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EXILES: PILGRIMAGE I - Peter
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Spectral voices howled at Peter as he fell through a swirling pandemonium of dark currents and impossible shapes, barely kept at bay by Echo’s radiance.  Sharp and soft shapes tugged at the mystic chain linking him with his companions.

Echo’s light faded.  The baying grew nearer.  Then, the void shifted.  Peter found himself standing on a circular mauve platform in a round chamber with light blue walls.  Short silver-robed figures moved amongst machinery that was at once alien and yet familiar by association.  Hisses and clicks filled the air.  

“We made it.”  Tia wrapped herself around Peter’s left arm.  

Morgan and Pious staggered, barely able to remain erect.

“God above, what happened to Kyle?”  Tia pointed at a lump on the floor.

Peter spared the big man a glance.  Kyle seemed...shrunken.  Much of his enormous gut was gone.  His chest moved up and down in slow breaths, but there were no other indicators of life.

A trio of the figures - kwintath, the aliens whose technology shaped entire worlds - approached the dais, pointing curved devices at them.  “You activated an unauthorized Portal protocol.  Immediate explanation requested.” 

Tia pushed past Peter.  “We were on the remnants of the Virtuous Traveler.”

The kwintath paused. “That vessel was destroyed three millennia ago.”

“Third Administrator Amyl mistrusted the Virtuous Traveler’s condition.  She had Operant Ram prepare an emergency escape device.”

More clicks and hisses.  Finally.  “That was a chaotic period.  However, it doesn’t explain your presence on the Virtuous Traveler.”

“We were brought there by a demon who’d accessed the ship shortly after it crashed.”

“Demon? An agent of the Leech commonly designated Kato-Siva?”

“No.”  Tia shook her head.  “Another demon, charged with countering Kato-Siva.”

“Complex.  Elaboration is required.”

Tia’s face hardened. “We will gladly elaborate - but some of us require immediate medical attention.”  

A blue line appeared on the floor. “Emergency medical services authorized in exchange for information. Follow.”  A blue line appeared on the floor, vanishing through an unseen opening.

Peter helped Morgan and Pious. Kyle-

“We will attend to the Operant.”  The big man’s body levitated from the floor. Drifted off, attended by two of the aliens. “Follow the line.”

“We should do as they say.”  Tia clasped his hand. She looked absurd in that rubbery suit. Peter didn’t care.

Together, preceded by the others, they followed the blue line from a dark space to a wide hall with a curved ceiling. Light - sunlight - streamed in through windows along the wall. They strode to the nearest of these openings. Halted. And peered at a stony slope that fell away to a bright blue ocean.
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EXILES: PILGRIMAGE II - Tia
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Tia considered the comb held forth by the goblin vendor.  Metal teeth. Ivory handle inlaid with floral imagery.  It looked tempting.  But she already had three combs.  “Not today, good merchant.”

The green-skinned merchant put the comb away and produced a floppy, broad-brimmed hat.  

Tia almost laughed at the unstylish offering.  “No.”

With that, Tia left the merchant and resumed her walk through Nexus Four's pale white tunnels, dodging three more peddlers offering everything from fruity wine to fur cloaks.  

Goblins abounded in Nexus Four, some as menial servants to the kwintath, but most as petty peddlers, farmers, and fishermen.

Ahead, the tunnel sloped downward, then leveled out, taking Tia past a long bank of alien machines.  Blue-skinned gnomes or ’Kumbandas’ wearing red vests over gray coveralls swarmed over these mechanisms, inspecting pipes and replacing crystalline circuits.  Tia figured that at least a couple of hundred of the dwarves dwelled here.

What Tia didn’t see was any kwintath.  That race, few in number, confined themselves to a handful of chambers deep within the Nexus.  

Another long descending slope, followed by a level stretch with blue daylight at the end.  Tia picked up her pace and popped out of the tunnel onto a wide ledge a hundred yards above foaming breakers.  She followed a stone-paved path around to a protruding stone mastiff.  

Two men paced slowly along the shelf’s edge, quietly talking with each other, while a third sat heavily on a boulder.

Tia ran towards the seated man.  “Kyle, you’re up!”  The big lout had been unconscious for days after their arrival here.  Even after waking, it’d been a week before he could take more than a few steps.

The big man, tall as Tia even sitting down, swiveled his massive scarred head to face her. “Yeah, I am.”  His voice was flat, lifeless.  Something had happened to him in the etheric void, something that stripped the magic from his soul and sixty pounds from his gut.  Were it not for the kwintath machines, he’d have died.  “Couldn’t stand it in there anymore.  Had to get out.”

The two men ambled over: Sir Peter Cortez and Pious, once Patriarch of the True Church, now a priest without a parish.

“I have discussed our situation with Sir Cortez,” said Pious, “And I must conclude he is correct - our best course is this pagan ‘pilgrimage’ our hosts speak of.”

He’s coming around. In truth, their situation here was untenable.  Nexus Four was an outpost, not a city, and none of its staffers were human.  Worse, their stock of coin and tradable goods was low, especially after Kyle’s healing.  They had to leave.  And leaving as pilgrims conferred advantages not shared by ordinary travelers, supposedly.  Pious had been the last holdout against the pilgrimage. “Taking part in a pagan rite doesn’t bother you anymore?”

The former Patriarch sighed.  “It did, and it still does.  But other priests of the True God have done so without imperiling their souls, so I can as well.”  Another sigh.  “Besides, it appears we have little choice.”

“Other priests?”

The Patriarch grimaced. “Fabia’s Door opened on this world, though at a point further south.  My predecessors have sent priests, pilgrims, and missionaries through that portal on and off for a thousand years.  Rarely, very rarely, some would make the return trip.  Almost all spoke of this pilgrimage and the high regard in which it was held.”  

Tia took a breath.  “I spoke with our hosts earlier.  They confirm that Rebecca is at Nexus Fourteen with an operant named Lysander and another identified as Barry.”

“They planning on leaving soon?” asked Peter.

Tia gave a tiny shrug. “Our hosts didn’t know.”

“Well, it’s good to hear that Barry is alright.”  A tiny spark of life entered Kyle’s voice.

Another man strode into view, Morgan DuSwaimair. “Our hosts are frustratingly cryptic,” he said as the half-elf entered the tunnel.  “Still, they possess access to a wide range of knowledge.  One such tidbit is of personal interest - it appears I have kin on this world.”

“DuSwaimair’s?  Here?” asked Tia.

“According to our hosts, anyhow.”  The former Emperor shook his head.  “They are listed among the petty aristocracy in Weslo, in the southern reaches of the Dimmurian League.  Supposedly, they’ve been there for generations, but how they made it here in the first place is beyond me.”

The former Patriarch cleared his throat. “I can shed light on that.”

Every head in the group swiveled to face the priest.

“Morgan, your namesake, sired Louis DuSwaimair, who assumed the throne after his father's death.”

Morgan shot the priest a black look.  “I know my family genealogy. Louis had three sons: Charles, Franklin, and Harry.  Maximus's assassins claimed the lives of Charles and his entire family, severely wounded Harry, and almost murdered Franklin.  Franklin not only survived but went on to become Emperor.”

“True, true, as far as it goes.”  The Patriarch's head bobbed.  “Maximus assassins did, in fact, take the lives of Charles and his wife.  Their sons James and Richard, though, survived the initial attack and fled to Athnor.”-

“Where they were found out by assassins hiding within the clergy and killed,” finished Morgan.

“That is the official version, the one insisted upon by Franklin after he became Emperor.”  The Patriarch paused.  Emperor Franklin had a reputation for paranoia and brutality.  It was nothing short of a miracle his brother’s son, Thurmond - and Morgan’s direct ancestor - survived to attain adulthood, let alone claim the throne.  “In actuality, the boys survived the attack and were spirited into the depths of the cathedral by an old priestess who ushered them through Fabia’s Door.”

“And so they came here,” said Morgan.

“Indeed, they did,” agreed Pious. “The last priest to return from this world mentioned in his report that the DuSwaimair brothers had been inducted into the aristocracy. That was fifty years ago.”

“Fifty years,” said Peter. “If we don’t get started, it will be fifty years before we reach this ‘Weslo’.”

“I concur.” Tia regarded the towering wall of rock before them. “If we’re going on this grand pilgrimage, we need to get into shape.  I say we start with the Thousand Steps.”

Peter stared at the cliff. “That will be quite a climb.” He looked at Tia. “Can you manage it?”

“Tia, there’s something I want to discuss with you.”

“Tell me at the top!”  Tia turned and took in the others. 

Kyle groaned and started in the opposite direction.

“You too, Kyle.”

The big man paused. Turned.  Craned his neck. “Kay.”

But Tia was already off, running up the short, steep path to the Singing Cavern.

The ‘Singing Cavern’ was an immense tunnel, hundreds of yards long and wide, that cut clear through the cliff that housed Nexus Four.  Sea-going ships - mostly the blocky craft of the Kumbandas, but others as well sailed through this gap.  While awesome, ‘singing’ was a misnomer for the gargantuan cavern - the wind that whistled through its fluted surface made more of a moan or shriek.  The path Tia followed opened onto a wide ledge along the cavern’s north side, illuminated by crystals that reflected the sunlight from either side.  

Row upon row of angular symbols were carved into the wall above this walkway: the record of Nexus Four’s past inhabitants.  Last week, Tia had discovered the entries for Third Administrator Amyl and Operant Ram among those glyphs, a discovery that sent a little chill along her spine. Those two, dead three thousand years ago, were responsible for the portal that brought Tia to this world. Today, though, she jogged right past those names, passed the point where kumbandas and goblin names predominated, and passed the long blank stretch awaiting further entries to the cavern's far side.  Here, a short, steep path made its way to a curved buttress carved with a switchback staircase bordered by a stone curb: the Thousand Steps.  

Tia inhaled and increased her pace. Today, I’ll make it to the top without stopping.  She’d almost done so yesterday - almost.  But her traitorous legs gave out just sixty steps shy of the summit.  (She’d counted.)  Today would be different.

Tia reached the steps and adjusted her pace to a steady jog.  This is a test of endurance, not speed.  The first hundred steps flew past in a blur with barely a twinge.  She rounded a switchback, glanced down, and saw Sir Cortez at the base of the stairs.  Behind him, the other three were just exiting the tunnel, Kyle bringing up the rear.  Tia wondered what Peter wished to tell her, then banished the thought as she resumed the climb.  Let him tell her at the summit.  

Two hundred steps: Tia jogged past a line of cross-legged goblins in short white tunics, humming a low monotone.  She rounded the switchback to see Echo vanish around the bend.  Below, Peter cleared the first hundred steps.

Five hundred steps: Tia’s breath became labored.  Her feet hurt.  And the stone rail had fallen away, leaving a sheer drop to the pounding surf.  She pressed upward.  

At seven hundred steps, Tia caught up with Echo, who leaned against the cliff face, inhaling great gulps of air.  Lines of fire ran along her legs, and she couldn’t breathe deeply.  I will rest at the top.

Nine hundred steps: Tia’s feet had been replaced with lead weights.  Sharp pain flared in her side with each pace.  Sweat cascaded off her body.  But she was still ahead of Echo.  This was where she’d given in to exhaustion last time.  But not this time.  Not today.  She forced herself to press upwards,

One thousand steps.  Then a path.  Then twenty more - and suddenly Tia was atop a razor ridge of rock that fell into a blue ocean to the east and west, continuing until it faded with distance.  “Made it!”  She raised both arms.  

Peter’s head popped above the cliff top. “Damn, woman, but you can move.”  He bent over, hands on knees, panting heavily.  

“You wanted to tell me something, Sir Cortez?”

Peter looked up. “In a moment.  By the shrine.” He motioned at a dull green pyramid a few hundred yards to their north, about the size of a large house.  

“Very well then.”  Tia walked slowly along the ridge, reached the structure, and paced its circumference.  One doorless entry on the north side, large enough to drive a cart through.  Past the Shrine, the ridge began a long, slow descent to the east and north, ultimately dropping to a flat knob dominated by two massive mountains:  Kumbandar and Tith-Akunas, the respective city-states of the kumbandas and goblins.  Through a telescope, she’d discerned intricate networks of streets that connected buildings and terraced farms.  Below them was a wide horseshoe bay lined with wharves and warehouses, the port of Damar.  Tia thought she might like to visit the mountain cities, but not dwell there.

Footsteps behind Tia made her turn.  Sir Cortez approached, breathing normally now.  “What is it?”

Peter started to speak. Stopped. “Damnit, I’m no good at this sort of thing.”

Tia crossed her arms. “Out with it, Sir Cortez.”

Peter screwed up his face.  Took a breath. “Will you marry me?”

Tia’s heart threatened to stop beating.  Her vision dimmed. All this time together.  I really should have seen this coming. Now, it was her turn to take a breath. “Yes.”

Relief flooded Peter’s face.  “Good.  It just so happens I know a priest who’d be happy to perform the ceremony.”

“Priest,” wheezed an ancient voice from the steps.  “I’ll have you know I was Patriarch of the True Church once upon a time.”

Tia and Peter glared at Pious.

Pious threw down his arms. “Okay, okay, I’ll perform the ceremony.  Does next week work for you two?”

Peter glanced at Tia, who nodded. “It does, good cleric.”

“Am I invited?”  The Emperor reached the cliff top.  

“Best man,” said Peter.

“Ugh.”  Kyle reached the stair’s summit, took two steps, and fell on his belly.

Tia walked over to the big man and nudged him in the side with her left sandal.  “We’ll have to work on your training.”

Kyle eyed her. “Why?”

“Because we’re leaving this place a week after the wedding and need a beast of burden.”  Tia leaned over the oaf. “That’s you, by the way.”

“Kill me now.”

Tia shook her head. “No, Kyle, you’re not getting off that easy.  You may not be a magician anymore, but you’ve got muscles aplenty.”

Tia and Peter’s wedding was held a week later in the ridgetop shrine, a square, cool chamber with angled aquamarine walls and a small pool in its center.  Quite a bit was said and done on the occasion, but later, the sole memory that stuck in Tia’s mind was saying “Yes” when Sir Cortez asked for her hand.  

Ten days later (because the oaf needed more time to recuperate), Tia and her companions stood in that shrine again, listening to an aged kumbandas priest in a garish green and orange robe recite phrases in a language she only semi-understood while dipping metal and crystal talismans into the pool.  Chant completed, the cleric bade them approach and kneel.  

Peter pushed Tia behind him and strode forward first: the cleric simply selected one of the amulets, then pressed it to the knight’s forehead.  

“Ouch!”  Peter fingered the charm.  “It’s stuck in place!”

The priest motioned the knight away. An acolyte started for Peter, but the knight waved him off, leaving the chamber under his own power.

Next, the kumbandas cleric made a come-hither motion at Morgan.

The former monarch glanced at the others. “Guess it’s my turn.”  He knelt and winced a bit as the priest affixed a talisman to his forehead.  An acolyte guided him outside the shrine.

The priest had to strain to place an amulet on Kyle’s skull, even with the big man in a sitting position.  He had no reaction beyond a dull grunt.  Then he was escorted outside, and it was Pious’s time.

The Patriarch eyed his diminutive counterpart with suspicion, clearly having second thoughts about participating, but finally knelt his head and received the symbol.  He muttered under his breath as the novice led him to the exit.

Tia knelt, watched the priest raise the final talisman past her eyes, and then winced at a slight stinging sensation as the charm was affixed.  Like Peter - and all the others save Kyle - she automatically reached up and touched the tiny charm: hard, cold, edged, but not really sharp.  She dropped her hand.  Headed for the exit behind the novice.  

Tia stepped outside.  Inhaled cool, clean, crisp air.  Donned two necklaces of intertwined gems and coins, and bits of precious metal - the contents of her jewelry box.  Grabbed her pack.  Faced the others. “Okay, it’s time to go.”
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EXILES: PILGRIMAGE III – Kyle
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The trio of birdmen dropped from the sky bearing gifts.  Or more accurately, dead things they wanted to trade for metal things.  This being Birdman country, the pilgrims and everybody else weren’t allowed to hunt for their own dead things.  

Kyle paid them no mind.  The big man was with the others in a circular dell a dozen yards across with a pool in its center and rocks and berry bramble about the edges.  Stone slabs about the circumference made shallow overhangs just deep enough to keep the rain out.  Kyle, though, sat on a large rock near the fire pit, staring at the ground.  

Tia bargained with the birdmen, offering them tin spoons and cups for a pair of fish and a mangled rabbit (well, something that looked rabbitish, anyhow.)  Eventually, the avians accepted her offering and flew off.

Kyle didn’t notice.  Didn’t care about the light rain that pitter-pattered from the sky.  I hurt all over.  My feet hurt.  My back hurts. And that damn cough just won’t go away.  He rubbed his shoulders.  They ached from the weight of his pack.  He eyed the pack.  Tia hadn’t jested when she yakked about needing a beast of burden - that sack weighed twice what Sir Cortez’s did and four times more than what the others toted.  He really did feel like a damn mule.  Not for the first time, he wished they had bicycles.  

At least they’d dropped off that damn ridge yesterday.  Now, the road slithered between steep hills dotted with giant trees he couldn‘t identify.  Sacks as big as wagons dangled from the branches of these monsters: the nests of the birdmen.  The birdmen were handsome beasts: not quite Tia tall, beaks for mouths, muscular bodies covered in arcs of red, white, and gold feathers, and wings that stretched a good twenty feet. What they didn’t have were hands: just long, flexible talons on their feet and near-useless nubs at the wing joints.  They were also damn good singers - waking the whole party up at the crack of dawn with an orchestra that made Echo downright jealous.

They exited Birdman Country and reached a place where the strand was tilted, a long, gradual slope from east to west.  Naturally, the road didn’t stay near the beach but meandered all over the place.  It took them to the ridgetop on the one side, where sheer cliffs fell half a mile into pounding surf, then it dropped clear to the beach on the other.  What got Kyle was the way the land stayed all narrow like - fifteen - twenty miles tops.

After a week, the western side rose back up, and they walked along wooded valleys that ran parallel to both coasts.  Three days later, they reached Cyres. 

Cyres wasn’t much to look at - a hundred-odd stone and timber huts -  but it was a human place.  Five, six hundred people, maybe, wearing rough homespun clothing and speaking in a coarse form of Imperial, which added weight to the Patriarch’s assertion about them coming from the Empire.. Change from birdmen and blue and green runts.

Kyle thought Cyres's people were friendly enough.  Hard-working.

Tia wasn’t impressed.  “They’re peasants.  Farmers. Herdsmen.”

They left Cyres the next morning.  On the way out, an oldster pulled Kyle aside and warned him to stay away from the cities.  “Bad men there,” he repeated over and over. “Don’t stop.  Keep going. Don’t camp on the beach.” He pointed at a large island of dark rock off the eastern coast. “Reaver’s Refuge. Pirate place. You camp on the beach, they come, take, sell.”

The pilgrims kept walking.  They reached Myres two days after leaving Cyres.  That place was damn near identical.  There, Tia gave three gems from her necklace to a petty merchant in exchange for a worn wagon and an aged mule.  Tia put Kyle in the driver’s seat and rode in the back with the others. 

They spent the next night in the great hall of a broken castle perched atop the eastern cliff.  Sir Cortez said the place had been attacked, and Kyle agreed with him.

The ridge dropped again, turning into tangled hills.  A few of these lesser peaks also sported castles, none in great shape, but a couple were clearly occupied.  Islands dotted the sea to either side: tall, grim rocks to the east and long, skinny sandbars that paralleled the western shore.

Then one morning, Kyle woke up to find dirty men in mismatched armor pointing spears at him.  

A pair of black iron manacles landed on his chest.  “Put them on,” said a lout with a bushy black beard protruding from beneath a conical helmet. 

“Screw you.”

Half a heartbeat later, sharp pain flared in Kyle’s thigh, and a sharp point hovered about an inch past his left eyeball.  

“You belong to us, now.” Cone Helm motioned, and a fat slug knelt beside the big man, slapping the bracelets around his wrist.  

“Stand.” Cone Helm strutted before them. “I am the lawful lord of this land.”  

“I see no standard, no insignia,” said Morgan. “What sort of lord ambushes pilgrims?”

“A strong one!”  Enraged, Gaius backhanded Morgan. “The Strong take. I take you!”

Morgan wasn’t fazed. “I see a strutting braggart, not a lord.”

“I am Gaius Gavius Gracchus.  Big name.  Big here, big in Syquinn, in Golast, in Vorn. One of the Thirty Families. An Original! You are nobody.” 

“Kill now?” asked one of the bandits.

“No, we’ll make him suffer later.”

Kyle stood and counted eight ambushers.  Saw his companions lined up with manacles about their wrists.  Pious sported a bloody bandage on his head - he’d been on watch.  

Gaius looked Kyle over. “Big.  Gog blood, maybe.”  He nodded.  “Mine's for this one.”

Two men jerked Kyle off to the side.

Gaius gestured at Pious. “Old. God talker.”  He shook his head and continued to Tia. She will bring a fine price in Lamos.  Very fine.”

Tia spat. “Don’t you dare touch me.”

Gaius slapped her.  Tia fell to the ground.  

“You’ll do no such thing.” Peter dashed forward and swung.  His manacle made Gaius’s helm ring like a bell.  The man staggered.  Bent over.  Spat.

Peter swung again, knocked a second man clear off his feet, and kicked a second in the knee.  Then he got dog-piled - sort of.  Somehow, he kept his feet.

Gaius straightened. “Bad move, fool. He spat in the dust and hefted his sword, all set to run the knight through. 

The speech barely registered with Kyle.  He focused on the bracers. The iron was crap, and the lock was junk. He twisted his wrists and felt the metal start to buckle. 

“No!” Gaius turned and tried to swing at Kyle. “You obey!”

The big man grabbed Gaius’s wrist and stopped the swing cold.

A younger asshole stepped towards the big man, sword at the ready. “Gaius is my brother, slave!”

The kid took three steps toward Kyle with his sword raised.

Tia popped out of thin air and slammed a heavy rock into the kid’s head. He fell to the ground, leaking red. 

Gaius watched the kid fall. “No!”

Kyle took advantage of Gaius’s distraction to take his sword away and slug him in the face so hard his neck snapped.

Morgan gave one of the men holding Peter a love tap with his shackles.  The knight straightened.  Twisted. And then all the bandits were dead.

Tia picked herself up. “Let’s get out of here.”

Peter looked at Tia. “How did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“You popped out of nowhere!”

“I was trying to be stealthy.”

Pious raised his hand. “Lady Samos has a bit of magic.” He shook his head. “It probably rubbed onto her... before. Such things happen occasionally.”

Peter looked back and forth between Tia and the Patriarch. “She’s a witch?”

“A very minor one,” said Pious. 

“I can work magic.” Tia stared at her hands in shock. “I’ll need training. I need”-

“I can instruct you in certain rudimentary cantrips,” said Pious. “Focusing tricks taught to all members of the clergy, not true magic at all. But, to properly develop your abilities, you require somebody with the proper expertise.”

Everybody looked at Kyle.

The big man spread his hands. “I’m not a wizard anymore. The power is gone.” But, even as he spoke the words, a fleeting flicker passed through his mind.

Tia glared at Kyle. “You were a wizard, though. A damn powerful one. Your power may be gone, but you retain the knowledge.”

“I”-

“I’d feel more comfortable with my wife having some instruction in her witchery than none,” said Peter.

“That is wise,” agreed the Patriarch. “In the meanwhile, we should clean up this mess and depart.” He motioned at the corpses. 

“Agreed,” said Morgan.

They tossed the bodies off a cliff and collected their gear. They found a longboat with a splintered hull drawn up on the beach.

Morgan stared at the distant bulk of Reaver’s Refuge. “They came from there, I warrant.” He shook his head. “That nest needs to be stamped out.”

“Such is not our task,” said the Patriarch. “Pilgrims do not seek strife.”

“We will not always be pilgrims.” Morgan hurled a stone into the surf.

Then, they climbed into the wagon and set off along the road.  

That evening, Kyle taught Tia the ‘blink trick.’ 

“Hold your index fingers in front of your eyes so the tips almost touch,” he told Tia. “Stare at the tips. Let out your breath. Try not to think.”

Surprisingly, Tia did so without any sarcastic remarks. 

“Close your right eye. Good. Now, open it and close the left. Keep focused on the space between your fingertips. Do it again.”

Tia followed his instructions with a grim expression.

“Open both eyes. See the sausage?”

“I...yes.”

“Good. Now look at the big rock behind me.”

Tia turned her head. “What’s that glow?” Her expression changed to one of wonder. She pointed at a bronze dagger. “Is that Sunpoint?”

“Yes, you’re seeing the magic bound into it.”

Tia blinked. It’s gone. I can’t see the glow anymore.”

“Neither can I.” And he’d tried.

“That’s magic,” said Peter. “Just blinking your eyes like that?”

The Patriarch looked at Peter. “This is just an exercise, not magic. Anybody can learn it.”

“Fine. I’ll give it a shot, then.” But though Peter tried the blink trick three times, he never saw the glow. Neither did the former emperor. 

The mule plodded past peasants working weedy fields and roadhouses filled with rough characters who laughed and jeered at the pilgrims. They passed by the side road to Lamos in the early morning and continued into the night rather than stay at the inn that squatted at the access to Trios. Instead, they camped beneath overhangs or crowded into stone huts. 

It was in these places that Kyle continued to teach Tia the rudiments of wizardry. Tia quickly learned the calming and focusing tricks, but struggled with the last one, the ward.

“Stand straight. Hold your arms apart like so.” Kyle demonstrated the move.

Tia did so.

“Now close your eyes and do the focusing trick. Imagine a glowing blue dot at the end of your right index finger.”

“Ok, I think I see it.”

“Now, imagine that spot getting bigger, covering your whole arm.”

“Oh, it is!” Tia’s face fell. “But now it’s gone.”

“That cantrip vexed me to no end when I was a novice,” said the Patriarch. “It did save my life a time or two afterward.”

They reached Alar the next day. Here, they had to stop, as this worn town was the site of the Fifth Nexus.

Half of Alar was an overgrown peasant village with a mixed assortment of folks of three different races tending irregularly shaped fields. The other half was a ruin populated by shifty characters. The Fifth Nexus was a blue pyramid rising above the ruins.

An old man with bronze skin and white hair emerged from the pyramid and saw the party inspecting the fallen church.  “That used to be Alar’s Temple.”  He turned and spat. “Bad bunch. They called themselves ‘diplomats,’ but their ‘negotiations’ always made things worse, not better. Turned the Northern League into pirates and slavers and started a war between Amara and the Southern League.  They were wiped out thirty years ago by the White Lady.  Nobody's set foot in there since.”  He paused. “Forgive me - I get carried away sometimes.”

Pious took a step towards the oldster. “And you are?”

“Ah, sorry about that.  I’m Nonious, priest of Puchan the Wanderer. I watch over the pilgrim shrine. “You’ve walked the Pilgrim Road?” asked Tia.

“Full circle, lovely lady.  All twenty-four shrines.”

“Puchan the Wanderer.”  Pious stroked his chin. “Simon Wanderer?”

Nonious smiled. “That’s another name for him, though not often used.”

Pious nodded, obviously relieved.

“We’re headed south from here,” said Morgan. “The Jungle Lands sounds unpleasant.”

“Downright Hellish would be my choice of words,” said Nonious. “Cannibals, cultists, bandits, monsters, and worse.  The best way to circumvent those perils is to join a caravan taking the High Road - you absolutely do not wish to go through Amara.  An acquaintance of mine, Samuel Khabari, is putting together such a caravan now. He recruits suitably talented pilgrims for his ventures.”

“We’ll search him out,” said Morgan.  

“He will be at the muster yard west of here in the morning.  You can’t miss him: a stout fellow with slicked-back black hair and a purple slash.” Nonious paused. “You could spend the night for free in the barracks,” he pointed at a dilapidated building, “but Rianna’s Inn offers more comforts for a slight fee.”

“I could stand a bath and clean clothes,” said Tia.

“Rianna’s it is,” said Peter.

Rianna’s Inn was practically a town in its own right, a sprawling collection of stucco workhouses, warehouses, whorehouses, barracks, taverns, and gaming pits, all painted in rose or beige or green, set on the north side of a tidal slough that cut clear across the strand, which Kyle guessed was maybe five miles across at this point.  

The next morning, the pilgrims filed past a double row of stucco shops and tenements to a large grassy field set beside a murky canal crossed by a weathered drawbridge.  Kyle took note of the fortress that the bridge was attached to, as well as its narrowness. 

Scores of folk - tanned humans, blue kumbandas, green goblins, and even furry rachasa catmen - dashed about, loading and unloading wagons, checking tack, and striking tents, but Khabari was unmistakable - no taller than Tia, wide as Kyle, with a great purple sash thrown over his left shoulder, busily berating a trio of skinny men in loincloths and turbans.  

“What do you mean, you cannot come?”  Khabari jabbed a short baton at the middle person as he spoke.  “Is my coin not good?  Do I not treat my people well?”

The man raised his hands. “You do, master, but my wife”-

“Be gone!” Khabari motioned with the implement, and the trio slouched off.  He shook his head.  “Just as well - they’d have slacked off anyhow.”

Morgan cleared his throat. “Samuel Khabari. Nonius, priest of the Wanderer, said to search you out.” 

The fat man whirled. “Nonious, eh?  You wish to join my caravan.”  It wasn’t a question.

“We do.  Nonious said you hire pilgrims.”

A light flashed in Khabari’s beady eyes.  “I do, I do, assuming they are of use on the road.”

He waved at Kyle with the baton. “What of you, big brawler?” He appraised the big man, the way field bosses appraised new workers.

Kyle inhaled and thought of mutilated bodies on battlefields, friends, foes, and bystanders. “My fighting days are done.“  Relief flooded the big man’s frame as he spoke the words. “I have driven carts and carriages all my life.  Fixed them too.”  He didn’t mention being a magician. That was part of the dead past. Or was it?

Tia struggled to keep a straight face.

“Yes, you have the look of one sick of bloodshed. Driver it is, then.”  The caravan master jabbed again with the stick. “No brawling, though, or I’ll toss you out.”

Sir Cortez thrust himself at Khabari. “I am Sir Peter Cortez, once a knight of renown, now a pilgrim.”

“Humph.” Khabari tapped his feet. “You bear a sword and have a fighter’s stance, but I see no armor or steed.”

“I met with misfortune.”

“Humph.” Khabari rotated his bulk and motioned at a tall blond-haired man tending a spotted horse. “Sir Talkam!  A moment of your time.”

The warrior trotted over. “What is it?”

Khabari motioned at Sir Cortez.  “This one claims he’s like you, a knight.  Sir Peter Cortez.”

Talkam’s eyes ran over Peter’s frame. “Don’t recognize him.  Never heard of him, either.”  His eyes narrowed. “And I know almost every knight in the League and Amara.”

“We’re not from...here,” said Tia.

Khabari blinked. “Ah...Outworlders.  Nonious said the portal at the Fourth Shrine opened.”

“It did,” said Tia. “We came through, fleeing calamity. Now we seek a place.”

“Humph.” Khabari stroked his chin.  

“Does this change things?”

“No, no.” 

“I’ve no objection to a quick bout.” Talkam motioned at a ring of golden sand bordered by white stones.  

“I need the practice,” said Peter. 

The two warriors entered the ring.  Their weapons clanged off each other.

In the ring, Peter sent Talkam’s sword flying.  The pair abandoned the session and rejoined the others.  “He’s good,” said Talkam. “Among the best.”

“Ah.”  Khabari nodded. “Well, Sir Peter Cortez, how would you like to be a guard on my expedition?”

“It’ll do,” said the knight.

Khabari turned his attention to Morgan.  “You...you were once a leader of men.  An officer?”

Morgan hesitated. “Yes.”

“He was a nobleman,” said Tia.

The statement brought Tia to Khabari’s attention.  “And what of you, miss?”-

“Tia Cortez.”  She wrapped an arm around Peter's waist. “His wife.”

“What skills do you bring to this endeavor, though?”

Tia straightened. “I am a merchant's daughter, trained in accounts, law, and languages.”

“Humph.” Khabari stroked his chin. “Accounts. Can you do tallies?”

“I can.”

“Good.” The caravan master motioned at a wagon laden with small pots. “Count those and bring me a number.”

Tia scuttled off.

Khabari turned his attention to Pious.  “You are a priest, I’ll wager.”

Pious bowed. “Perceptive. I am a cleric of the true God.”

“Humph.” Khabari’s eyes narrowed. “One of those. I already have priests of the Merchant and the Judge.  And Sir Talkam is sworn to the Wanderer.”

“I know the Wanderer under a different name,” said Pious. 

“Hmph.” Khabari made a dismissive wave. “Well, that one does get around. One can never have too many priests.  I expect prayers sung at dawn and dusk.  Work out the details with your fellow god talkers.”

Tia returned. “Sixty-four pots - two cracked, one leaking.”

Khabari nodded. “Good, good.”  He made a sweeping arm motion. “Gather round. You’re hired.  I pay a copper Az a day, plus food and a place to sleep.  We leave tomorrow at dawn.”  A thunderous crash came from the back of the field. “I hope.”

Nonious was absent when they returned to the shrine.

“No doubt off fetching charms and potions,” said Morgan.

“What’s this doing here?”  Tia stood beside a white statue of a young woman behind the ruined temple.

“That’s Medea, the White Lady.”  Nonious approached the Pilgrim Shrine, carrying a sack that clicked.  “She was raised here, in Alar’s cult.”

“Who was she?”  Count on Tia to be nosy.

“Medea walked the spheres and became a goddess - or powerful enough to make no difference,” said the priest.  “She came back as the White Lady, the crusader for commoners and the downtrodden.”

“You don’t sound thrilled,” said Morgan.

“Medea’s intentions were good - and she did a lot of good things - education, land reform, making medicine easier for poor folks to come by - but it turned into an unholy mess: massacres, rebellions, famine.  She vanished right in the middle of chaos - just ’poof,’ disappeared.” He snapped his fingers.  “But her followers still hold a lot of sway in places.  They’re pretty decent, most of them, but also...rigid.  Black and white.”

“Power corrupts,” said Pious.  

“Well, I need to get this set up.  Hope I remember the ritual.”  Nonious vanished into the shrine's interior.  

The group ate, bathed, and waited.  Nonious summoned them right before dark.

The first time, the ritual barely registered with Kyle - some pretty lights, second-rate sorcery, and a tiny pinprick on his skull when the talisman was attached.  

This time, though, the big man felt power coursing through the blue-green chamber when he entered it; potent red and white and violet energies that moved in patterns he could barely glimpse, let alone understand.  Watching this interplay absorbed Kyle’s entire attention, so much so that Tia elbowed the big man in the ribs a couple of times and told him to pay attention.  At the ritual’s climax, a tiny sliver of those awesome energies rose from the pool in a coruscating mass of gold and red and white and tapped their foreheads.  Later, the others spoke of this moment: Tia said she saw her family, Peter said Mithras spoke to him, and Pious spoke of divine revelations.  Morgan reported a headache.  For Kyle, it was like a blue and gold flower blooming inside his skull.  

They slept like logs that night.  

Somehow, with no few curses and love taps from his baton, Khabari got the caravan moving an hour after dawn the next morning: fifty wagons and eighty drivers and drovers, plus an additional quartet of goblin traders and two human merchants.  Pretty much a mobile village carting grain and fruit into the Jungle Lands.  

The tidal slough proved no barrier at all. An hour later, the wagons trundled through a village dominated by a walled villa with a good thirty people standing on the roof, shouting and waving bits of cloth.  Khabari waved back, calling out compliments and instructions.  “My house,” he told Kyle further down the road. “Came here from Amara with nothing and built myself up. Three wives, a ship, and warehouses all along the coast.”

“Did pretty good.”

The caravan linked up with a long column of marching foot soldiers in brown and green leather, mostly humans, but also a couple of squads of hobs. 

Tia continued to practice her incipient sorcery each evening, though with little result. She struggled mightily with the Ward and managed her invisibility trick once. 

The Strand widened as the caravan moved south: first twenty miles, then forty, then to the point where Kyle couldn’t glimpse the eastern shore even from the hilltops that rose above the farms and orchards they passed through.  It also got hot-scorching hot, so much so that they stopped each midday and lounged beneath large awnings suspended between the wagons.  Most of the men went shirtless (though Khabari stubbornly hung onto his purple sash), while the women wore breast bands beneath gauzy pastel dresses.  Kyle spent these siestas crashed out on the ground.  Tia talked with everybody who’d listened or plowed through the thick books she’d acquired at the Inn.  Peter sparred with Talkam and the other guards.  Pious debated theology with the other priests.  

It cooled off a fraction as the road gained in elevation: first one mile, then two, with ridges rising to either side, one of several skinny alpine valleys running parallel to the coast.  The vegetation thinned to patches of yellowish grass, and water became scarce enough that Khabari instituted rationing.  

The thin air affected Kyle: sometimes, just getting a full breath of air seemed impossible, and he felt lightheaded much of the time.  

Then the skinny valleys merged into one big one dotted with scraggly fields of corn and beans: the fief of  Khi-Khamber, a mountain city that was home to about twenty thousand blue runts - or so Khabari claimed, the pilgrims not being allowed into the city proper.  The runts were brusque, not inclined to bargain at all - they simply started swapping out large sacks of grain and jars of fruit for small, heavy boxes that ’clinked’ when they dropped into the wagon beds.  

“Khi-Khamber is a center of industry.”  Khabari pointed at a large bowl outside the city proper. “Solar forge, very hot.”

Tia looked up from her counting. “We have such forges in our world.”

Khabari eyed the woman. “You have the tally?”

Tia thrust a slate at the caravan master. “Right here.” 

The caravan master ran a practiced eye over the numbers.  “Good, good.  We depart immediately after midday once the water butts are filled.”

“So soon?” asked Tia.

“Yes,” said Khabari. “Time is thirst on this next leg.  Slowness is death.”

Their escort took twenty wagons filled with heavy metal boxes and headed back north, along with one of the human traders.  Weapons for the legion, like as not.  A pack of blue Runts driving wagons came from the city and joined Khabari’s bunch.  Then, the caravan headed south. 

The caravan master did not exaggerate. Past Khi-Khamber, the arid valleys lost their vegetation, becoming a desert of hard-packed sand that resisted the imprint of wagon tracks.  Stone plinths twice Kyle’s height, carved with arrows and stick figures, marked the way, set half a mile or so apart.  They passed but two oases in two weeks of travel, neither all that impressive: date trees, grass, and brush huddled around bleak, shallow ponds.  Then the eastern ridge fell away, and they reached a half-ruined city of vastly oversized buildings built on terraces that fell away into the jungle:  Amar-Gog - city of the giants. 

A dozen-odd huge figures, twice Kyle’s size, emerged from the wreckage, wearing mismatched clothes and furs, with large sacks slung over their shoulders.

Tia appraised the approaching giants.  “They look deformed.” 

Tia was right: the right arm of the centermost giant was only half the length of his left.  Another had no ears.  A third sported a clubfoot and used a thick staff to walk.

“You speak true,” said Khabari. “Amara’s sorcerers bred the giants with black magic a thousand years ago for a campaign of conquest.  Thousands of them boiled from Amar-Gog, sweeping all opponents from their path, reaching even to the far-distant Eastern realms.  They reigned for three generations, a time of death and evil magic.  Amara’s ascendancy seemed assured. But the magic used in the Gog’s creation proved flawed - most of them could not breed true.  Their women suffered from stillbirths and miscarriages or spawned abominations that died within days.  One hundred years after leaving Amar-Gog, the giant's numbers imploded, and their reign ended.  What remains are a few sad, pathetic remnants, half of whom are mutants.”  

Up close, the giants looked more grotesque than ever: misshapen heads, limbs of differing lengths, and skin covered in weeping sores and lesions.  They also stank worse than a privy pit downwind of a garbage pile.  

Traders pulled the tarps off large wooden casks of cheap wine or opened chests to reveal short swords and cauldrons - mere kitchen knives and bowls to these creatures.  

The giants, in turn, withdrew great balls of yarn from their bags.  Two produced round, smooth black objects that looked like giant seeds.  

Talkam nudged Peter. “Keep alert. These brutes are both stupid and treacherous.”  

This time, though, the Gog’s attention was directed at each other: a three-way brawl erupted over ownership of the largest pod.  That altercation ended when the shortest behemoth, less deformed than the others, waded in with a club and beat his fellows senseless.  

Then, the bargaining began in earnest. Kyle couldn’t follow the language at all, but from her expression, Tia caught at least a glimmer, and maybe Pious as well.  In the end, the giants exchanged two pods and four balls of string for five swords, three kettles, and six kegs.  

Again, Khabari ordered the caravan underway swiftly. “It is not unknown for the Gog to trail caravans, hoping to regain their goods.”  

No pursuit came; apparently, the Gog were satisfied with mere trade.

Now, the caravan trundled across an arid plateau.  Mostly, Kyle saw cloud tops when he looked over the edge.  Sometimes, though, the fluffy masses would dissipate, and he could see the ocean to the west.  East was nothing but a toxic green jungle, a hundred miles or more.  Tales told by Khabari and the others made that forest sound like an outlier of Hell: poisonous snakes, fish that stripped flesh from bones in seconds, insects that burrowed into one's skin, and about a million different diseases, most of them fatal.  Hell, the drovers insisted that even the plants ate people.  That was just the wildlife: the big man listened to tales of fiefs ruled by human and hobgoblin cannibals, cultists presiding over plantations worked by brainwashed slaves, packs of homicidal rachasa hunters roaming the jungle, plus slews of bandits, black wizards, and other riffraff.

They got a taste of the reality behind these stories a week after leaving Amar-Gog when a pair of horse-sized things with way too many limbs and claws popped over the edge of the cliff and rushed the caravan.  Sir Talkam killed one with the help of a couple of archers.  The other made a beeline for Tia’s wagon, which set Sir Cortez off: the knight grabbed two spears and charged the beast on foot.  Being a kick-ass fighter, he came out on top with barely a scratch, a feat that impressed the others big time.  

Tia got sick each morning, but steadily gained weight.  Kyle, no dummy, and raised in a hut devoid of privacy, added one and one together and came up with a baby on the way.  He figured she got knocked up right after the wedding, as the Pilgrim ritual was supposed to stop little bundles of joy from appearing. Being pregnant made Tia moody as hell. 

“Drat it.  My sandal was right here.  I know it was.”  Tia fumed among the bushes.

“It’s behind the white rock,” Kyle heard himself say.

“Huh.  There it is.”

Footsteps approached Kyle.  “Look up.”

Kyle raised his head.  

Tia stood there, hands on her hips, sandals dangling from a crooked finger, one with a broken strap.  “How did you know that?”

“Saw it.”  What did it matter? Why wouldn’t the woman leave him alone?

“No, Kyle.  You plopped that dead ass of yours on that rock when we arrived here and haven’t so much as looked up since then.”

“Tia’s right,” said Sir Cortez.

“I...I just knew, okay!”

Tia shook her head.  “There’s more to it than that.  I think your power’s back. I saw your face back at the Fifth Shrine. Something happened there.”  She motioned at the heap of twigs and tinder. “I want a nice hot rabbit dinner. Light the fire.”

“I-I can’t.  It’s  - it’s gone.” But the memory of that blue and gold flower bubbled to the surface of his mind.

“No, it isn’t.”  Tia leaned in close until their faces almost touched.  “Try.”

Whatever.  Kyle raised his hand and inspected the tip of his index finger.  Placed it against the tinder.  Concentrated.  Nothing happened. “See?  My power’s gone.”

“Try harder.”

Gah! Anything to shut the woman up!  Kyle closed his eyes.  Focused.  Reached for the hot spark of talent.  Nothing.  Nary a glimmer.  An image flashed to mind - a youthful hand - his hand - digging through ashes in the family hearth, searching for buried embers.  Kyle inhaled and considered the thought.  As a kid, he’d been charged with starting the hearth fire each morning.  Sometimes, the hot coals were up top.  Other times, he had to dig for them, searching for the hot spot he knew was there.  

Kyle sat straight.  Sometimes you have to dig.  He reached into his mind where the Power lurked.  Nothing.  But...what was that discoloration?  He focused on it.  Pushed.  Felt sparks fire in his brain.  A hot orange dot appeared.  A tiny tongue of flame sprouted from the tip of his finger and ignited the tinder.

“Told you.”  Tia held out a sandal with a broken strap. “I know your abilities. Finding. Fire. Fixing.”  She thrust the broken footwear at Kyle.  “I want this fixed.”  

Kyle took the footwear and gave it a once-over.  “I’ll look it over.”

“No, Kyle, you’ll fix it.”  

And he did.

Kyle experimented with his regained wizardry over the next few weeks.  Finding, Fire, and Fixing came back to him, as did his Sight and simple ward spells...but they were weak and feeble compared to before.  In the old days, he could light a torch at twenty paces between one breath and the next.  Now, it was more like two inches and twenty seconds...when he could do it at all.  

The next town was Razz-Tup, a long string-bean of warehouses and hostels built on a ledge a bit below the plateau proper.  Logs hung out over the abyss here, their ground side ends triple-braced, long ropes dangling from their tips.  Big guys - humans, hobgoblins, and even a couple of giants turned cranks that hauled big baskets filled with stuff from the lands below: jars of sap, bundles of black sticks (spices, according to Tia), rubber, sugar, and other stuff.  The baskets also brought up people: excitable, nearly naked humans with coal-black skin, dreadnaughts, and way too many ornaments, especially grotesquely oversized earrings.  Rough guards - a mix of hobgoblins and humans - kept order along the ledge.  

Khabari’s bunch swapped out wine and runt metalwork for these things, especially the black sticks.  The blue runts got into a brawl with the black men.  About a dozen hobs and mercenaries popped out of nowhere and herded four or five of the latter right off the cliff at spearpoint.  The survivors of the altercation didn’t seem to consider it a big deal and went right back to squabbling over the dead men’s loot.

Sir Cortez took one look at these goings-on and promptly forbade Tia from playing tally-keeper.  Khabari started to object, thought better of it when he saw the look in the knight's eyes.  So, naturally, Kyle was the one who got stuck counting black sticks, tiny jars, and sacks of sugar.  When they left Razz-Tup,  most of the runt's ironmongery stayed behind.  

The plateau broke into hills that dropped in elevation.  Occasionally, the road dipped into valleys with vegetation so thick it was like a wall: Kyle literally couldn’t see more than a yard into the green mess.  Snakes and scorpions darted across the road or dropped from overhanging branches (one gave Tia such a scare she turned invisible).  And Kyle always had the sensation of being watched in those places.  Eventually, the gorge they were in ended with a waterfall that dropped away into a skinny lake surrounded by black stone buildings built on terraces set in tall, dark cliffs dotted with sparkling bits of crystal: the city of Glimmerdark.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


EXILES: PILGRIMAGE IV - Tia


[image: ]




Tia suspected she might be pregnant before they reached Rianna’s Inn.  But it was only a suspicion and remained such until after Khi-Khamber.  By the time she learned of her condition (Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!), they were in the midst of that horrible desert.  Worse, Tia was positive that the oaf deduced her condition before she told Sir Cortez.  The whole damn caravan knew she was pregnant by the time they reached Glimmerdark.  

‘Glimmerdark,’ Tia knew from her reading, was the debased form of ‘Glamaldauth,’ an older designation employed by polite company.  But Sir Cortez pointed out that ‘Glimmerdark’ better suited the metropolis: light made dim by high dark cliffs set with tiny flakes of glistening crystal. Streets wove along narrow terraces that flanked the central lake or leaped the chasm on thin arched bridges.  The structures were ornately carved with disturbing patterns and grotesque monsters that seemed to move in the faint light.  

Those almost paled to Glimmerdark’s denizens: the avenues were packed with specimens of every race they’d encountered thus far on this world.  Tia spotted goblins and hobgoblins, Skrea (Kyle’s ’birdmen’), kumbandas, elves, giants, and rachasa. Once, she glimpsed a kwintath that swiftly ducked into a conical structure.  Humans were merely one tribe among many.

“Every fourth or fifth edifice grows right out of the cliff face,” Morgan pointed at a façade carved with disturbing friezes. “Tunnel entrances, no doubt. I’d wager more of this place is below ground than above.”

“You’d win that wager.”  Khabari appeared from nowhere, as was his wont.  “Glimmerdark’s Deeps are laced with fighting pits, alchemical factories, slave markets, and worse. The daylight streets are scarcely safer. Fortunately, I” - he tapped himself on the chest - “own an establishment that can accommodate all of us.  More,” he nudged Tia, a move that made Peter stiffen, “I know physicians here.”

“That’d be wonderful.”  Tia ignored Peter’s facial contortions as she spoke.

“Good, good.”  The caravan master aimed his baton at Peter. “Be alert, you.  This place swarms with beggars, swindlers, thieves, and thugs who’d strip these wagons right to their frames given a chance.”  With that, the caravan master guided them along a sloping westward road into Glimmerdark proper.  

Khabari didn’t exaggerate in the slightest: within moments, the train was besieged by grubby children, diseased men, and painted women.  Street singers sang odes or curses as they passed, and petty peddlers with trays slung around their necks marched alongside, offering everything from pills to potions to cutlery to clothing.  Tia winced as Peter bashed one would-be thief square in the face with his sword hilt and watched Kyle lift another from the ground and send him flying.  

Next, the caravan master took them over one of the bridges, which was every bit as narrow as it appeared from above: two carts wide, no more.  The span apparently marked the city boundary, for the buildings were all to the east, while west, the valley widened and fell away in large steps covered in farms and orchards.  

From there, they turned east again, passing tall tenements set into the cliffs, their surfaces covered in worn friezes of vines and serpents.  Dull-eyed goblins, humans, and kumbandas clad in turbans, vests, and loincloths eyed the caravan from the windows.  Next, Khabari cut across a market patrolled by brutal hobgoblin guards. Here, both the merchants and customers were well-dressed and polite, but Tia knew they were as ruthless as the vermin behind them.

Ahead came music mingled with the sound of splashing water: the street passed before spurting columns of water that partially obscured a large platform set in a grotto whose walls were carved with images of naked women of several races: dancing, having sex, giving birth.  

Khabari motioned at the compound.  “The Temple of Eros, Miss Tia. The best female physicians in the city.”  He smiled. “Reasonably priced, too.” 

No sooner did the caravan master finish speaking than a column of human women wearing little more than pastel skirts and scarves emerged from a doorway and began cavorting about the stage. 

Tia eyed the display.  “Well, they are flexible.”

Khabari led them past more shops, half set in the cliff, before pausing at a four-story structure surrounded by a wall twice Kyle’s height.  “The Blue Lilly,” proclaimed Khabari. “Finest Inn in Glimmerdark and my personal abode.”

Tia eyed the Blue Lilly.  Narrow. Built of black stone carved with flower imagery, with a few mundane animals tossed in: cats, birds, dogs, and similar creatures. Not connected to the mass of rock behind the structure, though that made for a courtyard barely two cart-widths wide.  

A curvaceous middle-aged woman with purple hair greeted Khabari at the door with a smile as wide as it was fake.  “Greetings, husband.”

Khabari opened his arms.  “Greetings, Moonflower.”

The two embraced in a display of turbid emotion.

Khabari faced the others. “I present my third wife and business partner, Moonflower, proprietress of the Blue Lilly.”  

Moonflower pouted. “More Pilgrims, Sammy? Stuck up. No money. No”-

“Remarkable pilgrims, wife of mine.”  The caravan master leaned close to his wife. “Not mere pilgrims, but Outworlders who’ve braved the void.”

“That is unusual.”  Moonflower eyed the group and pointed at Pious. “A priest. A one godder.”

Pious bowed.  “I was once a...high priest.  Now, I am a simple wanderer.”

“I maintain cubbyholes on the fourth floor for your sort.”

The innkeeper touched Morgan’s nose with a manicured finger. “This one was of the aristocracy.”

“Morgan DuSwaimair, my lady.”

“DuSwaimair, DuSwaimair.”  Moonflower thought a moment. “You have kin of rank in the southern league, one step shy of the Twenty.”

“So I have been informed.”

“Like your kin, you may attain a position of authority, perhaps even join the League’s Senate.  That could prove useful.”  Moonflower pursed her lips.  “For you, a private chamber on the house.”

Moonflower turned her attention to Tia and Peter. “An obvious couple, warrior and woman, just like El-Devi and Eros.” 

Tia recollected scraps of that particular myth from her books.  “Hopefully, our union will be more harmonious than theirs.”  The legend claimed El-Devi and Eros fought constantly, embroiled the other gods in their feuds, and were finally banished from the Celestial Court by the Most High.

“Perhaps.” Moonflower placed a hand on Tia’s belly. “Your first?”

Tia felt herself blush. “Yes.”

“Hmmm...you seem a bit old.  Most women your age would have two or three children by now.”

“There was an arranged marriage,” said Tia.  “My betrothed was killed in an intrigue.”

“Terrible, simply terrible.”  Moonflower shook her head.  “Did you love him?”

Tia thought of Ian.  “I did.”  She tightened her grip on Peter’s arm.  “Sir Cortez here was his cousin.  He protected me through difficult times.”

Moonflower nodded.  “Most dedicated. I offer you and your husband a private chamber.  I will also arrange an appointment with the priestesses of Eros, who are experts in the perils of pregnancy and childbirth.” 

Tia bowed. “Thank you.” 

Moonflower’s gaze drifted to Kyle, who stood behind the others. “Peasant turned soldier.”  She squinted. “There’s something more to this one.”

“Kyle,” said Tia. “My former driver.”

“He shall stay with the other drivers and drovers above the stables.”  Moonflower took Khabari’s arm.  “Come, husband, we have much to discuss.”

Pious watched them depart. “That is one perceptive woman.”

Servants came and whisked the pilgrims to a room set with tiled pools.  Tia shucked her clothes and slid into lukewarm water. “Ah, this feels all right.” 

Peter slid into the water beside Tia. “Only all right?”

Tia snuggled against her husband.  “Now, it’s wonderful.”

Afterward, the pilgrims entered the half-empty taproom and dined on greens and pale white meat while goblins banged drums and rang small bells on a stage.  

“I see few of our fellow travelers here,” said Peter.

“They have business elsewhere,” said Tia.

Meal completed, Tia and Peter retired to their chamber, a cozy room with worn furnishings and a small slit of a window that overlooked the street, still thronged with traffic: street preachers, peddlers, prostitutes, beggars, and laborers threaded their way between carriages, carts, and litters.  Skrea darted overhead.  Catmen scaled the near-vertical cliffs bearing scroll tubes and small parcels.  Goblin laborers filled a pothole.  A solitary pale-skinned giant in silk pantaloons lumbered past the Blue Lilly with a huge purple sack slung from her shoulder.  Truly astonishing numbers of people came and went from structures that lacked depth.

“An industrious place,” said Tia.  

“Tainted,” said Peter. “It reminds me of Carcosa.”

Tia shuddered at the name.  Carcosa. An alien metropolis on another world, ruled by servants of the monstrous demon-god Dagon, a tentacled abomination that dwelt at the bottom of a black lagoon.  Like Glimmerdark, Carcosa boasted a wide variety of inhabitants.  “This place is larger.  More industrious.”

“More dangerous.”

A black pointed shape that rose from the central lake's midst caught Tia’s eye.  “That must be the Shrine.”

“I’m not sure the temples of this city are trustworthy.”  Peter plopped on the bed.

Tia rubbed her belly.  “I agree, but we have little choice.”

“Then let us pray the visits are as short as possible.”

Moonflower appeared briefly at breakfast the next morning to inform them her husband would be in meetings all day and that she hadn’t yet heard back from the Temple of Eros.  

Kyle muttered something about repairing wagons.

Pious excused himself, citing ‘paperwork,’ meaning the book he was writing about Echo.  He’d spent much of the journey questioning Tia and Peter about their former servant. Tia recounted Echo’s tales of the ‘Places’ she’d visited, but these episodes were so contradictory and lacking in detail that the priest’s notes were a mess. 

That left the others at loose ends until Sir Talkam appeared and announced he’d be willing to guide them around the city.  

Talkam motioned at a rack of lockboxes.  “Best to stash most of your coin and goods in one of these, lest you lose it all to thieves.”

Possessions secured apart from small coins, Tia followed the knights onto the streets, trailed by Morgan and Pious.  Almost immediately, they found themselves in a market dominated by hairdressers, manicurists, perfumers, and dealers in cosmetics.  Virtually all of the proprietors were attractive middle-aged women.  Former whores. The lucky ones.  The old Tia, the one who left a university on another world to snare an aristocratic husband, would have gladly spent the rest of the day being beautified.  The new Tia, though, not so much.  Still...she approached one of the stalls and asked about getting her hair fixed.  The proprietress inspected Tia’s blond locks and suggested a simple styling the next day.  Tia acquiesced, then bought a new hairbrush and some lotion at another booth that was simply too tempting to pass up.

Next, they crossed one of the slender bridges to a second market, this one studded with stout stalls selling weapons.  Morgan and Peter spent a fair bit of time here, inspecting long swords, short swords, scimitars, cutlasses, and other instruments of death, along with helms, bracers, ring shirts, and shields.  

Peter displayed admirable restraint and purchased nothing.  

Morgan, after much debate, gave a third of his coin for a short, slender blade and scabbard.  “A gentleman’s blade,” he remarked. “About all I can manage with this hand.”  He waved the appendage, mangled in a cataclysmic battle on another world and never fully healed.  

The street brought them to a footbridge that arched over the lake to the Fifth Shrine.

“Shall we?”  Tia tugged Peter to the span.  

“There are things in there.”  Peter motioned at shadowy shapes barely visible in the dark water. 

“They’ll not harm us,” said Talkam.

Tia took the knight's words as an assent.  The bridge was devoid of rails and no more than a yard wide.  Energized, she trotted across it without a care.  

Most of the Sixth Shrine appeared submerged; the portion above water was not much larger than a peasant's hut.  A circular doorless entry opened onto a pitch-black interior.  

Tia approached the opening.

“Who comes here?” asked a sibilant, almost whispery voice from the shrine's depths.

Tia halted. “Pilgrims seeking the blessing of the Sixth Shrine.”

“I see.” A shape moved within the gloom, black on black.  “Interesting. Outworlder’s.  The Line spoke of your arrival.”  A pause.  “This is not all of your number.”

“Two others are at our place of accommodation, good priest.”  Morgan strained to peer into the gloom.

“Well spoken,” said the voice. “Aristocracy, if not royalty.”

“You are perceptive.”

A soft chuckle emerged from the depths. “Bring your companions here two days hence at the Noon Bell.”

“That was creepy,” said Peter as they returned to the street, where Talkam lounged against a post.  “Who or what was that?”

Talkam chuckled. “Nobody knows the keeper's identity.  Most think him an elf, but that is mere guesswork.”

Tia spotted a row of stalls that offered drinks and skewers studded with fruit and meats she couldn’t identify but smelled wonderful.  

Peter looked askance at her purchase (he settled for bread, cheese, pork, and wine) and made the inevitable comment about the preferences of pregnant women.

“Shows what you know!”  Tia spotted a steep switchback stair that ascended out of sight.  “Race you to the top!”

It wasn’t much of a race.  Tia repeatedly paused to rest and maintained her lead solely because Sir Cortez waited for Morgan to finish his purchase.  Ultimately, the steps cleared the cliff's rim and opened onto a panorama of grassy hills dotted with flocks of sheep watched over by short, blue-skinned shepherds.  Tia ascended a small path to a row of weathered gazebos and claimed a table with views of the western ocean, the eastern jungle, and Glimmerdark itself.  

“Highview Park,” said Talkam as he reached the structure.  “Given that name for obvious reasons.”  He shook his head. “Not many come here, though.”

The knight's statement was true: the gazebo and surrounding paths were empty apart from themselves.  

Morgan puffed his way to the summit.  “It’s like a different world up here.”  He motioned at the clutches of cottages dotting the landscape, each bordered by gardens tended by gnomes and humans.  A solitary giant sat atop one hillock amidst a flock of sheep.  

Tia devoured her prize, finding it sweet, tart, and spicy by degrees.  “This is marvelous.”  She held a tidbit out to Peter.  “Want some?”

The knight visibly recoiled.  “Suit yourself.”

Tia finished the skewer, gave an unladylike belch, stood, and leaned over the rail, peering into Glimmerdark’s cleft.  “It’s all dark down there.  One might almost think it wasn‘t there at all.”

“No great surprise, given the close confines and black stone,” said Morgan.  

Disappointed by that view, Tia turned her attention to the sea, a blue expanse dotted with distant islands.  Lateen-rigged ships tacked for the coast. “There must be a port at the end of the canyon.”

“Naggat,” said Talkam.  “It’s not especially remarkable.”

“Humph.”  Tia swiveled her body and inspected the jungle.  A brown scar that proceeded almost due east caught her eye.  “That must be the Conqueror’s Road.”

Talkam nodded.  “You could follow that highway clear to Amara, assuming plague, bandits, or monsters didn’t get you beforehand.”  

“The Conqueror’s Road also passes through Danek and Sharnak, right?”  Tia’s books were unclear.

“Sharnak, yes, Danek no.”  Talkam gestured north. “Danek was north of the road proper, while Sharnak occupied a plateau between two rivers.”  He kicked a stone.  “There’s not much left of either city anymore.”

“What happened?” asked Morgan.

“Medea happened.” Talkam motioned at the chasm. “The White Lady would appear in a city and speak, and people listened.  Thousands of people.  After a few speeches, most were willing to follow her to Hell.”  He sighed.  “Many did.”

“What did she preach?” asked Morgan.

“Revolution,” said Talkam. “Abolishing slavery.  Improved medicines and education for the commons.  The thing was, people listened - they became transformed fanatics after hearing just a few speeches.”  

“Magic,” said Morgan.

“Beyond doubt..” Talkam motioned at the chasm.  “Here, Medea convinced the Council to abolish slavery - something unthinkable until her arrival.  In Danek, the sorcerer lords attempted to magically silence her.  She broke their enchantment and raised a mob that saw the lords lynched.  Then came Sharnak.”  He sighed. “Something happened there - nobody knows what, but half the city was laid waste, and every last one of the survivors became Medea’s ardent devotee.  Still, the White Lady went no deeper into the Jungle Lands, instead heading south to the League proper.”

“A rabble-rouser.”  Morgan stroked his chin. “One with grand ideas but no skill at implementing them.”

“True enough.  Medea freed Glimmerdark’s slaves, but their true status scarcely changed, though now they have at least some opportunity for a higher status.  Deprived of its wizards, Danek underwent one revolution and coup after another; a viceroy of the Hobgoblin Warlord Guz-Mut now holds it.  Her followers do rule Sharnak, or what’s left of it - the city is sadly diminished, barely more than a village.”

Tia looked agape at the knight.  Her books spoke nothing of this.  “Medea’s campaign took place before you were born.  How?”

Talkam gave a wistful smile.  “My grandfather was among Medea’s original hundred, an outcast noble of the Northern League.  He was wounded at Sharnak, caught the green fever, and nearly died.”  The knight shook his head.  “His devotion to her never wavered.”

Morgan indicated the descending sun.  “We’d best get back to the Blue Lilly.”

The city seemed especially alien and unwelcoming as they descended to street level, its inhabitants grotesque, menacing, or pathetic in turn.  This uneasy atmosphere carried over into the Lilly’s common room, where tattooed kumbandas sang a growling song accompanied by percussion instruments that made Tia’s head hurt.  

Tia fled to her room, sat on the bed, and stared at the wall for a long time.  She couldn’t focus. Her skin prickled.  The window held no appeal, nor did the books.  Eventually, Peter entered, and they crawled beneath a single coverlet, but sleep was long in coming and troubled when it arrived.  

Tia’s funk still hung over her late the next morning when she descended to the common room for a late breakfast.  She sat alone at a table, head in her hands, staring into a flagon of fruit juice, thoughts a dull clutter.

“This won’t do.”  Moonflower swept into the chamber and dropped a platter dominated by a large omelet dotted with bits of meat and fruit.  “Eat, dear. You’re much too skinny.  Put some flesh on those bones.”

Tia took a bite. “Delicious.”  She meant it.

“Of course it is, my dear. The Blue Lilly has the best chefs in the city.”

Tia dug into the rest of the concoction, not realizing until that moment just how famished she was.  

Moonflower leaned in close.  “Now, why don’t you go get prettied up?”

Tia looked at the proprietress.  “You knew?”

Moonflower laughed.  “Of course, I knew.  The beauticians in the women’s market are the biggest gossips in the city.  Majarda rushed to tell me of your visit within the hour.”

I should have anticipated that.  “I wasn’t aware our arrival was so noteworthy.”  

“Oh, plenty have taken note of your band.”  Moonflower made a dismissive motion.  “Now, finish eating, as Majarda is waiting for you.  There should be just enough time to get you primped up prior to visiting the House of Eros.”

“You made an appointment?”

“I did. Now eat, eat.”

Tia ate.  Went out into the ridiculously narrow courtyard where Peter and Talkam swung swords at each other while Morgan and assorted guards called out from the sidelines.  She gave the knights a few minutes to get clean, and then they set out into the city.

Tia inspected herself in Majadra’s mirror.  “Fantastic.”  Long curls fell to her shoulders.  Light but expertly placed makeup emphasized her hair and cheekbones.  

“Of course, it’s fantastic.”  Majarda squatted before Tia, extended her arm, and made a minute adjustment to an errant strand of hair.  “I am the best beautician in the women’s market. I can make even the plainest woman - or man - appear handsome.”

Tia thought of Kyle and suppressed a chuckle.  “I might have to put that boast to the test.”

“Your husband is already quite good-looking, though I recommend he shave his scalp entirely rather than play with the few locks he retains.”  

Tia raised her hand.  “No doubt, but I have another in mind.”  The noon bell tolled.  “ I must leave for my appointment.  How much?”

Majarda waved a hand.  “Moonflower will settle the bill, never fear.”

A few minutes later, Tia stood beside Peter outside Eros’s temple, contemplating the disgusting images etched into its walls.  Then she took a breath and entered the complex.  

To her surprise, the temple’s interior was light and airy, with just a hint of vanilla in the air.  Moreover, the staff was both polite and businesslike, directing the pair to a waiting room in short order.  Two others were ahead of them.

The first was a regal elf woman with artistically done white hair and coal-black skin wrapped in a violet robe covered with twisty silver lines.  Her belly bulged beneath the robe; surely, she must be close to term.  

The chamber's other adult occupant was a golden-furred rachasa splayed out on a curved chair, nursing a pair of furry mewling infants.

A functionary - male, human, utterly average - popped into the space and took Tia’s name.  

Another white-haired ebony elf woman entered the chamber.  The first elf stood and clenched her swollen belly. “He kicks again.  Why won’t he leave?”  

The second elf woman said something Tia didn’t catch.  Both elves departed through a circular portal.

The rachasa cubs stopped nursing and took to tugging at the brass, wood, and bone ornaments laced through their mother's magnificent mane.  After a time, a bronze-skinned human woman in a pastel robe appeared and guided the catwoman and her charges from the room.

Tia sat stock still and clenched Peter’s hand.  Neither spoke.

Then it was Tia’s turn: a tattooed half-elf girl in a white smock guided her to an examination chamber painted in pastels and bade her sit in a padded chair.  

Tia had expected racks of potions and simple instruments, perhaps an arcane device or two.  Instead, the room bristled with sophisticated machines of kwintath origin.  She was poked and prodded, but much of the examination consisted of the half-elf running the instruments over Tia’s body.  Twice, the technician took samples of blood and other fluids.  

A black and white image appeared line by line on a screen.  “Your baby,” said the doctor.  “A boy.  He is quite healthy.  Three months along.”  

Relief flooded Tia.

“You conceived before embarking on the pilgrimage.”  The physician extended her hand.  “This,”  Tia felt a moment of pressure as the physician touched the pilgrim talisman on her forehead, “inhibits conception.”

“Oh.”  Tia felt herself flush.  “Sir Cortez and I were married a week before departing the Fourth Shrine.  We...ah...celebrated that evening.”

A machine chirped for the examiner's attention.  The doctor inspected a screen lined with click-tack characters.  “Odd.”  She looked at Tia.  “He has a potent aura.  Tell me, are there wizards in your lineage?”

“No,” said Tia. “Not in five generations.  Nor in my husband's.” She’d made it a point to query the knight about his family history.  Lots of warriors, a few priests, and the occasional rogue - but no magicians.

The doctor tapped the screen.  “That is highly unusual.  Were you exposed to magic?”

“My husband and I came to this sphere via a portal through the Etheric realm.”

“Ah, you’re one of the new Outworlders! That could explain your son’s power.”

Cold fear gripped Tia.  “The Etheric is a horrible place filled with spirits and demons.  Could my son be possessed?”

“No.”  The physician was adamant. “The shrines are antithetical to etheric entities.”

Tia remembered similar statements click-tack at the Fourth Shrine. She wondered at their certainty.  More tests followed.  Hours later, Tia exited the temple with a clean bill of health and a long list of recommended foods and exercises.  

“This is it.”  Tia stood behind Morgan and beside Peter at the base of the footbridge that arched over the dark waters to the shrine, the others behind her.  

Morgan marched onto the bridge.

“Shall we?”  Peter took Tia’s hand.  They stepped onto the span, followed by Echo and Pious, the latter muttering prayers under his breath.  Kyle brought up the rear.  

They reached the dark entry.  “Enter, enter,” came the sibilant voice from the depths.  “I will guide you once inside.”

Morgan vanished into the depths.  Peter and Tia entered the shrine.  It wasn’t completely dark inside - there was a circular pattern of glowing colored dots on the floor and more such overhead, but these sparks didn’t illuminate anything.  

“Permit me to position you.”  The sibilant voice spoke disturbingly close to Tia’s right ear, making her start.  Slick, papery hands grabbed Tia’s arm and prodded her to a position facing the pool.  Movement - discernable solely because of a dark shape that eclipsed the sparks in the walls - then the others entered.  

The unseen priest shuffled around the pilgrims, making minor adjustments to footing and hand placement.  “Good, good. Be silent once I begin the ritual.  Understand?”

One by one, the pilgrims acknowledged the priest's directives. Tia and Peter gave a simple ’yes’ at the same moment. Morgan’s assent sounded arrogant, and Pious seemed offended.  Kyle’s assent was a dull grunt.  

Then, the singing began.  It was beautiful.  It was disturbing.  Tia’s head started to spin - no, the sparks were moving, those on the floor making a spiral pattern while those on the wall shifted back and forth.  It became difficult to focus.  Thin streams of tiny lights lifted from the mass in the floor, ascending, sketching the outline of a luminous six-petaled flower with six petals.  The petal nearest Tia rose.  Drew closer.  Tia now saw it was composed of thousands of lights, mostly reddish but also green and yellow.  It drew closer yet, the tip of the frond passing above her eyes.  Then, an instant of sharp, piercing pain that made her gasp.  A momentary vision filled her mind of a lightless void dotted with bizarre shapes and weird entities - the Etheric realm.  Then it was gone.  

Tia staggered out into Glimmerdark’s half-light.  Crossed the bridge.  Faced Peter.  “Did you see that?”

“I couldn’t see a thing.” Peter sounded sincere. “That song got on my nerves, though.”

“The light display was little more than mundane alchemy,” said Pious.  

The others agreed with Peter.  Nobody saw anything. How could they be so blind?   But there was one exception to the mood - Kyle kept his head down and said nothing, though Tia noted the big man's brow was furrowed in concentration.  He knows.  He saw.

At the Lilly, Tia let the others file into the common room ahead of her.  Then she planted herself before Kyle.  “You saw.  I know it.”  The two were alone in the courtyard.

The big man regarded her.  Said nothing.  Nodded.  Sighed.  “Yes.”  

“That’s it!”  Tia jabbed at Kyle’s belly.  “That was the Etheric.  I was in the Etheric.  We all were.”

“No.  Show yow you something.”  Kyle turned for the stables.  

Tia gritted her teeth and followed the big man along a line of tightly packed wagons.

Kyle paused occasionally to inspect the carts and finally stopped at one just outside the entrance.  “Here.”  He pointed at a plank.

Tia wrinkled her nose.  A harsh odor drifted into the yard.  “What?”

“This.”  Kyle pressed against a knot in a plank, which loosened and popped free, exposing a round hole as thick as Tia’s pinky finger.  “Not a door into the Etheric.  A peephole.”  He replaced the plug.  “It’s closed most of the time, I think.”

“The kwintath made a spy hole.”  Tia considered the notion.  “But wouldn’t that work both ways?  Wouldn’t the Etheric be able to leak into the world a little bit through such an opening?”

“It does.”  Kyle motioned at the stable.  “Come.”

“It stinks in there.”  

“We won’t go past the door.”  Kyle set foot inside.  

Tia took a deep breath of relatively clean air and followed after the big man.  The stables, if anything, were darker than the shrine.  Animal noises came from the depths.  Then there was light.

Tia blinked.  Kyle stood a good arm’s length away from a now-lit lantern set in a notch.  The glow revealed bales of hay and tools, and crowded stalls.  “What?  Kyle, it really stinks.  I don’t see anything in here.”

Kyle motioned at the lantern.  “I lit that.  From here.  With my magic. I couldn’t do that this morning.”

Tia considered the big man's words.  Yes, Kyle’s magic had returned, but it was a feeble echo of itself.  The old Kyle could ignite a blaze twenty feet away.  With the new Kyle, the range was more like two inches - on a good day, when he could coax the magic forth at all.  But now...that lantern was almost a yard from where he stood.  “Your powers are stronger.  Was it because of the ceremony?  The Etheric link?”

“I’m a little stronger, but not like before.  Lighting that took a lot from me.” Kyle motioned at the lamp. “The rest? I don’t know.  The same thing happened at the last shrine.”

“What happened at the last shrine?”  Peter stood in the doorway.

“Some more of Kyle’s power came back.”  Tia indicated the lantern. “It must have been the ritual.”

“Huh. Good to know.”  Peter took Tia’s arm and guided her outside. “Let’s get something to eat.”

Khabari’s meetings lasted another five days.  Tia scoured the markets, finally finding an affordable book that described the White Lady’s rise to power and the aftermath of her disappearance, written by one Frith Cullen, a former disciple.  She took her companions to Majarda’s stall, who beautified them one at a time - even Kyle, who went from ‘ugly’ to ‘almost handsome.’  Then it was time to leave.
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EXILES: PILGRIMAGE V – Rebecca
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Rebecca sauntered along a smooth, pale street, sliding between green-skinned goblins and blue-skinned gnomes wearing shiny, silvery one-piece suits - about the worst fashion choice she’d ever seen.  About every third or fourth one spruced up the attire with a vest, belt, or hat - the gnomes were fond of colorful headgear with big brims and feathers tucked into the band.  

Occasionally, she passed clutches of kwintath wrapped up in their silver-blue robes.  Small, silent, self-propelled wagons zipped past, most of them driven by goblins. 

Fantastical buildings made of colored glass lined the street, sporting circular doors that rolled open and round windows that went from transparent to opaque at a thought.  

A band of chattering goblins rounded a corner and skidded to a stop beside Rebecca.  The tallest of the lot - still only neck high - came a little closer.  He sported thick black glasses, a wide leather belt with a plate-sized silver buckle, and knee-high leather boots.  “Play tonight.”

Rebecca’s lips curled into a smirk. “Maybe.”

“Please.”  The goblin's companions took up the plea. “Please. You're the best.”

“Okay.”

“She’ll do it!” 

“Music tonight!”

“Yay!”

The goblins ducked into an alley.

Next, she passed a trio of blue gnomes standing on a deck, viewing the street with tombstone faces.  They wore striped hats and tan jackets over their silver suits.  The centermost one made a come-hither motion upon spotting Rebecca.  “We find your music acceptable, Rebecca of the Rovers.”  For a gnome, that was a high compliment.  

“Thank you, master artisan.”  Rebecca made a little bow.  The gnomes were big on formalities. “Circumstances depending, I may play tonight.”

The gnome's lips cracked into the faintest of smiles. “We wish you favorable circumstances.”

Rebecca bowed again and moved on, taking more requests from goblins, gnomes, and even click-tack.  Her concerts were definitely a thing in Monster City.

Rebecca reached a weird edifice that resembled a bunch of giant purple, yellow, and green balls all rammed together - a fabric plant.  After a moment, her man, Cabot, came out, bent double under a bundle of silver blue sheets.  He plopped the pile in the back of a horseless wagon piloted by a goblin with a leather hat and thick lenses pressed against his eyes.  

Cabot straightened and stretched, vertebrae popping one by one.  Then, he caught sight of Rebecca.  “Hello, beautiful.  They cut you loose already?”

“We finished early.”  Rebecca wrapped her arms around Cabot’s chest. While Rebecca’s concerts were popular, her day job was painting murals at select locations throughout Thut-Took-Vick.  

“I have another hour on my shift.”  Cabot glanced inside the manufactory, which appeared filled with giant spider webs.  “This place is getting to me.  It really is.”  

“I’ll talk sense into the wizard this time.  Barry’s already come around - he wants to see his uncle.”  Rebecca stood on tiptoes and gave Cabot a peck on the cheek.  “We’ll get out of here, don’t worry.”

“Yeah, about that. I talked with a trader from up north last night. The war in the Five Kingdoms is out of control – at least three cities have been sacked, and two of the kingdoms are attacking pilgrims.”

“Shit.” Rebecca kicked at a stone. They’d heard rumors about the growing fracas two thousand miles north and east of here since their arrival. “We will have to go the other way.”

“Yeah, that sucks. At least the Five Kingdoms have humans, but now it's monsters and freaks all the way.” Humans were scarce in this part of the world.

“Not all the way,” said Rebecca. “There’s that whole town of humans the kwintath brought over just south of us.”

“Yeah, I suppose that’s something.” A sequence of clicks came from the shop's interior. Cabot pulled back from Rebecca.  “I got something for you.”  He ducked inside the cobwebby mess and came out with a strip of cloth as long as Rebecca’s arm, bright green at one end and pale orange at the other.  “Reject.  Figure it’ll make you a nice scarf.”

Rebecca took the fabric and fingered it.  “It has potential.”

More clicks from inside the edifice. “I gotta go.”

Rebecca watched the mariner pass through the cobwebs, then headed for Math-Gitu spire, a massive pillar of rock that climbed from the city's midst.  Anymore, Lysander practically lived there. And last night, he’d worked magic atop that peak, a spell that filled the sky with colored shafts of light.  That was big news.  So far as she knew, Lysander hadn’t cast a single spell since getting here six months back.

Her journey took her past more weird structures - towers that bulged in strange places like a snake that had swallowed a rabbit, a dome built of triangular panels colored in every shade of the rainbow, and a collection of huge pipes half buried in the ground with a dozen-odd gnomes swarming over mostly disassembled wagons out front.  At one point, she crossed the street and hugged the far wall to keep clear of disturbingly mobile vines that sprouted from an overgrown lot.  She spotted half-dissolved corpses of assorted rats and birds in the tangle.  The kwintath swore the vines wouldn’t attack anything big, but she wasn’t about to take chances.  

Finally, Rebecca reached Math-Gitu’s base, an almost vertical rock wall with a yard-wide stair wrapped around it.  She craned her neck.  Two hundred yards to the top - enough to make her knees ache just thinking about it.  Why couldn’t the wizard live somewhere normal?

Climbing stairs sucked.  Hot pain flared in Rebecca’s knees with each step. She sucked air in ragged gulps. She paused twice to catch her breath.  But she made it to the top.

Barry sat on a big flat stone atop the plateau, staring at the ocean.  “He’s expecting you.”  Barry didn’t take his eyes off the surf as he spoke.  “How’s your magic coming along?”

“It isn’t.” Rebecca’s magic took the form of music. Her songs could instill energy, remove fear, cause rage, or put people to sleep. She liked her magical music. It aligned with who she was. In theory, her songs touched on deeper wells of arcane power. So far, her efforts to tap those depths had failed miserably. She couldn’t magically light a candle or levitate a penny. She had no aptitude for metabolic magic apart from her sleep song and another that made people vomit. Simple street-corner illusions were beyond her, though with great effort, she could make a feeble yellow light that lasted for all of six seconds (she’d counted). She did have a shaky grasp of scrying magic, but again, the visions always wavered and failed after a few seconds. Oh, and she could summon bugs. That was it.

“Keep practicing.” Barry still didn’t face her. “You’ll get better.”

“I will.” Rebecca let out a sigh. “But it’s so frustrating!”

“Progress comes with practice.”

Enough of this. “How are you holding up?”  Barry had spent months sharing headspace with a demon prince.  Incredibly, he’d come through the exorcism with his wits intact - but he still had flashes.

Barry shrugged those giant shoulders of his. “Good enough.  I haven’t had an episode since last month.”  

Well, that was good to hear. “How  about Lysander?”

“He’s getting better.”  Barry climbed from his perch.  Despite being a kid - no more than fifteen years old - he checked in at two feet taller and eighty pounds heavier than Rebecca.  “He doesn’t talk to himself as much, and I don’t think he’s had any nightmares for a week.”

“That is an improvement.”  Rebecca meant it, too. Lysander spent several decades going toe to toe with demons, a career that killed most people and turned the rest into gibbering loons.  

Barry paused and chewed his lip.  “We did magic last night.”

“I know.” The whole damn city knew. “What sort of magic?”

Another shrug. “Lysander called it the ‘Etheric Eye.’ It’s a serious scrying and divination spell.”  He pointed at the plateau’s middle.  “The circle is over there.”

Rebecca made a mental note to steer well clear of the ritual site. 

Lysander was on the plateau’s opposite side, maybe a hundred yards from the stairhead. He faced away from Rebecca, hands on a low wall of piled stones that ran about the edge.  

“The answer is ‘yes.’ I am ready to depart Thut-Took-Vick.” Lysander spoke while Rebecca was still twenty paces off.  Like Barry, he didn’t face her, just kept staring at the ocean. “Though I do have reservations about this venture.”

“The Gotemik.”  The Monsters had warned them that a huge mob of the crab-like aliens had come through a gate five years back and claimed a long swath of the southern strand.  Being assholes, they didn’t let anybody pass through their newly acquired territory.  “Thought the Bugs were talking with them.”

Lysander shot Rebecca a mild look of irritation. “The kwintath are negotiating with the Gotemik - but a resolution is likely years into the future.” He sighed. “However, dealing with the Gotemik is preferable to passing through two separate warzones.” 

“We’ll manage.”

“No doubt.” The wizard resumed staring at the landscape. 

Rebecca tried another tack. “Tell me about the Etheric Eye.”

“You know of it?”

“The whole city knows you did serious hoodoo up here last night.  Barry gave me the spell’s name.”

Lysander thought for a moment and sighed. “The Etheric Eye is a scrying spell with special properties.”

“How special?”

“In the correct place, with the correct preparations, it lets the caster's mind touch other worlds.”

Rebecca digested that statement.  Came to a conclusion. “You used it to look at our old world.  The Empire.”

Lysander nodded. “I did.  I touched minds with my old friend Antigonus.” Rebecca didn’t miss the slight hitch in Lysander’s voice or twitch in his cheek when he spoke Antigonus’s name.  Those two had a long, complex history of which she was mostly ignorant.

“So, how are things back home?”

Lysander stared at the ground. “The Empire still stands.  But zealots have seized control of the church and placed puppets on the Privy Council.  Demagogues have called for a purging of undesirables - goblins, gypsy’s, entertainers, free traders, and wizards.”

Rebecca stiffened. Casual run-of-the-mill assholery had snuffed out most of her old clan.  A purge sponsored by the Church would be a freaking nightmare.  “How bad is it?  Aren’t there limits to what they can do?”

“There are.” Lysander nodded. “The fanatics are compelled to work through the bureaucracy, which hinders their efforts.  Many of those targeted are either departing the Empire or seeking out powerful patrons.”

“What of your buddy Antigonus?”

“My old friend is confined to his estate in Carbone by imperial edict.  He deems it unlikely that the restriction will be lifted in the next decade.”

“Wow.”  Rebecca thought for a moment. “He knew too much, right?”

“Correct.” Lysander gave a slight nod. “Were it not for his nobly born wife, his confinement would be substantially less pleasant.”
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