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      The Lizard King had thousands of teeth in his head. He ground them all. There was a tiny point in the center of his consciousness, the size of a broken pencil lead, where his mind and the Dark Lord’s met and mingled and co-inhered. Yet so furious was Samael’s loathing and rage that even that tiny point of meeting was oppressive.

      Abraxis was not a weak klarr. Among his kind he was not exceptional, but here, in this universe, there was nary a one his equal. Any other being would crumble into madness at the touch of the Dark Lord’s mind. It was not comfortable for him, but it was endurable. He did not mind raving hostility—he considered that seasoning. The true feast was pure power.

      The iron doors to his throne room groaned upon their ancient hinges as they swung open to receive him. They towered over even him, three times his height, each ending in a point that reached toward a grand vaulted ceiling of copper, stained with age, splotched with grayish green patches. Within, all stood as they saw him approach. He shone almost golden in the light from the gas lamps that ringed the throne room. As he strode toward the dais, powerful tail dragging behind him, he did not acknowledge the bows and obeisance from his courtiers. It was no less than they owed him, and he owed them nothing in return.

      The throne was built for klarr, sitting upon a dais, higher than any other seat in the chamber. It was made of burnished gold, sitting precisely as high from the floor as his tibia was long. It was open at the back, with a semi-spherical scoop cut into the seat to comfortably accommodate his tail.

      As he approached, there was movement on the dais. Crawling toward its edge was his pet, Ealon, the sometime high king of Hearth. The miserable creature was naked, ornamented only by a metal collar bolted around his neck. Affixed to the collar was a heavy chain, the other end of which was bound to his throne. The chain went taut just as the sorry sovereign reached the edge of the dais, allowing him no escape, nor any place to hide his nakedness, save behind the throne itself. His gaunt face was dominated by the scars covering his left eye and the gore of the still-fresh wound where his right eye had been. Seen from a distance, it was as if his eyes were enormous black pools that swallowed up most of his face. Up close, the wounds might elicit pity in a lesser being.

      But Abraxis was not a lesser being. With regal deliberation, he climbed the steps of the dais and turned, taking in all in his court. There were orc emissaries, attired in ornate copes, which they must have assumed would make them appear more civilized. Yet, all it did was make them look ridiculous. Abraxis longed to slit their throats and adorn the floor with their blood. He could do it with one flick of a claw, and it would bring great pleasure indeed. But life was not about pleasure. It was about conquest, and these absurd beasts yet had a role to play.

      His own orcs were there, too, commanders of the Dunna-ar, dressed for battle as they should be. It seemed to Abraxis that they stood with the stoop of uncertainty. Their recent victory against the Summoners’ Keep had buoyed their carnivorous spirits, but their failure to apprehend the Red Horn had sapped the joy from their triumph. Praltuda stood just to the right of his throne. His bow was appropriately deep. To him and him alone, Abraxis gave an answering nod.

      He did not mind orcs, so long as they did not give themselves airs. They were intelligent enough to follow orders, but not clever enough to question them. They were fierce fighters, nearly oblivious to pain until finally overwhelmed. They worked for grub and glory and a hole to sleep in. They cared nothing for family or even wealth. They lived to fight.

      Abraxis was pleased that the long fallow time of peace was near an end, for orcs were unruly only when there was no one to fight. There would be plenty of blood for them to feast upon soon enough. Abraxis sat, and a hush descended upon the chamber. Ealon cowered and whimpered. “Shhhhh.” Abraxis played at comforting him. He reached out a long-clawed hand and petted the top of the beaten king’s head.

      Through great round portholes set into the chamber’s roof, he could see the stars, dimmed by the Dark Field that surrounded his æthercraft fortress. Directly behind the throne was another porthole, and Abraxis knew precisely what the others were seeing above him as they gazed in his direction, for that porthole was always and eternally fixed upon the shrieking beak of Samael, writhing in his fury.

      With one crook of the Lizard King’s claw, a skinny, crippled orc lumbered up the dais steps and inclined his ear to his lord. “Fetch us the Shhhhadow Princesss,” he hissed.

      “Now, lord?” the orc asked.

      “Now,” Abraxis affirmed.

      One of the absurd orc emissaries stepped forward and bowed. “Your majesty, if we might have just a moment of your time⁠—”

      “Who invited you to ssspeak?” Abraxis asked.

      The orc looked around uncertainly. “Lord, you yourself summoned us here. But we have been waiting for days⁠—”

      “And you will wait for daysss longer, if it pleassse us,” Abraxis said.

      “But lord, my people⁠—”

      “Your people will enjoy ssseeing your rendered remainsss returned to them ssstinking in a box if you do not hold your tongue.”

      The orc lord stared at his boots. “Yes, lord. I am at your service.”

      “You are, indeed,” Abraxis affirmed. In the short silence that followed, he heard the sound of Ealon softly sobbing. It was a good sound. It was the sound of triumph, of the defeat of his enemies, and the punishment of those who failed him. It was the sound of the universe in its proper order and balance.

      Then the voice of an elf slave rang out in herald, “All rise in veneration of the Tlok n’thar!”

      The great doors swung inward and a gasp arose from the assembled court. The Tlok n’thar, the Shadow Princes of legend, were rumored to sleep until summoned by their lord. Now here they were, riding regally into the throne room in grand procession, each astride the skeletal remains of what had once been mighty war-horses. Dark blankets were thrown over the horses, obscuring their bones but revealing how formidable and massive the horses must have been when alive. Strips of flesh still clung to some of their bones, making it look as if the great beasts were molting. Rubies set into their eye sockets glowed red, magically lending them sight. The sound of their hooves clop-clapping on the marble floor echoed throughout the chamber.

      The orcs visibly shrank at the sight of them, even the largest of them, the Ūnna-kar. That is good, Abraxis thought. It was right and proper that the orcs should fear them. All beings should fear them.

      The remains of the four horses halted at the dais, and the four riders slid from their backs. They were covered in cloaks the same color as the blankets on their horses—a dark gray that was not quite black. They were tall, and it was easy for all to see that they had once been men. Yet their spines curved forward and they did not walk true. They walked as if movement was painful, shuffling their ancient feet, and limping as they went.

      Their faces were shrouded by the hoods of their cloaks, and no features could be seen. Yet the same ruby glow at the eye was sometimes visible, when the angle was just right. Only their hands extended from their cloaks, and these were sheathed in black leather gloves, fitted tightly to fingers that seemed a little too long and a little too thin.

      “Begone, all,” Abraxis ordered. “We would confer with the Shadow Princesss alone.”

      None protested now. The great doors swung open again, and all—orc and elf alike—filed out with what seemed to be relieved haste. They did not move so fast as to be disorderly or disrespectful, yet the room cleared sooner than one might have expected. Only Ealon remained, scrabbling to get as far from the throne as his chains would allow. Abraxis waited for the echoing boom of the closing doors to subside before he spoke.

      “Ssso, my princesss, how was your sssleep?” One side of the Lizard King’s lip rose in something between a smile and a sniggering sneer.

      “We slept. We woke. We await your pleasure,” said the most senior of the Shadow Princes.

      This was Sandhoven, so advanced in age that his stoop was more pronounced than the others. Formerly high king of Hearth, long before the ascension of the House of Summerfield, he had been the first to swear fealty to the Dark Lord in the prior age. He had also been the first to surrender himself to the Dark Lord’s service when his mortal life neared its end.

      The others, Arool, Tigna, and Ramenheiler, had been client kings on Hearth in life. All of them had surrendered their service to Samael, and all were enjoying their reward. For truly, what better reward could there be than eternal life in the service of the elder god? They hissed as they swayed, as if buffeted by some unfelt breeze.

      “Where is Rasha?” Sandhoven wheezed.

      Abraxis jerked and hissed in answer, an action so venomous and hostile that every one of the Shadow Princes took a step back.

      After many tense minutes had passed, Arool ventured, “We have heard you went in search of the Red Horn, my lord.”

      “We did,” Abraxis affirmed, relaxing a bit.

      “And did you…recover it?” Tigna asked.

      “We did not,” the Lizard King admitted.

      The Shadow Princes looked at one another. Abraxis’ eyes widened. Was it his imagination, or had the princes stood a little straighter at the news? In a voice approximating nonchalance, he said, “It isss of no account. It has probably been lossst, and therefore itsss presence isss no longer a threat to usss.” If only that were true, he thought.

      It was difficult to read the Shadow Princes’ reactions or feelings—if indeed, their skeletal remains had feelings as such. One could not see their faces, or what remained of their faces. One had only the crippled language of their posture to read, and the tone of their haggard and ancient voices. He did not doubt them—not their loyalty, nor their taste for ruin, certainly not their efficacy. They did precisely what he asked of them, always, and with a ruthless efficiency that sometimes surprised even him. Yet their thoughts were occult to him, a little pocket of mystery that he did not control, and Abraxis chafed at such unconquered territory.

      “I have awakened you becaussse it isss once more time for you to rule,” he said.

      Now they were standing up straighter; there was no question. Good. I have their attention, he thought. He turned to the eldest of the princes. “Sssandhoven, noble king, I give you your ancient, ancestral seat once more. King Melconnan, a client of the high throne of Hearth, deigns to sit upon it and make decreesss for the whole of the planet and its protectoratesss.”

      The chain was now silent. Abraxis knew that Ealon had stopped pulling at it and was listening intently. That last little bit of news would come to the defeated king as a particularly tormenting tidbit. Abraxis allowed himself a slight smile at the thought.

      “A usurper,” Sandhoven said, in a voice as rough as gravel.

      “Indeed. Do not unssseat him. But do not let him sssuffer the illusion that he isss in control. You are Shadow Princesss, and thusss you will be true to your name and rule from the shadowsss. You will visit Melconnan and make your will known to him. He will do nothing without your leave.”

      “And if he does?” Sandhoven asked.

      “If he does you may feassst upon his withered sssoul…but he will not. You will visit him by night. You will leave him wetting the bed like a babe.”

      “This is easily done, your majesty.” Sandhoven gave a slight bow.

      “And you will report all that you hear and sssee to me. We will hold counsel by seerstone daily. You will implement all that I instruct, but otherwise, you may rule as you sssee fit. Only…you must not be ssseen to rule. Bright beings are easily frightened, and we mussst preserve the illusion that their own leaders have thingsss well in hand. Panicked beings are not useful to usss.”

      “Understood,” Sandhoven agreed.

      “Arool,” Abraxis said, “you will go to the Gray elvesss. You will bend Signa Fell to my will.”

      Arool bowed his agreement.

      “Tigna, you will go the Green elvesss. Eoche will bend the knee to you in sssecret.”

      Tigna bowed as well.

      “Ramenheiler, the throne of Yngremark is yoursss. Make Belorin your puppet.”

      Ramenheiler bowed. His cloak hung at an odd angle from his shoulder; he was missing an arm, lost long ago in battle.

      “Ssspare none who oppose you,” the Lizard King commanded. “Sssuffer no defiance. You are the tentacle of Samael. Go now…and rule well.”
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        * * *

      

      “I told you,” Ennisbrook repeated, “I’ve got a bag full of sfärer. We can blast our way out and put an end to following all these tunnels.”

      “Yes. You’ve said,” Cormoran replied, not bothering to look over. “And, as has been already pointed out to you, it’s not in our best interest to wantonly put holes in these walls. We could bring everything down upon us.”

      The rock walls began to draw near around them as they proceeded, shrinking down to another arched threshold for them to cross through. Cormoran strode to the front again and held his torch aloft to look for the dwarf rune. There appeared to be no other pathway, but he wanted to be sure.

      Brennar spotted the vowel, signifying their way was true. “Each dwarf rune seems to be in our favor,” Cormoran said, with a sense of relief. He dared to let himself smile. They really did seem to be heading toward the surface. In fact, very soon after they encountered several flights of stone stairway, which were unmistakably leading them closer to ground level. Their legs were weary, but all of them took the climb without complaint, knowing it must soon be over.

      Ennisbrook came up beside him. “You seem to be of divided heart, my liege.”

      “It is true,” Cormoran admitted. “I do not like taking leave of companions when I don’t know for certain that they are safe. Yet it gets easier as we go, strange as that seems. Perhaps I am beginning to trust the oyosii, after all. Don’t let word of this get out, mind.”

      He heard Ennisbrook chuckle in the dark.

      “Yet I sense it is time,” Cormoran continued. “It is time to go back to Hearth to see what I may yet salvage of my realm. Dark forces are on the move. My people need my leadership…and protection.”

      “Those are the words I had most hoped to hear from you,” Ennisbrook said. “In truth, I did not think I would.”

      “Did you think me a coward?”

      “In truth, my prince, I did not know what to think. I…” he paused and seemed to take the measure of his words. “I suspected you feared the weight of the crown.”

      Cormoran looked away. “Nay, I do not fear it. But neither do I crave it, as my brother does. It is duty, not the lust for power that drives my heart.”

      Ennisbrook nodded. “I will see to it that you need not fear your brother.”

      “Do you still intend to pursue him? And kill him?”

      “In truth, I know not whether Ealon yet lives. These tunnels are nothing if not perilous.” He sighed. “But I hate to leave a task unfinished…as I know you do. Furthermore, justice demands only one end for a usurper.”

      Cormoran placed a tentative hand on the enforcer’s arm. “Daevis, listen to me. My brother is a fell villain, and none can deny it. He deserves the punishment of death, and should he ever come within the reach of Hearthen justice again, he shall have it. But I suspect our people need me…need us…more than Ealon needs execution. If you are to be my enforcer, I will need you by my side.” He squeezed Ennisbrook’s arm. “Leave off your mission. Come back to Hearth with me. I need your sword, your counsel…your cunning. Let us set things right.”

      Ennisbrook met his lord’s eye in the glimmering torchlight, but then looked away. He bit his lip. “I have little doubt death will find your brother, whether I do or not. I had hoped to see him spitted on my blade, but…” he nodded slowly, “to see the throne of Summerfield triumph is the greater good.”

      “Good man,” Cormoran said. “You have my thanks.”

      Up ahead another threshold loomed, but this one offered two openings. One led up and the other down, and, as they suspected, the runes revealed that the correct way was to continue upward. “Come on,” Cormoran said, turning to address the gathering behind him. “It can’t be much longer.” He crossed into the next tunnel, leading the way with his torchlight. Even if their hearts were lighter at the prospect of ending their walk, they still needed to get to that end; and thus they were resigned to more walking in silence.

      After several more minutes, Cormoran held up his free hand and all came to a halt. “Are those lights up ahead?” he asked, pointing his torch forward. “Could those be more orcs?”

      Esthermoor made her way to the front, standing beside him for a better look. “No, I think it is gas light,” the oya replied. “I believe we’ve reached the end of the tunnels. We must be quite close to the surface now.” She had not spoken loudly but Cormoran could hear the others react favorably to her words.

      Cormoran led them forward and their pace increased as they neared the next tunnel. As Esthermoor had said, its walls were trimmed with gas light and its floor was of brick rather than smooth stone. Cormoran tossed his torch aside, letting it gutter. At the end of this tunnel—more of a corridor, Cormoran thought—was a brief stairway leading up to a wooden door. Cormoran gestured for the others to stop while he approached the door. He put his ear to it, but heard no sounds from the other side. He then pressed his shoulder against it and forced it open. It offered resistance, not because it was locked, but because it was tightly wedged.

      On the other side was an immense open room, its high ceiling supported by massive pillars. There was a bright light at the far wall from an opening near the ceiling. A pile of rubble and dirt below it suggested the opening was a crack in the wall, and the light could very well be the morning sun. Unfortunately the rent in the wall was too high up to provide an escape, but it led Cormoran to surmise they could easily be on the first sub-level, just one stairway away from getting out.

      This was no time to get his hopes up, however, for around him lay the evil handiwork of the orcs. The floor was an impressive mosaic of ceramic tiles, but it was impossible to appreciate this, for it was covered with the bodies of slain summoners. He stepped cautiously forward, forgetting to warn those behind him. He hadn’t even thought of it until he heard Esthermoor’s anguished cry. “No, no!” she screamed, collapsing to her knees. “They’re all gone!” Dart was quick to respond, kneeling beside her and putting his hands on her shoulders as she sobbed.

      Cormoran continued to make his way around bodies. The ones on the far side of the chamber looked trodden upon, perhaps from when the orcs had departed from this hall. What interested him more was an open area in the middle of this slaughter. Had it been cleared deliberately; and if so, why? Was this open circle necessary for some kind of rite or ceremony? This seemed rather likely, for a few items had been left behind: some cloths, for instance, and even evidence of some kind of bloodletting. Clumps of gore were in the center, along with a trail of blood circling off to his left. There was more blood near the perimeter, leaving trails as if bodies had been dragged away. Curiously, the articles of clothing present were not the black robes of the summoners. They were from Hearth, and of a better quality than the average man’s. Could this be Ealon’s? Cormoran wondered. Could I have been this close to finding him? But, if these were his clothes, why had he been stripped of them?

      And was this blood Ealon’s too?

      He sensed Ennisbrook was at his side, likely making the same observations. “This was Ealon’s,” Daevis said, after a pause. “We just missed him.”

      “What makes you so sure?” Cormoran asked.

      Ennisbrook quietly drew his rapier, using the tip of its blade to pick up a narrow black strap. “This was his eyepatch.”

      “They stripped him of his eyepatch as well as his clothes?” Cormoran asked.

      “Perhaps it was a ceremony,” Ennisbrook said. “He put off his human clothes and is now dressed as an orc.”

      Cormoran remained silent, considering the possibility. Sadly, what the Enforcer proposed did not seem unlikely. Maybe if I’d shown up a few minutes earlier, I could have seen him, Cormoran thought. I could have interceded. I could have protected my brother from…whatever ill-considered thing had transpired here. But would Ealon have wanted saving? He still was not positive where Ealon’s loyalties lay, and now he’d missed a chance to find out.

      He became aware Esthermoor was still weeping behind him. He was about to turn back toward the others when he saw a flicker in the sunlight. He whirled back, drawing his sword. Ennisbrook flicked the eyepatch to the side and also readied for an attack.

      A figure had passed in front of the crack, stooping down to look in. “Hello? Is anyone down there?”

      “We heard crying,” said another voice. “Does anyone need help?”

      Cormoran was glad he had not remonstrated Esthermoor, for her cries might have led to their salvation. “Hello back!” he called, walking closer to the wall. “Are you at ground level? What’s it like up there?”

      “It’s surprisingly quiet,” the first voice replied.

      “We can’t get to you through here,” said the second voice. “But the hole is a bit bigger one floor up.”

      Cormoran looked about and saw, behind him, two wide stairways at either end of the hall. This must be an assembly area, he guessed. Why else would there be such great, wide stairways? “We’ll come up to you!” he called back.

      “Received,” said the second voice.

      He turned to the others, gesturing for them to rise and follow.

      “How do you know you can trust them?” Indiél asked, keeping her voice low.

      “They sounded Hearthen,” Cormoran replied.

      “That does not instill me with the same level of confidence,” the elf princess replied.

      “My lady, we are in Hearthen territory. They spoke unaccented Hearthen. This makes them familiar to me, and I trust familiarity.”

      He walked to the right-most stairway. “My apologies, everyone. One more climb, but I believe it to be our last.” The wide flight of stairs led to a marble landing, with the next flight turning them the direction they had been facing. Rising to the ground floor, it looked like Cormoran was outside, blinded by the sunlight. It took a few moments for him to realize the ground remained stone floor and there were walls to his left and right. He was in some large lobby, with archways on three sides of him leading to corridors. The wall he should’ve been facing was barely there; instead, the stones which had formed it had been blasted to rubble, scorched by a fire or explosion. Likely an explosion, he thought to himself, since the blackened skeleton of an æthercraft listed to his right.

      Two men were scrambling over the rubble. “Ho, friends!” said one, raising a hand. “Have any of you, perchance, seen someone named Ealon? Hearth’s high king?”

      Cormoran froze. “Why do you ask this?”

      “I am a soldier of Hearth and I—” Rejin stopped, his eyes like saucers. “Your majesty!” he exclaimed, dropping awkwardly to one knee.

      Cormoran advanced to him. “And you are?”

      “Rejin, sire,” the man said, rising. “I am part of the Trogan army and was selected by King Ealon to be his personal guard, sire. And this,” he added, nodding to his companion, who stumbled up alongside him, “this is Drullan, a⁠—”

      “A captain in your maritime service, my liege,” Drullan explained, bowing low.

      “A ship’s captain, on Allo Torbitatha,” said Ennisbrook. “That’s a mighty wind to blow one so far off course.”

      Drullan nodded at the jest but did not respond.

      Rejin was looking past his king, noting the others who were joining them. “You all survived the attacks?” he asked.

      “We were driven into the tunnels,” Cormoran explained, “where we remained unmolested.” He turned back to Rejin. “I am sorry I cannot tell you where Ealon is. I believe he has been…taken by the orcs.”

      Cormoran found it curious that Rejin simply nodded at this news, without showing any kind of distress. It confirmed a suspicion that Ealon had gone willingly with orcs, eyepatch or no; that he preferred to be with the orcs. Such betrayal saddened him deeply, though he’d already considered—even expected—such behavior.

      “Not surprised,” Drullan muttered. “He’d seemed awfully cozy with the orcs when we got here.” Rejin shot him an angry look — obvious and overt — but Drullan didn’t seem to notice.

      “You flew here?” Cormoran asked, turning to Drullan.

      “Yes, sire. Flew here all on my own.”

      “Can you fly back? Can you fly us back?” Cormoran asked quickly, gesturing a thumb toward Ennisbrook, who stood nearby.

      Drullan’s face squeezed into a squinting grimace. “Wellll,” he began. “That’s the thing. I can fly you back, but we have no coal for a return trip.”

      “Surely, the ætherpor—” Cormoran began.

      “Annnd that’s the other thing,” Drullan continued. “The ætherport is locked down. Whatever orcs got left behind are all there, guarding it.”

      “How much coal do you be need?” Cormoran asked.

      “It’s small craft, sire,” Drullan answered. “We can’t hold much but we’ll need as much as can fit.”

      Cormoran looked back to his companions, locating Dart near the back. He was surprised to find Dart’s arm was around Esthermoor’s shoulders, and that she was allowing this. “Dart,” he said, “how are you for coal?”

      “I’ve got enough for a short trip or two, but I wouldn’t say no to more.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Cormoran said, as if to himself.

      Then Esthermoor spoke up. “We have coal.” She stepped forward, shrugging off Dart’s protective arm. “We have coal here,” she said louder. “In the Keep.”

      “You do?” asked several voices.

      “We have storerooms of it,” Esthermoor continued, “for the many fireplaces here. Plus, I believe the rooms of some of the senior summoners were heated by furnace.”

      “Do you know where those storerooms are?” Dart asked, catching up to her.

      “On the floor we were just on,” Esthermoor answered. Brennar and Indiél stepped aside as Esthermoor led Dart back downstairs. Cormoran and Ennisbrook followed the princesses, while Rejin and Drullan took up the rear.

      Between the two stairways were openings to three corridors. Esthermoor took the left-most one. Mercifully, it was clear of any more bodies.

      “Oh, that must be it, right there,” Dart said, pointing to the dark tracks and footprints on the floor ahead of them. The group stopped at two doors along the left wall, which opened onto a single storeroom. Taking up the right corner was a sizable heap of coal, and to the left, as Esthermoor had believed, was a large and bulbous furnace. Its pipes stretched in various directions, like some writhing yet bestilled demon, sending heat to distant rooms. Several spades were wedged into the pile of coal or scattered on the floor; four wooden wheelbarrows stood ready to serve or were resting on their sides. Several burlap sacks were stacked up, smeared with black handprints.

      Both Dart and Drullan broke into smiles.

      “Now that’s a fine sight,” Dart said, with Drullan nodding.

      Indiél shook her head. “Much too filthy for a fine sight.”

      “Not at all, princess,” Dart said. “That right there is our ticket home.”
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        * * *

      

      “Today, you come of age.” Finn heard the villagers roar their approval. He knew his parents were in that crowd. His mother was probably crying—she cried at everything. Her tenderheartedness was one of the things he loved about her. He just wished he could see her.

      But he couldn’t see anything. He was standing with a blanket on his head, the same as all the other hosts. He was sweating under the blanket, and he could feel the heat of the sun on the top of his head. He heard a rustle of cloth and another cheer. Then another rustle of cloth and another cheer. This happened many times in succession, until finally the blanket was snatched off of him by Tela, the oyosin, and he felt his limbs flooded with cool and lovely air.

      Gooseflesh covered his arms and he felt momentarily dizzy. But he soon regained his composure. Instinctively, his eyes searched the crowd for his parents—and found them. Indeed, his mother was weeping, and his father was smiling and looking proud.

      Finn was in a circle of about thirty youths, all of them having passed their sixteenth year, the year of maturity, of seniority, of readiness. All of them were standing stock-still, stiff with eyes straight ahead. They looked awkward and ridiculous. He realized he must look the same and allowed himself a slight smile.

      The oyosin had picked up a willow branch and feather now, and held them out to either side, in the balancing ritual that was a part of every ceremony in which the oyosii were invoked—at least, every ceremony he had ever seen. Tela closed her eyes and lifted her chin, looking as if she were seeking to contact something or someone with her mind. That, too, struck Finn as funny, and he worked hard to swallow a laugh. Deena beside him heard and gave him a warning look. Finn jutted out his chin and stared straight ahead again with renewed stiffness.

      “From this day forward, you are liani, ready to be chosen,” her eyes snapped open, but she continued to hold the branches out at her sides.

      Her arms have got to be getting heavy, he thought.

      “But many will not. We all know what has happened to the Keep. Many of our benefactors have lost their lives.” She began to turn, to look each of them in the eye. The crowd surrounding them was utterly silent, so much so that Finn could hear the wind in the trees lining the public square. “We have been fortunate. The orcs that razed the Keep did not pursue their destruction to the outer villages. The oyosii have been kind to us, they have spared us, and we must believe that we have been suffered to live for a reason.”

      Now she did lower her hands. “Those of you who are chosen—do not forget who you are now. Do not forget what we have taught you. Do not forget that magic distorts the harmony of all things, and that finding and restoring balance is just as important as any summoning you may effect. Do not forget us, when you come into your power. You will need us more than ever. Visit us often, pray for balance, and strive for harmony in all things. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Finn said with all the other youth in the circle. He cocked his head slightly, as the oyosin was deviating from the standard liturgy, which he had witnessed every year of his life as an observer in the crowd. She was speaking from the heart, or rather she was admonishing them. At first, he found the deviation jarring, but then he realized what she was doing. She was acknowledging the devastation the summoners had suffered, and that was good. She was also pressing home the oyosin creed, and that made him want to roll his eyes. If he heard one more word about harmony or balance he thought he might scream. Yet her words were heartfelt and cautionary, said with a catch in her throat that arrested him.

      “We have shared all that we have with those whose villages were destroyed, so we haven’t much of a celebration for you today. We are sorry this tragedy has been visited upon us in the year of your seniority—but it is just the beginning of the sacrifices that will be expected of you. Stand strong, bear them well. Your people and all bright beings need you.”

      Finn did stand straighter at that. His heart swelled within him, and he earnestly desired to be worthy of her words.

      Tela raised her hands again, the willow branch and feather once more positioned for the ritual symbol of balance. She began to sing. It was a song of blessing, in ancient Elventongue, the traditional language of ritual still employed by oyosin of any race. Finn loved it when the oyosin sang. He loved music and even wrote songs of his own, which he sang to the delight of his family. He surrendered to the song, now, letting the words wash over him, and it felt as though the words of the song were water, cleansing him, soothing him, cooling him. It was probably his imagination, but by the time the song was over he felt more in balance.
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        * * *

      

      Mormir sifted through the pile of trash the orcs had left. The town was a shambles, and he shook his head at the senseless waste all around him. “Could have sold that for good money,” he said of the broken chair he shifted from one pile to another. The same could be said for most of what was before him, save the food scraps. The orcs seemed to discard things indiscriminately, with no regard for value or salability or future use. It made no sense to him.

      He was a small man with tiny black eyes that were always in motion. His hair was matted and greasy, but that was hardly his fault. He and all the townspeople had until very recently been imprisoned by the occupying orc army. Then the orcs had just dropped everything and marched away toward the Keep, leaving no one to guard the villagers. It hadn’t taken the humans long to realize that no one was going to skewer and roast them if they left the enclosure. They tore down the fence and in short order they all went about the business of putting their ruined lives back together.

      Mormir’s hand went to his hat, but meeting empty air, he dropped it. Somewhere along the way he’d lost the hat. He cursed. He loved that hat. And what was a man without his hat? Never mind that, he thought. What to do now? His first thought was to head back to the tiny room he rented above the cobbler’s. He could see it from the street and it looked as if it had come to no harm. He was confident that no orc and precious few humans would be likely to discover where he had hidden his treasure. What seemed most important was rummaging through the trash for new treasure before anyone else thought to do so. “Ripe for the pickin’s,” he said out loud, tossing a basin of goat offal to one side. “Ripe indeed.” He waved the air in front of his nose.

      He was a bad man, he knew that. But he was a very good thief, which he also knew. “A man ought to take pride in his work,” he was fond of saying, and he did. He would not say he was liked, but he liked to think he was respected, at least among other thieves, and that was something. He made a decent living of it. Not enough to marry, not that any self-respecting woman would have him. But a less-respectable wench, perhaps. He did not have his eye on anyone, however. There was too much to do. And certainly now it seemed the possibilities to get ahead were endless.

      All around him, people were suffering. He could see that, but it did not touch him. People of all stations passed him, in various stages of injury or grief, but his heart felt charged with lightning, with possibility. Unconsciously, he began to whistle as he sorted the orcs’ trash.

      “Ah, what’s this, then?” He pulled forth a small vial. It was about the size of his hand, of clear glass, stoppered with a cork. The liquid inside was the color of spring cherries. There was a thick paper label attached to the neck with a short, rough cord. He squinted, trying to read it. “For botheration and nerves.” He nodded, pulling the cork off. He held it under his nose and his eyebrows shot up as the sharp aroma pierced him. It was just as he suspected—mostly grain alcohol, probably an infusion of local herbs. Probably useless. But not without value.

      After another quarter hour he was beginning to sour on this pile and had decided to go in search of another. It wasn’t as though there were a shortage—the orcs had given no thought to the disposal of refuse. He doubted they even knew about the burning grounds a short distance from the village. He tossed a scrap of filthy clothing back onto the pile and turned his back to it. Quick on his feet and elated from the anticipation of his next find, he made for the street.

      He scanned the hovels, alleys, and shops for the next likely pile. All around him people passed, but he did not take note of them beyond trying not to bump into any. If they had not looked so destitute, he might have given some thought to picking a pocket or two, but there were no likely marks about, not that he could see.

      “She’s going to die,” he heard a woman wail. “My baby is going to die!”

      He thought little of it, but then remembered the vial. He stopped and turned toward the distraught voice.

      “What’s this? Who’s going to die?” he said, a little too loudly. The woman’s wails were easy to follow in the crowded street. A moment later, Mormir was towering over a mother cradling an infant. The woman was not young—Mormir put her at thirty and six years, if he was any judge at all. She was heavy and fleshy and just exactly the sort of wench he fancied when he was flush enough to fancy that sort of thing. She was sitting on the ground, her back to the apothecary’s shuttered shop. No doubt she had come here seeking medicine, and had found the apothecary as displaced as everyone else in the village. The shop owner could be dead, fallen beneath some surly orc’s blade.

      Beside her huddled a man too thin for his own good, with a nervous, birdlike manner. A hawkish nose only added to the aviary illusion. The baby had a nasty cough, nasty enough that Mormir instinctively took a step back. Its lips looked blue. The woman, it seemed, had good cause to be worried.

      “My good lady, what is all the ruckus?” he said, feigning surprise to find them there. Putting his hand into his grimy jacket, he felt at the bottle with his fingers until he found the tag and unwound the cord from the neck.

      The woman looked up and noted him, looking him up and down. “Who—who are you?”

      “I am the apothecary. This is my shop,” Mormir lied. He did not say it too loud, in case anyone who actually knew him overheard. It was a good-sized town, and many people knew him. But he did not know this woman and she did not know him. Unless some busybody interrupted, Mormir could be anyone. He loved such games.

      Her eyes widened at the news, and the lucrative look of hope flashed in them. He smiled with all the compassion he could fabricate, being careful to keep his lips pressed together, lest she see his blackened teeth. Few apothecaries had black teeth.

      “Do you…can you…” she seemed too flustered to finish a complete sentence, the poor dear. Then she found her words. “Do you have something that will help my baby?”

      “I’m afraid the orcs have cleaned me out.” He shook his head and patted the shutter on the shop as if patting a sickly dog. “There’s nothing in the shop to speak of…” He paused for effect, then brightened. “But I do have a few things with me.” He cocked his head to elicit her understanding. “I thought they might be useful, you know, in the lockup.”

      Her mouth was open as she nodded. He feigned feeling at a few pockets. Then, with exaggerated relief, pulled forth the vial. “This is just the thing for baby cough.”

      “It is?” The woman’s eyes were fixed on the tiny bottle.

      “It is. I thought it might come in handy.”

      “Can I have it? I mean…for my baby?” Her eyes were brimming now, and he could see she was trembling. The poor, fleshy, voluptuous dear.

      He shook his head sadly. “There has been so much destruction. I need to rebuild my stock, my supplies, repair the damage. I can’t just give it away. I must give it to someone who can pay. I must think of my own family. These are dire times for all of us. You understand, surely.”

      The woman’s lower lip began to tremble. She looked to the bird-man beside her, his legs intertwined with hers.

      “But Griselda⁠—”

      “Give it to him, Asa. Bertold needs it.”

      The man looked down and sighed his defeat. Mormir held his breath as the skinny man reached into his own purse and pulled forth what Mormir knew must be the only bit of treasure they possessed. His eyebrows jumped when he saw that it was not just a shilling coin, but a full crown. The man’s hand shook as he held it out.

      Mormir quickly adjusted his pitch. “Oh, I’m sorry, mum, sir, that’s but half the price for an elixir such as this.” He shook his head sadly and took a step back and to the side, as if to go. “This is the finest quality. Mixed it myself. But—” He stopped and stepped back toward them. “I am not a man without heart, truly. Given the circumstances, we all must pull together, mustn’t we? We must.” He nodded. “I’ll tell you what. Just this once, I’ll lower my price and give it to you for just the crown. But you must heed me and tell no one that you bought it from me for such a pittance. I would never live it down. Promise me!” He pointed at the woman.

      She nodded. The bird-man nodded.

      Mormir took the coin, then, and handed the man the vial.

      “How much?” The woman asked.

      “I’m sorry?” Mormir said, distracted by the heft of the coin. He placed it in his safest pocket.

      “How much do I give her?”

      Mormir blinked. He had no idea about the dosage, especially for a baby. “Let me see…” he made a show of looking up as if trying to remember. The bottle was filled with mostly alcohol. Even if they gave the babe the whole thing, it would probably not hurt her. Probably. He had no idea what the herbs might have been, but herbs were generally forgiving, if not completely ineffective. He looked down and smiled—not too broadly. “Give her the entire contents of the vial in four doses over the next two days.” He was impressed with how professional his instructions sounded. His hand went up to tip his hat, but then remembered that he’d lost it. “Good day to you.”
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        * * *

      

      It was sunlight, dim but blessed. The cave mouth opened up onto the bed of a dry creek filled with scrub. It looked like morning. Ellis paused at the threshold and felt the simple goodness of the breeze. He didn’t even mind that it was cold. “We made it,” he said.

      “We made it to the surface, and that’s all,” Kit said, pausing beside him. “Nasty patch of land.”

      “Can’t you just enjoy being on the surface for a moment?”

      Kit opened her mouth to object, but then closed it and nodded. “Good for us,” she said finally.

      He doubted she meant anything incriminating with them, yet the words struck at Ellis’ heart. “Yes…good for us.” He reached out a hand to steady himself against the last remaining feet of the tunnel’s wall. “It wasn’t good for them—for Indiél or Brennar or Kuma or Karhu or Dart or Cormoran or the oya, or…” He couldn’t bring himself to say Osia’s name. “They’re dead, Kit. They’re dead, and it’s all my fault.”

      Kit squinted at him. “Oh, we haven’t enough problems, so you need to stir that kettle, do you?”

      Ellis said nothing, but simply stared out at the cracked dry mud of the riverbed. It looked like he felt.

      Kit sighed. “Look, Ellis. Osia is dead, that’s certain, and Kuma. But we don’t know about the rest of them. They sent us off—you off, I suppose—to finish what they’d begun. But what happened to them is…well, it’s not this or that, is it? Not until we know. The oyosii know, I suppose, if they’re real. But us?” She turned and faced the dry creek as well. “If we spend our energy mourning what might be when it might not be, the enemy has an advantage.”

      “We should go back and see.”

      “We should go forward so that whatever’s happened to them is not in vain.”

      “I can’t stand the not knowing.”

      “I’d have thought you’d be used to it by now.”

      “What do you mean?” Ellis’ eyebrows furrowed.

      “We don’t know most things in our lives. We don’t know the circumstance of our birth, do we? We don’t know who our parents were. We don’t know where we come from, or where we’re going, not really. We don’t know how we’re going to die, nor when. We don’t know what’s going to happen in the next minute, nor in five, nor in an hour, nor tomorrow. Our tolerance for not knowing is profound, me thinks. No need to fixate on one carrot when there’s a whole stew of mystery on the stove.”

      Ellis would need to think about that, but he had to admit Kit’s point. Still, he felt the tug. Still, he felt responsible. He was about to protest when they heard a flutter of wings and a familiar scream.

      Suddenly Jaq flew past them, brushing their ears with his feathers. He landed about three yards ahead of them and turned back, cocking one eye in their direction. “Move!” he screamed. Then he leapt into the air and flew toward the rising sun.

      “There, you see what I mean?” Kit said. “You never know what’s going to happen in the next minute.”

      “He said ‘move,’” Ellis mumbled.

      “He’s sayin’ what I’m sayin’ is all,” Kit slugged his arm. “I don’t see why him havin’ feathers makes it better advice.”

      “He’s…Osia…”

      “He’s not Osia. Osia’s…” she didn’t have to finish. “I do wonder where he’s going to, though. That’s another one of those things we may never know. Can’t let it stop us.”

      “Move,” Ellis said. He felt as though he was letting go of a string that tied him to the others. Ellis stepped away from the mouth of the tunnel and out onto the dry creek bed.

      “That’s it,” Kit said. “An’ where are we moving to, now that we’re out?”

      Ellis stopped again. “I…I don’t know.”

      “You’ve got it, right?”

      Ellis reached his hand into his tunic, and felt the odd shape of the Red Horn there, in its invisible bag. “Yes. It’s safe.”

      “Well, what are we going to do with it? We could dig a hole.”

      “No. He’d only find it. Someday, he’d find it.” Ellis did not need to say who “he” was. “We must finish this thing. We must take it back to the Scar….through the Scar…back where it belongs.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” Kit said. “So what’s our first step?”

      “I suppose we need to get off-planet.”

      “We need an æthercraft,” Kit said.

      “And someone to fly it,” Ellis said.

      “To the ætherport, then,” Kit said, “which would be that way, if I’m not mistaken.”

      Ellis was terrible with directions, but he trusted her. “All right then.”

      They trudged up a shallow embankment and found themselves in a largely barren land. The morning cookfires of the town near the Keep were winking in the dawn light. They set off toward them.

      “The sooner we’re rid of magic things the better,” Kit spat.

      “What?” Ellis asked. “Do you mean the Horn?”

      “Yes, I bloody well mean the Horn.”

      “The Horn isn’t magic, I don’t think,” Ellis said.

      “It’s the cause of all magic,” Kit protested.

      “Yes, but I don’t think it is magic,” Ellis said. “I think it’s just…out of place.” He thought for a moment and hugged himself against the cold. “Out-of-place things have power.”

      Kit did not speak for several minutes. But then she said, “We’re out of place, Ellis. Does that make us powerful?”

      Ellis considered this. “I don’t know, but I suspect it might just. But it’s a different kind of power than the Lizard King has.”

      “Och…don’t say the name.” Kit spat again, this time for effect.

      “I mean, just think about it. It’s not strength—” He stopped.

      “Why did you stop?” Kit asked.

      “I just…I remembered what the Gray Queen said…about not valuing strength as the enemy does.”

      “We’re strong in a way they don’t expect,” Kit said, nodding. “We’re strong because they think we’re weak. We’re strong because they think we’re too scared to try something so daft. We’re strong because⁠—”

      “We’re out of place,” Ellis finished. “We’re not at all what they are expecting.”
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      Melconnan slept uneasily. He had still to get used to his new accommodations. The bed was too big, plus he was the only one in it; the room was too warm; and the steady sound of the ocean was a constant reminder that he was in a different land. He angrily flipped his pillow again, punched it into shape, and changed his position, but he was not any more comfortable. He lay still, hoping to grow used to the distant roar of the ocean, but concentrating on the sound only made him more conscious of it. Irritated, the high king sat up. He opened his mouth to speak, but was unsure why. Half of him wanted to voice his frustrations in curses while the other half wanted to call for aid—either to ask for wine or to demand a different room. Before he could speak, though, he became aware the room felt strangely colder. He breathed out, wondering if he might actually see steam. The room seemed lighter, too, as if illuminated by a growing dawn, although his windows showed it was deepest night. He also began to suspect there was someone else in the room with him. Its presence made him uneasy, and he wondered if it might be the source of the coldness. He sensed a malevolence that made him cower, but he could see no one else in the room.

      But then there was. Liaga, illuminated by an unseen light, was standing by his bed. “Why are you here?” Melconnan asked hoarsely. “Who let you in?”

      Liaga looked at the king with concern and sadness. “My lord,” he said softly, “our land is stricken with famine. Nothing will grow. Your people are starving.”

      “A famine?” Melconnan repeated, in confusion. “But…the crops have already been harvested.”

      “I am sorry to wake my lord from his sleep. He is confused,” Liaga said. “Our stores are empty and we have no means with which to feed the people. Most will soon die. And all will blame you.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Melconnan grumbled, tossing the blankets aside and getting up. But Liaga was gone.

      The room was becoming unbearably colder, and Melconnan reached for his robe. He stood, wondering if Liaga had been a vision, the vestige of a dream. And when he looked up again he saw that another man was in his room. It was a guardsman he knew from his own castle. “My lord, forgive me but it is urgent!”

      “You bring news?” Melconnan asked.

      “It is your wife, sire. The queen.”

      Melconnan felt a further chill pass through him. “What of her?” he demanded.

      “It pains me to say it, my lord, but she is dead.” Melconnan’s gasp made the man speak faster. “Forgive me for such grievous news, but the queen is dead, my lord.”

      “No. It is not true,” Melconnan said, clutching the bedpost. “I will not believe it. It did not happen.” Then he looked back to the guardsman. “How did she die?”

      “I do not know for sure, my lord. She seemed to waste away. We found her yesterday morning, in her bed, but…if your lord will allow it…the queen looked as if she had died long before. She…forgive me, my lord…she looked mummified.”

      “A curse?” Melconnan said, his throat tightening. “Was this a curse? Who would curse her thus? What wrongdoing could she have committed?”

      Melconnan rose hurriedly, but then lunged toward his table. He grabbed a chairback for support, until his swoon subsided. He turned to ask the guard another question, but the man was gone. The room was empty again, still cold, strangely aglow, but empty. But Melconnan knew he was not alone, for his hackles were still raised. He knew the evil unseen presence remained near him. “It isn’t real, is it?” Melconnan said aloud, like a dare. “This is a nightmare. I’m still asleep and these are all nightmare images.”

      “No,” said a ghostly voice, like a chill wind. “They are visions of what is to be.”

      “It’s a nightmare!” Melconnan countered. “My mind is going through my fears.”

      “No,” said the voice, like a sepulchral gasp. “They are your failures.”

      “Where are you?” Melconnan asked. “Why can’t I see you?” He tried to stand taller. “Show yourself, you coward.”

      This was followed by an eerie staccato, which Melconnan realized was laughter. “I am no coward,” the voice finally answered. “It is not I who has reason to fear.”

      “You threaten me? I have a guard outside my door—I have but to call and they will defend me.”

      “No one can save you, little king,” the voice snapped. “You are already doomed. Your kingdom, your country, your world.”

      “What do you speak of? What are you talking about?” Melconnan asked.

      “Death.”

      The voice whirled against him like a hurricane, and Melconnan was pushed back against the little table. Papers shifted and a half-empty goblet ratted, behind him. For a moment he thought he would lose his balance and topple to the stone floor. His arm spasmed, reaching for the chair for balance. And with that reflexive jerk, Melconnan woke himself. He found he was not across the room; he was still in his bed. But he also realized that the room still felt cold, and he still sensed a sinister presence near him. Only this time the malevolence had taken form. Looming over his bed was a human figure loosely draped in a black robe. The hands were covered with black gloves. The head was covered in a hood, but within the hood Melconnan could see two eyes glowing red.

      This image was more nightmarish than the others, but Melconnan knew that what he was experiencing now was real. He wished to grab his blankets and—if anything—pull them over his face like a panicked child. But he remained frozen. He found he was unable to speak.

      “Do you know me, little king?” the figure asked, in the same icy voice Melconnan had already heard. “I doubt you do, though you seem to think you can replace me. The House of Summerfield could not, and you, a backward king from a frozen land, think you can do better. I know you cannot. Not on your own. For you fail to recognize your fate already lies ahead of you. I am Sandhoven, a Shadow Prince of the dark worlds, and I say to you: Your fate forks into two paths. Do you recognize your choice? Or must I spell it out for you?”

      “What…” Melconnan croaked, staring at those glowing eyes. “What are my choices?”

      “Surrender to Samael,” the figure said, raising a gloved hand to point at Melconnan, “or feel my wrath. All that you saw will come true. Your crops will wither—your people will wither—as surely as I can do this.” He pointed to his right. Another pewter goblet sat on the nightstand next to Melconnan’s bed. As the king watched, the cup collapsed upon itself as if crushed by an unseen hand.

      “Nothing,” Melconnan stammered. “A p-parlor trick.”

      The figure sighed, like a swirl of cold air against a lonely house. “Of course you would say that. You prefer something more meaningful? What about that guard outside your door?” The figure turned toward the door and raised a palm. As the figure turned back, Melconnan heard a thud against the door, followed by panicked voices calling for assistance.

      “There,” the figure said. “Does that suit you? I’m willing to kill more innocents, if you require more proof. But let all their deaths be upon your head, as this guard’s death is. Will you sacrifice more of your people or will you surrender this world to Samael? The choice is yours.”

      “But,” Melconnan began, “but if I surrender Hearth to Samael, he’ll devour us, and our lives will be forfeit anyway.”

      “He may devour you, yes,” the figure replied. “But he also might not devour you. And there is no telling how long it might take before Samael feeds. It could be months. It could be generations. However, I am more than willing to immediately begin dragging every single person on this planet before you, one by one, and destroying them in front of you; and in that way you will recognize that your ill-considered choice is responsible for their deaths. Perhaps I shall start in the North first, where the people would be most familiar to you. Do you want that? Is that what you want?”

      Melconnan was unable to answer. He felt vulnerable, sitting in his bedclothes on his mattress. His dignity had been taken from him—as surely as his power was being stripped from him. He quailed at the dilemma. He knew how he wanted to answer, but was well aware how he would most likely have to answer.  He had offered to rule Hearth with noble intentions. He had truly hoped to do good and be a just high king. And only days into his reign, he was being reduced to a puppet king. But he could think of no way to confront the Dark Lord. Was it even possible for a human army to oppose him?

      The choice, hard as it might be to admit, was obvious.

      Melconnan thought himself a hearty man—it was Avantir who was the sensitive one—but tears of frustration spilled down his cheeks. He looked up at last, ready to give his word, but the shadowy figure was gone. Melconnan’s mouth hung open, his horrible decision unexpressed. He was taken aback by this unexpected reprieve, and he wondered if it might be the only show of mercy he might receive from that shadowy figure.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s as far as we can go with the wheelbarrows,” Esthermoor said. She pointed to a grotto nearby. “Just inside is a staircase that will take you down to the…well, to the place you left your ship.”

      “Aren’t you coming?” Dart asked.

      “No,” Esthermoor smiled sadly. “My place is here, among the…” Her words caught in her throat. “Among the survivors…what survivors there may be.”

      Cormoran nodded. “I understand, Oya. Honor demands nothing less of you.”

      Esthermoor gave a short nod of assent.

      “This is where we must part ways, then,” Cormoran said.

      “I fear it is,” Esthermoor agreed. “Thank you…for saving my life.”

      “You have more than returned the favor,” Cormoran assured her. He looked shocked, then, as Esthermoor embraced him. None of the others displayed any reticence, however, and they each said their goodbyes with short dispatch but with no shortage of tears.

      Dart volunteered to descend first, not because he was brave, but because he could not bear to see Esthermoor walk away from them. He slung a blanket full of coal over his back—as much as he could manage—and took the stairs two at a time.

      He felt rather than heard the presence of Indíel behind him. “I know it looks like the orcs have left,” she said, “but I still expect to see them around every corner.”

      Dart nodded, but did not reply. As they descended, he could distinctly feel heat radiating from the walls. “I think we must be getting close,” he said.

      The steps led to a tunnel, narrow and with a low ceiling. They followed it for several minutes and it led them straight and true. After about ten minutes of walking, the tunnel opened up into a vast cavern. There, Dart gratefully beheld the Patriarchal Beaver once more, sitting on the grate above a steaming, brilliantly orange pool. The ship was hot to the touch and Dart had to pull his sleeves up over his palms before he could climb the ladder and open the hatch. He heard a high-pitched yelp below him and knew Indiél must have tried to follow. “Careful!” he called down, even though he knew the warning would be redundant.

      The interior of the ship was no less hot. He smacked at some levers under the control panel, moving them without grabbing them, and opened some vents. They were useless now, but would help cool the cabin once he got airborne.

      Indiél reached the hatch appearing to have used her elbows for support. “Gods, it’s no better in here,” she cried—and yelped again when she thoughtlessly grabbed a brass pole.

      “Find a seat and strap yourself in, if you can,” Dart said, striding aft to the engine room.

      “Strap myself in? Where are we going?”

      “Just up and out of the volcano…but, safety first, princess.”

      “You’ve got enough coal for liftoff?”

      “Yes. I wish I had enough for a return trip, too, but unfortunately — seeing my engineer was a no-good traitor, and seeing as we’ve lost Karhu — I’m afraid we’re going to have to shovel a lot of coal before we can get the Beaver and Cormoran’s ship ready for travel.”

      Dart readied the furnace and then returned forward. Sliding into the pilot’s seat, he pulled a lever and fired up the engine. “I’m thinking,” he began, as much for his own benefit as Indiél’s, “that we should set the Beaver alongside the Keep, to make it easier to load. All the coal gets lade there and we’ll take the excess over to Cormoran’s æthercraft. Does that make sense? That way we don’t have to transport hundreds of pounds of coal by oxcart.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Indiél replied weakly, as though her thoughts were elsewhere.

      “And then Cormoran’s people can take him and the Enforcer home, and you princesses can ride with me. After all,” Dart continued, thinking out loud, “my ship can travel farther, while Cormoran has only a tender ship that can’t leave the system anyway.”

      The ship began to rise and Dart could feel its familiar rhythms vibrating through the hull. The roar was louder with the vents open, but the feel of the air stirring around him held a promise that they might be comfortable soon. They crested the rim of the volcano and were met with brilliant light. “Ahh,” Dart sighed, closing his eyes briefly. “I think they call that the sun,” he added, for his own amusement. “Quite nice, don’t you think? Shame to keep it hidden away so long.”

      He circled around the Keep, wordlessly taking in the sight of its wounded edifice. As he rounded the front he could see figures emerging from the huge rent near the base of the wall. He assumed Cormoran and the other Hearthens were bringing up the first, scant loads of coal. He could see them looking up and watching his approach, perhaps not recognizing his ship. The ground next to the Keep was too rough, so Dart set the Beaver down in the middle of the road.

      He powered down the furnace but left the vents open before disembarking. Obviously he’d have to close the cabin tight before he achieved ætherflight, but that probably wouldn’t be for quite a while. He was eager to leave this rock, especially after all the time spent in its tunnels, but there would be no leaving till they acquired enough coal for the trip.
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        * * *

      

      Making her way back toward the ruined Keep, Esthermoor kept to the shadows, avoiding the open spaces. As she approached the ruined wall of the castle, she saw movement and quickly ducked into the early-morning shadows. Summoning her courage, she peered around the edge of a stone that had fallen from the wall, and saw what looked like a procession of orcs climbing over the ruined rubble and marching in the direction of the town.

      The first twenty or so soldiers were clearly the advance guard, weapons at the ready. But Esthermoor was amazed to see what followed—a large palanquin, supported by six thick beams, each of them borne by an orc at either side. But, to her surprise, the palanquin was empty. Whomever it had been intended for had already gone.

      She ducked back down as several score more orc soldiers followed, creating a long train of retreating troops. She guessed—and fervently hoped—that they were heading not only toward the town, but toward the ætherport. Could it be that they would soon be rid of them? It seemed too much to hope.

      Esthermoor continued to crouch behind the protection of the stone until the last of the orc stragglers scrambled to catch up with their fellows, and eventually marched out of sight.

      She sighed, relieved, but not yet trusting her good fortune. Yet there was no need to hide any more. She stepped out from behind the stone and began to pick her way toward the fallen wall.

      She found a shawl lying on the ground. She picked it up and wound it around her, covering her head and shoulders against the early morning chill. The clouds were heavy, and the shawl would provide some comfort. It also felt as if she wrapped herself in protection against all that she saw around her.

      The devastation was profound. Her eyes were wide and wet as she surveyed her former home. The walls of the Keep were mere rubble, with spindly fingers at the corners where the remnants of the walls still stubbornly defied gravity. She pulled the shawl over her nose against the smell of rotting corpses—mostly orcs on this side of the walls. But as she stepped over the stones and through the waste, over the rubble that had been the walls of the Keep, the bodies were predominately human, with the occasional dwarf among them.

      She bit her lip as she recognized some of them. There were children here, too. She did not recognize them, but that did not make their scattered, broken bodies less heartbreaking. Internally, she felt herself being pulled into disharmony—listing toward rage and despair. She uttered a prayer to the oyosii for balance and employed a counting practice that was supposed to restore her equilibrium. It worked—after a fashion. But she was keenly aware of how quickly and easily she might be knocked off balance. It was not a humbling revelation—for she was honest with herself about her strengths and limitations. But it called for discernment and prudence, and she strove for the presence of mind to stay both balanced and present.

      She was also keenly aware of how alone she felt. It was not an unfamiliar feeling, for an oyosin would never be terribly popular among summoners. Theirs was an uneasy alliance. Centuries of oyosin moralizing and badgering had done much damage to the relationship between those of the two vocations. She was polite and the summoners were, mostly, polite in return, calling on her for only the most minimal services. That struck her as backward, since summoners were most in need of those rituals. She shook her head at the enmity that had crept up over time, to the detriment of both communities.

      What did feel unfamiliar, however, was an ache at the loss of the company that had found her in the tunnels. While she had never felt a part of them, she had been with them, and had grown fond of them—especially Ellis. She paused momentarily as she thought of him—his short, adorable tangle of brown hair, his earnest face—humorous and serious at the same time; his good heart.

      She had been in awe of Osia and felt sorrow at his fall. She had admired Cormoran and the bears. The princesses had puzzled her, but she did not dislike them. They were altogether an unlikely assembly, and for a brief time she had felt part of a community with some higher purpose.

      Of course, as an oyosin, she had always been a part of a community of higher purpose, yet here, at the Keep, that community was mostly theoretical. She was mostly alone, and until she had met the company in the caves, content to be so. Now she was not so sure.

      A faint sound pricked at her ears. She stopped, clearing her mind of the chatter of her thoughts, and listened. She heard nothing, and was about to attribute the sound to the howling of wind through the labyrinth of fallen stones, when she heard it again, a bit louder.

      She turned and followed the sound. She was well into the interior of the Keep’s courtyard now. There was no going in a straight line, for she was always having to pick her way around waist-high stones or the bodies of the fallen.

      She wound her way to an outbuilding, built as an add-on to the Keep proper, and sharing one wall with the fortress. The roof had fallen in, yet the roof was thatch and so not as deadly as stone for anyone inside. Esthermoor strove to maintain her calm—Do not panic, do not run, do not babble, she told herself silently. She kept her movements graceful and slow and calm, yet her fingers betrayed her with trembling.

      “Is someone there?” she called when she got close enough to the building.

      “Ai!” someone called.

      She tugged at the thatch to clear it from the doorway. It did not come easily, but only after much tearing and pulling. She once again raised the shawl to cover her nose as she crouched to gain a better view into the outbuilding. It was hard to tell what it had been used for. She could see scattered items, but not what they were. What she could see, however, were two bodies.

      She studied what remained of the ceiling and then crawled inside. She did not wait for her eyes to adjust to the dark, but felt for the ankles of one of the figures and began to pull. There was a groan of protest, but the voice did not tell her to stop. She dragged the ankles toward the doorway, but it was difficult to do in a crouch. Finally, she hiked her skirt up to her waist, sat on the floor, and pulled the ankles toward her groin, scooting back every few seconds, digging her heels into the dirt floor and hauling at the ankles again.

      Finally, she pulled one of the two clear—a man, probably a summoner, his face covered with dust and what might have been ash. She did not pause to talk to him, but crawled back in without a wasted second, felt about for the other ankles, and pulled again.

      As she dragged the second body over the threshold and out into the morning light, she saw it belonged to a woman. Also a summoner? It was hard to say. She was dressed as one low-born, so probably a servant. She was dead.

      “Tick,” Esthermoor swore, feeling at the woman’s neck. She turned her attention to the man. He was moaning now, and she did not wonder at this. Being dragged from the building had no doubt exacerbated his injuries. She began to feel at his bones, and was relieved to find nothing broken. There was a gory gash on his head, though. Water, she thought. I need water. “Stay here,” she said to the man, feeling silly as she did so. The man would be hard pressed to move even if a murderous orc were bearing down on him. “I’ll be right back.”

      The man moaned inarticulately, and she rushed off toward the looming structure of the Keep. The walls were decimated, but other than cosmetic damage—and plenty of it—the main building itself appeared essentially unharmed.

      She knew she may yet encounter orc stragglers, but she could not consider her own life now. She rushed to the grand archway of the Keep, dodging bodies and detritus and heading for the washing rooms. There she lost no time pumping water into a bucket and finding a clutch of clean rags. She considered heating the water, but decided that proper dressing would need to wait. Listing frightfully to one side, she lugged the bucket back outside and set it near the man’s head.

      In short order, she cleaned the worst of the wound. Once the clotted blood was clear of his eyes, he opened one of them, squinting up at her. “Oya?” he asked. Now she recognized him. Allin, a summoner with a ferret for a familiar. He jerked his head up, “Tani!”

      Esthermoor did not know the ferret’s name, but guessed he was calling for it. “Is Tani your familiar, Allin?”

      “Yes—”

      “I don’t see him.”

      “Her—”

      “I don’t see her. I’m sorry.”

      Both eyes were open now, and they were wild. He struggled to sit. She pushed him back down. “There now. Be easy. You’ve suffered a grave injury and you should not move until I’ve fixed a place for you to go. We need to properly treat you. I also need to see if there are any other survivors. Will you be all right here for a while? Promise me you will not get up.”

      “I…will not.” He blinked, looking at the gray sky. “I will call for Tani, though.”

      “Call all you like, so long as you keep your head still upon the dirt. Promise me.”

      “All right,” he said.

      She checked the wound on his head once more and saw that it had stopped bleeding. That was good. She wrung out the rags, hung them on the side of the bucket, and then washed her hands. She flicked the water away, and wiped what was left on her skirt. “I’ll be back.”

      She rose and drew her wrist across her nose, cursing the fact that she seemed to have a bit of a sniffle. It could be the cold morning air, she thought, and hoped it was so. She closed her eyes and listened, but did not hear anything other than Allin’s labored breathing.

      “Fewmets,” she said. She circumambulated the yard slowly, checking every ruined structure and every non-orc body she encountered. She halted when she rounded the corner of a thatched house and saw a tangle of bodies, some human, some orc. Carefully picking her way around them, she squatted and felt at the necks of the humans. Dead…dead…dead… She turned to rise then, only to find herself staring into the yellowed, bloodshot eye of an orc.

      She gave out a startled gasp and jumped up and back. The eye was moving, and she saw the brow lower, as if in disapproval. The orc was alive. She began to circle the heap of bodies, assessing the danger. The orc was sorely wounded, that was clear. A longdagger was plunged into his back, and was now protruding from its belly, its point aimed up, diagonally, toward the gloom of the cloud cover. The orc began wriggling free, one clawed hand reaching for her, razor-sharp nails gesticulating in her direction, the yellow-red eye focused and hateful.

      Acting quickly, Esthermoor snatched up a dagger, lying near to the human hand that had clutched it before its life had drained into the dust. Without pausing to think, she rounded the pile of bodies until she was out of sight of the orc, near top of his head.

      Intentionally not thinking about it, she stepped on the human cadavers, finding purchase on the stiff meat of an arm, a thigh, a chest, not stopping until she was hovering directly over the orc. Its eye widened, but without hesitation, Esthermoor sank the point of the longdagger directly into the meat of the eye, pressing down with every ounce of weight in her body. The orc howled and thrashed, but she did not allow herself to be thrown. She bore down until the struggling ceased and all was still again, save the icy whine of the wind.

      Sniffing, she clambered over the corpses again and resumed her search. Her mind raced with alarm as competing voices accused her of extreme imbalance and moral injury, while other voices, just as loud, argued necessity and just vengeance. She closed her eyes and told the voices to cease. She focused only on the cold wind whipping at her skirt and the pinpricks of rain on her cheeks.

      Calm. Cold. Quiet. Rain.

      She opened her eyes again, centered. She had found her balance. Surely there was deeper balancing that needed to be done. The voice accusing her of moral injury was quite correct, but it could wait. There were people to save, there were wounds to dress, there were remnants to gather. “Help me, Tillock,” she prayed to the Oyarsa of healing. It was a simple prayer, but that was all right. Sometimes simple prayers were the best.

      Having finished her inspection of this side of the yard, she crossed to investigate the other side. She glanced at Allin to be sure he was following her instructions, then stopped, arrested in her tracks.

      The ferret, Tani, had crawled free of the collapsed building. She could see that both of her back legs were broken, and the wee beast was dragging herself by her front paws toward her master. Esthermoor’s heart leaped into her throat as she beheld the sheer pathetic determination of the familiar. Biting her lip and blinking back tears, she rushed to the animal and scooped her up, carrying her to Allin’s side. “Look who I…look who found you,” she said, holding the ferret tenderly where Allin could see her. Allin’s eyes opened wide at the sight of her and his bloodied lips uttered a prayer of thanks. She lowered the ferret to his chest, where he clutched at her with grateful hands. His lips were quivering and his chest heaved with sobs. There was water on his face, but it was not rain.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t hard to find the ætherport—it never was. There were always flags indicating the wind direction, and large open places for landings. But they were also, for security reasons, almost always enclosed behind a formidable fence. Ellis and Kit saw the fence up ahead and knew it would be pointless to go straight up to it. Instead, they set off to the right, circling around, looking for an entrance.

      This took them into the town, bordering as it did the ætherport. Ellis’ mouth hung open at the sight of the townspeople. “What happened here?” he wondered aloud. The street seemed to be complete chaos, with none of the typical business one would expect of a town this size. Several of the houses were no more than burned-out husks, and whole families huddled in doorways against the chill and the rain.

      “Orcs happened here,” Kit said. “Where do you think they landed, the ones what took the Keep?”

      That made sense. Ellis bit his lip, feeling helpless. He absorbed the desperation of the people around him, feeling desperate himself. Kit must have sensed this, because she placed a hand on the small of his back and said, “Calm yourself. They’ll put things right in a few days. This is not our battle.”

      She was right, but he hated that she was right. Ellis locked eyes on one little girl, sitting on the ground with her knees drawn up to her chin. Her eyes were sunken and haunted, and she stared straight ahead, seemingly unaware of anything going on around her. “She’s alone,” Ellis said, staring at her.

      “Not our battle,” Kit said. “What, you’re going to take a kipper with us into the Dark Field? Oh, hullo Dark Lord, this is little Buttercup. Buttercup, this is the Dark Lord. Don’t get too near his beak, love.” She spat. “Not bloody likely.”

      Ellis forced himself to look away.

      Kit tugged at his sleeve and pointed. “There’s the ætherport entrance. I was hoping it wouldn’t be guarded, what with all the chaos, but…” she trailed off.

      Ellis looked. Two orcs stood at the gates.

      “I thought they were all gone,” Ellis said.

      “Going, maybe.”

      “Perhaps we should wait a bit,” Ellis said.

      “Maybe we should be going where they’re going,” Kit suggested.

      “What? The orcs?”

      “Yes, of course the orcs,” Kit nodded. Ellis could see the plan taking shape in her head. The look on her face frightened him. “Their mothership is in the Dark Field—has to be. It’s where the Lizard King has his palace.”

      Ellis was about to protest that the only thing he or Kit knew about the Lizard King they knew from the epics, and how reliable were those, really? They were myths, a thousand years in the telling. Yet everything he had seen so far had borne them out. He kept his mouth shut.

      Kit was speaking again, “…just need to get aboard one of them.”

      “This is insane,” Ellis said.

      “This is the plan,” Kit said. “Getting cold feet, are we?”

      Ellis swallowed, but did not answer. Kit pointed down the street. “Let’s keep going, see if we can find a way in.”

      Ellis nodded, for truly he had no better ideas. They stepped into the street, and instantly Ellis was struck and knocked down, the wind forced from his lungs by the impact. He rolled on the ground and held his side, moaning. A few moments later, however, he regained enough composure to open his eyes and beheld Kit standing with her boot on the neck of the person who struck him, her longneedle poised just above his eye.

      “I-I-I’m sorry,” the man was stammering. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      Ellis groaned and raised himself to his elbows. He felt at his ribs. He seemed to be unharmed, if a bit bruised.

      “An’ where are you goin’ in such a hurry, then?” Kit asked, conceding nothing.

      “That’d be me own business, missus,” the little man said. His hair was greasy and matted, and many of his teeth were black. Even though he was small for a man, he was still much larger than either of the haffolk. Yet he did not appear to be armed, or if he was, was bested by Kit’s formidable blade and probably the ferocity of her mien as well.

      “I think you’re fleeing the consequences of some evil action,” Kit said, her longneedle steady and far too close to the man’s eye for his comfort. “I’ve seen that look before.” She glanced at Ellis and jerked her head toward the man. “Know what I mean, Ellis? Seen that look on Tubber’s face a time or two, I have, when he’d just done something rotten and was trying to get away from it.”

      The man certainly did look desperate and nervous, and not just because he was being threatened with a blade. “I’m sure I can hold him here, Ellis, if you’d like to run for the constabulary.”

      Ellis quite doubted there was a functioning constabulary in the shambles of this town, but before he could say so, Kit had begun yelling, “Police! Bobbies! We needs a Bobby!”

      The man held his hands up and pleaded. “Please, there’s no need to draw attention.”

      They were drawing attention, though. People continued to pass them, but they were staring now, giving them wide berth.

      “Surely, we can make a bargain,” the man said.

      “A bargain?” Kit asked. “I’m listening.”

      “I specialize in locating…certain items. You look like a lass who’d like a frilly bonnet⁠—”

      “You look like a man who only needs the one eye,” Kit spat again.

      “Wait,” Ellis said. “We do need something.” He got to his feet, feeling a bit creaky. He put his hand into his shirt and checked to make sure the bag was there. It was. He also felt the bulkier, flat surface of Osia’s seerstone.

      “We got off on the wrong foot, surely,” he said. “My name is Ellis, and this here is Kit. What is your name?”

      The man’s small, dark eyes flashed back and forth between Ellis and Kit. Finally, they lit on Ellis and he said. “They call me Mormir.”

      “They call you Mormir or your name is Mormir?” Kit asked.

      “What’s the difference?” the man asked.

      “Mormir, you look to me like a man who is used to…making deals,” Ellis said. “Am I right?”

      “You are.”

      “Good. We’ll give you your freedom, then, in exchange for a bit of information.”

      “What kind of information?”

      “We need to get into the ætherport.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “Are you going to steal a ship?”

      Ellis blinked. “Oh. That’s a good idea.” He looked at Kit.

      “What are you natting about?” Kit snapped. “I can’t fly an æthercraft and neither can you.”

      “We thought maybe we’d hire a ride off-planet,” Ellis said. “Or stow away.”

      “There’s no one flying now. No dwarfs, no engineers. Or precious few, anyway.”

      “Look, we just need to get in.”

      “You haven’t really thought this through, have you?” The edge of Mormir’s lip curled up in a vicious grin.

      “Never you mind what we’ve got planned,” Kit said. “We just need to get in is all. Past the orcs.”

      “You need to make a getaway,” Mormir nodded. He reached up and touched the tip of Kit’s longneedle, pushing it away from his eye. “Same as me. You’re thieves.”

      “No,” Ellis said, with a little more defiance in his voice than he’d intended. “I’m a courier. I have a delivery to make.”

      The man looked Ellis up and down, as if seeing him for the first time, probably trying to gauge the veracity of the haffolk’s assertion. “Uh-huh. Sure you are.”

      “We don’t care if you believe us or not,” Kit said, returning the blade to the man’s eye. “You just tell us how we can get in and you’ll be on your way with no more trouble from us.”

      Mormir said nothing, and seemed to be thinking. “All right,” he said, finally. “You’ve got a deal.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve got some good news,” Finn’s father Horace said, bursting through the door. Finn looked up from the book he was reading, and his mother Junia paused after placing the final plate on the table.

      “Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” she said. “Out with it.”

      “I think Finn should see for himself,” he said. “He’s been listed on the board in the village square.”

      Junia glanced over at him and smiled. Finn felt his stomach sink into his bowels. He felt paralyzed.

      “Well, don’t just sit there, go and see!” Horace chided, holding the door for him.

      Finn rose and the book fell to the floor with a thud. He had forgotten he was even holding it. As if in a dream, he crossed the room and went over the threshold into the lane.

      “Don’t forget your hat, it’s nasty out,” his father said.

      “Oh…yes.” Finn stepped back inside and put on both his coat and hat, then turned back out of the house.

      “I best go with him,” Horace said, in what Finn recognized as his “concerned” voice.

      Finn clutched his coat closed tightly, but it was not really to protect himself from the cold. It was to protect him from all that was coming.

      “I thought you’d be more excited,” his father said.

      Finn hadn’t really noticed that he was walking beside him, and he didn’t really feel like talking. They walked together in silence until they got to the place where the lane forked. They took the right-handed path toward the village square.

      “Son, are you having second thoughts?”

      “How…how did you know?”

      “Because you look like someone just told you that you have six months to live.”

      “I probably have less.”

      “Now, now. What kind of talk is that?”

      Finn stopped and faced his father. He was taller than his old man, taking after his mother’s people. His father was of stout, burly stock, with a wiry beard and merry eyes. His mother’s people were tall and wispy with deep-set eyes that had a haunted look—the skin around their eyes was darker than the skin on their cheeks. Once he had heard a man ask his uncle who had given him the two black eyes. But no one had—that was just how their eyes were, and Finn’s eyes were like that, too.

      Horace searched his dark eyes for the truth now. Finn looked away. “It’s becoming too…too real, I suppose, father. I’m afraid.”

      His father put his hand on his elbow. “What are you afraid of, then?”

      “I’m afraid that who I am will be…lost, I guess.”

      “My boy, you know that’s not how it works. Who you are, your deepest self, it isn’t going anywhere. You will change, that is certain. But that’s how it is for everyone, whether they’re liani or not. Every time we make a decision, every person we come in contact with, every new place we visit or thing we do…it changes us. I’m not the same man I was last year, or five years ago, or ten.”

      “This is different.”

      Horace shrugged. “It is and it isn’t. It’s just more noticeable, perhaps. You are liani. Your life will not be poorer than it is now, it will be richer.”

      Finn chewed on his lip, unable to meet his father’s eye. The rain was more of a mist by now, and he could smell the dusky aroma of mushrooms in the soil.

      “Son, I thought you wanted this. You chose to enter the training when you were a boy. No one forced you onto this path. Why do you question it now?”

      Finn almost tripped over a muddy clod. He caught himself and sniffed. “I don’t know. It was always…out there, in the future, I suppose. It seemed romantic. And now, it’s just…terrifying. I feel like I’m going to die.”

      “That’s how you feel, but it’s not the truth of it. The truth of it is that, when the ritual is over, you won’t be less than you are now, you’ll be more.”

      “Yes, but that’s just it. That more will not be me.”

      “That’s the fear talking. It will be you…and more than you.”

      They were at the edge of the village square now, and despite the rain, there was a bustle of activity. Finn set out for the notice board in the center of the square, and his father kept pace. There were a few other youth Finn knew, leaning in to read the names. He crowded in among them while his father waited a few paces back. He had already seen it, Finn knew. He leaned in and saw his name, number seven in a list of ten.

      “Congratulations, old man,” Elias said, clapping him on the back. “Couldn’t happen to a nicer chap.”

      “It hasn’t happened to me yet,” Finn said.

      Frida stepped back from the board. “It won’t be you, it’ll be me,” she said. “So don’t get your hopes up.” She seemed so certain. Finn admired not only her certainty, but her courage. He was aware of others hovering at his back, waiting for him to move out of the way so they could see the board. He took one final look at his own name, and satisfied that it wasn’t a trick of the light or that his father hadn’t been mistaken, he stepped back and allowed the others to rush in.

      He continued stepping backwards until he felt his father’s hand on his shoulder.

      “There’s only a one-in-ten chance you’ll be chosen,” he said. “Odds are, you’ll be right back where you were, waiting to show up on another list.”

      He knew his father was right, but it didn’t really help. He looked around at the village, keenly, painfully aware how much he loved it. That thought had never occurred to him before. He suddenly felt homesick, and he hadn’t even left home.

      “You don’t have to do it,” Horace said. “You could learn to be a smithy like your brothers. You’d be starting in late, but that’s all right. No one is in a hurry.”

      That thought was even more terrifying in a way. He’d never felt a tug toward the family business. He’d always fumbled everything he’d tried around the shop. Every time he picked up a hammer or tongs his brothers laughed at him. It was as if the tools rejected him, refused to be held by his hands. And so from childhood, all his efforts had been focused on becoming liani. Finn felt lost. “I wish I could sing for a living,” he said.

      His father laughed. “A bard! Now, there’s a hard life, and that’s a fact. Come on home, before we get another soaking,” he said, tugging on his son’s elbow. “Nothing’s going to be decided today.” Horace put his hand on Finn’s back and steered him toward home.
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        * * *

      

      Ellis and Kit put their hoods up. Haffolk would draw attention, as would dwarfs after their withdrawal from service to Hearth and its territories, but if they could pass for human children they might escape notice.

      “Why are you crouching?” Kit whispered.

      “I’m trying to pass for a man child,” Ellis said.

      “Well, it looks like you’re trying to pass for a child with a rare disease of the spine. Stop it.”

      Ellis straightened up, and discovered the walking was easier.

      “Is all the whispering strictly necessary?” Mormir shot over his shoulder. “It draws attention.”

      “Can’t do anything, I guess,” Ellis snapped.

      “What’s that?” Mormir asked.

      “Nothing,” Ellis grumbled.

      Mormir held up a hand and they halted. They had been roughly following the fence line around the ætherport, at the distance of a city block, traveling a parallel street. At every corner, Mormir glanced to his left to survey the fence. But the glance was quick and could easily have been interpreted as prudence before stepping into the paths of horses and carriages.

      They had arrived at a large blue building, its paint faded and cracked. It must have been brilliantly bright when it was new, Ellis thought. It was still bright now. Mormir looked around to ascertain whether they were being watched. Not seeing anyone, he casually walked to the corner, walked beyond it, turned all the way around, and walked back.

      “What was that about?” Ellis asked.

      “No orcs about. We timed this well,” Mormir said, rubbing his hands. “Follow me and be quick.” And with that he dashed around the corner.

      As soon as Ellis followed, he understood why Mormir had been acting so strangely. The blue building was the last and now all Ellis could see were open fields, packed with æthercraft larger than Ellis had ever seen before in his life.

      “What-what are those?”

      “The Lizard King’s transport craft,” Mormir said. “Every one of them brimming with orcs. They’re leaving now, and most of the orcs are aboard, fortunately for us.”

      “We need to get aboard one of those,” Ellis said.

      Mormir shook his head. “You are absolutely mad.”

      “Maybe so⁠—“

      “Not maybe,” Mormir said. “The orcs are packed in those ships so tight they can’t turn around. Where are you going to hide, eh? You cannot possibly escape being seen, and then you can’t possibly escape being eaten.”

      Ellis glanced at Kit, and she glanced back at him. “Just get us inside,” Ellis said.

      “Mad,” Mormir continued, shaking his head.

      He was walking double-time, and Ellis was panting trying to keep up. Kit’s legs moved so quickly she almost looked comical. He knew better than to say so.

      Mormir paused by what appeared to be an old guardhouse that had long ago been converted to a garden shed. The fence stopped at the near corner and picked up at the far corner. The door was padlocked.

      Ellis pointed to it. “That lock looks sturdy.”

      “Not the door, you fool. Here.” Mormir kicked at what looked like a cupboard door set low in the wall. The door swung to one side, but lazily, as if the hinges were about to go. A black void lay beyond it, broken only by wisps of spiderweb. “It’s a crawlspace underneath. Almost too shallow for a human, but you two should pass. Careful not to catch a nail in the head. Get on your backs and scoot the length of the house. You’ll see light coming through the short stairs. Go to that side of it,” he gestured to the other side of the little house. There’s just a brick propped up over the opening on the other side. It might take some finding, but just push it, and scoot yourselves out.” He pointed at Ellis’ nose. “Put the brick back, mind.”

      Ellis assured him that he would. Mormir gave a quick nod. “Pleasure doing business with you, then. Good luck with the…the not-being-eaten.” He turned on his heel and was gone.

      Now that it was just the two of them, Ellis felt strangely exposed.

      “Come on, then,” Kit said. “Let’s get the cobwebs over with.”

      Ellis nodded and lowered himself to the ground, volunteering to go first. Kit did not object, although he half hoped she would. He lay on his back and began to scoot himself through the lopsided door. Once inside, his eyes adjusted quickly, and he saw the supporting beams of the floor mere inches from his face. There were indeed spiders aplenty, and what amounted to a whole museum of historical webbing. He tried not to think of what was on the ground beneath his head at the moment, but images of rat droppings, live grubs, and the dried husks of spider carcasses flashed through his mind and he had to pause and focus on his breathing to steady his nerves. Then, thinking only about Mormir’s instructions, he continued to scoot himself over the dirt toward the far side. Along the way, he passed many nasty-looking rusted nails, piercing the wood at odd angles like wild hairs.

      Then he felt a sharp pain in his head and heard the sound of his skull connecting with something solid. It was a sickening sound, and Ellis reached up to feel his head. He drew his hand back and peered at it. No blood. He breathed a sigh of relief. Then he began to feel along the edge of the house, scooting to his right. It wasn’t long before his fingers felt a new surface—smoother than the wood.

      “Wait,” he whispered. “I think this is brick.” He pushed up and away, and felt the new surface give. He pushed harder, and the light burst through. He scooted up and pushed some more, and then felt the lovely cool air from the hole. He scooted through it and his vision changed from cobwebs and planks to the swirling gray clouds encompassing Allo Torbitatha.

      He sat up and helped Kit through, pulling her by her hands until she sat up beside him. “Whew!” he said. She glanced at him and gave a satisfied nod.

      “What’s all this, then, eh?” came a rough voice behind them. Ellis froze and his eyes locked on Kit’s. Slowly they turned. Not a stone’s throw away were three orcs gathered around a short cooking fire. They had frozen in their domestic activity, and were staring directly at them.

      “We didn’t get very far,” Ellis said. “I’m sorry, Kit.”

      One of the orcs picked up a mace and loped toward them, a sloppy grin filling his face. “I don’t know whats to call them, Geef. But they looks like lunch to me.”
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      There were a few benefits to traveling in smaller æthercraft, the main one being the travel is faster. Dart and the princesses might have more room to move about, but Cormoran was pleased by how quickly Hearth was filling up the window of Drullan’s skiff.

      “It sure is a lovely planet,” Rejin commented.

      “Yes, it looks quite peaceful,” Cormoran said, drily, “from far enough away.”

      The blue orb increased in size until it filled the window. Drullan, who had been silent the whole time, suddenly became noticeably agitated.

      Ennisbrook leaned against the rail behind the pilot’s seat. “You know how to land this thing, correct?” he asked, in a tangibly threatening way. “I know there’s a lot of water, but the one land mass is pretty big. It’s hard to miss…right?”

      Drullan remained silent, but his eyes darted between the window and his charts, and he had started visibly sweating.

      Ennisbrook glanced to Cormoran, appealing for help, but Cormoran continued watching his pilot.

      Rejin, sitting next to Drullan, let out a sigh and Cormoran glanced over to see a brown and hilly horizon rising into view.

      “There,” Drullan said, a little too loudly. He sighed as well. “I admit I don’t have the navigational skill to take you exactly to Trogan,” he added, over his shoulder. “But I expect you don’t want to get too close to it anyway, to keep from drawing attention to yourselves.”

      “Correct,” Cormoran said. “You can drop us a mile or so away and then return the ship to the ætherport.”

      Drullan, still facing forward, nodded. “And, if you don’t mind, I’d like to land without killing power, so as to save fuel. So you’ll have to land kind of on the run.”

      “Agreed,” Cormoran said.
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        * * *

      

      The æthercraft whined and shook as Cormoran saw the ground going by beneath them far too fast. He held fast to the ladder descending from the ship.

      “Don’t look,” Ennisbrook offered from just above him, “just jump.”

      “By every swiving god,” Cormoran swore, but he knew the æthercraft could go no slower and still remain aloft. And the ground was only the length of his shin below him. “If I break any bones, it’ll be up to you to⁠—”

      But before he could finish, Ennisbrook gave him a shove with his foot. Cormoran flailed but a split second later hit the ground with a fierce roll that seemed to last forever.

      Picking his head up, he saw Ennisbrook roll to a stop near him. Rolling over, he checked his limbs and was surprised to discover nothing too much amiss. Ennisbrook jumped to his feet and offered his king his hand. Cormoran took it and rose as the æthercraft fired its engines and roared into the distance.

      They watched the craft as it lifted higher and then it began soaring northwest before diminishing in the glare of the late afternoon sun. As the men lowered their gaze, they found they were each looking questioningly at the other.

      “I hope you weren’t trying to kill me, just now,” Cormoran said.

      “I hope I wasn’t, either,” Ennisbrook deadpanned.

      Cormoran spat on the scuffs on his palms and rubbed them together. “I’m not sure what we’ve returned to, but it’s good to be back home.”

      Ennisbrook looked skeptical.

      “Don’t you agree?” Cormoran pressed.

      “I would never gainsay the right-born king of Hearth,” Ennisbrook replied with a shrug. “I admit the familiarity of the smells and colors is reassuring. But that only goes so far…”

      “You want to know what comes next,” Cormoran said. “In sooth, I’m not sure where we are. Perhaps I was a bit too cautious in having Drullan set us here.”

      “Hmm. It's possible we might be east of the great battle,” Ennisbrook said. “Mayhap we should head that way. We might be able to find more arms.”

      “I’d rather not,” Cormoran said, in a tone that would brook no argument. Ennisbrook eyed him curiously. Cormoran could not help but notice. He wondered if Ennisbrook was questioning whether his king was afraid to visit the site, was embarrassed by their great defeat, or perhaps wished to avoid reliving the fall of Uther. Even Cormoran didn’t know for sure. It was likely a mixture of all… and more.

      “Although,” Cormoran admitted, “the surrounding area was fertile ground to find a good horse. It might be so still.”

      “I saw a settlement farther south, as we descended,” Ennisbrook said. “We should head west, look for mounts, and then head east again.”

      “I hope that town has some shops,” Cormoran said as they began their hike. “I’m in need of a change of clothes.” He turned at Ennisbrook’s scoffing noise. “What are you laughing at?” Cormoran challenged. “You’ve got it worse than I do. How can you stand yourself living in wet leather?”

      “All I need is some vinegar, my king.”

      “But you’ll still need something to wear in the meantime, right?” Cormoran asked. “And please say yes.”

      They continued walking across the rolling field. After a while the land dipped on the left, revealing a stand of trees. They aimed that way, hoping for water, and found a shallow brook. They dropped to their knees to drink. When Cormoran rose he spotted something in the bushes beyond. It was a brown nose, belonging to a horse who was unsure whether to approach or not. Cormoran carefully rose to his feet and waded slowly across the water. He held his hands out and made clucking noises, trying to reassure the horse.

      The animal stepped forward, as if intrigued. It was likely one of the hundreds of horses rendered riderless after the orc battle. It would not be too skittish around humans and, in fact, seemed ready to be claimed again. Cormoran came closer, reaching up to touch the horse’s nose. The horse stood calmly while its nose was scratched. Her saddle had been stolen but she still wore a bridle. Beyond was a gray horse, which Ennisbrook was already approaching. The enforcer stroked its back and front shoulder. “Seems a shame to break up a pair,” he said, looking back at Cormoran. Reassured that it would not be separated from its companion, the gray horse nickered.

      They led the horses to the brook but the animals showed no signs of thirst. Cormoran and Ennisbrook then mounted their steeds and rode east. The horses seemed to enjoy the run. Cormoran had to tug on the reins and Ennisbrook had to press with his knees to keep the horses at a safe speed. “You don’t think we’re by the Midlands, do you?” Cormoran called.

      “No. What I saw was too small for the Midlands. I think that’s farther north.”

      “Too bad,” Cormoran called back. “The Midlands would probably have had vinegar.”

      They continued their canter. Far off to their left they soon saw farmland. Beyond the open fields they could make out the roofs of a few large buildings. Directly ahead they saw the poles of a blips-and-squawks wire, signifying there was a road ahead. Once they reached the road they took it northward, approaching the small village at a leisurely pace. More crops occupied the land on the other side of the village. This area must be a great provider, Cormoran thought, and felt guilty that he could not remember what this town might be called or whose family ran the farms.

      “I suggest caution,” Ennisbrook said, bringing his horse alongside Cormoran’s. “We know not what situation we are entering. It might be best to keep your identity secret.”

      “Yes, Daevis,” Cormoran replied. “I was thinking the same. Though your assemblage of weapons will mark you as naught but a brigand to honest country folk like these.”

      “Then so be it. For I’ll not be disarming myself.”

      Cormoran noted a pair of blips-and-squawks wires descending to a small wooden building on the right. It appeared to be little bigger than a shed, but he’d been told blips-and-squawks offices were good places for news, especially if the operator was the talkative sort. It was tempting to make that their first stop, but in truth he was more desirous of an inn. The thought of warm food and cool ale made his belly unexpectedly sing.

      As they drew nearer Cormoran’s hopes began to dwindle. What they approached was more a compound than a village or town. Only one building could be said to be a house; the others were barns and granaries and stables. A sign hanging from the wooden fence confirmed it. “Pritchan,” Ennisbrook read. “The town is Pritchan.”

      “It’s not a town. It’s a family name. They are a great supplier of grain to much of Estenlan. I’ve heard father mention them, but I don’t recall ever seeing Lord Pritchan or his family.”

      “But they might have seen you,” Ennisbrook countered.

      “You think so?”

      “They must have come to court.”

      “And thus they would recognize me.” Cormoran nodded to himself, but then glanced up at Ennisbrook. “But would they recognize the king’s enforcer?”

      “The larger question is, would it matter if they did?”

      “Yes, that is true as well,” Cormoran said, with a smile. Ennisbrook rode ahead and Cormoran held back, waiting and watching. His horse waited patiently as well, her ears twitching. Cormoran saw Ennisbrook stop outside the blips-and-squawks office. He did not dismount but remained on horseback, apparently scanning the bulletins posted on the news board. After a short time Ennisbrook turned and rode back. Obviously he had attracted no attention and nothing was amiss, for the enforcer did not hurry. Once near enough, he spoke. “Your plans of returning to Trogan in glory? They’ll have to change.”

      “Why so?” Cormoran asked.

      “Hearth has a new king. And it’s not you.”
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        * * *

      

      Esthermoor was bone tired. Before the attack, her life had been sedate—she kept to her rooms, prayed, and performed balance rituals as requested…which was not all that often in a place full of summoners. Sometimes she had consulted with Elsorin, when he had wanted to know the mind of the oyosin hierarchy. Of course, Esthermoor had no idea what the mind of her superiors might be, but she could guess, and she supposed that must have been helpful.

      But that seemed like another lifetime now—someone else’s life. For now she was not only oyosin, but physic, nursemaid, janitor, and cook…whatever needed doing, she did. Allin helped, bless him, but he was still unsteady on his feet. She had splinted Tani’s legs as best she could, and browbeat Allin until he understood how important it was to keep his familiar quiet and motionless so that the legs would have a chance to heal properly.

      Yet what did she know about setting broken bones? Not a thing. At best, she was a kitchen physic, and a poor one. Yet there was no one else to do it, and the need was great. By the time she had finished her surveillance of the Keep, inside and out, she had found twelve summoners alive—one of them a dwarf—four servants, and eighteen familiars. Strangely, the familiars had flown or crept away. She wondered where they went, now that their masters were dead, but she did not have the time or energy to wonder or ask.

      Allin was able to help with some of the healing, drawing magic through the Scar. The idea that an imbalanced act could possibly heal struck Esthermoor as fundamentally wrong. Yet, she saw with her own eyes that many people improved after Allin’s ministrations, and she did not begrudge him nor them. Her objections were ideological, the healing was real. She was practical enough to concede it and let it go.

      She had found no fewer than fifteen orcs alive. And by her own hand she had dispatched them to whatever afterlife the oyosii had decreed for their kind. She had stopped thinking about it after a while. The slitting of an orc’s throat was just something that needed doing, like emptying Orfrew’s bedpan or cutting Thea’s nails.

      “Oya, I’ve the soup,” called Timberlin, a servant boy she had found concussed with a bloodied head in a large clothes basket . He was still a bit wobbly on his feet, but he was eager to help, and she was glad to have him.

      “Thank you, Timber,” she said, taking the wooden bowl from his fingers. She noticed that his hands shook. “Did your hands always do that?”

      The boy looked down at his fingers. “No’m.”

      She put her hand on his mousy brown hair and patted his head. “That’ll do. Can you fetch some water for Ikka?”

      “Of course, yes,” the boy said, and took off like a firework.

      She turned and picked up the wooden spoon. She began to salivate and realized how hungry she was. She should eat this soup, and then get another bowl for Pinna. She inhaled the aroma and then blew on the spoon. “Pinna, open your mouth, dear. I’ve got supper for you.”

      The old woman’s eyelids fluttered and she seized up, so violently that Esthermoor spilled a bit of the soup. “There, there, all is well,” she said. She watched the old woman’s eyes as they recognized her and relaxed.

      “Oh, Oya…I’m sorry.”

      “That’s all right. Eat.”

      Three of the summoners were on their feet now, all of them busy. Esthermoor had to remind them that they were injured and must rest. They did not heed her, and this did not surprise her. In all her days she had not encountered a more stubborn people than summoners.

      “Eating can heal or eating can kill,” Pinna said. “My mother told me that…so, so long ago. She was right, of course, about so many things.”

      Esthermoor filled the spoon again but scowled. It was an odd thing to say, and she did not understand it. “What do you mean, Pinna?”

      “Oh, you must eat, of course, but it will only help you if you eat the right things and in the right amount, that’s all.”

      Esthermoor nodded. It was a statement of balance, worthy of any oyosin. In fact, it was just common sense.

      “Are they gone?” Pinna asked.

      Esthermoor blew on the spoon again, then held it to Pinna’s lips. “Are who gone, dear?”

      The woman slurped without shame or apology. Then she smacked her lips, and said, “The…brutes.”

      “The orcs? Yes, every last one, now.”

      “Are you sure? I saw one just a little while ago. He killed Ammon⁠—”

      “Ammon died in the siege, dear. You must have dreamed it, perhaps reliving something you saw.” She dipped the spoon into the bowl again and blew. “I can do nothing about the orcs in your dreams, I’m afraid. Would that I could.” She held the spoon to the woman’s mouth again. “But I can assure you that there are no living orcs about.”

      “I am relieved to hear it,” Pinna said and lifted her head a bit to gain a better angle on the spoon.

      When Esthermoor put the spoon back in the bowl, the old woman snatched at her hand. “Are you leaving us?”

      “No, dear, why would you think it?” Esthermoor smiled reassuringly at her. Her heart went out to the woman, and she recognized just how traumatized and frightened she was. For all her magic, for all her power, she was still just a frail old woman.

      “Objor?”

      Esthermoor froze. Why was Pinna invoking the blind seer? “I’m sorry, dear?”

      “Is Objor here? Does he live?”

      It was a good question. Objor was like a sacred relic. The oldest of the summoners, and the only oracle among them, he was a sacred relic.

      “His cell was empty,” Esthermoor said.

      “Is he dead?”

      “I do not know.”

      The old woman looked away, a worried frown on her face. Esthermoor had not given Objor another thought since checking his cell. There were no summoners so frail, nor so valuable. She had not checked the corpses for his…and many of them were burned already—Allin had seen to that. So they may never know.

      She rose.

      “Where are you going?” Pinna’s voice was tinged with fear.

      “I’m going to get some soup before I fall down,” Esthermoor confessed.

      “You’re all right…for an oyosin…you are all right,” Pinna said. At first, Esthermoor thought she was making a joke, but she was serious. It was an impolite and impolitic thing to say, but Esthermoor realized the woman was not at her best and probably meant no ill to her. She decided to take it as a compliment. “Thank you, dear. That is high praise, indeed.”
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        * * *

      

      Belorin stood at the rocky crest of a mountain, with a great treeless valley before him. The view touched his soul, but the sky roiled with black clouds and heavy wind tore at him and screamed in his ears. As he watched, a huge rent formed in the ground, splitting the valley. What was once welcoming rock now turned betrayer. The hills shuddered and collapsed. The ground opened up into angry black gaps. The black clouds rushed down to fill the cracks, forcing them to split wider like a hunter breaking a beast’s jaws. Belorin quailed at what he saw, for he was witnessing the end of his world.

      This is not happening, he told himself, struggling to maintain his footing. I am not here. This is a bad dream, he added. He shook his head as if physically sloughing off the mantle of sleep…then the vision faded and he was back in his chambers again, rising to prop himself up on an elbow. His dreams had been troubled of late. Since surrendering to the Dark Lord he had lived in uncertainty.  He had gained a reprieve for his people, but he knew better than to put much trust in the Lizard King. The people of Yngremark might be safe, but for how long? An unseen clock was ticking somewhere and Belorin knew time would soon be up. The Lizard King would be back with more demands or perhaps Saklas would appear, looming over them, poised to devour them all, agreement or not.

      He was tempted to lie back and return to sleep, but he knew it would only bring the return of more bad dreams. Instead, he sat up, tossed the bed covers aside, and rose to his feet with a great moan. More ale would make him feel bloated. What he needed was some nice, calming dwarf wine. The elves brag about their wines, but he remained true to dwarf viticulture. Elf wine was too thin, like water. No, more like drinking air. But a dwarf wine—that packed a punch! Much sweeter than an elf wine, and much more effective at brightening one’s mood.

      He went about his chambers, his bare feet padding on the stone floor, seeing if there might still be some wine around. He found some half-filled pitchers of ale on the various tables, shelves, or window sills; but it took a while before he found a ewer of wine. Holding it up, he smacked his lips and sighed, pleased he had not needed to leave his chambers and raid the royal larders.

      Before he could begin to pour he was distracted by some movement in a dark corner of his room. A shape was emerging from the shadows. “Oh dear,” the figure said, in a voice that sounded hollow and remote. “I hope I’m not interrupting your party.”

      Belorin whipped about. “Who are you?” he snapped. “What do you want? Who let you in here?”

      “Peace, oh king,” the figure said, raising a gloved hand. “You ask so many questions.”

      Having emerged from the darkness, the figure, hooded and clothed in black robes, still looked like a shadow. But Belorin was disturbed to find that when the unseen face turned toward him he could see red eyes burning within the hood.

      “As for who I am,” the figure continued, “I was known as Ramenheiler, though I would take no offense at learning the name is unfamiliar to you. My rule was many generations ago.”

      “You are human. Did you rule on Hearth?”

      “That is true, yes.”

      Belorin did not bother to ask how such a man could appear to him now. It was obvious the figure before him was not a flesh-and-blood human, even if it did seem to be missing an arm. One moth-eaten sleeve hung empty, waving back and forth as the creature’s body moved. Belorin considered whether it might be possible this was a continuation of  dream, but his senses were telling him otherwise.

      “You are a Shadow Prince.” It was not a question. “Why does an ancient ruler of Hearth come to me?”

      “I have been sent as a messenger of Lord Abraxis. More crudely referred to as the Lizard King.”

      Belorin’s skin flashed cold, but he tried not to react. “I have heard of him, yes. He has spoken to me before. What is his message now?”

      “The great being Samael—known to you as Saklas—is pleased by your obeisance. He wishes you peace, but he also requires your fidelity.”

      “Yes?” Belorin prompted, growing more apprehensive.

      “As a token of your love, he demands that every thirty days twelve of your kind must be selected and brought to the highest summit. There they shall be immolated; and the smoke from their flesh, as it ascends the sky, shall be a sweet offering to the great lord.”

      “No,” Belorin said, aghast. “No, no! You cannot do that. We never agreed to that. There was no talk of that.”

      “If you do not, then I shall go among you and slay one hundred twelve, for every day you defy the great one’s request.”

      “No,” Belorin said, regaining his voice. “I will not allow it. As king, I forbid it. No,” he shook his head resolutely. “Go and tell your lizard friend the deal is off. And hang the consequences.”

      He was well aware how his words were signing the death sentence of all his people, without consultation. But he knew if he did not put an end to it now, all his people would be slain anyway, but slowly, in piecemeal, with great suffering. Hewhammer and Brattlebeard had had it right. It was better to die quickly and with honor. Belorin had known it, too, but he’d had his people to consider. He had stood by his decision at the time; but now that the Lizard King was going to impose more and more indignities and offenses, all had changed.

      Belorin steadied himself for the figure’s outburst, but instead it emitted a kind of laugh. “You cannot order me. You have no power. You control nothing.”

      “I am king,” Belorin thundered, rising as tall as he could. “I am high king of all the dwarfs.”

      “No,” the figure said coldly. “You are a feeble old dwarf in a tattered robe. I am king of Yngremark, by order of Lord Abraxis. You are nothing…but I shall keep you as a figurehead for so long as it amuses me. For now, drink your wine; tomorrow morning, you shall go out and personally prepare the first offering to the great lord.”

      The figure retreated and the darkness seemed to absorb him, until he disappeared from sight. Belorin could sense Ramenheiler was gone, for the chamber felt warm again. Belorin looked at the empty goblet in his hand, wondering if there was any point in resuming his drinking. Then, considering what might await him on the morrow, he quickly filled the cup and guzzled mightily.
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        * * *

      

      Ellis squirmed in the orc’s grip until, frustrated with his lunch’s lack of cooperation, the orc grabbed a fistful of the courier’s shirt and hauled him off the ground. Ellis’ legs kicked at the air as he rose, and his eyes widened as he saw the orc’s other arm rear back for a blow with the mace. Kit issued a terrifying, full-throated cry of defiance and bit her captor’s arm, nearly breaking free, and struggling to draw her longneedle.

      “Hoy! Not for you!” called a booming voice.

      The orc holding Ellis froze, cursed, then dropped the haffolk to the dirt.

      “Put ’em in the holding cell, with the others.” Ellis whirled to see who was talking, and was startled to see an even larger orc—if that were possible—gesticulating toward one of the low buildings.

      “Ffff-Pah!” the orc with the mace groused. “Would’ve made a decent stew, methinks.”

      The orc holding Kit said something in a language Ellis didn’t understand, and all three of the orcs gathered around the fire laughed. But it was not a merry laugh, Ellis noted. Instead, it sounded dark and treacherous.

      The other orc released Kit and she finally spun around, blade at the ready. “No, little woman, that won’t do.” He reached out and caught the longneedle between his pinched fingers and flicked it away, straight out of Kit’s hand. Her eyes snapped open wide, and her jaw dropped in surprise and despair. “No!” she cried, and leaped after her weapon, but the orc blocked her way.

      “You’ll not be needing that, pretty.” He shoved her in the direction of the low building.

      The orc near Ellis shoved him as well. Then he snorted. “She’s not that pretty.”

      Ellis scowled, so fiercely that the orc near Kit chose not to reply. He felt a rough shove and stumbled in the direction of the building. He reached out for Kit’s shoulder when she was near enough. He could tell she was rattled by the loss of her blade.

      They paused near the rough grate that served as a door. Thunder rattled in the distance and a new round of rain began to fall in sheets. The door swung open and the orcs thrust them inside just in time to avoid getting soaked. The orcs didn’t seem to mind the wet at all, and began to jest in orcish as the grate swung closed with a deafening “clank.”

      Ellis blinked and turned to examine the building. There was no fire, he was disappointed to discover. Fortunately, it was not that cold, in spite of the rain. At first, he only saw the glare of the dim light through filthy windows, but then he saw workbenches and racks of tools. He looked down and gasped as he saw that they were not alone. “Kit, there’s…there’s scores of people here.”

      As his eyes adjusted, he saw that most of them were sitting or lying on the floor, often in groups, and most as near the walls as they could get. They didn’t look like they’d been starved or abused, and he was relieved to see it. Some of them looked at them with mild curiosity. Most, however, simply ignored them.

      “Rum luck,” said a young woman about Kit’s age, walking over to them. She had dirt on her face, and looked as if she had cut her own dirty blonde hair with a hunting knife.

      Ellis saw Kit’s whole demeanor change when she saw her. He could tell she liked the look of the girl, and he shook his head. It was hard to blame her, after all. The girl was definitely her type, and he knew it would be cruel not to let his friend take joy where she could find it, with all they’d been through.

      “I’m Star,” the girl said, offering her hand in a decidedly masculine fashion.

      Kit took it and gave it a correspondingly muscular shake. “Kit.”

      “I like your style, Kit.”

      “That makes two of us, Star.”

      “This your fella?” she pointed at Ellis with her head.

      “He’s my friend…and business partner.” Kit said. “I’m his bodyguard.”

      “Are you, now?”

      “And you?”

      “Æthercraft mechanic. Been in here six days now,” she looked at the ceiling. “Ready to claw my way through the stinking walls.”

      “Have you tried to escape?” Kit asked.

      “It wouldn’t be hard, but I know better. It’s not safe with the orcs about. Best to wait. Most of them have gone now, anyway. You should’ve seen how many ships they had.”

      “I saw how many orcs there were. That was enough.” Kit spat.

      “I’m Ellis,” Ellis said.

      “Ellis,” Star gave him the same handshake, and squeezed so hard Ellis felt one of his bones snap out of place. He shook his hand after she let go of it.

      Just then Ellis heard the rat-a-tat of a blips-and-squawks clacker. His eyes widened. “You have a blips-and-squawks?”

      “Yeah, it’s in the shed in the next room, there. There’s a few of them around the port. That was one lucky break.”

      “Then you can tell us…can you tell us…what’s happening?”

      “What’s happening? To who?”

      “To…to everyone. You know…elsewhere.”

      “Have you two been living in a hole in the ground?”

      Kit and Ellis looked at each other. Then they both burst out laughing. “Yes,” Ellis said. “Yes, indeed we have. That’s it exactly.”

      Star looked bemused, and as she cocked her head slightly sideways, he saw she had a dimple in her chin. If he weren’t careful, he could fall for her himself. Don’t go there, he told himself. She’s too tall for you. Besides, she’s probably like Kit…that way.

      “You two are funny. Haffolk, aren’t you? Shaped wrong for dwarfs. Skinny-like.”

      “We are. Haffolk, I mean,” Kit said. “You haven’t got a blade you could spare, do you? Bleedin’ orcs took my longneedle.”

      “Sorry, love,” Star said. “No weapons ’ere. Tools aplenty, which I suppose you could use fierce-like in a pinch, but…no.”

      Kit looked slightly disappointed, but Ellis interrupted. “Um…is there news?”

      Star looked surprised, but then remembered the thread of their conversation. “Ah, yeah. The Keep is decimated. At least that’s what the æthercraft buzzing the place are saying. Precious few dwarf craft about, but they’re not quiet when they come through. Gotta give ‘em that. Ältremark has been eaten by the Dark Lord. Pfft! Gone. Just…gone. Yngremark has bent the knee. Word has it Hearth is next.”

      “Next?” Ellis reached up and grabbed Star by the arm. “To be eaten or bend the knee?”

      “That’s the question, innit?” She squeezed Ellis’ arm. “An orc ship has landed on Everdale.”

      Kit’s hand went to her mouth. “What could the bastards possibly want with Everdale?”

      “Who knows?” Star shrugged. “I mean, there’s nothing there, right? A piddling spaceport, bunch o’ farms. Rumor has it the ship was bound for Allo Torbitatha with the others and just landed on the wrong satellite. Hacked the place up pretty good, though, from all reports.”

      “Hacked it up?” Ellis asked. “What…what does that mean?”

      “Put it to the torch, most of the villages. Looting, rape, the usual.”

      Ellis froze, his eyes fixed to Kit’s. The image of Liza’s mischievous face floated before him as she swung away from the bar with a stein in each hand. He felt sick to his stomach.

      “Oh…I’m sorry,” Star said. “You’re from there, aren’t you? Of course you are. That’s where they send the haffolk kipper. Box my ears, Star, you are a dim-snitted wench.” She shook her head apologetically.

      Ellis couldn’t quite tell if the casual tone with which she related the news was intentionally callous or if she had truly not made the connection that they were probably from the Dale. Suddenly, he wasn’t sure he liked her at all. He crossed his arms and hugged himself, staring into a distance much farther than the reach of the small building’s walls.

      “Who do we need to be careful of in here?” Kit asked.

      “In ’ere? Good folk in ’ere, mostly. Workin’ folk.” She lowered her voice. “’Cept for ’im,” she whispered, pointing with her chin and quickly looking away. “Don’t stare, ’e’s looking.”

      At the mention of a dangerous fellow, Ellis’ dreadful fantasies receded, and he followed Kit’s gaze. He, too, quickly looked away when he saw that the stranger had been studying them. Not able to help himself, though, Ellis quickly looked back.

      Even seated on a worker’s stool Ellis could see that he was a big man, one of the biggest he had ever seen. He was also one of the hairiest. Jet black hair radiated from his head and stuck out in tufts from the collar of his shirt. He was stocky and sturdy, too. If Ellis didn’t know better, he would have sworn it was not a man at all, but a giant dwarf, so burly and hairy he was.

      His eyes were dark and fixed on Ellis’ own, yet his face was slack and revealed nothing. His nose, however, was odd—broad, flat, and discolored. Not black, exactly, but darker than the rest of his face, which was ruddy and rough.

      “Who is he?” Kit asked.

      “I’ve no idea, I’m sure. No one around here knows ’im. Could’ve been just passing through the port when the orcs arrived….but I don’t think so.”

      “I thought all æthercraft flights had stopped,” Kit said.

      “To Hearth. The Allo’s in Hearthen ætherspace, but we’re independent. What’s called a ‘jurisdictional peculiar,’ or so I hear. The dwarfs still fly here.” She leaned in. “Lot o’ black market activity at the moment, what with the flying ban on Hearth. ’E’s probably one o’ them. A pirate.”

      “A pirate?” Ellis asked, unable to unlock his eyes from the threatening stranger.

      “Aye, that’s my guess.”

      To Ellis’ great surprise, the pirate rose from his seat, then ducked to avoid hitting his head on the ceiling. He slowly walked toward Ellis. Ellis felt his breath catch and his pulse begin to pound. “Here he comes,” he said sideways to the women.

      All three turned toward him.

      “What do you want, then?” Star asked, one saucy hand on her hip.

      The pirate ignored her and walked straight to Ellis. The man stepped too close to Ellis, so close that he felt the heat of the man’s hulking body, so close as to be threatening.

      “Aw, fewmets,” Ellis said aloud. Ellis tried to gather up his courage, but he could not quite force himself to look up into the man’s looming face.

      Then the man started to growl.
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      The sound of the man’s growl made the hair stand up on Ellis’ arms. Finally, he forced himself to look up at the man’s face. It was not a kindly face, but dark and brooding, with one long eyebrow sitting on his forehead like a caterpillar. He was not smiling, but Ellis could feel the vibrations of the man’s growling through his boots.
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