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      This one is for a very special person who touched my heart instantly, but left this world far too soon. To my buddy, Kara-Lunan Mayers. I’m honored to have known you for the brief time I did, and never have I so quickly made a friend. I know that wherever you are, you’re having far too much fun.
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      This book has sat in an interesting place in my career. When I finished it, I had no doubt that it was the best book I’d written to date, and although I’m proud of everything I’ve written, I still believe it is my best published full length novel to date.

      Many things happened between the release of this book, and the time I’d intended to release all subsequent entries. Multiple publisher rewrites, rebranding, comic convention appearances, acting jobs, and the day job all conspired to delay the sequel to Unleashed in the Saga of Ruination. But it was worth it.

      A special, heartfelt thank you goes out to Cat Lee, Karen Pellet, and Flora Samuelson for being fantastic proof and beta readers for the revised version of this book. You have been amazing.

      Lastly, I say with all sincerity to you, beloved readers; thank you. The three-year delay has been a long one, but you will receive better books because of it. I truly hope you love this book as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      

      Ramón Terrell
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The showering rain had been bad enough, but bearable. It was when the raindrops started to freeze, that Dan began to wonder if nature itself was trying to tell them something.

      His clothes long ago soaked through, Dan followed behind his fellow diggers, trudging through hail that started as small as rain droplets but were now as large as a child’s fist. Was this typical of the trials a digger endured in their endless search for knowledge and discovery? A ball of hail the size of a man’s fist smacked Dan in the back of the head, and he pitched forward, stumbling into the man in front of him.

      “Hey now!” Jack Hearn shouted over the roar of the hailstorm. “Don’t go tripping and falling all over me! You’ll get us both on the ground!”

      Dan shook away the stars in his vision and with the bigger man’s help, regained his balance. It felt like someone had punched him in the back of the head.

      “You all right, lad?” Jack asked, scrutinizing the younger man. “You look like you’re about to fall over.”

      Dan shook his head, then regretted it. He swayed and almost fell over, but the big man caught him by the arm and held him upright.

      “I’m fine,” Dan finally said, steadying himself. “I’m good. Just…got knocked off balance, is all.”

      “What’re you doing back there!” Mick called from up ahead. “Keep moving, we’re nearly there!”

      Jack waved over his shoulder at the other man, then looked Dan over a little more. Finally, he nodded. “You get yourself between us. I’ll take the rear. Don’t want you keeling over and being eaten by something before we know you’re missing.”

      Dan couldn’t deny the logic. With the noise of this storm, that ball of hail could have knocked him out and some animal might have dragged him away before the other men realized he was missing.

      They started out again, leaning forward and using their forearms to protect their faces against the pounding ice. Dan kept his head down, looking up from under his brow to keep the hunched figure of Mick in his sights. The towering evergreens provided some cover from the pounding, but not much. Dan leaned on a thick trunk as he passed, feeling thick vines as large around as his legs that spiraled around it like flames licking their way up a burning pole. Earlier, before this Creator forsaken expedition had turned ugly, Dan had wondered if the vines shared a symbiotic relationship with these massive trees, or consumed them, like other species of vines did in some of the more remote jungles.

      He gingerly stepped around the stem of a weather fron jutting up from the muddy ground. He wished he’d seen one of those things sooner. If he’d spotted one like this one, withdrawn inside itself so that nothing but the short green stem was visible, he would have known a major storm was coming.

      Dan focused on carefully putting one foot in front of the other without slipping in the thick mud. Falling would be bad enough, but the cursed mud was so thick, it threatened to suck his boots right off his feet. When they’d started out five days ago, Dan had not seen the point of packing mud boots at the height of summer. ‘Never know what the world will bring you when you go exploring it, lad,’ Jack had said. How right he’d been.

      A strong hand grabbed his pack and snatched him back. Dan gasped, then looked over his shoulder at Jack, who jerked his chin in the direction they had been going.

      When Dan looked back, he saw why the other man had grabbed him. So focused was he on his feet, that he’d almost plowed right into Mick, who was standing at the edge of a drop off.

      Dan inched his way beside Mick, and leaned forward to peek over the edge. The drop wasn’t as steep as it had appeared from further back, but it was far from mild. He looked at Mick, who was already checking the straps of his pack. He noticed Dan’s concerned expression but continued his task.

      “Ain’t turning back now, boy, and we most certainly ain’t going to just sit and wait out this storm. The ground would take too long to dry even if it stopped right now. Count us lucky it’s let up as much as it has.”

      Dan looked around. He’d been so focused on being miserable he hadn’t noticed the hail was gone. Only normal rain remained of the punishing deluge.

      “Not much to hold onto,” Jack observed, peering over the edge.

      “It’s the only way down,” Mick replied. “The sooner we get down to the cave, the sooner we can dry off.”

      Dan squinted, just able to make out what looked like a cave. Tall grass and shrubs had grown over the entrance while moss and vines grew over the arched stone. It looked like the maw of a teliak.

      Mick slapped him on the back, almost causing him to stumble over the edge. The old digger laughed at Dan’s responding glare. “Can’t be a digger if you’re gonna be afraid of getting dirty, lad. There’s nothin’ for it.” He nodded his head in the direction of the slope. “Let’s get to it.”

      They started down, Mick and Jack descending the muddy slope at a sideways angle while Dan slowly picked his way down backwards, holding on to roots and vines, anything that looked to have a stronger hold on this slippery slope than he did.

      A root snapped under his weight and he slid down. He scrabbled for another handhold, but then his feet struck something hard and he straightened and fell backwards. Mud splashed in his face, ears, and nose as he tumbled end over end, until the ground was flat again.

      He rolled to a stop, lying face first on the muddy ground. Somewhere behind him he heard laughter, then a pair of hands grabbed his shoulders and hoisted him to his feet.

      “You alright there?” Jack said, looking him over. “Didn’t bust up anything important, did you?”

      “I’m fine,” Dan said, trying to salvage what dignity he had left. “Just lost my footing.”

      “Now this is interesting,” Mick said from the side.

      Dan looked at the other digger, then followed his gaze to the sky. The clear sky. “How’s that possible?” he asked.

      “You’re guessing just like me,” Mick said.

      “Looks like nature’s sense of humor, you ask me,” Jack grumbled. “We finally make it to the blasted cave and then the weather clears up?” He spat, drawing a grimace from Dan. “Figures.”

      “Might be us finally finding this cave was a good thing,” Mick said, “and the Creator Himself is showing us by lifting the storm.”

      Or that He was trying to deter us and we were too stubborn, so now it doesn’t matter. The thought surprised Dan. It wasn’t as if they were grave robbers, looking to loot some king’s tomb. They were seekers of ancient knowledge. Digging in the past was fascinating, and the primary reason Dan had sought to become a digger.

      “Whatever the cause, we ain’t getting anywhere by standing here,” Jack said. “Let’s move.”

      Mick used his tinderbox and lit a torch, and the others lit theirs from his. They navigated their way through the tall grass and shrubs until they came to the mouth of the cave.

      Mick leaned forward and held his torch out in front of him. “Dark as pitch,” he said. “Should be okay as long as the three of us keep our light together. Stay close.”

      With each step they entered, Dan’s anxiety deepened. He almost made himself dizzy as he scanned the tunnel, eyes darting in every direction. He thought he heard a sound and looked over his shoulder. Nothing. But then, the dark was not far away, like a wraith waiting at the perimeter of the torch’s light.

      “Calm yourself, lad,” he heard Jack say. “We did our studies before coming here. There hasn’t been a report of anything larger than a rat living here since anyone could remember.”

      “When was the last report?” Dan asked.

      “’Bout a week ago,” Jack said.

      Time slipped by and if they’d been traveling an hour or a day, Dan couldn’t have said. After stopping for a snack, the trio moved on until they came to a massive cavern.

      “By the Creator,” Mick whispered. “Never seen anything like this.”

      Dan’s mouth fell open. A soft blue tint with no apparent source floated in the air, illuminating a huge open area with stalactites scattered across the ceiling staring down at a pit of blackness. With more than a little trepidation, he stared at the bridge made of stone, that led to the other side of the pit. Dan felt his stomach lurch at just the thought of it. “We’re not crossing that thing, surely.”

      “Can’t be a digger if you’re gonna be afraid of a bridge,” Mick replied. “Besides, it’s made of stone, not even a wood and rope one. Probably much sturdier.”

      “What I’d like to know,” Jack said, “is who could have built it. There’s ways to get across a chasm and build a bridge of rope and wood. How in the Creator’s own imagination did anyone manage that?”

      “Don’t matter,” Mick said. “There’s a tomb not far past the other side of that. I can feel it.”

      Dan could feel it as well. “I don’t like this.”

      Mick sighed. “Look, lad. I took you on as an apprentice despite your academic nonsense and lack of experience because you seemed enthusiastic about the job. If I’d known you were this skittish about everything I might have reconsidered.”

      “It’s not that I’m afraid,” Dan replied. “But don’t you feel it? Something isn’t right about this place.”

      “And how would you know what does or doesn’t feel right when this is the first dig you’ve gone on?” Mick countered.

      “All right, let’s just stop right here,” Jack said. “I’m not going to say the boy’s wrong, Mick. This place does feel more unwelcoming than usual. Why don’t we just go across. When we get to the tomb, we’ll call him over when all is well.”

      “Bah, whatever you wanna do,” Mick said. He threw up his hand and continued on.

      Jack turned to Dan as Mick started across the bridge, grumbling about babysitting. “You gonna be alright waiting here?”

      “This place isn’t right, Jack,” Dan said. “You feel it too, don’t you? Like there’s something in here.”

      Jack smiled. “It’s just your nerves, lad. It’s your first dig. It’s dark in here, and that bridge is mysterious.” He looked around the blue-tinged cavern. “And I’ll admit that blue haze or whatever it is kind of unnerves me. But this is the job. This is what we do. The knowledge and artifacts of thousands of years past are waiting to be discovered. Learned from.”

      Dan was about to reply but the big man patted him on the shoulder. “Just wait here and I’ll call for you when we get there.” He gave Dan’s shoulder a squeeze, then turned away. Dan watched the two men slowly cross the stone bridge across that gaping pit until they disappeared in the tunnel on the other side.

      Dan looked around. That blue light hung in the air like a fog. But fog didn’t emit light. He moved toward the stone wall, thinking to sit down, when the torchlight revealed images carved into it.

      “What’s this?” He leaned closer.

      The entire section of the wall had carvings with glyphs beneath each event. He didn’t know how whoever did this managed to get ten feet high to carve the wall, but the light from his torch was not enough to reach it. Instead, Dan focused on the section toward the end that he could see.

      They must have been glyphs from the first or second age, as there was no society he knew of that still used this type of writing. His years in academia came to him as he tried to translate the glyphs. Not all were known to him, but he was able to decipher enough to get the idea. He started at the carvings that depicted what was obviously some sort of evil black cloud with slitted eyes and a mouth full of fangs. It looked to be spreading over the land. Underneath it were dead people and animals, lying upon the cracked and charred earth. Trees drooped and plants burned. The glyphs underneath it roughly translated to The Ruination.

      Dan felt a shiver. He glanced over his shoulder at the blue tinted cavern, then went back to the carvings. The next row depicted large robed figures standing before the evil cloud. Something seemed to seep from the ground into the robed figures and out in the direction of the cloud. The glyphs underneath this one translated to The Confrontation.

      Dan frowned at the final row. The cloud looked to have been destroyed. Not destroyed. It was compressed and forced into what looked like a man. A single man. The last image was of six men holding a large sarcophagus over their heads, leading a long procession of mourners to a cave. The final glyphs under this last row translated to the words Redemption.

      Dan’s mouth fell open. What did this mean? He looked over the glyphs and carvings again, but there was no mistaking their meaning. And if he hadn’t been able to decipher the writing, the depictions on this wall were enough to get an idea of what had happened. Some kind of evil was killing everything, and robed men had gathered to stop it but had succeeded only in trapping it in the body of a man. This man must have been important, judging by the many people who assembled to mourn him.

      Dan was well versed in ancient lore, but this was like nothing he’d ever encountered. He would have to research this when he made it back to the university. He looked around the blue tinted darkness and his sense of foreboding deepened. He wasn’t given to superstitions, but he was starting to feel an urgent need to be gone from this place. Maybe he should go and get the others; show them what he found.

      “Stupid idea,” he thought aloud. There was no telling how many tunnels this place had. He’d more likely get lost and die of starvation before they found him.

      He looked further to the side and saw a pile of boulders against the wall. He climbed over the smallest of the rocks and shined the light over the top, hoping nothing was sleeping behind it. Dan sighed in relief at the empty spot and made his way down. He’d imagined great underground civilizations and ruins filled with hieroglyphs, artifact, and—when he was honest with himself—corlite.

      He sat down and sighed again. He’d heard the stories of diggers stumbling upon veritable treasure troves of the valuable stone. They’d been able to extract enough corlite to live for the rest of their lives in comfort. Dan would use the wealth to buy a home and devote his life to study and digging. He loved what he did, but it would be even more enjoyable without the worry of how he would pay for his monthly taxes and food, not to mention a loan from the crown to buy a home with. Maybe he would move to—

      His head snapped up. Was that a scream? Surely not. It was so high-pitched it couldn’t have come from Jack or Mick. Dan climbed up and peeked over the top of the cluster of boulders. For a while he stared at the far side of the bridge, then he heard another scream. It wasn’t from either of the men, and Dan wasn’t even sure it was a human voice.

      A claw of fear gripped his chest and his breaths came in short fast huffs. He should find out what was going on, see if the others needed help. His mind told him this, but his body was rooted to the rock he crouched upon.

      He nearly dropped his torch when yellow light burst from the tunnel on the other side of the pit. Then he heard Mick’s voice, screaming to get the hell out. Then more light burst from the tunnel and the once blue tinted cavern was bathed in red light.

      Dan panicked and dropped back down. The light was so bright it was like daylight, but red daylight. On instinct he put out his torch, then climbed up again. He peeked over the top just in time to see Jack sprinting out of the tunnel, Mick not far behind.

      “Go, go, GO!” Mick screamed. “It’s right behind us!”

      “We can’t outrun that!” Jack yelled.

      “Just keep runni—”

      Mick’s last words died in his mouth as a black cloud flowed from the tunnel and swept over him. Mick’s terror-filled scream nearly made Dan’s heart stop. The cloud lifted the poor man into the air, turning him end over end. He continued to scream as the thing consumed him from the inside out. In seconds a rotted corpse fell to the ground, mouth still agape in a silent wail.

      Jack was nearly across the bridge by then, and Dan opened his mouth to yell for him when the cloud swept him off his feet. The big man landed flat on his back with a heavy gasp, the wind blasted from his lungs. He turned on his side, trying to catch his breath as the black cloud swirled above him. Then, oddly, it flowed down into the pit and was gone.

      Jack coughed, but forced himself to his feet.

      Dan started to climb out of his hiding spot when the ground rumbled, and his foot slipped. He held on as the tremor intensified. His legs dangling, all he could do was watch helplessly as the black cloud returned from the pit. Impossible as it seemed, the thing was even darker, as though it simply consumed light.

      It burst through the part of the stone bridge that connected to Dan’s side of the pit, and seemed to hover there, watching the hopelessness settle over Jack. The big man fell to his knees and clasped his hands before him, his lips moving fast and silent. Tears streamed down Dan’s face as he watched the man, clearly praying to the Creator as the cloud hovered in front of him.

      The black cloud began to coalesce until it formed into what looked like a black cloud with giant arms ending in claws as long as a man’s body. Four red eyes glowed down at Jack, and beneath the fiery orbs opened a maw filled with insubstantial fangs.

      It’s shoulders bounced as it watched the praying man. Was it laughing? Finally, it flew into Jack, but something odd happened. Jack was thrown to the ground, but not consumed. The cloud screeched in what sounded like irritation, then lifted Jack high into the air and dropped him onto the stone bridge.

      He hit the bridge hard, and a trickle of blood flowed from his lips. In the red light that illuminated the cavern, Dan saw Jack’s eyes, staring vacantly back at him.

      The cavern shook again, and the last thing Dan saw before he lost his grip was the bridge bursting apart and the digger’s body falling into the pit of blackness.

      Dan tumbled to the ground then curled into a ball as stone debris rained down on him. A sound like breathing and growling echoed throughout the cavern, and it was all he could do to keep from trembling. He cracked an eye open and saw that he was covered in rock and dirt. There was a tiny split at the bottom of the pile of boulders where he could see the evil cloud, hovering over the pit.

      The cloud turned left, then right, apparently looking over the cavern. Then, with a great heave, it inhaled. The bright red light was pulled away as the insubstantial creature breathed it in. Several heartbeats later the red light was no more, and even the blue glow was diminished. Lying as still as possible, Dan continued to peer through the hole at the thing. The red light flowed through the blackness of the cloud, which grew before his eyes.

      It drew in a long inhale, then shook the cavern with the most awful roar Dan had ever heard. Dan clamped his eyes shut, too afraid to move even enough to cover his ears. When he opened his eyes again, the blue light was gone, leaving the area in darkness. So black was that evil cloud, however, that even in the dark, Dan could still see it swirling around in the air before it shot out of the cavern in the direction they had originally come.

      For many heartbeats Dan lay there, afraid to move. Afraid to breathe. When he felt confident the thing had gone, he lifted his head. Dirt and rock streamed from his body and through his matted light brown hair.

      He peeked over the top of the rock, then climbed over. He skulked along the wall, passing the hieroglyphs until he came to the tunnel.

      Dan pressed his back flat against the wall and leans out for a quick look, bringing his head back too fast and smacking his still sore head against the stone. When the pain subsided, he leaned around the corner again. It was gone, or at least out of sight.

      Dan made his way through the tunnels, nearly jumping out of his skin every time he heard a sound. He tried to quell his imagination as it conjured images of that terrible cloud of evil waiting for him around every bend, coming up from behind to devour him.

      Finally, he smelled the crisp fresh air from the surface, and it was the sweetest smell in the world. He was alive! His sadness at the loss of his two companions was briefly diminished by the elation of being alive.

      The howling wind outside was a warm welcome as Dan ran for the surface. He slowed, then stopped at the sight of the charred black grass and shrubs that had formerly guarded the entrance to the cave. He walked over it, his boots crunching the burned plants.

      “What in the name of the Creator …” Dan looked up from the charred plants at the blackened path leading up the slope from where they had come. It was an easy climb to the top, as the scorched ground hard as a road.

      When he made it to the top the strength left his legs and he dropped to his knees. “By the Creator Himself. What have we done?” Tears streamed down his dusty cheeks. A trail as wide as two wagons abreast extended as far as he could see, littered with the corpses of burned and withered vegetation and animals.

      Dan knelt there, staring into the distance and repeating the words like a mantra. “What have we done? By the Creator Himself, what have we done?”
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      Cold. That was the only word Emiel could think of as he guided his two horse team up the dirt road. Cold. It was always so cold this time of year in Carlayn. The trees with their bare hanging limbs just sat there, waiting for the cold and dampness to retreat so they could actually bloom a leaf or two. Not that all the trees were like that. Only the seasonal ones. Up in the nearby mountains, the stoutgreens held their green plumage year round.

      Emiel snorted. Stoutgreens. More like just plain stubborn. Anything that chose to grow on the side of a freezing wet and hazy mountain and still manage to bloom was more stubborn than anyone ought to be, tree or not. A gust of wind blew across the road causing his scarf to blow across his face. Grumbling, he held the reins with one hand while he reached up to wrap the scarf back around his neck.

      Blasted wind. A man could catch death out in something like this. Emiel pulled his hood over his head. The weather was always bad this time of year, but not like this. “Could swear one of the Fallen is walking around, with this land blasted weather.”

      Emiel smiled despite his grumbling. He would likely have had a scolding by his daughters if they had heard him speak like that. ‘Daddy!’ Nandi would say. ‘You can’t talk about the Fallen or they’ll come and take you!’

      Emiel laughed. Nandi, the more superstitious of the two. Amiya would no doubt take her sister’s side while at the same time teasing her twin for being overly superstitious. ‘The Fallen won’t just come to your house if you speak about them,’ she would say. ‘But acknowledging them does give them power. You can’t talk about them, Dad. It just makes them stronger.’

      Not long after the girls had started talking, Emiel had seen that Nandi’s personality would be an even balance of his and his wife’s, while Amiya was more like her mother. Well, a more extreme version of her mother.

      He thought about his wife, and his smile faded. It had been eleven years since Aunya had died giving birth to the twins. Those eleven years had not dulled the pain, but it had given him a tougher hide with which to endure it. So many years that had passed in the blink of an eye.

      The road grew less rough as the ruts leveled out, until he finally came to the more well maintained roads that were within the limits of the city of Vyne. The weather lightened, and Emiel looked up at the sky.

      “So I get a soaking, and a windburn on the road, but all is nice and calm when I get home?” he drew back his hood and ran a hand over his shaved head. “Surely I must have had one of the cursed Fallen sitting next to me and didn’t know it.”

      The wagon rounded the bend, and the front gates of Vyne came into view. Emiel looked upon the city with a mixture of affection and detachment. The city of Aunya’s birth. He had lived here with his wife for four years before the twins had been born.

      Vyne was a beautiful place with an ugly heart. That heart was not its people, who were its lifeblood, but archminister Decius. Emiel forced himself not to snarl at the thought of the hated man as he passed through the gate, nodding back at the soldiers who stood guard at the entrance.

      Ever since Decius had come to the city and studied under his predecessor, Emiel had kept an eye on things while secretly nurturing a relationship with his contacts from the Barbaros Islands. Something in that man’s eyes made Emiel uncomfortable, and the sooner he and the girls could be away from this place, the better.

      At the sound of the horses’ hooves clip clopping on the cobblestone streets, locals turned and waved. Emiel smiled and waved back, feeling mildly guilty that these fine people would soon have to pay more for his spices once he moved away.

      “I’d pack everybody up and move ’em with me if I could,” he muttered under his breath.

      “Hey Emiel,” a nearby man said. “You just missed a nasty storm.”

      “I assure you I enjoyed every bit of it as much as you,” Emiel said. “Though if you’ve any sense in your head, you would have enjoyed it in your house and not outside like a certain foolish spicetrader.” He indicated his soaked clothes with an open hand.

      The other man laughed. “You have any luck?”

      “A bit,” Emiel said as the wagon continued past.

      “Well, let me know when you’ve got another mix of quickburn ready.”

      Emiel smiled again and waved. Quickburn was his most popular mix of spices.

      Many conversations and attempted spice orders later, Emiel finally arrived at his house. Hopefully the girls would have at least started something resembling a meal by now. At only eleven years old, they were already better cooks than he had been his whole life. If not for the kindness of some of his neighbors and longtime customers, he wondered if the girls would have survived his attempts in the kitchen.

      He took off his jacket and shook off the excess water, then stomped his feet. “Hey little ladies,” he called as he entered. “I’m home and hungry.”

      Silence.

      Emiel frowned. “Girls?”

      Strange. The girls would never go outside in the middle of a storm that bad, and he doubted they would have fled the house so soon after it had passed. They knew he would be home by midday and would have had something prepared for him.

      “Nandi? Amiya?”

      Now his heart pounded in his chest. This was unusual for the normally reliable girls. They’d formed the agreement that when he went out to trade and sell, they would have a meal prepared for when he returned, and then they could spend the remainder of their day as they wished. The girls had never once strayed from the routine.

      Emiel was almost running through the house. “Amiya! Nandi!”

      He went through all the rooms, not sure what he was looking for but afraid of what he might find. He came to his desk in the living room and sat down, and it was then that he noticed the note.

      

      spicetrader:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        To my dismay, it has been brought to my attention

        that you intend to leave our beloved city of Vyne in

        pursuit of ventures in other lands. I find this unfortunate

        as well as troublesome. In case you were unaware, the revenue

        from your lovely spice making and trading business has brought

        remarkable revenue into the city for years. I cannot fathom

        why you would wish to leave such a prosperous business

        behind. Surely you must reconsider. I have invited your

        lovely girls, Nandi and Amiya to enjoy the hospitality

        of my personal mansion in an effort to give you plenty

        of time to reconsider your course, for surely you must

        see that it is a mistake. You needn’t worry about your

        Precious—and quite adorable—daughters

        for I can assure you they aren’t going anywhere.

        Take all the time you need—but not too much—to rethink

        your decision. Young girls develop so quickly and it would be

        a shame for you to miss even a moment of it.

        And if I may say, your girls are going to have to beat the

        boys away, so beautiful they are!

        Perhaps there is something I can

        do to make Vyne more attractive to you again?

        I look forward to hearing from you very soon, I’m sure.

      

      

      

      Sincerely,

      

      Archminister Decius

      

      Emiel stared at the note, then read it again. Cold fear stabbed at his heart. What was going on? Why in the world would the archminister have any reason to detain his girls in an effort to get to him?

      He looked around the room, frantic to find an answer, any hint of a clue about what was going on. He slapped his hands on the table and stood, knocking the chair over behind him. He needed to think. He went into his room and sat on the bed, then stood and started pacing. It was too small in there as well. He could practically see the walls closing in. “I need some air.”

      He crossed through the living room and threw the door open. Emiel leaned against the house and forced himself to take a few long breaths of crisp, post storm air. Gradually, the constriction in his chest eased. He looked in the direction of the archminister’s mansion. His girls were in there, probably scared. Well, maybe Nandi was scared. Amiya was probably furious. He hoped they were together, at least.

      Emiel went back into the house, grabbed his coat, and was out the door. Friends, neighbors, and customers greeted him as he passed, and he offered distracted replies but never slowed. What was this about? Emiel was hardly the most wealthy man in the city, and although his spice business was lucrative, he doubted he’d be missed by anyone other than his customers.

      “Hey! Hey, Emiel!” It was Larren, his next door neighbor. “Emiel!”

      “I’m sorry, Larren,” Emiel said, lengthening his stride. “Something just came up. I don’t have time to talk.” Fallen be damned, his heart felt like it was going to pound out of his chest.

      “I know!” Larren said, moving in closer. “It’s the girls, right?”

      Emiel stopped. “What do you know about this?”

      “Not much,” Larren said, glancing around as if he were afraid someone was watching them. “Just … keep walking but slow it down and look natural.” He led Emiel away from the main street and down a side path between a bakery and tailor shop.

      “Look I know you’ve got to be in a near panic. I know I would be. But listen to me.” Larren leaned in close. “Emiel, the city guard came to get Nandi and Amiya.” When Emiel didn’t react, Larren blinked at him. “I don’t think you understand. When I say the city guard, I’m saying twenty of them.”

      “Twenty?” Emiel frowned. “What? Why? Who would feel it necessary to send twenty guards for two eleven-year-old girls?”

      Larren held up his hands. “We could both guess. What I do know is that the looks on those guards faces said they were on dangerous business.”

      Emiel felt his panic deepening. “What happened? Did they harm Nandi and Amiya?”

      Larren patted the air between them. “Keep your voice down, please, Emiel. The guards weren’t rough, but they looked like they were escorting two teliak monsters instead of a couple of young girls.”

      Emiel paced back and forth, running a hand over his head. “This doesn’t make any sense. The Fallen curse him. What does he want with my girls?”

      Larren held his hands up in a placating gesture. “Don’t let anyone hear you saying that. It’s the archminister you’re talking about.”

      “I don’t care if he’s the lord of the underworld,” Emiel snapped. “This is outright kidnapping.”

      “I know, I know.” Larren grabbed Emiel’s his shoulders. “I agree with you. But you’ve got to cool your head. If you go to his mansion this, what do you think will happen?”

      Emiel looked at his friend and sighed. Larren was right. He’d likely go in there making all sorts of demands to get his daughters back. No matter the fact that he would be justified in doing so, the result would more likely be his imprisonment, or worse.

      He took a deep breath and stopped pacing. His heart was still fluttering and he felt cold and hot at the same time. “I’m fine,” he finally said.

      “What’re you gonna do?” Larren asked him.

      “Only thing I can do,” Emiel replied. “Decius wants to see me, so I’ve got to go to him and find out what this is all about.” He didn’t miss how Larren flinched when he spoke the archminister’s name without his title, but he didn’t care. “I’ve gotta go.”

      “I don’t like this, Emiel,” Larren said. “You want me to come with you?”

      Emiel shook his head. “No. All you could do is get yourself into trouble. The best thing anybody can do in this city is to be as indistinguishable as possible. The day you find yourself in that man’s sights is the day your troubles begin.”
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      Vyne was not a big sprawling city by any standards, but it was not a small town either. Yet when Emiel looked farther up the street at the veritable palace that was the archminister’s mansion, he couldn’t help but wonder if the man realized the structure looked like it belonged in a kingdom.

      The former archminister, Charion, had been a good man. During his tenure, Charion had occupied only a small section of the mansion—which was a great deal smaller at the time—and had insisted that the remaining unused portion be allotted as housing for those less fortunate that worked to improve their lives. The man had been tough, kind, and fair.

      This new archminister, Decius, had not only put a swift end to that, but had set about adding on to the mansion before Charion was even cold in the ground.

      Emiel came to the iron barred gates and waited while two guards searched him. That an archminister felt he needed to be wary of his fellow residents was odd, given the way Decius ran things, it made sense.

      One of the guards, a stocky man with a thick brown beard stepped back and nodded in the direction of the mansion.

      Friendly, Emiel thought. Must be a soldier thing.

      He tried to hide his disgust as he passed through the halls of the oversized house, ignoring the two ‘escorts’ that trailed two steps behind him, hands resting on the hilts of the swords at their hips. “Guess spicetraders have a dangerous reputation,” he muttered under his breath.

      Long red carpets flowed the length of the hallways, muting their footsteps as they walked the polished granite floors. Emiel eyed hand painted portraits and sculptures that sat in semicircular alcoves, then looked up at the ceiling, where depictions of the Illuminarians battled the Fallen in the War of the Immortals.

      Emiel frowned at Decius’s arrogance. Depictions such as these should only be displayed in the church where they could be discussed with the monks.

      The guard escort stopped, and two guards from ahead stepped forward to intercept him. Am I some deadly animal? Emiel thought. Given their size difference, he doubted he could overwhelm Decius even if there were two of him.

      Emiel had expected to be taken to a grand room with twenty-foot tall doors opening to reveal some great audience hall. Instead, they brought him to a room with a single door, not much larger than the one to his own room.

      The guard at the door knocked, then ducked his head in. After a moment, he opened the door and gestured for Emiel to enter.

      Emiel passed two more guards on either side as he entered the room. The archminister stood with his hands clasped behind his back, staring up at a life-sized tapestry depicting yet another battle between the Illuminarians and the Fallen.

      The guards quickened their pace and crossed their halberds in front of him. I guess that means stop?

      After a moment, the guards withdrew their weapons, but remained where they were. If the archminister knew Emiel was in the room, he gave no indication as he continued to study the tapestry. Emiel had to admit that it was quite impressive, however wasted it was on this son of a darkwood cat.

      To the side of the room stood a figure dressed in a flowing long sleeved cloak. The colors were a beautiful mix of silver and blue, with a darker silver sash tied around the waist. He couldn’t tell if the hooded person was male or female, given the volume of the cloak, but something about him or her was unnerving.

      The figure looked up, just a bit, and Emiel saw that it was a man. He fixed Emiel with a green-eyed stare that could have frozen his heart. There was no malice or aggression in those eyes, just a cold matter-of-factness that told Emiel that under no uncertain terms, if he stepped wrong in here, he would die. Swiftly.

      “Do you ever find yourself wondering what happened to the Illuminarians and the Fallen?”

      Emiel blinked, and returned his attention to the archminister. Decius still hadn’t looked away from the tapestry. He stared at the back of the man’s head, wishing he could ram something heavy across it.

      “No?” Decius said, finally turning to face him. He was a six-foot tall, barrel chested man with arms almost as thick as Emiel’s legs. He had a puffy black beard that moved with his chin when he spoke, and his hair was tied behind his back with a gold ring. Judging from the excessive opulence surrounding him, Emiel figured the ring was probably some form of rare corlite. “Do you not wonder what happened to the figures of legend?”

      “I wonder what happened to my daughters,” Emiel replied.

      “Yes, of course.” Hands still behind his back, the big man made his way toward the side of the room where a set of windowed doors lead to a balcony overlooking the eastern portion of Vyne. He waved for Emiel to join him.

      Emiel stared at the man’s back, incredulous. The two guards gave him a warning look, and he clenched his jaw and followed. Though he couldn’t see them, he felt the cloaked person’s eyes on him.

      “You wonder why I invited your daughters to enjoy my hospitality, of course.”

      “I wonder why you abducted them, yes.”

      Decius huffed in amusement. “You have an interesting way with words.”

      “I say what it is.” Emiel struggled to keep his temper in check. Never mind the guards and that lethal looking cloak standing off to the side, Decius himself could probably overwhelm Emiel and hurl him over the balcony. The archminister may be on the other side of plump, but was nearly twice Emiel’s size.

      “Your words have a harshness to them, spicetrader.”

      “Do you have children, archminister?” How it galled him to call the man by a title he didn’t deserve.

      “The tenets of the church forbid this. It is the masses, the people, who are our children.”

      “Eloquently put,” Emiel replied. And the mewling of a darkwood cat is enticing until it guts you. “So by that understanding, you might have a tiny bit of understanding why I’m less than happy at the moment?”

      “I assure you they are quite comfortable.”

      “They were comfortable at home.”

      “I needed to speak with you.”

      “An invitation is the usual method.”

      The man chuckled, his thick shoulders bouncing. “And tell me. Had I sent that invitation, would you have come, or simply put it off until you could be gone from the city?”

      “I don’t see how it matters what I do or where I go.” Patience. Keep your temper in check. “I don’t believe I’ve broken any laws, and the law has never had any issue with me. I’ve lived in Vyne for over fifteen years. I pay my taxes without complaint for the …” he looked back at the luxurious room, “maintenance, of the city.”

      “And yet you would leave. You would take your spice trading business and leave the city of Vyne.”

      Emiel frowned. “What does it matter to you where I go? I’m not some dignitary or anybody important.”

      “Your business brings a sizable revenue to the city, spicetrader.”

      “A revenue that is not the lifeblood of the city, archminister.” Emiel could feel his temper slipping. “I’m going to have to ask you to excuse my sharpness, given that I’m standing here talking to the man that had my daughters taken from me. I’d like very much to have them back and be gone. You want to know why I’m leaving the city? I want a change of pace. A change of scenery.” I want to put half the world between you and me.

      “That is an unusual thing. I’ve not met many who would uproot not only their lives, but the lives of their children to live someplace else, simply because they want a change of scenery. Have you no loyalty to this land?”

      “With all due respect, archminister, what is it you fear I will do? I know of no secrets to tell anyone. I have not the means to steal the wealth of the city and fly away with it to some distant land. I’m nobody important; just a man living his life.”

      Decius scrutinized Emiel. “Of course.”

      What was he looking for? What was this conversation about? “I’d like to have my children back, archminister.”

      “And of course you will have them back,” Decius replied. “But I must ask a favor of you first.”

      The Creator Himself must have prevented Emiel from jumping on the man right there. “You don’t have the right to detain my family, Decius.”

      “Watch your tone and your words, spicetrader.”

      “You would have respect from me for abducting two helpless children? My children?”

      “I would have respect from every person in this city. I would have respect from every single person who crosses the path of the archminister. You are in no position to bargain with me, nor are you in any position to speak to me as though you are my equal.”

      Fallen take you, Decius! Emiel stood there, staring at the man, meeting those icy blue eyes and determined not to flinch away.

      “You have courage in you,” the man finally said.

      I would cut your heart out of your chest for my girls, he thought, but still he didn’t speak. He didn’t trust what would come out of his mouth.

      “You do not like me, do you?”

      Emiel laughed. “Is that a serious question?”

      The archminister snapped his fingers, and two guards that he hadn’t known were right behind him, grabbed his arms.

      “Hey!” He struggled, but the guards held him. “What kind of coward are you?”

      “Oh I assure you I’m no coward, spicetrader. I just want to ensure that your temper doesn’t make this situation any more complicated than it has to be. You wish your lovely girls back? You will have them. But before that happens, I need a favor from you.”

      “A favor is asked.”

      “A favor is whatever I say it will be. Now hold your tongue and listen.” He held up a finger in front of Emiel’s face. “You have just one task. I need a valuable piece of cargo transported to Altarra. This is a transaction between myself and the magi master that I must see completed within the month. Once you have completed this task, I will see your daughters returned to you.”

      This had to be a joke. His girls kidnapped because he was moving away, and he had to deliver a package to get them back? What was really going on here?

      “You know, I might have done it if you’d just asked me,” Emiel replied.

      “I prefer a more efficient course.”

      “Fine. Let’s go the efficient route. Give me the package and my daughters, and on my word, I will deliver it for you.”

      Decius laughed at him. “And why would I trust that you would do this?”

      “Because my word is who I am. I live with integrity, archminister.”

      “I believe I warned you against your tone.”

      One of the guards smacked him across the face with an armored hand. The world spun, and Emiel found himself on the ground. After several moments, his vision cleared and the world came back into focus. The pain also came into focus. He placed a hand to his head and cringed. He could feel his pulse in his skull.

      “My apologies for that. My elite guard have little tolerance for insubordination.”

      Emiel said nothing. It would get him nowhere. This man had his girls and there was nothing he could do about it. These guards would kill him right now if Decius gave the order.

      “I’d like to see them before I go,” he said.

      “Excellent.” The archminister clapped his hands together. “You see? Why couldn’t we have come to this agreement sooner? It would have saved me the proverbial headache, and you the real one.

      The Fallen take you.

      “Don’t look at me in such a way, Emiel. I promise this is very important, and when it is done, your young ladies will be reunited with you.” He turned his attention to the guards.

      “Take him to see his daughters, then escort him back to his home.” The guards grabbed him by the arms and muscled him to his feet. “Now, now,” Decius said. “There’s no need to continue with the hostilities. This man has just agreed to help me. We must show more gratitude than that.”

      Emiel forced himself not to touch the side of his face, which was surely bruised, and turned away. He passed the cloaked man, and crossed the room with a determined stride. He stopped at the door and one of the guards opened it and stepped through. Emiel heard Decius’s voice as he stepped out.

      “No need to worry about your little girls, Emiel. You’ll find them quite well cared for, and I am absolutely certain they will remain so.”

      Emiel left the room without responding and followed the guards down the halls. His mind was racing. What was he going to do about this? This situation was the reason he wanted to leave Vyne in the first place. Archminister Decius held far more power than any one man should be allowed.

      They descended a set of spiraling stairs. Were they keeping Amiya and Nandi in some sort of jail cell underground? Emiel wondered if he could find a way to overcome the two men escorting him. And then what? There was a mansion full of armed soldiers that he would have to get past.

      The bottom of the stairs ended at another hallway, this one made of stone. Emiel looked around, and his memory was jogged at the sight of a sunken meeting room where monks would gather to discuss scriptures, ancient scrolls, and figures out of legend and what their message was to the world in this age. During Archminister Charion’s time, Emiel had been invited to sit in with a discussion. That had been a good time.

      Now the room looked as though it hadn’t been occupied in years. The other rooms were similarly unkempt or abandoned. When the guards stopped and indicated the room to the right, Emiel took a deep breath and waited for them to unlock the door.

      He stepped in and smiled. Amiya and Nandi sat on the floor playing a game of spin-the-chip. It was their favorite game in which both girls would simply hold a piece of a stone they had ground into a flat circular chip. They would place it upright on the ground and hold it up between their thumb and middle finger, and at the same time, flick their fingers and cause the chips to spin. Whomever’s chip spun the longest won the game.

      Emiel’s smile deepened at the sight of them unharmed, playing the game he’d taught them years ago. The trick was focus. The harder one focused, the longer the chips would spin. Despite his objections, the girls had tried to teach other children how to play it, but they were never able to get their chips to spin longer than a few seconds before they would fall over. Emiel had once counted well over a minute before one of Nandi or Amiya’s chips fell over.

      Amiya noticed him first, and her chip fell. Nandi opened her mouth to shout her victory when she noticed that Amiya was distracted.

      “Dad?” they both said in unison.

      “Hey ladygirls,” Emiel said, using his nickname for them.

      He knelt and opened his arms, and they almost knocked him over when they crashed into him with a crushing hug. For several heartbeats they remained there, holding each other. Finally, Emiel patted them on the back and they let go and backed away. He looked over his shoulder at the waiting guards.

      “You think you can give me a minute with my daughters, please?”

      They stared at him but didn’t move.

      “I doubt I’m strong enough to knock a hole in that wall, so you don’t have to worry about me busting out of here. Okay?”

      They continued to stare at him, and when he figured they would just stay where they were, one left the room and the other followed, closing the door. He heard the lock click in place from the other side.

      Emiel turned back to the twins. “You two okay?”

      “We’re fine, Daddy,” Nandi said. “But we don’t know what’s going on.”

      “The city soldiers just showed up at our home and told us we had to wait for you here,” Amiya said. “They wouldn’t tell us anything and we’ve been here for almost the whole day. I’m starting to get irritated they won’t let us leave. Can we go now?” That was Amiya. Fiery and short of patience, like her mother. And also like her mother, she was steadfastly courageous and loyal, and particularly protective of her twin sister and even Emiel.

      “I don’t understand it,” Nandi, the more patient of the two, said. Though at times she shared her sister’s temper, Nandi was more calculating. “The archminister told us he wanted to have us as guests to wait while you arrived, but I don’t believe him. Is he trying to use us against you for some reason, Daddy?”

      Emiel grinned. Eleven years old, and not much could get by that one. “We shouldn’t speak too loudly or too long, love.”

      As quickly as he could, he relayed his meeting with the archminister and his impending journey to Altarra. The girls listened quietly until he finished, then Nandi frowned while Amiya fumed.

      “This is stupid,” the latter snapped. “Does he think we just fell off the red root wagon yesterday?”

      Emiel choked back his laughter.

      “I don’t think he thinks we’re stupid,” Nandi said. “I think that’s just an excuse for something. Maybe he just wants to scare you into not moving away. I heard him talking to one of the other men about it.”

      Emiel had thought about the same thing on his way down here, but it still didn’t make sense. Something didn’t add up.

      “At the moment it doesn’t matter,” he said, raising his voice so that the guards could hear. “I’ll just have to run his errand. When I get back, I can take you home.”

      The twins got the message and nodded.

      Emiel figured he didn’t have much time left, so he bent low and whispered between them. “I’m going to make arrangements for us to get out of the city in the middle of the night. Be ready.”

      “I’m in!” Amiya whispered, but Nandi was silent.

      “What’s in your head, little girl?” Emiel asked her.

      “Just be careful, Daddy,” she said. “I don’t like that man, but I think he’s smart. That makes me afraid of him.”

      Amiya snorted, but Emiel thought it a wise way to think. “I will be careful, ladygirl.” He heard the key turn in the door and pulled the girls in for another tight hug. “I’ll see you in a month, or sooner if I can. Okay?”

      “Okay,” the girls said in unison, sounding sad and scared. If not for the desperate situation, Emiel might have thought it rather humorous.

      “You two be good,” he said. They stepped out, and he waved as one of the guards closed the door.

      The trip back to the front door of the mansion seemed much shorter, likely because he knew where he was going this time. One of the guards stated that his business was finished, and he was to return home. Unspoken, however, was that he was to be escorted back. The guards followed behind him through the mansion, and into the courtyard.

      “You know, I’m pretty confident I can find my way home,” Emiel said. He received no response. “Suit yourselves.” He picked up his pace, taking long strides and forcing the heavily armored guards to keep pace. By the time his house was in sight, Emiel had broken a sweat despite the cold early evening air.

      “Thanks for looking after me,” he said, smiling at them.

      One of the guards glared at him, but they turned on their heels and strode away. Emiel watched until they disappeared from view, then dashed into his house. He stuffed three packs full of clothes; one for himself, and one for each of the girls. Then he packed some gear for the road, as well as an intimidating hunting knife he’d won in a game of stones. Emiel always had been a good shot at just about anything he had in his hand.

      Several minutes later he had the packs ready to go. He went around back to the pasture and stable connected to his house. The smell of rows of vegetables and spice plants greeted him as he passed through and into the barn.

      He went into Surefoot’s stall first. “Easy, girl,” he said when the sleeping roan blinked in his direction. “I’m sorry to get you up but we’ve got a hard ride ahead.” He smiled at the mare, remembering how pointless it had been to explain to the girls how unfitting the name Surefoot was to an animal that had hooves. Amiya and Nandi had both insisted, so Surefoot she was named.

      After saddling the horse, he went into the next stall where his buckskin, Nickland, watched. The gelding’s ears swiveled in Emiel’s direction, and he nickered.

      “Sorry, my friend,” Emiel whispered. “No treats tonight. Only work.”

      The horse snorted and swung his head away.

      Emiel saddled the horse, strapped the saddlebags and packs in place, and inspected the gear once more to make sure it was secure. He kept the burden as light as possible, with minimal clothes in the packs, and provisions and waterskins in the saddlebags.

      He led the horses out of the barn, past his two sleeping mountain moles, and around to the side of the house. He hated the thought of leaving the giant moles behind, but the animals, though able to practically run up the side of a hill or mountain, were no match for the speed of a horse on flat terrain.

      Horses in tow, he took to the streets, taking the less populated routes toward the mansion and wincing at the clip clop of the iron shod hooves. By now, daytime activity in the bustling city was replaced by the lights and noise of the local pubs and taverns.

      The rain had started up again, and Emiel was soaked through in short order. He took refuge in the awning of a bakery and peered through the curtain of rain. The front of the mansion was just ahead and two streets over. More importantly, though, the side of the mansion where the girls were being held was facing the street he was on.

      He started to take the most unused and dark streets, but that might be inviting robbery. Besides, this Creator blasted rain was actually a boon, given that it obscured him in the night, and roared louder than the horses’ noisy hooves. Finally, he came to a narrow street that led to the mansion.

      He made a roundabout path to the side, tied the horses to a tree, then crept to a nearby window. It was one of the two personal libraries of the archminister. Emiel gazed through the window, remembering a time when Charion had once brought him here to read a passage to him when they’d engaged in a philosophical debate. Emiel missed those conversations.

      If he remembered correctly, the girls would be in the room directly below, and there was a set of stairs not far down the hall from the library. He searched the window, hoping it would slide open and was not solidly built into the wall. He sighed in relief when he pushed at the bottom corner and felt it shift.

      He reached into his pocket and fished out a finger length pocketknife and wiggled it into the slit between the glass and the wall. It took some patience and a little time, and his wet fingers were growing numb, but he finally got it open enough to slip his hand in. He gritted his teeth and slid the window open as quietly as possible. He didn’t know what he would do if he encountered a guard.

      Emiel climbed up and swung his foot into the window, half turning. Hopefully he could …

      Something grabbed his ankle and yanked him out of the window. It happened so fast he hadn’t even enough time to grab hold of anything.

      He fell backward from the window and landed flat on his back. He turned on his side, coughing and wheezing in the cold rain.  When he finally opened his eyes, it was just in time to see a thick boned skeleton ram darkness into his face.
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      Amoura Xanna opened her eyes to the feeling of warm sunlight caressing her face. She arched her back and stretched her arms, then slowly uncrossed her legs and stretched them in front of her. She bent forward and touched her toes, then pulled a little farther, grabbing hold of her feet, then her heels, pulling slowly and gently until her chin touched her knees.

      For several heartbeats she held the position, then she lay flat on her back and stretched her arms out. She took measured breaths as she lay on her back, allowing her body to come awake. From dusk to dawn, she’d sat in cross-legged meditation, committing her learnings to memory. She was a student of the old ways, though none of her peers knew it.

      She rolled onto her stomach then came to her knees. Then, one foot after the other, she placed her feet on the floor and stood. Amoura closed her eyes, allowing her mind to take its time coming into focus. She heard others moving about the grounds, some in conversation, others chanting softly in walking meditation.

      She went to the washbasin and rinsed her hands and face, then dipped a piece of tauka root and brushed her teeth. Once finished, she bit off a piece and chewed it, then spat it out in the pail and rinsed her mouth. The refreshing root helped her come more fully awake, and she stretched her arms again, letting out a contented groan.

      After slipping on her leggings and boots, Amoura donned a tunic so blue it could have passed for black. Next she slipped on a smoky gray tabard, then her robes that matched the tunic. Lastly she fastened a flat wide belt around her waist, cinching the robe in.

      She ran a hand through her thin braids, letting her fingers linger over each of the tiny squares that formed a type of grid on her scalp at the base of the braids. She shook her head, hearing the tinkle of the tiny marble beads as the clanked together. She looked in the long mirror leaned against the wall and saw steely gray eyes staring back at her.

      Passing through the dim halls of the fortress of the Order of Magi, Amoura Xanna felt a mix of emotions ranging from pleasure at being surrounded by those who studied the arcane, to disgust at what she saw in many of its members.

      Instead of one Order united in its dedicated study of the essences, they segregated themselves, forming various sects that catered to the specific strengths of its members. A man dressed in brown flowing robes passed by, offering a nod in greeting.

      Amoura returned the gesture. Brown sect. They were the magi that excelled at earth essence. She passed members of each of the other three sects as well, receiving greetings that ranged from a friendly smile to a scowl. She received the latter most frequently from the fire sect, which was typical.

      “Amoura Xanna. My lovely. How go your studies?”

      Amoura turned to see solid old Hashma smiling at her. The woman always smiled at Amoura as if she were proud of her. Though Amoura had been the subject of affection by few in any of the sects, Hashma had taken a liking to her when she was but a girl.

      Amoura braced herself for the crushing hug that followed, then forced a smile on her face when the woman customarily grabbed her shoulders, and pushed her back to arm’s length.

      “My, girl! Beauty is supposed to level off in time, but yours continues to glow brighter. Though you have many years yet, for such a thing, your grace extends beyond you years.”

      “Hardly, Hashma Blue,” Amoura said. “I can think of no one who so deftly holds age at bay, while retaining your level of elegance.”

      Easily past a half century, Hashma’s face and body practically radiated power. Her step was as swift and sure as the youngest novices, and even her white hair seemed to glow down her back.

      Hashma waved a dismissive hand. “Oh dispense with the formality, girl. You know I don’t like it. Hashma Blue, really!” She looked down the hall at a group of Reds. “Truth be told, I don’t much like this whole sect nonsense. I was around long before it came into being, but I was only one voice in but a few that spoke against it. Now we are a divided group of prudes looking down at one another instead sharing our knowledge.”

      “Would that I could have lived during that time,” Amoura said.

      “You would have loved it,” Hashma replied, starting down the hall.

      Amoura fell in step beside her. “Why do you wear the blue robe if you dislike it?”

      “I didn’t say I disliked the robes,” Hashma said. “It is the separatism I care nothing for.”

      “Are they not one in the same?” Amoura frowned. “By separating into the four sects, did we not shun one another?”

      “Yes and no,” Hashma replied, slipping her hands into the sleeves of her robe. “The forming of the essence sects was, like most things touched by the hand of a man, a good idea carried too far. You see, we thought to form sects for those who excelled in the various essences in an attempt to further nurture our individual strengths while at the same time helping each other strengthen the areas in which we are weak. A strong magi of the blue would be an excellent teacher for those who were weaker in the water essence.”

      “But instead, we have become reclusive to each other,” Amoura said.

      “Instead, we have become egotistical fools,” Hashma corrected. “The blues think themselves in command of the most powerful essence, as do the silvers, browns, and reds. I cannot tell you how it saddens me to see what we have degenerated into; a gaggle of arguing geese lifting our noses into the air whenever we pass one another.”

      Amoura hid her smile as they exited the halls and entered the covered courtyard. Hashma had a colorful way of speaking when she grew emotional about a subject. “I see little that can be done about it now,” Amoura replied.

      “Use yourself as the model,” the older woman said. “The fact that you haven’t declared any sect sets an example for us all.”

      “Could you not do the same, Hashma?” Amoura asked. “Why not remain neutral?”

      “Because my presence is less influential than yours,” the other woman said.

      Amoura frowned at that comment. “I know few who could project a more imposing presence.”

      Hashma winked at her. “When it is necessary, perhaps. But I am not the magi master’s apprentice.”

      “Perhaps,” Amoura replied, trying to keep the sourness from her voice. Hashma’s laughter indicated she hadn’t been successful.

      “Oh, you are a quite an interesting choice in apprentice, girl. Most would readily amputate any limb the Master chose in order to study directly under him, and here you are his direct student and can barely stand the man.”

      Amoura felt a spike of alarm but kept her voice steady. “Is it that obvious?”

      Hashma regarded her with a  chuckle. “It is not obvious when you’re in his presence, but I would advise you to remain vigilant against your opinions of him. He may be a detestable old bear, but he is powerful. Very powerful.”

      “Must you so insult the bears, Hashma?” Amoura asked, grinning. “They are intelligent and powerful animals.”

      “I’m serious,” Hashma said, and Amoura’s grin disappeared. When the elder woman took a level tone, it brooked no argument or joking. “Keep your secrets close, and reveal only as much about yourself as you need to, though I suspect I don’t need to tell you this.” She spared Amoura a sidelong glance. “No. I don’t need to tell you that at all.”

      Amoura felt heat rising to her face at the comment, but it seemed to have more than one meaning. What did the woman know about her? Of everyone in the Order she trusted Hashma the most, but still didn’t tell her everything.

      “And I believe our conversation must end here,” Hashma said. She stopped, and a couple steps later Amoura turned back.

      “Is something wrong?” Amoura asked. She followed the other woman’s gaze and looked over her shoulder. A young man near to her own age approached. Dust colored hair pulled back into a ponytail, perpetual sneer on his freckled face, and an arrogant slant of his flat red lips. Amoura sighed before she caught herself. Agra.

      She turned a questioning look on Hashma. What did the woman care about Agra? He was nowhere near to her level, and she could very likely order him away.

      “That snail leaves a trail of slime that leads all the way back to Selvetar,” Hashma said. “I have things to be about, in any case, and I would prefer as little interaction with him or any of his lackeys as I can manage.”

      Amoura didn’t blame her. Though it was a mystery why the first magus had taken such an annoying interest in her lately, she would have preferred the distance as well.

      “Take care of yourself, child. Keep your secrets close.” Hashma spun on her heel, white hair whipping behind her as she departed toward the rose gardens.

      “I cannot deny I have oft wondered why you so prefer the company of an ancient companion over those more lively.”

      The grin on Amoura’s face disappeared. She half turned and gave Agra a once-over, then continued on her way. She held back her resigned sigh when the irritating red fell in step with her.

      “Out for a morning stroll with the flowers, I see.”

      “Is that where I am,” Amoura said, staring straight ahead. “And here I thought I was in the werewood off for a lovely picnic.”

      “If your tone is any dryer it will catch fire in the morning sun, Amoura.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Of course not,” Agra replied. Words seemed to slide off his tongue like oil.

      She glanced at him several times in the silence. What did he want?

      “Things have been quiet with the wilders lately.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “Doubtfully.” When Amoura didn’t offer anything more, he continued. “I don’t trust them when they are causing trouble. I trust them even less when they aren’t causing trouble.”

      “Perhaps they’ve grown tired of dealing with us and have retreated further into the wilds.”

      “Only to breed and return with larger numbers to harry us.” His thin lip curled up in a snarl.  “Would that we could eradicate them utterly. So many problems would be solved.”

      “Now that’s a sensible answer to a problem,” Amoura said. “Why seek to understand and solve a challenge when you can simply wipe it clean from the world.”

      Agra frowned at her. “What is there to understand? They are untrained users of the essences, they steal corlite at every opportunity, and they cannot be reasoned with. They would have the world ruined in short order if left unchecked.”

      “You seem to have them figured out,” Amoura said.

      “It’s simple enough to see, ’Moura,” he replied.

      Amoura narrowed her eyes. “Does your brain have a defect that forces you to omit the ‘A’ in my name?”

      “Agra smirked.” She wanted to melt that smirk off his face. “You know it’s my little nickname for you. It’s a term of endearment to bring us closer.”

      “It’s having the opposite effect.”

      “Give it time.”

      Amoura felt her head getting hot and took a quiet deep breath. “Not even the Creator has that much time.”

      “Such blasphemous words,” Agra said with a grin. “Take care or they could land you in the void. You wouldn’t want to welcome such endless torment, would you?”

      “Only if it would ensure your absence from my life,”

      They walked in silence for a while before Agra spoke again. Amoura could feel lines of irritation forming on her forehead.

      “What have I done to earn this iciness from you, Amoura?”

      “I’d really like to be about my day, Agra,” she replied. “My irritation with you would be greatly diminished if you would leave me.”

      Despite her words, he continued to walk next to her. “First Magus Selvetar thinks we should move further into the field. He thinks we should go and find out what they are about.”

      “Luck to you in your mission.”

      Agra laughed. “Nothing has been planned yet, but I think it’s only a matter of time.”

      Amoura stopped and turned her back on him, looking out over the beautiful infusion of colors surrounding them. It seemed every type of flower and plant, bush and tree grew here.

      “I have to admit,” she heard over her shoulder, “that I find it out of character for one with such an icy heart to so enjoy the gardens.”

      “You presume to have a good deal of knowledge about me,” she said.

      Agra shrugged. “I need look no further back than our current conversation.”

      “I would like you to leave me, Agra. I’m not in the mood to tolerate you today.”

      Agra didn’t leave. “Do you intend to move me, ’Moura?”

      She turned a look on him that suggested she would enjoy the prospect.

      “Such anger.”

      Amoura stared into his eyes without blinking. “You have a talent for bringing it out.”

      “If you could at least try to drop the ice wall for a moment, Amoura,” he reached a hand out to touch one of her braids. “You’ll find my company much more pleasant.”

      “If even the tip of your finger touches any part of me,” Amoura warned, “I will burn the offending hand away from your arm.”

      Agra snorted and rolled his eyes, but still withdrew his hand. “Fine, have it your way.”

      “There was never any question of that.”

      “Very well, apprentice. Selvetar wishes an audience with you to discuss our next move against the wilders.”

      “Very well,” she said, starting away.

      “Immediately,” she heard him call from behind. “Not tomorrow or whenever he can track you down, Amoura. He will see you now. Don’t think he’ll tolerate your little game of avoiding him forever. You may be apprentice to the magi master, but he is first magus, subordinate only to the master himself.”

      Amoura turned back. “I don’t need a reminder of my place in the order, Agra.”

      “He feels otherwise.”

      “Then I will hear it from his lips and not your own. And since we have entered into a discussion of rank, perhaps I will remind you of yours. I wish to enjoy these gardens for a bit longer, alone. That means devoid of your company. Leave my presence.” She looked at his greasy hair and wondered if it would take more than a spark to light it like a torch.

      Agra’s thin lips wrinkled. “Watch yourself,” he said.

      Amoura felt a surge of adrenaline. “If you think to threaten me, Agra, do it openly that I might burn you from existence right here. Right now. It can be made painless, but I’m willing to make an exception for you.”

      Agra’s nostrils flared, and she thought he was about to snort like a horse. Finally, he offered the slightest bow, spun on his heel, and marched away.

      I may not have handled that well, she thought, returning her attention to the gardens. Agra may be annoying, but he was still close to Selvetar. A meeting with the first magus was the last thing she wanted, but there was no choice for it. Amoura reminded herself to exercise more discipline when she met with the unpredictable man.

      She nodded in greeting at a passing woman wearing the silver robes of the air sect. She gave Amoura a polite nod and went back to reading her book. As the woman receded down the hallway, she twirled her index finger in the air, then ended it with a flourish, stabbing her finger toward the sky.

      A translucent spear of air shot from her finger into the air, then faded away. A book of air, then. The woman continued on, reading the various passages and practicing them as she walked. At the beginning of her tenure with the Order, Amoura had practiced in much the same way. She’d studied the various scrolls and books, honing her skills through hours and hours of practice. That was until she had been in the library and happened upon a book detailing the old ways of controlling the essences.

      The fragrant roses and endless mixtures of flowers settled her temper and soothed her mind, which was why she always came here. It was the only thing about the grounds that she enjoyed anymore.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then exhaled in huff of surprise when the space around her shifted, and her next step brought her inside Selvetar’s personal study.
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      Emiel didn’t know if it was the bouncing ride of the horse that had awoken him, or his throbbing left temple. One was uncomfortable, the other a pain that pounded him with each bounce. He groaned.

      “And finally you awaken,” a voice said from somewhere behind. Emiel tried to lift his head to look at the speaker and immediately regretted it. A wave of pain and dizziness assaulted him, and he let his head hang back down.

      Blessedly, the horse stopped. A moment later, he felt hands untying the ropes that held him across the saddle, then he was eased off.

      Emiel landed on wobbly legs but was held upright until he was stable. He kept his head down, which helped with the dizziness. He placed a hand on the side of the horse for balance, using the other hand to indicate he could hold himself up.

      The pain in his head was like a beating pulse. He closed and opened his eyes a few times. “Thanks.”

      “You’re thanking me?” a male voice said.

      Emiel slowly raised his head to see the amused expression of a young man dressed in what looked like a kind of armor of bones. “You’re that skeleton that attacked me,” he said weakly, blinking again.

      “Heheh. I suppose I must’ve looked like one to you in the middle of the night. Didn’t give you much of a good look at me, did I?”

      Everything was starting to come back, now. Creeping along the streets in the rain with the horses and slipping open the window to the archminister’s mansion in a failed attempt to rescue his daughters. A very brief and failed attempt. “I’m guessing you were waiting for me to arrive?”

      “Sort of,” the man said. Barely a man. As his vision came more into focus, Emiel saw a boy who looked to have seen no more than nineteen or twenty years. Above a freckled young face was flaming red hair that hung just above his ears. Those green eyes, however, spoke of a youth that was forced to grow up fast. There was a coldness there. Not necessarily cruel, but hard.

      “I was ready, but your archminister had sentries posted to watch for you.”

      Emiel felt foolish. It had been a predictable move. Of course he would come for Amiya and Nandi. What parent wouldn’t try? When he thought about it, it was an impossible situation. If he came for the girls, he would be caught. If he’d waited too long, he would have had to leave to carry out this task. Either way, the odds were rigged.

      “No need to look so bitter,” the young man said. At least he didn’t order me to kill you.”

      “Hmph.” Emiel turned away. “I’m not helpless.”

      There came a snort in response. “How’s your head?”

      Snide though the remark was, Emiel couldn’t deny the truth of the situation. He was no soldier, and he could think of at least two ways he could have died last night. “So I guess I don’t have to ask if we’re on our way to Altarra.”

      “Nope,” the boy said.

      “Mind if I get your name? Or are we riding the whole way under anonymity?”

      “Bone,” the boy said. “Call me Bone.”

      “What kind of a name is Bone?” Emiel asked.

      “Didn’t say it was a name,” Bone replied. “I said it’s what you can call me. It’s what everyone calls me.”

      “Nobody knows your real name?”

      “If my family hasn’t forgotten it, they’d know.”

      Emiel took a deep breath. “Unless I can talk you into a change of heart about my situation, we’re on the road?”

      “We’re on the road,” Bone replied.
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      “Mind if I ask why you’re doing this?” Emiel said, breaking a long stretch of silence. The horse-drawn wagon lumbered along at a brisk but comfortable pace, bouncing along the ruts and bumps in the road while trees and hills lazed their way along either side.

      “Pay’s good,” Bone replied.

      “So you’re holding a man captive whose children were kidnapped, and he’s being forced against his will to deliver some package for Decius? I’ve broken no laws and caused no trouble.”

      “And none of that means a thing to me,” Bone replied. “Your archminister called me in and paid me to escort you to Altarra. He said it was important that you complete your task and that you might try to cheat him. It’s your word against his, and his word filled my pouch quite well.”

      “So morals over money?” Emiel replied.

      “Call it what you will. I’ll be eating tonight, and many days and nights to come. And under a warm dry roof, I might add.”

      A mercenary, then. Even if Emiel could afford to bribe the young man over what Decius had paid him—which he couldn’t—Bone wouldn’t compromise his reputation.

      He looked over his shoulder at the wagon, and the crate that held whatever it was the archminister wanted delivered. “Another question.”

      “If you must.”

      “Why did you tie me to the horse instead of just laying me in the wagon? There’s room enough for me and that crate.”

      Bone gave him a look. “Well I suppose I could have, but I didn’t have the proper pallet and pillows with which to make m’lord comfortable.”

      Emiel glared at him. Bone didn’t seem to care.

      “Mind telling me what’s in the crate?”

      “Yes.”

      Emiel waited.

      “Well?”

      Bone frowned. “Well, what?”

      “Well what’s in the crate?”

      “You asked me if I minded telling you, and I said yes, I do mind.” He jabbed a thumb back at the large wooden box. “What’s in that thing is none of your business.”

      “I feel like I have a right to know, given all this trouble.”

      “Because that box back there is the source of your woes?” Bone asked, sarcasm slipping into his voice.

      “No, Decius is the source of my woes. I want to know because I’d like to make sense of this stupidity. You could very well have delivered this package without me. You’ve been paid, and I’m assuming you were doing a fine job while I was unconscious. I could also wager it would be easier for you to complete this task without having to keep an eye on me.”

      Bone snickered. “You do all that thinking while you were sleeping, or did you drum it up just now?”

      “Just now,” Emiel snapped, and Bone snickered again.

      They rode in silence for a while longer, Emiel secretly hoping the weather might turn for the worst and force them to make camp. He needed some time to figure out how to get away from the mercenary and back to Vyne.

      “Expecting rain?” Bone asked. “Or hoping for a storm?”

      “What makes you ask that?” Emiel replied.

      Bone shook his head. “You keep still enough, but your eyes are practically screaming at me that you’re trying to find a way out of this. Let me give you some advice.”

      Advice from someone who is barely a man, Emiel thought dryly.

      “There is no way out of this situation for you. Your archminister wants you to hand deliver his cargo to Altarra, and I’m here to ensure that you do. Yes, I’m young, but I’ve also been trained by hand and sword for most of my life, so I’d advise you not to try to overwhelm me because you think I may be weaker than you.” He looked Emiel over. “You look like a well fit guy, for sure, but you’re not a warrior.”

      “And you are?”

      “I’m a mercenary,” Bone said. “The nature of my trade demands my proficiency in combat.”

      “So there’s no way I can talk you out of this?”

      “I think we’ve covered that.” He looked at Emiel again. “Sorry.”

      “Yeah, sorry.” Emiel gazed out at the open planes. They were nearing some kind of dark wooded area that he didn’t much like the looks of. He thought they would surely go around it, but when the dark woods grew closer, he grew less certain.

      “You can’t intend for us to pass through that,” he said, indicating the ominous woods.

      “I hadn’t intended to, but it’s a shortcut, and the weather doesn’t look to hold up.”

      Emiel looked in the direction Bone was pointing and saw thick dark storm clouds stretching across the planes like the shadow of all the Fallen combined.

      “Looks like you’ll get your wish,” the boy said, turning the horses toward the woods.

      Emiel looked from the storm clouds to those dark woods, and back. “I think I’d rather gamble on the storm than go in there,” he said.

      “You don’t want to get caught in something like that,” Bone said. “It’s a cold, windy, and miserable experience. Trust me.”

      “Cold, windy, and miserable sound a great deal better than death by living consumption,” Emiel countered.

      “Living consumption?” Bone asked, turning an amused expression on him.

      “Eaten alive, yes.” Emiel practically shivered at the idea.

      “A muscular, fit fellow such as yourself is worried about being eaten alive?”

      “I don’t think that’s a cowardly trait at all,” Emiel said. “Humans aren’t anywhere near the top of the food chain.”

      “I doubt there’s anything in there big enough to eat you,” Bone said as he pulled the team up to the front of those evil-looking woods. For a moment, even the mercenary hesitated. “You won’t be eaten, spicetrader.”

      “Not whole, anyway.”

      They froze and looked around. That tiny, childlike voice hadn’t come from either of them.

      “You playing tricks, spicetrader?”

      “Do you seriously think I could manage that voice?” Emiel replied.

      After several heartbeats, Bone started the wagon forward again.

      “Tut tut tut,” the tiny voice said again. “Not smart at all.”

      Bone reached over his shoulder and gripped the hilt of his sword. “Who’s there?”

      “Sounds like a little girl,” Emiel said under his breath. “You gonna cut her down with that?”

      “Quiet, old man.”

      “Quiet?” Emiel snarled. “Old?”

      “There are many less gruesome ways to die,” the tiny voice said. “Ask, and I can show you.”

      “Stop making threats from concealment and face me.” Bone dismounted and unsheathed his sword.

      “I’ve made no threats.”

      “You just offered to show me how to die.”

      “I offered you a less grisly fate than the one you would find in the werewood.” This time the voice came from behind a rock the size of a wagon wheel.

      Bone turned and leveled his sword in that direction, just as a girl stepped from behind the rock. She placed her hands on her hips and glared up at the mercenary. Despite his amazement, Emiel couldn’t help smiling at the sight of the girl, who looked to be no more than a foot and a half tall.

      With the mercenary still held in the most obstinate glare, the tiny female actually started tapping her bare foot. Emiel had seen nothing like her before. Her skin was a sandy color that was almost translucent, and her hair was the brownish red color of clay. Those bright, mischievous eyes were as brown as the earth she stood upon.

      “Hey Bone,” he called out. “Maybe you’re not aware, but right now, you don’t look very honorable in this face off.”

      Bone looked from Emiel back to the tiny girl, then growled and sheathed his sword. “Who are you and what do you want?”

      The girl arched a little red clay colored eyebrow at him. “You’re rude.”

      Bone opened and closed his mouth several times before deciding on a different version of the same question. “You’re too small to be a human girl. So what are you?”

      “I’m someone who was trying to be nice by warning you not to go in there.” She pointed at the woods ahead. “There’s all sorts of things in there only an idiot would want to see.”

      Bone turned his back on her. “Thanks for the warning, but this’ll shave at least three days off our trip.”

      “Three days of life compared with a few hours of dying,” the girl remarked.

      Emiel glanced at the woods again, then back at the girl, who was gone. Bone saw his face, then trotted back to the rock and looked behind it. He looked back at Emiel. “You know what in the name of the Creator that was?”

      “A really short girl who stopped growing?” Emiel offered.

      “That vanishes in the blink of an eye?” Bone replied.

      If this had been a conversation between himself and someone friendly, Emiel might have allowed himself to be more shocked by the situation. With Amiya and Nandi’s situation in the back of his mind as well as his own, he didn’t have anything left. He shrugged. “You could guess as well as I.”

      “Let’s get moving,” the mercenary said.

      “Still determined to go through there?”

      “You’re seriously wanting to listen to some little girl that shows up playing games?” Bone asked.

      “Every time I look in there, I find it easier to believe her.” He looked back in the direction of the storm. Those black clouds were no more than an hour away. “I think I’d prefer roughing it in the storm than going in there.” He hopped off the horse and walked closer, peering into the woods.

      The trees looked slimy and twisted, and it was so dark, he couldn’t see more than a dozen to two dozen feet. It looked like a swamp, but there were none of the typical sounds of frogs, or insects calling to one another. Just dark and quiet.

      “Didn’t that girl say this was called the werewood?” Emiel asked.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Doesn’t that raise any warning bells with you?”

      “I’ve had enough of debating this,” Bone said. “We’re moving.”

      They hopped back on the wagon and Bone started the two-horse team forward. The horses started to nicker as they drew closer to the woods. Once they were half a dozen feet away, the animals threw their heads back and danced sideways while trying to back away. The nickering grew louder until they were snorting and whinnying.

      “I think they know something we don’t,” Emiel said. His palms were starting to sweat. Something in there would surely hunt them down. Being eaten alive was the worst way to go.

      This time, Bone didn’t argue. After a few minutes of fighting the horses, he turned them aside and hopped down. “You stay there.”

      Emiel rolled his eyes, earning a responding scowl.

      “There’s highwayman all along these country roads, spicetrader,” the mercenary warned. “You leave me, I’ll eventually find your robbed corpse, or you being robbed just before I kill you myself.”

      “Love you too, friend,” Emiel replied dryly.

      Bone unsheathed his sword and carefully made his way to the edge of the woods.

      “In all seriousness,” Emiel said. “Are you really this stubborn? That little girl warned us against it. The horses refuse to go in there, and you’re still stuck on taking this shortcut?”

      Bone ignored him and crept into the woods, sword held before him. Emiel watched as the mercenary disappeared into the darkness. Minutes passed, and Emiel was beginning to wonder if the boy had met his end in there. Despite his lack of manners and judgement in his choice of occupation, Emiel couldn’t dislike him. The young man made his living with the skills available to him. As far as mercenaries went, he wasn’t half bad.

      A nagging feeling pulled at Emiel’s stomach, and he was just about to hop down from the wagon when Bone—sword in hand—came crashing out of the woods in a full run.

      “Get it moving!” He yelled. “GET IT MOVING!”

      Emiel jumped into the driver side and slapped the reins to the horses. “Hyah!”

      The animals needed little prodding, and practically leapt into action. Emiel gritted his teeth and pulled back on the reins, lest the desperate animals turn too quickly and topple the wagon.

      He looked over his shoulder to see Bone sheathe his sword as he sprinted after them. With an armored hand, had grabbed hold of the rail and pulled himself up. Once he swung his legs over, the mercenary immediately came to his feet and drew his sword again.

      “Get those beasts going,” he yelled over his shoulder.

      “What’re you …” Emiel half turned and yelled back, but then he saw them. Five winged horrors bearing down on them. Emiel clenched his teeth and snapped the reigns again, and the horses lunged forward.

      From behind, he heard the sound of flapping wings and Bone cursing. Emiel focused on the road ahead, avoiding holes and ruts while trusting that the mercenary would do his job. “Told the Creator blasted idiot not to go in there,” he growled under his breath. The wagon hit a bump, and Emiel nearly lost his seat.

      “Keep it steady!”

      “Doing the best I can!”

      More flapping, then he heard what sounded like a crow, only ten times larger. “Jungle shrike,” Emiel muttered. “Great.”

      The words had barely left his lips when one of the winged beasts flew past his head, its knife-like talons nearly taking his scalp.

      Emiel ducked and cursed. “Had to go in there and bring them out, didn’t you? Couldn’t have just left well enough alone, right?” When Bone didn’t answer, he glanced over his shoulder.

      The young mercenary was fully engaged with the huge birds, swinging his sword left and right. The shrikes were smart, though. They dove at him, but with a beat of their bat-like wings, kept just out of reach of the weapon.

      “Can this thing go any faster?” he yelled over his shoulder.

      “Yeah,” Emiel shot back, ducking as that same blasted shrike dove at his head again. “I’m just taking it slow so those things can rip us apart. Don’t mind, do you?”

      He heard Bone growl something in response, then there was a screech. He glanced over his shoulder and saw a line of blood dripping from the ruined leg of one of the shrikes. It flapped unsteadily, snapping its hooked beak at the mercenary.

      Emiel looked back to the road just in time to see the large rut. The wagon bounced awkwardly, three of its wheels leaving the road.

      He heard Bone yell in surprise, then heard grunting and tumbling. The giant bird turned its attention from Emiel and angled away.

      He looked over his shoulder and saw Bone taking a defensive stance as the shrikes converged on him.

      Emiel could keep going. There were enough provisions for him to last all the way to Altarra, which meant he could find some local farm and rent a loft in a barn until he figured his situation out. He doubted the mercenary could fend off four jungle shrikes, no matter how good he was.

      Emiel sighed, and slowed the horses, then turned them about and snapped the reigns. The horses whinnied, clearly not pleased at the prospect of running in the direction of the danger. “I agree,” he said to the animals. “But I’m an idiot who can’t just let the kid die. Forgive me.”

      The horses threw their heads and snorted in disagreement, but they ran on. Much sooner than he’d have liked, the fight came back into view. Two of the shrikes had actually landed on the ground and were snapping at Bone. The birds were as tall as the mercenary!

      Emiel snapped the reigns again, and the wagon thundered down the road. The two airborne shrikes gave a great flap of their wings, and lifted higher into the sky. The two on the ground finally saw him and struggled to take off, but it required too much time and effort to get such large bodies into the air. The horses whinnied in protest of the impending collision, but Emiel urged them on. The giant birds had their backs to the speeding wagon as they slowly lifted into the air, and never saw him coming. Horses and wagon slammed right into the birds of prey.

      The horses whinnied and the shrikes screeched. Emiel grimaced and spat feathers out of his mouth as he slowed the wagon and turned it around. Having seen the collision, the two airborne shrikes figured it not worth the effort, and angled away.

      “Blasted kid’s lucky this road is so wide,” Emiel grumbled as he watched the huge birds grow smaller as they rose higher into the sky. When he looked down, he saw Bone struggling to rise, and behind the mercenary, the two shrikes he’d plowed into.

      One lay dead on the ground, the other near enough. Bone didn’t rise when Emiel reached him, and he saw that the boy was panting. He offered a hand which, after staring at it for a few heartbeats, the young man accepted. Emiel hauled him to his feet and Bone practically fell against the wagon.

      “You alright?” he asked. “You weren’t fighting those things for that long before I came back.”

      Bone leaned forward and put his hands on his knees. “You ever … been attacked by … more than one of those things … before?” Bone asked in between breaths.

      “Never gone into their habitat, so that would be no.”

      Bone glared up at him. “Yeah well,” he swallowed and tried to stand up straight, then groaned and almost fell over again. He held out a hand to forestall another helping hand, and forced himself upright. “They coordinate,” he said, holding his free hand against his side. “One comes in close, and when you fend it off, the other one attacks. When you defend against that one, the third moves in. They’re one of the few predators that will actually take a chance like that. The third one plowed headfirst right into me, hoping I wouldn’t be able to counter. It gambled right.”

      “So you’re telling me that thing took a calculated risk?” Emiel couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      “It’s a … hard world … spicetrader,” Bone said in between careful breaths. “Even for a predator, food can be lethal to catch. You gotta be smart, and the predators are almost always smarter than the prey.”

      “Does that mean you were almost lunch?”

      “You would’ve liked that, wouldn’t you?

      Emiel shrugged. “I came back, didn’t I?”

      “Probably because you figured your chances of surviving out here were a lot slimmer without me.”

      “So young to be a pessimist,” Emiel replied.

      “I’ll get a lot older because of it,” Bone said. “Though what you call a pessimist, I call being pragmatic. People are opportunists, and they do things according to what opportunity it will bring them to further themselves. If it would have been easier for you to leave me to these things,” he started toward the twitching shrike, “I have a hard time believing you would have still come back.”

      He drew a belt knife and knelt next to the dying monster. With a fast cut to the hideous bird’s neck, it went still. Emiel moved closer. He’d never seen one this close before. Looking at it now, he imagined the only things that got such an intimate view were likely seeing the last thing they ever would.

      The wingspan on it looked to be twelve feet across. Those huge leathery batwings had long hand like bones that were as big around as Emiel’s forearm. At the end of its wings were claws as long as fingers. The rest of its body was covered in black feathers, except for its neck, where the feathers were red. Its downward curving bill was also red, while its head was black like the rest of its body.
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