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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It is a sad but true story, that the initial plot for this series started two decades ago!

        City of Bridges came about when I was ‘fed up’ with ‘silly rules’ obstructing keen roleplaying in games like Dungeons and Dragons, Middle Earth Role Playing (MERPs) etc .. so I decided to design my own roleplaying system.

        After several months of ‘brainstorming’, I devised a gaming system and a fantasy world, with its own races (species), religions and ancient history. - I even got a group of friends over to game-test it!

        I then joined the Navy, and my gaming aspirations drowned … but I could always write … and so on those long shifts cruising the world’s oceans (it’s pretty boring after the first month!) I got out a trusty old laptop and started word by word, chapter by chapter …

        What you see today is a far cry of the original story line … let’s just say the discarded prologue for Book 1 is now Chapter 1 in Book 3.

        Regardless of how it came about, I do hope you enjoy the read, and can immerse yourself in this wondrous fantasy world.

        (I might even get back into finishing that Roleplaying game …)
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            THE MESSENGER

          

        

      

    

    
      Leonie waited silently, blending into the shadows, aided by her fine layer of glossy black fur and dark clothing. Her view encompassed the centuries-old palace. Most of the walls were rough quarried stone. She always wondered why the windows on the upper levels had been blocked up.

      From her vantage point on the rooftop of a large warehouse in Portside, she looked north east across the harbour to the sprawling city of Delta. The wealthy and elite lived on this side, with the poor, the unclean, the crossbreeds and half breeds shunned to the low-lying eastern sector where the swamp was most prominent. All other citizens lived in-between; their location dependent on their social standing.

      It took a little time to get over here; bridges linked the many islands making up the bulk of the city. If you knew your way around like she did, you could avoid the guarded checkpoints.

      She did not visit Portside often. It was too open, too clean and the streets too well-lit and patrolled. It was regarded as far too dangerous for most, unlike the shadowy backstreets of Dockside; her familiar grounds to the east. But the pickings are much better over here, she reminded herself. Any unauthorised crossbreeds found in the area were subject to severe penalty; branding was the initial punishment, fingers and toes went next.

      The Grand Plaza, jutting into the harbour, was where the bulk of trading was done, and therefore deemed neutral territory, open to everyone. When strolling through the plaza, Leonie heard travellers comment on how picturesque the port was, some comparing it to the ancient and glorious city of Reenat, the capital of Athglenn. As a crossbreed and thief raised in the slums, she experienced the seedier side. Any tainted lineage was despised by the full-blooded, bringing disdain and ridicule mostly, or violence if they could get away with it.

      Delta might look beautiful, but beneath the façade was a cesspool of greed, intolerance and corruption. Religious sects constantly vied for dominance. Opportunists were there for whatever information they could sell, and pure bloods were less than nothing.

      The Eternal Gardens stood near the base of the outer wall closest to the water. They had been created as a remembrance for those who had perished in the blaze which had destroyed the city’s most elegant structure, the Temple of Eternix.

      Leonie shivered. Cold despair washed over her at the disturbing memory of children and women perishing in the smoke and flames; her mother had been one of them. Leaning against a dilapidated chimney, she took a moment to calm herself and restore her poise. It was dangerous enough travelling the roofs at night. She didn’t need any mental distractions.

      There was a large obelisk at the end of the street. As Leonie watched, the crystal at the peak of the obelisk began to glow with a magical aura, as with the other monuments scattered around the city. She witnessed the same thing, soon realising nobody else could detect this power.

      Unexpected movement distracted Leonie’s contemplation of the obelisk. Two shadowy human figures, heading towards the waterfront, made their way along the tiled rooftops of the buildings to her left. Her uncanny balance enabled her to use the sloping rooftops with ease, but humans had always stuck to the gloom and shadows of the lanes below.

      Over the years, Jade, her mentor and boss, repeatedly warned her; curiosity was her biggest weakness. Leonie agreed. Who these two figures were and what they were up to consumed her. No other thief in the city matched her skills, but this pair showed remarkable speed and agility. I need answers.

      Swiftly paralleling their course, she kept one lane between them, her bare paws making little noise on the slate tiles. What are they doing? The figures furtively moved with a clear purpose. Who or what would call for such scrutiny from these two?

      Her attention snapped back to the palace. Five armoured riders were exiting through the main gates.

      “Interesting,” she muttered, curious what could make guards leave the palace so early in the morning and in such a hurry. She rhythmically balled then flexed the fingers of her paws, claws extending and retracting reflexively as she gazed across the streets below. The guards were making their way down the road, turning at the junction, heading towards the docks.

      

      Dropping lithely onto a balcony, Leonie gathered herself before the drop to street level. Once on the ground, she crossed the lane, silently melding with the shadows along the wall of the same building as the would-be burglars, using the eaves as cover.

      A few strides in front of her, a door opened, casting a shaft of light across the cobblestones. Too close to evade, she passed the door in a flash, hoping she would be unnoticed in her dark, close-fitting attire. A noisome odour assailed her as she passed, her nose wrinkling in recognition.

      Dogs!

      No sooner had the thought formed when two small terriers darted out, setting up a constant yapping. The noise they made belied their pathetically small stature. These dogs were no physical threat but could alert others to Leonie’s presence. Picking up speed, she sprinted down an alley, heading for the smelliest pile of refuse she could find hoping they’d lose her scent or at least their interest in her. Sure enough, within moments, the racket faded as the dogs found something more appealing. Now she could concentrate on determining the exact whereabouts of the strangers. She was concerned the dogs may have alerted them.

      Pausing at the alley’s exit, she scanned the area carefully. The street ended at the wharf where a newly arrived ship docked. Coming from the direction of the gangplank, a man swaggered down the centre of the street. He carried a heavy satchel over one shoulder, oblivious to the attention he was getting from the rooftop pair.

      His dark clothing and small cape were of good quality, but the twin gryphon plumes jutting from his hat marked him a guild courier. Anyone who interferes with their passage was liable for severe punishment, which no doubt resulted in his cock-sure attitude. He was still about twenty paces away but moving closer, walking down the centre of the road.

      Leonie hugged the shadows. Judging from the occasional creaking above, the devious pair must be close. The man’s lack of awareness appalled her. Some people are so deaf.

      “Psst. You’re in danger.” Gaining the courier’s attention, she pointed.

      The man tensed and looked around, his gaze locking onto her location. Stepping away, his hand rested on the pommel of his blade.

      “Move to cover. Quickly!” she hissed.

      At the same time, a dark shape slid down a rope four paces to Leonie’s left. Except for the narrow slit around the eyes, a dark-grey close-fitting suit covered the figure from head to foot.

      In one fluid motion, the courier leapt back drawing his rapier. A faint hiss sounded, simultaneously. Something tiny struck the road near where he’d been standing.

      Darts? Leonie’s hairs raised. Assassins!

      Silently, the assassin on the ground pulled a blowpipe from a slim arm pocket. Leonie crept up close behind him. He’d finished loading and was raising the pipe to his lips when a sudden yapping nearby caused him to hesitate.

      The assassin turned toward the sound, noticing Leonie’s presence. He raised an arm to fend off her claw-swipe, face showing his surprise. The impact of her strike knocked the blowpipe from his grasp and lacerated his right wrist. Recovering, he manoeuvred to give himself room, drawing a blade with his left hand, flicking it at her with barely a glance.

      Leonie saw its dull glow the moment he drew it. Power! She jumped straight up, twisting nimbly. The dagger embedded in her left calf. Hissing in pain, she spun in mid-air, kicked off the wall, and flung herself at him. Clawed rage descended.

      Fear etched the assassin’s face; his eyes widened and mouth opened in shock. He uttered a cry in a foreign language. Swift on his feet, he dove to the side, slipping on the wet flagstones. The yapping dogs were quick to move in with the excitement.

      The courier stepped in and thrust his rapier between the writhing frenzy of dogs. The assassin groaned as the blade deeply penetrated the light armour and ribs.

      Leonie landed gingerly beside the dead man. She gritted her teeth as she swiftly pulled the assassin’s dagger from her calf. “Too bad you missed those mutts.”

      Before he could reply, the courier stiffened and fell to the cobbled street by her feet.

      Ignoring the blood running down her leg, Leonie dragged him under an awning. From his reaction to the dart, it was a fast-acting poison.

      The courier convulsed. He tried to say something, but his lungs were almost paralysed. He feebly attempted to pass his satchel. A message entered her head.

      Take to Qelay. Styx. Hrolta-- The thought hit her mind as his body spasmed one final time. There was a last gasp. Noticing bleeding eyes and frothy mouth, Leonie froze at the sight. She felt his hand tightened on her arm one last time before he died.

      The dogs grew silent; one of them distracted by something behind her. With the dagger still in her paw, she reacted purely on reflex, spinning and hurling the dagger from the hip at the approaching shadow. Snagging the satchel with a claw, she leapt away without a backward glance. She landed a few paces further than the average human could. The injured leg failed her, turning her exit into an untidy sprawl. Rolling awkwardly, she came up hard against a wall. She was about to get up to bolt away but realised there was no follow-up attack. Three dark lifeless figures lay in the street.

      The dogs sensed something unusual in the night; maybe the smell of death affected them. They started howling a short distance away. Yapping was one thing, but this din would draw a curious crowd. Picking up a stone, she hurled it at them, scoring a glancing blow. One dog yelped and ran off, its companion followed, taking their noise with them.

      Slinging the satchel over her shoulders, she limped closer to the bodies.

      The first assassin lay in a pool of his own blood; the courier and the second assassin had blood and froth covering their faces. The dagger which she’d thrown was the same dagger that hit her. Her instinctive throw did not hit a vital area, but he was just as dead. Stunned by the realisation, she tried to quell a rising panic. She’d been poisoned too! Why aren’t I dead now? How much time have I got?

      Finding nothing more than another glowing dagger, two blowpipes, and a small wallet of darts, she stowed what she could in the satchel. Perhaps these items could reveal information; maybe the type of poison used, or the particular clan of assassins involved.

      Slashing a length from the courier’s cape, Leonie bandaged her leg wound to staunch the bleeding. Tempting as it was to examine the bag’s contents, the clatter of approaching hooves gave her notice to be on her way.

      “Time to go,” she muttered, plucking the plumes from the courier’s hat as an afterthought. Whatever house the courier represented, they’d want to know what happened. Sliding the courier’s rapier through her belt, she melted into the shadows as the palace guards trotted into sight.

      After almost stumbling into a patrol of guardsmen a few blocks later, she slowed down. The bag’s contents bounced, the weight bruising her shoulder and back as she moved awkwardly. What’s so important to assassinate a courier? She wondered repeatedly. Curiosity burned within her to check out the satchel’s contents, but not as much as the fire in her leg. Jart’lekk assassins don’t come cheap.

      Leonie pushed on before she became another victim. She recalled the horrible deaths of the others; their contorted faces of froth and blood.

      Tightening the straps so the heavy satchel wouldn’t bounce, she returned to Dockside, fighting the strong urge to curl up in a corner and sleep. Returning proved difficult. Her left leg refused to cooperate; her whole side began to numb. It wasn’t until she felt the coarse planks of Dockside beneath her paws she realised she was well within the Taker’s guild territory. Staggering, Leonie leaned heavily against a rough wooden wall. Leonie noticed the spotter sitting in the shadows. Asleep, her mind vaguely registered. He’s earned a rude awakening. When she moved, her leg buckled, turning her step into a full collapse.
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        * * *

      

      Opening her eyes, Leonie groaned. Jagged agony knifed through her head. She turned away from the sunlight streaming in through the window. After a short pause allowing her nausea to subside, she slowly cracked her eyes open again.

      She found herself in an almost familiar room. Her fuzzy mind refused to work. Motes of dust swirled gently, rising and falling as they passed through the fingers of light clawing their way to the back of her eyes.

      Averting her eyes from the harsh light, she saw a jug and cup on a table by the bed. Her fingers fumbled, spilling half the contents over her and the sheets. It was all she could do to raise the cup to her lips and drain it before slumping into the pillows. Darkness engulfed her again, dragging her back into unconsciousness. With a rattle, the dropped cup hit the floor and rolled away.

      

      She heard a door open and close. Soft footsteps approached. Her eyes fluttered open.

      “Morning,” Jade greeted her.

      Leonie’s attempted reply was a mere grunt.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Jade placed the satchel at the end of the bed. “I’m glad you returned to the land of the living.” She poured water, then helped Leonie sit up. “Your continued existence with us wasn’t cheap. Luckily you had the foresight to bring samples. It’s capable of killing a man in thirty seconds.”

      “I counted twenty,” Leonie croaked.

      “Ah, we can speak. Good. The herb lore to counteract the poisons of the Jart’lekk isn’t well-known. Your resilience to the poison is astounding.” Jade placed the jug and glass on the table. “The apothecary didn’t think you’d make it. I’ll have to pay him extra. I don’t like assassins wandering my streets, or trying to kill you.” Jade pulled up a chair beside the bed and lifted the flap of the bag. “I can only assume curiosity got the better of you, and you got a tad too close. Again.” She crossed her long legs and sat back, fingering the plumes in her hands. “Enlighten me. What happened?”

      With frequent pauses to drink and catch her strength, Leonie related all she could. By the end, it had exhausted her.

      Jade stood up with a nod. “You need more rest. I’ll get the boys out to dig up what they can. If the Jart’lekk know who you are, you’re not safe. They hate loose ends, and with the death of two of them, they will seek vengeance.” She was through the door before Leonie could reply.

      Leonie lay back, frustrated at the weakness that assailed her. Why assassins? What was so important? She succumbed to a sleep filled with disturbing images of running down dark alleys, footsteps all around, yet with no one in sight.
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            A NEW FOE

          

        

      

    

    
      A boy escorted Evlin to the Crystal Inn’s top floor, ushering her through a door into a large room where he left her with a quick bow.

      The luxury amazed her. Opulent carpets covered areas of marble tile floor, paintings and tapestries adorned the walls. Expensive, plush furniture caught her eye as well. In her short life, Evlin rarely allowed herself moments to consider a better world. In her world, daydreaming was a hazardous preoccupation; loss of concentration could mean death or injury.

      As a thin slip of a girl with bland, blonde hair and forgettable appearance, the only attention she usually received was the back of a hand or worse. What Evlin lacked in physical prowess she more than made up with pure rage and cruelty.

      Years ago, in another small village, a would-be mark had bested her. Recognising her potential, he decided to spare her, training her to focus her rage toward enhancing her skills. The training had transformed her life. All the things making her an unwanted member of society made her an ideal candidate to join the Jart’lekk. Now all she wanted was to do her job and please her master.

      Evlin was in awe of his abilities and suppressed a shiver at the sight of him. Wearing the close-fitting standard dark-grey suit of the Jart’lekk, he was her master, as he was to any taking the Blood Oath.

      On entering, she bowed to her master. Beside him was a pudgy man dressed in blue, baggy leggings and tunic of silk. He looked too unfit to be a guild member. If her intelligence was correct, he was Daras, from the Sages Guild; the supplier of information and payment for this contract. Holding a creamy pastry in each hand, he gobbled one, then the other.

      “You summoned me, master?” she addressed the head of the Jart’lekk.

      “I did.” His dark eyes were never still, always searching. “You’ve done well. I have received favourable reports from many chapters. Today I require the use of your seeker talent.” He offered Evlin a selection of desserts from the table.

      She recognised none of them, choosing a small tart, taking a modest nibble from the edge of the offering. “I serve in whatever way I can, master.”

      “You’ve heard about this morning’s occurrence?”

      “I visited the area as soon as I heard.”

      He nodded, expecting no less. “And your findings?”

      “The blood evidence shows, at least one of the enemy left injured. Surviving the poison is a mystery, but from that contact, her essence was imprinted onto this dagger found in our man.” She pulled it out of her sheath.

      Forged in sacred ritual within the Opsyss temple, the weapon’s design was typically used by all guild members. A small reservoir was built into the scabbard. Drawing the blade caused a drop of poison to coat the sharp edge.

      “Care to explain?” Her master raised his trimmed eyebrows.

      “During moments of battle or great stress, the aura everybody has intensifies, leaving an identifiable life sign to those with the seeker talent. This dagger tasted her blood, making the imprinted signature even stronger.”

      “You say ‘her’. How many were there, and how can you assume it was a female poisoned?” Daras asked.

      Evlin turned to the fat sage. He was eyeing yet another pastry. “My seeker sense conveys this signature as female. No one is capable of surviving our poison. As no body has been located, she must have been removed, indicating at least two people. I am unaware if they were part of it, or passing by.”

      “How can a couple people best your top assassins?” Daras asked. “How did they get close enough? Why am I paying such huge sums of gold if anyone – even a female – can do the job?”

      “I’m a female.” Evlin looked the sage in the eye. “You think I am not good enough?” Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed her master smirking at Daras’s discomfort.

      The sage stepped back uneasily since Evlin still held the dagger. “Not at all, but an untrained woman? How? Has one of the Jart’lekk gone rogue?”

      “The Jart’lekk has no rogues, and this is not an average woman. She is very different.”

      “How so? What makes this one so special?” her master asked.

      Evlin smiled. “Master, she’s only part human. Her aura indicates she has a mixture of traits.”

      “A half-caste? Are you sure?” Daras asked in surprise.

      “From her blood, I am positive.”

      “I cannot fathom anyone in the area helping crossbreed scum,” Daras said.

      “How would you go about eliminating this problem?” Her master considered a pastry on the plate in front of him, ignoring Daras.

      Sheathing the dagger, she replied, “Exterminate every half-caste in Delta.”

      “That’s one method.” He delicately licked a crumb off his lip. “But creating anger at us within the city is not our goal.”

      “Anger over half-castes being exterminated?”

      “No, at wholesale slaughter. Though they may despise half-breeds, crossbreeds – call them what you will – the people will become fearful of us--”

      “They should be fearful.” Evlin quickly looked down chagrined at herself for interrupting her master.

      “Not to the extent the populace would make demands of the authorities; they may call in the guards. I prefer our organisation to keep a lower profile.”

      “The codex now has the attention of several temples, the Brotherhood of the Flame, and the Watchers in particular.” Daras said. “Both are focused on little else right now.”

      “Let me worry about temple interference,” the master replied to Daras.

      “I will locate her.” Evlin nodded.

      “You have her bounty, but the book comes first.”

      “But master, she has killed two--”

      “I’m not one for repeating myself, Evlin.” His eyes drilled into her soul.

      Evlin dropped to her knees. “Forgive me, master. The book is primary, as you command. My blood is your blood.” She gave Daras a withering look in return for his smirk.
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        * * *

      

      Three days of boredom was all Leonie could stand. Hissing, arguing, and clawed threats reverberated through the Taker’s Guild House. To save his skin, the apothecary declared her recovered and able to go outside. After a fresh change of clothes, she quickly headed for the door.

      Out of habit, Leonie kept to the shadows when approaching the waterfront. At the sound of a soft footfall on the planks around the nearest corner, her hackles rose and ears twitched. The thought of being attacked by assassins crossed her mind. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea? She was positive no one survived the recent encounter. No witness to point an accusing claw.

      Damn these narrow alleys. Damn the refuse, too. She braced for an attack.

      A gust of wind stirred the dust. Her keen nose picked up the familiar scent of an illios mixed with the garbage. Leonie relaxed, retracting her claws.

      “Hi, Feiron,” she said, recognising her friend as he strolled around the corner.

      “Damn. What gave me away? You haven’t ssuddenly developed pssychic abilitiez, have you?”

      She grimaced at the tone of his sibilant voice; it didn’t take long for the lisping and slurring to irritate. The forked tongue of a vorien made it challenging to capture the nuances of the common language. He sounded authentic, but it was an unpleasant experience.

      “No.” Leonie grinned. “It was your smell.” She paused at the lane’s exit, letting her eyes adjust to the bright daylight. “Luckily you shapechangers have a distinct aroma.”

      “Thankz. It’s sso nice to be appreciated.” He caught up with her. Pulling two fruits from his pouch, offering her one.

      Leonie declined with a shudder. “The last time I ate one of those, the fur on my tail fell out.” She admired the way his scales glistened. The darker tips on the dorsal fins were perfectly formed for a mature male.

      Over the Bridgeway, the pair dodged merchants and carts going about their daily business and made their way onto one a pier jutting out into the canal. To the left, the harbour opened to the Great Southern Sea. To the right stretched the waterfront and the bulk of the city beyond hugging the coastal hills. The myriad of connected islands haphazardly connected by bridges of every size, shape and colour. Diamond Island was the largest and where the Grand Plaza was situated. The headland opposite them, which made up the western arm of the harbour, was crowned by the palace.

      As they walked along the pier, she turned to him, appraising him in full light. “Looks like you’ve got that new shape down to a fine detail.” She nimbly stepped over a loose board. “Too bad you can’t change your scent. Not that I find it objectionable, but it’s not what a vorien smells like.”

      “Perhapz I could massk my natural sscent by sstrapping a few fish around my waisst.” Feiron bit into his fruit, through the rind. The juice dribbling down his chin was absorbed through his scales.

      “If you think it’d help.” She grinned at the idea of him moving around the town with the stench of dead fish in his wake. Stopping by the railing at the end of the pier, she used the opportunity to rest. “How do you do that? Bite, I mean.”

      “We can harden our sskin in ssmall areaz and shape it to an edge firm enough to sslice into ssoft tissue, like fruit.”

      They found themselves beside a small shrine dedicated to Onin-le, a minor water deity. Both spat in it as was customary, sharing their body-water. Feiron then fanned his fins in an intricate display, as expected of one of the aquatic races.

      “Why bite though? Doesn’t your race absorb food through the skin?”

      “Yes, but it’ss good practisse. Having food disssolve on one’z face issn’t a good way to maintain my dissguisse.”

      “Good point. What brings you down here to this part of town? And why disguised as a merman? Don’t you illios go to pieces in water?”

      “What you ssay is true. Prolonged immersion in water, esspecially sseawater, would have a debilitating effect on my endoplassm.”

      “Okay, okay.” She held her paws up to fend off a lecture. “You dissolve, right?”

      “In a word, yez. My reasson for being here iz sstanding besside me.”

      “Me! Why?” Her tail twitched.

      “My mentor and your bosz are colluding with each other. They ssuggested we team up for a trip.”

      Leonie watched with interest as he changed back into his natural form. A translucent, grey blob now replaced the shape of the almost humanoid fish. “That’s hard on the eyes. A warning would have been nice?”

      He took another bite of his fruit. “I’m aware you don’t enjoy being out of town, but your boss insisted. I think she’s worried for you.”

      Leonie shrugged, relieved his speech was back to normal.

      They watched as a small fleet of fishing vessels sailed out through The Teeth, a series of sharp rocky outcrops rising from the mouth of the harbour.

      “So, looks like we’re both heading to Qelay. What’s your task?”

      Feiron hesitated. “Your task has priority. On the return, I need to visit the Central Ranges. I’ve already arranged for transport and supplies. Other than your charming company and natural skills, you need not supply anything more.”

      “I understand what I have to do, what’s the nature of your trip?” she asked, idly watching a school of redfins darting around the pylons of the small pier.

      “Oh, nothing really. A small matter of collecting a few eggshells,” he replied vaguely.

      “Eggshells? Why go to the mountains? We’ll be away over a week more in that trek. There are dozens of farms much closer.” Leonie turned to Feiron, eyeing him dubiously. When in his natural state, she was unsure what part of his body she was addressing.

      “Because that’s where volcanoes are,” he said, trying to sound casual. “They have the ideal conditions for wyverns to nest.”

      “Wyverns? Volcanoes?” Her tail lashed back and forth. “By the whiskers of Slistorf. Is your mentor crazy?”

      “Possibly, but think of how much fun we’ll have.”

      “Fun? How can this be fun?” She was about to protest further but stopped and sighed. Less than an hour ago, she had been complaining about wanting to go out.

      The wind changed direction, bringing with it the foul odour from the nearby tannery and the exposed mudflats of the ebbing tide. Turning, they retraced their steps, a well-chosen moment, as Leonie did not think she could stomach the stench much longer.

      Feiron oozed behind as they moved off the pier, crossed Bridgeway and wended their way towards the web; aptly named with its many crisscrossed alleys and lanes. It was filled with nooks and crannies containing nasty surprises for the unwary.

      “Why wyvern eggs?” she asked.

      “These shells have rare properties. You may remember, my mentor is an alchemist. She wants; I fetch. But, after this trip, I’ll have finished my obligations and will be free to do as I wish.”

      “No one’s that free.”

      “I’m sure the shells alone will suffice,” he paused. “But then, imagine the look on her face if we brought an entire egg, one that hatched in her lab--”

      “Imagine the trouble we’ll be in for bringing a live wyvern into the city. Imagine what I’ll do to you if you think about it again!”

      “At the least, we can see a volcano up close and maybe even a real wyvern. I know it’s a lot to ask, but there’s no one else I know or trust well enough to depend on in a crisis.”

      “Stop.” She pivoted on the spot, causing him to ooze around one of her legs. “If we’re going to help each other, don’t mention ‘crisis’. Remove it from your vocabulary. I don’t want to meet a wyvern – up close or within rock throwing distance. I want to retire old and with all my limbs still attached.”

      “This is so exciting.” He hugged her with his enthusiasm. The embrace felt like being swaddled in warm jelly.

      “That’s your way of showing your gratitude, is it?” She automatically adjusted her stance to maintain her balance. “Where can I contact you?”

      He reformed beside her. “My cart and supplies are in the warehouse on the second-last block along the North Mall; the one with the grey doors.”

      “Alright. I better go find Jade.”

      “I haven’t told you what you’ll get for the assistance,” Feiron called out as she turned away.

      “Let’s see how successful we are. I don’t need much.”

      “Do I hear correctly? Do my ears deceive? A thief knocking back a profit?”

      “That, my friend, will cost you dearly.” She shook a clawed finger at him. “And in case you haven’t noticed, you’ve ‘no ears’ to deceive. You’re a talking blob. All we know of wyverns is from rumourmongers on street corners, or bard tales we hear in taverns. There’s no guarantee of hoarded treasure, so don’t make promises you can’t keep.” Her lithe form disappeared in the shadows almost instantly.
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      Slinking along the shadowy lanes, Leonie worked her way deeper into the web, trying to fathom what this venture would entail. She had been out in the surrounding jungle previously, but not far. Her skills-set best suited an urban environment. It ruined my fur for a week! She shuddered at the memory.

      In her current condition, perhaps a ride in the country might do her some good. Leonie hated being weak and inactive, but not fool enough to think she was ready to return to work.

      When she rounded the corner, she came face to face with a pair of guards. After a moment of shock, Leonie dived to the side as a guard reached out.

      “It’s one of them rrell half-breeds.” The two guards turned to give pursuit.

      Leonie landed, rolled then bounded along the narrow alley. She cursed herself for being so careless. Running in broad daylight will only bring more attention.

      In her weakened condition, she could still handle the both of them, but her boss frowned at dead guards in the web. Relying on instincts, a surge of adrenalin, and perhaps a touch of luck, she decided on her next course of action.

      Within a few strides, she sprang onto a barrel then up the wall. Her claws dug into the woodwork. With barely time to bunch her muscles, she leapt and twisted to the opposite surface. Two more jumps, zigzagging between the close-in buildings; she grasped the overhang and flipped onto the roof. Crossbow bolts peppered the wall, following her trail.

      Sucking in huge gasps, she lay flat on her back on the shingles. Even that minimal exertion made her feel as useless as a kitten. The sounds from below indicated the guards hadn’t given up. Next time won’t be so easy. Leonie dragged herself to her feet, taking stock of her location. She bounded across the rooftops, jumping the small gaps in her stride, and continued on her way to Jade’s.

      

      To satisfy herself all was clear; she discreetly circled the block twice. Pausing at a blank section of wall between two discarded barrels, she found a knothole, bent down and blew a long raspberry followed by a short one. Within a few seconds, she heard the wall creak.

      “Who comes up with these ridiculous passwords, Ro?” she asked the looming figure within as he removed the panel.

      The mute shrugged his massive shoulders, sliding the wall back into place after she stepped through. He signed his greeting and led the way up the narrow stairs.

      Without waiting for a response to his knock, Rohan entered the room at the top of the staircase. Inside, Netoha waited with a spear at the ready. On seeing them both, she relaxed, greeting them with a warm smile. Netoha laid down her weapon and poured a glass of water, handing it to Leonie with a wink.

      Behind the scroll-littered desk, the slim figure looked up briefly. “Ah, glad you survived your walk.” Jade waved to a chair, a sheaf of papers clutched in her hand.

      Arm in arm with Ro, Netoha pulled the door closed behind them.

      “They make a nice couple,” Leonie said.

      Jade did not respond, immersed in the papers on the desk, her green eyes scanning every document.

      With a sigh, Leonie turned to a large, faded tapestry across the room depicting the continent of Shak’aran. She examined the terrain between Delta and the lands to the north, tracing the Urmaq River to Qelay to get an idea of what she’d be up against.

      “Have any trouble?” Finally, Jade stood up. “I hear patrols are searching for rrells.”

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle. They were easy enough to evade.”

      “No body count? Good. We’ve plenty enough troubles.”

      “How’d they know where to look?”

      “You do have a history. I reckon the wounds on the assassin’s arm clued them into a rrell – or half-rrell,” she corrected, “being involved. Claws marks tend to be exclusive to your kind. There are few half-rrells with your particular traits. I reckon it’s time you to get out of town. Let things quiet down.” Jade picked up her glass of wine and joined her by the tapestry. “Coincidently, I’ve arranged for a friend of yours tagging along on his expedition.”

      “So, I gather, but I dare say hardly a ‘coincidence’.”

      “You know me too well. You’ve not travelled much, but there’s a whole wide world to experience.” Jade spread her arms out, almost spilling her wine. “The fresh air will do you good. Plus, Feiron has some unique abilities that may come in handy.” She pulled a familiar satchel from behind her desk. “I was doing some snooping around the sage guildhall since the attack.” The table shook when the tome thudded down amongst the scrolls. “They’re calling this the ‘Seer’s Codex’.”

      Leonie reached for it, surprised at the weight. “That’s all? I thought there’d be more.” She turned the pages, browsing through the script. Most of the writing was a different language.

      “Other than what you tossed in? No. This belt has two scabbards, but one dagger.”

      “I left the other one in the assassin.”

      Jade nodded. “The Jart’lekk will want to find the killer. They will be relentless. Other players are getting involved. Besides the palace, a few priests are asking questions. You’ve stumbled onto something big.”

      Thumbing through the heavy pages, Leonie considered the implications of Jade’s comment. The Jart’lekk weren’t a trifling matter, despite her recent successes. If it involves the temples, there was no telling where this would lead.

      “Clearly, this book has to be taken to Qelay, to an hroltahg named Styx,” Jade said.

      “If it’s so important, why can’t this ‘Styx’ come here? Why was the courier solo? Armed escorts would be a good idea.”

      “Sources inform me the book was discovered recently. It was supposed to be a secret. Anything more than a courier on a routine errand may have been considered out of place. An armed escort would have drawn attention. As to the rollo situation, our illustrious Lord Zander despises hroltahgs, hence their ban from the city.”

      “Doesn’t he despise everyone?” Leonie mumbled. “I’ve read my share of books, this one’s unusual. Why is it so heavy? I don’t recognise any of this writing.”

      “Agreed. I’ve not been able to make much of the esoteric details and predictions. Information from the sages is scarce. Ironically, when it comes to sharing knowledge, their lips are tighter than a vorien’s arsehole. In the wrong hands, this book could be extremely dangerous; it must be delivered to the hroltahgs sooner than later. Simply knowing of this codex is risky. I trust you without question. You’re already aware of the dangers involved and proved you can handle it.”

      “Any idea who the Jart’lekk work for?” From what Leonie heard, you couldn’t reason with these people. Once they had a task to do, they would not stop until they succeeded or died in the attempt. “Surely the temples aren’t hiring assassins. Don’t they do their own dirty work?”

      “I’ve got snoops around the harbour, but you’ll be long-gone before we know anything. With assassins lurking the streets, the safest place is anywhere but Delta.” She looked steadily into Leonie’s violet eyes. “I’m relying on you to deliver this book to Qelay and get back in one piece.”

      Jade sat down, back to business. “Styx will probably be at White Cliffs – a rollo hangout in Qelay. I’m sure he’s expecting someone. With their telepathic abilities, they will know of you long before you even see him.”

      “What do hroltahgs look like. I’ve never seen one.”

      “Rollos are an unusual lot. Short, solid and round. Nicknamed because of the way they move. They’d be formidable opponents if they weren’t pacifists.”

      “Why does Zander hate them so much, if they’re no threat? Why the ban?”

      “It’s said he hates their psionic talents the most. You can’t keep any secrets from them, and Zander is a man of many secrets. He wants to remain so.”

      “I can see how that’d be annoying.” Leonie replaced the book into the satchel. “One other thing bothering me is, why me? Surely those bookworm sages have their own channels to deliver messages.”

      “True, but not all the sages trust each other; there’s always infighting. They’ve got their different philosophies and can’t seem to agree on anything. Most have some alignment with one temple or another. I suspect some of them work indirectly for Lord Zander, which might explain those guards, and his awareness of the courier’s arrival.

      “Because Zander wants this text so much,” Jade continued, “I want it out of Delta more. Trouble with assassins and fractious temples is bad enough. We don’t need more grief with the Royal Guards. If sages can’t depend on each other – believing hroltahgs are best to deal with it – then I for one won’t argue. Neither will you.” She reached into a drawer and pulled out a pouch. “For any expenses incurred. Maintain a low profile and be quick. So, no stealing.” She tossed the pouch.

      Casually snatching it out of the air, Leonie pocketed the pouch. To be throwing around money, she must be worried. Leonie hid her surprise.

      “Take it easy out there and enjoy the wide-open spaces.”

      “The fact Zander may want it is reason enough for me to smuggle it out, but your money’s always good to have.” With the satchel slung casually over her shoulder, Leonie closed the door on Jade’s curses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            QUESTIONS TO BE ANSWERED

          

        

      

    

    
      Back on the street, Leonie remained vigilant as she headed to her humble home. Hidden within the attic of a little-used warehouse, it provided easy access to the roof. Being strategically located on the corner provided a good view of the streets below.

      Once inside, she swapped the satchel for a backpack, tossing in a change of clothing along with the Seer’s Codex. She grabbed an old travelling cloak from a peg on the wall and donned it before heading off. Avoiding as many people as possible, she made her way to North Mall and the warehouse Feiron mentioned.

      On arrival, she noticed one of its two main doors ajar. Peering into the dim interior, she counted four stalls along each side wall. There was a bald man harnessing a small cart to a di’anth, toward the rear of the building. Quietly, she slipped inside and approached from the shadows, using a stack of wine barrels as cover. There was no vorien in sight.

      The di’anth’s odour was pungent, and sometimes she wished her sense of smell wasn’t so acute. The seven-foot reptoid’s legs were muscular and slightly bowed, ending in large webbed feet. Its thick tail swishing on the straw-riddled floor. Within moments her keen nose picked out the familiar illios scent emanating from the direction of the old man.

      “Need a hand?” She stepped up behind him. If she had startled him by her sudden appearance, he did not show it, much to her disappointment.

      “Almost done, thanks.” Feiron now used a soft, high-pitched voice, but nowhere near as irritating as the vorien lisp. “I gather things went okay with your boss?”

      Leonie considered what to say. She’d known him over a year. In that time, she could not recall him ever losing his cool. It was only fair to let him know the risks involved.

      “You could say that.” She moved closer, lowering her voice. “I have a package to deliver.” She held paws up to fend off questions. “I should also tell you others might be searching for it.”

      “Oh, well.” Finished with the harness, he straightened up. “Maybe this trip won’t be as boring as I had expected… unless we meet wyverns.”

      “We’ll most probably be in danger,” she insisted. “We may have assassins after us if they find out we have this. I want you to know--”

      A young stable hand entered through a side door. Leonie glanced at him warily. Everyone was a potential informant in this city.

      “This is Argus.” Feiron filled the silence, pointing to the beast.

      “Are we ready to go?” Leonie asked as she gave the animal a rub on his thick neck. “The sooner we’re out of here the better.”

      “Argus can’t answer you,” her companion quipped. “Yes, we’re packed.” Walking around the cart, he conducted a final check.

      Leonie nodded, climbing onto the seat. She politely waved to the kid as he wheeled a barrow towards the door. Feiron joined her a moment later. “Who are we now?” she asked.

      “Oh, sorry. Like my new disguise? I am Hectr, a merchant of some success who keeps on the move. This way, I can come and go as I please.”

      “A smuggler you mean. Good.” Discreetly, she removed the codex from her backpack. “Can you hide this somewhere secure?” she asked Feiron quietly. “There might be searches.”

      “Sure.” The illios took the book and, with a manoeuvre hard on the eyes, encompassed it within his body mass. The book seemed to slide into him.

      “Ugh.” Leonie stared in equal amounts of fascination and disgust.

      “How do I look?”

      “Looks like you’re getting fat.” Pulling the hood up, she covered her distinctive ears.

      He chuckled and flicked the reins. Argus lurched off towards the open door and the cobbled street beyond, his webbed feet slapping the ground with each stride. As they turned onto the street, Leonie spotted an armoured squad on horseback in the distance, heading in their direction. They didn’t appear to be in a rush, so no alarm. Yet.

      “I’d like to get to the gates before they do.” She tactfully pointed. “Without being too obvious, I suggest more speed, otherwise this might be a short venture.”

      With the loosening of the reins, Argus leant forward. Judicious handling by Feiron kept the di’anth’s speed in check. Their actions didn’t merit undue attention, and the approaching guards didn’t hail them.

      Nearer the gates, the road widened into a small square. In the centre of the square, an obelisk stuck out from a well-tended garden circle. Leonie dared a quick glance to see if it was glowing. It was. She made sure she was well-covered with her hood and cloak.

      The cart trundled along the road and soon reached the main gate. The usual four guards were on duty, looking tired after a long, boring watch. Three men stepped up to the cart, leaving one by the gate with his spear at the ready.

      “Leavin’ our fair city, are we?” The senior guardsman asked while the others made a close inspection of the cart’s contents.

      “Greetings to you too, constable. I’m Hectr Cerrin. We’re off to Indras to drop off supplies, thence on to Sorbaa to exchange more goods.” Feiron handed over documents from a small chest under the seat. “The reason for our departure is that Shi-Ela, Goddess of Luck, isn’t with me. I lost most of my money on a game of Dare, and lack the funds for another night--”

      “Don’t need a speech,” the guard said brusquely. “Been here long?”

      “Unfortunately, no. In and out,” Hectr replied. “Too busy to sightsee; and now too poor to indulge in the many cultural wonders.”

      Leonie noted the guard examined the papers carefully. He turned his attention to the search when they uncovered the back of the cart.

      Feiron also noted the extra scrutiny. “Someone steal the crown jewels?”

      “Smart-arse,” the corporal muttered. He turned to Leonie. “And who might you be?” He spat onto the road.

      “She’s my associate,” Hectr said, casually passing a couple of coins when the corporal handed back the papers. “Also, my guard and general assistant. As you saw, our papers are in order.”

      “Yeah sure.” He winked at his fellow guards who joined him. “Ya know, if yer that broke, perhaps we can come to a good price for her. We could use some ‘assisting’ ourselves.” His colleagues chuckled.

      Leonie’s skin crawled. How dare he consider me as property! She had to concentrate on stopping her claws slide out.

      “Perhaps under other circumstances, but she’s far more valuable to me as a bodyguard,” the old merchant replied curtly. “In my experience, the North Road can be unsafe.”

      “Too bad.”

      “Can you tell me what the road conditions are like ahead?”

      Ignoring the question, the guard spat on the ground again and sauntered off with the others.

      Leonie watched them return to the shade of the wall. Glancing up, she saw the crystal was still glowing. “Time to go I reckon,” she muttered, pulling at her hood to cover her face more.

      With a flick of the reins, the cart lurched through the gates.

      A short distance past the city boundary, Feiron stopped at a traveller’s shrine. He climbed off to toss in a few coins and mumble a brief prayer before he climbed back. “All part of the disguise,” he said in response to Leonie’s curious look. “Not doing this might be suspect. One never knows who’s looking.”

      “I have a fair idea. Ever see those obelisks glowing?”

      “Glowing? No. But now that you mention it, my mentor always suggested I avoid them when possible. She never said why, which I thought strange, but she’s a strange woman.”

      “We best go now. If the guard tells them a rrell passed through, they might come after us.”

      Leaving the city behind, buildings became scarce, giving way to the encroaching jungle and swamp. True to its name, Delta was established on a delta. The road twisted and turned to avoid the worst of it, with dozens of bridges spanning the many waterways.

      Leonie kept glancing over her shoulder for any sign of pursuit. Even though the road remained clear, she didn’t relax for well over an hour.

      Hanging low, dark-leafed ferns hemmed the dank path. Argus stretched his neck in an attempt to eat a few fronds. Tree trunks, enveloped with a pallid fungus, loomed overhead. The air was heavy and damp and full of insects. Shortly after, Leonie climbed in the back in search of repellent.

      “I knew that’d come in handy,” Feiron said. “Luckily, I don’t need it for myself.”

      “Maybe because your odour keeps them away?” She smiled to take the sting out of her words.

      “Are we going to get onto that subject again?” Reverting to his original form, Feiron deposited the tome on the seat between them during the process. He didn’t like to hold different shapes for more than a few hours.

      “That’s something I don’t want to see again in a hurry,” she grimaced.

      At first, they followed the Urmaq River, but as the swamp became more prevalent, the road curved away to higher, firmer ground. Gradually moving inland, they lost the view of the river. Fetid air surrounded them. Little wind penetrated the dense foliage. Buzzing insects moved across the path in annoying clouds, making Leonie wish she was back in Delta already.

      “What’s the book about?” he asked. “It’s heavy.”

      “Prophecy, spells, and other esoteric ranting.” She shrugged. “Other than that, I couldn’t say. I have to deliver it to a rollo--”

      “An hroltahg? I’ve not seen one before. This will be exciting.”

      They had been on the road for a few hours before darkness descended, Leonie took over the reins since her night-vision was better than the shapechanger’s. Eating as they drove, they continued to put as much distance as possible between them, the city, and any potential followers.

      Feiron plied her with questions since the sky was heavy with clouds and too dark for him to examine the book. She told him of the courier’s death and retelling Jade’s information. Around midnight they stopped near the base of a hill; one of several through which the road meandered.

      “I’m going to hide further in the foliage,” Leonie said. “I don’t expect anyone to be out at this time of night, but you never know.”

      A few minutes later, they found a suitable site obscured from the road by a small hillock and dense foliage, and they proceeded to set up the tent.

      “If what you say is true, this Seer’s Codex is no doubt full of prophetic events, perhaps it mentions the coming of these ‘high ones’?” Feiron spoke as they worked. “If I recall, they predicted the city being built. It all seems coincidental.”

      “I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      “Maybe fate… or destiny then. Those with the gift of foresight suggest what may occur.” He paused. “A few hroltahgs have this gift.”

      “I see.” She shrugged, but seeing how much interest Feiron had, she tried to sound enthusiastic. “How’s the city involved?”

      He followed her as she unhitched the cart and tethered Argus closer to the trees where he could graze on the leaves.

      “When the ‘high ones’ arrived, they brought new ideas and techniques, including a different form of magic. They soon controlled the brotherhood, or at least influenced them greatly. When word spread of this ‘arrival’, many people flocked here. As the city grew, the palace increased in size. Over the decades, it swallowed the old monastery tower. Many newcomers were powershapers and representatives of other religious orders. That’s why Delta has several temples; they think it’s special – blessed even.”

      “Ha,” Leonie scoffed. “They can have it.”

      “Does anyone know who these High Ones are?”

      “I thought it was obvious.” Feiron shrugged. “The Lords Zander, and Brendon, and the Lady Dianah arrived under strange circumstances over a hundred and fifty years ago. Around the same time as this ‘arrival’.”

      “How many years?” Leonie saw a bolt of lightning crease the sky. Thunder rolled across the hills shortly after. It looked as if the dark clouds threatening rain all evening were finally about to fulfil their promise.

      “That’s what the scholars say.” Feiron oozed into the tent. “Zander’s the patron of Eternix and has been since his arrival. That’s why the Eternix brothers, known as ‘the Watchers’ are so invested with him.”

      “I think the scholars you’ve been talking to smoke too much lingorsa weed.” Leonie ducked into the tent after him as the first drops fell around her. She yawned, closed the tent flap and settled down on her blanket. “It’ll take a lot to convince me Zander is anything special. Didn’t Lady Dianah and Lord Brendon die in that fire too?” She watched Feiron go to ‘bed’. It was fascinating to observe the illios get into a barrel. His blob shape flowed up around the sides and ‘poured’ into the hollow.

      “That is unclear. No one has been able to locate, or identify, their bodies. They strongly believe they have merely ‘returned to their origins’, not died.”

      “Crazy people,” was all she said.

      The drumming of the rain on the tent grew louder. Leonie checked her calf. The stab wound was healing well; she always healed quickly. Back under the covers and lulled by the rhythm of the rain, she finally dozed off.
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      The next day passed slowly. Leonie could wait hours to pick a pocket or scale a wall into a merchant’s warehouse, but she became quickly bored with this inaction. She measured the day in snoozes and irritating insect bites. The jolting of the cart did nothing to appease her mood. The trip soon lost any appeal and she itched everywhere.

      Gradually, change occurred; hills petering out to undulating plains; the plains became a patchwork of assorted types of crops for the markets in the city. Her interest picked up when the road re-joined with the river and signs of civilisation appeared.

      Leonie observed loaded barges making their way south. She was no expert, but it appeared they were having a hard time. Moving nimbly from one side to another, the bargemen were busy fending off flotsam or utilising long poles to steady their course. She heard the Urmaq was normally a placid river. Now it was a torrent of muddy water and debris.

      She sat in the back of the cart, watching the river as they snacked. “I reckon the rain we’ve had is nothing like up north.”

      “Agreed,” Feiron said beside her. “They say each year is getting warmer and more crops fail.”

      When it was time to go, Leonie took the reins. Feiron remained in the rear to practise his shape-changing technique. As an apprentice, his final testing included his ability to assimilate into several objects or persons. First, he assumed the form of the vorien merchant, followed by a large serpent, a rock, and a wooden barrel. His final attempt was of a young girl wearing a faded yellow dress.

      “I better stop before I lose concentration.” Feiron came forward to join Leonie. “Bad practice makes for bad forms.”

      “Those shapes looked fine,” she said. “The girl’s hair needs a lot of attention. It’s dull, too thick and lifeless. And the barrel, is it empty or full?

      “Hair causes me no end of trouble. It’s too fine a detail to assimilate.” He leaned closer to her and examined her hair. “I’m told no illios can do it, but it is a challenge I’ve set myself. As for the barrel, it’s empty. Once I refine it, I can reduce the size and give it some ‘content’ but what, I don’t know. I can achieve sounds with further practice. But I don’t think I’ll be liquid. Someone might think I’m wine and attempt to taste me,” he chuckled. “I find the concept of anyone consuming me abhorrent.”

      Leonie smiled at this scenario. “What more do you need to pass?”

      “At this stage, the least requirement to pass my apprenticeship is two of each shape; any race, plain objects and animals and hold them for several hours. I also have a crocodile in my repertoire. I’ll practise more tonight.”

      “You can work on the hair problem too,” Leonie suggested.

      “I can but try.” He didn’t sound positive.

      By late afternoon, another mass of clouds rolled in from the northwest. They reached the outskirts of Indras. Feiron took over the rein, changing back into the guise of Hectr when farmhouses became more numerous. “See that bridge over there?” He pointed to the stone structure spanning the Urmaq. “Any other time, we’d go that way. Although it’s hillier, it’s a much better road and passes through more villages. There’s a turnoff to Qelay after a few days.” He continued towards the congregation of cottages and warehouses. “However, our path is worse for wear, therefore less frequented, but more direct. It should save us several days.”

      “It’ll do then. The fewer travellers on the road, the better.” Leonie observed the town centre, checking if anyone seemed to take any undue interest in their arrival. There didn’t appear to be many places to stay, but they found lodgings at the farthest end of town. Leonie went to check out the area, finding the tavern had a large stable at the rear, backing right up to the riverside, along with its own small pier.

      “That’s so Da can ship in goods and ales from the north.” A young boy informed her. “He reckons it’s silly to use roads when there’s the river right under our feet.”

      “Thanks, son.” Feiron tossed him a silver coin. “There be another of those if you take good care of Argus.” He gave the animal a pat. “He’s worked hard for the last couple of days.”

      The boy’s eyes lit up at the coin. “Yes, mister. I sure will.”

      Leonie noted the number of horses in his care.

      “A few of ‘em are locals.” He saw her look. “Here to celebrate the end to the drought. We ‘av a group come from way up north. Nasty types, from the way they treated their mounts, though Da would cuff me for talkin’ bad about customers. Mercenaries, I reckon.”

      “I see.” Leonie grabbed her backpack from the rear of the cart. “And what makes you say that?”

      “Cos’ underneath their robes, some are wearin’ mail.”

      “I see. Well-spotted.” Leonie nodded in approval.

      “We don’t get many travellers ‘ere, neither.” The boy continued, filling Argus’s food trough with an assortment of vegetable peelings. “Normally all we get are the locals and those that don’t wanna be seen. Beggin’ your pardon, I didn’t mean you. Most travellers cross the river by the stone bridge; the road’s better. Nothing much north, except small farms and more swamp.”

      “It’s alright young fellow.” Feiron tousled his hair. “We take no offence. You’re very observant.”

      “Thanks, mister.”

      “It’s time we sought lodgings before they take all the rooms.” The old man waved as he followed Leonie out.

      The inn was a two-storey building of smooth river-rock with large timber beams above the windows and doors, supporting the upper floor. Inside to the left of the rear entrance, past the cellar door, was a stairway. On the right was the bustling kitchen, evident by the banging of pots and the mix of aromas wafting through the door. The front portion of the building contained the dining room.

      The chatter subsided when they entered. As the horses in the stable indicated, guests crowded the room. Many heads turned, and eyes marked their progress to a small table by the fireplace.

      A serving girl came over to see to their needs. The hubbub resumed, though subdued.

      “Welcome to the River Inn. I’m afraid there’s not a great selection left tonight.” She was polite but kept glancing at Leonie’s eyes. “We’ve some salad, vegetable soup and roast mutton.”

      “Anything will be better than what I’ve been eating lately,” Leonie said. “I’d like the roast thanks. As undercooked as you can.”

      “I’ll have the salad, sweetie.” Feiron smiled. “And a room for the night, if available.”

      “I’ll check with my Da,” she said, glancing at Leonie. “We might only have the one room left.”

      “I’m sure we’ll cope,” Feiron answered.

      “So then. Let me guess,” Leonie asked the young girl. “You don’t get many of my kind here?”

      “I’m sorry if I was staring.” The girl blushed. “In truth, we don’t. Your eyes are lovely.”

      “It’s okay. I know what it’s like to have a curious nature.”

      “Thank you. Dinner may be a bit longer than usual.” She glanced at the crowd. “Would you like anything to drink?”

      “Strong tea for me, and your best ale for my feline friend here,” Feiron answered.

      She moved off to get their dinner ready, weaving her way across the crowded floor with practised ease.

      While they waited, Leonie became aware she was the only obvious non-human in the room.

      “I wouldn’t worry.” The old merchant replied to her mutterings. “As the young lass said, they don’t get many travellers here. I don’t think they’d get many of any kind here. Humans are the majority in Athglenn, in fact, all of Shak’aran. It’s in the cities you come across a greater variety of races, especially in the ports.”

      The young girl brought their drinks, then disappeared back into the kitchen.

      Diners at the adjoining table, local farmers from their sturdy attire stood to leave. One patron, having consumed too much ale, fell backwards, landing awkwardly by the fireplace.

      Hectr and Leonie leapt to help, but Hectr was closer. He grabbed hold to help pull him to his feet. In the confusion that followed with the inebriated fellow, Hectr tripped, his hand ending up within the glowing coals scattering embers across the floor and sending sparks up the chimney. Even though it was only a few seconds, it was too late. Those who saw the incident murmured amongst themselves.

      Helping the drunk farmer to his feet, she checked for injuries. Apart from any embarrassing stories soon to be recounted around the township, he was unscathed. His wife and a friend escorted him out the door to the sound of mixed laughter and sympathetic calls from the other patrons.

      The portly owner of the inn appeared to soothe his guests and make sure all was well. The activity soon subsided and everyone resumed their seats. But now there were a few sidelong glances Feiron’s way.

      “How’s your paw?” Leonie asked, concern in her voice.

      Feiron looked at his hand. “Barely a mark,” he said as they resumed their seats. “I should be fine.” Then, in softer tones. “I’ll be able to regenerate most of the damage, but I suspect some here may have seen too much. Having a high pain threshold can sometimes be a disadvantage. Too late to howl in pain, I suspect.”

      “Is that a problem? They don’t appear to be a violent lot.”

      “Prejudice can affect people in different ways. I’ve seen it before,” he continued. “It can make the most pleasant of crowds an ugly beast. You’re only a bit different. You’re warm-blooded and, forgive me for saying so… resemble an overgrown pet, you’ll be fine. They may hate you, but they don’t fear you. To most of them, illios are akin to monsters. ‘Blobs’, as you put it. Something alien, who can walk amongst them in disguise without their knowing. I’ve found people fear what they don’t know or understand.”

      Further conversation stopped as the proprietor arrived with his daughter, helping to deliver the food. “Kind sir, you’ve my thanks for helping earlier. I hope you’ll not come to harm by the incident.”

      They thought it was an unusual way of putting it.

      “I’m Hectr and my companion is Leonie. Do I note a city accent?” Feiron asked.

      “Indeed, from Reenat. I’ve met illios before and know them, in a fashion.” He put out his hand. “If it’s not too painful, may I shake your hand in thanks?” He added quietly, “I’m aware of the looks you’re getting. Fine folk for the most part. I have, shall we say, a worldly reputation and they trust me. By this gesture, I hope we will avoid more harm.”

      Feiron stood up, grasping the man’s hand. “Ladies and gents,” he called out. “The next round is on me.” This created much noise as most of the diners called for more ale and wine immediately.

      The proprietor turned to his daughter. “Go fetch your brother from the stalls while I open another barrel.” Soon the dining room again bustled with good cheer. Except for the table with the suspected mercenaries. They glanced over often, less jovial than other patrons, but drinking more.

      As she ate, she continued watching them from the corner of her eye. If there was trouble, Leonie was certain they’d be at its centre. At the behest of some diners, Hectr went to mingle, some wanted to thank him for the drinks and helping their friend.

      Shattering glass silenced the room. One mercenary lurched to his feet; two of his companions held him back. He wasn’t looking at the illios. His hate-filled eyes were on Leonie.

      With a few terse words in his ear by a companion, the group dragged their hot-headed colleague up the stairs, words like bitch and filth carried across the tavern. The other mercs stood up and followed. Some were steadier on their feet than others.

      Oh great, they’re staying the night, Leonie thought. “Let’s hope they’re too drunk to cause any more trouble,” she muttered to Feiron.

      Their leaving signalled an end to the revelry. Soon all the diners ambled out the door, and the inn had become far quieter. Peals of thunder followed flashes of lightning.

      They both followed the young girl upstairs. “Here’s your room. Sorry for those men disturbing your evening. Thank Uthu they’re leaving tomorrow.” She hesitated, looking at Hectr. “We don’t get many of your kind here either.”

      “You mean an illios; a shapechanger,” Feiron supplied. “You may have seen us before, but been unaware,” he shrugged. “Would you like a quick demonstration?”

      “Yes, please. Very much.” She nodded.

      “I should warn you,” he continued. “It can upset some people.”

      “I won’t be scared.” Her voice shook.

      “But it might make you ill,” Leonie muttered, stepping past.

      “Don’t listen to her.” Feiron moulded his shape. First, he selected the vorien, then moved onto other forms from his repertoire, including the python and barrel.

      “Show off,” Leonie muttered, looking around the room.

      Her eyes were wide. “Ooh. You can change into anything you want?”

      “Up to a point.” He tried to explain. “I can shrink or expand my body mass but the shape must be within a certain range of size--” Her father called for her.

      “I must clean up, but thank you so much for showing me.” Her face broke into a huge grin as she backed out of the room. “My brother will be so jealous when I tell him.”

      “My pleasure, lass. Could you get your brother or father to bring up a cauldron or an empty barrel for me to sleep in? I don’t rest well on the floor or in a bed.”

      “I will,” she replied over her shoulder as she skipped down the hall.

      He closed the door behind her.

      “Are you quite finished?” Leonie yawned, surprised by her tiredness.

      “Yes, thank you. I love the look on their faces when I do that. It’s fun and good experience.” Feiron slid across the floor.

      Shedding most of her travelling clothes to give her tail some freedom, Leonie stretched before climbing into the big, soft bed. Feeling mellow, she realised the ale affected her more than she would have liked. “I reckon I could sleep through a thunderstorm.” She yawned again.

      “That may be the case.” He moved over to the small window. Water was teeming out of the sky. It didn’t look like it would stop soon. Lightning flashed to the northeast, with the faint sound of thunder heard over the rain.

      Leonie dragged herself out of bed and walked over beside him to peer out, catching sight of the flashes of light. She rolled her eyes as she turned back to the bed muttering under her breath. “More rain. That’s all I need,” she yawned before dropping off asleep.

      Shortly after, there was a knock at the door. Feiron oozed over to open it. The innkeeper rolled a barrel expertly into the room and placed it in the corner by a small table.

      “Ah. You’re a wonder. Thank you so much.”

      “It’s a pleasure. Goodnight to you both.”

      Feiron settled by a lamp with the book, amused by Leonie’s snore, sounding much like a purr.
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      Leonie awoke to her tail being shaken in the dim room.

      “Rise and shine,” said a cheerful voice from the foot of the bed.

      Leonie rolled over slowly, squinting at Feiron sitting on the end of the bed. “Will you settle for one out of two?” Leonie sat up with care. “That brew last night was potent enough to curl the tails of Slistorf.” She held her aching head in her paws. “What time is it?”

      “Dawn.”

      “Uh-huh.” Why did he have to be so damn happy? Her stomach churned like Delta’s harbour at the tide-turn. Glancing at the barrel, she wondered if he’d mind too much if she threw up in it. “I gather you slept well?” It wasn’t his fault she had no head for the local ale.

      “Yes indeed. That lovely woman in the kitchen has brought up some fresh nut-loaf and fruit for breakfast,” he said. “I’ve already eaten and paid for everything. Dig in and I’ll get Argus harnessed.” Feiron turned towards the door.

      Biting into the oven-warm loaf, she hoped the food would quell her nausea. Leonie watched Feiron in fascination. Instead of opening the door, he oozed underneath it, shrinking like a deflated bladder.

      When she finished her breakfast, she washed in the small basin before making her way down the stairs to the rear of the inn. The courtyard was a quagmire. The guilty clouds had now retreated to the southeast, but others were looming, ready to take their place. She tried to make her way to the stables without getting any mud on her but found that virtually impossible.

      Feiron, again back in the guise of Hectr, led the di’anth and cart into the courtyard. The horses belonging to the mercenaries were absent; hoof-prints in the mud left a trail to the south.

      The young lass stuck her head out the front door of the inn and waved as Leonie and Feiron rode off to the north. A few people braved the wet weather to carry out the necessary chores; otherwise, the streets of Indras were all but empty. The river, far more turbulent than yesterday, threatened to overrun the banks.

      “Another downpour like last night will flood this place I reckon,” she observed. Immersed in the book, Feiron managed a nod. Leonie shook her head, incredulous at the amount of interest he had taken in the book. She rode on with the sound of Argus’s feet sucking on the muddy road surface and the incessant buzzing of insects. The surrounding fields, newly tilled – now muddy, contrasted darkly with the green of the abundant crops in the adjacent fields. On the other side of the river was similar, all the way to the mountains to the distant west.

      By mid-afternoon, they approached the banks of a tributary of the Urmaq. Water lapped at its banks; the bridge was absent, washed away by the floodwaters. The road ended at the roiling water’s edge where only a few remaining pylons were to be seen.

      On the opposite shore amongst a scattering of willows and poplars stood a handful of cottages. Several coracles leant against the walls of boat-sheds. Others had been dragged well away from the rising waterline. No villagers were visible. If not for the smoke whipping out of the chimneys with the fresh breeze from the west, it was easy to think it was deserted.

      The pair contemplated their next move. Feiron suggested they try to entice someone from the village to ferry them across, but then they observed a lone rider approach from the hills to the east. They decided to wait as it became evident he was heading over to see them. Leonie prepared for the worst in case this was a trap.

      “G’day folks,” he called out as he rode up. “If ya not fancying a swim in this ‘ere Deraz, there be an old bridge way up in yon hills.” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder. The man looked to be well past middle age though, because of his weather-beaten face, may have been ten years younger. “No one in their right mind’ll be takin’ a boat to water. I had to use the other bridge me’self.”

      “How far is it?” Leonie asked, raising her voice as he stopped beside them. She hated water at the best of times and was not comfortable crossing, especially under these conditions.

      “Why do you youngsters always think us oldsters are deaf? The bridge is about a half day’s ride. Doubt you be getting there afore dark or the rain.” He turned to ride off. “There be a lot of mud sliding there too, so ya better take care.”

      “Thank you,” Feiron called out. The old man waved over his shoulder. They watched him ride south as they considered his words. “So, what to do?” he asked her.

      “I’m not keen to retrace our path back to Indras and follow the main road if that’s what you mean. The path less travelled is my preference.”

      “Well, that makes it easy then. I suppose we do as our friend suggests and go east into the hills.” Feiron flicked the reins and Argus trundled off the road onto the muddy trail the old farmer had recently travelled.

      No sooner had they started off again than the clouds let loose. Leonie scrambled to don her cloak. Feiron, changing back into natural form, seemed unperturbed; the drops ran off his skin.

      Travelling on the outskirts of the fields, they reached the start of the hills. Rough ground and woodlands forced them away from the waters’ edge and, as the old farmer had said, mudslides were frequent. Trusting in the strength and stability of the di’anth, they took their time as the narrow, winding trail took them higher into the rough country.

      Cresting a rise, they paused to survey the panorama of the countryside behind them – a checkerboard of fields split by the Urmaq, which continued to the base of the Central Ranges seen in the distance. Shafts of light from the setting sun streamed through gaps in the heavy clouds and danced across the fields, treetops and water. The eastern horizon was a continuation of the undulating terrain and forest.

      With the failing light, further travel in the dark would be folly in these slippery conditions. They camped within the shelter of a copse a short distance away.

      Movement – a glint – to the west caught Leonie’s eye as Argus started down the incline. Instead of getting Feiron to stop the cart, she hopped off, landing lightly.

      “Keep going, I’ll catch up,” she called out as she loped back to the summit. Shading her eyes against the glare, Leonie scrutinised the muddy track below.

      A group of horsemen were riding hard along the riverbank. In this waning light, the boggy soil and rough terrain made it easy for a horse to break a leg. At this distance, she couldn’t make out details. Another glint. Weapons? Armour. The mercenaries from the inn? A sense of urgency struck her. The numbers are about right!

      These riders must have good reason to risk their mounts with this foolishness, and only one came to her mind: the Seer’s Codex.

      Leonie considered her situation. Horses were faster and more manoeuvrable than a di’anth and cart, so they’d cut through the woods. At the rate they were travelling, assuming they didn’t lame a horse in the effort, the riders would more than likely reach the bridge sooner and stop any chance of escape. Coincidence? Not bloody likely! She sprinted on all fours over the hill to catch up with Feiron who was about to set up camp.

      “Riders coming fast,” she shouted. “Mercenaries from the inn.”

      “I thought they went south.” Feiron looked up in surprise as the feline ran up beside the cart, panting slightly.

      “Me too,” she said. “Stow that gear and I’ll drive,” Leonie called back, grabbing for the harness to hitch Argus to the cart. “You know, it would be really good if you could transform into something faster than a di’anth!”

      “Afraid not, and I wouldn’t be able haul–”

      “Just kidding.”

      Trusting her instinct for danger, Feiron secured the load without hesitation.

      The moment Leonie tightened the last strap she leapt to the seat and flicked the reins. Argus bellowed in protest as he tried to reach for another frond of the juicy leaves. A harder shake of the reins for extra encouragement and they were soon bouncing along the dim trail, mud splashing everywhere. Her night-vision and the beast’s stability allowed them to race headlong in the gloom. Branches and leaves whipped by as they sped along the path that wove through the woods. Leonie dodged as best she could. She avoided the worst, but now and then the sting of sharp-edged fronds left their mark, cutting into her despite the fur. Feiron, who had oozed into the seat beside her, absorbed the lashing with little regard.

      The cart trundled over the rutted surface, jolting her to the bone; she had to clench her jaws tight to stop her teeth from rattling. The road was now more rock than mud. Feiron held onto the seat with a couple of tentacles. He sat amiably, wobbling now and then. It reminded Leonie of a dessert she’d seen once – except there were no fruit pieces. There were some advantages to being a blob. “What’s stowed in back?” she asked aloud.

      “Tools, mining and farming implements, food and camping gear. Enough to look legitimate but nothing to fend off half a dozen cut-throats.”

      Leonie considered this as she ducked under more low branches.

      Argus’s breath steamed in the cool air, as his sides heaved like bellows. Di’anths were fine for the long haul, but sprinting was not their strong point.

      Stars shone down through a patch of clear sky as the pair shot out of the forest; a small clearing unfolded. On the far side a narrow bridge, barely wider than the cart, spanned the ravine. The distant roar of the torrent below reached them. The clearing on other side was like the one they raced across now, surrounded by woods, with a path leading into hills beyond.

      Halfway to the bridge, a shout erupted from the woods to their left and behind. Leonie didn’t dare look back, as she aimed for the centre of the dilapidated wooden bridge. A paw’s width, either way, would send them over.

      Feiron glanced around, seeing nothing, but hearing a lot of thrashing within the trees. The riders trying a shortcut, but having difficulty making their way through the thick undergrowth.

      “They’re trying to cut us off!”

      “I know. Let me think.” She risked a glance to her left as the source of the noise grew louder. As soon as they cleared the trees, the riders would be upon them. “Have you anything flammable?” she blurted.

      “Um yes, there’s a small barrel--”

      “Get it. If we break it open on the bridge, we can set it alight. That might delay them.” She concentrated on keeping a straight line as she aimed for the bridge.

      Feiron flowed to the rear before she finished, searching frantically. The cart rumbled onto the bridge. Hauling the barrel free from beneath the sacks, he rolled off the cart onto the bridge with a hatchet in his grip.

      Argus wheezed, drawing in great shuddering breaths. Knowing the poor animal wouldn’t be able to go on much longer, Leonie stopped as soon as they reached solid ground. Bounding from the cart, she raced to Feiron who had knocked a hole in the barrel’s top and was pouring the contents onto the wooden planks. There was barely enough of the thick fluid to cover the narrow structure.

      “Get out of here,” she ordered.

      “But you have no flint--”

      “I don’t need any. Go. I can do this.”

      As he backed away, a jubilant cry arose from across the ravine. Once the riders broke through the trees, they turned and sped across the open ground towards the bridge, sods of turf spraying in all directions.

      Unsure what Leonie had in mind, Feiron flowed back onto the cart. If the contents were what he thought, the further the better. “Keep your distance from that stuff,” he yelled.

      Leonie heeded his advice and backed off the bridge. Anything else he said was lost as she slowed her breathing, cleared her mind and concentrated; ignoring the thunder of the approaching hooves. With only minimal guidance in the arts of spell-casting, she began to draw in the power. She had to be very careful; drawing too much power was a danger, even when using a magical item, like now.

      The ring on her finger began to glow. A ball of heat, pitifully small, formed in her cupped paws. Why she did not feel any pain from the heat always surprised her. She focused on the oil slick at the centre of the bridge and sent the flame-ball across. Swiftly, it arced through the night.

      Darkness suddenly blossomed with heat and radiance. The resulting explosion threw her back and to the ground. Fading with the distance, the sound echoed along the cliff. The di’anth bolted, taking Feiron along as it tore through the night bellowing in fear.

      Across the ravine, the horses reared in fright, throwing all but two of the riders to the ground as they scattered around the clearing.

      Leonie staggered to her feet; a stabbing pain in her side.

      “Are you alright?” Feiron returned after regaining control of the animal.

      “Oh yeah. Fine.” Still shaken, she looked across the chasm. Struggling to control their terrified mounts, the riders were disorganised. The remains of the bridge supports jutted from the cliff face.

      “What was that stuff?” she asked.

      “That’s what I was trying to remember. I think it was balbon, a concentrated oil derivative and volatile.”

      “It certainly did the job.” She winced as she climbed into the cart.

      “You’re injured.” He started to fuss over her.

      “I’ll deal with it later.” She looked over her shoulder as they moved off. The cloaked riders watched, but the roar of the water obscured their shouts. “Let’s put some distance between us and them.”
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      Feiron slowed Argus and steered him towards a clearing by the side of the road. Even though they were only a short distance from the bridge, they remained out of sight from the riders behind a raised mound surrounded by trees.

      “What is it?”

      “Before we go any further, I better check your wound.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Feiron ignored her and moved to the rear of the cart.

      Leonie was tired and sore. Sighing, she examined the wound in more detail. In the fleshy area below her armpit, a piece of wood had embedded itself between her ribs. Any deeper could have been serious. Feiron need not know that, she decided. Extending a claw, she gingerly prised the splinter out, needing to cut a bit of skin to extract it. Hissing at the effort and nauseous with the pain, sweat matted her fur and trickled down her neck and back.

      Feiron returned with a small ceramic flask stoppered with a waxed cork, a bowl of water and some cloth. He rinsed the matted blood from her fur then gently smeared the wound with an ugly, grey-coloured ointment. It was thick enough to slow the bleeding, but smelled hideous, reminding her of dead fish rotting in the sun.

      “The Lyhosians call it miwalli,” he said. “I’m told it does wonders for almost everything.”

      “I reckon I’ll call it fish-rot. It certainly clears the lungs, though.” She winced as he wrapped a length of the cloth around her ribs. “Why do you have it? I didn’t think your type got cuts?”

      “I try to prepare for every possibility.”

      Leonie carefully swung her arms around, turned and twisted to check her manoeuvrability, testing her limitations. “Those riders were in a hurry. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “What and admit to my paranoia? That bridge is down for good. I think we’re safe for now.”

      “Being paranoid has saved me before. I’d better check. I won’t sleep if I don’t. And you know how irritating I can be without sleep.”

      “Even with slee--”

      Leonie cut him off. “Don’t get too comfortable in case we need to leave in a hurry. Another run like that won’t be good for Argus.”

      Slinking into the trees, she was nothing more than a whisper, using the foliage to keep out of sight. She reached the clearing in a matter of minutes, careful not to strain her wound. Across the ravine, Leonie saw the men between two fires. By their mannerisms, they were arguing, but the rumble of the water and distance proved sufficient to drown out any details. They had erected tents; the horses unsaddled and tethered to one side.

      Maybe I am too paranoid. Leonie waited, pulling a face as the dampness seeped into her fur. The men were settling down. They wouldn’t have bothered setting up a camp in the first place if they were intending to pursue tonight. Satisfied, she returned to Feiron with her news. Her injury had scabbed over while she watched, but the movement caused it to bleed again. Feiron won’t be happy.

      “You’re sure they’re the same ones from the River Inn?” Feiron asked when Leonie returned with her news.

      “Positive. I recognised the one that spoke out last night. When I left, they were bickering around a fire. I think they’ll wait for first light before they attempt to cross. Since they can’t see in the dark, it’d be suicidal for them to try.”

      Setting up camp became routine. Fed and watered, Feiron gave Argus a good rub down while Leonie looked for firewood dry enough to set alight. By the time she returned with a meagre load of wood, Feiron had almost finished setting the tent. She dumped the wood in a pile, sorted out the kindling and larger pieces, then started a small fire with a minute dose of power. The damp wood hissed and steamed in protest as the flames licked around them.

      “Let’s keep this fire small and douse it as soon as we’re finished. It doesn’t feel right, knowing those mercenaries are so close – even if they are stranded.”

      They set a pot to boil; the fire put out straight after. Soon, with steaming cups of tea, nut-loaf and cheese from the inn, they had time to rest in relative comfort. Both relieved the rain hadn’t spoiled it.

      The small amount of powershaping earlier had wearied her more than she expected. She decided she might not be thinking clearly. Leonie leant back against a wheel of the cart and tried to get comfortable, but couldn’t settle down. Faint background noises kept intruding; Argus munching on leaves, his feet breaking twigs as he moved, his tail dragging along behind; Feiron’s movements; the clink of cups, the swish of the tent flap opening and closing…

      The clatter of tin pots woke her. She sat up, wincing at the twinge in her side, realising she had dropped off to sleep.

      “Sorry to startle you,” Feiron said. “More food, perhaps?”

      She nodded, rubbing her eyes. While she nibbled, she recalled dreaming of the River Inn; images of patrons in farm attire eating. Robed figures, with a hint of metal armour underneath, burst in and set the place ablaze. Men and women ran screaming, but couldn’t get out.

      She described it to Feiron. “I can’t shake this feeling. Am I tired or still being paranoid?”

      “About those men? We can assume the search in Delta failed; they’d have to try somewhere else. They’re looking for a half-rrell… and here you are.”

      “But why didn’t they grab us at the inn? Why wait until now? Why this mad dash across the country in the dark? And why,” she finished, “are they wearing those cloaks with no insignia? What are they hiding?”

      “Who knows? They might be mercenaries working with the Deltan guards. Maybe they received a message. There are spies in Delta, you know.” He winked at her. “Those assassins certainly knew about the book. If we find who they were working for, we may find who our real enemy is. And not forgetting, south of Qelay, most guards answer to either Zander or one of the temples.”

      “Tell me,” she said, gathering the tin plates, “you’ve been studying the book. What could it possibly say to get Zander, or anyone, so concerned? Assuming there’s any truth about him being this ‘high one’. It’s just a book.”

      “The future and the past.” He put his cup down and picked up the book, flicking through it with a small tentacle. “One entry mentions the arrival of the eternal high ones, as I mentioned earlier, strangers who arrive on a pillar of fire. It says they are eternal and will bring with them great secrets far beyond our understanding, bestowing blessings and good fortune on those who follow them and believe in them. The interpretation is ambiguous.”

      Feiron quoted from the tome. “… ‘and a great light shall fall through the sky, bringing new wisdom and magic in a sky-vessel. Within lie those with great secrets that will enable the Chosen to return to their own origins.’ Another entry, dated a century later, also mentions the arrival, but declares the strangers are not what they seem and will eventually bring ruin and damnation on those who follow. The more devout the worshipper, the further the fall.”

      “I bet that part isn’t taught to them.”

      “There are several entries, all differ slightly.”

      “That’s the way with all predictions,” Leonie argued. “They say so many things – and none of it makes sense.”

      “Ah well, the essential details are similar. They do all agree with people coming from the sky. Perhaps the discrepancies are due to the amount of time between the different foretellings. The phrases are in differing styles and handwriting, an indication the book had been passed around a lot. We will have to ask Styx; to confirm the origins of the city and the rumours surrounding Zander, Dianah and Bren.”

      “Who actually wrote it? How old is it?”

      “There is no mention of any specific author, but the earliest entry here is,” he paused, flicking through the pages, “in 223. There’s a century between some entries.”

      “That’d make the book over a thousand years old.” She came over after cleaning up the dishes, wiping her paws on her loose shirt.

      “Remarkable yes, and durable. I’m intrigued to know from what the pages are made.”

      Leonie considered this while she banked up the fire. “All this is about the past; does it mention anything about now or the future?”

      “There’s a reference to the races returning to their origins… and also a mention of the departing of the high ones from this world.”

      “They die? You said they were eternal.”

      “Depends on your interpretation of ‘eternal’. It might mean ‘eternal life’, as some religions preach, which still involves death, but ‘departing from this world’ does not have to mean dying. Remember, they were from another planet or world. I’ve heard sages speak of the theory of other worlds. They say the stars are like our own sun, though very distant.”

      “But--”

      “It’s only theory and far beyond my understanding. No need to lose any sleep over it I should think. It’s not as if we will ever know the truth.”

      A few drops of rain began to fall, so they moved the conversation to the tent.

      “Do you think other worlds would be like ours?” she persisted as they made themselves comfortable inside.

      “Who knows what they are like? I’m no scholar, but I’ve been around, and a few things have occurred to me. All the races have their own unique mythology. We are all so very different; humans, rrell, voriens, seleth, glins’ool and hroltahgs, yet there is one thing common to all, hints that in the distant past we were not of this world. None of us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “For instance, in a lot of the legends from several races there is no mention of twin moons.”

      Leonie turned to him, waiting. “And?” she prompted.

      “That’s it. Only a mention of one moon; we have two. Where are the legends including both moons?”

      “Myths and rumours,” she muttered from the darkness. “Maybe bad translation …” she yawned, “or just make-believe stories for the young.”

      “Ah yes, but all rumours and lies – at least the best ones – have an element of truth.”

      “So, you believe them?”

      “Until I know for sure either way, I wouldn’t discount them completely.”

      Leonie’s ears twitched. Her head came up sharply.

      “Hear something?”

      She nodded. “Stay here,” she whispered. “I’ll take a look.” Crawling under the rear tent flap, Leonie skirted the edge of the camp, avoiding the light from the fire. She made her way in the direction of the noise; her dark figure blending with the shadows of the underbrush. To her right, she heard Argus snorting and chomping on leaves, undisturbed.

      Halfway to the tree line, her hackles rose. Deep within her being, she sensed a familiar tug – someone drawing power. Leonie gazed about anxiously. There – a faint glow off the trail where the trees were thickest – she saw a dark-robed figure raising an arm.

      Running across the sodden earth and dodging trees, her injury prevented her from using all four paws. Maybe it was the images of the dream haunting her, but she had a sense of deja vu. As she closed the distance, she was both concerned and relieved to make out only the one figure. Where are the others?

      Her best chance was to get him as he stood in concentration. Leonie recognised it before it happened; the releasing of the power. She was too late. There was a blinding flash followed by a thunderous explosion. Flames engulfed the tent.

      She hurled herself at him, glimpsing the surprise on his face before they both went down in a ball of fur and robes. A cry of agony punctuated the brief struggle. At first, neither of them moved, and then slowly, the robed figure stood up and staggered off into the woods, back towards the chasm. The crackling of the burning tent was drowned out by the frightened di’anth as its bellowing cut the night.

      Leonie lay unmoving in the long grass. A large snake slithered up to her through the underbrush, its tongue darting in and out. There was a brief blurring as it transformed into the illios. He flattened his body and oozed underneath, lifted and carried her gently back to the cart. Placing her on the ground, he splashed a small amount of water on her face.

      After a few moments, Leonie regained consciousness. With his help, she sat up slowly, ruefully rubbing her head. There was a large lump already forming behind her left ear. “So much for landing on my feet. That’s the second time tonight I’ve fallen flat on my face.” She scanned the campsite noting the smoking ruins of their tent, then back up to the path. “Where’s that bastard? I could’ve sworn I got him.”

      “You did, but it took a while. He collapsed a little beyond the tree line. Take it easy for a few minutes and catch your breath. Where do you hurt the most?”

      “Everywhere.” While waiting for her head to stop spinning, Leonie examined her bandaged wound. The brief tussle had reopened the gash, and it was bleeding again.

      “I will get more bandage,” Feiron offered, seeing her bloodied paws.

      “Don’t worry. This blood’s not mine,” she said.

      “We better see to that at least.” He pointed to her ribs.

      “What happened? I left you back in the tent?”

      “Your hearing is superior. If you think you heard something to cause alarm, that’s all I needed.”

      “The book?” Ignoring the throbbing in her head and side, she stumbled to where the tent had been, and searched the smouldering debris. She straightened up with the blackened tome in her grasp. The leather cover was charred. Thinking the book ruined, she thumbed through the pages. They were undamaged.

      Feiron joined her. “An unusual material indeed.”

      Now that they had found the book, Feiron insisted she sit down to allow him to dress her wounds and examine her head properly. She complained, but kept still long enough for him to attend to the minor injuries.

      When he finished, they went to examine the attacker’s body. They found him face down amongst the underbrush.

      “Thought so. One of the fellows from the inn.” It was easy to see the manner of death; he had lost a lot of blood from a severed artery in his thigh.

      “It would have been good to ask him some questions.”

      “He wasn’t in a talkative mood.” Leonie crouched to search him for some indication of whom he really worked for. “A ‘soaker’; he’s removed his chain mail otherwise he wouldn’t be able to cast. Metal interferes with drawing power,” she explained. “Channelers cast using the power from within, so can wear armour.”

      “You seem to know a bit about powershaping,” Feiron said. “I’m curious how you knew to cast the fire spell earlier.”

      “I didn’t really cast anything.” She brushed back some of her fur and showed him the ring on her finger. “I ‘found’ this in my travels and managed to learn a bit about it. I thought you’d know more.”

      “We illios have no ability to cast; something to do with our body; the way we are formed.”

      “Yeah well, like I said, I’m no powershaper. I can see it, but only know the one trick, and that’s purely because of the ring.” She looked at the body again. “He was taking a risk to fireball us – unless he knew the book would be safe.” She continued with her search, finding a belt-pouch containing several coins. Some were Deltan, but others were from Reenat, as indicated by the etching of a rampant gryphon and crown, the emblem of the Royal House of Athglenn.

      “This chap’s been on the road for a while. I wonder what he was doing all the way up there.” Feiron pointed out the coin’s origins.

      “Spying perhaps.” Leonie noticed a medallion with a motif of a flame under the robes. “This certainly explains a lot.” She reached for it, but the moment she laid her paw upon it a flash of scorching heat assailed her. Dropping the disc with a hiss, she whipped her singed paw to her mouth. “You know what this means?” she asked, sucking her fingertips.

      “More bandages?” Feiron recognised the Fire temple motif on the round metal disc. “Indeed. The Brotherhood of the Flame. We have a group of Woorin zealots after us.”

      “This could be bad,” she said.

      “The Woorin temple has been trying for decades to oust the Watchers – those worshipping Eternix – from being Zander’s pets. Maybe this book can do it for them, or perhaps a force to be taken more seriously. But then again, perhaps Zander’s still behind this. I hear he can be devious, pitting one group against the other.”

      “Let’s hope other sects aren’t in on it, otherwise we’ll have a religious war on our paws.” Leonie stood up and brushed the dirt off her knees. They turned to go back to camp. Halfway there, Leonie stopped abruptly.

      “Idiot,” she muttered. “How’d he get across?” She glanced at Feiron. “And where are the others?”

      Both turned as one to the path and raced back to the cliff.
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            MISCHIEF IN DELTA

          

        

      

    

    
      “There’s a half-rrell involved master. I sense she knows something,” Rodi said. Picking himself up from the temple floor, he wiped the trickle of blood from his ears onto his red Seeker robes. He had been focusing on the telepathic link made possible via the priest’s amulet until the moment the troublesome feline touched it, causing a back-lash. The female half-rrell was not a member of their temple. Discordant emanations relayed back through the link to stun him, resulting in his injuries.

      “Pagh. One half-caste bitch?” Coundar ignored the Seeker’s pain. “What could she possibly know or do?” The High Priest of the Woorin Temple paced the floor. “What in the blazing hells made that fool Karig go off by himself?”

      “The others appeared to be… less committed, master. I understand they argued that the bridge being down was too much an obstacle.”

      “Are you still in contact or did you lose them when Karig died?” Coundar interrupted.

      “I’ve lost it, master, but can attempt a transfer contact through another.”

      “Do so. Tell those other fools to get that book at any cost. They do not want to come back without it. Tell them to kill the interfering feline, and that illios.” Coundar’s eyes flashing a baleful red. “I want no one to know of this.” He turned and stormed out.

      Coundar strode down the wide corridor, his black robe billowing behind. The torches in the sconces flared as he passed. He entered another room at the far end of the passage. Three novice Seekers were in trances, each with a small burner on a small table in front of them.

      “What news?” he demanded.

      “The Watchers are still carrying out their futile searches in the city,” one replied, unaware of his master’s ire. “They lost the trail when the assassins struck, before the courier delivered the book into the hands of--”

      One of the other acolytes went rigid, her mouth widening in a silent scream before she collapsed to the floor, a small amount of blood oozing from her eyes, ears, nose and mouth.

      “That’s Mina,” the first Seeker said without emotion. “She was keeping surveillance on members of the Death Sect. They must’ve discovered her presence and now know we’re also searching for the tome.”

      “Has she mentioned anything?” He stood over the female body twitching on the floor. He recognised her; she had been ambitious and for a while, entertaining.

      “Only that they sent agents out of the city in several directions.”

      “Lucky for her, then. Let them have her. She was careless.” Coundar turned to the third acolyte who had several candles and personal items of the other temple high priests in front of him. “And you?” Coundar barked.

      “Master,” he said in an irritating falsetto. “It’s believed one of the sages was responsible for the Jart’lekk attack on the courier. The other sects still appear to know nothing. I’m scanning them all one at a time.” Perspiration ran down his face, dripping onto the table as he placed one of the items down. He picked up another and began the intense concentration required. It was an awkward task, swapping mind-link from one recipient to another, especially over longer distances. The wet weather was an added hindrance. The mixing of the elements, in this case, Air and Water, interfered with each other.

      A hand lashed out and gripped Coundar’s ankle with inhuman strength. He teetered, flailing his arms about as he lost balance. With an oath, he tumbled to the stone floor.

      Mina crawled towards him, dead eyes glistening black orbs.

      He kicked at her, trying to scramble away. “Guards,” he yelled, trying to get to his feet. “Guards!”

      The Seekers, only vaguely aware of the events, fell out of their trances, stumbling over to help. Their initial efforts to pull her away were ineffective. Mina’s strength was too great.

      The door burst open as four guards ran in, believing they saw the three acolytes attacking the High priest, but then they saw Mina’s face. The guards stepped in and impaled her with their spears. This slowed her down, but her grip on the high priest weakened.

      With a vicious kick, Coundar freed himself and stumbled to his feet. He whirled around, enraged. Mina was now rising, reaching out for anyone, oblivious to the four spears embedded in her chest and abdomen. Blood ran freely, matting the robes to her body. A spear pulled free, severing a vein. Blood sprayed across the floor. The two remaining acolytes scattered in horror, their faces as pale as the dead woman.

      “Beware my wrath.” He raised his hand, palm facing forwards. The raging fire in the hearth died down as he drew in the power and focused. A thick shaft of scintillating red light struck out, hitting Mina’s body squarely in the chest. The guards shielded their eyes from the intense magical heat, dropping their now smouldering weapons and moving back to safety.

      As the fierce heat engulfed her, the undead body staggered around the room, arms windmilling. Her flaming robes threatened to ignite anything they touched. Acolytes and guards clambered over each other in fear, avoiding the conflagration.

      One of the more courageous guards picked up a chair and used it to push her into a corner, away from the others. It immediately caught fire from the unnatural flames, but it was enough. Mina fell writhing to the floor. Within moments her body, blackened beyond recognition, was now a grotesque lump of bone and charred, crackling flesh filling the room with an overpowering stench. One of the younger acolytes threw up in the far corner at the sight and smell.

      “The Deathers want to play games, do they?” Coundar gathered his robes about him, breathing heavily and perspiring. “Maybe they delved into Mina’s mind and found out more than we thought.” He studied the corpse, noting the guards’ reluctance to approach.

      Contemptuously, he ordered them to dispose of the body with a wave. “Continue the surveillance,” he commanded the telepaths as if nothing had occurred. “I want to hear of any new developments immediately.” Coundar strode out.

      The two remaining telepaths glanced at each other nervously. One of them opened a window to release the reek of death to the night air. The other acolyte, giving the guards and charred corpse a wide berth, went to rebuild the fire before resuming his seat.

      It took them a long time to clear their heads enough to carry on with their tasks.
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        * * *

      

      “So Alen,” Lothas said. “You picked up Mina’s last thoughts, did you? Good. You’re progressing.” He beamed at his capable apprentice sitting opposite. The High Priest of the Temple of Opsyss, aged in his forties, was wearing the customary blood-red robes of his station. Tattoos across his shaved head, ideograms of the Order, showed his rank and the events that influenced his rise. His pupil, a thin man of about nineteen summers, was in a black smock, his hair still intact, with beaded plaits.

      The two men sat back in the cushioned chairs in the rear of the Temple of Opsyss and sipped wine. The incense burner on the marble table had expired.

      “Did you note how sloppy her attempt to penetrate my screen was? Those telepaths from Woorin are pathetic. Very poorly trained.”

      “Yes, master, but that technique you used to control the body’s movements.” Alen moved to the edge of the seat in his eagerness. “I’ve not come across that before.”

      “Nor should you. You’re still far from that level of training. One cannot rush these things. You were privy to it only because the occasion arose,” Lothas pointed out. “Coundar needed a scare. It has been too long since I had a laugh. That is enough for this evening, young Alen. I doubt anyone they bring out tonight to replace her will be any better. Go and study on what you have witnessed, concentrate on the methods I used to thwart her probing.”

      “But--”

      “I know you’ve done it before.” He lifted his wineglass in the general direction of the Woorin Temple across the plaza. “All students think they know enough; have practised enough, but like Mina, they won’t know if they have perfected the skill until it’s too late. Go now. I must consider the information I’ve gleaned from her dying mind. I feel tonight will show some promise.” Lothas resumed his sipping, already deep in thought.
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            FIRE-FIGHT AT THE CHASM

          

        

      

    

    
      Leonie and Feiron moved to the edge of the clearing next to where the bridge had once been.

      “What are they up to?” Feiron deferred to Leonie’s night vision.

      “One of the brothers is nursing injuries and staying back with the horses. The others are heading for the ravine.” She peered at the edge about thirty feet away. “There’s a rope and a grapple spanning the gap. It looks like we’ve company coming.”

      “In your condition, I don’t much like our odds.”

      “Let’s see if we can even them out then.” Leonie crawled forward.

      “How did I know she’d say that?” Feiron’s image blurred as he transformed into a serpent.

      Leonie moved as close as she dared to the ravine without being seen, crouching behind one of the many small boulders scattered about. A large snake slithered through the grass towards the cliff as she waited. She watched as it progressed towards the hook embedded in the ground. “What’s he up to now?”

      One of the brothers started climbing along the rope while his companion watched. The climber was upside down with his legs over the rope, pulling himself along with his arms, then dragging his feet behind. The rope sagged with his bulk, making a wide ‘v’. His lack of fitness was telling, and it didn’t take long for him to start wheezing.

      The snake slithered onto the rope, coiling around as it moved out.

      “A neat trick,” Leonie acknowledged, glancing at the activities of the second group.

      They were ten paces further up and attempting to cross near the ruined bridge. After a few swings, the grappling hook arched high into the night. It bounced off a rock and when the thrower pulled it taut; it came loose, ripping up tufts of grass. He hastily re-coiled the rope.

      Meanwhile, the first climber was in difficulty. He slapped at the snake with little effect before he tried to reverse his direction and head back. His panicked movements caused the rope to bounce and sway. His companion called out, waving him on. The serpent continued its harassment.

      When the man lost his grip he cried out, but his legs stopped him falling. Dangling upside down, his tunic fell, obscuring his sight. Flailing his arms blindly, he only tangled his garment further. Seconds later, he slipped from sight, lost in the foaming waters below. His comrade on the other side baulked, but with a shouted order from a stocky brother, he prepared himself.

      Feiron reversed his direction and slithered off the first rope to join Leonie.

      “I’ll take this one. I have a few questions.” She prepared to crawl out to the rope.

      After watching Leonie creep out, her belly low to the ground, Feiron slinked to an area opposite the second group and transformed into a shape similar to one of the many boulders. With the rope once again gathered, the second group threw again.

      With a clang, the hook landed. Relying on the concealment of the night to protect him, the illios flicked it over the edge before it snagged. From their wild gesticulations, a furious argument was taking place between the two on the opposite bank. They re-coiled the rope and prepared for another throw.

      The brother Leonie had been watching tapped into the power. A small ball of flame formed above his head, lighting the area around him for a few paces with a pale-yellow glow. He also drew a dagger from a sheath, gripping it between his teeth before lowering himself onto the rope. Climbing hand over hand, he seemed in better physical shape than his predecessor. The rope dipped rhythmically with his movement, placing him out of her sight intermittently. The small flame floating above his head bobbed in unison, causing distorted shadows to grow and shrink.

      Leonie used these moments to edge closer to the grappling hook. Shortly after she arrived, a hand slapped the ground in front of her. They met face to face as he was about to haul himself up. His eyes grew wide in fear. Foetid breath washed over her as he swore between clenched teeth. The climber was hanging, one arm on the cliff edge and one still grasping the rope.

      “Hello man.” Leonie flashed him a smile. “So then.” She flicked her violet eyes to the flame. “I see your sect likes fire, but tell me, how well do you like water?”

      His answer was unintelligible. Spittle ran down his chin.

      “Here, let me help.” Leonie reached out with her left paw and took the dagger from his mouth. His reluctance to part with it caused him to receive a cut to his lip for his troubles. Blood and dribble mingled, flowing freely.

      “Filthy wench,” he raged, attempting to climb up. Leonie firmly placed her claws on his hand, with enough pressure to draw blood.

      “Such language, and you a brother of the cloth too,” she chided. “I want answers man, or else you can follow your friend and start swimming lessons.”

      He took the hint, being in no position to force the issue.

      “Who’re you working for? Why are you after us?”

      He tried to retreat, but again she applied pressure with her claws, careful of her burnt fingers. “These are simple questions; answer and you can go. Remember, you started this when your friend came over and tried to fry us.”

      He remained silent. Leonie noticed his arms trembling with fatigue, and doubted he’d be able to make it back, but she didn’t dare let him up either.

      The brother closed his eyes and began muttering under his breath. At first, she thought he was praying. Then sensed the familiar drawing of power. There was nowhere for her to run to in time. Frantically, she dragged the knife back and forth across the rope. The dagger was blunt. I could chew through the rope faster than this! Blocking the pain from her burn, she sawed madly using both paws.

      The ball of light dimmed. A sneer creased the brother’s bloodied lips. Then he began muttering a spell. The rope jerked as part of the cording twanged, but still, it held. Leonie didn’t stop her frantic sawing.

      The last strands unravelled with his weight. His eyes opened wide as he fell. The chanting faltered when he lost concentration. The built-up power had nowhere to go. His body could not contain it. The energy burst out of him in as it sought a path back to freedom.

      Leonie drew back from the edge. A bright flash lit up both sides of the clearing as rolls of thunder echoed up and down the ravine. The air reeked with the smell of bile and charred skin. Chunks of super-heated flesh rained down, hissing and steaming when they spattered on the damp ground. Crawling away in a daze, bright spots hampered her vision. She shook her head to clear it and the ringing in her ears.

      Raised hackles gave a split-second warning as the ground to her right erupted in a fireball. Leonie instinctively rolled to the left and stumbled towards the trees on all four paws. Staggering behind a pile of rocks, she slumped in a heap, desperately trying to regain her senses. Sucking in a couple of long, deep breaths, she moved around, carefully glancing over the boulders.

      Smoke rose from a charred area beside the grappling hook. The three remaining brothers stood on the far edge, pointing and peering into the gloom.

      “Are you alright?” Leonie jumped at Feiron’s touch. “Didn’t you hear me?”

      “Slistorf!” She turned to see Feiron behind her. “I think I’ve gone deaf.” She shook her head to clear it, but only made it worse.

      “I doubt that. Maybe a bit shaken. Sit and catch your breath.”

      “I was doing that until you scared the crap out of me.” She ran her fingers over herself. “No new injuries.”

      “You were lucky. If they could see in the dark, you’d be charred too.”

      Shrugging, she resumed her watch of the worshippers. “I was as weak as a kitten after I blew up the bridge. If we make them cast enough fireballs, they’ll get tired, and we’ll have a chance.”

      “Are you sure you’re up to this?” Feiron asked, but then answered himself. “Forget it. You’d say you were, regardless. I have a counter-strategy. I’ll distract them when the hook catches. You then fireball the rope. It will burn, or at least be too damaged for them to risk climbing over.”

      “Yeah. How many grappling hooks can they have? I like your plan better.”

      With a nod, he ambled off through the woods while Leonie slunk as close as she dared; the rocks keeping her approach obscured. They were preparing to throw the hook again. When it snagged, she saw Feiron rush out from the woods, angling his way across the clearing. He threw a rock to gain their attention.

      Already one was casting while another brother lowered himself onto the rope. Leonie concentrated on her task, eyes steady on the rope. She needed only a small amount of power for her task. If she missed, she might conjure up one more attempt. Kneeling, she opened her palm and let fly. The fireball shot through the air, bursting on impact. The rope caught alight immediately.

      It took the brother on the rope a moment to realise his dilemma. He struggled to move back. When the rope burned through, he swung down and smashed into the opposite cliff-face.

      Their response had been swift as a flash of flame incinerated the area where Feiron had been. She hoped he avoided it as she crawled back to the edge of the wood. While waiting, she wondered what it would do to him – considering his fluid form.

      Out of sight, they both watched from the tree line for any further attempts at crossing the ravine. The two remaining brothers stood on the opposite side. Whatever they discussed was unknown, but they eventually decided on a plan. Together, they removed their amulets and tossed them into the raging river far below and retreated to their campsite.

      When satisfied they weren’t up to any tricks, Leonie and Feiron wearily walked back to the site.

      “I think we were lucky,” Feiron said. “It’s likely that group was inexperienced. Maybe we killed their leader? But either way, I suspect they relinquished their calling when they tossed the amulets into the ravine. They will not be returning to the temple. I hear Coundar is unforgiving of failure. However, I have no doubt others will come. And they will be far more experienced.”

      Back at their campsite, Leonie retrieved what she could from the remnants of the tent. Feiron went in search of Argus who had broken his tether when the first fireball struck. The cook-fire had been rekindled and a pot of tea was simmering by the time he returned. Leonie leant against the cart, rubbing ointment into small cuts and her singed paw.

      “How’s Argus?” she asked, not looking up.

      “Not as battered and bruised as you.” Feiron placed a bag of meal around the di’anth’s muzzle before slumping a short distance from the fire.

      “I’ll live.” Leonie sat next to him with a groan. “Do you think there’s a link through those amulets?”

      “I think discarding them was more than symbolic.” Feiron nodded. “We can assume Coundar, or whoever is behind this, is aware of tonight’s activities. I suggest we get some rest and move off first thing in the morning.” He reached for the pot. “But there’s always time for another cup of tea before sleep.”

      Although the clouds had drifted away, the pair moved under the wagon in case the fickle weather turned. Sleep came quickly, any discomfort forgotten.

      Dawn coated the horizon in an amber sheen and the clear sky promised a bright day ahead. A small sky island drifted off to the south. They watched it until it had dwindled into the distance. Feiron prepared breakfast while Leonie watered and fed Argus.

      As the reptoid ate, she examined his legs and tail for any cuts or injuries from last night’s run through the forest. “I’ll check on our friends, see what they’re up to,” she said to Feiron afterwards. “I won’t be long.” Moving off, she bypassed the area where the body lay.

      Crows hopped around on both sides of the deep ravine. There was no sign of the brothers other than the smouldering remains of the campfires. Wisps of smoke curled up into the still air.

      Leonie ventured closer to the edge. Crows squawked and cawed at her approach, but didn’t fly off, just hopped away until she passed. She didn’t need to look to know what they were pecking at; the cloying smell of burnt flesh remained in her lungs.

      Peering over the rim of the ravine, she guessed it was about three storeys down to the churning white froth. Further downstream, the chasm widened. Picking up one of the grappling hooks, she looked at it before tossing it.

      “Are you sure they left?” Feiron handed her a plate on her return from the ravine.

      “As sure as one can be.” Leonie squatted opposite him. “The place is deserted, and the fire is smouldering ash.” Steam wafted off the strips of cured meat and mashed vegetables heaped in the centre. Her mouth salivated, and she wiped her lips in case she drooled.

      “I thought after last night’s activities you’d need a decent meal,” he said. “We have enough, so dig in.”

      She nodded in reply, her mouth already full.

      After breakfast, Feiron insisted on checking her injuries before they hooked up the cart. The gash near her ribs had bled, but otherwise, everything else looked clean enough. There was no harsh redness to show any infection. He reapplied more balm before wrapping the worst in a bandage.

      “You must try to be more careful. This is the last of the bandage.”

      They moved along the little-used trail, giving Argus an easy time of it. The day proved to be warm and the roads dried quickly. The trail angled north-west, leading out of the foothills to another plain. After high-sun, they re-joined the trail about three leagues up the Urmaq River from where the Deraz fed into it. Even when she was taking her turn at the reins, Leonie spent much of the time looking over her shoulder. Argus kept to the road, regardless.

      “I very much doubt anyone will be crossing yet,” Feiron said.

      “I know, but I get this feeling of being watched.”

      Feiron looked around. Some fields lay fallow, while some had ears of corn bent over from the recent weather. There were clumps of trees scattered about, but no dwellings were in sight. High above, a hawk pivoted and then hovered, searching for prey.

      “Do you think they’ll stop searching after we deliver the book?”

      “Zander is an egomaniac – he won’t stop; after last night, neither will the Woorin brotherhood. Then there’s the Jart’lekk to consider – they may not be after the book themselves, but they’ll not forget the two dead colleagues you left back in Delta. No, I’m afraid to say things will not get any better soon.”

      “I didn’t think so either,” Leonie said.

      “Besides, they probably think we know what’s in it. If they don’t get the book itself, then they’ll continue in their efforts to get us, believing we’ll be the only ones to tell them its contents.”

      “Doesn’t sound promising.”

      By mid-afternoon, they arrived at a much more placid watercourse with a small sturdy wharf. A simple system of ropes and pulleys indicated a ferry was still operating. A gong hung from a low branch and from that, a mallet.

      Feiron stopped in the tree’s shade. Leonie ambled over to the gong and gave it a hard smack with the mallet. After the resonating sound faded, she saw movement on the other bank as a man emerged from the small hut. Shortly after, another figure joined him.

      The pair of travellers snacked and watched as the ferry approached. There were two methods to move it; by gripping the thick rope and walking backwards from bow to stern, or standing and hauling on the rope. By the time the barge thumped into the wharf, Leonie, and Feiron in the guise of Hectr the merchant, were ready to board with the fee for their passage in hand.

      Dusk found them entering Swangrove, another small village about four leagues to the north of the Deraz ferry.

      The swelling of the Urmaq river left a distance of ten paces between the water and the road. The bent grass and debris evidence it had been higher recently. A cluster of about a dozen buildings lined the road. Cheery, yellow light from the larger one near the middle of the town cast long shadows across the road, beckoning weary travellers to enter.

      They tethered the di’anth to a post and peered inside from the open door before they entered. A few patrons sat around the fire, mugs in hand. They looked up as the floorboards creaked to see an old man and a half-rrell.

      Considering the troubles resulting from the last time they visited an inn, they ordered meals, booked a couple of rooms at the back and kept to themselves. After their meal, they took Argus to a stall around the back, leaving him in the capable care of the stable-hand.
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            GET OUT OF MY HEAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Am I dreaming? Leonie was confused. A strange brown glow began to throb in her head, and with it, a presence. Who are you?

      Surprised at her awakening, Lothas controlled his response. There, there, the voice in her head soothed. It doesn’t matter who I am, other than a friend. My master requires me to use whatever means are necessary to obtain that tome by your feet. I’m inside your mind to direct you to bring it to me, and no, you are not dreaming. This is real.

      Where are you? What do you want? Leonie sensed a dim, brown light in the darkness.

      Physically, I’m in Delta. Lothas, the High Priest of Death dared not let on she was at the extreme range of his abilities. We require the codex. Your body will feel no pain. The brown pulse flickered black. In fact, you’ll not be aware of any part of the journey, the voice assured her.

      Who’s your master? Leonie asked. Though the voice in her head was saying kind words, there seemed to be a darker presence.

      The great Lord Opsyss.

      I’ve heard a little bit about him.

      He is most powerful. You will soon get to know him well for your service.

      What service?

      I sense your unease. Rest assured, ultimately, you will be well-rewarded. He knew now he should have tried harder to kill the wench in her sleep, but at this extreme range, it was difficult. Get her closer, and her fate – and his success – would be sealed. Now she was aware, and there was that mysterious barrier in her mind, she might be troublesome. He had to try again later--

      Get out, her mind screamed.

      Darkness engulfed her. At first, she thought she would sleep, but then realised she was already asleep. Too late, she grasped the reality as cold darkness descended.
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        * * *

      

      Hectr knocked on his companion’s door. There was no reply. He checked to see he had the right room; certain it was the one diagonally opposite his own. As he knocked harder, the door slipped open.

      “Leonie?” he called, pushing the door open further and stepping through.

      The bed had been slept in, as evident by the twisted sheets, but was now empty. He felt the sheets. They were cold. Puzzled, he went downstairs to the front of the inn. The door was ajar. He turned at a sound from the kitchen but found only the cook preparing the breakfast. The lass lifted a tray of fresh loaves from the oven. She shook her head when he asked if she’d seen Leonie. Picking up his pace up in concern, he went to the stables at the rear of the building.

      Argus was there curled up in a divot in the dirt, but other than the cart and a donkey, the stable was empty. It was unusual for her to wander off. He ran around the inn to the road. There was no sign of her in either direction. At a loss, he spotted the stable-hand collecting shellfish from traps by the river.

      “Ho there, lad,” he called.

      Putting down the trap, the boy stood up quickly. “Will you be wanting your di’anth and cart readied?”

      “I’m not sure. My young, hairy friend has wandered off. I was hoping you might have seen her.”

      “No, sir.” The lad shook his head.

      “Never mind, lad. I’m sure she’ll turn up.” Feiron hurried back to the inn, his mind racing. When he left her last night, she had retired with the book held in her paws. He searched her room. Her pack was still there by the bed, but there was no book.

      Only now did he seriously consider her words the day before, about the feeling of being watched. Somehow, someone managed to get close enough to spirit her and the book away. He ran to the stable, wondering why they’d want her if they had the book. Another thought chilled him – what about the Jart’lekk? If Leonie was correct when they spoke back in Delta, he was certain they’d not given up, not with the loss of two of their own. If they had been this close without discovery, Leonie would be a corpse; himself along with her. Her disappearance remained a mystery – it was not their way.

      No matter which way he looked at it, none of this boded well. He dragged the saddle from the cart and strapped it onto Argus’s broad back. When he grabbed the reins and swung up into the seat, the di’anth stomped several times at the awkward weight. It had been a while, Feiron recalled, since either of them had been near a saddle. As an afterthought, knowing Leonie’s abilities in accumulating injuries, he extended an arm to reach over and grabbed his satchel from the back of the cart.

      He gently backed the beast out of the enclosure and turned him into the lane. At the road, he turned to the south. It was a sheer guess. All he considered at that point was Delta; Jart’lekk, the Woorin Temple and anyone who had an interest in the Seer’s Codex lay in this direction.

      Argus stomped to the south, his webbed feet slapping the road as he picked up speed.
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        * * *

      

      Leonie found herself in complete darkness and silence, making her feel claustrophobic. She didn’t think she was dead.

      The ‘voice’ spoke the truth. She could feel nothing, hear nothing. Her senses registered nothing; only part of her mind seemed to be active. She could admit to herself her fear. Leonie heard that when you died, you could meet up with those who had passed away before. Death held no joy for her. The thought of the possibility of meeting those she had killed didn’t make her feel good in the slightest. There was no one here, though. Nothing. That meant one of two things. Either what she’d heard had been lies, or she lived.

      If she wasn’t dead, then she was angry. This Lothas had entered her mind and taken over her body to do with as he pleased. Regardless of how sorry he said he was, it was her body. She wanted it back. She didn’t enjoy being trapped in this dark place in her mind, and he was taking the book.

      Lothas worked for Lord Opsyss, not Woorin. So, he wasn’t from the Brotherhood of the Flame. One was as bad as the other. Leonie’s thoughts raced. Where am I? How do I get out of here? She searched in vain. How can I escape from my own mind? This place reminded her of being stuck in a barrel.

      Leonie panicked as forgotten childhood memories burst forth. Wandering the backstreets of Delta, a bunch of street kids had chased her. She had run off, hiding inside a barrel. They passed, but when she had lifted the lid to look one of the slower kids lagging behind his friends spotted her. Before she could get out of the awkward hiding place, they wedged the lid down tight. Trapping her in the cramped dark. She remembered them laughing; kicking and banging the sides until her head rang like a drum. Leonie struggled to find a weak point. A final kick toppled the barrel, and it started to roll. Their laughter faded with the increasing rumbling and distance.

      She became dizzy. The noise as it bounced over the cobbles was worse than anything she heard before.

      The noise stopped abruptly. Her stomach heaved as the barrel fell. For a second, she thought everything was getting better, but then there was a big splash. Leonie had smacked her head hard. The next thing she knew, there was water all around her. Salt water. She had rolled into the harbour--

      You will have to save yourself again. With her mind’s eye, she perceived this thought as a pale, blue light pulsing faintly each time he spoke.

      What?

      Save yourself. Fight back. How is this any worse than your time in the barrel?

      Who are you?

      A friend.

      The other voice said he was a friend too.

      I am here to help you, not control you.

      Her head throbbed again. Everyone wanted the book and to use her to get it. Confused and uncomfortable, the darkness swelled and rolled in her head. Was this another trick to get her to change her mind? All she wanted was peace and quiet. Go away.

      That is it. Get angry. Do not let that priest use you like a puppet.

      I said go AWAY. She didn’t know what to do. Instinct took over. I want you OUT OF MY HEAD.

      Make me go. Concentrate your Will. Fight as hard as you can.

      She pushed, envisioning the blueness dwindling in size, becoming fainter. She was back in the barrel, using her legs and pushing her back against the sides--

      You will have to push harder. Lothas will eventually kill you, you know. It is what he does. The blue light pulsed again. You need to strengthen your mind as soon as possible.

      Lothas’ brown pulse reappeared, dimmer. What’s happening here?

      You’re leaving too!

      You’re supposed to be dead, girl. The brown pulse flared, remaining firm for a time before fading again. Where have you been hiding?

      GO AWAY. Leonie pushed at the brown light.

      It’s not that easy. The brown light dimmed.

      Leonie kept pushing. She could feel ‘something’ give.

      Is that the best you can do? The blue light flashed.

      GET OUT. Leonie pushed as hard as she could.

      Better. Much better. A nucleus of white glowed within the blue aura.

      Who is in here with you? The brown light now had an orange fringe, then slowly faded.

      Good girl. He is weakening.

      Leonie’s body stumbled, falling heavily to the stony ground, smacking her head against a rock. She lay in a muddy puddle at the edge of a path between two fields. Her body jerked the moment she touched the water. Her limbs moved woodenly, soft flesh scraped over the hard rocks, leaving small trails of blood swirling in the water until she was back on dry dirt. The book lay in the scraggy grass.

      I sense pain. Her mind reeled.

      Good, the blue aura said. Lothas is losing control, but it is not over yet.

      Do you know how much reward my Lord Opsyss can give you? Lothas praised. Dim flashes of brown appeared with each word.

      Leonie stumbled to her feet. NOT ENOUGH TO PUT UP WITH YOU. She staggered a few steps, and then stopped. Despite her resistance, she turned and went back in slow, jerky movements to retrieve the book as Lothas again regained control.

      He’s too strong. Leonie sighed. I’m useless.

      Nonsense, you are untrained, Blue flashed.

      How do I get better? Can you teach me?

      Perhaps. First, you must survive long enough.

      Where are you?

      Close. Rest your mind, for now, you will need to battle him again.

      Blissful silence. Her mind was still a roiling cloud of foulness, but from her little haven, she sensed the blue mind’s withdrawal. Lothas was still lurking inside her head. She now knew evil. Leonie heeded the advice and sank into the depths of her mind. It wasn’t so bad now. She wondered if the bit of training helped or was it exhaustion? Perhaps she was now truly dying.

      The sun rode high in the sky. On the top of the rise, Lothas, through his ‘borrowed’ feline eyes, discerned the Urmaq as a silvery ribbon in the distance. The clarity of this creature’s eyes amazed him. His mind registered the flies buzzing around the gashes in the knees, arms and head. It would be several hours before he’d have complete control. This half-rrell had apparently found a little hiding place for her mind. Once across the water boundary, he’d be stronger. He would pull her mind apart. She would have nowhere to hide.

      As she stumbled over the rise, a small hut came into view. Lothas forced Leonie’s damaged legs to move faster, heading directly for the ferry, arriving at the small tributary as the sun-kissed the horizon. The girl remained passive, which was a relief. There was only a short way to go and once across the water, she would be his. Stepping onto the flat-bottomed barge, Lothas got her to untie the mooring line.

      “Hey. What ya think ya doin’?” a gravelly voice called out.

      Leonie / Lothas ignored it and continued with the task at hand. Footsteps approached and a firm, calloused hand grasped her shoulder, wrenching her around.

      “I said wha--” The ferry-man fell back with a stricken look when the half-rrell he had ferried only a day earlier turned to face him, now covered in mud and blood. A jagged cut to her head exposed bone. Many lacerations covered her knees and arms. The vacant stare from her eyes was as dark as midnight.

      Unnerved by the sight, he fled screaming into the thatched cottage. The slammed door rattled the shutters on the windows.

      Leonie / Lothas resumed moving the barge. Moving the vessel would take more strength than this body possessed. Lothas had no such trouble. The pain from tearing muscle and sinew was nothing to him as he forced her body to work far beyond its capacity.
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      “What was that scream?” Feiron asked himself as he topped the rise. Below, he recognised the landing area of the barge and glimpsed a burly ferryman running into one of the cottages. Curious what would make the formidable man act in such a manner, Feiron approached with caution using the trees as cover. The barge came into view. It was about five paces from the bank and he saw Leonie working the ropes. Her movements were slow and jerky. She was alone.

      Feiron hadn’t expected this. Running to the bank, he called out, waving his arms to gain her attention. Any doubt about what made the man scream became clear when he saw Leonie turn.

      “Fub. What’s happened to her?” Feiron’s initial confusion turned to shock and dismay when he saw her bloody face and legs. He poured out of the saddle and called again. “Leonie. Come back,” he yelled desperately.

      She didn’t respond, carrying on as if he didn’t exist.

      The barge gradually moved further from the bank; the rope bowing as the flow of the water took hold. As the angle increased, the pulley knocked against its housing.

      Feiron grabbed the rope to pull the barge back, but Leonie’s strength surpassed his. A germ of an idea formed. He frantically searched the bank. Finding what he was looking for, seconds later he wedged the end of a small branch in the pulley. With luck, it would jam the rope and prevent the crossing.

      The barge slowed to a stop and began rocking in the current.

      Now Leonie, fight all you can, her blue glowing ally implored. The water weakens him. Remember how I showed you.

      GET OUT OF MY MIND! Leonie directed her rage towards the dark brown malevolence.

      Ah, little one, soon we will finish this. Lothas replied with a small but steady brown glow.

      I WANT YOU OUT NOW! Not knowing where she found the strength to resist, she felt his control slip. Leonie slowly moved her arms by herself.

      Good. The blue glowed brightly with encouragement.

      No no, you cannot defeat me! Lothas cried out as his strength waned.

      Do you require assistance, my master? A tan pulse intruded distantly.

      Alen! Praise Opsyss you’re here. Meld with me. Strengthen my hold on this creature’s mind. The water elements drain me so. She will be ours once she crosses over.

      It shall be as you command, master. Tendrils spread from the tan light towards the brown. Slowly, the intensity of the two flames increased.

      Oh. He’s got help. Leonie cried.

      You must keep pushing, the blue aura implored.

      … together they are … too powerful. Leonie struggled. Through tears of anguish she felt the combined strength of Lothas and Alen grow.

      She saw Feiron standing on the far shore as an eddy gripped the barge, rocking it in the deeper water. Soon she would be under the total control of these evil minds and he’d be unable to enter the water to help her.

      A thought struck her. She remembered what happened back at the ditch. They hated the water. It caused them pain. Being close to the water was not enough to weaken both of them. She had to be in it. I hate water too. She looked at the river. It was deep and brown, churned up by the torrential rainfall over the last few days.

      Leonie, do not do this! The blue entity grasped her train of thought.

      It is our only chance, or we lose everything. Leonie picked up the heavy book from the deck and forced her legs to step towards the edge. She could feel the two evil minds gathering strength as they ‘melded’. Can we do what they’re doing?

      Another step.

      Not at this time. The effort would destroy your mind. Hang on a moment longer, Blue flashed rapidly.

      She looked up, feeling the evil presence building in her head. Soon they would have complete control. I can’t. With an effort, she raised her arms. I’m out of time. Her head pounded with the effort; her muscles quivering in strain.

      Now we have you! The brown lights joined, flaring brightly in her mind.

      Her last step faltered. Teetering on the edge, her legs twitched as the joined minds of Lothas and Alen forced her to turn back.

      The barge rocked ever so slightly in the rise and fall of the turbid water. In a last effort, she shifted her centre of gravity. The added weight of the book was sufficient for her to lose balance. Leonie toppled backwards, taking the book with her. The churning waters engulfed her instantly.

      NO! Ahhh-- The melded minds of Lothas and Alen blinked out; their hold snapped.

      Gripping the tome tightly, Leonie sank to the murky depths. Will you stay with me until the end?

      I am with you. The blue aura flashed in the emptiness. But the end is a long way yet.

      From the riverbank, with his full attention on the barge, Feiron watched in dismay as his friend fell overboard. “It’s times like this I’m glad I took sswimming lessonz,” Feiron muttered, transforming into Drial the vorien, and dived into the water.

      Unperturbed about the drama on the water, the di’anth wandered over to the nearest leaves as the vorien slid into the water. Moments later, a huge shadow passed overhead before ploughing into the water. Jumping back in fear, the di’anth bolted towards the road and into the hills.

      The water was murky but the shadow of the barge loomed overhead. Using the outline as a point of reference, Feiron swam with the flow, intent on searching as much of the riverbed he could between breaths.

      He saw a dark form moving along the bottom. Flicking his tail, he surged forward only to find a dense mass of weed. It was time for air. Surfacing, he gulped in huge breaths, taking stock of his location before he dived again. He saw another shadow in the murk. He froze in sheer disbelief at the size. It was massive. The shape of the vorien merman dissolved as Feiron lost all concentration.

      Unsure how much time had passed, Feiron found himself on the shoreline. His mind in turmoil. Confused. He glanced to the barge in the hope somehow Leonie made it back. It was rocking in the middle of the turbulent river. Still unoccupied.

      He tried to reform into the vorien, but it refused to take shape; his body absorbed too much water. Moving like a bloated jellyfish, he ambled to the river’s edge. He wondered how he had made it back to shore.

      As hard as he tried, his body refused to shapeshift. “Leonie could be drowning. This is no time for timidity or incompetence,” he cried, utterly frustrated. “I must find her.” Feiron looked to the murky waters. He waddled into the water, determined to find her. His body rose and glided effortlessly above the ripples and back to the shore and there was nothing he could do to prevent it.

      Back on dry land, he looked around, bewildered.

      Further along the coarse sand and flotsam, he spied Leonie slumped on the grass. “How did she get there?” As fast as his ungainly body would allow, he squelched to her. Water seeped from the pores of his body as he examined her. Covered from head to foot in scrapes and lacerations, cleansed somewhat by the water, of her recent wounds were bleeding.

      Befuddled by recent events, it took several minutes before he noticed the massive head above the canopy of the trees.

      Feiron froze while his bloated body oozed water continuously.

      A stick rose from the ground and began scratching in the sand on its own volition. Surprised, Feiron glanced down at the sand quickly recognising words. The wyvern was writing.

      ‘Greetings. It is clear your kind cannot mind-speak.’

      Still too confused to respond, the silence stretched.

      “You scared the shape out of me,” Feiron blurted. “Was that you in the water? What’s happened to Leonie?”

      ‘My apologies for startling you. Yes. Your friend is in a coma.’

      “What? Why?” He turned to look at her again. Her breathing was shallow but steady. He wondered what had made her do this; to run off alone with the codex? How could she possibly move the barge by herself?

      ‘An entity known as Lothas--’

      “The high priest of the Death Sect?”

      ‘He took over Leonie’s mind during the night, pushing her body far beyond its normal capabilities.’ As he wrote, the Seer’s Codex emerged from the murky waters, green lengths of weed off it. Floating over the water’s surface, the book settled by Leonie and Feiron. ‘All to gain this tome.’
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        * * *

      

      None of the inhabitants of the small village dared leave their homes with the wyvern present, leaving Leonie and Feiron the privacy of the barn to recover from their ordeal. Smelling musty after all the rain, the straw-littered floor showed spots of mildew. In one corner was an overturned boat, its hull in need of repair. Oars, coils of rope, an old coracle that had seen better days, and other boating paraphernalia littered the area.

      With Leonie’s poor condition, it was better than being outside. Feiron administered what aid he could, applying his balm and wrapping her many wounds in any clean cloth he could find. Once her fur dried, he swathed her in blankets on a bed of the straw. He placed the tome next to her. Once she recovered consciousness, it would relieve her to know the wyvern found it.

      Shadows flickered on the walls as flames licked up from the fire in a small hollow scraped in the dirt. The wyvern lay nearby, motionless, his tail protruding out the rear door.

      High clouds, blotting out the stars, scudded across the sky. The twin moons, Luminor and Luxor, had already crested the horizon; the intermittent light shining through the doorway casting elongated shadows across the hay-covered floor.

      Tossing another faggot onto the fire and sending sparks flying, he dragged out a small bundle from his pack. Since most of their gear was back in Swangrove, only a small amount of food was available. He glanced across to the wyvern.

      A stick started scrawling in a cleared area of ground.

      ‘If I perceive your intentions, I have no food requirements.’

      Watching Leonie’s chest rise and fall steadily, Feiron’s mind had finally calmed. “I must thank you for saving her and finding the book. It will relieve Leonie to know of its return.”

      ‘It was no trouble.’

      “I gather you can hear me?”

      The large head nodded.

      Feiron sat down by the fire and looked at him. He guessed the wyvern was eighty-feet long, mostly black and dark shades – a hint of blue when the moonlight reflected in a particular direction. Feiron started to chuckle – his distended body wobbling.

      ‘Amused?’

      “In a warped way. Leonie doesn’t believe in coincidence. I was thinking of her reaction once she’s recovered.” Feiron rummaged through the bag for the rest of nut-loaf. Breaking off half and putting it back.

      ‘I do not understand your meaning.’

      “My mentor has given me a task to fulfil for her research – to return with wyvern eggshells. We were travelling intending to find wyverns. And here you are. Too much coincidence.”

      ‘To be precise, I am an elemental.’

      “Not a wyvern?”

      ‘I was for a very long time. You might call it ‘transcending’. After my ‘passing’, I was granted access to dwell on a higher plane of existence as a reward for things I did – or did not do – during my time.’

      It mystified Feiron, food halfway to his mouth.

      ‘Perhaps a demonstration?’

      While the illios watched, the elemental faded to nothingness. He reappeared moments later. The stick scribbled in the sand. ‘I have no ‘body’, but can make myself corporeal – solid – if the need arises.’

      “Amazing.” Feiron began to nibble the stale bread idly. “Whether fate or coincidence – here I am, talking to one. I didn’t really think it would happen.”

      ‘As for coincidence; I knew of your intentions.’

      “And you just happened to be in the area, or was it ‘foretold’?”

      ‘I am pursuing one of the many strands of prophecy. Some of us keep watch on the unusual events that transpire on the astral plane. I encountered the aura of a particularly nasty entity. I followed it and it led me to your friend. The aura had entered Leonie’s mind. Possession is not something we condone.

      ‘Leonie has hidden deep inside her mind. She should have died when he took over. Her mental endurance is extraordinary – enough to pique our interest.’

      “Our interest?”

      ‘There are others on the astral plane apart from hroltahgs.’

      “Do you know one named Styx?”

      ‘We have communicated.’

      “Can you tell me, and forgive me if this sounds crazy… Is this part of prophesy?”

      ‘Isn’t everything to some extent?’

      “I…” he started. “We…” Feiron stumbled with his thoughts. “Never mind. What about this Lothas, is he still about? What about the Brotherhood?” Feiron asked, moving on to a more tangible subject. He watched as the sand smoothed itself before more writing recommenced.

      ‘I perceive no threat in the immediate area,’ the elemental wrote.

      Feiron took a few moments to digest this information. “If Lothas had control of her, why didn’t you stop him, or Leonie jumping into the river?”

      ‘Several reasons; intrusion in mind-control can be very dangerous, especially untrained ones. Your friend knew the book was about to fall into the hands of someone evil and depraved. She discovered a weakness in Lothas’s control. Water is a strong elemental disruptor. Leonie managed to gain control for a moment and fell off the boat on purpose.’

      “But Leonie can’t swim. She hates water.”

      ‘True, but her reasoning of the ramifications of Lothas gaining the book outweighed her fear. It worked. Lothas has gone.’

      “Dead?”

      ‘No. Incapacitated.’

      Leonie groaned in her sleep. Feiron watched her for a moment.

      “You couldn’t ‘lift’ her out of the water sooner? Before she drowned?”

      ‘It is obscure and no doubt unsatisfactory to hear, but certain thresholds must be crossed before the granting of any support.’

      Feiron considered this information. “That… would be a difficult task to undertake.”

      ‘Indeed. Her body heals remarkably well, but my concern is with her mind.’

      “I don’t feel too good myself,” Feiron muttered. His body seemed bloated and pale. “I might go for a walk. A bit of exercise might ease the ‘discomfort’.” He stood up, leaving a muddy patch where he had been sitting. Feiron sloshed into the darkness.

      On his return a short time later, he felt better but weary. He checked on Leonie, who was twitching and softly moaning in her sleep.

      ‘Her subconscious is working through a recent trauma.’ The stick began scratching in the dirt again. ‘It could take time. Get some rest. I will look out for you both this night.’

      “Don’t mind if I do.” He squelched down away from the fire. Feiron made a depression in a pile of hay. He then laid a length of sailcloth over it and pooled himself within.

      ‘As you are seeking wyverns, I know of a lair in the ranges to the west. Tomorrow, I will take you there.’

      

      When Feiron awoke, the old coracle was outside with their few supplies inside. Leonie, still swathed in blankets, floated into it.

      ‘This trip will take most of the day. I hope it is not too taxing for you.’

      “Less than a day to the ranges?”

      ‘We will not be travelling by land. Now that your friend has gained the interest of a very dark entity, she will need help and protection. I have dallied overlong and must return to the astral plane. You will be well looked after. I am certain.’

      “I see. Will we communicate like this too?”

      ‘I do not believe their trainer has taught them to write.’

      “Trainer?”

      ‘There is a human. He will communicate. We should go.’

      Feiron rose and carefully slipped over the edge of the small boat so as not to land on or disturb Leonie. Halfway over the side, he stopped. “What about Argus?”

      ‘With regret, your di’anth has run off in a panic.’

      “Can’t we look for him?”

      ‘We could, but to what aim? Transporting him would be awkward, not to mention a very unnerving experience. He would not do well in a wyvern lair.’

      Inside the coracle now, Feiron slumped. “I was getting quite fond of him.” Once seated within the small, round craft it lifted off the ground a few feet then drifted out the rear door of the barn. It was still dim outside, the small village was still asleep, but he saw one wavering light through a curtained window.

      As the craft rose higher and higher, Feiron checked Leonie was settled and covered from the cool breeze. The view below and around him – spectacular on any other occasion – was an alternate distraction to look at other than his bruised and battered companion. Without Leonie to converse with, it was a silent trip to the central ranges. On occasions, she’d moan as if in a dream, but that – and the rush of the wind – were the only sounds. Even the wingbeats of the elemental were silent. With nothing to write on, communication with the wyvern was impossible. Now and then he’d work at deciphering a few pages of the Seer’s Codex to pass the time.

      The mountain range grew larger, and once distant peaks became more detailed. Soon, one peak, in particular, stood out because of the wisps of smoke issuing from it. He thought he could see shapes flying in and around the smoke. Feiron realised the wyvern elemental had disappeared. Part of him knew he was safe, but it was very disconcerting to not see the wyvern. He hung on to the coracle sides, wondering why the secrecy. When they were bout a league from the active volcano, they started a slow spiral down to a hilltop devoid of vegetation larger than small, thorny shrubs.

      After the coracle gently nudged the ground, a stick started scrawling in the dirt. The elemental remained invisible.

      ‘If you light a large fire, they will come to investigate. I must be away. I bid you and Leonie farewell.’

      Feiron glanced around fruitlessly. “Oh. Umm… thank you for all your efforts.” He awkwardly addressed the empty air. “Perhaps we’ll meet again?”

      There was no response, and the stick lay motionless on the ground.

      With a sigh, he checked on Leonie before exploring the hilltop. The southern and western sides ended with a sheer drop. Far below separating the base of the hill and the foothills of the volcano was a steaming lake. When a gust of wind came up and over the precipice, it brought with it an appalling stench of sulphur. The buffeting wind also made loitering precarious. He moved to the east side, noting a rocky, unused trail leading down and turning to the north. Towards Hallam, he suspected as he set about lighting two fires; a large one to summon the wyverns and a smaller one for cooking. He made enough dinner for two, but as there was no change in Leonie’s state, he left her portion to cool.

      In the shadow of the mountains, night descended early. He spent a short while trying to shapeshift, but his waterlogged consistency prevented any form holding firm. Sullenly, he built up the bonfire, then also went to sleep.

      The next day dawned clear and crisp.

      Leonie’s condition was unchanged. Feiron warmed some the food from the previous night for breakfast. A shadow passed overhead as he ate his solitary meal. He looked up, squinting in the glare of the early morning sun.

      Tense moments passed. Forgetting the food, he watched in both awe and trepidation as the shadow banked and spiralled down, a rider visible on its back. The creature looked like a huge flying snake, but with legs. A pair of long wings sprouted about a third of the way down its back. Two taloned feet crunched into the gravel when it landed with a thud on the edge of the trail. The sun glinting off its scaly hide gave it a green glow. It wrapped its barbed tail around the base of the rock; a fearsome yet beautiful sight.

      The huge green wyvern cocked its head to gaze down at them. When it opened its mouth slightly, it exposed fangs as long as Leonie’s forearm. The serpentine neck lowered to ground level, and the creature emitted a loud hiss in his direction.

      Feiron exuded more fluid at that moment than all the previous days combined.
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      The lanky rider climbed from the strange saddle. He was heavily bearded, with long, fair hair pulled into a ponytail which draped down his back to his belt. His clothing comprised leather trousers, a tunic with sheepskin lining and gloves reaching to his elbows. In his knee-high boots, Feiron judged him to be a little taller than Leonie, and the mask covering his eyes gave him a bug-like look.

      “Hello there.” His mild Tesakian accent finishing on a high note. He was about to jump down from the rock when the wyvern made a sound, more like a bark, or a cough. “Oops, nearly forgot.” He turned and gave the beast a good scratch in the centre of its long snout between the amber eyes.

      The air vibrated; the wyvern purred.

      “She loves this,” the rider said over his shoulder. After a few moments of scratching, he turned and lightly jumped to the ground, approaching with long, easy strides.

      “Sorry if we alarmed you.”

      “Is it safe?” Feiron fought the urge to run and hide.

      “Oh yes, as long as you mean no harm. Rare as these occasions are, there’s a standing agreement not to eat my visitors. It gives them a bad name if they do.”

      “Well met. I gather you’re the trainer of wyverns?” Feiron asked.

      He flashed a smile. “I am Philbert.” He bowed deeply then shook hands, only then realising he still wore his goggles. “Sorry. I forget I have them on sometimes.” Removing them showed startling green eyes. “I’m so glad I finally get to speak to a traveller. They don’t stay long--”

      He was cut off by a soft hiss.

      “All right, alright. May I also introduce Dorn, last daughter of Axorg, first chosen of Noldor, and my wing commander.” He turned, flamboyantly waving an arm in the wyvern’s direction.

      “You name it?”

      Again, the wyvern inclined her head. She winked.

      Unsure how to respond, Feiron gave a quick wave. “While meeting with you is very exciting, I’m afraid my companion here is in dire need of your help.” Feiron indicated Leonie in the coracle.

      “Your companion? She is injured?” The rider sounded sincere, noticing the cuts and gashes. “That is sad news. I’m limited in any aid, but will gladly help if I can. Dorn, what can you sense?”

      The wyvern turned her gaze towards the prone figure in the coracle. While she has severe physical injuries, I am more concerned with her mental state. Her mind is intact but unreachable. I cannot sense anything from the illios.

      Philbert looked around. “How did you come to be here, considering the state of your friend, and no mounts to be seen?”

      “I can understand your confusion, but can easily explain – however implausible the tale may sound to you.” Feiron had been wondering how much to reveal about their latest incident and was at a loss. “Umm… a wyvern moved us here.”

      “What’s that you say?” Phil’s head snapped up in surprise. “Dorn. Listen.”

      I hear. The wyvern responded at once. Her massive head swung around; amber eyes drilled into Feiron.

      “Normally we can detect other wyverns in the area,” Phil continued.

      “I’m no expert, but I don’t believe this was your typical wyvern. He was an elemental, to be precise,” Feiron added.

      “This is truly fascinating. Did this wyvern elemental have a name?”

      “Not that he shared, no.”

      “Can you describe him?”

      Feiron glanced at Dorn. “Massive, about three times Dorn’s size. Black – when he wasn’t invisible. He also had amber eyes. Does he sound familiar?”

      Axorg, Dorn replied in surprise.

      “Axorg? Can this be?” Phil shook his head in wonder.

      It is rare, Dorn responded. It is said that those of great age and with certain qualities can attain transcendence.

      That would be him. Phil nodded. Axorg is now immortal?

      Feiron watched Philbert. “I gather you’re using mind-speak?”

      “What? Oh, yes. You cannot hear us? My apologies for the oversight.”

      Feiron sighed. “Axorg wrote in the sand with a stick.”

      “This is an extraordinary tale.” Phil looked from Feiron to the prone figure in the coracle. “I didn’t consider teaching the wyverns to write,” he muttered.

      Why would Axorg have any interest in our affairs? Dorn asked. Transcendents are no longer of this plane.

      Phil repeated the question for Feiron’s benefit.

      “I cannot explain his motives,” the illios replied. “He said he was keeping a watch on the happenings on the ‘astral plane’. It also appears prophecy may play a part. Have you heard of the Temple of Opsyss?”

      “Vaguely. If I remember correctly, they tried to start a sect in Tesak. The Tesak’i would have none of it.”

      “So, you know what they do?”

      “Not really. A cult that worships the dark arts, I guess? Did Axorg show the help he thought we could provide?”

      “The head cleric possessed my colleague, Leonie, apparently using mind control.”

      She needs to be shielded from further violation? Dorn prompted.

      Feiron nodded after Phil repeated the question aloud. “I believe so. Leonie has been like this for over a day now. Her body has been sorely abused. Perhaps her mind too.”

      A chilly gust of wind swirled around the clearing; the looming clouds indicated rain.

      “I think we should move. We will take you both to the lair so we are out of the elements, and talk in comfort.”

      “Will you be able to transport us in the coracle? Axorg used telekinesis.”

      “I see. Dorn?”

      Of course.

      They doused the fires and Feiron once again slipped into the coracle. This trip was much shorter and wasn’t long before other inquisitive wyverns gathered to see the newcomers. The spectacle entranced Feiron; creatures so large, yet so agile. They ducked and weaved, swiftly circling around them until a loud growl emanated from Dorn. In seconds, they dispersed, back to the smoke cloud looming high above.

      As the coracle with the strangers bobbed closer to the volcano, the shadowy area of a deep crevice became more defined. Soon, a cave entrance became visible, appearing too small for such large creatures as the wyverns. But, as they neared, the true size became clear. The edifice containing the volcano was massive; its real dimensions obscured by the mountainous terrain surrounding it.

      “The locals call it Hell’s Maw,” Philbert called down over the wind. “We call it home.”

      Dorn landed on the ledge and Phil leapt off with practised grace. The coracle bobbed in through the entrance, gliding silently passed the rough walls and gently settled inside. The long and narrow path curved into a huge, irregular shaped cave. Dark sand and small rocks covered the floor. Multicoloured scales, piled to the side of the floor by the passing of wyverns over the years, contrasted with the dark rock.

      Phil strode in behind him, followed by Dorn. “We don’t normally get visitors here, but I’m sure it won’t take long to organise a place to rest.”

      “I’m sure Leonie will be happy with whatever you can provide. I only require a barrel or container of some description to sleep.”

      “I find these are very handy – for beds and storage.” Phil removed pots and jars from a cavity within the wall. “They were bubbles formed in the magma decades ago. They’re all over the place and many sizes. Sleeping on the floor can be a hazard if a wyvern steps on you.”

      After locating a couple of fur blankets, Phil placed within the niche. Together, Phil and Feiron lifted Leonie into place.

      “Very handy.” Feiron noted the smooth walls of the niche as he fussed over Leonie, bunching the blanket on the edge and ensuring she wouldn’t roll out. At no stage did she moan or move – other than her breathing; she was as limp as jelly. He reached into his backpack, opened the jar of miwalli and generously applied it to all her cuts and abrasions. “She normally heals very well, but I’m sure this won’t hurt.”

      Leaving Leonie to rest, Philbert showed Feiron around the lair. It was a brief tour. The trainer slept towards the rear of the cave, in a niche similar to that of Leonie. One area of the cave was a bit wider, and there was a fire pit with cooking utensils stored nearby in the myriad of smooth, irregularly shaped alcoves.

      As they settled by the fire, Feiron spoke. “First, I’d like to thank you for taking us in under such extraordinary circumstances.” He had considered what to tell, or not tell, his host, finally deciding – as always – the truth was best.

      Axorg saw reason to assist. To honour him, so shall we. Dorn answered before Philbert could.

      He repeated her response aloud to the illios.

      Feiron gazed upwards, considering what to say. Sloping walls, with ridges and ledges on all sides, obscured the ceiling. Light filtered from above, indicating a hidden opening. It was along these rocky outcrops the wyverns rested. Through the rising smoke of the fire, dozens of large eyes returned his gaze. Dorn was the closest being one of the eldest and largest, while the younger, smaller wyverns rested higher up.

      “We were heading to Qelay,” Feiron started. “Leonie has a task, to deliver an important book to the hroltahgs there.” He then went on into detail about recent events. “The Seer’s Codex contains prophecies, or foretellings if you prefer, that may – or may not – come to pass.” Feiron quickly retrieved the codex from the coracle, placing it in Philbert’s hands.

      The rider almost dropped it. “It’s heavy. If what you say is true, the knowledge contained within could gain a person some unique insights.” Phil examined the book as he spoke. “Knowing the future would give power over others.”

      “Precisely. We know several people have already died in attempts to obtain it. Knowing of this book’s existence could put you in great danger.”

      “My dear chap, I’m surrounded by a cloud of protective and inquisitive wyverns. No one and nothing could get close enough to cause us any harm.”

      “Except an elemental…”

      “True, but transcendents are another matter entirely, and as you can imagine – an extremely rare event.” Phil nodded, pealing through the pages. “I’m unfamiliar with some languages and can only make out a few entries.” After a few moments, he stopped. “We are being remiss. This is not assisting your friend. I’ll request Dorn to see what she can do.”

      I am not a healer.

      “No, but you trained your younglings.”

      This is not the same.

      “Can’t you try? Axorg thought we could do something.”

      I shall see what I can do.

      “Thank you.” He turned to Feiron, who was glancing between Philbert and Dorn, on a ledge above them. “Dorn will gladly help.”

      “We are both in your debt.”

      “Nonsense. I’ll hear nothing of it. It’s the least we can do.” Phil smiled.

      For you, perhaps, Dorn quipped.

      Leonie’s physical condition improved, but with Dorn contacting her subconscious mind, the regular updates via Philbert also indicated progress. On the third day, she woke. Looking around blearily, taking in her unusual surroundings, before attempting to sit up.

      Feiron, situated by the lair entrance, watched the wyverns flittering in and out of the misty lake below. He turned at a noise and flowed to Leonie’s side.

      Leonie coughed. She rolled over and leant on an elbow.

      “Thank goodness you’re awake.” He wrapped himself around her.

      “Not getting soft on me?” she croaked.

      “I was born soft.” Feiron was as himself, a grey translucent blob, though still distended.

      “Never mind.” She looked around blearily, staring at the smoky bonfire nearby.

      “How are you feeling?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Terrible. I can hardly move and I ache all over. I’m as weak as a kitten, and my head’s throbbing and I’m starving. To top it all off, my fur’s a mess.” She braced herself on the ledge, getting her bearings. “Other than a bit stiff, I’m sure I’ll be fine soon enough.” Leonie grimaced.

      Feiron insisted on checking her injuries. Apart from her previous injuries, Leonie now sported a deep gash above the temple, several nasty lacerations to her arms and legs, and a singed paw. Miraculously, none of them appeared infected, and all were in the final stages of repair.

      “It seems not a day can go past without you getting some injury.”

      Leonie shrugged. “May as well do what I’m good at.” With his assistance but against his advice, she carefully stood up. “I feel like I’m a hundred.” Hissing and wincing with her every move, she limped around to get some movement back in her joints, cursing under her breath.

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      “Seems like a bad dream. Someone – Lothas – took over my body, then something looking like a blue light tried to help. Lothas also had help … then I was drowning.” She stumbled to the chair. “It’s all a blur and my head aches at the thought of it.

      He brought a cup of water and started to fill her in on all the details during her coma.

      “No need.” She sipped the water. “Dorn has filled me in on everything.”

      “She has?”

      “Yep.”

      “So, you know where we are?”

      “Hells Maw.” Leonie nodded. “It was a shock at first. I thought I was dreaming. Dorn showed me some images through her eyes.”

      “She can do that?”

      “And I can’t wait to learn to fly.”

      “Learn to-- What?”

      “Fly. You can too.” Her grin reached pointy ear to pointy ear. “Maybe after you stop spinning.”

      A shadow in the entrance cut off his reply.

      Welcome back to the land of the living, Dorn said.

      “Ah. I am very glad to see you awake, Leonie.”

      “Hello, Philbert. Dorn has been telling me all about you--”

      “Don’t listen to gossip.” He glanced to his wyvern.

      “Thank you too, for your generous assistance,” she said.

      “It’s a pleasure to help, and so good to meet you.” Phil beamed at her, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “But it’s Dorn and her wyverns who can take all the credit. I just do the cooking.”

      “Speaking of cooking. I’m famished.”

      “I’ll get something started.” Phil offered.

      “In the meantime, how about some tea?” Feiron suggested.

      “Lovely,” Leonie called over her shoulder as she limped to the cave entrance. Dorn perched on the edge.

      Leonie took a deep breath at the sight of her. She estimated Dorn to be an impressive twenty paces long from snout to barbed tail, covered in cobalt blue scales. The widest areas were the shoulders, twice as thick as a di’anth. With ridges over her deep-set eyes, the head was like a serpent’s, but longer. There were many tendrils, resembling thick whiskers, hanging from the snout and lower jaw.

      Two dots detached themselves from those circling the volcano mouth. They approached swiftly.

      Feiron joined her with a steaming mug. “Who would’ve thought it would lead to this?”

      “Not us. Back in Delta, we were more concerned with avoiding them for fear of becoming a snack.”

      Squinting in the afternoon sunshine, they watched the two silhouettes spiralling down to them, averted their gaze to avoid the grit picked up by the wing-beats as the wyverns landed. When they looked back, two young wyverns stood each side of their mother. They were both mostly green, with a slightly lighter shade underneath.

      “Dear friends, allow me to introduce Slana and Faldo. Dorn’s twins,” Phil spoke from the lair entrance.

      The two new wyverns hissed softly in greeting.

      “Truly, you are all a sight to behold,” Leonie praised.

      I like the furry one, Slana said.

      Moving closer, Leonie reached out to touch the closest one. The green scales were warm, smooth, and hard, but not as hard as she would have first thought.

      “Later, when fully recovered and prepared, we can try some real flying,” Philbert offered.

      “I can’t wait.”

      Feiron looked dubious.

      “In the meantime, enjoy the view. Dinner will still be awhile. A Tesakian staple diet. I hope you like mushrooms.” Phil turned and stepped inside.

      Dorn and her twins dropped off the ledge and soon joined the others.

      Like Feiron had done over the last days, Leonie sat on the edge sipping her tea and watching the terrain below. The lair’s entrance was about two-thirds of the way up the eastern face of Hell’s Maw. The cliff was vertical down to the steaming lake. She wondered how Phil got up the first time. He didn’t look like a mountain climber.

      Noldor flew him. Slana answered her thought. He was mother’s mate.

      Leonie considered this as she watched the wyverns circle above.

      “How are you really feeling?” Feiron asked.

      “Seriously, I’m alright, just exhausted. Dorn tells me you were quite concerned.”

      “Of course. I’m sure you would have done the same for me.”

      “Speaking of which – you’ve put on weight.”

      “In a manner of speaking.” The shading of his skin changed.

      “Eating my share of the food?”

      “Water retention.”

      “Are you blushing?” she watched curiously.

      “It’s nearly all gone now.” Feiron’s shading changed even more. “I spent far more time in the water – searching for you – than prudent.”

      Her smiling face turned serious. “I’m sorry for all I put you through--”

      “Nonsense. It is Lothas who bears the blame for this.”

      “Don’t worry. I will pay him a visit when we get back.” She turned her gaze to the southern horizon. “He won’t be doing that again.”

      “To you?”

      “To anyone. I’m going to promote him from high priest to his god’s right hand.”
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      Leonie spent the next days recovering and getting to know Philbert and the wyverns. It was one thing to have Dorn keep her abreast of everything, but the real thing was more satisfying.

      “I have to say though,” she said. “This communication through the mind is amazing, especially the time she allowed me to see through her eyes.”

      “Were you able to read her thoughts?” Feiron dished out the evening meal.

      “No. She had to send everything to me. She taught me much about what I can and can’t do, but I am no telepath… I reckon I’m far more sensitive to it now though. More aware.”

      “More susceptible?” Phil asked.

      “On the contrary, as soon as I sense activity, I can hone in on who it is. She showed me a few tricks and how to put up a wall. Apparently even she had difficulty in getting through once I learnt the basics. I can look after myself.”

      “I knew she’d be a great help to you,” Phil praised them.

      “Dorn is a marvel.” Leonie agreed. “They all are.”

      You are too kind. The lair vibrated with the wyvern’s purring.

      Leonie studied the interior with a keen eye while she ate. She thought the lair tidy, but then she hadn’t been sure what to expect.

      “You were expecting bones strewn all over the floor, perhaps?” Phil laughed when she mentioned it. “A wyvern consumes everything. As they get older, the scales drop off as new ones grow to replace them.” He picked up a handful from the floor and let the coarse grit sift through his fingers. “This ‘sand’ is crushed volcanic rock and scales, which may give you a sign how long wyverns have been in the area.”

      When they looked up, they saw many serpentine heads gaze down, unblinking. Their eyes glowed in the gloom with a subtle radiance; the colour of the orbs matching the wyvern’s scales; from the deep blue of the lake, to the orange of the lava bursting from Hell’s Maw.

      “All the luxuries of home.” He pointed out the bathing area. “My very own mineral spa.”

      “How do you get water up here?” Leonie asked.

      “The youngsters fetch it for me. I’ve made up a large leather bucket of sorts. They grip it by the long handle and drop it in the lake to fill up. There’s a hole in the roof. Over the years, I’ve managed to cut a rough channel in the rock. They empty the water into it and by the time the water has flowed to the bath, it’s cool enough not to scald.”

      “What made you consider this venture?” Feiron collected the empty plates and piled them to the side. He then retrieved a pot of boiling water for tea.

      “Partly because I was young and foolish and wanted to make a name for myself.” Phil reminisced about his earlier times in Tesak. “I got the idea in my head to train wyverns for the Tesak’i, the Lord of all Tesak. It has been done before, in Greol – a lost city I read about in our library. Reenat has its gryphons. I had visions of grandeur – thinking I could do something momentous.”

      “We all have those thoughts,” Feiron agreed.

      “I was one of the court’s many Healers of Horses. Being part of the Tesak’i’s retinue, even a lowly one such as myself, we all heard stories about other rulers from the staff of visiting nobles. Your accent reminds me of a couple who came from the Delta. A raven-haired woman and a large, hairy male--”

      Leonie’s whiskers twitched at this news. “How large?”

      “One of the largest men I’ve seen. Not so much in height, though he was maybe a tad taller than me, he was very solid; broad-shouldered and thick limbs.”

      Feiron noticed Leonie’s far-away look. “Are you alright?” He handed her a steaming mug.

      “Hss? I was thinking of Brendon and Dianah; he was huge and hairy, and I recall she had jet-black hair.”

      “They died in the temple fire,” Feiron reminded her.

      “No bodies were recovered, you said.” She shrugged. “I’ll remain sceptical.”

      “It was over a decade ago,” the illios pointed out, handing another mug to Phil.

      “This encounter was also about a decade ago this summer,” Phil continued, “but they named themselves Dana and Roland. They wore commoner’s clothes but had the bearing of the noble-born. They claimed they were from Lyhosa, but their accents weren’t right. In fact, I couldn’t place their accents, but I realise now they sound similar to yours.”

      “Perhaps it’s just coincidence.” Feiron suggested to Leonie. “How long have you been training?” He turned to Phil.

      “A couple of years now. It’s taken longer than I anticipated.”

      “Why? Is training difficult?”

      “No, it’s actually very easy – once you get past the ‘not being eaten’ stage.” Phil grinned. “It’s more getting them to work together, not as individuals. They’re very intelligent, you know, almost as intelligent as other races.”

      We can hear you. Dorn swayed her tail, the barbs leaving scratches in the rocks.

      “Of course you can,” he said. “I was teasing.”

      Humans. Sometimes I do not know why I bother.

      “Yes, you do, silly lizard; because I’m great company and you love my singing.”

      Feiron looked at him quizzically until Leonie explained the conversation.

      “You truly sing to them?” Feiron asked.

      “Yes, every once in a while.” Phil lowered his voice. “They have no voice for it themselves, sounding akin to a rock-fall.”

      We can hear you, Dorn responded.

      “But it is true, yes?” He winked at Leonie.

      We sing better than you can fly.

      Phil burst out laughing.

      “You indicated earlier you had another reason why you are here,” Leonie said after sharing the conversation with Feiron.

      Phil nodded. “It was an idea based on what this Roland said. He mentioned he was a scholar, travelling to inform whoever would listen of the impending doom we all faced.”

      “Impending doom?”

      “He said Shak’aran was getting warmer each year, and – perhaps twenty years from now, an ancient race, the l’ithnamagri, would emerge from their hibernation.”

      “L’ithnamagri?”

      The wyverns growled at the mention of the word.

      “All I know is the l’ith are large and formidable creatures; here long before we were.” He looked into his mug, swirling the tea. “Perhaps by then, we’ll have enough wyverns to help protect the city and its people.”

      There are not enough wyverns in the whole world for that, Dorn said. These creatures of which you speak are very numerous.

      Phil finished his tea and got up for a refill while Leonie stared into her mug.

      Feiron broke the growing silence. “Well, this is nothing like what we expected. It has always been said wyverns were cruel,” Feiron said.

      “And the stories of how they destroy everything,” Leonie added.

      Dorn snorted in response. Other rumbles could be heard from the upper reaches.

      “From narrow-minded individuals who couldn’t communicate with them no doubt, present company excluded. We all tend to hate things we fear or don’t understand,” Philbert waxed philosophically.

      “Yes, I agree. Remember what happened at Indras, Leonie? We illios are ridiculed because of our looks.”

      “It’s the way of the world it seems.” Phil nodded.

      I like stories. Slana interrupted their thoughts.

      “Hss, not these ones. These stories say your kind is evil, a threat to be removed.”

      Slana growled, her body vibrating. But you and your friend are here.

      “We had a task… I didn’t really believe you existed.” She shrugged.

      “You didn’t?” Phil asked her in surprise.

      “We were expecting some weird creature, but you can’t go around believing everything you hear in taverns.” Leonie continued.

      “True enough,” Phil agreed.

      “Why haven’t you returned to Tesak?” she asked.

      “I’m waiting for the last of the eggs to hatch.”

      “How many are there? Feiron asked eagerly. “How long does it take?”

      “Three more eggs are due to hatch in a couple more weeks, and in a few more months, we should be good to head off. Finally. I can continue the training in Tesak.”

      “Do you know of a ready source of eggshells?”

      “Eggshells? Ah, is this the quest you spoke of? This could prove tricky for you. The eggs hatch in caves way down inside the volcano. It isn’t the heat alone they require, but certain gases as well. You came at the right time. The youngest wyverns you see around here are only a few months old, but they mature quickly. They are very long-lived and only breed every two decades or so.

      “Noldor, the dominant male, was in a terrible state when I came across him, but the females were far more distraught. When the mating time comes upon them, the urge is so intense.

      “He barely won the fights with the other suitors. But he was the victor, and the others left. If he died there wouldn’t have been any mating, and if they don’t mate at the right time, the ability to produce offspring can wane. I healed him as best I could, and for my troubles, they agreed to help me until the next mating. Though who’s going to stop them if they decide to leave early is anyone’s guess.”

      We gave our word.

      “And very gracious of you too.” Phil replied quite sincerely.

      “Is Noldor still around?” Leonie asked.

      “Not anymore. The male leaves a few months after the courtship, perhaps returning every few years. Noldor left several months back. No doubt he’s off to find another brood.”

      “Typical,” Leonie muttered.

      Yes.

      Leonie chuckled at Dorn’s response.

      “Did I miss something?” Feiron asked.

      “A girl joke.” Leonie grinned.

      Sparks shot out as Feiron stoked the fire, grumbling about not ‘hearing’ mind-speak.

      “My friend, we also promise to let you know everything said in mind-speak from now on, won’t we Leonie?” Philbert added.

      “Only if he cheers up,” she teased. “Phil, you said earlier Dorn was Noldor’s ‘first’ chosen; why is that?”

      “In the wyvern world, Dorn is very high-up, almost royal--”

      Pah, Dorn butted in. My father was renowned for his wisdom and fierceness in combat. He was also one of the oldest and wisest living wyverns. He had a certain nobility about him, but royalty – no. Even if he is an elemental, the world lost a great soul when he parted this life.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Thank you, but unnecessary. It was many years ago, even before you were born.

      As the silence stretched, Feiron poured himself another cup of tea and moved the discussion to his own quest. “How hot does it get inside these caves?”

      “Dorn?” Phil called out.

      The big female wyvern’s head appeared over the ledge, her bright eyes gleaming in the gloom. The cave entrances start about a wingspan above the magma level. I do not know how you measure heat, but I would expect it to be far hotter than you could endure.

      Feiron turned to Phil. “Is there anywhere else I could find eggshells?”

      “There are numerous areas where each wyvern chooses to lay the eggs, but only within the vent area where the gases can reach them. There may be dozens of fissures and crevices could lead to a hatchery, but they would be tiny.” He began ladling out the mushroom soup into bowls. “But they would be close enough for the weak telepathic signal of hatchlings to be picked up by the mothers.”

      Turning to study the back wall, Feiron sipped his tea silently considering his limited options.
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        * * *

      

      As promised, the flying lessons started the following day.

      I want the furry one. Slana thought, craning her sinuous neck around to watch.

      All that hair? No, thank you, Faldo replied. I bet you sneeze, she will fall and you will get into trouble.

      Behave, you two. Dorn chastened the pair before she directed her next thoughts to Leonie. They are still young and have no manners when it comes to strangers.

      “It’s alright,” Leonie said. “I know a couple of impetuous youngsters back home.” She remembered to keep Feiron abreast of the conversation.

      “It will be a whole new experience for you both, but the principals are simple. Hang on tight and don’t fall off.” Phil chuckled at their looks. “Sorry, just joking, but it’s still good advice.” He pointed out the different aspects of the saddles. “I modified spare horse saddles. There’s a pommel to hang onto and stirrups for your feet. These tethers are to stop you from falling. Each one wraps around your waist and hooks onto the back here.” He pointed to where they attached to the saddles.

      “What’re these for?” Leonie asked. She had moved over to Dorn’s flank and was examining Phil’s saddle. On each side of the pommel was a curved flap of hardened leather.

      “More modifications. I don’t use the tethers any more. When I mount, my thighs fit snugly underneath each of those flares. It takes getting used to, but far more practicable. Also, in combat, it frees the hands for weapons.” He moved on to describe flying techniques. “I’ve no need for reins. Any instructions are sent telepathically. All you’ll have to do in this case is hang on. Dorn and I will help direct Slana and Faldo. Don’t get me wrong, I know they are quite capable flyers, but sometimes they’ll roll or flip to show off.”

      He saw the look on their faces.

      “You’re not serious?” There was a slight tremor in Leonie’s voice.

      “Please relax. Everything will be alright.” He smiled to reassure them.

      Neither looked convinced.

      He is a great jester, but this time he is right, you will both be safe. We are far smarter than horses, and some people, I suspect.

      When it was time to mount up, the creatures lowered their long necks so their jaws were almost touching the ground. Philbert guided the novice riders, Leonie on Slana, then Feiron on Faldo.

      Placing a paw in the stirrups, Leonie grabbed the pommel and heaved herself up, throwing her leg over.

      Feiron then oozed into position.

      That looks interesting. I wish I could do that. Faldo said to him.

      “He can’t hear you, Faldo,” Phil said out aloud.

      You mean he is deaf? The young wyvern looked closely at his passenger.

      Only to mind-speak, Phil replied. So be nice. After he’d checked they were both belted into their saddles, Philbert climbed onto Dorn.

      “The take-off is probably the roughest part,” he called out. “Lean forward, hang on very tightly and after a few wing-beats, it should smooth out.”

      Dorn launched herself. Slana readied herself for flight, as did Faldo.

      Hang on, furry-one. Slana crouched, bunched her leg muscles and raised her wings and, like a released spring, she threw herself into the air; her wings snapping down. The strength of the jump was unbelievable. Even with the warning, the jolt was so intense Leonie almost lost her grip. With a deep thrumming sound drowning out all other noise, Slana rose into the sky at an exhilarating rate. Peering below, Leonie could make out Feiron hanging on to Faldo, but couldn’t tell if he was enjoying himself or not.

      Her mind reeled at the height; her ears lowered slightly, turning sideways. She had never been so far above the ground before. Climbing around rooftops was one thing, but this was an entirely new experience, with no comparison. The wind beat at her fur, the fresh cold permeated her skin, the sound of wings beating drummed in her ears; the muscles rippled between her thighs. It was exciting beyond description. She felt so alive.

      You like to fly, it seems.

      “It’s all very new to me. It’s so wonderful.”

      It is pleasing to know this. Do you think your friend is enjoying himself?

      Leonie looked across to Feiron and waved. He waved back, calling something, but the rushing air snatched away the sound of his voice.

      “Yes,” she replied. “I think he’s enjoying himself.”

      The three wyverns levelled out and flew close to each other in a triangle formation. The younger wyverns were side by side, their wingtips almost touching with each languid beat. Dorn was behind and slightly higher, where she and Philbert could keep an eye on them and their novice passengers.

      The group circled, using the thermals to gain altitude. One moment the cliffs raced by, close enough to see the details of the rough and craggy fascia, then suddenly as they flew out over the canyon, the ground dropped away revealing the shimmering surface of the lake. The landscape transformed into a mosaic of colours and textures, with the sparse forest spread out below like a carpet of dark green lace interspersed with the darker colour of the rocky ground.

      The Central Ranges, sweeping to the north and south, faded with the distance. Beyond the lower peaks, a whole series of higher peaks came into view, and only now did Leonie comprehend their sheer immensity. It was no wonder they had described it as the ‘Spine of the World’. Another turn and the view changed again.

      Leonie made out the spidery trail of a road below. She lifted her gaze. Out of sight beyond the southern horizon lay Delta. In a weird way, she actually missed the place; dark and dangerous, yes, but it was all she had known.

      All too soon, the trio headed back to the lair.

      As much as she hated to admit it, Leonie was tired and out of condition. After a quick bite to eat, she did a short series of stretches before resting. She slept through dinner, and both Feiron and Phil were reluctant to wake her. Her moans during her nightmares indicated she still had some recovering to do.

      “Don’t be overly concerned for your friend. The wyverns monitor her constantly,” Phil reassured Feiron.
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            THE MELTING-POINT OF AN ILLIOS

          

        

      

    

    
      Unlike Leonie, Feiron couldn’t sleep, swirling all night in his barrel. Thinking collecting the eggshells would be a simple matter, he had been reluctant to leave Leonie alone in her comatose state and go exploring. His goal was so close and his friends wouldn’t be able to help. He would have to go alone. Oozing out of his bed, he slid past the sleeping forms of Phil and Leonie. He hesitated when passing her. She’d be sorely put out being excluded, but if what Dorn said was true, then there was nothing Leonie could do. She might even try to stop him.

      Soundlessly, and invisible to wyvern minds, he flowed over the many scales littering the floor to a cleft in the rear wall. Around and above, the wyverns slept; their snores filling the chamber with a low rumbling. Whenever he had the opportunity, Feiron searched the cavern, confident in his ability to navigate the fissures would lead to one of the alcoves. His body could deal with the noxious fumes the volcano emitted. His only concern would be the temperature. Creeping along the wall, he began entering the narrow cleft. It took a while to get his entire body inside as he needed to spread himself extremely thinly and over a large area.

      With his body spread out so much, his sensory organs could pick up the differing temperatures and air currents more accurately. Since the alcove was supposed to be close to the magma, he made his way in the warmest direction. When that proved false, he backtracked and started again.
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