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One to crown and

One to kill

And one to keep

In slumber still...
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THE REEK OF STALE BEER hovered in the air outside of the building. Inside, the stench of sweaty patrons overpowered the booze. The boy cringed in the entryway, squinted against scattered candles that seemed bright compared to the twilight, and scanned the slumped shoulders for his father's favorite purple shirt. His drinking shirt. The one he'd wear to "show them," and that he always put on right before vanishing into the pub. Now it made a dark hump beside the farthest table, and the boy would have to brave the body odor, like it or not. 

He had practiced invisibility his entire life, all nine years of it. At first the skill had come in handy when avoiding his father's temper. Eventually, it had served him in moments like this, moments when he had to be braver than a boy should, when he had to step up and wander into grownup places to fetch his father home again. He crouched lower, pulled his arms in, and made himself as small as possible before creeping between the rough tables.

They spotted him before he'd made it halfway. 

"You there! Boy!" It must have been a woman's voice once. Now the rattle came from a creature that lived its whole life amongst smoke and liquor. The words trembled and the boy froze in place, waiting for the claws to descend. "We can't have kids in here, boy. Out with you." 

"M-my." The cold fear squirmed in his belly, but his feet held to the boards. He kept his eyes on the slumped, purple shirt against the far wall. "My Pa."

"What?" The hand that fell to his shoulder had no claws, but its grip stung just the same. The fingers curled into his bones. An old woman's face swept down and blocked his view. "What you doing in here, kid?"

She might have been trying kindness for the first time. Her eyes certainly softened, but the grip remained hard and pinching, and the folds of stained skin around her lips made her smile into a grimace. 

"I came to fetch my Pa." He felt tears coming. His fists balled at his sides, and his chin lifted. "And I ain't leaving without him, ma'am."

"Is that so?" She released him and straightened, still smiling but with a glint of something hard in her eyes now. The next time she spoke, it was to the shadows, to the worthless lumps that haunted her bar, that sipped or snickered into their tankards. "Hear that, you lot? Boy's come for his father."

The tavern rumbled with the drunks' amusement. Someone in the back belched, and the sound of chair legs scraping echoed all the way to the front door. Now they'd toss him out, possibly beat him a little. Then he'd have to go home alone, to wait for his father to either crawl out of the pub on his own or land himself in jail long enough to dry out. 

He'd chopped all the wood they had, already burned half of it. The larder was showing empty shelves, and he'd had to stretch the chickens' feed so that he was lucky to find one egg each morning. He needed his father's help now, and he wasn't leaving the inn without the man. 

"I'll be 'is father," a voice from the shadows hollered. More joined in, mocking and threatening at the same time. "I'll do it.” “No! I'm his dad.” “Kid looks just like me."

He ducked to one side and forward, scampering for the far table. His father was too gone to even notice the commotion or the presence of his son. The barmaid’s claw of a hand twisted into the collar of his shirt. She dragged him back, and he squirmed and kicked until she lifted him and he lost purchase. Then he sagged, hanging limp in her grip and glowering at his own short legs. 

"We got enough rats in the back," she said. "You'll have to get."

"No!" He kicked out and spun in a slow circle for his trouble. The old lady was smart enough to keep her legs out of range. "Dad!"

The barmaid cackled and started for the front door. She clutched his shirt tighter and, when he snapped his teeth at her, cuffed him on the side of his head with her free hand. 

"Stop!" 

The tavern fell silent. Across the room, the purple shirt stirred. The groan of a chair turned the old woman around. 

"That's your father, boy? His highness?"

"Yes." He answered her through gritted teeth. It would not be the first time his father's boasts had earned him a beating. 

"I suppose that makes you the crown prince." She set him down, but the claw didn't uncurl, and the grimace on her wrinkled face turned into a wicked sneer. "We got a whole royal court tonight." 

His father had staggered to his feet. He swayed at the edge of the shadows, and the effect of the woman's taunts twisted over his thin, wide lips. She should run, the boy thought. He certainly would have, had the barmaid not been gripping his shirt in her talons. 

"Unhand the boy, peasant!" His Pa lurched forward, banged the table nearest his and kept coming even when the drunks sitting there growled, stood up and scooted into his path. He stood a head taller than any of them, something he'd swear came from their bloodline, but his steps teetered with the day's drinking.

"Peasant, is it?" The barmaid sneered and twisted the handful of shirt. "Out with you, then, Your Highness. You and the prince."

When she released him, the boy scrambled away. He turned back in time to see the man at the next table stick out a leg, to see his Pa trip and sprawl forward like a doll. The laughter shook the bar's walls. It drowned out his father's cussing and put a flame in his cheeks. 

His Pa came up swinging, but sputtering and swaying enough that they only shoved him aside, herded him one push after another toward the exit. The boy hurried out ahead into the street and listened for the shouting to ebb. When the dark shape appeared in the doorway, he curled into himself and waited for it to find him. This part never changed. Now, he'd take the brunt of his Pa's frustration, but at least it meant the man would come home for a while. 

"Vane!" The shout held all the threat he'd expected. "Damn you boy, where'd you go?"

The boy sucked in his lower lip and watched the shadow of his father creep closer, hunched over, feeling for anything that might support his bulk. He dragged one foot and snatched at a bush when he veered too far in one direction. He cursed, teetered for a moment and then pushed forward again. 

"Vane!" 

He had nowhere to run away to, and he wasn't old enough yet to fend for himself. Soon. He promised his impending bruises. Soon enough. "I'm here, Pa."

"Show yourself." The smell of ale flowed from the man's words, from his clothes and his hair. "Come here, Vane. Come close enough, and let me see the blood of Canton."



The chill of his own terror woke him. Vane opened his eyes and stared at the painted ceiling. Someone had done it like the sky— blue with impossible, puffy white clouds in a too regular pattern. It looked ghastly, but then again, a free bed had no burrs. 

The traces of the dream still pulled at him, ghosts, memories belonging more than twenty years in his past, belonging to the boy he'd been. Somehow, they still they managed to haunt the man Vane had become. He curled his lips together and rubbed one hand through his shaggy hair. 

The scent of a free meal wafted through the little chapel, and his stomach churned in response. He'd have to hit the road again today, to head north and brave longer spans between hospitality. He might as well enjoy breakfast first. 

The Father in residence had welcomed him two days prior. He'd given Vane a small apse to sleep in and a bed made of an old cart covered in a straw bag and moth-eaten blankets. Compared to the rest of his journey, this counted as high luxury. His bones thanked him every morning for spotting the tall white spire through the trees, and for having the wisdom to make haste for it as soon as he did.

It was bacon, that smell, and it moved his feet faster than his brain could. He pulled on thick trousers, a long white tunic and the high boots he'd found in the first room the castle had shown him. He wrapped the leather belt that had been his father's around the tunic and set it into a notch one wider than he'd had to use in a week. The Father here had fed him well, and he stood and folded his blanket into a tight square before following his nose to the next course. 

The chapel hid a minuscule kitchen just behind the sanctuary. A basement larder sat below that, shelves overflowing with vegetables grown in the Father's garden. What meat they ate was donated, the man confessed, and so before he sat, Vane silently thanked whatever gullible passerby had delivered the bacon. The Father already occupied one chair, head bowed in his morning prayer.

Vane checked the ring while his host mumbled for them both. He turned the cool band against his skin and examined the gemstones. The castle had given him this as well, though it had taken him a week of stumbling through the wretched maze to discover the right room. Maybe more than a week. Time didn't work right inside those walls, and what had seemed like months had brought him forward several years on the outside. 

The ring of the Bearer was flat and square. Nine stones had been set deeply inside its golden bevel, three rows of three, and each gem, though tiny, was flawless and perfectly clear. He'd had it examined the first chance he got, and appraised as well. The jeweler hadn't been certain of the stone types, but he'd been sure enough of the value to send a man after Vane when he'd left, a man that now slept in a cheap casket.

"Which way is it pointing this morning?" The Father ended his petition and gazed across the table. He squinted at the ring and couldn't hide the disapproving scrunch of his nose. "Still north?"

Vane shifted his hand back and forth. One stone glowed at all times, but which one changed with his motions so that he might always know the direction to travel. "North...and slightly west."

"Hmm."  

"The stone points to the Heir always."

"Northwest then." The Father chuckled and shrugged. "Bacon first. You'll need a good meal if you mean to go today."

Vane hadn't confessed as much, though that had been his plan. He looked forward to moving again, even if it meant a harder bed. Weeding the chapel garden gave him too much time to think, and the Father hadn't made any effort to keep his opinions to himself. He was far less forthcoming with offering information, however. Vane pressed him. "Is there anything in that direction?"

"Oh yes. Glade is that way, not too far either."

"Glade?" Information had to be pried from the man.

"Yup." The Father chewed a mouthful of bacon. His lined eyes twinkled. He spoke around the food, but Vane had grown used to his coarseness. Living alone in the wilderness might, understandably, wear down one's civility. "Used to be an elfin glade."

"And now?" What should he care what the place used to be? Elves were history, though considering his task, perhaps, there was a purpose at work. Perhaps, Glade would be the end of his journey. "What's there now?"

"Good sized town." 

"Good." 

"Starlight, I believe." The Father squinted with more judgment now. He watched for a reaction, had suspicions about his guest. 

"No matter." Vane shrugged and bit into his own meal. His ringless hand, however, slipped below the table, checked the pocket of his trousers for the Starlight amulet. Still there. If the man had poked through his things enough to find it, he hadn't gone so far as stealing. 

"You are certain you wish to continue with this?" The Father spoke casually, but there was a test in the words. He'd made his opinion of prophecies and Powers clear the first night.

"Yes."

"Of course." The eyes tightened again, but the man nodded. He folded his hands under his chin and stared up at the ceiling as if he could see the spire through the wood. The silence only lasted long enough for Vane to take two more bites. "There was a time when we might have tried to stop you."

"It wouldn't end well for you."

"It never did." The Father laughed, as if the threat had been in jest. "We learned eventually, tempered our enthusiasm with logic. Besides, people are far more likely to take advice when it is paired with kindness and assistance. Admonishment often bounces off."

"I've met my share of zealots, Father, and very few of them lived underneath a spire."

"Good. Good."

"But you would say something anyway? Why not say it? We both know I'm going either way."

"I'll pose a question then, if I may?"

"Please." The longer the man talked, the more bacon Vane could bolt down. He might even earn a full pack before he left, if he listened well and made the correct facial expressions. "Go on."

"Have you thought of what it will mean if you succeed?" The Father leaned back and lowered his gaze to his lap now. He dropped his hands there and adopted a pose that mimed his praying posture. "If you succeed, if you fulfill the prophecy, then what? The Powers return? Magic and what else? This prophecy of yours seems very vague."

"I suspect most prophecies are." 

"But what about the repercussions? How do you know we want the Powers back?"

"I don't." Vane grinned. He willed the Father to look up, to see how little he cared what "we" wanted. When their eyes met, the lined ones widened. The Father nodded, and fear shadowed his expression. 

"I see. Well, I hope you'll at least think about it. Good journey, Vane, and consider what you do and what it might mean." 

"Thank you, Father." He would think on it. Without question. The idea of what his prophecy might mean, what success could bring, had taken up every thought he had. It had woken something in his blood, the blood of Canton, and the idea of waking the Powers himself, Vane, The Bearer, had consumed him from the moment the rotten gargoyle had dumped him at the base of a forgotten castle. 
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LIDYA SCUFFED HER FEET until the dust made ankle deep clouds. Her bones ached a bit this morning. Every so often her steps brought a little jolt of pain. She followed her siblings, who followed Miriam, and kept her eyes moving. None of them would. Neither her muscle-bound brother nor her primping sister would think to be alert, to pay attention, to worry.

Even the goodmother was preoccupied today. She'd missed the pair of Starlights in front of the sheriff's house, and if she noted the woman with the blue skirt that followed them now, she didn't show it. No. She'd be focused on the task at hand, looking out for them but not really watching at all.

That was her job. Lidya the watchdog, always on duty.

For whatever reason, they'd caught the Starlight's attention today. Miriam should have noticed, and Lidya frowned at the woman's cloak hem swishing up ahead. It was the goodmother's job to notice, but then, the woman wasn't as young as she used to be... and that wasn't exactly young to begin with. All these years the gang had allowed them to dodge. Long enough. They'd lived in its shadow without molestation but, for some reason, the gig was up today. 

She stumbled, dragged her left leg and leaned down, catching a peek behind them through the crook of her arm. 

"Lidya?" Ami's dulcet voice floated back. That she noticed, damn her. Lidya's stumble was an embarrassment, and her sister couldn't have any of those. "Are you okay?"

She grunted a response, and when Ami held back, when she'd deigned to close the distance between them, Lidya whispered. "We've got Starlights today."

"What?" Ami snapped up straight and, as obvious as a wart, looked behind them.

Her long shadow blocked the sunlight, making Lidya's skin prickle. The curtain of her golden hair swung between them. It tickled, and Lidya stifled the urge to bat the tresses away. She tucked her arm tighter to her side instead and shuffled forward, brushing against her sister and hissing a warning as she passed. 

"Turn around, dolt. You'll just draw them out."

"Dolt?" Ami sniffed and spun again. Her hair arched out, riffled across Lidya's face. "Chance, Lidya's being foul again."

"Both of you hurry up." Their brother stood in the center of the road. He scowled at them, stiff as a gargoyle with his short cloak rippling in the breeze. The Starlights would have to be blind not to recruit him. Maybe that was their game today. "Miriam's nearly there already."

Weird. The whole day had gone bizarre. Their guardian's lapse in attention, the Starlights' interest in them, and now, Chance standing like a noble in the middle of the street, daring them to come for him. Lidya's goosebumps expanded, the chill in the air only responsible for half of them. 

"You're a troll," Ami whispered it so that Chance couldn't catch her. Then she pranced forward, hair and hem swinging, to join him in the spotlight. 

They were both dolts, but it would do Lidya no good, do them no good, to point it out again. She stumped forward, hunched and peeking through her arm, and kept watch. No worry she'd draw the gang's attention. No chance they'd find her useful, and so she'd fall to spying and hope to discover some crack that they might all slip through. 

That and tell Miriam as soon as possible. If the goodmother hurried now, perhaps it meant she sensed some urgency in the situation and that she hadn't missed it at all. 

Lidya rushed forward though her legs still held her back, though she still reached the trader's doorway last. Her siblings already lounged at the entrance. 

"You're slow," Ami sat on the steps. She smiled and ran her fingers through her hair. Her gaze pointed at the sky as if she were bored, but she'd taken the care to fold her gown's skirts into a decorative fan around her. "Isn't she slow, Chance?"

"Shut up." Chance stood, but he leaned against the hitching rail beside the steps. "Did you trip?" 

"No." Lidya shrugged off his concern. "There's a Starlight tailing us."

"The woman."

"Don't tell me to shut up." Ami pouted, but it was Chance's reaction that Lidya focused on. He showed no surprise, no emotion one way or the other. 

"You expected them today, maybe?" She watched his face, ignored their sister's huffing. "What's going on, Chance?"

"I don't have to tell you everything." 

"I'll just ask Miriam, then?"

Lidya lifted her foot to the bottom step and her brother's arm shot out to bar her passage. 

"Wait." He dropped his posing and moved in closer, lowering his voice. "Lidya, please. Don't tell Miriam yet."

"Do you suppose she won't notice? Maybe when you're all dressed up like a blue peacock, she'll look the other direction?"

"Blue?" Ami caught on at last. "Is Chance joining a gang?"

"Shhh." Chance stamped his foot and growled. His face purpled, exactly like it did when they'd been younger and he'd lost at a game or had to have Lidya work out his puzzles for him. "Powers, Ami, be quiet."

"Then tell us," Lidya said. "Are you joining up or not?"

"I'm looking out for all of us," he said. "Miriam won't be around forever, Lidya. Don't you ever think about the future?"

"I'm too busy keeping my eyes on right now...for all of us."

"Spare me, Lid. You sound like the goodmother."

That stung, and he knew it. He'd used the comparison on purpose to rankle her. She tried not to let him see how much he'd succeeded and shrugged, looking to the shop's door. The burn mark over the lintel made a black wolf's head, and the sign inside the door had been flipped to read: Closed. Dust buying day. "Well if you mean to be a Starlight, Chance, you'd better tell Miriam soon, before she picks a fight with them."

"What are you talking about?"

"She's stocking up on dust."

Both Lidya's siblings turned to the door but, where Ami only groaned, Chance cursed and kicked at the rail post. His anger made an answer for him, and Lidya didn't need to ask again. He had every intention of joining the Starlights. From the look of things, he'd already told them that too. 

Watching out for them. Oxen farts. More like looking out for his own future. Chance would like nothing better than to have a pack of Starlight cronies to back him up. They'd lived in Glade for seven years and managed to avoid getting involved. If he meant to throw away that peace, he did it for his own purposes, not for any shared future.

"Lidie?" Ami whined the pet name, the one she saved for favor begging. 

"No." Lidya saved her the trouble and scowled at their brother. "Whatever it is."

"You're in a foul place today." Chance sniffed and went back to his posing, leaving Lidya to deal with Ami's sullen, sniffling pout. 

"What do you want, Ami?" She'd rather not, whatever it was, but maybe they could work out a way to counter their brother's idiocy together. If she could get Ami to focus, they might be able to team up against him. 

"That fat old bag has a new hat in the window." Ami's face brightened. She dropped the pout like a stone and leaned forward. "It's so lovely."

"Grinda's not fat," Lidya said. It wouldn't help, defending the shop owner, but she couldn't bring herself to let Ami's nastiness slide. 

"She's horrid and mean." Ami hated the woman, primarily because Grinda hated her. If Ami wanted something and Grinda knew it, the price instantly doubled. 

"How much is the hat?" 

"Oh, Lidie, thank you!" 

"I didn't say yes yet."

"It's the gray one in the window, with the lace brim."

"She'll never believe it's for me." Most days Lidya wore pants under her skirt and a hand-me-down tunic or short frock. She never wore hats, or lace, but she needed Ami's allegiance against Chance today. "How much, Ami?"

"Tell her it's a gift for Miriam."

"How much?"

"The tag says seventy!"

"Highway robbery." Chance forgot he was keeping aloof and answered before Lidya could. "She's got some nerve charging that for a hat."

"Maybe if she didn't have to share her profits with the Starlights she could charge less." Lidya offered. "Maybe if you join up they'll give you a penny for every expensive hat Ami buys."

Chance cursed again. This time he stormed away, a sure sign she'd hit her mark. Lidya watched him pass the woman in the blue skirt. She saw the look they exchanged, and it told her he was in far deeper than she'd expected. 

"He's not really going to be a Starlight, is he?" Ami, on the other hand, missed everything. 

"Help me talk him out of it, and I'll go fetch your hat."

"Oh Lidie! I knew you would. Thank you. It's the gray one, remember, and don't tell her it's for me."

"Only if you talk to Chance."

"Sure I will." Ami smiled with all the depth she could muster. Her eyes grew serious. "Can you imagine if we could only wear blue, Lidya? All the time?" 

"Just talk to him." 

Lidya didn't wait for an answer. She shuffled from the shop steps in a puff of ordinary dust and made her way down the street. Thankfully, Grinda's store lay in the opposite direction from where Chance nursed his temper. Their Starlight tail remained with him, and Lidya was left to her own devices. Even the nagging pain in her joints subsided for a moment. She ducked her head low and reached the store without bother. 

The town had been built in a valley that, according to legend, had once belonged to the elves. If they'd kept it green and lush then, that magic had gone with them. Now the trees were held at bay by wide pastures fed by streams that kept the grass one shade off of yellow, at best. The streets of Glade had been worn to bare dirt, and the dust crept in through every crack so that Lidya's steps left a trail well onto the tailor's floor. The weaver shared a wall with the shop, and each bang of the harnesses next door made soft flurries here also.

Lidya spotted the gray hat right away, but she ignored it and wandered to the rear where the dresses hung beside a counter and where, she knew, she'd find the proprietor. 

"Lidya!" Grinda's round face bloomed in greeting. She smiled and then eyed the floor. "Oh, the damn dust again. It doesn't matter how often I sweep."

"Sorry. I've probably brought some in with me."

"No, no. It's no problem, girl. Better a dusty customer than none at all." 

"How is business?" Lidya went straight to the skirt rack and pretended to admire the fabric, most of which had tiny flowers or stripes on it and made her want to vomit. 

"Fair," Grinda said. "Are you shopping for yourself? Decided to dress like a girl again?"

"No." Lidya's hand dropped from the skirt as if it burned. "Not since Miriam has let me choose for myself."

"Well," Grinda's laugh held a kind note, a hopeful and charitable tone. "Perhaps you'll change your mind when the right young man appears."

"I need a gift for Miriam." She heard the tightness in her voice and felt a tickle of guilt. "Something really nice." 

"Ahh. Let's see then." Grinda trundled out from behind her counter and let the subject of young men drop. There'd been more of charity to that suggestion than Lidya liked, but the shopkeeper had the grace not to push it. "How about this one?"

Lidya shook her head. "It's nice, but Miriam has a lot of skirts. I want something special."

"Special. Let me think."

"She's so good to us, since our parents left. All we have really."

"I have some scarves from across the Southern Sea. The fabric is very fine."

"I'm not sure I could afford that."

"They are a bit gaudy, anyway." Grinda tactfully dodged again, too easily. Lidya felt a twang of guilt at the manipulation. "Let's see. I have new beads, also from overseas, dear. Some hats came in last week, and Old Lady Jansen has embroidered some lovely handkerchiefs."

"Hats?" She laced the word with casual interest and looked in the wrong direction, back toward the far wall and the dark shelves there. 

"Up here, dear. In the window. I'm not sure their suited to Miriam's tastes though. A bit too fancy."

"She deserves fancy." 

"Of course she does."

Grinda led the way to the front window. Lidya stumped after her a step at a time. Her leg twinged and complained all the way into her hip. Her foot twisted with the pain, but she set her shoulders against it and walked a straight line in the shopkeeper's wake. 

"Here they are... are you okay, Lidya?"

"Fine." She forced a snap down and smiled. "I like the gray one."

"It is pretty." If a suspicious note crept into Grinda's voice, it was so faint that Lidya couldn't be certain. Had Ami already been caught drooling over the thing?

"I like the blue, but you know. Starlights."

"Oh certainly not the blue." Grinda reached into the display and lifted out the object of Ami's affections. "Can't blame me for carrying it though. Might as well make a sale off the leeches if I can."

"Serves them right," Lidya said. "That's really pretty."

It actually was. Ami had impeccable taste, something she'd inherited from Miriam's influence more than anything else. This particular hat had a swooping, off-center brim and only the lightest touch of lace. 

"Try it on." Grinda offered the hat, thrust it out between them.

"Oh no. Not for me."

"Come on. What could it hurt?" Grinda smiled like a gobelin and waved the hat. "I think it would look lovely on you, and no one is looking."

She placed the soft brim in Lidya's hand. They both took a slow breath, the only sound in the shop, their long joined exhale. Between her fingers, the brim felt like a feather, soft and lighter than she'd expected. The angle of it, the off-kilter style appealed to her. She couldn't deny it in her mind, though she forced a frown and shook her head anyway.

"You deserve something pretty too, dear." Grinda spoke softly, in a tone one reserved for small animals they didn't want to frighten. It should have irritated her, but the feel of the hat, the delicate touch of the lace, was mesmerizing. 

She lifted it higher, peered underneath the crown. Nothing dangerous inside, nothing to make her hands tremble. What would it hurt to put it on? It would irritate Ami, and that thought decided for her. Lidya settled the thing onto her head and indulged in a second of vanity, a whiff of confidence that almost straightened her spine. 

"Oh that's lovely," Grinda lied. It still felt nice, nice enough to dull Lidya's senses. 

She turned a girly circle and caught sight of herself reflected in the shop window. Her hands snatched the hat from her head, and her back hunched lower. She turned her back on the glass and stumped, hat dangling in her fists, toward the counter. 

She muttered to the shopkeeper. "It's perfect."

Grinda had the good sense not to comment further. She held her tongue until Lidya had paid for the hat, at a good discount too, possibly bolstered by the woman's guilt. She'd tell Ami she paid full price, though, and suffered less guilt over that than she did when the shopkeeper called after her as she left. 

"I'd better not see that on your nasty sister's head!" 
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VANE PAUSED ON THE hillside above Glade. He'd left the road when it turned to dust, followed its ribbon from upslope and found himself overlooking the town at the point where the valley parted and the hills stepped farther aside. Dust below. The valley smoked with it at the edges, clouds of the stuff rolling like a drab tide against the base of the hills. They still grew green, even as the sun's heat threatened to swell and turn them brown to match the floor below. 

Once summer fully landed, even the trees would dry out. The town of Glade obviously had. The buildings sagged, tattered at the edges. The streets had ruts that cast shadows he could see all the way from his vantage point. If ever elves had tended this land, the death of that magic had left it more barren even than the rest of the Kingdoms. 

Not that Glade's state bothered him. It wasn't the town that carved his frown today. His temper spawned from something far more disturbing. 

The damned ring had stopped working. 

Vane lifted his finger and scowled at it. He shook his hand, waved it from side to side. No change. Not since he'd made the last fork and wandered nearer to Glade. Instead of one clear glowing stone, he had three. His reliable pointer now scattered into the random flickering of gems. Never the same three either. He shook it and watched the lights dance. Where the hell do I go now?

There could be only one answer. He'd found it etched into the last road sign, the thin plank nailed to a tree at the fork he'd taken just before leaving the road. It was a symbol he knew too well. Glade belonged to the Starlights, if the tags along the way were current. The gang had settled into this valley, his old gang, and if he meant to linger at all in the area, he'd have to pay them a visit.

He reached his ringless hand into the pocket of his trousers. The Starlight medallion burned in response to the magic he carried now. It had heated his skin, even through his shirt, from the moment he'd stepped foot inside the prophecy castle. He'd wrapped it in leather, tied it and carried it inside a pocket rather than endure its searing reaction to his ring. Even now, as his fingers closed around the bundle, he could still feel the heat it generated seeping through the layers of protection.

The same reaction had led him, over and over, to relics and profitable dig sites. But it had never burned, never warmed to the point that it did each time he brought the castle ring too close to his pants pocket. He'd need it, unfortunately, to identify himself to the Starlights. With the ring working incorrectly, he'd have to rely on his old methods.

He set the leather packet on the ground and knelt beside it, thrusting his ring hand out and away when the grass beside the leather darkened and withered. He couldn't wear them both at once, and for the moment, the ring of the Bearer would have to go.

Vane scooted away and removed the ring. Setting it on the ground made his hands tremble. Never, in all his wandering, his searching for power and magic and anything that might validate his father's claims about their blood had he come so close to something. That ring, the castle, even the title, Bearer, meant more than any gang had been able to offer. Still, he released it. He kept it in sight, however, while he unwrapped his medallion. 

He made the switch quickly, wrapped up the ring and tied it into a tight bundle, and then thrust that deep into his pocket before attempting to pick up the Starlight symbol. The necklace had no power at all, really. It was the hidden brooch he'd had fashioned to the back that heated in the presence of magic. That relic he'd found on his first dig, and even the inconvenience he faced now couldn't dim the value he placed on it. 

It had bought his way to freedom more than once. 

He shook off the memories, the nostalgia that threatened to divert his focus. There was no time in this life to dwell on things past. Not if he expected to prosper, to move forward. Always forward. The ring settled into his pants, warm enough to heat his thigh. Good. He'd know immediately if it was gone, and he wouldn't want to be the pick-pocket that tried to relieve him of it. 

With his magic rearranged, Vane started down the incline. He'd slip into Glade from the side, and so he moved in a diagonal down the slope to avoid the slit in the hills where the road entered. Still enough green on the trees to cover his approach, not that he feared anything below. Appearing in the town as if he'd been there all along, however, would cause less of a reaction.

He laughed. The way his life twisted. To think he'd enter anywhere thinking of subtlety when, less than a year ago, he led a gang of his own. A year of his life, that is, but the castle had thrown him forward. How long had it been out here, since he'd marched at the head of his own Starlights? Just thinking of it straightened his shoulders, put more force into his steps. He curbed it quickly. The time had come to let go of small things. The castle had shown him that, how little the gangs were, how petty and insignificant. 

Who would fight over scraps and feel proud when the world had offered them the source of all power?

Vane cast off the mantle of gang leader as easily as he'd cast off so many previous identities—waif, beggar, digger, killer and all the intervening steps that had carried him to this inevitable place. To his destiny now, the Bearer and, if he had his way, the Heir as well. 

Somewhere in the town of Glade was the next clue. He'd appease the gang and find his way again. He'd find the Heir and lead them to the castle as instructed. Then, by his father's blood, he'd kill the little bastard and take the throne himself. 

Who in their right mind would choose to rule a gang when they could rule the Kingdoms?

He laughed again, softly so as not to spook the town below. Slip in from the side, blend in, find the Heir. All simple tasks for Vane. All steps to the end he'd been working toward every day since leaving his father's grave behind him. 



Lidya stood in the alley behind Grinda's store and glowered at the hat. She longed to fling it away, to bury it and never see the wretched lace again. Ami would become intolerable if she did, but it was almost worth the whining. Her fingers flexed, twisting the brim. She could tell Ami that Grinda refused to sell it, but her sister would notice it was missing from the window. 
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