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​Part One: Sin in the Palace
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Kulthar’s Tower, outskirts of Ekidnarsh Forest, 17 Apifan 1826.

On the edge of the Forest of Ekidnarsh there was a tower of dark grey, almost black, stone. It stood alone; the nearest village was five miles to the east for the simple reason that no one wanted to live near a forest which was either haunted, or infested with demons, or full of trees which could move on their own and hated people. Oddly, the forest itself seemed to avoid the tower; the trees kept their distance as though from common consent, leaving an area of open grassland around the tower which someone used to grow some vegetables and many herbs.

People from the village of Ekidbarra did visit the tower every so often. Its owner had a longstanding arrangement to have various foodstuffs brought there by cart. Herbs and potions were sent back on the cart from time to time, and the villagers arranged to either use those themselves or sell them on to traders. This provided the tower with an income. The villagers spoke of an old woman who lived in the tower, and then of a girl the old woman seemed to have adopted. These days, no one ever saw the old woman; the girl always came down to meet the cart, but the supply of herbs and potions continued, so no one thought much of it.

No one but the villagers ever went near the tower; the old woman had liked her solitude, making it something of a surprise when the girl had appeared there. There was speculation that the girl was a granddaughter or something, but no one had the nerve to ask. While the woman was kind enough, the villagers were a little wary of her, mostly because she liked to be alone and lived right beside the Ekidnarsh Forest. Everyone thought she was some sort of sorceress, which was no bad thing, but some speculated that she might be more than that, and the rumours tended to make her seem more frightening than she otherwise would be.

It came as something of a surprise, then, when a party of riders from the capital came into town and asked for directions to the tower. There were four of them, led by a tall woman who wore a sword at her hip. They arranged for rooms at the village’s tavern, and then they set out for the tower, even though it was mid-afternoon and they might not make it back before dark. The villagers had no clue who they were, or what they wanted at the tower, but it was none of their business what strangers from the capital wanted. They did worry a little about the old woman and her possibly granddaughter, and some even wondered whether the sorceress in the tower was not the good and simple person they thought she was...

~~~
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The party of four rode up to the tower at some speed, stopping close to the single wooden door in its base. The woman dismounted swiftly, handing the reins to one of her companions, and started for the door.

She was quite tall for a woman, and she had the figure of someone who spent much time exercising. She had tight muscle on a lean frame which tight slacks and a silky blouse did little to conceal. The blouse rather showed off a reasonably substantial, if not excessive, bust. The slacks emphasised rather than hid long legs. Her face was strong and quite narrow with full lips, a straight, fairly flat nose, and blue eyes which had something of a hooded quality. Her hair was long and black. Strands of it framed her face. At the back, it was pulled into a high ponytail by a conical, purple ornament, and still it fell past her shoulder blades. Anyone seeing her would have described her as beautiful.

‘Princess,’ the man now holding two sets of reins said, ‘are you sure it’s wise to go alone?’

‘She’s solitary, not evil, Garrant. Overwhelming her will do no good.’ She advanced toward the door, raising her hand to knock, but it opened before she could touch it.

There was a girl standing in the doorway, holding onto the door as though she was not sure about keeping it open and needed the barrier between them. She looked to be in her late teens, though rather thin and perhaps a little underdeveloped. She wore a dark robe with a hood. The face showing under the hood had full lips and quite strong features, but there was still a little youth in it. Hazel eyes regarded the princess, never quite looking her in the eyes. Golden-blonde hair peeked out at the sides and across her brow.

‘Um, what do you want? You’re not from the village.’

‘No,’ said the princess. ‘My name is Aldirain Almarki. I’ve come to speak with Mistress Kulthar on a matter of great urgency.’

The hazel eyes shifted to look at the three men still on horseback. ‘Almarki? Doesn’t that make you one of the royal family?’

‘That is of no consequence.’

The girl returned her gaze to Aldirain’s chin. ‘You’d better come in. There’s a rail to tie your horses to at the side if you all want to come in.’

‘Mistress Kulthar is noted for disliking too many people visit–’

‘That won’t be a problem, Princess. Come upstairs when you’ve settled your horses.’ Then the girl shut the door, leaving them to decide what to do.

In the end, the man named Garrant entered the tower with Princess Aldirain. He cut a brutish sort of figure, heavily built with broad shoulders and strong arms. The pauldrons on his shoulders added to the effect of him being a powerful man. He was not ugly, but he had rather heavy features and dark hair cropped against his skull. The overall impression was of a military man, probably a knight. Green eyes softened his stern countenance somewhat, but his hand seemed to automatically hover near his sword at all times.

Through the door, they found a room with quite a high ceiling and little sign of occupation. Crates were stacked against the unpainted stone walls off to the right so that it was nice and easy to get to the staircase which spiralled upward on their left. The girl had said to go upstairs, and these seemed to be the stairs she meant. There was no handrail, and they curled around against the wall until they came to a hatch in the ceiling.

Warmth hit the princess as she lifted the hatch and climbed up into another room. It was more like a parlour in a fortified mansion than what Aldirain was expecting. The walls were painted a warm, pinkish sort of cream and the light of late afternoon came in from a window which had glass in it. The furniture was quality stuff constructed from pale wood with a hint of red in its grain. There was a circular table and four chairs, all of them featuring clawed feet. It was a fashion in furniture design that was a little out of date now, suggesting everything had been purchased several decades ago but very well maintained. The wood had a fine polish to it; the entire room was spotlessly clean. Beside the hatch was a door which presumably led to more stairs, but that was firmly closed. Weirdly, there did not seem to be a lot of space behind the door; they had to be steep stairs.

The girl had divested herself of her cloak; she was dressed in a loose shirt and trousers which looked a lot more practical and worn than fashionable. As the two visitors climbed up through the hatch, she was busy pouring tea into delicate cups. The entire service was decorated with wildflowers, another style that dated back several decades. ‘Please close the hatch,’ she said, without looking up. ‘It keeps the warmth in.’

Garrant closed the hatch behind them, then the visitors advanced toward the table.

The girl finished pouring tea into three cups, and then she looked up, appearing a little perplexed. ‘Uh, I could make coffee, if you’d prefer. It’s just that I don’t have much left and it’s hard to get the beans out here. I’m having to limit myself to one cup a day.’

‘Tea is fine,’ Aldirain said. ‘Miss...’

‘Oh, I haven’t said. My name is Sin.’

‘Miss Sin–’

‘Just Sin.’

‘If that’s what you prefer. Sin, will Mistress Kulthar be joining us?’

‘Well, no.’

‘We specifically came here to meet with the great sorceress Marimar Kulthar,’ Garrant said, sounding more than a little annoyed. ‘Please ask her to come and speak with Princess Aldirain.’ He put just a little emphasis on Aldirain’s title; even if she thought that did not matter, he certainly did.

‘I can’t do that,’ Sin said, again looking perplexed.

‘Young lady,’ Garrant began.

Aldirain held up a hand which silenced him very effectively for so simple a gesture. The princess smiled. ‘Sin, why can’t you ask her to meet with me?’

‘Well, she wouldn’t listen. And I’d need a shovel to even try, though I suppose I could use magic... Anyway, she wouldn’t be very good company for tea, what with being dead.’

Aldirain’s eyes widened. ‘She’s dead?’

‘She was a hundred and forty-two. That’s a really good age for a human, you know? She was still very sharp, if a bit absent-minded, but her body was getting very frail. Too frail for her magic to keep her going, really, but she tried so hard. She said she had more to teach me. I’m not sure what. I suppose I’ll never know.’

‘W-when did she die?’ Aldirain asked.

‘Last winter. The one before the one we just had, I mean. I’ve been alone ever since.’

‘Oh.’ The princess stepped forward and more or less fell into one of the chairs. ‘That’s... We missed her by a year. That’s long before Albin was...’

Sin sat down across the table from Aldirain and smiled. ‘Have some tea. Whatever it is, tea always helps. Mari always said that.’

‘Perhaps one of the things she had to teach you was tact,’ Garrant muttered.

‘Garrant,’ Aldirain chastised. Sin did not seem to have noticed the rebuke anyway. ‘You said Mistress Kulthar was teaching you, Sin. She taught you sorcery?’

‘Well, some. Oh! Maybe if you told me what you wanted from Mari, I might be able to help.’

‘That seems unlikely,’ Garrant muttered.

Aldirain ignored him. ‘My brother,’ she began.

‘That would be the prince then?’ Sin asked.

‘The crown prince,’ said Garrant.

‘Oh. Good?’

‘My brother, Albin, has been afflicted with a demonic curse. He is in some sort of dream state. We are able to feed him broth and water, but he is steadily weakening, and no one has been able to remove the curse. My father believes that the only person who might be able to do it is Mistress Kulthar. She was the court magician in Almarzim many years ago.’

Sin sipped her tea. ‘What makes you think it’s a demonic curse?’

‘Master Mortis, our court magician, has been able to do some analysis on the curse. He is quite sure it was spoken in the demon language. Very few people speak that tongue now. Master Mortis only has a loose grasp of it. Mistress Kulthar studied it extensively, I’m told.’

‘Yes, she did speak it quite fluently. She might have had the skill to untangle the spells. I wouldn’t be sure whether I can without seeing them.’

‘It’s a curse,’ Garrant said. ‘If it was just a spell, Master–’

‘Do you know what a curse is, Mister?’

‘Well, it’s... A curse is...’

‘Thought not. “Curse” is a term people use for a malefic spell that’s very hard to get rid of. Frequently, they have some form of mundane condition which negates them, but that’s not required. Really, it’s meaningless and no magician would use the word, unless they’re explaining something to non-magicians. This “curse” is just a spell, or more likely a collection of spells, which are hard to remove, likely because a demon cast them.’ Sin frowned. ‘The question would be why?’

‘That’s not a question I’m worried about now,’ Aldirain said. ‘Can you dispel it?’

‘As I said, I wouldn’t know without seeing your brother.’ Sin sighed. ‘I can be ready to leave the day after tomorrow. You’re staying in the village?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll meet you there an hour after first light.’

The princess smiled. ‘Thank you. Will we need to procure a horse for you?’

‘What? No. I’ve never ridden a horse in my life.’

‘We’ll need a cart then,’ Garrant said. ‘I suppose it’ll be of use in carrying supplies, but–’

‘No need for a cart,’ Sin stated flatly. ‘And I can take care of carrying supplies, if you procure them. Have everything ready when I get there. I’d like to make this trip as short as possible. The sooner we get started, the sooner I can be back.’

Ekidbarra, Yarbel County, Kingdom of Almar, 18 Apifan.

Ekidbarra was not a big village. It served as the hub for a farming community which was generally more south of it than north. To the north was Kulthar’s Tower and the forest; the latter in particular was not somewhere anyone wanted to live close to. Almar, the kingdom which theoretically owned the region, did not really acknowledge any land north of the village as part of the nation, though it still collected taxes from the few farms in no-man’s land.

The village had a palisade around it, though it was not well maintained. That was to protect against magical beasts from the forest, so not maintaining it might be considered an issue. As far as notable buildings went, there were three. There was the tavern with a few poor-quality rooms in which travellers could stay, and a large taproom largely used by the locals. There was the administrator’s office which was run by a nervous rat in human form. He was nervous in front of the princess anyway; maybe he appeared more competent normally. Finally, there was the general store.

Garrant appeared to think that the owner of the store, a gentle old man who smiled a lot, was out to scam them for all the money they had, despite the fact that the prices for the supplies they wanted were significantly lower than what one would have paid in the capital. Luckily, Aldirain was the one doing the negotiating and, being a princess, she had plenty of money to use on this mission. Her father had told her, in no uncertain terms, that money should not be a factor when it came to getting Mistress Kulthar to the capital. The fact that he was willing to dispatch his only other child to handle the negotiations suggested that nothing should be a factor in obtaining Mistress Kulthar’s aid, though neither of them had been aware of the great sorceress’s death. Even the princess and all the money she could bring to bear could not bring the dead back to life.

Aldirain was in the process of counting out gold and silver coins when the shop’s bell rang and a cloaked figure shuffled into the front room carrying a staff. The figure stopped briefly upon seeing the princess and Garrant at the counter, but then continued, pulling back her hood as she went. The princess said, ‘Hello, Sin. I wasn’t expecting to see you until tomorrow.’

‘I’m delivering potions. I’ve told the important villagers I’ll be leaving. Except for Mister Wowens here, and now he knows. I’ve brought this month’s supply of potions, Mister Wowens. There won’t be more for a while, and I won’t be needing my usual deliveries until I get back.’

The old man nodded and smiled. ‘We don’t see you in town that often, Sin. How are you getting on?’

‘As well as ever.’ Sin stepped up to the counter and pointed her staff at an area not currently occupied by the supplies being purchased. A circle of white light appeared on the simple wooden countertop, swirling with symbols no one else recognised, and a small crate appeared out of nowhere. The crate contained sixteen brown bottles, stoppered with corks.

‘I’ll get your money ready,’ said Mister Wowens.

‘Thank you. I don’t know what I’ll need on this journey.’

‘We’ll take care of your expenses,’ Aldirain said, ‘though it’s always wise to have a little spending money of your own. If you’d like, we could return to the tavern and discuss travel arrangements to Almarzim.’

‘Once I have my money, I have to check the warding stones.’

‘Warding stones?’

‘Mari set up warding stones around the village. So long as they’re working, magical beasts straying out of the forest won’t come near the village. I want to ensure there’s nothing wrong before I leave.’

‘Very well.’

‘And here’s your coin,’ Wowens said, handing over a bag that clinked.

Sin frowned. ‘There’s more than–’

‘We’ve some in your account which we won’t be needing to pay for supplies. Might as well take it all with you.’

‘True. Okay then,’ she said, and then turned to face the princess, ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’ Then she set off again without a bow or anything to acknowledge Aldirain’s rank. Garrant’s jaw tightened.

‘When did Sin start living with Mistress Kulthar, Mister Wowens?’ asked the princess.

‘Well now, there’s a question...’ Wowens looked thoughtful for several seconds. ‘Seems to me it was the spring of eighteen ten. Mistress Kulthar came to town saying she would need to increase her usual order because she’d taken in an apprentice. Well, “a stray” is what she called her.’ Wowens smiled warmly. ‘We were all happy. Forty years she was alone in that tower. A bit of company would do her good, is what we thought. Did too. In the last few years before she died, Sin did most of the work. We hardly saw her before then, but we knew she was there, helping. And then she took over supplying us with potions and keeping us safe from the forest beasts. Didn’t even tell us Mistress Kulthar was gone until I asked after her one time.’ He looked thoughtful again and tapped the crate Sin had brought. ‘I’ll need to sort out some supplies from Torenton to replace these. That’ll cost a pretty penny more...’

‘What are they?’ Garrant asked.

‘Oh, what we need. She makes cold remedies in winter, healing potions for injuries, stronger disease cures when we need them, pain relief potions... Whatever we need, she can make it, and she only charges enough to cover the supplies she needs. I should be paying her far more, but she always waves it away when I bring it up. “Mari charged as much as she needed. I don’t see why I should do it different,” is what she says. We’ll certainly miss her.’

‘So, she came here about sixteen years ago?’ Aldirain said. ‘She can’t have been much more than a baby.’

‘She’s older than she looks, but she had to be very young, yes. Mistress Kulthar never said where she came from, and it’s no one’s place to ask. She keeps to herself, does what she needs to do and more when we ask, and even if hardly anyone ever sees her, she’s well liked here in Ekidbarra.’

Aldirain took the hint, ignoring the low growl from Garrant. ‘I assure you, Mister Wowens, that I will personally ensure her safety and her comfort. What we need her to do is very important. There may be no one else in the country capable of it.’

‘If she’s capable of it,’ Garrant grumbled.

‘Whatever it is,’ Wowens said, ‘and I’ll not pry into the business of nobles, that little girl is more than capable. If you come across any magical beasts on your travels, it’ll be her ensuring your safety. You mark my words.’

19 Apifan.

‘She’s not coming,’ Garrant muttered. The princess’s party was waiting in the courtyard of the tavern with their horses and a small pile of supply bundles. Garrant had been muttering more or less the same thing every few minutes the entire time they had been readying their mounts. Now he had something new to add. ‘And what’s she going to ride anyway?’

‘She said she would be here an hour after dawn,’ Aldirain said. ‘I’m sure we’ll find out how she’s solved the transport problem soon.’

‘You’re right, you will.’ Sin’s voice came, apparently, out of nowhere. The others looked around randomly for a second or two before Aldirain realised that the sound had come from above them. She looked up to see Sin, wrapped in her cloak, gliding down out of the sky while perched on her staff. ‘Is that all the supplies?’

‘Uh, yes. So, you’re going to fly on that staff?’

Sin stepped lightly off the wooden rod – which looked like it was a fair bit taller than she was – swinging it around and pointing it at the stack of goods. ‘I can’t ride a horse,’ she said, ‘but I can ride a stick.’ A glowing circle appeared under the bundles. They promptly vanished. ‘Are we going through Torenton? If you want to pick up more there, I can store much more than that.’

‘How much more?’ Garrant asked.

‘I don’t really know. I’ve never hit my limit, and if I did, we could always split it up and use multiple spells.’ Sin flipped her staff around and sat down again, lifting upward until the staff was at about the same height as Aldirain’s horse’s back. ‘I’m ready when you are.’

‘Indeed,’ said Aldirain, reaching for her mount’s reins, ‘let us be on our way. To Torenton.’

~~~
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‘Isn’t it uncomfortable?’ Aldirain asked, vaguely indicating Sin’s staff. The party had stopped for lunch, which happened to consist of pre-packaged meals the tavern had put together for them. Sin had popped the supplies out of storage and would pop them back in when they resumed.

‘What?’ Sin asked in return.

‘Well, sitting on that narrow piece of wood for hours.’

‘Oh. You have a fundamental misunderstanding of the spell’s function.’

‘I’ve never learned the Flight spell,’ Aldirain admitted.

‘There are three Flight spells that I’m aware of.’

‘Oh.’

‘You can fly using any of the Spheres of Air, Fire, or Force. I wouldn’t recommend Fire.’

Aldirain gave a questioning, frowny smile. ‘I’ve never seen anyone fly using Fire magic.’

‘Good. That’s likely because you’ve only been around sensible sorcerers. Basically, flight is all about providing a force to lift you up and move you forward. You can generate that with Air, but it usually involves having a cloak or something to give you the surface area to generate the lift. It provides only moderate control, and it tends to blow everything about under you. Fire is sort of the same, but with burning scenery. You blast a lot of fire out beneath or behind you, and that provides the thrust. It has less stable control than Air. The best way to do it is using Force, and you don’t lift the staff, you lift the whole body. The staff is basically a prop. I’m not really sitting on it; it’s just under me.’

‘I’m trying to imagine our court magician blasting through the air on a column of flame...’ The princess’s face contorted as she apparently tried hard not to burst into laughter. ‘It’s not a pretty sight.’

‘It’s usually only fire mages in dire need that use it. Or total idiots.’ Sin looked at the meat pasty she was eating. ‘Rather like whatever this is. I suppose it’s easy to transport, but you’d only eat it out of desperation.’

‘Luckily, we won’t be eating this kind of thing all the way to Almarzim. Things will be a lot more comfortable once we get to Yarzim.’

Sin finished chewing the bite of pasty she had just taken, swallowing with no relish at all. ‘I have no idea where either of those places actually are. “Zim” suggests they’re at least regional centres. I think I’ve heard of them before.’

‘Yarzim is the regional capital governing Ekidbarra. Tonight, we’ll stop in Torenton. It’s three days’ ride, not quite due south, from there to Yarzim. Almarzim is southeast of Yarzim. It’s quite a long way, but we’ll travel overnight and be there in the morning.’

‘Travel overnight?’

‘Yes. Have you ever been on a railcar?’

Sin frowned. ‘I’m going to assume I haven’t, since I have no idea what a railcar even is. Well, if nothing else, this trip is going to be educational.’

Torenton.

Torenton was a much larger place than Ekidbarra. It also had a palisade, but this one was obviously maintained and had guards at the gates. They looked a little askance at Sin atop her staff but did nothing to stop the party as they rode in.

Aldirain had expected Sin to be looking around with a hint of awe as they passed through the town toward its centre where there was an inn. Torenton was probably the largest town Sin had ever seen, so a little interest seemed reasonable. Instead, Sin seemed entirely unfazed by the numerous buildings, the shopfronts, and the magical streetlights which were starting to glow as evening closed in.

The inn – The King’s Head – was glowing brightly with numerous lanterns strung across its front. It faced onto an ornamental sort of town square with a monument to King Albor, the first king of Almar. There was a more functional square to the north where a weekly market was held; this one was there just to be pretty. The inn was one of the larger buildings in Torenton at three stories, constructed of wood and stone. Its entrance lobby was quite large and lacked the barrels and bottles of a taproom. They had an entire room dedicated to greeting guests, and that did not seem to impress Sin either.

A sticklike man in a suit rushed toward them as they walked in. His bow was flawless and he kept bowing while he began speaking. ‘Highness, I’m so glad that you have chosen our humble establishment for a return visit.’

‘Mister Hulgin,’ Aldirain said, smiling. ‘Please raise your head.’ She found talking to hair rather annoying, but she was a princess and rather used to it. ‘I hope the Lord’s Suite is available again?’ The Lord’s Suite was several rooms up on the top floor technically reserved for the regional lord. It had the distinct advantage of having sufficient beds for the entire party since a lord, or a royal, generally travelled with a retinue, and it was available for large parties – and royalty – when the lord was not using it. In all the years The King’s Head had been open, the local lord had stayed there twice.

‘Of course, Highness.’ Hulgin straightened his back. His eyes flicked over Sin, wrapped in her thick-but-very-functional cloak and dressed not in a skirt but trousers. ‘You’ll just need the suite? We have other rooms available, if required.’

‘Sin will be fine in one of the rooms in the suite.’

‘I’d probably be happier in the stables with the horses,’ Sin commented. ‘I bet the beds are too soft.’

For once, the irritable Garrant did not attempt any form of rebuke. In truth, he thought the beds were too soft.

‘The food is very good here,’ Aldirain said, ‘and the beds have very clean linen.’

‘After lunch, I’m looking forward to dinner then.’

‘Mm. If someone could take us to our rooms, Mister Hulgin.’

‘I shall see to it myself...’

~~~
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‘You lied about the food,’ Sin accused.

‘I know,’ Aldirain said rather sadly, ‘I’m sorry.’

‘The beds are going to be soggy.’

‘Sorry, I’m a princess, I wouldn’t know.’

20 Apifan.

Hulgin gave them a warning as they left the following morning: there had been several reports of bandits on the road heading south from Torenton. This resulted in three knights on high alert as they rode out, with Garrant in the lead and the other two flanking Aldirain. They managed to keep that up for most of the morning, and then they resumed with equal alertness after lunch, but as they continued on without incident, they began to get a little tired of constantly looking around. That was human nature; no one could remain on high alert for such an extended period.

Still, as they approached a section of road which passed between two small hills, Garrant straightened his back. ‘That’s a good place for an ambush,’ he said. ‘Be watchful.’ Akron and Ukri, the other two knights, sat more upright, hands moving to sword hilts. Aldirain did likewise, though it was unlikely that her guardians would let her do any fighting. Floating above them on her staff, Sin said nothing, nor did she appear more alert.

The ambush was sprung as they reached the midpoint between the two hills. Ten men rushed out onto the road ahead of them, eight on foot and two on horseback. All of them had weapons in their hands. Another six rushed out from cover to the rear, blocking their retreat. To either side, archers appeared on the hilltops, already drawing their bows.


‘No choice,’ Garrant said, drawing his sword. ‘We’ll have to plough through and–’



Sin dropped to the ground in front of his horse. ‘Hold your ground,’ she said. Her voice generally had a rather carefree quality, laced with a hint of irreverence which Garrant in particular found irritating. Now it was flat, calm, and commanding. ‘I can’t protect you if you’re charging at them, so hold still.’

‘They have archers!’

‘So?’ As Sin spoke, arrows flew, a volley from each side, maybe two dozen in all. They flew in arcs to drop down upon the party, and they would have if they had not hit an invisible barrier a few paces from their targets. Sin turned toward the archers on the right, raising her staff. A tornado of fire exploded from the ground, engulfing the attackers in an instant. Before the screams had really begun, she turned again and a second tornado was quickly ravaging the other hilltop. ‘I’m assuming we don’t have the time to take them alive,’ she said flatly.

‘We, um, don’t,’ Aldirain confirmed.

Sin turned to regard the men who had blocked their way. Chaos was rapidly descending upon them. They had set up their ambush, they had the numbers to overwhelm most travellers, they had sprung their trap perfectly, and now, in barely five seconds, the tables had turned. Their leader was shouting for a charge; his men were criminals, not soldiers, and they valued their lives in the face of someone who could incinerate them in an instant. Still, maybe the leader could rally his troops...

A beam of light lanced out from Sin’s staff. Unlike the way light generally moved, this beam moved along a curving path, dipping low to the ground as it leaped toward the bandits. Then it rose up and dived down again, punching right through the bandit leader’s chest and out the other side. His shouts stopped instantly, and then he slid off his horse to land on a couple of his men before falling into the dirt.

The effect on the bandits was immediate: they bolted, running for cover, and then just running. The second rider did not make it off the road, however, before a second beam of light hit him in the back of the head, obliterating his skull entirely.

‘Well,’ said Sin, ‘that should take care of that.’ Her carefree voice was back. She hopped back onto her staff and lifted into the air. ‘Satisfied, Sir Garrant?’

‘You knew they were there before they ambushed us, didn’t you?’ Aldirain said. ‘Why didn’t you warn us?’

‘What would be the point? Going around them was not really an option. People like that pose no threat.’

‘Apparently not,’ Garrant said, ‘but I’d still appreciate a warning next time.’

‘As you wish, though I was rather hoping there would be no next time.’

‘She has a point, Garrant,’ Aldirain said.

‘Well, true, but...’

‘If I sense anything, I’ll tell you,’ Sin said. ‘Speaking of which, we’ll pass a cart in about three miles. It’s possible it could contain assassins!’

‘Now you’re just rubbing my nose in it...’

Yarzim, 22 Apifan.

The remainder of the journey to Yarzim was uneventful. They could have stayed overnight in a couple of towns along the way, but the timing was wrong; stopping in the towns would have meant losing time on the road. Thus, they spent two nights sleeping on the ground. But it was summer and the nights were warm enough, and even the princess seemed to be unconcerned about sleeping on a folded blanket. The knights kept a watch all night, even though Sin set an alarm spell before going to sleep. She thought that was redundant at best.

The walls of Yarzim became visible about two hours before they actually reached them. They were white stone and quite tall, and they looked like they had been put up to look good rather than for protection. They were big enough that protection was provided by accident anyway. The guards stationed at the gatehouse took one look at Garrant and then Aldirain, and passed them without comment, even if it was apparent that they wanted to make a lot of comments about the girl on the staff.

‘We’ll head straight for the station,’ Aldirain said as they rode down the street from the gate toward the centre of the city.

‘We’re not staying overnight?’ Sin asked.

‘We can sleep on the railcar.’

‘Interesting.’ Once again, Sin seemed underwhelmed by the city, as though she had seen better. Yarzim was largely stone with some upper floors created from wood. A lot of it was painted in bright colours. There were various storefronts along the road to the city centre where the really large buildings could be seen; Sin seemed uninterested in any of them.

The party rode across a large, circular open area in the city centre which featured a statue of the Great Hero Adara Hundersan holding aloft the Sword of the Hero. Sin glanced at it once as they passed, seeming amused for some reason. Then they dismounted outside a building which was not tall, but it did seem to take up a lot of space. A sign above the large entrance doors read Yarzim Central Station.

For the first time on the trip, Sin showed signs of actually being excited by something. It came as the party led their mounts through a barrier inside the building and she found herself on one of the platforms where the railcar was waiting. It consisted of four boxlike vehicles on iron wheels which, as the name suggested, ran on rails. The three cars at the back were basically just like carts aside from being solid constructions with windows – except for the rearmost which lacked the windows but had large doors on the side – but the one at the front was something else entirely.

‘I can feel the magic from it,’ Sin said. ‘What is it?’

‘That’s the engine car,’ Aldirain explained. She had relinquished her horse to Garrant, and the horses were being led onto the last car through those large doors. ‘Railcars are powered by burning thaumicite. Even when the engine isn’t fired up, the car tends to give off magical energy. I’d imagine that’s what you can feel.’

‘A thaumicite engine. Interesting. I have no idea what that is, but I’d like to see it, if that’s possible.’

‘I’d imagine the engineers would allow it once we’re under–’

‘Princess!’ The shout came from the direction of the barrier.

Aldirain looked back that way, cringed, and then fixed a smile on her face. ‘I was really hoping we’d get away before he noticed we were in the city,’ she said in a voice only Sin was likely to hear.

The man rushing toward them, followed by an entourage of eight men, was wearing something which might have been a military uniform. The jacket was starched within an inch of its life, and the trousers had creases sharp enough to cut flesh. In contrast to this, and rather marring the line of the suit, the body within was used to far too many good meals. The man was not quite as tall as the princess, swelling in the middle and around the face, and had big hands which looked flabby rather than strong. He was a little out of breath by the time he reached Aldirain, but that was not enough to stop him.

‘Highness, I am gratified to see that your journey has ended safely. Will you not stay the night in my fair city? I would–’

‘Count Yars,’ Aldirain said, ‘I’m afraid that the urgency of the situation demands that we continue our journey as soon as possible. The engineers are already starting the engine. Our hope is that we will reach Almarzim by morning.’

The count’s entire frame sank a little, almost like he was deflating. ‘Of course, of course.’ His gaze passed over Sin. ‘My understanding was that you were seeking the aid of the sorceress Marimar Kulthar. I don’t see her here. Has she, perhaps, boarded the railcar already?’

‘Mistress Kulthar is unavailable. I’ve secured the aid of her apprentice. Sin, this is Count Patrin Yars, Yarbel’s regional lord.’

‘Right,’ said Sin. ‘Hello.’

Yars bristled a little. ‘And she will be sufficient for your needs, Highness?’

‘That depends on what the problem really is,’ Sin said before Aldirain could reply. ‘If Mari could have solved the problem, I’ll be able to, but I won’t know until we get to Almarzim. I’ve made no guarantees.’

‘I have confidence that she’ll succeed,’ Aldirain said. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, the horses are aboard, and we should do the same.’

‘Of course, of course. Good luck, Your Highness.’

Aldirain, followed by Sin, headed for the third car. She waited for the door to be closed behind them – leaving them standing in a narrow corridor which looked like it belonged in an inn – before speaking. ‘Tedious man. He’s entirely too concerned with social climbing. He fancies himself a soldier, would you believe?’

‘Well, I haven’t met many soldiers.’

‘Trust me, they don’t do too well if they get out of breath from running a hundred paces. You don’t know much about etiquette, do you, Sin?’

‘I don’t know much about humans. The only ones I’ve spent much time with are my father and Mari. I take it I was supposed to treat that count differently?’

Aldirain smiled. ‘You’re supposed to treat me differently too.’

‘Well, you’ve never said anything. Not that I’d know how to treat you if you did.’

‘Honestly, I find it rather refreshing.’ The princess started down the corridor toward the front of the railcar. ‘Considering that we plan to make your stay in Almarzim as short as possible, I think we can manage without you taking lessons in proper court etiquette.’

‘Good. That sounds really boring.’

Briefly, Aldirain reflected on her own education. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it really is.’

~~~
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‘The line’s clear all the way to Almarzim,’ Garrant said as he returned to one of the seats in the lounge car. ‘We should arrive before midnight. If you want to head straight for the palace then, we can.’

Aldirain shook her head. ‘It’ll be too late by the time we can get to Albin. It’s better to start early and be fresh when we get there. We’ll sleep on the railcar tonight and set out first thing.’

‘Would it be okay for me to see the engine before we go to bed?’ Sin asked. She was sprawling in her seat rather than sitting. They had just been through a four-course meal which she had thoroughly enjoyed, but she was feeling a little full. More than a little, actually, but the draw of the engine was strong.

‘Give me another few minutes to digest,’ the princess said with a smile, ‘and I’ll take you up there myself.’

Considering her own stomach, Sin nodded. ‘That seems fair.’

~~~
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The engine car was a somewhat streamlined metal box. You had to step out into the night air to go from the front of the lounge car – where the kitchen and staff facilities were located – to the rear of the engine car, and Sin paused briefly to watch the scenery rushing past. They were moving faster than any horse, that was for sure. They were going slower than she could fly on her staff, however, probably around half the speed.

The rear part of the car was fuel storage with a narrow corridor at one side allowing the crew to get back into the train if needed. The fuel itself was behind metal bulkheads and invisible, but Sin could feel the magical energy even through the steel. Thaumicite seemed to be some sort of ore which contained magical energy. Sin was wondering whether she had seen it before. She got her answer soon after they left the storage area and entered the cabin.

‘Gentlemen,’ Aldirain said as two dirty faces turned to look at the newcomers, ‘please don’t allow us to disturb your work. Miss Sin expressed a desire to see what she could of the engine.’

‘Your Highness,’ said one of the two. He was the eldest. Perched on an uncomfortable-looking iron seat in front of a small window, his hand rested on a lever which, along with others, presumably controlled the engine.

A younger man was shovelling lumps of black rock from a hopper at the back of the cabin to an open hatch at the front. He went distinctly scarlet under the dirt as soon as he saw the princess. His head bobbed rapidly in what was probably meant to be some sort of bow, and a lump of rock fell off his shovel. Before he could do anything about that, Sin picked it up, turning it over in her hands.

‘That’s dirty, Miss,’ said the driver. ‘You shouldn’t be–’

‘I’m not an aristocrat,’ Sin said, eyes on the rock. ‘I don’t mind getting my hands dirty. So, this is thaumicite? I know it by a different name. Thought so.’ The rock was crystalline, composed of flat planes so tightly compressed as to appear like a single mass. Sin could feel the energy locked in the crystals. Magical energy, trapped and waiting to be released. She turned her gaze toward the hatch the stoker was shovelling the thaumicite into and nodded. ‘So, you use an alchemical array to release the energy and then... process it into rotational energy to drive the wheels?’

‘That’s right, miss,’ said the driver. ‘Don’t understand how it works myself, but that’s how it was explained to me when I was learning how to drive it.’

Sin tossed her sample rock in after the shovelful and clapped her hands together to remove most of the dust. ‘It’s a finite resource, you know. I hope it’s being used efficiently.’

‘We use a lot of it,’ Aldirain said. ‘We could run out?’

‘Yes, though I’d imagine we’ll all be dead before you do. Do you know where it comes from?’

‘Well, they dig it up out of the ground.’

Sin grinned. ‘But how did it get into the ground? Don’t answer, I’ll tell you. Long, long ago, before there were humans, the world had much more magic than it does now. Just about everything had to have a relationship with magic to survive. The only beasts were in the seas, and plants ruled the land. Magical plants.’

‘I’ve heard there are walking trees in the Ekidnarsh Forest.’

‘There aren’t. There are Blood Oaks which can shoot roots up to spear animals, but they can’t move about. Those are magical plants, but in the time I’m talking about, almost everything was like that. They lived on magic, relying on that more than sunlight. And then they died with magic soaked into their very substance, and ages passed, covering their remains in rock, compressing them until they turned to stone. When you dig up thaumicite, you are digging up the remains of ancient trees. Those conditions will never happen again, so once you’ve dug up all the thaumicite, there will never be any way to replace it.’

‘Oh,’ said Aldirain. ‘Um, but you said we won’t run out soon.’

‘There were a lot of magic trees back then.’

‘How do you know all this, miss?’ the driver asked. ‘I’ve never heard anything about it before.’

‘My teacher told me.’

‘She was taught by Mistress Marimar Kulthar,’ Aldirain supplied.

‘Ah, well, she’d know that kind of thing,’ said the driver.

‘Mm,’ said Sin.

~~~
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There were several bedrooms on the train, each with two bunks as well as a table, a well-padded bench seat, and a washroom. The bunks were remarkably comfortable, and the slight rocking of the train was not enough to stop Sin from falling asleep. Instead, it was the railcar coming to a stop which woke her, likely due to the squeal of brakes.

Slipping out of bed, she tugged aside the curtain over the window and looked out upon a darkened station similar to the one in Yarzim but much bigger. Huge arches of iron supported a glass ceiling. Yarzim had had maybe three platforms, but here there were more, maybe a dozen that she could see from her window. There might have been more on the other side of the train, but she was not going to go out into the corridor to look.

This, she assumed, was the station in the capital. It seemed like it was a hub, the rail lines fanning out from here to other cities in the kingdom. Now, the station was silent. She could see a few people moving around, but no one seemed particularly inclined to approach the newly arrived vehicle. There was no sound suggesting that anyone was coming to wake her either. The princess had said they would set out in the morning, so Sin went back to bed. Soon enough, she would get her first look at the capital city of Almar, and she would get to see this prince she was supposed to save.

Almarzim, 23 Apifan.

It was not quite light when a servant knocked on Sin’s door to get her out of bed. By that time, she was already awake and reading a book she had brought with her from the tower. The servant seemed a little surprised, given the early hour. Not that Sin could have cared less; all she really wanted was breakfast.

Everyone seemed to be feeling the urgency of getting to the palace – aside from Sin – but the princess insisted that they eat before setting out. ‘Lunch will be a long time from now,’ she said, ‘and we’ll want to be running on a full breakfast when we get to the palace.’ Sin considered that very practical and gave Aldirain extra marks for it.

‘Let’s just hope the girl can do something when we get there,’ Garrant said. Then he stuffed his face with eggs and bacon. Sin would have taken marks away from him for that comment, but she already considered him to be on zero marks and was not willing to go into negative numbers.

‘I won’t know what I can do until I see him,’ Sin said. ‘I don’t suppose it’s going to be a simple thing to get in to see him?’

‘Well,’ Aldirain said, ‘my authority will get us through the gates quickly enough, but it would have been easier if you were Mistress Kulthar. Mortis is bound to cause a fuss.’

‘Mortis?’

‘Ranolf Mortis. He’s the current court magician.’

‘He won’t believe you can do anything,’ Garrant predicted. ‘There’s no way he’ll believe a girl less than half his age can do more than he can.’

‘How old is he?’

‘He’s in his forties,’ Aldirain said. ‘Forty-three? I think he celebrated his forty-third birthday around a month ago.’

Sin gave a shrug. ‘Okay. Well, I’ll let you deal with him.’

‘Oh, thank you.’

~~~
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The city of Almarzim was big. The wall surrounding it was big, but they had bypassed that by coming in on the railcar. Sin assumed there was some means of closing off the opening the rails passed through, otherwise the walls were kind of pointless. The station was in the southern part of the city, surrounded by what looked like industrial buildings. The palace was in the northern quadrant, some distance away, so Sin got to see quite a lot of the city as a carriage took them north.

The carriage was nice. Painted white, it had a lot of gold trim and looked very regal. It had big windows, and that allowed for a good view of the city as they passed through. Sin felt the padding on the seats could have been better; the streets were cobbled, so the ride was rough.

Heading north out of the industrial district, they entered an area which seemed to be housing for the lower classes. There were tall buildings which likely had multiple apartments in them, but they appeared to be constructed well and maintained. The render on the walls was fairly fresh, though it was all a bland shade of off-white. The people seemed happy enough. They were not exactly singing and dancing in the streets, but they did not look unhappy, and their clothes were fairly clean and unpatched. Back in Ekidbarra, people frequently wore patched clothes because they had little money to spend on their wardrobe.

And then they crossed a river. The city, Aldirain explained, was built over the Almargan River, the largest river in the kingdom which began in the mountains north of Ekidnarsh Forest and ended at the coast many miles to the southwest of the city. The river was broad, but it had been channelled as much as possible so that it came in to the north and then turned to divide the city into north and south halves before leaving on the west side. The southern half of the city was largely lower class while the upper classes occupied the north half.

Certainly, the difference in architecture once they crossed the bridge was obvious. There were a few multioccupancy buildings at first, but these were of higher quality and tended to have coloured render. They were the dwellings of artisans, for the most part. Then the height of the buildings dropped but they had larger floorplans. These belonged to the wealthy and the lesser aristocracy, and Sin also noticed that there was less horse dung on the roads in this part of the city. She could see a few walls which appeared to belong to larger complexes a distance away, though what they were she did not know and was not really interested in. The palace was ahead of them and thus invisible unless she cared to lean out of a window.

As they went north, the buildings got larger and grander, presumably as the status of the owner grew higher. Then they passed into a square of some sort with very grand buildings set around it. These were huge and many had spires of one sort or another. Aldirain pointed to one of them which looked older than the others. ‘That is the Temple of the Hero,’ she said. ‘The remains of Adara Hundersan, the Great Hero, are interred below that building.’

‘It’s said,’ Garrant added, ‘that he’ll rise up to lead humanity if the demons should ever return.’

‘Really?’ Sin asked.

‘That’s the legend,’ Aldirain said. ‘He isn’t exactly worshipped, but there is an entire religion based around revering his memory. Anyway, his remains are under there, but his sword is beneath the palace.’

Sin nodded. ‘I know that. Mari told me. That’s what powers the barrier around the palace.’

‘Yes, it is. I’m a little surprised she mentioned it.’

‘She had to pass on her secrets to someone.’

Aldirain would have asked what that meant, but the carriage came to a stop then; they had arrived at the outer southern gate of the palace. ‘I’ll deal with this, and we’ll be on our way,’ she said. Then she got up and left the carriage. A minute or two later, a man in light armour appeared at the door of the carriage to look in at Sin. She looked back. He asked nothing, so she said nothing. Then he went away and, soon after, the carriage began to move.

The palace seemed to be surrounded by a fairly thick wall. The carriage went through a tunnel which seemed to go on for far too long. About halfway through, Sin shuddered as she passed through a wall of magic. Then the slight feeling of drag was gone and the carriage was in daylight again, and Aldirain was climbing back in.

‘They’re sending word ahead that we’re coming through,’ the princess said. ‘There’ll be less delay at the next wall.’

‘Okay. I see the barrier is still working.’

‘The anti-demon barrier? You could feel that?’

‘I could feel the magic.’

‘I’m not that sensitive. The outer ward of the palace is for administration, by the way.’ They were passing through an area consisting of a lot of buildings which did not look like housing. Nor did they look industrial in any way, but they were lacking in character and fairly large. ‘These buildings house the offices of the various ministries that make the country function. That one is the military affairs office. On the other side is magical affairs.’

Sin looked to either side. ‘I can’t tell the difference.’

‘Well, no, I wouldn’t be able to if I hadn’t had the locations drilled into me. There are offices for Agriculture and Mineral Resources, Trade, Finances, which means tax, mostly, Foreign Relations, Culture... The list goes on.’

‘I thought the regional lords were in charge under the king.’

‘Well, they are, but there’s also the various ministries monitoring everything and providing advice to the crown as well as to any regional authority that requests it.’ Aldirain gave a small shrug. ‘The system was set up about three centuries ago. It works when people take advice. The biggest problem right now is in the south where Duke Unter likes to run things his way. He won’t even listen to Father half the time.’

‘That sounds like politics.’

The princess grinned. ‘And you’re not interested in politics, I take it.’

‘No, though I will admit that I’ve probably involved myself in it.’
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