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The Aftermath

   
      
      ORINDALE HARBOUR
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      The creature huddles in the recessed doorway of a waterfront tavern. Closed now, and empty, the windows look in on an abyss,
         a room so shrouded in middlenight that the glass might mark the entrance to the Fold itself. Light from sporadic sentinel
         torches left burning along the Orindale waterfront reflect off the windows, but, ignoring the laws of physics, their glow
         doesn’t bring any illumination to the darkened tavern; the diffuse glow merely bounces back.
      

      The creature knows well that places exist where nothing matters, where light cannot penetrate, where the absence of perception
         provides for the absence of reality. The Fold. Isn’t that how the old man described it? It’s worse than death, because death,
         like life or love, is held so close. Death has meaning; it’s a profound event, feared above most horrors, but meaningful nevertheless.
         This place is worse, more tragic: the Fold embodied. This is a place so devoid of colour and touch, scent and sound, that
         nothing can survive. This is the place mothers go after the broken bodies of their children are found washed up on a beach
         or lying in pieces across a field. It’s the end of all things, the event horizon.
      

      Nothing can remain here long – except for the creature. Stooped and broken, hunched at the waist and dragging much of its
         torso like a disintegrating appendage, the thing in the doorway resembles a tree that has lived too long, the victim of too
         many woodsmen hacking deep, disfiguring scars. It can stand upright, but that’s painful, that requires effort, and hope, and
         the creature refuses to have hope. Instead, it waits. Fortified by its ability to see and understand its own condition, as
         if seeing itself from above, the creature becomes the darkness, dragging it along as it drags its own body. It sees the mossy
         nubs that work their way through the rotting planks of the waterfront walkways. It steps in the puddles of piss and vomit
         that surround the taverns. It watches rats battling over half-stripped chicken bones tossed from windows two and three floors
         up, and insects devouring half-digested bits of venison regurgitated by drunks reeling towards home, their ships, maybe, or
         the downy beds of the local whores.
      

      One night it finds a finger, lost in a bar fight and on another, a portion of someone’s ear, which it turns over and over
         in its fingers, trying to imagine the whole from which this bit was severed. Finally, it stashes the lobe in its robes, tucked
         beside the finger, the chicken bones and the bits of venison, before starting out again.
      

      This wretched thing would be willing to die if it were willing to allow itself an experience so meaningful. Its pallid flesh
         is hidden beneath the folds of a stolen cloak as it stares out at the Orindale night, listening, waiting and planning. It
         does have a mission: it is driven by its desire to hunt and kill the black and gold soldiers. There are so many; thousands
         have come here, and it kills one, two, sometimes five in a night. Men or women, it doesn’t care. It doesn’t dismember them,
         or eat them – not much of them anyway, there is plenty of food along the waterfront – and nor does it perform deviant acts
         with their corpses. Instead, the creature slices them open: through the neck is quiet, but the gullet works well, too. It
         finds some strange satisfaction watching the young Malakasians struggling to replace handfuls of innards, as if packing lengths
         of moist summer sausage into a torn canvas sack. From some come moist clouds of exsanguinous fog, particularly when they are
         gutted in the early morning.
      

      The creature’s pain comes and goes, but when it strikes it is searing, nearly unbearable. Beginning in its neck and shoulders,
         the fire bolts across its back, paralysing its legs and forcing it ever deeper into its crouch. Though it cannot remember
         the past very well, it knows that it has brought this upon itself. There are hazy recollections of a frigid river, a flat
         rock, and an aborted attempt to straighten itself, to regain its previous form, but it did great damage that day, hurling
         itself repeatedly against the unforgiving stone. Then the pain was glorious, making it see things, hallucinations, nearly
         translucent lights like wraiths scurrying over hillsides and flitting between sap-stained pine trunks. Now it salves its wounds
         with the black and gold soldiers.
      

      They’ll never capture it. They’ve tried. It outsmarts them easily; it avoids their snares, because it lives among the things
         that crawl and slither on the ground, safely beneath the gaze of the Malakasian occupation army.
      

      A stray dog happens by, a filthy, disagreeable mutt with mangy fur, a pronounced limp and a broken canine uselessly askew in its lower jaw. The dog gives the creature a low growl, a warning,
         more out of fear than any real threat. But it’s too late. Brandishing a long knife, the creature pounces. Cat-quick and deadly,
         it buries its knife in the dog’s throat and twists with such force the stray can do little more than yelp before dying on
         the cobblestones.
      

      The hood of its cloak falls across its shoulders, revealing an ashen face, a man’s face, sickly-white like the colour of spoiled
         milk. His eyes focus on nothing. Though bent, he is a big man, and powerful. He doesn’t feel remorse: the animal will make
         a tasty breakfast and, if he rations the meat, lunch too.
      

      The creature – the man – is distracted by something. Licking at the bloody knife, he peers into the darkness hovering over
         the harbour. He can make out flames, watch-fires, he assumes, that burn on bowsprits, jib-booms, and stern rails though they
         appear to float above the water. He closes his eyes and listens: something has happened. One of the ships is coming apart;
         even from this distance, he can hear beams splintering, masts collapsing and planks pulling free and snapping like hickory
         knots in a bonfire. He judges the distance at well over a thousand paces and decides it can be only one ship. Hazy recollections
         taunt from just beyond the periphery of his consciousness, and a feeling: this is good, this vessel snapping in two and sinking
         to the bottom of Orindale Harbour – but he can’t recall why.
      

      Without warning, and surprising himself, he speaks. ‘They must have made it.’ Then he looks around in terror. ‘What does that
         mean? Who said that?’
      

      ‘They must have made it,’ he repeats and this time realises he has spoken. He is hearing his own voice. It’s as if he hid
         part of himself, enough to preserve the integrity of who he was … hid it far enough away to allow himself … the creature,
         that is … to eat things like discarded fish innards, severed ears or vomited venison bits. But he is close enough to hear
         when his doppelgänger speaks.
      

      ‘Say that again.’ He is looking anxiously about the abandoned waterfront, still aware of the cataclysm taking place in the
         harbour, but ignoring it for the moment. ‘Say that again.’
      

      ‘The ship, the Prince Marek, they must have reached it.’
      

      Bending slowly, an indistinct blur in the darkness, the hunched creature sheathes his long knife. He peers side to side, aware
         there are things he doesn’t understand, and mumbles, ‘Good then … back to the hunt.’
      

      Sallax Farro of Estrad tucks the dog’s limp form beneath his cloak, pulls his hood up and hurries south along the wharf.
      

      A tangible silence like a spectre creeps across the countryside. Trees ignore the wind and stand upright; leaves quiet their
         rustle as onshore breezes fade to a whisper. Waves lapping against the shoreline flatten to nearly indiscernible ripples;
         seabirds land and nest, their heads tucked protectively beneath wings. Even the northern Twinmoon appears to dim, as if unwilling
         to illuminate Nerak’s disappearance.
      

      All of southern Falkan draws its shades, closes its doors and waits. Nerak is gone, and Eldarn has not yet decided how it
         will respond. Like a battered child finally witnessing her father’s arrest, the very fabric holding this strange and beautiful
         land together rumbles with a growing desire to scream out We are free!, but those screams emerge as a nearly inaudible whimper. Many feel the dark prince’s exit, shuddering for a moment, and then
         returning to the business of their lives. There is a status quo to be maintained. There are expectations and accountability
         because, of course, the dark prince may return.
      

      South of the city is a meadow, just above the inter-tidal zone: more of an upland bog, rife with sedge, rushes and coarse
         coastal grass. The meadow, flanked on three sides by the scrub-oak and heavy needle pines that mark the sandy edge of the
         Ravenian Sea, is an anomaly. The expanse of thick foliage and dense fertile soil, thanks to a narrow stream rushing by just
         out of sight behind a stand of pines, form an unexpected oasis trapped between the intimidating Blackstone peaks to the east
         and the cold salt waters to the west.
      

      On this night, the meadow grasses are brushed back and forth by Twinmoon breezes charging unchecked north and south along
         the narrow channel. Painted pale Twinmoon white, the grasses glow with the muted brilliance of a snowfield at midday.
      

      Gabriel O’Reilly appears, interrupting the ghostly surface, a blurry cloud of spectral smoke. His battle with the almor has
         taken him across the Fold, through the great emptiness and within a breath of the evil force lying restlessly inside. He has
         seen the centre of the world, has passed through the dead of the Northern Forest and through the great cataclysm that pushes
         the edges of the universe ever outwards. It is all he can do to maintain his sanity as he looks into the face of a god – it
         must be a god, for nothing else could generate such beauty, such destruction and such pure, uncomplicated power. But this isn’t
         his God; he’s not home yet.
      

      Gabriel O’Reilly has felt the fires of the demon lands, smelled their putrid stench and sensed their inhabitants: legions
         of creatures marshalling their resources in an effort to weaken his resolve and purloin his very essence. At times, he has
         seen home, Virginia, and though he doubts any of it is real, he imagines he can smell it, touch it, feel those lush rolling
         hills beneath his bare feet. Slamming through forests and burrowing through mountains, O’Reilly and the almor careen, a tangle
         of demon limbs in a ghostly fog across time and worlds. As they pass through the pristine wilderness of his home, he checks
         beyond the rise of each hill, hoping for just one glimpse of a Confederate brigade marching to face the Army of Northeastern
         Virginia.
      

      And all the while he holds on to the demon almor, the one sent to take Versen and Brexan, the only friends he’s made in five
         lifetimes, forcing himself to remember why he grips the creature so hard, hanging on despite the drain on his sanity.
      

      Now the almor is gone. O’Reilly has no idea how long they have battled, but suddenly the demon vanishes, falling away into
         the burned over wastelands of a distant world. It is as if its will to engage him has run dry.
      

      Has it been days? Years? O’Reilly doesn’t care. Instead, he casts his senses about the meadow, detecting no sign of Brexan,
         Versen or the scarred Seron they fought together. As much as he can remember of disappointment, the spirit feels it now. He
         had hoped that beating the almor would have given him a way home: the path to heaven, the right to look upon the face of his
         own God.
      

      But it hasn’t happened, and he is still here in Eldarn. O’Reilly floats above the meadow another moment, his indistinct face
         a mask of loneliness; then without a sound he slips between the trees and disappears into the forest.
      

      He is not gone a moment when others appear along the edge of the meadow, following O’Reilly through the trees, hunting him.
         One, the leader, pauses to stare across the Ravenian Sea. It has been many years since William Higgins has seen the sea, long
         before his daughter was born, before he left his family in St Louis to seek his fortune in the mountains above Oro City, Colorado.
         He turns after the others; they are close behind O’Reilly now. As the cavalry soldier-turned-miner fades from view, his ghostly
         white boots pass through a fallen cottonwood tree. The sound of a spur, chiming through the ages, rings once above the din
         of the onshore breeze.
      

      *

      Although the sounds of the Prince Marek shattering in the harbour do not reach her, Brexan Carderic is unable to sleep. Moving north, she is less than a day
         outside Orindale, expecting to reach the outskirts of the Falkan capital before dawn. She doesn’t hear the Prince Marek coming apart, but the stillness that follows in the wake of the ship’s death reaches her. She makes her barefoot way slowly
         along the shore, recalling the loss of her boots, discarded in the Ravenian Sea after she cut Versen loose from the stern
         rail of the fat merchant’s ship. With every step towards the city, the Malakasian imagines first how she will find this man
         and second how she will torture him when she does. Burning Versen’s body was the most difficult thing she’d ever done, yet
         she did it meticulously, thinking she will have one chance to get something right, but she will live with its memory for ever.
         She chose every branch carefully, avoiding green wood so her fire would blaze quickly into a fury. Even as the flames claimed
         Versen’s body, Brexan sat, imagining the horror of failing to get that first spark to kindle.
      

      She cries as she remembers that day, sitting by his side, rising only to find a piece of scrub-oak, a pine bough or a thatch
         of cedar brambles. She didn’t speak to him, or kiss him goodbye, nor did she take any of his scant belongings as keepsakes.
         Instead, she sat with him, watching as his pyre burned down and eventually out.
      

      Mark Jenkins stands on the forward bench of a small skiff borrowed from an elderly fisherman he believes now to be the Larion
         Senator, Gilmour Stow of Estrad. He has a half-moon gash above one eye, and blood clouds his vision. Mark thinks he must have
         been hit by a splinter of glass when what was left of the aft end of the Prince Marek began breaking apart; he ignores the bleeding and, screaming out her name, searches the wreckage for any sign of Brynne.
         He scans the castaway spars, rails, barrels, beams and sections of sailcloth that have begun floating away. He has given up
         hope that the Pragan woman will appear alongside the skiff, offer him an alluring grin and ask if she might come aboard. He
         tries to spot a pale upper arm, a bare cheek, temple or even a supple leg in the light cast across Orindale Harbour by the
         northern Twinmoon.
      

      Before him, the great sailing vessel sinks away. Apart from avoiding the undertow as the tons of metal, wood and tar careen
         towards the bottom, Mark doesn’t give the remains of the Prince Marek more than a glance. He is shouting Brynne’s name, but it fails to occur to him that Steven and Gilmour might be lost as well.
      

      Then a thought nudges him. There’s something … he has seen something, something he can’t remember at the moment, but even
         that is enough to give him pause, to turn him around stiffly, a mannequin on a rotating pedestal. The last few minutes have
         been too traumatic; his search for Brynne has distracted him. There are other problems, other threats.
      

      Where’s Garec?

      They left him sleeping in the catboat. That isn’t it. There’s something more.

      Versen? No.

      Mark’s voice fades until he can barely hear himself whisper the Ronan woman’s name.

      The clouds. Those clouds of mist. Where are they?

      He saw one; it had been coming out over the harbour, right before the ship shattered in two. He searches the night, rubbing
         a sleeve across his face to wipe the blood from his eyes. There it is. It’s as if a black fogbank has blown west to hover over the harbour. Despite Mark’s certainty that he witnessed the cloud
         moving away from shore, towards the Prince Marek, not ten minutes earlier, now it looks to have stopped – not retreated; rather, it remains stolidly in place, about
         two hundred yards off the waterfront. But it’s frozen there, impervious to the efforts of the onshore breeze to carry it back
         into town, thicker than any normal cloud and heavier than fog ought to be. Like a column of ethereal soldiers poised to charge,
         the mist looks as though it is awaiting its next set of orders: fall on the partisans and kill them all, or perhaps, return to the city and await further instructions.

      If the cloud advances, he’ll swamp the skiff, turn it over and hide in the air pocket below, praying the thin boards of the
         fisherman’s boat will be enough to stave off the deadly fumes. Mark clears his throat and begins shouting again for Brynne.
      

      Gilmour Stow allows himself to be pulled beneath the surface as the colossal ship sinks by the bow, then, opening his eyes,
         mumbles a quick spell in a cloud of bubbles, and his underwater vision improves. Brighter, nearly in focus now, the Prince Marek floats effortlessly towards the bottom, picking up speed and casting off loose cargo, rigging and more than a few bodies.
         It’s a beautiful sight; ironic and tragic that such a ship would look most glorious when wrapped jib to spanker in the very
         water that buoyed her for so many Twinmoons. He watches until it disappears from view.
      

      In one hand, Gilmour clasps Steven Taylor’s hickory staff and in the other, the only existing copy of Lessek’s spells, notes
         and reflections on the nature of magic and the Larion spell table. He had been so certain the book had been lost a thousand
         Twinmoons earlier; he curses himself for not realising Nerak had it all along. He is a powerful foe. Thinking back to their
         battle just moments earlier, Gilmour wonders if the fallen Larion magician had given his best: granted, it had been a titanic
         blow, and it had required all of Gilmour’s concentration to keep from being pulverised. But had it been Nerak’s best? Had he really felt the sum force of the dark prince’s power? Kicking towards the surface, he wonders if Nerak was telling
         the truth: That was naught but the tiniest of tastes, Fantus, a minuscule sample drawn from the very furthest reaches of my power.

      The only blow Nerak had an opportunity to land: had it been a feint, a flick of the wrist? Would a focused spell, carefully
         woven over time, tear Gilmour to ribbons or reduce him to dust? He hopes he will be in possession of Lessek’s key and in control
         of the spell table before he has to discover the full extent of Nerak’s power.
      

      Clutching the staff close, Gilmour emerges from the depths and immediately forgets the dark prince. Fear and regret seize
         him as he hears Mark Jenkins, nearby but invisible in the darkness, screaming Brynne’s name.
      

      ‘Rutters!’ the older man murmurs, realising Brynne is lost.

      It’s not the crashing and snapping of beams in the Prince Marek that finally wakes Garec Haile of Estrad, but the faint sound of shouting. His gaze slowly focuses on the heavy weave
         of a blanket he borrowed from his sister’s room the previous Twinmoon. The archer wriggles to a sitting position, shrugging
         off layers of wool, draws a few stabilising breaths and feels the gentle undulating rhythm of the harbour tide. ‘I’m on the
         boat,’ he says out loud.
      

      In a rush, the events of the past avens return; he jerks himself upright. ‘Steven! I’ve been shot. Oh, gods, I’ve been shot!’
         He reaches for the arrow, the black Malakasian arrow he knows he will find jutting crookedly from his ribs – but despite the
         recollection of an intense burning pain as the polished shale pierced his skin, the young freedom fighter can find no sign
         of injury. ‘Gone,’ he says, feeling nothing but a tear in his tunic and the sticky remnants of blood drying on his clothing.
         ‘How can this be?’
      

      Wishing for more light to conduct a thorough examination, Garec takes a deep breath. There is no rattle, no telltale vibration
         of fluid pooling in his lungs. He places a hand over his heart; it, too, seems strong, thrumming beneath his fingers.
      

      Standing, Garec’s legs falter for a moment and he nearly topples headfirst into Orindale Harbour. Balancing, he stretches
         and cautiously considers his apparent good health. ‘I’m all right,’ he whispers and only then realises he is alone on the
         catboat. ‘Where is everybody?’
      

      Garec’s question is answered with another cry, faint but urgent. He feels his stomach roil as it comes again: ‘Brynne!’, a
         sob recognisable in the distant voice. Instinctively, Garec reaches for his bow.
      

      It’s not there.

      For a moment, he feels a nearly overwhelming sense of relief. He hoists the vessel’s small sail and almost immediately it
         is captured by the onshore breeze; the keel turns lazily in a loping circle towards the wharf. ‘Rutting boats,’ he grumbles,
         picking his way aft to the tiller. ‘I’ll be out here for the next Twinmoon.’
      

      ‘Brynne!’ The hopeless cry resonates through his bones; Garec guesses that his friend is dead. What happened? How long had
         he slept? Had they tried to take the Prince Marek without him? Awkwardly, he pulls the sail taut and gropes for a wooden stanchion along the starboard gunwale; failing to
         find one, he hangs on to the line in one hand while wresting the tiller with the other to bring the boat about. Navigating
         as best he can in the moonlit darkness, he sets a course for the sound of the distraught voice.
      

      Carpello Jax shifts three candles closer to the polished looking-glass propped above his fireplace mantel. His beard is coming
         on nicely: step one in his transformation.
      

      Sweat dampens his face and neck despite the evening breeze. He drags a ruffled linen sleeve across his forehead, a frequent
         move over the past several days. Not that it has been warm in Orindale; rather, Carpello sweats because he is grossly overweight,
         and because he anticipates his audience with Prince Malagon. He is sure the dark one knows Carpello’s schooner is moored in
         the harbour; it won’t be much longer before he’s summoned to the royal residence to present his report. Carpello has prepared
         a convoluted tangle of lies and remains confident he can sell his story to Prince Malagon: he is a businessman, and he lies
         for a living.
      

      Through the open windows, Carpello hears the sounds of a cataclysm unfolding in the harbour, but for the moment he doesn’t
         move to investigate. He is nervous, and that has awakened a handful of sublimated memories. The most tenacious this evening is Versen, the woodsman. Carpello runs a hand across the ample hillock
         of his abdomen, touching the wound dealt him by the woman just before she went overboard in an effort to free the troublesome
         Ronan. Carpello had meant to interrogate the girl and then to give her to his crew as a diversion, but things had gone terribly
         wrong. By the end of that day, he had lost both prisoners and his Seron escort.
      

      Carpello grimaces. It will be a difficult tale to weave for the prince; he reviews his own version once again, to ensure all
         the details are committed to memory, as if they had actually occurred. The sweaty businessman knows the secret to successful
         lying is believing one’s own fabrications; Prince Malagon will be Carpello ‘s most challenging audience yet.
      

      Outside, there is another explosion, but Carpello’s thoughts are still with the woodsman. Even facing torture and death, the
         young man had surprised him: ‘A very good friend of mine looks forward to meeting you,’ he had said. ‘If I were you, I would
         take my own life rather than ever run into her again.’
      

      ‘A woman? I shall be enchanted, I’m sure,’ Carpello had responded.

      ‘You’ll be dead,’ the Ronan had answered flatly, ‘and she’ll make it last for Twinmoons … a grisly death is on its way to
         Orindale right now.’
      

      Had Versen been bluffing? Carpello wipes the sweat from around his eyes once more. He doesn’t believe so. Versen had sounded
         convincing: a specific woman wanted to find and kill him. But why? Carpello feigns ignorance for a moment, trying out his
         ‘innocent’ face in the candlelit looking-glass. He watches it fall away. He knows why.
      

      Reaching into his belt, he withdraws a thin fillet knife with a tapered point and a polished edge. Wiping it on a chamois,
         he leans in close to the mirror and, with a steady hand, slices the bulbous mole from the side of his disfigured nose: step
         two.
      

      Blood blooms from the wound, dripping from Carpello’s sagging jowls to stain the frilly ruffles of his linen shirt. He sways
         unsteadily, feeling faint. His vision tunnelling, he staggers backwards to sit with a groan in a nearby chair. Carpello Jax
         begins to cry as Versen’s voice echoes grimly in his head: You’ll be dead … and she will make it last for Twinmoons.

   
      
      MIDDLE FORK, PRAGA
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Alen Jasper wakes, groans, rolls to one side and vomits repeatedly into a ceramic pot beside his bed. Too much wine tonight. Too much wine every night. Spitting between dry heaves, the former Larion Senator runs a wrist over his mouth and then his forehead: cold sweats; he
         might be sick.
      

      ‘Nonsense,’ the old man tells his darkened room. ‘You haven’t been sick in eighteen hundred Twinmoons. You drink too rutting
         much. That’s all, no need to lie about it now.’ He’s interrupted by the need to retch, but this time Alen vomits on the floor;
         the contents of the ceramic pot are too foul for a second round. Collapsing onto his back, he stares at the ceiling and feels
         the tremors begin. ‘Pissing demons, you can’t need a drink already.’ With a frustrated curse, he promises to deny himself
         another drop until after sunset the following day. ‘Suffer, you drunk fool. Go ahead and shake.’ The sweat rolls from his
         forehead, tickling the sensitive skin behind his ears and staining his already damp pillow grey.
      

      Alen breathes shallowly in an effort to ease the pain in his head and calm the angry waste churning in his stomach. He reaches
         for a cloth draped across a bedside chair. It’s a gesture he has perfected over hundreds of evenings similar to this, but
         tonight something is different. The cloth feels odd in his hands, as if his fingers, deadened from Twinmoons of drinking and
         malnutrition, have suddenly rejuvenated themselves. The cloth is softer; he can feel wrinkles, tiny imperfections in the weave
         that he has not noticed before. He catches the fleeting aroma of beeswax from a taper burning on his mantel.
      

      He stops wiping his face and inhales deeply. Behind the grim flavour of his vomit and beyond the sharp tang of the candle,
         he finds it: roast gansel. Churn prepared the meal two nights ago, and the smell is still hanging about his house. He hasn’t
         been able to detect aromas like this in fifty Twinmoons.
      

      Alen swings his feet over the edge of the bed, outside the splatter of this evening’s meal – he can’t recall what it was –
         and onto the floor. He runs a hand through sweaty hair and whispers, ‘What’s happened to me?’
      

      Moving to an armoire near the window, Alen splashes generous handfuls of cold water on his face and feels the familiar sensation
         as it trickles beneath his tunic to dribble down his back. The cold slaps him awake and he shivers, a genuine shiver rather
         than the all-too-common drink-shakes that generally visit him in the predawn aven. He pulls off his rank clothes and considers
         himself in the glass.
      

      ‘Fat, you rutter.’ Alen purses his lips disgustedly. ‘How did you get here?’

      He is unaware that a Twinmoon’s travel to the east, Prince Malagon’s flagship is sinking, nor does he realise that a Larion
         far portal has been opened and that Steven Taylor and the dark prince have both crossed the Fold in search of Lessek’s key.
         Alen is powerful enough to have detected the brief but powerful battle between Fantus and Nerak only a half aven earlier,
         but Alen’s senses were dulled, from apathy, alcohol and grief. He stands naked, reflecting on the Twinmoons that have turned
         him into this reprehensible, out-of-shape creature that stares back at him from the looking-glass.
      

      Not many people can stand to look at themselves naked for too long: most are too critical, pining for something – more muscle,
         less paunch, more hair, bigger breasts … Alen’s assessment of himself goes beyond superficial disgust as he delves more deeply
         into his own cowardice, his grief and his fear.
      

      Hiding in his specially-designed house where no one in Eldarn can find him, he pines for everything he wanted to do, the leader
         he wanted to become, and for the things he wanted for his children. Though they had become interesting and engaging adults,
         and Alen remains proud of them all, there could have been more, if only he had done something: stood his ground, defended
         the Larion Senate, killed Nerak, and travelled to Durham to find his daughter, Reia. He should have brought her home to assume
         her place in the Senate; she would have been a powerful sorcerer. His daughter – Pikan’s daughter would have stood toe-to-toe with the world’s most powerful magicians, scholars and leaders, even with Nerak.
      

      But Alen had not done any of those things. Instead, he had come to Middle Fork to wait, to lose hope and to drink. He had
         certainly come to do that.
      

      But this evening something has changed. The pallid whiteness of his flesh has faded to a healthier pink. He can smell again,
         and feel. His fingers caress the fabric of his bedside cloth: Alen feels himself rejuvenating from within. The cold fear and
         stolid grief slip away, as if someone has pulled a stopper and allowed his essence to drain out. He is no happier with himself
         – he isn’t pleased with the bandy arms, the bony legs or the bulging pot-belly hanging over the shrivelled penis he has not
         used for more than pissing – too often red – for more than five hundred Twinmoons. But this evening, with the stench of his
         vomit still heavy on the air, Alen senses a change; it skips across his skin and for a moment, the old Larion researcher feels
         the atrophied member stir between his legs.
      

      Alen watches his stomach tighten, slimming his figure, as he stands up straight. Dropping the cloth, he brings his hands together,
         fingertip-to-fingertip, and feels the magic pass. His head clears as he turns away from the glass, intrigued by his regained
         strength.
      

      ‘Why tonight?’ he asks. The room is empty, but he knows to whom he has really addressed the question. ‘Why now, you whoring
         bastard? Why now, when I’m this old, this tired, and a rutting dog-faced drunk?’
      

      Lessek doesn’t answer, and Alen shifts uneasily towards the armoire, wanting clean clothes. He tries to avoid looking back
         at the glass, but as he reaches for the cabinet door it’s unavoidable and he is forced to look himself squarely in the face.
      

      He realises what has happened.

      The wrinkles at the corners of his eyes are not as deep as usual, and the grim creases in his forehead not as pronounced.
         He quickly dons a clean tunic and hose, mumbling as he does, ‘Can’t be … where would he go? … They haven’t let up in so long
         …’ Hastily knotting a leather thong at his neck, he picks up the basin and tosses the remaining water across the puddle of
         vomit. With a thought, he casts a simple spell and watches as the water carries the spoiled vestiges of his dinner away, leaving
         a spotlessly clean floor in its wake.
      

      Magic surges through him, and Alen is tempted to let go with a thunderclap, something that will shatter the windows and scare
         the dog-piss out of his neighbors. But he decides first to experiment, to be absolutely certain the changes that woke him
         from his stupor are lasting. Grabbing a cloak and a pair of worn leather boots, the former Larion Senator kicks open his chamber
         door and bellows, Wake up, my friends! It’s time to get going!’
      

      The old man turns to make eye contact with himself in the glass, flicks his wrist in a simple gesture and barks a hearty chuckle
         when the mirror shatters; several jagged pieces of polished glass tinkle to the floor.
      

      ‘They’ve stopped looking for me … Welstar Palace is undefended.’ Slamming the door behind him, Alen shouts, ‘Hoyt! Churn!
         Hannah! Wake up!’
      

   
      
      SILVERTHORN, COLORADO
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‘I think I’ll go tomorrow,’ Jennifer Sorenson says, unaware that, a world away, Malakasia’s flagship is shattering into black
         shards and sinking into Orindale Harbour.
      

      ‘No, stay the weekend,’ Bryan encourages. ‘They’re predicting fresh snow Thursday night. We’ll ski the powder for a couple
         of days, and you can drive back to the city on Saturday, or even Sunday if you don’t mind traffic going down the mountain.’
      

      ‘Please stay,’ Meg adds, ‘and if you don’t want to ski, we’ll go shopping. The antiques shops in town are terrific’

      Jennifer forces a smile, appreciating everything they have done to help her cope with Hannah’s disappearance, but shopping
         for antiques and skiing in the Rocky Mountains remain low on her list of priorities. ‘Thank you both. I really mean it, but
         with all the antiques I’ve sold in the past few months, I don’t think I even want to look at another one for a very long time.
         And Bryan, I just don’t know that I can go up there without—’ Jennifer coughs, covering a sob.
      

      She has been at her brother’s for the past eight days: reading, writing letters and sharing walks with Bryan and Meg, but
         she has not been skiing, not one run. She hasn’t even looked up at the mountain; raw emotion is just too near the surface.
         There has been no news of Hannah since the Idaho Springs police told her the search and rescue efforts underway on Decatur
         Peak would be suspended until spring. ‘The snow is too deep for an effective search, Mrs Sorenson. I’m sorry,’ the detective
         had said, coolly, professionally sympathetic. She had not moved as the numb realisation washed over her: Hannah was lost, presumed dead.
      

      Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, her brother says, ‘I’m sorry, Jenny, I didn’t— But stay anyway. We’ll, I don’t know,
         cook gourmet food and drink too much expensive wine.’
      

      ‘No.’ It’s a genuine chuckle this time as she reflects on her brother’s sometimes curious endeavours in the kitchen. She wipes her eyes. ‘Look at me. I’m a mess. You don’t need me hanging
         around here.’
      

      ‘Don’t be silly,’ Meg says. ‘It’ll be better here than at home. The store’s finally empty, so you’re spending too much time
         at the house. Just take a few more days to regroup.’
      

      They don’t understand.

      ‘There’s no place,’ Jennifer begins falling apart again. ‘There’s no place to hide. There’s no safe place. I can’t get away
         from her. She’s everywhere. Don’t you see? I can’t stand it. One minute she was there on her bike. I made her put her helmet
         on as if she was a ten-year-old, and then she was gone. I can’t just sit around waiting until spring for some hiker to—’ Jennifer
         collapses to the floor; Bryan kneels to take her in his arms.
      

      ‘Just a few more days,’ he whispers. ‘I’ll go back with you on Sunday, and we can take care of a few things there.’

      ‘No!’ Jennifer shouts. ‘We won’t. I won’t clean out her room. I won’t do it. She is not… she’s not gone, Bryan.’

      ‘Jenny, please.’

      ‘No,’ she shakes her head too hard, causing her vision to tunnel. ‘You tell me how they got to the trailhead, Bryan. How did
         they get there? All three cars were at the house. Hannah’s climbing gear was at our house. She wore running shoes up there
         that night. She knew it had snowed.’
      

      Standing, Jennifer breathes deeply in an effort to calm down; it doesn’t help. ‘I’m sorry, but you climbed with her, Bryan,
         she wouldn’t go up there in running shoes. She isn’t on that mountain. I won’t believe it, and I won’t clean out her room.
         I won’t cancel her insurance. I won’t take her fucking messages off the answering machine. I’m sorry, but there is nothing
         like this. This would have been easier if they had just told me she was—’ Jennifer wails, a cry that breaks her brother’s
         heart.
      

      ‘Please don’t apologise,’ says Meg. Uncertain what to do with her hands, she alternates between clutching at the crew neck
         of her sweater and rubbing her palms along the outer seams of her jeans. Feeling useless, she moves into the kitchen for some
         water.
      

      Bryan takes his sister by the shoulders as the Prince Marek hoists her broken transom to the Falkan night and begins sinking into the harbour. He takes a breath, bracing himself
         just enough to say, ‘A few more days, okay?’
      

      Defeated, Jennifer finally nods. ‘Okay.’

      ‘Great.’ He makes an attempt at levity. ‘What shall we cook? Grilled elephant balls?’
      

      ‘Sounds lovely,’ Jenny can’t stifle a giggle. ‘I’ll rent Casablanca, and we’ll make an evening of it.’ She sees the relief in his face; her heart lightens. Bryan will always be her little brother.
      

      ‘Make it Victor Victoria; I’m in the mood for a cross-dressing soprano,’ he grins at her.
      

      ‘I’m afraid Meg will have to help you there, Bryan.’

      ‘Nah, she’s an alto,’ he whispers, and together the siblings laugh, holding one another, waiting for the comforting predictability
         of everyday life, absent since Hannah’s disappearance, to return.
      

   
      
      
BOOK I
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      The Keystone

      
   
      
      THE JOURNEY WEST
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      The silver charter bus cast a tapered shadow across the concrete wall of the Morrison K-Mart. The sun was coming up behind
         them, and Steven turned to look out the back window in an effort to see how far above the prairie it had risen. He must have
         fallen asleep. It had been dark when they left the bus station downtown.
      

      
      Morrison. The milk run was all he could get out of Denver at this hour. They had one more stop in town, then on to Golden;
         there was a stop outside City Hall, one near the brewery and then finally out Interstate 70 to Idaho Springs. He would be
         home in less than an hour.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me.’ Steven turned to the man sitting across the aisle, a thin, reedy character with a series of piercings in his
         ears, chin, tongue and nose. ‘Do you know what time it is?’
      

      
      The emaciated stranger slid his left sleeve halfway up his forearm, exposing a tattoo of a naked woman with gargantuan breasts,
         no waist, and a tremendous backside. About her flying tresses were the words Born to, scripted in traditional olive drab. Steven didn’t know what the woman was born to do, because the operative verb in the phrase
         was covered by the heavy face of the young man’s wristwatch.
      

      
      ‘It’s six-thirty.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’ He needed a watch. Mark and Gilmour would have closed the portal over an hour ago. Steven hoped to get home, find
         Lessek’s key and to be back in Eldarn by evening: ten and a half hours. Assuming all went well, that would be plenty of time;
         he couldn’t check in on his parents, or on Myrna and Howard at the bank, but Hannah – he had to know; it was the only way.
         He would dial her house, let her answer the phone, and then hang up. No one could know he was in Colorado: they would delay
         him too long, maybe try to keep him here, talk him out of going back. He might peek through a window to see if his mother
         was there, look to see how worried she might be, or if she had moved on by now. He hoped she had; he hoped they all had.
      

      
      He sighed. He and Mark hadn’t discussed how they would explain their sudden disappearance back in October. So, he would call
         to hear her voice, just to confirm that Malagon had been lying, that night in the Blackstones, and that Hannah had been here,
         safe at home all along.
      

      
      The three days since the explosion at the airport were a bit of a blur; now Steven closed his eyes in an effort to forget
         the devastation on the tarmac. The distant hum of the bus tyres and the soothing rhythm of the highway lulled him, a momentary
         respite from the horrors he had faced, but all too soon his thoughts returned to Express Airlines flight 182 and his desperate
         race across the country.
      

      
      He had known, somehow, that the young woman carrying the baby on the plane was Nerak. Maybe it was the staff’s power keeping
         him safe, or maybe it was just luck, but the moment he caught the woman staring dead at him despite the fact that her baby
         was screaming, Steven knew he had to get off that aeroplane.
      

      
      He would remember her, and that baby, for the rest of his life. She had carried the infant like she was heading for a touchdown.
         Steven guessed that she kept her hand in her pocket to cover the dark circular wound Gilmour had told them marked Nerak’s
         victims. And she had not pre-boarded the plane and that was strange: a young mother with a child, travelling alone, who waited
         to board with the mass of fleshy businessmen and pushy suburbanites heading to DC for the weekend. Jesus, that baby was dead now.

      
      When the plane exploded, Steven was already running up the jetway. The force of the blast threw him across the concourse and
         headlong into the check-in desk at the opposite gate. He suffered a serious gash across his right shoulder, and a large purple
         bruise welled up on his cheek. His clothes were on fire, and he had to roll around for a few seconds to smother the flames;
         his ears rang, and his hearing had not returned until later that evening, but otherwise, miraculously, he had been spared
         serious injury.
      

      
      Although the airports reopened the following day, he couldn’t risk purchasing another ticket: his name would appear on their
         this-guy-is-supposed-to-be-dead list. The FBI would spend six weeks asking him where he had been for the past several months and why, when he had finally
         returned, aeroplanes had started exploding all around him.
      

      
      So he drove Arthur Mikelson’s car, a Lexus with leather interior – the nicest car he had ever been in – and he cried as he listened to radio reports of faulty ignition systems and gas fumes from
         the fuel truck, and he burned with an intense desire to tear Nerak’s decomposing black heart out and feel the dark prince’s
         demonic blood drip from his fingers.
      

      
      The Charleston Airport parking lot had been mayhem, too, but he had his first stroke of luck when he reached the booth beside
         the parking garage, for there was no one inside to collect his fee. The toll collectors were standing on top of a grassy rise,
         watching the burning terminal. Steven squeezed the Lexus between the toll gate and the row of hedges marking the edge of the
         soft shoulder, scratching the rear panel. No matter; it was a day for ignoring minor injuries.
      

      
      His second stroke of luck was managing to bypass any roadblocks: he had no idea where the city police were, other than a few
         cruisers, lights ablaze, which escorted ambulances and fire trucks into the airport. Maybe it took the locals a while to respond
         in the wake of such a disaster, but whatever the reason, he thanked God.
      

      
      He didn’t stop again until Knoxville. The Lexus was running on empty, and Steven needed food and a few minutes’ rest. He used
         some of Arthur Mikelson’s money to buy new clothes: jeans, underwear and socks, a heavy cotton shirt, and a sweater, beige,
         so as not to stand out as Mark had when they had first arrived in Estrad Village. He wanted a lined Gore-tex jacket, but he
         was nervous about using his credit card, and he wanted to conserve as much of Mikelson’s $400 cash as possible. As he planned
         to be in the car until he reached home, Steven decided against the jacket; he could collect his own before returning to Eldarn.
         He flipped the car’s dashboard heater to ‘full’, turned west and pressed on.
      

      
      If he drove five or ten miles above the speed limit, Steven estimated the trip would take around thirty hours, but soon he
         began to worry that Nerak would somehow find a way to reach Idaho Springs before him. Outside Nashville, he pulled over to
         buy a box of crackers, a half gallon of orange juice, and a crescent wrench. Sitting in the parking lot, he broke down – despite
         his promise to himself to be strong – and sobbed like a frightened child. We might not make it. Then he gritted his teeth, wiped his face and drove on.
      

      
      Early the following morning Steven detoured six hours to St Louis and used the wrench to steal a set of Missouri licence plates
         from an old pick-up truck parked behind a motel. The truck didn’t look like it was used often; he hoped to be in Colorado
         before anyone noticed the tags were missing. He was back on the highway before the sun broke the horizon.
      

      
      In Boonville, he threw Arthur Mikelson’s South Carolina licence plates into the Missouri River, purchased a box of doughnuts,
         a couple of apples, a very large cup of coffee and a padded envelope. In Blue Springs, he tried to sleep for a bit, but nightmares
         of the baby – was it a boy or a girl? – haunted him after only a few minutes’ rest. Waking with a start, Steven rubbed his eyes, ate an apple and several doughnuts,
         and started driving again.
      

      
      His second night out from Charleston found him in central Kansas, the prairie rolling past in a seamless dirge of muted winter
         colour, and he had nearly driven off the highway twice in a losing battle to stay awake. Trying to keep himself alert, he
         began singing in the numbingly repetitive tradition of ‘Ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall’,
      

      
      Put up a sign, put up a sign, put up a goddamned sign … oh … put up a sign, put up a sign, Governor, won’t you put up a fucking
            sign when you’re halfway across this boring state.

      
      Finally, too tired to continue, he gave up, parked the Lexus across the street from a motel and, using more of Mikelson’s
         cash, registered for a room.
      

      
      Two cheeseburgers with extra tomato, onion and mayo, two orders of crispy French fries with extra ketchup and a large vanilla
         milkshake later, Steven walked across the street to the motel and punched in a 3.30 a.m. wake-up call. With any luck, he would
         be in Denver by late the following morning. He turned on his television and ran through the cable channels until he found
         a 24-hour news programme, then emptied his pockets onto the bedside table: $123.00 and some change, a black leather wallet
         that had been soaked and dried out so many times it was barely recognisable, his Visa card, receipts and the crescent wrench.
      

      
      He was half-listening to the report of the on-going investigation into the Charleston tragedy—

      
      Medical examiner reports more than 215 lost—
      

      
      He pulls off the sweater and cotton T-shirt; he is too thin.

      
      —still making contact with victims’ families—
      

      
      The cheeseburgers roll in his stomach, summer thunder.

      
      —FBI is cross-checking manifests for evidence of—
      

      
      Steven freezes. His Visa card rests in the stark light of a cheap high wattage bulb in the bedside lamp. The FBI.

      
      Slowly, he reaches for the remote and turns off the television. ‘They will know I wasn’t on the plane. They will know where
            I used this card.’

      
      For a few moments Steven paced around the room in a desultory fashion. The bathroom. No help there. The door. Nothing outside.
         The FBI could be out there right now. The TV. No, leave it off. What to do now, goddamnit, what to do? He turned a complete
         circle, reached for the phone, then the remote, and finally for the Visa card. Sitting heavily on the bed he held the card
         up close to his face, as if directions how to proceed might be scribbled there in exceedingly small type.
      

      
      ‘I can’t use this anymore,’ he whispered. ‘They’ll be looking for me. I’m a fugitive. At least, I will be when the medical
         examiner confirms I wasn’t on that plane. Shit.’
      

      
      He rubbed his temples and glanced at the bedside clock. 8.17 p.m. ‘They’ll think I was away all that time preparing the attack.
         They’ll think I’m a terrorist.’ For a moment he reconsidered making contact with his parents, then, shaking his head, discounted
         the notion. ‘Time to get going,’ he murmured and pulled the T-shirt and sweater back over his head.
      

      
      Outside, it had begun to snow.

      
      Driving through a winter storm in Kansas made Steven feel as though snow fell horizontally, and that all the news reports
         showing flakes falling from above had been fabricated in a great communications conspiracy. Westerly winds off the Rocky Mountains
         caught up with clouds of dry billowy snow and blew them in wild torrents until they slammed headlong into the Appalachian
         Mountains a thousand miles away. By the time the snow reached central Kansas, it appeared to be travelling at just shy of
         the speed of sound. At any minute Steven felt his car would be lifted, nose-first, and thrown backwards into rural Missouri.
      

      
      An hour west of Salina, Steven calmed enough to think through his options. He was driving a stolen car that had probably been
         photographed leaving the scene of a devastating aeroplane tragedy. He had been issued a boarding pass and would be assumed
         dead, but before long, an especially thorough forensic pathologist would realise he had not been on the plane. How long might that be? Five days? Six? At that moment, every FBI agent, state trooper, town cop and tenacious Boy Scout in America would be searching for him. Thankfully,
         he had not used his credit card since purchasing the plane ticket, but that would have been enough. Buying the ticket ensured
         that the FBI, perhaps even the local Idaho Springs cops, would confirm that Steven Taylor of #147 Tenth Street, missing since last October, had surfaced again, just in time to participate
         in a terrorist attack on a passenger jet. Again, great shit.
      

      
      In Hays, Steven pulled into an all-night Wal-Mart and used more of Arthur Mikelson’s cash to buy a book of stamps, a wool
         cap, a heavy-knit scarf and a black magic marker. In a motel car park just off the exit ramp, he used the crescent wrench
         to remove licence plates from an Illinois SUV loaded with ski equipment. He placed those tags on a pick-up truck from Michigan.
         The Michigan plates he traded with a Pontiac from New Jersey with a guitar in the back seat and gave the Jersey plates to
         an old Cadillac from Nebraska, then put the Nebraska tags on the Lexus and tossed the Missouri plates into a nearby dumpster.
         He hoped the morning confusion over who had whose licence plates would buy him an additional few hours’ travel time and perhaps
         even be discounted as a group of local boys having late night fun.
      

      
      Outside Colby he pulled off the highway, gassed up the Lexus for the final time, placed the entire book of stamps on the padded
         envelope and, with the car running, fell asleep in a brambly draw between two corn fields.
      

      
      Steven cried when the Denver skyline came into view late the following afternoon. With the sun drifting west over Mt Evans,
         it was hard to look at the city without hurting his eyes, but he didn’t care. Whether the tears came for joy at finding his
         way home, for the tragedy in South Carolina, or for the grim, seething hatred he held for Nerak, it didn’t make any difference.
         Overwhelmed, he forced himself to keep both hands on the wheel, letting go only once to flip to his favourite radio station.
         Second nature, even after all these months. Bruce Springsteen was singing about red-heads, and Steven Taylor rolled down the
         window, despite the cold, and sang along.
      

      
      Later that evening, he drove north along Broadway, past Meyers Antiques. The store was boarded up, with large This Space Available for Purchase or Lease signs posted on the showroom windows. Turning east, then taking a left, he rolled slowly past Hannah Sorenson’s house. He
         had no intention of making contact with her, but hoped she might wander past a window, or even be outside shovelling snow.
         Get lucky.

      
      But he had been lucky so far on this trip. Maybe he would find one last measure of good fortune before stepping on the far portal again.
         He slowed to a crawl, passed the house at less than five miles an hour, and willed Hannah to appear. The Sorenson home, a 1920s row house with a small porch and a bay window, was a red-brick
         clone of every other house in Grant Street. A naked light bulb illuminated the front lawn in a pallid smear, and a haphazard
         collection of unread newspapers dotted the stairs, the stoop, and the snowy grass. Steven sighed. No one had been home for
         some time – he counted the papers – at least twelve days. No sign of Hannah.
      

      
      Driving through town, he was slowed by rush-hour traffic, and in his distraction at failing to spot Hannah he almost missed
         the afternoon DJ crying out, ‘Hey Denver, it’s finally five o’clock on this chilly Thursday. So, if you haven’t left work
         yet, get going! Go ahead, just leave! Here’s a classic from Zeppelin to help blow you out the door.’
      

      
      Five o’clock already. Mark would be opening the far portal right now. He hoped they still had it – although since Nerak was
         hot on his heels, there was no reason why they wouldn’t. Gilmour would keep them safe, and as long as Nerak was on this side of the
         Fold, there would be little to threaten the company of Ronan partisans.
      

      
      Right now he had to decide whether or not to drive the Lexus into Idaho Springs. If he did, he might be able to find Lessek’s
         key, open the portal and be back in Eldarn by five-fifteen the following morning. But if he ditched the car in Denver, he
         could take an early bus and be in Idaho Springs by late morning, giving him the time to hide his tracks a little. If he left
         the car in Denver, they might not trace it to him.
      

      
      ‘Bullshit,’ he said out loud, ‘you bought the damned plane ticket, stupid – you might as well be wearing a radar beacon. Anyway,
         forget the police. Concentrate on Nerak.’ Steven focused: the shutdown of the airports would have delayed him for a day, so
         he might have driven, or maybe taken a train. Maybe he just waited for the next flight anyway. If he’d driven, he would have
         made up time when Steven had been forced to sleep. A train would be slower – but that was assuming Nerak had allowed it to
         run on schedule. He shuddered. Who knew how quickly the dark prince could be in Denver with a runaway Amtrak? If he’d waited
         one day for the airports to reopen, Nerak would have picked up a two-day lead.
      

      
      ‘Shit. Why didn’t I think of that?’ Steven nearly drove into the guardrail in his frustration: this race was so mismatched
         that there was no way he could win it. Nerak would be there – how could he not? But if he had beaten Steven to Idaho Springs
         and retrieved Lessek’s key, then surely he would be gone by now. He hadn’t come through the portal to kill Steven – although that might have been a welcome side-effect – he’d come because he was afraid
         the Ronans would regain possession of the stone. If he had the key and the portal, he wouldn’t hang around. He would skip
         back to Eldarn, turn his wagon towards Sandcliff Palace and begin working with the spell table.
      

      
      Steven made his mind up: he would spend the night in Denver and take the first bus to Idaho Springs in the morning. He pulled
         a U-turn and headed back towards Hannah Sorenson’s house. It might be a long night, but he would stand vigil. Phoning was
         not enough; he wanted to see her.
      

      
      Around midnight, Steven went to find a drink, smiling wanly to himself when he realised he actually missed Garec’s tecan.
         How bizarre was that, after spending months pining for good coffee! He yawned despite the caffeine, then took out a piece
         of notepaper and scratched a letter to Arthur Mikelson.
      

      
      
         Arthur,

         Thank you for the use of your car. I hope you find it in good condition other than the scratch on the side. Although, I did
               throw your licence plates in the Missouri River. Sorry. It is parked in the stadium lot between 23rd Avenue and Union Station
               in Denver, Colorado. If you are unable to pick it up soon, I am sure it will be towed, but there are signs in the parking
               lot telling you how to get in touch with the towing company. I owe you $400, and when my circumstances change, I will get
               that to you, plus something for your trouble. You will find the contents of your wallet intact. I did not use your ID or attempt
               to use your credit cards. Your T-shirt and exercise clothes are in the trunk. I have kept your address and will get the money
               back to you as soon as possible.

         Thanks.

      

      
      Steven didn’t sign the note, but folded the paper around the wallet and tucked it into the padded envelope. He’d add the keys
         once he’d parked the car, then mail it back to Charleston at the bus station.
      

      
      That done, Steven turned his attention back to Hannah’s house. He looked at the array of newspapers lying forlornly on the
         porch. ‘She’s not coming,’ he heard himself say. ‘She’s there. The blackhearted bastard was telling the truth.’ He would wait
         another two hours, just in case. Two hours – and then he would go back, and he would take up the hickory staff, and he would
         face Nerak. He had spent three days trying to forget the screaming baby on board Express Airlines flight 182 and the carnage that had unfolded
         behind him that day, but now he allowed those images back. He could almost feel them seep into his bone marrow and fester
         there like an infection. He might regret it later, but he wanted to hear that baby screaming when he finally gutted Nerak
         and sent what passed for his soul in pieces to the furthest corner of Eldarn’s hell.
      

   
      
      THE FJORD
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      Mark Jenkins awakened to the sound of a gull squawking at the passing boat. The high-pitched caws reminded him of summers
         at Jones Beach. For a moment he thought there was something significant he was supposed to remember, something about the beach,
         or Long Island, then he let the notion fade. There would be time later to dwell on it.
      

      
      He lay back in the narrow bow of the sailing vessel he had stolen for their covert attack on the Prince Marek, his head on Brynne’s folded blanket, ignoring everyone else. Above, the single sail was taut, but apart from the salty
         tang of organic decay drifting out from the inter-tidal zone – he didn’t need to look up to know that they were near the shore
         – he couldn’t feel the breeze which pushed the boat along. The sun was bright and warm, too warm for autumn, and as it fell
         across his face, Mark wished that sleep would take him again. There was perhaps no more perfectly innocent time than the few
         seconds after waking, when, for three or four breaths, there would be no pain, no stress, no nothing. In that brief space
         of time Mark sometimes forgot where he was, even who he was.
      

      
      And today’s awakening would be the worst, for Brynne was gone.

      
      Mark gazed into the near-cloudless pale-blue sky, staring at nothing, until he was jolted from his introspection by two stony
         cliffs coming into view. The gigantic granite gateposts stood nearly two hundred feet high, towering over the sailboat as
         it passed between them. Mark watched the sail flutter and collapse as the light wind was cut off and the boat slowed nearly
         to a stop. As the cliffs swallowed him up they cropped the expanse of cloudless sky into a thin ribbon, reminding him of an
         arroyo near Idaho Springs, a narrow canyon – a killing field for Clint Eastwood, Gary Cooper or John Wayne in the closing
         minutes of any one of hundreds of westerns he had watched as a boy. He imagined this view, the stony walls, the powder-blue stripe, was one dozens of C-list actors had enjoyed moments after being thrown from the saddle with the hero’s
         .45 slugs buried in their chests. But that was home; out here it wasn’t an arroyo, or a box canyon: here, it would be … what?
         A fjord? Good enough, he supposed, not really caring, a fjord.
      

      
      Brynne was dead. Missing, Garec said, but Mark knew better. The explosion as the great ship blew across Orindale Harbour had been devastating. Gilmour
         hadn’t seen her on the main deck, and Mark knew she was on board – he had let her go. There was nowhere else she could have
         been except on the quarterdeck, stalking some unsuspecting guard, or throttling the life out of a Malakasian sailor. She would
         have had no chance as the planks beneath her feet disintegrated into splinters – one of which had become lodged in his own
         neck. Gilmour had yanked it out later; Mark had it wrapped in a piece of cloth and shoved into his pocket: a grisly souvenir.
      

      
      ‘I love you,’ Brynne had whispered in almost comic mimicry of Mark’s clumsy profession only minutes earlier. He had laughed
         at her accent: she had sounded like a German tourist. But she was perfect, for him, and for his world. They were supposed
         to be together. Looking down at him from the aft rail, she had looked like any other woman – any other perfect woman, a doctor or teacher, an accountant, even. That was from the shoulders up, away from the bristling array of daggers,
         dirks and blades she wore across her chest and at her hips, the weapons that marked her as a doomed revolutionary fighting
         an unbeatable enemy. It would be a long time before Mark recovered.
      

      
      He ignored the looming cliffs, wrapped himself in Brynne’s blanket and ran a finger over his cracked lips. He felt his neck,
         where Gilmour had removed the black splinter. The wound was infected, seeping pus, and as Mark poked the swelling, discoloured
         fluid spurted out. He found a piece of stained sailcloth and dipped it into the salt water, then dabbed gingerly at the jagged
         tear. He folded the cloth into a small square, pressed it against the wound and left it there, its coolness comforting.
      

      
      His wound attended to, Mark buried his nose in the blanket and inhaled, hoping to catch her aroma, but all he could smell
         was pungent woodsmoke. He felt tears come again and stared up between the cliffs, Heaven’s granite gate, trying to control
         himself. Weeping wouldn’t bring her back, and he didn’t want the others to see his weakness. The grey and white gull drifted
         overhead, cawing a warning. Mark felt as though he had been switched off, paralysed by grief. Would he die here? That question had bothered him for weeks, but now it no longer mattered.
      

      
      Listlessness and rage warred inside his head, making him feel nauseous and exhausted. Only by shortening his breath, taking
         gulps of air, could he keep from vomiting all over himself. Finally, as he regained his equilibrium, he sat up and reached
         for a skin of water. He focused his eyes on Garec and Gilmour, who were talking quietly in the stern.
      

      
      ‘I wonder how far in it goes.’ Though still too pale, Garec had been getting stronger since Steven had pulled the arrow from
         his lung, but his face looked haunted. His cheeks were sunken, and his eyes darted nervously from left to right.
      

      
      ‘We should continue on.’ Gilmour looked distrustful of the granite gates, as if he feared Eldarn’s own Gary Cooper might be
         up there, taking aim over the open sights of a lever-action rifle. ‘This fjord will shelter us while we find someplace to
         put ashore.’
      

      
      Garec looked around. ‘There’s nowhere to land here; we’ll have to go further in,’ he said. It was the midday aven, three days
         since Nerak had blown the Prince Marek out of the water. Now they needed a flat bit of ground before Steven’s watch read five o’clock, for it was almost time
         to open the portal. ‘But we’ve lost our tail-wind.’ He nodded towards the sail, hanging flaccid from the single spar. ‘We
         won’t get far at this rate.’
      

      
      Humming softly, Gilmour traced a weaving pattern through the air; with a turn of his hand, a gentle breeze snaked into the
         fjord, caught itself up in the limp sailcloth and began pushing the stolen vessel inland. With a satisfied look he asked,
         ‘What time is it?’
      

      
      Garec looked at Steven’s watch in consternation. ‘Um, three and— let’s see, the rune four represents a twenty, doesn’t it,
         so three and twenty. We have almost two full revolutions of the long stalk before we have to open the portal.’
      

      
      ‘Two hours. Less than an aven,’ Gilmour confirmed. ‘That’s not much time.’ With another gesture he increased the wind thrumming
         through the narrow canyon. ‘We’ll give it an hour. If we haven’t found level ground by then, I’ll swim the portal over and
         scale the cliff face. I’m sure I can open it up there.’ The Larion Senator, still using the emaciated body of Caddoc Weston,
         the Orindale fisherman, pointed towards the top of the fjord.
      

      
      ‘All right.’ Garec knew better than to doubt Gilmour’s abilities – he might look like a frail old man, but Garec was quite
         certain he would scamper up the stone cliffs with all the agility of a mountain goat. ‘I hope we find someplace soon. Mark needs a break,
         some hot food … gods, Gilmour, he needs any food. Have you seen his neck?’
      

      
      ‘He’ll be fine. There are things no sorcery or wisdom can change, and he is in the throes of one such thing right now. Time
         is the only thing we can give him.’
      

      
      ‘And what of Steven? What if he fails to come through again today?’

      
      Gilmour heard the growing agitation in Garec’s voice. ‘Then we will wait until his watch reads 5.00 again and we will open
         the portal. Each time we do, we will be closer to Sandcliff Palace, of course.’
      

      
      ‘What if he’s not coming back?’

      
      ‘He’ll be back.’

      
      ‘But you said if the portal in Steven and Mark’s house was closed, he could fall anywhere in their world. Is that right?’
         Garec tried to remember what Gilmour had told them about the Larion Senate’s far portal system.
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘So, what if he was dropped someplace … I don’t know … inhospitable?’

      
      ‘Inhospitable?’

      
      ‘Right. Someplace frozen solid, or filled with molten rock, or rife with angry marsh adders—you know, inhospitable. You heard
         them: it’s a place with flying machines and self-propelled car-wagons. Why would it take him this long to get here?’ Garec’s
         anxiety was almost tangible.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure, Garec, but I do know that it’s too early to give up hope, or to start doubting him.’

      
      ‘I am not doubting him, Gilmour, I am worried that something has happened to him.’ He sighed, and brought up the subject he knew the old man had
         been avoiding. ‘And Nerak went through right after him …’
      

      
      ‘It was perhaps five or six breaths later.’ Gilmour had obviously been pondering this question himself. ‘About as long as
         it would take him to get up off the deck, cast his final spell and then leap the three or four paces to the far portal.’ It
         had been longer than that – not much longer, just a moment or two, but time enough for the dark prince to make eye-contact
         with his former colleague. ‘Well done, Fantus,’ Nerak had whispered, a concession of one round lost. We’ll play again later, Nerak’s eyes had said, and in them, Gilmour had seen the end. He was not powerful enough, and failing to kill Nerak that night – Nerak could not be killed – had cost him dearly, for now Nerak knew the extent of Gilmour’s power. He had felt it in the mystical blows the old man had
         landed.
      

      
      ‘I barely slowed him down,’ Gilmour muttered.

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘What—? Oh, nothing. What were we talking about?’ The man seemed to age before Garec’s eyes. ‘Oh, yes, Steven. It wasn’t much
         time, but as long as Steven remembered to close the portal as soon as he passed across the Fold, he’ll be fine. There was
         ample time to shut the other end down before Nerak disappeared.’
      

      
      ‘So, in Steven’s prolonged absence, we must assume that the portal in his home was already closed and that wherever he fell
         is closer to Idahocolorado than wherever Nerak fell. Because if Nerak reaches Steven and Mark’s home first…’ He hesitated.
      

      
      ‘Then all here is lost.’

      
      ‘What about those?’ Garec motioned towards the hickory staff and the wool-wrapped leather-bound book Gilmour had tossed into
         the sailboat three nights earlier.
      

      
      The old man sighed and took out his pipe, then felt through his pockets for a pouch of tobacco. ‘They represent great power;
         that’s true, but only Steven can wield the hickory staff.’
      

      
      Garec reached tentatively for the length of wood; for a moment he looked like a child caught stealing a pastry through an
         open bakery window. ‘Why?’ He released the tiller and took up the staff in both hands. ‘Why won’t it work for you or—’ He
         looked over at Mark. ‘Perhaps for him?’ He didn’t even consider that the staff might respond to his own commands.
      

      
      ‘That’s a mystery to me, Garec’ Gilmour abandoned his quest for tobacco and took hold of the tiller. ‘I believe Mark is correct
         in his assumption that Nerak has no idea what force is hidden within it, and that alone has given the dark prince reason to
         fear it. However, Nerak is not accustomed to fearing very much and he is… I suppose it’s best to say he is out of practice
         at fearing anything.’
      

      
      ‘So, in Nerak’s mind, the staff is something you have constructed for Steven, and therefore it falls within the expectations he has for the limits of your power?’
      

      
      ‘Right. Something he supposes is of little threat to him.’ Gilmour looked over at the stark granite cliff. Well done, Fantus. Nerak’s ironic words chilled his skin; he shook his head in an effort to focus on the conversation.
      

      
      ‘And the book?’ Garec made no move to reach for the ancient tome. ‘Can you use it?’
      

      
      ‘That we’ll find out soon enough.’ Gilmour pressed his lips together in a tight smile. ‘I may have made a grave mistake there.’

      
      ‘How do you mean?’

      
      ‘The night I fled Sandcliff Palace, I left everything – all the writings, books, scrolls, everything. I just fled as fast
         as I could, with my shoulder hanging useless and my ankle flopping back and forth. I was numb, and far too scared to consider
         that one day I might need Lessek’s library.’ He adjusted their heading to move the little catboat around a tight bend in the
         fjord. ‘This book tells me that Nerak has done much more than reflect on his studies.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t understand.’

      
      ‘I have always known that Nerak spends most of his time sequestered in Welstar Palace working through spells, memorising incantations,
         trying to weave together all the threads he needs to operate the spell table – so he can rend a sizeable gate in the Fold
         …’
      

      
      Garec finished his friend’s thought, ‘But you never imagined he would use Lessek’s journals to speed up the process.’

      
      ‘I thought it had all been destroyed.’ Gilmour shook his head despondently. ‘I was there: it was a massive explosion; most
         everything in the library was reduced to rubble.’
      

      
      ‘Yet Lessek himself has sent you back—’

      
      ‘For the Windscrolls, yes. If Pikan was right that night, we’ll need the third Windscroll.’

      
      ‘So that one wasn’t destroyed?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, Garec. I honestly don’t. I thought the entire collection was lost, but when I saw this book on the Prince Marek I realised that Nerak went back and retrieved—’
      

      
      ‘At least this one,’ Garec broke in. ‘He went back to get this book.’ He started to point at it with the hickory staff but recoiled at the thought of the two magical artefacts coming in
         contact with one another.
      

      
      Gilmour chuckled wryly. ‘Yes, at least this one, but I have to assume the Windscrolls are still there and that the secret
         to Nerak’s weakness is in their text.’
      

      
      Nerak’s weakness lies elsewhere.’ Garec echoed Lessek’s cryptic statement. ‘It must be in the Windscrolls.’

      
      ‘It might.’ He spotted a satchel tucked beneath the transom and a real smile crossed his face as he pulled out a leather pouch
         of tobacco. ‘That’s where we’ll start, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘Mark seems to think this has something to do with it.’ Garec returned the hickory staff to its place beside the book.
      

      
      ‘We can hope, Garec. And if Steven retrieves Lessek’s key and returns here safely, we will have several very powerful allies.’
         Gilmour decided it was time to change the subject. ‘What does the watch say now?’
      

      
      Steven’s watch showed both the stalks on the five rune as Garec charted Gilmour’s progress down the precipitous cliff, the
         curiously small tapestry that was the far portal folded beneath one arm. The sorcerous breeze was stilled to a whisper and
         Garec had little trouble keeping the boat steady against the fjord’s southern wall. Its bow nestled snugly in a crack between
         two boulders and the wooden hull thunked gently against the stone in perfect time with the gentle rise and fall of the water.
         That drum-like beat was the only sound in the fjord and the silence weighed heavily on Garec. He felt uncomfortably warm,
         despite the sun dropping steadily in the distance.
      

      
      Garec could make out Mark Jenkins’ lumpy form, now bundled inside several blankets, but in the shadows he couldn’t see if
         Mark was asleep. When the foreigner rasped at him from the semi-darkness, Garec jumped, shouting in surprise and nearly tumbling
         overboard.
      

      
      ‘Is he back?’

      
      ‘Rutting lords! You scared me!’ Garec sat back down clumsily.

      
      Without moving, Mark asked again, ‘Is he back? Is Steven here?’

      
      Garec frowned. ‘Sorry. Not yet.’

      
      ‘Where are we?’

      
      ‘My guess is that we’re at least two days’ ride north of Orindale. I’ve heard of these cliffs, but have never travelled far
         enough up the coast to see them before. We came into the fjord hoping to find someplace to put ashore and roll out the far
         portal – we couldn’t see anything particularly promising north along the coast, and we didn’t want to risk Steven’s return
         through an unopened port, so it made sense to find a beach or a flat rock before the watch said five o’clock.’ Now his eyes
         had grown used to the dim light, Garec could see Mark peering up the craggy wall in an effort to spot Gilmour.
      

      
      ‘But there was nothing?’

      
      ‘No.’ Garec shook his head. ‘So Gilmour scaled the wall and opened the portal up there.’

      
      ‘How far have we come into the fjord?’ Mark made no effort to lift his head; Garec could give him an accurate synopsis of
         their progress.
      

      
      ‘Not far … maybe a morning’s ride. Gilmour is helping out with a breeze, but it’s slow going, lots of twists and turns, too
         many submerged rocks.’ He peered up at Gilmour himself, then asked, ‘Are you hungry, Mark? There’s still plenty of food from
         Orindale: wine, beer, smoked gansel, anything.’
      

      
      ‘Not now, thanks.’ Mark sounded genuinely appreciative. ‘Maybe later.’

      
      ‘Right. That’s fine, later. Just let me know.’

      
      ‘Garec?’

      
      ‘What?’ He took several steps towards the bow, then, not wanting to intrude, sat on his haunches and stared into the shadows.
         ‘What can I do?’
      

      
      Mark whispered, but Garec heard the question with no difficulty. ‘Did it hurt?’

      
      Recalling the fiery pain that had slithered and scratched its way across his side, gnawing through his flesh like a subterranean
         creature armed with spindles of needle teeth, Garec was forced to take a moment before answering. ‘Yes, it did. It was much
         worse than I would ever have imagined.’
      

      
      ‘I want you to teach me to shoot, Garec. I want to get good at it – maybe I’ll not ever be as good as you or Versen, but I
         want to hit what I choose. Maybe it won’t be in the heart every time, but as long as it hurts, I don’t mind.’ Mark made a
         shuffling sound, shifting his position and leaning forward in earnest. ‘Will you teach me to shoot?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know if I can,’ the Ronan bowman said.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ Mark was indignant. ‘You’re the best archer in Eldarn. You might be the best archer anywhere, my world
         included.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know if I can pick it up again … if I can do it anymore.’

      
      ‘You can, Garec,’ Mark murmured. ‘I’m not asking you to kill anyone. I just want you to teach me how.’ There was a long pause
         and Mark added, ‘I will take care of the killing.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know how to explain it, but once you do it, kill someone, they never leave you alone. Each of them – and I have killed
         many, Mark, I regret that I have – they never leave you.’ He struggled for the right words. ‘I think that’s why, when I finally
         took one, right in the ribs, it was a perfect shot. I should have died. If it hadn’t been for Steven, I would have died. I feel like I’ve been given a second chance. Does that make sense? And with my second chance, I’m not going to
         be a killer. I can’t do it anymore.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve chosen a bad time to grow a conscience, Garec.’ Mark untangled the blankets and hauled himself to his feet. He looked
         dreadful. His sweater was stained a deeper red where his neck had bled, and he had a dirty piece of cloth pressed against
         the wound; a bloody circle marked the centre of the patch like the perfect-score zone on an archery target.
      

      
      Mark grabbed Garec’s arm. ‘I am going to kill them, as many as we encounter, until one of them manages to kill me or until
         I go home to Colorado for ever,’ he said quietly, firmly. ‘Now, you don’t have to do anything, I am not demanding, but I am asking, as one who loved her, that you help me extract a bit of vengeance for
         her.’
      

      
      ‘You will regret it.’

      
      ‘I already regret it.’ With that Mark managed a smile, and Garec was truly afraid.

      
      ‘All right then. We’ll begin as soon as we put to shore. You can have my bow.’

      
      ‘I want to make my own.’

      
      ‘I’ll teach you how.’

      
      Brexan Carderic clung to an oak log, her improvised life preserver, and allowed the tide to drag her north through the Ravenian
         Sea. She had taken to the water after coming upon Malakasian pickets around their watch-fires, burning vivid orange against
         the steel-grey of the gathering dawn. Turning back to keep from being seen, the former soldier had dragged the lump of wood
         into the water and began swimming with it, hoping to pick up some sort of current that would take her far enough to avoid
         detection from the beach.
      

      
      The Twinmoon had passed, but Brexan, preoccupied with thoughts of Versen, the scarred Seron and the bloated merchant from
         Orindale, had no idea how long ago: though both moons still hung in the northern sky, they were obviously on their way south
         again. Now the twin orbs pulled the waters of the Ravenian Sea along fiercely enough that Brexan had to hold hard to the log.
         She stopped kicking, saving her strength for the long swim back to shore.
      

      
      Once the pickets were far behind her, she steered the log towards the beach, watching as several large warehouses came into
         view. Feeling confident as the shoreline grew closer, Brexan let go of the log and began swimming towards a patch of swampy
         rushes bent with the morning tide. It was a mistake. She had underestimated both the distance, and the toll the cold water
         had taken on her. The log was already out of reach.
      

      
      Brexan’s limbs felt heavy, useless; to counter the shivering she started treading water. ‘Stupid, stupid fool,’ she scolded
         herself, ‘you had to go and make this so much harder than it needed to be, didn’t you?’ She hadn’t eaten in days; only the
         sheer tenacity of her will had kept her moving so far. She hadn’t exactly determined to live yet, but there was Versen to
         be avenged. She had no idea how she would clothe and feed herself once she arrived in Orindale … maybe a little prostitution
         – though she would need to improve her appearance. She couldn’t see people paying good silver for an emaciated, sunken-eyed,
         starving deserter in rotting clothing and no shoes.
      

      
      No, it would have to be theft: she would steal what she needed to get herself aright and after she had avenged Versen – killed,
         and killed again the fat businessman who had been the cause of her grief – she would try to find Versen’s group, Gilmour and
         Steven, Mark and the Ronan woman, Brynne. Joining their fight would bring her closer to Versen; that way she might find friendship,
         even if his death had denied her love.
      

      
      But that was for the future: now, she needed to get to shore.

      
      Brexan focused her fast-dwindling strength on moving east, towards the swampy area south of the wharf. She distracted herself
         from the encroaching cold by watching Orindale’s waterfront day begin. Military and merchant vessels moved through the harbour
         in an oddly regimented pattern; on the wooden wharf stevedores hauled nets and worked block-and-tackle cranes. Pilot boats
         bustled about, while sailing vessels and heavy barges moored up, reefed sheets and either took on or began unloading cargo.
      

      
      As she drew slowly closer, she caught sight of a familiar vessel, anchored offshore: the schooner she and Versen had escaped
         from, the Falkan Dancer. With its sails neatly reefed, its rigging taut and its brass polished, the ship didn’t look like a death ship, a slaver,
         a traitor’s vessel. With sunshine on her spars and the vestiges of morning fog billowing across the waterline, the schooner
         seemed almost mystical, a vessel on which to escape with a lover for a Moon’s passage through the northern archipelago or
         a holiday cruise to Markon Isle, maybe.
      

      
      But Brexan knew better, and warmth spread through her as she growled, ‘I am going to gut you, you rutter.’

      
      The swim ashore suddenly felt manageable, but even so, it was a long time before she reached the protective cover of the rushes
         and collapsed in the foetid mud. Just a few paces up the eroded bank Brexan spotted what looked like a dry patch of ferns
         rimmed by a thick circlet of brambly ground cover, looking soft and safe: a place to rest for an eternity. But Brexan didn’t have the
         strength to heave even her tiny frame up the muddy slope; instead, she used the rushes to pull herself out of the water, peered
         around to be certain no one had seen her, and fell into a deep, exhausted sleep.
      

      
      She woke to feel the prickle of cedar twigs alongside her face; twitching her nose, Brexan recoiled at the smell and sat up
         with a start. The sun had dried the exposed layers of her clothing, but she was lying on wet homespun and several handfuls
         of marsh mud had turned her hair into a stinking clay sculpture. Brexan braced herself with one hand and winced.
      

      
      ‘Oh, pissing demons, that hurt,’ she swore as she found several cedar thorns lodged in her palm. She pulled them out, looked
         around, and realised to her surprise that she had somehow moved up the muddy slope and into the fern bed. ‘How did I get up
         here?’ She searched the forest, then looked down the short hill to the marshy area where she had come ashore.
      

      
      ‘I guess I must have—’ she started, then stopped. There was a rustling below; and she saw a shadow, furtive and quick, moving
         to the shelter of a nearby evergreen bush.
      

      
      ‘Who’s that?’ Brexan called as she sprang to her feet, trying not to groan as over-used muscles protested. She reached for
         the knife she had last used to kill the scarred Seron, but it wasn’t there. She looked about on the ground, but she couldn’t
         see it there either.
      

      
      She turned back to the stranger and, emboldened by fear and anger, shouted, ‘Come out here, right now. I appreciate the lift
         out of the mud, but I am in no mood to deal with this nonsense.’
      

      
      Shaking, Brexan forced her hands into her tunic belt, hoping to steady her fingers. ‘Come out, now!’

      
      A low growl emanated from the bushes and Brexan felt her stomach turn. She thought for a moment of fleeing, trying for the
         Ravenian Sea: few pursuers would follow her there. Instead, she thought of Versen, felt for the warm strength of his hand
         in hers. She almost reached for him, before recalling that she was on her own these days. She took a determined step towards
         the bush, picking up a tree branch as she moved. It was too long and too bulky to be much use, but it might keep her anonymous
         assailant from tackling her to the ground.
      

      
      ‘Are you one of Malagon’s men?’ she called again.

      
      A second growl preceded another rustling of leaves and Brexan watched in horror as a hideous man took shape before her, stooped at the waist and covered head to heels in a torn and stained
         cloak. The stranger didn’t make eye contact at first. Instead, brandishing Brexan’s knife, he looked all around, assessing
         both her and the surrounding forest. His face was contorted by pain or rage – Brexan couldn’t decide which – and his clothes,
         splattered with mud and blood, were apparently rotting off his body. Bits of food of some sort congealed at the corners of
         his mouth; his fingernails were blackened and broken.
      

      
      His stoop appeared to be the result of a back injury or a damaged shoulder, for though he pulled himself upright for a few
         moments, towering over Brexan, he soon returned to his crouch with a grunt of relief.
      

      
      Brexan leaned forward, too terrified to move any closer, but still determined to get a clear view of the foul-smelling stranger.
         ‘Do I know you?’ she asked, timidly, her voice cracking in fear.
      

      
      He looked into her face, just for a passing moment – but it was enough.

      
      ‘Sallax?’ Brexan whispered. ‘Sallax Farro? Is that you?’

      
      A look of genuine surprise passed across his face, then, slipping Brexan’s knife inside his cloak, he was gone.

      
      ‘Wait,’ Brexan shouted, ‘come back here! You have my knife! Sallax!’ Putting fear to one side, she chased after him, pulling up short when she passed by the bush where he had been hiding. She
         was immediately assailed by an amalgam of smells left in the former partisan leader’s wake: sweat and swamp mud, tangy rotten
         meat and spoiled milk hit Brexan’s empty stomach and sent her reeling. The former soldier almost fainted, overbalancing into
         a soft fern-covered depression.
      

      
      When the nausea wore off, she decided clothing, boots and something substantial to eat were urgent, then she could track Sallax
         and find out what had happened. The sweet aroma of broken ferns washed away the lingering traces of Sallax and she took a
         moment to savour the fresh scent, wondering why he appeared to have been so horribly afflicted – and why he seemed to be carrying
         the contents of a compost heap around in his cloak. Questions for later: he must be in disguise, perhaps working his way into
         the city via some trash barge along the river.
      

      
      Less than two avens later, Brexan was pulling on a pair of polished leather boots and tucking the flared ends of her new leggings
         in. She used a piece of sack-cloth to dry her hair, though not very successfully, so she decided to spend the remainder of the day
         eating and drinking, as close to a tavern fire as she could get without melting.
      

      
      Outfitting herself had been easier than she had expected; lined with waterfront pubs and shops, the Orindale wharf was such
         a hive of activity that few people took notice as she made her way along the plank walkway into the city. She had straightened
         her clothes and cleaned off as much of the mud as possible. And while it would have taken no more than a cursory look to detect
         the miserable condition of her tunic and hose, no one was interested.
      

      
      It hadn’t taken long to find a likely victim: the number of ships moving in and out of Orindale meant finding a seaman, roughly
         Brexan’s size, was an easy task. The youngster Brexan chose had made his way straight into the nearest tavern, dropped his
         sea-bag beneath the bar and ordered a bottle of beer, a pot of breakfast stew that had smelled so good Brexan wondered if
         she might steal that as well, and a loaf of freshly baked bread.
      

      
      After he had finished his third bottle of the cheap Falkan brew, Brexan, watching from the corner where she’d slumped in an
         apparent doze, decided it was time to strike. She made her way confidently through the tavern’s front room, lifted an empty
         tray from the mantel and collected up a number of empty bottles and mugs. As she slid the full tray onto the bar, she quietly
         hefted the bag from its place on the floor and moved quickly through the kitchen as if she had every right to be there.
      

      
      Without slowing her pace, she hurried out the back, through the alley and back into the forest, where she stripped off the
         clothes she had stolen in Estrad and ran down to the sea.
      

      
      While she scrubbed the dirt from her face and hair, Brexan wept. Any memory of Versen, any lasting impression from his touch,
         or his lips against her skin, was gone now, scrubbed clean in the bitter salt water. Finally she climbed from the sea, pale
         and shivering, and donned her stolen clothes, clothes not stained with Seron blood, but also with no trace of Versen’s distinctive
         scent of woodsmoke and herbs.
      

      
      Now Brexan said out loud, firmly, ‘He’s gone. Let him go. You have things to do.’ She slumped as choking sobs took her again.
         It would be a long time before she could follow her own advice. For now, though, safe in the coastal forest south of Orindale,
         Brexan let the sadness overwhelm her again.
      

      
      *

      
      Later, Brexan sat near the fire at a tavern several streets back from the waterfront. The front room began to fill as the
         dinner aven approached, but Brexan barely heard the rise in chatter; it was toneless background noise. Instead, she stared
         into the fire, the low embers casting a glow across her table that reminded her of Pellia and her family. What would they
         have thought of Versen? A Ronan, a freedom fighter, he might not have made a good first impression, but the big man’s curious
         sense of humour and stalwart commitment to his values would have won over her family as they had her.
      

      
      Behind her, a musician began strumming a few chords on a bellamir and Brexan woke from her reverie. She gnawed at a gansel
         bone, more for something to do than hunger. A bowl of stew and bread had preceded a brace of roast gansel legs, washed down
         with a bottle of good Falkan wine and followed by cheese. It had been too long since she had eaten: feeling stuffed to bursting
         with hot food and good wine was a feeling she had almost forgotten.
      

      
      Whenever the fire died down, she summoned the barman. She was tired of being cold too.

      
      As she took a long draught from her wine goblet, Brexan felt the warm, dizzy sensation of incipient drunkenness wash over
         her. Her vision blurred and tunnelled pleasantly as she stretched her feet out towards the fire, warming the soles of the
         seaman’s boots, padded with handfuls of sack-cloth to fit her small feet. The sailor had been paid three silver pieces for
         his last voyage: he had made the fortuitous – for Brexan – mistake of tucking the coins into his sea bag. With that much silver,
         Brexan would be able to live comfortably in Orindale for the next Twinmoon, with coin enough for a room and a new pair of
         boots from a real cobbler, not just some street vendor with lengths of tanned hide and a sewing needle.
      

      
      Slowly, a plan began to emerge through the comfortable stupor: she would find lodgings; she needed to do that tonight, but
         there would be plenty of choice. Tomorrow, boots, her first pair since enlisting in the Malakasian Army … and a skirt, a heavy
         wool skirt, loomed wool, not the ratty homespun she had been wearing for the past Twinmoon. She would linger over the process,
         trying whatever caught her fancy, and then buying real women’s clothes, from a high-class city shop. If it took all day, that
         would be fine. She would shop and she would think of Versen and she would end the day here again, here beside this same fire.
      

      
      And tomorrow evening, she would work out how to find Sallax, and the owner of the merchant schooner moored out in the harbour.
         Sallax she would talk to. The merchant – him, she would disembowel, then cut his heart out.
      

      
      Brexan smiled to herself. She had a plan.

   
      
      IDAHO SPRINGS

      [image: image]

      
      Steven pulled the cap down over his ears and wrapped his face and neck in the scarf. Bright sunshine and dry mountain air
         gave the illusion of unseasonable warmth, and to passersby the hat-and-scarf combination might look a bit excessive, but he
         had to ensure he was not recognised by anyone. The bus had dropped him off, the only passenger exiting in Idaho Springs, on
         the east side of town, and there was no way to avoid using main roads.
      

      
      With nine blocks to go, he crossed a road to avoid a family dressed in matching ski-jackets, then, anticipating a straight
         shot home through the relatively quiet residential part of town, he nearly ran over Mrs Winter, the elderly woman who owned
         the pastry shop next to the bank.
      

      
      ‘Oh, geez. Sorry, Mrs W,’ Steven said before he could stop himself, grabbing the surprised older woman by the shoulders in
         a clumsy effort to keep her from falling to the snowy sidewalk.
      

      
      Thankfully, Mrs Winter didn’t hear very well. ‘You should watch where you’re going young man,’ she scolded, but Steven was
         already hurrying away at a run. ‘Young man!’ Mrs Winter cried at his back, ‘young man, that was very rude of you!’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Mrs W,’ Steven murmured to himself as he paused to catch his breath. He looked up the hillside to where Oh My Gawd
         Road ran, hundreds of feet above the floor of Virginia Canyon. It was named for the reaction of most travellers: Oh My Gawd
         Road was still dirt for much of its length, and there were no barriers along the circuitous route to the old mining town of
         Central City. He and Mark had cycled it once; Steven remembered fondly Mark groaning his displeasure at the gruelling climb
         to eleven thousand feet. ‘Just for the record,’ he’d rattled through shallow gulps of thin air, ‘I think this form of travel
         sucks. Next time, we’re taking the bus or a plane or a frigging space shuttle; I don’t care.’
      

      
      Steven smiled at the irony: if only his roommate had known that day the various forms of travel he would be using in the coming months, he might have allowed himself to enjoy the bike trip.
         Who knew the pair would be travelling across the Fold, whatever that was, on horseback through the coastal forests of Rona
         to Seer’s Peak, on foot through the Blackstones, and then drifting through Meyers’ Vale on the Capina Fair?.

      
      He grinned. One day he would drag Mark back up that canyon and into Central City to celebrate with a night at the tables,
         the city’s main attraction. As his thoughts drifted, he slowed to a distracted walk. Something was tickling at the back of
         his mind: something was wrong. Travel. What about travel? He turned and stared back up Virginia Street. Mrs Winter was gone, most likely sweeping the snow from the steps in front
         of her shop by now. Travel. He had travelled; he had come a great distance, though he had no idea how far he was from Eldarn
         now – a million miles? A few inches?
      

      
      That wasn’t it, it wasn’t Eldarn. It was South Carolina: he had come from South Carolina and the trip, without real sleep
         and only a few stops for gas and food, had been as gruelling a journey as the bike ride through Virginia Canyon last July.
      

      
      What was it? Steven unwrapped the scarf from around his face and drew his first unfiltered breath of Idaho Springs air.
      

      
      The Larion far portal in his house was closed. Steven stopped dead. He had been so distracted by events at the airport, and
         hurrying so fast across the United States that he hadn’t thought about where he had arrived: the far portal had to be closed, otherwise he would have come from Eldarn straight to his living room. Someone
         – and much as he hated the idea, he had to accept it was someone after Hannah, as she was obviously there now – but someone
         had come into his house and closed the portal. Who would that have been? Her mother, Jennifer? But there had been a pile of
         unread newspapers on her front lawn; maybe Jennifer Sorenson was in Eldarn too?
      

      
      But someone had been in 147 Tenth Street after Hannah, because someone had closed the portal, probably by folding up the tapestry.
         The police? Investigators would have been called, he guessed, maybe several days after the roommates’ disappearance: one of
         them might have inadvertently closed the portal. Even worse, what if they’d detected the tapestry’s power and taken it away,
         shipped it to Washington, DC, or to some research facility in Boulder?
      

      
      He started to run again, breaking out into a cold sweat. Ignoring the chance he might be seen, he pulled the watch-cap from
         his head and ran a hand through his hair to free the matted strands.
      

      
      And there it was: 147 Tenth Street – and what Steven saw was far worse than his most hopeless nightmares. The portal had not
         been taken by the Idaho Springs Police; it had not been checked into evidence and locked in a room in the town hall basement,
         or shipped to DC, or even sealed in a container and hidden far below ground level in a subterranean basement of a top secret
         radiation centre in Nevada.
      

      
      This was worse. Standing on the icy sidewalk in front of 147 Tenth Street, Steven was struck dumb, completely devoid of any idea as
         to what he should do now.
      

      
      His house, the small yard at the back, the two-car garage and the fence separating 147 from Dave and Cindy’s place next door
         were gone.
      

      
      ‘Oh, great pissing demons, Churn, it’s not that high up.’ An exasperated Hoyt patted Churn’s saddle encouragingly.

      
      Churn replied with a series of tentative hand gestures, embarrassment clearly evident in his face.

      
      ‘Do you expect us to walk all the way to Welstar Palace?’

      
      With no trace of humour, the burly mute nodded.

      
      ‘No,’ Hoyt said, ‘you are getting up there and you are going to ride this horse. Churn, I have seen you overcome obstacles
         that would kill any normal person. You can’t tell me that riding a horse is going to get the better of you. You, the man who
         took six Malakasian guards outside that arms warehouse … alone … you are going to give in to a child’s fear of – of what? Heights?
         Big animals?’
      

      
      ‘Heights,’ Churn signed. ‘And it was seven guards.’ The Pragan rebel tugged distractedly at a leather strap hanging from the
         open neck of his tunic.
      

      
      ‘There you have it, seven,’ Hoyt said, ‘fixed their rutting hides with your bare hands. This horse should be a red cinch.
         Now, chop chop, let’s ride.’
      

      
      No. I’ll walk.’

      
      ‘What is it?’ Hannah asked. ‘Is he afraid of horses?’

      
      Hoyt turned to her with a frustrated grimace and said, No. Not anything that complicated. Our intimidating hulk of walking
         granite here is afraid of high places. High places! Can you believe it? He’ll take on the entire Malakasian Army by himself
         while suffering a head cold and holding a frothy tankard in one hairy paw, but he won’t look out the upstairs window of his
         own house.’
      

      
      ‘Vertigo,’ Hannah said. ‘I understand it can be crippling.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what that word means, ver—’

      
      ‘Vertigo.’

      
      Vertigo.’ Hoyt nodded. ‘Well, if it means high places turn him into a whining, wet-nosed infant, then you’re dead on with
         your diagnosis.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a serious condition, Hoyt and you, as a healer, should know that.’ Hannah glanced at Churn, who nodded his agreement.

      
      ‘Oh, stop it, Hannah,’ Hoyt argued, ‘it’s a long way from his vital organs, knocking around in that cavernous tank he calls
         a brain. And if it’s so crippling, how is he able to run and jump from rooftop to rooftop when we’re dodging arrows and other
         Malakasian toys?’
      

      
      ‘We’re only up there at night,’ Churn signed. ‘I don’t see down.’

      
      ‘You are a god-rutting cat up there,’ Hoyt said crossly.

      
      When running for my life – I don’t think about it. This is different. I’ll be up there looking down at everything all day
         – it’s just too high, Hoyt. I can’t do it.’ Churn’s hand moved with fluid grace in the longest monologue Hannah had yet heard
         from the silent giant.
      

      
      ‘So if we’re riding for our lives, you won’t mind being in the saddle?’ Hoyt pressed. ‘But out for a pleasant morning canter,
         a nice jaunt through the forest and up over the hills into Malakasia, you won’t go, because the horse is too tall? Gods rest
         us; I need to find a shorter horse.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not the horse. It is that my feet won’t be on the ground – and I will have time to think about it.’

      
      Hoyt shook his head. ‘So, I need to find an exceedingly short horse, one short enough for your feet to drag? That won’t slow
         us down a bit, Churn. Nah, we’ll be at Welstar Palace in no time … thirty-five Twinmoons from now! We could crawl there faster.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not getting on the rutting horse!’

      
      ‘All right! All right. No need to yell!’

      
      Hannah grinned at the interchange. ‘Maybe we can—’

      
      Hoyt interrupted, mumbling to himself, ‘Whole idea is bad … Malakasia … get ourselves killed … take a lot longer dragging
         … Alen is going to be furious—’
      

      
      Hannah touched the wiry Pragan on the shoulder. ‘I have an idea.’ They were standing outside a small mercantile shop at a
         crossroads northwest of Middle Fork, a place too small to have a name, but where the purchase of four horses and saddlery
         would not arouse suspicion or start any unwanted rumours. It had taken a day, and a good deal of careful questioning and monetary encouragement before the locals cooperated, but the two thieves had finally located
         a horse farm willing to deal. Now Alen was inside the mercantile, gathering supplies they would need for their journey into
         Malakasia.
      

      
      For three days they had walked north and west, leaving Alen Jasper’s home in the pre-dawn aven and before most of Middle Fork
         was awake. Alen had shouted until the others roused themselves, insisting they pack just what they could carry and leave immediately:
         Nerak was gone and Welstar Palace was undefended.
      

      
      Hannah was certain the former Larion Senator had originally planned to take her to Welstar Palace so that he might commit
         an elaborate suicide at the hands of his former nemesis; now she had no idea what was happening, if sending her home to Colorado
         was even an option. And she had not yet summoned up the courage to ask. Hoyt said the trip north would take them well into
         the next Twinmoon, so Hannah figured that with at least sixty days at her disposal, she had time to persuade him.
      

      
      She had been so worried about the old man’s health: Alen drank far too much – she was worried sick that one day she would
         find him lying dead beside a pile of empty bottles. Though she doubted Alen’s ability to get her home, she’d never doubted
         his willingness to make the effort. We shall both get what we want, Hannah Sorenson: she recalled the eerie voice through the locked door of her bedchamber. His English was flawless. He had obviously been across
         the Fold or through the Fold or whatever it was she had done to get to Eldarn from Colorado.
      

      
      And he had changed, sobered up in a moment – with a little help from Churn and a trough of cold water – after he met her.
         It had obviously been a significant moment in the old man’s life, meeting her, and even though his mystical resources had
         obviously not been taken off the shelf in years, discovering that someone other than Nerak controlled the Colorado end of
         the Larion far portals had made a marked impression. So Hannah had believed that Alen – or Kantu, as he insisted on being
         called when he was drunk – was committed to finding and using the Malakasian version of the ugly carpet that had dropped her
         in Southport.
      

      
      Now Hannah was no longer sure what he was planning. Everything had gone by her in a blur that morning, from hearing him yelling
         to grabbing her few clothes and hurriedly stuffing bread, cheese and wineskins into a bag.
      

      
      Even Alen’s home remained an enigma. The many hallways, rooms and fireplaces seemed to exist only inside, while outside, a
         single chimney jutted from the roof of the small structure visible from the street. Hannah had been perplexed by the way the
         house, whether blocked by the rising or setting sun, obscured by surrounding buildings or draped in fog, was nearly impossible
         to see clearly. She had it fixed in her head – though not without some difficulty, for even in her imagination the shape was
         fluid – that the place was tiny, unexceptional … but inside, it was massive, with twisting hallways, rooms off rooms off rooms,
         and staircases leading upwards and down at random intervals. Fires burned merrily in fireplaces all over the place.
      

      
      As they left quietly, unobtrusively, Hannah turned briefly – but the house was different, no longer the unassuming little
         building Hannah usually saw. Now Alen’s house looked like something out of a gothic horror novel, a meandering mansion several
         storeys high, with exposed beams and mortar walls set with latticed windows and heavy oak doors. On the roof, the single chimney
         had been joined by a bevy of smokestacks. Hannah almost expected clouds of dark smoke to start billowing skywards.
      

      
      ‘How is that possible?’ she whispered, hefting her bag onto her shoulder. ‘What the hell is happening?’

      
      ‘I had to remain hidden,’ Alen said, hearing her. ‘Fantus, my friend and colleague, took on strange professions and hobbies
         to obscure himself from Nerak’s view. He avoided magic so Nerak could not pinpoint his location. Me? I hid right here, right
         where I was when I heard … well, when I heard that the world had ended.’
      

      
      ‘Nerak looked for you all this time?’

      
      ‘No. Nerak knew my magic posed little threat. He was more interested in Fantus.’

      
      ‘So why the camouflaged home?’

      
      ‘There are others in Welstar Palace, Hannah.’

      
      ‘Other what?’

      
      ‘Magicians. Sorcerers. The sort of talented young people Pikan and Nerak sought throughout Eldarn to recruit for the Larion
         Senate. In the old days they would have been brought to Sandcliff to study.’ Alen turned away from the house and set off down
         the road.
      

      
      Hannah scurried to catch up with him. ‘But with Sandcliff overrun—’ she began.

      
      ‘Nerak brought them to Welstar Palace and started them on a variety of unsavoury undertakings. One of their tasks was to find
         me. It was fairly simple to mask my comings and goings, especially this far away, but inside this house, I could relax, turn
         things off for a while.’
      

      
      ‘Good Christ. All this time?’

      
      ‘All this time, Hannah, but this morning, right now, they have stopped seeking me. So it will probably terrify the people
         of Middle Fork, but I am releasing my old house – and I do love this house – to stand here in all her British glory. You know,
         they’ll probably think it cursed and burn it down.’ Alen looked back at her for a moment. ‘Come. Let’s get going.’
      

      
      Hannah ignored his order. ‘That’s right. You said you had been in … where was it?’

      
      ‘Durham,’ Alen answered, without emotion. ‘It’s where we left Reia.’

      
      ‘What do you mean by stopped?’ Hannah asked. ‘How do you know?’

      
      With a sigh, Alen said, ‘I can feel it. Actually, I can’t feel it.’
      

      
      ‘It?’

      
      ‘It – them – looking for me. They’ve kept it up eight avens a day, sixty days a Twinmoon, for the past nine hundred Twinmoons.
         About an aven ago, they stopped, and I haven’t felt anything from Nerak himself since last Twinmoon.’
      

      
      ‘Felt him?’ Hannah jogged to catch up with Alen again.

      
      ‘Not too long ago, the Malakasian city of Port Denis was wiped away, levelled. I couldn’t see it as clearly as I might have
         before I started dri— well, you know … but I don’t believe he left anyone alive.’
      

      
      ‘And you are able to feel that? See it? How do you know it was that particular city?’ Hannah asked.

      
      ‘It was bigger than most spells. Magic ripples through existence, usually tightening skin into gooseflesh or tickling the
         hairs on the back of one’s neck. It’s easy to detect, and with training, one can use those warnings to follow them back to
         their point of origin.’ Alen stopped and faced her; Hannah glimpsed Hoyt and Churn in the distance as they disappeared around
         a corner.
      

      
      ‘So, the Port Denis spell was—’ She was fascinated and horrified at the same time.

      
      ‘Like getting hit in the stomach with a log.’ He considered this analogy for a moment, then added, ‘I felt it in my bone marrow,
         like a disease that strikes in an instant, every symptom, every pain, all condensed into one blast, and then passes just as
         quickly as it came. You might live for a long time afterwards, but those few moments will stay with you for ever.
      

      
      ‘But now the sun is coming up. We need to get away from here before the locals discover that they can’t quite remember what
         my house used to look like.’ And with that, Alen of Middle Fork hiked his pack higher on his back and left his home of over
         nine hundred Twinmoons without a second glance.
      

      
      Hannah followed, oblivious to the large dog, a wolfhound, maybe, that slipped out of the shadows and kept pace behind her
         as she trudged through the Middle Fork mud.
      

      
      Hannah was about to lose her temper. Alen was still inside the store, and it was beginning to look as if Hoyt and Churn were
         going to sort out Churn’s phobia in an unpleasantly physical fashion.
      

      
      She started to pound Hoyt’s back, shouting ‘Shut up, shut upl’ until, in surprise, the two men fell silent.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ she said grimly. ‘You’re worse than bloody children! Now, listen: I’ve had an idea.’

      
      ‘That we club him over the head and strap him to the saddle like a late-autumn deer?’ Hoyt muttered. ‘Excellent notion, Hannah,
         very creative. I agree wholeheartedly.’ Hoyt grinned then, and winked at Churn, who signed something he obviously didn’t feel
         comfortable translating.
      

      
      ‘I said shut up and listen,’ Hannah said firmly. ‘Hand me that axe.’

      
      Ah, even better,’ Hoyt said as he tugged the weapon from Churn’s saddlebag and passed it over. ‘Let’s just cut his head off.
         And you need not worry about getting messy. I’ll carry it in my bag.’
      

      
      Churn cuffed Hoyt on the back of his head, nearly knocking him to the ground.

      
      ‘Rutting lords,’ Hoyt protested, ‘not so hard.’

      
      Hannah glared and the two of them looked chastened. ‘Sadly, it’s nothing that grisly – although I could always change my mind.
         I’ll be right back.’
      

      
      As she walked off into the woods behind the mercantile, Alen came out carrying several bulky canvas bags. ‘Here,’ he said,
         ‘divide this lot between the horses. If we run out of room, let me know and I’ll take care of it.’
      

      
      ‘Right,’ Churn signed and moved off towards the tree they had been using as a hitching post.

      
      Hoyt turned to Alen. ‘You know we can’t travel north along the road; we’ll have to go through the forest.’

      
      ‘Have you used that route before?’ Alen asked.
      

      
      Hoyt had travelled to many places, and had seen more strange and wonderful things than most people imagined existed. Work
         and study had taken him to the distant corners of Eldarn: he had run, crawled, or fought his way out of trouble in as many
         cities in the Eastlands as any Ronan or Falkan partisan – but he had never travelled through the forest of ghosts. He had
         always believed that he would have to be fleeing for his life before he entered those enchanted woods. He sighed. ‘No,’ he
         said, ‘I haven’t. I hear it’s terrible. I guess I’m about to find out?’
      

      
      ‘It can be,’ Alen said unhelpfully, ‘but there are some who pass through with no trouble at all.’ He didn’t sound convinced
         that their passage would be easy. He looked around and shrugged. ‘You’re right, of course, we can’t use this road, and if
         we try any of the mountain routes we’ll certainly encounter border guards.’
      

      
      And I would just as soon not have to fight our way into Malakasia – bad enough we’ll most likely have to fight our way out once we get there.’
      

      
      And if we do get away, we will need to find a place to—’

      
      Hoyt interrupted, ‘If we do get away, we will need to come up with a good story as to why we went in at all, because we both know creeping around under
         cover of darkness is something people do to get out of Welstar Palace, not in. If we get back to Southport alive, Branag and the boys’ll never let me forget this one. A bad idea, my old friend, this is a
         very bad idea.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll be fine; I’m certain of it.’

      
      And you? And Hannah and Churn?’ Hoyt asked.

      
      ‘If we do things right, we’ll all get what we need from this journey,’ Alen said reassuringly.

      
      ‘That’s cryptic. Am I supposed to be just fine with the idea that you want to kill yourself?’ Hoyt asked. ‘Still thinking
         you lived too long?’
      

      
      ‘I have lived too long, Hoyt, let there be no mistake about that, and I will welcome death when it comes looking for me. But if Nerak
         is gone from Welstar Palace and his magicians have stopped their search for me, I would like a chance to get in there and
         – while sending Hannah home – disturb things a bit.’
      

      
      ‘Disturb? Odd choice of words.’

      
      ‘It’s the best I can come up with.’ Though he sounded lighthearted, Hoyt recognised that he was deadly serious. ‘Nerak has
         a team of magicians in there, powerful magicians, who would – should - have been Larion Senators. I want them dead. They have been serving evil for so long, and if I have a chance to break down
         their operation, I will.’
      

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘And what?’

      
      ‘There was something else after that, wasn’t there? Something you left out?’

      
      ‘He has a daughter too.’ Anger washed over Alen’s face, masking for a moment his pain, loneliness and loss. ‘I have waited
         my whole life for this.’
      

      
      ‘Have you?’ Hoyt pressed. ‘I thought you never killed yourself because Lessek wouldn’t let you.’

      
      ‘Perhaps. And your point?’

      
      ‘You think this is why he forced you to keep living all this time – to go to Welstar Palace and kill Malagon’s daughter?’

      
      ‘No—’ Alen started, but stopped as Hannah appeared with a solid length of wood in one hand and Churn’s axe in the other.

      
      She smiled at them. ‘My idea: If Churn sits in the saddle and uses this stick to keep in contact with the ground … well, maybe
         he won’t struggle so much with the height.’ Neither man answered; worry creased Hannah’s forehead. ‘What is it?’ she asked
         anxiously.
      

      
      Alen looked at Hoyt, his countenance grim, and finished his sentence. No. There is something else.’

      
      ‘What was that?’ Hannah joined them ‘Is something wrong?’

      
      Hoyt smiled at her. No, no. Things are fine and I bet you’re right. If we can get that hulking tree-trunk in the saddle without
         killing him or his horse, I bet this stick idea will work.’
      

   
      
      CHICAGO CREEK ROAD
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      ‘Nerak, you sonofabitch!’ Steven shouted at the empty lot, ‘did you have to flatten my house?’ He was turning in circles,
         one way and the other, trying to take in the enormity of what had happened to 147 Tenth Street.
      

      
      To the right, Dave and Cindy Siegfried’s yellow-sided, split-level place sat quietly against the hillside as usual. Their
         cars were missing from the driveway; Steven assumed they were already at work, unharmed and completely unaware of the Eldarni
         dictator’s foul presence in the Rocky Mountain foothills.
      

      
      The morning sun reflected off the recent snow, almost blinding Steven as he paced furiously. His gaze fell on the winter-thin
         hedgerow that separated 147 Tenth from the corner of Tenth and Virginia and his attention shifted: without the end wall of
         the front room, here was a completely different view of Idaho Springs. Down there were Abe’s Liquor Store, the 24-hour convenience
         place, and the ten-minute Oil & Lube he ignored until his car was four or five thousand miles late for a change.
      

      
      He shuddered, an involuntary response to the chilly air against the layer of sweat that had broken out on his face and neck,
         then realised it was something more. He felt the familiar crackle of magic, the hickory staff’s magic, as it rippled across
         his shoulders, between his ribs and down his thighs into his very bones.
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