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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Nikselpik Nur had always been plagued by bad dreams—heart-pounding, rough-and-tumble excursions through the darkest regions of his mind, like wallowing in dank sewers beneath clean thoroughfares paved with strong ideals. His dreams were likely the cause of his paranoia and his ready willingness to make light even in the dourest situation.
 
   But there was truth to what lurked within those sordid recesses. His past, of course. Real, dangerous, unforgiving. Endured. Lived. Unlike most other civilized gnomes whose dreams were mere reflections of simpler worries—job security, academic prowess, wedding plans—Nikselpik’s dreams were more akin to possessive entities with agendas of their own, Hells-bent on grinding him down to a quivering nub of sanity.
 
   That was on any normal day, when waking up was the only thing that saved him. But now, not even that was possible, thanks to the injuries he’d sustained in the wizard’s duel with First Wizard (“First Bastard” more like) Raulnock—his mind registered only vague flashes of magick and fire—and his addiction: the bugs… oh, the bugs.
 
   There were other times during his recovery where he caught glimpses of things happening around him, moments when he would open his eyes and recognize a friend or a lover or his sister. Never mind their names. 
 
   Perhaps he’d find his way home soon, but for now, Nikselpik was trapped in this immutable darkness, and he clung to his sanity like a child to his favorite stuffed toy.
 
   Futtering Hells.
 
   And the worst part was that these memories, these dreams, were all jumbled together in spite of his best efforts to put them in their rightful places in his history. Like oil on the fingers when trying to button buttons, the connections were hard to make. Damn near impossible in all this gloom.
 
   Survive. Proceed.
 
   Nikselpik stood up and wiped filth from his eyes. It stunk in there. Like shit and worse. Like the waters in a stagnant harbor filled with the worst kinds of detritus washed up around the moorings: dead fish, piss, and whatever garbage had been thrown from ship decks that day. It was quiet but for the drippings. The drip, drip, drip that threatened to drive him insane if he stayed there too long.
 
   “Gods, I hate my mind,” he mumbled, pulling more stuff from his straggly hair and pitching it into the slowly running morass of sludge nearby. Boots soaked all the way through to his feet. Nikselpik waited for a chill to pass before taking stock of his situation. A tunnel—more specifically, a sewer tunnel—stretched ahead and behind. The same muck that ran down the center trough dripped down the walls. A seedy, green light filtered down from above, egging on his growing headache.
 
   Everything vivid. Everything as real as waking. Nikselpik’s hands shook. His forearms itched through his grime-soaked bandages. He instinctively went for the canister on his belt to fetch out a bug. Only there was no canister.
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   He stepped out of the muck and onto a stone walkway, crept along the incline for no other reason than up seemed better than down. Perhaps up there, way up there, he’d find his way through to a clean, natural light. Wakefulness. A reprieve. If he was lucky, the waiting arms of someone he loved.
 
   But he’d not count on it. Never had. His life of an adventurer and dungeon crawler had reaped many rewards but very few friends; facing terrors alone was something he’d grown used to a long time ago.
 
   For long hours, he navigated the dark passages of his mind, chambers ripe with groveling horrors and the ghosts of those left behind. Most of them were easily avoided except for those who could talk… those who could whisper.
 
   “You left us to rot,” they said, or, “You’ll pay, Nik. Oh, you’ll pay…” or, “How does it feel, Nik, to be a victim of your own folly?”
 
   Nikselpik shuddered against their chill words, put his shoulders down, his eyes to the floor, and moved ahead… always up, up, up.
 
   He stopped to rest in one chamber, a particularly stinky one. He said, “Ah, what’s this? Shit soup spiced with rotten fish. My favorite.” But in truth, he wanted to cry. The corpse of a young woman leaned against the wall. Her hair was the color of a fresh orange, matted and dirty, but still that outrageous shade she’d always worn, a contrast to her sunken cheeks and hollowed eye sockets. 
 
   “Jezz. Damn it. I should have known you’d be here. Will you curse me too?”
 
   The wormy, white lips remained still, the rot-darkened teeth too. The truth was, he missed Jezz. She was one of the few mercenaries, a student, really, that he could call friend. And he’d betrayed her… 
 
   But then he remembered. She’d forgiven him. Yes, that was the truth. In some deep cavern at the feet of a mighty machine, her ghost had smiled upon him, touched him, and forgiven.
 
   Nikselpik leaned against the wall and rubbed his temples. “Thank you, Jezz.”
 
   And then he noticed the thing in the corner of the chamber that hung suspended in a web of muck, the spindly-legged thing with the single black eye and gaudy, twin pincers.
 
   “What are you doing here…?” Nikselpik stepped in front of Jezz as if to protect her, lifted the red rubies he miraculously held, one in each hand, gazed longingly at their perfect facets, and then looked at the thing again. “You have no right to the Satin Seals,” he told it, accused it. “You weren’t even there—”
 
   It scuttled forward, sliding off the slimy web, and pressed itself down as if to leap, its distended belly squelching in the muck. Nikselpik shoved the stones into an inner pocket and backed away, dove to the side as the thing lunged for him with an ear-piercing squeal.
 
   Nikselpik found himself in a side tunnel and slipped and slid his way to a lower level, turned left, and ran as fast as he could until the thing’s chattering faded. He found himself in another dark pipe, leaning against the wall to catch his breath. But he knew better than to stop.
 
   And they won’t let me go up. They won’t let me leave.
 
   Whispers followed him as he worked his way over to a parallel tunnel and began ascending once more. It wouldn’t be easy, but he’d not be herded like some domestic cow. He hobbled on, turning his feet at odd angles as the incline grew steeper to keep from falling on his face and sliding all the way back down to the bottom.
 
   He grunted and slapped his hand against the wall to guide himself, dragging his fingernails through layers of slime. Finally, he reached another chamber, level and true, and he stood up straight and stretched his lower back. A grimace forced its way past his lips.
 
   “Let’s see what you have for me then, eh?” And then he stepped inside. “A goblet of Perry’s Maze would be nice. Surely, there’s something good up here in the old noggin. Can’t be all doom and gloom…”
 
   A shadow slid through the far green haze, followed by a blossom of cold air that cut through him so fast it set his teeth chattering. A snake’s tail rattled. Something hissed words, incantations. Old swamp magick. Close, so very close.
 
   Nikselpik shut his eyes and gulped. He knew this one. The Dread Witch, Beyrthiz. He’d fought her in the Giyipcias Swamp for an ancient pair of thaumaturgic elven eyes that gave the holder far vision. But the far vision wouldn’t help him now.
 
   “Beyrthiz. Surely, you’ve forgotten our little row by now. It was such a long time ago.” He drew a long blade from the folds of his robe. “Let’s be friends.”
 
   He was met with silence. No, wait, what was that slithering in the muck? And was that a caught breath and whispered words? The words of a vicious spell? Or perhaps she was preparing one of her poisoned arrows, smiling all the while… 
 
   Nikselpik rankled in agitation. He stepped forward, shaking his fist. “I won them fair and square, you conceited worm. If you want to test me again, then come.”
 
   He searched for his wellspring, but it was not there. Luckily, his knife was, whatever good it would do him. Yet his normal bravado wavered, his stomach edgy with fear. His arms raged beneath the bandages, skin twitching and crawling.
 
   He stood on the precipice and held his ground.
 
   A hiss caressed his ears. Suddenly, she was there, gliding from the gloom on her slithery torso.
 
   “Have you seen far with my eyes, little one? The eyes you stole?”
 
   A clawed hand encroached from the gloom into a paltry swath of light. Needle fingers of black chitin spread like the pointed leaves of an exotic, poisonous plant.
 
   Nikselpik whipped the blade back and forth as he stepped backwards… 
 
   “Return THEM!” The whisper exploded, wrapping around him like a snake’s coil. The hand shot forth, five points of death headed for his heart.
 
   Nikselpik stabbed wildly, slipped, and fell hard on his arse at the edge of the trough. In a blink, he was sliding down the slick mess, his feet up in the air and his head plowing through six inches of liquid filth before he was dumped onto a flat landing.
 
   He grunted and rolled over on his stomach, got his hands beneath him and pushed himself to his knees. He looked up the slope expecting the witch to follow, but nothing came, thank whatever gods existed in the world of dreams.
 
   With a groan, he stood. “Why do I have to be so exhausted and broke down in my own futtering dream?” But he knew exactly why. It was the bugs—or rather, the lack thereof—which had sickened his body and drained his wellspring. He craved just one little critter, one teensy beetle to bond with, to share the intimacy of the alchemical reaction, to fill the hole where his self-confidence should have been.
 
   But Nikselpik would never have another bug again, not if he wanted to live. And he didn’t need to swear an oath to be sure. He was stubborn to a fault, prideful too, once he set his mind to something. Just need to get out of here. Need to find… a moment of peace.
 
   Nikselpik turned and gasped. A vast lake lay spread before him, its waters the color of pitch, the surface as still a dead man’s breath, devouring the murky light from above.
 
   Is this the peace I seek?
 
   There was indeed a calm fortitude about the place. Why, then, did he feel uneasy? Why were the hairs on the back of his neck rising and goosebumps blossoming across his shoulders?
 
   And the itch, the futtering ITCH!
 
   He rubbed his arms together, but they only infuriated the sensation, now a blaze of wrath beneath the bandages. He wanted to tear off the dressings and rake his fingernails across his skin until the fever stopped, and if he flayed himself in the process, it would still be a relief.
 
   A stench rose from the waters, different from the tunnel seepage, rancid like a ten-day-old corpse, a sweet, festering ichor that nearly knocked him down. His head swam with dizziness. His hands began to shake. No, this was nothing he’d ever experienced before, the ageless stench of what could only be a dark and terrible god. 
 
   His pessimistic side saw the humor in it. After all, he’d always craved power. Well, here it was. He should be dancing a jig at his newfound friend. But, in truth, he’d always been a futtering fool, more lucky than skilled. Never half as talented as he’d like to believe. So how could something so dreadful have taken up residence here in his simple mind?
 
   And then he knew.
 
   He’d smelled it before during the battle with the amorph collective mind and the witch. He’d seen the thing in the lake. This lake. This thing.
 
   Oh no… 
 
   It rose from the murky brine, a massive column of twisting shadow, shedding tons of brackish water as it towered over him. Dripping, its blind eyes gazed down on him with an indifferent hunger. Cold hatred rolled off the beast and over him. He was nothing to it, a tiny morsel to be sucked, meat off bone, before it devoured all of Sullenor.
 
   Nikselpik opened his mouth to scream, but the awful terror had taken his voice.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Niksabella sipped a cup of steam-pressed Rarebolt tea at her brother’s bedside: a strong, bitter brew with enough punch to keep her humming along at a low buzz without the head rush that normally accompanied black, unsweetened snolt. And with the tea, she could avoid bouts of insomnia as well.
 
   It was important to keep up her strength, and her sensibilities, for her brother’s sake.
 
   She’d been watching him twist and turn in his sheets all night, murmuring and cursing and sweating out the remnants of bug. Pretty much the usual thing for the past few weeks—Nikselpik had been in a perpetual state of nightmarish dreaming, waking only long enough to sip down some soup or Fara’s special tea before falling back into a stupor—except that tonight, things seemed considerably more intense.
 
   Niksabella looked around to see if he’d woken anyone. No one stirred.
 
   They had been rotating positions according to the duty schedule scrawled on a parchment tacked to the door and presently had taken up residence in chamber number eight, a finely adorned apartment formerly occupied by her dear friend Termund. At the moment, Niksabella guarded her brother’s bedside while Lili slept at the foot of the bed on a soft, feather mat.
 
   Jancy came and went as she pleased. Gods only knew where slept. Currently, she was gone, likely off on some clandestine errand, and Niksabella hadn’t the strength to wonder where. All her focus was taken up by concern for her little brother.
 
   Fara slumped in a chair on the opposite side of the bed, snoring as lightly as a puppy. Everything with Fara was sickeningly adorable. Her round face, those bouncy, red curls. The way her lips formed a natural pout when she was deep in thought. And, of course, no one could deny the cleric’s tremendous healing abilities. It had been weeks since the duel, and somehow she’d kept Nikselpik alive and breathing despite the wounds he’d sustained.
 
   It came back to her in a blur of images. Re-bandaging his arms and head. Force-feeding his frail body. Dripping water between his parched lips even as he murmured about some hellish vision inside his head. Changing his bedding repeatedly due to his horrible sweats, bathing him, and generally doting over him like hens over a traumatized little chick.
 
   Outwardly, Nikselpik looked one-hundred percent better. His color had returned, his cuts and bruises were all but gone, and the wound on his head was little more than a horseshoe-shaped ridge running around his crown.
 
   But what was going on inside? That’s what concerned her.
 
   She held the warm cup between her hands and shifted beneath the coverlet, which lay across her knees, adjusting herself in her chair. Winter was coming strong. Every other day, a flurry of snow fell, every trip outside an exercise in bundling up tighter. Only the occasional cold rain kept a blanket of white from covering everything completely. Soon, though, the rains would freeze, and so would everything else.
 
   Her thoughts turned to where they always did when her head space got too sour. Termund. He’d been staying with his Thrasperville kin in a grand suite of rooms down the hall, helping them conclude their business here in Hightower before they set off for home. Before she set off for home. Her new home. Thrasperville. Termund had been telling her about it every chance they were alone. The great, winding road hugging the side of the mountain, and sometimes boring through it, to the final, steep pass leading up to the Fool’s Bridge, which spanned Tock’s Lugubrious Folly, a five-hundred-foot-wide gap partially excavated by the gnomes after their arrival at the mountain. From there, they’d take a sky lift across and then through the massive, steel gates of Thrasperville beneath the mountain.
 
   Termund had named off a dozen places he’d take her inside the mountain, most of the names forgotten already, so he’d have to tell her all over again. The domed gardens, the underground lakes, the grand edifices dedicated to Tick, Tock, Evana, and a few other gods specific to Thrasperville. The Schools of Engineering and Invention, which accepted students based on their interest and dedication rather than on governmental ties and wealth. Niksabella, though still fraught with enough healthy skepticism, was anxious to thrive in that sort of environment. It felt like a party she’d been missing her entire life.
 
   Her brother jerked, flipped his sheets down, and called out. Not loud enough to wake the others but enough to send a stab of worry through her chest. Niksabella rose from her chair, reached out to touch his hand, then drew his covers back up. He twisted his head to the right, and his eye twitched.
 
   The dreams must be terrible tonight, brother.
 
   She eased down, but her gaze never left him, not until he finally settled back into his normal, turbid sleep. At least none of this frightened her anymore. Mostly not. She’d become quite used to the routine. But was that a good thing? Maybe not, but it certainly allowed her to dwell on other, less stomach-twisting subjects.
 
   Back to Thrasperville… 
 
   It sounded like a wonderful place without the history and stigma she’d earned for herself in Hightower. She might even become important someday in Thrasperville. A new workshop could be procured with loans—Niksabella wouldn’t take any of Termund’s money—and then she could indulge in at least some of her old work habits, enough to create wonderful things, maybe even a better version of her recursive mirror. Termund would certainly introduce her to some of the city’s tinkerers, and she could even dabble in mixed magicks quite freely. She’d almost died in one of Hightower’s back alleys because of her lack of proficiency in the craft. She wasn’t going to let that happen again.
 
   She’d already procured a few tomes, and she’d been meditating on her wellspring enough to restore it to modest shape. Now if she could only find the time to study.
 
   The rest of her time was spent in Termund’s company. At least when he wasn’t traveling, delivering all manner of goods and rare treasures. Perhaps she’d go with him sometime. She smiled. Who knew what the future held? 
 
   She jerked when Nikselpik sucked in a quick breath of air and threw his arms out. He called out again, louder, more fearful, and turned his face away as if avoiding some terrible fate.
 
   Fara stirred. “Is he okay?” she asked, her voice husky with sleep.
 
   Niksabella sipped and savored her bitter Rarebolt brew for a moment, and then set her mug on the nightstand. “I’m not sure,” she whispered. “It’s never been this bad before. Perhaps he is coming out of it?”
 
   Fara shook her head while she watched Nikselpik’s twisting, muttering form. “Could be his system is purging the last of the bug juice. His sweat looks a bit discolored.”
 
   Niksabella took a cloth and soaked it in a basin of clean water, and then dabbed at his head to cool his fevered skin. She lifted the cloth to check the color. Held it up for Fara. “Yep, dirty sweat. Gray and smelly. He’s hot, too, Fara. Burning up.”
 
   Fara rose, a concerned look growing on her face.
 
   Niksabella dipped the cloth again and tried to hold his head still, but he continued thrashing about. “Hold still, brother. By Tock…”
 
   Nikselpik seized up, his mouth pulling a grimace, hands clutched into claws before him. A thick runnel of black liquid rolled from his nose and ran down his cheek.
 
   Niksabella gasped and drew back, letting the wet rag fall to the floor.
 
   Another line of black surged from the corner of his tightly-squeezed eye. He yelled something incoherent, roared. Niksabella’s mug few from the nightstand, whizzed over Lili’s head—she’d just poked up over the foot of the bed—and smashed against the wall. The sound of splitting wood cut the air as both pieces of furniture buckled. A sudden, pungent smell overwhelmed them, charging the air with power.
 
   Fara looked at Nika with wide eyes. “We have to wake him, Nika. He’s using his wellspring, but he doesn’t know it…”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I don’t know, but we let this go on he could kill us all.”
 
   Niksabella grasped the edge of the bed with one hand and her brother’s bony shoulder with the other. Magick roiled off him in powerful waves. She’d never felt anything like it. It took all her strength not to shy away. Fara was suddenly in full retreat though, her arms thrown up in front of her face as if warding off the heat from a raging bonfire.
 
   A bookshelf ripped from the wall and tumbled over. A chair imploded, smashing into match sticks. Things began toppling and flying from shelves.
 
   Fara was right. This could kill them. She needed to act fast.
 
   Could Niksabella leech off some of his power like a heat sink? It was possible, she supposed, but it would take a wizard of great skill, which she was not. If she took on too much, she could become overloaded and… what? She had no idea. Her brain might melt, just like soft lead couplings trying to channel super-heated steam.
 
   A boom echoed through the infrastructure of the building. A thin crack ran across the ceiling. Dust rained down. Lili yelped and stumbled toward the door. Niksabella couldn’t blame her. She’d probably never seen this much power up close.
 
   Niksabella opted for the most direct approach: a good, solid shaking. “Brother. Brother,” she said. “Wake up!” In all honesty, she had no idea if waking him was the wisest choice. If he had a sudden reflex and called forth one of his defensive spells, they could all end up burned to ash or thrown without mercy into the hard, stone walls.
 
   Or end up like that chair… 
 
   She shook him again, harder this time. “Futtering Hells, brother. Wake up!” Her voice was nearly a screech, her grip on his shoulder turning vice-like in her pure panic.
 
   Before she slipped off the bed, Niksabella balled her fist and struck Nikselpik square in the jaw. “Brother!”
 
   Nikselpik sat bolt straight in the bed. A splash of murky brine shot from his mouth and ran down his chin. Niksabella inhaled a foul stench like dead fish and… and… something more. His arm whipped out and caught her across the chest, knocking her over her chair and into the wall, where her head smacked painfully against the wall. She sunk to the floor in a daze and from there watched as her brother faced some monstrosity only he could see. “The lake!” he screamed, his voice hoarse and raw with sickness, arms thrown up as if to ward off some impending doom. “It’s in the lake… a god in the lake!” His voice trailed off in a sorrowful moan.
 
   There came a long moment of shocked silence where Niksabella, Lili, and Fara remained as still as possible, each one waiting to see what her brother would do next.
 
   He shook in the bed, remained cowering behind his arms for a minute or two. But slowly, he lowered his guard. The smell of magick dissipated.
 
   Niksabella swung her legs free of the wrecked chair, turned, and tried to get on her knees, wincing at a pain in her hip. “Nik?”
 
   His head whipped in her direction, eyes wide with terror. “We’ve got to warn Dale!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Dale Dillwind’s toughest gnomish precisors grunted as they wrestled their carts, filled with jostling barrels, across the rough terrain. Even with the help of hastily-configured steam engines and ponies, the going was rough, to say the least. The liquid inside was as volatile as anything ever produced in gnomish factories. Concentrated fire. Fraze.
 
   The precisors rode three to a cart and several dozen yards between each one (in the event they exploded), doing their best to avoid sloshing the contents. Dale winced every time they hit a rut, even though First Alchemist Tozzie assured him the chilly temperatures would keep the flammable liquid tamed. Even now, the thin, elderly gnome ran back and forth between the wagons, mostly getting in the way, but also adjusting levers on makeshift thermocoils to account for any rough patches they encountered.
 
   Dale climbed to the top of a hill overlooking Harwood Lake. They were still two miles distant, but their prize was clearly in sight. Nestled between two hills covered with thick spruce and pine, Harwood Lake was no longer the crystal clear water it had once been, its surface now a shimmering, perfectly still black. The reeds and foliage around its fringes were dead and wilted, the once-verdant shore grass had become clumps of blackened waste.
 
   Back at Rad’s, the wizard Nikselpik had told Dale to come to this blighted place, told him that the root of the amorph disease festered in the lake. At first, Dale harbored doubts, but upon laying eyes on the place, he knew there was something off about it. More than off. No, the amorphs were here. It was here.
 
   And Dale was determined to wipe them out. Every last one.
 
   Speaking of the enemy, there were none in sight. Not a single stumbling, crawling monstrosity to be seen. That worried him, too.
 
   The westerly approach was the most direct and unobstructed way, for there were no roads to Harwood Lake, only trails barely wide enough for two gnomes to walk side by side. Someone had suggested using aerostats to deliver the “gift,” but Dale had already commandeered every last workable aerostat for a special mission, so they’d been at it like this for three straight days, slogging through the rough, unforgiving terrain. His gnomes were tired, sweating in the cold, hungry, and sore. Determined though. Dale could not help but be proud of them.
 
   Despite the losses they had taken at the battle on Swicki Hill and at Rad’s, Dale was satisfied the inexperienced precisors were becoming a reasonably good fighting force. They had a common goal, a foe to defeat. He’d surprised himself, as well, taking to the art of war quite naturally for an unseasoned combat commander.
 
   Ahead, precisors pulled snow-dusted shrubs from the ground and filled in the craters left behind. “Get those holes filled, gents, or the wagons will sink!” He’d shouted more over the past ten days than he had in his entire life. He liked that, too. It was as if he’d discovered a side of himself he’d never known existed. Sure, he’d trained and trained for years, going through the motions of being the Precisor General, but he’d never been challenged like this.
 
   An armed guard of fifty soldiers surrounded him, although their entire retinue had swelled to nearly four hundred. The rest were around, galloping to and fro on ponyback, or locked in formation in the event the amorphs attacked. The rest took shifts maneuvering the carts. There hadn’t been any time for secrecy. The enemy knew what they were up to. It was just a matter of time before they revealed themselves. 
 
   He eyed the two hills flanking the lake. He’d run scouts around the lake to draw out any amorphs, but the bait remained untaken. Either the enemy was were exercising extreme patience or they had something much bigger in store.
 
   What are you going to do, you lecherous fiends?
 
   Halfway down the slope, Officer Roto stopped him, dismounting from his pony with heavy grace. The giant of a gnome huffed and puffed yet never complained or shirked his duties. Roto had more than proven himself in the battle on Swicki Hill, and Dale had been impressed and strangely humbled that he’d not thought his friend capable of running more than three steps, much less slaying over twenty of the enemy. Dale thanked the gods every precisor, including Roto, had shown their true colors, and those colors had run true. But they would need more bravery still.
 
   Roto leaned on his mace. “This plan of yours, Dale. It seems a bit… hasty. Why the lake?”
 
   “I trust Nikselpik, that’s why. He risked his life to give us a chance, and I reckon he knows what he knows because of it. He said burn Harwood Lake, and that’s what we’re going to do. Look at that lake and tell me it’s right.”
 
   Roto wiped the sweat from his brow with a stained cloth. “Rotten to the core, indeed. Wouldn’t drink the water if you threatened to beat me with my own arm. Shouldn’t we get some alchemists on the job? Let them cast an opinion first?”
 
   “Not a time for patience, my friend. Our enemy is pressed, and we must continue to squeeze them. Keep them on their heels and keep them guessing. We failed to do this on Swicki Hill, and we nearly paid the price. Now, we’re in a position to end this.”
 
   The truth was, Dale didn’t know if the plan would work. Despite efforts to scout the enemy, he couldn’t even guess at their true strength. But something in his heart, and his trust in the strange, dark wizard, Nikselpik Nur, kept him going.
 
   Roto grinned. Winked. “We’re hardly keeping them guessing, sir. At this pace, we might make it to the lake’s edge by late tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   Dale slapped the officer’s shoulder. “Are our wizards ready?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “Have we looked sufficiently incompetent, bumbling, and otherwise easy pickings?”
 
   “We have looked, so far, like a bunch of complete boobs. If I were the enemy, I would have already attacked us.” Roto snorted. “I’m not sure how they are holding themselves back.”
 
   “Perfect. Draw up the wizards. Let’s get this done.”
 
   Dale put his hand on the hilt of his sword, comforted by the cool steel. He studied the tree lines on both sides of the lake, searching for movement. Yes, he could feel them there, their alien sensibilities picking him apart, looking for weaknesses. The witch, too. Beaten to a pulp last time, she must have revenge on her mind. And without Nikselpik here, the enemy would be even more confident, he was sure.
 
   Speaking of which, he wished the wizard was here now. He understood why Nikselpik had gone to his sister’s aid. To face the treachery of Hightower’s First Wizard, Raulnock. Dale’s ire needled at him as he thought about the First Wizard. A city official, too. Dale was embarrassed to admit his disappointment in another gnome, but he placed his anger back where it was needed most. These ultraworlders had come to Sullenor and accosted the innocent farmers of the Southland farms and the poor folks of Dowelville. Hundreds slaughtered or taken. With Nikselpik’s help, they had hit back and hard. But they weren’t yet done.
 
   Dale stepped to the side as a cart trundled by. Spanski rode ponyback on one side with Elwray Stormcranker on the other. Spanski nodded to Dale as they passed—the wizard’s usual comical expression was replaced with an air of grave focus.
 
   “Not too fast now, gents. Get stuck once or twice.”
 
   Only the gnomes pushing the carts, a select few precisors, and the wizards knew of Dale’s plan. He couldn’t risk full disclosure for fear the amorphs would read someone’s mind and discover their ploy.
 
   The next cart came slowly behind, flanked by two younger but reliable wizards, Smeeve and Candila. Their peasant attire marked them as anything but wizards, and they spent most of their time managing water and wineskins for the tired haulers.
 
   One by one, they made their way painstakingly down the hill, with Dale constantly measuring their progress. Near the bottom of the slope, he stormed up to the front cart, looked beneath it, and called a halt. “Looks like a broken axle!” He shouted in mock frustration.
 
   A small cadre of precisors—armored down for ease of movement—swarmed around the damaged vehicle while the ones trailing them caught up. Dale glanced around. They had just a bit over a mile to go across a relatively flat stretch littered by tall grass and an occasional stand of trees. There were sure to be ruts and hidden dangers, so they’d need to be extra careful… 
 
   A sudden wind blew across the open space, bending the grasses and causing bare branches to clack together in an unsettling applause. Dale chewed a clump of blackweed, swallowing a bit of the bitter juice. Every precisor had a pouch full of the stuff, and what’s more, most seemed to have developed an immunity to the psychic attacks of the amorphs; those who were already battle tested against them, at least.
 
   All was in place. It was time.
 
   Dale caught Elwray Stormcranker’s eye and gave a nod. Elwray and Spanski began drawing up power from their wellsprings while silent orders filtered down the precisor lines. A slow tension unwound from those attending the carts. Precisors rearmed themselves with weapons stashed in the wagon frames. The air charged as more wizards joined in with the two elders. Two weeks ago, Dale would have been uncomfortable with the sensation of so much magick in one place, but now it was a welcome addition.
 
   Spanski and Elwray each held a hand above their respective carts, urging the weighty structures to rise. Grunting and groaning, they drew the contraptions up with creaks and groans and sloshes of fraze. Dale glanced behind to ensure the others had their burdens lifted clear of the ground and shouted, “Go!”
 
   The wizards walked their ponies forward, the carts flowing smoothly along with them as if riding on oiled tracks. Picking up speed, they moved at a canter and then at a near gallop. Dale had impressed upon them the sense of urgency required, yet they’d not had time for a full trial run, and the need for secrecy had been paramount. It had been a reckless gamble but one Dale was willing to take to end this quickly.
 
   Their only time to prepare had been in Rad’s basement, reviewing the plan again and again, testing their wellsprings and bonding over mulled wine and ale.
 
   Now, the wizards’ ponies were at full churn, kicking up grass and dirt, Spanski’s wild, white hair flapping around his balding head. They were almost there! No signs of the enemy from the trees or the lake.
 
   Precisor cavalry flew over the hill and down the slope to protect the wizards’ flanks.
 
   At the lake’s edge, Elwray and Spanski lowered their cart so the wheels rested precariously in the mud. Spanski dismounted and yanked a swinging pipe so that it hung out over the brackish water. He affixed the other end to an iron nipple on the barrel and twisted the connection tight. Elwray jerked a lever, and fraze gushed forth, splashing into the lake and congealing on its surface like copper-colored oil.
 
   Forms erupted from the trees on either side as the second cart reached the shore line. Dale recognized sinewy mountain cats, a dozen or more, bounding across the open ground, eating up the distance in mere seconds. Powerful hill bears lumbered behind the cats, mouths opened wide, fangs exposed, tongues lolling as they sucked air. Other things came too: wolves, crud-sliding humanoids, and flying things impossible to describe, all of them wearing lecherous crowns twisted around heads and necks, pushing their hosts to physical exhaustion. Amorphs.
 
   The precisor general was struck with a sudden sense of dread. We are so small. How can we fight these? How can we possibly win out? He pushed the thought away. Because we must!
 
   The third cart began to dip as one of the wizards, distracted by the oncoming creatures, lost concentration. The corner caught earth, and the cart flipped, landing with a crash and a tremendous thawump as the fraze erupted in a blinding flash. The wizards evaporated into ash, and the surrounding grasses caught fire. Enemies that had closed the distance spun away with singed fur and skin. Pony riders broke formation and peeled away.
 
   Dale felt the blaze from where he and a group of fifty precisors charged across the flatland on foot. He covered his eyes and angled his soldiers around to the left, following the other floating fraze barges. Etty was right on his heels, his powder-tinged armor glittering with firelight as if he himself burned with heavenly light. 
 
   Beyond the conflagration, the world was chaos. The fourth cart had nearly made the shore but was just seconds away from being swarmed by a pack of slavering wolves. Wizard wrath buzzed in a whirlwind of such force it could only have been Elwray’s, tossing beasts through the air, while Spanski, in a cloud of smoke and ear-bending sound, scalded the enemy with hissing steam from his steel casting gloves.
 
   The gnome cavalry had ridden down some of the enemy behind and to his left and were fully engaged now, and Dale found himself trapped between going forward or back.
 
   A cloud of smoke rolled over them, blotting out everything except for a few tiny glimpses of movement and the sounds of dying. Dale panicked. Maybe this had been the wrong plan, a horrible plan, after all.
 
   Etty’s cry warned him as talons flashed from the sky. Dale’s sword rose instinctively, sparking against the talons in greeting and deflecting the danger. Dale braced for another attack, but a wind, probably from Elwray’s twisters, ripped through, whisking away the black cloud and any sky raiders with it. But a second pack dropped from higher up, things so fast and black and twisting Dale couldn’t make out a single feature aside from their grasping, slashing claws.
 
   He swung upward, connecting with something. Wetness sprayed his face.
 
   Keep your eyes centered, and let your blade sing. The old master-at-arms, Sxessor Dane, had drilled the mantra into Dale’s head. He measured the enemy movements in his peripheral vision, slicing his two-handed blade in practiced motions, allowing himself plenty of room to duck if necessary. Still, training was nothing like the real thing. No, this was chaos, holding on to a gore-slick sword while controlled anger fueled each stroke.
 
   Etty chanted prayers and spun shields of azure in front of the precisors on their immediate left, allowing the lads time to recover. Creatures broke against the barriers in flashes of blue light and gore and, with the cleric’s help, the left flank steadied. 
 
   Let go of the past and future, and lose yourself in this moment: the slice of your blade through skin and bone, the gutting of your opponents, the draining of life. Drink death’s elixir. Simply be.
 
   And Dale was. With senses heightened, he cut down one of the fliers with an overhead stroke, and then was knocked aside by one of his own precisors as she struggled with a troll-like ultraworlder swinging a tree branch. Dale sidestepped to avoid a smashing blow. Splinters flew everywhere. He struck back, shoving his sword in a spot he thought might be a pair of ribs, feeling his steel bite deep.
 
   Two precisors followed his with strikes of their own. The ultraworlder bellowed and dropped his weapon to clutch at the invading blades. Overcome with a certainty unlike anything he’d ever experienced, Dale charged, screaming “Hightower!” at the top of his lungs. He buried his steel helm into the thing’s middle, driving forward with his much smaller legs. To his surprise, the ultraworlder toppled backwards. They landed in a heap with Dale more or less on top.
 
   He righted himself and adjusted his grip on his sword, preparing to finish the job. No need. The creature and its amorph were dead. A handful of gnomes stepped away from their toppled foes, some crawling from beneath heavy limbs, and formed back up.
 
   The precisor general laughed and leaped from the beast. He turned toward the lake, prepared to rally his precisors to the wizards’ defense. He took two more steps and stopped cold, frozen with fear at the thing rising from the lake.
 
   Etty came up, a skeptical expression on his face. “Well, that’s a right big bastard. Shall we sound a retreat? Rally the troops?”
 
   Dale shook his head. “No, friend. The time is now. We’re going to burn that thing… if we can.”
 
   #
 
   The wizards scattered before the form surging from the foul, black waters. It seemed to pull the lake up around it like a turbid cloak, dripping grime and fraze and crud. For a moment, Dale thought the lake would remain stuck to it, but the murky waters slid away to reveal the monster beneath.
 
   It crawled from the muck, placed two massive outgrowths on the shore, and wrenched itself from the lake bed. A skirt of tendrils around its middle swung free, each one covered with hundreds of clinging amorphs, like some mother beast to the lecherous enemy ranks. It swung its long, horse-shaped head left and right, clearing mud from its disgusting body.
 
   Clack-clack-clack came the thing’s calls, echoing across the flatland. Dale wished Nikselpik was here so he could dig into the beast’s mind and find out why the ultraworlders had come to Sullenor, and to Hightower specifically.
 
   Alas, you may never know the answer. Just kill the damn thing!
 
   The wizards fell back behind the precisor line forming some fifty yards from the lake. As Elwray rode past on his pony, Dale yelled at him, “Elwray, fire the beast while it’s covered!”
 
   “I can’t!” The wizard reined his pony in a half circle. “I’m soaked with fraze myself. One spark from my hand, and I’ll fry.” The wizard’s hawkish face grimaced, teary exhaustion ringing his eyes.
 
   Dale waved the wizard on and called for his archers. “Flaming arrows! Now!”
 
   As the precisor line formed, careful to avoid spots of spilled chemicals, the mother amorph brushed aside the fraze barges like toys, its long, slug-like tail trailing in the lake. Roto rode up, tired-looking but surprisingly clean.
 
   “They are beaten, Dale. The beasts only harass our lines now. They must’ve run out of things to assimilate. Nothing the pressure bowers and a few footmen can’t handle. Not sure about that thing though.”
 
   A cry rang out from the precisors packed along the front. A gout of crud had burst from the beast’s gaping maw like a giant, vomiting slug. A dozen soldiers were caught in the mess and dragged away screaming.
 
   Others tried to help, hacking at the rubbery stuff to no effect.
 
   “Get back,” Dale called out. Others echoed his orders. The rescuers relented once they drew too close to the mother, although they cried out in grief and shook their swords at the thing.
 
   Dale called the command. “Fire!”
 
   Arrows tipped with flame soared in a gentle arc and slammed into the lurching giant. A deep whooshing noise devoured the air as a wash of flame consumed the mother amorph. This was no normal conflagration, but a fire beaded with crystal-blue snaps and pops and sizzles that grew more violent and agitated by the moment. Sound entered a vacuum, sucked up by the missing atmosphere. It was hard to breathe. The smell of burning fraze was like directly inhaling soot. “Back!” someone managed to shout, but who heard? Who could take their eyes off the strange, beautiful shape of the amorph conflagration?
 
   The fire found the lake. A tiny sun blossomed. The force threw Dale to the ground and covered him with a blanket of heat so intense he thought he might cook in his armor. He gasped, but his lungs found nothing. He closed his eyes and turned away, but the hot coils were everywhere. He flipped on his stomach and crawled as debris whizzed by.
 
   When he thought to finally lay still and die, the blaze broke, and a cool winter breeze rushed in.
 
   Dale took a moment to appreciate still being alive, then got unsteadily to his feet. Harwood Lake would never be a lake again. The mother amorph lay slumped on the shore, still burning and very dead, its babies scattered as puddles of blazing ooze. The lake itself raged, pouring black smoke into the sky. The gnomes trapped in the gout of crud were gone, probably blown to bits. Dale felt nothing now, but he knew the weight of the dead would eventually hit him, just as it had after Swicki Hill.
 
   Or does it get easier? Do I become numb?
 
   He turned his attention to the remnants of his precisors. Two hundred warriors flattened to the ground. Some were dead, but more stood and shook their heads or helped their brethren rise. Dale picked his way through the meandering troops and found Etty. He helped the cleric to his feet. Aside from some burns to the face, Etty looked fine.
 
   “Gather yourself and get to it, good cleric. I’ll need a full accounting by two turns of the hourglass.”
 
   Etty nodded and stumbled off, and Dale continued his walk, offering a hand where he could, finding troop leaders and issuing commands to those who seemed capable of carrying them out. He came upon a strewn mess of gnomes and ponies devastated by the debris blast. Most were unrecognizable, but there was one sprawled on his back, his weighty mace held tight in his hand.
 
   “Oh no.”
 
   Officer Roto. He had been thrown from his mount and lay on the ground with a sliver of wood pushed through his neck. The gnome’s glassy eyes stared up at the start of a gentle snowfall.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Nika, wake up.”
 
   A hand shook her. A familiar voice whispered her name. She lifted her heavy head from her folded arms and looked around with a dazed blink. The fog of sleep was thick, mixing dreams and reality into a stew. She sat, blinked again, and waited for the air to clear. 
 
   “Nika, wake up.”
 
   “I heard you,” Niksabella whispered back, careful not to wake anyone. She shook her head, tossed off the thin coverlet, and let out a sigh. She’d always been a hot sleeper, and seldom needed any sort of quilt even in the cold confines of her workshop.
 
   Jancy kneeled next to her soft woolen pallet, her straw-colored hair was wet with melted snow, her pale cheeks rosy from the cold. Apparently, she wasn’t staying long; she still had on her coat and scarf. Jancy’s brow furrowed. “What is it?”
 
   “I had the dream again.”
 
   “The same one you’ve had every night?”
 
   “I think so.” The truth was Niksabella couldn’t be sure it was the same dream. It, or they, seemed more like a stream of continuous conversations, arguments, with frustrating and inconclusive results. They always took place on the beach near her childhood home, the expanse of sand littered with shells, seaweed, sometimes dead or dying sea life; their stretch of beach always seemed to get the worst of the sea wash. In the dream, the fiery-haired gnomestress stood with her back toward the sea, the cool wind whipping her tresses around in a semblance of real flames. She told Niksabella things, things Niksabella didn’t want to hear, things that mystified and frightened her. The gnomestress explained a situation. Niksabella asked questions and received answers she was not quite satisfied with. Niksabella became angry and thought about pushing the gnomestress into the sand and being done with her. Instead, she turned her head and watched the golden-haired gnomeling who always accompanied the mistress crawl around on the sand, playing with things best left to be washed out by high tide. And by the time Niksabella found the courage to face the gnomestress for a parting shot, everything vanished, leaving her perturbed and unsatisfied, yet stewing with curiosity. What did the lady want? Why couldn’t Niksabella remember what was said? Why the dreams now? 
 
   Niksabella yawned and stood. She gave Jancy an awkward hug before stumbling to the basin. “It doesn’t matter,” she said, splashing her face with water. She gasped at the cold of it. “What do you want?”
 
   “Not what I want. It’s what someone else wants.”
 
   “And that is?”
 
   “To meet you.”
 
   “Well, they can’t come in here. Everyone’s sleeping.”
 
   “Really?” Jancy replied, rolling her eyes. “This individual wouldn’t fit in here anyway. So come with me.”
 
   Niksabella patted her face dry, dropped the towel on the table, and stared at her friend. “Too big to fit?”
 
   Jancy let her jaw drop and shook her head as if Niksabella’s hesitancy was the most dumbfounding thing she’d ever seen. The girl mouthed the words, “Come. On.”
 
   Niksabella started toward the door. “If it’s one of Evana’s servants come to get their cleric back, they’re getting a piece of my mind. My brother still needs her—”
 
   “No, not out in the hall. Not downstairs. Outside.”
 
   “Outside? In the cold?” Niksabella glanced at her brother. Since the event some days ago, Nikselpik had been resting peacefully and was starting to come around, sitting up and talking, eating on his own, even asking when was the soonest he could have a pint. He even demanded everyone leave the room when he needed to relieve himself, which of course he’d been unable to request before. He was becoming his foul-mouthed and demanding self again, and it all pointed to a quick recovery.
 
   Fara was on duty. She sat in a high-backed chair with her legs crossed on the seat, watching Nikselpik while she read from a very large book resting in her entire lap. The cleric glanced up and gave Niksabella a crooked smile, a cute smile, and Niksabella responded in kind.
 
   Her brother was in good hands.
 
   “He’ll be fine,” Jancy said. Then she made a ridiculously strained face and hunched her shoulders in a fair impersonation of her brother. In a cracking, whispering voice, she said, “It’s just snow, Nika. Frozen water falling from the sky. Beautiful bastard, it is. Up to no good, I tell you. It’s out to get every one of us! Where’s my flagon?”
 
   Niksabella found herself clutching her mouth with both hands so the giggles would remain trapped in her cheeks. It would certainly do her some good to get out of this stuffy room. She smiled. “Okay, okay. Let me get my coat.”
 
   #
 
   Niksabella stood on the Golden Cog Inn’s wide front porch, admiring the view of Seacog Harbor and the Sea of Wailing beyond. Winter was shaking its fists, and the sky hung low, leaving the surrounding lands locked in a perpetual gray haze. A light dusting of snow had blessed this first part of the winter quarter called Oktain, and Niksabella considered herself lucky to be spending her days in the comfort of a warm room rather than her chilly workshop.
 
   Of course, she sometimes worried about her stuff, but there was nothing she could do about it. She’d not been back to her place since being arrested by Raulnock, and she couldn’t imagine going back now. With her tin doll missing, it was hard to feel like tinkering ever again. No, she was quite happy with her current company and had come to think of them as a merry little band. Lili, Fara, and Jancy, and the Thrasperville fellows: the whimsical Uncle Brit, kind Terrence, hearty Flay, and of course Termund.
 
   Speaking of him, Termund was out on errands—he always seemed to be—and she would be sure to give him an exceedingly long but not-too-desperate hug when he came back. Perhaps they could steal some alone time in his quarters.
 
   Niksabella looked forward to exploring a new life with Termund away from the injustices of Hightower. Stuck in this city, though, and connected to her past, she felt anxious, and she wanted to be away, sever all ties. It would be hard leaving Fritzy behind, but Niksabella wasn’t part of the privileged class in Hightower, protected, with open opportunities. She needed to forge her own path in a place where greed grew in smaller patches.
 
   And with her brother’s improved health, Niksabella would soon see if leaving Hightower was the remedy she needed. She was fairly sure it was.
 
   And while many had contributed to Niksabella’s escape from Raulnock, Termund’s graciousness had kept them together and given them a way to recharge and remain connected while her brother recovered. At first, Termund’s kin had approached the situation in room eight with some trepidation, but Termund had explained the gravity in fine detail, and soon, Uncle Brit, Terrence, Flay, and the rest of the Thrasperville contingent not only understood their plight but had become quite protective of them.
 
   She smiled and took in a healthy breath of fresh air. A family, of sorts.
 
   The Cog was a grand old establishment resting on the northernmost point of Hightower Hill, an outcrop of rock half a mile south of the River Wreck Dam, which turned the Manufacture River northward and downward to the sea some miles beyond. A T-shaped establishment with the short side comprising the great room and miscellaneous facilities and the long side stretching along the ridge to provide an amazing view of Seacog Harbor, the inn was reserved for only the highest ranking visitors and their respective retinues. The Cog was the perfect mix of gnomish ingenuity and personal refinements: auto-lifts carried gnomes between the bottom and fourth floors (although Niksabella never used them), mechanical arms fluffed pillows, laundry chutes stood ready to receive dirty clothing, and room temperatures could be adjusted with the turn of a knob. Endless supplies of hot snolt and glorious fruits, wines, and pastries were delivered by a mechanized track system to receiving ports in each room. All it took was the pull of a lever or a tug of the chain and there you are.
 
   “This way, Nika.”
 
   Jancy leaped from the porch and started north up a rise toward a frayed outcrop that looked like several giant stones cut into vertical slivers. Niksabella had no choice but to follow, pulling her coat tighter before dropping to the ground and running to catch up. She wanted to get this over with and back to her warm room!
 
   A thought struck her as she approached Jancy, who waited halfway to the base of the rocky monolith. Niksabella didn’t know a thing about her. The girl always vanished without warning, gone for long stretches at a time, as if purposefully avoiding conversations longer than ten words. She was still playful, yes, but so removed at the same time.
 
   Niksabella glanced at Jancy as she came up, allowing her eyes to linger longer than normal, checking Jancy’s expression for any hint of where they were going. Jancy’s slight features were windswept, pale with a hint of rose at the tips of her cheeks. Her green eyes looked everywhere but at Niksabella, and her springy gait seemed a bit contrived; the one thing about Jancy Niksabella had picked up on was the girl’s propensity to always be in motion, or at least to be thinking about being in motion, even when she was standing still.
 
   They stopped at the base of the stone, gazing up its massive height. Niksabella wondered what was so important that it couldn’t wait until after a warm breakfast in the Cog’s great room or even the study. She glared at Jancy, playfully, offering a smile, hoping for an explanation. 
 
   “Thanks for coming,” Jancy said, biting her lip, turning to face the stone. She put her hands into the nooks and crannies and climbed. “In here.”
 
   Niksabella stayed put, watching Jancy as she squeezed into one of the gaps. Jancy’s face popped back out. “What?”
 
   “You’ve hardly spoken a word to me in days, and now you want me to follow you inside a rock?”
 
   Jancy sighed. “I know it sounds strange, Nika, but you have to trust me. There’s a lot at stake, and he just wants you to listen.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You should probably just see for yourself.”
 
   Niksabella crossed her arms, reaffirming her intention to remain at the base of the rock. “What have you been doing this entire time? You disappear for hours, sleeping Tock knows where. When you are around for more than a quarter of an hour, you barely pick at your food before running off again. Don’t get me wrong, Jancy, we wouldn’t be here now if it weren’t for you, but I must admit I find your behavior rather odd.” 
 
   Jancy frowned. “I… I’m not capable of sitting in one place for very long.”
 
   “Everyone knows that.”
 
   “Plus, someone needed to keep an eye on the rest of the world while you hens mothered your little chick.”
 
   She had a point. “Oh very well, but it doesn’t begin to explain where you’ve been.”
 
   “This isn’t a good time to discuss exactly where I’ve been or what, exactly, I’ve been doing.”
 
   “You’re the one who woke me up as I recall.”
 
   Jancy sighed even longer this time and pulled herself far enough out of the crevice to sit. She put one foot against the opposite wall while her other leg swung above Niksabella’s head. “I’ve been vetting.”
 
   “Vetting?” The wind was unimpressed with Niksabella’s threadbare coat, and her teeth chattered the word.
 
   “Finding answers. For example, hanging outside Raulnock’s window, making sure he and his merry band of bastards aren’t plotting some heinous revenge. Aaand…” Jancy dragged the word out, “making sure no one on the High Council decided to take up the First Wizard’s cause. I’ve also been out to the Southland farms and beyond, keeping tabs on all the fun happening out that way. Running errands, calling in favors, gathering allies. Protecting you.”
 
   Despite the cold, Niksabella felt warm blood rush to her face. While Jancy was a mystery, she was a good mystery, the best. Hard to imagine life without her right now. “I’m sorry, Jancy. I didn’t mean to sound unappreciative. But you have to admit, this is all very strange, coming out here in the cold, standing by a rock. It’s not my usual… thing.”
 
   “You don’t need to apologize, Nika. Just trust me.”
 
   Niksabella let out a puffy breath, gave Jancy as sure a smile as she could, and reached up for some help. Jancy grasped her hands and pulled her into the crevice. It made Nika think of climbing into a big beef loaf where the ends had sort of collapsed but the middle pieces remained relatively upright. It wasn’t so bad inside, protected from the wind and standing on a flat stretch of rock. A warm glow emanated from deep inside the stone’s core. She followed Jancy, careful to step where the taller girl did, bypassing gaps and loose rock, until finally dropping down into a hollowed-out area.
 
   Lantern light illuminated the space, and a heatstick lay on the ground, keeping out the worst of the chill. Several large boulders lay strewn about, and Jancy leaped up to sit on one, eyes darting around, hands not far from the hilts of her daggers.
 
   What so nervous? Niksabella had just begun to relax again until seeing this.
 
   She peered around, searching for whoever Jancy brought her to meet. Light dawning from outside squeezed through the cracks in curls of dull gray, though the world outside seemed suddenly far away at that moment. Other than old granite and a boulder or two that stood out brown against its brethren, the interior was all a bit plain.
 
   “This is a pleasant hideaway, I suppose. Should we have brought some dolls or a set of neplers? Or might we play hide and find?”
 
   One of the brown rocks uncoiled in a sudden movement that sounded somehow slick and grating at the same time. The sting of sulfur made her nose itch as the rock turned into a thing, stretching and reshaping itself into a rough, bi-pedal form. Although a very tall human could have easily stood upright in the chamber, this creature had to stoop, hunching itself up against the confining granite.
 
   It gazed down at Niksabella with carmine-colored eyes.
 
   Her body had already begun a full-on retreat, backing up until her head struck the rock wall. She winced and put her hands behind her, her eyes never leaving the intimidating stone hulk.
 
   The thing’s semi-luminous eyes, while they should be terrifying, did not hold malice. In fact, the eyes seemed reticent, even sad. And that wasn’t the only odd thing about the creature. Its right arm hung at a peculiar angle from its shoulder, the appendage loose and dangling, barely attached by loose earth and root-like tendons. It breathed and flexed, its skin swelling smoothly yet grinding like… like… living rock! Sigils covered its plated skin, their meanings indecipherable to her but piquing her scriber’s curiosity all the same.
 
   Niksabella thought to climb up to the ledge, but she’d need a boost to reach it, and Jancy didn’t seem concerned with helping. A quick glance revealed no other exits. They were trapped!
 
   “Do not fear, little Nika.” Its voice sounded like nothing Niksabella had ever heard before; a pile of loose stones vibrating together to form words. “I will never hurt you.”
 
   Niksabella’s blood pounded through her veins, urging her to get the futtering Hells out. Out, any way out! But with nowhere to go, all she could do was stand and face it. And this was clearly something akin to the thing that had attacked her while coming home from Bombrick’s some nights ago.
 
   Take courage, she told herself. Jancy is not afraid, so find your strength!
 
   Niksabella took two brave steps away from the wall. She straightened her dress, brushing off some of the sulfuric dust, and mustered a stern look. The rock man towered over her. He could easily smash her to so much pulp if the notion took him. But he hadn’t; rather, he got down on one gargantuan knee and bowed his head.
 
   “Oh,” Niksabella said, taking a half step back. She was barely as tall as the bend of his knee. She clutched the folds of her coat to keep her hands from shaking. 
 
   “Please forgive me, Nika. I have greatly wronged you.”
 
   Niksabella blinked. “I’m… very sorry… err… sir… but how could you have possibly wronged me?” The hulking figure remained motionless. If anything, his head bent further down in what Niksabella determined must be shame. “What I mean to say is if you’ve wronged me, I’m sure I would have noticed.”
 
   His huge head lifted so that they came almost face-to-face. His eyes reminded her of machine cogs, and his russet skin seemed impregnable. She stared in fascination.
 
   “You haven’t noticed because you could never imagine someone like me ever existed, at least until now. You see, I’ve been spying on you. I saw your fight with the Varmathi warrior in the alley; your will to survive, your strength…” The carmine eyes flashed at Jancy. “And still in good company, I see.”
 
   The Varmathi warrior? The one in black with the wicked goddess hair?
 
   “Who… who are you?”
 
   The rock man bowed his head lower, eyes to the ground. “My name is Jontuk, and I come on behalf of the Rockhewn Nation. Our world, an ultraworld to you, is called Rockholm. I have come a very long way to request your assistance to save my people.”
 
   “What now?” She eyed the giant skeptically.
 
   “Little Nika, here is the part of my tale where you might find my actions… untoward. You may even hate me after you hear what I’ve done.”
 
   “Hate you? I don’t even know you.”
 
   Jontuk placed his good hand against his stomach, where his skin took on a sunken appearance. Its texture became like molten rock only without the heat. Something moved inside the semi-translucent layer, a small, crumpled form. A crumpled humanoid form.
 
   Her automaton! Jontuk held it out.
 
   She could hardly believe her eyes. The little fellow was tarnished, dented, and dirty. One eye was busted, and his neck was twisted at an awkward angle.
 
   “How do you have my invention? Wait. You stole it?” Wasn’t the giant’s ruined arm evidence enough? Obvious, even. Only a creature such as this would have been able to withstand the heat of her firetrap. A new fire blossomed in her chest. “Yes, you did steal it. Finally, you come out of your little hole to reveal yourself. And I thought Raulnock was the most despicable person I’d ever met! Thief!”
 
   Niksabella crouched down, slave to the impulsiveness that sometimes drove her to do questionable things, and picked up a rock.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “That’s not going to hurt him in the least, you know,” Jancy said from her lounging position. Niksabella continued to hurl rock after rock.
 
   She didn’t care. Each bounced harmlessly off Jontuk’s thick skin, yet he took his punishment wordlessly.
 
   When Niksabella became winded and realizing rock-throwing was indeed not helping, she slapped him hard on the knee. This seemed to affect him most of all. A high, rumbling sound started in his chest. She thought it might be remorse but couldn’t be sure. She found it hard to believe this rock man felt anything. She clenched her fists, fuming. “You’re right, I’m feeling some degree of hatred at the moment.”
 
   Jontuk did not move, did not speak, but slunk over like a whipped dog.
 
   “Why steal it? For that matter, why bring it back?” The words burst from her mouth harder than any stone she could have thrown.
 
   Jontuk’s eyes found hers again, deep sockets of rock haunted by shadows.
 
   “I needed to find out how your device worked, so I took it to many inventors—”
 
   Niksabella grew incensed, beyond incensed. “You showed my recursive mirror to others? You potentially gave away my secrets!” With the thief before her, she became foolish. This time, she slapped him across his hewn cheek, reaching high to do it, striking him so hard her hand hurt.
 
   Jontuk’s stony head wagged, shrugging off the blow. “No, little Nika. He hardly knew what to make of it. He only gleaned an inkling of your invention’s purpose. He was very impressed, and he—”
 
   “You should be ashamed of yourself.”
 
   “I am. And I’m sorry for your brother too. I wish him well. I’m afraid I was not honorable to him.”
 
   “My brother? How do you know Nik? What did you do to him?” 
 
   Jontuk’s demeanor sunk even lower—if that were at all possible. “We struck a deal. I would procure some exotic… items for him, and he would pass along information about your device. Eventually, you and I were supposed to meet. Although I don’t think your brother ever planned for that to happen.”
 
   “What things did you procure for him?”
 
   “The bugs.”
 
   Cogs spun in Niksabella’s brain, and she instantly saw how her brother had been involved from the beginning. His interest in her notes. Him losing the very same notes. His goading her at Bombrick’s. It was all very typical of him. Surprisingly, she wasn’t surprised. Her emotions took a turn; deflating, her anger burning off to a mild simmer as she realized how in the dark she’d been.
 
   Niksabella glanced at the giant’s wounded shoulder. “I hope it hurt.”
 
   “Aye. It still hurts.”
 
   “Good. What else does my brother know?”
 
   “He doesn’t know anything of what I just told you. He’s only aware of our deal.”
 
   “Which is off now.”
 
   “Aye.”  
 
   Niksabella’s waning anger was interrupted by giggling. Jancy, one hand over her mouth, was stifling her laughter. Jancy saw the look on Niksabella’s face, which only made things worse, and the tiny sounds grew into a barely containable string of bucking breaths, until Jancy had to cover her face with both hands to keep them in.
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   Jancy took a deep breath in an effort to calm herself. “Just seeing little you berate this brute of a stonekin.” She mashed her eyes shut, and tears rolled out.
 
   “I don’t see how that is so funny.”
 
   Jancy’s face turned red, and she drew her knees up and hid her face, gently shaking behind those knobby legs of hers. Niksabella glanced at Jontuk where he knelt, still as docile as a pup.
 
   Oh, why not. Everything has been going left for a long time now.
 
   “Okay, maybe a little funny.” Niksabella allowed herself a light chuckle, measuring the comical size of the rock man. Still, she wanted to get to the bottom of this theft. With her emotions under control, questions formed in her mind. “Now that I’m caught up on the theft of my automaton, I’d like to know why you did it.”
 
   “He did bring it back, Nika.”
 
   “I’ll hear him out.” She squared up on Jontuk and took her automaton from his hand. His face, as hard and chiseled as it was, wilted with a mixture of longing and despair. Niksabella inspected the tin doll and found it in worse shape than she thought. She could only hope its insides hadn’t been shaken to pieces. “Fine, Jontuk of the stonekin. Start from the beginning. Why would you steal from me and then come back begging for my help?”
 
   Jontuk adjusted his massive weight—at least three tons of him—and looked unsure how to begin. Strange behavior coming from one so imposing.
 
   “Tell her the whole story, Jony. Tell her what you told me.” Jancy, a touch of humor in her voice, crossed her stocking legs and appeared to be setting in for a long tale. “You’re going to love this, Nika. I brought a hot tank of snolt if you want to sit and get cozy. It’s quite a story.”
 
   “No thank you!”
 
   “You sure? I’ve got a little gnomish stove mash to mix with it. Wonderful stuff. Never had the stomach for hard liquor until lately.”
 
   Niksabella shook her head but then had second thoughts. “Oh, very well.” After Jancy had poured her a warm mug, heavy on the mash, she leaned on the rock between Jancy’s swinging legs. “Go ahead…”
 
   Jontuk’s eyes held a frightening intensity, a white-hot light burning outward from within, pushing the cooler reds away. His jaw worked like two bricks grinding together as he struggled to find the right words.
 
   He tilted his head sideways and gazed upward. “The universe is bigger and more frightening than you know. It holds tremendous beauty and also terrible chaos. Some chaos is good and, one might say, a part of the natural order of things. Just as life dies and is reborn on your world, so it is with mine: the chaos of rebirth. In your world of Sullenor, forces beneath the ground shift and pull minutely, changing the surface by scant degrees each year, while on my world, the ground is like a roiling ocean of molten core, evolving the face of the planet in just seconds; a chaos we build our homes on and around. We populate, we live, and time goes by like a whisper. It goes on. There is a point to this kind of chaos because it corresponds to something important, to a movement, to a crucial progress, as it is with your world. Both would perish should the natural order be interrupted.
 
   “But there is another kind of chaos. The kind brought about by others.
 
   “This chaos visited Rockholm nearly a century ago by the Warlords of Weyar: riding upon the wings of dragons, descending in flying machines that spewed foulness, and war mages whispering insanity to us in our dreams. If it had been just a physical threat, not a single stonekin would have turned away from the opportunity to defend their home. But no, our demise started with a small betrayal, spun from lies and deceit, until a great artifact of my stonekin was stolen and given to the Warlords. My people became slaves without so much as a fight.”
 
   Jontuk ground his good fist tight, and Niksabella was suddenly thankful for his restraint during her tirade.
 
   “Who was it? Who attacked you?” Niksabella leaned forward.
 
   “The Baron leads them. The child usurper. But Martreuse the Foul was the instigator, the Baron’s right hand. At the time, my people were naïve to the dangers of the universe. We knew nothing of the Warlords of Weyar. Nor did we care. I will spare you the minute details except to say that the one who betrayed us, one of our very own—based on promises whispered in his dreams—delivered the Staff of Rilyak to the Baron. This staff holds the Stone of Life, the magick by which all stonekin are bound. Whoever possesses the staff and the stone…”
 
   “Controls the stonekin.”
 
   “Aye.” Jontuk finally stood, head bumping against the roof and sending trickles of dust and stone down on them. He winced and clutched his arm to his side. He shifted and went onto his other knee, resting his weakened limb on his leg. “The Baron made us do terrible things. We conquered worlds for him, destroyed a hundred civilizations…” For the first time, Niksabella noticed the thin, spider-web cracks running all through Jontuk’s skin. Around his eyes, droplets of water pushed out, condensing and then splashing on the ground.
 
   Crying.
 
   It might have been an embarrassing moment for the huge warrior, but to Niksabella, it was touching. “So, how did you come to be here? If you are a slave. Would this Baron not keep tight rein over your people?”
 
   “The Baron doesn’t fully understand the Staff or the Stone. If he did, I would not be here. He would know my every movement, my every thought, but he hasn’t yet mastered it. Some of us found ways to escape, traveling to other worlds without his leave. I faked my own death in a great battle and came all this way, just to speak with you.”
 
   And to steal my invention, Niksabella wanted to say. But she held her tongue. “Isn’t that dangerous? What if the Baron found out?”
 
   Jontuk shrugged. “It could mean the death of many stonekin as retribution.”
 
   Niksabella gave the giant a bemused look. She’d absorbed this tale well enough, but she feared she might be reaching the limits of her acceptance. To think that some ultraworldly giant sought her help. It was absurd! But here he knelt, a well-spoken, stately-minded, walking boulder… a crying boulder.
 
   “That much I understand. But how did you come to know about my invention? After all, you are from another world.”
 
   “A lady, a gnomestress, came to us. Small in stature, strong of mind. She claimed to be a prophetess, a world walker.”
 
   A chill ran up Nika’s spine, and she cut the giant off. “What did she look like?”
 
   Jontuk’s face twisted, remembering. “Older than you by many years, yet there is a vibrancy about her. Her spirit is strong, her hair like flames.”
 
   Niksabella felt the blood drain from her face. “Did she have a young one with her? A gnomeling?”
 
   “Aye. You know of this world walker?”
 
   “Was he yellow of hair with dead eyes?”
 
   “The small one? Aye. We did not know much of your race at the time, but he was not like the gnomestress. Or like you. Rather, he seemed to me much like your automaton. Cold. Not dead but not alive either.”
 
   Niksabella’s head swam. Was it the same gnomestress who had plagued her dreams? It seemed impossible, yet Jontuk had just described her perfectly. “I think I’ll have another, Jancy. Just give me the mash.” Niksabella handed over her automaton and held out her tin cup for Jancy to refill.
 
   Jancy nodded at the cup quivering in Niksabella’s hand. “You’re shaking.” She chuckled. “Jony’s really not all that scary once you get to know him. And the mash is almost gone…”
 
   Niksabella took a gulp and winced as a sweet fire erupted in her gut. She coughed and shook her head. “It’s not Jontuk. Well, he terrified me at first, of course. But…” 
 
   She finished the mash in her cup and then took the decanter from Jancy, emptying it. “What did she say to you? The gnomestress and her gnomeling.”
 
   “She came to us and spoke your name, Niksabella Nur, and gave us the name of your world. She said that if we wanted to be free, we should seek you out. At first, no stonekin believed her, nor could we drive her away. She has a power. She visited our dreams, guiding us, saving many stonekin from the Baron’s punishments. We held council and with her help developed a plan to smuggle one stonekin away. I suppose we trusted her in the end. I stand before you as evidence.
 
   “I traveled through a gate of her making, stepping onto your world two seasons ago, early spring. When I first came to Sullenor, to Hightower, I knew I was in the right place. The gnomestress hadn’t lied. She was one of your kind, no mistaking it. It took me most of that first season to learn your language and ways with the help of one called Seether, who also fashioned for us a way back home when I found the answers I sought. My only regret is that I went about everything like a fool.”
 
   Niksabella allowed herself to sympathize with the giant if just a little. Combined with the humbling knowledge that the gnomestress in her dreams must be real, she could hardly get her mind around it. “It must be horrible knowing you can return home at any time, but…”
 
   “But I cannot. Not until I find the answer.”
 
   Niksabella stood straighter even as the mash sent her head spinning. “Here I am. Do you now have your answers?”
 
   “Aside from your automaton, no. Unless you deem us allies.”
 
   Niksabella hadn’t told anyone about her dreams, not even Jancy. Only that they’d been strange and lingering and put her in a foul mood. “Jontuk. This gnomestress. She’s visited me too.”
 
   “What?” Jancy scooted to the edge of the rock.
 
   Jontuk lifted his head. “What does she say to you, little Nika?”
 
   Niksabella shook her head, holding her hands up questioningly. “I don’t know. I can never remember my dreams. She doesn’t tell me anything.”
 
   He deflated only slightly. “She is cryptic, to be sure. But it is a sign, you must agree.”
 
   Niksabella certainly couldn’t disagree. It explained a lot except for how her device could save the stonekin. And she wondered something else too. “Why didn’t you just ask me, Jontuk? I’ve been short-sighted before, and perhaps I would have run like a mad fool the first time I saw you, but I think you could have convinced me. If anything, it would have kept me out of jail. And my brother might not be laying on the bed in there, next to dead.”
 
   “I didn’t think you would listen. Even now, after all you’ve been through, perhaps it will be easier now…”
 
   Jancy looked back and forth between the two, her mirth all but fled. “The shadow of fate deepens, Nika. I’ve felt the pull of it all along. Normally, I would not have remained in Hightower this long. I would have gone as soon as your brother ran out of coin. You have to understand, that’s just how it is with him. You stay until he pays, and then you go. Lingering too long around him is a sure way to get yourself killed.” She looked mystified. “But lately, I’ve had the urge to protect you both. Especially you, Nika. It has felt… important. I wonder if the Prophetess has been in my dreams too?”
 
   “You’re just kind, Jancy.”
 
   “No, I’m not.” She answered too quickly, then swallowed. “I mean… I wasn’t always.”
 
   Niksabella didn’t want to think of Jancy as anything but a friend right now no matter what her past. And besides, all that was overshadowed by the news of her device being sought out by this Prophetess and the stonekin; slowly but surely, the shadows were lifting. Who knew what might be revealed if she probed hard enough. She imagined herself with a torch, poking it into the corners of some vast, dark cave. “Did the gnomestress tell you what my device does? Its secret?”
 
   “Not entirely. No, not much at all. I have not heard from the Prophetess since leaving my world.”
 
   “Then how do we know what my device can do for your people? I won’t explain it to you in detail, but it’s nothing more than a battery if you understand that concept. I don’t understand how it can help.” Niksabella, for all her technical experience and knowledge of the basics of many magicks, could not for the life of her understand where this could possibly go.
 
   “I do not know. Perhaps she will tell you.”
 
   Niksabella wasn’t thrilled about those prospects. “I don’t see how we—how I—can depend on that. It’s not even a promise.”
 
   “I think I know a way.” Jontuk got down on his knee again and thumped his good fist against his chest, his voice growling with power so that the rock around them seemed to vibrate. “If you will but trust me. I told you my story in hopes you would sympathize with our fate, but you must understand the Baron will surely return here to Sullenor. The thing you fought in that alley, the amorphs, those things your brother fought, are just the first wave. He’s already preparing, rest assured. One of his warlords will arrive soon. If we’re lucky, it will be one of his stupid, foul-bred fools. At least that would buy some time. If you’re unlucky, it will be the father of the one you killed in the alley that dark night, Martreuse the Foul. Either way, the Baron will surely lay waste to Sullenor. Hightower first.”
 
   Jontuk’s words froze Niksabella’s heart. She didn’t know anything about Sullenor outside of what went on in Hightower. Perhaps she should have felt more defiant, angry, or threatened at the thought of someone making war in these lands. It was bad enough to know Hightower was under threat. Her few friends: Fritzy, Jambraden, even the guard from the High Tower anteroom. She couldn’t pretend to know if the threat was real, but shouldn’t she err on the side of caution?
 
   Her thoughts, as they often did these days, turned to Termund. What would he say to all this? Perhaps he would panic and whisk her off to Thrasperville, which would be fine as long as her conscience allowed for it. And she wasn’t sure it would. On the other hand, Termund might be intrigued by the idea of trying to save an entire nation of stonekin. Of saving the world as they knew it. He’d mentioned wanting to develop her device for good, and this would certainly give them a cause.
 
   And which would you prefer, Nika? A grand adventure filled with treachery and possibly death? Or a cozy lifetime with Termund in a nook beneath a mountain, complete with all the gnomish amenities, surrounded by those who would never judge you? A retreat where you and Termund might develop the recursive mirror in your own sweet time and play house too? I think you know what you want, but what will you actually do?
 
   In either case, she needed time. She hardly knew this stonekin, this Jontuk, and she wasn’t ready to give him an answer just yet. She had to think it through, speak to Jancy in private. Speak to Termund. And her brother… she could never leave her brother until she knew he was well on the way to recovery.
 
   “I will think about it.”
 
   “Think? But you know what I say to be true. We’re caught in the pull. We are inseparable now.”
 
   “I will let you know if we’re inseparable tomorrow. Or at least soon.”
 
   The stonekin seemed to struggle with his emotions. He looked from Niksabella to Jancy and back again. His face smoothed over as if he’d found a cache of patience. “I hear the wisdom in your words. I shall await your decision. But please, don’t keep both our worlds waiting too long.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   He dragged himself out of the deep, dark, hole where he’d been existing for so long. A painful hole. A place where his head wrung like the inside of a heavy bell as a bronze hammer smashed against the side. A place where every nook and cranny of his being screamed with aches and pains and misery as he bled out in some cursed darkness. It wrung him out, crushed him, dug its heel into his neck so hard that his will threatened to snap in a twist of vertebrae.
 
   Yes, it was one bastard of a hole, but he’d been at the bottom of many in his lifetime.
 
   He’d been aware at times, even down here with his nightmares. Bits and pieces of memory, flashes of images dissipating like the bite of a bitter ale. He remembered. He knew. Dowelville. Swicki Hill. Rad Ricker’s place. He’d fought and killed many amorphs, creatures bent on destroying his world. He’d caught on fire and was smothered in blistering soil. He’d worn a bloody crown on his head. He remembered the witch with lanky, black hair and then a beautiful gnomestress with bouncing red curls.
 
   All of these things helped him climb out of the hole. He was curious and beyond fear. What else was there to be afraid of?
 
   A sense of righteous victory was buried somewhere under all that pain. Victory that was worth all that pain. It was all quite confusing and strange, and part of him wanted to stay down here and work it all out. Take whatever time he needed to piece it all together.
 
   Yet he sensed it was time to leave this place even though to escape meant perhaps facing the damage he’d done to himself and others, knowing there were friends likely hurt, maybe even killed, because of him. Facing consequences. No, he needed to find out what happened, and the quickest way was to simply wake up.
 
   Nikselpik Nur bolted upright and hurled vomit across his bed sheets.
 
   “Oh,” someone said, fumbling with something outside his field of vision.
 
   Nikselpik was instantly aware of an empty space inside him, a space once filled with heady power. There was sense of loss, of missing something vital to the core of his being. Some missing center. Where was it? What was it?
 
   His arms itched faintly.
 
   He moaned.
 
   A bucket, brought too late, moved into his field of vision.
 
   “Sorry. You woke so fast, and I was sleeping… oh, you’re choking. Here.” The bucket disappeared, and a cup of water appeared near his right hand. He reached for it, awkwardly, knocking it to the floor. He found himself surprisingly patient while waiting for another, bile charring his throat the whole time. He was too weak to care. If he drowned in his own vomit, so be it.
 
   The cup appeared again, and this time, he was able to grasp it and hang on although a soft, pale hand wrapped around his to guide the vessel to his lips. He drank, choked the sting out of his lungs, drank again. A hiccup wracked his middle, and he vomited again, the rest of that horrible-tasting tea he’d been forced to drink.
 
   He got the bucket in front of him this time.
 
   An exasperated sigh from the wielder of the bucket as it vanished and a cool, wet cloth emerged to wipe at his mouth. He slumped over his sodden bedspread while someone cleaned him up.
 
   “Better?” It was a sweet voice, and even in his decrepit state, he could tell it was Fara.
 
   He nodded. “Yes.” And it was mildly better, a notch up from dead. But he was not the same gnome as before the battle of Swicki Forest. And when had that been? Some days ago? A week? Longer? He remembered fighting Raulnock, winning in the end. The smell of burned hair and skin. His hair and skin. Terrifying to think of him burning, but he looked at the events with a certain detached awe. It wasn’t the first time he’d nearly bugged himself to death.
 
   That’s what is missing. The bugs.
 
   During those moments, with bug juice flowing through his veins, he seemed like another person, someone with power he’d only fantasized about, a dangerous spellcaster respected and awed throughout the land. A quiet and deadly foe. Possibly even a legend.
 
   But the truth was, he’d never be that kind of wizard. Not without those little insects, which had obviously become their own sort of problem. No, this false hope for greatness… He needed to wrap it up and put it on a shelf, to forget about it, to make a new start, to be satisfied with something less. He would never bug again.
 
   No more bugging.
 
   Part of him didn’t believe it, but the other part of him had faith in his own stubbornness, a character flaw he carried in droves.
 
   “Let me get this filthy thing off you.” Fara’s arms reached in to carefully remove the stinking bedspread, but Nikselpik stayed her with a gentle nudge of his hand.
 
   “I want to do it. If I’m to vomit frequently, I need to learn to clean up after myself.”
 
   Fara stepped away. “Okay, but don’t complain to me when your head starts screaming. It’ll be more of my special tea for you then…”
 
   Nikselpik closed his eyes and searched for his wellspring. Ouch! There it was, that same effervescent pool of sparkling blue he always imagined. Finding it was an art he’d refined so many years ago in his brief stint at the Guild of High Magick before being summarily tossed out. His very first teacher, Spanski himself, had shown Nikselpik how to do it.
 
   The old wizard had said, “Now, there are times your wellspring doesn’t want to come, just like those mornings when you can’t seem to wake up, rather lay in bed in the dark and under your warm covers picking the wax out of your ears. But you have to coax it. Try different angles, touch it different ways. Lift the covers. Like a good dog, it’ll eventually rouse.”
 
   And that’s exactly what Nikselpik did. His wellspring was sore to the touch; just the thought of tampering with it started a headache on the edges of his brain. But he played with it, a hand rubbing across the surface of a pool, letting his fingers dip in and pull it upward, droplets falling away until he could finally get them strung together. Once he’d gathered the magick behind his eyes (it felt like shouldering a boulder) he turned his attention to the soiled garment.
 
   He poured his will into the soggy fabric, infiltrated the fibers, and tried to lift the thing off him. It was thick and heavy, a plush blanket meant to defend him against the coolest of drafts, so it didn’t come easily. But it did come, heavy and sagging where the vomit had soaked in, lifting off his legs to hang prone in the air.
 
   He folded up the ends and levitated the bundle to the edge of the bed. Once clear of the oaken bed frame, he let it drop in a pile on the floor.
 
   Nikselpik collapsed back in exhaustion. Fara had been right; his head was screaming, but he’d not complain. It was a poor start, but a start nonetheless.
 
   “It’s okay,” Fara brushed some curls out of her eyes and gave him a grin. “When you learn to channel the Goddess, you’ll see it taxes your wellspring very little. You will be merely a conduit for Evana, a way to bestow her love from the heavens. I just hope you learn to have faith.”
 
   Nikselpik winced inwardly, remembering some promise he’d made during one of his more lucid moments that he would at least try to learn some healing. He was sure Fara saw this as some way to convert him while he was vulnerable. Lili wouldn’t take it so well when she realized what Fara was doing. But that might be fun to see. A nice gnomestress wrestling match right here in the room would be just the thing to lift his spirits. Perhaps they’d lose everything but their small clothes… 
 
   “Nik?”
 
   “Faith in what now? A goddess? You need to understand one thing about ol’ Nik, Cleric of Evana. Nik simply doesn’t believe in anything.”
 
   Fara put her hands on her hips with a look that said she was happy for the challenge. “Faith in everything it is then. And if you’ll be okay on your own for a bit, I need to collect some things and bring Lili up for her shift.”
 
   The two gnomestresses were getting along, it seemed, even though they both had to know how he felt about them. And what, exactly, is that? He grunted. “What I need right now is a nice cold pint.”
 
   “In a few days, maybe. If you can eat some actual food and keep it down, then I’ll serve you one myself.”
 
   “Well, that’s promising. It’s a date.”
 
   Fara shook her head and shrugged on her coat. She gave him a wave and exited, leaving him with nothing but emptiness. Nikselpik looked around, cleared his throat a few times and ran his hands through his hair, finally found himself gazing out the large window. He wouldn’t be able to see the harbor unless he went over there, but he could tell by the sky it was cold outside. Was it dawn or dusk though? The ornate clock on the wall simply read an approximation of the sixth hour, and that was all he had to go by.
 
   Breakfast then? Or dinner? The thought of food, for the first time since he could remember, made his stomach growl. He was damn hungry. He would ask Lili to bring him something when she came up, and, yes, it would be breakfast, no matter the hour.
 
   Or, you could just get it your damn self. The receiving port is right over there. He tested moving his arms and legs. They still ached. Everything ached. Yes, if Lili didn’t show in a few more minutes, he’d just have to go get something himself.
 
   Solitary snowflakes whipped against the window in a sudden gust of wind, filling him with a sense of peace he’d not experienced in a long time, a sort of weary clarity one finds after a long sleep. He reviewed recent events again to glean any tidbit of insight or enlightenment from his memories. The discovery of the amorphs in Dowelville, deadspeak and its residuals, the weight of souls heaped on him so suddenly. The fight to escape.
 
   And all the rest.
 
   The most important question on his mind was what had happened to the witch? Had she been mortally wounded when he’d flooded the amorph hive mind with his powerful suggestion of death? Would she return? He recalled her hatred for him, her will to see him destroyed, her arrogance. If she yet lived—and he guessed she did—there was something between them now, some unbreakable link that could only be severed when one of them died.
 
   What of the rest? Had they retreated to their own world or perished at the ends of precisor swords? Perhaps some but not all. The thing in Harwood Lake remained. He’d warned Dale, but had the precisor general taken the fight to the enemy? He vaguely remembered a recent visit from Dale, the gnomish leader standing the foot of his bed, absent Roto, flanked by a rather crass-looking young gnomestress.
 
   There’d been others, too. Spanski, Madesa, the Thrasperville gnomes. He remembered snippets of conversations, some more important than others, but all mostly buried beneath the cramping pains of bug withdrawal.
 
   And the mess he’d made of that last bit. Challenging Raulnock to a duel. Had he really done that? “Heh. I believe you actually did, you troll-faced idiot.” He chuckled. He’d pushed himself to the limit, beyond the limit, nearly to death, to prove he could take down the First Wizard. What were gnomes saying about him? Was he a hero? Would they shy away from him, terrified, the next time he walked down the street?
 
   He supposed he’d know soon enough.
 
   Nikselpik leaned over, opposite the side Fara had been sitting, and fished between the nightstand and bed. He clutched the grain-dusty cover of a very old book and pulled it into his lap.
 
   Concentration Re-Animation: Five Habits of the Highly Effective Necromancer.
 
   It was a small tome, half the size of any one of Raulnock’s colossal volumes, its pages thin and delicate between his fingers. Luckily for him, it was not so well-used as to be falling apart or missing pages. In fact, the book was a rare, relatively untouched volume, tucked away below the Guild of High Magick in a secret vault, a well-guarded room established by self-righteous gnomes to protect otherwise respectable practitioners of magick from immorality and impropriety.
 
   Nikselpik was not a respectable practitioner.
 
   It was a vault that his friend, Kalaquick, had access to, and he had done Nikselpik a favor by fetching it.
 
   Fara would be angry. Hells, everyone would be angry. Necromancy was not something to tamper with. There was a reason guild academics shied away from the dark arts. Aside from accidentally calling unsavory spirits into the world of the living, it could easily get one killed. But he already had a foot in the pond with his deadspeak, so playing in darkness was nothing new.
 
   What else was he to do? Healing? Did Fara really believe he could go from slinging tremendous power around to donning the gray and blue of Evana? Those pompous asses. He’d never give Etty Vinkerwinkle the satisfaction, nor would Etty likely allow it anyway.
 
   “Hah! Foolish, pretty gnomestress.” It felt terrible to laugh at Fara because she meant well and he genuinely liked her, but it was good to have a little of his old self returning.
 
   He thumbed through the pages of the book, glancing over incantations, spell components, and rituals, already forming ideas about how he might approach it. How would he take this new path and deal with whatever dark consequences befell him? Was he just giving up one bad habit for another?
 
   He shrugged. “A leap ain’t worth taking unless it lands you in some sort of trouble.”
 
   Sometime later, a bustling came from down the hallway, boots tromping, an angry voice cursing. A shout rang out, and what sounded like a scuffle ensued right outside the door. Nikselpik slipped the book beneath his sheet and was just about to get out of bed when the door burst open.
 
   Precisor General Dale Dillwind entered the room, followed by that unsavory gnomestress from before, a scruffy-looking gal with short, lank hair. A handful of precisors filed in behind them, two holding one of Termund’s kin, a red-faced and huffing Flay, between them.
 
   The little bitch sneered at him, made a “come here” motion with two fingers, and said, “On your feet, wizard.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Dale looked absolutely weary. His short crop of hair had grown out disheveled, matted to his head with sweat and grime and possibly… was that blood? Apart from that was the alarming amount of dents in his armor.
 
   By this time, the gnomestress was gripping the hilt of her sword with one hand, her other gripping the wooden bed frame, eyes boring into him expectantly. “I said, ‘On your feet.’“
 
   That one looks like trouble. More “official” than she needs to be.
 
   Nikselpik settled back in the bed and plucked at his sheet, ignoring the gnomestress and knowing full well she might just try to run him through. “Dale, good to see you again. Forgive me if I don’t get up, but I’ve had a bit of a bug.” No one laughed at the pun—disappointing—so he went on. “Oh, by the way, you can let that one go. He’s fairly harmless… until he gets his sword in his hand.” Nikselpik had no clue whether or not Flay could fight, but the Thrasperville gnome backed his boast.
 
   “They’re lucky it just used my fists,” he said, “as I was in a peaceable mood.”
 
   The dark-haired gnomestress shot Flay a surly glance. “He failed to comply with a direct order from the precisor general.”
 
   Dale sighed. “That was your order, Roweiga, not mine.”
 
   “In matters of your personal security, sir…”
 
   “Just let the fellow go. And leave Nik alone.”
 
   The guards released Flay in a huff, and he looked back and forth between the two as if he might take a swing at one or both. He stood straight, puffed his chest, and addressed Nikselpik. “You going to be all right, sir?”
 
   “I believe so. I trust Dale is only here to check on my wellbeing and not to arrest me for something I forgot I did.”
 
   Flay gave one of the guards another look, straightened his jerkin, and sauntered out of the room. After the door had been firmly shut, Nikselpik shot Dale a knowing grin. “Imagine that, Dale. I have my own bodyguard now—” An itch tickled in his chest, and he coughed to clear it. “Raulnock would be jealous.”
 
   Dale grinned back and rested his hands on the footboard. “You’ve come a long way, my friend. How are you feeling?”
 
   “Freshly run over by a herd of cattle. Squeezed through a steel shaper. Dumped on by a manure cart, dragged through the mud by a—”
 
   “Can I get you anything?”
 
   “An ale. A tall, cold tankard. My mouth is watering at the thought.” And it was.
 
   “I’ll check with Fara and Lili on that one. I take it you are being well taken care of?”
 
   It’s certain. I’ll need to get that tankard myself.
 
   “Almost too well, if you really want to know the truth. They say I’ll be up and about in a few days. I’m sure by then, you’ll have some horrendous task for me. Something that puts my life in grave danger, no doubt. Most of my burns have healed on my right side, but I could use some on the left to complete the—”
 
   Dale held up his hand, face stern. “Everyone, leave us.”
 
   The surly lass took a protesting posture. “But sir…”
 
   “First Officer Roweiga. That is a direct order.”
 
   “When it comes to matters of your safety, it’s—”
 
   “Will you stand by and hold it while I go for a piss? Mayhap you will be in the bedchamber when I’m cozying with my wife tonight?”
 
   Roweiga’s mouth worked silently. She wanted to argue further, he could tell, but wasn’t sure where to draw the line. Testing the waters.
 
   “A bit of privacy, please!”
 
   “Honestly I wouldn’t mind being in the bedchamber when you’re cozying up tonight,” Nikselpik added.
 
   Roweiga shot him a spiky glare and withdrew from the room along with the other two guards. After they’d gone, Dale’s shoulders slumped, and he exhaled a grand sigh. “May I sit?”
 
   “Of course.” Nikselpik motioned to Lili’s chair.
 
   Dale flopped into it. “She’s impossible. Thwarting me at every turn.”
 
   “Who is she?”
 
   “Just a puffed up officer bent on driving me insane.”
 
   “She certainly has a commanding presence. Forgive me for saying so, but she’s rather obnoxious. And seems to have a rebellious streak to her.” Nikselpik thought about it. “Actually, she sounds a lot like me. I suppose I shouldn’t be the one to talk.”
 
   “You share some of those traits, but this one beats you in every category. She’s relentless. Like a cat underfoot. Worse, like a dog who thinks it’s a cat underfoot. A vicious dog. I’m not sure why I keep her as first officer.”
 
   Nikselpik hid his disappointment at being outdone by this lass, but Dale seemed genuinely distressed. “Send her to guard sheep. Alone. Or on border patrol with a heatstick and a prayer. Let her deal with some orcs. Teach her some humility.”
 
   “She’s actually an excellent fighter. Highly recommended by my staff. Her family has served in the precisor ranks for decades. Seemed a good fit at the time.”
 
   Nikselpik didn’t like asking the next question, but he sensed something off about Dale. A bit of sorrow around the edges. He was worn. Tired. “What happened to Roto?”
 
   The precisor general replied as if he’d been expecting the question, but he couldn’t keep the weariness from his eyes. “The lake. We went to the lake. It was just as you said. We killed it, but Roto… didn’t make it.”
 
   Nikselpik felt himself opening up to Dale, a natural empathy for his loss. Nikselpik had certainly lost his share of companions. Nikselpik’s deadspeak spoke. Interesting. Bits of the old officer lingered around Dale like the smell of perfume that remained after a hug with a pretty gnomestress. Nikselpik sensed Roto’s stubbornness, his bull-headed attention to life. Nikselpik sensed his friend’s spirit was part of what kept Dale on his feet.
 
   While he couldn’t glean more than that about Roto’s death, this was the first time in a while Nikselpik had felt his deadspeak so acutely and so long after someone’s death. And that the dead could still affect the living. Could his powers, his necromantic ones, have grown in all this?
 
   He said, “Roto had no love for me, but he was important to this city. Even I could see that. A good officer.”
 
   They sat in silence for several long moments. It seemed to Nikselpik that Dale was struggling with something, many somethings.
 
   After several long moments, the precisor general snapped out of it and slapped himself on the knee. “So, my friend, how long until you’re back on your feet? Since you mentioned it, I could use you at my side.”
 
   Nikselpik shook his head. “I just woke up. I haven’t had time to even think about it. My magick… I’m not quite sure where to pick up.”
 
   “It’s your magick. Don’t you know?”
 
   “It isn’t like that. Magick depends on the mind and heart of the wielder. My head hurts. My confidence…”
 
   Dale smiled and patted his hilt. “Steel is no different. I’ve doubted myself too, especially lately. But it didn’t keep me from drawing my sword.”
 
   Nikselpik nodded, conceding the point.
 
   “If not at my side, then perhaps at the High Council? I hear that once you’re fully recovered, Elwray will offer you the position of First Wizard. I suggest you take it.”
 
   Strange, hearing that. It was something Nikselpik had always wanted before. Why wasn’t he elated at the thought? “That’s something to consider. And I will. Consider it.” He caught Dale’s eye. The precisor general’s look was cold yet, somehow, friendly. Nikselpik shook his head. “You’re going to tell me I don’t have a choice.”
 
   Dale chuckled and slapped the bed. “Of course you do. Just not much of one.”
 
   A slight tremor of mirth wiggled in Nikselpik’s chest, and for the first time in a long time, he laughed without coughing up his lungs.
 
   “In all seriousness, Nik. I have news. There have been reports of strange creatures running amok throughout the realm. Not orcs, not treeboars or trolls. Not even those bloody amorphs. Other things. Things like what the amorphs abandoned at Ribbon’s place. Creatures from some other world.”
 
   “The ultraworlds.”
 
   “That’s what Elwray said. One of our scouting parties in the Southern Reaches gave chase to a great red stag. Thing was huge. Could run like the damn wind.”
 
   “Strange. But still, an animal.”
 
   “It led them into a narrow gully where a half dozen came at them from the front and rear. I lost two precisors before the rest could fight free.”
 
   “A trap?”
 
   “Yes. Organized scouting parties. We’re being watched. Tested. That’s why I need you.”
 
   Nikselpik understood, even though a small part of him felt like gathering up his things and fleeing once and for all. Ah, but after all these years, Hightower had finally grown on him. More like in you. Like a damn thorn! Strange, after beating Raulnock and solidifying a potential position on the High Council (as First Wizard, no less!), Nikselpik never felt more unsure of himself. He desperately wanted to speak to Nika for some reason.
 
   “I’ve sent a half-dozen aerostats—anything that would fly—to the far corners of Sullenor. Their mission is to seek help from the humans, dwarves, Pelorians… anyone who will listen. Even the swamp elves.”
 
   “That serious?”
 
   “Why take any chances? All the evidence points to heightened hostilities. I just don’t know how or when.”
 
   “Where did you find that many aerostat captains?”
 
   The precisor general chuckled. “Pulled captains and crew right off the decks of their ships and re-assigned them to the skies. I’ve got one of my best on her way to pay a visit to the swamp elves.”
 
   “You’ll be lucky to get her back then. Who is it?”
 
   “Stena Wavebreaker.”
 
   Nikselpik couldn’t keep the grin off his face. Stena Wavebreaker. One of the nastiest, most impressive sailors he’d ever met who could down a tankard and smash you in the face with it a second later. “Stubborn and disciplined, that one. I’ve had an ale or three with that gal. She can drink me under the table twice over. Wouldn’t call us friends, but we sure ain’t enemies. Tough lady, right there. If anyone can wring some help out of those filthy bastards, it’s Stena.”
 
   “That’s what I thought. When I first asked her—” Dale was interrupted by another commotion at the door. This time, the shouts ended as abruptly as they began. The door swung open, and Roweiga was pushed through.
 
   “Sir…”
 
   “Roweiga, what now?”
 
   “I’ve been… I’ve been disarmed, sir.” Nikselpik expected her to look put off. Hardly so. She looked puzzled.
 
   “By who?”
 
   A tall, thin girl entered the room, hardly needing to duck to fit under the door frame—luckily, old gnomish architecture was on the side of big, perfectly comfortable for humans or elves. “By me,” the girl said, and tossed Roweiga’s sword across the room.
 
   “Jancy!” Nikselpik hadn’t seen much of her since he’d gone off to the Southland Farms with Dale, and he could hardly contain his emotions. She looked beautiful. Vengeful, even, with those shining green eyes that could split stone with their glare. And those blades at her side never failed to give him chills (a hard thing to do). His sister was on Jancy’s heels, her face red with aggravation. 
 
   “Sorry, Nik.” Jancy shrugged, her colorless hair brushing over the tight leather jerkin she wore. “This one wouldn’t let us in. And the way your kin have treated you… I assumed you were in some kind of trouble.”
 
   Dale nodded, leaning forward slightly in his chair. “Understandable. Jancy, is it? Rest assured, I’m only here as a friend. Nik and I fought together at Swicki Forest. Please, forgive my first officer.”
 
   Jancy gave a slight nod in return.
 
   “Sister! You’re a delightful sight for these world-weary eyes. Come closer.”
 
   Instead Nika fixed him with an unexpected scowl. Her aggravation was likely due to missing some screws or cogs or some other tinkerer’s lament. “You’ve been busy, brother.” She glanced around the room, between Dale and Roweiga and the other precisors that had filed in. “We need to talk.”
 
   “Busy? I’ve been unconscious! What sort of talk?”
 
   “We all need to talk,” Dale interrupted. “And that’s exactly what we’re going to do. That is, after someone brings up a few pots of snolt. There are some important things we need to discuss. The future of this city and the lives of everyone residing within it.” He looked at Roweiga. “Working as a team against our enemies rather than against ourselves would be a good start. A word with you outside, first officer.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Stena Wavebreaker came from a long line of strong-backed sailors, all who’d mysteriously taken up the seafaring trade some two-hundred years ago. Their original family surname had been purposefully forgotten and the Wavebreaker Shipping Company established. A passion for the sea drove them to dangerous waters, bravely delivering cargo where no others would dare, taking on pirate ships with gleeful hostility. Reckless, no. Tough as twice-hardened gnomish steel, yes.
 
   Stena had been a fixture on gnomish vessels for almost forty years, known by everyone for her less than gentle ways yet still loved by her crews. If you wanted cargo delivered to the Drake Islands or around the coast to the dwarvish stronghold of Olrad, you hired Stena Wavebreaker.
 
   But an airship captain?
 
   The clouds kissed her face with cold mist as she stood on the forward navigation deck of her most recent commission, a nameless vessel pieced together and re-thaumaturged into something that might (or might not) stay in the sky. Granted, she fought hard to stay airborne. The port and starboard fans, mounted on swivels four to a side, were locked vertically to support the main aft propeller, driving the airship forward as fast as they dared, although Stena could tell by the low whine of the engine they could do better yet. Rune-etched wood made up the ship’s hull and deck frames. Tethered above was the large, bulging air bladder comprised of several smaller air sacs, all of which fit into a skin framed by metal and wood. They swung beneath it like some maniacal pendulum.
 
   Stena put her boot into one of the many rope anchors in place across the deck as the vessel heaved up against a wall of wind, tilted at a precarious angle, threatening to roll her down the deck. She’d been trying to read a map and resisted the urge to toss it aside and clutch an anchor rope.
 
   No. She must exude utter confidence, unwavering fortitude, and insurmountable strength. She couldn’t show one sign of ground-kisser’s weakness. Her foot tightened beneath the ankle rope, muscles straining taut up through her leg. Her eyes fixed on the flag of Hightower fluttering from a pole near the prow. A white cog on a field of blue. Her heart swelled with pride at the sight of it even as she gritted her teeth from the ship’s billowing.
 
   Just like the surge of waves below your feet, Stena!
 
   The crew of four followed her lead, anchoring themselves while continuing to go about their business with cool efficiency. Levers flipped, shouts rang out, and water surged through pressure lines. The engines whined with increasing effort as the gnomish crew steered the vessel up the wave of wind.
 
   She called out with a boom, “Hang tight and steer her right, good gnomes!”
 
   The wind ate her words, and she repeated herself loud enough to be heard, squinted against a fierce pelt of rain, and willed her crew onward. The only one among them not part of her crew was the linguist, Bertrand, who Dale had assigned at the last minute to help communicate with the swamp elves when the time came. Yes, the swamp elves. Who knew if they still existed? Stena and her crew were to find out, and they would depend on the linguist to keep them alive. Right now, Bert was below with the cargo, undoubtedly hanging on for dear life with a bucket on hand in the event his dinner came up. 
 
   At the crest, the ship hitched and evened out. Stena relaxed. She knew it wouldn’t last though. Soon, there’d be another brutal wave of wind to batter them in some unexpected direction. Being on a stormy sea was smooth as a baby’s bottom compared to this. Her crew was just too new, too green.  
 
   “Maintain altitude,” Stena shouted. “The first of you who figures out how to keep this bucket of slop from rolling on its head gets an extra fill from the cask.”
 
   Stena secured the map to the controller’s table with corner clasps. She pushed a shock of blondish-gray hair back into her fur-lined hood and studied the markings and intersecting lines of their course, looking for any piece of land they might have missed.
 
   As directed by Precisor General Dale Dillwind some days ago, they’d flown back and forth across the lands south of Hightower, through clouds and gray skies, gazing down like gods upon the hills, forests, and streams. West across the Southland Farms where barns and homesteads looked like tiny, rust-colored boxes all the way to the Western Pass, then back east again over Swicki Forest and what had once been Dowelville. Stena had directed them to fly low over the newly charred Harwood Lake, marveling at the massive carcass of the mother amorph being hacked to pieces for disposal by gnomish workers. Stena had attached a note with their current report to a ship weight and dropped it down to the officers directing the cleanup crew. One officer had gone to it and waved up at them.
 
   It was then that Stena realized the importance of their mission and Dale’s genius in sending the airships to the sky in the first place. Hightower hadn’t been threatened by outsiders in almost two hundred years, yet the precisor general had taken it upon himself to shake this sleepy town awake. He’d launched a half dozen ships to the far corners of Sullenor to seek help from races they’d not had contact with for decades, centuries even. Stena’s mission was the hardest, by far, and she would do everything she could to be his eyes and ears in the sky. While she was confident in their mission, she was also one hundred percent positive it was a fruitless task. Unlike most Hightower gnomes, she had great experience with the outside world, and that world had very little time for her folk and their problems.
 
   Which only made Stena want to succeed even more.
 
   “Lins! What’s wrong with the prow? It’s bending to this wind like a beat dog. Is it sad? Is this damnable boat sad? If I find myself staring at the ground one more time, I’m throwing you off this deck. Now, right the ship!”
 
   “Aye, Captain!” came Linsey’s reply. As if to prove her competence, the port and starboard blades shifted, engine noise rising, and the prow nosed up at the moon.
 
   Yes, they’d stay afloat if it damn well killed her.
 
   So onward to the Southern Reaches they flew, far enough west to touch the foothills of the western curve of the Utenes, nervously looking down upon the Orcspoon River and gazing with wonder at orc fires wafting up from Rot Tooth Pass. A quick turnabout where they fought more crosswinds heading east again in a zigzag path all the way to the coast, where Stena plotted anew.
 
   A name for her ship suddenly occurred to her. It was a small thing, really, but something she’d never have thought of without having spent so much gut-wrenching time in the air, tilting and dipping and whirling through the clouds. “Swinger,” she said, a wry smile creeping across her lips. “I think I’ll call you Swinger.”
 
   “What’s that, Captain?” Her first mate, Linsey, landed on the deck and knocked against her. Linsey was gangly for a gnomestress, young and tough, wiry-framed, but with a sweet smile and a pleasant disposition. She’d forgone the fur hood, keeping it pushed back around her shoulders, complaining that it was too obstructive. Young but smart, Stena thought.
 
   They crew had all just come off ships, hand-selected by Dale and Stena as long-ranging seafarers capable of working on constantly wavering vessels without falling into the briny sea: the quiet and professional Mechanic Crick, the loud and boisterous Mechanic Gowey, and the perpetually, and ironically, surly Boatswain Rose along with First Mates Linsey and Bertrand. But nothing could have prepared them for these mind-numbing heights. There was no room for error, untethered as they were. No second chances up here. Sometimes not even half a first chance.
 
   “I’ve just named the ship, Lins. Gonna call her Swinger.”
 
   “That’s a good name, ma’am. I’ll tell the crew.” The first mate turned to the massive engine assembly nestled just behind them and slapped a lever into the down position on a control panel, which fed more heat to the hungry bladder, thus strengthening their position. She turned back to her captain and brushed her gloved hands together. “We’re operating at full capacity Captain, easy as we please. Rose has the wheel. Where to now?”
 
   Stena traced her finger across the map, back to the southwest. “Here’s our course. I’m tired of this weaving back and forth. Haven’t spotted anything strange…” And you’re putting off the swamp elves, aren’t you? “Can’t help but think we’ll do one pass near Goad’s Pocket and then advance to our target.”
 
   “Very good, Captain.” Linsey’s long face and big, brown eyes expressed calm.
 
   “I appreciate your support, Lins, and I’d also appreciate a steadier course. Seems like you’re guessing and then overcompensating in your adjustments. I know you’re nervous—Tock knows we all are in this wretched sky—but I need you to get a solid feel for these waves, these air waves. Do better, Lins, or we’re all going to die of starvation up here puking up our guts over the gunwales.”
 
   The first mate didn’t flinch. “Aye, Captain.”
 
   “Pass along the new course, please. And grab me covercup of snolt if you would.”
 
   “Aye, Captain, on both counts.”
 
   Linsey went about re-directing the craft, leaving Stena with her thoughts and a scalding cup of snolt. On a whim, Stena sealed and fixed the covercup to her belt, turned, and climbed the rope ladder between the two engine control panels, scaling it with natural, one-handed grace. At the top, she stood on a narrow, railed observation platform high above deck. Up here, removed from the stench of oily steam, the wind was fresh and sharp, eye opening, and without the saltiness of the sea. It was the highest point on the ship with a frightening view of everything below: the Southern Reaches to the starboard side, the Sea of Wailing aft, and Swinger turning inland away from the ocean with a clank of engines, a hiss of steam, and a general heave ho. Above her, the ship’s air bladder squeaked in its frame.
 
   They eased into a low-density pocket where the wind calmed, and Swinger dropped below a bank of dappled clouds. The Utenes loomed ahead, an ominous wall of gray teeth—sharp, white peaks covered with snow, brutal and uncompromising—and while she’d navigated the hazards of a dozen harbors and ports, turbid ocean storms and dangerous reefs, she knew very little of air streams over land except from what she’d been able to study from maps over the past three days. She figured Goad’s Pocket was bound to have its share of aeronautical hazards, and she wondered if she should send Dale a message now in the event they ran themselves into trouble.
 
   Two pigeons had been released thus far, marking their progress, and letting Dale know they hadn’t yet plummeted from the sky (because at first, that’s exactly what she’d thought would happen). As time went on, and with Linsey’s growing skills, Stena had found the airship design wondrous and quite stable, able to plow through the rough, coastal winds with hardly a hitch if driven correctly. The engines were of solid gnomish design, able to operate in the cold with minimal maintenance. There had only been a couple of close calls where the port side propeller had nearly seized up, but her mechanics quickly learned which cogs needed extra greasing—reedy little bastards, Gowey called them—and which could function relatively untouched.
 
   She glanced back at Linsey, who worked the ship’s wheel with hard-nosed determination, and smiled at the young gnomestress’ moxie. Stena knew better than to let that confidence mislead her into making a bad decision, though, and with only four pigeons left, they needed to take a conservative approach. Stena would wait until they’d fully scouted Goad’s Pocket before sending another bird.
 
   She took a long draw of steaming snolt, allowing the heat to singe her lips, roughly discarding the relentless sense of smug wellbeing at their good fortunes. The only negative to this trip was that she’d been up over twenty-four hours, full of anxious worry and anticipation over the mission. She needed rest!
 
   Don’t be so damn stubborn you do something stupid out of sheer exhaustion.
 
   To prove it, Stena shut her eyes and found herself suddenly wavering on the tiny platform. She briefly pictured being thrown clear of the ship in a sudden surge of wind, plummeting down, down, down as the ground rushed up to greet her.
 
   Stena’s stomach lurched, and her brain spun. Her eyes snapped open. Yes, soon she’d attack one of the twin hammocks in the crew’s cabin; until then, the motion of the ship would have to do, the swaying becoming more familiar by the minute and her legs growing more accustomed to the ship’s grumbles and shakes. 
 
   Stena began to bond with Swinger as if it were her first ship. She pushed her anxiety aside, for she was learning Swinger’s habits and just how to guide her along. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Niksabella sat in the corner, near the window, and away from everyone else. She felt edgy, uncomfortable. Hot. She didn’t like the growing crowd. Their murmuring. Their looks. The unmistakable smell of oiled steel and boiled armor. What was the meaning of all this? What if she wanted to leave the room? Would the precisors guarding the door let her? Were they under some sort of arrest?
 
   The relatively large suite—large for four or five gnomes, that is—had grown quite stuffy and full (and fuller as more entered). Aside from the guards at the door, there was Precisor General Dillwind and his first officer, a sourpuss called Roweiga. It was Niksabella’s opinion that Dillwind had dressed the first officer down outside after she’d been disarmed by Jancy. Roweiga was standing near the guards, a perpetual frown on her face.
 
   Niksabella pressed her hand against her forehead, swiping the sheen of sweat with her palm while her eyes drifted to her brother. Lili was on one side, watching the soldiers, while Nikselpik argued with Fara over a glob of pea-colored ointment the cleric was attempting to rub on his face. “Get it away from me,” he groused at her. “Damn stuff stinks of ass and turns my forehead green, for Tock’s sake.”
 
   The cleric remained persistent, feigning jabs with her glob-covered thumb even as he swatted at her hand. “I know you’re feeling better, but the fever will return if we don’t continue treatments.”
 
   Nik finally crossed his arms and relented, allowing Fara to smear the poultice all over his forehead and the scar across his pate. Niksabella smiled. Her brother was getting his old self back, it seemed.
 
   Flay, Terrence, and Uncle Brit—referred to as the Thrasperville gnomes—suddenly bolted in. “What’s the meaning of this, Dale?” Uncle Brit huffed, dressed in his bed robe and slippers. “I was just rousing from a dream about magnificent dragons. I had just tamed a massive golden-green beauty! You know how ruinous it is to one’s dreams when they’re spoiled by a gods-be-damned ballyhoo?”
 
   “Just a meeting of the minds, Brit.” Dale put his hands up to placate the elder gnome. “Sorry to have woken you, but now that you’re here why not make yourself comfortable? Snolts and cakes in exchange for your wisdom. I need your help, good friend. Please.”
 
   Where was Termund? Wouldn’t the others have woken him?
 
   A table in the center of the room was heaped with dishes with pastries on top, four large decanters too, all hot to the touch. Several chairs were placed all around, and the Thrasperville fellows joined them, but not without some reservations. Flay was practically bouncing in his chair, eyes darting around like some trapped animal, hand never straying far from the hilt of his dagger. Even soft-faced Terrence seemed to have some misgivings, although he wasn’t as obvious about his discomfort as Flay. When Nika caught his eye though, a smile lit his face. Uncle Brit sat down opposite Flay and Terrence and dove directly into the pastries like a starving bear.
 
   To Niksabella’s surprise, her brother climbed out of bed. He was thin and frail, bedclothes stained with tea and poultice, among other things, but it was much better than seeing him pasty and looking like death beneath his sheets. Lili wrapped him in a robe, and Fara and Lili each took an arm and helped him to the table, where he plopped down in between Brit and one of Dale’s precisors, a wiry fellow named Justin Lake.
 
   “Hope you don’t mind if I fart now and then,” Nikselpik said to everyone at the table. “Me being so weak and all.”
 
   “Oh, being weak has nothing to do with your gas,” Fara said with a tsk. “Everyone knows your favorite way to clear a room.”
 
   Lili laughed. “Nik can clear out a fortress if need be. No need for all these blades and fancy armor.”
 
   Uncle Brit waved in the opposite direction, toward Justin. “Aim that way,” he said, before going back to smearing honey on top of his crusted kanoodle.
 
   Justin leaned over, gave her brother a pat on the arm, and said, “Fart anywhere you like, far as I’m concerned. Just give me a toot of warning first.”
 
   Nik smiled at him and nodded as he reached for a muffin.
 
   The door flew open, causing Dale’s guards to clutch at their hilts, relaxing when they saw it was Etty Vinkerwinkle, their cleric. Niksabella didn’t need an introduction to know who he was. His gray robes with the upward facing palm on the front gave him away. That, and his demeanor. The cleric strode briskly into the room, gave Fara a prolonged look, and sat down across from Nikselpik. He took a cup, slammed it down, and poured it to the brim with snolt.
 
   This is Fara’s mentor and the head of her order. This is the one my brother hates so much.
 
   Nikselpik put his hand to his mouth to block Etty from hearing—or not, judging from his loud tone—and leaned closer to Uncle Brit. “Well, if I do have to let loose a horrid wind, I know which direction I’m letting fly.”
 
   Etty gave Nikselpik a heated glare, his spiked, blond hair and ever-flushed face adding to his severe countenance, but he didn’t rise to the wizard’s bait.
 
   The tension was thick all around, and it didn’t help that the secret of Jontuk squirmed around in Niksabella’s head, known only to herself and Jancy and, more distantly, her brother. Speaking of Jancy, the waif of a girl sat next to Niksabella on the floor, between her seat and a large bookcase filled with books and other nautical knickknacks.
 
   Even the decorations seemed stuffy.
 
   Finally, she could take it no longer and went over to the window, throwing it open to let in some cold air. She took a huge breath and immediately felt invigorated.
 
   “Thank, Evana,” Etty called.
 
   “Hot, Etty?” Nikselpik again. “You always look so damn heated.”
 
   “No. It’s the stink of this room. Repulsive. You’d think a pig died in here.”
 
   These two will be impossible, she knew. They’d be lucky if there wasn’t a brawl soon. Niksabella turned and nearly ran into the precisor general himself.
 
   Dale took a step back and raised his hands. “Sorry, lass. Didn’t mean to frighten you.”
 
   Niksabella pursed her lips. “I don’t frighten. At least not easily.”
 
   Dale laughed and gave a respectful nod. “Of course. You must be Niksabella. You know, I was tempted to throw that window open fifteen minutes ago. Hot enough for a bellows in here.”
 
   She didn’t know what to make of the precisor general. Handsome but not rugged like Termund.
 
   Not rugged but still durable, though. 
 
   Dale’s face was soft and just a bit round, scruffy with several days’ worth of beard. She imagined that wasn’t due to a lack of personal hygiene. No, this was a very busy gnome with an expanded sense of purpose, a cause. Perhaps forty-five or fifty years of age, compared to Niksabella’s sixty-two, married young and with children already from what she knew. Surprising since most gnomes didn’t fuss with marriage until their sixties. One of the youngest precisor generals, too.
 
   Young and ambitious and now driven to do something… but what?
 
   “It’s only going to get hotter.” He looked around the room, amused it seemed.
 
   “I’ll agree with you on that count, General.”
 
   “Oh, just call me Dale.”
 
   “Okay, Dale. Why are we all together? Seems we’re a captive audience.”
 
   “You’re nervous about my guards. Don’t worry. They’re my most loyal soldiers, as well as my first scout and first officer. Etty too. They all need to be here. They all need to know the plan. But mostly, I don’t like repeating myself. If they weren’t here, I’d have to call another meeting, perhaps another after that, and I hate meetings. I would have to explain everything over and over. Some things, they might not believe. So then I’d have to schedule yet another meeting, just like this one…”
 
   “And you hate meetings.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “So, we’re forming a plan?”
 
   Dale put his palms on the sill and peered out into the cold, frost clinging to his breath. “We’re going to decide some things. Things that might mean life or death for our people.”
 
   “Why am I here?”
 
   Dale faced her, crossing his arms. “Why are you here? Protecting your brother? Some other, more clandestine reason?”
 
   His eyes made her uneasy. He knew something. Maybe he knew a lot. Suddenly, Niksabella missed her old workshop, the simplicity of putting things together without fate and secrets and the gnomes who kept them. “To be honest, I’d rather be working, but I’m here for my brother until his health returns.”
 
   “What will you do with your invention? Plan on taking it to Thrasperville?”
 
   She tried to appear like that was a perfectly natural bit of information everyone besides she and Termund ought to know. “It’s a possibility. I haven’t decided yet.”
 
   Dale’s smile still seemed comfortable, but his eyes narrowed just a teensy bit. “I read the account of your trial and even had a talk with that Zook fellow. He was quite happy to chat with us when Raulnock would not. Amazing device, your recursive mirror. At least if he can be believed.”
 
   Niksabella was hit with a new wave of heat despite standing there at the edge of frigid cold. She felt Jancy shift beside her. Niksabella shrugged. “It’s not so amazing, really. Just a new design on an old idea.”
 
   Dale’s eyes relaxed. He gazed back outside at nothing. “You know, I’d rather be somewhere else, too. My wife, Metina, and our three daughters. On an day like this, I’d just be finishing up a chat with my nosy next door neighbors, Lane Oseltick, or maybe picking up around the yard. Later, Metina and I would fire up the oven and get to baking. She mixes. I bake.” Dale laughed. “Well, mostly, I watch her do it all while keeping the gnomelings in line. Don’t give me that look. It’s a tough job!”
 
   Niksabella imagined a home like that. Three young lasses, all giggling and playing while the scents of pies and breads wafted from the kitchen. She wondered where Dale lived. Was it one of those places she’d seen walking home from Bombrick’s? One of those places she’d longed for? Would she and Termund have that someday? “I imagine they’re a handful.”
 
   “Yes. They are.” He smiled at moment, then sobered and leaned in. “Well, whatever you decide, make it good.”
 
   “I will,” she said, “I promise.” She wasn’t sure why she felt the need to promise anything. She supposed that’s why he was a leader of gnomes; he commanded respect.
 
   “Ah, there they are.” Dale pushed away from the window to greet two new guests. One she knew all too well. A hawk-nosed fellow with his long, gray hair combed straight back and down past his shoulders. Beady, inquisitive eyes. A voice like an angry bird. Elwray Stormcranker, known for his ability to call up great storms and to set one’s ears to bending with his squawkish disposition.
 
   But his acquaintance, this was a fellow she’d never seen before. A human. Tall and rail thin and seemingly weak as a wisp. He leaned on a cane for support, and when he pulled back his hood, the Thrasperville gnomes, along with Lili, Fara, and Niksabella, all gasped. His head and face was a mass of shiny scar tissue. Angry ridges marred his skin. As horrid as any monster from a nightmare.
 
   Dale was not phased by the scarred human. “Hello, Elwray, Seether. Nice of you to join us. A shot of snolt to drive the cold from your bones?”
 
   “No thank you,” the one called Seether said in a voice as thin as paper. Thin but polite. Gentle, even. “I prefer your gnomish tea above all else. Already arranged for some to be brought up. Very nice gnome, the innkeeper.”
 
   “Jowell,” Uncle Brit cut in, the next to regain his manners. “A fine proprietor if ever there was one. Come, Mister… Seether, is it? Have a seat. Apparently we’re here to discuss something. It’s all very mysterious.”
 
   “Yes, yes.” Seether scuttled over to take a seat next to Uncle Brit, Elwray taking place at his right arm, the three filling up the side of the table nearest her brother’s bed. Nikselpik seemed to be enamored with Seether as well. He practically beamed at the strange human.
 
   Niksabella winced inwardly at her initial horror. Seether had probably gotten reactions like hers his entire life. Stupid and disrespectful. The good news was that he didn’t seem to care.
 
   “Good thing you have such wonderful tea,” he said. “I could never fully get used to this cold.”
 
   “Come visit us under the mountain soon.” Uncle Brit slammed another mouthful of pastry home and talked while he chewed. “You’ll stay nice and crispy there.”
 
   Everyone tried to let the comment go by, then Brit realized what he’d said. “Well, not crispy as in… well…”
 
   Seether inclined his head. “I understand. Walking on eggshells is not necessary because of my condition. Please.” He gestured for Brit to continue eating and helped himself to a cup of snolt.
 
   And so they all went back to stuffing their faces as Nikselpik, Uncle Brit, Seether, and Elwray carried on cross-corner conversations as if they’d been friends for decades, the rest of Dale’s soldiers keeping a surly vigil.
 
   To Niksabella’s delight, the door opened yet again, and Termund popped into the room holding a simple, cobalt-colored tea set on a tray. He set it down in front of Seether. “Brought your tea.”
 
   “Ah, thank you.” Seether set his snolt aside. “The Alabaster Whitebone is the absolute best tea I’ve ever had. And I’ve had many, many brews in my life, I might add.”
 
   Niksabella held out her hands, and Termund took them, sending a tingle up her arms. His hair was wild and curly about his shoulders, steel-gray eyes filled with a playful mirth only reserved for her. “Milady.”
 
   “To Hells with milady.” And she pulled him, fell against him, rested her head against his chest. He wrapped her up, pressed her so close that she could hear his heart beating like a hammer. “I missed you. How long has it been?”
 
   “Seven hours, more or less.”
 
   “That’s seven hours too long. Let’s try to keep our separation to short periods of one hour at a time at most.”
 
   Termund chuckled and held the back of her head in his hand. “If only life was so accommodating.”
 
   “I’ll make it be.”
 
   When she came out from Termund’s embrace, she caught her brother’s slack-jawed expression and nearly burst out laughing. He’s never seen me with a fellow before. Not like this. He’s not sure what to think. So she gave Termund’s hand an extra squeeze and winked at Nikselpik. A little of your own medicine, eh brother?
 
   Dale went around the table and stood behind Nikselpik. The precisor general clapped his hands, rubbed them together, and gave them all a serious look. “My friends, I’ve gathered you all here for one reason: to decide the fate of our fair city. And make no mistake, we are all in grave danger, or at least some danger. Even Mayor Boslem has seen the light, although I’ve not invited a single of our illustrious politicians. Why? Because they don’t have a lick of experience with these ultraworlders. They don’t know what we’re dealing with.
 
   “All of you have, in one way or another, dealt with this threat. Amorphs. The Mother Amorph. You two guards,” Dale gestured to the two standing on either side of the door, “have personally guarded some of the captives who were freed by our very own Nikselpik here.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” one of them said. “They’re keeping them at the jail.” He gulped and shook his head. “Some of the strangest things we’ve ever seen, me and Rolv.”
 
   Dale nodded. “Beings the like have never before seen on Sullenor.” His eyes caught Niksabella’s. “Or perhaps you’ve encountered one of these ultraworlders here in our very city.” His eyes slid away, leaving Niksabella with a cold chill. “In any case, it makes the members of this group uniquely qualified to measure what we’re dealing with.”
 
   Etty tapped a spoon on the table. “I only reluctantly agree that any one of you, outside our immediate military persons and City Council members, has anything useful to add. Unfortunately, Dale and I do not see eye-to-eye on that account.”
 
   “That’s right, Etty. We don’t. In any case…” Dale sauntered to his right, around Uncle Brit, where he placed his hand on Seether’s shoulder. “Mister Seether, would you care to start?”
 
   Seether’s scarred lips sipped from his cup. He looked up and smiled, a terrible, gentle mask. “I am more than happy to share my poor, sad tale. If it keeps the light alive in this world, yes, yes. I certainly shall.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   What had started out as a night of continued recovery, fussing over him by Lili and Fara, and ultimately boredom, now appeared to be taking a very interesting turn. While still physically weak and ill, he was thrilled to see all these interesting gnomes together. Even Etty. His hard feelings for the cleric had diminished somewhat, but that didn’t mean he’d miss out on having some fun at the prickly bastard’s expense.
 
   Yes, it was looking to be an entertaining night, starting with his sister.
 
   Niksabella’s open affection toward Termund had nearly decimated his already fragile worldview. Not that her hugging and kissing on that Thrasperville gnome was a bad thing. Quite the opposite. He was genuinely happy for her. Proud, even, in a strange way that he couldn’t explain. Termund was a good, strong fellow. He wasn’t necessarily the type of gnome Nikselpik would have an ale with—slapping the bottoms of tavern wenches all the while—but his respect for Niksabella was palpable. Yes, anyone could see that. It was just… it stirred his heart a little. To think you shocked me for once, sister. Good for you!
 
   The room was quickly un-stuffing, the open window ushering in a refreshingly cool breeze that touched him lightly on his face and forehead, sucking the heat out of whatever fever remained.
 
   As Seether gathered his thoughts, he looked around to find Lili. and Fara had claimed the edge of the bed, sitting cross-legged like two gnomeling sisters about to be read a bedtime story. His breath caught. As if for the first time (at least the first time without the bugs) he noticed how stunning both of them were.
 
   Then the strange, burn-scarred man began his tale in a fit of wheezes and coughs. After a sip or two of the Whitebone, he found his footing.
 
   “I am known as Seether.” His pale eyes crawled around the room, taking in every one of them. His smile greeted anyone who would smile back. “My race was called fireborn, and then later, after our enslavement, firebred. I am not crippled. I’m not ill. My people all look like me. Any weakness I might display now comes from my sorry old age, not from any kind of deformity, although I understand I’m quite wretched in appearance to most of your kind.”
 
   Seether’s accent was strange, his S’s drawn out like sizzles, other inflections indicating an elegant tongue. He found himself wanting to hear Seether’s native language.
 
   “So you’re just an old fart,” Nik interrupted him. “Like Brit.” 
 
   The rotund Thrasperville patriarch shrugged at Nik and stuffed another pastry into his mouth.
 
   “Old, yes, but I still have a spark or two left in me as you saw on Swicki Hill. In any case, I am, what you call, an ultraworlder. Much like the amorphs who attacked your Southland farmers. But, to me, you are all ultraworlders. No different than the peoples of the dozens of worlds I’ve visited. You see, to be more specific, I am what you might call a gatemaker.”
 
   “Gatemaker?” Niksabella said.
 
   “I build gates. Between worlds. Points where beings may cross through the ether of space and time and step into another world as they might stride across the threshold between rooms.”
 
   While Nikselpik had visited many places in between the worlds, especially in his infatuation with the Rapurian peoples of the north, who’d built such caches to store their wealth and knowledge, Nikselpik had never actually met a gatemaker before.
 
   “How I came to be in your world is a sad tale, one I can sum up in two words. The Baron. A usurper from an outlaying darkzone world. He rose from the shadows and took control of an ancient stronghold called Weyar, where he dismantled the previous warlords and installed his own mercenaries. Our ambassadors to the normally festive gathering were sent home and barred. Peace was no longer celebrated. Instead, the Baron claimed that the War Council was a tool of justice to help settle age-old disputes on and between worlds.”
 
   Dale harrumphed. “How conquerors get their start. Historically speaking.”
 
   “Indeed. It was merely an excuse to extend his reach, to take control of smaller, unsuspecting worlds citing an agenda of justice and order. It was alarming—to those who cared—but the last ultraworld wars had ended centuries ago, and for the most part, there’d been relative peace. Who cared what powerless entities sat on the War Council?
 
   “But the Baron brought his animosity to the darkzone overlords, who had been stewing in ancient defeats. He dredged up old hatreds and set allies against one another, all the while picking up the broken pieces and re-assembling them in his own design. Soon, he was making incursions into lightzone worlds and even some negative prime worlds, which are normally dead zones for ethereal travel. No one could have guessed his end game.”
 
   “Which was?” Niksabella asked, rapt. 
 
   “Which is, you mean,” her brother corrected.
 
   Seether shrugged. “I’m still working that out. Complete domination? In and of itself a task that would take thousands of years. Quite honestly, the last being who tried died of old age before they could conquer their ninth world. The Baron already has twenty-seven worlds under his thumb. That said, he has become reckless. Most likely he’s simply an ambitious despot who enjoys his daily death and destruction. No one has gotten close enough to him to dare ask his true agenda.” Seether cleared his throat. “I believe there could be another possibility.”
 
   “What?” Dale and Niksabella asked simultaneously.
 
   “I believe he wants to enter the Crux, the mysterious center of our universe. I believe he wants to become… a god.”
 
   Nikselpik glanced at his sister and then gave her a second look. She was slumped in her chair, her expression drawn, worried. He could practically hear the thoughts whizzing around inside her head. 
 
   “In any case, my world was one of the first.” Seether paused, his smile gone wistful, his pale eyes far away. He sighed that wheezing sigh of his, and then continued: “I escaped, and, to shorten a very long tale, ended up on the stonekin world of Rockholm, where I lived among them as far as my decrepit body would allow. Such a rugged, unforgiving place, Rockholm. I thought I’d be safe there, but the Baron followed me, bent on catching me and putting my gate-weaving abilities to use. I was able to avoid capture with the help of the stonekin. The rock folk even held off the Baron’s forces for some time, retaining their independence for a decade or two. But the Baron’s scryers pecked at the stonekin people, buggering their dreams and turning them dark. The Baron didn’t use force against the stonekin as much he poisoned their minds until one of their own betrayed them and stole their sacred Stone of Life, turning it over to the Baron, selling them all into enslavement.
 
   “And then the Baron made the stonekin fight his bloody wars.
 
   “For my part, I remained hidden, shielding myself from his scrying eyes, for I knew how to protect myself. Having a rebellious disposition by this time, I created portals for the stonekin to travel to other ultraworlds to help them find a way to shake free of the baron’s yoke.”
 
   “But you said they were under the Baron’s control.” Dale had walked around the table to stand, arms crossed, behind Flay and Terrence.
 
   Seether chuckled, a tortured sound. “The Baron does not know all the secrets of the Stone of Life. Stonekin figured out how to get away, albeit for short periods of time, in order to undermine the Baron’s plans. Still, many have perished. And stonekin do not easily reproduce. It may take a hundred years to fully form a newborn.”
 
   The weight of the story was not lost on Nikselpik. Even as Seether told the tale, he found himself thinking of Jontuk. How the rock giant had first come to him in the Magi Den one evening, a huge figure amongst the den’s tortured souls. How he’d made his offer to trade Nikselpik anything within reason for information he could retrieve about his sister’s device. Of course, Nikselpik had named one thing he didn’t think Jontuk could get. Bugs. And lots of them. Yet the giant had returned with a container of them, frozen, fresh and ready to use. He’d readily agreed to provide Jontuk information about his sister’s invention. What was the harm?
 
   From then on, he’d worn the container of frozen bugs on his belt, not realizing just how much he was accelerating his addiction, betraying his sister’s trust, and failing to really help Jontuk and his people. It’s a wonder he didn’t smash you into the ground. But where is our stony friend now?
 
   Etty tapped his mug on the table, pinning Seether with his doubtful eyes. “None of this explains why you’re here.”
 
   “Indeed. It does not. Well, not readily. Allow me to officially declare I have come to your world with a powerful stonekin named Jontuk to seek help from you. We were sent by a gnomestress, one of your very kind.”
 
   “Very nice,” said Brit, licking his fingers. “An official declaration makes it official.”
 
   Etty shushed Uncle Brit and glared at Seether. “A gnomestress, you say? Pray tell how? We gnomes do not travel to ultraworlds. At least not Hightower gnomes. It is a violation of our laws.”
 
   “I do not know from where or whence this gnomestress came. At first, she visited the stonekin in their dreams. She broke through the Baron’s scryers, emptied their stony heads of all the poison, and then gave them a message. She said there was one on the world of Sullenor who could lead them to freedom. One like her. A gnomestress.”
 
   Murmurs broke the stillness. Even Nikselpik issued a doubtful hmmm and blinked twice to digest the news. A gnomestress from Sullenor could save Jontuk’s people? What gnomestress had half the moxie to dabble so brazenly in ultraworldy affairs? And then a sick feeling came over him. He glanced across at his sister, who was fidgeting in her chair, mopping at her forehead with her sleeve, in spite of placing herself next to the open window. If he didn’t know any better, Niksabella looked trapped. 
 
   “Well, this is an interesting story,” Etty snapped. “But why didn’t you tell us this right off? Why wait ‘til now?”
 
   Seether nodded. “It would seem a wise thing to do. But, keep in mind, when we arrived, we had no knowledge of your world. We couldn’t tell friend from foe. If foe, then we could be taken or killed, and the mission for naught. If friendly, we wanted to approach as delicately as we could.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “And now… the situation has escalated far more quickly than we anticipated. Our plans have not gone… exactly as planned.” He glanced at Nikselpik, who flushed with a small degree of shame.
 
   I was the botch in their plans.
 
   “The Baron’s scryers found us, obviously, before we could understand exactly what we were looking for here. The gnomestress who guided us, the Prophetess, we call her, has never been precisely clear. On the upside, it gave me a chance to fight at your side on Swicki Hill.”
 
   “But at what cost?” Etty groused.
 
   Justin, who’d been naturally quiet throughout, said, “This man fought valiantly on Swicki Hill. He’s offered up information freely. He’s proven he is a friend.”
 
   “True,” said Dale. “But Swicki Hill would never have happened had this one not led the ultraworlders to us.” 
 
   Etty slammed his hand on the table for emphasis. “How many gnomes did we lose again, Dale? And how many again at Harwood Lake?”
 
   An itch crawled its way up Nikselpik’s arm, and an uneasy heat pricked at his skin. Where was this going? Sitting next to Seether, Elwray looked tense as well, and his sister seemed about as tightly wound as the wizards. Jancy, of course, looked bored.
 
   Justin Lake’s eyes searched Seether’s face as if he were scouting out every possible angle of an encampment to discern whether they were friend or foe. “Before we start throwing accusations around, it might be helpful to know her name—the one the Prophetess sent you here to find. What’s her name?”
 
   “Yes, her name!” Uncle Brit belted, for once focused on something other than his food. “Surely a Thrasperville gnomestress. One of our talented cogweavers, no doubt. If you give us her name, good sir, we should like to have a word with her.”
 
   Etty leaned back, seemingly smug in his growing support.
 
   Dale had already circumnavigated the table by now and stood, once again, behind Terrence and Flay. “I can’t disagree. What does this world-hopping gnomestress call herself?”
 
   “To be perfectly honest I’d rather leave that to her.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure you would.” Etty smirked at Seether. “Let me guess. Is it dear Fara, here? Or this bar maiden?” The cleric gestured to Fara and Lili sitting on the bed, and Nikselpik felt the heat rise in his face. Watch your tongue, cleric. 
 
   But to their credit, Fara rolled her eyes and Lili frowned. “Oh, give it a break,” she said. It was clearly neither of them.
 
   Seether’s eyes turned sly. “She knows who she is.”
 
   “Oh, isn’t everyone clever except for the Hightower councilors and our very own precisor general,” Etty said in a mocking tone. “Let’s just all dance around the subject and talk in riddles—”
 
   Dale held up a hand at Etty. “Mister Seether. While I think I have the rest of this tale pegged, can we hear it from you? What did the stonekin decide to do?”
 
   Nikselpik noticed Seether’s hands tighten around his mug. He felt a shift in the air that indicated gathering magick, but so subtle he looked up to see if Etty had noticed. The cleric wasn’t aware, not a single flinch on his ruddy face.
 
   A slow waft of steam rose from the top of Seether’s cup, nearly imperceptible. He’d reheated his tea! Nice trick.
 
   Seether said, “In one recent battle, the stonekin staged a defeat where many of their lives were lost. One stonekin, the one I mentioned called Jontuk, agreed to escape through a gate I built, feigning his own death in order to escape the Baron’s scrying eyes. To fully understand this sacrifice, you have to know the stonekin. They barely understand defeat. They despise it. They would rather tear their own hearts out than willingly give up a fight.”
 
   Seether was right. He could picture stubborn Jontuk raging inwardly (as well as outwardly), at what he’d had to do, and now, the giant depended on complete strangers, very small strangers, to save his people. And I led him on for so long, it truly, truly is a wonder he didn’t splat me like some shit-licking fly. 
 
   Niksabella sat next to Termund on the windowsill. She took his hand as if seeking some comfort, but that didn’t seem to alleviate her troubled appearance. Her lips remained pursed, her eyes downcast. And at that moment, Nikselpik knew she’d already met Jontuk somehow. Every mention of the stonekin’s name caused her pointy ears to twitch. Perhaps the giant had finally elected to go to her directly. Good for you, Jontuk. The secret is out. But how can my sister, and her device, help? And what kind of danger is she in?
 
   For now, he’d have to settle for watching his sister stew with the knowledge. The entertainment value alone was helping him keep his mind off that persistent bug itch. He said, “Sounds rather forward-thinking for rock people,”
 
   “To be sure, it took a great leap of faith—faith in the Prophetess, faith in your kind, for the stonekin to come all this way.”
 
   “More like desperation,” Etty chided. “So, you made a gate, and the two of you stepped through… to here. To our little world of Sullenor. More specifically, Hightower, where you may or may not have found some special gnomestress who may or may not save these stonekin, who we’ve never seen. And you won’t give us her name? Smells like rotten fish guts to me.”
 
   Seether leaned over his mug, looking around the table, his eyes finally coming to rest on Etty. “We came here together, yes, and not only are we going to save the stonekin, we’re going to bloody the Baron’s nose while doing so.”
 
   “The Baron sounds absolutely dreadful,” Lili said. “Those poor rock people.”
 
   “Yes, those poor rock people.” Etty tapped his mug on the table, which was really beginning to annoy the piss out of everyone else, it seemed. Nik even saw Dale lowering his brows at the cleric. “Provided what we’re getting is the complete truth, which I doubt. What about our people? Are you taking responsibility for the gnomes that have perished as a result of this little quest?”
 
   “Sadly, I cannot deflect responsibility for the Baron’s incursion or the amorphs. Any misery you’ve endured, any death, I am truly sorry. But… it was necessary.”
 
   The table erupted with curses. Even the Thrasperville gnomes, Flay and Terrence, glowered across the table. Dale and Justin remained customarily stoic, measuring and waiting.
 
   Uncle Brit quivered with anger. “That’s a tough statement for us to swallow, mister. And now you come here seeking our help?”
 
   “Indeed!” Etty yelled. “How dare you?”
 
   The shaaaang of a blade leaving its sheath caused everyone’s head to turn. Roweiga’s voice was tense with authority, her eyes burning as she glared at Seether still seated at the table. Light glinted off her steel like the glimmer of gnome justice. “I’ll take his head, Precisor General, sir. Just say the word!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Dale took two steps and held his first officer’s sword hand. “No heads will fly in here. I imagine taking it would be a difficult enough feat.”
 
   “She’ll have my help,” Etty said, his glare locked on the man.
 
   “And Mister Seether here will have mine.” The words popped out of Nikselpik’s mouth before he could stop them. It was an asinine position to take considering he mostly agreed with Roweiga and Etty in that Seether was directly responsible for gnome deaths, but his natural inclination was to disagree with the cleric. A gnome must cleave to his principles after all.
 
   That drew Etty’s attention. He gave the wizard a condescending look. “You’re as weak as a kitten.”
 
   “Care to test my claws?” Nikselpik spat back. He hoped the growl in his voice would keep Etty from taking him up on the offer. His wellspring was still sore to the touch, and he was in no condition to fight anyone. But Nik wasn’t about to let anyone know it.
 
   As if in reply to the general hostility directed at him, Seether placed his hands on the table and glared First Officer Roweiga. “I am willing to sit in your jail,” he said, “if I thought it would do any good.”
 
   “No one’s getting arrested.” While Dale’s voice said one thing, his eyes slid warily back and forth between Seether and… well, everyone else as each gnome took sides for or against the man as he casually sipped tea at their table.
 
   Surprisingly, Niksabella spoke up, quieting the room, fettering them with a few soft words. “You can’t take all the blame, Mister Seether. Humans and elves have been fussing with ultraworld gates for centuries. Surely, the Baron’s scryers would have picked up on that, perhaps sent someone to investigate our little piece of the universe.”
 
   Etty half rose from his chair, gritting his teeth as he spoke. “But they’ve not let a stonekin through, have they? If the stonekin are indeed the Baron’s most prized possessions, his favorite slaves, if you will, wouldn’t he be inclined to come looking for them? Even a lone straggler like this Jontuk character. Especially this Jontuk character. No, Seether knew they would follow. He knew, and he didn’t care!”
 
   For the first time, Seether seemed taken aback by the cleric’s unrelenting pressure. To be quite honest, Etty had a damned good point.
 
   Seether settled back in his chair and heaved a raspy sigh. “I suppose that having watched my own people destroyed, I should have understood the risks to yours. In truth, I didn’t weigh my losses heavily enough at the time we crossed into Sullenor. I’d already buried my sorrow so deep that the only thing I could think about was revenge. It has been eating at my heart since I can remember.
 
   “You see, at the beginning, I was alone. Defeated. Possibly one of the last of my kind. I traveled through the ether to many worlds, all the while imagining the Baron hot on my heels, his cruel wrath dogging me. Eventually, I settled in with the stonekin on Rockholm. In them, I found a new family. Their fiery spirit revived me. We were, all of us, born of fire. Different but so naturally the same. We lived in peace for half a century, and surprisingly, my anger dwindled. I learned the stonekin ways, and they learned some of mine. Sadly, I had very few ways left, and those that remained were merely the soulless motions of rituals I’d once practiced. Being away from my people so long, it seemed I’d forgotten much. And my god? I was sure he’d never even existed. If he was alive, protecting us, why would he have allowed us to be snuffed out?”
 
   “I’m sorry. That’s just terrible,” Lili blurted out, dabbing at the corners of her eyes with her shirt.
 
   “Terrible, yes, Miss Lili.” 
 
   Dale gave Nikselpik a glance and then took a kerchief from Uncle Brit and passed it over to Lili.
 
   “Thank you.” The gnomestress sniffed and dabbed her eyes. “I can’t imagine what that would be like, Mister Seether. Losing everything you’ve ever known. Traveling to strange places all alone. You must have had family, friends. What happened to them? Were they all killed? Are they gone?”
 
   Seether retreated once more into his cup of tea. “I won’t further distress you with the details of my world’s end. Suffice to say there is nothing left, and I’ve not run across another fireborn in all my years since.”
 
   “And now you happen to be consumed by some misguided hope for revenge,” Etty said.
 
   While Nikselpik was certainly not happy about their present circumstances—the deaths, the unforeseen darkness ahead, all likely brought about by Jontuk and Seether—he couldn’t understand how Etty could see things so simply. There was clearly more at stake here than this precious little town, or perhaps Etty feared the shifting of powers that had kept his order at the top of things for so long. “Tell me, Etty old boy,” Nik said with a wry smile, “how do you find the energy to be such a bastard around the clock like you do? Do they teach Bastardry in the immaculately-scrubbed halls of Evana’s grand high church?”
 
   Etty shot Nikselpik a dark look, but ignored the jibe. “Revenge. Ill-placed. Dangerous. You could get us all killed. You said it yourself. Hope lies here in our little town.”
 
   Seether chuckled. “Hope, yes. But not for me. For the stonekin. For you. But I’d be lying if I said I did not entertain the thought of the Baron getting his comeuppance. Once you get a taste of him, you’ll understand.”
 
   “But you admit you brought them here.” Flay, in his brutish exuberance, spoke simply and true. “You knew what would happen. Or at least what was bound to happen. Look here. We need to know if our kin are in danger. We need to get word to them. Whatever is coming, we need to prepare.”
 
   “No need to worry about that,” Dale said. “I’ve already sent word to Thrasperville via aerostat. One of several actually, sent across the face of Sullenor to seek aid.”
 
   The group fell quiet, and Nikselpik knew why. It was rare occasion to mention any of Sullenor’s other races unless it pertained to some sort of business transaction, gripe, or general admonition. Elves were pretentious, humans cruel and fat. Dwarves were greedy and even fatter and nastier than humans. It was more than just a passing belief that gnomes were quite alone on the continent of Sullenor.
 
   Those complaints began surfacing by way of cross-table chatter.
 
   Termund, arms folded at the window, finally weighed in. “You felt it necessary to contact outlanders despite their obvious lack of compassion for anything remotely gnomish? They think us bickering children; except, of course, when it comes to making replacement parts for their horribly constructed machines.”
 
   Knowing chuckles broke out around the room. Even his sister was nodding in agreement with a half-hearted grin, no doubt amused at the thought of humans inventing things. Nikselpik had seen a human machine once. A farmer who thought to plow his fields with a modified steam and oil engine fixed with frontal tillers. The contraption was loosely assembled at best, a clankity, smoke-belching horror that cost more to run than it actually gave back churning dirt. A deplorable sight.
 
   “And we prefer it that way,” added Uncle Brit, now back to his pastry. “Let them flounder in the hope that they’ll ever ascend much higher than their hillish forefathers. You’d think with heads that big, they’d have some sort of brain in there.”
 
   Nearly everyone cracked a grin at that.
 
   Termund approached the table, placing his hands on Flay’s and Terrence’s shoulders. “Your forethought is appreciated, Dale, I’m sure. But we’ll not be getting any help from our fellow Sullenorians.”
 
   “And makes me wonder if that was a good use of our remaining aerostats, Dale.” Elwray, apparently not content to sit out of the discussion forever, finally spoke up.
 
   “Agreed,” Brit said between chews.
 
   “Agreed,” Etty threw in.
 
   Nikselpik wasn’t so sure. He had more experience with the other races than anyone at this table. His mercenary companions had all been humans, dwarves, elves, and even a Pelorian or two. Other things, as well. He fetched a look at Jancy, who sat next to Niksabella, wedged between the chair and a bookshelf, her green eyes shining from the darkness like beacons. What did she think of all this? 
 
   “So, what is it we face here exactly?” Fara joined those at the table, squeezing in next to Etty at the end of the bench. A bold move, one that Etty seemed to tolerate even as he pursed his lips and edged over to give the cleric room. “And can we sue for peace? Can they be reasoned with?”
 
   Nikselpik was already shaking his head. A shudder wracked his shoulders as the dreams came back, those dark cellars of his mind where the bugs and amorphs seemed to live together now, one great, slug-like evil. He pushed the thoughts away before they could overwhelm him. “They cannot be reasoned with.”
 
   “It isn’t just the amorphs you will have to deal with now,” Seether said. “It will soon be one of the Baron’s Warlords. Any number of strange creatures may be employed against you.”
 
   Dale nodded. “There have already been skirmishes in the Southern Reaches. Our scouts have had brushes with strange, red stags…”
 
   “As large as one of your ponies,” Seether asked, “with tough, matted fur and antlers seemingly made of iron?”
 
   “Those are the ones.”
 
   “Wicker stags. It seems things are further along than I suspected. I’ve not felt the presence of a Warlord in this world yet, but be sure of it; one will set foot on Sullenor, and your lives will be changed forever.”
 
   “There’s no doubt the threat is real. What we found at Harwood Lake…” Elwray looked at his hands. Dressings still wrapped his palms. “There’s certainly evil afoot.”
 
   Fara said, “So what do we do? Evacuate our citizens?”
 
   Nikselpik had to hand it to her. Aside from Dale, she was the only one looking for solutions. Everyone else seemed to still be caught up on accusations and age-old grudges.
 
   “We’re looking into that, yes. Our remaining aerostats will be put to use when they return, with friends or not. And we’ll hold out as long as we can here.”
 
   “Our fellows will respond,” Termund said boldly.
 
   “From a distance, to be sure,” Etty chided. “From the sky.”
 
   “Yes, from the sky. In Hightower, you might still have your own fleet rather than a handful of half-cooked air tubs.”
 
   “What advantages do we have?”
 
   “We have the amorph survivors. We have two-thousand steadfast, if inexperienced, precisor fighters. We’ve got wizards.”
 
   “And you have me, Jontuk, and the gnomestress,” Seether added.
 
   “Oh, wonderful,” Etty shook his head. “A glorified fire-starter, an invisible rock giant, and an overly shy gnomestress who we have yet to meet. Lovely. I was unsure of victory before, but now, I feel its certainty and am soothed.”
 
   “It’s me.” Niksabella’s voice was quiet, a wry smile twisting her lips. “I’m the one Jontuk came to see. And the Prophetess, she’s in my dreams too.”
 
   The first part Nikselpik had expected, the second part not so much.
 
   The entire room shifted attention to her, curious eyes, fascinated looks, even a loose jaw or two.
 
   Etty made a flourishing gesture. “Very well. And where is your stone man?”
 
   Niksabella stood and straightened her plain dress. She went to the coat rack and lifted her coat free, saying as she put it on, “I’ll show you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   She felt their eyes on her as she bundled up for the second time that day. Niksabella hadn’t planned on revisiting the stonekin so soon, but it didn’t seem like she had much choice. Her brother wasn’t speaking up about his relationship with the stonekin and their sneaky deal to get her to divulge her secrets about the recursive mirror, and Seether had clearly left it up to her. 
 
   Smart of you, human — or whatever you are. Make it my idea.
 
   It was clear that Seether and Jontuk were working together, and it had been the right thing to do (her speaking up), because it was also clear that she’d need to start getting ahead of these decisions. Otherwise, choices were going to keep getting made for her rather than by her.
 
   She pushed past the waiting gnomes, taking Jancy’s hand to pull her along behind. She glanced back once and it appeared everyone was coming. Certainly would be crowded inside the rock, but who knew, maybe it would bring them all closer together (so to speak). Niksabella grinned at the thought of her brother and Etty at each other’s throats when she opened the door to almost walk straight into Fritzy, her plump fist raised and just about to knock.
 
   “Nika?” Her friend wore a simple coat, the fringes of a plain white dress showing below. Her hair was hastily thrown back in a bun and spotted with flour. Certainly dressed-down, as if she’d just come from her father’s kitchen.
 
   “Fritzy?”
 
   Her friend hesitated an instant, staring at the imposing crowd gathering behind her, then she grabbed Niksabella by the shoulders and pulled her through the doorway into a strong hug. “I missed you, Nika. Since you’re not at your workshop anymore, I didn’t know where to find you. I searched all over, thinking maybe you’d left Hightower for good until father mentioned someone seeing you at the Golden Cog. Now here I am!”
 
   The plump gnomestress let Niksabella go and gazed at her from an undecorated set of eyes. Her face went red with embarrassment. “I look frightful, I know. I didn’t have time to make myself up. I just came as soon as I heard!”
 
   “You actually look rather nice, Fritzy. It’s good to know I have a beautiful friend beneath all that war paint.”
 
   Fritzy smiled at the remark, then raised herself on her toes and glanced into the room. “Hello, Miss Jancy.,” she said, looking past them both. “So what is this all about?”
 
   Niksabella thought about telling her friend to go home and she would contact her when she could, but something stopped her. Fritzy would be stubborn, and Niksabella didn’t have the time (or the energy) to explain. And why keep Fritzy in the dark anyhow? “We’re going to see a rock giant.”
 
   “A… rock giant?”
 
   “Yes. Are you coming along?”
 
   “Sh… sure. Yes. A rock giant.” Fritzy nodded. “Yes, Nika, I would be delighted!”
 
   Niksabella grabbed Fritzy’s hand (still grasping Jancy’s in the other) and led her two closest friends down the winding steps into the Golden Cog’s great room. She ignored the patrons’ curious looks. After all, she was traveling in the presence of the precisor general and first cleric. And she wasn’t in chains. Let them stare.
 
   First Officer Roweiga announced everyone should keep a respectable distance form Precisor General Dillwind or be carted to Hightower jail. 
 
   What a complete and utter nuisance, Nika thought. A nuisance with a sword at that.
 
   They moved beneath the high-timbered ceilings and sea-themed decor hanging from the walls: ship wheels shaped like cogs, fish plaques, and nets draped between the beams. Being the evening rush, the seats and benches were full, the smell of cooked seafood thick in the air. A hearth against the western wall blazed, and directly across from that the bar buzzed with the Cog’s serving staff as they swarmed about with heaping plates and sloshing mugs.
 
   A contingent of five sturdy dwarves took up an entire table, their stout shoulders squeezed together into a wall of leather and muscle. Judging by the amount of empty cups in the center of the table, they were running through ale at a record pace, drawing knowing smiles from those nearby. A group of elves and humans sat near the dwarves, also comfortably lounging in furnishings made for their height. Niksabella ignored them all and headed straight for the front door, her party of followers in tow.
 
   Outside, she looked sidelong at the Hightower docks and the iron gray waters of Seacog Harbor. For the third or fourth time this month (and each time getting better at it) she identified the ships of the other races. The wide-hulled dwarven ships sulked low in the water, their squat decks weather-worn, the rails and prow carved with the blunt figures of their gods or forefathers or multi-faceted stones or whatever else dwarves found valuable. The sleek elven vessels, like proud peacocks in the sea, were darkly stained, elegant, and sleek with orderly decks fitted with the finest rigging. And two human vessels. She could tell those right away. Powerful brutes muscled in between the others, their decks disorganized and covered with stains. Filled to the brim with as much as they could carry, filling every square foot of unused space that might increase a profit margin—human vessels emanated a sort of angst, much like their crews. Thankfully, Nika rarely crossed paths with those kinds of humans. 
 
   The walkway resolved into a cobbled, south-leading path that went off to the south. The others gathered on the porch in various assemblages. Dale, Roweiga, Etty, and their two armed precisors, who assisted Elwray, who seemed intent on being unaffected by his old age and waved them off, saying, “I’m old, but not that damn old. I can come down from a porch.” 
 
   “You’re pretty old,” Dale chided. “Wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself before the coming storm.”
 
   Elwray lowered his tangled brows. “Speaking of storms, I’m not too old enough to tickle your arse with a featherbolt from above.”
 
   Dale chuckled. “I don’t doubt it.”
 
   Termund, Flay, and Uncle Brit came next, talking quietly amongst themselves, no doubt trying to take some position on the matter. Thankfully, Termund did not seem at all concerned with the fact that she had just admitted to being in cahoots with a supposed ultraworlder. Oh, and never mind that she’d also admitted to somehow being a major player in some magnificent plan to save a race of stonekin. She could only imagine his shock. Did he think she’d been harboring secrets? None of this was fair to him. Not one bit.
 
   And then, of course, her brother came out, looking glum, as Lili and Fara flanked and doted over him. No doubt he still had a long road to recovery, but there was also a good chance he was faking some of it for their attentions. She knew her brother well enough that it wouldn’t surprise her. As if on cue, he emitted a long, pitiful moan. “My every muscle is screaming. Don’t let me fall, Fara. Both of you should stand close… yes, pin me between you to keep me upright. That’s right, lean in. Yes, much better. I feel bolstered. Supported! What caring gnomestresses…” Seeing him alive and vying for breastly affection actually lifted her spirits, despite still being furious at him.
 
   Lastly came Seether, guided by the ever vigilant Terrence, down the steps and around through the snow. Terrence had a nose for stragglers, runts, and outcasts and took them in like a kind-hearted older brother. Still, the old fireborn handled the snow and ice just fine and needed little help—and was it her imagination or was the snow and ice melting wherever he stepped?
 
   Niksabella led them up the rise, thinking it must be the strangest thing any gnome in this town had ever seen. She even glanced around to see if anyone was watching. Aside from a few of the Golden Cog’s normal patrons—who’d either followed them to the porch or were just entering the establishment—no one seemed to care enough to be out in the cold.
 
   Fritzy, of course, bombarded Niksabella in her usual way. “How’s your brother, Nika? You know, everyone in Hightower is talking about the wizard duel. A lot of folks seem angry the First Wizard lost, but behind closed doors, they love your brother. Father says he’s a real slinger, and the First Wizard got what he deserved. There’s even a new council started, made up of regular middle workers! Can you believe that? They’re saying Raulnock’s been doing some preposterous things behind their backs, mostly businessy stuff.” Fritzy lowered her voice. “Councilor Stormcranker is giving them a listen, too. When I told Pa a crowd of Iron Industry workers had gathered in front of Raulnock’s throwing rocks at his front door, he just chuckled. Don’t understand why. Why Pa chuckled, that is. It’s certainly a perplexing situation, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “First of all,” Niksabella said as she walked, “my brother is fine. At least I think he is. He seems to be getting back to his old self. As far as Raulnock…” Niksabella thought about the blackjack Raulnock had taken to her; her bones still hurt even though she’d recovered (for the most part), and although her brother had given Raulnock a solid beating on Crater Field, she hoped more than a few of those rocks found their way to the foul wizard’s head. “… it seems he’s getting exactly what he deserves.”
 
   At the top of the rise, Niksabella turned. “We’re here.” The others gathered around, low murmurs of anticipation about what might be inside the rock. Dale and Termund pushed their way to the front, no doubt expectant. They weren’t pressing, but she could see the anxiety building inside them both; while Dale seemed to possess some patience, she knew Termund was used to being in charge of things. She interrupted his intense gaze by going to him, putting her arms around his neck, and pulling him to her in a hug. She hoped the quick squeeze would make a difference. Pulling back, she saw his face had softened and it made her feel a little more at ease with their relationship.
 
   “Inside this rock is an ultraworlder,” she announced. “A being made of stone, taller than any human I’ve seen, and very powerful…” she gulped, thinking of his size “… more powerful than you can imagine. I just… I wonder if it is wise for so many of our city’s leaders to be here at the same time. In case…”
 
   “Ah, yes.” Dale nodded, measuring her with a new level of respect. “You must mean in the event this stonekin decides to smash us all into a collective pulp.”
 
   Elwray elbowed Etty and Dale aside. “Nonsense. If we are too afraid to deal with one ultraworlder, then what does that say about our chances overall?”
 
   “No one said they were afraid—”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Dale. Let’s go inside and get this over with. Time is wasting.”
 
   Fritzy nudged Niksabella in the shoulder, and she saw her friend’s teeth were chattering. “We’re standing next to a rock, Nika. And it’s cold out here. We’ve come all this way…”
 
   “Not just any rock. This rock is special.” She drew her hand along the rough stone. “Inside here lies adventure.”
 
   “Strange place to start an adventure.” Fritzy’s expression sank further, and she hugged herself in a sudden breeze, her long ears shaking and turning blue in the cold.
 
   “Very well, Fritzy. You want to know what I’ve been up to. Here it is. And I assure you, the last thing you’ll be is bored. Come along, everyone.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Jancy started to hoist Niksabella, but Termund stepped in. He grabbed her around her waist and lifted her up onto the ledge. Niksabella flashed him a smile as Jancy climbed up beside her, then offered a hand to Fritzy, who scrabbled for purchase as Termund pushed her up by her backside. Soon, half the group crouched in the strange and murky tunnel, their eyes—even as good as gnomish eyes were—forced to adjust to the light.
 
   Jancy led the way, saying, “Follow me.” 
 
   Niksabella warned Fritzy of any cracks or uneven spots where her friend might twist an ankle.
 
   “This is eerie,” Fritzy whispered.
 
   Niksabella chuckled. If there was a handsome gnome at the end of this tunnel, it would be a completely different story. Fritzy would be yanking Niksabella by her skirts just to squeeze by. 
 
   “You don’t know eerie yet. Wait until you see Jontuk. He’s big and dreamy… and big. Who knows, Fritzy? Maybe you’ll fall in love.”
 
   Fritzy snorted but kept on, and Niksabella smirked in the darkness. It was good having her friend by her side again. A creeping excitement began to thrum inside of her chest.
 
   Ahead, Jancy had gotten the lantern going. 
 
   Was Jontuk still here? After all, she’d gone without giving the stonekin an inkling of what she might do. Well, she couldn’t say yes to everything placed in front of her these days. It was her lack of preparedness that had caused her enough problems already.
 
   She listened to the others in the narrow passage behind her, all grunts and mumbles and shuffles in the darkness. She heard Termund and Flay say something about having swords at the ready and were pushing their way past the others to get to the front.
 
   Suddenly it opened up to the large chamber and Niksabella dropped down into the hollow. She nodded to Jancy, who had taken a seat on the same rock as earlier. Her colorless hair had a fiery tint in the lantern light and her eyes glinted.
 
   But Jontuk was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Fritzy landed heavily behind her and Niksabella put a hand out to keep her friend from stumbling. “This reminds me of a hiding place me and cousin Gretzelda discovered in Hightown Park. Did you know you could crawl inside the statue of Founder Nurthrik. There’s a small crack in the base of the statue and we could just fit inside. No one ever found us when we wanted to stay hidden.”
 
   Niksabella found the heatstick they had used earlier and twisted the adjoining sleeves, but it was dead—the chemicals inside fizzled out. She put the dead stick in her pocket and rubbed her hands together while looking about for any signs of the stonekin. 
 
   Termund and Flay hopped down, hands on hilts, their faces tense. Dale and Roweiga arrived next, then the other two guards. They stepped all around the chamber, heads turning wherever the shadows shuddered. The rest of the group came down with the precisors’ help. Uncle Brit was big enough it took no less than four gnomes to help him down, all of them grunting unceremoniously beneath his weight.
 
   “A ladder might have been nice,” Uncle Brit observed, once down.
 
   “Not sure a ladder exists that could hold up all that… abundance,” said Flay.
 
   “And I had no idea we’d be having a grand meeting in here or I might have made better arrangements,” said Niksabella before Brit could fire a retort at Flay.
 
   “Some ale would hit the spot, no mistake.” Her brother shuffled closer, more or less on his own, and stretched his arms above his head. “Sister.”
 
   “Brother.”
 
   “Appreciate your help coaxing me back to life.”
 
   Niksabella threw him a sardonic look. “Fara and Lili can take all the blame for that.”
 
   “I’ve been awake just a few hours and you’re already starting in on me, I see. No surprise.”
 
   “Oh, I’ve hardly gotten started on starting in on you. I thought it might be good to give you a little recovery time, but clearly you’re ready to started in on from the looks of you.”
 
   Nik grunted at her and started to open his mouth when Etty brushed by, the cleric’s shoulder giving her brother a jostle. 
 
   Etty circled the chamber as Nik glared at him. The cleric made a show of looking around. “Well, where’s your giant?”
 
   “Here.” Jontuk’s boulder-grating voice startled everyone.
 
   Niksabella turned to find Fritzy white-faced and gawping. She followed her friend’s gaze and saw Jontuk emerging from the wall, scattering everyone, stepping through solid stone like someone might step through a waterfall. A stone foot thudded down, the rest of his body following in a slow grind of rune-etched stone, seams glowing where his molten insides blazed through. Another moment, and Jontuk’s carmine-colored eyes scanned the entire group. Swords gleamed in the fiery light. Flay pulled his flail from his belt, and Niksabella felt the stirring of wellspring magick churn in the air.
 
   Niksabella stepped between Jontuk and the wary group. She folded her hands across her stomach and addressed the giant as cordially as she could. “Greetings, Jontuk.”
 
   “Hello, little Nika.” His voice boomed in the small space, vibrating the hair on her scalp. And this was but a whisper! “I did not expect you back so soon, and with so many of your kin.” He bowed his stony head. “To whom do I owe the honor?”
 
   Niksabella ran through the introductions quickly. She skipped her brother, noticing he had faded to the back of the group. She introduced Dale last: “And this is Precisor General Dale Dillwind, the leader of Hightower’s military.”
 
   “You honor me with your presence. I’d hoped for a more discrete approach, but I appreciate the attention you’ve brought to the issue.”
 
   Dale gave a slight nod, but did not lower his weapon. His face had turned grim, a heat kindling in his eyes. While Etty and Roweiga wore their emotions on their sleeves, Dale’s fire clearly came from deep within. “The issue, as far as I can tell, is that you’ve led a vicious enemy to our very doorstep. We’ve lost soldiers and families.”
 
   “Regrettable.”
 
   “Regrettable? How dare y—” Etty stepped forward, but Dale put a hand on the cleric’s chest before he could get another word out.
 
   Jontuk lowered his head, as well as his voice. “It was a last, desperate hope for my people. We would never have attempted such a thing unless there was no other choice.” The giant looked at Niksabella, then over to Seether. “I assume, my fireborn friend, that you’ve revealed our plans?”
 
   “Aye, I’ve told them the better part of everything. About the Prophetess, as well. And that we require their help. As they do ours. I can’t say they’re happy about it.”
 
   The stonekin looked at the precisor general. “I give you my word, when the battle is won and the Baron vanquished, the stonekin will honor your fallen with a memorial on our world of Rockholm. And I’ll do everything in my power to make sure no more of your people are lost. I fear, however, that much time has been wasted. Every second keeps us from our objective.”
 
   “Master Seether has given us a great deal of background on this objective. Liberating you stonekin seems to be the key to all this, but how do you propose to do this? How can Miss Nur help? Other than the fact that some strange gnomestress, who you call a prophetess, set your nose to her?”
 
   “Little Nika has fashioned a device.”
 
   “Yes. The infamous device. The one First Wizard Raulnock tried to wrest from her?”
 
   “Unlawfully wrest,” Niksabella added.
 
   “The very one,” Jontuk rumbled.
 
   Etty cut in. “So could it be the First Wizard was right? This device is indeed the product of a criminal mind? Perhaps we should offer her a jail cell. And Mister Seether along with her.”
 
   Dale looked cross, but he addressed Niksabella with a level tone. “As I mentioned before, Zook spoke in great length about his involvement with your device, and this only reinforces my opinion that your device is much more than you testified it to be…”
 
   “I told you, Dale,” Etty hissed. “The Nurs have ever been suspect. Elwray, to me.”
 
   The wizard didn’t move.
 
   But Roweiga rounded on Niksabella, her sword poised threateningly. 
 
   How dare this little sword-swinging tarnish top! she thought, but remained calm, standing firm against the precisor general. “You say you know everything now, or most of what matters in this grand story anyway. Can you then blame me for withholding the full truth? If you think you can whisk me off to jail again you’re all more than welcome to try.”
 
   A veiled threat to the precisor general now? What’s gotten into you?
 
   Dale lowered his weapon, rubbed his stubbly jaw. A wry smile played across his lips. “Stay your swords, everyone. No need to be hasty. Besides, she has a rock giant.” He looked sidelong at Jontuk. “You’re on her side, am I right?”
 
   The great head nodded. “I’d not let any of you take little Nika or Seether against their will.” As if for emphasis, the stonekin flexed, making a sound like rubbing rock, and the chamber grew uncomfortably warm within the span of a breath.
 
   The thought of the stone giant stng just a few feet behind her was unnerving, but the sight might also have an even greater effect on Etty and Roweiga, so Niksabella smirked and crossed her arms, daring them to move toward her.
 
   Roweiga retreated, eyes wide at the seething creature at Niksabella’s back, and Etty seemed to have lost some of his enthusiasm.
 
   “I did not bring any of you here to put me through another unjust trial. As far as any wrongdoing, I’ve been completely exonerated by your… by our own court prior to Hightower’s so-called First Wizard Raulnock being completely trounced by my brother.”
 
   Fara stepped alongside Niksabella. “And let me tell you something, my Brother of Light<‘ she addressed Etty. “If you think to align yourself with Raulnock’s cause, you’ll be looking for a new acolyte.”
 
   Fritzy anchored herself at Niksabella’s other elbow, and Niksabella noticed Jancy pressed against the stone, working her way behind the rest of the group. Niksabella caught the woman’s eye and was rewarded with a wink. 
 
   Her brother then clapped his hands together with one colossal smack. “Seems like you’ve roused the wrong ladies, oh purveyors of misdirected judgment. As far as I’m concerned only Dale has the right to seek the truth of things, since he is the only one not playing favorites. But these other two… one has to wonder if they think they’re in charge instead of you.”
 
   Termund stepped forward and gave Dale a firm look. “I’m with the lady. But I won’t speak for my Thrasperville kin.”
 
   “We’re all together,” Uncle Brit said, and Flay nodded beside him, arms crossed.
 
   “Together indeed!” Elwray shouted from where he’d been sitting on a rock. “It’s hard to blame Seether and Jontuk for what they did, especially when there was reason to believe they could make it through the gate undetected. How many of us would have done the exact same thing, eh? Certainly you would, Etty, so don’t even argue the point.”
 
   The cleric reluctantly nodded as Dale sheathed his sword. 
 
   “I was hoping we’d all come to this conclusion,” the precisor general said. “As far as I’m concerned, Nika, you’re completely innocent of any wrongdoing. To be honest, I don’t really even care. But you know how important it is to trust one another right now. You have assembled a great many powerful friends, both you and your brother, but the fate of Hightower is still my responsibility.”
 
   Assembled? I’ve hardly done anything at all except build my invention and try to survive. 
 
   Dale went on: “… And no one can blame you or your brother for mistrusting anything I say, especially after what you’ve been through with Raulnock and the academies.”
 
   Elwray said from his rock, “I was one of those who doubted you, I admit. I believed everything Raulnock presented. But you have to understand he was once a promising young student of mine. A bit spoiled, perhaps, but ambitious and proficient. Hardly needed seeing after at all. I suppose that’s where I made my mistake. I should have seen his callousness. I should have been more diligent.” The old wizard shook his head, his disappointment evident. “No, your misery is every part my fault as it is his. And for that, I apologize.”
 
   Niksabella was taken aback by this revelation, moved by Elwray’s willingness to admit fault. Etty was still scowling, but apologies from two out of three Hightower leaders wasn’t an unpromising beginning. Niksabella cautiously chose to ignore the uncomfortable tension and focused instead on one simple truth. “I thank you, Elwray. And you, Dale. Now, with all of us together now, what is the overall opinion about Jontuk taking me away?” 
 
   Termund pushed by Roweiga and stopped in front of Niksabella, his eyes filled with questions.
 
   She stared back. She had no answers.
 
   “Take her where?” Termund said, his gaze not leaving her.
 
   Niksabella felt the shifting of rock behind her, and then Jontuk’s deep reply. “The Prophetess did not give us a great amount of information to go by. She said, ‘Through the ether and to Sullenor you will find an inventor. Niksabella Nur. She will set free the stonekin hearts.’“
 
   “Those were her exact words?” Termund asked.
 
   “Exactly her words.”
 
   “That is quite vague.” Termund still had not looked away.
 
   “And you took her for her word?” Etty cut in. “You simply accepted that there was a gnomestress in another world who held the fate of your people in her hands?”
 
   “The Prophetess was very convincing, and she’d already helped rid us of the Baron’s poisonous dream scryers. I’d hoped she would have made contact with us after we stepped through to Sullenor, but… there’s been nothing from her…”
 
   Niksabella felt the giant’s hesitation. She knew Jontuk needed her admittance of the Prophetess visiting her own dreams to seal the connection between them. She also knew he wanted to speak of this himself but was smart enough to know it would be better coming from her. And it was her part of the tale to tell.
 
   But should she tell it?
 
   She took a deep breath as a familiar impulse swept her forward. By this time, Termund had become used to her sudden, affectionate impulses, and he was quite ready. He caught her, held her away from him, and made her look into his eyes… 
 
   “I can tell you are going. But can you tell us—can you tell me—why? Is there more to this?”
 
   Niksabella smiled. “I, too, have been dreaming of the Prophetess for some time now, although I had no idea who she was or what her connection was to Jontuk. My current feeling is that I’m at odds with her, that I do not like her very much, and that she’s keeping secrets from me.”
 
   “What do you mean you feel? You don’t know?” Uncle Brit was curious.
 
   “She refuses to let me remember everything about my dreams.”
 
   The elder Grundzest looked thoughtful and concerned. “It sounds like she holds some power over you. At least in your dreams.”
 
   Niksabella nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “Then you should also be wary in your waking moments. Have you noticed any spells of dizziness or missing periods of time?”
 
   The thought suddenly terrified her. Might this Prophetess have tried to influence her waking moments? “No, nothing like that has happened. I… I would never permit such a… I would not allow it.”
 
   Brit quietly huffed and nodded, his hands folded over his ample belly. “I’m sure of that, Nika. All the same, you should be wary. Recount your days. And let me know if you do notice anything strange.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “I’m not entirely shocked by all this, to be honest,” Termund said. “Nika has always, and will no doubt continue to be, full of surprises. But, my question again to you, Jontuk of the stonekin. Where do you plan on taking my Nika?”
 
   “For fear of scrying eyes, I cannot say where. I can only say it is south.”
 
   “Only bad things are south of here. Orcs, swamp elves, and much worse.”
 
   “I’ve been through all of the southland in my months here. Procuring things…” His carmine eyes glanced at her brother. “… and generally taking stock of the various folk in Sullenor.”  
 
   “And what did they think of you?”
 
   “I was never seen.”
 
   Etty snorted. “And just how, of all the great miracles, did they not see a ten foot rock giant strolling about the countryside?”
 
   “Stonekin may take what we call flowert form. It is how I hope to carry little Nika safely to our destination.”
 
   The cleric wasn’t the only one who balked.
 
   “It’s true,” Jancy said from off in the shadows. She stepped into the light. “Jontuk can turn himself into a big, melty glob of rock. I’ve seen it, and it’s splendid. I wish I could do it.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Niksabella looked at her. “You practically can.”
 
   “That’s true,” she heard her brother mutter.
 
   “Jancy is correct,” said the stonekin. “I turn into a… glob… although I am a glob quite capable of carrying objects and even living beings safely beneath the earth itself.”
 
   Niksabella wanted to laugh at the notion of being transported this way; part of her was terrified, and yet another was excited at the idea, but before she had a chance to respond, Termund moved Niksabella aside and addressed the stonekin. “If you think we’d let you just take her away without our knowing where or in that strange method you just described, you should check your massive head for loose rocks.”
 
   Nikselpik said, “Termund’s got the right of it, my bouldery pal. You’re not taking my sister anywhere.” He tapped his temple. “Loose rocks.”
 
   Jontuk’s carmine eyes blinked. “I do not understand. What does the movability of my anatomy have to do with—”
 
   “What if I want to go with him?” Niksabella interrupted. “That’s not a decision either of you can make.”
 
   Termund appeared to be caught between several thoughts at once. He chose one, carefully, and then explained himself. “We’ve got to be careful, Nika. We don’t know this Jontuk. What if he’s an agent of the enemy? What if he wants your help with the device only to turn it against us? If you went alone, you’d have no one to trust. And if you’re going south, then there’s no better crew to take you than mine. We make runs to the south. Wherever you need to go, we can get you there. And you’d be in the company of trusted friends.” He gave her a stern look. “Aye, it is your decision, but choose well.”
 
   Niksabella turned to the stonekin. The etched runes across his rocky armor pulsed. He was a passionate being, she already knew. She couldn’t imagine what he was capable of if pushed to rage. Her knees buckled at the thought of defying him. “Of course. It would be stupid.”
 
   Jontuk’s innards seem to roil a bit. She heard the soft scraping of granite. “Little Nika. I urge you to reconsider.”
 
   “We’ll take her where she needs to go,” Termund said to the stonekin. “We’re a small group of fifty, and we travel with, pardon the expression, a low profile. Once we’re on the road, you’ll tell us where we’re going, and after we’ve traveled a bit you can ask Nika to reconsider then.”
 
   “You are brave folk to face a stonekin so boldly,” Seether said softly. His utterance appeared to be respectful. 
 
   Elwray cackled. “These here are not your average folk.”
 
   Jontuk nodded, his head scraping the ceiling, creating a small shower of dust. “Very well. I would be honored if you will have me as your traveling companion.”
 
   Niksabella bit her lip, shook her head with doubt. “Still, you’re asking a lot.”
 
   Jontuk struck his hand against his chest with a dense thwack. “I pledge this, little Nika. In exchange for our freedom from the Baron, the stonekin will be yours to command until Sullenor is free of the Baron’s influence and all gates to this world closed. We will not leave your world until it is safe of threats from all the ultraworlds.” 
 
   Niksabella was moved by the emphatic promise. 
 
   Even Etty seemed caught up in the Stonekin’s bravado. “Just how many of you are there?” the cleric asked.
 
   “When I left my people, there were ten thousand warriors.”
 
   Nikselpik gave a low whistle. “Ten thousand of these big bastards at your disposal? I could do a lot with ten thousand stonekin.”
 
   “But they’re not at your disposal, brother. It’s not always about you,” she snapped. 
 
   Nikselpik put his hands up and rolled his eyes dismissively.
 
   Niksabella sighed and got her temple back under control. “But for the life of me, I still can’t puzzle out what we’ll do when we get there… wherever there is.”
 
   Jontuk’s mouth widened into the approximation of a smile. “You’ll free our hearts.”
 
   “I suppose.” Niksabella took Termund’s hand, and then she turned to Dale. “Precisor General, you’ve been quiet.”
 
   Dale was standing with his arms crossed, expression thoughtful. “There are so many things we still don’t know. So many things that could go wrong. Nevertheless, go with Hightower’s blessing. No one will stand in your way.” He stepped up to her and Termund and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “And bring back your ten thousand stonekin. We could use them.”
 
   “Pfft. Good riddance, I say,” Etty said. “We’ve lost enough gnomes because of this little play.” 
 
   Nikselpik shook his head. “Yes, of course. That’s the way to encourage the support of thousands of stonekin to take up your cause, you idiot.”
 
   “Bah. You would choose sides against your own kind. What kind of gnome are you?” 
 
   “Our kind have never been altogether… kind. I’ll let you figure the other part out.”
 
   The chamber went quiet, Niksabella feeling the obvious contempt in the warm chamber, as palpable as a dark fog. But then light-hearted Lili went to her brother’s side, took his arm, and began turning him toward the ledge. She flashed Etty a look, and then fell in step with her brother. “Right, then, Nik,” she said. “How ‘bout let’s get that ale you’ve been groaning about before you get too sober, eh?”
 
   “Capital idea, my dear.” Nikselpik replied. “I need to stay drunk to put up with this lot.” And the two of them climbed up and out of the hollow and back into the passage to the outside world.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Nikselpik, Fara, Terrence, and Lili were the first out of the rock. Terrence was a helpful lad, almost overly polite as he helped both Lili and Fara down, a trait that normally would have annoyed Nik to no end. But now, in his current state of health, the help was actually appreciated. For a moment, he stood on the precipice of the six-foot drop and breathed in the cold, sea air. He loved the winter air, especially coming off the harbor, where on the hottest summer nights the scents of sun-cooked refuse and dead fish wafted up Hightower Hill.
 
   On a whim, he touched his wellspring thinking that perhaps he could step down on his own power, floating to a soft landing. But no, it was still raw and the attempt made his temples ache. Reluctantly he sat on the edge and reached for Terrence’s hands, stepping down in a rush of speed as the surprisingly strong lad placed him in the waiting arms of Lili and Fara.
 
   “I saw that.” Fara fixed him with a frown.
 
   “What?” Nikselpik stared ahead, playing dumb. But he dropped the expression when he realized Fara wasn’t fooled in the least.
 
   “I’ve treated many wizards with wounded wellsprings, and it can be more debilitating than any physical injury.”
 
   “Wait. What?” Lili looked angrily at him. “You just don’t know when to quit, do you?”
 
   “Oh, come now. Even when I try to quit I hardly seem to be quitting, not really. I suppose I quit on quitting, which… well, I fear I’ll confuse myself if we continue down this path.” And then back to Fara. “So how do you treat a wounded wellspring?”
 
   “The most effective way is called mind tuning. We’d need to share thoughts for a brief period of time. It’s been known to greatly reduce the discomfort. Makes for a swifter recovery. My other advice is for you to leave your wellspring alone for a few days. You’ll only make it worse by messing around with it.”
 
   “Mind tuning, hmm? I’ll save you the trouble of seeing what’s inside my head and opt for the latter. Wouldn’t want to cause any undue trauma.”
 
   “Oh, by Tock. I’ve seen it all. Nothing can surprise me.”
 
   “Well… you’d be surprised.” It wasn’t the dark places he was afraid she’d see but his more obvious emotions—like his fondness of her—that terrified him more.
 
   Others were exiting now: Dale, Etty, Roweiga, the precisor guards. They helped Elwray down, and the old gnome walked a short distance away, put his hands on his hips, and popped his back. Fritzy and Nika followed, and then the rest of the Thrasperville contingent. Jancy slid out of the hole last, gave Nik a wry smile when their eyes met.
 
   He nodded at her, then noticed how Niksabella and Termund found one another like magnets slapping together. He felt a twinge of protectiveness. The idea of his sister in love was a bit baffling to him. There she was holding hands with this gnome fellow, nuzzling against his chest, smiling up like at him like a belly-rubbed pup. 
 
   What else has he been rubbing? Ah! The thought made him cringe. Perhaps he should have a talk with this Termund… 
 
   The smell of wellspring magick piqued his nose, that faintly sharp odor, seasoned by the attitude of the caster. A gentle disposition may have an aroma like spiced tea, while one new to the practice of magick may exude the stench of fear. Most pure practitioners of magick preferred a neutral or odorless smell, consistent with good discipline and a professional attitude, but this particular scent was pungent. It burned his sinuses and made his eyes water.
 
   Nikselpik was abput to ask Elwray if he could sense it too, but the old wizard’s face said it all. His beak-like nose pointed at the sky. He mumbled and sniffed and mumbled again. “Rotten, filthy…”
 
   Nikselpik began to hobble over to Elwray, but the air was suddenly filled with heat and sound and the overpowering stench of that corrupted magick… crud! Then he was shoved to the ground, a gray cloak swirling in front of his face as chaos exploded all around. Screams rang out. Shouts. A gnomestress screamed. An arc of azure force bowed beneath a torrent of rust-colored fire. Whip-tales of brownish flame licked across the shield, up into the sky, and then splashed like hot grease in every direction.
 
   Nikselpik sat up, dazed.
 
   Etty stood in front of him and to the left. The cleric was looking past the Golden Cog Tavern and across the snow-covered ground, scowling, holding up a dwindling orb of light, face awash in its protective glow. Nikselpik shifted his attention to his right, his head swimming with dizziness. There was Lili sprawled on the ground, covering her head, splashes of that… yes, crud, burning her clothing. Dale was shouting something at Roweiga and pointing in the same direction Etty was looking. Nikselpik spied his sister near the rock, Termund nearby, looking shaken and angry.
 
   “Hang on, Nik!” Etty took a position directly in front of him, legs splayed and balanced even as he leaned forward, as if expecting some heavy weight. The azure shield flared to life as another one of those catastrophic impacts struck it. The cleric’s heels dug in, and Nikselpik had the sense to climb to his feet and brace himself against Etty’s back, thus bolstering the cleric’s support.
 
   The force dissipated and Etty relaxed. Nikselpik extricated himself and stumbled ahead, glaring at the cloaked figure standing across the snowy field. He knew those precise hand movements. Raulnock. The first wizard of Hightower’s familiar silhouette coaxed forth a new monstrosity. But something was different. Something sent a chill up Nikselpik’s spine and made his scalp tingle. It was a pressure in his head, the intrusion of another mind, a hideous invasion that left him sick with fear. He called forth his wellspring despite the pain and banished her from his head with the force of a hammer even as her echoing laughter mocked him.
 
   You.
 
   It was the fiend. The witch. Somehow, she and Raulnock had become bound together in their horridness, both intent on destroying him. Yes, he felt that deep down in his bones. They would not stop until they were done.
 
   Nikselpik tried to growl, but what came out was more of a whimper. He saw that turbulent mix spinning between Raulnock’s hands, a fireball, yes, but impregnated with crud so lethal the superheated filth could melt flesh from bones.
 
   At least it will be quick.
 
   A sudden gust of wind slammed into Raulnock, staggering him. It was Elwray with his wide, graceful, expansive movements, reminding Nikselpik of some exotic dancing bird, made even more ridiculous by the old fellow’s windblown, gray hair. Each sweep of his arm was a blast of buffeting wind strong enough to fell a tree.
 
   But Raulnock stood unhindered. Raulnock and his leech. 
 
   “Nik!” Etty called, his expression turned grim. “Get back. I cannot withstand another one of those blasts.”
 
   “It’s me they want.” Nikselpik strode forward even as his enemies launched their killing blow. He was sure it was the last step he’d ever take, but maybe he could save the others. He called forth his wellspring and gritted against the acute pain. With no real training in defensive magick, he opted for his best bet. A rock to the skull, perhaps? Long distance strangulation? Yes, that was it; he reached out, wrapped invisible hands around Raulnock’s throat, and squeezed.
 
   And then the heat was there, blistering, meteoric… 
 
   And then Jontuk saved him. The stonekin burst from the ground with a roar, shedding snow and dust and fragments of ice. The giant took the poisonous fire full force, scattering the noxious, super-heated slop away from the group. Jontuk slouched as the crud worked its way into the seams of his skin, locking him up like some oil-thirsty automaton. He let forth a lowing sound that carried all through the docklands and echoed off the Northern Utenes. There was no doubt every living soul in Hightower had to have heard that rumbling sound.
 
   Yet Nikselpik still had kept his magickal grip on Raulnock’s throat.
 
   He squeezed, satisfied at the spike of panic welling up in the enemy. He stalked slowly past the injured stonekin, bending his will to the task of delivering death despite the mind-splitting ache in his head.
 
   Suddenly, in what seemed like a simple accident, likely brought about by his necromantic leanings or his frequent dealings with the dead—or perhaps it was even because he’d touched the telepathic amorph hive mind already—he uncovered a mental image of Raulnock’s wellspring, a peek into the wizard’s memories leading up to this very moment.
 
   At first, he found thoughts of pain and fear (especially after their wizard’s duel) and a hatred toward Hightower for turning against him. Raulnock had been trapped in his own home, haunted by scowls and snickers and rumors whenever he went out. Still, the former First Wizard was hit with something even harder: the loss of Ada. His mistress and confidant. His kicking post. It seemed she’d taken the opportunity to leave him when she had the chance, and for that, Nikselpik felt smug satisfaction.
 
   Raulnock wanted to kill them all, but lacked the courage to try… until the witch had found him. As decrepit as any undead creature that might stalk a cemetery in the gloaming hours, the witch slunk into town in a black-cowled cloak taken from one of her victims, limping past unsuspecting gnomes. She used her crud to scale a cluster of pipes in the rear of Raulnock’s mansion and entered through the study chimney where she found him drowning his sorrows in hard spirits.
 
   Raulnock’s fear permeated Nikselpik’s senses as the memory of the witch solidified. She was even worse off than when Nikselpik had left her. Bones, mostly, with skin drawn over them. Both eyes missing, face smashed into something nearly unrecognizable.
 
   She made Raulnock promises… and he had nothing left to lose.
 
   The witch then left that starved body to rot in Raulnock’s study and joined with the First Wizard by climbing up and giving his skull a loving hug… and at the same time she gained control of Raulnock’s considerable magick.
 
   In another surprising development, Nikselpik’s intimate connection exposed Raulnock’s very life force, a glow that pulsed through his bloodstream and lived in every fiber of his body. Nikselpik had heard of such things, mostly from those wizards who practiced the necromantic arts, and instinctively, he latched onto it. He began drawing on Raulnock’s life energy.
 
   Like imbibing the sweetest elixir, the pain in Nikselpik’s head dissipated. He felt a rush of excitement, a certainty that he would win, finally destroying both his enemies in one blow.
 
   But in a desperate surge, they threw him out.
 
   Just like that pain blossomed in his head and the snow-covered field, now icy slush, came rushing back. Nikselpik sunk to his knees, looked around. The area was mostly clear but for the precisors moving around to flank the possessed wizard, and Fara at Elwray’s side, the two of them ready with counter-spells.
 
   It was no use. Raulnock and the witch were too strong in their joining.
 
   He tried to shout, but his voice was nothing more than a hoarse whisper. He tried again, “I’m here!.” And when the result was the same, he grabbed Etty by the top of his breastplate and gasped, “Run!”
 
   But the cleric shook his head and brushed Nikselpik away, resuming his position of protection. Nikselpik peered over Etty’s shoulder just as Raulnock pushed forward with yet another swirling conflagration.
 
   Something blurred behind Raulnock. Several flashes of steel, too quick for most eyes to follow, but Nikselpik knew the movement. Knew it well. Jancy. She had found Raulnock’s blind spot and was inflicting what could only be grievous wounds upon his body, gutting the former First Wizard with a stab to the belly and then cutting high across his neck. Crud and blood gushed from his wounds. The ball of flame fell from his hands and struck the ground in a blinding flash of heat and light.
 
   The field went silent. Neither Raulnock nor Jancy were anywhere to be seen.
 
   No! Not Jancy… but wait. There. A figure curled up on the ground.
 
   Nikselpik’s gut clenched. He closed his eyes and hoped the worst wasn’t true.
 
   Dale and his precisors got to her first, lifted her, and brought her over. Fara and Etty met them halfway, and Nikselpik caught bits of conversation.
 
   “We’ll need to spike her,” Etty was saying and motioning. “Deep too, on this side of her face here. And here, on her neck.”
 
   Fara was nodding and drawing a device from inside her coat.
 
   Termund and Brit had come out from under cover and threw down their cloaks so they could lay Jancy down.
 
   “Hurry,” Etty said. “Spike her. Go, go, go.”
 
   Nikselpik tried to press past Uncle Brit but Etty motioned everyone away. Brit bumped Nikselpik as he tried to step back, then offered him an apology and a view of the scene.
 
   Fara held the device over Jancy’s face. Nikselpik caught the briefest glimpse of raw, blistered flesh along her right cheek, but Jancy seemed calm enough. Then one of her feet started kicking the ground and her eyes poured tears, yet she did not scream or even whimper. 
 
   Brave girl.
 
   Fara started turning a small crank on the device, which dispensed what appeared to be light-colored flakes that clung to Jancy’s burned skin and began absorbing into the wounds. She then flipped the device over and pressed a button that lit a series of coils, which started glowing blue. “You’ll feel something nice and cool now. Just what you want, I’m sure.” Fara passed the coils over Jancy’s face, causing the flakes to melt like snow. Jancy stopped kicking her leg. Her body relaxed. She looked over and caught Nikselpik’s stare. She smiled pitifully, and he focused on that smile and those eyes of hers since looking at the charred flesh anywhere else might cause him to lose control of his emotions and he didn’t want her to see that. She needed him to be strong.
 
   “We need to get her inside,” Fara said.
 
   Lili rushed forward. “How can I help?”
 
   Fara took the gnomestress by the shoulders. “Rags. A basin of water. Ice…” She looked around. “No. Snow. Lots of clean snow. We’ll pack it on top of the dressing.” Lili nodded and ran toward the Golden Cog, with Fritzy, Termund, and Niksabella on her heels.
 
   Etty motioned. “C’mon now, fellas. Let’s get her inside. Careful.”
 
   Dale directed his precisor guards to pick Jancy up. Terrence and Flay pitched in to help.
 
   “Through the back,” Etty said, directing them toward the rear of the building.
 
   “What?” Nikselpik started after them, hobbling, wobbling, and trying to push past the cleric. “She’ll go through the front door like everyone else—”
 
   Etty put his hand on Nikselpik’s shoulder and squeezed. The grip stopped him cold—Nikselpik was surprised at his own weakness—but he countered with an angry fist to Etty’s chest, only the chest guard rendered the blow ineffective. “Unhand me…” he started to say, but the look on Etty’s face settled him quick. The cleric was haggard, sweating in the cold, a familiar look of exhaustion for the battle-hardened healer. There was no malice there, none of the condescension Nikselpik usually expected.
 
   Etty squeezed his shoulder even harder, breaking the wizard’s anger completely. “Aside from being more discreet, it will be quicker. She’ll be fine, Nik,” he said. “We’ve got the best burnweavers in all of Sullenor, and we’ve had years of practice healing forge workers from the Iron quarter. It’s practically second nature to us now. Easy as breathing.”
 
   “Yes, of course. Thank you, Etty.” He nodded, deflating into the sick, recovering gnome once more. Etty patted his shoulder in an uncharacteristic gesture of assurance and followed the group inside, leaving Nikselpik heavy-hearted and alone in the cold.
 
   His soul shook with guilt. His feet ached from standing in slush. Will she die in your employ as so many other have? Things would have to change. No, he would have to change. It all started with his own thoughts and actions, much of which depended on him staying off the bugs. But could he do it? He’d been sure before, but what about now?
 
   An overwhelming pain punched through his skull. His wellspring, smarting worse than before, like a hot coal digging around in the back of his brain.
 
   All right, Fara my dear. Mind tuning it is.
 
   Nikselpik limped toward the Cog, wounded but alive. Before he stepped inside, he noted there was no sign of the stonekin.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Swinger hovered above the clouds. The air was calm and cold and bone deep.
 
   Like a witch’s gaze, Stena thought, peering through the frosted panes within general quarters. 
 
   The ship’s mechanics were continually cycled to keep them from locking up. Swinger’s engine purred, emitting the occasional hiss of hot steam or some other strange clack-a-clatter. It was a risky maneuver, chancing the intense cold, but less so than being caught on the ground or continuing to pit the exhausted crew against the sky winds knocking them about with little to no rest.
 
   Earlier, they had touched down next to a lake to fill the water tanks, spending hours using their pickaxes to break through obstinate layers of ice and making too much noise for Stena’s comfort. She’d stood on the stern navigation deck, hovering over the brass panel that controlled several ship’s functions, including the starboard-side mounted crossbows, which were pointed directly at the snow-rimed forest. Swinger’s bulk had offered some cover for the crew as they worked, chipping away into the late afternoon, and by the time they were back in the air over Goad’s Pocket it was too late to scout properly, so Stena had directed them higher, above the cloud cover.
 
   And then she’d ordered a round of rest for everyone, with four-gnome squads maintaining the rigging and mechanics in short shifts. The rest stayed happily below deck around the central furnace, keeping their fingers and toes and long ears warm as they clutched their shares of hot spiced cider in steaming mugs. 
 
   Now, Gowey and Lins were part of the top squad while Stena, Crick, Rose, and Bertrand cozied up in the general quarters below deck, sipping cider or snolt, nibbling on dried fruit and meats, and thankful for a little respite from the unrelenting cold. Some of the heat produced by the engines was directed into the general quarters, so it was warm enough. They’d even dropped the ship’s mini-stove from the wall in order to warm some grub, and Rose was currently being cheerfully glum as she heated some soup.
 
   “Ain’t nothin’ like the Diamond, Cap,” Rose said, brushing her fingers through her short, spiky black hair with one hand while stirring soup with the other. She was referring to Stena’s primary vessel and the gem of the Wavebreaker Shipping Company.
 
   “True. Swinger’s not the Diamond. But she’s ours now, and she’s doing her best to carry us through. Oak and iron, brass and rail, she gives her life for us to sail.” Stena rapped her knuckles three times against her wooden seat.
 
   The group echoed the mantra: “Oak and iron, brass and rail, she gives her life for us to sail.” Followed by three knocks on the wooden table.
 
   Seated to her left, Crick nodded slowly. “Better than my first commission. I was just a gnomeling really, not a hair on my chin or my ears for that matter. My da had no choice but to take me out to sea since my mother was took that winter by an explosion in the Turbing.”
 
   “That bloody factory,” Rose said. “Shoulda shut that place down decades ago. My great uncle got his foot maimed there, you know.”
 
   Crick nodded and continued, “We were two days out and taking on water. A diver went down, said there was a breach in the hull. Wood all rotted. Patching was easy enough, but the ship still kept taking on water near the stern, dipping back like a lame old mutt. They pulled apart some of the wood down below and found where they thought the problem might be. Despite my da’s protests, cap’n shoved a bucket of quicktar in my hands, stuck an air hose in my mouth, and sent me down. Dark as pitch and so icy I forgot to move until someone tossed in a flarestick, so I took it and worked further aft, between beams and struts, squeezing past warped boards, thinking I’d surely die there in the belly. But I found this small knothole of a breach the patch diver’d missed. Tiny thing, it was. I put my eye to it and stared into the fathomless blue-gray beyond our ship, thinking how damn inconsequential we was and how vast the sea. Then I realized I was the only thing keeping all of us from a cold death, so I set to, scooped out some of that magicky mush, and closed it with a single stroke.
 
   “My mind started playing tricks on me as I made my way back. I imagined someone stuffing the other end of the tube with an old sock or putting a handful of cockroaches inside. I’d heard of the jokes sailors played and, down there, I felt, well, vulnerable. But then I knew my da would not allow such tomfoolery. Still, I lost the air hose for just an instant, grabbed it and stuffed it back in my mouth and sucked in a lungful of salty brine. I got confused, no longer sure how to get back, and then I knew it was the sea trying to get at me. I’d shut it out with that quicktar and it wanted to kill me for it… I’ll never forget my da’s hands lifting me from that damnable dark!”
 
   Crick gave his head a single shake. “Worked the sea my whole life after that. Not sure why. Maybe as a tribute to my da, who had taught me everything and loved me and saved me. Maybe because it was all I knew. But believe me, be it on or under deck, I always kept a wary eye on the murderous sea.” He pursed his lips and looked sidelong at Stena, giving her that look he sometimes gave when he wanted his point to stick. “No, I prefer it better up here, truth be told.”
 
   Stena studied her mechanic. As always, full of words one minute then clammed up the next. In any case, it was the first time she’d heard that particular story. But strange times make for strange conversations, she supposed. Maybe Crick’s story would resonate with Rose. “See, Rose. We could be in the Ginny. You with a hose in your mouth and swimming around like a damn codfish amidst the decking.”
 
   “Aye, Cap. I get that. But this old badger ain’t been up in the sky for nearly a hundred years.” Rose wore six silver rings through the upper part of each ear, a stick of whale bone through each lobe. The silver struggled to shine in the dull cabin light, as did her attitude. “What I’m sayin’ is… we don’t know what part’s gonna fail next. I found a loose section of rigging up around the rear bladder. Coulda got ourselves caught asses up or worse. Maybe even wrecked.”
 
   “Wasn’t time for testin’, Rose. She works well enough. And you caught the problem.” Stena made sure the tone of her voice told Rose the subject was closed. Complaining was a common failing of Rose’s, but the pessimistic gnomestress was as hard-nosed as they came, saving Stena countless hours of rework and probably saving lives. She was good in a fight too.
 
   Across from Stena, Bertrand’s tired eyes looked back at her through his thick spectacles. Even though he’d been sheltered down there most of the trip, he’d gotten no more rest than anyone else. He might have even gotten it worse. Stena nodded at the bruise on his forehead. “You get into a fight down here, Bert?”
 
   Bertrand hesitantly touched the spot, winced, and withdrew his hand. “Seems I forgot to hang on once, Captain.”
 
   “A ship will do that to you, Bert. Just when you think you might be getting a kiss, you get a clout to the noggin.”
 
   “I’ll remember that, Captain.”
 
   “Just remember the bump. That’s how we learn. Now, what can you tell us about these damned swamp elves?”
 
   Bertrand pushed his spectacles up his nose and shuffled through a stack of parchments before him on the table. Rose sat down next to Bertrand, planting her face a few inches from her steamy bowl and began shoveling soup into her mouth with a large spoon. 
 
   Stena nodded at the documents. “Aren’t you afraid they’ll get ruined, all old and exposed as they are?”
 
   “Oh, no, Captain. If it’s one thing the elder scribes could do, it was preserve parchments.” He shuffled them harder for emphasis. “These have all been treated with a special resin. Practically indestructible. Even by fire.” Bertrand looked at the documents proudly. “Really, one of our crowning achievements.”
 
   “Crowning achievement, huh?” Rose looked at the papers, pulling her spoon out of her mouth and pointing it at the stack. “So what if I just ripped one up?”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “What if I just took one of those there parchments and ripped it in half? Surely, they aren’t that indestructible.” Rose looked at Stena and winked.
 
   Stena felt a smile creep across her lips. “I think what Rose is saying is you scribes give yourselves too much credit, my friend.”
 
   “Indestructible. Pah!” Rose went back to shoveling soup in her gob.
 
   “Scholars are good for a few things, Cap,” Crick chimed in from his chair. “Writing things down. Talking about writing things down. Thinking about writing things down.”
 
   “Passing notes,” Rose added between slurps.
 
   “Making signs,” Crick said, raising a finger. “As in a street sign for Longtowner Lane. Because mayhap I don’t know where I’m standing.”
 
   “Right!” Rose said. “Or like the letters A-L-E above the ale taps. Very useful, that.”
 
   “Or the word crapper all done up in fine scroll above the loo.”
 
   That sent Rose into a fit as she nearly choked on a mouthful of soup. “Yes, yes! Along with directions on how to dump your load!”
 
   Stena fixed the bespectacled fellow with a mirthful look, but Bertrand was stone-faced. His stare impenetrable. He handed her a page. “All right then. Go ahead, Captain. Give it your best shot.”
 
   Stena smiled and set her mulled wine on the table, taking the page from the scribe. It felt slick in her hands, not the sort of texture one expected from something hundreds of years old. She gave Bertrand a glance to make sure he was serious, then she took the page between her thumbs and index fingers and began to tear… only… it didn’t rip! She gave a shaky smile, tried again, this time with some serious tension in her grip. Not even the hint of a tear. After another two or three tries, where she gripped the page in her fists and tried to tear it with all her might, she gave up. She handed it back, frowning.
 
   “Magick’ed,” Crick said.
 
   “Magicked indeed,” Bert replied, nodding. “It’s a well-kept formula. Certain conditions on certain woods with the right ink. Takes several months to make one page.”
 
   “Well, then. Here’s to our scribes.” Stena held up her cup. “May we someday build the hardiest of ships from their Tock-bedamned broadsheets.”
 
   “Here, here!” Rose and Crick raised their drinks and quaffed.
 
   Bertrand raised his cup warily, then took a modest drink, his spectacles like giant windows above the ceramic rim.
 
   “Now that you’ve made us all look like jackanapes—” 
 
   “Speak for yourself, Crick said.
 
   Stena continued with just the hint of an eyebrow raise. “How about those swamp elves? What more can you tell us?”
 
   The scribe put his cup down and re-shuffled things, eyes moving down the first page and then back up to Swinger’s captain. “They are called the Giyipcias. Official documents from the last organized excursion to their swamplands was by the great explorer, Willyam Belltz. He and his team of explorers were nearly slaughtered by the then-Queen Maelika moments after they landed on a hillock deep within the swamp. The Giyipcias descended on the party with weapons of dark steel. They were accoutered in tortoise shell and lizard hide, stained dark so that they were almost impossible to see in the shadows of the jungle. The queen herself swooped in on the back of an immense bird. Maelika put the tip of her great spear to Willyam’s neck and said something to the effect of: ‘Speak wisely or die.’“
 
   “Did he speak their tongue?” Crick said.
 
   “At the time, there were no records of the Giyipcias at all, much less any texts written in their language. Willyam was quite on his own in that regard. The only thing that saved the explorers was Willyam’s legendary good nature and charming personality. It is reported he gave Maelika a broad smile and a hearty chuckle, eyes sparkling at the queen’s great beauty. It is said the elf queen was quite taken by the young gnome and gave him several opportunities to keep his head. Small tests, it seemed, as she studied his placating gestures, gentle tones, and respectful expressions. She watched as a large crate was brought from the aerostat’s hold. She tensed as he took an iron bar and wrenched off the lid—it is said this was quite a display of patience from the queen—until finally, Maelika withdrew her spear, curious as to what was inside. It turns out the elves weren’t interested in gnomish steel or the great supply of pelts and leathers and other assorted foodstuffs. What grabbed their interests were the clockwork toys Willyam had brought along. Clicking automatons that stood only as high as Maelika’s knee. Glittering sprocket boxes and musitrons. The Giyipcias were transformed by the mechanical pieces, their faces lighting up with amusement, their dispositions turning to childlike glee.”
 
   “And so they became friends?” Rose asked.
 
   “Well, no. A modicum of trust had been established, and the swamp elves partook in the ale he’d brought…”
 
   “That explains the barrels of our best stuff down in the hold,” Stena said, nodding her understanding.
 
   “And that crate of tin dolls and other childish rubbish Lins and I lugged on board,” Rose said.
 
   “We’re hoping the Giyipcias haven’t changed much since Willyam’s time. The only difference is that now we don’t have anyone with Willyam’s charm aboard the ship. No offense, Captain.”
 
   “Oh nonsense, Bert. We have Rose, here. See, Rose, your pleasant disposition will come in handy after all.”
 
   “I’ll do the best I can, Cap.” Rose stoically lifted her bowl and drained the rest of the soup.
 
   “What else, Bert?”
 
   Bert set a few pages aside and pushed his spectacles back up from where they’d slid down his nose. “It was said that Willyam nearly wept at the elf queen’s beauty. He later wrote several poems and songs dedicated to her and even organized a small excursion back to that same hillock only to be met with silence. He even made a few sketches of her, drawn mostly during their short stay with the tribe. Here’s one.” Bertrand pulled a parchment free and put it on the table.
 
   Stena stymied a gasp. She could understand why Willyam the explorer had seemed obsessed with Maelika. Even in the still image, standing with her wickedly barbed spear in hand, the elf queen seemed to be in perpetual motion. She flowed. She was not as dainty and fair as any elf Stena had seen. Quite the opposite. She was tall, her form thick beneath the light armor she wore. Her auburn hair was woven into an iron-colored crown, and those locks that had managed to escape swung wild about her head. Her eyes were as dark as coal, her skin a hue of leaf green touched with copper.
 
   And when Bertrand had mentioned the Giyipcias wore shells and skins, Stena had anticipated something barbaric. The truth was, the queen’s armor was fine indeed, her pauldrons shaved into round shapes where they rested on her shoulders, angled so any weapon might glance off rather than bite. Pieces form-fitted to thigh and shin, chest and arm.
 
   As hardened as she was from years at sea, Stena could not keep a chill from inching up her spine. It was like looking at a wild animal, or at least something unaccustomed to civility. Exquisitely beautiful and dangerous.
 
   Her respect for Willyam the artistic explorer increased tenfold.
 
   Rose stood and went to a small bucket and pitcher of water and began cleaning her bowl. “Seems like a lot of trouble to go to when there’s a good chance they’ll skewer us before they give us the opportunity to open our gobs.”
 
   “Everything is a lot of trouble, Rose. Life, love, and direct orders from our precisor general.”
 
   “Aye, Cap. Orders and love. Both a bit dodgy.”
 
   “Not orders, Rose. Orders are always clear. You need help seeing my orders clear?”
 
   “No, Cap.” Rose wiped her hands on her pants and sat back down. “Clear as a bell, you orders, Cap.”
 
   “Right then. Anything else, Bert?”
 
   “I pulled something from the archives. A surprisingly astute set of observations by Groshtmer the Orc King from a hundred years or so after Willyam’s visit. His accounts of the swamp elves were recorded by a Thrasperville traveler named Bolonk Wheelwobble, who had actually become friends with the orcs and used them as escorts through the Utenes to the lands of western Sullenor. Apparently, tribes of orcs had considered migrating to warmer climates southeast, following the Great Torrid River. Things had been going well until they were met with resistance.”
 
   “The Giyipcias.”
 
   “Yes. Groshtmer expressed his respect for the swamp elves and their battle prowess. “
 
   “How far did the orcs make it?”
 
   “Not far. Two fierce fights at the edge of the Giyipcias swamp and the orcs turned around and made for home.”
 
   Stena rubbed her eyes, her body soaking up Swinger’s vibrations. It was a calming feeling, bolstered by the sweet taste of wine on her tongue and the sobering scent of hot brewing snolt. “Sounds like we’ve got opposing opinions of the swamp elves. Let me just say I’m happy we’re not orcs.”
 
   “That is one thing everyone seems to agree on, Cap.” Rose nodded.
 
   “There is one other thing everyone seems to agree upon, as well.”
 
   “What’s that, Linguist Bertrand?”
 
   “That the swamp elves are exceedingly violent when threatened. And good at it, too. Violence, that is.”
 
   Stena grunted. “Violent and unpredictable. Can’t wait to meet them.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Nikselpik stuffed the last of his things into a leather rucksack where it sat on his freshly made bed. He didn’t have much; just his old robe (freshly cleaned thanks to Lili) and his new books, which he placed in the bottom so Fara wouldn’t see them. While he’d made a promise to the cleric to study the healing arts—and he would if only to see her pretty face as much as possible—she’d be more than curious as to why he possessed copies of Concentration Re-Animation and Putrefaction Refluxation.
 
   To avoid discovery of his new study of interest, he’d had Kalaquick deliver the rest of the books, and anything else that might be related to the craft directly, from the Hightower Library to his home and squirrel them away in his study. “And don’t touch anything!” he’d told his friend. He also hoped Kalaquick could keep a secret; after all, there was the minor detail of necromancy being prohibited and all.
 
   But things change. His wellspring was returning, manifesting as something new, as evidenced by that brief moment of exhilaration when he’d attempted to quite involuntarily feed on Raulnock’s life force. Disturbing. Exciting. Rude, even. But rudeness was rarely Nikselpik’s main concern.
 
   At least his wellspring was no longer sore, thanks to Fara’s efforts. Her mind tuning had soothed the pain, eased his anxiety, and provided him a welcome respite from his thus far agonizing recovery. Her cool fingers on his temples, mildly massaging, as she whispered gentle encouragement for him to let her in, allowed her to allay his pain, to submit.
 
   And he had. Submitted. Allowed her into his head.
 
   She’d filled it with pleasant things: the sounds of gnomelings laughing, soothing waves, long grass rustling in the breeze… and then deeper… something else. An exposed emotion she’d perhaps wanted to remain hidden, even as he wished the same about his.
 
   He’d pulled away just in time, he thought, before he could discern anything deeper about her and she about him: that he was secretly very fond of her even as he was somehow changing on the inside. She left his head filled with heady calm and the lingering scent of cinnamon. Fara had gotten up and straightened her clothes, blushing, her eyes dodging about in an uncharacteristic moment of timidity, and then she stepped out quickly, closing the door behind her.
 
   Sigh.
 
   Now whenever he touched his wellspring, it seemed different. A deep shade of purple where it had once been blue. The change was uncomfortable, raw, frightening, like an organ having shifted inside of one’s body for no apparent reason. These changes, combined with his deadspeak, made him sure that he was more necromancer than not, more criminal than upstanding. 
 
   “Rotten,” he muttered to himself, fastening the rucksack.
 
   Is that what I’m destined to be? Rotten?
 
   There was naught to do but learn as much as he could about the change in order to be prepared for what might come next. The one thing he knew for sure was that he couldn’t stop the change. Hells, he could barely explain them, even to himself.
 
   He sighed again. Nikselpik was anxious to be home. The first thing he’d do would get a hearthfire blazing, fetch a cup of mulled wine, and tear into his new collection of profane texts. Ah, it would be good to finally have some time alone.
 
   But what of that other itch? He frowned. Those distant cravings. Would they continue to plague him? If it hadn’t been for Fara and Lili—and a few of the others—Nik was sure he’d be dead now. Even if he’d lived, without Fara’s healing magick he’d be skulking around in the Magi Den looking for more, committing every sort of crime just to secure a moment’s relief.
 
   What will you do once you’re alone? Without Fara’s healing hands nearby… 
 
   It would be hard. But, he’d made the commitment already. He was going to stay off those futtering bugs by staying as busy as he could. Delving into his changing powers seemed the best place to begin. Yes, taking a good look at himself might lead to some kind of self-awareness—or it might finish me.
 
   A sting of impatience needled him. Despite wanting to leave, he knew better than to rush a gnomestress, much less two, so he plopped down on the bed next to his pack. He glanced about the tidy room. Lili and Fara had conducted a duel-pronged attack of sure-handed, organizational bustle. They’d dusted the bookshelves, swept the floors, re-positioned furniture, obviously intent on leaving a good impression on the Golden Cog’s owner. 
 
   Nikselpik wasn’t interested a whit in impressing Jowell Hartnail—or anyone else. While he appreciated the care everyone had provided over the past month, including the use of this wonderful suite—which he found had been paid for by Termund Grundzest—he didn’t feel the need for anyone to go out of their way any longer, nor did he feel he owed anyone anything. By Tick and Tock, he and his sister had effectively dismantled the most corrupt charlatan this city had ever known; his sister had done it in the courtroom and he on the battlefield.
 
   “They should be celebrating us like heroes,” Nikselpik muttered, and he envisioned a magnificent parade down Longtowner Lane, himself seated high upon a sharp-looking precisor steed, perhaps Dale’s very own, and surrounded by the Hightower Musicalacadabra Association Band. Oh, never mind that last bit; the MAB were absolutely atrocious. He thought of crowds of grateful gnomes pressing in against the guard, anxious to get a look at their hero, shouting their devotion at the top of their lungs, thanking him for ridding them of that conceited swine’s ass of a First Wizard. Later, he’d be seated at Bombrick’s with a barmaid on each knee, mechanical arms swinging down from the ceiling with goblets of sweet wine. In between, his barmaids would liberally mix the ingredients of a burning naysayer into his wide open mouth. Any spillage—be it on bodice or breast—he’d summarily lick off… 
 
   Nikselpik sighed wistfully, thinking of firm gnomestress bottoms, lips, and dimples just as Lili entered the room. “Did you say something, Nik?” she asked. 
 
   “Oh, I was just thinking how grateful I am to have you around. I just…” he sighed again for affect “… I could never have gotten through all this without you, my dear, my faithful lady, always by my bedside, offering sweet succor throughout my fitful resistance, adjusting my bedpan beneath me as I writhed in an addict’s rage and loosed my bowels.”
 
   “You had to go there, did you?”
 
   “On the other hand, I have a talented cleric, fully realized in her faith. She sees Evana’s course better than any of her peers, I’d warrant. In her own way, she is as keen to do what’s really right as I am, I think.”
 
   Fara entered with a dust pan of crumbs and emptied it into a bin. “Did I hear you speak the name of Evana?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes,” Lili interrupted, her small hand on her hips. “Nik was just saying Evana must be so proud to have an acolyte as complete as you.”
 
   “Really?” Fara raised her pretty brows at Nikselpik, a caustic expression on her face.
 
   Lili swept a feather duster over the books. “That last part was a bit overdone, Nik, but I can recommend you add cooking us dinner or taking us to Hightower Theater amidst all that venting of hot air. Might get you a lot farther.”
 
   Nikselpik gasped and clutched his chest. “You’ve stricken me. Two against one. That’s rather unfair. I suppose the only thing left for me is to return home where I can recover in the peace and quiet of my own space. I will need a guard at my door to keep all my admirers at bay, but I imagine Jancy will do the job, since she’s my truest friend.”
 
   Both of them stopped and looked at him. 
 
   Nikselpik chuckled, but to no effect. If anything, the gnomestresses looked even sterner. “It’s getting cold in her. Can we turn up the heat a bit?”
 
   Lili held out the trash bin while Fara dumped more crumbs and swept-up dirt inside. “No need for that,” Lili said. 
 
   “Besides, we’re leaving soon,” Fara added.
 
   “You said that this morning. It is now late afternoon. Are you on orc time?”
 
   “If we had a little help, you’d already be home.”
 
   “That’s why Jowell has a staff, dears,” he sighed, trying not to sound too impatient. “To clean up after derelicts like us.”
 
   Lili set her cold eyes on him. “There’s only one derelict here.” She pointed at him, her finger stout enough to poke him in the eye if need be.
 
   Nikselpik swallowed.
 
   Fara giggled. 
 
   “Derelict or not,” he said, “it’s beyond me why you’re cleaning up and doing the staff’s job for them, unless this is part of our remuneration. In that case, carry on. I’ll just read until you’re done.”
 
   The cleric moved to a small table where she might capture more of the offensive dirt. She glanced back at him, her red curls snapping, dancing like copper-red springs. “We’re not doing this to pay for the rooms. Good Termund and his fellows will be back one day, and we don’t want Jowell complaining to them about the room being left such a mess. That would be disrespectful. We were here nearly a month!” Fara corralled a fine pile of cork pieces, candy wrappers, and tumbling webs of dust. “Evana says that a tidy home is a tidy mind, and we should always leave a place as we found it.”
 
   Nikselpik scowled. They were too much alike, these two: alike in that they seemed to get immense pleasure out of grinding his gears. Fara was the softer one but not by much, pummeling him with her pretty godliness from one side while Lili tore at him with practical stubbornness on the other. And that was something he’d not seen in Lili before. They’d spent most of the past year carousing around, consumed with wine and fun and friends, never worried about what tomorrow may bring. It wasn’t that he disliked this new Lili, she was just… different. “Still, a light cleaning should be more than sufficient. We’ve all got things to do.”
 
   Lili turned on him. “If you aren’t going to help, at least shut up.”
 
   Nikselpik rose for a return volley but saw both their expressions and fastened his lips. The bustling and straightening continued a few more minutes until, at last, Lili held up his bedpan. “You want me to bring this? Didn’t you give it a name? Lord Pissingpot or something?”
 
   “Har har. No, if I need to go from now on, I’m just going to do it right where I stand, especially if either of you two are nearby.”
 
   The doorknob turned with a click, and the door pushed slowly inward to reveal his sister. Niksabella wore a sad smile. “May I have a word with my brother? I’ll be leaving soon, and I…” When she couldn’t find the words, Lili and Fara both nodded and made directly for the door.
 
   “Of course, dear,” Fara said, giving Niksabella a brief hug as she passed.
 
   Lili did the same, saying, “We’re going to miss you, Nika. Please be safe.”
 
   “Thank you. I will.”
 
   For the first time in the light of his new sobriety Nikselpik was alone with his sister. It was only slightly uncomfortable, primarily because it was clear she had changed so much since the last time they’d been together. A stolid assuredness had replaced her normal wariness although she didn’t seem to have gone emotionally hard. In fact, she wore her feelings quite openly: at the moment, calm. That was probably a good thing. 
 
   “Hello, brother.”
 
   “Hello, sister.”
 
   “I thought we should talk. Before I go away. It’s been…”
 
   “Of course. Please sit.”
 
   Niksabella sat on the other side of his rucksack, taking his hand where it was slung over his belongings. 
 
   “We need to clear some things up, Nik.”
 
   “Yes, agreed. Let’s get to clearing.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Niksabella could spot her brother’s impatience a mile away. She knew he wanted out of the room right away, but at the same time, she could sense he’d sit here all day if she wished it. But she didn’t think it would take that long. She looked at the bulging threadbare pack between them. It was everything he owned since checking into the Golden Cog. A lifetime of worry, struggle, and tears in a fat leather bundle.
 
   “I should have known you were involved.”
 
   “In… volved?”
 
   “With that rock head and stealing my invention.”
 
   Nik arched an eyebrow, then raised a finger, but his words stuttered out. “For… okay, for the record, sister, I had no idea that rockhead would resort to thievery.” He paused. “Well, in hindsight though, I suppose I was rather leading him on a bit, so I can see where he might have… well, lost his patience with me.” He frowned. “Hmm. I guess I’m lucky he didn’t smash me to Niksel-pulp.”
 
   “You’re lucky I don’t smash you to Niksel-pulp.”
 
   “Well… in all fairness, I did come back to see about your release.”
 
   “Jancy and Jontuk set me free.”
 
   He grinned wide. “I caused the commotion which put things in motion. Aw, Nika, Hells sister, at least give me some credit? I defeated the First Wizard and burned all my hair off! For you!”
 
   Niksabella’s eyes narrowed and her long ears lifted. “Playing around with ultraworlders, brother? Leading them on? Seriously? I knew you were impulsive, but that’s just downright stupid. Besides, there’s not all that much hair left on you to burn. I know why you wear this skullcap all the time.”
 
   “Eh? I’ll have you know I typically have a full head of hair. It’s just this… the scar.”
 
   Niksabella sobered at the mention of her brother’s wound, a scar across his scalp he would always bear as a reminder. He was fortunate to have flesh up there, much less hair.
 
   “It was the bugs, Nika. I…” Nikselpik seemed ready to argue further, to compound the situation by letting his mouth get in the way. But it was good to see him feisty again, ready to stand up for what he believed in, even with his damned twisted logic. Nik folded his hands in his lap and nodded. “It was wrong of me to lie to you. I should have come to you as soon as… but… someone must have told him about the bugs, because that’s what he offered right away, saying he could get as many as needed. He seemed confident, and I saw an opportunity to explore blood magick. All he wanted was information about your device.” She could see it pained him. “I should have… I should have seen all this coming.”
 
   “It’s okay, Nik,” she said, squeezing his hand. “Really.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   They sat quietly for the span of a few breaths, but then he looked over at her. “So… what of this new fellow of yours? This Termund.”
 
   She tried not to look overly excited. “Termund, yes.” She found herself smiling just saying his name. “He… oh, I… well, what do you think of him?”
 
   Her brother chuckled. “Since when do you care what I think?”
 
   “Since forever, of course! You’re my brother. My only family. I really do care about the things you think, and I want to know your impression of him.”
 
   Nikselpik looked up at the ceiling, squinting. “He seems like a good enough fellow. Strong, successful… he even manages to have at least half a brain.”
 
   She laughed and punched him lightly in the shoulder.
 
   “Hey! I said nothing to deserve that.”
 
   But the tension was dissipating, but she still had her own apology to deliver. They’d never really made up since the fight in her workshop; Nikselpik hadn’t been of truly sound mind until now. “Brother, I’m sorry about arguing with you that day after Bombrick’s when you came to give me back my coat. I’ve been feeling horrible ever since—”
 
   “Shh.” He stopped her. “None of that’s important anymore. There’s something you need to know, something you need to remember. Something much bigger.”
 
   She drew away. “Bigger than my sincere apology?”
 
   “I am being truthful here. Trust me. You need to know, not only to show you what a true sphincter you were when we were gnomelings, but also because it seems important somehow, and also tied to what’s happening with Jontuk and your invention… with you and this Prophetess. With all of us.”
 
   Her brother had the queerest look on his face. As if he were about to confide in her as an equal, as someone he could trust for once. His eyes gave no hint of insult. She shook her head, confusedly. “Okay. Tell me.”
 
   “There’s a reason I acted the way I did in your workshop that day. In fact, my entire course in life was influenced by something that happened between us as children.” Her brother gestured around with open hands. “All of what I am—I’ll let you decide what that is—I have done it all because of you.”
 
   Niksabella felt truly confused. “You’ve gone insane, brother,” she wanted to roll her eyes incredulously, but something kept her from doing so. She looked at Nik’s face and saw her brother was deadly serious. She sat up straight. “The way you are. Because of me?”
 
   “I’ve held on to a grudge with you up until a short time ago when, upon further reflection, I realized you may not have had as big an influence in my disastrous life as I’d first imagined. What I’m saying, Nika, is that I don’t think it was all your fault anymore. I must ask you a question.”
 
   “Very well. Anything to put a straight edge to this crooked logic.”
 
   “What do you remember about the book we found in the attic of our old house?”
 
   Niksabella searched her memories, her brow wrinkling in concentration. “That book? Hmm. I remember we found it beneath the floorboards when looking for a lost nepler. It was old and dusty and had all these wondrous pictures inside.”
 
   Her brother nodded. “What else do you remember about it?”
 
   Niksabella grasped for the memories, snatching at them as they tried to elude her. “You know, I’m not sure where it went. It was simply gone one day.”
 
   “And do you recall gaining an unreasonable amount of power during that time… a power you have not displayed since that time?”
 
   She shook her head, exasperated. “I honestly don’t… I only remember being obsessed with reading it. And that most of it was too difficult for me to understand. Seemed like I spent most of the time flipping through and gazing at the extraordinary pictures inside. Funny, I don’t remember any of them now.”
 
   “You really don’t remember, do you?” His eyes seemed sad, but she detected a hint of relief.
 
   “No, brother. I have no clue what you’re talking about.”
 
   Her brother took her hand. “I want to try something. As you may know, I’ve honed the ability to speak to the dead, or rather, speaking to the remnants of their spirits as they linger on Sullenor before going off to who knows where.”
 
   “I’m aware you have some strange powers, yes.”
 
   What is he getting at?
 
   “Well, I can do the same thing with memories and thoughts. I can… express them through touch to another being, similar to Fara’s mind tuning. You being my sister should make it even easier.”
 
   Niksabella leaned back. “And why would I want to know what’s been going on in that odd noggin of yours? Do I look like a glutton for punishment?”
 
   Nikselpik smiled, and it wasn’t his normally wicked smirk. “I want to show you something. Something from way back.”
 
   “When we were gnomelings?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Niksabella shifted uncomfortably. “What do I do?”
 
   “Come closer,” Nikselpik said, waving her in.
 
   She leaned over the rucksack, and her brother put his arms around her neck, drawing their heads together. Niksabella caught the scent of tea on his breath. The tight strength in his arms and shoulders surprised her. He was recovering better than she thought.
 
   She wrapped her arms around his, closed her eyes, relishing in this personal contact she no longer shunned. If she’d learned one thing, it was that there could be strength in partnerships, energy in trust, and she trusted her brother now despite his recent troubles and unusual powers.
 
   “Okay.” Niksabella grinned despite herself, feeling a bit like a child. “Now what?”
 
   “Now,” he said, “simply listen to my voice.”
 
   “You sound like a madman.”
 
   “Just listen. I’m going to recite something from the Tomb of Souls.”
 
   “Can you recite from something else?”
 
   “No. At some point, you will simply fall into my memories. I won’t tell you when, but soon…” Her brother allowed silence for a few moments, then recited. “One mark for the soul: a tooth. One reason for the soul’s return, a passage from the Book of Gray. Two chimes to align the vessel, and the entrance—”
 
   The sound of waves crashing startled Niksabella awake. Her eyes shot open. The bright sun made her squint, but she knew where she was: the bench in the garden beside their childhood home. The same location of all her dreams involving the Prophetess. Niksabella peered up at the ramshackle, two-story structure. Box-shaped with wooden siding, once blue, now worn gray from salt and sun, a sloped roof with an attic, drain pipes clinging to the rotted corners. 
 
   A dirt path wound through the surrounding overgrowth of clambervines, red-barked dwarf trees, and honey weed—hardly a garden, but the sweet smells brought back a flood of memories. She gasped as the immensity of the things she’d forgotten returning in one big rush, too much to even make sense of at the moment. But what moment is this? Then? Or now?
 
   Her brother was nowhere to be seen, at least not the brother she’d left back in their room at the Golden Cog, but she heard the happy cries of gnomelings from somewhere nearby, a sound as lilting and playful as the foam swirling on the hard-packed sand.
 
   It was a hot summer day—a Hightower heater, Auntie Gemma would have said. Auntie Gemma. Niksabella stood and walked down the path to the front of the house, ducking beneath a bridge of twined greenery, the shade cool on her face. She stepped into the sparse front yard, went up the rickety steps, and pushed the front door open to enter their old living room.
 
   She was instantly struck by how much they hadn’t had in the way of possessions. An old, plain, threadbare carpet in the center of the room partially covered their chipped and faded plank floors, while a wood-burning stove sat on a square of bricks in the far corner. Niksabella smiled as she admired the complex array of pipes she’d rigged up to carry heat throughout the house.
 
   Tinkering even then.
 
   But there wasn’t much else. A chair next to the stove with cushions tied to the seat where Auntie Gemma used to sew. A small table laden with candles. It was a similar story in every room. The kitchen cupboards were bare, the dining room had no table, and the upstairs had only straw beds and a few broken toys. No Auntie Gemma anywhere. 
 
   Niksabella fought off a sudden well of emotion. Her workshop had been a mansion of wealth and wonders compared to this place. To think she’d felt sorry for herself in Hightower… .
 
   I should have been be more grateful.
 
   Back downstairs and outside, she took the path around the side of the house, still hemmed in by a wild garden, until the gnomelings’ voices reached her again. Through a break in the tangle, Niksabella crossed the yard and stood at a familiar spot among the trees at the hill’s edge, breaking through that copse to stand above the gray ocean, its waves ever pushing toward the shore. She went down the hill, through the tall grass, and stood barefoot on the warm sand. She relished the feeling a moment, before thinking, where are my boots?
 
   It didn’t matter. Such trivialities were the stuff of dreams and, in the back of her mind somewhere, she knew this wasn’t real; it was just a step back in time. Two gnomelings played in the sand, giving credence to that thought, as one was her little brother. And the other? The othe was little Niksabella. She couldn’t look at herself, wouldn’t, pushing her gaze inexorably to Nikselpik and his round little head, curled blond locks bouncing around his face. He was adorable; yet, she hardly remembered thinking that as a child.
 
   She sighed and chanced a look at her younger self. Why so frightened to see? Did she fear so much had changed over time? That she’d become a haggard, jaded gnomestress, a third of her life gone by?
 
   What she saw had just the opposite effect. Her heart swelled. She felt a strange sense of pride, of longing… of amazement. She was so little, even by gnomish standards, her light brown hair shining in the sunlight, her hands busy constructing her part of their sandcastle, which seemed well-built compared to the loose pile of sand her brother was pushing together. Her smaller self prattled on endlessly while her brother occasionally piped a response. Indeed, how things had changed!
 
   She approached, fearful of startling them, yet they took no notice of her even when she came within a few feet. Both children wore trousers and long shirts, and they were shoe-less. They seemed to be playing just fine together: exactly how she remembered. 
 
   Then little Nika looked up with a glum, troubled expression. Her eyes became distant, here jaw slackened as in a stupor. Her brother picked up on the expression, his own face displaying a hint of fear and uncertainty. It was clear he’d seen this before. 
 
   “Sissy,” he said hesitantly. “Are you…?”
 
   A grin spread across little Nika’s face. Her eyes changed from pale hazel to fiery gold. It was a look of wickedness she didn’t remember ever having.
 
   Little Nik got to his feet and sprinted through the sand as Nika stood, her chin down, fingers splayed open at her sides. Even through memory Niksabella felt the powerful vibrations growing. Little Nika’s hands flew up and made a circular motion, and a sudden wind whipped ahead of her, whisked her brother’s feet from under him, causing him to land with a painful thud.
 
   Little Nik spit sand as he slowly got to his knees. “No more, sissy. Please!”
 
   “Oh yes, more, little brother. More and more again.”
 
   “What did I do? I’m sorry! Whatever I did I—”
 
   “What does it matter?” little Nika shrieked.
 
   Niksabella watched in horror as the smaller version of herself stalked her quavering brother. The young Nika seemed to float atop the sand, a tiny menace in a raggedy dress. Niksabella was aghast. “Stop it,” she said to her younger self, but she didn’t hear. They couldn’t hear her, couldn’t see her. Then Niksabella spotted a shadow sliding through the shallow surf. A feeling of terror overwhelmed her. What is that thing?
 
   She took two steps after her smaller self, reaching out. “Stop…” But it was only a dream, a remembrance. She was not even here. 
 
   Little Nika fixed her brother with fierce, flaring eyes. 
 
   Then Nik snarled in return, bringing his own tiny power to bear. “Fine!” he yelled, and lifted his hands. The sand around him rippled, shot from the ground in a dangerous spray and hurled at young Nika. The effect would have stunned or disabled any Hightower wizard of the second or third order, but young Nika’s pet wind rose up and blew the concentrated attack into a harmless cloud of sand.
 
   In that instant, Niksabella’s entire view of her brother changed. She was intensely proud of him for standing up for himself. That snarl—to have dealt with so much power so young. It no longer surprised her that he’d gone on to become such a strong soul, that he’d defeated the amorph witch, then went directly after that into a duel with First Wizard Raulnock—and defeated him!
 
   There was a monster inside Nikselpik, and she’d helped to create it. She? Just as Niksabella believed her brother’s living vision to be true, that she’d somehow stalked and tormented him as a child—how often?—she, too, was positive that some alien force had possessed her, guided her actions. Little Nika’s mannerisms, even her voice, were not her own. It was a relief at first, then a horrible revelation. She felt sick.
 
   A tickle of suspicion picked at the edges of her mind, pulling threads into frayed ends. Then her brother’s muffled scream tore through her reverie. Niksabella scanned the beach, saw the fight had taken the siblings to the ocean’s edge. Dark waves deposited clinging tendrils of seaweed and kelp around little Nik’s skinny legs, drawing him into the depths. He fell face-down. His fingers dragged runnels in the wet sand, and he begged his sister to stop, but she hunted him, arms wide as she manipulated elements she should not have been able to budge, her skirts swirling around her feet in the frothing surf.
 
   Waves rose up and smashed Nikselpik with brutal force, battering his head and face. He choked as he swallowed salt water and sand.
 
   Niksabella ran towards them, searching for her own wellspring, cursing herself for not having the skills to stop the little wretch. To stop herself. “You stupid child, leave him alone! Leave my brother alone!”
 
   Just as she reached her smaller self, the diminutive head turned, hair billowing, and fixed Niksabella with burning, fearless eyes, her irises swirling in a kaleidoscope of blazing color. Worlds spun behind those eyes, places so alien Niksabella couldn’t begin to understand them. Ultraworlds. 
 
   Niksabella fell to her knees in the sand, fear in her blood, terror in her mind. She screamed… 
 
   … and jerked away from her brother. Not her little brother, but the real Nik. She looked at him and saw his face wet with tears. Her own cheeks were wet as well, and she gulped. “I’m… I’m so sorry, Nik!”
 
   She pulled him into a hug and cried into his shoulder. Her brother held her, as well.
 
   “Now I know, sissy. It wasn’t you,” he said into her hair, his breath tickling her ear.
 
   “I… I would never…”
 
   “You would never do such a thing. I know it now.”
 
   They parted, but held hands. “These memories, once put away in some deep place and forgotten, are now clear to me,” she told him, sniffling. 
 
   “Who then? Or what? What could have given you such power and the cruel will to use it at that age?”
 
   Niksabella wiped her face on her sleeve. “I have an idea. It warrants more investigation, but once I know exactly who is responsible for ruining our lives I promise you, brother… I promise to make things right, to mend the rift they caused between us.”
 
   “Gods help us all,” Nik said with a smile.
 
   Niksabella smiled back. “Gods help us.” And she pulled her little brother, the surly older one and the adorable, blond-locked gnomeling, into another tight embrace.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Nikselpik led their entourage out the back way, through the laundry where stewards sent baskets of soiled linens down mechanized tracks to the basement, then through the kitchen, where great spits of meat roasted and the quiet clatter of dishes marked the afternoon slowdown. The staff kept their distance out of fear or respect. Nikselpik didn’t much care.
 
   Word had already spread about yesterday’s combat, about the former First Wizard possessed and loose in the city, ghoulishly lurking around every corner, waiting on careless souls to pass, turning anyone he met to ash. Perhaps that last part was a stretch, but if it kept folk out of Raulnock’s and the amorph witch’s destructive path, all the better. At least until they could be driven from hiding.
 
   In the delivery room, where a line of tube stations jutted from the north wall, they found a lad fussing at one of the delivery ports. He was opening and shutting the tube door, cursing while pumping a lever that was causing the track inside to jerk and rattle.
 
   “What are you doing, lad?”
 
   The gnome had been so intent on his work that he’d not even seen them approach, and he spun around, slamming against the table. “Why, hello, sir. Ladies. I’m trying to deliver a tray of niblets to room seventy-two, but the delivery mechanism seems jammed. I told Jowell about this, but he hasn’t seen to its repair yet.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be easier to just take it up by hand?”
 
   “Well, that would defeat the idea of using the track, sir. Begging your pardon.”
 
   “Normally, yes, but… since the track is broken…” Nikselpik shook his head. “Oh, never mind. Carry on.” And they left the delivery room, went down a long hallway, and exited the hotel through the back door. A handful of cooks and stewards stood outside, playing neplers or talking softly amongst themselves. Several looked up. One fellow sat splayed on pile of barrels, hands resting on his messy apron, shoulders slumped. He reached up and removed a short, curved pipe from his crooked mouth at the same time exhaling a plume of dark smoke. Probably a cook or dish shiner.
 
   “You that wizard?” he said.
 
   Nikselpik could have walked past without a word, but the fellow’s tone made him stop.
 
   “What wizard would that be?”
 
   “The one gave Raulnock some knocks.”
 
   “I defeated him. Fair and square. You have a complaint?”
 
   The cook shrugged. “No complaints here, mate. More inclined to give you my thanks. My pa was run out of business by that stripped gear of a wizard, and that’s why I’m left here cookin’ for Jowell and not runnin’ the family business. I was the one sent up all those meals fit for kings.”
 
   “So all those pastries aren’t usual fare around here, eh?”
 
   “Sure they are, mate.”
 
   Nikselpik nodded his thanks and continued on. They rounded the corner of the main hall, moving left around the back and planning to trudge through the snow to Hightower Lane, when Jancy landed on the ground directly next to him, causing him to jump sideways and do a strange little jig to avoid falling on his arse. “By Tick and Tock, Jancy! Do you really need to do that to me every Gods-be-damned time?”
 
   “Sorry.” Her hand went to the bandage covering the right side of her face, touching it gently. It was almost an unconscious act. “I feel fine, by the way. Fara says I heal well.”
 
   “But still wearing a bandage, I see.”
 
   “There’s a little healing left to do…”
 
   Nikselpik understood all too well. His entire life was nothing but bandages covering all the scars and rotten parts. Only pull one up to reveal the pockmarks and stench.
 
   “I suspect her fast healing is thanks to her lineage,” Fara said. “Which, of course, she won’t tell us.”
 
   Lili took Jancy’s hands in her own. “It’s good to see you hopping about, you sneaky thing.”
 
   Jancy shot her a half smile and gave Nikselpik a head motion toward the front of the building. “No need to walk. We have ponies around front.”
 
   “We?”
 
   “Yes, myself and your guards.”
 
   “My guards?”
 
   “We have guards?” Lili clapped her hands lightly. “How important are we, eh, Nik?”
 
   “Dale and Elwray insisted,” Jancy said.
 
   “I see.” Nikselpik sniffed and rubbed his nose. While he wasn’t happy about gnomes following him about and getting under his robes, he could certainly use the protection. And a pony ride home was certainly more favorable than walking. “Are they annoying?”
 
   “Who?” Jancy looked at him and blinked.
 
   “The guards.”
 
   She snickered. “They’re gnomes.”
 
   The group nodded collectively.
 
   Then they followed Jancy around front to find two precisors wearing light armor etched with sigils and three wizards wearing the robes of the Guild of High Magick—a shade of blue darker than what Hightower clerics wore, with patches on their breast to denote rank: golden lightning bolts over an upside down triangle shape that was supposed to signify a heart. Raulnock’s old faction.
 
   “Five dolts on ponies seems a bit much,” Nikselpik said aside to Lili, who merely nodded in agreement.
 
   “I don’t know, Nik” Fara said in low tones. “Given our former First Wizard’s newest ‘ally,’ seems appropriate enough to me.”
 
   One of the wizards wore a scryer’s helmet. It was a large, copper tuning assembly woven into a leather harness and chin strap. The scrying stone itself pulsed with a faint, bluish light where it rested inside the array’s crystal casing. Two brass antenna-like appendages bent downward to bracket the gnome’s temples. A thick pair of blue-tinged goggles hung around his neck.
 
   Nikselpik grinned despite himself.
 
   “Hello,” the scryer greeted them, his high-pitched voice at odds with his appearance.
 
   Nikselpik pointed at the fellow’s helmet. “That’s an older model. A Wiznapper 76. Where’d you get that?”
 
   The fellow, a lad really (couldn’t be any older than thirty years), looked down with a blush of pride. “It’s my great grandfather’s,” he said. “Model A7704.”
 
   Nikselpik felt a shock of surprise, found himself gaping at the youngster. “They only made seven of those! Used ‘em against the orcs in the Great Southern Push. Caught one especially crafty high shaman. Sathvessir, I believe his name was.”
 
   The wizard grinned, his eyes alight. “This helmet’s the very one that got him!”
 
   “I’ll be futtered sideways! Any fellow not afraid to put on an A7704 is a respectable gnome by my standards. What’s your name?” Nikselpik reached up to shake his hand.
 
   “Tenzic, sir. Tenzic Mindzpry.” 
 
   “Mindzpry?” Nikselpik gave a genuine laugh at the obviously tailor-made cognomen if ever there was one. 
 
   Tenzic smiled back as he shook Nikselpik’s hand, then he introduced the rest of the group. The two precisor guards were twins, brother and sister, Elkian and Losizza. The two wizards were, surprisingly, Academy Masters, as indicated by the four lightning bolts etched into the front of their robes. Toz and Boovash were their names, and they were serious-looking fellows, Toz looking to be the more eccentric of the two, with his spiky leather helm and caster’s mitts.
 
   “Quite an array of spitters we have here,” Nikselpik said. The two wizards frowned at the common term for ‘wizard’ but bowed their heads to him all the same.
 
   “Let’s be off,” one of them said.
 
   So they mounted up, Lili requiring assistance from Jancy (which she accepted with a giggle), and they were on their way. As they rode the high ridge of Hightower Hill, Nikselpik looked down at the sea. Out there, above the cold black, he’d defeated the alien witch. At least it had played out that way in the collective amorph mind. Still, the icy waters had seemed so real, so deadly, wrapping him in an icy blanket until he went numb and could barely move. And that’s where he’d left them, the amorphs, trapped, writhing in the bed of agony he’d made. A little taste of what they’d been giving to the Southland farmers the past couple of months. A good helping of fear and terror, the subjugation of the entire amorph hive mind by one gnome. 
 
   Me.
 
   Nikselpik turned in his saddle and looked back at the Golden Cog Inn, taking in the quaint front with its steep, snow-dusted roof and large, square windows that shed such brilliant light into the great room and the tavern section. He looked up at the long row of guest rooms facing the sea. He wished he’d spent more time appreciating the view. Three hundred years or more of haughty drifters, emissaries from all corners of Sullenor, and heavy drinkers had been through the Golden Cog’s doors. 
 
   And I didn’t get to enjoy a single futtering ale. One day I’ll be back, and I’ll drink every futtering patron under the damned tables.
 
   Navigating the streets of Hightower became a surreal experience. He’d not been out since the duel, and many of the gnomes in the streets looked at him, some tipping their caps or nodding in some bizarre modicum of respect. He even received a few encouraging shouts. There was not a single glare. No gnomestresses edging young ones beneath their skirts. He suddenly became aware of his own raggedy robe and wondered if he shouldn’t find something a little more becoming.
 
   Already thinking like a fancy arse… 
 
   He shook his head. No, what ultimately mattered was the gnome beneath the robes, the iron-clad will, the willingness to take chances others wouldn’t even consider. Sure, easy to do when he was unhindered by rank or rule, just some outcast lobbing caution to the wind whenever a gust blew by. But now, he felt a new responsibility bearing down on him. As unpracticed as he was, his passion for the craft remained unmatched as far as he was concerned(and hadn’t he proven it now?), his hard work and his victories only cemented his place among the defenders of Hightower’s elite. His accomplishments had made him a leader, something he knew almost nothing about.
 
   In either case, wouldn’t hurt to replace this old robe, comfy as it is. I’ll start with something fresh. Or maybe something that was put away a long time ago perhaps?
 
   As they came to the end of Hightower Lane they approached the circular-shaped Eye. Nikselpik rode ahead, calling over his shoulder: “Jancy! A word.”
 
   In a matter of seconds, the girl was trotting alongside him, looking comfortable if not a little silly sitting on the small pony, her bony legs bunched up where she crouched in the saddle. “What?”
 
   He started to speak, but the words he’d planned to say stuck in his throat. He turned his face away, glared at the mansions that went by as his eyes misted up.
 
   “You okay?” Jancy leaned forward in the saddle, trying to meet his gaze. “Nik?”
 
   Dammit. Quit muddling around before you become a boohooing, snot-faced bairn!
 
   “Just wanted to say, uh, you’ve served me admirably… and I… well I never had such a reliable retainer and friend.”
 
   “That’s nice of you to say. I don’t think you’ve ever said anything that nice to me. Please, go on.”
 
   “Go on? Yes. Right. What I’m trying to say is… while I appreciate your service, I’m now relieving you of your duties. You are free to go with no further obligation to me.”
 
   Jancy nodded a little as she sucked at her teeth, then looked at him. “You can’t relieve me, Nik. Sorry.”
 
   “What? What are you talking about?”
 
   “Well, you’ve only paid me a quarter of what you owe me, so…” She gave a small shrug as if to say you’re stuck with me ‘til we settle up, boyo.
 
   Nikselpik blustered. “Of course, of course. I will pay you in full, yes, and an additional three gold on top of it.”
 
   “Three extra? You must be feeling especially appreciative… or perhaps guilty?”
 
   His head whipped around. Keeping his voice down so the others wouldn’t hear, he said, “Why would I feel guilty?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. You’re pretty hard to keep out of trouble. And I got hurt trying to protect you. Don’t worry, this only shows you like me, Nik. It feels good. I like you, too.”
 
   “That’s ridic… well, I like you of course, Jancy, but you’re paid well for what you do. Professional rates.”
 
   “Of course, sir. Very good, sir. Paid extremely well for my services, sir.”
 
   “Oh, no need to be smart about it,” he said.
 
   “Professional, too. I’ve learned from the best, sir.”
 
   “Jancy, I’m trying to…” 
 
   She tried to stifle her laughter and he scowled and kicked his pony forward. Jancy kept pace. He turned to her and wilted her smirk with his glare as she did her best to wipe away her smile.
 
   Nik sighed. “I want to know how you’re really doing.”
 
   She touched the side of her face. “I feel fine. Not sure how it’s going to look.”
 
   “Well, there’s nothing to worry about. Fara is the best.”
 
   “I know. She told me I could have taken the bandage off an hour after her healing, but I… I suppose I’m being vain. I never much cared about superficial things before, but now…” She raised her face to the wind as if to freeze her rising emotions.
 
   Nikselpik took the opportunity to gaze at her unabashedly. Her long nose sloping gracefully downward, her set jaw, her eyes almost feline in their soft slant. A light spattering of freckles across her cheeks. Her silken white hair. Rebellious. Strong. He couldn’t quite pin the feeling except to think that if he ever had a daughter, he would be proud if she was half like Jancy.
 
   “Regardless of what you look like under that dressing,” he said, his voice hoarse with emotion, “you will always be… special to me. That’s why you’re free to go. Free to get away from this trouble. Free to find an employer who won’t get you maimed… or killed.”
 
   If she glanced just a moment in his direction, she’d know just how deeply he cared for her. But being tough no longer mattered. Not when it came to Jancy. He’d almost lost her back there by the rock, and he’d be damned if he’d let her go without showing her… something.
 
   Her eyes remained forward, but her grin reappeared, smug and wry all at once. “I’ve always been free to go, Nik. But I’m not. You’re stuck with me, you irascible softy. Although I will take the extra coins.” With that, she gave her pony a frog-like kick and trotted ahead.
 
   Nikselpik grinned after her, at least until Lili rode up beside him, at which time he quickly straightened his face and added a pinch of frown for good measure. But inside, his heart soared.
 
   Lili peered at him a moment. “When we get home, I’ll make you that bean and potato soup you like and we’ll have us a proper meal. Haven’t done that in a long time.”
 
   “When we get home, I’m having a warm Lelorian wine in my study. Perhaps two.”
 
   “Might be good if you put something in your stomach first, since you haven’t eaten all day.”
 
   True enough. He was starving. He’d had a little lamb soup yesterday, but his eyes had been much too big for his stomach and too soon after waking from his dark stupor. He grudgingly nodded. It also might do the house a bit of good to have the fine aroma of Lili’s cooking wafting through the place. “Thanks, Lili. Soup it is. But I’ll have you know, I’m rather determined to get caught up on some reading.”
 
   “Sure, Nik. Wouldn’t think of keeping you from your reading or your drinking, but soup it is indeed, and I’ve even got some of that fine wheat bread for you to dip with, too.” She patted a knapsack, and while her tone was upbeat, he could sense a little hurt in it, as well. He wanted time with her too, and she’d have it, but his curiosity regarding the necromantic arts was too hard to put away. Some things he just needed to know.
 
   “Thank you, Lili. We’ll have us a nice, relaxed, cozy time. Cannot wait to get that hearth lit.”
 
   It felt good seeing the snow-covered roof of his house as they plodded down Undercog Lane, which ran parallel to Longtowner. The overgrown bushes, stunted trees, and weeds were stripped of their green, and the gutters were in need of repair, and the yard all around his house was covered with knee-deep, snowy mulch. It looked a bit ramshackle, admittedly. 
 
   “Just how I like it,” he said aloud to himself.
 
   The hearths would no doubt be frozen and would need some work before he could have a proper setting for reading. He glanced at his wide front porch, where he and Kalaquick often planted their butts in a pair of rickety rocking chairs and shared a pipe. 
 
   Jancy had already dismounted and looked shivery and bored. “Let’s get inside. My arse is freezing off.”
 
   Nikselpik climbed the steps to stand next to his wayward progeny. At the top, he turned to bid everyone farewell, but it seemed the entire retinue, except for precisor Elkian, were hitching up their ponies to the rails.
 
   Elkian looked up. “I’ll run and fetch some stable hands. They can put up a small shelter for the ponies out back and get them taken care of proper.” He waved and rode off while the others joined Nikselpik on the porch.
 
   He gaped at them. “What is everyone doing?”
 
   “Elwray’s orders,” Tenzic said. “We are to remain with you night and day.”
 
   Fara looked back and forth between the wizards and precisors. She shrugged. “I’m going against my orders to return to my post. Nik, you still need some seeing to. And…” She seemed hesitant to go on.
 
   “What, Fara?” he said, an edge to his voice was misdirected at her.
 
   “You may be elected First Wizard soon. And you can’t very well be looking over your shoulder along with your new responsibilities. Not if everything Jontuk says is true and there’s to be some fighting in our future.”
 
   “What good is a First Wizard if he cannot protect himself? I’m fine. And I’m not First Wizard so stop with that sort of chatter.”
 
   Tenzic glanced hopefully at the door. “Maybe we could talk about a strategy, sir. We need to be prepared in the event Raulnock attacks again.”
 
   Lili touched his arm. “Oh, Nik, c’mon. We have three guest rooms and a huge great room. Plenty of space for everyone.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Nik, please. It’s freezing cold.”
 
   “Oh, very well.” He felt around in his robe for a key… then in another pocket, then a third. “Where’s my gods-damned key?”
 
   Looking guilty, Lili pulled it from one of her own dress pockets. “I kept it for safety’s sake. Knew you’d probably lose it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have lost it if you hadn’t taken it.”
 
   “Right. Of course, Nik.” She went to the lock and put the key inside.
 
   “Wait! I’ll need to remove the wards.”
 
   “Already been done.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Kalaquick.”
 
   Nikselpik sighed for what seemed like the hundredth time. “Is everyone working against me then?”
 
   Lili turned the key and the door’s mechanics, in great need of oiling, spun and whirred and clicked until the door popped open. Lili pushed on it, turning to him as she went in. “We’re working with you, Nik. Not against you.”
 
   He followed on her heels, about to snap something back at her, but as they stood in the foyer, the intoxicating smells of cooking food nearly knocked him off his feet. The house was comfortably warm, and his stomach immediately groaned in anticipation. “What’s this?”
 
   In the hallway, the aroma was much stronger, and his jaw dropped open at the crates stacked neatly against the wall. Perry’s Maze was stenciled on every one of them.
 
   Lili patted one of the crates. “The councilors, as promised.”
 
   He couldn’t keep the smile off his face. “Seems like our distinguished leaders are good for something.”
 
   The great room was in perfect order. Dusted, straightened, a fire roaring in the hearth. He crossed to the flames and held out his hands. “Oh, this is too nice. And what’s this?”
 
   “We’ve been busy here too, Nik. Couldn’t very well have you coming home to a cold, empty house.” Master Toz gestured to the crates lined up in the hall. “Shall we get comfortable?”
 
   Nikselpik couldn’t say no to that. “Of course. Everyone! Welcome. Yes, break open the Maze, Toz. Break it open.”
 
   He looked askance at Lili, who seemed to be quite pleased with herself for reasons he would probably never know. Well, she loves you, you troll-faced idiot.
 
   Feeling better than he had in ages, Nikselpik gave Lili a fond wink, put his arm around her shoulders, and pulled her close.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Niksabella woke hot and angry and full of fight. It was the dream again, the gnomestress there and gone. The Prophetess. The beach. Some dark shape playing in the cresting waves. An argument about something, the entire gist of it gone like a wisp of smoke in the wind.
 
   Wait! There was something.
 
   At the end of the dream, she’d clung to the gnomestress’ gown, wrestling with her in the sand, neither winning nor losing but simply trying to drag the memory with her into wakefulness. But the Prophetess was still too strong, breaking Niksabella’s grip and pushing her down in the sand… and… 
 
   “She slapped me!”
 
   “What was that, dear?” That was Termund, somewhere in the room. Probably at his grand desk or at the table reading through legal parchments.
 
   Squeezing her eyes shut, Niksabella tried to dive back in, tried to go back to the beach with the Prophetess standing over her. Oh, would she give that nasty gnomestress a cuff or two! If she could only get back… 
 
   But there was too much noise here in the real world. Papers shuffled, a tea cup met its saucer with a light clink, and soft music played. The sounds of the waking world. Altogether frustrating, but she finally let go of the dream and opened her eyes. I’m getting closer. Next time I’ll have you.
 
   There were more pleasant things to think about anyway. She’d fallen asleep next to Termund last night, in his room, in his bed. Alone, together. Still, a first for her, spending an entire evening with a fellow, falling asleep in his arms, the winter chill kept at bay by a warmly blowing vent and their own heat beneath the quilt.
 
   Niksabella rolled over and sat with her back against the headboard, pulling her knees up and wrapping her arms around them. She watched Termund stride across the room, shirtless, his muscular frame setting off a warm tickle in her belly.
 
   He leaped onto the bed, plopping beside her like a rock, elbow thrown out and his head resting on his fist like a god. “Sleep well?”
 
   On impulse, she reached out and touched his arm. “Yes, thank you.”
 
   “The dream again?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “I figured. You were growling in your sleep.”
 
   “We had a fight.”
 
   “You and the Prophetess?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She made you forget again?”
 
   Niksabella frowned. “Yes, but I’m getting stronger. She won’t be able to keep me out forever, not if she wants something from me, which I expect is the end game.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Everyone wants things.”
 
   “Not all the time. Sometimes gnomes find gnomestresses especially attractive, or fascinating, just because. I’m assuming the opposite is also true.”
 
   Niksabella couldn’t hide her grin, which might have had a lascivious edge. “Maybe. And maybe these books will help. Help me with the Prophetess, I mean.” Niksabella indicated the huge stack of them on her nightstand. Books on magick to help strengthen her wellspring, develop her natural elementalist abilities, each one bound beautifully and especially protected for a long journey.
 
   She’d had talents as a child, Prophetess or not, and it couldn’t possibly hurt to learn more. Especially if the trip south proved to be boring.
 
   Termund piled up the pillows on his side of the bed against the headboard and climbed to her. At the top, he leaned over and delivered a barrage of loving pecks to her forehead and cheeks, eventually finding his way to her mouth, where he dropped a lingering kiss on her waiting lips. They held one another in the soft comfort of the morning, a vertical wink of light filtering through the closed shutter.
 
   Termund broke the silence. “You know, this will be the last time you’ll be in a proper bed for the next several weeks.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about that, but I think I’ll manage as long as we’re together. Will we have suitable accommodations?”
 
   Termund laughed. “A deluxe double sleeper spread on the ground or wherever we can find a level spot. At least we will be warm.”
 
   “That’s all I’ll need.”
 
   Termund drew away, and she was almost angry at him for it. “We best get started,” he said. “There’s a lot to do before we depart this afternoon. And you still have some packing to do. Remember, we’re traveling light.”
 
   Niksabella glanced at the wall clock—in and of itself a curious invention: a simple rail across the top edge of the north wall, each hour decorated with silver or gold numbering and sky-themed art, and a marker that inched its way westward through the day. At the moment, the marker was at the far end of the room. “But it’s barely past dawn.”
 
   He patted her bare leg. “That’s the best time to get started. Up then. By the time you’re done washing, I’ll have your breakfast ready. Today marks the beginning of our life together, Nika. And I couldn’t be happier.”
 
   Niksabella smiled at his handsome face. “Me too.”
 
    
 
   #
 
    
 
   The caravan assembled with furious efficiency. Uncle Brit’s team of forty-five Thrasperville gnomes and gnomestresses packed twenty ponies and four large wagons full of crates, packs, and satchels, regular supplies as well as cargo from Hightower to be taken back home.
 
   The gnome patriarch stood in front of the Golden Cog and directed the cacophony of movement and sound—ponies snorting, tempers flaring, and patrons complaining—by adding his own voluminous shouts and wild gesticulations as he walked up and down the line. He waved those attempting to get inside the inn to a temporary route, which led directly to the side of the porch, where his gnomes had cleared the snow and placed a makeshift set of steps.
 
   Regardless, Uncle Brit got plenty of grief from folks trying to get inside who preferred coming up the front walk.
 
   “Quit fussing about it,” Brit growled. “It leads to the same place and a shorter path to your ale. You should be thanking me. No, I’m not carrying you up the steps, sir.”
 
   From where she stood on the front porch of the Cog, Niksabella shivered beneath her thick coat. Not so much from the cold as from the prospect of adventure. Her eyes wandered up and down the line of wagons and ponies, her stomach turning with anticipation. She’d never been outside of the city before, and their destination would take them across the entire continent; south was all she knew. A grand departure from anything resembling her previous life. She was absolutely giddy.
 
   The four Thrasperville wagons were curious to say the least. More metal than wood, Niksabella could tell by the chassis design there was more to them than the simple transporting of supplies. She looked forward to digging into them the first chance she got.
 
   A figure slid into her peripheral view on the left and sidled up to her. She didn’t have to look to know it was Jancy.
 
   “Good morning, Nika. Are you ready?”
 
   “Ready as I’ll ever be, I imagine.”
 
   “You’ve never been on the road before, have you?”
 
   “I’ve never been outside of Hightower. Never slept on the ground, well, not outside at least, and I couldn’t tell you the first thing about making a camp. Any advice for a first time traveler?”
 
   “Grab sleep whenever you can, pay attention to your surroundings, and keep Termund close.”
 
   “I can’t speak for the first two, but I will certainly attend to the third.” Niksabella leaned against her friend and accepted Jancy’s long arm around her. “I’m going to miss you, Jancy.”
 
   The woman looked down at her and smiled. “And I you.”
 
   “What will you do?”
 
   “Plenty of things to worry about here. Raulnock, for one. Keeping your brother on the straight and narrow path, for two. A potential war, for three.”
 
   “You’re very loyal to my brother. How long have you known him?” Niksabella could practically feel Jancy’s smile even though she couldn’t see it.
 
   “I’ve known your brother a quarter century or so.”
 
   “That’s a long time!”
 
   “We have… a history. I’ll tell you about it sometime.”
 
   “I would love to hear it.”
 
   Niksabella took the tall woman’s hands and held them against her chest. “I’m not going to lie, Jancy. I’m disappointed you’re not coming along, but I’m glad you’re staying behind with Nik. He will need your help.”
 
   Jancy touched Niksabella’s cheek. “We’ll see each other soon.”
 
   Niksabella smiled and sighed and turned to gaze out over Seacog Harbor at the bustle of dockworkers shouting and singing old shanties as they went about their business. She and her brother had often played amongst them as gnomelings, running between the workers as all manner of vessels bobbed in the foamy sea. Conveyance crews wheeled the cargo to and fro, stacking things according to size and shape, while winch cranes swung down to hook the crates. She used to marvel at the workers balanced atop the precarious stacks, connecting the winches and riding them up and over the piers to thump down on the ships’ decks.
 
   She recalled the clankity-clank vibrations of sail-less Sea Plower piston vessels, steam hissing from their inner works, their engines growling. Regular sailing vessels, too: tight, fast, and practical with deep holds and squat decks. Some were fitted with metal sides and an array of weaponry. When she and Nik came across occasional dwarvish, elvish, or human vessels, those were real treats. The two of them would hide behind a barrel or crate to take in the elegant ships and their bizarre crews.
 
   A heavy feeling weighed Niksabella down, a sad certainty. She pursed her lips. “Things will be much different the next time we see each other.”
 
   “Things are always different when you see someone again.”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   Jancy pulled her tight, and Niksabella relished in the embrace. In Jancy’s strength and essence. That scent wafting off her in waves. Like flowers on a pure spring breeze, but also with a touch of winter setting in—it was as close as Niksabella could get to describing it.
 
   Reluctantly, she slid from Jancy’s arms and turned away from the magnificent view. She cocked her head. “When are you going to remove your bandage?”
 
   Jancy’s hand lifted as if to touch it, but then she caught herself and stopped. “I haven’t thought all that much about it.”
 
   “You mean you’ve tried not to think about it.”
 
   “Perhaps.” Jancy shrugged and looked away, at the bustle of the gnomes making preparations for the journey south.
 
   “Well, I don’t want to press you or anything, but I think that the longer you leave it on, the harder it will be.”
 
   Jancy seemed torn between thoughts. Suddenly, she reached for the bandage, began peeling it away from her jawline… then let go. There was struggle in her eyes, a mortifying trepidation that melted Niksabella’s heart.
 
   She couldn’t blame her. If it were her face, she’d probably never remove it either. But it wasn’t her face, and she couldn’t possibly imagine what was going on inside Jancy’s head.
 
   On impulse, Niksabella reached up and began pulling at the edges of the bandage, fully expecting Jancy to protest or maybe toss her off the porch. But the woman only closed her eyes and waited, so Niksabella continued, gently tearing at the sticky material made to keep the bandage in place. Fara had done very neat work, and the entire layer came off in one piece.
 
   Niksabella stood back, stupefied. She reached up to touch Jancy’s face. “Interesting.”
 
   Jancy caught her breath. “What is it…?”
 
   “It’s… beautiful.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Insistent knocking drove the black dream from Nikselpik’s head. He took a deep, tired breath and tried to lift his right arm. That one wouldn’t budge, so he tried the other, with similar results. He sighed, rolled his head to the right, and tried to shift his entire body, but it seemed he was caught tight in the grip of some giant hand, fingers intertwined with his arms and legs and holding him with a god-like strength.
 
   What the futtering Hells?
 
   The knocking came again, almost cutting through his wine-induced sleep-haze. Still senseless, he twisted desperately, his entire body fighting for an inch of freedom. He opened his eyes to darkness. Groaned in aggravation. What was this? What sorcery could this be? His mind panicked at the thought of his enemies having him paralyzed and defenseless. He could see the silhouette of Raulnock and the witch against the cold, gray sky, warping spell magick in their devilish marriage. He heard their laughter in his head, carried on the waves of the witch’s psychic energy. Perhaps they were here with him now… 
 
   He jerked, stirred his wellspring… reached out to sense who might be there with him. Faint traces of magick lingered nearby. He could sense it like one might smell a hint of cinnamon from the kitchen while standing in the hall. 
 
   But it was the distinguishing smells of his bedchamber that brought him back. Dusty old parchments, musty bed sheets, the off-putting stench of the greasy concoctions he’d put together last night. Yes, he was in his room, and his imprisonment was not the work of a giant or spell or other such treachery. No, it was his own sheets tangling him. He was laying on his left side with his arm pinned beneath him.
 
   Idiot.
 
   “Master Nikselpik.” The rapping came again, patient but firm. It was Tenzic. And the tinges of magick he sensed were from the two master wizards below and likely residue from Tenzic’s scrying.
 
   He began unraveling himself. “I’m awake. What do you want?”
 
   “News, sir.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Best if you come down, sir.”
 
   Nikselpik put his legs over the edge of the bed, rubbed the sides of his whiskered face. “Very well. Give me a moment.” He stretched and got to his feet, his body still sore and aching.
 
   After a brief and chilly wash, Nikselpik went into his wardrobe and found what he was looking for: a black robe trimmed with crimson, a scorpion emblazoned on the back. It was something he’d had woven when he was much younger, when his aspirations for a seat on the High Council had seemed more important than anything else in the world. It was a fine garment, worn only once, then hastily put away after Raulnock had called him out during a Guild of High Magick assembly, calling him a silly little gnome whose garments far outshined his ability.
 
   Shamed, Nikselpik had put the robe away forever, vowing to never wear it again, cursing himself and his foolishness for thinking a gnome with such a poor background as he could ever be accepted into the guild. Only Kalaquick and a few others had tried to console him, but it had shown Nikselpik just how frivolous his expectations were.
 
   “Until now, you bastard.” He held it up. It was a beautiful garment made of thickly-woven cloth and dyed deep onyx from the ground-up bodies of Pelorian black bugs, the crimson trim imbued with several drops of swamp elf blood for magickal fortitude. It had cost him everything and then some—he’d had to complete several dangerous quests to afford the final payment.
 
   The garment wasn’t exactly Hightower appropriate, but life in Hightower wasn’t exactly like it used to be either, and it was time for Nikselpik to march to the beat of his own rattledrum from now on whether the High Council accepted him or not.
 
   He transferred all the things from his old robe pockets to his new ones, tossed the threadbare garment in the corner, and went downstairs.
 
   For only being ten o’clock in the morning, his house was impressively busy. Already, the smells of cooking food permeated the air, and voices filled the normally lonely space. It was a strange feeling, having so many gnomes in his house.
 
   At the bottom of the stairs, he peeked into the great room. The hearth was blazing, and a large table comprised of several stacked crates of Perry’s Maze with a piece of wood from his cellar thrown on top, all covered by an old tablecloth, now took up a greater part of the center. Toz and Boovash stood on either side, leaning over what appeared to be a large, heavy parchment near as big as the table itself.
 
   Nikselpik wanted to go inside and take a closer look, but the aromas coming from the kitchen steered him in that direction instead; that, and he needed a strong cup of snolt before he’d be able to get into anything serious.
 
   Lili sat at the kitchen table, talking animatedly with another gnomestress sitting across from her about the fight at the Golden Cog. As Nikselpik entered, she stopped. The other gnomestress took her cue and turned on the wooden bench.
 
   “Hi, Nik!” It was Madesa, her high, cheerful voice running through him like a nail, at the same time never sounding so sweet. She stood and gave Nikselpik a solid hug and, to his surprise, he hugged her back with almost as much enthusiasm. She let him go and sat back down. “Lili and I were just talking about you.”
 
   “My reputation in these parts is growing, no doubt. Please, feel free to discuss my growing prowess, liable free, of course.”
 
   The two ladies looked at one another, then giggled through clenched lips.
 
   Changing the subject, Nikselpik said, “Lili, what is that you’re cooking? I’ve never smelled anything like it.”
 
   Lili shrugged. “Don’t look at me.” She pointed toward the stove.
 
   Tenzic stood over the stove, still wearing his gigantic scryer’s helmet as he busied himself with spatula and skillet. The scryer scooped sizzling eggs on the flat end of his spatula and tossed them over with expert grace. He turned, his smile seemingly too big for his face.
 
   “A scryer and a cook, eh?”
 
   “Learned early on, sir. A lot like magick, is cooking. Finding the right ingredients. Having the right touch.”
 
   “See, Nik,” Lili said, “you could learn a thing or two from Tenzic. Would love for you to try some of that cooking magick out on me.”
 
   Madesa’s soft nicker disarmed Nikselpik’s retort, and he let the words die. He turned back to the stove and surveyed more things cooking in multiple pans across the burners. To be quite honest, he was surprised the stove actually worked. Damn thing was likely three hundred years old, and Tock knew he’d never cooked on it. Still, it was a pleasant surprise and he motioned to Tenzic. “If you’re so inclined, lad, I could use a plate of whatever you’re making.”
 
   “I’d be honored, sir.”
 
   Something small bounced off of his head. What now? Interestingly enough, his natural inclination to lash out wasn’t there. Likely the result of a full night’s sleep in his own bed after a very satisfying evening of study. Still, he couldn’t let the crime go unpunished. He started to address the offender as he turned but a familiar voice arrested him.
 
   “He’s thinking of a spell to unleash on me, I know it.” The wizard leaning against the pantry door, munching from a handful of nuts, grinned from ear-to-ear.
 
   “Kalaquick, you irreverent arse! How good it is to see you, my friend.” Nikselpik went to him and clasped his hand. Under his breath and close to his friend’s pointy ear, he said, “I must thank you for procuring those items for me. They’re quite informative.”
 
   Kalaquick matched his tone. “You’re toying with dangerous writings, my friend.”
 
   Nikselpik patted Kalaquick’s shoulder. “Help yourself to whatever you see.”
 
   “Don’t mind if I do,” Kalaquick said and plopped down close to Madesa.
 
   “I meant… oh, never mind.” Nikselpik chuckled as he accepted a cup of snolt from Tenzic, and since there was scant room at the kitchen table he went into the great room, where the two master wizards were poring over the large parchment. He sidled up next to Toz, squinting down at what appeared to be a detailed map of Hightower. It looked old and was missing some of the newer construction areas in the West End and Iron Industry but was fairly accurate for the most part. The wizards were placing copper coins all around the map.
 
   “I’ve been told there’s news?”
 
   Boovash, the taller and cleaner cut of the two wizards, said, “Raulnock has been busy.”
 
   “Bastard’s trying to sabotage us,” Toz said, sounding like he held his own personal grudge against the former First Wizard.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Two days ago, we found two supply wagons burned to cinders right outside the Harper’s Supply.”
 
   Toz added, “And this morning, the same thing. Only this time, it happened right outside the gates of Precisor Hall. Those were supplies headed out to Rad’s, where Dale has his forward camp. All-in-all, not a huge loss, but something that’s become quite an annoyance.”
 
   “Could have been anyone,” Nikselpik said, then took a sip of snolt.
 
   “No, they found puddles of crud amidst the cinders.”
 
   Nikselpik nodded. “Crud, eh? Then likely it is the work of Raulnock and his nasty friend.”
 
   Tenzic popped in with a plate of eggs and two fat pieces of grote, which were beef and oat patties cooked until they were crunchy on the outside, soft on the inside. Grote had been a staple food source during the lean years of Hightower’s establishment. Now, the greasy patties were often spiced to searing goodness. Nikselpik’s mouth watered and he pulled up a chair at the corner of the table and dug in.
 
   The scryer said, “Actually, there have been quite a few strange happenings over the past few weeks, but we didn’t corroborate them until Raulnock showed himself at the Golden Cog, possessed, as we now know, by an amorph.”
 
   “Not an amorph,” Nikselpik said between mouthfuls. “The amorph. Their witch, or Princess Bitch, or whatever in the futtering Hells you want to call her.”
 
   “Right. Well, we figure the possession must have occurred a week or so after the victory at Harwood Lake. Up until that time, the former First Wizard had spent most of his time sulking in his home…”
 
   “His rather substantial home.”
 
   “… and trying to win back his mistress, Ada. We were concerned at one point he might try to burn her mother’s home to the ground.”
 
   “I saw some of that during the fight at the Cog when I… when I touched their minds.” He smirked at the troubled looks coming from the two wizards. “Don’t ask. But trust me when I say the witch sought him out. Maybe she sensed his power. Maybe she somehow read my thoughts during our previous meetings and knew something about the former First Wizard, that he would be an easy target for possession. I don’t know.”
 
   Tenzic nodded. “And judging from the state of the corpse of her former host, she was due for a new body.”
 
   “Oh, she got a proper trade, that’s for sure. Now, he’s not only a danger to me but to our very efforts to protect Hightower.”
 
   “Aye,” Toz said. “Plus he’s a complete troll-faced bastard.”
 
   “That’s been established.”
 
   Tenzic started to say something else but was interrupted by a hammering coming from outside—from the back yard, it seemed.
 
   “What in Tock’s name?”
 
   “As I mentioned yesterday, sir. A makeshift shelter for the ponies.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We’ll have messengers coming and going, and we’ll need ponies at the ready should we need to ride out quickly.” 
 
   “Ah.” Nikselpik nodded like it all made perfect sense even though it really didn’t.
 
   Tenzic could see him struggling with the information. “You see here, sir.” He placed his finger at a point on the map just northeast of the city where an illustrated tower perched on a cliff overlooking the Iron Industry River, where the gnomish-built channel directed the surly river down from the high hills to the Sea of Wailing.
 
   “Elwray Stormcranker’s tower.”
 
   “Correct. We have set up a wizard seat there, comprised of Masters Elwray, Spanski, and Seether, along with many others.” His finger slid down the map, resting on an approximation of his own home. “The other is…”
 
   “Right here.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   So Nikselpik’s home was to be a type of headquarters. A wizard seat, Tenzic had called it. He understood—or at least was beginning to understand—the art of fighting, although it certainly seemed like everyone else was far ahead of him in that regard. “Yes, we cannot have every Master Wizard packed into one area, not with Raulnock running loose in the city. I get it.”
 
   His eyes roamed around the map, thinking of all the possible places Raulnock could be. And could it be possible that Raulnock’s goal was indeed sabotage rather than Nikselpik’s destruction? He had his doubts about that, for despite Raulnock’s wicked cleverness, he was quite obtuse. In a duel of minds, he was sure the witch would have long ago taken control of their symbiotic relationship.
 
   “So we agree that sabotage is the motive?”
 
   “Aye,” Toz said.
 
   Boovash sat back in his own chair, mulling the question. He was a plain-looking fellow with a shiny bald head and a long, braided goatee, and an altogether serious fellow who Nikselpik had yet to see crack a smile. “I would have to think so,” he also agreed.
 
   “You must be joking,” Lili said. 
 
   So focused was Nikselpik on his food and the problem at hand he hadn’t noticed Lili or the others enter, but she and Madesa and Kalaquick had all pulled some chairs in from the adjoining room and had been evidently sitting and listening.
 
   “Joking? Enlighten us, Lili. Because last time we discussed Raulnock back at Bombrick’s you were one of his biggest proponents.” He regretted the words as soon as they’d left his mouth. Her face reddened and her eyes started getting wet, and he knew it was a troll-faced thing to say. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so cross. You couldn’t possibly have known then the extent of his corruption. I apologize.”
 
   She sniffed but managed to continue. “I think you have the right idea, thinking he might be working for the other side given everything that happened to you. Seems that amorph witch lady thing is tough as… well, she’s tough. You can’t be blind to how ruthless he is either. I… I think there’s a lot more we’ll find out about Raulnock as time goes on. As things get uncovered. His business dealings. He’s not right in the head, especially after what he did to your sister.”
 
   Nikselpik was confused. “About the trial? Yes, everyone knows how the former First Wizard falsely imprisoned my sister and tried to publicly shame her. Again.”
 
   Lili deflated in her seat, her mouth turning into a frown. “You don’t know? Nika never told you?”
 
   “Apparently not. I’m learning new things every hour, it seems. What did my sister not tell me?”
 
   Lili gulped and then proceeded to relate Niksabella’s account of what had happened while Raulnock held her captive. The night he’d taken the blackjack to her. Her night of sheer misery as she lay on the thin mat in her jail cell and how Ada had come to heal her. It was a system of torture and extortion and wickedness.
 
   Nikselpik’s ire rose with every word of the telling, and by the time Lili had finished, his fists were clenched tight on the table.
 
   “To be fair, your sister got a little bit of her own revenge.”
 
   “Well, it seems that at the time of Niksabella’s escape, when Miss Jancy broke her free, your sister managed to beat Ada senseless with a sprocket box.”
 
   Nikselpik sighed in pained relief then let out a small chuckle. Yes, that was certainly a small victory. You’re getting tougher by the day, sister. And deceptive too.
 
   Madesa scooted to the edge of her chair. “I don’t understand why Nika didn’t tell you, Nik.”
 
   Kalaquick was in the process of lighting his pipe, one of the short ones he called his breakfast pipe. “Because she knew Nik would lose his mind, probably curse himself for not finishing Raulnock when he had the chance.”
 
   It was true. He would have finished Raulnock off on Crater Field or as soon as he could. There would have been no quarter given. “She’s all the family I have left in the world. In case you didn’t notice, us Nurs are not widely dispersed nor particularly well-suited to producing offspring of any kind.”
 
   Lili crossed her arms, looking a bit disappointed. “Yes, hard to imagine what the world might be like with two of you running around.”
 
   “Exactly my point, dear Lili.” He had to give it to Niksabella. She’d done a fine job keeping the information from him, knowing exactly what he’d do to Raulnock if he found out. Well, I know now, sister. And nothing will save that bastard next we meet.
 
   A strange and distant itch worked its way up his left arm from wrist to elbow, a ghost of his none-too-recent past. He ran his hand up his robe sleeve, nails over skin, scratching furiously. Damn, even though all the sores were healed and there wasn’t a single creature crawling around beneath his skin, the bugs still called. And he knew the score of this battle from all the times he’d tried to quit before. The first week or two would be surprisingly easy, with hardly a sign that he’d ever been addicted. His health would improve dramatically as well, fooling everyone into thinking he was all but cured. Funny how his addiction was a passing thing to everyone else, a bump in the road, when, to him, it was a mountain. And as time wore on and Nikselpik realized that nothing in life was quite like the rush of having a bug in his arm, he’d eventually find his way back to the Magi Den to start the cycle all over again. He knew it was much more complex than that, but to try and analyze his own psyche was a recipe for doom.
 
   It was simple; he would always be an addict.
 
   No. Not this time. This time is different. I have so many others to think about. I have a responsibility… 
 
   Partly to distract himself and partly because he thought Lili might be on to something—specifically, his own train of thought—he pressed her. “So what do you think is happening? What is Raulnock’s motivation for these stunts?”
 
   Lili seemed surprised that her opinion might be taken seriously, and she hesitated before going on. “Well, I think he’s trying to draw you out, away from your protection, away from all your wizards and guards. Away from the ones who love you.” She wiped at her eyes. “Now, from what I’ve heard of these amorph things, from what you said, there seems to always be a fight for control in their heads. Like with Ribbon. So I’ll bet that exact thing is going on inside that thick, cruel noggin of his right this second. I don’t care how powerful that witch creature is. Raulnock is just about the cruelest of us gnomes, so I’ll bet he’s giving her a good fight.”
 
   “That all makes sense, but what of their higher calling? To destroy us all, to infest the entire continent of Sullenor? That’s something I felt as well.”
 
   “It don’t think that matters right now. They both want you dead. All of this other stuff…” she waved her hand around at nothing, “… it’s just a game to them.”
 
   Nikselpik thought about it as he chewed, and then he addressed Tenzic. “Send a message to Elwray. We’re going out to get the bastard.”
 
   Tenzic shook his head. “We have three scryer patrols scouring the streets now. They are tuned to Raulnock. As soon as they sense his presence, they are not to engage but to report directly to the nearest wizard seat.”
 
   “Seems a rather reactive approach.”
 
   “Orders, sir.”
 
   Nikselpik sighed. “Send a message anyway. How long will it take for that other wizard seat to respond?”
 
   “Depending on what Elwray wants to say and when he wants to say it. A few hours at the very least. A day if he’s disagreeable. We’re setting up cables now, possibly a pneumatic tube later, for messages. Things should move much faster then.”
 
   Nikselpik, having not followed the progress of most Hightower tinkerers in many years, said, “How long have we been able to send messages over cable, Tenzic?”
 
   “For decades, sir. Hightower is relatively small, and we’ve never had anyone organize the proper layout although many have argued about it. In fact, the original project plan was canceled by…”
 
   “Let me guess. Raulnock?”
 
   Tenzic’s lowered head provided the answer.
 
   “Of course. Well then I’ll ride up to that lofty tower of Elwray’s and deliver the message myself if I must.”
 
   “No good, sir. It’s just that with Dale out in the field and Elwray acting as interim First Wizard, they are being quite scrupulous.”
 
   Nikselpik tossed his fork on the table and bits of grote grease dappled the parchment (much to Boovash’s displeasure). “Then they need to loosen their scruples! Or else it’s going to be too gods-damned late.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Niksabella Nur bounced atop her pony, head swiveling in every direction, taking in the world as she’d never seen it before. The dirt road, the Western Road, the grass fields to either side, and always the snow-capped Northern Utenes rising imposingly on their right. Not that she’d never looked in this direction or thought Hightower was the only place on Sullenor, but her previous views had come from inside the city looking out: the Hightower Heights, or the end of Hightower Lane, or while having tea on Fritzy’s balcony. But to see the road through the eyes of a traveler, to know they were on their way to some mysterious destination on a dangerous quest, gave it an entirely new meaning.
 
   It was early evening, close to nightfall. Niksabella’s spirit was so alive she felt like shouting, much like the urge she’d had to chase her brother and his friends to Bombrick’s in what seemed like ages ago. She was having a taste of the real world, the world beyond her formerly solitary existence of waking and working, working and sleeping. And while she knew the work had been valuable, these constantly changing perspectives made her wonder how much of life she’d really missed. She had Termund to thank for that.
 
   He rode next to her, his dark, curly hair bouncing atop the shoulders of his hard, leather coat. His riding attire wasn’t much different than his regular dress except that now, everything had a road-worn look about it in addition to his upgrading to thick riding gloves and boots. The sword buckled to his side and crossbow mounted on his saddle made him decidedly more ominous, yet he seemed right at home with the weapons. His pony was a stunning brown creature that seemed to read his mind, maneuvering with hardly a gesture or word. Perfectly proper and brave, that was Termund. Her Termund.
 
   As much as she’d gotten used to having him around, his many mysterious facets made her feel quite simple. And she had told him as much. He disagreed, of course. “Any greatness you see in me rests solely in your pretty head, sweet lady,” he had told her. And perhaps after being on the road for a time, she’d be free of any lingering doubts.
 
   “You look happy, Nika,” he said to her now. 
 
   “I am,” she admitted.
 
   “Like a gnomeling enjoying her first nameday confection, and let me say, that makes me happy.”
 
   “Well, m’lord, I’m happy it amuses you. I have to admit, I am overcome somewhat. Leaving Hightower, putting all the trouble of my life behind me… it’s like a weight lifted. My heart feels… less burdened. Especially with my recursive mirror in hand and my brother all better.”
 
   “Nikselpik, yes, he has recovered well indeed. An interesting chap, your brother.”
 
   “Putting it mildly.”
 
   “He’s full of fight, just like his sister. But a few days on the road, warming your butt against a fire while your front side freezes, that’ll cool anyone’s hot blood.”
 
   Niksabella frowned. “I hope not. I like it out here. Everything is so open. You don’t notice dust or commotion or even time for that matter. Unless you happened to bring a pocket watch.”
 
   Termund smiled and pulled back his coat sleeve, revealing a ticking wafer with a crystal face. “Indeed. Soon we’ll all be tracking time by the movements of the sun more than anything. I’ll show you how that works. But time won’t matter when we’re snug asleep in our cocoon. Perhaps we should try to fit a sleeper made for one. Now that might be interesting.”
 
   The idea of fitting into one of those with Termund made her blush, and she looked south to avoid his teasing eyes. Farms dotted the landscape, fences making square shapes out of the land, cows roaming over white swells to pick at what was left of anything green. The occasional homestead was often hidden into niches of trees or boldly displayed at the tops rises, all with plumes of smoke rising from chimneys, snow burners, cooking stoves, and any manner of machines that made country living a bit more tolerable. Beyond those easy homes lay the thick shadow of Swicki Forest, a dark stain on the horizon.
 
   That’s where Nik fought for his life. That’s where you might have lost him. She hated the thought and quickly refocused. “I wonder what will happen to my workshop… or if anyone has tried again to pillage my tools.”
 
   That thought’s not much better… 
 
   “They’d not find much. I had Brit and the boys round up your tools and stow them in the Cog’s storage facility, where the delegation from Thrasperville is allotted a respectable amount of space. I can’t say they understood what they were putting away, but they promised it would be stowed neatly and intact.”
 
   “I’m… I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Say nothing. Or tell me you’re happy. Whatever you please.”
 
   “I am happy. Very much so. Thank you.”
 
   That night, they camped between a small set of hills in the northwest corner of the Utenes, just where the range bent south again. The Western Pass wasn’t far, but Termund assured her this was a common place for those entering and exiting Hightower by the Western Road. A regular place to camp and break bread.
 
   Termund told her, “No matter the season, these hills are immune to the wind. It might get cold, but it’s a still cold.”
 
   They pulled off the road and formed a rough circle around one of the many well-used fire havens. The team of forty-five gnomes and gnomestresses and their ponies and wagons began to set up camp. One gnome dropped a pfitzer brick into a fire hole, covered it with wood, and lit it while others erected half shelters out of canvas and poles, the rear ends butting up against the wagons where the side panels flipped down to reveal cooking stations and caches of supplies.
 
   As the blaze grew, a gnomestress pulled on a series of rusted levers on the ground previously hidden beneath the snow and leaves. They flipped grudgingly, filling the air with ear-bending creaks and squeals.
 
   “What are those?” Niksabella asked as she slid from her pony into Termund’s arms.
 
   “Those control the openings for the vents beneath the ground, beneath our very feet. They will distribute the fire’s heat in a thirty-foot radius all around us. Inside of two hours, this ground will be as warm as it would be on a summer day. That’s why they’re clearing the snow away. Left alone, we’d be standing in six inches of mud before long.”
 
   Clever. “Are these campsites all along the Western Road?”
 
   “Only as far as the Western Pass. From there travelers are on their own.”
 
   Prior to their leaving Jancy had sent a tailor from Midtown district to see to Niksabella’s garmenting needs, and while Niksabella had offered enough coin to cover the cost, the tailor waved her off, saying the sister of the new First Wizard was practically royalty, and so Niksabella had a small collection of travel outfits; heavy stockings and woolen socks, skirts and blouses that could be worn in layers, and a pair of cloaks of tightly woven material the tailor had assured her would thwart the coldest winter draft. The tones were primarily earthen, but color blossomed in several scarves. Her favorite was a woolen red and black one that kept her neck wonderfully warm; in truth her travel garb was the finest clothing she’d ever had and she relished it all. 
 
   In time darkness fell and the cold night settled on them, watches were set, and gnomes and gnomestresses settled in, yet Niksabella found it difficult to even think about sleeping. She sat on a small stool with her knees pressed together and one of the four books she’d borrowed from Kalaquick opened in her lap while Termund brushed down their ponies.
 
   Uncle Brit came over and set a cup of snolt on the warm ground near her feet. He was significantly less jangly than normal after losing his prestigious accoutrements in lieu of the journey.
 
   “Bored yet?”
 
   Niksabella smiled at him and looked up at the sky. “Hardly. There’s all this… nature to consider. I’ve led a fairly sheltered life.” She lifted her book. “And if I get bored of that, which I doubt I will, I have plenty of studying to do.” 
 
   “Magick?”
 
   “Yes. Both my brother and Kalaquick have been helpful in reviewing some of the things I already knew and guiding me on how to move forward. It’s nice to have a bit of formal study, like dusting the cobwebs out of my brain.”
 
   The rotund gnome grunted and settled his bulk on the ground next to her. He put his finger into the air to emphasize a point. “I’m not too bad with magick myself, you know. I could probably show you a thing or two. There’s always a cost for magick though. Does a number on the old noggin it does.”
 
   “You don’t have much magick in Thrasperville?”
 
   “Oh yes, dear. Surely, we do. Factions of magick users, clubs we like to call them. All governed by the Machromatic Guild, named after Thrasperville’s first real wizard, Matsimmions Machromatic. Nothing high and mighty about it like in Hightower. Nice enough chaps, loyal and well-practiced, if a bit off kilter.”
 
   Niksabella loved the old gnome, but he had a way of being peevish about certain things. “So you think practicing magick is a foolish pursuit?”
 
   “Oh, make no mistake. Magick has its place. But it’s been my experience in my one hundred and ten years that the continual pressure required to learn and maintain the craft breaks down one’s mental fortitude. I’ve seen gnomes’ heads turned to jelly by it. That’s why no one in the Machromatic Guild is allowed to hold public office.”
 
   Niksabella certainly couldn’t argue with that. Raulnock was a perfect example of a dangerous gnome becoming even more dangerous by giving him significant political influence. And then there was her brother… 
 
   “Thrasperville gnomestresses tend to enlist in our famed hillfoot forces. Our gals are tough as nails, they are. Real bruisers when they set their minds to it.”
 
   Niksabella frowned at that. “They choose to enlist in your army? Or are they more urged to take up the soldier’s trade rather than learn magick?”
 
   Brit thought about it, his large head tilted in contemplation. “I see where you’re going with that, and you may have a point, but I assure you, it has been that way for hundreds of years. And not for lack of faith in our fine gnomestresses. Thrasperville fellows are first and foremost gentlegnomes, and we are doomed to cater to the whims of our ladies. If they want to fight, they fight. If they prefer to cast, then they cast.”
 
   “Hmm. Well, it sounds like a good place for a gnomestress to settle down. I can’t wait to see your home beneath the mountain, but I can’t imagine ever becoming proficient with a sword. I’d probably slice one of my own ears off.”
 
   Brit snorted. “You jest, but I had a great aunt we used to call Nellie No-Ears due to just that. Accidentally cut one off, then had the other,” he made a snipping motion on his ear, as if cutting it with scissors, “to balance it out. My other relatives sometimes teased her about wanting to look like a tiny human. Come to think of it, she did look a bit more like a human child…” 
 
   “Nika No-Ears. That has too much of a ring to it for my liking.”
 
   They both chuckled.
 
   “No. Magick is what I have to work with, and it is time for me to learn how to take care of myself out here in the real world, where I seem to have become involved in ultraworldy affairs. I hope to have your support, Uncle Brit.”
 
   “Oh yes, no judgment from me. It’s just that… I’m just encouraging you to be careful and take it slow. Nothing to rush here. And if you have any questions, do not hesitate to ask.”
 
   “I will. And I’ll pull my own weight around here. I want you to know that.”
 
   Brit smiled and patted her hand where it lay across the book, then started to rise. “I’m sure you will, my dear.” He worked his bulk back and forth until he could finally stand, waving Niksabella off as she tried to assist him. He gave her a fond look. “Who would have guessed the gnomestress to steal my nephew’s heart was half a world away.” He laid his hand on her shoulder a moment, then said, “Don’t forget your snolt, lass,” and tottered off to his own tent.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Niksabella spent the next hour sitting cross-legged on the canvas coverlet, reading her book and lazing in the quiet energy of the camp. What had once been an organized mess was now a comfortable albeit temporary home where gnomes and gnomestresses told jokes around the fire and sang soft songs (much better ones than those sung in Hightower). A small group on the outskirts of the camp played an interesting-looking game with sticks and twine. Termund had gone into the woods and up a hill to check on the watch. Flay and Terrence leaned against one of the wagons, scooping huge spoonfuls of stew from their bowls into their mouths. Terrence caught Niksabella’s gaze, let go of his spoon, and waved. She returned the gesture.
 
   “You need anything, Nika?” Flay called.
 
   “No. Thank you.”
 
   She took one more look around the camp, lifting her face to a passing winter breeze, and then dove back into her book.
 
   The Magickal Core was a smallish book, and one she probably would have passed right over in the Hightower Library, but Kalaquick had assured her it held all the basic principles a practitioner needed to fortify their wellspring.
 
   “Haven’t seen this old thing since I first entered the Academy,” he’d said. “Read this front to back. Put it to practice, too. Without a strong wellspring, a caster is nothing.”
 
   “How long did it take you to master the principles?” she had asked, hoping it wouldn’t take her a lifetime.
 
   “Oh, I finished the book in about three days if I recall, but never practiced.” He’d given it back to her and sighed. “Channeling my wellspring has always come easy, but not so for everyone. I should have practiced more, so that’s my advice, Nika. Read it and practice.”
 
   Niksabella flipped to chapter two, mumbling the lesson to herself as she read: “… building on chapter one, where was created a sufficient representation of the wellspring in the mind’s eye, the magick user must meditate, or, in old gnomish, mindperkl, to expand and expunge the wellspring’s depth. A widening of breadth, however, may only be achieved through extensive practice and study of the art of mindperkl, at which point multi-casting may be achieved. It is recommended to practice perkling the mind no less than once per day—several times a day recommended—as the practice not only sharpens the mind but affords the perkler illumination of mind and quietude of spirit.”
 
   Niksabella memorized the steps for a successful perkl before setting the book on her backpack down on the ground beside her. It was time to give it a go. This would be the first time in over thirty years she’d be using her wellspring for something more than imbuing objects . She pulled her feet beneath her to perch, cross-legged. Her hands rested on her knees, her head level, chin slightly elevated. A passing breeze kissed her face.
 
   The dry-brittle branches of the trees clacked together, creaking and whispering over their heads. Not unfriendly sounds. She listened to them, absorbed them, and everything else around. She let those thoughts pass untouched through her mind—in one ear, out the other, Auntie Gemma might say. Niksabella allowed herself to drift effortlessly in the void… listless… listening.
 
   Before she realized what was happening, she stood in a small, dark alcove, a dingy, ill-used refuge where one might store very old, useless things. A golden glow churned in the center of the floor, a sort of liquid effulgence that seeped through the cracks and pores of the foundation.
 
   She tried to imagine her wellspring as something else besides the typical spring of water every other wizard talked about: a sky full of thunder and lightning from which she could pull raw energy, a flock of sparrows which would come to do her bidding whenever she called. Even a great, cooked turkey from which she could cut great swaths of butter-basted meat. But her mind’s eye saw this pool of water, just like everyone else, like a common dream every wizard shared—except for the golden color. This coincidence in itself was part of the bigger mystery of magick, she realized, a common thread that tied together all mages and wizards of every race and creed. Fine then, she’d go along with it. A puddle to start, and then a pool of swelling, swirling, living light which began to overflow the crumbling stones of the rough-hewn well’s wall.
 
   You need to fix that. That’s the first step.
 
   She knelt in the dirt, grabbed stones and clay and shoved them into the gaps, shifting and cajoling the odd shapes to fit. Her wellspring squished through the narrowing breaches, dripping down the sides like molasses leaking from cracks in a barrel. Niksabella scooped handfuls of the golden liquid back over the rim, packing it into nooks and crannies as she went. It was like holding cool jelly, and it made her skin tingle to touch it. It even acted as a kind of mortar, drying dark and coppery as she plastered it in. She worked her way around the well, patching, fixing, reinforcing, so intent with her work she completely forgot herself.
 
   Still, her magick surged, jumping at her touch, awakened somehow by her presence. A bubble or two boiled to the surface, bloating and popping sluggishly, swelling over the sides yet again. In an anxious rush, Niksabella made another layer of rock, using her liquid power—that sweet, tingly honey—to fill the breaks as a bricklayer might, and she was becoming quite good at it. 
 
   By the time she’d gotten things under control, the walls of her magickal well were up to her knees, a solid structure to hold her eager energies. And the mouth of the shaft had widened considerably; it was at least four feet across now!
 
   Funny, I can’t remember how it got that way. It was little more than a puddle just a minute ago! She swayed almost drunkenly, covered in yellow ooze from elbow to feet, skirt and shirt stained with dark copper splatter, intoxicated and proud of the work she’d done. 
 
   And then she knew why the structure had grown. Her wellspring was a living thing—like a child responding to a mother’s affection. It would grow and strengthen as long as she cared for it. It would become more a part of her every time she entered this meditative state, this perkl. 
 
   In that instant, Niksabella understood.
 
   She opened her eyes. The camp was deathly quiet, and the moon had fallen halfway down the sky. There were no clouds, so the golden orb was left to shine along with thousands of stars, the sudden image of so many other worlds leaving Niksabella breathless; it wasn’t a view she could appreciate from inside the city.
 
   Even the campfires had burned down into shrugging embers, left unattended as morning loomed closer.
 
   “Any interesting discoveries?” Termund sat next to her on the coverlet, a steaming cup of snolt between his knees, both his hands soaking the warmth from the sides of the fireclay cup. His hood was down, his profile handsome in the half shadows. He looked askance at her. “You looked beautiful there beneath the moonlight. I’ve never seen you at such peace.”  
 
   Niksabella gave him a languid smile and reached out to bury her hand in his curls. They were soft and warm, wrapping themselves around her fingers in tender fluff. She pulled him toward her, leaning into a deep kiss. His lips were soft and warm too, parting to cover her mouth in his, raising her heat.
 
   She left his lips alone, whispering. “I did have a nice perkl.”
 
   “Is that what they’re calling it these days?”
 
   Niksabella shrugged, her eyes searching his face. “Let’s go to bed.”
 
   Termund took her hand, guiding her to a cocoon sleeper near one of the supply wagons, and unbuttoned the corner flap. They removed their boots and coats, chuckling softly like gnomelings as they climbed inside. Niksabella turned on her side, drawing her knees up. Termund snuggled against her back, his form encompassing hers, arm thrown over her waist. It was cold, but their warmth saturated the space quickly, feet tangled up and legs pressed together. Termund’s lips brushed the back of her neck, sending a pleasant tingle across her skin.
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   “I feel… interesting.”
 
   Termund chuckled. “Well, that’s two of us who find you interesting.”
 
   “No, I feel good… sleepy.” And it was true. She’d thought she’d be too wound up to sleep, especially not being in a familiar bed, but cuddled together like this made her perfectly dopey. She didn’t want to move or even speak, just lay there, wrapped up like two pastries in an oven.
 
   “As long as you’re happy.”  
 
   By Tick and Tock, how can I ever be unhappy again? No wonder Fritzy is so damn addicted to falling in love. To feel like this all day long… all the time. To go to sleep with no worries, youe mind clear and at peace.
 
   Termund gave her a hug and kissed her shoulder, nudging aside her shirts with his nose. “You know, after this is all over, we’re going to have a life together. I want you to see my home… to be at home. I…”  
 
   Niksabella replied by backing into him and gripping his arm tight around her stomach. And as she gazed up into the sky, waiting for her eyes to grow heavy, she had only one other thought. And what about you, Prophetess? Will you visit me tonight in my dreams? Come and face me… 
 
   And, thinking that, she drifted into a cozy slumber.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Dreams of bottle-nosed whalelings capering at the bow of her old, wave-cracking merchant ship, the Diamond, played through Stena’s mind as Swinger lurched starboard, throwing her from her hammock. A grunt escaped her, pushed out by the hard landing, and she rubbed her head where she must have smacked it on the side of a gear box.
 
   Quickly coming to, Stena pushed her way up through a set of double doors to the deck, observing her bustling crew as they fought the yawing ship. Gowey appeared from around the aft side, grease smeared across his forehead. He lifted a panel in the back of the engine block and dove inside. Crick’s crew member pumped a lever and hit a button at the starboard control panel, sending increased heat into the bladder to lift the ship. The initial swell of panic subsided as she realized the crew had things relatively under control.
 
   Damn but they’re good. At least they look it.
 
   “What the futtering Hells is going on, Linsey?”
 
   “Up here, Captain.”
 
   Of course, Linsey was on the observation deck, giving direction to Rose, who worked the steering controls at the stern of the ship. Stena scampered up the ladder and found herself, once again, atop the world. A crosswind buffeted her, and she gripped the rail, putting her other arm on Linsey’s back. She noticed they were rising quickly, the nose of the aerostat pointed at an upward angle.
 
   “Report.”
 
   “Enemy ships took a shot at us, Captain.”
 
   “Enemy ships?”
 
   “Ships, Captain. Two of them. We were hanging over Goad’s Pocket when they attacked. One evenly elevated with us, another from below. I’m trying to get us above the clouds. Figured you’d want it that way…”
 
   Stena ground her teeth. “To get a shot at them, yes. I’ve got this, Linsey. Take the wheel.”
 
   Linsey related the last known enemy positions and started for the wheel deck. The first mate hesitated. “You might need your coat, Captain, if you plan on being out here for a while.”
 
   Stena welcomed the heat of ire as it burned at her core, but she wasn’t stupid. “If someone’s free, maybe Bertrand, send them after it.”
 
   “Aye, Captain.”
 
   Stena searched the skies for the enemy ships, but the clouds obscured her view. They should be below Swinger and off the starboard side… roughly. But who flew these ships? And what were they capable of? She had no experience with aerostat war tactics. There were a few books available in the Hightower Documenstory, but she’d barely glanced over them in favor of texts pertaining to her immediate mission: subjects like airship mechanics and geography. What would have been the point in learning the best trajectory for ship-to-ship projectiles? There was no other race on Sullenor known for flying airships! As far as anyone knew, gnomes had always ruled the skies.
 
   Swinger rose out of the cloud bank, white mist running off her deck, the sun coloring the downy floor a deep pink as she went up and up. A hundred feet above the salmon layer, Stena held her fist high so that Lins would know to keep the aerostat leveled off at this altitude. They continued their wide circle around the spot Stena thought the enemy ship might surface. Her eyes scanned the plain as her hands passed over another control box on the rail before her. She lifted the lid and slid it back over the rail, where it hung from a pair of braces. There were two sets of controllers, simple pegs of wood affixed to pressure lines, each pair controlling the mounted ballistae on their respective sides. While the weapons could be better fired manually, Stena didn’t have the crew for it; they hadn’t expected this. So it was up to her to direct the weapons from her position.
 
   She glanced down at the controls to make sure she had them, each one marked with numbers that an experienced pilot might find useful to concentrate their shot, but Stena had no clue about those. It would be complete guesswork.
 
   Swinger leaned inward as Lins made the most out of the aft and starboard propellers.
 
   Now where are you, my friends?
 
   As she scanned the sky, a sharp chill ran through her. A shadow rose through the thinning clouds about two hundred yards aft of starboard. Stena exhaled nervously. They hadn’t overshot the enemy by much, but it was critical to get the upper hand before the tables were turned, so she made a spinning signal in the air and pointed at the dark shape. Like clockwork, Swinger’s engines kicked up, and the ship tightened its circle, coming back around the bruised-looking spot.
 
   Stena’s stomach clenched with nervous tension as it always did before battle. But she knew herself too well to let it affect her. Instead, she focused on training the ballistae on Swinger’s starboard side at the rising discoloration, which had become a trail of brownish-gray, as if the enemy ship was a wounded whale beneath the waves, leaking its lifeblood into the vast depths as it swam.
 
   They’re slow. Should be easy enough.
 
   “You’re not in the ocean anymore,” she said aloud to herself. “Up here’s a different game.”
 
   Her shoulders tensed. The sound of gears softly winding reached her ears as she edged the ballistae in line. The steel-tipped bolts along Swinger’s side glinted in the late afternoon sun. Another quick shiver ran through her as the clouds parted… 
 
   A bloated thing made of dark spines and twisted, black shell—fat and oblong like a blister in the middle—rose from the dense fog trailing putrid green gasses, some sort of organic exhaust. Decks had been cut into the hard stuff, but she couldn’t make sense of them or the crew that scampered across them. She was hard-pressed to identify any vital spot at all. There was no unprotected bladder to pierce, no sense of where the airship’s soft places might be. She hesitated.
 
   Something lived inside the vessel. Some belly-swollen worm that stretched from bow to stern, undulating within like a snail in its shell. Its gaping maw was a ring of muscle, like tightened lips, drawing in air up front, heating it somehow, and expelling the waste at the rear as a form of propulsion. Side vents opened and closed with a clatter, venting gasses too, enabling the vessel to turn, albeit awkwardly.
 
   How does the damned thing stay in the sky? Never mind that. How do I bring it down?  
 
   Stena caught her mouth hanging open and clamped it shut. She curled her lip at the vessel. “You’re an ugly bastard.”
 
   In the back of her mind, she remembered a conversation with Dale soon after he’d chosen her for this mission, their interview taking place in his quarters at Precisor Hall. She remembered the sparseness of the room, the simple furnishings—a desk, lamp, three chairs—and the tidiness of the place. A neat stack of parchment sat on the desk in front of him, orders or declarations or whatever precisor generals were forced to examine and sign. 
 
   “You may see some things you don’t understand,” he’d said, his dark eyes regarding her with careful attention. The thin beginnings of a beard had formed along his jaw and chin. His light brown hair was ruffled, barely combed. Her instincts told her he’d not slept well in some time, but he was far from weakened by it. In fact, a tireless energy seemed to radiate from him, a glow of determination and urgency. Something, including this mission, was extremely important to him, and Stena knew she’d better take it just as seriously.
 
   “I’ve seen it all, General,” she’d replied, standing at attention before him. And she had, or close enough to it: capering mermaids—more fish than woman—on the rocks off the coast of the Iron Islands; monstrous serpents that bumped the keel of her ship as they slid beneath; curious bands of serpentine brawn driving fear into the hearts of everyone on board. Even hers. And the most dangerous of them all were pirates, preying on weak merchant vessels, the kind of men, dwarves, gnomes, and elves who’d taken up a life of thieving and murder. She’d even faced the famed pirate king, Bras’vri Klarva across three hundred yards of ocean, taking pleasure in his scowl as he turned his ship around in the face of Stena’s cannons.
 
   One of Dale’s eyebrows had raised, flashing her a confident yet hard smile. He was a serious gnome, a true precisor general, but there was a playfulness to his demeanor, as if every event in a gnome’s day could be added to a pile of simple life’s lessons.
 
   Dale had placed his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “What do you know about what’s happened in Hightower these past few months? And have you ever heard of the ultraworlds?”
 
   Stena had shaken her head.
 
   The bulbous, bulging vessel was struggling to rise, waddling back and forth, pushing its nose toward Swinger with great swallows of air. Stena smiled. Overall, the thing’s propulsion systems seemed vastly inferior to their own. Whatever strange creature wormed and worked inside that ship, its sloshing, gurgling, wind-sucking system was no match for gnomish steam power.
 
   Suddenly it coughed a spray at them that seared the air with the sound of grease spattering off a frying pan. Linsey deftly keeled Swinger to port with a slight upward bank. Blobs of steaming liquid hurtled past. One smoking bubble ran up the starboard side and off the rail, leaving charred wood in its wake.
 
   Stena winced as she felt the heat where she stood.
 
   Damn but that was close. And you’ll not get a chance to do it again. She’d show them what it meant to draw the ire of Stena Wavebreaker.
 
   As soon as Linsey leaned Swinger in again, Stena slammed her hand on a copper button next to her right-hand shifter and unleashed the ballistae with a collective whoosh. The thick, three-foot-long bolts zoomed through the air, peppering the enemy ship. Shells exploded, and the crew dodged and ducked.
 
   “A hit,” Stena hissed, clutching her fist and bringing it down like a hammer. But her excitement waned as she realized just how little damage she’d done. The vessel kept spinning, getting its nose out ahead of Swinger. Stena’s brow wrinkled, eyes squinting at the strange maneuver. It appeared they were positioning themselves to… 
 
   “You’re going to ram us from way down there? Now that’s a laugh.”
 
   A sudden release of gaseous fumes broke from the rear of the enemy vessel. The thing lurched and began to rise. Surely, it couldn’t… 
 
   But it could. The thing rode a gout of exhaust, almost shooting up from the clouds like a rocket. It was then that Stena realized her mistake. She’d seen a hundred ships in her lifetime, each built for various duties: trawling, fishing, ocean skirmishing… ramming. In her excited preoccupation with targeting the thing, Stena had failed to register the blunt, craggy block of shell jutting from the bow above the air-slurping mouth. The effigy of some ultraworldy god was carved into it, and the dangerous ram was coming at them with alarming speed.
 
   “Evasive maneuvers!”
 
   But Linsey was well ahead of her, backing Swinger up and sideways in an attempt to draw them out of the path of the rushing ship. The enemy vessel had just enough maneuverability to match them. They were going to collide.
 
   Linsey, you should have turned into them!
 
   Stena thought about correcting their course, but any change of direction at this point would likely play to the enemy’s favor. They could only soften the blow by retreating. The starboard ballistae had reloaded themselves, but Swinger’s starboard side had risen too high, and she’d lost sight of the enemy even though its noise could be heard tearing through the gray sky.
 
   “Brace for impact!” Stena tried to shout over the enemy ship and gusting wind, but she wasn’t sure if anyone heard her. As for herself, the aerostat captain kept her hands on the ballistae controls, hoping to get a chance to loosen another volley.  
 
   Swinger’s stern lifted, her bow dipping dangerously into the sky. Stena fell against the observation deck rail, her belly crushed against the firing controls, as the world tilted. Dizziness rushed over her, yet she fought to keep a clear head. There was no sign of the enemy, but Stena seemed to have lost her sense of location. Suspended as they were in the gray and white sky, it was difficult to gauge where Linsey had put them. The grotesque vessel could be just below or perhaps had already passed by their stern. Stena couldn’t even turn her head to look. 
 
   Suddenly, the enemy was there. Its ram blasted by, crunching across Swinger’s starboard side with a shattering of wood and metal. Pieces of propellers and ballistae snapped and flew through the air. The side rail pressed in and cracked. Stena was thrown back and forth, and if it hadn’t been for the cozy quarters on the observation deck, she’d have gone over the side to tumble through the sky.
 
   The body of the enemy vessel glanced against Swinger’s hull, pushing them up and sideways in a stomach-turning lurch. Stena couldn’t see what was happening down there, but it seemed the ripping, crashing noises lasted forever until the ships finally separated in a groan of wood and squeal of shattered shell. A cloud of noxious exhaust had caught up with them, filling Stena’s nose with a scent reminiscent of manure and skunk. Her eyes burned. Her lungs, too.
 
   Three enemy crew members crouched on the edge of their deck, preparing to leap! A sliver of fear stabbed Stena’s heart. Ultraworlders, Dale had called them, and he was not wrong. Nothing could have prepared her for the monsters that glared at her across the growing span of empty sky. Squat creatures, smaller than a human but still massive compared to her own kind. Heavy muscles beneath a layer of grayish fur, heaving chests covered in tight leather shirts emblazoned with what appeared to be random splashes of red paint, a semblance of blood splatter, and no two shirts the same.
 
   Their heads were huge, ape-like, with thick skulls any gnomish ax would have trouble cleaving. Their pink eyes burned with hatred, bloodshot with the need to kill.
 
   On instinct, Stena edged whatever remained of her starboard ballistae upward and fired just as the things leaped across the impossible distance.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Stena didn’t know if she’d hit anything with that volley because a fat, sizzling bubble of gunk launched from the enemy deck in her direction. She fell backwards to avoid it… and right off the observation deck, plunging down to Swinger’s deck with a spine-crunching, wind-stealing crash.
 
   She rolled over on her belly, wrenching in pain.
 
   Shouts rang out along the deck. A snarl and a scream from one of her crew. Stena crawled, gasping, not sure exactly where she was going except that she’d crawl until she could breathe again. And then her hand stuck in something thick and wet. It took a second for her dazed brain to realize it was pool of blood running down the deck, the coppery scent filled her nose and struck her heart with panic, made more so by the sounds of fighting somewhere near her.
 
   You have to move, or whatever is on your deck will have you next. 
 
   She strained to raise her head, shook her hood free to invite in the cold, to clear the last vestiges of dizziness from her mind. It worked, and the scene clarified in gruesome detail. Gowey lay twisted and lifeless before her, disemboweled, staining the worn wood the color of his insides. 
 
   One of the ape figures hovered over him, coiled to spring, blood-soaked claws resting on Gowey’s shredded stomach. The beast was huge, its jaw decidedly simian in both structure and tooth, yet its eyes were filled with an off-putting intelligence.
 
   Stena fought for air. The thing snarled, preparing to barrel over her and rip her insides free like poor Gowey’s.
 
   Futtering Hells… 
 
   Linsey came from nowhere, a gallant leap from the control deck, fists together and swinging down with all her might on the creature’s head. It barely moved under the blow, coming out of its crouch and shouldering the first mate aside. Stena was thankful for Lins buying her even a second more time, for in that second she recalled every deck fight she’d ever been in. Stena turned her body, yanked her short utility knife free from her belt, and braced herself just as the beast leapt.
 
   It hit her like a boulder, animal stench and fetid breath, bearing down on her in an attempt to drive her to the rail. Stena clutched fur and leather, making herself unmovable, keeping the beast in front of her until help could arrive.
 
   Heavy paws pounded her shoulders and back. Her coat ripped. A cold, a wet, painful ache shot all the way down her spine. Its mouth engulfed her head, knobby teeth grasping it, twisting it, threatening to tear it from her shoulders.
 
   Stena yelled like an animal in both fear and desperate rage as she let go of the thing with her knife hand and turned her arm into a piston, stabbing the stomach and legs of the beast like a tiny steam engine. Couldn’t tell if she was causing it any harm until a gout of warm wet poured over her hand, and it released her with a shake.
 
   Swinger’s listing threw them off balance, sending them closer to the ship’s side. For a moment, Stena got the beast spun around, his back against the rail. She ducked low to get leverage, started to lift it off the planking with a rush of excitement. Toss his arse off your ship. Show him what a wee gnome can do.
 
   The beast turned furious. Its muscular legs wrapped around Stena’s middle, nearly crushing the wind out of her. Still, she had his upper half stretched out over the open space, her own hands buried in his fur. But to go another inch meant she would go overboard as well.
 
   It gave her a bloody grin then, and Stena pushed and pulled, shifting her weight, trying every angle to push the beast over. Swinger’s propellers hummed right next to them. The vessel listed aimlessly, adrift with no pilot, and anything worth grabbing was too far from her reach. If Stena let go, the beast would pull itself up and go right over top of her. Futter me. She would have to bring the disgusting bastard back over the side if she wanted to live. 
 
   “Hold on, Captain,” a voice called out. The legs around her began to loosen. The beast squirmed, clawed hands letting go of the rail and clutching at Stena’s arms, but more firm gnomish hands grabbed her shoulders, keeping her feet on the deck.
 
   “Sorry, Captain. Just need to cut this bugger loose.” Linsey.
 
   It was Stena’s turn to grin. The beast glared at her, swatted at her head, kicking against the gnomes holding its legs apart. Stena realized its fury was not to stay alive but to ensure that she died.
 
   A pole appeared over her shoulder, poking and pummeling the beast while Stena tried to draw her arms from its grip. The tips of its claws bit her skin, and it howled and spat bloody ropes of saliva. With one final pull, Stena slipped free and hit the deck and the beast was gone, falling to its doom.
 
   Her crew helped her to her feet. Her eyes passed across the deck, over Gowey’s body where it had slid against the rails, leaving a sweeping stain across the decking. She scanned the rest of the ship, making sure no more furry bastards were running around. Linsey, Rose, and Bertrand were all accounted for.
 
   “You skewered two of them with that last volley, Cap,” Rose said, already moving to take the wheel again, “or else we’d be goners.”
 
   For the first time, Stena noticed the pained noises of her airship. The high whine of the boiler. The whistle of steam being pumped into the bladder with a certain degree of futility. The slight smell of smoldering wood.
 
   Stena shook her head and motioned vaguely in the direction of the control deck. “We’re drifting, Linsey. Keep us aloft.”
 
   Linsey went to Gowey’s corpse and began stripping him of his tools. “Rose can handle the wheel, Cap; Crick and I will see what kind of damage we’ve got. Better get yourself seen to right away. Can’t have you bleedin’ out on us. Let’s go, Crick.”
 
   “Aye,” the mechanic said, already scrambling for a maintenance panel door in the engine chassis. “Reminds me of my second season on the Ginny…”
 
   That left Bertrand standing there with his maintenance pole, looking awkward. Stena swatted his shoulder. “Thanks, Bert,” she said, wincing with the effort. Her back was screaming at her to get off her feet. “Bert, I need you to do a couple of things.”
 
   “Yes, Captain?”
 
   “Follow Linsey and Crick and put together a damage assessment. Bring it to me first.”
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   A nagging thought. You better find those ships, dear, before you get another dose of that frying gunk… or rammed or boarded… or both. Stena nodded to herself and started to climb the ladder to the control deck with Bertrand close behind.
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   On the deck, Stena called over her shoulder while pretending to scan the skies. “Get a pair of magilenses and help me look for those ships. We’re not out of this yet.”
 
   “Aye,” Bertrand said in a shaky voice.
 
   When he’d gone, Stena stumbled to the rail and leaned heavily on it. Her shoulders burned as if someone had taken a torch to them. At the same time, the cold air seeped in but did little to numb the pain. Made it worse, in fact, adding a throbbing ache to the stew. She’d have to keep moving, or she’d get frozen stuck.
 
   Stena focused, locked her eyes to the sky above the steady rail. She directed Boatswain Rose to turn the ship on another slow arc, giving them some room to change course suddenly if need be. She wasn’t too worried about the enemy ships getting above them, but rocketing up from below was another thing entirely. She wouldn’t underestimate them again. A quick glance told her two of the starboard propellers were missing, sheared clean off. Hard to tell just how much maneuverability they’d lost until they were put to the test.
 
   “Hard to port!” Stena called out, giving the signal. It wasn’t the most graceful change of direction, but aside from the overtaxed boiler trying to keep hot air in the bladder, Stena didn’t feel too uncomfortable about their chances.
 
   It was Rose who spotted them. “There!”
 
   Stena followed Rose’s pointing arm. Several hundred yards distant, like a slowly gyrating top, the ship that had attempted to ram them was spinning out of control, nose down and clearly in trouble. As they watched, one of the remaining crew members was thrown loose by a wild venting of gas along the ship’s starboard side. It was losing altitude quickly, plummeting now, and vanishing into the darkening clouds. 
 
   “You must have done them in, Cap!” Rose yelled from the rear of the ship.
 
   Stena came down from the control deck and went aft, feeling more or less serviceable. She stopped to go around the swath of blood across her deck, giving poor Gowey a sorrowful glance. She stood next to her boatswain, looking past their massive stern propeller. “Can you believe that, Rose? You think we’re that lucky?”
 
   “Hard to tell. Might have hit a weak spot, injured the thing inside. Maybe they didn’t have enough crew left to repair whatever damage you’d done. Either way, looks like they’re going down.”
 
   Stena simply nodded, not wanting to admit to either skill or luck. “Good flying, Rose. Let’s keep it up. We’ve still got another ship out there looking for us.”
 
   “Aye, Cap.”
 
   Crick bustled past Gowey’s body and approached the pilot deck, tapping a finger on his temple urgently as if it would help him remember something. He put a foot on the first step of the ladder and began providing details of their sick vessel before Stena could slow him down. “Put out some smoldering wood in the boiler frame. Shew, that coulda been bad. Two starboard propellers lost; I guess you saw that. Two ballistae gone too, another two stuck. Let’s see, hull’s got some cracks, but it ain’t no window, so it’ll hold up fine. I wouldn’t lean against the starboard rail. Seems shaky to me. And the way we’re floating, bound to be a hole or two in the bladder. We’ll need to get that fixed soon as we can. First thing. We lose any more altitude…”
 
   “Where’s Bert? I told him to bring me the report.”
 
   His grease-smeared face was apologetic. “Linsey needed his skinny fingers to dig out a splinter caught in the motor cog assembly. Figured I’d come up in his stead.”
 
   “I see. Thank you. Before you go back, can you get Gowey off the deck and secure him in the hold? Wrap him up in a blanket or something.”
 
   “Aye, Cap. Done it before on the Ginny after we hit some rocks off the Pelorian coast.  Seven killed, and I tended to them all, I did.” Stena nearly chastised the mechanic for delaying, but his expression was so drawn with sorrow that she didn’t quite have the heart. Stena had lost many good gnomes and gnomestresses to the sea, but this was her first loss to the sky.
 
   “I know, Crick. Ain’t easy. I know you and Gowey was close. That’s why I’m askin’ you.”
 
   “Aye, Cap.”
 
   A few moments later, Linsey returned to the pilot deck and relieved Rose. Stena ordered the boatswain to continue working on the improved health of the ship and something else; Rose was the resident combat expert.
 
   “While you’re down there, Rose, check the weapon store for axes and knives, and make sure everyone’s armed.”
 
   “You got it, Cap,” Rose replied, her expression turning several shades grimmer. She slid down the ladder rails and was gone.
 
   “Think we need to bug out, Captain?”
 
   “What do you mean, Lins?”
 
   Linsey stammered a bit, sensing Stena’s impatience but pressing her question anyway. “Well, being as we’ve got bladder damage and a dead crewmate, I thought it might be a good idea to get to the end of the mission as soon as we can. Make sure we at least have a talk with the swampies, as much as that gives me pause…”
 
   Stena had to give her first mate credit; the gnomestress didn’t back down once she thought she had something figured out. And while Linsey was a sure pilot and faithful crew member, she sometimes lacked focus when it came to the mission at hand. “We’re not going anywhere,” Stena told her. “Dale wants us to scout Goad’s Pocket, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do. I can’t see anything through these damnable clouds, can you?” Linsey shook her head. “Then take us lower, Lins. Slowly. Lower.”
 
   Linsey complied, easing up on the master propeller throttle and shifting some of the workload to the tertiary steam engine, which was supported by a secondary boiler. She vented any excess steam through exhaust pipes situated along Swinger’s bottom. Stena hoped the crew were keeping the boilers fed with plenty of hot-burning pfitzer bricks. Down one member, it would be easy to forget the simplest thing. Stena noticed Linsey had lowered the heat to their gas bag only slightly as the holes they had yet to repair vented a more than necessary amount.
 
   That was the trick of it. Not knowing the extent of the damage until they got a chance to look. If we go down too far too fast, we won’t make it up again. This thought was quickly followed by the gut-wrenching reality of it. Stena moved to the rail, her hair whipping around in the wake of the stern propeller. Where are you?
 
   Maybe Lins was right. “We go down for one little peek, and then we’re leaving. Does that suit you, First Mate?”
 
   “It does, Captain.”
 
   “All right then. Steady as she goes!”
 
   Swinger descended into the cloud bank under the strained hum of her machinery. Strong wafts of burning oil and grease clung to the deck. The sinking sun blazed over the mountaintops to send purple ripples through the striations of mist, giving the sky a vast, oceanic feel. As Swinger displaced tons of willowing vapor, Stena had the indescribable urge to hold her breath against the sinking feeling.
 
   And then they were inside.
 
   Head and shoulders above the rail, Stena peered down into the depths, a faint mist forming on her face. The air seemed suddenly warmer here, a brief respite from the aching cold. The clouds wrapped Swinger in a cocoon of muted sound. It seemed like a forever of silence in this eerie place.
 
   They emerged from the cloud bank to straddle the world. The forests and hills bathed in the shadows of the Utenes while it remained blindingly bright above the mountaintops.
 
   “Slow, Lins.”
 
   Her first officer piped more heat into the bladder by turning a crank. She lifted a lever to apply more pressure to the starboard and port propellers, spinning them to a horizontal position to add lift.
 
   It took several moments for them to stabilize. Far too long.
 
   Stena peered over the port rail as their bow drifted toward the distant ocean. They were directly above Goad’s Pocket, floating over the cup-shaped group of hills and mountains, which tailed off in a deep curve from west to east. She’d never been this far south, over land anyway, and the view was captivating, made even more surreal by their lazy drifting. To see mountains made small from this altitude gave her a giant’s head; she was a goddess of the southern winds, a sky rider, a wind walker, for as long as she could keep them in the sky. It took a moment to realize her breath had caught, and she’d forgotten the ache of her stiffening shoulders and back.
 
   But there wasn’t time to enjoy the view, for between the folds of the hills, from the top of a bald rise, a great host moved down into the valley cut. At first, Stena thought they were orcs, but she’d need a closer inspection. Hightower had dealt with orc incursions before, but a host of this size would undoubtedly require immediate attention.
 
   Only those dirigibles didn’t have orcs, did they?
 
   “Bert,” she shouted, “bring me those futtering magilenses!”
 
   Bertrand clambered up the ladder and brought her the viewing device, and Stena raised it to her eyes, peering through the complex series of lenses that instantly, and with a punch of nausea, sucked her to the ground. After a quick study, she ripped the magilenses away from her eyes, partly from the vertigo and partly because she couldn’t believe what she’d seen. Stena looked again, her stomach sinking at the composition of the small army below. She was suddenly very worried about Hightower, her friends back home, everything she knew.
 
   “Lins, Bert… we need to get a message to—”
 
   The second enemy vessel plunged down through the clouds, almost crashing into them. The thing went by so fast that neither crew had time to react, to align weapons, or otherwise alter course. As the gaseous enemy ship went by, Swinger’s crew absorbed a round of hateful glares. Two or three of the beasts thought to leap the divide, but Stena stood hard at the rail, giving back her best scowl, shouting in her most raucous voice, “Stay off my ship!”
 
   One beast barked an order, and his mates stood down. The ship slipped on by. Bertrand joined her at the rail, and together they watched them descend, slowing their speed to no doubt align an attack on Swinger. Stena found herself wondering not only about this alien dirigible and her terrible crew but the things below. She now believed Dale more than ever. Ultraworlders, aliens from another place, and the horrific dockside tales of what had happened in Swicki Forest and Harwood Lake became very real to her.
 
   Stena knew one thing as infinitely as she’d ever known anything in her life. They needed to get word to Dale, to warn him and everyone else that Hightower was in grave danger. The gravest.
 
   “Can we get back into the clouds?”
 
   Linsey shook her head, looking hopeless. “We’re not going up, Captain. At least not quickly.”
 
   Stena thought hard as shouts rang out from below, guttural, hard-jawed sounds that told her they didn’t have much time. They couldn’t outrun the vessel in a flat-out race now that Stena had seen what the enemy vessel could do with its deadly bursts of speed. They wouldn’t survive another bashing.
 
   You can’t go up. You can’t outrun them. But you can go down. Yes, you can certainly do that. And with just a little bit of luck, maybe you’ll survive the day… and maybe get back to Hightower in several pieces, if not one. 
 
   “Captain?”
 
   There was only one way to rid themselves of that flatulent gas-bag of an airship… 
 
   “Captain!”
 
   Stena’s eyes drifted down Swinger’s length, down the bloodstained deck, past the main mast and control deck to the wicked needle protruding from their nose like a stinger.
 
   “Lins, point her down and ram that vessel.” Stena’s voice was surprisingly calm despite the twisting fear inside of her.
 
   “Captain?”
 
   Stena turned and yelled in her first officer’s face. “Ram that futtering ship. And Bert!”
 
   The linguist’s eyes were wide with terror, face green with sickness as Swinger’s deck began tilting, again. Frost caked the thin tuft of hair growing from his chin as he spoke through his chattering teeth. “Yes, Captain?”
 
   “Prepare a message for Precisor General Dillwind. Keep it simple; attacked by two enemy air vessels, Goad’s Pocket rife with enemy troops. Composition: unknown. Intention: hostile.” Bert nodded and meant to carry out his assignment when Stena grabbed his coat collar and pulled him close, his face just inches from hers. “Get a pigeon in the air, Bert. I don’t care if we’re right in the middle of plunging to our deaths. If you don’t, everyone back home will follow us into the bowels of Hell. You understand?”
 
   Bert tore from her grasp without another word, descended the ladder, and stumbled to the deck hatch.
 
   Now to buy the linguist a few minutes of time. Stena leaped to the deck, waved her blood-covered knife as high as she could lift it, and shouted to her crew. “Crick and Rose, to arms, to arms!” And then an old sailor’s battle cry as she made her way up to the control deck. “Steady legs, a sharp sword, and a strong arm to wield it! Let’s show these land kissers what it means to taste gnomish steel. For Hightower! For Hightower!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   For two more days, the caravan traveled the Western Road, camping one night on the road’s shoulder and then again on the south side of the curve where the gap in the Utene Mountains showed Niksabella the west for the very first time. And while they were turning south soon, she knew that westward was the road to her future home, Thrasperville.
 
   A few other parties camped nearby but not too close, travelers in twos or threes, rogue men and dwarves from the west, a small caravan of grumbling Pelorian merchants who’d tried and failed to tie up their trade route in Hightower. Of all the races Hightower gnomes mistrusted the most, it was humans whether it be the pale-skinned ones from Teszereth or their darker Pelorian brothers who lived further south along the western coast. 
 
   Regardless, they kept their distance from all their road mates, burning their fires low and turning the wagons into a tight circle.
 
   Termund approached and gave her a quick hug. The smells of the road had settled upon him. Horse and dirt and sweat. But there was something wild about it all, so none of that mattered to her. She just obsessed on whether or not her breath was sour smelling, which made her shy about kissing him. Termund didn’t seem to notice or care.
 
   “In keeping with Jontuk’s request to keep our destination a secret,” he said, “we’re going to pick up two hours before dawn and head south into the hills. So make sure you get plenty of sleep tonight. If Jontuk doesn’t reveal our destination at that time, we’re heading directly to Thrasperville.”
 
   Niksabella gave Termund an incredulous look. “I realize this is only my third day on the road, but anyone can see that we’re not going to get the carts any further south than they are now.” She pointed at the Utenes winding south like a wintry scar, footed by inhospitable-looking rises all brown and dusted with white. Before, it was just a route drawn on a map. The reality was far more intimidating.
 
   Termund only winked and went back to settling the camp, leaving Niksabella to her studies. She found a quiet spot near one of the smaller campfires and set her folding chair down. The cold had gotten to everything by now, turning her chair into a chorus of squeaks when she unfolded it. But there was a fire and a new book, the second one in her bag of books and the first in her field of interest: summoning. 
 
   She’d made great progress in such a short amount of time. Her wellspring was healthy and came to heel regularly now with barely any effort. She’d even been able to meditate for a few hours at a time while perched on the back of her pony. Last night, she’d summoned a tongue of flame and made it leap into her hand and wiggle without a single burn to her skin. Terrence and Uncle Brit had both seen it, rewarding her with raucous applause. Not a true elemental, to be sure, not like Jontuk, but one imbued with her own life force; it almost seemed like a child, her child.
 
   She could see why practicing magick could be so addicting and why her brother constantly yearned to increase his power. It was addicting. Niksabella put her hand close to the fire, palm up, and bent her wellspring toward the flames. A true summoner would be able to bring the fire to life within a moment, but Niksabella required far more concentration, staring at the brilliant and twisting light until it seemed she would fall right into it. In her mind’s eye, time slowed, and she began to pick out tiny flickers of flame, capturing them as she might an image on a photoplast, and then she caught a sprig of heat, captured in a blink, the power of her wellspring giving her the force to hold the element in suspension until she could finish the spell.
 
   She spoke the simple, binding words. “Come flame, come fire, to me, no longer free.” 
 
   The hot tongue leaped into her hand, flickering back and forth between the tips of her fingers and her wrist as if testing its boundaries. But no, she had it, and she bent it to her will, causing it to remain relatively still (as much as fire can remain still). Her palm was warm where it hovered, but not overly so, and Niksabella felt the strain on her wellspring leveling off into a comfortable flow from her mind, through her arm, and into the tiny lick of flame. Last night, she’d spent a great deal of her wellspring in the ensuing rush of excitement, but this time, she was determined to take it slow and steady. 
 
   Niksabella played with the flame, curling it around her wrist, always keeping it on top, its tiny fingers reaching for the sky. Then she picked up her book and set it in her lap properly, opening it while making sure to keep the heat away from the delicate pages. 
 
   “We don’t need all that much power, do we, little flame?” she told it. “Just you and me and a good book.”
 
   Beneath the glow of her own creation, Niksabella dove into the world of elemental magick. At first, she struggled, having to split her concentration between her new friend and studying what was written on the page, but soon, she absorbed the pages with nary a distracting thought, enjoying the fanciful prose of one high elemental magi, Kaytzi Zeet, written in the year 128 H.T..
 
   “When concentration is fleeting and the cold winds of doubt blow against your nape, think positively about the elements associated with your companion’s properties: the warmth of a comfortable campfire, the smell of wet, damp earth, the salty scents of ocean waves beating against the sand…”
 
   Ocean waves. After what I did to my brother, no thanks. I’ll stick to fire and earth.
 
   Admittedly, some of the text was giggle-worthy, but it was much better than the bone-dry volumes of chemical and technical prose she’d suffered through in her study of the alteration of physical properties: imbuing.
 
   Kaytzi further explained concepts about conflagration exacerbation, tidal reach, earthen re-vibration, and many other combinations of effects. The hardest element to master was earth, the weight alone enough to challenge even the most experienced master. Lastly—and the penultimate goal of every magician—to summon an actual elemental being, a creature with some depth of soul and intelligence. A creature like Jontuk.
 
   Give me about forty years or more, and maybe I can bring forth a true elemental, a baby one to be sure, wherever those exist on Sullenor.
 
   In any case, it was easy to see how one could study elemental magick their entire lives and still not know everything there was to know. And judging from the text, Kaytzi had the ability to move great mounds of earth. Side notes mentioned her enlistment in the Hightower Fire Brigade at one time, where she battled blazes by simply snuffing out the flames with her mind.
 
   “You control fire now?” Termund stood over her.
 
   Startled from her focus, her flame faltered and nearly went out before she caught herself and brightened it again.
 
   “I didn’t mean to startle you. But, look there, you kept the little fellow going. That’s quite an amazing trick.”
 
   She nodded, pleased she’d been able to maintain control of the dancing light. “Hardly a big deal compared to a true master, but soon, I may not even need the binding words. Soon, I’ll have the ultraworlders shaking at the sound of my name.” She said that last bit jokingly, but with an underlying wish. 
 
   “And you’ve got the Thrasperville Mercantile Guild at your service.”
 
   “I’m honored to have their protection, good sir. But things are after me, Termund. They have been after me, and we don’t have Jancy anymore, or Dale, or the kind folk at the Golden Cog. I can never be too careful, wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   Feigning bluster to hide what Niksabella suspected was a hint of annoyance, Termund went on. “True, I’ve never seen one so stealthy as Jancy, but here, we Thrasperville gnomes are in our element. To us, out here, every quiet sound is a lick of lightning, every footfall thunder. It’s no place for someone who—” he eased his tone to a polite but firm-lipped reproach, “for someone who isn’t used to this type of climate, fighting on uneven ground when your fingers are stiff with cold.”
 
   “If you recall, I didn’t have a problem taking down that mongrel in my workshop.”
 
   Termund bowed again, this time with a gentler grin. “You speak true. But if I remember correctly, mine was the fat one.”
 
   “Fat and slow.”
 
   Termund bent down, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed her forehead. “No offense intended, Nika,” he said, slapping his palm against his sword hilt, “but there’s no replacement for cold, hard steel. Make sure you get to bed soon.”
 
   “Do you have first watch?”
 
   “I have second watch. I’ll be getting some rest now… if you want to come and share…?”
 
   “I think I’ll stay out here and study. Not sure if there’s enough room for you, me, and your steel.”
 
   Termund grinned and then held up his hand. “I’ll just step away now before you set my hair aflame or some other such wizardry.”
 
   She took his proffered peace offering, allowing herself a satisfied smirk. He was learning. So was she.
 
   “Just letting you know, dear, that when we leave the road, we’ll be passing into orc territory. I don’t expect them to be out in any great numbers as they are wont to burrow into their mountain dens for the winter, but you never know.”
 
   Niksabella’s eyes narrowed as he walked away, and she tossed her summoned flame from her left hand to her right in an acrobatic arc. “Orcs can’t stop us, right, little fellow?” 
 
   She continued to play with her pet until the feeling of someone’s gaze drew her attention. She glanced up to see Uncle Brit leaning against a wagon. He mimicked Niksabella’s movements with the mug in his hand. His delighted chuckling reached her ears, and she tossed the globe of heat back and forth between her hands, much to his delight. 
 
   “Ha-ha!” He slammed his hand over his mouth to avoid stirring the others, then composed himself and gave her a thumbs-up gesture followed by a shooing motion in Termund’s direction, wrinkling his nose in the process. Niksabella grinned at him.
 
   At least someone in this camp has some confidence in me.
 
   She dove back into her book once more, burrowing into the pages as she leaned over it, absorbing Kaytzi’s words. It had been a long time since the mere act of studying had stimulated her mind like this. It was a dizzying amount of information and she felt a responsibility to understand it right away. She went beyond simple flame manipulation and discovered, with a terrified gasp, that there were methods of immolating another being by infusing them with a more robust version of the little guy currently flickering around her arm. Niksabella studied long into the night and didn’t notice, until she finally shut her book, that her conjured nip of flame had curled up beneath her chin.
 
   Sleep well, my snuggly pet. Then she yawned and made for her and Termund’s cocoon, allowing her friendly flame to fade away.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Niksabella awoke to Termund’s gentle shaking. 
 
   “Awaken, Nika.” He’d somehow left the cocoon sleeper without rousing her, and now she was shivering. She squirmed and yawned and searched for any pockets of warmth, but there were none. It hardly seemed fair to be woken so futtering early, but she’d been the one to stay up reading halfway to dawn. All she could think to do was nod heavily and rub her eyes as Termund went off to rouse the rest of the camp.
 
   He hadn’t been kidding about the early call. It was still dark out, clouds stretched across the sky in puffy tatters. Niksabella’s exposed face stung with cold, her nose especially, and she quickly tucked it beneath her favorite scarf while she waited for her brain to wake up.
 
   She’d not dreamed of the Prophetess, not as far as she could tell, although she had a feeling that her dream-self had been on the hunt for the mysterious gnomestress, wading through sleep’s embrace seeking answers to both the future and the past.
 
   I’ll find you, and when I do, you’ll have a lot to answer for. But in truth, she hardly felt like the menace her thoughts made her out to be. At least not at this moment. Only the camp’s quiet stirring and the remote fear that she might be left behind drove her from her nest. She yawned as she pulled on her boots and tried to make herself useful by rolling up their things and tucking them into the back of a wagon.
 
   After quick shots of cold snolt all around and breaking their fast on some dried dates and jerky, the sleepy-eyed group broke camp in reverent silence, their heads still weighted with sleep, moods muted by the oppressive, surreal quiet. They led their nickering ponies and squeaking wagons down a thin, winding path that led southward into the shadowy hills and away from what was left of anything resembling civilization.
 
   Niksabella harrumphed and frowned at Termund’s back. Not only was she forced to walk now, but the path was becoming increasingly rutty and bent, some parts tilting the wagons at dangerous angles. She snatched a lick of fire from one of the torches and made it weave warmly between her fingers to pass the time. She cursed at the ankle-twisting holes that waited in ambush, her rugged boots bearing the brunt of her uncertain gait. 
 
   They trekked over one hill, across a fairly even tract of land, and then plunged downward again. She went to assist one gnomestress, Jess, who heaved with two hands against the back of the lead wagon to help free a stuck wheel. Niksabella had spoken to the young gnomestress on occasion and thought her amicable and open. She threw one shoulder into the effort while her flaming pet perched on the other.
 
   “Hello, Jess,” Niksabella grunted.
 
   Jess looked up from between her straining arms. “Oh, hello, Nika. Some conundrum we have here, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “Yes, and it doesn’t make any sense at all.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, for one, it seems like we could have doubled up on ponies and left the wagons behind. At the very least, we could have sent them on to Thrasperville and taken a more maneuverable party into these hills.”
 
   The gnomestress shook her head. “Pardon me, milady, but you don’t seem to get the gist of this. Perhaps you should step back and let us veterans of the road do the work. You won’t be thought of less for it.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Sorry, milady. All I’m saying is that you have a bit of Hightower about you.”
 
   Niksabella stood up and put her hands on her hips. “I beg your pardon.”
 
   “It’s the city life, ma’am. You’ve been too long in a chair…” Jess’ words turned into grunts as the team leader shouted for one final shove to free the caught vehicle.
 
   Niksabella took three steps back, tripped on a rock, and splashed into a shallow puddle. No one had ever called her soft before, and she was speechless with hurt and confusion. She noticed a heat rising in her face as she watched the Thrasperville gnomes work. Despite what appeared to be a hopeless struggle, no one complained. In fact, they all seemed to think trudging along in the cold, digging wagon wheels out of unseen fissures, and holding ponies up to keep them from rolling down hills was quite normal.
 
   Jess motioned Niksabella back over, and she went without a word, slogging along behind the wagon with the gnomestress. 
 
   “You can help if you think you’re up to it.”
 
   Struck by a sense of pride, and more than willing to prove herself, Niksabella stuck out her chest. “Of course. What do you want me to do?”
 
   “Just keep pressure on the back of this wagon. Even the smallest amount of leverage may keep us from getting stuck again.” Jess’s face was a vision of stoic professionalism, a veritable brick wall of emotion. “I hope you understand how important it is to push the lead wagon. If this one gets stuck, the others coming behind are sure to follow.”
 
   Niksabella nodded and leaned forward, put her shoulders and back into it, her hands pressed against the smooth wood of the rear panel. How did you go from a curious, comfortable traveler to a cold-footed, grimy laborer? Perhaps this is what traveling is all about. But if it is, then perhaps you should have stayed in Hightower.
 
   As Niksabella trod over the mud-crunchy ground, she began to daydream. She thought about her sprocket box and all the various combinations of solutions to be found by pressing tabs, turning gears, and aligning sprockets. As a young gnomestress, she’d excelled at the puzzle, well outclassing her peers by solving the hardest problems in less than a hundred moves, almost a third more efficient than the brightest of Hightower students. And look where that had gotten her: shoving some rickety monstrosity over impossible ground.
 
   You’re no stranger to hard work. Quit your complaining and push.
 
   She struggled for what seemed like a painful eternity with only the nickering of ponies and occasional spattering of gnomish voices to keep her company. The sun had climbed over the mountains, but the day threatened to remain cold and gray and cloudy. Still wounded by Jess’ words, Niksabella raised her head to see how the others were doing. To her surprise, most of the other gnomes who’d been walking ahead of her were perched in the wagon or had doubled up on the ponies. Leaving one hand on the rear panel, she craned her head to look behind. Those gnomes had also mounted up, and Uncle Brit sat comfortably in the driver’s seat of the next wagon, holding the reins in one hand, his long pipe in the other, puffing happily. He lifted his instrument in salute and gave her an encouraging smile. His accoutrements, spare as they were, jiggled with his movements. The jiggling made Niksabella want to scream.
 
   The rest avoided her eyes, faces hidden in their coats, chuckles dancing in the air, coughs to cover snickers.
 
   You’ve been the brunt of some crude Thrasperville joke.
 
   Niksabella’s eyes burned into Termund’s back—he was one of the only gnomes who’d remained walking—and she squelched through the mud with her fists clenched at her sides to… to… to do what, exactly? Well, she’d know when she got there. She wouldn’t be delivering him a kiss on the cheek; that was for sure. He must have felt her coming, for he hunched over just as she slapped both hands on his shoulders and spun him around. 
 
   “Nika!” He feigned surprise, but when he saw the look on her face, his expression quickly drooped. “It wasn’t my idea. I swear!”
 
   He didn’t look sufficiently sorry enough, so she slapped him hard across the cheek, to the oohs and aahs—and more than a few chuckles—of his cohorts. To his credit, he didn’t back away, perfectly willing to accept his punishment.
 
   “What kind of silly game is this?”
 
   Termund shadowed her hands with his own as she searched for an opening to assault him further. “They do it to anyone new. Call them pups. It’s how they get to know you. See if you got any teeth.”
 
   Niksabella could understand that in a way, but embarrassed with a wet backside was only fueling her anger, and Termund glanced around to get some help from his mates. None came.
 
   “It wasn’t my idea. I told them not to do it.”
 
   “Who?” Her voice had risen to a near shrill pitch, but she didn’t care. She’d not be seen as some tart who played the role of Termund’s road mistress, the brunt of everyone’s joke because they were bored.
 
   Termund motioned around, indicating everyone in the group.
 
   She faced them, her eyes smoldering. Some gnomes looked away or down, but most held steady, fully confident that Niksabella had no ground to stand on. And she didn’t. She was completely out of her element, standing in a puddle. “Some joke. You’ll get all three wagons stuck and no way to get them out. Just to play a joke on me. I’ve got a mind to light you all on fire.”
 
   “They’re just teasing you to see how you would take it. It’s an honor.”
 
   “Funny. I don’t feel honored at all.”
 
   Termund leaned closer and took her gently by the shoulders, his voice quiet between them. It wasn’t such a task for those stone-gray eyes to disarm her when he wanted them to. Feeling a little like a fool, Niksabella wondered just how often he kowtowed to her competitive spirit. “They need to know you can take a joke, that’s all. Can you?”
 
   For a second, just a brief second, Niksabella felt like crying. It was that old emotion again, that sense of instant defeat and sulkiness she’d often experienced when faced with adversity outside her natural element, which had then comprised the four walls of her workshop.
 
   Go with it, Nika, even if you don’t understand it right now. Just stop being so serious; that’s what Jambraden would say. And then he’d laugh at you and feed you a piece of ruppleberry pie.
 
   She let out a sigh and showed Termund a smile. Turning to the others, she shouted. “Now that I’ve been half drowned in woodland puddles, I hope someone will lend me a new set of stockings.” That was met with nods and savory grins from the hardy Thrasperville gnomes. “And wait till you see my initiation for you all. I wasn’t kidding about that.”
 
   “Hah!” Uncle Brit cried out from his seat. “I’d watch my back if I were all of you.”
 
   Suddenly wanting to be out of the spotlight, Niksabella turned to Termund and gestured at the wagons, all of which had stopped and were sinking into the cold mud, snow and ice turned to slush beneath heels and hooves. “I’m assuming you have a solution for this?”
 
   “Indeed, milady. Terrence, Flay, let’s get these wagons mountain-ready.”
 
   To Niksabella’s surprise, the Thrasperville folk exploded into enthusiastic motion, shouting and taking up positions around the wagons. They unhitched the ponies, removed bridles and traces, and led the beasts aside. They unscrewed wheel hubs and pulled out long rods, turning them and pushing them back in again. They climbed beneath the wagon chassis and hammered rods into place, pulled others free. They removed the side panels, exposing steel-framed messes of mechanisms curled into compartments at the front, middle, and rear of each side. Knobs twisted, locks popped, and levers were pushed to separate the chassis from their axles.
 
   Niksabella was spellbound.
 
   Some of the gnomes flashed her an occasional smile as they worked, some chuckling and shaking their heads, others looking bashful and even a little ashamed.
 
   Not only are they up to some strange business, but the joke is certainly on you. And there you were, complaining and moaning for their amusement.
 
   Termund climbed into the seat of one of the wagons as its cover cranked backward to disappear into a wooden compartment looped into the frame. He lifted a block of wood at his feet and turned it over, revealing a panel housing several controls. Two foot pedals emerged beside the controller block. He fiddled with a knob, checked some gauges, and then gave the “okay” signal. A fellow gnome opened a compartment behind Termund and fed pfitzer blocks inside, closed it, and patted Termund on the back. Termund pressed the left foot pedal and a button on the board simultaneously. After several seconds, he lifted his foot and finger and sat back in the seat, waiting.
 
   The first indication of life was a low hissing, echoed at intervals by the two wagons Flay and Terrence operated, as well as a fourth, and then started up a ticking like hot metal resounding from somewhere deep in the body. The whining slowly rose to a fevered pitch as steam began to pour through the inner works and out through vents. Termund raised a lever gently, and a second series of pistons and cogs kicked in, jarringly loud at first but gradually evening out.
 
   At first, it seemed as if nothing else would happen, and Niksabella got the gut-sinking feeling that they were going to be stuck out there with a long pony ride home. And then, with a great wrenching that threatened to toss Termund from his seat, steel-framed appendages sprouted from the now-opened side panel compartments, uncurling and jerking as their pressure lines filled with steam or fluid or whatever it was that made them move. 
 
   The legs—for that was their obvious purpose to Niksabella—eased toward the ground with spider-like grace, hovering just over the surface for a moment while Termund examined a series of gauges. Suddenly, with a loud pop, the flat-plated feet slammed down, and the entire frame lifted, wheels and all, from the ground.
 
   Ponies nickered and stamped as each of the four wagons maneuvered a few yards forward and backward, the operators testing their functionality and locomotion. Niksabella watched as the vehicles worked, sounding smoother than she would have expected and venting very little steam. She blinked in amazement. The land crawlers looked like four giant bugs, thrumming and vibrating in the cold mud. Gnomes jumped aboard and began arranging cargo so everyone but those driving the ponies could sit. The wheels were tucked between the legs, and a handful of gnomes screwed on larger hubs to serve as shields while others mounted heavy crossbows above them.
 
   Armed and armored insects. Brilliant! 
 
   Termund turned to her and waved from his seat, laughing at her shocked expression. He motioned her over, and Niksabella approached the machine with reverence, taking a long look at the flexing legs, taking note of the materials, and examining the exposed hoses and pipes visible at the joints. She ran her hands along the side, feeling the metal and the vibrations that reverberated through her hands all the way her shoulders.
 
   “You were saying something about incompetence, milady?”
 
   Niksabella grinned at the magnificent thing beneath her hands, but she wouldn’t let Termund win that easily. “Standing in place is one thing. What else can they do?”
 
   “Come up and see.”
 
   Niksabella had just taken Termund’s hand when a commotion from the back of the line stole their attention: a struggle, shouts, and the high-pitched cries of a distressed gnomestress.
 
   Niksabella’s brow furrowed. “I know that voice.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   “The winter birds have come down from the mountains.” Fara placed a wiggling bundle on the table and peeled back layers of blanket to reveal a feathery ball with big, wide eyes and snowy, white wings. It cooed, fluttered, and fluffed itself.
 
   “Is winter that far along then?” Nikselpik twiddled his thumbs and looked nervously about. He tapped his foot on the floor.
 
   Lili whipped by, carrying a bundle filled with laundry, his laundry. To his credit, it wasn’t his idea. While he’d tolerated the gnomestresses going through his house and restoring some sort of relative order—they’d even helped see to the stocking of those thirty cases of Perry’s Maze in the cellar—he did try to stop them from performing a complete overhaul of his residence.
 
   They’d been good about it, dusting his macabre decor and straightening up his obscure artifacts even as they made ugly faces at them. They had razed his cellar, stocking it with all sorts of foodstuffs likely to go bad from his lack of cooking skills and the fact that he rarely ate anyway. At least not a proper meal.
 
   But he supposed if it made them feel better to clean and cook and worry over him, that was fine. Lili would probably want to move in after this, and dammit if he couldn’t find a reason to keep her from it. Getting soft. At least he was making good progress in his necromantic studies despite a lack of news on the Raulnock front. There’d been more sabotage: stores burned, an armory sacked, and even Inkrator’s scribe supply had been razed to the ground. That had hurt.
 
   And they still had no true leads. It was like chasing a ghost.
 
   Elwray would not turn him loose.
 
   “You know we’re well into it, Nik. How long have you been alive? Fifty-seven years?”
 
   “Yes,” he replied gruntingly to Lili. “It just doesn’t feel fifty-seven, I suppose.”
 
   “Well, you were as good as unconscious for well past fall solstice. If only someone could have knocked us out too, having to put up with you the way we did.”
 
   Fara chuckled.
 
   Normally an offensive remark, one that he would not have let slide, the new Nikselpik nodded and soaked up the warm contentment. Amazing someone, some-two, cared about him this much. Perhaps he needed to incorporate some basic principles of caring, as well. Not just inside but outwardly, too. No, he was sure of it.
 
   “Thank you. Both of you.”
 
   Lili halted at the threshold to the hall and dropped the bundle of laundry to the floor, her head cocked to one side. “What?”
 
   “I said thank you, Lili. You’ve been wonderful to me these past few months and even before then. Since I met you both, really. I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done. Fara, you too.”
 
   Facing the study, Lili sighed and wiped at her face. And then, without turning, she stooped and picked up the bundle. “You’re quite welcome, dear.” She straightened and proceeded down the hall to the launditory.
 
   “Interesting,” Fara murmured as she placed several white candles around the table. The bird watched the cleric’s every move, head twitching as it nestled comfortably in its blanket. He’d let her into his study after quickly putting away anything relating to his new field of study: gristle paste, bone fragments, and… other things.
 
   Grrr. Now that I’ve thanked them, I’ll never hear the end of it. Next thing you know, I’ll be apologizing left and right. “Do we really need the candles?”
 
   Fara gave a single, deep nod of agreement. “Normally, no. But you’re a beginner, and candles always help beginners. Plus, there’s a strange smell in here.”
 
   Nikselpik ground his teeth. That would be coming from the closet. “Very well. Candles it is.”
 
   After lighting the wicks, Fara held her hands open on the table. “Come.”
 
   Nikselpik slid from the chair and knelt on the floor, robes gathering beneath him in a lump. He took Fara’s hands. Not normally one for the floor, he had to admit it was a quiet, peaceful setting. He looked up at everything from the soft, bearskin rug. If he was going to heal something, this would be the place to do it.
 
   “You read the book I gave you? Principles of Boneweaving?”
 
   Nikselpik gulped. “Yes.” He had read it but wasn’t sure he’d learned a single thing. Too busy scoffing so much at the inferences of peace and love toward his fellow gnomes—as Evana would have her acolytes revere above all else—that he wondered if he had an ounce of caring in his body.
 
   “Good. I expect you have good control over your wellspring and focus.”
 
   “Yes, I didn’t lose either of those.”
 
   “Okay, wonderful.” By Tock, her smile was captivating. “What we’re going to do today is help this little snow bird. His wing is broken, not by much but enough to ground him, poor thing.”
 
   “Yes. Poor thing. What do we do?”
 
   “Not we. You.” Fara squeezed his hands, which were slick with sweat. There was no going back now, damn her pretty, curly-haired head for making him do this. “But I need to check something first.” Fara squeezed twice and closed her eyes. “Open your mind to me.” 
 
   Easy enough. “Are you sure you want to see what’s inside?”
 
   “I don’t favor it. But I’ve been there once, so it shouldn’t be too terrifying. Besides, I just want to gauge your emotion. I want to make sure you’re in the right frame of mind to do this. It’s very important.” Fara sighed, and her breath smelled like fruit. The gnomestress always ate healthy, and it showed. Her skin was flawless, her eyes as deep and rich as the skin of a roundleaf tree. Damn if he couldn’t take his eyes off her.
 
   Fara’s eyes snapped open. Her face turned a sharp rose color. “Well, there is certainly some positive emotion in that thick skull of yours.” She let go and took her book from her knees, eyes flashing Nikselpik an interesting glance before she broke the small tome open and placed it on the table.
 
   “It is only through Evana’s love can we accomplish true healing—”
 
   “It’s hard for me…” Nikselpik sighed.
 
   “—but you can still soothe a burn, ease a swelling, or mend a wing. You don’t need complete devotion for that. Evana also recognizes true intention, good intention. She’s willing to work with you. That’s what I’m trying to say.”
 
   “Nice lady, your Evana.”
 
   Fara gave his hand a playful slap. “You did read the book, didn’t you? Because if you didn’t, you’re wasting this poor bird’s time. And mine, too.”
 
   “No, no. I read it.” And he had read it, but as he feared, the teachings ran counter to his core being. It wasn’t so much the messages of love Evana had for her followers since her arrival on Sullenor several thousand years ago. It was the pretext of subservience running throughout that bothered him most.
 
   It was counter to the other things he’d been filling his head with lately. Words of power in those secret necromantic texts. He’d not slept well for days, dreams of darkness filling his head. Both gnomestresses had commented on his downward turn, both looking at him with a slight degree of well-deserved mistrust. He wouldn’t trust himself, either. But he hadn’t been bugging. Had hardly thought about it. Hardly.
 
   And if either Fara or Lili had access to his study before he’d cleaned it up, they’d know exactly what he’d been up to. They would have found it littered with the corpses of birds, rabbits, and cats, things he’d found in gutters or poached from the market fresh for the stew. Even a rat or two.
 
   He wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for his unexplainable attraction to Fara. Most others Nikselpik would have sent scooting along without a second thought, but something wanted him to stay close to the cleric. And he believed Lili liked Fara as well. They’d become rather chummy. If I can just heal this wing and be done with it, perhaps she’ll leave me be with this nonsense.
 
   “Okay, then. Here we go.” Fara’s eyes scanned the first passage, her finger on the page.
 
   “Shouldn’t I be the one reading it?”
 
   “No. I’ll guide you. Don’t worry.” 
 
   Great.
 
   Fara began. “Holy Evana, we are here today to acquaint you with a gentle gnome who wishes to channel your healing touch. Evana, goddess of gnomish healing, you came to the world of Sullenor to impart your healing wisdom. As proof of your almighty glory, your gentle deliverance, bring this gnome into your heart, and guide his own so that he may see that there is only one path in life, a path of healing and love and obedience to your word. Here kneels a wizard of substantial prowess, following a treacherous path his entire life, who now wishes to humble himself before you and receive your gift.”
 
   She glanced up. “Place your hand gently along the bird’s back and slide your fingers on either side of its neck. These are gentle birds, but this way, it won’t be able to peck, just in case.”
 
   Nikselpik did as he was told. The bird shivered at his touch but quickly nestled into the crook of his fingers. Soft feathers brushed against his palm. The white, spotted head tiled inquisitively in his direction. The animal was far too calm, too trusting, with its cooing and innocent ways.
 
   A sudden hunger overtook Nikselpik. Not the craving for food but something very akin to his previous addiction: a hollow emptiness, so painfully obvious his entire body ached to fill it. Somehow, this little bird had what he needed.
 
   He almost jerked his hand away but stopped himself. What would Fara think?
 
   No. You’re in this up to your ears now. Just heal the little bastard and be done with it. The anger was uncontrollable, unexplainable, but present like a snake that might strike at anyone around him. He was starving for life. Had been since the time he’d taken some from Raulnock. Since he’d tried to animate those putrefied bodies in his closet.
 
   He did pull away then, and his head instantly swam. What in the futtering Hells is wrong with me? Perhaps it was time to take a break… 
 
   “What’s wrong, Nik? You’re sweating.” Fara found a kerchief and wiped his brow. “You look absolutely horrible. We can quit if you want…”
 
   Even Fara’s touch through the cloth send a surge of excitement through his system, and when she pulled her hand away, a wave of nausea punched him in the gut. Nikselpik looked at the bird, trying not to appear hungry.
 
   “No. That’s okay. I can do this.”
 
   Fara smiled with a touch of uncertainty. “Only if you want to.”
 
   “I do.” And he reached out and put his hand over the bird once again. This time, he was overwhelmed with its warmth, heat radiating like a coal beneath his fingers. A war raged inside him. Was he was doing this to impress Fara, to allay any suspicions she might have that he’d been tampering with the dark arts, or did he just want to feed? It was a terrible way of putting it but true. And he knew the answer.
 
   Fara went back to it, her voice filled with the sort of reverent lust most clerics demonstrated when speaking to their gods. “Goddess, Evana, you are so full of love. I know you can reach through this vessel, Nikselpik, and touch this creature, who has broken a wing and can no longer fly.”
 
   “Is there always this much ceremony?” Nikselpik wiped his sleeve across his forehead. He was sweating profusely, yet he felt chilled, freezing even. He clamped his jaw tight to keep his teeth from chattering.
 
   “The goddess needs to get to know you, Nik,” she whispered. “And the only way to do that is through prayer and focus. You are focused, right?” 
 
   He nodded, closed his eyes, and tried to center her voice in his head as she ran through passages wrought with words of imploring devotion. He tried to feel something for this tiny thing under his hand, tried to make some connection with the greater power of Evana, like the teachings said, but all he could think of was its warmth and how a strange, cold had stolen over his body and how he wanted so desperately to stave off the cold before it froze him to his core.
 
   “Now, Nik,” she said, tilting her head as if sensing a change in the room. “I can feel you’ve tuned into something.”
 
   “Yes.” Indeed.
 
   “Now, align yourself to the bird’s heartbeat.”
 
   He focused, more intently than he thought possible, yet not surprising given his predatory hunger. There was the heartbeat, a tiny, quick pattering. The sound grew impossibly loud in his head. Demanding.
 
   “I have it.”
 
   “Think of the goddess. Her purity. Her face.”
 
   He almost smiled then because he did see something: a light behind his eyes that formed an image, a face he’d seen carved into numerous statues, colored in hundreds of framed paintings all around Hightower: the goddess Evana, hair raven black with a single streak of white where it fell from her temple to her breast. Eyes full of intense peace, a sort of chaotic devotion to her followers. She saw him. She loved him. And then, as sudden as a moody summer storm, she exuded overwhelming sorrow.
 
   Hello, Evana. Nice to meet you. 
 
   “Now, add a little of your wellspring.”
 
   Nikselpik gulped. He did as he was told, tried anyway, reaching down for a line of wellspring. But his mind, his body, would not follow. His wellspring was alive, yes, but as useless to him now as gold to a dying king. 
 
   For all the years he’d been practicing magick, he had promised himself he would not take the path of a monger. Yet he whispered the words of taking, syllables sliding off his tongue like slime, and eagerly absorbed the snow bird’s life force into his fingers, his body sucking it in like one dying of thirst might inhale a thimble of water. The exchange was both exhilarating and painful and he could not stop.
 
   Fara gasped and jerked away, and Nikselpik tore his own hand from the crumpled bird form. His stomach dropped at the look of horror that passed across her face, even as his body surged with newfound health.
 
   “What have you done?”
 
   Nikselpik looked back and forth between the cleric and the dead bird. He rose up and reached for Fara but she moved away from him. A candle fell over, spilling hot wax across the table’s dark wood. “I’ll fix it. I… can fix it…”
 
   He went back to the bird, lifting it in both hands and whispering instinctively, words he’d known for just a few weeks yet words that came quite naturally to him. “Pra’ae sini, resi… pra’ae sini, resi… resi…”
 
   The thing in his hand quivered, shook, and twitched. An eyelid popped open and revealed a dead, white eye. The snow bird was already a rotting shell that had just a moment ago been full of vitality.
 
   “Resi!” This time, he stated the words with explicit force, bending his will on the struggling corpse. The bird leapt up as Nikselpik returned its life force with a jolt. Giving was far more painful than taking. More costly. But worth it if he wanted to keep Fara as… as… as what? “Ahhh…”
 
   The bird stood, wobbled, and awkwardly stretched its wings, a shadow of its former grace. The broken wing cracked and snapped. The thing cooed a bizarre, deadpan sound that broke his heart even as he swelled with pride at being able to successfully do what had eluded him for weeks. He felt the bond, like a mother hen to hatchling, a chilling attachment to this dead thing. Whatever life force occupied this shell of an animal was his to control. So he ordered it to be quiet, and the cooing stopped.
 
   Fara was aghast. “What have you done?” But she knew, oh yes, in her white-gold cleric heart. Nikselpik had not only killed the once-beautiful snow bird, but he’d brought it back to life as a gray-feathered, undead thing. 
 
   Nikselpik put his hands to his cheeks. They were cold once again, but Fara’s reaction chilled him even further. “Fara, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to kill it. I didn’t mean to—”
 
   “Don’t, Nik. Something like this only happens with intent. Maybe you didn’t imagine you’d feel so horrible about doing it, but you knew exactly where this would lead. How long have you been studying necromancy? Were you doing it the entire time you were sick? No, I don’t want to know! You…” Fara began quickly gathering her things, but wouldn’t touch anything on the table. 
 
   “Fara…”
 
   She tucked her book under her arm and gathered her coat and satchel. Her fiery curls bounced angrily. “It hardly matters.”
 
   “Please…”
 
   She turned on him. Tears filled her eyes. “Make sure you put that miscreation down. And don’t ever let me hear of you practicing necromancy again, or I will tell anyone, no, I will tell everyone who will listen. You may be in the High Council’s favor now, but they won’t abide this.”
 
   “Fara, wait. You don’t… listen, necromancy it’s… it’s natural magick! The mastery of life and death.” He followed her out of the room. “Your own magick, Fara! It drives out infection and mends bones. It heals injuries that might otherwise result in someone’s death! It cheats death, and death is a natural part of life. Necromancy merely cheats death in a different way…”
 
   Fara turned on him, her jaw clenched, and raised her finger to his face. Her other fist, he noticed, was balled into a fist beneath the coat draped over her arm. “It is not the same thing! Evana’s love extends life for those who are worthy. It heals grievous injuries, but the focus, Nikselpik Nur,” (she spat his name), “is to relieve pain! To end suffering. Life is sometimes extended as a result, but death is not cheated. Death comes for us all, and no one can cheat it. Nothing can be brought back from that dark place. Not truly. And you know this!”
 
   “Fara, I—”
 
   Her eyes narrowed and her voice lowered as she confronted him. “What you have done… you have crossed that line.” She un-balled her fist and threw her arm out, pointing at the table. “Go back to your study. Look at that thing and tell me it’s alive.” She spat that last part, wounding him even deeper.
 
   Fara turned and stormed into the hall, her hair whipping like fire around her head. He followed her all the way downstairs and into the small foyer. She threw the door open to a screaming wind. Gods, she was beautiful even in her anger, and he chided himself for thinking it. How he must have hurt her! And how lowly he truly was. She was about to walk out, any second now, out of his life forever. Worse, they would be enemies. She no better than Etty Vinkerwinkle to him. He… he had lost.
 
   She stood on the threshold of his home, her lip curled. The wind blew her hair. “I mean it. No more necromancy, or you’ll find yourself in Municipal Jail with nothing but walls to spout your nonsense to.”
 
   “Don’t do this, Fara.”
 
   But she’d already gone, tramping down the old wooden steps. He watched her march out into the lane, then shut the door softly and went back inside to find Lili staring at him from the kitchen.
 
   Before she could say a word, he put his hand up to her and slunk back upstairs. He went inside his study and closed the door. The grayish thing still perched on the table, staring at nothing in the corner of the room through milky eyes.
 
   He went over and wrapped his thumb and index finger around its neck as one might prepare to dispose of a live fowl prior to plucking. But that wouldn’t have worked, not with this bird. Instead, he closed his eyes and quietly took back the life force he’d given it, sighing with pleasure at the influx. The bird slumped and was still.
 
   He heard the click of his study door opening. “Nik.” Lili’s voice was tentative, frightened. Quite the opposite of what he’d just received from Fara. “What just happened?”
 
   “What just happened? I’m an idiot… that’s what.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   “Why, you little stowaway,” Niksabella said, staring in disbelief. The day was shaping up to be quite insane, and the sun was just barely up.
 
   Upon hearing the familiar voice, Niksabella rushed to the back of the line, passing two idling land crawlers, their crews turned around to see what kind of fuss could have drowned out the thrum of their engines. And there was Fritzy Popoff knuckle-busting with a gnome and gnomestress grabbing at her wrists. Fritzy looked as disheveled as Niksabella had ever seen her: hair matted and sweaty, skin wormy-pale except for her dimpled cheeks, which were an angry red. She held up her pudgy fists, knuckles scraped where she’d apparently made some connections. A compartment in the back of the land crawler hung open, and pots and pans and tarps were strewn about in the mud.
 
   “Fritzy!” Niksabella yelled as she stomped toward the fracas. “What are you doing here?” 
 
   Fritzy’s head swiveled and upon seeing Niksabella she lowered her fists. “Oh, Nika. Thank Tick and Tock you’re here. I thought these heathens were—”
 
   Fritzy’s two opponents saw the opening and dove in to grab the wild-eyed gnomestress’ arms. She jerked away and swung wildly, connecting with one’s temple as the other caught hold of her. Fritzy then shook her would-be tackler like a blasted wolfhound with a toy and finally flung him to the ground.
 
   Niksabella was impressed. Who knew her uppity friend was such a scrapper? She almost forgot to tell Fritzy to stop as her friend reached for one of the gnomes lying in the mud, plucked him up by the back of his trousers, and flung him a good few feet away where he landed in churned up mud and snow.
 
   “Fritzy, stop! No one wants to hurt you.” Niksabella rushed in and grabbed her friend’s shoulder. Fritzy spun and cocked her arm, and for a moment Niksabella thought she’d be on the receiving end of a punch. Instead, she got pulled into a crushing embrace. Fritzy began squeezing and crying all at once, blubbering through her tears.
 
   “Oof! Okay, okay. You’re going to squeeze the life out of me.” At which point, Niksabella was squeezed somewhat less (but still squeezed) and she returned the hug, stroking the back of Fritzy’s matted head.
 
   “Oh, Nika. It was terrible. Locked up in there with nothing but a canteen of water and a few cookies. I could smell the food you were cooking.” Her face drooped, and her frown turned petulant. “I’m famished!”
 
   “We’ll get something for you.” She spotted Terrence nearby and gave him a look. The gnome’s cheeks blossomed red, either because of how his folk had treated Fritzy or the fact that she’d given seasoned fighters the worst of the exchange. Niksabella couldn’t tell, but he nodded and strode off in search of foodstuffs.
 
   “And just where did you come from, Fritzy?” Termund stepped around Niksabella, a stern edge to his voice.
 
   One of the clobbered gnomes spoke up as he rubbed the side of his head. “We were locking down compartment seven when we heard a knock from inside. We opened the compartment door, and this one popped out, swinging her fists and screaming about being cooped up and yelling about her hair.”
 
   “It may never recover its curl!” Fritzy almost burst into tears again and Niksabella patted her, feigning understanding to avoid another blubbering fit. 
 
   “What do I know about curly hair?” the gnome groused. “Like I’d know anything about curls. I hardly comb my own hair. We should leave this one locked up tight, if you ask me.”
 
   Fritzy started at him. “Just you try and put me ba—”
 
   The gnome ducked his head and raised his arms defensively, but Niksabella kept hold of her friend and Termund stepped between them just as Flay arrived, grinning in open amusement. He looked at the cowering gnome. “So you were just beaten by a full-sized version of a toy springbox, you’d say?”
 
   The gnome nodded, abashed. “Something like that.”
 
   Fritzy looked perfectly desperate. “My plan was to stow away until we were too far along for you to send me back. Are we too far? Termund?”
 
   Termund merely sighed.
 
   Niksabella smiled at her friend, holding her at arm’s length. “Truth be told, I’m glad to see you, Fritzy. I sure could use a friend on this trip.” Niksabella scowled (albeit lovingly) at Termund. 
 
   “Let’s go,” Termund said, striding back toward his land crawler. 
 
   “I can come?”
 
   “Of course you can come,” Niksabella told her friend. “You’ll be riding in the front wagon with us.” And she put her arm around Fritzy’s quivering bulk and led her through the muck toward the front of the caravan.
 
   Perhaps after today, these Thrasperville gnomes would think twice about messing with Hightower ladies. Niksabella felt surprisingly proud of Fritzy, who’d nearly beat the snot out of a pair of burly types. A snort burst loose, and Niksabella buried her laughter into her scarf.
 
   “What, Nika? What is it?”
 
   “Nothing. Nothing at all.” She squeezed her friend. “Just glad to have you here. I should never have sent you away.”
 
   They put Fritzy in the back of the first crawler, wrapped her in a warm blanket, and fed her some dried meat and fruit. She downed several cups of hot snolt, as well. The sides of the wagon worked as back rests for two benches running parallel from front to back. The cargo had been shifted beneath them, configured so that it ran directly down the middle, where one could sit or place their feet while they snoozed.
 
   It was like a big, cozy square.
 
   There was even a compartment door in the rear floor to reach their supplies. They were joined by Jess and another fellow so laden with tools hanging from tool belts and filling his coverall pockets that Niksabella wondered how he even walked.
 
   Four other gnomes took positions on the outer square, each sitting at a double-corded crossbow. For now, they relaxed against the miniature bulwarks protecting the inner square. 
 
   “Mmm,” Fritzy murmured as snolt ran down her chin, oblivious to the fact that they traversed the hillside in one of the strangest and most wonderful machines Niksabella had ever seen. She handed her friend a rag to clean up, and then turned to appreciate the moment.
 
   The slinky-legged locomotion, a cadence which Niksabella hadn’t quite pinpointed, threw the van gently from side to side. Their cruising speed settled in at several paces faster than a pony’s walk, but the real benefit came in the machine’s sheer doggedness, able to clamber tirelessly over treacherous terrain with hardly a hitch. 
 
   Earlier she had studied Termund at the controls, his feet manipulating the striding power while his hands pushed and pulled levers to increase the stride length and, in turn, the speed. The front legs sported hooks on either side of the foot plates, serving to pull the wagon up precarious slopes and over rises, which often left the passengers to balance at dangerously fun angles.
 
   Heat stirring in the steam-driven bellies rose up through the metal and wood to heat their rear ends and provide an aura of warmth. While Niksabella couldn’t imagine riding in one of these during the summer, her tush was currently quite toasty.
 
   Termund tilted his head at the fellow with all the tools. “Nika, do you know Tomkin? I’m sure you’ve seen him running around. He’s chief engineer and master mechanic. He’s the one who keeps these little mean machines working. If you have questions, he’s the one to ask.”
 
   Tomkin dipped his head. “I slept in my workshop for ten years as we streamlined this model. The Hill Crawler, model 299e9. We call ‘em niners.” Tomkin was a thin fellow, bald on top, chin covered with wispy, gray whiskers. A slender handlebar mustache decorated his upper lip, and his eyes blinked huge and brown behind his goggle lenses.
 
   Niksabella was surprised by a small pang in her core, and she knew it was from neglecting her tinkering. She’d not created in a long time. Not that she had anything in particular to work on—her life’s work was tucked away in one of the land crawler compartments—but old habits die hard. Time for new habits. Magicking may feel like starting over, but that’s exciting in itself!
 
   “Wonderful work, Tomkin,” Niksabella told the fellow. “I could tell these weren’t ordinary wagons. How in Tock’s name did you get such a flexible frame and a steam driver to work together so well? A froiler connection?”
 
   Tomkin chuckled, waving off that probability with a wag of his finger. “The engine is the chassis. There’s no separation between the two, one and the same.”
 
   Niksabella was dumbfounded. “How…?”
 
   “A proprietary system that uses a new type of swivel joint in the center…” Tomkin stomped on the floor “… and a series of hoses far stronger and more flexible than anything currently made anywhere but in our own workshops. They provide incredible compression and power. I’d get deeper into it, but it would probably only confuse you.”
 
   Despite her own rising pride and a low whistle of warning from Termund, this was the kind of gnome Niksabella could bother with. She cleared her throat and sat up straighter in a semblance of officiation. “If you’d allow me to apply, sir, I’ve become quite good at imbuing materials and have created a flexible substance myself. It’s called tulec. If I could—”
 
   Tomkin held out his hand, stopping her cold. “No thanks, dear. There’s nothing you have, or anyone else, for that matter, that could ever improve upon my rubberdine. And believe me, I’ve checked. Hah!”
 
   Niksabella glanced out at the passing hillside. They were currently working through a copse of trees, the path having completely disappeared. The niners edged between thick trunks of oak and used their front claws to tear away any brush seeking to tangle them. 
 
   She said, “That’s hardly fair.”
 
   “Tell me something, miss. Have you ever been outside of Hightower?”
 
   “No,” she said primly.
 
   “Then how do you know what’s been invented and what hasn’t? My climbers are one of a kind. Never seen anything like ‘em and might never again. At least not until I make ‘em better. Can you say the same for yourself?”
 
   I have something you’ve never seen in your life, you crass little ferret. Yet Niksabella refrained from anything more than a grunt, turning away from Tomkin’s buggy eyes and Fritzy’s chomping. If she replied, she’d only sound desperate and annoyed, and she was above all that now (or at least she’d act like it). She took out her book and immersed herself in more of Kaytzi’s knowledge.
 
   “I wouldn’t brush Niksabella off so quickly, Tom.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure she’s a fine tinkerer.”
 
   “You know, Nika,” Termund added, “besides yourself and Fritzy here, no one outside of the Grundzest Travel Company knows our land crawlers even exist. To our trading partners, especially humans, we’re just short, insignificant folk whose sole purpose is to ensure they’re supplied with long-burning pfitzer blocks, exceptional clocks, and properly-brewed ale.”
 
   “Your secret is safe with me,” she said with guarded sarcasm. “And I won’t mention the crawlers, either.”
 
   Termund chuckled as he slammed a control bar into the proper notch. “Fair enough.”
 
   They crawled around steep hillocks and along ridges stripped bare of trees and vegetation, leaving the land completely exposed to the east. Niksabella gasped as the Southern Reaches spread before them, the distant and lonely patchwork of gnomish fields giving way to wild forests and lowlands teeming with animals… and perhaps other things by now. And they were not very high yet; there were still loftier foothills left to climb, and Niksabella had no doubt they would climb them.
 
   Scouts rode ahead, often returning with news of a clear path or otherwise redirecting the caravan down a less treacherous route. The thrum of the land crawler’s engine lent itself to peaceful study, and that’s what Niksabella did for the next several hours, stopping long enough to change into some dry socks and have a bite to eat. She put her feet up between Jess and the now wilted, snoring Fritzy and read.
 
   It seemed one of the biggest barriers to achieving prowess in the art of conjuring—aside from wellspring control—was giving oneself over to the elements. And that was if Niksabella was reading between the lines correctly because Kaytzi never ever got straight to the point.
 
   With great focus and will, she read, one may break down the elemental tine, the matrix of bonds and barriers. Yet it takes a sacrifice of one’s own truth. Who hath the bravery to do so may move mountains of earth, assemble mountains of flame, and control tidal forces, even to make the air stop breathing.
 
   “To make the air stop breathing,” she whispered. 
 
   She assumed Kaytzi meant the forcing of one’s will upon the elements, a breaking of the elemental will, so to speak. It made sense, and when she felt strong enough to conjure an actual elemental instead of playing with inanimate stuff, there would undoubtedly be a contest of wills. This contest she must win or risk being consumed. Possibly even killed.
 
   Kalaquick had warned her of mages who had been burned to ashes trying to control great fire elementals they’d mustered from unknown depths. Mounds of living dirt rolling over inexperienced summoners, muffling their screams forever. Even her brother had been wary of her new focus of study. “It’s too risky,” he’d told her. But he hardly had room to talk considering his own life had been one huge risk after another. Nikselpik knew what his sister could do; he’d seen it in her when they were children—if that was even me—so when she told him her mind was made he’d not said another word.
 
   They supped in the wagon, stopping only for short periods to stretch their legs and relieve themselves and allow Tomkin to inspect the niners for steam leaks. Fritzy eventually woke up, but she didn’t look all that rested. She ate a few bites of cured meat and some nuts, curled up on the seat, and pulled a heavy work coat over her head.
 
   When Tomkin had completed his last inspection, Niksabella said, “How long can these run with the fuel we have on board?”
 
   Tomkin wiggled his nose to dislodge an itch and tucked away his extender wrench into a pocket on his thigh. “With a good supply of pfitzer blocks, a few weeks. Otherwise, regular old wood will do. Going’s much slower though with wood. Gotta stop to forage it, and it burns too fast. But my engine will run on just about anything for fuel.” He smacked its side.
 
   Does it run on gnomes, perchance? Niksabella imagined stuffing the mechanic into the burn chamber and slamming the lid shut. She shook her head. She was being a poor sport. Couldn’t blame Tomkin for having a sense of pride over what was obviously an impressive vehicle. Maybe I’ll show him one of my recursive mirrors and he can see some real power.
 
   “What about water? Don’t you need a lot of that too?”
 
   Tomkin placed his hands on his hips and lowered his head then looked up at her with a mechanic’s brazen incredulity as if Niksabella had just said the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. “Ain’t never been in the mountains, have you? Plenty of water if you know where to look. Find a creek. Melt some snow. My engine runs on seventy percent recycled steam. Not much waste happening here, young miss. Nope, efficient as they come.”
 
   Niksabella sighed and went back to her book while the caravan drove on with single-minded determination. Termund said something to Jess, who dug out a folded cloth from beneath the seats. She affixed it to the end of a jointed rod, which she unfolded until the pieces clicked into place, forming a long pole. She slipped the end into a bracket behind the control seat. A gust of wind unfurled the crimson cloth. Thrasperville’s flag: a comet shooting across a field the color of red wine.
 
   Termund called over his shoulder. “Be on the lookout, everyone. In the next day or so, we’ll be entering orc territory. I don’t expect to see a single saw-toothed bastard out in this Tock-damned chill, but it’s always best to be prepared.”
 
   “Don’t look at me,” Niksabella balked. “I’m just a lowly Hightower gnomestress without a bit of courage or a brain in her head. If they come, I’ll just cower down and let you Grundzests do all the work.”
 
   Tomkin looked at the floor and drug his toe across it.
 
   “No reason to be sore about that little joke, my dear. In any case, orcs are not always the feral creatures everyone makes them out to be. I’ve managed to reason with a few.”
 
   “I’ve every right to be sore for as long as I please. And my brother gave me a lesson on orcs before we left. Skinny, crawly, and every bit as devious as our own High Council. They make good armor and better weapons. They’re killers, he said.”
 
   Termund shifted a gear on the control box. “Some of that may be true, but they are not wholly unintelligent. We’ve even traded with them, believe it or not. That’s what the flag is for. They know when they see the comet of Thrasperville, their lives are about to be vastly improved by technological wonders like spoons and forks and cups.”
 
   Jess snorted with derision, but Niksabella wasn’t reassured. In fact, orcs didn’t sound like a race with kind intentions… not if they put weapons before basic eating utensils. Niksabella gave a little shudder. The oppressive feeling only increased when they began sliding into the nooks and crannies of the mighty Utenes themselves. Like insects drawn to cracks and hidey-holes, they picked places hidden from view even if they couldn’t mask their noisy machines.
 
   There was naught but birds spotted throughout the late afternoon and into early evening; the other woodland animals were likely frightened off far before the strange, arachnid-like niners crawled through their homes. They drove on until darkness stopped them, making camp at the base of a cliff, where they could hide in the cover of a copse of leafless trees. The land crawlers were not turned off but set to idling, their natural heat providing a decent bit of warmth for anyone sitting or lying nearby.
 
   Before joining Flay and Terrence to scout the perimeter, Termund stopped by and caught her up in an embrace. Niksabella made it a point to put up a brief struggle, but it was difficult. She eventually kissed him, and his lips tasted salty and sweet all at once.
 
   “You’re still angry, are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He grinned and waited, keeping her wrapped in his arms.
 
   “That Tomkin fellow, bragging about his contraptions and shrugging off my suggestions before I could even say a word. How does he know I might not help improve the design?”
 
   “Well, tinkerers are known to be stubborn, you know. I know at least one…”
 
   Niksabella put her hand over his mouth. “Shush. Point taken.”
 
   “Let’s just hope our friend shows up soon. It isn’t fun traveling blind out here with no destination in mind other than ‘south.’”
 
   Niksabella looked up the stretch of craggy cliff. Certainly, Jontuk would surface soon. If not, or if he’d abandoned them, they were putting themselves in ever greater danger for no reason. But then she felt silly for even thinking it. After all they’d been through—by Tock, Jontuk had nearly lost an arm trying to get to her device—it was very unlikely he’d desert them now. She fully expected him to manifest at any moment, just as he’d assured them he would.
 
   “He’ll show soon, I’m sure.”
 
   “Let’s hope,” Termund said, following her gaze up the cliff and then to the stars high above.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Two more nights passed. Tomkin and his mechanics saw to the niners while Niksabella had a blanket and a book as companions. Fritzy was off with Jess doing some kind of chore or another. She was becoming more familiar with her budding powers, and every waking moment found her buried in texts or practicing.
 
   Still no sign of Jontuk.
 
   The winter nights were long and achingly cold, but she’d already found little ways to defend herself against the weather. An extra blanket on the ground when not sleeping in the niner. Snuggled up with a skin of hot water when Termund wasn’t around. Socks stuffed into drafty gaps in her coat. A hat pulled down over her ears (always). It was a known fact that gnomes lost a third of their body heat though their long, exposed ears, so keeping them covered in frigid conditions was important. It wouldn’t do to get them frostbitten. She’d be No-Ears Nika all over again.
 
   She wandered through camp to find a suitable spot to plunk down with her book and was met with hellos and grins, which she returned pleasantly enough. Ducking beneath the leg of one of the land crawlers, she found Jess, who was every bit as bundled up as Niksabella. Her cropped, auburn locks peeked stylishly from beneath her leather and wool cap. The gnomestress proffered a wooden mug. Niksabella took it and sniffed at the contents. “Smells sweet. What is it?”
 
   “Sooz. A Thrasperville specialty as snolt is to Hightower.” Niksabella shrugged and started to take a sip when Jess stopped her. “Fair warning, milady. It’ll curl your ears and leaden your eyelids. Ensures we all get enough rest on the road if you get my meaning.”
 
   Niksabella started to hand the mug back. “If you think I’m going to fall for another of your tricks…”
 
   Jess pushed the mug back. “It’s not a trick. Between yourself and Termund, we’d all be in some trouble if we put you through the wringer again.”
 
   She gave Jess a doubtful look. “No one spit in it or spiced it in such a way that my tongue blisters?”
 
   “Not a one.”
 
   Niksabella frowned and pursed her lips. She gazed at the cup’s contents and then sipped it. She tasted chocolate and winter spices, forest pine, and something with a tang that thickened her saliva. She reeled for a moment as warmth spread from her belly, up through her chest, to her head and the tips of her ears. “This is… good.”
 
   Jess smiled. “Aye.”
 
   “Is it true that you play jokes on all the new folk?”
 
   “We do it to all the new ones, especially when they aren’t gnomes; we’ve had a few dwarves and humans in the mix. They get it the worst.”
 
   “I imagine.” Niksabella took another sip of the potent brew.
 
   “Truth be told, Mister Grundzest wanted no part the other day, but Flay put him up to it. We Thrasperville gnomes like to trust our road companions, or we don’t travel with them.”
 
   “Termund told me.” She thought she might as well get straight to the point: if they were going to be companions for the next few weeks. “So, what’s the verdict? So hard to tell with you Thraspervillians.”
 
   “Truth to tell I’ve never seen so many of us unwilling to rattle a pup. Seems everyone likes you too much.”
 
   Niksabella feigned a sour look. “Oh, don’t try to be nice now.”
 
   “I’m not. Trust me. I wouldn’t know how to go about it.
 
   “You said I was soft.”
 
   “Flay’s idea. Not mine. I swear it.”
 
   Niksabella twisted her lips and rolled her eyes to the dark sky. She clicked her tongue. “Perhaps I should start a list prioritizing the worst offenders. Flay just made it to the top. Then Termund, for not putting a stop to it.”
 
   Jess patted Niksabella’s shoulder. “It’s good that I don’t have to sleep with you, eh?” And she laughed and bustled away.
 
   With blanket and book tucked beneath an arm, and the mug held tightly in both hands, Niksabella resumed her search for a good spot. She pulled a wick-sized bit of fire from a passing torch and watched the delicate flame slip around her hands, keeping them pleasantly warm. It was still a bit discomforting having fire so close to her skin, but the tiny wick moved and shimmered so much she avoided any kind of burn.
 
   I wonder what would happen if I grew you up? If you were as big as my fist, would you burn me then? Now might not be a good time to find out.
 
   Niksabella found some dry ground against the side of the second land crawler in line. She placed her blanket down and stretched out to study beside the faintly humming machine. Strangely comforted by the huge, mechanized arm arching over her, protecting her in its steel-framed embrace, she fell easily into her study. Occasionally, the land crawler would tick, likely due to the liquid pressure in its veins adjusting to temperature and the ever-degrading gaskets and seals.
 
   By the time she’d reached the bottom of the wooden mug, she’d gotten another chapter or two further, covering the growth and expansion of self-created elementals as well as the difference between fire mastery and earth mastery. Quite simply, earth required a massive amount of wellspring where fire required somewhat more focus and concentration, flames being the more fleeting of the two.
 
   Wind was another problem altogether as one must contend with natural forces, weather that was considerably more powerful than Niksabella had ever imagined. And with this came the recognition of every tiny wind blowing through the camp, every change in the sounds and smells of the wind. Was this one more chill than the last? Could she clutch a rising gust and turn it to her favor? Could she bend the tree tops with it? In any case, channeling wind required both a sturdy wellspring and solid determination. Practice, practice, and more practice. But the implications were exciting.
 
   Let’s focus on dousing a lantern wick first and then maybe bending some wildflowers before you think about altering treetops and storms.
 
   Niksabella thought of councilor Elwray Stormcranker. Back when orcs had been a problem in the Southern Reaches there were stories of how Elwray turned back hundreds of orcs with winds and lighting, and she suddenly wished for a lesson with him as he seemed to have a favorable opinion of her. Perhaps after all of this.
 
   On a whim, Niksabella crawled to the edge of her blanket and tried making a mound of dirt with her hands. The ground was frozen solid though, so she drained what was left of her mug and struck at the hard soil with the bottom edge, cracking off bits and pieces into a rough-hewn pile. She sent her minion to help, resting it for several seconds at various spots, warming the cold dirt until she was left with a fist-sized mound of mud.
 
   Her head swam with the effort, and probably from the sooz too, but it was time for her to move forward. She’d only learn if she tried, and she knew from her considerable years as a tinkerer that the only way to achieve success was to continue challenging one’s self.
 
   What if it’s too soon? What if you do something awful?
 
   Resting on her elbows, she cupped the mound of dirt with her hands. She cleared her mind and drew from her wellspring, focusing it between her palms. She bent her will to the mound, just as she thought Kaytzi’s lesson taught.
 
   With great focus and will, one may break down the elemental tine… 
 
   But there was a resistance Niksabella could not overcome, a cold barrier against her influence. This mud is a much tougher opponent than fire to be sure! She tried again and was surprised to feel the dirt shift slightly. But that was just the force of her raw magick trying to infiltrate the sediments. The mound wasn’t alive; it wasn’t responding to her demands.
 
   How was this so easy for me as a child but near impossible now? How did I nearly drown my brother on multiple occasions? How did I make him suffer so? But she knew the answer. The Prophetess.
 
   “So what did she allow me to do that I cannot do now?”
 
   Niksabella fell into it again, closed her eyes and thought about the mound of mud before her. Its simplicity. Its complexity. A pile of minerals blown here from every corner of Sullenor and beyond. Salt from the sea, muck from the Giyipcias Swamp, and maybe even worn stone all the way from Kubalesh. She bent her wellspring into the pile of mush, willing it to do something, anything.
 
   The mud exploded, splattering across her face. Niksabella sputtered and spat and wiped the grime from her eyes. A passerby saw the accident and procured a cloth for Niksabella to clean her face with. She thanked the gnome and started to give the soiled rag back.
 
   He waved his hand at her. “You keep it. Especially if you plan on that happening a lot.”
 
   “Well, thank you. I think.”
 
   An explosion wasn’t the effect I was hoping for. What am I doing wrong? It has to be a simple thing. My wellspring is strong enough, but what about my focus?
 
   Niksabella reformed her mound, making a new one out of the mashed bits of the old one. She relaxed, let go of her senses, tried not to be such a tightly-wound axle spring (something that might never have occurred if she hadn’t downed a full cup of sooz). She gave the mud pile a grin, put her finger in the middle, and made a tiny swirl on its belly. It reminded her of her favorite toy as a child, one of the only toys she’d ever owned: a plump little brown bear that had seen better days long before it had come into her possession. Once upon a time, its mechanisms could raise the arms and turn the head from left to right, but by the time it had gotten to Niksabella, the bear no longer gesticulated. Its primary usefulness came on long, stormy nights when her brother would sit by the window to stare at the storm, leaving Niksabella alone in their raggedy straw bed.
 
   Where’s that bear now? Burned up? Stolen? Washed out to sea?
 
   In any case, remembering her furry friend infused her with an old warmth. “You are just the cutest mud pile I’ve ever seen. You know that, don’t you?” It was a silly thing to say, but she drew upon those childhood memories. She’d never had a pet, so what better than a short, fat glob of mud? Seems suitable enough. Fits your personality too.
 
   She poured herself into her creation. Will and wellspring. A gentle coaxing of the elemental tine… and it gave. The pile shifted. Rather than stop to examine if it had really been an extension of skill or force of wellspring, she tightened her focus. The sediments’ weight was considerable, but that weight seemed more willing this time. Cumbersome, yes, as if her magick wore a cloak of lead weights, but movable, pliable.
 
   Niksabella shifted on her elbows since they were getting sore, but this puzzle of earth was too tantalizing to give up on. Could it be that Kaytzi had meant something else entirely?
 
   Yet, it takes a sacrifice of one’s own truth. Who hath the bravery to do so may move mountains of earth… 
 
   What was the truth? Seemed a simple enough question. Niksabella was a living, breathing entity, and this stuff before her was just clay and pulp and anything else weathered by time. To sacrifice that truth would mean Niksabella would have to alter her perspective, perhaps drastically, a paradigm shift her brain was resisting. 
 
   To see these elements as her equals. What? How?
 
   It seemed silly and gave the term “dumb as a rock” an entirely new meaning, but that had to be it. One and the same. She and the elements. It seemed preposterous but… 
 
   Niksabella scooted in, closed her eyes, and wrapped her hands around the mushy pile. She tickled her wellspring to life and channeled it into her hands and through her wiggling fingertips. She imagined herself in her workshop, imbuing various materials into her inventions, scribing symbols on them to increase the material’s natural properties. Only she couldn’t scribe here. No, her life-giving would have to come from inside. 
 
   The pile moved, and a tiny yelp escaped her. This time, she was sure it had been of its own volition and not just a product of her magickal bullying. Over-analyzing would only ruin the moment, so she allowed herself a fraction of joy as she squinted and beheld her work. The dough-like pile undulated between her hands like some strange, living ooze. Layers of mush rippled up and down its body. And her flame had remained as well!
 
   Controlling two elements at the same time. Two! Earth and fire… 
 
   Niksabella widened her hands to give her elemental creations some room. She moved each independently of one another, light touches for her flickering flame and stronger surges for the heavier one. She had them go round and round one another, like dancing partners. The fire licked at the wet earth with tiny hissing sounds, and the earth swung a clumsy, ham-handed appendage at the quicker flames. More like combatants testing one another.
 
   Niksabella giggled. But the effort was taxing her, reminding her of days in her workshop studying tomes until she’d gone cross-eyed. This was a weariness of the brain, a sluggishness of thought, her wellspring quickly draining like a battery running dry.
 
   But I don’t want to stop.
 
   She played a bit longer until she thought she might pass out, and just when she was ready to shut off her wellspring’s flow, a tickling passed through her belly and chest, followed by the sense of another presence occupying the space in her head. Not a threatening consciousness. Just intelligent curiosity. The earthen mound spun its tiny girth around, and two tiny, black creases opened wide to regard Niksabella. Eyes.
 
   “Oh,” she whispered. A joyful weariness pressed down on her neck, her shoulders, and her eyelids. She wanted to whoop and holler, but all she could manage was a weak smile as she stared at the little miracle. The weight of maintaining her flow was becoming too much. But how could she fall asleep now, after having called this magnificent little creature into existence?
 
   And then the weight lifted. The earthen creature swelled briefly as the other consciousness left her mind and fully entered the shell like molten iron filling a mold, removing a great deal of the burden from her strained wellspring. The mound rolled forward on its bottom half and stopped a mere hand-span from Niksabella’s face. 
 
   This being, this elemental creature slowly blinked, regarded her with intense curiosity, even reaching out to brush its wet nub against her nose.
 
   “You are beautiful. Look at you.”
 
   Niksabella wiped tears from her eyes and slowly constricted her wellspring flow to the elemental until only a thin line remained. She fully expected it to collapse in a flat pool of brown muck, but it didn’t. It waited. For what?
 
   For you to tell it what to do, you simpleton. Of course.
 
   She placed her arms flat on the ground and sent her flickering flame to scoot around the tiny arena, and then she sent a message down that thin wellspring flow, that translucent connection between them. In what she thought was sheer animal glee, her earth elemental whacked at her spit of a flame, lunging back and forth across the battlefield until it caught the light and snuffed it out completely.
 
   And then the presence was gone, leaving the mound to slump over.
 
   Niksabella was bone weary. She almost felt guilty at her success. The conjuring seemed too easy, but it wasn’t as if she had no ability at all. She’d done much more impressive things as a child. Perhaps now, she was relearning what she’d lost.
 
   The Prophetess.
 
   Niksabella rolled over and smiled up at the night sky. A light snow was falling, and the wind made the snowflakes swirl in the air. She thought about what she’d done tonight, or what had been done to her; she wasn’t quite sure.
 
   You conjured an actual being, Nika. A unique consciousness, a being with thoughts and emotions and devotions. Like Jontuk, only not like him at all. Jontuk was an elemental from some faraway ultraworld, while the one Niksabella had summoned was… what? She wasn’t sure if she could call it a native of Sullenor or not. The raw materials, yes, but whatever animated it seemed to come from elsewhere.
 
   An amazing feat, to be sure. She could tell Termund, but he wouldn’t truly understand the implications. Besides, he was out attending to the watch, gone more often than not with the threat of orcs looming. No, there was only one who person who would appreciate the feat. Her brother. This wouldn’t be some boring invention to him. No, this would be something Nik could relate to, unlike schematics, thaumaturgical models, and process design. This was about feeling, emotional immersion, giving oneself over to the magick. Living, he would say.
 
   “We could actually sit and have an ale over this one.” The thought made her smile.
 
   By now, it was well past midnight. Another late one for her, which meant another rough morning. If she kept this up, she’d be sleeping on her feet. She gathered her things and wandered back to niner number one and found Termund already curled inside their cocoon.
 
   As she approached, he opened his tired gray eyes and lifted back the flap. It took her all of five seconds to be curled up inside with his arm around her waist, his knees tucked behind hers. She fought sleep briefly and her comfortable smile was replaced by firmed lips. It was a marvelous thing to be this worn out, but at the same time, she was readying herself for a certain fiery-haired gnomestress when next they met.
 
   You and me, Prophetess. We’re going to have ourselves a chat.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Linsey came halfway down the steps and bent low, her expression worried. “Just thought you should know we’re almost there, at least by my reckoning.” The tallish first mate’s golden hair was frayed in haphazard strands from where it had been tied up, and dark circles had taken up permanent residence beneath her eyes.
 
   Stena clenched her jaw to contain a wave of chills. She’d tried to go above more than once, but ended up right back in her cabin at Rose’s and Linsey’s insistence. “Last thing we need, Cap, is for you to pass out and tumble overboard,” Rose had told her. Still, she felt bad for her first mate almost as much as for herself for being unable to perform her captain’s duties. 
 
   They’d gone full bore into the enemy ship, relishing in the wide-eyed terror of the opposing crew as Swinger’s needle pierced their ship’s hull all the way through. “Hang on!” Stena had shouted just before the aerostats crashed together. Chitin and wood and metal cracked and exploded into the still sky. There was a loud pop and then an ear-shattering sound as the thing inside the crusty shell squealed like an enormous, stuck pig. Stena’s stomach lurched as Swinger bore both airships down, down, down in a glorious rush to meet the unforgiving ground. Out of the clouds they plummeted, picking up speed, the wind slapping Stena’s face as her deck pitched nearly vertical.
 
   “To me!” She’d retrieved a rolling mooring pole and clambered down the deck to place her feet against the bulwark. Just in time too, for an ape-like form crawled from a port hole, leaking green gas, and leaped across the tiny space between the ships. Stena caught the thing mid-flight with the tip of her pole, knocking it down into the void.
 
   More creatures appeared over the sides and from those mysterious port holes. Bloodshot eyes glared like orbs of hate. They’d have Stena’s ship if they could. “Come on, Lins!” Stena remembered almost feeling her first mate’s struggle through the airship’s groaning inner works. Port and starboard propellers strained in their braces. Steam engines shook the ship with their clanking internal parts, steam exhaust screaming from ductwork inside the beleaguered frame.
 
   Another beast leaped the divide to cling to the base of Swinger’s needle. Stena had been too slow to get that one. She thrusted the pole, but it glanced hard off the thing’s shoulder—the tenacious beast hadn’t budged. Instead it had got hold of her boot around the ankle and pulled, leaving her with one foot on the bulwark. There was nothing to grasp, nothing to keep her from having been tossed into the void.
 
   But then Rose and Crick arrived, shouting obscenities in between battle cries of “Hightower!” and started smashing at the thing with their own mooring poles until it relinquished and fell, unconscious, from the plummeting vessels.
 
   Swinger’s crew had fought for several more terrifying moments, keeping the remaining beasts at bay until the aerostat got up enough resistance to slide its needle free and right itself like a fat, lumbering beetle in the sky. They had all rushed to Swinger’s rail and watched the strange creature-ship tumble through the sky, bits and pieces and bodies floating free until the mess crashed in a dusty cloud of snow.
 
   Even then, reeling from the glorious victory, the crew had rushed to keep their listing aerostat in the sky. The smell of burning wood permeated the air. Rose and Crick dove into the engine compartment with a box full of tools and three skins of water to put out whatever was burning. Linsey held the ship steady at the helm. And Stena remembered standing beneath the balloon frame on a ladder with a bucket of thick, black quicktar with which she was to repair the damage to the air bags. She’d suspected at least three internal bladders were hemorrhaging at least half their floating power, and the other three were potentially damaged as well. They didn’t have much time. One over-heated steam driver and they’d have lost a quarter more lift. Another, and they’d have met the ground. Hard.
 
   Hand-over-fist she clung to side of the frame. She put her hand into the ruin of a leaking hole and felt for the inner balloon, found it bulging outward despite the escape of the hot, precious air. She tethered herself to the metal frame, removed her patching tools, and dipped a flat spreader into the bucket of sloodge, pulling out a fat glob of the stuff, held open the hole with a straight rod, and shoved the black blob inside. She spread the gunk around where it stuck fast to the tatters of the hole, forming a tenacious, air-tight patch.
 
   And then on and on she had went, clinging to the crosshatch of ropes like a spider climbing across its web, making her way around the airship and repairing the damage. And then they twisted in a sudden gust of wind. The deck swung up, nearly even with the bladder frame, leaving Stena clinging to the ropes and screaming into the canvas, her injured back parallel to the distant ground below. For a moment, she thought they might actually flip. Every muscle in her body clenched as she’d reckoned her time had come.
 
   But then the ship righted itself. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves and went back to work, at one point even resting at the top of the bladder to warm her hands against the bulging surface before crawling back down the other side.
 
   Once on deck, she’d collapsed in a heap, too numb to move, face frozen from the scathing wind. The last thing she remembered was being pulled below deck, wrapped in a warm blanket, heatsticks stuck beneath the covers with her. Someone had placed a warm, wet cloth across her cheeks and nose, and sleep had lowered on her like a leaden cloud. 
 
   She woke occasionally, sluggishly, her mind groping for clues. Like a mother with a sick child, her captain’s mind doted on Swinger’s every creak and groan, every ear-popping change of altitude. Logic assured her that she was a captain of the sea and not of the air, so it mattered not how hard she listened; she’d more likely discover a problem well after it had become deadly. Stena argued with herself. A captain was a captain no matter the vessel and no matter the sea.
 
   And a captain always knew how to hear her ailing ship.
 
   To her crew’s credit, or possibly her delirious mind, Swinger worked her way up from very sick to just moderately sick. Stena sat up for the first time in what felt like a hundred years. A teeth-rattling shiver wracked her body, causing the beverage in her cup to slosh. 
 
   “Hover for a few minutes, Lins. I—”
 
   “Swinger’s doing fine for now, Captain.” The first mate returned to the deck without awaiting orders.
 
   “Stubborn crew…” Stena muttered, then took a sip of her hot snolt. “Just the way I like ‘em.”
 
   She swung her feet out and winced as she got to her feet. She lifted her tunic to find her midsection wrapped in linen. They’d patched her up while she slept. She wondered how bad the damage was. If the ache was any indication, she’d have more scars to add to her collection.
 
   She found her personal pack stowed away beneath one of the cots and pulled out a change of clothes. Fresh stocking socks and an additional layer of undergarments all around. Gloves this time, and she pulled her hood up, leaving it loose to show that she wasn’t completely ruined by the cold.
 
   On the way to the ladder, she took the heatsticks with her—each with plenty of life remaining—and shoved two of them in her belt, one in the front and one tucked gingerly in the back for good measure, and then went above deck. An unfamiliar sheepishness followed her. The fact that others had been working while she rested didn’t sit well, not at all.
 
   Stena bolstered herself against the gusting winds, fully expecting to be blown backward into the engine housing, but none came. No screaming gales, no thumping blasts, no shaking ship. The only sound to reach her ears was the steady hum of steam drivers and propellers.
 
   She strode to the pilot’s deck, hoping to climb the port-side steps so she could speak with Linsey, but she stopped in her tracks. Against the port rail, Rose, Crick, and Bertrand hammered out dents in one of the wide, steel plates; they no longer wore hoods or gloves or even coats for that matter. They were quite unprotected out here in the… in the… 
 
   A warm wind touched her cheeks, reminding her of spring. It can’t be. Have I been asleep seven months?
 
   Rose stopped her hammering. “Cap, we’ve crossed the Midland Line. No need for all that.”
 
   Already?
 
   On land, and because of the Utenes’ position on the continent, the brunt of winter was turned mostly northward. South of the Midland Line, one could expect a reprieve even in the harshest northern winters. The ocean winds, on the other hand, were a vastly different story, always cold, and that’s what Stena was used to.
 
   She pushed her hood back. “Thanks for the reminder. I’ve been a little under the weather, pardon the expression.”
 
   Lins called out from the pilot’s deck. “Captain on deck!”
 
   Everyone turned and tipped their head or the cap.
 
   She nodded back, putting her leader’s face back on.
 
   “You were up on that frame longer than anyone here could have stood for, Cap,” Rose said. “Didn’t think you’d ever come down.” 
 
   Stena nodded again and climbed up to the pilot’s deck, where she could get a good view of the surrounding lands. Linsey reported they had followed the Great Torrid River out of Goad’s Pocket, bearing south to where the river poured into Darkwater Lake, a great body of water that turned into a dangerous swamp festering at the foot of the land of the Giyipcias. Their current position had them coming upon the northwestern shore of the Darkwater. The hillock Willyam had visited was invisible from this perspective, buried somewhere in the embrace of the tall swamp trees. 
 
   Beyond all the green lay a short, spiny mountain range that had not been named on any of the maps she’d reviewed back at Hightower. Stena regarded the range with a wary eye, gauging what kind of winds might caper through those peaks and valleys. According to the old documents, anyone approaching Giyipcias from the air was to take a circuitous route, one likely to put them in danger from both habitat and habitants.
 
   It was all she could do not to order Swinger around and back to Hightower to tell the precisor general to his face what they’d seen, but that would mean abandoning the mission. More than that, from the looks of the army forming in Goad’s Pocket, Hightower would need all the help they could get.
 
   “How’s the ship?”
 
   “Fine, Cap, aside from being down one starboard propeller. Some steam leaks and burn scars from whatever that stuff was they lobbed at us. Thanks to you, we got back above the clouds and Rose and Crick went to work. They shut off the steam leaks, which pretty much restored power to the ship. One piston nozzle burned up, but they replaced it. Some other odds and ends.”
 
   “Good work, Lins.” She called for Bertrand.
 
   The linguist was even scrawnier without all his winter gear. “Captain?”
 
   “How many pigeons do we have left?”
 
   “None. But we have two snowbirds. Last of the bunch. Hardy enough. They’ll do much better from this distance.”
 
   “Let’s send one off. I want to let Dale know we’ve made it.” The linguist had already gotten off a bird during the fight over Goad’s Pocket, so Dale was sure to already have that report in hand.
 
   Bertrand saluted and climbed back down to the main deck. Stena watched the spectacled gnome disappear below before turning back to the rail to scan the mountains ahead.
 
   “Bertrand has been quite useful, for a linguist that is,” Linsey said, giving a tired chuckle. “Wasn’t much use to get Swinger’s feet back under her, but he’s a damned skilled navigator. We’d probably be somewhere over the sea without him.” Linsey winced. “No offense, Captain.”
 
   Stena didn’t mind the revelation. She found she was thankful for Bertrand. “I’ll note it, Lins.”
 
   “If we make it home, you think they’ll keep us in the sky after all this?”
 
   Stena smirked. “Undoubtedly. And we’ll undoubtedly be outnumbered a hundred to one. If you think that was our last air battle, steel yourself. We’ll be spending a lot of time in the sky… until Swinger can fly no more.”
 
   Linsey’s face went expressionless. “Understood, Captain.”
 
   “We’ll circle slow, Lins. Maybe spend the next hour or two scouting and moving in. Why don’t you get some rest and let me to take the helm?”
 
   “I’m fine, Captain. First contact with the swamp elves in three hundred years. Wouldn’t miss it for anything.”
 
   “That’s an order,” Stena said. “Take Rose and Crick with you. I’ll manage.”
 
   Lins nodded and relinquished control of the ship, leaving Stena to ponder their tenuous approach.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   “Steam to an eighth, Lins.” Stena released the button and waited. She stood on the navigator’s deck with Bertrand, both watching as Swinger came alongside the mountains and angled down toward an opening in the canopy of trees below.
 
   “Aye, Captain,” came the tinny, vibratory reply. They hadn’t even realized the vocaltin system existed until Bertrand had accidentally leaned against one of the buttons on the control deck. At the time, Stena and Linsey had been back on the pilot deck and suddenly heard Bertrand’s private praises regarding the wild, beautiful swampland below.
 
   “Pretty as mother’s pond from up here,” he’d said. “I can’t wait to be back home catching fishes. Blue ones, gold ones, and pan hoppers especially. Soon, little fishies, your Bert will be back—”
 
   Linsey had pressed a similar button on the pilot deck panel and spoke into a small metal grate as much for a laugh as to keep Bertrand from continued embarrassment. “Swamp elves are much harder to catch than fishies, I’ll wager. Best keep your focus, Bert.”
 
   Bertrand most likely leaped out of his gabardines. Stena could not suppress a grin as Linsey laughed. Later she met Bert at the control deck and, to his credit, he showed no signs of having been eavesdropped upon.
 
   “Through that break in the trees.” The linguist pointed down at a thin gap in the canopy.
 
   Stena frowned with uncertainty. She imagined what might happen to an aerostat caught in a tangle of branches and leaves. “You’re sure?”
 
   Bertrand held up one of his parchments. “Well, this map was drawn from the ground, but the overland coordinates will match perfectly with that rift. I’m sure it’s grown over and changed since then, but these trees… this swamp… is old, and so perhaps not changed as much as we’d like to think. I’d bet my collection of ancient Rapur syntax stones it’s there.”
 
   Stena wouldn’t argue with him. Hells, she couldn’t. Bertrand was all they had, and she needed his expertise on just about every matter from here on out. A helpless feeling, to be sure, but one she would work through. She nodded and notified Linsey of their heading.
 
   Swinger turned gently south, the nameless mountains to the port side snagged with clouds like cotton on the tines of a mighty pitchfork. On this side, the air stirred little, making for an uneventful ride to their mark. The jungle canopy was a carpet of shiny, fat leaves. Everything smelled fresh, green, alive. Stena peered through magilenses and caught the fluttering of strange, white butterflies amidst the leaves.
 
   When they hovered just a few hundred feet above the elongated gap, Stena ordered them down. “Easy as she goes, Lins.”
 
   “Aye, Captain.”
 
   Even in Linsey’s capable hands, the descent seemed too fast. She suppressed the urge to tell Lins to slow down. Think more like a captain exploring a new world for the first time. Remember when you first laid eyes on the Drake Islands? Those golden mountains and hills so green you’d have thought them painted on.
 
   They slid beneath the canopy into darkness until Linsey halted their descent without so much as a lurch. While their eyes adjusted, Stena fingered the hilt of the long blade fixed to her belt.
 
   She felt small against the massive gray trunks and thick, curling vines down there—some slunk and slipped of their own volition—and wild things called and cuck-cucked in echoes, making it nearly impossible to pinpoint their direction. The noise was all around. Beneath it all, Swinger’s steam drivers purred in a whiny sort of way with soft, high sighs and gouts of fire in the bladders.
 
   “Where to now, Bert?”
 
   The linguist had completed a lap of the ship’s bulwark, checking the map against their surrounds. He fixed on a spot off port, a deep recession in the forest wall, and pointed. “There. The trees are thinner between those two spiraling trunks. Could be the pair of twin markings on my map.”
 
   Stena glanced at the parchment and saw what he meant. Two points on the map marked by stars depicting a gateway of some sort. The direction and location seemed correct. “Very well.” She pressed the button and relayed the new direction through the vocaltin to Linsey. The device blared her voice, and the thin sound echoed in the jungle. The hum and chirruping of insects swelled in response.
 
   They eased to port and descended. Stena grasped the control box to still the yammering panic in her stomach as they approached the green wall. The mess of verdant tangle played tricks on her eyes; it undulated like a living thing, seeming both near and far away. Swinger’s needle should have penetrated the foliage by now, yet it still prodded ahead, untouched… 
 
   … and then they passed through! Stena gasped in wonder. She could make out a passage through the jungle that had been hidden before. Emerald and topaz-colored bulbs retracted at the presence of the bulky dirigible. Spiny flowers with greasy, frayed-looking petals bent closer as if curious about the passing vessel.
 
   They followed Bertrand’s lead as he directed them from the centuries-old map held between his quivering hands. They picked their way along while Stena walked the control deck, her eyes peering deep into the dense growth that seemed to drip from the trees. Tangles of green and blue and gray all ran together.
 
   On a sea ship, Stena could peer into the waters at the silver flashes of fishes and tell exactly what species they were and whether they were going to spawn or mate depending on the season. Here, she knew nothing.
 
   They banked left and then right, drifting down into a cloud of those same white butterflies she’d seen flitting in the jungle eaves. The tiny, white-winged creatures blew all around the ship, buffeting the crew members ever so gently. Stena caught a whiff of something sweet and natural, like apples and dirt.
 
   She turned to watch them scatter overhead, and then Bertrand was pointing and calling out. Stena gazed out over a sweeping valley of green, a placid, open space enclosed by a leafy canopy supported by far-reaching branches and tangled vines. A forest crown.
 
   Across the miraculous space was a massive finger of rock pointing directly at them. Stained with moss and wrapped with vines, the tip had a flat, even surface at its highest point. Plenty of room for an aerostat to land.
 
   “That has to be it, Captain. This is where the map leads.”
 
   Stena eyed the outcrop warily. It certainly looked inviting enough. A welcome site for a vessel friendly to the Giyipcias.
 
   “Lins, swing around a couple of times before we risk landing.”
 
   “Aye, Captain.”
 
   “I’ll need some time to let them know we’re here,” Bertrand said.
 
   Stena frowned. “You think they don’t already know?”
 
   He shrugged. “Probably do. But they don’t know not to shoot us out of the sky yet.”
 
   “Right. Get to it then.”
 
   Stena directed Linsey on a casual course and picked up her magilenses in hopes of spotting some of the famed Giyipcias. “Rose, Crick, stay close to the ballistae: one to port, one to starboard.”
 
   “Uh, Captain…” Bertrand stammered from the main deck, where he rummaged through a box he’d retrieved from below. He was setting aside strange implements the likes of which Stena had never seen. “That might not be the best idea, begging your pardon.” The linguist removed his top coat and began to shake out what appeared to be something old and weathered, like a brightbird carcass, its once pristine, white feathers gone muddy with age, wild purple plumage bent and busted at their tips. “We have to think like a swamp elf. And if I were a swamp elf and saw this rackety contraption puttering about in one of my most secret places… well, I’d probably be this close to bringing it down.” Bertrand made a smallish gesture between his thumb and index finger and then tossed the mess of feathers on his head. He looked at Stena with a hopeful expression, his back stiff and straight like a gnomestress trying on a new hat. “How does it look?”
 
   The answer, of course, was that he looked completely ridiculous. Stena might have burst out laughing had it not been for their current situation. She pursed her lips to keep a grin from exploding on her face. Dammit. She was a ship’s captain. 
 
   “A little to the right.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Niksabella was shaken awake. Strange how she’d already gotten used to Termund rousing her each morning, how much it comforted her, how he managed to slip out of their cocoon sleeper so quietly… 
 
   She nodded so he could get on with the business of breaking camp. After a few moments of yawning and eye rubbing she got up. Blackbirds chirped incessantly and she huddled as a brisk wind picked up, swirling ice flakes across the camp.
 
   Sadly, the Prophetess had not shown despite that Niksabella had sought her out yet again. Willing bait, she’d left herself open to the dream, longing for the confrontation. Instead she only had a ripening headache, likely from the mental exertion of last night, the surprise of summoning an actual earth being. 
 
   Shaking the cobwebs loose, Niksabella determined to contribute to the work this morning. If she was to be part of this group, she’d have to start pulling her weight. Her boots were tucked beneath the land crawler, kept warm by the thrumming machine. She pulled them on, folded and stashed their cocoon, and went to find Fritzy.
 
   To her surprise, her friend was already bustling about, taking direction from Jess, who seemed pleased to have some help. Fritzy held an armful of wooden poles, her cheeks puffing out as she sucked air with the exertion. Jess held open a compartment door and pointed inside. “In here, Plumpy.”
 
   Fritzy didn’t throw the wooden poles at Jess or tackle her to the mud. She simply shoved them in the compartment while Jess shut the door. Niksabella took Fritzy’s arm and led her away. “Plumpy?”
 
   Fritzy brushed dirt off her hands and shrugged. “I don’t mind. I’d rather tolerate a funny name than some cruel, practical joke.” She lowered her voice to a hiss. “I heard what they did to you. How awful.”
 
   Niksabella tsked. “Don’t be intimidated by them. I taught them a good lesson earlier, and now I think I’ve got them terrified of me.”
 
   Fritzy’s eyes widened. “Really?”
 
   “No, not really.. But I’m working on it.”
 
   The camp broke at record speed. Those who’d taken last watch stretched out in the backs of the middle two crawlers while fresh riders took their place. Two pony riders headed northwest over a thickly-covered rise. Two others headed south, and some set out on foot, melting into the surrounding hillside.
 
   Niksabella, Termund, Jess, Fritzy, and Tomkin took up their usual positions in niner one and watched the landscape lurch by. They dove into a stretch of forest that nestled between two low-riding hills, bare-limbed trees covering the humps like bristles, loose dirt giving way beneath the niner’s weight. A mist rolled down from the mountains, covering everything in an eerie stillness. All was quiet but for the straining machines. Only the occasional cry of a wild animal reached their ears, something distant, the proximity hard to determine in the heavy fog. And how could she tell? She’d never heard a wolf or coyote or bear before. Certainly not an orc.
 
   Niksabella saw no change in Termund’s posture, no stiffening of his neck or shoulders, no indication something was amiss, so she sat in quiet as the land crawlers strode along. It was a bit unnerving, and she soon found herself anxiously thumbing the edges of her book.
 
   “Don’t be afraid, Nika.” Fritzy held a coverlet around her shoulders, and her clear, blue eyes were full of calm wonder.
 
   “Afraid? Who’s afraid? I’m not.”
 
   “Maybe not. But you only fidget when you’re nervous or impatient. Perhaps you should take up knitting. That’s what my Ma does when Pa stomps on her last nerve.”
 
   Jambraden. How she missed him! She’d only been able to visit him one time in the weeks since her brother was ill. She’d visited the Popoff kitchens, where Jam had given her a box of cookies to take back to the Cog.
 
   “I haven’t seen your father in weeks. Does he fare well?”
 
   Fritzy grinned. “Quite well, actually.”
 
   “I had a wonderful talk with him at the Tinkerman’s Festival. He helped me find my courage. I would have never met Termund without him… without you, Fritzy. I never even thanked you.”
 
   “No need for that. Things happen sometimes. Just like I thought I’d be with Tom Bakins forever, and here I am in the back of some strange machine traipsing through the forest lands of the Southern Reaches where wolves and mountain cats run about.”
 
   “Don’t forget orcs,” Jess, who was sitting across from them with her chin tucked to her chest, added.
 
   “Yes, let’s not forget those,” Fritzy said with a sigh.
 
   The land became impassible due south, so they banked to the west and wound down a narrow ravine of mighty stone outcrops. They passed some massive cliffs on their right, and Niksabella craned her neck to see up them, but it was no good; the clinging gray mist obscured their view in all directions. The tension of not knowing what was around the next bend made her fidget with her book again. She kept stopping herself, but knew there’d be no studying for her as they navigated this nerve-wracking region.
 
   And then they were rising again, riding a narrow spine of rock and earth up into the mountainside. The niner was relentless, engines whining higher as they chugged unimpeded up the steady incline. Termund leaned back and raised his hands, put them behind his head, and grinned at the clearing fog. Soon they rose above it all, the mist at their feet, a white floor that stretched eastward toward the gray-blue horizon. Gusts whipped the comet flag of Thrasperville’s vibrant crimson colors against their shadowy surroundings.
 
   They stopped here, four niners and two handfuls of softly nickering ponies and their riders, all taking a moment to enjoy the view. 
 
   “You know, Fritzy. This might be the first thing we truly have in common.”
 
   Fritzy was kneeling in her seat, her belly pressed against the backing. She glanced away from where she’d been gazing at a snow-covered peak trailing white channels down its sides like ice cream dripping off a cone. “What’s that?”
 
   “This is the furthest either of us has been away from home.”
 
   Fritzy nodded, turned back to her favorite peak, and pulled the coverlet tighter around her shoulders. “That’s true. I’ve been such a fiddler, haven’t I? Wasting my time with silly things all these years. But this… this is truly spectacular.”
 
   “You could join our company,” Jess suggested. The gnomestress sat with her short sword sheathed across her knees now, adjusting something on the leather wrapping. “You’re strong as a damn mule. We could use a lass like you.”
 
   Fritzy surprised Niksabella when she said, “You never know. I could get used to this.”
 
   Niksabella threw Jess a frown, and Jess countered with a protruding tongue.
 
   “I’m sure a life of constant travel isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Look at Jess, here. She appears a little road worn. When you get home, talk to your father. He’ll know what to do.”
 
   But Fritzy was still lost somewhere in those mountain peaks. “Isn’t it majestic?”
 
   “Majestic and dangerous.” Niksabella studied her friend’s profile. As she’d noticed many times before, Fritzy bore an underlying beauty, a ruggedness that became her when she wasn’t painted and rouged and full of nervous jitters.
 
   “Yes. I know, Nika.” Fritzy turned and plopped down on the padded seat. “Right after I wrote the note to Ma and Pa to tell them I was going away, I had second thoughts. I was all packed up, really just a couple sacks of extra clothes. I knew I had to travel light because… well, I wanted to make sure I could hide away proper.”
 
   “You could have hurt yourself, Fritzy.”
 
   “But I didn’t. Anyway, I was at the door, about to walk through it. I had no real plan, and I couldn’t imagine what would happen to me. Likely get caught, I figured. It was the middle of the night, dark outside—I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been up so late. My heart was beating so hard, Nika, I thought I was going to die. I took one last look at my home. I noticed everything. Ma’s boots by the door. Pa’s fire claws next to the hearth in our great room. Granny’s ductwork chair, which helps keep her legs warm in the cold months. All the photoplasts and paintings on the wall.”
 
   “Yes, that huge, gilded cog your father hung in the lobby. How he got it up there, I’ll never know. Must weigh a thousand pounds.”
 
   Fritzy chuckled. “His favorite piece.”
 
   Mine too. 
 
   “Sounds like a nice place,” Jess said, her voice wistful.
 
   “It’s much better without my crazy family running around in it. Mother, Simon, and any number of aunts, uncles, and cousins at any given time. But no, in that instant, I realized how much I loved the place, and I wish I could have stood there longer. All the holidays ran through my head all at once. Clocksetter’s Day, Festival Day, all the birthdays and gifts and roasted roughtrunk nuts.” Fritzy’s eyes turned to shimmering pools of tears. “I’m not sure how I did it, but I undid the front locks, pushed open the door, and left.”
 
   “That was a very brave thing to do,” Niksabella conceded. “You didn’t have to, you know.”
 
   Fritzy’s smile chased away the welling tears. “Nonsense. My family will be fine in Hightower. I can’t imagine we’ll be gone so long as to miss the holidays. Besides, you need me here. I know you think Termund can look out for you just fine, and maybe he can, but life with a gnome can still be lonely if you know what I mean. It’s good to have an old friend around.”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   After the ponies had been watered and everyone had stretched their legs, the party moved from the top of the rise and back down into the breaking fog. There wasn’t much to see now, and the steady niner’s locomotion worked on Niksabella’s head until she found herself nodding off. She slid to the right and rested against a sack of leather gloves and hats used by the crew to do maintenance on the machines.
 
   She found a comfortable position and was immediately enveloped in warm, fuzzy darkness.
 
    
 
   #
 
    
 
   The dream started out like all the rest. Or near enough to it. This time, she stood on a winding path leading to town. Her home was behind her. The garden and the backyard, too. The copse of trees at the top of the hill. The hill. The beach. The smell of the sea, ancient and salty. All of it.
 
   Niksabella knew she’d be waiting. The gnomestress with the swirling colors in her eyes.
 
   She turned and hurried around the house, not stopping to take in a single iota of detail: not the paint-chipped porch, not the garden, not the mermaid statue or the weed-infested yard. Things she normally would have stopped to appreciate in her dream’s vivid detail. But not this time. There would be nothing to derail her, no spells this gnomestress could cast to make her forget, no manipulation or alteration. This was Niksabella’s dream, and she would control it.
 
   She pushed through the trees, crunching barefoot over twigs and stones and things that bit. She tore her dress on clinging shoots. Stickers kissed her skin, scratching her. She could have made herself not feel the pain, but she wanted it. Wanted to feel the sharp prickles like hot needles in her soul. She’d need her wits about her; that much she knew.
 
   As she came down the hill, her eyes scanned the beach for the yellow-haired gnomeling. He was nowhere to be seen, not even a blur. But then her heart skipped as a shadow slid through the surf out near the breakers, moving through the murky waves like hydro grease.
 
   She wondered if she could expel the thing from her dream like passing oil through a lubrication filter, just lift the thing into the light where the sun might burn it away. She wondered a lot of things about her power. 
 
   On the beach, the gnomestress stood as if expecting her. “Hello, child,” she said, a crooked smile on her lips. Niksabella’s first thought was that the gnomestress was unsure: not fear but that feeling someone gets when they hope to be forgiven for something.
 
   Niksabella ignored the greeting. “You’ve finally come to face me, I see.”
 
   “I’ve always been facing you.”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Well, I do get busy sometimes… or mayhap I didn’t feel like talking to you just yet.”
 
   “That’s a lie. You’ve been prodding around inside of me while I sleep all my life. No, don’t deny it. I felt you. But you don’t find me so docile anymore, so easy to manipulate, do you?”
 
   “My sweet dear, you’ve never been easy to manipulate. Oh, I’ve tried. And I’m happy to say I’ve not been entirely unsuccessful.”
 
   Niksabella, hands on her hips, stood before the gnomestress, her feet in the sand. It felt good on top of her feet, warmed by the sun. “Let’s pretend I’m not the naive, cloistered little thing I was at spring’s end.”
 
   “Very well.”
 
   “You need me for something, something big. Not only that but you need my cooperation in this endeavor.”
 
   “I’ll concede your partial correctness. But there’s so much more to it. More than you can ever imagine or possibly understand.”
 
   Niksabella’s stare bore into the gnomestress’ swirling orbs. It was difficult to peer into her light-filled irises without falling into them. “I’m warning you. I’m not the same person I was.”
 
   The gnomestress folded her hands and said, “Agreed.”
 
   “So make me understand.”
 
   “It would be better, and much easier on you and the ones you love, if you’d allow me to simply guide you like I’ve been doing.”
 
   “Guide me? I don’t even know you. Why would I ever trust you?”
 
   “Because you must.”
 
   Niksabella ground her teeth. She’d been manipulated for too long. By Raulnock and by Jontuk and now this wily gnomestress who wouldn’t share so much as her name. Must wasn’t the response she’d been hoping for. “No. And if the next words out of your mouth aren’t your name, I’ll expel you from this dream, and I won’t come back. You’ll never see me again unless you find me in the real world, and then you’ll have to deal with all my friends, too.”
 
   The sea was creeping up to match Niksabella’s resolve. Salt water waves swirled around the Prophetess’ ankles, soaking up her dress. She looked down at the sand and away. She was used to being in control. Giving orders. Getting her way. None of that was happening now, and Niksabella could tell she didn’t like it.
 
   They stood for several moments without speaking a word. A maddening standoff punctuated by the relentless swaying of the ocean surf. Finally, Niksabella could take it no longer. Her resolve remained, but she had to break the stalemate in order to press her attack. “I know you’ve been in my dreams for months and—”
 
   “For years.”
 
   Niksabella stopped. “Yes, years. You made me hurt my brother when we were gnomelings.”
 
   The gnomestress’ hair blew in a sudden gust. She raised her hand to her waist, palm facing down. “Since you were a wee one and even before that. No, I won’t deny that I’ve played a part in your life. That much you deserve to know. I was there when you took the Sparks Exam. I helped you design the automaton that defeated Isildum Tinskin’s little rolling fire-breather.”
 
   Beating that automaton had been one of Niksabella’s crowning achievements, especially given the toymaker’s cocky attitude. He’d even gone as far as hiring a gnomish band to play an awful racket whenever his automaton entered the arena. If this gnomestress had somehow been in Niksabella’s mind the entire time, helping her with formulas and clockworks and programs, keeping her awake when she should have passed out from exhaustion long ago, it would be a terrible truth. That is, if she could be believed. Wouldn’t Niksabella have felt her presence? Wouldn’t there have been clues? “Are you saying none of that was me?” 
 
   “Of course it was you, my dear. You are naturally talented. More so than any gnome in Hightower for many, many years. Your Sparks scores have yet to be beaten. Did you know that? And I’ve been watching all of your other achievements these past five decades, too. Every new material enhancement, every project plan and diagram.”
 
   “Helping me…”
 
   The gnomestress nodded. “Not always. Pointing you in the right direction more often than not. Don’t look so sour. Some assistance couldn’t be helped. You needed it, being prone to distraction as you are.”
 
   “Prone to distraction?”
 
   “And I needed to remain close to you. You had to be strong in order to help me.”
 
   “Help you what?” Niksabella found all of this very disheartening and disconcerting, knowing this gnomestress, this invader of her dreams, had been like a parasite her whole life, attached to her mind. Had she ever truly been herself?
 
   If you were never yourself, then what would you be doing here now, standing up to her?
 
   “That doesn’t matter. The important thing is that you remain alive. Since you’ve locked me out, I can no longer protect you as I did when you were younger. I can no longer lend you my power—”
 
   “Do you know what that did to my brother? Do you know what I put him through thanks to you?” Niksabella’s voice quavered. Her gut twisted with sickening heat.
 
   The gnomestress raised her chin, indignant. “Your brother was never my main concern. He was never as good as you. He always lacked the mind for success, at least not true success. Even back then, his mind was a puddle of mud compared to yours. While he was pretending to make sticks fly, you were thinking about advanced clockworks, even if you didn’t know it at the time. So that’s the brutal truth. I never gave two licks about your wee brother. And I never will.”
 
   Niksabella felt the air between them grow hot, and truth be told, there was nothing more she wanted to do than wrap her hands around the gnomestress’ neck and squeeze the life out of her. “Is that what this is about? Success? Self-aggrandizement? If you think I’m going to help you now, you can just go back to wherever you came from and leave me be, leave us be.”
 
   “Oh, you’ll do as I say.” The gnomestress took a step forward.
 
   “Or what? You’ll make sand castles in my dreams?”
 
   “Or everyone around you, those you love, will perish. Or, at the very least, suffer miserably. Either because of your lack of faith or by my hand… for spite’s sake.”
 
   Something huge splashed in the surf, and Niksabella glanced up just in time to see a shiny, black appendage roll beneath the surface. Niksabella furrowed her brow. She’d not be intimidated.
 
   “What are you?”
 
   The gnomestress’ smile twisted wryly. “A goddess.” Her eyes danced and she raised her chin. “Oh, and I’m your mother.”
 
   Niksabella blinked. Her brow furrowed. She swallowed. Inside she trembled to her very core as her knees grew weak. She wanted to deny it but the truth hit her like a hammer. Like a bag full of hammers.
 
   The gnomestress looked up at the sky. Niksabella followed her gaze. The sky rumbled in response. The clouds roiled and turned from white to gray to a bruised hue across the entire expanse.
 
   The gnomestress looked at her. “Best wake up, dear daughter. Orcs are coming.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   By the time Bertrand had adjusted his headdress and donned a cloak made of similar stuff—mauve feathers and jangling threads of aqua-colored beadwork, all clasped around his frail neck by a pair of hinged bones—Swinger was ready to land.
 
   “Get them off the ballistae, Captain.” Bertrand blinked beneath the monstrosity atop his head.
 
   Against her gut instincts, she ordered Rose and Crick down.
 
   As they buzzed above the thick finger of stone, Stena put the magilenses to her eyes and tried to discern where the stone plank led, but the base was covered by a cascade of leafy vines, impossible to penetrate with her instrument.
 
   They circled once more, honing in on the tip.
 
   Bertrand followed her to the main deck rail. “Can you feel them?”
 
   “That’s the problem. I feel them just fine, but I can’t see a futtering one of them. Do you know what to say when they come?”
 
   The airship nosed down toward the fingertip, rolling back and forth a bit as Linsey adjusted their course.
 
   Bertrand flipped through a tiny book of notes he’d taken from the old texts brought back by the last Hightower gnomes to ever see Giyipcias. “I believe so. I’ve a passable knowledge of the language, but that’s a far cry from being well-versed. And it’s been two hundred years. Some things may have changed. However, I should be able to keep us alive long enough to get our point across. Be prepared to improvise if necessary.”
 
   “Wonderful. You’ll let me know when I need to start this improvising.”
 
   “Hmm. I’ll wink my right eye two times when I’m out of ideas.”
 
   “Oh, for Tock’s sake.”
 
   They alighted upon a flat portion of dark gray stone, edges crawling with vines and steaming moss. Chipped mooring posts placed at the four corners depicted the form of a tall, sinuous woman, back arched and breasts pressed forward, arms crossed at her midsection. Strangely alluring, yet it did not help Stena feel the least bit safer.
 
   “Rose. Crick. Ladder down. Get us tied to those moorings.” 
 
   The two did as they were told, hooking an extendo-rung to the side and cranking it open so the steel frame expanded downward, and climbed down. Stena threw them ropes while Linsey cut all the engines but one.
 
   “Okay, Bert. Let’s get this over with.”
 
   The linguist went first. He slung his satchel containing his book of notes, as well as another contraption of bone pipes affixed to strange, leathery sacs, over his shoulder and climbed overboard. To Stena, he looked like a befuddled, elderly bird clinging to Swinger’s side. With Rose and Crick’s help, he managed to keep from breaking his neck on the way down. 
 
   At the bottom, their feet sank into the spongy moss. Stena’s nose was filled with the scent of must. Now, she felt even more helpless and exposed, and she couldn’t keep from touching the hilt of her long knife again.
 
   “Let’s spread out.” Stena went to one of the mooring posts and examined the statue. Rose and Crick made good use of the ground time to inspect the hull of the ship. Stena hoped they looked innocent enough. Just an airship crew doing what an airship crew would normally do. Not an invasion force. Not a threat.
 
   Stena was briefly stunned as a vibrant tone rang out from behind her. She turned to find Bertrand all wrapped up in that strange device she’d dropped down. Bone tubes poked out in every direction, held together by dry-rotted vines. One bladder rested beneath in his armpit, the other under his chin, and he circulated air through them by pumping his arm and nodding his head.
 
   It clung to his body by a harness fitting round his waist and neck. Quite clunky. Bertrand pulled loose a stopper and began playing the device. He blew into what could only be defined as a large snail shell while his fingers danced over holes cut into one of the bone tubes. A deep piping sound danced through the air. A low key quickly rose to a higher pitch. A trill, then a drop down again to make a tremendous, bass-heavy note.
 
   The sounds were surprisingly wonderful. Bert kept playing and they all kept looking around, waiting for something to step through the curtain of vines. She walked to another one of the mooring statues, gazing out into the vast green. She looked up.
 
   Nothing.
 
   She was about to go see about repairs when a note of tremendous strength and volume replied to Bert’s, so loud and chest-rattling the hairs inside of Stena’s ears itched with vibration. She noticed the same happening to the others, all their ears twitching. Her heart immediately began racing in her chest. 
 
   “Apparently, that was some good playing, Bert.”
 
   Bertrand seemed surprised at his own ability. “I just studied the texts,” he said between notes, “I’d never considered myself a musician, but then I realized music is nothing more than a language of sound.”
 
   “Uh, Captain?” It was Crick, his voice high and tight and full of tension. 
 
   She turned slowly, hand tightening over the hilt of her knife for all the good it would do her. She took two strides and looked at Crick, who stood near Swinger’s aft hull, his palms against the wood, a terrified plea in his eyes. Three dark, steel spear points pressed through his shirt into his back. They looked deadly sharp, one of them drawing a line of blood down the long, straight blade. On the other end of those long, thin spears squatted three long-limbed creatures. All elbows and knees and ears as long and sharp-looking as their spears, pierced with hoops of ebony metal. Their armor was sleek-fitted reptile hide and chitin, ridged with feather clips. Eyes glinted like fiery emeralds behind long masks.
 
   Swamp elves. Might as well have been ghosts.
 
   Rose cried out.
 
   Stena turned and drew her weapon. Just as quick, she faced her own array of darkened steel. Two points pressed through her heavy coat and leather shirt as if they were made of pig grease, sharp pricks against her breasts. Another spear point leveled at her eye. Despite her fear, or maybe because of it, Stena gave the elves a defiant look and tightened the grip on her weapon. She’d not fare well against these spears, but if she could get in close, she’d bleed at least one of them. “Rose?” she called, forcing her voice calm.
 
   “I’m okay, Cap.”
 
   “Might want to drop your weapons, Captain,” Bertrand said.
 
   “Tell them we’re friends, Bert. And that it isn’t polite to point.”
 
   Stena grinned through her terror, hoping it served to make her look more fearsome, and sheathed her weapon rather than dropping it.
 
   Bertrand then issued a halting proclamation in a language that sounded like snakes fighting in a basket: iths and ishes and all kinds of sthaths.
 
   The spear points eased away but not by much. Stena nodded at the fierce-eyed warriors and, in possibly a foolish move, turned her back on them. Bertrand had been left completely unmolested, perhaps his ridiculous costume offering some sort of reprieve from the elves’ ire.
 
   “Is it working? What did you tell them?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I’m still on the customary greeting…”
 
   “Oh, for Tock’s sake.” Ignoring the spear warriors at her back, Stena marched over to Bertrand, gripped his arm, and shouted into the jungle. “I’m Stena Wavebreaker, First Captain of the Hightower Navy, friend of the swamp elves and emissary of Precisor General Dale Dillwind. And I would like to know why we’re being greeted like a band of orcs!”
 
   Bertrand mimicked her volume if not her intensity and defiance. She only hoped that whoever was in charge here understood they were not here as a threat. But she didn’t want them to think they were weak either.
 
   Stena’s eyes darted all around, again found the cascade of vines at the other end of the long finger of stone. What would come through that verdant curtain? A death squad to slaughter them where they stood? A company of jailers to shackle them and drag them to some dark, mossy jungle dungeon? She didn’t think their lives were at stake as they would already be dead, but it didn’t keep her imagination from running wild.
 
   Let’s just hope these savages find our arrival curious enough to warrant a conversation before they do something rash. 
 
   From beneath the stone finger and all along its mossy edges, shadows carrying implements of death unfurled like tall blades of grass lifted by a stiff wind. A ragged formation entered the area with green eyes glinting—six, twelve, twenty-four of them—marching in precise unison toward Stena and her crew. Their footfalls made no sound on the moss and stone. A figure suddenly rolled into the middle of the formation and stood in one smooth motion. This one was different than the others. No weapon in hand yet advancing with powerful strides, suggesting zero fear. More than that, it suggested this individual commanded these troops. This was the leader. This was the one Stena needed to talk to.
 
   Stena strode to meet this one. She’d dealt with dwarven pirates, sea drake lords, and every type of horror the Wailing Sea could vomit forth. She wasn’t about to let some swamp elves intimidate her, even if she did feel small compared to the advancing warriors. Not because she and her gnomes were outnumbered, but damn if these elves weren’t tall. Taller than the sea elves of the southern seas and even the men of the west.
 
   The all stopped not ten yards from one another. The imposing leader stepped through without breaking stride. A long, curved sword buckled to the hip. A split in the long, chitin-linked skirt of armor revealed long, powerful legs. Female legs. The same slick lizard skin and tortoiseshell armor as the old queen from Bert’s tale. Queen Maelika. 
 
   The warrior reached up and ripped off her helm off so aggressively that Stena winced. A tangle of wild, yellow hair burst from confinement in a clatter of woven beads. Two pale green eyes glared from beneath brows so deeply furrowed Stena wondered what terrible offense she’d committed. Her lips were perfect curls in her olive-shaded face, but she snarled words Stena instantly recognized, even though she didn’t speak a word of Giyipcias. “What are gnomes doing in my swamp?”
 
   Bertrand, to his credit, replied with barely a crack in his voice, all sense of ceremony thrown out the window. The elf gave a lengthy response, as lengthy as red hot ferocity could be.
 
   “Who is she, Bert?”
 
   Bertrand held up his hand, and Stena could almost see the translation spinning around in his round head. “Captain, she is the queen of these people. Queen of the swamp elves. Her name is Salthisma.
 
   “Yes, I think I may have caught that. Please tell her we’ve come to help them.”
 
   Bertrand relayed Stena’s words in stuttering Giyipcias. It must have been adequate, for the elf queen took a step back and looked up as if taking in Swinger for the first time.
 
   “She says, ‘How can you help us? Perhaps as entertainment as we go screaming off this rock?’”
 
   “Tell her our peoples have some urgent concerns to address. Together.”
 
   Bertrand did, or at least Stena suspected he did.
 
   Salthisma listened intently and then replied with more venomous words. It appeared as if she enjoyed the parlay as much as she might enjoy a fight to the death. Either that, or Bertrand was butchering their tongue and she was gaining some pleasure out of his incompetency.
 
   Back and forth they went until Stena realized she was being completely ignored. In an uncharacteristic move, Bertrand took off his ridiculous headdress and threw it to the ground. He struggled out of the musical contraption, setting it down with as much ceremony as he could considering he was probably a hair’s breadth from death.
 
   He looked angry and proved it by spitting words at the queen.
 
   Stena sighed and closed her eyes for a moment, fully expecting to be run through, but when she wasn’t, she opened her eyes to find the queen caught in a moment of indecision.
 
   We should all be dead now.
 
   It didn’t matter. Stena steeled herself. “Lins, bring down the evidence.”
 
   “Aye,” Lins called from the deck of the ship. “I’d love to, but I have a spear plucking at my belly, and to be honest, Captain, I’m a little reluctant to move.”
 
   It was Stena’s turn to be angry. To Bertrand, she growled. “Tell her they need to take their spears off my crew if we’re to show her.”
 
   Bert did, and Salthisma gave them a nod, for the first time seeming more curious than angry.
 
   “Lins! Go ahead.”
 
   “Aye, Captain!”
 
   It took Linsey quite a while to deliver up what they had stored below deck. An uncomfortable silence ensued while they waited. The elf queen finally quit her measuring and spoke in low whispers to one of the other savages. The warrior nodded once and then shook his head, nearly imperceptible movements. The spear tip pointed at Stena’s belly never wavered. 
 
   At least she’s quit looking at me like I’m a bug crawling on her arm. Again, the question of exactly why they weren’t dead briefly crossed her mind, but Stena wasn’t going to argue.
 
   One of the elves, presumably the one who’d had Linsey pegged, called down from the deck. Queen Salthisma shouted back a response.
 
   “What did they say, Bert?”
 
   “The fellow on deck asked if he could help Lins with the unloading. The elf queen allowed it. Things should move along quickly now.”  
 
   Stena nodded. “Very well.”
 
   There was some rustling and bumping on the deck. The elf helping Linsey shouted, and two of his kind lay down their spears and went to the extendo-rung to help. Burlap sacks of various sizes and weights were lowered to the ground by ropes, untied, and lined up between Stena and the elf queen. They were stained and gave off a pungent, sour odor.
 
   It was quite clear they were corpses, and this made the elf queen even more curious. She eyed the sacks with a hint of revulsion.
 
   When all seven were down, Lins was allowed to descend the rungs and join them. The first mate seemed okay. “Strong folk. The fellow helping me lifted two at a time on his shoulders and took them to the rail. He said something to me, but I couldn’t have told you what it was.”
 
   And now came the part Stena dreaded. She would have asked Lins and Bert to open the sacks but thought it might be a better idea to do it herself. The elf queen joined Stena near the first sack, taking those long, graceful strides of hers. Standing just feet apart, Stena found it difficult to take her eyes off the elf queen’s savage beauty. These elves ran hot, especially this one. Like a steam driver pressed so hard it could overheat and explode any moment. 
 
   Stena knelt in the moss and untied the first sack, pulling the burlap down over the head and shoulders of the first corpse, exposing the dead gnome, probably a Southland farmer, and the thing, the amorph, still attached to the poor fellow’s head. Spells of keeping had been placed on the corpses to slow down their decay and keep the stench at a tolerable level, and it helped that Stena had transported them in the lower cargo hold, the coldest part of the ship. Still, that sour smell nearly caused her to wretch, which would not have fared well in front of the elf queen.
 
   Stena pointed at the amorph. “Amorph,” she said.
 
   The queen nodded.
 
   “Tell her a host of these creatures infected the farmlands surrounding Hightower.”
 
   Bertrand relayed the information, stumbling over certain words, but doing what appeared to be a passing job. Other than a narrowing of the eyes, nothing in Salthisma’s face changed; still a mask of stoic fury. Stena moved to the next corpse: a strange, furry creature with big blue eyes that nearly took up its entire face. One of the ultraworlders. Two humans next and on down the line, Bertrand explaining the battle of Dowelville and Swicki Hill as they went until they came to the last one.
 
   The elf queen said something in Giyipcias.
 
   “Captain, she asks what this all means to her? Or to them, the elves.”
 
   Stena opened the last sack, revealing an olive-skinned Giyipcias warrior, his dull eyes gone from green to white in death. “Tell her this one was involved in the attack on our lands and that the ultraworlders caused this. Tell her there’s an army at Goad’s Pocket, more ultraworlders, likely marching on Hightower as we speak. An army near enough to attack her own lands.”
 
   Bertrand started to relay Stena’s words, but the elf queen had gone pale with fury. She erupted in a tirade of what appeared to be curses formed by hisses and spittle, accentuated by pacing back and forth and clenching her fists. She appeared about to leap at Stena and claw the captain’s eyes out with her own fingers.
 
   “She’s not thrilled, Captain.”
 
   Stena touched the hilt of her blade—probably not the wisest move—but she no longer cared. If the queen would be so ignorant as to attack them, she’d find this messenger had a nippy little bite. 
 
   But she did not attack. Her fury puttered out, and when she looked upon the dead swamp elf again, her head fell low. Tears streamed down her face. She motioned to someone in the back of her ranks to come forward. A warrior did, holding something in his hands. Horrible to behold, it was the severed head of a swamp elf gripped by the appendages of a long-dead amorph.
 
   Stena straightened. “Well… it appears we have the same problem. That’s a start.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Nikselpik sat at the ‘war table’ in his very own great room, drumming his fingers on the wooden surface, waiting for the afternoon report to come in from that other seat. It was brutal, sitting here doing absolutely nothing, stuffing himself on eggs and grote while the ghosts of his addiction itched under his skin.
 
   He could think of no way to make things right with Fara, and he wondered why he was even considering it at all. He was who he was, not to be molded: not his heart, mind, nor body. Unless he did it to himself, of course.
 
   He had completed nearly all of his books on necromancy: Concentration Re-Animation; Five Habits of the Highly Effective Necromancer, as well as Putrefaction Refluxation, which he found to be a fascinating look at the anatomy of a necromancer’s wellspring. Certainly, it was an ebb and flow sort of magick unlike the steady out-stream of standard wizardry. Necromancy was the more intellectual of the two crafts, and he could see why so many clever fellows graduated to it. Necromancy was also dangerous, a craft where one mistake could leave a caster addled or dead. He could almost see why it was banned in Hightower. Almost.
 
   He itched to do something besides sit here. What are you waiting for then? A brilliant idea? “Yes, actually,” he mumbled.
 
   “What was that, Nik? Did you say something?” Toz had been nodding off across the table from him but awakened at his utterance. The strange fellow had taken to sleeping in his casting mitts. Comprised of chain steel atop leather, the gloves were formidable tools to amplify spells if used correctly. Nikselpik had never much liked them himself, preferring gems and artifacts that deepened his wellspring pool.
 
   “Nothing. Just talking to myself.” He got up and went to his huge front window, looked out at the snowy lanes of his neighborhood. A storm was moving in. He could tell by the churning gusts of white dust across the cobbles. On many fluent West End streets, folk might be starting up their snow blasters to clear the streets. Here, they did not.
 
   A pony bearing the blue jacket of a messenger pulled into the yard and up to his stoop. The rider leaped out of the saddle and pounded up the stairs. Nikselpik started to go for the front door, but he knew Tenzic would already be there. The fellow had damned near psychic ability when it came to messengers.
 
   As if on cue, everyone assembled in the great room, this time with Jancy in attendance, the ducking below the archway between rooms. Luckily, his old home boasted lofty ceilings or Jancy would have to be perpetually stooped.
 
   It must drive her mad to live amongst us gnomes.
 
   And what about the strange scar—no, the stain—running from the top of her right temple, along her hairline, and down to her chin? Maybe not a stain but some sort of elegant marking that hadn’t been caused by Raulnock’s fire. A long curve with curlicues and tight, swirling offshoots. It certainly wasn’t a burn. Perhaps it revealed something of Jancy’s origins, as if Raulnock’s magick mixed with the crud had burned some sort of glamour away.
 
   Tenzic had only occasionally taken his wiznapper off to wash, and his longish hair was matted where it stuck out from the heavy helm. The scryer’s face blanched as he looked over the message once and then started to re-read the first part. He looked up, eyes lighting across the entire group. “Dale’s had an engagement in the Southern Reaches.”
 
   Quite suddenly, it was all very real. The war. The threat. The room tensed. Madesa gasped. Nikselpik’s heart pounded in his chest. His gut reaction was to abandon all this immediately and go to Dale’s side, slinging his newfound magick and bringing the enemy to its knees.
 
   Again with the pride, Nik. What’s gotten into you? Maybe you do feel a sense of responsibility to your kin. Maybe there’s hope for you after all.
 
   “It was a small engagement. Dale describes the foe as two species. Stags standing two hands higher than the tallest of our ponies. Some bearing armored ‘ape-like’ creatures, larger than kobolds but not as large as your average orc. Extremely vicious but not especially cunning, he says here.
 
   “Our precisors retreated to the forest, unwilling to engage directly but instead relying on flanking maneuvers under cover of magickal fog. They picked at the foe, who outnumbered them two to one.”
 
   “How many did Dale bring?” Boovash said.
 
   Tenzic scanned to the top. “Twenty.”
 
   The wizard shook his head. “Bad odds, those.”
 
   “Go on, Tenzy.”
 
   “When it was clear the enemy would not break, Dale held the rear with eleven while Justin rode for Clara’s Peak. What ensued was the roughest part of the fighting. All the gnomes were veterans from Swicki Hill and Harwood Lake. Dale used a cycling charge strategy while the enemy was kept at bay by our wizard with volleys of wind and fire.”
 
   “Wind and fire? Who was the wizard?”
 
   “Smeeve. Also a veteran from Harwood Lake. Thought burned alive originally. Was nearly the truth of it, but he pulled through.”
 
   While Nikselpik had never heard of this Smeeve before, rumors of the fight at Harwood Lake had circulated many times over. If Smeeve had survived that hellish fight, he must be tough as nails.
 
   “They lost three precisors.”
 
   “Still, they underestimated Dale and his riders.”
 
   “Yes. But whether that will work again remains to be seen, sir,” Tenzic said. “In any case, Dale is calling for short lances to the front.”
 
   “Next time, he’ll charge them directly. Smart.”
 
   Toz said, “Until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, it’s best to remain unpredictable.”
 
   That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking.
 
   Tenzic started to hand the message to him. “There’s a direct message from Dale to you. Thought you might want to read it privately.”
 
   Nikselpik pshawed and waved his hand. “Hells, Tenzy. We’re all family here. Go ahead. Out with it.”
 
   “Very well, sir.” Tenzic held up the message and cleared his throat. “The message reads, ‘Dear Nik, please quit dawdling with that lunatic, Raulnock, and get your arse to the field. Sincerely, Dale.’“
 
   Snickers flitted around the room, grins buried with the knowledge that Nikselpik wanted to do just that and, in fact, had been chomping at the bit this entire time.
 
   “Anything else, Tenzy?”
 
   The gnome shuffled another paper forward. “Yes, seems a train carrying swords and armor was attacked this morning on the way to Rad’s. Our smiths had just finished the forging, and the weapons were being transported to replace some of the pieces lost during the recent fights at Swicki Hill and Harwood Lake. Everything was melted clean together. The unfortunate guards were burned. The scryer, too. The two wizards assigned to the train managed to get off a volley but were mostly ineffective, but they survived. According to them, they were taken completely by surprise.”
 
   “Why couldn’t the scryer sense the assault?”
 
   “They’re only initiates, most of them.”
 
   “So you’re saying you have the best long-range chance of detecting the former First Bastard?”
 
   “With the A7704, I can smell him halfway across the city. In fact…”
 
   “You’ve been sensing him the entire time, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes, sir. Well, likely before any of the others. Even at this range. Although the First… Bastard… is quite good at masking himself. If he doesn’t use his wellspring until the very last second, well… that makes it more difficult. But I suspect I can do it far more efficiently than the initiates. I’ve been specially attuned to Raulnock, having been working on his wellspring pattern for weeks.”
 
   “And the initiates are probably blindsided more often than not.”
 
   “Likely an accurate assessment, sir. But as you’ve said, this is something we’ve never seen before: ultraworlder magick combined with Raulnock’s own power.”
 
   Wheels turned in Nikselpik’s mind. True, they were dealing with something they didn’t fully understand, and that would continue to be at a disadvantage until they could find a way to understand it. We must remain unpredictable.
 
   Nikselpik reached out and gave Tenzic a solid pat on the shoulder. “Lad, you have to know when to buck authority and when not to. That’s to say, it’s always good to buck authority most of the time. When in doubt, buck it. That’s what I always say.” He let go of his scryer and addressed the entire group. “We’re going hunting, if you will. Ready the ponies, don the armaments, or whatever the Hells you need to do for an excursion.”
 
   Tenzic re-adjusted his spectacles. “We just need to get on the ponies and leave, sir. I guess it would be good to know where we’re going so we can let the other seat know.”
 
   “To Hightower Municipal Jail.”
 
   “The jail, sir? Can you tell us why?”
 
   “No. But if any of you can draw, would you be so kind as to make a sketch of the First Bastard for me?”
 
    
 
   #
 
    
 
   The winds had picked up a great deal over the past hour. Nikselpik rode at the forefront despite protests that he should ride in the middle. Toz, Boovash, and Tenzic followed after, and the brother and sister precisor team of Elkian and Losizza brought up the rear. Jancy had ridden off, content to scout ahead and around. She preferred to approach a fight from any other direction but the front, and that was fine by him.
 
   They slowly made their way through large snowflakes up Longtowner Lane, proposing to pass through the Eye before reaching the jail.
 
   On the heels of Dale’s missive, it was also clear that a decree had been issued throughout Hightower. The city, at the behest of Mayor Boslem, was slowly realizing there may very well be a dangerous enemy on their doorstep. On a day when most gnomes would be indoors doing various things (gnomes were naturally inclined to be indoors, after all) there were many out and about braving the snow.
 
   Old, abandoned factories and warehouses were being re-opened and retrofitted, inventories checked, supplies moved north, away from any potential fighting. Gnomes and gnomestresses looked up as they passed, their faces bundled but their squinting eyes reflecting worry as they pushed through the wind at little more than a snail’s pace in the cold. While it was far from a panicked situation, tensions in Hightower were on the rise.
 
   Snowflakes assaulted Nikselpik’s face, and he tried to sink deeper into his robe. He led them right along the inner edge of the Eye, passing Hightower Lane and on around north toward the jail, at which time they turned up a street guarded by a few snow-dusted precisors. 
 
   Tenzic presented their credentials while Nikselpik glanced about. An armed escort moved across the center of the Eye, spearmen on ponies escorting a wagon. He wondered who was inside, what were they doing, and who had approved the use of valuable soldiers and materials.
 
   He shook his head. Surely, there would be many strange things to see in the upcoming days, most of a completely legitimate nature, but he couldn’t help but wonder who would already be making plans to leave the city during a snowstorm. 
 
   Tenzic got them cleared, and they moved on down the alley. Nikselpik caught up to the young scryer, who leaned over and said, “They asked the nature of our business.”
 
   “And you told them…?”
 
   “To avoid being arrested I told them we were on official business to speak to prisoners.”
 
   “Well… that’s about right, Tenzy.”
 
   “Well, sir, assuming we’re going to speak with ultraworld prisoners, and considering the problem that none of them speak common tongue, I’m surprised we weren’t arrested.”
 
   Nikselpik grinned. “Let them try it. I’m through with formalities. We’re going to do things my way. Gods help anyone who thinks otherwise.”
 
   “I see, sir. So how are we going to speak to them? Not the guards but the ultraworlders…”
 
   “There are many ways to communicate, Tenzy. We just need to find one that knows something.”
 
   They went up the street to a heavily guarded three-story structure. A pair of precisors greeted them, decked out in boiled leather armor called cuir bouilli. Thick, wide pieces that spanned the entire chest, layered all the way to the waist, tapering into leather skirting to protect the legs. The guard captains were in full plate covered only by powder blue cloaks with the white cog on the back. Despite their decidedly imposing appearance, Nikselpik ignored their questions and dismounted, heading directly for the main guardroom. He left Tenzic and the others to handle the precisors.
 
   Based on the recounting of what happened during Niksabella’s escape, Jontuk had done some significant damage to the building, much of which was still under repair. He could see the corner nearest him, the southeast corner, having collapsed several feet lower than the rest of the wall. It was held together by steel bands that had been hammered into the rest of the supporting structure. No doubt it would all have to come down soon.
 
   Precisors flanked the primary gate, which sat askew in its tracks. Before they could offer any sort of challenge, Nikselpik held up his head to stymie them and said, “I’m the First Wizard, and I’m here on official business. Elwray’s orders. I need to speak to the prisoners.”
 
   One of the guards, a gnome with wide jowls and a hard smile, smirked. “The First Wizard part’s new to me, but I know your worth, Master Nur.” He shrugged and stepped aside. “Be my guest. If you can make any sense of what’s going on in this madhouse, I’ll personally take you over to Juicer’s and buy every round ‘til you fall off your stool.”
 
   Nikselpik paused. “I like you,” he said, then nodded as the gate screeched open. 
 
   He moved into the inner chamber, stopped short of the second gate, a solid piece of steel also skewed by Jontuk’s undermining of the foundation, and waited for the guard to clear them.
 
   He felt a tug on his sleeve.
 
   “What is it, Tenzy?”
 
   “Awful things, sir…” He saw the scryer was sweating, eyes wide with nervous fear. Tenzic gulped. “I suspect we’ll find out soon enough if everything you’ve heard is true.”
 
   The massive gate rolled to the right, and the sounds of chaos bombarded them. Nikselpik knew what oddities sounded like. In his adventures, he had experienced some of the most terrifying creatures in all of Sullenor, had heard their spine-tingling cries, often while in the act of escaping their claws and teeth, but the noises made by the captive ultraworlders was like nothing he’d heard before. Piercing wails, lowing cattle noises that indicated creatures near to dying or at the very least suffering miserably, simpering wails, incessant chatter, even a bouncing chortle that could only be interpreted as alien laughter. 
 
   The stench was nearly unbearable: a combination of feces and urine and something far more animal. Even at the edge of the miasma, the putrescence worked into his nasal passages all the way to his brain. He wanted to escape the place immediately.
 
   Stairs led up and down on either side of a long, central corridor lined with cell doors. The hall was filled with groups of gnomes running various errands, some hauling buckets of filth while others brought in buckets of water. Others pushed wheelbarrows filled with various foodstuffs. Pickled vegetables, fruits from the mechanincubator houses, dried and raw meats, and even live sheep and goats being led by tethers.
 
   “You have the sketch?”
 
   Tenzic handed him a piece of cloth bearing Raulnock’s face sketched in charcoal, done quite adeptly by Master Toz. Nikselpik lowered his head and pushed forward to one of the first cells. The one on the right held a simple old man, a human, dressed in tatters, hugging himself close. His dusky skin did not mark him as a human of Sullenor, as Teszereth were pale and Pelorians far darker. Nikselpik held up the cloth and hailed him: “Old man.” 
 
   The eyes lifted, yellowed by cataracts, face so wrinkled that Nikselpik had to wonder what the sun must be like on his world. The man murmured something in a language he did not understand.
 
   “Never mind,” Nikselpik said and turned away from the haunting visage.
 
   The occupant of the cell on the left rushed at them, throwing itself against the cell bars, clutching them as if it could pull them apart. Nikselpik scowled and approached as close as he dared. It was an orc, tall as a human, lean and string-muscled, black eyes glaring at them. Spittle clung to the orc’s pointy chin.
 
   This said a great deal about how far the amorphs had reached across Sullenor. Nikselpik knew a little orcish. “Ulk doth prikt, suela?” 
 
   Orcs are overrun, warrior?
 
   “Ulk ni’doth… prikt.” 
 
   Orcs are never overrun! 
 
   The orc’s lips twisted as he switched to common. “And as soon as me gets free and gets a nice fiery iron, me’s have the lot o’ you on a nice spit!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Nikselpik’s wellspring twitched to life. There was nothing quite as foul and mischievous as an orc, especially one under lock and key. Even so, he’d shared a few of his fires and food with such creatures while on the road and found some had redeemable qualities such as hunting, drinking, even storytelling. Hells, he’d even employed an orc once. So, despite his better sense, he held up the image of Raulnock. “Seen this face?”
 
   “Doth spak!” The orc pushed grabbed his own warty genitals and launched a stream of foul dark urine at them, trying to hit the sketched cloth. They backpedaled faster than if someone had tossed a firebomb at them.
 
   After achieving a respectable distance, Nikselpik turned and ground his teeth at the orc. Another part of him wanted to laugh—he could respect the bastard for the action, though he could have done without seeing the orc’s large phallus pointed at him.
 
   Three precisors rushed forward, using short lances to prod the orc hard in the ribs and drive him back from the bars.
 
   “We’ll not get any answers from that one, I suppose.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Tenzic muttered, covering his nose with the cuff of his coat.
 
   They’d passed down two more rows of cells, each with its own strange inhabitant—one had a female (he thought) with pale blue skin curled on a mat that was soaked with some kind of aqua-colored secretion, another had several gnome-sized bipeds sitting in a circle, facing one another and chanting in a slick, ear-bending tongue—when finally a cleric walked up to them.
 
   “Can I help you?” she said, taking Nikselpik’s arm and drawing him to the center of the row.
 
   “I’m Niksel—”
 
   “I know who you are. What are you doing here?”
 
   Nikselpik looked the gnomestress up and down. While most clerics in Hightower looked to Evana as the only true goddess of life and healing, it didn’t keep the other gnomish gods from being worshiped. This cleric wore a rough spun lavender shirt with the symbol of Tomtum—a golden coin—sewn into the front, although more humbly sized than the open palm of Evana. She also wore a leather apron, the kind a common worker might wear, cinched by a black belt, and a mixed pair of vambraces on her forearms.
 
   She noticed him looking at her uncharacteristic display of armor. “Some of the prisoners get… bitey. And almost all of them have big teeth.”
 
   There was something familiar about the lass, but her hair was tucked well into her tight leather cap. The brass nose guard made it impossible to guess. She shrugged. “They get a handful of hair, and you’re done.”
 
   Nikselpik nodded. “You’ve been here awhile?”
 
   “Since the fight at Rad’s when you destroyed the amorphs and set all of them free. Well, free in the most basic sense. They’re all refugees now. Starving, frightened, alone. And we’ve come to take care of them.”
 
   “Volunteers?”
 
   “Some of us are regular citizens, but mostly it’s our duty as clerics of Tomtum to perform the most humble service. War isn’t our expertise.” She looked around. “This… this is more of a challenge, I think. Staffed well enough for now, at least until the guards are called away to fight. You’ve heard the rumors from the south?”
 
   Nikselpik nodded. “I live within the rumors, my dear.” A series of wails cut through the entire block, making him cringe. “I can’t imagine how hard this must be.”
 
   “It is. And we have zero understanding of their basic needs. They’ve suffered, too. It’s hard for us to explain we’re here to help when we’ve got them locked behind bars.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   She gave him a harsh look. “No. I don’t think you do.”
 
   He nodded. “Maybe not. How many are there?”
 
   “We started with over two hundred, but many died quickly. We’ve managed to keep one hundred and seventy-three alive so far.” He could see the mixed look of anguish and determination in her eyes, and he wanted to help, but he didn’t have the time.
 
   “I’m searching for the former First Wizard.”
 
   The gnomestress turned her head to the side in a curious way. “Master Raulnock?”
 
   “We refer to him as the First Bastard, but yes.”
 
   “And why are you looking for him here?”
 
   “You know of his current… condition?”
 
   “He’s possessed by an amorph. It’s public knowledge at this point. He’s to be turned in if spotted, avoided if possible.”
 
   “Due to his possessed condition, we’re having trouble properly scrying him out. I’m hoping any creature previously possessed by an amorph may be picking up some telepathic… residue. And considering the orc prisoner just tried to piss on this sketch of him, I’m thinking I may have the right of it.”
 
   She glanced at him with her violet-hued eyes before looking askance, back to her mess of a jail and all its dying creatures. “It certainly couldn’t hurt. Many of the prisoners have expressed a growing anxiety since the attack at the Golden Cog. Agitation, self-abuse, sometimes violence toward others. As if they are afraid of something. No, not afraid. Terrified.”
 
   “Then I shall try. Are there any particularly less aggressive entities you recommend?”
 
   The cleric looked around, took two steps, and grasped the bars of one cell. “This one appears to be gentle. Most on this level are. The more violent ones are upstairs, where there are solid walls between them. But you could start here. Although I fear for this one’s sanity.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It sits there all day, just drawing in the dirt. Alien symbols. Signs.” She shrugged. “I don’t know.”
 
   Nikselpik noticed that not only was his body as tightly wound as a spring, so was his mind. He would not be able to read anything this fraught with tension. He took a breath and tried to relax. Some wine would have hit the spot about now—and lots of it. “Forgive me, but what is your name?”
 
   “Pria.”
 
   Nikselpik nodded his thanks and went to the cell door. A diminutive figure huddled against the back wall. He looked at Pria and she motioned for a guard and pointed at the cell. The guard nodded and stepped into the lever room. In seconds, the door clanked and slid on rails into a pocket in the wall.
 
   Nikselpik stepped warily inside and Pria stepped in behind him. As he drew nearer, he saw the figure was gnome-sized, perhaps a bit smaller, dressed in threadbare rags… in fact, it was a robe, with the hood pulled over its head. One of the first things he noticed was the particular orderliness of the area. The figure sat on a mat, a small towel placed squarely between the mat and its backside. A plate of half-nibbled, overdone fish had been pushed away from the figure’s crossed legs. There were no flaky bits falling over the sides of the plate. Instead, all the leftovers had been placed in a neat pile in the center as if the figure had taken a few bites and then decided it wasn’t interested, but chose to make the leftover pieces into something orderly. A wooden cup of water rested near its right knee, barely touched. There were indeed strange symbols drawn in the dust on the ground.
 
   “You’re not exactly invasion material,” Nikselpik observed aloud.
 
   The head lifted. The cowl fell back and a frail face looked up at him. Smooth pale skin with a tinge of blue, wide and flappy ears pinned back. Its eyes twin seas of salmon pink with no pupils he could discern. The lips peeled back to reveal rows of sharp, triangular teeth. Shark teeth. Nikselpik took a step back.
 
   “Never mind,” he said, sitting down. “Maybe you are.” He showing his hands in a gesture of friendliness. “I want to help you, if you can help me.” He held up the cloth, which smelled a bit of orc piss.
 
   The head turned, eyes scanning the drawing with a sort of flat interest. It nodded. A pair of pale hands burst from the robe and clasped his wrists, and Nikselpik’s mind was suddenly spinning.
 
   Being used to this sort of mind melding, Nikselpik righted himself almost immediately. He felt no fear, only a faint sense of hope. He saw the same figure, the one sitting directly before him… she was dressed in a robe of pure black, holding hands with two others of her kind, running, laughing, in a way he could not describe, through an immense underground maze, a labyrinth made of salmon pink rock the same hue as her eyes, navigating turnabouts through curtains of violet moss, leaping like fairies across pools of phosphorescent sludge. Spanning bridges thousands of feet across, thousands high.
 
   They sat in circles, drawing games with their fingers in the crunchy, onyx scree as toothy, venomous worms came up and nipped at their fingers.
 
   Deadly puzzles. Deadly games.
 
   An overwhelming hunger punched him in the brain. Nothing like the hunger he was used to but more of a dull ache, a feeling that he was slowly losing his mind and slipping into oblivion. It was her hunger.
 
   Nikselpik jerked back, eyes wide with understanding. He looked at Pria. “Bring this one a sprocket box. Puzzles…” When the cleric’s face went slack with confusion, Nikselpik tried to explain. “She feeds off stimuli. Games, anything that takes half a brain. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
   Pria’s face strained with thought then perked up. “Neplers? I can play neplers with her. Maybe once an hour if it will help. A sprocket box too, of course.”
 
   It wasn’t a bad idea. A challenge of sorts. Yes, that would certainly help. He nodded at the cleric. “Excellent idea.” He turned back to the fey shark being. “They’re going to help you.”
 
   Nikselpik stood and with Tenzic in tow moved to the next cell, one he couldn’t see inside of due to the covers put up on all sides. He directed a guard to open the covers even as Tenzic bombarded him with questions. He didn’t hear a word. His mind was falling into a state similar to deadspeak only without the dread, without the soul-shattering noise of dead voices. If he stopped now, he might lose the focus. 
 
   Nikselpik stepped into the cell and was met by a cluster of six immense, crustacean-like legs that blossomed like chitinous flower petals at his approach, spiked and bony and poised to pierce him through. A single, plate-sized eye stared back at him from between two fierce-looking, mandible-like pincers, each serrated part as long and wide as a cleaver. Two sets of feelers splayed and then folded down. And just as aggressively as they had opened, the legs wilted, the eye sunk back into the protective socket, and the thing gave a massive shudder.
 
   Nikselpik gulped, steeled himself, and then went to one knee before the beast. He carefully touched a feeler and dove into the creature’s mind.
 
   Show me your world.
 
   He was instantly in the water, deep, deep… plunging down with fearless abandon. Elation as he and his host plowed through ocean currents with powerful swishes of their flipper-shaped tail. He peered through the crystal clear brine at ocean trenches far below and a great city of bright red coral. He felt the vibrations of every living creature for miles through tiny cilia running between the thick shell plating.
 
   A paralyzing cramp twisted through his middle, hunger, like a spear in his side. This time, it was as real as any hunger he’d ever felt in his gnomish form, only multiplied a hundred times.
 
   It was starving.
 
   Show me.
 
   This one was a lone creature, a warrior, privileged to swim at the edges of the swarm, to protect their young and old, to be wary of predators and rival swarms. It often met its warrior kind at the edges of lakes and shorelines, swimming great distances in the darkness, to fight and mate and spawn. And to feed.
 
   Show me.
 
   At the edges of these lakes, on land, were great fields of white grasses, wind-bent and warmed by twin suns. While there were other forms of sustenance beneath the ocean waves, these fields were a source of great nourishment, the stalk heads filled with seed kernels. Warriors plunged their bodies on the shore and used their cleaver-like mandibles to cut great swaths of the stuff, where they would bask and munch happily.
 
   It tasted like… 
 
   Nikselpik slowly surfaced to the real world. He gave one of its chitinous legs a gentle pat. Out in the hall, two guards had joined the group, peering inside, curious at what Nikselpik was doing. To one of them, he said, “This gentle creature needs pure grains. Raw if possible. Probably a bucket of gruel will do just fine. Salt water, too. Buckets of it. A pool if you can manage it.”
 
   One guard, a young, hopeful-looking fellow, said, “Can we take it to the ocean? Set it free?”
 
   Nikselpik couldn’t imagine what might happen if they did that. “I’m not sure if the cold will kill it. I think it would likely expire in our oceans.”
 
   The other guard spoke up, clearly getting into the spirit of things. “One of the heating units. In the basement. Turn off the inflow and outflow valves, bring up some seawater, and heat it proper.”
 
   Nikselpik nodded. “A controlled environment might just work. It certainly couldn’t hurt. Make it happen. There’s not much time.”
 
   From there, things became a blur. Nikselpik moved from cell to cell, communicating with each inhabitant as best he could, expressing their needs to the Tomtum volunteers, guards, and anyone willing to assist. By late afternoon, after having gone through the entire first floor of the jail, exhaustion caught up with him. His head swam with an overload of sensation.
 
   Worn thin and ready to collapse, Nikselpik sat on one of the bottom stairs at the end of the long hall. Toz and Boovash had involved themselves in the effort, and both were covered in filth, each of them repulsed by the jail conditions yet intrigued by what Nikselpik was doing, lending their aid enthusiastically.
 
   Tenzic handed him a wineskin and plopped down next to him. “Did you find what we need?”
 
   Nikselpik took a pull from the skin’s opening and shook his head. “I don’t think so, Tenzic.” He gestured down the hall. “All of these creatures are too frightened and weak to be of use to us. While I have a feel for their basic needs, which are quite grave at the moment, I fear it will take me too long to acclimate to their minds. And we certainly can’t drag them around the city on a hunt. What about you; have you sensed the bastard anywhere nearby?”
 
   Tenzic shook his head. “No, I’m scrying even now, and there’s not a hint of him anywhere. If he’s not using his wellspring, then there’s not much for me to find. I picked up something earlier, in the north, but you were entranced with one of the ultraworlders.”
 
   “That’s a shame.”
 
   “What about Ribbon, sir?”
 
   Ribbon Dewhickey, the Southland farmer Nikselpik had interrogated back at Rad’s, the fellow who’d enabled him to reach inside the amorph hive mind and destroy them. The farmer was resting at his home once again. One of his brothers and his wife had come to help with the farm responsibilities, but why Ribbon wished to remain in that house of bad memories was beyond Nikselpik.
 
   He scratched at his forearms, the skin having become red with irritation some time ago, now burning as he dug in for the umpteenth time today. A tickle of panic rose at his core, and he suddenly wanted to find Fara, needed her, or else… what? Nothing. The Magi Den? No, he was too tired to be bad. That was a good thing. The panic backed off.  
 
   “We’ll ask Ribbon as a last resort,” he said. “But he’s already been through a lot.” 
 
   The two sat in silence, sharing wine and watching as Tomtum’s clerics and the precisor guards went about keeping their guests alive. A buzzing energy filled the air, a sense that progress could be made. Even the most exhausted of them had redoubled their efforts, found their second winds, tapped into their hidden stores of energy. Hope hung in the air, and Nikselpik found that a part of him, the good part, felt intense pride that his hunger, his itching, for the bugs was decimated.
 
   “Master Nur!” someone called from the far end of the hall. “Message for Master Nur!”
 
   Nikselpik started to rise, but Tenzic stopped him, rising in his stead and going to collect the messenger. When they got back, the snow-dusted fellow handed Nikselpik a note. He read the message, feeling his stomach drop and his anger rise.
 
   Toz came out of one of the cells with his sleeves rolled up and a mop in his hands and joined them. “Hoping that’s a message ordering us out of this stinking place. No offense, but I won’t be able to smell anything for weeks.”
 
   “You’ve got your wish, Toz. A warehouse in the Iron Industry was set ablaze. Food stores, clothing.” 
 
   Tenzic slapped his helmet. “The north. I sensed it.” 
 
   “Nothing we could have done, Tenzy. But we do need to go.”
 
   Toz handed his mop off and pushed his sleeves back down. “How do we track him?”
 
   Nikselpik took Tenzic’s hand and allowed himself to be pulled up. He shrugged. “Tenzy will do the best he can, or we’ll do it blindly if we must. Either way, we can’t let Raulnock have free rein to do what he wants in our city to our citizens.” 
 
   They gathered Boovash and Elkian and headed for the Municipal Jail’s front gate.
 
   When Nikselpik got back down to the orc (thankful the piss had been mopped up) and saw those shiny black eyes watching from the shadows at the back of the cell, he stopped cold, giving credence to what might be a risky idea.
 
   “What is it, sir?”
 
   He called over Losizza, who was in the process of dropping off her empty wheelbarrow at the front gate. The gnomestress steered the barrow to the side and came up. The gnomestress looked exhausted, but her eyes never wavered.
 
   “Give this brute a tankard of ale. Nothing all that good because he’ll likely spit it back out, then find me his weapons.”
 
   Losizza nodded and hurried off toward the guard room.
 
   “Sir?” Tenzic sounded worried.
 
   “None of these others are fit to move much less track a criminal. This one, though…”
 
   Nikselpik held up the sketch again, nodded at the orc, and then drew his thumb across his throat. The orc looked at him a moment, at the sketch, then back at Nik. It leaned forward, with what could only be described as keen interest, and smiled.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   Niksabella blinked. Her breath escaped in mist. She took stock. They were still in the land crawler. Fritzy slept sitting up in the seat across from her. Tomkin was also asleep, wedged in between Jess and Fritzy, his skinny frame bucking from snores and dreams. Jess eyed Niksabella with a twinge of curiosity.
 
   Orcs.
 
   Niksabella clambered from her seat and gazed at their surroundings between the resting legs of their mechanical arachnid. They were positioned at the base of a hill, with trees all ridged defiantly around, their bare branches woven together, covered in shiny ice and hoarfrost. A little creek frothed next to them on the right, and the steaming gnomish niners were stretched out lengthwise along it. Their engines vented light clouds as they rested like thawing bugs alongside the icy waters. On-duty mechanics saw to the machines’ maintenance, filling the boilers with creek water, lubricating joint arrays and checking pressure gauges.
 
   All seemed fine. All seemed well.
 
   Yet a strange discomfort fell over her. It was far too quiet on the hill. She gauged their position. Not an expert strategist, it seemed the creek kept them from being flanked but also effectively trapped them.
 
   Jess chuckled from across the upper deck where she stretched on the seat next to Fritzy. “What’s wrong, little Nika? You look like you’re seeing ghosts.”
 
   “Not ghosts. Orcs.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Orcs are coming.”
 
   “You’ve been sleeping,” Jess said. “You had a dream.” It was that Thrasperville bravado again. Still, she nervously scanned the top of the hill through the frozen trees.
 
   “I was dreaming, yes. And my dream told me there were orcs coming. I could explain, but it would be easier if you would just raise the alarm. Now.”
 
   Jess peered at her uncertainly. “It isn’t nice to cry orc. You’ve never even seen one. How would you know an orc from a furry bunny?”
 
   Niksabella hated to challenge the confident young fighter, but for whatever reason she trusted the Prophetess in this. She’d been too smug about it. Happy to watch Niksabella fail on her own, no longer needing her help—if it could ever be called that. “Look, Jess. You need to trust me.”
 
   “That’s what scouts are for. Our exceptional scouts.” Jess fixed Nika with a contemptuous look. “And I trust them over you.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll raise the alarm.” Niksabella started to rise, intent on plopping down in the control chair and hitting all the buttons until the warning klaxon sounded. She knew there was one. Termund had told her about it when explaining the driving gears.
 
   Jess sprang up and planted her hand in Niksabella’s chest, pushing her back onto the bench seat. “Look here…” The gnomestress froze. She peered at something over Niksabella’s shoulder, squinted, peered again. Niksabella tried to turn, but Jess had her pinned, looking… 
 
   Jess leaped over the seat and landed on one of the firing chairs, giving a “hoot hoot!” as she flew. She detached hoses from the leg frames and punched them into the crossbow stock. Another gnome climbed aboard and occupied the other chair, activating his mounted crossbow with a sense of purpose as if he’d done it a hundred times before. Others flew into action, securing ponies and positioning the niners into a defensive formation nose-to-end, each one a tight bundle of gnomish defiance.
 
   Niksabella spun, her stomach pressed against the back of the seat.
 
   Dark shapes sped down the hillside like a stain spreading beneath the crystal-laced branches. They moved deadly swift with no question as to their intent. The ponies whinnied as gnomes rushed about, locking mechanisms and clanking their weapons as they readied for combat. They called out to one another in calm, clipped tones that belied the immediate danger.
 
   Niksabella’d never seen an orc before except in photoplasts or depictions in books. The creatures had always been a mystery to her, some distant evil she’d likely never face. But now, with those dark forms slipping down the hillside like death incarnate, she became petrified with fear. A rock seemed to have lodged itself in Niksabella’s throat. Her chest clenched. She felt suddenly sweaty beneath her coat.
 
   Snowflakes danced while the dark stain spread toward them, figures becoming more recognizable with every passing moment. She caught glimpses of tall, scrawny forms with dark blades, their fleet footfalls pelting the snowy ground.
 
   Fritzy was suddenly beside her, and Tomkin as well, his hands on their shoulders. “Keep your heads down, ladies. Orcs collect heads, they do.”
 
   “Nika,” Fritzy said, grabbing Niksabella’s hand and squeezing it painfully. Her breath was racing. Her bottom lip quivered
 
   “Do as he says,” she told Fritzy and both of them hunkered down, their eyes just barely over the back of the seat.
 
   “If it comes to it, use these.” The mechanic placed two arm-length wrenches on the seat between them.
 
   Niksabella picked one up. The weight felt good in her hand. Fritzy took one, too. They exchanged a look. The plump gnomestress gave her a scared nod and turned back to peek over the seat.
 
   An arrow struck one of their niner’s leg frames with a ping. Another whizzed by overhead. More banged and rattled against the niner’s steel like raindrops falling on a tin roof. The air was soon full of black darts and the excited swirl of snowflakes. A gnome cried out. Others cursed. Niksabella’s blood ran cold. She wanted to duck down completely, to hide from what was sure to be terrible violence, but her stubborn will held her in place.
 
   If you hide, you won’t see death approaching until those orcs climb into the back of this niner and have done with you and Fritzy. If I’m to die this day, I’ll do it with my eyes open and a growl in my throat.
 
   An arrow tore through the Thrasperville banner, shredding the comet in half. For some reason, that angered Niksabella. “Why aren’t they fighting back? Why—”
 
   And then she found out. A handful of orcs reached the edge of the tree line and entered open ground. That’s when the defenders replied in kind with a hail of arrows and bolts. Pieces of armor shattered. Orcs howled as bone and blood sprayed the hillside. Lanky forms doubled over and collapsed to the ground even as more orcs rushed by to charge their gnomish enemies.
 
   New bolts clicked into place with a hiss of steam and locking of firing mechanisms. In a blink, they were sent on their way to the enemy, invoking orcish howls. And then something new: the acrid smell of magick assaulted Niksabella’s nose. A booming voice shook the sky, and a cloud of putrid, stinging rain descended on the center of the gnomish line. 
 
   Thrasperville gnomes cried out and leaped from the middle niner’s steel and wood carriage. They landed, doubled over, and coughed and hacked and spewed bloody vomit from their charred throats. In reply, someone cried out in old gnomish and the ice that covered the branches turned to crystal-sharp shards, which fell like razor rain, raking the ranks of orcs caught behind the tree line.
 
   The sky was death, so Niksabella pressed herself into the seat to escape it, daring to peek over the back.
 
   “Nika?”
 
   She glanced back at Fritzy, took heart in her friend’s suddenly fierce expression, those cold, wintry eyes, yet all she could do was give a weak nod, a pithy assurance that she wasn’t about to soil her smallclothes. And then she felt a hot flush of shame. Fritzy was not asking after Niksabella’s health. She was asking if Niksabella was ready to go meet the enemy, wrenches in hand, to fight to their last. Her friend. Her flowery, lad-crazy, kissy-poo friend. Asking her if she was ready to be brave.
 
   And she’d be damned if she’d let Fritzy down.
 
   Yet when she turned to give Fritzy a firm reply to her question her friend was gone. 
 
   Niksabella cursed herself for not developing her proficiency with magick more, but then quickly snuffed the thought. It was always her anyway. She was the only reason you’d shown any promise at all. Everything you’ve ever done, even the elementals you made last evening, were not your doing. 
 
   She thought about drawing on her wellspring anyway. Instead, she gripped the wrench and prepared to spring into the seat next to Jess and then down into the snow. An arrow plunged into a gnome just outside the niner, punching through his face with a thunk. Warm droplets sprayed Niksabella’s face and her jaw dropped in disbelief.
 
   Jess yelled down at Niksabella. “Get up here in the chair. Now! Or I’ll spin around and put one of these through you! I swear it!” The urgency in her words broke through Niksabella’s wall of fear. A direct order… something specific. She dropped her wrench on the floorboard and went to the crossbow assembly instead. She took the handles and pulled the weapon toward her, finding it surprisingly easy to maneuver on its swivel base despite its great weight.
 
   “Dammit,” Jess yelled at her. “You know how to fire that thing?”
 
   “I’m a quick study!”
 
   “On the right side, there’s a knob. Slam your hand against it. Hard. That one sticks.”
 
   Niksabella found the protruding knob and hit it. “Ouch!” Her palm stung, but the knob didn’t budge.
 
   “Harder!”
 
   Jess’ words rang almost hateful. Niksabella slammed the knob again, this time with all her might. The crossbow shuddered and came to life, shaking and stuttering as the auto lever began pulling the string back.
 
   Jess fired her crossbow, slammed her button, and wiped down the groove and barrel with a rag as her auto lever stretched the string. “Grab that rag and wipe it down. Quickly!”
 
   Niksabella pulled a rag from a hook on the assembly frame and wiped it, her hands shaking as screams penetrated her ears. She dare not look up, dare not see what manner of death rushed howling across the open ground at them. She waited for the impact of an arrow, the swift end to it all. Between her eyes, through her neck, or perhaps punching through her chest. Her shoulders tightened like a wound-up spring as the moments passed, each one an eternity.
 
   “Pull back the loading mechanism. Pull back the futtering loading mechanism!”
 
   Niksabella quickly mimicked Jess’ movements by grabbing the lever on the side of the stock and pulling it back as far as it would go. She released it with a snap, just like Jess had done. A bolt now sat in the groove.
 
   “Now aim through the sight and fire.” And before the last word was free of her mouth, Jess’ bolt was gone to seek its target, her knob was clapped shut, and her rag was already wiping the steam condensation off the groove and barrel.
 
   Niksabella’s gaze roved the field. It was impossible to catch any of the spindly orcs out in the open who weren’t ducking and dodging as they closed.
 
   “Shoot! For Tock’s sake!”
 
   Niksabella sighted a fleeting shadow and pulled the trigger, took the steam-driven recoil in her chest, got a face full of oil spray, and watched her bolt completely miss her intended target… but it ripped through one behind it and the orc fell still to the ground!
 
   “Yah-hah!” she yelled, the pent-up fear bursting from her belly like overheated pie filling.
 
   “Don’t get all puffed up. That was one. Go again!”
 
   Niksabella repeated the process two more times, not truly knowing if she hit anything due to the growing haze of smoke and blowing snow. Waves of sharp-limbed orcs kept coming. Elbows and knees. Curved swords and spears. Closer now. Shining black eyes. Battle-scored armor. Their growls and yips edged her panic to the surface. She smelled the stench of orc for the very first time—a musky, stale aroma not unlike the smell of the Eye at the end of the Tinkerman’s Festival: ale and food and vomit caked in the gutters and cobblestone crevices like something left to sit and go sour. An arrow whizzed by her ear. Another thunked into the seat next to her.
 
   “Nika!” Jess practically sang, but Niksabella couldn’t be sure whether it was a song of fear or urgency or pain—probably all of these together.
 
   She tried her best to shoot and kill orcs. Tried her best to bring them down. The cries of gnomes were forced from her mind. She heard only Jess and focused on the soothing routine of reload and fire. She wiped down the stock and barrel as ugly creatures darted through the haze. She wondered which bolt would be her last. Would she even hear it when a bit of dark steel found her own thumping heart?
 
   A flash of a spear cut through the smudgy sky and smashed into the seat between them, sending shards of wood everywhere and knocking Niksabella to the niner’s deck. Hands and knees. Teeth crushed together. Sound squeezed inside her head. Smoke stung her face and eyes. 
 
   Chaos unveiled itself as a row of scrawny, toothy orcs charging across the remaining distance with howls and doggish yips. They came as sure as the cold, sooty air she breathed. As sure as the tang of blood she tasted on her tongue. As sure as the snarling face that bore down on her, sword black and dripping and poised to strike. 
 
   But then brighter swords broke into her field of vision, clashing with the black ones, steel cracking steel, cries and curses mingling with the orcish din.
 
   She stood up, beyond afraid. Still dazed, perhaps, though her head seemed cool and clear. Cold, even. Calculating. She saw details as if through crystal. Every drop of blood sent slinging by an edge of steel was a slowly expanding globule of red or black. Chunks of armor were hacked free and spun into the air along with someone’s arm. There through the air flew an orcish head, slinging black gout like a fountain of oil.
 
   Arrows sped toward her, but flew harmlessly by. She felt the breath of their passing on her skin. She could have reached out and caught one. She smiled. “You’re horrible shots.” The words slipped from her mouth, thick and sappy. 
 
   A familiar sluggishness enveloped her. What was it? Some evil spell cast by an orcish shaman? Foul magick to make them all ripe for slaughter? And then she remembered. No, it was the same feeling she’d gotten as a gnomeling, just prior to one of her bad spells. The orc’s wayward arrows didn’t miss her because of poor aim. It was her. Niksabella. She was making them miss, pushing the hissing shafts away with hardly a thought.
 
   Could it be the fiery-haired Prophetess? The one who called herself a goddess? Called herself her mother?
 
   No, she was gone, at least for now. Niksabella knew it in her bones. She was herself, and this power was something inside that had been latent since childhood. Slowly re-awakened by what? The Prophetess said she’d been in Niksabella’s dreams her entire life, but only recently had Niksabella been able to meet the gnomestress on somewhat equal terms. Somehow, she’d grown in strength, at least in her dreams.
 
   Perhaps it was true about her waking moments, too.
 
   “Thrasperville! Thrasperville!” someone shrieked. Niksabella thought it might be Termund, perhaps bravely leading his folk in a last, desperate stand. Yes, her folk too. In the short time they’d all been together, she’d come to like Jess, Tomkin, Uncle Britt, and the rest. Even that joke they’d played on her. It was all too endearing now. And she’d gotten to know more about Fritzy, too. Friends all over again.
 
   How many of them were already gone? How many cut to pieces or stuck, squealing like pigs? How many heads carried off to whatever dark, dank cave these orcs had slunk from? A wave of cold emotion swept through her, sealing her off from those possibilities, and she brought it to bear, holding it before her like a wall of ice.
 
   A dozen orcs, driven back once already, charged again, eager to overtake the niner and have the rest of their heads. Another shout rose from her kin, much weaker this time, those left being weak and exhausted. Yet they too came on, leaping from beneath the legs of the niner and swinging steel.
 
   Niksabella’s wellspring surged through her head. It left her eyes like a sunburst, so hot that she thought it would turn her to ash from the inside out. The ground shuddered like a giant rumbling in its sleep. It bucked and shifted. The orcs stopped in their tracks.
 
   The power broke loose from within her, taking a shocking turn through her feet and into the earth. The ground beneath the orcs erupted in a spray of dust and heat. A fissure split the frozen soil. She fought for control, a brief moment of panic where she nearly forgot herself completely, the magick absorbing her even as she attempted to wield it. The acrid smell of seething energies burned her nostrils. The wind escaped her lungs as if she’d been punched. If she couldn’t maintain some kind of control, it would rip her to pieces.
 
   She remembered a passage from Kaytzi Zeet’s book. To truly control beings from the elemental world and, in fact, the elements themselves, one must become one with the elemental, one with the power. 
 
   It meant giving herself over, her stubborn, stubborn self, and accepting what was to come next, even if it burned her to a cinder. It meant giving herself up in order to find herself. It was not something Niksabella had ever been willing to do. But these past few months had taught her a great deal. She had come to know herself and also what she meant to others. And what they meant to her. What was life worth if she couldn’t share it with the ones she cared about, if she couldn’t feel their pain and experience their pleasure? To lean on them when she needed help, rather than carry all that weight on her shoulders? She didn’t fully understand this power, this elemental prowess she’d been blessed with—it shouldn’t be affecting her like this, not even with the Prophetess’s intervention—and she had never felt so full to bursting with pain and light. 
 
   But this was something more… 
 
   She would have to embrace it as an old friend, a father she’d never met, a mother who may or may not be a meddlesome, cruel goddess. Even as it seared her soul to do it, Niksabella pulled the light close, held the white-hot fire to her chest… and let it burn through her. 
 
   … the surge stopped. 
 
   She took a cold breath. Opened her eyes. The force of the upheaval had tossed the orcs in all directions. Those who fell on this side of the chasm were slaughtered without mercy, a sudden convergence of gnomish spear and sword and knife. Those on the other side were vanished into a cloud of dust and snow.
 
   In the breath of time it took for Niksabella to regain her senses, a hail of black arrows streaked toward her. She nudged them aside, barely hearing their fletchings as they whistled through the winter air. But, somehow, one of them, a single arrow, penetrated whatever arcane winds protected her. It struck her shoulder, spun her around, and slammed her to the deck of the niner.
 
   She struck the decking face first. Blood welled in her mouth. She pushed up to her knees, holding her hand against her jaw. Her tongue was a thick slab of numb encased by a dull pain. Only then did she realize she held the flag of Thrasperville in her grip, that torn crimson banner fluttering weakly in her hand. For some reason, the sight of that noble flag filled her with an unexpected pride. She’d never even been to Thrasperville, never been under the mountain, but she cared for the city and its gnomish people nonetheless.
 
   Damn it, no!
 
   Niksabella braced herself and turned, drawing on her wellspring, desperate to see if it would even come back to her… and then she was airborne, flying. Her stomach lurched at the speed of her ascent. What? By the strength of her own power? How? But no, something had her in a firm grasp. It was hard and gritty and smelled like bricks warmed in a hearth.
 
   She was tossed onto a massive set of shoulders behind a stony head. She instinctively put her hands into the crags and grooves, clinging desperately as the weighty knot of stone turned this way and that.
 
   “Hang on,” a gruff voice said. “Stay on my shoulders, little Nika, and you’ll be safe.”
 
   “Jontuk?”
 
   But there was no time for words as handful of flung spears drove her flat against the craggy head. “By Tick and Tock, I want to kill them all!”
 
   “This wish I can grant you,” rumbled the stonekin. He swung his good arm in a wide arc, batting a handful of orcs, who hadn’t scrambled away quickly enough, to the ground. They squealed and grunted. Some died. Three attacked Jontuk’s open flank in a clash of steel against rock-hewn skin. Jontuk roared, sigils flaring, and spun on his attackers, smacking them aside.
 
   Niksabella clung tightly to the rough crevices as Jontuk battled. Her fingers and elbows grew raw from his stone skin. She gazed down from her new vantage point and reveled as the orcs scattered and died. Jontuk was a vicious giant. He pounded and kicked and roared until the orcs slunk away, glaring at the stonekin with their black eyes. 
 
   But they were not cowed. Not yet.
 
   In the tree line, a dozen or more gathered to charge, these some of the tallest and most brutal of their kind. And behind them, standing nearly hidden behind the tall forms, a diminutive but no less dangerous figure, hair tangled and twisting down over her shoulders, a wild look in her pitch-colored eyes: an orc shamaness. She held a staff topped with a decorated skull in one hand and gestured with her other, calling on whatever foul gods they followed. 
 
   Jontuk turned and stalked toward the tree line, each of his steps like an oak tree planting down on the cold-packed earth. They would be too late. Niksabella was sure of it. Whatever spell the priestess was in the midst of would have time to take shape and manifest. 
 
   For a brief, terrifying moment, Niksabella imagined her skin turning green as poison wracked her body, toppling from Jontuk’s shoulders. No.
 
   Niksabella felt an urge. An itch. A spark in her mind. A flame. Could she do it? She held up her hand and called forth a whip of fire. She felt it warm against her skin, the same dancing shape she’d practiced with over the past weeks. A step further, opened herself up to it, became one with the heat, felt the wild nature of the flames.
 
   Would a fire entity come to her as did the one made of earth? If not, she would have no alternative than to throw her small flame at the orcs among the trees, hoping to ignite a conflagration. But with very little practice and the wild nature of fire, she doubted it could be done. Still, she had to try.
 
   The orc priestess swam in a nimbus of green, the sickness pouring from her nostrils and mouth like a corrupt mist. Another moment more… 
 
   Something slammed into Niksabella’s consciousness. The heat in her hand increased tenfold. She yelped and tore her eyes upward to see the flame had wrapped itself around her hand and wrist, a lick of it raised up and split where two eyes should be. An intelligence glared back at her. Malefic. Vicious. Wild. The delirious euphoria of her wellspring being drained to fuel this creature weighed as pleasantly on her as if she’d just polished off a flagon of wine. She did not share the flame with this entity, for its life force had filled up the space and shoved her out. 
 
   A high, thin voice rattled in her head. I am Verslix. What does it bid?
 
   But you are so small, she told it, the orc priestess nearly forgotten now.
 
   Fill me with your magick, give me the strength to fly. Cast me, and you shall see!
 
   Part of her wanted to linger, to wonder at this marvel of a creature and how she’d managed to call this entity forth. Ah, yes, the addictive qualities of magick. Your brother’s bane. But she knew time was short. The burning kiss of the orcish poison might reach them at any moment.
 
   Pulling her eyes away from Verslix, Niksabella locked onto the orcs. Before Jontuk could take two more steps, she threw the fire entity and shoved her wellspring energy after it. She gave it only one directive. Destroy them!
 
   Verslix leaped from her hand, traveling in a long arc toward the orcs. They threw themselves in all directions, stumbling over one another. Verslix blasted into them like a comet, batting them aside, clinging to flesh and armor like a fiery coat.
 
   The orc priestess was consumed. Her shrieks rose above all the others, horrible, blood-curdling, animal sounds. Jontuk pulled up and together they watched Verslix leap from one orc to the next, twisting bodies, cooking them in their armor. The pungent scent of cooked hair and skin crashed into them and nearly caused Niksabella to vomit, but she made herself watch what she had done. A sound of glee sizzled from the trees as Verslix mercilessly consumed orc flesh. Just as Niksabella had asked.
 
   She sat atop Jontuk and became lost in the orange and blue and gold. So hot. So infernally hot and, before long, the scent of orcs roasting no longer bothered her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   Jontuk set Niksabella down amidst the milling survivors and began searching the field for others who may yet be alive. She turned in circles in the snowfall, then stumbled in the direction of the middle niner, the one hit hardest by the orc priestess. Thick wafts of smoke drifted across her vision. She nearly tripped over a curly-haired fellow lying face down on top of a long-limbed orc. Her heart sunk. Before another dreaded thought could pass through her head, she clutched his shoulder and turned him over.
 
   Niksabella gasped as a pair of light green eyes stared up at her. It wasn’t Termund—thank Tock!—but any relief she felt was short-lived. This fellow was likely a friend of Termund’s with a family and gnomelings waiting for him back home. His name was lost on her, but she’d seen him plenty around the camp… an affable fellow. Once. Now cold and gone. She’d never been this close to death before, staring it in the eyes. She felt the realness of it in the pit of her soul.
 
   “Termund! Fritzy!” She cried out, but others were making enough racket to drown her out: shouted orders, cries for help, moans. Screams of agony. She stood and ran to a tangle of orc and gnome bodies. She flipped through them, her nostrils bloated with the stench of blood and soot and orc. She found neither her friend nor her lover. Chilly flakes of snow kissed her cheeks as she craned her neck and surveyed the field.
 
   Now that the orcs had been routed, gnomes were dispersing from beneath the shelter of the niners’ wood and steel chassis where they’d taken cover. The center machine was completely disabled. Whatever the orc priestess had unleashed had turned everything to rust and rot. Gnomes lay sprawled on the deck, two slouching in the crossbow firing chairs, their bare arms bloated a sickly shade of green.
 
   Niksabella found Flay pulling a coughing survivor from beneath the corroded metal. She ran to him, bent low, and clutched his shoulder. He winced and reproached her with a killing look. When he saw who it was, he softened but not by much. Niksabella couldn’t blame him. His wound was horrible. A bone ax blade was sunk deep in his shoulder. Still, the tough young fellow was plenty alive. She couldn’t yet say the same for Termund or Fritzy.
 
   “Have you seen Termund?”
 
   The red-bearded gnome shook his head. “I was with him when we flanked the orcs, but as soon as the rock man came, we were separated.”
 
   She went around to the back of the middle niner, ducking around wafts of acrid smoke rolling off the withered machine and beneath the collapsed legs, careful not to touch the melting metal. The creek trickled not a dozen feet away. One poor gnome had reached the water’s edge before collapsing, his hand dangling in the chilly flow. Otherwise, it seemed the space between the niner and creek was clear when a hand shot from beneath the partially collapsed chassis, grasping, reaching for help. Niksabella instinctively took the hand, fell to her knees, and pulled a young gnomestress free. A chill ran down her spine. The lass’ face was as green as pea soup, her throat swollen and tight. It was the cleric. Anderly.
 
   “Wa… wat…” she gasped.
 
   Niksabella didn’t need to be told twice. On hands and knees, she crawled to the creek’s edge, scooped up a handful of freezing water, and crawled back to the injured cleric. But the poor lass had drawn her last breath. Looking at her own quaking hand, it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. She’d spilled all the water.
 
   Tears welled in her eyes. She slapped her hand against the ground and sprung to her feet, shouting for Termund and Fritzy. Around the other side of the niner, a small group of gnomes had pulled four of five wounded into a line, propping them up against stones and other detritus, attempting to bind horrific wounds, trying in vain to save everyone they could.
 
   There’s a cleric around, isn’t there? What was her name?
 
   She moved around the circle of bustling gnomes, peering into blood-spattered, shouting faces. None were Termund. None were Fritzy.
 
   “Nika!” Jontuk’s voice boomed from over near the third niner. She stumbled in that direction, tripping over a body, stubbing her foot against a huge, orcish war mace, arms wind milling as she plunged into a twisting gust of snow… and right into Termund Grundzest’s arms, nearly knocking them both to the ground.
 
   She kissed his grimy face, clutched him with all her strength.
 
   Termund laughed, hoarsely. “You’re going to crush me…”
 
   “I don’t care. I’ll crush you, and you’ll like it.” And she did want to hold him forever and crush him and never let him go. Of all the frightening things that had happened, and even the strangely wonderful things, he felt good and familiar, warm against her.
 
   She paused only long enough to ask after her friend. “Fritzy…”
 
   Termund released her and stepped back, motioning toward a hulking, panting gnomestress who’d been standing off to the side, watching their affections. Her hair was wild and black about her head, her face painted with orc blood. Only the whites of her eyes shone through the muck. Her dress was tattered and torn. Her arms flexed. She seemed quite comfortable holding her bloody wrench, pieces of orc hair and mangled hide in the tool’s blood-red jaws.
 
   “Fritzy… you look… you look…”
 
   “Fritzy friend brained two orcs from behind, took a cudgel to the ribs, and then beat off another three to get to us. I never knew she was such a bruiser.”
 
   Fritzy shrugged, imposing even in that simple gesture. Then she somehow turned humble and unsure again. “I’m sorry, Nika…” she sputtered, tears welling in those big violet eyes of hers, a little bit of the old Fritzy showing through.
 
   “Why would you be sorry?”
 
   Her eyes turned down. “I thought you were a coward. I thought we were both cowards. Until I stood on the field with this wrench in my hand. Until I saw those villains about to bear down on your fella. I thought, if he was mine, I’d want someone looking out for him. I… I hardly thought twice about it. I saw those orcs, and I lost my mind. Just swung as hard as I could and kept swinging.”
 
   Niksabella smiled. “I’m glad you did, Fritzy. There’s no shame in what you thought about me. I thought it, too. If there’s anyone who should be ashamed, it’s me. For bringing us to this…”
 
   Termund interrupted, giving the plump, no, sturdy gnomestress a hard pat on the back. “You swing that thing like a clockwork warrior, Fritzy Popoff. We need to get you training.” 
 
   At the same time he encouraged Fritzy, Termund shot Niksabella a worried glance, his eyes lingering on hers for a moment before turning his attention to the field around them. His quick grin vanished beneath the din of moaning wounded. He motioned for them to follow, his face set with a grim expression. “We’re not done yet. This reunion can wait. We’ve got our fallen to care for.”
 
   Fritzy leaned in close as they walked behind Termund. “I saw you on his shoulders, Nika.” She nodded at Jontuk, who had diminished in size after the fight, yet still enormous enough to lift the damaged niner with his one good arm so the others could rescue another trapped gnome. “I saw you riding him and destroying orcs. It was incredible, Nika. Where did you…?”
 
   “I don’t know. I studied a book. I practiced.” She thought about it. “Something else. Someone else. I may have… I may have the magick in my blood…”
 
   Fritzy took Niksabella’s hand with her own blood-crusted paw. “I should never have doubted you.”
 
   Even though finding Fritzy and Termund had quelled Niksabella’s initial panic, their victory hardly seemed worth the loss. Hand-in-hand, she and Fritzy waded into the field. The smoke had almost all cleared. The snow fell harder as if to cover the brief but vicious fight. Would that it could. Bodies lay in heaps. Two dozen or more orcs had died in the initial rush, pierced by niner crossbows. Fierce fighting had taken place all around the left flank as it was nearest the forest cover. A handful of the limp, lanky orc forms lay not thirty yards from the lead niner’s shadow. Gnomish forms twisted by orcish maces and spears lay gutted, hacked apart, beaten to death against the cold ground.
 
   The ground was bathed in blood. Snow and blood.
 
   Niksabella shuddered. Tears sprung in her eyes.
 
   Termund pulled a stinking orc corpse aside to reveal two of his fellows buried beneath. He slumped. “It was Bitbin’s first trip out. I hardly knew the lad.” Termund’s tone was cold. He’d lost good gnomes before, and this was just a part of the business to him but a hard part nonetheless.
 
   The dreadful, nagging thought returned. These gnomes were here because of her. Dead because of her. She could have accepted Jontuk’s offer of transport in his flowert form and avoided this entire confrontation. But how could she have known what lay in wait for them here in the dangerous Utene Mountains? She’d never even been out of Hightower in her life. How could she have guessed?
 
   Termund stunned her with his next words. “And this one… ah, Terrence.”
 
   Wordlessly, Niksabella fell to her knees, taking the lifeless gnome’s hand in hers. He’d fallen a few feet from where he’d been struck, a great cleaving wound to his neck. His rosy cheeks had drained of life and color, now as white as the bed of snow in which he lay. She fell against Termund with a sob, all her strength gone.
 
   And what from Termund? A word of love? Some hint of compassion? 
 
   “Come on. Let’s get him up,” he said. “We don’t have time to mourn.” 
 
   Growing more benumbed by the second, Niksabella complied, responding as an automaton might: short, furtive movements as her tears froze against her face. All because of me. Together, they lifted Terrence between them, Termund at the head, Niksabella at the feet, and placed him as neatly as they could with the rest of those who’d fallen.
 
   “Termund Grundzest. We must speak.” It was Jontuk’s thunderous voice. Aside from a few new chip marks across his rune-etched skin, the stonekin seemed unaffected by the battle.
 
   “Not now, friend.”
 
   The stone man bowed his head. “With all stonekin respect to your dead, none of you will be left alive if you linger much longer. And I…” he nodded to Niksabella “… we won’t be able to help you.”
 
   “What do you mean? More orcs?”
 
   “No, not orcs.”
 
   “Ultraworlders,” Niksabella finished for him.
 
   “Yes. It was by sheer coincidence that these orcs attacked you. They were driven by the Baron’s minions. I was with one of your scouts when we spied the fight and then the flight of the orcs. I tried to turn them, had been trying to turn them for days, but they were incensed, furious, and frightened at having to give up the field.”
 
   “That’s why you couldn’t get back to us.”
 
   “I stayed and slew a dozen of the enemy. Wicker stags, vorax, bane archers. Not all of the blood on my hand is orcish.” He raised his one good arm. In the grooves and etchings of his roughhewn skin dripped crimson, black, and deep violet colors. Jontuk looked back up the hill. “They have a battle mage. I could have stayed and slew a hundred of them before they brought me down. My battle lust… it nearly overwhelmed me.” He turned his attention back to the gnomes. “But there is a greater cause. We must all see it.”
 
   Termund nodded. “I’m sorry, friend. Truly, we are in your debt. What do you suggest?”
 
   “Allow me to take little Nika to Grinding Tower, far to the south. There, we may be able to fashion a way to defeat this enemy. And if you and your gnomes go now, you should be able to make it to your mountain home and rally your kin to the aid of Hightower. Best you face them there before they arrive at your doorstep.”
 
   “They won’t find us easy to defeat.”
 
   “Nevertheless.”
 
   Termund ground his jaw and cast a fierce look at the hill. Niksabella followed his eyes, imagining terrible things spilling over the top. Worse things than orcs. Wicker stags, vorax, and bane archers. They all sounded horrible.
 
   Termund must have thought the same thing. “Do we have an hour?”
 
   “Just.”
 
   Termund sprang into action, clapping his hands and shouting orders to what remained of his crew. Always the consummate leader, his energy instantly spread to the others. The camp kicked into a higher gear, if that was even possible. 
 
   Niksabella, Jontuk, and Fritzy helped to finish moving the dead and wounded. They went about their tasks giving what honor they could to those who had fallen. Jontuk’s best skill seemed to be clearing orc corpses out of the way by hurling their limp bodies into the forest. Normally, Niksabella would have been horrified, but at this point, she took a grim satisfaction from watching the stonekin jettison orcs by slinging them into the trees.
 
   Fritzy helped her with an older warrior who’d taken a severe blow to the chest. They hadn’t known he was still alive until they’d set him amongst the dead, where he lurched from unconsciousness, spitting up a gout a blood.
 
   One more for the wounded pile.
 
   The three remaining land crawlers roared to life, pistons pounding, steam venting. The lead machine began moving in a wide circle, rounding the entire caravan and crushing dead orcs beneath its scuttling legs. It would take up position before the others, which would carry the wounded, and together, they would make their way back through a secret mountain pass to Thrasperville.
 
   Because they couldn’t take all the dead, they decided none should go. Instead, they moved those gnomes’ bodies around the fallen niner, for what purpose Niksabella did not know. She only tried not to dwell on her part in this tragedy.
 
   A hand clasped her shoulder. It was Flay. Niksabella blinked. He’d not removed the ax blade from his left shoulder. Rather, someone had bound it even tighter with an oil-stained cloth.
 
   “I’m afraid to pull it out. Don’t want to make things worse.” He caught her worried expression. “Saved the good bindings for these other lads. Mine will have to keep until we reach Thrasperville.” 
 
   “Is it bad?”
 
   “We have many terribly wounded. We can bind them up and quell some of their pain, but it won’t be enough. We’ll lose more by nightfall, I fear.”
 
   “Where’s Anderly?”
 
   Flay shook his head. “She was in the middle niner.”
 
   Niksabella felt shame rise to her face. “Yes, I found her still alive beneath it. I pulled her out, but I couldn’t save her.”
 
   Flay gave her a rough pat. “Not much anyone could have done about that one. That orc shaman had a one in three chance of hitting our most vital spot, and the bitch got it right.”
 
   “Is there anything more we can do?”
 
   “Not unless you’ve got a close and personal relationship with Evana.”
 
   Niksabella shook her head. No, not with that goddess… but another one, it seemed.
 
   “Did you try your magick?” It was Fritzy.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your magick, Nika.”
 
   I don’t know a thing about healing,” she sputtered, stepping backward, her boots making wet noises where she walked. She looked down. It was a puddle of red slush. Her skirt was ringed with it.
 
   “No…” Fritzy matched her step for step. She had that look in her eye, the one that said she was going to get her way. Just like when she’d talked Niksabella into working the Tinkerman’s Festival. “I saw what you did to those orcs. You said it yourself; the magick might be in your blood. Maybe you can help.”
 
   “But I’ve never prayed. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”
 
   “Not every holy person prays.” Flay winced and put his good hand to his wound. Every move must be sheer agony for the warrior. “Anderly was a brilliant healer, but she had her doubts sometimes. She once told me she couldn’t believe she could heal a single soul. Said her goddess hated her. Seemed she had a row with Evana twice a week. ‘Course, might have been the ale talking.” Flay grinned, his eyes lighting briefly before sparking out. The warrior turned away quickly, as if recalling good memories so soon was a blasphemy with Anderly’s corpse yet unburied.
 
   Nika watched him go, certain he knew his sacrifice would likely mean his death. Her heart wanted to ache for him, yet it was still iced over with shame and hurt.
 
   “What should I do, Fritzy?”
 
   “If you can heal them, you have to try.”
 
   “Oh, futtering Hells,” Niksabella murmured.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   If she thought too hard about it, she might never get it done, so Niksabella marched straight over to the line of wounded and knelt in the snow next to a young lad on the end of the row. Propped up by someone’s shield and coat, he lay motionless, arms clutching his stomach. His blue eyes were distant, half-lidded, dreaming of some place much better than here, she hoped. The sound of his uneven breath was a wheezing sound that made Niksabella sick with dread.
 
   Does he even want to come back?
 
   She almost envied him.
 
   Niksabella looked down the line of a dozen or more injured. Some moaned, a few cursed, but most were still, clutching their wounds. Most of their licks had been taken above the waist. Arms and legs and faces were bundled up and held together by whatever they could find. None of it was a pretty sight.
 
   A gnomestress scooted down the line on her knees, attending and re-attending the injured with fast-handed efficiency. Niksabella blinked. It was Jess, acting as company healer.
 
   “You’re not dead?”
 
   Jess caught Niksabella’s gaze, ignored her question, and nodded to the blue-eyed lad. “That one’s got a crushed chest.”
 
   Niksabella lowered her hand as if to investigate, but had no idea where to start. “How can you tell?”
 
   “Check beneath his shirt.”
 
   Niksabella tentatively lifted the thick leather, which had been cut down the side for easier access, and gasped. Behind her, Fritzy hissed. Indeed, his torso was one large, horrible bruise. She edged forward and placed her hands firmly on his chest. His skin was swollen but soft, his right side was likely crushed into several pieces. Soft, like a rotten fruit.
 
   “Do it, Nika,” Fritzy cheered her on, albeit beneath her breath.
 
   Niksabella swallowed her nausea, swallowed her fear, and closed her eyes. Remarkably, her wellspring was still strong, though in a pained, pounded sort of way. She pretended she was working on some sort of metal, imbuing the properties to make it stronger or weaker, to fall inside the materials and see their binding properties as a beautiful mosaic that could be manipulated through words and magick.
 
   She’d never done it on another gnome before. Nor did she think it was possible. Some old professor had told her there was too much organic movement, too much life, to properly imbue a living being.
 
   Still, she must try. She owed it to them.
 
   At first, nothing came, only darkness behind her eyelids. She imagined herself working on a slab of tulec, taking flexible, rubbery properties and willing those bonds to separate and bond again. Separate and bond. She lifted her hands slightly as if to give the organics space to breathe, allowing her wellspring to seep over and around the poor lad’s broken body.
 
   She felt the first stirring of movement beneath her fingers. A flash of light behind her lids and the slow pulse of it. Faint. Weak. She realized it was the injured lad’s heartbeat.
 
   Her heart paced itself with her growing excitement.
 
   The sheer insight of what she was seeing: the fibrous muscle; those bones; the strange, rubbery tissue that connected it all together; and the purple and blue of his veins. Like a pictograph with the layers of skin peeled away. And the blood coursing through it all. Some places blocked now, yes, pooling into hideous bruises. More oozed out from tiny ruptures. It was impossible to tell where it was coming from.
 
   She was filled with wonder and horrified at the same time. What could she do but stare at the mystery of it all? She knew nothing about how any of this worked. But if she looked at this logically and quickly, this poor fellow might have a chance.
 
   He’s losing blood. So, okay, we have to stop that.
 
   Her focus intensified. She felt his flesh, dove into it with her spirit, wove between muscle and sinew and bone, guided by her wellspring. And then it was there, a beautiful mosaic of color: reds and blues and violets. Blood rushing down vast corridors, the sound pounding in her head. She saw it all not so much with her eyes but as the recognition by her own physiology of another physical form, bonding on some metaphysical level she didn’t even understand. Yet, she saw it all. No magilenses, no Fairway lenses, and without the divine assistance of the goddess Evana.
 
   Somewhere in the back of her mind she was sure the Prophetess laughed, coy and knowing. It made Niksabella’s stomach churn to think it, but she didn’t have time to ponder what it meant. She found the largest of the torn arteries and bound the living material together. It wasn’t as difficult as she’d suspected it would be—easier, in fact, than ordinary material. This flesh wanted to be bound. It wanted to be healed. She lifted and fused pieces of bone that had been pressed against the lad’s lungs, but that only exposed more damage, and for each wound she closed, another opened. The shifting pressure caused bleeding elsewhere. His life blood slipped through her magickal senses like water through her fingers.
 
   It all went so fast that she hardly had time to think. She scrambled to fix it all even as his heart came to a shuddering halt. The great rush of blood in her head stopped.
 
   “Nika…” A hand on her arm pulled her away, gently at first, and then with more force. “Nika…”
 
   Niksabella opened her eyes. The world snapped into place with surprising detail, everything bright and painful. Too much. “I saw,” she whispered. “I saw inside him. I could have…”
 
   Fritzy was the one who’d pulled her away. Her face held a terrified look. “He’s gone, Nika.”
 
   “I know. I… I felt him… stop.” Something inside her was not just upset but annoyed, cheated, exhausted from the shock of so much magick flowing through her system in such a short amount of time.
 
   “Oh.” Her friend glanced down at the lad, biting her lip with regret. 
 
   Jess was suddenly there, kneeling in the bloody slush to pick up the lad’s feet as another Thrasperville gnome put his hands beneath the dead gnome’s arms and lifted. Jess fixed her with those lockdown eyes of hers. “You couldn’t save that one. But maybe this one?”
 
   Four gnomes trundled up, grunting as they struggled to carry a huge load between them, clutching one limb a piece. They set their soot-covered burden on the ground and propped him up with three backpacks. Accoutrements jingled on the dirty leathers. A low moan emanated from the prone form. The smell of sickness wafted up and stung Niksabella’s nose. Another victim of the foul orcish poison.
 
   The gnome wheezed, coughed, and sputtered, but didn’t have the strength to wipe the trail of snot running from his nose. Fritzy took what passed for a clean cloth and dabbed away the pale green mucus.
 
   Uncle Britt’s wavering eyes recognized Niksabella. He tried to smile but failed with his quivering lips. “Hello… dear Nika.” He coughed. “I would stand and offer a proper bow, but… I seem to be predisposed.” Each word he uttered verged on loosing another lung-rattling fit.
 
   Niksabella pursed her lips and took Britt’s hand in her own. “You were the one who thrashed those orcs in the trees. You stopped the orc shaman before she could cast another spell.”
 
   Uncle Britt nodded. “Just a friendly little… tiff.”
 
   “I had no idea you were a wizard, Uncle Britt. I mean, a real one.” I could have learned so much from you.
 
   “Just… a dabbler.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. Jade-colored tears leaked from the corners. “Enough to be… dangerous.”
 
   “I don’t think he has much time, Nika,” Fritzy urged, panic edging her voice.
 
   Niksabella nodded. She started the same way as before, allowing her wellspring to flow through her into Britt’s wracked form. She fell into it much faster this time, “seeing” right away the poison coursing through his system. She gasped. In her mind’s eye, the poison was like a dark shadow in his system, leaching his lifeblood and sucking at his bones. It was a natural disease, its aggressiveness and tenacity enhanced by a spell, powerful and wicked magick she’d never experienced before.
 
   Britt had no other injuries, so clearing the poison should be a much easier task than healing broken bones and busted veins. Should.
 
   Still, Niksabella had doubts. She’d failed once already. What if she killed Uncle Britt?
 
   What if she had help?
 
   She closed her eyes and opened herself up to the Prophetess. The Goddess. Her mother? No, she’d not call her “Mother.” Not even if it were true. Not after what she’d done to Nikselpik. Not after everything.
 
   Inwardly, Niksabella spoke. “I know you’re there. You’ve always been there. I don’t trust you, but perhaps we can make a deal. I know some of this power is mine. Yet I’m untrained, and without you…”
 
   A sense of smug satisfaction reached Niksabella’s mind. “Are you sure? These are things not meant for mortal minds. The knowledge could drive you mad. Are you prepared for the cost?”
 
   “What is the cost?”
 
   “Time will tell,” came the coy reply. A pause. “Are you prepared, child?”
 
   “Yes. Yes… but don’t call me child.”
 
   A soft laugh, and then: “Very well.”
 
   Niksabella felt the Prophetess uncoil as boldly as she pleased from a dark place in her mind. A place she’d overlooked her entire life. A blind spot in her head. A spike of fear lit up her spine. Could this presence simply take her over completely? While the thought horrified Niksabella, it infuriated her too, and she used her anger to push the Prophetess back toward that dark place. The Prophetess was surprised, and then amused. There was a dangerous air about the goddess or whatever she was. Given half a chance, her “mother” would likely shove Niksabella down into her own special, dark place, never to be heard from again.
 
   Is this part of the cost?
 
   Balance restored, for now, the two of them looked into Uncle Britt’s failing body. Niksabella stowed her resentment and tried to focus. “So this is some kind of magick-based disease?”
 
   “Not exactly. You can see the aggressive nature of the poison. I’ve seen this kind of magick on a hundred different worlds.”
 
   “What kind is it?”
 
   “Natural magick. Drawing from the natural world, your surroundings. This sickness, my dear, is like a weed growing through his body. And what do you do with a weed?
 
   “You grasp it as close to the root as you can and pull it out.”
 
   “That’s right, dear.” The Prophetess’ voice in her mind was so smug sounding that she wanted to slap it. But she had to think of Uncle Britt.
 
   “Where is the root? Where can I find it? I don’t know how.”
 
   “You are a hand, Nika. Open yourself and hold your friend in your palm.”
 
   Niksabella tried, using her mind’s eye to envision a tiny Uncle Britt in her hand. Or maybe it was her giant hand. “Okay.”
 
   “Now, close your hand. Carefully. Focus on the darkness coursing through his blood and bones. Wrap up that weed growing inside him.”
 
   Niksabella squeezed her hand slowly, holding onto the dark tracings wherever they touched her skin. It reminded her of pulling kelp from the sea, the slime-darkened sea foliage was difficult but not impossible to grasp. There was resistance near Uncle Brit’s belly. The disease had taken hold there. “What now?”
 
   “Now you are a fist.”
 
   “I’m a fist.”
 
   “Pull. You are a fist.”
 
   Niksabella pulled. She was, indeed, a fist.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
    
 
   She watched through tired eyes as the last of the wounded were loaded on the last land crawler. Uncle Britt raised his hand and gave her the thumbs up. She laughed. What was left of the gnomish force, barely twenty in number, worked with heavy hearts, exhausted from fighting and losing so many companions, but she swelled with satisfaction, knowing she’d been able to save some of them. Uncle Britt, Flay, and others she didn’t know quite so well, near strangers at first, were bonded to her now, after her intimate look inside them mending bones and flesh. Hard to tell whether their parting glances were of appreciation or awkward respect. She’d even removed the arrows from Tomkin’s shoulder, and true to his stubborn nature, the gnome had simply nodded his thanks and went back to work.
 
   The opportunity to help her kin with her healing touch had allayed her gnawing guilt, if but a little. The deaths of over twenty-five gnomes still rested squarely on her shoulders. She couldn’t have possibly guessed this would happen, but she should have had enough sense to consider the possible dangers of traveling through the Utene Mountains all the way to the tip of Sullenor. She’d been so excited about having an adventure that she never once considered the lives of her traveling companions. She was tempted to lay some blame on Termund. He knew the dangers, knew more about orcs than she, yet he’d failed to impress this upon her.
 
   She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. How could I ever resent him? No, she would hold the responsibility of those lost close to her heart and avenge them when she could. And she’d never take things for granted again. If the Prophetess was right, her future held much bigger, and likely more dangerous, tangles.
 
   Another worry: the Prophetess. Now locked away in a dark spot in Niksabella’s mind, for now. When would she manifest again? Could Niksabella retain control over her mind and body when the time came? Or, better yet, could the fiery-haired lady be extricated somehow? And what would that mean for Niksabella’s power? Would she lose everything?
 
   Too many questions.
 
   “Are you okay?” Fritzy put her arm around Niksabella and gave her a brief hug. She laid her head on Fritzy’s shoulder, too weak to resist her friend’s pull. She didn’t care. She let herself slump into the heavy, fur-lined coat worn by Fritzy. Uncle Britt had given it to Nika, but the coat swallowed her up. It was perfect on her friend.
 
   “Don’t let go of me, Fritzy. I may just fall.”
 
   “I’d never.”
 
   Niksabella smiled and buried her nose in the coat, catching a whiff of Uncle Britt’s pipe smoke. “Never is a long time.”
 
   She heard Jontuk’s heavy footsteps and looked up to see the stonekin approach.
 
   “All you need to know is I’ve got you,” Fritzy said.
 
   Maybe I can rest soon.
 
   She spied Termund leap down from one of the idling niners and stride toward them. Flay and Jess fell in behind him. As they approached, Niksabella raised her head and caught the strange, haunted look in his eyes. Termund looked down at the ground and stopped just outside of her reach.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I’m not going with you.”
 
   A cold chill went up her spine. “What do you mean?”
 
   From behind them Jontuk spoke. “I can only take two. Just barely. And—” 
 
   “So you’re going with the others.” She looked at Termund when she said it. She knew it then. Or maybe she’d known it the whole time. We must part. After having gone through so much.
 
   “I saw you and Jontuk together. You wiped out a squad of orcs.” He gave them both a look of admiration. “I no longer fear for your life as long as you and the stonekin are together.”
 
   “I’m staying with you, Nika.” Fritzy squeezed her, and Niksabella welcomed the shoulder-crushing pressure.
 
   Termund smiled with tired resignation. “Of course. Although I’d certainly love having you along with us, unless you’re still set on going south.”
 
   Fritzy’s head shook, her ink-colored hair still speckled with orc blood. “I’m with Nika. Always.”
 
   Termund’s face became a blur as tears filled Niksabella’s eyes. The eager sounds of hissing steam and clacking pistons quickened her anxiety. Oil and grease-burn wafted through the air. She wanted to fight this decision, wanted to protest and fuss and demand Termund come with them. After all, she was the one with the power now. And she was pretty sure Jontuk would do as she asked. Or perhaps they could shadow Termund back to Thrasperville, protect them until they arrived safely.
 
   Termund saw the cogs spinning in Niksabella’s head, and he took a step forward. “It has to be this way. Whatever you’re thinking, just forget it. Get to that Grinding Tower and find out if the recursive mirror can be of any use to us in the coming…” he glanced at Jontuk, “… war.”
 
   As if to reinforce the notion, and probably to hurry them along, Jontuk leaned in closer. “When I first came to this world following a thread of hope, guided by the strange Prophetess, I was sorely disappointed to see how small you all were. But since then, I’ve come to realize the bravery and ingenuity of your kind. I’m proud to call you an ally. When next we meet, Termund Grundzest, I hope it is on the battleield against our enemy.” Jontuk held out his mighty paw.
 
   Termund stuck his chest out and approached the giant. He placed his tiny hand on the stone fingers. “And you with both arms.” That got a chuckle from Jess and Flay.
 
   Niksabella stepped out of Fritzy’s embrace and approached her Thrasperville kin. Jess came to meet her, and the two hugged like sisters.
 
   “I always thought you were brave,” Jess whispered.
 
   “Around you I had little choice.”
 
   Flay waited in the wings, and Niksabella let go of Jess to hug the rambunctious warrior, careful to avoid his healing shoulder. He looked much better already, the axe head removed and her magick having bound his wound and hopefully purged any budding infection.
 
   “We’ll make up a song about you on the way to Thrasperville. They’ll be singing it in the pubs within a week of our return.”
 
   “I’d just be happy with your safe return. All of you.”
 
   She let go of Flay and turned. Termund was right there, so close she could feel the tension thrumming off him. Her heart sunk like a stone. Dread filled her soul.
 
   “Termund, I—”
 
   “Shh. It doesn’t…”
 
   Before he could finish, before either one of them could say another word, she balled up her fist and gave him a thunk on the chest, then grabbed his shirt and pulled herself up, up, on her tiptoes to press her lips to his. She wrapped her arms around him as far as she could, which wasn’t very far with his thick vest in the way. She wanted to crush him, wanted to pick him up and carry him away. But she was as helpless as a gnomeling clinging to the trunk of an oak. He enveloped her in his grasp and she let the tears go. 
 
   On a whim, she slid one of her rings from her index finger. A cheap, faux silver thing, really. She seldom even thought about it. But suddenly it was her most valuable possession. She handed it over, and he took it willingly, placing it on his little finger.
 
   He kissed her once and then once more, held her face in his hands for another moment, kissed her a third time, and then stepped away.
 
   Niksabella stood between Fritzy and Jontuk and watched as Termund, Jess, and Flay climbed aboard the idling niner. Termund worked the levers and foot pedals and set it in motion. They clanked and growled and steamed their way back the way they’d come, carrying the wounded and weary survivors. And her love.
 
   “We better go,” Fritzy said. “Tomkin set charges on that wrecked niner. Keep the orcs from finding anything useful on it.”
 
   The diminutive gnomestresses faced Jontuk. The giant stood like a small mountain next to them.
 
   Niksabella gulped down her tears and put her anguish aside. A small part of her hoped there was something she could do to make up for what she’d caused.
 
   Jontuk bent low and put a finger on her shoulder, careful not to knock her down. “What I’m about to do is take a form that makes me one with stone and earth, able to flow through it as easily as a fish through water. You will travel inside of me.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound… weird at all.” Fritzy narrowed her eyes.
 
   “It is safe. Besides, Termund told me if anything happened to either of you, he’d have me melted down and turned into a granite bar top, whatever that is.”
 
   “All right then. We’re ready. Right, Nika?”
 
   Niksabella took Fritzy’s hand and nodded absently, yet her eyes remained fixed on the craggy upsweep of rock and forest where Termund and her friends had disappeared. “Do what you’re going to do.”
 
   Heat struck her in the side of the face. The ground shifted. She was vaguely aware of Jontuk sinking, the stone around them turning wobbly. It didn’t frighten her. No magick could. Not now. She had found something within herself, some power, and the strength to wield it. But where was all that when Termund Grundzest was going the other way?
 
   A tear warmed against her cheek. 
 
   The ground came up and swallowed her.
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