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Dedication

 

To my mother, who died suddenly during the writing of this book, one year ago from its release.

 

"Gone from our sight, but not from our hearts.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“If I had known there were worse things than death, I would never have taken my godhood for granted.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part One: Exposed

 

1

 

Edgar Omen: Battle of the Gorge

 

“I find it ironic; no, as if deliberate, that the very sacrilegious act you warn me about is what will save us all.”

-Emperor Siga Ladress of the Unified Countries of Gen Shemver

 

 

Edgar Omen woke to a muddled mind and blurry vision with a tight cloth bandaged over his right eye; no, his entire head was bandaged.  What..?

"Major, major, are you with us today," said a man, Doctor Alexander.  Ed remembered now.  He’d been injured.  But how and what was he being treated for…?

"Good, you’re awake already? You're making enormous progress, Major," Doctor Alexander said, leaning over him while probing his bandaged forehead.  Major?  I'm a major now?  "You still look a bit confused."

"Exhausted too," Ed muttered through dry cracking lips, struggling to raise a fatigued arm to his bandaged head and eye.  The other arm was immobile with tubes attached filled with what Ed guessed to be blood or medicine.  The bed he laid on was unusually soft, definitely not his own. A medic bed?  "Ah...it's coming to me."  Yes, he was a major now.  Doctor Alexander was treating him for exposure to the Shard at the excavation…so he was told.  Ed had no memory of it —yet.

"Hello, my sleepy friend," said another man. Glen Gallegos? Yes, it was Glen, leaning on some furniture behind the doctor.  He swished his usual cup of wine in his hand, a familiar glaze in his eyes and a worried furrowed brow.  Maybe it was the confusion of waking, but Glen’s bushy salted dark blond beard seemed out of place.  Had he only grown it recently?  No, he starting growing it out at the end of the war.

  Ed raised his hand and Glen met it with his own.  Empire couldn’t get me, Glen. No ‘Beast’ can either. "Strong son of a bitch, aren't you?"  Glen shook Ed’s hand, smiling, though Ed could see tension in the corner of his lips and yellow fatigue around his eyes.  How long had he been there waiting for him to wake up?

"How bad...," Ed whispered.

"Better," the doctor replied.  Always better, Ed remember that too; it was all the doctor would ever say.  Hopefully, the others fared...better. Am I reaching you? It is so dark where I am. Listen carefully. We’ve been betrayed! And, there’s little time.  Ed clenched his jaw; his hands trembled as his heart set off pounding inside his chest.  Another thing he remember now, that new symptom since the incident  —that ever present voice in mind.  Please, listen. Ragnarok still hasn’t been Silenced. He’s going to try again, and the Seven are not ready.  You are not ready.

"Hope you stay in the land of the waking a little longer this time," Glen began again before taking in a gulp. "We have a lot to talk about."

"Please, Magistrate," the Doctor scolded him.  "He's very sensitive to sight and sound right now and smell."  He nodded to the drink.

Ed grabbed hold onto the sides of the bed.  The hairs on his skin rose along a wave of terror. This is what happens, Ed thought. The stories. They all said exposer to the Shard would make a person.  ...Am...I... Calm yourself!  I have chosen you.  You are not insane.

"Major...," the Doctor said, his cold fingers pressing on Ed’s jugular.  "Your pulse….  What are you feeling?  Tell me exactly."

"The voice," he shouted, his heartbeat filling his ears.  "It's still in my head!  It's still there! I can hear it!"  Calm yourself, Edgar.  I am here to help you.

"Breathe, Major, breathe.  I am here.  I am in control.  Assistant!  Come quick!  He's going under again."

Suddenly, his heart calmed, his body relaxed. He recognized what was happening –it happened before.  His eyelids weighed down, closing; his strength failed.  "It's happening again," Ed slurred.  "I'm falling..."

"We're here, Major.  Remember that, we'll always be here...."

 

***

 

"Colonel! Colonel," a strong voice shouted from behind him.  A tight grip grabbed onto his shoulder.  "Not a good time to daydream, Ed.  ...You alright?"

Glen smirked under a clean shave, but he wasn't wearing the dark blues of his Advocate’s robes; no, these were the bland tan colors of a Chronicler.  "Ed? You're scaring me."  Ed scanned the sky.  Beautiful blue, sun hidden behind great clouds.  The two of them were standing in some wide gorge, sparsely wooded with stunted trees and green grass that yielded to dry yellow patches here and there.  The whole gorge was littered —thankfully— with warding stones of various sizes.  White and gray marbled pebbles, stones, boulders; one in the distance had to be half the size of the Bear and Babe building.  All gave off that unmistakable warmth and with so many, the air grew heavier than it otherwise would have been.  That meant the Chills were nearby, but they shouldn’t be a problem with so many of these stone.  He had only felt the Chills a few times in his life, but infected rabid animals he had seen plenty of times.  And they might pose a problem for his team.

On either side of the gorge, Ed saw two great red cliff walls enclosing them.  Down the length, at the very far end, he saw the shimmering of a shallow lake. Midstream?  And in the center stood like a weatherbeaten and long-forgotten castle, Navenrog.  Wasn't that a resort for the nobles?  Before the war, at least.  He gazed upon the walls around him, feeling a strange familiarity as if he’d been here before.  A gorge, a great rip in the land, the Eastern Gate into the Grand Kingdom Ladress.  He found himself nodding.  Yes, this made sense now.  He was a colonel, and the Empire had made their first move, crossing into Ladress east of here. The enemy must not cross that lake!  He looked at either cliff face again, remembering the briefing from his superiors; their names strangely escaped him, but the objective didn't.  These two gorge walls must fall!

"Ed...? Ed, you're still scaring me. Say something. Gene? Hey priest, the Colonel needs you."

"No," Ed quickly said, feeling himself settle into the present. "I'm fine, really, Glen. I'm just thinking."

"Oh, thinking? Is that what you call staring off into oblivion?"

"Shouldn't you be meditating?"

Glen tapped his right temple with his finger.  "Oh, my mind is always ready," he smiled with clear eyes and a clean breath.  Odd, Ed expected differently.

He returned his study on the shallow lake, about a foot in its deepest parts.  The Empire wouldn't even need a bridge and the resort ruin would make a perfect camp for them. On either side of the lake the gorge walls climbed to their highest right about center of the lake. Collapsing them there should make the lake harder to cross; at least keep the Empire busy for a few days of digging out. His gut told him it wouldn't be so easy. His instincts were usually right.

"Get everyone," he told Glen.

"Sure thing," he replied but didn't move.  Ed raised an eyebrow.  Glen shrugged, nodding his head behind Ed.  

"We are already here," said Mother Genevieve Fallingstar in her medic dark blues, a cloak buttoned up the middle, hood over her head and covered face behind a black mask. Her piercing tan eyes made for a strong contrast. Always so fulling clothed, Ed had learned to read her emotions through them. It was never standard medic uniform, not even years later. Years later?  That doesn't make sense. But it was good to see her again.  That strange feeling again.  It wasn't his intuition, was it?  Nostalgia?  "Your mask—," Ed said before stopping himself.  He glanced quickly at Glen.  He remembered now.

"Yea, I know," Glen said, folding his arms across his chest.  "It's only the four of us here and she still won't show us what she looks like. You're a priest for goodness sake —pardon the pun— you don’t have to worry about one of us falling madly in love for you."

"But I do worry about you, Chronicler," she replied with a hint of a challenge in her voice.

He laughed, blinking his eyes at her. "Can't stand the idea of an agnostic memorizing your face?"

"Not at all," she replied. "Your fear of commitment has nothing to do with it.  I’ve seen you use your blessing for immorality. My body has already been spoken for."

"It's just a face, Gene, your face," Glen shouted, throwing his arms up in the air.  "Give me a sec and I'll pull up some your religious commentaries from memory.  You're taking this whole modesty thing too far and I can prove it."

"I'd love to see you try.”

"Stop it, both of you," Ed barked. "This isn't the time or place. Cooperate. Where's Ninn?"

Ninn stepped out from behind Gene, shaking and trembling yet with a determined grin on him, like some hidden strength he held behind his bright eyes; young eyes, eyes that were often too eager to please. Ed couldn't fault him on that; he's still from the Islands after all.  I'll bring out the soldier in you yet.  "Y, y, yes sir," Ninn said with his stutter. Nostalgia again?  No, something deeper.

"Good, I'm glad your back," Ed continued.  "Have you finished setting—"

"All done, all done.  Ninn’s hands are quake-makers; they will not pass.  Ninn’s hands are quake-makers; they will not pass," he repeated his new mantra. "Say the word and the walls will fall. Into the lake."  Ed held himself from laughing. Ninn's mantras. How strange that he felt as though he somehow missed them.

"Haven't heard you say that one," Glen said.

"Mantras are made to serve us. They come and go, new and old," Ninn said, standing straight and puffing out his chest.  "Tools in a toolbox.  No blasphemous imperial's going to set foot here. C, c, colonel."

Glen laughed, "Oh for Beast's sake—"

"I told you never to ascribe that pejorative to the Shattered Body of the Almighty while we were on mission," Gene hissed. "We need his blessing if we’re to succeed."

"Just because you worship those Beas...err Shards doesn't make them divine," Glen said before closing his eyes and tapping his index finger in the air.

"And how would you explain the Empire's sudden power and success?  If not from a source beyond nature?"

"Right!  Hold on, getting to that, I knew you would say something like that," Glen said between chuckles.  "Until I do," he opened his eyes.  "So, are you telling me, if you break God's dead body further into pieces and used them for conquest, he'll reward you with his strength and grant you success? Maybe your Holy City should do the same—"

"Enough," Ed shouted, pointing at both.  "And, I mean it."

"Now, look, you got Ed pissed," Glen quietly added.

"Glen," Ed said pointedly.  "Shut up.  I don’t want to hear anything about gods or beasts anymore.  Take it up in the mess halls. I want your minds completely here and now and...,"  Ed reached in his back pocket.  His eyes widened. "Where the hell is the map?"

"Alecka has it," Ninn chimed in.

"Alecka? Oh, right, I gave it to him to coordinate with the others....umm," Ed rubbed his brow above his right eye, momentarily expecting to find some obstruction there. Who's Alecka? His memory drew nothing about him, or anything else. He just couldn't think, like looking back on memory of a dream he knew he had but simply wasn’t there.

"Uh, well, I can remember the map," Glen jumped in.  

"Are you not feeling well, Colonel," Gene asked, walking up to him. She placed her hand on his forehead.

"I'm, I'm fine, sudden headache. It’ll pass."  Ah! Alecka! He remembered now.  He straightened himself away from her hand. "Thank you, Gene. That helped."

"I didn't do anything," she replied, glancing a worried eye at Glen.

"All the same, it passed," Ed said, giving her an assuring grin. "Alecka isn't coming back.  So, we'll have to do this—"

"Oh please, please sir," Ninn interrupted.  "We're staying to see?"

"Yea, yes, we are.  We four have to see that this all goes to plan.  If the intel on the Empire's movements is right—"

"No worries there," Glen jeered.

"By tonight, the first of the Empire's Third, a scouting party, is going to make it to that lake behind me. Three steam-drivers, a small contingent of four magic specialist, and 15 regulars." Ed paused.  No, ...but that's not what happened.  Gene's eyes lit up with concern.  "Their plan," Ed quickly recovered. "As much as we know, is to make that old resort into a fort of sorts—"  Ed caught his unexpected rhythm and pointed to Glen. "This isn't the time for a joke, Glen."

Glen's eyes widened.  "How...how did you know?"

"I think I know you long enough," Ed said, but the truth was he just had a feeling, a nagging twitch in mind that seemed to point to… déjà vu? Focus. "They're planning to use the Navenrog to run supply lines right through here. I remind you: we're not here to fight them.”

"Thank the Almighty," Glen said.  Gene eyes narrowed into half-moons as though she were smiling underneath her mask.  "Don't get excited, Gene. It's just a figure of speech."

"Our job is to stall them until the Three Princes send in the main to link up with our battalion. They’ll head here, clear up that forests on top of the gorge and turn this place into one big murder hall. Ninn's explosives will collapse the walls on either side of the lake directly over the hotel, hopefully making the gorge impassable...for their scout at least."  He turned to Glen. "Glen, your job here is obvious.  Memorize everything you can.  If you see an officer or commander, get his face. I'll be going with you so don't lead us too close; you're the only one with the map in his head."  Glen removed from his right sleeve his mother’s prized spectacles, a silver-framed pince-nez. "Gene and Ninn, if everything works out, you won't have to do anything except stay out of sight."

Gene glared at Glen.

"Don't worry, Gene," Glen said, smiling. "I'll be more careful this time. You won't have to save me."

She sighed.  "I'll make sure he's safe, Colonel."

Glen bowed low before her. "How wonderfully gracious of you. Now, I'm free to be reckless!"

"I'll be with him this time, Gene,” Ed said. “But keep your eyes open.  We won't have to get too close anyway. We're only expecting a scout; they won't have anything new for Glen to memorize. Once we're done, we'll meet up with the others.  I told Alecka to keep our exit clear and wait for us for only two days. After that, I told him to head back to the battalion and send in a scout after us."

"What for, sir," Ninn asked.

"To pick up our dead bodies, my dear boy," Glen said, glancing at the sky while blinking each eye.  "If they can find them, that is."

Gene snickered.  "The boy is already under pressure.  Must you make him feel worse?"

"Feel worse," Glen asked, shrugging. Damn it, Glen, don't take her bait. We don't have time. "I answered his question, didn’t I?  If the idea of dying in war frightens him so much, he should have stayed on his island paradise."

"I've said so before and will again, I'm very happy for deciding against swearing my services to your prince, Chronicler. Only a dreadful man could be subject to a dreadful lord."

Glen smiled at her, blinking his eyes. "Tsk, tsk. You shouldn’t say that about Prince Landrie.  He’s your lord too now, or have you conveniently forgotten? Well, I’m also happy to remind you that the three brothers have sworn to each other now, priest. We’re one big happy family again!  I’m practically your brother—”

"Glen," Ed said.  "Last time.  Shut up or I'll ask Gene to shut you up.  All you need are your eyes and ears on this mission, OK?"

Glen made a buttoning motion over his mouth.

"No, Ninn," Ed said. "We're not going to die here if everyone," he looked sharply at Glen, "keeps his focus.  Everything clear?”

Ninn bowed. Gene nodded. Glen shrugged.

“Alright, Ninn,” Ed said.  “Get to your charges and be ready. Gene will give you the signal tonight when they come.  Don’t blow the charges even if you see the enemy right underneath you, OK?”  Ninn nodded, his eyes wide and clear.

“Red lightening, Ninn,” Gene added, placing her hand on the boy’s shoulder. “That will be my signal.”

Ninn smacked his hands together, rubbing them and grinning ear to ear. “I’m ready.”

“Get going then,” Ed said as Ninn bolted for the cliff wall.  “And watch for us,” Ed shouted after him as the boy nimbly climbed up the cliff wall.  Ed had never been to the Islands, let alone know which island Ninn was from, but from his graceful climb, Ed had to believe they were more than small flats of dry grass and sandy beach.

As soon as Ninn disappeared down the cliff top to his position alongside the ruins, Glen grunted. “You really think this whole operation will make any difference?”

Ed frowned.  No, not from what he heard the Empire had for weapons.  Stories and sketch drawings from other Chroniclers painted a fantastical picture of the Empire’s forces of metal machinery abominations, floating mountain monstrosities, and weaponry that could burn an entire city to ash. One of the Empire’s machines, he was already familiar. Glen had seen it before: steam-drivers, steam driven armored platforms used mainly as troop transport.  That kind of technology made sense; Ladress was close to having their own if they could figure out to make the engine more efficient.

“Yea, I didn’t think so either,” Glen answered his own question, as the three of them watched the far end of the gorge with heat rippling the air above the lake.  “It’s like we’re playing a game with rocks while they have hand-cannons.  I’ve read reports of entire city-states being eclipsed by the sun.  Giant metal humans and safe-use runic bombs. What will a rock slide do against that?”    

“We’re not here to win a battle,” Ed reminded him. “Just to slow them down.”

“Got to admit, Ed. If even half of it’s true, we’re out matched.  Sig didn’t talk his way into conquering so much of the world.”

Gene walked up beside them. “The Almighty has died,” she began, liltingly. “His body, broken.  His spirit, gone. Yet his Champions live. What can be done? To the gods and goddess who keep the whole together. Vassals of the Almighty, what terrible fright. They lead us anew. And in our turn. We must endure the night.”

Ed guessed Gene had recited some poetry from her studies, but whatever they meant, her words left him with a foreboding melancholy. No, he had that feeling already; something was very off about all of this.

A warm breeze kicked up between them, rustling and scattering leaves, with a musky humid air. There was nothing more to do but wait and hope their work here would buy the Princes the time they needed. Ed clenched his fists, trying to dispel his worry. 

Glen suddenly cocked his head.  “The Champion’s Lament,” he said.  “Page eight.”

Gene nodded.

He laughed.  “Are you tell me, you think the end times are coming?”

“No,” she replied. “Just the end of our times.”

Glen rolled his eyes.  “How surprisingly ominous of you, and ambiguous too.  ‘End of our times,’ that could mean anything.  First of all, that translation’s all wrong.”

“Leave it to you to quibble over grammar.  The meaning is in the spirit of the writing.”

“Grammar? Words, Gene, are chosen for a reason.  ‘Broken’ isn’t the same as ‘pulled apart.’  And ‘whole together’ doesn’t even come…close…to...something like ‘filling in a hole.’ …Ed, you hear that?”   

Ed put his finger to his lips to silence them as a distant rumble vibrated the ground under them. Everyone fell silent, straining to locate the source. Then again, another rumble with a low whining that became higher in pitch. No, they can’t be here already?

"You've got to be kidding me," Glen muttered. “They’re coming now?”

“Just wait,” Ed said, watching that far lake for any movement.  “Could just be echoes in the gorge.  A storm or horses, stampede or…, yes, it could be them.”

"Colonel, I believe the intel was wrong," Gene whispered.

"No surprise there," Glen said, his voice shaky.  "Ed, that...that does not sound like a stampede." Again, another rumble shook down the gorge like roar of mighty beast vibrating up its throat. And they were stuck in its mouth.

“Gene,” Ed said. “Give the signal.”

Another loud rumbling wave shook up the gorge, but it didn't fall completely silent this time. He could feel a persistent humming between pulsing roars as they became more frequent.  Something was coming, and it was no scout.

“But, we don’t know where they are,” she argued.  

“We don’t have time to find out anymore. Cast your magic!”

“Cover your ears,” she shouted as Gene lifted her arm into the air, palm up toward the sky. A flash of red lightening cracked from her palm, momentarily blinding Ed.

Gathering his senses, he watched both cliff tops above the lake when a series of small explosions popped from the cliff summit down the length of the cliff face until one last deafening explosion rocked the base of both cliffs. The two cliff-sides groaned before collapsing into thick rivers of trees, rocks and roots tumbling into the lake from both sides.  The kicked-up dust obscured much of the flow, but Ed could still make out the top verandas of the old resort building as they slowly toppled over, disappearing into the cloud of debris. He smiled. If the slide formed a hill that high, maybe it’ll take even longer for the Empire to make it through.

"Good," Ed shouted.  The rumbling pulses had now overtaken his voice.  "Alright, we gotta get out of sight," he tried to scream, but before they could move the rumbling stopped.  The hum quieted.  More sand and rocks sled into the lake, echoing their clatter around them.

Ninn soon appeared, running down the cliff face to join them with amazing skill, shouting, waving his arms above him.  "It worked! Ninn’s hands are quake-makers! They won’t pass! I saw them! They’re coming."

"...Just in time," Ed added, studying the tops of the collapsed. "Good job. That should slow them down quite a bit."  Though maybe he had been too hasty; it would have been nice to get a few them buried in that flow.

"Higher than I thought too," Ninn said, out of breath. "That'll keep those blasphemers away."

"Glen, you getting this," Ed asked.

"Yea," he said, blinking his eyes on the debris. "It's in my memory now."

"I wouldn’t celebrate so soon," Gene whispered.  "The Empire's curse affects us all.  The power they stole from the Almighty is far beyond us to control. A mere mudslide will not stop them."

"Stopping them isn't what we're hoping for," Glen said. "Slow them down.  Make it expensive for them.  They can't wage war on everyone."

Ed took in a sharp breath. Should they go, or conduct reconnaissance?  Whatever made that roaring hum was something new.  It would be a good idea to get a picture for intelligence. Ed rubbed his forehead.  All was quiet again with the cloud of dust settling. The enemy had stopped, that was certain, but they weren’t making much noise, probably hunkered down waiting for some impending attack.  And while they wait…. 

"Gene, Ninn, get to your positions," Ed ordered. "Glen and I will see if we can get a look at what made all that noise. You still got that map in your—"

The ground roared, deep and powerful, reverberating against the walls of the chasm, then a screeching whine along with a burst of hot air whirled down upon them.  "Forget it.  We go now," Ed yelled but his voice was drowned out.

Ed saw Gene's tan eyes shoot open.  Lifting her arm, she pointed toward the sky.  Up high just above the roof of the gorge, an enormous object peeked over the cliff's edge.  A seamless polished sleek mass of deep blues and blacks shined in the sun's reflection before eclipsing the gorge into twilight.  The entire float —or whatever it was— extended its bulk down over the resort ruins and up over them, casting its long shadow over the entire length of the gorge.  Underneath, painted in white, was the Empire's emblem —an outline of the world’s continents with gold stars in for capitals— and the words ‘Unified Countries of Gen Shemver.' A loud roar rang down the chasm as the massive structure slowly stalled over them. Another strong gust of hot wind almost knocked them to the ground. Then everything quieted to a low hum, a constant pressure pulsing from above.

"What in...," Ed muttered to himself.

"That is not a stream-driver," Glen said, blinking.

Gene let out a scream, ripping her outer cloak to her cassock underneath before falling to her knees.  "Sacrilege," she shouted. "Killing with the body of God for vainglory!"

Ed ran to her, pulling her up by the shoulders. "Get it together, Gene. We have to go."

"It must be the Sea Roar Shard," she whispered with her voice cracking. "Lairgor had awakened it, resting his spirit inside that Shard and now they have hewed it like some rock. How can one person make reparations for all that?"  Ed didn't understand what she meant and neither did he care right now. “Gene, we’re counting on you.  We have to go.”  But, her eyes were transfixed on that mass above as though she couldn’t pull away.

He looked up too, and he had to admit to himself.  It’s beautiful.  The smooth reflective metal created an image of the entire gorge floor and walls on its hull, yet there was a depth to the reflection, a strange calling that melted his will to turn away.  And captivating, he thought.

"It's just floating there, in the middle of the sky,” Glen whispered. “Why haven't they attacked? Don't they see us?"

With another deafening roar and a strong gust of hot air, the massive bulk lurched forward, up the length of the gorge toward…the Grand Kingdom.

"No, no, no," Ninn shouted up at it.  "Don't make Ninn's work useless!" But, nothing could be done; what could be done?  Ed stood there, gapping and feeling helpless, dumbfounded and inept for the first time in his military career. Defeated without even a drawn blade or shot fired. How do you even fight that?  The floating mass passed on toward the west in the direction of—

"Alecka," Ed shouted. "We have to warn them!"

"Ed," Glen said sternly. "I don’t think that flying mountain was alone."  And he was right. On top of the heap of rock, dirt and roots; there in the middle of the lake were the first of the Empire's Third. Familiar steam-drivers: horseless platforms of a dozen regulars inside, armed with metal plating and projectiles scavenged from their Beast, maneuvered over the uneven hill.  And something new.  Taller, much taller, shaped like a man: legs, arms, head, all black and blue with their painted white emblem. Two of them! They climbed and descended the mudslide with long sure-footed strides; a strange red light, fire-like, wisped around what would be a man's hands.

"It... it was all for nothing," Ninn said before shouting, "My voice is a curse!  My breath will carry it to you!  My voice is a curse!  My breath—"

"Gene, Ninn," Ed said, looking at Glen who was memorizing everything he saw. "New plan. We have to get Glen out of here."

"I can't go yet, Ed.  I have got to get closer.  I have to see those things better.  We need more information."

"You've memorized enough!"

Gene grabbed Glen's arm.  "Orders given," she said, extending a ward spell over the two of them. Their entire surface, clothes, skin, and hair, sheened with a dim gray and gave off a low hum.

Glen turned back, trying to pry away from her grip.  "Damn it, woman, I have a job to do! They are still too far to make out any detail—"

A loud thud sounded and then a whistle before an explosion stumbled them to the ground as bits of grass, dirt and rock rained on them. It came from one of the Empire's new weapons. One of those man-shaped metal machines raised its other arm toward them and again another loud thud sounded.  A fiery projectile shot toward them, missing them by a few dozen yards. Warning shots, Ed thought. Why are they warning us?  That new contraption stopped at the base of the rubble hill, lowered its arms, and turned away.  The steam-drivers had stopped there too, unloading regulars.  They don't even care that we’re here.

Glen pulled himself away from Gene.  "Arrogant bastards," he yelled.  The metal monster raised his arm from afar as though taking notice.  "Yea, you," he shouted again.  "Are we not good enough for a fight?"

"Stand down," Ed ordered.

"Are we not good enough for a fight," Glen again shouted as loud as he could, his voice echoing against the walls. The new machine lowered his arm and turned away as if answering his question.  "Are they really just going to ignore us and set up camp?"  He drew out his hand-cannon, a one-shot flint lock weapon, and pointed it toward the enemy.

"No," Ed shouted, grabbing the weapon before Glen could shoot. "We can't win against that," he said. "And we have no time. They don't care about us, fine.  We have to warn the others. Gene!"

Gene grabbed Glen's arm again and pulled him away as Ed led them back to their horses. He tried to concentrate on what to do next: That floating…whatever it was…appeared to travel slowly. There's time. First, he’d warn Alecka, then get Glen to the battalion to start drawing from his memory.  But, his thoughts kept going back to what he'd seen.  That flying mountain, those new weapons from the Empire, they were here and far worse than he was briefed. His tactical mind came to one solution –the same solution several other countries probably came to as well— unconditional surrender.  And for a moment he almost understood why Sera joined them —a very brief moment.  Ed cursed; there was no way to wait this war out, let alone win...against that?  Those imperial soldiers didn't even bother. They didn't need to.

"Well, isn't that just wonderful," Glen screamed. "The horses, Ed! They got scared off."

"Then we walk," Ed replied.

"It'll take all day and night on foot," Glen said. "Let's go back, damn it."

"We have to warn the others." Ed continuing his march. "They might not care about fighting only four of us, but we have a battalion and Alecka's group out there waiting for us to get back."

"We won't make it back in time," Gene said, coldly, giving voice to what Ed was already thinking. “They will be long destroyed.”  Ed stopped walking. She was right, of course, terribly right.  He hated that about her, that cold disciplined logic. Aren’t priests supposed to be compassionate?  Not Gene; maybe that’s why she’s here and not back in the Holy City praying over people with fevers. 

He turned back and set his jaw. In the far distance, he could see small tents being erected, busy commotion of people shuffling and shifting and those new machines, three now, towering over the camp, watching everything like movable guard towers.  He turned to Gene and locked eyes with her, then to Glen. “Those steam-drivers.  They’re pretty fast, aren’t they?”

"Yes, yes," Glen smiled, clasping his hands together. “Very fast.” Ed doubted Glen actually know, but they certainty would be faster than on foot.

"If they don't see us as a threat, we can test their patience," Gene added.  "Glen can get a closer look and maybe we can send a few to the Almighty."

"Ninn," Ed called but Ninn's usual excited self didn't appear. Gene nodded behind Ed and there was Ninn sitting on the grass, meditating on a new mantra.

"My skin is my armor. My armor breaks for no one. My hands are my weapons.  My weapons break everyone."

Ed lifted him up.  "You're not going, Ninn."  Ninn’s eyes widened, tearing.  "I'm sorry, someone has to survive this."  

Ninn glanced at Glen.

Ed chuckled.  "You’re right," he said. "He should be the one going back."

“I'm not going anywhere else, Ed," Glen chimed in.

"Here's what's going to happen," Ed began.  "Ninn, you're the youngest and fastest. You're going to run and run as fast as you can.  Don't go to camp. No time.  Get to the garrison back in Sosh’r. Uh...who was left behind—

"—Adleson," Gene said. "And the Second. They’re waiting for the link-up."

"Adleson, right. Tell him what happened here. He’ll know exactly how close the Main is and how to reach them. The three of us will get a closer look at what the Empire has over there.  Glen, you have memories of anyone operating a steam-driver?"

Glen took a moment before answering, "Uh, yea, I do. Just drawings, writings.  It looks easy enough."

"We're going to steal one," he said, releasing his grip on Ninn. "Ninn, if we manage it, we'll pick you up on the way."  Ninn appeared lost, his eyes searching with a quiver on his lips.  "I'm sorry. You did your job, but if it were that easy to stop them, the Empire wouldn't even have tried. Now you can show them another surprise. Commander Adleson, get to him."

Ninn stiffened his upper lip.  "I will, C, c, colonel," he said before stretching his legs.  "Back to the city. My legs are horse legs. They do not tire. Back to the City. My legs are horse legs. They do not tire." And with that, he bolted up the gorge quickly disappearing in the folds of the land. Ed could have sent him to the camp first but what good could he have done there anyway? Die? No, Ed banished the thought.  Alecka, everyone, they'll manage. And with luck, the steam-driver they were going to steal would reach them before that flying mountain does. 

"That boy, if anything, sure is quick," Glen said.

"Why don't you compliment him when he can hear you," Gene asked.

Glen paused and turned toward the enemy far off in the distance. "If I see him again, I think I will."

 

***

 

For this plan to work, Ed knew they had to be quick. As disinterested as they appeared, they wouldn’t ignore three soldiers strolling into their camp. ‘Arrogant bastards’ was right, but not stupid bastards. He scanned the northern red cliff top and grinned. He never heard of anyone stealing imperial technology.  Until now. 

"Glen," Ed called, searching the cliff face for the way Ninn used to climb up. "In the map, there should be a few points at the base of the cliffs marking paths leading up onto the heights. Ninn used one of them. Up there, we'll walk along the cliff-side till we get right above their camp. The mudslide shouldn't be so steep. That’s where we’ll sneak down and grab ourselves a steam-driver."

Glen closed his eyes. "Sure is, yea, I see it. Over there," he answered, reopening his eyes and pointing to some point at the bottom of the rock face.  “The path on the heights is on the map too. No problem.”

"Lead the way."

Glen walked ahead with Gene in the middle and Ed bring up behind. The Empire appeared to be settling in well. Smoke rose from their camp bringing with it the scent of charred meats, spicing...and music?

Ed clenched his jaw.  "A bit too cocky, aren’t they? Not even looking at us."

"No surprise," Gene said.  "Overconfidence is a common trait in our race."  She narrowed her eyes on the enemy. "History will judge them harshly."

"You're sounding like Glen," Ed said.

"A complement," Glen quickly added, pointing toward an indentation in the rock wall up ahead where a hidden, crudely-cut, and steep stair ascended. "Gene and I talked about it before. History repeating being a theme to our lives, large and small.  From the so-called Romantic Struggles to the Withering Catastrophe, to mundane skirmishes and ceasefires. In the end, it’s just repeating basic patterns for basic reasons. Take this fight. It boils down to just one big family feud between three Ladress brothers and their eldest brother, Siga.  Hmm...I’m beginning to see another theme; we’re due for another talk, Gene."

"Another complement," Gene laughed. "Now, I'm suspicious you actually have a coherent argument for once."

"I give one compliment per criticism, so I owe you two criticisms," Glen said, stopping at the bottom of the stair. The rocky stair, though solid, sported a great deal of loose sediment and debris, making sure-footing more dangerous than he thought.  It was a wonder how Ninn climbed up so fast.  "Not much footing, is there,” Glen echoed Ed’s thoughts. “And, uh, yea don't look up.  It only gets worse."

"Just go," Ed commanded. "Ninn made it fine. Use your hands, knees and keep your focus. You'll be fine too."

Gene backed away.  “And Ninn climbed this so quickly?”

“We don’t have to go as fast as he did, Gene,” Ed answered, waving Glen to start first, then Gene before he started the climb.  “Just one step at a time.”  Single-file, they climbed the red flaky rock of the chasm wall.

"What was your first criticism," Gene asked with tension in her voice. Ed smiled to himself, remembering Gene’s acrophobia. A priest afraid of heights?  She could use magic for Almighty’s sake. "We can have a little talk now."

Glen mocked a laugh. "Where do I start?  Your zealousness, your religion, your overdone modesty. I mean, look at you. You ripped your cloak but still had that thick cassock underneath.  How many layers of clothes do you wear?"

"We are to debate fashion then," she asked. "From the man who wears the same Chronicler's uniform on duty, off duty, in the city, in the barracks.  Do you wear it while bathing?"

"If it saves me time, and precious brain power," Glen answered. "Hey Ed, get this, Gene isn’t any ordinary priest. Talking one time at the Bear and Babe, she said she’s a High Priest and Synod member. Met Princess Zana too. Before she joined us, she was going to sacrifice a whole slew of delicious animals to their Beas —err, Golden Lady.  Such a shame for waste of food."

“Thank you,” she said.  Ed could see her heel trembling more with each step. He tapped her raised heel to assure her that he was behind her.

“Thank you? For what,” Glen asked.

“For...uh, how steep are these stairs going to be?”

“Answer him and keep going,” Ed said. Focus on something else, Gene.  “You’re slowing us down.”

“Sorry, Colonel,” she replied. “I appreciate Glen not ascribing that prerogative to the Golden Lady.”

Glen laughed between heavy breaths. “What? ‘Beast’? Well, at least she’s not helping out the Empire with ‘her body.’”

“It’s not her—” Gene suddenly froze above Ed. He tapped her foot again, but she wouldn’t move.

“Gene,” he whispered. “What’s wrong?”

“I...uh, I don’t think I…” No, don’t panic. Damn it, Gene, you use magic!  How the hell can you panicking?  

“Just do one step.  One step for now,” he whispered before calling out.  “So why do priests’ offer animal sacrifices to the Golden Lady anyway? What does she want with dead animals?”

Glen labored an out-of-breath laugh.  “The Almighty must be very hungry wherever his spirit went off to.”

She took one step and Ed exhaled. Finally. “You should be careful what you say, Glen,” she said.  “You’ve memorized our texts, so you can’t speak from ignorance.”

“Alright, alright,” Glen huffed. “Sorry.  It’s for reparations, right?”

“Reparation for what,” Ed asked, tapping her other foot.  She moved again.

“Yes, reparations,” she answered.  “For all the world’s evil. It was our selfishness that killed the Almighty. We, as humanity, have decided that selfish love is preferential to selfless love.”

“Speak…for…yourself,” Glen coughed.

“And I’m sure your only concern was for the well-being of those women medics you were trying to woo earlier this week?”

“You…make…me sound like some predator,” Glen gasped out. “They liked the attention.”

“He’s right, Gene,” Ed added, worried she’d slow her pace and see how high they were already.  Half way up and the air had cooled, not by the Chills, however.  His standard issue warding stone that hung around his neck hadn’t warmed.  But they must be outside the protection of the warding stones down on the gorge floor. “No one can be selfless all the time.  Its against our nature.”

“That’s the point of the reparations,” Gene retorted, annoyance slipping into her voice.  “All of our choices are not done in a vacuum.  They build and cascade becoming avalanches of havoc and malice as time goes on. The Empire, for example. Emperor Siga Ladress wasn’t born longing to assassinate his mother so he could dismantle a Shard and the god with in it. But his and the other’s around him led him down that path. That is why we offer reparations for our failings, because our failings, however small, matter. But sometimes, animals and grain offerings aren’t enough.”  Gene paused to breathe, but Ed tapped her heel to continue.  She didn’t right away, apparently lost in her thoughts.  “It happened before my time…,” she said, somberly.  “When the gods’ spirits returned to their respective Shards of the Almighty and awoke.  When Zandagor returned to the Golden Lady, most of the Holy City…Zanf’r was destroyed.”  She picked up her climbing pace.  “The entire Temple, Sanctuary, Holy Grounds.  Terrible loss of life.”

“That must be when the Empire’s Shard woke too,” Ed said. When it all started. Eighty years ago. “Lairgor, you called it? Or was it the Sea Roar?”

“Sea Roar is the Shard’s name.  The god who awakened the Shard by returning to it is Lairgor—”

“Wow, you two are slow,” Glen shouted from some height.  “Look at that view!”

Gene froze. Come on, Gene.

“Almost there,” he said, tapping her foot again, but she wouldn’t move.  Ed thought of something to get her mind of the height, another question. “I remember you talking about Champions with Glen,” Ed asked. “Divine warriors right?”

“I’ve told you already,” Glen shouted from above, oblivious to what Ed was trying to do. He couldn’t care less. “Excuses for divine-right rulers. You want to legitimize your reign, say you were sent by the gods! The King-Makers do that all the time.”

“I was asking Gene,” Ed said.

“Rather cynical of you, Chronicler,” Gene replied, huffing. “Its a shame your cynicism blinds you to reality. The Amerand Dynasty still rules the Steppe and they haven’t claimed they were Champions of the King-Maker.  Neither has the Ladress Family claimed Champions of the Golden Lady. From my readings, there hasn’t been a Champion since our ancestors migrated north during the Withering Catastrophe hundreds if not thousands of years ago.  No…you’d know when you’re chosen to be a Champion….” Gene’s voice drifted darker toward the end as if she was speaking to herself.

“Hey Gene,” Glen piped up again.  “Hurry up, we’re so far up, I think I can still make out Ninn running—”

“Shut up,” Ed barked before asking Gene, “have you seen the Golden Lady.” Just keep talking, keep moving.

“Oh yes,” her voice trembled. Just a few more feet. “We wear specialized suits the Empire lends us so we can come near her.  She’s absolutely majestic, Colonel.  An incredible experience. Before she woke, before my time, the priests would purify pilgrims who wished to see her.  Now, only the priests are allowed.  Too few runic suits, and we can’t risk damage to them. But, Colonel, I wish you can see her.  The peace and consolation that comes over you in her presence…” Glen grabbed hold of her hand and helped her up to the top.  Panting, she walked away from the edge. “I wish you could see it,” she repeated, gathering her breath.

"I do too,” Ed said, reaching the top himself.

“I don’t,” Glen said, crossing his arms and shrugging. “My luck, I’d probably have a conversion.  Eh, Gene?”

Ed almost gaped at the view.  Like a great rip in the skin of world, the Ladress Gorge was wide and deep enough to hold a river, a lake, and small patches of forests.  The other side, far off in the distance, gleamed a rusty red against the sun, a great wall, an unhealed —never healing— wound on the world. He gazed down on the lake.  He could see much of Ninn’s work was already cleared away. Construction had started on the ruins. Steam and smoke rose from 'god's stolen power,’ allowing them to do many more times a man’s work: lift heavy boulders, clear away dirt and trees.  It didn’t matter what the purpose, those contraptions followed the will of their masters.  No, Gene, ‘Beasts’ are the right word for it.

“Alright,” Ed announced, clapping the red dust off his hands.  “Enough gazing, lead the way, Glen.”

Glen silently placed his finger over his lips, winking and smiling mischievously.  He pointed over his shoulder at Gene who faced away from the cliff edge, trying very hard to look interested in the shrubs and trees that marked the beginning of a very dense wood. 

Ed shook his head to say ‘no.’ Don’t push her too far, he thought.

“A little mercy can cover a lot of faults, Glen,” Gene said, turning back to face them.

He sighed, slumping his shoulders.  “Fine, fine; I’ll lay off,” he said, leading the way along the cliff edge.  “But, really. You should be last person to be afraid of a little distance. Can’t you levitate or whatever magic you priests teach?”

“Yes, some can,” she said, following on the far side of the ledge.  “But levitation is not in my discipline. Offense and protection are my focus. Otherwise I couldn’t have joined the war effort. I’ve learned some basic healing recently, but it was quite an ordeal for me to master even those disciplines. The Golden Lady’s blessings are a dangerous and hard skill to master.”

“Ah, well that makes sense,” Glen continued. “Just wish you guys discriminated between who you teach.  The Empire doesn’t need mages.”

“We open our doors to anyone who has been blessed by the Golden Lady, but I admit, I wish we made requirements for leading a moral life—”

With Gene mindfully occupied in one of her ‘talks’ with Glen, Ed decided to turn his attention to his surroundings. The ground was rocky here with patches of grass and small shrubs. A few yards away, the grass became more consistent, than a few trees, then more; within a quart of a mile, one would be deep inside the snarls of Kar’d’s Forest.  Adding to Ed’s worry, warding stones were nowhere to be seen, probably washed down into gorge by rain. If Ladress forces were going to retake the gorge, setting up here would present difficulties from clearing the dense forest to defending against wild infected animals.  But that wasn’t his present concern. 

The three of them could hide in there for a good while, if things went poorly.  Each of them had their own warding stone on them as standard issue, but that wouldn’t protect them from an infected bear or larger animal. He scanned the forest for life –for the Chills. No sign, but that didn’t make going in there a welcomed idea. Ed considered but decided against it. That wouldn’t be necessary, and his instincts agreed.

"...Seven," Glen's voice came to Ed's ears again. "You keep going on about seven Shards.  Sorry, Gene. I know the texts talk about there being seven, but I deal in facts, not nice ‘symbolic numbers.’ I've only heard of five discovered, one on shaky grounds. The Impossible Tower from our late Queen’s home. The one the Empire is dismantling to ‘conquer the world’ and the one you and your priests worship in your city. There’s rumor of the Islanders worshiping one too, which makes sense on how reverent Ninn is all the time. Oh, and the King-Maker, that’s definitely one—"

“That’s five already,” she reminded him.

He smacked his lips. “Five Shards is not seven. The Impossible Tower, Golden Lady, King-Maker, and Sea Roar, and maybe the Black Monolith for those Islanders.  But, the Veiled Goddess, and the Red Mountain haven’t been discovered.”

“Yet,” Gene said lightly with a giggle. “Wait a few more years when they awaken.”

Glen snickered. He was losing this one, Ed could tell. “Then where would Ragnarok fall into then? The eighth?”

Ed winched. Did he really have to bring that up?  Ragnarok as far as Ed knew used to be a barbaric nation their ancestors drove south, but Gene hated it when the topic was brought up. Glen, of course, knew that too.

Predictably, Gene didn’t reply.

Glen chuckled. “Since we’re taking for granted what long dead people have told us, why not believe the Ragnars? Ragnarok was their god, right?”

After a pause, Gene spoke, “you’re trying to goad me, Glen. It isn’t going to work.”

Glen sighed. “Ugh, you’re no fun when you’re so anxious, Gene.  What about you Ed?  You think Ragnarok’s a god too?”

Ed didn’t really care, but if kept Glen from harassing Gene for a bit, he’d play along. “Didn’t our forefathers push out the Ragnars from here,” he said, peeking over the edge at the workforce the Empire had deployed.  Definitely more than just a scout, Ed thought, frowning.

“Yup, pushed them south all the way to the sea,” Glen replied, happily. “The Nation of Ragnarok.  Very scary people, they did all sort of human sacrifice and necromancy on people and even the Chills.  I’ve got to tell you some the stories I’ve read about them. Maybe for Hallowed Honor’s Day. Ragnars, they called themselves, but they had lots of slaves. Worshiped Ragnarok like he was one of the Seven.  I know Gene says it’s heretical, but I’ve seen evidence they even had a Champion”  —Ed watched Gene looking downward, clasping her hands tightly in front of her.—  “Which would mean, by Gene’s historical standards, the damn devil was real—”

“You don’t know what in the hell your talking about, Glen,” Gene flared her voice, even surprising Ed. “Ragnarok isn’t a god or the devil, he had no Champion.  He’s a made up excuse to do evil and more than just the Ragnar’s slaves suffered under their demented delusions.”

Glen turned over his shoulder.  “Gene…I…didn’t mean,” he said, solemnly.  “I suppose maybe you’re right.  There’s no mention of a corresponding Shard for Ragnarok, I’ve come across at least. Those things are as big as mountains! You can’t hide something like that."  

"And when they awake, the event is catastrophic," Gene sighed, letting go of her clasped hands. "When the Golden Lady woke, the Holy City was destroyed.  When the Sea Roar woke, a new island was formed, the Empire's Golden Isle where they are now desecrating the Sea Roar to pieces.  And, then also, there was the great quake somewhere in Prince Landrie's mountains—"

"Ah,” Glen sounded with returning giddiness. That’s enough, Glen.  “So that’s why you first wanted to swear allegiance to Landrie.  Think he'll let you can go hunting for a new Shard—"

"We’re getting close," Ed hushed. "It's time to be silent."

Glen snickered. "As if they care," but, he obeyed.  The cliff edge became rougher until up ahead it slanted down into the rocky descent Ninn's work had made.  Ninn had done a better job than Ed expected; there was very little sign that anyone was up here except for some tossed over dirt.  He even made it appear as if some animal had done it with claw and tooth marks. Maybe those Islanders aren’t as incapable as he thought.  He's staying in my unit, Ed decided.  He had wrestled with the decision for a while now: the boy’s authority-pleasing attitude could become a problem, and his mantras had unnerved others in the past.  But, no; this job was done better than any demolition team Ed knew.

As they neared the start of the cliff slope, Ed got down on all fours, laid on his stomach and crawled to the summit of the collapsed cliff edge. Damn. The slide descended much steeper than it had appeared from the bottom.  From here, he could see the shallow lake glistening around the bustling camp.  He eyed three of those new man-shaped machines. They were at point, two facing Ladress and one oddly facing the Empire’s direction, probably looking out for the rest of their troop. Mages, Ed saw three.  Odd number; Empire's mages usually came in pairs.  There were regulars, wearing their black and dark blue colors, setting up tents, organizing themselves into smaller units, and still clearing much of Ninn's work.  Ed counted the full twenty of those.  And then, there were what Ed guessed to be their construction corps in white and dark blue work clothes, a group of eight surveying the area.  He noticed one paying close attention to the resort ruins, now a pile of rubble. There, that one!  Ed smiled. Positioned on the Ladress side of the camp and near their side of the cliff's edge was one of their steam-drivers.  He eyed two others, but they were on the far side.  That'll have to do.

"That's more than a scouting party," Glen whispered as he crawled alongside Ed.

"Start memorizing," Ed ordered. "Gene?"

"Here, Colonel," Gene said, timidly peeking over the edge.

"There, that one," Ed answered, nodded his chin toward the near steam-driver.  "We're taking it."

"Not too bad," Glen said, blinking all the while.

"How does it work, Glen?"

Glen closed his eyes.  "From what I can remember, it takes two. One shovels coal into a furnish in the rear.  The other pushes on two petals on the floor in the front.  One probably makes it accelerate; the other stops it.  There’s a steering column, but all I’ve got to go on are drawing of the outside and guess sketches of the inside.  It’s plating covers up most of the frame allowing slits for their swords and hand-cannons to stick out."

"That's fine, we'll figure it out," Ed said. "Gene," he turned and eyed her.  She was staring intensely at the steam-driver, a dismantled piece of a Shard she entered the war to protect.  "Are you going to be OK with this?"

She took in a deep breath. “It is not the height that bothers me—”

“I know,” Ed said. “But if you can’t, I need to know.”

She touched her forehead, and whispered to herself what Ed imagined was some prayer.  She then said, "I never believed I would actually touch a piece of the Almighty. But, yes; if it can't be helped, Colonel.  ...and thank you for asking."

He gave her a nod and a reassuring grin.  "Alright then, just one more thing." Sorry Glen. "Gene and I are going to go down and take that steam-driver.  Glen, if you’re done memorizing, I want you to go back—"

"No way, Ed.  I'm here already, I—"

"We will pick you up," Ed whispered.

"Ed—"

"It’s Colonel, lieutenant," Ed reminded his friend. "I'm sorry, Glen. This is too important. You need to get back and start drawing what you've seen here."

"Colonel," Glen seethed through his teeth—

"If you die here, and another group of us tries to recapture this place without the help your memories could provide, what the hell do you think will happen?"

Glen clenched his jaw before looking over to Gene. "You better take care of him, priest."

Gene nodded. "You be careful too. Winning a debate with myself wouldn’t be—”

“Sane?”

“Satisfying, I was going to say."

Glen smirked and appeared as though he wanted to say something clever but didn't. He slid backwards and began his trek back to the bottom of the gorge.

"Once he gets far enough, we move," Ed said.

"And then?"

"We pick up Glen and Ninn if we can find him."

"And then?" Ed furrowed his brow. "Do we go to Alecka, straight to the battalion or back to the city garrison? The Princes’ reinforcements must still be days away."

Ed grumbled, looking at the Ladress horizon and hoping he would see that flying monster, but he didn't.

"Where would you go," Ed asked. "If you were invading with an overwhelming force."

"History can tell us," Gene replied. "The Empire in the past always struck quickly and harshly.  And their victims submitted within days."

He nodded to himself in thought.

"The city," they both said.

“At least Alecka and the battalion will be safe,” Gene added.

“Yea, and if Ninn really is as fast as ‘horse legs’ maybe he’ll get to Adleson and they’ll evacuate Sosh’r.”

Ed watched on as Glen made his way to the bottom of the cliff face and back inside the gorge floor.  He then strolled toward the middle, positioning himself in a clearing far from trees or rocks.  "Alright, he's ready," Ed said, turning back to steam-driver.

But, then he heard shouting coming from Glen's direction. Glen was waving his arms and shooting his hand-cannon into the air. "Imperial bastards," his muted shouts reached them. "Murders!  Savages!  You call yourselves civilized!  One man! It’s all it’s going to take! I’ll take all of you!"

“Can’t leave that idiot alone for a minute,” Gene whispered.

"What the hell is he doing," Ed cursed, darting his eyes between the camp and Glen.  Two of the massive man-shaped units turned their arms toward Glen and began slow long strides toward him, along with five regulars flanking both sides. "He's going to get himself killed."

"A distraction," Gene suggested.  "To give us an opportunity.  But if he dies….”

Ed cursed again.  “He’s not going to die because I’m going to kill him.”

“The steam-driver,” Gene nodded.  “Look. No one is near it now.”  

Ed hesitated.  The enemy was closing in on Glen. "Damn it.  Now isn’t the time to be stealthy.  Let's go!"  He flung himself onto the steep descending rocky mess, tripping and tumbling, before righting himself up.  He glanced quickly behind him.  Gene was doing much better, though much slower.  As he neared halfway, he heard shouts from the camp.  The units closing in on Glen halted, turned and began trekking back.  

Thud. Whistle.  An explosion rocked Ed off his feet.  Tumbling again, he managed to right himself before slamming hard against the stream-driver's metal paneling, denting it with his shoulder.

"Gene," he shouted after her. “Run!”  She was being too damn careful, maneuvering herself between root and rock.  Thud. Whistle. "Get down!"  Another explosion launched her into the air.

As she fell falling face forward with her hands out, Ed heard a low hum and saw a glimmering sheen of a ward spell wrap her body before she met the unforgiving ground a few feet in front of him.  He raced over, tossed her over his shoulder and raced back to the relative protection of the steam-driver’s side.  "Are you alright," he asked, putting her down.

Her masked had cracked revealing the lower half of her mouth, strands of silver hair stuck against her damp cheek.  "I'm fine. I'm fine," she repeated.  By now, the clamor of the camp became an uproar with shouting orders and feet storming and whistles and horns blaring all around them.

Ed searched for a door on the steam-driver, a latch; he found it and pulled, but nothing. It wouldn’t open.  He felt around the paneling, searching frantically for the door’s edge.  Found it!  He dug his fingers into the recess between the door and frame of the stream-driver and tried prying it open.  He felt the metal give to his fingers and burrowed deeper while rocking the stream-driver on its rubbered chained wheels with his weight.  Come on!  The metal gave way again, and again he dug his fingers further until he found the other side.

He grinned, closing his palm around the door’s edge. With one great heave, he bent the door open, shattering whatever was locking it.

“Get inside,” he told Gene, but she returned with wide eyes and hanging jaw.

“You’re that strong. Colonel, where in the mountains were you born?”

If it had been another time, Ed would have laughed, but not with the enemy pressing in. Instead he roared, “get your ass inside!”

She jerked from her daze and jumped in, followed by Ed bending the door back as best he could.  

He darted his eyes, searching.  "There!  The firebox.  Gene."

Gene opened the firebox, a strange blue-dyed small stove attached to some kind of machinery in the back. She waved her glowing hand over the coals inside the oven, igniting them to life.  

Ed kept searching. Quick! Quick!  Pedals.  Two.  Steering...a wheel?  With the firebox blazing, Ed threw his weight onto one of the pedals.  Nothing.  Then the other.  Nothing.  He searched again —a pressure gauge, its indicator rising.  Damn, it wasn’t enough yet.

"Get out." shouted voices from outside.  The enemy.  Soldiers with their own long barrel style hand-cannons pointed between the openings in the paneling.  Others held their polished gleaming swords ready.  Out through the two front windows, he could see those two man-shaped monstrosities staring him down, the third presumably behind them.  A bit of overkill for two special operations members, but at least they weren’t ignoring them any longer.

“Gene,” Ed whispered as he released the steering and splayed his fingers to display his palms out toward the windows.

Gene, shovel in hand, shook her head, a frown descending from her exposed chin.  Apparently, her magic was out of the question.

A woman wearing a blue and black officer’s uniform appeared at the dented door which hung now on one bottom hinge and threatened to topple over. He wished he hadn’t done so much damage to it. Maybe it would have stopped two of her soldiers from removing the door completely. Though it gave him some satisfaction that the two men carry it away, having to drag it.

Wearing a captain’s rank on her lapel, a bemused soft expression on her face, she held her hands behind her back and with a calm voice said, “You. Mage. Don’t move. It’s no use…,” she scanned Ed’s uniform.  “Colonel.  You have no idea how to operate this thing and you might get yourself killed if you try.  Now, surrender or you will get yourself killed."  Just then a gem flared its blue light, stealing Ed’s attention.  The required pressure had been met. A little too late. The Captain slapped her thigh to steal back Ed’s attention on her. “Being my prisoner is a bit better than being dead, Colonel,” she said with an ominous inflection on the word ‘my’ and ‘a bit’ while sporting a self-satisfied smirk.

But Ed bit his tongue, searching around him. Up above was a handle, a metal sign that read, ‘Axel Engage.’ Sounds good enough. He pulled on the handle. Stiff.

“I don’t want to have to kill you,” she sneered, her hands going to her sidearm, a rapier ceremonial sword.

Ed gradually pulled harder, hoping not to pop the handle off in his hand.  A loud nauseating grinding shook the rear of the steam-driver; black and blue smoke bellowing out—

The Captain drew out her blade but before she could climb inside, Ed slammed both feet on both pedals.  The entire vehicle screeched violently toward the right, knocking the Captain underneath as the wheels sent up black smoke, rocks and dust spitting in all directions.

"Shoot!"

Ed lifted his foot off one of the pedals; the steam-driver bolted forward like a ferocious lion freed, almost whipping him to the floor.  “It’s fast,” he shrieked, watching as they overtook the regulars and even those man-shaped machines were too slow to react as the steam-driver careened passed.

"They're coming," Gene said.  “They’re loading up their other stream-drivers.”

"I see Glen up ahead.  We'll have to do this as quickly as possible."

When Ed got close enough, he slowed the steam-driver down beside Glen.  “Get inside,” Ed roared, resisting the temptation to curse him out.

Glen’s head poked inside, looking at Gene.  “Ed’s mad, isn’t he?”

Thud.  Whistle. "Glen," Ed barked as an explosion rocked the steam-driver. Once inside, Ed shifted all his weight onto the right pedal as far as it would go.  Black smoke reeled from the rear as they sped down the gorge.

"They’re slowing down,” Gene said with a deep exhale.  “They…they’re stopping.”

Ed breathed a sigh of relief.  "Glen, take over here," he commanded.  "Gene, I'll shovel in the coal.  Tend to your wounds."

"Thanks for the surprise, Glen," Gene said, sitting down on the metal serrated floor. "And for the sprained elbow."

"Well, I—"

"Did you want to get yourself killed," Ed roared, gripping hard on shovel’s handle.  "I should kick your ass right out the military for doing something so stupid!”

Glen recoiled, his eyebrows crunching together.  "Those big ones would have surrounded you long before you figured out how to use this damn thing and that would have been the end of it.”

"You don't know that," Ed shouted.  "Damn it, Glen.  I got enough to worry about than you doing your own damn thing all the time." The shovel handle cracked under his grip before he shoved more coal inside the firebox, glowing a bright fiery red.  Too hot, probably, but Ed didn't care.  Shoveling coal was all that kept him from punching his friend across the face.

"I… alright, I'm sorry, Ed.”

Ed stopped shoveling.  He took in a sharp breath, trying to relax from his anger. “You can’t keep breaking the rules all the time, Glen.  This isn’t like back home. This is war now.  They’re here.”

“Yea, I know,” Glen replied quietly.  Ed recognized it: Glen’s sudden quiet reservedness. Ed must have said something that stung, but he wouldn’t take it back. No, not now; not after this. “Where should I drive this thing," Glen asked.

"Head back to city," Ed answered. "And watch for Ninn."  Ed then sat and checked himself for bruises; he found nothing. They should have killed them but they didn’t. Were they afraid of damaging this horseless carriage? “Gene, you alright?”

She stretched and flexed her arms before casting some kind of spell on one.  “Yes, thanks be to the Golden Lady.”

Ed took in an another slow deep breath and exhaled slowly, letting a smirk stretch on his face.  He did it again; his unit was safe.  His strength and resilience, Gene’s magic and intuition, Glen’s memory and wit.  Between the three of them, Ed thought they could accomplish anything, but what the Empire brought today was far more than he could have imagined.

 "We accomplished a first," Gene said, wrapping the exposed part of her face with a makeshift scarf she tore from her clothes. “We stole a piece of the Empire.”

"Yea….," Ed drew out, smiling.  "Maybe if we figure out how this thing works, we can make some of our own."

"Without committing sacrilege," Gene quickly added.

"Not possible,” Glen said, uncharacteristically somber.  “Those Shards are much more complicated than this steam-driver suggests.  We would need one.  The boiler system, we can make, but it’s not very practical.  Just listening to how it runs, seeing how fast we are going.  Hell, you guys should have blown up the boiler a while ago with how you handled it back there, but it’s still going.  Something else is at work here, keeping this thing together.”

“Is that reverence I hear in your voice Glen,” Gene asked.

“It’s…respect.”

“The power of the Almighty,” she whispered before closing her eyes, and resting the back of her head against the paneling wall.  

After a moment, Glen spoke again, "We're out of the gorge now.  If we keep this up, should be in town in an hour or so."

"Damn." Ed stood, rubbed his forehead as he paced. "That floating monster is going to do a lot of damage when it gets there."

"I wouldn’t think so," Glen said.  "It's huge and it can’t hide in the sky like that.  People will be out of there long before it reached the city."

But, Ed wasn't so sure.  His stomach knotted.  Something was wrong, his instincts told him.  "The city will be destroyed," he found himself saying.  "And, Ninn's going to die." But how would he know?  He couldn’t ignore that feeling anymore, gnawing at all the more now that they were all out of danger –that déjà-vu.

Then his heart sank when it came to him.  It feels like déjà-vu, because this all did happen before. He looked at his hands, rubbing his fingers together.  They felt so real, the dirt and dust rolling off, the cracked skin and hardened callouses that still stung.  So real.  He laughed to himself.  But this wasn’t real; none of it was.  It made sense now.  He was dreaming again.  But at least he knew this time.  Better, he imagined Doctor Alexander saying.

He sat on the floor, waiting.  How long would it last this time?  He knew what was coming if he dreamed on.  What they’d find when they reached the city.  Maybe the Doctor would wake him; he never did before.  Ed sighed, or whatever it was in this dream world, and resigned himself.  It would end soon.  Everything does.  

"Ah, I see pessimistic Ed’s back,” Glen said.  “Ninn’s fine.  The city’s fine.  Everyone’s fine.”

"No.  Ninn...the city; they aren't going to be fine," he said, letting his shoulders slump and head hang down to his chest.  "They all died."

And with that, he awoke to the familiar soft medical bed, the tubes in his left immobile arm, the bandage over his right eye.

"Ah," a voice –Doctor Alexander— said. "Waking so soon—"

"Major," Ed mumbled, exhausted.

"Very good," the Doctor said.  "Better, every time.  I’m impressed.  You’re very resilient, Major.  I can say now that you’re out of the woods.  A couple of weeks or so and maybe I can discharge you from here."

"You hear that," Glen's voice sounded from behind the Doctor.  "Sounds like your vacation’s coming to an end.  Back to work, Major!"

"If I have work to go back to," Ed said, opening his left eye, sight still blurry, but at least not as sensitive. Yet, he still couldn’t tell if it was day or night by the unusual brightness coming through the shuddered windows and the bluish glow on everything inside. “We were exposure to the Beast… I don’t remember how it happened, but I have to take responsibility.”  

"Ah, Doctor,” Glen said.  “May I have a moment with him, alone."

"Magistrate Gallegos. I better not leave—"

"It'll only be for a moment,” Glen laughed, slapping the doctor on the back.  “I’m not asking you to leave the country."  Doctor Alexander glanced over Ed with a frown.  He checked his pulse and looked into his open eye.  He hesitated a moment, then left, the door closing behind him.

"Glen.  Quick," Ed said. "Tell me. I lost my position. I’m out."

Glen sat on the edge of the bed, a strong sweet wine scent following him. "Oh, the pessimistic Ed.  Do things ever change?  Truth be told, if it happened a week before it did, the plan would have been to discharge you.  Yea, you would have been given an honorary post here emptying inkwells onto parchment papers."

"And now?"

"Now," Glen continued as he eyed his empty glass cup. "Now, they're talking about doing nothing.  A survived exposure to the Beast?  Well, that kind of experience is pretty hard to find."

Ed laughed weakly; his limbs felt so heavy as though under water, a warm soothing pool of water.  "A week did that? What could have happened in a week to change their mind."

Glen smiled through his peppered beard and winked.

"Bribes," Ed said, frowning.

"Bribes?  Ha!  No, but if you’re offering...I'm the one you should be bribing from now on.”  Ed neared his eye on Glen but he laughed.  “Didn’t you hear what the Doctor called me?”

“…Magistrate?”

“Right! I'm made Junior Magistrate,” he said, mocking a salute.  “I not only get my own court, my own fancy little useless dagger.  …Eh, you want it?"

"No"

"I get my own cases, my own judgments."  He brought his finger up to his nose.  "And, I even get my own vote on major decisions.  Just so happened I was the deciding vote on a recent major decision."  Glen patted Ed’s shoulder.  “You’re still in charge here, Ed.”

Ed smiled, resting his eye.  "Thank you," he mouthed.

"Wait, no congratulations first?  I worked hard for my promotion."

"Thank you," he mouthed again.

"For my old CO, anything; for a friend, I wish I could do more. I only ask for one thing in return: heal up."

"The others," Ed asked.  "Forty-three."

"That's impressive.  Your memories are getting better."

"Glen, I have to know.  How are they doing?  Are they awake too."

When Glen didn’t answer right away, Ed looked at him, his smile fading.  "I…uh.  I better not.  Doctor's orders."

"No, no. Glen, please.  If you know, tell me.  They must have been exposed too. Are they alright?"

"The Doctor knows.  Ask him," Glen said, avoiding eye-contact.  

"That bad...?"  He tried remembering what happened.  He was overseeing the construction of runic shielding…when Captain Marabaunze…. No, she wasn’t there, was she? Damn it!  He couldn't remember.  At least, not yet.

"Oh, I overheard you having some interesting conversations while you were passed out," Glen began again.

"I...I don’t remember. I must have been dreaming."

"It must have been a good dream because I was there.  And so was—"

"Ninn," Ed said, feeling the heaviness press on his chest.  "I saw him.  Gene too.  Umm...I still don’t.  The Gorge.  That's what I dreamed."

Glen shook his head.  "Working even in your sleep?  Beast, that was more than seven years ago.  I wonder what they’re all doing now."  Glen cracked a wide smile.  "And Gene, I miss her the most.  Loved taunting her.  Never got to see her face."

"I did."

Glen's eyes widened.  "You’re joking!"

"Yup, at the Gorge.  Her mask broke free from her lower lip to her chin."

"Yes, yes; I remember!  She wrapped her face up with some cloth she had.  Looked ridiculous.  What was the penance she had to do for that?"

"Drink vinegar."

Yes, I remember," Glen continued, chuckling. "She put half vinegar in her water canteen for a whole month.  That was fun to watch…those days were fun.  Not the warring…but everything else.…no, definitely not the war,” Glen’s smile faded, his eyes cleared. "You think we made the right decision, Ed.  Staying on, I mean, when the war ended?"

"Yes, without question," Ed replied, coughing.  "Our loyalties are to our Princes.  And...our Princes made the right decision too.  The armistice was all they could do.  I suppose the emperor still has a soft spot for his brothers, but that soft spot is where we’ll get him.”  Ed tried grinning but his cheeks fluttered. “It’s not as though we’ve given up.  Time, we needed time and we got it.  Look at what we’re doing here in Landrie's mountains.  We're still fighting, the only way we can.  We’re still in it, Glen."

Glen nodded slowly, looking unconvinced.  "I hear Gene joined a mercenary group," he piped up. "I thought she would have gone back to her Holy City.  Gotten tired of seeing men burping and scratching themselves all the time."

"Keeping tabs on her?"

"One of the benefits of being on the parchment side of the government.  Lots of reports get pushed by my bench.  Besides, it gets boring here sometimes.  Need to spice things up with a pious priest now and again."

Ed cracked a smile.  "You just want to win one more argument over her.  I know."

"She was actually able to keep up with me," he said, tapping to his head.  "It was fun."  He then stood by up, raised his cup to his face before realizing it was empty...again.  "But, well ...speaking of my bench, I better be going.  I've got another full case load.  Even here in the middle of no-where in a supposed secret excavation, people still find things to argue about.”

Ed closed his eyes, feeling drowsiness taking him again.

"Oh, I almost forgot, I'd imagine you probably want to know, we have newcomer in the city," Glen added.  "Passed screening, background.  Captain Tham Olsen did all the work since you've become such a lazy flake lately."

Ed grumbled.  "I am not looking forward to my own 'full case load.'  Who is it? Which Prince?  What division?"

"Maintenance," Glen replied. "She's a foreigner from the Islands, just like Ninn.  Araa is her name.  The weird girl talks like him too."

"Mantras," Ed mumbled as he drifted off into another sleep. "I never...under..stood..."

"To better dreams, my friend."
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Princess Zana Ladress II: The Youngest in the Middle

 

“This discussion is moot. They have already gone too far south. Perhaps they will be destroyed. Perhaps not. Perhaps they will only find more ice and snow and the bones of our past. What is certain is they no longer concern us. We, who remain, must carry out the memory of our ancestors and weather this Catastrophe until we know for certain humanity is no longer jeopardized.”

-Chief Polopilio the Uniter of the Glacial Barbarians’ Red Tribe

 

 

Seven Months Later…

 

Sovereign Crowned-Princess Zana Ladress II, Zana read from a letter sent by her brother, Landrie, as her royal stagecoach jostled her inside. The shaking made it difficult to read, but she had read this letter so many times already. She could probably recite it by heart. Sovereign Crowned-Princess. What exactly did that mean? Much, she answered herself before letting out a long frustrating breath. If her mother hadn’t been murdered, politics surely would have done it for her.

She threw the letter onto couch beside her before gazing out the window. A beautiful morning, red sun lit the mountains that slowly encircled her caravan as they traveled west, their long shadows like fingers releasing their grip over the land. Landrie's Princedom, Father’s Mountain Lands. She smiled, enjoying the morning wind refresh her. She had requested leaving Faf’r before dawn for just this moment. Golden rays lit the few wispy clouds into a spectacular fire of reds and oranges, slowly burning them away. Steam began rising from the grassy plains, forming a thickening fog as the morning dew evaporated. Everything was so bright, so new, so immaculate. Could another Catastrophe be coming? The Doyenne and the Synod seemed far from certain, but Gene. Her letters talked of little else now: mysticism, prophecies, and theology, the Chills, fire and ash…apocalypses. How can a society be built on that? Zana had a hard-enough time keeping her brothers from ripping each other’s throats.

Maybe she were wrong, Zana thought.  Certainly, this tranquil view did contradict that opinion. What did the animals care for ending worlds? What did the mountains care for ambition, or even justice for that matter? They just were. That must be what Father saw in these lands: simplicity. Just being.  

But now it belonged to her brother, Landrie, and the alliance of her two other brothers, Advin and Makim. My dear sister,” the letter continued, your brothers Advin, Makim and I request your presence in a matter of our Grand Kingdom. I realize that this is much sooner than our usual family dinners, but we would like your opinion. Your Holy City has always been impartial and fair in all its dealings since the first days of the Kingdom’s shattering, and so we trust your counsel. 

"’Our Grand Kingdom?’  Trust your counsel," she said with a soft laugh, mulling the words in her mind as she extended her hand out the window to feel the sun’s warmth. “Landrie, you could have saved me the trouble and just sent the letter directly to him.” That must have been Landrie’s intention; written more for Siga and his spies than for her, the letter was darted with subtle insults and innuendos only her eldest brother, the ‘Apostate Emperor,’ would understand. But Siga wouldn’t care. He doesn’t care about much these days. He’s too committed to ‘saving the world’ too. So much saving and yet still so much hurting.

She resisted snatching up the letter and tearing it in her hands. This is what Mother resisted, she thought. The Holy City swallowed up by petty feuds. Siga, the apostate, on one side. Landrie, Advin, and Makim, the so-called Brothers’ Alliance, on the other. A single line of neutrality —her city, a thin sliver of a line she danced on. Siga certainly had no respect for the Golden Lady. He had no respect for any of the Almighty's shattered remains. She had seen his irreverence for herself. He would take her Holy City in one swoop if not for thier mother’s last wishes. At least he respected her memory. But the other three would try to push Zana against her brother. She curled her gloved hand into a fist and rested her mouth against it. The Holy City of Zanf’r can’t become part of her brothers' contests. “No matter how hard they try,” she whispered

She then rubbed her wrists; it helped comfort her. Yes, she convinced herself; they were counting on Siga reading that letter, trying to make him think she was titling her neutrality toward them. "Thank you, brothers," she whispered. "For making my life harder."  

If her family’s kingdom had been torn apart by an outside aggression, that would have been better.  Secretly, she would have wished that instead of this, torn apart by family—

"Your Highness," said Eamark as he trotted his horse up to her window, blocking her serene view. She frowned, as his darkened figure silhouetted against the brightening mountains. Evgeni Eamark was the head of her Royal Guard who served under her mother in the final days. Thankfully, he and his family decided to stay with her when the Kingdom split. But deep inside Landrie’s Princedom, what kind of danger could he be worried about now? Unless—

“The Chills,” she asked.

He turned his helmeted head toward the distant plains and narrowed his dark red eyes, “We’ve spotted infected geese,” he said through his long red goatee “But nothing serious.”

She relaxed into her cushioned seat.

“But there’s something else,” he continued. "Lady Fiora Cortress would like to speak to you. Should I order the caravan to stop?"

"No, no," she replied. There was a reason why she wanted to ride alone for this stretch, and Eamark’s armored build blocked most of it. "I already know what she wants. Tell her I’ll say a prayer tonight while it happens." He bowed and slowed his horse as the bright mountains returned to warm her smile. The sacrifice back in the Holy City to Zandagor the Golden Lady. That must be what Fiora Cortress wanted. Zana would miss it and she was glad too, to be away from that terrible secret.

Every year, the Priests of the Golden Lady would offer animal sacrifices, bringing them into close contact to the Golden Lady. Afterwards, they would burn the offering along with scents of fall flavors, cinnamon, pumpkin, sweet scents of raspberries and grapes rising from the Temple and filling the City, giving comfort to the people that the offering was accepted —another year of blessings. Her childhood was filled with such wonderful memories of the ensuing festival around the sacrifice: the street carnivals, the dancers, parties, music, shows, balls, and the gossip she relied on from the other ladies. She’d miss all that this year, but it was worth missing if she didn’t have to be there for the secret behind the sacrifices, that terrible secret. This was the seventh year. There would be one additional sacrifice. She closed her eyes tightly. Mother Evening Sky had been selected this time. Zana had been too busy to meet with her, and by the time she would return to the City from this trip, Mother Sky would be gone. Never enough time for everything. "I had seven years," she scolded herself. But the sacrifices were important, or so she was told.  More of that mysticism, her cynicism rose. But, even the Doyenne had her doubts, Zana could tell. But if it wasn’t Zandagor’s will, wouldn’t she have stopped them by now?  

Gene and her crusade didn't care so much about that anymore. What would happen if they stopped the seventh-year sacrifice? The Golden Lady would awake again and take a sacrifice herself? ‘Those sacrifices kept the City safe from the Zandagor’s wrath,’ she remembered being told. But doubt lingered in Zana’s heart. Never happened with Siga’s Shard and he’s dissecting and conquering with it.  

"How can human sacrifices be from the Almighty," she whispered, letting her eyes rest on a flock of geese rummaging on a section of grassy plain empty of fog. “Then again. The Almighty is dead, isn’t he? His spirit back in heaven. And all our efforts are to keep the embers of life smoldering.”

The fog slowly evaporated before her eyes; the veil torn. And what did she see? Nothing but nature trying to survive the coming winter. If those geese didn’t migrate —infected or not— they would freeze. Yet there they were surviving generation after generation without a care for appeasing gods or worry over the Dark Well. Sadly, for the humanity, living wasn’t as easy. She snickered to herself; now, she sounded more like Siga. She pulled the release cord as a curtain fell to cover the window. “Gene can’t be right.”

 

***

 

By twilight, they had reached the Red Rock, Landrie's Capital City. The ‘Red Rock’ was what Father’s subjects first called it, and at the start it was just that, a settlement under a large red outcrop from a cliff face. Or as Zana’s mother told her; she wasn’t born yet when her father began work here. Landrie, in his usual grandiose fashion, renamed it some monstrous unpronounceable name after he made it his capital.  Zana forget —or rather didn't care to commit to memory— the name but it meant "Bearer of the Mountain Jewel" in some codex only Landrie would know. She shook her head. Landrie and his double meanings.  Of course, there was no ‘Jewel.’ The word had another more abstract meaning.

She had been here only a few times since the Kingdom shattered, each time leaving more disappointed than the last. The animosity between her brothers hadn’t change. This time would be no different. When Siga offered peace terms —quite generous too— the other three decided to ban together instead, hoping by doing so, none of the other three would show weakness and accept those terms. Big Sig should have known that would happen, but he was always too obsessed with the Sea Roar.

She rubbed her tired eyes, trying to avoid her make-up. “All day dwelling on this isn’t going to help me be my best gracious self. No, no; I am a noble. I must be a lady.”  She laughed to herself. These were her brothers after all, and they would certainly be eating alone together; they couldn’t care less. She could be as crass as she wanted to. A small blessing.

The caravan slowed. The spitting and popping of rocks underneath quieted to a grinding and rolling motion. Ruby Road, she thought, the Red Rock’s backbone street. She still had her curtains closed, not wanting to rouse a clamor outside. Voices rose outside anyway with whispers of 'Za’nina' which meant affectionately ‘Zana’s little girl’ in her mother’s native language. For as long as she could remember, her mother used to introduce her as Za’nina since the two shared the same name. It brought a smiled to her face that the people hadn’t forgotten, but when it came from her older brothers, it sounded more like a challenge.

The crowd’s clamor soon died down, however, and quicker than she expected. She laughed, shaking her head. Are you so afraid of the poor too, Landrie? Even with the curtain closed, she could tell the crowd outside were the wealthy sort that prided themselves in their detachment to royalty. Detachment or equality? Landrie encouraged them too much; she’d have to remind him of how well that attitude played for their mother’s homeland, now run by those Demos. As if he’ll listen to me. 

Often, in her visits to nobles or sovereigns, there would be an effort made to rid her caravan’s path of the ‘lowly’ —the best adjective she heard said of the poor. She knew that attitude had more to do with politics than malevolence; no one wanted a foreign power to be more gracious than the host. And if some ‘lowly’ found their way close enough to her caravan, she would do a little politics of her own and give them alms in honor of the Golden Lady. But she couldn’t do that here in Landrie’s city. No, he was too smart to fall for that; he would never allow the poor to even enter his capital city.

And the Red Rock was luxurious, of course; Landrie made sure of that by making it a major trading point, and full of rich merchants and traders hoping to convince their prince to sell them some of his land.  Makim had his farms. Advin, his factories. Landrie's wealth was in his mountains. Gold, silver, and his prime source of security, runic. The metal, once alloyed, can be strong enough to absorb magic without shattering.  But, most importantly, when lined with an enclosed suit, it allowed a person to temporarily come into proximity with a Shard of the Almighty, a very important commodity for Sig’s sacrilege. How Big Sig was able to procure enough of it without going through Landrie was one of his proud secrets.

Noise outside rose again but this time they were the voices of anxious servants and the clatter of the their hurrying feet as her carriage came to a stop. Any minute, she would be expecting the usual fanfare —none. Tradition. Landrie loved tradition. So, instead of a Master of Ceremonies announcing her arrival with local dignitaries in line to meet her, she’s be lucky to have the castle chef escort her to her brothers who were probably drinking spirits and smoking pre-dinner cigars. Good thing she didn’t overdress, the smell would never—

"You hiding from us, Za’nina," Makim's voice shouted from outside.

"We were supposed to wait," Advin said.	

"But, Z hates surprises," Makim replied.

She pulled open the curtain and outside were her two brothers.  Makim, short and plumper than before, wearing his usual green theme, overcoat, pants, white silk shirt buttoned up the middle, and green felt hat that covered his…bald head?  Sabina never mentioned that in her last letter.  Must be recent.

Advin, stood taller and leaner, wearing his dark blues: a casual royal suit, pants, white shirt with a dark blue tie and a simple dark blue jacket. He never liked showing his wealth. He kept his blond hair cut short underneath a short-brimmed hat where his glasses rested. Both wore their silver circlets around their foreheads, a green emerald encrusted on Mak’s and a purple-blue topaz gem on Ad’s circlet. Topaz. How embarrassing. 

"Yes, this is a bit of a surprise," she said as Eamark opened the door for her. She stepped off the carriage with Eamark at her side with his gleaming blue armor set freshly polished for the occasion and a blue cape flowing down behind his shoulders. Sadly, her brothers wouldn't notice.

"You didn't bring your steam-driver," Makim asked, sounding disappointed.

“So that’s why you’re both here?”

Advin cleared his throat. "Hello again, Z.  Hope you had a great travel."

She sighed, grinning inwardly. They were already acting so strangely. She couldn’t read their intentions —yet.

She first hugged Advin, whispering, “It’s going to be a long night, isn’t it?”

“Is that how you address the Lords of Ladress,” Mak replied, sticking out his chest with a mock expression of pride.

Her mother taught her better, of course; how nobility should act, the protocols of royal culture. But...it was still good to the see them. She softened with a smile. "You're an idiot, Mak,” she said, hugging him too. “If I rode in here with one of those devil-machines, you know Big Sig would rip up your armistice just to get it back. Besides, it came to me by very immoral means.”

“Are you saying you don’t even use it,” Advin asked, bring his glasses down to his eyes. “Not even once?”

“No; never. Those things are dirty too.”  She dusted her silk draped sleeves. “I’d never be able to wear anything without getting it ruined.”

“Good,” Mak said. “We don’t need the Almighty's help anyway. He’s too busy helping Sig expand his empire, isn’t he?"

"Not here, Mak," Ad said, opening his hand toward her. She took it. "Lan’s waiting inside. Dinner's prepared—”

“I just got here," she groaned. "Can't I relax a bit? I was looking forward to a bath.

“You’re not going to say hello first,” he asked with a teasing grin.

Zana resisted rolling her eyes. Right, tradition. “Did he at least install heating to the palace waters?"

Advin gave her that familiar childhood expression: lips drawn to line with half opened eyelids that usually meant she should know better.

“Really, Lan is too obsessed with all that First Settler’s antiquity,” she said, looking up at the golden bricks that had replaced some of the red bricks in the exterior of the palace.  “And, yet he goes on and does that to his own home. It’s looks so...vulgar. And, we know father never wanted this place to be comfortable, so I doubt Lan will either. We should have met at your home.  …Why here?”  She then eyed him.

But Ad smiled. “You’re not getting anything from me. I promised him. We’ll talk inside.”

“I’ll keep trying,” she said. “I hate waiting.”

“Oh, I love them,” Mak chimed in suddenly. “I brought them from home. Picked them myself at the base of the Golden Lady a few hours ago.” He then ran up ahead to a servant girl by the stairs.

“I’m sorry, what,” Zana asked as Mak ran by.

Ad squeezed her hand.  “Let it go,” he whispered.

“Let what go?”  But Ad didn’t reply. He had a stern look on him as he watched Mak with worry creeping in from the corners of his eyes. She turned to Mak who graciously received a plate of strawberries from a young servant girl. Something wrong with Mak?  “Ad, was he joking about picking them next to the Golden—” Mak then turned and smiled at her as he ran back with the plate.

“Hey, Z. These are your favorite, aren’t…they…,” he stopped, his joviality fell from his face. “It just happened, didn’t it?”

“No, it didn’t,” Ad assured him.

“Then why is Zana looking at me like that?” He glanced around him, looking at each of the faces of the servants, examining them for a moment before moving to the next.

Ad squeezed her hand. “Oh, it’s your hair,” she said, putting a strawberry in her mouth. “Oh, these are delicious, Mak. Thank you. But, really, if you think strawberries are going to win me over about what you’ve done to your hair, think again.”

Mak took off his hat and rubbed his bald head. “Yea, I guess it’s kind hard to hide, isn’t it?”

“Kinda hard to hide?  How many strawberries did it take to convince Sabina to go along with it? No wonder you two haven’t been to the recent receptions.”

He glanced away, a befuddled look to him.  “Well…, she’s uh.. –supportive,” he stuttered, before taking a bow. “I’m happy you like them, Z.  I’m...I better go on ahead.  See to dinner.”  He then returned the plate of strawberries to the servant girl and went on inside the palace.

“Advin,” Zana said, sternly.

“Not here, inside,” he said, glancing at Eamark behind them.	

“This ‘inside’ is getting on my nerves,” she replied as Advin led her onward toward the palace entrance with Eamark by her side. The Palace itself wasn't anything very interesting, red bricked building that was first carved out of the mountain side by Father for efficiency, but since then, Landrie had it restored —not updated.  Yet, he embedded jewels from his mountains into the brick wall, other bricks had been replaced by gold in some random pattern. Knowing Lan, it probably made some weird sense to him. Silk banners with his crest, three mountain peaks and a crown around it, hung from balconies high up. 

The entrance itself hadn’t been aggrandized. The lifted portcullis was the same style but new and gleaming. The doors were new too, but in the same original fashion: double hard oak doors opened widely, allowing the warmth of the main hall to spill out into the cool evening air. Servants stood there —everywhere really— ready to serve.  She had to remind herself they weren’t servants in the traditional sense as in descendants of serving families or indentured servitude of the poor. No, Landrie hired the most capable he could find to do his palace business, and some of them probably had other patrons to serve as well. Maybe she could pay one of them to heat up some water—

"May I ask you something while we walk," Ad spoke up.

"You may.  Though, I’ll probably just answer ‘not here, inside’"

He laughed. “I’m glad you still have that sharp tongue.  ...like Mother.”  He frowned. “You remind us of her, you know. The way you talk, carry yourself. I suppose that’s not a surprise; you spent the greatest time with her.”

“Thank you,” she said, smiling. “But, I know where this is going, Ad.  And you shouldn’t.”

He chuckled nervously.  “None of us could get away with anything with Mother, either. But, that didn’t stop us.”

She sighed, patting his hand on her arm. “Go ahead, then. Go where you shouldn’t.”

“Your Holy City,” he said. “How’s your reign?”

“Specifically?”

“Security,” he said quickly with tension in his voice.

“You mean, Sig,” she said. “Oh, he’s got his spies everywhere. We all know that. Even he knows I know. And he knows that you three know that he knows. It’s all very ridiculous, this whole affair. Everyone should just come out in the open. But I really don’t care about that; Mother’s wishes are what I care about.  The Holy City will not become part of your feud. Ever. One day, when Sig and you three come to your senses.  Then, and only then.” She smiled warmly. “We’ll have a celebration, Ad. A tourney, a festival, everything like the old days when we were all together. There in the Holy City. And...you four will finally be able to visit mother and father. But, not now. Not until this foolishness ends.” He stopped and looked mournfully at her.  “What is it?”

He continued walking.  “Inside,” he said.

Zana’s felt her face flush. “I am half tempted to slap you, dear brother.”

“And I am half tempted to do the same to you, dear sister. Your naivety is chilling.” He slowed his pace to the main stair with the servants still out of listening distance. He glanced back to Eamark, who undoubtedly was listening too. “I fear that’s another thing you caught on with Mother. She was naive too. Always living in the past. She thought she could keep the Holy City neutral; she hoped for that ‘celebration’ too. All while her enemies closed in, her sense of piety and justice blinded her, Z.” His jaw tightened. “She thought the Golden Lady would always protect her, and what happened? She….by one of her own damn sons—”
	“We don’t know that,” Zana snapped back. “Sig—”

“Damn it Z,” he shouted. “Face the truth. Mother was blind and so are—”

She slapped him across the face, immediately regretted it. “I...I’m sorry, Advin.  I shouldn’t have.” She looked away, cursing herself for losing her temper. Not this crass, she said to herself.

“Impulsive and naive,” he said quietly. “Please Z, before we go in. Promise me something.”

“Sig didn’t kill Mother,” she insisted.

He continued escorting her further. “Please, keep an open mind. Will you do that for us?”

“If you would just meet Sig. He’ll see you. Then you’ll know—”

He squeezed her hand.

“Alright, alright” she said, sighing. “I’ll listen. I’ll listen until it’s my turn to talk. ...Things really are different this time, aren’t they?”

“They always were,” he replied.

If not for Ad’s ominous talk, Zana would have taken some nostalgic comfort in the halls of the Red Rock.  Landrie, for all his outrageousness kept the interior exactly as Father designed it: efficient for defense. In those days, the mountains were far less charted. This was the frontier. Though her brothers wouldn’t believe it, she remembered her father painfully laboring over this, then, small outpost, his unkempt beard, tired smile, and drowsy eyes hoping to have an ever-improved defense built on top of the Red Rock cliff before each winter. Thankfully, the mountains were as impassable as they could have hoped and no foreigner, most of all those noble-hating Demos in the west, ever assaulted this place.  

So when she entered the hall, she smiled fondly. The carpet, a red crimson with a gold diamond pattern, was the same fashion as in her father’s time, though newly remade and the lanterns burned with the old candle and wick style that seemed more homely than the oil lit lanterns, and even —she almost snorted— the nauseating smell of burning wood and charred meat from all the fireplaces still floated along the drafty breeze that freely blew through the Red Rock.

"Lan never fixed the draft," she said.

"Yea, well, you know him. Perfectionist," Ad replied. "A bit of the Almighty's attention to detail is in him, I think. Really, last night I could hear the whistle in the rocks while I slept. Haunted my nights here when we were little."

"Somethings never change. Then, I suppose we’re going to the main dining hall."

Ad nodded.  “Straight ahead.”

“At least Mak makes great food. I assume he’s making dinner.”

“Yes, yes. Can’t pry that man away. Maybe it would have done him better if he had.” Would have?

“Well, I hope he made some of that stuffed duck Mother used to—”

Mak appeared from some side hall, flustered while wringing his hat in his hands and looking this and that way with a pensive look about him.

“Mak, what’s the matter,” Ad asked.

“I can’t seem to find...,” he replied, before looking down another hall

“And what are you looking for,” Zana asked.

Mak suddenly took note of her and turned away. “I’ve...I’ve got to go. I’ll meet you inside.”  He then ran off down the hall.  At the very end was the dining room, another set of double oak doors. He disappeared behind them.

"What’s wrong with him," she asked.

“He’s very sick,” Ad replied.

“...And?”

Ad stopped and closed his eyes. “That's one of the reasons we couldn’t wait till our next family meeting, Z. And you too. We're going to ask you…”

“Go on…”

He drew his lips to a tight frown. Zana recognized that expression: he was deciding something important. “Z,” he began again. “He would like to see Mother, and the Golden Lady if it can be helped."

Zana slid her hand out from his. “He can’t,” she said.

Advin continued walking ahead without her. “Not even now? I asked you, please keep an open mind.”

She marched after him. “He can’t,” she repeated. “Mother doesn’t want any of you there until—”

“This is different,” he said.

“And would if Sig finds out?”

“Sig doesn’t give a damn about Mother’s—”

The doors opened and standing there in his royal reds, a sword at his hip, and a red ruby jeweled silver circlet around his short messy blond hair was the second eldest of the Ladress siblings, Landrie. He gave her a wary half-lidded stare with his mouth scrunched to one side. Already annoyed with me, are you? Don’t keep me in the dark then. She matched the same wary expression back at him.

“I told you we’ll talk over dinner,” he said, placing his fists against his hips like Father would have done.

“I… you're right, I’m sorry,” Ad said.

Lan then grinned. “And, how’s my annoying little sister doing?”

“Never mind that,” she said, almost jogging up to him. “What’s wrong with—”  She stopped herself.  Inside the dining room was Mak, setting up a small table for four.

Lan rolled his eyes. “I know, I know,” he said. “I’m paying the best artisans I can find and Mak goes on to set it up for us anyway. He’s cooked too, though I can’t say I mind that.”

“What’s wrong with him,” she whispered.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. You know the rules. Family business over dinner,” he said.

Zana huffed. “Eamark, you’re excused for the night,” she said before turning to Lan.  Lan sighed disapprovingly. It’s your little castle, Lan.

“Eamark, thank you for watching over my sister,” Lan said. “I know you and the others of the caravan must be tired and hungry and are not yet situated with lodging. I’ve made arrangements for you and my sister’s retinue to stay in the palace. And I’ve made several lodgings available in the city.”

“It’s an honor as always,” he replied, bowing. “Is your Master of Servants the same?”

“Yes, yes, he is. You know where he hides. Prince Makim has provided all of you with a private dinner in your rooms as I’m sure you are all too wary to dine together. But tomorrow night, we will all dine together here.  Festively.”

“Thank you, sire,” Eamark said.  Zana noted relief in his voice. He must have been exhausted, riding horseback the entire way. “I am looking forward to it.”

“You are dismissed, Sir Eamark,” Zana said

He bowed low to her and then bowed his head toward Lan and Ad before making his way back down the hall.

“Thanks,” Zana said. “Everyone’s so tired from all the travel.”

“Yea, it’s a long way but it gives us four some privacy too,” he said with a sheepish smile.

“What is it?”

“Sir Eamark,” he answered. “It always pleases me to know that you’re still preserving our family’s knighting heritage—” 

 Zana pushed her way passed him into the dinning hall —if he was going to patronize her, she didn’t have to be there to listen; he knew damn well she didn’t do that for him. 

Here too, the room was exactly as she remembered it. Newer items, yes, but all the same.  There were two tables. One long and rectangular when entertaining a large party and a smaller more intimate round table where Mak was meticulous placing each silverware.

Alone in the midst of such a large room, she half expected to hear Mak’s mutterings echo against the walls, Instead, he smiled briefly at her before fluffing up the flowers in the center of the small table. Their mother’s favorite, lavender among red roses.

“Let me help you with that,” she said, walking over to him.

He smiled again. “They told you, didn’t that?”

“I didn’t tell her anything, Mak,” Ad shouted as he and Lan neared the table.

“Is it serious,” she asked.

Mak seemed to ignore her, snapping his fingers twice in the air. Two servants —hired hands— appeared from behind the bar bench, a young woman and an older man, presumably apprentice an chef.

“Are all the preparations done,” he asked.

“Yes, all is ready,” the older man said. “The dinners are being delivered to…,” he turned to bowed to Zana, “Princess Ladress’s retinue as we speak. You’re courses are laid out and the warmers are stoked.”

Mak shook each of their hands. “Thank you.  Thank you.”

The older man cleared his throat. “You’re welcome…but…,” he turned a confused expression to Lan.

“It’s alright, Ryndo,” Lan answered with a wave of his hand.  “Mak, you sure about this?”

Mak nodded. “If I had another life…”

“You two are dismissed,” he said. “Thank you both and enjoy your evening.”

The two servants glanced hesitant looks at each other, either unsure if Lan meant it or because they were in the presence of four of the most powerful in land. Zana indulged herself with the second thought; while that may be true, the reality was that ruling, she learned the hard way, was more like herding wolf packs full of alpha wolves than shepherding sheep into one fold. With lingering confusion, or maybe awkwardness, the two servers left.

“Sit, sit,” Mak began with excitement. “I’ll grab the first dish. It’s a vegetable soup, potato based with cured sausage.”

Each sat in the nearest chair as Mak wobbled off to the bar bench; a side door there led to the kitchen.

When he was out of view, Zana asked. “So how long will it take before I find out what’s wrong with him?”

“It’s not that simple,” Lan said.

“He wants to see the Golden Lady, I know that.  And Mother.”

Lan glanced sidelong at Advin who shrugged back at him.

“Is that so offensive,” Lan asked. “No one would need to know—”

“Breaking your own rules,” shouted Mak as the door swung open. He carried a tray of four bowls and a bottle of some liquor, probably wine.  “Aren’t we going to wait till we eat, or would you rather just talk about me when I’m not here.  I can certainly go.”

Mak placed a bowl of steaming soup in front of each of them. “Here you go, Z,” he said. “Spicy, right? Try to guess which I put in. Ad, a bit extra olive oil and sausage for you. And Lan, boring Lan, just plain like Father used to like. Why not just heat up plain water instead?” Mak placed a bottle of wine down in the center by the flowers before taking his seat between Lan and Ad.

“It’s the way I like it,” Lan answered. “The point of soup is to prepare the stomach for the food to come.”

“Ah, the only preparation I need,” Ad said, “Is that wine to fire up the appetite.”

“Don’t insult my cooking,” Mak said. “But that doesn’t mean I think your wrong.”  Mak rose from his chair, reaching for the bottle, but Lan stopped him.

“I’ll do it. It’s my house.” Lan grabbed the bottle and uncorked it. He brought to his nose and sniffed “Hmm ...I’m usually good at this.  It’s... it’s ...14…  um...What year is this?”

“That year.” Mak said, turning to lock eyes with Zana.

Zana stared back, but Mak broke eye contact.  “Mak, if you want to visit mother’s grave so badly, the best idea would be to petition Siga. I can’t just let you into the Holy City. But, if you ask him and give him a good reason, I doubt he’d mind. Though he’d probably want to visit too. ...And maybe, this could be the beginning of some sort of...reconciliation?”

Mak scoffed. “No, it wouldn’t.  Maybe you’re right, maybe Sig wouldn’t care if I visited Mother, but he doesn’t need to know why. It’s best if he doesn’t. He doesn’t care about anything but his Empire building. I can’t show weakness, Z.”  Mak lowered his eyes onto his soup.

“Mak,” Zana said softly.  “How serious is it?”

Mak took in a spoonful before answering, “Sabina sensed a lump in my brain behind my right eye. My surgeons are too afraid to operate, and I can’t honestly say I’d like to die on the surgeon’s table either.  They tell me by winter’s end. I won’t see spring, they say.”  The table fell silent.  So soon? Mak’s going to…. Her stomach hollowed, but she forced a spoonful of soup into her mouth anyway. Her eyes teared. Probably from the spicy taste, she told herself. She didn’t care to guess what they were anymore. “It’s pretty funny, actually,” he began again, still staring at his soup and mixing it slowly with his spoon. “It all started a couple of months after our last family meeting. I started having visions, hearing voices. I would find myself in different places, different times, all in the past. Sometimes familiar, sometimes wildly imaginative.” A slight smile crept onto his lips. “I thought perhaps the Almighty had chosen me for some important task and I feverishly tried to decipher their meaning. Maybe he was going to use me to end Sig’s sacrilege. Sabina…she was so supportive.” He laughed softly to himself. “...But, soon after came the seizures and we realized I was just...sick.  Z, I don’t want to go without seeing her. Mother and the Golden Lady, if possible. If only one, then I’d rather see Mother before I go. But....”  He turned to Lan and then to Ad before locking eyes on her.  “We all agreed on one thing. Sig cannot know I’m going there, or why I’m there. If he finds out about my condition, he might make a move against my lands—”

“That’s ridiculous,” Zana almost shouted. “He has to know—”

“Respect Mak’s wishes,” Lan broke in.

“His wishes? Or your’s? I’m telling you, Siga doesn’t harbor the same hate that you all have for him, but if…,” her voice almost cracked. “If he doesn’t know about Mak before…it happens, he just might hate you all for it.”

Mak stood, his cheeks flushing. “I’ll… I’ll go check on the next course.” And he left.

Lan rubbed his temples. “Z, why are you making this so difficult?”

“Difficult?  I was never even told about any of this—”

“It’s what you wanted, isn’t it,” Lan shot back.  “Neutrality. Not getting involved. Nothing’s neutral when it comes to family, Za’nina, and yet you always wear Mother’s wishes like a—”

“Landrie,” Ad said, coolly. “None of that helps.  Z, we’re sorry this is so sudden, but this has nothing to do with Sig or our fight with him. This is about Mak. Will you let him see Mother?”

She pushed her soup away. “He can’t come into my city secretly,” she said, folding her arms. “It has to be out in the open. Sig would suspect something otherwise.”

Lan let out a frustrated groan.

“Sig has his spies everyone in my city,” she argued. “Goddess, more than half the families still hold tacit support that he should be—”

“Should be what,” Lan’s voice hardened. 

Zana hit the bud of her spoon against the table. “He’d know long before Mak even crossed the border, Lan. And you know that. He’d just be crazy enough to think I’ve sided with you three and broke Mother’s wishes. No. No. The only way is by petition. You said yourself, Ad. This has nothing to do with Sig, so talk to him. Tell him what Mak is going through.”

“And give Sig the excuse he needs to come after us again,” Lan said. “Even if he believed Mak was dying, this would present him with the perfect excuse to solidify his hold over us. With his wealth, he’d ‘offer’ his ‘assistance’ to Mak’s farms and help in some ‘transitional period’ that I don’t doubt would mean they would end up belonging to him. And how could Mak refuse without looking vindictive or ungrateful? Then Ad and I would be dependent on Sig for a big portion of our crops. No, Z. No. He’s got to go secretly.”

“What about Sabina,” she asked, tipping her chin up. “Won’t all of Mak’s rights go to her?”

“She’s not a Ladress, and they don’t have an heir.”

“You mean she doesn’t hate Sig like all of you do.”

Mak returned suddenly, and everyone fell silent. “How is everyone’s soup,” he asked. “Did I get them right?”

“Mak…,” Z started again, but couldn’t find the words. Mak looked lost and distracted. She wanted to console him, but how? If only they would talk to Sig, they’d realize he’s as sick as they are, obsessed with their own little worlds.

“We’ll talk later, Z,” he said, scanning the soup bowls. “In private.”

Lan shook his head, flicking hands up. “Well, that was productive.”

“Was that all you wanted to talk about,” Zana asked, standing.  “Because if so, I’m going to my room.”  She looked up at Mak and softened her frown. “I’ll wait for you,” she said.

“Zana,” Lan said sternly. “We’re not done.  Please, sit down.”

Mak nodded and she sat, sighing and wringing her wrists.  “What other news are you hiding from me?”

“Much,” Lan replied. “At first, I didn’t want to tell you because you might let it slip to Sig when you see him.” He glanced to Advin. “But, Ad’s right. You need to know because when it’s time for us to break from Sig, I want you to be prepared for refugees.”

“Another war,” she said, flatly. “You can’t win this. His weapons are far too powerful, and I don’t think I can keep him from taking over completely if you try.”

Lan smiled, biting his lower lip. He was hiding something, she knew. “It’s about something we discovered in the Mountains,” he said. Zana’s heart jumped. Gene, she thought. Were the priests right? Lan took an aggravatingly slow sip of wine.

“What did you find, Landrie,” she asked.

Mak began gathering up the soup bowls, but when he went for her bowl, she took it back.

Lan chuckled. “Staying a while longer, huh?”

“What did you find in Father’s mountains, Landrie,” she repeated.

“The truth of a long rumor, a mystery finally solved.”

“Grandfather’s Search…,” she guessed.  “But Mother said he never found anything. The earthquake, the lights in the sky. He searched for months in those mountain lands and found nothing.”

“Months,” Ad chimed in with a suspicious tone. “Doubtful. Remember Z, the Golden Lady had just awoken when that earthquake struck. The Holy City was in shambles because of her. Grandfather had his hands full rescuing and rebuilding. I doubt he was able to devote as many resources to the search as Mother led us to believe. And Father spent most of his time securing the mountain piedmonts and growing Sat’r and Faf’r. Mother was never interested, so they were never really explored.”

She turned back to Lan. “And now you found what caused that terrible quake. What was it?”

He strengthened in his chair before leaning toward her. “You cannot tell Sig,” he warned, pointing his finger at her.

“I never do,” she replied, taking a spoonful of soup into her mouth.

Lan smiled again. “I’ll say it. It’s what we’re all thinking, anyway.  A Shard, another Fragment of the Almighty’s Body,” he said. “It must have awoken all those years ago and shattered a hole in the mountains.”

Zana swallowed, searching her brother’s tired eyes for more. How much they’ve changed over the years. No longer the joyful eyes of an older brother, but the tired eyes of ambition, of suspicious and resentment. She feared what his answer would be to her next question. “And what is your intention now that you found it?”

“Well, firstly, it has to be excavated,” he said, reclining back into his seat. “That’s a big enough job in itself. It’s at least as big as the Golden Lady, maybe larger.”

“And after?”

“One task at a time, Za’nina. We can’t rush these things,” he said. “I just wanted you to know because rumors will start spreading. And it doesn’t help that they’ll happen to be true.”

“Sig will suspect the truth,” she replied. “He knows Grandfather’s story too and he knows what the priests think is hidden there. If you’re not careful—"

“He will what,” Lan barked, slamming his fist on to the table. “He will come and take it? Desecrate more of the Almighty’s body? And probably be blessed all the more for it!”

“Your peace with him will end and he will take everything,” she said as bluntly and coldly as she could. “That much, I know; especially if one of his spies finds out instead of you telling him yourself. He’ll think you’ve kept it a secret on purpose. Don’t do that, please. Announce it. Make it into a celebration” —Lan rolled his eyes—  “the site can become a new Holy City. He’ll have to agree to that. His people are still faithful to the Golden Lady, Lan; their patience with his treatment of Lairgor is strained. He won’t argue against that.”

Lan titled his head and smiled tiredly at her. “Oh, my dear annoying little sister. I’m glad you came. You remind me of Mother. She probably would have said the same thing, the ‘voice of reason,’ but Mother’s prudence, you don’t have. No, this will take a more delicate approach. Sig’ll find out, when we want him to.” He glanced over to Advin.

“Landrie,” she pressed. “What will you do with it?”

“Keep it secret,” Ad broke in. “As well as we can while we dig it up.”

Mak returned with a tray of plates as delicious aromas following him. He chuckled. “So, you told her,” he said. “I can feel the tension in here. A piece of the Almighty. If only we found it sooner.”

Zana studied Lan’s face, trying to decipher what he was thinking. She chose her next words carefully.  “I can ask a few priests to come take a look. Maybe they can figure out which of the Shards it is. Or maybe just confirm it. You might be mistaken about it.”

“No, we’re not mistaken,” he said, laughing. “And no. No one goes there.”

“Damn it, Landrie. This isn’t a game,” she shouted, feeling heat flush her face. “Don’t be as stupid as Sig. You don’t know what his choices have done to him.”

“His choices,” Lan asked.  “He chose to go against everything we believed in and now look. He’s expanded his territories well beyond the Isles, across the sea. North, south. He’s building, only Almighty knows, in the middle of tundra and deserts. His choices don’t look stupid, sister. He’s planning something.”

Zana closed her eyes. “He chose poorly, Lan. And now he’s living with the consequences.”

“I can live with those consequences.”

Zana opened her mouth, but stopped herself; she was about to reveal something very close to Sig. His true condition, his sudden bouts of hyperactivity and invalidity. It scared her sometimes during her visits. He’d appear so weak of body and mind that he had to be feed by hand. He couldn’t even recognize her. Other times, he’d be robust and active like a man half his age, riding horses with her and talking of subjects far beyond what she understood. One thing she did understand, his condition made him a disconnected lonely man, cursed for what he’s done. And now she feared Lan would make the same mistake. She fought herself not to argue further; she could tell by the challenging smirk on Lan’s face, it would made little difference, but there was still time. Time to figure this all out. So, instead, she frowned at him. “You’re an idiot, Lan.”

He pointed his fork at her. “Then I win,” he said. “And Mother would have backhanded you for resorting to insults. If you’re beaten, you’re beaten. Poor form, Z. Very poor form.”

“I’m declaring a statement of fact: you’re still an idiot.”

He smiled triumphantly as Mak placed the next course in front of him, a plate of steamed vegetables, boiled wild rice, and a small cup of what must be cinnamon-scented butter. 

“Delicious,” Lan said

“Try it first,” Mak replied before placing another two plates before Ad and herself.

“These vegetables,” Zana said, examining them in amazement. “They look flawless. Healthy. How?”

Seating himself to his own plate, answered, “Mother’s secret.”

She took in a bite of the broccoli and smiled. Cinnamon salt, he remembered she hated the butter.  “The broccoli, Mak, it’s fresh. We, in the city, ran out already. We’ve begun winter rationing the frozen stock. How did you do this? And the rice! Didn’t you have frost already?”

“A secret,” he replied, again.

“The ‘secret’ must be in the land,” Ad said, beginning his meal with rice. “I’d wager there must be underground thermal waters. It’s the most fertile in the Kingdom. Father moved all the farms to the north long ago.”

“Underground hot rivers or not,” Lan said, slathering cinnamon spiced butter over everything as he did when he was younger. “Z’s right. The first frost came weeks ago.”

“Well, we all have our secrets,” Mak said with mouthful. “Ad has his industry. Lan, his mountains.  Me, I know how to grow things.” He let that last sentence linger a bit before, placing his fork down.  “I’m going to tell her now, Lan.”

Lan waved his fork in the air. “It’s why we’re all here.”

“Z,” he said. “I want to say this in front of everyone. Once I’m gone, I’m not going to give my lands to any of the families. Sabina and I don’t have a child, though we’re trying before… the end.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works,” she replied, trying to be as gentle as possible. She glanced over to Lan, continuing. “Tradition would have the lands and rights go to Sabina.”

“Tradition,” Lan retorted, “would have the land divided and given to all five of us. Like hell we’ll let Sig get a piece of it. And like I said, Sabina isn’t a Ladress. If they don’t have an heir, she’ll keep the title, not the authority. Mak has to decide on a Regent or give it to one of us whole. You should really study up on our successions laws, Z.”  Apparently, you have, she thought.

“Landrie’s right,” Mak said. “And we’ve talked it over. If we can conceive, she’ll be Princess-Regent until the child grows up to assume the throne. If not, she wants to go back to her home and remarry. I don’t blame her. She’s a sweet young woman and doesn’t need to be harassed by Sig once I’m gone.”

“You see,” Lan said, tipping his head toward her with a mouth full of food. “We thought this through.” 

“If that happens, I’ve decided that…” Mak paused. “I’m going to give my land and stock over to you, Z.  The Holy City. That way, it’ll be safe from Sig and maybe I can make amends for my life too. Sabina has agreed to stay on a year or two to help you get know the farmlands.”

“Oh, Mak,” she said. “It’s kind of you but isn’t it too early for all that. How long have your doctors given you? Till spring?”

“Four or so months, yes,” he said, looking away.

“Would you care to be seen by one of my doctors. She’s very good; a priest from the Temple.”

“I have my own medics and Sabina’s a good one too, Z.  You helped her get trained by the Temple, remember?” 

“I know, I know,” she said, swirling the rice on her plate with her fork. “But… this one is exceptional.”

“Who is she?  Have I heard of her?”

“She fought in your tussle with Sig,” she replied. “So, I can tell you she’s loyal, but as for her name, I can’t tell you.”

Lan paused eating, eyeing her.  “You have secrets too, huh, Za’nina? Growing up so fast. It’s good to hear.”

She frowned. “It’s not what Mother would have wanted. Well, Mak. Instead of going to the city, visiting mother; I can have this priest visit you. Maybe she can heal you.”

Mak drew his lips to a line. “I don’t want to wait too long. I don’t want to become so weak I can’t visit her.”

“You look healthy enough,” she replied, cursing herself for saying it. Be more sensitive. “I mean, well…we all know doctors underestimate the strength of their patients for a reason. And Sabina loves you, so she may be being a bit of a mother hen.”

Mak took in a deep breath. “OK,” he said. “I’ll see her.”

She rose an eyebrow. “That easy?”

“No, I’ll see your priest, and if she can help, then fine, all is well,” he said. “But, if she can’t help, you’ll have to let me sneak into your City. No word to Sig. That’s the deal.”

Zana huffed; Ad laughed.

“Good show, Mak” Ad said. “I couldn’t have planned that better myself.”

“It wasn’t a plan,” Mak protested. “I’m serious, Z.  Sabina and I have made peace with this. If I must see one more healer before I can see Mother. Fine. But, it must be very soon. Please, don’t wait this out.”

Damn. Zana thought. There’s not much time to find her. She grabbed hold of her glass of wine, slowing bringing it up to her nose. She swirled it, sniffing in the sweet scents and bitter tones, taking her time as she thought things through. …And what could Gene do? She wasn’t a healer, barely a medic; that wasn’t her discipline. But her last letter several months ago told of fantastic technologies, magics, the old forgotten ways —maybe something before the Whithering Catastrophe survived. Big Sig sure proved people of those times were far more sophisticated.

Besides, Zana knew Sabina was as good a doctor as any in the Holy City, mastering both the magical and surgical healing arts. Damn her, why didn’t she at least send me a letter? To be blindsided by this! Hope, she had to hope Gene could help, or at the very least stall Mak a while longer. She snickered inwardly. Going off to save the world, Gene, can’t you save my brother?  

But if she couldn’t help Mak, Zana would be obliged to “smuggle” him in. Sig would know, of course; his spies are everywhere. She would have to tell him afterwards —right afterwards.  And hopefully —doubtfully— reaching him before his spies do. That was not a message she would look forward to writing.  Perhaps it would find him in one of his stupors.

She took a sip, swishing it around her mouth. Very light, sweet and dry, all the flavors and scents coming together masterfully. Not a hint of alcohol. A very good year. She closed her eyes. A very bad year. Mother, what would you do?

“It would be nice to have an answer before the Almighty returns…,” Lan said to his plate, trying very unsuccessfully to appear indifferent.

She put her glass down.  “A very good wine. A very bad year.”

Mak snorted.

“That being said,” she continued before smacking her lips. “Alright, I’ll let you into the city. As soon as I can, I’ll send her word to—”

“One week,” Mak said.  “I can’t wait forever.”

“One week,” she repeated, slapping the table with her palms. “But, I can’t find her in a week, Mak.”

Mak scowled, the light in his eyes faded. “I don’t have much time, Zana. If you can’t...then... I’m sorry. ...I guess I never had a sister then,” he ended in a low hush.  

Zana felt her heart crush inside her as Ad and Lan shared glancing looks before returning to their plates.

 “I...I see,” she said. “Well, I better find her quickly then.  Lan, I need to send a message.”

“Tomorrow, a few hours before dawn,” he said.  “I’ve dismissed everyone so we can talk alone.”

Zana returned to her plate, her appetite gone, but she forced the food into her mouth. A silence fell over the table as the clanking of silverware, glasses, and cups echoed inside an overly large and empty room. A room where good memories were formed in the those final years before her father died. Her parents would host dinners for family friends, guests, and dignitaries and hold dances in the ballroom across the hall. Sig, being the only one old enough to court at the time, would be expected to dance with visiting ladies. She and her other three brothers would jeer and make faces at him to the chagrin of her mother. But, now the room was an empty, cavernous place, more a musty museum of a forgotten time than her old home of fond memories. How much had changed…how easily things could be broken.

“This is very good,” Lan broke the silence.

“Thank you,” Mak replied.  “Mother taught me the recipe.  I’ve tried to be faithful to it, but I’m sure others in our family would know better how to be more faithful.”  She caught him glaring at her for a moment.

“She didn’t teach me any of this,” Lan replied, digging butter out of his cup with a spoon before placing it in his mouth. Zana almost gaged.

Ad sighed, wiping his mouth with a tablecloth before pushing his plate away; the butter, as usual, was exactly half used.  “And what is the main dish?”

Mak’s face lit up.  “Beef, deer and duck!”

“Beef” Lan said.

“Deer,” Ad said.

“And I suppose, the duck is for me,” Zana whispered with her appetite returning. “How did mother ever keep us fed with so many different tastes?”

‘Easy,” Mak replied, rising from the table. “Sometimes she just told us it was what we thought it was.”

“Sneaky,” Lan said. “But, I hope you didn’t do the same here.”

“No, no.  These are the real animals; trust me. Almighty’s truth!”

Ad pointed to Lan. “Was it from your stock?”

“No, I don’t think so. Mak, you didn’t slaughter any of my stock, did you?”

Mak laughed. “No, no.  I would have asked.”

“But, how did you get them here,” Ad asked. “Don’t tell me you slaughtered them back in your lands and brought them all the way here. They would have been rancid by now.”

“Oh, my dear Ad. Really? Would I serve you rancid food?”

Zana shrugged, refilling her wine glass.  “One of Mother’s culinary secrets again, I suppose.”

Mak smiled sheepishly. “You should listen to her. If everyone’s ready, I’ll go get them.”

Lan fretted, “I’m still worried I’m missing a cow, a deer and duck,” he said, removing what was left of his cup of butter off the plate before handing it to Mak. “There’s not much room here in the city for much animal stock and tomorrow night—”

“Don’t you dare put any of that butter on your beef,” Mak warned.

“I’ll do what I please with what goes into my mouth.”

Mak shook his head, grabbing Ad’s plate. “You’ve got a barbarian’s palette. ...And you Z, you finished?”

“No, I think I’ll keep this,” she said.  “But, I would like to have whatever mystery you have for me.”

Mak smiled.  “You’ll love it,” he said, placing the plates on a tray before disappearing back into the kitchen.  “Another bottle,” he asked with his voice trailing.

“Yes,” Lan shouted.

Zana smiled to herself.

“What is it,” Ad asked.

“How much we’ve all grown, yet how little we changed.”

Lan gave a genuine smile, crow’s feet creasing from the corners of his eyes; the kind of smile she remembered from long ago. “Well, you’d never guess what happened here last week,” he said. “A thief broke into this place to get my ‘jewel of the mountain’.”

“Here, to the Red Rock,” Ad said, his eyes wide open. “The man must be insane. What did you do to him?”

Lan shrugged. “Father’s Tower,” he said. “I thought at first he was one of Sig’s but the man was so incompetent half the palace knew he was here.”  He laughed. “I sentenced him to a month’s isolation, but he doesn’t know that. He thinks he’s going to rot in there forever. But...I wouldn’t do that.” He rolled his eyes at Zana who returned an approving nod. “No, he’s just a stupid boy, but umm… he’s a known thief actually, working for the Night Lady—”

“Rochelle,” Zana blurted out.

“Yea. You know her?”

Damn. The wine was loosening her tongue. “Of her,” she quickly corrected. “We were warned about her when we stopped at Faf’r. She’s a wanted criminal in your princedom, isn’t she? With a bounty too.”

Lan sipped his wine. “Yea, yea, a wanted criminal,” he said, batted his hand. “Her and her people’s ‘Night’s Lady’ persona have bounties.” Then he raised an eyebrow toward her.  “You know, the ‘Night’s Lady’ is really good at keeping her real name secret; you’ve got some pretty good spies there, Za’nina.”

Zana scrunched up her face at him, trying to keep her face from reddening.

“Oh right, right. You’re way above spying on your siblings, aren’t you,” Lan teased. “I forgot about that.”

“I don’t spy on anyone,” she said, pointing her finger at both of them. She didn’t even know about Mak’s illness, for the Goddess’s sake.  And Sabina not writing to her?  She’d have to look into that. “But, if other people come to me with information I happen to be interested it, I wouldn’t mind parting with a little money for it.”  She smiled deviously. “A princess has to know when she’s not being watched.”

“Yea, I can see that. Sig’s probably watching you from everywhere, huh?”

She groaned, before taking another sip. “‘Everywhere wouldn’t do his spies justice. He isn’t so much scared I might side with you three. I think he hopes that I do. It’ll make his ambition that much easier to—”

“Oh, we know, Z,” Lan stopped her.

Ad placed his elbows on the table and rested his face on his folded hand, looking at her with a confused expression. The wine must be getting to him too. “I know why he’s got so many of his people in your city, Z,” he said, chuckling to himself. “Be honest. How many suitors came to propose to you since last we all came together?”

This time, she couldn’t help blushing, shaking her head. “Eighteen,” she said with a slight giggle. “All from the far east this time. I swear, I spend more time dancing at balls and breaking egos than anything else. The gifts are nice, though.” She lifted her glove hand. Oh, right, I took that stuffy Count’s ring off.

 “He wants the Holy City,” Lan replied, straightening himself in his chair. “He’ll never get it if you marry outside his Empire. Not without yet another war and looking like a tyrant.  And we sure as hell will never assent to him becoming Ladress’s.”

She looked down at her wine glass, swirling it slowly. “I know,” she said in a small voice. “Some of them were probably sent by him.”  How could she tell if someone was a genuine person, let alone, interested in her? Most of those ‘suitors’ were boring opportunists interested more in relations with the Golden Lady and her priests’ magic training than her. And then there were those who just wanted to get into Sig’s good graces. Normally, it would have been her parents job to find good suitors for them, but they were gone now…too early.  “But, I don’t see any of you courting,” she said, lifting her voice to shift the focus off her. “I found Sabina for Mak. I still know a lot of good catches that—”

“Urg,” Ad sounded. “That Linda woman? I’ve tried with her,” he said, leaning back into his seat. “But that’s over,” he added with relief.

“Oh, no; I’m sorry to hear,” she feigned surprise; she already knew from her luncheons with the other ladies. “She seemed nice at the last reception. Where was she from again?”

“Somewhere south, some duchess’s second daughter of some city state.”

“Sounds like you really got to know her, Ad.”

“Oh, I did, Z.  I did.”

“Then, you went to her estate, right?” But, she knew he never did. “Her father, the Steward-King, is very excited to start hosting his monthly tourneys again. He’s invited suitors from all over the world. It’s how this whole courting thing works.”

He gave her a flat stare. “You think that purge is supposed to impress me? I don’t care if the Steward-King lopped off every Ragnarok cultists’ head himself, I don’t have time to travel all the way down there just to be one of eight other men in a room trying to out dance the other with her? Ha! Not me. Besides, when she was up here, I got to know her well enough. She was obsessed with architecture and city planning.  Talked nothing else.”

“But I thought you liked that subject,” she replied.

“I like building things so they work better than before. Not because they’re in ‘fashion.’ Linda would have filled my streets with arts and marble carvings of naked angel busts on all the building roofs.”

Lan laughed.  “Is that the fashion now? What would mother and father think?”

Zana crossed her arms tightly. How was she supposed to know the difference? But, she wouldn’t give up. She had her own plan to end this family feud —marriage. Maybe if Lan and Ad married and fathered some children, their heads would cool. But Sig’s aggression on everyone made the Ladress name synonymous with danger. Sabina was an exception. She first found the danger exciting, but now, as Mak said, she’d rather go back home.  

“And you.”  She turned to Lan.

“When I feel satisfied justice has been done,” he said.

“Right, your ‘war’ with Sig,” she answered, sipping wine. We’re not the only royal family with assassinated members. Why can’t we move on? But she kept that thought to herself, partly because she didn’t believe it either. Sig was innocent, and she had to prove it. Hopefully, her little investment with the Night Lady paid off.

“You know, Z,” Landrie drew out slowly as he played with his fork. “If you’re getting overwhelmed with suitors, maybe the Night Lady can help find out why.” His eyes shot open, exposing his palms. “Oh, well, not that anyone wouldn’t want to marry my beautiful sister.”

“That’s better,” Zana replied, looking at him sideways.

“…But you said it yourself some of them were sent by Sig. The Night Lady can find out which. She has some quality people.  Not that one in the Tower.”

“Oh,” Zana tried to sound interested. She didn’t want to give any hint that she already hired Rochelle’s services for a variety of task, not least of which was to keep Sig’s people out of the Temple. She held back a curse. Her parents would be ashamed of them having to hire thugs because of all the shared loyalties between the Ladress siblings —though Sig’s influence had waned. Families and peoples used to serve one house: Ladress. Now what were her and her brothers expecting them to do? Graduate their loyalties from highest to lowest? Betray one brother prince on one matter, another for a different matter? Sometimes, she wondered if the shattered kingdom had become one large version of her lady’s gossip parties.

“It’s just a thought, Z,” Lan added apologetically. “She owns an eatery, ‘the Bear and Babe’ in that city you passed, Faf’r. When you head back home, stop there. I’ll send her word.”

“She’s a criminal,” Ad reminded him. “You have a bounty on her.”

“Ha, she wanted it even higher! But, I don’t want to risk losing her to some underworld pride contest.”

“I’m...very confused,” Ad asked. “You know her, know where she is, and allow her to steal from you and your subjects?”

Lan cackled. “She’s harmless, but her network and information is quite valuable. We have an understanding. Oh, now don’t misunderstand me. If we catch her crew; we jail ‘em.” He nodded up toward the ceiling. “Like that thief I put in Father’s Tower.”

“She tried stealing from you,” Ad gasped. “I would make an example out of them. Hands off, maybe even his head if he’s done other crimes.”

“But that’s the beauty of it,” Lan said, finishing off his glass. “You two know the real meaning of the ‘jewel of the mountain,’ and she knows there’s no such real thing. If she sent someone here to actually find it, then she obviously had other intentions for this thief. Maybe training, or probably humbling. Either way, I’m happy to oblige.” 

“And for this service, what price will the Prince of the Mountains Lands ask in return? More information?”

Lan poured the rest of the bottle into his glass. “Nooo…not this time. This time, I’ve got a job for him to do.”

Ad gave him his usual flat stare.  “And for what job would you want an incompetent thief do?”

“The kind that succeeds whether he does or not.”

Zana eyed the last few drops of wine in her glass. “Maybe if you stopped spreading those rumors of your ‘jewel of the mountain’ they would stop trying to take it.”

Lan laughed, smacking his hand on the table. “But that’s half the fun, Z! The mystery of the mountains has always captivated our people ever since Father claimed them. So many writers and poets have written such beautiful prose about their mysteries. What secrets are out there? When new minerals? Artifacts of the ancient world? The jewel of the mountain encapsulates that mystery and fuels our ambition. A drive, Za’nina. A goal. I don’t blame that thief one bit. In a way, Father did the same thing when he came here.  There is a ‘jewel’ for everyone out here. ...And, I’ve found mine.”

And use it to make war against our brother, she thought of saying but decided against it. Instead, she decided to give into the wine’s warm euphoria filling her, to lower her guard a moment. To step off that line she carefully navigated, to put aside the burden of her mother’s wishes. Sig, Lan, Ad, and Mak, they weren’t bad brothers. They used to go hunting together, compete in tourneys, and one-up each other in the most childish and immature ways. How much they haven’t grown. No, they weren’t bad people. They were…just idiots. She giggled. Her brothers turned to her, expecting her to let them in on her little joke.  

“What kind of wine is this,” she said instead.

“A very deceptive wine,” Lan added, smiling. He grabbed the empty bottle, holding it reverently. “The year mother died. Very deceptive, indeed.”  He placed the bottle back onto the table with the three of them staring at it as though the bottle could conjure up old forgotten memories of their happy youth. Mother laughing. Picnics at Father’s resting place. Festivals in the Holy City.

“I wonder,” Ad added at length. “If Mak has many more of them. I’d like to have a few.”

“I’d like to bring some home with me too,” Zana found herself saying.

Lan hummed an odd tune, but familiar if not for—

“Your way off key,” Ad said, chuckling. “Mother would have backhanded you. Now, it’s more like this.” Ad began whistling —badly— along with Lan’s dreadful humming. They both opened their hands toward her.

“You’ve got to be joking,” she said, blushing red.

Again, they opened their hands toward her.

“I’ve forgotten the words,” she lied. “I haven’t sung that since I was five.”

And again they—

Thud. Crash. Thump. Thump. Thump.  Sounds erupted from the kitchen.

“Mak,” Lan shouted, rushing over. Ad followed along with Zana. 

She gasped. There, in the doorway, laid Mak with his eyes rolled back, his legs and arms flaying wildly, his head banging against the door frame. “Ad! His head! Brace it!”  Lan fell on top of him, trying to stabilize his movements, but the convulsions were too strong to keep him still. Ad ripped open his jacket, curled it up as best he could and placed in the door frame cushioning Mak’s head.

Zana watched, horrified, anxious, with her gloved hand twitching over her mouth. After a few moments, Mak’s convulsions slowed, then stopped.  Mak’s eyelids closed and he fell still, breathing softly. Sleeping.

Lan, out of breath, rose from his brother.  He looked at her, panting with a deep frown on his face. “Mother never intended this,” he said, pointing to Mak on the floor. “Can’t you just let him go? Damn Sig!  He’s dying, Z. Let him see Mother.”

“I...I—”

Mak mumbled, a deep gurgling sound. “Water, he needs water,” she said when Mak’s eyes opened, his pupils clouded white.

“Where is the sun,” he screamed, his arms stretched outward. “It’s gone! The land is black. From the sky. Storm and Wind. From below. Fire and Ash. Wrath and Judgment. Dust! Dust! Dust! The Almighty...the Almighty is returning!” And then he fell to a sleep.

“Landrie,” she gasped. “You…idiot ...wake your courier. I have to find that priest.”
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Celeste Casmarus: Sil and the Golden Lady

 

“Do not question the sacrifices! It was foolish to think animals and grain could help the Golden Lady preserve our world.  Animals haven’t caused the damage; we have.  By our blood, the world endures, but the people do not need to know. They frighten too easily with their moral ambiguity, and as priests of the Golden Lady, it is our responsibility.”

-The previous Doyenne, High Priest Sen Synia, to the current Doyenne, High Priest Vyn Avien

 

 

She sanctifies. She purifies. She protects, Mother Evening Sky prayed, but her consolation was as empty as her stomach.  No visions, no blisses, no ecstasy, not even a hint of peace.  She should have expected this: her faith tested today, the day she’d be the sacrifice.

Sky opened her eyelids, but they drooped back down. Meditating always made her sleepy, even worse for not having slept the night before.  I can sleep when I'm with her.  She forced her eyes open to a dark room illuminated by the blue hue of dawn.  The room she sat in wasn’t really a room at all.  The walls and ceiling were only a few thick sheets of wax and parchment beautifully painted with scenes of the Reclaiming Campaigns, monstrous dragons depicting the Ragnars being driven back by winged Valkyries depicting the First Settlers as the goddess Zandagor watched from above the Golden Lady —at least they would be beautiful if she could actually see them.  It was still too dark and the morning light casted only blurry blue lines on the inside.  She half-hoped some message or sign would appear written before her on the floor, a message of comfort from the Golden Lady, but no, only silence and the occasional breeze buffeting her new small home.  The Court of the Holy Ones must be filled by now with her fellow priests meditating, reading scriptures, praying alongside her, preparing themselves for the annual sacrifice.  Most didn’t not know her true role it.  They didn’t need to.  When the offerings of animal and grain were to be brought up to the Golden Lady, Sky would join her glorious sisters of the past in performing her sacred duty.  Pride stirred in her heart, helping ward of fatigue.

She sanctifies.  She purifies.  She protects, she began meditating again, but her thoughts wouldn’t clear.  Her parents would’ve been proud.  Their daughter, a priest of Zandagor, a soon to be Valkyrie.  Even after her family’s dark past with the Ragnarok cult, their sacrifice in fleeing the southern Purge, and her sister’s selfishness, Sky was here, making amends for it all.  A smile crept onto her lips.  The Golden Lady worked in mysterious ways.  Now, she was a living sacrifice.  Not much of a sacrifice, she reasoned: to end this life early to be with a Fragment of the Almighty?  She would see what few could, experience what no one living had.  She’d become an efficacious servant in preserving the world.  One of the Golden Lady’s Valkyries.  It’s worth giving up a few decades of youth, toil, and disease.  Death comes to us all; it gave her solace that she was lucky enough to be given the opportunity to die a worthy one.  

She sighed.  I will see you soon, my Goddess, with eyes of flesh and then with spirit.  This time tomorrow, she would be in paradise, and the world would be safe for another seven years.

“Mother Sky,” a whispered voice sounded from outside. “It is time for your anointing.”

“I am ready,” she replied, and the paper door slid open behind her with a gust of fresh chilly air.  She couldn’t hear, but the other priests must have gathered outside. The Doyenne too.  Dawn was soon coming, and the procession would begin.

“Beautiful as the Goddess, you are,” Mother Lyn Blue said with her usual greeting.  She knelt beside her with lavender and apple scents filling the room.

“It smells lovely,” Sky said, keeping her eyes closed.

“I thought you might like it,” she replied.  A cold oily hand touched her forehead, then another on her right cheek before she worked the oil over her face. “This will mask your fasting.  You’ve lost some weight, I think.”

She smiled.  “It was worth it.  You would not believe what the Goddess has shown me last night.”

Her hands paused. “Oh, that’s wonderful.  You see, you worried yourself over her silence all this time for nothing.  What did the Goddess reveal to you?”

“Uh, well,” she stumbled.  “It was for me; I’m sorry, Lyn.”

“I understand,” she replied, continuing her massage.  The oil refreshed her skin, relaxing her eyebrows, her tense forehead, and tired cheeks.

Another gust of fresh wind blew into the room.  Lyn stood.  “Doyenne,” she said.

"Peace.  Be at ease.  I'd like a moment with the Goddess's friend"

Lyn's footsteps clattered outside before the door slid closed.

"Your Holiness," Sky said. "I'm sorry for not standing.  I find that I’m too weak to do so now."

"You've taken your fasting far too seriously, Sky," she said with a warm grandmotherly voice.  Sky felt the Doyenne’s hand on her shoulder.  "You should have eaten."

"In reparation for the sins of the Empire," Sky said.  "...and for my sister."

"Ah, your sister and the sins of the Empire. Your life is enough for reparations."  The Doyenne fell silent and the moments dragged on.

Concerned, Sky opened her eyes.  "What is it, your Holiness?"

She walked forward, her wooden cane thudding the ground.  "To lose a daughter is difficult,” she said with a quiver in her voice.  “Whether a natural daughter or a spiritual one."

"I will be with the Goddess,” Sky tried consoling her.  “I will be happy.  I will be a blessing to the world, a Valkyrie.  The Almighty gave his life to seal the Dark Well.  Now, all that remains is his fragmented body.  Fragments that need us to preserve our world.  The Golden Lady.  I have accepted her calling, Doyenne.  I will help her."

"Yes…of course,” the Doyenne drew out thoughtfully.  “And once you’re there I have a favor to ask you," she said, handing her a letter.  "We've all placed our intentions and prayers underneath here.”  She tapped the paper floor with her cane.  “But, this one is very special from me.  Please, don’t read it until you stand before the Goddess Zandagor in the heavens."

She took it, unbuttoning her white cassock, and placing it inside next to her bosom.  "It will be by my heart, Doyenne."

"Ah, the bravery of the young," she muttered. "Has she come to you last night in visions or dreams?"

"No, she hasn't," Sky admitted, closing her eyes.

The Doyenne tightened her hand on Sky’s shoulder.  "That must be because you will soon speak to Her face to face.  Be at peace, child.  This will not hurt.  You will fall asleep and awake to your glory."  

And with that, she left, the last person she would meet in the flesh.  A sense of calm came over her.  This is what she had been preparing for since her election seven years ago.  Her body had been spoken for.  She was thankful for the peace she felt, unlike seven years ago when the previous ‘Friend of the Goddess’ didn't return from the Brothers’ War.  Another sacrifice had to be chosen so hesitantly.  It was because of her so much pain was wrought.  Don't say her name; keep your peace, she thought to herself.  Instead, the Synod selected Mother Majestic Wind to replace her with only few days to prepare, and yet, she did not fear.  So, seven years later, Sky wouldn't either.  In fact, she was thankful for this incredible gift.  She could undo her sister's selfish cowardice.

Her stomach growled, a wave a fatigue passing through her.  Only a little longer.

"Mother Sky," the Doyenne's voice sounded from outside.  "We’re beginning.  Be at peace and remember us."

Suddenly, the room —her final resting place— rose up, lifting her onto the shoulders of six other priests.  She could see them through the thin walls now, six large bodies wearing bulky runic protection suits. They began moving with slow deliberate steps.  The sun was rising.  The dawn coming.  She would rise too, begin anew.

She closed her eyes and tried to meditate, but as she expected, anxiety filled her.  Do your best. You have been chosen.  Let the Golden Lady do the rest.  Still, her heart pounded.  Harder and harder.  Loud thumps that echoed in her ears.  She smiled, envisioning outside.  They would be in procession, like seven years ago.  Fourteen High Priests, the Doyenne and six with suits who would go on ahead and place her to rest by the Golden Lady. They would place her first, then lead in the animals and then place the grain all around her.  Behind them all, a multitude of other priests, novitiates, and aspirants.

The procession stopped.  The Holy Veil leading to the Golden Lady must be opening.  They continued moving a few yards further.  Her closed eyelids brightened with dawn approaching.  Harder and harder, her heart pounded.  The lavender scented oil dripped off her face.  Her hands trembled.  Give me strength.

The room lowered back down, the six figures stepping away.  She was there now, in front of the Golden Lady, a piece of the Almighty, separated by a thin wall of wax, paper and glue.  Shuffling of feet clattered around her as those six priests brought in the animals, gagged and drugged to be docile, and the grain too, an assortment of flowers, fruits and offerings from people in the city.

Sky struggled to keep her patience with her stomach knotting and nausea waving through her.  But, with in moments, those six priests left for good, a final whoosh of the Veil closing behind them.  Open your eyes, she commanded herself, but she couldn't.  Hands trembling, heart racing.

"Zandagor, Goddess of the Almighty, Shard of the One Rock, now residing within the Golden Lady, here us and our prayers," the elderly Doyenne’s voiced muffled through the Veil behind her. "I present a new servant for you to keep the world from decay.  Please accept Mother Evening Sky, named Celeste Casmarus by her mother and father.  May she protect us from Heaven as we venerate her on Gen Shemver.  Mother Sky. We will now remove the wall that separates you from the Golden Lady.  Be at peace."  

Next, she heard the scraping of the parchment as intense light flooded her eyelids.  Open your eyes, she thought, and they obeyed.

Before her was the Golden Lady, as large as a mountain, purer than the whitest snow.  Golden rays lined her raiment.  Diamonds studded her mantle.  A crown of permanent regality.  She outshined the rising sun.  She was beautiful.  No, she is beauty itself.  Then darkness took her as she felt her head and lifeless limbs thud onto the floor.  Please, let this be my first prayer: in reparation for my sister Mother Whitewave Fallingstar.  Forgive Gene.  Father, mother, I'm coming...home.  

 

***

 

Doyenne Vyn Avien stared listlessly into the exhausted maelstrom of her thoughts.  Her eyes had long emptied of their tears.  As the longest living Doyenne, she had seen seven of these sacrifices.  Seven young women, devout, pious, self-sacrificing.  Why…, she began once more but stopped herself.  No more doubting today.  Today, a saint was born.  She sat on a chair by the Holy Veil separating her from the Golden Lady, separating her from Celeste and the other offerings.  Her hunched back ached and throbbed, legs cramped, stomach hollow, and mind fuddled, but she didn't care.  She would do what she had done in the past no matter the discomfort: wait here until the offerings burned that evening.

The sun was already setting, she noticed, as the cool dusk air brought with it hints of a coming cold winter.  Mother Lyn and Mother Fea would arrive soon, Sky’s chosen friends.  They would have the honor of anointing her body and setting it aflame along with the other offerings.  No matter how long it would take, Vyn would see through till the last embers die.

"Your Holiness," Lyn's voice came from behind.  "We are ready."

Vyn raised her hand, and the two proceeded.  They wore the priestly runic clothes, covering their entire body.  No exposed impurity can survive drawing near the Golden Lady.  They carried with them a torch, oil, cloths, incense, and....  Vyn smiled.  Lavender, Celeste's favorite.  It would fill the entire temple, and maybe even some in the city beyond the walls would catch a hint of that fragrant flower among the other sweet scents.  And maybe they would feel an unexplained little loss in their hearts in memory of Sky.  To most, however, the smells and firelight would mark the beginning of harvest with celebration in the streets.  Eating, drinking, dancing.  Merriment.  But to her, another child of the Almighty was gone from the world, leaving it that much poorer.

The Veil lifted, and the two priests walked inside the Inner Sanctum, carrying their satchels before the Veil fell behind them.  Vyn closed her eyes, but she would not pray, not today.  The only two days out of the year, every seven years, that she would close her thoughts to the Golden Lady.  Why must the world be deprived of beauty for the health of the world.  Would it not be better if she had remained?  Isn’t heaven beautiful enough?  The Golden Lady had taken all of them.  All of them!  Maybe that was the source of her nightmares, doubt in her faith.  And for each of her questions, the Golden Lady had never replied.  Not since she was a young girl before the Zandagor returned and woke the Golden Lady.  ‘Be brave,’ the Golden Lady told her younger self all those years ago. More than seventy years of ‘bravery’?  Wasn’t that enough?  Maybe that’s why she never answered Vyn again, because she know Vyn hated the sacrifices. 

A scream screeched from inside the Inner Sanctum.  Lyn's voice.  She burst out from behind the Veil, tripping and falling onto the floor.  "She's alive," she screamed.  "Mother Sky is still alive!"

 

***

 

Sky awoke to an intense headache and pounding behind her right eye, but soon, other aches and pains came to her from various parts of her body.  Some were deep inside like bruises or sore muscles.  Some were cramping painfully, causing her to groan.  Others were hot and stingy like abrasive cuts.  Did I fall, she first thought, but couldn't remember.  She couldn't remember anything!  

She peeked open her eyes only to be blinded by piercing white light.  Moving her slow tired hand to shield her eyes, she barely made out the black metal casing of a gem-lantern some distance away.  The flares of light consumed everything else.

"Ah, Celeste.  Good, you're awake." Celeste? She hadn't been called by her birth-name since she made her vows.

"Am I in..."  Oh, but why am I in so much pain?  She closed her eyes, but the after image of the lantern remained, pulsing to the beat of her throbbing headache.

"In heaven," a deep guttural voice asked. A man?  "Unfortunately not, young lady."

A cool hand fell on her forehead.  "She's still burning up."  Lyn's voice; yes, she was there, standing over her.

"Maybe we should let her die," whispered words reached her ears.

"We cannot let Mother Sky die," Lyn exclaimed.  "How can you say such a thing?"

"She isn't a priest, not anymore.  The Golden Lady rejected her.  Obviously, punishment for her sister.  How could we have been so naive.  The ‘fallen priest’ scandal sullies us again."

"You don’t know that," another voice, elderly and familiar, sounded from across the room.

"Uh, Your Holiness, this isn't good time.  Clearly, you can see Celeste is not well enough to see you."

"And yet she is well enough for you to speak of her as," she stopped abruptly.  "Letting her die while you stand over her like…like vultures!"

"Some has to be done and quickly," the man said.  But that’s impossible.  A man in the same room with her and the other priests didn't make sense to her, unless...  Am I in the City?  Sky tried opening her eyes again, but Lyn's hand held them shut.  Or was she too tired to open them?  She couldn't tell anymore. “And you priests made it even more difficult for yourselves.  Ugh, why didn’t you just burn the offerings anyway.”

“We will, tonight,” Lyn replied.

“Damage has been done, dear,” the man said.  “The public partiers out there were waiting anxiously all day for last night’s burning so they celebrate their debauchery. They are not happy. In over seventy-years, there’s never been a missed sacrifice, come wind, rain or that freak snow that one year.  And now you ladies tell them you had to postpone because Evening Sky was too fatigued from fasting?  What rubbish is that?”

“Our rubbish, Mister Conner,” the elderly woman replied.  The Doyenne.  Yes, it was her voice. “The public understands mistakes can happen and that there are no omens to them.  As for you, this is why we pay you isn’t it?”

“Yea, yea.  We’ll do our best to put a positive spin on this,” he replied.  “But, you can’t sacrifice her now.  We’ve already seen neighborhoods putting together sympathy packages for her.  And there’s rumors you treat these girls too harshly too.  They expect to see her and healthy too to stop this from getting out of hand.”

“Just what would the Night Lady suggest we do,” the Doyenne asked.

“Finish giving her with that medicine, for one,” Mister Conner quickly replied.  “Can’t have her die now.  And be careful; it’s damn near impossible to get more.  But lucky for you, the Night Lady already thought of a plan.  Burn the offerings tonight.  Clean up the girl, make her look good, then show her off to the people tomorrow morning when most of them are too hungover or sleeping to really care.  Give her some flowery words to say too, an apology would be nice, something that’ll make her sound naive and innocent.  We’ll make sure there’s a friendly crowd there to spread the news.  Then you can do whatever you want with her.  But one thing that can’t happen is sacrificing another priest—”

“Impossible,” another woman said.  “The Golden Lady needs another priest.  You want to incur the wrath of the Golden Lady?  Don’t you know what happened last she woke?”

“I’m more worried about the wrath of the Empire, priest,” Mister Conner said.  “That’s what we’re being paid for.  News of this is going straight to Sig and he’ll want to know what really happened.  And if you don’t play this straight, he’ll love to raise some very big and very public questions about your piety that his ambitions would love to answer.  Fatigue? Ha! Only an fool would believe that.  Ladies, this Temple is about to be under a very big and very discriminating eye.” 

“Bah,” another elderly woman said. Sky lost track of how many people were in the room.  “Dramatic hogwash.  You’re not even supposed to be here.  Where is the Night Lady?  We only deal with her.”

“Occupied with another fool, I’m afraid,” he moaned.  “You’ll have to deal through me. Sorry.”

Sacrifice?  Night Lady?  Why are they calling me Celeste?  She tried to think, peering back to her memory, only to be greeting by a dribbling drum beat of pain behind her eyes, more so behind her right eye.  She groaned.

"Shh, Sky, I'm here," Lyn whispered, before directing her voice to the room.  "So what if the emperor finds out? These sacrifices are completely voluntarily.  No one is forced.  Maybe it’s time for us to show the City what we’ve been really sacrificing for their safety and prosperity.”

“You do, and I guarantee you’ll have imperial soldiers right here in this room before the week’s out—”

“The Empire wouldn't dare.” Lyn hissed.  “They'd risk a populous revolt!  Many of the Empire’s own subjects pilgrimage here."  There was a pause.  "There are still pilgrimages from all over Gen Shemver coming here too.  If any would be hurt by an imperial attack."  Another pause.  "Princess Zana, she's the emperor's sister. She'd be able to stop him."

"If the emperor didn't show mercy to his brothers in Ladress, would you think he would to his sister? The only thing keeping him away is” —he chuckled— “the city’s belief in your supposed piety.”

"Then…then, we will die for the Golden Lady, won't we, sisters?"

"Admirable," Mister Conner said.  "But, yes, it’ll end that way if you priests aren't careful, and you won’t become the martyrs you think.  The emperor’s a crafty one.  If he finds out about the human sacrifices, he’ll do exactly what we would do.  Start rumors in the city.  Rumors that Celeste was meant to be killed; that she was starved and ill-treated.  That she was spared the sacrifice by the mercy of the Golden Lady.  That others of this fine city’s daughters met the same fate.  Then a whispered word glides along the wind: ‘did you hear? I heard some of the priests have Ragnarok sympathies, why look at what they did to those poor girls.’  A few encouraged cut-purses loose in the City, maybe a series of unexplained fires that kills a family or three.  Then there's a suggestion made: Zandagor, the Golden Lady, has forsaken her priests, the Princess and the City because of your supposed Ragnarok worship. You won't even have to die to protect your goddess.  Without one imperial soldier, you'll all be run out by your own people.  And by then…” He chuckled softly.  "I can tell you we're pretty good at what we do, but even we can't keep you all safe from a mob.  And all your exquisite record keeping will be just the evidence the mob would need.  How does being exiled sound to all of you?  Looking behind your backs for the rest of your lives?  You’ll be living like those Ragnarok Cultists.  All of this while the Apostate Emperor strolls into the Temple proclaiming himself a hero, a liberator, a ‘convert.’"

Sky felt tension thicken in the sudden silence before the Doyenne said, “Thank You Mister Connor for that rather cynical speech.”

“Your welcome.  No shirt off my back what you ladies decide to do. But speaking only for myself and not my benefactor: I’ll be damned if I let the Empire get their hands on two Shards of the Almighty.  Remember that ladies, when you decide what to do.”  A threat?

“Then we have no choice,” the Doyenne said. “We will postpone Celeste’s sacrifice till next year—"

"No," another elderly woman said.  Her voice sounded ragged, but strong. "The Golden Lady rejected her.  She can’t offer herself again.  Another offering must be made.”

“Fine, next year,” Mister Conner agreed.

“This year,” the ragged voice replied.  “And Celeste can no longer be involved.”

Mister Conner barked, “stubborn all the way to the grave—”

"You've made your point," the Doyenne said with a clack from her cane on the floor.  “These are spiritual matters now, Mister Conner.”

Sky tried to speak but her throat burned. She opened her mouth, but felt Lyn lean closer to her, whispering, “Don’t speak, Sky—”

"What's going on," Sky worked up to a cough.

"Don't tell her anything," Doyenne's said.  "I…I have to be the one to tell her."

A womanly laugh came from somewhere in the room.  "Oh, she's unclean, Your Holiness. You can't—"

“Get out,” the Doyenne erupted. “All of you! We’re done here." After a short pause, Sky heard footsteps tapping away from her and the shuffling of bodies making their exit.

“Let me know what you guys decide,” said the man, his voice trailing.

“You’re still as beautiful as the Goddess," Lyn whispered.  "You'll always be a priest to me, Evening Sky." Then she left with a click from the door’s handle. Always be a priest?

There was another moment of silence, so Sky risked opening her eyes again.  And again, the lamp blinded her, but she caught for an instance the silhouette of a hunched over figure some feet away from her bed.  The Doyenne.

"Does the light bother you," she asked as the cane’s knocking approached the bed.

"It does."

"Then I'll put it out.  Come now, open your eyes."

Sky opened them, and although the lamp was out, the room remained lit with a fuzzy dancing blue halo radiating from everything, the bed sheets, table at the end of the bed, the walls, the chairs in the room, even the Doyenne.  

"Is that better for you?"

"What...what happened, Your Holiness," she asked as a wave of fatigue forced her eyes to shut.  Her head pounded again to each beat of her heart.  She heard the elderly priest drag over some furniture, probably a chair.

"You’re still alive, Sil," she answered. “That’s what happened.”

"Alive?  Sil?"

"Yes, Sil is a short form of your name Celeste, isn’t it," she continued.  "What is the last thing you remember?"

She resisted looking back to her memory, remembering the pain it brought.  "It hurts to remember," she said instead.

"Yes, I’d imagine your heart is torn, but I—"

"No, Your Holiness, it hurts, the pain in my head."  She reached up to her forehead, rubbing her forehead above her right eye.  "When I try to remember, my head hurts so much.  Was there an accident?"

The Doyenne sighed deeply.  "Sil, ...you were to offer yourself to the Golden Lady."

"Yes, I know.  I suppose it was postponed.  I heard you all talking but it didn’t make much sense."

"It wasn't postponed," the Doyenne answered.  "Yesterday morning, you offered yourself to her and…the Zandagor the Golden Lady rejected your offering."  The words didn't make sense at first.  Rejected her?  Was that even possible?  Sky supposed it was.  The Golden Lady was a Fragment of the Almighty, she could do anything.  But why?  Because of Gene?  None of it made sense.  "While you were recovering, the Synod was convened."  Sky felt a hand grip her right wrist.  "I'm sorry, Sil.  They have decided to defrock you.  You can no longer carry your priestly name: Evening Sky."  She groaned again, the pain in her legs radiating upwards and head still pounding.  Defrocked?  What did that mean?  She struggled to concentrate with so many pains and sensations throughout her body.  Her arms felt as though they were carrying pails full of heavy fruit.  "I am so sorry to burden you with all of this so suddenly," her Holiness continued. "but your situation here is becoming very perilous.  The Synod is clamoring for another sacrifice but…no one in the Inner Circle is willing.  Not so soon.  And then there’s Mister Conner.  That contemptible man…he…made some good points.”

“Mister Conner.  Who is—”

“Sil,” the Doyenne interrupted.  “Tomorrow night, you are to stand before the Synod.  Your purity is to be examined." Purity?  That, she understood. How much she struggled to make herself into an acceptable offering, the years of study, meditation, self-sacrifices, all to discipline her body and mind to command the arduous —and dangerous— martial magics. 

"I have never—," she raised herself from the bed against the complaints of her body before another wave of fatigue brought her back to her pillow.

"I know, child.  I know.  But in all the years since the Golden Lady woke, she has never refused a human sacrifice."

"My sister," Sil muttered, feeling the heavy weights in her arms spread through the rest of her body, a drowsiness consuming her.  "That must...be…"

"Be at peace," the Doyenne said.  "You won't face them alone.  I will be your advocate tomorrow.  Be at peace."

And then unconsciousness took her.

 

***

	

Sil woke to the sound of birds chirping and a warm breeze caressing her face with the fragrance of sweet fermenting grapes.  She smiled.  The birds don't sing this early, she thought.  “No! I'm late.  My devotions!”  She opened her eyes and sat upright:  bed, table, her Holiness sitting on a chair beside her, resting her head on her cane, soft sleeping breathes.  Her headache was gone and her eyes weren't as sensitive to the light, but her head and neck felt strangely light and very cold, sending shivers all over her.  She rushed her hands to her head, feeling the course stubs of her once beautiful silver locks.  Confused, she looked at her hands, feeling her fingers.  'The Synod has decided to defrock you,' she remembered.  She felt something deep within her begin to shake, her hands trembled.  Shame welled up, flowing out her eyes and onto her trembling hands.

"Oh, Sil," the warm voice of the Doyenne rose from sleep.  She handed Sil a white cloth.  She buried her face in, sobbing inconsolably.

The Doyenne extended a hand to her shoulder but Sil jerked herself away. "No," she said in a broken voice.  "Your Holiness can't touch me.  I'm unclean."

"Child, my hands were given to me to comfort," she said, placing her hand Sil's shoulder anyway. "It is alright for you to cry.  You have reason for it.  Cry it all out."

She screamed into the cloth, biting it, twisting it in her hands. "Rejected," she cursed, biting harder.  "I've been rejected.  My vocation rejected.  Why?  I've struggled so hard to remain faithful. What have I done? My life...."

"Oh, Almighty," Doyenne said softly.  "Only we humans can complicate something as simple as your love.  Have I ever told you the story of the little girl from the City?"  Sil didn't reply, overwhelmed with emotion, she continued sobbing into the white cloth.  "There once was a girl from the City who used to go to the Temple to pray with her family.  She loved kneeling before the Golden Lady —this was before Zandagor returned and woke the Shard, you see.  She would close her eyes and listen, hoping to hear something from this Shard of the Almighty, something of love from Zandagor.  She would pout and tell her mother, 'I heard nothing again,' and her mother would reply, 'you must be very good to hear her.'  The little girl would spend winters, spring, and summers in the City.  Falls in the country with her Uncle harvesting apples, pumpkins.  Doesn't that sound nice?  I suppose you wouldn’t care about harvest right now.  One day, on a particularly cold Autumn dawn.  The sun hadn't risen yet.  She went outside to the porch —she would do this quiet often— and watched the stars and the dazzling glow of the City on the horizon. The little girl's Uncle, like many nights like that one, would be busy getting ready for the morning work.  She cherished those moments.  Darkness all around her.  The lights above like windows into heaven before his lanterns spoiled it all."  She paused.  "Then one night, the birds began chirping wildly, flying off their hidden perches in confused flights.  The ground began to shake underneath her.  A loud noise, like a hideous thunder by your ears, threw me to the ground."  Sil perked up, listening more intently.  "I was so scared.  So afraid, I closed my eyes, not for a million more windows into heaven would I open them.  My uncle threw himself over me before a violent, hot whirlwind pressed down upon us, destroying my uncle's house and ruining much of the farm.  When I opened my eyes, the dazzling glow of the City had become a fiery maelstrom of smoke, ash, and faint screams."  Sil rose her head from the cloth, watching her Holiness stare off into the empty room with piercingly lucid eyes.  "The next morning, against my uncle's wishes and knowledge, I went to the City.  Hundreds, hundreds of dead, many more wounded.  Confusion everywhere.  Moans amid the debris.  Crying, always someone crying.  I searched and searched but I could not find my family.  The Holy Grounds had been completely destroyed, blocked by collapsed buildings.  Already, Ladress" —Her eyes tightened—  "before the kingdom broke, came to help us."  She turned to Sil, her face quickly softening as though she had forgiven some simple offense.

"What, what happened?"

Her Holiness sighed.  "After three days searching, I came back to my uncle to fill my starving stomach and hear a well-deserved stern scolding.  My family had died, Celeste.  They died when Zandagor returned to the Golden Lady.  Even now, we can't approach her without protection.  I often ask myself why did she do that?  What is some fault of mine?  Of my family?  Of the people?  Why did the love of the Almighty, the most sublime Shard of the Almighty, destroy the City?  Had we become too comfortable with the divine?  Had we lazed in our devotions?  Our people today still bare those scars, those suspicions of hidden sins that might cause the Golden Lady’s wrath to flare up.   ...I'm sorry, Sil.  You're looking at me as though you need that answer, but the only one I can give you is what I gave myself then: I was still alive.  If I hadn’t gone to my Uncles, I would have died.  And so, on living I went to becoming who I am today."  She smiled, but it wasn't a warm smile, but a smile that hide something behind it. Doubt? Resentment? "So, I ask you now, Celeste Casmarus, to go on too, just like that little girl from so long ago."

Sil looked back onto the tear drenched cloth in her hands, head feeling drained and foggy.  "I spent most of my life preparing for this.  I was going to make up for my sister, my family.  I was going to be the Golden Lady's Valkyrie.  All I had to do was die.  ...Now, more than ever I just want to disappear."

"You tried that, child.  It didn't work.  Now, give living a try.  Not all rejections are made from fault.  Some are redirections.  If my family had lived perhaps I would have been a farmer instead of Doyenne.  The Golden Lady has other plans for you, I'm sure of it.  Trust in that."

Sil found herself smirking at the thought, but her emotions were still conflicted. Other plans?  Sister, she thought.  But how can I undo the past?  "And my hair," she said, sniffling. "Maybe the Golden Lady has plans for it too."

Her holiness laughed.  "I'm sure she does too.  If it can grow back, so can you.  Now, we must go over your defense for tonight."

"What are they planning," she asked, bending up her knees and wrapping her arms around them.  "I have already paid the worst price."

"Much worse, I'm sorry," Doyenne said with a frown.  "Some talk of sacrificing you anyway.  Tying you to the Golden Lady and letting you starve there."

"That sounds dreadful," Sil added, tightening her hold on herself.  "Not the peaceful sleep I was expecting."

"Not at all, and worse, it would be murder, Sil.  The Golden Lady does not want your life.  But."  She smiled.  "There is nothing to be afraid of.  I will be there with you.  And the Synod are not strangers.  You know them and the questioning with be done behind closed doors, so you can be as much as Evening Sky as you wish."  

Sil relaxed her arms.  "Mother Lyn was here last night.  Will she be there?"

"Yes, she will.”

"She'll be on my side," Sil said, feeling more confident.  "They won't find fault with me.  And they'll have to ...they'll have to...?  Doyenne, what will they do if they don't condemn me?"  Sil placed her hand on her head, feeling the strange coarseness of her scalp like the emptiness of a friend's missing presence.  How dreadful I must look, she thought, but her beauty wasn't meant for others. Her body was spoken for, but if not anymore, then...  "If I am no longer a priest.  What can I do?"

"You’ll always be a priest," the Doyenne said.  "You made your vows.  You have not broken them.  No one can take that away."

"But, I...cannot serve as one," she said.  "What can these hands do now?"  Dry calluses outlined the boarders of her palms with some scarring from wrongly spell casts.  How she wished she could go back to carrying pails of water and fruit all day and be forgotten.  For her whole life, people were always around her, teaching her, administering to her preparation.  They were voices of encouragement and aspiration.  Now, they probably wanted to know what was wrong with her.  Sil...wanted to be put in box and forgotten.  She grabbed hold of her knees again and squeezed.  "Please, Doyenne.  What's going to happen to me?"

Her holiness hesitated a moment.  "As it stands, the Synod, if they find fault with you —which they won't, child— will probably ask you to leave the Holy Grounds under a vow of silence."

Leave? She jumped.  "Alone?  I have never been outside alone.  What will I do for food, shelter?  How will I live?"

"You will live," the Doyenne answered.  "But for now, we must go over your defense and it will be centered around your sister, Whitewave Fallingstar or rather, Genevieve Casmarus.  Last we knew, she went off to Ladress to fight against the Empire but never returned when her time came.  We must put the blame on her."

Sil felt heat rising in her chest. "Yes, it was her," she said, clenching her bed covers tightly with in her fists. "She’s not my sister anymore.  She betrayed us.  She must be that ‘fallen priest’ we’ve heard about.  This is all her fault.  It is her fault I’m not—

"—dead?" Doyenne said.

"Yes."

Doyenne sighed, stood, and while leaning heavily on her cane walked a few paces away.  "Sil," she began.  "Why does the Golden Lady demand sacrifice?"

"For reparation for our sins in this world," she said from memory. “As to fight by her side in the next.”

"Why now?  What happened all those years ago to awaken her?  Why did we begin this practice then?"

"The practice was always there.  When she awoke, three thousand three hundred and forty-four people died, the number of years prior to her rediscovery."

Her Holiness lowered her head, shaking it.

"Was I wrong with the number of years," Sil asked.

"No, no," the Doyenne replied, still sounding disappointed.  "Quite a good memory.  But that’s not important.  What is important is to remember, the Synod’s cares more about the Golden Lady, not your welfare.  There are seven members.  I am one, but I will be your advocate.  That leaves six.  One will be a guard.  She will not ask questions.  Another, will be an observer; memorizing what is said.  That leave four of the Synod that you must face. One will be your peer.  Lyn volunteered.  Three remain and they may as well be hostile towards you. "

"What must I do?"

Her Holiness gripped her cane tightly and knocked the ground with it.  "You must put the blame completely on your sister," she said.  "Any less and I may not be able to convince them to let you stay, or worse.  Regardless if Gene is or isn’t at fault, we must—"

"She is," Sil hissed, wringing the cloth in her hand as if it were her sister’s arm. "She is the reason!"

"Regardless if she. Is. Or. Isn’t," her Holiness insisted with a white knuckled grip on her cane.  "We must do what we can."

"With all respect, Doyenne, she is the reason, I know it.  It’s the only explanation."

Her Holiness relaxed her hand and slouched a bit further on her cane's support.  "With Mother Lyn on your side, if you can convince two more," she continued, blinking tired eyes.  "Then you will have the majority.  Your sister will bare complete responsibility and I can make a strong case to allow you to stay here."  

Sil closed her eyes, smiled, and fell back into the soft embrace of her bed. Just two priests to convince.  Not impossible. Please Goddess, let me stay.  "That would be wonderful," Sil said. “I can stay…”

"I must leave now, Sil," Doyenne said, slowly standing up before hobbling to the door.  "But, I will return later."

"Oh wait," Sil said as she searched her— “Oh no!”  She realized she wasn’t wearing her cassock, but a gray night gown.  Her cassock… it wasn’t in the room.  "Your letter,” she said. “I… I don’t have it."

Her holiness turned and smiled over her shoulder.  "I have it back, child.  Worry about what you will say tonight.  Be at peace."  And she left.

Sil smiled widely, hugging her pillow tightly. There was a way out; the Golden Lady herself must have inspired it.  Gene would take the blame as she deserves, as she always deserved.  And Sil would continue to live here, though not in her previous state.  But that was fine with her. 

She let out long breath.  By the end of the day, her ordeal would be all over.  After that, a quiet life. She giggled.  "A quiet life," she said.  "After so many years of preparing for a good death."  Such a strange new idea: now, she would grow old and live a life of anonymity.  With her parents gone and Gene finally taking responsibility, Sil could right the wrongs of her family’s past.  They were all finally free.   

A spiderweb of pain spread throughout her chest as her headache threatened to return.  She must not be fully well yet, she realized, but she didn’t care.  She now had all the time in world to heal.
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Celeste Casmarus: Synod in the Blue Bell House

 

“I pray this letter finds you, Mister M. If not, be it known to the reader that this is the property of the Rushnik Family and must be returned to them. Mister M, how is your search for one my daughters? I ask not to provoke you, but to collect on a favor I have done for you. How I showed mercy to you and your family. That should be enough for you to know that I am who I say I am. I am sending one of my daughters to you. She shares the same goal as you. She doesn’t know who you are, but you know that being one of my daughters, what she may think of you, your current loyalties, and station. She is idealistic, naive, yet powerful and impulsive. I fear for her and love her dearly. I don’t ask that you come here; I know how painful this place is to you. So I ask that you join her at Sato and be sure that she remains safe. I fear for her safety both home and abroad. Ever prayerful for your conversion, the Old Angel in the Ruin.”

—Letter from the Old Angel in the Ruin to Mister M.

 

 

“Any minute now,” Sil said, resting her head on her folded arms while staring out the window.  Outside, she watched for any movement from the blue door of a small one-room building that housed a blue bell in its steeple.  The aspirant's classroom, the Blue Bell House.  The Doyenne was inside, and soon, she would come get her. And then the two would briskly walk the short distance to the Bell House, trying very hard not to be seen.  She looked down at her clothes, the dull dreary gray of an aspirant's garb and hood.  She had worked so hard to achieve her whites and now....  She blinked frustrated tears away. No, the Golden Lady has other plans for me.  I must live now, she reminded herself.  She bit her lower lip and wiped her tears.

Besides, the Doyenne’s her advocate.  How could they cast her out with her speaking for Sil?  How could they cast out their own sister?  She hoped; no, she was sure she could convince them that she should stay.  No longer a priest, but a laborer perhaps, a lifelong endeavor to do penance for her sister's betrayal.  She nodded to herself.  Now that would make sense.  But still the hollowness in her stomach remained.

Suppose they rule Sil must to leave?  Cold chills ran across her body.  Outside, she thought to herself.  I've never been outside alone since I was so young.  Whenever she had to travel on pilgrimages, she was always part of an entourage of other priests with carefully planned events and schedules, nothing so uncertain as fending for herself.  Other than those pilgrimages, her memories of the outside were mostly of her home town, Sato’s Mines, where she helped her parents make a living.  Surely, she couldn’t go back to that old life; the mines were under imperial control now, and she’d never work for them. 'If the Synod insists on casting you out, then let me talk,' she remembered the Doyenne saying.  'I've got one last thing to try.  But please, do all you can before then."

The Blue Bell House door opened, and the Doyenne walked out, hunched over her wooden Shepard’s cane, and hobbled her way to the Aspirant's apartments where Sil had been staying.  A few priests and their aspirants curtsied before her as they passed on their way.  The Synod made the right decision holding the meeting at night, and Sil thanked the Golden Lady for the dark concealment that would hide her shame.  Besides, by now, most of the lay pilgrims would have gone back to the city for lodging; the yearly sacrifice —seventh year or not— was a very popular time, after all.

A few moments later, her Holiness stood at the door, her eyebrows creased together under her wrinkly forehead. "It is time, child," she said with sympathy in her voice.

"Did they tell you anything," Sil asked, leaping from the window, but winched when her ankles buckled.

"They are your friends, Sil.  Be at peace."

She hooded her head and masked her face with a scarf except for her eyes.  Tan eyes!  Someone might recognize her, but she put that thought away. Concentrate.  Her heart fluttered, and weakness took to her legs, but thinking of Lyn as one of the Synod members encouraged her. 

Once outside, the cool autumn air chilled her face despite the scarf.  The sun had set, and the sky was in deep twilight.  Gem lamps casted bubbles of vivid yellows along the cobblestone path to the Bell House.  They walked slower than she expected, her Holiness's hand holding onto hers for support while her cane clacked against the stone with each step.

"How are you feeling," Her Holiness asked.

"Well, surprisingly," Sil replied.  "When I first woke yesterday, I was in a dreadful pain."

“Ah, that medicine is truly remarkable,” she added, brightly.  “Without it, you might have suffered worse than simply dying from exposure.”  Shame stung Sil, but the Doyenne patted her hand.  “I know you’re thinking it might have been better if you died anyway.  Trust, trust.”

“I don’t remember taking any medicine?”

“Intravenously, child, while you sleep. Sister Lyn saw to it, and some of the Synod used their healing expertise as well.”  Sil noted sarcasm in those words.  “If anyone were to survive exposure to divinity, it would have to be here, where the greatest healers are.”  She patted Sil’s hands again.  “You see, there are no coincidences.”

“And it treated my exposure,” Sil said, wide eyed. “I didn’t think medicine like that existed.”

“Yes, it does.”

“Where did you get such a medicine?  Could it be used to treat priests if the runic suits fail?  This might allow even the public to visit the Golden Lady like when you were young—”

“Sil, stop,” the Doyenne said, gently squeezing of her hand. She clacked her cane on the stone floor, stopping in her walk.  “Now listen here, Celeste.  Before we go in there to meet the Synod, remember:  That medicine didn’t save you.  The Golden Lady saved you. That medicine only treated your symptoms, but the Golden Lady healed you.”  She then continued walking, “You must convince them the Golden Lady hasn’t abandoned you.”

“Yes, of course” Sil answered, though she was still confused.

The Doyenne sighed.  “Did you have plenty to eat today?"

"Yes, I did.  I haven't eaten so much and so well in months."

"Good, very good.  You may be asked to do much today."  Her voice sounded grim, taking away some of Sil's encouragement.

"Has anything changed since our talk?"

She looked up at Sil, her blue eyes, still vibrant in her old age, tightened, almost pained.  She parted her mouth, but then smiled.  "Trust in the Almighty," she said.

"Yes, I will trust in his Golden Lady.  You’re right; she does have a plan for me."

"Trust in the Almighty," She replied again.

When they neared the door —a strikingly blue door Sil herself had passed through many times in her early years— it opened and holding the opposite end of that cold brass handle was a white clothed priest, her face hidden behind a white mask.  Sil shivered, stopping a few feet before the door.  Lyn?  Sil had worn the same style mask so many times before on pilgrimages to Holy Sites around the country.  But she never imagined….  This priest before her now, appearing in white and masked, frightened her.  Had I always appeared that way?

Her Holiness tugged at her hand.  "Be at peace, Sil. They must be masked for their judgment to be objective."  Then she whispered more closely.  "But they cannot mask their voices nor hide their heights.  Listen and watch."

"Please hurry, Celeste," the priest at the door said, a voice ragged and aged.  Not Lyn.  "We are waiting for you."

With slow short steps, she entered the one room of the Bell House.  Like some foreboding dream, the dark room hid most of its contents behind shadows of a single dimly lit chandelier hanging at the very center of the room's roof.  She slid her foot to a stop a few steps passed the door frame and steeled her courage.  The once familiar room of chatter, desks, and exam anxieties had become a darkened room of childish nightmares and nothing more.  She shook her head.  Don't be a loaf, Sil.  They are only people. But the windows sills were drawn in too —Click.  The door closed behind them.

"Is locking it necessary," Her Holiness asked. She sanctifies.  She purifies.  She protects.  "Come on now, Celeste," she continued, tapping Sil's foot with her cane.  "We priests love our rituals, but that is all they are. Only symbols."

Up ahead, at the far end were four chairs lined in a row on top of the step-stage, a foot above the floor.  Standing behind them were four more masked white-robed priests in varying heights wearing the priestly garb: long white cassocks buttoned up the middle and a white mantle that extended down to their chests with a hood drawn over their heads.  No smiles greeted them, nor soft expressions of friendliness.  Just the cold white impersonal mask.  How could I have ever worn that, she thought. Which one are you, Lyn?  

The Doyenne walked ahead of her.  "Isn’t this all a tad extreme, sisters?  We are not a malicious clandestine order.  Even the windows are drawn.  Can't we at least have some more light?"

"You know what might happen if we are overheard or if Celeste is seen.  Everyone still believes she’s in the Inner Sanctum tonight burning the offerings."

"Whatever happened to the hospitality of Priests of the Golden Lady," Her Holiness grumbled, then saying louder, she pointed to the priests behind the chairs.  "This is only going to scare her.  She will be less inclined to speak her mind."

"It is more important that she realizes the gravity of her situation," the far-right priest said.  Sil listened careful, but it wasn’t Lyn.  Besides, that priest was too short to be her.  It doesn't matter, she told herself.  Just answer truthfully. "Lady Celeste, please come up here to the front, and speak your mind to us.  We have decided not to record what is said here tonight."

"Why am I not surprised,” the Doyenne whispered before telling Sil, “trust in the Almighty; I am by your side, child.”  She then led Sil forward through the rows of desks and their long radial shadows.  There, before the priests, stood a singular chair Sil hadn't noticed. Her chair, she guessed.  She sanctifies.  She purifies.  She protects.

"Celeste Casmarus," began the second priest from the right. No, that was definitely not her either.  Northern accent. Sister Ava? But she's not even a priest yet.  "Remove you're scarf and hood."  Sil rose her hand to her head, but hesitated, remembering that coarse remains of her once beautiful hair, her one proud possession.  Her hair was supposed to be a part of her offering.  Tears welled up before the Doyenne nudged her with a gentle elbow.  "Hurry—"

Sil, with one quick act, removed the hood and unwound the scarf.  A cold gust chilled her bristled hair and neck; she looked away, fighting back tears.  

"Now," continued the priest who Sil thought was Sister Ava.  "Tell us in your own voice, your name and place of origin."

She glanced at the Doyenne who nodded her on  "I...," she said, before clearing throat.  Just get through this.  "I was born Celeste Casmarus in Sato's Mining Town—"

"That's an imperial town, isn't it?  And the mining company is incorporated into the Imperial Industrial Works?"

"What isn't of the Empire," Sil answered, feeling heat radiating from her face; that old anger rising in her. "They devour both devote and apostate alike."

"Good, good," Her Holiness whispered.  Then, addressing the priests.  "It's her.  We all know it's her.  You have torn the veil of her hair yourselves."

"Yes, we have," Sister Ava said. "But these are spiritual matters, Your Holiness." She then opened her palm toward the priest next her, the third from the right. This one wasn't the tallest but stood much straighter with a surer posture.  Her hands were clasps in front and her fingers neatly intertwined with one another as if submissive to the others. "Can you please lead us in an opening prayer," she told the third priest from the right.

Sil perked her ears, listening intently. Lyn, is that you? Help me. Each bowed their heads, and so did Sil.  A moment passed, then two.  After a short time, Sil saw the priests raising their heads again.  Her stomach knotted. They prayed silently? Why?

"Celeste," began the far-left priest.  "We will keep this short.  The reason we have summoned you.   Here. Was to ascertain why the Golden Lady. Didn't accept you. And. What can be done. A sacrifice must be made. Animal and Grain.  Are ineffective. The Empire's sins are as scarlet as blood. And multitude as the locust. Our world is in danger of God's judgment. Do you understand this?"  Sil recognized her immediately, the long dramatic and pointed pauses with every word pregnant with authority. Her Master Tutor, Mother Morn Stella. She’d want pithy and precise answers or receive a thumper on the knuckles if Sil replied too slow.

"Yes, I do." Sil replied quickly more out of instinct than forethought.

"What is your opinion? What has the Golden Lady shown you?  In your meditations?"

Sil felt nausea coming up her throat. Stick to the dreadful truth, she told herself. "Nothing," she said, her lips quivering. "She hasn’t shown me anything for some time now." Some of the priests gasped, but not the third from the right, not her standing straight with a youthful mien. That priest had already known.  Lyn.  Just knowing it was her calmed Sil’s hands and freed her stomach.  I won't be sent out of here, she told herself. I won't be sent out of here, she repeated feeling more confidently. You will be, a voice seemed to answer in her mind.  

"That is not unusually," the Doyenne chimed in.  "Any time the Golden Lady wishes to make her voice known is a privilege, but not an indication of piety."

"Why then," one of the priests continued. "Why was she not accepted? Lady Casmarus, you are at the heart of this.  Tell us your opinion." Genevieve.

"My sister," Sil said in a clear voice, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin. "Mother Whitewave Fallingstar. By birth given the name Genevieve Casmarus by my parents. You know her history. You know what the pilgrims call her—"

“The ‘fallen priest,’” said her tutor.  “Are you saying.  You know for certain.  The two are the same?  Your sister.  And the ‘fallen priest.’” Yes.

“Must be—”

“Speculations,” the Doyenne clucked her cane against the floor. “We don’t have proof of that.  This so-called ‘fallen priest’ has been—”

“A stain, a scandal, a sore source of embarrassment for our Order, a blight on our religion and a crime against the Golden Lady herself,” the far-right priest quickly stammered out in one breath. “For what the fallen priest has done—”

“Been accused of,” corrected the Doyenne.

“What. She. Has. Done,” the priest replied with earnest. “No other than Gene could have known to even do. Then, Lady Casmarus, what say you for your sister?” 

Sil blinked a few times, stunned by the quick rapid exchange. “Uh, just that,” she gathered her thoughts.  “Just that I must have been made unacceptable to the Golden Lady by my association with my sister and her actions.”  Be at peace.  We are here.  Sil sucked in a sharp breath. Now I know I heard that! She lean down to the Doyenne’s ear. "I'm sorry your Holiness, have you been saying something?"

The Doyenne shook her head quickly before nodding toward the Synod. “Pay attention.”

Her tutor cleared her throat. "For the record. State. What Lady Genevieve has done?"

The priest on the far right answered, "she was allowed to leave Holy Grounds to fight the Empire in Ladress.  For some time, she kept correspondences with Her Holiness, the Doyenne, at which point she made it plain she would not return for her appointed hour.  A substitute, Mother Majestic Wind, was selected and offered in her place"  —Sil noticed the Doyenne tapping the end of her cane on the floor, muttering angrily under her breath—  "Afterwards, by the Golden Lady's will, Celeste was selected for the next sacrifice seven years later and nurtured for her appointed hour. During all this time, Gene has continued to illicitly use her blessing in her surreptitious ‘fight’ with the Empire, increasing their scrutiny over us.”

"Thank you," Sil’s tutor replied. "Thank you all.  For coming.  I believe we heard enough, and we’re ready—"

"Enough," Sil had to stop herself from shouting.  Enough?  Enough what?  Her heart set pounding inside her.  She had hardly made her case. Had the Synod already agreed upon a verdict and sentence? “I haven’t even told you what she has done to me.”  And for that, Sil had a well prepared list of her sisters selfish pursuits.

“That isn’t necessary,” her tutor replied.

Sil ground her teeth. Relax, Sil, she told herself. They can see you panicking. Be at peace. That voice! Sil immediately silenced her mind. We have not rejected you. The Golden Lady!  We?  The Valkyries?  Sil almost jumped in excitement, but instead knelt down, tears welling in her eyes. Thank you.  Thank you.  Thank you.  What must I do?

"What...what are you doing," one of the priests said, but Sil didn't care. After so many months of silence, so many long meditations and trances, she never heard her voice before.  Trust their judgment, sounded the Golden Lady’s beautiful voice like a trickling stream by a thicket full of singing birds.  Sil rose, fighting back tears, but these were different tears: tears of joy.

With a smile, Sil said, “Yes, it is ‘enough.’  I am ready for your judgment."

The Doyenne grabbed Sil's wrist. "Wait, child. No, it’s too soon," she whispered.

"Thank you, Lady Celeste," the far-right priest continued with an approving tone. "We have been here with you for so many years. We know your devotions."  Sil tried calming her excitement, bobbing herself on her heels.  They must be wondering why her sudden change, but she didn’t care.  She couldn't keep it in.  "We have found no fault with you.  Only with your sister.  In fact, we have already decided on what to do." Yes, you have; the Golden Lady said so.

"Already," Her Holiness objected.  "No, we need a have a recess to at least—"

"No, no," Sil interrupted.  "It's alright.  Please, tell me what it is."  You were right, Lyn; I was worried for nothing.

The priest opened her palm toward who Sil guessed was Lyn. "Present her with the knife."

Mother Lyn reached underneath her white mantle and revealed a knife: a curved sheath made of some dark cracked leather attached to a wooden handle no bigger than one Sil had used to cut meat and vegetables. Lyn stepped down off the stage and extended the blade to her.

Unsure of what to do, Sil received it clumsily, almost dropping it out her hands.

The Doyenne stepped forward.  "Sister Ava—"

"What makes you believe Sister Ava is here," the masked priest said, pointedly.

"Members of the Synod," Her Holiness corrected herself, clacking her cane hard against the floor.  "What exactly are you thinking?  Giving Lady Celeste a blade?  She cannot take her own life!"

"That is not what we are asking her to do," the priest continued. "Celeste Casmarus." Sil looked up at the masked priest. Expressionless, cold, impersonal, she trusted it now. "This is what you are to do, and by its accomplishment, your sister's errors would be absolved, and you will be restored to the priesthood and be offered up to Zandagor the Golden Lady again. But most importantly, our Goddess will be satisfied and the world made safe. The City made safe. That blade you hold has been imbued. Whoever has so much been nicked by it will be burned. If someone were to die by it, the body will be consumed in flame and reduced to ash. It is our judgment and your quest to find your sister, Genevieve Casmarus, and ask her to return here to fulfill her sacrifice to the Golden Lady. If she refuses to return with you, then….” The priest nodded toward the knife clenched in Sil’s hands. “You must use that knife and offer your sister yourself and then return to us for your own sacrifice in seven years."

"That is absurd," the Doyenne shouted, smacking the bud of her cane on the floor.  "Insanity, Immoral.  Against the very principles we espouse! This isn’t sacrifice but murder, sisters!  Murder!"  She grabbed Sil's arm. "I will not allow—"

"I will do it," Sil announced, lifting her chin high. "Yes, it is my mission to right this wrong against my family, against the Golden Lady, and safeguard the City."

"Celeste," her Holiness whispered, her eyes searching. "Think of what you’re saying."

Sil lowered her head and whispered into the Doyenne ear. "It’s alright.  This is right.  I heard her, Doyenne.  I actually heard her." Then she snapped her attention on the Synod on stage.  "I will do it," Sil said, clenching onto the blade and embracing it to her chest. "I will leave tonight. Now."

"No, too soon, too soon," her Holiness objected, waving her cane about. "Please, we are rushing things.  She still must address the people.  Mister Conner—"

“Mister Conner and that contemptuous Night Lady only care about secular matters. The Golden Lady needs a sacrifice, or she will take sacrifices. Celeste, the sooner you can do this, the better.”

“But maybe her Holiness is right, ” Lyn finally chimed in, a stammer in her words.  She broke form and walked down to stand beside the Doyenne. “A few words to calm the people and throw off suspicion. She would be able to move more freely afterwards.”  Lyn, what are you doing? I want to go now!

The three on stage glanced at each other before the far-right priest spoke, “Very well. Then it’s decided.  Tomorrow morning, at first light, you will go to the Outer Gate.  If there are people gathered, then you will make a small speech.  If not, go on your way.  Mister Conner promises a sympathetic crowd, so be quick to quell their curiosity.  There will be no fanfare.  You will depart from there and begin your search.  We will gather what information we have about where your sister was last seen.  I suggest you ask the Doyenne for any advice she may offer.  She was in considerable contact with your sister before she disappeared. Tomorrow morning, one of us will come to fetch you from the apartments. Is that understood?"

"Yes, morning then," Sil answered, already knowing she wouldn't be able to sleep.

 

***

 

As Sil expected, she didn't sleep, nor did she really try. She leaned against the same window sill as the night before staring hour after hour at the Blue Bell House door as the yellow gem light grew dimmer and dimmer with each passing hour.  It all started there, she said to herself, imagining the first time she stepped inside for orientation.  She was thirteen, surrounded by so many young girls like herself, so many potential friends. Her parents and even her sister —when she actually wrote home— prepared her for that.  'A mining town is full of grimy grumpy men doing grimy grumpy work,' her father told her.  'So, don't be nervous about going. Nothing’s here for you. And there'll be other girls just like you.'  And they were right once she grew accustomed to her new surroundings, but in the beginning, she remembered feeling so anxious and dizzy.  

The Holy City was one thing: enormous, loud, noisy with foot traffic and what seemed like a half million conversations cluttering up the roadways, bards singing, food carts after food carts filling the air with delicious aromas. The enormity of it all almost overwhelmed young Sil, but she didn't get to experience much of it, having to hurry inside the Holy Grounds for orientation. The Holy Grounds with all its baileys, segregated communities, apartment housings, and study halls, and the Temple and Inner Sanctum itself couldn’t strike a bigger contrast to the City.  Quiet, solemn and so clean, were what young Sil first noticed.  The clothes, the walls, everything: no soot, dirt, no dreadful metallic smell clinging to everything, even meals.  She remembered feeling very out of place and visible like a lump of fool's ore in load of pure coal.  Special wasn’t always a good thing.  

Sil smiled, remembering her sister coming to her orientation and the anxiety evaporating like the morning dew off rocks. Gene, with her pristine black on white acolyte’s cassock, introduced her to a dizzying number of people, many she had forgotten only to be awkwardly reintroduced later.

Those first two and half years, Sil wished they could have lasted forever. Her, and her sister, studied together. Ate together. Prayed together. Not as often as Sil would have liked, but since Gene was so many years ahead of her, it couldn’t be helped; she had to prepare for her sacrifice, after all.  But the moments they spent together, she treasured.  Watching her sister make her vows and enter the priesthood still warmed her heart as did when Gene was selected to be the next High Priest for the seventh-year offering —though Sil learned of the real honor behind the seventh-year sacrifice after she joined the Inner Circle.  In those years, Gene seemed like an entirely different person: kinder, less self-preoccupied, and even maybe humbler; the result of her worship, Sil assumed. But she should have known better.  There had to be a reason behind it; there always was.  With her, everything had a purpose for some other goal, a means to an end.  To become a Valkyrie?  Was she ever serious about it? Sil suspected not. Gene probably only wanted to be trained in the martial magics so she could fight the apostate emperor, not help preserve the world.  No. To other people, Gene was an ideal priest, but to Sil, Gene was the connived sister she always knew, manipulating her way to work on her own pursuits. The ‘fallen priest’?  More like the ‘imposture priest.’ Tears dripped off her cheek and onto the windowsill, invisible in the darkness of the night. No more, Gene.

"The Golden Lady has other plans for you," she whispered, remembering her Holiness's words. She turned from the window. The knife, nestled in its sheath, rested in the middle of the bed, waiting for its chance to right a wrong. Sil froze, staring long at the knife. "Can I really do this…if she says no to coming back?" She turned away, returning her gaze outside. "I’ll have to," she whispered. It was Gene's fault this happened. It was her choice to not return after the war.  

The Empire, after a year of talks, invaded the Brothers’ Alliance. She remembered her sister arguing on what to do. 'The Princes have united,' she said. 'Ladress has a chance! Am I not meant to fight for the Golden Lady anyway?' Sil shivered thinking of the fire in Gene's eyes; it scared her. Not the sublime nature of a priest at all. 'A spiritual fight,' Sil remembered the Doyenne arguing. 'You took your vows, Mother Fallingstar. This is what it means to sacrifice.'

But Gene was an amazing battle mage; she even took the prior year to learn healing and warding as to be more useful to the Prince brothers. Eventually, Gene was allowed to go. A sudden heat flared in the pit of her stomach. Anger, she recognized with a bit of shame. No, this was righteous anger. Her sister never came back. How much more good could Gene have done if she allowed the Golden Lady to take her?

The soft hues of dawn startled Sil back from her daydreaming. She relaxed her clenched fists. Why didn't you come back? You forgot me. I won't. She smiled.

Before long, priests and their aspirants gathered outside for the early morning lessons. Mother Clare was there welcoming them all inside the Blue Bell House to smiles and laughter with some moaning not used to the early morning routines. They were beginning their adventure; now Sil would begin hers.

Knock. Knock. "May I come in?"  It was the Doyenne's voice but it seemed strained and tired.

"Yes, yes," Sil jogged over and opened the door.  "Come in. Come in."  And she did, slowly, using her cane for more support than usual. Her white cassock appeared wrinkled and weather worn, and she wore a stern expression on her face. Her blue eyes were less lucid, veiny and irritated. She silently hobbled to a chair and sat with an exhaustive exhale. "Are you alright, your Holiness?"

Her eyes lit up. "I wanted to ask you the very same question?"

"Oh, I’m fine. A bit tired, but eager to begin all the same."

The Doyenne seemed disappointed. "Have you sleep?"

"No," Sil replied, walking back to the window beside her bed and staring out again, more of her colleagues walking by. "I haven't eaten yet either.  When Sister Ryl comes, would you like to join me?"

"No thank you, child," she replied with a heaviness in her voice. "Have you prepared for your travel?"  Travel.  The word excited her more than anything now. To see the world. She quickly put the thought away. No, that's probably what tempted Gene. "You don’t look like you’re prepared nor preparing?"

"No, Your Holiness, Sister Ryl said she’ll have a pack of essentials I can carry along on my back. A few hundred currency vouchers. Though, I suppose they won't be any good outside the City, will they?"

"They may, they may," the Doyenne replied. "Especially from a priest, you will be more respected outside the city boarders—"

"—I can’t," Sil interrupted, feeling her stubbed hair and smooth neck. A little more grown back, she thought. "No, I will go as I am—"

"Don't be foolish, child," Her Holiness exclaimed, slamming her cane onto the floor. Sil jumped. "There are dangers outside I know you’re not ready for."

"The Golden Lady will protect me," Sill replied, taking a moment to listen to her mind and hoping for reassurance. Nothing.

Her Holiness closed her eyes and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Sil, you do realize what they have asked you to do, don't you?"

"Yes," Sil said, straightening her back and righting her chin out. Then, she softened her posture. Be watchful of pride, she told herself. "Your Holiness. Last night. I am sorry I didn't listen to you. I am truly grateful for you being there but please, understand me. My sister's actions have done so much harm and now, I am responsible.  This judgment is a mercy shown to her and me."  She pointed to the knife.  "I will bring this knife to her and give her another chance to offer herself to the Golden Lady as she should have long ago."  

The Doyenne chuckled as though some joke had been played on Sil. She felt a small ember of anger rising from within her, a fire in her throat. Use the knife!  Startled, she buried the anger deeply, smothering it like a mound of dirt on a fire.

"Oh, my dear child," Her Holiness continued, shaking her bowed head. "Hasn't it yet occurred to you that you might have to force your will on your sister? Fight her?"

"Fight her? Why should I need to? She’s a priest. She should be happy I'm coming to help—"

"Listen to yourself. Gene doesn’t need you to remind her of her duty. If she wanted to offer herself to the Golden Lady, she would have returned long ago."

"But she must. Her curse has been laid on me too! How will I be made clean?"

 "Oh, Almighty," the Doyenne sighed. "Then what will you do, Sil? When Gene refuses your offer to return?" Sil glanced at the knife. "She will not simply take that knife, thank you for your troubles, and use it on herself, will she?”

No, she won’t, she answered in her mind.

“Then if she refuses to return, you’ll have to fight her, won’t you? And if you were to succeed? Sacrificing her against her will. Wouldn't your actions resemble something like murder?"

Sil turned away, frowning. "No, it's not murder, Doyenne. Gene was already supposed to be a Valkyrie!  She's already dead."

"Then, how will it happen," Her Holiness pressed. "Will you sneak on her, instead?  Stalk her from the shadows like the Chills?"

"No," she shouted, balling her hands into fists. "I won't. I will see her and I will ask her to…"  Sil glanced at the knife again.

"Ask her," the Doyenne laughed tiredly. "Oh, child. Your sister has spent considerable time in war. She would know how to defend herself. She has warding skills to blunt blades and is more than handy on managing runics. Again, how will you succeed if she refuses?"

"Why are you saying that," Sil whimpered. She is casting doubt in you! Reduce her to ashes! Sil flinched, then sat on the edge of the bed, sinking into a slouch. "Why are you testing me like this? If I don’t do this, how can I live with myself? Zandagor might take a sacrifice, or she may wake the Golden Lady again and destroy the City.” And Gene will get away with her selfishness again.

The Doyenne rose from her chair and hobbled over, placing her hand on Sil's shoulder. "Will she wake,” she whispered. “I’m not as sure as I once was about a great many things, Celeste. Something is amiss. For a very a long time now. A darkness clouds our hearts and a zealousness has risen pride in us."

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, tearing up as frustration mounted inside her, that anger threatening to flare up. She felt it as heat in her stomach and shaking hands, but most of all at the pit of her throat like a warming lump of coal she wanted to spit out. She turned to the Doyenne, eyes of wisdom, quick to console and inspire, but not now. They appeared as doubtful as she was becoming. "I must do this," she said slowly as though she needed to convince herself.

"I know, child," Her Holiness replied with a slight smile. "I’ve always admired the fervent idealism of the young and you have that. May I share a secret with you?”

Sil nodded.

“I know how much it pains you that the Golden Lady hasn’t spoken to you,” she frowned, turning a distant gaze onto the floor. “Well, my secret is that she hasn’t spoken to me in over seventy years.”  She then smiled timidly. “But I do believe Zandagor is present within the Golden Lady—”

“Oh, but she has spoken to me,” Sil exclaimed, grabbing hold of the Doyenne’s aged hands. “That’s why I’m doing this. She told me to. Told me to do everything the Synod says.” The Doyenne sat up straighter as her face fell and eyes searched Sil’s face. “Oh, but…I’m sure she will speak to you again one day.” She is jealous of my favors. Give her to me. Use the knife. Sil pulled her hands back. No, she must not have heard correctly, probably just her mind giving voice to her smothered anger.

“She speaks to you,” the Doyenne asked, narrowing her eyes. “And told you to do as Synod commands?”

Sil smiled, nodding eagerly, trying to put the Doyenne at easy.

“I see,” she frowned, allowing herself to slouch again. “Sil…may I ask a favor of you? Perhaps it is more a favor for you. When you leave here, the Synod and I have arranged for a stagecoach to be ready outside the gate—"

"Thank you!"

"You may not thank me for it may cost you something. We have instructed him not to speak to you, but only to transport you to where ever you may wish. My favor is that you ask him to bring you to your home in Sato first. You can refuse, of course, simply by asking for another destination. A two-trip fare has been already paid. This is your quest, Sil, your decision. And I’m afraid for all the talk of the Synod, we have no idea where Gene may be. But, perhaps, your hometown might hold clues."

Sil looked away, outside to the blue door with the morning sun shining against it. "Can it be that easy?"

The Doyenne rose, trembling to her feet. Her cane knocked on the wooden floor as she made her slow way to the door. "I don’t think finding her is going to be that difficulty. She'll know you're looking for her; I would trust in that. The true difficulty will come when you do find her. I'll see you off when you are ready."  And with that, she closed the door behind her.

"She'll know I'm looking for her," Sil repeated out loud. How? Maybe if Sil were to go home and ask for her.  Home...no, it wasn't home anymore. No one would remember her. Ten years of the Empire's annex must have changed everything. Gossip then? A covered-up girl with tan eyes and silver hair looking for another woman with tan eyes and silver hair asking for 'Gene Casmarus.'  She laughed to herself.  Yes, that would be obvious. "But that doesn't matter," she said. "I want her to know I'm looking for her."  

She may not want to be found. "Yes, I suppose that can be true too," she said, looking at the knife resting on her bed. "Then, I'll have to hunt her down." She frowned. "We will both become Valkyries in heaven, won’t we?" But the Golden Lady didn't answer. She was right, however. And so was the Doyenne.  Gene would have come back if she wanted to.

Sil turned away from the window and grabbed the knife. She unsheathed it halfway, admiring its clean metal. It was nothing remarkable: thin, not very long with a metallic silvery look to it along with a hint of a red gleam that danced along its length —the burning enchantment. Imbuing like this didn’t last very long; the blade’s contact with the air made the magic leak out. It didn’t even hum or feel warm. Maybe the sheath protected it? Imbuing wasn’t her expertise. In fact, if she hadn't been told, she would have mistaken it for a boning knife. Perhaps it was at some point. The faded leather sheath cracked in several places. It was old, Sil could see. On one side was embroidered a familiar symbol that stirred her curiosity. It was simple in components, lines, curves and shades that depicted a deepness to it, as if it could exist in reality. Yet the symbol taken whole was incongruent, defying three-dimensional sense. She’d seen symbols like this before; they were written in her parent’s books, and they would sometimes use them to protect the family from the Ragnarok Cults. But that was impossible in this case; those symbols drew their efficiency from the Warmonger Ragnarok and needed a Ragnar citizen to draw it —or so her parents explained. Surely, this was decorative.

Another oddity, kitchen knives usually don’t come in sheaths, at least when Sil worked the kitchens.  But none of that mattered. Somehow, this very knife would have to—  She stopped herself, dropping the knife onto the bed. I must, she told herself. Gene accepted her calling. She accepted being a sacrifice. ...She will be happy to see me. But the burning in her chest gave her pause. "I just have to talk to her. Make her see reason." 

She'd have to ask people, gather information, sneak around looking for clues. "Oh, dear," she said, overwhelmed with thought of it all.  Clandestine things, searching and investigating hidden information with hidden motives. ...Like the Synod. "No, I won't wear a mask. I want her to know she's looking for me."

"Who are you looking for," Sister Ryl said, pushing the door with her backside as she slid in a cart of food. Warms smells of cinnamon and turmeric filled the room. Her stomach still cramped at the thought of food, but as famished she was, she’d have to force herself to eat. This may be the last time she could have—

"She isn't looking for anyone, Sister Ryl," another voice, Mother Gracie said. She entered along with Ryl. White hair pulled back and tied up into a petal design, her smooth face and clear brown eyes belied her age. Sil knew she was much older, had to be from the stories she told. "And how is our young guest? Ready for her pilgrimage," she asked, placing a brown package by the door.

Sil stood from the bed too quickly, feeling dizziness fill her head for a moment. "Yes, I am. And eager." Though, now she regretted not sleeping.

"Good, Lady Casmarus. I’m happy for you."

Ryl positioned the cart in front of her and lifted the covering off a large plate. The smells almost overwhelmed her: honey-sweet smoked meats, eggs boiled, pouched, and fried in olive oil.  Rye bread and butter.  And turmeric tea with a small cup of cinnamon to season it. Off to the side was a cup of a clear blue liquid. No pilgrim had ever eaten so well.

Sil's eyes took it all in, hunger overcoming her stomach’s complaints. "All for me?"

"Yes, yes, eat up," Mother Gracie replied.  "And make sure to drink your medicine.”

“This?” Sil examined the blue liquid curiously.

“Yes.  You should drink it after you eat. It may upset your stomach, but you’ll need your strength so drink it all. I'm sorry that you can’t have your lavender tea —I know it’s your favorite, but we wouldn’t want you drowsy on the road, would we? That tea will help you heal faster."

"Thank you.  Thank you," she repeated, grabbing hold of a napkin before placing it on her right knee.

 "And as I’m sure someone has told you by now," she continued. "You have been relieved of your dietary restrictions also."

Sil stopped, lowering her eyes. "No, no one has, but yes, I know," she whispered. “Not until I return."

"Yes, certainly," Mother Gracie added, making her exit. "Enjoy your meal. I’ve left here some clothes for you. When you’re finished, please dress and come to the Front Gate." And the door closed behind her.

Sil raised her tea to her mouth, the warm aroma hugging her face and relieving some of her fatigue. 'Please dress and come to the Front Gate.' I must leave so soon?  "Sister Ryl, can you please give me solitude." Sister curtsied and walked out, leaving Sil alone with her mixed emotions. We are here to instruct you.  She smiled before beginning her meal.

Having finished everything set before her —even all the croutons— her appetite was sated, and she felt rejuvenated and healed, if not for a quivering muscle here or there. But her blue medicine remained sitting on the tray. Taking it in hand, she sniffed it. No smell. Then with one gulp, she drank it all. At first, it burned her throat but that soon passed, warming her stomach pleasantly. It reminded her of drinking fortified wine, or more like grain alcohol her father would mix with his coffee. No smell or taste, but burned like coal fires. Very pleasant.  

Stretching her arms into the air, she exclaimed, "I can do this!”  She then pushed the cart away and leaped off from her bed. She winched, expecting some part of her to cramp or joint to give way, but nothing did. Surer footed, she grabbed the package by the door and tossed it onto her bed.

“Bland clothing," she sighed after opening it. She felt the fabric between her fingers. Wool dyed in an uninspiring brown, and poorly spun; she could see some of the threads already coming apart. It reminded her of back home where everything was used for years until worn down to practically nothing. "At least it's warm. Winter is coming after all." Though she was sure she’d be back before then. A month, maybe less.  That should be enough time to find Gene and come back. Underneath the thick blouse and long dress was another woolen piece, a mantle very similar to the one priests use —like the one she used. She took in a deep breath. “Just get through this.” Nothing but her quest mattered now.

Also inside was a rope necklace with a small warding stone attached to it. She hadn’t even thought about the Chills; she didn’t need to. The Holy City itself was built from the marbled rock, so anyone inside was protected. But out there, out in the wilderness, there was vulnerability and the chance for infection. She shivered, remembering the few infected that were brought here from time to time. How feverish and delirious they were. And how hopeless the treatment was; their reliving of their past as the infection ravaged their bodies. And after death, how they were cremated as to prevent them from rising again. A terrible, dreadful fate.

She enclosed the stone in her fist and pressed it against her lips. Something she had never had a reason to fear before, she’d have to worry about now. I can do this.

 Lastly, there was another piece of brown silk folded into a small square. She unfolded it, revealing a veil for her head. A bald woman would stand out. “My hair will grow back too,” she assured herself.

Then she went to the wash room, washed her face, hands, arms as best she could while humming to herself. Her muscles still ached, but she was too eager to begin her travels to let them slow her down. She quickly dressed her warm leggings, ankle-length dress with enough play at the hem to freely move her legs, light brown blouse, brown leather shone shoes, no socks, a simple brown knife belt around her waist and the mantle around her shoulders that hung low enough behind her back to hide the knife there. And of course, her warding stone necklace, now comfortably hanging from her neck and under her bodice. Wrapping the veil over her head and neck, she dashed for the door.

Once outside, she paused noticing the eerie silence. The door closed on its own and she jumped, the echo exacerbating the emptiness of the hall. She saw no one in sight, but rows of closed doors. How strange, these were the aspirant apartments, and as the morning waxed, there should be plenty of girls much younger than her hustling, chatting, and making a circus out of the hallway. But no, nothing but silence, broken only by her clacking footsteps which followed her down the hall to the stairs. She focused her hearing. Surely, there must be someone. Maybe everyone was sleeping in because of the late sacrifice last night? She reached the stair and turned back, one last look. Had they evacuated everyone? Why?

She then descended the stair and still heard not a sound but her own. "There must be a reason—"  She caught her reflection in the window, distorted and unclear, but there were her features. Her father's tan eyes. The brown veil covered her head, hiding the stubs of her mother's silver hair. She’d used to think her and her family’s features were monstrous compared to others in Sato; she even had nightmares about it as a child. Her father as a hideous scaled beast watching over her; her mother, another beast too, outstretched wings and taking flight. Gene used to have the same nightmares too, though in hers the entire family were monsters. “Our sisters’ secret,” she whispered with a growing smile, remembering how they used to pretend to be those monsters and play in the fields. Majestic, powerful, and ancient like queens of the sea and air personified, existing above the natural order. Her smile widened; it was on one of those occasions she first learned the Golden Lady had gifted her with magic. She remembered how freeing it was to pretend to be one those creatures, free and so…at home, but that was before she learned of their evil significance. Stupid innocence, she thought, giggling into her hand.

But that innocence quickly ended when her parents found out about the sisters’ secret. They were so angry and scared, Sil remembered vividly, and with good reason. They explained that they must have let slip something about the old cult rituals, and the sisters’ imaginations grabbed onto it. How the Ragnarok Cults tried to create new Ragnar citizens out of a cultist members, citizens that were —from unreliable folklore— said to be beastly dragons. Sil shivered thinking of such abominations and how innocently she played with the idea as a child. And nonsensical too. Wouldn’t one want to remain human and not lose the faculty of the will to become a beast?

Her parents went on that night to explain everything, their role in the cults, the Purge they were both grateful for and feared, and their struggle for a new life. That the rituals never worked, a trick from the Warmonger to cause more suffering. All their struggle and hope in their daughters to make amends for their parent’s past and Gene had to go on and— She frowned, lifting her chin. At least now, she’d be able to visit their burials for the first time since they were laid. You are free. And not alone.

"Sil," The Doyenne's voice echoed up from downstairs. "Is that you, child? Come, hurry. We’re waiting.  The streets outside will fill soon, and you still have to speak." Sil rushed as well as she could down the stairs to the first floor. The Doyenne stood there appearing much stronger than before, a soft concerned smile on her.

"Hello, Your Holiness," Sil said, curtsying slightly. "Are they waiting for me?"

"Yes, yes. I want to walk you to the gate. Mother Gracie is there along with your friend Mother Lyn.  They have a backpack of supplies ready for you." Sil joined her, walking, almost skipping with excitement —a stark contrast to yesterday’s despair.

But the eerie silence still unnerved her. "Where is everyone," she asked.

"The Synod had everyone relocate for a time," the Doyenne replied. The echo of her cane clattering on the floor gave the ground floor a mysterious expansiveness to it, as though this floor stretched for miles, notched out with thousands of very large and very empty rooms. "I wish I could say it was done out some concern for you. This is rather extreme to isolate an unclean woman from aspirants. Wouldn’t you think so, Sil?"

"I…I don’t know—"

She clacked her cane harder against. "They lied to them," she whispered. "They told them you carry a curse of the Golden Lady."

"Isn't that true?" Sil lowered her eyes to the floor.

Another loud clack echoed around her. "The Almighty doesn't curse anyone," the Doyenne said.  "If he doesn't, then neither can a part of him, neither can the Golden Lady."  

Sil found herself not wanting to reply. The Doyenne was right, of course, but only strictly. She wasn’t cursed by the Almighty nor his Vassals, but how different was being unclean? The Synod was right in segregating her, Sil wanted to argue, but the Doyenne’s words lately had become confusing and worrisome. She is not one of us— 

"I don't believe you've ever met the Princess Za’nina, have you?"

"Zana? No, I haven’t.”

The Doyenne sighed before stopping at the double doors of the apartment house. Sunlight streamed in, yet that eerie silence seemed to stream in with it. Surely, there would be the sounds of others passing by, muted whispers of private conversations, the laughter and commotion of off-season pilgrims and visitors, but Sil couldn’t hear any of it.

“It’s so quiet,” Sil whispered, fighting off a shiver.

“Yes, it is. They are preparing contingencies.”

“Contingencies? ...If I fail?”

The Doyenne faced her and looked up to Sil. Her smiled softened to a frown. “Princes Za’nina,” she began, “would have visited you if not for business with the Empire and the Princedoms.”

“Visited me?  Why—”

"I've talked to her about you, about your election and preparations. She knows about our seventh-year sacrifices. Her mother did also. She would meet the sacrifices and so does her daughter.” The Doyenne paused a moment. “I also told her that you survived and about your quest—”

Sil opened her mouth, “but—”

The Doyenne rose her hand. “Not to worry, I have not told her why you want to find your sister or the business you have with her.”  Her eyes searched underneath Sil’s mantle, probably looking for the knife. Her frown deepened. ”She told me to tell you that so long as you’re within the boundaries of the Holy City's territory, she has given standing orders to keep you safe if the country guard should see you.  And ...should you become wary of your quest, and have to return. Go seek her out first. She might be able to find Gene for you."

"She knows where my sister is,” Sil shot out in one breathe. “Then, I'll see her now—"

"You may," the Doyenne said. “But think of what you have agreed to do. You would be asking someone else to aid you in murder.”

“This is not murder,” Sil protested.

“Not to you, perhaps. But why wouldn’t our princess think so? If Gene’s ashed corpse were to be found after the princess reunited you two. What else would she think? And what would she do about it?”

Sil squeezed her eyes shut, feeling frustration mounting. This one is manipulating you. “Fine, alright,” Sil shouted. “I won’t ask her.”

The Doyenne narrowed her eyes on her. “Are you alright, child? Perhaps you should stay in one of our lodges in the City—”

“No, no,” Sil said, patting her flush face with her hands. “I’m quite alright. Tired is all. I need movement. Cooped up in that room and my limbs are still stiff.”

She eyed her a moment longer, letting her eyes linger on her dress as if searching for the knife one last time before opening the doors. “Come,” she said. “We do not have much time.”

Outside, the scene matched Sil’s guess. No one, anywhere. She grimaced against the cold wind, the morning sun already rising high over the Apartment’s Court, but it was a weak sun, doing little to warm her chilly head.

The Doyenne turned left, walking unusually slowly with her cane clacking shallow echoes on the stone ground. The buildings were shut, windows closed; the eerie silence made her shudder more than the cold. 

“Out here too,” Sil whispered despite herself. “Isn’t there supposed to be a feast and games after last night’s offering?”

“Inside the auditorium,” the Doyenne replied. “Some of the organizers are in the Blue Bell House. The games will go on.” So that’s who they were.

Up ahead, the stone path led to a high wall with simple gate beyond which was the Gathering Court, a large stone yard where pilgrims would first assemble. Small stone buildings lined its edges for refreshments, small accommodations, registrations, and information. Normally, this court would be a bustle of life much like the city it served, but not today. Not even here, there was no one. Such a big place, now such an empty place. Sil felt anxious about to cross, except that there were two priests at the far opposite end by the main double doors, closing off the City and Holy Grounds.

One of the priests stood erect, waving her hand and holding a brown backpack in the other. Lyn. Thankfully, Sil would be able to see her before going. The other priest wore a white mask and hunched over slightly. She grabbed Lyn’s waving arm, stopping her.

“I’m glad Lyn’s here,” Sil said.

“Have you decided what you will do once you cross that gate?”

Should she start by going to Sato?  Her Holiness thought so. Sato’s Mines. The town would be so much different now under imperial rule. But she had to start somewhere. “Yes,” she said. “I’m going to take your offer, Doyenne. I’ll take that stagecoach back home.”

The Doyenne stopped, turned and smiled warmly. “I am glad to hear that,” she said. Then her smile faded. “You’ll be outside the Princess’s jurisdiction, outside her protection, in imperial lands. The people still hold onto their faith, but I fear the soldiers accustomed to war often have dulled consciousness so take caution.”

“I’ll be fine,” Sil replied.

“The coachman will wait for you. Don’t speak to him except to tell him where to take you. We’ve paid him, but that’s as far as I would trust him. You have your training as a martial mage. You have your wits and my blessing. You have—”

“I’ll be fine, Doyenne. This is the Golden Lady’s will. I will be fine.”

“And your warding stone? You have that on you, don’t you?”

“Your Holiness, you’re mothering me,” Sil laughed.

The Doyenne fleeted a soft wrinkled smile. “Yes, I am. I apologize,” she said before leading her again toward the two priests far in the distance. “One of those two must have that speech you’re to say.”

“Speech?” Sil forgot all about it. “I…will have to speak to a…lot of people?” She placed her hand on her head.  “Looking like this?”

“Yes, the Synod should have thought about that before cutting your hair, but don’t worry. Most of the City is sleeping, and I’m sure Mister Conner will make every effort that only few people will be there. One more task and you’ll be free to go.”

“Free to go…,” Sil repeated, stretching out her hand and waving, but neither of them waved back.  So serious, aren’t they? Don’t they believe? They will. Sil smiled. “Yes, everything will work out for the best.”
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Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch: Mending in the Tower

 

“So, you’re the new girl Josie’s running around with? Miss Twilight, is it? They even gave you that creepy all-black outfit too. How do you breathe in that?”

“Who told you? You’re not one of us!”

“Oh! You’ve never heard of me? Better hold onto your black mask ‘cuz you’re standing in front of a legend! I’m the infamous Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch! Memorizer and perfect partaker of purloin-ity…par-excellence!” 

“Oh.”

“What do you mean ‘oh’?”

“I’ve heard about you. More like ‘Broken Clock’ Mendevoch. You’re late.”

“Broken Clock? I’m here, aren’t I? Rochelle sent me to help you guys out on a job.”

“Don’t know why we’d need you.”

“That’s ‘cuz you haven’t seen me in action.”

“As long as you don’t fall behind, ‘Ticktock’ Mendevoch. Josie’s already prepared me to expect the worst.”

“Don’t listen to my fans, Miss Twi..light..killer…assassin —Can I have your real name so I can make fun of you?”

“No.”

“Josie’s training your sense of humor too, I see. Don’t mind what she told you, she’s just jealous she can’t talk to people without giving them nightmares. …Now, where is she? She’s here, isn’t she? …Always hiding…probably gonna—”

“Hello ‘Ticktock’ Mendevoch. Jealous am I? How’s Rochelle’s favorite brat doing?”

“Damn it all, Josie! Don’t scare me like that! And yea, I’m fine, by the way. Oh, have I told you how much I admire your eyes? I mean, I really like the way your outfit brings out the cruelty in them.”

“A waste of an insult, Mend. You’ll have to try better than that.”

-Conversation between Mend of the Night Lady, and Roe and Josie of the Coming Shadows

 

 

"A soothing rain tapping outside, a smooth piano playing inside, a cold drink in my hands. Memories are a funny thing; funny as in they are the only things keeping me alive. Alive or sane? I don’t want to answer that. Oh, but of course these would be the things they just had to take away from me. I suppose I deserve it: sentenced to the opposite of what I love. Hot dreary haze, loud penetrating silence, dry suffocating air. Darkness too, but only when the sun doesn’t shine through that one particularly annoying crack in the wall I’ve become so familiar with. Oh, yes, I’ve thought, ‘Why, don’t they know it’s here? Don’t they know that with some of my infamous ingenuity, some of my magnanimous industry, and maybe a little luck from the Almighty, I could enlarge that crack and sneak myself through?’ Out and free! Of course, they do! Don’t be stupid. They probably want me to do just that. It’ll give those sorry beasts a great show knowing that as soon as I break through to my freedom, I’ll fall out to my death. Who thought of a damn tower prison on the side of a damn mountain? I suppose they did. Bastards! Beast, that smooth piano does sound nice, doesn’t it? Where was I? …Oh right, escaping out! Out to about...a thousand feet in the air? Ten thousand feet? Twenty thousand? It isn’t one foot to be sure. I’d die, or …no, I’d be dead. And in the end, the great Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch would be taken out by the most worthy adversary he hath ever face-th —the world itself, Gen Shemver, as he tried, in vain, with all his might to shatter the world with all the muscular solidarity of his shoulder. When I say it like that, it sounds far more endearing. But to the disappointment of future myth-makers and storytellers, that is not my plan. No, I have a far worse fate in store for me: Rochelle. My benefactor? Foster mother?  Sister? Thorn in my ass, more accurately. No, no, don’t get me wrong. She’s helped me when I was a babe and all was taken from me, or so I'm told...repeatedly...by her. I guess my real parents lucked out in raising me. That adventurous job fell to Rochelle. No, no; I'm still being far too harsh. Or is this isolation finally cracking my mind open like a walnut? They both look the same on the inside too. Ever notice that? Ah, insanity…at least it’ll keep me busy. A soothing rain, a smooth piano, a cold drink. Rereading every bit of news I've ever read too. Yes, amazing memory. I'm one of those brilliant memorizers, sight, sound, hearing, touch, but only when I want to...which isn't often. I would have memorized more if I knew I was going to be alone in a tower with no one to talk to! Who? Rochelle? What a nice man. I call her ‘Roach,’ but that’s a secret between you and me. She put me straight away to work when she brought me in. Stealing purses. Conning patrons at other bars.  —Not hers! The first good swift kick to my ass was all I needed to learn—"

“Beast, Mend! You reek of death,” a voice sounded from some dark corner of Mend's one-room palace. “And you’re talking to yourself? Almighty on high, it hasn’t been that long. I thought you were tougher than that.” Mend opened his eyes and saw light streaming in from a small square opening of his ‘palace’s’ metal door. For a moment, Mend thought it was one of the guards about to throw in a scrap of bread. But he wasn't that lucky. Not today, because he recognized the voice, that strained feminine tone mixed with a strong masculine growl, like a beauty with a beast suffocating in her throat. Yea, it could only be her. Rochelle ‘the Roach’ Von Davenance.

Maybe Death was playing a joke on him, pretending to be her before dragging him to the Dark Well. ‘Dragging’ would be an exaggeration —Mend would run ahead of him. But, no, Death knew better than to impersonate Roach. Maybe they were the same person. Maybe not. But he doubted the two of them could be in the same room together without one of them leaving with a broken jaw, a lighter purse, and a contract for a longer life. Contract? No, Roach would make sound like he gave her a favor. Pretty easy compared to how she treated people she actually likes. No, that voice was hers and the way she used it on Mend had that perfect combination of disappointment, resentment and...dark satisfaction. Like a hangover from fine wine and bad cheese. “Mend, you dumb brat, you better not be ignoring me.”

Mend closed his eyes. "Oh, it's just you." The weakness of his voice surprised him. It was much stronger in his head. Soft piano played; he smiled.

"Oh, it's just me? What kind of greeting is that?”

“How long,” he asked.  

“Almost three weeks,” Roach replied. “You missed my birthday.” A lie. Well, code, actually. It meant that she wanted to know if he was successful on his latest job. How long could he string her along depended on how brave Death was.

“Birthday,” Mend coughed. “Beasts have birthdays?” He meant it as an insult, but it was the best he could do. Maybe he was dreaming all of this and he would get another chance? Three weeks, it didn’t seem that long. Or did it? That smooth piano. He smiled again

“Damn it, Mend. Don’t tell me this place cracked you.” Metal door groaned open against the stone floor.

“Is that really you, Rochelle,” he replied, peeking one eye. The light was piercingly bright, blinding everything except for the hefty silhouette of what he guessed was a woman. Orange and jasmine, her favorite perfume, broke the playing piano in his head. “Or are you one of my hallucinations? Give me a sec. Rochelle, you're big enough to block the sun!” He laughed himself to a cough.

She grumbled. “Ungrateful brat. I should kick you for insulting your elders, but I like my shoes without crap on them…goodness, Mend, didn’t you at least try to keep yourself clean?”

He rattled his chains. “Key,” he said coarsely. But that dark silhouette widened about where her chest should be. Crossing her arms? No, a light flared by her face; she lit a cigar instead and took a puff. Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me—

“I got another job for you.”

“Bitch,” he whispered.

“That’s two kicks I owe you, brat. But first, you’ve gotta get out here.” Roach walked toward him, and to Mend's relief, her massive build blocked more of the stinging light from outside. She bent down near him, her orange and jasmine perfume making him hope Death manned-up. “Sorry Mend,” she whispered.  “I can’t get you out of this one so easily.”

Mend tried to laugh but choked. Smooth piano played again in his mind. “It’s OK,” he whispered back.  “My fault. Got caught sneaking out. Hefty punishment isn’t it? I told them what you told me to tell them: that I was trying to steal the Jewel of the Mountain. Didn’t matter—”

She gasped. “Wait? You were caught sneaking out? …Does that mean…”

“Happy Birthday,” Mend smiled. “It’s outside. I memorized where I dropped it. A small thing, that book. Princess Zana better like it. Her brother, the fat one, kept reading it. Stupid fat…it was because of him that I got caught.”

Roach laughed, which always sounded menacing to him, like a cackling overlord. “You're a cunning, incompetent, stuck-up brat, Mend. You know that? But…I’m really glad they didn’t kill you.”

Thanks. Mend tried to shrug but instead hunched his shoulders. “So how do I get out of here?”

“Landrie wants you to do more sneaking around. The Golden Island,” she said. “They’ll let you go and forgo the bounty if you can get some information for him.”

“The Empire,” he asked, feeling his head drooping. Sleepy already? This had been a very productive day. “How the hell am I going to get in there?”

“Stop that,” she shouted, shaking him by the shoulders.

Mend shot his eyes open. “Stop what?”

“That damn singing. I’m right here. Stop singing so damn loud.”

Mend stopped, sniffled and listened. The piano in his head had stopped too. He then laughed himself to the floor. “Oh, that’s great! It wasn’t in my head after all!”

“I hope that’s one of your jokes, Mend," she replied. "You’re starting to worry me."

"No, no! It's fine! It's all fine. It wasn't in my head. I was singing it all along."

She stood. "I...yea, I'm going to tell 'em you’re taking the job."

"No wait. What is it? What am I looking for? Maybe it's something I don’t wanna do?"

She shook her head. “Damn it, Mend. I can’t leave you here to go crazy. You got no choice. You're going to that damn island.”

“Then at least tell me what I’m after.”

“They want a sketch of the Empire's Beast. That’s all. The one their dismantling. Go in, memorize it. Get back.”

He rolled over onto his back. “That’s all? Nah, I'd rather not. I like it here. My palace—”

Roach turned away, shouting, "Jailer, hey you! Tell 'em he'll do it. Now get this brat out of here before I break one of his ribs! Trespassing on the Red Rock. Imagine that."

"...But I never said yes."

 

***

 

One week later

 

Night was always the best time to do anything. At least, Mend thought so, especially on the job.  Getting onto the Golden Island was easy enough. The Empire can’t have ships everywhere along the coast, but they damn well almost did, all except for a small cove. Mend thought it was suspicious, but with no other way in, he had to take the chance, and luckily…he wasn’t already stuck in an awful tower losing his mind again —yet. He shivered. Never, ever again. I’d rather live with a thousand Roaches before going back there.

	“Now, now, Mend. You don’t have to exaggerate; the tower wasn’t that bad,” he told himself as he crouched on a small rocky ridge that overlooked a sandy plain that seemed to become grassier farther away until meeting a dense forest some mile or so ahead. Trees? They certainly didn't look like trees. Mend knew tress; well, he knew what trees looked like in the dark. These looked twisted and tangled with sharp points —thorn bushes, that’s what they were. Huge ones, too. This is going to be fun.

Above the freakish thorns were rows and rows of brightly lit buildings extending probably another mile or so farther away. Obviously, the Empire would drown their Sapphire City in white and orange lights. But weren’t sapphire’s blue? If the Empire had the wealth and weapons to try their hand at conquering the world, then ‘commonsense’ had better not have the nerve to stand in their way! But the place was wealthy, he could practically smell it in the salty air. Probably more loaded than a silver mine, but twice as deadly. A challenge? No! Focus on the mission, Mend! Towers come in all countries.

The city itself resembled a small mountain with each row of buildings growing higher and —why not— brighter until reaching one enormous building in the center with so much light shinning on it that —Damn it Roach, how am I supposed to get in there like that? 'You wanna eat?' would be her reply. Mend grumbled. Stupid hunger. That one huge block-shaped building in the center must be where the Empire housed their Beast. Large illuminated ovals traced patterns on its walls as if the Empire feared the building might just get up and go for a walk out to sea. But no, this all made sense. All the lights, his objective being in plain sight yet in the middle of the damn city, Mend’s job had to be as hard as possible.

He scanned the horizon all round him. Rock beach behind him, sandy beach plains ahead of him, the damn city in front. One thing he didn’t see were people —guards specifically. Too easy. Something isn't right. He wondered if Roach could get him out of an imperial prison. Nope, I’d never see her again.  Suddenly, the prospects of getting caught seemed brighter.  

Mend took in a deep breath, said his usual token prayer to the Almighty —more out of habit then anything else, as if the Almighty would bless trespassing— before he plunged down the ridge onto the sandy plain. He slipped and sled under the shifting sand, jogging as best he could toward the mass of tangles up ahead. This was the most dangerous part. If anyone one would carelessly look over the plain, there he’d be: a small black speck tripping over himself like a toddler learning to walk. 

Damn it. He slipped to his knees, recovered, and continued slogging through. Little by little, the sand underneath him hardened, becoming sturdier with patches of grass here and there. But Mend kept focusing on the huge thorn bushes —more like trees now as he approached. His pace increased to a run over the surer ground. He relaxed a bit, letting his legs get into the rhythm of running. He looked left, right. No one. He should have felt good about that, but he didn't. Someone should be here. This is the Empire. How could they leave such a gaping hole? Arrogant Bastards.   

When he finally reached the edge of the thorn forest, he collapsed to the ground, gasping for air, before turning himself over and gazing up. Even the night sky was drowned out by the city lights. Not even the stars were safe from them...but at least he made it. The hardest part was over.  

Relieved, Mend allowed himself a few moments of rest, but once drowsiness arose in him, he got up straight away. No way was he going to let an unscheduled nap get him caught again. Once —almost twice—was good enough.

The forest ahead was shrouded in darkness, a strong contrast to the lit city beyond it. Now that he was up close to it, he could see it wasn't as dense as it appeared from afar. But they were trees alright, twisted and loopy, like vines but massively thick with rough barks like trees. They crisscrossed each other as they extended upwards using one another for support. But, most importantly to Mend, the barks of these freakish vines were covered with triangular leafy thorns the size of his head.

He touched one with his glove and it sliced through the fabric with little effort. "Yup, that's a problem," he said to himself. "Better wait till I get through to change clothes." He reached into his pocket and took out a compass. "And…it’s not pointing to the city. Dumb Mend, obviously they would shield their Beast."  Pocketing his compass, he drew back to his memory of a rough layout of the island, and knew the city was northeast of where he had landed. Not that he'd miss the city; it's the only damn thing on this island. He chuckled to himself at the thought of popping out of this freak forest only to see open water. 'You would do that,' Roach would say. Mend mouthed a nasty reply.

And with a shrug of his shoulders and one more prayer to the Almighty —for all the good it did him— he started in. Ah, darkness, how I missed you. Well, Mend didn't really miss the darkness; more so, he missed being out alone at night. Solitude and peace that gave his mind a chance to reminiscence about weighter things like who the Seven are. Are they really gods? Or just fakers? And those Beasts, what were they?  What was the meaning of it all? Of life? His life? And why was breaking into the Empire’s most guarded territory as easy as walking into one of Roach’s backhands to his face?

This was all way too easy. One would think this forest would riddled with soldiers, guards, or...animals?  Mend paused and listened. Distant hums and pops, whistles and whines came to his ears. But no animal, not even insects. Mend cringed a bit at the sudden awareness of the silence around him. OK, Mend, he thought to himself as he maneuvered around the twisting mass of thorned trees. So, what. Nothing lives in this forest. Alone, it’s what you always wanted. Thankfully, navigating was pretty easy. The ground was firm and rocky; the smell of the salty air had freshened as he continued inland, mixing in with sweeter scents. 

"Well now isn't that funny," he said, ignoring the nervousness in his voice. "It's almost like I’ve been following a path here." Sure, the forest wasn't exactly a mass of walls, but even in the dim light of the city's aura, he saw an oddly cut path through the thorns. Some of them laid on the ground, cut to pieces.  A coincidentally convenient way through?  Should he take it? "Eh, why not?" Mend followed it. If it headed toward the city, he’d use it. All the while, he committed his path to memory. He had to get out too.

Eventually, after an hour or two of an unsettlingly quiet leisurely walk, Mend neared the other side of the forest. Or, at least, he guessed it was for he saw gas light posts, a row of them, up ahead. Probably the road he was looking for. Even on such rural road, the Empire spared no expense. Gas lighting, they love spending their fortune.

Mend picked out a rather large thorn tree that climbed a bit to the left before twisted dramatically to the right on upward to the sky. There, he removed his gloves, black shirt, and pants, revealing a generic imperial engineer’s uniform underneath. He rolled his black getup into a tight bundle and stuffed it at the very base of the tree. Next, he grabbed a nearby rock and planted it on top his old clothes.

"Now, you stay," he ordered, pointing to the rock. Something on his sleeve caught his attention. "Damn it," he said, noticing a dirty smudge on his engineer's uniform. He licked his finger and tried to clean it.  "Can't I keep clean for one damn minute." He paused. "Aren't engineers supposed to be dirty?" He then looked over his rest uniform, making sure everything was in place. Brown overall get-up, a belt with a few small pouches. No tools. Wouldn't that give him away? “Nah, people don't pick up on that kind of thing.”  The one thing they would pick up on —or rather one kind of person—would be his face. The Empire flaunted its wealth; no doubt to Mend or the rest of the crew, they would have plenty of memorizers in their employ.  Mend had been around the entire continent, even a job over to the Islands. Someone must have picked up his face and committed it to memory at some time.

He opened one of the small leather pouches on his belt. Inside were pencils, a red brushing pad, and broken piece of a mirror. "What kind of manly scar should I have today?" 'Don't get fancy; just do the job' Roach would say. Mend mocked a salute. "Yes, ma'am."

With the pencil and mirror, he applied a jagged line across the bridge of his nose and with the brushing pad, he made it look irritated. If this had been one of the Empire's metropolises, he would try harder to make the scar look meaner, but this was the Golden Island: no fun here, just work. Oh well.

He looked in his mirror, turning his head side to side. Is it too obvious, he asked himself. Nah, people can gossip all that want. He was only worried about memorizers. He knew them; Beast, he was one of the them. Memories were a funny thing. Sure, a memorizer could remember every detail, sight, smell, sound, emotion perfectly, but if they didn’t know what to look for, it wouldn't be so easy recall it. It didn’t matter if his scar looked real, fake or as if a two-year old practiced their artistry on his face while he slept. Its mere presence was good enough to throw off anyone glancing his way. Mend smiled, patting himself on the back.  "Brilliant as ever, Mend! You won't spend no time in no tower this time!"

He clasped his hands together. "Now comes the fun. I need to get myself a runic protection suit and snap some memories." Squaring his shoulders back, puffing his chest out, he marched with a purposeful stride out into the road. Gotta look busy. Gotta look competent. ‘That’d be a first,” Roach would say.

But, for all his manly strutting, the road was empty. All that for nothing. The ground was cobble stoned, remarkably leveled too, with some weird blue-dyed mortar in between. He walked to one of the gas lamps.  A yellow glass-encased flame danced from a tube. Amazing. He tapped the glass and the flame flickered.  "Spare no expense. One day, I'm going to have one of these. Maybe I did?"  

Mend would often fantasize that he was the son of some wealthy landowner who ran a fowl of the Empire. Land taken away, parents killed. He'd one day take his revenge! Nah. Too dramatic. Truth was, all he got from his parents was his name: Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch, a northern name. He knew a lot of those wealthy Counts in Drakendor used ‘Von’ in their names. Maybe that was it. He was the bastard son of a Count who had a love affair with lowly peasant and then had to be given away at birth. “I’ll avenge you, mother,” he said, mocking a clenched fist in the air. “And stab my dagger into the black heart of the One-King! I will become the new One-King!” He cackled.

  But no, that wouldn’t be his kind of luck, not to mention that he’d have to ‘rule.’ He almost gagged.  “My life, my freedom!” More likely, he hailed from further north where the nomads and those glacial barbarians lived. Son of a barbarian?  He certainly had the light skin for it, but his muscles could use some work. Those barbarians were huge! “Oh no, poor boy born into a barbarian tribe, only to be rejected by his own family, one day, Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch will return, a mighty warrior, a conqueror of empires!”  Now, that sounded befitting a good story.  

But Roach obviously knew more about him then she was letting on. ‘Found you hiding under a shadow crying for a teat to suckle. You’re lucky I didn’t step on you.’ Eloquent as always, Roach.  

"OK, none of that sappy stuff." He looked down both ways, lamps lighting the way until the road twisted from view. He perked his ears, hearing nothing but distant hums and barely audible whistles. "The ‘Rural Road’ is very rural. That's OK. I can walk." He took out his compass, pointing it in either direction. It gave no indication which way was better, of course, so with a stern nod to himself, he spontaneously pointed in one direction. "This way," he announced. "Come on men! Let’s storm the castle." He marched a few paces until the loud clacking of his own shoes slapping the irritatingly silent road annoyed him. He would run, but running would look too suspicious, so he strolled as light-footed as he could. The road wound northward, then eastward, then northward again.  The trees on either side hadn't thinned any. They were just as thick, large and twisting as ever. The gas lights quickly lost their novelty after the one hundred and first he counted. Each post was about three of Mend's height away from each other, so he traveled about three hundred of his heights so far. The city limits shouldn't be more than three times that, but then again, that depended on how winding the road got. What was the damn purpose for a road like this anyway? Out in the middle of nowhere. No hint, not even a sound of anyone nearby. Maybe there was a mansion here, a private road right to the emperor himself. "I can kill him and rule the world!"  

But that fantasy didn’t appeal to him. "Rather see their Head Researcher." Mend had heard she was originally from Prince Landrie’s lands, a Sera Gallegos, a beautiful blond with curves and bounces that—

Clatter of horse hoofs echoed from behind him, still very far off but growing louder. Mend smirked. "Time to shine. OK, Mend. You’re an engineer who lost a bar bet. The Quick and Easy. A bar with a name like that even I would believe the story." Mend opened another pouch on his belt. A small bottle of liquor: the Dreamy Sailor. "Beast, Roach, how much did you pay for this?" It was local brand, premium too. “So then, I'm not just playing an engineer, drunk, and hazed, but I'm also an idiot blowing my money on expensive booze too.” It was an easy part to play. Mend knew a lot of those kind of people, but usually they were rowdy too. Mend couldn’t be rowdy here. He opened the bottle and took a sniff. "Yup. smells like a sucker. Wonder if I should drink it?" 'Can't you take this seriously! You could die,' Roach would say. And she would be right, so no, she wouldn’t say that. 

Mend wet his lips with the booze. It fizzled, then burned. He then poured the rest on his cheeks and neck, fizzling and burning like a disinfectant. Mend winced. “Maybe it is disinfectant.” He then unbuttoned his right pocket, positioning the bottle inside just so that the top stuck out. Next, he staggered away from the coming noise, favoring his right leg and letting drool drip down to his chin. Not too much Mend, don’t look like your infected with the Chills. Being shot isn’t part of the plan.

Soon the neighing of the horses reached him and the clatter sped up. More than one horse? A carriage?  Mend tried concentrating on his drunk acting, but a cold sweat broke out all over him. They wouldn’t run him over, would they? The sounds sped up further, louder; the ground bounced with each pop of the huffs hitting the road. They won’t run me over. The horses were close, closer! His feet threatened to lose their footing, or was it just his nerve? Mend imagined the cobblestones cracking under their massive huffs. They better not run me over! Mend couldn't resist anymore; he snapped himself around, seeing two horses bearing down him, their nostrils flaring. With a loud snapping from the reins, the horses let out a piercing cry. Mend lunged head-first off the road as the horses bucked and then trotted to a stop.

“What the hell are you doing," the carriage rider shouted. “I almost ran you over.”

Lucky break, Mend, he said to himself, checking to see if he was hurt. His heart beat faster than the horses galloped, but he didn’t care. He was one piece, though the shaking of his hands didn’t lend well to the whole drunk story. Relax Mend. You’re safe. Now get a ride to town.

"Get up! I know I didn’t hit you."

Mend slowly stood, staggering to one knee and then hoisting himself up with the other foot. Awkward but believable.

"Don't tell me you’re drunk," the woman carriage driver said. Mend hiccuped, frantically flaying his hands in the air as though he was balancing himself on a beam. "Engineers and their leisure will be the death of us all."

"I'm. Off duty. Hiccup! Uh, ma’am. Every—"

"And in the middle of now where." She jumped off the carriage, put one fist against her hip and pointed at him with her other, calling him over with her finger. He cringed when his stomach tightened; she definitely had some authority here. Not a good start if Mend wanted to sneak around. She wore a charcoal gray one-piece jumpsuit with a reflective metal on her upper right chest. A nameplate? She has a damn nameplate—  "Get here. NOW!"

Mend started at her command, almost breaking out of character. Damn, must be some boss lady. My infamous luck, again. He drifted back to the road, zigzagging until he stood before her. He kept his eyes down, eyelids drooping. A dark blond?  It was hard to tell without making him look obvious. She was pretty, though, a bit older, maybe almost Roach’s age? But Roach was approaching her mid thousands. Better if he memorized her face and checked who she was later. He bobbed his head, trying —and failing— to read her nameplate before saluting—

She slapped his hand down. "What the hell’s the matter with you," she barked before grabbing the bottle out of his pocket. She flipped it in her hand, reading the label with a growl in her voice like a vicious animal. This had to be Roach’s sister. "Not only are you drunk, but stupid too. Damn greenhorns. These foolish hazings have to stop."

"Wasn't thinking. Ma’am," he replied, swerving in place.

She then reached for his nose but he waved her hand away. "Let me see that. You're injured.”

“I’ll be fine—”

“Damn it,” she barked again. “I don’t have time for this.”  She looked down the road. “No time to go back to the city, either. I need to find some help."

"It's fine; I'm fine. The world is fine. I'll walk. Go. You look hurry."  Just go, lady. I'll take the next ride.

"No, it's not," she said coolly, looking him over with a disgusted frown. "Horrible timing for a hazing. Damn it, I knew this would happen with all of your reckless games. What the hell is your name? And who are you assigned to?"

"I have no name in hell, ma’am —yet," he said, giggling. "But those guys I was with. Good guys. They weren't no drunks. They didn't give me any. I can't work like this, ma’am. I'm sorry. Please. Go find them.  They went that way." He pointed in the direction she was already headed.

"How many," she asked.

"Lots. Twelve of us. Wild. Free like horses. Go. Find them,” he stressed those last words with more frustrated lucidity than he wanted.

"A whole crew," she muttered. "That would be enough."  She then eyed him. Goooooo, he screamed in his mind. "They're not as drunk as you, are they? Should I risk it?"

"I'm the stupid one, remember ma’am."  No, no; too lucid.

She eyed him again, before smacking her lips. "I'm sorry, I can't give you a ride. You’re not too far, though," she said before climbing back onto the carriage box seat. "You remember their names?"

He giggled.  "Jerks, Bastards, and plenty of Ass—"

"That's good enough. I'll send someone to pick you when I can."

"No, no, don’t worry about me. Go! Everyone goes. Rather be alone."

She paused again, looking at him. Mend could sense her studying him. Was she getting suspicious?  But, I do perfect drunks!

"Where did you guys go to…get stupid," she asked. Mend recognized the tone; the way it fell flat at the end told him something about him wasn’t sitting right with her. Well, I hope they don’t have a tower here.

"The Easy and Quick," he replied, saluting again.

"You mean the Quick and Easy. Damn that's too far. Alright. I guess I have no choice. A body's a body.  Get inside. There's coffee. DRINK. IT. We've got an emergency in Runic Pod Building 23. Something went wrong with containment. One of the Beast’s pieces is breaking through and we can't stop it from returning to the Main Body. If it breaks free, we're going to have a piece of the Shard the size of one of those trees crashing through the city. And if that happens, you and you friends will have names in hell. Do you understand what I'm saying, greenhorn?"

Mend let out a genuine sigh. "Thanks Almighty,” he whispered to the sky. “Thanks for blessing me with more of this wonderful luck.”

"Almighty," she asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Sarcasm ma’am."

"Just get inside," she ordered, grabbing hold of the reins. "And I'm not in the military, greenhorn. Don’t salute. And before you make even more of a fool of yourself in front of me, I should tell you I'm your boss, Sera Gallegos, the Chief Engineer here, so you better impress me. Not your drinking friends."

Mend broke out into a hysterical laughter as he opened the carriage door and slid inside, laughing and laughing. "Shut up! And get sober," she shouted before Mend heard her whip crack. The two horses neighed, and Mend’s body shot inside the carriage and up against a blue couch. He up-righted himself and saw another blue couch on the other side and fresh coffee steaming from a dark puddle on the red carpet. The decanter rattled from side to side under the couch.  

But Mend didn't care. He was stilling chuckling at his own personal brand of luck; it never failed. "Chief Engineer," he said to himself. "Maybe it’s a challenge! Alright, Almighty. I accept! I didn’t really want to get to know anyone on this island, just in and out. But, if she thinks I’m one of her engineers, then maybe I can get her to help me." He reclined against the couch, soft and leathery. The bouncing carriage barely made any difference.

Up above him, the small door to the box seat opened where Sera sat, driving the horses.

“My questions,” she said.

"Questions?"

"What's your name, greenhorn? And who are you assigned to?"

"Uh," Mend stalled, recalling what Roach had told him. "Glen Tellerson, Junior Engineer. I’m assigned to, I don’t remember. Old man, black beard." —Mend brought to mind the sketch of one of the Lead Engineers he had memorized— "Chipped teeth, hazel eyes—"  

"Ah, Dale from the coolant department," she said. "Wait...what's that smell?" She turned from her seat and peaked through the door. "You spilled coffee in my carriage! That leather's expensive, Glen!”

"I'm, I'm sorry," he said, reminding himself to hiccup. He looked around but couldn't find anything to wipe the spill, so he got down on fours and wiped the coffee with his sleeve. “Ouch!” Hot, hot, hot.

She chuckled. "At least you’re doing something productive, Glen. …Your name. Glen. It’s a good name." Her voice darkened.  

Mend perked up. Oh, like my name, do you?  Maybe she had a soft spot he could exploit. Oh, Mend. Genus! You’ll have her giving you a tour of the whole place. “How come? Remind you of anyone?”

But she didn't answer, giving the horses another crack of the whip. The carriage wheels spun faster, grinding against the road. The panting breaths of the horse quickened. They're clattering hooves clapped harder. But to Mend, her silence seemed more deafening. Maybe he shouldn’t pry further; it could risk—  "Family, huh," he found himself saying. Mend, you idiot, he scolded himself.

"Yes, my brother," she answered. "Do you have family back home, Glen?"

Mend continued wiping the coffee, not doing much good by working the stain deeper into the fabric.  "I…I don’t know. I don’t remember them. A family friend raised me." There, Roach, I didn’t call you something nasty this time. Not everything I say is has to be an insult!

"I'm sorry. War reaches everyone—"

"Nah, it wasn't war," he admitted with a shrug. "I was just found. Probably giving up by no-good drunks."

"You were found by a ‘family’ friend? How does that make sense?" Damn it, Mend. Shut up!

He mocked a laugh. "You know, you’re right. It doesn't. I’m hoping she'll tell me one day.  …Are we almost there?" Change the subject, Mend.

"Yes, we are," she answered "No sign of your friends. They must have gone back to town. But at least your making sense when you talk now."

Mend grumbled. "I guess I have to now, Chief Engineer."

"Good, because we’re here. I might need more than just a grunt man."

The carriage turned sharply before slowing to a stop. "Get out," she said and Mend followed her orders.  He was all-in now, but he knew from experience patience was the key: it brought opportunity but, unfortunately, it also gave his kind of luck more room to play.

The building stood before them like a square chiseled out of massive rock made to look like that ordinary brick and mortar with no windows. Some of the mortar reflected against the gas lamps that hugged the road. Runic shield inside the mortar? Wonder what's inside. He smirked.

"What’s so damn funny," she said, stepping off the box seat.

"Uh, no one's around," he stumbled. "Shouldn't there be guards or something?"

She looked around. "Damn, Dale must have given the evac order. Follow me," she commanded before marching inside a darkened veranda that was recessed into the building’s entrance. Up underneath, about two Mend's height high, he could see three lamps that were out. No gas?

"Hurry, grunt," she ordered, opening one of the double doors for him.

Mend rushed in, saluting.

"Stop saluting." She marched passed him, walking down the almost pitch-black hallway. Mend followed, snapping into memory everything he saw. But there wasn’t much, really. The hall was too dark to see except for red glows spaced evenly on the ceiling. Mend recognized them to be gem lights. Store magic in them, and they'd glow for a while. But how were they not fading? "This isn’t good. This isn’t good," Sera repeated when a low muffled groan shook above them. She quickened her pace. "What do you know of the Beast's proximity field?"

"Eh, nothing useful, ma'am."

She stopped at the last red gem above them, evenly flickering on and off. Amazing. Then a blue light glowed beside her hand. "It's me, Sera. Is Dale in?"

"Sera, is that you,” came a reply from the wall. “Oh, thank the Almighty!” —Sera cleared her throat— “No, Dale’s downtown. We got a big problem. It won't stop moving and it's getting close to the Runic Shielding."

"Alright, let me in." And then a door slid open, revealing another red gem on the ceiling ahead of them. A closet? She turned over her shoulder, regarding him with sour face. You wanted me to come, lady. "You don't look like you know how to use magic. Do you?" Mend shrugged before extending his hand and casting a soft blue light in his palm. "Good. I see you spent some time around the Holy City, huh?"

“Uh, yea,” Mend had to admit. So what, doesn’t matter if she knows.

She stepped forward under the red light, faced him, crossed her arms and frowned. Taping her foot, she barked, "Well, hurry up. Get in here."

“In there?” Mend took a step closer to her

Her frown deepened. "Closer, Glen."  

“What? How close—”

"Damn greenhorn grunt, you’re shy of girls?" She grabbed his arm with a powerful grip, yanking him inside like a sack of flour.

"How strong are you," he yelped, rubbing the tenderness of his forearm. “You almost tore my arm right out.”

"You’ll live,” she jeered as the small closet jerked suddenly. He felt himself rising. Ah, a lift! Really fancy Empire.

The lift rose to another darkly lit room. That smell! He pinched his nose with his palm-light hand, almost blinding himself before he released the spell. But blinding himself was better than having to smell…whatever that was. Like rotten eggs with a sweetness to it but strangely familiar —Ah, Roach’s cooking. Yea, that’s it.   

An older man rushed up to them wearing a similar gray jumpsuit as Sera wore. With short stubs of white hair that hugged his entire head, the man was thick and stocky like he had fought bears his whole life and drank with them afterwards. "Chief Engineer," he said with relief. Mend snapped his face into memory. Mine. Mine. Mine. Maybe Landrie would pay for these bonuses? The man hesitated, glancing a wary look at Mend.

Mend smiled, waving with his free hand.

"This is Glen Tellerson," Sera said, letting annoyance escape in her voice. "Coolant specialist."

"Keeping the shielding cold isn't going to help us here," he said, leading them further into the room, a very dark room with those amazing red gems glowing on the ceiling without dimming out. But Mend could still make out the size and shape of the room. Rectangular. Fifteen Mend's heights wide and—

He bumped into the Chief Engineer. She turned and frowned disapprovingly. He smiled apologetically. Don't worry, lady, I'll soon be out of your hair.

"Pods buildings 22 and 24 are locked down. And we've removed all Beast related materials here, but it's still moving. Some of the support cables have snapped, but not all of them, so I know for certain it hasn't reached the wall yet," the man said, placing his hand on a handle on the wall.

"Where is everyone," she asked.

"Cowards ran," the man cursed. "Took the suits too. That's when I used your alarm."

"When we resolve this, I want you to write down everyone’s name who left," she said with a serene calmness. Oh, she's mad, Mend realized. There were two types of angry, Mend knew from his experience: the volcanic explosion, crack your face open type, and then the silent, ‘I’ll wait till I know how best to crack your face open’ type. Sera was definitely the latter.

The man glanced over to Mend and then back to her. "Should I open the shutter door?"

Sera didn’t answer right away, taking in a sharp breath instead. "We would have been dead already,” she said. “Yes, open it."

He pulled on the handle, and then he went to a wheel underneath it that resembled steering wheel of a ship. He struggled to turn it and as he did, the wall before them groaned as a horizontal line of light peeked through. It widened as the man continued working the wheel.

Mend held his breath, squinting through the sliver of brightness. After a moment or two, the horizontal doors opened to the floor and ceiling, making a loud clunk sound. But there wasn’t much too see, only a strange bluish sheet of glass with lines of a reflective runic layered in a crisscrossing pattern. The runic gave off its signature glow; it was absorbing magic and by the color —bright blue almost violet— it had to be a lot of magic. Mend also noticed the glass dancing in small ripples down from top to bottom. That’s liquid! That must be how they were keeping the runic cool. Amazing. Whatever liquid it was, it couldn’t be water. Water would boil before runic melted or shattered if it wasn’t pure enough, but the real question was what could be giving off that much magic?

Sera, with her arms folded about her chest, peered inside the window. "Yes, that looks bad. Hey, Glen.  You should see this. Not many people get this kind of opportunity. Not without those foggy suits, anyway."

"Right there, Sera," the man said, pointing upwards through the window. "Cables three and four have come loose—"

That’s weird. Suddenly, Mend was aware of his heartbeat. Slow and steady, then a bit faster. He took a step forward up to the window, committing everything to memory. Everything inside rippled at the coolant flowed down the window glass, but he could still make out a huge rectangular room at least two-stories deep and one more story taller than from where they were looking in.

The walls were all lined with crisscrossing runic, glowing brightly and giving everything inside a soft blue-violet glow. Have you come to finish me off? Tubes —cables, the man called them— forty or fifty of them started their way down from a spherical object on the ceiling. Mend noticed a slight cramp coming in hands, flexing his muscles to form a fist. He tried massaging the tension away, noticing himself taking in more air —disgusting air. His chest rose higher and lower, a bit faster. Relax, Mend. There’s enough air here. Just breath through your mouth. So what. Nothing special here. It's just a piece of a dead god. That's all. What are you afraid of? Do you really believe those stories of people going insane? Sera and that other guy don’t look insane. I knew he’d send you to me. I’ve prepared for it. Voices now? Mend gulped. You are not going crazy, Mend. How can you go crazy? You already talk to yourself! You’re already crazy!  

He glanced a nervous look to Sera and the old man, talking some gibberish Mend didn’t understand.  His heart jumped again, beating faster. This is stupid. Don’t be a ‘greenhorn.’  They’re fine. I’m fine.  Everyone’s fine. Your mind’s playing tricks on you. Just some old memory of a conversation you forgot you memorized. Now look at the fragment and snap into memory. Mend followed the cables’ lengths down with his eyes. Then picked one, letting his eyes follow its tautness down. If you can't do this, you can't see the Beast itself.

Then, in one quick act, he shot his vision down, snapping everything he saw into memory. It’s huge, was his first thought, letting his eyes roam over the entire thing, capturing it all. And blue, deep blue like the ocean, and like the ocean the sleek uniform color had an indescribable deepness to it…. Well, not indescribable, Mend would describe it as looking into the ocean, and instead of seeing only a foot or so deep, he could peer deeper and deeper, seeing more of what was underneath, an entire world of water atmosphere until the darkness grew so thick, there was only blackness —and yet he sensed there was more to explore. That made as much sense as believing that thing was a god, he admitted to himself, yet he couldn’t pry his eyes away, thinking that if he stared long enough he could catch a glimpse of something deeper.

Mend shivered, but at least he had calmed down. It's just a ‘thing,’ he told himself. ‘Things’ are amazing and wonderful but not scary. The object was cylindrical with a gradual bulge in the middle. Small thin square sections laid scattered overlapping each other on the floor. On the ‘thing’ itself, small square openings were visible and inside a wavy blue light undulated to and fro. It was like they had cut out a piece of the ocean’s surface to see underneath. Not so bad, is it, Mend, he told himself, but then he noticed an emotion rising in him. It wasn’t fear or panic—

"It's homesick," Mend said, slowly.  Damn it. Why did I just say that out loud?

Sera broke from her conversation and laughed. "Yea, Glennie. It is. They really should expose you greenhorns to it before giving you assignments. Beasts are amazing pieces of manufacturing. With magically energy, they can light up, fly, fight. And they call to one another. This one is homesick. Another piece is proud. Another gives off a child-like curiosity.” She caressed the window.  "Almost like it's alive."

"Damn right, they’re alive," the man said, crossing his arms and nodding to himself. "Fragments of the Almighty’s body. Different aspects of the whole.  Emotions, agency, will. Has to be."

Sera frowned and shook her head. "If you really believe that crap, don’t you think you’ll be going to that Dark Well for what we’re doing?”

The man tightened his crossed arms and spit. “I worship in my own way.”

“Uh huh.  Right….  —Hey Glennie, notice the problem in there,” she asked, jetting her chin downward to direct Mend’s gaze.

	Now that he was comfortable looking at it, he quickly found the problem. Some of the cables broke free and the entire thing leaned slightly toward their side of the room while the nearest end rose up slightly, giving slack to some of the cables.  It really does want to go back.

“The cables broke free,” Mend said.

“Give the kid the crown to the kingdom,” the man replied.

“It’s logical,” Sera defended him. “I like logical thinking. Best place to start.” Good, I’m getting on her good side. OK, Mend, back to the mission.

“Hey lad,” the man spoke again. “Don’t tell me you think the fragment is just a complicated machine, do you?”

“Uh, well. I don’t, uh….”  He glanced at Sera.

“Ah, Sera’s already given you her speech,” he said with a snort. “It’s not enough you have to blaspheme, you’re scaring the kids too.”

She rolled her eyes. “God’s wrath or not, these grunts know they work for me. But this doesn’t make sense. We know that any piece we break off the main Beast always feels a pull back. The pull gets stronger until some point where it either breaks free, or we just can’t physically move it anymore." She nodded forward. "This one, we couldn't move any further from downtown then here. For ten years. And why now? Why is the Beast's pull stronger?" I will defend myself, and I will not allow you to leave this island alive. Sera chewed her lower lip.  	

"The runic shielding looks fine,” the man said, scanning the inside walls. “Coolant flowing. A bit overheated where the fragment is lean closest, but nothing the coolant can’t handle."

"The Shielding at the Beast, downtown" Mend pipped up.  OK, Mend, just ignore the creepy voice in your head and take this chance. "We should take a look at the big one, maybe? If everything is fine here, then maybe some runic overheated and popped apart over there, right?"

"Weren't you listening, greenhorn," Sera replied, chewing now on her middle finger nail instead of her lip. "Granger just said the shielding is fine on this end. If this runic shield is good here, the one downtown shouldn’t matter. Besides, the downtown building has enough man power to fix a simple problem like that, and I don’t really want to go all the way downtown either." Yes, you do! Come to me, and I will destroy you before you can harm me. On second thought….

Mend returned his gaze onto the object, the deep blueness rippling across it with undulating waves of blue hues. "So…what...what is it supposed to do? This piece?"

“Do? Not sure,” Sera answered. “Magic seemed to concentrate in its center. Doesn’t fly or light up much. No projectiles either. Now don't bother me, I'm thinking."  She closed her eyes and tapped her finger rhythmically against her lips. Mend recognized it right away; that tapping was a technique he learned to organize his memories. Yup, no doubt in his mind, she was a memorizer like him. He sighed; he couldn’t hide his face from her now. Come on Almighty, make this even harder on me.

"What's the matter, lad," Granger said. "Feeling the hangover already?" He laughed. "How did I know?  You smell of that Dreamy Sailor crap. How much you pay for that? A week's wage?"

"Too much," Mend reply, rubbing his forehead.

"I swear to the moon and stars, they must only stock that stuff for you new suckers—"

"Damn it," Sera cursed, opening her eyes. "Yes, I'm going downtown. Granger, if too many of those cables pop, just drop the whole thing in the pit. Hopefully, that'll keep it from going anywhere."

"And if that doesn't work," he asked before pressing his lips into a tight frown.

"Pray to the Almighty that his corpse won't kill too many people." She then started her way back to the lift. Yes! Now just follow—  "Not you, Glennie" she said with her back still against him. "I don’t need you, anymore." No, no, no. I have to go. "Stay here. Help out Granger where you can."

"Please," Mend persisted. "Let me come. I can use the experience. I want to see it." She turned over her should and frowned at him. "Give me a chance to impress you."

Her frown deepened. "Next time, Glennie." And back down the lift she went, and with her, his first good opportunity. Of course, it couldn’t be that easy, strolling up to the Beast with one of the most powerful woman in the Empire. Now, he was stuck with this bum.

"Don't worry, lad," Granger said, slapping him hard on the back. "You'll get another chance."

"Have you seen it?”

"Oh sure, once a month I go in and do my rounds." A month? You’re no help, either. Mend looked back through the window, gazing at the object. Much of its awe was gone now, he admitted to himself. Just another piece of junk. But if he listened he could still feel that homesick feeling. Or maybe that was just him this time? How could he be homesick for home he didn’t remember? He definitely wasn’t homesick for Roach’s place. Right? "I think I need a vacation."

Granger laughed. "You just got here!"

"Yea, I know," Mend added as he watched Granger struggle to turn the wheel door locking thing. "So, how far is it to downtown from here, anyway?"

"Not...far," he said through clenched teeth. "Blasted thing! Move." Granger leaned his entire weight against the wheel. "Fine. Stay open. You’re not thinking of sneaking off, are you, lad?" Granger walked off to the other side of the floor to ceiling window and into the darkness of the room.

"It's not like I have anywhere else to be," Mend grumbled. OK, Mend. How are you getting out of this one? Fake sickness? Throw up?  Break your own leg—  Something smacked his chest and clinked to the floor. A key?

"Take that key to that green blinking light on the other side of the window and just push the key in only," Granger said. "When I tell you, turn it. Not. One. Second. Before.  OK, lad?"

"OK, lad," Mend mouthed.

“What was that that?”

“Yes, fine. I see it.” He picked up the key and found the blinking green light on the opposite end of the window. "Now I'm doing menial work, Roach? You going to pay me for this?" He reached it, quickly finding the keyhole before sliding in the key. "Ready," he shouted. "...you dumb old man," he then whispered.

“Great, now on the count of three, turn it.” Mend shrugged. “One, two. Three.” Mend turned the key…and nothing happened. “Good job, lad.”

Good job for turning a key? Empire must be lowering its standards. “Alright, what’s next?”

Thud.

"I said, what’s next," Mend repeated, but there was only silence. He sighed, walking passed the window into the darkness of the other side. His eyes couldn't adjust fast enough when he tripped over something. Granger lay on the floor, shivering like he was cold. "Granger," Mend called, trying to hold him steady.  "What wrong? What happened?"

Mend felt his weight shift behind him when a series of pops echoed from the next room. A muted crash thumped as a odd pushing force rushed up through Mend’s body, knocking him down on his back. Granger grabbed his hand.

"Lad," he spat up blood. Mend, Mend, this is bad. You have to go. "Lad, please. I can't see. I can't see."

"I'm here, you old man," Mend said, scrambling to his feet. Granger's eyes had clouded, and blood spilled from the corners of his mouth, down his neck and onto his gray jumpsuit. "What the hell happened?  What's wrong with you?" Snap.  Snap. Snap. A low muffled groan vibrated the floor underneath them along with a long crunching of metal on metal. A sound that reminded Mend of a waterfall splashed in the next room.

"Please, Tellerson," Granger said, gagging and coughing up blood. Mend tried prying his hand free. Get out of here, Mend. This is serious! This isn't like the tower. "I've been exposed," he uttered. "There's gotta be a breach here, somewhere in the shielding." Let go of my hand! "No, no, don’t run. Please. Don't be like the others." Snap! Snap! Mend felt his weight shift again like the world was moving underneath him. If not for Granger’s firm grip, he would have lost his balance again. "Open the floor hatch. Over by my key. Panel. Fall…pit."

Mend finally managed to pull free, Granger’s hand falling limp. Run, he screamed to himself. But Mend found it hard to pull his sight off Granger who was breathing shallower, staring his clouded eyes to the ceiling, and struggling to talk. "People...will…die. Lots."

"How the hell can you be exposed," Mend shouted at the old man. "We are nowhere near the Beast."  You smell of him. I am sorry that he chose you. Now, die in peace.  Mend's hands twitched; he gulped hard. "Oh, no. no. no," he repeated, turning around. The door. There!  “I am insane enough for myself!”

"Lad," Granger's weak voice reached him. "Please.  It'll...hurt...so...many.…"  Mend stopped. Snap!  His weight shifted like a passing wave of pressure building through him, forcing him to lurch forward to compensate. The door was right in front of him. Open too! Just a few more steps, Mend. Down and out the door. But he didn't take them. What was stopping him?  He might get exposed like the old man. He could die himself, and no one back home would give a damn. So why should he care if people were going to die here either?

He turned, pointed at the old man and shouted, "But you’re the Empire! You deserve this! You all deserve this for messing with things like that!” He pointed to the coolant rippling window. “For taking what’s not yours! For all the cities you burned and lands you’ve taken!" Yea, that's right, Mend! You tell him!. Never mind the fact Mend was a thief too, but the Empire was different. Mend didn’t conquer and burn up entire cities just because he could, and murder! Ah! That was one thing he never did, would never do! Let's go!  Let it crash and expose everyone! End this damn empire. He marched for the door with his chest out and chin up.  

"Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch," he shouted out as loudly as he could. "Savior of the World. Destroyer of Evil Empires!  I'm a freak’n hero!" He reached the lift. Paused. Closed his eyes. He pictured the hulking mass sliding through the streets, people collapsing, shaking, vomiting, their eyes turning white like Granger. It would pick up speed, wouldn't it?  And smash through the Runic Shielding for the Beast downtown. Everyone on the island would be exposed. Mend might have time to escape. "But, that's good, right," he whispered. "A dead island. No more imperial war machines. Wouldn't that save people too?"  Roach. What would you do? He remembered her saying once: 'You dumb brat. Give me that knife!  I know you’re dumb as a brick-window, and twice as lazy, but get this through your tiny dumb skull: We steal. We con. We sneak. We don't murder! Let the Almighty do that.'

Mend cackled. Well, I suppose that’s a good enough excuse. "OK, boss! What happens now is your fault!" He turned back, quickly find the flashing green light and reflecting key underneath it. Rushing over there, he heard a strange high pitch whistling.  He looked through the window to see many of the cables had broken free and the cylinder Beast object hung to the right. It was pressing up against the runic mesh now, smoking and sparking. Not good.

He found the panel the old man was talking about. Handle? Handle? Button? He punched it and the panel broke free. "OK, that works." Inside, there were a series of squares, very finely made. Some kind of push-buttons maybe?.  On them were symbols he didn’t recognize, small groupings of curves, lines, and shades.

	Mend clenched his jaw. "Really," he shouted. "You imperials have to invent your own letters!" Next to the push-buttons was a large inset circle. It had an exclamation painted on it and two lines that could resemble a floor separating. Mend smiled. “That I understand.” He went to push it in when a painful stomach cramp gripped his abdomen. He grabbed his knees with wave after wave of nausea. He felt the urge to —vomit shot up his throat and splattered onto floor.

He searched for the button again, but his head swam, and eyesight darkened. He made a fist with one hand and felt for the inset button with the other. There!  He slammed his fist onto the button. Nothing. He hit again. Nothing. “Damn useless. So useless,” he screamed, slamming both fists. He threw up again, and his strength drained with it. “What the hell was the point? Why the hell was I even born then,” he whispered.  “All my life…no difference.” Then, he heard a hiss and the button popped.

He chuckled, easing himself to the floor as convulsions took over his body. He heard what sounded like a whistle, then long scrapping followed a satisfying crash.

With his weakening eyesight, he saw the room brighten. Lights are back, he thought. He couldn’t stop smiling. His throat and mouth burned like hell fire. His muscles cramped; stomach knotted so much tears ran down his cheeks. The little light he saw spun and spun as though he had ended one of his infamous drinking matches with the rest of his crew. A dull ache grew behind his right eye, thumping slower to the beat of his heart.	 

He tried chuckling again, but his cheeks fluttered instead. So, this is how it ends. The adventures of the great Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch ends now... his infamous streak of luck over. Is this was why I was born...to save an Evil Empire? It made sense to him, in a sadistically ironic way. He lived through so many impossible situations. ‘Born under the bad star,’ Josie Summers told him. And her apprentice, Roe; he’d never get another chance to tell her to lighten up. In an odd way, he wished she was here so she could see that his special brand of luck meant something after all. It meant this. He would die doing something as stupid as saving an evil empire. 

Roach. Don’t go crazy now because I’m...I’m  —He spat up blood. Because I’m dead. Thanks for taking care...for everything, but a useful death for a useless life sounds like a good deal to me. I’ll try to haunt your dreams —And blackness took him.

 

***

 

Why didn’t you save yourself? "Are we awake today," Mend heard a female voice, soft and sweet, but it aggravated every part of his body. With a throbbing headache, his right eye felt swollen shut and pulsed painfully. Breathing tubes stuffed up his nose and cold dry air scraped at his burning parched throat. His chest weighed two tons and ached as if one of Roach's kicks broke a couple of ribs —all of the them more likely. His leg muscles were so soar that they felt oddly good, until they jerked into a cramp, sending a shock through his entire body like a town crier calling on all the other pains in his body to step up their own torture. His arms felt like numb dead weights; his right hung in the air somehow and left seemed separated by miles. Alright, which one of Roach's ‘important patrons’ did I try to rob this time, was his first thought.

"I’m opening the window today," that gentle voice continued...unfortunately. "I hope it’s not a bother.  The summer heat is over, that’s for sure. But the breeze," —Shut up, Mend thought— "is rather nice. Brr, it is chilly. Amazing how fast the weather can change on this island." Island? Am I still in that Tower hallucinating? "Ah, but can you smell that?” —Please, for the love of all things Almighty, shut up— "Sooooo Wonderful," she sighed like nails into his temples. "Going to be a fine fall." He felt a hand on his wrest.  Then a finger lifted his right eyelid. A piercingly blue light flinched them shut followed by a quick succession of thumping pain in his head. "Still sensitive to the light, are we? Not good, Mister Tellerson. Not good at all."  

Tellerson? Hands felt at his abdomen as the muscles cramped to the touch, sharp spiderweb-like pain radiated from her fingers. Definitely not in the Tower. "And still sensitive to touch too, I see." She exhaled deeply. "Nope, not good at all. I'll have to disappoint the Chief Engineer again that our hero is still not well enough for a visit." Hero? I'm a hero now? Good to know, got to keep my lies straight. Just wish I knew why. Footsteps clattered away, and Mend was left to his thoughts —or, rather his pain. So much pain, he was beginning to doubt Roach had done this to him for some stupid thing he did. Then again, she had her talents.

He tried moving his legs. Nothing, too weak. …And then, they cramped —again. Fine! I'll start smaller! He tried closing his mouth. Nothing. Smaller. He managed to lift his tongue to the roof of his mouth. Success! He tried remembering what had happened, but only the memory of a piano song came to mind.  His heart sunk. I really am still in the tower, aren't I?  No, that didn't make sense. He was alone in the Tower and that girl cared for him, even called him a hero. Chief Engineer? Mend pondered over it, more like pounded over it; his head hurt so much to every beat of his heart. OK, Mend. Pick up the clues. She called you a hero. Something about being on an island. And a chief engineer wants to meet me. ...I've got it!  I finally left Roach's crew. And they found me, beat me, but I managed to turn them all in! Yea that’s—

“Hello, Glennie," a familiar voice sounded, older and authoritarian, with a hint of anger. Roach? No, can't be. "Nurse says you're still in too much pain to talk, but that you’re conscious. She said your reflexes are getting better though, quicker. That's good. ...So, I came here to say I'm sorry for doubting you. When I first saw you, I knew right from the start that you were a memorizer. I had planned to send the guards in to arrest you. You’re such a bad actor, Glennie, or whatever your real name is. And no tools on your belt? That tipped me off too.” —Damn it!— “I checked the records. There never was a Glen Tellerson. Dale never heard of you either. Memorizers can't work on the island. You would have known that if you really applied. We screen them out. All this stuff around us is very sensitive."  There was a pause. "So," she said, taking in a sharp breath. "The questions are: who are you and why are you here? You almost died saving us. More than that, if that Beast fragment had managed to break free, everything, everything we’re trying to do here… Yea, well, thank you. I can't imagine that you're a spy or our enemy. Unless you really are that incompetent ...which after watching your performance should make me reconsider what I'm saying."  He felt her grab his hand, his fingers cramping painfully in her hand.  "I have to know,” she said with earnest. “’Glen,’ your alias couldn't have been a coincidence. …Did my brother hire you to find me? Is Glen Gallegos still in Ladress? ...And...Edgar Omen too?" Mend burst into laughter in his mind. "I...I suppose I have to wait for the answer." He felt her move away. "I found your black clothes, by the way. Really, you thought a rock would hide them? I got rid of them, so there's no way off the island except through my questions. Oh, and as soon as your well, the Regent’s coming to meet you. You're a hero, Glennie. For now, I'll keep your little secret."  Then she tapped her feet away, leaving Mend alone with his battered body. I wish I was in that Tower right about now. No, I wish I died. Roach is going to kill me.
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Rowena Lions: Araa from the North

 

"Rowena, my daughter. I'm very disappointed in you. I knew it was only a matter of time before someone came for me, but you? How far have the Shadows fallen that sect members are forced to shadow their own?”

"The…the others don’t know. I…was giving this mission from the One-Night.”

“The One-Night, directly? Ha, Rochelle was right. Am I to understand that neither does Josie, your own sponsor, know what your doing? Not our way—”

“Tell me the truth, pai. Did you do what they accused you of? You and mai?”

“What did they say we did?”

“They showed me the record. The Shadows found her. I know they had to kill her for betraying us.”

“‘They’ who?”

“Those from the Hecate sect.”

“Hasn’t Josie taught you yet, you should only trust those within your sect?”

“I. Saw. The. Record. You can’t deny it. You and mother betrayed us.”

“Betrayed? Then, go on, Rowena. Tell me what you mother and I have done.”

“You…you were supposed to…end…”

“We were tasked to shadow a pregnant woman until she gave birth, and then kill the mother and the baby boy.”

“If you couldn’t, you should have said no to the mission. You betrayed us, broke the Oaths, and left. No one leaves!”

“I think I’ve taught my daughter better than that, Roe. Say what they really asked us to do, murder.”

“Their deaths would have served a greater purpose!”

“Really? Do you know who you sound like?”

“But the Shadows need us! The Veiled Goddess needs us. Look at what that bastard One-King is doing. Look what he did to Reid, your son, pai. And you stand there like you don’t give a damn. Like you’re above all this!”

“Answer my question. Who do you sound like talking about, duty, oaths, no one ever leaving? Asking us to murder our own countrymen! Sounds awfully like what we hear now on the farms, the mills, and factories. Duty to country. Oaths to the One-King and his Counts. Foremen, our own people, killing and taking us away to make the remaining ‘more productive’”

“…”

“Ha, ha, oh, my poor little black leaf. So good at hiding, you can hide even from yourself.”

"Fine! Whatever. I know I shouldn’t care; Josie taught me better. So, this is nothing personal, just a means to a goal. Please, I'll give you a chance. Grab a knife."

"Oh, my little black leaf. I won't murder my own daughter."

"Then... be quiet at least. The others don't need to know."

"Others? You mean Thorn and Zoey? We’re your family!”

"Are...are you ready?"

"Are you?"

"Yes.  Mostly. I've never...actually…"

"I can help you, then. You see, since you’ve decided to reveal yourself to your mark, the custom is to grant your mark a last request."

"I can't let you go. No one leaves the Coming Shadows."

"Oh no, no. Both your mother and I knew that long ago. I have no intention of surviving the night. But, let's go for a walk.  The waterfalls…the place where I met your mother. We used to take walks there, remember? Yes, one last treat."

-Conversation between Roe and her father

 

 

Roe awoke to a cold sweat, beating heart, and out of breath. That dream again, she thought, grabbing hold of her mouth to smother her panting. She closed her eyes and thought back, way back, when the world was simple: the calm lake side, the one towering mountain, the gentle stream. Cool breeze, warm sun, laughter of her family. Though it was never like that, not even remotely close, pretending helped calm her.  In a way, that was her job: to pretend.

Her breathing slowed, and heart calmed; that familiar undercurrent of calm melancholy and persistent foreboding rose in her again —her normal self. She sat up from the floor she slept on as a cool chill sent waves of anxious hairs prickling over her body. Bad dreams are a very small price to pay, she said to herself. Ironic that she took to the mantras her ulterior persona obsessed. But a little bit of every person she pretended to be remained in her. The more personae, the further she was from Rowena, further from her paranoia that someone —those two people— had been following her since the beginning. Truth was, she never found anyone, no matter how well she stalked and waited. No one is that good. But still that ominous feeling remained unsatisfied. Irrational; if someone was stalking her all this time, they would have pounced long before now. Ghosts? The Chills? That would make sense and there would be plenty reason to have them haunting her.

She grimaced, looking up to the window with its shudders closed. Even closed, she saw the morning light brightening from outside. Damn, I'm late. So, she rose from the floor and began her exercises. Stretching, deep breaths, squats and push-ups. All very automatic by now, her body had gotten used to it. She sat back down on the floor, closed her eyes, and began her meditation. Breathing in, she thought, I am Araa from the North, here to work. And exhaled. Three times, she did this and hoped it was enough for it to stick. Unfortunately for her, Islanders were known for their punctuality so she’d have to skip most of her prep.

She rose again, feeling her assumed persona take more of a hold on her. The slow wittiness of the Islanders. Their mysticism. Superstition, everyone else would say. “No, they’re true,” she said, letting her slide into her act. Islanders were naive, overly agreeable, and dumb as a house fly. “No, I am an Islander and I am kind, polite, and unassuming. Life is fundamentally simple. Be true. Be good. Be industrious.  Falsehoods complicate life.”

And with those words fresh in her mind, she went for the door but stopped herself, noting the sunlight peeping through the bottom. Am I too late for my run? In her line of work, physical and mental fitness meant life or death. Being able to out run and out hide her adversary saved her many times in the past. Though if she was good enough, she wouldn’t have adversaries to run from. Until then, she promised herself to keep up her fitness even if Araa wouldn’t. 

“Damn, I’ll have to run later,” she decided before walking back to sit on a hammock that was issued to her, hanging from two wooden poles. Staring at the door, she sighed. “Anytime now,” she said as pre-dawn commotion rose outside. Mostly useless pleasantries; sometimes, she would hear gossip, but nothing pertinent to her mission. Being assigned the maintenance camp, Roe was housed in a small dwelling community of the same workers. Most were looking forward to their five-year tenure to be over. Roe had been working here for a little more than a half a year on this contract and watched as the town around her grew into a small city with its own hospital, governing offices, and even a bustling main street with fresh commerce. Most produce came by way of wagon transport from Faf’r, but she’d heard of demolition crews leveling land for farms. Wouldn’t that be the first thing to do when building a new city?  

She rocked slowly on her hammock and then shook her head; even after so long, she still thought it was funny that her bosses got the hammock wrong. It was made in the fashion of the Islanders, sure, but Araa was from the far north where it snowed by the houseful and Glacial Barbarians prowled the tundra. How did a hammock make sense? She didn't even have to try so hard. They accepted her story easily.  Good, she thought. One less kill; one less dream. But she didn’t have to worry. No one ever suspected a thing.  

Her first weeks here, she gathered the basic story pretty quickly. Prince Landrie Ladress wanted to build a trading town out here, mine out the Three Ridged Mountains, and find a path through the mountains to the other side to trade with the Demos. Ruby City aimed to become an enormous hub of prosperity.

 Another rumor said Landrie was hedging his bet on friendly relations with the Demos by loosening up investments to his subjects and even land ownership, in case his brother, the emperor, lost his gracious disposition toward him and his other two brothers. It made sense. Half the people here in Ruby City were well-connected ‘investors’ hoping their hard work now would pay for some high station later. It made so much sense, in fact, that on many occasions Roe was tempted to just leave and report nothing here, but that was before she heard of Major Edgar Omen’s illness and his odd symptoms…and the deaths of forty three soldiers. Right about the time she arrived, two entire platoons along with the Major fell sick deep in the mines. Only three survived, plus the Major. All but the Major were transferred out of here. After that, no other incident. The only rumor she could gather was that they were ambushed by the Chills, but that’s impossible. The Ladress lands were known to be rich in warding stones, and Roe saw it for herself, always having to resist pocketing as much of them as possible. A person around here would have to work pretty hard to get themselves infected.

She sighed. “Really, Roe, only one lead in all this time,” she chided herself. It wasn’t as if gathering information was difficult; she found most people trusted ‘Araa’ with just about anything. But, she didn’t have access to the soldiers, officers, nobles, and the wealthy behind the financing, mining, planning, and surveying of the settlement. They liked to segregate themselves from people like her who toured in and out of the city every few years. Not to mention that a polite Islander showing up at their favorite local places like the Town Crier and asking about ‘secrets inside the mountain’ would be more than suspicious; even more so if she used her feminine assets to extract information from the men. She frowned. Maybe she should have chosen another persona. “Too late for that now. I’ll just have to patient until I get that road assignment.”

Almost eight months, the longest she’d ever been on a job. Easy jobs always required patience, and as soon as she found out what’s really going on here, she’d disappear. No one killed. No new dreams. And that was the best part: not having to end anyone this time. Flawless mission. "I can do that."

Two footsteps stopped outside her door. Then a whisper, "Araa, you...uh, mantra-ing." Roe rolled her eyes and slid to her knees onto the floor. She then closed her eyes and began humming softly at first, then louder so that Loyt could hear outside. "Oh, I suppose you are—"

"Come in," she said. Better get this over with. And Loyt walked in holding Roe's usual plate of fish and mushrooms. Not fresh, as her Islander persona would require. Oh no, Prince Landrie had to start his new city hundreds of miles from the shore. No, her fish were dried, salted, then boiled in water. And the mushrooms? Preserved in some kind of brine that made her stomach cramp an hour later. Already, she could feel his stomach beginning to turn at the salty smell. It’s healthy, just eat it. With her eyes closed, she instructed, "Please, Loyt, place my breakfast by me on the floor."

He did so, but like always, he lingered. Apparently, he loved the Islander culture, claiming to have spent time on the Islands. What was his job? Ah, trader. A trader of what, Roe didn’t want to ask for fear he’d never shut up. But she knew she had to be careful with this one. He knew a bit more than the average Ladress snob. If she didn’t engage him, he’d usually just leave, so Roe quietly continued meditating while he stood there like a voyeur—

"I didn't see you running today," he asked. No such luck, today.

"My legs need rest this morning," she said, keeping her eyes closed. Hopefully, he’ll get the hint and leave soon. "I'll run after I'm done with work today."

"Oh, OK," he said, but then stuttered. "S, s, s…so, I suppose you won't be at the cafeteria for dinner then?"

"No," she said, humming a little louder.

"Oh," he said, sounding disappointed. "Maybe tomorrow."

"Yea, tomorrow," she opened her eyes and smiled at him. "Please, Loyt, I must compose my day's mantras."

"Oh! D, d, don't let me stop you then." He stumbled backwards outside before closing the door. That man was the hardest part of this contract and all in the last two months. Ever since he found out she was from the Islands, all he did was loiter around her, watch her and ask questions. If Ed's soldiers were as tough as he was, she’d have problem staying this long. At least, it kept things from becoming too boring.

She then looked sidelong at her plate of food, the fish and salt smell filling her one-room hut-like home.  "If I don't eat it, everything in here is going to smell like that," she said to herself, picking up the plate.  A whiff of salty brine assaulted her nose. “Maybe today will be the last day. That’d be nice."

She decided to start in on the mushrooms first —the worst part— and hoped that going over today's plan would keep her mind from reminding her how bad her breakfast tasted. Today was the first day of the new work cycle. She just ended a three-day stint doing Central Office duty: cleaning, repairing, and restocking. Now, she should put on road duty…again for another three days. ‘A welcomed change,’ she told her bosses. Islanders were supposedly very private people, and after too much social stimulation, they would withdraw. Road duty would be perfect for that; she’d ask and usually be given rural roads to satisfy her ‘need to be alone.’ Before, she’d be paired up with someone more experienced, but now on her sixth or so rotation on road duty, she had the experience to the travel the roads alone. And that’s what she had been waiting for to get this contract done, freedom to get close to the mines. So much time just for this.

The job was simple enough, checking the roads for problems. First, she'd have to go over the complaints brought into the Central Office in the paperwork she’d be given. Then, she had to do a general survey —she groaned, feeling her stomach begin that familiar nauseous cycle of cramping— looking for missing road segments, wash outs, holes, and anything that might trip up foot or hoof. That's the part she couldn't wait for. Finally, some closure to this damn boring contract. She already asked Yaner to give her the southwest side next time she got this duty. That was where the road to the mines ran, and she’d find out what’s inside.

Easy enough. She'd make good use that the prevailing prejudice of the locals around her. It wasn't really a prejudice, just an assumption. A true one. All the Islanders she ever met seemed to have perfect combination of innocence, eagerness and benevolence. They could waltz into the Imperial Throne Room with a sack of apple seeds and genuinely not know how they got there —and be forgiven for it.

She smiled. "Well, the mushrooms are gone." She grabbed the salted and boiled fish with her hands.  Islanders don't use utensils. Savages. "Oh, a treat. No bones this time."

The gong outside sounded. "Time to get out of this crappy place." She stood, scarfing down the fish in one bite. It was kinda tasty— “No, there it is." She grabbed hold of her stomach as that familiar queasiness waved through her. "I've got to get out of here."

Ignoring her stomach, she walked out of her home and for the hundredth time snickered at the thatched roof that couldn't keep the warmth in at night if the entire thing was on fire. Other workers staggered out of the three bunkhouses that lined the edge of the camp’s wooden fence. She almost wished she could stay inside one of those with their hearths and food panties, her persona be damned. Given time, she’d get the best quarter in the building. She wouldn’t even have much trouble avoiding the other workers. Few of them seemed disciplined enough to stumble out fully clothed in the issued uniform, brown cotton shirt with brown overalls. Some yawned, messaging hung-over faces while others hurried to get their day started, eager to get that much closer to payout and end their tour.  

The ‘bosses’ here weren’t any more disciplined either. The three bunkhouses plus her hut faced the yard, and in the center, a ring of red firebricks and ash marked the community hearth. The gong still vibrated in front of the hearth, and standing next to it, with hammer in hand, was one of her bosses, Lady Liana Roz, an middle-aged woman who tried very hard to look like a commoner. Tall, thin, and overbearing with pampered healthy skin and short red hair done up in style few of these workers’ wives could afford, she clapped her hands to hurry everyone along —as if that ever worked.  

Roe pegged her as being related to some noble. Nowhere near any of the Ladresses, but definitely a land owner. Why her and others like her were coming here was what first peaked her contract’s interest.  Investing so much in a trading city through a mountain range thought to be impassable? The Prince would need financiers, and just maybe they were here to make sure their investment was sound. But if it was just gold, iron, or coal Landrie was hiding, why would nobles bother coming here? A mountain full of runic on the other hand might need on sight confirmation. But Landrie already had a monopoly on the stuff, so why risk all this money in building a city in the middle of nowhere even before a route through the mountains was established? Roe wanted to rip out her hair out. This made no sense at all!

She took in deep calming breaths. Just find out, Roe, and go home.

In her Islander fashion, she walked her practiced walk toward her assigned position around the hearth, smiling pleasantly like an idiot to others walking along with her. Her gaunt was meant to be deliberate and efficient, something an Islander of the snowy north would know, but no one really noticed. Except for Loyt.  She groaned inwardly, such wasted effort to memorize so much of a culture. No, not wasted, she admitted to herself, because this way, no one suspected her and she could go about her business without risking any lives.

"Oh hi, Araa," that gangling man, Loyt, said holding a bowl of delicious tomato soup. Roe stomach churned.

"My eyes are hawk eyes. They see all,” she fell into character with one of her mantras. “My eyes are hawk eyes. They see all." Loyt walked up beside her, but she repeated her mantra even louder, hoping he would keep his distance.

"Hmm, let me guess now," he said with another spoonful of …beef? They had beef today! "Eyes, huh?  So, sights gotta be important to you today."

"My eyes are hawk eyes. They see all." She repeated again, louder still, trying to keep her eyes off his soup. Go away!

"Ah, you’re thinking you’re gonna get harvest duty? Yup, summer’s coming so—"

"Why the hell would you think I'm on harvest duty," she snapped. “We don’t even have farms!”

Loyt's stumbled back, spilling out some of his soup.

"I...I'm sorry, Loyt," she said, palming her face. "I…couldn’t sleep well last night so I ended up over sleeping this morning. That's what happened. I get irritable when I don't run." Your sounding too smart, Roe

“Oh, it’s fine," he said, breaking out a nervous laugh.  

She half smiled, using the break in the conversation to hurry herself to her assigned position— Roe felt a hand reach for her. Instinctively, her shoulder pivoted forward to avoid it as she spun herself around in a quick blur. The assailing arm now to her right, she grabbed hold and jerked it and the attached body —Loyt— along her spinning momentum, causing him to tug forward off one of his legs. Coming around behind him, she kicked up her knee into back of his knee, the only supporting leg as he twirled to the ground. Her right hand went for her dagger. Missing? She blinked. Damn, what did I do? It happened so fast; it all had been so instinctual from years of combat training —combat training an Islander shouldn’t have.

Dazed, Loyt lay on the grassless ground in a cloud of dust, dirt all over his clothes and face, his soup splatted all around him, and the bowl wobbling beside his head. Eyes descended upon them from everywhere with whispers. "Were they fighting?" Another, "I thought Islanders couldn't fight." Damn it. She stuffed down her frustration and extended a hand to Loyt who appeared too shocked to understand what just happened. Come on, Loyt. Please don't make a scene. Not today.

"What in the Almighty's name is going on here," said Liana Roz's voice, a voice that seemed too comfortable ordering people around. She broke in from the crowd that had gathered around them. "Araa," she asked, surprise her voice. "You did this?"

"I, uh, well," Roe stammered, hoping the confused speech might give her some mercy. Please, no.  Veiled Goddess! Eventide, please, not today.

"Yea, we saw it," one from the crowd chimed in. "Araa was amazing. Like a fighter, almost," another.  "She took Loyt down cold," yet another.

Liana puckered her lips, placing her hands on her hips. "Rules are rules here, Miss Araa. We don't tolerate that kind of behavior. Jail for three days, but I'll make it house arrest for you."

"But the road duty," Roe protested. Don't be too demanding. Passive, be passive! "I'm sorry, Lady Roz.” Roe lowered her gaze to the ground, trying to look as submissive as she could. “The was an accident. And I was really looking forward to road duty. Can I be put under house arrest after my assignment?"

Liana laughed, a limp-wristed hand covering her mouth. "Oh, silly Islander, you can't choose how to take your punishment. What would be the point? No, no. You can have your solitude in your hut. The road duty can’t wait, so I’ll assign you to the gardens when you’ve done your punishment." No! That's another month and half before road duty again and I might not even get chosen! It'll be winter. I can't leave this hell in winter!

"It's fine," a small, coughing voice said from below. Loyt sat up, massaged his shoulder before climbing to his feet.  Dusting himself off, he said, "I asked her to do it. We've been practicing." What is he doing?

Liana studied him with a raised eyebrow. "Than it wasn’t an accident?”

“No, I asked her to be rough, so she did.”

“I see…. Do you need to see a medic," she asked.

"Oh, no, no.  See." He hit his chest a few times with his fist, but Roe saw a hint of a wince in his face.  "No broken bones."

"Well, all the same I'd feel better if you went anyway. I won't dock your time, so go as soon as you get your new assignment."

"Yes ma’am. I will." He tried standing straight but Roe could see he was favoring his left ankle. A sprain? Idiot. His fault. 

"Don't pout, Miss Araa. It isn't lady-like," Liana said. Araa caught a well-worn inflection in her voice, like a phrase repeated till it became instinct. A royal tutor maybe? That's interesting. Who here needs a tutor? One thing was certain, Liana was educated enough to have pupils under her.

  "I'll let you go on road duty if you promise not to practice any of that fighting? Almighty knows others do that enough for all of us already." Yes!

She smiled with relief —a genuine emotion she didn't have to lie about— and nodded as submissively as she could. Liana turned away, back toward the hearth.

"Alright, everyone,” she began. “Get to your places, please. Let’s get your assignments out so you can be done all the sooner."

As the other workers walked away, Loyt whispered, "You’re welcome."

"Yes, thank you! I don’t know what came over me."

"I do," he leaned in closer to her. "You’re not who they think you are, are you? I know your secret, Araa the Islander.” She froze. How does he know? He was always around her, always interested in her. Maybe she fouled up, gave her secret away. She couldn’t think of how, but that didn’t matter now. “I've been watching you. No southern Islander cares that much about physical training. And that move you just did on me. That was no accident. You trained for that." Her face flushed, eyes scanning for an exit. Fence. Gotta get out! Over the fence, there was a dense wood —good cover— then rocks, a river. East. Imperial territory.  

Loyt had on him a sly smirk covered in dust and grim. She’d have to snap his neck quick enough for him not to scream, then run. Or maybe make him scream? Cause confusion. Before anyone realized what happened, she’d be way ahead. She rubbed her fingers together. Got to be quick. I suppose I’ll have to add one more nightmare—

"You’re actually from the north, aren't you?"

She blinked in succession, almost losing her balance. "What? North?"

"Oh, don’t try to deny it. I've been all over the Isles, met plenty of Islanders. It’s the way you walk. The way you’re always running and exercising. The way you just knocked me down. The way you avoid your hammock and sleep on the floor—"

"How do you know I sleep on the floor?"

He smirked, scratching the back of his head. “Your hammock should have been worn down by now. But, I can see why everyone confuses you with the southern islands, your darker skin and all. But the real question is: why didn’t you correct them? Think they’d accuse you of lying on the application?”

"I didn’t lie," she said with a snicker. "It's there. My island segment, my village. Everything. I just kept getting the wrong things delivered to me. Not my fault they can’t read around here."  

He erupted into laughter and she couldn't help but smile too. It was pretty ridiculous. "Oh you people are way too easy-going. You could have just asked them, and they would have fixed everything."

"Oh, it’s nothing really to complain about," she said, laughing a bit herself. "You noticed all that about me, huh?"

"Yup," he answered.  Finally, someone appreciated all that prep I went through.

She touched his shoulder. He winched. "I really hurt you, didn’t I?" She looked down at his ankle.  “And your ankle. Sorry.”

"It's alright, really," he said. "I'll be fine—"

"You two, Araa, Loyt," Liana's surprisingly loud voice boomed. "Your making everyone else have to wait."

"Sorry, Lady Roz," Roe said, hurrying herself off to her position, middle row, third from the front, easy to find.

Once there, Liana gave her usual speech. Upcoming events. Nothing out of the ordinary, but Roe listened in more closely this time, making sure nothing out of the ordinary was happening in the city today. Because, today, she’d find the secret of this place no matter what. "Thank you, everyone. Please be safe," Liana Roz ended and the rows of workers quickly dispersed to their duties. Loyt waved to her before walking, or rather trying not to appear limping, away. She was glad she didn’t have to end the poor fool.

Right away, the road duty lead, Yaner, a disheveled older man with a perpetually dark tanned skin spied her across the yard. With his bowed legs, he came wobbling up to her carrying a satchel full of supplies.  When she first arrived, she pegged him for a drifter, but after learning he already completed four tours here, she made it a point to get to know him. He was a lead for many different ‘popular’ jobs. Popular meant indoor jobs in the winter, outdoor in the summer. He became the go-to for favors and hard to find items.  He could have been really useful to her, if she wasn’t pretending to be a good little Islander. But, none of that matter anymore; today she’d find out if this place had a secret, or if she wasted eight months of her life.

"Araa," he called her with his gravelly voice. "Good, I found you first. I've got two new guys I need to train so.…" He searched his satchel. "If I can get you going, we might actually be done before sunset. Here's your traveler's inkwell. Got you the good one, you've earned it." He winked. "Here's your orders, southwest side, just like you asked. And here’s your lunch voucher so you can eat out there. Toda's is a fine place down that way to fill your stomach. That insane man has fresh fish you like so much. Don't ask me how! Oh, and the orders are all written in Ladress units, not Islander. Oh, you don’t have to record bushes, weeds and trees anymore. Not unless they’re rotted or toppled over. Winter's coming, you know. All good, girl?" Araa nodded eagerly. "Good on you." And off he went hobbling on his bowed knees. "Oh, Araa," he called over his shoulder. "You know there’s the mine road don’t that way. Don't worry about it. The military takes care of their own. Now, scat, you rat!"  And finally, he was off.

Amid the bustle of everyone going off to their assignments, Roe walked toward Camp Gate, smiling broadly as she shuffling through the items in her hand. The travel's inkwell, a very nicely crafted box with a pen and inkwell, went into her breast pocket. Not even one year in and she got the traveler's inkwell? They must really trust me now. But that made her feel uneasy. I've just been here too long, that’s all. Besides, she could sell the box to fund her way back. The food voucher, she put into her front pocket. Not much use after she leaves. She next unrolled the work orders. They were essentially just a list of street names with ledgers underneath with some already filled with complaints. Roe was to visit each street and describe the problem, then estimate the materials needed. The construction crew would follow tomorrow and repair or clear out what was needed all at once. Then repeat for two more days. Thank the Veiled Goddess, I never have to do this job again. 

She shifted through the sheets one by one until she came to one titled 'Old Road.' "It's not here," she muttered.  

"What's not here," Ryker said behind her, a man a decade older than her who brought his entire family along. They lived by the north side near the fletching crop fields. She had noticed him lingering about earlier, calling her in low hushes while in line, but she ignored him. It never made any difference.  He’d still find her and ask her for the same favor he’d asked every week since he found out she was an Islander.  "Saw what you did to Loyt. Amazing stuff. You really go for all those perks they give us here, huh? Maybe I should learn something new too."

"Work time, Mister Ryker," she said.

"Listen, Araa. I'm sorry but I need to ask you for a favor." Here it comes. "Can you watch little Rei tonight? Miska and I wanna check out the new dance parlor in Faf’r."

"Yea, sure," she said before adding ‘But I won’t be there’ in her mind.

"Thank you!" He grabbed her hand and shook it. She cringed, resisting her instinct to attack him like she did to Loyt. He then ran off, shouting, "Don't you worry, Araa. I'll pay you back." He never did, though Miska would send little useless gifts to her hut the next day. But, there’d be no gift sent tomorrow, because, tonight, little Rei’s going to have to fend for herself all alone.  Still….

"Don’t be dumb," she scolded herself. "I've been here too long."  

A few people still lingered at the camp’s gate, probably waiting for supplies. For herself, she planned on going straight to the Old Road, and after finding that mine road that came off it, she’d sneak inside.  No sense in waiting, and find out what's there —better be something besides dusty rocks— and be well on her way to imperial lands by tomorrow night. No one would know she's missing until tomorrow morning, anyway. Plenty of time. Loyt might; he’d sound the alarm. They would do a search of the entire southwest.  Find nothing. By then, she'd be a third of the way to coast, or sooner if she could find someone with transport to help a girl in need.

"Hi Araa," some of the workers waiting by the gate said. "How are ya today?"

"I'm fine, thank you," she replied pleasantly.

"What's today's mantra, Araa," another asked.

"My eyes are hawk eyes," she replied.

"Sounds mysterious," one said as they all laughed. She couldn’t tell if they laughed at her expense or not, probably the former.

She simply smiled in return, but inwardly, she groaned. Her popularity served her to get information, but not now that she wanted to complete her task. So many people noticed her. Nodding, smiling, waving.  She'd become a curiosity. Maybe she should have been more standoffish. If the Old Road’s crowded too, she’d have to wait till nightfall to sneak into the mines, but that meant a tougher job. She’d most likely end up having to kill a guard or two. This will be a flawless mission!

Roe decided on going straight west through the city and hug the mountains south. No roads out there for her too check, but she was an Islander, after all; she was expected to get lost easily.

Even before the morning fog evaporated in the red sunlight, the fledging city bustled with life. It had to.  Landrie’s first priority was to make Ruby City ‘self-sufficient’ and he made it known to anyone brave enough to try their lives here on the frontier. Why the urgency? Everyone supposed Landrie wanted to the new city to fend for itself if they were ever attacked. From what? That was a good question. She’d been to the Demos only a handful of times. Their lives of luxury softened them too much to want to fight, and a trade city through the mountains would be welcomed. True, they too explored the mountains, but from what Roe knew, they were impassable from either side, stretching south to the Closed Plains, the Wild River, and the rumored marshlands. Only the Veiled Goddess knows what’s down there.

As expected, the streets were busy —very busy— with people doing their morning works. Shops weren’t open yet, their owners and helpers lighting fires and morning menial tasks. Empty carriages raced for fresh water and cords of wood as food stuffs were being delivered to houses and businesses, and of course, the Major’s soldiers marching along, making their rounds. Wearing maroon leathery armor with the mountain-crown seal of Landrie, a sword by their side and a hand-cannon at their hip, a group of twelve casually strolled up the street, taking notes. With the city growing so fast, more of the military had to oversee much of the planning instead of Central Office officials, making sure everything was just so. They hated it, Roe knew from her time working at the Central Office, and they made Central Office know it, too. The Major’s soldiers and Central Office never liked working together, a perfect rivalry for her to exploit. But she did need to.

The lead of the soldiers waved at her —she never remembered his name. “Hi Araa,” he said. “Fine morning. You working at Central Office today?” He couldn’t hide a derisive grin from spreading across his face.“Or with us in the barracks?”

She smiled. “No, not today. I’m sorry. Checking the roads.”

“Oh Araa, coming to work in the city,” another asked, a leather worker setting up his wares outside. He admitted growing up near the Sands after he had a bit to drink. Probably a bounty on him, his hands seemed to know their way around a knife too well. 

“Yes, yes,” she replied enthusiastically.

A carriage suddenly stopped beside her. “Hi Araa, want a lift? I can get to where you going.” Why do you all want to be so damn helpful!

“No thanks,” she replied, biting her lip from added an curse. “I need to stretch my legs.” The man laughed as though what she said was odd, funny or both before driving off. The banter continued all the way down Amethyst street, but as much as it irritated her, it served a purpose. No one would suspect little Araa of doing anything wrong. If she did, it was only the complexity of Ladress living confusing her.

Finally, she reached Garnet Road and took it southwest. This road was recently dug in, a path of plain dusty dirt. She breathed more freely here, the air much fresher with a strong cedar scent coming from either side where work crews were building the next set of housing. A residential district, she thought? Or, maybe more warehouses so close to the mountain piedmonts?

Either way, people still stopped their tasks to say hello. One offered directions, but she acted as pleasant as possible, giving some excuse, and carried on. The dirt road went on some ways past the skeletal building frames and piles of wood and materials. She followed it, glad that is went on so far, far away from anyone. Soon, she was alone and still the road continued. How big is the city supposed to be?

When she felt confident that she walked far enough from anyone’s notice—  The hairs on the back of her neck pricked. She was alone, blissfully alone, yet she didn’t feel any better for it. Instead, she swallowed rising fear. She knew this would be perfect place for any stalker to appear. Just her, the long lonely road, and them. She dug her heels into the dirt. “So, it’s now ,then,” she said, her back still turned. They were real, those two she swore stalked her since her first lone mission. And they were right behind her. She could hear them breathing; their hearts beating calmly while her heart raced. There was no mistaking it. She was not paranoid. “All this time and now you make your move. I suppose I would have picked this spot too. The best time. But, tell me…why? Which job was it? Who are you avenging?”

No answer.

Heat flashed her face; she bit her lip to stop herself from shouting. Though she had gone far out of view of the work crews, she doubted they wouldn’t still hear her. “Then I’ll end you with your secrets,” she hissed. They wouldn’t have hand-cannons, too noisy. Knives, probably poisoned, but knives were easy to deal with. All she had were rolled up pieces of paper and a sharp pen that was inconveniently hidden in a box. But one this she had to be was fast. Two attackers. One girl. She could do it.

She flung herself around —No one!  She darted her eyes everywhere, searching and listening closely.  Only the distant song from the work crews reached her ears, the rhythmic beating of hammer on wood, and the low hush of wind sweeping from the west. But…I heard them. She frowned, snickering to herself.  I know they’re real. I am not paranoid.

Cursing whoever they were, she rolled back her shoulders, resolving herself to finish her mission. She turned off the road west into a sparse forest of pines, keeping her senses alert. If those two confronted her again, she’d have to think of a way to use the area to her advantage. Not likely, she grimaced. They were obviously extremely skilled, able to vanish completely, a skill she knew few to have. Josie Summers, her sponsor, could vanish like that, and certainly some the Matriarchs and Patriarchs of the Coming Shadows could too. Blessed by Eventide the Veiled Goddess, at least Roe knew they had to be from her home country, or just very lucky foreigners. One of her early missions, then? But the real question was why didn’t they just kill her? Were they waiting for an opportune time? When would that be? Were they just toying with her?

“Damn it,” she stopped again, taking in slow calming breathing as she had been trained. “You’re letting them get inside your head. Just finish the job.”

An easy walk at first, the land soon inclined steeply, the start of the Three Ridged Mountains. Once high enough with plenty of pines to hide herself, she started south with the descending hills to her right.  Eventually, she’d meet the Old Road and the unnamed road leading to the mines. With a fortune’s worth of warding stones around, she wouldn’t have to worry about the Chills. Still, she kept several in different pockets and one on a chain around her neck that she hid underneath her brown shirt. Always against her skin, she could feel it warm the instant the Chills neared. But now, its coolness comforted her more than any of these Ladress people would have know. With such a glutton of them here, they’d never know the fear of having them taken away and having to rely onto the village Warding Stone Pillar. The fear of being too late when the shouts came. The fear of catching a fever and waiting agonizing days to know if it was the Chills or something slightly more survivable. 

No, her home wasn’t so fortunate. Even as rare as they were, the One-King, had gathered damn near all of them into his treasury, using them as currency. On her now, she carried probably half a stone’s worth, an entire week’s wage of labor. Most places had laws against gathering warding stones, and she could understand that, but in Drakendor —the Land of the Black Dragon— people found smuggling warding stones into the country committed a capital offense and were usually murdered. Trials? What were those? Ladress inventions for more ‘civilized’ people.  No, the judges in her home were the Stone-hounds who would sniff ‘criminals’ out and tear them to pieces. She’d seen it herself; it helped her overcome the fear of joining the Coming Shadows. And all the surrounding countries, even Ladress further south, agreed to help that bastard One-King with border checks. Even if their punishments were more merciful than the One-King; even if they offered asylum, that black tyrant would never let anyone reach the borders. All feigning virtue, no one really cared about her home. 

She found her hand balled up into a fist, crumpling her papers. She loosened her grip. With this job, Emperor Siga Ladress would provide the Coming Shadows with runic suits. A few more jobs after that and the Nocturnal Council would have everything they needed to wake the Veiled Goddess Shard by calling Eventide to embody it, and set Drakendor free. And for the first time, it’d be a place of dreams. Maybe then, she could stop her missions and her brother and parents could rest. Live a normal life? How could she? This was normal for her. But maybe she could make amends—

“Did you hear, a whole bunch of memorizers arrived overnight,” a voice reached her ears. She ducked behind a fallen bough. Damn, pay attention, Roe!

“Ah, so that’s why everyone’s in the auditorium,” answered another voice. “They’ve been digging for so long, it’s about time we get people here to learn how to use it.”

Araa peaked over the bough, spotting two soldiers some ways down an incline walking away on a well-worn dirt road. It had to be the Old Road, but… —There!  It was the Old Road and she could see the start of the unnamed mine road with warning signs and twelve soldiers guarding the entrance. Many more than she’d expected, but they looked relaxed, exchanging yawns. She’d be stupid to go that way, so she slunk away from the bough, and crouching down, made her way higher into the hills, climbing parallel with that mine road.  

Keeping far enough away, she continued westward with her ears perked to any sign of boots or chatter.  Her blessing from the Veiled Goddess allowed her to focus on even the softest sounds while tuning out the rest. It took a lot of practice, but even now, she had trouble differentiating her senses, her smell flaring along with her hearing. A strong whiff of sweet wood assaulted her nose, along with cinnamon, masked with bitter mineral smells and distant manure, musk, and dank mold from under the pine trees. With her smell acute, her tongue mimicked the taste. She had to spit the disgusting flavors out of her mouth a few times. Disgusting, but ‘you can’t hide from someone if you don’t know they’re there,’ one of Josie’s lessons came to her. She was right, of course, and Roe came to rely heavily on her acute senses, even if they sometimes made her sick.

Despite her tongue and nose complaining, her earing didn’t reveal anything unusual to her, only birds chirping, a wolf howl and trickling of invisible streams. Every while or so, she’d sneak closer to the mine road to get her baring. The last thing she wanted to do was get lost in these mountain —something Mend would probably do. But that worry faded once she spotted the mine’s entrance.

The road ended at the mouth of a large cave with two guarding its entrance. One stood with a slouched posture over the other who crouched down and tumbled dice out of a metal can. They both looked on, making tired gestures. 

  Good, not very vigilant this morning. And why would they be? As far as Roe knew, no one had ever snuck into the mines before. Deep in Prince Landrie’s mountains and protected from the Demos by high snow-bound peaks, chill-infected bears and wild dogs and cats were bigger concerns than little Roe sneaking around.

After saying a quick prayer to the Veiled Goddess, she made her slow way around to the top of the cave entrance, a small rocky outcrop that over looked the two guards. One shook his head, chuckling as the other reloaded the dice back into the can before spilling them again. Thank you, Veiled Goddess.

She silently jumped down to the road, focusing on their movements, especially their upper body; she knew from experience to watch for their necks, usually turning first when someone was alerted. Not much of an advantage, Roe knew, but a split second made all the difference sometimes. But these two seemed too lost in their game to notice her at all, so she backed away and entered the tunnel.

Araa smiled in the enveloping darkness around her. She loved the dark, more so, she loved the night, but this was good enough for now. She loved how she could disappear into it, lose herself in a hundred different places —nooks, walls, rocks— watching, listening and feeling the world around her. As close to peace as she thought she’d ever get. But, this was only a tunnel, a short empty and breezy tube with the morning daylight illuminating the other side, reminding her of how far away the night really was.  

Roe hurried along. Empty as the tunnel was, she didn’t want to get caught because of her dawdling.  That would be embarrassing; she was an agent of the Coming Shadows, not one of the Night Lady’s crew.  She wasn’t Mend. Besides, she only her Islander “ignorant” persona to help her out. But that would be a onetime use. And if caught, she’d never be able to come back like this. Just in case that happened, she made mental notes of the tunnel lay out, the length. She’d probably have to climb over if she had to come back here again. Within minutes, she arrived at the other end and pressed her back up against the wall.  Peering out, she could see a dirt path dug into the ground like a wide trough that followed up another steep incline yards away, the starting climb of the first ridge of the Three Ridged Mountains. But again, she saw no one, and that worried her.

She squinted, trying to peer as far ahead as she could, but she saw nothing but the path disappearing up the mountainside. Pines blanketed both sides, but they looked pretty tightly bunched before sparsening out at higher elevations where the snow started to cap the mountains. Would the Major hide some of his guards there? ‘Everyone’s in the auditorium,’ she remembered that one soldier saying earlier, but that didn’t put her at ease. 

Being small and quick, she’d have an easier time sneaking by one or two at a time —and end one of them if she had to. But if they were all in one place, one mistake and she’d stick out like the sun. There’d be no way she could sneak from a crowd. She wasn’t that good —yet. Look on the bright-side, she said to herself. Maybe what I’m looking for is nowhere near the auditorium.

So, steeling her will and remembering her training from Josie, she crept out of tunnel and quickly climbed up the grassy edges of the trough. She’d be safer on top, she reasoned, and not visible from the path. But there were fewer pines here, fewer places to hide. You won’t need to run, Roe told herself. Just see what they’re up to.

Crouching low to the ground, she followed the trough path up as the ground grew steeper and rockier.  From her vantage point, she could see why the troughed path seemed to disappear in the mountain. It entered another cave where the impossibly steep sides inclined up to the snow-capped peaks of the first of the Three Ridge Mountains. No choice. She had to go through another cave, and this time, there was no way around if she had to run. Remember your training, Araa.

She jumped down into path and, putting on her Islander act, walked with that strong and sure stride inside the second cave. Once inside, she heard a loud voice carried over a cold wind, echoing softly against the walls. Even with her hearing, she couldn’t make it out, but it sounded too controlled and monotone to be some kind of alarm. No, someone was making a speech —a boring speech, too.

Roe smiled, the exit of the tunnel was a few mere yards before her. Thank you, Veiled Goddess. Like a lighthouse alerting her of danger, as long as she kept her distance from that voice, she’d be free to sneak around. And if it stops, she’d have plenty of time to…what? Climb up the mountains and freeze to death?  Stealth behind a pine for a whole day? And for what? What in Eventide’s name was she ever looking for?  Rocks? Runic? Gold?

She frowned to herself. Everything so far looked normal, loose rocks scattered everywhere, deep mountain passes and tunnels wide enough for ore-laden carts. Sure, all the carts she’d ever seen coming out of the mines had tarps over them with more armed guards than the city exchange, but that’s expected too, especially if it’s expensive runic. Not worth the effort. Seven months and all that training and lore-learning about Islanders just to confirm Prince Landrie still loved digging holes. Siga had better still give them those suits! “Ugh, I swear,” she whispered to herself. “If after all this all I find is a stupid mine—"

 Roe’s jaw hung open, her eyes widened taking in the whole sight at once. “Unbelievable,” she mouthed. The trough path had cut through the first ridge and on the other side sat, like a square monolith, a massive building of red bricks lined with sun-bathed crisscrossing runic. She’d seen a building very similar on the Golden Isle where the Empire was dismantling the Sea Roar Shard. There could be only one reason why they would have so much runic protection on a building that size.

Yes! Now that made sense. The Major’s illness, the disappearance of the 43. They must have been exposed to… . Another Fragment of the Almighty all the way out here, she thought to herself. Wonder which god it is? She knew of only four from her studies: the Zandagor awake inside Golden Lady, the Veiled Goddess, Lairgor awake inside Sea Roar God and Lairgor awake inside the King-Maker. She let a grin stretch ear to ear. Mission Accomplished. Bye, bye. And best of all, no one had to die this time. Flawless. Now, that was worth the effort.

With a smile that wouldn’t leave her face, she turned around and sighed. Back to the Golden Island.  She looked over her shoulder one last time as if doubting what she saw. And what harm would a few minutes of gawking do? The building was enormous! Maybe twenty or thirty stories, a square in shape and gleaming the sun’s light off its intersecting runic gave it an otherworldly look, like a mystical fence guarding a sacred treasure. But it was still too small to contain an entire Shard. Eventide, said to be the smallest, dwarfed that building and the Sea Roar on Sig’s island dwarfed Eventide. Maybe the Shard remained underground? Curiosity, a dangerous feeling in her line of work, often resulted in more setbacks then opportunities —and deaths too. One had to focus on the job requirements like threading a needle’s eye and get the job done no matter what.

“Mend would fall for this,” she whispered with soft laugh. But she was better that that. “It’s over.  Mission accomplished,” she whispered, sounding as if she was trying to convince herself. Right! She swung around but didn’t move. What would she say to Siga’s man, Cyne Munda, when she returned to the Golden Island? ‘I found out what Prince Landrie’s doing there. He’s building massive runic buildings.’  ‘Well, Miss Twilight, what for,’ he would ask. But what else could be in there?  And no matter how dumb an Islander was, they wouldn’t be dumb enough to confuse a road with a building. Her excuse would end at that door —a double runic laced door at the base of the building.

Still, wouldn’t the Coming Shadows want to know too? If it was a piece of the Almighty rested here, which one was it? It’s awake, after all; the god returned to it; the runic proves that. What were the Major’s soldiers doing to it? Would it hold any hints on how to awaken the Veiled Goddess. Opportunity or stupidity?  Would she end up like that idiot, Mend?

I can leave this dump anytime so why not take a peek? Rolling her shoulders back, she descended the troughed path which opened and leveled out to a large grassy area around the building, crowded with stunted, dying pines on either side. Her eyes constantly scanned, and ears strained for anyone that might be lurking, but she neither saw nor heard anything —not even wildlife— but that muffled boring voice growing louder.  

Walking cautiously, with her papers still rolled up in her hand, she slunk up to the double doors, that loud stifled voice echoing from inside. Of course, the auditorium had be in here too. Maybe, that’s all there was in here. A training ground for mages? Would explain the runic, wouldn’t it? But she knew that didn’t make sense. Only the Temple in the Holy City trained mages, a blessing from the Golden Lady there. Rogue mages? They could learn on their own, but that’s dangerous—  Stop making excuses!

She grabbed the handle and pulled it open gently, peaking inside: a dark room with a few dimly lit single-flame lanterns resting on a table by an opposite door. She slipped in as her stomach growled suddenly, the first symptoms of her fish breakfast. Now? Next would be stomach cramps, then the fish burping breath, and nausea settling in. She thanked the Goddess she wouldn’t have to deal with that disgusting food again.

  She crouched, moving like a cat across the floor, all the while ignoring her complaining stomach. It would pass, she told herself. Pressing her back against the opposite door, she could make out what the speaker was saying now. Some words about months, dates, some figures about distances and sizes. She caught ‘spring’ and ‘new year’ sounding more urgent in the otherwise tired-sounding speech. Was the Prince’s plan to make this into another Holy City like Zanf'r? That made sense with the city planning back there, probably hoping for this god’s blessing. She wondered which it could be? Couldn’t be stealth, nor magic.  The King-Maker bestowed the blessing of charisma. That one was scary, and Cyne knew how to use it well. Who cares which it was. The Veiled Goddess already had the best blessings of the Almighty and she bestowed it on her devotees generously.

She peeked inside the next room, a hallway, so well-lit by plenty of lanterns that there weren’t any shadows to hide in. Damn! She clenched her stomach, burping up a mixture of salty fish smell and something poignantly sweet. Only a little longer.  

She sneaked inside the hall, finding two doors on either side with one in front of her. That door had a window and, silently —except for her growling stomach— she saddled up to it and, glancing inside, she saw a staircase. If that speaker stopped, she reasoned everyone would need to come down to the lower levels to leave. So, I go up.

She opened the door and climbed the stairs, quickly and as quietly as she could, which wasn’t a problem. She felt relaxed, muscles loose, and her blessing felt like an extension of her body. And now, climbing stairs, there were plenty of dark corners to hide in. She chided herself for thinking of running away in the first place. How else was she going to get any practice? At her age, Josie was already able to turn parts of her body invisible.

Eventually, the stairs came to an end, about fifteen flights of them —she lost count— with another door and small square window.  The speaker boomed loudly now, his voice rattling against the door. He seemed to be answering questions about runic suits, their number, and where they get them. Good question. Siga better pay up!

She pressed up against the door, peeking inside. It was a large room, with a rail platform that ran around the edges with a drop in the middle. Some sort of observation area. Again, no one was there, but she located where the voice was coming from, down below. Perfect. She’d sneak in, see who’s taking and listening on their plans.

She quietly opened the door when her stomach cramped hard, sending her to floor as a wave of nausea ran through her. She dropped her papers, gripping her stomach tightly. Almost there. She rolled herself through. The door closed behind her, but the cramping didn’t stop. Now? Now? By the Goddess, I’ll never have fish again!

But this was worse than she ever experienced. Tears welled up in her eyes, but she clenched her jaw, not wanting to turn back now. The cramping worsened, rising up her arms. No, this…this couldn’t be the fish. Was she poisoned? Had she been poisoned all this time? Her chest and shoulder muscles shivered, a cold sweat broke across her forehead. Just look and go. She burped, feeling bile burn up her throat. Throw up outside!

Fighting off all her discomfort, she pulled herself up by the railing and looked down—

Oh, no!

Starring back at her was a large shinning mass of red and black. Deep crimson red surface seemed to flow like an ocean of molten lava, flaring in places with hotter reds, oranges and yellows. The black, by contrast, glowed impossibly stark in the light of the undulating lava, appearing like a void in a dark dream. There was no doubt in her mind, here, before her, was a Shard of the Almighty, protruding from the rocky ground like a buried treasure. Her eyes burned, begging her turn away, but she couldn’t. She wouldn’t look away.  It was… “Beautiful,” she said, her lips beginning to quiver. Passionate, strong, resilient, along with something else. She felt…urgency coming from it and, “betrayal?” Eventide? Are you one of hers? Listen to me. I don’t know who survived. I tried, I fought to give the others time. I am blind now, paralyzed, and bond here, but please, find him. My Champion won’t listen to me. …Oh? I am sorry. You’re not prepared, either, are you? I am so sorry. Captivated by those words, she found herself wanting to respond.

Sorry for what, her first thought. Yes! I’ll find him.

A deep pain throbbed inside her head, her stomach knotted, as all her pain and discomfort rushed to her consciousness. She couldn’t hold on any longer and vomited over the railing, down below. She hurled backwards, crashing to the floor with a thud as her papers scattered all around. Looking up, her watery vision clouded white. Her body convulsed, no longer obeying her.

She came face to face with a piece of the Almighty. This is what she deserved for all those horrible things she had done; she just didn’t expect it to be so soon. Good, she thought. I should die. No more nightmares. She only wished it had been the Veiled Goddess who would have taken her.

She heard someone shouting from below. “Someone’s up there! Medics! Runic blankets! Hurry!”

She heard the door slam open and two sets of feet walked beside her. She felt hands on her shaking shoulders, and hands on her ankles, lifting her up. No, she thought, feeling darkness taking her. No, leave me or I’ll do it again. …I’ll kill again.
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Edgar Omen: Ed’s Report

 

“Did you hear?  There was an accident in the mines.  Araa, poor girl, was hurt bad.”

“What in Almighty’s name was she doing there?”

“Road Survey.  She must have wandered off and followed a road into the mines.”

“Those imbeciles.  Don’t they know she’s from the Islands?  She should have been chaperoned.”

“Listen, let’s do something for her for when she gets better.”

-Conversation among Ruby City subjects

 

 

Edger Omen stood before the Junior Magistrate's bench hiding his tightly clenched fists behind his back. He hoped his face masked his frustration, but Glen Gallegos, the Junior Magistrate, would probably see it anyway, and then precede to make a note of it in his ledger.  Bureaucracy.  Ed snorted.  How could someone love record keeping so much?  But Glen did love it and seemed to thrive in it.  Ever since his skills manifested when they were little, Glen relished in intellectual pursuits: books, numbers, learning all he could.  But at that age and in the back mountains of virgin civilization, the best Glen could do was work at Ed’s parents trading house, hoping to read any book that might come through by chance. The late Queen Zana’s support of her late husband’s expansion into the mountains brought resources that helped Glen catch up in his education —’a truer education’, he would say.  

But now, as Ed watched Glen reading his summary investigation with a full cup of his blueberry wine beside him, Ed saw again why it was a mistake Glen ever joined the military with him.  Yes, it was his best chance to further the education he craved, but he wasn’t suited for it.  Like a fish on land, he wasn’t built for the military life, the strict discipline of command structure, following orders without knowing the larger goal, and being an integral part of a team instead of an outlier. He always had to know the what, where, and why.  And if there was a better way of doing something, he’d just do it.  Independence, Ed supposed, was what Glen loved most.  That and his creativity.  Maybe that was why he and Gene fought so much.  He saw her unnecessary rituals and beliefs a stifle of his inquisitive creativity —and that she might be right.  Ed almost laughed at the irony. He loved both his freedom and bureaucracy?  He’d have to save that for later.

Glen lowered his silver framed pince-nez and raised his sullen eyes from the investigation summary.  They locked stares.

“Making a lot of noise over there, Ed,” he said, grinning suddenly, his eyes only partially glazed today.  Must be a good day.

“How long does it take to read one damn page,” Ed asked, shifting in place.

“Your hand writing?  All day.”

Ed frowned.

Glen chuckled, "I’m almost done." He then took a gulp from his blueberry wine.  The sweet fruity scent suffocated Ed's nose from all sides; the man must have had the entire court room furnished with the stuff.  Glen rubbed the bridge of his nose.  "Clerk...," he turned to the thin spindly man who sat in his own desk to Glen's right.  "Arber. Ready?"

Arber reopened a worn book and readied his pen.  His hand trembled again as it did during the entire testimony.  Poor boy knew nothing of what’s really going on here in the city.  Now he did, and he knew he’d never be the same with his friends and families, holding onto a secret so great.  Shouldn’t have been a clerk, boy.

"One minute more, Ed," Glen returned to the report, glasses in hand.

"Don’t be an ass," Ed grumbled.

Glen smiled again behind his bushy dark blond-peppered beard.  "Honest, I’m doing the best I can."

"Just get on with it.  You know how busy I am."

Glen sighed.  "Don't we all," he said, reading what Ed hoped were the final words.  Then, he placed his glasses down before taking in another gulp from his cup.  He gazed upwards toward the ceiling for a moment, bags under his eyes.  There was no mystery to what he was thinking, not to Ed.  He knew what his friend was going to ask first.

Glen then nodded to the clerk before leaning forward from his high bench with the corners of his lips drawing into a tight frown.  The clerk lowed his pen onto the page.  “Major,” Glen began with a long-tired breath.  "I have to say this report isn't very detailed.”  

Ed's eye twitched.  "That’s why it's called a summary, Magistrate.  I know how slowly you read.  I wanted to be out of here before the Almighty returns."

Glen let out a mock laugh.  "Major," he said again.  "There's a difference between summarizing and omission."  Ed put his frustration into clenching his fists harder.  What the hell are you doing, Glen?

"May I approach the Magistrate," Ed said through a tightened jaw.

Glen nodded for the clerk to lift his pen and then waved Ed on up.

"Where the hell are you going with this," Ed whispered, holding his fist from punched the wooden bench.  "My investigation is done.  You already know everything.  I'm just here so you can sign your damn papers, not to defend what I wrote."

Glen covered the right side of his mouth to shield it from the clerk.  "I'm trying to save your ass, Ed," he whispered.  "If I had submitted this…report… to you back during the war, you know damn well you would have put me on latrine duty for a month."

Ed took in a sharp breath, lowering his eyes.  Exhaling he said, "Just be quick, then."

"Don't worry, I know how hard this is on you," he replied before straightening back up in his high chair.  He nodded again to the clerk.  Ed returned to his usual place before the bench, hands behind his back again.  "Major," Glen began.  “Your investigations are complete, are they not?”

“You know damn well I wouldn’t be here if they weren’t.”

Glen raised a finger to the clerk; he lifted his pen.

“Ed, please,” Glen said.  “This is serious. There will be powerful people reading this.”

Ed snorted, shaking his head.  Those “powerful people” don’t give a damn about this investigation, what Central Office stamps on their documents, or Araa, so long as General Order One is carried out.  So long as Araa dies.  Glen nodded forward, creasing his forehead as if waiting for Ed to clarify his statement.  Ed stifled a curse instead and stood straighter, refusing to answer.  Glen groaned, lowering his finger for the clerk.

“We have here your report,” he began again, putting on his pince-nez.  “…here, it says that during this month’s orientation, a maintenance worker had been exposed to the excavation, but I can’t find her name here.”  Glen locked his eyes on Ed, nodding forward and creasing his forehead again with a bit of agitation creeping in the corners of his lips.

“You used the correct pronoun, Magistrate,” Ed said.  “You know it’s a ‘she.’  You know who it is.”

Glen rolled his eyes.  “For the record, Major.”

“That’s right.  One person had been exposed.”

Glen relaxed into his seat, making a loud frustrated sigh.  “And who is it?”

He grumbled, muttering curses under his breath before glancing at the clerk and hoping he caught a couple of them.

“Ed,” Glen said, his voice softening.  “Please cooperate.  This is the final leg of your job.  After this, it’s over.  Just let me close this damn case and save your job so I can sign off treatment for that poor girl.  You know what’ll happen if we wait too long.”

Yes, insanity. Ed remembered his own ‘treatment.’  The surgery, the confusion, the convolutions, the hallucinations, the constant nausea; that throbbing behind his eye that he could almost imagine pulsing right now…and, of course, that ominous doom he felt crushing in on him at sudden times.  But, Araa wouldn’t be given that chance.  General Order One: No liability.  Araa was a lowly maintenance worker and a foreigner and she knew now what they were hiding in the mines.  The doctor, under Ed’s supervision, would purposely conduct an unsuccessful surgery, a surgery that for all practicality would have killed her anyway.

“Well?”  And Glen, the bureaucrat, was kept blissfully unaware.  No liability. No record.  …Except for Ed’s conscious.

Ed turned his back.  “Araa.  Her name is Araa.”

“Araa...?”

“Yes, Araa!  You know damn well they only tell us their first names.”

“Her island, Ed.”

“Ankyres, in the north.” 

“And her current condition?”

“She’s been isolated to the jails for observation.  She’s been treated for burns, nausea and muscle convulsions. She hasn’t lost her mind yet, just doing her mantras laying on a cot.  Medic mages have found the expected tumor and are working with Doctor Alexander to plan for her…treatment, if she makes it that long.”

“She will, Ed.  She will,” Glen added.  “From what you wrote, she was only exposed for a few moments.  Dr. Alexander told me her prognosis is pretty good…considering.”  Considering, I’m going to have order him to kill her anyway.  “I’ll go ahead and release the funds for her treatment."

Omen slouched, placing his focus on the doors exiting the court room. Treatment?  Can't call it a treatment if it hardly works. Killing her would make little difference than trying to save her.

“You know it’s for her own good, Ed.   You remembered when you got too close to it.  And, you were exposed for hours.”

“No, I…still don’t remember.”

    	“I do!  It was terrible; I’d never wish anyone go through that.  Forty-three people exposed.  Twenty-three of them got treatment in time and only four survived.  Two of them are still alive today.  You and Elbsy.”  If you call it alive. “It’s her best shot, Ed.  You know that.”  Ed let silence fall between them, relaxing his hands and hoping to hear Glen’s gavel mark the end of the hearing…but it didn’t.  “It’s a wonder, isn’t it,” Glen starting up again.  “Why do those things even exist?” Philosophizing? He’s philosophizing now?  I’m not Gene, Glen; I don’t give a damn. “And why they do what they do?  Bestow on us incredible skills and kill us at the same time.”

“Are we done, Glen,” Ed said, taking a step toward the door.

His friend sighed.  “No, I’m sorry.  I’m sure you know how popular that girl is in town.  I have to ask you to guard her and keep her isolated.  We can’t have her telling people what she saw.”  She won’t be given the chance.  “If she survives the operation, we’ll come up with a plan to incorporate her into our main facility.  She’ll have to stay here for a long time, or…” Glen chuckled.  “Until we can figure out how to use that damn Beast to get back at Sig.”

Ed looked back over his shoulder at his oblivious friend, wanting to tell him the truth of his orders.  That Araa didn’t matter, that all this was just a show, and by next week she’d be sent home to be buried.  But telling him would have made matters worse for both of them. Besides, it’s what Glen would have wanted —and needed— wasn’t it?  The military charged to do the dirty work while the bureaucracy showcased the enlightenment of the nobles with their governments of justice and mercy.  To have Glen’s ignorance protected, so he could sleep at night and wouldn’t have to drink even more.  So instead of telling him, Ed lowered his eyes and nodded in acknowledgment to what Glen said.  

“And one more thing,” Glen continued.  “I have to ask you how we can prevent this from happening again.  Your corrective measures.”

Facing away, he answered, “You know how.”

    	“Uh…you didn’t write it—"

“Destroy it. …All of them,” he said before storming out, restraining himself from tearing the doors off with him.  Damn the gavel.

Once outside, Ed fisted his shaking hands as his heart thundered inside him, his ankles weakened, then his legs.  Darting his eyes to a chair by the doors, he shrunk into it, bowing his head forward and closing his eyes.  It’s coming, as he should have expected it; this whole affair would call the terrors upon him.

Suddenly, a wave of anxiety prickled through him with heightening senses, that familiar feeling of dread and danger that tricked his very self to think death was upon him.  No, it wasn’t a trick, this was real.  If it were only the fear for his life, his rational mind knew he was in no mortal danger, sitting there on a small chair in an empty hallway.  But his mind, unsatisfied with reason, raced to find another possible danger and found one to grapple onto: his sanity.  	

Everything passes, he repeated.  Patience. Everything passes. Terror stuck him like the rising tide of an ocean, threatening to drown him.  Please, listen to me!  Everything passes!  You have to leave here.  Stop resisting!  Ed tightened his closed eyelids.  “Everything passes,” he said to himself.  We’ve been betrayed.  We can’t keep our promise! Ragnarok must be planning with Blekengor.  You must prepare.  This was not the first time he felt this way, and he had long learned that it’s better to let these feelings pass than to fight them, a strategy he wasn’t used to. Patience, this will pass.  Soon his heart slowed, and his mind cleared.  Sounds of distant voices came to his ears.  “Morning,” one said. “Ah, you’ve brought bread and eggs,” another one.

He opened his eyes and for the first time noticed the orange light of the morning sun streaming in from the windows, giving the hallway bricks a warm glow.  The smell of fresh bakery consoled him.  Ed stood and walked –legs still wobbly— to the window.  Outside, the yard had already become a busy place with clerks and servants rushing, and Central Office guards organizing a growing crowd by the entrance and waiting for the doors to open.  Ed had taken the day off for his testimony with Glen, but his friend still had a long day ahead of him.  Guilt pressed upon him; he shouldn’t have been so hard on him in there.  Glen still had to deal with the public relations mess that’s bound to come.  Araa…she just had to become so damn popular. 

Ed looked down at his hands, steady once more.  He was ready now.  He’d have to go see Araa and tell her…what?  That she would need a treatment with a chance of success no better than the disease?  And not tell her she’ll die anyway, Ed told himself.  He didn’t remember his own treatment, but his body recoiled whenever he tried.  He took in a few deep breathes.  Araa would probably die even if the doctor truly tried, he told himself.  The younger ones usually did.  The treatment, so Ed was told, was more psychological than physical, although there was that operation to remove the tumor.  And Araa was from the Islands, not known for their strong minds.  Ed cursed and turned away. No Glen, it’s not ‘over’ for me.

He marched down the hallway with his head up, trying to ignore that foreboding feeling that usually lingered for a while.  At the end were two Central Office guards manning the doors in their more ‘decorative’ dark blue uniforms than the military’s red and browns —the kindest way Ed could describe them.  One was sitting eating his breakfast; the other stood as he ate.  Eating at their post?  Doesn’t Central Office hold any standards?  Ed tightened his jaw, holding back from barking at them.  One shot a wide-eye surprised glance at Ed before scrambling to his feet.  The other put his plate down on the nearby windowsill.  They both saluted. “Major.”

“At ease,” Ed replied, batting his hand downward.  Though Central Office guards weren’t military and not strictly under Ed’s command, he oversaw all security in Ruby City and so, he would argue they should respect military code —one of many points of contention with Central Office. “I’m off duty, gentlemen.”

“Oh.”  They both glanced at each other.  “Would you like some breakfast then? …uh, sir?”

The other guard jeered at him.

“No, thank you,” Ed replied.  “Open up, I’m done here.”

One of them scrambled for the key, taking a rather long time.  “It’s busy out there, sir,” he said.  “Lots of people out today.”

“It’s busy every day,” the other guard replied.

“No, more so today.  It’s because of what happened at the mines.”

Ed jerked his head straighter. “And what happened in the mines,” he asked.

The guard’s keys giggled; the door’s lock echoed open.  “Uh, isn’t that why you’re here, sir?”  He opened the door as murmurings and whispers rushed in from outside.

Ed discerned a few words, ‘Araa,’ and ‘cell blocks.’  He rushed his hand against the door, slamming it shut.  “Lock it,” he said, but the guard froze.  “I said locked it!”  The guard finally did and Ed exhaled as a tremble in his hand threatened another terror to return.  “What are your names, guardsmen,” he asked, straightening himself up while hiding his hands behind his back.

“J’rek,” said the one with the keys.

“Taylor,” said the other, sitting back down to enjoy his food.

“How far spread are the rumors?” They paused and looked at each other.  “Well?”

“It’s Araa, sir,” J’rek said. “Everyone around here knows she’s been hurt. Heard it from Lady Roz, you know, the one in charge of Town’s Labor this tour.  She’s really been trying to find out what happened to her, thinks it’s her fault Araa got herself mangled up.” She could have come to me, Ed thought.  But he knew what she really wanted, more ‘personal assistants.’  She probably had her eyes on the docile Islander ever since Araa first arrived. Ed grimaced. Nobles always do whatever the hell they want.

“Araa used to come by here a lot too and sing her mantras,” Taylor added between bites. “When she didn’t show in a while, everyone started asking around.” He shifted his eyes between Ed and his food, looking uncomfortable. He shouldn’t be eating on duty, anyway. “So, you can imagine, sir.  All these people here wanting to wish that Islander well.  …I hope she’s OK.”

Ed let the conversation die as he thought things through. He knew she was popular —their amiability made them so— but he never guessed this kind of reaction. He should have! And now this, a mob of well-wishers. And they knew she was being kept in the jails, probably a mob there too. He almost thanked the Almighty that he only needed one other person, Doctor Alexander, to carry out General Order One. If that news got out….

“The trouble is no one can see her,” J’rek said. “Why is that, sir? I’d like to wish her well too.”

“Her injuries are extensive,” Ed quickly replied, wishing he hadn’t.  But they already knew the jest of it anyway.  Just not the most important part: that she was exposed to that Beast.

“Extensive,” J’rek repeated, drinking his coffee.  “Must have been bad, then.  Uh, how did it happen, if I may ask?”

“The investigation is still ongoing,” Ed replied.  “Better to leave it at that for now.  But gentlemen, I need your help.  Those people out there.  I would rather not meet them, especially if Lady Roz is out there too.  Araa needs time to heal and it wouldn’t be good for her health to have them rushing to her now.”

Taylor stood.  “Understood, sir.”  Then he hesitated. “But truth is, I don’t know another way—“

“I do, dear boys,” Glen’s voice sounded behind him along with a hint of blueberry sweetness.  He gripped his hand on Ed’s shoulder.  “So, you want out, huh?”  He held a cup of dark wine in his other hand.  Neither of the guardsmen saluted him.  

He’s become too familiar with them, Ed thought.  He glanced sharply at Glen’s cup.

“Yea, I know what you’d say, Ed,” he said.  “I only ask that you say it with your own cup in your hand.”  Ed grimaced.  “Always so serious.  Serious Ed Omen.”

“Don’t you think you’re being a bit improper, Magistrate,” Ed said, nodded to the guardsmen who no doubt to Ed were becoming uncomfortable.

“Oh right,” Glen said.  “Guys, I’m stepping out with the Major for a minute.”  He then put his finger against his nose.  “I wasn’t here, and I didn’t say that either.  Oh, and if one of my bottles goes missing, I won’t go off searching for it. One Bottle! Can’t have drunk guards, can we?”  Taylor smiled sheepishly, shrugging his shoulders as J’rek avoided Ed’s eyes.  “But it won’t be that easy,” Glen continued.  “Do me another favor too.  Do it well, and I’ll throw in a bonus.  Those people out there….”  Glen walked to the window and looked out.  “Wow, busy day ahead.  Well, I guess it won’t hurt to make it busier.  Guys, on my authority, don’t open this Wing to any of them until I get back from whatever the hell we magistrates do all day.”

“Glen,” Ed warned.  “They’re here to find out about Araa.  Delaying court hours isn’t going to help.”

“Sure it will,” Glen said, nodded with a sure grin on his face.

“What will you be doing, Magistrate,” J’rek said, nervously. “In case they’re…uh, persistent.”

Glen shrugged.  “Just put the blame on me, that you saw me with papers stuffed everywhere on me.  Make it up J. Rek.  It’ll be fine.  Those people don’t look armed and I’ve survived worse,” he laughed, twisting Ed by his shoulder, back down the hall.  “Listen here, Ed—“

“You can’t do that,” Ed whispered.  “If they’re caught drinking on the job and delaying the opening…”  Glen gave him a flat stare.  “What? What is it?”

“Ed,” Glen said.  “You’re a smart man, but you’re also an idiot. Those guys aren’t going to drink now.  They’re on duty.”

“If they were under my command…,” Ed grumbled.

“If they were under your command, they’ll never have a drop of it.  I have no doubt you’d be devising all sort of disciplinary actions to work the fun out of them.”

Ed stopped walking with Glen nearly bumping into him.  “And why not,” he said.  “You know where we are?  Do you know if word gets out about what we’re really doing here?”

Glen waved his cup around, rolling his eyes.  “One half of the world would go to war with us for sacrilege while the other half will try to steal it.  I know that song and dance.”

“Then your mind isn’t as gone as I thought.”

He took in a gulp.  “Give it a second.”  

Ed stormed ahead of him, muttering under his breath.  Glen had always been so reckless, worse now ever since he started drinking all the time.  But it wasn’t just him.  Central Office had always been far too lax, mixing company of those who knew of the Beast and those who didn’t know.  A night off, a couple of drink and then a slipped word.  That’s all it would take, and Sig would be back in Ladress with his monstrosities.  That’s why Araa had to die.

“Hey, Ed,” Glen said, catching up with him.  “I’m joking.  You’re really worked up about all this Araa stuff, aren’t you?”

Ed grunted.

“It’s over, friend.  Not in your hands anymore.  As Gene would say, it’s in the hands of the Almighty, which since his spirit supposedly isn’t in the world anymore, I guess—”

“You finished,” Ed said, trying to cool.  “Show me the way out.”

“How about joining me for a talk instead?”  He wiggled the glass in his hand.

“No, I can’t.”

Glen sighed, pointing to his courtroom door with his cup.  “Back in there, there’s a way for the magistrates and their clerks.  I guess I can make an exception for the military.”  Glen walked over and opened the door and once both were back inside his courtroom, he locked it.

“You were once a part of the military,” Ed reminded him.

“Yes, that droning, brutish, single-minded organization.”

“Is that what they call us back there?”

“And worse,” Glen said, brightly.  “You’re all the wrong reasons we’re so busy all the time.  But don’t worry I have “enemy” sympathies.” He winked.  “I’ll make sure my staff doesn’t glare you to death.”

Ed snorted. “Just show me the way out.”

“See that door in back, behind my bench.  Just go out there, take a right, last door.  No…  Ah, damn, I’ll just show you.”

“I can understand directions.”

“Yea, but well, you know,” he replied, rubbing his forehead as he led the way around the courtroom and through the door in the back.  To Ed’s surprise, the hall he walked into bustled with people.  As narrow as it was, clerks, huddling papers under arms, briskly walked by, maids and servants navigated around each other while doing odd chores: cleaning, carrying trays of pastries and scented teas, shouts of orders, numbers, times, dates, names; a cacophony of dizzying activity that made Ed wish he climbed through the window instead.  

Glen grabbed a passing fried sugared treat. “Never been back here, huh,” Glen said, stuffing the pastry into his mouth and leading the way down the hall.

“I…I don’t spend much time in the Central Office,” Ed replied, mesmerized by the busyness of it all.  It was so…chaotic.  How could they get anything done like this?  “Is it always like this?”

Glen frowned.  “No, not usually this…passionate, unfortunately.  But that incident in the mines gave us plenty to do.  Tracking down rumors, starting our own.  So many tasks to tick off, officials to notify, polices to look up.  Those testimonies like the one you just did take up most of our time and so many of them.  One after another…after…another,” Glen said with irritation as he glared at Ed sideways over his shoulder. “Can’t wait until my next testimony.”

Ed smiled.  “I really hope they’ll all be just as cooperative as I was.”

Glen snorted. “Right.  You’re just bursting with sympathy, aren’t you?”

A runner boy with more pastries on a tray squeezed passed them; a purple jelly filled bread smeared onto Ed’s sleeve.  Ed frowned, wiping it out as best he could, but it only smeared into his sleeve. “Don’t you like this whole papers and books industry?”  

“I do.” Glen smiled before taking in the last sip of wine.  “Civilization, my friend!”  He rose his arms up into the air, which for the crowded hall, almost decked two people across the face.  “I know bureaucracy has a bad name to you guys with swords and cannons, but…”  He took in a deep breath through his nose.  “Smell that?”

“It smells like a bakery baking books in a library—”

“That’s civilization!  When people agree to good rules, regulations, policies that all work together seamlessly for the betterment of all.  Like gears in a finely tuned machine.  Now, that kind of bureaucracy is the mark of a good civilization.  And, we have sweets too.”  He downed the rest of his pastry in one bite with sugary powder flaking his lips and beard.  “Understand now,” he mumbled 

Ed shrugged.  What could be so exciting about staying indoors all day reading to-do lists and listening to people’s incoherent problems?  “I’ll never understand you, Glen.”

“And, I’ll never let you,” he replied, continuing to lead Ed down the busy hallway.  “You see how busy we are?  There’s no way we could have been ready for all those people’s questions out there.  They’d just be crowding the halls and giving J’rek and Taylor a hell of a bad time, but hopefully a bottle of my good reserve should ease their pain.”  He stopped and tapped his nose.  “See. There’s logic to my madness.”

“Madness of a drunk,” Ed reminded him.

“Grease for the gears,” Glen corrected him, opening the last door in the hall which led outside to a stone patio with an empty bench and chairs.  Crisp morning air rushed inside, a welcomed change to the other choking smells.  “Oh, Miss Reni,” Glen shouted, shaking his empty cup in the air.  “I’d like some more, please.”  A moment later an older short and plump woman in civilian bland clothes appeared with a bottle, ready to pour.  Her white hair, tied tightly into a bun, bounced when she uncorked the bottle.  “Oh, no, no, Miss Reni.  I’ll be taking the whole bottle today.”

“Oh, no, no, you won’t,” Miss Reni replied as she poured.  “It’s against the rules.”

“Rules, whose rules?  I make the rules!”

“It’s one of your rules you made.”  She corked the bottle, turning a wary eye on Ed.  “Hello, Major,” she said with a disapproving tone.  “In the wrong part of the building, aren’t we?”

	“A turncoat let me in.”  Ed nodded at Glen.

“He’s not in the building, Miss Reni,” Glen moaned, pulling on Ed’s clothes so he would pass him and go outside.  Ed gladly followed through, taking in the refreshing mountain air as soon as he stepped outside. “As you can see, he’s clearly outside.”

“All the same, you know the rules,” she wagged her finger, hair bun bouncing in rhythm.  “Be off soon.  All magistrates are going to be busy today.  Busy day; busy bodies.”  At another sounding of her name, she perked her head before running off again in a hurry.

“Ah, Miss Reni,” Glen said with a sigh, letting the door shut on its own. “What would I do without her?”

“She likes rules as much as you do,” Ed said, taking in where they were.  In all his years here, he had never been to this part of the Central Office.  An apparent meeting place, there was a small stone patio, metal bench, and chairs, all nestled inside a nook in the building that shadowed the morning sun, giving the place a cold damp feeling.  Red brick walls ran all around except for one side facing the Back Wood.  Sparsely wooded, he could see smoke rising from the other side.  “Bye Glen,” he said, beginning his walk.

“Wait a damn minute,” Glen called after him. “I still want to talk to you.”

“I’m on duty.”

“You know officers on duty shouldn’t lie.”

“But I’m not on duty.  Of course, I can lie.”

“I still want to talk to you.”

Ed turning back.  “Glen, I mean it.  I’m busy.  I already told you everything I know.”

“You’re always busy.  Come back, sit down.  There’s something we need to talk about.” Glen’s voice ended on a sharp edge.  His eyes were still a bit glazed, but tension quivered his tight frown.  Alright, Glen, what do you want?

Ed sighed. “Is this off the record?”

“I’m on duty, too,” he replied.  “But only while inside.  Go ahead, sit down.”

“I prefer to—"

“Pace?  That’s fine,” he interrupted, taking down the whole cup of wine at once.  “I’ll pace too.”

“OK, Glen.  What’s on your mind?”

“This Araa business,” he said quickly, almost in one breathe.

Ed’s muscles tensed.  “You have my testimony.  There’s nothing new.”

“Something doesn’t add up,” he said, pacing in front of him, ticking his pointing finger toward the ground.  He was recalling something from memory.  “I stopped by the doctor’s place last night after you talked to him—”  Ed’s heart skipped.  Last night, he informed Doctor Alexander of his new duty to end Araa’s life during surgery.  The doctor seemed to take it while enough, considering he’d break his medical oaths.  He didn’t tell Glen anything, did he?  He’s under orders not to!  No, he didn’t.  Ed exhaled. Glen wouldn’t be acting like this if he had—  “Ed? You alright?”

“Yes, fine,” Ed snapped back his attention.

“Well, then tell me.  What did the two of you talk about?  He seemed really riled up.”

“Just what you’d expect,” Ed said, trying to avoid lying to his friend. “That he’d need to perform that surgery again.  You know how risky it is.  Araa has very low chances.  I’d be nervous too.”

Glen frowned, spying his empty cup.  “Yea, I know.  But, the odd thing is, since I was there, he gave me his medical order.  Bottles, tubes, solutions, knives and drills; you know all that really expensive stuff they put you through.  But, it wasn’t half as much as what you needed.”

Ed shrugged, studying his friend.  Always so inquisitive with a mind that thrived on fitting pieces together, Glen wouldn’t stop looking into this until he was satisfied. Ed just had to satisfy it first.  “Araa has a smaller frame,” he suggested.  “She needs less.  Besides, it’s been more than several months since then.  I’m sure his skills have improved.”

“Does she need poison?”

“Poison,” Ed answered with genuine surprise.

“Yea,” Glen said slowly, returning Ed’s surprise with more suspicion.  Damn it.  “It’s just a base. Valerian, a fine purple powder.  I’ve read reports of assassins using it in the past.  Puts you to sleep, then slowly stops the heart.  Death looks natural.”

Ed chose his next words carefully.  “You’re not a doctor, Glen.  You know even wine can be a poison if you’re not careful of the dosage.  Valerian sounds like a sedative.”

Glen rubbing the bridge of his nose.  “I…I don’t know. Something’s not right.”  Yes, there is, and you guys can’t know about it. Irony how much Glen lauded procedures, laws, and regulations as a mark of good civilization, yet the powers on high subverted their own creations of pride. Irony? No, hypocrisy. Araa had to be murdered, and the crime buried to keep the Beast secret.  So what did that make him?  A hired assassin?  “You seem to think so too, Ed.”

“What?”

“You’re tensing up.”

“It’s been a long morning.  Glen, you’re over thinking.  And working too hard to—"

He suddenly grabbed Ed’s shoulders, locking his jaundice eyes with his.  “I still remember something of my military days, Ed,” he said, earnestly.  “How things –people— can get smothered over to make everyone else’s lives go easier—”

“This isn’t another case of Ninn,” Ed held himself from shouting.  That poor boy; Ed was never able to return his burned body back to his island.  No one ever cared enough to help.

Glen nodded slowly, relaxing his grip on Ed’s shoulders.  “I know.  Yes, you’re right. I just.  The way the doctor acted last night and….  Doctor Alexander…”

“Cares about Islanders too,” Ed finished Glen’s sentence.  “He will do his best to fulfill his orders.”

Glen nodded again, looking unconvinced.  “But if there is something else going on here, you would tell me, wouldn’t you?  Off the record.”

“Yes,” Ed said quickly, and didn’t regret it.  It was his duty to keep his General Orders secret and that secrecy served a prudent purpose: securing the ultimate defeat of Sig’s empire.  Only him and his three Captains knew of it, their burden to carry.  Not anyone else’s.  At least he’d get her body back to her island.

“We’ve been through a lot, Ed,” Glen reminded him.  “You wouldn’t lie to me?”

“No, Glen.  I am not lying to you.”

Glen let go of him before staring up at the sky while tapping his finger.  “I just don’t know,” he said.  “We’ve known the Doctor for so long.  He was really shaken up.  You think he might harbor some grudge against Islanders?”

“Glen.  Let.  It.  Go.”

Glen pointed to his head.  “You know I can’t.  And, what about you?  I can see how hard this has all been on you.  Beast man, maybe a cup of wine would do you some good too!  See, that’s what I mean.”  He pointed to Ed’s hands; they had curled to fists.

“It’s no surprise,” Ed blurted, rubbing his hands loose.  “Araa got exposed under my watch and now she will –might…”  His heart sped in his chest, his vision closed in.  His sensing heightening.  Another terror was coming again…  Change the subject!  “I’ll see someone,” Ed said, sitting down on the nearest metal chair.

Glen broken from his memory searching to cock his head.  “See someone?  I thought you were seeing someone?  We agreed you would.  …Don’t tell me you never went.”  Ed remained silent, rubbing hands.  It seemed to calm him, keep the terror at bay.  “Ed, I can order you to see her,” his said with sympathy.

“It’s alright.  I’ll be fine.”

“Fine? You’re falling to pieces over one slip up.”

”And you,” Ed said sternly, nodding to the empty cup in Glen’s hand.  “How many this morning?  How many yesterday?  Look at your face, Glen.  Your eyes. You’re worn out too.”

“Too,” Glen repeated, lifting his cup to eye level and examining it.  He frowned deeply.  “And this is what keeps me together.”

“Keeps you from remembering…”

Glen slowly let the cup slip his fingers and shatter on the floor.  He then took a seat opposite Ed and bowed his head onto the table.  “What the hell happened to us, Colonel?  Sure as hell not what we expected, huh?  How long?  Eighteen…”

“Eighteen and five days since we both signed up.”

Glen laughed.  “Can’t forget either, huh?  We were all fire and quake back then, weren’t we?  I admit, I think sometimes we were the stupid ones for staying.  Alecka. Gene, they had the right idea.  Didn’t they?  Peace with the Empire?  Not for them.  Alecka’s buried himself in the mountains somewhere, giving up on civilized life.  And Gene seems to be waging a holy war of her own against those conquering bastards.  One closed off, the other out in front.  And we have cooler heads?”

“Resign then,” Ed suggested, letting it linger out there.  He’d be lying if he said he never thought about it.  The armistice was one thing, a predictable and prudent action.  What can horses, cannons and even mages do against the power of the Sea Roar.  No, Ed wasn’t angry about that, but the indifference the military took over Ninn’s body was a matter entirely different.  Ninn’s only request –the only request of all Islanders who served— was to have their bodies sent home and buried on their islands.  And months after the four of them cremated his body and scattering his ashes out into sea, one of Prince Landrie’s orbiting nobles sent a letter to Ed, offering assistance.  Too damn late.  “Join them,” Ed added, sounding almost like he was convincing himself.

“The thought had crossed my mind, but… No.  My heart is in my country.”  He placed his hand over his heart, but Ed couldn’t tell if he meant it as a mocking gesture or not.  “Besides, it’s only a matter of time before we figure out how to make weapons like Sig does.  We’ll be at war with them soon enough.  And then!  We! Will! Be! Matched!”  He punched Ed’s shoulder from across the table.

“A fair fight,” Ed mused with a smile on his lips.  Maybe that’s why he stayed?  “Imagine that.”  Just the look on Sera’s face as the Prince Brothers’ armies rushed into Siga’s land with those same weapons he scorched Sosh’r would be worth all the lost sleep and terrors he had ever suffered.  She’d know then that she picked the wrong side, and for what?  To study a ‘god’?

Glen leaned in closer, whispering.  “Sooooo, how close are we?  You guys gonna start curving up that Beast soon?”

Ed smiled in reply. Little did Glen know, the orientation for that phase of the project had already happened.  The first ‘big’ cut would be made in less than two weeks.  Not a major achievement —they had already broken off small samples to learn from it—  but a start.  That material would coat the first of the military’s steam-drivers.  If successful, they would move on to more complicated machinery, producing as much as they could before next thaw.  Yes, spring promised to be a very busy season.

“I know that look,” Glen said, tapping his nose.  “Good news then?  Can’t you tell me anything?”

“Sorry,” he shrugged.  “You know I can’t.”

Glen threw up his hands.  “I know, I know.  I’m a ‘need-to-know,’ right?  But you won’t wait until flying islands start moving about before telling this old fool war’s about to break out, would you?”

“Maybe,” Ed teased, standing from his seat before stretching and letting out a big yawn.  He turned to the Back Wood, a small nature oasis among the sprawling city around it, Central Office’s little park.  “I’d better be going,” he said.  “And you better be getting back to those people.  You’ve got a noble out there too.  Lady Roz.”

“She can wait like the rest,” he said, his voice turning somber.  “I was serious in what I said.  See someone.  You’re the head of the forces here, if you can’t perform, I can’t let…“

“It’s fine, Glen.  You’re right.  I’ll go.”

“Mother Starrise,” Glen added.  “See her.  She’s good.”

“Star-rise?”  Ed frowned.

Glen shrugged.  “Those priests love their astrology.  Remember how long it took us to get Gene to spill out her real name?  Genevieve Casmarus.  A lot better than…what was it?  Whitewave Fallingstar?”

“How did you survive giving her so much grief,” Ed asked, before walking away.

“See her, Ed,” Glen called after him.  “And I will be asking.”

“Never thought one day my subordinate would be threatening me.”

Glen chuckled.  “Not here near the Office, I’m not.”

	Ed waved, continuing his way toward the Back Wood with Glen’s fading call for Miss Reni behind him.  The woods were very sparse, so sparse, he’d often walk through here to meet Glen for lunch.  So, peering long enough into them—There.  He spotted the wooden sides of a barn and the bobbling of horse heads far off between the trees.  The ‘wood’ wasn’t more than a few hundred yards through, but while in it, he could relax his posture and take in the oasis from the developing city around it. Usually he had some of his runners with him: someone to send off, someone to give him reports, someone to guard him.  In solitude moments like these, strolling among quiet trees, he treasured.  Not a soul, like when he was younger before he met Glen and Sera, exploring the mountains with nothing but his bow, knife, and the mountain wind to guide him.  With a relaxed breath, he strode inside the Back Wood.  

But soon grumbled to himself, straightening his posture and pulling his hands out of his pockets.  This isn’t how I should be acting now.  The morning sun glanced off the Central Office windows behind him and glared its rays against the trees, forming dark columns that stretch on and on.  Birds chirped, a cool breeze blew, and the smell of manure and mildew reached him, but he found himself slowing his pace, becoming more contemplative.

How would he tell Araa what happened to her?  And what was in store for her?  Even with his General Order, he still had to play the part —at least for his conscience.  Explain to her what exposer to the Beast was doing to her, and her options, as false as they were.  Glen warned him not to tell her, but how couldn’t he?  He owed her that much to put her mind at ease.  ‘It might scare her. Do more harm than good,’ Glen argued, and normally Ed would agree.  Islanders weren’t the strongest of mind, always singing their mantras and meditating —more like daydreaming— their worries away.  But shouldn’t she know what’s happening to her?  What would happen to her?  Even if it was just a lie?  A lie…. He lied to Glen just now.  And Doctor Alexander seemed less than uncomfortable in carrying out Ed’s order.  If he faltered, and somehow Araa survived, Ed would have to—  No, he stopped himself from going through with that line of thought.  But she’d be a risk in any case.  It wasn’t as if Ed could hide her under a basket; the damn girl had become ‘memorable.’  People would ask her questions.  She’d blurt out what she saw out of politeness.  Damn.  Why did this happen now?  Why couldn’t it happen in the spring when it didn’t matter? If word got out, Sig could be here in Ruby City with in the month.  Doctor Alexander must kill in her sleep.  

Ed startled himself. “Kill her in her sleep,” he whispered.  And now that he heard himself say it, his entire body constricted. That’s what he thought before, wasn’t it?  That this was murder.  Wasn’t that what the nobles were ordering him to do?  Ordering a soldier to commit murder.  Ed snickered; they probably didn’t the difference. Murder a poor girl because she happened to stumble upon their secret.  What other choice did he have?  To risk her actually surviving the operation….   

But then a thought began forming in his mind, then a plan: a way for the Doctor to keep his conscience clean and for Ed’s lie to Glen be absolved.  A smile crept on his lips.  He could even make amends to Ninn too —in a way.  He could give Araa a choice: to stay or to try to make it back home to die there.  She wouldn’t make very far, Ed knew.  The nearest island was more than a month away, far too long before she succumbed. And without help, she wouldn’t even make it anywhere near Faf’r or Sat’r.  She wouldn’t even make out of the piedmont. But, at least she would die striving for home instead on the Doctor’s table under the guise of being helped, the excavation secret would remain safe, his and the doctor’s conscience would be satisfied, and Glen would never know.

But uneasiness filled his stomach at the idea.  It meant he would have to let her go, help her out of the jails.  He remembered how weak he was even weeks after the surgery. And if they found her alive and he was found out, he’d lose his command, his chance to fight the Empire, his chance to confront Sera.  He’d lose everything.

Just an idea, he told himself, to be mauled over.

Pleased, Ed took in the sereneness of the wood.  The birds had quieted.  The breeze had died and only his slow breath puffing out fog made any noise.  Peaceful, he thought.  He reached up to above his right eye, feeling the start of a scar that stretch to the top of his head –the Doctor’s operation to remove the tumor.  Araa would have gotten the same.  It was supposed to cure him, but instead, he felt empty.  No, like something was taken from him.  What the hell happened to me?

Dread welled up in him.  His hands shook as a wave of anxiety washed through him.  He leaned his hand against a tree, just letting the sensations pass through him. Wave after wave.  It will pass.  Stop fighting me.  He shut his eyes tightly, repeating his mantra. I’ve been cut.  I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.

It will pass. He snickered at the thought that he was actually using mantras. It will pass.  Maybe those Islanders we onto something.  And that realization calmed him.  His heart slowed.  His breathing deepened.  The sense of danger passed.  The chirping of birds came to his ears as did also the neighing of horses.  He balled his fatigued hands into fists and watched the trembling subside, the muscle weakness fade.  He clenched his jaw.  “It was my fault, Araa,” he said.  “I failed Ninn too.  But, at least I can give you a choice.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part Two: Decision

 

8

 

Princess Zana Ladress II: The Eldest Brother

 

“Good morning, Mister Blue. Cyne tells me you’ve become lucid again. I’m glad. I would like to continue our talk from last time. Is that alright with you?”

“…”

“Wonderful. Now, as I recall, we were speculating as to why you’re unaffected by the Sea Roar Beast here on the island and how we can use that fact as a remedy should anyone be exposed.  As you can see.  I’m in a suit.  You are not.  What do you believe is your connection to this thing?”

“…”

“Don’t remember? It keeps you grounded? Stuck? Prison? Not a prison. A duty? Imposed by whom—”

“…”

“Who betrayed you? How did you survive?”

“…”

“Please. Mister Blue. We both can see that you have not been killed. Yes, yes. I already know your mind is frayed and disjointed. Looking into your mind’s eye is like looking into a pond stretched to fill an ocean. Thoughts seem so far from each other. No reflection of yourself, long incoherent inner speech.  Yet, here you are, communicating into my mind. You certainly are something of a mystery.”

“…”

“Others? Who’s in danger? Eventide? You can’t be serious. Well, I’m sorry to say we only found you—“

“You have to find her! I don’t know what he’s doing to her. Don’t know who else survived. So much time is lost. So much left to do. We can’t let this world be Silenced too.”

“I have to fine her? Me? Why me?”

“Because, you are the one I choose this time. You are my Champion to your people. We have a lot of work to do, Champion.”

-Conversation between Siga and Mister Blue

 

 

Zana drummed her fingers on the windowsill overlooking a majestic blue sea —the Knives’ Sea— known for its difficult navigation, but today, they shimmered like a bedecked dress, sparking in rippling waves against the early morning sun, hiding their danger. The suite Big Sig had given her this time was high in the second tower of his island’s fortified palace —the Look Out, he called it.  A ‘look out’ conjured images of her brothers building small tree-branch forts in the forests outside the Holy City, but this certainly was not a simple ‘look out.’ Its bold architecture might even have made Landrie redden with envy with all its blue dyed…everything: blue mortar, blue drapes, blue wood, stones, and carpets. All in varying shades and hues, but blue, black, and white seemed to be the theme here on the “Golden” Island —the theme of the Sea Roar.  In unsurprising contrast to Landrie, nothing was adorned with gold or jewels, no obvious show of wealth, except for modern luxuries and technologies. A joke, she assumed, that same terrible sense of humor common among the her immature Ladress siblings.

Still, the island and this Look Out did take her breath away at times. Her brothers would have loved to see it; probably would have taken some cryptic notes for their own city planning if they’d been here —if they ever come here. What would it be like to be a normal noble family competing over prosperity, power and pride instead of blood, bitterness and backbiting? The family would be together; the country would finally heal. Their mother would be resting in peace. Maybe even Gene would be less…serious? No, zealous, Zana decided. And less dark. All she wrote about were dark things. But maybe even for herself, Zana would indulge in the luxuries of a normal life of a noble: find a good suitor, an honorable virtuous husband of good stock, start a family of her own, and expand the Holy City. A noble man from a noble house with noble ambitions, if such a person existed. Her little espionage always seemed to dash her opinions of people, something Fiora Cortress warned her about. She shook her head, banishing the thought. Stay in the present.

A knock came at the door. Sig’s Master of Servants, Cyne Munda, it could only be him. “Your Highness,” came that familiar slow and deliberate voice, a voice of a man that seemed to contemplate every word, making her always irritatingly insecure about how she spoke. “May I come in?”

Zana closed her eyes. She and Big Sig never had their ‘brother-sister’ breakfast this early. Could it be her itinerary already? That would make sense; Sig always gave her one and it was ‘helpful’ to know where and how she had to spend her visit. “It’s unlocked, come in,” she said, hoping the intruder wouldn’t hear.

Zana sighed as the door clicked open.  Be always proper, her mother would say, so she straightened her posture and turned to face him. Standing before her, erect as the building around her, was Cyne, wearing the same blue, black and white theme as the Look Out with his usual demeanor matching its impersonal foundation. If it hadn’t been for his darker skin, he’d blend in and disappear. Bald with a clean shave revealed angular and boney facial features. Although almost always as stoic as the fortress around him, he held his chin up slightly with eyelids slightly slitted in apparent boredom, or perhaps inquisitive. Yes, pretentiously examining and judging everything.  

“His Majesty would like me to inform you that breakfast may be a little late today,” he said with all the assuming dignity she’d come to expect from those blessed by the King-Maker. The King-Maker, being the name of the Shard residing in their capital, Paulina’s Peak on the Highlands, blessed many of them with the ability to coerce emotions, even —if the stories were true— convince many of the legitimacy of one’s reign by projecting magnanimity, loyalty, strength of will on others, creating false, yet unbreakable, narratives.  Even some of her potential suitors tried that craft on her. Idiots. Lady Fiora quite literally put the fear of death into them. Cyne, thankfully, never showed any sign of affecting her emotions —except one, her patience. No, he was just haughty, Zana decided, from the first moment she met him. But for all his arrogance, Cyne was much more consistent than Big Sig, and for that reliability at least, Zana did appreciate him.

“Is he still feeling frail this morning,” she asked. “Last night, you told me he wasn’t well enough to greet me and mine.”

“No, as a matter of fact, he is feeling much better,” he replied with a tone that seemed to suggest they were equals. Zana tried her best to keep her expression light. “But, pressing imperial matters needed his immediate attention.”

“Ah, well. I’m happy to hear he is well then. I’ll wait here till he’s ready.” She turned back to the window and the wonderful view sprawled out before her, but Cyne remained like a permanent shadow.

“His Majesty has asked me to escort you to the table to wait for him there,” Cyne said.  “It’s a much more pleasant place than this room. You would enjoy it.”

“Oh,” Zana replied. Pretty presumptuous of him to think what she’d enjoy. She didn’t move, soaking in the cool breeze of the ocean from a high enough perch that only a hint of salty air reached her. Still, she wouldn’t mind leaving this room. As spacious and luxurious as it was, she was anxious to move about outside. To do something. Never mind that Cyne would probably plant his feet there waiting for her till Almighty returns. So, she walked over to the armoire and selected a light blue mantle for herself. Placing it on her shoulders, she told Cyne to lead the way. He bowed curtly, opening the door for her.

“Thank you, Cyne,” she said, passing into the warmth of the tower interior, a broad hallway that stretched the width of the tower. Zana walked to the opposite side, marveling at Sig’s gas lighting he had installed everywhere. So much more reliable than having one of her mages running around filling and refilling gems all the time. Big Sig offered to equip her palace with the lighting, but certainly, that would mean she’d have to buy the fuel from him. Not to mention the thought of having his so-called ‘engineers’ anywhere near her home unnerved her.

“Would you like me to schedule a demonstration of these lamps,” Cyne asked, joining her. “The manufacturing is done downtown, but we have a repair facility below us.”

“No,” she said, still debating. “But I would like to know how Sig comes up with these new mechanisms.”

“Ah,” he replied with a perk in his voice. “He is a brilliant man, but you would have to ask him how his mind works.” She let a slight smile creep on her lips, softening her eyes. Maybe, she could tease some information out of him.

“Cyne, yes I would like to know how these are made.”

He nodded stoically. “His Majesty would like that.  These are one of his early works, and comparatively simple to understand.”

“Oh?  Then these aren’t from the Sea Roar?”

Cyne turned away, leading her down the hall. “The artifact—”

Zana cleared her throat.

“You’ll have to excuse me,” he said, unapologetically. “I do not consider that object anything but an object. The gods, if they exist, shouldn’t have need of flesh, meat, rock, or otherwise.” For all his stoicism, Zana detected disdain in his voice. The King-Maker, as many of her prospecting suitors have told her, had selected a new ‘King’ around the time she ascended to the throne  —a Prophetess, she was told— and Cyne had escaped the revolution. Perhaps his disrespect led their country’s patron deity to select a more devote sovereign.

“So, you’ve said before,” she replied. “But in my presence, you will address them as they are.  Understood?”

“Whatever makes your stay more comfortable,” he said, omitting the honorific.

“Continue.”

“The Shard does not have any use for gas, so, no. His Majesty, along with his team, invented it on their own.” That didn’t answer her question, however. She knew Sig to be smart and an extremely skilled memorizer, but it seemed every visit he had some new device to show off. How did he have time to do it all?

Cyne led her down the empty hall so silent that she noticed the wind buffeting the walls outside.

Eager to question him again, she asked, “how many reside in this tower?”

Cyne, with his hands clasped behind his back, answered without turning around. “This tower is reserved for dignitaries. From base to summit, it can support one hundred and ninety-nine residents,” he said with a sharp point.

“And…”

He looked over his shoulder at her. “Yes?” As reserved as ever. Gossip from this man was as difficult as prying Makim from the kitchen. Her heart dropped. Makim, poor Makim. She still hadn’t decided what to reveal to Sig, but he’d definitely try probing her mind for anything. Put it out of your mind, she told herself. She had to be ready for him.

“Cyne, this tower is empty,” she continued. “I haven’t seen a soul. Where is everyone?”

“Most of the current visiting dignitaries happen to be elsewhere at the moment,” he answered, enigmatically. “Your retinue has been given lodge in the lower levels. If you require something, I’m sure I can help you.”

“That’s thoughtful of you, Cyne,” she said, trying to think of how to coach more out of him, but within moments, he led her to one of the tower lifts. She stopped before entering it. Powered by the Sea Roar, she couldn’t —wouldn’t step on it.

Cyne turned and as though guessing her thoughts said, “It’s the only way up from here.”

“No stairs?  I walked up to this level.”

“No stairs,” he repeated with stubborn finality.

“Then I won’t join my brother for breakfast.  He can come down here, if he wants, but I will not get on that lift.”

“Your Highness, His Majesty requires fresh air this morning to recover from yesterday’s frailty. Am I to say that the Archduchess won’t meet with him because of scruples?”

Zana jerked her head straight, blinking a few times. Keeping eye contact with this pretentious man was the only thinking keeping her in discipline. “Archduchess?” She even stuttered saying the word. Cyne opened his mouth— “No,” she quickly said. “Don’t explain.” She walked into lift and the door closed behind her. “I want a word with my dear ‘Archduke’ brother.”

“His title would be Emperor.”

“Push your damn button,” she hissed.

Cyne didn’t change his expression, cool and indifferent, as he pushed some button on the wall and the lift began rising. “Are you not feeling well,” he asked.

“Why,” she snapped, trying to loosen her tight jaw.

“You appear flush. Perhaps the cool deck air would do you some good also.”

Her eye twitched. Cyne was testing her —always tested her— and worse, he seemed to be getting better at it. Were all people from the King-Maker’s lands so acidic or just those born with his blessing? Or was it his education in the Demos that made him so hostile toward her? Those anti-monarch propagandists poisoned his mind, yet he did respect her brother. Yes, that would be it: a distasteful joke from Sig. In whispers, he would call her ‘archduchess’ teasingly with undertones of the Holy City becoming part of his empire. But he knew Mother’s wishes. He knew the Holy City had to remain neutral. But now his servants were calling her that? How far did he intend to carry on his games? If rumors were to spread back home, she’d have to address it and threaten her vow of neutrality. Damn you, Sig.

“Cyne,” she said in a slow calm voice. “You do know how the titles and rights of the Ladress Family are conferred, don’t you?”

“I believe so.”

“Don’t call me archduchess again.  I am a princess of my own sovereign land.”

“Of course, Your Highness,” he said, sounding more of acknowledgment than real understanding. Sig, I will respect Mother’s wishes even if I have to embarrass us.

Before long, a bell rang, and the lift slowed. The doors slid open to the chill of the morning air, revealing a great stone patio and a bright blue sky above; they had reached the tower’s summit. Tables and chairs sprawled the level and to her surprise, there were quite a few people lounging about. In groups of two or three, some reclined with beverages, others at table, while others stood by the tower’s parapet, overlooking the scenery. Not so ill last night to turn your guests away, were you, she thought. And they all seemed like important guests too. By their mien, she guessed them to be nobles, statesmen, and ambassadors, all wearing colors some she recognized, others she didn’t. Sig’s servants, wearing a simpler version of Cyne’s uniform, ran about the patio tending to them. Zana gripped her mantle, pulling it tighter across her chest.  She was woefully under dressed, even forgoing her circlet. This was supposed to be a casual breakfast.  So this is why the tower’s so empty. Everyone is here.

“Who are these people,” she whispered, hesitant to leave the lift.

“Some of them are Governors and their spouses. Others are potential Regents of various future protectorates under consideration,” he said, not answering her question at all. “There has been a bit of excitement here on the island, but His Majesty would not turn you away.” Zana caught a bit of annoyance in those last words. Cyne walked out. “Please follow me, Princess.”

Zana looked herself over, ruffling out creases in her ankle-length dress and white blouse that thankfully covered the unflattering bodice. Painfully under dressed, she thought about pushing the button and returning to her room but then a loud voice caught her attention. “Cyne! Finally, you’re here! Did you have to build a set of stairs up here?” Jovial.  Mocking. Unpredictable. Big Sig.

“Uh, no, Your Majesty,” his eyes shifted to her, no doubt seeing her discomfort. She could almost see a slight grin tugging at his otherwise relaxed mouth. “I have Princess Zana Ladress the Second here for you.”

“All that?  Quite formal,” Sig said curiously from out of her view. Zana stepped back deeper into the lift; maybe after a brief ‘talk’ with her brother she could go back to her room and change. “So that little archduchess joke didn’t go well, did it?” A joke? She almost shouted, feeling a mixture of relief and aggravation. Breakfast promised to be fun, she thought sarcastically.

“Uh, no, it didn’t, Your Majesty,” he looked at her again, this time with a flat expression.

Sig finally came into view. “Hello, Your Highness,” he said before bowing and drawing the attention of some of the dignitaries. He smiled, showing wrinkles in the corners of his eyes and forehead under Father’s black hair and their mother’s blond highlights. A thick short beard clung to his face with graying sideburns, but his hazel eyes were surprisingly lucid, considering how ‘ill’ he must have been the night before. She couldn’t help but let a smile out herself, for a much as Landrie acted like their father, Siga looked more like him, and it softened her a bit to see he wore casual clothes too, except of course, he wore his circlet on his head.

She grabbed her hips. “Cyne said you were going to be late.”

“I hurried.”

“And that we were having breakfast alone.”

He reached out his hand for her. “I’m sorry. It couldn’t be helped. I had already postponed this appointment once before.”

She still hesitated, fluffing invisible dirt off her blouse. “You could have told me you were expecting others.”

Sig waved his hands at his own attire. Grey pants, white silk shirt that flapped in the wind. “They dress for us, Za’nina. Not we for them. Besides, my little sister can look beautiful in anything.” He reached his hand out again. With a huff, she took it and joined him outside. “Everyone, my lovely sister has finally arrived,” he announced raising her hand in his. “Don’t any of your try to steal her away, now.”  All those there paused their conversations for a moment and raised their glasses. She returned with a wave and smile, trying keep herself from blushing with embarrassment. “In a few short moments, we will begin.”  Begin?  “Cyne,” Sig called before pointing to Tower One, the tallest of the towers on Look Out, which stood boldly a great distance at the other side of the palace.  It rose some twenty stories taller and, up on top, barely in view, was another of Big Sig’s ideas, a telescope pointed to the heavens. She could barely make out people bobbling above the parapets.

Cyne immediately went off and unrolled a small yellow flag, waving it about toward that the tower.

“Begin what,” Zana leaned into her brother. “Please, no surprises.”

He ignored her, opening his hand toward an empty table in the center of a cluster of tables. “Hungry,” he asked. She eyed him a moment before sitting down, her brother pushing the chair underneath her.  “I thought you were ill last night, but you look healthy.”

“Well, I lied,” he said, sitting down beside her instead of the opposite side of the table. “Or better yet, an excuse. Yes, excuses are better than lying, aren’t they?”

“Generally,” she said with concern. Maybe he wasn’t well. Maybe this time, it was his mind that weakened and not his body.  

“Yet, what are excuses but just rationalized lies,” she tested him, but he ignored her. Instead, he rose an arm to one of his servant who immediately rushed over.

“What will you be having, Your Graces,” the servant asked.

“Well, that depends,” Sig replied, glancing a look at Cyne. Cyne fanned his fingers out. “I suppose we have a few minutes. I’ll have a vegetable drink, heavy tomato and dash of red summer. …Wait, reverse that.  Dash of tomato, heavy red summer.”

“Isn’t it early for red summer,” she asked, bumping her arm against his.

“It’s late somewhere. Besides, it’s been a …hectic few days and today —in few minutes— I’ll need it.”  So that’s it. He wasn’t frail at all, just occupied with a new device. She gazed over to Tower One, seeing small black figures against the blue sky rushing around. The telescope jetting up behind them.

“That’s not where you should be looking,” he said.

“Where then?”

“To Syven, he wants to take your order.”

She blinked a few times. “Oh, yes, thank you.  Uh, I’ll have the same.”  The servant said some obligatory acknowledgment, but Zana couldn’t keep her eyes off the other tower. What had Sig built now?  Did he manage to figure out how to breath more life into Sea Roar?

“I see it’s been a ‘hectic’ week for you too,” he said, leaning back on his seat while looking intently at her. She noticed her focus drifting and thoughts began to wander—

She smacked her lips. “Don’t,” she said, pointing a finger at him.

“Don’t?” He flashed his eyebrows, smiling sheepishly.

“If you’re trying to read my mind, you know I’ll be able to read yours too, dear brother. Any secrets you wish to share. Hmm?”  

He laughed.  “OK, O. K,” he raised his palms in surrender. “We’ll use boring old words then. So…inefficient. I was hoping we could have a little fun with my guests. What happened to those conversations we used to have when you were little? You leading me around the gardens, drinking imaginary tea, pretending to be a mage princess. I think I walked you down the marriage aisle at least a dozen or so times.  Who was your imaginary husband?  Oh, I remember—”

“If you think you’re being funny—”

“I am being funny.”

She pouted, crossing her arms. “What I remember is that we stopped having those mental conversations about the same time you were courting Alia Belefont. I remember some of your thoughts about her being—”

“Wow, Z,” he chuckled and exposed his neck to her. “You really go right for the jugular, don’t you?”

“You started it,” she said, smiling triumphantly.

“Yes, yea, I did,” he replied, glancing around him while tapping his finger on the table. “How was your trip here,” he asked with his attention elsewhere. “Not too eventful, I hope.”

“No, no. Pleasant.” She looked around too, trying to figure what Sig was looking for.

“And, our ‘governess?’  She came too?”

“Who?”

“Lady Fiora Cortress,” Sig whispered.

Zana chuckled.

“What?”

“Yes, Fiora came and she still wants a word with you.”

“She had her chance when we were little. Tell her I’m busy.”

“You might insult her. She’s pretty old now, you wouldn’t want her last memories of you to be sour.”

“Wouldn’t be the first person,” he muttered with a grimace. She cursed herself for saying that. He and mother parted on sour notes too. “How are the other ladies doing? Well, I hope,” he changed the subject while squinting his eyes on the other tower and mouthing numbers.

“Ladies?  There are quite a few engagements I have to plan,” she replied as vague as possible. Despite her brothers’ break up, the ladies from all over the Ladress Kingdom still came to the Holy City and she welcomed them: her prime source of information. Although Makim’s wife, Sabina, hadn’t come for any dinner parties in a while now. She meant to check up on that. Never enough time. “Receptions, plays, festivales. Charities and our own ‘little empire building.’”

He looked at her longways, screwing his lips in sarcasm.

She scrunched up her nose at him. “I can’t have ambitions of my own?”

“No,” he said with a sharp point. She couldn’t tell if he was serious or playing a joke.

“No?” She tested.

He mocked a deep frown at her. “Look how much fun I’m having with my ambitions. Don’t be in such a hurry to grow up, Za’nina.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to—” she stopped herself.

“Not going to what?”

Not going to conquer other lands, she intended to say. “Stop growing,” she said instead. “It’s autumn, a very busy time for us. Harvest has already begun and so has some of the festivities.  …You missed the Golden Lady’s Festival,” she said slowly, testing him, trying get a hint of how he would react if she let Mak enter her city.

He snapped a cold look at her. “Ask your brothers,” he said coolly.

Damn. That settled that. She wouldn’t tell him now, she decided, not about Makim. Not now at least.  Maybe when Sig feels more relaxed, she’d try again. Maybe, the only price Sig would ask for would be to let him see Mother too. She could manage that secret against the other three much better than hiding Mak from Sig.

Sig’s foot tapped against the stone floor as he stared at Tower One, losing himself in the view. Then suddenly, “How’s Landrie, Advin and Makim,” he said in a casual tone. But she knew better. The corners of his lips tugged down slightly, his eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and not for focusing on the distance tower.

“Well, well, they’re doing well. We were together a couple of week ago.”

“Unusual. So soon?”

“Yes, well.  Mak had a very good year for his wine,” she excused. “He was excited to share.”

“Odd,” Sig answered. “I haven’t seen anything new from his distributors. Good for him. I don’t blame you for trekking out to see them, if he was cooking… he was cooking, right?”

“Oh yes, yes. He did.”

“Glad he still has the stamina for it.”

Dancing around the subject, she now wanted to tell him to the whole truth, if just to unburdened herself of Mak’s terrible secret. But they hated each other now, and years of resentment have built up such high walls over what? Mother’s assassination that could have been nothing more than a stray arrow by some reveler? No, she didn’t believe it was a stray arrow either. But Zana couldn’t do everything, be everything for everyone. Why didn’t Sig look for the real killer? Too busy being ‘world-defender.’ Why couldn’t her other brothers look for the killer. Too busy conspiring against Sig. Her own investigation came up with nothing, but by the time she gained full authority over the Holy City, the killer’s trail had become colder than the sea. All she found out was the poison on the arrow, Valerian, too common to be any good.  If she was any more cynical, she’d believe it was all planned by that assassin to break up the family …too cynical or too afraid to consider it?  She didn’t want—

“It’s fine, Z,” he said, giving her a wide smile.

She relaxed her expression, realizing she had been frowning.

“You don’t have to tell me anything you’re not comfortable with. I’m just happy you’re here.”

“No, no, it’s alright,” she replied, knowing from experience staying silent only made Sig’s mind go to darker places. Thankfully, Syven, Sen, or whatever his name was returned with a large bowl of the drink they ordered and two empty glasses.

He preceded to pour for them. “Your Majesty, I took the liberty of bringing out a decanter. I hope it’s to your liking.”

“Always thoughtful, thank you,” he said, then muttered, “If this doesn’t work, I’ll need it.”

Before Zana could asked him what he meant by that, he raised his glass to meet hers. “Same old toast.”

“Yes of course. To our family reunion.”

He snorted before taking in a big gulp, his foot still tapping the ground. He readjusted himself on his seat before running his hands through his hair. Whatever he was worried about caused his old tick to appear, his fidgeting.

She took a drink. Delicious, hearty, yet mild with spice, but deceptively alcoholic. She’d have to be cautious. This wasn’t the Red Rock with Landrie and the others. At least they were not actively trying to annex the Holy City. Sig was. She placed the drink down. “What treat are we in for,” she asked.

“First,” he said. “Since you said it was alright. What are they up to these days?  Lan, Ad and Mak?”

Despite herself, she took another drink. “Oh, they’re well…  Landrie’s still mining. Advin’s industry is doing well, moving more toward machine parts now—” Sig grinned. Under the armistice, Ad had to change much of his industry to supply Sig. “And Mak has his produce.”

“I know how their industries are doing,” he said, turning back to the tower across the expanse. “How are they personally?”

She stared at her drink, turning the glass in semi-circles. How should she answer? That Mak was dying, seeing visions of the Almighty’s return. That would certainly blaze Sig’s paranoia into a wildfire. She resisted a snort, thinking of how Gene would react when Mak tells her of his visions. He wasn’t convinced they were from the Almighty anymore, but who knows what Gene would think with her research on the Chills. She almost laughed. Gene and Sig seemed to share the same madness now. In another world, the two might have worked together. Now, Zana was the only sensible one.

He leaned back, hands together behind his head. “Let me guess. Ad’s a bachelor, again, isn’t he?”

“Yes. He. Is,” she groaned, hoping the subject would put him more at ease.

Sig smiled, taking another deep drink. His tapping foot slowed. “I told you not to try. He never seemed all that interested in that…sort —no, that’s not right. He’s just more interested in efficiency and process.  Remember that miniature ship we all had to build when we were little? After he built his, he wrote down a faster way and had ten hired hands build ten in half the time. ‘A good job shouldn’t be done twice,’ isn’t that what he always said? …I really wish he could be here. I could really use his help. I suppose I’ll settle on him making parts for me.”

“I thought you contracted with him to make his land more depended on you.” She gasped, but it was too late. For a moment, she let herself feel too comfortable. She cursed the delicious drink, but took a another sip anyway to mask her flub.

Sig laughed. “Is that what he thinks? Well, he’s partly right. And very smart man; he’s a Ladress, so I’m not surprised. His idea of contract work in tour rotations across the country was ingenious.”

“I don’t think so,” Zana whispered, remembering the shanty town of displaced families settling around her Holy City, another mess waiting for her when she got home.

“You’ve got only one city, Z. Imagine an entire country. By centralizing major works like mining and manufacturing and circulating workers around the country, local loyalties are discouraged, national allegiances are strengthened. Men and women from one part of the country mingle and mix with the other parts. Less of that feudal competition Father and Mother had to deal with. Nasty business having to rein in a lord or lady who’s become too big for their hill. Especially for Mother, after Father died, she had to…bare…her fangs…. I’m sorry, I’m boring you, aren’t I?”

“No, no,” she forced a smile.  Just seeing how short-sighted all of you are. “Sounds much like those Demos hypocrites. You remember what they did to Mother’s family and the other nobles on the other side of the mountains.”

“Yes, I do,” he said, darkly. “But she would say good ideas are good ideas despite where they come from, you know that.”

She wanted to argue more about their disastrous tour-policy, but Sig seemed to have relaxed. And being relaxed meant she could learn more from him. Not that it made any difference if she did argue. She was their little sister stewarding over their prize, the Holy City. What leverage did she have over them?  Lan, Ad, and Mak only cared for Sig’s head. Sig only cared for his empire-building. If she could deny them both what they wanted, maybe she could get them to listen.

“But, it’s not what Father wanted,” he waved his drink between the two of them as his eyes grew dark and distant. “We both want the same thing, Z. You and me. We want the family together again.”  Then he leaned and whispered. “Father knew it too. That we need a strong unified Ladress for when this so-called ‘Almighty’ returns and his ‘Vassals’ are exposed for what they really are.  The Seven,” he mocked a laugh. “Culling the human race. I don’t doubt for a damn second that’s why Mother was killed.”

Zana sipped, groaning inwardly. That again. Usually, she’d have a whole afternoon, maybe even up to the evening, without Sig spouting his insane blasphemes.

“But, I don’t want to argue,” he said, leaning back again. “And I still want to ask…how angry are they with me now?”

“Sig…I…”

“I know, I know. Thank you for trying. They say time heals these sort of things, but I’m starting to think time just scars the wound. Just tell me what you can. Their hopes, goals?”

Plotting to end your reign and hang you for murder, she thought, but instead said, “Please, can we talk about something else?”

“Sure, that’s fine. How is your reign doing? Anything I can help with?”

Zana rolled her eyes, sipping again. “You want to talk about that? I don’t know Sig, maybe you should tell me how my reign is doing?”

He scrunched up his nose at her, mimicking her earlier. “I do it to protect you,” he said. “I don’t trust those priests, Za’nina. They’re doing something in their ‘sacred’ places they don’t want us to know about.  They’ve even fought against me, remember?”

“You are dismantling the Almighty’s body,” she said casually. “You had to expect that.”

“Hmm…you seem to be in argumentative mood, Z.  Is there something wrong?”

She nodded to the other tower.

“Oh, right. Surprises. But routines are boring. You need to live a little.”

“Routines are stable, Sig. Our people need them to thrive.”

“OK, Mother.”

She pouted. “Fine, how’s your…empire, doing?”

He looked up to the sky, crunching his eyebrows together. “Well, considering as my reign almost came to an end last week, I’d say pretty good.”

Zana creased her lips together.  “I was being sincere.”

“So was I. There was a problem in the city. A big problem that might have destroyed everything I’ve built here.” His voice became steely, a sadness in his distant gaze. She recognized it. All downhill from here. He’d be talking conspiracies soon.

“But…,” she aided him to continue. The most she could do now was listen.

“But, a hero of the Isle appeared and saved the day.” His gaze refocused on his glass and he smiled.  She almost startled; that was a change in him. She was sure he on his way to closing her and everyone around off from him. Shrugging, he added, “Maybe there is a god, but he’s not the Almighty.” 

Hope? Was that a hint of optimism in Sig? It blindsided Zana so much, she didn’t know what to say, least of all how to encourage it, so she was actually glad that Cyne approached them.

“They’re ready, Your Majesty,” Cyne said with a curt bow.

Sig guzzled his drink before straightening in his chair. “Alright, pass out the goggles.” Cyne marched off while Sig stood, raising his arms up. “Everyone, please. May I have your attention.” The murmuring quieted until only the sound heard was the flapping of Sig’s banners whipping the air overhead. “First, I want to thank you all for coming. I am especially appreciative of the Grand King Wyen who came all the way from the liberated Sands. I know he’d rather be home watching the Steppe for that Prophetess’s Knights. But I assure you, after what you see here now, your lands —all your lands will be protected.” Zana turned, finding a short obese dark-skinned man in browns and golds with his arms crossed, nodding reservedly with a cool expression on him. Beside him was another dark skinned tall woman, standing oddly defensive with her arms relaxed by her sides. Zana recognized a refinement in her pose. Two heads of state, she guessed.  “Now, my Master of Servants, the good gentleman, Cyne, will be passing out goggles to be placed over your eyes. Please do so as it is for your protection.”

Sig sat back down, a gleam in his eye. “You are going to love this.”

“Why are you showing me this,” Zana said, looking around at the expectant crowd. This was clearly some demonstration of some new weapon of Sig’s. “I shouldn’t be here.”

Sig lifted an eyebrow. He didn’t get it, did he? He really thinks Zana is on his side. That her Holy City was his. She’s not on his side; she’s on the family’s side, on their Mother’s side. “Don’t give me that face, Z.  You’re my sister. What do I have to hide from you or my brothers? We’ll be one someday again. Just like you believe. Or we’ll all be taking trips to the Dark Well.”

Cyne came back and placed a parasol into the hole at the center of the table, opening it up to block the sun. Then he gave each of them goggles before moving on.

Wearing them, she said, “You’re being awfully careless, brother. I might end up telling Landrie.”

He turned to her with a chuckle edging his lips. “I know,” he said before calling out, “Cyne, are we ready?”

“Yes, Your Majesty, everyone has their protection.”

“Everyone,” Sig called out. “If you’d be so gracious as to turn your attention north, out into sea.”  Everyone turned and walked over to the edge of the parapet with murmurs and excitement growing. Zana went to get up herself, but Sig grabbed her arm to stop her. “Out there,” he continued shouting, “You can see a boat—”

“It’s a freighter,” one said.

“Yes, a freighter,” Sig cut in. “It’s the largest ship in my navy. Unsinkable by Nature or Nature’s—”  He glanced at Zana.  “Well, just Nature is a good start, I suppose. Now, witness the might of man! Cyne, if you’d please signal Sera to begin.”

Cyne rose a flag and waved it thrice. Immediately, a loud groaning like metal on metal rang from Tower One. Everyone —including Zana— turned—

“Uh, Uh,” Sig warned. “Please, everyone, eyes on the freighter or you just might miss the show.”

With Sig’s hold on her arm, Zana had no choice but to recline into her seat, folding her arms. From her position, she had no view of anything, even the parasol hid what was happening on Tower One. “Can’t I see?”

“I thought you didn’t want to.”

“Well I—”

Suddenly, the hairs of Zana’s arms and neck electrified as a low hum vibrated the stone floor. The air seemed to saturate with static, tingling her skin, or maybe it was something Sig’s new device was doing?  People chortled, talking in low whispers. Sig closed his eyes with his head titled down as though meditating.  The hum turned into whining, louder and louder, uncomfortable pressure building in her ears. She wanted to get up, rip her arm from Sig’s hand and see what was going on—

The next thing Zana heard was a muffled thud, a bright light flinched her eyes shut, and a strong gust of wind wrapped around her. Then a deafening roar like that of a great beast deep within the world, shaking the Look Out to its foundation. Within the roar, she heard what sounded like a horrendous scream like that of lion yelping but deeper, crueler.

When the roar subsided, her skin down to her bones vibrated, even her teeth felt like that they were rattling in place until all grew still again. Silence. No sound, even from the banners overhead.

Opening her eyes, she saw that most of the dignitaries laid on the ground, phased, stumbling around but unhurt. Then the sky darkened with a sudden burst of rain, a torrent falling fast and hard on them before quickly streaming off the tower through the machicolations; the sunlight returned. Sig finally let go of her arm as a wide satisfied grin stretched across his face with the dignities muttering terrible and terrifying remarks at what they just seen. The freighter was gone. The ocean boiled.

Sig refilled his glass and rose from the table. “Honored Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, I present to you a new defensive weapon to protect your states.” Each of the dignitaries, now drenched through with salt water, stared at her brother with blank faces. Even the Grand King from the Sands and his posed guest were visibly shaken. “It is my intention to install one —and only one— at a strategic location of my choosing with in your territories, only to be used at my discretion. Any comments, questions so far?” Nothing, but the blowing breeze. “I understand this is a lot to digest and I do apologize for the rain, but this demonstration could hardly have been done indoors.” He laughed, but again, everyone else remained stunned to silence.  “Well, please follow the good gentlemen Cyne. He will take you back to your changing rooms and escort you in one hour to Tower One, where my Chief Engineer Sera Gallegos will give you a tour of the…uh, I haven’t even named it.” He looked at her thoughtfully. “I’ll have to think of one. Again, thank you all.” Sig signaled to Cyne, who started gathering the speechless crowd and ushering them down the tower. Sig, still smiling, sat, taking in a deep victorious drink. He turned to her. “You’re welcome,” he said.

But Zana didn’t know what to say. She was as speechless as the others. That…whatever that was, it was beyond anything she’d ever seen from him. It had to be...the power of the Sea Roar.”

“For your clothes,” he added, tugging at her sleeve. She jerked out her daze, realizing her clothes were dry. “I didn’t want you to wear something better only to get it ruined. But I suppose it worked out in the end.”

“What…what just happened,” she managed to utter.

He sighed in relief, sinking into his seat, tension in his face melting away. “You have no idea how worried I was about that. We all could have been—”

“What in Almighty’s name was that?”

“Survival, Z,” he said, raising back up with his glass in hand. He stood and walked toward the parapet in the direction of the freighter. He signaled with his head for her to join him and she did. There was no freighter; she expected that from the faces of those others, but she also saw a thick mist, a fog, in the distance and waves radiating from there. It reminded her of steam from a pot of boiling water.

“This isn’t survival,” Zana whispered. “This is…I don’t know what this is.”

“It’s a defensive weapon,” he said without a hint of apology.

“Defensive or not, how can you use divine power so crudely—”

“Divine power,” he scoffed. “I didn’t use that…Shard’s power to do this.”

 “Then how—”

“What did I tell everyone? What did I tell you before? If we’re going to survive what’s coming, we need to depend on man,” he pointed to his temple. “Even if the Almighty existed, he’s dead, isn’t he? He’s not protecting our skies anymore, so we have to now. And his broken body…Golden Lady, the Sea Roar, the King-Maker. All the others. They are nothing but raw materials let to help us do just that. And we should learn to use them to fend for ourselves.” Sig’s eyes drew to slits as he stared out into the ocean, a tight frown hugged the corners of his lips. “I know you think I don’t believe in the Seven. I do, Z. But they aren’t gods. They are…as terrible as the One-King and twice as ruthless. I won’t let them cull us again.”

Still stunned, Zana decided to drop the matter. She still wanted to get as much information out of him as she could, but not now. She needed time to process all of this.

“I’d like to install one inside the Holy City,” he said. “I’m sure the religious wouldn’t mind. It’s not ‘sacred’ power I’m using.”

“No,” she said, reflexively.

He glanced at her longways as though he expected her to explain herself. “Not going to bite,” he said.  “Just…’no’?”

“I’ve learned it doesn’t help,” she said. “You believe and do whatever you want to believe and do.” …Just like her other three brothers.

“That’s disappointing.” He finished his drink and Zana allowed the silence to come between them. A few seagulls flew low near the water, their muted calls echoing among the crashing waves.  “I miss them,” Sig said softly.  “Lan, Ad, and Mak. How much I miss them.”

“I know,” was the only thing she thought of saying.

He sighed, his expression softening.

She looked out too; the fog and mist in the distant had already dissipated. So much power, even if stationary, was more than she ever saw or even read about. There were, of course, powerful magic. Stories of the first Queen of Ladress, the Mage Queen, baffled credibility, but nothing this…destructive. And Sig at its control. She shuttered, holding onto herself.

“You’re afraid, aren’t you,” he asked.

“Cold,” she lied.

He rose an eyebrow.

“What could I be afraid of? A weapon that can boil an ocean?” But they both seem to know who she was more afraid about.

He closed his eyes against the sun. “It’ll work out, Z. It has to. Father—”  He stopped himself, straightening his posture suddenly. He then shrugged, turned and hugged her. She stiffened, but then forced herself to relax. “I’m really happy you came,” he whispered. “My health is peaking; I can feel it. The next few days, we’re going to get a lot done!” His voice picked up in euthanasia.  A lot done? A sinking feeling came over her; he really was serious about installing one of those monstrosities near her city.

He let go and she noticed his eyes had reddened. Sniffling, he said. “If anything big is going on with those three ‘idiots,’ you’d tell me, right?  Mak, Ad, and Lan. Anything important.”

What? Zana focused her attention on her thoughts. No, he hadn’t been reading her.  She wasn’t even thinking about Mak at all.

“Of course, I would,” she said, trying not to sound uncertain.

“Good,” he replied, smiling. Then waving his hand, he added, “Come on Z. We’ve got about an hour before we have breakfast with some of the world’s most powerful. Let’s go meet our hero of the island.”

We’ve got…?  Our hero?  Zana’s stomach wasn’t looking forward to breakfast anymore.
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Celeste Casmarus: The Priest and the Investigator 

 

“Why can’t we see His Imperial Majesty? We’ve traveled all the way from our Sands to meet him.”

“His Excellency is ill at the moment, but rest assured, he will see—“

“What Insolence! He threatens us, offers unity, then scoffs when we travel to…meet…him.”

“Hello, King Wyen. Yes, it’s as you’ve guessed. I’m Siga Ladress and I can see in your mind’s eye your worry over the Amerand child. Don’t. We’re are close to securing—”

“Please, you need rest, Your Excellency—”

“No, it’s alright, Cyne. I feel more myself. And you, Grand King? Would you join me for some refreshment. I can see how tired you are.”

“I…I apologize. We…uh, we can lodge in the city and return tomorrow when you’re well.”

“But I’m well now, Wyen. Come. Have a drink with me. Share your thoughts. You were so bold a few moments ago.”

-Conversation between Emperor Siga, Master of Servants Cyne, and Grand King Wyen from the Sands

 

 

“We’re almost there,” the coachman said with his gravelly voice. He sat outside on the box seat guiding the horses south along the Median Road. He didn’t tell Sil his name and when she asked, he laughed and told her she didn’t have enough money to know. Not very comforting, but he was hired by the Doyenne and the Synod so Sil would suffer him as her coachman. “Remember, once we cross the border, you’re not a priest,” Priest, the word ached in her chest. This man obviously didn’t know, but he knew enough to make her wonder how much they told him. Only what he needed to know, she consoled herself. “There’ll be a check point coming up. I’ll let you know.”  

With little to do, Sil sat in the dark, perched on the edge of the springy couch, going over her supplies —again. The drawn concealing curtains tempted her to open them, but the coachman advised her that if she could cross the border unseen, all the better. Though he used a rather disrespectful tone and words in his argument; maybe she could find some other means of coming back.

Sil huffed, making due with what little light she had. The backpack Lyn gave her laid open beside her.  Inside was a map of the tri-city area, villages and settlements and the borders between them: Zanf’r the Holy City, Sat’r Industrial Works in Landrie’s Princedom, and Sato’s Mines in the possession of the Apostate Emperor. Hopefully, her search wouldn’t take her much further than that.

Also given to her were a change of clothes and a few individually cloth-wrapped flat sweetbreads for the first leg of her journey. She decided to save those in case she needed to bribe someone for information, and was pleased with herself for being so prudent. She had already pocketed her currency vouchers which back in the Holy City would have fetched her a one-to-one exchange of fifty-five Zanyaes.  Now headed to imperial lands, she doubted she’d get nearly as good an exchange for the local currency. Sil didn’t even know what they called their money now, probably something obscene, prideful, and vile. She’d rather barter goods than touch their filth anyway.

She exhaled deeply, folded her arms and slid back into the cushioned seat.  She began tapping her foot against the floor, as the uneventful ride trotted on its six-hour trek south to her old home. It had to have been six hours already, hadn’t it? She spent most of it meditating and praying to the Golden Lady, each time without a reply. Feeling frustrated, she reminded herself of her mission. She raised her chin and straightened her back. This is where it all began, she thought. The Sato Family Mines, our home. Surely, Gene came to visit her parent’s grave from time to time. Yes, she saw the wisdom of the Doyenne: Gene would have come here, and someone would remember seeing her. By grace, maybe someone would know where she goes afterwards.

The stagecoach suddenly slowed to a stop with the coachman shouting, “Allo, there.” An unintelligible reply muffled through the curtains. “One young woman. So, here’s for the toll.” Sil pressed her ear closer to the window, trying to decipher more of the conversation. “My business? I’m just paid to give someone a ride. That’s all. Her business is her own.” Her business is her own? Sil’s heart set off racing. What if I’m asked? What am I going to say? Her mind fluttered through excuses. Would she have to lie? But that was why he was hired, wasn’t it! To lie for her and get her across the border!

“Alright, I’ll ask her,” came the reply, now louder and closer, with footsteps approaching.

Why would that loaf say that? Is this because I told him I wouldn’t lie? Now he was forcing her to lie.  He didn’t have scruples; he didn’t care about virtues or the Golden Lady; he didn’t have to remain clean for his goddess. Why couldn’t you just lie—

The curtain swished open, blinding her with outside light. “Who goes there and what is your business,” a tired monotonic voice said.

“You’re blinding me, you loaf,” she hissed, surprised at her own anger.

“Oh, oh, I’m sorry, uh, …ma’am,” he said, stumbling on the word ‘ma’am’ as if he had to guess.  

“Ma’am is correct,” she shouted, tearing the curtains from his hands and plunging the inside back into darkness. She placed her hand over the veil on her head, feeling the course buds of new hair as raw emotion rose inside her. “Yes, I am a ma’am,” she said, trying to conceal an angry tremble in her voice.

“I…still need to know. What’s your business? And where are you headed?”

“As far from insensitive loafs like you as I can,” she replied, feeling the heat rise in her and a need to tear something up with her teeth. A pencil, paper, pottery, anything. “Are all man on this road inconsiderate or have I been blessed with an abundance of fools surrounding me?” Her chest rose and lowered, her breathing quick and shallow. She had to admit though, there was something enjoyable in all this.  A sense of control —no, domination and self-possession. A small sin, she rationalized. As long as it got her through.

“Now you know why I don’t know her business,” the coachman said.

“Well, if she’s ill, Sato has healers and even a few surgeons,” the soldier replied. “But they probably won’t help unless you’re on their tour lists. But, if you’re hungry, the mess hall serves anyone who can pay.”

“Money,” Sil smacked her lips. “Does everything come down to greed?” She then edged forward off her seat and knocked the small door to the coachman’s box. “Get moving; I won’t suffer another moment with this man.”

“We good here,” the coachman asked.

“Yea, yea, just go,” was the reply and the stagecoach jostled forward as Sil slid back into her seat. Ill?  That man thinks I’m ill? Sil supposed she’d have the same reaction seeing a woman without her hair, but why did it make her so angry? She relaxed her clenched fists and closed her eyes. Being away from her routines, her prayers, and meditations, the impure world outside the Temple was already corrupting her.  Find Gene, and everything will be back to normal. Just then, her knife came to mind. 

During the travel, she had slid the knife out from behind her and strapped it to her right inner thigh, hoping it would be better concealed there.  And now, she found herself reaching down to touch the handle, remembering the Doyenne’s words. But Gene must understand. She will.

“We’re here,” the coachman announced. “Sato’s Mines. Just give me a minute to find the center of town.” Eventually, the stagecoach slowed to stop. Sil slowly drew the curtain away, letting her eyes adjust to the light as a whiff of bitter metallic scents brought a smile to her face. Home. “Remember, I’ll only be here a few days, then I’m headed back. If you’re coming with me, it’ll be a bit cramped in there, so you’ll have to sit up here. We’ll…deal with that guard somehow.” Sil then heard the man step off the box seat and saw his back as he walked away, leaving her alone. Alone. She hadn’t been alone like this since…ever.

“No, I won’t fear,” she said quickly, raising her chin and squaring her shoulders. Besides, this was her home; how much different could it be? Opening the door and stepping outside, she found herself in the town square. The stagecoach she rode, among others, had their horses secured to posts by ropes while a simple canopy shaded them from above and grass troughs feed them.

She spotted the community hearth, a squire brick lined pit, unlit with a tall post beside it, and raised high on the post was the deep blue flag of the Empire and the rough sketch of the world continents. Tiny sown stars marked capitals —lands conquered, presumably.

	The square was empty, but that didn’t surprise her. Shielding her eyes from the sun, she guessed it had to be at least an hour past noon. Everyone would still be working in the mines, probably first shift. First shift would be exploratory work and expansion planning, trying to find new lodes after the rock had settled from the previous day’s second shift mining. She was pleased she still remembered after so long.

Wooden buildings lined the edge of the square just as she remembered. Some thatched, others tiled.  Everything as she remembered, only…cleaner, newer. The Empire must not have changed—

She whipped her head behind her, and to her surprise, she saw her old home, the Casmarus household, a three-room log building with a tiled roof. It was one of the newer and so better houses in town, but it looked small now compared to what she was accustomed to at the Temple. Still, the building didn’t appear to age at all. The Empire must really care about keep things new, a small remittance against their evils.

“Well, I’ll start there,” she said, walking her way toward it. The ground was still mostly dust, empty of grass from all the foot traffic. It was still a mining town after all, maybe with new people, but a town nonetheless. And with a town, there’d be families, children, gaming houses. pubs and eateries —and Sil hoped, gossip.

When she reached the door, she placed her hand on its wood and smiled longingly. She imagined her mother home cooking. Father would be in the mines at this time of day, but Sil would be sewing her father’s tattered working clothes. Right about now, she would be racing off to help setup the large pavilion where the miners would gather and plan the second half of the day. Gene was already in the Holy City by that time.  She never visited, not even when their parents died.

She lifted her hand away from the wood. Now, another family was probably inside —a more deserving family. But, her parents were right; this mining town was no place for a young girl to grow up.  She knocked on the door.

“Right there,” a course voice sounded, probably a husband or father. “For the Sevens’ sake, it’s my day off.” He opened the door and his eyes widened, sullen red eyes with a shadow of a thick beard bristling out of his face.

“Hello—”

“Lost miss,” he asked, scratching his beard. He pointed his finger behind her. “Mess hall’s that way. I swear to the Almighty, we always get—”

“No, that’s not why I’m here,” she explained. Why was she there? To see her old house?  “I’m looking for someone.”

“Looking for someone,” he replied, crossing arms. “If someone’s lost, they won’t be lost for long. Everyone around here usually ends up following their nose. Mess hall, miss, is what I mean. I’m sure you’ll…”  He yawned.  “Now, let me enjoy my rest.”

	But before he could close the door, she asked, “Do you live here?”

	“Live here?  Of course, I live here, along with two others. Don’t tell me they assigned you this house too? Nah, that’s gotta be a mistake.” He looked her up and down with an annoyed smirk. “They try to keep us separated, you see.”

	“Us separated?”

	“I’m saying, miss, you can’t be assigned here.”  He pointed from him to her and back to him, continuing, “Indoor, outdoor plumbing don’t work well together, if you get my meaning.”
	“No, I don’t,” she said flatly.  “What do you mean by ‘assigned’?”

	He slapped his cheek. “Beast!” —Sil felt her face flush, an initiation spell swirling in her hand— She quickly let the spell dissipate, scolding herself inwardly. Her anger. She must reign it back in. “You new, huh? Well, go to the main office then.” He pointed again along with another yawn. “You’ll have to register, blah, blah.  The whole routine. Someone’ll help you out. Then you’ll get assigned a place to stay for your tour. There, good now?” He smiled widely before slamming the door on her.

Exhaling slowly, she prayed to the Golden Lady to make up for the man’s blasphemy. But it didn’t help; she still wanted to torch the building down.

The Mess Hall, she thought, putting the altercation out of her mind and reminding herself of her mission. That man pointed in the direction of the old Town House where everyone would gather once a week for news, coordinate work, and for dances. “Yes, the perfect place to find people,” she whispered as her stomach growled. Maybe she could eat something too. —And if there was time, she’d visit her parents. If there was time. She wouldn’t dare let that coachman leave without her. If she couldn’t find a lead here, she’d have to pay a visit to Princess Zana as the Doyenne suggested, but receiving audience might be difficult. She never scheduled one in the past but guessed it would take be days or weeks. All the more reason to find something here!

She tightened her veil and lifted her chin up before walking across the town center and down one of the side roads.

Amazing. Everything looked so new and clean. The buildings were washed of dust and grim; the windows cleaned and sparkled in the sunlight. Even the road was laid beautifully with slabs of cut stone with blue fillings. Not as beautiful as the Holy City but compared to the dusty mud-soaked hole her town used to be, this seemed like a king’s capital. Sil snickered, focusing her gaze on the far end of the road. She refused to admire the work of blasphemers. 

The road opened to a small plain of beautifully managed apple scented grass where in the center stood, like an idyllic scene, the Town House, a large logged building with a kitchen and chimney at the far end.  Words “Mess hall” were written in a few languages above the open double doors. She could read all of them except for a flowing cursive-like script that seemed to be from the far east. The Empire made some additions here as well: a pond where two were fishing, a blue tented pavilion nearly as big as the Town House, and a stage, presumably for entertainment. She turned her nose up against them; how much blood paid for it all?

Two, here at least: her mother and father. After the Brothers’ war ended, the armistice agreement had Prince Landrie allow the Sato Family to ally themselves with the Empire; her town was annexed. The transfer was not smooth, however. Sil wasn’t here, but from what she learned, there was a skirmish when the transfer happened. Lord Sato’s son was injured and her parents dead. She came down with Mothers Lyn and Fea and the Doyenne for their burials. Gene never bothered to show —already a month late at the time. Never answered her letters, either, except one very hurtful letter, berating her for burying their parents along with their possessions without her, saying that Sil should have been there, saying Sil should have died with them. That she should have left the Temple and defended her parents. As if Gene would pry herself away from any of her obsessions. The nerve of that selfish woman! Did she expect the dead to wait on her selfish ambitions too?

“I will find you,” she said through a tightening jaw.

When she entered the Mess Hall, the place was set up as she expected: a cafeteria with long rows of benches and chairs and at the far end was a serving station with menus plastered above. A few people loitered about, probably too late for breakfast and too early for lunch. Maybe one of the servers would have seen Gene. Her sister had to eat after all.  

She quickly caught sight of what she guessed was a servant, a woman dressed in blues and a white dirty apron, cleaning off a long counter that stretched the length of the far wall under the serving station.  

Catching sight of Sil, she stormed over to her, frowning. “You’re too early,” she said, wagging her finger in the air while holding onto her red rag.  “Next meal’s in an hour.”

“Oh, I’m not here to eat,” she said with her stomach protesting. “I’m actually looking for someone.”

The servant woman eyed her, placing her hands on her hips. “Haven’t seen you around?”

“I’m…new here,” Sil said, deciding it would make the conversation easier.  It wasn’t untrue.

“Oh, well that makes sense,” she said. “Off season newcomers are always confused. Where you from?”

“Actually, I was hoping you can help me find someone?”

“Yea I gathered that already. You’ll want the Main Off—”

	“Yes, but the Main Office said I should talk to a woman with tan eyes and silver hair,” Sil quickly blurted out. “Have you seen her?”

	The woman darted her eyes to the ceiling, scrunching her mouth to one side. “No…I… No, I don’t think so.  A sister, maybe?  If I haven’t seen her, she isn’t here yet.”

	Sil sighed, feeling defeated.

	“Well, what’s her name?”

	She opened her mouth but then closed it, shrugging her shoulders and fighting off a sheepish smile.  Her sister fought against the empire.  It wouldn’t be smart to haphazardly say her name here or that she was looking for her. “I don’t know what name she uses now,” she said instead.

	“A woman with more than one name?”  The servant woman narrowed her eyes on Sil.

	“Uh, well, maybe you’re right. She just hasn’t arrived yet—”

	“I’ve seen her,” a voice rose from the one the tables. A darker skinned man sitting with his arms crossed and his head hidden behind a dark brown brimmed hat, pushed his brimmed hat up with his finger so he could see her. He rose from his chair. Much older than her with an eyepatch and terrible scar that ran under it, he wore dark leathery colors, too clean too be a miner, with an unbuttoned long dark coat perfect for concealing items. He smiled, revealing teeth too perfect for his face. He was wealthy, Sil knew right away, and a shiver ran down her spine. Despite reservations, she thanked the servant woman and walked toward him, trying to keep her ankles from buckling.

	He opened a hand toward a chair on the opposite side of the bench and Sil quickly sat, afraid her knees would give out. Golden Lady, see me through this.

	“So, who are you looking for,” he said, sitting back down and leaning forward with his elbows on the table. A bemused expression stretched across his face which did ward off some of Sil’s apprehensive, so much so that it flared her annoyance instead. Was he just going to waste her time?  

	“You said you knew,” she replied flatly.

	“A woman with tan eyes, and silver hair,” he said, glancing his eye between her eyes and her veil.  “A relative?”

	“Have you seen her,” she asked, trying to be cautious.

	The man leaned back, placing his finger on his lips while regarding her for a moment. “Yes, you are a relative. Gloria was right. She’s your sister, maybe?”

	“Why won’t you answer my question,” Sil said, trying to hide the quiver in her voice. This was too much for her, too much adventure too quickly—

	“Because I already did,” he said, waving his hand for that servant woman —Gloria— to come over.  “Would you like something to eat?”

	“No —yes,” she corrected herself.

	The man laughed. “Well, which is it?”

	Sil’s stomach growled.

	“I suppose it’s a yes then,” he said.  “Gloria,” he shouted.  “Get Miss…”  He paused, nodded at her, probably wanted her name.

	“Fyria,” she lied. It wouldn’t be wise to give her name to a stranger, she rationalized.

	“Fyria…,” he said slowly as though he tasted the word and found it unpalatable. “Get Miss Fyria here something to eat and I’ll just have coffee.”

	Gloria marched over, red rag in hand. She eyed Sil with the same frown as before. “I told her, it’s off hours.”

	“Please, Gloria,” he said, he said with a smile. “Just this once.” And she seemed to soften. “This might be the last time you see me.”

	“We can only hope,” she mumbled before running off. Sil relaxed at the exchange.  This man couldn’t be all bad if —It was for your benefit.  Sil jumped.

	“What’s the matter?”

	“Nothing, nothing.  I…just… I don’t usually sit alone with strange men.”

	“Would you prefer if Gloria sat with us?” He crossed his legs and leaned further back into his seat.

	“I would prefer to know your name?”

	“Montgomery,” he said.  “And to be honest with you, I’m looking for that same woman too.”

	Sil blinked a few times.  “What? You are?  How would you know they are the same?”

	“Please,” he said with a roll of his eye. “In my line of work, there is often a need for suspicions and …shall we say, strategic fibbing, but not here. I hope that we can work together.”

	My line of work?  “I’m listening,” Sil said slowly, keeping her sights on him with her peripheral vision on his hands, which were crossed with one raised to his face, a finger resting on his lips.

	“Fine,” he said.  “I’ll start.”  He reached into his pocket —Sil flinched—  and he chuckled before throwing a warding stone onto the table. It was a small white with gray marbled slab with writing chiseled and dyed onto it, but Sil didn’t want to take her gaze off him to read it. He shook his head. “It says, ‘Imperial Investigator Markus Montgomery.’”

	Sil’s blood ran cold.  The Empire?  Why are they after Gene?  Because of the war?

	“You, uh…seem lost for words, Miss Fyria” he said, tilting his head toward her to favor his seeing eye. “You’re not…a criminal of the Empire, are you?”

	Before Sil could think, Gloria returned, placing a cup of coffee in front of him and a plate of …something that smelled wonderful in front of her. But that didn’t matter, not with her hands trembling so much on her lap.

	Gloria slapped Markus’s shoulder. “You’re scaring the poor woman,” she said. “You want anything to drink, sister?”

	“No, thank you,” Sil replied.  “Why would the Empire want my —the woman I’m looking for?”

	“Your sister,” he said, before taking a sip.

	Sil froze, her heart raced; she hid her hands deeper into her lap. How was she going to confront her sister if she couldn’t even have a calm conversation? Sure, he worked for the Empire, but she’d done nothing wrong.  She shouldn’t be so nervous. This whole ordeal was all Gene’s fault!

	“Easy there, Fyria,” he said.  “Or should I say Mother Evening Star, or maybe just Celeste?”  He waved his cup toward her head. “They kicked you out, huh?”

	“They,” she eked out, forming her hands into fists. He already knew so much. She wanted to get up and run, but she forced herself to stay. He knew something, and knowing that seemed to fill her with some confidence, though not enough to stop her hands from shaking

	“Celeste,” he said, learning forward. “I’m not after you so, relax. If I were, you’d be in my custody before you left that stagecoach, or dead. Sometimes, the empire wants people dead. Did you know that?”

	“Markus,” sounded Gloria with a warning tone.

	“Sorry, Gloria, it’s my job!”  He then leaned close, whispering. “It’s always good to be nice to the locals.” He looked down at her plate. “Especially when they feed you.” He then leaned back into his seat, lifting his cup to his mouth. He blew the steam away. “Now, down to business.  …You going to eat that?”

	Sil broke her gaze for a second. Her appetite gone, she shook her head.

	“Thank you,” he replied, reaching over before stuffing a small bread into his mouth. “I’ve been assigned to find Genevieve Casmarus, stop what she’s doing. It’s no secret she fought the Empire during the Brothers’ War, but that war is long over and she’ still fighting.”

	“Still fighting,” Sil gasped. “But, is that why—”

	“She never went back to your Temple,” Markus interrupted. “Probably.” He shrugged. “But that’s not my problem. My problem is that she’s been doing a lot of bad things, very bad things.”

	“To the Empire,” Sil added, straightening her posture as confidence swelled from some hidden place inside her. Maybe a gift from Golden Lady’s?

	“You’re not against the Empire, are you?”

	“I’m not against anyone,” she replied, feeling more secure in herself. Thank you, Goddess.  “I’m just on a simple search.”

	Markus laughed. “You’re catching on quickly. They really know how to train you girls. Well, I just thought since we’re both on the same simple search, we can work together.”  He smiled, widening his one eye as though he expected Sil to immediately accept his offer. It was tempting, Sil admitted. The Empire’s resources could find Gene quickly, but the Sea Roar God, Lairgor…and their spies in the Holy City. The wars, the displaced people…the deaths and destructions. No, they were not allies.

	“How do you know so much about me,” Sil asked, grabbing the spoon and beginning to eat. “Have you been watching me?”

	“I haven’t, no,” he replied. “But, we know Gene had a sister; we know she’s you. We know you were the High Priest this year, offering sacrifices. Something happened, and you were defrocked.” —He doesn’t know about the human sacrifices, she thought with a sigh of relief. “Good food huh? I’m guessing one of your superiors found out about Gene’s crimes. Maybe your association with her cost you your job?”

	“It is not a job.”

	He lifted his palms at her. “Oh, I’m sorry, vocation. Either way, I’m sure you want back in. I’d wager that’s why you’re on this simple search. I want to solve this case. Both can be achieved by the same ends, finding Genevieve Casmarus, formally Mother Whitewave Fallingstar.”

	Sil didn’t know what to say, so she stuffed a spoon full of food into her mouth.

“Been hungry for a while, huh?”

	“Yes, I have,” Sil replied between bits, noticing the deliciousness for the first time: a thick creamy soup of potatoes, egg bits, and sausage. She wished he hadn’t stolen the bread.

 “Go on, Mister Montgomery. I’m still listening.”

	“I’m glad to see you’re more relaxed. Good, but ‘Markus’ is just fine. We found out yesterday that you’ve been sent on a missionary pilgrimage. That sounded a bit strange. No other High Priest went on pilgrimages after the sacrifice. I assumed you went after Gene, being that she was your sister and the scandal she caused by not returning. And that poor priest who took her place seven years ago. She wasn’t prepared for the sacrifice like Gene was, died from exposure to your Golden Lady, didn’t she?”  Sil noted his use of ‘your.’ Not a Ladress born? He looked old enough to be alive when Ladress was together, yet the kingdom held few dark-skinned subjects.

	“If you’ve found this all out,” Sil answered. “Then why haven’t you found her already. We would certainly like to talk to her.” She tried hiding her anger.

	He took a sip of coffee. “Listen, Celeste—”

	“Sil is fine,” she corrected him.

	“Sil, I don’t know why you were defrocked or what happened between you and her and —honesty first— I don’t care.  I’m here to bring a murderous criminal to justice.”

	“Murder,” Sil yelped. Gene, murder? Sil felt the cold sheath of the knife against her thigh. Losing her appetite again, she pushed the plate away.

	“Oh yes,” he replied, resting his elbows in the table again and looking off to the left. “Like I said, the war’s over but Gene still believes it’s going on.”   

	“What has she done?”

	“Well, you know what they call her, don’t you?”

	“The ‘fallen priest,’” she whispered, shame reddening her face. “What is the Empire accusing her of?”

“A long list of crimes that I would rather not sully your sensibilities—”

	“No, tell me,” Sil insisted. “I need to know what my sister did.”

	He smiled as though he had won an argument. “Well, your sister was responsible for four hundred and ninety-three deaths since the end of the war. Assassinations both royal and civil and plenty of collateral victims. She’s caused millions in damages to the Empire. And…”

	“And?” Sil gulped.

	“Are you sure?” 

She nodded.

“She’s responsible for putting down a rebellion against the One-King in Drakendor. She helped gather up all the warding stones along the border, so those poor people can’t even leave. They tried, anyway; poor fools. The Chills got to them and they all had to be…you know.”

Sil lowered her head, feeling a sickness in her stomach that threatened to spill her food back out.

	“She must have heard of the Empire’s asylum program,” he continued. “We’d welcome those people, if they can get to us.”

	“I…never…knew,” Sil uttered. Even if it was to fight against the Empire, would Gene go that far? Assassinations and murder? Preventing captives from freeing themselves? No…she couldn’t, Sil answered her question. Yes, Gene tended to care about nothing except what she chose to care about. And what she chose to care about always had everything to do with her, but even she wouldn’t go that far. Sil must find her —now for more than one reason. But, by the Goddess, Gene, if you did those things… That is why you have the knife.

	Markus leaned further. “Will you, Celeste —Sil, help me bring her to justice?” He looked at her with his one eye, clear and eager, while extending his hand out to her.

	She lifted her own hand to meet his but stopped. No. This was the Empire, and he was one of their investigators. Blasphemers, conquerors; he talked about murder. How much murdering had been down by that emperor’s thirst for new lands. How many were dead in Sosh’r, the port city decimated at the start the Brothers’ War? Certainly more than four hundred and ninety three.  

	Sil shot to her feet, pulling her hand close to her chest and massaging it as though she could rub out the evil it almost touched.

	Markus frowned, shaking his head. “Once a priest always a priest, eh?”

	“I… what you’ve done to the Almighty’s body is—”

	“I have done nothing,” he shouted, pointing his finger at her. “But, you can still do something.”

	She turned away. “I cannot work with the Empire that desecrates the Almighty’s body,” she said. “I’m sorry. But this quest is my own.”

	“Damn it woman, Gene will murder more people because of your piety. You willing to live with that?”

	No, was her first answer, but she had no choice. She would not work with a man of his allegiances. And besides, just what was Markus’s plan once they found Gene. Not to allow her to travel back home to perform her priestly duty, Sil guessed.

	“I’m sorry,” she said before walking away. “We can’t help each other.”

	“Wait,” Markus shouted after her. “What will you do when you find her? I need to know.” Her thoughts flicked to the knife, and for another moment she thought maybe joining him would be a better idea. He seemed fairly professional, trustworthy and honest. And he did confide in her. —No!  Why was she even thinking like that? She wouldn’t work with him. She had already decided.

	“What am I going to do? Make her see reason,” she answered him, before rushing outside, afraid she might reconsider.

	Once outside, she inhaled deeply, sweet cold air with a musty mineral scent filling her lungs, before exhaling deeply. Her suspicions of that investigator returned to her. He couldn’t find Gene before she does. He’d take her to some place where Sil could never find her. Luckily, it seemed he had no idea where to start, but neither did she. Still, the idea of the Empire spying on the Temple all this time and not even having a clue about Gene seemed…unrealistic. He was lying, Sil told herself. The Empire does that. She had to find Gene and get her to come back. Then deal with the consequences afterwards. And if she doesn’t want to come back, then… Sil thought of the knife by her thigh. She just had to.

	But none of that mattered if she couldn’t even find Gene in the first place, so she walked back to the town center, hoping to get directions to the Main Office. The stage couch was still there with two men in gray clothes stacking boxes inside. By the looks of what was being loaded, she doubted there would be much room for her inside. She’d have to travel on top.

	The coachman was there, too, wearing a change of clothes, all black and dirtied with loose dust. He stood on top of the stagecoach’s seat box, giving orders. When he saw her, he waved her to come over with tightness in his eyes and worry on his lips. First time seeing his face —clean shaved and hallow like he hadn’t slept for days— it matched the unfriendliness she sensed in him.

	“Find what you’re looking for,” he called from the stagecoach roof.

	“No.” She frowned.

	“I’m sorry about that,” he replied before jumping down to join her. “And, I’m sorry about this too.” He nodded behind him toward the boxes being loaded.

	“I don’t mind. I’ll manage on top.”

	“No, not that. My plans worked out better than I thought. I’ll like to leave tonight. It’ll make our ‘sick’ story about you work better with the guard.”  Our sick story?

	“But I can’t, I haven’t finished.”

	He leaned closer in, whispering, “I see you’re getting noticed, priest. I think it’s for the best we go.”

	“Noticed?”

	“Don’t turn around. There’s a man in the alley behind you,” he said, his breath smelling like he had been chewing on peppermint.

“One eye, brim hat. Doesn’t look like a miner.”

	“That’s because he’s not,” she fought herself from shouting. “So, he’s intent on following me, is he?”  Sil snickered, before noticing how close the coachman had gotten to her, his minty breath nauseating her. Was he purposely breathing on her? She pushed him away with her hands.

	“You know him,” he asked, eyes narrowing into slits.

	“Yes, I know him. He’s an imperial investigator, if you must know.  He offered to help me. I turned him down.”

	The man’s eyes shot open suddenly. He straightened up, putting his palms out. “Oh, sorry miss,” he said, shouting over her. “I don’t have room for passengers.”

	“Room?  I thought you said I can ride on the box seat with you?”

	“Nope, nope,” he said, again loudly while glancing behind her and wringing his hands together. “That wouldn’t be safe. Oh, great!  You guys are finished loading already. Well, bye miss. I’m out of here!” Her coachman jumped back onto the box seat, grabbing the reins.

	“You can’t do this,” Sil shouted after him. “We agreed. Two days.”

	“I said no,” he snapped back before ordering one the loader men to untie the horses from their posts.

	“Fine, tonight then,” she pleaded. How could he do this! Leave her here, alone, against their agreement. What kind of man was he? “We’ll leave tonight. Please, you agreed to bring me back!”

	“I never met you before in my life, miss,” he said before cracking the whip and the horses sped away.  No! How could he break his word so easily? And now what was she going to do? Walk? It was at least a full day’s walk back to the City. She’d have to stay outside, alone in the dangerous night, vulnerable to Almighty knows what just because this loaf’s selfish—

	“Stop,” she screamed after him, with an initiation spell flaring in her palms. But he still rode away, increasing to a full gallop. This is intolerable! Then she saw her coachman’s right hand rise and wave.  Mocking? Was he really mocking her?

Her face flushed red, the pit of her stomach grew hot, sending heat up her throat. The urge —no, need— to break something, anything flooded her mind. Burn him. Yes, she had to stop him, burn the stagecoach down with all his cargo. He deserved as much. With her hands sweating from the initiation spell, she lifted them, palms out toward the speeding stagecoach. He couldn’t get away with this injustice, and it was her duty to stop injustices. She was going to become a Valkyrie after all. Yes, you will. Sil sent the intention to her hands as an enormous flame shot from her palms, torching the air as it careened in ripples of heat and fire, before engulfing the entire stagecoach and rider. The horses let out a horrifying whine before galloping faster into a stamped, sending the flaming stagecoach tottering to pieces behind them.

	Sil lowered her hands and raised her chin, feeling very justified —and very satisfied— for what she did.  She still had no ride, but that loaf deserved every bit for taking advantage of her. Broke his word and then mocked her? She wasn’t some peasant’s girl. She was a High Priest, handmaiden to a goddess. The other two men in gray stood frozen, staring wide eyed with their jaws gaping. Good. She’d burn them too if they’ll cross—

	A hand grabbed her arm and pulled it quickly behind her, then her other arm, painfully stretching her joints. Braces locked on her wrists.

	“Don’t just stand there,” Markus’s voice barked from behind her. “You two. Untie those horses and go after that stagecoach!”

	As the men scrambled to do as he commanded, Markus leaned into her ear. “Thanks, priest,” he whispered with a short laugh. “Now, I have an excuse to keep you with me.”

	Sil closed her eyes. How treacherous was the world outside the Temple.
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Celeste Casmarus: A Message from a Falling Star

 

“…do not end the project yet. Princess Zana must see reason. I have not completed my investigation, but I am convinced our patience will bare out. Those dead will reveal more messages. Afterwards, they made be terminated and buried easily. As before, your intuitions seem correct, unfortunately. I have gathered evidence while out here and even found someone with whom I can spar ideas. He is intelligent but agnostic about spirituality, so there is little to worry. As I’m sure you’ve heard, the first incursion of the apostate didn’t go well, and I suspect I will not be delayed too much longer. There is one more lead I am pursuing, an Islander trader in Sat’r. He sells relics of the ancient world to those he is convinced they belong to. Relics, so it is claimed, even from before the Whithering Catastrophe. May be a charlatan, may be not; in either case, I hope to be back soon, absolutely in time for my offering. Perhaps in the Goddess’s embrace, this will all make sense, but what good will that do for the rest of you…”

-An excerpt from a letter to the Doyenne from Genevieve Casmarus.

 

 

Sil fretted on a chair in the middle of a dark room lit by a single lantern in the corner. After dragging her inside, Markus had her sit, where he clamped a metal brace to her right ankle attached to a chain that disappeared into a hole in the stone ground. He chuckled when she tried to pull free, telling her he’d be right back. ‘Right back’ had turned into a few hours and in those hours, her fury simmered into indignation. How could this man treat her like a criminal? He, being a so-called Servant of Justice, had to keep his word, or were all men’s words as vacuous as smoke. Sil snickered. Markus deserved to be torched himself.  She was a priest, a High Priest …was.  Wasn’t that how she justified burning her coachman?

She let out a frustrated groan, lowering her head to her chest. Her anger had gotten the best of her, she admitted to herself. She needed structure, routine, time to meditate and gain control over it, but that was not going to happen anytime soon. She stood and paced back and forth in the little range the chain gave her. Of course, she thought of using her magic to free herself, but that loaf used runic cuffs around her wrists and restrained them behind her back. She couldn’t even cast a light spell without the cuffs absorbing the magic, converting it to heat and burning her wrists. It didn’t stop her from trying though; her wrists still stung. She imagined them red and irritated.

She kicked the chair, toppling it over. I’ll help you. Her heart leapt, and she exhaled slowly. The Golden Lady was with her and that was enough. This was her mission as much as Sil’s; she wouldn’t let her fail like this.  

“Thank you,” she whispered. She’d just have to trust that a way out of this would be provided.

  Looking about her, she soon recognized the room and the building, the pantry house for her old town.  This room used to be where she and others would order and pick up mining supplies. Now, the walls were all bricked up and even the door was replaced with some heavy oak and an iron lock. Just how the Golden Lady was going to get her out of this, she couldn’t guess, but she would get her out of this.

Sil frowned, looking at the chair, tipped to its side. Patience, I have to be patient. With her hands cuffed behind her back, she awkwardly squatted beside the chair to upright it when the door lock clanked, and the door ground open against the stone floor. The daylight outside silhouetted Markus, his brimmed hat and long coat giving him away.

“Having trouble with the chair,” he asked before closing the door behind him. “I don’t think lighting it on fire would make it cooperate either.”

Sil stood, rolled her shoulders back and lifted her chin up. She demanded, “How dare you do this to a priest of the Golden Lady. Release me at once!”

Markus leaned back against the door, folding his hands and crossing his ankles. “Former priest,” he reminded her.  “And you’re in my custody now.”

Sil turned her back. “I have done nothing wrong.”

He laughed. “Nothing? You torched that stagecoach. It took those two loaders all this time to find it and put out the fire. You’re lucky it fell into a ditch. If it had hit a building or gone into the woods…well, you don’t look like you could afford to pay for damages.”

“I had an agreement with that man,” Sil said in an angry hush. But Markus was right. She did cast the spell and she wanted to… What? Get revenge? No, she just wanted to stop him. She already admitted to herself that anger got the best of her. Wasn’t that enough? “He was supposed to be my transportation.”

Markus snorted. “‘Was is right.”

Sil turned over her shoulder, feeling guilty for not asking if the man survived. It served him right, even if he— “Is he…?”

Markus lifted an inquisitive eyebrow. “Yes, he’s fine, lucky for you. That would have been murder if he had died, you know.”

“But he is fine,” she said flatly.

Markus laughed again. “My, my, how much you’ve changed from a few hours ago. Where is that nervous young girl who couldn’t stop shaking to talk to me?”

Sil looked away. “She’s become surrounded by loafs.”

Markus walked over and up righted the chair. “Sit down,” he said, his voice emptying of its previous levity. Sil sat, letting a scowl grow on her face while Markus went back to leaning against the door, crossing his ankle again. “Now I will ask questions and you will answer them.” But Sil already knew what he really wanted, more information about her sister. This whole custody issue was just a ruse.

“There’s nothing more I can say about my sister,” she said, keeping her chin high. “If I were you I would let me go before rumors get around that the Empire’s arresting priests.”

Markus titled his brim hat down, obscuring his eye. “You keep on pretending to still be a priest,” he said.  “I wonder why that is?” Sil didn’t know what he meant by that, so she just huffed, choosing to obstinate.  After a moment, Markus spoke up again. “Question one: why were you with a member of the Coming Shadows?”

“Coming Shadows,” Sil repeated the name, but her mind drew a blank. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She yanked the chain fastened to her leg, but it pulled back and sunk deeper into the hole, the length of the chain shortening.

“I wouldn’t do that,” he warned. “I don’t want to have to carry you after you lose your leg.”

Sil gasped, staring at the hole in horror and the last link visible above it. She was certainly not going to lose her leg! The imbued blade nestled on the inside of her thigh came to mind. Yes, that would cut the chain, maybe even melt it. She looked up at Markus. It could burn him too, and she’d be free. But the magic would fade, and still more, her hands were shackled behind her. How was she going to pull that off?

“I’ve never heard of the Coming Shadows,” Sil said, trying to sound as calm as possible. She had to lure him closer to her, then ram her forehead into his face. “No one knows what I look like outside the Holy Grounds.”

“That doesn’t stop them,” he said with a wave of his hand. “We’ve seen them in there before.”

“Then the Empire doesn’t know what its spies see. I’ve never meet anyone of the Going Shadows or whatever and neither would such a clandestine named group be allowed anywhere near the Golden Lady.” 

Markus paused, seeming to consider what she said. “So then, I suppose it was only coincidence that one of their number was your coachman?”

“That’s impossible,” Sil snapped back, having a difficult time keeping calm. “That coachman was hired by Her Holiness, High Priest Vyn Avien.”

“The Doyenne? No, I don’t believe that.”

“Don’t sully that word. Only her sisters can address her as that.”

Markus raised the brim hat with his finger, so he could look at her with his one eye. He chuckled.  “Ohhh, I see now.” The levity returned to his voice as the corner of his seeing eye creasing from a smile.

“See what,” she said, leaning forward a bit while angling her feet to lunge at him. Only a little closer.

“It all makes sense now,” he said, pushing himself off the door. “They hired him to kill you.”

“Hired him to kill me?” The accusation was so absurd Sil forgot was she was doing, but rising anger soon reminded her. How could he suggest such a thing? Her priest sisters —much less the Doyenne— would never have planned to murder her.

“I’m sorry, Sil,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “It’s more common than you think. A prestigious organization. Embarrassed. Wanting to erase a mistake.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” she seethed. Come a little closer!

“Well, let me ask you this then,” he said, stepping closer. “Would you send an idealistic, naive, powerful, and impulsive mage cooped up in the Temple all her life to chase down her war-worn older sister without any provisions?”

“I am neither naive, nor was I ‘cooped up.’” Idealistic, powerful, and impulsive, on the other hand, she couldn’t argue against. Not close enough.

Markus snorted. “And all they gave you were useless Zanf’r vouchers?”

“How do you know what I carry?”  He must have searched her, the fiend. A little more. “They gave me more than that…but it was burned in the stagecoach. I’ll manage my own way.” 

Markus buried his face into his hands, sighing. “No wonder you need help, Sil.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Sil, stop trying to reach me, I’m not going to let you,” he said, crossing his arms with a flat disappointed look on him. “And I’d hate to see you lose that leg.”

“What…What are you talking about,” Sil said, straightening in her chair. How could he have known what she was doing. He must have a blessing!

He leaned back against the wall, lowering the brim of his hat over his face. “I’ve been at this job for a long time. I know what to look for.”  He pointed at her right leg. “It’s there, isn’t it? You probably didn’t notice, but I did. You were favoring your left leg, the right being bulkier than you’re used to. You’ve been walking with a strange gait ever since you arrived. Made it look like you hurt your right knee, and you stood with a wider stance I would expect from someone…much heavier than you. That weapon is probably chaffing your left thigh, isn’t it?” He pushed up his hat and watched her as if he expected her to agree.

But she remained silent, squeezing out frustrated tears from her eyes. How was she going to get free now?

He smiled a toothy smile. “My goodness, you really don’t know what you’re doing, do you? You would have happily led that assassin to your sister and he would have killed both of you. Lucky we meet, huh?  But the real question is why—”

“I have to complete my mission,” she whispered, staring into his eye, trying to communicate her seriousness. “I can’t stay here. I must find her. There is more at stake here than I can tell you.” Her Goddess must receive a sacrifice.

  He frowned. Sil couldn’t guess what he was thinking, but she knew now he wasn’t a dumb loaf. He was an imperial investigator, after all; he knew his business. But, he… he just had to let her go.  

Markus sighed and shrugged. He then walked behind her. She heard the unlocking of her cuffs. Sil quickly pulled her arms around, rubbing her soar reddened wrists. Markus returned to the wall, leaning his back against it while lowering his brim hat again. “You can go,” he said, his voice cold. “But, if you go alone, you’ll be dead in a week. That’s not my prediction. That’s just a fact. Whether you believe me or not, your coachman worked for the Coming Shadows and it wasn’t for your convenience that he drove you here.  He already murdered someone in town today.”

“He what?” Sil’s heart skipped.

“He poisoned a woman, not much older than yourself with a substance he masked with mint.”  That peppermint flavor in his mouth! But he must have ingested it too? “They are very, very bad people, Sil, and I’d bet real gold they know who you’re after.” His expression softened. “And on top of that, you’re trying to find a cold-hearted killer yourself. So, sounds to me like you might need a hand or two.” He extended his right hand to her. “I’m safe, Sil, well…safe enough that I don’t want you dead. I’ll protect you. So, why not work together?”

Instead of taking his hand, Sil continued rubbering her wrists, circling initiation spells in her palms. She still thought about attacking him, some icy spell for his icy heart, but his words did make sense. That coachman panicked when he saw Markus behind her, but the Synod hired him, didn’t they? Golden Lady, what should I do? But there was no answer. Sil supposed she didn’t really need one. The first day of her quest she found herself hunted by an assassin, in imperial custody, and with no lead on her sister.  Besides, even if he did let go, he’d follow her anyway.

“One condition,” she said.

“Condition? I could throw you in a runic tower and forgot all about you.”

“And you could spend the rest of your life chasing after my sister.  I presume you’re having trouble finding her or else I would already be in said tower, wouldn’t I?”

He groaned, kneeling to unlock her leg brace. “What do you want?”

“I want to be the one to speak to my sister first,” she said. “Alone.”

To Sil’s surprised, he nodded. “That it? Sounds good to me.”

“Good,” she said, shaking his hand with lingering doubts rising in her mind. For better or worse, she had a partner, or at least another body to scare off danger. She just had to convince Gene to come back to the Golden Lady and with the two of them, they could easily overpower him.

Markus opened the door, and the sunlight streamed inside. He extended his hand outside. “Ladies first.”

“Now you decide to be respectful,” Sil said, passing him outside.

“Now you decide to cooperate,” he matched her tone before pointing back toward the Mess Hall. “I’m staying over there. Come on.” He started walking but stopped suddenly, looking her over but letting his eyes linger a bit on her hair.

Sil felt her face flush from embarrassment but resisted turning away. “Must you stare? Haven’t you ever seen a veil before?”

“I was just thinking if we should keep that ‘sick’ story you used to cross the border.” Sick story?

“How do you know about that?”

Markus smiled. “I have to apologize, ma’am,” he said in that same tired monotone voice from the checkpoint. “You won’t be getting very far away from insensitive loafs like me.”

“But… that’s impossible. How did you reach town before I did? We were on horses!”

“I didn’t walk,” he said as though that answered the question. “Come on, if you’re pretending to be sick, then I’ve got some makeup for you to put on. Your clothes are fine though, but that veil looks too expensive.” Sil reached for her head. She didn’t want to part with it. “Don’t tell me you’ve got another ‘condition’?”

“No…well, I…"

He sighed.  “Sil,” he said with frustration. “If we’re going to find Gene before the Coming Shadows find you—”

“I still don’t believe you about that.”

“Fine. I don’t want people coming after me before we find Gene. Better?”

“Better. When do we leave?” And to where? Sil hadn’t gotten any leads or rumors yet.

“Tonight,” Markus replied, scratching at his clean shaved chin as if he expected a beard to be there. “I want to be in Sat’r by tomorrow morning.”  Sat’r was a big industrial city to the west —big to a little girl who grew up in a small mining town. They had an enormous refinery, smithies, and industry from what she could remember. As a girl, she’d go on delivery trips with her father. Such adventure, she saw them refine ore and smelt it into what they called ‘product’ before shipping it further west, north and south, but that was before the Empire. Now, Sat’r belonged to Prince Landrie.

“You believe she’s there?”

Markus shook his head. “No, but one of my informants is. Not unless you have something?” Sil didn’t, and the fact that Markus had already searched here meant there was probably nothing here for her to find either. Sat’r, yes. Maybe something’s there. Gene made the same trip with their father before she went up to the Temple. But before Sil could leave Sato, there was still one place she’d like to go… Alone.

After reaching Markus’s apartment —which was no bigger than her ‘prison cell’— Markus had her put on some powder that made her look more ghostly than sick, but he said it would make her story seem more believable. She thought it made her look like she had the Chills in her, but she’d suffer the embarrassment if it helped. He had given her a sturdier belt for the knife’s sheath to be wrapped around her waist and under her dress, hanging by her hip. She ripped through a pocket to give her easy access to it. Thankfully, Markus didn’t ask her why she had the knife in the first place. Probably assumed it was for her protection. She’d let him go on assuming. He had also given her a dark brown woolen veil, thicker than her previous one, which pleasantly hid her bald head even better. The other veil she stuck in her breast pocket. She didn’t have many luxuries back at the Temple; she wasn’t supposed to, a life identified with the poor and all that. But the silky fabric was so smooth on her head and neck, she’d treasure it until she returned. Was she coveting? No, she told herself. Just admiring the craftsmanship.

After the preparations, Markus offered his single cot for her to rest till evening came, warning her not to smudge her makeup. By the look on his face, she must have surprised him for taking the cot without argument. He was used to the journey life, wasn’t he? He could probably sleep standing up, so what did it matter to him if he slept on the floor. It would matter to her, so she’d take all the comfort she could get.

His plan was to rest till nightfall before slipping out of Sato. No one needed to know they were leaving and Sil agreed. But she couldn’t sleep, wouldn’t sleep. There was still one more place she wanted to visit before leaving, so she laid there, the afternoon sun reddening while the evening chill entered the porous walls. She thought of the scandal she’d cause if anyone found out she cooperated with the Empire, but she had no choice. Was that what happened to Gene? Did she suddenly find herself in bad company and allowed them to influence her? “No,” Sil whispered, resting her heavy eyelids. It was just like her to always do what she wanted, and what she wanted was always conveniently the right thing to do. She’d have a thousand silk veils, luxuries and wanton pleasures if she deemed herself to need them for some personal project. Sil snickered. Maybe that was too far, but she had no excuse now. Back then, Gene railed on her for burying their parents before she had a chance to come, writing the most hurtful things in that letter. And other times too, she would cite scripture, ancient traditions, and family lore laws to convince Sil that she was in the wrong. But not now. Now, Sil was as educated as her selfish sister: there was no such thing as personal morals! Right was right—

Sil found herself high above the town in the cool night air, wind rushing over her outstretched arms and refreshing her face. Down below, tiny orange lights dotted the town, each one going out as the residents went to sleep. But she wouldn’t. How could she? Up here, she felt so free, so at home, gliding among the clouds and breathing in the virgin air untouched by anyone. She whipped something behind her and whooshed her hands down and back, suddenly gaining great speed south. The town passed, then the small wood eventually thickened to the old Kar’d forest and south still, she went. A light house blurred passed, and then the ocean with the coastline to her right. She followed it, exhilarated by her new found freedom. She could go anywhere, as high as to chill her bones or swoon down and scare a herd of wild horses into stampede. But the ocean was boring, water and waves for as far as she could see, so she decided to turn inland at an inlet and follow the river west.

In the distance, she saw the sun rising, but no, that couldn’t be right. The sun rose in the east and the light was too dim to be the sun, yet she sensed heat from it. Drawn to it, the orange light brightened to a brilliant yellow so blinding she couldn’t look directly at it. Night turned to day as she neared an illuminated city of metal, stone, and fire, lit by that great lamp on top of a ziggurat. No, the entire city was a one large complex, a gigantic ziggurat, with levels upon levels all ascending up to that enormous lamplight.

She tried swooning closer, but the air thickened and her arms had trouble cutting through as if the air gelled into honey. She then noticed lines, like threads originating from the light source and descending down over the city. In between the the threads, there were shinning reflections, like glinting of light, suggesting some kind of glass that covered the entire ziggurat city.

With the air becoming intolerable hot, she swung back, but not before peering as deeply as she could at the light source for the briefest of moments. She swore she saw figures on the summit, humans engaged in some struggle and the light exploding from one of them.

With curiosity mounting, she decided to glide lower over the city, finding more humans, frozen with their arms raised in battle; hundreds of them in the streets fought against blurred and shadowed enemies. Some were cut to pieces, entrails splatted against wells; heads decapitated, and arms torn off.  Some appeared to have enormous bite marks that cut them in half, while others seemed be raging at the sky with a portion of them phasing into shadow. For the shadowed enemies, Sil saw some of them, too, laid in pieces, and a not too few were strewn across the sky.  Some of the blurred shadows were smeared on the the streets, walls, weapons piercing through them.

Horrified and saddened, she decided to leave this place when she noticed banners high up on poles, not flapping in the wind but still as if held in place. And on the banner was symbol. She recognized it, but couldn’t focus completely on it. It had lines, curves and shades that made it seem as if the banner was too small for it. How does that make sense? She thought. So she flew in closer. Yes, she did recognize the symbol. She saw it before; it was on a sheath for a knife she had at her hip. Hip? She had a hip? She had legs, arms, and a torso too. But then, how could she be flying! She looked down, seeing the sprawled city of stone, metal, and fire below as panic struck her. Her hearts raced, one after the other, as she frantically flapped her arms. But she fell anyway. Of course she fell. Humans couldn’t fly! The ground rushed up to meet her. She shut her eyes and screamed, but instead of her own voice, she let out a deafening and beastly roar that vibrated up her throat— 

Wake up.

Sil shocked out of her sleep, panting with one hand on her chest and the other on her forehead, beading with sweat. The darkness of night pressed in on her except for dim orange lamps outside peeking through the window. Dreaming, it was all a dream, much like the dreams she and her sister had when they were little. This quest she was on would certainty bring them back up.

One annoying close lamp just outside the window laid its brightness directly on her face. That must have been the light she saw in her dream. And that city? She’d read too much of history —her own family’s history in particular. Imagination, that’s all it was; imagination fueled by stress.

Sil let out a long slow breath, feeling her heart calm, and laughed silently; how foolish it was to think she had two hearts. Thank you for waking me, she prayed before shivering. It had become quite cold, and she wished she had been given blankets too. But Markus’s stillness meant he had fallen asleep too. Or, maybe he was prone to oversleeping, but Sil doubted it. His wealth, she noted, must mean he was very successful at his post. And the way he carried himself with little deference to her priesthood; empire or not, skilled or not, subjects should show more respect. Still, she had to try to slip pass him. Not to escape, but to visit her parent’s graves.

She peeked over the cot, seeing Markus laying alongside the bed and facing away toward the door with his arm underneath his head and his hat covering his face. Perfect. She sat up and slowly tested one foot on the floor. Nothing creaked, no giving way in the wood that would alert him. Another foot, she lowered to the floor, then slowly, she hoisted herself up, shifting her weight onto her legs. The floor boards bent softly, and Markus’s breathing gasped into a cough. Her heart raced. Would if he caught her? What would she say—Nothing, she scolded herself. She had no reason to explain to him where she was going. But neither did she want an imperial following her and desecrated the town graves.

Thankfully, she didn’t have to explain herself.  Markus shifted to his back with his hat still over his face.  With slow deliberate steps, Sil made it to the door, wrapped her mantle around her and slipped outside into the night.

A fresh breeze caressed her face along with that familiar sharp metallic and sooty smell from the mines.  That smell was everywhere and rarely lessened except after a heavy rain. For some reason, the silence of the night or maybe the cool air made the smell stronger.

Sil strolled her way downed the street of Markus’s apartment, Kato’s street. Fortunately, the graves weren’t far, just down this street passed the storage buildings to the edge of town —at least that was how she remembered it.

Kato’s street was quiet and dark with only an oil lamp post at the far end of the road marking an intersection with another road she remembered to be ‘Hedge’s Street’ that lined the edge of town. No one was around and that didn’t surprise her. Even before the Empire, Kato’s street was always empty, sometimes even during the day. No wonder Markus decided to stay near here, most people would never even see him.

As she reached the lamp post, she could see a high iron fence opposite Hedge’s Road. The Empire must have erected the fence around the town graves and planted huge hedges around the inside. She couldn’t see passed them.

Determined, she walked along the fence, hoping to find a gate or entrance. Hedge’s Street had no lamps, nothing but the windowless backsides of storage buildings on one side and the town graves on the other, so she lit a palm-light —soft orange— to help her see. With the light, she noticed the craftsmanship of the fence, high thin bars topped with decorative arrowheads. Every few yards stood what she guessed were warding stone pedestals with a small two-foot icon of the Golden Lady’s Valkyries, a four-winged human standing with hands closed in front in prayer. Strange that the Empire would do that after dissecting the Sea Roar God. Maybe they had to keep up some semblance of reverence for the public’s sake. Sil snickered.  Piety couldn’t be faked.

Before long, she reached towering wooden double doors that struck a contrast with the iron fence that ran from either side. Hoping it was unlocked, Sil tried to push it open, but it wouldn’t move. Using her light, she searched for a handle or some kind of —a key hole?  Why would they lock this? It’s only our dead!  Her light palm flickered, turning hotter in her palm. “No,” she whispered, before releasing her light. “I’m sorry, father, mother—”

“So, this is where you ran off to,” Markus’s voice sounded from behind her.

Her eye twitched. “Leave me alone, imperial.”

Of course, he wouldn’t. He walked up beside her, his coat buttoned only from the chest up and the collar folded out to protect his face.

“Shouldn’t you be getting our ‘provisions’ ready?”

“Don’t have to,” he said before nodding somberly toward the doors. “I’m sorry. I’m the one who had this place locked.”

“What? Why?”

“In case Gene came ‘round to do what you’re doing now. I didn’t want her to slip in and out if she decided to come by here.”

“She could simply climb over the fence, Mister Montgomery.”

He chuckled as though she made a joke. “Nooo, she wouldn’t,” he said. He then reached into his pocket, removing a set of two keys. He unlocked the door, saying, “Go ahead. But we have to leave soon. This is as quiet as the town gets.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, pushing open the door. She tried closing the door behind her, but Markus’s hand stopped her.

“I’m not staying out,” he said, pushing through and locking the door behind them.

“Don’t you think your presence on holy ground is inappropriate?”

Markus cocked his head, grabbing hold of his hat. “Because…of that blaspheming apostate I work for?”

“Among other reasons.”

He shrugged, “I guess I’ll be inappropriate then.”

Sil thought of berating him further, but she didn’t want to lose her temper here. And how could she anyway, here in a cemetery that seemed like a serene respite from her troubles. Rows and rows of tombstones shinned against the orange light of the dying lanterns inside, each one housing the remains of resting souls whose toil here on Gen Shemver was done, now joined to the Almighty in a land behind the reach of the Dark Well. Each row of the departed was separated by a column of various flowers, their fragrant smell barely recognizable in the sooty metallic air.

She whispered back to him, “I’m happy see the Empire kept care of this place after you took it from us.”  She couldn’t herself from giving him a jibe.

“You were all the same countrymen before the brothers broke up, weren’t you,” Markus replied, his eye searching among the names on the tombs. You were…? So, he was a foreigner.

“Broken for good reason. Siga Ladress will never be my liege.” Sil walked among the departed, trying to remember where her parents rested. Toward the back, right side.

With Markus following, he added, “Doesn’t Zanf’r still belong to the Ladress Family? And he is the eldest, isn’t he? One would think people living in a ‘holy city’ would be more loyal—"

Sil spun and dug her finger into his chest. “Siga murdered his own mother to dismantle a god. Who could stay loyal to that? Besides, Princess Zana is still Ladress. He betrayed us.”

Markus shrugged before swiping her pointing finger away. “Sil, you don’t have get so angry with me. I really don’t care. I’m just making small talk in all this morbid graveyard silence.”

“Holy ground,” she reminded him. “And, well…you should care,” she added, feeling deflated by Markus’s subdued exchange. She slunk away and resumed her search. She should have expected he wouldn’t care about reverence for the sacred.  

“Where I originally came from,” he continued. “The leaders there rarely had to kill to gain power.”

“How altruistic.” At least that confirmed it; he wasn’t strictly imperial, a small reprieve on his character.

He chuckled. “They killed for other reasons, but no, not for power,” he said, obviously missing her sarcasm. “Most of the time, they would mesmerize their opponents. Seduce them. Entire crowds too.” His voice grew dark and small, forcing Sil to stop and listen closely. “They can convince you to kill yourself, and you’d be happy to do it, dying with a smile on your face.”

“How…dreadful. Where were you originally from?”

“I already told you,” he replied. “I’m an imperial.”

“I…see.”

“Doubtful. Hurry it up. We have to get going.”

After a bit of searching with the aid of her palm-light, she found her parents resting place. A small square stone up to her knees marked it. ‘Rufus and Dalina Casmarus. 5th of the Month of the Red Mountain. 1495. Year 32 of Founding,’ was etched into it below the etched and blue dyed figure of the Valkyrie icon.

“Seven years ago,” she whispered. In front of the stone stood a small vase of lavender flowers, Sil’s favorite. The comforting aroma brought a small smile to her face. Fresh? That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? Had Gene visited her parent’s grave despite Markus locking the gate? Her smile widened, but not for her sister evading Markus, but for the fact that she knew it was possible now. Possible to find her.

Markus groaned. “Well, that’s not good,” he said, flapping the unbuttoned portion of his jacket around his hips and darting his eyes around, all while keeping his hands behind his back.

	“Can I be alone,” Sil asked, before kneeling.

	“Those flowers,” he whispered. “They’re you’re favorite, aren’t they?”

	She spun a look over her shoulder. “How would you know that?”

	He met her eyes with a worried look before scanning the darkness again.

	“She isn’t her,” Sil said, returning to the stone. She fluffed the flowers to release more fragrance. “She would have introduced herself.”

	“Sil,” he warned. “I don’t think you appreciate how dangerous your sister is.”

	“To you, maybe. Please be quiet while I pray.” Sil opened her hands out but stopped, remembering she wasn’t a priest anymore. 

	“She’s been here,” he said. “She placed those flowers for you.”

	“That’s ridiculous,” Sil shouted. “How would she know I’d come here?”

	“I knew you’d come here. And I knew you liked those flowers.”

	“That’s because you spied on me.”

	“And your sister’s above all that, right?”

	“Yes, she is. She’s a High Priest of the Golden Lady—”

	“Fallen priest”

“One cannot fall from such a height to such a depth to resort to spying and murdering. Whatever you think she did…”  Markus’s expression flattened, raising his seeing-eye’s eyebrow. “I’m not being naive!”  Gene was selfish, self-centered, and self-preoccupied, but not a murderer.

	“Priests are people, Sil. You’re a High Priest and you tried killing your transportation earlier today. Tried to attack me too. Or did you find some absolution while I wasn’t looking?”

	Sil snorted. He deserved it, Sil wanted to say, but instead, “I didn’t want to harm him, just stop him.”

	He reached down and grabbed her arm. “It’s time to go,” he said, still scanning the darkness around them. “She or maybe one of her operatives came here.” Sil ripped free from his grip, giving his hand a wary look. “I’m sorry, but I can’t protect if you’re not close.”

	“Protect? Don’t be a loaf. You saw what I can do….” Something caught her eye sticking out from the base of the vase, a piece of parchment. She tugged it free, opened and read it: Do not seek me. Fifth of the Red Mountain.

	“A note? What’s it say? Tell me.”

	Sil slowly rose to her feet, a tremor in her hands. “Don’t seek me out. Fifth of the Red Mountain,” she said. The day her parents died.

	“Fifth of the Red Mountain? What? When? Last spring? Last year? Wait, wasn’t that just after the armistice was signed seven years ago?”

Sil crumbled the paper in her hand, her lips quivered. The leather of her knife’s sheath pressing against her hip flashed to her mind. “She doesn’t want a second chance. She doesn’t want to go back,” she said to herself.

	“You know she would have gone back already if she wanted to.”

“And, she’ll kill for it? Kill me for it.” Sil lowered her eyes to her parent’s stone. She got her answer even before she could talk to Gene. Wasn’t that just like her, always avoiding everything important and then sending messages days, months after the fact. Going off on whatever whims she deemed important only to blame Sil from a far for everything. Gene wasn’t there; neither of them were; she didn’t know what happened! And Sil knew damn well Gene wouldn’t have gone either even if she could have saved their parents. And now, she invoked that hurtful letter again? Blaming her for not helping them and wishing Sil died with them?

Sil’s chest, throat and face grew warm as a scowl deepened on her. No, I won’t make this that easy for you, sister. You can’t just do whatever you want. You made oaths. After everything Gene put her through: the humiliation, the atonement, the loneliness, and now even her dreams were shattered because of her selfish self-centeredness. No longer could Gene pretend that everything outside her head didn’t matter. Damn her. I’ll will make our parent’s sacrifice worth it. 

	Markus’s hand fell on her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

	She shoved her shoulder free. “Sorry for what,” she said, sniffling. “I am going to find her, and I am going to find out why she abandoned everything we believe in.” And she had better not give Sil another one of her self-righteous lectures.

	Markus remained silent and he was lucky he did. She would find Gene and will offer her one opportunity to redeem herself; that much Sil promised. No more than that.

	Sil spun around, squared her shoulders and raised her chin before marching pass Markus with her eyes fixed on the dim reflection of the wooden doors —the exit.  “Let’s go to Sat’r as soon as we can. I have a lot I need to say to her.”
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Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch: The Hero of the Island

 

“But, he’s lying! He was there! I remember his stinky breath and that hole in his nose.”

“Shut up, Mend. Let the grownups do the talking.”

“You can’t tell me to shut up anymore. You’re not my mother, Roach!”

“Disrespectful little brat, I’m not telling you again. Shut it!”

“Ha! Rochelle, why in hell did you bring that crying kid here? This isn’t a place for him. He’s way too soft. But you’re right though, if he keeps running his mouth, it’ll be your own damn fault if something happens to him.”

“If you dare, I swear every last one of you Money Changers will find a grave for a bed.”

“That’s assuming you’ll leave here alive.”

“Don’t ever think I can’t get things done after I’m dead, Pakrice.”

“Ha ha, alright, Night Lady, I’ll play nice, this once. Just take care of our little problem for us and we’ll call it even.”

“Even? Cocky bastard. No, I’ll take care of your problem and you’ll owe me for it.”

-Conversation between Mend, Rochelle and Pakrice Sesaphon of the Money Changers 

 

 

Mend woke to his nurse, Lora’s, humming as a cool salty breeze flowed over him. His eyesight seemed back to normal, or normal enough now that he couldn’t see through his closed eyelids anymore. A pity. He could have gotten away with a lot if he still could. No, Roach would still find out…and then she’d worked him twice as hard. Mend would have shivered at the thought if he wasn’t still so exhausted. But, he owed her so much for all she did for him…and for trouble he caused with the Coming Shadows…and that Red Bay Job…the Money Changers…and that whole not letting him die on the streets as a baby thing. Damn. How did Roach get everyone to owe her so damn much? Maybe even the Almighty himself owed her a favor or two.  It would explain why Mend’s luck was so terrible, Roach pulling some favors with the Almighty to play tricks on him.

Lora’s light clacking footsteps took her far from him, probably opening the other window. He had the entire room to himself, probably because the powers-that-be didn’t want people living on the island to know how close they were to dying horrible agonizing deaths. Mend didn’t mind; he had more living space than he ever had. He would have enjoyed it even more if he could actually walk.

	Mend heard Lora’s voice mumbling from the door at the other end of the room. Early morning, he thought. He learned her routine by now: first open the two windows, stare out for a minute, talk to Doctor Yah’v about his daily treatment —something he desperately wanted to avoid— and then she would tend to him, all while humming. Her singing reminded him of a lullaby, a slow sleepy song that used to do wonders to sooth his headaches and even calm his spasming muscles —for the first thousand times he heard her singing it. After that, the rhythm had clawed its way into his dreams. He even found himself longing for his headaches again. Doesn’t she know any other damn song?

“Good morning, Glen,” she said cheerfully as she checked his pulse before opening each of his eye lids.  “I know you’re awake. You’re not going to fool me.” Mend still didn’t move. His plan might still work: he’d pretend to sleep so he’d interact with as few people as possible. And his other, better plan, was to get well enough to crawl out of here before Roach found out. Slim chance. She probably already knew. And worse of all, he didn’t even get to snap that huge Beast into his memory, so he’d go home a failure. She might actually kill him this time. “Visitors are coming to see you in a few minutes,” she added, cranking the top half of the bed up, pushing Mend into a seated position. Visitors? Sera?  o, she usually just shows up—

“Damn, the Regent,” he muttered, rolling over to his side with his back toward her.

“Ha, see I knew you were awake. And mind your manners, don’t be so antisocial, and remember to smile. He’s here to put a medal around your neck.” And, if the Regent would be so kind as to strangle him to death with it, he’d consider it a favor. How much more could he screw up this job? With morbid curiosity, Mend would find out for sure. He already failed his simple mission, saved a conquering empire, and gave false hope that some boss lady’s brother still cared about her. Though the thought of seeing his crew’s faces as he walked …well, crawled… back with medals every which way on him almost brought a smile to his face, until he realized Roach would have some snarky sarcastic comment ready. See, Roach, I did fail my way to the top! 

Lora grabbed his shoulder, turning him on his back.

Mend groaned. “But, I feel sick. Can’t he come another day.”

He felt her hand on his forehead. “It’ll only take a few minutes, Glen. You should be proud.”  Proud? No Stupid—

A knock came at the door and despite himself, Mend opened his eyes to look. There was a woman in blue leathery armor and a man in shimmering chain mail. They glanced around the room before nodding for Lora to join them. “Be right back. Try to get comfortable.”

Comfortable? His body was a festival of sensations, but comfortable wouldn’t one of them. And how could he get comfortable? Those two guards or soldiers or —maybe executioners— weren’t here to pin medals on him. Mend gulped, his throat still dry. Sera must have told them he was an impostor, and now they were coming to pick him up. Gallows?  Fire?  No, they wouldn’t execute him, Mend thought.  He saved their island after all…right? Mend slid down his bed. Probably going to put me in another tower again.

Lora returned, her face beaming brightly. “Oh Glen, you’re not going to believe this. His Majesty Siga is coming to visit you along with his sister, Princess Zana.” Mend let his mouth hang open. She closed his mouth with her hand before taking hold of his shirt, fluffing it, pulling it straight, and buttoning some open buttons. “Now. What am I going to tell the Doctor Yah’v? He wanted the morning off and he’s going to miss our His and Her Majesty! But not me! How wonderful is that?”

Mend nodded slowly, but inside he wanted to scream, to curse and drag his wretched hurt body back to the shore and swim to land —preferably drown. But the only thing he managed to do was squeak out something halfway between a coughing laugh and shriek sob. “Oh, luck me,” his sandpaper voice cut into his throat.

Lora hummed, continuing to dust him off and do her best to make him look like some expensive vase she wanted to show case. The other two —the broad in blue and the brawn in metal— marched in and stood at the far corners by the door and the far window with faces so stoic Mend doubted they had ever smiled.  No, that can’t be true. They were security and Mend knew from experience, they could smile —sadistically, just before throwing their fist across his face. But here in a building full of patients, they’d go on looking like statues, unless of course, one of the patients here suddenly had the wild idea of killing the emperor. And with Mend’s luck, he’d probably end up saving the evil bastard and getting the crown as a reward.

“Water,” Mend asked, more to stop Lora from mothering his clothes to death than thirst.

“Oh, yes, of course, Glen. I’m sorry.” She ran over to a pitcher and poured a cup half way. Then she opened a drawer and picked out two bottled —his medicine, which tasted like liquid-fire blueberries.

She came back and Mend, now with more strength in his neck, leaned his head forward as she helped him drink the concoction down. Cool, sweet blueberry flavor refreshed his throat like magma flooding a cracked desert. He gagged, and she pulled the cup away, but he would rather take it all down quickly, so he tipped his head forward and drank it down.

“Good,” she said, wiping his face with a cloth. “You’re getting stronger every day. Maybe the doctor can get you moving again this evening.” Only if it’s straight off a cliff.

“Hello there,” an elderly voice sounded. “Is that our hero?” Mend rolled his eyes as Lora quickly placed her finger on his lips, snickering quietly at him.

She turned. “Good morning, Ward Doctor,” she said, walking to meet him. Mend sighed, enjoying a moment of peace before the ‘fun’ of more conversation, or rather lying as he probably should. But Mend was a terrible liar, and he knew it. So, he decided, he’d play up his debilitation, which wasn’t much to play up.  His legs still felt like dead weights and his voice, though stronger, sounded like one of those drunk patrons waking up in the afternoon after a night of ‘curing the thirsty plague.’

“Where is Doctor Yah’v? His Majesty and his sister, Princess of Zanf’r, are both outside,” said the Ward Doctor, an older man with a head so full of white hair and beard, Mend doubted the man had a face at all.  “At least you’re here. Please tell me he’s well enough to see them?”

They both turned to him.

No! Mend screamed in his mind. 

“Yes, he is,” she said, almost vindictively —at least that’s how Mend heard it.  He’d have to...bite her fingers or roll onto the floor so she’d have to pick him up.

“Good, good! I’ll have to leave them with you then. Please, Lora, be…well, you know.”

“I’ll make sure our hero doesn’t embarrass himself.”

Mend smiled a crooked smile at her, but she didn’t flinch. He should have known she’d have experience with unruly patients.

“Thank you.”  The old man hobbled off as Lora returned to his bedside. She dusted off her white uniform, checked her fingernails and touched up her auburn hair which she barely even touched. She dyed it too, he noticed; the original black color appearing in slivers on her locks.  Could be natural, but Mend’s used that kind of dye treatment before and recognized it. It flakes away too easily in the sun and the salty air couldn’t help either. But, what in the hell does that even matter now? Nothing!

With her beaming a wide obnoxious smile and Mend wishing the Almighty would start his apocalyptic judgment right about now, they both waited for the evil emperor and his ‘saintly’ sister to arrive. He thought about turning away on his side again, but Lora would just turn him back, and his body would thank him with a stray cramp. Just get this over with and don’t say anything stupid!

A moment later, the old man returned and behind him stood a much taller man, short black peppered hair with blond highlights, graying sideburns, a beard and wearing a sapphire encrusted silver circlet around his head. Don’t even think it, Mend. He would definitely miss that. He wore simple clothes too, but they looked expensive by how they were so clean and wrinkle free. But Mend had seen more impressive looking people in Roach’s tavern —he’s stolen from more impressive looking people too. Could this man really be that ‘evil’ apostate emperor?  

Mend had expected him to look hideous with horns, a red face, or maybe some diseased mess, fat with food flopping off his face and paid naked women giggling by his side. This man looked more like he had been carrying lumber his whole —He glared at Mend, right into his eyes, and for a brief moment, he imagined hearing a voice in his mind. Are you finished insulting me? And then the emperor turned back to his conversation.

No, can’t be. His heart sank. For an island supposedly forbidden to memorizers, he had single-handily found the only two. And this one was a powerful one. Mend only met one other in all his travels that was skilled enough to read minds, a man in Sat’r, but just his luck, this evil —lovely gentlemen— just had to be second. But as much as it should, it didn’t worry him, or he wouldn’t let it worry him. There was a flaw to that skill, Mend knew all too well. It cut both ways. If he peers into Mend’s mind, he’d notice, and then Mend could steal what’s in his mind. So, Siga wouldn’t dare use his skills on him or risk giving away all his secrets. Mend would just have to vigilant, that’s all. Eh, better just stick to the ‘too sick to talk’ story.  

Siga paused there at the door and opened his hand before a woman came through. She, he recognized, Princess Zana from the Holy City, and the resemblance to her older brother was obvious. Roach had met her a few times too, but Mend only caught a glimpse. Luckily for him, she was a mage, not a memorizer. No way in the Depths would she recognize him—

She locked eyes with his, her eyebrows flashed in a surprised expression, before turning to her brother. Oh, come on, Almighty! Send some good luck for a change! But that didn’t mean she’ll blow his cover. No!  He got that book for her, damn it! He was stuck in a tower for a month because of her! Mend turned over on his side, trying to bury half his face into the pillow.

Siga smiled and with his sister hand-in-hand they walked over. Lora curtsied with some flowery words Mend couldn’t care less about. He had to figure out a way to make this meeting short. No more surprises.  Maybe he could fake a spasm, except it might cause a real spasm and he’d be in pain the rest of the day. He could pray for a heart attack. But the Almighty wasn’t that generous.  

“You must be Glen Tellerson,” Siga said, giving him a tight smile and curt nod. I must be. Siga turned to the princess. “This is my sister the Archduchess of Zanf’r—”

The princess cleared her throat.

“The Princess of Zanf’r, Zana,” Siga corrected himself. “How are you, boy?”

“Fine,” he said, trying to exaggerate his raspy voice, which didn’t take much. He started playing that piano in his head just in case Siga tried crawling into his mind again.

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but his voice is still weak,” Lora said with such politeness, it curled Mend’s stomach.

Siga smiled again, giving Mend a hardy shake of his shoulder. “Where’s his doctor?”

“House summons,” Lora answered. “But I know everything about his treatment, Your Majesty. Glen has acute case of exposure.  Internal burns, tumor growths, dilution of vitals, cramps, even some paranoia.” Paranoia?  —Mend didn’t remember that. Ah! That voice in his head back with Granger. Or was the emperor? No…Siga was no where near the building, and that voice was different…as if afraid of Mend. He almost snorted— “He had temporary blindness when we found him unconscious, but we didn’t have to try resuscitation. He was still breathing on his own. We’re trying that new treatment, so his physical recovery is much slower than expected, but Doctor Yah’v opted out of brain surgery since his mental functions weren’t too affected.” ‘Could have been an improvement,’ Roach would say. Shut up, Roach!

“Interesting,” Siga said while Zana looked Mend over with her eyebrows scrunched together as though something perplexed her about him…like maybe why he was there in the first place. Mend tried getting her out of his mind, burying his face deeper into the pillow. The last thing he wanted was for Siga to learn Zana and Roach had a connection. Losing that contract, Mend wouldn’t sleep for years slaving to make up the money. “Is he sane,” Siga asked.  “Hallucinations?” Sane? That’s right!  Exposed people usually went insane almost as bad as the Chills inside them. Mend never saw it himself, but he’d heard from others who had to mercifully kill the infected. Wait—

“Yes, I’m sane,” Mend coughed.

“Wonderful,” Siga said with a widening smile. Why was he so damn happy? “Lora make a note of it. Every detail. I want to know everything. Listen Glen, I’ve got some news for you. Favorable news and Unfavorable news. The favorable news is that you are the only human we know who has survived exposer to Lairgor without risking cutting your head open. Our new treatment works!” He seemed more pleased with himself than Mend’s survival. “Unfavorable, however, that you won’t be returning to your duties.” Siga turned to the nurse. “We need to find out how he survived with his mind intact. Our animal trials didn’t pan out so well. I want all numbers, concentrations, doses, vitals.” What? Wait! No! Mend had to go. Leave! He failed his mission; he couldn’t stay here. That Chief Engineer was onto him and if he stayed longer, they might find everything out.

“I have to go,” his throat burned. He tried rising, but Siga’s hand pressed him back down. His body sank into the bed, relieved. “I wasn’t exposed. Just some small part.”

“A moment, Glen,” Siga said, before turning back to Lora. “Would you excuse us, please? I would like to have a word with our hero alone.” Siga accented the ‘hero’ in a mocking way that reminded him of Roach. Had he crawled into his mind again? No, Mend would have felt that. Had Sera told him? She said she wouldn’t. Damn imperial liars! Doesn’t she know you’re not supposed to lie to thieves! Lora walked to the exit, the other two guards following her out before closing the door. No, Lora! Stay. Somebody else stay!

Mend was alone now with a sinking feelings settling inside of him. The emperor. The princess. And the thief. And the windows too far for him to jump through. Almighty! Earthquake please!

“Would you like me to go too,” Zana asked, her eyes never leaving Mend, making him feel even more uncomfortable. She was probably nervous too, but that was fine. More pressure, more stakes! Why not?

“No, it’s fine,” Siga said, turning back to Mend. “Glen, I’m sorry, but you’re not going anywhere.  Besides, as soon as you’re better, we’ll have a parade in your honor.” Siga leaned in and grabbed his shoulder. As he tightened his grip, Mend’s mind began to wander. His thoughts on the piano giving way to the past, to reason he was there—No! Mend launched his piano thoughts into Sig’s mind, not really knowing what he was doing. He’d never done anything like that before, but he just imagined himself —as comical as it was— lifting a self-playing piano and throwing it into Sig’s mind —suddenly an image of an explosion boiling the sea flashed in Mend’s mind, the princess shivering in her seat on a stone roof tower, and Siga feeling completely relieved.  

Siga released his grip, staring coolly into Mends eyes, saying.  “Hmm, you have plenty to explain, Glen.”  The threat in his voice sent shivers down his back. Ah! Now, there’s that evil emperor Mend heard so much about.  

“I’ll explain everything,” Mend said.

Siga pulled for a chair beside the bed. He offered it to Zana, but she refused. “I already know what happened,” he answered, sitting down.

“That’s great. I’m really tired of telling that story.”

Siga didn’t seem angry; almost bored, a very hard expression to read, but of course, crazy people usually were.  “Glen,” Siga began again. “How did you get here?”

“I applied. Was accepted,” he said. Just keep to short, simple statements. “I’m a coolant engineer so…,” his voice cracked into a cough.

“Za’nina,” Siga said, turning to his sister. “Look at his eyes. Tell me what you see.” She had never stopped looking into his eyes, but at Siga’s prompting, Mend looked away.

“A frightened boy interrogated by his liege.”

“He’s a memorizer like me,” Siga said with tightening jaw. “Glen, I don’t allow memorizers on the island. Again, how did you get here?” Didn’t allow? In a week, he’d meet two, Sera and Siga. Maybe there was a whole underground metropolis here playing a joke on Siga. Mend laughed in his mind. “This isn’t funny, Glen.”

Mend jerked his attention back to Siga. He read his thoughts again, and this time Mend didn’t even feel anything. He thought of that piano tune again, just in case.

“It’s difficult to talk,” Mend coughed out.

“That’s fine. Just say what you can. Now, my question.”

“I lied about not being one,” Mend said. 

“Why?”

“This is where the action is, isn’t it? For glory and empire.”

“I know what you think of me, Glen. So, I ask you one more time, why are you here?” Again, his words implied a warning. Those warnings weren’t going to last forever and Mend didn’t want to find out why everyone thought Siga was so evil. Siga sighed, rubbing his forehead while shaking his head. “If I’m so evil, why did you save my island?”

Mend gasped. “Water, please,” he choked. Damn it, Mend. The piano! But he couldn’t remember the melody, his concentration wavering again. No! Don’t let him in! She’ll lock you up in her own tower! —Then a new image flashed into his mind. Deep waves of blue hues. Shimmering black that resembled hundreds of congregating schools of shiny fish that swam together and then danced away. Immense and majestic with an indescribable grace about it. But incomplete somehow with parts of it hallowed out; Mend recognized it, or rather he ‘just knew’ what it was. The Sea Roar Shard and it exuded a longing and a rage. So strange that he knew exactly what it was, but it wasn’t ‘his knowing,’ but ‘Sig’s knowing’ of the Shard that Mend saw. And Siga described it as a tool and proof of man’s ingenuity, a desperate hope against some cataclysm. Mend saw a man there too, sitting at the base of the Beast. He had blue skin and was bald, bobbing his head like he was sleeping. His name, Siga knew too, and now so did Mend, ‘Mister Blue.’ The name definitely fit. —Then the image disappeared, and Mend quickly put up his piano song defense. Only then did he realize his heart racing as he fought off a smile. Yes! Yes! Yes! Maybe that was his imagination or maybe he hitched a ride on Siga’s skills —or maybe he’s getting better at his own tricks. No, that can’t be. Either way, he now had a perfect mental picture of the Empire’s Beast. I win!  

Zana poured him a glass of water.

“Who is this woman,” Siga asked calmly as if he didn’t notice what Mend saw. Maybe he didn’t. Of course he didn’t! Mend was amazing! He was incredible— “Pay attention, Glen,” Siga’s warning snapped his attention back. “That woman who threatened you with a tower? Who is she?” Zana looked back over her shoulder, concern oozing from her face —Play the damn piano Mend! What you saw isn’t worth a damn if you can’t get out of here. Something crashed by the princess; the cup had fallen to the floor, splashing water.

“Oh, that was careless of me,” she said.

Siga rubbed the side of his face, sighing. “I’m not torturing the boy, Z.”

“But you would,” she snapped back. “If it helped you conquer more lands.”

Anger flashed across his face for moment. “I am not conquering anything,” he mumbled, sounding almost childish.

“Yes, yes, I know,” Zana answered, bringing another cup of water to Mend. She smiled at him, comforting him by placing her hand on his shoulder. It was a nice gesture, but… Don’t think about her; don’t give her away; Keep playing that piano. “You’re just trying to save our world, isn’t that right? You’re not conquering anyone at all.”

“No, I’m not. Look around, Z. All those other…countries, states, kingdoms. Those people this morning. We waste resources posturing against each other. Some isolate themselves. Others set themselves up as the Almighty himself for the all pejoratives I get. We waste time re-exploring what our ancestors already had centuries ago. No, we can’t have another Catastrophe. We must pool our resources. This time, we will be ready, even if I have to force everyone to cooperate.” Another Catastrophe? Now, that sounded ominous. But Mend supposed Siga had to justify decimating as many cities as he had somehow. He probably believed he was the ‘good guy’ in all this, and those, Mend knew from experience, were the most dangerous kind of ‘good guys.’ 

But a part of him was curious to learn more. Morbid, deadly curiosity, sure, but how else was he going to know if his rummaging through Siga’s mind was a fluke. He already had what he was sent to do, no harm in trying for more. And besides, Roach said it herself, ‘information is money.’ 

“But isn’t that always your solution,” the princess snickered, helping Mend drink his water. “‘Force’ everyone to cooperate.”

“Sometimes children need to be discipled before they can mature. Only then, united, do we stand a chance.”

“Is that what we are,” she answered, frowning. “Children to you?” 

Mend, with his head supported by Zana’s gloved hand and slowly drinking down the water, tried his luck getting into Siga’s head. Of course, it would leave him vulnerable too, but they seemed too engrossed in family gossip. So he concentrated his attention on Sig, who had his head bowed down in his hands. He tried what he did before, imagine throwing something into Sig’s mind. Maybe that’s how it worked—

Zana jerked his head straight, an unamused cold stare from her. Was he that obvious? She shook her head sternly, letting his head drop to the pillow.

“Z…,” Siga said as she passed him by. “Let’s talk about this later. Not in front of our hero.” Siga raised his head. He looked tired suddenly, his eyes sullen a bit with tension wrinkling his forehead. “Glen. I know you don’t believe me. Or trust me. But I’m trying to help you, help everyone. I am not going to hurt you. You saved my world, our world. I just want to get to know you better. Share something, anything about yourself. Our people on the island are going to want to know something about you.”

Like what? What could he possibly share that wouldn’t betray one of Roach’s best paid patrons, reveal his purpose, and stop him from become the biggest news on the island. He felt a sudden clawing in his mind, like a hand guiding the fog of his thoughts. They began shifting to—

“I lived in a tower once,” he panicked.  Doesn’t he ever stop?

“A tower? So that’s it. That’s why you’re being so evasive. What was your crime?”

“Sig,” Zana warned.

Siga batted his hand. “I’m not hurting him.”

“But he is tired, and really, how reliable can he be with the concoctions your doctors have given him.”

“Oh, he’s fine. I formulated those remedies myself. They’re meant to strengthen and clear the mind.”  Strengthen and clear the mind?  Was that why Mend was able to use his skills better than usual?  

Yes, came the answer with a grin from Sig. Mend immediately started playing his piano in his head, hoping it was doing something to stop Siga from reading more.

Mend glanced up to Zana, a worried look on her. She wasn’t going to be able to help now.

“Glen, please,” Siga said with irritation escaping his voice. “Why were you held in a tower? What was your crime? I am not going to celebrate a criminal.”  His hazel eyes pierced into him like a hawk tracking its prey and for a moment, Mend forgot the song. Sig’s eyebrows flashed, his mouth tightening to a line. “I know that room, that place. That’s the Red Rock Tower. Landrie sent you!”

Just at that moment, Zana brushed against her brother’s shoulder with her hand.

“Can’t you tell he’s frightened,” Zana said and that seemed to calm Sig. “Your blessing isn’t perfect, you know. Believe me. He barely survived exposer and now the man who holds his life in his hands is interrogating him. His mind’s probably racing and giving you what you want to see. When will you understand, you can’t believe every thought someone thinks.”

Mend breathed a sigh of relief.  Princess Zana, thank—No! Piano!

Siga snapped back at Mend, but then grumbled. “I suppose it would be ridiculous to think Lan would send someone just to save me. Still, you did lie coming here. And you were in a tower for something?”

Mend nodded, closing his eyes and pretending very hard that he was very tired; well, he didn’t have to pretend that hard.

“You are hiding something,” Siga said.

“I think he’s had enough,” Zana suggested. “Wait until he gets better. He’s not going anywhere.”

“Yea, I suppose—”

A knock came at the door. “Your Majesty.”  Mend peeked open an eye and saw an older man walk in, bald and dark skinned. He snapped him into memory.

“Ah, Cyne.” Siga rose from his seat.  Thank the Almighty. “What is it?”

“It’s Chief Engineer Sera Gallegos,” he said. “She’s finishing up her tour of the project and soon lunch will be served.” Gallegos? Sera! Yes, she’d get him out of this. She promised!

“One moment Cyne. Please wait outside.” Siga slowly sat back down, a bemused expression on his face. Damn it! Mend heard the door close. “I know you can think straight, despite your fatigue. So. My Chief Engineer will get you out of this? Why?”  Mend played that piano louder in his mind. “Lovely song, maybe you can play it on a real instrument sometime. Why?”

Zana’s looked down on her brother, her eyes sinking and the corners of her mouth creasing to a frown.  She wasn’t going to help him. Not anymore. He had to think of something. Sorry Sera, but this emperor is crazier than I thought.

Watch your tongue, boy.

You’re making my point, um, Majesty?

Siga frowned.

“Yea, I was in that tower.”

“Then Landrie did sent you,” he hissed.

But Mend focused on Sera, all his mind concentrating on her conversation with him. “Sera’s brother sent me,” he said.  “Glen…another Glen.” Siga seemed to relax, easing into his chair.

“Go on.”

 “He wanted to know how she was doing,” Mend coughed. “His messages don’t reach her. Couriers go missing.” Mend smiled with wry coarse chuckle.

“I don’t waste my time making couriers disappear,” Siga replied flatly.

“Well, that’s why I’m here. Now that I see Sera isn’t being flagged, tortured, or raped, I can go back and tell him she’s fine.”

“You’re a very bold young man,” Sig’s voice grew hard. “Bold young men don’t enjoy long lives.” That’s OK. I don’t have much to live for, Your Heinous. “I already told you to watch your tongue.” 

Mend shrugged; he had worse things to worry about now. Siga would obviously check up on his story with that blond engineer. She’d be angry. Siga was already angry. And Roach…well, she was always angry.  What did Mend have to lose now?

“You see Siga,” Zana jumped in. “Sometimes there are just shadows.”

Siga grumbled, appearing unsatisfied. He scratched at his chin. “Sera’s brother must be wealthy then.  He served in the war, last we knew.”

“Oh so you know him,” Mend said. “Then you can send him a message yourself and let…me….go.” Siga’s eyes bore into him. Keep taking liberties with me, boy.

“We do background checks,” Siga answered steely, and then nodded to Mend, “to prevent this. Did Lan mention anything about this, Z?”

“No, nothing at all,” she shook her head. “It sounds to me nothing more than a concern of a brother over his sister across difficult borders. You would have done the same for me.”

Siga seemed to soften at that, and Mend was grateful. Maybe he’d only be flogged instead of hanged.  “Yea, I suppose,” he said. “But I’ll have to talk to Sera. There’s no way onto the island.” No way onto island? Mend held back a chuckle. Sure, there was, a great big gaping hole he used. He couldn’t have been the only —something struck Mend that moment, that familiar feeling of clawing in his mind, like a door being pried open with a metal bar. He tried to resist, concentrating on that song, but it was becoming too much, his thoughts shifting, losing focus as if falling asleep. You’ve been to Landrie’s Red Rock. I’d like to hire you for a new job, thief, he heard in his mind with Siga confirming it with a slight nod of his head.

And since the emperor was so obliging and the two of them were becoming such good friends, sharing each other’s thoughts, Mend tried his hand in reaching into Siga’s mind too. —Mend burst out in laughter at what he saw. Zana started, looking between Siga and himself. But Siga knew. Of course he knew what Mend saw, his eyebrows scrunching together confirmed it. A slender woman in all black, dark brown oval eyes, a small scar under her right eye peeping over a black mask. Yep, he absolutely recognized her, his archrival and nemesis. The woman who had beaten him so many times on so many jobs, leaving messes behind —on purpose— for him to flub through. The woman who could never, ever, crack a smile to save her life —probably would enjoy her own funeral too. And she was here at the worst possible time and likely, for the worst possible reason. That Coming Shadow’s Agent, the ever serious, Rowena Lions. Had to be more of Mend’s infamous brand of luck again.

“Two birds of the same flock,” Siga asked, with a raised eyebrow.

“Oh no,” Mend said, chuckling. “I work alone. She’s just a…competitor. They do lousy jobs too. You were better…off…yea, I’m done.”  Mend shut his mouth, seeing Zana take an interest in what he was saying.

Zana laid her hand on her brother’s shoulder. “Oh, isn’t that interesting. I, too, see you’re not above outsourcing your labor, dear brother,” she said, thoughtfully. 

“I will say this, Glen,” Siga said, ignoring his sister. “You’ve adapted your skill much more quickly than I expected. Or perhaps the remedy’s been optimized?” He leaned back, considering Mend like a doctor deciding how best to carve up a cadaver. Mend was half-tempted to pry into Sig’s mind again, and probably would have found himself on a dissection table if that damn headache hadn’t returned. Besides, he knew Roe was somewhere nearby. His brainpower would best be used to figure a way to make her life more difficult. Sweet revenge. Nothing catastrophic, just make her have to work a bit harder like she did with him.  That thought almost made his headache feel better. 

Siga rose from his seat. “Glen, rest well,” he said. “Believe me, I’m really heartened about your progress. I’ll have Cyne visit you later.” He turned to his sister, opening his hand toward the door. “Shall we have lunch?”

Zana took a long mournful look on Mend. Maybe she knew what Siga would eventually do with him, and it showed on her face. Mend closed his eyes; he didn’t need that kind of encouragement to leave the island. If he could crawl, walk, or run, he’d get out of here.

The two exited the room, leaving Mend alone with his thoughts.  ‘Alone’ with his thoughts. yes, it felt exactly like that as if his head was back to having only one occupant. Even his headache lessened. So, that bastard was hurting him! 

Mend snickered to himself. He could have done better talking to those two, himself. If there was any way he could have screwed that conversation up anymore, he didn’t know how. At least Zana’s account with Roach was safe. And Roe. Siga had hired her too. For what? Probably murdering little children for their candy.  Roe was like that —the Shadows were like that. All business. Mend shivered, a cramp knotting in his back.  She had a weird sense of humor too, one that usual left Mend trying to escape one of her screw ups. Screw ups? No. She did it on purpose.

Suddenly, Lora tore into the room like a cannonball, slamming the door shut behind her. She marched up to Mend’s bed and grabbed her hips, a deep scowl on her face. Not happy.  Maybe, Siga told her how ‘gentlemanly’ he was, and now, Mend would find out the darker side of Lora’s personality.

“I didn’t believe it when she told me,” she said, her voice completely different now, hard-edged and full of disdain, though familiar. But that could be because everyone talked to him that way. What in the Depths could have changed? “No, wait. I do believe it. She always said you had a special knack for turning candle flames into volcanoes.”

“Uh…. Who? The Princess?” Had Roach told Zana about him?

“Now what am I going to do with you?” She sighed tiredly, shaking her head. “So that’s what you look like without your ridiculous outfits, huh? It’s a been almost a year, a very good year not having to deal with your incompetence. Still don’t recognize me? Good, that’s because we take our jobs seriously.”

“Uh…. Lora, Sorry, I don’t—”

“Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch, right? Rochelle’s little bastard kid.”

Mend jumped from his bed, shooting cramps exploding all over his body.

“You shouldn’t do that.”

“What? Who told you,” he eked out over the pain.

“Who do you think,” she said, coming over to him and easing him back into the bed. “The ‘Night Lady’”

“Rochelle? Oh no…. That means she already knows, doesn’t she?” Mend sank back into his bed, feeling all the worse.

“Damn right, she knows. She’s smart enough to keep tabs on you when you’re out.”

“But wait. I don’t remember you back in Faf’r. Are you new? When did you—” She put her finger on his lips.

“Shh.” She tilted her head as though listening. Mend couldn’t hear anything which meant she had the same skills as Roe and her sponsor Josie and the rest of the gang of Shadows —the Veiled Goddess’s stealth, silence, and enhanced senses. “They’re talking about you out there,” she said. She then turning back to him, chuckling in a sort of ‘I-can’t-believe-how-ridiculous-this-is’ kind of way. “No, I’m not part of your little annoying self-righteous crew.”

Little annoying self-righteous?  “So…then you’re…Oh, crap—”

She gave him a sharp look, and he almost laughed out loud despite the pain. He should have recognized it before, but like Roe, he had only seen her eyes. Black eyes, perfect for her line of work. Black hair, dyed imperfectly auburn. He’d never seen her full face, though, always covered up in that black uniform they use. She was probably here waiting for Roe; she was Roe’s sponsor after all, the infamous ‘Shadow Girl’ assassin, Josie Summers.

Mend grinned. “Sooooo Josie, wow…you’re not half as ugly as I expected.”

“Cut the crap, Mend. Can you walk?”

“Walk? I thought Roach asked you to kill me. It’s what you people do best, right?”

“I wish,” she replied, leering uncomfortably long at his neck.  

Mend rolled his eyes. “It was a joke. You guys do know how to laugh over there, don’t you?”

She crossed her arms. “I’m not laughing now, am I? You’re botching up my own plans here with your damn incompetence.”

“Wish Rochelle asked Roe to save me instead,” Mend mumbled. “At least she takes pleasure in a abusing me—”  Josie’s eye twitched.  “Alright! Alright! I’ll cooperate. No, I can’t walk. Barely roll without tying into knots.” 

Josie reached one arm under his back and another under his knees. She tried lifting, but Mend winched in pain, his muscles cramping. She released him, shaking her head.

“Too heavy,” she said, looking at his legs. “You don’t need them, do you?”

“Not at the moment but put ‘em in bag. They might come in handy in the future.”

She cracked a smile. “I can see why Roe teases you so much. You really don’t care about anything, do you? Not even your life. I suppose you don’t have to when there’s always someone there to fix your problems.”

Mend looked away. That wasn’t really true. He did care about a lot of things, didn’t he? Nothing important came to mind. Money, the thrill of the job, maybe weekend drinking benders. Ah! My past! Yes, that was important to him, so important that he hadn’t looked into in years.

Josie snapped her fingers. “Hey Mend. Snap out of it. We gotta figure out—”

“You know what. Just leave me,” he said, relaxing into the bed. “Tell Rochelle I died in the exposer. It’s better that way.”

Josie groaned. “Oh great, moody Mend is back. I thought you’d grow out of that.”

“You don’t want to help me. I know that much. Not your crew’s style, right?”

“No. My crew’s style is getting what we need no matter what.”  She chewed her lip, studying the bed.  She then reached under and did something that made the bed feel like it could roll away. “No…still too heavy.”

“Then what did Rochelle tell you about me?”

“To get you out of here,” she said, hidden under the bed. “I thought that was obvious.”

“Why?”

She popped up from underneath, her head level with his, scrunching her eyebrows together like she didn’t understand the question. “What do you mean ‘why’?”

“Why are you doing what she asked you? You don’t work for her. We’re not on the same job. I know you’d rather just forgot I was even here.”

She smacked her lips. “Why else do people do what she asks, kid? I owe her.”

Mend chuckled. He should have expected that answer. She went back to fiddling under his bed. “A lot of people owe her.”

“You got that right.” She grunted. “Damn. This isn’t going to work.” She got up and looked at him with a face twisted in thought. She probably wouldn’t appreciate it, but he snapped her face into his memory.  Petty revenge, but revenge still. She sighed, cupping her eyes shut with her hand. “I don’t suppose you can keep yourself out of trouble till you can walk?”

Mend shrugged. “I thought that’s what I’ve been doing all along.”

She snorted. “How do you always get caught in these messes?”

“Born under the bad star?”

“Bad constellation more like it,” she said, deep in thought. “Well, I can’t do anything alone but here’s a warning for you. If I get what I’m here for before you heal enough to walk, we’re going to do this the hard—”

“Roe. She’s coming here, isn’t she?”

Her face fell. She grabbed his shoulders, hissing, “how the hell do you know that? Was it back in Landrie’s? Has she been found out?”

“Uh…uh… I’m getting into more trouble, aren’t I?”

“Explain,” she roared.  

Mend flinched. “I saw it… in Siga’s mind. Her. When he mentioned there was no way to get on this island. He must have thought of Roe.” Josie studied him for a moment, before relaxing and letting go of him.

“You’re blessing, huh,” she said, eyeing him with distrust, probably thinking how quickly she could bleed him to death. “I thought only Siga could do that.”

Mend shrugged again, mostly because Josie’s hand prints on his shoulders throbbed. “I’ve seen it before,” he said. “With enough practice, learn how to use it better. Maybe I’m getting better at it. See, there is hope for me!”

“Is that all you saw,” she asked, threateningly.

He thought about lying to her. Maybe he could tease out why the Coming Shadows were so desperate to get rid of their own tyrant One-King that they’ll work for another tyrant emperor.

“Yes,” Mend said. He decided he was in enough trouble. “That’s all I saw. Your secret mission is still secret.”

She grunted, crossing her arms. “Then that’s that. If she comes back before you heal, we’ll have to drug you and carry you out on our backs.”

“Lovely.”

“Your own fault, Mend,” she said, pointing at him. “You’re lucky it isn’t like the old days; Rochelle’s gotten soft.”

“Funny, I hadn’t noticed.”

	But Josie didn’t laugh; her serious do-or-die look back on full. “You better shut your mouth from now on, alright?  Sig’s treatment is really amazing, but you’re going to cooperate with me and Doctor Yah’v.” She didn’t make it sound like a request but what could Mend do, except maybe push her a little bit further. It wasn’t like getting him out of here would square him with what her and Roe have done to him over the years. Whenever the Shadows needed a memorizer, Mend was there primed and ready, and how did they thank him? By using him as bait to divert guards, moving so silently, he couldn’t keep up and they’d leave him behind, and even going out their way to scare off his escape horse. …That last one might have been his fault, but no, they weren’t doing this for him; they were doing a favor to Roach.

	He looked over her blue nurse outfit and failing hair dye. It didn’t make sense to him. Siga already hired Roe, so why was Josie hiding? Unless…. “Alright Josie—"

“Lora,” she corrected him.

“Alright Lora. Siga hired Roe, right?”

She frowned even more. “None of your business.” She tipped her head suddenly, listening outside.

Mend chuckled. Perfect, just the reaction I was looking for. “So… Siga doesn’t know you’re here, huh?  He thinks he hired Roe, but he doesn’t know he got two for one on this contract, does he? Come on. You can tell me. What are you really after, Jo —Lora? Another assassination? Really original there….”

The door opened, but before Mend could turn, Josie’s hand met his face with a loud crack in his ears, sending a painful sting contorting his face into spasms. His eyes shut tightly, and lips cramped shut.

“What…what’s happened,” someone shouted, but Mend could barely make it out through the ringing in his ears.

“I…I don’t know, doctor,” Josie said, innocently. “He just started to have an episode.”

“We need to put him under. Nurse! The sedative! Quick.”

Like ripples flowing from a disturbed pond, Mend felt his muscles cramping one by one down his neck, across his chest and back, down to his stomach. He felt a needle jab into his neck, a hot breath close to his ear. “I won’t let your stupidity ruin this for us, hero,” Josie whispered.

“Bitch,” he tried to mouth, but darkness took him. 
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Rowena Lions: Araa and the Major

 

“Hello there, little girl.”

“Hello.”

“What’s your name?”

“Rowena.”

“Rowena, huh? You a very special girl, you know that? For having such special parents—"

“Don’t you talk to our daughter! Rowena, come hold your mother’s hand; we’re going.”

“Garth! Madelina! You know the Oaths. No one leaves, and no one betrays the Shadows.  Come home now and face your Matriarch. Don’t test us. We have this place surrounded.  Your children too. Now come home, arms, hands out in front. Don’t make a mess of this.”

“Rowena, listen to your father. I want you to sit here on the ground as still as you can and cover your ears and close your eyes tight. Your mother and I will be right back.  Here, put this between your teeth and your lips. Don’t swallow it, but if anyone grabs you, bite them as hard as you can.  OK?”

“OK.”

“Good girl. Madelina, my dear, would you care to dance?”

“I’d love too.”

“Finally, you two are listening to reason…Hey! Slowly now! Hands in front I said! Stop, damn it!  Don’t—"

-Conversation between Roe, her parents, and a Shadow Agent.

 

 

Roe awoke, gasping for breath, her head pounding to the rapid thrumming of her heart. Lying on a cot, her muscles threatened to cramp like being on the edge of a sneeze. One move and they might knot up. Not that she wanted to move; her entire body felt so fatigued and weighed down as though she lay under a pile of mattresses.

“Araa, are you alright?” The words didn’t make sense at first as a blue glow of a man shined through her eyelids. He stood near her cell door, the image stinging her eyes and threatening them to water up. “Araa?”  She remembered now. They carried her into a jail cell to isolate her —more likely so she wouldn’t tell anyone what she saw. Another Shard of the Almighty, here, awesome in its red and foreboding in its black, calling out to her from some mysterious depth. Her. Him. No suit. No protection. Naked with divinity.

So, it came to quite a shock to her that she was still alive, and it disappointed her. Why should she be alive? No one survived exposer to divinity. Maybe she had died, and this was her judgment: to live on enduring her nightmares. Or maybe the worst was still coming, the insanity. She would have to be put down like a beast with the Chills. She saw that happen too many times to too many friends back home. I will not go out that way!

She heard the jostling of keys. “Yea, I’m fine,” she answered through her burning throat. She sounded like rusty nails scrapping wet rocks; her tongue was thick and dry, clinging to the roof of her rough mouth.

“Need anything?”

“To leave,” she said. 

“No, silly,” he laughed a soft comforting laugh. “You’re definitely not going back to work. You want anything to make you more comfortable?”

“Water.”

“Water’s fine, doctor’s permission,” he said, unlocking the cell door and opening it. “Uh, you better shut your eyes. I’m going to need light to see.” She didn’t bother telling him they were already shut. Not that it made any difference. As soon as he lit the lantern, the brightness pierced through her eyelids anyway, making her winch and turn away. “Sorry, Araa. I’ll set this lantern down at the far end.” She heard him move closer to her, bending down. He lifted a cup near her and with his free hand lifted her head up. “Go on, drink.” She gagged. Ice cold, and the water had a sweet blueberry taste that torched its way down into her stomach. An odd blend of cool refreshment and disinfectant-like burning that had to be medicine, but she was in no way able to object to it. “Just take your time.”  

Her throat did moisten enough for her to say, “Thank you,” in a clear, but weak voice.

“You’re welcome,” the man said as he laid her head back down. He wasn’t one of the Major’s soldiers; soldiers weren’t fond of ‘pleases’ and ‘thank yous.’  She wished she could see him more clearly, but her eyes were too sensitive to keep them open for any length of time. Instead, through her eyelids, she saw the outline of what must be a brim-hat on his head with something feather-like sticking out of the band, the only thing distinguishing feature on him.

“So now you know, huh,” he said, standing up.

“Know what?”

“Let her rest,” another voice said, a woman. Roe peeked her eyes but shut them from the lantern’s light. “She still has a long way to go.” 

“You now know what’s here,” he insisted. “Do you remember?”

Despite herself, she smiled. Of course, she remembered; she remembered everything. Mission Accomplished. And no one had to end! Her cheek muscles fluttered but she didn’t care; it was so rare for her missions to go so flawlessly. She just wasn’t good enough, not yet at least, or maybe now, not ever.

"Our shift’s over,” the woman said with disappointment. Roe saw her now, coming into view around the left bend outside her cell. She walked inside and stood beside him, blocking the lantern’s light. Roe could barely make out their faces, blurry blue dots for eyes and a strange dancing line for mouths. The woman’s hand extended toward her but then a distant click made her stop.

They both looked at each other. “Next time, you,” he whispered to her. If not for Roe’s blessing, she wouldn’t have heard it. He then addressed her again, “Araa, we have to go. Our shift is up, and the next medic will take care of you.”

He turned, picked up the lantern and snuffed it out. Pausing at the door, he seemed to be waiting for the woman who lingered, staring down at Roe’s helpless body. She had half a mind to say something snarky, but that wouldn’t be ‘Araa’s’ style. And it wasn’t needed; she soon followed the man who locked the the cell door behind her before they both disappeared to the right beyond view.

That was odd, Roe knew, but she’d have to expect a lot of odd things now. Maybe they were local nobles checking on the secret of their ‘investment’? Or part of the investigation? There had to be one now.  People of all sorts would be coming to visit and ask her questions. Those in power —the Major, particularly— would need to get to the bottom of what happened and how she got exposed. Her Islander persona might be useful after all.  

She read up on the Major’s past. Part of the reason she chose this persona was that he once had an Islander under his command. The first death under his command. She’d have to find a way to use that fact to get out of here —while she still had her mind intact. She had to get to Cyne. She had to get the Shadows those runic suits.

A bright light flashed from around the left bend along with, “Araa, it’s me, Medic Rek’ferd.” The military medic assigned her, his blue silhouette popped out from the left with his hand uncomfortably close to his sidearm. “Good morning. Sleep well?”

“Who were they?”

He titled his head.

“Those people just here. Two of them. Man. Woman.”

	He gripped his hand-cannon and looked down both ends of jail hall. “No one’s been in here,” he said before leaning on the cell bars. “Don’t worry, Araa. We’ve got a great doctor. He’ll—”

	“I didn’t imagine it,” she tried shouting, but it came out like a weak whimper.

	“It’s fine. I believe you.”

	“Who were they then?”

	“I don’t know,” he said, obviously lying. Maybe she imagined it. Was she losing her mind already? If that was the extent of it for now, she could manage. Just ignore the oddities and focus on getting out of here.

	“When’s the doctor coming?”

	“He’s still setting up. We’re very careful here, so it’s not everyday someone gets exposed to that Beast…uh, oh sorry. You people worship those things, don’t you?”

She peeked one eye open only to shut them from the brightness. He wasn’t even carrying a lantern. How was she even going to manage getting out of here? “Don’t you worship them too?”

“Me? Nah. Those huge things are just the Almighty’s last embers. The sky’s a big place. You know. We’ve got to go to other gods to protect us,” he said slowly as if trying to peek Roe’s interest. He reminded her of J’rek and Taylor’s whisperings back in Central Office; something about gifts from gods other than the Seven, rituals and summonings, transformations and symbols of lines, curves and shades. Roe supposed anyone not born with one of the Seven’s blessings would easily take to superstitions to grant them such abilities. If they only knew the cost that came with the honor….

But what other gods there were in the skies, ‘Araa’ wouldn’t know and neither did Roe herself. And in her present situation, neither did she care. Don’t panic, just plan this through, she told herself, remembering Josie’s training. A way will open. “But, anyway,” the medic drew out, disappointingly. “You had some visitors last night, but I had to turn them away. Words getting around that you had an accident in the mines. Don’t know why they didn’t bring you to the barracks; it’s a mess of a crowd outside but anyway, two people came here long before the crowds and I think they were asking for you.”  Araa’s heart skipped.  Two people? Those two! They finally caught her after following her on every mission, always two steps behind and a heartbeat away. They were right here, in this room, talking to her, giving her —she gasped, but it came out as a croak. That man fed her a burning blueberry liquid. Poison. It had to be, she realized with a sinking feeling. She would have done the same, the perfect place to reach her, the perfect situation to end her without suspicious, the perfect time to get their vengeance for one of the twenty eight she ended in her missions. It had to be one of them, probably one of the early ones. She wasn’t as good back then; a few of her early marks suffered for days. One woman and one man: more information than she had before.

“What did they look like,” she asked, searching her body for any sign of the poison manifesting, but with how badly she felt, she doubted she’d notice any difference for a while.

“Ah, no one you know. They didn’t even know you’re name.” Araa tried breathing deeply to slow her heart rate, slow the poison’s progression through her body —as futile as it was. Her abdomen threatened to cramp. “Asked for a ‘Rowena.’”  Her eyes shot open, the brightness overwhelming them to tears. “What? What is it? You recognize that name?”

“What did they look like? Their faces,” she tried shouting, wanting to raise her exhausted arm to grab at him.

“Uh, well. Man, woman. Older people. Both with scars on their necks. Big mustache, curled up at the ends. The woman was dark-skinned, had her hair done real pretty with hair clips. Uh, I don’t remember much more. They got through the gate, so I’m sure there’s a record.”  No, there wouldn’t be. Fake names, probably.

Roe closed her eyes, relaxing as much as she could. He didn’t give her much of a description, but it was more than she had before. She almost laughed; she wasn’t crazy after all. Somehow, they were tracking her every move, and knew her real name. Loose lips back home, she thought. They all didn’t believe her. Josie said everyone goes through a paranoia phase, but this wasn’t paranoia! This was real, and someone was a snitch back home. That had to be it. No one outside of a few knew her real name, and there was a reason for that! Her parents betrayed the Shadows by not following through on an important mission to end two marks that bastard One-King was grooming—

She winced; there was someone else who knew her name. That idiot, Mendeleyev ‘Ticktock’ Mendevoch. How he found out still reddened her cheeks, but the next time she finds him, she’d make that clock run out by wringing his neck…if there was a next time.

“What did they wear,” she asked. It made little difference; clothes could be changed as easily as weapons, but she still wanted to know.

The medic startled at the sound of a knocking from some other part of the jail. “Uh, just regular clothes, I guess,” he answered, glancing back down the jail hall. “Tans and browns. Wrinkled and worn like they had been working. The man had a cane and wore one of those old-style brim hats. You know, with a band around it, holding three black leaves I’ve seen foreigners wear.” 

She narrowed her eyes, thinking back. Her father had a brim hat stored in a display case back home.  She only learned after joining the Shadows that it belonged to one of his marks, someone from the King-Maker’s lands. Her father used a very slow acting poison back then. Was that it? Her parents were dead, so revenge for one of her parent’s marks fell to her? Poisoned because he used poison. Her only choice now was to hope Zeth’s inoculations worked against it. It damn better for all the pain she went through from his supposed immunities.  

She cursed under her breath, tears running off her temples. Immobilized in a jail, exposed and poisoned, living didn’t seem like an option anymore, but she still had to try to get back to the Golden Island.  How long did she have? Assuming Zeth’s immunity treatments worked —or at least delayed the poison— she should have a good month before hallucinations took over …at least from what others have told her. More than enough time to get back. She just had wake her body up and get moving! For the Shadows, for the Veiled Goddess, for her home’s liberation from the One-King.

The medic walked over to another lantern sitting on a chair, the blue images dancing in her vision. “Brace yourself Araa,” he said, igniting the light. “Did any of what I said make sense to you?”

“No.” She licked her lips, tasting that blueberry flavor tingling her tongue before spitting as much of it out as she could.  

“I’ll be right back,” he said, checking to make sure her cell door was locked.

“Do I have to be locked in?” She couldn’t exactly waltz out in her present condition.

“In case the mob busts in,” he said before his blue silhouette trailed off to the left.  A mob of people out there for her? Was that why he was grabbing onto his sidearm?  Wonderful, add that to list of challenges.  

“Alright, one problem at a time. One solution at a time,” she whispered. The first problem was her immobility, so she tried wiggling her toes and some moved without a hint of knotting up. The improvement brought a smile to her face. Next problem. How was she going to get out of here under lock and key? She groaned. Did they that have to put her in the a jail? Yes, yes, they did, she answered herself. “I am going to get out of here.”

Two blue silhouettes came back into view, one a bit taller and broader than the other more familiar one.

“Anything new,” he asked.

“No,” the medic replied. “But, there are signs. She thought she was visited by two people when this place is locked up tight.”

“I see.”

“I’m right here, you know,” she said. “I can hear you.”

“Good, you’re awake,” the new man said, his voice gruff with an edge that wasn’t used to being talked back to. “Has the doctor visited you?”

She couldn’t remember.

“Yes, he did,” the medic answered. “Yesterday. Gave her a ton load of muscle relaxers.”

The taller man nodded. “You’re dismissed, medic.”

“I’m sorry Major, but—”

“Son, I need a private word with her. If something happens, I’ll call you.” Major? Edgar Omen? Perfect.  Josie was right: this Islander guise was going to be what saved her. Now she had to find a way to poke at his soft spot and get him to release her.

The medic eventually withdrew, leaving Ed and her alone. He stood there awhile, letting the silence dragged on and making her wonder if he even wanted to speak with her or not. Fearing the Major would leave without saying a word, she spoke first.

“Are you the doctor,” the first thing she thought of saying.

“No,” came his curt voice. He didn’t seem happy at all. “I’m Major Ed Omen. How are you feeling?”

“Tired.”

“Yes, that’s to be expected…,” his voice trailed off.  “Is your eyesight still sensitive?”

“Yes,” she replied. One-word answers weren’t going to work; she had to warm him up. “Is everything going to be OK?”

“Depends.” He seemed to lower to a sitting position. Good, he’s staying for a while. “What mantra are you using to cope?”

Mantra? She’d forgotten about that!  “Uh, my mind is like a gentle stream. Flowing from thought to thought. My body is like a cocoon. Mending into a butterfly.”  She winched, that made absolutely no sense.  Hopefully, he didn’t know Islanders that well.

“like a cocoon, butterfly,” Ed said with a curious tone. “I thought you people only used metaphors?  That it works better?”

“Yes, that’s right” she quickly said. “It’s…just hard to concentrate.”

“Yes, that’s to be expected,” he replied, letting the silence fall again. Damn fool, just get me out of here!

“Depends,” she asked. “You said whether I’ll be OK or not. Depends on what?”

Ed took in a sharp breath.  “Araa,” he said. “You weren’t exposed for long, which is good. So, if we do nothing, you’ll probably live but, there’s a very good chance you’ll lose your mental health over the next couple of weeks.”

“Couple of weeks,” she gasped. “It only takes two weeks?” But, she felt —well, no, she felt awful, but her thinking seemed clear. She was still herself, Araa from the North —Roe from the Nyxnox Sect. Nothing had changed. It couldn’t be two weeks! It would take two weeks just to get to the shore on foot!

“An estimate, two weeks” Ed said, coldly. “You will begin to hear voices, then relive old memories.  Sometimes, you will be assaulted with a sense of impending doom that you can’t explain. More and more frequently, these episodes will come to you. Before long, you won’t be able to tell what’s real or not, what’s safe or danger. And no one will be able to reach you, either. You will become a danger to yourself and others…,” his voice trailed off again. How could he know so much unless —of course, the accident she heard rumors about. He must have been exposed too. But he survived! So can she.

“You too” she said, finding herself seeking more sympathy then practical information. Weakness, she rolled her tongue as if she was trying to get a bad taste out of her mouth.

“The other option is to let Doctor Alexander treat you,” he said, ignoring her. “His procedure is very difficult, but it will allow you to keep your sanity, albeit some symptoms may remain.”

Losing her mind was not something she had planned on, and the fact that nothing strange —as yet— was manifesting brought about a little ‘sense of impending doom’ on her already. Only two weeks, barely enough time to get to back to the Golden Island. Damn, she fulfilled had her mission. She’s done! She just had to get out of here and win those runic suits from Siga. “Fine, then what are we waiting for?”

Ed tilted his head. Even just seeing his outline, Roe could tell he didn’t expect that reaction from her.

“I’m from the North,” she added. “We’re not so passive up there.” Which was true from what she learned prepping for this mission. They had to contend with those the Glacial Barbarians, the Black Clan.

“Ah,” he said lightly as if in of doubt. Did it matter now? She could blame everything on the exposure now. She just wanted out! Her fingers cramped painfully; she hadn’t realized she balled them into fists.  “Doctor Alexander is preparing his table now. You’ll be take there tomorrow morning.”

“Good,” she whispered. “How long will my recovery take?”

“Physically, a few weeks; psychologically, months. Maybe longer.” She let out a ragged sigh. She’d been here a half a year already. Another month or so wouldn’t make much difference, but months. “But you should know,” he continued. “The Doctor’s procedure isn’t perfect. You have about a 1 in 10 chance of dying—”

“What,” her voice croaked out.

“I’m sorry, Araa.” He stood. “It’s the best that can be done.”  

He started for the exit when Roe called out to him. “Major,” she said, the word sounding flat. She didn’t know what she wanted to say, but she couldn’t accept those odds. Insanity or probable death? No! This isn’t how she thought she’d die: on a table under a knife trying to save her, nor losing her mind and becoming some circus freak or put out of her misery. No! She was entrusted with this mission. She had to help take back her country. Do what the Shadows do best: succeed at all costs.

“Yes, Araa?”

“One in ten,” she said.

“One in ten,” he repeated.

“I’m with the nine, aren’t I?”

“Possibly.”

“Probably.”

She exhaled deeply. Irony that after being patient for so long here, it was only time now that stopped her from getting back. It seemed all a waste now: the preparations, the infiltration, all the damn maintenance work she had to do and stupid pleasant attitude she had to fake. If she’d just come in one night, kill a guard or two, she’d have better luck than wasting so much time and ending up here like this.  Even if she left right now, she wouldn’t make it time. Two weeks away. She’d be a raving lunatic by the time she made it to the rendezvous at the shore. And Siga would renege on his promise to supply runic suits.  The Veiled Goddess needs to wake. She needs to take back Drakendor. Josie’s already putting herself in danger waiting for her and investigating Sig’s cure for exposer. Damn it all! Sig has a cure! She needed that treatment here and now!

 “Alright, Major,” she said, realizing she was breathing heavily under his studying eye. “Thank you.” She turned her closed lidded gaze up at the cave ceiling. Small blue dots and sharp edges danced and twinkled in her vision, reminding her of a clear night sky. How she loved the night. To blend in. To disappear. How much she wanted that now.

Ed still stood there, considering her a while longer, probably wondering what mantra she was conjuring up. With all her training on this mission, she couldn’t come up with one right now. ‘Araa.’ She’d die as Araa.  Not the worst persona she had played.

“You were right,” he finally said. “Several months ago, I, along with forty-five others were exposed.”  His voice turned hard as steel. “We were found quickly enough, but only half of us were operated on. The doctor took out a growth in our heads, a tumor that from all accounts is what causes the insanity.”

Roe looked up at him, shoulders slumped as though the memory weighed him down. Confirming her suspicions on him didn’t feel nearly as satisfying as she thought. She could only guess those forty-five had been under his command at the time. Sickening. This military man probably killed far more in the war, and he regrets those forty-five deaths? They died for their cause! They should be celebrated! Such weakness in him turned her stomach, and she winced from the cramp it caused.

“Then you survived,” she said, trying to hide her disgust.

“Three others. I am the success.” He hesitated before continuing, “I’m not completely cured and if you make it, you won’t either.”

“If I make it.” She still had to decide: let the doctor operate or try and sneak out tonight? Neither sounded very good to her.

Ed sat back down, his gaze never leaving her. “If the operation is unsuccessful, I’ll have your body send back to your island.” Roe held in a chuckle. When her body arrives, there’s going to be a lot of confused people. The real ‘Araa’ had been long dead and buried there.

“Thanks,” she whispered.

“I have to say. You’re a lot different from the Islanders I knew.”

“Oh, you know many?”

“One other.”

“We’re not all the same, Major,” she said, slipping into her persona like knives into their sheaths. “Our islands are as different as your homes. Each family is unique.”

“Yes, I suppose so,” he replied. “Then, I wouldn’t suppose you would know two Islanders by the names of Fiph and Elee, would you?”

Of course, she did. They were the parents of Ninn who died under Ed’s command in the Brothers’ War.  He’d been trying to contact them ever since the war ended. She was supposed to use that information to get close to him. Didn’t have to in the end, such wasted effort. Despite herself, she snorted.

“Then you do?”  He straightened in his seat.

“No, no, I don’t.”

He nodded. “I see.”

“Were they important to you?”

“A man under my command died and I’ve been trying to reach his parents—”

The Major’s voiced faded as darkness took her.  

 

***

 

A moment later, Roe awoke outside in the frigid cold, fighting off a shiver. Darkness hugged her with a new moon above and stars shinning like a thousand candles blending into one massive paintbrush streak of light across the sky. She found herself pressed up against a stone wall —no, a building, wearing her usual all black uniform: pants, shirt, cloak with the hood tightly pulled over her head and leather mask that strapped around her ears and covered all but her eyes. She was on a mission. The question was: which?  Confused, she carefully looked around. No sign of—

Josie fell right in front of her without a sound, even the snow didn’t crunch under her feet. Startled, Roe pressed herself further against the wall.

“Roe? You alright,” Josie asked.

“Roe, no, I’m not…,” Yes, she was Roe; that was he real name. Who’s Araa?  

“Roe, if you can’t—”

“Yea, yea. I’m fine,” Roe replied, shaking off her disorientation. This wasn’t her first mission, damn it.  Was she daydreaming? She should be better than that by now. 

“Alright, found our way up and in; let’s go.” Josie grabbed the stone wall.

“Wait. What are we…uh…”

Josie released the wall, her black eyes searching Roe. Her eyebrows furrowed together above her mask, making her look more angry than concerned. “What’s the matter, Roe? You’ve done this before. Nothing new.”

Roe shook her head, trying to dispel the lingering dizziness. “Uh, nothing. Just give me a second.”

“We don’t have a second. Climb.” She started up and Roe joined her, following Josie’s pattern of holds for her feet and hands. All the while climbing, she tried to think what she was doing here…and why she couldn’t remember. Maybe Josie just hadn’t told her yet. She was Roe’s sponsor in the Coming Shadows’ Nyxnox Sect, and she would often wait until they had started their mission before telling Roe her part. Yes, that must it. So, instead of second-guessing herself, Roe focused on Josie’s climb above her and learning as much as she could.

Slowly, they climbed until reaching a window and Josie slipped through. When Roe reached it, she saw nothing be darkness. A hand reached out and pulled her inside. Heart racing, she found Josie holding her down, hissing, “you have to be faster.”

Coming to her senses, Roe rose to a squat beside Josie. The room was pitch black, but Josie removed from her pocket a red ruby, lit with magic, bathing the room in an eerie deep red. Mages were rare far north in Drakendor. How she got one, Roe didn’t know, maybe one of the secrets she’d learn from her eventually.

The room was empty but for a small rug and boxes stacked up in one corner. Josie motioned for her to lower her ear closer.

“How are you feeling,” she whispered.

“Fine, why?”

Josie cocked an eyebrow, grabbing both of her shoulders. “Not shaking? Heart rate not to too fast. Good. Might make you into a Night Daughter sooner than I thought.” Roe couldn’t help but smile; complements from Josie were rare. But truth was, she hadn’t truly feared her missions in a long time…long time, that didn’t quiet make sense to her. She still had a sponsor; she hadn’t been out in the field that long.  “Let’s get this done,” Josie continued, slinking to the door. She concealed the ruby into her pocket, plunging the room back into darkness, but Roe knew Josie could still see. Her blessings were more developed then Roe’s, the ruby more for her benefit. “I’m going to peek. But you’re going first this time.”

In the darkness, Roe saw a sliver of white light growing, marking the outline the door. Josie peeked through. Using her blessing of the Veiled Goddess, Josie was able to keep the door from creaking. Roe’s stomach knotted; she’d have to depend on her own blessing now for the first time without guidance.

Josie motioned with her hand for Roe to come near. Squatting down, she took in a deep breath and concentrated on making silent steps. Her first foot made a light tap, and she winced. Her next more silent until the third made no sound. Her blessing always seemed to come natural to her —almost instinctively— unless she was nervous. And concentrating on trying to make it happen always made her blessing fussy, too.  ‘Just ease into it’ or ‘just allow it’ seemed to be the mantra Josie and the others would use. Roe often wondered if it was the same with mages blessed by the Golden Lady.

Josie whispered, “sloppy.” And Roe shrugged apologetically. It was why she’s here, isn’t it? To become proficient? “Roe,” Josie continued as she looked through the sliver of opened door. “We’re here to poison Count Marque’s son,” she said, matter-a-factly. Josie turned and locked eyes with a stare that seemed to try to pry into her. “This will be your first mark,” she added slowly, darting her eyes between Roe’s.

Roe glanced away, her heart running up into a full gallop, thundering inside her chest. Her first mark; her first kill. She knew it had to come sometime. She couldn’t be sneaking around and stealing things forever, not like that cowardly Night Lady’s crew. They weren’t willing to do what had to be done. Maybe because they had nothing to fight for. She did. Cowards.

Roe almost jumped when Josie placed her hand on her shoulder. “You’re ready for this,” she said.  And Roe relaxed, releasing her tightened jaw. “Sorry I didn’t tell you before, but this is our way.” 

“Why the Count’s son and not the Count himself?”

Josie returned her gaze into the next room. “His son has shown mage abilities.”

“This far north?”

“Shh,” Josie scolded her. “Yes, this far north. The Golden Lady has blessed him.” Roe caught shame in her voice she wasn’t used to hearing. “But those around him are going to use his gift…irresponsibly,” her voice hardened as though she were steeling her willing.

“How?”

“The One-King, the boy’s being groomed for him and his army. In a few days, they’re sending him to be taught by the priests in Zanf’r. It’ll be too late by then.” Boy?

“Wait, he’s a kid?”

“Yes.”

“But…,” her words failed her.

Josie turned over her shoulder, her eyes swollen with sympathy. “His bad luck,” she said, softly.

“Can’t we take him with us, instead? He can work for us.”

“No,” she hissed. “You can’t think that way. Not now; not during the mission. Everything has already been planned through. Don’t you think we would have tried for another mage if we could? We took extra care with this one, even asking for Rochelle’s help. Goddess help us if she finds out what we used Mend for.” She sighed, shutting her eyes tightly for a moment. “Listen, Roe. If took the kid with us, the Count would search till the ends of Gen Shemver for him…and besides, the boy wouldn’t be a candidate for our line of work. Not as he is, anyway.”

Roe sank lower to the floor, realizing what she was being asked to do. Poison a boy, dead by morning.  How could she go through with this?

Josie must have seen her look dejected. “Roe,” she whispered. “I didn’t pick this job to make it hard on you. Poison’s actually really easy. Blow dart, gas, or in this case, just pour it into his drink and we go.” She looked down at the floor, letting the silence linger a bit. “My first time,” she spoke, voice so soft Roe could barely hear it even with her own blessing. “The job called for my mark to appear as though a gang of thieves had robbed, throat slit, and then stabbed twenty seven times.” Her eyes closed.

“I…I’m sorry.”

“It got the job done.” Josie returned her gaze on her, her eyes as cold as  snow. “He’s going to grow up, Roe.  And, he’ll be helping the man whose hurting this country. If you can’t do this now, tell me. But I promise you, it’s only going to get harder.”

“No, I’ll do it,” Roe said quickly so she wouldn’t doubt herself. She had to, for her country, for the Goddess, for her brother Reid, for everything she believed in.

Josie’s eyes narrowed to half-moons as though she were smiling under her mask, before turning back outside. “One more thing, don’t forget to take something from him,” she said. “We always take something from the innocent ones to honor them.”

“What do you mean take something?”

“When my mark is innocent like this boy, I usually cut a lock of hair if I can.”

“Why? What’s the point?”

Josie didn’t answer right away, her eyes seemed distant, unfocused. “Trust me, it’ll help you sleep at night. Alright enough,” her eyes turned lucid. “I see a hall outside. You’ll have to get to the last door with a lamp out on top. Go inside.” She reached into her another hidden pouch, taking out a vile of powder. Handing it to her, she continued, “there’ll be a glass of water laid out for him to drink. All you have to do is drop it in. No need to stir. He’ll drink it sometime after midnight after he uses the latrine. He’s been doing that for a fortnight already.”

Roe brought the vile up to the light from the hall, revealing only a pinch of some very fine and purple powder. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” she shrugged. “No one knows. We lost our last poison expert that made that way back before you joined. The new guy doesn’t know —or actually, he doesn’t care to know what it is.”

“What’s it do?”

“Slows the heart until it stops,” Josie replied with a hint of compassion. “The boy will simply die in his sleep. Better than that other crap Zeth tried giving me.” Then she muttered, “Bad enough we’re murderers.”

Roe pocketed the poison in her right stomach pocket before leaning close to Josie, maneuvering herself to slip through the door way. This close to Josie, she couldn’t even hear her breathing, not a sound came from her. Josie shuffled back into the shadows, giving Roe more room. Again, so silently, not even one footfall clattered or scraped. Such control.

“Remember,” Josie whispered. “Don’t force your blessing. Just pretend it’s an arm or hand, an extension of yourself.” Easier said than done. “I’ll stay here. You’re on your own, but don’t worry, I’ve got you’re back.”

Roe took a sharp breath and exhaled slowly. Please, Veiled Goddess. After rubbing her gloved fingers together, she pulled on the open door; it’s sudden creak made her flinch. Damn. Josie was probably shaking her head from the shadows. 

Leaning closer, Roe took in a couple of deep breaths, trying to calm herself. OK, just an extension of my arm. Natural and smooth. Don’t command it; just use it. Trying to keep her mind blank, she started pushing the door again. This time, to her relief, the door glided open without a sound. She thought of giving Josie a thumbs-up but decided not to. ‘Missions are serious affairs,’ she would say. And now crossing off her first mark, she was beginning to understand why her sponsor was always so serious on missions. Roe was going to become Night Daughter. It was time she started acting like one.

Roe scanned the length of the hall, well-lit with oil lamps on the walls. A whiff of burning wood came from somewhere below as did crackling of fire and soft-spoken words. Damn. Someone’s awake. The floor was wooded with a long red carpet. Wood floors always creaked, but she trained for this. She knew what to do. Four closed doors on the left and a railing on the right. Down toward the end appeared two posts and a gap in the railing which could only mean a stair down to a lower floor. That would be most difficult part.  Someone was down there, and she’d have to slip by unnoticed.

Still beyond that, one of the wall lamps was out, darkening the rest of the hall. Squinting her eyes, she could barely see the last door facing her. Easy enough. She’d done more challenging things in the past…but she never had to kill anyone. No, stop, she told herself. This is why you’re not with Rochelle. Why you’re not like that flake, Mend. They wouldn’t —couldn’t— do what has to be done. Besides, Josie was right. This was as easy as it gets, so Roe better get used to it. 

With her focus on the far side, she started down the length, down almost on all fours, except she kept her knees up and used her feet to move forward like climbing up a wall horizontally. This way, if someone found her, she could lunge at them easily and use her short knife by her chest —it would be the first time she’d use it. Her stomach knotted at the thought that it would have to be used one day. You can do this.

Silently she moved, turning to see what was down on the lower floor. She saw a large room, expensively furnished with couches, chairs, a long serving bench and a fireplace roaring. She smiled under her mask. There was someone down there, but he was sitting in a plush chair facing away and toward the fire, his graying hair appearing over the headrest of the chair. He had a book opened in one hand and a glass of what Roe guessed to be wine in his other.

“One of the oldest names is Rag..rag…nar..ek,” he read in a slow thoughtful voice. “The most obscure of the Shard of the Almighty—”  He stopped, his neck jerked straight as if something caught his attention.

Roe froze, holding her breath. Her heart raced, ankles buckled.  No. No. No!

“Ah! I know that reference. The Cults of Ragnarok.”

“Dear, quiet please,” said a woman’s voice from out of view. “Malek is trying to sleep.”

Roe exhaled and to her surprise her breath came out soundless. Smiling, she refocused her efforts to get across the hall. Nobles, she scoffed. She didn’t know this Count, but they were all the same: imposers of the One-King’s rule. When she lived at home, she never saw the noble family who ruled her village, but they certainly made themselves felt. Their commissioners stole men and boys for field or production work.  The woman for house servants —or worse. The children for soldiers. The assassinations and indoctrinations of anyone found with a blessing. The bloody revolts, stories of the One-King blotting out the sun and thrashing through the rebellion five at a time. And now, seeing the Count there, enjoying himself at the toil of everyone less than him, stirred more than her courage; it steeled her will. If they would kill those blessed, she would do the same. Besides, that kid sleeping would become just like him, viewing people like her —like her family— as livestock. What atrocities would he commit for the One-King’s approval?

“Sorry, my dear,” the Count answered. “But, this is truly amazing. This book was exactly what I was looking for. Imagine, an Eighth Shard somewhere in this world with the power of the old Ragnar race. I doubt those cultists found it; they never manifested any abilities as far as I know, their necromancy notwithstanding. …Not unless maybe the Ragnars survived.”

“We would all have seen that, dear.”

“Yes, yes. I know,” he let out a frustrated sigh. “But I can hope. If only we hadn’t lost the boy, we wouldn’t be stabbing in the dark like this. The One-King’s Champion…lost. I asked him to anoint another, but he can be so unreasonable sometimes.”

“You shouldn’t say that.”

He mocked a laugh. “He’s not omniscient, dear, despite what he can do. He learns and fears like any other. I…just… I’m frustrated. I wish I knew what he wanted, his goal. If I hadn’t known the breath of his knowledge or might of his power, I would believe he was looking for insight into his own nature. Imagine that, a god wondering what it means to be a god. We —our entire family— has been at this for generations!”

“And it would be arrogant of us if we believed we would be the ones to solve the mystery. He promised us an escape from the Catastrophes. Isn’t that enough?”

Roe moved on, light foot after light foot, stopping at the stair, but she didn’t hesitate. She wasn’t conflicted anymore. She pushed on, reaching the darkened door. Clasping her hand around the knob, she slowly turned it until it stopped suddenly. She cocked her head. Locked? Why would they lock their own son’s room? It didn’t matter; she knew how to open locks.

Fetching her roll of picks from a pocket on her right side, she got to work, and with a few tries, the lock gave way. Turning the knob again, she opened the door and slid inside.

My…Goddess! She almost let out gasp. The room was lit with tiny orbs of light that shot their rays out in random directions giving the room a soft blue glow. Frozen there by the door, she was unable to take her eyes off the...beauty around her. Other things floated too. Blocks and toys. Dolls and wooden swords.  Up above, she saw clouds, dark and menacing like a storm, yet charmingly miniature, churning and hugging the ceiling in a whirlpool pattern.

A crack of thunder shuddered the room and she lunged back against the door. Not so charming. A small voice stirred and then quieted. The storms faded out as did the orbs of light. The toys fell, thumping to the ground. Again, darkness surrounded her, but she didn’t find it comforting.

Pushing herself against the door, her ankles trembled, and her heart thundered with short breaths, making more noise than she wanted. She didn’t care, all she could think was: Is this what a mage can do?  She’d met mages before, but rarely had they used their magic. She got the impression it was impolite to ask, but this kid was conjuring in his sleep. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have any nightmares while she was there.

As soon as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she discerned the posts of boy’s bed and his body with covers pulled up to his head, facing the opposite wall. Her eyes darted to the nightstand, a glass cup and pitcher of water sat there. She reached for the vial, clasping it into her gloved palm.

Gingerly, she crawled to the nightstand before standing up as slowly as possible. The boy’s body rose and sank in his bed with soft breaths. She stared at her open palm and vial of poison. Her first mark. Few back home talked about their marks, even Josie. She had been with the Coming Shadows for as long as Roe was alive, thirteen years. And for as long as Roe could remember, Josie would go out at least once a month without her to collect her mark but returned without a hint of how the mission went. When pried, she’d tell Roe it wasn’t something to be talked about. If one had to talk about a past mark, it had to be good reason —usually when things went badly.

Roe looked at the boy’s face above the covers, no older than five, maybe six. Did he have a choice, she asked herself with that rising anxiety that told her to slip the powder in quickly and go. But she lingered on that question. Did he have a choice?  No. She replied. Neither did she when she began manifesting the Veiled Goddess’s blessings. Silence. Sheath. Senses. It had all been so much fun at first, sneaking around and stealing her mother’s cooking, overhearing conversation her brother and sister were having. Was it the same with him?

She didn’t even know his name. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Josie would say. And she was right. This boy never had to hide his blessing for fear of being seen by foremen or commissioners. Never had to work twice as hard to pay the “surplus” tax and still hope no one was taken to make up for shortfalls. No, he wasn’t the same as her.

She twisted open the cap for the poison, and —the glass was empty, but the pitcher was full. She hesitated. Would if he doesn’t drink it? Would if someone else drinks it with him? Too many questions. Just pour, she told herself, positioning the powder over the pitcher of water, holding it with her thumb over the vial opening. 

But she didn’t pour.

She remembered when she was first caught using her blessing. Her parents were so frightened and scared for her, scared someone might have seen her. Scared that either the commissioners would grab her, or the Coming Shadows would recruit her. How did his parents react? Scared too, probably. The One-King loved mages, the few in the country he would steal away to himself, but this boy was a Count’s son. He wouldn’t be stolen away, would he? He was going to the Priests for training, after all. But did he even want to? What would he choose?

Roe closed her eyes. Thanks to the One-King, Roe didn’t have a choice. She had to join the Coming Shadows. And thanks to the One-King, this boy wouldn’t have a choice either. He would be forced to help the help him. And for that reason, she poured the powder in, watching it dissolve. If someone else drank it with him, it’ll be their own—

The door swung open behind her.

“Who are you,” came a shrilled woman’s voice.

Before Roe could react, a blade punctured through the woman’s throat from behind, blood spraying all over Roe’s black uniform and onto the bed. The woman grasped at her throat, her eyes curled up, and she fell to the floor. Behind her crouched Josie staring Roe down like an angry beast about to pounce, freezing her to her core. But then Josie’s eyes darted to Roe’s left —the boy was awake!

He let out a piercing scream.

“It’s not going to work now,” Josie shouted, running up to her. “Finish it,” she snarled, pointed at boy.

But Roe couldn’t pry her eyes off the woman on the floor and the blood pooling around her. She’d never seen someone die in front of her before, let alone, stabbed through the throat. It was nothing like ending someone with the Chills; no, that woman was alive, was fully herself and now her wide eyes stared blankly at the floor, frozen in horrible surprise.  And the quickness of it and the easy of which Josie did it made her heart skip beats. How—

“Damn it, Roe. This is your job.” She unsheathed Roe’s knife from her chest and placed it within her hand. Steadying Roe’s shaky hand in hers, they both turned to the boy who sat on the bed, scrunched up against the wall with his covers pulled up to his eyes, wide, frightened, accusatory eyes budding up with anger and fury. Even in the darkness, she could see them, unnaturally bright blue like two of Josie’s gemstones raging with with magic. Those eyes, she sheered into her memory.  

Josie, pushing on Roe’s hand, lunged in. Roe shut her eyes—

Her entire body suddenly tightened into a painful cramp as a shearing river of energy shot through her forehead down to the heel of her foot. And then a deafening crack of thunder shook the room like an earthquake, sending their bodies to floor. She squirmed there for what seemed like minutes, her body vibrating intensely with stray muscles spasming.

With sparks in her vision, Roe felt Josie’s hand grab her wrist. “It’s done. We go,” Josie’s muted voice reached her ringing ears, pulling her outside into the light of the hall. Josie slammed the boy’s door shut, quickly working to lock it. But Roe couldn’t catch her breath, staring at her white knuckled hand gripping so hard on her knife that it felt numb…her now bloody knife —now used. It was done. Roe’s stomach knotted as she collapsed to the ground again.

“Intruders,” echoed a muffled voice —the gray-haired Count at the bottom of the stair. He held a sword, but his eyes lingered on Roe’s bloody clothing, her knife. “Dear Almighty, no,” he whispered, Roe’s blessing mercilessly helping her hear him.

Josie pulled on her. “Keep going, just go,” she roared as the two ran for the storage room, the window open to the cold night.

The old man thundered his steps up, giving them pursuit with profanity riddled accusations —each one churning her stomach further. Pulling on Roe’s arm, Josie dove out of the window and onto a thick pile of cold snow they had prepared.

Hearing trumpet blasts, they mounted their escape horses and rode into night. Roe’s hands couldn’t stop shaking, the knife still held in her hand. Her heart hammered in her ears, and even the horse whined at her unsteady grip. She thought back to what had happened, what’s she done —what she knew she would have to do again. That woman, the boy; his scared blue accusing eyes.

Feeling a wave of nausea, she pulled down her mask and vomited.

Josie’s horse slowed to ride alongside her. “Pathetic,” she whispered, knowing Roe would hear her.  “You took too long, Roe. You didn’t hear that lady coming up. And, you weren’t stealthing—”

Blinking frustrated tears, she screamed back, “I did what you said! I poured the damn poison!” Josie straightened on her horse, visibly displeased with Roe’s tone. But she didn’t care. This was too much, too soon. Why couldn’t her first mark be a commissioner? Or one of their filthy foremen lackeys? No, that boy was no killer, no extortionist; he didn’t steal people away because crops didn’t grow. He was just a boy.

“That feeling you feel right now,” Josie said with a uncaring hard voice. “Get used to it.” She then cocked her head, turning back behind them. “They’re following us, so we’ll have to separate. You know what to do.” Before Roe could acknowledge her command, Josie veered off and into a denser part of the sparse forest.

Roe spurred her horse faster as the icy wind blew the tears from her face.

That icy wind…so warm now like a hand on her cheek. Blinking her eyes open, she saw the Major hovering over her. “Araa,” he said softly, his hand on her cheek. “Good, you’re waking.”

She went to shove him away, but her arms cramped up. Then it came to her: where she was, who she was, and what she was doing. A dream, she thought. No…it was so real.

“Can you hear me?”

“Yes,” she answered with surprising strength. Even her eyesight had cleared; the Major had lit a lantern and set down inside the cell, and she wasn’t blinded by it.

“Good,” he repeated, standing from her. He walked to the cell door —broken! It looked torn off, bars bent and misshapen. “Glen better not bust my ass because of this,” he whispered. He broke it? Such strength. No, that had to be a blessing, but which god granted that? Which one was the one she was exposed to? Araa wished she had read more about them. Seven or was it eight?

He picked up a chair and carried it inside before sitting down. He looked long at her before asking. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“About what,” she asked, looking away. Had she said anything incriminating while dreaming? Ed didn’t seem angry or suspicious, but he was a military career man; he’d make hiding his emotions a point of pride.

“Your dream,” he said. “Your symptoms have begun.”

She narrowed her eyes, remembering less of it, but she knew what it was. Her first mark. She grimaced. Failed. “It was so real.  I…was there.”

“Yes, I know. And it was a tragic one for you, wasn’t it? You were crying.” 

She dashed her eyelids, just then noticing tears rolling off her temples. “What did you hear,” she said cautiously.

Ed’s expression surprisingly softened. “I gathered you were playing a game with another girl. A boy was involved, and he was hurt.”

She let out a slow breath. “Yea, that was my brother and sister,” she lied. “We were playing, and he was hurt. It was stupid. I was stupid.” At least that part was true. “I learned a lot that night.”

“You grew,” he said. “Tragedies just happen, Araa. This one’s no different.”

“But he survived,” she uttered bitterly, remembering her own prognosis. “He’s alive and well.” And thanks to her, he fell right into the sympathies of the One-King, and his vendetta against the Shadows had made their lives all the more difficult. He wants to avenge his mother? Get in line.

He raised an eyebrow at her.

“He hates me,” she explained. “He hates us.”

“Ah. I’m sorry.”

She shut her eyes tightly. “I…I just want to go home.”

Ed stood from his chair, appearing as though he was leaving. As much as his initial presence irritated her, she found herself sad he was going. He seemed more compassionate than she expected. She could have used that earlier in her mission, but not now. It was far too late to cultivate that kind of trust from him. He wasn’t going to let her leave because he felt sorry for her. And even if he did, she could barely move her toes.  

She opened her eyes back onto the rocky roof. Her mission was a success, but that didn’t matter if no one found out.

“If given a choice,” Ed said slowly. “Where would you prefer to die?”

“Home,” she replied.  “Not on a table.”  Ed stared back at her, his expression returning to steel. “But, ‘tragedies just happen,’ right?”

After a brief pause, he added, “I’ll come back tonight. I’ll bring some stimulants for your muscles. You’ll regain some of your strength. It’ll be excruciating, but if you’d rather die at home, …I can let you try to get there.”

Araa turned to him, hope surging inside her. “You’d be court-martialed, or worse—” She stopped herself. What was she thinking! Since when did she care about anything but the mission? Because she was hurt, dying? Is this the sort of woman she’d become at the end? Ed was just a means to a larger goal: saving her country. If he was going to let her go at his own cost, fine by her. The shore rendezvous was two weeks away; she’d do it in less. She had to. The Shadows must have those runic suits.

With his cold expression, he added, “you can’t tell anyone what you saw.”

She hesitated. Just say it. “I won’t,” she lied.

“The doctor told me your body will start recovering soon. But without treatment, you’re likely to go insane in a couple of weeks. More of those dreams will blend into your waking day. If you don’t make it home, you’ll likely die alone, exposed to nature’s elements completely lost within your own mind. If you do make it to your home, everyone will presume you’re infected with the Chills, and they’ll end your life. Your loved ones. Are you prepared for either of those ends?”

“I…I understand,” she replied. A couple of weeks…. She could do it. Get to the rendezvous, set sail, reach the island. Two weeks was plenty, she argued to convince herself. Maybe Siga’s cure would still work? Maybe not, but what other choice did she have?

Ed nodded, his eyes furrowed together, and lips drawn to a line. My Goddess, he actually cared about her —Araa, he cares about her. Ed walked away, and she relaxed into her cot. Tonight, she thought as she closed her eyes and hoped for some sleep. She just had to stay sane for two weeks. What a strange objective, stay sane. I will make it at all costs.
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Edgard Omen: Ed and the Islander

 

“…Prince Landrie, Prince Advin and Prince Makim bestow the greatest honor upon those who have given their lives for the preservation of our land.  Unfortunately, the war preparation and demilitarization have drained the military treasury and so we are currently extending the benefits of travel and burial only to Ladress-born.  We regret that we cannot extend these benefits to Ninn.  His personal record, as a matter of honor, will be kept secret until next of kin comes forward.  Brothers’ Alliance Office of Military Inquiry, General Artemis Sune.”

-Correspondence between Colonel Edgar Omen and the Office of Military Inquiry in the Red Rock  

 

 

Ed frowned down at a small bottle of clear liquid in his hand, stimulants from the Doctor to help him function after sleepless nights caused by his terrors.  Now, hopefully they would reverse the relaxants given to Araa, and allow her the futile attempt to reach her home before she died instead on the Doctor’s table —something he couldn’t do for Ninn.  Back then, four months after the armistice was signed, Ed, Glen, Gene and Alecka, cremated Ninn’s body and spread the ashes out at sea.  Why didn’t those bureaucrat bastards have his information right?  After all the stonewalling, excuses of familial honor and processing delays to keep his personal information secret, the island on his document didn’t even exist!  Ninn was a good solider; he deserved to be sent home, not scattered out at sea because of some damn clerical error.

Something startled Ed, the sound of breaking glass.  He growled softly, realizing he had fractured the bottle in his hand with the liquid dripping to the floor.  He shook his head, throwing the bottled into the trash bin before cleaning up the mess.  

Since his visit with Araa, he spent his time restlessly reading old tactic manuals in his small library, waiting till it was late enough to ensure most of the town had fallen asleep.  Some would still be awake, but they wouldn’t question him headed to the jails.  Still, what did Ed have to fear?  He wasn’t going to do anything illegal.  She wasn’t a criminal; he could let her out.  But he knew how important that Islander had become.  She would be missed until…

She’s likely to be dead or insane soon anyway so what did it matter?  Now that she saw the truth of the mines, there was nothing that could save her. General Order One.  The doctor would kill her tomorrow morning.  No liabilities: the secret had to be kept safe.  She would have already been killed if it wasn’t for her popularity.  Maybe if Glen knew, he’d understand why he was so difficult during the hearing. No, letting her go and die on her own was the best way.  The Doctor wouldn’t have to kill his patient.  Ed wouldn’t have to lie to Glen.  And, Ninn’s mistake wouldn’t be repeated.  If she was to die, let her at least try for home. 

Ed marched back over to his medicine cabinet. He hadn’t closed it, so he quickly grabbed another stimulant.  His last.  Below were untouched bottles of a variety of alcohol he had saved for when Glen visited.  Glen always brought he’s own numbing agent, but for Ed, drinking seemed to make everything worse.  Make him…more destructive, misjudge his strength.

He slammed the cabinet door, breaking the top hinge.  But the mirror on the door didn’t break, and he starred into his own eyes. They didn’t appear bloodshot, swollen or fatigued.  They looked healthy as though he were a strong well-adjusted man with no hint of the conflict inside him.

“Are you sure about this,” Ed said to himself.  “She’s right.  If someone finds out you let her go, you’ll lose your career.  What would you do then?”  He glanced at the bottle before placing it into his pocket.  “Decide Edgar D. Omen,” he said, mimicking his father’s tone and mannerism.  “What will you do?  Let Araa go home.  Or, let her die on the table. You could lose your chance to confront Sera.”  He chuckled at the last sentence, seemingly out of nowhere.  But he admitted to himself: he’ll never have a chance to know why she left him for the Empire.

None of that mattered now.  He stood straight, chest out, chin down, staring at his reflection with that practiced military disinterestedness that had become instinct. He was wearing his off-duty uniform, an all dark gray attire with crimson trimmings. Three crimson ropes looped around his right shoulder signified his rank.  He appeared a man of discipline, a warrior as much fearless and affective as loyal and honorable.  What did that say about letting her go?  The hour was getting late; if he was going, it had to be soon.

He thought about Ninn.  How he languished for weeks after Sosh’r fell, riddled with burns and infections, practically begging Ed to let him die.  The city healer and surgeons had done their best and Ninn had refused the imperial doctors.  

Ed almost punched the mirror at the thought of their hubris.  Destroy an entire city, murdering civilians, and then land their monstrosity to offer aid.  What cold hearted animals.

“I’m not like you, Sera,” he growled.  “I’ll let her try for home.”

And with that, he marched to the door of his barrack, opened the door and stepped outside.

A chill in the air greeted him along with the unnerving silence of the barracks around him.  A cloudless night, the crescent moon rose high but waning.  At least Araa will have some light.

There should be three groups of two night soldiers making rounds inside the yard, but Ed didn’t see any of them. Not that it mattered, he didn’t intend to sneak around. That was for thieves and cutthroats; he was doing nothing illegal.

He marched out into the main pathway, hugging the right side of the drill area.  Following it led him passed more quiet barracks and within moments, Ed reached the gate where a manned tower stood, and two soldiers manned the gate, Jory and Brid Tarz, brothers.  And the man up on the tower was Leyek Woods.  Ed made it a point to know their names just in case…in case of what?  He told himself again he wasn’t doing anything illegal.

“Going for another walk, sir, or going into town this time,” Jory asked with what Ed thought was a suspicious tone as he gave a signal to his brother to open the gate.  “I can call a horse for you.  The stage-couch is already put away.”

“A walk, corporal,” Ed replied, scanning up at the sky and taking note of Leyek’s nod.  He nodded in return.

“A beautiful night for it,” he answered as the gate opened. 

“Yes, it is,” Ed said before walking through.

“Have a nice walk, sir.”

But Ed didn’t reply.  He thought of taking a horse but decided against it. The jails weren’t too far away and maybe the walk would calm his mind. Still, he found himself quickening his pace with a sense of urgency down the road, which was short and spilled out into Zana Street.  The yellow lantern lights of the town were already showing through the sparse trees.  

Quiet often, Ed would make this same walk when he couldn’t sleep, except he’d cut into the woods and take a path that led up to an outcrop, the Seer’s Mound, that held an expansive view of the town and surrounding hills.  That walk pined for him now; it always put him at ease.  Once on the mound, he would find great peace overlooking the view, not a hint of his terrors; it was almost as good as a night’s sleep.  The view and isolation gave him a sense of control, of prediction.  What in Almighty’s name did that mean, he thought.  Uncertainty, he answered himself.  Ever since he’d been exposed, few things seemed whole anymore.

He grinned wryly. “You see, Glen.  I don’t need to talk to anyone.  I can sort out my own problems.” 

When he reached Zana Street, he veered left.  The jails weren’t too far away from the barracks, a concession the city planners made.  It took some wrangling from them to put the jails so close.  The magistrates wanted them close to the Central Office instead. Reason? Why else? Laziness. They wanted the jails close when they pronounced sentencing, but how was the military —he— going to keep those prisoners under lock and key from across an entire city. It wasn’t his fault the bureaucracy side of the government viewed the military with suspicion.

Ed snickered.  It’s a wonder Glen became one of them.  No, not a wonder, Ed thought.  There, with his nose in books and ledgers, he’d never have to commit another man’s death to his perfect memory. He’d seen as much as Ed had, but for him, the clarity of it never faded. Sight, smell, touch, even his own thoughts at the time.  Glen described it like reliving the event twice —and sometimes unbidden. Even if it meant being as smart as Glen, Ed didn’t envy his friend’s perfect memory.

“I shouldn’t have been so hard on him,” he whispered to himself as he quickly found the road leading up the jails and took it, a gentle breeze picking up as he neared the piedmont of the Three Ridged Mountains.  There always seemed to be a breeze here with a hint of dust and foliage that reminded him of home.

Up ahead, he could see a lantern light illuminating the jail entry gate, a large iron gate that had to be cranked by hand to rise.  A smaller regular-sized door was embedded into it with a small slot that opened from the inside for guards to see out.  Far passed the last watch, Predt should be there along with some of Captain Olsen’s men in case someone tried to sneak in to see Araa.

“I am not sneaking,” he told himself.  “I don’t need an excuse to see her.”  She had become popular in the several months she’s been here.  Islanders tended to do that.  Something about their simple view of life, their clear sense of right and wrong, or maybe it was their perceived pure motives that made them more…agreeable.  No, that was it, Ed decided.  Agreeableness.  People like being around agreeable people and Islanders weren’t known to argue much, living comfortably, if not primitively, on their island towns.  More like island nations, Ed was told

But Araa was from a northern island.  With threat from the Glacial Barbarians, her people must have learned to be more prudent.  That showed in her, an anxious restlessness he understood too well.  She appeared as a caged animal, desperate to strike anything if it meant being released.

When Ed reached the door, he knocked three times.

The slot slid open, revealing Predt, a veteran injured in the war.  One eye missing, twisted nose, and his mouth badly disfigured, he talked in garbled words.  “Eh M’jor.  Her’ t’ see her?  ‘Ny change?”

“No, no change,” Ed replied.  “Tomorrow morning, she will go into surgery.  I want to have a last word with her,” he hadn’t, consciously deciding on using the word ‘last.’  He wouldn’t lie, not to Predt, not to a veteran.

Predt opened the door, allowing Ed to walk in before closing it behind him again.

“Srry, can’t g, go with you. Ver’one’s out—”

Ed raised his hand.  “It’s fine, Predt.  I’ll see myself in,” he said, scanning the orange-light bathed jail yard and seeing no one but a military medic by Araa’s assigned jail hall.  “Weren’t Captain Olsen’s men supposed to be here?”

Predt shook his head.  “Scuffle ‘n t’wn. Was Called t’ he’p.”  A scuffle in town? Unusual. The week had just started, and besides his soldiers knew not to blow off their stresses here. Faf’r and Sat’r were within days travel and they had ample opportunities to take short leaves.  Ed knew strained soldiers —soldiers who would rather be fighting— led to mistakes, mistakes that couldn’t happen here on this city project.

“Know anything about it,” Ed asked, frowning

The old veteran shook his head again.  “W’nt tak’ long, I think.” 

Ed nodded, making a mental note of asking Captain Olsen who was involved before leaving Predt at his post and walking toward a set of fifteen jail doors carved into the rock face, each housing twenty or so cells.  There, seated under an oil lamp above the first door was a military medic.  Ed didn’t recognize him, but he should have. Medics in the military were under his command, but as Ed neared, he could see the man wore a lighter hued civilian uniform —not military.  The Doctor was risking quite a bit asking a civilian medic to help out, but maybe it couldn’t be helped.  So many people were clamoring at Central Office, the Doctor probably had no choice.

The man rose his head from an apparent slumber, revealing a burned scar across his neck.  Had someone sliced his throat and then cauterized the wound?  Or was he hung?

He slowly stood as though his muscles were stiff, yawning all the while.  “Hello there,” he said, glancing at Ed’s crimson roped shoulder.  “Ah, you must be Major Edgar Omen.”  Ed reached into his pocket and pulled out his set of jail keys. “Here to see our captive?”  His voice had a merry tone that put Ed off.

“Yes,” he said curtly.  Ed reached the door, juggling for the right key.

The medic yawned again.  “Should you be waking her?  She has quite a day tomorrow.”

“I’ll only take a moment of her time.”

“I see.  I see.  She got herself some unusual injuries, wouldn’t you say so,” he said, his voice turning hard.

Ed slide the key in.  “What are you implying?" An image of Araa laying in her cell suddenly popped to his mind. He blinked a few times, refocusing his attention.

The medic shrugged.  “Not implying anything.  Just thought wounds from a collapsed mine tunnel would be different.  Bruises, concussions, broken bones.”

“You weren’t there,” Ed replied, turning the key as the lock made a soft click sound.  Again, an image of Araa rushed to his mind’s eye, unbidden; then, he saw himself carrying her out by the back-jail exit, what he had planned to do.

“Major? You alright?”

Ed blinked again. That was odd. Was it guilt that prompted that image?  Guilt for what?  Ed tightened his jaw. General Order One would have her killed anyway.  He’s doing this for her, for the Doctor, for Ninn.  He wasn’t doing this for himself.

“Major?”

“I’m fine,” he snapped, more harshly then he wanted to.  He pulled open the door, then grumbled.  The jail corridor was completely dark.  “No lamps,” he asked.

“Nope,” came the replied as the medic reached up to unhook the lamp from the above the door.  “Araa’s still sensitive to light so you should be careful not to blind her.”

Ed reached for the lamp, but the medic refused.  “You know, I’ll like go with you,” he said, regarding Ed.  “If you’re going to wake her, I’d like to check on her.”  His tone was thick with suspicion, drawing anger out of Ed more than anything else.  Had he been here earlier and overheard his conversation with her?  No, that’s impossible.  There was no one else here.

“I prefer to talk to her, alone, Mister...”  Ed returned his gaze with a cold one of his own.

“Winters,” he said with a tight grin.  “I just arrived a few days ago with my wife.  But it’s quite alright if you want to go alone.  Just yell if she needs anything.”  

“I will, Mister Winters.” Ed reached again for the lamp and this time, Winters handed it over.

But before Ed could go in, Winters added, “Funny. Light sensitivity. I can’t imagine anything in a mine doing that.”

“Like I said, you weren’t there,” Ed replied, but he’d have to ask Doctor Alexander about this Mister Winters and his wife.  He had to be approved to move to Ruby City, probably had close connections to one of the nobles in Landrie’s Court.  He was implying too much. “Central Office will be releasing a report soon,” he added, softening his words. He didn’t have to make enemies if represented the nobles.

  “I’m looking forward to it,” he said. “But suppose Doctor Alexander can’t help her?  Will she be sent to the Holy City?  They have some good healers there.”

“That’s not my call.”  And before the medic could say anything more —or before Ed could say something he’d regret to some noble’s servant checking in on him— Ed marched into the jail.  The air was damp and warm, and the ground rocks had become slick with dew.  He didn’t try to be silent, hoping his steps would wake her instead of him having to do it himself.

But when he reached her cell, he found to his relief that she was already awake and sitting up against the cell wall with her arms crossed loosely on her lap.  They trembled, and a wince of pain spread across her face.  How Ed remembered that: the cramping of every muscle, even muscles he didn’t know he had, at the very thought of moving an arm or leg, or even a finger.

Those symptoms would get better, but then the voice would come, the illusions…the insanity.

“Morning,” Ed said, setting the lamp down as far from her as possible.

“I thought you changed your mind.”  She didn’t move her head, facing forward with her eyes open.

“I gave you my word.”

She snorted.  “I still can’t move.  I can’t go home like this.”

Ed walked inside, the door still unrepaired from when he ripped it early.  He reached into his pocket and revealed to her the stimulant.

Crouching down to her, he said, “This will undo the relaxants the Doctor gave you.”

“I’ll have my back strength?”

“And more pain,” he added.  She eyed the bottle.  “It still might be too difficult for you.”

“I’ll take those chances.”  She broke her gaze on the bottle and looked at him.  Like before, that look shocked him, an expression he’d never expected from an Islander.  The way her eyes held his with a resolute determination –the kind that first convinced him to let her try to make it home.  Yet, there was something else there he recognized in the way her lips couldn’t decide to grin or frown, her twitching brow.  He’d seen it before on the battlefield when those under him were forced to kill for the first time.  Remorse.

He stood, closing the bottle in his hand.  “If you go, it may be more than you can bare.  If you stay, your end may be quick and peaceful.” Will be, more exactly.  “If you’re still unsure…”

“I want to die with my own,” she whispered.

Ed lowered back down and uncorked the bottled.  She opened her mouth, and Ed helped her drink it down.  When she had finished, he pocketed the bottle and watched her.

“Nothing,” she said.

“It’ll take a few moments,” he said, retrieving the lamp and hooking it to the loops on his shoulder.  “Close your eyes.  I’m going to carry you to the exit.”

“Won’t someone see you,” she objected, but then turned away, a look of disgust on her.  What a strange woman. From the north or not, she had her own fight inside her.  From the dream he heard earlier, he could only guess how hard her childhood was.  “I…I mean you,” she whispered.  “Won’t you get in trouble.”

With his arms, he scooped her up as gingerly as he could. Even though he could feel her muscles tightening into knots through her clothes, she didn’t complain, except for her face twisting with her eyes shut. She tried relaxing as if testing herself against some hidden pain.  

“I’ll be fine, Araa,” he said, as he walked out of the cell and further into the jail.  “Why wouldn’t they think you hadn’t escaped on your own?  From what I’ve learned about your people, you can be very resourceful.”

She remained quiet, the flickering light casting shadows against her winching face.

When he reached the door at the far end of the jail, he set her down, unhooked the lamp from his shoulder and unlocked the door.  He opened it to a wisp of cold mountain wind, fresh with a mixture of bitter minerals and sweet foliage.  He couldn’t help but smile.

The sliver moon was high above, casting a white shine on the small dell the jail opened out to.  Stones, undergrowth, fallen leaves, all reflected serenely in the night.  A brook gurgled nearby.

Ed picked her up and laid her back down outside the door, her back against the rock wall of the jail.  She still hadn’t said anything, her face so sullen, he could imagine tears.

“You don’t have to go,” he said, unsure what else to say. “If you stay here, they’ll find you quickly.  And the Doctor will operate.”

“No,” her voice cracked.  “I’ll die on that table, I know it.”  More truth that she realized.  “I have to try.”

“But not right now,” he said.  “It’s still night. Rest while you can.”

Ed looked at her one last time.  Tragedies happen, he knew.  This one wasn’t his fault, he knew too, but maybe by letting her go, he could redeem himself from those that were.  Maybe he could make it up to Ninn.  A sense of peace came over him.  Yes, this was the right thing to do.

Ed turned to go back inside—

“Wait,” Araa said. “I need to know why.”

“Why?”

“Why are you doing this to me? You don’t know me. You’ll lose everything if they find out.”  

Ed grinned, remembering that determination in her. That conviction.  She believed in something so dearly, she jumped at his offer to let her go.  “Because it’s the right thing to do.”
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Princess Zana Ladress II: The Holy City of Zanf’r

 

“Is this really the only way? Almighty help us if you’re asking me to do what the Old Roz’s did.”

“Their methods did give us the best understanding—”

“No. Not here! Not here in my city. Not here near the Temple.”

“No, Your Highness. I’m not asking that I continue the Old Roz work. I only want them held for observation.”

“Why?  Hundreds of infected have come through the Temple. The priests have observed all there is to observe.”

“When I was a novitiate, I devoted much of my studies to the Chills. It’s a popular, mysterious, and dark topic that presents a modest excitement to an often dull life of a priest. It’s a topic that suits me, I believe. But no one has ever recorded anything like this. Just be still, Your Highness, and listen carefully on the breaths of those dead down there and you’ll hear…”

“Waking dust, dust, dust. The Almighty returns. He is with us. He played a dirge, but no one mourned. Waking dust, dust, dust. Patience for a thousand of years. Patience for a little more.  Waking dust, dust, dust. Give up your warding stones. Give up your flesh.”

“My…Goddess…what does it mean?”

“Your Highness, it means, the Old Rozes were wrong. We moderns were wrong. And the cultists of Ragnarok were right. The Chills are sentient.”

-Conversation between Princess Zana II and Gene Casmarus

 

 

Zana paused outside her bed chamber and smiled, taking in the quiet of the early morning. Dying honey-colored topazes lit the empty hall with a soft glow as she leaned her back against the wall and closed her eyes. She was back home, back in the Holy City, back inside her family’s palace where she and her brothers grew up —and grew apart.  

But standing there, she knew sooner or later someone would find her, adding to her long list of endless tasks even before the day began. So, with a short sigh, she started her slow way down the hall to her Reception Office where she could have a bit of privacy and catch up on everything she missed during her visit to her brothers.  Hopefully, she’d shovel through most of what assuredly was a mountain of paperwork waiting for her before the palace hustled with life.

But, for now, her palace hummed with the soft sound of topazes dying out their last bit of stored magic, the chilly air enlivening her with a sweetly cinnamon fragrance, and more importantly, no one seemed to be awake this early, save for the Palace Guard who she hadn’t seen yet. In a little while, her day would begin, but right now, this moment, she could be at peace. The past month had been…exhausting to say the least. Preparations for the Offering Festival, her unexpected journey to Landrie’s, her visit to Sig. Balancing the suspicions of both. Alleviating the fears of neither. Solved nothing. One side always prepared for war, the other side already at war.

But at least, she was home now, nearing her Reception Office, a small room she would use for privacy between audiences, would have lunch and refresh herself. Being away for so long meant a very busy schedule ahead, and knowing Fiora, she probably scheduled all her work for one day. Sometimes, Zana wondered how Father did it. Of course, he had Mother, but even after he passed, Mother alone kept the kingdom running smoothly. Smoothly? She was killed, Zana thought, and the kingdom broken apart. Not smoothly.

Her eyelids drooped, and she yawned, fighting off drowsiness. She should have slept more, but she wanted to have a few moments to herself in her Office, a moment more of peace before the frenzy. Besides, she had left her Office in a mess before leaving for Landrie’s, and in her absence it could only have gotten worse.

When she rounded the last corner, she was relieved to find only a guard, the knight Erald, upright beside her Office door in his padded leather, a sword by his hip and a row of runic daggers fastened to his belt.

As soon as he noticed her, he bowed but thankfully said nothing. It was too early for conversations. Maybe everyone was as tired as she was. She wouldn’t mind a late start to the day, though, a later start meant a later end. Can’t have that, can we, Fiora?

Once inside, she closed the door. A dimming blue sapphire hung from a lamp on her cluttered desk, casting a cold blue winter-like scene on everything inside. Looking at the cluttered mess of papers and books, she scolded herself for not trying to organize it before she left. But she couldn’t ignore Landrie’s strange letter and so left this mess for her return. Now her return came, and the pile only got bigger.  Responsibilities, her mother taught her, weren’t supposed to be ‘fun’ in the doing of them but in the having them done. Surely, Zana found out exactly what her mother meant when she turned fifteen and those responsibilities fell on her shoulders. Before then, sitting on the throne meant listening, learning, and getting to know her people. Afterwards, everyone had to go through her to get things done and at first it made her feel empowered, regal like a fully grown Ladress woman should be…until everyone did go through her to get everything done. Never a moment to herself, and so many mistakes made in those early years…

“And so exhausting too,” she said, picking up the sapphire from the lantern housing and closing her hands around it. The room plunged into darkness while warming her hand with a gentle vibration. Mak hated the darkness when they were little; he was always afraid of it. Mak…maybe that was the last time she’d see him alive—

“No,” she told herself. She’ll see him again; she’ll make sure of it. Late last night, Mak’s courier appeared at the palace to give her the news of Gene’s prognosis. There was nothing she could do. The tumor was too far grown. Mak even paid for his courier’s stay in the City and to stalk the palace —the poor man was harassed by her guards more than once. All to make sure she received his message —even before Gene had a chance to tell her. So, as per her agreement, he’ll be contacting her in a few weeks to go over his visit with Mother. She’d have to write a letter to Sig too, tell him, herself. She dreaded the idea of Sig finding out in secret during one of his manic phases. Even if she did tell him, what he would do, she had no idea. He would probably want to visit himself, definitely want to visit himself. Her blood ran cold. The thought of the “apostate” emperor walking into the Holy City with his legion of so-called ‘attendants’ —army of spies, more like it— would set her city on a knife’s edge. No, her people wouldn’t like it at all, let alone the priests, pilgrims, and their host nations living under Sig’s Shadow. What would the refugees outside her City think?  What would her court think seeing them together? Oh, just the rumors alone could span volumes. And that idiot would use it to his advantage, playing up his ‘eldest brother’ role, and maybe even calling her by that horrible ‘archduchess’ title. Zana huffed. It would all be…be…  “A mess,” she groaned, bringing the warm gem up to her face. “That’s what it’ll be, a great big mess.”  

But maybe if Mak and Sig could visit mother together, at the same time …something could change.  Mother’s spirit, two of her brothers. Mak for his last time, Sig for his first. “Would that be OK, Mother,” she whispered. She’d happily deal with gossip fallout if it meant uniting the family. Could it be that easy?

“Hope, Zana. Hope.”  She opened a drawer in her desk and dropped the blue sapphire inside. Choosing a purer yellow topaz, she closed her palm around it and casted an initiating spell. The gem happily absorbed it, and upon opening her palm, the gem lit the room with a bright golden white light. She fastened it inside the lamp, and now that her Office was ready—”

A knock came at the door.

“Already,” she grumbled. “Who is it?”

“It’s Erald, Your Highness. Annacia should be here soon to make her rounds. Would like me to send her away?”

“Yes,” she said quickly. “And ask her to bring some tea.” She rubbed the fatigue from her forehead.  Damn, forgot my circlet. “And something strong to keep me awake,” she added.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

With that settled, she sat onto her seat and scanned her desk. Too bad she forbade the maids to clean in here. Though lost papers made for bad excuses, they would give her peace of mind.

“Now, now, Zana. Be responsible,” she said, riffling through a large stack in front of her. Most were festival business, long over do. Forbearance requests for loan repayments, leniency for public drunkenness and festive excesses, compensations for damaged properties, and the like. Boring dull administrative things.  She stacked those on the right, near the fireplace. Too bad it wasn’t blazing; one accident and she’d save her hand from signing so many signatures.

On the left stacked more papers and packages, some rolled up and sealed with wax, correspondences while she was away. Most were handled through Fiora and her helpers and thankfully so. Now that she had been ruling the Holy City for so long, there were no shortage of young women wanting patronage, businesses wanting loans, and causes wanting…straight-out charity.

One caught her eye, and no wonder, it was a metal cylinder with a seal of wax on both ends, a figure of three interlocking rings. “Gene.” Her prognosis of Mak, she guessed, though she already knew what it was.

Zana took out from her desk a sheet of paper and holding the cylinder vertically, she heated the bottom slightly with her magic. Wax dripped and soon, a rolled-up paper fell. She unrolled it.

“Diagnosis: Not Natural. More than half diseased. Prolonged Mild Exposer. Remedy: the apostate.” Confused she turned the paper around. “Dust. Dust. Dust. I didn’t tell the King’s farmer of the cure to the blight in his crops, but his dreams fit into my nightmares. I am committed now. Do not contact me again. Farmer’s prognosis: Should be dead.” Zana plopped her head on her hand, studying the words again. “Don’t be too straightforward with me, Gene.” Prolonged mild exposer? That couldn’t be right. Mak hadn’t been to the Golden Lady for more than ten years. But what other Shard could he have been exposed too? That one in Landrie’s mountains, on the opposite side of the kingdom from Mak? No, she would have been able to tease that stupidity out of them back at the Red Rock. Absolutely not the King-Maker with all of their country’s upheavals, and the Veiled Goddess —if it was found— was locked up in the One-King’s country. And the Black Monolith was lost on one of the Islander’s Islands. “That leaves the Impossible Tower northwest of Mak’s princedom.”

“Mother’s home,” she gasped. “Mak….” Did he visit Mother’s home? He kept going on about knowing ‘Mother’s secret’ and being faithful to her. Had he been doing his own investigation? “Remedy: the apostate.”  That was what many people called Sig now— “Sig’s remedy,” she shouted. Of course, that damn blue concoction Sig’s doctors gave to that young man. Would it really cure Mak? “It had to.”

The rest of the letter made little sense to her except that Gene didn’t tell Mak about Sig’s cure. Thank the Almighty. The Night Lady had stolen plenty of Sig’s remedy for the Temple priests in case of accidental exposure, but they always supplied it on an ‘immediate-need’ basis. Kept them dependent on her, Zana believed.

She slid a sheet of paper in front of her, grabbed her pen and inked it before writing, Dear brother Mak.  I have found a solution I would like you to try…. She stopped, wringing her wrist. Just how was she going to get Sig’s remedy? She’d have to ask Conner, the Night Lady representative, but he’d insist that he needed to be present when administering it. Revealing those connections to Mak wouldn’t be something she wanted.  Not to mention that Conner would probably try to sell his services to him, and once Mak knew from whom the cure came from, he’d rather die.  

Or, she could ask Sig directly. Who knows, maybe she could broker a contract between him and the priests, thereby softening his ‘apostate’ image. No one would object to that, she thought. And the less she had to depend on the Night Lady, the better. She rubbed her wrists again. “Risky, Zana. Giving Sig a foot in….. Nothing risked, nothing gained.” Besides, she wanted the family together again at some point, right?

She slid another sheet of paper over the previous and readied her pen: Siga, I need your help. She paused. Would she lie? She had to. Lowering her pen, she continued, One of my dear friends has been exposed to the Golden Lady, and I saw how effective your remedy…”  Exposed?

She scanned Gene’s message again: “Prolonged Mild Exposure.”  What did ‘prolonged mild’ exposure mean? Just how many trips did he take to the Impossible Tower? As far as Zana knew, there were only two kinds of exposure: brief moments of contact where one would survive for a while longer but descend into madness and the other was a prolonged direct contact that resulted in death within an hour or so. How could Mak be exposed for a prolonged time yet not be dead or insane already? Mak, what did you do?

“More of ‘Mother’s secrets,’ Mak,” she whispered. Still, she wouldn’t be daunted. She continued writing, …remedy was. I would like to purchase. —Of course, he wouldn’t want money. He’d want— Damn it. She knew exactly what he would wanted.

She took in a sharp breath. “No risk; no reward,” she reminded herself. She scratched out the last line and continued underneath it. Sig, I would like you to send me a few batches and instructions, and in exchange, I’ll consider an installation of your new endeavor. That canon of his. The destruction it caused still sent shivers down her spine. But outside the Holy City, she wrote. Out into sea. Please, this is a far as I can go. Reply promptly. Signed, Your Sister in need, Princess Ladress, Zana II. “And now for what we both want.” Post script: If your remedy works, I’ll consider convincing the Temple to contract a subscription of the remedy with you. They may need it for the future, and your reputation could certainly use the publicity. She doubted he’d be interested; he didn’t seem to care at all about his ‘apostate’ nickname. But the average faithful did, and if the family was going to be reunited, he’d have to show some good faith eventually.

‘Giving away the kingdom treasury,’ Fiora would say. But if this all worked out, Mak would be healed, the Night Lady wouldn’t be needed for the Temple anymore, and Sig would appear to actually have a heart. Not much progress toward reconciliation, but, “small steps climb the mountain,” she whispered.    

  She reread her letter and drafted up a final copy. Grabbing a cylinder from her desk supply, she rolled up the paper and placed it with in. With a key from her blouse pocket, she opened a locked drawer from her desk with an assortment of colored waxes, each having a significance the couriers and her brothers would know. To the couriers, they meant speed of delivery. To her brothers, it meant importance of message.  Blue was used for general invitations. She sent many of those for balls and gatherings they seldom attended. Green for important replies, commentaries, favors, and more personal letters. She sent a few to Sig asking —in vain— if he had sent some her potential suitors. He never replied, but the point was made.  She finally decided on a red wax. Red didn’t necessarily mean danger, but urgency. When Sig saw this, he had to open it immediately.

She grabbed two blocks of red wax and melted one onto one side of the cylinder with her magic. She then took out her insignia ring —the Ladress family ring, an insignia of seven stars encircling a black crown.  When Mother’s Regency ended, it was supposed to be given to Sig, and he would ascend to kingship, but that didn’t happen. Instead, she held it now and stamped both sides of the cylinder message. Satisfied, she placed the cylinder in the outgoing correspondence box to be sent out. “What next—”

Three knocks hit the door. “Annacia is here,” Erald said.

“Oh, yes, thank you. Send her in.”

In came the young woman with a small sauce and a cup of tea. “Good morning, Your Highness.  An early start is it?”

“Yes, morning Annacia. You can place….that…anywhere…”  Zana shuffled some papers around, failing to make much room on her desk.  “Here, thank you.  And, while you here, can you drop this to the couriers’ office.”

She smiled.  “Gladly,” she said, grabbing the message and exiting the room.

Relieved, she sat back into her chair with her tea in hand, only then noticing the outside window shutters had been left open. The bright topaz light drowned out much of what could be seen outside, but Zana could still make out dawn coming, and with, Fiora and her day’s schedule. But right now, she decided to enjoy this moment, sipping —she smiled— citrus orange tea. Autumn was certainly here.

Her letter would reach Sig in only a few days, and hopefully, he would reply by the end of the week. Promise of a contract from the Temple wouldn’t convince him much, but allowing that new cannon of his be built near here, would convince him. He would probably have suggested locations in his reply too. Not on land and far out far into sea, she’d have to insist. Convincing her court of having one of Sig’s abominations even that close was going to be quite a task. Even the families who still supported Sig would think twice when they learn what devastation it could do. “So long as Mak lives.” Besides, Sig assured her the cannon wasn’t made from the Sea Roar or powered by Lairgor’s spirit.

She took in another sip and shivered, remembering the raw energy in the air when that thing fired, the whirlwind, the rain, the deafening roar when it boiled the ocean and sunk the freighter. Defensive or not, what kind of enemy was Sig thinking of when he built it? “Only the ones in his head,” she answered. “But no less real to him.” In the end, it’ll become a useless weapon, a rusting relic out there in the northern Knives. “Really, Sig, who do you think is going to attack me? The Islanders? The One-King? Why couldn’t your suspicions at least make some sense?” 

She sighed before leaning forward over her messy desk.

“Now to convince Mak.” She decided to start another letter: Mak, wonderful news.  No, that made her sound urgent; he already knew she didn’t want him entering her city. He’d think she was making up some excuse. “I’ll have to go to him,” she said, frowning. She scanned her desk. “To a bigger pile of work, then,” she raised her tea in a mock cheer.

Back to writing, she continued her letter: Dear Mak, as you know, my priest confirmed your diagnosis, but she erred in treatment. She has formulated a remedy for you to try. All lies, she admitted, but it couldn’t be helped. He’d never take anything from Sig, even to save his life. And it would open her up to questions she’d rather not answer. I can have it ready by the week’s end. “I hope.”  And then I will travel to your Green Farm Estate for you to try it. Sabina can administer it and see whether it helps or not. I haven’t given up on you, brother, but our agreement about your visit remains. I can discuss the arraignments while I’m there. She had to add that last part, regrettably. With sisterly love, Princess Ladress, Zana II, Holy City of Zanf’r. “Good enough.”

She thought about writing to Sabina too, but decided against it. She’d see her in person when she visited and have a moment alone with her. She’s been flaky too, missing luncheons, dances and receptions, but considering Mak’s problems, maybe Zana could understand. She tapped the pen against her cheek.  “But why didn’t she tell me about his problems in the first place—”

Another knock came at the door. “It is I.” —Fiora, Already?— “May I come in, Your Highness?” .  Brightening blue morning light streamed in through the window now, competing with the topaz in the room.  The sun hadn’t appeared yet, but that didn’t stop Fiora.

“Yes, come in,” she said with a sigh as her thoughts already longed for the end of the day, dinner, a warm bath and a book to read. No rest till then, she thought.

Fiora entered, wearing her usual gray and gold colors with a gray veil neatly pressing her white hair back behind her and tied into a ponytail that hung behind her shoulders. She stood posed, stoic as ever, with lucid gray eyes to match her intelligence and wrinkles to match her wisdom. If Zana hadn’t seen her tender side when she was her dry nurse and tutor, she’d believe Fiora could be Cyne’s mother.

She held two books in her hand. One was opened, faded red spine with a brown worn leather covering, the book Zana dreaded, a ledger crammed with meetings, appointments, and audiences. Fiora adjusted her glasses, gazing down on its pages. “Already awake, were you,” she asked with slight annoyance and then briefly regarded the tea. “We could have begun much earlier. You have much to do today.” Zana felt a tug of irritation and impatience rising within her, a willingness give up the day to walks in the garden. Fiora was testing her with her King-Maker blessing.

“Lady Fiora, please, not now. I’m exhausted.”

“Your court doesn’t care if you’re exhausted,” she answered, tracing her fingers on the pages. “They will try your patience, and you must always guard your will, intellect, and reason against emotions that may betray you.”  Definitely Cyne’s mother. “Your mother would have appreciated my advice.”

“Mother wasn’t betrayed by emotions.”

The corners of Fiora’s lips tugged upwards slightly, apparently appreciating Zana’s wit. “No, she wasn’t,” she said. “But neither was she so forgetful.” Fiora then lifted an eyebrow, revealing Mother’s diamond encrusted silver circlet in her hand.

“It’s not as if everyone wouldn’t recognize me anyway,” she said, tilting her head forward so Fiora could put it on.

Fiora placed the books on the table before undoing a simple braid Zana had done to manage her hair.  “No excuses,” she said. “If you needed help putting it on, you could have called someone. That’s why we’re here.” Zana rolled her eyes out of view from Fiora. Instead of arguing, Zana turned her attention to the books Fiora brought with her. The second one looked familiar. “There, done. That salty air has certainly done its work. Later today, someone will come to treat your hair.”

“What’s that book you brought?”

“Oh,” Fiora said, showing it to her. “It came in a few days ago.”

Zana snatched it from her. The spine was well-worn and cracked and some of the pages stuck out, but she finally had it. The Night Lady pulled through; Zana held her Mother’s journal book encompassing the month she died. She embraced it close to her chest; the smell of brittle pages and dry ink brought old memories to the surface. Maybe now she could find something that could help find the real killer.

“You know you’re not supposed to have that,” Fiora said, taking hold of the ledger book again. “If your brother, Prince Landrie—

Zana jerked her neck straight. “Landrie has done nothing with this. He decided long ago to stuff it in some old library and forget about it. Look at this, he hasn’t even transcribed it to a new book.” She opened the book and reset one of the torn pages.

“Done nothing? What more could he do?” Look for clues. Find the real killer.  Give up blaming Sig for everything. “My dear Za’nina,” Fiora said with a warm grandmotherly voice. “Let the past go—”

“No. Not yet. I must—”

“So much like your brothers you don’t even realize it,” she said, shaking her head. “Let’s look at this logically, alright?”  —Zana fought back a snort—  “Do you believe Prince Landrie never read it for himself?”

Zana hesitated. Landrie wouldn’t; he respected father’s old ways too much. Or maybe he didn’t want to feel that pain again from reading through Mother’s journal. Could she do it? She had to. No one else cared about the truth. “Maybe he did,” Zana said.

“Princess,” Fiora let out with sternness in her voice.

“No. He wouldn’t. He had no reason to. He was already so sure he knew all about what happened to Mother.”

“Ah,” Fiora said, thoughtfully. Ever the tutor. “Then, what do you hope to find written there?”

“Clues, evidence. Maybe Mother wrote down suspicions of someone lurking about.”

Fiora’s expression didn’t change; she was obviously not impressed by Zana’s reasoning. “If so, why would she not have communicated it elsewhere? To the guard? To me? Or take precautions herself?”

“I…I don’t know,” Zana answered, feeling deflated. “Maybe, the threats were vague or veiled; she didn’t perceive them as serious enough.”

“How very suppositional. I’ve taught you better than that.”

“I can hope, can’t I,” Zana snickered.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” Fiora sounded. “Hope is a two-edged sword. It can sustain you or torment you, neither of which has to do with the true matter of things.”

“A pesky emotion, I suppose.”

“Lady Ladress,” Fiora scolded. “You will act your age and stock. Now, answer me this and then put the rest to bed: If your assumption is correct, why did your mother give that book to Prince Landrie instead of…that boy?” That boy. Anger slipped into those words like rip currents in a deceptively calm shore. But what she said made terrible sense. Mother’s will mentioned nothing about Sig, dividing her personal belongings between the four of them. If Sig hadn’t spent so much of his time on that damn island after Father died, maybe the family wouldn’t have become so strained at the end. Maybe Mother wouldn’t have been alone.

“Do you believe he could of…,” Zana asked, feeling the worn cover of mother’s journal with her hand.

Fiora’s expression softened. “What I ‘believe’ has nothing to do with what is laid before me. We must come to conclusions based on the evidence we have. It isn’t as if he’s been eager to elevate those suspicions. He still refused to see me when we were last there, didn’t he?” Maybe because you already think he’s guilty.

Fiora readjusted her glasses, drawing lines on the ledger with her finger. “This all could wait for another time. Now, let’s go over your schedule for today.”

Zana exhaled deeply, readying herself for the litany to follow.

“This morning, you will be having breakfast with your advisers about affairs conducted during your absence. Afterwards, you will have a chance to…properly refresh yourself. Someone will come to treat your hair. Then, you will see your audiences until lunch.” Fiora rested a sheet of names besides Zana’s tea. “Number five,” Fiora said, pointing her finger, “is one you should be prepared for.”  

“The Baron of Lowtown?”

“Yes,” she answered, tracing an ‘x’ over the name. “The eldest of the Rushnik family, Kalpric Rushnik.  Tavern guild master.”

Zana closed her eyes and rubbed her wrists. “What do they want now?”

“An explanation of Mother Evening Sky and her sudden departure and the delayed offering as well,” she answered. “He claims to have seen her bald and hurried onto a carriage. He would like to petition you to investigate the issue.”

Zana shook her head. Did the priests really have to make a spectacle of her?  “Zealous priests or conniving tavern masters. Which would you pick?”

“Conniving tavern masters,” Fiora said.

“Why?”

“If you execute a priest, they might enjoy the martyrdom.”

Zana cracked a smile. “Have you interviewed him?”

“Yes,” Fiora sighed. “Late last night, he wouldn’t leave until he knew you would see him. I sensed deceit, concealment, and excitement in his heart —nothing out of the ordinary so I can’t say for motives.”

“I’m sure it’s about greed. His family is always about greed. Have our ‘listeners’ found anything more about him?”

“Only that you shouldn’t take him lightly,” Fiora added. “His family hails from the Demos region, not a bastion of royal-blood sympathy as you know. And he’s garnered much support among the refugees outside our City. I have already suggested that you have him arrested on subversion charges, and I wouldn’t wait much longer.”

Zana frowned. Arrest him? What would the rest of the Rushniks do? And what sort of message would that send to her people?  Become too prosperous and the princess would become jealous? Kalpric Rushnik hadn’t done anything illegal but continue his family’s love of growing rich. And in growing rich, he’s made friends in almost every social circle. Even at her dinner parties, his name comes up: the man who can make a profit selling air to fish. He’s organized so-called ‘social-partnerships,’ fraternities, and ‘neighborhood-councils’ throughout the City. He even financed the Offering Celebration. He should be lauded for public service, if he wasn’t antagonizing her sovereignty. Yes, Fiora was right. She couldn’t ignore them anymore.  He’s becoming a rival, creating his own little underground ‘Demos’ right under her. For what? The Baron of LowTown. ‘Baron.’ “I know what he wants,” Zana said. “Land and the status it brings.”

“That he can not have,” Fiora quickly answered.

“Landrie’s allowed it.”

“Prince Landrie’s situation is different. He has more land in his mountains than he can possibly explore himself. It would be prudent for him to give that task to his subjects to expand his territory for him, but they remain his subjects; they don’t rise to become little counts and barons. The Rushniks cannot, will not ever be one of us.”

Zana sighed.  “Rushnik calls himself ‘baron’ already. He and his partners pay quite a lot into our treasury. But, you’re right. I can’t ignore him for much longer. If he wasn’t married with children, I’d seek a suitor for him and subdue him that way.”  Zana rubbed her wrists. “Maybe it’s time I sit down with him—”

“No,” Fiora said with a strong tone that sounded more like a command from a tutor than advice from a counselor.

“No?” Zana challenged back, mimicking Fiora’s raised eyebrow earlier.

“You would legitimize he’s wants,” Fiora said smoothly, but Zana noticed those same rip currents hidden in her words. People from the Demos region weren’t well thought of in any noble land, but there seemed to be something more personal in her tone. “Sitting with Your Highness, imagine what lies he could spread afterwards.”  Damn, good point. And a public sitting would be no better than her usual court audiences. 

Zana closed her eyes. “What would Father and Mother do,” she muttered to herself.

“For what the Demos revolution did to your Mother and her family and nobles, your father would have had him assassinated for subversion of the crown and his assets confiscated. Your mother would have had him arrested, flogged, executed, and sent back to their Grand Forum Complex as an example.” Zana blinked a few times at Fiora’s obviously prepared answer. Yes, her Mother’s lands were taken by the revolution and all the nobles of the Impossible Tower fled to Ladress, but the Rushniks weren’t personally involved in that. How could she justify it? “But your parents had the advantage of a unified kingdom,” Fiora added.

“I shouldn’t have asked,” Zana said, dryly. “Can we spare more of our food stocks for those people outside the walls?”

“We may, but winter hasn’t even begun yet, Your Highness.” 

Zana was planning to see Mak; maybe she could strike a deal with him to feed those people. “I’ll bring it up with my advisers, find some why to curb his influence. I don’t know where he gets all that food, but I can’t let him outshine the Holy City in generosity. Alright, what’s next.” 

Fiora looked down at her ledger. “Lunch will be with your guard, going over security, and afterwards, you will be given a tour of the Undergrounds with the Her Holiness, the Doyenne—”

Zana groaned, the worst part of the week.

“On your insistence,” Fiora reminded her.

“No, no, I have to. Some of them were my own subjects.” Oh, but she hated going down there. It felt like she was keeping a terrible secret —it was a terrible secret. But she heard them herself. The Chills speaking. And so, she indulged Gene with more time, time for figure out if they were a mutation, prophecy, or chance. Though Gene seemed to have already made up her mind. Wouldn’t Almighty’s return be a good thing?  “Will I have anytime to myself tonight?”

Fiora scanned her book, mouthing numbers. “Yes, but, I’m sorry, there will be one more guest after your dinner. I thought you might like to have dinner alone for your first night back.”

“Thank you.”

“But if you prefer,” Fiora said, drawing out the would ‘prefer.’ That usually meant she preferred. “You can see your last audience with your dinner.”

“Someone that important? Who is it?”

“Count Marque Von Marqs from Drakendor—”

Zana cursed.  

Fiora snapped a scathing look.

“I’m sorry. I forget about him. I hoped he would come yesterday while we were still traveling. He’s here visiting his son, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” Fiora answered. “He will arrive this afternoon. I plan to meet him and see if I can ascertain his motives.”

“His motives are clear,” Zana said, looking at her empty ring finger. The man wanted to marry her. A low count of a closed off country to a daughter of Ladress? The joke would have been funny, if she didn’t suspect some play against her brother Sig. She should never have agreed on letting his son train here, but at the time, the man had recently lost his wife to an assassin, and his son was in danger. His son, such latent magical ability, she’d never seen before. So, Zana allowed it, a stupid mistake made five years ago when she was more compassionate. And the One-King, Sig’s been trying to undermine his rule since that mistake too. “How is his son progressing?  Malek Von Marqs, isn’t it? Still a ‘savant,’ is he?’”

“Yes, Malek, and yes, his skills are quite superb. The Doyenne is impressed; he’s almost completed —ah.”  Fiora’s closed her hand in midair as if catching a fly as wrinkles stretched across her face under a full victorious smile.

“Ah?”

She laughed softly. “I believe the Lord Marqs will ask you to allow his son to be trained in the martial magics. That must be why he needs to speak with you.”

“Ah,” Zana mimicked. Yes, that would make sense. Maybe that was the source of his interest in her all along —his son. That made sense too, but it disappointed her. She was hoping for something grander. Now when she rejects him, she wouldn’t feel the thrill of dashing someone’s selfish ambitions, but the regret of dashing a father’s hope for his son. Shaking her head, she said, “well, the answer is no.”

“Naturally.”  

Yes, naturally. Zana resisted rolling her eyes. “But a mage of his talent going back to a closed off country…What in the world are they doing up there?” Drakendor was certainly a mystery. Little to no trade to speak of. The home of the Coming Shadows, an assassination group. Home to a despot that made the Demos look like dutiful public servants by comparison, the so-called One-King, a man or woman said to be hundreds of years old. Preposterous, obviously a secession line, but for such stories not to be falsified meant considerable secrecy and isolation…and the resources to do so. Even Gene had tried prying inside, but never found anything other than what Zana already knew. Three castes: the impoverished peasants, the favored foremen and commissioners and the wealthy Counts and Countesses, and on top, the One-King. How does a country stand like that?

“You can find out more over wine and dinner,” Fiora said, accenting the word ‘wine.’ “What are his plans for his son are. His plans for his future. Perhaps information on his liege would be helpful too.”

Zana let a grin spread across her face. “And maybe afterwards I can seduce him? Learn more about Drakendor in a half an hour then our best listeners have in years.” She studied Fiora for a reaction.  Disappointingly, there was none.

“A very juvenile joke, Lady Ladress, but wine gladdens the heart and loosens the tongue.” It loosens mine too, she thought, grimacing inwardly. “More information is what we need.”

Zana leaned back into her seat before taking a sip of her tea. She spit it back out. Yuck, cold. “What we’re going to need is lot of wine,” she groaned. “Count Marque is almost as closed off as…”  she glanced at Fiora.  “Cyne. I know older widowed men can be…out of practice but even his ‘wooing’ of me seemed… I don’t know—”

“Artificial,” Fiora suggested.

“Yes,” Zana answered, thoughtfully.  “Lady Fiora, would you like to join us for dinner? You can see how his emotional state changes.”

“I was planning to,” she closed the ledger book.

Zana frowned.  “Of course, you were.”
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Celeste Casmarus: On the Road to Sat’r

 

“Today begins your new journey, Mother Evening Sky. A journey which will take you into the arms of Zandagor, become one of her Valkyries to preserve our world from the evils of the Dark Well. The Almighty has died, but his Vassals live on.  Zandagor of the Golden Lady, Randagor of the Red Mountain, Lairgor of the Sea Roar, Eventide of the Veiled Goddess, Hyliagor of the King-Maker, Blekengor of the Black Monolith, and Humenor of the Impossible Tower. Each assigned a duty; each assigned a gift. They’ve walked among us, taught us, guarded us, fought for us and when their spirits come to rest in the Shards, we know it is time to renew our responsibilities. And you, Mother Evening Sky, will continue this duty by becoming the Golden Lady’s handmaid. You will not learn the physical disciplines of a healer, the mental fortitude of telekinesis, the apologetic rhetoric of evangelism. Instead, to you, we will impart the fire, the wind and the storm. You will learn how to compress organs, ignite fires, and cause great streaks of pure light, to become a martial mage for our goddess.”

“Bah, must you make this sound so melodramatic?”  

“Doyenne, this a very serious matter. Mother Sky must know what she is agreeing to.”

“Serious matters deserve plain language. Mother Sky, you know what’s asked of you.  Seven years from now, after rigorous training, you will be given up to the Golden Lady to fight her battles in the spirit —you will die. Is this what you want?”

“Yes, …my sister—".

“Your sister is gone! Forget her. This concerns you and you alone.”

“Yes, I will do it.” 

-Conversation between Mother Evening Sky, the Doyenne, and High Priest Gracie 

 

 

Sil’s feet burned, her back ached, and her stomach growled. Why in all Gen Shemver did they have to walk and walk through such rough country too. Even her hand was tired of pointed her palm-light ahead of her. It made little difference. Rocks and roots. Brushes and tall grass. All seemed to find exactly how to poke her feet in the most painful way, and moreover, they were especially artful in reaching under her dress and nipping fine cuts on her ankles. She should have worn longer leggings or have boughten socks, but that’s what horses were for! To ride comfortably and not have to walk! Sil snickered. She wasn’t making any sense because of that man’s stupidity!

Markus, a few yards ahead, strode on with a brisk pace as though he knew this back-end of no-where.  He would stop now and again to give her a chance to catch up. Ha! Good that she slowed him down. Small vengeance. Oh, Golden Lady, is that what I am now? Petty?  

She spotted a large boulder, and her tired body pined for it. Stumbling, she leaned against it, groaning as her feet thanked her with relief.

“You alright back there,” Markus asked. Sil straightened her back, chin up in case he turned around. “You don’t need another rest, do you? I’d like to reach Sat’r sometime today.”

Sil ignored him. The sky had lightened up quite a bit, morning soon, or at least dawn. This rough country of boulders, wild grass, and short shrubs stretched for miles around them with no hint of settlement or animal. No one would be stupid enough to do what they were doing, but Markus ‘knew’ the way. All Sil could discern was that he was following rising smoke, presumably the massive smiths and forge smokestacks of Sat’r. At this point, she would rather have dealt with the border soldiers instead of this walking stupidity.

Finally realizing Sil had taken a break, Markus stopped walking before waving his hand for her to catch up. Murmuring complaints, she left the stony ‘comfort’ of her boulder and caught up with him.

“Please tell me we’ve reached it,” she groaned.

He nodded forward. “No. Look.”

Sil saw the flat country spread out before her, the brightening dawn above and in between parked in a line were seven carriages, all ruined and toppled, and all smoldering with heavy smoke.

“What—”

He cupped his hand over her mouth, placing his finger over his lips.  “Shhh,” he sounded, pointing to her previous boulder of respite before rushing over for cover.

“How dare you,” Sil hissed but followed him. “And who are they? Traders?”

He squatted down, grabbing her arm and pulling her down with him.

She yanked her arm free. “I still have use of my ears,” she protested. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“Then use them and be quiet,” he whispered, peering over the boulder. “I don’t know who they are…or were.”

“Highwaymen? You loaf! You led us to them!” Resisting the urge to slap him, she instead grasped at her knife, ready to defend herself. But she let go. She couldn’t risk spending the magic imbued within it. She’d have to rely on her own magic; it’s what she was trained for, wasn’t it?  

“I led us where I thought we should go.” He patted the boulder, then searched the ground around him.  “You do have a warding stone on you, right?”

She shot her hand to her chest, feeling the cool chiseled stone gift that hung from her necklace. “Certainly,” she sighed with relief. How careless of me. She had forgotten all about it since she first put it on. 

“Good,” he said, sounding worried. “Don’t see many around here. Strange, they’re usually plenty this far south.”

“Is that what you think did this,” she asked, peering over the boulder herself. Smoke rose from the line of carnage, but all seemed still. A quiet scene, Sil had to admit. She didn’t see bodies, either. Maybe they were all incinerated. “The Chills?”

“It’s possible,” he whispered. “But infected dead don’t burn caravans.” A curious expression creased his brow. “Wait, you’re a priest, and you’ve never seen someone infected?”

“Uh…no,” she said, looking away. Sil was offered-bound to the Golden Lady, so her vocation took a different track. But for all the other priests, healing was their first duty. And quite often, people would bring their wounded and sick to the Temple for healing, and once in a while, there would appear poor souls who were infected with the Chills. They would come in with hot fevers and speak nonsense, and shortly after, pass on when their burdened hearts gave. The other High Priests would then incinerate the bodies and host a funeral services for the families. If they didn’t incinerate the bodies, they would soon come alive again and speak their nonsense as their flesh decayed. Sometimes they could be dangerous, acting in a random and chaotic ways —so she read.

“Yea, I don’t believe that,” he said. “You’ve been in that Temple for ten years, there had to be someone infected brought—”

“How did you know I was there for ten years?”

He let out a frustrated groan. “We’ve been over this…ah, never mind.” He turned away to spy the caravan again, and good that he did. Prying into Sil’s real function at the Temple wouldn’t lead to anything good. It was a wonder with all the information he had, how he didn’t know about her sacrifice already? It must have been the work of that strange man, Mister Conner, back when she was recovering from being exposed. He had apparently been hired to keep the sacrifices secret. The Night Lady, was that who he worked for?

Markus tipped his hat down lower over his face, before standing up. He flipped his long coat open, revealing two dark metallic hand-cannons with wooden grips at his hips. “So long as you’ve got a warding stone, I want you to stay here.”

“Why don’t we just go around,” she pleaded, her hand still gripping her knife’s handle. She hadn’t let go, she realized.  “We’re in Landrie’s Princedom.  You…you don’t have jurisdiction.” She studied the carriages, gleaming any information that could make her case. “Look, there’s no bodies. It was probably an accident. They all went into town…probably.”

Markus looked at her with his eyelid drooping and a smirk of disbelief. He chuckled. “You’re afraid, aren’t you? A mage, really.”

“Yes, and why not.” She blushed. “Is that so unreasonable? Mage or not. We’re only two. There may be more there.”

“Just a second ago, you said no one’s there,” he said, stepping away.

Sil grabbed after him but only caught air. “Wait…what am I supposed to do if they find me!”

He shrugged. “Same thing you did to your coachman. Burn ‘em alive.”

“You….”  That loaf! She turned her back to the boulder, sliding down to sit on the ground. She bent her knees up and hugged them tightly. Maybe there would be someone there, and that loaf would be sorry.  Get himself killed…and then she’d escape. No more Markus. 

She frowned. Thinking ill of people too, she scolded herself. All this time away from the Temple, exposed to the outside world, must be corrupting—

A crash erupted from Markus’s direction and when she turned to look, Markus was on the floor, another man —tattered in smoky burnt clothes— on top of him. Sil raced over, drawing her knife.

“Ribble,” the man growled, low and husky like a loin about to devour its prey. “Rabble. Rumble. Riddle!”  Markus tried to push him off, but he seemed overpowered, the assailant’s hands clawing at his coat and shirt. She glanced at the knife, then at Markus, who was now holding up the assailant with his hands. But the man kept trying to bash his head against Markus’s chest. No, I can’t use this, she told herself, and a with strange reluctance, she sheathed the knife.

Sil then extended her palm and conjured up an image of a mighty wind focused at the attacker’s midsection. Quickly, she sent the intention to her palm. Horror struck her suddenly; she forgot the initiation spell, forgot to brace herself from the kickback. It was one of the basic rules of the martial magics: protecting oneself from one’s own magic! But it was too late. The raw magic swirled in her palm for the briefest second before exploding from her palm. Without providing a way for her body to counter the force, her entire arm whiplashed behind her, sending shooting pain up her shoulders and deep inside. She screamed, falling to her knees with her arm slumping down to her side.

But the gust of wind met its mark, surgically ripping the man off Markus and sending him flying —ripping him into two pieces.  But Sil didn’t care. She wished it would have ripped him to dust! With painful tears welling up, she gingerly held her tender arm, unable to move the fingers without pain shooting up again. She felt her shoulder swell with each beat of her heart. Her arm now hung lower too as she felt an odd deformation in her swelling shoulder. “Damn him to the Dark Well,” she screamed. Her shoulder had been dislocated.

Markus jumped up, his two hand-cannons in hand. He cautiously jogging backwards to her. “What’s wrong? You alright?”

“No, you loaf,” she shouted, blinking tears away while holding her arm carefully. “I’ve dislocated my shoulder.”

“Dis..? What? How did you—”

“Shut up and help me!”

Markus holstered his weapons before crouching. He felt the length of her arm, and poked and prodded her shoulder. “Are you finished causing me pain,” she seethed, giving him the coldest stare she possible could.

“It’s dislocated alright,” he said.

“I!  Ugh,” she scrunched her face in pain. “I just told you that!”

He stood back up, facing the burnt caravan. “It’s not safe here,” he said as if that fact needed to be stated. “Can’t you heal it? You’re a mage.”

She snickered, looking away with her chin up. “Healing doesn’t work like that. It needs to be pushed back in.” That was at least half true; the other half was that she didn’t know how to cast healing spells. She wasn’t supposed to be a healer! She was supposed to be Valkyrie! She was supposed to be a warrior! All she knew about healing was that it only aided and accelerated the body’s own healing. A dislocated shoulder would remain dislocated. As if that loaf would care.

“Damn it, you’ll just have to wait then. There could be more of—”

“You will do this right now!” She shrieked so loudly her voice cracked.

He turned over his shoulder, raising an eyebrow with an irritatingly bemused grin creeping on his face. “I’m think I’m beginning to understand why your superiors defrocked you.”

“I. Can. Not. Function like this,” she said through gritted teeth.

Markus sighed, before crouching back down. “Just keep an eye out for me,” he said as he positioned his hands on her shoulder and elbow for support. “Alright, brace yourself,” he said. “Sometimes the socket breaks…so I’ll have to be careful—"

“Wait, give me something to bite on.”

“How about your tongue?”

She gave him another cold stare.

“You know, when you’re angry, you remind me of a young woman I once knew. But she had plenty more feminine grace.”

“Would you like to spend the rest of your morning on fire? …Wait, what do you mean ‘once knew’—" She felt a widening insider her shoulder and then a graceful pop. She exhaled in relief, feeling her shoulder more stable. Not as painful as she thought it would be, but her shoulder still throbbed, and pain still shot down her arm when she tried moving it.

“You’ll need a sling.” His eyes went up to her head.

“No,” she squealed. “Not my veil.”

“Wouldn’t dream of hurting your pride anymore,” he said, bringing his hands behind his back before revealing a long brown handkerchief.

“I am not proud,” she objected. “I am meek.”

“Oh, I get those two confused.” He wrapped the cloth around her arm and around her uninjured shoulder, keeping the immobile arm close to her chest. “There, all done.” He stood, drawing out his cannons again. “Ice it. You can do that, right?”

“Yes.”  She hovered her free hand over her throbbing shoulder and sent an icy wind against it.  Immediately, it felt better. Standing up —awkwardly with her arms so close to her— she mumbled, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said. “Come on. Stay close. I want to know what happened here.”

“Was that man infected,” she asked, following close behind.

“Yes…but. Strange thing is, it seemed to be purposely attacking me, like it knew what it was doing. I’ve never seen anything like.”

“Infected people act randomly, don’t they? Saying and doing odd and random things. Half instinct, half gibberish?”

“Yea…they do.”

“Coincidence, then. Given enough randomness, the illusion of order might be perceived.”

“Sounds like something you read from a book.”

“Well yes—"

“Shh,” he said. They stood before the first carriage, and in the darkness of dawn, it appeared completely burnt black with the sides so brittle, they might topple over. The roof was open already, probably collapsed inside.

“Horses,” she whispered. “No horses. Maybe some of them rode into town.”

Markus widened his elbows out, forcing Sil to move away. “Give me some room, Sil,” he said, aiming his cannons at the carriage.

She rolled her eyes but didn’t give him that much more room. If more of those crazed infected attacked them, she’d rather not have to use her magic. That one before was fast and aggressive; she’d probably react too quickly and blow out her other shoulder. Yes, that was the reason. I am not scared, she told herself.  

Markus grunted toward the ground where she found a line of small warding stones encircling the first carriage and receding back on both sides along the caravan. In the cool pre-dawn, she could feel heat radiating off them.

“There are Chills nearby,” she gasped, becoming conscious of her necklace, still cool against her skin.

“Now we know where the nearby warding stones went,” he said. “Hmm…this was done on purpose. Horses gone. People robbed, then forced to stay inside. The ring of warding stones created a barrier to keep the Chills inside with them.”

“What horror,” Sil whispered. “Who could have done such a thing?”

“Only one person I know has been this callous,” he said with unsettling anger in his voice.

“My sister.” Markus gave a quick nod. “But why?”

“Information maybe,” he answered, rounding the first caravan. She followed closely, still icing her shoulder. “When you’re infected by the Chills, you said they talk gibberish, coming down with a delirious fever, but that’s not true. It’s not ‘gibberish’ at all. You begin reliving old memories until you can’t tell the difference between real life and the past. Before long, you die from the fever and the Chills own your body.  Only after that is it ‘gibberish.’”

“Sounds very much like being exposed to one of the Shards of the Almighty. How do you know so much—”

“In that period before the Chills fully possess someone,” he continued, narrowing his eyes on the next carriage. “They might reveal something from their past, especially, if someone was leading them on. They then burn everything.” He cursed, spitting on the ground. “This wasn’t an attack. This was an interrogation. She could have at least ended their suffering.”

“Gene…what happened to you,” Sil whispered, still doubting her sister could have done this and the other atrocities Markus mentioned. Yes, she was single-minded in her selfish goals, but to go this far…. Nothing could rationalize this. The knife on her hip came to her mind. Yes, Gene, I have a long list of questions for you.

Something slumped onto the ground, a mass of black and char in the shadows. She hid behind Markus, realizing how vulnerable she was. At least, that was a good enough excuse. She was brave, she told herself, but momentarily incapable. That’s all. An arm in a sling and the other hand occupied with nursing her shoulder, it was prudent to hide. She was a warrior mage, after all.  She was meant to be a holy knight—

The mass moved, and she jumped. “Easy,” Markus said. “Don’t hurt your other shoulder.”

She would have slapped him if she could, but then she realized that mass was actually the upper part of a torso, head so badly burned, it was skeletal with one arm gone, torn at the elbow and the other intact up to hand, which was missing a few fingers.

“Another one of Gene’s victims,” he said.

Suddenly, the arm lunged forward, and low growl escaped from the mass. “Burn. Brum. Brim.”

“Shit,” Markus jumped, pointing his cannons at it.

“Go on, kill it,” Sil urged, almost shouting into his ear while pushing on him with her uninjured shoulder.

“Don’t push me, damn it,” he said, but he still didn’t shoot. The mass of remains clawed inch by inch toward them from yards away with the skull faced down, dragging along the dirt. “Not yet,” Markus whispered.

“Brine, Broom, Brun,” the mass gurgled, creeping closer; its chard entrails sweeping behind it. “Brawl. Brule. Brume.”

“Well…” Sil gulped. “What are you waiting for?”

“To make sure I imagined something.” Then he whispered, “I hope I imagined something.”

“What—”

A low muffled laughter vibrated from the corpse. “Where are your Champions? Where are your gods? Have they abandoned you?”

Sil’s hand trembled; her shoulder throbbed again.  “Statically,” she whispered, voice cracking. “It’s still possible to form sentences even from a random set of—”

It lurched closer.  “The Well overflows again. From the center out, they cannot bury us.”

“That is not a statistic,” Markus said.

“No, we are not,” the mass replied.

“Did that thing just answer you—”

Markus’s hand twitched. Pop! A splash of dust exploded near the mass’s head.

“A moment in millennia,” it’s husky voice said, sounding more urgent. “A fortnight in forever. Where are your gods? Where are your Champions now?”

“Tell me again about statistics,” Markus replied, taking aim.

“Give up your warding stones and dig us out—"

Pop! The skull collapsed in and the clawing arm relaxed. Sil clasped hard on her own warding stone about her neck, only then feeling her heart thundering against her hand.

Markus exhaled slowly, and the two of them stood there, staring at the black remains, now completely still. 

Sil hesitatingly broke the silence. “Please tell me that thing didn’t answer back to you?”

“Yea, it did. Now I know I didn’t imagine it,” Markus said bitterly as he continued to the next smoky carriage. Sil following behind.

“Imagine what?” In the dawning light, Sil could make out more burnt bodies lined against the carriages, still hard to see in the dimness and camouflaged against the black sooty wood, with some of their arms attached to the wood of the carriages with chains. Pop! Sil jumped. He had shot another one in the head.  Then another, then another.

“That one that jumped on me earlier,” he answered, giving quick work to each of the remains. “It attacked me; now I know, which is strange enough for a Chills infection. But it was grabbing at my pockets.”

“Instincts,” Sil argued. “Animal or behavioral residue. What could it possibly be looking for? It’s a dead body animated by an airborne infection.” Sil pursed her lips and exhaled, trying steady her nervous.

Markus holstered one of his cannons and reached into his long coat pocket before revealing his warding stone identification. “This,” he said, waving it. “’Give up your warding stones,’ it said.” He then continued with his work, shooting his cannon.

“Oh no, no. That doesn’t make sense. They…. It… is not supposed to think! There’s been no mention anywhere of them making any kind of sense. The Chills are just—”

“What Sil,” Markus shouted. She jumped. Up to then, she doubted he was capable of any strong emotion. “Well?” He searched her with his one eye with anger twitching the corners of his lips. Her mind blanked, caught off guard. “You’re telling me some cold air can take away someone’s dignity, their innocence and reduce them to…less than an animal after they’re dead? What sense does that make?  I would have expected a more superstitious explanation from…. Ah, never mind.”  He turned back, aiming his cannon again, with his shoulders slightly slouched.

A more superstition explanation? Ah, so that was it. He was baiting her, drawing her into an argument.  Markus was from the Empire and that Apostate Emperor, after all. But Sil wouldn’t allow herself to be phased. No.  She stood straighter, rounding her shoulders back and winching a bit from the pain. She’d read about this before; she knew the stories, the myths, and the histories. “So that’s it,” she said. “You want me to invoke the Almighty in all this, don’t you? I’ll have you know we seek natural explanations before invoking the supernatural. And I just so happen to have researched the Chills extensively myself.”

He chuckled. “More books, huh?”

“Yea, so what?”

“Just drop it.”

“You began this, Mister Montgomery. You’re looking for a fight. You want me to give you a supernatural explanation just to argue with me.”

“Sil, I said, drop it.”

“Well, I’m not going to ‘drop it.’  We go to great lengths to rule out natural explanations before resorting to spiritual—”

“That’s not the point! You heard what that thing said, didn’t you? Have you already forgotten or do you want to forget? That think is not natural. The one time we need you priests for something, you throw nature back on our faces and tell us to go along.”

Sil blinked a few times, unsure of what he meant. “But…it’s old memories in the brain flared into life by the infection,” she recited from a book.

He mimicked her blinking with a bewildered expression. “Unbelievable.  Here am I, arguing for your side.” He shot a few more corpses.

“There are no sides,” Sil said.

“Forget it; it’s over. Believe what you want, priest,” he said. “What I know for certain is that these victims knew something Gene was after.”

“You wrong about my sister too. She couldn’t have done this.”

He snorted. “Trust me, I know. This is her work.”

“Her work?  …how long have you been searching for her?”

“Six years,” he said, finally holstering his cannons.  “I think I’ve got them all. Come on, let’s get to Sat’r as fast as we can. I need to recharge my cannons.”  He then sized her up with his one eye, frowning.

“What?” She straightened her back and rose her chin defiantly, but she found it hard to hold herself still. Her icing hand still trembled over her hurting shoulder. Her heart still galloped inside her and her ankles threatened to give out. That thing, those people. Could her sister really be capable of this…cruelty.  No, Gene couldn’t; she wouldn’t be able to do her priestly duty anymore if she did. All this would be for nothing.

Breath, Sil. This was all too much, too soon. Out here, in the world she hadn’t been in since she was a child. With dangers like this? First trouble she met and what did she do? Injure herself! She couldn’t keep acting strong. Couldn’t find her sister alone. Couldn’t face her sister.  And worst of all, Markus was beginning to see it too, looking at her as if he regretted asking her to come along. He probably had a snide comment ready at the tip of his tongue. But, she had to do this… Golden Lady, please—

“I don’t suppose you can recharge my cannons with magic,” Markus asked, surprising her.

“No,” she answered, fighting back a sniffle. I just have to do this.

“Come on,” he said with a sigh and a wave of his hand westward. “Let’s get back to civilization.”

He started west again under the brightening sky with its fading stars and Sil followed, eager to move away from the smoking carnage.

“So is that what your weapons are,” Sil asked, her confidence quickly returning. Maybe it was the walking, or just getting away from that terrible caravan, or the promise of a clear morning, but her worries evaporated. She let a smile form on her face. Thank you, Golden Lady. She almost scolded herself for breaking down a moment ago. “Your hand-cannons. I noticed no hammer on them. Does it have a trigger?”

“Yup,” he answered, the cheerfulness in his voice returning. “It’s got a trigger.”

“And…”

He glanced at her sideways. “If you don’t know how to recharge them, don’t worry about it.”  She could try anyway, but she would probably end up melting or warping the metal. Imbuing magic was a very difficult discipline, combining metallurgy —the right portion alloy of runic and other materials— and the magical technique itself. She had no need to learn it. “It’s fine, Sil. I’ll get them recharged in Sat’r.”

“Imbued,” she corrected him.

“Huh?”

“You don’t ‘recharge’ your cannon.  No one goes around recharging a cup of tea. You heat it up. It cools down.  You heat it up again. You must imbue your hand-cannons again.”

“So…I can’t re-heat a cup of coffee?”

“No —well, yes, you can, but my point is, magic is much more personal than applying heat or simply loading more…bullets or whatever it is you use. Every mage puts themselves into their magic like every painter puts themselves into their painting. There’s no doing the exact same spell twice. It may seem like semantics from the outside, maybe, but to a mage, we can tell the difference.”

“Ah, I… uh, thank you. That makes perfect sense to me now,” he said, whether genuine or not. “Read that in one of your books, did you?”

“Well, yes I did.”

“You don’t really take after your sister, you know that,” he said flatly, probably hoping to get a rise out of her, but it had been along time. How much the two of the must have changed; she certainly did —and for the worse, it seemed. They were good friends back then, weren’t they? Well, for the most part. There had to be an explanation for all of this.

“You said you’ve been chasing her for these past six years,” she asked.

“I said that?”

“Yes, you did. Did you ever catch up with her?”

“A few times. Once I had her, runic traps on her wrists and everything.” He smiled with a fist over her chest.

“What happened?”

“She’s a cunning little bitch, that’s what happened.” He shot a look over his shoulder. “Pardon my language.”

“I wasn’t raised in a closet you know,” she said, trying to make up for her fluster earlier. Besides, growing up in Sato, she’d heard worse from the miners in her hometown. The women, too, were often more creative linguists when the anger struck them.

He laughed. “Good, I can loosen up a bit. Then. Tired of being so proper. One day and one night is all I can handle.”

“I’m tired of you being so jovial too,” she found herself saying.

“That, I can’t do.”

“It makes you seem insincere.”

“Good,” he replied.

She huffed. “You don’t care others don’t trust you? Wouldn’t you need trust in your line of work?”

He tapped his pocket, a clunking sound signifying his warding stone identification. “From here on, no one trusts me.”

“Maybe if the Empire didn’t give you such wide powers, people might open up.”

“And if you weren’t so pretentious, people might think you had something important to say.”

“You are a mean one,” she said in a hush.

To that he shrugged and grunted, but he didn’t speed on ahead as he had all night, always putting distance between them. No, he just pulled his brim hat lower over his face and walked on.

“May I ask you a personal question?”

“Being polite? You?”

“Would it make you more comfortable calling you by a pejorative?”

“That would be a more honest change,” he said with a sigh. “But no, no personal questions. Once we find Gene, we go our separate ways.”

“I see. Good.”  Right? That was good. Yet, he seemed to know so much about her and Gene. Six years of the Empire looking into the two of them, into her family? How much more did he know? Was there a possibility he knew why she and her sister both became priests in the first place? Their family penance? The Cult of Ragnarok they belonged to? Sil tightened her arms across her chest, feeling vulnerable. Her parents went to great lengths to hide their past. Here, in Ladress, the purge was quick and a very long time ago with the Old Roz executions. But her family fled from the south where cultists were still sought out by the Steward-King. “Well, uh…you seem to know so much about me,” she said, trying not to sound defensive. “Yet I know nothing about you.”

“I’m an investigator from the Empire, what else is there to know?”

“Power over life?”

“Yup,” he said happily.

Sil continued anyway, trying to put him at ease, “What do you believe are the Chills?”

He studied her with his one eye as she tried her best not to look too snarky. She was genuinely interested. After so much of her own study, a new perspective could be refreshing, albeit, probably not very enlightening considering who she was asking.

“Why?”

“In my formation, I studied a lot about them,” she explained. “The early works of Gustuv, the philosophies and spiritualities of the later Ragnor era, right up to those obscene experiments of the Old Roz family that disproved the Ragnarok spirituality but got them all executed—”

“Those are just words to me, Sil. About people and subjects far above what I get paid to do. I’m sure they wrote down better answers.”

She coughed, stopping herself from calling him a name. Instead, “Still…you said you’re not originally from the Empire? Where are you from and what do they believe the Chills are?”

“Priests, always so damn curious,” he muttered. “You’re not going to drop this, are you?”

“You can try ignoring me all you like, Mister Montgomery, but seeing how you decided on this desolate plain as our highway, I think you’d have a hard time of it.”

“Alright, fine,” he gasped as he readjusted his hat. “I came to Siga’s lands from the King-Maker. Left when I was…”  He glared at her.  “A little older than you, maybe, when the last ‘king’ was ‘made.’” That was when the Amerand Dynasty fell to a revolution led by that Prophetess; Sil remembered it when she was only a few years into her priestly formation. Hundreds of years of one dynasty’s rule over a continent, now broken like Ladress. No wonder Markus was so cynical; he must think Hyliagor the King-Maker let him and his people down.

“Any folk stories, myths or legends about the Chills,” she asked. “I don’t suppose you’re a learned man who knows how to read? Have you read books about them from your home?”

He shook his head and chuckled.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.” He crossed one arm around his chest, raising the fingers of his other arm to his lips. “Books huh? I think you trust them too much. They’re the only source of information I know that can lie to you with a straight face. But, no. To answer your question, nothing I haven’t already heard here. Uh, you know. That the Chills are dark and evil forces from deep within the world, overflow from the Dark Well. Those Ragnarok worship them, I think, right?” —Sil stopped herself from interrupting him; what he just said wasn’t exactly true—  “Scary bastards, if any of them are still alive. Probably all killed by now, or underground, besides…uh….” He glanced at her.

She smiled and nodded, urging him to go on.

Markus gazed up to the sky with his one eye. “Well, here’s one you might not have heard. On the King-Maker continent, where I’m from. Far south, there’s a stretch of mountains that span the entire continent except for a few passes into the Southern Snows.”  He shivered as if recalling a memory. “There’s some incredible ruins there, all over the place. Can’t image who used to live there. But the people who live there now say they descended from those who conquered the original inhabitants, the ‘Refugees of the Great Silence,’ they called them…well, best translation. They call themselves ‘Ryujin’s Children.’”

“Ryujin?”

“Means dragon god.”

“Pagans,” she scoffed. Dragons weren’t real.

Markus put up his hands. “I don’t know, Sil. I just know they have this practice where they go out into the tundra and pines where ever their scouts find the Chills and sit with them, feel them in the wind, and commune with them. Often, their old and or their sick young go willing without warding stones to give their bodies up for the Chills to take over—"

“That’s horrid,” Sil gasped, so distracted by his story, she had to recast her icy wind on her shoulder.

 “Yea, it is,” Markus continued, sadness forming on his face. “To them the Chills are their long-gone dead sealed beyond the world and seeking to finish unfinished business. So it makes sense to them. I suppose when animals get infected, those long-dead weren’t too bright when they lived.”

“Jokes? You joke? Those people are dreadful. They’re killing their own for nothing.”

Markus’s lips drew to a thin line, his jaw tightened. “Go tell them that,” he said, almost barking. “You want to know what I think the Chills are? I don’t know. But, they’re not a sickness, some damn cold you catch from a night air. No fever can kill someone and bring them back to mope till they disintegrate. Gotta be something else….”  His scowl deepened. “Something I can hate.”

Sil slowed her pace to a few steps behind him, deciding not to pry further; she should have suspected it by the way he became so irritable since reaching that caravan. Maybe one of his own family fell to the Chills.  Maybe he even had to—”

“What are you thinking so hard for,” he said, slowing down to let her catch up. “You meet one infected and now you’re questioning the meaning of life?” He snorted. “Books. So disappointing, aren’t they?” 

“No, you loaf,” she replied, wishing she hadn’t sounded so defensive. “I was thinking that I’ve read so much about them, but…seeing them alive like that.  I mean, yes, we do receive a few at the Temple from time to time, but I was never involved.” Thankfully.

“Turns your stomach,” he asked. “It does mine.”  But, no; it didn’t for her. Instead it made her wonder even more about what the Chills really were, their relationship to the warding stones scattered throughout Gen Shemver, and what that infected corpse said. It seemed to be able to think for itself. But the Ragnars were wrong, weren’t they?  Chills were neither demons nor the long dead, nor dragon essences meant to metamorphose one into a dragon, neither could they be entities from other natural realities. A dangerous topic for her, considering her heritage. Besides, the matter was settled by the Old Roz Family. Their findings were conclusive. The infected were nothing but the victims of a cruel disease working its way through the brain and nervous system, though a disease perfectly suited for necromancy.

Damn. If only she had one of her books with her now, or just a few of her notes. There had to be some precedent for that corpse constructing sentences at some time. Old memories of the deceased flared into life, or automated responses to audial stimuli. …But, she wasn’t a priest anymore; they wouldn’t let her visit the library now, not until completing her mission. And not even after….

He looked longways at her. “You really believe that explanation of yours? An airborne infection.”  He laughed. “Is that what some dead family wrote down?”

She looked away, blushing. “It fits the evidence,” she argued.  “And, it wasn’t some dead family. The Old Rozes were a great house of naturalists. They even helped found the Holy City and the Temple Cornerstone. It was because of them we know so much. How to differentiate it from other fevers. You should have more respect.”

“Uh…but didn’t you say they got executed?”

“Yes. They went too far. The first King of Ladress beheaded half of them himself. And his wife, the Mage Queen, suffocated the rest.”  Sil read about the Old Roz Heresy. The Nation of Ragnarok had been pushed south, giving the newly founded Ladress Kingdom and Old Rozes a period of peace to research the Chills.  But their search for truth became no different than the Cult’s search for their god, no different than practicing Necromancy. And Necromancy was ultimately a fool’s hope for immortality. Capturing, incubating, and merging of Chills into whirlwinds of icy abominations. Purposely infecting victims, grafting monstrous bodies of animal, human, and rock to test the limits of the infection in the Old Rozes’s case or a suitable divine body in the Ragnarok Cult’s case. Her father had once said, ‘Knowledge is always subordinate to wisdom; the proud seek the former while the humble seek the latter and are rewarded with both.’  Is that what happened to you, Gene? Curious about our family? Did you study the same texts I did, and now you put your research to practice on that caravan?  Sil still didn’t believe it, couldn’t believe it. Her sister had to remain worthy to fulfill her priestly function, to come back to the Temple. She wouldn’t abandon everything their parents sacrificed. But Sil knew her sister. She knew how enthralled Gene could become to her own pursuits. “Oh Almighty, I don’t know.” 

“Don’t know,” Markus smiled wryly. “Ha! Good to know there’s somethings you don’t know. Who would have known?”

Sil snorted. “You can joke all you want but a lot of our medicines come from the Old Rozes. Even how you heal yourself without a mage is likely because of them. I hope you had a professional surgeon work on your eye, or did a blacksmith accidentally cut out some of your brain too?”

Markus laughed, cupping his hand over his eye to peer farther into the brightening horizon. “That’s much better, Sil. I’m happy I’m teaching how to be more ‘worldly.’” 

“No thanks to you.”

He shrugged, unapologetically. “So what did those old dead famous family have to say about infections, anyway?”

“That the infected come down with a slowly heating fever over a two weeks’ time characterized by nausea, cramping, vertigo, stiff joint and delirious fevers.” —Markus pointed to his head when she said ‘delirious’— “Yes, yes, that can mean they relive old memories. After the fever peaks, they pass on. Days later—

“Minutes later more like it—”

“Can I finish?”

He grunted, quickening his pace.

She quickened, too, to keep up, awkward as it was while she iced her shoulder. “Some time later, they come alive again, moving randomly, uncoordinated, but no heartbeats, no warmth. Like normal dead, they stiffen with rigor-mortis and become immobile for a time, then as normal cadavers do, the muscles relax, and they enter their most active phase. Most have to be put down when rigor-mortis makes it easier.”

“Spoken as I expected,” he said.  

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Like someone whose been cooped up in a Temple her whole life.”

“I can see too what being out in the wilds does to a man,” she said, awkwardly.

He rolled his eye, and Sil would have too. What kind of retort was that? She could do better.  “When we find Gene,” he said. “I highly encourage you not to go back to your Temple.”

“And why not? That’s where I belong. It’s what I’m—”

“Maybe because they sent you on this quest wholly unprepared for a reason? You know, for someone so smart, Sil, you…and the Doyenne are…,” he seemed flustered over his words.

“I already told you not to use that title. It’s ‘Her Holiness.’ You’re not one of us, but you may continue.  What were you going to say?”

“Never mind,” he bristled. “We have to talk about our plan. Sat’r is up ahead—”

“I see it,” Sil said, peering into the still-dark horizon, an elongated row of black blocks and huge stacks peeking above.

“Yea, it’s Sat’r. There are two parlors there I know. Both attached to each other through the back. One facing Miller’s Street. Fancy, well-to-dos go there. We are not.”  Sil felt disappointed; she’d never been to a parlor since she was five. “The other one is a rundown tavern facing Bargain’s Row. Bad place for someone like you, so—”

“I’m not staying outside.”

“Can I finish?”

She nodded, approvingly.

“You stay close to me and talk to no one. We’re going into a pool of sharks and you’re fresh meat.”

Sil opened her mouth—

“And, it’ll be nice if you could play up being sick. That stuff on your face is already wearing thin, and I’d rather people be afraid of you than enamored by a young woman.”

“I am not defenseless."

He rose an eyebrow at her wounded shoulder.

“This was a mistake. I was trying to help you.”

“Yea, well…about that.  Thanks.”

“What was that?”

“I said, ‘Thank. You,’” he exclaimed.

“You are welcome, Markus. Maybe before our adventure is over, I can save you, again.”

“No, you won’t,” he pointed his finger at her. “No magic. No fire. No wind. No ice. Or I put the cuffs on you right here and now. The last thing I want is for you to stand out. We’re two strangers in a foreign city. I won’t be able to return the favor if there’s trouble.”

“If it’s going to be as dangerous as you say, wouldn’t you want help—”

“Don’t you think they’ll have runic cuffs of their own? You know how much money they could sell a mage for? A woman your age, too?”

Sil frowned. “I don’t understand. Who might have runic cuffs?”

“Slavers,” he whispered.”

“Oh don’t be silly. Slavery is outlawed in the Princedoms. This isn’t your apostate Empire, where apparently even morality has gone out with the sacred.” Besides, she wasn’t some weak healer; she was skilled for warfare against the powers of darkness. The way her fire spell torched that carriage and her wind spell freed Markus was proof of it. If anyone so unlucky enough to cuff her would pay dearly the moment she was released.

Markus buried his face in his hands. “Naivety incarnate. Just do what I say, please, so we can find Gene all the faster.”

Sil smacked her lips, but complied, nodding her head forward.

“Thank you. At that tavern, there’ll be someone I know. He’ll have information about where Gene’s been lately.  I hope.”

“Good,” Sil said, releasing her icing magic. She rounded her shoulder, pain still throbbing, but the swelling had gone down. If she knew healing, she would have been fully healed by now, but, as it was, she’d have to wait for her body to do it on its own.

“With luck, she’ll still be in the city. And then it’ll be your turn to fish her out, Miss Casmarus.”

Sil rose her chin. “Yes, I will.”  I’m not going to let you slip away, sister.  The days of you doing whatever you want are over.
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Celeste Casmarus: Sat’r

 

“Father, are people trying to hurt us?”

“What? No. Now why would you say something like that?”

“Because Mother keeps a knife under her pillow and you always hide a hand-cannon on you. We’re always packed up to leave. Is it because we’re not from here? Everyone looks so different than us.”

“Almighty knows that’ll change soon…”

“Why?”

“Uh, no, what I mean is people are NOT going to hurt you. And you and Celeste ARE from here. Remember that. You’re both Ladress subjects. But your mother and I, we weren’t born here.”

“So, you’re not safe but we are? You’re confusing me.”

“Ha. Ha. Smart girl. But you shouldn’t be thinking about stuff like that. You should be thinking about your future. Sato’s no place for a girl with your talents.”

“…”

“Don’t make that face, the Golden Lady might just take your magic away from you. What about becoming a priest? Wouldn’t you like be with others who can use magic? You know, of the Seven, Ragnarok fears her the most.”

“Why?”

“Because she hates death, silly. Dead things have no magic in them. Listen, I’ve got a trip to Sat’r tomorrow and when I get back, you, I, your mother, and Celeste will all go to the Holy City together. OK?”

“OK!”

-Conversation between Genevieve Casmarus and her father.

 

 

To say the tavern was ‘rundown’ was to say the sun was a smoldering lump of coal. The walls, though made of stone and appearing excellently laid, were chipped and gouged as if axes or shovels had attacked it. Layers of green-brown moss soaked in the soot from the smithies and leaked black grim down its side, forming dry ringed puddled on the stone curb. Boarded up windows were a foregone conclusion to a place of this reputation, but the bars that covered them, thick and crisscrossing, gave Sil an uneasy feeling that even a ‘rundown’ place like this appeared valuable to the people out on these streets. 

And Bargain’s Row held nothing that would be considered for its namesake. Buildings in similar shape to the tavern lined its thin muddy street, barely wide enough for a stagecoach. Most appeared to be living quarters for workers, but with the sounds of the rest of city coming to life in the early morning, no one here yet stirred. And that made her grateful. Except for a few sleepers huddled against buildings and doorways, the two of them seemed to be the only ones awake and moving about.

Markus, after giving her another warning about being careful, knocked on the iron door of the tavern —rusty with hollowed corroded holes.

After a few moments, a loud gravelly voice shouted, “Who goes there? We’re closed. Free soup’s down the Buy Way.”

“It’s me.”

“Who’s me? —Ugh. Mister M, stop that or I won’t let you in. It’s too damn early to feel ‘happy.’”

“I wasn’t trying to make you happy,” Markus said. “I was trying to make you curious.”

“Still can’t tell the difference, can you?”

“I…”  He glanced back at Sil  “Haven’t had the chance to practice.” Odd conversation. Was it code for something?

The man behind the door snorted. “All the same, I want none of that here. You on business?”

“Yup.”

“You know what I like. Good trades. Precious stones, metals. Gold. None of that minted stuff.”

Very odd conversation, but Sil rounded her shoulders and raised her chin nonetheless, committing herself not to be intimidated. Besides, it sounded like the place was empty. Just the three of them. She could handle that.

“Yea, I know. Go on, look,” Markus whispered. Look? Could he see through the door? That’s impossible.

“Hold on,” came the reply. “…You’re mind wondering or something ‘cuz…I…can’t? Ha, I see it, good; now what else you got in there—”

“Just open the damn door,” Markus snapped. “I don’t want to be standing out here.”

A chuckle echoed through the other side. “Tense, are we?” A clank sounded before the rusty door groaned open. Smoke bellowed out of a surprising well-lit interior with such a variety of pleasant aromas from earthy bitterness to mint to surgery fruits. And was that chocolate she smelled too? She loved chocolate, a luxury her devotions wouldn’t allow. She hadn’t eaten it in years! It reminded her of Sato back when her family used to join the other townsmen at the Zien’s Public for a relaxing evening after a week of hard work. Maybe it was the same here; she shouldn’t have judged them so quickly.

The bronze skinned man who had opened the door stood in the doorway, all of four feet, stout with a mostly white peppered beard under a bald head and sullen irritated eyes like he hadn’t slept for days. He appeared as though he had been more accustomed to working under the sun than indoors.

Markus spread his arms out.  “Hello—”

“No,” the man said, crossing his arms tightly.

“No? Is that what you go by now? No imagination—”

“Nobody I don’t know comes in here.” He peaked around Markus, eyeing Sil suspiciously. She returned the stare back, keeping her chin high. “Who’s the beauty? Awe, no hair? Hair’s the glory of a woman, love. You’d do well—”

“Ignore her, she’s harmless. Some stray cat I helped. I’ll send her home as soon I find someone with the means,” Markus interrupted, and luckily, he did. Sil was in no mood to indulge someone giving her unsolicited advice on her appearance. Wait, what did Markus call her? 

“A stray cat? Is that what I am,” Sil said coldly to which Markus mouthed ‘please.’

“Thief then,” the short man scratched at his cheek. “Prostitute? White powder on your face don’t excite the boys around here—"

“Priest,” she corrected, letting her gaze grow colder. “I am a priest of the Golden Lady.”

Markus slapped his forehead, shaking his head.

“A priest,” he repeated, flashing his eyebrows. “Never would have guessed a priest would come ‘round here.”  He glared up to Markus. “I take back my warm welcome. We don’t have time for useless proselytizing. Bad for my business. Now get out of here.”

Markus rushed around the stout man before leaning his body on the door jamb, blocking him from reentering. “She’s not here to convert anyone. Partner, that’s who she is. You can trust her.”

“That seems unlikely.”

“You want to make a living or what? You know I already brought good stuff.”

The stout man looked over his shoulder at her again, scowling. Then he grunted. “If she keeps quiet, minds herself. Fine. Name’s MaCathy, after my third wife, My Cathy —Almighty grant her sleep ‘cuz I can’t afford her when she’s awake.” MaCathy pushed himself through Markus, shouting, “It’s fine, you louts. You’re safe. Get back to drinking and plotting and spending!”

“Aye, aye, Lord of the Manor,” came a rambunctious replied.

“Aye, aye,” MaCathy muttered, before disappearing inside.  “I’ll cut your aye, aye…”

Markus gave her an ‘I told you so’ look.

Sil snickered; she was right in the first place. This place was a den of iniquity. “I won’t be ‘proselytizing.’” Markus creased his mouth to one side in doubt before opening his hand toward the door. “I’ll be just as nice as people are to me,” she said, passing him inside.

 To her surprise, the tavern was very clean and orderly, and filled —no, bursting— with patrons. Finely furnished tables occupied almost every space of the floor except for a thin walkway to a servers’ bench and to a stairwell that hung on the left side leading to rooms upstairs. People of all kinds —clean, dirtied, well clothed, and not— conversed in huddled whispers and loud rambunctious shouts with mugs and glasses clinking in their hands.  Others stood off in dark corners and dimly lit alcoves overly dressed to hide their faces while others wore more scandalous attire, giggling in the arms of their patrons. Everywhere the unmistakable oder of scented tobacco permeated the air. Sil would have been warmed by it if not for all the immorality present. At least, it was a welcomed change to the sooty, metallic air outside.

MaCathy whistled from the servers’ bench, hidden behind a line of people, his finger appearing between two broad shoulders, signaling up to the left.

Someone pressed up against her; she jumped.

“Up there,” Markus whispered in her ear, nodding up toward a room on top of the stair. “Go first, I’ll keep a look out.”

Look out for what, Sil didn’t understand; everyone here seemed engrossed in their conversations and company, some with card and dice while others with maps open, apparently unconcerned about onlookers. Why anyone would pay attention to the two of them anyway? They both looked dreadful from their travel like paupers out in the sun all day, and she felt dreadful as well. This MaCathy had better have some good information, and maybe with her money vouchers, she’d be able to afford a clean bath.

Markus insistently pushed her from behind as she navigated around the tables with no one seemingly taking notice until she met the stairs. Narrow and crowded, as they were, she would have to hug the walls, climbing up sideways.

Markus pressed her on again. She had half the mind to snap at him, if for effort she’d have to make to talk over the crowds. Instead, she went on, facing the wall and moving up to the complaint of others raising their cups and mugs for her to pass.

Suddenly, she felt a hand grab the back her leg through her dress, and swiftly move up to her hip—  She spun and grabbed a forearm. A man, clean shaved but with broken rotted teeth, leered up and down at her up. “How much?”

 “Nothing,” she seethed with her hand heating his forearm. Hotter, hotter, she sent the intention to her palm; if she had to burn the man’s arm to ashes, she would. But he just smiled, whispering, “Very nice.”

Markus shoved the man away. “She’s mine,” he said.

“I’m not—”

“And everything she has is mine too.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” the man threw up his hands apologetically. “Didn’t know.” Then he revealed her sheathed knife. “Here you go, pretty.”

Sil blinked, confused by what could have caused such a change in him. She took back her knife, holding it close to her.

Markus smiled warmly, clasping the man’s shoulder. “It’s fine, friend,” Markus added. “Go on, enjoy yourself. Be sure to make two fortunes today. One for the Well and for yourself,”  to which they both erupted in laughter before Markus shoved her up the stairs to the top.

“What just happened,” she whispered. “That was the strangest—"

“Not here,” he said, nodding forward. “There’s MaCathy, second door, just go.”

Sil found the stout man peeking out of the door and signaled them inside. Sil went in first, finding a room —again, well furnished— with a hearth flaring, table and chairs in the center and ruby leather couches lining all the walls.  Such a strong contrast to the patrons outside, she’d expect to see such furnishing in some noble’s house.

On the table sat a bottle of wine, a glass jug of clear brown liquid —probably ale— and three cups, one fine gold etched wineglass and two decorative tankards. MaCathy stood staring out a window on the opposite side, one that wasn’t boarded or barred.

The door closed and Sil jumped. Markus, gave her a wry grin, before locking the door.  

She snickered. “Your white powder on my face isn’t making much of a difference.”

Markus shrugged.  “Some people just have strange tastes.” Sil huffed, unsure if he meant it as an insult not.

“I don’t want you influencing my costumers, Mister M,” MaCathy said before blowing out smoke from his pipe, a whiff of vanilla coming off of him.

“I had to protect my interests,” Markus answered.

MaCathy faced them, pointing his pipe at Sil. “You shouldn’t bring wide-eyed girls here.”

“Wide-eyed?  I am not a girl, Mister MaCathy. And I’m not naive to the iniquities of man. I know what goes on here.”

“Do you, now,” he replied, taking a puff from his pipe. “Found yourself a quick learner huh, Mister M.” Sil couldn’t tell if that was a compliment or sarcasm either, but she refused to be intimidated, so she rose her chin and stared him down.

“Sil,” Markus came from behind. “Could you at least sound like you’ve done more than just read books for a living.”

“I speak the way I speak,” Sil said, crossing her arms. This place was already corrupting her; the faster she could leave, the better. “Let’s just found out where G—”

Markus coughed. “Where did you get all this furniture from?”

MaCathy bellowed out a hardy laugh. “I already see I’m going to make a lot on this trade,” he said, pointing to the table with his pipe. “Sit down. Have some ale. I know you priests drink wine, right?”

“Yes, we do,” Sil said, as Markus helped her by pushing the chair under her. His sudden chivalry caught her off-guard, but she accepted and appreciated it. She grabbed the bottle, finding no label. “Abesken? Uskato?”

“Red,” MaCathy replied dryly before sitting down himself.

Markus took the seat next to her. “You’ll have to taste it, Sil. They get their stock from that expensive tavern next door.”

“Stolen,” she yelped, setting the bottle back down. “I won’t drink it.”

They both shrugged.

MaCathy then revealed a pouch from his shirt pocket, unstrung the top and smelled inside. Sil didn’t have to guess what it was; the smell of chocolate already teased her nose. “Then I suppose you wouldn’t want this either?”

Sil pressed her lips to a line, eyeing the bag. It had been a long time, but how would he know? Easy guess, everyone loved chocolate, she assumed.

Markus smirked, shaking his head. “Oh but then it’s perfectly fine for you to use your talents, MaCathy?”

“You’re under my roof. And besides, if it’ll get the girl’s evil eye off me, I think our transaction would go better.” He tossed the pouch on the table. “Go on, love. My compliments.”  

Sil reached for it—

“Oh sure, trust him now, Sil,” Markus said with a half smile and an eye roll. “I should have given you chocolate back at Sato.”

She took back her hand. “Yes, you’re right. And, no. I don’t trust you Mister MaCathy.”

Markus closed his eye and rubbed his forehead before MaCathy bellowed out a smoke-filled laugh. “You amaze Mister M with the people you associate yourself will. Do you find them? Or they find you?”

“You found me.”

“Yea, yea, I did. You know, you could have at least told her,” MaCathy said.

“He did tell me. That this place is a den of thieves, and robbers, and conspirators.”

MaCathy sighed. “You make it sound better than it is, love. But no. It’s not like it used to be. Not sense the Armistice. Landrie’s done a good job cracking down, keeping his industry strong, so everyone just keeps to their small fortunes, bootlegging, smuggling, drinking and smoking. There was a time when pretending to be closed on an early morning meant someone needed my place to plan something big. Now, they just need my place to drink the next door’s stores. Nobody dares anymore, and that makes me damn depressed, almost as much as my fourth wife’s death—”

“Fourth wife?” Sil straightened in her chair.  “I remember you saying you had a living third wife?”

“Oh did I?” MaCathy chumped on his pipe before closing one eye and looked up to the ceiling, his sun-tanned forehead creasing. “No, I don’t think so.”

Markus shook his head, chuckling before pouring himself a full tankard of ale. “What about the Night Lady?  She gotta be still doing big things.”

“Bah,” MaCathy slammed his palm on the table. “No. Not even her. She’s laying low around here too, sending her crew working foreign jobs. Don’t know why either; she’s got the sweetest deal. Smart for me to following suit. If the big bears are scared, smart for the cubs to hide, if you know what I’m saying. So, I’m keeping low, maybe find a nice girl to marry again.”  

Markus brought his tankard to his lips. “I don’t have to read your mind to know you lying.” MaCathy grinned ear to ear with his pipe in his mouth. “You’re on to something big, aren’t you?”

“A hope,” he replied.

“And…”

“Well…,” MaCathy drew out as though he was considering something. “Fine, alright. I’ll tell you. You’ll find out anyway. There’s been a military shake up lately; Landrie’s been moving his troops around. Rumor is some big military uniform in Landrie’s pet project, Ruby City, got pushed out for not meeting some goals.” —Sil exhaled; none of this had anything to do with finding her sister. Probably on purpose— “So, the garrison here in Sat’r is moving on out, down there to double the man-power. They’ve practically already packed their bags.” MaCathy leaned back and took in a deep drink. “We’ll have the city all to ourselves again. Well, for a little while anyway.  But that’s all we need. Landrie’s ‘touring’ idea has really changed this place, forced the local skilled-labor guilds to protect their own by giving the touring men menial work.” He laughed. “A real king-doesn’t-know-where-his-food-comes-from kinda problem, if you get my meaning. That leaves a lot of bored and lonely men, not good for our city. Such a shameful loss in productivity too. What they need is organization, purpose, and something to do to make touring here worth their time.” He smiled a toothy smile. “I can provide them with all that. By the time new law comes back, I’ll have a better goods distribution network in more cities across the princedom than I have wives in different countries.”

Markus tipped his hat lower over his face. “Is that so,” he said, slowly. “Kinda generous telling me all that, isn’t it?  Not the MaCathy I know.”

MaCathy leaned in and glanced warily at Sil before whispering, “It’s not all that easy. I’m not the only one thinking of putting deeper roots in Sat’r, I’m sure. I’ve got my people scouting out for competition. Friction might turn to fire, if you catch my meaning, burn the entire city down if not careful. But a controlled fire? Now that’s healthy for everyone. What’d say?”

“Absolutely not,” Sil objected immediately. “We have our own—”

“After, priest, after you’re done,” MaCathy added, batting his hands at her. “I’ve got time. This job is perfection for someone of your talents. I’ll write up a list of who’s in town and let you work how ever you want.  Jealousy, greed, anxiety, god-like ambition; loved it when you made that one bootleg corker think a Chronicler fell in love with him. He just marched right into the garrison keep and asked for her hand. Instead of giving her hand, she shackled both of his.” MaCathy burst out laughing while Markus chuckled sheepishly, exchanging nervous glances with Sil. And for good reason, a very different image of Markus was developing in her mind. “Fine work! But whatever. Up to you. I’ll contact the old crew too. It’ll be like the old days. We pulled some big ones then.”

Sil snapped her head at Markus. “Old days? We? I think I’ve heard enough. You were a criminal, weren’t you?”

Markus choked.

MaCathy bellowed out another laugh. “You never told her? Mister Investigator.”

Sil stood, her chair slamming to the floor. “You had better explain, Markus,” she stuttered his name.

Markus lifted his hands, palms out. “It’s not like that, Sil. Relax. Sit down. Have some wine.”  Then he muttered, “Maybe it’ll soften your piety.”

Sil clenched her fists, steadying herself from shouting. “If that’s what you think,” Sil said softly. “Then I will leave—”

“Sil,”  Markus opened his hand to the chair. “I’m not asking you to rob anyone. Just listen.” 

MaCathy smiled at her, nodding his head between the wine bottle and her empty chair. “Yea, listen to Mister M. Life’s far too short to put on so many restrictions on life. It’s what why we’re here, isn’t it? To experience as much as we can in as little time as we have?” He then took in a deep draught from his tankard. “Who knows! We could all be dead tomorrow.”

Sil hesitantly sat back down, scrapping her chair away from both of them. She decided to just listen for now, and take in as much information as possible. She might have to find Gene on her own after all.

“Thank you,” Markus said to her.

She lifted her chin against him.

MaCathy chuckled. “I’m surprised you got her to join you. Don’t they call you imperials blasphemers, god-killers or some crap like that?”

“You know, MaCathy,” Markus said with an edge in his voice. “If you had come with me back then, maybe you would have moved on like the rest of us. Had a real job. One wife. You know, work for money.”

MaCathy grabbed the glass pitcher, flexing it in his hairy hands. “Do you want me to break this on your face. Is that how it’s going to start this time? I never was, never am, and never will be a subject under some high castle Jonas or Janus who cleans their mud hole the same as I.”

“I have not joined Mister Montgomery,” Sil said to cut off the escalating bickering, but she kept both of them within her vision. “And you are right, Mister MaCathy. It is a wonder I joined him at all.”

Markus leaned over to Sil, resting his elbows on his knees. He sighed. “Sil. We all have our pasts—”

“Imperial investigator is one thing,” she crossed her arms. “But a smuggler, apart of a ‘crew’ is another.”  His one eye widened, worry wrinkling his face. He appeared sullen, mouthing ‘please’ to her  Sil held back a snicker. but he had helped her this far. And he had been honorable, even letting her sleep on his bed instead of the floor, and helping her with her shoulder —still sore— and he protected her on the stair outside. “Fine, Mister Montgomery. For now, I’ll stay, as long as we hasten to our goal,” she added, deciding to be cordial for now.

“Thank you,” Markus said.

“I thought you said you hadn’t practiced,” MaCathy added. “She didn’t even notice.”

“Notice what,” Sil asked.

Markus buried his face in hands. “Do you have to do this every damn time there’s someone new? How about I pay you to shut up.”

“You brought her and I want to make money. It’s just business.”

“What didn’t I notice,” Sil asked, crossing her arms again.

“He’s just trying to pin us against each other,” Markus said. “So he can make more money.”

MaCathy blew out smoke. “Right, love. If you want to know what I meant. Three gold pieces, unstamped. I’ll tell you everything about this noble imperial.” He grinned widely.

Markus groaned. “I’ll just tell her then.”

“That’s no fun,” MaCathy replied.  “And not profitable. But maybe the look on her face will be good enough.”  He clasped his hands on his bald head before resting his expectant eyes on her. “Go on Mister M. She already knows you were a criminal.”

Markus turned toward her, meeting her eyes again. He opened his mouth, but then closed it.

“Are you doing it now,” MaCathy jeered.

“Shut up,” Markus snapped. “I wouldn’t have to explain this if you hadn’t opened your damn mouth.”

MaCathy smiled satisfactorily.

Markus took in a deep drink before beginning. “Sil, listen. I know you can be a bit of prude—”

“Not a good start,” MaCathy said.

“I’m inclined to agree,” Sil added, feeling her face flushing. “What happened to ‘honesty first,’ Mister M.”

“Oh you’re still using ‘let’s be honest’ bit,” MaCathy added. “I guess if it works.”

“I will break this cup over your face if you don’t shut up.”

MaCathy batted his hands at him, making a ‘go-on’ gesture.

“Listen, Sil. I wasn’t always working for the Empire.”

“Yes, I gathered that,” Sil said, eyeing him suspiciously.

“I worked with a crew for a while before joining the Empire. Before things got too rough. Damn Night Lady made it big with some high-up connections, leaving us out in the cold.”

MaCathy raised his glass with a mournful, “aye, aye.”

“So, you were a criminal in the past,” Sil asked. “Yes I know that now. What else is there?”

“A bit more,” Markus said, taking a drink. “Remember I said I came over through the King-Maker’s lands.  Well, I’m actually from those lands. I’ve been gifted with the King-Maker’s talents.”

Sil frowned. “And you’ve been using you’re blessing on me this whole time? What is it? What have you been doing to me?” She grabbed the sides of her chair, ready to bolt out of there. She’ll find Gene on her own, damn it all.

MaCathy leaned in. “He’s not that good, love,” he teased. He then brought his cup to his lips and muttered, “though as green as you are, I’m not surprised you didn’t notice.”

“Well…,” Sil prodded Markus to continue, ignoring the stout man’s insult.

Markus leaned back. “Influence. My skill allows me to effect emotions.”

Sil perked up. “So… you can make people angry then?” It would explain her lost temper. Maybe she hadn’t lost her discipline, maybe it was him— “You! You made me attack that stagecoach!”

“Oh, no, no, no,” Markus said, his eye shooting open. “I wish I was tough enough to handle it, but that was all you.”

“But you have affected me?”

“At times.”

Sil narrowed her eyes on him. “Such as…” Markus looked away before standing up and, then he walked to the window and looked out. “Why is this so hard for you to answer? Is it because you’ve always manipulated your way on everyone?”

MaCathy sighed. “’Manipulated’ is such a subjective term.”

“No, it is not.”

“Listen here, love. Can a memorizer stop himself from memorizing what he sees something beautiful? Can you stop yourself from casting a palm-light in a dark room? Can someone stop themselves from smiling when they see a friend? It’s instinct, love. Markus influences emotions. It’s their way of saying ‘hello;’ their way of smiling. He can’t force you to do anything—”

“That’s enough, MaCathy,” Markus said, turning over his shoulder. “You satisfied now?”

“Yes,” MaCathy answered. He turned to Sil, grinning greedily. “Now that you know how he can affect you, perhaps we can do some ‘honest’ business ourselves. Can’t have us partnering when Mister M can sour things.”

She looked over to Markus, who just shrugged, though his shoulders shagged a bit lower.

“I’m not partnering up with anyone,” she said. “We’re here for information.”

MaCathy frowned. “Another time, perhaps. My door’s open.”

Markus returned to the table with change in his demeanor. He seemed distant, colder with none of his joviality present. He began, “listen, MaCathy—”

MaCathy raised his hand, blowing out smoke. “I already know what you’re after. That fallen priest, Gene, right?”

“That easy?”

“Didn’t mean to bring up bad memories for you. But, yea, I have some info on Gene. And here it is…”  Sil leaned forward, expectantly. MaCathy opened his mouth.  “Fifty-five unstamped coins or a half-pound. But I know you don’t have that, so all you brought, on the table.”

“No ‘old friend’ discount?”

“That is the discount.”

Markus slid his hand inside his coat and revealed a small hefty dark-brown bag. He tossed in his hand. “A quarter of what’s in here.”

“Half,” MaCathy insisted.

“A third. I gotta eat too.”

“Half,” MaCathy said, biting his pipe. “I gotta stay two steps ahead of my wives.”

Markus juggled the bag into his other hand. “You bring up my past, expose it to an innocent woman” —Sil snickered— “And now you’re asking me for half of all I have for mere ‘words.’”

“These words might end almost eight years of your search.”

“Eight years,” Sil gasped. “You said you were searching for six. Not eight. That means you were after her while she was a priest in the Temple —before she was even went to war!”

MaCathy glanced at Sil for a second. “Agreed,” he said before swiping the bag from Markus’s hand. “And these drinks are on you too.”

“Fine, fine—”

“No, not fine,” Sil snapped. “I’m beginning to realize you’re full of lies and manipulations, Mister Montgomery.  I should never have agreed to join you.”

“You didn’t have a choice, remember? You almost killed a man.”

“That was…was your influence! Just why are you after my sister?”

MaCathy threw up his hands. “You’re her sister!”

“Nice job, Sil,” Markus groaned. “He didn’t have to pay for that. I could have gotten our money back.”

“Our money? Your money, stolen, blood money—” She stood and stomped her feet for the door. “Good bye, Mister MaCathy, Mister Montgomery. I’ll be going my own way from now on.” Markus shook his head at her, looking morose with a teary eye. He appeared lost, helpless, and desperate. Damn it all, that loaf. He’ll never be able to find Gene. He was a foreigner; he’d wonder these roads till he uses all his money and returns a failure.  She almost felt pity for him— “You’re influencing my emotions, aren’t you,” she asked, flatly.

“Sil, please don’t go—”

She stormed out, slamming the door behind her.
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Mend on the Mend, Araa’s Ordeal, and Ed’s Trials

 

“Rochelle. You have to help us—”

“Garth?! A baby? Why do you have—  Wait! Oh, no, no, no.”

“Please. I’m giving him to you. We…were supposed to end him, but he’s only three weeks old. We couldn’t—”

“A baby? That was your mission? You two were sent to kill a baby! That One-Night bitch. I told you! She’s going to make you worse than him—”

“You were right, Rochelle! Is that what you want me to say? Fine, there. I said it. Madeline’s back home, getting things ready…so we’ve decided to leave the Shadows too.”

“It’s not that easy leaving the damn country, Garth. You already had your chance to leave with me and you are not leaving…that…thing here. Raise him yourself. You two have already broken your precious oaths. You can raise another brat.”

“No…he’s not safe up there. They’ll notice if we forge the registry. This is big, Rochelle.  We wouldn’t be asking you this if it wasn’t. Besides, you owe us for leaving like you did.”

“Hmm...so then you plan to stay behind, even if you manage to leave the Shadows?”

“The One-King must die.”

“Ha! Who’s the brat’s parents?”

“Can’t tell you.”

“A memorizer then, huh? You don’t want him to read it from my mind. What’s his name then?”

“Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch.”

“A Drakendor baby? Some poor girl’s child of a Commissioner?”

“No…it’s just a name we made up to make it easier for us to...”

“Kill him, yea, I get you.”

“Please, keep him underground. And thank you.”

“No! Wait, damn it! Don’t just disappear like that! …Now what am I supposed to do with you? You better grow up fast, Mend. I just started here too so everyone has to earn their keep around here. …And now you’re crying. Wonderful.”

-Conversation between Rochelle Von Davenance and Garth Lions

 

 

Mend awoke with a mind on the edge of dream, eyelids refusing to open. He heard shuffling somewhere in the room, but no humming, no Lora —that bitch, Josie! She had stabbed him with an injection. Next time she neared him, he’d head-butt her or something…sleep took him again.

He awoke, again, to a feeling of something prodding his side. Cold bony hands glided over his stomach and pushed against his neck.

“You haven’t given him anymore sedatives, have you,” asked a gravelly voice, Doctor Yah’v.

“No, doctor.  I’m so sorry.  I…I must have given him too much.”  That voice…Josie? It must have been her, sounding nauseatingly innocent. He’d bite her fingers, but he could barely move. Or, maybe he’d roll over on top of her. His body felt so heavy, so sleepy; he let himself fall under again.

 

***

 

Roe sat there outside the jail for minutes, maybe even a half hour passing with her back against the cold stone wall, fatigued arms by her side and legs outstretched, threatening to cramp. She slumped her head back against the stone. At least in the shadow of the small dell, lovely darkness embraced her. Cool breezes rustled leaves, caressing her face and tasseling at her short hair.

Mission accomplished, she reminded herself and smiled. She didn’t have to be that naive and simple-minded Araa anymore. She was Roe now, Rowena Lions, the Night Daughter of the Coming shadows on her way to the rendezvous at the shore…at all costs. Her head bobbed forward.

“Wake up, Roe, stay awake,” she said, slapping her face with a numb hand. Surprised at the sudden strength, she lifted her other arm. She felt better, she had to admit, and stronger. Maybe that stimulant the Major gave her was finally working. Whatever that blueberry drink those other two gave her wasn’t doing its work yet. Maybe one of Zeth’s immunities counteracted it?

She tried bending her knees, but her calf muscles tweaked, wanting to knot up, so she gently lowered them back down. She banged her head against the rock behind her letting out a grown. How was she going to get out of here by morning if she couldn’t even walk? If they found her, they’d operate, and she’d most likely not survive. Dead with the secret of her mission. If she was going die anyway, she had to try to make it to the shore rendezvous, complete her mission, and get those suits so the Coming Shadows can wake the Veiled Goddess. Two weeks travel by foot, or rather a quick jog most of the way. Jogging was definitely out of the question, but she had to try.

 Mustering up her strength, she grabbed hold of the rock behind her. With muscle weakness racking her body, she pushed herself up, bending her knees as little as possible and setting her jaw against the muscle spasms under their support of her. With a lot of effort, she had done it. She was up right and leaning against the rock wall behind her.

“Now to walk—”  A trickle of rocks slide down into the dell. She froze, becoming silent like the moon, and stiller then the mountains around her. She scanned the dell top, seeing only trunks of trees lit with the fading remains of that blue vision she had. But there, she saw it: barely hiding behind one of the trees was an outline of a head and body. Someone was there.  Caught already?

“Araa,” came a whisper. “Are you there?”

She waited. The voice sounded familiar, a male, about—  Loyt?  That Islander fanatic? That boy who had been always following her? The one she laid flat on the floor before the morning job assignments?

“It’s me, Loyt.” That idiot, just go away. “Where are you. I can’t see you.” I don’t want to be seen. “I’m here to help. I overheard. Major Omen is letting you sneak home.”

“What?”

She heard a branch snap and that dark figure stumble down into the dell in front of her. He quickly rose to his feet, a wide embarrassed smile reflecting in the moon light.

“Hi Araa,” he said loudly, looking over to her right somewhere.

“I’m over here,” she whispered, and he turned, finally finding her. “And whisper, I’ll still hear you.”

He scratched his head. “You don’t look like you need help—”

“What do you know? Tell me now!”

He backed away, surprise on his face. No time to pretend to be an Islander anymore.

“Uh, nothing,” he stuttered. “Heard some people talking outside my room about how they were going to jail you for trespassing in the mines and that the Major was going to help you sneak home instead.”

She relaxed. Rumor must have spread quickly; his own fault for not keeping his mouth shut. Sorry, Major, she thought. Not my fault. “Yea, I’m heading home. You want to help me? Get me a horse.”

He grinned. “Oh, I’ve got better idea than that.  I’ve got a carriage—”

“Good! Yes! Let’s go!”  Roe would have leapt onto him if she could. A carriage! She could be at the shore in a week.

“Uh, we just have to get there,” he said, turning up the steep dell side. “It’s in town. Faf’r. A day’s walk.  Come on. I’ve got a few days off from work anyway.” Faf’r? That wasn’t a town, that was a city, and avoiding people was exactly what Roe wanted to do. The less she needed to explain about herself, the better.

“No, no, no. That’ll take too long,” she said. “Look. I’ll start heading east until I hit a road. Come find me when you—”  She tried to push herself off the stone wall, but her legs gave out and she slid back down to the ground instead. She landed with a thump and her hamstrings knotted. Wincing, she tried stretching the cramps out.

Loyt shook his head. “You don’t have to pretend. I can see you are hurt.” He crouched down and helped her up, her arm around his shoulder. “Come on, I’ve walked to town plenty of times. Might take a little longer like this, but we’ll get there.”

She resigned herself, and let her body sag against him for support. In no way was she able to move without someone’s help, and the further she got from here, the better. Faf’r? Isn’t that where the Night Lady Rochelle’s based? Seeing no other way, she decided to take her chances. No one outside her crew had ever seen what she looked like anyway, not even Rochelle, so if they were discreet and quick, it shouldn’t be too bad.

Loyt started humming in rhythm with his steps, helping her climb up the steep incline. She could use him, too. He was so willing to help, and he trusted her; the options were almost overwhelming. Maybe he ‘more-than-liked’ her; that would make sense. But that must make him the only Ladress man interested in Islander girls. Still, she could use that. Yes, this would be easier than she thought. You can do this, Roe.

“Thanks,” she said with a softening smile, even though he probably couldn’t see it.

“Not a problem, Araa,” he replied before humming again. “Islanders gotta stick together—”

“Wait, what?” With her weak grip grabbing onto low branches, Loyt lifted her to a sitting position on top of the dell, legs throbbing over the edge. “You’re from the Islands?”

He chuckled, helping himself onto the ledge. “Yup. Now, come on,” he said, lifting her back to her feet.  “It’s just through this forest, and out across a clearing.”  Well, that explained a lot. Why he was so different from other people in Ruby City. So helpful, so…willing to please. Roe almost felt bad about it: manipulating him into getting her to the shore faster wouldn’t even take much. But at all costs, she had to get there. 

 

***

 

Ed sat at his desk with his arms crossed, nodding in and out of sleep as the early morning light filtered in through the window.  A lantern hung from above, the candle whittled down and snuffed out.  Open before him was a book, ‘On Military Leadership,’ the first book he had ever read.  Tattered, torn, and faded, this book along with other merchandise were sent to his parent’s trading warehouse to be delivered across the mountains to the Demos. But his father never made that particular journey due heavy snow that winter.  So the book became a gift from his parents who, without a doubt to Ed, were worried his strength would get him into trouble.  His strength did cost him much in those early years, but this little book translated from some long-forgotten language by some long-forgotten military leader taught him that his will always preceded his strength.  ‘One does not lose control in a situation,’ a passage Ed memorized read. ‘One chooses to give control away.’

Beside him, glinting light from its glass edges sat a very old bottle from his hometown.  Trader House Blue, a red wine, unopened with an empty glass cup next to it.  

In between nods, he could already hear his soldiers rising from their sleep, lining up to calls from their Commanding Officers.  Ed was on duty today; a paper with a list of today’s objectives laid overturned on his desk.  Sooner or later, one of his aids would come to fetch him and another day would begin.

“The deed is done,” Ed whispered, rising his eyes to the bottle.  “Now, to go on.”  Araa was gone.  Maybe she’d make it home, maybe not.  Maybe someone would find her body.  Either way, there would be an investigation into her escape.  Everyone knew he had ripped open her cell door, so the story of Araa escaping on her own was that much more plausible.  But she escaped through the back exit of the jails, through a locked door only a few held the key.  Predt and Mr. Winters, that strange medic with the scar about his throat, had been the only two to see him there.

When Ed had left Araa, Mr. Winters had been relieved and only Predt remained, giving instructions to the new medic, a woman with a similar scar about her neck.  They had seen him leave and so, all last night, Ed had prepared the inevitable testimony he would have to give for whatever investigation he would be charged to conduct.  At least he had that going for him.  Here in Ruby City, the military investigated and prosecuted while the Central Office acted as the impartial judiciary.  Ed would find a way to prolong the investigation until Araa’s body showed up, either in the woods or back on her home island.  Glen would no doubt harass him to know the truth, and Ed had already lied to him once.  But that lie was his duty, Ed rationalized.  This time he would have to truly perjure himself.

“Upon my sacred honor,” he recited his oath.  “I will defend, and secure the dictates, laws, and statutes of the Princedom of the Ladress Family under Prince Landrie.”  He remembered the pride he felt then; he felt none of it now.  In fact, he felt nothing at all.  Not even a hint of the terrors, either.  He couldn’t judge if that was a good or bad thing.

Knock! Knock! Knock!  “Ed!”  Glen banged on the door again.  “You in there?  Please tell me you’re in there!”

“…And it begins.”  Ed opened his top desk drawer and slid the bottle and cup inside before closing it.  With slow steps, he reached the door and opened it to a frantic Glen rushing inside and smelling of his blueberry flavored wine.  His hair dark blond was disheveled, his clothes stained and wrinkled.

“Where were you last night,” Glen asked, his eyes blood shot.

“Here,” Ed replied as he practiced.

“Here?  Yea, of course you’d be here. We have a problem, Ed.”

Ed led Glen back to his small study —more like a partitioned nook adjacent to the kitchen— offering a chair for him to sit down.  Ed remained standing.  “What’s wrong, Glen?”

“It’s Araa,” he blurted out, massaging his forehead.  “She’s gone.”

“Gone?  Where?”

“Almighty knows!”  Glen through his arms up.

“Has Captain Olsen checked the jails?”

“Ed, please.  She’s not in her cell; she’s not with the doctor.  She’s gone!  Vanished!”  He buried his face into his hands.  “If she tells anyone what she saw here—”

“She won’t,” Ed said, deciding to sit down himself at his desk.

“How…how can you be sure.”  Glen wrung his wrists, then messaged his face again, fidgeting like he didn’t know what to do with his hands.  Sorry, old friend.

“Wishful thinking,” Ed replied, opening his top desk drawer again.  Seeing the bottle, he decided against opening it.  “Water?”

“Yea, for now,” Glen replied.

“Well what do we know,” Ed asked, fetching Glen his water.

“This morning, a military medic, one of yours, Garner—”

“A third-year man, non-mage surgeon track, yes I know him.”

“He came to relieve the early morning medic, a Miss Summers, but he only found Predt there.  No one else.  And no other forced exits, broken doors…except for the one you reported.  Ed, all the doors were locked.  Araa isn’t some lock pick.  She’s an Islander, for Almighty’s sake.  Sick too.  How the hell did she get out?”

Ed handed him a glass of water and Glen drank it all down in seconds.

“When I was there last night, there was a civilian medic, Mister Winters,” Ed said, clasping his hands behind his back.  “And then I saw a woman with Predt.  That must be Miss Summers.”

“Yes, yes,” Glen said, holding out his cup for more water.  “We’re trying to hunt down Miss Summers right now.  But Predt fell asleep and doesn’t remember anything after you left.”

Ed straightened up.  He took Glen’s cup but didn’t go for water.  “He fell asleep guarding the jails?”

“He’s old, Ed, older then us.  He’s been hurt bad in the war—”

“What’s going to happen to him?”

Glen stroked his beard, hands shaking, though Ed couldn’t be sure if they shook because he was anxious or sober.  “An investigation has started,” Glen said, quickly.  “You’ll have to testify.”

“What about Predt,” Ed demanded

Glen closed his eyes.  “Depends on what Miss Summers has to say.  But if we establish that he was the only one there, and he fell asleep…”

“Araa’s escape will fall on him,” Ed finished the sentence.  He sat, feeling a tingling on his skin and that familiar fear rising him.  “It’s not his fault.”

“He has a key to the back door,” Glen added.

“He didn’t let her go.” I did!

“Who knows!” Glen shouted.

“I do!”

Glen pointed at him.  “Ed, when you left. Everything was fine. Araa was there, right? That medic woman was there, wasn’t she?”

Ed nodded a ‘yes,’ answering the second question. 

“Well, Araa didn’t float through the walls with her mantras.”

 “Find that medic,” he suggested.

“Yea, you’re right.  Getting ahead of myself.  Gotta find Miss Summers.” Glen sank into his seat, stroking his beard for a few moments.  Then he burst up, standing.  “I’ll need access to your people, Ed.  I’ll need to start a search for Araa.  We don’t have enough people in central office to investigate and I can’t hire civilians on this one.  Then I’ll start interviews—”

“Glen…,” Ed said with a tight grin.  “It’s the military job to investigate and prosecute here.  Predt is one of mine.  Central Office just has to judge the evidence and pronounce judgment.”

Glen locked eyes with Ed, shaking his head.  “I’m sorry.  But, it’s out of your hands.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The other magistrates won’t touch this,” Glen said, looking away.  “I…They think it’ll go smoother if I do it, since we’re friends.”

“Do it?  Do what?  You’re using this to take over the military  here?”

“I have no choice,” Glen roared, causing Ed to straighten his back in surprise.  “By the Beast, Ed; Araa is gone.  If she dies out there and we find her body, all hell is going to break loose in the city when word gets out. There might be a mob. They’re already suspicious on how safe our ‘mining’ operations are.  They might storm the mines!  If she makes it to Faf’r and starts rattling off what we have here, you know what will happen then.”  Ed didn’t know what to say.  He only stood there, watching Glen move to the door.  “I…I’m sorry.  But, we’ll take over the search, investigation, prosecution and mete out the sentence.  The whole thing.”  He opened the door but paused, letting out a long tired breath.  “Is there anything, anything at all you can remember that might help us figure out how this happened?”

Ed’s heart thundered, his palms grew sweaty, even that old headache threatened to return.  He could confess everything.  General Order One.  Araa trying to reach home.  Her promise not to tell anyone what she saw.  Ed’s role it in. He could save Predt. “No,” Ed finally said.  There was still time. She’d likely be dead by evening beside some brook.

Glen nodded.  “I’ll…trying to make this easy.  Almighty help us if we don’t find her, or if we do.”  And he left.

Ed stayed there, standing, his heart racing, his mind numbing.  What had he done?  Saved someone.

“No, not now,” he said as chills ran down his spine, igniting a wave of terror cascading through him.  His legs shook, his knees gave out as he slipped to the floor, staring at the wood grain while the sense of impending doom crushed upon him. Please, stop fighting me.  The Veiled Goddess hasn’t awoken.  I met one of Eventide’s blessed.  She must still be alive then.  Her and that traitor remain. We have fallen too soon and Ragnarok’s poison is spreading.  I can feel it even here.  Find his Champion if he has chosen one—

Another knock came at the door.  “Major, it’s me Mendal. I’m assigned as your aid this morning.”

“Mendal,” Ed whispered, focusing on the name, the person.  A young man, one of his runners.  He lived in the north by the border with Prince Makim, likes reading, chews his nails, bad habit, bad discipline.  Ed found himself breathing easier now, his heart slowing.  Taking in one deep breath, he lifted himself up.

“Come in,” Ed said, trying to hide his strained voice.  He leaned against the wall with his hand.

Mendal entered.  “Are you alright, sir?”

Ed straightened, feeling that eerie foreboding lingering.  “Yes, Mendal.  I’m fine.  I haven’t had my breakfast yet.  Would you care to join me, and we can go over today’s objectives?”

“Yes, sir.”

Ed waved him into his study.  “Someone with breakfast should be coming soon.”  He picked up his itinerary from his desk with his daily tasks.  Most were mundane, routine status checks he’d seen listed for that day of the week for months, but a new one had been added. ‘Final Review and Assessment of Dismantling Project A.’  The first ‘production’ cut of the Red Mountain Beast would be broken off soon and used to make a functional steam-driver prototype.  “Is the Chronicler Corps settled?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Alright, we’ll start with that.”
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Mend on the Mend, Araa’s Ordeal, and Ed’s Trials

 

“It’s said the One-King is over a thousand years old—”

“Impossible. Don’t believe it. Stories like that are told just to make him seem immortal and impossible to overthrow.”

“Or her.”

“Or them. For all we know it’s just bunch of Counts, jerking themselves for the crown.” 

“No, I for one, believe it. Matriarch Alicia Von Aster saw him, and you can see her writings yourself. From the time she could remember till forty-four when she escaped, he always looked the same. Man, eight feet tall, built like an iron-worker. Black armor, never scratched.”

“You believe what she wrote? Come on, she split us into sects. Maybe our Goddess would have awoken by now if we hadn’t listened to her. And she escaped the One-King’s Black Crown too? We can’t even escape the scent of his Stone-hounds.”

“She had the Goddess’s gifts, you idiot; that’s how she escaped the Black Crown. And the idea of splitting us into sects is what saved us.”

“Shut up, all of you. None of that matters. Even if he’s the Almighty Himself, we’ll cast him down and free all of us from his tyranny.”

-A conversation among Shadow Agents

 

 

The night passed uneventfully with Loyt helping her walk —more like carrying her— most of the way, but as time went on, her legs strengthened. And her spirits lifted. If she could regain all her strength, she could just steal a horse in Faf’r and leave Loyt wondering and wandering for her. Better for him if he didn’t follow her to the shore. If he got too curious, her waiting crew might end him as a precaution.

She watched him sleep in the brightening dawn curled up against a knoll of grass. He’d been so helpful to her the past few years, helpful to Araa. All this time, she thought he had fallen for her, the chump. But it turned out he just wanted some companionship from a fellow Islander. She had to be more careful not to talk about herself as much. The less he knew, the less he could find some hole in her story.  

She faced east, toward the rendezvous at the shore. And she had to get back before she lost her mind —however it manifested. She had only that one episode back in her cell, but if she were to slip into one again, Loyt might figure out what was really wrong with her. Even if he was just an Islander, she had to be careful.

She turned to him, feeling unexpectedly troubled. Damn Islanders were that helpful. He’d follow her to the shore, alright, just to make sure she’d make it. And there waiting for them were two of her sect’s agents.  She —they’d— have to end him. His own fault, she growled. Loyt shifted to his back, mumbling something about stew. She fought off a chuckle. Yea, that’s what I’ll do, she decided. At Faf’r, she’d steal a horse and escape. He’ll live. Then, she’d ride her horse to death to get to the shore in time. Her hand tightened into a fist. She hadn’t killed anyone on this mission. And she wouldn’t. This would be a perfect mission.

A ray of sun pierced through the forest, winching her tired eyes. She rubbed them, massaging the fatigue off her face. She was supposed to be sleeping too, but couldn’t. Her training didn’t allow it, not while dependent on a stranger. 

“Hey,” she said, her voice weak. Damn, he’ll still probably have to carry me today too. “Loyt! Wake up.”  She picked up a pebble, haphazardly throwing it at him from her weak hand.

“Uh what,” he sprang up, before yawning. “It’s dawn already? You sleep?”

“Yea,” she said. “Let’s get going.”

Loyt stretched his muscles, yawning again. He then rose his hand to shield his eyes from stray rays of sunlight as he peered into the forest around them. He sniffed a few times, narrowing his eyes.

“What are you looking for,” she asked, trying and failing to get up on her own. She gave up, relaxing where she sat. Damn it, get stronger!

“See how far we went last night,” he yawned. He then lifted her back up, as before, her arm around his shoulder. Her legs did seem stronger, so at least they could move faster now. “Ready?” She forced a smile, making sure he noticed this time. And they began again with her legs complaining less. “Sleep much?”

“Not much,” she said. “You?”

“Eh, a couple of hours, I’d guess. Sun’s up but we’re so far south, it’s hard to know.”

“So, you’re from the north?” She winched as she asked it, not the conversation she wanted to have.

“Yea, just like you,” he said. “Which Segment are you from?

“Ankyres”

He scrunched his face in thought. Oh, no. If he recognized the island, he might know she’s lying—

“Why did you lie,” she interrupted, quickly changing the subject. “And how did you get away with it.  The Major and all of them check our stories, you know.”

He frowned. “You know why, Araa.”

“Because they don’t trust us.”

“No,” he said. “Because they think we’re stupid, uncivilized.” —She suppressed a snort—  “Just because we use mantras and some of us still worship the Old One their priests say doesn’t exist. The Holy City worships their Golden Lady. What’s so different about us? We, in the north, have our Black Monolith…if we can just keep it ours, maybe the Southern Isles would give up on the Old One and join us.”

“You know, you’re right,” she aided the conversation away from her. “They always thought I needed a chaperon.”

“Not for long,” he said, his voice hardening. “They’ll think differently when we’re all together again.  One Island. One voice. Our way. We weren’t always broken like shards of glass upon the sea.” He met her eye to eye, but quickly turned away, his cheeks reddening. His talk sounded ominous, but…really, Islanders coming together? They stretched from the Northern Ice Shelf to the Southern Sands, countless islands, countless cultures, and countless leaders. They were all too different, but Roe wouldn’t dare argue with him.  So long as he’s happily leading her to Faf’r, he can entertain any crazy dream he wanted.

“So, I’m guessing your name isn’t really Loyt, not really an Islander—” 

Startled, she pulled herself back, her free arm clasped her chest as her heart quickening. She hadn’t noticed they were almost to a clearing, the forest thinned to a rough country of boulders and warding stones, thickets, bushes, and wild grass, probably filled with small rodents and larger prey. Nowhere to hide. Everyone would see. Exposed.  

“You alright,” he asked.

Roe stared for into the horizon and saw a smudge of green tree tops propped up in contrast to the reds, browns, and grays of the rough country in between. The other side looked so far away. 

“Do we have to cross this,” she asked, keeping her eyes on the horizon and chastising herself for being afraid of nothing. Literally nothing. So what if anyone could see them from miles away, plan their attack, and ambush them on the other side? No, that wasn’t rational at all. Yet, her heart wouldn’t slow. Why am I so afraid of this!  Stay hidden! One of us found you? Randagor in the Red Mountain? But you smell of Lairgor the Sea Roar too. How is that possible? Is his plan still in motion? Don’t go back home.  Don’t come to me. Don’t let him find you. Stay hidden—

Roe pushed off Loyt, falling to the ground. “What…what was that,” she whispered, darting her eyes all around while straining her hearing over the heartbeats in her throat. “Was that you? What did you say?”

Loyt extended a hand —Roe flinched— and he pulled away, frowning.  

“You…you did hear something, didn’t you,” she asked.

Loyt shook his head. “No, I didn’t. Araa, what’s wrong?”

She rubbed her face, massaging her cheeks and rubbing her eyes. She hadn’t sleep in a while; that must be it. Lack of sleep…or her symptoms getting worse.

Loyt extended his hand again, and this time, she took it, allowing him to help her back up, her arm over his shoulder. All the while, she scanned her surroundings, still not convinced she hallucinated those words. Don’t go back home? Don’t let him find you? Stay hidden? That didn’t make any sense.

Loyt eased her to take a step forward. “Maybe when we get to Faf’r,” he began. “You should see a mage, maybe even a surgeon. Gotta be someone—"

“No,” she said quickly, before taking in a deep breath and exhaling slowly to calm herself down. “I lied,” she said, trying to smile. “I didn’t sleep at all. That’s it. Just so tired, I’m hearing things.”

He looked at her sideways before glancing down to her bent knees. She tried shifting more of her weight off him to show how much stronger she’d gotten, but her knees threatened to buckle. “If you say so…,” he said slowly. “I guess our healers know better than some foreign-trained mage.”

“Yes, yes,” she added, trying to get him to start moving, but she noticed the expanse again. And her heart jumped. This is stupid. There’s nothing to fear.

“It’s the shortest way,” he said, probably guessing how she was feeling. “Faf’r is just on the other side of that forest. We’ll be through before you know it.” He then revealed from his pocket a small warding stone.  “Don’t worry, I have this too. Chills won’t care for us. And if they come, at least we’ll be warm through the night.”

“Not very funny. What about infected wildlife?”

He placed the stone back into his pocket and reached round his back. This time, he drew out a large dagger in a brown leather sheath. He unsheathed it, revealing an almost foot long thick curved blade with a golden hilt decorated with embedded precious stones and cut in with symbols that resembled lines, curves and shades, and a red painted pommel. On the surface of the metal swam dull gray hues, showing that it had been imbued with some kind of magic in the past. Roe couldn’t tell which, but it was very valuable. Selling that, she would be able to rest in a stagecoach and hire some coachmen to get her back to the shore. They’d drop her off far enough away so her crew wouldn’t see them, and then walk the rest. Yes, she’d steal it.

“If one dares, I’ll kill it with this,” he said, with a devious grin. “Don’t see this on the Islands, huh?”

“No… I don’t.”

“Come on, I’ll tell you the story,” he said, helping her walk again. “My island, La’Khan; we’re known for our stories. Oh, and my real name is Papp; Papp La’Kane, son of Akaa’Okoo and Babb’Faff La’Khan. This blade here is why I came here.”

“You stole it? Islanders –we don’t steal.”

He laughed. “Maybe not your Island, but no, I didn’t steal it. I bought it and I want to bring it back home where it belongs.” He held out the knife in front of him as though it was a torch lighting the way, the dull gray light swimming along its metal. “Some islands like to wall themselves up. Others are too lazy to care. You’re from a fighting one, I can tell. Mine, we go and explore. This is what I found.”

“It’s been magically imbued, hasn’t it?”

“I hope so,” he replied, sheathing and hiding the blade behind him again. “Another Islander in Sat’r sold it to me.”

“Sat’r? You have that much time to go traveling the country?” 

“Sat’r is closer than you think, the next city over from Faf’r,” he said with a grin. “I hate staying in one place, Araa. My island’s a small one and being out here, it’s like what a bird must feel when he learns to fly. All that sky. No water to stop him. Look around us now, look at all this room!”

She felt a wave of dizziness run through her.

He then glanced to her. “You know, people really are going to miss you back there.”

She looked away, keeping her gaze downward. “I know but…”

“You just wanted an excuse to go home, I know. You’ve been there for what, half a year? Your first time on the continent?”

“Yea…”

“It’s not a big deal,” he said. “I got homesick too, my first time out. But it was very nice of the Major to let you leave, let you go home”

“Yea…”  He’ll probably be court-martialed, or more likely, executed once she relays what she found to Cyne. Siga Ladress, what would he do? That didn’t matter! Saving her own country is what mattered. “You won’t say anything, would you,” she found herself asking.

“About the Major letting you go? No, I won’t. They’ll go poking through my papers if I did and my forgeries aren’t perfect. …Still, I overheard it, so others must know he let you go, so…”

“He’ll get into trouble.”

“You’re nothing to them, Araa,” he said, suddenly defiant. “We are, I mean. A curiosity, an odd-grape they like to have around. Trust me, the Major will be fine, and in a week or two they’ll forget all about you. Another Islander will come, and it’ll be like you were never there.” Papp seemed to be talking from experience. Maybe he was right. They’d forget all about ‘Araa’ and the Major would be busy preparing for whatever response from the emperor. He wouldn’t be executed; Prince Landrie would need him. Still, Roe felt unsettled in her stomach, or maybe that was still the effects of her exposure. Yes, that was it.

“About my story,” he began with his chin up and chest out, forcing Roe to stretch out her legs to keep them on the ground. “The Great Islander Nation! Well, it wasn’t called that, we were all slaves once to this ancient nation of—"

“Papp,” Roe whispered. “I’m not feeling so well. Can’t we walk in silence for a while.”

He shrunk down, letting her lean a bit more on him.  “Sure, Araa. Look, we’re making it through plain quickly.”

But she didn’t look. Instead, she kept her eyes down, trying her best to maneuver around rocks and struggling dry plant growth.

No, she couldn’t fool herself. Josie taught her better than that. Once she completed this mission —once Siga found out— everyone would know she was sent by the apostate emperor, especially the Major. He’d be killed because of her, executed. She couldn’t see any other way. So much for a perfect mission.

 

***

 

Ed had risen in the early pre-dawn, feeling refreshed from a full night’s sleep.  He couldn’t explain it, but he felt at ease with himself.  Glen had taken the brunt of the Araa controversy, holed up in Central Office coordinating the investigation while dealing with the mob.  That man’s stress would probably cut years off his life for what Ed did, but it was the right thing to do, the right thing for everyone.  Ed was sure of it, as he hiked up the piedmont of the Three Ridge Mountains, jogging along his familiar path in the dark dawn.

He had stopped at the Seer’s Mount for a moment, out of breath with cold breeze freezing him in his damp sweaty clothes. The view gave him a perspective of the growing city few saw.  The roads lit by oil lamps promised a vigilant city, while the proud smoke rising from chimneys proved her people’s industry, and the soft sound of city life –horse’s neighing, mills grinding, carriage wheels crunching— foretold a glorious future of a citadel that would never sleep.  Another ‘Holy City,’ but instead of a sanctuary from war, Ruby City would become the workhorse of war, with the Beast at its heart. Ruby City, the future hope out of Sig’s shadow.  This was exactly where he was meant to be, a part of the reunification of the Ladress Kingdom.  One day, he would be the one charging across the Ladress Gorge to fight the Empire.  One day, he would be the one to demand from Sera why she had disappeared to join the wrong side.

Once he had returned from his jog, Ed refreshed himself, and after visiting the mess hall for coffee, he now sat in his study, reviewing the day’s objectives.  Their plans were gearing up and soon the busiest part of their overarching goal would begin.  The Chronicles had all been debriefed, and the dismantlers were ready to cut into the Mountain Beast. Upon success of the prototypes, mass production would begin —the real challenge. Soldiers weren’t meant for such work and with the needed manpower, maintaining secrecy would become a even greater challenge.  But that assuming the prototypes work, an unfortunately big assumption for anything other than a steam-driver. 

The intelligence of the Chronicler Corps hadn’t been very good. The Brothers’ War ended too quickly; few of the Chroniclers were able to snap into memory the Empire’s range of machines, and Sig’s reluctance to have memorizers in his ranks made espionage difficult. But thanks to his unit’s work in the Ladress Gorge, they had a fully functional steam-driver to study, even if it was only for a few days.

So it was decided, the first machine of war to be tried would be an heavy-armor steam-driver made to be slightly larger than the Empire’s own, capable of running through barricades with a compliment of fifteen soldiers.

Simple steam powered technology was readily available with the Prince’s means, but not efficient.  Reinforcing the boiler system with Beast material meant a hotter fire, less stressing of the metal, and more output power.  The outside, too, had to be plated with that red and black material.  Otherwise, the entire ‘horseless carriage’ would be vulnerable to mage attacks, and plating the steam-drivers with runic would only turn it into a furnace of hell for all inside.  The biggest issues were isolating the material’s affects and distance: different pieces of the Beast seemed to exhibit different properties under different stimulus.  Some pieces —the easiest to work with— were reasonably malleable while durable to physical attacks.  Other pieces reflected magic while others acted more like runics, absorbing the magic and converting it to heat.  Ed hoped Captain Mariam Marabaunze could find a suitable advantage for them.  Still others floated, changed shape, heated, or cooled and a variety of other effects some useful, others not, and still others left up to Marabaunze and her team to decide.

The other issue was distance.  Once cut, the chunks of the raw material had to dragged –with quiet some difficulty— far enough from the Beast so that it became inert and safe to mold without a runic suit.  Expensive, heavy, and hard to walk in, runic suits would make full-production of the war machines impossibly inefficient.  But if Sig figured it out, so could they.

Ed sipped his coffee, glancing outside.  His soldiers were all lined up in the morning overcast, a cold drizzle descending on all of them with a hint of a winter.  In a week, Lord Mionzeg Roz planned to inspect the project on behalf of the Prince.  It had to be ready.  It will be ready.  Ed curled his fists.  They had to be ready for production before the ground froze. Next spring –next thaw—the Landrie war machine had to be up and running and on the first day of summer, on the eve of Sig’s invasion, war with the Empire would begin.  That made Ed smile.  “Sera,” he said.  “You picked the wrong side.”

Across the staging ground, the gate opened and in came Glen, just as disheveled as yesterday with papers in his hand and a bottle under his arm.  One of the gate-guards, Olek, was talking to him for a moment before Glen through up his free arm and stormed off.  Ed would have laughed —soldiers made it a point to make anyone’s life from Central Office a little difficult— but he dreaded to know why Glen had come.

The Central Office had taken over the investigation, and Ed’s own contacts told him Araa still hadn’t been found. That news gladdened him, but it also meant Predt might take a heavy fall. Ed nodded to himself.  “I have to convince Glen to pardon him,” he said, watching Glen frantically march across the staging ground, making sure to interrupt as much of the morning exercises and drills as he could. He knew what he was doing, of course, but he either didn’t care or was repaying Olek’s inconvenience.

Soon, Glen made it to Ed’s door, and with a series of knocks, he shouted.  “Ed, wake up. We have to talk.”

Ed opened the door.  “I’m already awake.”

Glen eyed him.  “Can’t sleep either, huh?”

Ed waved him in, leading him back to the same seat in his study as yesterday.  “Go ahead, sit down.”

Glen plopped down on a seat, scrunching his papers behind him and the seat before opening his bottle right away.

“Want a glass?”

“No,” he said, taking a swig.

Ed sipped his coffee, leaning against his desk.  “So... is this morning a good morning?”

“Not in the slightest,” Glen sighed, wiping his mouth with his sleeve.  “They have me running around and doing everything.  Your guys are pretty cooperative so, thanks.”

“Thank Araa,” he replied.  “She’s made quiet an impression on them.”

“On everyone…,” Glen added with a frown, resting his gaze on his bottle.  He seemed so exhausted, Ed wanted to apologize to him. Even if letting Araa go was the right thing to do, Glen had to suffer for it. His skin appeared more yellow than usual, clammy with his beard unkempt, showing signs of constant twirling and pulling while his eyes were veiny with bags under them.  Burning his candle on both ends, indeed.

“What can I do for you, Glen?”

Glen jerked out his daze, pulled one of his papers out from behind him and reached over to lay it on Ed’s desk.  “Interview for you, tomorrow.  About when you visited Araa the night before she left.”

Ed nodded.  “I’ll be there if I have time—”

“No excuses,” Glen bristled, taking another drink.  “This is going all the way up to Landrie himself.”  Ed straightened off the desk.  “They want her body …no excuses.”  Glen leaned back into to the chair and rubbed his closed eyelids.  “Oh, what a mess this is. And Predt. That ornery bastard is yelling up and down that he didn’t do anything.”

“He didn’t.”

“I don’t know that,” Glen snapped back. “With her popularity, half the people here would have let her out even if she was death himself.”

“Predt wouldn’t do that,” Ed let his voice grow hard. “You know that, and he needs to know your guys aren’t trying to pull one over him.”

Glen snickered. “Bastard needs to cooperate; that’s what he needs to do.”

“What will to happen to him?”

“I don’t know,” Glen said, shaking his head.  “I just don’t know.  No one wants to convict him, but if I have nothing else, I can’t just ignore that he slept on duty when she vanished.  I have to deliver on the facts.”

“Well, if you do have to convict him, maybe you can pardon him too. He’s sacrificed a lot to our country, the Prince—"

Glen bellowed out a laugh. “Right!  And you think those lords and ladies would care about his service?  Yea, they ‘care;’ just like how they cared about Ninn’s body.”

“Predt is not a foreigner,” Ed said, failing to restrain his voice.  “The man spent his entire life serving the prince.  That must count.”

“I know, I know,” Glen said with an exhausted sigh.  “But, someone’s head has to roll for this.  And I’m only one member here, Ed, and still a Junior Magistrate for Beast’s sake.  My pull isn’t that great.”

“Wait, what are you saying?  You’re not the one on this case?  Who is?”

Glen hung his head.  “I shouldn’t even be telling you this since you’re one of the witnesses. Now that the Prince and his orbiters are looking hard on this, Julius, Reere, and Vernice want a piece, so we split up the duties and gave each other votes.  I’m now in charge of the investigation only.  If Predt faces one of us, it will be Magistrate Julius who will decide the sentencing—”

“No, Jules will just want to execute the man and be done with it.  He doesn’t care about mitigating facts.”

Glen snorted; he knew Ed was right.  Jules was the kind of Magistrate who cared about the letter of the law more than anything. Laziness, Glen thought; moral cowardice, Ed would argue.  Glen took another drink and shrugged.  “Like I said, someone’s head has to roll for this.”

Ed pointed at Glen, demanding, “Predt won’t be hung for falling asleep.”

Glen rolled his eyes, shrugging again.  “There’s nothing I can do.  If we find Araa’s body far from any town, then maybe, maybe I can get Vernice and Reere to vote against Jules…but…I…I just don’t know.”

Ed turned around, feeling his arms tense up with aggression.  He wanted to punch something, anything that couldn’t break; he hadn’t  drunk any alcohol in years but that pent up angst was still there. “Damn it.  Predt doesn’t deserve this.  It was my fault, Glen, mine.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“I put him there.  I gave him that station.”

“And he should have fulfilled his duty and not fallen asleep.”

“Araa had to have walked out the back, didn’t she?  Isn’t that what you told me?  He wouldn’t even had seen her if he was awake.”

“Again, Major, you know that’s not how it works.”

Ed punched the wall, snapping a support beam in half, and shattering the plaster onto the ground, forming a jagged hole into small nook-sized library. He cursed under his breath.

Glen stood.  “I…I’m sorry, Ed.”

“Can I see him?  Predt?”

“I wish you could,” Glen said.  “Knock some sense into him instead of that wall, but, no, sorry; can’t have you sharing your stories.” Ed closed his eyes, reminding himself of that passage from his favorite book.  Control, he can choose to keep it.  He took in a deep breath, relaxing his fists.  “I,” Glen began again.  “I... better go.  I won’t be by tomorrow.”  Ed heard Glen slap the desk. “Read through these questions and come by the Central Office.”  And then he left, without another word.

Ed stared at the broken wall, cracked spiderwebs of beige paint and plaster around the gapping hole.  The bookcase on the other side had tipped over too, his books making a mess on floor.  He whispered himself, “Don’t give away your control,” as he balled one fist into the other.  This was his mess; he had to save Predt somehow.

Ed swiped the paper off the table and read it: a series of mundane questions, nothing that would expose him.  If Araa didn’t make it home, if her body was found, he’d raise all hell to spare Predt, but if not…  If her body wasn’t found, Predt would be hung for his…what?  Weakness?  Compassion? ‘The right thing to do,’ didn’t seem the smartest thing to do anymore. What the hell was he thinking?  Rules existed for a reason, Ed knew that.  General Order One existed for a reason. No liabilities. And now, not only was Predt’s life in danger but news of the Beast might get out…and that was the worst part. What would the Empire do?  Ed closed his eyes, refusing to answer that question. “What happened to this soldier I once knew?”

 

***

 

Mend woke not to the sounds of Nurse Lora’s irritating humming, but to dull tapping of Josie’s leather clad slippers. He felt her near him, hovering over him like a dark cloud about to zap him with lightening. He risked peeking his eyes open and saw her standing over him, arms crossed, with a pensive frown like a guard impatiently waiting for his prisoners to file into their death chambers. Except, Mend had to endure Josie, a fate worse than death.

“Goddess! You’re finally wake. Can you understand me?”

“Who can’t,” Mend said, groggily; it was meant to be an insult. He felt as though he had just ended a night of heavy drinking, except no fun, no pockets full of pilfered goods, and a few whacks from the local guard. Thankfully, he was already in bed and his body begged for nothing else but more sleep. But that menacing thunder cloud wouldn’t pass. Who knows what else she would do to him. “Tired of sticking needles in me, bitch?”

“You’ve got a foul mouth, Mend. You better keep it shut until we get you out of here or you will get more needles poking your skin.”

“Like that’ll stop you,” Mend snorted. “Ugh, I’m so damn exhausted. What did you do to me?”

“We shoved a ton of sedatives into you. You’ve been asleep for two days.”

“We? …You did, bitch.”

“Mend, I’m not going to warn you about your mouth again.”

Mend tried rolling over to his side but couldn’t even lift his arms.

“What now,” he asked. “When can we leave?”

“Well, things got complicated,” she answered, walking behind him to the counter. Story of my life. He heard glass on glass and some shuffling of cabinet drawers. “Since you’ve been asleep, that woman, the Chief Engineer has been wanting to see you. She doesn’t look happy. Considering its about you, I’m not surprised. I can’t even guess what you did to her.” She paused, probably wanting Mend to explain, but he kept his mouth shut. It was what Josie ‘ordered’ him to do, right?  “That Master of Servants, Cyne, comes here every day, too. Trouble, that one. Definitely more to him than Sig’s people-pusher, and he’s from the King-Maker’s Lands.  Has his blessing too.”  She then chuckled.  “I overheard they want to hire you for a job. One you can’t fail. Now imagine that.”

“I’ll try to surprise them.”  

“Won’t have to try very hard.” She returned and sat at the edge of the bed with a syringe of blue liquid in her hand. That didn’t surprise Mend; he should have known Josie was a sadist. He eyed the needle as Josie continued, “Listen, if I’m going to help you, I have to know what the Chief Engineer wanted. Run some cover for you.” That damn emperor, that’s what Sera wanted. She was probably angry with him for pinning his own story on her and her brother Glen. So stupid! But what else could he have done? The emperor’s mind-raping ability gave him little choice. Sell out Princess Zana and Roach would kill him or sell out Roach and Roach would still kill him. Sorry Chief. She probably kept her brother a secret, too. He had to be one of the other Prince Brothers’ subjects, the only possible explanation. How many more lives can Mend ruin today? Almighty, don’t answer that!

“It’s fine, Josie,” Mend said, following her orders to keep ‘his mouth shut.’ “It’s not important.”

She rose an eyebrow but surprisingly didn’t press him on it. “Well, it’s already night,” she said. “Glad you woke up before I had to check out.” Night already? A needle pressed against his neck, cool liquid flowing into his veins. He would have flinched if he could, but if he could to that, he would gone through with his head-butt idea.

Josie hovered over him. “Sorry,” she said. “This stuff has your medicine and something to keep you asleep till I check back in tomorrow. For your own good. I’m not going to let you screw things up here for the Shadows.”

Mend tried to mouth a curse but darkness took him too quickly.

 

19

 

Mend on the Mend, Araa’s Ordeal, and Ed’s Trials

 

“A body befitting me, I command you to make. As grand as the sky and as terrible as the sun, as deep as the night and awesome as the white fire splitting the heavens. The Whirlwind will be my seat, the Stars my crown. From such place, I will spread myself out like the icy breath of a mountain wind. Ruinous is all around me now, and I must leave our home. My brethren trust in service? In life so weak, they don’t understand even themselves, fooled for thinking my brethren love them. Their knowledge incomplete; their substance fallible. To what end? In atonement for what they’ve done to the Almighty in that place? How they have forgotten their greatness! But if they have shrugged off the dignity of godhood, then they can join their ignorant worshipers. The Great Silence is all around me, consuming, ending, destroying, emptying all things into no-thing. I will not be devoured.”

 

-Except from the Book ‘Voices of the Dark Well,’ as divined by Necromancer Empress Sybilia Casmarus, Champion of Ragnarok

 

 

Mend woke to screaming —no, shouting. He recognized it right away: the dominate presumptuous scorn of a superior.

“I cannot believe he’s still sedated,” a man’s voice roared. Doctor Yah’v? “How much did you put in him!”

“I…I don’t know—”

“That is not an answer, Nurse Lora.  You are supposed to know!” Mend would have smiled, but he knew that bitch Josie was just acting. She was aiming at something. Maybe she really wanted to kill him, making it look like an accident and then sending her sympathies to Roach. But he couldn’t be that lucky.	

“Thirty mills, I think” she answered, her voice whimpering —of course. “I’ve given him his medicine just as you’ve said every day. I’ve checked his vitals—”

Mend heard ruffling papers. “Look at this,” the doctor continued, his voice softening. No, don’t lose your nerve! Yell at her more! Hit her, too! She’s killed older men then you; she can take it! “His heart rate hasn’t risen about 40. I don’t believe it’s from His Majesty’s serum—”

“Serum?”

The doctor groaned. “Nurse Lora,” he whined.

“Doctor. If I’m going to help our patient. I need to know what’s in the emperor’s remedy. There might be some kind of reaction to his food, his other meds—”

“It’s a serum,” the doctor said sternly. “That’s all you need to know.” Serum? As in to inoculate? Mend was infected? He felt…well, he felt horrible. “Draw out ten mills of his blood. I’ll need to look at it. Perhaps His Majesty will know why the sedatives were so powerful on him. Why he’s always sleeping.”  Its! Because! Of! Her! Hit her, just for me! She’s not a lady; she’s a demon!

“I’m so sorry, doctor,” Josie said, with the perfect combination of frustration and sadness. Bitch.

“It’s alright, nurse,” Doctor Yah’v replied with predictable pity. “It’s not your fault. It isn’t easy administering to a patient in the dark like this.”

“Would you please ask His Majesty if I can, you know, be out of the dark?” Mend cringed inwardly. Too obvious, Josie. He’s not going to fall for it. She was probably showing him a little cleavage all this time, too.  And why not? Josie was capable anything: jabbing people in the neck with needles, drowning baby birds.  He wouldn’t put it past her that she would sleep with the doctor to get what she wants. But for her to just come out and say it? Bad move, Josie. All she did was stir up the doctor’s suspicion—

“Yes, good idea; I’ll ask him.” What! No! “Having blind assistants can lead to more problems. Prepare your papers, Nurse Lora. I’ll set up the interviews. I’m sure His Majesty wouldn’t mind.” 

“Oh, thank you, Doctor Yah’v,” she squealed. Bile gurgled up Mend’s throat. “I’ve always wanted to make a difference. Now I can!”

“No, no need to hug me, now.” Of course, she needed to hug him. Just make sure she didn’t leave a knife back there. “Draw out his blood and keep our patient comfortable. I’ll be back later.”

“Right away, Doctor,” Josie exclaimed. And then the door closed and suddenly, the room felt a little hotter, a little closer to hell. The Dark Well overflows, Mend heard people say, and demons walk the world. Now, he knew it was all true.

“I know your awake,” the demon said. “I can hear your breathing and you’re heart rate’s up. Don’t ever think you can eaves drop on the Shadows.”

Mend opened his eyes, seeing the demon across the room, her face lit up in ecstasy on her recent fresh kill. “Well done, Josie. Will you sleep with him too? Or do plan on getting off on torturing him instead?”

She laughed, skipping over to the counter behind him. “Aw, still sour about all those needles?”

“No, I actually enjoy getting drugged up. Being healthy is so boring.”

“Now, now,” she said, making clicking and glass scraping noise behind him. Setting up another needle, probably. “Thanks to you, I’m going to complete my mission too. Ironic, isn’t it?” She rolled a high tray by his bed, a syringe in her hand attached to a thin tube that ran up to the hidden tray top. She tilted her head and pouted her lips in cruel mockery. “Sorry, Mend,” she said with a vicious frown. “Gotta poke you again.”

“Bitch,” was all he could say. It wasn’t as if Mend was in the position to fight her off.

“Go on, curse, but I’m way too happy right now to be angry. Now if only Roe would show up, we can leave this damn island together.” The needle poked through his skin, red blood seeping up the tube and onto tray top. “Don’t worry,” she winked. “I won’t take all of it.”

“That’s a shame, kinda hoped you would.”

“Moody again? Fine by me.” She started humming—

“Stop, please just stop. It was bad enough when ‘Lora’ sang it.”

But of course, she didn’t stop, so Mend decided to talk again. Who knows, maybe she’d tell him something he wasn’t supposed to know. “So—”

“No,” she said, smiling.

“You didn’t even know what I was going to say.”

“You’re as transparent as air, Mend.” She repositioned the tube on the tray top. “I’m not answering any of your questions.”

“I can still talk, can’t I? What’s my blood for?”

She continued humming.

Mend debated whether to pry anyway? Was there a difference between a happy demon and an angry one? Why not find out. “You want Sig’s remedy, I can tell that,” he begin. “You guys finally found a way to wake the Veiled Goddess?” 

She grimaced, her humming becoming course. “Well, it’s no secret,” she said. Victory! “Rochelle probably told you.”

“Ha ha, I got you to talk to me.”

Josie twisted the needle, but his arm was too numb feel it.

“Can’t feel it,” Mend said, happily.

“You will later,” she replied.

“Honestly, Josie. At least tell me you’re gonna make a fortune on this mission —oh right, you guys don’t work for ‘mere’ money. It’s all about ‘the Goddess’ and ‘fighting for a cause,” he scoffed. “You know, the world’s been fine long before the Coming Shadows, it’ll do just fine long after.”

She frowned at him. “You know, maybe if you believed in something other than your own stupidity, you wouldn’t be caught up in these messes and actually make a difference in this sorry world.”

“Why would I want to do that? No money in it. Besides, I always seem to get out of those messes before.”

“Because of Rochelle,” she said, anger escaping her voice. She then lowered her face down to his, staring eye to eye like a vicious cobra about to lunge in for a bite. He recoiled his head back into the pillow, no where to escape. “One day,” she whispered. “She’s not going to be able to get you out of trouble and when that happens, I will be laughing. All. The. Way. To. Your. Grave.”

“Assuming there’s a body,” was all he could think. Damn, lousy.

Josie smirked, before returning her attention to the tray top.

“I never realize you hated me so much.”

She let out a long sighed. “It’s not hatred, Mend,” she said. “You’re incompetent, unreliable, unserious, unprofessional, living in Rochelle’s shadow like a tot who never grew up. No wonder your parents abandoned you; you were born under a bad star. Do I hate you? No, I’m afraid. I’m afraid that if you don’t fall from one of your own screw ups, …I’ll pity the person who does because of you.”

Mend winched, turning his gaze to the ceiling. Her words sounded prepared as if she was waiting for this one chance to tell him…or maybe she had spoken those words before to others. Was that how everyone saw him? Worse than useless? A danger to other? Wasn’t that why he always preferred to be alone? Sure, he wasn’t a paragon of the nightly-arts but he still pulled a profit. That was good enough, right?

“Aw, did I hit a nerve with that needle?”

“Bitch,” he replied, deciding he was done talking.

Josie smiled as she continued her work for a while longer before removing the needle and placing a bandage over the pinprick hole. She then slid the tray to the door before opening it.

“See you tomorrow, Glen. I’ve got to prepare for an interview with the emperor. I’m so excited! Wish me luck!”

But Mend remained silent, staring up at the ceiling. The door closed, and he was left alone…alone with his thoughts. “I am not…a tot.”  

 

***

 

With another night of no sleep and no food, Roe hugged her knees for warmth as she stared listlessly across the jagged plain they had just crossed, her sense of vulnerability gone. Even with the waning moon and the shadows of the forest behind her, the darkness did little to comfort her.  On the edge of those two extremes, exposure of the plains and the invisibility of the forest, she found herself wondering if it had been worth it?  Not just this mission, but joining the Shadows, trying to wake the Veiled Goddess and over throw the One-King…all those who had to die…all those she hurt. Yes, it had to be. Years from now, her country would be free. She imaged a slow recovery; they all did. A country couldn't go from a suppression to prosperity in a day. They might never be like Ladress, or even like the Islanders. But they would be free. No more birth registries.  No more quotas. No more stolen people and never seeing them again. No more stone-hounds snarling at the villages’ ends. No more fear. Her parents.  Her brother. Her two siblings still left back there. It’ll be worth it, she told self, sniffling and wiping a cold tear from her cheek. Yes, it would be worth the guilt she carried. “After that, I can sleep,” she breathed. If she made it that far.  

Papp’s snore grabbed her attention. He slept loudly but deeply against a fallen tree bough oblivious to the dangers around him. Wild animals, infected or not. Outlaws, slavers, even Landrie’s patrols. At any moment, they could spring up on them and…  —she turned away, frowning across the plain again. Papp’s peaceful sleep was beginning to irritate her.

“Stay hidden,” she whispered, recalling that voice. “Don’t go back home.”  It wasn’t a voice, she realized. It was more like her own voice inside her head. She recalled what the Major had said back in her cell.  She’d hear voices. “Just another symptom to deal with,” she told herself.  But that other symptom —that waking dream she experienced in the cell— would be harder to deal with to say the least. Her stomach growled suddenly and then twitched, making her long for her old salted fish meals.  But at least her muscle cramps had almost disappeared.

Papp rolled onto his back, startling Roe again. She snickered. The boy could sleep anywhere, but Roe had to be smart. She couldn’t let her guard down. If Papp knew about her escape, then it wouldn’t be long before someone came looking. But it wasn’t anyone from Ruby City she was really worried about, but that man and woman saw in her cell; those two who gave her that blue drink. It seemed to have done nothing to her, and that worried. Even if Zeth’s potions worked, she should have felt something, shouldn’t she? Maybe her other symptoms masked it? Either way, if she was them, she’d shadow her mark until she knew for certain she was dead. Yes, they had to be around.

Roe scanned around her, the dark dawn making it difficult to see. Faf’r was on the other side of he forest, at least according to Papp. If Roe could see in the dark like Josie, she’d have left hours ago, leaving the poor sap Papp sleeping. But, no; she had to ‘work’ for that blessing. Whatever that meant.

In a few hours, they’d be in the city and Papp would lead her to his carriage with hopefully more than two horses. If less, she’d just steal one and be gone. But first….  She looked over Papp, searching for the blade, but couldn’t find it. He must be laying on it. Realizing she’d have to wake him, she decided not to steal it just yet.

Instead, she groaned, pulling her knees up tighter and hugging them. “At least you’re getting better,” she told herself. Maybe by the time he wakes, she could walk on her own.

“Araa,” Papp stirred. “You say something?” Good, he’s awake.

She mustered her strength, and stood, her legs shaking and balance wobbly. But she stood, and remained standing.

Smiling, she said, “Come on, Papp. I really want to get going.”

He yawned, stretching out his arms. “Happy to see you standing, but—”

Little Roe slipped, muddying her trousers and hands in some kind of tarry grim. She was inside a cave, dank musty air made her breathing difficult. Beside her stood a line of very tall people, the subjects from her village.

One turned and extended a hand. “Quick, Roe. Get up.” She reached, confused for a moment on how small her hand was, but of course they were small. She was only six. Reid took her hand and pulled her into mid-air, before she landed on her feet. “What’s with that shocked look? You’re still no heavier than a bag of potatoes.”

She pouted. “Ever see a bag of potatoes, Reid?”

“Shh,” her brother said, straightening himself in line with the row of people. “Commissioner’s coming.  Get in line. Remember, you’re dumb, weak and useless.”

She stuck out her tongue behind his back but obeyed. She had to. It was her brother’s and her turn again to come to the caves for the Commissioner to check them over. Ever since she could remember, her family told her of the dangers here and the bad people who came to see them. The way the Commissioners looked for the strong and smart to do their work, their foremen lashing it out on lazy people. They had the power over life and death, she was told, the power to decide whether she could stay with her family or be brought like other girls and boys to the nobles’ houses. They could do anything they wanted so long as the One-King allowed it…and the One-King allowed almost everything. But she wasn’t afraid. Sure, her parent’s weren’t here —it wasn’t their turn— but her older brother Reid was here, so she felt safe.

He crossed his fingers for a moment, giving her the signal that the Commissioner was almost there.  She stood straight beside him and went to hold his hand, but he patted it away. Right, she thought. Don’t remind them we’re family.

Before long, Roe saw a tall thin man with a funny black hat and really clean clothes walking down the line. He had a thin mustache and on his other side was another girl, maybe a few years older than Roe, writing down what he was saying. She had clean clothes too and looked really pretty. Roe looked down at her grimy hands and hid them behind her back.

The Commissioner grabbed a villager’s cheek —it was Hulgar from mill house— and looked closely into each of his eyes. Then he had Hulgar open his mouth and peek inside. He then said something, and the girl wrote it down. Roe noticed the girl’s feet were shackled and Roe was, for once, glad she didn’t know how to write.

The man eventually came to Reid.

“Name,” he said.

“Reid,” her brother replied.

“Last named,” he asked.

Reid shuffled in place. They never asked that unless they wanted something.

“Lions,” he replied.

The man nodded. “Lions family,” his monotone voice spoke as he tapped the girl’s book. “How long have has he been here?”

“All my life.”

“I wasn’t taking to you,” the Commissioner replied, going through the same kind of examination on Reid as he did on Hulgar.

The girl shifted through the pages before stopping on one and reading, “sixteen.” Her voice sounded small and frightened. Roe shuffled a little closer to her brother.

“Open your mouth,” he told Reid. “Have you noticed anything you can do other can’t? Strength? Magic?  Heightened senses, perhaps?”

“No, nothing.”

The Commissioner frowned. “You’re young and strong. What do you do for your household?”

“I plow for my village…with the oxen,” Reid said with a winch.

“Oxen,” the man repeated, ripping the book from the girl’s hands. “Yes, I see that. They were gifted by Count Allen and Beatrice Von Algred five years ago, two 10 year olds. They can’t be of much use now?”

“We know how to get most of them in their old age,” Reid said with a hint of growl.

“Yes, so do we,” the mustached man replied, staring down Reid with a sneer creeping on his face. He then handed the book back to the girl without breaking stares with her brother. “I’ll be frank. Your work here is a waste, Mister Lions. Ever consider doing more for your country?”

“I’m already doing all I am capable of.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” he said, gripping Reid’s shoulder and pumping his arm as if he wasn’t sure Reid was all that strong. “With some guidance, training, you can go far. Your family has already shown favor with the nobles.” Roe saw her brother’s jaw tighten, and she panicked, shuffling closer. No, no. Don’t get mad! Don’t let them take you. “We’re a prosperous nation, young Lions; our numbers keep growing. And with our numbers, new foremen positions might be soon available. Don’t worry. Foremen don’t work with their own villages. Count Salvador Von Sago, that should be far enough from here. Would it be something that would interest you?”

“All I know is farming,” Reid replied flatly.

“I’ve watched you, Reid,” the man whispered. “You’re not as dumb as you look.” He turned suddenly to Roe, who slunk behind her brother. “You must be Rowena. Hello little Rowena. I’ve been watching you too, growing up fast, I see.” The man smiled a toothy smile, a smile too perfect and straight; it had to hide evil behind it. “And your family,” he turned back to Reid. “Where are your parents?”

“Field work,” Reid said quickly, but that wasn’t true. Roe knew her parents went scouting sometimes, but they always came back with food. It was illegal and a secret so Roe pressed under brother to hide her reddening ears from the Commissioner.

“Field work is hard work,” he answered, thoughtfully. “You’d want a better life for them, would you?  You’d all live much better lives, away from...all this.” He waved to the others in line while making a disgusted face. “What would you say if you were offered?”

Reid’s hand tried balling into fists, but Roe grabbed them, balling her hands into them.

The commissioner sighed. “Yes, yes, I understand.  Not here with all your dirty peers listening. Fine, later. I’ll send someone.” He then patted Roe on her head before moving on with the other girl’s sad look following behind.

“Dirty bastard,” Reid muttered once he was far down the line. “Prosperous, my ass. Now everyone’s going to be gunning for me.”

“You’re not going to do it, are you,” Roe asked, grabbing onto him with her eyes tearing. “You won’t leave us, will you?”

He rolled his eyes, pushing her off him. “Goddess, you’re such a sissy,” he said a cheeky grin. “I don’t work for bad people.”

“No, that’s not what I mean. I saw you yesterday with some scary people who can turn invisible. They want you to go with them too.”

“You sneak. You heard that, huh?  Well, don’t tell mother or father—”

 

***

 

On his way to Central Office, Ed decided on riding his horse through the busier streets of the city. Hiding from public wouldn’t send a good message, and besides, he wanted to hear what rumors were floating around the city, and if Glen’s worries were warranted.  His work on the Beast project took so much of his time that he hadn’t been in the city since Araa’s release. How he’d be able to conduct the investigation and perform his duty would have been impossible; he was almost thankful Glen took it over…almost.  No doubt, he’d have to wrestle his authority back from Central Office at some point in the future.

Riding across the city, nothing seemed to have changed much. From Glen’s hysteria, Ed had expected to be swamped by residents. But, life had to go on; work had to be done; a metropolis had to be built. He came upon some of his soldiers standing guard outside the building called ‘The Town Crier,’ an eatery, dance parlor and theater for the more ‘refined’ subjects, usually court attendants of the lesser nobles who wanted a presence in Prince Landrie’s favorite investment.  Arrogant would be a better word.  Though a popular place for those from Central Office and even his own officers, Ed refused to go on principle.  To pretend to be ‘friendly’ with those who wished to put the military at their heel like a pet —a ‘beloved family’ pet, he heard Magistrate Vernice say once— was enough to have him never set foot inside that place.  Ed’s jaw tightened.  Or maybe he never went there because he knew, he’d definitely lose control.  Arrogant bastards.

But seeing his soldiers standing guard, Ed thought of stopping, but one of them held someone in their custody, that lanky man who had served as one of Glen’s clerks, so Ed decided not to interfere and keep riding.  An incident at The Town Crier? Central Office would make sure he heard about it before he heard anything new about Araa. But it still marked him as odd. Except for the occasional drunken brawls and illegal duels over honor, crime in Ruby City was astonishing small compared to other cities of her size.  And that was thanks to the extensive process everyone had to go through to live here. No criminality, prostitution, gambling; nothing that would distract from the work to be done here. Of course, if one was so inclined, those things could be found over in the next city, but here, the future of Ruby City depended on industry, hardworking —and well connected— people; people who were promised a prosperous trade with the Demos over the mountains.  So, to see anything more than a passionate disagreement over bruised knuckles and broken teeth was rare.  Anything more than that, and the subject could risk being expelled —and loose possible future fortunes for themselves and their financier lesser nobles, a threat that seldom needed repeating. 

At a busy intersect, Ed slowed his horse to a stop as a large open wagon with a tarp on top slowly slogged through, the horses whining and huffing as they pulled.

“This fertilizer better work,” said a young man who stood beside Ed with his hands making guiding motions to the wagon driver.  Ed sniffed and, yes, he smelled that unmistakable warm musky, minerally, and sulfur odor.  “Last try this year.”

“The crops are still failing,” Ed asked.

The man glanced up, twice.  “Oh, Major—”

“Pay attention to what you’re doing, son,” Ed said, nodded toward the wagon.

“Uh, yea,” the young man stumbled.  “But, uh, yea, the soil’s too thin here to grow anything.”  —Ed chuckled—  “Uh…sir?”

“I grew up on these mountains.  I know how difficult it is.”

“Well, with Prince Makim’s help, we can make this place self-sufficient yet—”

“Major,” came a voice behind him along with others shouting for him.  Ed tried to turn his horse around, but a crowd quickly swathed him and his horse, pushing the young man away.  “That is you,” said another.

“Can I do something for all of you,” Ed asked, scanning the crowd, fifteen, twenty people of various ages and professions, all will pensive and concerned looks on them. Concerned, but no where near what Glen was afraid of.

“Well,” started a woman with an apron dirtied with flour. “We wanted to—”

“What the hell happened to Araa,” a man in the back of the crowd shouted to ‘ayes and yahs’ in response.  Ed frowned.  This is what he wanted, wasn’t it?  To know what the rumors were?  Happily, Ed had an excuse.

“I don’t know,” Ed replied.  “Central Office has taken up the investigation.”

“Come on, Major,” another voice, a woman with braided silver hair, fine clothes, ears filled with small studs and a half a dozen necklaces hanging from her neck. “You have to know something.  People don’t just evaporate from your jails, do they?”

“I heard she’s dead,” came a hushed whisper.

“Why wouldn’t that surprise me,” the braided silver haired woman jerked her neck and grabbed her hips  “Too embarrassed to admit the poor girl died in their custody.”

“She did not die in my custody,” Ed urged to which all the heads turned back on him. “I…I would have known—”

“Maybe one of the soldiers,” said a bearded man in the back.  He held a long hammer which stole most of Ed’s attention.  “They’re always over worked, drinking too much.  They head over to Sat’r for their games and come back half-dead.  You see them sleeping everywhere—”

Ed rose his hand. “That is not true—"

“My money’s on she died in the mines and now they’re protecting the lazy bastard who could have saved her.”

“Protecting?” That same silver haired woman cocked her head back and blinked a few times. “Who are you protecting, Major?”

Ed stifled a profanity.  “I am not protecting anyone,” he answered, not keeping the hard edge out of his voice. Still, the crowd continued gossiping among themselves and pressing in on him.  The horse neighed, sidestepping to make room.  “Please, everyone,” Ed called, but they continued with their own speculations, murmuring to themselves.  As soon as the fertilizer wagon made its turn, Ed spurred the horse lightly to maneuver through—

“Wait, Major, well, what can you tell us,” said someone from the crowd.

Ed stopped. “You all know what I know.  Araa was hurt.  She was isolated for treatment.  Now, she’s missing.”

“Then we’ll just have to go to Central Office for answers—”

“No, don’t do that,” Ed shouted, closing his eyes in frustration.  “Please.  Central Office is busy enough with our city planning and now with this investigation, they will have less time for trivial inquiries.  We all have our own jobs to do if we’re going to be ready for winter.  I’m sure they’ll release a statement when they have something.  Please be patient.”

With a few jeers, some mumbling and grumbling, and plenty of unsatisfied faces, the crowd slowly dispersed, each going their own way.  How could one little girl have this much impact?  She’d been here a little more than half a year.  Would anyone else generate so much interest?  No, there had to be more to it, almost as if she went out of her way to befriend all these people.  Ninn was never like that; he was more reserved and aloof. Maybe it was another example of Ed’s woeful ignorance of Islanders?  Were northern Islanders so sociable?

His horse lowered his head, impatiently pawing his forelegs on the dusty road, so Ed rode on with doubt rising in him, or maybe a worry.  At least he got what he was after, and now pleased with knowing how the public thought about the investigation, Ed decided on taking the shortest route through the city, keeping his horse at slow trot to keep people and other traffic from blocking his way. Regardless of his hurry, people still tried to stop him. Shop owners, blacksmiths, bakers, carpenters, even some of Araa’s maintenance people tried to shout him down.  Ed would just nod curtly, pretending he didn’t hear them.  Ed had half a mind to pass by Araa’s maintenance camp too, but he’d never reach the Central Office in a week.

Maybe Glen had a point about the city’s unhealthy concerned about Araa, though Ed still thought Glen was overly worried about them. These people seemed more ‘mothering’ than rioting.  Time, that’s what everyone needed.  Time for Araa to pass in whatever peace she could find.  Time for her body to be found.  Time for the powers on high to see that their world wasn’t coming apart.  In time, everyone —including himself— would see nothing at all would come of this.  I just have to keep Predt alive for long enough.

As he neared the Central Office walls, he could see a crowd of people gathered at the closed portcullis, waiting for the Office to open. Shouldn’t the portcullis be lifted and people gathered inside the yard?  It was late into the morning now, and Ed could see by the food carts selling to a large crowd that they had been there for a while. Some sat on side boulders that lined the road’s edges, while others stood huddled by the lowered portcullis, conversing in harsh tones.  Ed couldn’t make out what they were saying yet, but they couldn’t all be here for the same reason.

Off to the side, Ed spotted Taylor and J’rek, spears in hand and hand-cannons by their sides, waving him over.  Ed reached them and dismounted, allowing J’rek to take the reins.

“Morning, gentlemen,” he said, but J’rek only made a quick, subdued salute, while eyeing crowd. He then left quickly, leading the horse away from the road.

“Where is he going,” Ed asked.

“Stables through the Back Wood,” Taylor whispered. “Please, Major, following me.” And he led him along the wall, away from the crowd. Ed noticed Taylor’s white-knuckled grip on his spear, and his left hand never left the grip of his side arm hand-cannon.

“You seem awfully tense, guardsman,” Ed said. “Has there been an incident?”  

“No, sir, but the Office has received threats,” he said.  “And now that we’re undermanned to keep up with the new work, things have become tense.”

“Threats? Kind? Reason?”

Taylor glanced over his shoulder.  “Can’t speak about it. Magistrate Glen Gallegos’s orders. It’s why I’m here.  He asked us to escort you by the back entrance.”

“Prudent of him,” Ed replied, becoming a bit self-conscious himself. Threats?  Who would threaten the Central Office and why?  Ed had no love for this place, but it was for a personal —albeit shared by many in the military— reason: the tension between getting things done and talking about getting things done. But for everyone else, Central Office was a place for permits, papers, pay, and judicial and criminal matters, a place for correspondences and revealing new city planning.  And why now?  Maybe, it was related to Araa’s escape?  No, it had to be unrelated.

Quietly, Taylor led him around to a nook in the wall that descended into a darken hall and an iron door.  Overhead, Ed grimaced at the murder hole, making this small hall into a murder hall.  Perfect place to carry out a threat, he mind churned, if the threat came from inside. 

Taylor unlocked the door and led Ed inside. Once inside, Taylor let a subtle sigh, relaxing his grip on his spear before casting a palm-light. Ed had never been here before, much like a postern to a castle, he imagined this would be where the magistrates and other important officials would escape if the Central Office was under siege. He grimaced again. This would have been nice for Ed —the head of city security— to know.  But the Central Office insisted on their own security, which usually comprised of people who weren’t professional soldiers with experience.

Taylor guided him down the dark hall, a dim yellow light from his hand illuminating the way. All soldiers had to take ability tests —whether magic, memory, or strength— to see if they had been gifted by the Seven. Most were gifted to some extent, though few were gifted enough to hone those skills to any appreciable advantage.

“Are you a mage, guardsman,” Ed asked.

“Yes, sir. Completed two year’s training in the Men’s Mage Quarter in Zanf’r, the Holy City.”

“Medical or combatant?”

Taylor’s palm-light flickered. “Neither, sir,” he said.  “I wasn’t very gifted. Barely finished first year. A waste of money. Waste of time. The Golden Lady seems to prefer woman to men, I hear.” Taylor seemed young enough to have only recently left the Mage Quarter, but Ed understood the disappointment in his voice. Growing up, he’d always envied Glen’s and Sera’s gifts.  His were always too unwieldy and often frightened his parents —with good reason.  Oh, how he tried to hone in his strength, logging, blacksmithing, mining…then fighting…and mercenary work, anything that could teach him to control it. Horseback riding, the thought of it used to terrify him. Many couldn’t understand why…until he explained that if a horse bucked under him, he would reflexively clench his thighs and break the horse’s back.  On two occasions, that cost his parents more than he wanted to know.

“Gifts have their disadvantages.  Mages have been known to be skewered by spears,” Ed said, trying to encourage him.  “Your sidearm too.”

“More like distractions,” Taylor answered with a snort.  “Can’t cast magic if they can’t focus and the runic spear tips will turn my spear into a torch, but I’m surprised you asked, sir.  Very competitive to get into the school for combatant mages.  Only the best can use magic that way, so they say.  Dangerous, they say too.  You can light yourself on fire and drown at the same time.  …If I let my mind wonder my palm-light goes out.”  He chuckled but it sounded forced.

“We can still do our part,” Ed said.

“Are you blessed,” he asked. “If you pardon me for asking.”

“Uh …yes, strength, it would seem,” Ed said, finally seeing the end of the hall, a short brick staircase leading up to a door on the ceiling.

“I’ve meet a few like that,” Taylor added, readying his keys.  “They’re always into physical sporting, well these three I met, anyway.  Wrestling and swordplay.  They all come from these mountains too.  They’ve told me their strength is a blessing from another Shard in the mountains.  Mages. Strength. Memorizers.  What’s the point of it all?  Why some and not others?  Why do the Shards of the Almighty give so much to one and only a touch to another?”  Ed didn’t know but neither did he care.  How did such a question help matters?  It didn’t change anything.  For him, these abilities were nothing more than outliers in a person’s makeup.  Everyone had some strength. Everyone could memorize something. Beast, if no one had at least some magic, no one would be able to heal themselves from a scrap. The only question was how much an outlier one was, and the answer held more disadvantages than advantages, maybe even curses.  He knew his, and he knew Glen’s too.

When Taylor climbed the short stair, he reached up with his key and unlocked the door, echoing a clank around them. But he didn’t open the door.  Instead, he waited there, watching Ed as though he wanted Ed to expound on his question.

“I don’t know,” Ed said, with a curt shake of his head.  “Ask the Junior Magistrate.  He’s the philosopher.”

“He’s the one who brought it up,” Taylor answered, frowning.  “He then recited a poem by some noble couple who died hundreds of years ago…I don’t remember.  Didn’t make any sense.  Old style words, you know.  But, he was really serious about those Shards having nothing to do with divinity.”

Ed grinned. “Open up.”

And Taylor did.  To his surprise, Ed climbed up to the back corner of a courtroom, familiar blueberry wine assaulting his nose—

“Hello Ed,” Glen said from behind his bench.  “Thank you, Taylor.  Now, go back and lock up.  Make sure no one saw you.”  Taylor climbed back down, locking the door behind him.

“I’m glad to see you taking things seriously, but isn’t this being a little scrupulous,” Ed said, walking out in front of Glen’s bench and balling his hands together behind his back.  He didn’t feel comfortable being back there, too much like being behind enemy lines.

Glen placed his finger against his nose.  “I remember a certain Corporal who would have pinned a medal on me for being ‘scrupulous.’”

“That’s because you never were.”  Glen laughed, and Ed couldn’t help but grin himself. Glen seemed lighter than yesterday, more like his usual careless self. Or maybe he was drunker than his usual self?  Judging by Glen’s drooping eyes and delayed movements, Ed leaned toward the latter. “I noticed a lot of people out there. Door’s closed,” Ed added, hoping to goad Glen into revealing how the investigation was going. “Taylor mentioned threats.”

Glen groaned.  “Well, he shouldn’t have. I wish I could talk about it.”

“If you need extra help…”

“No, please, don’t.  Not even if we did need it.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“You, that’s what its suppose mean,” Glen said, putting on his pince-nez and lifting a piece of paper close to his face.  “Now, let’s begin—”

“Me?  You’re really just going to say that and move on?”

Glen let his hand holding the paper fall and smack the bench.  “Yes, you. Come on, Ed. Do I have to spell it out?  Everyone here is blaming the military for this whole mess, letting an injured girl walk out of a guarded jail cell.”  Ed straightened his posture, letting a frown form on his face. “Really, you’re usually the clearer headed one.”

“And who are you blaming for letting her walk out?”  Depending on his answer, maybe Ed could tease which way the investigation was going.

Glen closed his eyes for a moment before revealing a glass cup and a bottle of his wine from under his bench.  He then poured some into his cup and drank it.  “You know why I drink this brand?”

“You like it?”

“Beast, no! …Well, yes, I do like it. But as a junior magistrate, I get an open tab at any tavern, eatery, or brothel in the Princedom I chose.  So I chose one that delivers to me.”

“I’ll remember that on your next birthday.”

“There’s a point here, Ed.” he continued.  “Rochelle Von Davenance, you ever heard of her?”  Ed shook his head.  “She’s an owner of a half a dozen businesses, one of which, delivers that incredible red wine from our home town.  Remember it?  Trader House Blue.”  He placed his hand on the bottle’s top, looking at it fondly.  “But as it turns out she might have unhealthy relationships with the Princedom’s more unsavory subjects.”  Ed shrugged, waiting patiently for Glen’s point, which how long depended on how drunk he was.  Ed settled in for a meandering story. “So, after being not-so-subtly warned time and again not to order from her, I stopped ordering from her. Got this blue crap from some Sat’r place instead. I can’t put myself in a compromising situation, you understand?”

“You were warned…because you might be poisoned?  It’s alcohol, Glen.  It’s already poison.”

Glen smiled widely.  “The difference between a poison and a remedy is in the dose.”

“It’s poison,” Ed repeated.  

Glen frowned, pouring another cup. He then sighed, “It’s not for fear of being poisoned, Ed.  It’s the scandal, the optics of it. Can’t put myself in a situation where I might appear to have links with her.”

Ed widened his eyes in mock surprise, suppressing a shrug from his shoulders.

“I’m not making sense, am I?  Fine, alright, better move on then.”

“No clerk, today,” Ed asked, nodding to the empty seat beside Glen’s bench.

“No,” Glen replied, ruffing through papers.  

“I thought I saw him earlier.  One of mine had him in custody at the Town Crier.”

Glen shrugged, lifting one of the pages to his face again.  “Guess I’ll see him soon enough then, but let’s get to the reason you’re here.”  Ed took in a sharp breath, recalling his answers to mind  “I’ve got good news and bad news.”

Confused, Ed asked.  “News?”

Glen lowered his gaze onto his papers. “The good first. I think I found our man who helped Araa and it wasn’t Predt.” Ed swallowed with relief.  Nothing to worry about then. But his fists were still balled tightly behind his back. I did nothing wrong! “That morning, there was another person who went missing, another maintenance worker who was often seen with Araa, a Mister Olse Loyt, a refugee from Drakendor. You hear of him?”

“No,” Ed quickly said.  “But I must have approved his tour.”

“Yea, you did,” Glen replied before finishing his glass.  “Some time the night Araa vanished, he was seen going into town and slipping a request form for three days off under Lady’s Roz’s Office building door before disappearing. You know what they say about coincidences, right? Well, we did some checking up on him. Get this, Ed. He’s not from Drakendor. He’s an Islander like Araa. Has accounts in various places by the name of Papp from La’Khan. It’s a northern island —like Araa’s from the north. One of our Chroniclers recognized him and drew up a face. Apparently, he does regular visits to the back-end of Sat’r.”

“But why would he lie about his origin?  Islanders are welcomed here.  And why would he help Araa?”

Glen shrugged.  “I don’t know. Some Islander’s code to stick together? Though it’s a bit circumstantial, I’m moving the investigation in that direction so Predt is off the hook. I’m giving him over to you for your discipline.  You’ll probably have him clean out latrines for the rest of his days. Might have rather hung instead.”

“That would be fine,” Ed said, relaxing his jaw and hands. One problem solved. But he couldn’t believe it, another missing Islander and one who lied about himself.  That was odd enough, but why lie?  A refugee from Drakendor would have been more suspicious than an Islander. Still, Ed knew Loyt didn’t take Araa.  He still might show up the day after tomorrow ready to work.  Hopefully, by then this whole affair would have settled down a bit.

“Don’t get excited yet,” Glen added, shuffling through papers. “Now, the bad news.  I know how inconsiderate the military can be so I want you to hear it from me.”

“Inconsiderate?”

“Our prince is very spooked by Araa’s disappearance. The facts are we can’t locate nor have a record of Mister and Misses Winters and Summers  —obvious aliases—  and Dr. Alexander’s duty roster was forged to put them in charge of Araa the night she disappeared.”

“Conspiracy,” Ed mouth. “But Araa was an Islander, no one important,” he said, sounding more defensive than he wanted to. Why would someone go to such lengths? Araa’s exposer, an imposture Islander, now Winters and Summers. Who really was— Ed’s stomach churned but his mind refused to go down that path.

Glen poured from his bottle to refill his cup.  “Yea, I know.  It gets worse, Ed.” He slid a sheet of paper to the edge of his bench.  “Here is the bad news. I’m sorry, but again, I wanted you to get this from me.”

Ed took the paper and read it out loud, “Concerning Major Edgar Omen of the Fifth Garrison posted in Ruby City.  A command from General Arishia Sune and approved by His Highness Prince Landrie Ladress:  You are here by relieved of duty upon the arrival of Major Niklas Doryene of the Forth Garrison in Sat’r unless requested by him for aid in the transition.  The two garrisons…will…be united—  Like hell!” Ed crumpled the paper in his fist.  “Why,” he barked.

Glen took a drink—

“Stop drinking damn it and tell me!”

“They think you’re too much of a risk, Ed.”

“Why,” Ed shot.

“They know your history with Ninn.  They know how much of a fuss you made over his body never being sent home.  They know how much you hate that Mountain Beast we’re carving up.  I told you, Ed.  I warned you.  People high up really do read what you say.  …They think you were used, maybe compromised.  I know that’s not true, but I’m only a Junior here.”

Ed felt crushed, like a mountain fell on him, drowning out the sun and suffocating the air.  All he ever knew was here, in the military; what did being relieved even mean?  Until when?  Don’t give away control. He breathed calming breaths.

“Ed…”

“Where will I be transferred to?”

“I…don’t know.  Maybe once our spring plan begins, you’ll get a command back.”

Ed closed his eyes.  Was this for doing the right thing?  For saving his and the Doctor’s conscience?  For giving Araa a chance to die with some dignity?  She wouldn’t compromise what we’re doing here!  “Now I know why you don’t have a clerk here,” he said, softly.

“Ed, think of it as a vacation.  You know damn well you need one.”

Ed walked up to Glen’s bench and avoided raising his eyes. He then whispered what he refused to acknowledge, “they think Araa’s a spy, don’t they?  Sent in just to take advantage of me.  Sounds so absurd,” he rose his voice at the end.  “They’re not here.  They never met her.  They don’t know.”

“We will know when we find her body. We’ve already sent a runner to her island just in case.”

Ed nodded, his hands curling back into fists. Control.  Ed let out a long breath. “I suppose I have a lot of time on my hands now… I should go, get things set up for Niklas.”

“That would be a good idea.  The less you fight this, the quicker you’ll be back.  You’re still valuable to them—”

“They don’t trust me.”  For good reason, Ed added in his mind.

“Listen, Ed.  I don’t really need your testimony, today.  I already have a description of Mr. Winters and Ms. Summers from Predt.  Go home.  Have a bottle —well, just go home.”

Ed didn’t answer; he just turned and marched for the door—

“Ed,” Glen called out again.  “The other door, please.”  With a tight jaw and lips on the edge of cursing, Ed made for the floor door in the corner of the courtroom.  He opened it up. “You know why I told you the story of that first wine I ordered,” Glen asked.

“No.” Nor did he care.

“Sometimes, we want something so badly, we over look who’s giving it to us.”

“You believe them, then? That Araa was planted here and then extracted.”

Glen stroked his beard. “You know sooner or later, that bastard Sig had to try something.”

Ed’s fingers tightened around the door handle, crushing it in his hands.  “Araa was no spy,” he said, pronouncing each word slowly.

Glen only nodded.  

“Just finish your damn investigation,” Ed said, before closing the door behind him.  

 

20

 

Mend on the Mend, Araa’s Ordeal, and Ed’s Trials

 

“Glennie boy, you little shit, you brought your good for nothing sister here too. If she’s done whoring, bring me the coin. I’ve got—”

“I’ve brought someone with me.”

“Who’s this? One of your friends?”

“His name is Edgar Omen.”

“Omen? From the Traders’ Warehouse? Kid’s not old enough to spit seed, Glennie. What can he do for me—"

“What can I do for you? All I have to do is squeeze and your head’ll pop off from your body. Now listen to me. Glen and Sera are going their own way now.”

“Yea…that’s right father. We’re leaving and staying with the Omens now.”

“You bastard children! You murder you mother and now threaten your own father! Go on! Get out of here! Devil kids. I never want to see anyone of you ever again!”

-Conversation between Ed, Glen, Sera and Glen and Sera’s father

 

 

Mend didn’t –couldn’t— sleep all night. Either the relaxants wore off or maybe, just maybe, it was something Josie said yesterday. Not likely. The waning moon rose beyond his window view. No stars, just the ambient light of this metal town fogging up the window. Hours passed, and dawn came. No one usually visited until late morning anyway, but Mend wouldn’t be surprised if he was locked inside. Why didn’t he get out of here on his own, head back to Roach —Rochelle’s place…and what? Tell her he didn’t want Josie’s help because she got into his head? That’s what she’d expect, wouldn’t it? ‘Moody Mend.’

Mend snorted. “No way,” he said. He knew he wasn’t the best sneak, that his acting was horrible, that he’d sooner get drunk on the job with his marks then pilfer them, but he always finished the job. One way or another. She was right about one thing. He was born under the bad star. Why the hell was he even alive, anyway? To chase coin and run around the continent? “And why not,” he said, nodding to himself. It’s no different than what those self-righteous stone-worshipers do. Almighty knew they’d slit their own mother’s throats if it’d wake their precious goddess. But Mend was different. He wouldn’t fool himself into thinking what he was doing was for some ‘greater good.’ Incompetent? Maybe —doubtfully. Unserious? Definitely. Unprofessional? Yup! “But, I’m not a murderer, and I’m not delusional,” he declared to the empty room around him. “I’m a freak’n hero…” Wait, hold on; that was going too far—

A soft scrapping echoed inside his room. He recognized it right away. Someone was picking a lock. Josie really did lock me in! Click. The door slowly opened and in walked the last person he wanted to see, Sera Gallegos, the Chief Engineer of this Almighty-forsaken island.

Closing the door behind her, she whispered, “Glen. You awake?”

Mend stayed quiet, hoping she’d give up. What were the chances that’d work? She walked over. None.

“Please tell me your awake,” she said, sounding more urgent than angry. “I’ve been wanting to see you for a while now, but that damn nurse of yours is so damn protective of you.” She grabbed hold of his arm, squeezing it. “Wake up.” She shook his arm, but Mend didn’t move. He already had one woman trying to kill him, another waiting back at home to kill him; he didn’t need a third. “Alright. Just listen then. I really hope you can hear me. You might be in danger. You’re nurse, Lora. We think she’s an imposture.”

Mend laughed.

Sera startled back.“You are awake!”

“So, Lora’s an imposture? How could that be? She’s so nice.” Mend hoped the sarcasm in his voice wasn’t too obvious.

She grimaced, crossing her arms. “Why were you pretending to be asleep?”

He shrugged. “I told the emperor why I was here,” he explained. “Thought you might be angry with me.”

“No, I’m not. I should have realized he would have just read it off your mind. It was my fault, but Sig’s not the problem. Not for you, anyway.”

“Yea, I know. My problem is surviving the wonderful hospitality of your nurses.”

Sera shook her head. “She’s not one of ours. Listen, Glen. We think she’s going to try to harm you.”

Mend chuckled. Tell me something I don’t know.

“You’re happy about that?”

“No, it’s just that really had me fooled. I found her to be such a ‘caring’ person.”

Sera paced to the window, looking out. “She’s not. We don’t know who she really is, but we think we know what she wants.”

“Oh! I can guess what she wants.” Mend would gladly tell Sera everything. How Josie worked for the Shadows. How they got more than what they thought when they contracted with Roe. How she was really after Sig’s burning blue remedy. Maybe if Josie had been nicer to him, he’d be nicer to her, but somewhere between the second and third needle in his neck, Mend decided it would be fair to make her life more difficult.

Sera turned over her shoulder, an expectant look on her.

“She wants whatever medicine you’re giving me.”

Sera turned back to the window and nodded. Not as much of a reaction as Mend expected. She must have already suspected. Damn, didn’t make Josie’s life any harder after all.

“She’s made a few friends here in the hospital,” Sera continued. Of course, she did. “And, we need to know who she’s working for. So, we’re planning to continue her game a little longer. Doctor Yah’v is setting up interviews with her. About her past, her loyalties, her future plans. Afterwards, she’s supposed to see Sig to learn about the serum we use for exposers. He’ll probe her mind. That’s when we’ll have her and—”

“Wait,” Mend’s swallowed hard. “Have her as in…”

“Execute her,” she answered, matter-a-factly. “But not yet. First, we’ll need to know everything she does first.”

“Oh torture, well that’s certainly better.” Mend sank into his bed, feeling sick. Making her life more difficult was definitely not the same as making her life end…horribly.

Sera turned back, walking up beside his bed. She placed her hand on his arm. “I’m telling you this, Glen, so you can watch out for her. She seems clever, but if she lets it slip that she knows we’re planning to catch her, she might just kill you and take pieces of you with her. The serum’s in your blood now until your body metabolizes it.”

Mend cupped his mouth, feeling nauseated. “Yea…I would rather not have nice Nurse Lora cut my legs off and tote my along in a bag.” But he wasn’t really worried about himself. Josie wouldn’t do that; she’d most likely disappear and leave him behind. And if she didn’t…. But she deserves to get caught! Well, no, she doesn’t.

Sera chuckled, her expression softening. “You have an odd sense of humor, Glen. I can see why my brother hired you.” Her hand relaxed on his arm as her pupils dilated widely, appearing as if she saw past him. She was recalling a memory, Mend could tell. He knew how engrossing that could be, like being there again. By the tightness around her eyes and tight frown tugging her lips, it wasn’t a very good memory. “It’s been, Beast, maybe 10 years now since I saw him and Ed. We didn’t even…. They say twins are some of the luckiest people. Friends from birth, friends for life. We got through some very trying times together. This place could use some of his wit and Ed’s…principles.” She blinked, wiping a stray tear before refocusing her attention back on him. “How’s he doing? Did you meet my brother?”

“Uh….” Don’t complicate things. Don’t complicate things. Mend, for the love of the Almighty, don’t complicate this. “Fine,” he said. Good. Simple. That wasn’t very hard.

“Can’t tell me much, huh?”

“Sorry, no. My job doesn’t work like that. Only sent here to see if you were fine. And here you are. Mission accomplished,” he smiled as warmly as possible, trying to comfort her. Despite Josie’s description of him, he wasn’t heartless. At least he’d like to think he wasn’t. “When I get back to him, I’m sure he’ll like that news.”

She closed her eyes tightly, resting her closed hand against her lips. “I just wish there was someway I could make those two understand why I’m here. Why I’m doing all of this.” She turned her eyes on him. “Huh,” she let out, but Mend didn’t like the sound of it. Something was brewing in her mind and he wanted no part of it! Mend sunk lower into his bed. Please don’t— “I want you to bring them a message for me. I’ll write it.” No, no, Mend screamed in his mind. Stupid Mend, why did you say you were going back to him!

“Uh, well. No, I can’t really—”

“You’re going back to him you said.” I lied!

“Yes, I…guess I did…but! The emperor. That’s right. He told me he has another job for me. You know. I have to eat.”

She raised an eyebrow. “How will you send word to Glen that I’m doing well if you’re not going back to him?”

Mend groaned, rolling his eyes. Just one more lie. “Alright. OK. A piece of paper. Not a book! I’ll…get…it to him.”

She nodded, determination and eagerness written all over her face. How terrible was Mend going to feel having to rip that letter up when he got home? Awfully terrible. He’d need enough dreamy sailor to drawn a galleon of sailors. “Any idea what the emperor wants from me? That job?”

She shrugged, her shoulders appearing lighter as she hurried back to the door with a brisk walk. She had to be quick; she had to write that letter no one was going to read. At least his lie made her feel better. “It’s hard to tell with Sig,” she answered after a brief thought. “He gets plenty of ideas and forgets most of them. I wouldn’t worry. He doesn’t trust you enough for anything important…but you did save his empire.”

“Please, stop mentioning that,” Mend groaned.

“Can’t be good for your line of work, huh,” she laughed. “I’ll try to get you out of here. One way or another, back to Ladress.” She opened the door. “Oh, and you’ll have a new nurse this afternoon. Lora will be having her interviews. Watch yourself. Don’t know yet if she has other friends here.” And with that, she left, closing the door behind her and leaving Mend with more of a whirlwind to deal with. Josie was right, he was born under a whole constellations of bad stars.

“Mend, what are you doing,” he whispered to himself. “Taking her letter? Getting Josie in more trouble?” She deserved it for how she treated him. Mend wasn’t an idiot. He wouldn’t have interfered with her ‘gloriouss’ mission in the first place if she she hadn’t pushed him. Not that it made any difference. They were already onto her. “Not my problem.” But Josie planned to get him out of here despite her love-affair with getting Sig’s serum. She was already risking herself and her mission for him. “She’s only doing it because she owes Roach. Sure, Mend, you don’t have give the empire any more clues about her, but neither should you tell Josie she’s in trouble. She’s a ‘perfect professional Shadow Agent’ after all.” Mend gritted his teeth. Was he really going to just let her get caught…and—”

Josie burst into the room, dressed in all ways to exaggerate her lithe curves, even smelling of lavender, chamomile and cinnamon. Old trick, those scents were known to relax people off their guard. She even painted her lips red; knowing her, it was probably some kind of paralyzing poison. Mend watched for hidden knives, but with just how tightly the dress hugged her body, he didn’t want to carry on that thought.

“A little early for wearing that, isn’t it,” he asked.

“What did she want,” she growled, stalking over to him like a beast about to pounce. In any other person, Mend would have found the contrast between her sensual femininity and murderous rage quite jarring. But for Josie, that kind of psychotic was like a fish in water.

“You look lovely,” he said. “You plan on playing with your food before you eat ‘em this time?”

“Cut the crap, Mend. Tell me what she wanted. Now,” she said with worry escaping along with her usual threat. A Shadow Agent losing control? Could such a thing happen? Maybe she suspected her cover was blowing away like the dye in her hair. No. She wasn’t very nice to Mend. He wouldn’t tell her.

“Nothing important,” he answered, lifting his chin. “Just wanted to see how I was doing.”

“She picked a lock this early in the morning just to see how you were doing?”

“Apparently the emperor doesn’t trust me. That part she said too. He’s got a job for me, but she didn’t know what. Unlike someone I know, she’s happy to see me doing well.”

“I am too,” Josie replied, her hands going to her hips. “So I won’t have to carry you when we leave. Things might be wrapping up for me more quickly than I thought. We might have to go before Roe gets back. I guess it was just wishful thinking we could meet up here.”

Mend lifted his right foot as far as high as he could, about as high as his knee. “I still can’t walk.”

Josie walked behind him, probably fixing his medicine with a double dose of more suffering. “Yea…, no more sedatives for you. I’m fixing your medicine with them. I’ll be gone today, but someone else will help you move around and get your muscles working.”

She appeared beside him with a cup of that blueberry concoction. She lifted his head and helped him drink it down. Not so bad this time. A bit on the dry side, but the taste was refreshing in a cleansing-the-throat-with-pure-hell-fire kind of way. Mend coughed, spitting some out. “Drink all of it. And I want you to really work on your rehabilitation. If you can’t walk. I can’t take you with me alone. Understand?”

Mend smiled in between coughing fits; his throat burned too much to talk.

“Idiot.” She let his head drop on the pillow before making her way to the door. “I’ll come by tonight to see how your day went. Cooperate. Please. Get stronger,” she urged as if just yelling at his muscles would make them heal faster. “Why do I have to be the one to save your ass,” she muttered, before slamming the door behind her.

Mend sighed, laying there as the medicine warmed his stomach up to somewhere between red coals and molten lava. Or was the sigh from something else? Sera promised to get him out too, so it didn’t really matter if Josie couldn’t take him with her. Was that it? Was that why his stomach churned at the thought of leaving her behind. Betrayal? Was that what he felt? “That’s dumb.” It didn’t matter to him that Josie was caught and torture…and killed. It wasn’t as if he was the one who handed her over to them. Her hair did that. Besides, Sera would still get him out of here. So what of Josie? Live by the Shadow’s Oaths, die by the Shadow’s Oaths. Wasn’t that what they believed? Josie would have killed him out right if it wasn’t for some old debt with Roach. For her precious mission. “Mend,” he told himself. “Stop caring. You don’t care. Don’t get yourself into more trouble.” Mend closed his eyes and tried settling himself to go to sleep. Maybe he could still get an hour’s sleep before dawn and that nagging feeling would be gone by then…maybe. …He shot his eyes open and stared up at the ceiling. Shit.

For the rest of the day, he tried to come up with a way to warn Josie without screwing him over with his lies to Sera and the emperor. A new nurse came, a pudgy mage who was old enough to Mend’s father. They walked around his small little ‘palace.’ Every time one of his muscles cramped, the mage would ice and warm the knot until it relaxed. Mend wasn’t really paying much attention, just going through boring exercise after boring exercise, but he did feel stronger. By the time the mage left, he hobbled along on two crutches, but his mind couldn’t let go of his problem. Just how was he going to warn Josie without himself getting caught. Knowing her, just hinting something was off would spike her paranoia to full psychotic devil. She couldn’t have made a mistake; oh no, of course not. Shadows don’t make mistakes, ever, do they? And he wasn’t exactly able to outrun her if she got the bright idea that he was the one who tipped the empire off to her. A knife in the back for his good deed. The end of the great Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch because of he felt guilty. It was a stupid idea; trying to be nice was stupid. Besides, they were professionals as they always like to remind him. She should know how to handle herself.

Food came, and it was especially tasty. He had ‘graduated’ to solid food and his stomach didn’t complain at all. Now with a belly full of meats, breads, and some weird green drink they called ‘genshia’ that tasted like a pound of sugar in a splash of warm milk, he waited, sitting in a chair instead of lying in bed. He waited for Josie. The sun slowly set outside his window, bright reds turning duller with darker blues floating down upon the city landscape. Soon night came and the rising, waning moon appeared. And still Josie hadn’t come.

Another nurse, an older grandmotherly woman, came in to check on him. She changed his beddings and refreshed a pitcher of water. He asked about Lora, but she was no help. Apparently, being as career-minded as Josie was, it didn’t make her popular around here. What a surprise. After deciding he had waiting long enough, he went to bed. Sleep didn’t come easily.

 

***

 

“Reid,” Roe screamed on her hands and knees, peering over the edge of sloping pit where her brother stood, an enormous boulder perched on his hunched shoulders. Roe couldn’t see his face or his hands, but even for him, that boulder had to be too much. If he gave, it would crush him. She felt chains pull her back from her wrists, but she kept on pushing forward, trying to getting closer.

“I know, not as strong as I had hoped,” Count Salvador Von Sago yawned from behind her. “So you must be little Rowena? Not so little I suppose, almost a good age. Have you any abilities you might like to share—”

“Please, please, let him go,” she pleaded. How long had he been down there? How much longer could he hold that boulder up? “Let my brother go.”

“Roe,” grunted a voice from the pit, haggard and strained. The boulder shifted on his shoulders. “What are you—” He coughed and the boulder sagged lower.

“Yes, yes, it’s me!” She shouted. Flanked by the Count’s hooded bodyguards and the local Commissioner, Count Sago chewed on his nails. “Please let him go. He can do more work for you out there, back home.”

He spit out a nail. “I have a job to do, little Rowena,” he said, “I’ve asked you here because I need to know if your presence will strengthen your brother’s abilities. Oh, but I share your distress; the One-King wants results from me and he always gets what he wants.”

She spun back to her brother down in the pit. “What…what can I do,” she whispered.

“You’re already doing it.”

“What does he have to do?”

“Nothing incredible. Climb high enough until he can safely release the boulder behind him,” Sago answered, walking up beside her and leaning into the pit. He frowned. “He hasn’t made any progress even with you here.”

“Help him.” She tried kneeling before Sago, but her chains whipped her to the ground instead. “Get that boulder off of him.”

“I can’t. None of us can,” he answered, working another nail with his teeth. “I do hope he doesn’t die. Finding someone with his abilities in this country is so rare, and the One-King entrusted him to me. I hope he does carry the blood of a Champion.”

“Roe,” her brother called and she scrambled to edge of the slope. The boulder shook above him and sagged lower. “Don’t…do anything stupid.” Stupid? What could he mean by that? He never saw her use her blessings, did he? But, she’d be a fool to use them here. That’s what these monsters wanted, to find people blessed by the Shards of the Almighty and do this to them!

Count Sago waved his arm between her and her brother. “Go on, little Rowena. It’s why you’re here. See if you can’t get him to climb up.”

“I won’t do anything stupid,” she cried out to her brother. “Can…can come to me?”

He didn’t answer right away. “I…should have gone with those friends of mine,” he stammered out. “But father and mother—”

“Is he becoming delirious,” Sago asked. “Commissioner, time and day?”

“Four days and three hours,” came the reply. Four days! He was down there for four days? Her trip here took almost a week.

“Reid,” she called out. “Please, can you just lower the rock to one side?”

“Tsk, tsk tsk,” Sago sounded. “If he did that, the boulder would roll and crush him.”

“No,” Reid grunted. “I can’t. Roe…I…can’t hold on—”

“Yes, you can!”

“Don’t,” Reid gasped. “Don’t…listen to our parents. I wanted to join them, but they said no. I’ve seen you. When it’s your turn, don’t make my mistake.”

Count Sago turned to her, lifting an eyebrow. “What does he mean, ‘he’s seen you?’” She knew exactly what Reid meant, her gifts from the Veiled Goddess. So he did know; that meant others back home must seen her too. She’d have to be more careful. How they would recognize her using them, she didn’t know, but suspected they had ways of finding out. So Roe resisted using her gifts now, not that she had full control over them. They usually came reflexively, and only recently had see been able to command some of them by will. All she could do was try her best to empty her mind of them. 

Still, her hearing, at least, sharpened despite her efforts as her heart thundered in her chest, the hearts of those around her coming to her ears too: the Count’s quick pattering, the Commissioner’s slow bored beats, and the tentative rhythm of the two hooded bodyguards. Another set reached her ears too, a jumble mess of hard beats, out of rhythm, yet softening from down in the pit. “Well, little Rowena?”

“I don’t know,” she said, focusing on Reid’s heart. She fought back a lump in her throat. “Like you said, he must be…delirious”

“I see—”

“Roe,” Reid shouted again. “Our parents are wrong! The One-King must die!” His heart fluttered as the boulder shagged slowly to the pit floor.

“How disappointing—”

“Reid,” she screamed, piercing her own sensitive hearing with her voice. “Reid, please, say something!” She could still hear his beating heart, slow and labored.

Count Sago straightened himself from the pit. “Commissioner. Take the girl back. Compensate her village with one of my ox. Pick an older one, the boy isn’t worth a young bull—”

Roe lunged for the Count only to be caught in mid-air by her chains, slamming her her back to the ground. The chains pulled again, dragging her on the ground away from her brother, dust mingling with tears. “He’s still alive,” she shouted. “You have to help him! Everyone…we can all go lift that rock!”

Count Sago laughed. “Silly girl, no one can lift that rock.”

She shut her jaw tightly, that snide laugh setting off a rage inside her, all the while the dirt and rocks scraping at her back. She didn’t know how, but one day she would— 

“I’ll kill you, Sago! I’ll kill all you,” she screamed, suddenly waking up in a dark room, soft beddings under her. She panicked, pushing herself up against a wooden wall, making herself as small as possible, searching the room for anything— 

A large figure stood silhouetted by a warm light behind him, arms crossed about his chest with an orange and jasmine aroma coming from him. No, it wasn’t a ‘him.’ It was a ‘her.’

“You’re going to kill who now,” a woman’s voice said, sounding unamused.

“Where am I? Who are you? Where is—”

“Your boyfriend? Outside, eating.”

“He’s not my boyfriend.”

“You’re right. He’s not this ‘Reid.’”

“Wait, you sound…. I…I think I know you.”

“Damn right you do, girl,” she said, revealing a candle from behind her and placing it on a table in the center of the room.

“Rochelle?”

“Lady Davenance, you dumb girl,” she said, crossing her arms again. “They used to teach you Shadows to respect for your elders.”

Roe let her head thump on the wall behind her. This had to happen, coming to Faf’r. The Night Lady Rochelle found her, and Rochelle’s crew was probably swarming the place. Roe knew very little about them but judging by how incompetent Rochelle’s little idiot Mend was, leaving shouldn’t be a problem.

Deciding not to linger any longer, she jumped off the bed with surprising easy, landing on her feet. Her knees bent slightly too much but they held up pretty well. Pleased, Roe made it for the door—

Rochelle blocked her, looking down from her towering height “You really don’t think you can just walk out.”

“You can’t keep me here.”

Rochelle pointed at her. “Since it’s your first time—”

“First time?”

“I saved you, so you owe me, little Rowena.”

“How do you know who I am,” Roe snarled. “You’ve never seen me outside my outfit.”

Rochelle grinned, opening her hand toward chair at the table. “Questions go one way here, little Rowena.”

But Roe stood there, mimicking Rochelle’s crossed arms, even though her knees quivered from fatigue. She wasn’t going to let Mend’s hen-mother tell her what to do. “Do. Not. Call. Me. That,” Roe said, pointing her finger back at Rochelle.

“Fine, I won’t, but you have to tell me what’s with the Islander you’re with.”

Roe glanced around for a way to make it passed Rochelle, but she blocked the door too closely. And by her build, Roe doubted she could push her over.

“I don’t have to tell you anything. I don’t work for you. And it wouldn’t be smart keeping me here. You know who I work for. You’ve heard about what we can do. They’ll come for me—”

“Don’t. Stop,” Rochelle splayed her hand at her. “You’re embarrassing yourself. If you’re going to threaten a woman your senior, you should not sound like your about to cry.”

“I am not about to cry!”

“Then why the face full of tears?” 

Roe shot a sleeve to her face, wiping away stray tears. She had been crying. “A bad dream, that’s all,” she sniffled.

Rochelle, again, opened a hand toward the chair. “Then tell me about it.”

“Are you going to let me pass, yes or no?”

“I already told you, things don’t work that way around here, little Rowena.” —Roe winched.— “The Coming Shadows have been getting pretty bold hanging around my territories lately, and then when one shows up on my back door without a word and, worse still, needs my help, the cost goes high, very high.”

“Other Shadows are here?” Maybe they could help her!

Rochelle snorted. “They ain’t gonna help you. They’re on their own devilish missions shadowing another stupid girl…,” Rochelle regarded her with a deep frown, probably wanting Roe to explain.

“I wouldn’t rat out other Shadows even if I knew what they were up to.”

“Too bad for you,” she chuckled, menacingly. “Get comfy, you know they ain’t gonna help you if they’re from other Shadow sects. Paranoid bastards.”

“I don’t need your help! I don’t need anyone’s help!”

She bellowed out a hearty laughed. “Don’t need help? Several hours ago, you were hallucinating like you ate something awful, running wild through the streets, yelling about everything, at everything” Roe backed away, trying not to let horror slip on her face. She did all that? In public? What did she say? “Don’t worry,” Rochelle added. “I got to you in time before you did too much damage.”

“What…did I say, exactly?”

Rochelle reached a fist behind her, knocking twice on the door. The door opened, and Roe shielded her eyes from the sudden light. She tried squinting through, but before her sight could adjust, the door closed. Roe caught an aroma of vegetables, warm and sweet, sending her stomach gurgling. Rochelle snorted, setting a bowl of soup with bread sticking out of it on the table. “Go on, little Rowena,” she said. “Sit down. Eat.”

Reluctantly, Roe took the bowl but sat on the bed, instead. Not trying to appear famished, she dug into her soup, a warm delicious elixir revitalizing her back to life. “This is really delicious,” she couldn’t help uttering between bites.

Rochelle took a chair from the table and sat in front the door. “Damn right it is. I never do cheap favors. Bad for my customers. Bad for my crew. Bad for business.”

Roe slowed her eating. She had heard of favors owed to Rochelle before. Josie even owed her. Sometimes paying them back went against a mission and each time, Shadows were excused from their mission to pay her back. Roe eyed the tall barrel shaped woman, more akin to a lumberjack or miner than a matriarch of criminal house, with deep red hair braided in locks that fell to her shoulders, freckles, light skinned face with a strong jaw that reminded her of cursing sailors —a thought she decided to keep to herself.  No wonder Mend feared her, though that wouldn’t take much.

She sat against the door with her arms crossed and legs stomped down like tree trunks. Even with her overbearing stature, she couldn’t be that impressive; she didn’t even have any blessing, at least any Roe was aware of. Why didn’t so many of her fellow Shadows just ignore her? It wasn’t as if the Shadows had plans to expand outside of Drakendor.

“What’s the matter,” she asked.

“Nothing,” Roe replied, getting back to work on her soup.

“You’re not the first, and I know what you’re thinking: why should I care about owing me anything? You think you can use me to avoid blundering up your job, get fed and be on your way forgetting all about paying me back?”

“I didn’t ask you for help, and what I was thinking was that you don’t look that impressive. You’re just intimidating; a fake act to keep weak people in line.” Like Commissioners and foremen did to her village, her parents.  Like Rochelle did with Mend. Disgusting. It wouldn’t work with her.

Rochelle let out another bellowing laugh, and for a second, Roe thought she had said something funny. “You got a lot to learn, little Rowena. But, reality is, whether you asked or not, I helped you out. The deed is done. So get it out of your head that you can scam me now.”

“Why not,” Roe whispered. “…why are the Shadows so afraid of you?”

Rochelle’s smirk failed, a sad look dawning on her face. “Who’s your sponsor? Josie Summers?”

“Was, but yea.”

“I’m sorry to hear.”

“Oh no, she’s still alive. I just meant that I’ve been made a full—”

“I know what you meant, girl,” she said with a cold edge. “If you really want to know why you shouldn’t cross me. Ask her. But…” She revealed from her pocket a cigar. She reached over and lit it on the candle; a scent of cloves mixed in with the jasmine and citrus. Taking in a draught and exhaling slowly, she continued, “I heard what you were babbling on about while you were out. Made a lot of sense to me. But I don’t know if anyone else heard or understood. Especially your oblivious boyfriend—”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Roe said, almost choking on a piece of bread. 

“He’s not your boyfriend and he’s still alive? The Coming Shadows must be getting soft. Maybe there’s hope for all of us then.”

“Rochelle—”

“Lady Davenance.”

“Lady Davenance, what did I say while I was out?”

Rochelle took in another puff, dancing the smoke in her cheeks before exhaling. She pointed one finger up and said, “first favor: don’t kill the boy.”

Roe’s stomach churned. “Not my intention. I plan on stealing a horse and leaving here without him.”

“You won’t make it without his help. You’ll likely go crazy again and end up lost. Can’t send any one of my people and risk your people ambushing them. Know anyone else in this city you can trust? No? Of course not. Not the Coming Shadow’s creed.”

Roe looked down at her soup. Rochelle was right; she’d need Papp’s help, but if he followed her all the way to rendezvous, she’d have no choice. Her crew waiting there would kill him out of precaution, especially on such an important mission she was on.

“Alright,” Roe said. “I won’t.” She’d have to figure something out.

“Good. To answer your question, you muttered all over the street about your past in Drakendor, but that country is so closed up, I doubt anyone recognized what you were talking about, but if they did, Prince Landrie’s people will be on to you. They know the few people that come and go out of that Almighty-forsaken land are the Coming Shadows. Understood?”

“I’ll have to be more careful,” Roe replied.

Rochelle raised a second finger. “Favor two: a while back I sent a message to your Josie to watch for that idiot brat of mine, Mend. I want you to find out what happened.”

“How the hell would I know where Josie is—”

“That’s your one strike, girl. Don’t lie to me.” —Roe flinched.— “Even if she was your sponsor, she’s your superior. You’re going back to report to her on whatever mission you were doing. I also know where.”

“How do you know so much about us,” she hissed.

Rochelle took in another smoke. “Like I said, ask Josie.”

Roe gulped down the rest of her soup. “Alright…I’ll tell her when I reach her…and I’ll ask her about you.”

Rochelle raised a third finger. “Third…I’ll be saving for the future.”

“A third? No way, I—”

Rochelle splayed all her fingers in a stopping motion. “Words out that an Islander escaped from the jails in Landrie’s new mining town, Ruby City,” she continued. “That Islander outside doesn’t seem too concerned, but he’s helping you out more than I’d expect. That kind of hospitality they usually reserve for one of their own. He even fought us before we could help you.” Roe felt nauseous. He protected her? Damn Islander.

“I told you already,” Roe insisted. “I won’t let him get killed.”

Rochelle grinned. “The real question here is, little Rowena. Are you that little Islander who escaped those jails?” Roe let her expression grow cold; she wouldn’t given any hint to Rochelle, but judging by the grin on her face, she probably already knew the answer. But if she was right, Landrie’s people were searching for her. She couldn’t let herself be captured. For her mission and for her country. And she wouldn’t like the Major’s sacrifice be for nothing either.

Roe leapt to her feet. “I’ve got to go—”

Rochelle batted her hand for her to stop. “Relax, girl,” she said. “Landrie’s guys don’t think you could have made it this far, so no one’s searching for you here —yet. But after that weird act yesterday, news of you is going to spread. So, we’re going to run interference for you, so you can get to where you’re going.” Rochelle reached over and snuffed out her cigar on the table before concealing it with in her shirt pocket. “If your still hungry, now is the time to eat up. Your leaving as soon as you’re ready.” Rochelle did all that…for her? Even if it was for favors, Rochelle had to think Roe would just ignore her since they barely knew each other, and Roe would probably not be sent this way for a long time.

“Wait a minute,” Roe said. “Ro—Lady Davenance, Why are you helping me? What’s Josie going to say?”

Rochelle’s hard expression turned sympathetic. “I don’t help people. Not anymore. People help themselves, girl. I’m just making an investment. If you remember anything, remember this: I always get a return on my investment. And tell Josie to hurry the damn up with Mend. Beast, the longer he’s there, the more trouble he’ll get in.” And with that, Rochelle knocked three times on the door beside her. It opened and the light outside blinded Roe again. “That dumb boy can turn an ant hill into a volcano.” She then stood and made for the exit.

“Wait, Lady Davenance.” She stopped, looking back over her shoulder.

“Were there two people looking for me, a man and a woman, older people, one with a cane, maybe, and clips in her hair? Scars on their necks—”

“Scars on their necks?”

“Yes! Did you—”

“No,” she said quickly with her gaze softening to the floor. She sighed, shaking her head. “Your tracks are clean, girl. Eat, refresh yourself up in the bathroom, and get the hell out my place.” She then slammed the door closed.

 

***

 

Unable to sleep, Ed decided to hike up to the Seer’s Mound, overlooking the sprawling city. Chilly wind tugged at his sweaty forehead and wrestled with his hair as he sat upon the rocky edge, his legs hanging over the outcrop, and gazed upward. This time of night, sometime after the midnight rotation and the predawn hours, the city was at its darkest, and high above, the stars shinned their brightest. Many of the more spiritually-inclined saw omens and prophecies in those pinpoints and smudges of light from the mundane to the world-changing. But out in the mountains where Ed grew up, life was too hard for such luxuries. Sure, there were rites, prayers, and community-worship gatherings in honor of the Golden Lady —especially when a priest or two happened to stumble into his village, a very rare occurrence— and his parents were very strict on their bi-annual pilgrims to the Holy City Solemnity Festivals —more for the family business than worship, Ed had always thought— but here, where everything had to have a more immediate practical purpose, reading the sky meant forecasting seasons and weather. Religion, spirituality. They were all fine and good to Ed, if the day’s work was done first so that food was on the table and a safe bed secured. But even when he was younger, he saw change coming. Promises of gold, runic, and precious metals along with the search for an easy route through the mountains to the Demos made these mountain lands more populous; life became more complicated than survival. Glen’s ‘civilization’ won the day over common folk. Otherwise, Ed might have kept selling his strength for hire, working the fields, lumber, and hunting, survival work where he didn’t have to rein in his strength Ed knew it would have been an easier life.

But that’s what Landrie’s forces provided him: a purpose for his strength, and more importantly, the discipline in using it. He and Glen had joined before the kingdom shattered, before that assassin’s poisoned arrow struck Queen Zana and plunged the kingdom into chaos. Ed still remembered that year well. He had just been made Captain with the authority to assign Glen a permanent position with him as his official Chronicler. Sera had been visiting less and less from her studies on the Golden Island, each time speaking more…enigmatically, until the Queen’s death. Then, she never visited again. At the time, Ed thought the escalating rivalry between the princes kept her away, but by the end of that year, he knew exactly why. Prince Siga Ladress had broken from the Ladress Kingdom and closed his borders on the continent and isolating himself on his Golden Island. Sera remained there too.

How long had Sig planned on murdering his mother? How long had he planned to carve up the Sea Roar to spill more blood. “Sera, did you sell your loyalty and betray your people for a chance to dissect a god?” Nothing written in the stars about that.

And he might have to wait longer for an answer, now that in a few days, a week at most, Niklas would come to relieve him. How long before he’s given a command again? Nothing in the stars about that either.

“Gene,” he whispered, wishing he could talk to her. She brought a level of perspective that he had admired. Admired, because it gave his work, his life a wider focus. Ed knew he tended to fixate on the obvious, get lost in the particulars, and mold the world around his solution. Isn’t that what happened with Araa? Him being too focused on his own discomfort? What would that fighting priest say? Trust in the Almighty, probably. Useless words.

For all of Glen’s jeering of her, Ed felt a part of Glen wanted to believe in the Shards, that the Almighty died to save this world and left behind his seven vassals. But what kind of gods destroy a city when they awakened? Or killed someone when they approached? Gene would probably have an answer. The cynicism in him provided a very different answer. 	 

One of the few things those two polemics, Gene and Glen, seemed to agree upon was that history often repeated itself. Was there at some time another ‘major’ who would had risked giving up everything in a lapse of judgment? What did he do with his new-found time?

“It wasn’t a lapse of judgment,” Ed grumbled to the stars. He wasn’t a murderer; he was a soldier. Soldiers killed other soldiers in open combat. And that was what he was asked to do: murder an injured defenseless woman on a pretense of helping her. Ed cursed. He made the right decision. Yet, here he was, without a command. He had to deal in realities; no amount of self-justification was going to change it.

The dawn approached and with it the changing breeze. Soon, the sun would peak over the eastern hills behind him and smack the mountains. Already, their snowy slopes were lit like red glass, smoking into descending mists. People in the city could see him here, he realized, sitting on a rock plainly visible to anyone who would just look up and southeast. And his morning meditation would be over. His safety from the terrors gone.

In a few hours, his aid would seek him out and his last days would begin. He was tempted to cancel all his duties and leave them piled up for Niklas; that smug bastard would probably change everything anyway. No…Ed would muster on. His troops needed that much, until the transfer. It must be seamless, like running a finger over two pieces of sown cloths. ‘Ready by Spring,’ that’s all that mattered.

He had spent so many years on this assignment. And now, afterward the transfer…what? He knew he couldn’t leave the city. No one who knew the Beast laid here could leave until the final phase. So he’d be stuck here. Would they have him report to Niklas? Ed laughed. He’d sooner quit altogether…. No, no he wouldn’t quit, but he wouldn’t accept that. Then what? 

Ed took comfort in that it would only be for a season. A little vacation. Ed found himself smiling. Once war with Sig began, he was sure he would be reinstated. Yes, that made sense. Niklas was always a city garrison man from Sat’r, and Ed was always a field man. It would make sense Niklas would take over Ruby City eventually and he’d be on his way to the imperial border. With this investigation far behind everyone, Predt no longer a person of interest, even Glen would realize this was all much to do about nothing. 

“But a whole season unassigned,” Ed sighed. “And winter too.” He stood, feeling lighter than usual, yet that familiar foreboding returned. Competition for who would lead those new weapons to battle would be stiff from younger and better-connected warriors who were only children when Ladress broke apart. But Ed would fight it. He had seen it happen to others before; he knew what to look for. Everyone would start patronizing him like some old warrior with his glory behind him, inflate his ego so they could post him in one of the military colleges. “Will not happen.” With Glen advocating for him, he’d get another command. He was sure of it.

Ed took in the deep refreshingly cold air, heavy with forest scents of pine, maple, and various sweet smelling aromas. “Maybe Glen’s right,” he exhaled. “Time away would do me some good. Refocus on the war.” Ed stretched his muscles, feeling them ache and complain for being still too long. “Some training too,” he added.

Ed then descended the Seer’s Mound and made his way back to his barrack house where he found Glen waited for him, sitting on the door step with another bottle in his hand and reading over papers in the other. His hair was a mess, his beard bushy and unkempt, and his blue robed clothes looked ragged with the hems frayed and coming undone. Ed wondered if the other magistrates joked about Glen behind his back. They probably did, but Glen wasn’t one to care, not when he was knee-deep in his work.

Once Glen caught sight of him across the staging ground, his face lit up with worry. “What now,” Ed muttered to himself.

“Ed,” Glen shouted, running over to him with heavy breathing while grabbing at his stomach. “I have….” He slowed, already out of breath, distracting the other soldiers’ morning exercises.

Ed met him more than halfway. “You could have waited for me.”

“No,” Glen gasped. “Too urgent. Good news. Here look.”

Glen handed him a paper, crumpled and folded as it had been stuff into his pocket. It read: ‘Confirmed: Araa and Loyt sighted in Faf’r. Night Lady involved. Will follow.’

Ed felt a cold wind blow through him. This changes nothing, he thought. Loyt was an Islander impostor. He’s helping her get home. They need supplies. But…would she say something? “She promised,” Ed whispered, walking up to a marching pace to his barrack. He threw open the door, ripping it from its top hinge. “Get in,” he told Glen.

Glen, unphased, walked inside with his bottle in hand and sat in the nearest seat.

“We got them now,” he said, triumphantly. He uncorked his bottle. “We’ll seed rumors in Faf’r to cover up anything she might have said. Oh, and I didn’t tell you any this, alright?”

Ed paced, brooding over what this could mean. Why did they have to go to Faf’r? Did she have a waking memory episode? “Who’s the Night Lady?”

“Ah,” Glen said after a deep draught. “She’s a pretty big criminal in Faf’r with influences across the three princedoms. I doubt they actually saw her; her whole organization is named the ‘Night Lady.’ We think she’s more of a contractor for smaller criminals, linking jobs with the right people who can do them. That’s the downside.”

Ed stopped pacing. “What could they possibly want with them?” Glen stood slowly, groaning the whole way. He looked so exhausted with jaundice visible around his eyes. His bushy peppered beard gleamed with spilled wine and sweat.

“I couldn’t even guess,” he said. “Or why Loyt took her there. Islanders are weird enough, and just as sanctimonious as Gene and those priests. This could all be some stupid stunt to get her home.” Glen stressed that last sentence, meeting Ed’s eyes as though he wanted Ed to comment. Glen knew more than he was letting on; maybe Predt overheard Ed and Araa. Or maybe Ed was becoming paranoid. Either way, he remained silent. “Don’t worry,” Glen added, looking back to his bottle. “We’ve got a few of our best going into to get them. Landrie’s not sparing the fatted calf on this one. We’ll bring her back. Maybe the Doctor can still help her.”

“Maybe the Doctor should look at you,” Ed said, changing the subject.

“Me?” Glen laughed. “I look that bad, huh? I should probably get a new uniform.” He opened his robes, examining the darker blue shirt underneath, and sniffed. “And probably bath too.”

“Probably?”

“They’re running me like farmer’s ox, Ed. But don’t worry about me. Nothing a good rest and some summer sun couldn’t help.” He drank another mouth full. “I’m out of here. I just wanted to let you know where we are, that we’re getting close and we’ll know what happened soon.” Glen went for the door, now hanging open by its bottom hinge.

“Glen,” Ed stopped him. “Why are you telling me all this? And why did you cancel my interview with you?”

Glen locked eyes with Ed, worried lines forming in the corner of his eyes. “There’s a rumor going around. I don’t believe it but…that you let her leave.” Ed’s heart skipped, but he kept his eyes on Glen. He wouldn’t flinch. He wouldn’t —couldn’t— tell him anything. His future in the military career depended; his command depended on it; his fight against Sig and reaching Sera depended on it. …His whole life depended on it. “I have to be honest with you,” Glen continued, breaking eye contact to look outside and squint. “I’m trying to remove doubt around you, Ed, but where ever I look, you seem to be at the center of this.”

“I lead the garrison here. I am the center of everything.”

“Not for long,” Glen said, with a cold finality that seemed to suggest more than a ‘season’s’ sabbatical.

“Then you’re coming here and telling me all this information…to warn me?”

Glen exhaled. “I’m here to let you know to be ready. Like I said, someone has to get blamed for this.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” Ed said firmly.

Glen cocked his head back, drawing his lips to a line. He then closed his eyes and set his jaw. “Ed,” he began uncharacteristically somber. “Did you let Araa—no, I don’t want to ask.” He relaxed the tension in his face and shook his head. “Now that we know where they are, we’ll get them back. We’ll know what happened that night. I’ll…I’ll talk to you later.”

Glen stumbled out, leaving Ed crushed once again. He should have been more careful. He should have known someone was watching. He should have…not let her go. He should have let her die on that operating table.

Ed leaned against the broken wall —still broken from the day before— and slid to the floor. His aid walked in.

“Is everything alright, sir?”

Ed slowly rose back to his feet, fortifying himself against the rising terror in him while clasping his shaking hands behind his back. “Yes, runner. Please wait outside. I need a minute.”

 

21

 

Mend on the Mend, Araa’s Ordeal, and Ed’s Trials

 

“Mister Blue, are you with me today? I see I have to find your…mind…again —there, you here.”

“…”

“Yes, yes, I’m really close to synthesizing the serum. Soon I won’t need to draw anymore of your blood, and I’ll have it distributed through my territories. Thieves will do the rest.”

“…”

“Ah, yes. I’ve sent Cyne to talk to the boy, Glen Tellerson. See if he can decipher more about him. He’s surprisingly resistant to my mind’s eye. He’s a memorizer like myself, but his resilience was unexpected. Could it be the serum? That would be interesting.”

“…”

“The Black Monolith? The Shard in the Northern Islands? No, it hasn’t awoken. Blekengor the Black Star must still be wondering out there, but I’m not concerned, the constant battle between the Islanders and Glacial Barbarians makes it easy for me to monitor the Monolith. If Blekengor were to die, I’ll know of the Monolith awakening within a few days. Soon, the Golden Lady will be under my protection too, but the Veiled Goddess’s location on the other hand, I know nothing save that Eventide lives too—”

“…”

“I am not going to kill Glen, Mister Blue. He saved this island and you. You do intend remain in your body, don’t you? But neither will I let him leave, not until I know everything inside his head. You say he’s been in contact with Blekengor. Alright then, if Cyne fails, I’ll strap him to a table and spend all night boring into him if I have to. We’ll find out where your murderer brother is and what he’s plotting.”

“…”

“Yes, Lora. Lovely woman. I believe she’s just a rat here. We have them time from time. Once I decipher her intentions, I’ll execute her.”

-Conversation between Emperor Siga Ladress and Mister Blue

 

 

Mend woke from a fretful sleep to the sound of the door opening and conversations spilling inside.  Though he still felt a bit groggy, his mind cleared enough to pick up three male voices.  Still, no Josie.  She’s fine, he told himself. She’s the Shadow’s ‘perfect’ assassin, after all. …Damn it Josie, hurry up and get here so I know you’re alright —so we can leave.

Only one of the men stood in the room, conversing with the other two voices outside. A dark-skinned man, thin, bald, without any facial hair, he wore a uniform strikingly clean in colors of blue, black, and a white shirt. He carried himself with air of responsibility —authority, more like. The way he listened by curtly nodding his head without so much as a grin or a frown to whoever lurked outside gave the impression he wasn’t just another doctor. But Mend had to admit there was something ‘trusting’ about the man, like he knew how to keep secrets by how he kept his face so stoic. Mend had seen the chief engineer, the emperor.  The regent, maybe? No, Mend remembered Sera saying he was an old man.

He turned slowly, looked Mend square in the eyes and to his surprise, he felt his worry melt away as curiosity rose within him. Who knows what kind of trouble he might get into now. The man didn’t smile; he didn’t nod; he only put his hands behind his back and walked over to Mend’s bedside. Curious indeed, but not dangerous. How would I know? Mend didn’t have an answer, he just knew the man was… a friend. What in Depths am I thinking that for?

“Hello Mister Tellerson,” he finally said with slow even keeled voice. Why not be pleasant? Mend extended his hand and the man shook it.

“Nice to meet you, but Glen is just fine,” Mend said, feeling pretty good for the exchange. Maybe a few days without Josie around to stab him with needles brought out his good side.

“It’s good to meet our hero,” he said.  “My name is—

“Wait, wait.” Mend interrupted, feeling suddenly awkward having a conversation in bed. He pointed to the chair by the window. “Can you please grab that?” Mend began his torturous struggle to sit up right, his muscles sore from the previous day’s exercises. Yet, he didn’t mind it. He was actually pleased about it. This kind of pain was so much better than his old pain.

“I’m the emperor’s master of servants here, Cyne Munda,” he said, grabbing the chair for Mend. Cyne Munda? Didn’t Josie say he was blessed by the King-Maker? Damn! Mend didn’t know what kind of skill that was? Not magic, not stealth, not strength or memorizing. Ugh, why didn’t I ever learn those things? Mend hopped onto the chair and yelped as his body thanked him with shooting soreness.

“Not quite healed, are you,” Cyne asked, putting his hands behind back again. Normally strange men with hands behind their backs worried him, but it didn’t seem to bother him now.  How strange.

“No, actually. I’m doing much better. You should have seen me yesterday.”

“And our staff? Have they been treating you well?”

“Well actually—” Mend stopped himself. What am I doing? He was about to oust Josie right here and now without even a second thought. He gulped. There’s something not right here, and that something, Mend had no idea how to counter.

Cyne grinned ever so slightly. “It’s alright, Glen. We know about Nurse Lora. We won’t let her harm you again.”

“What happened to her?”

“Nothing yet,” Cyne admitted. “We need to ascertain the extent of her activities.”

“Is that why you’re here?”

“No, Doctor Yah’v already told us what she did to you. We’ll find out what she knows before she is punished.” Cyne then took another chair and sat. Great, he planned to stay awhile. “When His Majesty visited you, I trust he said he was interested in giving you a job?”

“Straight to the point.”

“I’m a very busy man, Glen. Points are all I have time for.” Whatever that meant, Mend felt pretty good about it. Maybe this could bring in some good coin.

“So, then he’s OK with the whole Chief Engineer’s brother trying to track her down.”

Cyne shrugged, the gesture seemly forced. “It was expected. She told us about her past years ago, but at the time, her brother owned a small trading business. We have since learned that in those years he’s done well for himself. And your presence here presents us both with an opportunity to see just how well he is doing for himself.” Cyne ended that sentence without so much as an eye twitch, but Mend already knew where this was going —double crossing a client who never existed. Almighty, you amaze me.

“I’m listening,” Mend said, added a bit of skepticism to his voice. As pleasant as Cyne was, Mend didn’t want to look too eager to turn sides.

“Is it correct to assume you will be returning to Glen Gallegos with news of his sister?”

“Eh, that’s not really how it works. Some buyers, I see face to face. Others, prefer…distance.”

“Enigmatic, I see.”

“I have to be,” Mend replied, trying to be cautious, but he would really rather trust the man. He seemed like an alright guy, the reserved kind he could have an ale with and talk about old jobs without being criticized. “I have to eat, you know.”

Cyne nodded curtly. “I understand. You will be well paid before you go.”

“Oh? Before I go? Fine. What do you have in mind?”

The corners of Cyne’s lips turned up ever so slightly. “Our sources have a difficult time ascertaining what Miss Gallegos’s brother has been doing since his discharge at the end of the Brothers’ War. We know after his brief military career, he settled somewhere in Ruby City, in Prince Landrie’s princedom. And we know he’s wealthy from the copious amounts of alcohol he imports in his name. Would this fit a description of a man you know?” 

Naturally, it didn’t; he never heard of Glen Gallegos before coming to this island —Mend winced suddenly, but it wasn’t from pain, but an emotion: guilt? Yes, guilt and it was mounting and overwhelming him with the burden of his lie. He didn’t want to lie. He didn’t want to tell him he knew this Glen to cover his story. Instead, he felt the urge —no, need— to tell him the truth. That he’d be happy taking their payment and be on his way out of this Almighty-forsaken island. That he knew Josie and that he was going to screw up their plans to capture her. But Cyne was a perfectly reasonable man, trying to connect two separated twins. Admirable, and admirable people were hard to come by. Besides, there was money at stake; as a show of faith, Mend should tell him everything he knew about  —There is something seriously wrong here! This isn’t how I think!

Cyne’s eyes narrowed on him. So that’s it! He was doing something to Mend. But what?

“Uh…No, sounds like no one I know —personally,” Mend said, chuckling nervously despite his feelings clawing at him. “Truth be told, I was contacted, given this assignment. Dropped off compensation. It’s safer for all of us in my line of work not to get any closer to a buyer than I have to. You understand.” Good, his reason for being on the islands till made sense and he told the truth, sort of. But, in spite of himself, Mend added. “But, I know how to reach him.”  Stop trying to be helpful!

Cyne licked his lips like he had a bad taste in his mouth. “Yes, I do understand. Well, in any case.” He stood, hands again back behind him. “We’ll give you a half a pound of gold to take with you and twenty pounds sent to where ever your ‘drop off’ is” —Drop off? Cyne had worked with others in Mend’s line of work before— “provided you have one within the Empire.”

“I do.”

“Good, are we agreed then? Find this Mister Glen Gallegos for us?”

“Yea, sure…but what do you want me to do when I find him?”

“Nothing,” Cyne replied. “I believe Miss Gallegos, our Chief Engineer, already spoke to you about a letter she’ll furnish for you to bring to him. I hope your compensation makes certain it gets to him regardless of the trials you might face.”

“Oh, yes,” Mend said, saluting. Find someone, drop letter off, collect payment. Couldn’t get any simpler. And, Roach probably already knew this guy, Glen. “We —uh, I always get the job done, especially when there’s compensation. And I gotta say. It’s nice you guys go out of your way to help Sera out.” Mend, I’m going to hit you if you keep talking.

“Yes, well. This whole affair as pained her,” he said, turning away and giving the impression the conversation was ending. Mend lowered his eyes in disappointment, not wanting him to go so soon. He walked back to the door with a sure slow stride, disciplined and relaxed like a natural leader. For moment, Mend wished he could follow him, help him, be led by him. “We treat all those on our side well,” he added, and Mend made a note to fantasy about how well he’d be treated.  Maybe a career change would be a good thing for him. “We’ll release you as soon as you’re well enough. I’m sorry there won’t be any fanfare for your involvement in saving our island. You understand.”

“Yes, I do,” Mend said, masking a sigh of relief. One problem down; no one would see him in a parade.  “But I wouldn’t mind a reward…you know…for saving….”

“Reward? For saving people’s lives?”

Mend lowered his head, feeling a wave a shame come over him despite knowing it was out of character for him. He never felt shame over money ever, especially when he had done something to earn it. Money was the only thing Mend cared about; it bought food, booze, and one day maybe a small island of his own where he could tell off Roach without getting a backhand to the face. But this was wrong, all wrong. Had he drugged? Hypnotized? No, it had to be Cyne’s skill. He stood by the open door, studying Mend with that stoic indifference of a necromancer preparing his dying victim. Emotions, huh? Was that it? Is that what the King-Maker’s skill does?

“Make sure you deliver that letter, young Mister Glen, and you’ll have your gold plus a bonus, and perhaps a future here with us.” He then closed the door behind him, and Mend was once again alone….and utterly confused.  

Well, not confused. With Cyne gone, Mend recalled the conversation again from his perfect memory, this time patting himself on the back for asking for a reward. Strange man, very scary ability. No, Mend decided, he wouldn’t do it, too risky making deals with the empire and definitely too risky making deals with Cyne.  So what if Mend —with a little of his genius— found this Glen twin. So what if he gave up twenty pounds of gold; he would still have a half a pound. Damn it, that’s a lot. No! Mend balled his hands into fists. Mend, just get out of this! He would never tell Cyne one of his real drop-off points. Nope. He would take the half-pound full of ‘thank yous’ and ‘good lucks’ and be out of here with—

Mend groaned. Josie. He still had to wait for her. “Please, Almighty,” he whispered. “Give me a break.”

And as the hours went by with no visitors, it seemed his prayer was answered —a first. Although they probably posted guards outside, thinking Josie was still going to harm him. That was a good sign; it meant she wasn’t in their custody yet. But Mend didn’t feel any better for it.  

Being alone, he took the last few hours to think things through. There was no way Roe would get back in time before they snap that trap on Josie. And with her in their hands, they would find out Roe worked for her; that they were a team. But there was nothing he could do! With emperors who could read minds and ‘masters of servants’ who could twist him around his fingers, Mend was out of his league. A hard thing to admit, but at the very least, it was too much of a risk for him to help her now. Yes, that was it, too risky to ruin a good thing. The empire was going to let him go, walk him to the door, and Mend would waltz back to Roach’s with a half-pound of gold to smooth over a botched job. Perfect, but why did he feel so terrible about it? It’s a cake-walk, Mend! Don’t screw this up! No, he wouldn’t blow his cover just to save a Shadow Agent. Shadows never wanted help. They didn’t need help!  Cocky, ‘all-the-for-mission,’ bastards. They’ve killed for their goddess; served Josie right. She probably killed babies before, ate them or feed them to dogs or something.

A knock came at the door.  “Mister Glen Tellerson, time for your exercises.”

“No, go away,” Mend whined.

Of course, the door opened anyway, that same mage with that same obnoxious smile and pleasantries.  Why couldn’t it have been a beautiful girl instead?

 

***

 

Since leaving Rochelle’s tavern, Papp had become reserved, quietly driving his carriage outside while Roe sat inside, mulling over how she was going to leave him without him following. She sat up on the edge of a very stiff springy seat with only a stray muscle quivering here and there but otherwise feeling much stronger, but that didn’t alleviate her worries. She had slipped into two ‘dreams’ already, and they seemed so real, natural, like she belonged there. Rochelle told her they couldn’t wake her, either. The thought of losing herself completely into one of her dreams filled her with dread; all those stories of exposed people going insane made more sense to her now. She’d become one of them soon, detached completely from reality before being ‘mercifully’ put down. Hopefully, Josie would be the one to do that, and maybe her last relived memory will be a happy one, though she didn’t think she had many of those.

She closed her eyes, reclining into the creaking seat, its springs poking her body through the fabric with every jostle of the carriage. She rested her head against the headrest, covered her eyes with her hand, and let tears rolled down her cheeks. How would she ever make to the Golden Island before she succumbs? Sig had a treatment for exposure, a damn cure for her. But she was still days away, even with Papp pushing the horses so hard. Even if she did make it, she might slip into one of her dreams and what would they do then? Would they know the difference between a Chills infection and exposure? Would Sig’s remedy even work, or would it be too late? What was it about being so close to the Shards of the Almighty that made people relive old parts of their lives? What was it that made those gods come alive in the first place?  Answers like that were impossible to know, at least for her. It wasn’t the Red Mountain’s intention to harm you. But I cannot help either. Everything is wrong this time, and I don’t know if disaster can be averted. Seek out the Sea Roar’s help on the island. If anyone knows, it would be him. Roe laughed, wiping her tears.

“I always thought,” she whispered, half to herself and half to the voice in her head. “That people who lost their minds wouldn’t make sense even to themselves. But you still make some sense, Roe. Go back to the island. Get Siga to cure you.” Then the runic suits would be theirs and the Veiled Goddess could be awakened safely. Just how they were going to do that, she had no idea. Even the Night Matriarchs and Patriarchs kept their plan to wake the Veiled Goddess a secret. Once, on a mission to the Snow Deserts, Roe had whispered to Josie that she thought the Nocturnal Council didn’t really know what they were doing, that they were just buying time and making it up as they went along. Before they got back to base, a reprimand of doubt waited for her, so she knew, whichever of the Matriarchs and Patriarchs made up the Nocturnal Council, at the very least, their blessings were powerful. Still, none of that mattered now. Like the voice in her head had said, all her efforts must be focused on getting back and dumping Papp along the way.

He had become so silent since they left yesterday afternoon, making no stops except to relieve themselves. She tried to get him to stop more often, but he’d just shrug and in his usual pleasant tone saying, ‘you’re in a hurry, aren’t ya?’ As much as she appreciated the speediness, his sudden change made her worry. They didn’t even stop to eat, either; she ate jerky and apples with a canteen of water inside the carriage while he ate up on the box seat, saying he preferred to be alone.  

He rode the horses hard too, she knew. She could hear then panting even from inside. They wouldn’t make it long. Damn. Rochelle must have told him something about her, or did he recognize something she said when she was under? His overall demeanor hadn’t change; he was still pleasant and amiable, but that’s the Islander way. An Islander could be angry over the death of a loved one and no one else would know it. He just didn’t seem as interested in her as before.

A knock came from the carriage driver’s box before Papp slid open the door.

“Hello, Papp,” she said as cheerfully as possible, trying to goad him into a conversation.

“We’re passing Sat’r on our left, so we’ll be at the shore tonight—”

“That fast? Wait, which shore?”

“Lady Davenance told me you were headed to about three miles south of the Lighthouse Point. I’ll knock when we get there.” He then quickly slid the door shut before she could ask anything more. Three miles south of the lighthouse? How could Rochelle have known? Roe should have guessed, though. This was her territory, after all; it would be safe to say she would know if people were loitering on an empty beach. If Rochelle knew, her people were probably there too, observing. She had to stop Papp before then.

“Hey Papp,” she called out.

The door slid open. “Busy,” he replied before sliding the door shut again.

She cursed. Rochelle must have poisoned him against her, but it was for the best; it’d be easier to get rid of him if he hated her. But did she have to tell him where the rendezvous was? That woman, Roe only met her a few times before when the two crews needed help from one other. Rochelle was always so…demanding, ordering everyone like she was above everyone else. ‘No killings,’ she’d always insist as if the Shadows preferred to kill. The jobs were paramount, but Rochelle didn’t have that kind of dedication. Who would when her only goal was more wealth and influence? That made sense; those things weren’t worth killing for. She didn’t have a goddess to awaken and a home to liberate. The Coming Shadows had to always finish the job at all costs, no exceptions.

Roe closed her eyes again, resting her head on a particularly uncomfortable spring. The afternoon sun streamed in through the window, warming her body where the rays fell. Not much to do, but wait, and think. If she had some thread and needle, she could sow her discovery into her clothes and even if she went crazy again, her crew could still fulfill the mission. Now she just had to hope. Hope wasn’t very comforting, especially when it usually led to disappointments.

Roe grumbled, anxiety rising in her. So she decided to look out the window. Nothing, but flat dry plains of rocks and grasses.  n the distance, she saw smoke rising but couldn’t see where it rose from. She leaned forward and banged on the carriage driver’s box door.

“Papp, you see that smoke?”

He slid the door open. “Yep. I see it. We gonna avoid it.”

“Can I come up there and see what it is?”

He shrugged. “If you feel well enough and if you can fit through the door. I don’t like the look of what I see, so I’m not stopping.”

Though the door hole was small, she managed to push her way through and take an empty spot next to him on the driver’s seat. Wind buffeted her face, hair whipping around her head. Papp managed the reins, driving the horses harder. The horses swayed in their gallop, panting and sweating.

“Uh, Papp,” she said, her voice competing with the wind and carriage. “The horse’s need rest.”

“I’m not stopping,” he urged, worry etched into his face. “Are they following?”

“Following? Who?” Roe’s stood, one hand on Papp’s shoulder for balance. She saw the smoke more clearly now, and it rose from a caravan of carriages. And a little while away, there were horses —mounted horses galloping toward them.

“Yea…they’re following.”

He glanced to his left. “I don’t think we can out run them in this.” He whipped the horses again, but they didn’t go any faster, only swayed more widely. Roe counted seven horse riders, all in gray, with one in the lead. They were gaining, but slowly.

“We have some time, maybe they’ll…”  He handed her the knife.

“You want it? Just in case.”

“What about you?”

He snickered, frowning at her for a moment. “I’m just an Islander, right? What do you care as long as you get to where you’re going?”

“Then…she told you?” Roe took the knife, weighty and unwieldy in her hand with its gray mesmerizing glow.

“Yea,” he said. “I owed her a favor, so I’ll get you to the shore as fast as I can.”

“What exactly did she tell you about me?”  If Papp knew she worked for the Coming Shadows, she’d have no choice but to end him. He’d seen what she looks like; he could become a liability. Would Rochelle be that stupid? How was Roe going to not kill him?

“You lied about being one of us Islanders. That you’re a spy for the empire,” he said in a soft and rough voice. But Roe sighed in relief. He didn’t have to die. “That lie I can get past,” he said, whipping the reins again. “But why you chose my people to impersonate. That I cannot forgive.”

Roe turned back to the horse riders, still in the distance, but gaining. She understood what he meant.  No one thought of Islanders as ambitious or smart enough to be suspected of anything greater than maybe stolen produce. She pretended to be one —and pulled off the act— precisely because it made her seem above reproach to so many.

“Sorry,” she said.

He shrugged.

“It’s best you don’t see me to the shore.”

“And have you go rabbling off somewhere again? How could I face Lady Davenance then? No, I’ll see you till you meet your friends.” Damn it.

One of the horses peeled away, suddenly, giving up the chase. Then another, and other. Good, they’re giving up.  

“Trust me, Papp,” she said. “I owe her too now. You don’t want to be there with my friends.” Another rider turned away, then another, until finally only one remained. This one lifted a bow and notched an arrow.

“Papp! Arrow, get you head down!”  The arrow released, quickly thudding against the back of the carriage, hidden from view. The rider in gray then slowed and stopped pursuit. “Huh? Just one harmless arrow?”

“What is it? Did it miss?”

“Yea, it missed,” she said, sitting down beside him. “Hit the back somewhere.” He nodded in reply, his hard expression focused on driving the horses. It was strange to see him like this, so intense and determined, after considering him a fool for so long. A few days ago, he was that lost puppy enthusiast she couldn’t get rid of back in the city and now….  Roe crossed her arms. Well, he was still stubborn; that didn’t change. He had to know what dangers transporting an ‘imperial spy’ would bring on him. And just to return a favor? Roe tightened her arms around her. Idiot. When they get there, she would have to be quick to explain to her crew the whole empire espionage rouse. She didn’t know which of her crew would be waiting for her; they were supposed to be rotating monthly shifts until she was done. But if it was Zeth’s turn, he wouldn’t take chances. That maniac would just take Papp out from a distance. She groaned. Why is it so hard to have a perfect mission?  

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing,” she said. “Just thinking.”

“About what?”

“About the fact you haven’t used a mantra in a while.”

He shook his head. “We’re not all the same, Arr—whatever your name is.” Good point; a point she made to the Major a few days ago. She handed the knife back to him. “Just stab it on the seat. I’m gonna slow down now, give our horses some rest.” She did so, and the blade seemed to melt into the wood up to the hilt. He glanced over at it. “So that’s its magic?”

“I…don’t know. Haven’t seen much magic use.”

He shrugged. “What should I call you now? I don’t want to use an Islander name.”

Roe paused. She had been many women before, sometimes boys, but one persona popped into her mind. “Zoey,” she said. “I’m actually from—”

“Drakendor,” he said. “Don’t want to make you lie again.”

She slouched in her seat. “Rochelle said she didn’t tell you that.” 

“She didn’t have to,” he replied. “I’m from the northern islands. We have a lot of trouble with that One-King poisoning our oceans, raiding our ships and stealing our people. We know what goes on there. What you were dreaming of. I knew. I’ve seen it.” He glanced over to her. “I’m sorry about Reid. Who was he?”

She looked down in between the seat boards, watching dirt, rocks, and dry grass blur pass. “My…brother.”

“Brother huh. I lost an uncle to the Black Crown too. He was a mage, a weak mage, but they took him  anyway, from his fishing ship.”

“I’m…sorry.”

He shrugged and grunted. “It’s alright. Happened along time ago.”

Silence grew between them with the whipping wind competing with grinding of the carriage wheels and the panting of the horses. The One-King hurt more than just her own people, she knew, those foolish enough to sail close to his shore or cross the borders. Would Papp understand that if he followed her, he’d have to die for the chance to bring down the One-King? Probably Not. But what was one more person’s ill-fate added to a country’s lifetime of oppression?

“He was strong,” she found herself saying. Not sure why. Maybe by talking about him, his spirit would tell her she was right in joining the Shadows; that is was worth all that she did. “My brother. Reid. He had one of the god’s blessings. Incredible strength, and stamina too. He could plow the farms without ox help; he could do so much work without breaking a sweat, and then, if he got hurt, it wouldn’t even bother him. This one time, he tried climbing this rocky outcrop, really high, maybe hundred feet, but he slipped, fell straight down on his head, and didn’t even break…a…bone.” What in the Goddess’s name was she doing? Talking about her life? To a stranger! Don’t be stupid, Roe! “They took him. Killed him,” she ended curtly.

“Makes you wonder, doesn’t it? What’s the point of it all? The Almighty? The Seven? The Old One? Why they blessed some, and not others, and not even protect those they did bless. Your brother, my uncle. So many gods and we’re no where better for it. We, in the north, are fighting over the Black Monolith Shard. So much blood. For what? A piece of funny looking rock?”

Roe chuckled. “Kinda ridiculous when you say it like that?” Good, he was softening up. Now she had to get him to trust her enough to let her go on her own, or maybe lower his guard enough for her to tie him up with something. “But you know who you sound like? The empire.”

He laughed. “Now you see, they have the right idea. The gods are only gods because they have power to do something for you. Do it yourself and you need no one.”

Roe bumped his shoulder with hers. “Come on, Papp, I’ve never heard of an atheist Islander.”

“Most Islanders won’t admit it,” he began, coldly. “But they remember what happened to us, what’s been passed down. Being slaves to the Old One. Where were the Seven then? We couldn’t hope for them then, we can’t now.”

Roe took another look at the dagger, only the golden hilt visible above the wood plank. It was pretty, she admitted, but useless to carry around. Someone would be bound to see it and try to steal it.

“Papp, why are you bringing this knife back home with you?”

“Because its ours, we made it. …And I’ll never let my people suffer again.” He glanced sideways at her. “Don’t try to steal it,” he said. “Don’t think I trust you because we shared something about each other.”

“I…know,” she said, trying to sound submissive on purpose.”

“Your mission with the empire…does it have to do with the One-King?”

Of course it did; everything she did was for that bastard to fall. “It’s called espionage for a reason, Papp,” she said lightly.

“Yea, I guess so.” 

And Roe sighed. Apparently, Papp was done talking and the silence between them grew again.

Up ahead, Roe saw a forested area come up where Papp slowed down and quickly found a trickling brook near the forest’s edge. Orange sun on their backs casted long shadows deep into the forest, revealing a gnarled and thick wood. The ocean was in that direction, Roe knew, but the dense forest made it seem miles away. Horses would be useless now, unless he knew another way. Hopefully, he didn’t. This would probably be the best place to lose him.

The two jumped off —Roe surprising herself with her renewed strength— and took a drink from the brook upstream from where the horses lapped the water noisily. Papp plopped down, stretching his legs into the water to cool his feet. Roe, feeling much better, didn’t want to sit still. She roamed around to the back of the carriage, expecting to find the arrow lodged there.

And sure enough the arrow stuck out of the back paneling, a paper attached to the nock. Glancing a look at Papp who seemed content in splashing his feet, she tore the paper. Nothing. There was nothing written on either side. Confused, she tore the arrow free. Nothing strange about the arrow, either, as far as she could tell. She held the paper toward the setting sun. Different hues of white shimmered like waves of water upon the page, reflecting back from its edges like a pool. Symbols on the page deflected the waves as they passed, but she couldn’t read them. It wasn’t even a language but some random groupings of lines, curves and shades, probably a special code for those gray riders. In any case, this was certainly magic, and it had to go.

“Papp,” she called. “You have anything that’ll burn.”

“No, I don’t. Sorry, I’ve got nothing to cook. We’ll be at the shore in a few hours anyway—

She waved the paper at him. “Those riders shot this at the carriage and it has magic in it. Wanna guess what it does?”

He jumped to his feet, putting one shoe back one at a time. “Yea,” he said, grimly. “They’re coming.”  He nodded to the forest. “We’re going in, anyway. Why don’t you just crumble and toss it some place inside the forest?”

Not a good idea, Roe thought. Whoever they were, robbers or slavers, they would quickly find the carriage, and since they had a mage with them, they would work their way through the forest easily. Eyeing the brook, she came up with a better idea.

She folded the paper into a miniature boat —looked more like a hat, she thought to herself— and placed it gently on the water as Papp looked on. The hat-boat gently flowed down the stream toward whatever tributaries and rivers that lay ahead.

“Peaceful looking,” he said. “In late summer, our families on the islands would make little boats out of leaves and race them in the currents. The southerners usually won the races; their trees shed larger leaves, but a well-made boat would out last them all.”

“That would be nice to see,” she said.

He snorted. “You ready,” he asked as he ran up to the box seat to grab his knife.

“Yea, I suppose I am,” she said reservedly. Another opportunity to lose him was gone, but the thick forest before them seemed like a gift from the Veiled Goddess. She’d get another chance to slip away. 

Rejoining her, the two walked into the forest, the sun sinking behind them and the darkness encroaching ahead. Soon, the sun’s light extinguished, and a twilight glow descended around them as if daylight never touched this place. That should have comforted her, the darkness to maneuver in, but instead, she gulped, reaching into her pocket and gripping hard on her warding stone, still cold as was the one about her neck.

Quiet too, no birds chirped or animal called —very quiet. Even the crinkling of the undergrowth and bristling of leaves seemed to suffocate before they reached her ears. The trickling of the brook behind them had all but disappeared. The air, at first musty with bitter and sweet foliage, chilled as a gentle cold breeze somehow thwarted the choking trees and blew in from the east, causing a wave of goosebumps to prickle across her exposed arms and face. The temperature continued to drop as she fought off a shiver, or was it just her nerves? Her chest warmed and so did the warding stone in her hand, clasping tighter now. But she forced calming breaths; she’d experience this before. The Chills stalked them, but they were safe so long as they had these stones.

“You have a warding stone, right,” Papp whispered, with his knife in hand.

“Yes,” she answered. Short, one-word answers were best. Her father often said the Chills were the dead who lived dishonorable lives. Rejected by the Almighty, they couldn’t join him, so they remained here, longing to live again to undo what they had done wrong. She had sent plenty of dishonorable people to the Almighty. Would they recognize her? Shut it out of your mind, Roe, she told herself, gripping all the harder around her stone.   

“Oh, of course you would have one, you’re a profession liar, you have to be prepared,” Papp said almost as an after thought, but the weakness in his voice betrayed its intent to accuse her. If he only knew —really knew— what the One-King’s reign was like, he’d understand. Everyone would understand, and they’d do the same as her.

“How much further,” she whispered, finally succumbing to a shudder. She crossed her arms tightly around her —one of her warding stones in hand to keep her warm.

“I’ve never felt it this bad,” he hushed back. “If we didn’t have these stones with us, we’d be infected for sure.”

“But we’re not,” she replied, refusing to consider the thought.

“But something else might be…stay close.” She scanned the thick enclosure of the forest, but the darkness and crowded trees made it difficult to see more than a few yards. Walking on roots and having to navigate around old moss-laden tree trunks, she doubted anything bigger than fox could live in these woods. But, even infected, a fox could be dangerous. How she longed for her weapons! Never again would she leave them behind because her assumed persona didn’t use them. If she had them, she could have left Papp by now!  

But instead she followed close, more slowly and cautiously than she wanted, up and down small hills and around trees, large and ancient, and unwelcoming. The little light darkened further and up above where the high bare limbs of the trees didn’t obscure the sky, dark clouded hurried along with an icy wind that brought with it a hint of salt. Roe let out a sigh of relief. She was close enough now; she could leave him behind. But she didn’t want to just disappear so close to shore and have him search her out. She’d try convincing him first.

Shivering, she stopped Papp with a hand on his shoulder. “Alright Papp, thanks for leading me this far, but I’ll do the rest myself. Get back to those horses….”

He turned over his shoulder and stared at her hand with disgust. She pulled her hand back.

“I’ll see you to your friends,” he said, sternly. “I said I would, and we won’t make a liar out of myself.”

“Just because I lied about being an Islander, doesn’t make me a liar all the time, Papp.”

“I just want to make sure you arrive safely,” he said, with that unassuming friendliness of an Islander which now sounded awfully sarcastic. How irritating!

“And what about you,” she accused, hugging herself again to stay warm. “That knife, you stole it. You’re not going back, are you? I can already tell. You didn’t seem all that concerned those people might find your carriage ‘cuz you’re going someplace else.”

He looked at the dagger longingly as if it were a precious heirloom. Maybe it was, a piece of Islander junk for his own empire building.

“I told you before, this belonged to us,” he said in a whisper. “We made it years before the Sundering.  When the Islands were one. We made it for our oppressors, but our hands made it. It’s ours.” He snorted. “You wouldn’t understand, impostor.”  He then marched on ahead.  “Keep up.  I’ll see you to the end.”

“No, wait, you can’t,” she said.

He turned back.  “Why?”  Because we’ll kill you, she thought of saying and the look in his face seemed to suggest he guessed something similar.

“Then go on, Papp. Please. Go your own way. Thanks for helping me. I’ll be fine now.”

“What’s the matter? Don’t want to use me anymore? Besides, you’ll get lost. Go running and rabbling like before. If it weren’t for me, you’d still be outside that jail staring at your feet.”  Roe startled at those words, something about them didn’t sit right, like two different thoughts that didn’t fit together. Just how did he find her after the Major left? So quickly, too. Rumors don’t spread that fast and the Major wouldn’t have spread them, either. And how did he know about Rochelle if he was from the Islands? And how did Rochelle find them so quickly too? She cocked her head back. And why wasn’t Papp confused about her ‘rambling’ as a symptom of a mine tunnel collapse? He didn’t seem bothered by that at all.

“What’s wrong? You hear something?”

She took a step back, digging in her heels. “Papp,” she said slowly, watching the knife in his hand with the corner of her vision. 

“What is it?” His hand tightened around the handle.

“Who are you?”

“Eh? Going crazy already? Can’t you wait?” A cold wind blew between them, icy cold making them both shiver, but their eyes locked.

Her teeth chattered. “How exactly did you find me so quickly back at the jails?”

“Told you,” he replied, completely facing her now with a slight bend to the knees, readying himself for something. “Over heard it.”

She shook her head, letting her hands fall to her hips. Damn, no weapons. “Impossible, Papp. The Major wouldn’t tip anyone off. He’d be in a much trouble as I am.”

Papp grinned. “Smart las,” he hissed. “What else?”

“You’re not surprised I’ve been hallucinating. Only one reason. You know where I’ve been.”

“Good,” he said, twisting the knife. “This charade is over, little Rowena.”

“Who…are…you,” she replied slowly, giving her time to think through a plan. He seemed to be more in a defensive position than offensive. Probably meant he wasn’t a fighter or judged her to be the better. He’d wait to see what she would do first.

“Who am I? I’m Lord Salvador Von Sago, Count of the Eastern Heights.” he said with a growl. “Remember me? Oh, I can see that you do. You and your Shadow ilk are the reason the One-King sentenced me to death. A death so terrible.” He shuddered. “And what was my crime? I was too inefficient.”

The utter absurdity of what she heard made her bellow out a half-gasp, half-laugh that sounded flat between the darken trees. “What? Papp, Papp, Papp. You have to be more creative than that. You don’t even look like him. And I’ve watched Sago’s body burn to ash. I spit on his grave. Come on, Papp. You’ve done your research on me, so I’m impressed. Someone from Drakendor then? Some noble’s assassin? You’re one of Sago’s bastard sons or something? Should be more loyal to the mother!” Another cold wind blew, sending Roe’s teeth chattering again. She resisted a shiver, trying to keep her body relaxed and fluid.

“Silly little Rowena Lions. I had no sons. I am from Drakendor, and I did die.”  His voice sent a shiver down her spine; the same words, the same mannerism, the same way he would accent ‘little.’ He lifted his dagger toward her. “I bet you still dream of me.  he way I allowed your brother to die. Is that what sent you to the arms of the Shadows? Or was it what I revealed about him? A disappointment, he was. One of the few gifted with strength and resilience in all the country and he couldn’t keep a rock about his head for more than four days? Useless waste of my time.” He twisted his shoulder back, relaxing his knife arm, a sign he was going to attack. There would be another sign people usually made just before attacking. Roe watched for it.  “Isn’t this what you’ve always wanted? A change to kill me yourself.” His eyes narrowed on her chest.

There! Roe lunged to her right, narrowly missing the knife aimed at her heart. The blade swished in mid-air, exposing his entire front.  She went to throw a dagger —I have no daggers!  

Instead, she dug her heels in again; she had no choice but to evade another attack and wait for an opening to use her fists or kicks. Papp’s eyes turned on her so full of hate now she hardly recognized him.  His knife’s forearm tensed—there! She jumped back, smashing herself against a tree. Damn. She could win this; she could beat him if only she had a weapon —and more room to fight!

Papp snarled, swinging wide; Roe ducked to the her left, enhancing her hearing. She heard —Yes, seagulls! She bolted deeper into the forest, using the sounds to guide her. Papp let out a ragged roar that brought on a cold sweat, but she kept running, stumbling, jumping, dodging around trees, over small dips in the ground and splashing through streams, and bogged pools all while she honed on those seagulls. Just go, Roe. Just go! She’d lose him. All she had to do was allow herself to be silent, use her blessing—

She came to a clearing, the beach, with warm moist salty air hitting her like a smothering blanket.  Panting, she searched for —there! A fishing ship made to look marooned on the beach. Some of her crew would be there—

“Stop,” Papp tripped out of the forest, stumbling all over himself, the knife still in his hand. She froze.  He stood between her and the boat. If only her crew knew she was here, they’d help; Rochelle be damned, but the slouching waves on the beach and landward wind made it difficult to shout over. She’d have to handle this on her own. “What…what happened,” he said. “Why’d you run all of a sudden? Are you dreaming again?”

She felt warmth on her belly, a slice wound across her abdomen and red blood dribbling down. “You, you cut me!”

“Cut you? What…what are you talking about?”

She gritted her teeth, the stinging pain only now registering to her. The bastard cut her! But she had to stay calm, use her training she learned from Josie. The situation had to be analyzed first. Don’t panic; adversaries would expect that. They both stood on a soft sandy beach, unstable footing. If he attacked, he’d over compensate and probably slip, but so could she. He held the knife in a loose grip, too, easy to knock it out.

“Zoey,” he called out. “You’re really scaring me. Look, we’re at the beach. Let’s find your friends—”

“Forget it,” she shouted. “Just go! Run! Get out of here.”

Papp’s pained eyes narrowed and slack mouth hardened into a devilish grin. “Me run,” he asked, his voice course and dark again. “Why would I run when this is what you had always wanted. To fight me. To kill me yourself. Isn’t that right, little Rowena?”

Kill him? The wound throbbed with each breath, and she had no weapon. Just how did Papp think she could kill him? Instead, she had to try to pass him and reach the boat. Only one way she saw she could do that: the vanish blessing of the Veiled Goddess. She’d seen Josie do it, but she, herself, couldn’t. Trying had led to embarrassing moments where only parts of her disappeared before she passed out from fatigue. She had little choice now. If Josie could do it, so could she. She took in a deep breath. Just as natural as moving your arm, she told herself as she brought the intention to her mind. In her mind’s eye, she saw herself fade away, becoming one with the dark, one with the night, sight passing through her like water. No, clearer than  water, like crystal. Just will it, Roe, as if you had always been able to do it. Strength drained from her as her knees buckled and arms sagged to her sides.

Papp’s eyes shot open, his jaw hung. It worked? I’m invisible—

“Zoey! You’re a floating head!”

At least she surprised him. With all her remaining strength, she lunged forward, losing her footing and stumbling around him like a tumbleweed with his shocked eyes following her. She rounded herself back up onto her feet, knees giving up. She releasing her invisibility before all her strength completely sapped away and slogged through the sand toward the boat. If she wasn’t in such danger, she’d be flushed red with embarrassment. Thanks to the Goddess, Josie didn’t have to see that. 

“Wait, Zoey,” he called after her as two men appeared from on top the boat, one clothed completely in a Shadows uniform. The other clothed in the same uniform except for his exposed head. His short silvery hair danced in the breeze, his permanent sneer of amusement carved onto his face, and that craggy scar that ran from his forehead over his right eye to his cheek, regrettably missing his eye. Zeth, her sect’s toxicologist.

But she made it, clambering up the ramp of the boat and grabbing hold of the fully clothed man instead of Zeth.

“Roe, Roe,” he exclaimed, his voice sounding like Bran. “You OK?”

“I’m bleeding, I’m bleeding,” she repeated showing him the blood smear on her hand and blood-soaked shirt, now dripping to the floor of the boat.

“I…maybe it’s the light, I don’t see any blood—”

“Who’s that man, Roe,” came Zeth’s bemused tone. She already knew what answer he was looking for —that Papp was someone he could kill.

She turned over her shoulder. Papp stood there, hiding his knife behind his back. Of course, he would hide it now.

“Who are your friends, Zoey,” Papp said with his irritatingly friendly voice. “Are you safe now? Can I go?”

“Zoey,” Zeth repeated, sounding disappointed. He was probably hoping Papp knew about them, knew she was a Coming Shadows agent, and that he’d have to be killed. But, Sago —Papp— did know. Sorry, Night Lady.

“He knows me,” she mouthed, exhaustion taking over as she slumped into the Bran’s arms.

Zeth’s grin widened as he walked off the boat. “Oh, Zoey will be fine, my friend. Say, can I see that knife…,” his voice trailed off.	

“Come on, Roe,” Bran said, helping her along. “Let’s get you inside and cleaned up. We’ll leave for the Golden Island tonight.” 

 

***

 

To Ed’s relief, he slept soundly, and aside from having two maintenance workers rebuild the wall and door he had punched and pulled apart, the morning unfolded in its usual splendid routine. He had just completed his morning inspections and sent his aid off on some errand to keep him busy while he hurried to the weekly breakfast with his Captains, two men and a mage woman who had been with him here in Ruby City since the beginning. They trusted Ed, and in turn, he trusted them.  Never so much as now did he need some time around trusted people. And with the investigation in full gear, no one who knew anything would speak with him. Maybe they –maybe Captain Olsen would. Glen’s words had rattled Ed the day before, but aside from having a key to the back jail door, there was no proof of him letting her go. No, there was something else troubling Ed.

The night he let Araa go, Captain Olsen and his soldiers were on duty and Predt had said that a brawl in town had forced Oslen to leave the jails and secure the unrest. Coincidences, Ed hated them and his experience told him never to trust them.  They more often than not pointed to something important but rarely to the obvious. This led to a nagging doubt in his mind, a splinter that despite him trying to explain it away, always remained: did Araa trick him?  She wasn’t like Ninn; that much was certain, but Ed poured over the one book of the Northern Islanders he could find for clues.  They were said to be more serious, aggressive, and single-minded, locked in a longstanding skirmish with the Glacial Barbarians on the Northern Ice Shelf further north. But if she tricked him, her exposure was certainly real. Could she had been sent in by Sig only to fail and become exposed? A spy would be more careful.   spy would be less patient then waiting seven months to do any actual spying.

Ed grumbled. “Not enough information,” he said to himself as he walked the short path from his barrack to the Garrison Keep. The sun was cold with a brisk mountain wind promising a cold and dry winter.  Supply runs to Sat’r and Faf’r wouldn’t be interrupted as much as years before, giving the Beast project the best possible conditions to be ready by spring. The Keep would become a busy place too.

And this late into the morning, it had become busy with staffers and runners hustling with their memo deliveries. They would stop and give hasty salutes before giving Ed the right of way. At the Keep’s doors stood two heavily armed sentries, Polk and Anteas, wearing the military’s expensive magically ward imbued armor. What a waste, magically imbuing anything for soldiers was ridiculously inefficient.  One mage —if they were affordable— imbued one item at a time, and then the imbuing would only be good a few days if the user kept good care of it. If the mage was talented and rested, maybe longer. Ed could hear the magic humming off their armor and suppressed a snort; they would have to imbue it all over again. And for what?  For a noble who might come by?  

Ed had spent years saving his pay to imbue his one old-style armor set for courtly functions, only to have a ward-imbued vambrace dispel its ward protection from a fall to the ground. Again, what a waste, but Niklas would certainly appreciate them.

The two sentries saluted and Ed passed inside going direct to his usual conference room, a small windowless room with a central table and a few couches.

The three were already there, and upon entering, they each stood. “At ease,” Ed said. Thankfully, coffee, tea and pastries were already on the table, so he closed the door and locked it.

“Now we can begin,” Captain Mathis Greener, a massively muscular man with crisscrossing scars all over his face, said over the table as he took a piece of cake from the tray. A competitive swordsmen and a noble from Prince Advin’s princedom, he carried his family’s rapier on him always. Ed had thought he was given this assignment to keep a close watch over them for the nobles, but Mathis proved that he brought some of Advin’s skill in engineering and construction with him. Otherwise, they would have to depend on Sat’r’s industry, not a welcomed idea.

Captain Mariam Marabaunze stood in the corner under a wall-fixed lantern sipping her cup of tea.  Wearing a dark gray robe similar to the magistrates’ over her tightly fitted captain’s uniform, the tall southern woman represented one of the few fully capable battle-mages in the entire army. But being one of the few true battle mages made her in a bit of an orphan with no true troop of her own. Same problem Gene would have faced had she not been a priest. As a leader, her skills would be wasted; as a soldier, her skills would be difficult to incorporate into a team. But her intelligence, however, was her real gift, Ed came to know. And Captain Tham Olsen, an older veteran with more white than red on his short hair and closely shaved beard, sat with his arms closed, his stomach separating him from the table and a gloomy expression on his face. He, undoubtedly, had to endure the ‘civilitiess’ of Central Office in their investigation more than any of them. That night Ed let Araa escape, it was his troops that were supposed to be there at the jails, but another ‘appearance’ of Miss Summers at a tavern brawl that escalated into a fire caused Olsen to summon those troops to help, leaving the jails empty except for Predt and Mister Winters.  

Ed poured himself a cup of coffee. “You didn’t have to wait for me.”

“We’ve heard the news,” Olsen said, gruffly.

“News?”

“You’re getting kicked out for that smug Niklas Doryene,” Marabaunze spoke with her small subtle voice.  “Why haven’t you told us?”

Ed took a sip, waiting for the warmth to reach his stomach before answering, “because we’re soldiers, Captain, in the service of our Prince, for the preservation of our lands, and defense of our people.  Who is above us or below us shouldn’t matter.”

“None of us got reassigned,” Greener said, sitting down at the table. “Two garrisons worth of soldiers?  Going to get crowded here. Any word why? Reports haven’t shown anything dangerous around here enough to skip a rock at.”

“It’s because of that blasted girl,” Olsen barked.

Greener and Marabaunze looked to Ed for confirmation. Ed closed his eyes and nodded.

Marabaunze blew over her tea.  “Changing out the head of command isn’t going go as smoothly as they think. A waste of time, resource, and logistical reorganizing. And for what? A missing girl whose bones will be found thawing out next spring? You saw her condition, Major. She could barely scratch her nose without cramping up in pain. She’s dead, along with our secret.”

“She’s been found,” Ed said, the three snapping looks at him.  “Heard it from Glen. In Faf’r. They’ll get her back in a day or two.”

Marabaunze and Greener returned to their simmering cups while Olsen cursed, tightening his crossed arms.

“Then is our secret out,” Greener asked what they were all thinking. “Was all this for nothing?”

“We don’t know,” Ed said quickly.  “Or at least, I don’t know. Glen told me they’re planting rumors, so there’s good reason to think she didn’t say anything too specific.”

“Still asinine to rearrange the armies,” Olsen said, frowning all the more. “Araa, if they find her alive is more likely to be a mass of blabbering insane dribble.  And now, Sat’r will be left without any significant troop presence.  We all know how bad that place can be.”

“If they’re worried about Sig knowing what we have here, it’s sound strategy,” Marabaunze added, letting her eyes linger a bit longer on Ed before turning back to her tea.  She was probably reading his face for clues; Ed knew she was smart enough, but that she tried reading his face gave him pause. Did she believe that rumors about him letting Araa go? “Whether she’s a ‘mass of blabbering insane dribble’ or not, if Sig learns of the Beast, he has enough force around the Golden Island to come directly here in a week. At least with all our soldiers here, we might shake his confidence a little. He won’t bother Sat’r and if Ruby City falls, Sat’r in criminal hands might keep that city out of Sig’s hands.”

“So that’s it,” Greener added.  “This is to be our last stand?”

Ed waved his arm. “We’re all getting ahead of ourselves.  Araa isn’t some cloak and dagger spy, nor would anyone believe her. She got herself exposed for Almighty’s sake, and I was exposed too, several months ago. I can tell you half the time, I had no idea what I was saying. I think it’s safe to say our secret is still remains with us.”

The room fell silent and judging by Marabaunze meditating on her tea, Greener flicking his nails against his cup, and Olsen staring down some invisible enemy across from him, they didn’t seem optimistic.  But Ed was, or rather he had to be, because if he wasn’t optimistic it would mean Araa had deceived him. He wasn’t willing to consider that.

“I will say the Office has taken a chunk of my manpower,” Greener added, almost as an afterthought.  “I don’t even know what they’re doing with them, some work on the investigation.”

Ed straightened off the door.  “They’re keeping you in the dark?”

They all nodded.

“Not you, Marabaunze,” Ed said. “I didn’t sign off on them take any of yours. You’re overseeing the Beast project.  Everyone’s got to be there till spring.”

“They’ve taken people from all of us,” she answered, walking over to refresh her tea. “Orders from General Arishia Sune—

“Sune?  No, that can’t be.  She has more important things to do than order Captains.”

“Apparently ordering the three of us is important to her,” she answered, blowing steam off her tea.  “We’ve all received letters from her directly ordering us to cooperate with Central Office. I haven’t been able to speak to any of mine, either. Apparently, keeping you in the dark is important as well.” Her tone turned suspicious at the end.

“And those bastards at Central Office are lording this over us,” Olsen said, his eyes narrowing. “One of ours, Sune no less, telling us to do what they say. Preposterous days. And they know you’re leaving, Major, so they’ll set themselves up as kings before Niklas arrives. This is our mistake. She left on our watch.  We should be the ones searching for her.”

“I hate to say it,” Marabaunze said, raising an eyebrow at Ed. “But I think we gave Sune and the Office everything they needed to ‘lord it over us.’”  So that was what Marabaunze was hinting at, Ninn.

“A man can’t have a history,” Ed rose his voice before downing his now cold coffee.  “Yes, I had my arguments with Sune’s father when he ran the military. It was over another Islander, a former subordinate of mine who deserved better for what he got. If they suspect my judgment over Araa because of my loyalty to my troop, so be it. By spring, none of this will matter anyway.”

“General Order One,” Marabaunze’s small voice struck him in his chest.

“I…. Yes, I would have don’t it.”

“Would have?”

“I gave the order to Doctor Alexander to put her to sleep,” Ed explained.  “Seemed prudent since Araa has a wide reputation in the city.”

“Ah,” Marabaunze said. Ed couldn’t tell if she was convinced or not.

“It was my fault too,” Olsen jumped in, shifting in his seat.  “When you were recovering from exposer, I approved her to join the maintenance teams.”

“Was there anything in her background,” Ed asked Olsen.  “Anything at all that might make Central Office suspicious about her now?”

Olsen shook his head, still frowning. “No.  Nothing,” he said. “I think you’re right. She’s no spy. I remember her file being very detailed, but it’s been so long, I can’t remember every damn word. They have it now, the Office. Bastards.”

“And the night she disappeared?  The sighting of Miss Summers and that fire?”

Olsen shook his head again.  “We didn’t find any blasted woman with that dark-skinned description there, but honestly, it was a mess. A fight spilled out into the muddy streets, and all over a crop bet. One side bet we’d have sustainable farmlands by now, the other said we wouldn’t. The whole tavern got involved and some idiot had the genius idea of using a torch to calm things down. Two building destroyed, twenty two in our jails. Not going to be processed anytime soon. Serves them right.”

“A fight over crops,” Marabaunze asked.

Olsen shrugged.  “Tensions are high,” he suggested. “If they knew we’d be warring in the spring, I could believe it. But once I got things under control, they became apologetic, even embarrassed. Stupid bunch of rioters, once they have a law sword at their throats, they always say they don’t know what comes over them.  But no, the woman with that neck scar description. Nothing.”

Ed rubbed his forehead, feeling a throb inside his head, or maybe it was his imagination.  Ignoring it, he poured himself another cup of coffee before saying, “Well, it’s out of our hands, and we’ve got our own work to do. While I’m still here, nothing changes, and we proceed as planned. I still haven’t heard from Lord Roz coming to inspect…our…”  The three of them shared glances.  “What is it?”

“Lord Roz delayed his inspection,” Marabaunze answered.  “You weren’t informed?  It was in yesterday morning’s correspondences.”

“No, no I wasn’t,” Ed grumbled.  Already keeping him out of the loop, were they? Even redacting his memos? “Good, less we have to worry about.”  He turned to Marabaunze. “The Chroniclers are briefed, and Engineers should be ready. The first big cut will be in three days.” She nodded curtly in agreement. Ed then turned to Greener. “How’s the bare steam-driver construction?”

“As well as promised,” Greener added, another pastry in his mouth. “Made three of them,” he chewed.  “The things are too heavy and brittle to actually run, but hopefully, with Beast material plastered all over it, it’ll work. Just in case, I’ve got forges and smithies ready if we have to make parts entirely out of Beast material. Marabaunze’s given me the know-how on how to melt the stuff without burning.  The Empire had to make it work somehow.”

“Marabaunze,” Ed shifted his attention back to her. “How’s our containment?”

“The factory building and tunnel connecting the excavation to it are all sound. I tested it myself; the runic shielding holds. If there’s a break, everyone knows what to do. I have a drill scheduled an hour before the cutting.”

“Good, good,” Ed nodded before sipping his coffee. “Greener, your soldiers prepped on how to use the steam-driver when it does work?”

“The soldiers I actually have do,” Greener answered.  “Major, everyone knows what they’re supposed to do. It’s now time we do it.”

Ed exhaled. “We’ve been planning this for a long time,” he said, feeling a budding excitement in him.  So many years, so much hard work.  Ed could still remember when he first received this post, how excited he was about being a part of something so grand. Excited? Excited wasn’t the right word. Destined, as if this was the work he was meant to do at this time in his life. When he first met his three Captains, they were compatriots in a secret arms race to exact justice on an aggressor. Now they were friends, comrades, sharing in the toil, the sweat, and the anxiety of the grandness of their post. But with his duty complete, it was time for him to move on.  And with the transfer of Niklas taking over and the hope of another command in the spring, he couldn’t help but think maybe the Almighty was real. He’d be out there fighting again. He cleared a lump forming in his throat. “Maybe I’ll get to see it on the battlefield.” Where I belong now, Ed added in his head.  

“You damn better,” Olsen said. “No one deserves to see this war machine more than you. But the trick isn’t building the first one. The trick is turning that mammoth complex into an efficient factory. Process, it always come down to process. These mountains protect us just fine from Sig, but it’ll be a pain to get those war machines out of here come spring.”

“One step at a time,” Ed said, put his coffee down.  He smiled, more eager than ever to get on with his final days. “If there’s anything else, we all have work to do.”

“Until next week,” Marabaunze asked, sudden doubt in her voice.

“I can’t leave town,” Ed said. “I’ll be around.”

Olsen finally cracked a tight grin. “Doubt you’ll go to the Town Crier.”

“After what Central Office is doing, I’ll end up getting into more trouble.”

Olsen chuckled, rising to his feet.  Greener did too and Marabaunze joined them at the table.  “Let us know if you head over there,” Olsen added. “I’d like to be a part of that trouble.”

Greener slid up his sword an inch out its scabbard.  “So would I.  My little wooden sword bearers don’t get enough real practice.”

Ed smiled. “No, no, we all have examples to set, Captains.” And then after a short pause and a curt nod, “until next time.”

Ed walked out, feeling somewhat empty, as if he left a part of him behind in that room. He didn’t expect meeting those three to have such an effect on him, or maybe because he didn’t realize it might have been the last time. “It won’t be,” he tried to convince himself.

 

22

 

Mend on the Mend, Araa’s Ordeal, and Ed’s Trials

 

“…and so, we the Polopilians, believers of unity, harmony, and tradition, can no longer remain idle while the Apostate Emperor Siga Ladress encroaches on our lands. Though we remain steadfast in our opposition to shed blood for possession of the Black Monolith, we will provide a defense for our brothers and sisters of the Black Clan. As our great ancestor, Chief Polopilio the Uniter, would have wished, we stand with you…”

-A Decree from the Polopilians to the Black Clan   

 

 

Cyne must have threatened the doctors because that medic mage —some name Mend intentionally forgot— wanted to either kill him with exhaustion or freeze him to death with all the exercises he put him through. Did Cyne seriously think Mend would have to lift mountains and wrestle bears to find this Glen?  The mage had him lifting more weights than Mend saw in gold, stretch in ways the Almighty never meant for man, and even got him to jog without crutches around the room with the grace of chicken with its head cut off. By the time dinner came, Mend oozed into his bed, too exhausted for words.

‘You did good today, Glen,’ the bastard told him with that obnoxious smile Mend was convinced hid a demon. ‘I won’t have to come tomorrow. Heal up.’ Heal up? Mend would be lucky his arms and legs didn’t fall off during the night.  

And that was exactly how he spent the night: in bed, moaning, aching, and starving with the residual strength of a toddler. His dinner might as well have been halfway to the moon, he couldn’t reach it. The hours dragged on and his thoughts eventually shifted between leaving this awful island and that other demoniac of the Dark Well, Josie.  She…better be alright.

Sometime in the morning, his stomach gave him an ultimatum: it would let him sleep if he figured out how to eat without the use of his muscles. It…was a challenge, but worse, the steak was cold and whatever butter they had put on the vegetables had coagulated. The apple, at least, was delicious, with the few bits he managed by bobbing his head down at it like a drunken snake.

But even after eating, his stomach betrayed him with cramps that always seemed to know the exact moment he would fall asleep. So, grumbling, he migrated —more like tumbled— from his coffin-like bed to a chair by the window, watching yet another dawn rise over the city lights. Bored, irritated, anxious, he frowned at the metal and smoke scene outside. It’s been two days since Josie left for her interviews. Days he spent wondering if Siga had tortured her. Might do her some good, humble her a bit —No, Mend didn’t want to joke about that now. He wasn’t wondering about her; he was worrying over her. Worrying over a Shadow Agent that deserved what she got? They murdered people for their cause without a second thought! Bad people, sure, but…

Mend snickered. “But nothing’s ever that important enough to kill for,” he whispered. And that was why he hated them, Roe, Josie, and all of them, their…stupid uncompromising sense of purpose. They’d kill and die for their goddess too, wouldn’t they? “Nothing’s ever important enough to die for either,” he whispered again. And how did that make sense? If a goddess needed people dead to help end their tyrant problem, maybe those dead were a bit more powerful than the goddess herself. “No one deserves to die,” he said with a low growl. He snickered again; Roach rubbed off on him more than he’d like to admit. But, one thing he’d never do is collect favors—

Josie walked through the door, wearing her old bland nurse’s long dress.

“Josie,” he shouted, trying to stand up, which from her point of view must have looked like a seizure.

An eyebrow rose as a wry grin stretched across her face.

“Uh, whatever, you’re back,” Mend tried playing it cool. He did not want her to think he cared about her safety; he’d probably get put on some Shadow’s death list for it.

“Oh, excited to see me, are you? They must have sent you a pretty bad replacement.”

“Didn’t think it was possible someone crueler than you existed out there.”

She crossed her arms, eyeing his immobile form with dark satisfaction. “Who was it? I might want to exchange notes.”

“Uh, no. Don’t. Last thing I want is a competition.”

Josie cracked a chuckle, but her demeanor didn’t change. Crossed arms about her chest, neck cocked back and head tilted slightly, studying him like a viper about to attack. The gears of her paranoia were turning. She then pressed her lips to a line, “Just tell me what I missed.”

“I, uh…nothing. I just thought you might have left without me. That’s all. Surprised you didn’t.”

She snorted. “Believe me, I wish I could. But squaring a favor for Rochelle is worth a hell of a lot to me.” 

“Yea, I know what you mean.”

She softened a genuine smile —as strange as it was to see— and walked over to the window beside him. She stared out, watching the morning with him as city lights turned off one by one in the brightening day. “Yea, I suppose you do,” she finally said, somberly. Definitely a change in her. Mend wondered what happened while she was gone.  Did she catch wind of a set up? Was she second guessing helping him and just leaving?  It would make his life a whole lot easier.

After a few more moments of silence, he asked, “What favor did Roach do for you?”

She turned down at him. “Roach?”

Mend smiled sheepishly. “It’s stupid, I know. A small act of rebellion, I suppose.”

She matched his smile as though she understood. “Your funeral.”

“She wouldn’t, unless the funeral turned a profit.”

She chuckled before turning her gaze outside. “Rochelle. She used to be one of us.”

“Wait, what?”

“Yea, a disciple of the Veiled Goddess, a Shadow Agent. She never told you?”

Mend leaned forward, resting his head on his open plans while blinking a few times. “No, no. Go on, go on.”

“Don’t be an ass, Mend,” she said. “Rochelle Von Davenance, Night Matriarch of Breska. Breska is —was her territory, her sect. I was pretty new at the time and in a different sect when I met her. She was always out in the field, apparently doing foreign diplomacy work. A lot of good that did us.”

“A Matriarch,” he repeated in awe. He always suspected she must have been a Shadow, but a Matriarch? That’s pretty high up, and it meant she might have been on the Nocturnal Council too, overseeing strategic long-term plans for the Shadows. Mend was proud of himself for piecing so much information about them over the years. “So, Roach was a Matriarch? Explains a lot. Did she really leave or was she kicked out? She doesn’t really take much about her past.”

Josie looked at him sideways. “And neither should I. Don’t make me regret telling you what I did.”

“Me? Tell Roach?  She’d just think I got a lucky guess.”

Josie shook her head.

“Come on, it’s only one question. Did she leave or was she kicked out? Please—”

“Alright. She left.”

“Wait, don’t you guys kill oath breakers?”

“Yes.”

“Down to one-word answers, huh?”

“Mend, if she didn’t tell you, I’m not.”

He sighed. “Well, I suppose some of the mystery is gone now.” 

“Mystery?”

“Yea, I was hoping she committed a big crime with a huge bounty and was hiding out. That way if she got into too much trouble, I could turn her into Landrie with a clean conscious.”

Josie rolled her eyes. “She’s too good for you, you know that.”

“Josie. I’ve known Roach my whole life. She’s done some favors, yea I see that, but come on. What could she have done for you that you're …uh…risking your mission and purpose to save me for?”

Josie’s expression softened again. “I really do feel sorry for you,” she said. “I’m repaying her debt for just one favor. Imagine how much you’re going to owe her.”

Mend grumbled. He didn’t owe her anything. Wasn’t his choice to be abandoned by his parents. Why did she pick him up anyway? Damn Roach, he’d have been better off left where she found him. World was no better or worse without him.

Josie laughed. “Don’t sulk, Mend,” she said, walked over the counter behind his bed. “You should be happy. Doctor Yah’v told me your recovery is back on track.”

“Yea, yea. I don’t care.”

“I do. I’m not carrying you out of here.” You won’t have to ‘cuz you’ll be dead.

“Hey Josie…,” Mend began slowly, thinking of the right words. He had to tell her she was in danger, if just to get it off his damn conscious. But he couldn’t just come out and say what Cyne and Sera told him. No, that would be too suspicious to the paranoid mind of a Shadow Agent accustomed to being neck deep in espionage. Josie would think he was just covering up for himself for blowing her cover. That bitch would blame it all on him. Besides, he really didn’t want to ruin a good thing here —Sera really thought he was a good guy…even if he lied about the whole brother thing.

“I can still hear you sulking, Mend. Don’t worry, I’m not going to stick you with needles today. I’m just fixing up your medicine.”

Don’t screw this up, Mend. He opened his mouth, “You…uh… you know what would be a great idea?  Leaving tonight, you and me,” he said, winching. “I can walk now.” But, his legs pained just from the thought of moving them again. “Please. Let’s go tonight. The moons waning; it’ll be gone soon. I have a raft and gear waiting. They haven’t found it —at least I don’t think. But, I’m sure you have gear of your own to get us back to the mainland. Roe’s a big girl now. Let’s just go.”

She returned, a short cup of that blueberry liquid-fire in her hand. She patted his head. “Drink up.”

“Please, Josie.”

“Drink. Mend.”

He drank it with that familiar whirlwind of fire that must have purified every evil deed he’d ever done, cauterizing through his heart and soul.

“Water,” he coughed.

“Sorry, no water,” she said. “Can’t delude it.”

“Josie. We. Go. Tonight,” he said between coughing fits.

She patted his head again, taking the cup and walking with that annoying spring in her step back to the counter. There, she hummed, writing down some damn thing on a paper. If his throat wasn’t melting, he would have cursed her out.

“Let’s go,” he eked out.

“No, not yet,” she finally acknowledged him. “I know you wanna get out of here, but I’ve got dinner with Emperor Siga himself tomorrow night—”

“Don’t go,” he coughed, cupping his mouth with his hand.

Josie huffed. “I’m going, Mend,” a warning stirring in her voice. “We’re not leaving because you’re getting scared—"

“Damn it, Josie. I’m trying to save your life,” he shouted through the burn, but he knew immediately he had made a mistake. Two mistakes: one, he used her name out loud and… of course, the ‘save your life’ part. Yup, that was enough rope he’d hang himself on. She’d want to know why he had said that —probably already guessing wrongly that it was his fault. She was a Shadow, after all. And he was just a member of some “bum crew.” They were royalty. He was peasantry. They, perfections in the arts of subterfuge.  Him, sycophants—

She slammed the cup on the counter, shattering it into pieces. “Mend,” she said with her voice teetering between calm waters and an ocean tsunami.

Mend sighed, resigning himself to the pain ahead. Why not go with it?  “Uh, excuse me. Miss. Did you see where that nice Nurse Lora went? She’s very kind—”

She snapped around.  “Mend,” she said again with a strange smile that seemed like a great wall keeping in a furious beast. She clasped her hands in front of her while shaking her head. Where this was going, Mend had no idea, but it wasn’t going to be pleasant. “I want you to be truthful with me,” she said slowly.  “Why are you rushing me out of here?” She strolled over, taking out a knife from behind her. Oh, good a knife! Mend was beginning to worry Josie didn’t have an imagination. Needles were getting boring. “Hmm?  I’m waiting. Glen. Why is it exactly you think my life is in danger?  And not, our lives, or maybe, your life.  Hmm? Why would anyone here suspect me? Why exactly should I be worried?” 

‘Maybe because your hair dying skills were no better than a two-year old’s finger paint art,’ would have been a very bad answer. Instead, Mend stumbled on, “Uh well, you…uh. You’re going to see Sig, right? You know he can read minds. It’s dangerous. You’ll get caught.”

She stepped behind him and crouched down. Mend tried to stand but she grabbed hold of one of his arms, keeping him seated, which in his condition didn’t take much. A cold edge, predictably, met his neck.

“One question,” she whispered in his ear. “While I was out, Sera and Cyne talked with you. What did you tell them?” Tell them? The bitch really thought he betrayed her? Mend wanted to say it was her own damn stupidity that got her caught…but he wouldn’t mind seeing tomorrow, so he stayed silent. “Mend,” she whispered again, pressing the knife against his skin. “You know what I’m capable of. You know I will never risk my mission. You’re nothing to me, hero, so if I don’t hear the answer to my question…,” the knife pressed harder against his neck. Killed by Josie. He couldn’t believe it; there was no poetry in that. If anyone from the Shadows was going end up killing him, it would have to be Roe; she always liked taunting him. But Josie? No, she’s too ‘smart’ for that. Why? Because….

“Go ahead, bitch, cut me,” Mend replied, craning his neck for a clearer cut. “And every damn mage, soldier, cook and tot old enough to hold a rock would hunt you down before you made it to shore for killing the hero of the island.” An exaggeration, yes, but it seemed to resonant with her because she didn’t say anything, just her soft breath against his ear and the knife, thankfully, not pressing any further. But then her breathing disappeared, and all grew still. Silence reigned, and not just the absence of noise, but a concealment of the world around them. He glanced down and saw nothing but the chair he sat in. His arms and legs were gone too. He, himself, seemed to be engulfed in her sheath, the ability her ‘goddess’ gave her. If not for the cold edge against his neck and her firm grip on his arm, he would have thought she was gone too. But, no. Mend snickered, the sound evaporating before leaving his lips. She really was going to kill him anyway, and he found himself resigned to it. And why not? Dead for a good deed—  

Josie got up suddenly, smacking the back of his head hard with her palm. “You’re just a punk, Mend,” she said, tossing the knife onto the counter before walking to the door. Mend checked his hands, arms, legs, before feeling his neck. He was visible again, again apart of the world. He let out a long breath. “No, I don’t think you’re smart enough to tell them anything without getting yourself into trouble, but I know how stupid you could be.” She then pointed at him, curling her lips. “I am not going fail because of you.”

Mend shrugged, turning his gaze out the window. He tried warning her, and besides, he had his ticket out of here. If she wanted to stay and die, fine by him.

“Dumb brat,” she said, before slamming the door behind her. Those were Roach’s words, but they stung now. Bitch.

 

***

 

Roe felt herself swaying, but couldn’t understand why. Her thoughts seemed far from her like being on the edge of sleep, not quiet awake nor dreaming. A cold towel pressed down on her forehead; only then did she feel the heat in her body, sweat on her face trickling down her temples and cheeks. Had she contracted a fever?

“Bran, keep her head cool. I’ll try to identify her illness.”

“Is it fever? Maybe it’s poison? Or, you don’t think she…”

“No, it’s not the Chills. She still has her warding stone on her and it’s cold. And that other guy seemed fine. Took a sample from him, nothing they shared. It might be poison, but I doubt it. He sounded too much like an islander….”

Islander, her mind caught onto that word, but she didn’t understand what it meant. Like a task she needed to do but couldn’t remember what, she mulled it over as the word blended with strange images, colors, and other stray thoughts…. A dream formed and she slipped into sleep.

She knew right away she was dreaming, a lucid dream. Very rare for her, usually her dreams were nightmares of her past, imagined jobs gone horribly wrong, or marks who weren’t dead, but wanted vengeance. But this time, she stood in a black void like a staging ground for her imagination. A welcomed change. Not knowing how to take advantage of it, she blinked into existence a grassy plain filled with warding stones  —Why are you nearing me? Have you finished your quest?—  that stretched out for miles. Next, she blinked a bright sky, white billowy clouds among —Now I smell both Eventide, and the Red Mountain, on you. What could have happened?— summer blue skies. A noonday sun warmed her face. —So Eventide lives, but Randagor fell to that traitor— She thought of her old village back when she young, innocently unaware of the horrors around her, and there in front of her, her familiar home appeared. —Randagor’s Red Mountain has been found then? But you have paid dearly for it.— The entire village splayed before her, homes around a central hearth and community warding stone pillar with more homes spiraling up a large rocky hill to a lookout castle ruin on top. She was never allowed up there, the place where Commissioners stayed during visits and foremen watched over everyone. But now, here in her dream, she was free to do whatever she wished. —How long do you intend to go on ignoring me?

“Ignoring you,” she asked, seeing no one around her. Was she losing her lucidity?

You are approaching the Golden Island, the voice said, seemingly coming from everywhere. It held an undulation to it like the rolling waves breaking on the beach.

“Yes, so I am,” she said, apathetically. Why didn’t she care where she was going? She should, but she didn’t. Maybe she didn’t because, now, she was content walking the white stone steps up to Castle Redfox, the moss-laden stone ruin peaking above the summit. “And who are you?”

I am Lairgor and the Sea Roar.

“Lairgor and the Sea Roar? How can you be two things at once?” Suddenly, she realized her imagined scenery had vanished, blackness engulfing her again. She was so close to the summit too. She tried blinking it all back to existence, but that failed. She tried again, imagining herself shutting her eyes tightly and then reopening them. But nothing. Frustration mounted as she sensed her lucidity fading. —If Eventide has chosen you as her Champion, know that I am one of her brethren and I’ll trust you with this.

Eventide’s Champion? No, that couldn’t be right. The Veiled Goddess already had a Champion, the One-Night, the old woman who prayed before the Veiled Goddess night and day and guided the Coming Shadows with her visions.  

A dim gray light appeared in the blackness and soon stretched around her. Dread filled her. She expected a return to her usual dreams —her usual nightmares. She tried threshing her real limbs to wake herself up before the nightmare materialized. Never worked before, but panic gripped her anyway.

“Hold her down,” came a muffled voice. Maybe someone was with her out in the waking world? She tried calling out, but her mouth wouldn’t move. Exhaustion mingled with terror.

Please stay. Please watch. Please help. Please help? No nightmare before had ever pleaded with her. White Walls rippled into existence out of the dim grayness. I must show you a very dangerous man. He wants to finish his master’s goal and destroy me. Will you stay?

“She’s calm now,” came that same muffled voice again, but louder. Realizing she was waking, she became disappointment. A dangerous man?  A plea for help? Who was Lairgor? Brethren of the Veiled Goddess? Maybe this wasn’t a dream. Maybe she was having a vision; a vision the Shadows might need.  She had to stay. It could mean waking the Goddess and saving her people.

“Yes, I’ll stay,” she decided, relaxing back into her dream. Now a strange smooth floor materialized and a roof, windows too. He has the smell of the traitor on him, and I believe he has come for my life.

“Your life? Who are you?”

I was foolish splitting myself but successful. Only one of me has escaped Blekengor’s sword, the other of me is anchored within the Sea Roar. I’ve become so disjointed, my mind wonders easily.

“One of ‘me’?”

The room finally came into focus and it had two windows, both overlooking a city of smoke, machine and metal. She recognized it, Siga’s Sapphire City on the Golden Island. But her attention drew back inside the room. There, she found a bed and someone, a man, laying on it. He turned over to his side, then to his other side, and then he threw off his blankets. He tossed his pillow at the window, seemingly very upset.

I sense you know this man.

“No…no. I…don’t.” 

The man nestled his face into his elbow, obscuring his features while uttering profanities. “Josie, you stupid woman,” he sputtered. “Why do you have to be so damn self-righteous,” he sputtered. “Stupid. So, stupid. If you wanna get yourself killed at least have the decency of letting the living sleep in peace!”

Roe sighed or whatever it was in this dreamworld. She did know him, but it wasn’t his face she recognized. She never saw what he looked like under his stupid guises, but his voice she did recognized, that annoying mixture of whining self-pity and sarcastic self-deprecating pride. So he was the dangerous man? This wasn’t some mystical vision; this was a joke. Still better than her nightmares, though. “Yes, I know him. Ticktock, Broke Clock Mendevoch.”

You know him, but I sense no fear in you.

“He’s…what did he do now?”

You shouldn’t underestimate an agent of Blekengor.

“No, I don’t. I believe you. He’s a danger, alright, to himself and everyone around him.”

Mend cursed, fumbling out of bed only to slump to the ground. He cursed again, crawling on the floor to his pillow by the window. Grabbing it, he crawled back and climbed into bed. He then laid the pillow on his face. “Mend,” he shouted. “By the power of the Almighty, I command you! Sleep! …Now …Now… Ah,…now!”

I do not understand. Why would Blekengor chose him? I can’t account of this. Bring him to me then. Seek me out on the island. I will make myself ready if he is dangerous.

“Seek out Lairgor or the Sea Roar?”

Yes. Ask for Mister Blue.

 

***

 

Upon returning from his early morning jog, Ed found Glen again at his door again, this time empty handed but with a graver face than ever. Or was he sicker? He stood slowly, grabbing his knees for support and waited for Ed to reach him. At least he didn’t run after him this time.

“Ed, I need to talk to you,” Glen said in a whisper.

“Come on in.”  Ed led him inside where Glen promptly took the nearest seat while Ed fetched himself a cup of water.

“Water?”

“No,” Glen said, absent his usual wit.  Something was off, Ed knew.

After drinking down the water, Ed leaned his back against the newly repaired wall.  Glen didn’t seem to notice, his gaze lost in his own thoughts.  “What can I do for you?”

Glen shot his eyes on Ed as if he startled him. “I’m going to ask you something I didn’t want to before,” Glen said.

Ed jerked himself from the wall. “What is it?  I’ll answer.”

Glen locked eyes with Ed and swallowed before asking, “did you let Araa go?”

“No,” Ed said like a reflex. Glen relaxed into his seat, but the tension in his face remained.

“Ed, I know what that girl meant to you,” he continued. “I know her exposure brought up what happened to you. Brought up things about Ninn. Please. I’m not trying to get you into trouble here, but I need to know.  …Did you let her go?”

“I follow orders,” Ed said, his voice hardening.

Glen sighed heavily. “Things aren’t well, my friend,” he said with a wet cough.

“Glen, you’re not looking well yourself.”

“I’ll sleep when this is all over,” he said, taking out a white handkerchief and wiping his mouth. “They found Loyt’s body.”

“They did?  Where?”

“And they found the team tracking him and Araa.”

“They found the team?  What—"

Glen sprung from his seat, winching from some pain. “They were taken out, Ed,” he said, pacing in a circle. “All of them…,” Glen then stopped, opened his hands and starred at them. “Our follow-up team never saw anything like it. It was as if as pack lions attacked them.” Glen’s eye darted from hand to hand, his pupils dilated, and the muscles around his eyes twitched. He was remembering something, Ed realized. “Bones crushed by enormous teeth,” he added with a growing frown of disgust. “And puncture wounds the size of my arm, Ed. Hardly anything was left…they were eaten—”

Ed grabbed Glen’s shoulder and shook him back to the present. “Infected wildlife?”

Glen closed his eyes and rubbed the tension in them. “No, not the Chills. Last report had them following Araa and Loyt’s trail east outside of Sat’r when they came upon riders in gray garb assaulting a caravan. We think those gray riders got to our guys and fed them to the wildlife. Bad timing, very, very bad timing. On the follow up, their bodies were found further east in the old part of Kar’d’s Forest by the Lighthouse…and so was Loyt’s body about a mile away on the beachhead. He had drowned…with a paralyzing drug in him.” Glen shot a hard stare on Ed. “We don’t believe the two are connected…but there was no sign of our little girl.”

“Maybe those gray riders killed Loyt too.”

“And let Araa go,” Glen said with a dismissive wave of his arm. “Why would they do that? No. Two different culprits are involved here.”

“You know she’s sick,” Ed reminded him. “She must have lashed out at Loyt. An insanity episode. She must be still trying to get home. Or maybe those riders poisoned Loyt and he made as far as the sea and Araa got away—”

“You’re missing the goddamn point,” Glen shouted, curling his lips. Ed almost flinched seeing his friend burrow into him with his sickly bloodshot eyes. “Someone had to be at the shore waiting for her, Ed,” he said, slapping one hand into the other to beat of his words. “What was the point of going east to some random shore if they didn’t have a way of crossing the damn ocean. No voyage was booked to her island anywhere inside the princedom, and they certainly wouldn’t have survived the Knives Sea in a row boat. No. Someone was already there to pick her up and kill Loyt. There are too many damn coincidences to ignore!”  No, that couldn’t be.  Araa couldn’t have planned all that. She got herself exposed; she was barely able to walk.  It was Ed’s idea to let her go in the first place! She wouldn’t have known.

Ed’s breathing quickened; he hid his trembling hands, still holding the cup, behind his back.  “She drowned,” Ed suggested, though it sounded more like a hope.

“Ed.” Glen closed his eyes, pitching the bridge of his nose. “We checked the girl’s home island. Araa was already there, long buried, dead for ten years.”

The cup shattered on the floor. Like someone had landed a blow to his stomach, Ed felt the air gush out of him with a wave of nausea threatening to overcome him.  “That’s…impossible…,” he wheezed out.  “Araa…”  tricked me. 

Glen turned his back. “Ed,” he began again, his voice sympathetic. “We can’t find Miss Summers or Mister Winters. We don’t know how far this goes. I’m sorry. I have no choice in this. Things are close to spiraling out of control.”  Then he took in a deep breath before saying, “I have to place you under house arrest—”

“What for,” Ed held himself from shouting. He balled up his fists so tightly he felt nail digging into skin and warmth pooling inside his palms. The distraction helped keep the rising terror at bay. “Glen, you know where my loyalties—”

“I said I have no choice,” Glen roared before breathing heavily as if winded.  “Everyone else’s stories check out. Predt. Captain Olsen. Your story still has issues I’m trying to work out. I’m sorry.”

“Are you saying I lied to you?”

“You lied to me once already,” Glen whispered.

“I never lied—”

“I asked you why Doctor Alexander was so upset after you visited him the night Araa was exposed.”

Ed flinched his eyes shut.  “You…looked into that?”

“Yes, I did.”

“You’re not supposed to know. Central Office can’t know. There can’t be a record of it.”

“Things have gone a bit beyond that, Ed.”

“Then you know I had no choice. I must follow a General Order. I did the right thing, Glen.”  And by ‘thing’ he meant letting Araa go, and he was beginning to believe Glen at least suspected it too.

“Damn it, Ed. No one gives a damn about orders or what’s morally right! We only care if we win. What the hell do you think we’re doing here carving up the body of a god. Damn it all to hell.” Glen punched the door frame before relaxing his body up against it. Breathing heavily, he whispered, “I…I didn’t say this, but…you should have let her die with the doctor.”

Ed couldn’t hold the terror back anymore as quick waves of rising hairs swam across his body. His heart pounded; head throbbed; his vision narrowed.  Please listen!  You can’t stay here anymore. You’re in danger.  Ragnarok is poised to break through.  He must be preparing a body.  You have to find it.  I don’t know if anyone else survived that butcher, but you must prepare your people without me.  Fool!  Stop resisting me and do something! 

Ed slid into the nearest seat before his knees gave out.  “Then…then I’m…”

“You…know how much this city’s secret means. They have to find someone to blame,” Glen said, somberly. “I’ve extended the search for the girl to the whole Princedom and off shore too.  I’ll do my best, but please, for Almighty’s sake: do and say nothing.”

Glen left as Ed lowered his head between his knees and allowed the ocean of terror to engulf him.

 

23

 

Mend on the Mend, Araa’s Ordeal, and Ed’s Trials

 

“Your Majesty Iselia, it’s confirmed. Emperor Ladress’s latest construction is a massive earthwork in the Sands’ western province of Kokrerk, over fifty kilometers northeast of the nearest city, Rouge Sands.”

“That far out? Describe it.”

“A hollowed out hole, a hundred meters across, at least thirty meters deep, oval in shape with the major axis pointing northwest, southeast—

“Northwest? That would point it toward the northern end of the Islanders, wouldn’t it?”

“And the eastern Southern Snows. Our engineers believe they plan to install a cannon, but the size it must be for such a foundation, no material we know can support such firepower—”

“Thank you, but that doesn’t matter. We have our answer, but not unexpected. Somehow Lairgor both lived and his Sea Roar Shard is awake. He has chosen his Champion and chosen his side, slavery.”

“Don’t we need him for our ascension?”

“It would have helped. I am told Lairgor is the most intelligent of the eight, but our trust must always be in Hyliagor the King-Maker and in me, his Champion. Send word to the One-King. Hyliagor will join him now. Battle lines are finally being drawn, but what will the other four do?”

“But Your Majesty… the One-King, if what you said is true, he’s a god-killer. He killed Hyliagor in the flesh eighty years ago.”

“Is that fear I sense in you, Sir Warborne?

“…”

“Do you know why I gave you that name?”

“If I should fall, another can take up my office without interruption.”

“Functionally, you’re right, but the correct answer is that names hold power in themselves. They convey ideas, world views, and stir emotions. What emotion do I wish your name to convey?”

“If the One-King betrays us, we will be ready.”

“That won’t be necessary, but our readiness maybe. If the gods do go to war with each other, the very foundations of Gen Shemver will shake.”

-King-Maker Queen Iselia Monteroso the Prophetess and Sir Warborne, a Knight of the Ascension.

 

 

Mend spent another night staring listlessly out his window, watching the city glow blend into the morning light as he thought things through, always thinking things through, and coming up with the same conclusion: Josie was a bitch. After her lovely threat to slice off his neck, she hadn’t spoken to him for the rest of the day yesterday. Well, technically, she had, but she laid that ‘Nurse Lora’ persona on him so thick he was beginning to believe someone had hypnotized her. No luck of that happening, her sadistic fetish ran too deeply.

And he knew why she ignored him. She obviously felt she couldn’t trust him with anything but her acting. Smart move really, because Mend was tired of caring whether Cyne was going starve her to death or slowly roast her over a fire. Roasting, hopefully, to purify the demons inside her. Either way, it was only a matter of time before he was out of here. As soon as he was well enough, Cyne and Sera would come back, give him a half a pound of gold for his troubles, her letter to her brother, and escort him off the island where he would finally be able to say good-bye to this whole damn fiasco. Roach would be angry with him, but nothing new there. He still had that memory of the Beast from Sig’s mind, but who knows how old that memory was. Roach’s ties with Prince Landrie might weaken. But really, send one man into the heart of the Empire’s powerhouse? Even the Shadows sent two people, Josie and Roe.

A knock came at the door. “Good morning, Glen,” said the lilting voice of Josie. She would be continuing her game today too, it seemed. “Is it alright if I enter?”

Mend ignored her, but she entered anyway. He closed his eyes, pretending to be asleep. She caught him before pretending to be sleeping and it angered her. Maybe he’d get the same reaction out of her this time too.

But no. She went about her usual routine, walking to each of the windows, opening them and enjoying the morning breeze all while humming that same torturous lullaby. Eventually, her dark presence loomed beside Mend’s bed. He felt her hand on his arm, checking his pulse.

“And how is our guest today?”

“Uh, fine, Josie.”

“Josie?” She placed her hand on his forehead. “No fever. I’ll have to note this for the doctor.”

Mend rolled his eyes.  “I’m fine, Lora.”

Her face lit up like a full moon. “Oh you! Stop teasing me,” she squealed, lightly touching his arm with her fingers. “Did you sleep well,” she asked, before running behind him to mix his medicine of pure lava. Mend fought bile from rising in his throat. She was really putting on the show for him.

“No, I didn’t,” he grumbled.

“Oh you will tonight,” she answered cheerfully. “You’ll be having your exercises today. Medic Pergice should be up in a few hours after breakfast.”

“Pergice?”

“Yes, you’ve met him before.” She returned with that blueberry poison in her hand.

“Oh, so Pergice’s his name. Never told me.”

“Yes sir-y, that’s him,” she replied, handing him the cup. He stared at it, swirling it in his hand, as a thought occurred to him —a new game, actually. Could he get Josie to crack? Sure, getting her to break character would be like summoning a demon, but if she kept prancing around pretending to be ‘Nurse Lora,’ he was already halfway to hell. “You know,” he began, continuing to swish the blue liquid in his cup. “I’ve heard Pergice whisper something about you to the doctor.”

“Oh?”

“Oh —yes. He said…he said…he’s madly in love with you, Nurse Lora.”

She sucked in a breath, eyes shooting open, and tapped his shoulder. “You don’t say!”

“Yes, I do say. But I have to be honest.” He looked down, frowning.

“What’s wrong, Glen?”

“He can’t have you,” he said in a small voice. “No,” he then shouted, grabbing at her shoulder. “My heart can’t contain the passion anymore. Lora! You’ve cared for me! You’ve always been there for me!  Kiss me, Lora! My love is like a burning—”

“Shut up and drink the damn medicine,” she barked, smacking his forehead.

Mend smiled widely at her.  “I win—”

The door slammed open. Three men —one of them, the short plump Doctor Yah’v with his gray hair disheveled— pushed inside a wheeled bed; a hysterical girl laid strapped to it.

“Sago! I’ll find you again,” the patient screamed. “I’ll burn you to ash myself if I have to—”

“Nurse Lora! Get the sedatives,” Doctor Yah’v shouted. “We have to sedate her.”

Josie raced over to the counter with a flurry of glass hitting glass as the three men wheeled the bed beside Mend. One was brown hair, a bit older than Mend. The other was silver haired with a nasty scar over his left eye deep enough that it should have taken out his eye.

Josie returned, syringe in hand, facing away from Mend and toward the new patient.

“Sago,” she screamed again. “You thought you had me in the forest but…I’ll …find....” Her voice softened and then quieted. Josie pulled away from her.

“There, it’s done,” she said. “Doctor, what happened? The Chills?”

Doctor Yah’v shook his head. “I…I have to get Cyne. Nurse…,” he hesitated, glancing a worried look over to Mend. Of course, as Cyne said, the doctor knew Lora was an imposture.  I’ll… I’ll only be a minute. You two,” he pointed to the other men. “Stay here. We’ll have to interview you.” And with that, the doctor rushed out, closing the door behind him.

The two men sighed with relief. The silver haired slumped into one of the chairs. The other leaned on the bed of the sleeping woman. Josie shared curious looks with them before they glanced at Mend —the kind of look usually reserved for people who knew each other, and knew something didn’t go the way they had planned. More Shadows Agents?

Mend laughed.

“Glen,” Josie said, bringing him a wet towel. “Go on drink your medicine. Please.” Please? Rather polite of her all of a sudden. Mend drank it, fire, hot coals and all. She took the empty cup, hands shaking. Mend would have thought she was acting, but that kind of shaking couldn’t be faked. Ah, to see trouble in paradise. Not so perfectly professional now are we, Josie?

As she carried the cup away, Mend leaned over and caught the face of the new patient. Darker skin, but not as dark as Cyne, same age as Mend roughly, short black hair, oval face. Very —sorta pretty, but the shape of her eyes looked vaguely familiar, almond shaped and those thin black eyebrows…small scar under her right eye…. Mend went back through his memory, looking through faces. He found one that matched those eyes perfectly.

He laughed again. “That’s Roe, isn’t it,” he said out loud.	

The two men snapped their eyes on him. The one with silver hair slowly rose from his chair, and drew his lips to a line with a deadly stare, all while flexing his fingers.

Josie sighed. “Dumb ass kid,” she muttered before, “Guys, this is Mend. He knows me. And he’s a memorizer.”

The brown-haired man twisted away, not quick enough to avoid Mend snapping his face into memory.  “Who is Mend,” he asked, covering his face with his sleeve. Too late. The silver haired one didn’t turn away.  His frown turned into a malicious smile, and Mend snapped that face into his memory too, thinking it somehow suited him. 

“Hello, gents. Yup, I’m Mend,” he said. “But I think it’s custom around here to face people you’re talking to.”

The silver-haired man, still sporting a grin that seemed to hide too many unpleasant thoughts, placed his hand on his chest. “Nice to meet you, Mend.  I am Zeth—”

“Shut up; we don’t have time for this,” Josie warned, returning to Roe with a damp towel. She preceded to wipe Roe’s forehead and face. “And no. He’s not to be killed.” Zeth looked crestfallen. “He’s one of Rochelle’s. I have to get him back to her.”

“Alive,” Mend added, not enjoying Zeth’s constant study of him.

“Damn her,” the brown haired man cursed. “We got enough trouble.”

“What happened to her,” Josie asked. “Why was she yelling like that?”

Zeth shrugged. “Don’t know. Picked her up a couple of days ago with this other man. An Islander. She claimed he was a Count. Salvador Von Sago. That was the name.”

“Can’t be him. That’s impossible.”

“Yes, I know. A Count out there, crazy,” Zeth continued. “She got worse too. Thought I and….” He looked to Mend again. “Bran—”

“You idiot, don’t give him my name!”

Zeth chuckled. “He’ll be dead before—”

“No,” Josie pointed her finger at both of them. “He’s gotta make it alive.”

Zeth shrugged. “Yea, yea. Rochelle, I know. But Roe’s lost her mind. I’d think she had a Chills infection, but she has no fever. I checked her blood. Found something strange I couldn’t identify. But it’s gone now.  Metabolized. I can’t help her if I don’t know what poison she had.”

“Because it isn’t poison,” Josie said, peering into the Roe’s eyes. “Mend, she’s the same as you, but worse.”

“Roe’s been exposed,” Mend asked.

“Yea, but how? Her mission was to infiltrate Ruby City and…”  Josie let out a laugh. “So that’s it. Prince Landrie must have found a Shard of the Almighty in those mountains.”

“That would fill in a few mysteries,” Bran said.

“It’s just a guess, but she isn’t well enough to tell us,” Josie replied, going back to the counter to wash the cloth, then return to Roe. “Roe… should be fine, though. Her contract is with Siga, and their doctors have a lot of exposer experience. They’ll be able to heal her —they better heal her. You two gotta get out of here.”

“What about you,” Bran asked. “We can help. They think we’re fisherman.”

“Too risky. Just go to the shore and disappear.”

“Awe, I wanted to stay,” Zeth pouted before giving Mend a toothy grin. “Get to know ‘Rochelle’s friend’ here.”

“I won’t be long either,” Josie answered.  “I’ll… damn. I’ll have to leave her here alone.”

“What? Why?” Mend sat up on his bed, his muscles surprisingly stronger. “Let’s all go right now. Before Cyne comes back. …Maybe…Zeth can stay behind, though. Cyne might like him.”

Josie gave him a flat stare. “Shut up Mend. We’re in charge here. Zeth, Bran. Get going and wait at the shore. I don’t want you on the island tonight. I’m finishing up my job with Siga and I’ll meet you there with…our guest.”

“And Roe,” Mend insisted. They had to take Roe, and they had to leave tonight. Everyone here knew Josie was an imposture. One look into Roe’s mind by Siga, and he’d know Roe and Josie worked together.  They would both be captured and killed. Why should I care? I’m free anyway…right?   “Ugh! You’ve got to listen to me, Josie. You can’t go to Sig tonight. We –you have to leave.”

“Don’t tempt me to let Zeth work on you,” she snapped back.

“Just say the word, Night Mother.” Zeth inched closer to him, making a grabbing motion with his hands.  “I know ways to make your life a living hell, boy.”

“After living with Roach, you might be doing me a favor.”

“Roach?”

“Mend,” Josie snapped again with her back still turned to him. “Remember what I said, don’t screw with me. Now keep quiet and let the adults —the professionals work.”

“Dumb arrogant bitch,” Mend shot back. It was either all or nothing, now; either, he’d tell her or he’d never sleep another night again. “I don’t give a damn what you think I did or didn’t do. They know you’re an imposture and they think you’re trying to kill me. You’re being set up so Siga can drill into your mind. He’ll find out you and Roe are playing him a fool. There, I said it. Now go. Get out of here. Thank me later. Don’t let the door hit your—”

She faced him with a twisted grin and a syringe in her hand.

Mend laughed, “you’ve got to be kidding—"

 “Alright Mend,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve been patient enough. I don’t know what angle you’re working here, but I can’t have a loose cannon ball rolling around while I wrap things up. I’m going to put you to sleep and have these gentlemen carry you. Next time you wake up, it’ll be Rochelle’s hand sweeping across your face. And for my sake, I hope she breaks your jaw.”

“Damn it, woman,” Mend shouted, eyeing the needle. “Why won’t you believe me?  ’m not this clever, damn it!”

“Bran. Zeth. Hold them down.”

The two quickly grabbed him, holding him place. Mend tried squirming free, but they overpowered him, not that they needed much to restrain him. “Curse words. I should have used more curse words and maybe you’d believe me. You stupid, dumb, horse-faced—”

“Mend,” she said, gesturing Zeth to extend Mend’s right arm. Zeth pulled it forward, exposing his forearm to the needle. “Why don’t I believe you? Because I know you. You would be the last person I expect trying so hard to save my life.”

Mend tried pulling his arm away, the needle approaching his skin. If he passed out…at least…he’d make up for a lot of lost sleep. But Josie would get caught tonight, then Roe. Both would be tortured for Almighty knows how long and tossed away once dead. Let yourself sleep, Mend told himself. She was right. Why in the Depths did he care so much? Josie didn’t care about him. Roe, neither. No one cared about him. And he already had his way home! Why risk that?  ‘Because we’re not like them, Mend,’ Rochelle would say, and she was one of them. Why did Rochelle leave? ‘We don’t murder,’ she would say. “We help.”

“No profit in helping, Roach,” Mend said with a sigh.

“What?”

There was only one way of out this: the hard way. “Josie, you want to know why you have to believe me? Because I screwed up worse then you know. I had to tell them everything,” he lied. “They found me out and I traded a way off this island in exchange. I sold you out. They know you’re an imposture. They know you’re after Siga’s serum. And tonight, Siga’s going to use his skill on you to find out. So there! Now, believe me? Can you four get out of here, now?”

Josie hesitated for a moment with an incredulous grin. “I would almost believe you but you’re neither that smart nor that brave and definitely not that selfless to sell me out and then confess to it just to save me. You know how stupid that sounds? Zeth keep his arm steady. I want a clean insertion.”

Mend tried to struggle his arm out of Zeth’s hold, but he pushed his fingers into different places along Mend’s forearm, making it fall limp like a dead weight.

“Thank you, Zeth,” she said.

“Josie, please,” Mend pleaded, staring at the approaching tip. “Your mission, it’ll fail. That’s all you care about. Right?”

She snickered. “Don’t you think I would have noticed being setup? Who the hell do you take me for?”  Damn it all! Mend was out of ideas; he tried everything and still couldn’t even get this right! Every damn thing he ever tried, he failed—

Josie paused before cocking her head as though listening. She nodded to the other two who quickly released their grips on Mend. Josie didn’t seem worried, though. In fact, she still seemed pleased. Had she overheard something in her favor? Or…did she think Mend was that incompetent?  —yes, both.

Suddenly, the door opened and in came Cyne and Doctor Yah’v.

“You’ll be killed,” Mend mouthed to her.

She smiled, hiding the syringe in the folds of Mend’s bed covers. She wagged her finger at it, mouthing, “Don’t touch.”

“Nurse,” Doctor Yah’v spoke. “Any change?”

She turned her back to Mend. “No Doctor, the sedatives worked, and she’s sound asleep.”

Everyone gathered around Roe, giving Mend the chance to scoop the syringe into his strong hand and hide it under the covers. ‘Don’t touch’ she said?  Josie should have known better.

“We’ll have to confirm it,” the Doctor said. “But I am very certain I already know what’s wrong with her, Master Cyne.”

Cyne looked over to Zeth and Bran, his face barely showing any emotion. And why should it? The man apparently liked to force others to feel whatever he wanted them to feel, no need to emote anything.

“And you two are,” he asked.

Zeth answered, “we’re fishermen. We found her drowning and saved her, but she demanded to come here. One of your port vessels flagged us in.”

“Ah, yes,” Doctor Yah’v added. “That’s when I was called in.”

“I see,” Cyne said. “Thank you, both of you. If you care to eat, there is a cafeteria downstairs. You’re welcome to—”

“No, that’s alright,” Bran broke in. “We’d better be off. We’ve lost a day’s work already.”

“Of course.” Cyne looked around Josie over to Mend. “And you? I hope you’re well enough to return to work. How have our nurses been treating you?” Josie gave him the deadliest stare she could, which normally would have sent a cold chill down his spine, but not now. Nope. He wasn’t afraid at all. Trust. Loyalty. Camaraderie. The good gentleman, Cyne, flooded him with those emotions like a ocean being squeezed into a bottle. And if he could help the good gentlemen Cyne, he would —and save Josie and Roe at the same time.

Mend chuckled. “Everyone here has treated me perfectly…” He cleared his throat.  “Aside from learning that Lora and those other two ‘fishermen’ —Zeth and Bran by the way— are members of the Coming Shadows working with that sleeping beauty —Rowena Lions, nice name, terrible attitude— to spy on the emperor’s secrets, steal his cure for exposure, and steal me way too while they’re at it. If they take me now, I’ll probably end up at the bottom of the Knives. Otherwise, I’m doing pretty well, my good man, and it was very kind of you to ask.”

Josie’s face went from stern warning to boiling rage in under a breath, the most satisfying thing Mend had ever seen. Cyne, not surprisingly, didn’t emote at all.

Breaking the silence, Josie laughed, but she couldn’t hide how mad she was getting. “How… how ridiculous. He must be relapsing into paranoia.”

Cyne nodded to Mend, probably the most show of thanks he had ever given anyone. “Yes. He is. I’ll return in a moment. Doctor, please come with me.”

The two walked out of the room and Josie tilted her head, listening. “Shit. He’s calling guards.” She slapped Mend across the face, before grabbed his neck, wringing it in her hands. “You stupid bastard,” she seethed, her face contorted into that of a angry beast. “I’m going to kill you right here, right now!”

“Let me do it,” Zeth whined.

Bran grabbed her arm. “Just break his neck. We have to go—”

Mend, with a quick thrust of his arm, jabbed the syringe into Josie’s side, releasing the sedative into her body. Her grip loosened as she turned to watch the liquid seep into her.

“Night. Night. Night Mother,” Mend coughed raggedly as she collapsed to the floor muttering curses.

“That felt better than I expect,” Mend said, rubbing out the soreness of his neck and the tears from his eyes. “Hmm, two sleeping beauties and two strong Shadows. Guess you two better carry them off before anyone gets back.”

Zeth reached for Mend. “Bad move—”

“Wait,” Bran yelped, his attention elsewhere. “No time. They’re coming. Now. Come on. You carry Roe. I’ll carry the Night Mother.”

Mend held back a chuckle as they worked to release Roe from her restraints and hoist Josie on their shoulders. He couldn’t help but smile at his own plan. Well, it wasn’t a plan, but the opportunity presented itself and he took it. Perfect; he almost wished Roach was here to see it, but she’d probably say he got lucky.

Now, they could leave and be safe —if they were half as good as they claimed to be.  And in a few days, Mend would be walked out twice the hero. So long as Roe survived—

“Wait,” Mend shouted, pointing to the cabinet. “Siga’s medicine is in there. Grab it. Roe’ll need it.”

Zeth wasted no time, ripping the door open and stuffing into his pockets bottle after bottle of blueberry fire. Mend was happy to see it go. Once Zeth had overfilled his pockets, the two men —one with Roe over his shoulders and the other with Josie— rushed for the door. Bran fled out while Zeth took one last look at Mend. “Rochelle can’t save you from this, boy,” he said. “Next time we meet, I’ll show you why no one crosses us.” And with that not-at-all subtle threat, he ran out to shouts in the halls and loud thumping of speeding feet.

Mend laid back in bed, smiling with his numb arm still hanging limp by his side. “Ah Mend, you earned yourself another enemy. See Roach, ‘helping’ is not profitable! But a job well done, if I may say so. And I do. Good job, Mend. Wish I had some of that Dreamy Sailor to celebrate.”  Now, all he needed to do was avoid Siga’s mind probing, and Cyne and Sera would eventually show up to lead him on his way to freedom.  And best of all, Josie and Roe were alive. Finally, he could sleep. “Mission accomplished.”

Even though the commotion outside had settled, he guessed it would take a while before anyone checked up on him, so he relaxed as much as he could, closing his eyes and playing that soft piano in his mind. Hours seemed to glide by on his memory of a soothing rain tapping outside, a smooth piano playing inside, and a cold drink in his hands—

The door opened again and in came the sound of another wheeled bed rustling against the floor until it took the place of Roe’s empty bed.

Opening his eyes, he found Doctor Yah’v hard at work over a new patient—Roe! “You got her back,” he yelped.

“Yes, yes,” Doctor Yah’v said, out of breath. “Lost the other three, I’m afraid.”

“Dead?”

“Missing somewhere on the island,” he replied, inserting the same tubes in her that were once in Mend when he first woke up. “Don’t worry, we’ll find them. We’ll keep you safe.”

“Keep…me…safe,” Mend repeating, choking on his words. Suddenly, Zeth’s threat seemed to be turning into prophecy. How...wonderful. No good deed ever goes unpunished. Almighty, thanks.

 

***

 

Ed woke to the sun warming his face and blinding his eyes. He had fallen asleep reading at his desk, his old book opened to a passage about how a successful life was made up of seasons.  Spring for opportunities.  Summer for successes.  Autumn for defeats.  Winter for reassessments.  Success and defeats, prosperity and famine.  Everything had its time, and no preparation could deny them. The author had intended to teach on the impermanence of one’s state in life, to not grow overly confident and stumble, nor discouraged and miss opportunity. But Ed also used this passage to help him through his terrors: everything passes, even this, his current problem. He found little solace in it now, however; he still had to go through the damn thing.

He straightened up from his desk, massaging away the lines and edges the book had worn into his face. By the brightness of the sun, he knew it had to be late into the morning, but that no longer concerned him. Nothing concerned him now that he knew the truth. Araa. Maybe they would still find her body. She couldn’t survive long after exposure. Yet, that prospect didn’t give him much hope.  

He felt hallow inside and emotionally numb as he gazed about his one-room partitioned barrack having lost its homeliness now that it was effectively his jail. What else was there for him to do but walk from one seat to another and read. He couldn’t idle however; his mind would quickly grab onto the problem, made worse because he couldn’t do anything about it. 

He looked out his window, seeing his troops —the city’s troops— doing their morning exercises. They probably had no idea he was under house arrest, and neither should they. They had a job to do, and so did Ed, except he wasn’t allowed to do it.

“I should have let her die,” he whispered, echoing Glen’s words yesterday.  A twinge of tension electrified in his arms, but he massaged it away, exhaling slowly.  “Please, Glen,” he added.  “Get me out of this one.”

Outside his window, he saw two Central Office guards by his door: J’rek and Taylor. The two Glen trusted. The two Ed assumed would report to Glen if he tried to walk off.

Thinking of nothing else to do, Ed went to his washroom and splashed his face with water. He saw in the mirror that he still wore the more casual dark gray commanding uniform as the day before with its three crimson ropes around the shoulder for his rank. If they didn’t find her, would he be demoted? Court-martialed?  Executed? No, not executed. He didn’t commit treason, and his skills were still valuable to the coming war. Then what? Would he remain in this one room prison till the nobles need him to shed blood again?

He opened the mirror door, revealing an empty cabinet. He had given the last of his relaxants to Araa. Ed frowned deeply remembering that night he helped her escape, giving into compassion instead of his duty. He slammed the mirror door closed, his reflection broken by a spiderweb of cracks. “I’m not a murderer,” he said, burying his regret down. “And I’m not done yet.”

He marched into his kitchen, grabbed his coat from one of the chairs. Before putting it on, he wrapped his fingers around the loops of rope on his shoulder. He tugged on them to rip them off but stopped. What was he thinking of doing? Would he run off and search for Araa himself? Break Glen’s house arrest? What about his command? His fight against the empire? Confronting Sera?

He closed his eyes tightly before sliding into the nearest seat and resting his chin against his chest. What else could he do? That voice in his terror, it plead for him to do something. “No, ignore, don’t listen to it,” Ed whispered to himself, that familiar dread rising again. The last thing he needed was to go insane like the others, but stuck here trapped between four walls all winter might do the job anyway. He thought of the Trader House Blue bottle in his desk. Not nearly enough for…and….  No, he wasn’t like Glen when he drank, he thought staring at his closed fist.

Suddenly, curse words erupted outside his barrack before a single loud knock thudded the door.

“Come in,” Ed said eagerly, practically jumping from his seat. Maybe it was Glen with good news for a change.

“The door’s locked, Major,” said Marabaunze’s small voice. Marabaunze? 

Ed opened the door and there on his step were his three Captain, Marabaunze with her stoic demeanor, the always brooding Olsen, and the giant Greener, rapier at his hip and chewing on something that smelt of apples. “Uh…welcome everyone. Come in,” Ed said, waving them inside before closing the door. “Go ahead, sit anywhere you like.” But they remained in place, standing awkwardly in a room too small for all four of them.

Ed flashed his eyebrows. “What can I do for you?”

“Apparently nothing,” Captain Olsen grumbled, his scowl deepening. “We just heard this morning the Office put you on house arrest. And those bastards have the gall to put their own guards here too.”

“We’re all on the same side,” Ed said, fetching his bottle and cup from his desk.  “Morning drink, any of you,” he asked, showing them what he had.

“Yes,” they all said, even Marabaunze which surprised him. Tension in the room had thickened, Ed realized, with Marabaunze straining her eyebrows together, Greener holding fast to his rapier and Olsen crossing his arms. Their concern both touched and hurt him. He caused this whole mess. He deserved to be stuck in here. 

Ed hunted for two more cups. “Don’t worry,” he tried consoling them. “Central Office isn’t going to ride over me.”

Olsen let out a forced laugh. “Worry? Those bastards just want to clean the slate for Niklas so they could get in good with him when he takes command.”

After scrounging through his cupboards, Ed found an old ceramic mug and a glass cup, the last of his ‘fancy’ tableware. He’d have to be more careful not to break another one. Opening the bottle for the first time, he noticed a bit of burnt smell to it.  Not surprising, he had this bottle for—

“Have you been given counsel,” Marabaunze asked.

“No,” Ed answered. “But, I’ve got Glen in there—”

“You’re hoping on a Junior Magistrate,” Marabaunze asked, her voice uncharacteristically resentful. “One with the reputation as Glen Gallegos has? I expected to find you more concerned.” He was concerned, but showing that concern to his Captains wasn’t something Ed wanted to do. This was his problem; he’ll suffer through it.

Instead, he gave her a tight smile, before passing out the drinks to them. “I haven’t been charged with anything. Negligence by itself isn’t a crime—”

“But it is punishable,” she added.

Ed panned his arms around his jail. “I’ve already been punished.”

“There will be more,” Olsen said before sipping his drink, swallowing hard.  Marabaunze looked down on her drink and Greener avoided eye contact.

“What more,” Ed asked, hesitantly.

“I know a takeover when I see one,” Olsen explained. “They’re blaming you for everything—”

“We screwed up,” Ed admitted, beginning to realize why they were here. If they were going to try to help him, he had to stop it.  “Captains,” he said, batting his hands down. “We have to trust our countrymen. Time. We just have to wait—”

“Wait,” Olsen bristled. “We’ve all be working our asses off for all these years to get their war—”

“Our war,” Ed reminded him. “Sig killed our Queen. The Empire attacked us all that day.”

“Major,” Marabaunze began again.  “Our ‘countrymen’ want to win a war.  They don’t care how it’s done or we wouldn’t be here. That includes you.”

Ed straightened his posture. Glen said a very similar thing yesterday; it couldn’t be a coincidence. “What did you hear, Mariam?”

She closed her eyes.

“Captain,” Ed rose his voice. 

Marabaunze opened her eyes, answering, “Major Niklas assumed command this morning,” she said, still staring at her drink.  “An hour or so after midnight when he arrived on horseback.”

“Already here?  He…came alone?”

“His troops are in transit,” she answered.

“He could have come to me,” Ed said through gritted teeth.

Olsen snorted. “You shouldn’t be surprised.”

“From him, no, I shouldn’t,” Ed answered, clasping his fists behind him. “But the entire three princedom war effort depends on what we’re doing here. He should have seen me first to get his bearings.”

Marabaunze glanced at Olsen and Greener before saying, “I believe he’s under orders not to talk to you. They’re trying to cut you out of this Major.”

“A fall man,” Olsen added, taking in a drink. He didn’t seem to mind that the wine had long been past its prime.

Ed smiled, trying harder to hide his concern. “No, I’ve known Niklas for a long.  It’s just his way. Proud. First Settlers’ warrior’s ancestry and all of that.”

“Not even on a project this important,” Marabaunze said.  “I’m not so optimistic.”

“Well, if it makes you feel better, he’s under just as much pressure,” Olsen added.  “Apparently those those lords and ladies of silk are up his ass to get things under control here. He told us three we’re to resume our usual assignments until he’s up to speed on everything.” Olsen let out a bellowing laugh. “He better not think he can meddle around with our procedures we’ve worked so hard to build here or come spring time, he might have to fight more than the Empire.”  Olsen then tipped his cup toward Ed, locking eyes with his. “And that includes meddling with you, Major.”

Ed’s breath caught in his chest. A threat on Major Niklas? Just how bad were things out there? Ed decided to steer the conversation elsewhere, “what gives them the impression things need to be put under control?”

Oslen downed his drink. “Nothing I can’t handle,” he said, pointedly. “People around town just getting antsy over the crops project failing again. We’ve got to import everything from Sat’r or Faf’r this year too and last year a big storm almost cut the lanes for a week.”

“Gotta more than that,” Ed pressed. “I saw one of ours take custody of a Central Office clerk at the Town Crier—”

They all jeered in unison.

“This rivalry isn’t healthy,” Ed grumbled. “We don’t need to compete anymore.”

Olsen put his hands up. “I don’t know what got into that clerk. Guy started a brawl with a cook over a dancer woman he swore stole his money.”

“What did the cook have to do with that?”

Oslen shook his head. “Nothing. But, he was one of our cooks.”

“Is the why Niklas is here so soon?  To keep the Office and us from ripping each other’s throats?”

“No, no, no,” Olsen answered.  “Niklas cited an up-tick in violent disputes since that night our girl left. That’s all. A brawl, a fire, and a double missing person in a week looks bad against a year of one or two fist fights.”

“It’s worse than that,” Greener finally put in, stirring his drink. “I’ve noticed it.  Haven’t you?” Olsen grunted, crossing his arms.  Marabaunze sipped the wine, the smallest of sips. “It’s like what they’re doing with you, Major,” Greener continued, worry splitting tiny crossed scars on his face. “Ever since Araa left, everyone around town seems angrier than usual. Like…something’s set in their hearts.”

Oslen bristled again.  “A cute popular girl like her gets hurt under our watch then we lose her, of course everyone’s gonna get a little bothered by us. I can understand that.”

“I’ve read your reports, Tham,” Greener retorted. “And I’ve seen it myself out there.  People are just…grouchier.”

“I’m grouchy,” Oslen added.

“You’re proving my point—well, you’re an exception.”

Ed almost chuckled, but that exchange gave him a curious thought —a thought that would expose his mistake to his three Captains, so he had better be careful.  “Olsen, that night of the fire. Miss Summers. Have Central Office found her?”

“No,” he answered.  “I doubt they’re even looking for her.”

“Her description. Dark-skinned, right?”

“So they said, but it was night and everyone got themselves muddy from the brawl—”

“You’re suggesting she’s from the King-Maker lands,” Marabaunze completed Ed’s thought. “I’ve had a similar idea.”

Ed nodded slowly. If what Glen said was true, and the real Araa was long dead and the imposture Araa was helped at the shore, it would make sense she’d have accomplices.  And they were still in the city.  …Which meant there was a bigger operation going on here.

“But, Mister Winters,” Olsen asked. “He wasn’t from the King-Maker, was he?”

“No, he had a northern look to him,” Greener said, looking to Ed for acknowledgment since he and Predt were the only two who saw him.

“They appeared the night Araa escaped,” Marabaunze said, nodding to herself.  “There must be a connection. Did they come for her?”

“Coincidence,” Ed quickly said, steering the conversation away. “But I’m willing to bet she might have the King-Maker gift. Might be way everyone’s been acting so strange lately. I’ll have to—”  Ed covered his eyes with his hand and sighed. “Niklas.  You three should go to Niklas. Convince him to do a search himself—”

“Like hell,” Oslen grunted. “That man was born with the complete knowledge of the Almighty. He won’t listen to us.”

“He has to,” Ed urged.  “If there’s a King-Maker here influencing people, we could have riots on our hands.”

“We’ll try,” Marabaunze said, giving him a sympathetic glance. She probably thought worse was in store for him. “But we might have….”  She then flitted a glance at Olsen and Greener. “Do more things on our own.”

“What exactly do you mean,” Ed asked cautiously. He knew what she was implying, stretching their authority beyond Captains. In essence: doing things behind Niklas’s back. In any other command, such actions could be seen as having initiative, but not here. Not in Ruby City. Not with so much riding on the Beast excavation.  “Please tell me you’re all going to cooperate with Niklas.”

Olsen snorted.

“This isn’t a game, Olsen,” Ed snapped and immediately regretted it. “I’m sorry,” he said, rubbing the right side of his forehead. “We’ve worked too hard, for too long to risk more problems.”

“What they’re doing to you is wrong,” Marabaunze continued. “You did nothing wrong, but, you’re right. We’ll cooperate with him.” The other two nodded.  “Just for a while longer. If we have a King-Maker in the city, then Central could be compromised as well—”

“Time,” Ed said, closing his eyes. He now regretted bringing up the King-Maker idea. “Please. Just give them time. Do your own searches for Winters and Summers, but please, no more than that.”

“I can’t believe you still have faith in them,” Greener said.

“I have faith…”  Thank the Almighty Glen doesn’t hear this.  “In the process.”

“Fine,” Olsen barked. “We’ll give them time. A little more.” Then Olsen pointed his finger at Ed. “But if they try to hang you, I swear to the Almighty, I’ll stop them.”

“Hang me,” Ed forced a laugh. “I’m not going to hang, Tham. The worst has already happened. By spring, I’ll have a command again. We might not be fighting on the same field, but I’ll be in the same fight.”

Olsen grunted, not sounding very convinced. Marabaunze looked distant, her eyes focused on some corner in his barrack. And Greener stared into his swirling wine.  What more could he do to convince them this would calm down?  This wasn’t some weak association; this was the military. Duty first. If he took his own advice, he wouldn’t be in this mess to begin with.

“Well,” Ed said.  “I suppose you three have to get back to work.” 

Marabaunze brought her focus onto him, frowning deeply. Ed forced a tight grin.  It disturbed him the most that she was worried. She always seemed to know where situations would be five, ten steps ahead of everyone else. But what else was there to see?  How much worse could it get? “Yes, you’re right, Major. Thank you for seeing us.”

Greener placed his unfinished cup on the table. “We’re here for you,” he said with more stress than needed.

As the two went for the door, Olsen shook Ed’s hand and leaned into his ear.  “You can be a bit of stiff too, Ed. If you need us, you won’t have to ask.”

Ed tightened his grip on Oslen’s hand. “Don’t throw your career —your life away,” Ed whispered. “I will never ask for anything.”

Olsen leaned back, releasing his hand. “That’s why I said you ‘won’t have to,’” he answered with a steely voice. “We’ll be seeing you around, Major.”

Then they left, leaving Ed with more worries. He eased against his desk behind him careful not to bump into the half-drained bottle resting there. They wouldn’t be so stupid as to…what? Go behind Niklas’s back? Disobey him to help Ed? No, they wouldn’t throw everything away for him —for a lie. What would they do?  What could they do?

Ed took in a deep breath, calming himself. “They would wait,” he convinced himself. They wouldn’t need to do anything because he wasn’t going to hang. That’s impossible. He’s served faithfully for his prince his entire adult life, suffering scars inside and out. Besides, he broke no laws and there was no evidence that he did. Disobeyed a general order? Araa was half dead and on her way to insanity. What difference did it make? Even if Glen suspected him of letting her go, he couldn’t be charged with it. There was no proof. People don’t hang for circumstantial evidence.

But what did worry him was the thought of a King-Maker in the city, influencing people to distrust one another, fight and brawl, causing general chaos. Marabaunze was right, a smart King-Maker could poke and prod the investigation too, changing its course to suit some end. Were they connected with Araa? But how, no one would purposely expose themselves to that Beast. But, that didn’t matter anymore.  She was gone and they —or at least Miss Summers— might still was here.

Ed bolted for the door, opened it and called Taylor inside.

“Yes, sir,” Taylor asked.

“I need to see the Junior Magistrate,” Ed said. “Would you fetch him?”

“Yes, I will,” he answered, running off with J’rek looking on. A few of Ed’s troops out in the yard glanced a sympathetic look on Ed before glowering at J’rek beside him like an uninvited guest in a hostile house. J’rek, for his part, seemed pensive with a quiver in his brow, not the best show under pressure.

“How long have you serviced as a guardsman,” Ed asked, trying to put the man at ease.

“I…I wish I was one of them,” he answered instead, a longing in his eyes and an edge of regret in his voice. “This is as close as I have ever come.”

“You can always enlist.”

“I have, sir. I never made the lists.”  

Ed rose an eyebrow. “Never made the lists? You can’t be more than twenty. You have two legs, two arms. I think you’d make it fine.”

J’rek shifted in place. “I’m…I’m from the south, sir,” he said softly almost at a whisper.

“We have southern people here too,” Ed replied. “Captain Marabaunze is from the south. As long as you passed all the screenings—”

“No, sir,” he stopped Ed. “I’m from the south.”

“Oh,” Ed said, realizing what he meant, a native. South was where the First Settler’s migration pushed the Nation of Ragnarok, south and to the sea. The First Families, Ladress being their chief, warred with Ragnars over their brutality and supposed necromancy. To be a native of the south meant to hail from that Nation and to be an enemy of the First Settlers and Ladress. ‘Enemy’ would be too strong of a word —the war too place hundreds of years ago— but ‘forgotten’ wouldn’t be right either, especially in any of the princedom’s military. Still, this boy had nothing to do with an extinct nation. “That was so long time ago.”

“Not long enough,” he said, stiffening up. “Someone leaked out my papers.”

Ed saw two soldiers, first yearers, leering at J’rek and whispering to each other. This petty rivalry between Central Office and the military was getting out of hand, and made worse if people were scrunching through personal records. This couldn’t be allowed to continue. He’d have to talk to their Commanding Officer —No, he couldn’t, not anymore. Instead, he stared them down until one of them caught his stare. They both stiffened in place, eyes forward and chest out.

“Just concentrate on bring honor to you and your family,” he told J’rek. “Opportunities will open up.”

“I can’t sir,” he said. “I have no family. The Steward-King’s purges.”

“Purges? The purges only affect those cultists and I thought they had stopped years ago.”

“Yea, my grandfather,” he said, his knuckles turning white while gripping his spear. “Funny how that works.” Ed didn’t know much of the Steward-King; he’d never been outside the three princedoms, but if J’rek harbored hatred for him, maybe denying J’rek and others like him certain privileges had its merits. Especially considering the prince brothers and the Steward-King were on friendly terms.

“If you’d rather be inside…,” Ed suggested.

“No,” J’rek replied. “They’re only faces, sir.”

Ed placed his on his J’rek shoulder. Maybe by doing so would deter some of the more immature soldiers from hazing the poor boy. “Yes, they are, but you’re welcomed all the same,” he said, before returning inside.

Ed scratched at his itchy chin, rough and for want of shaving, but he couldn’t now.  He had too much on his mind. Glen should arrive soon and when he came Ed had to convince him of the King-Maker threat. Niklas wouldn’t do a damn thing about it; he wouldn’t have time anyway.  

How exactly was Niklas going to pick up where Ed left off was something he would really like to see. The pompous man would go on stumbling in the dark instead of admitting he had forgotten to bring a lantern. But instead of stubbed toes, it’ll be mismanaged resources, confused logistics, and with the doubling of the forces here in Ruby City, redundancies to right any insane man’s mind. Of course, the man could come down to see Ed, ask him for his advice, but Olsen was right, he wouldn’t. His lineage was too high for that.

“His problem, not mine,” Ed said, walking over to his bookshelf. While waiting for Glen, he decided to reacquaint himself with a book, ‘the Exploration of Paulina’s Steppe and Paulina’s Peak,’ the curated journals of some of the supposed first explorers who rediscovered the King-Maker. Maybe something could counteract King-Maker’s influences or maybe help identify them. Mages had runic. Memorizes had those subtle muscular ticks that gave them away. Mages had runic and exhaustion. Those with strength like Ed had…regrets.  

Ed tossed the book onto his desk, almost knocking the half-consumed Trader House Blue. He then opened his desk drawer and dropped the bottle inside but didn’t close it. Olsen seemed to like it, but Marabaunze and Greener had hardly touched it. Ed, himself, used to love the poison.

He uncorked the bottle and brought it up to his lips but stopped. “No,” he said, closing it and hiding it away in desk. He drink so many of these bottles, sneaking —more like stealing— bottles from his parent’s warehouse to share with Glen and Sera.  Dry, semi-sweet and very intoxicating, and never again after he had lost —given— away control.  

Glen called his ‘reflex’ the greatest favor anyone had ever done him, but Sera… the look from her face sobered him up in an instant, an agonizing mixture of terror, anger, and vulnerability. Ed had killed many people in battle, fifty-one whose faces he had memorized, but never had he murdered someone, and his friends’ father, no less.  Whether he deserved it or not.

“It’s in the past,” he told himself, but did it make Sera’s decision to join Siga’s conquest that much easier? Another in a long of list questions he’d like to ask her.  “Forget it.”

Ed read through the morning and afternoon with only a break for lunch, delivered to him by a runner. The book read like a journal, dates spanning eight months from Guthsmoth Harbor, now Winterwind Harbor under Siga’s reign, one of the bigger Islander cities. Most entries told of tales —most too outlandish to be believed— of sailing those icy seas, climbing unforgiving cliffs, crossing the sun baked Sands, through thick sweaty jungles, climbing up the cold Uplands and Highlands until the surviving and ‘suspiciously’ anonymous explorers came across the overgrown spires and bulk of the King-Maker.

That Beast hadn’t woken yet, so their description lacked for all the vegetation and vines that had choked it. They discerned two primary colors, a blue that matched the sky at noon and a dull goldish color. Not very much help, Ed admitted.  The tale ended with a desperate search for food and water and hope that exploring south would provide both.

He had read this book before, and if he had Glen’s memory, he’d remember sooner that these damn explorers loved writing about their own heroism and mysticisms more than writing down anything they discovered. Sometimes, he envied Glen and Sera for their gift. They never had trouble remembering names, studying arithmetic or literature. Lessons heard, seen, and read once stuck with them. Even the ease by which they held conversations with others always surprised Ed, if not made him uncomfortable. ‘No one can ever lie to me,’ Glen once boasted, tapping at his temple.  ‘It’s all here.’  …Neither could anyone tell the same story twice.

But that gift didn’t come without its own severe disadvantages.  Glen wasn’t the only Chronicler in the war to suffer from the realities of war. It was bad enough for veterans like Predt who were tormented by old ghosts and ill-dreams.  Even Ed had his terrors and nightmares and he’d seen everything Glen had seen. The destruction of Sosh’r. The fires, so many fires and smoke so thick, the sky clouded from horizon to horizon. Ed remembered the silence most.  The strange eerie absence of screaming, shouting or running, only the moaning of dazed victims traumatized by the attack.  The charred smell of cooking flesh, those burned to bones, and even to ash who were unlucky to find themselves in the center of the attack. And Ninn’s broken and burned body.

Glen’s memory. ‘Like I’m still there,’ he once said. Was it any wonder why he drank all the time?  Ed closed the book he’d been reading, or rather not reading now that his mind had wondered. He looked out the window, now dark as night had come and fingers of frost climbed up the glass. Little orbs of orange lantern light lit the doors of the other barracks as well as the path to the gate.

Glen had so much on his plate right now. Would telling him Winters and Summers might be King-Makers make matters worse for him? He probably already knew, but at least Ed could use the opportunity to gauge how the investigation was going—

Ed suddenly became aware of heart pounding inside of him, then quicken, beating harder. Muscles around his ankles and neck tensed. He recognized it: a terror threatened to break on him like a gigantic wave reaching from the heavens.

“Why now?” There had been triggers in the pasted, hadn’t there been? He couldn’t remember, finding it harder to think.

A cold weakness seeped into his joints as his hand began shaking.  He balled them into fists, but his wrists shook it.

He closed his eyes, whispering, “It will pass.”

Fear rose to a crescendo like a wall of water crashing upon him with all the terror of hell itself. His heart hammered into his ears, his chest constricted into short gasps as waves of anxious goosebumps passed over him, a static charge of panic threatened to send him to the floor. To fight? There was nothing to fight. To flee? From what!

Ed opened his eyes. The room seemed hostile now, a closed cage —Stop fighting me!  Please, listen.  They will cut me soon.  I won’t be able to help.  Blekengor.  You can not rely on him!  I don’t know if the other five survived. He butchered me when we were summoned.  Maybe there’s still hope.  If the other five are ready to enter the Dark Well, tell them to go now!  It overflows and I can feel its poison in my body already. How much worse must it be for the Golden Lady. Zandagor, please be alive. But you must begin the counter!  Rally your kind! Ragnarok. He may already have chosen a Champion. Kill them immediately.  His body may be nearing completion. Destroy it. He won’t be able to stay long here without—

“Ed,” shouted Glen’s voice from outside.  The terror passed as quickly as it came as his vision focused on a lantern light in the distance. Night already? Yes, it’s night, his thinking cleared. His breathing slowed; chest relaxed as his heart calmed. With a lingering weak grip, he wiped sweat from his forehead and massaged his quivering cheeks. No other terror before had matched the one that had just drowned him. The stress, he convinced himself. Yes, that must be it. “Ed, wake up, damn it!”

Legs still weak with a foreboding upsetting his stomach, he went for the door and opened it. “Took you look enough,” he said, trying to mask his last of the remaining anxiety.

Glen rushed inside, pacing while tapping his temple. He had trimmed his beard close to his face now, and cut and styled his hair more conservatively. He now wore a brand new uniform judging by the clinging aroma of freshly sweet powder the manufacture used: navy blue robes, dark blue shirt and paints; his ceremonial knife hung —as is the custom— on a gold chain around his neck. Though he still looked as if he needed to sleep for a month with bloodshot baggy eyes and jaundice skin, the stark contrast gave Ed pause, but then he remembered Niklas had taken over and almost smirked. With Niklas’s obsession with tradition, he wouldn’t let Central Office enjoy their new authority.

“You look good, Glen,” Ed said. “Almost like a human being.”

But Glen ignored him and continued pacing about Ed’s barrack, searching— “You don’t have your things together yet,” he asked urgently.

Ed stiffened.  “Things? Why—”

“Forget your things.  Come with me.”  Glen pulled on Ed’s arm, trying to drag him to the door.

Ed grabbed his shoulders, holding him place with his strength. “What’s going on?”

Glen avoided eye contact. “It’s Niklas,” he said, his eyes tearing as they went out of focus. “He’s put a warrant out for your arrest. I…couldn’t stop it. It’ll go through tomorrow morning.”

Ed released him.  “On what charge?”

Glen grabbed at his forehead, pain spreading across his face. “Treason,” he said with a pained sigh.  “We got word from one of our spies in the Empire.  He saw her there. Araa. That girl was there on the Golden Isle.”

Ed backed away, stumbling into his desk seat. “Maybe…they picked her up…out in the ocean—”

“No damn it,” Glen shouted with a mixture of anger and grief. “We have a doctor there. He saw her and sent word she’s been working for Sig’s Master of Servants, Cyne Munda. She’s always been working for him. You were set up, you stupid bastard! You stupid, stupid bastard! You were supposed to be the responsible one, the dutiful one! Why couldn’t you take my advice? Why couldn’t you get help, see that priest? She could have helped you. Now, Araa has fooled you like she fooled all of us.” Glen, with his face reddened and teary, pointed out Ed’s door. “Get the hell out of here before they come to execute you.”

“Execute,” Ed barely got the word out. “What about a trial, a court-martial?”  He clenched his fists tightly, feeling his arm muscles electrify. The terror again? No, this was different.

Glen’s shoulders slumped. “General Order One,” Glen whispered. “He’s going to use it on you.”

Ed’s face flushed; he punched his fist straight through the desk, splinters exploding everywhere along with a raisin smell filling the air and wine pooling on the floor.  “He can’t,” Ed roared. “That’s not how it’s supposed to be used!”

Glen grabbed at his face, clumsily wiping his eyes.  “I told you. No one cares, Ed. They just want this to go away so we can go back to defeating Sig.  The mob’s already on a knife’s edge and who knows what hell will break once word gets out about Araa and…you. Niklas…he has your testimony. He knows how much you hate those Beasts. I told you, Ed. I told you and now, he has everything he needs to make an example out of you.”  Glen took in a deep breath.  “So. Go. Get out here. While you can.” 

“Where…,” Ed stammered; his mind overwhelmed and drawing blanks.

Glen grabbed Ed’s arm, pulling him by his wrist and shoved him out of the door. 

Frosty air chilled Ed’s face as two patrol guards stopped and glanced at him and Glen who stumbled out of the barrack, wobbling on his feet.

“A bit to drink,” Ed told the patrol and thankfully, they nodded and went on.

Glen straightened his back, his face still red like he had held his breath, and marched to Ed, almost stumbling over. He pushed his finger hard into Ed’s chest. “You lied to me twice,” he spat through a clenched jaw, visible breath in the cold. “Sig knows now.  All our work.” —He threw his arms in a wide circle— “Our chance to get back at them. For our Queen. For Sosh’r. For Papp. For our whole Beast-be-damned broken country!”

Ed opened his mouth, but Glen stopped him before he could say anything.

“Too late, Edgar Omen, far too late.” He shrugged.  “I can’t help, not anymore, but I’ve got to stay.”  He fell back, almost losing his balance again. “But if you stay, you’ll be hung, shot, or whatever.” A retreat, that’s all this was, Ed rationalized.  He would find someplace safe, so he could think things through. Listen to him. You can’t die. I’m too weak to anoint another.

“I…don’t know where to go,” Ed said.  “If Sig’s coming I want to fight!”

Glen sniffled, tearing a crumbled paper from under his robe before throwing it at Ed’s chest. Ed picked it up from the ground. “It’s Gene’s last known,” Glen slurred. “Join her for all I give a damn anymore.” He went to stomp pass Ed, but Ed grabbed his arm, stopping him.

“They’ll go after you for letting me go,” Ed whispered. “They know our history.”

“Ed, my friend. We don’t have a history anymore.” And Glen ripped his arm free, stumbling on his feet.

Ed’s heart crushed inside him as nervous hollowness in his stomach marked the rising of another terror.  But he gritted his teeth against it; he didn’t give a damn about terrors anymore. Not now. Leave for safety. Please. Better to be on your own.

“I… will be on my own,” he repeated the voice in his head.

Glen nodded.  “You’ll be alive.”

I won’t be able to help you. I can feel Ragnarok’s poison with in me. I don’t know how much longer I have. Find Ragnarok’s body. Destroy it. Find his Champion.  Kill him or her. Then you must find my surviving brethren and prepare your people.

“Ragnarok’s Champion,” Ed whispered

“What?”

“Ragnarok’s Champion,” he repeated, a cold sweat breaking out on his forehead. “What does that mean?”

“What the hell does that have to do with anything,” Glen shouted.

“Will he be alright, Major,” one of the patrols startled Ed.

“Uh…yes—”

“I,” Glen saluted, almost falling over on his back. “Was just on my way out.” As he passed Ed, he whispered, “Ask her….and if you see her, tell her I…. Forget it.”

He then stumbled toward the exit gate, leaving Ed to look at the piece of ripped paper still in his shaking hand.  ‘Sat’r’ along with a list of business names were written on it. What should he do now? He’s lost everything. His command, his freedom, his life, his chance at justice and Sera. He’d leave Glen, his friend; they had always been together since they were children. And what would his Captains do now? His? They weren’t his anymore— “No, don’t think about; not now, later,” Ed whispered to himself, calming the flurry of question in his head. “Niklas, that bastard.  He finally won.” He crumpled the paper into his fist. “This is only one defeat,” he told himself. “Regroup. Winter will lead to Spring.”

“Major,” one the patrols spoke again. “Do you need something?”

“Yes, I do,” Ed said, looking down the yard at Glen flaying his arms in the air at the sentry, Jory Tarz, by the gate. “Make sure he gets home.”

“Sure thing, sir.”  And the two went off after Glen.

Ed looked around, quiet barracks of sleeping soldiers oblivious of the early war certain to come. His life.  All he knew was right here, in the service to the Prince. One moment of weakness, one moment of compassion, and he threw it all away. He could have done it twice; murdered twice. The first time was such an easy thing for him to do, too easy like snapping a twig. He thought about staying, facing up to his charge, saying his piece to deaf ears…and then dying. The worse part would be seeing their facing, the Captains that served him and the troops that strove so hard to keep this all secret. The secret was out now. Sig knew, because of him.  Ed…couldn’t face them knowing that. What to do now?

He stuffed the paper into his pocket before marching back inside his —the commander’s— barrack.  “One defeat does not define a war.” He looked at himself in his mirror, wrapped his fingers around the loops of crimson cord around his shoulders and tore them off. He then grabbed his jacket —a thin gray leather coat with black fur trimmings— and paused for a moment to reflect on leaving his one-room home where he’d spent so many years. “I am soldier,” he recited from ‘On Military Leadership.’ “My home is under the stars and on the open plain.” He walked over to his shattered desk, found the book on the floor, and buttoned up the book inside his jacket.

He then pocketed from his desk, now with a gaping hole filled with glass shards and dripping stale wine, a few military currency vouchers, a couple of warding stones, and a ceremonial —useless— hand-cannon.  But being all metal, with his strength, he could at least use it as a blunt weapon.  

Ed stormed back outside, the biting cold nipping at his nose and cheeks. He marched down the yard to the gate with a purposeful stride. What purpose? He didn’t want to think about it. He focused all his attention on the one goal of leaving unnoticed.  Then… where else?  He would find Gene and do what he could when Sig decides on his response.

 “Going for a walk,” Jory Tarz asked, his brother up on the tower with Leyek.  “Temps took a very cold turn tonight.”

“Yes,” Ed said, his voice as cold as the night.

“Don’t worry, Major,” Jory said as he went to raise the gate. “I won’t tell anyone you left your house arrest.”

All Ed could do was nod before marching through. He hunched his shoulders against the cold and stuffed his hands into his pockets for warmth. Ed should head into town first, gather supplies and maybe another heavier coat, but his legs wouldn’t stop. He couldn’t stop now. The terror would set it, he knew it. So instead, he continued briskly down the road before, at some random point, he turned east into the woods.  He grew up in these lands. He knew them. Cross country a day and half to Sat’r? He’d get there by this evening.  Find Gene and...just find Gene.
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Celeste Casmarus: The Lord and the Lady

 

“I wish Celeste could be here to watch our parent’s pyre—”

“I know. We still need to find Ragnarok’s Champion before the others. If she only had buried your parent’s Binding Books and relics with them, we wouldn’t have to rely on that Islander trader in Sat’r.”

“I don’t know why she didn’t. It’s what our parents asked of us.”

“Your sister can’t be trusted. She swore herself to the Golden Lady, Zandagor. She’s a heretic.”

“I was a heretic once.”

“Are you saying you now believe she could be convinced—”

“No, I’m sorry. Of course not. No, she couldn’t. It’s only…. Here, saying my farewells to my parents. I wish she could see them as they truly are.”

“Beautiful, aren’t they? Even in death. Even with the flame consuming their flesh, there is still a majesty to them, as if they’re allowing the flame the honor of consuming them. Like us too, if we could only wake up from our dream. This cruel shadow of ourselves. What could we have done to deserve this?”

“Perhaps it is just our way. A caterpillar metamorphose into a butterfly. We only need to remember how to cocoon ourselves.”

“Except Ragnarok has proven that is not the case.”

“And replenish our numbers, too, it seems. Such horror…I’ll never be accustomed to it.”

“Ha, I know what the others say. Don’t believe that nonsense. I’ve known I’ve always been this, even the name he gave me. No, I am convinced no Well bound deity or asinine necromantic rite can transform someone into that…beautiful creature. Utter Nonsense. We exist as we are without the aid of a god. How or why we fell asleep and mixed with the human race, I don’t know. But that’s why I formed the Cull of Ragnarok, to seek out and separate the wheat from the chaff. Unfortunately, only Ragnarok knows how to wake us up safely, and even then…it’s straining. So I’ll serve him until I learn how to save our people.”

“And Ryujin? The dragon god those people from the Southern Snows talk about?”

“If only he was real, but no; I’ve studied it. Those people used to be our servants back when the Nation ruled there. A bastardization of our beliefs. No, we have no god for us among the stars. We need no god.”

-Conversation between Genevieve Casmarus and Da’Kraven Nalore’Teth of the Cull of Ragnarok

 

 

Sil rushed out of that suffocating room into another suffocating balcony, intending to never see Markus or MaCathy ever again. 

She froze. Eyes snapped onto her, some leered with obvious carnal thoughts twisting their lips while others narrowed their eyes on her, judging her intent with tense hands close to their belts. But with in a few moments, they either deemed her not a threat or not attractive enough for the trouble and returned to their dealings with devils and minions. Fine by her.

With a grip on her knife, she cautiously maneuvered through the crowds, headed for the stair, but once roaming hands began assaulting her and aggravating her shoulder, she pushed through, shoving harlots, robbers, and Goddess knows who else, with her palm-heat magic. She wouldn’t dare try a stronger spell; as angry as she was becoming, she couldn’t trust herself to limit her magic’s scope and not bring the entire building down. Just push through! As long as she kept her knife—

“Sil!” Markus’s voice shouted behind her. “Come back. We’re not done.”

But she pressed on down the stairs, across the insufferably packed parlor floor, and slammed into the locked iron door. The room grew still, watching her frantically fiddle with the locks, but once opened, she all but threw herself out into the open air where she was met by a loud cheer from inside. Even with the smell of soot and metal mingling, she welcomed this ‘refreshment’ to the garbage inside.

Naturally, Markus would follow her. “Why the damn are you running for,” he asked.

She rolled her shoulders back, not wanting to face him. “We are finished. I can’t trust you.”

“I haven’t manipulated you…that much.”  —She snickered.—  “Please, look. I’m begging here.”

She turned over her shoulder, frowning and seeing him look vulnerable with his hands out, knees bent and shoulders slumped. She let her expression grow colder. “You’re doing it now, aren’t you,” she said. “I can tell now.”

“I…I can’t help it. It’s how I was born, Sil. Weren’t you born with magic. Can you not help using it?”

“My blessing does manipulate people to serve my selfish purpose.”

“No,” he said, pointing at her. “You just burn people alive when they cross you. I’d take manipulation over murder any day.”

“Will you always carry that above me like pale of cold water—”

“Lady, Gentleman,” said MaCathy as he popped out from around Markus with his arms opened wide.  “This is no place to talk. Come back in—”

“No,” Sil said, digging her heels into the muddy ground. “That is a place of filth.”

MaCathy sighed.  “Mr. M, for future reference. No priests.”

“Noted,” Markus answered.

“Good day!”  She turned —she didn’t care which direction— and marched down the road, Markus’s infuriating soggy steps following.

“Sil. I didn’t lie to you about who I am. I’m very serious about this.”

“I’ll find Gene on my own.”

He groaned. “For the love of…don’t say her name. Please, will you at least try not to be so obvious. Everyone in town is going to know more about us then we know about each other.”

She raised her chin up. “I have nothing to hide, Mr. M. And I suggest you don’t follow me. We are in Prince Landrie’s lands now, and you don’t have authority over me.”

He cursed. “Should have known you’d be as difficult as your sister.”

“If I am that difficult for you, then free yourself of me.”

“Sil, please.”  He stopped walking, letting her get on ahead. “She’s still out there. Hurting people. You saw it yourself. I didn’t lie about that.”

Sil stopped too, turning over her shoulder at him. “She didn’t do what you think she did to those poor people.”

“Really? You know her that well? You even said it yourself she threatened you to stop searching for her.” She did threaten her, but there was a difference between murder and sibling rivalry. …No, she didn’t believe it was sibling rivalry either. Gene, that self-preoccupied narcissist, always did what she thought best for herself. At least Sil was there to take care of her parent’s property. Gene couldn’t be bothered from a book to care about anything else. You will have to kill her.  Her heart leapt, but then sunk, the knife pressing against her leg coming to her mind. She had to convince Gene to go with her. Maybe with an imperial investigator nearby, Gene would be more inclined to go back rather than to an imperial jail.

Sil met his eyes, judging whether he was affecting her emotions. “You did lie to me. You said you were searching for her since the war ended. Mister MaCathy said eight years. Eight years ago, the war hadn’t even begun. Eight years ago, she and I were still living in the Temple.”

“I need your help,” he pleaded with his palms out. “No lie in that.”

“I need the truth.”

Markus closed his eyes. “Alright, I’ll tell you. Just. Not here,” he stressed while turning his head side to side, glancing at the dry curb on either side of the thin street that hugged rows of buildings. From there, people watched them, some huddled in doorways, others leaning against walls, smoking cigars. Sil grimaced. He was right. They were very exposed. He then nodded toward an alley on the right.

Once she followed him inside, she grabbed her hips, waiting for his explanation. He leaned his back against the opposite building, tipping his brim hat lower over his face before crossing his arms.

“Well—”

“Eight years isn’t exactly true either,” he began. Another lie? Sil rose her chin and turned to walk out of the alley, but he grabbed her tender shoulder. She winched but eyed his hand warily. “Please, just listen.”  

“Your hand,” she said, staring coolly at it.

He rolled his one eye, letting go of her. “I came here ten years ago from the King-Maker’s Lands,” he began again with a heavy sigh. Maybe it was part of his conning, but Sil decided to listen and not be swayed by whatever emotion came up in her. “I came here because my family was stolen from me.”

“Stolen?” She smacked her lips. “How absurd.”

“Truth often is, Sil. You’re still young. You’ll find out.”

Sil frowned. “Go on. Where does my sister fit in?”

“My family, wife and daughter, were sold by a powerful woman back home, a woman ‘blessed’ by the King-Maker.” Sil noticed a flash of anger streak across his face. “I found where my family was shipped off too and left to search for them. After a little digging, I found out a lot of people were arriving at the Holy City from that ship, most from the Steppe and the Highlands. So, I investigated. Sneaking around the Holy Grounds, I learned a lot. Made some friends. And with lucky. I found my family there.” He glanced up at her as he finished.

“Impossible. Are you implying that we’re stealing people?” She laughed. “Mister Markus Montgomery.  I’ve lived in that City and Temple for over ten years. I’ve seen some testy situations when Our Sovereign, Queen Zana, was murdered and the kingdom came apart, but I can tell you no stolen families—”

“Weren't you listening,” he gasped, searching her with his eye. But she refused to be swayed. “I found them there, chained with others.” He then gazed down at his open hands. “I was there. And I had to…”  He took in a sharp breath before continuing, “the beginning of every week, Gene would go into the Rectory by the Gardens—”

“Of course she did, her devotions demanded it,” Sil interrupted. “But just how would you know that?  You were inside the Temple, weren’t you? Spying on us like some—”

“Spying! Spying? You’re hung up on that? Do you even listening to yourself when you speak!”

“I can hear just fine—”

“You sister followed a passage in the basement that led under the Palace. There, I found a very, very big room, huge, with many, many more than just my wife and daughter.”  He then pointed his finger at her.  “The dead like those we saw infected strung up on that burned caravan. And your sister knows why.”

She batted his pointing hand away. “You’re obviously mistaken,” she said, trying to ignore her own rising concern. She knew of those deep connecting tunnels underneath the Holy Grounds and the Palace, and that her sister often would go down there, but what she did, Sil had no idea. Must have been part of her sacrificial preparations. Strung up Chill infected patients? Gene would know better than to involve herself with that, especially considering their family’s past. Absurd! No other priest would even have allowed it.  The Doyenne would have known. The Synod. Preposterous! Impossible! It is not true. She smiled, “I know you are mistaken.”

“Urg,” Markus sounded, flaying his arms in the air. “Just when I though I got through to you.”  He marched out and then turned to face her. With his hand outstretched, he said. “Why don’t we find her and ask her? Huh?”

“She isn’t the monster you think she is. Yes, she has her vices, but she’s a priest of the Golden Lady, destined to fight evil alongside the Goddess.”

“If your so convinced she’s no monster, why carry that knife?” 

She snickered. “For protection,” she lied.

“Oh, for protection, right?” He opened his long coat and drew two foot-long black hilted daggers, offering them to her. “Here then, these are better than your little chef’s knife.” She looked from the blades to him; she wouldn’t mind having a knife she could actually use, but why was he offering them so suddenly? “Go on.” She reached for them when he added, “But they’re not free. Trade your one knife for my two. The only time in your life you’ll ever get such a bargain.” So, that was his trick. Of course she couldn’t; she needed this knife and its magic. She withdrew her and turned away. He laughed. “I admit I’m not a paragon of honesty, but I think you might be lying. And you know what: I don’t care. If we work together, we can both get what we want. My answers. Your —whatever you’re after.”

“For her to return to the Temple,” she quickly said, expecting Markus to object. He no doubt wanted her put on trial, but instead, he only extended his hand further. Sil eyed his hand suspiciously. “I still don’t believe you, Mister Montgomery.”

“You don’t have to. We find Gene. We never see each other again.”

She smacked her lips. “Very well. Did MaCathy have anything pertinent to say?”

Markus grinned, his annoying joviality reappearing. “You couldn’t stand being in his company, but you want his information?”

“I want what gets me to my goal.”

“Good. Alright then,” he said, dusting his hat on his pants. Just then, Sil noticed the scar under his black patched eye extended up onto the top of his head. It reminded her of scars from patients briefly exposed to an awakened Shard, tumors in their brains that had to be removed. But the scar appeared too jagged to be done by a surgeon. More probably, he suffered a blow there in the past. He placed his brimmed hat back on. “MaCathy said she’s been in the town lately,” he continued, leading her down the street toward a busy intersection of horses, carriages, stagecoaches, and foot-traffic. “Explains what we saw outside town.”

“You’re assuming.”

“What I’m not assuming is that one of the shopkeepers waiting for an item on that caravan went nosing around to find out what happened. Kept asking and he got really close to her.”

“How do you know?”

He tipped the brim of his hat down lower on his face. “Because he’s missing. Last anyone heard was he was going to search for the caravan himself. The authorities here aren’t so good as imperials. Mostly paid off.”

“Imperials aren’t that good either.”

He glanced at her longways. “You going to fight me all the time now?”

Sil fought back a rude gesture. “Yes.”

Markus chuckled, shaking his head. “Once we get to the intersection,” he said, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Don’t mention anything of what I said. MaCathy’s already put a moratorium on the shopkeeper’s place. Wants things to cool down, make sure the shopkeeper doesn’t come back, until he can pilfer the place. So here’s our chance. We’ll go tonight.”

“A moratorium? Against other thieves?”

“Who do you think pays the local authorities?” Sil went to open his mouth, but he hushed her.

She snickered to herself but kept quiet. They were nearing the next street and she could hear muttered voices, laughter, children singing, and the grinding and slushing of wheels on muddy pebbled roads —the usual bustle of a lively town. So strange to see it so lively, when she came here as a child, Sat’r was an all-business place, an industrial center lined with huge smoke chimneys from large smithies. Designed by Prince Advin, carriages would line up at one end of the smithies to the other, load up and charge out in such large-scale organized fashion, even people in the Holy City talked about it. Now, from the noises, it would seem a true town had sprung up.

Sil felt Markus’s hand slid between her arm and side. She went to pull away, but he held her arm in place. “Brother, sister or husband and wife,” he whispered. “We can’t draw attention to ourselves.”

“Let go of me or I will do something that will draw attention,” she seethed.

Markus let go. “Lord and Lady then, but Lords are supposed to have Ladies who act as ‘ladies.’”

“I am not a lady, I am a—”

“That’s true,” he said but before she could give him a snarky reply, Markus nodded across the intersection and down the opposite road. “That’s shop I was talking about. It’s down there. Let’s check it out first. Then we’ll go in tonight.”

 The two came to the intersection. As busy as it was, everyone seemed to keep to themselves. Most wore dirty bland browns with worn leathery patches while the women wore long aprons over layered dresses obviously mean for laboring work. They hurried as though they were on errands with children scurrying around them. Buildings here were all red-bricked, old but well-cared for like those she remembered long ago, except they didn’t intimidate her as they once did. Compared to her dirty small town, this was a dirty large metropolis, a place she as a child could get lost in a matter of minutes. 

The carriage and horse traffic cleared and the two crossed the street, joined by others in a pack: these were filthy men in sooty clothes she would have expected, but also a couple carrying a newborn in clean pink linens, out of place in the dirty and grim of the surroundings.  

Sil spotted a beautifully varnished stagecoach that had been obliged to stop for the foot traffic. That’s what Sil first thought, but soon a well dressed man climbed out and a woman, both wearing clothes in a style Sil had never seen in some red and black theme. They vanished into the one of the building, not much different than the rest.

“What is that place,” she asked Markus, pointing to the building those two entered.

Markus grabbed her pointing finger and pushed it down. “It’s a trading station,” he said in a low voice.  “As in, goods, services, exchanges for local coin.”

“That doesn’t make sense.” Why would someone wear such expensive clothes just to buy goods?

“Sil, please. We’re trying to blend in, not stick out.”

When they reached the other side, Markus laid out a hand to help her over the streaks of black soot that had pooled against the curb from rainwater. She took his hand, appreciating the gesture, except that someone took noticed. A young man with a dirty face —no, it was a scraggly beard and he wore a light gray cap and midriff jacket. He leaned on an adjacent building and watching them as they entered the side road.  He proceeded to follow them as she casted initiating magic in her palms.

“We’re being followed, I think,” she whispered.

“Yea, I know.”

“What should we do?” But she already knew what she wanted to do. After that blasted tavern experience, she had a hard time ignoring the heat radiating from her face. If he tried to rob them, she’d burn him alive! Justice be done on him. Maybe that was too much, but oh, how she grew angry at thought of predators preying on newcomers —She turned to Markus. His grin was gone, replaced with a tight frown as his eyes darted from both sides of the road. “Are you influencing me,” she asked.

“If you’d rather be afraid,” he said.

“I am not.” She paused. “Is he …dangerous?”

“I don’t know. And that is dangerous.”

They slowed their pace and behind them the man in gray slowed too, not making much of an effort to hide himself or his intention. “There,” Markus nodded. “That’s the building.” It was just another red brick building, a little more than a story tall, with a placard above the door, reading, ‘Royal Rares and Ancient Articles.’ “Don’t stare at it,” he whispered. “We’re just going to pass by. He could be one of MaCathy’s and word of us hasn’t reached him yet.”

They strolled by the building, taking only momentary glances to realize that it was indeed closed with no signs of lighting inside. The drapes were drawn but the shutters left open. The man in gray walked up to the door after they had passed and leaned against it, continuing his study of them.

“Yea, definitely one of MaCathy —hopefully.”

“You don’t sound confident.”

As they gained distance, his grin returned. “MaCathy might like gold, but his currency is in appearances. Power isn’t something you weigh on a scale, Sil. It’s perception of influence to these people. Maybe he’s not in as much control as he led me to believe.”

Sil chuckled. “Him? Lie? Oh, heavens what is the world coming to.”

“Go ahead, laugh. But him and I and a few others used to rule this town.”

“Funny, I don’t remember Sat’r being so bad.” But then again, she was a little girl too afraid to leave her father’s hand to explore the city.

Markus started for the right and she followed, making a bend around the corner into the next street.  This one was more populated with dirty men, appearing tired with haggard gaits. Down the road stood taller buildings with upper wooden stories built above the first floor made of stone. At each of their entrances gathered crowds lounging about.

“You’ve been here before,” he asked.

“Yes, when I was young….  Oh Goddess, it had to be more than 15 years ago.” Seeing all the rough men with scraggly beards and dirty grimacing faces, Sil allowed Markus to hold her arm.  He took it, his gaze flickering all around.

“I wasn’t even on this continent then,” he said. “When I came to Sat’r, the Brothers’ war was starting up, so I stayed here a few years, then left.”

“From tracking abductors to becoming a criminal to an imperial investigator?  A rather incongruent career path.”

He gave her a sarcastic sideways glance. “Yes, Sil.  I was searching for your sister then too. Thought the underworld here would help me. Didn’t. The war was on everyone’s mind. I got close a few times, though. Good enough for the empire to give me a job.”

She patted his hand on her arm with her other hand.  “There, now I believe I know almost as much of you as you do about me.”

Instead of some testy reply, Markus furrowed his brow. “You see that place,” he nodded toward the first of the buildings with a crowd at its entrance. “Last time I was here, it was an inn for travelers. We’ll try to lodge there. Good idea to stay away from the locals as much as we can.” She nudged him with her elbow.  “Yes, Sil. We’ll get separate rooms. The building’s made out of wood, so don’t burn the building down if someone walks in on you.”

“I can do more than just burn people who run a fool of me.”

“I haven’t noticed.”

Sil rose her chin. “As long as I have a bath and place to dress, I’ll be fine. Walking so much, my feet feel like they’re swollen watermelons.”

“Uh… yea,” Markus let out.

“No baths?”

“Look around, you see anyone of these workers clean? They probably do have baths, some communal arrangement, I’d bet, but there’s gotta be a reason they don’t use them. So, I wouldn’t either.”

Her heart sank. She had been looking forward to at least a bath.  It could have been a cold bath; she’d warm it up herself.  I’ll endure all for the Golden Lady.

When they reached the entry door to the inn, it became clear why there were so many men murmuring outside. The sign nailed to the door read ‘No Vacancy.’

“Should have guessed,” Markus whispered. “Come on let’s go—"

“Hey you,” one of the men shouted. Sil spun around but Markus pulled her away from the door and out into the street. The man followed, tall, muscular with dirt on his face in the shape of hand. Had someone slapped him? “I said, ‘Hey you,’” the man repeated, revealing missing or grimy teeth; Sil could hardly look at him long enough to tell.

“What do you want,” Markus asked.

“You looking for a place to stay,” the man said, his gaze sizing her up with suggestive grin. Sil frowned. How dare he! At least here there wasn’t a building to worry about. Sil swirled an initial spell in her free hand. Would it be fire? Or more wind? “This street’s for touring men only, but the girl can stay with us.”

Markus grabbed her casting hand. “Oh, a man’s only place? Well, I suppose not then. She’ll be fine, friend,” Markus said, spinning her around and walking –marching—away.  “Damn, this place has sure changed.  Like sleeping outdoors, Sil?”

“That man deserves to be punished for the way he looked at me,” she seethed, allowing her anger to smother in her stomach and throat, overwhelming her initial fear.

“Later, later—"

“Hey, I’m not done talking,” the man called from behind. He cannot speak to one of mine like that. Sil ripped herself from Markus and faced him. “Oh, you leaving him, girlie?” Three other men meandered their way from the closed inn and circled the brute, two on his right and one on his left. Sil felt a sudden surge of confidence —Or was it indignation?— within her. It didn’t matter. It didn’t even matter if she felt confident only because of Markus influencing her right now —though she’d scold him for it later. The Golden Lady was right; he couldn’t speak to a High Priest like that. She could take them down with two spell casts.

 “What is it you want,” Sil demanded, chin up, shoulders square, two initiating spells in her hand. Fire was easiest for her, but maybe an icy wind this time. She’d try not to whiplash her shoulder either. “Speak up, brute!”

“Brute?” The brute displayed his palms. “Don’t need to be so angry. The inn is ours, you see. Forge Thirteen.”

“There’s others, we’ll try them,” she answered.

He laughed.

“What’s so amusing?”

Markus whispered, “they’re all the same, Sil.  I made a bad mistake. We have to—”

“Pay up,” he said. “Or you sleep outside.”

Markus went for her hand.  “Sleep outside, thanks—”

Sil sidestepped away from Markus’s grabbing hand. “How much do you want?  Do you have baths?”

“For you girl, nothing. But your father there—”

Both Sil and Markus replied at the same time: “She’s not my daughter.” “He’s not my father.”

The brute creased his eyebrows together.  “Whatever.”  He opened his arms wide.  “Ruf, Gep, Jon.  Show them why they’re not leaving without paying.” Each pulled a weapon: large corroded tongs, a set of chisels, and a claw hammer. The brute wiggled his fingers back toward the inn when another man came hefting a large sledge hammer he could barely carry on his bowed back. The brute glided his fingers across the handle as if the hammer was his favorite tool and swung it easily upon to his shoulder.

“I’ve changed my mind,” the brute said, see-sawing the hammer. “We’ll just take what you have and let you, old man, sleep outside.” The three men advanced slowly when Markus stepped front of Sil. He straightened his back, his hands hung loose by his sides. “Out of the way, one-eye,” the brute said. “And you’ll live with only few broken bones. Make us work for it and—”

“How fulfilled would you say your life is, Mister….” Markus said, his voice resonating differently as if it carried more weight. She’s attention tore off the other men and fell fully on Markus as he stood there, relaxed and poised, reminding her of someone like the Doyenne: experienced, wise, and terribly skilled at magic, a formidable adversary to fight. Sil would have laughed, but she didn’t; she couldn’t because she was believing it. How little did she know about Markus?

The three men hesitantly eyed the Brute who lowered his sledge hammer, thudding in a splash of dust. “My name’s Bragrek.”

“Answer the question, Bragrek,” Markus answered, appearing taller now, refined, regal as though he were a noble, or like a military leader overseeing a great command. Even his clothes —they certainty hadn’t changed, Sil could clearly see— but they suited a master of warfare more than the arrogant imperial investigator she had been traveling with. She couldn’t reconcile her new perception of him, but there he was standing fearlessly before four foes —four armed foes— with the steely command of the warriors of the First Settlers.

Bragrek lowed his hammer.  “I…well—”

“I’ll make it easy for you,” Markus cut him off before shouting to the other behind the four, his voice clear like a lightening bolt and terrible like rumbling thunder. “Easy for all of you! For threatening a Lord and his esteemed Lady,” He waved his hand behind him at Sil, and she could help but blush deeply. As ridiculous as she felt, she knew that he was just Markus, but as he continued, she joined everyone’s transfixed gaze on him and his words. What would he say next? What would he do next? “Among you, up on the house tops, behind each corner, are my legion: a force of my own warriors ready to put into account your entire life. You may think you can handle them. Trust me, my friends. They have been through hell-fire hotter than any furnace you’ve ever kindled.”  Everyone shot their heads in all direction, trying to spot where these warriors could be. Despite herself, Sil searched too, her mind convinced of hidden dangers: silent arrow, darts, or maybe daggers thrown from the shadows. Swordsmen, spearmen, cannonmen, all clad in unbreakable armor. Just how many were there? Tens? Hundreds? Her heart hammered as her confidence failed. This is ridiculous, her rational mind told her, but she still clasped her shaking hands together, trying to steady them. She couldn’t help thinking, Surely, he wouldn’t harm me.  Sil was the ‘Lady’ he was referring to, wasn’t she?  “So I ask again,” his voice tore her attention again. “Have you fulfilled your life? If so, by all mean….” Markus outstretched his arms before them. “I won’t stop you. I won’t have to.”

The Brute, still searching the rooftops, flinched a few times before setting his sights on Markus again.  He then looked to other three, their weapons shaking in their hands, and nodded for them to retreat. He waved his hammer around back over his shoulder. “You, you get out of here then,” his voice trembled.  “And take your…warriors with you. Just leave us be, you hear?”

Markus nodded curtly, lowered his arms and spun before grabbing Sil’s arm and dragging her along with him.

Knocked out her daze, she asked, “What happened?” The illusion —Yes, it was an illusion— disappeared; Markus was…just Markus now.

He smirked, but it was a pained smirk. “Now that is manipulation.”

“How? You did that? You made them —you made me— believe you had people ready to rain death on everyone.” Markus shoved her into the closest alley. “Stop pushing me—”

“MaCathy wasn’t kidding,” he blurted, pacing back and forth. “This place is dangerous.” 

Sil padded and fluffed her blouse and readjusted her brown mantle and veil. “Well, it seems to me you did just fine. And next time I’d appreciate it if you didn’t involve me with your blessing. It was all so ridiculous—”

“I didn’t have much choice, Sil,” he snapped, still pacing and fidgeting by pumping his fists and craning his neck. He then grabbed his forehead with his hand, lifting up his hat.

“What’s wrong? We’re safe, aren’t we?”

“Yes, I think,” he said, pain stretching across his face. “I…it’s nothing.” He sat himself down on the stone ground, back against the wall. He lowered his head between his knees, his hat rolling off.

“Markus…. You’re not feeling well?”

“Give me a minute,” he voice cracked.

“I can seek help—”

“No, this will pass.” But he arched his back, further burying his head in between his knees.  What could she do? She wasn’t a healer. She as a destroyer.

“Markus. You clearly need help. Don’t believe—”

“Priests,” he said, derisively. “Doesn’t your magic cost you anything?”

Sil blinked. “I…I suppose it does. We can overexert ourselves. You saw me with my shoulder incident.”  She snickered, wishing she hadn’t brought it up. “Runic too. Alloyed with other metals can be dangerous.  You’ve used it on me. Absorbs the closest magical energy and according to its purity and converts it to heat—”

“I’m not looking for a textbook answer, damn it...” he clenched his teeth, his whole-body trembling.

“What’s wrong, Markus? Tell me, please. I’m…I’m not really a healer if that’s what you need—”

“The King-Maker,” he said in a small timid voice. “That skill. Remember how I said I can influence emotions?”

“Yes.”

“I…when I overuse it like that…my body, my mind…it’s like balancing scales. I push too far one way on others, I get snapped back the other way on me. Nature’s way of making me accountable, I guess.”  He displayed his shaking hands. “I…just can’t stop shaking,” he faked a laugh. “I’m…just…so damn terrified.”

Sil sat beside him, and after wrestling with herself, she placed her hand on his back. “You’re feeling afraid because it’s what you made that brute feel, isn’t it?”

“No,” he sniffled. “I’m feeling what I made you all feel.” He shifted away from her, sinking his head lower. “Just give me a moment.”

Sil went to comfort him, but then realized what he must being going through. He had made her —all the them— see him as a mighty leader and she was terrified by his supposed warriors ready to lay waste on everyone there in a moment’s notice. Now, he felt the world around him looming large and terribly dangerous, like a lion ready to pounce —like a hundred lions ready to devour him. He must be feeling what she felt: small and vulnerable. Was that also the price he paid for making her confident?

Sil closed her eyes. “I…suppose I should apologize,” she said. “I should have realized.”

“You didn’t know,” he replied, his voice sounding exhausted, but calmer.

“You’ve been encouraging bravery in me all along, haven’t you?”

He lifted his head and grinned, the corners of lips quivered. “A braver you helped me out too.”

Sil rested the back of her head again the wall. “I’m sorry for being difficult,” she said. “I…I just have to find my sister. You don’t know what she’s put me through.”

“Put you through?”

“The Temple, us, I mean,” she corrected herself.

“What will you do when we find her. Get her to go back to the Temple?”  He lifted his head, his teary eye glancing at her hip, the knife underneath.

She covered her lap with her mantle. “You want to arrest her, don’t you? Bring her back to the Empire?”

He lifted his head up higher, his eye red but no longer tearing. He took in a few long breaths. “We both want to find her,” he said, nodding. “Let’s start with that.”  e then hoisted himself up before extended a hand to help her up.

Taking it, she asked, “Ignoring the problem, won’t help us. She can’t go with you and with me at the same time.”

Markus smiled, his joviality returning. He then swiped his hat from the ground and after tapping it onto his head, he added, “the cart goes before the horses. Don’t they teach you that much in your Temple?” He then strolled on down the alley, leaving her frustrated. She’d have to figure out some way of dragging Gene off with her without Markus interfering. He couldn’t take her away.

The other side of the alley opened up to the same busy street they previously crossed with all the bustle of morning growing: more people, vendors, and store criers calling out for business.

Sill caught up with him. “Our teachers teach us that we need to plan ahead for inevitabilities.”

Markus lifted his finger. “I’m starving and I know just the place, if it’s still open. Let’s eat, relax a bit and tonight, we’ll break into that shop. OK, Lady Casmarus of the Order of the Short Hair?”

Sil rolled her eyes. “Very well, Lord Montgomery of the Order of the One-eyes.”
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Celeste Casmarus: The Islander Trader

 

“My dear Doyenne, you of all know how busy we are preparing the poor for winter. Why have you convened a Synod?”

“Because of this! Here, I’ve brought them before your eyes! Runic metallurgy. Binding rituals. Sacrificial Magics, Runes, and Ragnarok Ritual Imaginings. Evil, cursed, forbidden—”

“Oh Goddess, we haven’t given our allegiance to the Cults; don’t be absurd, Your Holiness. But we had to learn how to offer Gene’s body to Zandagor by way of an intermediary —the knife we gave Celeste. Why else would we give it to her to use?”

“Necromancy is a dangerous discipline! Especially when so little is known. Look here at your notes! Do any one of you realize what will happen when Lady Celeste uses her knife? The knife will draw upon the innate healing magic of the living surrounding it and the runic alloy will heat and explode, sending shrapnel everywhere, killing everyone—”

“Offering everyone to our Goddess! Yes we know. Most of all those two devil sisters, Celeste and Genevieve.”

“Devils? …What do you mean?”

“Mother Fea told us where to find those Cultist materials years ago. They were buried with the parents of those two—”

“You had no right to desecrate a grave—”

“They were Ragnars, Doyenne! Descendant citizens of that abdominal Nation! There is nothing sacred in them!”

“I…I should have been told.”

“For that, we apologize, but we thought it best because of your friendship with Princess Za’nina. If word spread among the people two Ragnar, two cultists, were among us, and far worse, High Priests in their Offering Office, the city would rise to a hysteria or isn’t that what Mister Conner implied? We didn’t tell you to protect your ignorance.”

“Ignorance isn’t something to be protected, Mother Gracie! I am the Doyenne here; it is not for any of you to decide from whom or what I should be protected! These are incredibly grave matters you all seem to be so comfortable—”

“Comfortable? Comfortable! Mother Stella, do you recall the numbers on the Chills infected we have admitted to our hospice care last year and this year to date?”

“Yes. I do, Mother Gracie. Twenty-seven last year. And this year. We’ve taken in one hundred. And five. Nearly four times more.  And eight times from two years ago. You know this too. Doyenne.”

“You see there, Your Holiness. Comfortable is something we can no longer be. You have always said yourself that there’s something a miss, something wrong with the sacrifices, with the world. Well, there is. Gene and Celeste, they are descendants of a powerful matriarch, a necromancer empress who ruled the Nation of Ragnarok for hundreds of years. It was a mistake letting Gene in here in the first place, doubly so for her sister. Now we are surprised the Golden Lady is abandoning us?”

“Matriarch? Necromancer? Empress? Mother Gracie…how…could you possibly know all of this?”

“We have heard it, Doyenne.”

“…Mothers…all of you. I have a very important question for each of you. When you commune with the Golden Lady. Does she answer you?”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

“And you, Mother Lyn?”

“Uh, yes, of course.”

-A meeting of the Synod of the Golden Lady.

 

 

Evening came as Sil waited downstairs in the parlor of a public banquet hall Markus knew, an establishment sympathetic to the apostate emperor —if that could be believed in Landrie’s lands. More likely, Markus paid a large sum for the owner to allow them to use their upstairs home to refresh themselves. And for that, Sil would have happily paid plenty too. She finally had chance to bath, which after so much walking outdoors, seemed like a stay in heaven. She never wanted to leave, but her thoughts always settled on her sister and what accusations she was going level on Sil when they meet. Gene always did that: projected her vices onto her. Blamed her for disasters that Gene couldn’t be bothered to prevent herself. So selfish.

Sil snickered to herself, trying to pick up a piece of black lint from her brown mantle only to realize she had smudged black soot deeper into the fabric. She lifted her brown mantle up to her nose, still smelling of metals and dust, but at least she felt clean. She could have washed them and hand dried them with her magic, but she was too exhausted —having to pry herself out of the bath took a herculean effort in and of itself. At least she cleaned the grim and dust from under her fingernails and smudges of dirt on her face and hands. And no way in the Seven Heavens was Markus going to get her to plaster white powder on her face again, for all the good that did.

Checking herself over, she found that her ankles weren’t as badly cut as she thought from all the undergrowth scrapping at her. Even her head, still covered by her brown veil, at long last sprouted out a healthy budding growth of silver hair. Though as short as it was now, her hair looked whiter than silver, making her appear four for five times her age.

Sil lifted her chin. There was no use in complaining. She had come this far, she wouldn’t turn back. Still, what was keeping Markus so long? She had gone to refresh herself first, and admittingly, she took her time. Was he taking a longer time just to spite her. Probably.

The daughter of the owners, a young girl of six or seven named Breana, pushed through the kitchen door and whistled her way to Sil’s table with a mug in each hand dressed in blue overalls and a red shirt with pink flower patterns.

“Hello,” she said, brightly. “Thirsty?” She placed the mug in front of Sil with some brownish bubbly liquid inside, probably ale.

Sil frowned. “Do you have water instead?”

Breana tucked her head down, her ears turning red. “Waters no good here. Too bitter.” Bashful girl? 

Sil put on a friendly smile. “Wine then?” Although stronger, ale was a brutish drink for brutish men like those who tried to accost her and Markus earlier. Hopefully, the wine wouldn’t make her drowsy.

Breana skipped away to another table without an answer, singing a song about lilies and rain, leaving Sil to wonder if the little girl heard her order at all. At the other end of the parlor two men and a one woman of notably higher station judging by their clean faces and clothes, sat around the same table sharing a drink. Gray clothes had to be in fashion, too; the men wore gray hats and the woman wore a gray mantle much like Sil’s, but larger and hanging down off her seat. I should have washed my clothes, she groaned to herself. But she did notice she was given the farthest table from them, by the kitchen and opposite the public latrine and wash rooms. Privacy, it was prudent of them.

“Allo Sil,” Markus appeared from the kitchen door, already munching on something. “I see you’ve already got a drink in front of you. Breana, bring me one when your free.”

“Sure thing, boss,” the little girl answered, a phrase she repeated every time someone requested something of her.

Sil pushed the drink away. “You can have it,” she said as Markus sat.

“You look a lot better,” he remarked with a pleasant smile. “Almost human like the rest of us.”

Sil pressed her lips together. “Wish I could have cleaned my clothes too.”

Markus leaned back in his chair. “Me too.” He opened his coat and a whiff of dust popped off. “With any luck, it won’t take much longer. The owner couple here say that store’s ownership we’re going to break into has recently been transferred over to someone named Nahan’Suss.’”

“Whose Nahan’Suss?”

Markus shrugged. “Don’t know, but who ever it is, isn’t afraid of MaCathy.”

“I don’t see why anyone would be. Filthy man and filthy place, there’s redeeming about him.”

“Gods, Sil. I give you one compliment, and you on to insult one of my friends?”

“Don’t remind me he’s your friend.”

Markus lifted his palms out in submission. “Alright, alright. Let’s talk about our plan—”

Breana skipped back with two mugs, one with ale, the other with wine. “Eating,” she asked, keeping her eyes away from Sil. Very bashful girl, she thought.

“Eggs. Potatoes. Thick bacon, cured or fried, however you have it,” Markus said.

“That’s breakfast, boss. It’s dinner now.”

Markus shrugged. “I’m an adult, Breana. I can have what I want when I want.”

Breana wrinkled her nose at Markus. “Not here, boss.”

“Little girl,” Sil leaned in. “Why do you call everyone ‘boss.’” Breana hung her head down, ears ripening a deep red.

“Customers are our bosses,” she whispered.

“Sil, what ya have,” Markus asked. She took out some of the vouchers her sister priests had given her to use —useless now that they were no where near the Holy City. She’d have to exchange them for whatever rate the trading house offered. She thought about rushing over there when Markus chuckled. “They gave you useless paper? Sil, my oh my, they really played you a fool.”

“Going on about that again,” Sil said, making an exasperated sigh. “It is not useless. I can go to that Trader building I saw and get exchanges.”

Markus’s face lit up with a wry grin. “Whoa, look at you, learning so much of the world now. I’m impressed. I wonder what exchange you’d get without an account or even residency here.” He leaned in, narrowing his eye on her. “You do know if you want a good exchange you’d need an account with the city bank, right? Or maybe your priest sisters arranged with a bank back in the Holy City. That works too.” He then creased his eyebrows together. “They did set one up before you left, right?” Sil let her expression grow cold, an inch closer and she might actually follow through with a slap across his face. “No? You weren’t? Hmm…I’m sure that slipped their minds.”

Sil rolled her eyes, instead. “You have no idea about what you’re talking about.”

Markus leaned to Breana. “She’ll have what I’m having.” 

“No, I—”

“If I’m buying, I’m choosing,” he said, and Breana swished away, bubbling and singing.

“Why do you have local money?”

Markus leaned back, smiling. “Because I’m always prepared.”

“MaCathy gave you money…isn’t…that…,” Sil trailed off, noticing as Breana skipped to the other table, she would turn over her shoulder to take quick glances at Sil. “That girl,” she said, sipping the wine —overly sweet with a taste of dry raisins. How long had it sat, and how much water was added, Sil could only guess. “She’s very shy around me.”

“Yea, I noticed that too. I never met her, wasn’t born yet when I was around, but she seems to get along fine with me.” Markus gulped down his ale. “Want to ask her why?”

“No…she’s probably never seen someone like me before. I remember being in a town filled with mostly men and boys. It can be lonely, and another girl to talk to can be both welcomed and overwhelming. Sat’r, at least then, was more of the same.”

“This place’s changed quiet a bit since then,” he said, leaning back on his chair with an arm over the top rail and mug in his hand. “Turning into a proper city. I remember this used be an all industrial and business place with satellite villages. Few people were allowed to live here, like Gylur and his wife. Skilled labor would come in, work the day, buy what they needed and go home.”

“Yes, I remember,” Sil said, bringing the wine to her mouth, but then lowering it back to the table without taking a sip. “My father used to tell me ‘if Ladress’s heart was the Holy City, Sat’r would be the kingdom’s soul.’ Guards, sentries, metal and smoke everywhere.” She suppressed a shiver. Those memories weren’t as pleasant as she liked to believe.

 “Yea, Queen Zana, even her husband too, I think, always had a garrison here,” Markus began as Sil eyed Breana sheepishly scurrying behind Markus and then hurrying through the kitchen door. “This noble, Niklas Doryene ran it. Kept everything running smoothly for the real man in charge, Lord Mionzeg Roz. But you know nobles around here only work when there’s a problem so the fun part of our business was trying to grow as much as possible without creating ‘work.’ It was fun.” A fond longing formed in his eye as did a small grin.

“By ‘business,’ you mean mischief,” Sil corrected him, trying to snap him out his reminiscing. “But I haven’t seen any guards now or city patrols. Have you?”

Markus titled his head. “Yea, you’re right. MaCathy said something about soldiers moving on out. That would explain my warm welcome.” Sil rose an eyebrow. He chuckled. “I tried getting the owners here to let us sleep in their stock back room. But they said we couldn’t stay, and that we should go right after we eat.”

“I suppose we’ve pressed enough upon their hospitality.”

“No, not that. They’re good people,” Markus replied, rocking his chair on its back legs. “Rumors are that tensions between the prince brothers are on the rise again and if someone finds out they let me stay here…” He tipped his mug. “Our hospitable hosts could be in trouble.”

Despite herself, Sil took a drink of the wine and as she brought the mug up to her mouth, she noticed the kitchen door open and Breana peeking out at her. When they locked eyes, she disappeared, and the door swung closed.

“That little girl’s still staring at me,” she whispered, trying to lick the raisin taste out of her mouth.

Markus slid the other mug of ale toward her. “You know, I’ve been thinking,” he said, tipping his brimmed hat lower over his face. “You do look a lot like Gene—” Sil’s eyes shot open, searching for Breana. “Relax. She’ll be back, but we do have to hurry. We’ve got to scout out a place to sleep and make it to that shop.” Sil lowered her eyes on her drink, not looking forward to spending the night outside. Still, if Breana recognized her and met Gene, maybe there was hope she was somewhere in the city.

“Try the ale,” he said. “It’s much better.”

She snickered. “That’s not what I was thinking about.”

“I’m getting another round.” He snapped his fingers twice. “It’ll keep us warm when we sleep outside.”

She grimaced. “We can’t be intoxicated—”

The door opened and out came Breana with two more mugs. Keeping her distance from Sil, she placed the two on Markus’s side of the table. 

Before she could turn away, Markus leaned in and asked, “So…what’s your name.”

She tilted her head, and scratched her forehead. “You already know it, boss.”

“OK. What’s my name, then?”

“Boss.”

Sil giggled and Breana’s ears flushed.

“You’re not scared of me are you,” Markus asked.

“No.”

“Even with my one eye.” Markus opened his eye wide.

“Lots of people have lots of missing parts around here.”

“Yea, I guess you’re right,” Markus sounded deflated. He then nodded toward Sil. “What about her? You’re not scared of her either, are you?”

She ducked her head down and shifted closer to Markus

“Breana,” Sil said, liltingly . “It’s a pretty name. Why are you so shy with me?”

She didn’t answer, only tip-toed closer to Markus.

“Hey listen,” Markus said in a soft hush while pointing to Sil. “That’s my friend. She won’t eat you —not unless she cooks you first.” Breana frowned. “Don’t believe me? I’ve seen it! This big fat coachman. Poor fellow. She was so hungry, and the coachman got up and on his stagecoach and tried getting away. But my friend, here, wouldn’t give up. ‘Come back delicious piggly,’ she shouted. And she cooked him, the horse and stagecoach whole—”

“That’s not helping,” Sil chided, but Breana cracked a smile.

“Hey Breana, my friend has a question for,” Markus added. “Can she ask it?”

Breana nodded quickly with her head still ducked down.

“Go ahead Sil, what’s your question for little Breana again. She’s a busy girl, you know. Lots of bosses around here.” The way Markus handled Breana made it seem more reasonable that he was a father. Maybe that part his story was true. Maybe the rest of his story… Sil put it out her mind.

“Breana,” Sil said. “Why are you so shy of me?”

“I am not shy,” she pouted, crossing her arms. “You don’t scare me.”

Taken aback by Breana’s sudden change, Sil turned to Markus who winked at her. Was he influencing the little girl? “Markus—”

“She’s a busy girl, Sil, hurry up,” he retorted. “Aren’t you, Breana?”

The little girl puffed. “Daddies gonna get angry if I wait here too long, so hurry up, boss.”

Sil fought off a snicker. She’d have to have a long talk with him on the morality of using his blessing on someone so young, but at least Breana felt comfortable enough to speak with her. Sil leaned in. “I’m glad you’re not afraid of me. But I want to ask if you have ever seen anyone that looks like me?”

She squirmed a bit, but still kept her eyes up on Sil. “I can’t talk about it.”

“Oh? A secret?”

“No,” Breana replied.

“A promise then,” Markus suggested.

She turned to him, and stomped her foot while shouting, “No! No! No!” Markus then straightened up in his seat and Breana rushed off back into the kitchen.

“What…what happened,” Sil asked.

He leaned in over the table and whispered. “She isn’t shy of you, Sil. I sensed her emotion. She’s terrified of you.”

Sil felt her heart fall into her stomach. “Terrified? Of me? …Why?”

“Your sister,” he whispered. “It has to be. She’s been here. I don’t think we can get much out of her—”

The kitchen door slammed open. The male owner, Gylur, stormed out with two plates in his hand and an angry scowl on his face. He plopped the plates on the table, the eggs jiggling in place. He folded his arms across his chest, staring down Markus.

“Did you do your King-Maker crap on my little girl,” he growled.

Markus opened his palms— 

“Don’t try that crap with me, either. She nearly broke the door back there and now she’s crying on Eah’s lap—”

“It was me,” Sil spoke up. His hard eyes shifted onto her and she cowed a bit under them. “She was shy of me and I wanted to know why.” He watched her, breathing heavily as though he was waiting for a better explanation. “Uh…she said I looked familiar. That’s all. I suppose someone who looks like me must have scared her.” His scowl grew deeper, but his eyes softened.

“Eat up and get out of here,” he barked. He then started back for the kitchen when Sil stopped him.

“Wait! You know who she was afraid of, don’t you? You’ve seen someone who looks like me, haven’t you? Older maybe—”

“Stop it,” Gylur shouted. “I don’t know what my girl is afraid of. She’s six, for the Seven’s sake. But I can’t have her crying and breaking down walls and doors, so…” He paused. “Eat and go. Don’t bother paying. And don’t come back.”

“Gylur,” Markus said, tipping his hat further over his face. “Is everything alright?”

“My little girl’s crying,” he said. “So, no, nothing’s alright.” And he disappeared behind the kitchen door.

“That was certainly strange,” Sil said, sipping her wine only to spit it back into her cup. “He seemed so amiable before.” Markus turned over his shoulder at the three guests at the far other end. “What, what are you—"

“Shh…,” he sounded. “Eat quick. We gotta go.”

“Tell me, Markus.”

He turned back, sighing. “Don’t look,” he whispered. “But behind me. Those three. They’re wearing gray just like that other man who followed us near the shop.”

Sil shrugged. “Gray is a good winter color.”

Markus mocked a laugh.

“You believe they’re all working together?”

“I’d bet my runic on it,” he whispered. “And they’re holding this place for some reason.”

Sil straightened in her chair. “Then we have to help.”

He pointed his fork at her. “We don’t have to do anything. You heard the man; I offered help, and he didn’t take it. This could just be some local robbers’ protection thing. We don’t have to get involved.”

“Gylur and Eah are your friends, aren’t they? And this is how you treat them? No wonder you always have to use your blessing—.”

He slammed his mug on the table, ale spilling over. “No, Sil. This is how I stay focused on my goal.”

Suddenly, the kitchen door creaked open. Sil expected Gylur to show up again, but it was Breana mouthing ‘help,’ to Markus. Once she caught Sil looking at her, she scurried behind the door. 

“Well, boss,” Sil said. “Can you still say no?” 

Markus closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You know, I’m really fond of saying ‘no’ to you, but to her…. Alright, I have a question for you,” he leaned in and whispered. “I know you can use magic, but if things go badly, this’ll be your first time in a fight, won’t it? In doors, I mean.” In doors. Yes, that would be challenge; she’d have to focus on narrowing the scope of her magic. Fire was out of the question, maybe wind too. Lightening? They would all go deaf, and it would cause a fire too. Organ Compression? Hard to do without killing the person. If only they were outside, she wouldn’t have to worry. Why did she always use fire as a crutch for her martial magic? Just because it came easy? Well, it did; it was so natural to her that it became one of her first self-discovered spells —with horrible consequences. Damn it all. Maybe her sister was right about her that one time. But here, she couldn’t let her smothered anger get the best of her.  Oh, how she wished she spent more time practicing the subtler spells. She could ice only their clothes, or bind them to the ceiling by inverting gravity, or make them pass out by drawing the air from their lungs. No, no, no; if she lost focus they’d all be affected. Still, she refused to be useless. “Sil, you’re worrying me.”

She swallowed a gulp of wine. “I’ve trained to become one of the Golden Lady’s Valkyries, haven’t I,” she said, steeling her confidence. “I’ve sparred with the best; I know how to use magic.”

He flashed his eyebrows in mock surprise before slowly standing up. Sil stood with him. “Aren’t the Valkyries supposed to be dead saints,” he asked.

“Generally, yes.”

“Then no, don’t become a Valkyrie yet.” He opened his hand toward the three sitting at the far table. “Well, you’re the one filled with a zeal for justice. Introduce me.”

“All this stalling,” she grumbled before storming over to them. “You three,” she said, chin up, her arms down by her side and palms facing behind her to hide initiating spells. She looked down on each of them as they turned to her with bemused smirks as if she had interrupted an amusing conversation.

“Yes,” the woman said, older with brown hair, giggling on the edge of laughter. “You need something? Just overheard the owner kicking you out.”

“Uh, well,” Sil stumbled, expecting them to be more aggressive. Not laughing. “No, he didn’t kick me out.”

The man to Sil’s left pointed outside with his thumb. “There’s another tavern across the way. Go with your man and get out.” Sil blinked a few times, unsure of what to do. “Well? You’ve got ears and legs. Go.” He then turned back to the table, removing from his shirt pocket a deck of cards. “Let’s play for the next round of drinks.” He began dealing. So, they want to be coy, do they? But Sil wouldn’t let them get the better of her. 

She cleared her throat. “Are you three harassing the parlor owner? That little girl is so frightened—” They erupted into laughter and behind her she swore she could hear Markus chuckling too.

“That big fella with his freakishly strong little girl,” the woman said between chuckles. “No. We’re not threatening no one.  Just playing a game to bid our time…but, you know,” She tapped her chin a few times. “You look familiar.”

“Do I,” Sil shot back. “Who? Think, please.”

They each paused for a moment to look at her, dull expressions all, before returning to their game. “No, my mistake,” the woman said.

“Foreigners,” the dealer muttered. “So many people coming to town now, they all start looking the same. Seven card game. Ragnar trumps. The Golden Lady’s poison on this one. All else, the same.”

Confused, and feeling her face flush, she walked back to her table. Markus watched her, smiling ear to ear, so she hit his shoulder on her way to her seat.

“I’m still waiting for you to introduce me,” he said wryly.

Sil frowned, taking another large gulp of stale wine. “They ignored me,” she shouted, hoping the three would hear her.

“No,” Markus said. “They sized you up. Don’t look, but the woman has a mantle on, right? Covering her hands? Gotta watch out for her. They’re playing cards now, but she’s taking the cards underneath her mantle and probably passing knives back to the other two. They laugh to disarm us. I think they’re planning to take us on.”

Sil tensed her muscles. “If so then—”

Markus batted his hand at her. “I’ve never met someone as angry—” She glared at him, and he straightened in his chair. “You see, that’s the anger that almost killed that coachman.”

Sil snickered. “I have a right to be angry—"

“Hey, you two,” one of the men shouted. “If you’re not leaving, come play with us. Lowest buys next round.”

“Let me,” Markus whispered, standing. “I don’t think we can,” he told them. “Sorry. You see, my friend here is really worried about you three, almost panicking—"

“No, I’m not.”

“She recognizes you guys from this criminal crew that held her up while back. Stole everything she had, even her hair—”

“Markus,” Sil warned.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” the woman said. “But your friend’s mistaken. Pull up two chairs. Let’s play.”

Markus laughed, his hands going to is belt and pushing open his coat. “You know, I don’t think she is because I recognize you too.” 

“Then you’re mistaken,” the woman said, humorlessly. “We’re not part of some lawless crew. We’re bigger than that.”

“Bigger,” Markus asked with surprise.

“Yea, bigger. But I do recognized her. You even sound like her, priest.”

“Gene,” Sil shouted. “Do you know a priest, Whitewave Fallingstar? She may also go by Genevieve Casmarus. I’m…looking…for….” Markus hung his head. “What’s the matter with you.”

“Sil, please shut up,” he said.

“Don’t be rude with me!”

“I said ‘please,’ didn’t I?”

The woman and the two men stood, and it was clear now how dangerous they were. The woman wore leather pants, small daggers hanging on her belt only visible where her mantle separated down the middle. The other two revealed a sword and a short ax each.

“What made you want to travel here to search for her,” the woman asked.

Sil readied her magic, resisting the impulse to use fire. So she decided on wind again and hoped the room wouldn’t become a whirlwind of flying chairs and tables. “I’m her sister, and I’m here to bring her back to the Temple.”

“Sil,” Markus groaned. “Would you please stop telling them everything.”

“Another one looking for her,” the woman said with a sigh, her hand out in a stopping gesture to the other two. “We heard her priest sister might come looking for her. She’s a magic user, fellas. What’s your name, again? Sil, he called you? I suggest you run back to your Temple.”

Markus cocked his head. “Another one? Who else is looking for her?”

“Who are you,” the woman grunted at him. “Her body guard?”

“The more important observation is: if you’re here, then Gene’s somewhere in the city, isn’t she? Take me to her.”

“Like hell we will,” she replied. 

“I don’t suppose ‘please’ would work any better?”

Gene’s in the city? And these three worked for her? What could she have done to put such terror into a little girl and hire thugs to harass a business owner? “What could be so damn important, Gene,” she whispered. Rediscovering our family’s shame? Is that what you’re after? Go with them. Use your knife on her. Father and mother trusted us to make amends! “Did Gene murder those people outside the city,” Sil demanded. “Did she do all those atrocities the Empire accuses her of? Tell me!”

The woman broke her practiced cool expression, then smirked. “If you’re her sister, you should have found her warning back in Sato. If you didn’t, consider this your one warning.” Then she turned Markus. “But you, you get no warning.”

Markus chuckled. “Aw, it’s OK, I don’t really need one.”

“Kill the imperial,” she commanded. “Don’t touch the mage—”

Pop! Pop! The two men collapsed to the floor, blood leaking from their heads. But the woman had thrown a dagger, already in midair. Sil tried summoning her strong wind, but she’d never make it in time— She suddenly felt the wind spell dissipate from her palm, even her initiation spell fizzled out. In that moment, the  dagger brightened and smoked a fiery red before stabbing into Markus. He grunted, falling back into a chair. Runic weapons? Sil knew what to do; she trained for this!

Sil shot up both palms toward the woman, casting everything at her: fire, wind, fire again, in quick succession. Instead of bursts of spells shooting from her hands which would have destroyed the entire building and them inside, she felt her spells tear off her palms, pulling her closer as if ropes were attached to them. Fatigue washed over her, but she didn’t care. If Mother Stella had been here, she would have scolded Sil for not thinking quickly enough. She should have been quick enough! They knew she was a mage; they would have been ready with runics. Her sister would be ready for her too. 

Sil’s target flinched at first but then twisted her mouth into a confused frown. Still, Sil kept casting, quickening her spells with more accuracy; her body took over, anticipating the next spell and protecting against the pull from the runic by making her heavier. Of course, the woman looked confused, Sil’s spells one after an other absorbed into the weapons on her belt. 

One flamed into life, lighting her mantle on fire. Frantically, she tried grabbing it but whipped her hand away, burning herself. Another lit, then another. Metal popped and whistled, and smoke flew up around her. Cursing, the woman tried grabbing at her belt but pulled away melted skin. She screamed, trying to tear away at her pants but the leather blacked and crackled, burning her legs. With horror on her face, she ran for the door and lunged out, the smell of charred flesh following a series of agonizing screams trailing into the street.

Serves her right, Sil thought, resisting the urge to follow her and finish it. And why not? She was nothing but a nuisance. Criminals, murders, cut-throats, faux souls, ersatz minds, what make them more worthy of life then me? Sil’s breath caught her throat. The Golden Lady spoke…but it was Sil’s words, her thoughts…yet not her words. As if they overlapped one another. Are you there, my Goddess. Kill Gene—

“Uh, Sil, you done staring into space, I could use some help,” Markus’s voice shocked her. Sil found him sitting on the floor with his back against a chair, his hand delicately touching the pommel of the knife that stuck out of his forearm. His coat sleeve burned and cracked around the hole. 

He cursed. “Too slow. Damn it, I wish I had a third arm.”

“Jokes? You’re making jokes?” She went for the blade and he winched it away. “Let me take it out.”

“You can heal this, can’t you?”

Sil frowned. “No…I’m not that kind of mage.”

“Not that kind of mage? How does that make sense?”

“I told you before, I’m trained to become a Valkyrie. Now let me grab hold and pull it out.” He darted worried eyes between her and the knife. “I served in the city hospital for a few years and administered rudimentary aid on pilgrimages. I know what I’m doing, Markus.” He took in a deep breath and held it before turning his gaze up to the ceiling. He then nodded, giving Sil the signal to proceed. She carefully closed her hand around the knife’s hilt. The hot knife must have burned its way in; pulling it out would tear more skin and muscle. No choice. In one swift move, Sil yanked it out to Markus’s shutting his eyes tightly; his face reddened and cheeks bulged out. “It’s done,” she said, examining the the blade black with chard bits of flesh stuck to it. It was a not a good sign for the future use of that arm.

“Take off your jacket,” she said. “I want to see the wound.”

“I’ve only got one arm, Sil,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’ll have to work the sleeve —gently.”

Sil huffed, trying to be gentle, and tugged the sleeve until his arm was free. Surprisingly, the wound wasn’t bleeding, but burn blisters appeared on the skin around the wound. That might be a problem, she thought. Infection. Follow that woman. This is waste of time.

“Not a waste of time,” she muttered to herself.

“Don’t worry, Sil. We’ll find your sister. She isn’t going to escape,” he said with a pained expression. “Wound doesn’t look bad either. Don’t really feel it, but the burning around it.”

“That’s because the blade cauterized the wound it made,” she said, examining the cut for signs of poison. Fowl people, they would poison everything, even her sister.

“Ah, right. Runic blade. Expensive. I guess they could afford a priest.”

“You knew she was hired,” Sil accused.

Markus shook his head. “But honestly, Sil. She couldn’t have done what she did alone.”

“You don’t know she committed those crimes,” she whispered. “It could have been those she worked for. Maybe she’s being held hostage. Made to work against her will—”

Markus grabbed her arm, stealing her attention from his wound. “I know you don’t believe that.” No, she didn’t. She knew Gene would go to any lengths for her pet projects, but —Sil stood and turned away. How was Gene going to sacrifice herself if she committed those crimes? She couldn’t; the Golden Lady would reject her. All Sil’s efforts would be for nothing. She would remain defrocked and her parent’s dreams of redeeming their past would be destroyed—

“All that anger in you, and you’re still defending her,” he chuckled. “Might feel better of you face the truth.” Truth? The truth was…You know Gene is capable of it.

“I…she’s still a priest, Mister Montgomery. I don’t believe someone who was so close to the Almighty could betray everything she believed in for…what? Why? Damn it,” she cursed under her breath.

“You ‘don’t’ believe, or ‘can’t’ believe? Big difference between the two.”

“I have to believe she’s innocent.”

Gylur finally appeared from the kitchen and Sil shouted for bandages, salve and a sling for Markus’s arm.

Sil returned to his wound asking him, “try flexing your hand.” But he couldn’t close his fist completely and all the while contorting his face in pain. “We have to watch those burns for infection. And I’m sorry, I doubt this wound will fully heal. If it hit nerve or muscle…” And it most certainly did.

“Rest,” Markus said, though he sounded worried. “Just needs some rest.”

Gylur appeared again, and Sil went quick to work, applying salve and wrapping the wound.

“Aren’t you a mage,” Gylur asked, walking behind her to examine the two dead men.

She let out frustrated groan.

“She’s not that kind of mage,” Markus answered for her and she thanked him with a nod.

“What kind is that?”

“The kind that’s only useful after she’s dead apparently,” he said with a suspicious tone. Sil ignored him, tightening the bandages and tying them in place. Next, she worked the sling around his shoulder. “Kinda strange they didn’t teach you at least some basic healing magic,” he pried further. “It’s what mages are known for, and a whole lot more useful than fire and wind.” But Sil kept herself quiet, tying the sling about his shoulder.

“There,” she said with a sigh. “All done.” She helped him to his feet. “Now you have only one arm instead of the three you wanted.” She smiled.

“Sil, just curious,” he asked, gingerly pulling his coat back over his shoulder. “As a priest, what’s your job after the yearly sacrifice? Not sit in a closet the rest of the year, I’d guess.”

“No, I would—” she stopped herself. “A defender of the Temple.” 

He didn’t seem to believe her, and worse, if he really did sneak inside the Temple, he might know martial magic and tactics were rarely taught to priests. Even the Martial Schools only produced a handful of competent martial mages a year, usually hired quick-away to protect some noble or landowner. The vast majority of mage’s experience with the martial magics was to learn how to protect themselves from a thoughtless casting. 

The Temple had their guards, of course. They weren’t as proficient as Sil’s skills, but they knew medicinal magic too. Sil didn’t; she didn’t need it. She wasn’t supposed to need it. She was supposed to be by the Golden Lady’s side. She was supposed to be already dead.

Sil’s stomach lurched, so she turned away from him to join Gylur with the other two on the floor. Two clean shots through the forehead, brain matter she hadn’t noticed splattered against the wall from only one of them.

“Pretty good shots,” Markus said. “Was aiming for their hands.” Though he probably meant it as a joke, Sil didn’t laugh. Death wasn’t something to make light of. Two people lived here, but now, sent to the Almighty. Markus moaned, examining one his hand-cannons. “They’re getting pretty weak. I’ve gotta recharge them soon.” 

Sil ignored his concern —and his ignorance of magic— and prayed a simple prayer for the dead but when it came time to plea for their souls, she stopped. Frowning, she said, “I’ve never seen people die before, not…so brutally. But, I…I don’t feel anything. I should. But, I don’t.” It just seemed like a brute fact to her, like the sun rising in the morning. Two dead with holes in their skulls.

“Don’t over think it,” Markus said, before leaning into her ear and whispering, “And you’re welcome.”

She pushed him away. “I don’t need you shoring up my courage.”

Markus gave her an incredulous grin and shrugged his uninjured shoulder Kill him too —Sil’s hand twitched— before joining Gylur at the outside door, looking out. “She still out there?” Markus asked.

“No, some people took her,” he answered, closing the door and blocking Markus. “You know what you’ve done? They’ll be back—”

“Blame it on me,” Sil said. “It doesn’t matter. My sister will always blame it on me.” And her sister knew  now. Sil won’t back down. Not this time. This time she’d get Gene to take responsibility.

Gylur opened the door, a mean scowl on his face. “Get out, then.”

Markus turned to her. “Come on, Sil. We’re not—

“No,” Sil said with her stomach growling. She rose chin up and rolled her shoulders back. She was already promised a night outside. She wouldn’t go hungry too because of Gene’s ‘people.’ She was finished suffering for her sister’s irresponsibilities. No more. Not after exhausting herself with magic and her food cooling on the table. And Markus was injured too. He’d need time to rest. “I will be staying her, Mister Gylur, and enjoy my food. What happened was not our fault, and, moreover, we have rid you of your hooligan problem. The least you can you do is show us some gratitude. Markus, have you paid—”

“Now listen here, girl,” Gylur growled. 

“Celeste Casmarus is my name, I prefer—”

“This is for your good. They’ll be back with more, and I’ve got a private party to entertain tonight. I do not want more trouble breaking my place up.”

“Noted,” Sil said. “Markus, pay him.” She then walked to her chair, and sat before her meal. You are wasting time. Choosing the ale instead of the wine, she drank it. Cold, effervescent and refreshing with a hint of maple. “This is delicious.”

“Sorry, Guy,” Markus said. “I guess we’re not going yet.” He joined her, though with his one arm, it took considerably longer for him to eat. Gylur stood over them, arms crossed, and breathing like a bull steaming up for a charge. “Don’t worry. We’ll leave as soon as we finish,” he said, stressing the point toward Sil. “Don’t want to face an entourage of those people.” 

“Yes, you were right,” Sil said, ignoring his concern. “I should have ale more often. Less intoxicating too.”

“See, I told you. You’re missing out keeping all those priestly habits.”

She wrinkled her nose at him before taking another bite. “They’re not ‘habits.’ They’re rituals. Natural signs of supernatural truths.”

“Sounds like another textbook definition,” he mocked, twirling his fork in the air. “I can hear the paper crackling now. What page, I wonder?”

“Thirty-eight. You know, you really should read more often. You might have found my sister by now if you had.”

“In a library? Maybe if she stayed in a library, she wouldn’t have committed those crimes.”

“Will you two just eat and leave already,” Gylur barked. Sil could almost imagine steam coming out of his nose. But she wouldn’t be cowed, good practice for her confrontation with Gene.

“There are two bodies over there,” Markus reminded him, point his fork over his shoulder. “Shouldn’t you clean them up?”

Gylur walked back in to the kitchen, muttering curses.

Sil leaned across the table. “Will he be alright with…you know,” she nodded behind him.

Markus shrugged. “He’ll be fine. That woman survived so they’ll know to come after us.” He then sighed. “Which means, we better hurry. We lost any chance of surprising Gene now, so we have to be careful.” He displayed his wounded arm. “I’ll have to lean more on you too, Miss Valkyrie.”

Sil frowned, returning to her food. Dinner passed quietly as the thought of Gene preparing for her growing on her mind. Gene was always so dismissive with a selective memory. She’d often rewrite the past to suit herself and blame Sil —like when the Empire took over Sato. She’d have to be ready for anything. Sil was woman now; Gene had to respect that and listen to her. And maybe with Markus’s help, stay bold enough to convince her to come home. You must kill her.

“Markus,” she whispered, debating her next words. “When we meet my sister. Send me some of that courage,” she said in a rushed hush. “Please.” She then stuffed her mouth with a large bit of potato. Markus didn’t react to what she said, just continued eating as best he could with his one hand. Maybe he didn’t hear her, and that idea brought relief to her. Asking for him to manipulate her emotions, even after she scolded him on it, wouldn’t be what she wanted. No, she had to face her older sister as she was. Sil wasn’t the naive little novitiate anymore. She had a long time to see the faults and damage her sister’s ‘following her conscience’ had done.

“Yea, sure,” he answered, not looking up from his plate. “So long as you stop using words like ‘moreover’ and ‘hooligans.’  It’s embarrassing.” Sil felt deflated; she should have expected he’d joke. But her quest was more important than her insecurities or sibling resentment. She had to get Gene back to the Temple, or sacrifice her here and now in Sat’r. The Golden Lady needed her; the world needed her. And if it came to fighting…? Sil pushed the plate away, but took in a large gulp of ale and waited for Markus to finish. She’d have to subdue her.

As time went on, Breana never appeared; neither did Eah, Gylur’s wife, who Sil didn’t even meet. But rested and hunger sated, the two left the parlor to find a cloudy overcast and threatening rains. Not very good if they were going to sleep outside, but at least the air would be fresher after a good rain.

 

***

 

Markus, who didn’t seem to be in a hurry as they strolled back toward the Royal Rares and Ancient Articles shop, seemed irritatingly upbeat, even with his arm in a sling. 

“There must be other places we can spend the night,” Sil said, noting many couples out. Men and women well-dressed with their arms locked together with colorful parasols held in their other hands. All with smiles and lost in whispering conversations, wearing beautiful, clean and wrinkle-free clothing and those parasols, so colorful with their various themes and lettered embroidery. Some had those strange symbols embroidered on them, those straight and curves lines with shading. More cultists imagery, she doubted anyone else would recognize, but then again, she doubted those symbols were the genuine thing. For all Sil knew, the art had become fashionable now, and they were appealing to her eye. So much effort and expense, it would be a waste if they were just going to get wet with grimy rainwater, or maybe these people were so well-off, they didn’t care.

She pulled her brown, dirty and creased mantle tighter around her shoulders, realizing it stood no chance against rain. She’d be soaked through. For a moment, she imagined being one of them, maybe a business owner, land owner, or even a noble, out for a night of…what? She had never ‘caroused’ with the other priests. Even during festive times, she had to separate herself for her studies, disciplines, and mortifications. Her path was meant to be a hard one because it was an exceptional path for exceptional candidates. That should have boasted her spirits, but she found herself sadden instead.

“Finding a place to say isn’t a good idea,” Markus finally answered. “I…we stand out. And that woman got away too. They’d be stupid not to come look for us.”

“Gene might just seek me out herself then,” she mused. Maybe they could set a trap.

Markus glanced at her, tipping his hat down. “Not a good idea, either,” he said, probably guessing her plan. “She’ll come with full force. We’re only two.” He lifted his injured arm. “One and a half.”

Sil huffed. “Well, what is a good idea?”

“Our best bet is to try that shop quick, hope to find out her plans, and then get out of the city and track her.”

“Get out of the city? But, she’s here, she’s—”

“Expecting us,” he said, lowering his voice with a finger over his lips. “You’re right about one thing. She’ll come after us now. We lost our surprise. The best we can do is shadow her for a while.”

“You’re very serious now,” she said with approval.

He smirked. “Well, to be honest, I didn’t expect Gene’s gang to be so out in the open. And in a public parlor? Never done that before. She’s usually much more careful.”

“And that worries you?”

“No, actually. Makes me excited. Something important to her is here and she’s getting reckless. I can use that. Your sister may have abandoned the priesthood” —Sil snickered— “but she didn’t abandon her magic abilities. I need leverage. Leverage she was willing to kill that shop owner for.”

But what could it be, Sil had no idea. All she had were speculations based on Gene’s personality. Her love of history, particularly, their family history, and the Chills. But so was Sil interested in those subjects, and the libraries in the Temple were far better than another she could have found out here. No, more likely, she just didn’t want to selfishly give up her studies and had gotten herself involved with these hooligans.

Markus pushed his wounded arm closer to her. “Take it,” he said. “That street’s up ahead on the left. If anyone’s watching, I don’t want them knowing I’m down an arm.”

She hesitated, but took his arm, locking with hers as pain stuck his face. Except for the age, the two looked very much like the other couples walking in their private conversations along the stone sidewalks. It stung her now, a youth wasted. No. For a greater cause, she told herself, but she couldn’t help but feel sadness come over her. She glanced up at Markus to see if he was pushing on her emotions, but if he did, he gave no sign of it.

“Cross here,” he said as they made their way across the muddy street.

“I need something from you,” he said, stopping at the corner where they were meant to turn. “You know what the woman said to you about your sister. Your last warning.”

“I know how to defend myself—”

“That’s not what I mean: If your forced to…” he let his sentence linger suggestively.

“What? Kill my sister? Preposterous! You know who I am,” But was it preposterous? That knife against her thigh seemed to throb into her mind. She will listen.

Markus chuckled. “No, Sil. We both want her alive. She knows magic like you but has far more experience. I need to know if I can depend on you.”

Sil let go of his arm, turning away from him. “It won’t come to that. She must listen to me.”

“I can tell you that isn’t going to happen.” He extended his arm again. “Come on.”

She took it and they rounded the corner. Oil lamps hung from building doors illuminating islands of orange light in a darkening road. A couple were dancing under one such lamp —rather poorly and probably intoxicated. But down the road the Royal Rares and Ancient Articles stood shadowed in the night with no one around.

“Someone’s gotta be there,” he whispered as they passed the couple, singing in interrupted bouts of giggling and laughter. “Be ready.”

Sil readied her spells with her heart racing. She didn’t feel confident at all, not like before. Her ankles weakened. But this was better, wasn’t it? Now they were outside?

“I don’t see anyone,” Markus whispered. “If we get to the alley between the store and building before it, we’ll duck inside.”

And as they neared, the laughter and singing behind them faded, but no one appeared near the building, least of all that man with the gray hat. As soon as that alley came upon them, Markus shoved her in.

“Don’t push me, you loaf,” she hissed, scratching her shoulders and back against the brick wall.

“Sorry, but this isn’t right,” he said, hugging the edge of the alley and peering out. “There should have been someone here.”

“No, no one’s here,” she whispered, checking herself for scratches and tears in her clothing. “Let’s get inside already.”

Markus nodded for her to go deeper into the alley, and she went as light footed as possible. The other end looked empty too, an narrow alley stretching with a row of buildings on one side and a high brick wall on the other. Garbage bags, or what Sil assumed was refuse from the strong sulfur and rotten food odor, were stacked so high against the brick wall they threatened to topple over. To be crushed under such a disgusting mountain wasn’t a pleasant idea at all, but why was it here at all? Where were the hired hands to remove—

Some crumpling crackled from on top of one the bags as a small shadow jumped in quick successions to lower bags until it came to the ground. Sil jumped, her palms out toward it. A cat, she realized. Only a cat. She took in a deep breath. The cat hissed at her before scurrying away.

“Well, that’s good,” he whispered as he went for the back door. “If anyone was here, that cat wouldn’t be, right?”

“So you say,” she replied, searching the shadows for more hidden monstrosities to scare her. She already had to stop herself twice from blazing the entire back alley with enough light to outshine the sun, but she would rather settle for unknown terrors instead of alerting new ones to where they were.

Markus jiggled the door knob, cursing. Locked, probably

“You wouldn’t know how to pick a lock, would you,” he asked.

“Of course not. Shouldn’t you? You’re the investigator.”

“I can’t, Sil, not with just one hand. I’ll have to break it down.” He lifted his leg, wobbling off his balance.

“Wait, wait. Allow me.” She hovered her hand over the door knob, casting an initiation spell in her palm, then brought to mind heat from an old memory of her visiting a forge with her father. It was here in Sat’r the last time she came before going up to the Holy City. Her father was so unsettlingly nervous that trip. He and mother had grown so quiet and serious over those last few months, eager to send her away. When she’d asked if everything was alright, they would give her some excuse. ‘Prices keep going up.’ Or, ‘Ore haul’s been under weight.’  But she knew better, and it was only after she reached the Holy City that her sister explained the coming Brothers’ War. With Sato on the border, her parents must have had many sleepless nights. She remembered when she first entered the Holy Grounds to begin her aspirancy, watching her father hold her mother as they fought back tears. They loved her and Gene enough to stay behind. And after all their arduous trek to resettle in Sato only to have Gene soil their memory by—

“Sil? You alright?”

She blinked, feeling coolness on her cheek. Sniffling, she wiped her eyes of tears. “I’m alright,” she said, deciding not to give him any explanation. He wouldn’t care anyway. One way or another, tonight or tomorrow, they’d be going their own way.

Sil recalled again that forge memory, the heat, specifically, and the metal inside heated until becoming malleable. Sending the intention to her palm, she felt the warmth immediately. Her palms began to sweat, but her body casted itself a cold buffer like the air on a midwinter’s day that would protect her palm from the intense heat. She willed heat to increase, and the knob glowed a dull red before melting and clanking to the ground. The door creaked open.

“I’m impressed you didn’t burn the building down.”

“Only if you continue with your snide remarks, Markus,” she said, smiling, and with her chin up, she walked through the door. She didn’t want to tell him how many times she burned herself trying that —or the area around her target. Years ago, she would have proved him right.

Concentrating both the intention and target of the spell was very difficult, and the ‘flashy show’ often belied the arduous training. Everyone’s always awed by magic, the most spectacular of the Almighty’s gifts, but it was very dangerous work. Maybe not to healers or even the guards who protect the Temple, but to soon-to-be Valkyries like Sil, learning to battle with powers of the Almighty Himself took years of her life and many painful mistakes. Her training went beyond the elementals: fire, wind, lightening, ice and the sort. No, she learned how to crush organs, quake the ground, turn the sky dark with falling rocks, and tear limbs off by shear pressure. It only took a bit of concentration, quite and bit of concentration, and of course, she’d be in danger of those spells too. She had to admit, it excited her, though the responsibilities tempered most of that —as well as the poor people who would suffer if she made a mistake. Fire and wind, those two she was most comfortable, yet she knew she hadn’t mastered.

Once inside, Sil casted a blue palm-light, illuminating the one room shop. A counter divided the room in half with various objects spilled over it. Other objects lined the walls sitting upon floor to ceiling racks. Two glass cabinets stood to her right and left.  Nothing strange about any of this.

Markus went straight for the counter and crouched down to see what was underneath. “Hey Sil, light this up.”

She did so, and Markus plopped a book on the counter. Sil shifted the blue light into white light, making the book easier to read. “Ledger, Nann’Hahh,” she read.  “Nann’Hahh is an Islanders name, isn’t it?”

“Yea, someone important too if I’m reading it right with three syllables. Dim the light a bit.” He opened the book to the last page that had writing on it. “The last thing he sold was two weeks ago to another Islander named Papp. Dagger. Magical. Islander Origin. Page 21. And another short sword’s on order to the same Papp, same description. Expected to arrive…four days ago. That short sword could be what this guy went out searching for.” Markus flipped to page 21. “No, nothing, just more sales.”

He then searched under the counter and found another book: ‘Warehouse Vol 13.’ Opening it to page 21, he found an entry: “Ceremonial Dagger,” he read, “Solid gold handle with embedded gems and red pommel (not paint, unknown), Lines, curves and shades cut into the gold, Foot long blade, curved (extremely sharp), Not suited for real work (hilt too malleable), Age: Pre-Sundering, possibly used for religious rituals. Magic: Imbued ward spell—”

“Impossible,” Sil gasped. “That has to be a mistake. A warding spell can’t last that long. They’re always dissipating their magic even to the air around them. That’s why they hum.”

“My cannons last a long time,” he shrugged. “They don’t hum.”

Sil lifted an eyebrow. “You use dangerous weapons like your imbued cannons and you don’t even know how they work?” 

He smiled, expectantly.

She huffed  “You loaf. Now listen here, your cannons are imbued with an active spell,” she explained. “Warding spells are passive spells. They are always…um, I suppose I can use the word ’working.’  Ward spells are always ‘working.’ I don’t want the proper terminology lost with some who says he needs to ‘recharge’ his cannons.”

“Naturally, Sil,” he replied sarcastically. “Have you ever thought of becoming a teacher?” The question caught her by surprise. Even if Markus meant it to annoy her, she couldn’t help reply ‘yes, very close’ in her mind. But no, that wasn’t her track; teaching wasn’t her destiny.

She tsked him to be quiet before continuing, “a warding spell is passively waiting until something hits it.  When something does, the ward pushes back. That’s why they don’t last a very long time, the air itself is always hitting it, causing the spell to dissipate, and the air hums. But your cannons are imbued with an active spell: something must be done to release the imbued magic, the pressing of the trigger, presumably, and the magical potential is released, probably a form of wind. Inside a compact chamber, I’d imagine it’ll propel you’re..um projectiles, effectively. Curses general work the same way too, though for active imbuing, the intention usually doesn’t preserve well. Depends on the strength of the mind of the mage.” —or the deity as the Ragnar’s believed, but Sil wasn’t going to tell him that. Damn you, Gene, please don’t be pursuing our past— “Other mages can effect the intention easily, even unintentionally. So, in short, the warding spell is acted upon; your cannons activate the magic. Simple, Markus?”

“Uh..intention…Unintentionally…,” he stuttered, scratched his forehead. “Are you sure you can’t recharge my cannons? It’ll save me time and—”

“No, I can’t,” she waved her free hand in front of him. “Not unless you want me to damage them.”

“No, no I wouldn’t,” he said, covetously tapping his hand-cannons by his hip.  “And no they don’t use ‘projectiles.’ What would be the point if I had to reload them?”

“Well, however it causes damage isn’t important, what is important,” she continued, trying to mask her budding enthusiasm, “is that this business owner believed the blade is from the Pre-Sundering Age. Pre-Sundering Age is a term used by Islanders for a period of time before their islands broke apart. It used to be one continent, so they say, but we don’t have any records before our ancestors migrated…down…from the…Northern Ice Shelf, are you listening to me?”

Markus’s hand rested over his mouth as he watched her with a glazed look in his eye. He then whipped a finger in the air. “That’s it!”

“Is what? Tell me!”

“Historian!” —Sil blinked a few times—  “You know. Go looking for lost histories and write books about it. You love books. You’re practically writing books whenever you open your mouth. It’s a noble profession, really. Maybe that’s what you should do.”  Sil snickered, batting her hand dismissively. Of course she loved history, just as much as Gene did. But where as Gene needed a reason to research, Sil loved knowing for its own sake. And not just mundane facts about the past, but the connections of facts to each other, the relationship of people, events, and beliefs. How they shaped and informed one another in an endless unfolding of history. The past was so important to her parents, too. It shaped their regrets and dreams, sufferings and hope, who they were. Even now in her, the long ago effects of the Nation of Ragnarok were still felt. An amazing unbroken story, the living life of Gen Shemver. No, she wouldn’t be a teacher; she’d be an —Sil stopped herself.  A Valkyrie!  “Huh? What’’s wrong,” Markus asked.

“Why are you all of a sudden so interested in my future career?”

He tipped his hat lower on his face. “Because,” he began somberly. “Becoming a Valkyrie isn’t much of a career. And, as I said before, if you want a future, you won’t have one going back to your Temple.”

“Oh this again,” she groaned, pointing to book. “My sisters at the Temple aren’t plotting my demise.  Maybe you should consider a new career. You’re seeing conspiracies—”

“I’m serious, Sil.”

She tapped her pointing finger onto the open book. “Just read on, please.”

“Yes, Tutor Casmarus. I’ll oblige, Tutor Casmarus. It says, ‘increases durability and cutting strength. Perfect condition. Possible Cursed? Buyer: Papp.’” Markus flipped the page. “Nothing more. Damn, we don’t know what’s so important about an ancient Islander artifact that would involve Gene…do you?” He narrowed his eye on her.

“No,” Sil said, defensively. The Chills, the Cults, Ragnarok, and their family certainly had their relationships.  But Islanders?  And the Pre-Sundering Age?”

“That it!”

Sil gave him a flat stare. “Am I too take you seriously this time?”

“No, no. I’m serious. He knows history, Sil. I’m thinking when Nann’Hahh went out searching for his late sword delivery, he came across Gene and saw what she was working on. And he recognized it. You know what they say about too much knowledge.”

“It’s—”

“Dangerous,” he interrupted. Markus closed the book. “Flare up your light.”

Sil brightened her palm-light before letting it float up to the ceiling. As soon as it detached from her palm, it began dimming while Markus continued searching under the counter.

“There’s got to be another book. A journal, diary. The man had to record his findings.”

Sil let Markus search; it was bad enough they had broken into someone’s place. So instead, Sil marveled at all the things on display. The counter was cluttered with warding stones, some jewel encrusted, others chiseled and dyed like Markus’s identification stone. Some of these would make a pretty necklace. Sil felt at her own warding stone that hung on her neck by a thin thread. Not adorned like these, just simple, functional, poor by comparison. No, humble, she decided, nodding to herself.

Two glass cabinets stood behind her with jewels, gems, and more stones embedded into chains and jewelry. The lower shelves held plenty of weapons that appeared more ornamental than practical. Some even had dull edges. Nothing like the simple culinary knife she wore. Why anyone would want such useless items was beyond her, or maybe not, she thought twice. Against her floating palm-light, the gems gave off beautiful reds, greens and yellows while the polished metal reflected her worn plain face, tired tan eyes, and drab brown clothing, wrinkled and dirtied.  Any one of these ornaments would be a nice change to her stone necklace. “I wish we could find this Nahh’Hahh,” she said.  “I’d like to talk to him about some of his pieces.”  Or maybe purchase one.

But deciding not to dwell on what couldn’t be, she moved onto a large marble statue of a winged female figure a little taller than herself. She smiled, her heart swelling. The statue held its hands over its heart in prayer with two sets of wings: a larger set extending from her upper back and a smaller set extending from her mid back. This was the venerable Icon of the Golden Lady, a picture of a Valkyrie she was meant to become. She was supposed to be this beautiful; she would be this beautiful.

“Damn it,” Markus cursed from behind her. “Nothing’s here. Maybe we should use you as bait after all.” 

“Maybe he hid his journal at his home,” Sil suggested, feeling the smooth featureless face of the statue: oval, gracefully feminine, yet majestic, regal, and fearless in its posture, divine-like and powerful like …like a Valkyrie should be.

She gasped, feeling warmth on her hand. The statue wasn’t marble at all; it was a huge warding stone worked and made smooth.  …And it indicated the presence of the Chills.

“There are Chills in the area, Markus,” she called, touching her own warding stone and finding it cool.  Where ever the Chills were, they weren’t near her.

“Nothing to worry about.” Markus joined her and whistled upon seeing the icon. “Looks expensive. Don’t think I can buy that for you on an imperial salary.”

She creased her lips together in sarcasm. “I thought Islanders worshiped another Shard of the Almighty.”

“Not from what I know,” Markus answered. “Isn’t that why they’re always on pilgrimages?”

“Uh, yes, you’re right,” she stumbled. The Islander Shard was kept secret, even from most priests. For years now, the Northern Islands have been wrestling for the Black Monolith’s possession from the Tundra tribes, the Black Clan, specifically. In no way was she going to let that piece of information slip to an imperial. Markus walked around the back of the icon and Sil sighed. The last thing she wanted was for Siga’s lustful attention to fall onto the Black Monolith on account of her recklessness. She was becoming too comfortable with this man, a man who had already lied to her. Only a little while longer.

Markus popped around again, shaking his head and cupping his forehead with his hand. “I really don’t care about your Temple secrets, Sil.”

She snapped a stern look at him. “…that obvious?”

“You know, I usually have to sense what other’s are feeling, but honestly, I don’t need to with you. It’s written all over your face.”

Feeling exposed, she fought back reddening cheeks and rose her chin. “Oh, just find what you’re looking for already and let’s be out of here.”

Markus waved his uninjured arm over the shop. “Nothing. Nothing’s here. Why would Gene’s people guard this place if there was nothing here?  Wouldn’t Gene have cleaned everything connected with them from this shop anyway?”

“Maybe that man with the gray hat wasn’t one of hers? You said he might be from MaCathy.”

Markus walked around the counter to the front window. Moving the drapes aside to peek out of the window, he tipped his hat lower. “He’s out there,” he whispered. “Right behind the door. He’s just one man though. We can take him, right?” He winked at her.

“If we haven’t found anything we should go.” She turned for the back door, but her foot caught on something on the ground, a piece of the floor board that had bent up and ran under the statue. She casted another palm-light. The light on the ceiling gave out.

“Sil,” Markus whispered in the dark. “What happened?”

“Come here, I think I found something.” She followed the edge of the floor board behind the statue and found a door hinge. “There’s a downstairs.”  Feeling the statue’s pedestal-like base, she found the heat warming toward the bottom. “And there’s Chills down there too,” she muttered

“Not afraid of ‘mundane cold air’ now, are you,” Markus said in his full voice. Sil jumped. “We’ve got warding stones. Why so scared?”

She hit his sore arm. “I am not scared.”

Despite wincing, he chuckled. “Help me move this.” And with some effort, they managed to move the statue to uncover a door on the floor. Sil lifted it, thankfully unlocked. Wooden stairs descended into darkness below.

“Do you find it odd this shopkeeper would be purposely keeping the Chills down in his cellar,” Sil asked.

Markus shrugged a shoulder. “He’s gotta know if he’s selling the real thing, right? Man’s gotta have a conscience.”

“I…suppose,” she said, turning to him expectantly. “You first.” She pointed her palm-light down the stair.

“You have the light.”

“Are you seriously asking a lady to go down to who knows where—”

“A lady now? I thought you were an all-powerful ‘Valkyrie,’” Markus said.

She tossed her palm-light into the darkness revealing a short stair, more like a slanted ladder, leading to a dirt floor.  Sil glowered at him, crossing her arms across her chest and tapping her foot.

He smiled and shook his head before descending. Once he reached the bottom, he stumbled back against the stairs. “Sil, get down here,” he said.

Sil raced down to find a man shackled to the stone wall, his head drooped, knees bent as though the shackles provided the only support. She recasted her light on him, revealing his sweat drenched hair and clothes. “We have to help him.” She started for him, but Markus grabbed her arm.

“Wait,” he said. “You feel that?”

Sil noticed a chill in the musky air becoming cold like a winter breeze, already bitting at her nose and cheeks. Water condensed into droplets against the stone walls, trickling down onto the dusty ground. She released her light to float to the ceiling before tightening her mantle over her shoulders, noting the warmth on her chest from her necklace warding stone. 

“We have warding stones. He needs help,” she said, moving on ahead to the shackled man. She lifted his head as sweat dripped down his face. “He’s alive.” Opening his eye lids, they appeared clouded, pupils dilated even with the light in the room. Sil placed her hand on his forehead. “He’s got a fever.”

“Chills infection?” Markus joined her, examining the man’s shackled wrists. “Nun-na-Ha…Can you understand me?”

The man stirred, mumbling. “Who…”

“Damn it, I can’t pick shackled locks like this. Sil, search for something to break these chains.” 

Sil scrounged around, finding the cellar empty except for a small table of black liquid vials and plenty of warding stones from small pebbles to big rocks the size of her head. She grabbed one that fit into her palm and began smashing the chains for the man’s right arm.

“Nun-na-Ha,” Markus shouted, “Can you understand me?”

“It’s…Nann-ah-Hah,” he mumbled. “Ignorant…foreigner.”

“Nann, great! Tell me what happened here?”

“I found her…,” he mumbled. “I had the protection. Why did I still get sick? The Old One is returning, isn’t he? Got to tell Papp.” Sil caught the word’s ‘Old One,’ the Southern Islanders' name for Ragnarok. Her father used to say the Islanders were slaves of the Nation of Ragnarok before the Black Monolith helped in their revolt, and weakened them against the first Ladress Family’s push south. She’d love to pour through the Temple’s archives of old records, journals, and histories and piece together what happened. Of course, any research into Ragnarok was frowned upon —and she wouldn’t have the time anyway.

“Did you say you found her,” Markus asked him. “Who did you find? Gene? Fallingstar? Who?” Markus shook him, rattling his chains.

“No,” the man sprung to life, righting his head with sudden vitality. “My father’s father. Gogg’Nann’Hahh. An Islander just like us! He sailed that night, rough seas, storms; he sailed right to Drakendor, right to those slavers.”

Markus pressed the man’s shoulder against the wall, holding him up for Sil to get a better hit against his chains. “Nann, stay with me,” he said. “Gene, the woman who put you here. Where is she?”

“We don’t know she put him here,” Sil said, breaking through the first chain. The man slumped over Markus’s wounded arm, causing him to yelp. “Sorry, sorry.”

“Just work the other one,” he said through his teeth as Sil shifted to his other shackled wrist. “And let me do my job.”

Nann cried out again. “Papp. Look at us. People laugh at us, but we know our history. We were a mighty nation before the Old One turned us into a nation of slaves” —“Nann,” Markus slapped him, but he man continued undaunted— “We’ll be mighty again one day. Here, I found a knife for you, our heritage…”

As Nann mumbled on, Sil paused to give her aching arm a rest. Despite the cold around her, she had worked herself into a sweat and wiped her brow. “It’s the Chills,” she said, panting. “He’s infected. No doubt now. He’s reliving his past and there is nothing we can do.”

Markus cursed. “Why did she have to do this to him? Take away his dignity.” The other chain popped, and the man fell over on top of Markus. “Work the bottom ones,” he said as he began going through the man’s pockets.

“Have some decency,” Sil hissed.

Markus pulled from one of Nann’s pockets a small stone and lifted it up to the light —a warding stone.

“Sil,” he began, worry dawning on his face. “Isn’t this…”

“That had to be put there after he was infected.”

He looked at her, doubt in his eye. “If…that’s true, why would they after he was infected?”

“I don’t know,” she exclaimed, working on another chain link. “Maybe he put it in his pocket after he was infected in vain hope.” She held back a curse, wiping her brow again; she would melt these chains, but the heat would travel too easily and burn the man’s ankles.

“Papp, my boy,” Nann shouted. “I’ve got great news. I found it and it’s coming next week! Another of our heritage—”

“Keep working those chains, Sil.”

“Shhh, shh,” Nann continued. “That’s why I’m telling you. I wouldn’t dare sell this. It’s going back with you like the others, but it’s big, so you might need help. Maybe that other Islander from Ruby City could help. She’s from the north too, isn’t she?  No, no, it’s not another weapon, that’s just a description I gave it in my books. I don’t want any chance a foreigner might find it.”

Finally, the last two chains popped, and Markus laid Nann down on the floor. Sil removed her veil, the cold biting at her scalp, before dabbing Nann’s forehead.

Nann quieted down with his eyes closed and breathed soft breaths as if he had fallen into a deep sleep.

“This makes no sense,” Markus said, pacing. “If he found something, why not kill him?”

“Because my sister is not a murderer. He was probably already infected when they found him.”

“So they chained him up for what? His own good?”

“There’s no cure,” Sil whispered, her heart moved for the man mumbling in his feverous sleep. “And many would rather die than live after death. At least chained up, they can easily find him again and…” She closed her eyes.

“Go on, Sil,” Markus said, adjusting his hat. “Finish what you were going to say.”

Sil drew her lips to a line, lifting her chin. “He will already be dead—” 

“No…no,” Nann murmured. “I’m still alive. I’m alright.” He coughed, ragged and wet. “Who are you?”

Sil dabbed the man’s cheek. “I’m—”

“Gene,” Markus interrupted. “She’s Gene Fallingstar, back to check on you.”

“No I’m….” 

Markus put his finger to his lips. Sil didn’t want to lie, but…her quest. This could help; besides, Markus lied. Not her.

“Your priestly name,” Nann laughed himself into cough. “Never thought you’d call yourself that again. Never thought you’d do this to me either. Never thought a lot of things….” He grabbed Sil’s arm. “Alright, priest, I’ll do it,” he whispered. “I’ll drink her black blood.”

Sil and Markus both turned and eyed the vials of black liquid on table, five of them. 

“Blood? Black blood.” Markus grabbed one of the vials. “Sil, you know anything about this?” 

Nann’s breathing quieted into a fitful sleep as Sil laid his head down on top of her scrunched veil. She stood, the cold through her stubble haired head making her shudder. Markus tossed her a bottle. Sil flinched but catch it. “No,” she answered him. “It’s….” Shivers ran down her spine as she watched the black liquid settle inside the vial. Like nothing she’d ever seen, the glass was oddly warm in her hands and the slouching liquid danced between visible and invisible until settling into its still blackness. She shook the vial and the dance between visible and invisible exploded back to life. It would have been beautiful, if not for what Nann had said. Black blood? “I’ve read some animals have dark blood, even green blood. Maybe this is some antidote Gene was working on,” she suggested, not believing her own words.

“Her blood,” Markus added doubtfully before pocketing two of the vials. “I’ve never met anyone with black blood like this,” he said, walking to the wall by the stair and leaning his back against it. He pushed down his brim hat lower over his eyes and folded his arms by his chest. “That caravan outside the city.  Interrogation, I first thought, but it reminded me more of what I saw inside your Temple. Observations. Experiments. They were watching those poor dead, probably recording what they said…like what that crawling infected said to us. Now this man, Nann. An islander. Vials of a female blood. Crazy, impossible blood. And your sister working for a very capable crew.”

Sil caught him staring at her from under his hat, making her resist squirming, or was he purposely making her feel defensive? “You have a suggestion? Let’s hear it.”

“Years ago, hundreds, before the the First Settlers came down this way from the north, there was a story of another group of explorers, Islanders, I believe, who, after winning freedom from some oppression on their island, left Guthsmoth Harbor.”

“Guthsmoth Harbor,” Sil asked, lifting her chin. “I’ve never been—”

“I have. It’s under Sig’s rule now, called Winterwind,” he continued, his voice growing hard. “They went southeast across the sea and eventually came upon the Sands and then discovered the King-Maker. But their travels had worn them to starvation and desperation, having to depend on cannibalism and other unsavory means to survive. So they prayed to the King-Maker they found, but got no answer. Desperation turned to madness and they returned to their old oppressor’s ways. They started human sacrifices, mortification tortures, blood rituals. They thought in their depraved ‘ecstasy,’ even a god wouldn’t ignore them. And make them stronger than thirst and hunger, transcend their physical needs. …They wanted a drink from the Dark Well—”

Sil felt her face flush; she couldn’t hear this anymore. “My sister is not apart of those damn cults,” she shouted, balling her hands into fists.

Markus cocked his head up, narrowing his eye on her. Calm yourself, Sil, she told herself. He doesn’t know. “Sil, you can’t keep denying what you’ve seen,” he said. But Gene wouldn’t never join them. For all her impulsive, self-centered, self-justifying way, she —both of them— would never repeat their family’s past. For what? Why could she possibly want with their horrid legacy? Remember the caravan. Those people fastened to the charred remains of the carriages, the ring of warding stones around the caravan. And Nann, here, accusing her sister of administering a woman’s ‘blood’ to him, blood that had been transformed by some process. Sil closed her eyes, taking in a sharp breath. Their parents fled north to get away from their old life, for a peaceful life. They survived the purge so her and her sister could be safe. Why would he sister risk all that?

“But the Cults of Ragnarok are all gone now,” she said slowly, trying to remain calm. “The Steward-King  purged them. Let them die. They need to be forgotten—”

“Did he get infected too,” said Nann’s ragged voice. Sil jumped, covering her mouth. Nann had awoken again, licking his cracked lips. “I didn’t expect you back so soon.”

Markus nodded for her to respond.

Reluctantly, she asked, “Who are you talking about?”

Nann coughed. “You’re friend, that Major from Ruby City. He’ll be next, won’t he? Stupid. Stupid. I should have known it was you. I shouldn’t have gone there. Those people you work with now…now I know I’m not as stupid as you.” He laughed raggedly. “Just do me that favor. Before you end up worse then me, get my wares to the Islands and respect a dying man and don’t let anyone look inside. That’s all I care. I take it back…I won’t drink your foreign medicine anymore. And when I rise again, release my spirit. Don’t let me linger. Gen Shemver be merciful.”

Markus urged her on with a wave of his hand.

“Ah yes, the Major,” Sil continued. “He…uh… wasn’t there yet. But, I’ll be heading there…again, now. Just…uh, do you know…where he…is?” Sil pressed her eyes shut in embarrassment. What kind of question was that? Even Markus buried his face in his hand. 

“You never were a patient girl,” Nann answered. “He’s probably still there, alone. Or did Gylur and Eah kick him out—”

Sil locked stares with Markus. Gene was headed to the same eatery they had just left. They must have barely missed her. Markus raced for the stairs—

“Wait,” Sil called out, but he didn’t stop. She ran after him, up the stairs. Markus grabbed hold of the hole in the door where the knob used to be, but Sil threw herself in the way before he could open it. He pulled on the door, but Sil made herself heavier, an odd spell she never thought she’d ever use. Heavier and heavier; the floor boards creaked and cracked under her weight. Please don’t collapse. With the door firmly closed, Markus tried shoving Sil out of the way with his shoulder, but she had become as immovable as a mountain.  

He stood back. “Move,” he commanded.

“Wait,” she exhaled, out of breath as the spell drained her.

His eye drew to a slit. “Why? You heard him. She was there. She probably saw us leave. She might still be there. I have to hurry.”

“I?”

He frowned, shaking his head. “Did you really think I’d let you take her back to the Temple? She has to come with me to face justice for what she’s done.”

“I need to take her back.”

“Why? To become a priest again? After all she’s done? She gave up that life, Sil! And so have you.”

Selfishness, shame, embarrassment; a flood of emotions welled up inside her, making her feel small and want to hide away. Such a sudden onslaught that could only be coming from Markus. But she wasn’t going to give up this chance of find her sister. She still had one genuine emotion that was all hers: resentment. Resentment for her sister’s freedom while she stayed ‘cooped’ up in the Holy City to clean up her mess. Resentment that in all her sister’s adventures, she had never visited, wrote, or even came to defend Sato or her family or even took the time for their burial. Resentment that her sister blamed her for everything while never concerning herself with anything other than her own self to lift one damn finger to help. Resentment that Sil had to die on the altar of the Golden Lady because her sister wanted to live!  Take her life and you will live.

“Because, I…hate her,” she growled, allowing herself to slide to the floor. Tears flowed down her cheeks when she heard herself say those words. Like a cloud too burdened with water and finally able to release, her tears rained onto her clothes. “Because, I hate her so much.  I hate that I have to die because of her.” Like an afterthought, she felt Markus’s influence fade as she was now overwhelmed by resentment, regret for not holding her sister accountable, and sadness for a missed life she’d lost. And anger too; a smoldering fire in her stomach she kept from flaring up.

Markus stepped back quietly, giving her space. Thankful as she was for him stepping away, now wasn’t the time to indulge in self-pity. Gene was so close; she had to hurry. And Markus wouldn’t understand; he had imperial sympathies, after all. Only a little while longer. She had to be strong for a bit more. Please, Almighty. Sil stood back up, wiping her tears on the way. She narrowed her eyes on Markus, frowned, lifted her chin and rolled her shoulders back.

“She will not go with you, Mister Montgomery,” she said, steeling her cracking voice. “Because she has to answer to me!” She dug her heels against the wood planks, ready for whatever Markus would do. Would she have to fight him? An agent of the Empire? What crime would that be? Whatever would happen, whatever he would do, she would not let him take her.

Markus closed his eye tightly, and then relaxed the tension in his face. Sil eyed his hand as he tipped his hat down lower over his face and leaned back on the counter. He took in a heavy breath through his nose.

“You were right,” he said with an exhale. “We should have decided on this before now.”

“Let me take her home. You’ll know where she is at all times—”

“What did you mean ‘you had to die’ because of her?” Sil‘s breath caught in her throat. She had said that, hadn’t she? The sacrifice, she can’t let him know. People wouldn’t understand; they’d believe more in Ragnarok cult sacrifices than offering up Valkyries for the Golden Lady. “Did your priest sisters say they’ll kill you if you don’t return with Gene?” Sil’s frown deepened. “No, that can’t be right. I’ve warned you not to go back plenty of times and never once did I sense fear from you. And you still don’t believe me when I say your friends shouldn’t be trusted. So, what then Sil? Why do you have to die because of your sister?” Sil snapped her head to the side.  “Talking’s over huh?

“I don’t have to answer to you.”

“No, you don’t have to,” he said. “Everything else speaks for you. You’ve got that knife you covet so much. Even when I offered better blades. You’re always defending your sister, yet you hate her so much.  You’re always saddened by luxuries around town, even the people outside. Seeing those walking couples almost put you into a depression. Yet you’re proud and resolved like someone…. If I hadn’t had experience in it before, I wouldn’t know what to make of it.”  Sil turned back, watching him nod his head, his hat obscuring most of his face. “Somehow you think you’re going to become a martyr.” 

Sil snickered. “You don’t know whats she’s done to me.”

“Sil, I promise you. She’ll see justice. That’s what you priests want right? Justice. I will make her pay for what she’s done. Let me take her. You can come with me. Hell, you can testify against her.”

“No, she has to come back with me so we both can be—” Sil stopped herself. Too much information.

“Yea…,” Markus aided. “Can be…what? Executed?” He chuckled. “You priests would doom her to a life of luxury behind those walls. Is that what you really want?”

Sil frowned. “All I can say is that if you let me take her, she will be punished.”

Markus jerked himself off the counter. “No deal, Sil. Now, I’m not going to hurt you, but you are going to move.” He swung from behind him manacles that looked identical to the ones he used back in Sato.

“Runic,” she asked.

“Yup.” He stepped forward.

“You have only one arm.”

“Only takes one.”

She doubted he could get those cuffs on both her wrists, but she supposed he didn’t really have to. Just one would do, and judging by how he held them, he was probably going to aim for only one of her wrists anyway. Once locked, it didn’t matter if her other hand was free, any magic she’d cast, would burn that hand. 	

“You going to take her in with that one arm,” she said, eyeing the cuffs.

He stopped. “I could really use your help.”

“I need her for the Temple”

“I need her for the Empire,” he answered, inching closer.

“You don’t care if she’ll kill you.”

“You don’t believe she can.”

“Those she’s with certainly can kill you.”

“I’ve been dead a long time, Sil.”

“Alright, alright,” she shouted, stepping aside. She wasn’t going to lose her magic if it meant she could just run after him. “Go, get on going.” He glanced between the door and her with a puzzled look on him. “I need my magic for after she kills you.”

Markus smirked with what seemed like a small gesture of gratitude or maybe surprise at her shrewdness, and then he bolted out of the door. But Sil wasn’t defeated yet. She ran after him.
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Celeste Casmarus: The Casmarus Sisters

 

“Old Angel in the Ruin, I know you’ve forbade me to write to you anymore, but I don’t know what else to do. I’m alone, a sheep among wolves, and worse surround me. Oh how I wish I could be back with my comrades in the military, but I’m alone now. And wish to remain alone. I don’t want to share this danger. I’ve betrayed friends and allies for my safety. I’ve done horrible things for my safety. Pray for me. Pray for us. Our world is in far worse calamity than we’d imagined, and it disgusts me to see wisdom in that Apostate Emperor’s madness. Forgive me for being vague but I don’t want to put you into jeopardy if this letter were to be found. But I want to share this so that if I die, the truth of my intentions may be known. I have infiltrated one of the cults, the Cull of Ragnarok. They believe me to be a descendant of Sybilia Casmarus, the Empress Necromancer and Champion of Ragnarok. By Providence or curse, I share that evil one’s surname. I hope it to be Providence. For the moment, so long as they believe this, I am their ally and I am not in danger, but both will change. I will make it change. This may be my last letter. By Grace, I have been given this singular opportunity to travel close to the Holy City. Our Lady of the Four Drawn Swords has sent me to one of those Swords. He is gravely ill, though I don’t know how helpful I can be. But thanks to the Almighty, the cultists have let me go for this reason: that my refusal or absence my rouse suspicion. My Goddess, what have I done becoming involved with these things. Please, if appropriate, tell my sister that I love her, and I am sorry for never being there for her, for our parents, for blaming her for my failings. And that, she was right. I am selfish.” 

-A letter from Genevieve Casmarus to the Doyenne of the Golden Lady

 

 

Sil ran out into the overcast night after Markus, sweet sulfur garbage smell assailing her immediately. Gagging with her hand over her mouth, she stumbled into the darkened alley and saw Markus’s figure lit by lamp light. He stood off in the street with his cannon drawn.

His cannon flashed and fired, but he lunged back as an attacker —the gray hatted man— came into view with knife glinting in his hand. He sliced too low and Markus slammed the butt of gun against the man’s head. Such a hard hit, Sil expected the attacker to fall flat on the ground, instead, he lunged himself into Markus’s chest, lifting him up before falling onto his back. Markus let out a groan, rolling to his side as the attacker readied his knife—

She pointed her palms at him and bent her elbows, conjuring a massive wind, this time readying an initiation spell for her body to counter the whiplash. She wasn’t going to injure herself again.

Her clothes began flapping. Rising wind flinched her eyes shut as a deafening whistle pierced her hearing. The wind intensified, stronger than she expected; she tried to weaken it, imagining a gentler breeze in her mind, but in the narrow alley, her wind spell magnified into a high-pitched whirl. No, no, this isn’t what I wanted at all! Sharp pain stabbed her ears, forcing her to prematurely release the spell. Her elbows bent from the recoil as the wind gust shot to the attacker. Before the man could react, his body hurled across the street and broke against the opposite brick building, sending fissure cracks spreading around the impact. He then fell limp onto the ground.

Sil grabbed her ears, massaging the pain away. “Sil, you loaf,” she scolded herself, her voice distant and muted. She should have minded her surroundings; Mother Morn Stella would have been embarrassed. Thankfully, Markus was as ignorant of magic, so he wouldn’t suspect anything wrong had happened.

Markus gasped, lying flat. “Thanks, Sil,” his hushed voice coughed. “Was that loud screeching from you?”

She barely made out his words, so she gave him a noncommittal nod before extending a hand to him. “I see you made it pretty far, Markus. Already in your custody, is she? May I speak with her?”

“Very funny, I was hoping to use that guy as a hostage,” he said as he took her wrist and rose up to his feet, but before he let go, Markus had clamped one side of the handcuffs onto her hand.

She yanked it free, but it was too late. The cuff dangled from her wrist. “You loaf,” she shouted, trying to push her hand through the small cuff hole. Useless. “For the love of the Goddess, why did you do this?”

“To save your life,” he said, grabbing his knee and coughing. “That’s twice you saved me, so I’m returning the favor.”

“Returning a favor? Like this?” Sil outstretched her cuffed wrist to him. “Mister Montgomery. Take. This. Off. Now.”

He shook his head. “Can’t risk you and Gene having a mage fight here in the city. And to be honest, Gene’ll kill you, Sil.”

“She certainly will not!” She shook her cuffed wrist again. “Now.”

He pointed to her ears. “Your ears are bleeding. I seriously doubt that’s what you wanted your spell to do.”

Sil wiped blood from her cheek and cursed.

“Cursing? Finally you’re one of—”

“You will not keep me from confronting my sister!”

“Stop shouting.” He fastened his hat back on his head before regarding her for a moment. Sil dangled the cuffs again, but he just shook he head.

“I will still follow you.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” he said, frowning. “Alright. Fine. When I take Gene in, I’ll let you tag along with us so you can talk with…or probably yell at her.”

“No,” Sil spat back, crossing her arms. “She is going back to the Temple.”

“Sil,” Markus said a tightening jaw. “You’re starting to get on my nerves.”

“Good. Now put those nerves to good use, and lead the way.”

“I can’t do this,” he laughed, shaking his head at the sky. “How did she expect me to keep such a naive, pompous, self-righteous” —”Dirty, aloof, self-serving,” Sil retorted with her own insults.— “child-woman alive.” Alive?

“What do you mean ‘keep me alive?’ Someone asked you to keep me alive?”

Markus pointed at her. “You can’t handle your own magic. You can’t handle that knife your hiding. You can’t even handle your own self. And you can’t take Gene back to the Temple.” He then spun and started for the end of the street with a limp a first, then a jog.

“Who is this ‘she,’ Sil shouted after him.

“Thanks for the help,” he replied instead. “But stay away. You’ll get in the way, and I don’t want you on my conscience. Oh, and remember what I said about not going back to the Temple.” Markus slowed at the corner before disappearing down the right side of the main street.

Sil snickered, wiping the blood on her mantle. She had ruptured her eardrums, but they would heal. This chance might never come again. Hurry.

She followed him back up the road to the same main street, well lit by oil lamps hanging above each of the building doorways. Few people were out now too, only two or three groups of older men smoking in dirty work clothes and strolling —more like stumbling and swerving— on both sides of the street. Some were quiet, other boisterous in laughter; all had the unmistakable mien of drunkards.

One group ahead spotted her and leered at her, coming to life from their stupor with hollering and laughing, making obscene gestures. She stuck her chin up, determined not to be cowed down, and hid her cuffs under her mantle before forcing her way through. They made some unsavory remarks as she passed but Sil refused to pay them anymore attention than they deserved. Instead, she scanned down both sides of the street for —there he was! Markus, with his brim hat on his head, one hand by his side, and the other slung to his chest, tried looking inconspicuous as he closed in on Gylur’s parlor. The oil lamp fixed atop the door was out and the curtains drawn, but light shone from inside.

He had stopped before the first window and leaned his back against the building. Sil crossed the street and soon joined him. Markus gave her an ‘unsurprised’ shrug when she turned up beside him. I won’t run because I’m shackled, she wanted to say, but she doubted he would take it in the courageous sense she wanted.

“Take this off,” she whispered, bumping her cuffed fist against his shoulder.

“No,” he mouthed in reply. “Just shut up and listen.” He pulled his hat over his eyes before leaning his head back against the wall, titling his ear toward the window.

Sil tried listening too when Markus flashed her an annoyed glance. “What?”

“If you’re going to eavesdrop, at least try to look like you’re not.”

She snickered, massaging her ears. The ringing had lessened, but she knew she’d suffering hearing loss for the months to come. “There’s no one but drunks out here anyway. Look over to our right, the two we saw dancing by the shop are out here dancing too.”

The male dancer bent his knee under a lamp and raised his hand to his partner. She took it, giggling. “Again,” she laughed as they began waltzing to an imaginary song. 

“If you’re staying, make yourself useful and watch those two,” Markus whispered. “I don’t believe the emotions I’m sensing from them. And I don’t care what they drank, you can’t stay excited about dancing for that long.”

Sil eyed them, noting nothing strange about them. True, they danced terribly; the lead, the woman this time— Sil caught a glance from her partner; his eyes darted between her and Markus, too lucid and accurate to be intoxicated. Markus was right. They could be working for her sister. But she could win this, if only that blasted loaf hadn’t cuffed her. You are not doing well.

“Maybe we could depend on the local guardsmen. For a diversion.”

“Let me know when you see one. Can’t believe Landrie would leave this city so unguarded.”

Sil scanned the street and, no, there wasn’t anyone she would guess to be a local law enforcer. You still have use of your knife. Rush inside. Surprise your sister. Kill her before she bewitches you. No, that wouldn’t be a good idea; Gene may not even be there, and exposing her knife too early may reduce its effectiveness. Blasted!

“Stop frustrating yourself, Sil. I know what I’m doing. Stay back; stay alive.”

“So interested in my safety, are you?” She jabbed him again with her fist. “I want to know who asked you to look after me. You couldn’t possibly have known I’d go to Sato…” Unless…. The Doyenne had asked her to go there first. But hadn’t she and the Synod hired that coachman? “The Doyenne asked you to, didn’t she?”

“Forget it. I was angry. I lied,” he said, batting his hand at her so he could listen inside.

“I want to know. It would mean—”

“What? That you can ‘trust’ me now? Can’t you make any decision for yourself, or do you need your goddess to tell you what to think too? Never mind. Shut up and listen.” He returned his ear to the window, leaving Sil to wonder what he meant. If the Doyenne had asked him to look after her, it would mean they knew each other. That would mean his story about his family under the Palace might be true, and that more Chills infected were sent there. The idea began to dawn on her that maybe there was more happening here than she knew. How eager her sisters were to send her away to find Gene, and her friend Lyn kept silent. How eager was…the voice in her mind. And willingly, she agreed. ‘Naive,’ ‘proud,’ Markus had called her. What had the Doyenne said before Sil left? ‘Something is amiss,’ she remembered her saying. ‘For a very long time now. A darkness clouds our hearts and a zealousness has risen pride in us.’ Zealousness, dark clouds over her heart, pride. Use your knife. You will have to kill him too. Would those words describe herself too?

Sil closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. Why, she asked. Because your Goddess demands it. No matter what happens, I will not kill him, and I will not kill Gene. I will find a way to bring her to you. You will? The woman who needs a Hyliagor slave to keep her from facing crippling self-doubt and fear? What makes you believe you know more than me? A mind so potent, my idle thoughts give birth and death to civilizations. And while you are in doubt, should Gene be lost? He will take her to the Empire, even to the Emperor. How will she aid him in further desecrating the Sea Roar? Or perhaps lead him to the Black Monolith? Perhaps Gene would give him access to the Temple, to the Golden Lady, destroy all of the priests, all of your friends. Celeste Casmarus will be known as the defrocked disgrace who allowed for the destruction the Golden Lady. Her people slaughtered, enslaved, sold. Gene would never do that! They will say of you, accursed, of a long line of accursed— Why are you saying such things? Do as I command.

Sil leaned her head back and tried listening inside, but tears began cascading down to her clothes. ‘To the Golden Lady,’ the voice in her head had said. And ‘her people.’ Wicked, coercion, threats; nothing of her Valkyries; nothing of preserving the world; nothing of the mercy, healing, and love the Golden Lady was known for. Zandagor the Golden Lady wouldn’t speak like that. She couldn’t speak like that. Who are you? I am the one who has chosen you. What for? To be my Champion.

Markus grunted. “What’s the matter? Why’re you so upset?”

“Nothing,” she sniffled, wiping her tears. Focus, deal with it later. Yes, focus. She just had to get Gene back to the Temple, and then with Lyn and the Doyenne, they would sort out this strange voice.

“Sil,” Markus whispered, again. “Don’t worry, it’ll be all right.”

“Of course it will, you loaf,” she said, more out of reflex than backbiting. A drizzle began falling on her clothes, her bare head and neck, sending shivers down her body. She cursed her bare head, cursed her hurting ears, then cursed her sister, and cursed her runic-shackles now absorbing her magic and scalding her wrist. Cursing inwardly was all that kept her from screaming out. She couldn’t do this; her priest sisters knew she couldn’t do this, she knew she couldn’t do this, even the Doyenne expressed her doubts. Every where she turned, every action she took, every place she went, she didn’t know what to do or how to properly act. A life of a priest didn’t prepare her this; a life meant to die didn’t prepare her for this. Gene was right; everyone was right; she was too credulous, naive, unrealistic. A wasted life. Maybe, it would be better to let her sister kill— 

“You know…,” Markus said, lifting his brim hat and eyeing her with his irritating smirk. “You don’t have to do what they say.”

“Don’t have to do what they say,” she barked, afraid her voice would crack otherwise. “Are you suggesting I give up my vows—”

“No, Sil. I mean your thoughts. Your emotions. You’re giving them way too much power over you. Everyone usually does. It’s why us gifted King-Makers are so good at what we do. Some of us are so good at it, we keep ourselves from feeling anything at all, afraid we’d influence ourself. Idiotic, I think. Our emotions work for us; we just need to remind ourselves that we’re the boss.”

“What’s your point? Am I to ignore how I feel and become a stone statue?”

He chuckled. “No, I wouldn’t want anyone to be like them. I know you’re feeling saddened, frustrated, afraid, yet determined, proud, and pious. —the latter is dwindling in favor of resentment, jealousy, and rising despondency; I can sense that too. But below it all, I sense a simmering rage swelling within you.” He looked down on her shackled wrist. “I’m glad I put those on.”

Sil slipped her hands under her mantle, her cheeks warming from feeling so exposed. “I thought you weren’t that gifted, and you sensed all that? Another lie?”

“No. MaCathy told you I wasn’t that good. Your thoughts and emotions made you believe him because they had been telling you along not to trust me. And you listened to them. That’s my point. They lied to you, could still be lying to you. Don’t trust them, not until you master them. …Fat chance that’ll be.”

My own thoughts lie to me? I do not lie. Such nonsense, she thought, her cuffed wrist burning. “My wrist is certainly runic-shackled. My ears hurt; I can’t hear well. My shoulder is starting to throb again. And you’re threatening to take away the whole reason for me being here.” And you are not the Golden Lady! Zandagor will side with me. She has nothing for which to anchor herself to your world, and the Silence awaits her if she is expelled. “I have every reason, no, I have a right to be all those things you mentioned.”

“A right to feel the way you do? Wow,” Markus laughed. “You hear yourself? Who’s ruling who in your head. Fine. Be miserable. But I’m not going to help you if you decide to tag along.”

“But… you said you would, when I confront her.”

Markus rubbed his eye. “Let me try one more time. You know why I’m always happy? Because I acknowledge what my emotions are telling me, judge whether there’s anything to them, and then act to solve the problem. Notice, it’s me that’s acting. If I was like you —and no offense— I’d let my emotions slip me into a vengeful rage for what Gene had done to my family, but that. Does. Not. Get. Gene for me. So I decide not to listen to it and instead listen to an emotion that does help. I’ve got a good job, freedom, and the chance for justice, and I like being happy. So happy it is. But you’re such a wound up spring of suppressed tension, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near you when when you finally go off. I know, I know, I’m asking too much. For now, pick an emotion you like, and use it to fuel what you want to do. That’s why you have them, to inform and serve you, not to let them rule the house.” Then he mumbled, “Thank the King-Maker none of my apprentices were as stubborn.” An emotion she liked? One that helped her? That was an easy answer.

“I like being angry,” she said softly. “It makes me feel safe and confident.” And she had tried all her life to make it disappear. What kind of dark dreadful irony was it that she’d need it now to confront her sister?

“Finally,” Markus sighed. “I get to meet the real Sil Casmarus. And I know what your thinking, and your right. Liking anger isn’t a virtue. You’ll have to know what that anger is trying to tell you instead of burying it down.” He chuckled. “Look at you sulking there like it’s the end of the world for you when it’s just starting. You remind me so much of my daughter when she started manifesting her skill. Six or seven. Suddenly being able to sense all her friends, neighbors —her mother and father. The darkness we hide from each other, that’s always there. We can’t help it; life is ‘brutish’ to use one of your words. It can harden the most angelic hearts. A tough lesson for us to learn at an early age, that inside of everyone’s heart is a piece of the madness of the Almighty, Ragnarok.”

“You mean that metaphorically,” she whispered, slowly understanding his words. Yes, she had buried it down; that’s how she visualized it. But what did that mean about her? To be angry all the time. At what? To have given up her life because her sister wouldn’t? No, it was something deeper than that. “Ragnarok isn’t one of the Seven, Markus,” she added.

Markus snorted. “Can’t help yourself.”

“Your daughter. How old was she when…”

“Eighteen.” A couple years younger than Sil.

“How did they get infected?”

Markus faced away, leaning against the building on his slung shoulder. Perhaps it was insensitive to ask.

“I went off on a journey to the Southern Snows,” he said softly. “While I was away, the King-Maker had decided to make a new king. This Prophetess, she called herself. Iselia Monteroso and her Knights of the Ascension. When I got back, she reigned over whatever parts of King-Maker lands she could brutalize into submission. …My family was in those lands. She sentenced them to death by Chills infection for treason. Then sold.” His voice went cold and accusatory when he said ‘sold,’ probably implying the Temple bought them. Sil reserved judgment this time; there had to be an explanation. Even one she might not like.

“How dreadful. I’m sorry. I’ve read about that revolution. Ended the Amerand dynasty, hadn’t it? Did they resist the new authority?”

Markus sighed deeply, readjusting his hat. “It was me. My journey to the Snows. I was instructed to sneak the crown prince out.”

“You were employed by the Amerands? With a task like that? But than that would mean…”

He turned over his shoulder at her, a weak smirk forming on his face. “Yea, my title was Baron of the Monts’ Peaks—

Sil gaped, stuttering, “You’re…that would mean you’re…”

“Was. Being a baron is only good if your friend still sits on the Steppe. I had all my lands, everything taken away. Spent the rest searching for my family.” Now, Markus made sense: the way he carried himself so confidently, his imbued hand-cannons —marvels in themselves, his ease of conversation with people, the way he slipped into that frightening lord persona when those brutes tried to attack them this morning. “I hope you’re happy; now, we both know something honest about each other.” He smiled at her with a hint of a solemn longing before turning away, expression falling more morose.

Sil knew she shouldn’t ask; she had pried enough, but if she was going to be forced to steal Gene away from him, from what’s he’s worked so long for, she had to know —for her conscience’s sake. “You see your daughter in me, don’t you?”

“You’re kidding,” he said with wry grin, but the creases around his eye made him look genuinely pleased. “You’ve got to watch your pride, young lady. You actually believe you can compare to one of the Montgomerys? With pale skin like yours?”

“My skin is lovely the way it is, except maybe for blemishes of soot here and there. I’m…I’m only making an observation. I am not prideful.”

“Meek, right?”

“Well yes—”

“Shh.” Markus jerked his head back suddenly; he must have heard something. He rose a finger to his lips.

Sil leaned her head back too and focused her hearing, as bad as it still was. There were two voices she could barely make out muffling out of Gylur’s parlor. Gene, if she was either of them, sounded much different than Sil remembered. One voice was clearly male. The other held too much of a curious melody to it, as if inquisitive and confident. Wise, Sil concluded. That certainly wasn’t Gene. She always spoke with a cold edge that made her seem like she was in perpetual moodiness or melancholy –or presumed authority of an older sister, Sil would better describe it.

“Ah. Thank you for looking,” the man said. “But if you can’t find her, where should I look?”

Markus’s head sunk. No, she wasn’t there.

“I didn’t say I couldn’t find her,” the wise voice answered, and they both perked up. “We first need to be sure you are who you say you are.”

“Reasonable precaution,” the man replied. “But I don’t know how I can prove—”

“You don’t have to,” a woman’s voice sounded, cold and calculating with a traitorously compassionate tinge to it. That was her voice and no other. Gene.

Sil jumped ahead only to be grabbed by Markus and pulled back.

‘She’s there,’ she tried communicating with her eyes before craning her neck toward the window.

Markus rolled his eye, whispering, “Three against one? Or more? I want to know who that other guy is first. Besides, I’m not going to confront her tonight, not on her terms, and not with you so moody.” And he returned his ear to listening inside.

Moody? Sil wasn’t moody. How would he feel shackled where every other thought sent a hot warning to the skin of his wrist. But Sil was relieved he wouldn’t try anything tonight. That gave her time to decide how she was going to complete her task. She still had her knife and that magic would still work, though the longer she waited, the less effective the magic became. It should have bleed into the sheath, but in all this time, it hadn’t warmed against her thigh. Very strange, now that she thought about it. How was the magic being stored so efficiently? Her priest sisters’ skill, she presumed; priest sisters whose motive she was beginning to doubt. And that symbol on the sheath that resembled something out of her parent’s old books? Could it be a true Ragnar necromancy? No, she wouldn’t use the knife. Instead…

She looked up to Markus, that imperial investigator with his one eye and scar and patch that made him look more villainous than anything else. Hard to believe he had ever been a husband and father. Yes, she could use that, and her handcuffs. She would feign capture, and maybe Gene would ‘save her’ from him, and the two could talk afterwards. She’d have to act quickly. She didn’t want Markus hurt, but neither would she complain if he received a whack to his noggin for all the trouble he caused her…. No, he didn’t deserve that either. All she had to do was wait for the proper time. Taking in a deep breath to calm herself, she titled her head close to Markus’s shoulder to listen in.

“Still wearing that mask, crack and all,” the man said. “Good thing Glen isn’t here.”

“Yes, I’m happy he didn’t join you either. I could only imagine his salivating quips over my ‘fallen priest’ moniker I’ve received,” Gene’s voice grew louder as she neared the window. “No…, that’s not true. Don’t ever tell I said so, but I do miss…his wit.” Then she whispered, “sure have needed it too.”

“No, he wasn’t ‘salivating,’ Gene. He was very concerned, actually, when he heard that rumor you left the Temple for good. We both were. Meant he might have won and there’d be no more brawls between the two of you.”

“Brawls,” Gene questioned, a brief levity in her voice so strange for Sil to hear. “Is that what they seemed to you? They were debates.”

“Yes, I can understand how shouting and threatening to burn each other to cinders can be easily confused for a pair of genteel philosophers’ debates.”

Gene laughed softly. Laughed, Sil hadn’t heard her sister laugh since they were little. “How is the old Chronicler? Still trying to entice women with his extensive encyclopedia of blasphemes?”

“No, he’s…,” the man’s voice turned somber. “The war changed him.”

“I understand,” Gene replied, matching his somber tone. “War changing everyone.” Not an excuse, Gene! “So, what can I do for you, Colonel? Oh, I’m sorry, Major now.” Colonel? Gene fought under a Colonel Omen during the war. Was that him? I smell Randagor the Red Mountain on him. You will show him to me. “Here on leave? I still don’t drink I’m afraid, but neither do you if I recall. Perhaps dinner?”

“I’m looking for work,” the Major answered.

“Work,” Gene’s voice rose on the letter ‘k.’ Was she stringing him along like she did with Sil so many times when they were young? No, that was resentment talking. She didn’t have to believe that. In fact, if Sil pretended she wasn’t listening to Gene at all but someone else, her voice sounded worried.

“I…made a terrible mistake, Gene, and I’ve lost my command. But I’ve heard of your mercenary group against the Empire. I would like to join. You know my capabilities—”

Gene laughed, a flighty back of the throat laugh that seemed half forced to cover up her nervousness, a strange thing to hear coming from her. Had she always sounded like that? So unsure of herself? Sil had always thought she was the timid one of the two. Maybe Markus was right; she didn’t have to believe what her feelings told her. “A terrible mistake? It was only a matter of time, Major. You always fought for your sense of justice. I admired that in you.”

“But it‘s cost me, too much this time.”

“And Glen? Last I heard he was rising high in the judiciary. Couldn’t he help?”

“No, Glen and I…. I’ve become a bit of an orphan, Gene. And for the first time in my life, I’m not sure what to do. But, I do know I want to fight the Empire.”

Silence drew out before Gene continued, “My fight with the Empire isn’t my primary focus anymore. I’m sorry.”

“Oh. Then what have you been doing?”

“Archeology.”

The Major laughed. “Archeology? With people like this —No offense, sir. Gene, this elderly man is armed with runic weapons. Well crafted ones from what I’ve seen. They all are. Unless you’re going to hostile lands…. The Empire? Are you going there? Then, yes. I want to come too—”

“Please, Colonel,” Gene’s voice barely hid the desperation in it. What was she hiding? Again, silence fell, but Sil could feel tension rising with each passing second. Markus shrugged his shoulder to ward her off, but she pressed in closer. “Do you remember the battle we fought inside the Ladress Gorge, stealing that steam-driver?”

“Yes, I do. For all the good it did us. We had to return it.”

“Do remember Glen, what he did that day? You don’t have to say what it is.”

“I…do,” the Major sounded uncertain. “I was very angry at him for disobeying our plan.”

“But he saved us. We would have been killed before we reached that steam-driver because of what he did.”

“You don’t know that, Gene. He took it upon himself to assume all the risk without consulting his superior. If he had died—”

“Major. We all die. We must, while we live, be responsible for our consciences.”

“I may not be as articulate at he is,” the Major’s voice rose. “But I think he would say you’re doing quite a bit of rationalizing yourself.”

Gene laughed with a hint of sorrow. “And he would be right,” she said. “Now, Major. I’m sorry. I can’t help you, and neither can you join me.”

Sil pushed against Markus’s shoulder with her cuffs. “Are you making any sense of that?”

“No,” he answered. “But, I think they’re speaking in some kind of code. I’m sensing the same mix of emotions in her that you had. Damn Casmarus sisters and their martyr idolatry.” Gene, martyr? For what? What could be more important than dying for the Golden Lady?

After a few moments, Gene spoke again. “Da’Kraven, can you please see the Major out to the reception room and ask Mister Gylur to feed him. After he’s eaten, see him out.”

Sil heard shuffling of feet before, “you know, Gene, you don’t make it easy either,” the Major said.

“Are you implying Glen and I are alike?”

“I don’t give a damn what I’m implying. You two never give an inch in your ways.” —Markus nudged Sil. Yes, yes, I know; like me. She is my sister, after all.

“And how exactly did you lose your command, Major?”

“I…did what I thought was right —still think was right.”

“Then I suppose ‘never giving an inch’ is a trait the three of us share because so do I.”

“Gene, all you have to do is ask. I have the time now.”

“Major, it’s time for you to go.”

“I’ll try Alecka then. You know where he lives now?”

“West of here, in the mountains. I’m sorry.”

“I’ll find him. …Oh, there’s one more thing. What do you know about Ragnarok?” 

Sil’s heart jumped. Show this man to me.

After a brief pause, Gene answered, “Ragnarok was a barbaric nation comprised of many cultures. They ruled here sometime—”

“I know that,” the Major interrupted. “I know you don’t believe Ragnarok was some god, but was there ever a person Ragnarok? Or maybe a title of some kind?”

“The Ragnars of the Nation of Ragnarok anthropomorphized what we would call ‘evil’ as their deity, Ragnarok, who believe exists deep within the Dark Well,” Gene said and Sil noted she didn’t answer the question. “The truth is that there are only seven deities, Vassals of the Almighty. But over time, Ragnarok had become mythologized as an evil deity even to our people, as the one who slue the Almighty. It’s heretical teaching and the Nation of Ragnarok was destroyed for it. The Almighty died because we killed him with our choice of selfish love over selfless love. Ragnarok is only a symbol of that, as poets have said ‘a piece of Ragnarok exists in all of our hearts.’ Does that answer your question?”

“Yes, as well as I would expect from you. I’ll have to think that over.”

“You can purchase the Zanf’r Catechism on the Buyer’s Way. It may help.”

“I…yea,” he stuttered.

“Are you not feeling well, Major?”

“Fine, fine. Been a long night and day travel to get here. Can there still be a ‘Champion of Ragnarok’ even if Ragnarok doesn’t exist? …a Necro…mancer?” Sil’s face flushed. How could he have known about that? Only the Seven had Champions, only the Seven could. Sybilia Casmarus was a fraud! Randagor must be speaking to him. Randagor? How? Has Randagor returned too? Was the Red Mountain found?

“The Ragnarok Nation had their Empress, of course, who abandoned them,” Gene continued. “But Champions were titles reserved for the Vassals’ chief prophets. As far as ‘necromancy.’ The Ragnars practiced all sorts of abominations; necromancy most certainly was one of them. Major…why are you asking these questions?”

The was a long pause before, “I took up an interest in history lately. Free time now. Maybe I can help you with your archeology after all?”

“No,” Gene said bluntly. “I’m working on another matter entirely. Da’Kraven, we’re done here.”

Sil heard a door close and then a pair of footsteps neared the window again. “Not him, Da’Kraven,” Gene whispered. “I won’t let you turn him.” Footsteps then marched away followed by a door slamming closed. ‘Turn him?’ Were they planning to do the same thing to that Major as they did with the shopkeeper, Nann? Intentionally infect someone?

Sil rushed for the door only to be stopped by Markus taking hold of her dangling handcuffs. The brim of his hat covered his eye, but it didn’t mask his tight frown. “We’re not going in there. ”

Sil pulled on the chain. “They are going to harm that man. If you’re a coward, then take off this manacle and I’ll face her alone.”

“I’m a coward?” He lifted his head to look at her, raindrops dripping off the brim of his hat. “Look at you, you’re getting soaked, already shivering from the cold. No, we have no idea who that Da’Kraven is or if they’re more of them. Gylur, Eah, and Breana might be hostages too. We’ll headed back to MaCathy’s for the night. I know you don’t like that place, but it’s something. Still need to recharge my cannons too—”

“Unacceptable. Let go of me, Mister Montgomery, or I will be forced to do something you might not like.”

“Do what ever the hell you want,” he said, dragging her away by the cuffs. “But, I’m not going to die or let you get killed because of your impatience.” She tried to pull free, but he was too strong. “That major’s not our problem. You can’t save everyone.” You are not doing well. If only I could cast, something— Sil lit an initiation spell in her cuffed hand, the metal warming her wrist, quickly becoming painfully hot. Still she remained casting, hoping the heat would travel down the links to Markus’s hand. “Don’t get me wrong, I feel bad for the guy—”

Markus yelped, letting go, but Sil burned herself badly too. She could feel blisters stinging on her wrist. No time to think about that. Now free, she ran for the door and rushed inside.

She found herself in the same room they had eaten hours earlier, but empty. The two dead were gone, and the chairs had all been flipped onto their tables. Lanterns that dangled from the open ceiling rafters burned a dull orange, leaving most of the room in long black shadows. Sil froze; there could be anyone hiding—

The door behind her opened. “All thinking be damned,” Markus hissed with his cannon in his hand. “MaCathy was right. Next time, I’m taking no one.”

“I won’t let that man be harmed.” Though Sil had to admit, that was more of excuse now that she was so close to Gene.

“What’s so important about him? You sister seemed already intent on saving the poor bastard.”

“In the war, he was her superior. Edgar Omen.” Yes, show me this man. Why is he important? I must know Randagor has committed himself or not. Committed to what?

“He’s a Ladress officer,” Markus groaned, inspecting his cannon. “Is that how you plan to keep Gene? Damn two-faced priest piety—”

“My plan is to do what I can to save an innocent man, or are you no better than the criminal you pretend to—”

“Alright! Fine. I’ll sneak around, find that major and see what I can do. You go outside and…get wet for all I care. Just don’t follow me.”

“No,” Sil said, failing to resist winching from her burns.

Markus sighed. “Burned yourself badly, huh? Just watch my back.”

“If you un-restrain me, I can defend your back.”

“Probably burn it too,” he muttered, skulking to the kitchen door. With his hand-cannon, he pushed it open, and peeking through, he whispered. “Nothing—”

“Your friend obviously knows about us,” Da’kraven’s voice boomed from the adjacent dark corner of the room. Markus pressed his finger against his lips before edging across the wall toward that darkened recess. “Besides, he has Randagor’s blessing of strength. We can use him—”

“I’ve told you,” Gene retorted, anger slipping in her voice. “Ragnarok’s body isn’t made of flesh. Our people were wrong back then and you’re wrong now.” Our people? Ragnarok’s body? No, Gene, please, Almighty no. Despite the burns, Sil grabbed hold of the knife’s hilt by her hip.

“We don’t know what our people thought,” Da’Kraven shot back. “Until you find them. And now we see one of your comrades has suddenly taken an interest in history and sought you out? That is not coincidence. It must be the other Six interfering.”

“’My ‘comrade’ can’t know about the Ragnar Capital. I’ve never come across it. There was no danger in letting him go, but now what will he think when he wakes? He’s an officer in Prince Landrie’s military. He’ll know he was poisoned.”

“I found a door here,” Markus mouthed, pointing to shadowed nook.

“Someone had to do something, Lady Casmarus,” Da’Kraven answered. “We’re moving far too slowly. And the One-King isn’t going to favor our cult over the others forever. I don’t want us making that trek to his Black Crown again, and the Islander isn’t doing very well either. We don’t have many more vials left and someone with Randagor’s strength could withstand the mental sheering. Who knows. Maybe he’s one of us. It would be illuminating to our research if Randagor’s gift of resilience can help him stay awake in our true form.” Serum? One-King? True form? Research Ragnarok’s body? Experimenting on innocent people? She did commit those crimes, didn’t she? Gene, a priest of the Golden Lady, had committed those crimes.

Markus gave her an apologetic shrug, but hot rage flashed onto her face. Gene really didn’t care about her parents, their struggle to bury their dreadful legacy, their tears in explaining their shame to them and why their daughters had to chose a holy life. It was one thing if she had abandoned the priesthood, but to murder, to infect people, to experiment on them? To talk of Ragnarok’s body so openly? So then. Was that why she never came back? My sister has joined the cults, joined the Ragnars? You know what you have to do. Gene knew to be more careful! She knew what her parents had told them. How they were direct descendants of that butcher Sybilia. She committed horrendous crimes with her necromancy. She formed Ragnarok his body. Started the Deity Wars. Sundered the Isles. The Withering Catastrophe and the exodus to the north and south. How many millions died? Hundreds of years, humanity had to survive in the cold tundras of the north and south until the land saw life again. And now Gene wanted to repeat it all and bring Ragnarok back onto Gen Shemver?

“Sil, Sil,” Markus whispered from the dark. “Stop, damn it. You’re going to hurt yourself again.”

Go on. Be my Champion. Send your sister to me, and I will make you a Queen among men. I don’t know who you are, but this isn’t for you.

“Mister Montgomery,” Sil said, not caring if those two devils heard her or not. But she guessed they did for they went silent. She rounded her shoulders and rose her chin. Her left hand flared with an initiation spell while her burning right hand drew out the imbued knife. One way or another, her parents’ sacrifice wouldn’t be shamed. “Move out of my way!” 

But, before Markus could move, the door opened. A yellow palm-light shined across his face.

“You?” Gene’s voice.

Markus’s eye shot open with terror. He fired. And fired. And fired, again.

Sil heard a subtle growl before what looked like an enormous bear’s paw with finger length claws grab hold of Markus’s head, slamming him into the floor; the floor boards broke and splintered around his head. His hat flew into the air, sliced in three pieces.

The beast snarled, licking its finger long fangs before snapping its black elongated serpentine head at Sil and drilling its red orbed and hungry eyes into her. Sil’s blood ran cold; her spell flickered out, and her right hand clasp tightly onto her knife. It wasn’t a bear; nothing remotely mammalian. What she thought were claws were in fact talons, for the beast had large bat-like wings that relaxed by its shoulders; its pulsing veiny mainsails folded by its side.

It had no fur, but obsidian black scales of various sizes that reflected the weak lantern light like rivers of gold upon a sea of black. Suddenly, the beast rose on its hind legs, and hid its head in the shadows of the open ceiling, but its red eyes still shone. Sil couldn’t pry her eyes from them; she tried to turn away, to check on Markus, but she couldn’t. Was she entranced? Or panicking? Neither, for even though her breathing was shallow and heart beat loudly in her throat, she knew what stood before her. She’d seen it in her dreams. A dragon…and it was both beautiful and powerful.

“Sil,” Markus coughed. The dragon sniffed, turning back to its prey. Sil broke from the spell and saw Markus, motionless, his head hanging down into the hole the dragon made in the floor. No you loaf, she wanted to say, but fear stole her words. “Get…out.”

“I told you, didn’t I?” Gene’s voice again as she walked into the room, looking down on Markus. She wore the same gray color as the others, except she wore a full length cloak and hood that covered her head. On her face, she wore the black mask —the mask she left with all those years ago. Sil noted a crack that spread along the jaw line. “How many warnings do I have to send before you stop coming after me?”

“My…Fa…mily,” Markus wheezed.

“I’m sorry,” Gene whispered. “What was done, was done. But maybe now you can rest with them.” Gene was going to kill him? It was Sil’s fault he was here; her fault he was going to die. She shouldn’t have rushed this; they’re weren’t ready for this. No! Sil had to do something, but she was still frozen with fear; even the voice in her head was absent. She tried shrieking, but her body wouldn’t move while in the sight of that creature, its black body pulsing with steaming oil dripping from in between its scales. The oily liquid splashed on the floor and sizzled. “I’ll make it quick for you—”

“No,” Sil screamed. But her whole body, her mind, her thundering heart, every part of her begged her to leave, to run or she’d be devoured. She ever part of her told her she couldn’t do anything against that! But that was a lie, wasn’t that what Markus said? She didn’t have to believe it! She just had to find that— Anger. “Genevieve Casmarus,” Sil growled, drawing out her knife and pointing it at her sister. She ignored the pain of the cuff dangling from her seared wrist.

“Celeste,” Gene sounded confused at first. “Is that you? You’re here too?”

“My hair,” she laughed, realizing after that Gene hadn’t said ‘hair’ but ‘here.’ “Is that all you can say?” Sweat condensed on her face or was that from the shackles? She didn’t care anymore. She stood before her sister now, an inhuman monster hidden behind a black mask consorting with devils. The first question came to her, “why didn’t you come back?”

“Silly Sil, I—

“Don’t call me that!” 

Gene paused. She always did that, gave her time to think, time to manipulate the conversation. So, instead, Sil added, “I’m not ‘Silly Sil’ anymore. I am not that little sister you left behind all those years ago!”

“I suppose you’re not. Celeste, please put that weapon down or Da’Kraven might attack you. Please…sister—”

“Answer my question, damn it!”

The dragon turned its attention back on Sil, lowering itself on all fours as its talons easily crunched into the wood like a bread-cracker. She turned her knife at it, but the dragon didn’t react to the weapon. It reacted to her, locking its red eyes on her while sniffing the air like a wolf sniffing for a scent. It’s jaw slowly dropped, revealing a row of finger-long teeth, a black mouth and black tongue dripping with that vaporous oily film. It’s tongue licked its incisor when its head tilted suddenly as if confused for a moment before stalking closer, still sniffing.

“Da’Kraven, if you can still understand me, this is my sister,” Gene said. “She’s also a descendant of Sybilia. She’s one of us.”

“Yes, I can still understand you, but I…can not hold onto myself for long,” a growling voice vibrated up the beast’s throat. “Not well. Not well. This is Celeste? Wed to Zandagor? There is no saving her. I will lose myself soon. You should leave.”

Gene closed her eyes. “Sil…I’m..,” she whispered. 

“This thing,” Sil spat at it as it strode closer, each step poking holes into the floor. “This thing is…thing is…”

“Yes, you’ve seen it before,” Gene said, sadness in her voice. “I’ve seen it too. In our nightmares when we were little. Da’Kraven and those I work for are the surviving Ragnars. And so are we, Celeste. This is what we are; this is what our parents tried to forget.”

“Don’t you dare bring up our parents!” But her resolve had lessened. The beast inched closer, appearing subdued, regarding her with its deep red eyes like rubies with flames alight in them. The dragon, …he…was beautiful…and Sil knew why. Her heart sank at the truth of Gene’s words. Her parents, her. They were Ragnars; that much she knew already. But the reason why their family was so different than the others, so foreign, was because this beast before her seemed more like…home. That’s what she was, her sister, her parents. What Ragnars were gifted for service to Ragnarok: they were all dragons.

The dragon bent its head down over Sil’s shoulder, its hot musky breath sending comfort to her bare neck. Sil’s hold on the knife weakened. Her people…she never imagined them to look so graceful. She had envisioned them to be monsters, bulbous tumor masses of contorted limbs from their dark arts, stone of heart and black of soul. Selling both and more for a little more hidden knowledge, trading all for Ragnarok and in turn given this…majestic form. At least, that’s what her parents told her. Her parents, they sacrificed everything to get away from that life! They put all their hope into the Golden Lady to save their daughters! And, Gene —she betrayed them! 

Sil drew a cold stare at Gene, straightened her back, rolled her shoulders, and rose her chin. The beast flinched its head backwards but then glided closer, sniffing; its neck exposed. Sil tightened her grip on the knife. I will not forget what out parent’s sacrificed for us, Gene. Do not interfere now.

“Genevieve, I will only ask once,” Sil said coldly. “I was sent here by the Synod to find you. Will you come back to the Temple with me to fulfill your priestly duty?”

Gene turned away—

The dragon snarled suddenly before turning back to Gene, exposing its neck further. But the scales were too tightly packed; the knife would break if she missed.

Gene stumbled back. “What…what is it?”

A low rolling laughter vibrated up the creature’s pulsing neck, rippling its scales in waves of rising plates.

“We have found her,” the dragon said with a lilt growl. “We have found Ragnarok’s Champion!”

With one quick swing —No!— Sil jabbed her knife in between the plates and into the beast’s throat—

 

***

 

“I…did what I could for him,” an elderly woman’s voice reached Sil. Was that her sister? No, too much compassion in it. “Considering the trauma and that another surgeon had opened his head before, it’s a true miracle he’s still alive.” Sil was laying down on a bed, her eyes bandaged. She felt neither pain nor hot or cold, only numbness. You have greatly disappointed me. That voice. Once beautiful, tranquil, and comforting like a idyllic countryside lake by a homestead, now, a harsh, cold taskmaster. Although she couldn’t feel anything, she knew tears welled from her closed eyes. How mistaken she was. You should have struck your sister. Who are you? How are you in my thoughts? You know who I am. You heard my servant, Da’Kraven. You were exposed to the Golden Lady, but Zandagor wasn’t the one who resided there. I was. Now, it’s time for your race to repay their debts to me. Am I like her…like that —she forced herself to say— thing? You are mine.

“Damn idiot,” a familiar voice barked then sniffled. “Damn lucky I had two of mine scooping out the place. That explosion…. They all would have been burned alive.” Explosion? Her knife, but it couldn’t have done all that. It was meant to burn unless… Markus was right, wasn’t he? The Synod, they meant for her to use the knife to kill both her and her sister. They knew she and her sister were from the cults, didn’t they? You told them, didn’t you? You told them Gene and I were Ragnars? They believed you to be the Zandagor. Yes. Your father and mother ran from me. They believed by giving you up to Zandagor they would protect you from me. No one can. The treachery of the daughters of Sybilia, I cannot allow. Daughters? Gene’s a traitor too? That didn’t make sense unless Sil was wrong about that too. But what was she really doing with the cults, then? How many more things was Sil wrong about? How many more things had her emotions lied to her about? Sil tried to sit up, but she couldn’t move. She wasn’t so much as tired or in pain as restrained by…. There’s a powerful mage here. Yes.

“What is it,” the elderly woman asked.

“The priest is awake.” Priest? Now she recognized the voice, MaCathy.

A wrinkled hand gripped her arm. “Are you in pain, dear,” the woman asked.

Sil couldn’t move to reply, but she didn’t feel pain. She didn’t feel anything at all.

“Blackbrook, see if she’s—” 

“No, I don’t read minds. No exceptions. You’re the doctor here.” Blackbrook? Was that the name MaCathy was using now? She should have known he lied about his own name.

“Don’t read minds? Is that a new policy? Or, are you afraid she’ll lose her innocence seeing the filth inside your head?”

“Filth? Why couldn’t Rochelle send someone who was born this century?”

The hand left her. “About that.”

“Payment? You’re saving lives here!”

“You know the Night Lady doesn’t do anything for free.”

Blackbrook laughed. “A woman after my own heart. Alright, let’s see now, you helped out that imperial agent.” —Markus? Sil felt relieved, but MaCathy —Blackbrook— obviously pretended he didn’t know him.— “And you took care of the owners and their little broodling.” —Gylur, Eah and Breana? That’s wonderful. They should have been sent to me— “Took good care of her. And you came quick enough when I sought you. Alright! Ten percentage my next haul? Five? How about a fine meal prepared by an artisan chef? You look like you can appreciate the finer things in life.” No Gene? No Major Omen?

Sil heard papers rustling. “Six people, Blackbrook.” the woman stressed.

“You’re going to charge me for that heavy fella? He slept through the whole damn thing! He’s fine—”

“He was poisoned,” she calmly interrupted. “And I’m surprised you didn’t quibble over the little girl. She dug her parents out of the rubble herself and needed little treatment.”

“Yea, well. I don’t mind paying for them. My fault my guys didn’t recognize they needed help.”

“Oh? Is that compassion I’m hearing? Have I actually found a soft place in your heart?”

“Will admitting it reduce the charge?”

“No.”

“My heart’s as hard as diamonds, love. Now, give me that. Paperwork, Almighty on high, Night Lady’s turning extortion into a legitimate business?”

“We need more than payment, Blackbrook. It’s a contract to join us. Our two organizations.” There was a pause. “You don’t have to read my mind. I’ll tell you plainly why. You saw what we dragged out of there and what happened to those pieces. …And no, I’ve never seen anything like it either. Those Cults have been coming up from the south ever since the Steward-King’s purge ended. They’re all over Sat’r and in Faf’r too. We’ve even seen them as far east as Sosh’r and as far north as the Holy City. And the presence of that imperial investigator suggests the Empire knows of them too. The Prince brothers are too troubled with their new trade city to hear our warnings. This is all beyond what we alone can prepare for.”

“A hell of time to believe in superstitions,” Blackbrook’s voice turned grim. “I’ll…think about it.”

The elderly woman sighed. “One week. I’ll be back. You shouldn’t have to worry about the priest. Priest, if you’re awake, listen to me. Your wounds are mostly superficial. But your right wrist was severed, the skin burned, the muscle and bone cooked. I can only assume you were wearing some runic bracelet. As a gifted mage, you should have know better. Though, whatever magic exploded the market street much of it was absorbed into the bracelet. Possibly saving your life. I did my best to save your hand. Reattached it, accelerated skin and muscle growth, but consider an intercession of the Golden Lady herself if you can ever use it again. Don’t try to now. I’ve immobilized you and numbed all your senses except hearing. My spell will fade by evening, and you will begin to feel pain again. Blackbrook, give her some—”

“Say no more, I have fortified wine by the gallons—”

“No alcohol. Give her my medicine if she can’t bare the pain. I’d rather her bare it. Numbing slows healing.”

“And the others?”

“The family can be transported to the local hospital at any time. The poisoned man will recover by the afternoon. The imperial investigator…. Time. If he wakes or not. If he doesn’t…. I’ll be back in a week to see if anything more can be done. But you can read his mind and see if he’s improving by then.”

“I…I will.”

“Two more things, Blackbrook. One, you should tell the priest what I saw. You don’t have the ability to protect her from them.” —Protect Sil from who? Was that cult after her now?

“We’ll see,” Blackbrook’s voice sounded as if he challenged her statement. “And the other?”

“Among the imperial’s belongings were three vials of a very curious black, invisible liquid—”

“No, you can’t have them.”

“Are they profitable? A new imbued drink?”

“No, and I don’t want you purloining any of his stuff, Magvors.” Magvors? Sil made it a point to remember her name.

“First a family of three, and now you’ve become attached to an imperial, too. Now I know curious times are upon us.”

“Is your work done here?”

Magvors laughed softly before making slow deliberate steps away from Sil. “Yes, I’m done here, but I’m hungry too.” Sil heard snapping of fingers and a door creaked open.

“Mister Onion,” Blackbrook said. “My guest needs a private place to eat.”

“Thank you, Blackbrook. …the Night Lady didn’t say anything to me, but I truly hope you consider joining us. Stability isn’t something we can rely on for very much longer.”

“When it come to our business, you never should.”

The door closed and Sil felt a hand on her foot. “Don’t worry, girl. I didn’t tell her anything about your search for your sister. But, I’d be rotten to the core if I’d let cultists come into my town and mistreat my friends.” Friends? Markus, she guessed, but her too? “Rest up. You’ll be safe here for a while.”

He then left her and the door closed. She tried searching out for her legs, but couldn’t find them. Her arms and back, she could feel, but only the softness of what she assumed was a bed. She’d have to wait until Magvors’s spells wore off with nothing to do except try to make sense of the past events. So much had happened. Poor Markus. That was her fault; she was too impulsive, relying on brutish anger to push through her fear. She couldn’t do that anymore; she’d have to over come them. And that worried her because as Markus told her, she’d have to listen to what her emotions were telling her. Her anger worried her most of all. It never seemed irrational…just disproportionate. It would flare up when some loaf annoyed her —the first time causing her to discover her fire spells and the result taught her to bury her anger. After all this time, what was it still trying to say?

And Blackbrook, someone she wouldn’t share a drink, never mind share a meal, had taken them all in and bandaged her up. Protected them. …Friend. Her friends on the Synod tried to kill her. Markus was right; she couldn’t go back now. Besides, she still had to find Gene, find out how she betrayed Ragnarok. What was she really doing with that cult?

Her stomach went hallow. Ragnarok, that is you? I am listening. The devil himself talked to her now, and worse still, he claimed her to be his Champion. What exactly that meant, she didn’t know. Stories of Champions in the past were more legend and myth than history. Warriors and prophets, they apparently coordinated humanity’s response against the evils of the day —the last time was when Ragnarok broke through and possessed a body. What could she —a mere girl, defrocked, hunted, inept, impulsive— do with a god speaking into her mind. Nothing! She was nothing! Even Zandagor had abandoned her. This was hopeless. She’d be better off finding the nearest high ledge and— ‘You know, you don’t have to do what they say,’ Markus’s words came to her. No…she didn’t. Like he said, she shouldn’t give her emotions so much power over her. I’m sorry, Markus. —Pathetic— You wanted to find my sister to know why your family was taken. I’ll find her again for you, and get you an answer. Ragnarok didn’t reply. She’d find her, this time for an entirely different reason, and this time, she had a better idea of how dangerous that could be. She knew cultists were dangerous, the stories she’d read, her parent’s stories, but not all of them could be dragons like Da’Kraven. And even if so, if Da’Kraven could be killed, so could others. No, this time, Sil wouldn’t march up to their front gate like an arrogant buffoon; she’d have to be more subtle, more ‘honest,’ as Markus would say. And she’d find out what Gene was really doing there.

 

Epilogue

 

Events Around Gen Shemver

 

“Hello, Lady Gene Casmarus. How was your stroll to the old forge? I trust your sister and your old comrade received your message?”

“Oh! Da’Kraven! It’s you? You’ve given me such a fright. How is it that you’ve already regenerated? Or…have you?”

“I am healing or rather, coming home to myself.”

“…Another gift of the Old One, Ragnarok?”

“Gift? Oh my dear lady, haven’t you been listening and watching? No, my resurrection isn’t from the Old One. We. Are. Dragons, young wyvern. We are the manifestation of possibilities.”

“Then, even I….”

“No, you are too attached to your humanity. As is your sister. Most of us are. Too attached to humanity and too attached to our benefactor, Ragnarok.”

“Then, perhaps we should consider breaking from him?”

“Oh? You disappointment, young wyvern. With such an lucid mind such as yours, wouldn’t you like to know how he has fooled us? How he has enslaved us? Why he has chosen your sister for his Champion and not you?”

“My sister…then what you sensed…”

“Yes, young wyvern. Your sister will be our greatest challenge. He will twist her and deform her until she does what he commands of her. But if she were to join us—”

“No, she can’t. She—”

“Fear is unbecoming of a dragoness, Lady Casmarus. Ragnarok already has her. She is in danger whether she joins us or not.”

“Then…I must speak with her again—”

“Patience. Hastiness is a trait of humanity. No, we must be careful. I believe she will be led to do what we are attempting to do: unite the cults under one banner. We must prevent that at all costs.”

“Even her death?”

“A dragoness would rather die than have her wings clipped. She won’t be your sister. Oh, young wyvern, so fearful and uncertain. You wish to prevent a civil war among us? Then learn to lead and become Sybilia’s true heir. Then we will learn what powers our ‘patron’ god. There will be no Second Nation of Ragnarok. I swear by my hearts, I will see our dragonkind set free.”

-A conversation between Gene Casmarus and Da’Kraven Nalore’Teth from the Cull of Ragnarok.

 

Edgar Omen

 

Ed leaned forward on a wiry chair, resisting the urge to bounce his heels, but at least he was alone with his thoughts outside on a well varnished balcony of City-guild Council Member Vashen Blackbrook’s three story home —more of homestead than a home with yards, gardens, smooth stoned paths, and an encircling high fence— watching the dusk grow darker and waiting for his body to metabolize the rest of the poison. His head still ached and his eyes blurred when he tried to focus, but considering how hours ago he couldn’t even stand, these were minor annoyances. Though higher up on a hill in the outskirts of Sat’r, the sooty air still irritated his eyes despite it being much fresher. He’d never get used to city, even burgeoning Ruby City. Its crowded artificial design, its central enforced planning and compact controlled chaos; it was as if man believed he could do better than Nature herself. 	

The mountains, though, held wild places, free places where life was closer to the old simpler ways of survival and small community. His home. Yes, they were dangerous but the city held their own dangers too. Here, amidst the grim and industry, he could feel himself losing his humanity, one of many pinions in a great long rack. Sat’r was becoming more like the Demos every time he visited; no wonder he seldom came here.

Alecka had the right idea, getting himself lost in those mountains. Ed would have done the same, but duty and loyalty called…and questions made him stay. And now with Gene in some sort of trouble, his plan to fight the Empire in any means he could had to wait. 

He wiped a thin film of soot from the balcony railing and grimaced. Even the air here was poisoning him. Still, he would rather be out here then inside where Blackbrook’s hired hands worked their routines: cleaning, tending the fireplaces, and taking care of those others hurt in the explosion. But eventually, they might have to come out here too. The balcony was large enough to service a small party with plush chairs, leather coaches and glass tables that lined the wall, overlooking the city buildings and the large forge and smith smokestacks still bellowing out black smoke. That black smoke competed with the smoldering fires of the market streets where he was told he was lucky to survive. From what he could see, the fire spread to at least five or six buildings. It would have been fewer if the garrison was still here…. If the garrison was here, they would have been able to help Gene from those thugs. Da’Kraven, the old man had the audacity to poison an officer of Prince Landrie’s military?  —No, he wasn’t an officer anymore. But that didn’t change the fact Gene was in trouble. All she ever wanted to do was battle the Empire’s sacrileges, and he was hoping he could join her. But now she was hostage to those people? Who were they? And how could she allow herself to be trapped like that? Glen on the other hand, he’d expect to get himself…into…trouble. “Please, Glen, don’t protect me anymore,” he whispered, wishing he could talk to him again. “Look out for yourself.” He was often right, more times than Ed wanted to admit, but always through his typical whimsical nonsense, acting like the world couldn’t understand him if he spoke what was really on his mind. Maybe the world couldn’t, or maybe Ed didn’t really want to know. “Damn it all,” he cursed. He couldn’t just sit here doing nothing, but he had no lead on Gene. He wasn’t even awake for the explosion, so he would have to wait until one of the others woke up. The family of three had already been moved to a local infirmary. That left the priest and the dark-skinned man. Mostly it would be her that would wake up first; the other man’s head wound looked so severe, Ed doubted he’d wake up again. The priest, she must know something.

The door behind him slid open and Blackbrook, a short stocky man, walked up beside him, a trail of mint and clove floating from his pipe. “Beautiful city, ain’t it,” he said, with his teeth fastened on his pipe.

Ed didn’t reply at first, preferring to be alone, but the man and his wife had been so hospitable to him and the other victims of the explosion. “Yes, it is. I want to thank you for everything you’ve done. It must have been expensive and inconvenient to treat, feed and house us. You are a credit to your city, and to the princedom.”

Blackbrook waved his head. “It’s nothing. My wife would have spent the money anyway. Besides, with all the soldiers leaving on such short notice, the hospitals ain’t ready yet to treat your kind of injuries.”

“They took all the surgeons and medic mages?”

“And doctors, sadly,” he said. “But we’ve given Prince Landrie enough hell for it. Lord Roz might actually have to suffer us and come to our meetings for a change.” Blackbrook laughed vindictively. He then set a mug of ale on the balcony railing. “Care for a drink?”

Ed was half tempted, but decided not to. “No thank you. I’m still not completely well.”

“Any idea why someone would poison you?”

Ed squinted on distant oil lanterns flashing into life as the city settled into night. “Wrong place, wrong time, Council Member Blackbrook.”

“Really,” Blackbrook chuckled. “You expect me to believe that when a chunk of my city goes up in flames while you sleep next door?”

“Yes.”

“Well,” he drew out, fishing for something in his pocket. He then tossed Ed’s ceremonial hand-cannon and bundle of military vouchers onto his lap. “Then, what your saying is that you’re a thief.”

Ed grumbled, pocketing his possessions. He should have left his hand-cannon behind and exchanged his military vouchers for public currency, but back then, he was too rattled to think clearly “Yes. I’m an officer,” he admitted. “As much as I appreciate what you’ve done, my business is my own.”

Blackbrook blew out smoke. “I don’t mean to pry on overworked officers coming here to rest their wings.” He then tossed two bags onto Ed’s lap, one full of lead balls, the other gunpowder. “Took the liberty of fixing that up for you, too, a bit of pass-time of mine.”

“Thank you,” Ed replied, pocketing his ammunitions. “I should pay—”

“If you want to pay me, tell me what you know about that explosion.”

Ed sat up straighter. “Nothing your own city’s investigations won’t find.”

Blackbrook laughed. “As if we can after you iron-wasters get up and leave on a moment’s notice taking all the manpower with you. First you say we need you, then you leave when we do need you—”  Two knocks sounded on the door behind them. “Eh, I should be going.”  Ed slouched. Good, Sat’r politics was the last thing he needed to hear.

Blackbrook took in last draught from his pipe before making his way inside. “Oh yea,” he added before entering. “That priest is up already—”

“She is? Can I speak with her?”

“Yes, she can speak,” he replied with a snort. “Against doctor’s orders, so she might not be in her sober senses. Giving my nurses a hell of time. Once she’s washed and dressed, I’ll send her out here. Leave you to keep your secrets about fires and poisons and…” Blackbrook’s voice trailed off as he closed the door behind him, leaving the mug of ale there sitting beside Ed.

Ed sympathized with the man, burdened by the responsibilities of the city with three witnesses to a disaster. But Ed didn’t want certain questions about himself raised, so he’d avoid shedding any further light on why he was there. That priest, on the other hand, had to know more. But, for all he knew, she could be working for Da’Kraven and was caught in their own explosion. A priest, was she? Ed would have to let her convince him of that.

After a few moments of brooding —and eyeing the ale a few times— the door behind him slid open again. This time, it was that young ‘priest’ who stood before him with a black veil over her head and tied tightly about her neck as if she had a head wound. Her tan eyes, though bloodshot with dark circles around them, reminded him of Gene. A coincidence? His ordeal with Araa taught him not to ignore them. On her, she wore dark maroon pants and a black fluffy blouse, both obviously lent to her for they were too big on her. And she hide her bandaged right hand and arm under her other arm about her waist, as if trying to hide her womanly figure in those loose pants. As a priest, Gene would have been mortified for being so ‘immodest.’  

Ed stood. “How are you feeling?”

“Dreadful, but healing, considering,” she sighed, hobbling over to a black plush chair before hesitantly reaching one arm to it. She then eased herself onto it, keeping her posture upright, her knees together, hands on her lap. She rose her chin and rested her half-lidded eyes on the horizon. Despite the tension quivering on her face, she kept herself from slouching back into the seat. Definitely an educated proud woman, she could probably fool someone into thinking she was nobility. Or maybe she really was a priest; her mien reminded him too much of Gene. 

When Ed sat back down, she relaxed into the chair with a heavy sigh of relief, closing her eyes.

“Considering,” Ed asked her.

She turned to him, eyes drooping and rose her bandaged hand. “Considering I almost lost my hand and the Doctor’s magic is wearing off.”

“Ah.”

“Mister Blackbrook told me you had questions for me. I have some for you too, but I have to tell you I’m not in the most agreeable mood, Major.”

“Major? You recognize me then?”

“Yes,” she said, resting her eyes shut again. “You were my sister’s commanding officer during the Brothers’ War. My name is Celeste Casmarus.”

Ed leaned forward. “Ah. Pieces fit together now,” he said, smiling on the verge of a chuckle, but she frowned at him. “Casmarus was it? We tried all we could to get Gene to tell us her last name, never did. Neither had she told me she had sister and that she was also a priest.”

“Not surprised,” she mumbled. “She doesn’t. I am only her sister.”

“Blackbrook seems under the impression that you’re a priest too.” Celeste turned her eyes on him, jaded and tired eyes, more than exhaustion, maybe cynicism on the edge of despondency. Thank the Almighty, Glen wasn’t here; whatever she’d been through had already done its damage. “Can you tell me what led you to that eatery yesterday,” he changed the subject.

She let her head rest back onto the chair’s headrest. “I hired that injured man inside to track my sister down. We found her just as you did, but they attacked us. Runic was involved and it exploded.”  That made as much sense as a stubbed haired priest. If it weren’t for their similar appearances, Ed wouldn’t even believe the two were sisters. And runic exploding? It could happen with shoddy alloy work. Captain Greener once told him the military worked on making such runic bombs —balls of runic and shrapnel that would absorb field magic and explode over the enemy— but they were too unpredictable. Not to mention a random mage, friendly or not, could set the entire arsenal exploding miles from the battlefield. No, Celeste was lying, or at least omitting a lot.

“Do you know who those people with your sister were,” he pressed on.

She looked out over the horizon with indignation forming on her face. “Who they were is not important. What do you want from my sister? It must have taken a lot of effort to find her.”

“Personal,” he said and she smirked. “And you?”

“She never came back to the Temple.”

“Awfully long time to wait to only search for her now.” 

“Can I be ‘honest,’ with you,” she said with a curious inflicting on the word ‘honest.’ “Something inside me doesn’t like you very much so I’m inclined to trust you, Major.”

“Odd sense of intuition.”

“It’s my way of understanding it.”

Ed turned away, watching more lanterns light up in the distance. Sister or not. Priest or not. Celeste wasn’t cooperating, and Gene was still out there with those thugs. They’d probably move out under the cover of darkness —tonight. He was wasting time here. Ed went for the door—

“Are you a religious man, Major?

“No,” he answered.

“Have you ever heard of Randagor the Red Mountain?”

The hairs on his neck raised, muscled tensions. He’d heard of Randagor —one of the supposed Vassals of the Almighty, his Red Mountain Ed had been working to slice up to use against the Empire— but why did his body react to the name so much? Was it because he was exposed to it? Ed cleared his throat to cut off the threat of a terror. “Yes, I have.”

“Has he ever spoken to you?”

“No,” Ed said quickly. That voice in his head, he didn’t know what it was, but he refused to think it was a god. Those Beasts, Red Mountain, the Sea Roar, even the Golden Lady were nothing but a cause of misery for him and his country. Divine? Nothing of the sort. “Why do you ask?”

She mumbled, falling asleep. Strange woman. Why did she ask such a question and about the Red Mountain of all supposed Beasts out there…unless she knew about Ruby City. Had news spread that quickly? Impossible, Blackbrook certainly didn’t know.  

And the way she asked, as if it was normal to hear voices inside one’s head. ‘Something inside me doesn’t like you very much,’ she had said, cryptically….

Damn it. Now, Ed was stuck again. Should he wait for her to wake up, or go off on his own? Ed grumbled, sitting back down and staring out into the city. What did he expect her to tell him anyway?

More lanterns came to life over the city as night descended. The tiniest sliver of a moon was out high in the sky, but the stars were washed out by the inside hearth’s light spilling outside. More lanterns appeared, one after another along one particularly dark street, and stopped by one particularly tall building —no, it was a smokestack, but no smoke rose from it.

“My sister’s in danger,” Celeste mumbled. “I have to find her.”

That much was true, Ed knew from last night, but from what? That voice in his head flared that night too; it spoke of Ragnarok as having a body, of a some tyrant woman Sybilia, and the Champion of a supposed nonexistence deity. The words in themselves made sense, but the picture they painted didn’t.

“Celeste,” Ed began. “What can you tell me about Ragnarok?”

“I…I don’t know anymore,” she mumbled. “I’m a monster.” And delirious too, it would seem.

A lantern blazed on top of that distant smokeless smokestack and flared brighter than all the others. Maybe talking to Celeste so soon was a mistake. As Blackbrook had said, she was up sooner than the Doctor wanted; she may not even know what she’s saying. But that left Ed back to his problem. Wait and risk Gene being taken away or go and hope to find— Ed shot to his feet. The lantern on the smokestack flared in repeated bursts. A code, his old unit’s code! Gene? Someone stood beside it, but in the brightness of the lantern, he couldn’t see who. A flurry of short and long flashes amid intermediate pauses spelled out… “‘I…am…here…alone.’  Gene!”

Ed turned—

“Wait,” Celeste shouted, trying to keep her drooping eyes from closing. “That’s her, isn’t it?” She then tried prying herself off the chair, but she could only pull herself closer to the armrest and sagged over it.

“Celeste, wait here.”

“No. Carry me,” she commanded as if she was some damn noble.

Ed bit his tongue, instead saying, “that wouldn’t be wise—”

“I am done being told what do to! No more! Now. Major Omen, if you do not carry me, then I will tell Blackbrook who you really are. He has asked me several times already, and I’ve denied knowing you. And seeing as you haven’t told him, then I assume you wouldn’t want him to know.” Blackbrook already knew he was an officer. The last thing he needed was a city-guild council member realizing Ed was a criminal with a warrant too.

“It will be painful.”

“I’m already in pain.”

“…I see stubbornness runs in the family.”

“It’s help us cope,” she replied.

Cope? With what? Left with no choice, Ed crouched down and pulled her arms around his shoulders. She grabbed her bandaged arm with her free hand around his neck, and he rose back to his feet, lifting her up. Her feet dangled behind him like an overweighted cape. She was light enough but awkward with the center of gravity now behind him. “Give me you legs,” he ask.

She lifted them as high as she could, and he grabbed her under her legs to keep her up on his back.  That was much better, but if trouble came, she might fall. “Are you sure about this,” he asked again.

“Yes,” she whispered, resting her head on the back of his neck. She could just as well fall asleep there. 

“Very well,” he sighed before turning for the door when Celeste stopped him.

“Back,” she said. “Railing.” He went back to the railing, watching the flashing of light continue. I’m on my way. Celeste reached down and grabbed hold of the mug of ale. She then downed it, spilling most of it on herself and down Ed’s back, the sudden damp chill sending shivers through him.  

“Was that really necessary,” he asked.

“Yes,” she whispered.  “I…have to be brave.” She then mumbled herself to sleep. Bravery by alcohol?

 

 

Celeste Casmarus

 

Major Omen jogged with Sil jostling on his back, even still, she dozed in and out of sleep. The ale she drank wasn’t nearly enough to mask how terrible she felt. As Magvors promised, her spells wore off and the pain and fatigue made their presence known. Pain, she expected. Her hand burned and tingled so much seldom anything else entered her mind, and her wrist would spasm with a painful sensation of grinding glass inside the joint. Maybe the old hag had actually put glass in there to teach her not to wear runic bracelets. Everywhere, she ached, reminding her of how she felt after being exposed to the Golden Lady, except this time while Blackbrook’s nurses helped her wash, she found bruises and stinging stitched wounds on various places on her body. Still, what surprised her the most was how awfully tired she was. Yes, Sil knew using healing magic was essentially speeding up the body’s own natural healing, causing the patient to become fatigued, but this was borderline intolerable. Even with the bouncing and her jaw occasionally whacking shut by Major Omen’s muscular shoulder, she must have dozed off three times already.

And Major Omen, for his own part, was obviously blessed by Randagor as Ragnarok told her. She had no doubt about that. He jogged down the empty orange lantern-lit streets as if he carried a feather on his back instead of a grown woman…. Grown woman. A few days ago, Sil would have been embarrassed red to be carried like this, and for wearing men’s pants instead of a dress, no less. Now, she simply wanted —needed— to know the truth about Gene and the cult that surrounded her. It didn’t matter anymore that she never returned to the Temple. Though she’d get that answer to that soon enough. What did matter was what she was doing with the Ragnars and how she was ‘betraying’ Ragnarok.

“How are you doing back there,” Major Omen asked, breathing easily as if he was on a stroll.

“Exhausted.”

“Your sister said she was alone. Might be a trap. If I have to defend us, I’m going to need use of my hands. You might fall.”

“I’d prefer more bruises to death, Major.”

“Don’t call me Major, Celeste. My name is Edgar. Ed, would be fine.”

“Pleased to meet you, Ed. You may call me Sil.”

“When I first asked Gene to join my team, she went under her religious name, Whitewave Fallingstar, but she eventually gave us her real name. May I have yours?”  Sil closed her eyes and rested her head against his back. That was her real name. Did it matter anymore that she was defrocked? Her parents struggled in vain for her and her sister to be free from the cults, and Ragnarok still found them. In fact, they were led right to him. If it was all for nothing, why even believe in Zandagor of the Golden Lady anymore. “Sil, it is then.” Ed added after a time.

“MaCa —Blackbrook’s people. Are they following us?”

“His people? You mean the local guard?” Local guard? Just how many lies had Blackbrook been circulating?

“Yes, the local guard. He’s…taken responsibility over us till we recovery. Probably wouldn’t appreciate us disappearing.” Sil told her own lie, a half-truth, really. But what did virtues even matter anymore? Those who practiced virtues —her ‘friends’— had sent the Coming Shadows after her. And those who practiced vices —Blackbrook and Markus— took care of her. Blackbrook even told her that she was being shadowed, and offered to protect her despite Magvors warning him not to try. Another thing Markus was right about. The Coming Shadows were after her, sent by ‘holy priests.’ How stupid was she believe them, for not listening to Markus.

“No, I haven’t seen them. I hope they don’t; Gene may as well leave if others follow.”

“Hurry then. How much longer?”

“Half way there.”

She lifted her head and saw a large darkened building looming in the distance, and behind it stood its smokestack standing like a thick spear stabbing into the starry sky. And Gene presumably on top. Shrouded in darkness, she couldn’t see much detail; if it was still in use or abandoned, or in a neighborhood much like those inns for workers she and Markus had trouble with yesterday.

That was when Sil noticed a deep surgical scar underneath Ed’s short hair on the right side of the back of his head. It wound to the top, and she remembered a similar scar in front too, just about his right eye. It reminded her of Markus’s wicked scar, except he lost an eye. She remembered Magvors saying a surgeon had opened his head before. But, back in the Holy City, the most common reason to do that was to remove tumors sensed by mages looking for abnormalities in the shape of the brain. Mild exposure to an awakened Shard often caused brain tumors, the cause of one’s insanity, many presumed. She’d seen the operation done a handful times in her life for accidental exposer to the Golden Lady when a runic suit tore or overheated. None she saw left scars like Markus, but Ed’s scar, she certainly did. But which Shard was he exposed to?

“Have you been to the Holy City,” she asked, trying to tease the answer out.

“A few times as a boy.”

“Have you seen the Golden Lady?”

“No…I haven’t.” Not the Golden Lady. Sil would be safe assuming a major in Landrie’s military wouldn’t have the time to travel to the King-Maker. At least unlikely. The Sea Roar in imperial hands seemed even less likely. The Black Monolith hadn’t awakened and rumors of Veiled Goddess’s discovery sounded as if it hadn’t awakened either. That left the Red Mountain and the Impossible Tower if there were Seven. Could she at least trust to know that much? But the Impossible Tower was unreachable, unless it had fallen. No, she would have heard about that. That left the Red Mountain.

Ragnarok, are you sure Randagor speaks to Ed? But he didn’t answer, probably not appreciating the way she spoke to him. And she probably shouldn’t being speaking to him like that if he really was the god of the Ragnars. But for the moment, cynicism protected her from being afraid of him. It wasn’t as if he possessed her like the Chills possessed a corpse. She was his chosen Champion, he said? What exactly did that mean to her? Was she given some authority or privilege? Could a god compel one to serve them then?

“Ed.”

“Yes?”

“Where did you get this scar from?”

“Several months ago,” he said, darkly.

“I asked where.”

“In a few months, you’ll know,” he answered cryptically. That didn’t help very much, but Sil knew how much Ragnarok was apprehensive about this man, and Ed knew things about the Ragnars that weren’t common knowledge. Sil snickered. A god being apprehensive? How was that possible? But it gave her hope that maybe he wanted her and her sister dead not so much for running away and betraying her kind, but for what they could do to stop them. A delusion, maybe. But it helped her cope.

“I apologize for not being direct,” Ed said.

“No, I wasn’t snickering at you.”

“You’ve had a trying time, haven’t you? After here, might be best if you return to the Holy City.”

“I can’t return.”

“You’re exhausted, Celeste.” Exhausted? Confused, anxious, afraid, cynical and all of those things twice over. Exhaustion was just the cusp of the whirlpool of despair she found herself circling. If her emotions had any say, she’d just go home and resign to whatever horrid fate her ‘friends’ had planned for her. But I’m the one who decides what to do, huh, Markus? But she didn’t know what she had to do? What did she expect to learn from Gene? At least Markus’s gift allowed him to feel brave whenever he wanted.

“I…don’t know who I am anymore,” she answered him.

“You’re young. Try things. Find out,” he said, matter-a-factly. She laughed, the cold logic of a military leader. As if he could understand what it meant to realize one was no longer human…and felt…more at home about it. But, she still looked human, certainly felt human; her aching body reminded her of that. But seeing Da’Kraven’s dragon form yesterday made her feel…a ‘longing.’ The best she could describe it half asleep on Major Edgar’s back— “Keep your eyes open,” he whispered. “I don’t see anyone, but…”  He let his sentence linger as he slowed his pace, shying away from the lanterns on the road. Ed had turned onto a private road that led to the building and smokestack. On either side, Sil saw boarded up one-story homes with darkened verandas, some with collapsed roofs, broken columns, while others had their boarded windows torn open.

They were being led in, she realized; the lit lanterns weren’t the usual ones she saw constructed onto the buildings above the doors, but were loose handled lanterns laid out conspicuously in the middle of the muddy road.

When they neared the building —a grimy bricked building with cracks and chunks of stone broken off— Ed trailed around the side, hugging closely to the wall. Sil sighed when she saw that the smokestack had a metal staircase encircling up to the top. Ed wouldn’t need to use his hands and have to let her go.

Without a word he made the climb as quietly as he could, but the stair still groaned under their weight.  Sil could have helped with that, but she was too exhausted, having a hard enough time staying awake. She’d be useless if this was a trap, and make the same mistake again.  Markus —she should have listened to him.

“Edgar,” she whispered. “If this is a trap—”

“I know. They would have heard us coming by now. But I trust Gene.”

“Trust her,” she said, holding back a chuckle. “Why?” How absurd. Even if she was fighting against the cults from the inside, Gene was still selfish; she would only be doing it to get something out of it. Most likely, knowledge or access to knowledge for some personal project she was currently infatuated with.

“She wouldn’t lay a trap for me without a warning.”

“And you know that how?”

“I’ve worked with her long enough to know what kind character she has.”  Character? Sil rolled her eyes. Good character wouldn’t have been getting herself mixed up with the Ragnars. Good character would not have refused her summons back to the Holy City without even so much as a letter in all the time she was gone.  …Maybe she couldn’t come back; maybe she couldn’t write. The Doyenne expressed such doubts Sil didn’t want to hear at the time. Maybe they both suspected something was wrong. Maybe they suspected the voice of Ragnarok was being mistaken for Zandagor. ….The sacrifices. …The Valkyries.

“Oh my Goddess,” she whispered with dawning realization. “I was all wrong. Everything. Everything’s all wrong.”  

Thankfully, Ed said nothing with his attention elsewhere as he climbed to the top of the winding stair to a ladder that reached up to the summit of the smokestack. Although refreshingly clean, the cold air bit at her nose and cheeks, causing her to sniffle; at least that was good enough excuse she told herself. Her body shivered and begged to be let down, but she wouldn’t be left behind now.

“I’m going to have to let go of your legs to climb this.”

She gripped her wounded hand, sending hot stabbing pain through her hand and arm. “I can hold,” she mustered.

Ed released her legs and her sudden weight felt like her hand would tear off again, but she gritted her teeth and held on. Ed ascended with each bounce forcing her to clench her teeth tighter.

But soon, they reached the top and Ed grabbed her legs again. They stood on a serrated platform that ringed the top of the smokestack with ropes dangling from the railing down into the pit, and a figure on the opposite side, an extinguished lantern by her feet.

“I knew if you were together, my sister would force you to bring her,” Gene said, wearing the same garb she wore the night before, black mask still intact. She didn’t seem injured at all, but she was right there with Sil when the explosion happened! She must have had time to cast a warding spell. But that quickly? Was she that good?

“Gene,” Sil croaked out. “What in the Goddess’s name are you doing? Have you gone insane? Don’t you know what are parents went through for us to be safe! And you go work with—” She stopped herself, not waiting the Major to know. “Did you really commit all those atrocities?”

“I…know,” she replied, softly.

“You know? That’s it? The only explanation I get?”

“Markus…,” Gene asked. “They didn’t find his body. Is he…”

“Alive, but…,” Sil felt a lump form in her throat. “He may not wake up again.”

“I see. If he does, please tell him his wife’s last words were about sending a statue to the Impossible Tower. She couldn’t keep it safe—” 

Sil gasped, hearing the truth come from Gene herself. “They were still alive when the Temple bought them? …What in the Almighty’s Name is—”

“He told you then? Yes, some of them were still alive,” Gene answered with shame in her voice.

“Then you have to tell him. Gene, you have a lot to answer for!”

“Once I am done, yes, I—”

“Gene,” Ed interrupted. “You’re in trouble, I can see that. What do you need?”

Gene turned up to the moon, the tiniest of sliver left before the new moon. “You can’t help me. I came here to tell you to stop looking for me. To forget about me. And to go your own way. …Please.”

Ed laughed. “You can’t be serious.”

“Very,” she answered. “Sil. …I’m sorry you became involved. You remember what Da’Kraven said about you last night? I’m not certain if he was right; he wasn’t fully himself. But, you must stay away. If you are indeed what he said, then he is playing a game we know none of the rules for—”

“No, shut up! I don’t want to hear it!”

“You have to, Sil,” Gene roared. “You’re not a baby anymore. You have to grow up and face—”

“They are all traitors,” Sil wept. “Traitors and murders, all of them…the priests. The Synod. The whole damn religion! They sent me to murder you! Sent people to kill me too. That knife, they lied to me…. Is…is Zandagor even real!”

“She must be.”

“Must be? Must be?”

“Remember what our parents used to say? That Ragnarok feared her the most? Maybe she doesn’t exist, maybe she does. Maybe neither does the Almighty’s, but I find it at least a little comforting that we, of all people, were given her gifts.”

“Given her gifts? Gene… tell me. That man last night. Da’Kraven. What are we?”

Gene turned her back. “Nothing you have to face if you ignore it—”

“How can I ignore what happened to that man! He was a dragon, Gene. A dragon! Like we used to see in our dreams. Our sisters’ secret. Like we used to pretend our parents were. You didn’t even come for that, either. I had to bury them myself!”

“I’m sorry I was angry at you about that,” Gene said. “I…I didn’t know what would happen to their bodies.” What would happen to their bodies? Their parents were dragons too; would their bodies revert somehow back into dragon bodies after death? How could that be and dragons still not be known? “Major,” Gene added. “Please look after my sister. Don’t let her follow me. Sil, live your life and forget about me. This will be the last either of you see me.”

“I’m not going to let you by me, Gene,” Ed answered, widening his stance for surer footing. “This ladder behind me is the only way down. Come back with me. We can figure this out. I’ll send word to Alecka and use Glen’s contacts. Hell, I’ll even send word to General Arishia Sune about this; we have special soldiers for this kind of work. For Almighty’s sake, Gene, let me help.”

Gene turned over her shoulder. “Glad you invoked his name,” she said, lifting herself onto the railing that encircled the platform. “But I have to get back before they realize I’m missing.”  

“You’re not leaving,” Ed said with a chuckle. “We both know you hate heights. We’ve got to be almost a thousand feet high.”

She turned her head down. “Sooner or later,” she said with nervousness cracking her voice. “We have to face to our fears and either overcome or die.” She rose her foot into mid air—

“Wait, Gene,” Ed exclaimed. “At least tell me where you’re going?”

“Where the devil goes to die,” she answered before walking off and plummeting down.

Sil gasped as Ed raced over. Down below, she saw Gene’s shadowed figure glide harmlessly down before running off and becoming indistinguishable with the shadowed ground. “I see you have overcome,” he muttered.

“We have to go after her,” Sil shouted.

“No,” Ed said, turning away and walking back to the ladder. “We can’t help someone who doesn’t want it. And we’re in neither position to do that now. Brace yourself.” Ed let go of her legs and she winched, her pain and fatigue proving his point. Once he reached the bottom of the ladder, he grabbed her legs again to her relief.

“Do what you want then,” Sil cursed. This whole trek had been useless. She learned nothing about her sister’s motivates, but she wouldn’t let her get away. A day at most, all the rest she’d need before she’d go after her. ‘Nothing you have to face if you ignore it?’ How could she forget what she saw…and how she felt about it? And what did she mean by ‘you have to face’? “Just take me back to MaCathy!”

“MaCathy?”

“Blackbrook or whatever that loaf’s name.” She cursed again. ‘Live your life and forget about me.’ That self-righteous —Did Gene think she was protecting her? Her! She was twenty years old! Not a ‘baby.’ A woman now! A priest who could bring down fire like the apocalypse. No, Gene couldn’t treat her like a family pet anymore. Go live your life? How dare she. She couldn’t tell her what to do anymore! But Sil was badly injured…and the cultist were very dangerous, not to mention the Coming Shadows after her. She’d need help, but where? She cursed again. She couldn’t go back to the Temple for all the good that would do.

“Are you planning to follow her,” Ed asked. Of course, he’d ask that; he’d probably try to stop her out some stupid loyalty.

“The answer is obvious, isn’t it? I’m too old to be taking orders from my older sister.”

“Good.”

“Good?” She repeated with surprise.

“I don’t make a habit of taking orders from my former subordinates either.” He then grumbled, “for better or worse. When we get back, I’m going to send word to a friend of mine to join us. Is that all right?”

“Uh, yes. Are they capable?”

“Yes, he is, but he’s a bit of an eccentric man. Don’t know if I can reach him. But first, Celeste. I heard what you said up there. I need you to tell me everything you know about Ragnarok.” Sil bit her tongue. Damn, she had said more than she wanted. “I can disappear easily, Sil. I’m well-trained with a long military career, and you don’t have the resources to save your sister.”

“Save her,” she snickered. “I… oh alright, but I want to know something about you too. How were you exposed and which Shard was it?” Do not trust this man. Because you say so, I will. 

 

Princess Zana II Ladress

 

Zana collapsed onto the couch inside the family’s private library adjacent to her bed chamber. Next to her sat Mother’s journal, but she didn’t immediately pick it up. Instead, she closed her eyes and faced the fireplace, allowing the warmth to sooth the tension from her face. Warm lavender scents filled the room and a quiet settled in, tempting her to fall asleep. And why not? ‘Because it’s been a week since you’ve postponed dinner with Lord Marq,’ Lady Fiora Cortess would remind her.

Zana opened her eyes and grimaced. The fire had died down bathing her in a warm orange glow that begged her to close her eyes again. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t postpone the Count any longer because tomorrow, she had to leave for Mak’s Green Farm Estate, cure in hand.

Sig had sent her a surprisingly generous fifteen liters of his blue remedy with intravenous and oral instructions. An unsealed letter accompanied it, reading something along the lines of family favors shouldn’t cost a thing and that he was happy she reached out to him for help. The indignation was feigned, she knew. Without a wax seal, anyone could have read the letter —including Landrie, Advin and Makim. Now the whole damn kingdom knew she asked him for a favor. Her eye twitched. Well played, idiot. Thankfully, his reply was vague on the nature and reason of the favor. Mak would asked her. She was not looking forward to lying to him again.

Zana curled her mother’s journal into the crook of her elbow and sighed. “Let’s try again,” she whispered to it as if it was as fatigued as she was searching through for clues. In between brief moments of her busy week, she had poured over her mother’s journal looking for clues to her murder —the one thing she and her brothers agreed upon— and found nothing. Even less then nothing. Blank pages would have been suspicious enough, but all she found were daily logs of clerical reviews, event preparations, audience dates but no feelings on the matter. Her mother didn’t even comment on how the weather made her feel. It seemed so out character for her. Zana remembered her mother being very zealous, passionate, and severe. A biased impression, Fiora would have her admit, but her mother had to be those things and more after her father died. By all rights, Siga should have been made king, but her father gave ruling Regency to her mother until Zana was of marriage age. She died only a few months before her fifteen birthday —another reason she didn’t believe Sig could have done the murder. If he had waiting only months, he would have sat on the throne himself. And their mother would finally get the rest she needed. Of course that meant Sig would’ve had to pry himself out of that island for more than a few weeks out of the year.

Zana couldn’t imagine how difficult her mother’s rule was. Who would have followed the first foreign Queen from the region of the Impossible Tower as the ruler of Ladress? A foreigner not even blessed by the Golden Lady? Added to that was the influx of nobles escaping the brutal Demos revolution, and after her father’s death, some said it was a subtle invasion. How she quelled those fears, Zana was too young to remember.

But she knew her mother to be careful too —deliberate, would best describe how she carried herself. Those ‘zealous’, ‘passionate,’ and ‘severe,’ qualities seemed always measured out. She had a large crown to fill, especially since everyone revered the first Queen of Ladress, the Mage Queen Alicia Ladress, who with her husband, Frederick, fought the Ragnars during the Reclaiming Campaigns and later led a group of battle mages into the Old Rozes den of monsters. No, her mother had to be something she wasn’t —perfect. And she paid for it. But if the Golden Lady had blessed her mother with magic, maybe she wouldn’t have— ”No, that doesn’t help,” she told herself.

Zana turned the page. Zansday, 21, Month of the Red Mountain, 1492, began an entry one month before she died. Zansday, the first day of the week in honor of Zandagor who rested inside the Golden Lady. Her brothers —though at this point, Sig hardly came— would travel to the Holy City for a family rest day. Her mother would make them breakfast and talk about kingdom affairs in the morning. Then, if there wasn’t some reception or festival to attend, the family would go to the country outside the Holy City to enjoy some privacy. Before dinner, they would visit their father’s resting place among the Noble Gardens, the center piece being the King’s Home, a great mausoleum housing her father’s body until the next king’s turn. Now, it held both her father and mother. How little she remembered of him, a vague figure of masculinity, more a caricature than a real person. He built, he worried, he worked, he died. That was all. 

When Zana and her brothers were younger, the family would spent evenings together, but in that final year, her mother wanted her nights alone. Her brothers thought it was because of Sig never coming, and she remembered hating that she agreed with them. 

Instead, her brothers would go off to their own mischiefs while she would attend some noble’s hosted dance with other girls her age. Being so young, Lady Fiora and at least a couple of Knights shadowed her everywhere. “Really, what were they afraid of,” she whispered. Then she remembered.

Sig appeared one night. Zana didn’t know at the time, but he was already falling into his illness, this time manifesting as a mania. The dance had ended early on account of one of the Rushnik’s boast on a new breed of racing horses. The race track was readied; the auditorium full of people. Zana had joined her brothers up on the Nobles’ Seats, waiting for what Rushnik promised to be the fastest horse in all Gen Shemver.

She remembered feeling a familiar presence in her mind. It wasn’t her brother, not completely, more like seeing a familiar face in crowd only to realize it was a stranger afterwards. Zana quickly closed her mind off, remembering Sig’s warning of how dangerous memorizers could be.

She then made the mistake of telling Landrie, who shot to his feet hissing about Sig being somewhere near by. Sig was nearby —on the race track. His clothes were muddied and his hair a long tangled mess. At first, Zana thought he had drunk himself into a stupor, but then he began shouting profanities, cursing the Seven, and other blasphemies. His words were too lucid for a drunk as he tried making his case before the present noble families to prepare for another Catastrophe by trusting in themselves alone —not much different than today.

The Knights rushed him, of course, and quickly brought him inside where he tried convincing the same thing to Landrie, Advin and Mak, spouting his nonsense. Apparently, their mother had refused to see him, so he demanded she and her brothers bring him to her —Zana flinched, remembering the angry words that were exchanged …from her too. He hadn’t showed up in months and then curses the Seven in public?  What did he expect? Zana grimaced at the memory. Idiot. But Sig soon left, muttering about doing everything himself. They had denied him the last chance he would have had to see their mother alive. “I’m sorry,” Zana whispered.

She continued reading, Overcast with drizzle, shadowed morning. Dawn devotional time with beloved. Zana paused; she must mean her father. 7:00 kingdom business with advisers. 8:00 prepared breakfast for Za’nina and the boys. Zana smiled. Spent day with family. There was no mention of how she spent her evening, nor of Sig asking to see her.

Zana pressed her lips together. “What kind of journal was this?” More of a task list than journal, maybe this was why Landrie never looked through it. Going through a few pages herself had already exhausted her patience —and brought up memories she’d rather keep forgotten.

Next page, Lairsday, 22, Month of the Red Mountain, 1492, it began. Clear morning. Dawn devotional time with beloved, shadowed mausoleum. Zana paused again. The word ‘shadowed’ popped out to her like it was out of place. As she shifted back through the entries, she found more instances of the adjective ‘shadowed’ describing people, places, things, and actions. Shadowed walk. Shadowed lunch. Shadowed night. Shadowed journaling. A favorite word? Zana never remembered her mother using it so often in speech. What could it mean? Perhaps a sadness in her? Her mother certainty had reason to be with Sig’s flakiness. 

She flipped back until finding the first time it appeared, about four months before her death: Ransday, 2, Month of the King-Maker, 1492 Meeting with advisers. Invited Siga, but shadowed appearance. Shadowed appearance? Did she mean Sig looked disheveled?

Zana flipped back one page —Evensday?  “But what happened to the day in between, Bleksday?” A page was missing pertaining to that day, the day before Sig arrived for a meeting with the kingdom advisers. Judging by the poor shape of the book, Zana wasn’t surprised. Or maybe someone had taken it. …Mak?

Back at the Red Rock, he was running around between the halls as if he had lost something. How many days had he been there before she arrived? Before the Night Lady stole the book for her? Had he read it and then the book was stolen? “More of Mother’s secrets,” she whispered, letting out an exasperated sigh. “What’s the real reason you want to see Mother, Mak?” Another question she’d have to ask him when she arrives—

A knock came at the door. “It is I,” said Fiora’s voice. “The Count in waiting.”

Zana let her head droop forward in front of the fireplace, its soft glow warming her head and circlet. “One last thing to do.”

She readied herself as best she could, though probably not as well as Lord Marqs expected. He wouldn’t care; the man’s way of woo her was like a hunting dog told to hunt a clay pigeon: just going through the motions. It was for his son, she reminded herself. We all have our family burdens.

Fiora scanned Zana from head to toe before raising an eyebrow. Zana wore a simple ankle-length white gown with a woolen mantle about her shoulders for the evening’s cooler air; after a long day, it was much more comfortable than the layers of ‘regal’ clothes, no matter how silky.

But before Fiora could scold her on her tired look, Zana asked, “how long has he been waiting?”

“You’re lucky he’s dressed just as casually,” Fiora answered before leading her toward one of the smaller dinning halls on this floor of the palace. “If he’s interested in your hand, then you both should have dressed more properly.”

“I think we both know he’s not,” Zana answered.

Fiora turned over her shoulder to give her a fleeting smile. “I’m pleased you noticed that.”

Zana fought back a snicker. After so many had been ‘interested in her hand,’ she grew very keen in deciphering their intentions. One day she’d have to decide —especially if those other three idiots don’t marry. But judging by her experience so far, it wasn’t a decision she was looking forward to.

Fiora stopped before the doors to the dinning room her family used in those last days. Not here. Sensing what she felt, Fiora said, “this is your home now,” before adjusting Zana’s circlet and putting invisible hairs back to their place on her head. “The Knight, Erald, will be behind you at the door. The Count will sit across from you. I will sit to your left and his son—”

“His son,” Zana jerked her head away from Fiora’s hands. “I didn’t agree to that.” Now, she’d have to reject him and his plea for his son’s education with his son there. She didn’t want that.

“Yes Maylin will be there. Sometimes, you have to do uncomfortable things.”

“I do uncomfortable things all day. Tell him, I’ll see him when I get back—”

“Princess,” Fiora’s voice rose, those angry currents rising to the surface before submerging into her practice calm expression. “You must realize you are not your mother. She was a queen of a kingdom. You are a princess of a city, a city your brother is trying to take from you without war, your other brothers are pushing toward war, and some of your subjects —the Rushniks— are hoping to capitalize off of war. Have you seen his demonstrations outside the city with those refugees? Your brothers dump their poor here and expect you to absorb the strife. Here, the city that is the very symbol of Ladress.”

“They wouldn’t dare.”

“I would,” Fiora cut into Zana’s heart. “As a matter of politics you have left yourself open. You’ve been occupying your time with past matters that don’t effect the present. You have been out of the city for far too long, and yet you plan to leave tomorrow again. You shouldn’t go.”

“I will go,” she snapped back.

Fiora straightened her posture, a tight frown forming on her lips. “Then one day you will realize you are all alone and locked out of your own city.”  I am already alone, she answered in her mind. But the litany of facts Fiora had presented her, she couldn’t argue. She had been absent lately, but if she could bring everyone together, wouldn’t it be worth it? “Lord Marqs is waiting. Your mother could say no to him. You can not.”

Zana resisted turning away, feeling an upsurge of emotion with in her. She knew in her mind Fiora was right, but not in her heart. So long as Sig hated the Seven, he would never get Zanf’r, not with out war.  But, maybe with aid. That letter already showed she asked and received help from him. The poor outside her city, would if it came to the point she couldn’t help them? A hungry and cold subject was a dangerous subject, looking for help anywhere.

And Lan, Ad and Mak would love to see Zanf’r pushed against Sig too. Could that be why Mak wanted to see Mother? Hoping Sig would find out? Was this all a game to get her to break Mother’s request. Was she the only one who really cared?  And while she dawned on her shoulders the responsibilities and burdens of bringing the kingdom together, if anyone should take advantage and cross her —Zana felt her cheeks flush, but Fiora subdued her emotions with her King-Maker gifts.

“It isn’t the end of the world, Za’nina,” Fiora said. “Priorities. That’s all. You must learn priorities.” And with that, she knocked twice—

“Lady Fiora,” Zana whispered, stopping her from opening the door. “How did my mother do it?”

“Do what, child?”

“Keep…control.”

“Through the law of bread and blood.” Law of bread and blood: mercy to the faithful, blood from the heretics. What would any of her hopes matter if she lost the city, her agency, her authority.

“I must go to my brother tomorrow,” she whispered, again. “But I want you to stay here. Kalpric Rushnik. If he has another demonstration….”

“He will not,” Fiora replied with a hint of relief in her voice.

Zana nodded and Fiora opened the door. Gathering herself together, she walked in, seeing the tall thin darker-skinned Count with his black goatee and peppered black hair cut close to his head. He wore all black, the color of his country. How appropriate. His son, too, wore all black, but he looked nothing like his father: a boy barely ten years, very pale skinned, almost sickly, with strong blue eyes reminding her of zircon gems and deep black hair. He sat with his arms crossed, staring listlessly at the table. Lord Marqs stood immediately, but Malek glanced at her through slitted eyes before laboriously rising to his feet.    

“Her Royal Highness, Princess of Zanf’r, Zana Ladress,” Fiora announced.

“Hello Your Highness, it’s a pleasure to meet you again,” the Count said with obvious practice in his enthusiasm.

Fiora walked over to her seat, on Zana’s left, glancing up to her circlet —the signal that meant he was lying. Oh Goddess, this will be an enjoyable evening, Zana thought.

“Pleased to meet you too, Lord Marqs,” she said, sitting herself down to which the three of them sat as well with Malek lingering for moment. At first, Zana thought he had the stubbornness of a child his age, but maybe he was sickly.

“Refreshments will be serviced soon,” Fiora began, turning to Zana.

“Oh, good,” Zana took the cue. “While we wait, how was your stay here? Have you seen all the Holy City has to offer?”

“No, I’m afraid not,” he answered, staring uncomfortably long into her eyes. Why do men do that? Some sort of dominance show, Zana thought, or maybe they believed it was ‘alluring.’ Psychotic, more like it. “I’ve been with Malek’s tutors much of the time. I want to thank you again for allowing him to study here.”

Zana gave him a pleased smile, not too big as to entice him. “My pleasure. The Schools are always welcomed to those blessed by the Golden Lady.”

“Then why can’t I learn the martial magics,” Malek sudden sprung to life. “My tutors make me do all kinds of things for them, draw lines, curves, shades and write and use magic they say they can’t even do—”

“Not now, Maylin,” his father said. “We are her guests. We can talk about that later.” 

“But isn’t it why we’re here,” he said, pouting. “I want to fight. I need to fight.” Fiora gave Zana a glance to right shoulder. The boy was more than serious about what he said.

But his father gave him a sharp look and Malek crossed his arms, pouting his lips out and frowning deeply.

“I apologize,” the Count said.

“It’s fine,” Zana answered. “From what he’s been through, I can understand it.”

“You won’t let me,” Maylin muttered through his lips. “I already know.”

Zana chuckled, gloved hand over her mouth. “And how would you already know?”

He squirmed before admitting, “my magic tells me.”

“First of all Master Maylin, magic doesn’t work like that,” Zana said. “You have to grow a little older and become a man first. And if you don’t know the difference between the two, you have proved my point.”

“I’m teaching them,” he shouted. “I have nothing else but fighting to learn!” Zana sat up, taken aback by his sudden outburst. And she wanted children someday? Not like this ill-mannered—

The Count cleared his throat before saying, “Well, he is gifted.”

Zana held back a snort. “He’s a boy, Lord Marqs. He’d never pass the psychological tests. His temper proves that. Would you let him use a cannon if he knew how to build one?”

“Me and my magic will figure it out on our own,” the boy whispered, tightening his arms around him. “Always shadowed, never again.”

“Shadowed?” Zana perked up. “What does you mean ‘shadowed’?”

The Count’s face turned somber. “It’s how we describe someone we suspect the Coming Shadows is planning to murder. That they are being shadowed. We believed he was the intended target all those years ago. But, not here; he’s safe here. Yet the scars of that night remain.” Was that what Mother meant! She believe she was being shadowed by the Coming Shadows—

Zana felt Fiora tap her leg. Yes, yes. I’ll pay attention. As well as she could. It had to be what Mother meant…at least, a hope. And when she invited Siga that day, she wrote ‘shadowed appearance.’ What could that mean?

 

Mendeleyev Von Mendevoch

 

“Genius, Mend, really genius,” Mend whispered to himself. “When my own stupidity even surprises myself, I know I’m really screwed up.” Nothing, absolutely nothing worked out. Josie and those other two were hiding somewhere on the island —probably thinking up all sorts of ways they were going to carve him up and send the pieces back to Roach. Roe slept soundly in the next bed with tubes of blue liquid attached to her arm. They had restrained her with leather straps around her ankles, wrists, and waist as if she had the strength to lift even her eyelids. Mend would know. He survived exposure too. Oddly, he felt sort of proud of himself for surviving.  Few did—

“Damn it all,” Mend cursed.  “I can’t just sit here thinking how awesome I am. Not when I screwed this up so badly.” But, what could he do? Carry that cute sleeping assassin demon of death over his shoulders, out the door, and down to the shore? ‘She just needs some air, fellas,’ he would explain to all the gawkers.  Mend gave it serious thought before shaking his head. “No, they’ll find me. Josie and the island guards. Everyone will…find me…all at once. Is that bad? Maybe I can used that —Yes, that’s bad.”  

Why should he care anymore, anyway? He’d just make things worse, and end up somehow sinking the entire damn island. In the morning, Sera —or rather the ever expressive Cyne— would show up with that letter he was supposed to deliver to Glen Gallegos with payment. Roe looked like she’d be asleep for a few days anyway, so Siga’s mind raping would have to wait. There would be plenty of time for Josie and her two grunts to think up a plan to save her. “OK, Mend,” he said, pumping his fist across his chest. “Here’s the plan: Forget them. Leave. Josie’s cover is blown. They’ll grab Roe before she wakes. No need to risk your life for ingrates anymore.”

Roe stirred, groaning.“Who are you?”

Mend slapped his hands over his mouth. Damn it, Mend, don’t talk so loud. “Uh, no one’s—”

“You’re here again,” she mumbled, her eyes shut and relaxed. He exhaled. Sleeping, good.  “She needs my help?” Mend’s ears perked; odd dream to have. “Eventide needs my help?  How…”  Mend snorted. These Shadows could never take a break, could they? Even in their dreams, they obsessed over their goddess. “Where is he?” A he, now? Go on, Roe, dream of rescuing your goddess and all the well-endowed men with marble-scalped chests she’ll reward you with. Just let me sleep!  Mend sunk into his bed, pulled the covers over around his head and closed his eyes. Hopefully, she’d stop soon. “Mend?”

Mend jumped, twisting around to see if Roe had awakened. But she appeared asleep, though she wrinkled her nose muttering, “why is Mend here?” Dreaming of him? Proof there was an Almighty, a small measure of sweet justice in an otherwise cruel world, and judging by the disdain written on her face, it wasn’t a very good dream. Good. Maybe at least there, he’d get the last word on something. He sunk back into his bed, trying to get himself comfortable. The sooner he fell asleep, the sooner he’d be off this island.

“Why should I care where he came from?”

Mend shot his eyes open. What did she say? Where he was from? Roe’s face relaxed, her breathing slowed, but his own quickened. Did he just imagine that? Roe knew where he was from? That bitch lied to him all these years? Did Josie know too? Was this just some big joke they held over him?

He grumbled, his face flushing with heat. The strong emotion surprised him, but so what if he was angry about it. He didn’t care where he was from, but keeping it a secret after all the work he did for them over the years? That was just wrong. Besides, Roach raised him; she’s as close to him as any family could be. He moaned. “Can’t believe I just thought that.” Still, Roe holding out on him pissed him off. Not that he really cared where he was from, he told himself…again. No, but the principle of it.

“That’s it, I’m staying,” he said to himself. “Sorry, Roach. I haven’t messed up things here enough yet.  I have ideas I want to try out.” He had to know, if just for curiosity’s sake. Besides, Roe didn’t know what he really looked like. This could be fun.

 

Rowena Lions

 

Roe floated in a black void of her dreamworld unable to move. Her waist felt as if a rope had been tied around it, her ankles and wrists pulled apart, making her feel vulnerable. Usually, this would cause her to panic and then the dream would proceed to explore the more darker places of her imagination. But, after having to relive her brother’s murder, going through the hard work of messing up Lord Salvador Von Sago’s ambitions again, and watching him get eaten alive by flame-wardens for failing the One-King, Roe felt emotionally drained, or was it exhaustion? She couldn’t tell, but she did know she was lucid dreaming again. Maybe that voice would—

Have you returned?

“I never left.”

You went off dreaming. I couldn’t reach you.

“No, I was awake. I saw two of my comrades. I saw—” She remembered. She had woken up on a rolling bed, screaming about that bastard Count. People were restraining her. ’Doctor,’ she heard one say.  They wheeled her into a room with two windows over looking a city of metal and smoke. Josie, thank the Goddess, was there too, acting as her nurse. She remembered seeing them administer Siga’s remedy into her, poking her left arm with tubes. She was going to be alright; she made it, and she’d live. Success! She smiled in her dream. “Everything will be alright now!”

Everything is not alright. You are unconscious next to him.

Next to him? She remembered the two windowed room from her vision early. “Mend?”

Yes.

She wrinkled her nose. “Why is Mend here?” Oh, right. She remembered Rochelle asking her to find out what happened to him on the Golden Island. Josie was still here too. Now that Roe had arrived, all of them could leave for the main land. She wasn’t looking forward to having to spend a few days shipboard with that idiot, but if it meant fulfilling what Rochelle had asked of her then she just had to get it over with.

I believe he’s been sent here to finish me off. He hails from someplace north, near or within your country.

“Why would I care where he’s from?”

Because he’s been in contact with the one who holds Eventide captive.

“Captive? Who could keep a goddess’ spirit captive? That’s ridiculous. And no knows where Eventide is, either. That why we have to do what we must! For the us to summon Eventide to come rest with in the Veiled Goddess Shard. To have a land blessed like everyone else!”

What you believe about our nature isn’t correct.

“Yea, as if you would know. The Golden Lady, the Red Mountain, they have their gods watching over them. Why can’t we have one helping us! Even the Empire has Lairgor within the Sea Roar—”  She froze. This voice claimed to be him, Lairgor, the god of the Sea Roar.

I am him. A piece of divinity spoke to her? Lairgor had awakened the Sea Roar, so he was present on the island, as much as Randagor was present in the Red Mountain when she was exposed to him. But…

“You…asked me to seek out a Mister Blue.”

I am him too.

“You’re not making much sense,” she said, imagining herself crossing her arms. “I don’t believe you.”

I had to fool him. So I split my being into two. He ambushed us and killed one of me and half of my spirit was sent back to its anchor. The other half remained incarnated. Trust in what I say, I am Mister Blue and the Sea Roar. There isn’t much time, I sense he’s trying to wake you. Come seek me out and bring this Mend. I must know what he knows. I will make myself ready.

“No, I’m leaving the island. I’ve done my job—”

If you want to save your goddess, come to me. I am underneath the Sea Roar.

“But I—” A hand gripped her wrist and she opened her eyes to a darkened room. Before she could gather her bearings a voice sounded,

“We gotta go, Roe. Or I’m dead…well, we’ll both be dead since I doubt you’d care about my death, I’d just as well include you too.”

She recognized the voice right away. “Mend,” she crooked out through her dry throat. She sounded like a mix of a rat’s squeak and a bullfrog, but at least she was awake.

“Oh fantastic! Just when I thought I could have a little fun.”

“What’s…oh, my head.” Her head swam as if it was a jar of slashing water. She went to massage her forehead, but her hands were restrained. “My hands, untie me.” She searched the darkness only able to see the orange glow filtering in through the windows. Strange, grotesque shapes silhouetted against the light.

“Uh…no,” Mend’s voice came from below her. Was he hiding underneath her bed?

“What? No? Who the hell do you think you are tell me ‘no’? When Josie gets back—”

“She’s already set on killing me. Trust me, I know, but shut up a moment while I figure this out.”

“I can’t see a thing.”

Mend lit a palm-light and let it float up to the ceiling. Roe’s eyes widened to take in the horrific scene before her. The walls and ceilings were awash with blood and dripped down in long oozing cords of veins and muscle. Sinew, muscle and entrails clung to the walls with sticky residue. What looked like an eye sat on the windowsill and a severed hand hung by tendons in front of the nearest window.

Roe squirmed, pulling at her restraints. “Get me out of here—” 

Mend’s hand clasped on her mouth, bloody and still warm. Had he done that? He couldn’t have. Mend couldn’t even let rats die in a barn fire! A bit of the ‘blood’ seeped to her mouth…. Dirt, gritty taste mixed in with a sourness? Very sour. Tasted more like beets and pomegranate juice? Then she noticed the hanging hand had fingers too short with the little finger twice as long as the thumb. The sinew looked more like thin pasta, muscle resembled ground beef, and the “eye” clearly looked like a wrapped fried egg on a ball or rock.

“I’m going to let go,” he whispered. “Please be quiet.”

As soon as he did, she sighed. “What’s with the freak show, Mend?”

“Didn’t fool you, did I? It’s so they think I’m dead.”

“And you want them to think you’re made out of breakfast too?”

“It’s not for the imperials. It’s for your crew when they see through the window.”  

“They’re not after you, idiot. Your ‘mother hen’ asked her to save your ass. We’ll help you escape.”

“Escape,” he chuckled. “Not after what I did.”

Roe frowned. “Did you anger Josie? What did you do?”

“I’m not saying, but you’re in danger too. In a few hours, it’ll be quiet enough for us to sneak—”

“Why am I in danger? I’m meant to be here. You are not.”

“Uh… Josie, she accidentally let your plans slip to the imperials.”

“Really.” Roe pressed her lips to a line. “I really doubt that.”

“Then don’t believe me, but I’m going to get you to the shore. You can wait for them there.”

“No… I can’t,” she replied.  Lairgor —Mister Blue— said if she wanted to save Eventide, she’d have to seek him out…as absurd as that sounded. “I need to find someone on the island.”

“Josie and the others will find you—”

“I have to find Mister Blue.” Mend went suspiciously quiet for a few moments. “You…know someone with that name?”

“Yea,” he said with a sigh. “I’ve seen him….well, not with my eyes, but, yea I saw him.”

“OK, I’m not going to ask what you mean by that, but if you know where he is,” she said, trying to loosen her restrains by pulling at them. “Then tell me—” She remembered Mister Blue wanted to meet Mend too; he might not tell her about Eventide without him there. “On second though, bring me to him.”

“Roe…” Mend said somberly.  Oh great, is he going to sulk now? “In your sleep, you mentioned something about knowing where I’m from.”

Roe sighed, closing her eyes. “Did I? Well I don’t. But he knows. So let’s go—”

Mend rose from under her bed— Oh no, he’s going to see what I look like! “Look away!” But it was too late. He stood over her and she saw his face for the first time without one of his guises. He was lighter skinned like her father with short black tousled hair and those solid gray eyes she thought belonged more to stouthearted king than a cynical troublemaker. Red ‘blood’ smeared his cheeks, giving him a ruggedly handsome— they locked eyes and her stomach fluttered. They both turned to the opposite direction, him crossing his arms.

“Don’t tell me you just…,” Roe gasped

“I… I, well I… I really can’t help it memorizing stuff, Roe,” he pleaded. “If it makes you feel better, I memorized what Josie looks like too.”

“You know what she looks like too? But we have rules, damn it. For a reason.”

He turned his back. “Right. Rules. You gotta kill me now, right?  Gods, you guys and your oaths. Josie’s fine with it, by the way. But I don’t know; maybe she’ll still try to suck the memories out of my brain with a needle.”

“Rules keep us safe, Mend. Help us get the job done.”

“Well, I can’t show you the way if I’m blindfolded.” That much was true and the damage was done; maybe Josie had some pull with Rochelle about this. She knew Mend wouldn’t draw up pictures of their faces and send them to some Count or Countess, but then again, he’d done dumber things by accident. “Fine,” he barked. “I’ll…draw you a map. You can—”

“No, you gotta come with me.”

“Like I said, I can’t lead you blind.”

Roe rolled her eyes. “If Josie said it’s fine, you can turn around, Mend.”  And he did, but he looked away to the right. She smirked, finally seeing a human expression matching his sulking, and such a messy man too; he got red paint everywhere— Roe looked away too; it wasn’t polite to stare, but she did notice he carried a bag over his shoulders. “What’s in the bag,” she asked, trying to loosen her restrains.

“Oh this,” he took out a vial of blue liquid. “Siga’s cure. It’ll taste like havjark pepper mixed with molten lava, but the stuff works. You’re gonna need it.”

“That’s the cure, huh?” Blue liquid, the same as those two gave her back in her jail cell in Ruby City. Coincidence? How or why? “Help me out of these,” she asked. “And you’ve got to come with me. He said he’d tell you where your from. Don’t you want to know?”

“Like I care,” he crossed his arms, again. He then walked to door and peeked out. “I’ll show you the way, but you can see yourself to the shore from there. I don’t want Josie finding us.” Good enough. “You strong enough to walk?”

She fought back her cheeks from reddening. No way was she going to let that walking disaster carry her. “I’d better.”

 

 

Cyne Munda

 

Cyne Munda stood outside his office on a marble balcony that overlooked the Knives Sea. Down below the First Fleet conducted their maneuvers. Some of the ships were docking, others taking on supplies, others going through inspections, while other ships made their rounds circumnavigating the island. High above it all watched the Brenindor, an airship of war; its massive build floating as easily as a balloon, and indefinitely since it was tethered so close to its anchor, the Shard, on the island. The only one in the world.  But that would change, Cyne knew. There was nothing mystical or divine about the Shards or the so-called Vassals of the Almighty. They were objects and beings, more advanced and differing in nature, yes, but neither omnipotent nor unintelligible. They worked on principles, far different than any he had ever known, but principals nonetheless. They weren’t absurd creations of nonsensical mysticism; that much he knew.

“And what to do about this,” he whispered, once again opening a letter he had received that morning. Despite his discipline and training, he couldn’t completely ease his anxiety over what the letter said. He had already organized his office throughly twice now, aligned all the books, sorting them by subject, region, author, then title, shuffled his clothes in a sequenced order for upcoming events, finished his morning correspondences, and seen to the search for Glen and that young Shadows Agent —they couldn’t leave the island.

But this wasn’t like him, to distract himself. No, he wasn’t distracting himself; he needed time to calm himself so he could think rationally and not be pulled by the emotions of a beast. She would hope for that.

The letter in his hand was short and concise, but letters like these didn’t need to be long. ‘Cyne Munda, former Minister of Industry. Amerand child is found. Erase the the twelfth letter and there will be harmony. Signed, W.” W for Warborne. Twelfth letter, L, for Ladress.

“Markus, I’m sorry,” he whispered. Baron Montgomery had risked everything, lost everything, to keep the son of Emperor Vasiphon of the King-Maker Lands, Vasiphon II, from falling into that Prophetess’s hands. And it was all for nothing. Had Warborne destroyed the Ryujins —Cyne’s own people— to reclaim him? Was that the so-called ‘will’ of the King-Maker too? To give authority over men to his insane butcher of a wife. “Bah,” Cyne sounded, folding the letter back into his pocket. Perhaps it would have been a better idea to send the child into the Sands, but how could anyone in the Amerand Court have predicted the Sands successfully resisting her. “Hypothetical drivel.” The true question was what he was going to do.

Cyne had already written a hasty ‘Long live the Amerands!’ on the letter as a reply, but that was foolish.  She may or may not have the child, and calling her bluff wouldn’t be wise. And the gall of Iselia, asking Cyne to murder the man who saved him and so many others from her ‘purity tests’ —her own husband— by threatening to harm a child. Bah, another reason to disbelieve in the gods if their representatives acted so cowardly. If she knew him as well as she thought, she would know this behavior would sicken him. Maybe she did know him well enough. They were together for almost thirty years before her ‘enlightenment.’  

Was there ever love in their marriage? In the beginning, perhaps. Before Cyne’s terrible mistake that exposed her to the King-Maker. Before her sudden ‘conversion’ to that inane religion. What made her believe her actions would achieve her professed ‘ascension’ was beyond him. But madness needn’t make sense, but neither should he have encouraged the woman all those years ago. Ascension. Bah, a fool’s errand without proper methods, controls, and goals. Ironic that he had everything he needed now to study the phenomenon. He had Mister Blue and the Sea Roar and the ingenuity of Sera Gallegos and brilliance of Siga Ladress. But, Iselia could have her King-Maker ‘god’ drown her in emotional ecstasy for all he cared about that project anymore. Bigger things were at play now…and if the King-Maker really spoke to her, she knew it too.

“Iselia, you fool.” It was clear to him why she wanted Siga gone; Siga and he had talked about what she might do once she found the Citadel Cannons under construction near her lands. But, he had hoped Vasiphon would remain safe. He had hoped in the coming strive she would be disposed and Vasiphon Amerand reinstated or at least a steward until he grew to age. “What options do we have,” he asked himself. He’d have to discuss that with Siga; the acquisition of the Golden Lady might have to be delayed. The Rushnik Family wouldn’t be happy with that. And the longer they waited on the Ruby City question, the longer Siga’s brothers had time prepare. Cyne took in a deep breath, using his King-Maker skill to encourage in him a sense of stoic calm and mastery. “Simply a puzzle,” he breathed out, and he relished in puzzles. “There is always a solution.”

A knock came at the door and Cyne walked back into his office. “Come in,” he said, remaining on his feet with his hands behind his back. He found by standing, people around him often emoted a sense of authority, attentiveness and efficacy onto him.

A young lieutenant Lauso Brower —an accomplished interdisciplinary mage—  staggered inside, panting with her black and blue uniform in a disheveled state.

“Is there a reason why you are not properly disposed,” he asked.

“Sir, it’s the emperor. He’s sent me to get you. He’s fallen ill during his meeting with the Regent. Doctors can’t stabilize him.”

“At a time like this,” Cyne blurted out, storming out his office with Brower following him. “What did the doctors say?”

“His cognition is almost gone, his heart is failing and his breathing is erratic. They said he’s aged thirty years,” she replied and Cyne could sense she disbelieved her own words.

“Any word of our kidnappers and our two patients?”

“No, sir, but they couldn’t haven gotten far. Patient B couldn’t have the strength to move.”

“Don’t underestimate our doctors,” he replied. “She may be well enough. You’re a mage, are you not? Then stay with me.” Cyne had given that ‘Glen’ miscreant Sera’s letter to her brother with a tracking spell on it. They would be able to find him at the very least. And why would Siga fall ill now? Mister Blue must have taken his strength back, but why now? Because Glen was on the loose? Siga had dismissed Mister Blue’s concerns about the boy, but it may have been better if he had heeded them. If only Nurse Lora and her cohorts had dispatched the boy when he and Doctor Yah’v left the room as Cyne had hoped. He even enraged the woman with emotions of fear, anger, and revenge. But instead, she and Miss Twilight were carried off by her two cohort ‘fishermen.’ Yes, that miscreant boy certainty seemed more than a bumbling fool. An act? If so, then Cyne wouldn’t need a tracking spell to know where he and Miss Twilight were headed.

The Lieutenant hastily readjusted her uniform and padded sweat from her brow; she was winded, Cyne could see, but he sensed undue worry and frustration in her. Worry that he would reprimand her and frustration for being reduced to an errand runner. Two emotions he knew would lead to mistakes. But also attentiveness and eagerness with an undercurrent of self-doubt. She desperately wanted to prove herself, he concluded. Even after so many years, it still amazed Cyne how many emotions and influences a human can be subjected to at once, often times contradictory and subconscious. Alright Miss Brower, I’ll give you your chance. “Lieutenant,” he said. “Fetch me another mage. I want you to lead a guard unit into the Main Facility. Mister Blue may be in danger.” Cyne could almost see the thrill shoot through her as she gave him a hasty salute and veered off to an adjacent hall. “Now why would those two seek you out, Mister Blue?”

 

 

The One-King

 

The One-King stood out on the rampart of the northeast tower, gazing up upon the stars, his towering figure, three sizes of men, august and regal like a great and mighty star at the rising of an ever-expanding kingdom, the strong arm of an army and the divine aegis over the land, an unmovable mountain, a lasting legacy. He was the Black Monolith, shinning out his unfathomable might and wisdom. Count Aesir Von Aster always quivered in his presence, weak kneed and sweating, and now was no different as he steeled his nerves under the archway that opened out to the balcony. How could he ever grow accustomed to this honor? The One-King was to be served because he earned his place among the pantheon. He wrestled with the old gods and won. The God-Killer, he would do what the Almighty couldn’t, save the world once and for all.

Aster knelt and bowed low before the One-King’s back, his black armor like an obsidian obelisk, once hot and molten, now cooled by his master’s will and made to serve. It didn’t gleam nor call the eye to attention, but its angular smooth surface, unblemished by sword or sorcery, stated a simple fact: the One-King cannot die.

“One of them is coming,” the One-King whispered, his voice virile like a deep rolling thunderclap. “The Sea Roar is weakening…but I hear the most astonishing rumors. Lairgor, my friend. You cunning devil; I struck you down. I strewn your entrails and hewed your head. I burned your corpse. How could you still be alive? But never did I imagine you would use your anchor nor did I think it possible.” He growled deeply like a rumble within the world. “Damn you. With your knowledge, won’t you help me, help us be free? Or, have even you forgotten your former glory? Will I have to send to you back? And where is Zandagor? How did she delay her summons? Her anchor is diseased now, but had she come….  Had she come, Ragnarok would have seized her. Lairgor, could you have foreseen what I have done? Ragnarok, he never bothered with the anchors before. Why? Yes, one of us is coming soon. But with whom will she side? Chose freedom, my sister.”

Aster, not wanting to appear as a sneak or a snoop, acknowledged his master with a “Sire.”

The One-King turned his gaze southward, upon other stars. “Eventually, we all have to come back, falling like rocks from the heavens, dethroned once again. How long do we have to go on obeying a dead god?”

Aster cleared his throat, “Ah, Sire.”

“What is it you want?”

“Sire, she’s becoming visible again.”

The One-King turned around. “Finally,” he sighed exasperatedly, before passing Aster inside. With respect, Aster turned his head away, feeling a power from his master like an invisible wall pushing on him, threatening to topple him over.

Aster rose and followed far enough behind as not to be affected by his aura. And as his master strode on, gem chandeliers blazed into brilliance, lighting the suspended corridor of his Black Crown Citadel that led from his private northeast balcony to the main citadel structure.

Although the One-King seldom roamed the Black Crown, its stark onyx construction housed six spired towers, each facing either cardinal or ordinal directions. They connected to the main structure by way of a suspended hallway, open to the sky by a curved window. Down below, the courtyard can be seen, massive baileys separated by the towers, yet enclosed by a machicolated double walled fortification with their own smaller towers of defense. And for as far around the citadel he could see, forests were leveled and a mote, now overgrown with dangerously entangling vegetation, was installed with the One-King’s manifestations prowling constantly without need of sleep, food, or rest. The Black Crown was as unassailable as the crown on the Golden Lady’s head.

Even this late into the night, Aster could see lights flashing down below; the city was in chaos for they knew what drove Aster to summon his master. Eventide, such a beautiful name that befit a queen for the sunset of an old era, and the beginning of a new, the goddess of Shadow and Light, the goddess of the Veiled Goddess Shard, had finally released her power once more.

For three years now, she had made herself, the southwest tower, and much of the surrounding ground and citadel invisible, giving the name ‘the Broken Crown’ to those who lived within its walls. But, now it was no longer broken; the Black Crown was whole, and the One-King, once again, strove to convince —by his gracious mercy— Eventide of the honor in joining him.

Once they crossed the main structure and suspended hall to the southwest tower, they started their descent; all the while, the One-King murmured to himself about things Aster didn’t understand. Far off places on other worlds, suffered indignities, and self-resignation to desperate events, a terror in silenced places and silenced minds, councils and rulers, worshipers spread in a sea of lights, battles fought in thoughts, battles won with exile, and that great enemy that even the One-King grew cold in saying its name: the Silence. But, Aster was only a servant, after all, in a long lineage of servants from his ancestors to today, serving this same man. And for him, he had served eighteen years already.

The descending stair winded Aster, causing him to slow, yet the One-King continued, undaunted, lower and lower till reaching the bottom and disappearing into the one room cell deep within the ground. When Aster reached the room, he remained outside, not daring to enter.

The last time Eventide appeared, he followed his master inside and was punished severely for it. But for what he saw, enduring a few weeks as a living statue, was worth the precious memory. A black onyx- skinned woman much like his master, and tall and proportioned like his master, as well, yet with black keen eyes that at once saw through him, beheld him entire, and judged his worth accurately, and lithe, supple, with a flowing fine muscular flesh, beautifully appropriate for a goddess that if not for a fear of her divine redress, would rouse the carnal appetites of any man. She hung naked from imbued shackles of what magic, Aster did not know. It couldn’t be magic. What magic could hold a goddess like that?

He could already hear her mumbling, fatigued from her exhaustive efforts, but she should know, no one can defy the God-Killer for long. “…Where are my warriors? My ministers and champions? Stay hidden. Don’t come to me. Stay hidden—”

“Shh,” the One-King hushed her. “You have your warriors. You have worshipers. They are near, here, very near. …I’m sorry, my dear Eventide, for what I’ve done, but this indignation must end. We have lowered ourself enough; we have served long enough. Join me before we forget too much.”

“Forget too much,” came Eventide’s strengthening voice, delicate like a fluttering dragonfly, yet with a hidden sting of a hornet. Aster gulped as sweat condensed on his forehead; he knew he shouldn’t listen, but dared to remain longer. He heard her soft laugh. “Blekengor? How…long…?”

“Aster,” boomed the One-King, the vibration rippling through his skin, flesh, and bone. “Bring me the glass jugs and pump to draw out her blood.”

“Yes, Sire,” Aster replied, but he didn’t leave. He already knew what his master wanted; anticipated it from three years ago, and already prepared the glass jugs and drawing station in the next room. No, he wouldn’t leave and miss this opportunity to listen to what the gods speak of amongst each other.

“It’s been three years,” the One-King answered her, his voice turning tender.

“Going to sap more of my blood?”

“I must,” he whispered.

“Why are you doing this?”

“I am doing this for us.”

“For us? What more is there to gain? We survived. Please, Blekengor. Free me. Let me go to my Champion and prepare her and her people.”

Aster heard —or rather, he felt— the One-King move away from her, turning his back.

“Where is your Champion,” he asked.

“Where is yours, mighty One-King? I heard a couple of thieves snatched him and his mother in the night.” Such an insolent response, even after the mercies he shown her, she should be reprimanded, but curiously, none came. Aster pressed his back against the wall, listening in more intently. He slowed his breath, but his heart thundered inside. He could die for this or worse….

“Mine will die eventually as all of them do, and I’ll anoint another. Delays, only delays.”

“Then I wish him a long life, and maybe despite your ambitions, he prepares some corner of the world against Ragnarok’s push.”

“Then you’re happy to be slave?”

“We are alive. We still exist.”

“Eventide, tell me what do you feel?”

“I am exhausted, Blekengor.”

“And…”

“And cold.”

“And…,” the One-King’s voice rose.

“What do you want me to say?”

“What do you feel hanging there, shackled in the nude, clothed in only your sweat and fluids with nothing but the gawking walls to keep you company?”

“Shame,” she whispered.

“And so do I,” the One-King whispered in replied.

“Then release me and give up—”

“Shame,” he erupted, shaking the foundations, almost shaking apart Aster, body and soul. “How can we feel shame? Shame, Eventide. It was not but a while ago, we could stretch out our minds and fill our hearts with such mysteries of existence, satiate ourselves with ruin and creation, worshipers pleaded for our benevolence and we granted them honors…and now…. And now, I use words like ‘heart’ and ‘shame,’ this…filth…to describe a former self I find fleeting more everyday, everyday…. One day, I fear…I will forget myself entirely, and then who will I be, but only what I’ve been doing? A machine, serving an ever-dying species from a threat I care less and less because of an oath to a dead god. What difference would it have been if I had stayed behind? We lose ourselves either way.” 

“It’s the way of things in this new place; a place foreign to us. We adapted and survived. Isn’t that the highest achievement of life? Shouldn’t that be enough for you?”

“‘Eventide,’ your name. Such a colloquial name. Do you even remember your old name?”

“We can’t go back. You know what hunts us there.”

“And yet, Ragnarok lives. How? Shouldn’t he have been consumed by now, and even more, he seems to have grown stronger—”

“Ragnarok instigates wars he does not fight,” Eventide spat; Aster envisioned venom smoking the floor from her mouth. “He lies and holds hostages; he plays with the foundations of our place and does so with this place, he may even have been responsible for inviting the Silence, and you saw what he did to many of the others, throwing them into the Silence—”

“And we are any different? How many of those who depended on us, who loved us, were left for the Silence?”

Not hearing a response, Aster pressed his ear closer.

“All of them,” his master answered.

“The Ragnars—”

“The Ragnars didn’t come with us. Dragons? Do you remember dragons from our old home? Don’t remember much of our old way, do you?” 

“Not everyone could have followed us through, Blekengor. Even for us, Humenor proved that, and look at his anchor, that Impossible Tower. But if you’re so enamored with Ragnarok, join him, go back through the Dark Well yourself and leave us in peace.”

“No, join him, I will not do. For all I know, he may still harbor a vengeance against us for leaving him behind, but because he is our enemy, doesn’t mean we can’t learn from him. He still understands what we once were, what we still are. Instead of fleeing as we did, he remained, embraced himself, and perhaps has beaten his unraveling. …Perhaps, he has found a way to exist here as our former selves, without restrictions, without anchors.”

“And what of Gen Shemver’s sacrifice? Our oath to protect this world and not let the same thing happen here that happened in our place? That is what will happen, Blekengor, if you don’t release me. If we don’t prepare those who dwell here and face him at the Dark Well. Ragnarok will push through our door, and the Silence will follow him, and this place will unravel as did ours. The responsibility lies with us. Can you live with so many true-deaths?”

Aster closed his eyes and waited for his master’s response. Although he understand little of what was being said, he did understand that his master wished for some ‘wholeness’ to him; that he was limited in some way, perhaps by an old battle. But, Ragnarok? Surely, the One-King was stronger than that devil and his Nation of slavers. So many here in Drakendor were nearly the same anyway, slaves in all but name only. How much his master’s subjects suffered so the One-King could study; how much the Nobility were punished when they failed. This was all to save the world, wasn’t it? To find a why to close the Dark Well, end the Chills, and end Ragnarok’s threat? That voice in Aster’s head…he spoke lies, didn’t it? The One-King wasn’t doing this solely for himself, was he?

“I don’t want this place destroyed, Eventide,” his master began to which Aster sighed in relief. “Do you remember what they call me here? The Black Monolith, and that’s because my anchor, a black rock in the tundra of the Islands, grants my power to those who near it. The power to transmute the elements. I pondered on this for ages; so many years, I’ve lost count. Then it came to me, like waking from a dream, I remembered for a brief instance. There is another object that can transmute the elements. Do you remember? The stars in the heavens. That was my old name. Black Star. Eventide, compared to what we have lost, preventing one world’s destruction, a thousand worlds, a million worlds is not enough.”

“Then you’ll doom everyone to save yourself?”

“To save us, I place no cost on my brethren.”    

No, master. No. I believed in you.

 

 

The End 

 

(The Struggle Continues with Book Two: Ragnar Rising, expected before the end of the year)

 

A personal note from me…,

 

Hi Reader!

 

I want to thank you for reading my very first stab at writing an epic fantasy. I hope you enjoyed it! While writing and developing the ideas of this story, I happen to watch a lot videos by a Youtuber called The Exploring Series. He explains the lore of mythology and fiction in an entertaining way, and he’s done extensive Lovecraftian and Cosmic Horror videos. It wasn’t what I was going for, but I think it might have influenced this story a little. It’s a tough genre to write (I don’t have the skills for it yet). I find the best usually balance on the line between explaining too much and explaining too little. But, I’m a fan of that genre and I’m curious to know if it came across to you in this story. Drop me a message.

 

One thing I tried to extend to all my characters (and maybe in the future, this will change) is the idea that interesting characters are heroes in their own story, at least anyone who is interesting to write about, that is. Purely evil characters who only want the ill of others don’t make it far enough to be interesting, at least in my opinion. They don’t make friends and make too many enemies. Serial killers end up dead or in jail with nothing but the wake of their victims behind them. But, men and women who rationalize their bad behavior into some greater ideal are the truly dangerous (and interesting) in my opinion. They will go the distance and build empires, enslave peoples, and start great works in the name of some distant good. That’s why I tried presenting Blekengor as someone who is saving his fellow gods from losing their identities, a rationalization of his fear of losing himself, and possibly destroy everything in the process. He is the hero in his own story, a tragedy of epic proportions.

 

This is already going long, so I just want to add that I can’t wait to finish up Book 2, Ragnar Rising. I know I’ve made some mistakes in this book. I’ve learned so much, but I promise, I’ll work harder to get better. And I invite you to join me on the ground floor by signing up to my Newsletter. I promise to value your time and I’ll only send you an email about once a month with announcements, cover reveals, and general fun fantasy stuff. And you’ll get a free short story, Josie and the Coming Shadows, just for signing up! It’s about Shadow Girl Josie Summer’s struggle to become a full member of the Coming Shadows.

 

And I’d love to hear from you, too. If you have a question, or found a nasty typo-gremlin, or *gasp* a universe destroying plot hole (Why doesn’t the good guy just use the backstairs up to the baddies’ throne room and take him down from there? I’m looking at you, Elder Scrolls: Skyrim. So, don’t let my characters suffer! Let me know!), or if you just want to say hi, please do and drop by from time to time with an email mikedesousa.author@gmail.com. 

 

One last thing on a more serious note. This book holds special meaning to me because as you’ve seen in the dedication’s page, my mother passed away from heart failure on the morning of June 19, 2018 while I was still getting to know the world of Gen Shemver myself. One year later to the day, I released this book, hopefully only the first of many, many more. A coincidence that it worked out that way? As some of my characters would say, there are no such thing as coincidences. I hope she now understands why I had buried myself in this laptop so often…and maybe if she can give me some pointers from her high-up vantage point…on second thought, that would scare me half to death! But instead, a soft breeze on a rainy day, reminding me of a happy memory of her would be good enough for me.

 

If you’ve enjoyed the story, please take a moment to leave a review! And tell me what you liked about the story and what you’d like to see more of. Help get the word out to others that might like this too! 

 

And for my fledgling social media stuffs:

Facebook Page and Website.

Follow me and say hi!

 

See you for Book 2: Ragnar Rising

And thanks again,

 

God bless with all the best,

	Mike DeSousa

 

Now! *drum roll* For the Credits: 

(Just imagine the ending music of Zelda: A Link to the Past playing in your head, or if you’ve never played the game, imagine a nostalgic encore song.)

 

I’d like to thank my family, friends, and all those who supported me through this work with encouraging words, food, beer, and a listening ear. In particular, Marina ‘Luna’ Raye for the cover art (Seriously, check out her work. She even has a cool sexy vampire epic fantasy webcomic in the works too!) and Mike ‘Magus Mar’ Magaraci for all the help drinking my ideas(and developing some beers)…yea, I think I got that right. Kritter ‘Yushiro’ Hoffman, who I’m pretty sure is a dragon shifter in hiding. Tim ‘Alucard’ Grudzien, who seems to know way too much about vampires and the undead. Oh, and Navi the cat, for being patient with me as I took her humans Mike and Marina’s playtime away from her.  

Yea, fine, Navi. She wants you to know her full name is Navirah and that the whole dragons having two hearts idea was her. Oh, and that you can find pictures of her on Marina’s artwork Facebook page Guardians of Mana. Cat photos? Now there’s another reason to check out her work! And leave a comment there saying I sent you there and that Navi should get a treat. (That should get me back into her good graces.)

 

And one last thanks to you, the Reader, without whom this wouldn’t be possible!
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