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 Part 1: The Murder of Lord Pauloce 
 
      
 
    Ardent Momaenta 
 
      
 
    The Principle of Good 
 
    Choose always the greater good, no matter the cost, no matter your doubt; for in the killing of four guilty men to save one innocent, the greater good surely prevails.  
 
    Verandert 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    It was the shadowless hour of noon when Gillis came to the inn. Inside was a man, a man much like him in age and appearance, in talents and tastes, and perhaps a host of other ways. The crucial difference was that only one would live to see the shadows lengthen. It would all be a transaction, of sorts. There was the dagger concealed in Gillis’ tunic; there was the crucial letter possessed by the unguarded target; and there was the ditch some way behind the inn, out of sight. It was by the dagger and the ditch that Gillis planned for the letter to change hands. The kill would be done without malice or pleasure, without hesitation or regret, or even remembrance. He thought of himself as a farmer rising to spill the blood of a calf: it was simply his work. 
 
    He was supposed to have met his partner for the kill by now, but he knew the target might soon leave. He had to proceed. Pity, Gillis thought, to lack the options an enchanter would afford. 
 
    Near the threshold where the overgrown grass was trampled into the mud, Gillis paused, listened, and adjusted his expression. There seemed to be a few men inside, though their drunken laughter was deep and loud. Gillis was a bald, middle-aged man, and what little bulk he had was soft—perhaps an easy target if any within sought a fight. So, Gillis inhaled and broadened his chest, though not so much as to seem pompous. His jowly cheeks drooped slightly, like candle wax starting to soften and ripple. He lifted and tightened his lips fractionally at the corners, enough to convince others he had a smile waiting. Hitching his pack, he stepped inside the tavern, into the warmth of the roaring hearth-fire, and blinked away the sun’s brightness.  
 
    A lazy cheer of greeting rose from the strangers, and some lifted their mugs. Gillis did not want to speak yet—he knew not the accent he should use—so he coughed and spat. Some called for the barkeep. Gillis, eyes now adjusted to the dark, saw more people than he had originally expected. Bearded, pockmarked, work-stained, and sun-darkened faces turned away from Gillis and back to their drinking companions. There were brawny workmen and miserly looking farmers with their wives. The target, a man with a clean face and a bald head like Gillis’ own, sat alone in the farthest corner.  
 
    The barkeep came to Gillis then, a large, white-haired man with a heavy limp.  
 
    “Welcome to the Quail’s Foot,” he said. “Can I get ye soup? Bread?”  
 
    “Just ale,” Gillis croaked.  
 
    “Right ye are. Coin?” 
 
    Gillis handed him a silver piece, and he limped away. The clean-faced target, Beldas, smiled widely to himself as he sipped from a small cup. Gillis took a table not far from him and set down his heavy pack, facing away from the man. After a moment, he turned and raised his eyebrows at Beldas. One could not appear eager. 
 
    “Celebrating?” Gillis mumbled quickly to conceal any accent. 
 
    “Aye, matter of fact I am,” said Beldas. “Good drink for good news.” 
 
    Nasal and clipped, rolled ‘r’s: a southern Veldenlands accent. Gillis adjusted his own voice to match Beldas’.  
 
    “Good health to you and the King, eh?” 
 
    “Where are you from, then?” 
 
    “South aways. In the mud flats, though I spent time as a child up north in the forests.” 
 
    Better to have a mixed background to mask an imperfect accent, Gillis thought.  
 
    “Truly, another Southman? Well cheers to you, friend. Have you a drink?” 
 
    “It’s coming.”  
 
    Beldas raised his drink, hesitated, and then sniffed at the air with an expression of distaste. “Do you smell that?” 
 
    “Smell what?” 
 
    “Awful smell. But I wouldn’t accuse…” Beldas trailed off. His eyes wandered away from Gillis, and he sniffed again with his lips pressed thin. Their exchange was done for the moment, and Gillis turned away. The barman came with Gillis’ ale in a heavy mug shortly after.  
 
    Gillis surveyed the room with his back to Beldas. They were as far away from any door as they could be. More than that, the only paths out led past every occupied table in the place. If this Beldas was to be herded to the ditch—or anywhere else—it had best be done quietly and slowly, so the others would not take notice. Force was out of the question.  
 
    There were a dozen other patrons in all, huddled around their cramped tables. The sharp stink of spilled ale and bile seemed to rise out of the timber floor, and the nearly tangible fog of it invaded Gillis’ every breath. He pretended to sip his ale with lips pressed close on the brim, and kept his face mildly aloof, mildly jovial. One patron sat shrouded by a heavy, dark cloak on the far side of the room. Their face was turned slightly away from Gillis, but he sensed the gaze that followed him from under the cloak’s hood.  
 
    It’s a fool who thinks a cloak hides anything. It proclaims secrecy loudly and clumsily, Gillis thought. So be it. If he was being watched, he would perform well.  
 
    Beldas had neared the end of his glass.  
 
    Gillis turned to him and asked, “What you’re celebrating worth another glass?”  
 
    Beldas raised his eyebrows, then nodded with a modest grin. Gillis waved the barkeep over.  
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “Another for this fellow here,” Gillis said.  
 
    “Ye sure? On yer own coin?” the barkeep said.  
 
    “Don’t trouble yourself,” Beldas said.  
 
    “You’re celebrating, and my mood is generous,” Gillis said.  
 
    “It’s nice whiskey. Not from round here, neither,” the barkeep said.  
 
    “I insist!” 
 
    “From Ghelder itself, made from the fine grain of the heartlands and water from the mountains of Gweidor. I’ve not many bottles, so I charge steep,” the barkeep said. 
 
    They both stared at Gillis while several heartbeats pounded loud in his ear. He was too generous, too insistent with a stranger too quickly.  
 
    “To hell with it,” Gillis said, and he drained his own mug in one long draft. The taste of ale was among Gillis’ chief hates, and he strained the muscles in his throat so that he did not gag. One did anything to play the part. “A glass for both of us!” He thrust two gold pieces into the barkeep’s hands, and took the seat opposite Beldas.  
 
    “If you’re paying, I’ll not complain,” Beldas said, and he drained the last drop of his glass. “You are generous. Do I know you? I feel your face is familiar—perhaps from younger times.” 
 
    “Nay, friend. In truth, I’m celebrating myself,” Gillis said.  
 
    “Oh, aye?” 
 
    “You first. What calls for this fine whiskey?” 
 
    “Well,” Beldas said with a small smile, and then paused. The flush of whiskey came to his face, and he raised his eyebrows. “I’ve a position in Lord Pauloce’s kitchen.”  
 
     “No!” Gillis said jovially. “You’re a cook?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Must be a good one! Great, even!” 
 
    “Pauloce thinks so,” Beldas said. The flattery had drawn his smile wider.  
 
    The barkeep returned with their drinks, and Gillis took his in hand and feigned appreciation for the foul taste. He resolved not to press too hard. In a moment, he would turn the talk to banter and playful insults. But first, he would wait.  
 
    Over in the opposite corner, the cloaked person waved away the barkeep. Gillis shook his head. To sit without food or drink was doubly suspicious. It was like a poor actor playing out a spy on stage.  
 
    “I thought you must have been a cook, or something of the like,” Gillis said.  
 
    “Oh? How’s that?” Beldas said.  
 
    Cuts and burns on your hands, fair skin, poor posture that will one day crook your back, and a nose so keen you smelled the goud root from its oiled pouch in my pocket, Gillis thought. I know a fellow cook when I see one.  
 
    “That face has never seen the sun,” Gillis said, then laughed. “I thought, there’s a man who’s never done real, honest work!” 
 
    “Oy, you watch what you call honest work—” 
 
    “I only jest, mate.” 
 
    “Look at you,” Beldas said. “Almost as pale as I.” 
 
    “True enough. We’ll just say no farmer’s calling on us to be a hand come harvest or slaughter. Neither of us would know a cow’s head from its arse!” 
 
    Beldas broke out in laughter, a thin, gasping laugh that Gillis took note of.  
 
    “Aye. We’re a pair.” 
 
    “On a farm, the chickens would sit on us for a pair of eggs,” Gillis said as he rubbed his own bald head. He took a chance, and rubbed Beldas’ also, in the rough manner of masculine bonding that Gillis had often observed. It worked—he batted Gillis away, laughing. 
 
    “Rotten egg, in your case,” Beldas said.  
 
    “Bastard!” Gillis laughed roughly.  
 
    The two men raised their glasses and clinked them together. They continued to banter and jibe and drink through two more whiskeys each, and as they did, Gillis used the ease of the conversation as a space to plan the final stage. The unwelcome, heady warmth of the drink made the room swim slightly, but Gillis drank as much as he needed to get the job done.  
 
    Suddenly, intentionally, Gillis interrupted a joke of Beldas’ to say, “But Pauloce’s own kitchen, that’s a big claim.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “I don’t accuse! There’s few who deserve the honor, but many who’d boast it. His cook’s purses would clank so loud with gold I’d warrant they walk about naked to spite the pickpockets. Are you really, truly, on your way there?” 
 
    “It’s no lie, he called for me,” Beldas said. “And I have none of this gold, if that’s what you’re—” 
 
    “No, no, no, friend, don’t misunderstand. I’m no thief.” Gillis leaned in close, and whispered lies he invented with every breath, “I want to know how you got the honor. What did you do that others haven’t? How did he send for you? Look at me, at my age. My craft isn’t getting any better. I’ve none to teach me, and damn it, I’m too stubborn to listen if they try. Please.” Gillis held Beldas’ hands in plea, “I’ll die in the kitchens of a lesser Lord if no one helps me.” 
 
    “I thought you were eager. I didn’t expect that,” Beldas said, and with a measured movement he released his hands from Gillis’ grip. “I have had young apprentices come and say almost exactly that. Watching a man my own age say it is like hearing a frog sing a ballad.”  
 
    “How did he send for you?” Gillis asked. He lowered his head so that he looked up slightly at Beldas, raised his eyebrows, and tuned his voice to a soft and high pitch.  
 
    “I’m as good as I’ll ever be,” Gillis said. “I need no instruction on cooking damn fine meals. But the politics—whose arse do I kiss? Is that what it takes? Whose pocket takes the bribe?” 
 
    “It is not like that with Pauloce,” Beldas said. “My talent was noticed by his stewards months ago, though I never met them, and then I was sent a letter bearing Pauloce’s seal.” 
 
    “That’s it? A letter?” Gillis said dismissively.  
 
    “Pauloce’s folk saw my meals, but never me. The sealed letter is the only proof of my employ.” 
 
    “May I…?” 
 
    Beldas gazed around the room, and then drew out the letter from inside his tunic. Gillis knew the twin-circle seal the letter bore—one of red and one of yellow—to be genuine. He sighed in false longing. The letter disappeared once more into Beldas’ tunic. Gillis would soon possess it. With it, he would take Beldas’ place, accent and mannerisms and all, and walk into Pauloce’s Keep. The real target would likely be one of the Lords attending the coming feast, though Gillis had not been told whom. This business with Beldas, Gillis thought once more, is a mere transaction. Who was it that sent me? Athers, that fresh young face that they just made Dreyen, that’s right. He’s either sloppy or careless. Sent me here without an inkling of the real target. That enchanter is late as anything, yet was entrusted with the writ. Would that I was a Dreyen…  
 
    “I don’t mean rudeness,” Beldas said. “But do you have goud root on you?” 
 
    Gillis blinked, snapped out of his reverie. “Why?” he said. “Do you wish to smoke some?” 
 
    “No, friend. It stinks. It is vile. It deadens the tongue and ruins a cook’s taste. You want to improve? Drop that filthy stuff down a well.”  
 
    “I will do that,” Gillis said.  
 
    Beldas rose and hitched his belt. “Excuse me, time to piss.” 
 
    He walked with a swaying gait toward the door, humming. Gillis felt the handle of the dagger concealed within a sheath inside his own tunic, running his thumb over the small pommel. The time to strike is now, Gillis thought. The men piss down in the ditch outside—the fool positions himself for doom. The blade must enter between the fourth and the fifth rib while I stand behind him, and with the other hand I must take the letter before the blood ruins it. My hand should close on the letter a moment before the strike, if possible. The first move should be to take hold of him; a kind of embrace. If the dagger strikes true Beldas will fall soundlessly, and even if the blade-tip wanders to the left or right in a struggle there will be the lungs, or the heart’s larger vessels, and the shock of the moment should be enough that a second wound will finish him. 
 
    His fingers were sweaty on the dagger’s pommel. He rose, hitching his belt as he did, but before he took a step two men yelling and laughing about their dire need to piss stood and staggered outside.  
 
    Man never pisses alone, Gillis thought wryly. The ditch won’t work. Damn the fool-headedness that made me think elsewise. Time to create an opening of my own.  
 
    He rubbed his hands together as though stiff from cold, and then crossed the room toward the fire. A thought struck him as the fire’s warmth touched his fingers. His goud root, the smell that Beldas hated so much, was very faint. Even while burning the smell is subtle—undetectable to most. To those that are sensitive, however, it is pungent indeed.  
 
    Gillis glanced around with the air of a man taking in the room, saw that none were watching him—even the hooded stranger—then took the bag and threw it with a silent lamentation into the fire. It had been difficult to get that much, and Gillis had hoped to savor it for many weeks. Even as the goud root burned, the smell lingered around the edges of the others, barely perceptible over the ale-stained timbers of the place, the stew cooking in the back, and the sweat of the men.  
 
    Beldas and the other patrons returned, laughing and jostling each other. Evidently, they had made a game of who could piss the farthest into the ditch. The others resumed their seats and their drinks, but Beldas stopped at the door. He pressed his sleeve hard over his face and backed away, then coughed. The goud smoke worked wonderfully. Gillis hitched his belt and started to the door with a casual gait. He strode quickly once outside, toward where Beldas was stumbling away and around the building. Gillis’ gaze followed Beldas with the utmost focus, and the world around Gillis was suddenly silent and clear despite the drink’s haze. Beldas rounded the building and was out of sight of the others. He continued past the ditch and along a road, then headed down a slope to where the inn was hidden from view, and Gillis followed. Gillis’ heartbeat, his breath in his own ears, and the muffled shocks of his quickening footfalls on the earth were all he sensed as the mounting anticipation of the kill swelled.  
 
    Beldas stopped, his hand on a rock, to choke and retch. He had not yet seen Gillis. Gillis took the dagger in his hand and held it aloft as he closed the few remaining steps. Take the letter, plunge the blade between the ribs, hide him quickly.  
 
    The cloaked figure, the pretend spy from the tavern, ran suddenly around the rock ahead of them, and Beldas looked up at the movement. Gillis’ shadow was on the rock face, with the dagger held high in a clear picture of looming death. Beldas made a strangled cry as he spun to face Gillis, and threw his arms up to meet Gillis’ plunging dagger. The tip of the blade dragged across Beldas’ forearm, Beldas smacked Gillis across the jaw with his other elbow, then suddenly they fell as one and writhed on the road. Gillis still had the dagger in hand, but could not see clearly—could not find the space he needed to bring the blade home. The struggle grazed the blade against Gillis’ own arm, and blood poured from the wounds of both men. Gillis felt no pain, only the numb pressure of the steel’s hardness when Beldas’ struggles brought the blade to his skin.  
 
    Beldas’ fist struck Gillis’ face over and over until all sense of the world winked out for a moment. Beldas snatched up the dagger and raised it high, ready to plunge it down. 
 
    White powder bloomed from a spot on Beldas’ chest, and he fell to the side, entirely limp. Gillis blinked once as an immense and sudden urge to sleep overtook him. He saw for the briefest moment a red-haired woman with the hood thrown back from her dark cloak, holding a cloth to her mouth and leaning over him with a mingled look of pity and disdain.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Gillis woke with his limbs as weak and numb as sacks of feathers. He shook his head and forced his eyes open against the heaviness of sleep that still pressed on them.  
 
    “Is it just your age impairing you?” a woman’s voice asked him. “Or did you just never learn Momaentum? God, I’d have killed him in one blow!” 
 
    Gillis grunted.  
 
    “You are a Mordenari, aren’t you? Grunt twice if you’ve ever heard of the Monastery, thrice if you’re just a very confused farmer that got in a fight.” 
 
    “Choose always the greater good no matter the cost,” Gillis murmured. 
 
    “He speaks! To quote Momaenta, at that. I suppose it proves you are no farmer. You fit the description of my accomplice, anyway. Well, even if you’re not the one, you won’t be troubling me while my Sleeper powder keeps your eyes heavy. Works double on the head of a drunk. Quite an extraordinary effect! I may be a Momaentum warrior, but excelling in enchantment pays off just as well. I can’t believe you struggled in that fight with the cook. Anyone with the slightest Momaentum training could finish someone like him with their eyes closed. At least you played the part well in the inn, and you do resemble the target. Well, enjoy your stay in my lean-to; I’ve got to leave for a bit while I hunt down something for supper. We’re in Pauloce’s lands now, technically, so you’ll have to rehearse your cooking or whatever it is you poisoners do. I most certainly hope you cook better than you fight!” 
 
    She chortled as she left the makeshift tent. Gillis caught a glimpse of fiery red hair—a shade brighter than was natural, like copper pulled from a forge—and then fell back asleep.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The red-haired woman, Amelia, rifled through the heavy pack Gillis had left behind in the tavern. 
 
    She had been watching him intently from under her cloak hood, unnoticed, while he’d gathered the information he would need to pose as the cook. They were assassins of the same order, the Mordenari, and though they had never met Gillis’ reputation preceded him. He was a serious man who followed his equally serious orders down to the letter without a question or complaint. It was also true that Gillis was cunning in his spycraft, but that he was worse than useless in a fight. This made him perfect.  
 
    A man so obsessed with Mordenari law would never conceive of another Mordenari breaking near every single one of them, Amelia had reasoned. But if he did, she would be reported for the noose before she could down a celebratory ale. Let that all be damned. She would not let her chance to utterly destroy Lord Pauloce slip away.  
 
    Maybe I’ll keep a skin of ale—or wine or something—on hand just in case, she thought as she smiled to herself and continued to rummage through Gillis’ pack. It was stuffed with fragrant ribbons of dried meats and hard traveling breads and bizarrely specific cooking tools like a small mortar and pestle.  
 
    Once she had taken his pack at the tavern, she had sprinted after the two men so that she could throw her Sleeper powder on them no matter the outcome of the fight. Gillis had to be knocked out so that she could prepare in peace. As it happened, Amelia thought as she tutted and shook her head, Gillis needed the target to be put to sleep so that he could survive the fight at all. She had put the dagger to the sleeping Beldas’ throat and dumped him far in the woods. The letter tucked in Beldas’ tunic was bloodstained, but removing blood magically was easy—though it was not, strictly speaking, the kind of magic that was allowed. Then she had enchanted Gillis’ body for lightness, a simple thing, and carried him a half-day’s walk to a spot in Pauloce’s land where she made camp.  
 
    From the pack, she drew Gillis’ battered, yellowed copy of Ardent Momaenta, the book of the Mordenari laws and the origin story of their immortal leader Verandert. There it was.  
 
    The High Monk, second only to Verandert, signed each copy of Momaenta as it was given to new acolytes. Gillis’ copy had extensive notes of praise accompanying the large, looping signature. She drew from her own satchel a thin piece of white paper, a writ bearing a wax seal and the signature of the High Monk, who authorized all assassinations. Glancing between the writ and Gillis’ book, Amelia tore the page that bore the signature out—and some others at random for good measure—and tossed them into the campfire, then stowed the writ away in her satchel.  
 
    Amelia had no choice but to ensure that Gillis, the one Mordenari who thought himself above magic, the one Mordenari who lived and breathed the laws of Ardent Momaenta, had no way of comparing the signatures and discovering that Amelia’s writ, the basis of their mission to kill Pauloce, was a forgery.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Ardent Momaenta  
 
      
 
    The Five Laws 
 
    There are five offenses that I shall not suffer; these are my Five Laws. We, the righteous Mordenari, exist to purge the sinful that there might be justice.  
 
    None but we Mordenari may take a life. 
 
    None may torture or maim the helpless.   
 
    None may keep, or profit from, slaves.  
 
    None may use Blood Magic, and none who are not among the Mordenari may use Momaentum.  
 
    No Mordenari may disobey the sacred writs.  
 
    Verandert 
 
      
 
    Gillis woke to the smell of something awful. Lethargy and vague concern battled in his mind, the former winning for a few minutes as his senses gathered. Something sizzled and spat. The odor was suddenly recognizable and concern won out—food was burning.  
 
    As he lurched upright in the darkness, his head grazed the canvas of a makeshift tent, and he felt that he was bound with bandages. His jaw ached. Looking down at himself, he saw that the clothes he wore were not his. They were what Beldas had been wearing, cleaned of blood and dirt. He poked his heads from the shelter. The red-haired woman whistled as she turned a small game bird over a campfire. The flames jumped in time with her whistling, a joyful dance to match her merry tune. She wore tight, dark leather with a pair of daggers sheathed on her chest, a short sword on one hip, and a curved dagger on the other. The sheaths and handles matched the dark leather in color so well that Gillis saw them in outline only when the flames were brightest. There, on the fire, the pheasant was quickly turning black.  
 
    “What are you doing? It’s burning!” Gillis said.  
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So take it off the fire!” 
 
    The woman smirked. “It’s better when crisp. Go rest, please,” she said.  
 
    He limped to the campfire and yanked the bird away from the heat. The skin of it was dry, and in some places black as coal.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Gillis paid her no heed. Ignoring the heat, too, he picked some flesh off the bird and inspected it. Then he saw the underlying meat.  
 
    “How could this pheasant possibly be burnt on the outside and raw inside?” he said.  
 
    She resumed her smirk and produced another much larger and better prepared pheasant and nibbled daintily on one of its legs. She gestured toward Gillis’ hands. “That one’s yours, by the way. And you know, this is a very poor impression for us both to make on first proper meeting. Let us begin again. Hello. I am Amelia, I saved your life. And you are?” 
 
     He groaned, replaced the pheasant over the campfire, and sat as far from Amelia as he could, almost outside of the circle of warmth and light. The fire surged brightly.  
 
    “I’m curious. Why not use Momaentum when he turned to you?” Amelia said.  
 
    Gillis massaged his temples.  
 
    “You can’t use it, can you? Shall I teach you the basics?” 
 
    “I’d not have needed any of those tricks if you hadn’t drawn his attention. I had him.” 
 
    “You had him. Hm. Your methods are unconventional indeed. To me, it looked like his was the hand with the dagger, and yours was the chest in its path.” 
 
    “He looked up because you ran past—at the worst moment, right before my strike. Why did you not help?” 
 
    “I did; I threw the Sleeper powder.” 
 
    “Why did you not make yourself known to me at the inn?” 
 
    “I don’t do as you say. You are not my superior. And, I wanted to watch.” 
 
    “In the future you should either help from the outset, or leave me be. I do not like to improvise,” Gillis said, then he rose to check the pheasant. Still raw. He moved stiffly to the lean-to he had slept in, found his pack, and dragged it back with him to sit by the fire.  
 
    “What do you want that for?” Amelia said.  
 
    “Guidance.” 
 
    Gillis reached and felt around in the pack, then drew out Ardent Momaenta. On opening it, he saw the first pages were missing. As he turned through the rest of the book and he counted a half-dozen pages missing in all. He looked sharply up at Amelia. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “What?” said Amelia.   
 
    “Where are these pages?” 
 
    “You have missing pages from that ancient thing? What a surprise. You should be pleased they’ve not all turned to dust,” Amelia said.  
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I did nothing besides save you from certain death, and I brought your precious pack along too. Things move about in a pack, you know, and pages can come loose,” Amelia said.  
 
    Gillis dumped the entirety of the pack’s contents onto the grass and pawed frantically through them.  
 
    “Easy! What are you doing that for, you madman?” Amelia said.  
 
    “I need those pages. There are things on them. Written to me, a personal…” Gillis said, then trailed off into feverish mutterings.  
 
    While I can remember the words always, Gillis thought, to read them over again is the one thing that brings me pleasure no matter the hardship. To feel the assurance that the High Monk himself wrote so well of me, that perhaps one day I may have the honor, the highest honor, of ascending to be the next High Monk.  
 
    “I knew that batch of Sleeper was too potent,” Amelia said. “You’ve gone raving.” 
 
    “Did you drop them? Did you see where you dropped them? Which way did we come?” Gillis said, and he rose and looked in all directions. Soon, though, dizziness took him, and he was forced to sit again.  
 
    “Why worry so about a few missing pages? Once you know the laws there is no use re-reading the thing,” Amelia said.  
 
    “Easy for a Momaentum warrior to say. You don’t understand, you…” Gillis held his head for a moment. The world swayed around him, and sleep that he could not blink away threatened to overtake his eyes. Every few seconds, he shook his head and jerked upright while the feeling lingered. Could she have torn out the pages with the High Monk’s writings on them from jealousy? There are many who would covet such praise, Gillis thought.  
 
    “Well, moving along from your delirium,” Amelia said. “The reason the pheasant is raw inside is a bit of ingenuity on my part. I prefer to keep my food cold, so I made that Icer over there.”  
 
    “Icer?” Gillis asked in a flat tone. 
 
    She indicated a small leather case at the base of a tall pine. “Keeps food frozen so it doesn’t go bad.” 
 
    The bandage around Gillis’ head was stifling this close to the fire. There would be no recovering the pages in the dark. Being sure it was cooked through, Gillis took the pheasant from the fire and chewed on small morsels.  
 
    “To the task,” Gillis said finally. “We have a few weeks before the feast at Pauloce’s Keep. I will go in, prick my ears to such gossip as there is, serve poison to the target during the feast, and then we leave. You remain nearby, you do not interfere—you only help if my plans go awry, which they will not.” 
 
    “Are you so sure? There is ever a risk posing as someone else. Suppose somebody knows the real Beldas?” 
 
    “It won’t happen.” 
 
    “It could. People from the south travel up here all the time.” 
 
    “I trust those who make the arrangements.” 
 
    “I will prepare for a fight all the same.” 
 
    “You will prepare for long weeks of waiting and not interfering.” 
 
    “You are not my superior,” Amelia said with a small edge in her voice.  
 
    “Nor you mine.” 
 
    Amelia threw her half-eaten meal over her shoulder, where it landed noisily in some bushes. Gillis groaned. Such waste, even for a poorly cooked bird.  
 
    “Regardless,” Amelia said. “I brew the poison itself. If trouble comes, I can fight, and I can also enchant anything as needed. I can do everything except cook—your job.” 
 
    “Multiple specialties. You are trying, then, to reach the Dreyen rank?” 
 
    “No, oh God, no, no, no. Too involved, too boring, too much waiting and thinking,” Amelia said. “All the unpleasant parts, yet no reward.” 
 
    “No reward? You get to work with him,” Gillis breathed. “As one of the most elite Mordenari, under only the High Monk and Verandert. To be one of his chosen few—” 
 
    “Verandert. Hm,” Amelia said as she screwed up her face a little. “He’s not right.” 
 
    Gillis hissed at her.  
 
    “What?” she said. “He has a … his face is all…” She made a grotesque mask of her own face in demonstration.  
 
    “You should not say such things,” Gillis said. “It is for the best that one like you does not aspire to be a Dreyen.”  
 
    Amelia shrugged, and picked at her teeth. 
 
    “May I see the writ from the High Monk? Which of these Lords will it be?” 
 
    Amelia retrieved a roll of parchment from her satchel. Gillis frowned over it for a few moments. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she said. “Need glasses?” 
 
    Gillis flicked his eyes at her, but read on. He shook his head upon reaching the bottom, and when he looked up Amelia was strangely stiff and watching him very intently. A moment passed, and then she resumed casually picking her teeth.  
 
    “Strange,” Gillis said. “Lord Pauloce himself. Last I knew, there was a ban on writs targeting him. Too many moving pieces … What has changed? Verandert must know something, must have a plan.” 
 
    “What does it matter what Verandert thinks? The High Monk is in charge of writs,” Amelia said.  
 
    “You warriors are famously ignorant, but this is beyond the norm. The High Monk signs the writs, yes, and he upholds the Mordenari code, but Verandert wrote the code. He is the leader, and the nearest there is to a God among men,” Gillis said, then continued in a mutter. “He must have decided on a replacement. Someone to come and hold those lands as stable as Pauloce has, though without the rumors. Could help to ask the right people the right questions as I—” 
 
    “Now hold on. Pauloce is—he’s a monster! If you’ve heard half of what he—” 
 
    Gillis held up a hand. “I’ve heard it all. But that is not why we do our duty. What good is it to kill one man if it displaces thousands? What good is it if slavers and thieves and Blood Mages infect the Veldenlands? He has held the highborns in this region together, in his own brutal way. We have to act, but we must think before we do. In any case, as I say, Verandert and the Dreyen must have a plan, must know something we do not. Elsewise we would not be here carrying out the assassination.” 
 
    “Seems we, the guardians of the innocent and slayers of the wicked, are quite practically minded.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is best you resume your blissful ignorance. Follow the writs without question, as the rest do.” 
 
    Gillis rose then and returned to his shelter. This Amelia has strange priorities, Gillis thought. I cannot picture one like her taking the pages out of jealousy. She must simply be careless. And ignorant! She’s like the rest of those Momaentum fighters, it is all about the thrill of combat. She has no sense of duty, or of priorities.  
 
    He fell asleep and dreamed of well-seasoned broth and fresh-baked bread.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    The next day, Gillis went to Pauloce’s Keep, presented the twice-sealed letter to the guards, and was ushered to his quarters among the outer buildings without comment. Though Beldas had been sent for specifically in anticipation of the great feast, Gillis was started on simple work. That night, at dinner, Gillis cleaned dishes. The next day, he cooked eggs for Lord Pauloce’s breakfast. On the third day, the Prime Cook made a surprisingly burned roast for Lord Pauloce and Gillis was asked to quickly cook a replacement meal. The Prime Cook was taken away, kicking and dragging on the floor, insisting the fault was not his and that the meal had been tampered with. Gillis was made the new Prime Cook.  
 
    While Gillis ran the kitchens, Amelia brewed the poison. Gillis, visiting her in secret some nights, thought it took an inordinate amount of time. Every morning, Amelia hunted pheasant with her throwing daggers, kept the catch in her Icer, and ate a dry, burnt, and poorly plucked bird for her evening meals. She enchanted the fire so that it gave no smoke, though she lit it only when needed. As the feast approached, he visited her more frequently, taking great care not to be seen. He always wrinkled his nose at her dinner. Their conversation, as Amelia said often, was as dry as the pheasant. She pledged to liven up their interactions, and took to badgering Gillis with personal questions and what she believed to be humorous comments. No matter her persistence, however, Gillis always steered the conversation back to their work. Eventually she stopped asking.  
 
    One evening, only several days away from the feast, Gillis brought a large bundle of food tied in a canvas sack to her camp. She was turning a pheasant over the jumping flames when he arrived. 
 
    “I’ve something for you,” she said.  
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, behold this little trick.”  
 
    She reached into her satchel and drew out a square of thin grey cloth the size of a handkerchief. Gillis raised his eyebrows. The cloth fluttered a little sluggishly given that there was a steady wind rising, but he had no idea what it might mean. Amelia tore the cloth down the middle, and as she did tiny blue sparks jumped out of the tear. She separated them, then gradually drew them farther and farther apart. Each strip of cloth wavered in the direction of the other. It looked like they were fighting weakly against her grip and trying to rejoin.  
 
    “The two strips seek each other,” Gillis said.  
 
    “Do you see what it means?” 
 
    Gillis said nothing for a time. He briefly thought of making a deliberately ignorant guess, like suggesting it was an innovation for tailors. Instead, he shrugged.  
 
    “Where’s your imagination?” she said. “It’s a new tracking spell. You keep one and I keep the other.” 
 
    “Clever,” he said. “A guard might take a weapon, but who would confiscate a little piece of cloth?” 
 
    “Precisely. Here, keep it tied around your arm. I’ll have mine. They will seek to rejoin no matter the distances between them. It came to me because, well, they say Pauloce has a hundred cells below the Keep. I’ll be damned if you get caught and make me search through every single one to break you out. So don’t let them take the cloth from you!” 
 
    Gillis tied the strip of cloth around his upper arm, then rolled his sleeve back down.  
 
    “Worry not, I won’t let them catch me in the first place,” he said. “Now put that bird away.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’ve brought something for you as well.” 
 
    “Food from the kitchens?” 
 
    “I’m making my evening meal here tonight. You should have some,” Gillis said.  
 
    “Charity? From you?” 
 
    “It offends me the lack of care you take with your food,” Gillis said, gesturing to the blackened pheasant.  
 
    “Eat what you want, I like pheasant.” 
 
    “You’ll regret it.” 
 
    Gillis drew out a skin of water, purple and white root vegetables, spherical Valda nuts, a braid of garlic, a vial of mixed spices, and a couple of smooth, round pebbles. The pebbles were dusted all over with tiny white crystals. Gillis explained that they were rich in salts which would come out in the cooking, but Amelia was taking her pheasant off the fire and seemed not to listen. Gillis peeled and cut the vegetables, crushed some garlic, sprinkled in Valda nuts and spices, and placed the filled pot on the campfire. He took the pebbles and placed them around the base of the pot. The smell of the simmering broth filled the camp, causing Amelia to slow in eating her pheasant, and then she stopped altogether. Gillis pretended not to see her, and continued working.  
 
    The soup smelled at once fresh and bright like a cool morning breeze through a forest, and dark and earthy like a damp hollow in the earth filled with roots and mushrooms. Gillis’ own mouth watered, and he imagined from the way Amelia now peered into the pot that hers was too.  
 
    He took the pot from the heat, poured soup into two bowls, and left them to cool on the ground. Amelia made to take a bowl, but he stopped her. He took the pebbles that he had placed in the fire, using his sleeves as a buffer from their heat. He brushed the ash from them, then dropped one into each of their bowls. They steamed and bubbled violently, and the broth went from pale brown to bright yellow.  
 
    “What in blazes are you doing?” Amelia said.  
 
    “It’s called hot-rock soup.” 
 
    “You eat pebbles?” 
 
    “No, they impart flavor. They are rich in salts. Let it cool before you eat.” 
 
    Amelia did not wait long. She took the first steaming spoonful, gasped, and fanned her mouth. Gillis blew on each spoonful and ate without spilling a drop. He sat rigidly straight, yet he was calm, as though he was meditating.  
 
    “This is…” Amelia said, then shoveled more soup into her mouth.  
 
    Gillis smelled the steaming broth deeply, letting the earthy, fresh scent soak into him. Everything was cooked to the point of softening without losing their essential textures. The root vegetables were a little sweet, the broth earthy and savory, the Valda nuts bright and creamy.  
 
    “I have no idea,” Amelia said, between hastily scooped mouthfuls, “why in the world, you, an assassin … could know how to make a thing like this.” 
 
    “I often had no food in my youth. I think perhaps there was no boy hungrier on the streets of Ghelder City. Verandert found me, saved me, and made sure there was always food for me in the Monastery,” Gillis said. “One tends to treat a thing with care after long scarcity.” 
 
    “And now you can poison those who eat fine,” Amelia said.  
 
    “I am useful in that way.” 
 
    Amelia refilled her bowl and continued eating.  
 
    “I learned a bawdy joke in the kitchens. Want to hear?” 
 
    Amelia, cheeks round with soup, made a scoffing noise. She swallowed and pointed at Gillis.  
 
    “You? A joke?” Amelia said. “Stick to cooking.” 
 
    “A chicken farmer’s wife went looking for her husband. She needed him for chores and … other, more intimate things. The farmer’s wife was demanding in that way. She found him hiding behind the barn with a rooster tucked under his arm. Asked him why he was hiding. Farmer says, ‘I’m afraid the cock and I are a tad hen-pecked.’ ” 
 
    Amelia made a noise like Gillis had physically hurt her. Her lip quivered. Then, she burst into belly-shaking laughter. Gillis smiled.  
 
    “That was the worst, “Amelia said, still laughing.  
 
    Gillis’ smile dropped away.  
 
    “The very, very worst joke I’ve ever heard,” Amelia said.  
 
    “It can’t be all bad. You’re laughing.” 
 
    “Never joke again. I cannot take it.” Amelia massaged her stomach. “And I forbid you to say ‘cock.’ ”  
 
    She stopped laughing for a moment, and then they caught each other’s eyes. They laughed together for a long while, until Gillis felt his stomach muscles burn. Finally, when the laughter had died down, Gillis collected the bowls and the pot and packed them away. He left the circle of firelight and its warmth, a new wind whipping leaves past his feet. A nice dinner and a moment of laughter notwithstanding, he thought that he should watch Amelia closer than any he watched at the Keep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Ardent Momaenta 
 
      
 
    The Principle of Secrecy 
 
    The King’s law and the hangman both are known to the murderer, the slaver, and the Blood Mage. To escape them, these criminals must only escape the sight of those that watch by day. We Mordenari, unseen and unknown, are the eyes of the night and the dark places.  
 
    Let them fear the rumor of our eyes as we pierce the veil through which the hangman cannot see; let them fear the shadow of our tyranny. 
 
    Verandert.  
 
      
 
    Gillis paused outside Pauloce’s stone kitchen, took the small vial of poison from his apron, and transferred it to a concealed leather loop in his sleeve. He then pushed wide the doors and set about inspecting the workers, acting every bit the kitchen tyrant they thought him to be. Lord Pauloce guffawed loudly in the adjacent and very crowded Feast Hall. The steam and smoke of the kitchen drew sweat that stung Gillis’ eyes. Despite the annoyances, he focused on the coming assassination.  
 
    Workers brought roast pheasants to a large, central table. One by one, Gillis pared excess flesh from the legs so the bone showed; pierced them at the thighs to inspect the juices that ran out; tightened the dressing where it was loose; ensured the texture and sufficiency of stuffing; prodded the outsides for plumpness until he was satisfied on all counts. He then impaled them upright on the central spikes of silver platters. The largest, Pauloce’s bird, went on a larger one with gold edging. 
 
    Gillis scratched his wrist, close to the vial, and gazed around at the shuffling, chopping, sweeping workers. No eyes were on him. He made the slight movement of unstopping the vial and leaned to upend it onto Pauloce’s meal.  
 
    The kitchen door swung open and the Prime Steward entered. Gillis quickly stoppered the vial. Raucous laughter from the feast poured loudly into the kitchens for a moment, then quieted when the door closed. The Prime Steward was an ancient man, with lines on his face like he wore a permanent scowl, and though he was short he had a manner of inspecting all those around him over his nose. He approached Gillis.  
 
    “Beldas,” he said. “Surely the feast is ready.” 
 
    “It is moments away,” Gillis said.  
 
    “Time is short, and the Lord is growing restless.” 
 
    “As I say, he won’t wait long.” 
 
    “He won’t wait at all. Come!” the Prime Steward called.  
 
    A number of attendants who had been waiting by the doors, dressed in red and yellow tunics and matching leggings, milled about to take the dishes. The Prime Steward reached for Pauloce’s conspicuously gilded platter, but Gillis stood in his way.  
 
    “A moment, Steward. It is not yet ready.” 
 
    “It looks a fine bird. You are delaying me.”  
 
    “It is not yet worthy of Lord Pauloce. Forgive me, but I wish not to meet the same end as my predecessor. It is my neck on the block.” 
 
    “It is my jaw that bruises if there are delays. Get out of my way,” the Prime Steward snapped.  
 
    “A moment, there is a final seasoning,” Gillis lied. He turned and looked frantically around the kitchen. He could not drip the poison on with the Steward standing so close. What seasoning could possibly mask his movements, and yet also seem at home on the pheasant? 
 
    A bowl of lemons lay on the far table. The Prime Steward prodded Gillis and cleared his throat. If Gillis moved to get one, the Steward would surely whisk the unpoisoned pheasant away. As it was, they were nearing a wrestling match. The attendants stood holding the heavy silver platters, averting their eyes from the two Primes. Gillis hoped their reluctance to get involved would last. He hoped harder that none of them would see anything.  
 
    “I need one moment,” Gillis said.  
 
    “Out of the way, or I shall report your obstruction,” the Prime Steward said.  
 
    “And I will report yours. I send out only finished dishes, down to the last morsel.” 
 
    “How dare—?” 
 
    “You, boy.” Gillis hastily pointed at a passing kitchen hand. “Fetch me a lemon. Quick.”  
 
    “This is ridiculous. I know not what games you Southerners play, but in our kitchens we expect—” 
 
    The kitchen hand gave Gillis a lemon, and he jammed a nearby knife hastily into the fruit then, and while making a show of squeezing it hard between his palms, he unstopped the vial by dragging his thumb along its top. The yellow liquid of the poison, darker and oily in clear contrast to the lemon, began to drip down his fingers and on the backside of the lemon. The Prime Steward watched Gillis’ hands intently.  
 
    “Wait. Quiet.” Gillis stopped dead. “Pauloce. He’s calling for you.” 
 
    The oldest gambit of all, but not without its use, Gillis thought. It was enough to make the Prime Steward turn briefly and cup his hand around his ear, and in those moments Gillis let the poison run down his hands and onto the pheasant. The attendants said they’d heard nothing when the Steward asked. It was done, and now that it dripped down the pheasant’s skin along with the lemon juice the poison could not be seen.  
 
    The Prime Steward turned back to Gillis, livid and with quivering fists. It looked as though the old man considered striking him. Gillis moved to the back of the table and considered laying his hand on a nearby knife while holding a steady gaze with the Prime Steward. No, that would be too far, he thought.  
 
    A vein throbbed on the ancient Steward’s forehead as he blustered, “I will inform his Lordship of your … your—” 
 
    “Do your worst,” Gillis said softly enough that the attendants would not hear. He smiled widely and bowed to the Prime Steward, who scowled deeper in answer.  
 
    The Prime Steward held his nose ever higher and whisked the gilded platter away. The other attendants followed. Gillis quietly drew in a long, shaking breath, and released it along with the tension that had gripped his entire body.  
 
    Let us see magic resolve something like that, Gillis thought. It is done, thought I loathe being forced to improvise. Improvising brings tension. Even the slightest bit of tension can feel keen enough at my age, and spread through the muscles and show on the face and in the movements. It cannot be allowed to spoil the façade.  
 
    The kitchen hands left, but Gillis lingered. He paced around the kitchen and shook his limbs, which ached as though he had been carrying heavy burdens all day.  
 
    Finally Gillis left the humidity of the empty kitchens and the dying fires of the stoves, heading out into the windy autumnal night. He rubbed his eyes as they adjusted to the darkness, sore from the night’s work. The air stank of old cabbage, vinegar, and peat from the decay of the kitchen’s refuse that had been thrown from the door.  
 
    A dark shape moved toward him.  
 
    His heart seized, and he reached for his dagger and braced against what may come—but nothing did.  
 
    “Calm down, old man,” Amelia hissed at him. She was some feet to the left of where he had been looking. The dark shape that had startled him had been Amelia’s shadow crossing over the outer wall of the kitchen. 
 
    Gillis relaxed slightly, then frowned. “Old? I’ve little more than fifty years behind me.”  
 
    “Still, a fright can make a man your age collapse. I’ve seen it.”  
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Don’t breathe a word of this to anybody, but I am a Mordenari, yes, a trained killer, and I am here on a mission of utmost secrecy,” Amelia said in a mock dramatic hush.  
 
    “Enough. You need to get away from here, guards patrol every few minutes.” 
 
    “Come. We can watch.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Gillis could see her in some detail now. She indicated a towering oak tree just outside of the light cast from the feast hall. They could hear the diners’ laughter carried intermittently to them on the wind. Gillis peered at the ghostly grey, swaying oak as they walked together toward it.  
 
    “We’ll see him die from there?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” she said, then turned away and drew her hood close as though bothered by wind.  
 
    “What do you mean ‘not exactly’?” 
 
    “Means ‘not precisely,’ dear.” 
 
    “Do you lack confidence in your poison? I went to great trouble to get it to him undetected.” 
 
    “The poison will have a delayed effect,” Amelia said.  
 
    “Yes, to get the food past the poison-tasters. That is common.” 
 
    “More delayed.” 
 
    “How delayed?” 
 
    They reached the oak. Gillis stopped and stared at her.  
 
    “Before you get all in a rage—” 
 
    “I do not rage, but I do get impatient.” 
 
    “Remember the words of the writ: ‘Lord Pauloce is to be served poison on the night of his feast.’ ” 
 
    “We have done that.” 
 
    “Well,” Amelia said. “It is true that the vial contained a poisonous liquid. It is also true that you served it on the night of his feast.”  
 
    “Where lies the falsehood? Out with it!” 
 
    Amelia turned and shot up the trunk, as nimble as a squirrel. Gillis pressed closed his eyes until winking lights burst in his vision, and a swiftly mounting anger heated his head. Behind them, at the far corner of the Feast Hall, bobbing orange light spilled across the ground from the torches of two plate-armored halberdiers. Gillis hid behind the tree and waited for them to pass.  
 
    What manner of deceit has Amelia tangled me in? Gillis thought. Whatever it is, I upheld my role in the writ’s execution. I will not hang for this, nor will I allow my standing as a faithful Mordenari to be compromised. She will pay the moment I return and … 
 
    “Climb up,” Amelia hissed down at him. 
 
    He waved his arms and pressed his finger to his lips, urging her to be silent. The guards were perhaps fifty feet from them and would likely not hear Amelia over the wind, but needless noise was foolish. She is as foolish here as she was in the inn when she watched me with Beldas.  
 
    “Hurry! He’s done with his drink, he’ll finally be eating,” Amelia said, louder than before. 
 
    Gillis drew a deep breath, in part to calm himself, and in part to prepare for the exertion of climbing the tree. The ascent was hard, and after only a few feet his limbs burned. Finally, as he reached the bough on which they could both comfortably sit, Amelia spoke. 
 
    “What you gave Pauloce was not a deadly dose,” she said.  
 
    “Fool! What has possessed you to—” 
 
    “It is called Hearing Oil, and with it we can eavesdrop on Pauloce. You have heard nothing in the kitchens, and in this way we can report something useful back to the Monastery without breaking the word of the writ.” 
 
    “He was to be poisoned on the night of the feast. You have brought this kill to ruin and put us both in danger.” 
 
    “A second dose will kill him.” 
 
    “I’ve no sure way of delivering it! I planned every movement for this night. I do not like to improvise,” Gillis said.  
 
    “Fortunately for you, I improvise every moment of my life,” Amelia said. “It is my most honed talent.”  
 
    “I will not hang for this. One must never disobey the words of the writ.”  
 
    “I tell you we haven’t! If worries were gold, you’d shit out a heap big enough to buy this entire Keep.” 
 
    “Swear to me you will come forward as the one who changed the manner of Pauloce’s death,” Gillis said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “None will blame you. Now, quiet. He’s about to eat. We’ll be able to hear well enough from the Hearing Oil on the pheasant’s skin. Then once he’s eaten it, we’ll hear everything he hears.” 
 
    From their vantage point on the bough, they could see into the hall through the many narrow, clear-glassed windows that stretched nearly from the top to the ground. The Lord and his men were all deep in their cups. Many were red in their faces and their teeth, and they slapped the table and cocked their heads back in laughter. Lord Pauloce himself was a lump of a man around sixty, square-jawed and with a keen gaze.  
 
    Amelia drew out a vial, identical to the last but much larger, and held it between them. She pressed her ear near the vial, and Gillis did the same. The sounds from the Hall came through as clear as if they were sitting beside the Lord. 
 
    “Have I told ye the story of my first meeting with Lady Pauloce?” Lord Pauloce said. 
 
    Lady Pauloce squawked in protest, but the men cheered and pounded the table for Lord Pauloce to continue.  
 
    “There I was, a dashing young lad all of muscle and clinking pockets, just returned from a boar hunt with my da. And here,” Lord Pauloce said, holding his pheasant aloft, “was Lady Pauloce, visiting along with her father.” 
 
    Pauloce walked the bird along the table. Gillis’ long-belabored burnt lemon and sage stuffing fell out. The nearby men howled with laughter, tears streaming from their eyes as Pauloce moved the bird toward himself in a mockery of a seductive gait.  
 
    “Told the young lady—of the family Jauntinus back then—told her she had caught my eye. She didn’t understand that skewering a boar, as I had, takes great strength. I took her through it blow by blow, but she wasn’t having any of it. I told her she was a pretty flower and I’d like to have her, but still she wouldn’t go for it. Then I lay my arm on her arm, and lads, under the spell of a man’s strength she was far more yielding.” 
 
    The men roared with laughter once more, though Lady Pauloce buried her face in her hands. Gillis heard a snap; Amelia held a thick, freshly broken branch in her hands. The veins in her hands stood out, but her face was placidly calm. Gillis wondered at her outburst.  
 
    “So I took her, steered her somewhere private, and we…” 
 
    Lord Pauloce tore grotesquely into the pheasant with his teeth. At the same time, a deafening crash rent the night like a peal of thunder. Amelia and Gillis flinched away from the vial—the sound of Lord Pauloce’s teeth contacting the poison had amplified the sound many times over as it came out the vial. Gillis’ hearing was reduced to an oppressive, muffled ringing.  
 
    “Why did you not account for the sounds of chewing when you made this?” Gillis spat. 
 
    Amelia ignored him and pressed her ear once more to the vial. Even a few feet from it, Gillis could hear the churning and bubbling of Lord Pauloce’s stomach. Amelia tapped the vial and whistled with a strange cadence. It was almost a song, but the notes wandered in pitch. Gillis had the impression that she sounded like a bird-caller. Gradually, speech came to the fore, and the internal sounds of Pauloce’s gut receded.  
 
    “We can’t risk mistakes with this oil. They won’t hear our voices coming out of his belly, for example?” Gillis said.  
 
    “Acoustic transmission can be both ways, but for tonight I’ve set them for one way only,” Amelia said.  
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    They listened once more. For a long while, nothing of note transpired. The Lords continued to relate bawdy stories to one another as the halberdier guards made two more rounds of their patrol. During that time, Gillis turned his attention to Amelia in glances, while pretending to be fixated on Pauloce. She sat stiffly and with a rigid, intense concentration, like a bloodhound frozen in the moment of scenting prey. Gillis noted that many subtle expressions crossed Amelia’s face. He sensed them before he saw them, despite her forced calm. Then when he did see them—her lip curling for brief moments, her teeth or fists clenching to the point of cracking when she thought he was not watching—Gillis began to surmise that Amelia had a deep and ugly past with the Lord. Gillis dared not guess at the particulars, but if a quarter of the rumors were true … he stopped the thought there.  
 
    It was not uncommon for Mordenari to volunteer for the writ to kill a past tormentor. The childhood of a Mordenari often is traumatic in some sense: many are freed slaves—or street orphans as was Gillis’ case. It stood to reason that the power to kill would come with a temptation to right personal wrongs. Gillis had done such in his younger days, but always with those who broke the Five Laws and deserved it. A rite of passage, you could call it, Gillis thought. A way to leave the old self behind and begin the work of protecting the other would-be innocent victims. A way to feel justice intimately, for the self, and spread that justice to all in good faith.  
 
    Perhaps if Amelia bends the rules this once, there is no harm. To craft such a poison that lets us hear Pauloce’s suffering and death rattle from his own stomach; that surely proved it was revenge. There is no harm, he thought, because the Lord is surely a breaker of most of the Laws.  
 
    Gillis continued to watch Amelia’s hate for Pauloce writhe below her imperfect façade of calm. It was a pure and passionate hate. He felt an upwelling of pity for the woman. Damn it if she isn’t irritating and deceitful and willful, Gillis thought, but I’ve felt before as she does now. Let Pauloce suffer, and let Amelia enjoy it. But we must not improvise with the next dose.  
 
    “Urgent business, my Lord,” came the Prime Steward’s voice through the vial. The stooped old man spoke into Pauloce’s ear.  
 
    Lord Pauloce grunted. “Who is it this time?” 
 
    “Lord Bonifus, sir, regarding his daughter.” 
 
    Lord Pauloce sighed deeply.  
 
    “Have him in the usual chambers, bound, before I arrive. I shall finish this cup and the next before I meet with him,” Lord Pauloce said.  
 
    Gillis looked a question at Amelia, but she only shrugged, so they listened on. 
 
    Sloshing liquid and gulping came close to their ears as he drank. Amelia wrinkled her nose. The merriment and joking of the surrounding Lords and Ladies continued, and it was some minutes before Lord Pauloce left the table. 
 
    Once he was lost from sight the talk and the laughter receded as well. They heard nothing but his heavy, and at times unsteady footsteps. There was a moment of silence, and then an opening door creaked.  
 
    A man with a high-pitched but rough voice yelled at once, “Pauloce, release me! Have your guards called off, I’ll not—” 
 
    “Hush, Bonifus, hush. You’ve come to bargain for a life. I didn’t get where I am without taking care in my deals. You’ve interrupted my drinking, so I’ll give you this advice: keep on topic. Now, before we discuss your daughter … Steward, the knife,” Pauloce said.  
 
    “Knife? What? You’re as mad as they say! Pauloce, what are you—” 
 
    “Quiet, or you’ll get it worse. Now, the first cut has a good reason behind it, and I’ll explain that shortly. After that first little one, though, maybe there’ll be more. Bigger, deeper ones. They’ll only be needed if you don’t behave yourself. Do you understand? No words, just nod,” Lord Pauloce said.  
 
    There was a long pause. Then there was a sound like Lord Pauloce smacked his lips.  
 
    “Good. You’re behaving. That tells me you care for your little one. Admirable. Now relax your arm and don’t make a fuss,” Lord Pauloce said. “Ah, you don’t like that do you? When I hold the knife close? Come now, relax or it’ll be worse for you! Between your struggling and my drinking it won’t be a very pretty cut. There we are … deep breath.” 
 
    Lord Bonifus screamed. 
 
    “Steward, collect some of it. You’re doing well, dear Bonifus. Now, the reason for the cut is twofold. Both are to do with my herbalist, Wilhelmina. You see, she’s no mere herbalist. She’s the reason I am who I am, and the reason you’ve come to me. I’m the Lord with the largest standing army, largest holdings, and deepest pockets in all the Veldenlands, so far as I know. My herbalist dabbles in … the taboo. You’ve heard of the Mordenari, Bonifus? The ones who come in the dark, who spy and poison, who cut down entire companies of soldiers with just daggers? ‘Flash of blue, then of red, Mordenari got yer head,’ or so the child’s rhyme goes. They are no rumor. And they don’t take kindly to what my herbalist can do, forbidden spells and the like. Wilhelmina tells me their leader—the one who changes faces—will show bright blue tattoos all over his skin if he is cut. So now we know, you are you! And here’s the second reason for the cut on your arm: she needs your blood to work the magic. Now your daughter … what ails her?” Pauloce said.  
 
    While he talked, Amelia’s free hand gripped her thigh so hard that it reddened while her fingertips went white.  
 
    “Fever,” Bonifus said. “She has a fever that won’t break, nothing we’ve tried makes any—” 
 
    “Hush, hush, all will be well. My herbalist will fix it in a blink, don’t you fret. Now … what age is she?” Pauloce said. Amelia had squeezed her eyes shut every time ‘Hush’ whistled through the Lord’s teeth. A thought intruded on Gillis—she had heard Pauloce utter it before. 
 
    “What—what age?” Bonifus said.  
 
    “Aye, how old is the girl?” Pauloce said. Neither said anything for a time.  
 
    “Ah! No don’t, don’t cut me please. She’s—she’s twelve! Twelve years, thirteen next spring,” Bonifus said.  
 
    “Ah, it’s a good age,” Pauloce said with what sounded like fatherly fondness.  
 
    “You have little ones?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh God.” Bonifus sobbed as a chair creaked. “I should never have come.” 
 
    “You want your daughter to live, don’t you? She’ll be taken care of, and it will be done my way or not at all. Now, onto the price—” 
 
    “Anything, I’ll pay gold—argh!” 
 
    A slap sounded through the vial.  
 
    “Don’t interrupt!” Pauloce snapped. “Gold I have. What I want is half your soldiers. Additionally, your daughter—when she’s well—is to be joined with my family.” 
 
    “But you have no heirs. Surely you don’t mean … no. No!” 
 
    “I’m saving her life. You should be grateful! Besides, I’m in need of a new wife—this one grows stale. Worry not, I can change your mind. Steward, the knife.” 
 
    Bonifus screamed. Amelia whistled, sharp and short, and the vial was silent.  
 
    “There is much to report,” Gillis said. “Most grievous of all is the herbalist with the Blood Magic. Pauloce is just the beginning.”  
 
    “He is boasting,” Amelia said quickly. “Wilhelmina’s just an herbalist. I know of her. She is very clever with mundane healing, that’s all. Very clever, very old, very abrasive at times.” 
 
    “It is strange that Pauloce knows cutting Verandert reveals him—have you seen it? Even a scratch on Verandert’s skin will make blue tattoos flare all over him for a moment. How does he know that? Where does this certainty that we Mordenari are real come from? There is much to investigate.”  
 
    Amelia smirked. “You admit that the Hearing Oil has value?” 
 
    “I admit that I would have appreciated it if I had been made aware before today.”  
 
    “I only just finished it. Wasn’t sure it would work.” 
 
    “Even so. And if there is anything else to tell me … you can. I have seen things, done things …” Gillis trailed off. He had spoken gently in the hope that Amelia may confide some detail, some inkling of her true purpose with the Hearing Oil and with Pauloce. She waved her hand and fell silent for a time. He looked at her. She won’t answer no matter the manner of my asking. She’s not ready.  
 
    “Are you at all worried about discovery? If he cuts arms to see if a man is Verandert…” Amelia said.  
 
    “Pauloce does not truly know how to look for us. He is a dog that barks at the shadows, when the threat is elsewhere casting them on the wall.” 
 
    “If you’re sure. There may be more danger here than we originally guessed.” 
 
    “Danger is life for the Mordenari,” Gillis said. It was a phrase from one of the now-missing pages in his copy of Ardent Momaenta.  
 
    “Please don’t let yourself get caught.” 
 
    “Is this Amelia caring for my well-being? 
 
    “This is Amelia insisting she not be forced to save you when you inevitably imperil yourself,” she said.  
 
    “I did not mean to accuse you of the grave sin of compassion—” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    The two fell silent.  
 
    Gillis shifted where he sat, and warmed his hands on his breath. I should offer support in some measure, Gillis thought. With guidance, her raw anger may be shaped by a gentle hand, like the tapping of a chisel upon marble. Her recklessness is understandable, but must not continue if she is to uphold our ways.  
 
    “Amelia, I watched you as Pauloce spoke,” Gillis said. “I perceived … disquiet in you. I have guessed at its meaning—”  
 
    “You’re a fool,” Amelia said.  
 
    She swept past him and swiftly descended the oak. In moments, she was lost in the night, heading away from the Keep and toward her secret camp in the woods.  
 
    Gillis filled his lungs several times and enjoyed the faint smell of the distant feast. He had cooked it well.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Gillis lay awake on his simple pallet for many long hours. The image of Beldas came to him, and in his memory there was a great exaggeration of the look of terror on his face. The distorted memory even had great fountains of blood pouring from Beldas’ wounds. The events of the killing played out slow and ethereal, as in a dream, and then became fluid and shifted into the unreal. Instead of the two struggling on the road, Beldas kneeled and Gillis stood over him, dagger in hand. Then the gruesome fantasy played over again, and then again, worsening each time. Gillis did not push the memory away or lay other thoughts atop it to smother it. You cannot cover these up, nor can you run from them, Gillis thought. You can only remember your duty calmly, face the killing with honesty. In fact, it is wrong and disrespectful to Beldas to resist such thoughts. Let me bear the image solemnly, as a kind of mourning. Others might find his thinking strange, but in this, he believed himself wiser than others.  
 
    The thoughts themselves were one thing, but it was another matter entirely that Gillis was lacking sleep. He could not stumble in his duty now for a cause as trivial as a restless night. Best to do a slow, calming thing like shaving and hope that sleep would come.  
 
    He ran his hands over his face, which was now covered in wiry stubble. The hair on his head was beginning to grow, too. He yawned, and then pressed his knuckles into his back until his spine cracked. It was, by Gillis’ guess, two hours before dawn. He rose from the pallet and felt his way toward the candles on his table. With the candles lit, he rubbed a light coating of oil on his head and cheeks and dragged his straight razor across the stubble with the guidance of a small hand-held mirror.  
 
    A yell from the grounds stopped him. He listened.  
 
    There were more yells. Guards called back and forth to one another. He crossed to his window, razor still in hand. Red-and-yellow-clad halberdiers, some holding torches, were gathered in a field beside the woods. Some of the halberdiers pointed in different directions and yelled things Gillis could not hear. A heavy frown crossed Gillis’ face. He blew out the candles and continued watching the soldiers.  
 
    Pauloce, flanked by two torch-bearing soldiers, approached the group with his hands on his hips. More soldiers joined them, until they were thirty, and then forty strong. Gillis’ heart raced. Pauloce barked a command, and the halberdiers formed two lines. They waited for his order as he paced in front of them. He hesitated and turned a few times, as though unsure of where to go.  
 
    Finally Pauloce stopped, and pointed into the woods toward Amelia’s camp. 
 
    Together, the Lord and his soldiers marched into the trees and out of sight. How they knew of her, and where she was, Gillis could not guess. He crossed to the foot of his bed and rummaged among his neatly folded possessions until he found the first vial of Hearing Oil. Though he had dripped much of it onto Pauloce’s bird, there still remained a coating of Oil inside the vial. Amelia had the other vial, and the Oil certainly seemed potent enough, if the deafening chewing noises were any measure. What was it she said about the acoustic transmission? The noises flowed one way, from Pauloce’s gut to Amelia’s vial. But she said ‘for tonight.’ Does it take her whistling to work? Sudden doubt bloomed in his chest like a dark fog. He could not be confident that any warning he made into the vial in his own hands would not also be heard by Pauloce. He held the vial close to his ear. No sound at all came through it. He stowed the vial into a hidden inner pocket of his clothes, beside his dagger.  
 
    For many tense minutes, Gillis peered out of his window, searching the darkness for any sign of returning torches. Dawn finally broke, casting the field, trees, and other buildings of Pauloce’s estate in a dim grey light. From his window, Gillis could see only the woods and some of the servants’ quarters. They were little more than huts smattered about a muddy path, now looking like mossy stumps with all their weeds and vines. To see the main keep, the barracks, and the Feast Hall, he would need to leave his room. Just as he considered leaving, a booming bell tolled in the main Keep. He had never heard that bell before.  
 
    He opened his door and walked with controlled calm. A small crowd already trickled from the servants’ huts toward the main Keep, and Gillis followed them. There was a building commotion in the courtyard in the shadow of the great stone Keep: a mass of servants seething with whispers and jostling to reach the front. Gillis approached, but could not see what was happening. He pressed into the crowd. Lord Pauloce was passionately proclaiming something to the throng. Over the whispers and jostling of the crowd, Gillis heard nothing. He spotted a kitchen hand, a youth named Phelas, and pulled him closer by the arm.  
 
    “What’s going on, boy?” Gillis said.  
 
    “They’ve found a spy, or something, Prime Cook Beldas,” Phelas said. “A woman. He’s saying he’ll lock her up, or maybe hang her—”  
 
    Gillis released him, and then shoved roughly through to the front of the crowd. His breath caught. Lord Pauloce held a bloodied Amelia by the hair, presenting her to the crowd proudly like she was one of his prized pheasants. He was surrounded by a dozen halberdiers, many of them also bloodied. The Prime Steward stood beside Pauloce with his chest thrust out, surveying the crowd down his nose as if he was the Lord of all creation.  
 
    “My guards have assisted me well in snaring this spy, despite the danger,” Lord Pauloce said, and then pointed to the belongings strewn across the ground. Many of them were vials, all smashed. “Just look at the poisons that might have been dripped into our cups, had I not been vigilant.”  
 
    From the look of them, Gillis thought, Amelia reduced that original group by half and nearly got this lot as well. He controlled his expression, mind racing, as the Prime Steward settled his gaze on Gillis. They should have no inkling that he was in league with Amelia. And if Pauloce recognized Amelia, he showed no sign of it. Perhaps Gillis’ theory that Amelia had returned here for revenge was groundless after all.  
 
    “What’s to be done with her, then?” Pauloce asked the crowd. 
 
    The crowd jeered: “Hang her! Burn her! Lash her!” Pauloce threw her to the ground and drove his muddy boot into her side. Amelia cried out piteously. Again and again the Lord beat and kicked her, until streams of blood crisscrossed her face. Pauloce’s heavy, blocky face quivered with each blow, eyes bulging and lips foaming with spittle. Eventually the crowd’s jeering subsided and he turned to address them.  
 
    “To the dungeon with her!” 
 
    With that, some halberdiers hauled her roughly from the courtyard toward the open doors of the Keep. Pauloce turned away from the crowd to follow them, and signaled several other halberdiers. They came to the front to serve as a barrier between the Lord and the crowd—many that jeered had pressed forward to try and join in with the beating. The Prime Steward remained on the stone steps and gazed over the guards’ heads.  
 
    Gillis turned away and pushed through those that clamored to reach the front until he burst from the back of the crowd. Thankfully, he met no-one on the way back to his quarters. Once inside, he locked the door and drew out his dagger. He turned it over a few times, felt its weight, and slashed the air in front of him. With a long and steadying breath, he tensed his whole arm, his entire concentration on the dagger. Momaentum wake began to appear there, a blue shimmer that danced around his skin like a reflection of afternoon sun on water. He slashed again, but the Momaentum shimmer left him. One had to maintain complete concentration, without over-thinking, to use Momaentum properly. Gillis had never learned. The masters of the art could strike with blinding speed, and kill faster than the eye could see, as long as they wielded nothing heavier than a dagger.  
 
    Gillis tried once more, but could not move in harmony with the Momaentum. He cast the dagger from him and it clattered on the floor.  
 
    Why should I presume to fight guards? Gillis thought. It is not my place. It is far from my abilities to even attempt.  
 
    But it was also true that after seeing Amelia bloodied by Pauloce, Gillis could not bear for Amelia to continue to be Pauloce’s victim. None should be captured in that manner, beaten and humiliated and left to die.  
 
    If he could only manage to summon up the Momaentum and use it properly, it may not be entirely impossible. But should he try? There was little time to decide, too little time to pore through Ardent Momaenta and weigh the Principles against one another. He paced fretfully and pressed his palms over his eyes.  
 
    Say he did the appropriate thing, the proper thing. That would be to flee. Return to the Monastery, report the failure of the writ—the loss of Amelia—and allow others to step in and complete the assassination. Was that what someone aspiring to be the High Monk would do, though? Flee in cowardice? Leave an innocent victim to be executed? 
 
    Say he attempted the bold thing, the thing Gillis felt sure he could not do, excepting some miracle. He would need to fight through an unknown number of guards, and do it quickly, then escape with Amelia. He had not even been able to kill Beldas unaided; what chance did he have against even one trained halberdier? 
 
    He was a Mordenari. That meant his own desires meant nothing. His life was spent in devotion to the cause of protecting the innocent against the evil. If Amelia was in danger, it fell to Gillis. The decision was made, and as he thought that a cool calm washed over him and slowed his heart and breath. Choose always the greater good. And so he did.  
 
    Gillis picked up the dagger.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Night fell, and Gillis was as equipped and prepared as he could be for a rescue attempt. He wore his Prime Cook clothing, and though the outfit was bright red and yellow he believed it better to rely on the authority they afforded him than on some shadowy cloak that would draw all eyes. He had the vial of Hearing Oil and his sheathed dagger in the front pocket. There was room for little else. He knew the cellars and some of the long stone corridors underground, but not precisely where the holding cells were. There were, as Amelia had said, a hundred or more cells below ground. His only hope for finding her quickly hung on the strip of enchanted cloth wrapped around his arm, and the hope that she was wearing hers.  
 
    The hilt of the dagger dug into his side as he walked toward the dark and deserted Feast Hall. He froze as echoing voices came from the back of the Hall. Gillis pressed up hard against the Feast Hall’s outer wall, and peered into the first of the long windows. Two guards came out of a door on the far side of the hall, bearing a single candle. They laughed, then quieted and moved toward the front of the Hall. Gillis pressed harder against the stone wall and stood as narrowly as he could. The guards could go one of two directions: away from Gillis and toward the main Keep to patrol, or in Gillis’ direction on their way to their beds. His heart hammered. They may even split up. There were no bushes nearby—nothing but flat grass and dirt paths. The oak tree where he had hidden the previous day was too far for him to reach in time. The candlelight spilled across the grass by Gillis’ feet—they came his way. Their footsteps thumped on the ground, drawing closer.  
 
    Gillis leapt to the window closest to him and felt at it with scrabbling fingers. The smooth glassy surface would not give, nor was there any latch. The guards were at the corner. Gillis opened the front of his belt and dropped his breeches halfway down his thighs. 
 
    Candle-light fell across him and the sound of the guards’ steps ceased.  
 
    “Oi!” one said.  
 
    Gillis looked over his shoulder. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “Prime Cook Beldas!” the other said, and muttered to the other, “it’s the Prime Cook, ye idiot!” 
 
    “Sorry, Prime Cook,” the first said. “Only … what are ye doing?” 
 
    “Was just done watering his Lordship’s Keep,” Gillis said. “Now move along.” 
 
    “Right ye are. Sorry, Prime Cook Beldas.” 
 
    “Sorry,” the other said.  
 
    Gillis hoisted his breeches and re-did the belt. He turned to see the guards speaking in heated mutters as they moved away from him. The one that had first spoken pointed at Gillis, and they stopped. Gillis slipped his hand into his pocket to rest on the dagger hilt, and then walked quickly around the corner of the Feast Hall toward the doors.  
 
    “Wait!” The first guard returned, holding the candle. His companion followed a moment later.  
 
    “You are trying my patience,” Gillis said coldly. He gripped the dagger hard. 
 
    “Lord Pauloce doesn’t like folk pissing on the buildings. Just thought ye ought to know. Carry on.” 
 
    “Fine. Be gone,” Gillis said. 
 
    “Where are ye going?” the second guard said. They both looked at him straight on. 
 
    “Lord Pauloce sent for me. Wishes to eat,” Gillis said.  
 
    “I didn’t hear about that,” the first guard muttered to the second, who whispered something back.  
 
    “Never mind us,” the first guard said, and with a cheery wave said, “good night, Prime Cook Beldas.” 
 
    Just don’t bloody come back again, Gillis thought.  
 
    He stole inside the Feast Hall and made for the back door to the cellars, as fast as he dared. The echoing footsteps he made warned him to ease his pace, but he pressed on quickly.  
 
    Bright firelight burst into life behind him and threw dancing orange patterns across the Hall that wreathed around the new shadow Gillis cast. He turned and saw the Prime Steward flanked by the guards he had just spoken to. The firelight came from a brazier by the door, which was already blazing with high, bright flames. The blades and tips of the halberds, held tight in the guards’ hands, glinted in the angry light. The Prime Steward, taking measured steps forward, had something small in his hand. The three approached Gillis together in a slow stalking pace, as though Gillis were a rabbit cornered by foxes. A glint caught the object in the Prime Steward’s hand: a vial. It was the Hearing Oil. Gillis’ feet felt bloodless.  
 
    “Spies and assassins,” the Prime Steward said. “They never come alone.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, you old fool? I’m getting Pauloce his food,” Gillis said.  
 
    “Liar!” The shout came to Gillis from two sources—one his pocket. He even felt the vial vibrate against the hand that held his dagger.  
 
    Gillis backed away from them at the same rate they advanced. As they passed the rows of empty tables, the guards quickened their pace. Gillis released his dagger and clutched the nearly empty vial of Hearing Oil in his own pocket.  
 
    The guards rushed forward, and at that moment Gillis threw his vial of Hearing Oil to the hard stone floor. An immense thundercrack came through the Prime Steward’s vial, which exploded and sprayed the Steward and the two guards in a mist of its contents. All three of them clutched their ears in agony. Despite the ringing in his own ears, Gillis leapt forward and plunged the dagger into the old Steward’s throat. The man fell backward and writhed feebly as blood spilled from his throat and lips. Gillis stuck the dagger into the neck of the first guard, but then the dagger was wrenched from Gillis’ hand as the chainmail of the halberdier’s armor caught on the blade. The second guard leveled his halberd to aim at Gillis’ chest and approached. Gillis scrambled away, and caught snatches of the slapping sounds his feet made on the stone as his hearing returned.  
 
    As the guard advanced, he worked his jaw and shook his head. Droplets of Hearing Oil shook loose as he did, but he was still coated in it. 
 
    “Any more magic tricks, Cook?” the guard spat. “Or shall I just run ye through now and be done?”  
 
    He swung his halberd and Gillis leapt back. It grazed across his chest, and, though shallow, it felt like a line of fire.  
 
    “Faster than ye look, aren’t ye?” 
 
    The halberdier swung again. This time, Gillis stumbled and fell back into the puddle of Hearing Oil, the vial he had thrown down. He gasped and scrambled to his feet, then stomped down on the broken glass, hard, and dragged it through the Hearing Oil. The halberdier bent double, dropping the weapon as he slammed both hands over his ears, his mouth open wide in a silent scream of abject pain. The screech of glass against the stone floor came right through the Oil he wore on his face. Gillis laughed in deranged relief.  
 
    The Mordenari rushed forward and seized the halberd with both hands. The guard let go of his ears and grabbed the halberd, though his face was red and contorted and his ears dripped with blood. The pair wrestled madly for control of the weapon. The guard shoved Gillis hard with his shoulder, and they were thrown over backwards in a tumbling heap. The heavy, fully armored guard landed on top of Gillis, driving the breath from him as the halberd clattered away from them. Gillis struggled and squirmed, but his strength waned quickly. The guard drew a knife from his own belt and raised it high. In that moment, time slowed for Gillis. Or perhaps Gillis moved more quickly through ordinary time.  
 
    I am going to die, Gillis thought. He looked impassively up at the halberdier, whose ruddy face was set in a toothy grimace. All thought left Gillis’ mind. In that tranquility, a tiny impulse echoed like the ripples of a stone dropped onto a still pond.  
 
    He obeyed the impulse and straightened out his hand, gathering a bright halo of Momaentum. Like a lightning strike, he plunged his hand into the halberdier’s throat. The guard clutched his collapsed throat, fell to the side, and rasped in a desperate struggle for air. The thin, wet noise of his choking was soon the only sound in the Hall, and then it was over.  
 
    Gillis stood. He held up his right hand—two fingers were broken, crooked and already purpling. Suddenly he was heaving every breath, and his head was very hot, and the sound of his heart was loud as it coursed through his ears. His whole body throbbed and ached, his hand most of all. It felt like he had left it in hot coals.  
 
    He retrieved a ring of keys from the body of the Steward, and his dagger from the body of the first guard.  
 
    The sudden quiet so soon after the fight strained Gillis’ nerves, with the only sounds being the distant rushing of the wind and the sputtering torch at the front of the Hall. Gillis made his way toward the rear door and down the spiral staircase that led to the cellar. Here the silence was total, and his footsteps rang loud.  
 
    He pushed open the door to the long corridors and paused to unravel the tracking cloth from his upper arm. It struggled against his grip as though it were a moth he was holding by its wing, and at first he could not discern a clear direction. Holding it by its very tip, he saw that it pointed to the left. Every so often the cloth spat a little blue spark from the end opposite Gillis’ fingers. He wadded the cloth securely in his pocket, tucked his broken fingers under one armpit, and held the dagger in his other hand.  
 
    He crept past cellar doors and side passages, every so often checking the tracking-cloth. It pointed him straight on each time, never deviating from the main corridor. Finally, he came to a heavy door at the end of a sloping passageway. The tracking cloth led him inside. Metallic clinking noises came from inside the room, as did the rumble of Lord Pauloce’s voice. He pushed on the door; it was locked.  
 
    He fumbled with the Steward’s keyring, trying key after key despite the pain in his broken fingers.  
 
    “Be gone, Steward, I’ve enough to drink,” Lord Pauloce called lazily from inside.  
 
    A key turned in the lock, and Gillis barged inside.  
 
    Pauloce stood over Amelia, who was strapped to a grimy table. He held a thin, serrated knife in hand that dripped with her blood. At the sound of the door bursting open, Pauloce look around sharply. 
 
    “Beldas? What are you—” 
 
    Gillis’ mind was clear once again. He stepped forward, wreathed in the blue shimmering veil of Momaentum, and drove his shoulder hard into Pauloce’s chest. The Lord crumpled backwards and lay dazed on the ground. Gillis turned and slashed Amelia free from her bonds with his dagger. Trance-like, completely ignoring Gillis, she seized one of the many wine bottles Pauloce had clearly been drinking from. Blood dripped from cuts on her face.  
 
    She crouched over Pauloce and struck his temple, hard, and the bottle was smeared with blood. She bashed his face over and over until the bottle broke. When she was on the verge of sinking the sharp edges into the Lord’s chest, Gillis gripped her arm and held her back.  
 
    Pauloce lay in perfect stillness. Between the gaping hole that had been his mouth and the bloody mess of his nose and streaming sockets of his eyes, he was utterly unrecognizable. Amelia’s weapons were laid out on a nearby table.  
 
    “We need to go, Amelia,” Gillis said. “He’s gone.” 
 
    He dragged her from Pauloce’s corpse. 
 
    As Gillis supported Amelia down the long corridor, and as the dull, pounding pain of his broken fingers throbbed on, he thought already of the Dreyen at the Monastery that would likely question him. It may even be serious enough to require an interview with the High Monk. The writ specified Lord Pauloce was to be killed by poisoning. Gillis could argue that it had not been possible—he could argue that innocent life had been in danger and he’d been forced to act.  
 
    Gillis had borne punishments before; he would accept them without complaint. Death was the penalty only when intentional deception contravened the writ. Though, he thought, I do not often misread people or misjudge expressions. What was Amelia thinking as she looked at Pauloce from that oak tree? And how was she found in her forest camp? 
 
     What is she hiding from me? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The Gweidorian Choson sat alone by a neat campfire while a hidden stranger watched him. Though he was aware of being watched, he kept his eyes fixed forward on the fire. He wore full-plate armor with a stylized turtle symbol etched into the breastplate. His jaw was strong and his chin slightly pointed, giving him the athletic look of one who was strong without much bulk. His hair was short, straight, and black, and his eyes reflected the firelight. In all his cool stillness, he appeared to the world a polished marble statue, smooth and measured and resilient. Two fish were suspended on a stick above the fire. They sizzled and spat as their scent came to Choson along with the smoke, driving pangs of hunger into his gut. He warmed two steel-plated gauntlets in the glow. His long and thin two-handed sword lay across the fire from him, just out of reach.  
 
    The sun had only just begun its climb over the glade in the dark pines hemmed with brambles and gnarled bushes. An urge came to Choson to glance over his shoulder at the stranger, but he ignored it and kept his eyes forward. Let the stranger watch, he thought, for the giant-men of the north are a touchy lot. The tales say they kill for less than an ill-timed look. Even holding a weapon can be seen as a threat and a challenge. He has not been provoked into attacking me, therefore I should do nothing to change his mind. Our little game works, if only for now.  
 
    Though leaves rustled and twigs snapped, Choson kept his gaze fixed on his meal and his fire. One of the fish had blackened around the edges.  
 
    Choson shifted from the mossy rock he had been sitting on and lifted the fish from the flames, then cooled it with the slow-moving, chill morning air. A heavy shifting sound came from the trees and bushes behind him, like a bent branch snapping back into place. Again, he did not react. When the fish was cool enough to eat, he did so.  
 
    The icy, pale pink of the dawn gave way to a clear blue morning, and the fire burned down into embers. Sometimes amid the snapping of twigs and other rustling noises, Choson could discern a whispered voice from the watching stranger. With even and calm movements, he rose and retrieved his sword to sling it on his back. One fish still hung above the coals; he left it there. He turned, careful not to look in the direction of the watcher, and headed south on a wide road. The moment he was out of sight of his campfire, there was a heavy groan of bending branches and large footsteps raking the undergrowth behind him. Shortly after, he distinctly heard a low voice let out a muffled grunt of pain. He moved away from the road, to his left, then went into the trees and headed back north. The sounds were lost.  
 
    He crept in a large circle through the woods and came upon the spot near his camp from which the stranger had watched him. No sign of anyone near. He peered through the branches as he imagined the watcher had. The second fish was gone. All around him on the ground were impressions left by giant boots. The maker of the footprints had feet almost twice the length of Choson’s. He grimaced. Sharing his food was a small price to pay if it spared him from the clumsy follower’s wrath.  
 
    For the next few days, Choson neither saw nor heard any sign of the stranger. Despite that, he kept the same routine: laying down his sword to eat, leaving parts of the meal unattended while he sharpened his weapon or polished his armor, and returning to the dead campfire. The meals were meat of some kind, usually fish. Back home, in Gweidor to the north-west, he had known very little about foraging. Now, in the southern Kingdom of the Veldenlands, he knew nothing whatsoever. Aside from that, nothing much was growing. Fishing, at least, came easily to him. The undergrowth was dominated by bone-white husks of bushes and matted clumps of dead leaves. Mushrooms erupted through the decay of the forest floor here and there, but he dared not touch any. Most days the path drew beside or else crossed over a stream. He soon tired of fish for every meal.  
 
    Early one morning, after spending the entire previous day without stopping to eat, Choson thought he heard a familiar rustling in the moment of waking. After some bleary confusion, he supposed that it was just the end part of a dream. Then, a footstep. A snap. As incautious as the noisy stranger usually was, now it was worse—Choson could easily see a dark pair of hide-and-fur boots behind a stand of saplings. Choson sighed and turned over.  
 
    “I’m hungry today, Boots,” Choson called. “I won’t leave much.” 
 
    For once, there was silence. Choson watched thin trails of smoke rising from the warm pile of ash in front of him.  
 
    “That’s if I catch anything at all,” Choson said. Boots left then, though not without a stumble and a muttered curse. The enormous feet thudded away and out of hearing.  
 
    Choson walked without pausing, and by midday the crowds of dark pine were mingled with bone-white birches and other trees that Choson could not name. Some were broad, others bent and tangled. The ground here was freer from undergrowth, but was steeply sloped by a series of hills. He trudged on, enduring the aches in his belly and his legs, reasoning that he would likely bear them better Boots than Boots would. Boots may well grow hungry and footsore, and give up. At times he heard a rustle or a shift in the leaves nearby, and he thought it signaled Boots’ return, but each time it transpired to be some small hopping, burrowing, or foraging animal.  
 
    As the day waned, his hunger throbbed deep in his stomach and surpassed his will to continue on the path. He probed the woods for burrows, and in his search he came across large, broad-capped white mushrooms. His stomach twisted with hunger as he looked at them, so he picked some and stowed them in a small sack that hung from his belt. He found some burrows and judged them to be in recent use by nearby fresh droppings. There were thorny bushes that often grew nearby, which were springy and firm, and it was on them that he hung a half-dozen twine noose-traps. He climbed to the top of a hill far from the traps, ensuring his noises would not frighten his catch away. Then he nibbled cautiously on a corner of a mushroom. It was chalky and squeaked against his teeth as he chewed, but if it was poisonous it did not taste so.  
 
    He waited for the onset of evening in boredom. After cleaning and polishing his armor, as well as running a thumb over the rusted spots and the dents and chips that he could do nothing about, he gently and slowly scraped his small whetstone along the length of his sword. The whetstone was ground almost to nothing and would be gone soon, but there was little else to do. The stories of vengeance that spoke of the heroes who marched alone in dogged pursuit of their enemies left out the boredom that would set in. His path led to the mountain rumored to be the home of the Mordenari, a path worthy of any tale, yet he could not avoid these long stretches of time during which he felt deflated and blank. Recalling the faces of those he had lost aggravated Choson’s boredom and turned it into a slow boiling hate, unlike those heroes that sprang up to their feet and ran on with renewed vigor. But still, Choson recalled them, and held them there in his mind, while the rasping song of the whetstone against the sword rang across the hills.  
 
    Evening fell and he went to check the nearest trap. Once there, he kneeled beside the burrow. The twine was gone. There was no sign of it, nor of any rabbit. A cluster of heavy boot-prints surrounded the burrow. He pounded the earth with his fist, then leapt up and tore through the woods to the next trap, and the next. One after another, he found the same scene: twine gone and boot-prints everywhere.  
 
    “Boots!” he bellowed. He called the name again and again as he crashed through the bushes toward the path. “Boots! Show yourself!”  
 
    There came no reply, and there were no sounds but Choson’s pounding feet and the crashing of brambles that he batted aside. Soon the path came into view. When Choson saw what lay on the path, he burst out in a fit of uncontrolled, panting laughter. Three rabbits lay side by side on the path, along with tangled twine and stacks of dry wood. Someone, whose identity Choson easily guessed, had clumsily attempted to skin and clean one of the rabbits. It looked more like a pack of wolves had torn it apart for sport.  
 
    “This is what you want? For me to cook your stolen meal?” he called. “You have been an annoyance, but seeing this, I now feel nothing but pity!” 
 
    Still laughing, he leaned down and grabbed one of the rabbits. The nine-foot tall giant, roaring, burst from the trees and charged at Choson with sword held high. Boots was brawny, bearded, and wild. His sword was as long as Choson was tall. Choson, holding his sword ready, had time to chide himself. One should never laugh at a Wittewolder.  
 
    Their greatswords clashed briefly, jarring Choson along his arms to his shoulders. Choson pivoted and whipped the giant’s sword aside. Boots swung again, and with a wrenching twist Choson pinned the sword to the ground. In the brief moment of stillness, Choson noted Boots’ strange garb. Thick and matted animal furs, dangling feathers and trophies and talismans hung from every inch of the giant. Boots roared and shouldered Choson, wrenched his sword free, and attacked again.  
 
    “Tiny man, you dart swiftly,” said the giant, “but I will strike the smile from you!” 
 
    He pronounced it vill and spoke gutturally.  
 
    Choson made no reply. The giant swung again and again, wild and unbalanced, and each time Choson parried or sprang out of reach. Despite this, Boots advanced and Choson was forced backwards—soon enough, Choson’s arms burned enough that he felt his grip slipping.  
 
    Choson counterattacked. He whipped his sword in deft, sweeping arcs with less power than the giant, but in making his attacks quicker he forced Boots into defense. Boots, sweat dripping from him now, blocked each blow heavily, hardly bringing his immense weapon to meet Choson’s in time.  
 
    “Either you kill me quick,” panted the giant, his breath blowing over Choson like a bellows, “or we put down weapons and rest.” 
 
    What manner of attack is this? Choson thought.  
 
    Their swords locked together, the giant using his weight to press his sword heavily down on Choson’s until Choson’s arms trembled with exertion. He twisted and snapped his sword over the giant’s and pinned it to the earth once more. 
 
    “I’m not trying to kill you,” Choson said. “You attacked me!” 
 
    “Aye, it was I that attacked you,” said Boots. His chest heaved, and some of the trophies that he wore clacked against one another. “The strong do not suffer the weak to laugh at them.” 
 
    “If I apologize for laughing,” Choson said, his arms now straining to keep Boot’s sword down, “then will you leave?” 
 
    Standing this close, with the giant’s mouth gaping wide to draw each breath, Choson could see that Boots was missing at least three of his teeth. There was a moment of silence, and then with a roar the giant wrenched his sword free. He swung his sword at Choson wildly, again and again, but Choson avoided them all. Soon Choson pinned him again. His breath, Choson thought, is just like a dog’s.  
 
    Boots’ eyes, small but sharp, narrowed for a moment. Then, he released his sword and collapsed in a limp heap on the dirt.  
 
    “Too hot today,” murmured Boots. “Too hot in all these lands.” 
 
    Choson kicked the giant’s sword away, sheathed his own, and sat a few arm’s lengths away from him.  
 
    Boots squinted at him. “Just kill me. You won.”  
 
    “I will not kill you. Not today.” 
 
    Boots did not reply. 
 
    Evening was coming on, and in the cool, still air Choson could see steam rising from the giant, who was panting like a dying horse. Boots pulled at his furs and fanned himself, then grasped a fist-sized brass orb that hung among his many trophies, twisted it open about the middle, and pulled from it a grimy cloth. He wiped his face and sighed, then closed the cloth back in the orb once more. The more Choson looked, the more he saw the surprising variety of these trophies—some bronze, many of bone and feather and tooth, and even one that looked like a child’s doll whittled from sun-bleached wood.  
 
    “I am defeated,” the giant said. “Come. The winner kills the loser. So passes Roos to dust, the last of my father’s line.” 
 
    “I will not kill you,” Choson said. “Those are not my ways. Perhaps in your frozen Wittewold the victor of every fight must kill the loser, but in my lands we show them mercy. That mercy, though, is not without limit. I shared my food with you thus far, but no longer. If I see you again later today, or on any other day, or if any of my food goes missing, or if I spy those boots amongst the trees … I will kill you.”  
 
    “Just kill me now. Save some time. I’m far from home, hungry. I cannot fight, and never will I fight well,” Roos said. “I will not resist if you kill me now.” 
 
    This behavior is not in the tales of the Wittewolders, Choson thought with a furrowed brow. He shook his head in disbelief.  
 
    “Home is that way,” Choson said and pointed north. “You will know it when there is snow instead of trees.” 
 
    “No home there in the Wittewold. Not until my task is finished.” He scratched his beard and looked at Choson out of the corner of his eyes, then at the piled rabbits. “I am … I am still hungry.”  
 
    Choson sprang up and grabbed Roos’ sword. Roos drew in a long breath, closed his eyes gently, and extended his neck.  
 
    “Just putting these swords out of harm’s way,” Choson said. “You expected me to kill you after all that?” 
 
    Choson did as he said, laying both swords beside the rabbits and piled wood. Then he took up the wood, propped it neatly in a circle, and set about lighting a fire.  
 
    “You may eat. But once you have, you”—he pointed at Roos, then north up the road—“leave. Never to be in my sight again.” 
 
    Roos nodded, his gaze fixed on the rabbits. Choson cooked them and the two men ate in silence. Roos made no threatening moves, and hardly stirred at all from his dejected stupor, yet still Choson crouched near the weapons. Roos finished his meal—the smallest of the rabbits—and flicked the bones into the fire.  
 
    “You are far from home,” Roos said. 
 
    “And you have a long sword for a beggar,” Choson said. “It is notched heavily, and rusting. You swing it like a child at play, and you have wandered so far from the snows with no means of feeding yourself. Who are you?” 
 
    “Can I have it back? My sword?” 
 
    “Not just yet. I would have your answer, first.” 
 
    Roos sighed, and then responded, “I am a great warrior. Greatest in my village. Except for my chief, my father Keurrik. He died. I travel foreign lands to prove myself fit to be chief.”   
 
    A few times as he spoke, Roos’ eyes had flicked up to meet Choson’s, then retreated down to the fire.  
 
    “Very well,” Choson said, and he stooped to lift Roos’ sword, which was heavy in his still-sore arms, and brought it to Roos.  
 
    “Well, Roos the greatest warrior, farewell. Good luck with the battles north of here,” Choson said.  
 
    He turned to leave, paused, then reached into the leather pouch on his belt and withdrew his almost-spent whetstone. He felt it between his thumb and finger, leaned down, and dropped it into Roos’ open hand.  
 
    Choson left Roos by the dying fire and walked through the night, hoping he had not helped to sharpen the wrong sword.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    For almost a week, Choson traveled alone. There were no sightings of Roos, nor was he heard, and Choson ate, slept, and walked in peace. He took to hunting and fishing less as the broad-capped mushrooms proved safe to eat, and eased his hunger well enough. Consequently, he stopped less, and progressed quickly. He reckoned that he had passed into the Veldenlands two weeks ago, and was now less than a week from his destination.  
 
    As he drew farther south he sometimes passed merchants. They were Gweidorian like him, all stooped under heavy packs of trinkets, dried fruits, grains, and bolts of cloth. For the most part, Choson left the path and avoided them. The farther he went, also, the steeper the path climbed upward. Soon he was cresting hill after hill, having to pause to regain his bearings each time. Unseasonal snow fell some nights. The flakes never survived long on the ground, but the freezing air they brought made the nights harder without shelter. The forest thinned until it petered out altogether, and Choson made his way from there across exposed hills covered in tough grass. It was there, on the higher hilltops, that he could spot his destination in the distance: the mountain of the Mordenari.  
 
     One particularly icy night, when a fierce wind battered those bare hills, Choson sheltered under a rocky overhang. It took hours to start a fire, and when he had it going he was forced to feed and coax it ceaselessly. The overhang protected the flames from the worst of the wind, but still they wavered and sputtered, on the verge of going out. He sat hunched over the warmth, using his bundled possessions as a sort of cushion to lean on. Despite his need to keep the fire going, a creeping exhaustion came to his limbs and weighed on his eyes, which eventually drooped shut as he fell asleep. He had a feverish dream that he was a rabbit in a tight burrow, and above him a great bear was trying to sniff him out. He trembled, and his nose twitched, but he was frozen and could not run. The bear’s heavy paws sent showers of dirt over him as it stomped and clawed the earth, until the burrow collapsed and he was crushed.  
 
    Choson woke to a few moments of disorientation. He was warm, and the air around him was smoky and still. The fire crackled with a strong flame, but without the wind to circulate the air, the fire’s exhaust clouded under the shelter. In his half-woken state, Choson sensed that something had changed overnight. Something, some large lump lay across the fire from him—a fallen log? But the log moved. He began to think of the bear from the dream. The lumpy figure was wearing fur and huge boots. He jolted upright and put a hand on his sword. Roos was lying with his back to the fire. Drawing his sword slowly, Choson approached him in silence. For a long while he stood over the still figure. Roos shivered. Choson raised his sword, clasping and re-adjusting his grip for many long moments.  
 
    “Please,” Roos said. “Teach me to hunt. I cannot find food for myself.” 
 
    Choson stopped and stared at him. Roos rolled over enough to look at Choson out of the corner of his eye.  
 
    “I cannot die yet—I need to prove myself. To my father. To everyone. Please,” he said.  
 
    Choson stepped back, the sword now limp in his hands.  
 
    “You are determined indeed. Or perhaps just foolish,” Choson said.  
 
    Roos smiled flatly. “Determined fool, maybe?” 
 
    “I said I would kill you if I saw you again,” Choson said. Roos said nothing, and then looked Choson up and down before huddling closer to the fire with a heavy sigh. Choson put away his sword.  
 
    “If I teach you to hunt, what can you give me?” Choson said. Then he added under his breath, “Other than a reprieve from these delays.” 
 
    Roos looked up. “You want gold?” 
 
    “Life has cast me on a path where gold is no use.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Do you have much gold, Boots?” 
 
    “Nay, I have none. But if you teach me to get some coin, it could then be yours.” 
 
    “How much do you want me to teach you?” 
 
    “Enough. Enough that I may continue my quest. And, while you teach me, my sword is yours. The quest you are on will have fighting, yes?” 
 
    “There might be some. Though I’m not sure your sword—” 
 
    “Teach me to fight!” Roos pounded his fist on the earth. “Show me anything. I am loyal, and I am strong. I need only to learn how you fight so fast, and know how you hunt.” 
 
    “Well…”  
 
    Roos turned fully to Choson, eyes wide, as a rising wind came into the overhang.  
 
    “I’ll teach you to hunt, Roos, but only as long as you do not delay me. You need to keep up with the pace of my choosing. And, you must promise to go your own way when we are done. I would have kept my word to kill you today, were your need not so great. Do not provoke me to follow through.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank you. These things I will do.”  
 
    Choson grabbed his pack and checked its contents. 
 
    “I took nothing,” Roos said earnestly. “The fire was low and you shivered, so I fed it. I hope this is a start for you.” 
 
    Choson shifted his jaw left and right with his lips pursed. It was his long-abiding habit. Jun used to say of it, “See! Choson is chewing on words.” His eyes darted to Roos.  
 
    “Well. Thank you for doing that,” he said.  
 
    “I will show you. I am a good man…” Roos said, gesturing excitedly, then repeated, “I am loyal, and I am strong.” 
 
    “Let us move. We’ll hunt later, as needed.” 
 
    “I know you are a good man.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I do not know …” Roos sat up and lay his enormous hands on his lap. He scrunched his face up. “There are words, maybe, in this tongue that I cannot recall. A … a want to believe. A feeling to know something that is like mist, you cannot hold …”  
 
    “Do you mean ‘faith’?” 
 
    “Aye. I have faith.” 
 
    “Then you possess a rare thing in these times. Come.”  
 
    Choson beckoned Roos to follow, and the two started on the day’s march. They found the path and headed south-west. For a time, Roos asked an unending stream of questions. Choson’s answers were generally short, then composed of one word, then grunts. Eventually, every answer was, “Hush.” Roos took to whistling and singing constantly, and remarked on the color of the hills and forest. 
 
    “All is green! So much green, and everywhere it is, all so green! I should not think a world could hold such a color in so many places!” Roos would say.  
 
    As the day wore on, the chill of the previous night gave way to the sticky heat of an unclouded sun.  
 
    Roos’ whistling and questions and remarks ended around the time his complaints began. His thick fur garments clearly stifled him to the point of heavy sweating, and Choson could not fathom why the man did not cast the furs from a cliff. The growing cloud of stale sweat that hung around Roos like a vapor had Choson beginning to doubt his pledge of mercy. They came to a lively river in the late afternoon that wound close to the path for a time before heading east. Choson reckoned by the shape of the river, matching it to a faded map he bore, that they were two or three days’ travel from the mountain. There, at the river, Choson taught Roos to catch fish and crustaceans. Despite Roos falling into the water several times, or being too loud and scaring away the fish, they managed to catch enough for an evening meal. Choson then showed Roos how to clean and cook their catch. Later, as they ate, Roos resumed his questions. 
 
    “So, we are heading to … that mountain,” Roos said darkly. “Are you one of them? One of the …” 
 
    Choson shook his head. “I am not. But they are the reason I come this way.” 
 
    “Why go to them?”  
 
    “I was Captain of the King’s Guard, once. I lost my place, then I lost some people. Before the worst of it, there were whispers everywhere about the Mordenari being behind things … I did not pay heed until it was too late.” 
 
    “Choson, listen. You are strong. A good fighter. But you go to try and kill them … it is madness!” 
 
    “There’s nothing left to me but madness. Though you are hasty to assume I mean to kill anyone. I seek only the truth.” 
 
    “Maybe our quest now is the same,” Roos said, making Choson think that Roos had not truly listened to his last remark. “I go where there is fighting, you go where you are sure to meet the greatest test of fighting. To the Mordenari.” 
 
    Choson picked now at the bones of his fish for the last morsels.  
 
    “You are a good man,” Roos said. “You feed me when I am hungry, even though I annoy you. Even though I fight you. You won’t kill me, and won’t let me die, though sometimes this is what I think I deserve. You don’t think so. You are good, I see this. Even though you pretend not to be.”  
 
    They were silent for a time. Choson watched the fire. ‘You are good,’ he thought. This is what the barbarian thinks of me. Let him have his faith, misguided though it is. A good man does not do as I have done.  
 
    “Is it true you Wittewolders have great storytellers? Do you have any of their stories to tell?” 
 
    Roos nodded, but avoided Choson’s eyes. “I remember some tales. Parts of them. It is not much.” 
 
    “Tell them, all the same.” 
 
    The pair sat for hours as their fire threw sparks up with the gentle smoke and Roos told tales of the great wandering sky-lights that visited the northernmost reaches of the Wittewold.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part 2: The Monastery 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I do not remember my creation. I was a slave before. Powerless. 
 
    The greatest pains and the darkest of magics twisted me, but I endured the trials.  
 
    I woke bathed in the light of Momaentum, and through it I walk, and of it I am. 
 
    My life has been counted in centuries, and will continue while Momaentum sustains me. 
 
    In return for my gift I protect all the free peoples of the world from the savagery of those who break my laws, the laws I created to ensure that none will have to suffer as I have.  
 
    Verandert, the first lines of Ardent Momaenta.  
 
      
 
    Amelia and Gillis did little but walk as they made their way north out of Pauloce’s lands and toward the mountain of the Monastery. Amelia, despite having been kicked and bloodied and strapped to a table a day before, walked with an easy stride. She had applied little more than bandages across her chest—and ointments which she would not let Gillis see. He sensed some kind of dishonesty in this, but was tired of bickering with her. He decided privately that he would accept her leather armor had been sturdy enough to keep Pauloce’s kicks from breaking her ribs. As though she had read his mind, she told him that it was lucky he burst in when he had, for Pauloce had only just begun. Even as he told himself the matter was settled, the thought flashed across his mind: To heal so quickly means Blood Magic. He thrust the thought away. Even she was not so reckless.  
 
    Gillis’ broken fingers, however, needed care that Amelia provided without being asked. Thankfully, Gillis thought, she doesn’t find this to be the time for jibes or criticism. His fingers hurt when she checked and re-bandaged them, though she was gentle. They had traveled in plain grey robes after leaving behind all that was in Pauloce’s colors. They ate cold and dry food as they walked, seldom made fires, and never spoke to passing travelers.  
 
    When, by Gillis’ reckoning, they were within a day’s walk to the Monastery, they came to an inn that bore above its door in roughly chiseled letters the name: The Cat’s Whiskers. At Amelia’s insistence, they entered. It was small, and the wind whistled through a gap in the wall, but steam and smoke coming from the kitchen promised a hot meal. They asked for a plate of stew each and took a table by the hearth.  
 
    Gillis picked at the bandages on his broken fingers idly until the food came, and when it did, he picked at the meal too. It was a brown and watery stew with shapeless lumps of meat and undercooked pieces of onion. 
 
    “Hand bothering you?” 
 
    “Yes. Wondering what use I’ll be in the Monastery kitchens.” 
 
    “Dish cleaners can work one handed, no?” she said. He offered no response. “Quite the demotion from the Prime Cook of a Lord, though. There must be work even for a one-handed, broken down old mule of a man in the Monastery.”  
 
    Gillis remained silent. One should not fuel an unwanted fire, he thought. Responding in kind only gets her talking more nonsense. 
 
    A group of Veldenlanders entered: a man and his son, and another man with his daughter. The son and daughter looked to be about eighteen.  
 
    Amelia lowered her voice. “You could always just be my simpleton assistant. I could use a hand making a new batch of Sleeper powder, since I’ve none left—” 
 
    “Amelia,” Gillis said, “what happened the night you were captured?” 
 
    “What do you mean what happened?” 
 
    “Recount the events of the night. Please.”  
 
    “Guards found me, dragged me off, beat me. Why make me relive that?” Amelia set her jaw hard and cast her eyes down to her food.  
 
    “But how did they find you? I saw them go in the woods. They knew you were—” 
 
    “Enough!” The Veldenlanders looked around at Amelia, and she quieted, though her voice was strained. “I don’t know how they found me. I would have fought my way free, but they caught me off guard. Leave it.”  
 
    Gillis began to speak again, but she repeated, “Leave it!” 
 
    He did. In the silence that fell between them, Gillis steadily ate his food while Amelia ignored hers. The conversation of the Veldenlanders drew Gillis’ attention, and he glanced at them casually while he ate.  
 
    The father of the young man was thin and crooked and deeply tanned. His son was of the same build, but straight-backed and lightly freckled. The other father, sitting close to his daughter and leaning slightly in front of her as though to shield her, was round, bearded, and bald. The daughter had strawberry blonde hair and fluttery eyes. Amelia scoffed as she, too, apparently listened.  
 
    “Now I ain’t saying anything against yer boy,” the bearded father said.  
 
    “Nor I against yer daughter,” the thin father replied.  
 
    “It’s just that we need time to—” 
 
    “—get to know each other,” the son said. “The four of us.” 
 
    “As a family,” the daughter said, and flipped her hair. “Future family, leastways.”  
 
    “Pathetic picture of a family,” Amelia muttered to Gillis.  
 
    “Right,” the bearded father said. “But me and Janna’s mother, we married in a rush of feelings, ignored proper-arranged suitors and all. Sometimes the brighter candle burns low quick, is all.” 
 
    “Go on, it can’t have been too bad,” the thin father said. 
 
    “Ask the prick she’s bedding these days,” the bearded father said. “I say there hasn’t been time enough for Janna and yer boy.” 
 
    “Is there time enough in the world to fall for that idiotic grin?” Amelia muttered so only Gillis could hear, pointing to the son’s face, which pulled in awkward directions as he smiled.  
 
    “Come, let’s have a drink,” the thin father said. 
 
    The two fathers left their children alone at the table. The son and daughter touched their feet together under the table and shot tense grins at each other. Amelia suggested in a low voice that someone ought to cut the lovebirds’ feet off.  
 
    The fathers returned with three tankards of ale, one of which was thrust into the son’s hands.  
 
    “Drink up, lad. Hairs on the chest, and all,” the bearded father said. 
 
    “I’ve hair on me chest already,” the son said. 
 
    “Well I say these two’ve got to know each other more than ye might guess,” the thin father said. “How many’s the time I’ve seen this lad rise at dawn, get dressed fine and comb his hair, and sprint to the road for the chance of spotting Janna going past on her wagon—” 
 
    “Da!” the son said. 
 
    “What? It’s true.” 
 
    The two fathers laughed, but soon after the bearded man looked at the son with a hard eye. 
 
    “Bless me, I never knew. Ye’ve been talking to this lad, have ye?” the bearded man asked Janna with his eyes still on the son. The daughter hid behind her hair.  
 
    “I’m running all around the village trying to keep an eye on him. Half my reason of keeping at him is so he don’t slack on his chores…” the thin father said. 
 
    “And the other half?” 
 
    “Well, I keep at him so’s I don’t give him time alone to perpetrate a mischief, so to speak. Soon, we won’t just be wanting a wedding,” he said with a significant look. “We’ll be needing one.”  
 
    Silence fell, and Amelia gripped the table hard. What on earth has her agitated so? Gillis thought. 
 
    The bearded father looked from Janna, to the son, to the thin father.  
 
    The son shifted in his seat. “We ain’t done nothing alone-wise. Or improper.” 
 
    “Aye, I’ve kept close eyes on the lad,” the thin father said. 
 
    “So they ain’t done anything yet,” the bearded father said in a hushed voice. Then he raised his tankard high. “Let them marry, so they can!” 
 
    “Really?” Janna said. 
 
    They all cheered and clanked their tankards together. 
 
    Amelia got up and left. 
 
    Gillis still had stew in his bowl, but left a coin and slowly stood and followed her out. The cheers died away behind him as he closed the door. He half-ran to catch up to Amelia, as she was already some distance from the inn. 
 
    “Not hungry?” Gillis said. 
 
    “Oh it was just stupid. Such nattering as I have never heard before. Idiotic and stupid.” 
 
    “I saw it otherwise.” 
 
    “Then you’re blind as well as a cripple.” 
 
    “I saw four safe people traveling freely, unarmed and unguarded. I saw a young woman who drives a cart alone around the surrounding villages. I saw people that sleep soundly each night.” 
 
    “Forgive me if my eyes aren’t welling up for a group of pig farmers.” 
 
    “Goat farmers. You would know if you paid attention.” 
 
    “All the same—” 
 
    “You don’t understand. A Mordenari takes pride in the fruits of our burdens and sacrifice. We know not peace, that others may.” 
 
    “Powerful,” Amelia said in a flat tone. “Absolutely inspiring.” 
 
    “There is more to our cause than using Momaentum and enchanting. I wish you could see that.” 
 
    They continued in silence on the road.  
 
    Iron-grey clouds rolled overhead as they passed through stands of trees, across rolling farmland, and by the occasional woodland cottage. On the hilltops that were clear of trees, the mountain could be seen, a jutting tooth of grey rock tinged blue by the distance.  
 
    Amelia kicked pebbles and sticks, whistling the whole time. Whenever they passed a merchant or farmer on a wagon, Gillis bade her to be quiet, but she whistled all the same. A cold wind picked up, stinging their faces until it turned their cheeks and ears red. Gillis tucked both hands into the sleeves of his robes against the numbing cold.  
 
    “It’s your fault I’ve gone hungry,” Amelia said suddenly. “I can’t go back to that slop after having your cooking. One bowl of it and now I’m fussy.” 
 
    Gillis did not smile, though he felt a tightening at the corners of his mouth. 
 
    She blew into her hands. “I’m not thanking, I’m blaming.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Ruined my tastes. You had better teach me that hot-rock soup before the next time I have to leave the Monastery.”  
 
    “Cooking is simple. Cut ingredients, season them, apply heat.” 
 
    “Momaentum is simple. Just wave a dagger until people die.” 
 
    “Fairly said.” 
 
    They left the path, and their way now led them snaking through the mountain’s foothills and under its shadow.  
 
     The land, as written in Ardent Momaenta, was enchanted that any who were not Mordenari would become lost in the foothills or the lower slopes of the mountain, and would never find the Monastery. Gillis felt a prickling on the back of his neck as he tried to recall the precise wording of the passage that explained Verandert’s building of the Monastery and enchantment upon the hills centuries ago. Precise wording, Gillis thought.  
 
    “We didn’t fulfill the writ,” Gillis said. “That’s trouble.” 
 
    “Pauloce is dead.” 
 
    “Dead, yes. But not by poisoning as the writ required. He would have been discovered with his face smashed in and a prisoner gone. It will make a story that speaks loudly—which is not our way. Folk are supposed to whisper about Mordenari, not wonder aloud.”  
 
    “What does it matter? It’s the result that—” 
 
    “No, Amelia. Not with Verandert. The letter of the writ above all. No deviations,” Gillis said. 
 
    “Shelve the papers quickly and quietly if you’re this worried,” she said.  
 
    Gillis shook his head. Amelia is flippant about many things, he thought. Let her be flippant about them until experience teaches her calm. But to speak of Verandert thus, the founder of the Mordenari, the Immortal, the Face-Changer—it is beyond foolish.  
 
    “Hold on.” Amelia held up her hand. “Do you feel—” 
 
    “We’re being watched,” Gillis said, as he suddenly felt it too. 
 
    With a sharp look at each other, they halted. The chirp of insects and the rustling of dead leaves in the wind were the only sounds. They saw no movement along the crests of the hills or up the mountain slope, nor by any of the trees. It was then that Gillis recalled the precise wording of a passage: None who are not Mordenari shall find the path up, but take care that you are not followed on your ascent. The Monastery is not hidden to those who would follow closely your footsteps. Gillis told Amelia in a low voice to act as normal, and they walked on. 
 
    “I could always be Prime Steward. A man with an injured hand can still bow and scowl and inspect,” Gillis said loudly.  
 
    “The one thing we don’t need: more bowing and scraping at the Monastery.” 
 
    A rough, booming battle cry came down from above them and an enormous, wild-looking Wittewolder leapt from cover and rushed toward them with a titanic sword held high. A Gweidorian man clad in shining plate armor followed. There was a sudden blue flash. Gillis blinked and looked to his side. Amelia was not there. Gillis’ only weapon was the dagger tucked deep in his pack, and he cursed that it could not be reached in time. He backed down the slope, scrambling for footing with his eyes on the huge man that bore down on him, who closed the gap between them with enormous strides. Gillis held up his hands and braced for the impact. 
 
    Then blue Momaentum flashed again, dazzlingly bright, as Amelia collided with the giant and they toppled to the ground. The armored Gweidorian stopped. Amelia held a small blade to the giant’s throat and pinned his arm at a sharp angle behind his back. His sword lay feet away from them.  
 
    “See, Gillis, this is how you solve things quickly,” she said.  
 
    “What are you doing? Get them!” the huge man bellowed. The Gweidorian hesitated and Amelia and Gillis watched him. He slowly laid down his sword. “Idiot! Choson, get them,” the barbarian screamed. “ ‘At the Monastery,’ she said. It is them we are after!”  
 
    “Let us talk,” the man called Choson said. “I do not wish for you to harm my companion, and we intend no harm against you.” 
 
    Amelia raised her eyebrows while looking pointedly at the Wittewolder’s sword.  
 
    “Well. I intend no harm to you. My companion,” Choson said and licked his lips, “got excited.” 
 
    “Lies,” Gillis said. “Amelia, put your Sleeper on them. They will be questioned when they wake.” 
 
    “Fine, Gweidorian,” Amelia said, ignoring Gillis. “Let us talk quickly. You’ve seen what I can do. Your ambush came to nothing. So talk.” 
 
    Gillis approached the Gweidorian and took his sword. It was heavy, and took both hands; the injured one throbbed. 
 
    “What do you want?” Amelia continued. 
 
     The huge fur-clad man laughed bitterly. Amelia tightened her grip on his arm and pressed her dagger harder to his throat.  
 
    “I believe that you Mordenari have affected my lands and my people. I come for answers,” Choson said.  
 
    “He comes for justice,” the giant rasped. 
 
    “On whose authority?” Amelia asked. 
 
    “No authority. In a way, I have been exiled.” 
 
    Gillis cleared his throat and pointed at the giant, who had been reaching toward his sword. Amelia drove her foot onto the barbarian’s fingers, holding him in place. Gillis shuffled over to the second sword and dragged it away. He addressed Choson: “You know of the Mordenari, and have discovered that we truly exist. So, surely, you have heard that death awaits those that approach our mountain?” 
 
    “I would speak with your leader,” Choson said.  
 
    “And I would kill them all. Why the fighting stops I do not know…” the giant rumbled.  
 
    “Roos, quiet,” Choson said. 
 
    Amelia gathered Momaentum about her fist and struck Roos where the neck joined the skull, and he fell unconscious. Gillis turned to Choson and raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “Will you come without struggle?” 
 
    “I will, if you would please inform your leaders or elders that I wish to speak with them. I trust that I will not face immediate execution?” 
 
    “No, no, of course not,” Amelia said. “At least, not ‘immediate.’ ” 
 
    “There is questioning first,” Gillis said. “Also, Gweidorian, you will have to carry your friend.” 
 
    Amelia bent over Roos and cast the spell to lighten him for carrying, and then did the same to the swords. The spell showed as tendrils of soft blue light that snaked around the objects in a slow, coiling motion. Gillis led the group up the steep and winding way to the Monastery as the day wore on. Choson staggered under the combined weight of his plate armor and Roos’ limp form, despite the enchantment, though he did not complain or pause. Amelia trotted behind the others with the captive’s weapons held aloft as though they were light as twigs.  
 
    Hours passed as they climbed, until finally they rounded a rough outcropping and the Monastery came into view. The entrance was a yawning black mouth cut into the very mountain. Huge stone blocks paved the ground and lined the walls within. Spires of rocks and towers of stone that jutted far overhead were connected by arched walkways and steps. Much of the mountain rose high above them; the Monastery entrance was a third of the way up.  
 
    Still, the hinterlands surrounding the mountain stretched out in every direction, and Gillis looked around and admired the view, just as he did whenever he returned. The foothills were little more than blue-tinged bumps.  
 
    At the threshold of the entrance, a damp, chilly draft met their sweating faces. Though it was clammy, Gillis welcomed the cool. The vast walls opened up into many torch-lit hallways, and from one such hallway two robed and hooded Mordenari emerged. They caught sight of Gillis and the others, and approached quickly. Gillis held up a hand to halt the others, then strode forward to meet the Mordenari.  
 
    “We have two trespassers,” Gillis said in a voice low enough that the prisoners would not hear. “Have you seen any to whom we may report—” 
 
    “There is no time,” one hooded figure whispered. 
 
    “There is a hanging now, and we make haste to it,” the other said. 
 
    “Very well,” Gillis murmured, and as the two robed figures left by a hallway opposite the one from where they had entered, Gillis turned to Amelia and the others. 
 
    “We must hurry,” he said to Amelia. 
 
    She hurried to Gillis’ side, with a glance back at their captives. Choson’s knees shook, and his face was a deep red. The giant, even with the enchantment snaking around his torso and limbs, evidently still weighed a great deal.  
 
    “What is it? Where is everybody?” she said. 
 
    “Later. Not in front of them,” Gillis said. 
 
    Choson sank to one knee with a crack of metal on stone that reverberated through the hall. Roos fell off his shoulders and to the side. 
 
    Amelia sighed in frustration and thrust the two greatswords into Gillis’ hands. She knelt beside Roos and slapped him repeatedly.  
 
    “Hey! Come on, you brute, get up.” 
 
    She slapped him again, with no result. As she rummaged around in her satchel, Gillis moved to stand over the still-kneeling Choson. Amelia drew out a vial of white powder and tipped some onto her hands. 
 
    “We need to hurry, Amelia,” Gillis said. 
 
    Amelia traced a finger through the white powder on her palm, humming quietly, and in seconds the powder turned sky blue. At this point she clapped loudly right over Roos’ large nose. The powder coated his face, his eyes shot open, and he looked at each of them. His eyes fell, disconcerted and bleary, onto the two greatswords held effortlessly in Gillis’ hands.  
 
    “Come, Roos,” Choson said. He stood and stared down at the shorter Gillis. “I trust that if we cooperate we may stand a better chance of meeting someone of leadership. Come.” 
 
    Roos grunted, but acquiesced. The group marched single-file through a hallway at the back of the entrance cavern, down neatly carved stone steps, and through endless natural tunnels. They arrived in a small dungeon that smelled of hay, and was lined with simple cells. These were little more than cramped rooms with thin iron bars over the doorways and small cots against their walls. Choson and Roos were herded into one such room, Roos’ eyes on Gillis holding the swords. Gillis and Amelia left them there without a backwards glance. 
 
    They locked the prisoner’s greatswords in an otherwise empty cell nearby. 
 
    Gillis beckoned Amelia to follow him. 
 
    When they were out of earshot, Amelia asked, “What did they tell you back there?” 
 
    “A Mordenari is to be executed.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Amelia and Gillis drew their hoods over their heads and entered the Chanting Hall through the heavy, creaking doors. It was an immense room, almost as large as the entrance, with pillars streaked with glossy blue stone that towered all the way to the domed ceiling above. Neat rows of Mordenari, all hooded as Gillis and Amelia were, remained facing the front, despite the noise of the creaking doors. Gillis felt he was disturbing the deep quiet of some undiscovered cave.  
 
    Gillis led Amelia toward the front of the room, at times pushing through the Mordenari, who mostly refused to move. Amelia kept both hands tight around her hood. As they pressed forward, Gillis counted the rows and guessed there to be around three hundred Mordenari present. It would easily be the whole population of the Monastery, excepting those who were away executing writs.  
 
    They reached the front, and now clearly saw the dark-timber platform at the head of the crowd, as well as the two men that stood upon it. Both wore white robes, yet they were starkly different. One was younger by far, with short-cropped blond hair and a waxy pallor to his skin. His robes were of simple cloth, and though they were too large for him they did not conceal the trembling that wracked his body. His hands were bound behind his back. The other man was ancient and pale, wearing richly patterned white and pearl-colored robes. He was High Monk Javius, the ceremonial and administrative leader of the Mordenari.  
 
    Javius surveyed the crowd with a steady eye. The only sounds now were the gasping breaths of the young man. Gillis’ eyes were drawn every few moments to the noose at the center of the platform.  
 
    Gillis knew the trembling blond man, knew precisely why he was to be hanged, knew that he, Gillis, was the one who had reported him, but kept his mind from wandering to these places. No matter the circumstance, Gillis thought, confronting death in this quiet can be agitating if your thoughts are not controlled. He would not be agitated, not in front of the High Monk or the crowd of Mordenari. Not in front of Amelia.  
 
    The heavy door at the rear of the hall burst open. A bald man, robed but unhooded, entered. His movements were so graceful it seemed like a grey apparition was gliding through the crowd. The Mordenari parted quickly to let him pass, some stumbling in their haste. After a few moments, the man reached the front of the crowd just a few places from Gillis and Amelia, and the Mordenari reformed their neat lines.  
 
    High Monk Javius bowed. “Verandert.” 
 
    Amelia stared at Verandert.  
 
    Gillis looked too, from the corner of his eye. Verandert’s features, when one saw him this close, were strangely blurred. It was like looking through thick glass at a figure on the other side, or perhaps at a portrait that had been smeared by water damage. In profile, the slope of his narrow, straight nose seemed to cut into the air in front of him, ending over thin and anemic lips set between cheeks that held neither color nor pallor. Gillis soon had to look away, for the longer he looked at the shifting features, the more his eyes felt strained. It took a moment of staring straight ahead at the platform to clear his head of a feeling strangely like waking from an intense dream, where things shifted as Verandert’s face did. 
 
    “Proceed,” Verandert said. 
 
    High Monk Javius turned to face the man on the platform. “Duvelt. You have violated our laws. You were suspected of tampering with Blood Magic and have been condemned by two. The first, an unnamed Mordenari, noticed the bone rot on your fingers, which you shall now present.” 
 
    Javius crossed the platform and cut Duvelt’s bonds with his dagger. Trembling and shifting nervously, Duvelt held his hands in front of him. Murmuring broke out in the crowd as they saw that his fingers were stained dark brown, mottled and wrinkled like rotten wood. Amelia’s nostrils flared and she clenched both fists. Gillis raised his eyebrows in question, but she only shook her head.  
 
    The High Monk addressed Duvelt once more, “The second to condemn you is Verandert himself, who, taking on the form of another Mordenari that you trusted, heard your confession first-hand. You intended to seek out materials to perform further Blood Magic. The life force within you, tainted by Blood Magic, is forfeit. Come now to the noose and, before the Mordenari here gathered, accept judgment.” 
 
    “I would speak first,” Duvelt said. 
 
    High Monk Javius turned an eye to Verandert, who nodded. Duvelt gathered a shuddering breath and began to address the crowd. 
 
    “I am guilty only of mercy … and attempting to correct a mistake. I am a talented enchanter, and as many do in deeper studies of Momaentum, I came upon knowledge of Blood Magic. I dabbled in it,” Duvelt said. He paused as the crowd hissed and jeered at him in hushed voices.  
 
    “In my work to help guard a small Veldenlander village against slaver raids, I encountered a family with a very ill daughter,” Duvelt said. “She was fading quickly. I had the ability to save her with a minimal transfusion of my own life essence. The entire village had extreme prejudice against Blood Magic, but her parents were desperate, so they agreed for me to help her. And so, remembering the words of Ardent Momaenta, I tried to save her.” The crowd yelled at him now, and Duvelt shouted above them in a cracked voice, “The greater good! Always, the greater good!” 
 
    “You did not save her,” Verandert said. His voice was a forceful and clear baritone, and it filled the entire Hall. The crowd fell silent. 
 
    “I did not know of bone rot at the time,” Duvelt said. “I have learned more since. I only wanted to—” 
 
    “You committed an act of evil,” High Monk Javius said, shaking his head. “One beyond your comprehension. The girl’s fingers, even now, will be as yours are. Her parents will watch in horror as she succumbs to the disease, inch by inch, her body turning to drying, rotten bone until she is a husk. If they are wise, they will give her a quick end now. This noose on your neck is better mercy than she will receive.” 
 
    “I was trying to save her!” Duvelt yelled. “I was going to return!” 
 
    “Enough,” Verandert said. “It is time. Face it with dignity, Duvelt.” 
 
    Duvelt stared at his hands. Every Mordenari in the room took up the Chant of their laws in the Old Velden tongue. They repeated it a few times over as Duvelt inched toward the noose, his head hanging low and tears falling from the tip of his nose. Amelia, Gillis saw, was not chanting, but was watching Duvelt with narrowed eyes. High Monk Javius placed the noose around Duvelt’s neck. Duvelt’s eyes locked forward, looking over the crowd. He pressed his lips together and tensed his entire body, so that his face reddened and cords stood out in his neck. 
 
    Gillis felt a curious sensation, a stifling humidity, like the heat of a baking sun trapped by close-knit clouds. Movement swept through the Mordenari crowd as some fanned themselves with their robes, so Gillis reasoned that it was felt by all. The Mordenari faltered in their chanting, and some looked questioningly at their neighbors. High Monk Javius pulled the noose tight around Duvelt’s neck and the humidity was gone. Amelia’s eyes snapped wide open. 
 
    “Duvelt, don’t!” she breathed. 
 
     The lever was pulled, and Duvelt dropped. A red glow emanated from his neck, like the light of the sun seen through closed fingers. The noose held Duvelt, but he was unharmed. He began to chant in a strange tongue, and as he chanted the red glow burned brighter. In response, the Mordenari’s intonation swelled in a crescendo that reached the pitch of a storm trapped in the vast stone room.  
 
    “What is he doing?” Gillis said. 
 
    Verandert leapt onto the platform, leaving in his wake a crackling trail of Momaentum. Gillis’ hairs stood on end; it was like lightning had struck the floor next to him. There was a great flash of blue light that blinded Gillis for a few moments, and then all was still. Verandert stood unmoving, his hand on a black dagger that he’d plunged into Duvelt’s chest. He faced away from Duvelt even as he held the dagger firmly, and Gillis had the wild impression that Verandert was averting his eyes. 
 
    The glow was gone and Duvelt hung silent. There was a hushed minute when, transfixed, the gathered Mordenari stared at the frozen figures on the platform. The only sound was the gentle creak of the rope straining against Duvelt’s weight.  
 
    “You have now all seen the futility of Blood Magic,” High Monk Javius said. “Duvelt attempted to extend his life for a few pitiful moments. Even without Verandert’s intervention, he would surely have perished.” 
 
    Verandert slowly slid his dagger out of Duvelt’s chest. Blood poured from the wound and spread down the dead man’s white robes in wide, dark ribbons.  
 
    Amelia rubbed her eyes. Gillis knew why: his own eyes still stung from Verandert’s immense display of Momaentum.  
 
    Verandert sliced through the rope holding Duvelt, and his corpse fell with a meaty thud into a hidden chamber below the platform. Verandert vaulted down the trapdoor after him. Amelia raised an eyebrow at Gillis, who held up a hand and nodded at the platform. Verandert climbed back up a few moments later, holding Duvelt’s heavily bloodstained robes, then jumped lightly down from the platform and strode through the crowd to the exit. The Mordenari gave him a wide berth, some stumbling into their neighbors in their haste.  
 
    “Come,” Verandert called from the doorway.  
 
    Tentatively at first, the crowd of Mordenari began to follow, until the entire Hall had nearly emptied.  
 
    “Ignorant,” Amelia muttered under her breath, “So very ignorant…” 
 
    Gillis was on the verge of asking her to clarify, but held his tongue.   
 
    Together with the other Mordenari, Gillis and Amelia trailed behind Verandert. They were led back outside through the cavernous entrance of the Monastery. Up and around the side of the entrance, they filed along a seldom-used path that wound farther up the Mountain. After a short journey, rendered harder by the thinning air, the Mordenari came to a colossal bone-white tree with uncountable stiff branches. Hanging from many of the branches—by as many ropes, swaying in the thin breeze—were Mordenari robes. Some were bleached by the sun, many were tattered and frayed. Some had deep brown stains on them. There were hundreds of them; more robes dangling from the tree than were worn by the living Mordenari that beheld it. Verandert hung Duvelt’s robe from a rope, red on the front with its bloodstains and dripping heavily. He spread his arms high and wide, commanding the attention of the entire group. All eyes fixed on him for a breathless moment.  
 
    “Do not join them,” Verandert said.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Gillis’ hand, after days and nights of ointments and soakings and frequent re-bandaging, still throbbed and gave him trouble with delicate tasks. He clumsily peeled a potato with a small paring knife alone in the kitchens in the early hours of the morning. The best progress, he found, was made when he used the bandaged hand to hold the paring knife steady and the other to scrape the potato along the blade. Though he did manage to strip the skin of the potato away, it came off along with much of the potato’s flesh.  
 
    He sighed and set the potato alongside a half-dozen other misshapen potatoes. Those Mordenari who were not of Dreyen rank were tasked with some measure of menial work. Naturally, Gillis cooked. Amelia, as Gillis understood it, reported to highly skilled enchanters among the Dreyen in experimenting with new uses for Momaentum.  
 
    As he set about peeling the next potato, his thoughts turned to Amelia, and to Duvelt, and then on to Beldas. Gillis would not normally wish to flaunt that it had been he who reported Duvelt for hanging. But the thought came to him that he hoped Amelia would not hear about it. In fact, he had an instinct to actively conceal it from her. Could it be, he thought, that in seeing her reaction and distaste for Duvelt’s hanging, I want her to come to a better understanding of our laws and beliefs? Perhaps then she would understand, even appreciate, the service I performed. But she should not find out before that.  
 
    And then there was the recurring thought of Beldas, the image of the struggles as Gillis fought him. As ever, Gillis maintained calm and did not resist the thoughts. Beldas, an unfortunate innocent, had died in service of the greater good. Duvelt, an unfortunate lawbreaker, had died also in the service of the greater good, in a way. My duty is to remember them calmly and to hold, at the same time, the laws of Mordenari justice clear in my mind. But the calmness evaded him. His agitation grew, but he knew not why. Perhaps it was the frustration with the blasted, throbbing fingers of his. They chose that moment to fail him, slip, and gouge a third of the flesh from the potato he held.  
 
    He flung the potato at the wall opposite, where it left a small wet mark before bouncing out of sight.  
 
    At that moment, Amelia burst into the kitchens, humming merrily, though her eyes had dark rings from evident lack of sleep.  
 
    “Brought you something to wake you up,” she said. She carried her satchel and held two steaming cups in her hands. She placed one before him, and the smell of it hit him at once: bitter and dark and welcome. She was dressed in the plain grey Mordenari robes with her hair neatly coiled atop her head.  
 
    “Risking gout root tea in the heart of the keep? My thanks,” he said, taking a sip. He closed his eyes in appreciation as a heady sensation of wakefulness buzzed across his scalp. It was slightly over-steeped, yet he did not criticize her. There is no teaching Amelia cooking-related crafts anyway, he thought.  
 
    “I have a question. We both know Verandert doesn’t want us having goud due to the coin it gives to slaving groups—though, of course, everyone here uses it. How can you, in all your devotion, justify your heavy use?” 
 
    “Well…” Gillis said. “It’s different. I make sure to get goud that has been confiscated, so none of my coin passes to the slavers.” 
 
     “Ah, so it’s not breaking a rule when Gillis does it and has some justification?”  
 
    “It’s … still breaking a rule, yes,” Gillis said. “We are not all of us perfect.” 
 
    “He’s human after all,” Amelia said breathlessly.  
 
    “Yes. I have vices like any other,” Gillis said. “Better a small mischief like this than a great, foolish blunder like Duvelt’s.” 
 
    Amelia slumped a little in her seat, and gazed into the middle distance, then shook her head and sipped her goud root tea. Gillis returned to peeling the potatoes, feeling a rising heat on his neck as Amelia watched him struggle. He flicked his eyes to her and, seeing that she was suppressing a grin, put down his knife.  
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “It’s just—” 
 
    “Come now. I am in no mood.” 
 
    “Every time I picture you breaking your hand using the most basic of Momaentum—” 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t come practice with me?” Amelia said.  
 
    “I’ve no need. I won’t be using it again.” 
 
    “You may, if you wish to be the next High Monk,” she said with a slow and exaggerated wink. 
 
    A red flush came to Gillis’ face, and he started on peeling the potatoes again with more force. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I could teach you on the road to Gweidor.” 
 
    “We are not going to Gweidor.” 
 
    “We could if we requested a writ there. There must be somebody that needs poisoning.” 
 
    “Why Gweidor?” 
 
    “That Choson—he came all the way here to the mountain. It’s so very curious. I can’t help but wonder, why?” 
 
    Gillis pared the skin from the potato in his hand even faster. “Pay him no heed. They are madmen, the both of them. I’ve seen raving beggars behave saner than those trespassers.” 
 
    “He spoke of Mordenari doing wrong. Surely that interests you?” 
 
    “He is a rabid dog, barking at shadows—” 
 
    “You said that about Pauloce,” Amelia said, and folded her arms.  
 
    The potato slipped in Gillis’ hand, and the paring knife twisted along with it, bending his broken fingers backward. A sharp pain flared quickly, and then became a hot throbbing throughout the rest of his hand.  
 
    “Here.” Amelia drew bandages and ointments from the satchel she had brought. Gillis held out his hand, Amelia took it, and gently removed the fraying bandages to apply a sweet-smelling ointment that stung his fingers. He breathed hard as she did, as at first the stinging of the ointment was like the sudden cold of ice, but it was in opposition to the hot pain of the broken fingers. The longer the ointment was on his skin, the more the pain subsided and left cool relief instead. 
 
    As Amelia re-bandaged Gillis’ hands, several of the other Mordenari cooks filed in. Gillis quickly took the goud root drinks and tipped them into the washtub. Without a word, Amelia turned and left the kitchen. The cooks came to their stations, all standing rigidly, all working with dull faces and downcast eyes and quiet focus.  
 
    Gillis set about peeling the potatoes once more, when a curious thought about the Mordenari cooks struck him. It was the sort of obvious thing that went without attention for a long time, for years, before it finally rose and gave him a gentle disquiet. Though he had cooked alongside them for many months, he knew none of their names.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Flash of Blue, then of Red 
 
    Mordenari got your head! 
 
    Veldenlander Children’s Rhyme 
 
      
 
    Roos and Choson sat across from each other, dressed in thin, clean, white Monastery prisoner robes. Their cell was set below the ground level, and had a small window near the ceiling that overlooked the ground outside and down the slope of the mountain. Between them was a simple wooden table Choson sometimes stood upon to look out the window. The view was magnificent, jagged hills peppered with orange foliage stretching down and away from the mountain. To look out the window became their only pastime, and it did little for Choson but distract him from the reality of their situation. When he had asked the red-headed Mordenari whether they would face immediate execution, she had said those words that now echoed ceaselessly in his mind, “No, of course not … At least, not ‘immediate.’ ” As Choson watched Roos gazing out the window, he wondered if the giant might possibly be enjoying the view in earnest. Roos always smiled a little.  
 
    Then there were times, as the days passed, that restlessness took Roos for hours at a time. He would train his muscles with pushups and other more aimless exercises. Choson soon learned that asking him to sit still was fruitless. To pass the time Choson honed his plan of what he would say should they meet the leaders. He ran over the words again and again, for if he was to die, he would at least make his final case with clarity. The redheaded one had looked at him with curiosity on the climb up. That curiosity, he hoped, would lead to someone listening to him.  
 
    They were fed regularly but simply, by different Mordenari each day. These Mordenari never responded to Choson or Roos no matter what they said or how they said it.  
 
    One day, Roos’ fit of restlessness carried on far longer than usual.  
 
    “I hate this,” he said. He paced around the room, kicking his cot and pounding the dungeon wall with his thick fist each time he passed them. “I want enough space to freely walk at the least.” 
 
    “I want someone among them to speak to,” Choson said. “They cannot all be broth-and-bread-serving mutes.” 
 
    Roos wrapped his hands on the long bars of the door of the cell. 
 
    Choson pressed his palms against his temples. “If nobody responded to your banging and yelling on the first day…”  
 
    Roos rattled them hard and they clanged roughly, but did not give. 
 
    “… then they certainly will not heed you now.” 
 
    “Let those back home see me now, locked up. I think not!” Roos growled. “Some quest. Pfeh! Never should I have left.” 
 
    “I wish I had not left either, friend.” 
 
    “It takes some getting used to,” a female voice said, coming from the high window of the cell. A shadow blocked the light streaming through the window for a moment. “Hearing a Gweidorian and a Wittewolder on such terms, I mean. I don’t travel north much, but aren’t your people sworn enemies?”  
 
    The pale, red-headed woman peered down at them through the bars. From her position, she would have to be lying on the stony ground outside their cell. Choson remembered the bald one had called her Amelia. 
 
    “It is her, Choson,” Roos bellowed. “Quick!” 
 
    He charged at the window and stuck his hand through the bars. Amelia moved, and stood at a safe distance as Roos clawed at the air where she had been.  
 
    “Do you wish to talk with us or taunt us?” Choson said. “My companion and I have had no chance to speak to any of you, much less any of your leaders.” 
 
    “You were not actually promised any such chance,” Amelia said.  
 
    “There are no guards. Are your leaders even aware we are here? Were it not for the food, I would think we had been forgotten completely,” Choson said. 
 
    Amelia peered through a gap in the bars beside Roos’ trapped arm. “You have not been forgotten. Not by me, at least.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
     “To be blunt, raving madmen tend to make interesting conversation partners,” Amelia said. “And considering the immense stupidity of your attack, I thought I would try my luck.”  
 
    Roos finally pulled his arm free, then retreated to the far end of the cell and sat on the floor. Amelia lay down by the window and peered in once more. 
 
    “I hate to disappoint you, but the madness of our actions was born of my desperation. I am not raving,” Choson said.  
 
    “Pity.” 
 
    “Will we truly be executed? That was what you said upon our capture, was it not? I came only to talk,” Choson said.  
 
    “We do tend to react rather harshly to people who waylay us while swinging huge swords and making all kinds of fuss, as it turns out,” Amelia said.  
 
    “For that, I apologize,” Choson said. He glanced at Roos, who rubbed his arm where the bars had left red marks. “You must understand, for his people an attack like that is a thing of honor. I assure you I meant only to come to talk.”  
 
    “I let my sword do the talking!” Roos said, but the others ignored him. 
 
    “So you won’t rave, even a little? I used to know a perfect lunatic when I was younger. Believed he could bring the moon down from the sky to kiss him if he enticed it with certain parts of his body at night.” 
 
    “I have no such delusion for your amusement,” Choson said.  
 
    “Pity. Well, goodbye.” 
 
    She sprang up lightly and was gone from the window, letting the full light of the sun in once more.  
 
    Choson could not let the only Mordenari that had spoken to them in days leave so suddenly. Should he froth at the mouth and say mad things? What do the mad say? Well, Choson thought wryly, I seem beyond the bounds of normal madness. Look where I am—who I am with. These are things of children’s rhymes and wives’ tales. I should simply speak as myself. 
 
    “I was Captain of the Guard in Gweidor,” Choson yelled through the high window. “I am cousin to the King Sangun-Yon. A murderer was set free and many innocent lives were taken, and you Mordenari are at fault.” 
 
    Amelia lay down at the window instantly. Choson narrowed his eyes. Had she been waiting there for him to say something? Or perhaps that was the magic that quickens their movements. 
 
    “Go on,” she said. 
 
    “The tale is long,” Choson said. 
 
    “No matter, as long as it bores me less than the chores I am due for,” Amelia said.  
 
    “As I told you,” Choson said, and he stood upon the table to face Amelia straight-on. “I was Captain of the Guard in the Capital city of Gweidor. I would say the full, proper Gweidorian name, but you Veldenlanders call it the Capital. A prisoner in my care vanished, leaving no trace. When I did investigate, I was told I asked too many questions. I was reassigned to guard a remote village by my King.” 
 
    “A prisoner disappeared? That’s all? Why the reaction?” 
 
    “He was a killer born to a rich family. The Sen family, ‘Ox’ in your tongue. My Lieutenant, Jun, was struck while watching the prisoner and … well, what he says he was struck by, I did not believe.” 
 
    “What struck him? Come on!” 
 
    Choson smiled inwardly. This was not the impassioned speech before benches of old, robed men he had imagined. But she was intrigued—her eyes were wide, she held the bars. If this should be how he ended his quest, telling the tale to a young assassin from inside his cell, so be it. 
 
    “He was struck by what he described to be a magical force—” 
 
    “What color was it?” Amelia said. 
 
    “Do not interrupt,” Choson said. “I find that as a prisoner, my patience wanes easily.” 
 
    “I’ll be silent.” 
 
    “It was blue. As in the rhyme of children, a flash of blue struck him senseless,” Choson said. “He did not see his attackers—they attacked him from behind. When he woke, the prisoner Goru-Sen was gone. A disgusting man, though I never saw him. He made sport of the young and vulnerable. When we searched his manor we found strange strips of flesh, dried and salted for later eating. At first we could not match it to any animal or fish. And then we found rib-cages, skulls. The flesh was human; they were the last remnants of those he preyed upon. When he disappeared, two guards were missing also—one a young man, and the other a young woman of the Yu family, ‘Goat’ in Velden. I feared that they had been killed by whoever had spirited away Goru-Sen. All the while we searched and questioned, Jun muttered to me that the Mordenari had done this. He was always a believer in intrigues and secret assassinations, movements in the shadows of the civilized world. I ignored him at first, but exhausted of options, I brought the matter to my King—my cousin, Sangun-Yon. Despite our family bond, he did not listen. That was when he assigned me to the Yu village, far from the Capital. Jun came with me. I had never believed him: his talk of magic and the Mordenari. But during our stay in that village, Jun proved to be correct.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Two years ago, in the Gweidorian Mountains, in the Ancestral village of the family Yu.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Choson rapped on the village Elder’s door as a rising wind carried a flurry of snow all about him. For some time there was no sign of movement within. He thought of knocking again, but finally he heard faint movement. An ancient woman answered, leaning heavily on a walking stick. She was very short and had tanned skin and a flat, wide nose. She smiled up at Choson. 
 
    “Do not stand long, Yiseyo,” Choson said. “I only wished to return the bowls from tonight’s supper. My officers and I agreed that your noodle soup is the best we have ever tasted.” 
 
    She nodded, her silver bun bobbing on the thick scarf wrapped about her neck. She wore a faded red dress that had once been scarlet, the traditional Elder garb, and on its back was embroidered the Yu mountain goat crest. She made to take the bowls from Choson, but he held them high. Some snowflakes slid from the shoulders of his armor.  
 
    “Allow me, please! I feel indebted to you. My men’s appetites must be depleting your grain stores. They are from the Capital and don’t understand shortages.” 
 
    Silently, she beckoned him inside. Her home was a cozy cottage on stilts, painted a faded red that stood out starkly against the snow, with a gently sloping tile roof. Inside it was little more than a small kitchen table, a bed, and a fireplace. Choson stooped to avoid the pommel of the greatsword slung on his back from knocking against the ceiling. To think that this is the home of the wealthiest woman in the village, he mused. 
 
    Yiseyo began filling a washtub with water from a collection of buckets kept warm by the fireside. Choson removed his gauntlets and placed the bowls in the warm water and cleaned them one by one. The heat of the water stung away the chill of his hands.  
 
    “Sit, please, Elder. May I make you tea?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head as she sat on the edge of the bed, her tiny feet hanging a few inches above the ground.  
 
    “Captain, is war coming? Soldiers …” she said, then paused. Choson could hear her dry breath in her throat while she found her words. “Soldiers have not stayed by the village since the Wittewolders came…” 
 
    “No, Yiseyo, we are safe from invaders,” he said. “Our King sends us here to maintain order as a precaution. Some villages are in great danger, but those places are far from here. My soldiers and I will have to stay until the King calls us back.” 
 
    “The King!” she barked. The exclamation made her cough. “He asks too much of us, of tax and grain both. The upper wells freeze, and the climb to the lower wells is icy and treacherous. But what King understands? What King has slipped on the ice for a bucketful of water? And our fuel dwindles, so we have little to burn to melt the snows. All the while he takes our coin.”  
 
    Choson said nothing. He finished washing and stacked the bowls. 
 
    “Some say he grows mad. Jun tells me, he tells me …” she said. Her pale eyes narrowed as she struggled to remember. “He takes the taxes not for his people, but for the ones of the shadow.” 
 
    “I will talk to Jun about sharing his theories. However, I believe the village will thrive come spring. Your people are strong.” 
 
    “Hmph. Strong!” Yiseyo laughed, a dry and crackling sound in her throat. “What better targets for the slavers than strong farmers?” 
 
    “There are no slavers near enough to cause worry. But it is good that my soldiers and I are here.” 
 
    “They bade King Sangun-Yon to send you. Their bidding is everywhere, but you do not see until long after it is too late.” 
 
    “ ‘They,’ Yiseyo? If Jun is confusing you—” 
 
    “I knew this before you and Jun came to my village. The Capital is filled with these rats. Any that come close to discovering them are sent away. Is that familiar to you? If they are not sent away, they are captured as slaves—or worse, they are bribed to silence. They become wealthy keepers of slaves. They buy you or they kill you or they exile you. And all the while they proclaim that they end slavery. We never have open war, but in their shadow we never have peace.” 
 
    “I’ll put Jun on the dawn watch for this…” 
 
    Yiseyo leaned an ear toward him. “Hmm?” 
 
    “Do not dwell on these thoughts, Yiseyo. Jun has been spinning tales for you. They are not true. I will speak to him.” 
 
    “Jun. I like him. He is a handsome young man. Will you take him more soup? He must eat. He is handsome, but too skinny for a soldier.” 
 
    “Yes, Yiseyo. I will send him tomorrow, and he will tell you the truth of his stories himself.” 
 
    “Good, good.” 
 
    “Yiseyo, before I leave,” Choson said, “there is that trader that arrived the other day, but I have not seen him around the village.” 
 
    “He stays in his tent. Some villagers go in to see him, but he does not come out.” 
 
    “Has he shown you his papers?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He should have seen you here, or me when he passed the camp on the way in. I will speak to him in the morning,” Choson said.  
 
    “Good. He’s a good-looking young man.” 
 
    “The trader?” 
 
    “No, the … the other one.” 
 
    “Jun?” 
 
    “Yes,” Yiseyo said, and she blinked slowly and smiled. “Jun. Do not be hard on him. He is a good man. He tells me good tales.” 
 
    Choson tightened his lips, but bowed and bade her good night. He stood, putting on his gauntlets, then crossed to the door. He stopped with his hand on the handle. From about his belt, he took a coin purse and placed it on a shelf by the door beside a black cooking pot.  
 
    “Thank you for the soup,” he said over his shoulder, and he pushed open the door and leaned into the wind that swept toward him. 
 
    He left her cottage and made deep impressions in the snow across the village to his soldier’s adjacent encampment. The light coming from Yiseyo’s window behind him darkened a little—he imagined she was peering through it to watch him. His armor gleamed red in the torches illuminating the path to the gate.  
 
    Choson approached the village gate, outside of which his soldiers stayed. The gate was a thin, flat patchwork of iron and timber, and it was connected on either side with a solid palisade that ringed the village. The wind came in uneven gusts so that every few moments, the gate would swing outward a few inches, then smack against the timbers of the palisade.  
 
    A voice called out, and the huge gate, groaning, swung open to allow Choson through.  
 
    “Thank you, Kang-Yu,” he said to the gatekeeper.  
 
    He descended from the village to his camp amid the evening war-drills. Twenty plate-armored men and women sparred with blunted, practice greatswords in the firelight. With each blow, they shouted “Hagh!” in unison. They repeated the same motions a few times over as Choson headed toward his tent. Around a smaller fire, separate from the main group, Choson’s Lieutenant Jun was sparring vigorously with two soldiers. Choson stopped to watch. Jun took on both soldiers at once, all three of them wielding light and thin greatswords. With great energy Jun leapt away from their advance, then parried first one sword and then the other. They clashed again and again in the same manner. Though the two soldiers varied their assault, coming at Jun together or separately, suddenly or carefully, Jun always evaded and batted aside their blows. Then, in one great whirling swing, Jun struck both soldiers across their breastplates. His opponents paused, looked down at their breastplates, and then back up at Jun, blinking. Jun spotted Choson and sauntered up to him, sword still in hand.  
 
    “Captain! Join us.” 
 
    Choson held up a hand and shook his head. Jun was slightly shorter than Choson, with a ceaseless smile and well-shaped features. He stood now, as he often did, with the flat of his sword resting on his shoulder so that the tip pointed up and behind him. Choson suspected Jun’s habit of standing that way was born either of a desire to appear taller, or to appear eternally at ease. Likely both.  
 
    Jun said, louder this time, “Come on, Captain! I want a challenge.” 
 
    A small crowd of soldiers gathered behind Jun. Choson leaned to look past Jun at the growing group of spectators, then back at Jun’s jaunty expression.  
 
    “Back to your tents,” Choson said to those gathered. Then, to Jun, “Come with me.” 
 
    The soldiers dispersed and Choson led Jun to his tent, holding open the heavy canvas sheet at the entrance to let Jun in ahead of him. The inside was lit by candles, some of which blew out as the wind that came in with them whipped across the table. Choson followed Jun inside and watched him re-light the extinguished candles. Still with that swaggering posture and grin, Choson thought. He sees all as a game to be played and won. Just watch as he takes this rebuke with a serious face then goes back to the same behavior.  
 
    Choson sat across the table from Jun, and their eyes met. Jun’s face fell to see Choson’s stern glare. 
 
    “You have been frightening Yiseyo again,” Choson said. 
 
    “It’s all true. I do not mean to—” 
 
    “Whatever you meant to do, she is now raving about Mordenari! I wonder that she does not check under her bed for them at nights if she believes half of what you tell her!” 
 
    “She’s no fool. She has stories of her own. It is she who convinced me, when I heard how many times she has heard a tale such as mine.” 
 
    “I do not care if Verandert himself steps out of the storybooks to dance for the King, you are not to scare the poor old woman,” Choson said. “These villagers believe the stories of wolf-shaped Wittewolders that will swarm up the mountain and take children as it is. Yiseyo is too fragile of mind. She has enough worry without your Mordenari obsession.” 
 
    “So if it were true I would be forbidden to tell her?” Jun said. 
 
    “It is not, so it matters not.” 
 
    “I know what I saw!” 
 
    “Enough. No more. That is an order, Lieutenant,” Choson said. 
 
    “I apologize. I wish that you saw as I did,” Jun said bitterly. 
 
    “I wish the same for you. What meaning does the turtle crest hold?” Choson said, pointing to the front of Jun’s armor. “Why do you forget your family’s tenets? The turtle is humble, thoughtful, and protective.” 
 
    “We were given the wrong families, Captain.” Jun nodded at the design on Choson’s clean and polished armor: the wolf crest. “The wolf is power, duty, and leadership.” 
 
    “Would that we were brothers, then. As your elder brother rather than your Captain, perhaps you would then listen to me. You are on dawn watch, Jun,” Choson said. 
 
    Jun began to protest, but Choson silenced him by holding a hand up. 
 
    “You envy the tenets of the wolf because you do not understand. The power comes from the pack. Leadership is obligation, not freedom. Only in necessity does the Yon family aggress.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Tomorrow you will visit Yiseyo and dispel her fears.” 
 
    Jun’s mouth drew thin and his eyes did not meet Choson’s, but he nodded tightly. Choson turned his attention to maps and letters on his table, shuffling them around. Jun did not leave, but shifted slightly where he stood, his lips still thin.   
 
    “You have been dismissed, Jun.” Choson did not look up from the table. “Yet I sense you are bursting to say something despite my reprimand.” 
 
    Jun said quietly, pleadingly, almost like a pouting child, “I know what I saw.” 
 
    I wonder, Choson thought as he looked up, if I let him speak until he is done, will he leave the matter be? Or will he take my listening as encouragement, and go on spinning his tales? 
 
    Jun stood before Choson, defiant and unmoving. Choson sighed. Jun would never relent, so Choson let him speak.  
 
    “I know I saw a flash of blue, the instant before I was struck,” Jun said. 
 
    “I was struck senseless myself one, and I do not remember the hours before,” Choson said. “The memory of the blow is imagined.” 
 
    “Us being sent here for asking questions was not imagined.” 
 
    “A coincidence,” Choson said. He maintained an even tone, but felt a growing urge to snap at Jun. “Yiseyo needs us here.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. The King sent us here the moment I spoke of blue flashes. Yiseyo needs us now as little as she always did. Goru-Sen is the only change that accounts for this. Your trust in the King—” 
 
    “I do not question my King!” Choson yelled as he surged to his feet.  
 
    The two men held each other’s gaze for a few long moments, the only sound the whipping of the wind against the canvas of the tent.  
 
    “Leave me,” Choson said. “Think on what I have told you during your dawn watch.” 
 
    “Would that we were brothers,” Jun said bitterly before turning away. He muttered as he left, “No brother of mine would be so foolish.” 
 
    Anyone else would hang for that, Choson thought as Jun pushed the canvas aside and let in the wind, which blew half of the candles out. Choson sat again, his hands limp on the table before him. He did not re-light any of the candles, and gradually more of them were spent as he sat in the deepening gloom.  
 
    Any other soldier would not be allowed to say such things, he thought. There is no discipline left to me that will reach Jun. It was easier when we were Lieutenants together, when the work was simple and the orders were sound. I never spoke against his idle talk of the Mordenari in those days, Choson thought. That was all it was then. Idle talk while we drank and sang after duty.  
 
    The strain will pass, he thought. As all strain does. Soon we will leave the village, and soon Jun will cool that head of his and earn Captain. One cannot be the superior of another when you are like brothers.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, Choson passed the village and approached the trader’s tent. It was of heavy, smooth, purple-dyed cloth and had embroidered golden patterns at the edges. What manner of trader is this that has come to a simple village? Choson thought. 
 
    The tent was outside Yiseyo’s village and on the opposite side from Choson and his soldier’s camp. Two heavily armed guards stood by the entrance of the trader’s tent, a man and a woman, both wearing sleek leather armor and a variety of gold-chain necklaces.  
 
    Choson made to enter the tent, but the guards stepped in his path.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Stand aside,” Choson said, and he began to move past them.  
 
    The guards lay their hand on their weapons, and Choson stopped. 
 
    “Shall I return with my soldiers?” Choson asked.  
 
    The guards exchanged a glance touched by smirks, then stepped aside with defiant slowness. Choson felt a cold shock in his stomach, and then a hot, uneasy feeling prickled his neck as though a spider crawled across it. Be calm, Choson told himself. There is nothing to fear from these two. Despite that, the image of their smirk lingered in his mind along with the prickling feeling as he entered the tent.  
 
    Inside, the trader sat with a straight and elegant posture as he scribbled neat figures on a slate. His hair shone with the oil that slicked it back, and his small black eyes looked down his thin nose, darting across the slate with the suddenness of an insect.  
 
    “We have not met,” Choson said. 
 
    “Why does that sound like a rebuke?” the trader said, his voice reedy and as oily as his hair. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “What a shame that good manners are dying out.” The trader handed Choson a slip of paper. “My permit, a summary of the wares, and their sources.” 
 
    Choson read the paper quickly. “Weapons … ornaments … jewelry … the wares you carry are too fine for these folk. They have little grain and even less coin. What has brought you this far from the normal routes? Why not go on south to the Veldenlands?” 
 
    The trader fixed his eyes, cold and small, on Choson’s for a moment. 
 
    “Perhaps some in the village have come into coin of which you know not.” 
 
    “If that is the case, they should hold onto it. They have much debt in taxes to the King.” 
 
    “That,” the trader said, “is why you are here, is it not?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Extortion. Sanctioned by the King, yes, but extortion by another name—” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am a simple trader.” 
 
    “You had best move on to a wealthier village or you will have to answer to me.” 
 
    The trader said in a suddenly sharp voice, “If you arrest me, you will be breaking your own law.” 
 
    “I have your permits, but my instincts have never before failed me.”  
 
    There was a moment of silence. The trader looked at Choson straight on, as a slow, cheerless smile spread across his face. It was an unsettling movement, as languid as a cat’s tail, contrasted by the cold stillness of his eyes. His smile, at its fullest extent, did not fade as he looked back down at the slate and continued marking figures.  
 
    “It was nice meeting you,” the trader said. 
 
    Choson left the tent and saw immediately that the guards were not there. A new, hot pang struck his chest, and he felt as though his insides turned to water. He hurried through the village, though his heavy plate boots slipped on the ice. None of the villagers were anywhere to be seen; every door was closed. As he drew close to the village gate he saw it had been left unguarded and wide open.  
 
    “Close the gate!” Choson called, though he could see none nearby. “Someone must close the gate!” 
 
    He did not know what the danger was, nor was he truly certain there was any. It could be nothing, he told himself. His gut churned to think of the trader’s cold glare, the guard’s smirk. Perhaps it is my imagination, he thought. But if something happened now, while the gate hung open and his soldiers were not ready … 
 
    Please, let nothing happen. 
 
    Some of his soldiers emerged from their tents as he came to the camp. He continued to call out, and ordered his soldiers to rise with all haste. Panicked muttering broke out as more soldiers emerged. Choson strode to Jun’s tent, steel boots sinking into the crisp snow. He peered inside. Jun was not there. 
 
    Choson beckoned to a nearby soldier. “Where it the Lieutenant?” 
 
    “I have not seen him, sir,” she said. 
 
    “Find him, quickly. He was on dawn watch and should be back by now.” 
 
    She bowed and left. Choson walked over to the center of the camp, for there he could see up to Yiseyo’s village in the gaps in the rocky path. The gate still yawned wide open. Choson stared at it with the feeling that something was strange about it, though at first he could not place it. The wind picked up and whipped a nearby banner and bent the rod it hung upon. The gate was still. It did not move with the wind. 
 
    “Someone has jammed the gate open!” Choson called. “Where is Kang-Yu?” 
 
    In the scramble for weapons and armor, many seemed not to hear him. Some nearby soldiers told him they knew nothing of the gatekeeper.  
 
    Choson ran up to the village, sliding and stumbling, and came to Yiseyo’s door with his chest heaving for every breath. He rapped urgently on her door. Almost immediately, she opened it a crack, then let him in.  
 
    “Have you seen Kang-Yu?” he said.  
 
    “I have seen him,” Yiseyo said. Her voice quivered, and small tears shone in the corner of her eyes.  
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Slipping away from the village … gold chains around his neck,” she said in between sharp breaths.  
 
    “But why?” 
 
    The distant blast of a war trumpet stopped them both dead. A few breathless moments passed, and then is sounded again. It was a brass horn with a rasping edge to its note, and Choson knew the sound well. A cold, sinking dread gripping his heart.  
 
    “Slavers,” he said. “Lock the door behind me.” 
 
    He tore from Yiseyo’s house and down the slope to the camp, where already the soldiers were armed and forming neat ranks on flat ground in front of the camp. Choson had worried before about managing so many soldiers in the previous weeks, but now they seemed so few.  
 
    Fool, Choson thought, slavers always send scouts. You delayed too long in seeing the trader. You would have known what he and his guards were if you had not been so lax. Kang-Yu will hang for betraying his village. 
 
    Choson reached the front of his soldiers, the pitiful few that amounted to three ranks deep in all. Then came the sounds of the approaching force, their marching and their calls that echoed widely, and the clashing of weapons on shields. There would be hundreds of them, and Choson had only sixty. Jun was not among them. How far down the slopes had Choson’s dawn watch sent him? Enough of that, Choson thought. He would have seen the danger and must be circling back. He will join us soon. We need his skill and valor.  
 
    The slavers started to mount the ridge ahead, milling about and yelling and whooping. Many were wild and unkempt men with tangled black hair and makeshift weapons: crude spears and clubs, with slings and bags of sling-stones at their waists. Others wore plate or mail and waved swords that gleamed in the morning light. The closer they drew, the more Choson felt the snaking of clammy dread and fear twisting his gut. He needed Jun here. They were outnumbered. The slavers were now all upon the flat, and Choson gestured for his soldiers to back up a few paces and space themselves thinner. The two forces stood forty paces apart.  
 
    “Where is your leader?” Choson called. 
 
    The front lines parted, and a tall Gweidorian woman wearing gold jewelry strode to the front holding a crossbow. Even at a distance Choson could see the litheness of her gait, and the air of arrogance she bore. 
 
    “This was once my village,” she called. “When I was a girl.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Choson said. 
 
    “But they came and took me. They filled my head with twisted ideas. Do you know who I mean by ‘they’?” she called. 
 
    “I do not care to know. What do you want?” 
 
    “Liberation.” 
 
    She shouted an order to those behind her, and half of her force split away and climbed the slope to the village. Even now, Choson and his troops were outnumbered. They should have stood at the gate, Choson should have known to prepare better. He was not quick enough. Jun was not there with him.  
 
    “Do not harm the villagers,” Choson shouted. “I order you, stop!” 
 
    “Those who come willingly will not be harmed. They are family, after all,” she said with a sneer that was plain in her voice. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am who they made me.” 
 
    She barked an order, and the slavers charged. As the shouting and whooping host drew closer, Choson and those around him held steady, with weapons and shields raised. Those slavers dressed in plate came in first and smashed into the shield wall of Choson’s troops like a wave breaking on a ship’s hull. There was a great clamoring of yelling and clashing of steel. In the tangle of bodies and weapons pressing forward on them, Choson and his troops were forced back, separated and pummeled by the sheer weight of the bodies. Choson brought his sword down on the join of the neck and shoulder of an unarmored man, and blood erupted from the wound and covered those nearby. He swung again, cutting into a forearm that held high a spear. While the other soldiers were pressed on all sides by writhing, struggling enemies, Choson carved a space about himself in the crowd. A filthy man came at Choson with a spear, keeping it between them so that his body was out of reach of Choson’s sword. Choson grabbed the end of the spear and pulled on it. As he pulled, he thrust his sword forward and impaled his attacker. 
 
    On the battle went, and the snow beneath their feet became drenched with blood and turned to red slush. Choson suffered blows that dented his armor or knocked him back, but there was always a soldier nearby to pull him to safety. The exertion and pain of injury sent waves of exhaustion rolling over him, and though his arms tired he struck true with his sword on any that approached. Soon his muscles strained to swing his sword, the world went dark and his hearing left him for short, terrifying moments, and winking stars danced at the edges of his vision. The enemy tired too, and their attacks were timid. As the crowd thinned, the soldiers and the slavers kept each other at bay, none chancing further injury.  
 
    The trumpet sounded again, and the slavers retreated as suddenly as they had charged. Choson called hoarsely to his soldiers not to pursue, but some did. The slaver leader broke from the crowd, kneeled, and took aim at the nearest soldier. There were three blinding flashes of blue light within a few seconds, and three quarrels like surging bolts of light pierced clean through three soldier’s breastplates, and they all fell dead. Soon after, almost as suddenly as they had come, the slavers were gone.   
 
    Choson stumbled away from the dozens of dead. He was soaked through to his boots with blood as cold as the snow, and each step was sticky and stung his cold-numbed feet. The village was bloodied, but less so. Many of the villagers had been taken, and few had been killed. Among the dead was Yiseyo, lying on her side in the snow in front of her house. The door had been smashed from its hinges.  
 
    He passed the battlefield again and trudged down the slope the slavers had come from. He spent the better part of an hour searching the spots the scouts and watchmen used, until finally he found Jun. Choson collapsed to his knees beside his lifeless Lieutenant, who lay face-down amid smears of rust-dark blood in the snow, with a crossbow quarrel embedded in his back.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Quite a story,” Amelia said through the gap in the bars. She was aching from laying on the ground for so long.  
 
    “Will you tell your leader of it?” Choson said. 
 
    “No. Not worth the trouble.” 
 
    “One of you Mordenari attacked a village and took slaves!” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Amelia said. 
 
    “I do. That magic that flashes blue, I have seen you do it. It is only your people that can. Her name is Min-Yu. I found out what I could about her by posing as a slaver in other groups and hearing their talk in the years after the attack. She sent the trader in to see who in the village could be hired as mercenaries, and who would be taken as slaves. She paid the gatekeeper, Kang-Yu, to jam open the gate, and he is with her now as a slaver. She—” 
 
    His voice choked. He set his jaw and pounded his fist on the stone. Tears were brimming in the corner of his eyes. 
 
    “She killed Jun. And it is my fault. I sent him on dawn watch and she killed him.” 
 
    “As I said, it is quite a story,” Amelia said. “But if I breathed a word about suspecting another Mordenari, I would find myself under a scrutiny that I cannot bear. Even if I would risk myself, which I wouldn’t, what would I say? That I trust the word of an intruder? I can’t help you.” 
 
    “Why speak to us just to leave us to rot?” Roos growled. “Have you not honor?” 
 
    “I never pretended I was the helping sort.” 
 
    “No,” Roos said. “I watched your eyes while Choson spoke. I watched them when he spoke of finding Jun. What you pretend is that you do not care.” 
 
    “Was he always this addled?” Amelia said scathingly. “Or did my little knock on his neck render him a simpleton?” 
 
    Neither of them replied. 
 
    “You are fools, and you know nothing,” Amelia said. She left them and climbed back inside the Monastery through a nearby window.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The days at the Monastery passed with Gillis and Amelia tending to their usual duties, and meeting in the kitchens each evening to share a meal. Amelia insisted on Gillis cooking their dinners personally. While the majority of the Mordenari ate simple breads, broths, and porridges, Amelia and Gillis had fine meals of great variety. They told each other of their duties, and Gillis was most talkative when speaking of the role of Ghosts in the Monastery. Gillis’ duties outside of the kitchen, as he told Amelia, were bureaucratic and concerned information brought in by other Mordenari Ghosts like him. Outside the Monastery in the surrounding lands, there were many Ghosts who were involved in the gathering of information by stealth, coercion, and deceit. When paired with an enchanted or Momaentum warrior, they helped arrange or carry out assassinations, as Gillis had with Amelia. Gillis’ report on Pauloce, he told her, had included the strange herbalist Wilhelmina, and the knowledge Lord Pauloce had had about the Mordenari. He also assured her that he mentioned the manner of Pauloce’s death only briefly, and that, in any case, the report would be shelved along with the writ and forgotten about. Amelia relaxed visibly when he told her that.  
 
    Ghosts met and made their reports in the libraries, a collection of smooth, dustless stone rooms near the Chanting Hall. The stone walls had recesses cut into them that held assortments of scrolls. Gillis’ tasks, under the supervision of a Dreyen, were to take the report-scrolls to the relevant rooms and shelves. Amelia yawned dozens of times as Gillis explained his work, but he spoke at length about reports he found to be interesting all the same. Amelia eventually took to cutting Gillis short when he droned on about his assignments. Her only interest was in the names of the Mordenari, and where they were sent. She had him look in the records for any mention of the name Min-Yu, but he was unable to find anything. Nor had any of the Dreyen heard of her.  
 
    Amelia occupied her time with strength training, enchanting needed objects or potions, Momaentum duels with other Mordenari, and advanced combat scenarios. As a Momaentum warrior and enchantress, she had no need to take part in the administrative duties. This, she repeatedly told Gillis, was a blessing of the greatest kind. 
 
    One day in the course of his duties, Gillis approached a Wittewolder Dreyen named Lief. He was of the same race as Roos, but other than the characteristic nine-foot height, he was entirely different. He had neat blond hair pulled back into a tail at the base of his neck, no beard, and very small spectacles that he peered through with light grey eyes as he read endless stacks of scrolls. He sat at a table made for a Veldenlander-sized person, and so looked very cramped. As Gillis approached, he turned and squinted through the spectacles at Gillis. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Lief,” Gillis said. “I wanted to ensure you received my report on Lord Pauloce.” 
 
    “Yes. Strange read. I was not even aware Lord Pauloce had been marked for death,” Lief said. His voice was so deep and clear, Gillis almost felt it rumble in his own chest.  
 
    “Nor I. The Dreyen sent me to intercept Beldas without the writ—but that is beside the point. It is all done now.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Lief waved a hand at Gillis and returned to the scrolls before him.  
 
    Gillis teetered on the balls of his feet for a few moments, watching Lief carefully. Then he said, “There is something Verandert told me some time ago.” 
 
    “Is there?” Lief said, still looking down. 
 
    “That to be High Monk, Momaentum is of little importance. The laws are everything.” 
 
    Lief sighed at great length through his nose and looked up at Gillis.  
 
    “I do not ask to be the High Monk,” Gillis said hurriedly. “Or even a Dreyen.” 
 
    “Gillis, advancement hinges on mastery of all three—” 
 
    “I ask only for a greater scope of duties,” Gillis said. “I could help decide the fate of targets, the allocation of resources. I know the code better than any.” 
 
    “That is work for the Dreyen.” 
 
    “High Monk Javius was a cook before his advancement. An exception was made for him,” Gillis said. 
 
    “I am busy, Gillis.”  
 
    Gillis closed his mouth firmly, bowed, and turned to leave. Lief called him back. 
 
    “Thank you for alerting us to Duvelt. One shudders to think of that hideous business being practiced by a Mordenari. You did well.” 
 
    Lief returned to his scroll, so Gillis bowed again, and left.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Some time later, Gillis sat on a ledge overlooking the lands south of the Monastery. His legs dangled over the edge, and though the ground was some hundred feet below the sheer cliff face, he was calm. He smoked his goud-root-packed pipe and enjoyed the solitude. Each pull of the pipe sent a tiny thrill through his chest and the top of his head. Above him was the stone-paved walkway, adorned with blue-grey arches and pillars, from which he had climbed down. The spot he sat in was not visible from above, unless someone knew exactly where to look, and also leaned over the edge. He also had with him small strips of smoked and dried meats that he chewed slowly, and he contemplated sending off for different timbers to smoke the future batches with.  
 
    Stretched out below him was the flat expanse of the northern Velden hinterlands. The bare branches of hosts of trees swayed in the chill wind. Gillis finished his pipe and snack, and started to climb back up to the walkway. His broken fingers were mostly mended now, though stiff from cold, and he managed the climb with little discomfort. As he reached the top, he saw a man standing on the walkway. He felt suddenly self-conscious, as though caught doing something shameful. He met eyes with the man briefly, and the latter extended a hand to help Gillis up. Gillis refused it, politely. The man was athletically built and young, and had longish hair tied in two tails that ended in a knot atop the head. Gillis, reaching the top, strained his memory as the man’s name evaded him.  
 
    “What on earth were you doing down there?” the man said.  
 
    In a flash of recognition, Gillis realized it was the Dreyen Athers, the one who had sent him to kill Beldas without the writ. The man had worn his hood up on their last meeting.  
 
    “I wanted some privacy,” Gillis said.  
 
    Athers sniffed the air around Gillis with a hint of a smile. “I see. Don’t let any other Dreyen catch you.” 
 
    “I will not,” Gillis said. His neck grew hot at the younger man’s reprimand.  
 
    “Worry not, I don’t report trifles like goud root. Speaking of reports, I read yours—are your fingers well?” 
 
    “They have healed almost perfectly.” 
 
    “I am glad, I am glad.” 
 
    “Excuse me, but it is cold and I was heading inside.” 
 
    “I will come with you,” Athers said, and kept pace with him as Gillis entered a great archway that led to a long spiral staircase down. 
 
    “You speak to Amelia often, don’t you?” Athers said. He tried to keep his voice light in tone, but Gillis heard a note of strain.  
 
    “Yes, often.” 
 
    “Good. I have not been able to ...” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I wanted to—” Athers dropped his voice and leaned in to Gillis. “I wanted to thank you for what you risked in helping Amelia.” 
 
    “It was nothing. She was captured and I acted as any would.” 
 
    “Not that. I mean the danger you accepted from the first. In agreeing to the writ when she brought it to you.” 
 
    Gillis narrowed his eyes, confused. What danger had there been in accepting the writ? True, Lord Pauloce was well guarded, and suspicious of Mordenari, but if all had gone according to the original plan there would have been no more danger than was usual. What a strange thing to thank me for, Gillis thought.  
 
    “It was nothing,” Gillis said. 
 
    “Truly? I had the impression that you were more … well, if you smoke goud perhaps you have less regard for rules than I thought. Still, this was a big risk and I would thank you. It meant much to Amelia and, thus to me,” Athers said. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “She … she never mentioned me? Amelia and I were close, once.” 
 
    “Ah,” Gillis said. “I see.” 
 
    “Yes, and I suspect she avoids me. I know the two of you meet for meals.” 
 
    “They are no more than meals, if that is your concern.” 
 
    At this, Athers laughed so that the stairwell filled with echoes.  
 
    “No,” Athers said. “That was not my concern. I just ask that you would pass on my hopes that she is well, that she can now … have peace.” 
 
    “I will pass it on. This is the floor I need,” Gillis said, and suddenly left through an archway.  
 
    It was not the corridor he needed, but thankfully Athers did not follow. Gillis recalled the night of Lord Pauloce’s feast, and the poorly hidden hatred Amelia had borne as she watched on. Athers’ remark about Amelia finding peace fit with the guess Gillis had made on that night. But what had that been about the danger of the writ? 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was nearing midnight when Amelia abandoned her second attempt at sleep, lit some candles with the touch of her finger, and set about experimenting with a new enchantment. The same nightmare had begun again lately, in which she was paralyzed and Pauloce stood in the corner. He had been holding a knife and casting a shadow over her bed, never moving except for the shadow that grew to cover her, and as it swallowed her she was cast into a pit of dread. Her hands shook as she unstoppered vials and set neat piles of colored powders on her table. Two vials of freshly made Hearing Oil rested by her satchel on the far side of the table, the product of the earlier part of the sleepless evening. She needed to make a vial of Sleeper for whatever writ came next. But no, she thought, best not to have the temptation lying about. It may make for a dreamless sleep, but then you will need it every night, and after long enough you would not be able to sleep without it again.  
 
    She had also been preoccupied lately with thoughts of Duvelt. He had said, “As many do in deeper studies of Momaentum, I came upon knowledge of Blood Magic.” Well of course you did, Duvelt, Amelia thought. We all do. We just hide it better. Just as Gillis smoked goud, many of the enchanters used Blood Magic to at least some degree. The use of blood and other living materials did not make it evil. Duvelt could indeed have gone back and fixed the girl’s and his own rotting fingers if only they’d let him go. Getting Beldas’ blood out of the writ, healing the ribs Pauloce had broken, and even making the Hearing Oil—where would she be without at least a bit of Blood Magic? And even Gillis hadn’t suspected a thing. Still, for the moment while Verandert and others were sniffing around for Blood Magic, she thought it better to minimize her use of it and stick to Momaentum.  
 
    She combined the pinches of the powders with iron shavings, and cast short bursts of Momaentum over them in blue sparks, like striking flint over tinder. This formulation was the latest in her string of attempts to make a powder that would keep a blade stronger as well as eternally sharp—usually enchanters could do only one or the other. Something unseen changed in the powder, which she felt as a trickle running by her fingers, so she tipped the powder into a vial with some water. As she took up the vial with metal tongs and carefully transferred it to yet another vial, her mind began to wander. Killing him had been supposed to stop the nightmares. And it didn’t. Nothing would, it seemed. Not time, not distraction, not the death of the specter himself. It didn’t make sense. Very little had happened to her while growing up in Pauloce Keep—nothing compared to those other girls, the ones that disappeared. Wilhelmina taught me well enough, she thought. I had a knack for magic, and that was defense enough. But I couldn’t stop him getting the others.  
 
    Would that I could steal glances of the future, as Wilhelmina can, she thought. Would that I had looked ahead and seen how long a wait it would be for peace, with Pauloce dead. Say I had looked ahead and seen nothing but a lifetime of blackness and dread, she wondered. Would I still have killed him? 
 
    She slipped, dropped the vial and the tongs, and the content spilled all over them and her hands. Instantly the tongs began to hiss and smoke. She cursed repeatedly and scrubbed her hands, waiting for the burn, but it never came. She looked again from the tongs to her hands. The tongs were little more than a puddle of liquid now, completely consumed by the mixture she had made, but her hands were unharmed. Still swearing, she threw a nearby rag over the spill and mopped it up, trying to recall where she had gone wrong.  
 
    What can I do now? she thought. Wander the halls, lie awake in bed, tinker more with this garbage. Or … 
 
    Her eyes fell on the vials of powder that combined to make Sleeper.  
 
    Within minutes she had a pinch of Sleeper, then set it on the tip of her dagger and inhaled sharply. The Sleeper stung her nostril at first, then pressed a heavy, numbing weight on her eyes and limbs. She barely had time to get over to her bed, and she collapsed there into a dreamless sleep.  
 
      
 
    The next morning, seemingly moments later, a knock woke her.  
 
    “Amelia. Please open,” a voice outside said. Then they knocked again, hard. 
 
    “Come in,” she mumbled as she sat up. 
 
    A thin, bald Mordenari entered. His skin had a sheen to it, and with his slender frame and shiny head Amelia thought he looked like a brass bed-post. She scowled in greeting, eye half-open.  
 
    “High Monk Javius requests an audience,” he said. Very quickly, he thrust a scroll into her hands and left.  
 
    Her heart beat faster and questions raced through her mind. Nobody was casually summoned to the High Monk. This is either for some triumph, she thought, or some grave punishment. And I have done nothing to warrant a triumph in my life. Very few Mordenari ever met with the High Monk, and those that did spoke little of their meetings. She unfurled the scroll and read: 
 
      
 
    Amelia 
 
    I would speak with you on recent events. Please come to my chambers promptly.  
 
    Javius.  
 
      
 
    Her palms were slick now with sweat, and her heart pounded and her mouth dried. She thought wildly of packing her satchel and fleeing the Monastery.  
 
    Calm down, she told herself. You’re ahead of yourself. You don’t know this is about the forged writ. Then, grimacing, she thought, You know it cannot be anything else. At least prepare for the worst. 
 
    She took the rag, still sodden with the metal-melting mixture, and tucked it inside her clothes, along with one of the new vials of Hearing Oil.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Amelia raised a hand to knock on the High Monk’s door, but hesitated. She stood there frozen for a few moments, staring at the gargoyle knocker at eye level on the door while her throat constricted and her stomach churned.  
 
    “Enter,” croaked a voice from within.  
 
    She started. Looking down, she saw that there was enough of a gap under the door that the High Monk would have seen her standing there, hesitating, by the shadow of her feet.  
 
    Her hands trembled as she opened the ornate door to the High Monk’s chambers. The creak of the door, slight though it was, sent echoes to the high ceiling and gave the room a distinctly cold and still feeling. Pale sunlight fell on High Monk Javius at his desk. His eyes, a very pale blue, gazed at her steadily as she traversed the long stone floor between them, his expression somber. 
 
    She felt as if she had forgotten how to walk, and each step was either too heavy or too quick. The nearer she got, the more she saw his head nodding slightly as though his neck had trouble supporting it. He gestured for her to sit, and she pulled out the chair. The heavy legs scraped across the floor, sending dissonant echoes around the room. 
 
    “Amelia,” Javius said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You killed Lord Pauloce.” 
 
    She nodded. She did not think it sounded like an accusation, but it stung like one. A few seconds passed while he watched her. It seemed to Amelia that it took him great effort to focus his eyes.  
 
    “I do not recall a writ for Pauloce coming to me. So I had it retrieved from the libraries.” 
 
    Javius held up the writ, then smoothed it flat on his desk and peered down at it. Amelia gripped the edges of her seat, her fingers feeling bloodless, and tried to swallow the constriction in her throat.  
 
    “This has my signature,” the High Monk said. 
 
    “Y-yes, High Monk Javius,” she said. Her words had caught in her throat as she spoke. Javius’ pale, sharp eyes flicked up to hers from the parchment. 
 
    “I do not recall making this signature,” he said. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “In fact, I think I did not make this signature.” 
 
    “Perhaps you forgot,” she said. 
 
    “Perhaps I forgot. Hm. That is what you think? Perhaps the High Monk grows weak of mind with age, and you’re the one better suited to take his place?” Javius’ eyes flashed as he spoke, and his hand curled into a steady fist on the desk. 
 
    “I-I … well, no, anyone can forget, I just meant—” 
 
    “Stop your bleating.” 
 
    Amelia’s mouth snapped shut. 
 
    “This isn’t the first forgery of my name that has led to an assassination. But it is your first forgery. Why?” 
 
    The last word rang sharp and clear through the room and to the high ceiling. Amelia shrank into her seat as she took some time to compose her words.  
 
    “Pauloce is—was—a monster. I myself was witness to many instances of the following offenses: infliction of pain and death for his own pleasure, keeping a larger standing army than allowed, sheltering of Blood Mages—” 
 
    “We were made aware of these offenses—in those precise words, no less—the last dozen times you applied for Pauloce’s death-writ. We told you to wait and that Pauloce’s time would come. So I ask you again: Why?” 
 
    Amelia stammered and was not able to answer. 
 
    “Do you feel that Mordenari law exists for your own benefit?” 
 
    “I killed him to avenge those I saw him kill, and end my nightmares,” Amelia said to the cold stone between her feet. 
 
    “So it was personal. You’ve brought me, then, to the next point. Every killing can be understood, and though every loss of life is senseless, wasteful, and regrettable, there is always a knowable reason, and now we know yours,” Javius said.  
 
    “I am sorry, High Monk.” 
 
    “Be sorry only for yourself. I care not. When you petitioned to kill Pauloce, you were told his importance in the northern region of the Veldenlands, were you not?” 
 
    “Someone did explain it to me, yes. It was all very dull,” Amelia said with a weak smile. 
 
    Javius did not return it. “Like threads in a web. Like branches on a tree. One life taken can destroy many, many more. We only kill when it is for the greater good.” 
 
    “I just could not bear for him to live a moment longer,” Amelia said. 
 
    “Should Verandert find out, and weigh this desire against the needs of the people within Pauloce’s lands, you will find his judgment is not in your favor. I will not condemn you; I will not speak a word. If every infraction was met with Verandert’s judgment, we would have empty halls indeed. But know this: no law is higher than Verandert’s command. His command on Pauloce was that he should live, for now, until Verandert’s decision changed. Pauloce caused horrible things and death, yes, but he held his lands stable. You are not justified in killing even one who has broken all five of the Laws, if it goes against Verandert’s will.” 
 
    Amelia blinked, mouth agape, but did not speak.  
 
    “We are not callous monsters. We are the guardians of peace and justice. Verandert, though, is not as forgiving as I. He must never discover what you have done. Leave now, I expect him soon.” 
 
    “Yes, High Monk,” Amelia said. 
 
    Javius stood and turned his back on her. He shuffled to the vast shelves behind him and muttered as he ran his finger along the numerous rows while finding the place for the writ. Amelia picked up her satchel, causing the vials within to rattle. Javius was still riffling through yellowed papers on the wall. She snatched the vial of Hearing Oil and flicked a few drops on the ground near the desk. Footsteps approached along the corridor outside. 
 
    Immediately after she returned the vials to her pockets, Verandert entered and walked toward the High Monk’s desk while Amelia made to leave. She stepped aside to let him pass, but he stopped beside her and looked at her with narrowed eyes. While she stood this close to him, his face was strange to perceive: it was at once a waxy mask that did not move while also seeming to shift like oils on water; his features were blurred or sharp one moment to the next; she could not tell the color of his eyes, for the dominant color changed.  
 
    Verandert stared hard at Amelia, and then leaned toward her and sniffed. She backed away and slowly made for the door.  
 
    “Whatever it was, I will find out,” Verandert whispered without looking back. 
 
    She stole out of the room, hugging her satchel to her chest, then once out in the corridor she doubled her pace. Around the corner, she set the Hearing Oil to transmit one way so that she could listen through the drops in the High Monk’s office, but they would not hear any sound from her.  
 
    She whisked through the halls and stairways of the Monastery, almost blind to where she went, but always descending and always distancing herself from the High Monk’s office. Her small feet tapped along the stony floors and her breath came in ragged gasps. She stopped for a moment to catch her breath. It was then that she looked up and saw the windows and the shape of the corridor—she was near the kitchens. She gulped in the cold air and clasped her hands together to still their trembling as she made her way to the kitchen door. She pushed it open, cringing at its loud creak. Inside, Gillis and the other cooks were cutting, peeling, boiling, and mashing large piles of various root vegetables. Amelia, wearing a wild and rigid smile, approached Gillis and bent close to him to whisper, “Can I have a word, Gillis? Privately?” 
 
    Gillis looked up at her. She could feel throbbing in her neck and hear the pounding in her ears. Surely Gillis can see my veins jumping, hear my heart pounding, she thought. 
 
    He nodded and called to the room, “Cease work, leave us.” 
 
    The other Mordenari left quietly.  
 
    “Verandert is meeting with Javius.” 
 
    “He is?” Gillis asked as he watched her hands twisting and her eyes flicking around the room. “What does it matter?” 
 
    “I have an ugly feeling in my gut that I may be in trouble. I have broken some rules …” 
 
    “What rules?” Gillis asked. When she did not reply, he barked, “What rules, Amelia?” 
 
    “It may come to nothing. Maybe it doesn’t matter. Verandert may not find out, after all … but I feel so very sick,” Amelia said. She paced back and forth before Gillis, saying, almost to herself, “Athers, will they find his part in it?” 
 
    “What is that noise? That murmuring?” Gillis asked. 
 
    “The Hearing Oil. I left some in Javius’ office.” 
 
    Gillis’ face whitened at the same time that Amelia’s reddened, and she dropped her gaze from his to stare at the peelings of a carrot. 
 
    “Even you must know how serious this is,” Gillis said. “If you are caught—” 
 
    “What will they do? I will say I spilled it.” 
 
    “Leaving the Oil, is that what you mean by broken rules?” 
 
    “No. Just listen. If my name comes up…” 
 
    Gillis’ mouth tightened, but he said nothing. Amelia took out the vial, and they both leaned in to listen as they had on the bough of the oak at Pauloce’s Keep. Very little came through the vial clearly, only snatches of words and phrases. Both Verandert and the High Monk were speaking in low voices. As they listened, Amelia whistled in short complex patterns. In response to the whistles, the liquid in the vial rippled as the sound from the High Monk’s office grew and diminished. She could not make it louder without it distorting, so she gave up. 
 
    They heard ‘Gweidor’ and ‘the Veldenlands’ a few times each. Once or twice Amelia heard ‘Min-Yu,’ and each time she asked Gillis if he had heard the same. He would just hold a finger to his lips and listen harder. The meeting between Verandert and Javius showed no signs of ending soon, so Amelia and Gillis agreed to continue listening in Gillis’ chambers and let the Mordenari cooks back in the kitchen. Once they reached Gillis’ chambers, they locked the door.  
 
    Verandert and Javius were speaking louder now, almost shouting, and there was clear fury in Verandert’s voice. 
 
    “I only used a few drops, and the size of the room is distorting the sounds,” Amelia said. She whistled and tapped on the glass again, but that only made the voices distort more. 
 
    “Amelia, it isn’t working. We shouldn’t even be listening,” Gillis said. 
 
    Amelia ignored Gillis, almost pressing the glass to her ear, praying for something of import, praying not to hear her name. She strained her hearing to its utmost until she caught a few isolated phrases.  
 
    The talking stopped. High Monk Javius, after a moment, spoke again in a wavering voice. Then Verandert whispered something, and there was the scraping of a chair against the stone floor, which came through as a din that stung their ears. Footsteps faded, and Verandert was gone.  
 
    “Why would they argue?” Amelia breathed. 
 
    “It isn’t our place to know. I shouldn’t have indulged your curiosity. Let Verandert and his business alone.” 
 
    “But Gillis, what they were saying … I think it was about me.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear your name. Don’t worry so.” 
 
    “Don’t worry so?” Amelia hissed. “Verandert was yelling ‘she’ and ‘the girl.’ Did you not hear that?” 
 
    “All I heard was some talk of the prisoners, and other things about Verandert’s work in Gweidor.” 
 
    “The prisoners? Roos and Choson?” 
 
    “Yes. Why the note of concern? Are they now your friends?” 
 
    “No. But I have spoken to them. I thought nothing of it, but after hearing what Verandert was saying … the prisoner’s words make sense. Things about a rogue Mordenari …” 
 
    “They would say anything to change their fate. It was a mistake to listen to them.” 
 
    “It sounded true enough to me. There are plenty of writs we could take. I say we go to Gweidor, together. Help me prove the hunch wrong, if nothing else.” 
 
    “What is this? You fear you broke some rule, so you latch on to whatever outlandish claims these prisoners make?” 
 
    “I just need to keep moving.” 
 
    “Whatever you’ve done, just face it. You will pay for it whether you stay or leave. And besides, you could stand to face a little discipline.” 
 
    “What do you think I did, shirk some cleaning duties?” Amelia said. 
 
    “Honestly, yes!” 
 
    “This is not what I expected from you. I wanted help.” 
 
    “The best help for you now is to own up and learn from it.” 
 
    Amelia trembled with rage. Just tell him, tell him about the writ and what Verandert said, she thought. You can neither run nor hide forever, so just tell Gillis they’re going to kill you and hang you and leave your robe on that white tree in front of the rest, just like they did Duvelt. 
 
    Gillis stared at her as she stood immobile, his brow knitting closer and closer together, his mouth thinning to almost nothing.  
 
    But no. Blockheaded as he is being, if Gillis knew what I did and that he was part of it, he would confess, she thought. The idiot needs protection from his own morality or he’ll hang too. Just perfect that I’ll have to act selflessly and he’ll never know.  
 
    “Perhaps you are right,” she said in a forced calm, though she felt her hearth thrumming. 
 
    Gillis sighed, and all the tension on his face went slack. “I was unfair, I think. If it was more than shirking cleaning duties, I could help. You are so agitated over it all, telling me might ease your burden.” 
 
    Amelia pulled her mouth into a tight smile. “Don’t worry. It’s only a trifling matter.” 
 
    “You are sure? A minute ago you eavesdropped on our leaders, trembling like a leaf, certain you were the subject of their argument.” 
 
    “I overreacted. As you say, I have to face what I did.” 
 
    Gillis looked at her, slowly nodding with his eyebrows drawn close together.  
 
    “It’s all nothing,” she said, putting on a wider smile. “I haven’t faced actual trouble before, so the thing with Duvelt rattled me. I shouldn’t have used the Hearing Oil.” 
 
    “You are right there.” Gillis leaned forward and laid a hand on her shoulder. “I’ve been through more reprimands than you might guess. When you’re ready—if you’re ready—you can tell me and count on my help. Just don’t be so agitated. It’s as if you did Blood Magic right here in the Monastery, the way you’re behaving!” 
 
    Gillis laughed at his own jest, making Amelia nod and pull her smile even wider as she headed to the door. Still smiling faintly, Gillis left in the direction of the kitchens. Amelia headed the other way, and soon was aimlessly wandering the corridors. 
 
    The fool doesn’t know what I’ve spared him from, she thought. She pulled her hood over, keeping in the shadows as a group of Mordenari passed her. What can you do now? she asked herself repeatedly. What have you gotten yourself into? The dreams haven’t left you, killing that monster did nothing. And there’s no-one to help you now. No-one you wouldn’t drag down with you, anyway. She hit her forehead with the heel of her palm and gasped in anguish. More thoughts of the strife she brought on herself and others rose against her like a black tide, but there were some thoughts that stood against the dark ones. You did it to avenge those girls, and yourself. You did the right thing. Pauloce can’t hurt anyone else now.  
 
    She found herself in the cavernous entrance to the Monastery, and took one of the many abutting corridors and headed for her room. As she went, she muttered to herself and kept her hands tucked beneath her armpits, falling silent and straining to walk with calm as she passed several groups of hooded Mordenari. She reached her room, darted inside, and snapped the door closed. Satchel in hand, she swept as many vials and reagents as she could fit, enough to make Sleepers, Hearing Oil, and other useful potions. One vial, Fireball, she handled with great care and placed in the pack wrapped in rags. She then changed into her leather traveling gear and strapped on every weapon she had: throwing knives, her inscribed dagger with the curved blade, and her thin, straight short-sword.  
 
    She turned to take the handle of her door, and paused. What are you doing? she thought. Leaving? Just leaving, no plan? Her hand lingered an inch from the door handle. Well, she thought as she pushed the door open, planning always was a weak point of mine.  
 
    Once she was out in the corridor, striding quickly, someone called her name and she snapped to face the speaker. It was Athers, who now ran to catch up to her. She walked the other way at once.  
 
    “Amelia!” he said again as he drew level and fell into step with her. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Not a care in the world, Athers.” She held her satchel firmly. “Things are perfect, simply perfect.” 
 
    Athers sighed dramatically. “It’s as I thought: you’ve been avoiding me, and now you’re running away to hide in the kitchens again, I suppose. I haven’t seen you since you returned. You’ve some enchanted trinket that warns you when I approach, no doubt?” 
 
    “You sound like a child,” she spat, then lowered her voice. “It’s the writ. The High Monk questioned me about it, and Verandert knows—I’m certain he knows.” 
 
    The blood drained from Athers’ face. “How could he know?” 
 
    “If he doesn’t know yet, he soon will. He sniffed me and said, ‘Whatever it was, I will find out.’ ” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Athers said. “Pray that it is nothing…” 
 
    “So, I’m leaving,” Amelia said, and as she did a strangely cold feeling slipped into her belly. 
 
    “You can’t leave,” Athers said. “None that leave survive.” 
 
    “I have heard otherwise.” 
 
    “Hold on. Verandert’s ways are odd, so his remark could just be a trick.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Would he not pressure people at random and hang those that act guilty? He sees you looking ill at ease, leaving a meeting with the High Monk … perhaps he whispers something to unsettle you on the off chance—” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Amelia said, and they both stopped dead in a warm sunbeam coming through a nearby window. 
 
    “I’m just saying that leaving is the surest admission of guilt,” Athers said. “At best you would die a little later, but that is not likely. You would die sooner, and in a much, much worse—” 
 
    “You are out of your mind!” Amelia said, shoving him backward. “So I stay and get hanged nicely, is that it?”  
 
    “No, we stay and we tread carefully. Say he does suspect you, but has no proof, and he said that to provoke you. If you act differently, it will only confirm it for him!” 
 
    She paused for a moment. A pang of fatigue struck her, and when she spoke it was slower and quieter. “Then I will be miles ahead of him when I confirm it.” 
 
    “Amelia…” 
 
    She drew out one of her vials of Hearing Oils and offered it to Athers. He did not reach for it, but looked steadily into her eyes. 
 
    “It has a twin. They can carry sound to each other, so we can talk,” she said.  
 
    “There’s nothing I can say to keep you here?” 
 
    Amelia did not reply, or shake her head, but after a moment Ather’s eyes dropped. 
 
    “You understand … I cannot come with you,” he said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Do I need to speak loudly into this?” Athers said, finally taking the vial from her. 
 
    “A whisper will do. I will be listening for you. If Verandert leaves, or puts the thumbscrews to Gillis or you…” 
 
    “You will know.” 
 
    Athers fixed his eyes on hers, his expression smooth and calm except for a small twitch of a muscle in his jaw. Heat crept up Amelia’s neck, and it came with a growing urge to look away. She glanced at the floor, then at the window. “Keep your eyes open. Keep safe.” 
 
    Athers nodded. Without meeting his gaze, she left him standing there in the sunbeam. As she rounded the corner, her neck still feeling warm, she was struck by a thought of Min-Yu. If the Mordenari were truly able to escape and live freely, and if Min-Yu were such a one, then perhaps Choson’s knowledge would be of use. First, she would have to find a Dreyen—not Athers, perhaps Lief—and ask what was planned for the prisoners.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Ardent Momaenta 
 
      
 
    I am ever-living by the grace of Momaentum. The ley-lines of its marks show on my skin: phosphorescent tattoos that only the drawing of blood can tell. No weapon can bring me lasting hurt, and no pestilence can plague me. I am bathed in the holy light of Momaentum, and it is through Momaentum that we Mordenari perform our sacred tasks. There is no living God, but there is me.  
 
    Verandert 
 
      
 
    Roos strained on a plank of timber wedged between two bars in their dungeon door, while Choson sat on his bed and watched, his expression flat.  
 
    Pieces of the table that had been intact an hour ago lay strewn about their feet. Roos’ face went deep red as he pulled and a vein snaked across his forehead. The timber groaned deeply. Roos lifted a foot to press on the stone walls and strained with new vigor. The metal bars of the door, thin as they were, did not bend in the slightest. The straining sound of the timber rose in pitch, and he pushed ever harder in response. Long splinters appeared at the bend in the timber as a cracking sound filled the room, then the timber broke entirely and sent the giant sprawling. He bellowed wordlessly and pounded at the ground with his fists.  
 
    “Look closer,” a now-familiar female voice said from behind them.  
 
    The two men started, and sprang to their feet. A shadow crossed their window, and once more Amelia plopped down to lie on her front and watch them through the bars.  
 
    “Look closer at the bars and tell me what you see,” Amelia said.  
 
    The two men peered at the bars. Roos, still gaping, felt the wrought black iron with a rough hand. 
 
    “They are metal, but they are thin,” he said. “They should break when I do this, but they do not!” 
 
    He clenched both meaty fists on the bars and attempting to shake them. They remained unbent and unmoving.  
 
    “They have writing on them … writing that is too small for my eyes,” Choson said. 
 
    “Aye, that they do,” she said. “Enchantment inscriptions. The ones on the bars before you are basic: they strengthen iron.” 
 
    “I take it you did not come here just to tell us that,” Choson said.  
 
    “I am sick of her,” Roos said to Choson, then he turned to Amelia. “Break us out or leave us be!”  
 
    “Actually, dear Roos, breaking you out was precisely what I had in mind,” Amelia said. 
 
    The two men stared at her for a stunned moment. Roos moved swiftly and pressed his face up to the bars. Choson moved slower toward the window with his head cocked, and drew himself up as best he could to see her, given that there was no longer a table to stand on.  
 
    “Why would you lock us up here only to break us out?” Choson said.  
 
    “I have information that may ease you into trusting me. At dawn you will both be hanged. I learned that on the way here. What I can offer is that instead of certain death tomorrow, you come with me and take your chances.” 
 
    “Do you jest with us?” Roos growled. 
 
    “No, here’s a jest: you’ll be getting medals and accolades for trespassing on the mountain and attacking us. The King himself is on his way to shake your hand!” 
 
    “Enough. I am tired of games. The noose may not be a fine end, but I have little hope that you mean well,” Choson said. 
 
    Amelia pulled up some grass and hissed through her teeth. “What is wrong with you? I’m saving your life!” 
 
    “My life is less precious than some things. I would have an honest and clean end, not a knife in the back. I discovered more here than I ever dreamed I would,” Choson said. “I did not avenge Jun, but at least I know now he spoke the truth. I must accept defeat.” 
 
    “Stop pitying yourself, you idiot! Roos, slap some sense into him,” Amelia said.  
 
    Roos raised a huge hand, paused, then caught Choson’s expression. Roos glanced down at his hand, bemused. 
 
    “I will not slap you, I think. But she is right. I tell you not to give up how many times? When you are moping, and saying ‘so be it’ all the—” 
 
    “Roos, enough. I have said all I will say.” 
 
    “If we tracked down this Min-Yu, what then would you say?” Amelia said. 
 
    “I would question the benefit you see in it. You only care for what you could gain.” 
 
    “I would know more about her.” 
 
    “Why? You had no interest before.” 
 
    “Because she is doing something I need to do.” 
 
    “Slaving?” Roos growled, and clenched the bars. 
 
    “No. Never,” Amelia said earnestly. “The truth is, if there is a hanging tomorrow I may be joining you, as I have bent some rules. Min-Yu lives outside the Monastery—she is not even in the records. I need to have some idea of how to do it if I’m to leave this place.”  
 
    “We would be outlaws, then?” Choson said. “No more than a band of prison runaways?” 
 
    “For a time. We can begin our search for Min-Yu once away from this blasted rock,” Amelia said. 
“After we find her, we part ways. I don’t relish putting up with you lumps a day longer than I must.” 
 
    “We still cannot trust you,” Roos said.  
 
    “I know. You may never fully. But you can at least do me the favor of hurrying up and deciding to let me break you out. We all know choosing to hang is not a real option for you. I’ve seen death a thousand times over and only the weak choose it,” Amelia said.  
 
    Choson ground his teeth together and stared at the grey wall of the cell.  
 
    “Do it for Jun,” Amelia said.  
 
    He met her eyes, and in their shared gaze was the same fear, the same determination that glowed like a hot coal for a time, and then the moment passed. Choson looked to Roos. Roos clapped an enormous hand on his shoulder. Just as a new, glowing feeling of hope burst in Choson’s chest, it collided with a nervous writhing in the pit of his gut. His thoughts swung, pendulum-like, between the prospect of catching Min-Yu and his certainty that Amelia was somehow fooling them. He drew in a breath, met her eyes, and nodded. She jumped up from her window and, unseen to them, noisily broke into the next cell over where their weapons were.  
 
    When she returned to their window, she retrieved a rag from her satchel, and ran it along the length of the black iron bars. As they watched, smoke and bubbles issued from the bars and rusty sludge trickled down the sides. Very quickly they weakened enough that Amelia was able to pluck them out like rotten teeth. She helped the men lift themselves out the window and gave them their weapons. Before they started down the steep and rocky way, Amelia held up a hand to halt the pair and looked them both in the eyes.  
 
    “Remember our first meeting; you can’t surprise me. Don’t ever get any ideas that you can best me, and we shall get along fine,” Amelia said.  
 
    Choson and Roos shared a grim-faced look at her words when her back was turned. As a new freezing wind came and whipped against them, they started the climb with numbing fingers scrabbling in the cracks of the rocks, down the untamed part of the mountain, far out of sight of the path at its front.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    At the end of his day’s work in the kitchen, Gillis had heated a large bowl filled with water and carried it back to his room. His fingers had been stiff in the cold kitchen all day, and he hoped the steam would do him good. He set the pot down on his small table, hunched with his knuckles close to the clouds of steam that rose from the water, and breathed deeply. The stone walls of the Monastery and the thin mountain air robbed enough heat from the steam that it felt clammy when it reached his face. Sitting there with little else to look at but his stiff fingers, his thoughts were drawn to the death-blow that had broken them and the guards he had killed. His neck grew hot, as though it, too, was giving off steam. The business at Pauloce’s Keep had not been at all clean, or quiet. Two guards, the Prime Steward, and Beldas—four deaths on the path to killing one man. Pauloce alone had broken the Laws. He slowly flexed and straightened his fingers, watching the wrinkles at the joints move. Inefficiency was offensive to him. He told himself that was why the images of the dying men arose again and again, in brief flashes while waking, or frozen for what seemed like hours in nightly dreams. The guilt of being inefficient weighed hard on him. The guards and the Prime Steward were inefficient mistakes, yes, but Beldas was a proper target. Why is his the face that lingers most in the dreams? 
 
    Gillis thrust the bowl away, spilling a little water, and stood. He closed his eyes and felt for Momaentum—you were supposed to feel it lapping like the rippling of a brook; it was supposed to be calming. He reached up and out for the Momaentum to gather it around his hands and move with it, but not a trace appeared. There was not even a hint of the cool feeling that had been present when he had last reached for it. He was like a blind man in full sun: the Monastery was a powerful place indeed, and flooded with Momaentum. The problem was Gillis’ lack of talent. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. He let his hands fall. 
 
    “Enter,” Gillis said. 
 
    Amelia peeked her head timidly inside. Her face was clammy and white, and her movements soft and stiff. She said, “My friend, you must help me.” 
 
    Gillis beckoned her to come in. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I fear that suspicion of me is growing in the Monastery,” Amelia said. “Do you know anything more of it?” 
 
    “I have not heard, nor have I asked anyone,” Gillis said. “Truth be told, I’d prefer you left me out of whatever this is.” 
 
    Amelia’s eyes grew wide, and she stared at him with an intensity he had never seen before. “You don’t … you don’t know what I did, do you?” 
 
    Gillis narrowed his eyes. She may have been unpredictable, but this was something else. Has she gone mad with Pauloce dead? 
 
    “I liked things better when you called it a trifling matter,” Gillis said. “Or even when you mentioned going to Gweidor.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s trifling, it’s a grave matter. How many must suffer for what I’ve done?” 
 
    Her eyes were wild, and her manner was so intensely earnest Gillis decided it must have been her way of play-acting. Her ideas of fun and mocking were often askew like that. 
 
    “Amelia,” Gillis said. “I am too old to keep pace with you in games like this. Go to Athers—he’s the one who’ll speak in codes to you. He did to me.” 
 
    He made to usher her from the room, but she grabbed his arm and they stopped. She was far stronger than he had guessed. 
 
    “The strain has gotten to me,” she whispered. 
 
    He wrenched his arm from her grip. “That is clear.” 
 
    “I cannot keep track of my words. It was Athers and I … you do not know what we did? I have not told you?” 
 
    “No, and leave now before you tell me and tangle me in it. Speak to Athers if you must, or the prisoners—anyone else but me,” Gillis said. 
 
    “Athers and the prisoners,” she breathed. 
 
    Suddenly she whirled and put both hands on the door handle, began to pull on it, then stopped. Gillis watched for a few moments, unsure of what to say. Just as suddenly, she turned back to him. 
 
    “I cannot speak to Athers. He threatened me. It has shaken me, and I didn’t know where else to turn,” Amelia said. 
 
    “Are you alright? Why did he threaten you?” Gillis said, but inwardly he thought, Why did you blabber about all that before if this was on your mind? Have you gone mad and dreamed this threat up?  
 
    Amelia shook her head, and though her face was smooth and her eyes wide open, tears leaked from them and ran down her cheeks. 
 
    Gillis asked haltingly, “What—whatever you two have done ... would Athers harm you to cover it up?” 
 
    “You must help me,” Amelia pleaded. “He will kill me. I need your help.” 
 
    “I will, I will. What can I do?” 
 
    “I will hide now. Please, see that Athers doesn’t sniff me out. Do what you can to help me.” 
 
    Without another word she pulled open the door and left. 
 
    Gillis shook his head and rubbed his eyes while muttering about bizarre conversations. The longer he stood there in his room without Amelia in it, the more it seemed that Amelia had played some kind of prank on him. Or, he thought grimly, she has been taken by some madness. Not uncommon for the over-strained among us. Despite this, he could not entirely dismiss the possibility that Athers had made such a threat.  
 
    He paced around his room, rubbing his stiff fingers to keep them warm. His bowl of water had gone cold.  
 
    There was a slight rustling noise in the corridor, of cloth on stone. Amelia had left the door open when she left. Gillis leaned out to look up and down the length of the corridor, and saw the silhouette of a man of Athers’ height and build whip out of sight at the far end. Gillis crossed the room to retrieve his dagger, then closed his door behind him and stole along the passage barefoot in the direction of the shadow. This would turn up nothing. Then why take the dagger? he thought. He shook his head as though to cast off the thought. If it was Athers, they would talk and nothing more. More likely than not, it was all part of Amelia’s prank. He half expected her to jump out of a shadow and yell ‘Boo!’ But his hand did not leave the dagger handle. He reached the corner, but there was nobody in sight in any direction. To the left was a long corridor ending in a stairway, and to the right were dormitories. Athers did not sleep on this floor.  
 
    He took the corridor to the stairway, going as fast as he could without making a sound. Air rushed by his ears, so he paused at regular intervals to listen. Once at the stairs he heard soft footfalls. Gillis took them two at a time. After a dozen such steps, the sounds came to him from two directions: one above and one below. He stopped dead to listen. As he returned to the foot of the stairwell, passing nobody, he found the source of the noise: a drop of yellow liquid on the second-to-last stair. He pressed his ear close to it and heard an indistinct voice along with shuffling footsteps. 
 
    Once again he sprang up the steps two at a time. When he was halfway up the stairwell, he found that the torches lining the walls were all extinguished, though still giving off smoke. It was still daytime, but the sun’s light did not reach this place. He continued regardless, one hand on the wall, one step at a time.  
 
    “Amelia? Amelia!” came a voice above him. 
 
    He ran, keeping on the narrow part of the steps near the center until he was dizzy and feeling his heart hammering in his neck. Up ahead was torchlight spilling down the steps, so he crept and leaned close to the stairs until he saw Athers standing with his back to Gillis.  
 
    Gillis could not understand what he was seeing. Amelia had come to him saying that Athers had threatened her. Here he was calling her name in her Hearing Oil. None of the facts made sense. Gillis crept up another stair and leaned around the center column to look closer at Athers. At that moment, Athers turned and saw Gillis.  
 
    “You!” Athers yelled.  
 
    Athers sprang down at Gillis, who scrambled backwards. In a moment, Athers held Gillis against the wall, then pressed a dagger point to his throat.  
 
    “You’ve threatened Amelia? Why?” Athers spat. 
 
    “Stop,” a cold female voice rang against the stone walls of the stairwell.  
 
    Athers and Gillis looked up to see Amelia descend the stair to them, almost regally, with her chin held high. Athers’ dagger point wavered away from Gillis’ throat and his grip relaxed. As they watched, Amelia’s face contorted in a bizarre expression, and then distorted and blurred and stretched. Her shoulders grew broader, and her hair receded into her scalp, until finally Verandert stood two steps above them.  
 
    “So the deception ends,” Verandert said. 
 
    “It was you,” Gillis breathed.  
 
    Athers stuttered something indistinct, trembling, and fell to his knees. 
 
    “I know all that happened,” Verandert said. 
 
    “Verandert, believe me, it was I alone. Do not hang Gillis or Amelia—I forged the writ,” Athers said.  
 
    “It took three to kill Pauloce. Excuses do not forestall judgment. But first, give me the vial.” 
 
    Athers held the Hearing Oil out with a trembling hand, and Verandert took it. He gripped the vial, looking it up and down, then gave a sharp whistle that stung Gillis’ ears. The yellow Hearing Oil turned sky-blue before it froze solid. Verandert dropped it on the stairs.  
 
    “We do not want eavesdroppers,” Verandert said.  
 
    “Gillis never knew.” 
 
    Gillis’ each heartbeat pulsed in his ears. The writ to kill Pauloce had been forged. They were all to be hanged, just as Duvelt had been, for breaking the Fifth Law. Gillis swallowed and said, “I did not know, Verandert.” 
 
    “Athers forged it, Amelia requested it, but Gillis … he did not know,” Verandert said.  
 
    “Pauloce deserved what he—” Athers began, but Verandert silenced him by holding up a finger.  
 
    “Pauloce was useful. His death marks disruption, disunity, and chaos in his lands. Could you repair what he has built over a lifetime?” 
 
    Athers made a choking noise and backed slowly away from Verandert. 
 
    “We are as a tree, we Mordenari. We bow to the seasons and do not weep when the winds take our leaves,” Verandert said. Gillis’ eyes stung from tears. Verandert took another step toward them.  
 
    “We do not weep when those leaves must be burned,” Verandert said. “Nor do we weep when the tree rots from within, and the fire must take the whole forest to allow for new growth.” 
 
    Verandert tilted his head and extended a hand to Athers, who took it and stood. Athers’ jaw quivered. Verandert caressed Athers’ cheek. 
 
    “Verandert, please,” Athers said.  
 
    “We will not hang you for all to see,” Verandert said.  
 
    Athers relaxed slightly at this, his mouth slightly open and his breath held. Then, Verandert raised his dagger and plunged it into Athers’ neck with a flash of blue light. The surge of Momaentum was so great that it blinded Gillis and left his skin tingling. When his sight returned, Athers’ life was flowing from him on the steps below. His blood ran down the stairs in wide pools, and the now-frozen Hearing Oil clattered away step by step until it was lost in the darkness.  
 
    “No, we did not want to hang Athers for all to see,” Verandert repeated. “For they cannot know. You understand, Gillis. A Dreyen’s betrayal cannot be public. He must be erased.” 
 
    Gillis’ voice was too thick from tears to speak for a time, so he swallowed and said, “Verandert, please don’t kill me this way. Let me speak my last words. Let me hang.” 
 
    “I have not decided what to do with you yet,” Verandert said. He wiped the blade of his dagger on his robes. Gillis looked down and saw his own robes were wet with Athers’ blood. The choking sounds of Athers’ breathing had stopped; he was dead.  
 
    “I did not know. I did not know,” Gillis said, rocking back and forth slightly. 
 
    “Athers forged the writ, and so he dies. The girl, too, will die. But you who did not know,” Verandert said, “what becomes of you?” 
 
    Verandert held his hand out to Gillis, but Gillis shook his head with his gaze fixed on the stairs, prompting Verandert to seize him by the chin and drag him upright. The sluggish dripping of Athers’ blood echoed around them.  
 
    “I have always been faithful. Always,” Gillis said. 
 
    “I know. More faithful than most. More faithful than my own High Monk. So, I give you a choice: after the cleansing fire, rise from the ashes. Or choke on them,” Verandert said.  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Amelia. She has left my Monastery with the two prisoners. You will find her, travel with her, and when the time comes you will deliver her to me so you can watch her die. Then, with your sin repaid, you will begin the journey to being my new High Monk.” 
 
    “Thank you, Verandert.” 
 
    “If you cannot do this—if you fail me—you will die as well.” 
 
    Gillis sank to his knees and held Verandert’s hand with two of his own. A hollow, choking feeling pressed on his throat, and every breath felt too shallow to sate him. Amelia had done a terrible thing. Her forging of the writ was a wound, an insult to the Monastery. He cursed himself for being blind to her deceptions; cursed her for being so far from who he’d thought she was; cursed the blood that dripped down the stairs from Athers’ body and made bile rise in his throat. Gillis stood and nodded with slow gravity to Verandert, almost a bow. He did not speak a word, but his meaning was clear. 
 
    She would die.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part 3: The Casting Out 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Amelia held the vial, now filled with frozen blue liquid, with a shaking hand. It took three to kill Pauloce. Excuses do not forestall judgment. But first, give me the vial. Verandert’s words were the last thing to come through the vial before it had frozen solid. Now, there was only silence. Her mind leapt ahead to the worst—the three of them in cells, in ragged white robes, waiting to be hanged. Then their robes would be taken to that tree. Her head began to spin. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Roos asked.  
 
    He was peering over her shoulder at the vial. 
 
    “I didn’t. Verandert did.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” Choson said. 
 
    “Death,” Amelia said. Her voice felt weak in her throat, but she kept it from wavering. “Most likely if they are not dead now … they will be soon.” 
 
    Roos and Choson watched her in silence for a moment.  
 
    “No matter. We need to move on.”  
 
    Amelia turned away and continued her descent with the others in her wake. They were near the bottom of the eastern side of the mountain, where it was skirted by dense woodlands. The ground was not so steep that they had to climb with their hands, but steep enough that the loose rocks they stepped on threatened to pitch them forward and down the slope. The only sounds were the wind and the scrape of the shifting rocks. As they walked, Amelia’s mind raced. I mustn’t get ahead of myself. They may not be dead, she thought. I put them up to it. I’m the one Verandert wants. But he had said, “It took three to kill Pauloce.” He meant to kill all three of them, surely. Well if Athers dies, it’s his fault. I warned him of the danger. But Gillis had not been warned. If he died it was her fault entirely. A rock shifted underfoot, and she stumbled.   
 
    It was not her fault Verandert had found them out so quickly. She had not meant for any of this. Tears came to her eyes, so she drew in a quivering breath and blinked them away.  
 
    They soon came to the foothills that rippled out from the mountain, and took to the tree cover where it was thickest. The day waned, and long shadows of the trees gathered around them until darkness came. They stopped in a small clearing, where Amelia lit a smokeless fire. Roos leaned close to it despite the sparks that it threw up and dragged a stick through the grey water that leaked from the fire in place of smoke. They did not eat or speak for some time. As Amelia stared into the fire she heard in her mind the terrible joke about the cock and the farmer, smelled the hot-rock soup Gillis had made, and asked herself why those recollections had to plague her. She had no way of being certain of what had befallen him. She slipped far into the memories, trancelike, and she was at times transported to the same smokeless fire in Pauloce’s lands, where she had been waiting for Gillis to come in the dark to her camp. Then she felt Choson’s eyes on her, shook herself slightly, and returned to the present. The creaking of the trees and snapping of sticks in the fire were suddenly loud, as though her reverie had dampened all other sounds. She could not tell how long she had been away.  
 
    “You think them dead, then?” Choson said.  
 
    It felt like a blunt object had struck her chest. She found that she could not answer.  
 
    “How did you know him?” Choson said. 
 
    “What?” Amelia said. 
 
    “The bald one.” 
 
    Her mouth was dry, as though she had not drunk a drop all day. She moved her thick tongue back and forth and felt around for an answer. “He saved my life.” 
 
    Choson nodded. 
 
    “They may not be dead,” Amelia said. “Just in … just in grave trouble. It’s me Verandert wants.”  
 
    The others looked away at her words.  
 
    “Gillis had no idea it was forged,” Amelia said, mostly to herself.  
 
    “Perhaps we will never know,” Choson said. “It is best to look forward, not back.” 
 
    Roos nodded. They were silent for a time.  
 
    “Min-Yu,” Amelia said. “How do we begin to look for her?” 
 
    Choson spoke for a time of what he had learned in his time spent among the slavers. Min-Yu’s band was one of the largest, and they were generally seen in the north of Gweidor, and in the south in the Veldenlands, but the trail they took between the two kingdoms was unknown. In fact, the mystery of her hidden path was a great part of her notoriety. None knew if they passed the narrow way between the east of the Monastery mountain and the sea, or the vast way to the west. In all the tales of Min-Yu there was talk of magic erasing her trail, and of patrols that silenced or enslaved any witnesses to their passage.  
 
    “What I never heard was how the King was involved,” Choson said, slowing down and looking hopefully at Amelia. “I have never learned the answer to why I was sent to Yiseyo’s village. I had hoped you might …” 
 
    “The Mordenari control every crown,” Amelia said. “You were likely sent away at the behest of some Ghost who heard that you, Captain of the Guard, insisted on asking about Momaentum. It is unrelated to Min-Yu. She is certainly a lone rogue. It was only poor fortune that she attacked the village when you were there.” 
 
    “I … I see,” Choson said. “The Mordenari reach as far as my cousin. Jun was right.” His voice caught for a moment. “Is there anything that can be done?” 
 
    “Not about the King. Finding Min-Yu would take a miracle, and she is just one Mordenari. There are networks surrounding the King—it’s simply impossible,” Amelia said.  
 
    “Then our way is clear,” Choson said. “We find Min-Yu … looking forward, and not behind.” 
 
    “Forward we go,” Roos said, and thumped Choson on the back.  
 
    “If the rumors are true, and Min-Yu passes east or west of the Monastery … it would seem Verandert is either particularly blind, or that he allows her passage.” 
 
    “He would never allow it,” Amelia said. “If she truly passes these ways, she is arrogant indeed—confident in whatever magic hides her.” 
 
    “All the better for you, correct? Knowing that she can hide so well from Verandert,” Choson said. 
 
    “She’ll hide just as well from us. It’s just that I know of no such magic that can hide the trail of a slaving group, along with their slaves,” Amelia said.  
 
    “We should dress as common folk, easy targets to the slavers. Let them find us, not us find them,” Roos said. “Then you free us with magic.” 
 
    “I think not. Even I cannot break chains once they are on.”  
 
    “What, then? We wander aimlessly?” Choson said. 
 
    “I just need to think on it,” Amelia said. “I need time.” 
 
    “We do not have much.”  
 
    “I know,” Amelia said. “I want to find her just as much as you.” 
 
    “Do you truly?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We are together on this?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “And what happens after we find her, assuming we live?” 
 
    “As I have said, we will part ways. I have my life to live out and you will have your vengeance, or you won’t,” Amelia said.  
 
    “Do not betray me, killer.” 
 
    Amelia snorted. “Do not threaten me, Captain.” 
 
    Choson clenched his teeth so that his jaw muscles showed in his cheeks, and he looked away from her.  
 
    “Choson, what reason have you for this mistrust? She freed us,” Roos said. 
 
    “She also imprisoned us.” 
 
    “And you attacked me,” Amelia said. “Let us put this nattering to rest. There is no need to speak in terms of trust or mistrust. I have no reason to kill you. If I so wanted, you would be dead already. If I wanted to extract everything you know, I have my ways and they are not gentle. Forget trust. We will simply be on the same path until we find her, and then we will part.” 
 
    Choson set his jaw again, harder, then nodded. Roos turned and smiled grimly at Amelia. A sudden curiosity about the giant seized her.  
 
    “Roos,” she said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why do you travel with him in search of Min-Yu? Why go through all this for Choson?” 
 
    “Well. The story is long.” Roos frowned for a moment and scratched at his beard. “He is teaching me to fish.” 
 
    Amelia snorted through a half-smile. No-one spoke for a time. 
 
    “Will you tell a story of the bald one?” Roos said. “It is the way of my people to speak of fallen warriors. It is healing.” 
 
    “No. No, I don’t want to speak of him anymore,” Amelia said.   
 
    Roos nodded and fell silent. She stared into the flames, watching the liquid smoke drip from the center of the fire. Her throat tightened, and as she strained to keep her face inexpressive, a rumbling came to her ears and her eyes began to sting. She excused herself, left the fire, and staggered, trembling, out of sight of the others. Her vision shimmered, and she snapped both hands to her forehead, collapsing on the ground, her mouth agape as she pressed the tears from her eyes.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next day, Gillis prepared as he would for any writ, but he did not permit his mind to wander. He focused solely on the tools he would need and the methods he would employ. What was it he had thought on the day of Beldas’ death? One did anything to play the part. In playing this part, any crack in a calm façade would be his undoing. Verandert was wise. The task had been chosen perfectly to prepare Gillis for the work of the High Monk. Gillis would be tested, perhaps beyond his endurance—beyond his abilities—but not beyond his resolve. His loyalty to Verandert and the Laws were unshakable.  
 
    He moved through the hallways with no conscious direction and found himself in his room, holding the tracking cloth that Amelia had given him at Pauloce Keep. When he held it up by his forefinger and thumb, it pulled steadily to the east. As long as she kept it on her person tracking her would be nothing. The true challenge was the story he would have to invent to gain her trust. What impression would she have if she had heard Verandert’s words up until he froze the vial? Verandert had implied the three of them would be punished, which was true, but Amelia would think Gillis and Athers both were dead. The story must then be of Gillis’ unlikely escape from Verandert’s grasp.  
 
    It was as though he was sleepwalking as he moved through the passageways of the Monastery. His heart was pounding and his breaths came in short gasps, and his feet were moving as though someone else was controlling them. There was no thought in his mind of where he was, or what time of day it was. His damned wandering mind repeatedly returned to the same few things: to Amelia smiling from the food he had made, to Amelia trembling under Pauloce’s knife on that cold table, to Amelia gently holding his hand as she mended the broken fingers. He came to the prison cell where the two captives had been. The bars on the window had been melted away. He scowled at them, at the idea that Amelia had found yet another way to use her enchanting talent to break Monastery rules. I was going to guide her, he thought, fuming. I was going to show her how to be wise. But she spat in my face. Still the images of Amelia smiling and healing his hands came to him, but now they were bitter and cold. She would have no secrets from him before the end. He would discover all of it, from her motives to how she was captured by Pauloce. None would ever deceive him again as she had.  
 
    She was a traitor and he would watch her die.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    On the first day in the densely wooded foothills east of the Monastery, Amelia and the others did not find so much as a simple walking trail, let alone a wagon-rutted thoroughfare fit to accommodate a force of slavers. The next morning, upon climbing trees to survey the land, Amelia could see the distant eastern shore. Judging it against the way they had come from the mountain behind, it seemed it would take a handful of days to find whatever of Min-Yu’s trail there was to find. Amelia, with her long practice in reaching into the flow of Momaentum, could easily sense that the land east of the Monastery was much more potent than those to the west—as though the vast energy drawn to the mountain flowed downhill to the sea. If she were Min-Yu, she would take advantage of the Momaentum in making a concealed path, even if it were closer to the mountain.  
 
    The trees themselves were covered in lichens and moss, and in the morning they had all borne heavy dew drops. There was hardly a bare patch of ground, but plenty of marsh and mud and brambles. Roos’ fur boots were matted and caked with mud that dried by midday and looked to Amelia like clay clogs.  
 
    They spoke little, but soon decided it was a vain hope to think they could stumble on Min-Yu’s wagon trails east of the mountain. She would surely have chosen to travel between the kingdoms on the western coast, as far from the Monastery as possible. Little else mattered to Amelia for the moment except that they keep moving.  
 
    In the early afternoon of the third day, Amelia fell into step beside Choson. 
 
    “I won’t help you when you meet her,” she said. 
 
    “I will not need help.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to kill her alone, either,” Amelia said, then jerked her head at Roos, who was out of earshot behind them. “And he would only be a hindrance.”   
 
    “Again I say, I will not need help.” 
 
    “Are you going to clap her in irons and ask that she come nicely to a Gweidorian prison?” 
 
    “I am going to decide my next action when I meet her.” 
 
    “She’ll likely put the two of you in wagons with the other slaves.” 
 
    “I will try to not let her.” 
 
    “Don’t you understand? If you get caught or killed, you help no-one.” 
 
    “I help no-one if I do nothing.” 
 
    “You are a strange man,” Amelia said, shaking her head. 
 
    Choson held a branch aside so that Amelia could pass. “I failed Jun, and he died. I must face his killer, and the killer of those in Yu Village. It matters not whether I succeed or—” 
 
    Amelia stopped abruptly and bade Choson to hush. Roos came up beside them, and the two men stood watching Amelia. She had felt something strange brush up against her senses, with the faintness of walking into a single strand of spider’s silk, but she could not tell how she had felt it. It was surely magical in nature. Had she heard it? She tilted her head, held her ears close to nearby trees and patches of brambles around them. Choson and Roos exchanged perplexed glances. Amelia hushed them when they tried to speak. It had not been a scent, or a sound, or something she had seen out of the corner of her eye. It was something outside of the usual senses, but if it was magical, it was not Momaentum. That only left one other possibility.  
 
    She began to press down on nearby bushes and brambles with her feet, ignoring the scratching and pricking of the thorns until, several paces from where she had first felt that wisp of magic, her foot went through an apparently solid shrub and sank a few inches into the mud. She moved her hands forward into the shrub’s leaves and branches, and they passed through. It simply was not there. 
 
    “What is it?” Choson said. 
 
    “An illusion,” Amelia said. “This is powerful Blood Magic.” 
 
    “How do you do this?” Roos said. 
 
    “I’m not doing this. I couldn’t do this if I wanted to. Not without years of—” 
 
    A sudden stabbing pain shocked her feet, and she leapt back out of the illusion.  
 
    “I—I think we need to move on,” Amelia said. “I have no idea of its purpose … but if I were her, I would lay traps. Stay behind me; I will sense what I can.” 
 
    Choson put a hand on his sword handle, and Roos did the same. Amelia beckoned them to follow her, and they all pushed through the undergrowth and continued eastward. As she moved, one hand clasped on her short sword and every nerve and muscle tense, she willed her eyes to pierce farther into the trees and bushes. At the same time, she pushed her magical senses to their limits also, which turned to a headache that pressed against the back of her eyes as the minutes passed. Eventually, after seeing nothing out of the ordinary, and feeling nothing else like the strange illusory bush, she gradually relaxed her magical senses and her grip on her weapon. Choson drew level with her.  
 
    “Has the danger passed?” he whispered.  
 
    “I cannot say,” she said. “But I’ll exhaust myself if I turn my senses to the utmost on every leaf. We should leave this forest—I am not prepared.” 
 
    “Do you think Min-Yu’s path could be near?” 
 
    “There is every chance.” 
 
    “You do not sound pleased,” he said. “We are fortunate to find something to investigate so soon.” 
 
    “ ‘Fortunate’ is not the word that comes to my mind,” she said. She craned to look upward at a large, tangled spider web. A spider with long, thin legs was perched at the center, busily wrapping a bundle of prey in silk. Watching it made Amelia’s neck prickle. 
 
    “Where do we go now?” Roos asked as he caught up to them.  
 
    “The coast, I think,” Amelia said. “I will climb up and see how far off it is.” 
 
    She chose a tree far from the spider and its web, and climbed to its top branches. The mountain loomed in front of her, and a sliver of the sea—more distant than it had been earlier—sparkled in the sunlight behind. She twisted around on the branches, looking behind and ahead again, craning her neck to see the forest floor below and the mountain above. A hot feeling rose through her neck and traveled to her head. She climbed back down the tree, cursing. 
 
    “What is it?” Choson asked. 
 
    “We’ve been turned around since we found the illusion—we’ve muddled it and gone west,” Amelia said.  
 
    “But … no, we can’t have done. I was watching the sun,” Choson said. “We have been going east.” 
 
    “Well I thought we were too, but we’ve still managed to go the wrong …” 
 
     She trailed off as a thought struck her, and the spider in the branches above drew her eye again. The longer she looked, the more threads she could see—threads that anchored the web to distant branches, taut enough to quiver at the slightest touch.  
 
    “We haven’t made a mistake,” Amelia said. “We have been tricked.” 
 
    “A spell to make us lost?” Roos said. 
 
    “What can we do?” Choson said.  
 
    “We can still make for the coast,” she said. “But do not follow your eyes—follow me instead. And we cannot stop moving … the spider does not linger when a fly is snared in the web.” 
 
    “How will you know which way is east?”  
 
    “Momaentum here flows west-to-east. I will follow that—her spell might fool our eyes, but she cannot disrupt the flow.” 
 
    Amelia led the way due east, feeling the coursing Momaentum by her magical senses. The sun was at different times ahead of them, behind them, to their left or right. All evidence of Amelia’s eyes pointed to them walking in circles—but the flow was ever eastward. They even passed the same handful of trees and brambles over and over again, though Amelia knew this was part of the illusion.  
 
    They reached a clearing covered in sunlit grass. As they stepped out of the tree-line, the sun fell on her skin with gentle, refreshing warmth, and it came with a cool breeze. Paired together, they made her feel rested and content, ready to go on traveling for hours on end without rest. The pleasant feeling, so alien compared to the tension of the previous hours, struck her as suspicious. She held out an arm to stop the others. 
 
    “You hear that?” she said.  
 
    There was a distant rushing sound, and a smell of salt to the wind.  
 
    “That is the sea,” Roos said.  
 
    “Back into the trees,” she said with a hard edge to her voice. 
 
    “You said the sea was still a day or two’s travel,” Choson said. 
 
    “It still is. The sound, the breeze—they are illusions. Come, we mustn’t go through the clearing.” 
 
    Amelia led them around the edges of the clearing with its beguiling sunlight and breeze. That is where they would spring the trap, she thought. The steady eastward flow of Momaentum continued as ever, even though the sun seemed to be sinking to their right. The clearing was soon behind them. Amelia pushed through bushes and brambles one after another, despite the thin red lines that scored her forearms and their constant stinging.  
 
    She reached out to move aside a particularly thick bush, throwing her weight forward in anticipation, but stumbled through thin air. Another illusion. The next moment, her magical senses were struck with what felt like a snapping bowstring. All at once her head was flooded with heat as though she was in the peak of a fever, and bile welled up from her gut, rising almost all the way to her throat.  
 
    She turned to the others and yelled, “Run!”  
 
    They crashed forward through the undergrowth as a warm, coppery scent like blood filled Amelia’s nostrils. The air became thicker, humid, and harder to breathe. Her steps slowed and her eyes drooped heavily, but still she pressed on. There was no way to see far enough into the tangled undergrowth ahead; she half expected to tumble headlong over a hidden cliff or collide with a boulder, but she did not slow her pace. It felt as though the snapping jaws of a wolf pack were at her heels.  
 
    She vaulted over a mid-sized boulder and landed on smooth grass. Looking up, she saw they were in the clearing they had been before. The same cool, inviting wind touched her cheeks and eased the feverish feeling that had taken hold of her moments ago. She let out a low groan of rage just as Choson and Roos came over the boulder and stopped short beside her.  
 
    “But … we were going east …” Choson said between heaving breaths.  
 
    Roos was drenched in sweat and panting with his mouth wide open. The three of them scanned the trees, and drew their weapons. There was a sound, and Amelia saw a sudden movement on the opposite side of the clearing. Amelia twisted at once and stepped into the cool flow of Momaentum, and as the world slowed around her, she stepped two full paces to the left and saw a crossbow bolt flying lazily through the spot she had just been standing. She left the flow, and the bolt snapped past and into the trunk of a pine.  
 
    The leaves of the bushes around the clearing burst into movement, and thirty or more armed figures poured out of the gaps between trees, brandishing spears, swords, chains, and crossbows. Even as she thought to reach into her satchel and throw a vial of Sleeper at them, she saw that they all wore cloths tied around their noses and mouths. They must be Min-Yu’s slavers—who else could have taught them to protect themselves like that? she thought. The slavers barreled across the clearing toward the trio.  
 
    Amelia cinched her satchel tight across her back as Roos and Choson held their greatswords out, to meet the charge. Amelia darted toward the slavers in bursts of Momaentum. As she moved through the flow, like stepping through cool veils of waterfalls, there were moments when she could see the slavers moving sluggishly. She dodged and weaved past the first few that had broken from the main pack, and left the flow in the midst of the main group. While some still ran with weapons aloft at Choson and Roos, others turned back and leveled their spears and swords at Amelia. She had used a great deal of Momaentum in her approach, and could now only use it in flashes and bursts, but that would be enough. More concerning was that they did not fear her demonstration. 
 
    She faced them, sword in hand, as they edged toward her. Their weapons were clean and well-cared for, and their armor was of thin metal sheets joined by leather bands. They advanced in a tightening formation, their spear tips closing in on her on all sides. She scanned for an opening. On the other side of the clearing, Roos and Choson were loudly clashing with the slavers that had broken from the main pack.  
 
    Amelia started toward the nearest slaver, a broad man with a long spear, at a walk. When she drew close, she felt for the cool Momaentum flow and joined it, then lunged forward, leaving a crackling wake of shimmering blue air. Even as the world slowed, she saw the slavers cross their swords and spears together to halt her approach, but she was faster. She sliced one neck and pierced another before the heaviness of normal movement returned. The two slavers dropped to the ground, and the rest attacked at once. They swung and jabbed their weapons at Amelia from all sides, one after the other, but she batted them each away in turn. She turned and leaned on the spot, as fluid as water, dancing away from every weapon with ease. She shifted into Momaentum only for brief flashes, enough to keep moving, enough to evade death for another moment, but not enough to unsettle or even slow her attackers. When she found a chance, she struck them, snake-like with her sword or curved dagger, plunging deep into necks and armpits and eyes and guts alike before returning to the dance. Her arms quickly grew heavy.  
 
    This is just like what happened with Pauloce’s pack of bastards, she thought. They’d been trained to fight Momaentum too. All I can do is keep from getting overwhelmed … too quickly. That was the mistake last time. 
 
    She had killed ten already, and she tired with each additional one. The slavers did not. They came at her with the same energy as before. A spear-tip grazed her leg. A sword pommel caught her sharply on her left elbow, and she almost dropped her dagger as the tingling explosion of pain radiated to her fingers. Still she turned and twisted and ducked and weaved between the weapons, but her feet were growing unsteady. Her head began to spin from the constant turning. She struck them now in the arms and across their legs, small wounds, but enough to buy some space to breathe, some time to act. Her eyes took in nothing but movement and vague impressions of grim-faced slavers advancing on her. Her fingers, stiff from holding her weapons so desperately for so long, were weakened by each jarring blow she was forced to parry. Soon she could not halt the blows, only redirect them, and soon after that she could not spare Momaentum for anything but evasion. She was covered in their blood as well as her own.  
 
    Though the fighting went on as loud as ever, Amelia’s hearing receded until the only sound was her own pounding heart. Her skin had gone clammy, first on her hands and face and then along her arms and legs. There was still the satchel, which had the vial of Fireball in it. Go on, you bastards, she thought, just try to finish me and see what you get.  
 
    The butt of a spear caught her shoulder, and she staggered into another slaver, who struck her cheek with their fist.  
 
    But they aren’t trying to finish me, she thought as a hollow, sinking feeling passed through her. They want me for a slave. They made the path this close to the mountain on purpose.   
 
    She summoned the last grain of her will and forced herself to plunge into Momaentum, and then with a blinding blue pulse of light she was outside the group of slavers. Her limbs shook, and she fell to her knees. The slavers, covering their eyes from the especially bright flash, turned to see her and formed a semi-circle to approach her. She had the vial of Fireball in her hand then, ready to detonate it the moment they drew near enough, and within her mind she dared them: Come on, come get me. I’ll end every last one of you if you dare touch me.  
 
    There was a great clashing and clamor, and the slavers’ attention was turned away from Amelia. Two greatswords flashed in the sunlight. Roos and Choson had charged the group from the other side and looked like they would soon be surrounded and overcome. Fools, Amelia thought blearily. They should have fled.  
 
    Amelia searched through her satchel. There was nothing she could use that would not kill Choson and Roos as well as the slavers. She got to her feet and limped toward the fighting, trying to ease the stiffness from her bruised leg.  
 
    Are you really spent after this little sparring match? she jeered at herself. Pathetic.  
 
    She was running now, and only a few paces from the group. She took out her throwing daggers, braced herself, and hurled them with Momaentum. They punched through the temples of two slavers and burst out the other side in a shower of gore. Some turned away from Roos and Choson, and charged at Amelia. She plunged forward into the cool blue flow, took her sword in both hands, and slid it across the exposed neck of each slaver that dared approach. 
 
    Roos and Choson had cut down a few each, and only a half-dozen of them remained. Amelia’s arms burned as though on fire, and she could not catch her breath, but she hobbled on toward the last slavers.  
 
    There was movement in the trees on the edge of the clearing again: a hooded man holding a crossbow. Amelia called out a warning and threw her sword at the arbalist, but without Momaentum. Her sword clattered to the ground several feet away from the figure, who took aim and shot—though there was no sudden flash of blue. The bolt struck Choson in the shoulder. He staggered, but did not stop swinging his sword, though he favored the opposite hand and lurched haphazardly. The crossbow-wielding figure disappeared. The surviving slavers, already retreating before Choson’s frenzied swinging, turned and ran into the trees. In moments they were gone.  
 
    From the trees near where the arbalist had suddenly appeared, there came a male voice: “I warn you now, do not seek Min-Yu. Do not speak her name. Her bolts are deadlier than mine.” 
 
    Choson sank to his knees, his lungs heaving every breath like a bellows. Shortly after, Amelia fell back in a heap on the bloody ground. The sky above her was twisting and swaying, and she felt at times that the world had inverted and she was falling through it. Roos came and stood over her, his enormous figure blocking the sky. Suddenly, she was back firmly on the earth with her hair caked in blood and dirt. 
 
    “You need to get up. His veins turn blue and he bleeds very much,” Roos said, his voice wavering and quiet.  
 
    Amelia looked at him, but she did not move. 
 
    “He is dying,” Roos said. 
 
    When she remained still, blinking slowly, he grunted and moved away. A few moments later, the meaning of Roos’ words reached her, and she propped herself onto her elbows. She felt as though she was sobering. For a few moments she cast her attention to her own wounds, gingerly probing each of them with her stiff hands. Nothing was too threatening. There was an icy sting to her teeth, like the shock of drinking from a winter stream. It was Momaentum exhaustion, the same bloody thing that had gotten her captured by Pauloce’s lot. It had been stupid of her to waste it all surging into the middle of the slavers at the beginning of the fight.  
 
    She stood waveringly and hobbled over to Choson. He was on his back, and his skin was whiter than snow, his veins and lips a sickly shade of blue. She fell heavily to her knees beside him, drew out a vial of colorless liquid, and began to mutter a long string of incantations. Her hands glowed red for a moment, and the liquid in the vial turned to cloudy pink. She half-buried the vial in the dirt to keep it upright and drew the tip of her dagger across her palm. Squeezing the cut hand, she let her blood drop thickly into the vial, and it turned a rusty red color.  
 
    Roos spat on the ground and hissed, “What is this?” 
 
    “What is what?” Amelia said, not taking her eyes off the potion. 
 
    “Blood Magic! The most evil, the most dark,” Roos said, searching fretfully for words. “Witchcraft! Wickedness!” 
 
    “Calm yourself,” Amelia muttered in between incantations. “He has lost blood and needs more. It must come from somewhere.” 
 
    Roos held out his fists as though ready to attack her, but he lingered a few feet away. 
 
    “Do not do this,” Roos said. “It is vile.” 
 
    “The rumor that Blood Magic is evil was put about by the Mordenari,” Amelia said. “It is just one tool among many.” 
 
    “Do a different spell to fix him, or I will cut you down.” He put both hands on his sword hilt. 
 
    She nodded quickly and drew out a large vial of white powder. “Very well, a different spell. No blood. But I will need your help, kneel down here.” 
 
    Roos knelt beside her, but still eyed her warily.  
 
    “It is a long incantation, so repeat after me without pausing. Take a big, deep breath.” 
 
    He opened his mouth and drew in a huge breath, and she immediately blew white powder into his open mouth. He dropped back with a heavy thud, instantly asleep.  
 
    Without pausing, she turned back to Choson and poured the rust-colored liquid onto his wound. The blood and the liquid from the vial foamed and turned a dark red, then went almost black. The crossbow bolt slowly rose up inch by inch before it fell out of the wound as Choson’s skin knitted together. The color returned to his cheeks, and his veins were back to normal. The vial magically remained full even after pouring it on Choson’s wound, and had not overflowed when her blood was added to it. It was one of the simpler spells of Blood Magic, far less impressive complex illusions that Min-Yu used to hide the path her slavers took through these woods.  
 
    Amelia poked around the bodies of the fallen slavers and found a decent amount of goud root tea in flasks, but not much else.  
 
    We will get nowhere following Min-Yu on this trail, she thought. She is too ready and too cunning. It is clear she does not want to be pursued—how many have been snared in her trap? Could Verandert have sent Mordenari here to look for her, only to have them die at the hands of these ambushes? 
 
    The flow of Momaentum passed from the west, where the sinking sun was in its proper place, and went on eastward to the sea. The illusion, for whatever reason, no longer seemed to affect her. They were closer to the sea than she had thought—much closer. A cascading feeling of relief flowed through her, and a moment after came a great crashing wave of fatigue. They would not have to linger in these blasted woods a day longer, so long as they increased their pace. She sat, cross legged and hunched forward, every one of her limbs aching from the recent exertion. Only Wilhelmina will know enough to help with Blood Magic this powerful, she thought. It is a simple matter of deciding how much to tell these two.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Roos and Choson came to their senses amid a puff of blue Waker powder blown into their faces by Amelia. While the cloud hung over them, Amelia inhaled from it deeply. It brought a surge of strength to her limbs, and made her chest hum with pent-up energy as though a lightning bolt was trapped within. Roos sprang up to his feet while Choson stood more slowly, though his eyes darted rapidly around and his nostrils flared wide with each breath. Injuries all but forgotten, fatigue obliterated, Amelia beckoned them on to follow her eastward. They spent the waning of the sun beating a path through the woods toward the sea, semi-delirious from the effect of the Waker and the hot-blooded frenzy that lingered after the battle. To Amelia it felt like the world was thrown into sharp and urgent relief, and that every twig snapping or leaf rustling was a new enemy taking aim—that every shadow was an armed man bearing down on her. More than once she started in surprise and nearly sank a dagger into a nearby tree. She felt clammy and stiff from the blood she had given Choson, but not nauseous or dizzy, so she knew that she had not given too much.  
 
    They spoke in hisses and whispers as they broke through the brambles and struck branches aside with violence. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “How did they find us?” 
 
    “Will they find us again?” 
 
    “Keep moving! Go!” Amelia shouted.  
 
    She explained the illusion, or what she could guess of it—it was an alarm: a spider’s thread. The ambush was the spider coming to collect its fly. Choson complained of his shoulder being stiff and cold. The three of them ducked under branches and crashed through leaves, so fast they were almost running. With the Waker in them, they kept the pace up for over an hour without flagging for a moment. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Amelia said, over and over.  
 
    Soon they were all covered in scratches and drying blood from bramble thorns, and as the falling sun’s shadows were at their longest they heard the rush of the sea—the true sound of it. Amelia almost whooped with joy. The sand beneath their feet turned white and loose, and the woods grew sparser among rocky outcroppings. It was here the Waker began fade, and Amelia felt as though lead weights had been fixed to her feet. They hobbled over sand dunes stippled with stiff grasses, and then finally came to the shore. They took shelter in the middle of a curved hollow in the rock, close to the waves, and sat with their backs pressed to the cool stone. The sand in the center of the hollow was wet, and sometimes took on water from the more vigorous waves. The sun’s light was almost completely gone and everything around them was grey.  
 
    Amelia shivered uncontrollably shortly after they stopped moving. Without the warmth of the sun or the strength to go on running, she felt incredibly cold. Roos looked at her for a moment, heaved himself upright, and dumped an enormous bear-skin on top of her. She wrapped herself in it, grateful. Roos then moved to the front of the hollow, dragging his feet through the sand heavily, and made a crude wall of sand to stop the waves from coming in.  
 
    Roos wordlessly took Choson’s hands and heaved him up, and they left Amelia alone. It was dark now, and the moon began to rise. The two men returned with large armfuls of bleached-white driftwood. Amelia watched them pile it in the center of the hollow and struggle to light it for some time before she wordlessly managed to get their attention and hand them a Sparker. She had not had the energy to call out to them. The fire was lit at last and some blessed warmth bathed her toes. Soon it was roaring, burning lavender and green from the driftwood salt. She reached her hand out to it, muttered the spell for the smokeless fire, and they all sat watching the flames in silence. Amelia felt like her joints had fused together and were only now easing apart. The central, largest log in the fire that Roos had carried in had not yet set alight.  
 
    “Three against thirty-two,” Roos muttered. “And we lived. Never have I seen it. Never in all my days have I seen it.” 
 
    “Amelia is talented indeed,” Choson said. He looked at her.  
 
    “Not talented enough,” she said, her throat so dry that every word burned. “I cannot help you find Min-Yu.” 
 
    “We found her trail,” Roos said. 
 
    “What she does with that illusion is beyond my understanding,” Amelia said.  
 
    “But you can do so much as well. Moving like that in the battle, my eyes could not follow you,” Choson said. “Is Min-Yu’s talent so different?” 
 
    “I think so.”  
 
    “And, you healed me—like it was nothing. I was surely dying.” 
 
    “A simple herbalist trick.” 
 
     Roos blinked slowly, then looked from the fire to Amelia. 
 
    “How did you heal Choson? I was helping, and then …” Roos said. “I forget what happened.”  
 
    “You fell in a trance. Part of the spell,” Amelia lied, biting her tongue and not trusting herself to say another word. To burst out laughing now would hurt her aching lungs.  
 
    Roos nodded long after Amelia had stopped speaking, running a hand thoughtfully through his beard.  
 
    Amelia drew out a flask of goud root tea. It was pungent and perhaps no longer any good, but she took a sip of the bitter stuff regardless. It reached the back of her throat and she felt the stab of it instantly, making her shake her head and wince. A minute later, a small tingling feeling settled on her scalp, and she took a longer draft. It was like the someone with long nails was scratching the top of her head. Wilhelmina used to do that.   
 
    “What is that you have?” Roos said. 
 
    The flickering cobalt-blue flames lit his face. Amelia tossed a different flask to him. “Goud. Have one yourself, Wittewolder.” 
 
    Roos caught it, sniffed it, drank from it, then sucked his cheeks in. 
 
    “The slavers steep it strong,” Amelia said. 
 
    “Do not drink too much,” Choson said. “The danger has not entirely passed.” 
 
    “The slavers carry it for a reason, since it calms the tremors and agitation of battle,” Amelia said. “They drank of it before they faced me, certainly.” 
 
    “It made me afraid,” Roos said, his eyes half-lidded. “And I was on your side.”  
 
    “Take some, Choson,” Amelia said. Choson shook his head, so she shrugged and drank more. 
 
    Roos swayed back and forth, seeming mesmerized by the fire and unaware of the others. 
 
    “How do we find Min-Yu?” Choson asked Amelia. 
 
    “We can’t. At least not now. She does not want to be found.” 
 
    “Then when?” 
 
    “I have a mentor, Wilhelmina. She knows a great deal more than I.”  
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    Amelia raised her eyebrows and puffed up her cheeks before blowing the air out. “Near Pauloce’s Keep. Probably.” She laughed.  
 
    “Hm. I will ask again in the morning, when this stuff has left you.” 
 
    “It’s true, that’s where she lives,” Amelia said. 
 
    “I am in no mood for this joking and jesting, that is all.” 
 
    “I only laughed because I remembered Wilhelmina—things she said. She’s a character.” 
 
    Choson shook his head. “Even so, the morning is better. We are exhausted from the day.” 
 
    “Oh, we won’t be able to sleep properly tonight; the Waker was strong. There is no better time to talk than now,” she said. “I am going to her, to consult with her. Come with me, or go your own way and end up in Min-Yu’s chains.”  
 
    Choson shook his head again, and stared into the fire. They were silent for a time. Roos ran his fingers absentmindedly through his beard. His eyes had heavy bags under them, but they were still wide open. 
 
    “I am not who I say I am,” Roos said morosely. 
 
    “Who are you, then?” Amelia asked. Roos took some time in answering, so Amelia listened to the fire’s roar contentedly. 
 
    “I am no warrior,” Roos said. He held his head in his hands, and swayed back and forth with his gaze on the sand between his enormous feet.  
 
    “Go on. What are you?” Amelia said. She thought he was winding up for some jest.  
 
    “I am a poet,” Roos said. “A song-man and poet of my tribe, and I failed my father.” 
 
    Amelia stared. She had been ready to laugh, but Roos’ voice had broken and real tears had come into his voice.  
 
    “To be a poet is no failure, Roos,” Choson said gently. “Calm yourself. You have drunk too much of this tea, it is too strong—” 
 
    “My father wanted a warrior son. I failed him.” 
 
    Amelia felt queasy at the display of emotion, and thought it best to lighten the mood. 
 
    “You have greater bravery than any I have met,” Amelia said, and Roos looked up. “To fight with a sword that poorly honed is a sign of true courage.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Roos grunted. 
 
    Amelia continued, “Thank you both for helping me today. Had the two of you not charged in and turned them away from me …” 
 
    “The thanks are for you,” Choson said, though his expression was grim. “You saved my life, and I have not been sufficiently grateful.” 
 
    Amelia nodded. ‘You thought me a mere killer.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “I see you are not so bad,” Roos said. “Beneath your act.” 
 
    “I have no act.” 
 
    “Aye. There is care in your eyes, though your words try to be careless.” 
 
    “Oh, go write a poem about it,” Amelia said, avoiding his gaze. 
 
    Roos grimaced, and they were silent for a time. 
 
    “Trying to find Min-Yu by wandering these woods is hopeless. I see it now,” Choson said. 
 
    “Come with me to Wilhelmina, then,” Amelia said.  
 
    “What good will it do? Even if we had an army we could not reach her.”  
 
     “I didn’t break you out of your cell so you could give up. Come with me.” 
 
    “Are we your prisoners?” 
 
    “No. I am not one of the Mordenari.” 
 
    “Then we are free to go?” 
 
    “It would be foolish, and you shouldn’t, but yes,” Amelia said, her voice heated now. 
 
    “Choson, peace,” Roos said, but he was ignored.  
 
    “I have been thinking with the clarity of a man who passed within an inch of death,” Choson said. “And I have looked forward along the path we are set on. First, I was wondering whether I trust you, and whether your mentor would be willing or able to help us. But then the thought came, like clouds parting to let in the sun: what good would it do me to find Min-Yu? None of the other questions matter. I do not want to kill her out of vengeance. What, then, am I searching for? It has been years since I began the search, and all the rage that burned within me has long since ebbed. I have merely been borne onwards because I know of no other way. So, in the morning I will leave.” 
 
    The others looked at him, saying nothing for a minute. Choson bent over his breastplate and set about repairing the puncture in his shoulder-armor as best he could. 
 
    “Fine,” Amelia said. “So that’s it.” 
 
    Without looking up, Choson said, “You will come with me, Roos?” 
 
    “Aye,” Roos said, but in a flat tone. 
 
    Minutes passed as the fire crackled. Some logs shifted and sent up handfuls of sparks. 
 
    “Do you have a good voice, Roos?” Amelia said. 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Would you sing?”  
 
    “It would be loud.” 
 
    “I can keep the noise from leaving the hollow. Sound is my specialty.”  
 
    Roos looked up at her and said, “Aye, though I do not know what to sing, let me think.” 
 
    Amelia stood and drew a line with her finger on the topmost parts of the rock, leaving behind wispy blue trails of Momaentum. As she passed Choson, he kept his head down, but shifted out of her way. Roos sat with a straight back and the soles of his feet touching, his hands on the flat sand in front of him. He began humming, then lightly patted the ground in time with the tune, growing louder and louder. He then sang it aloud, in his native tongue, and it sounded like a marching song to Amelia, yet it was mournful. It rose and rose to a strong and loud point, then hushed to a rhythmic verse that Roos almost whispered, then grew louder once more. His voice was clear and strong, nothing like the growl he spoke with, and when he boomed a particularly low note Amelia felt it ring in her chest. The song rose again and he beat the earth like a drum, sometimes clapping both hands on his thighs. He reached the high point, belting many long and loud notes that made the hairs on Amelia’s neck stand up, and suddenly he was done.  
 
    Amelia clapped enthusiastically. 
 
    “Well sung, Roos,” Choson said. 
 
    “It is better with real drums.” 
 
    “What did it mean?” Amelia asked. 
 
    “It is a battle song,” Roos said, then looked at Amelia out of the corner of his eye. “A farewell to the fallen.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that,” Amelia said, and raised the flask of tea to her lips. She paused before drinking, whispering so that the others could not hear, “To Gillis.” 
 
    It had felt as though only a few hours had passed, but already the pink light of the rising sun was touching the horizon. The three of them stared out across the sea, none of them speaking for a time.  
 
    “It was a fine song for parting,” Choson said. “I wish you good fortune, Amelia.”  
 
    “And you,” she said. 
 
    “You are better than the killers you have left behind. I would call you an ally. You have opened my eyes where I was blind, and I thank you for that,” Choson said. 
 
    “Let’s not make a whole speech of it; it was a battle and a bit of Blood Magic,” Amelia said. 
 
    Roos, who had stood and looked around, tensed. “Who is that?” he hissed, looking inland. He took the handle of his sword and held it ready. Amelia peered over the rock and saw a dark figure walking in the distance, discernible only by the movement of their cloak in the grayish dawn light. 
 
    “Someone is coming,” Choson said. “Douse the fire!” 
 
    “It’s too late, they have seen us,” Amelia said. 
 
    They scrambled up and out of the hollow, weapons ready, looking about wildly on all sides for enemies in the shadows. The dark figure drew close enough that Amelia could see it was a bald man wearing grey Mordenari robes under their cloak. Together, the three of them backed away. 
 
    “Wait!” the figure called out to them, and waved. 
 
    Choson and Roos held their swords ready, but Amelia’s clattered to the rock. She knew that voice. It could not be. She had misheard.  
 
    “Who are you?” she yelled. 
 
    “It’s me!” he called.  
 
    She knew the voice—it was him. Her breath caught in her chest.  
 
    He threw back his hood, and soon drew close enough that they could see him clearly. Amelia blinked, not daring to believe it. Gillis, smiling, stood with his arms outstretched toward them, and said, “I found you! I found you.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Gillis took a steadying breath as the others saw him. The act must be perfect.  
 
    “Gillis!”  
 
    Amelia launched herself forward and collided with Gillis, nearly knocking him over in her haste. She held him tightly for a second, then leapt back as though stung. She drew her dagger and aimed its point at his chest.  
 
    “Who are you really?” 
 
    “I am not him,” Gillis said. “It is me.” 
 
    “Prove it! Quick!” 
 
    Gillis rolled back one of his sleeves, drew his knife, and gently ran the tip across his skin. The cut was a dark line in the gloom, and upon seeing it Amelia put away her dagger. Roos and Choson stood beside her now, looking from Gillis’ wound to Amelia. 
 
    “Why do you lower your guard?” Choson said.  
 
    “A cut on Verandert’s skin shows a blue network of tattoos,” Amelia said, her voice trembling with elation. “This man, this awful, wonderful bastard truly is Gillis. How are you here? Verandert was there … he froze the vial.” 
 
    “A lucky escape. Can I warm myself by the fire?” 
 
    Amelia rushed forward, drew shut his cut with her finger, and helped him to the fire. A dull alarm sounded in Gillis’ mind: To close a wound in that manner … that is Blood Magic. She was worse than he had thought. 
 
    “I am glad to see you again,” Gillis said.  
 
    “And you,” Amelia said, then suddenly she struck him with the back of her hand. “I thought you were dead! How dare you do that to me?” 
 
    “I did not mean it. Why did you think me dead? Were you listening through the oil?” 
 
    “Verandert said he knew everything, and that excuses would not spare you. I thought for certain you would have gone the way of Duvelt, of the robe hanging from that tree. Did Athers …?” 
 
    Gillis let his eyes fall to the ground, and then, wearing a suitably grim expression, slowly looked up at her and shook his head. Amelia was still for a moment, except for her eyes, which darted between his. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “He was hanged?” 
 
    Gillis drew in a breath and hissed it out through his teeth, then buried his face in his hands for a moment, giving them all a show of despair that he did not feel. When he told his much-rehearsed story, he constricted the muscles of his throat so that his voice came out rough and halting. She must be consumed with sympathy, so that there can be no questioning the events as I tell them.  
 
    “No. After the vial was frozen, Verandert said that the crimes of a Dreyen could not be known. He drew Athers up by the chin, looked him in the eye … and cut his throat, there beside me as close as you are now. I backed down the stairs, though I couldn’t tear my eyes from Verandert, so I stumbled again and again. He did not follow me, not at first, so I ran. Got my things, thinking all had been lost. I tore through the corridors, made for the entrance, and every time I looked over my shoulder he was there with his dagger dripping. Verandert lingered just behind me, but never caught me up, though he could have seized me in a flash of Momaentum at any time. I didn’t know why, until I realized … he wants me to be consumed with fear before the end, always looking over my shoulder. He spoke over and over about our betrayal, about how we could run for the rest of our lives and yet would never be free of his pursuit. An immortal man has the luxury of an eternal chase. He promised that one day … the chase will end.” 
 
    Amelia had put her arm on Gillis’, and she quietly absorbed his words for a few minutes. Choson and Roos, though, stood across the dying fire from Gillis. They had their weapons drawn still, but held them point-down in the sand. Roos looked to Choson every few moments, and Gillis thought he saw the Gweidorian giving wordless commands for Roos to watch, to wait. To Gillis, the suspicion of these two mattered not. The act only had to fool Amelia.  
 
    “How in the world did you find us?” Amelia said.  
 
    “I have wondered the same thing,” Choson said. 
 
    Gillis drew out the old, frayed tracking cloth. It pulled against his grip, pointing directly at Amelia’s satchel. Her mouth hung open for a moment, looking from the cloth to her satchel to Gillis.  
 
    “But I …” she said. “I didn’t take it. I thought I had lost it after Pauloce Keep.” 
 
    “I thought I had as well. But then I found the cloth, tucked away and forgotten … and I hoped you had forgotten it also,” Gillis said.  
 
    Amelia plunged her hands into her satchel, the vials clinking together as she rummaged around. Suddenly her face went slack, then she barked out a humorless laugh and held up a dirty, wadded up rag.  
 
    “I used it to mop up a failed potion,” Amelia said. A faint smile touched her lips, and then fell away sharply, her eyes widening with fear. “Fool!” She slapped the side of her head. “I would have made it a thousand times easier for Verandert to find me, had he found the other cloth! I should have remembered.” 
 
    “Best to leave the tracking cloths where the sea can wash them away, then,” Gillis said. Amelia took the cloths and left the hollow, heading out toward the sea.  
 
    The three men looked at one another with no sounds other than the crashing of the waves breaking the silence between them. Gillis kept his expression neutral. When Amelia returned, Choson said, “Roos and I ought to leave.” 
 
    “Very well. Off with you,” Amelia said. 
 
    “I would not leave in such haste, friend,” Gillis said quietly. Verandert will pursue and kill them all anyway, Gillis thought. Why double his work in searching for these two?  
 
    They turned to face Gillis, and waited silently for him to elaborate. He deliberately let the silence be for a moment, feigning agitation by flicking his eyes to each of them before dropping his gaze to his twisting hands. 
 
    “Verandert seeks you also. I would not wish facing him alone on anyone,” he said, adopting the choked voice once more. “In fact, h-he will hunt for you first. Of the four of us, you two are the easiest.”  
 
    “Then we run, swift as we can,” Roos said.  
 
    “You do not know how to run from this man,” Gillis said. 
 
    “What would you have us do?” Choson said. 
 
    “Stay with us.” 
 
    Roos and Choson looked to Amelia, who nodded. Choson then took Roos by the arm to the far side of the hollow. The giant leaned low as Choson spoke in his ear, and Gillis was unable to hear them over the rushing waves.  
 
    “With Gillis with us, we have a chance of reaching Wilhelmina in time,” Amelia called out to them.  
 
    “Choson will not trust the bald one,” Roos said. Choson hissed and kicked him, but it could not be unsaid. They came back a few paces toward Gillis and Amelia.  
 
    “I understand,” Gillis said. He bowed his head slightly, and spoke with quiet passion. “I was one of the Mordenari a short time ago. No longer. I may not know who I am now, out here, oathless and cast out, but I swear I will not harm you.” 
 
    “I stand with him,” Amelia said. “Trust him as you would me.” 
 
    Roos whispered something to Choson. Gillis watched the movement of his lips closely, and guessed that he said, “Why not go with them and see?”  
 
    Choson sighed, kicked the sand a little, and nodded curtly.  
 
    “Gillis knows all there is to know about slavers,” Amelia said. 
 
    “I will gladly share my knowledge with you, if it can help,” Gillis said.  
 
    “Perhaps I must reconsider, then,” Choson said. He swung his jaw left and right, with a look on his face like he was chewing a large, unpleasant piece of gristle. After a moment of silence, he said, “For if going alone is certain death, and if you are searching for Min-Yu anyway…” 
 
    “You’ll come with us?” Amelia said.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “We’ll get more songs out of Roos on the way. And Gillis will cook for us! Won’t it be grand?” 
 
    “I will travel with you, but I will prepare my own food,” Choson said, his eyes flashing in Gillis’ direction. Gillis hung his head as though consumed by shame at Choson’s words. The Gweidorian had unintentionally raised a good point—if Gillis happened across hemlock or some other deadly plant on the trip, there would be no need to wait for Verandert’s arrival. The first task, then, was to establish enough trust to get them all eating his cooking.  
 
    “More for me,” Amelia said, shrugging. 
 
    “Forgive me, but why do we go to Wilhelmina?” Gillis asked Amelia quietly.  
 
    “She taught me all I know of Blood Magic.” 
 
    “Blood Magic?” Gillis breathed. He affected an expression of shock, but it came with a real pang in his gut. “You said she was an herbalist!” 
 
    Amelia then explained all that had transpired, from Choson and Amelia both needing to find Min-Yu, to the fight with her slavers in the woods, to the illusory path that had been beyond Amelia’s knowledge of magic.  
 
    “Min-Yu is arrogant indeed. Was she among those that attacked you?” Gillis said. 
 
    “No. Though one of them warned us not to try find Min-Yu—they were clearly hers.” 
 
    “Hmm. She creates a path so close to the mountain,” Gillis said, almost to himself. “A faster route by perhaps a day or two—little gain for such risk. She has great faith in these traps and illusions.”  
 
    Inwardly, Gillis felt a rising elation at the thought of delivering not just Amelia and these foreigners to Verandert, but possibly an odious Blood Mage also. Verandert would be pleased enough to make him Dreyen—or better, High Monk then and there. High Monk Javius had displeased Verandert so greatly with the writ he was likely already dead. The test had been given to Gillis at the perfect time. 
 
    “What are you smiling about?” Amelia said. 
 
    Her eyes crinkled at the corners—she was smiling in earnest as she looked at Gillis. She did not know. She would never know until the moment Verandert was there before her, giving her what she deserved for all the betrayal and deceit. To think, she had practiced Blood Magic on top of all the rest! Gillis continued to smile, and looked at her. 
 
    “Just that I am glad to be with you in this,” Gillis said. 
 
    “You don’t hate me for forging the writ?” 
 
    “No. Never. That bastard Pauloce got what he deserved. Verandert and his Laws are not true justice, I can see it now,” Gillis said, though he felt a sharp jolt in his chest as he uttered the lie. 
 
    “My, you have changed.” 
 
    “I still cook the same!” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s good. We’ll need it. We may die any day, after all—each meal potentially the last. We’ll run until that day comes. But, we’ll die together.” She stretched her arms skyward and yawned, then shook her head as a shiver took her. “Isn’t that an exhilarating thought?” 
 
    Gillis said nothing. The sun had risen now so that its bottom was above the horizon. Wordlessly, the four of them stood, brushing sand away and gathering their belongings. They left the hollow just as the rising tide broke through the sand Roos had piled at its entrance, and the water rushed in to extinguish the last of the smoldering embers.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The group headed south in a trudging march with hardly a word spoken. Lacking sleep as he was, Choson felt as though his armor had become twice as heavy and his legs half as able to bear him. A few times each hour Choson’s eyes drooped shut of their own accord, at which point he nodded forward, only to jolt awake again. Amelia and Gillis walked ahead while Roos and Choson lingered behind, and Choson used the distance to keep a close watch on Gillis. The day passed like a dream, hazy and muted to all of Choson’s senses, and warped his sense of time. It seemed as though a single hour would stretch out to feel like a dozen, and then the next few hours would pass in the space of a breath. The sun hastened down after noon and darkened the sky in what felt like a few minutes—that was the time Choson nearly nodded off the most. They made camp in a small, soft depression in the earth some way from the path. The same as before, Amelia lit a smokeless fire and Roos sang quietly at her request. Choson looked at their surroundings, or stared into the fire with a casual air, but never let Gillis leave his field of view. The bald one, as Choson thought of him, did nothing overtly threatening, nor did he speak much. The few times their eyes met, Gillis would flash Choson a small, tight smile and raise his eyebrows. Each time he did that, Choson felt the same air of oiliness that the trader in Yiseyo’s village had given off, though he could never pinpoint why that should be so. The smile looked real enough, and seemed friendly. As the night drew on and the others fell asleep, Choson positioned himself so that the hard edges of his plate and the handle of his sword dug into his skin. As heavy as his urge to sleep was, he leaned onto them so that the pain kept him wakeful, and he used the time to watch Gillis. The latter remained awake too, hardly speaking, tending calmly to the fire and flashing Choson that same small smile. At some point, Choson fell asleep.  
 
    The following days took on the same basic pattern. Choson’s restless mind at first dwelled on Min-Yu, but then a new idea struck him and told hold of his imagination. Perhaps, if they survived the confrontation, the group might be persuaded to track down and free some slaves. Not only those from Yiseyo’s village, but any other slaves Min-Yu may have taken and sold. Perhaps the mere fact that he considered a future endeavor ‘after Min-Yu’ was too optimistic, but no matter. He wished to suggest these things to Amelia, but Gillis always walked beside her, and Choson refused to speak a single unneeded word within earshot of him.   
 
    Gillis was always kind. But that was it: always kind. One should never trust that. He was ever offering food, always helpful, never complaining. With Roos, you can be certain he means well. He wears no mask. I would gladly take Roos’ unpleasant complaining and foolishness over this Gillis’ meek smiling and bowing. Choson never ate what Gillis offered, and for the first three days he managed to convince Roos to do the same. When they cooked on Amelia’s smokeless fires, Gillis always filled the camp with rich scents that made Choson’s stomach feel hollow. He even got the impression that Gillis was intentionally cooking more fragrant meals each time, as the smells of the previous night’s fare began to invade his memory while they marched. Choson kept Roos from being idle while Gillis was cooking. He often challenged Roos to spar—an offer Roos never passed up—and took him upwind under the guise of finding a suitable area. Roos learned from the training quickly. Gone were the wild aimless swings, as Choson drilled him in the proper forms. The one thing Roos could not do was hold back his strength when he perceived an advantage, and Choson repeatedly used the giant’s own weight to unbalance him. “Use your sword against me,” Choson would say, “not your entire body.” He would then teach Roos about caring for his sword, and they would eat some meager game catch while Gillis and Amelia enjoyed their meal.  
 
    One evening, Roos said quietly to Choson, “You are helping me make my father proud.” 
 
    On the fifth evening, Choson could not keep Roos from accepting Gillis’ cooking. It felt like a shift in allegiance, but Choson dismissed that as a foolish thought. It is just Roos’ way, and just the smell of the food. It did smell good. A fat, roasting game hen dripped its fats into a pot of broth with wildberries and leafy herbs that Choson could not name. Then came those salt-rocks that Gillis found near streams, which were dropped into the broth with a hiss and great clouds of steam. Choson picked at his own dinner, a dry, charred rabbit, while the other three ate Gillis’ meal with much-evident pleasure.  
 
    After the meal, Roos began to ask Amelia questions about magic. Choson shifted a little closer to them than he usually would, and made no effort to conceal that he was listening.  
 
    Amelia had Roos’ sword on her lap, and drew a pale finger along its blade.  
 
    “This would be Momaentum magic—the sword is unliving, see?” she said. She took a pinch of powder from a vial in her satchel and rubbed it over the length of Roos’ enormous blade, chanting under her breath. As they watched, the rust-marks and dents were smoothed away and filled in. No amount of whetting could have done that. The sword was now brighter than Choson’s, and it had taken only minutes.  
 
    “Teach me to do it!” Roos said.  
 
    “No need, the sword is good now. It will need little sharpening until long after our bones have turned to dust.” 
 
    “Is it that easy?”  
 
    “I studied a great deal. For some, it may take hours,” Amelia said without a hint of humility.  
 
    “How can powder do this?” 
 
    “The powder does little, as do I. The magic comes from Momaentum: the river-like flow that moves through and within all things. You can step into that flow and move with speed—that is how I fight. You can change the way things are, like this sword, always drawing on Momaentum in the same way a bucket draws from a well. The well may dry, but it will always re-fill. Blood Magic is much the same, though … complicated. All things that live drink from Momaentum, and you can do a lot more with that, and with blood especially. Like our dear slaver friend with that illusory path.” 
 
    “This sword is now a fine thing. What a wonder this magic is,” Roos said. “Can I watch more?” 
 
    Choson turned away at his words, and wordlessly moved a few paces out of the firelight. He whet his sword properly—that was, without magic. He had fortunately found a waterstone by a stream earlier that day. It had fine grit and a smooth, flat side which was perfect for whetting. His heart deflated a little as he worked, because he had looked forward to sharing the stone with Roos.  
 
    “Gillis, I had a thought—we are Mordenari no longer, yet we are still dressed as them,” Amelia said.  
 
    “I suppose we are,” Gillis said. 
 
    “Let us change, then,” Amelia said.  
 
    Choson turned to watch the bald one out of the corner of his eye. Gillis’ expression had frozen a little, his smile fixed and tight. Choson saw his eyes flash. Didn’t the others see that it pained Gillis to cast off his beloved garb?  
 
    As Choson returned to whetting his blade, the others busied themselves behind him, cutting strips of cloth while Amelia made bright blue flashes as they worked. They spoke of changing the colors and shapes of their garments, perhaps going as far as altering their hair or faces. Soon it was finished, and Choson returned to the fire and put away his whetstone and his sword. Gillis’ robe had become a brown jerkin and leggings, with a slightly frayed grey cloak. Amelia wore leather as before, but lighter colored and heavier looking.  
 
    Choson’s shoulder, the one that had been pierced by the bolt, ached after the long stretch of honing his sword. The pain that came from the site of the wound was strangely cold, and he considered mentioning it to Roos. He swung his arm in a full arc, and was satisfied. No injury truly mattered unless it stops free movement. As well as that, he considered that he was filled with all manner of aches from the long journey and lack of sleep.  
 
    Later in the night, Roos sang softly, though clearly and with great feeling. Choson was hypnotized by Roos’ voice and the shapes thrown up by the fire. After the song was done, Amelia offered to take the first watch. Choson, eyes already heavy and then growing heavier after Roos’ song, slept straight through to his own watch. When he awoke and took his own watch, stiff but free of his aches, he kept an eye Gillis. The bald one lay still, with his chest moving evenly. Whenever he looked away from Gillis for a time and then looked suddenly back, Choson was certain he saw the glint of an open eye. 
 
      
 
    The next morning when Choson woke, Amelia sat alone by the ashes while Roos slept on. Gillis had gone off foraging by that point. Choson sat beside her and bade her good morning, though he saw she had dark rings around her eyes.  
 
    “I have been thinking that, should we find Min-Yu—” Choson said. 
 
    “I still will not fight her,” Amelia said.  
 
    “I know. Should we find her, though, I wonder … can the victims be found? The ones from Yiseyo’s village?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know where they might trade? Where the victims end up, or how long they live?” 
 
    “These are questions for Gillis. I did not investigate; I merely killed whomever I was asked.” 
 
    “He knows more than you on this? You truly know nothing?” 
 
    “I took great pains to avoid knowing. All my attentions were on the mechanical and the magical—nothing clerical.” 
 
    “Ignorance kept you in service of those villains longer than was needed. If only you had focused on thought.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your conscience is strange, Amelia, but as least you possess one.” 
 
    “Hm,” Amelia said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I always did think I was different. From other Mordenari, that is. Gillis is different too,” she said, and stirred the ashes with a stick. “Maybe it’s my ‘strange conscience.’ ” 
 
    Choson bit back the comment he wished to make, about his lack of trust in Gillis. For better or worse, however, they were bound on the same path. Showing hostility toward Gillis at this point would be unwise. What could he tell her: that Gillis had been feigning sleep to watch him? Whatever Gillis’ intentions, the man could turn Amelia against Choson if he perceived any hint of a threat. It was better to be quiet and watchful.  
 
    “Shall I get Gillis?” Amelia said. 
 
    “No, there is no need—” 
 
    “Get me for what?” Gillis said as he returned carrying an armful of flat white mushrooms.  
 
    “It is no matter,” Choson said. 
 
    “He wants to know how to find slaves,” Amelia said. 
 
    “Do not trouble yourself,” Choson said flatly. 
 
    Gillis smiled, and after they broke camp he invited Choson to walk with him. They spoke at first of how far they had come, and how much father there was to go. They were now closer to Pauloce Keep than the Monastery, and there near the Lord’s grounds they would hopefully find Wilhelmina. It would be two days to reach the nearest part of Pauloce’s vast lands, if they kept good speed.  
 
    “How do you feel about Wilhelmina? Since you are no longer a Mordenari, Blood Magic would be of no concern, yes?” Choson asked. 
 
    “Yes and no. I am still wary, truth be told.” 
 
    “It does great things, as I have seen.” 
 
    “Dangerous and foul things too.” 
 
    “Perhaps the sentiments of the Mordenari linger with you,” Choson said. 
 
    “Well,” Gillis said, grinning broadly, “you must understand: I am older. Changing these long-held ways is slow work.” 
 
    “I can imagine. 
 
    “So, the slaves. They were taken by Min-Yu from…?” 
 
    “Yu Village in the mountains of Gweidor.” 
 
    “Her own family village. Hm,” Gillis said, and kindly held a shoulder-height thorny bush out of the way so that Choson could pass. “They would be either in your Capital, or somewhere in the north of Pauloce’s lands.” 
 
    “Would many be alive?” 
 
    “Well, there is no coin in a dead slave. She would keep them healthy enough until selling—that is, if coin was her objective.” 
 
    “What other objective could there be?” Choson asked. 
 
    “She may have recruited some of the able as slavers. Had them kill the weak as a kind of loyalty pledge,” Gillis said. 
 
    “You have seen such a thing?” 
 
    “Many times. Slaving twists people. The brutality turns them on their own families and villages.”  
 
    “Then it is senseless to hope that we may find any we can save,” Choson said. 
 
    “No, friend,” Gillis said, again smiling. “Not at all. There is always hope. After all this is done, I could help you find them myself.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gillis said. “If you’ll have me.” 
 
    Choson was speechless for a moment. He did not feel he wanted help, but the offer seemed to be born of sincere kindness. Gone was the oily air of Gillis’ words and smiles that Choson had seen—or imagined he had seen. He finally managed to mutter, “I will consider it.” 
 
    “Good,” Gillis said, and clapped him on the shoulder.  
 
    Gillis beckoned to the others, and they walked from there as four. The trees with hanging moss were long behind them, and the brambles give way to grass with soft, finger-width blades. The trees grew farther apart also, and the group made good time while the sun was high, stopping at streams to drink the clear but frigid water. There was an air of ease in the group that Choson could not share in. Where was the urgency? Verandert, the supposed terror that pursued them, was forgotten as Roos sang and Gillis spoke and Amelia jibed and laughed. The longer the warm-spirited walk went on, the more Choson felt that Gillis was the center of the mood. It was always him requesting another song from Roos or pulling Amelia into witty banter. Why keep us so well-at-ease, bald one? Choson would think.  
 
    In the early afternoon, Choson tapped Roos’ arm and waited with him until Amelia and Gillis were ahead and out of hearing.  
 
    In a low voice, Choson asked, “What do you think of Gillis?” 
 
    “He seems not so foul.” 
 
    “I am not so sure. There is something slippery about him.” 
 
    “He is happy, like Amelia, to be free of the Mordenari,” Roos suggested. 
 
    The others turned, noticing Roos and Choson’s absence, and asked if all was well. Choson waved them to go on and explained that Roos was helping him adjust his armor. Roos helpfully put his large hands on Choson’s left pauldron and pulled clumsily at the straps until the circulation cut off to Choson’s forearm. Amelia and Gillis went ahead without them. 
 
    “Gillis seems perfectly cheerful,” Choson said. “Could it be an act?” 
 
    “Perhaps it is that he puts on a brave face.” 
 
    “Hm. Perhaps,” Choson said.  
 
    “Amelia is my ally since she saved you,” Roos said thoughtfully. “And Gillis is Amelia’s ally. We are one tribe.” 
 
    “Yet I have an oily sickness in my gut that will not go away, and it tells me that Amelia is wrong about Gillis,” Choson said. 
 
    “Worry not. I will watch him with you, though I do not think there is anything to watch,” Roos said.  
 
    “Thank you. I am astounded, as always, by your faith in people, Roos.” 
 
    “My people say, ‘Walk long together.’ ” 
 
    “That is wise. Come, let us catch up to them.”  
 
    The afternoon went on and they were soon cast in orange light as the sun neared the horizon. They were picking their way down a steep bank rippled with rising tree roots when Amelia gasped as though stung by a sudden pain, and held up her hand. Roos nearly collided with Choson as they all came to a stop behind her.  
 
    “It is Min-Yu’s path again?” Choson asked.  
 
    She shook her head, then held her hands forward in strange, crooked positions. As she turned on the spot, she felt through the air like she was searching for something in the dark.  
 
    “It is familiar, but it is … something strange.” 
 
    “Blood Magic?” Gillis said. 
 
    “No,” Amelia said. “I felt this last in the Monastery, but now it is a lingering trace of something greater. Like the smell of a candle after it has been snuffed out…” 
 
    “What does this mean?” 
 
    “Is Verandert near?” 
 
    “No. I would know in an instant if it were him. I think we can go on. I will keep my senses—” 
 
    She had started down the bank again as she spoke, but stopped short the moment she came to the bottom. All in the same moment, the color drained from her face, and she gasped and trembled like one plunged suddenly into a frozen lake. 
 
    The others scrambled down the bank to her side, Choson’s hand on his sword hilt, ready to spring forward. The sight that had stunned Amelia was puzzling, and Choson could not guess at the reason for her reaction. 
 
    Gillis stared as hard as Amelia, but his expression was inscrutable. 
 
    Swaying slightly in the breeze, hanging from a tree on a long rope so that it just barely brushed against the ground, was an empty pearl-white robe with a single, large bloodstain around the neck.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    They ran. 
 
    Amelia explained the robe and its meaning to Choson and Roos in gasping bursts. It was the robe of the High Monk, and it meant at the very least that Verandert had been here. Unless it was put there to deceive them, she explained, it also meant the High Monk had been killed.  
 
    Gillis pondered on the robe with a cool mind as they ran. Was the robe for me to see, or to warn her? If it was for me, what was the message? A promise of reward? 
 
    Choson and Roos asked for more explanation, but Amelia’s frantic sprints between cover and breathless pauses as she surveyed the woods ahead for danger left no time for talk. The others followed her, Gillis last of all, not knowing where she would lead. At one such pause she took the last, small pinch of Sleeper powder from her satchel, trembling, turned it into blue Waker with some words, and cast it upwind so that it burst into a cloud that covered all of them. Gillis felt his heart leap and his limbs fill with strength as the Waker powder dusted him. His lungs took in ever more air, and the effort of running seemed like nothing. It was like they were gliding through the trees, and there was no sound aside from their heaving breaths.  
 
    They fled through the undergrowth, far from any path, urged onward by Amelia’s constant shouts to hurry, one moment in a clearing that they tore across at a full sprint, the next pushing through reeds taller than Roos, weaving through them while seeing nothing but the back of the person in front, then bursting out of the reeds and facing an enormous fallen tree and helping one another to vault over. Soon Amelia’s voice was rough from urging them on. Gillis snagged his robe at the sleeve on the trunk, pulled it free, and then they were scrambling and sliding down a ditch lined with pebbles that cascaded after them, and headed up the other side where the dust of the stones turned their hands grey and for every few feet of progress up the steep bank they slid back just as far.  
 
    They were on top of the ditch now, and Gillis’ legs burned and throbbed with every heartbeat. The world slowed and its colors dulled around him, and he felt his strength leaking away like ink from a cracked inkpot. The Waker was done, and with its absence came the clammy weakness of its aftermath. There was a small breeze, but it was enough to sting Gillis’ sweating face. He was hardly aware of the others as he staggered, knees trembling, to the nearest tree and leaned all his weight against it. He gingerly sank to the ground and leaned on the trunk. Looking around, he saw that the others were exhausted, but less so, as they were still standing. Roos’ beard was wet through in places where his sweat had run down, but he stood tall with his hands on his hips.  
 
    “Are we safe?” Choson asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Amelia said. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “How could Verandert know we are here?” Roos asked. 
 
    “There is no way to be sure,” Gillis said. 
 
    They hoisted Gillis to his feet and staggered on.  
 
    “It’s all a game,” Amelia said to herself, loud enough for all to hear. “He could come at any time. He means to tell us running is futile. He means to make us despair. Well … he hasn’t caught Min-Yu, and soon we will know how she evades him.” 
 
    She had rubbed at her arms vigorously as she spoke. She went on, muttering about tracking enchantments and the flow of Momaentum. Soon she was repeating herself, and Gillis made no effort to listen. While she marched ahead of the group, still rubbing her arms and rambling, Gillis began to fall behind the others. His legs were failing him. For once he was not falling behind to watch the others; this time he simply could not keep up. They did not look round and see him falling behind, and he did not have the energy or will to call out. They were almost out of sight, oblivious and staring ahead with dead expressions.  
 
    I know what I should have done, Gillis thought. I should have fallen and hurt something. Hurt myself enough that Verandert could catch up to us. Broke my leg or arm. But is he even pursuing? It all seemed to depend on the meaning of the robe. Verandert could have meant one of a hundred things by leaving the High Monk’s robe there to be found. No, he thought, he would have caught us if he meant to. Besides, if I hurt myself, Amelia would surely have cast some foul Blood Magic to heal me.  
 
    What seemed certain, however, was that the High Monk was dead. There was an empty chair in those chambers now. Gillis could almost smell the desk with all the fading, dusty writs. Writs that could be signed with his own hand.  
 
    Soon. 
 
    The others finally noticed his absence and rushed back to support him, almost lifting him clear off the ground like he was some doddering old man. They muttered reassuring things to him, rubbed his back, and patted his shoulder, but he paid them no heed. His mind was far away. It was like he had left his body. He was seeing everything that might come to pass sooner than he had expected. He was exhilarated to think Verandert was so near, but then there were numb stabs of some other feeling, like something was wrong, like he had forgotten something crucial. He tried to place the feeling just as the world seemed to dim around him. A hand struck his cheek, and he was hauled upright on his feet.  
 
    The world suddenly returned to him—he had no idea it had been slipping away. He had been sagging in their grip, almost crumpling to the ground, when Choson had hit his face and hoisted him back up.  
 
    “Gillis, say something,” Amelia said. 
 
    “You are white as bone,” Roos said. 
 
    They crowded around him. Gillis could not say anything. How foolish that he should faint. It was that Waker, it must have been. He had run just a little too far and it had made him faint.  
 
    “I will get water,” Choson said. “He is in shock.” 
 
    They set him down. His head lolled back. He could not feel the ground—it might have been stone or mud, for all he knew. He hoped he was not wet, he did not like dewy grass or muck or anything sogging his clothes.  
 
    “We ran a little long today, didn’t we,” Amelia said very close to his face. 
 
    Gillis rasped some reply. Choson returned and they forced water down Gillis’ throat. The world sharpened in rolling waves, and so too did the pain that radiated throughout his body.  
 
    “How far did we run?” Choson asked Amelia. 
 
    “I would say we are east of Wilhelmina’s home now.” 
 
    “We are closer, then?” 
 
    “No, we added a half-day…” she said, looking at Gillis. “Maybe a full day’s extra travel.” 
 
    “Can we stop here?” 
 
    “Can we stop anywhere?” Amelia said in a bitter undertone. Then she went on, “Here in this spot, yes, we are fairly safe. We can get some small amount of rest.” 
 
    “No fires,” Choson said. 
 
    “No, no fires,” Amelia agreed. “Before we settled in, however, we must all prove ourselves. Anyone may have been … well, in all the confusion …” 
 
    “Any may have been replaced,” Choson said. “By him.” 
 
    A heavy air settled on the group. They looked from one to another, all meeting eyes and scrutinizing each detail. Gillis had not even considered it—could Verandert have taken one of them and replaced them? There certainly had been enough confusion. Which of them, then, would it be? 
 
    Roos volunteered first. Amelia had him bend down, then she slowly drew her dagger across his cheek. He bled, and thick drops ran into his beard. That done, he sighed in great relief and fell back in a heap, steam rising from his body in the cooling air. Evening was drawing near.  
 
    Choson went next, offering his arm to Amelia. She shook her head and told him she would rather they kept the wound in a visible location. Shuffling on the spot, with the others watching, he leaned forward with his eyes closed and let Amelia take hold of his chin and cut his cheek. He bled freely, much of it running down to his jaw. 
 
    The water had nauseated Gillis. They had made him drink too quickly. The thought of being cut knotted his stomach. But they suspected him the most at the best of times.  
 
    One did anything to play the part.  
 
    Amelia cut Gillis’ cheek—quickly, only glancing at him, as though to get it over with—and he bled.  
 
    Amelia raised the dagger, finally, to score her own cheek. Choson held her forearm. 
 
    “One of us should do it,” he said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she said. 
 
    “None of us cut ourselves. Give me the dagger.” 
 
    “You are being stupid,” she said, tensing.  
 
    “My reasoning is sound,” Choson said. “If he should hide among us, he would deceive us with a false cut.” 
 
    “Forget that nonsense. You’ll make a ragged scar—I’ll cut straight and clean,” Amelia said.  
 
    “Why are you reluctant?” Choson breathed. 
 
    Roos scrambled to his feet, growing tense as well. They all stared at her. Amelia looked around at each of them as the silence thickened.  
 
    Gillis knew already what the cut would tell. 
 
    Wordlessly, Amelia offered the handle of her dagger to Choson, and she closed her eyes so hard that Gillis could see them twitching. As Choson approached, she shrank away from him. He adjusted the grip on the dagger, then paused for a moment. Roos nodded at him to urge him on. The longer the silence went on, the more agitation Amelia showed, with her nostrils flaring and lips tightening. Choson put a hand on Amelia’s shoulder to steady her, and she flinched.  
 
    Choson and Roos sprang back from her and reached for their swords. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Amelia said. “I won’t move.” 
 
    Choson approached quickly this time, and Amelia drew rapid, shallow breaths. He put his hand on her shoulder and slipped the blade against the pale skin of her cheek. Red beads welled up and ran down to her chin, where they fell away. 
 
    The others burst out in a frustrated clamor. 
 
    “What was all that for?” Choson said. 
 
    “I thought for certain you were … why did you do all that?” Roos growled. 
 
    “I told you I wanted to do it myself. It’s your fault.” 
 
    “You had nothing to fear. I cut straight and clean. You had us all—our minds jumped to…” 
 
    “My heart is pounding,” Roos said. 
 
    Gillis, of course, had known it was truly Amelia all along. She had a certain manner of speaking that he had become accustomed to, and Verandert had not truly sounded like her when he’d last worn her skin. Gillis almost smiled as he thought, Would Verandert ever use the word ‘nonsense?’ He banished the smile and the thought. He was being foolish, sentimental in his exhaustion.  
 
    “So,” Choson said. “He is not among us.” 
 
    “Let us rest, or my bones will shatter,” Roos said. 
 
    “I will keep watch,” Amelia said. The blood was smeared on her cheek where she had wiped it away. 
 
    “Good,” Choson said. 
 
    A wave of fatigue rolled over Gillis, and, head lolling against the rough bark of a tree, he fell asleep. 
 
    He awoke in the dark with all his joints stiff, his neck aching in particular. As he shifted where he lay, a tickling drop of sweat ran down his armpit and made him shiver. A large fur covered him. The cold stung his face even as the fur kept him uncomfortably warm, and he could not help a small feeling of gratitude from flowing through him. His eyes slowly adjusted to the dark, and shortly after the pale light of the coming dawn suffused the camp. When the sun is full, it casts many shadows, he thought, but before dawn like this there are none. The light comes softly from nowhere and everywhere all at once.  
 
    He pushed himself upright, and like a bending twig he thought he might snap if he went too fast. His back clicked as he moved. There was some sound playing on the edges of his hearing, like the scuffling of an animal in the distance. Choson and Roos slept nearby, spread in heaps with limbs at all angles. Sleep had taken them as suddenly as it had Gillis, it seemed. He took the bear skin that had covered him and lay it across Roos, covering the other furs the giant wore.  
 
    He watched them sleep. They would be hungry. Perhaps it would be the day Choson might be convinced to eat with the others. Then they could all be poisoned whenever it was most opportune. But he had to wait at least until their visit to Wilhelmina. Verandert would greatly desire to discover her.  
 
    He left camp in the direction of the scuffling noises. Amelia had not been where the others lay, and he could guess at what she might be doing. He came upon her in a clearing, sword and dagger in her hands, arching and bending and twisting as she buried the blade-tips in unseen enemies all around her. She shifted and moved around the clearing, seeming to Gillis like a dancer, with her legs extending in counterpoint to the thrusts of her weapons. Her hair was plastered to her forehead though the air was ice-cold.  
 
    “You should sleep,” he said softly, arms folded against the chill.  
 
    She spun to face him, the tendons in her neck taut and her eyes wild. She lowered her weapons when she saw that it was Gillis. He drew a little closer to her.  
 
    “Couldn’t,” Amelia said with a weak smile. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, I had watch.” 
 
    “You could have woken someone.” 
 
    “I was wide awake the whole night through. You lot needed it more than me.” 
 
    “How is it the Waker left us tired and not you, by the way?” 
 
    “What I gave us back there was only a pinch. Wore away fully by nightfall.” 
 
    “So it was not the Waker keeping you up?” 
 
    “Erm, no,” she said. She replaced her weapons in their sheaths, but continued to fiddle with their handles for a while and did not meet Gillis’ eyes. She drew breath to speak more than once, faltering each time. Gillis knew well enough to let her talk when ready and not push her. Eventually, she went on, “Well, I must confess, actually, that I will have trouble sleeping in the coming days, no matter the exhaustion.” 
 
    She pulled her lips in a tight grimace for a moment. 
 
    “You will?” Gillis said softly. 
 
    “I have foolishly been taking Sleeper powder each night. More of it, and more frequently, than is wise. I’ve run out, though, and I cannot sleep unaided now.” 
 
    “What cures that?” 
 
    “Only time. Or, maybe, if we reach Wilhelmina’s and I can scrape together some more from what she has—” Her eyes darted to Gillis’ for a moment. “No. I suppose I ought to quit the stuff.” 
 
    “It is a terrible thing to depend on. It’s a weapon!” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What possessed you to start that habit?” 
 
    Bizarrely, her lip trembled and she covered her eyes with a hand for a moment. She sighed and pressed both hands on her face before wiping her eyes, sniffing, and looking back up at Gillis.  
 
    “I’ve been a fool, that’s all,” she said with a tear-laden voice.  
 
    Gillis leaned forward and lay a reassuring hand on her arm, and she clasped him back. Pity welled up as a thick feeling in his throat, and he let it stay. I will use it, he thought, to seem sincere. One does anything for the act. One does anything. 
 
    “What do you mean, a fool?” he asked. 
 
    “I was funny back there, with Choson cutting my skin. I can still hardly bear to be cut by anyone else, even for a legitimate reason,” she said. 
 
    “Pauloce. I should have seen it.” 
 
    “But you don’t know all of it, Gillis. Do you know what happened the night Pauloce’s men caught me?” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    When she spoke it was like a dam bursting, and Gillis saw from the sudden and total release of tension how strained she had truly been. She erupted all at once into wild flashes of her eyes and fretful gestures of her hands, her voice taking on a low, strained tone he had never heard from her before.   
 
    “I whispered in the Hearing Oil that night. The dose wasn’t lethal for a reason. I thought I could goad him to come out alone. But he brought all these guards. I thought, no problem, I’ll slaughter the lot and save him for last, then gut him and bleed him like a pig and smash all the rest into paste. He had them trained well, ready for Mordenari. They caught me and once my hands were tied there was no gathering Momaentum, so they beat me. Pauloce never knew it was me—that I had grown up there. Like the girl he was trying to buy from Bonifus. I had been a plaything for that dog. Wilhelmina taught me some magic when she saw my talent, which let me I defend myself and make it difficult for him; I usually put him to sleep. There were other girls, though, so he went after them instead of me. But I burned up the whole time with more hate than a little girl ought to know. Practicing magic was the only thing that kept my mind elsewhere, so practice I did. It led me to join the Mordenari. And aren’t I the most talented thing they’ve ever seen? I can weave Momaentum like a spider with silk. I changed my wretched, heavy face so that I could see something fair in the mirror. But the shadow of Pauloce was ever looming over my bed at night, and each time I woke I expected him to be there again. I forged the writ with Athers’ help. He knew all of me, past and all, and he loved me, but his arms were no refuge. I was burning up with rage; I was restless and sleepless; I was obsessed. Utterly without hope. Then, that night when Pauloce and his men beat me and tied me down and he had me on that table…” 
 
    She held onto Gillis’ arms with both hands now, until they throbbed where she was gripping. The mad, trembling look in her eyes gave way to a soft, watery, broad, pitiful smile.  
 
    “And then you, Gillis. You burst in that door. You blessed man, you came and saved me when none other would have. Since then, the nights have still been bitter, impossible to sleep through. The rage has left me, yet there’s this … restlessness that remains. You gave me hope, and I think of the future and of going on in spite of everything. I want to see the places where the sea bursts out of the rock in geysers; I want to see that forest where the trees knit together so the people walk on it like a path; I want to sail west so fast that I race against the sun’s setting. I never wanted such things, and now I want all of them. Because of you, Gillis.” 
 
    Gillis held her to his chest. The top of her red hair brushed his chin. He could not think of anything to say. To utter an outright lie seemed wrong. She had committed unforgivable crimes, yes, and would see her crimes paid for soon enough. But she was so troubled and haunted that it gave Gillis pause. Finally, his words came.  
 
    “Your troubles will be over soon enough. I promise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part 4: Death Comes 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Over the next days as they drew near to Wilhelmina’s home, Amelia thought of using the last of her powders and fluids to enchant every weapon and strip of cloth they had with every spell she could dream up. She could leave the bothersome satchel behind, for one. The danger was growing, and they needed to be fully prepared at every moment. Besides, she could get more of almost any material from Wilhelmina. In spite of it all, she felt a lifting of her great burdens when they were on the road and making fine progress under a cold, clear sky. The appearance of the High Monk’s robe had, in the end, been a great incentive. She practiced diligently each morning, and whistled new strengths into her sword and daggers when the group took a rest. How could a silly robe be a bother? She had three very fine allies on the path with her. Best of all was Gillis. He understood better than the others perhaps ever could.  
 
    It was in these radiant spirits that she caught up to Roos on the path. They were walking along white gravel by the bank of a shallow, brightly shimmering stream, sometimes passing under the shade of a bending tree above.  
 
    “Would you like to learn a spell, Roos my dear?” she asked.  
 
    His eyes grew wide and he nodded fervently. 
 
    “I warn you, it may be difficult.” 
 
    “I care not—I will study hard.” 
 
    “You may not even see a glimmer of it for days.” 
 
    “Come, teach me. I am ready.” 
 
    “Alright, now let’s stop a moment,” Amelia said. “Close your eyes, and keep them closed.” 
 
    He shut his eyes and waited breathlessly. Choson and Gillis were speaking curtly some way ahead. Amelia suppressed a mirthful grin.  
 
    “Hold your hand in front of your face,” she said.  
 
    He did. 
 
    “Now concentrate, focus your entire mind on the flow of Momaentum around you. You are a river-weed in its current.” 
 
    He bared his teeth and swayed slightly.  
 
    She gasped and he opened his eyes.  
 
    “What?” he said.  
 
    “You did—but how could … I have never seen it learned so fast in all my life,” Amelia muttered. His beard twitched and he puffed his chest out.  
 
    “Close your eyes! Truly, you are ready for a real spell. Repeat after me: Lungs are crushed by paw of bear,” she said.  
 
    He repeated it.  
 
    “Now the victim has no air!” 
 
    The moment that was repeated, Amelia put a hand to her throat. Roos kept his eyes closed, deflating slightly at the apparent lack of magic. She collapsed to the ground, face red, making all manner of theatrical choking noises. Roos’ eyes burst open and he fell to the ground beside her. His hands hovered frantically over her throat, her arms, her chest, but he could do nothing to stop her choking. He shook her with both hands. 
 
    “Please! Please, Amelia, breathe! I did not mean it!” Roos yelled.  
 
    Choson and Gillis came running back. 
 
    Roos was blowing air in Amelia’s open mouth when she gave one last, violent convulsion and lay still.  
 
     “No! It cannot be!” Roos said. “Curse me! Curse this terrible power!” 
 
    “What is this?” Gillis said.  
 
    Roos stammered and choked. Amelia felt his enormous hands brush her forehead. The pain in her abdomen from the suppressed laughter almost made her tremble.  
 
    “Roos,” Choson said, “the dead do not smirk.” 
 
    “What?” Roos said. 
 
    Amelia snapped upright and yelled, “Boo!” He fell back, all color drained away from his face in a moment, and as Amelia wheezed with laughter he rose to his feet, dusting himself off. His cheeks now turned a deep red, and he would not look anyone in the eye. 
 
    “Did Amelia give you a scare?” Gillis said. 
 
    “No,” Roos said, a clear lie. “I was acting also. I knew the game.” 
 
    Choson helped the still-laughing Amelia to her feet. They started again on the track, Roos far in the lead and keeping his face well turned away from the others.  
 
    “That was cruel,” Choson said to Amelia. “And a waste of time.” 
 
    “It was a fine prank. Just what I needed,” she said. 
 
    He left her there, and she was still smiling, but the Gweidorian bastard had taken most of the joy out of her smile. What harm does a prank do in the end? We’ve all been tricked before. Roos will be laughing later. That look on his face! she thought. I’ll be chortling the whole day through. Maybe the whole year through.  
 
    Choson caught up with Roos ahead, and the two spoke in low voices. Gillis came shortly after to walk beside Amelia. 
 
    “We are close to Wilhelmina’s home?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. We will leave the stream this afternoon, cut through some woodlands and hills tomorrow, and then be there. It’s at the far end of Pauloce’s lands, not very populated, but still we must take care.” 
 
    “Will she be dangerous?” 
 
    “She won’t harm us.” 
 
    “I feel she could harm a great deal if she wished,” Gillis said. 
 
    “You need to let that old foolishness go,” Amelia said. “I could harm a great deal if I so wished, and you are safe enough with me.” 
 
    “Blood Magic is …” Gillis said, then smiled and went on, “you are right. I am only thinking in my old ways. Give me time and I will see as you do.” 
 
    “Well, you have until tomorrow evening to see properly,” Amelia said. “At least be polite. She demands good manners in others.” 
 
    “Why did Verandert leave her be for so long?” Gillis said.  
 
    “She hides well,” Amelia said. 
 
    “He can search just as well.” 
 
    “She told me Verandert fears her,” Amelia said. “It might be so, though I think they fear each other. She never displays or uses any great measure of her power, never provoking Verandert to invest true effort in a search for her.” 
 
    “If she is his equal, her home will be quite the refuge for us,” Gillis said. 
 
    “Hm. I never thought of it like that,” Amelia said. “I suppose we might stay, if she would have us.” 
 
    “I fear I would be an unwelcome guest,” Gillis said with a meek smile. 
 
    “Nonsense. I will make her welcome you.” 
 
    “My thanks.” 
 
    Amelia laid a hand on her stomach. Hunger had twisted in there all day, but now it was a sharp pain. Gillis wore a very strained look on his face, and though he kept it mostly turned away from her as they walked, she caught more than one glance of it.  
 
    “That’s the face of a hungry man. I’m famished. Shall we stop early?” she said. 
 
    “What?” Gillis said, looking at her. “Yes … yes, I’m quite hungry. Let’s stop.”  
 
    They called to Choson and Roos, and the four of them split up to find a meal. Amelia pushed her way into the brush, and shortly after startled a herd of deer away. She tore after them and flung a dagger just in time to catch a young doe in the neck. When it finally bled out and ceased thrashing, she hefted it and slung it over her shoulders. It was small, but it would be enough for now. She passed Gillis, who was on his knees leaning over something unseen with his pack beside him. 
 
    “What have you found?” she said. He spun around, startled. 
 
    “Nothing, as it happens. A common weed that looked like an herb,” he said quickly.  
 
    “Worry not, I’ve found plenty for us to eat. Would you help?” 
 
    He rushed forward and they carried the doe together by its hooves. Choson and Roos were already waiting by the stream and were building a fire. Roos had found nothing, Choson a small handful of river-clams.  
 
    “It is well we stopped early,” Gillis said. “This will take some time to skin, clean, and cook.” 
 
    “Let me help, then,” Choson said, and cast the clams back into the water. “I see no use in separate meals.” 
 
    Gillis smiled at him. Amelia sat across the fire from Roos as the other two skinned the doe. Roos, sword beside him, prodded the fire until the larger logs caught, and then he stared at the flames. He seemed diminished in size, his expressions flat and morose.  
 
    “Come, don’t sulk, Roos,” she said. “It was only a little trick.”  
 
    Roos looked at her for a moment, then glanced down at the fire, shaking his head. At that moment, Choson clutched his shoulder and gasped. Gillis snapped at him to hold the doe steady for his knife.  
 
    “Sing a song,” Amelia said, but Roos did not look up.  
 
    Choson turned to her. “Amelia, leave him be.” 
 
    “I can’t have him sitting there bringing me down,” she said. “Here, Roos, give me your sword. I’ll enchant it to be even better.” 
 
    “Do not trick him,” Choson said in a low voice, leaning in close. 
 
    “I won’t. On my honor, cross my heart, all of that.”  
 
    Roos made no move, even when Amelia stood and took his sword. She laid the enormous thing across her lap and pulled the vials and powders from her satchel one by one. It could not be enchanted in the same manner as her own weapons, being so large. What, then, could work? The enchantment that had ended up dissolving all the metals would have been perfect, had it not gone wrong. 
 
    A new idea struck her, so she set to work chanting over the sword, casting powders and oils along its length where they clung to and melted into the metal of the blade after colorful moments of iridescence and brightness. She worked inscriptions across it, slowly, inch by inch along its length as the doe roasted above the fire. Roos turned to look at her more than once, and soon was staring intently at her every move with the sword. 
 
    “Here, it’s done. Test it with me,” she said, holding the grip out to him.  
 
    He took it slowly. Amelia sprang up and stood in a clear space a few feet away, and he plodded toward her, sword nearly trailing on the ground like a shamed dog’s tail.  
 
    When he was close, she jabbed her sword toward his neck, and in the same moment her blade met Roos’ with a dull clang. It nearly unbalanced him; the blade had been magically directed without his intending it, and he had only just clung onto the handle. She twisted and struck at his opposite side, but again his sword parried hers of its own volition. Roos gaped. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Amelia said to the dumbstruck Roos.  
 
    She left him there, where he felt the blade with his fingers and held it up to the light, trying to read the inscriptions. The doe was ready, and Gillis cut away strips from the flank and piled them on a clean rock. They all ate these quickly, and then broke camp, leaving the rest of the carcass by the side of the stream.  
 
    They decided that, being so close to their destination, they ought to continue on toward Wilhelmina’s home into the night. They set off in the late afternoon, and were soon away from the stream, beating through the dense woodland. The sky was iron grey from clouds that produced a constant drizzle. There was little talk, and they walked separately but within sight of each other. Amelia was left with her thoughts.  
 
    Not even a thank-you from Roos, she thought. Well, if he is waiting for me to apologize for what I did, his wait will be long indeed. He can’t see the humor when he’s embarrassed. But then … she thought as a small uncomfortable idea rose up, Choson acted strange regarding Roos’ reaction. I suppose it may have brought up something for Roos. The thought bloomed into a stifling, warm shame creeping across her neck.  
 
    There are things that you would rather not be joked about yourself, aren’t there, Amelia? There are things that make you go strange. 
 
    Roos was ahead once more, and the drizzle was building into a steady rain. His ridiculous bear fur would start to stink again in the rain. With his eyes downcast and his trudging gait, the image of him in the rain sent a wave of pity through Amelia, which mingled with her shame, so she trotted to pass Choson and join Roos. As she passed, Choson caught her arm and spoke to her in a low voice.  
 
    “You will not torment him again,” Choson said.  
 
    “No, I won’t.” She pulled her arm free. 
 
    “I spoke to him after your trick. You should know, your choice of prank was unfortunate,” Choson said. “I had guessed enough of how he came to be wandering so far from the Wittewold, from small words of his here and there—” 
 
    “Get to the point.” 
 
    “He has not been entirely forthcoming about his past. If you heard his tale as I just have, you might understand,” Choson said. “And you might think twice before making fun at his expense.” 
 
    Amelia hurried to catch up to Roos and called out to him. He did not slow or turn as she drew level with him and touched his arm. 
 
    “How do you like the sword?” Amelia said. 
 
    “It is fine magic,” Roos said. 
 
    “That’s all you have to say?” 
 
    He grunted, still not meeting her eyes.  
 
    “Tell me about the bear skin. Where did you get it?” she said. 
 
    “It was my father’s.” 
 
    “He gave it to you for this quest?” 
 
    “No. I took it.” 
 
    “You stole it?” 
 
    “No… no. He died.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, and a sinking feeling came through her gut. It had all the trappings of a tale that would make her feel worse. “I’m sorry. How did he die?” 
 
    Roos took hold of each of the trinkets and trophies that rattled and bounced against him as he walked. “This bearskin, which my father won in a lone hunt, I wear to remember his strength, though I have it not. The doll belonged to little Leti, daughter of the wolfhound breeder. She was kind, so I carry the doll also. This brass orb, it was the smith’s. He kept useful things in it. All these things are of my people.” 
 
    “Did all these people die?” 
 
    “Yes. There was an attack.” 
 
    “How did you survive?” 
 
    “I tried to fight, but I am weak. They knocked me far down, into the snow. I was buried in it, and nobody found me. I awoke too late.” 
 
    The rain began to fall harder, its drops the size of peas. In the waning light, they could not see far into the grey haze made by the sheets of rain.  
 
    “Who attacked you?” 
 
    “Another tribe. They coveted our lands, for there was fine hunting. My father offered to allow them visits, but they refused. Their tribe came the next day in war furs, with weapons of steel and tooth and claw. My village was not ready. I was not ready. I was not strong.” 
 
    “I thought you came all this way to prove yourself ready to be chief?” 
 
    “You won’t understand. It is our way. My father died, so I now am chief, though I am chief of nothing but a burned village. I am not worthy, not yet. I came this way to prove myself. My father’s spirit walks with me, and with him I can be brave, be strong.” 
 
    “I hope the sword will help.” 
 
    “Maybe it will,” Roos said, smiling, before his expression turned dark again. “Little Leti was alive when I woke. I sang to her as she lay dying in my lap. I sing it by the fire sometimes. The choking sound you made when you did that foul trick—it was like Leti. I was back by her side today.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I should never have done it,” Amelia said. 
 
    He waved his hand. “You did not know.” 
 
    “What can I do? I feel wretched now. Why didn’t you say anything before?” 
 
    “It is done. You have given me this sword, that is enough. Now we go to Wilhelmina and learn from her, then on again to the road we go.” 
 
    “Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “You are forgiven already. It is myself that I cannot forgive.” 
 
    They were silent after that. She lay her hand on his arm briefly, and then let him stride ahead. There were many branches and bushes in the way, and Roos held them all aside for her. As night came on, they were still traveling, and Roos sang softly to himself in a tune that she recognized. Though it was in his native tongue, she could distinctly hear the word, ‘Leti.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They slept well, but briefly, in a crude shelter that Amelia magicked out of branches under a fallen log. It kept half the rain out. Choson, though, slept through to his pre-dawn watch with ease. The compulsion to keep an open eye on Gillis through the night was long behind him. They had become cordial companions as the days passed, with Gillis always offering small kindnesses and answering whatever question on the slave trade Choson could think to ask. The mistrust Choson had borne earlier had seemed prudent, but following Gillis’ fainting spell after seeing the robe, Choson saw that it was as everyone had told him. Gillis was older and unable to adjust to life cast out from the only home he had known. Every strange look and half-truth spoken by him since their meeting made more sense once Choson saw Gillis in this way. The man only needed time to find his feet out in the wild.  
 
    The ever-present rain, borne on fretful gusts, slapped them front and back, and by mid-morning it was mixed with stinging sleet. Progress was made with their heads bent low, their vision limited to the ground before them. As the sleet hammered against Choson’s breastplate, he was glad to be thus attired. Aside from his exposed face, he was dry. The others had a worse time of it, but he could do nothing to help. They trudged along with their fingers jammed in their armpits. At one point, Amelia yelled over the wind that they were close. 
 
    They reached the top of a hill where the woodland ended. Beyond it was a series of bare hills upon which rivulets of icy slush and mud ran around tough grasses. Amelia called for them to stop and pointed to the distance. They retreated to the cover of the trees, though Choson saw nothing. Eventually, in the brief moments when the rain and sleet slackened, he could see a distant cloaked figure hunched forward against the weather. The figure walked east along a path where the hills were gentler. Wilhelmina’s home was to the west, so they waited for the stranger to be east and well out of sight before continuing.  
 
    “A local?” Choson asked. 
 
    “Most likely,” Amelia said. 
 
    “Is it not unusual for them to be out in this weather?” 
 
    “Let us not fret over every stranger we see,” she said. “That was surely a farmer with a poor sense of the coming weather, or else they had somewhere to be urgently.” 
 
    “Why have us hide, then?” 
 
    “I said let’s not fret, not let’s be incautious. Come on.” 
 
    They went on, avoiding the path and therefore the gentler way through the hills. The way left to them was steep, slick with mud, and frustrating. They took to using crude walking sticks that they drove into the earth to make their ascent, and then again to slow their scrambling slide down the other side. The first such hill had been the worst, because the treacherous shifting ground surprised them. Soon on the next hills they had some measure of practice with the climb, though they were splattered head to foot in mud. All the while the freezing rain came down. There seemed to be no end to the miserable climb, as hill after hill there was no sign of their destination. They could not even rest in the dales, where the water sat in foul, icy puddles.  
 
    Soon they were on their hands and knees, pushing or pulling each other up. Choson no longer cared to prevent grit from scraping his poleyns or getting in the crooks of the armor. He would gladly ruin every surface of the suit if it got them out of the cursed hills one moment earlier.  
 
    They reached the top of the hill and found themselves overlooking a small stone building with a thatched roof, which was perched on a smaller hill than the one they had climbed. Amelia gave a small, joyful cry and told them it was Wilhelmina’s home. They slid down the hill with new energy. Choson was eager to be out of the terrible sleet, which was now more ice than water. They made a desperate run to the front door of the building, thick grasses and weeds underfoot tripping them and the driving sleet nearly blinding them. They reached the building and Amelia, springing forward ahead of the others, pounded on the door. It was unlatched and swung inward, revealing a room that was in total darkness. Amelia froze, then looked around at the others.  
 
    “Wilhelmina?” she called. Her voice was higher than usual. 
 
    She entered, and the rest came in after her. They could see nothing. 
 
    “Wilhelmina? Where are you?”  
 
    The light spilling in from the front door showed only a bare floor. Amelia felt her way to the far wall and tore away a cloth covering from one of the windows. Her feet left darker spots on the floor where they had brushed aside the dust. The room was empty there too. Choson’s eyes slowly adjusted and he saw that, aside from a single sheet of yellow paper in the corner, the room was entirely bare. Amelia hurried to the paper and picked it up.  
 
    “It’s blank,” she said. 
 
    “What happened?” Choson said. 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    “Pauloce’s death happened,” Gillis said. 
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    “Without him, perhaps she had no reason to stay,” Gillis said. 
 
    “I never did know what kept her here,” Amelia said. “She always deflected the question. Said something about doing the right thing often being unpleasant.” 
 
    “She saw herself as a guardian,” Gillis suggested. His expression was inscrutable. 
 
    Amelia nodded, staring at the blank page with an unfocused gaze.  
 
    “So the quest has failed,” Roos growled. His head brushed the ceiling as he paced around. 
 
    “The quest to get out of the sleet, however, was a great success,” Choson said. He crossed to the window. It was made of thick glass, and the sleet striking it burst into flecks of ice that slid down and melted as they went. A grim smile came to his face—it was not only the sleet that struck a barrier and melted away into nothing. All his attempts to find the truth, in all these years after Jun’s death, had been little more than fading flecks of glass on a windowpane. Like the rest, this search had come to nothing. 
 
     “This is a hidden message,” Amelia said. 
 
    “What does it say?” Choson said, his eyes still on the glass. 
 
    “I can’t tell yet. It won’t reveal itself easily, but I can sense it is there…” 
 
    “Who could it be for?” 
 
    “It is for me,” she said. 
 
    “You are certain,” Gillis said, not in question.  
 
    “Yes. That much I know.” 
 
    She paced the room, muttering a string of incantations punctuated with bursts of foul language. Much of the dust was kicked up by her movements, and the light filtering through the window showed the air was now clouded thickly with it. Choson watched the motes dance. So it was another delay, another diversion. Another stretch of days’ travel elsewhere, with the chances of confronting Min-Yu growing all the slimmer. Hope had glimmered for him, for a time, but even at its brightest he never considered what he would do if he met her. Would he charge at her, sword aloft, cursing her for Jun’s fate? If they spoke, what could he say? None of it could return Jun to him. He was as Amelia was now: pacing and directionless, cursing enemies and evil fortunes, devoid of purpose. The lone thought that stoked hope once more was Gillis’ offer. Perhaps if they could free even one slave, there would be purpose again.  
 
    “Oh,” Amelia said, and she stopped dead in the center of the room. “Of course that’s it.” 
 
    She pricked her finger with a dagger tip and shook a drop of blood on the paper. Instantly the paper drank the blood, and large curling lines erupted across the page. It was over in seconds. The page was covered in writing. Amelia’s gaze darted across the page, her mouth thinning to a mere line as she reached the bottom.  
 
    They asked her what it said, but she paced again, reading it slower with her lips framing the words. 
 
    “I have to go alone,” she said. 
 
    “Where?” Gillis asked. 
 
    “It is not far. She is in hiding near here.” 
 
    “Why alone?” Roos asked. 
 
    “She left the note for me. Saw my coming in her augury, and here she’s underlined no other guests,” Amelia said. “She has, apparently, many important things to tell me.” 
 
    “I am loath to have any of us go out alone,” Choson said. 
 
    “That is my feeling,” Gillis said. “We ought to stay together at least most of the way to her place of hiding.” 
 
    “It can’t be done,” Amelia held up the page. “She said the trail she left will reveal itself to me alone, and if others come along the path will scatter. We need to see her with haste.” 
 
    “Go, then,” Choson said dryly. “We will await you in this crypt.”  
 
    “Oh, don’t be dramatic,” Amelia said. “I’ll enchant something that will put you at ease.” 
 
    She tore four finger-width strips of cloth from her sleeve and, sitting cross-legged, chanted while rubbing pinches of metallic powder into each of them. They glowed blue for a moment, and then she stood and offered one to Gillis, Choson and Roos in turn.  
 
    “Tie them around your fingers,” she said, and they did. “Now watch.” 
 
    Taking out one of her daggers, she held it up to her throat. Choson felt the cloth pinch tightly around his finger, and as Amelia put the blade away, the cloth loosened.  
 
    “It’s rudimentary, but it’ll do,” she said. “I don’t have the time to make them tracking cloths, so don’t go wandering away from this building. If there’s danger to any of us, we shall all know of it. Satisfied?” 
 
    Choson nodded.  
 
    Amelia adjusted her belt and satchel, and felt each one of her dagger handles as though checking they were all in place. “I will be gone two hours at the most. Once I find out where she is, then I’ll return and we’ll visit her together.” 
 
    She pulled the door closed as she left, and they sat against the corners of the room in the half-light. The sleet was gone now, but the rain was still falling on the thatch roof in a gentle hiss. Though there was dust, the room had no cobwebs, nor did the roof have any leaks. Strange for a room so long abandoned, Choson thought. No-one spoke. Choson felt a tension in his gut that worsened the longer they stayed. They had fled through woodlands and scrambled over hills, always checking over their shoulders, only to come and sit in that confined room and wait.  
 
    A shadow crossed the window.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Once Amelia was on the trail, which carried her north where the hills were gentle, she did not deviate. The magical trail was easy to follow, and came with the sensation of something familiar, just outside the edge of recall. As she focused on the feeling, there came waves of fragments that at first would not merge to a whole. It was Wilhelmina making herbal teas that steamed up the windows, it was the clean linen hanging from lines among braids of garlic and bunches of sage, and the vanilla-scented pages of her books. Amelia experienced none of it with her physical senses, but with the inner, magical one. Stronger than the familiarity was the mantle of warmth that settled over Amelia despite the rain. She finally knew its meaning. Wilhelmina was calling her home. To stay.  
 
    She passed into a straggling line of straight-backed pines, shed of their needles and groaning like wounded men. They provided no shelter from the rain. Every minute or so she checked the cloth tied around her finger—it was no tighter than when she had left. The needles crunched underfoot. A tiny thrill ran through the small hairs at the nape of her neck, and she turned, but there was nothing save the rain and the trees. She hurried on. The trees grew thicker now, and were intermixed with squat, gnarled oaks that gave her cover from the rain as she passed under them. There was a footstep, then the scrape of a boot on bark. She turned in a full circle, dagger in hand, but again there was nothing. The wind picked up and the trees shrieked and moaned as it bent them. She ran. The Blood Magic was pulsing now, and she felt her feet pulled along as though a puppeteer had her on strings. The warmth became a feverish heat and she passed through the rain as though it was not there. At first she resisted it, but the smell of Wilhelmina’s old books sharpened in her mind even as the strange feeling took her over. She let it pull her along.  
 
    She barely looked where she was going. She slid down a gravel bank, arms flailing for balance, until she reached the bottom and stopped. There, in a depression ringed by gravel, was a bent, black-barked tree surrounded by a small, neat garden. The rain did not fall in the depression. Gone, too, was the feeling of being watched. There was only quiet peace here. She approached the tree and reached a hand out to the bark. Her hand passed right through to a door made of straight timbers and, feeling around, she found a handle, but did not turn it.  
 
    Suddenly, she felt a small pinch on her finger. She held up the cloth tied around it, and peered closely at it. Already it was slack again. Had she made a mistake with the enchantment, or was there some danger to the others? She held her breath with her gaze fixed on the cloth. When it did not tighten again, she let her hand fall and took hold of the door handle once more. She could not rid herself of the feeling that something was wrong, however. As she turned away from the gnarled, black tree, she felt a tug on her cloak from behind her. She took a few more steps, and again felt as though invisible hands pulled on her sleeves, her ankles. 
 
    “I have to go, Wilhelmina,” she murmured. “I’ll be back soon. Promise.” 
 
    The tugging stopped, and as she made her way to the gravel bank, she felt a push in the small of her back. It may have been her imagination running freely, but it had almost had a reproachful tone. ‘Fine. Go,’ it seemed to say.  
 
    “I’ll be back,” she said again, louder. 
 
    The return journey seemed shorter, though she paused a few times to mark the way by stacking stones or driving sticks into the ground. The rain fell with bitter cold, but the wind had at least stilled. She felt certain that none now watched her. Every minute, she held the cloth up and looked closely at it, straining to feel any slight pinch it might give her. Just as she reached the muddy hills that had been so bothersome to climb, the cloth tightened painfully around her finger. She cried out, then immediately broke into a run. She skidded down one hill and scrabbled up the next one, and down and up again with her heart thundering in her chest. Her finger was turning deep red. At the hilltops she scanned the surrounding hills. but saw nothing. She drew near enough to the building to see it, and saw that the door was hanging open.  
 
    Her lungs and legs burned, and she had no Waker to spur her on. She drew on every fiber of magical sense she had and cast out as far as she could. There was no glimmer of magic here in the hills or near the building. Her finger was throbbing mercilessly—she would have to cut the cloth off before long.  
 
    Then she passed it. By the second-to-last hill, there was a gossamer thread that touched her perception for the merest fraction of a moment. She would have missed it if she had not been pressing her senses to their limit. The thread was of Blood Magic, but it was not Wilhelmina’s. It was that same magic of Min-Yu. She felt no swoop of horror in her gut. She felt neither calm nor turmoil, just an all-eclipsing focus on the door, the need to get to the door that yawned open wide and black. She had left them in their tomb. She called their names. She shrieked their names. There was no reply.  
 
    She was suddenly at the doorway, leaving a sparking blue trail behind her, and she was inside the building. There was nobody inside. The floor was covered in shriveled leaves and vines. On the far side the window was smashed, and there was blood where the shards of glass lay. On her right, by the door, a crossbow bolt had sunk into the timbers. At her feet was a small, dark pool of blood, smeared at the edges where the bleeder had been dragged out into the rain, leaving no track or trace for her to follow.  
 
    They were gone. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A shadow crossed the window.  
 
    Amelia had left minutes ago, but she had struck out north, away from the building, not toward the window. Choson waved at the others urgently, and they pressed themselves against the windowed wall, in the corners and crevices where they would not be seen. The shadow came again to the window, closer this time, and darkened the room. They dared not look. Choson waited with suspended breath and a thudding heart so loud he was sure it would betray him, even through the wall. He could see the outline of his companions and the flash of their eyes as they looked over at him. All was still for a time as the rain beat down on the building. Then, as suddenly as it had come, the shadow left. They did not move. With the shadow gone from the window, Choson could see that Gillis had turned pale and was gasping shallow breaths like a rabbit hiding in its burrow.  
 
    “They have left,” Roos whispered. 
 
    “We are likely being watched,” Choson said. “Lie still.” 
 
    Roos nodded. 
 
    A droplet struck Choson’s armor just under his chin and made a tiny noise. He looked above at the ceiling, thinking there was some leak, and as he did a number of drops ran down his face and to his chin. He was sweating. An immense, chilling pain in his shoulder flared and throbbed, but somehow it did not bother him. 
 
    “Strange,” Choson said. His tongue felt heavy and sluggish in his mouth. “My shoulder … there is cold pain there.” 
 
    “It may be,” Gillis said between pants, “a slaver’s tracking spell.” 
 
    “Strange.” 
 
    The damp, clammy feeling came to his hands and feet then, and the air in the room grew thicker with each breath he drew. Soon he was slumped against the wall with heat radiating through his body and up to his neck, trapped inside by his armor. He felt he ought to take it off. He pulled at the straps idly, but could not grip them firmly for a time. Perhaps he would rest. The appearance of the shadow had been troubling, and now he was exhausted. Roos was pulling at his furs; he was hot too. Beads of sweat perched on Gillis’ bald head and cascaded down when he moved. Their eyes were all half-closed and their limbs stretched out across the green stone floor.  
 
    The color of the floor caught Choson’s attention. It was not green when we came in, he thought blearily. This place is strange indeed. 
 
    He watched as a thin vine-like shoot sprouted from the cracks in the stone and felt at the bottom of Roos’ boot, like a blind worm tapping for a place to burrow. Tap, tap, tap. Several more shoots rose out of the ground and snaked along Roos’ legs; he brushed them away lazily. Choson knitted his brows and stared hard at them. The shadow crossed the window once more, and Choson looked up, then back down at the sprouting vines. They were growing thicker now. What did they want? They were embracing Roos all along his body. Some crept around Roos’ neck in loose loops, and as Choson watched they tightened their grip until Roos’ beard was flattened against his throat. Choson had some visitors of his own, tapping and searching along his plate and holding on to him. He took one of the vines in his hand and tried to set its course some other way—he thought it might make marks on his armor—but it snaked around his hand and wrenched it to the floor. All the vines tightened at once, and he could not move his legs. His shoulder felt as though it had been plunged in ice.  
 
    He jerked his other hand free of the vines’ grip and snatched his knife, then cut at the vines holding him in bunches. They moved slowly, but were strong. Roos’ face was deep red from the vines that slowly, lovingly garroted him. Gillis’ mouth and nose were crowded with them. Choson cut himself free and burst upright. He staggered across the writhing floor to Roos’ side and cut him free, first untangling his neck. When Roos did not stir, Choson struck him around the face, shouting at him to wake. Roos blinked and tore at the vines holding him with his bare hands. Choson handed him his knife and leapt over to Gillis’ side. He drew his sword and, measuring his swing, cut the main twisting knot that crowded Gillis’ face and neck. The vines shrank away and withered, and Choson ripped Gillis release from the rest. Roos was free and came to help Choson lift Gillis to his feet. Gillis’ head lolled back, but he murmured in between rasping breaths. Just as Choson thrummed with the exultation that he had been able to save them from the sudden danger, the shadow came to the window and stayed. There, framed by the glass and pouring sheets of rain, the cloaked figure outside shifted. It held something in both hands.  
 
    A crossbow. Min-Yu has found us, Choson thought.  
 
    Roos held his sword ready. “Behind me! Get to the door!” 
 
    Choson took Gillis’ weight and dragged him into Roos’ shadow. The window shattered, and the room filled with intense blue light. Roos’ sword sang as it struck a quarrel that thwacked into the wall by the door.  
 
    “To the door! Stay behind!” 
 
    Choson and Gillis stumbled as the vines clawed at them. The whole way to the door, Roos faced the window, fearless, with his sword ready. They were at the threshold when Choson wrenched his boot from the grip of a vine the width of his thumb, and the movement made Gillis stumble. Roos’ sword sang again, and Choson saw the quarrel sink into Gillis’ chest, just below the collarbone. He cried out hoarsely and fell against the door jamb, just as Choson reached out and seized him under the arms.  
 
    “I will take him, you take the sword,” Roos said, and thrust the weapon into Choson’s hands.  
 
    Roos took up Gillis in his arms like a father holding a child.  
 
    “Keep the darts from striking me,” Roos said in a rush. “I will carry him. Is it Min-Yu?” 
 
    “They came with the flash of blue, it must be,” Choson said. “Go!”  
 
    In the rain, they could not see their attacker. Roos thundered down to the crease in the hills, and Choson followed with the enchanted sword held aloft. They kept close to one another, bent low, never coming to the hilltops. The mud slid under their feet. With Gillis’ weight and his own, Roos was often falling to his knees and scrambling on again, but he never dropped Gillis. Choson backpedaled much of the time, keeping one hand on Roos’ broad back and the other with the heavy sword outstretched. He knew the bolt might come screaming out of the rain from anywhere around them, so thick was the rain, and he would not chance his friend being struck in the back. The rain never stopped. The hills went on. Gillis was dying.  
 
    They came to a long, flat expanse of mud between two steep hills, and they rushed along it with fresh speed. The ground was a patchwork of wide puddles, in places slick and treacherous. Choson’s lungs burned. The flat corridor between the hills seemed to go on forever. This cannot be the end, Choson thought. Let Amelia appear and save us. Let her come in a thundering flash, her sword in hand. This cannot be our death.  
 
    Roos rounded a blind corner, then stopped suddenly and roared. A dozen rain-veiled figures holding glinting spears blocked the way. Roos lay Gillis on the ground, and drew Choson’s sword from its scabbard. It looked small in his hands as he stood protectively over Gillis’ prone form.  
 
    “Roos, take your own sword!”  
 
    “No,” Roos growled. “You watch for the bolts. I will beat back these devils.” 
 
    The spearmen advanced. Choson studied the hills and the flat ground behind him, willing himself to penetrate the curtains of iron-grey rain. The spearmen came running and shouting now, and Roos roared at them. The sword jerked in Choson’s hand, of its own will, and struck a bolt he had not seen. He turned to the bolt’s origin, upward and to the left, and saw finally the cloaked figure with the crossbow. She hunched over the device and began to load a new quarrel. The spearmen were upon Roos, holding him at the end of a dozen spear-points, but he did not move. Choson dashed to Roos’ side and lashed out with the sword. He met a spear, and it splintered at the force of his blow. Roos bellowed and swung forward, batting aside their weapons and forcing the spearmen back.  
 
    Choson’s arms were wrenched again as the sword flew around to strike the coming bolt, with a peal like a smith’s hammer on steel. Her hood had fallen away as she ran, and her gold necklaces glinted even at this distance. There was no mistaking that it was Min-Yu. She was drawing closer, almost at a run, nearing the base of the hill. Some of the spears grazed Roos’ arms and drew blood that the rain washed into nothing. Still he would not back away from Gillis, but the spearmen dared not approach the bellowing giant with his flailing sword. Choson batted their spears away from Roos when he could, but again Min-Yu aimed a bolt at them, so he leapt over to ready himself to block.  
 
    She did not fire it, but approached Choson slowly while Roos cried out in pain and fury. Choson wrenched his eyes away from her to glance at Roos every few moments. They had not gotten him yet, they were only scratching him. Soon, though, the slavers would have all of them and they would be face down in the much. Min-Yu was close now, but outside the reach of Choson’s blade.  
 
    “You were unwise to seek me out,” Min-Yu said. 
 
    “You must pay for what you have done!” Choson yelled.  
 
    “I want nothing more than freedom from Verandert and his bootlickers. You should have left me be.” 
 
    Roos struck out at his attackers with more force than ever. Broken spears littered the ground around him, and some spearmen now had swords in hand. They circled him in search of an opening, but Roos’ wild energy kept them at bay. Choson knew the energy would not last. His wounds would bleed, and he would tire. Choson stared at Min-Yu and felt a surge of the long-built malice of years spent on the road in pursuit of her. His gut burned with hate for her haughty face, her gold necklaces, her arrogant stance with one hip cocked.  
 
    “If you desire freedom, why not hide? Why come after us?” Choson yelled. 
 
    “I am no fool. I know that one is a pet of Verandert,” Min-Yu said, pointing at Gillis. “And now Verandert is near. I have sensed it. And with the girl, you seek to unravel my illusion. I did not win my freedom to have it cut short by you.” 
 
    “You are wrong. He is no ally of Verandert,” Choson said, his gut boiling. She was lying. She would say anything.  
 
    She sneered at him, then barked an order in Gweidorian, “Kill the Captain.” 
 
    She put her crossbow on the ground and drew a dagger. Some spearmen left Roos and charged at Choson. The enchanted sword met every blow sent to him, but the wrenching of his arms and their relentless assault pressed him back. He was separated from Roos and Gillis. Choson swung mightily and caught one enemy in the ribs, who fell dead, but the others re-doubled their attack. Min-Yu prowled around the circle of soldiers, her eyes fixed on Gillis. He was stirring feebly and trying to crawl away from the battle.  
 
    “Roos!” Choson bellowed. “Roos!” 
 
    Choson struck another attacker across their throat, and cut yet another’s arm so that it hung on by tendons. He tried to press onward to reach Min-Yu, but the enchanted blade pulled him back to block another blow. There’s no getting away from them when the sword pulls me, he thought.  
 
    Roos looked around and saw Min-Yu as she readied herself to pounce on Gillis. Roos thrust his whole weight at the spearmen in his way, sending them tumbling, but taking a jagged wound on his chest. The giant roared and fell across Gillis, shielding him. Min-Yu descended on Roos and plunged her dagger down on him, again, and again, and again.  
 
    “Roos!” Choson cried. “Roos! No!” 
 
    She flayed the skin from Roos’ ribs and his blood cascaded down into the mud; her eyes were as dispassionate as a butcher. Choson threw the enchanted sword at his remaining attackers, where it clung to their weapons, then he sprinted toward her. He snatched up his own sword that had fallen from Roos’ hands from the mud, raised it high, closed the remaining feet between him and Min-Yu, and brought it down onto her head. At the last moment, Min-Yu looked up at him in surprise. The sword split her between her eyes and down to her nose, and she fell crumpled with the blade still in her. Choson fell across Roos and rolled him onto his back. The great beard was matted with blood, and the giant’s large face was still and cold.  
 
    Choson fell to his knees beside his fallen friend, not caring that spears were aimed at him, their wielders advancing and ready to kill him.  
 
    There came a brilliant blue flash, and then another, and another. Each one froze the raindrops in place for a moment, a thousand tiny sapphires. Amelia, sword and dagger in hand, pirouetted and leapt at the spearmen, and each flash left another one dead. Choson watched numbly as she sliced their throats with great blue flashes and then great scarlet bursts. Each one fell in a heap once Amelia passed by them. Their weapons were nothing to her. Almost as suddenly as she came, the slavers were dead to the last man, and there was no movement but the steady rain. 
 
    Roos had perished, yet the idea was somehow insensible. He was too large and had moved with too much energy for that life to have gone. How could his great bellow-like lungs now be still?  
 
    “What have they done to him?” Amelia said in quiet shock. Choson looked up at her. Blood dripped from her sword. The rain slowed to a trickling, and for a time he did not know what to say.  
 
    “Min-Yu said Verandert is near,” Choson said. “She sensed him.” 
 
    “She’s right.” 
 
    “We cannot mourn Roos,” Choson said. His own words wounded him. “Verandert will find us.” 
 
    “We keep moving then. I will get Gillis on his feet.” 
 
    She took Roos’ blood into her vial, muttered her incantations, and poured it into Gillis’ wound until his flesh spat out the quarrel. Choson felt a surge of anger at Gillis. How dare he take any more from Roos? Choson pushed the thoughts away, but the anger lingered. Gillis’ pale skin regained some color, and then his eyes fluttered open. Amelia dragged him to sit up, and waved at Choson to help get him to his feet. Gillis seemed unable to talk, and he looked pale and sickly, needing to drape both arms around the others to stay upright. 
 
    As they took Gillis away from the scene of the battle, where they left Roos to lie uncovered in the rain, Choson thought bitterly that Gillis’ life had better be worth the price.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The shambling march to Wilhelmina’s refuge were the bitterest minutes of Gillis’ life. As the rain gusted away and left blinding sun beating down on wet mud, they trudged on with quivering nerves. Gillis slowed them. They supported him the whole way, though he did not ask for it. Roos had carried him after he was struck down by that bolt, though he had never asked for it. Roos had cast himself over Gillis, given his life, not knowing the man he shielded had plotted against them from the first. The facts shifted in Gillis’ mind, but he could not assimilate them. They were ethereal, hateful—they were not sensible. His numb, weightless feet were not real. They carried him on to a place they would never reach. He could not suffer to think of the hours past, nor could he suffer to imagine the hours hence. Choson and Amelia would die. Verandert was close. One did anything—anything—to play the part. The sunlight pierced his eyes from a clearing sky above and shimmering ground below, yet he stared with wide eyes, unseeing.  
 
    The foolish Wittewolder had died in vain. That blessed fool. Gillis was the wretch who should have died. And yet, what difference did it make? They were all to die at Verandert’s hand. He could not control his thoughts. It was the loss of blood, it was the shock of nearly dying. Roos had been doomed no matter what Gillis did; it was not his fault the fool had chosen to die to save him. He kept nodding and sagging forward, on the edge of collapsing altogether and losing consciousness. Each time he faltered Choson and Amelia shook him, held him up, reassured him. His fevered mind began to hear things, see things that were not there. Beldas screaming and Amelia laughing and Duvelt hanging limp from the rope all seemed to rise up out of the shimmering ground and crowd around him. As ever, he sought to cling to the words of Ardent Momaenta and tried to run over them in his mind, but he could not remember. In the killing of four innocent men to save one guilty, the greater good—but no, that was not it.  
 
    Choose always the greater good no matter the cost. 
 
    Gillis stumbled and let out a cry.  
 
    No matter the cost.  
 
    Kill four innocent men to save one guilty.  
 
    No, that was not it. It could not be right, but those words screamed in his ear. One guilty, Pauloce, had died, and one, two, three, four more lives were the cost. Beldas, in the inn, struggling against the dagger. The Prime Steward. The two guards. Now Gillis was the guilty one. First Roos had perished, then it would be Choson, Amelia, Wilhelmina …  
 
    Amelia and Choson propelled him along the muddy path, and Gillis had a lucid moment amid all the fever and pain. He met Amelia’s eyes, creased with worry, and then Choson’s, pale and distant with despair.  
 
    “You will be alright, Gillis,” Amelia said. “We will take care of you.” 
 
    “Stay with us,” Choson said.  
 
    Their voices were full of a concern that made Gillis’ stomach feel putrid. Their hold on his arms was warm and firm, like anchors keeping him from drifting away completely.   
 
    A new, dim voice arose among the rest. Choson, Amelia—they need not die. He could tell them now what he had done, what he had agreed to. He wrenched the thought from his mind like pulling off a leech, but it did not stop the fleeting moment of hope that it sparked. Choson, Amelia, Roos, they had all endeared themselves to Gillis without his knowing or consent, and now it all came crashing in. Amelia wanted to live, and she would stop at nothing. Did forging some piece of paper wipe away the goodness, the loyalty she was capable of? And Choson, he had wanted to right a wrong. Did he deserve death merely for coming to the Monastery with questions? Gillis felt as though an icy boulder was sinking through his chest. They could not die. He could not suffer to watch Verandert kill them as he had Duvelt and Athers. How much senseless death had come, and was still to come? How many more thousands would be piled at Gillis’ feet with each writ he would be compelled to sign?  
 
    But there was no stopping Verandert. There was no good to be had in defying him. Amelia and Choson were marked to die, and die they would. Gillis would have to watch; his head swirled anew as he pictured it—the blue flash, the line drawn across the throats and the red life spilling from them. Gillis had been Verandert’s most faithful. He would take the High Monk’s office and do his utmost to correct the wrong he was now committing by betraying the others.  
 
    No, he thought, perhaps there is a way. Verandert could be reasoned with. He could argue for Amelia’s life, argue that the forging of the writ had been a good and just thing. Verandert would listen. 
 
    Another thought rose: I am the danger. They must leave me to die so they can flee. I must make them understand.  
 
    “Leave me here,” he said, though his voice was weak.  
 
    They did not seem to hear him. 
 
    “Leave me here!” 
 
    He said it again and again, but they carried him ever onward. The land slid underneath them, and soon gnarled, leafless trees slid past also, as the world turned while Gillis motionlessly put one foot in front of the other. His mind was breaking. The ground inverted and became the sky, and Amelia and Choson caught him before he fell, and then it happened again and again. His head rolled, and he let out a moan. They touched his shoulders and told him reassuring things in a constant stream. He had betrayed them. No plea could change Verandert’s mind. No repair could be made for the coming damage to Gillis’ soul. 
 
    They came down a steep gravel bank, and Gillis saw a neat garden and a lone tree in the center of a depression. Amelia left Gillis with Choson, and ran ahead to the tree. She pounded on the bark, no, on timber beneath the surface of the illusory bark. She beckoned Choson and Gillis to hurry, and disappeared inside. Choson took Gillis to the threshold, and they went inside together.  
 
    The world went black. Gillis felt as though an invisible hand pulled him sharply upward, and he was suddenly aware of being very far from the others.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Choson landed in a chair as though cast in it from a great height. 
 
    The small, dim room slowly came into view. There was stooped ancient woman in front of him, with piercing black eyes. There were no whites in her eyes at all, just a near-total darkness that glittered like beetle’s wings in the gloom. Her cobweb-white hair was strangled in a bun atop her head. She thrust a steaming cup to him across the table at which she and Choson sat.  
 
    “You need a calming draft, I’ll warrant,” she said in a reedy, age-roughened voice. 
 
    He sniffed the cup. It was goud root tea. There were stuffed ravens and shining brass pots sitting on crooked shelves all around him. Strings of garlic and goud root hung from lines across the ceiling, and a little squashed bed sat in the far corner. The room rocked before Choson’s eyes as though they were in the belly of a sea-tossed vessel, but as the moments passed he found the room was actually steady. It was his own dazed head that had been rocking. 
 
     “What is happening? Where are the others?” Choson said. He peered at the woman. “You are Wilhelmina.”  
 
    “I am.” She smiled, though it did not touch her eyes. A moment passed in silence. Her expression fell, and she looked on Choson with pity.  
 
    “I have not much time, danger is coming. Where are the others?” 
 
    “We have time, Choson. An hour passing in here is the dropping of a mere grain in an hourglass out there.” 
 
    “I do not understand you, my head is … much has happened. Where are—” 
 
    “They are sitting in the same chair you are, dear Choson. But I needed time to chat to each of you. Understand that Verandert is almost here, and there must be a little moment of calm before all the death arrives.” 
 
    “My friends are here? How?” 
 
    “I do not like to have too many visitors at once. I separated you in time, though not in place.”  
 
     Choson could not fathom the nonsensical answer, so he cast his gaze about the room for a time. The room was small, crammed with books and loose papers, and lit as though by flickering candlelight, though he could see no candles.  
 
    “He was a hero in the end,” Wilhelmina said. 
 
    He looked at her. The black eyes never blinked, but her expression was otherwise kind. 
 
    “Roos, I mean,” she said gently. 
 
    He nodded and muttered in agreement. He was still dazed.  
 
    “I fixed your shoulder. The quarrel that struck you left a tracking spell, but I suppose that doesn’t matter now, eh? You got her. It’s done.” 
 
    “What is done?” 
 
    “Your quest, my dear,” she said. 
 
    “That was not my quest,” Choson said. “I meant only to—” 
 
    “To what? Clap her in chains and march her northwards for weeks on end? Sit her down and give her a stern talking-to? No, I see your heart, and there is no need for shame. Some deserve death.” 
 
    “Perhaps. It does not feel like justice, though. It feels only hollow.” 
 
    “You wanted answers, I suppose.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “And they die with Min-Yu.” 
 
    Wilhelmina sucked her wrinkled cheeks in and regarded Choson for a time, tapping her nails on the table. Choson had the bizarre impression that she seemed like a money-lender sizing up a client. He took the goud root tea and gulped, restless, feeling dimly that it scalded his tongue. The silence went on between them, and Choson felt no compulsion to break it. 
 
    “The answers need not die with Min-Yu,” Wilhelmina said finally. 
 
    “You speak as though you have them,” Choson said. 
 
    “Amelia has spoken to you of me and my power, I’m sure. Perhaps going so far as to say I rival Verandert.” 
 
    “She has spoken of you, yes.” 
 
    “Know that my only power is in the knowledge I hold. To the physical world, I am essentially a specter.” 
 
    “Would you share your knowledge of Min-Yu?” 
 
    “I might.” The black eyes pierced him for a time. “The methods of Blood Magic by which I accrue this knowledge is drawn from my own blood and life-force. I cannot contest Verandert, nor can I effect true change on my own. However, I can see much of what is, and some of what will be.” 
 
    “What is to become of me and the others?” 
 
    “That I cannot see clearly,” Wilhelmina said, but she averted her eyes from his. “What I can tell you is what I know of Min-Yu. Truth be told, I feel I owe you the knowledge. I had a hand in what happened, including the death of Jun.” 
 
    A shock ran through Choson’s gut. He leaned forward, and said, “Explain.” 
 
    “I was … trying to help,” Wilhelmina said, haltingly, her voice suddenly heavy with emotion. “Min-Yu’s story is much the same as Amelia’s. Both girls came as slaves to their owners a decade apart, never meeting. Both girls showed great talent with magic, both of the Blood and of Momaentum. Both joined the Monastery at my urging. Both rebelled against the Law of Verandert. I did not see until now how greatly I failed Min-Yu. The illusion she used to conceal her slaving paths—I taught it to her. It is the same illusion that we sit within now.” 
 
    “Why did Min-Yu differ so much from Amelia?” 
 
    “Amelia, for all her other qualities, possesses a fundamentally good heart. It could not be wholly corrupted by the horrors of her beginning. Amelia sought revenge against Pauloce and no-one else. Min-Yu, though, harbored a will to revenge herself against the world and all within it. You cannot blame Min-Yu. Her determination became a lust for revenge, and then wanton rage. I never considered the violence that would come of the tools I put in her hands: feats of magic capable of felling scores of men like saplings. And I pushed her out my door, daggers in hands, whispering that the Mordenari would help her take revenge on all that had wronged her.” 
 
    “Min-Yu was another among those in Pauloce’s Keep, then?” 
 
    “No, Choson. I was not always an herbalist in Pauloce’s court. Before that time, I did my best in a Gweidorian court. It proved too much for me, however. Min-Yu was held as a slave by the Sen family.” 
 
    The color drained from Choson’s face. “Goru-Sen.” 
 
    Wilhelmina nodded. “Min-Yu was a victim of that vile man. She was harmed greatly by him, but only ever to the brink of death. She was made to assist him. She was made to watch. And so, when you and Jun captured the man and arranged for him to be hanged with relative dignity, she petitioned the High Monk to allow her to take his life. She was denied—it would be too visible, and the Mordenari in the courts needed secrecy—and she instead sought to abduct him and inflict upon him the horrors she had endured a thousand times over, healing him with Blood Magic so it could continue.” 
 
    “Why, then, did she turn to slaving?” 
 
    “I do not see those parts of her life so clearly, when she was concealing herself wherever she went. Her mind was twisted by that time. To spite Verandert, perhaps? She saw the hollowness of Verandert’s Law in the protection of Goru-Sen, as Amelia did with Pauloce. It was ever an issue of power and wealth and never of justice. Her obsession was to remain eternally on the run from any Mordenari that might follow her trail, and any who got in the way became unfortunate victims.” 
 
    “The whole thing is almost beyond belief,” Choson said. 
 
    “Well, the knowledge is yours now.” 
 
    Choson looked at her. 
 
    There was a pause, then Wilhelmina said, “So, what will you do now?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “You have your friend’s sword, but the little spell on it won’t stand up to Verandert. As I say, your quest is done. You have a choice now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I will show you.” Wilhelmina got up and went over to the set of shelves by her bed, her walking stick tapping on the timber floor. She raised the walking stick, paused for a moment, then swished it through the air as though clearing spider webs. The motion left vaporous trails, the color of a misty sunset. She stopped, and the shelves folded up, scattering pots and pans and books. A hole opened in the wall large enough for Choson to clamber through, leading to an earthy tunnel lined with roots like fine veins.  
 
    “This will take you as far away as you wish. The tunnel ends where you will it. Verandert will come and get what he wants from the other two, and he will forget you. You can go on with your life.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “My dear boy, helping the desperate has been my life.” 
 
    Choson stood and peered into the tunnel. He could not see far, and the darkness seemed to deepen the longer he looked. He put his hand on the edge of the opening. Cold air rushed by him. 
 
    “You have no stake in their battle with Verandert,” Wilhelmina said. “Amelia broke the laws, not you. You have no great magic, and Verandert’s power is immense.” 
 
    “You mean to push me into fleeing?” 
 
    “I mean to shield you from any stupid idea of valor you may have had brewing. Well, what will it be?” 
 
    Without answering her, Choson took the first step into the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Amelia landed in a chair as though cast in it from a great height. 
 
    A bony, liver-spotted hand struck her across the face. She yelped and warded off a second slap. 
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself?” Wilhelmina spat. 
 
    “Stop it!” Amelia pushed her away.  
 
    “If Verandert weren’t coming I would kill you myself!” 
 
    “Leave me be, you cranky old goat.” 
 
    “Watch your tongue, or I’ll bite it off.” 
 
    “I have missed you too,” Amelia intoned. 
 
    Wilhelmina stepped back, her black eyes brimming with tears. “I put everything into keeping you safe, girl. And look at what you do.” 
 
     “I did what I had to do.” 
 
    “Oh, you did, did you? You weren’t content with just killing Pauloce. You had to do it yourself in some foolish blaze of glory. You also weren’t content with waiting for Verandert to order Pauloce’s death, no, you had to forge a writ. You had to stir up the tempest. You had to mark yourself to die, you reckless, you selfish—” 
 
    “Go on, tell me how worthless I am. You can’t say anything I haven’t thought already.” 
 
    They glared at each other, both flushed and flaring their nostrils with each breath. After a moment, Wilhelmina settled into her chair, avoiding Amelia’s eyes, and said with strained politeness, “Have some tea, won’t you?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I am fine.” 
 
    “You should have stayed when you first came here.” 
 
    “If I had stayed, my friends would have died.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Wilhelmina placed a small vial filled with a tar-black liquid on the table. Tiny motes of dust were disturbed, lazily moved about a few inches, and then hung suspended where they were, turning over and over as if tumbling through honey.  
 
    Amelia’s eyes flew wide open. “How much did you slow time?” 
 
    “I slowed it enough. This vial is what you were after,” Wilhelmina said gently. 
 
    “There are limits; even you cannot sustain this.” 
 
    “We needed to chat, and Verandert is upon us,” Wilhelmina said, smiling. “This vial will keep you safe, but there is a ritual you must—” 
 
    “Wilhelmina, if you hold time too long, you’ll die!” 
 
    “Oh, you say it like I place value on living. I was soon to die anyway. Now, pay close attention. No interruptions.” She pointed at Amelia’s mouth, magically sealing it shut. While Wilhelmina spoke, Amelia furiously struggled against the spell. “This vial removes you from the flow of Momaentum. I only perfected it recently, else I’d have given the same to Min-Yu. There is no need to regularly draw blood to continue the spell, as with Min-Yu’s illusory path. But the ritual is gruesome: a human sacrifice must drink from the vial, and it will pass into their blood. You must then cover yourself in their blood. From that moment on, you will not be able to draw from the flow of Momaentum, and you will leave no wake behind you as you travel through the world. Verandert will never find you.” 
 
    Amelia wrenched her mouth open. “I will never use it. I won’t kill someone for something so selfish.” 
 
    “You might reconsider that. Gillis is a traitor.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Gillis slammed onto a chair as though a giant’s invisible hand had thrown him down. His neck arched suddenly and he cried out in pain, his vision swimming. An ancient woman, panting and bent low over the table, glared at him with deep black eyes.  
 
    “My life … is fading,” she said with a great deal of effort.  
 
    “Wilhelmina?” 
 
    The air was thick, and touched with a coppery tang. As Gillis watched, Wilhelmina’s skin became papery and sunken, and her eyes dimmed to a milky white. She aimed a trembling finger at Gillis’ chest.  
 
    “I cannot see your mind … but I know enough of your intent. You will not betray my Amelia. With my … dying breath I curse you. You will never sit in the High Monk’s chair.” 
 
    “No, I—” 
 
    In an instant, Wilhelmina’s flesh shrank away until she was little more than a leering skeleton. Even as she withered before him, her black eyes filled with loathing. Gillis gasped as horror and nausea coursed through his gut, and before he could do anything she collapsed forward, and he was instantly wrenched upward. The world inverted and burst into brilliant daylight. He fell into the sky what felt like a thousand fathoms, lungs robbed of air. The world turned on its head once more, and he fell down with a bone-bruising thud on gravel. He lay groaning on his back for a moment, then a hand closed over his throat and a dagger pressed against his cheek. Amelia leaned over him, blotting out the sun, but she did not say a word. The hand on his throat trembled. He drew small wisps of air with the whole effort of his lungs. Dark spots bloomed in his vision as she squeezed, and his own hands felt insubstantial as feathers when he tried to push her away. His air was almost gone, his hand fell away, his vision darkened, his ears filled with the trembling rush of his own heart. His deserved end had come. The look on her face was the same as it had been that night in Pauloce’s dungeon. A wet drop fell on his cheek from hers. He was a traitor, and he would die.  
 
    The hand loosened, and air rushed back into him. The unthinking part of him gulped it madly while his senses gathered. Someone called out in the distance, and Amelia turned to face them. Her grip had slackened, but the dagger still dug into his cheek. The voice was Choson’s, but at first Gillis could hear little over his own wheezing and coughing. Choson told her not to spill more blood. The dagger point left his cheek, and the shadow of a man crossed his face. Strong arms hauled him upright, steadying him when his legs buckled. 
 
    “Put your dagger away,” Choson said.  
 
    She held the blade, white-knuckled. A vein pulsed across her forehead as her eyes, narrowed to slits, fixed on Gillis. 
 
    “Amelia,” Choson said. He kept a steadying hand on Gillis’ shoulder, and moved slightly in front of him, shielding him from Amelia. 
 
    “Traitor,” she hissed. 
 
    “It is you who is the traitor,” Choson said. His tone was light, dispassionate. 
 
    Amelia flicked her eyes to Choson, then stared at him, wide-eyed. “No,” she said. 
 
    “Gillis has ever been my faithful ally,” he said. 
 
    “No,” she said, a plea.  
 
    “The time has come,” he said. 
 
    “Where is the real Choson?” Amelia breathed. 
 
    “Your Gweidorian ally is far from this place. He fled.” 
 
    Gillis’ stomach swooped. Choson’s form dappled and shifted, as points of blue light traced around his body. The black hair melted away, the steel armor became a robe of cloth, and the face blurred and paled and shifted into vagueness. His hand was still on Gillis’ shoulder as the transformation ended, and before them stood Verandert. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    They stood unmoving in the wet gravel in the depression where Wilhelmina’s tree and garden had stood minutes ago. There was now only the three who stared at one another, none speaking. There was now only the creaking of trees and the wind pulling on cloth. Verandert stared at Amelia, ignoring Gillis and the whole world around him, a triumphant fox that had at last cornered the hare. Amelia stared back, her face calm save for the hard set of her jaw and the glinting of her eyes. Gillis stood behind Verandert’s shoulder, willing Amelia to look his way. She needed to see his expression now. He had played some role his whole life, and now that his eyes finally held the truth she would not look. Gone was the long-practiced mask and its subtle adjustments. He was, for the first time, utterly sincere. His eyes, and the sorrow they held, would be the only apology she would have from him before she died.  
 
    “The chase is over,” Verandert said. “Will you come forward and meet your end with dignity?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Struggle will achieve nothing.” 
 
    “And yet I find I can’t help but resist,” Amelia said, trembling. 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Verandert drew his own dagger, its blade as black as charred bones.  
 
    “Your death is auspicious, Amelia. By virtue of his work, Gillis is to be the next High Monk.” 
 
    Amelia shot a look of disgust at Gillis, and he caught her eyes and shook his head. Her eyes lingered on him for a time, and a shock ran through his stomach. Her mouth twitched and she fixed her gaze on Verandert once more. Please, he thought, please let her have understood.  
 
    “You are not faster than I, nor are you stronger. None can be stronger. I am born of the flow of Momaentum itself, and its light bathes me every moment. I cannot perish,” Verandert said. 
 
    “Perish, perhaps not. But I can make you sting.” 
 
    “Pain passes.” 
 
    Verandert took a step toward her. Amelia did not move. Gillis felt as if a heavy fist struck his gut, and he felt another pang with each step Verandert took. When he drew close to her, Amelia backed away. Gillis was rooted to the spot, watching helplessly, pathetically. Amelia looked at him again, their eyes met, and there was a moment of shared fear and anguish between them. Gillis felt as though he left his body. The world narrowed and quieted; there was only Verandert and his soft rasping footsteps on the gravel. Almost unaware of himself, Gillis drew his dagger, his eyes still on Amelia. The flow of Momaentum rippled around him, growing every moment until it felt like a wave crashing to shore, and he felt like a vessel borne on the wash. Amelia met his eyes once more, and Gillis nodded. She nodded back. 
 
    Gillis surged forward and plunged the blade into Verandert’s back. Verandert screamed, twisted, and struck Gillis’ chest with an open hand, and Gillis sailed ten feet through the air before crashing to the gravel. Gillis scrambled upright to see Amelia hastily drinking a small, black potion while Verandert was distracted. The blue tattoos flared on his skin. There came a cry from behind them, and there was Choson in his shining plate, skidding down the bank and running toward Verandert. Gillis shot to his feet. The dagger fell from Verandert’s back, and the wound closed. The fight began.  
 
    Gillis could do nothing but watch as Amelia and Verandert fought in the midst of a frenzied, blue-flashing tempest of Momaentum. Choson struck at Verandert with the huge sword in wild swings, but Verandert repelled him each time with mere flicks of his dagger. Amelia cried out more than once, and was driven back before the onslaught. In brief moments of clarity, between the blinding lights of their magic, Gillis saw Verandert and Amelia swerving and bending like long-practiced dancers, like reeds whipped up by storm winds. Choson darted into the fray, taking Verandert’s focus from Amelia mere moments at a time, but enough that she was not overwhelmed. Scarlet blood burst out from the fight, covering Choson and Gillis in flecks, and Amelia laughed maniacally between gasping breaths. The tempest of the fight slowed, then stopped. Verandert stood before Amelia, who was doubled over and laughing between sickening gurgles as blood dripped from her mouth. She spat a large gob on him, and he sank his dagger into her gut, just below her ribs. Choson cried out in shock. Gillis’ throat closed. 
 
    Amelia made no sound, but her eyes were wide with demented madness, and the laughter remained frozen on her face. Blood gushed forth from her belly, and she held both hands on the wound until they were covered, then smeared the blood across Verandert’s face. Amelia fell backwards in a heap in the gravel. Verandert calmly turned to Gillis and Choson and wiped his face with the sleeve of his robe. Amelia had cut him several times, and his tattoos burned nearly white. Gillis watched, but the wounds did not close. Instead, larger and larger streams of blood ran from them. The tattoos faded, turned the color of rust, then disappeared altogether. Verandert held his shaking hands before his eyes. 
 
    “How?” he breathed.  
 
    Gillis came forward, plucking his dagger from the gravel as Verandert bellowed and tore at his skin. Verandert’s voice rose in a terrible, unearthly wail while he sank to his knees and writhed at the pain of lost eternity. He was Gillis coming, and scrambled for the fallen dagger beside him.  
 
    Gillis rushed forward in a flicker of Momaentum and thrust his dagger into Verandert’s chest, between the fourth and fifth ribs and into the heart.  
 
    Verandert collapsed inward on the wound like a dying beetle curling its legs. His skin turned the color of a moth’s wing, and he twitched and trembled, shrinking like paper in a fire, until he was little more than twisted bones and tatters of skin. Gillis kicked the corpse from the tip of his dagger, and it fell back with a rattling sound.  
 
    Amelia coughed. Gillis ran over and fell beside her, and Choson knelt on the other side.  
 
    “You’re a damn half-wit, Gillis,” Amelia panted. She swallowed and wheezed, looking up at him. “And that’s generous by about half.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “This is not what you deserve.”  
 
    “We never,” Amelia breathed. “Never set out to kill Verandert. Glad … we did.”  
 
    “I knew I could not betray you after Roos died protecting me. But there was nothing … nothing I could do,” Gillis said.  
 
    Choson looked up sharply at Gillis, his jaw clenching so hard it looked as though his teeth might crack.  
 
    “You meant to betray us this whole time,” Choson said. “You think turning back at the last moment earns you forgiveness?” 
 
    “If I could take it all back, I would,” Gillis said. 
 
    “You did well enough … at the very end,” Amelia said. “Gillis?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    She raised a hand feebly, and Gillis took it. She squeezed with the faint strength she had left.  
 
    “I am … glad,” she whispered.  
 
    Her head lolled to the side. Shallow, gasping breaths came through her mouth for a minute, then two, as they sat over her, and then she was still. Gillis shuddered, and tears came to his eyes. Choson shifted on the gravel, but Gillis did not look up. The heavy, steel-clad fist struck him across the jaw, and he fell back onto the gravel beside the dead Amelia and the corpse of Verandert, and he remained there. Choson’s footfalls receded in the distance. New, misty rain came and fell on Gillis’ bruising face. Still he lay there. Let the flood come and carry me away and drown me. Let the crows and wolves and maggots come and take me for carrion. Still he lay unmoving. The rain passed, and the clouds fractured with new light, and before long the sun began to set. The clouds above the dead were pink and orange.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Choson’s Journal, Five Years Later 
 
      
 
    It was a night of sudden cold, one of a piercing wind that dispelled the warmth of day, when I saw him again. When I had first heard of the inn he ran, one that served a broth with salt-encrusted pebbles, I had set out for it almost immediately. Five years of wandering ended on the doorstep of his inn, five years of loathing still festered. I first expected to arrive in a blaze of rage, perhaps knock him down again, beat him, make him beg. When I arrived at the inn’s threshold and looked inside, though, I lost all certainty of what I might do or say. I might have as easily forgiven the man as throttled him. 
 
    The inn was a small, warm place. The ‘Crowned Pheasant,’ it was called. Located within easy journey of a few towns, but standing alone, tucked away in a dale where gentle trees swayed. I came inside, was welcomed and bade to sit by him—he would be with me in a moment, he said. He spared me barely a glance. I was not wearing my armor, but I on my back was Roos’ old, massive sword with the blade cut a foot shorter from the tip. I was filthy, and scarred, and grim-faced, and by all accounts a terror to perceive. Most inns had turned me away, thinking me a slaver or mercenary or some other manner of villain. When I took in the room and the patrons, I saw that my appearance was far from unusual. I sat alone, and I watched.  
 
    An old dog slowly wagged its tail and smiled up at the folk sitting around tables, and sometimes got a scrap for his efforts. I was far from the bright-burning hearth, but it warmed the room well, and the chill soon left my fingers and toes. The patrons I judged to be half working folk, farmers and traders and the like, stopping for a meal in their travels. They smiled and spoke loud praises of the food: rabbit pies with gravy, roast game birds, soup in hot stone bowls. Hunger wormed its way into the pit of my belly as I watched silver and gold pieces change hands for the fare. The other half of the folk looked starved, filthy, hollowed-out. Each one of those folk wore a meek smile, and they ate the same fare as the working folk, though not a single coin was paid. In truth, I watched the patrons very little. My entire focus was on the man serving them. He was no longer bald, but his graying hair was cropped short. He wore not robes, but an apron. Gone, too, was the careful mask of his expressions, replaced by a small smile and eyes that twinkled while he served each patron as though he were their brother. They knew him, praised him and his food and his charity, and I heard more than once: “Bless you, Gillis.” 
 
    He finally approached me, and as he drew near his eyes fell on my face. His smile dropped. He turned and hurried away, disappearing into the kitchen for a moment, and came out again with a young Gweidorian woman in tow. Gillis sat across from me, and asked me what I wanted. I began to answer, hissing something bitter I would not now repeat, but he stopped me with a gesture. The young woman came to our table-side. 
 
    “I meant, what do you want to eat?” he said, motioning for me to answer to the girl. 
 
    I turned, stone faced, to the woman and said, “Pie.” 
 
    She nodded and hurried away, leaving me with him. 
 
    We stared at each other for a long while. I kept my hands on the table, and half-consciously clenched and unclenched them in fists as my hard gaze bore into his once more inscrutable eyes. The dog came up and settled its muzzle on Gillis’ lap.  
 
    “Here, Roos,” Gillis muttered to the dog, and he tossed a strip of dried meat to the ground. The dog put its paw on the morsel and gnawed on it. 
 
    “I heard of the food they served here and guessed it was you,” I said finally.  
 
    Gillis nodded, his eyes still on the dog. 
 
    “It does not absolve you.” 
 
    He looked at me and sighed. New wrinkles deepened around his eyes with the falling expression, and he said, “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
    “Nothing will.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    I felt a surge of pity, followed by a stronger wave of disdain. There he sat, ever the snake, disarming me with his defeated eyes. It was all an act, I thought, just as it had always been.  
 
    The food came then, and my stomach ached with hunger. I had barely eaten since the day before. I seized the spoon and ate desperately while Gillis watched. A passing thought came to me that there may be poison in the meal, but I found that against my great hunger I did not care.  
 
    When I finished, he asked, “What brings you here to me?” 
 
    I could not answer for a moment. I watched the slow wagging of the dog’s tail, and it craned its neck to look up at me. The whites of its eyes showed, and as I watched the dog wagged with more vigor. There was a sincerity in the dog’s gaze that I found familiar. It padded over to me and lay its head in my lap. 
 
    “The dog it well-named,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “None other was as fitting.” 
 
    “Do you remember,” I said, “your offer to me five years ago? That we would search for the slaves taken by Min-Yu?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “I have done that, alone, these past years.” 
 
    “Has it gone well?” 
 
    I traced my finger along my largest scar. It ran from my brow, around my eye, and down to the corner of my mouth. My face was left in a permanent snarl. Children fled my approach when I came into towns. The dog on my lap at that moment had been the first to look at me without growling.  
 
    “The scar was a slavers’ gift?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. I killed many. But my efforts were in vain that day.” 
 
    “And on other days?” 
 
    “I found few from Yiseyo’s village,” I said, then swallowed, “and saved none in time.”  
 
    “You ask me to make good my offer?” Gillis said. 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “That’s why you came here, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I thought you might make some small atonement by advising me,” I said. “I cannot bear to fail again.” 
 
    Gillis then smiled kindly. It was smaller, truer than the smile he’d worn five years ago to mask his betrayal, and it washed some of my anger away. 
 
    “Your efforts have not all been in vain, Choson,” Gillis said.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Before I built this place, I met a man with a young woman on the road near Ghelder. A Gweidorian man. He claimed that she was his daughter. My old instincts told me elsewise. I got the man drunk and killed him. She screamed for so long that I thought I had been mistaken. But she screamed because she thought I meant to possess her myself. I calmed her, and gradually she let me mend her wounds. Her body was all cuts and bruises under her clothes, old unhealed scars crossing under fresh and festering wounds. She told me her master had been traveling north, but had then turned and fled south into the Veldenlands. They were fleeing the rumor of a wild Gweidorian, more beast than man, who came upon slavers and slew them with an enormous magical sword.” 
 
    Gillis smiled again, but this time his eyes were touched with something somber that I could not place. 
 
    “How did you know she was a slave when you met them?” I asked. 
 
    “They had a cart full of wares. It was his cover: a father trading along the roads with his daughter. There were two sets of footprints on the path, male and female. The female tracks showed that, for miles, she had pulled the cart even though she was limping. When I came in sight of them, however, it was he who pulled the cart. She concealed the limp, poorly. I had only to read their faces to confirm my suspicion.” 
 
    “Why do you tell me this? Do you boast?” 
 
    Gillis waved the serving girl over, the Gweidorian one that had brought me my food. She came to his side with the air of a soldier standing beside her commander. I saw in her eyes a true loyalty, a loyalty borne of deep gratitude, and it struck me who she must be. 
 
    “Tell this man your name,” Gillis said to her gently. 
 
    “My name is Yiseyo. I was named for my grandmother.” 
 
    “Yiseyo, this man is Choson. Do you remember him?” 
 
    “Truly?” she breathed, peering at me. “Captain Choson?” 
 
    “I am Captain no longer,” I said. I could not remember ever seeing her face; she would have been a child when I guarded that village. But my heart thudded at the thought that someone had survived—and more than that, that a survivor could stand here before me after all these years. 
 
    Tears spilled from her eyes, and she took my hand in hers.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said thickly. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Do not thank me. I failed you,” I said. I felt on the verge of tears myself. My heart swelled as she stroked my hand. Some of the patrons were looking at us.  
 
    “You defended us against Min-Yu’s people, though they were many. Gillis told me how you never stopped searching for us. It is because of you that Gillis found me. Thank you,” she said tearfully.  
 
    I could find nothing to say. She left and continued to serve others, but returned to offer me cups of ale, wine, and whiskey. I gave them to people at nearby tables. Gillis and I sat in silence. I felt the anger that had curled up in my gut for so long easing away, like the relaxing of a knot in the muscle. I had not intended to let go of the anger. It had long provided a crazed kind of impetus for my journey, and had sustained me from the moment I set out to avenge Jun. I found that as my rage ebbed, so too did my resolve, and my purpose in the world seemed to crumble. It was good, I told myself, that the younger Yiseyo had survived. It was good, yet I felt only that I had been robbed. I had been carried to this moment on a river of hate, hate for Min-Yu and the Mordenari and Gillis. It now left me washed up on its banks with nowhere to go. 
 
    Gillis watched as all those thoughts passed through my mind. His eyes darted across my face. He seemed to be reading my mood and mind as the rest of us read from a page. 
 
    “I have something that I cannot read,” Gillis said at length. “And I would not subject Yiseyo to reading it for me.” 
 
    He pulled out a crumpled page written in Gweidorian script. It was like a trader’s manifest, but in place of goods were names—Yiseyo’s was among them. They were the names of the villagers that had been taken from the village all those years ago.  
 
    “It is them. Perhaps all of them,” I said, nearly breathless. 
 
    “As I thought.”  
 
    “But it does not say where any of them might be.” 
 
    “You will need help, then.” 
 
    I looked at him. It had not been a question. 
 
    “I think,” Gillis said, with a strange gleam in his eye. “That, should I leave, Yiseyo could run the inn well enough without me.” 
 
    For the first time in five years, I smiled. 
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