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 Chapter 1 
 
    “One whiskey,” I said as I slammed a coin down on the bar and slid it across to the owner of the saloon. 
 
    He picked up the coin and squinted at it, and then at me. I knew his judgment on the latter was what really mattered. There weren’t many metallurgists or alchemists around, and they were the only ones that would have been able to sense whether your silver or gold was genuine, or just a dried cow pat with a temporary illusion applied. 
 
    I stared him straight in the eye. I was a stranger to this town, and he had no reason to trust me. But he didn’t have any immediate visual reason to distrust me either. I stuck to somber colors and plain cuts, practical clothes that were easy to move around in and didn’t draw undue attention, without any tokens or insignias to associate me with anyone’s lawfully employed household, criminal gang, or magic guild. 
 
    Yet the most compelling reason of all for the saloonkeeper to serve me hung at my waist in a scabbard. A length of skilfully forged steel like this indicated that I had more money than the vast majority of folks, and since I wasn’t dressed dandy enough to be a lordling who carried the thing for decoration, it indicated that I had more training too. Which meant that I could more than likely afford to pay for a drink, and that it probably wasn’t worth the risk of trying to deny me one.   
 
    I could see all of these calculations flicker across the saloon keeper’s grizzled face as his eyes roved over me and stopped on the sword. He grunted his assent through the luxurious gray mustache that mostly obscured his mouth, poured a shot of whiskey, and slid it across the bar to me without a word. 
 
    I wasn’t any kind of metalworker or illusionist. I didn’t have the magical ability to hoodwink anyone with false money. The particular magical ability that I did have, though, ensured that I could always satisfy my thirst with just one drink. 
 
    I clasped the dingy little glass in my hand and caused it to swell to the size of a pitcher. The liquid inside swelled proportionately along with the vessel. I clasped the pitcher in both hands, raised it to my mouth for a long swig, and then set it back down on the bar. 
 
    The two ranchers who were also seated at the bar looked over at the sound of the substantial thud that it made. They eyed my pitcher with surprise. It wasn’t a size that the saloon served. As a matter of fact it wasn’t a size that any saloon served. The nearest rancher’s eyes darted back and forth from my pitcher to the tiny whiskey glass in his hand until he seemed to recognize that it was a larger version of the exact same thing and figured out that I must have manipulated it. 
 
    “That’s a nifty trick, partner,” he chuckled. “Fill me up?” He held out his empty glass hopefully. 
 
    “Drink fast,” I instructed, and sloshed some of the whiskey into his glass. 
 
    “Drink fast why?” he asked after he tipped it back and drained it. 
 
    “Because when I’m no longer touching something it goes back to its rightful size,” I said. “What I really gave you was just a few drops, not a shot. If you had let it sit on the bar a minute, then that’s all that would’ve been left.” 
 
    “Well now, that’s a magic I’ve never encountered before, and I’ve encountered my fair share,” he said thoughtfully. “What do you do with a magic like that? Get drunk for cheap?” 
 
    “Among other things,” I replied as I took another swig of whiskey. 
 
    “What kinda other things, if you don’t mind my asking?” asked the other rancher as he held out his glass too. I filled it because I didn’t mind filling it. I didn’t mind his asking either, but that didn’t mean I was inclined to answer it forthrightly. “Thank you kindly.” 
 
    “All kinds of-- ” I began. 
 
    “Hey!” the owner of the saloon interrupted angrily. “Are you going to pay for that drink, mister?” 
 
    “What drink?” I asked as I stared into his eyes over the rim of my pitcher as I slowly raised it to my mouth again with both hands. “I already paid fair and square for this here.” 
 
    “Th-th-th-- ” the mustached man stammered as his eyes darted back and forth between my oversized drink and the rancher’s newly refilled one, unsure of how exactly to phrase his complaint. “The extra!” 
 
    “I didn’t get any extra from you, Dex, I got it from my new friend here,” the rancher cut in with a chuckle. “And he gave it to me freely from his own cup of his own will. Seems to me nobody owes nobody nothing that they ain’t already paid for.” 
 
    “I don’t care which of you it is, but one of you needs to pay me for a whiskey,” Dex said stubbornly. 
 
    “That makes no sense,” I said. “The fact that I enlarged the whiskey you gave me originally has in no way diminished your existing stores. I didn’t take a drop more from you than I paid for. In fact, if you really want to discuss it, I’d say your pour was a bit on the stingy side.” 
 
    “It’d make sense if you understood the laws of economics!” Dex said hotly. “You shouldn’t’a been able to do what you did do! And if you hadn’t’a done what you did do, these fellas both woulda been on their next drinks by now, and as the proprietor of this establishment, I’d’a been the party responsible for furnishing said drinks! So you just cheated me of two sales! And if you think you can just sit there smirking at me and keep pouring free whiskeys in my saloon right under my very own nose--” 
 
    “What, are magic users not welcome in this saloon?” I asked loudly. Heads turned toward us at several of the tables in the room. It was getting towards evening, and this town was on the large and prosperous side, so there were probably nearly thirty people there. So odds were there were a couple other magic users, and even if there weren’t any, there were certainly folks with magic-using friends or family who were interested in hearing Dex’s response. 
 
    “No, no, of course magic users are very welcome here,” Dex said hastily as he made placating hand gestures toward the room at large. “Very welcome. Thieves, however, are not!” 
 
    “It’s not thieving to share my own damn drink,” I said. I reached over to his side of the bar, grabbed a bottle of whiskey, and made it shrink to the size of a thimble. Then I held it out on the palm of my hand for him to see. “Now, if I took what was yours and reduced it… that would be thieving, wouldn’t it? Or destruction of property. Whatever the hell you want to call it. That would be a crime, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it would!” he snapped. “Change it back or I’ll call the sheriff!” 
 
    I set down the thimble-sized bottle of whiskey back in its place, and it slowly started to grow back to its former size. 
 
    “If I shrank the sheriff, he wouldn’t be much good to you anymore, would he?” I asked solemnly. As a matter of fact, humans and all other living creatures, even plants, were unaffected by my ability. It only seemed to work on inanimate objects. But no one in the room knew that. “And if I shrank this entire saloon, and everyone inside it got crushed to death by the contracting timbers, that would be pretty damn bad for business, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Dex’s mouth opened to make a retort out of habit even though he clearly didn’t have any words prepared yet. He stared at me and was probably trying to decide whether I was bluffing. If I really could have done the things I said, then my ability would have been freakishly powerful, one of the most powerful in the world. Of the organic kind, anyway. Sorcerers and their magics were another category altogether. But even though the odds were in Dex’s favor, my impenetrable poker face apparently convinced him that it was better to play it safe than sorry, and he shut his mouth without letting any more threats or insults escape out of it. 
 
    That was all I wanted from the man. A little respect, and a lot of peace and quiet. So once he gave it to me I figured I’d let him off the hook. 
 
    “Fortunately for you, I don’t think I could do that,” I sighed, “without spilling my drink.” 
 
    I grinned to show him that I had no imminent homicidal intentions. 
 
    There was a pause, and then Dex forced a laugh. The two ranchers whose glasses I’d refilled laughed, too. A few of the other customers who were eavesdropping from the nearby tables laughed, and then they went back to their conversations and their card games. 
 
    Which isn’t to say that they didn’t keep a sly eye on me after that, because they did. It wasn’t just about my magical ability, which probably didn’t faze them too much, since the cleverer ones would have a pretty good idea that it wasn’t likely to be as powerful as I had claimed. It was also about the sword at my belt that they surely would have noticed when my argument with Dex first made them look my way. There weren’t too many people who carried around a long blade like that. And maybe it was also partly just my face and build and the way I carried myself. Women liked to tell me that I had a dangerous look about me. Men didn’t like to tell me that, but their expressions and their body language often communicated as much anyway.  
 
    But no one looked like they planned to sidle up to me or start anything, so I just enjoyed my drink and allowed the two ranchers seated next to me to engage me in conversation. At first they wanted to talk about me-- what I used my power and my sword for, where I’d come from, why I was in town, and a bunch of other questions, some of which I had no intention of discussing with strangers-- but it wasn’t hard to divert them into talking about themselves instead. I’d found that was most people’s favorite subject. Even in cases when there wasn’t hardly much to say on it. Soon I had the two of them, they turned out to be brothers called Billy and Bob, regaling me with tall tales of how they’d been ambushed and captured by a tribe of marauding Savajuns.  
 
    Billy even pulled off his boot to show me the stub where his right big toe had been chopped off, supposedly as a means of Savajun torture. But I’d never heard tell of any Savajun practice like that, whereas I had seen a number of similar injuries that came about as the result of a lapse in concentration while chopping wood. Besides, there weren’t many folks who were cunning and woodcrafty enough to give the Savajuns the slip once captured, as Billy and Bob claimed to have done. But that didn’t mean their tale wasn’t amusing.  
 
    “So after that we crawled for seven days and seven nights, expecting a tomahawk in the back of the skull all the while,” Bob said. He glanced down a little wistfully at his empty glass, and I refilled it from my bucket-sized drinking vessel, which I’d had to enlarge again as the ratio of whiskey to glass crept downward. Most of the time, the art of making friends required pretending that you were just like other folks, and setting people at ease around you, and being patient and kind about their most inexcusable shortcomings, and I’d never picked up the knack of that. So I didn’t mind that Billy and Bob’s friendship seemed to come cheap, for the price of a few drops of whiskey and a listening ear.   
 
    “Crawled, was it?” I asked. “But you said you stole that mule from the tribe when you left, didn’t you? So couldn’t you have ridden it, if your toe was paining you too greatly for walking?” 
 
    Billy and Bob exchanged glances. 
 
    “Well, you see, turned out the mule made too much noise,” Billy replied. “Crashing through the brush and all that. And, ah, yeehawing at the slightest bit of startlement. So we had to slaughter it. A damn shame, but there wasn’t nothing for it.” 
 
    “Wasn’t in vain, though,” Bob assured me as he wagged his finger for emphasis. “Wasn’t in vain at all. We roasted the meat and feasted that night.” 
 
    “And then, we crawled inside the rest of the carcass that was left over with all the discarded organs and what not and used its fading warmth to keep from freezing that night,” Billy added enthusiastically. 
 
    “You both fit in that mule together?” I raised an eyebrow and pointed at each of them in turn. “Not even a horse we’re talking here. Just a little ol’ mule. Well, must’ve been awful cozy quarters for you gents, huh?” 
 
    “Now I sure as hell don’t know what you’re trying to get at here, Mister-- Mister-- ” Bob’s indignant sputtering subsided as he got distracted by the realization that he didn’t even know my name. “Mister… er, what is it anyway?” 
 
    “Hale,” I said. “Halston Hale.” That was my name now, anyway. The name I’d chosen. The name that I liked to leave on everyone’s lips in all the towns that I passed through in the hopes that it would start traveling on ahead of me to all the towns I hadn’t reached yet and rustle up a few buyers for my services ahead of time.   
 
    “Hmm, that sounds mighty familiar, although I can’t say where from,” Billy mused as he squinted at me in puzzlement and started to stroke his chin. 
 
    “Halston Hale the famous mercenary,” I prompted. “Famous” might have been overstating the matter a bit, but it was really only a matter of time. I was the best there was in the business. Most potential clients just hadn’t been properly notified of that fact yet. 
 
    “Mercenary?” Billy repeated, evidently in just as much confusion as before. 
 
    “You know, a hired sword,” Bob elbowed him in the ribs and nodded his chin at the sword that hung conspicuously from my belt. “What else did you think he’d be? Without a stitch of knightly colors on him? And not smelling like no rosewater neither?” 
 
    “I happen to smell very pleasantly of sagebrush and tobacco,” I stated. 
 
    “Well, I guess it happens you do, but I reckon there’s a bit of eau de horse mixed in too,” Bob replied with a wink. There was more than a bit of “eau de horse” mixed in with his scent and his brother’s, so I guess he’d know what he was talking about on that count. 
 
    “Theo would consider that a compliment,” I muttered. 
 
    “Theo, who’s Theo?” Billy asked. 
 
    “My horse, of course,” I said. 
 
    “Ah, a jokester,” Bob smirked at me. 
 
    “I mean it quite literally,” I told him. 
 
    “But a horse can’t have opinions--” Bob started to protest. 
 
    Before I had a chance to explain to him that alas, a horse could indeed have all too many opinions, the swinging doors of the saloon banged open and a dusty, freckled, frantic mess of a boy burst in.  
 
    “Ain’t you a bit young to be patronizing a saloon, Phil?” an elderly gentleman near the doors asked him with a chuckle. 
 
    “Bandits are attacking!” the boy hollered at the top of his lungs. He looked like he was close to tears. “It’s Gold Tooth Jimmy and his gang! Somebody, help!” 
 
    “Well, look at that, this is your chance to be a hero!” Billy declared as he clapped me on the shoulder. “Halston Hale, the hero of Highridge-- doesn’t that have a lovely ring to it?” 
 
    “I’m not too fond of it because it’s bound to give some folks the wrong impression,” I replied. 
 
    “What do you mean, the wrong impression?” Bob asked. 
 
    “The impression that they can avail themselves of my services for free,” I answered. 
 
    “They’re burning down the inn and a couple of houses and they dragged off Emmy Collins and they hit Roger White over the head, and he ain’t moving no more and my ma says they’ll burn Highridge to the ground!” Phil shouted in one breath. “She told me run for help, and I knew this is where there’d be the most men this hour. Somebody help, we have to stop them!” 
 
    The boy wasn’t talking to me in particular because he had no idea that I existed. However, more and more of the other saloon customers’ eyes were starting to drift in my direction. It was time to make my sales pitch. 
 
    I stood up from my stool and turned to face the saloon at large. 
 
    “Well, since none of you are leaping up to defend your town against these gaudy-dentured hooligans, that leads me to surmise that you would prefer for someone else to step in and do your dirty work for you?” I asked. 
 
    There was dead silence. Wide, frightened eyes stared back at me. There was resentment in some of them. Some of the men hung their heads in shame and wouldn’t meet my eyes at all. 
 
    “Please do,” a plump, ringleted matron spoke up finally. She clasped her hands together theatrically. “Highridge is a civilized town where all the men have civilized jobs. Violence is not our domain.”  
 
    “Don’t you have a sheriff here?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Well yes, we do, and a deputy too, but what do you expect them to do against the likes of Gold Tooth Jimmy?” the matron exclaimed. “Please, can’t you help us?” 
 
    Other voices joined in the pathetic chorus. 
 
    “You have a sword!” 
 
    “You’re a magic user!” 
 
    “I reckon I probably can help y’all,” I said. 
 
    “Won’t you, please?” she continued. “We’ll be forever indebted to you!” 
 
    “No, that you certainly will not,” I said. “I require payment for any job upfront, precisely for the purpose of precluding that unpleasant possibility.” 
 
    The customers looked unhappy. Dex, behind me, gave a sort of disdainful snort-- as if he were eager to start pouring everyone’s drinks for free, as if he hadn’t just been bitching at me a few minutes ago for “robbing” him of a potential sale. 
 
    “How much?” someone asked me after a few moments, in a tone of deep suspicion. 
 
    “They’re burning the town right now!” Phil yelled. “Can’t we haggle over this afterward?” 
 
    “Standing over corpses that no longer pose any threat to Highridge wouldn’t be a very good bargaining position for me, would it now?” I pointed out. “Right now in your moment of danger, every one of you knows exactly how much it’s worth to you to be saved. Later, once you’re safe again, well, seems to me you might start forgetting. Rationalizing down the price. Calculating on how much you can afford to give, instead of everything you stand to lose. No. You pay me now or never.” 
 
    “You’re taking advantage of us in our moment of crisis, you coldhearted man!” a woman wailed. 
 
    “No, actually, I’m giving you all the chance to take advantage of my presence here in your moment of crisis,” I corrected her. 
 
    Then I sat my ass back down on the barstool, raised my glass of whiskey to my lips, and took a slow gulp.  
 
    At that moment we all heard human screaming and thundering hoofbeats from probably a hundred feet away. Then the screaming cut off abruptly. I assumed the customers of the saloon stared at each other, but I wasn’t looking in their direction.  
 
    “How much?” a voice asked, and I turned to see a middle-aged man wearing suspenders over his portly belly. 
 
    “How many, including Jimmy Gold Tooth?” I asked Phil. 
 
    “I-- I don’t know-- maybe six? Seven? Eight?” he guessed breathlessly. 
 
    “If you want a precise quote, then you need to provide precise specifications,” I said. “But let’s assume eight. I’ll charge you thirty gold pieces per head. That’s two hundred forty gold pieces. I’m no cheat. If it turns out there are fewer than eight attackers, I’ll refund you the difference.” 
 
    “Two hundred forty!” a man exclaimed furiously. “You must be mad.” 
 
    “We don’t even know you, how are we supposed to know if you--” someone began. 
 
    Then the saloon doors opened again, except this time instead of swinging, they got ripped off their hinges for effect. The new entrant strode in two steps and stood there as a giant, ominous silhouette blocking the way.  
 
    A huge sword extended conspicuously from his fist, and blood dropped from the blade and tapped on the wooden floor of the saloon like a lonely snare drum.  
 
    “Now everyone who wants to live, get up very slowly, form a line, and file out in an orderly fashion,” he rumbled. “My comrades will be waiting to relieve you of your valuables. If everyone cooperates, no one has to get hurt… Unless I don’t like the look of you. Or unless I take a particular liking to your looks.” 
 
    Everyone slowly stood up. A lot of people were raising their hands in the air. The intruder chuckled to himself, probably at what easy targets these people were. 
 
    Then, suddenly, the plump, ringleted matron who’d first solicited my help unclasped her three-strand pearl choker with a dangling ruby pendant, flung it across the room, and shrieked, “Here, take it!” 
 
    The expensive necklace clattered onto the bar in front of me. 
 
    Everyone in the room turned to stare, especially the big ruffian at the door who’d missed out on the whole previous conversation and didn’t have any context for her action. 
 
    That seemed to be the trigger for what happened next though. Maybe the matron had more influence in Highridge than I would have guessed. Or maybe the saloon customers just finally wised up to the fact that I was preferable to the alternative, once the alternative arrived in the flesh. 
 
    But whatever the reason, they crowded around me and started emptying their valuables onto the bar. Gold watches, entire wallets, more jewelry, even including wedding rings, and, of course, coin. Coin pelting me and Billy and Bob, coin spilling to the ground. More random odds and ends, too, like monocles and compasses and protractors and silk handkerchiefs. I guess whatever people had on their persons that they thought was worth something. I had no interest in most of it, but, as I surveyed the pile of treasure that had amassed on top of the bar in a matter of minutes while Dex gaped in red-faced speechlessness, one thing was evident. It totaled a hell of a lot more than two hundred forty gold pieces. 
 
    “Okay, okay, that’s enough, folks,” I said as I held my hands up for them to stop. “I’ll count out your change afterward.” 
 
    “What the devil is going on here?” demanded the big ruffian who had apparently been too bewildered by the people’s reaction to his threats to try to interfere. Well, that, and he probably also didn’t want to leave his post by the door, because it would be chaos if all the townspeople made a break for it into the street. 
 
    “Capitalism, you should try it sometime,” I replied as I walked up to him. The crowd shifted aside to let me through and everyone sort of retreated farther back into the saloon behind me and started putting tables and chairs between themselves and the two of us. 
 
    I watched him size me up and grunt with contempt as he determined that I, like virtually any other purely human man who didn’t have some kind of genetic abnormality, was smaller than him. He wasn’t a troll but he might very well have had some trollish blood in him, considering that he was practically seven feet tall and his facial features were rather primitive, to describe them kindly. 
 
    Just before I came within his reach I drew my sword from its sheath. He didn’t seem concerned by that, presumably for the same reason he wasn’t concerned by me, which was that his blade was substantially bigger than mine.  
 
    I’d never dueled a troll before, not even someone who was a significant enough fraction trollish for it to be obvious in their appearance, and part of me was tempted to try, just as a way of testing my strength and sharpening my skills. But that wouldn’t have been fair to the good townspeople cowering behind me, now that they had paid up for my services. Now, I had a duty to do my utmost to protect them from this gang of bandits. And that meant that I had to dispatch this first one as quickly as possible so that I could deal with the others before they got around to doing much more killing, raping, pillaging, and razing.  
 
    So, when he swung his sword at me, I didn’t raise mine to parry. Instead, I raised my free hand and pressed my palm against the tip of his blade. As soon as it made contact, the steel obeyed my will, and shrank backward as I shoved my hand forward so that it never more than nicked the skin of my palm. But the sword wasn’t just getting shorter, the whole thing was shrinking so that the proportions remained constant, and the hilt quickly became so small that it fell out of the startled part-troll bandit’s grasp and clattered to the floor. 
 
    He grabbed me by the throat with a snarl and lifted me bodily off the ground. I was not a small man by any means, but he made me look and feel like one. And from this position, dangling eye to eye with my enemy as I choked and gasped for air, my own sword was too long to fit between us and too heavy to move gracefully without the benefit of momentum, so I couldn’t have caused any more than superficial damage with it. 
 
    So I turned it into the size of a dagger and swiftly brought it up and plunged it into the side of the ruffian’s neck right below his jaw. A geyser of blood spurted out and soaked me. His face contorted in shock, and he dropped me. I fell next to his dropped sword, which by this time had returned to its usual proportions, and while still lying on my belly coughing and gagging through a bruised windpipe, I simply picked up his sword, held it in an upright position, and angled it so that when he collapsed a second after me, he impaled himself through the ribs with no further effort on my part. Meanwhile, my mini-sword that was sticking out of the side of his neck expanded back into a full-sized sword, which had the effect of tearing apart the sinews of his neck and practically severing his head from his shoulders altogether.  
 
    Then I staggered to my feet and pulled my sword free. 
 
    Behind me, the saloon erupted in cheers. I spared the saloon customers a glance over my shoulder and saw that a few-- not all of whom were even female-- had fainted. Others looked queasy, and a couple were actually doubled over retching. But the rest looked a hell of a lot more optimistic about the evening than they had a few minutes ago, and dare I say even a bit thrilled by the gory spectacle they had just witnessed.  
 
    I gave the room a cordial nod, and then I stepped over the massive corpse and out into the streets of Highridge to hunt down the rest of the bandit gang. 
 
    “Jimmy Gold Tooth!” I yelled. “All you other fuckers! Either you hightail it out of town right now or you come here and get what’s coming to you!” 
 
    An arrow twanged into the dust at my feet. From the angle, I judged that it had been shot from the roof of the inn next door, so I grabbed the arrow and threw myself against the wall of the saloon so that the building protected me from any other incoming missiles. 
 
    There wasn’t anyone else visible in the street nearby right now besides two people maybe twenty yards away, one of whom appeared to be dead or at least thoroughly immobilized and the other of whom was crouched over the first one howling in grief, and wearing petticoats, so I surmised that neither one of them was one of Jimmy’s bandits. 
 
    The whole street was, however, illuminated by the blazing outlines of several buildings another two hundred yards farther down that were engulfed in flame, and there were panicked human shapes floundering around their perimeters, shadows against the terrible radiance. 
 
    Then a flash of nearby movement at the corner of the saloon caught my eye, and I enlarged the wooden, steel-tipped arrow into a lance just in time to skewer the bandit who leapt at me through the gut. He doubled over and went floppy like a marionette with cut strings as his sword fell out of his grasp. His face spasmed and he reached out toward me with his arms, I don’t know whether he was trying to strike at me or plead for my help, but I just made the six-foot-long arrow even longer to push him off to a safe distance, which had the additional effect of increasing its diameter and therefore the hole through his innards.  
 
    When you ran someone through with a sword, his outline didn’t change but when you ran someone through with the equivalent of a slender tree trunk, it made his sides bulge out. Dark blood dribbled from his nose, mouth, and ears and he slumped over dead. I dropped the lance which immediately started the process of shrinking back down to an arrow. 
 
    Then I ran around the side of the building that my assailant had come from, opposite the inn. There weren’t any other bandits in sight. I knew there was at least one archer on the roof of the inn though that had so kindly provided me with that arrow. 
 
    I crouched down and scrounged for some pebbles in the dirt. I filled my pockets up with about a dozen of them. Then I sheathed my sword, scaled the side of the saloon, and pulled myself up onto the roof.  
 
    Immediately I came into view of an archer across from me on the roof of the inn. He was aiming his bow downward still expecting me to be somewhere on the ground and waiting for me to make a break for it from the cover of the saloon, but as soon as I emerged onto the roof, he saw me and raised his bow. I threw myself flat on the shingles and an arrow whizzed over my head. As the archer strung another, I pulled out one of the pebbles from my pocket, turned it into a fist-sized rock, and hurled it at him. He rolled out of the way, and the rock bounced harmlessly along the shingles of the inn’s roof and got smaller as it went, but that prevented him from getting his shot off and gave me time to throw another rock. He ducked, and it struck him in the shoulder instead of the head. 
 
    But I was already up and running as he aimed his bow again, and I swerved to the side as he shot, which almost caused me to slip and fall off the roof, but I didn’t get hit by the arrow, and I managed to recover my footing. Then as I ran straight to the edge of the saloon roof, I leapt across the five foot gap between the two roofs and landed on the inn roof practically on top of the archer.  
 
    I grabbed onto his bow and wrestled it away from him as he yelled in a panic, “No!” Then I straddled his hips, grabbed him by the throat to hold him in place, and turned one of my pebbles into a rock conveniently sized for bashing his face into a pulp, which was exactly what I proceeded to do.  
 
    When the task of liquefying the archer’s brains was complete, I looked up to see two rough looking sons of bitches standing in front of the inn staring up at me sullenly. One of them had a sword in hand and the other had an axe. I turned my head the other way and saw that there were two more unfriendly looking fellows standing behind the inn, also staring up at me. Both of them had swords. One of them met my eyes and grinned wide, and a golden tooth glinted in the moonlight. 
 
    “You’re in a bit of a pickle now, ain’t you, stranger,” Jimmy, the leader of the bandit gang, called up to me. 
 
    “Not really,” I replied. I picked up the bow, grabbed an arrow from the quarrel on the dead archer’s back, nocked it back, and aimed. Jimmy ran up to the wall of the inn to a position I couldn’t hit him from without moving myself, but his companion was slower, and my arrow plunged into his heart. He toppled over silently. 
 
    There were two arrows left in the quiver after that. I used one of them to bring down the first bandit to show his face above the edge of the roof as he climbed up after me. The other went wide of its mark. That left two bandits alive, including Jimmy. 
 
    I still couldn’t see where Jimmy was from my position on the roof, but the other bandit, the axe-wielding one that I could see, turned to flee. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t, I gave you that chance earlier, but it’s too late now!” I yelled as I climbed down from the roof and chased after him. 
 
    I drew my sword from its sheath as I ran. 
 
    I could hear the bandit’s panicked breathing, and he apparently could hear my pounding footsteps as I gained on him, because just before I caught up, he spun around and swung the axe wildly at me. I ducked under and sliced off his right hand at the wrist. The severed hand fell to the ground still clutching the axe. Its owner stared in horror at the sight of the useless spouting stump left where it had been and let out a sound that was more like a whimper than a scream. Then his eyes darted to my face and before he could do anything annoying like beg me for his life or try to run away again, I ran him cleanly through the heart and gave my sword a twist for good measure.  
 
    He dropped soundlessly. I braced my foot against his torso and yanked my sword free of his flesh. 
 
    Then I heard footsteps and turned to see gold-toothed Jimmy running up behind me, sword raised. 
 
    I parried his first blow with my sword. Then the second time I reached out with my hand to grab his sword and shrink it. I slashed my palm in the process because of the particular angle at which I made contact, even though the steel did immediately start receding from my touch. Jimmy, however, was a little cleverer than that first trollish oaf had been, and instead of dropping his shrinking sword, he yanked it away from me and tightened his grasp on the now smaller hilt. The sword started growing back, but for a few seconds, he was armed with only the approximate equivalent of a dagger, whereas I still had a full-sized sword, and that reach advantage enabled me to overcome his guard easily and bury it in his chest. 
 
    Then I sprang backward out of reach as Jimmy stumbled to his knees with my sword protruding from his chest. I calculated that he probably had about half a minute left to live and I didn’t want him to use those last few dying breaths avenging himself on me. 
 
    He swung at me halfheartedly with his sword, which by this time had regained its full dimensions, too late for its master. Then he sprawled on his back and stared up at the stars. I saw that glint of gold wink as his mouth moved. I wasn’t sure, but I think I heard a very hoarse word wheeze out of his throat. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they paid me,” I said. 
 
    Jimmy gave a little sigh as if that answer didn’t satisfy him, even though as someone whose chief occupation for years had been banditry, I hardly thought he had a right to judge, and then he went completely still. 
 
    The night was silent for a moment, except for the faint distressed voices of the crowd by the burning buildings. It was just me and Jimmy, and the loudest sound was my heartbeat in my ears, and the strongest sensation was my pulse pounding in my veins. I took a generous inhale of cool night air and blew out a satisfying exhale. 
 
    Then, a crowd of townsfolk exploded out of the saloon and surrounded me. Some of them whooped triumphantly as if they were the ones who had just dispatched Jimmy Gold Tooth’s gang of bandits, others wept happy tears of relief, others chattered amongst themselves or just stared at me silently.  
 
    “That was seven,” I announced. They got quieter. “So you only owe me two hundred ten gold pieces. There was enough coin on the bar to cover that. I just want coin, I don’t want your jewelry and other trinkets, so you can take all that back. A few of you go back in there right now and count it out for me. The rest of you, don’t you think you’d better run over there and help your neighbors try to put out those fires?” 
 
    Most of the crowd scattered, in accordance with my instructions, or just to go back to their homes where they felt safe, but one young woman stayed behind. 
 
    It was getting dark out by that hour, but not so dark that I couldn’t tell she was a ravishing beauty. Ivory skin, sharp cheekbones and a sort of stubborn-looking firm chin, wide gray eyes under gracefully arched brows, the whole face framed by a mass of auburn curls that were artfully arranged in a chignon. Her figure was slender and her posture regal inside the corseted pale blue gown that her bust threatened to spill over the top of. 
 
    This was another perk of my sellsword profession. The local beauties always wanted to ride my cock after I had saved their town. 
 
    I was happy to oblige them.  
 
    “Can I help you, Miss?” I asked as she stared at me expectantly with the faintest of smiles curving her lips. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “Halston Hale, I have a job for you.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
     “What kind of job?” I asked. 
 
    “Something well suited to the capabilities that you demonstrated just now,” she replied, as she gestured airily with her white gloved hand at the raggedy corpses of Gold Tooth Jimmy’s gang. “I am not from Highridge, you know. I have traveled here from the town of Richcreek to seek someone who could defeat the gang of bandits that have been raiding Richcreek every single month for the past half a year. It seems our paths were destined to cross, Sir Hale.” 
 
    “I think you know I’m not a knight, Miss… ?” I inquired. 
 
    “Lucinda Fairfax,” she replied as she extended her hand to me, with the fingers trailing limply as if she expected me to bend and kiss it.  
 
    “Pleasure.” I took her hand and shook it firmly.  
 
    Her eyes widened slightly with surprise but then she squeezed back. “Well, you may not be a knight officially, but you proved tonight that you are certainly a hero. By saving all those people.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it for heroic reasons,” I said impatiently. “If you were in the saloon, then surely you didn’t fail to notice that heap of wealth on the bar inside?” It had been dim and crowded in the saloon, and my attention had been focused elsewhere, not on seeking out prospective bedmates, so I guess I simply hadn’t noticed Lucinda’s presence. If she’d actually come under my gaze, I certainly would have remembered a girl who looked like that.   
 
    “You shouldn’t underestimate your true character,” Lucinda said as she gazed deeply and earnestly into my eyes and completely ignored my second comment. “There is a hero inside of you. I know there is. Just waiting for the right circumstances… or maybe the right someone… to inspire him to even greater deeds than ever before. And when that day comes, he’ll put the money-grubbing mercenary to shame.” 
 
    I laughed. It didn’t seem worth discussing the subject with her. She glared at me for an instant, but then her expression smoothed over into an angelic smile again. 
 
    “So what’s the job and how much does it pay?” I asked. 
 
    “You need to save Richcreek from the bandits that raid us every month,” she repeated. “Otherwise, they will attack again in three days. They will steal all the potencium that we depend upon for our livelihood and kill anyone who gets in their way.” 
 
    “In three days?” I repeated. “What, did they send you a telegraph notifying you of the time and place you should expect them?” 
 
    “Three days from now will be the next full moon,” she whispered fearfully, as if that statement should have carried some kind of significance for me. 
 
    “Er… they’re a particularly superstitious gang of bandits?” I guessed. 
 
    “No, they’re werewolves!” she said, in a fierce whisper, as though it were simply too terrible to speak aloud. 
 
    “Well, that’s good news,” I remarked. 
 
    “How is that good news?” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Werewolves are extra,” I explained. “How many of them?” 
 
    “A lot!” She saw my eyes narrow and continued, “I-I think I heard the Mayor say fourteen. But it’s always such chaos when they come. They rampage through the streets-- if they find anyone outside, they tear them limb from limb-- they’re enormous, they’re inhuman monsters! There might as well be a hundred, we are so helpless against them.”  
 
    “The price for a hundred is quite different from the price for fourteen,” I informed her. 
 
    “Fourteen,” she said. “Please-- won’t you help us? We are doomed if you do not. The men, they tried to fight them at first. But it was no use. You cannot conceive of the hell we’ve endured these last six months. Richcreek was once a lovely and prosperous town, but now it is merely a haunted shell of itself. The monsters have murdered so many. And not only men, women and children too. My grandmother-- and my cousin--” Lucinda’s radiant gray eyes brimmed with water, and a single tear trailed down her ivory cheek. 
 
    “It will take some planning, I think, and some assistance from the men of your town,” I said. “Fighting fourteen men singlehandedly is one thing. Not a small thing. But fighting fourteen werewolves singlehandedly is another thing. Not an advisable thing for anyone. But, as long as Richcreek cooperates with me fully, I should be able to make arrangements to resolve your problem.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, thank you, a thousand times over,” Lucinda exclaimed as she seized my hand and clasped it in both of hers. That brought our bodies into rather close proximity, which I didn’t mind at all. “Truly, you must have been sent from above to be our savior. We will start out for home at dawn. Everyone will be overjoyed to see you.” 
 
    “I said I should be able to, hypothetically speaking,” I said wearily. “Haven’t you been listening to anything I said?” 
 
    “… We have no money to pay you,” Lucinda whispered. She hung her head. The moonlight gleamed off the strands of her dark red hair and turned them coppery. Then she raised her head, and twin trails of tears flowed from each of her eyes. Her face didn’t turn red or puffy. She wasn’t hysterical or sobbing or even sniffling. The only visible signs of her distress were the liquid, her eyebrows, which were raised together into an anguished peak at the center of her forehead, and her dramatically heaving bosom. I had to say she practiced a very picturesque form of distress. “Richcreek is a mining town. We mine potencium. And now that the potencium has been taken from us, we have nothing. We are barely scraping by. We have been reduced to the most pathetic and degrading poverty, and many families have left their homes to seek their fortunes elsewhere.” 
 
    “Your dress looks quite nice,” I said pointedly. “So do your gloves. And the ribbon in your hair.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t demand the very dress off my back, would you, Mr. Hale?” she gasped indignantly. 
 
    “I have no interest in wasting my time seeking a buyer for a lady’s dress,” I replied. “I merely observe that your manner of dress is symptomatic of not altogether dire financial straits, that’s all.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, that’s the kind of courteous talk to win a lady’s esteem,” the redhead sniffed as she thrust out her chest and placed her hands on her hips, perhaps with the intention of drawing attention to the narrowness of her corseted waist. 
 
    “I thought we were talking business?” I said dryly. 
 
    “You can’t really be so hardhearted! Don’t you care about anything but money?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” I replied. “There’s my horse, Theo. Although, he’s a bit of an ass. Not an actual donkey, mind you, an asshole. I still love him though.” 
 
    “You’re a horrible man!” Lucinda accused me. 
 
    “Well, you’re a highly irrational woman,” I said, “and I’m not sure I’d want you as my employer anyway. So, I guess that’s that. Good luck with the werewolves. And, you do look beautiful in that dress, by the way.” 
 
    I turned on my heel and headed for the inn where Theo was stabled. I’d arrange to have my due payment delivered to my room there. I knew that after witnessing the way I dealt with Gold Tooth Jimmy and his men, the whimpering townsfolk of Highridge weren’t very likely to cause any further problems about coughing it up. 
 
    “Wait!” Lucinda called after me when I’d taken two steps. 
 
    I stopped and turned to look back at her. 
 
    She hurried up to me until there was only a foot of space between us and gazed up at me tremblingly. The irritating creature really was a vision of loveliness, all huge gray eyes and marble face and rich auburn curls wrapped up tight in blue silk. 
 
    “Isn’t there anything I could offer that would convince you to help us?” she whispered. “Anything at all?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    She placed her hand on my chest and stood on her tiptoes to raise her face up closer to mine. “Can’t you think of anything, sir?” 
 
    “Lucinda, you need to understand, I’m not as free with my werewolf-killing favors as you seem to think,” I said. “You’ll need to find someone a lot dumber or more desperate for that one. But, I am rather free with my other kind of favors, when it comes to beautiful young women. So if you care to join me tonight, I won’t charge you for that kind of help.” 
 
    She slapped me across the face. 
 
    “Okay, well, you know where to find me if you change your mind before morning,” I said as I turned to go into the inn. 
 
    “Wait!” she yelled again. 
 
    I stopped, but didn’t bother to face her. I was getting real tired of this game. 
 
    “Five hundred gold pieces,” she blurted out. 
 
    “Five hundred?” I repeated as I turned around. “That’s about what I’d charge for fourteen ordinary men, if I had to travel over a day’s ride to get to ‘em. Richcreek is about a day and a half from here, isn’t it? And, we’re not talking men. We’re talking werewolves.” 
 
    “It’s all I was authorized to pledge,” she said desperately. “We can’t afford any more than that.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a real shame,” I said. “You have a good night, Miss.” 
 
    “How much?” she asked. 
 
    “A thousand gold pieces,” I said. 
 
    “You’re worse than all the bandits and monsters themselves!” 
 
    “I guess the kind of werewolf that’s been visiting your town must be a much more pleasant breed than the kind I’m accustomed to, then,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “… You have experience with werewolves?” 
 
    “I’ve encountered a few before.” When I said a few, that’s exactly what I meant, but I made my tone so smugly nonchalant that she was sure to assume I was understating the number. 
 
    “I’ll give you seven hundred,” she said with a heavy sigh. “And that’s if I sell some of my own jewelry, on top of the town’s share of the payment.” 
 
    “Nine hundred,” I said. 
 
    “Eight, and that’s my final offer!” Lucinda jabbed her finger at me for emphasis. 
 
    “Done,” I grinned and stuck out my hand. 
 
    Lucinda hesitated. Then she reached out and shook it. 
 
    “We leave in the morning, at the first crack of dawn,” I said. “I’ll meet you in the stables, and we can saddle our mounts together. Don’t be late.” 
 
    She nodded. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” 
 
    “I could say the same,” I replied. “Eight hundred for fourteen werewolves… that’s got to be the bargain of the century, girl.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed and her mouth opened as if she were about to make a retort, but then she seemed to think better of it. “Good night, Mr. Hale.” 
 
    “Good night, Lucinda,” I replied, and we both walked into the inn to our separate rooms.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The next morning just before dawn, I brought out an apple from the inn’s kitchen to the stables and fed it to Theo while I recounted the events of the previous night to him. 
 
    “So that’s what all the damned ruckus was about,” he snorted. His strong jaws chomped energetically as he swished his long, luscious tail in contempt. He was a magnificent black Friesian, rippling with muscle, who was unfortunately well aware of exactly how beautiful he was. “I suppose you expect me to carry all that extra gold now?” 
 
    I held up the bulging sack in response and flashed him a grin. “Only until we get to Richcreek. It’s a potencium mining town, we can trade it in for a few vials then.” 
 
    “Potencium, that’s all you ever think about,” Theo grumbled. “You’re an addict.” 
 
    “It’s not delphoria,” I said. “It doesn’t warp my senses or rot my brain. It’s just a form of nutrition. Like water or food.”  
 
    “Well, you start getting addled and crotchety when you haven’t had it,” Theo said. “And you go to foolish lengths to get it. Seems like a drug to me.” 
 
    “Like you with apples?” I snickered.  
 
    “Apples are much more delightful than potencium,” he snorted.  
 
    “If I don’t take it, I lose my magical ability,” I reminded him. “If I lose my magical ability, I can’t fight. Not superhumanly well, anyway. And normal folks could get killed. And if I get killed, you get sold off to another master. One who might whip you or make you wear degrading costumes. Is that what you want? To wear a top hat and coattails and be made to recite poetry for children?” 
 
    “Or I could be a free horse,” Theo suggested. “I could roam the wild green hills and graze at will. I could race the wind and slumber beneath the boughs of trees.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t survive a single day as a free horse, and you know it,” I scoffed. “You’ve had plenty of chances to escape, but secretly you don’t want to. You like apples and warm hay. You wouldn’t know the first thing about how to find resources or escape predators on your own.” 
 
    “I could join a herd of wild horses, and they could teach me,” Theo retorted. 
 
    “But you hate other horses,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t hate other horses!” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I asked and pointed to the white mare stabled in the stall next to his. “What’s her name then?” 
 
    “How the hell should I know, when the dumb bitch can’t even talk?” 
 
    “She must have some kind of horse language,” I persisted. “Horses do communicate with each other, even though they don’t normally use human speech. You could talk to them if you wanted to, horse to horse. You just don’t care to. Look at her, with those big brown eyes. She looks like a very sweet creature.” 
 
    “With shit-all for brains,” Theo replied haughtily. “I’m not like you, Hal. I don’t try to mount every mare I see. Someday I will find a fellow intellectual who is as wise as she is fair, but until then, why waste my time?” 
 
    “First of all, I guess you mean another talking horse, but when talking animals mate, don’t their offspring turn out drooling idiots half the time, since you’re all pretty much cousins or something?” I asked. “And second of all, I don’t ‘try’ to mount every girl I see. They just have a tendency to throw themselves at me--” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” a female voice demanded, and I looked up to see Miss Lucinda Fairfax glide into the stable. She was wearing the same dress as before and had her hair arranged in the same style, but she had added a straw bonnet and a lace shawl to her outfit. Her gray eyes were narrowed, so I guess she had heard at least the last few sentences of my conversation with my horse. 
 
    “Emperor Theodosius the First,” I answered. 
 
    “Ha, ha, ha,” she sneered. 
 
    “Precisely what about that amuses you?” Theo inquired coldly. 
 
    Lucinda leapt back a step, clapped her hand to her chest, and let out a little gasp. Her reaction wasn’t just satisfying, it was also rather adorable. 
 
    “Y-you have a t-talking horse?” she stammered. 
 
    I said nothing because the question had already answered itself clearly enough. 
 
    “… Who are you really?” she asked as she stared at me. “Halston Hale? What kind of hired sword can afford a talking horse?” 
 
    “You’re late, let’s get going,” I said. 
 
    Lucinda hesitated. Then she walked over to white mare next to Theo and started saddling her up. 
 
    Once she was ready, we set out. Lucinda led the way since she was the one who knew where Richcreek lay. 
 
    The sun was just starting to rise above the horizon, and it turned the sky all kinds of flaming colors above the indifferent, scrubby plains. Theo liked to talk about rolling green hills, but I didn’t think the desert was half bad myself. It might have been harsh and unforgiving, it might have been filled with plants that could prick you and insects that could sting you, but it had power and dignity. And it didn’t hide its nature. Venture out at your own risk, its barren golden face seemed to say. If you were bold and resourceful and planned ahead, then you and the desert could develop a sort of mutual respect. If you were weak or even just unlucky, then it would bleach your bones and add them to its collection. 
 
    “It’s probably not prudent of me to ride off into the desert like this with a strange man that I know nothing about, other than the fact he’s good at killing,” Lucinda remarked. 
 
    If she expected reassurances from me on that count, she wasn’t going to get any. 
 
    “We are the ones trusting you,” Theo snorted. He was my stalwart companion and invaluable steed, but the creature just didn’t have any concept of maintaining a dignified silence. “You could be leading us into an ambush. Or just to the goddamn middle of nowhere if you mistake our course. Women tend to be terrible at directions.” 
 
    “Is he always this rude?” Lucinda asked me. 
 
    “He’s rarely this polite,” I replied. 
 
    “I don’t know how I found myself in such company,” she sighed. 
 
    “You sought us out,” I replied. “I’m surprised you have such short term memory issues.” 
 
    “I know you must think it isn’t very ladylike behavior, for me to have traveled into a strange town all by myself like that,” Lucinda said. 
 
    “I do not mandate ladylike behavior from my female companions,” I told her. 
 
    “I bet you don’t,” she said with a scowl. I ignored that. If she wanted to carry on a conversation, which she clearly did, at the expense of spoiling a perfectly golden desert silence, she was going to have to learn to be civil about it instead of seizing every possible chance to hurl an insult or sarcastic jab at me or my horse. Within five minutes of talking to the girl, you could tell she’d been badly spoiled all her life due to being born with a combination of wealth and beauty, and probably mistook making a quarrelsome arse of herself for being “fiery” and “headstrong.” 
 
    Women.  
 
    “I suppose you are probably wondering what compelled me to do such a thing,” Lucinda prompted after a minute. 
 
    “Werewolves,” I said. “That’s what you told me.” 
 
    “Yes, but why me?” she persisted. “Why would Richcreek have sent a young lady to be their scout for a suitable defender? Well, the answer is that they have been sending men for months, who have ridden off to all the other towns within a hundred miles, and come back with other men in tow, all to no avail. The warriors they have hired have either been frauds who tried to cheat us and run away, or failures whom the werewolves found no more difficult to eat than my grandmother.” 
 
    “Funny, my grandmother was also eaten,” Theo remarked nonchalantly. “She was sent to the knacker when she got old.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, that must have terrible for you,” Lucinda said awkwardly. 
 
    “Not particularly,” Theo said. “I didn’t have a relationship with her. She never said a word to me.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you were lucky,” Lucinda said. Since she was riding ahead of me, she had her back to me, but I could hear a hint of amusement in her voice. “My grandmother said many words to me, none of them kind.” 
 
    So apparently, this unreasonable woman and my cantankerous horse were going to bond over their mutual lack of grief over their grandmothers’ violent deaths. Hmm. Life was full of surprises. 
 
    “What about you, Mr. Hale?” Lucinda craned her head around to ask me. 
 
    “No, my grandmother wasn’t eaten,” I said. 
 
    “No, I meant, what was she like?” Lucinda persisted. “Or your mother, or your father, what were any of them like?” 
 
    Well, if I was going to be obliged to carry on a conversation, it was better for us to talk about her rather than me. 
 
    “So, the men of your town failed to hire a suitable warrior,” I prompted. “And they thought you might have better luck?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” the haughty redhead replied. “It was sort of an impulsive decision, really. You see, last month’s hire spent the whole day before the full moon drinking himself halfway into a stupor, insisting all the while that he fought best when he ‘felt invincible,’ only to get his head torn off that night without launching any defensive campaign at all, unless you count burping in the werewolf’s face first. He was to blame for his own actions, of course-- but the deputy who hired him was also to blame for failing to screen the candidate properly, in my opinion. And I told everyone as much during a recent town meeting. And they all lost their tempers at me! They wanted to know what I’d done, exactly, to contribute to a solution? They wanted to know if I could tell a hard-drinking swordsman from a sword-owning alcoholic? They wanted to know why ‘women were allowed to speak at these meetings at all’? And so on and so forth. So finally I stood up and announced that I would find Richcreek a savior myself!” 
 
    “And what did they do then?” I asked. 
 
    “First they laughed, then they realized that I really meant it and forbade me to go,” Lucinda said. “So then I went, and here I am, and here you are.” 
 
    “So am I to understand that it was… er… an unauthorized hiring decision?” I asked. 
 
    Lucinda seemed to recognize the source of my concern instantly and sighed. “Don’t worry,” she said grimly. “They’ll make good on my offer all right once they hear about the circumstances under which I found you.” 
 
    That was probably a fair point. At the worst, I’d have to stand by and wait for some other fellow that someone else had already hired for the job to get chomped before the townspeople would agree to transfer his payment to me.  
 
    The sun continued to rise steadily as we rode and turned from a beautiful sight into a hostile entity that wanted to scorch our skin off and melt our strength. At the hottest part of midday we stopped under the shade of a rare grove of trees to eat some bread and jerky. When Lucinda dismounted, I could see that her lips were chapped, and her perfect ivory skin had a subtle sheen of sweat. She produced a fan from one of the mare’s saddlebags and fanned herself vigorously, but I appreciated that she hadn’t complained about the heat. 
 
    “So, how did you come to serve Mr. Hale?” Lucinda asked Theo when I didn’t immediately commence small talk. 
 
    “I was a gift to him on his eighteenth birthday,” Theo answered. “I was just a foal then.” 
 
    “They took you from your mother so soon?” Lucinda asked. 
 
    “Well, not exactly, I stayed in the pal--” 
 
    I kicked Theo lightly in the ankle. 
 
    “His family owned my mother too,” Theo said. He bowed his huge and regal head to munch some dried brush. It had no nutritional value compared to the grains that I fed him and unlike other horses, he understood that, but just like other horses, he couldn’t resist snacking on it anyway. 
 
    “Did you come from a good family, then?” Lucinda asked me curiously. By “good,” I knew that she meant “wealthy,” but wealthy people didn’t use that term. I also knew from the way her brow furrowed that she couldn’t fathom how someone who came from a good and wealthy family could possibly have ended up a sellsword, but she probably didn’t think it was polite to ask. Not that she didn’t say plenty of objectively impolite things to me, but there were certain aspects of social etiquette that she still felt compelled to abide by. People were odd that way. 
 
    “I don’t have a family,” I answered shortly. I tried to think of it like that even in my own head. They wouldn’t recognize the man I had become if they saw me two decades later, anyway. Whichever of them were still alive, anyhow. 
 
    “Well, I don’t have much of one myself,” Lucinda replied. “It’s just me and my father. My mother died when I was young, and I never had any siblings.” 
 
    I nodded to acknowledge her statement, but I didn’t think it warranted condolences necessarily, if that’s what she was seeking. I poured some water from a skin into a tin canteen, set the canteen on the ground, and enlarged it, and the water with it, to the size of a trough so that Theo could drink from it. The mare heard his gulping and splashing and moved over to drink too. Theo paused in his drinking to glare at her, but evidently decided to tolerate the intrusion. 
 
    “But I will have a family of my own soon,” Lucinda continued. She turned her head to observe my reaction. 
 
    “Will you now,” I said flatly. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said. “I’m engaged to be married, you see. To the town sheriff.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” I said. 
 
    “We’ll have many children I’m sure,” Lucinda continued. “I know that will please my father, since he has been lonely since my mother died without giving him any more children than me, and has been waiting all these years for me to grow up and give him grandchildren to play with.” 
 
    “How nice for you all,” I said. Her domestic future really didn’t interest me. I would have preferred to talk more about the werewolves, but nothing she had told me about them so far seemed to be very detailed or analytical. She just saw them sort of vaguely as the embodiment of horror and death, which wasn’t useful for planning purposes. 
 
    “Why, are you jealous?” Lucinda asked me coyly, with a smirk. 
 
    “No,” I replied honestly. I couldn’t think of anything less appealing than shacking up with one woman for the remainder of my life and crowding a house with squalling brats; growing old and useless in a single house in some arbitrary dusty town, no better than the hundreds of others I might encounter if I continued to roam, that would forever remain mysteries to me if I settled down. 
 
    “Well, you seem jealous,” Lucinda sniffed in a tone of annoyance. She clearly wanted me to be jealous. 
 
    “Of a man marrying a woman who offered to sleep with me just last night?” I asked dryly. 
 
    “How dare you,” Lucinda hissed. 
 
    “Did I mistake your meaning when you asked if there was ‘anything at all’ that would convince me to help you?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to save my town,” Lucinda said. “To save the lives of everyone I care about! That doesn’t mean that I am promiscuous by habit or inclination.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said. 
 
    “You do?” Lucinda asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “It wasn’t a matter of passion for you, just a matter of prostitution.” 
 
    “What did you just call me?” Lucinda demanded as her face turned white. 
 
    “You were offended by the suggestion that you were simply overwhelmed by your sexual attraction to me, and wanted to clarify that it was a purely pragmatic exchange on your part of one service for another, didn’t you?” I asked. There was really no pleasing some people. 
 
    “There is no reason I should have to endure this villainous slander,” Lucinda asserted. “I should simply ride off and leave you here.” 
 
    “So, you’ll do anything to save your town, except listen to talk that displeases you?” I asked wryly. 
 
    “You can pretend to be cool and indifferent all you want, but I know you wanted me,” Lucinda accused me. “And you still do. I can tell.” 
 
    “Well, of course I do,” I said matter-of-factly. “You’re a very pretty girl. There’s no reason to get your temper up about any of this. Why, we have a nice patch of shade right here in the trees, and there ain’t another soul for miles about. Excepting Theo, and he won’t mind one bit. We could just lie down--” 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch me!” Lucinda shrilled. 
 
    “Well, let’s get on our way then,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Maybe we should just take a nap here first,” Theo suggested hopefully. He was extremely strong and fast and had incredible physical endurance. But he was also one of the laziest creatures, man or beast, I had ever encountered. 
 
    “Richcreek is waiting for us,” Lucinda said sharply. 
 
    “Hal, are you going to allow her to boss me around like that?” Theo demanded indignantly. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” I said as I swung back up into the saddle. “Get moving or you’re about to feel my spurs.” 
 
    “You use spurs on a talking horse?” Lucinda asked as she mounted the docile white mare. “Isn’t that a bit… barbaric?” 
 
    “Just because he can talk doesn’t mean that he’s more cooperative than an ordinary horse,” I said. “It just means that he’s able to explain why he’s refusing to do whatever I want him to do. Or complain about it.” As a matter of fact I didn’t use the spurs. But I wore them and talked about using them and that seemed to have pretty much the same effect. 
 
    We rode for hours after that. I didn’t know where Richcreek was located so I just had to trust  in my guide, whose anger showed in her unusually stiff spine and her even more unusual silence for a few hours, until the urge to start chattering again overtook her. Gradually the light began to fade and the heat became more bearable. A bit of orange like smoldering embers began to creep over the edges of the mountain ranges visible on the horizon, which turned them a dark indigo by contrast. 
 
    “I think we’d better call it a night,” I said. “Before it gets too dark for the horses to see.” 
 
    Theo said nothing, but he immediately stopped still in his tracks so I knew he approved of my suggestion. Lucinda pulled her mare to a halt and slid off. She tried to take a step, wobbled, and grabbed onto the mare to stop herself from falling. I guess she wasn’t used to spending all day in the saddle. But since she hadn’t complained about it, I refrained from laughing or poking fun at her. 
 
    First, I built a fire with some cow pats and twists of grass for fuel. 
 
    “What if Savajuns see the blaze?” Lucinda whispered, as if her very voice would summon them, no matter that she’d been talking quite loudly the whole time we were riding. 
 
    “Then we’ll probably get scalped,” I said. “Theo, if that happens, I’d advise you to keep your mouth shut. I’ve heard they have a superstition about talking animals. They think you’re demons in disguise, or something. They have some unpleasant methods for dealing with demons, you know. But dumb horses on the other hand are valuable, and you probably wouldn’t be treated poorly as long as they thought that’s all you were.” 
 
    “I am a horse for a king, not a Savajun,” Theo said haughtily. 
 
    “Well, a sellsword can’t be many steps above a Savajun,” Lucinda said scornfully. 
 
    Thankfully, Theo knew better than to press the issue. 
 
    The truth about my fire-building decision was that the plains were vast. Whether you ran into someone else, or even came close enough to be able to spy someone else’s fire in the distance, was more a matter of luck than anything else, for better or worse. It was true that I was increasing the radius from which we could be seen, but the difference was negligible. The risk of freezing to death during the night was less negligible. The desert was as icy by night as it was scorching by day. 
 
    Lucinda didn’t say anything else about it. I got out my bedroll, and she got out hers, and we both settled down. After a few minutes I saw her shiver and scoot closer to the fire. 
 
    She saw me watching her and said, “I hope you don’t have any nefarious designs in mind.” 
 
    “Nefarious designs are more or less how I make my living,” I said. It wasn’t just bad guys that I killed. I killed pretty much anyone that someone else was willing to pay to have killed. I charged a hundred times more for children since I wasn’t too keen on the task but still wanted to propose I’d perform any job for money. No one had ever found that to be worth their coin, probably because most children weren’t particularly difficult to kill and there wasn’t really a need to hire a specialist. But other than that, my prices were fair, and I decided which jobs to accept based purely on the ratio of risk to reward. 
 
    “Nefarious designs on me, I mean,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you,” I said. “How would I find Richcreek then? Besides, no one has paid me to do it, so why should I?” 
 
    “It is so comforting to know that my traveling companion is a gentleman of such lofty principles,” Lucinda sighed as she rolled her lovely gray eyes. 
 
    As a matter of fact I did have principles of my own. Maybe I had fewer of them than did most members of society, but on the other hand I was willing to bet they were also more unbreakable than most people’s. Chief among them was that once I took on a job, and due payment had been rendered, I finished it. No matter what. If it took me the rest of my life, or cost me my life. I damned well did what I said I would. 
 
    I was also an unusually honest fellow, if I did say so myself. It’s not that lying was against my code. I just didn’t feel the need to do it constantly in a thousand petty ways for the reasons that most people seemed to. To coddle other people’s feelings. To make oneself seem wealthier, or more respectable, or more interesting, or braver, or cleverer. To fit in. To be accepted. 
 
    “Gentlemen don’t kill werewolves,” I said. “Gentlemen pay other people to kill werewolves. And so, here I am. Just like you asked. Now get some sleep.” 
 
    “… How do I know you won’t ravish me in my sleep?” she asked. 
 
    Theo, who I guess wasn’t quite asleep yet, snorted aloud when he heard that. 
 
    “I guess you’ll just have to take your chances,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” she said huskily as she gazed at me with her chin propped up on her hands. 
 
    “Stay awake all night if you’d rather, then,” I said. “It’s all the same to me.” 
 
    I don’t know what Lucinda decided to do after that, because I rolled over on my side and fell asleep within a minute. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    I woke up to Theo using a piece of long grass to tickle my face, and I shoved his snout away with a groan. 
 
    I sat up to see Lucinda sleeping angelically on the other side of the pile of embers that had been our fire, with her head resting atop her clasped hands and the faintest of smiles curving her lips. Her loose curls spread out around her face and they gleamed a burnished red in the sunlight as if they had been freshly brushed. I wondered if she was just the most graceful sleeper I’d ever seen, or if she wasn’t really asleep. 
 
    When she felt my gaze on her, Lucinda’s gray eyes slowly fluttered open, and I decided that she hadn’t really been asleep at all. 
 
    “Is it morning?” she inquired. 
 
    “Nope, the sun just decided to rise while it was still night,” I replied. 
 
    She huffed a sigh and sat up. She retrieved her lace shawl and gathered it around her shoulders. Then she pulled out a handheld mirror and started the process of pinning her hair back up, while I got out some biscuits and jerky for breakfast. 
 
    I fed Theo some oats and enlarged the canteen for him and the mare to drink from. Then Lucinda, once she had completed her chignon and crowned it with her straw bonnet, accepted a portion of food from me and nibbled it. Then I stomped out the last embers of the fire, and we saddled up our horses and started out again. 
 
    It was about midday when we reached the town of Richcreek. 
 
    The paths were wide and well-beaten not just by foot and hoof but by the wheels of carts and carriages. There were probably three dozen buildings-- not just the cabins that people lived in, but colorfully painted storefronts. Some of the buildings were two or even three stories high. 
 
    And some of the people that I could see walking through the streets as we approached were just as well-dressed as Lucinda. Some of the women had ribbons and silk gloves and lace petticoats peeking out from beneath their skirts. Some of the men had suits that looked laundered, shoes that looked shined. But other townspeople of both sexes wore shapeless, ragged garments that had clearly been patched more than once. Of course, once a town got to a certain size and a certain age, some of the inhabitants had time and opportunity to prosper, and others either never struck it rich to begin with or gambled and whored away their small fortunes. But I also wondered if different trades had been disproportionately impacted by the potencium raids on Richcreek, since it sounded like the fuel of all magic users was always the werewolves’ main target. 
 
    Then as we entered the town, the nearest two women-- who were expensively dressed and middle-aged-- gaped at Lucinda and hurried up to us. 
 
    “Lucinda?” one of them exclaimed. She was dressed in layers of frilly purple and black lace. She had no chin to speak of and a fake beauty mark painted above her lip. “Why, child, you’re alive!” 
 
    “And so are you, Hattie,” Lucinda replied. 
 
    “Who’s the fellow?” the other woman, dressed in scarlet and carrying a parasol that matched her dress, inquired as she looked me up and down. “Not cause for Sheriff Alford to be getting jealous, I hope?” 
 
    “Martha! You mustn’t say such things,” Lucinda exclaimed. I’d noticed that she wasn’t the blushing type despite her fair skin, but if she had been, I was pretty sure she would have turned bright red just then. “Of course not. This is Halston Hale, a renowned mercenary. He dispatched Gold Tooth Jimmy and his entire gang singlehandedly in Highridge, and he will do the same for us here, when the full moon should come. That is why I have brought him here.” 
 
    “Oh, my!” Hattie looked at me mischievously and asked, “So is that really why you followed our Lucy home?” 
 
    “I followed her home for a job for which I was promised eight hundred gold pieces,” I answered. 
 
    “Eight hundred!” Martha gasped. “But Lucy dear, how do you expect us to raise that kind of money? A year ago, perhaps, but these last few months--” 
 
    “It will be done,” Lucinda interrupted with an imperious tilt of her chin. 
 
    “… Well, I suppose you had better go see your father, child,” Hattie said as she raised an excessively plucked eyebrow. “He’s worried sick about you, you know. The whole town is.” 
 
    “Well, they can stop worrying about me and the werewolves now,” Lucinda said triumphantly as she tipped her head in my direction. I began to feel a bit like some kind of trophy she’d hauled home to impress her friends and neighbors with. 
 
    “The eight hundred gold pieces might worry them some, Lucy,” Martha remarked. 
 
    Lucinda ignored her and kicked her mare to move along. Theo plodded along after her with a snort. He seemed to take a certain amusement in the situation whenever people resisted paying me what I asked. Sometimes I ended up getting it and sometimes I didn’t. Sometimes people just decided that they might as well let the spinster aunt from whom they stood to inherit a fortune expire naturally after all, and that was one thing. But sometimes people decided that they could probably handle their murderous creditors on their own and ended up paying their debts in a way they wouldn’t have chosen.  
 
    “They will pay,” Lucinda muttered as soon as we were out of the women’s earshot. “My father has a great deal of influence in this town.” 
 
    “Who is he, the Mayor?” I asked. 
 
    “The banker,” Lucinda answered. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    We clip clopped through the streets of the town until we came to a prim house with a porch and a rocking chair, painted white and trimmed in green. It even had two glass windows. 
 
    Lucinda dismounted and stepped up onto the porch. I swung off Theo’s back and followed her. She raised her fist and gave a series of seven sharp raps in tune to the melody of “When a Big Black Bull Stole Benny’s Hat.” 
 
    Barely a second after she finished, the door flew open and a portly mustachioed man appeared in the frame. He had a thick head of wavy light gray hair, gray eyes the same thundercloud color as Lucinda’s, and his features were straight and square. He had probably been handsome in his youth.  
 
    As soon as he laid eyes on my slim redhaired companion, he let out an audible exhale and wrapped her in his arms. She laughed lightly and hugged him back. 
 
    “Hello, Father,” she said. 
 
    He took hold of her shoulders and held her out an arm’s length from him to look her up and down as if to ensure that she hadn’t been harmed. Or maybe to confirm that she really was his daughter. Or maybe to check whether she had grown any in the three days since he had last laid eyes on her. I had no idea really what kinds of thoughts went through parents’ heads when it came to their offspring. Well, I had some idea of what kinds of thoughts had gone through my particular parents’ heads on that subject, but their priorities weren’t exactly typical. 
 
    “You’re really back,” he said. 
 
    “Of course I am,” Lucinda said. “Didn’t I say I’d be back before the full moon? And didn’t I say I’d bring a savior for Richcreek with me?” 
 
    She gestured at me triumphantly. 
 
    “Halston Hale,” I said as I tipped my hat to her father. 
 
    “Edmond Fairfax. A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he said gravely as he extended his hand to me. I hadn’t been sure if he’d want to shake considering that his hand appeared quite clean even under the fingernails, even the gold wedding band that he apparently still wore looked recently polished, and my hand was gloved in dust and adorned with callouses. But he did shake, without even wincing. 
 
    “Is he a… did he follow you here because… is Paul going to be pleased about this, Lucy?” he asked his daughter awkwardly. 
 
    “He’s a mercenary, Father,” Lucinda said. “And Paul ought to be pleased that the werewolves won’t be killing any other citizens of the town that is his job to protect.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Edmond said. His expression cleared. “Well, we’ll have to convene a meeting and sort out the fee, then. And I believe there was another, ah, candidate that Willie Hull brought back yesterday from the mining camp five miles downstream. Perhaps the two of them could split the fee?” 
 
    “My fee has already been established, sir,” I stated. “It is eight hundred gold pieces.” 
 
    Edmond’s gray eyes widened. He looked over at his daughter. She nodded. Edmond sighed and ran a hand through his wavy grayed mane. “Well, we’ll have to get the town leaders together,” he said. “I’ll send a boy to run about to the houses. Let’s meet at Quentin’s saloon.” 
 
    Lucinda and I went to stable the horses in the meantime. Theo was grateful to get out of the sun. Then we walked over to the saloon to await the convention of prominent townsfolk. 
 
    Quentin’s saloon was a bit bigger than Dex’s had been in Highridge, and there was a set of stairs leading to rooms for rent upstairs. Additionally, there were three girls lounging around the bar, too heavily primped and painted, bored, and predatory-looking to be customers. One was a tall brunette, another a curvaceous woman with hair dyed jet black, and the third a waifish slip of a blonde. The black-haired one leered at me, and the blonde waved her fingers shyly, but out of respect for Lucinda, who barely deigned to glance at them, they hung back and gave us our space. 
 
    Then the barkeep, a scrawny blond guy, caught sight of me and Lucinda. 
 
    “Lucinda Fairfax?” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Hi, Quentin,” she said. “Don’t look so surprised, as if you scarcely remember me. I haven’t been gone long.” 
 
    “Yes, but, well, we thought maybe you… left,” he stammered. 
 
    “For good?” she raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. “But Quentin, I’m an engaged woman.” 
 
    “Precisely,” he grinned. “Meaning no offense, Luce. Glad you’re back. Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “I’m Halston Hale,” I said. “Mercenary.” 
 
    “Mercenary!” Quentin looked me up and down, including my sword, and let out a delighted guffaw. “Well, I’ll be damned. You really found one then Luce?” 
 
    “I found the one,” she answered. “He’s more dangerous than all the other worthless clods put together.” 
 
    “… Magic user?” Quentin guessed. Most of the elite mercenaries tended to be, although regardless, there were very few magical powers great enough that one could afford to lack skills in the swordfighting department. 
 
    “Yup,” I said. Luckily I had both. 
 
    “What’s your power?” Quentin asked curiously. “I heard of a fellow that could shoot fireballs from his hands once. And another that could wash away a person’s memories just by placing his hand on their forehead. Make it so they couldn’t recall so much as their own damn name.” 
 
    I suspected that those examples were both tall tales. It took sorcery to do things like that, not just natural ability. More likely the first fellow could strike a fire from damp wood and the second could induce a temporary drunken stupor by touch, something on that level. 
 
    “Quentin, the mayor, and my father, and my fiancé along with many other gentlemen of this town are about to arrive to discuss our plans with Mr. Hale to vanquish the werewolves,” Lucinda cut in sharply. She tilted her head toward the three powdered and rouged women stretching themselves along the other end of the bar like hungry cats. 
 
    “Upstairs,” Quentin said to the trio, and they sauntered off sulkily. 
 
    Soon after that, the members of this impromptu town council began arriving, and Quentin busied himself pouring drinks as the men and a few women crowded along the bar. 
 
    Edmond Fairfax immediately seated himself beside his daughter, and a heavyset bearded blond man wearing a sheriff’s silver star squeezed himself in between me and Lucinda on her other side. 
 
    “Lucy, how could you done and run off like that?” he demanded. His tone was plaintive rather than angry. 
 
    “The town required help, and apparently no one else was prepared to fetch it,” Lucinda replied unapologetically. She leaned in front of him to say to me, “Mr. Hale, this is Paul Alford-- my fiancé.” 
 
    “Pleasure,” he said to me sullenly. 
 
    “Mutual,” I said. 
 
    There were about a dozen people at the bar by then. They chattered amongst themselves. They generally looked a bit disgruntled. They snuck glances at me and stared at Lucinda with open disapproval. I got the feeling that she was, in some ways, the darling of the town, and in other ways, resented for that very status and the leeway that it seemed to afford her. 
 
    Then, a white haired man in a cream colored linen suit carrying an ivory-headed cane barged in the doors, and everyone sat up a bit straighter. 
 
    Lucinda stood and curtsied very prettily. 
 
    “Mayor Montague, this is Halston Hale, the mercenary I have hired to save us from the werewolves,” she announced. 
 
    I stood and extended my hand to the man. He had a weathered face, erect posture, and sharp dark eyes. His handshake was aggressively firm. 
 
    “I believe we already hired a mercenary, Ms. Fairfax,” he said as soon as he released my hand. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right, I did,” a pudgy man with a necktie that was tied too tight spoke up. He pushed forward a lanky youth in his twenties. 
 
    “I believe we should consider other options, Mayor Montague,” Lucinda replied calmly. 
 
    “Me and the old man can do it together,” the youth spoke up. He grinned and revealed his buck teeth. 
 
    “I have no objection to that,” I said. “Lucinda said you’re dealing with fourteen werewolves here. That isn’t a one-man job. I can make a plan and I can lead the charge. But this is going to be an all hands on deck effort.” 
 
    “And if I may be frank, what are your rates, Mr. Hale?” the mayor asked me. 
 
    “Lucinda and I have agreed upon eight hundred gold pieces for this job,” I answered. 
 
    A chorus of gasps rang down the bar. 
 
    I glanced at Lucinda. She was starting to look a little flustered. 
 
    “It’s not an unreasonable fee!” she insisted. “If we don’t get rid of the werewolves, Richcreek is doomed. It doesn’t matter if we break our backs mining for potencium every day for a decade, they’ll just steal all of it, and we’ll be reduced to paupers.” 
 
    “This is why you don’t send women to negotiate,” someone muttered. “Especially not idle ones. Eight hundred, what does that mean to her? She’s never worked a day in her life.” 
 
    “She just skipped town and came back with the best-looking stranger she could find,” another snickered. 
 
    “The sheriff will have his hands full with that one.” 
 
    Edmond Fairfax turned to glare in the direction of that particular group of commenters, and they fell quiet. 
 
    “Justify your price to me,” the mayor said as he looked me in the eye. He didn’t sound hostile, just stern. 
 
    “With the cooperation of the town, I will kill the werewolves for you,” I said.  
 
    “Of course,” the mayor said. “But that’s what every sellsword to show his face here claims he’ll do. How do we know you’re any different? What makes you any more likely to succeed?” 
 
    “I guess you won’t know ‘till after,” I replied. “If I’m not what I say I am, then it won’t cost you a cent. The werewolves don’t steal coin, from what I understand. So if I fail, you can just take the eight hundred off my corpse.” 
 
    “So you expect payment up front?” Mayor Montague raised a dark bushy eyebrow. 
 
    “I don’t just expect it, I require it.” 
 
    “You’re awfully confident in yourself,” Mayor Montague observed.  
 
    “I’ve never yet failed in a job,” I said. “Only twice, my clients got cold feet.” 
 
    “Did you refund them?” 
 
    “No, I had already made agreements with them and invested my time,” I said. “Is that a problem? Are you likely to decide that you do not, after all, wish to be rid of these monthly werewolf visitors? That you would miss them if they were gone?” 
 
    “I think I rather like your attitude,” the mayor chuckled. “But that does not seem enough justification to deplete the town’s coffers. Ms. Fairfax, we granted five hundred, of which a hundred has already been granted to Charlie here.” 
 
    “Five hundred?” Charlie yelped. “What d’you mean I could’ve had five hundred?” 
 
    “I can make up a hundred myself by the sale of some jewelry,” Lucinda said. “Others will have to donate the remaining two hundred. This man is our only hope, Mayor Montague. We can hardly afford to pinch pennies.” 
 
    “The remaining three hundred, you mean,” the mayor said. “Since one hundred of our budget has already been promised to Charlie.” 
 
    “But not yet paid, has it?” Lucinda inquired coolly as she glanced at the gawky youth. “I would advise the good townspeople to reconsider that offer, in light of the new prospect that I have brought.” 
 
    “The scam artist, you mean,” a man scoffed.  
 
    “What I really want to know is, what makes you special?” Mayor Montague asked me. “Are you an extraordinary swordsman? A powerful sorcerer? A Savajun-trained hunter of demonic beasts?” 
 
    “None of the above,” I said. “But I happen to be exceptionally good at killing things.” 
 
    “He’s a magic user,” Lucinda said. 
 
    “Are you now?” the mayor asked. “What kind?” 
 
    “I can enlarge things, and I can shrink them,” I said. I picked up Lucinda’s straw bonnet from where she had set it down on the bar and caused it to swell to the size of a bushel. 
 
    “Permanently?” Edmond Fairfax asked as he reached out warily to touch the oversized version of his daughter’s bonnet, as if to check whether it were real. 
 
    “No, only so long as I am touching them,” I replied. I removed my hand and the bonnet began to shrink back to its proper size. 
 
    “Can you shrink the werewolves to make them easier to kill?” Lucinda’s fiancé asked. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t work on living things,” I explained. 
 
    “Then it’s just a damn party trick, ain’t it?” someone grumbled. 
 
    “None of you saw him in Highridge,” Lucinda declared. “I did! I saw him kill seven bandits singlehandedly in defense of their town. If any of you had seen it too, then you wouldn’t question me for a second. But I can’t explain what makes Mr. Hale ‘special’ in one sentence, and he can’t either. Because there is no one ability or weapon that makes him what he is. It’s the sum of all the parts. His sword, his cunning, his bloody-mindedness, his magic, his talking horse--” 
 
    “Talking horse?” someone interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, his horse Theodosius,” Lucinda said. “He’s not a very nice horse, but-- ” 
 
    “What kind of sellsword can afford a talking horse?” the sheriff asked suspiciously, as if maybe he thought that I’d stolen Theo. 
 
    “A good one,” Lucinda said triumphantly. 
 
    “One who charges eight hundred gold coins every job,” someone else grumbled. 
 
    “You truly have a talking horse?” Mayor Montague inquired curiously. 
 
    “The truth is he rarely shuts up,” I said. 
 
    “Is this some kind of trick?” someone asked. 
 
    “Theodosius is stabled at my house,” Lucinda said. “We can go see him right now, if you’d like.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized that my horse was going to be so pivotal to their decision. Theo never even participated in my fights. He even disliked for any blood to splatter on his coat because he said it itched and attracted flies. He just carried me to and from my various engagements. But thankfully he was an extremely vain horse and probably wouldn’t mind being greeted with an eager audience. 
 
    With Lucinda gliding proudly ahead, the group of fifteen or so townsfolk including myself and Charlie trooped out of Quentin’s saloon and marched over to the Fairfax stable. I didn’t even have time to explain the situation to Theo and request for him to be polite before the townspeople crowded in around him. 
 
    “He’s beautiful!” a woman exclaimed. 
 
    “Say something,” the sheriff ordered him. 
 
    Theo cast him a disdainful look. Then he turned his magnificent black head toward me and demanded, 
 
    “What the hell am I, a monkey in a menagerie?” 
 
    Some of the townspeople gasped. A few of them clapped their hands. 
 
    “Haven’t you ever met a talking horse before?” Theo sneered. “What country bumpkins!” 
 
    “Meet Emperor Theodosius the first,” I said. 
 
    “What a strange man,” I heard a woman mutter. “I don’t know if he’s really the one we need, but he certainly is… extraordinary… ” 
 
    “I like the look of him more than Charlie,” her companion agreed. 
 
    Mayor Montague reached out cautiously and stroked Theo’s head. Theo closed his eyes and whickered in pleasure. He probably would have bitten him if I told him so, but he did communicate just like a normal horse sometimes. 
 
    “What does his horse have to do with his fighting abilities?” the sheriff asked grumpily. 
 
    “Do you think Theodosius would serve an ordinary man?” Lucinda retorted as she glared at her fiancé. He didn’t look happy, but he didn’t continue the argument either. 
 
    “Mr. Hale, Ms. Fairfax,” Mayor Montague announced, as he tapped his cane on the stable floor for emphasis, “I am prepared to extend you an offer.” 
 
    Lucinda and I both looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “Five hundred gold pieces from the town coffer, as agreed,” he stated. “The rest will be your responsibility to make up, Ms. Fairfax, with the generosity of the good people. And, since you require your payment upfront before the job is done, Mr. Hale?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We cannot take the risk that your striking confidence and your unusual abilities and equine companion are all just part of an elaborate ruse,” the mayor informed me. “We cannot take the risk that you will simply take the money and flee before the full moon. So, Ms. Fairfax, and Mr. Fairfax? If you are willing to vouch for this stranger, then your home must serve as collateral for his fee.” 
 
    Lucinda looked over at her father. He hesitated. He looked over at me, and I met his gaze and held it. After a minute he nodded. 
 
    “I accept those terms, Mayor,” he said as he reached out to shake Mayor Montague’s hand. “Mr. Hale-- don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    “Your house is safe,” I said. “Either I will exterminate the werewolves, or you can take the money back off my body after I die trying.” 
 
    He nodded. Lucinda smiled. 
 
    “What about me?” Charlie asked plaintively. 
 
    “Your contract has been cancelled,” Mayor Montague replied. “You are free to go or free to stay, but the werewolves are no longer your responsibility.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” Charlie protested. “Just because he’s got a talking horse?” 
 
    “That seems like a perfectly sound reason to me,” Theo asserted. “I am quite amazing.” 
 
    “Charlie, I don’t know how long you’ve been in the sellsword business, but if I may offer a word of advice going forward?” I said. 
 
    “What?” the youth asked. He had his arms folded sulkily across his chest. He glanced around at the townspeople and none of them would meet his eyes, except Lucinda. She was the only one who hadn’t been part of the agreement to offer him the job in the first place, so she didn’t owe him anything and didn’t seem to have any sympathy for his disappointment. 
 
    “Require your payment up front,” I answered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5  
 
    I stayed over in the Fairfaxes’ home that night at Lucinda’s father’s insistence. In the morning I came downstairs and found that the table was spread for breakfast, with cornbread and sausages and eggs and fresh blueberries. 
 
    Lucinda was wearing a yellow silk gown with a black velvet choker. The color made her look like a very pretty canary, and the expression on her face made her look like the cat that had eaten said bird. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Hale,” she said sweetly when she saw me. 
 
    “Good morning,” I replied as I took my seat. “You seem to be in good spirits.” 
 
    “The full moon is tonight,” she said. “Soon, you can kill off all the werewolves, and everyone will see that I was right and that I have better judgment than all those incompetent idiots who brought back useless beanstalks like that Charlie kid.” 
 
    “Lucinda,” her father reproached her. 
 
    “I mean, it’s really all about saving the potencium, and saving lives, of course,” Lucinda hastened to assure him. “But, I shan’t mind that the people of this town will be inclined to give me a little more respect henceforth, too.” 
 
    “Everyone already loves you, darling,” her father said. “But you should try to mind your tongue a little more around them. They say that-- well, some of them say that you have uppity airs, you know. I have heard them say it. And these are the people who will always be your neighbors. Long after the werewolves are gone and Mr. Hale has left town.” 
 
    “I don’t have uppity airs, I simply know my own worth,” Lucinda said. “I hope that you gave whoever said that a piece of your mind!” 
 
    “Well--” 
 
    “And, there is no reason Mr. Hale should be obliged to leave town after he defeats the werewolves,” Lucinda continued as she turned and raised an eyebrow at me. I just kept munching on my cornbread. “After all, he’ll be the hero of Richcreek, after that. So he’ll always be very welcome here. And, he’ll have eight hundred gold pieces! That’s plenty to buy some land, or a herd of cattle, or set up a shop or some such. You could retire from the sellsword life on a sum like that, Mr. Hale.”  
 
    “Why would I want to do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s not really… not really sustainable, is it?” she sputtered. “You’ll get old someday, won’t you? And you’ll want to take a wife and father children, and you could hardly drag a family along on the road with you! And I suppose Richcreek is as nice as any other town you’re likely to find.” 
 
    “Do you now?” I smirked. “And how many other towns, exactly, have you seen?” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” she huffed. 
 
    “Not enough to know,” I answered for her. “And neither have I.” 
 
    “Lucinda, dear, Mr. Hale has his lifestyle, and we have ours,” her father tried to intervene again. 
 
    “I just think it’s something he should consider, that is all,” Lucinda replied primly. “A man needs to think about finding the right woman and settling down and starting a family.” 
 
    I understood that Lucinda was coyly trying to convey that she was going to be the right woman, but before I could indicate that I’d rather just part her legs for a few fun nights and then be on my way, we heard a knock at the door. Lucinda rose to walk over and open it. 
 
    “Good morning, Ms. Fairfax,” a young man’s voice said nervously. 
 
    “Silas, what are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I just come to see if Mr. Hale wanted a tour about town,” the young man replied hopefully. “Thought I might show him the places where the werewolves have attacked before. Explain how things have been these past six months. Thought it might come in handy for him to know the lay of the land a bit before moonrise.” 
 
    “Well, it is kind of you, but I am quite capable of showing Mr. Hale around Richcreek myself,” Lucinda replied stiffly. 
 
    “Lucinda!” her father called out. “Bring the boy in here.” 
 
    Lucinda glided back into the kitchen, trailed by a boy of about seventeen or so, darkhaired with blue eyes and dimples.  
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Hale,” he said to me eagerly. “My name’s Silas.” 
 
    “Good morning, Silas.” I shook his hand. 
 
    “Lucinda, you’d better let the boy show him around,” Edmond Fairfax directed his daughter. “Paul wished to meet you for tea this afternoon, don’t you recall?” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You’ve done your part by bringing Mr. Hale here,” her father said firmly. “It’s not in your hands anymore, Lucy. And you may have some ruffled feathers to soothe.” 
 
    “Paul is always getting his feathers ruffled over nothing,” Lucinda rolled her eyes. “I told him I’d marry him, didn’t I? So he doesn’t have to keep hovering over me the way he does like a mother hen.” 
 
    “He’s really quite patient with you, my dear,” her father said. “Not all fiancés would take too kindly to their brides-to-be riding off into the horizon and showing up again alongside strange men, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Very well,” Lucinda sighed. 
 
    “Come, Silas, join us for breakfast,” her father said. “Then you can show our guest around town. If you’re amenable, of course, Mr. Hale.” 
 
    “Entirely,” I replied. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Fairfax,” Silas said as he sat down. Lucinda had a mildly irritated air toward him like he was a little brother getting underfoot. I took it they’d probably grown up together. 
 
    “I’d like to be a swordsman myself,” Silas said to me. “And leave town and make my living that way.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be a sellsword, though,” Lucinda said. “You could be a knight. And serve an honorable household.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t really care which, I just want to be good at it,” Silas said. 
 
    “If you don’t care which,” I chuckled, “then you’re probably better off as a sellsword.” 
 
    “Will you teach me?” Silas asked hopefully. 
 
    “On second thought,” I said, “if you want the training, then you’re better off starting as a squire to some knight.” 
 
    “How did you ever learn, if you weren’t a knight?” Lucinda asked me curiously. 
 
    “I was trained by knights,” I said. 
 
    “Then why didn’t you want to become one?” Lucinda persisted. “Wouldn’t that have been more… ah…” 
 
    As a matter of fact the prospect had seemed tempting at times during my youth. But my family had commanded knights. Knights were bound to families like mine just like I had been, and traveled in the same circles, and lived by the same rules. I would have had to disguise myself under a helm constantly in order to avert certain political complications, and the country was too damn hot for that. Better to be a sellsword with a desert between me and everyone I had left behind. Better to be my own man and live by my own rules and pledge only the most temporary of allegiances, that I set my own price on. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lucinda said with chagrin. She seemed to interpret my silence as a wounded one rather than a reflective one. 
 
    “You don’t need to be,” I said. 
 
    “Treasure her apology, that’s a rare thing coming from my daughter’s mouth,” Edmond laughed, and Lucinda shot him an icy look. 
 
    “Well, thank you for the breakfast,” I said as I stood up. “I will stop in and check on Theo, and then you can show me the town, Silas.” 
 
    He nodded enthusiastically, unable to speak because his mouth was crammed full of sausage. 
 
    When I went over to the stable to see my horse, he stomped his feet restlessly and made his glossy curtain of a raven mane sway. 
 
    “Who is the little shit?” he asked. 
 
    Silas gasped. “I’ve never met a talking horse before.” 
 
    “That sounds like a Savajun name,” Theo snorted. “I’ve Never Met a Talking Horse Before. Well, now that you have, are you going to change it? To ‘Boy Who Has Met a Talking Horse’?” 
 
    Silas looked at me helplessly. 
 
    “Don’t mind him, he’s always like that,” I said. “The kid’s name is Silas. He’s about to show me around town.” 
 
    “Well, I will accompany the two of you,” Theo announced. 
 
    “I thought you preferred to stay in the shade, since I have no need to ride for now?” 
 
    “I shall return to the stable when the sun becomes intolerable,” Theo replied. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” I said with a shrug, and opened his stall door. Lucinda’s white mare poked her head out to gaze at us curiously. I patted her nose, and then the three of us walked out. 
 
    “I think Lucinda fancies you,” Silas remarked. 
 
    “She’s engaged to that sheriff,” I clarified, even though I knew the boy was correct, I didn’t want to give weight to his observations.  
 
    “Well, I reckon he thinks the same as me, that Lucinda has her eye on you,” Silas replied. 
 
    “She’s better off sticking with him, I can’t offer her anything but a romp in the hay,” I said flatly. 
 
    “You mean you don’t want to,” Silas said. 
 
    “Guess not,” I said. 
 
    “Men are falling in love with Lucinda all the time, you know,” Silas said. “She’s been engaged twice before Alford, and she’s turned down at least a dozen proposals by now.” 
 
    “Well, she’s a fine-looking woman,” I said. I wondered how exactly Lucinda’s previous two engagements had been broken off. 
 
    “But you love another?” Silas guessed. 
 
    When he said that, another woman’s face did come to mind. Golden-skinned, black-eyed, with a sharp nose, a sensual, inviting mouth, and a mane as thick and black as Theo’s. The half-Savajun sorceress Vera Carlisle. But I wouldn’t have married Vera either, given the chance. That would have been a rotten idea in a hundred different ways. 
 
    “That was a pretty long pause though,” Silas observed as he smirked at me, which made his dimples deepen. Even though he was almost a man, he was one of those guys who’d retain his boyish charm into his forties. I’d never had that kind of face, even when I was actually a child. The kind of face that people instinctively trusted.  
 
    “You want to be around me, you’ll have to get used to silences,” I told him. “By which I mean the constant jawing anyway. The absence of words rarely means true silence. The earth and its creatures have their own sounds. And people’s movements and moods and intentions make sounds even when they’re not talking, they’re just smaller sounds, but more truthful for all that. Don’t get too distracted by words.”  
 
    “Sounds like wisdom,” Silas remarked carelessly. We walked in silence for a few steps. Then he asked, “So, who’s this other woman that Lucinda can’t compete with?” 
 
    “I’m not your father or your master,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean I won’t cuff you upside the head.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Silas grinned. “So, you want to see the bank first? That’s where the werewolves always hit hardest.” 
 
    “Then I reckon I do,” I said. “That’s where you store all the potencium?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Silas said. “There’s the assay office next to that where the rocks get weighed and counted up and you can change em in for coin. And the brewhouse where they get turned to drinkable form to be sold off. And Teddy stocks a bit of it at his store, for the eight magic users in town.” 
 
    “We’ll stop at Teddy’s store today then,” I said. “I’ll be needing a few vials.” 
 
    “Can you enlarge a quantity of potencium, like anything else?” Silas asked. 
 
    “Sure I can,” I said, “but it doesn’t last me any longer if I drink a bucket of it, made large, than a vial of it at its natural scale. I don’t know why. I can get drunk on a bucket of whiskey that I upscaled myself. I can get full on a loaf-sized slice of bread. But potencium just doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    “How peculiar,” Silas said. 
 
    “I’m not a magic theorist,” I said. “Just a user. I try it and, if it works, I keep doing it, if not then I stop.” 
 
    “There’s the bank,” Silas pointed. It was an unassuming dark wood building with “Bank” painted on the front. Next to it there was a building painted red which I guessed must be the assay office he’d mentioned. 
 
    “Do the werewolves raid any of the other buildings you mentioned where smaller quantities of potencium are stored?” I asked. 
 
    “Only if there’s potencium there at the time,” Silas said. “They just tear through the town sniffing everything, and they sniff those buildings more than others. But you can’t fool them. We’ve tried moving the potencium, we’ve tried burying it. Wherever it’s hidden, they’ll just destroy whatever and whoever they have to in order to get to it. So people make sure now not to have any in their houses on the full moon.” 
 
    “It’s odd that they’d have such an appetite for potencium,” I said. “Werewolves aren’t magic users. You can’t be both. It’s contrary to their nature or something. Just like how Savajuns have a greater tendency to be magic users, and more powerful ones at that.” 
 
    “I don’t know what they want it for,” Silas said. “No one does. They don’t act human when they come here. They don’t talk. You can’t reason with them. You can’t beg them for mercy, that’s as much use as begging a wild beast.” 
 
    “Werewolves have somewhere between human and lupine intelligence,” I said. “They probably understand you somewhat, even though they can’t talk in that form. They just don’t care.” 
 
    “Look,” Silas pointed at the side of the bank as we reached it. On the wall, I could see deep scratch marks gouged by claws. Closer up, I could also tell that the bank was a sort of patchwork construction of old wood and new. It had clearly had many series of repairs done on it. Maybe that was why it looked so shabby in comparison with others of the town’s buildings.  
 
    “And there are tooth marks here,” he led me around the backside of the bank to show me a ragged hole that had been ripped in the wood. “Plenty of others if you need to see more.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve seen the source of those marks,” I said. 
 
    “You’ve fought werewolves before?” Silas asked. 
 
    I just nodded. A couple of them had attacked Theo and me when I was riding late at night once. It was one of the nearest misses we’d ever had. Luckily, I’d had a toothpick with me and been able to enlarge it into a wooden stake, since only wood or silver could kill a werewolf. They were immune to steel. It cut them like it would cut any other creature, to be sure, but those wounds healed up in the blink of an eye. Only wounds from wood or silver lasted. Ever since that night several years ago, I had always made sure to be indoors during the full moon of every month. 
 
    “Have you fought anything?” I asked him. I didn’t mean it to sound rude or condescending. I just wanted to know whether he’d taken steps yet to become a swordsman, if that was what he wanted. 
 
    “Weeell, my brother more times than I can count until he married and built his own house, and then some fistfights with miners from Charlie’s camp a few times,” Silas said with some embarrassment. “But not the way you mean, I guess.” 
 
    “Tonight’s your lucky night then I guess,” I said. 
 
    “You mean it?” he asked. His eyes widened with excitement and hope. 
 
    “I’m not fighting fourteen werewolves singlehandedly,” I said. “That’s a fool’s errand. So, as long as all the potencium is stored inside the bank by dark, the werewolves always head here first?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Silas said. “They sniff around. They go to the bank. They barge in. They take all the potencium they find there. Then they sniff around town some more to make sure they didn’t miss any hidden stashes. Then they leave.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “I have some ideas, then. Why don’t you run and rustle up as many volunteers as you can get who’ve got shovels. Have them gather over here by the bank. I’ll go buy myself a draught of potencium meanwhile.” 
 
    Silas pointed me in the direction of Teddy’s general store, and then he ran off to do as I’d asked. 
 
    I spent almost all the money I’d just made in Highridge for taking out Gold Tooth Jimmy and his gang on the four vials of potencium that Teddy had in stock, which he said he’d been about to bring over to the bank anyway since he didn’t want werewolves rampaging through his store that night. 
 
    Potencium was terribly expensive, worth many times more than its weight in gold. For that reason, many magic users limited themselves to just a drop a day, or went without altogether. But I couldn’t imagine living that way. It wasn’t just a matter of losing your magical power in and of itself. When there was no potencium in my system, I felt listless and hollow. Like something was missing, something more profound than my ability to shrink and grow objects, as useful as that was. I didn’t feel just like any other human, whatever that was anyway. I felt like less than human, like a ghost drifting through my own life.  
 
    It had been a long time since I’d been forced to feel that way, by people who thought they could control me. And for as long as I could still wield a sword, I would never feel that way again. 
 
    I walked out of Teddy’s store with the four vials. I stuck three of them in a pouch at my belt. The other one I uncorked and drained right then and there. It tasted smoky, acrid, and herbal. Closer to liquor than anything else, but not really like liquor. And maybe a bit like grass and maybe a bit like woodsmoke. It was an unpleasant taste that I’d grown to love. I just felt immediately sharper and more vital afterward. 
 
    “Addict,” Theo said as he watched me. 
 
    “I think it’s not a drug because it makes me more me, not less me,” I said. 
 
    “That’s probably what drug addicts say,” Theo retorted, unimpressed by my explanation. 
 
    He was probably right. I just shrugged. 
 
    We walked back over to the bank where townspeople were already starting to gather, toting shovels of all shapes and sizes. It was a potencium mining town in origin after all, even though it had been successful enough to allow for a diversification of trades after that, so pretty much everyone had a shovel. 
 
    “Okay, we’re going to bust up the inside of this building,” I informed the assembled, as I pointed at the bank. 
 
    “You’re going to what?” a familiar female voice inquired. 
 
    I looked over to see the haughty redhead approaching, under the shade of a frilly parasol. She was a vision of loveliness and she was frowning at what I’d just said. 
 
    “We need to destroy the floorboards of the bank,” I said. 
 
    “My father owns that bank,” Lucinda reminded me. 
 
    “He’s a responsible man, I trust that he’ll rebuild it to safety standards,” I replied. “Now, everyone, you’re going to knock out the floorboards, and then dig a hole underneath. As big and deep as you can make it in the time we’ve got. Leave the vaults alone. The potencium, the gold. All that stays where it is. Just the floor in the reception area where customers go up to the counter-- that gets replaced by a tunnel to the other side of the earth. Got it?” 
 
    “You could have at least asked permission,” Lucinda sighed. 
 
    “Did you come here to dig?” I inquired. 
 
    “I do not own a shovel,” she replied primly. 
 
    “I’m sure a loan could be arranged.” 
 
    “I came here to supervise,” she stated. 
 
    “Supervise them?” I gestured at the diggers. Silas moved among them energetically organizing the townspeople into work parties. “But you didn’t even know what their task was going to be.” 
 
    “Supervise you,” she answered. 
 
    “I’m not going to run off, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I said. 
 
    “Sticking around isn’t enough,” she replied. “You need to win. My very reputation depends upon it.” 
 
    “Your reputation?” 
 
    “Yes-- I was the one who hired you,” she said. Well, the town had hired me, strictly speaking. Although she had been personally responsible for soliciting donations the previous evening until she came up with the extra three hundred coins to add to the sum that the mayor provided from the town’s coffers. For better or worse, Lucinda was the kind of woman who had a habit of getting her way. 
 
    “Well, how am I doing so far?” I asked dryly. “In your professional opinion.” 
 
    “This, er, this matter of the… pit… it’s, it’s very… it’s something different,” Lucinda said finally.  
 
    I realized that for once she actually hadn’t had an opinion at all, beyond thinking that I should have requested her father’s permission to implement this architectural renovation.  
 
    “And we do need a change of some sort in our strategy.” she continued. “Although, the werewolves don’t like surprises. We’ve tried attacking them before, and they retaliate hard. If they fall in this pit, which I suppose is your plan, they’ll be very angry.”  
 
    “I plan for them to be angry long before they fall in the pit,” I replied. “Speaking of which, where is the blacksmith in this town?” 
 
    “Two doors to the right of that blue house,” Lucinda pointed. “But the blacksmith is there.” She pointed at a man walking toward the door of the bank with a pickaxe in hand. 
 
    “What’s his name?” I asked. 
 
    “Danny,” she said.  
 
    “Danny!” I called out. The man who Lucinda had indicated turned in surprise to see who was addressing him. I beckoned him over. “Others will tear down the bank. I need you for another task. Something more specialized.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said uncertainly. “What do you want? I don’t really have time to forge weapons, since the full moon is tonight.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “Speaking of which. Silas!” 
 
    Silas came over eagerly when I called him, almost like a puppy dog. 
 
    “Whoever you don’t need for breaking down the floor and digging the pit, have them gather the planks from the floor and whatever other spare lumber there is in town, and sharpen a bunch of stakes, six feet long or so,” I instructed. 
 
    “Right you are,” he agreed, and bounded off again. 
 
    Danny and I walked over to his forge, with Lucinda following along. 
 
    “You don’t want to help Silas manage the volunteers?” I suggested to her. 
 
    “My primary job is supervising you,” she stated, as solemnly as if someone other than herself had actually assigned her that job. 
 
    “What about tea with your fiancé?” I reminded her. It wasn’t that I minded Lucinda’s presence. She was awfully easy on the eyes after all. I just didn’t want her second-guessing my decisions and wasting time that we already didn’t have enough of. 
 
    “I already drank it,” she replied as she raised a pretty eyebrow. “Why does that matter to you, anyway?” 
 
    I didn’t bother to answer that one, because the answer was that it didn’t matter. 
 
    “So what do you want me to make, exactly?” Danny asked me. “If not weaponry.” 
 
    “A fence,” I said. “A fence of silver stakes.” 
 
    “Th-that would take a long time,” Danny stammered. “And a lot of silver.” 
 
    “What if each side of the fence were only about a foot long?” I suggested. “Three sides. Three feet. And, the stakes don’t have to be any taller than a man’s finger.” 
 
    “I suppose I could do that,” he said. 
 
    “Lucinda, can you find a boy to run around and collect arrows from every house, and bring them here?” I asked. “Also silverware. Any pure silver utensils that people will give up. Find several children and send them round at the same time.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes because she didn’t seem to want to leave my side, but then she nodded and glided out of the room. 
 
    Meanwhile, I stayed with Danny and explained to him the exact design that I wanted for my miniature fence. 
 
    “And when you’re done with that, and the arrows start coming in, I want you to tip them all with silver,” I said. 
 
    “You mean make silver heads for them?” he asked. “I don’t think there’s time.” 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary,” I said. “A daub of pure silver should do the trick. No bigger than a coin. The steel arrow heads will penetrate the werewolves’ flesh, and then whatever flesh they carried the silver through, will not seal up again. It doesn’t require a large hole in someone’s heart or brain to destroy them.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Danny said. 
 
    “If you have any questions, send one of the children to come get me,” I said. “I’ll be over at the bank.” 
 
    “I’ll get straight to work then,” Danny said. 
 
    For the rest of the day, I moved back and forth between Danny’s forge and the bank, supervising progress on all the projects. Lucinda hovered over me like an extremely judgmental guardian angel. Her father came out from their house a few times to survey the town’s progress. He also donated all the silverware in his house to be melted down in Danny’s forge, except for a silver fork and a silver knife that I pocketed myself.  
 
    Theo stayed at the bank and helped with any manual labor that was requested of him. He was especially good at breaking planks with his hooves. He kept threatening to return to the shade of the Fairfax stable, but after a while I suspected that he had no real intention of doing so and simply said it to provoke the townspeople into begging him to stay and protesting that they couldn’t finish the project without him. Theo liked to have his coat brushed, but he loved to have his ego stroked even more. 
 
    When I calculated that we only had a few hours of daylight left, I declared the pit inside the bank to be big enough, and had the volunteers start implanting sharpened wooden stakes at the base. Once that was done, we covered the opening of the pit back over with planks that had been strategically weakened to snap as soon as someone stepped on them. 
 
    The children started running out to deliver quarrels full of newly silver-daubed arrows. I took ten volunteers to serve as archers and assigned them positions on the roofs and at the windows of nearby buildings where they would have clear shots at anyone approaching the bank. 
 
    Then I took the miniature fence that Danny had welded together, with one extra-long stake that ended in a knob, and buried it in front of the bank so that only the knob poked above the dirt, and was hidden by a patch of weeds. 
 
    “Well, that’s everything, then,” I said to the assembled townspeople as I stood up. 
 
    Over the course of the day, our volunteer task force had grown to include almost all of Richcreek. Even those who were too old or weak to dig helped with the hunt for supplies, or by providing food and drink to the workers. I heard them talking and laughing amongst themselves as they worked. Human nature was funny that way. You could dawdle away at an ordinary and not particularly difficult task that you did every day and be grim and sour about it. But you could work frantically to prepare for a bloody fight with lives and livelihoods hanging in the balance and find that you’d never enjoyed anything more than that. 
 
    The townspeople paused with shovels in hand and stared at me, overcome with a sudden sense of solemnity as they all realized that the hour of moonlight was approaching. Tonight would be different. Tonight wouldn’t just involve cowering in their homes hoping against hope not to hear the snarling of a werewolf at the door and feel the timbers shudder as a monstrous half-human form hurled itself against them and creeping out at dawn to calculate the town’s collective losses. Tonight Richcreek was making a stand, and either the werewolves’ reign of terror would be ended for good, or the town itself would be massacred. 
 
    “Most of you should go home now,” I said. “You’ve done your part, and you’ve done it well. But those of you who want to stay on as pikemen, there are plenty of spare stakes for you,” I said as I gestured at a pile of them.  
 
    There was some hesitation. The dozens of townspeople exchanged glances. Some of them clasped their hands and moved their mouths apparently in prayer. Then the crowd gradually sorted itself out. Two-thirds trailed off to their homes, either because they didn’t want to fight or because their priority was to protect their own families. That included Lucinda and her father, and her fiancé, who decided to stay in their home with them for the night in order to guard them. Theo went with them to return to their stable. The other third of the group, consisting of eleven men and two women, picked up stakes and awaited further instructions. 
 
    “Divide yourselves between the vaults,” I said. “Be ready to defend them against any werewolves who try to escape through the back.” 
 
    They proceeded to enter the bank and carefully pick their way across the treacherous floor in a single file line. We’d left a single beam that was solid, which you couldn’t tell from the others unless you knew which one it was.  
 
    The archers, meanwhile, started climbing up to assume the rooftop positions that I had assigned them earlier. Once there, they laid flat on their bellies and tried to blend in with the shadows. 
 
    With everyone in place, the town appeared quiet, even peaceful. Yet the air felt thick with a smog of terror and anger mingled with joy and hope. But I didn’t know if that was a tangible atmosphere exuded from the skin of the townspeople that the werewolves would be able to sniff out, or if it just felt that way to me because I’d been a part of the events that produced it and was in on the secrets that this night held. 
 
    I was the only person out in the open, because my position was next to the silver knob that connected to the buried fence. I crouched there. Maybe in the night I could pass for a rock or at least some kind of furtive woodland critter. 
 
    Aware of each other and drawing strength from each other’s proximity, yet each one of us alone locked inside our separate minds, we waited in the darkness for the monsters to come.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    When the werewolves came, I could sense them almost before I consciously heard or saw any sign of them. My skin prickled, and I knew I was being watched, by something other than my archers. Then there was movement on the plains, and shadows gathered themselves up from the long grasses and bounded toward the town. 
 
    The shadows had a wrongness to them. They walked neither on two legs nor on four, but something in between, dropping sometimes to gallop, at other times staggering upright for a few paces. They were too hulking and shaggy to be men, with knees that were bent the wrong way, and their chests were too broad and flat for any kind of quadruped’s, with long ape-like arms that swung freely at their sides. I felt sure that wolves would have found them just as monstrous as humans did. 
 
    One of them paused and let out a bloodcurdling howl. I found the howls of normal wolves to be achingly beautiful, but this was halfway between that and a human scream of agony. The rest of the werewolves howled, barked, and yipped in response, and again the sounds were too expressive to be purely animal, it sounded more like some primitive people speaking in a foreign language that I could almost, but not quite, understand. 
 
    Then they all dropped to all fours and charged right for the bank. As they approached, I could make out the details of hulking musculature, patchy, bristling fur, jaundiced yellow bloodshot eyes. Even healthy werewolves always tended to look like they had some kind of plague. They weren’t a naturally occurring race. They were the monstrous creation of some sorcerer in ancient times who had used them to terrorize the villages of an enemy king. There had been many campaigns to eradicate them in the centuries since, many rulers who had set prices on their pelts, and yet they had taken firm root in the world and continued to exist.  
 
    Then the wind changed direction, and I could smell their scent, which was more like a dead animal than a live one, except for the potent musk. The two werewolves in the lead seemed to see me even though I was staying as still as possible, or maybe they simply detected my human smell, and came barreling toward me.  
 
    I clasped the tiny silver knob in my hand and waited, but right when the first werewolf leapt at my throat, I made the fence grow. 
 
    The silver spines erupted out of the ground like some kind of lethal metallic plant and formed a three-walled perimeter in front of the bank. The extra-long post with the knob at the top that I was holding became twelve feet tall, I was carried up off the ground clinging to it. But I wasn’t the only one borne aloft. A few yards down from me, a werewolf thrashed atop the fence, his body impaled by two stakes. The first casualty of the night. 
 
    The other werewolves lunged at the stakes snarling and tried to squeeze their bodies through. 
 
    “Loose!” I yelled from atop my perch. 
 
    Arrows rained down from the surrounding roofs into the mass of furred and struggling bodies. Some of them fell to the ground. Others that hadn’t been hit, or at least not fatally so, backed up for a running start to launch themselves over the fence, or ran around to the ends of the fence in order to go around it, although the longer trip exposed them to more arrows. I forced the fence to spurt another few feet and in that way managed to impale a second werewolf just as he was about to clear it. A spine burst through the taut skin of his round belly, where the fur grew shortest, and blood gushed from the wound and dripped down the bright silver like clotted berry jam. He struggled to free himself, and that just tore his stomach open wider, until I could see pale, ropy entrails squeezing out.  
 
    That was as tall as I could make the fence, though. My ability had its limits, regardless of the fresh potencium that still simmered warmly in my stomach. Certain objects were easier than others to grow or shrink, which I think had to do with the materials they were composed of, and possibly the complexity of their structures as well. I didn’t know what the exact formula was, so I could only ever estimate how big or small I’d be able to make a thing until I tried it, unless it was an object with which I were already very familiar, such as my sword. I hadn’t worn my sword today since the steel would be useless against werewolves. 
 
    I had, however, brought along a silver fork and knife from the Fairfaxes’ dining set. I pulled out the fork first. There were several werewolves leaping at me, snarling and frothing at the mouth. Their jaws came within inches of my legs but they were struggling to reach me since I was hanging on the knob with my feet about ten feet off the ground, planted on the two lumps of metal I’d had Danny solder onto the extra-long post for just that purpose. They’d been barely visible when the fence was in its original form, just two tiny textural bumps, but now they were the size of watermelons. 
 
    I enlarged the fork into a pitchfork of sorts. It was actually a lot more unwieldy than a proper pitchfork would have been, since the handle was broad instead of spindly, and there was a flat part above the tines designed for shoveling food, which just added unnecessary weight in this case, but there hadn’t been time to have Danny modify it. I could only make the fork about three feet long, not because of the limitations of my power, but because if I made it any longer, the handle would have become too broad to fit in one hand, and I needed my other hand to continue gripping the pole. 
 
    A three-foot weapon wasn’t long enough for me to reach any of the werewolves below while they were still on the ground. It was, however, long enough for me to wait until the next one leapt up, and drive the tines into his face right before his jaws would have sunk into my calf. He slid off and crumpled to the ground and left the last six inches of my fork tines bloody. The werewolves’ faces were as monstrous as their bodies, not like the beautiful faces of wolves, but squashed inward to approach the flatter dimensions of human faces. The leathery noses were halfway between canine noses and bulbous human ones, and the long, sharp teeth were fully canine, but set in jaws that were shaped like an ape’s. 
 
    I used my fork to jab away another attacker, although I didn’t manage to deal him a fatal blow. The other werewolves seemed less inclined to crowd around me after that. The archers continued raining down volleys of silver-tipped arrows. I counted about eight of the werewolves that already lay dead.  
 
    As the first werewolf successfully cleared the fence without being brought down by arrows and I saw that he was going to make it into the bank, I abruptly shrank the fence back down and landed with my two feet on the ground. With their chief obstacle suddenly removed, all six of the surviving werewolves surged for the door of the bank.  
 
    The first two, who leapt at pretty much the same time, both crashed through the false floor with startled yelps followed by howls of agony. Their fall, however, broke or knocked aside all the weakened planks and left only the solid one in place, which showed the next two werewolves the safe path to run across. I couldn’t see what was going on inside the vaults, but I could hear the shouts of the pikemen and knew that the werewolves must have reached them. 
 
    Of the remaining two werewolves still outside the bank when the floor collapsed, one turned and ran toward the assay office presumably to attack the archers posted there. I wasn’t sure, because the other werewolf turned and charged at me with an accusatory snarl as if it knew that I was the chief author of all its pack’s misfortunes. 
 
    It was so close to me, since I’d been preparing to run into the bank after the werewolves and assist the pikemen, that I didn’t have time to get my fork up in time to stab it. Instead I dove out of the way of its teeth and claws, rolled back over, and managed to stab it in the hindquarters.  
 
    It howled and twisted around to try to reach me, but I was on my ass and didn’t have time to change positions, so I pulled myself in close to the fork that was still embedded in the monster’s side, tucked my knees up by my chest, and let the werewolf drag me around as it continued trying to bite me. It was like some horribly deranged version of a dog chasing its tail. 
 
    Then after a particularly violent twist on the werewolf’s part, the fork wrenched free out of its side. It screamed in agony and then immediately dove at me.  
 
    I had landed on my back and could see the underside of its jaws and chest as it bore down on me, a ragged pestilent mass that blocked out the stars. I lifted the fork in both hands with the handle toward my feet and the tines pointing past my head and stabbed it down the werewolf’s throat. Then I let go of the fork and scrambled out of the way as the werewolf collapsed.  
 
    It wheezed raggedly, and its fading yellow eyes were filled with hate, but with its airway pierced by the silver fork, it could barely even make a sound as it died. 
 
    I pulled out the butter knife next and enlarged it to the size of a sword, but its shape was even worse than the fork’s had been for fighting with, because the “hilt” was flattened out and nearly impossible to grip well enough to land strong blows with. If you swung it, especially if it came up against any resistance, the flat hilt inevitably twisted in your hands. But the fork was implanted so deeply in the dying werewolf’s gullet that I didn’t want to take the time to wrench it out. Instead, I just took the giant butter knife and ran into the bank. 
 
    As it turned out when I got there, the pikemen had already dispatched both of the werewolves that reached the vaults. One corpse lay among a pile of gold, the other surrounded by shelves full of potencium inside vials. The shelves had holes cut in them to hold the vials securely. Nonetheless, a few of them had been smashed during the fight, and the precious pale gold liquid spilled. But that seemed to be the only casualty of the battle on our side. 
 
    As we crossed back through the main room of the bank over the solid beam, we checked on the two werewolves that had fallen down into the pit. One had been impaled by a stake and was clearly dead. The other just seemed to have broken bones and was lying there snarling at us, and one of the pikemen dispatched him with a stake through the skull. 
 
    When we stepped back outside, the archers gathered around us. They too had all survived unharmed after killing the werewolf that had gone after them. The townspeople started whooping and cheering and embracing each other. I saw that a few of them were crying with joy. 
 
    Silas, who had been among the pikemen, came up to grab me in a hug and slap me on the back. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and the other townspeople gathered around me too. 
 
    “You don’t know what you have done for us,” one of the archers said. “You saved Richcreek.” 
 
    “Raiding potencium like that is not normal werewolf behavior, I think there must be something more going on here,” I warned him. “Those werewolves are gone now, but your problems may not be over. You have something that a lot of people want. Don’t let your guard down.” 
 
    “If there’s another attack, then we will know how to meet it,” the archer replied. “You showed us how.” 
 
    “Some of the tactics I showed you were only applicable under rather particular circum--” I started to say. 
 
    “You showed us how to make a plan and execute it,” another man interrupted. “How to use our wits to better our odds first, as much as one can, and then from there it’s a matter of brute force and sheer will.” 
 
    I had to smile at that. “That’s not a bad way of saying it.” 
 
    “You know, I’d ask how we could ever repay you,” Silas said in a tone of amusement, “except that I know exactly what kind of payment you want, and that you already got it.” 
 
    “It’s better that way, don’t you think?” I asked. “No one is in anyone else’s debt. You don’t have to build statues in my honor or offer me your daughters in marriage or, even if I walked away with nothing, wonder if I’d ever come back to claim your firstborn children. It’s a clean farewell. If we ever meet again, you won’t have to greet me as anything other than an equal.” 
 
    Silas was silent for a moment. Then he asked, “You know what?” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve decided,” he said. “I’d like to be a sellsword.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    I had intended to slip out of town without any fuss the next morning, but things didn’t work out that way. Despite what I had said to Silas about nobody owing anyone else shit, and despite the fact that at first they had deeply begrudged me my fee, the good people of Richcreek decided to declare the next day a town holiday and wrangled me into staying on as their guest of honor. 
 
    But I didn’t want any of that and intended to make my escape before any of that bullshit. I was in the stable right before dawn saddling Theo when Lucinda found me. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t,” was the first thing she said. 
 
    I looked over at her in surprise. She was wearing a pale pink gown this morning. I hadn’t thought that anyone besides royalty owned three gowns. 
 
    “You thought you’d sneak off without so much as a goodbye?” she continued. “How could you?” 
 
    Before I could even reply, she stepped into Theo’s stall, pressed her body up against mine, and kissed me.  
 
    Theo, in the far corner of the stall, snorted. He might have been capable of speech but he still had no more concern for human sexual relations than any other horse.  
 
    I found that Lucinda didn’t just look like a rose, she also smelled like one. Her skin was soft and smooth as silk, and she was so slender that she looked breakable, especially when cinched into a corset, but her hands were digging into my back, and her mouth was devouring mine with a ferocity that was not in the least bit sweet or ladylike, and I think it was that more than anything that made my body respond.   
 
    I’d thought Lucinda was beautiful from the instant I saw her, but my body hadn’t really needed her until this instant. I thought of laying her down in the hay but that would have been a bad idea. The pieces would have clung everywhere, to her skirts and her hair, and been impossible to pick off entirely, and that would be hard for an engaged woman to explain. Silas did say she’d had two broken engagements already, though. She probably collected proposals just like she did jewelry. She clearly wasn’t in love with Sheriff Alford, and if I ended up causing Lucinda Fairfax’s third broken engagement, I guessed my conscience could bear it. 
 
    I lifted her up and propped her back against the wall of the stall. Then I bundled her skirts up above her waist and peeled the bloomers that she was wearing under them off past her feet and flung them in a corner. She kicked her shoes off, too. That left her completely naked from the waist down. Somehow, her ladylike pink gown with its ruffled sleeves just made the expanse of bare white flesh below, the long slim legs and the triangle of coppery hair between her thighs, even more erotic by contrast. Besides, my need was suddenly far too urgent to bother with trying to unlace her.    
 
    Instead I just fumbled with the laces of my own pants while Lucinda threw her arms around my neck, nibbled on my ear, and ground her cleft against me. My hands were in the way of my cock since I was still untying my pants, and I could feel her wetness smear across the backs of them. Then I pushed my pants down to my knees, and my cock sprang free of them. 
 
    “Ohhh,” Lucinda sighed as the tip prodded her slick entrance. 
 
    I reached down and forced it in the first inch or so. Then by wriggling her hips Lucinda worked herself the rest of the way down onto my shaft as she moaned through gritted teeth. I gripped her by the buttocks to support her weight as I drove into her against the stable wall, so that she was sandwiched between the rough wood of the wall and my body bucking against hers.  
 
    She whimpered with ecstasy as my cock squelched in and out of her. Her whimpers started to speed up, and I realized that she was close to the brink. I slowed down, and we both looked down to watch my glistening length slide almost all the way out, then press back in, and out, and back in for another ten or so minutes.  
 
    “I’m going to…” she groaned with her pretty mouth open. “You feel so good. Please…” 
 
    Her tunnel was starting to spasm, so I hammered her against the wall again until we both came convulsively, and I could feel her walls clench like a vice around my cock when my seed poured into her.  
 
    When I had filled her up, I set her back down on her feet, and she leaned against the stable wall panting. After a few seconds, she collected her bloomers and shoes, got dressed again and dropped her skirts back into place. 
 
    “Don’t leave Richcreek,” she demanded. 
 
    “You know that I have to,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, I suppose I knew that you were going to,” she sighed. “But stay just for today? It’s going to be a holiday. Just for you.” 
 
    “I’ve never had a holiday in my honor before,” I laughed. 
 
    “Mayor Montague declared one,” she said as she reached out and ran her hand along my jawline. “You have to stay. Please?” 
 
    “Will there be whiskey?” I asked. 
 
    “As much as you can drink,” she promised. 
 
    “Will there be apples?” Theo asked. His head swung around, and his ears pricked up as he took an interest in the conversation for the first time. 
 
    Lucinda and I both laughed. 
 
    “Why the hell not,” I said. “I’ll stay for one day.” 
 
    Lucinda kissed me softly on the mouth. As she pulled away, she opened her gray eyes, and they were wistful, as if she knew it might be the last kiss we would ever share. 
 
    “Breakfast will be ready soon, unsaddle that poor beast before you come in,” she said, and then she turned to go back to the house. 
 
    “Every female you see you have to put your dick in,” Theo muttered. 
 
    “It was her idea, not mine,” I retorted. “You saw that for yourself.” 
 
    “Get my damned saddle off and bring me some apples.” 
 
    If Edmond Fairfax suspected anything at breakfast, he didn’t say anything about it. He was all geniality to both of us and seemed, if anything, even prouder than usual of Lucinda, now that I had proven her choice of champion for the town to be a good one. 
 
    “I’m glad it worked out,” he said. “I’m glad it all worked out. But, Lucinda, you will be married soon, and you won’t be able to run off like a wild creature like that anymore.” 
 
    “If you’re worried that I wouldn’t come back, you don’t need to be, you know,” she replied. “I wouldn’t leave you, Father.” 
 
    “Well, I am glad of that, my dear, but I also worry that your husband might tire of your little adventures and refuse to take you back,” he said. 
 
    “Paul would never refuse me anything,” she scoffed. 
 
    “And if you had little children who needed you?” 
 
    “You know, Father, the Savajun women often spend weeks away from their tribes tracking game,” Lucinda said. “And they leave their babes in the care of elders. And the babes learn to walk and feed themselves sooner than ours do.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not marrying a Savajun marauder, my dear, you are marrying the sheriff of a respectable town.” 
 
    “There’s still time to change my mind about that, I suppose,” Lucinda said with a shrug and a mischievous glance in my direction. 
 
    “Lucinda Fairfax!” her father exclaimed. 
 
    “Only joking, Father,” she said. “But wouldn’t you like a house full of half-Savajun grandbabies? And if they had brown skin and my red hair, wouldn’t that be extraordinary?” 
 
    “Extraordinary is one way to put it,” Edmond Fairfax scoffed. “You will appall our guest with your talk.” 
 
    “I think it’d take more than that to upset Mr. Hale,” Lucinda replied. 
 
    Her father looked at me helplessly. 
 
    “She’s quite right,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Well, if you are not too appalled by my daughter’s ways, know that you will always be welcome in this house as an honored guest,” he said. “Whenever your path may take you back this way, for as long as I live, and I intend for that to be at least another decade yet. So that I may meet all my grandchildren.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. Seldom did I retread any path I’d tread before. It was sort of my policy not to. Partially because the world was a plenty big place, partially because I didn’t want to encounter a woman who might have rightfully claimed she bore me a child, and mostly because I knew my family was always a few steps behind me.  
 
    I think Lucinda heard that unspoken part in my voice, because she gave a tiny sigh and rolled a berry between her fingers as she gazed off into the distance. 
 
    After breakfast, the Fairfaxes and I along with Theo went outside, and the streets were bustling with what seemed to be the entire population of Richcreek. There were probably nearly two hundred people out in their Sunday best. Most of them grinned and waved when they saw me, but the grins they gave each other were just as wide and genuine. I might have inspired this newly minted holiday, but it wasn’t really about me, nor should it have been. It was an excuse for merriment, and a reminder to the townspeople that by pulling together in a united effort with their neighbors, they had proven strong enough to defeat their greatest enemies. 
 
    The first order of business was disposing of the werewolves’ bodies. There were fourteen hairy corpses in various states of mangled ruin, and since the townspeople didn’t think they deserved godly burials and didn’t want them around anywhere in the vicinity even after death, they had decided to burn them. For that purpose, they were in the process of piling up kindling downwind at the edge of town, at a safe distance from the buildings, to fuel a massive pyre. 
 
    Next to the pile of wood and tumbleweed and so forth, there was a pile of dead and decomposing werewolves. The sun had barely begun to rise, so it hadn’t started heating them up yet, but they already stank to high heavens, and the relentless flies were buzzing greedily.  
 
    I walked over to get a closer look. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Lucinda asked in a disgusted tone that indicated she could see for herself exactly where I was going. She had been hovering at my elbow since we left the house, but she didn’t follow me this time. Neither did Theo. 
 
    In the light of day, and all deflated and crusted together with blood as they were, the werewolves no longer looked terrifying. Just sort of grotesque. There was very little physical variation between one to the next, except that some of their pelts were a bit darker or coarser or patchier than others. The easiest way for me to distinguish them was by their respective wounds, which reminded me of how each one had died. They looked more like twins of each other than individual creatures, and that impression was reinforced by their mindlessly violent behavior. What would werewolves want potencium for anyway? Why would they suddenly start spending the one night of the month on which they were most powerful slaughtering the people of a faraway town, just for the sake of obtaining a substance that didn’t taste good and had no nutritional value to their kind?  
 
    That was the mystery that really bothered me about this whole affair.  
 
    I took out a knife and knelt down to cut off a scrap of hide from the nearest werewolf’s flank. I cut it close and scraped off as much of the flesh as I could from the backside of the hide so that it wouldn’t turn putrid. Then I wiped my knife off and carried the scrap of hide back over to my waiting horse to tuck it away in his saddlebags. 
 
    “Ugh, what’s that for, a trophy?” Lucinda asked. 
 
    “Something like that,” I said. I didn’t want to explain my fears to her. They probably didn’t concern Richcreek, anyway. And I didn’t want to cast a shadow on the town’s celebrations for the day. 
 
    “You could have taken a tooth,” she pointed out. “Then you could wear it around your neck. Perhaps I would like a werewolf tooth to wear around my neck.” She looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “I’m sure no one would mind if you took one,” I said. Lucinda grimaced at the idea of going up to the pile of corpses and cutting a tooth out of one of the werewolves’ mouths herself, as I had known she would. In my opinion a werewolf tooth was a very silly thing for a girl to wear who was scared to so much as touch a dead one. 
 
    “Lucinda!” a vaguely familiar-looking blond man wearing an oversized white hat pushed his way through the crowd to reach our little group. I saw the silver star flashing on his shoulder and realized that he was Sheriff Alford, who really did have a terribly forgettable face. “There you are, darling. Good morning, Mr. Fairfax. …And Mr. Hale.” 
 
    “What am I, chopped liver?” Theo inquired icily. 
 
    “Ahh, good morning, hor-- er, that is--” 
 
    “What the hell did you just call me?” demanded Theo, who knew exactly what word the sheriff had intended to say, but had no mercy. 
 
    “I don’t think I caught your, er, name,” mumbled Lucinda’s fiancé, who seemed, simultaneously mortified by his blunder and indignant that he was being told off by a horse. 
 
    “It’s Emperor Theodosius the First,” Theo informed him. 
 
    Sheriff Alford looked at me with a grimace, as if to ask silently whether he was seriously expected to address a horse that way, but I didn’t let a single muscle twitch in my face. 
 
    “Paul, we are very grateful to you for your protection last night,” Edmond Fairfax cut in. 
 
    “Aw, it was nothing,” he replied. “Just sat in the kitchen a few hours is all. Never had to raise my sword.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure your presence made Lucinda feel much safer,” Edmond said. “Did it not, my dear?” 
 
    “Ever so much,” she replied boredly.  
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking-- have you finished sewing your trousseau yet?” Alford asked her meekly. 
 
    “Very nearly, my dear,” she said as she drew out a fan and fanned herself without meeting his eyes. “I have never toiled more industriously at anything in all my life, Papa will tell you it is so.” 
 
    I caught sight of Silas’ dimpled grin and slipped away through the crowd to join him and leave Lucinda at the mercy of her fiancé and her father. Or to be more accurate, leave them at her mercy. Theo tried to slip away with me, but he was only about as stealthy as you would expect a sixteen hand tall, thirteen hundred pound Friesian to be. 
 
    “You did a beautiful thing for Richcreek,” Silas told me. 
 
    “Didn’t do it for Richcreek,” I replied as I jingled my pockets. I’d already traded most of my fee in for vials of potencium so that it wouldn’t break Theo’s back, but I still had more coin on my person and in my saddlebags than a typical miner would make in a year. 
 
    “Who gives a damn, you still did it,” Silas replied. 
 
    “So did you,” I said. 
 
    “I meant what I said before, about wanting to take up your trade,” Silas said. “Do you think you could… er… use an assistant?” 
 
    “Sorry kid,” I said. “I work alone.” It wasn’t just romantic commitments that I avoided. I didn’t want to be responsible for anyone’s welfare or happiness but my own. And Theo’s-- but Theo had always sort of been his own creature anyway, and didn’t place the same kind of emotional demands on me that humans always did in one way or another, man or woman. 
 
    “Well, I guess I knew you’d say that,” Silas said with a shrug. “Just couldn’t let you ride off without asking. Well, maybe we’ll cross paths again someday, anyhow.” 
 
    “I hope that’s so,” I said, “and when we do, you’d better be the second meanest son of a bitch in the West, with the second bloodiest sword.” 
 
    Theo snorted snidely. 
 
    Silas laughed. “Count on it, Mister.” 
 
    And then we fell silent and just watched as the townsfolk piled the werewolf bodies onto the completed pyre and lit the whole thing. It went up beautifully. The flames flickered like delicate veils and seemed to lick the corpses gently at first. Then we could smell the burning fur, and when that was seared off the vague shapes visible within the by then roaring fire turned red and raw, and gradually crumpled into withered blackened things like ancient mummies.  
 
    There had been a lot of clamor and jokes while the town was engaged in building the fire, but as they watched their enemies reduced to ash, a sort of solemn awe seemed to overtake them, and the crowd fell silent, even though it was only for a few minutes. 
 
    Then finally someone yelled out into the hazy, stifling, golden silence, “Drinks all around!” and a huge cheer of almost two hundred voices broke the mood. 
 
    “Drinks all around” wasn’t an exaggeration, either. I didn’t know exactly how the payment had been arranged, perhaps Mayor Montague had decided to dip into the town’s coffers again or perhaps some wealthier citizens had made a gift of it, but all three of Richcreek’s saloon owners had provided kegs of beer and whiskey that were rolled out into the town square for everyone to fill their cups from. 
 
    It really was a remarkable and heartwarming sight to see how the events of the previous night, when the very existence of the town had been at stake, brought everyone together the next day, even though I knew very well that this mood of newfound unity was bound to be short-lived. Elderly gentlemen of good standing, whom I recognized from that impromptu town council that had been called to decide whether to hire me, rubbed elbows and made toasts with whores. And even more shockingly, so did their wives. Which is not to say that “respectable” folk didn’t usually interact with ladies of the night. It just didn’t usually happen in broad daylight. 
 
    “Mr. Hale?” a female voice came from behind my shoulder, and at first I assumed that Lucinda had found me again in the crowd, but then I realized the voice was slightly different, and it also had a shy quality that Lucinda’s didn’t. 
 
    I turned around to see two young ladies standing there together linked arm and arm, and they were staring at me like I was the first man they had ever laid eyes upon. One was a slim brunette who reminded me of a gazelle, dressed in ivory silk, and the other was a pale blonde with a very small and slightly upturned nose wearing lavender ruffles. Neither of them were as stunningly beautiful as Lucinda, but they were both quite pretty, nonetheless. 
 
    I tipped my hat to them. 
 
    “May I pet your horse?” the blonde one asked me with an impish smile. 
 
    “You’d better ask him that,” I replied. 
 
    “May I?” she asked Theo. 
 
    He blinked at her and lowered his head obligingly. She started to pet his forehead. 
 
    “No, stroke my nose,” he commanded. The girl giggled and complied. 
 
    “You accomplished in two days what the men of Richcreek could not in six months,” the brunette told me. 
 
    “It was more like one and a half,” I said. 
 
    “I see that humility is one of your virtues too,” she laughed. 
 
    “I have skills and strengths, I don’t have virtues, so don’t expect them in me,” I corrected her. 
 
    “Well, do you like virtuous girls?” she cooed. 
 
    “Sure, I like some of them, but I wouldn’t say they’re my favorite kind,” I replied. 
 
    “I think your horse likes me,” the blonde girl interjected as she continued to pet Theo’s nose. 
 
    “Whoa there, Miss, we barely met,” Theo said. 
 
    “… Your horse is rude,” she complained to me as she took her hand away. 
 
    “Undoubtedly, but in the present instance, he was simply stating a matter of fact,” I said. 
 
    “How do you get away with talking to people like that?” the brunette asked, in a tone of genuine curiosity rather than hostility. 
 
    “I do my job well and leave town quickly afterward,” I answered. “I also tend not to give a fuck about what anyone else thinks.” 
 
    “Well, what lucky town full of virtuous girls are you headed for next?” she purred. 
 
    “Whatever town is unlucky enough to be in need of my help,” I replied. I didn’t have a specific town in mind, but I did have a patch of werewolf pelt with a trackable scent on it. And an inkling that the monthly potencium raids on Richcreek had just been a nugget of trouble, and the motherlode of trouble was still waiting somewhere upstream. And where there was trouble, there were helpless people willing to pay to make it go away.  
 
    “You know, you’re not like anyone I’ve ever met, Mr. Hale,” the brunette said. There was a faint smile on her lips, and her dark eyes glimmered. 
 
    At first I was amused by the way she delivered that remark, as though she thought it had any great meaning. She was young enough that she’d probably been born on the frontier, or at least been brought west by her parents as a small child, which meant that she had probably met fewer than a thousand people at the most in her entire life. But then again, the remark still would have held true even if she’d had ten times as much experience of the world. 
 
    “I choose to take that remark kindly, Miss,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, that’s how it was meant, Mr. Hale,” she said.   
 
    “There you are.” For the second time in that brief time span, I heard a female voice behind me, and this time it definitely was Lucinda’s. I turned to look at the beautiful redhead, whose posture was as imperious as a queen’s and whose expression was faintly irritated. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lucinda,” the brunette said in a not particularly friendly tone. “I’m not surprised to see you here.” 
 
    “In the town where I live?” Lucinda inquired sarcastically. “Well, I’m glad that doesn’t shock you, Genevieve.” 
 
    “You think you’re entitled to first pick of everything,” Genevieve scoffed. 
 
    “Gen, do you want to go bob for apples?” her shorter blonde companion asked nervously as she pointed at a group of townspeople gathered around a row of tubs. “Or… er… shoot apples off each other’s heads?” Her eyes widened as she stared at a different group of townspeople.  
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lucinda said icily. 
 
    “Like Sheriff Alford for instance,” Genevieve said. “You only wanted him because all the girls did. And now that you’ve got him--” 
 
    “It’s tragic how jealous you’ve always been of me,” Lucinda drawled. “I know you’ve always compared yourself to me ever since we were children. Well, if you really want to know the truth, you’ll never measure up.” 
 
    “On second thought, never mind about the shooting,” Genevieve’s blonde friend whose name I still didn’t know muttered to herself as she observed the way the other two girls were glaring at each other. 
 
    “I want to go bob for apples,” Theo said and nudged her with his nose to get her attention. 
 
    She brightened up, and the two of them walked off. I was tempted to follow and leave Lucinda and Genevieve to sort out their own issues, but then a man’s voice shouted, “Hale!” 
 
    All afternoon random strangers had been calling my name, they just wanted to introduce themselves or shake my hand or thank me or even just get a look at my face for themselves. But this voice had a more aggressive tone to it than the others. 
 
    I caught sight of Sheriff Alford in his oversized white hat with his silver star pushing his way through the crowd to reach our little trio. 
 
    “… That’s my name,” I said. 
 
    “Look here,” he said as he reached me and stopped a little closer than was probably comfortable for either of us. He lowered his voice and hooked his thumbs through his belt loops, which he kept tugging at nervously. “I, uh, I’ve tried to be real patient about… uh… I mean, you’ve done Richcreek a great service. At a steep price, to be sure, but a great service nonetheless. That can’t be denied. So I don’t want you to think that I don’t recognize that. But you’ve got to understand, you know, a man’s fiancée is still his fiancée, ain’t she?” 
 
    “Whether your engagement is still on or not is between you and Lucinda, I don’t know why you’d expect me to keep track of that,” I said. 
 
    Sheriff Alford’s face turned the same shade of red as a sunburn beneath his bristly blond beard. I knew from the darting of his eyes that he was considering punching me in the face. But I also knew from the fact that he hadn’t done it yet that he wasn’t going to. 
 
    “It’s disrespectful, chasing her around like you do,” he sputtered finally. “You should have some respect for our pledge.” 
 
    By this time the two girls had stopped arguing in order to listen in on our conversation. Lucinda’s eyes flashed with irritation. 
 
    “I’m not engaged to either one of you,” I said. “Seems to me the pledge is between the two of you, and if either of you have a complaint, then you should talk to each other.” 
 
    “Paul, this is absurd,” Lucinda said. 
 
    “What, exactly, is absurd?” he demanded of her through gritted teeth. “The two of you sticking together like a burr on a dog’s paw from the minute he walked into town? Or me putting up with it?” 
 
    “I agree with you entirely, Sheriff Alford,” Genevieve announced.  
 
    I didn’t know whether her only motive was to take a side against Lucinda, or whether maybe she sensed that there was an opportunity for her in this discord to catch the attention of the man that she claimed “all the girls” in town had wanted until he proposed to Lucinda. And, of course, before I had shown up. But of course I was just passing through. Soon Theo and I would only be a story to the town of Richcreek. “An engaged woman should only entertain the company of her fiancé.” 
 
    “Your mother didn’t exactly adhere to that policy, did she?” Lucinda hissed viciously. 
 
    I didn’t wait to hear Genevieve’s shrill response, or entertain any more of the sheriff’s pathetic complaints. I was already slipping away through the colorful and drunkenly gleeful crowd to make my way back to Theo’s side. Thankfully, my horse was never hard to find. 
 
    The pretty little blonde girl whose name I still didn’t know was standing next to him with her hand resting on his back as Theo dunked his huge, regal head into a tub of floating apples to the cheers of the crowd. As I reached them, Theo raised his head back up with not one but two apples wedged between his long horse teeth, and the surrounding townspeople cheered even louder, almost hysterically, as if it were the most spectacular thing they’d ever seen.  
 
    Theo crunched contentedly, and I patted him on the rump to announce my presence. He whipped his head around with narrowed eyes to check whether some presumptuous stranger’s skull required shattering, saw that it was me, and seemed to recognize the unspoken message in my gaze immediately. Time to go. He backed up a few paces from the tub of apples and wheeled around to offer me his back. 
 
    As I swung up, the sweet blonde with the pointed little nose stared up at me slightly openmouthed. She, too, seemed to recognize that I was about to ride out of her life. On impulse, I leaned down and kissed her soft rosebud mouth. She kissed me back, passionately, and a tiny little moan escaped her. The spectating townspeople whooped and applauded with just as much fervor as they had done Theo’s successful apple bob. Then I pulled away and raised my hat in the air to wave farewell to everyone watching. 
 
    Theo and I made a quick stop at the Fairfax stables, left unattended since everyone was at the square, to retrieve his saddle and saddlebags. Then, his hooves pounded up dust as we careened off across the plains until Richcreek disappeared over the horizon behind us. Theo slowed to a canter, then to a trot, then to a walk. It was far too hot out for him to maintain a swift pace, but he liked to stretch his legs sometimes. And I guess he understood that I wanted a clean exit. I’d gotten what I came to Richcreek for, and plenty more besides. 
 
    Now, it was high time to figure out where those werewolves had come from, why they’d been after the potencium, and how much money I could make out of investigating for the answers.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    In some ways I felt most at peace with the world when it was just me, Theo, and the open road. I felt like as long as I provided ample food and water for him, there was no limit to how many miles we could travel together. No one to tell us when we had to stop or where we had to turn. 
 
    And being with Theo was like all the best parts of being alone combined with all the best parts of having a friend.  
 
    Yeah, he was an asshole, but so was I, and when neither of us had anything to say, we said nothing, and liked it fine. But we could feel each other’s warm bodies, and that was kind of like an anchor of life and goodness in the middle of the desert when you couldn’t see a single other godforsaken thing worth mentioning. Just brown grass and more brown grass as far as the eye could see. When we talked, even when we argued or bitched at each other, half the time we already knew pretty much what the other one was thinking, and we never mistook each other’s meaning. Theo was the best thing I’d ever gotten out of my old life, and the only reason I was glad I’d been born into it, instead of just being born some trapper’s or rancher’s son without any care beyond the ordinary. 
 
    “So, are we going after the werewolves’ commander now?” Theo asked shortly after we left Richcreek behind us. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “What are your guesses about him?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything except that it must be a magic user of some kind, to want all that potencium,” I said. “To be sure, potencium is worth a pretty penny to ordinary folk too, but the werewolves never took a single coin to hear the people of Richcreek tell it, so the motive can’t have been about money.” 
 
    “Why do you think the werewolves came from this way in particular?” 
 
    “I don’t, I’m not a tracking dog or a Savajun, and they didn’t leave any trail clear enough for me to follow,” I said. “But I do think that anyone that wanted potencium that bad, wouldn’t have stopped at one little town. I’d bet they’ve been raiding all the towns for miles around. So whatever town we reach next, we’ll ask there about any unwelcome guests they may have been receiving for the past half year or so, and then we’ll know more.” 
 
    “What if we don’t come across any other town before we fall off the edge of the world?” asked Theo, with his typical optimism. 
 
    “That’s why we’re heading east, not west,” I said. “There’ll be more towns. More people.” 
 
    “More Lucindas?” Theo asked wryly. 
 
    “There never seems to be a shortage,” I agreed. 
 
    “But only one Vera,” Theo said. 
 
    “One’s quite enough for me, but I’m sure that there are other powerful and beautiful sorceress types in this big old world.” 
 
    “Well, what if she’s the one behind all this?” Theo asked. “Only sorcerers consume the kind of quantities of potencium that were stolen. Any other kind of magic user would overdose and die.” 
 
    “Vera’s magical capacity is nowhere near that high,” I said. “And she doesn’t have the beast gift. Werewolves wouldn’t obey her.” 
 
    “She’s cunning, maybe she found a way,” Theo mused. 
 
    “She’s my ex-lover, not yours, I’m the one who’s supposed to be arbitrarily blaming her for every ill,” I laughed. 
 
    “Think you’ll ever see her again?” Theo asked. She was the only one of my lovers he’d ever taken a real interest in as a person, although he was happy enough to be around any girl who stroked his nose, called him a pretty horse, and fed him apples. 
 
    “Theo,” I said, “we and our countrymen have yet to reach the edge of this grand continent. If such an edge even exists. And it must be an edge to end all edges, where the water rushes down in a terrible fall to plummet whitely into the abyss. But the land is already mapped to be almost six thousand miles across, at the least. And over a two thousand miles from north to south. It’s a land filled with plains and mountains and canyons where you can wander for a lifetime without ever laying eyes on another soul. And Vera is as free and unpredictable a wanderer as you and I are. So, in short? With my luck, yeah, I probably fucking will.” 
 
    “Would that be such a bad thing?” Theo asked. 
 
    “She tried to kill me,” I reminded him. 
 
    “You tried to kill her too,” Theo reminded me. 
 
    “That was justified,” I said. 
 
    “She thought her attempt was too. So maybe the two of you are even now.” 
 
    “Whose side are you on anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t take sides,” Theo stated. “That way I never preclude the option of friendship with the victor, whoever it may be.” 
 
    “That’s an unnecessary precaution, considering I always win,” I said. 
 
    Theo merely snorted in response. But whatever he might say or not say, my stalwart black stallion had risked his life many times before to save mine, and there was no one I trusted more. 
 
    Soon after that we came across a little stream trickling through the plains and stopped to refill my waterskin. Then I let Theo drink from his enlarged canteen. Water was much less of a problem for me than for other travelers, since I could make it stretch indefinitely as long as I was careful not to finish all of it. I always increased my stores of liquid indirectly by increasing the vessel though. My power wasn’t great enough to change the size of a river or a lake, and if I stuck my hand into one and tried to flex that particular mental muscle, nothing perceptible happened. I didn’t know whether there was actually no change in water volume at all, or whether only the water that was directly touching my hands swelled momentarily, but either way, trying gave me a slight headache so I quickly learned not to.   
 
    As the sun reached its peak in the sky, Theo requested to stop and rest in the shade. 
 
    “Why the hell not,” I said. “Whatever the source of this werewolf problem is, it’s not going to resolve itself before we get there.” 
 
    So we stopped below the leafy, spreading boughs of the next sizeable tree that we found. Instead of hobbling Theo the way most people had to do, I just said, “Hey, don’t fucking wander off anywhere,” and then I laid down in the grass, put my hat over my face, and dozed off. 
 
    When Theo snuffled me awake again, it was getting on evening and still hot but no longer scorchingly so, and the grass and brush no longer seemed to glare brightly at me. I fed Theo some oats and munched on some jerky. Luckily I’d been able to fill my belly with freshly cooked food during the festivities in Richcreek that morning, which already seemed like a lifetime ago, so I wasn’t too terribly hungry. Then we moseyed along on our way in peace without any need to exchange hardly a word. 
 
    An hour later, the crickets started up their chorus of chirping. I didn’t know whether they were singing to seduce prospective mates, or hawking miniature cricket wares, or threatening other crickets with bloody consequences if they didn’t clear out of their territory, but whatever they were all saying to each other sounded urgent. 
 
    There had been a time long ago, when I had been a different man, that my evenings had been filled with harp and lute and flute music. Now, it was fiddles and harmonicas if I happened to be in company, and more often than that it was crickets. Which was all very well by me most of the time. As long as the players weren’t too out of tune I could enjoy rustic instruments, and no matter how noisy they got I had long stopped minding the crickets. But I had to admit, the music of my old life was one of the few things that I did miss on occasion. 
 
    Once it got dark enough that turning an ankle became a risk for Theo, we stopped and bedded down for the night. I fed and watered Theo and ate some hard biscuits. Then I looked up at the stars until I fell asleep. 
 
    The next morning, I drank a draught of potencium with breakfast. It was better than coffee to wake me up, and I did a bit of stretching to get my muscles relaxed afterward.  
 
    Then we started out again. We weren’t going in any particular direction, but we tried to keep ourselves pointed in a straight line and stay true to the same non-particular direction. There weren’t many landmarks by which to distinguish. 
 
    At one point, we encountered grass with bare spots worn in it where the tracks of a train of wagons had rolled through, and the hoofs of their oxen had been stamped into the ground, but that looked to have been months past. I considered following the tracks since they probably led to more people but decided against it. We would have had to double back, at only a slight angle, and I didn’t want to throw away all the ground we’d covered over the last day and end up a few miles from Richcreek again. 
 
    For the next few hours after that we didn’t see anything more noteworthy than a pair of eagles guarding their nest, a pair of vultures pecking at the remains of some unidentifiable creature on the ground, and a patch of violently purple flowers. 
 
    Then, we heard the unmistakable sound of a rushing river. When we reached the water, it was a lovely sight, a wide and frenzied swath of silver cutting through the plains from the silhouetted mountains in the distance and disappearing into the long grasses in the other direction. 
 
    “Should we follow it downstream?” Theo asked. 
 
    “I have an even better idea,” I replied. 
 
    There was a stump on the shore on our side of the river just a few yards away. Apparently someone had cut the tree down, maybe to build a bridge or something, but whatever they had used the wood for, it was gone now. But I didn’t need any more wood than the stump would provide. 
 
    “You do?” Theo asked, this time suspiciously. He could in fact swim, and would die before he admitted to a fear of water, but that didn’t mean he liked it one bit. 
 
    Instead of answering aloud I just withdrew the miniature axe from his saddlebags that I carried with me everywhere. I had had it especially fashioned at the size of a child’s toy to make it a lighter load to carry. But as soon as I grabbed the handle and willed it to become a full size axe, it did. I swung it at the stump and hacked off a few pieces until I got one that split nicely with the proportions that I wanted. Then I picked up the flat, rectangular chunk of wood and held it up triumphantly for Theo to see while I allowed the axe in my hand to start shrinking back down to portable size. 
 
    “I don’t like your plan,” Theo informed me. 
 
    “You don’t even know what it is,” I replied. 
 
    “So it’s not what I’m thinking?” Theo asked. 
 
    “… It’s probably what you’re thinking,” I admitted as I put the now once again miniature axe back in one of the saddlebags and secured the bag. 
 
    “What if I refuse to get on?” Theo asked. 
 
    “Then first off, you’ll have to gallop alongside the river and just you try to keep up while I coast along without any effort at all,” I replied. “And second off, you’ll look like a damn pussy.” 
 
    I crouched down and set the little plank of wood that was probably a foot wide and a bit longer than on the surface of the river and held on to make sure it didn’t float away while I scaled it up to the size of a huge and heavy raft that would support the weight of both a man and a Friesian. Then I looked over at Theo. 
 
    He glared at me and huffed out a breath that made his long glossy forelock flap like a flag in the wind. But he stomped forward through the grass and clomped onto the raft. With his weight added to it, it became too heavy for me to hold in place on the water anymore, and I quickly had to throw myself on board as it started surging down the river. As I rolled my hands very briefly lost contact with the wood but then I bumped up against Theo’s hooves and slapped my hands back down again and restored the few inches that the raft had lost. Then I positioned myself on my knees with both of my palms pressed to the raft in front of me, because I had no desire to let it turn back into a woodchip and end up dumped into a rushing river alongside a very large and angry horse. 
 
    “If you can’t let go of the raft, then how are you supposed to steer it?” Theo asked. “I would offer to take up pole duties myself, but, in case you do not recall, my limbs end in lovely solid hooves, not those ridiculous wiggly flesh worms.” 
 
    “Fingers,” I said. “I’ve told you a hundred times to call them fingers.” 
 
     “You’re ignoring my question,” Theo said. 
 
    “The river is going to carry us,” I said. “No steering needed.” 
 
    “But what if we come to a waterfall or something? Rapids full of treacherous rocks?” 
 
    “Leap for shore,” I advised him. 
 
    “Do you ever wonder why we aren’t dead yet?” Theo sighed.  
 
    “Well, it’s a combination of my martial prowess and quick-witted problem-solving, and your physical strength and conversational charm, I suppose,” I answered. The honest answer was that I did wonder that sometimes, and still didn’t really know, but I also didn’t think it was a matter worth pondering over long. The very act of questioning our remarkable luck might cause it to run out. 
 
    “Maybe we just haven’t done what we’ve been put on this earth to do, yet,” Theo suggested. He seemed to have moved past his clear discomfort with our current waterborne situation and strayed into a genuinely philosophical frame of mind. That was a dangerous place to go, in my opinion. 
 
    “You really believe in divine purpose?” I asked him. “I mean, I know my family did, but that was a fairly self-serving belief, all things considered.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to have some kind of purpose?” Theo countered. 
 
    “What’s a lion’s purpose on earth?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve never conversed with one,” Theo said. 
 
    I had heard of a talking lion once that had lived near a town called Potsville. At first the townspeople there had been in awe of their discovery and had bribed the lion with meat to leave their livestock alone and converse with them. At first the arrangement worked quite nicely for both sides. But unfortunately the lion turned out to be both hot-tempered and extremely sensitive and started eating any humans who made inadvertently offensive remarks. At first the townspeople even accepted that, and watched their tongues around him, and praised and flattered him in the most pathetic manner. But then he took to prowling around in the dark outside their cabins to eavesdrop on what they said about him when they didn’t think he was listening and ate a few more people for expressing displeasure that he had eaten their neighbors. By that time he was fat since he’d been eating for revenge instead of just sustenance, and that made it much easier than it might otherwise have been for the townspeople to set up an ambush and kill him. 
 
    “A lion’s purpose is to hunt,” I said. “That’s the role he fulfills in the ecosystem. There’s no morality to it. He just does it because that’s what he’s built to do.” 
 
    “Yes, but a lion operates on instinct,” Theo argued. “You operate on reason. So you don’t have an excuse for not having an agenda.” 
 
    “Agendas are overrated,” I said. “There are humans with the humility to focus on their narrow tasks, too. Farmers who think only of the weather, and what plowing pattern to follow, how big and sweet they can grow the kernels of their corn. They don’t think of whether corn, philosophically speaking, ought to exist-- of how society has been shaped by corn, of who should or should not eat corn or why. That is me. Other people buy the corn, so I grow the corn.” 
 
    “Because you were raised to question everything and comprehend the big picture so that you could effectively manipulate the course of events, now you choose to stop asking questions?” Theo asked. 
 
    “I choose to stop asking questions if the answers don’t concern me,” I said. “My family, interfering in other houses’ or kingdoms’ affairs for abstract reasons, I don’t believe ever made the world a better place in the long run. Except of course for those individuals who were canny enough to profit from the conflict. So I have chosen to become one of those individuals.” 
 
    “You have chosen to become the tool of anyone who pays you.” 
 
    “What exactly do you consider yourself, my noble steed?” I asked dryly. 
 
    “The tool of someone I believe in,” Theo answered. 
 
    “Maybe you should have stopped believing in him ten years ago,” I said. 
 
    “Eh, he always wins his fights, and he’s not bad company,” Theo replied with a toss of his forelock. 
 
    I chuckled and had the urge to pat him on the shoulder, but of course I couldn’t, since that would involve lifting my hands off the raft. 
 
    Soon after that, a tiny settlement came into view, about half a mile downstream from us. There were probably five or six buildings. It was clearly a temporary miner’s claim. 
 
    “We’re getting off there,” I said as I pointed. 
 
    Theo backed up slightly in preparation to leap. That made the raft tip in his direction, and I nearly slid off. 
 
    “Whoa!” I shouted. 
 
    Theo ignored me, backed up one more step, and then took three running steps forward and propelled himself into the air. He sailed gracefully over the ten feet or so of churning water between the raft and the shore where the camp was located and landed in the golden grass. Then he pranced a few times, tossed his head, and snorted. 
 
    Meanwhile, the raft tipped and I had to throw myself forward and grab onto the edge and bear down with my weight to stop it from flipping over as Theo launched himself off. The raft rocked itself back into stability and icy water sloshed over me so that I had to spit it out of my mouth. 
 
    Unlike Theo, I couldn’t jump ten feet, so I waited until the raft approached a particularly narrow point in the river. Then I stood up, and before the raft could shrink itself out from under me, I jumped four feet or so and rolled onto the grass. At least it was still early enough in the afternoon that the strong sun beat down on me and kept me warm despite the frigid water that now soaked my skin and clothes. In fact the water felt rather refreshing, now that I was no longer concerned about getting swept away by the river. 
 
    Theo came happily trotting up to stand over me and snorted with what sounded suspiciously like amusement. I slapped his leg, which was the only part of him I could reach. 
 
    “You did that on purpose.” 
 
    “I could have knocked you in if I wanted to,” Theo pointed out. 
 
    “I could have knocked you in by shrinking the raft,” I replied as I stood up and swung onto his back. I dripped water onto his coat, and it made me feel a bit better.  
 
    We trotted up to the miners’ encampment. At first I thought it might be deserted while the inhabitants were off miles further up or down the river, but then a gaunt-looking man with greasy blond hair poked his head out of one of the lean-tos and squinted at us suspiciously. He had a butcher’s knife in hand. I guessed he’d been left behind to guard the place.  
 
    I tipped my hat to him to show him I meant no harm, and he glanced down at the sword at my belt. I got the feeling from his body language that if I had indeed meant him harm, his reaction would have been to flee, not fight. Probably from the look of him they hadn’t found anything much worth defending at that claim anyway. 
 
    “What do ya want?” the man asked. His rudeness clearly came from wariness, not aggression. 
 
    “Just a word or two,” I said. “Werewolves. You seen any lately?” 
 
    His nervous looking, slightly bloodshot watery blue eyes widened. “How’d you know that?” 
 
    “I didn’t or I wouldn’t have asked,” I said. “Did they rob you?” 
 
    “They ate my chicken,” he muttered bitterly. 
 
    “Just a chicken?” 
 
    “Look here, that chicken was all I--” 
 
    “I mean, they didn’t take any potencium?” I interrupted. 
 
    “Potenc… you a lawman?” the man looked, if possible, even more skittish and unfriendly than before. I realized he thought I might be a law enforcement officer, and also that he had been surprised by my reference to potencium. So, he and his fellow miners were probably digging up delphoria. And the werewolves hadn’t wanted any. They had just snatched a chicken for a snack I suppose and left these guys in peace. 
 
    “Far from it,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t want any kinda trouble… ” the man warned. He was gripping the butcher’s knife quite tightly but in a sort of embarrassed fashion. 
 
    “Neither do I,” I said. “I just want to know which way the werewolves went, when they left. Can you tell me that?” 
 
    He pointed the knife at a tree in the distance. “That way. Towards Bluegarden I reckon. The town over yonder.” 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “Four days or so walk. Faster on a horse, of course.” 
 
    “Thank you kindly,” I said. I didn’t think he was lying. I didn’t doubt that he would have lied to get rid of me, but I didn’t see any motive for him to point me in a false direction over the true one, as long as I was leaving anyway. Theo started trotting off in the direction he’d indicated. Then the greasy miner called after me, 
 
    “What do you want with ‘em? You gonna hunt ‘em or something?” 
 
    “Probably so,” I said. 
 
    “For glory?” the miner scoffed. “You’re crazy as a loon.” 
 
    “For money,” I corrected him. 
 
    “… Guess you’re at least halfway sane then,” he conceded. 
 
    I smirked to myself as I rode out of earshot and left the shoddy little camp behind. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Before we reached anything that could properly be called a town, we came across another mining settlement, about three times as big as the one where we’d met that skittish delphoria miner. This one looked spookily abandoned too and when we got a closer look, that turned out to be the case. 
 
    The reason soon became clear, too. There was a three-legged skillet still sitting atop the ashes of a fire with stew still in it and flies buzzing around, and the fire was surrounded by several plates, many of them still half full of food. The occupants had clearly left in a hurry. Then I noticed that one of the lean-tos was emitting such a foul stench, an unmistakable stench once you’d smelled it before, and buzzing so heavily with flies that I suspected one of the occupants had never left at all. I dismounted, drew my sword, and peeked in the door.  
 
    The miner was sprawled out on his back. I couldn’t even tell what color his shirt used to be, it was so caked in dried black blood. His stomach had been ripped wide open, and his entrails were spilling out. That’s what the flies were feasting on. I could see the white of his ribs through the pulpy, rotting mess. There wasn’t even a weapon in his hand. 
 
    I withdrew from the lean-to while Theo and I proceeded to search the rest of the camp, and although there weren’t any other corpses, many of the buildings bore telltale claw and tooth marks of the same appearance as those that Silas had shown me outside the bank in Richcreek. 
 
    “Well,” I said to my horse, “I think it’s fair to say that this wasn’t a delphoria mining camp.” 
 
    I saw no further reason to linger there. We left the ravaged settlement behind and continued on in the same direction we’d been going, hopefully, towards Bluegarden. 
 
    “Funny how what seems like the dubious choice turned out to be the safe choice for that other camp,” Theo said. 
 
    “Selling delphoria is a prison offense,” I said. “The werewolves might not care to enforce that, but it may come round yet to bite them in the ass.” 
 
    “You do enough things that are prison offenses,” Theo pointed out. “Hanging offenses actually. Not everyone you kill is someone the law would want dead.” 
 
    “And who exactly has the power to enforce the law against me?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe you won’t run into any one man this far out west who’s your match,” Theo said, “but what if you run afoul of a sheriff in a big town who’s got a whole army of deputies?” 
 
    “That’s what your legs are for,” I replied. “I ain’t fighting no army unless I’m getting paid well enough to do it.” 
 
    “Do you think that whoever’s stealing all the potencium-- some sort of evil sorcerer I suppose-- commands a whole army of werewolves?” Theo asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Werewolves aren’t easy to create, so that’s hard to imagine. But whatever he’s using all that potencium for, I’m sure it’s nothing nice.” 
 
    “And you think the victims will see your big sword and fall on their knees and start throwing coins at you?” Theo asked. 
 
    “Something like that,” I said. “But you know, I don’t really trust people who are willing to kneel.” 
 
    “Your father didn’t trust anyone who wasn’t,” Theo said. 
 
    “He even trained the monkeys and tigers in the menagerie,” I scoffed at the memory. “But when you force people to kneel to you, if they don’t want to, well, you’re encouraging them to lie to you. That has consequences.” 
 
    “You didn’t lie to your father, even when all your siblings readily did,” Theo said. 
 
    “And that had consequences,” I said. 
 
    “Sounds like you just sighed,” Theo snickered.  
 
    “Nope,” I scoffed. “The past is the past.” 
 
    “Unless it catches up with us,” Theo said.  
 
    “Well, I’ve got the fastest steed, so that is doubtful.” 
 
    “Well yes,” Theo said as he tossed his mane around. “I am quite magnificent. Beautiful and handsome to behold say all, fast as the wind say most.” 
 
    “There you go,” I chuckled.  
 
    We could no longer see the ill-fated camp behind us anymore, it had vanished from even the horizon. Most of the time, that’s how I felt about my old life, too. 
 
    For a few hours, Theo and I wandered on. We didn’t encounter any other people or animals of note. I did see a deer that would have been good eating, but I never killed any game as large as a deer, because I rarely stayed in one place long enough to eat something like that, and even if I’d had access to a smokehouse, it was too much meat for Theo to carry. So instead the doe just poked up her head, poised to run, but something about us made her decide not to, and she just stared wide-eyed as we sauntered past. I wondered if I was the first human she’d ever seen, and Theo the first horse. 
 
    Then it began to grow dark, and we found a sheltered spot and bedded down. Midway through the next day, we reached Bluegarden. 
 
    I realized fairly quickly what had given that town its name. It wasn’t that the people there had such an abundance of water that they could raise fields of tulips, seas of rich blue petals in the midst of the desert. But they had cacti sprouting up between the buildings, and this particular type of cactus flowered with tiny pale blue blossoms. 
 
    It was almost as large a town as Richcreek, and from the fact that it appeared to be prosperous and in good repair, I concluded that it wasn’t a potencium mining town. There were people strolling about between the buildings. I saw a cart roll by too. 
 
    “Well, time to go talk to some folks,” I said. 
 
    “You mean you’re heading to the saloon?” Theo asked. 
 
    “That’s what I said, isn’t it? I could tether you, but that post is in direct sunlight right now. If I just leave you here, you won’t wander off too far, will you?”   
 
    “Nah, I’m just going to go sample some of those blue flowers, they look tasty,” Theo replied. 
 
    “Just don’t get a mouthful of prickles,” I warned him.  
 
    It was always safe to leave my valuables in Theo’s saddlebags while he hung around in the open. Anyone who wanted to steal them would have to catch Theo first, and I’d yet to meet the man or horse who could do that if Theo didn’t want to be caught. It didn’t matter that at twenty years of age, he was supposedly past his prime, even though talking horses lived well longer than the normal kind. 
 
    I swung down off his back and walked down the streets of Bluegarden until I came to a building labeled with a sign that had a festive dancing woman painted on it. She was fully clothed, so I figured it was the town saloon, not the brothel. 
 
    It was still early in the day, and there weren’t many people inside, just three ranchers and the barmaid. She had a ruddy complexion, round cheeks, and a ready smile. I wondered if she owned the saloon and the sign had been intended as a representation of herself.  
 
    I walked up and seated myself on one of the barstools right next to the ranchers, so that they’d know I wanted to talk. They were all a bit older and gruffer-looking than Billy and Bob back in Highridge had been, but they nodded to acknowledge me civilly enough. 
 
    “What can I get for you, Mister?” the barmaid asked. 
 
    “Four shots of whiskey,” I said. I nodded my head toward the other three customers. “One for each of us.” 
 
    Now I had their attention. 
 
    “Right you are,” the barmaid said as she raised an eyebrow and started pouring. 
 
    “Howdy, stranger,” the nearest rancher said as he stuck out his hand. “I’m Pete.” 
 
    “Halston Hale,” I replied as I shook his hand, and the other two introduced themselves as Cal and Christian. 
 
    “What brings you to these parts?” Cal asked me. He glanced at my sword. Everyone always did. 
 
    “The town that I passed through last, Richcreek, had some problems of the wolfish variety,” I said. “And other folks pointed me this way. So I wanted to know if you’d been having similar.” 
 
    “Wolfish variety?” Christian furrowed his brow in confusion. 
 
    “Werewolves,” I said. “They kept getting attacked. Every full moon.” 
 
    The barmaid had set a whiskey in front of each of us by then. I drank mine without enlarging it. I had plenty of coin to buy more and didn’t want to distract my companions from their trail of thought by demonstrating my ability, unless my ability became relevant to the conversation.  
 
    The three ranchers exchanged glances. Significant glances. 
 
    “Wouldn’t be surprised,” Pete muttered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. Most people considered werewolf attacks to be quite a surprise, and an unwelcome one at that. 
 
    “If he’d been sending out werewolves,” Pete answered. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s trying to expand his power base,” Cal agreed. 
 
    “People in Bluegarden like to act like it doesn’t affect them, but it will sooner or later,” Christian added. 
 
    “Oh, he doesn’t have a clue what y’all are jabbering on about,” the barmaid observed. “You’d better tell him about Lord Gorander.”  
 
    “Lord who?” I asked. “I didn’t think there were any lords this far out west.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think his title comes from the crown, I think he made it up himself,” Cal said. 
 
    “Well, he’s not a fucking lord then, is he?” I asked. I winced a little on the inside at the thought of how Theo would call me out for that lingering monarchist impulse. “So why would anyone call him by that false title?”  
 
    “He’s a powerful sorcerer,” Cal explained. “Not someone you’d want to cross.” 
 
    “Someone who might send a werewolf to tear your head off if you did,” Pete said. 
 
    “I was right then,” I said. 
 
    “Right about what?” Christian asked. 
 
    “I thought it was probably a sorcerer stealing all that potencium-- that’s what he sent the werewolves out to do,” I said. 
 
    “I suppose that’s how he’s been able to maintain it all,” Pete said. 
 
    “Maintain what?” I asked. I caught the barmaid’s eye. “Another round, please. Tell me from the beginning. Who is this Gorander character, and what other kinds of hell has he been raising? I want to know everything about him.” 
 
    “We’re hardly the right men to tell you, seeing as we don’t know everything about him ourselves,” Christian said as he drained his glass. “But I guess we can make a start of it.” 
 
    “Most of what we know is hearsay,” Pete added. “A month ago, there was a man, not a Bluegarden man, but a man from Fairhollow a few miles south of here. He came staggering in here on a frothing horse looking half-starved and half a lunatic. And he gasped out all kinds of tales about the horrors that had befallen him and everyone else in Fairhollow. He wanted us to get together a militia or something. He wanted us to free his fellow townsfolk that he said Lord Gorander had enslaved. But the more he talked, the more it became clear that if even half the things he said about the sorcerer’s evil powers were true, then we didn’t stand a snowflake’s chance in hell of winning that fight, not just a few dozen of us with our axes and pitchforks. The men of the town argued all night about whether we should go.” 
 
    “And did you?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t hardly say whether we would have, except that all the while the fellow from Fairhollow seemed to get sicker and sicker,” Cal said. “At first we thought it was just on account of the exhaustion, you know? But then he wasn’t just pale and sweating and shaking anymore, he started coughing up blood. We got worried and moved him to a storeroom and called over the doctor. But the doctor didn’t know what was wrong. First, he thought it was tuberculosis, then syphilis. His symptoms kept changing. It seemed like some horrible new disease no one had ever heard of. Then he broke out in a pox, and we were convinced he’d brought the plague to town like how they’d had in the dark ages. He died before dawn.” 
 
    “We buried him in an iron coffin, and we quarantined everyone who’d been in that room with him in their homes for a month,” Christian said. “But then a strange thing happened.” 
 
    “He broke out of the coffin?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Christian said. “Nothing. Nothing happened. Not a single other soul fell sick, even though he’d been drinking and talking with us and trading air all that night.” 
 
    “So we figured it was a curse particular to him,” Pete concluded. “Laid on him by the sorcerer, for escaping and seeking help.” 
 
    “And did you investigate the situation after that?” I asked. 
 
    “No, we may not be especially clever, but we ain’t nobody’s fools,” Cal snorted. “If you’d seen how that fellow died? You wouldn’t have to ask why nobody was none too eager to go riding into Fairhollow.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. 
 
    “You’re not pondering on it, are you, partner?” asked Pete. “What’s it to you anyway?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I said. “A very good question. This town, Fairhollow-- is it a prosperous place, would you say?” 
 
    “Was,” Cal said grimly. “One of the biggest frontier towns I’ve ever seen. Probably twice as big as Bluegarden. But I don’t know what’s become of it now. And I don’t think that man was just a raving lunatic, either, because it used to be folks from Fairhollow would come by a few times every week to do trade with us, but that stopped altogether. We’ve seen no one since him.”  
 
    “So they’d have plenty of money,” I mused. “And you think they’d be willing to pay me to rescue them?” 
 
    Pete laughed out loud. “First of all, you did hear the part where he’s a sorcerer, didn’t you? Powerful enough to lay a death curse on a man?” 
 
    “I’m a magic user too,” I stated. “So I have some degree of natural immunity.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you’re a magic user,” Pete said. “Unless you’re a sorcerer too, you have no chance.” 
 
    “Leave that part to me,” I said. “What concerns me right now is, the good people of Fairhollow would be willing and able to pay for assistance?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Cal said. “If they were in their right minds, to be sure. But that fellow who escaped to tell the tale… he said they were all enslaved, not just in body, but in mind too. The mind magic didn’t work as well on him because he was a magic user, and his ability had to do particularly with knowing a lie when he heard it. But as you can see, that didn’t stop him from falling sick. So, don’t expect the townspeople to be of any help to you. They’re Lord Gorander’s slaves now. He has them all mining potencium for him, day in and day out.” 
 
    “Guess maybe the mines are running dry, or at least not turning up as much a buzz as he wants, if he’s sending werewolves out to raid surrounding towns now,” Christian remarked. I thought the same. 
 
    “You know, even if there’s no more potencium left, and even if the people of Fairhollow won’t pay, that dead fellow said that the palace was full of treasures,” Cal said thoughtfully. “Full of wondrous objects that the sorcerer either stole or created himself. So if you could really defeat him, which you can’t, well, I’m sure you’d find it well worth your while, financially speaking.” 
 
    “Which way is Fairhollow?” I asked. “I know you said south, but can you draw me a map? Unless, of course, one of you wants to guide me there. I’d pay you.” 
 
    The three ranchers exchanged glances. 
 
    “We’ll draw you a map,” Pete said. “Izzy? Give us one of them rags, will you now?” 
 
    “Where are you from, stranger?” the barmaid asked me, as she ignored Pete. “Guess they makes the men bolder there than they do hereabouts, hmm?” 
 
    “East,” I said shortly. 
 
    “Ah, one of them with a tale that you hope won’t catch up to you, out here.” She smiled at me the way most women did. “Whatever it is, it don’t worry me none. I assure you I’ve heard worse.” 
 
    “Damn it Izzy!” Pete said impatiently. “He’ll be dead in a few days, or the sorcerer’s mind slave, which is just as good as. Whereas Cal and Christian and I will still be here with coin in hand to buy your beer!” 
 
    “All right, all right, keep your britches on, if you want to stay welcome here then,” she muttered and stuck her tongue out at him. Then she pulled out a stained and tattered rag from behind the bar and tossed it at him. 
 
    Pete pulled out a stick of charcoal from his pocket and started drawing out a map. He labeled one circle “Bluegarden” and another “Fairhollow,” and added trees and a river with a bridge in between. 
 
    “The way between is fairly forested, you’ll have to look out for bears and Savajuns,” he informed me. “Now, it isn’t so dangerous when you go in a group, for trading purposes, and you’re all well-armed, but one man traveling alone… well, I wouldn’t recommend it, I know you won’t listen to me, but just mark that I did my neighborly duty by saying it. And that bridge, there. You’ll come to the river north of the bridge most likely, so just you keep heading down that way until you see it. And after you cross over, it’s not more than another few miles to Fairhallow, so you’ll be well and truly in Lord Gorander’s territory then.”  
 
    “Thank you kindly,” I said. 
 
    “Who are you anyway?” Izzy the barmaid asked as she wiped down a dusty glass. “What kind of person shows up hankering to chase after werewolves, and then when he finds out that there’s an evil sorcerer involved, just gets more of an itch to see for himself?” 
 
    “You a bounty hunter of some sort?” Cal guessed. “No one put a price on Lord Gorander’s head, though.” 
 
    “I’m a killer,” I said. “A professional killer. And being a sorcerer doesn’t make you unkillable.” 
 
    “What’s your magic power anyway?” Christian asked me. “It must be something good, to make you this cocky.” 
 
    I reached out and laid my hand atop his hat, which he hadn’t removed indoors. It grew until the brim came down over his eyes. 
 
    Pete laughed a little. “You can make people’s hats too big for them? I don’t think that will have Lord Gorander quaking in his boots.” 
 
    I shrank the hat until the wool squeezed Christian’s forehead, and he yelped and his hands flew up to try to claw it off his head. I immediately restored it to its usual size, and he whipped it off and panted. There was a red mark around his temples where the hat had been. 
 
    “It comes in handy more than you’d think,” I said, and tipped back the rest of my whiskey. Then I grabbed the rag with the charcoal map drawn on it. “Well. Evening, gents. You happen to think of anyone you’d like to put in a pine box, just keep me in mind. Ask around for Halston Hale.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that,” Izzy said with a wink. 
 
    “Oh, and just who are you going to have killed, Izzy?” Cal scoffed. 
 
    “Customers who don’t mind their manners!” Izzy retorted. 
 
    “Izzy, we are never anything but sweet as pie--” Pete began. I didn’t hear the rest of his sentence, because the door closed behind me. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to find Theo, who was munching the blue flowers off the top of a cactus. Actually, as I looked around at all the nearby cacti, I wondered if those were in fact the last blue flowers left in Bluegarden. 
 
    “Guess you really liked the taste,” I called out to get his attention. 
 
    He turned his magnificent black head and snorted. “It’s not half bad, but I was just snacking out of boredom. Where to now?” 
 
    “We have a sorcerer to battle,” I said as I held up the map for him to see. 
 
    “A sorcerer?” he repeated as I swung up onto his back. 
 
    “Yup, calls himself Lord Gorander,” I said. “Lord, my ass. I’ve never heard of a noble house called Gorander. And if he really belonged to one of the noble houses, he wouldn’t be this far out west.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true royal snob,” Theo said. 
 
    “I just like honesty,” I said. “I like to call things what they are. No more and no less.” 
 
    “You don’t exactly tell people you meet the whole story about what you are,” Theo pointed out. 
 
    “I tell them exactly what I am now,” I said. “No more and no less. What I’ve been in the past is irrelevant.” 
 
    Theo snorted, which is what he tended to do when he somewhat disagreed with something that I said, but couldn’t think up a good enough argument against it. 
 
    “Which way?” he asked. 
 
    I reached forward and held the map in front of his face so that he could read it. 
 
    Then we trotted on out of the now significantly less-blue Bluegarden in a cloud of dust, before anyone could ask us where the flowers had all gone.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    The landscape changed a bit as we rode along, just as the ranchers in Bluegarden had told me it would. The barren plains that I was used to started to fill up with more and more trees. That meant more shade. It also meant that it was harder to see who or what was approaching from a distance. 
 
    “Are we sure this is a good idea?” Theo asked. “You know, a lot of the people in Bluegarden kept staring at me while you were in the saloon. Even though they hadn’t heard me talk. I am just an exceptionally handsome horse, and I think that they coveted me. What if we’re walking into an ambush by townspeople who want to steal me?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “The ranchers I was talking to never saw you. And the people staring at you probably just wanted to know why you were eating all their flowers.” 
 
    “You’re just jealous that I am handsomer than you,” Theo declared. 
 
    “I’d imagine I am downright ugly by horse standards,” I agreed, “but human women don’t seem to mind my face.” 
 
    “Why are we going after this sorcerer anyway, if no one is paying you for it?” Theo demanded. “Isn’t that the rule?” 
 
    “I fully intend to collect payment as always,” I said. “But under the circumstances, it sounds like doing so upfront won’t be feasible.” 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t know if I like this plan,” Theo said. “Sticking to the code is what has worked for us all these years.” 
 
    “Oh, so you like the code now?” I asked. “You spent years saying it was stupid and trying to convince me to rescue every damsel in distress like some kind of damn knight.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” Theo admitted. “Then I realized that out west, half the damsels are schemers and swindlers who cause more distress than they feel. Same for the fellows. These people just don’t have the same sense of shame that people living in proper civilization do.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s all bad,” I said. “I think they’re a bit more genuine in their interactions with each other. When they’re not trying to swindle each other or stab each other in the back, anyway. They can judge a person more on his or her own merits, and not so much the person’s family. And people sort of make their own destinies. I like that.” 
 
    “What kind of destiny exactly do you think you’re making for yourself?” Theo asked. 
 
    “My own,” I answered. “Destiny doesn’t have to be some grand thing, you know. Some men are just destined to grow--” 
 
    “If you say corn, I’ll buck you off,” Theo warned. 
 
    “Cabbages,” I said. “And that doesn’t mean they can’t live a full life doing that. And take joy in the small things. And take pride in being some small part of much greater things.” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t bred to carry a cabbage farmer,” Theo said. 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t define yourself by who sits on your back,” I said. 
 
    We fell comfortably silent after that as the sky darkened and the shadows of the trees lengthened over us. Soon we found a sheltered spot and bedded down and fell fast asleep. 
 
    I dreamt of Vera that night. The tawny curves of her body, slender yet muscled as I had never seen a woman’s body muscled before. And the graceful lines of the red-brown tattoos that marked it, symbols in the Savajun language. She’d told me the meanings of some of them, but not others.  
 
    She had been apprenticed to the First Sorcerer of her tribe, and it would have been blasphemy for her to reveal the most sacred of their runes to an outsider. She even believed that it would weaken the runes’ power. But I had loved to trace them with my fingers anyway, not really caring what they meant, just appreciating the way they swept across her collarbones, snaked around her arms, rippled across her back, crept teasingly from her hipbones down the outsides of her strong, lean thighs, and even adorned her hands and feet. I found the tattoos mesmerizing, mysterious, sensual, just like Vera herself. 
 
    I asked Vera once whether her people used the tattoos as a means of beautifying themselves. She had laughed and said that no, they were considered hideously disfiguring. 
 
    “Then why would they apply them?” I asked when I realized she wasn’t joking, a bit horrified for her even though I thought the marks only enhanced her beauty. 
 
    “As a warning,” she said. “All sorcerers are marked thus. Not in exactly the same way. We choose what our own marks will be and where we will wear them, but tattooed all over his or her body so that other members of the tribe will not be in danger of falling in love with us, so that they will remember what we are and stay away. We are dangerous. We are born to protect the tribe. To defend it from all enemies. Not to breed. Not to be made soft by having families.” 
 
    “But you left your tribe,” I said. That had been one of the things that first attracted me to her. She had a will as independent as mine, and had rejected the duty that she had been shaped for, that had been imposed upon her from birth. “They can’t tell you what you are supposed to be anymore.” 
 
    “But I can’t erase what I am any more than I can erase the tattoos,” she replied. “I am a creature of dark power. I lust for blood just as I lust for your body. And I yearn to test the limits of my arts, in ways that pervert the course of nature. You cannot turn something like that into a wife and mother.” 
 
    “Most men couldn’t,” I said. I wasn’t sure that I could either to be honest.  
 
    Vera had unpredictable rages, and sometimes her powers seemed to possess her almost like a dark entity and turn her into someone I didn’t recognize. And she was more loyal to magic itself, which she worshipped as a god, than to any person or tribe or country. She saw herself as a vessel for magic, subservient to its irrational purposes. But, that didn’t mean a fellow couldn’t daydream now and then. 
 
    “You can’t even plant a baby in me,” she laughed as she pointed to one of the tattoos on her chiseled stomach. “This rune forbids that. But, you are welcome to try.” 
 
    And try I did. Many times.  
 
    In the haze of my memory-dream, I was lying down on my back, and Vera was nestled beside me as we recovered from an earlier bout of lovemaking. Then I reached over and pulled her naked body on top of mine to show her that I was ready for more. She stared down at me with her feline black eyes and kissed the tip of my nose, then hungrily moved to my mouth. Meanwhile she spread her legs so that my hardened shaft, which was trapped flat between us, rubbed along her slick cleft as we kissed. Then she raised herself up slightly on her elbows and knees to give my cock space to rise and gave a shuddering sigh as she let the tip prod her entrance.  
 
    I reached out to rub the top of her cleft with my thumb, which made her yelp, and then she couldn’t bear the temptation anymore and immediately started working to impale herself onto my cock. Once I was buried all the way inside of her and her ass rested on my thighs, I started to buck my hips from beneath her, and she cried out happily as she fell forward and planted her hands on my shoulders. My thrusts traveled through her entire body and caused her small, but perfectly round and pert, breasts to bounce. After a minute or so I felt her walls begin to clench around my shaft as she moaned. 
 
    Then, her eyes turned fully black, the pupils expanding to swallow all the white. She bared her teeth in a snarl and barked out some harsh phrase in Savajun that I didn’t recognize at first. It had been years since I’d heard the language. Vera had taught me the basics of it, although I never became good at speaking it, since I could not mask my natural accent and was unable to produce many of the more complex tongue clicking or rolling sounds that did not exist in my own language. But on the rare occasions when I had interacted with Savajuns on precariously civil terms in towns or trading posts since, they had always used their stiff, rudimentary version of our language, or the ones that knew no words of it remained silent and let their companions speak for them.  
 
    Then, my brain finally processed the meaning of Vera’s words. “Wake the man up!” That didn’t make any sense. It took another second for me to realize that it wasn’t Vera’s voice at all. 
 
    My eyes flew open. 
 
    I saw that Theo and I were surrounded by a band of Savajun warriors with bows and tomahawks pointed at us. 
 
    I counted ten of them, and I quickly ran through several hypothetical fight sequences in my mind that I could initiate from my current position on my back, on the ground, with my sword still sheathed, and although in the most favorable one I slew seven of the warriors, the eighth one still got an opening to bury a tomahawk in my skull.  
 
    Theo might be able to escape, but if he tried to help me, which he probably would, then they would capture him and make a slave of him. And although most bandits or sellswords or militiamen would, Savajuns did not run away after you slew seven out of ten of them. They just accepted that they were dead men too and fought with a consequent lack of fear. 
 
    I guessed it couldn’t hurt to try talking to them. 
 
    “I am not your enemy,” I yelled in broken Savajun and raised my hands as I sat up slowly. They allowed this as they stared at each other in surprise. But when I tried to get to my feet after that, they jabbed me with weapons and muttered angrily to show me that that wasn’t allowed.  
 
    Theo whinnied angrily when they did that, but I was grateful that he was keeping his wits about him enough not to talk. 
 
    “Who are you and how do you know our language?” one of the Savajuns demanded. He was wearing a headdress that appeared to have been fashioned from the horns of a buffalo. I wondered if they had been hollowed out, because honestly I didn’t know how else you could hold your head up straight under the weight of something like that. 
 
    I couldn’t tell him the truth about how I had sorta learned to speak and mostly understand Savajun. Vera was distrusted by white men, to be sure, but she was utterly loathed and despised by the people she had turned her back on and betrayed, as they saw it. Even if this wasn’t her former tribe, which it probably wasn’t, none of them would look kindly on a sorceress who had left to live among white men. 
 
    But I couldn’t tell any detailed lie, either. I could have done that with a white man, since most white people were so entirely ignorant about the Savajuns that they would believe any absurdity I invented. But these people were sure to catch me if I tried to make up a story involving their culture. And Savajuns took a very dim view of liars. 
 
    Instead I did the only thing I could think of and decided to change the subject. 
 
    “I am hunting the evil sorcerer,” I said, in Savajun. “Please help me. How do I find him? I must stop the evil sorcerer.” 
 
    “… You hunt the sorcerer?” the Savajun wearing the horns repeated. 
 
    “Yes,” I said excitedly. “Yes. You know of him?” 
 
    “He is an evil, he is a shadow upon the land,” the horned Savajun replied sternly. 
 
    “I will kill him,” I promised. 
 
    “How can you do that?” another Savajun asked. That one had red stripes smeared across his face. “He is far too powerful. He is the greatest sorcerer to rise in a hundred years. And he fights for no tribe. Only for himself. He has no honor.” 
 
    “Are you a sorcerer?” asked a third Savajun, whose earlobes were stretched grotesquely by what appeared to be discs carved from horn. 
 
    And just like that, these painted, feathered, horned, half-naked tribesmen started to sound a hell of a lot like the ranchers back at Izzy’s saloon in Bluegarden. Which is to say, full of skepticism that I could go up against Gorander and win. 
 
    “It is not possible,” one of them declared. “Brave warriors have tried and perished.” 
 
    I was about to explain that I wasn’t a brave warrior, I was a pragmatic mercenary motivated solely by self-interest and money, but then I remembered who I was talking to. Frontiersmen could usually understand that point of view and somewhat respect it. Most Savajuns would probably figure you weren’t even worthy of being their slave and tomahawk you on the spot. 
 
    “I am a magic user,” I said. “And I am a famous… warrior, among my people. I have never failed to kill a targ-- an enemy.” 
 
    “How do you come to speak our language?” the Savajun with the horns repeated his earlier question. Damn, he hadn’t forgotten then. 
 
    “I have traded with your people,” I answered. That was harmless enough, and true. 
 
    “But so have other palefaces, and they never acquire more than a word or two,” he said suspiciously. “Only those that have lived with us have ever learnt.” 
 
    “And me,” I added with a nervous chuckle. “I’m a fast learner, I guess. So, this sorcerer-- you have fought him? Your tribe has fought him?” 
 
    “We have lost brothers,” the Savajun with the stretched earlobes said. “The sorcerer is a blight upon the land. He destroys the land. He strangles the minds of humans and crushes their spirits. He should not exist.” 
 
    “So you will let me go?” I asked. “So that I can get rid of the sorcerer for you? And for everyone else that he’s harmed with his magics?” 
 
    The Savajuns exchanged glances. Two of them opened up Theo’s saddlebags and began rummaging through them. Despite their obsession with honor and courage, they were just as shameless of bandits as any gold-toothed paleface. They just didn’t see it as stealing at all as long as the victims weren’t from their own tribe. They saw it as the lawful plunder from a martial victory. 
 
    The first thing they pulled out was my miniature axe. The Savajun who found it held it up for all the others to see, and they had a good laugh about that. They must have just thought it was a toy for a child or something. They hadn’t even asked me what my power was, after I told them that I was a magic user, and I felt that was a detail that might prove helpful to keep to myself for now. 
 
    Then they pulled out the store of hard biscuits that I had wrapped in a napkin, and one of them gnawed off a piece and grimaced. 
 
    “Nourishment, not pleasure,” I said with a shrug. One of the Savajuns guarding me jabbed me lightly with his tomahawk, as if I was being rude by interrupting them while they rummaged through my belongings and decided what was worth stealing. I could have easily grabbed the tomahawk from him and buried it in his scowling face, but once again, I just didn’t see a plausible outcome where all ten of them ended up dead before I did. Besides, I was starting to hope that their mutual enmity for the sorcerer Gorander could potentially turn them into useful allies. 
 
    They did take all the gold pieces I’d kept in Theo’s bags, but I still had a few dozen coins in my boot heel, and the value of all my gold was dwarfed by the value of the seven remaining vials of potencium that I carried, and they didn’t bother to take them. I speculated that it might have to do with their strict and complicated traditions regarding magic. Maybe only sorcerers were allowed to handle and distribute potencium, or something like that. I didn’t know why, but I was just thankful that they didn’t take them. 
 
    One of the Savajuns reached for my sword, which of course was the other most valuable object I carried. 
 
    “I need that to slay Gorander, the sorcerer,” I said desperately as I again felt the impulse to go on the attack. 
 
    The Savajun in the horned headdress raised his hand with the palm out to the one who had been about to take the sword and gestured for him to stop. So I guessed he must be the captain of this raiding party. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to him. Although part of me was angered by the idea that a man deserved thanks merely for refraining from stealing all of my belongings, the more pragmatic side of my nature won out. I wanted these Savajuns to like me. I wanted them to trust me. I wanted them to aid me. 
 
    He nodded. His warriors had finished searching the saddlebags by then and appeared to have found nothing else they wanted, so I thought that at the worst, we were all about to part on as amicable of terms as could be hoped for, all thanks to Vera’s language lessons. 
 
    Then, his warriors unfastened the saddlebags, lifted them off, and set them down gently on the ground. And the horned Savajun walked over and swung himself up onto Theo’s saddle. Theo’s nostrils flared with anger. He swung his head to stare at me and awaited instructions, with every muscle of his body tensed for action.  
 
    “No,” I said flatly, to the Savajun who had just mounted my horse. 
 
    “What do you mean, no?” he inquired coolly. Half a dozen of his warriors still had their weapons pointed at me. He knew exactly what I meant. He just wanted to emphasize to me how unthinkable it was for me to attempt to set terms at this point. 
 
    “You can’t take my horse,” I said. I stood up and ignored the fact that that involved getting nicked by several blades along the way. One of the Savajuns used the haft of his tomahawk to whack me across the back and knock me sprawling again. I stood up again, and this time I put my hand on the hilt of my sword. My calculations hadn’t changed. I could take out most of them singlehandedly, but not all of them. But I didn’t care anymore.  
 
    They weren’t taking Theo. 
 
    The horned Savajun seated atop Theo cocked his head and surveyed me. He must have seen something in my eyes that made him think twice about trying to ride off on my horse. But on the other hand, he couldn’t make himself look so weak in front of his warriors as to back down and give Theo back to me, who was apparently helpless and surrounded. I stared back at him unblinkingly and awaited his decision. 
 
    “We will take you and the horse,” he said finally. “We will bring you to our chief.” 
 
    Hmm. I guessed that was acceptable. Either Theo and I would find an opportunity to escape on the way to their main camp, or once we were there, or maybe the chief would even be sympathetic to my sorcerer-killing cause and lend me warriors for the purpose. Worst-case scenario, my fight to the death would be postponed for a little while. 
 
    The other Savajuns bound my hands with rope, then tied the other end to Theo’s saddle. They took my sword away for safekeeping. At least, I hoped it was just for safekeeping, since their horned captain had seemingly agreed to let me keep it before. Then we headed off, no longer headed in the direction of Fairhollow, but deeper into the woods, away from the route designated by my map. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    We didn’t walk that fast most of the time, since the headman was the only one who was mounted, and Theo stubbornly ignored any commands to speed up to anything more than a comfortable human pace.  
 
    As we walked, I watched the Savajuns with fascination, because I’d always marveled at how they just seemed to make less noise than anyone else moving through the woods. I thought that maybe it had a bit to do with the fact that they all went barefoot and the soles of their feet were blackened and leathery. Maybe also the fact that they seemed to walk slightly duckfooted, with their toes pointing outward. But I didn’t know. Overall, they just had an air of effortless grace. They didn’t look like they were boldly forging their way through the wilderness. They looked like they were strolling about a parlor where they had already memorized all the furniture. 
 
    My feet started to get sore and blistered after a few miles. My boots weren’t made for walking, they were made for riding and ranchwork. But I was grateful that we were under cover of the woods, not out in the open exposed to the merciless sun. I didn’t know how far we went. All I knew was one step after another. I started to play mind games with myself, like telling myself that the Savajun camp must be just over the crest of the next hill, with every hill that we approached.  
 
    Then, eventually, it was. 
 
    The camp was just as big as Richcreek or Bluegarden or any other moderately prosperous frontier town. And although some Savajuns lived in tents built of skins draped over wooden poles, this particular tribe had solidly built log cabins. If not for all the brown-skinned, painted, half-naked people scurrying around, I would have assumed it was just another settlers’ town. 
 
    As my captors led me through their camp, other Savajuns, mostly women and children since I suppose the men were probably off hunting or raiding, gathered around to stare. They commented on me openly, having of course no idea that I could more or less understand them. 
 
    Mostly they just excitedly urged each other to “Look at the paleface,” but they also argued about whether I was handsome or looked like a bear for having a bit of a beard on my face, which none of their men did. They also speculated on why I had been brought back to camp. 
 
    “Maybe he will be ransomed?” one woman guessed. 
 
    “Or they brought him back here to be a slave,” another suggested. 
 
    “Your husband will not let you keep him as a slave,” her friend giggled. 
 
    “Too bad. He looks fun to ride.” 
 
    “The horse must be his. I have never seen one so big and so black!” 
 
    “I would like to ride him.” 
 
    “The horse?” 
 
    “Either, but the paleface more so.” 
 
    The children didn’t have as much to say about me, but one little boy grabbed up a handful of small rocks and started to pelt me with them as he laughed with glee, until his mother ran over and smacked him. 
 
    “But he is a paleface!” the boy protested. 
 
    “He is a prisoner, you do not attack prisoners,” she explained.  
 
    My captors brought me to the largest of the log houses, tethered Theo to a post, and led me inside. Theo and I exchanged glances as I passed him. I tried to warn him nonverbally to be patient, and assure him that I would get us out of this mess, even though I didn’t know how yet. I hoped he understood me. 
 
    Inside the log house, at the back of the building, a man and a woman were seated on wooden chairs intricately carved to look as though they were made of the bodies of living animals all twined together. He sat on the back of a bear and rested his arm between the antlers of a stag, while a hawk perched behind his shoulder. She sat between the outstretched wings of a swan, rested her hand on the back of a long-eared hare, and leaned back against a howling coyote. 
 
    Four other women were lounging on cushions around the couple’s feet. They all looked to be in their late teens or twenties, and had a bored, restless air. They all wore their black hair in symmetrical braids that trailed down their plump bare breasts. They were clothed only in skirts of woven grass or furs, and red beads that adorned their necks, wrists, and ankles. They were attractive enough girls, for the vitality of their youth more than anything special about their features, but I couldn’t help comparing them to Vera. She looked dangerous even before you knew what she was. Her features were sharp and chiseled. These girls were round-faced, and their life experiences were probably as blank as their smooth, unmarked brown skin. They looked like soft and spoiled children compared to the wicked half-Savajun sorceress. 
 
    The seated man was probably fifty, and the seated woman probably forty. She was old enough to be the mother of the girls, but somehow I didn’t think that was the case. She was more clothed than they were, in hides that were intricately stitched with beaded patterns and edged with fringe, but she wore the same red beaded jewelry that they did, in addition to jewelry made of seashells. Her male counterpart was dressed similarly, with only slightly less jewelry.  
 
    “Chief Buffalo Rider, we bring to you a paleface found in the woods, who says that he will fight the dark sorcerer,” the horned captain announced as he gestured at me. 
 
    The chief stared at me. “What does he know about the dark sorcerer?” 
 
    In Savajun, since the raiders who had captured me were already aware that I could speak their language and I could no longer avoid questions about that, I narrated to the assembled what the ranchers at Izzy’s saloon in Bluegarden had told me about the fate of Fairhollow and its people. 
 
    “I want to liberate them,” I said. “And… er… rid the world of him.” 
 
    “How will you do that?” Chief Buffalo Rider asked me. 
 
    “With my sword, my magic, and my horse,” I said. I wanted to make it clear to them that Theo was a vital part of the equation. Hopefully the chief would decree that he be given back to me. 
 
    “How do you know our tongue?” he asked.  
 
    That question kept coming up. On the one hand, it was inconvenient trying to avoid mentioning Vera. On the other hand, if I hadn’t been able to speak Savajun, the raiders might never have paused to chat with me about my sorcerer-killing ambitions before they killed me in my sleep and stole all my shit. 
 
    “Trading with your people,” I said. 
 
    He stared at me for a long minute. Then he asked, “Strange warrior, is your heart true?” 
 
    I didn’t know how I was supposed to answer that, truthfully or otherwise. I wasn’t even really sure what the question meant. I guessed any knight would have answered yes. And any bandit, unless he was pretending not to be a bandit, would have answered no. But I was something in between. I was true to my own code, though: I’d kill anyone or anything for money, I needed to get paid up front, and I always left town right after. Or at least, right after I was done with whichever local beauty offered me herself as an extra reward.  
 
    “Yes,” I said finally. 
 
    The chief just stared at me without acknowledging that answer for another minute, and I wondered if that meant he thought I was lying. I didn’t even know whether I was lying, since I currently was acting a bit outside of the parameters of code number two.  
 
    Then he directed the raiders who had brought me in. “Take him to Walks with Spirits and let him be tested to see if his heart is true.” 
 
    I didn’t know if I liked the sound of that. Possibly, this Walks with Spirits character just wanted to have a nice cozy chat and get to know me over a cup of tea. Equally possibly, Walks with Spirits was currently sharpening a rusty knife with the intention of carving my heart out of my chest and diligently inspecting the organ quality. 
 
    I didn’t have any chance to ask the chief to clarify the plan though, because as soon as he said that, the raiders pulled me out by the rope around my wrists. As we left the room, I saw one of the chief’s women stretch like a cat and yawn. 
 
    On the way out, I passed Theo again and managed to raise my bound hands to give him a pat on the rump as we walked by. He whipped his head around to see who had touched him, and his ears flicked when he saw that it was me. His eyes were wide and fearful, and his mouth looked angry. I didn’t know any other horse whose mouth could look angry, but Theo’s could. 
 
    Not too much longer, my friend, I thought and willed him to understand. The Savajuns didn’t seem overtly hostile anymore. Palefaces, especially armed ones, in their neck of the woods were a threat, but not as much of a threat, it seemed, as this dark sorcerer who liked to call himself Lord Gorander. 
 
    The raiders led me over to another log house, this one smaller and towards the edge of the settlement. Gray smoke rose high into the sky from the chimney. Inside, the rafters were hung with herbs and charms carved from bone. The walls were hung with skins that had charcoal designs etched in them, some of them seemed to represent people and animals or constellations, but others were symbols that I couldn’t decipher at all. 
 
    At the far end of the small room, there was an old woman standing by the fire and tending to the cauldron that was hung over it. Her hair was white, no longer black, and braided in one long, wispy braid that hung down her hunched back. Then when she heard us enter, she turned, and I saw that her entire face was etched with runes. 
 
    She was the tribe’s sorceress. 
 
    “Get out,” she said to the raiders who had accompanied me in, and they quickly let go of my rope and backed out, presumably to take up guard positions right outside the log house. 
 
    That left me alone inside the dim, smoky, herbal-smelling room with the old sorceress. 
 
    “Good health to you, Grandmother,” I said in Savajun. 
 
    She was the only one who didn’t blink at my use of her language. 
 
    “Come here,” she said. 
 
    I walked up to her, and she reached up and took my chin in one of her weathered hands and squinted at my face. I didn’t know what she was looking for exactly, but somehow I didn’t think my beard interested her as much as it had the other women of the village. 
 
    After she had evidently completed her inspection to her satisfaction, she drew a knife from the robe of skins that she wore, took hold of one of my wrists to raise up my bound hands, and slashed through the rope. 
 
    “Thank you for your trust,” I said. 
 
    “I do not trust you, but I do not fear you,” she replied. She gestured at the dirt floor, just as a lady might gesture politely at the best chair in the house. “Sit.” 
 
    I sat.  
 
    She brought over a tub of water. It shimmered strangely almost as if there was oil on the surface. Or as if it had a flowing current, or some creature lurked beneath the surface, although it was transparent, and you could tell that there was nothing inside the tub except for the liquid itself. She set down this tub in front of me. 
 
    Then as I blinked at her, unsure what to do next, she started chanting under her breath and making signs with her fingers over my head. I didn’t understand any of the words she was speaking. It wasn’t the Savajun common tongue, but something else, something more arcane, probably derived from the same traditions that had created the most secret of the runes tattooed on Vera’s body. I hoped she didn’t intend to turn me into a toad. If Vera were there, she would have been able to recognize the woman’s intentions and explain the rite to me. 
 
    There was something hypnotic about the guttural sounds that the aged sorceress was making. The thoughts in my head gradually quieted, and I could feel myself starting to slide into a bit of a trance as I listened to her chanting and even stopped wondering what it meant. I did wonder a bit if that was the real purpose. Did she want me docile and unprepared for when she stabbed me with that knife of hers? Surely the warriors wouldn’t assign their dirty work to a little old lady. Well, regardless, she’d find that even if my mind was lulled by her chant, my reflexes weren’t asleep. And that I wasn’t above killing an old woman. Not if the price was right, and certainly not if it was a matter of self-defense. 
 
    Then suddenly she reached into the tub and with a flick of her fingers, she splashed some of the water across my face. I thought maybe she’d thought that I was dozing off and decided she needed to wake me back up, but then I decided that it was probably a part of whatever rite she was trying to perform as she abruptly stopped chanting and instructed me, 
 
    “Look into the water.” 
 
    I looked, but all I could see was my reflection.  
 
    The old woman came up behind me to stare into the water. Her reflection didn’t join mine though, it was just a wavering version of my face isolated in the tub. 
 
    I don’t know what she saw, but it must have been significantly more interesting than what I saw, because she continued to stare for about three or four minutes straight while I started to run out of patience and considered interrupting her. And if she had just wanted to admire my face, well then the real version with full detail was right there for the gazing. 
 
    Then she stepped out from behind me, knelt on the opposite side of the tub, and very solemnly stirred the water’s surface twice clockwise with her finger. My reflection was scattered and then vanished altogether. 
 
    Walks with Spirits pushed the tub aside. Then she stared straight into my eyes and said, 
 
    “Prince Casifer of Delorne. You have wandered far from home.” 
 
    I was speechless. 
 
    The old woman’s tattooed face crinkled into a smile. 
 
    “The west is my home now,” I answered finally. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of asking how it was possible that she could have known that. 
 
    “You have no home,” she retorted. “Not anymore, and not yet. Maybe not ever. Unless they find you.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to reply. Whatever scrying art she’d just used was different from anything I had seen Vera do. Sorcerers and sorceresses had a more versatile range of abilities than natural magic users did, but they still all had their individual specialties. Vera’s two areas of expertise tended to be glamors and weaponry. 
 
    And if Walks with Spirits had seen into my past, what else had she seen? Surely she knew about my current occupation as a sellsword. My intentions to raid the sorcerer’s treasures and hopefully collect payment from the people that I would free from his clutches. That my motives were straightforward and honest in their own way, but far from selfless and noble. Surely she knew that I wasn’t the kind of hero that Savajuns would revere. I was just another frontiersman out to make a living. 
 
    I wondered if the sorceress had seen Vera, too. I wondered if Walks with Spirits had always accepted the role that Savajun tribes assigned to their sorcerers, or if she had ever resented it. Outsiders they were, as distrusted and maligned as they were respected and relied upon. The sheepdogs that guarded the flock, but also regarded as being defective and suspect for not being sheep themselves.  
 
    “But your heart is true,” the old Savajun woman stated. Her words broke me out of my thoughts. I stared at her with a puzzled expression on my face. I still wasn’t sure what she had even meant by that, and whether it was an accurate judgment, but somehow it felt good when she said it. 
 
    “So you’ll tell them to let me and my horse go?” I asked. 
 
    “That is not my decision to make,” she said. “I cannot see into the future. I don’t know what the outcome will be if we let you go. But I know that you mean to do what you say you will and try to kill the dark sorcerer.” 
 
    “I’m not… the same person that I have been in the past,” I said hesitantly. “I don’t know what you saw, but… ” 
 
    “I saw everything that I needed to see,” she said. “I don’t know whether you are the person destined to defeat Gorander, but you have a better chance than any of our warriors do. And I will improve that chance.” 
 
    Before I could ask how, she went over to the cauldron that she had been stirring when I walked in, ladled some of the glop into a small wooden bowl, and handed me the bowl. 
 
    I looked down at the bowl, and the scent of its contents wafted into my face and I cannot say that the prospect was very appealing. But under the circumstances, I felt that the only sensible thing to do was drink it, so I did. It tasted like rancid meat and seaweed and ashes in my mouth, but I forced myself to swallow.  
 
    I felt an abrupt urge to vomit, but didn’t. Then my insides twisted, my vision started to fade, and as if from a distance I observed my body toppling over onto the ground. I felt a sensation of floating. Then my consciousness winked out. 
 
    When I woke up, I was sweaty and panting as if I had just run a great distance, and I felt desperately thirsty. I could see cloves of garlic and some kind of ugly purple flower that I didn’t recognize dangling a few feet above my head. I had no idea where I was. 
 
    Then a weathered hand with strange designs inked onto it reached out and set a wooden cup of clear water to my lips, and I remembered the exchange that had preceded my blackout. 
 
    I took the cup in my hands as I sat up dizzily. The sorceress watched me as I drank almost all of it. Then the cup grew in my hands, along with the remainder of the water, and I continued to drink.  
 
    When the cup became unwieldy because of its size, she gently took it away from me and refilled it. The cup’s shifting size did not seem to faze her at all. I took it back from her and drained the water that time before setting the cup down. Then I wiped my mouth with the back of my sleeve. 
 
    “What did you do to me, woman?” I asked. 
 
    “I enhanced you,” she said. “The effects should last for about one cycle of the moon.” 
 
    “What effects?” I asked. 
 
    “Consider it your payment, so that your precious code is unbroken.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “It is time for you to go, Prince Casifer,” she said. “Go and banish the sorcerer’s evil from this land.” 
 
    I got to my feet shakily. I wondered how long I’d been passed out for. I wondered how long Theo had been waiting and hoped he hadn’t done anything rash in the meantime. Most likely, he’d just been snacking on some weeds. 
 
    “When you reach the castle, remember three things,” she said. 
 
    I stood there and tried to not fall over. I didn’t feel “enhanced,” I felt weakened by exhaustion. What if her medicine or her spell only worked on Savajuns? Or what if it only worked on heroes who were truly pure of heart? 
 
    “Your past is not just a burden, it is a source of strength,” she said. “Trust nothing that you see. And, it’s the fourth door on the right.” 
 
    “Got it,” I muttered, and stumbled out into the sunlight. I hoped it was still the same day’s sunlight. 
 
    Two of the raiders who had initially waylaid me in the forest were still waiting outside the sorceress’ house and immediately moved in to escort me when they saw me emerge. 
 
    “You know, you fellows just may have done me a favor,” I muttered to them. “We’ll see about that, I suppose.” 
 
    “You passed the test,” one of them informed me. It was the fellow with the earlobes stretched with discs of bone. 
 
    “I… how do you know that?” I asked. 
 
    He glanced at the closed door behind us, then back at me, and answered simply, “You came out.” 
 
    “So, am I free to go now?” I asked. “Where’s my horse?” 
 
    “Back at the chief’s house,” my other escort answered. He was wearing a boar’s pelt as a cloak. “We will go there now.” 
 
    As we walked over to the largest log house in the center of the village, the lethargy seemed to dissipate from my limbs, my churning stomach calmed down, and my vision cleared. As before, all the Savajuns who were busy at their daily chores of crafting tools or tending plants or watching children play outside gathered around to watch curiously as I passed by. I found that it required less concentration than usual to estimate how many of them there were, and even to scan the faces of the crowd and quickly determine that none of them appeared to be an immediate threat based on their body language. It almost seemed that my peripheral vision had expanded, and that my mind could process the environmental details that I observed more quickly than usual. 
 
    When we reached the chief’s house, he was standing outside surrounded by his warriors. The older women who had been enthroned beside him, and the four younger ones lounging at their feet were nowhere in sight, so I assumed they had probably remained inside the house. 
 
    Theo was still tethered outside right where I had last seen him, and I could see the relief in his posture when he caught sight of me approaching. He stamped his feet to express his impatience with me. I guess he wasn’t enjoying our little unplanned visit to the village. 
 
    “The paleface passed the test?” the chief asked the two Savajuns escorting me. 
 
    “He did,” the one with the stretched earlobes answered. 
 
    “So am I free to go?” I asked again. 
 
    “You are free to go,” the chief replied, “after you pay me my rightful tribute. All who are received in my hall must pay tribute.” 
 
    “What kind of tribute?” I demanded. “Your men already looted all the gold from my saddlebags.” 
 
    “We spared your life,” he said. “Gold is not sufficient repayment for such a debt.” 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked him through gritted teeth. I was getting tired of this tribe’s games with me. 
 
    “This horse,” the chief pointed at Theo. I had noticed that there seemed to be no other horses in this particular village, although there were some Savajun tribes in which all the warriors were mounted and even the women and children rode better bareback than most cowboys did with saddles on. I imagined that having Theo would have been the ultimate status symbol for Buffalo Rider, who had no buffalo in sight upon which to ride. 
 
    “There’s no way in hell,” I laughed. I said “hell” in my own language because I didn’t know what the equivalent would be in the Savajun language, since they had a whole other set of beliefs about the afterlife. But the general sentiment came across just fine. 
 
    “You don’t have a choice,” the chief said. 
 
    “A man always has a choice,” I said. 
 
    There were ten warriors currently surrounding the chief, including my two escorts. My hands weren’t bound anymore, but neither did I have a weapon. I saw my sword, still in its sheath, in the hands of one of the warriors. I suppose they still intended to return it to me. But they thought they could keep Theo. 
 
    There was fury in Theo’s big black almond-shaped eyes. If he’d been a dog or a wolf, I knew he would have been snarling. As it was, all he could do was toss his head and stamp his hooves. He was still tethered by the reins and couldn’t break free. 
 
    “We will return your gold to you,” the chief offered. “You can buy another horse.” 
 
    “No deal,” I said. 
 
    “This horse is mine now,” the chief stated. “The only matter still in question is what becomes of you.” 
 
    “Yours, my ass,” Theo snorted, and lobbed a big gob of spit at the proud Savajun. It hit him in the ear. Buffalo Rider’s stern, creased face froze. 
 
    The surrounding warriors all froze for an instant too. Settlers were always surprised to hear Theo talk for the first time, since talking animals were such a precious rarity, but these Savajuns looked petrified, as if they’d seen a ghost. For a split second, the scene was downright comedic. 
 
    Then, the nearest warrior raised his tomahawk and swung it at Theo’s skull. These people didn’t believe there was any such thing as a talking animal. If an animal talked, they believed it was a shapeshifting demon in disguise. Unfortunately, there wasn’t any time for Theo to convince them that he was far too crotchety, pretentious, and opinionated to be a demon. 
 
    So I wrenched the tomahawk from the hands of the startled warrior standing next to me and flung it. It somersaulted through the air and thunked in between the shoulder blades of the Savajun who’d been about to cleave Theo’s skull.  
 
    He went down like a rock, of course, but my troubles were just about to start.  
 
    I felt the wind shift behind me, ducked, and saw the glint of a tomahawk blade as it passed above my head. As soon as it passed by, I reached up, grabbed the wrist of the wielder, and flipped him over my back while continuing to grip his wrist in such a way that the weight of his own falling body cracked his arm the wrong way. He screamed in agony, so I grabbed the tomahawk as it fell from his now limp and useless hand and swung it to my right to bury it between the ribs of the next warrior to charge me. Then I wrapped his body in an embrace and spun around to place it between me and the warrior on my left preparing to loose an arrow.  
 
    The arrow struck the Savajun in the neck, and then I dropped the body and charged the archer before he had time to nock another arrow.  
 
    I tried to wrest the bow out of his hands, but he was strong and didn’t let go. While we wrestled, another warrior came up behind me. I heard his footfalls and felt his breath on my neck and the shift of the wind as he raised his weapon. At the last second, I let go of the bow and dove to the side. The tomahawk-wielding Savajun’s momentum carried him forward, and he proceeded to cleave his archer friend in the chest. Before he had time to feel guilty about it, I seized his head in both my hands by the chin and the top of the skull and cracked his neck with a satisfyingly loud crunch.   
 
    Meanwhile, I heard Theo neigh, and glanced over to see him rear up and smash a Savajun’s face inward with a blow from one of his mighty front hooves. The corpse fell, its lean muscles the gleaming picture of health, the brown skin smooth and unbroken, but the face an unrecognizable bloodied pulp. Then Theo kicked up his hind legs and brought one of his rear hooves down on top of a warrior that had been on his belly creeping up behind him. This time he missed the head but hit the back, but from the way the guy crumpled, I suspected that Theo’s blow had probably severed his spine and paralyzed him. 
 
    Within another minute, all ten of the warriors lay either dead or permanently crippled, and only Chief Buffalo Rider himself continued to stand upright in the midst of the carnage. He didn’t carry a weapon and he didn’t try to attack me. He just stared in mute shock and horror. 
 
    I faced him, with a Savajun tomahawk in each hand and a liberal quantity of his warriors’ blood splattering my skin and clothes. 
 
    “So, Chief, am I free to go?” I asked. 
 
    “… Yes,” he croaked. 
 
    I chose not to hack down the old guy, because I figured he’d been permanently cowed by my performance. As long as they continued to be under his leadership, this tribe wouldn’t try hunting me down for revenge any time soon. And if he had been weakened in their eyes so much that they deposed him or even exiled him from the tribe and cast him out into the woods to live and die alone, which I’d heard was a Savajun practice sometimes exercised when their leaders failed them, then that would be more of a punishment than a swift execution at my hands. 
 
    Instead I walked past him, bent to retrieve my sword that had fallen from the hands of one of the warriors I killed, and used it to slash Theo’s reins in half. I didn’t need them to guide him. I took one of the Savajun tomahawks with me as a backup weapon that might come in handy. Then I mounted up and rode out of the village. 
 
    As I went, I heard some of the children whimpering and the women weeping for their fallen warriors. 
 
    “He fights like a demon,” I heard one of them whisper. 
 
    “A demon man on a demon horse.” 
 
    The truth was that I had just fought like a man possessed. I was a good swordsman, a very good one, but not that good. Ten on one wasn’t a fight I normally could have won. At least not without using every bit of guile at my disposal and setting up some kind of elaborate ambush beforehand, which was my usual policy when I knew I was going to be outnumbered.  
 
    But I hadn’t done that this time.  
 
    I hadn’t even utilized my growing and shrinking power a single time, for the simple reason that the whole fight had unfolded so fast that it never even occurred to me to do so. But my perception of my enemies’ movements and my reaction times had also been sped up so much that I’d somehow survived the ten-man onslaught.  
 
    Thank you, Walks with Spirits, for that putrid brew, I thought to myself as Theo carried me into the trees. “Enhanced” for “one cycle of the moon”-- that was what she’d said. Well, this was going to be a damn good month.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    It took us a while after that to figure out our whereabouts. Theo and I argued about which trees we did or didn’t recognize and remember having passed, when I was on foot tied behind him. We both made mistakes. We ended up going in circles. It began to grow dark, and I started to worry that we were well and truly lost, and just as likely to end up running into the same tribe again as we were to find our way back onto the path from Bluegarden to Fairhollow that had been mapped out for us. It was evident that the sorceress’ “enhancement” of my abilities hadn’t included an enhancement of my navigation skills. 
 
    But then, finally, we came across the exact tree where we had taken shelter and fallen asleep the night before, only to be awakened by hostile Savajuns. 
 
    “I’d know that damn tree anywhere,” I gasped out with relief. 
 
    “So would I, my friend,” Theo muttered bitterly. “So would I.” 
 
    Better yet, the saddlebags that the Savajuns had lifted off Theo’s back and left there beneath the tree were still there, and the contents did not seem to have been reduced, so guessed no one else had come that way since. I got off and replaced the saddlebags on Theo’s back. 
 
    By then it was dark already, but by mutual, unspoken agreement, we continued on probably half a mile farther in the approximate direction that we wanted to go. If we stopped at that exact tree, then we could have calculated the correct angle more precisely in the morning, but even though neither of us were superstitious by nature, that just somehow seemed like it would be bad luck. 
 
    We bedded down. I gave Theo some oats and water, and munched on some of the jerky and biscuits that I still had left in the saddlebags, since the Savajuns had rejected them as unpalatable. 
 
    “Hal?” Theo said. He sounded uncharacteristically meek. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “… I’m sorry I talked. Back in the Savajun camp.” 
 
    There was a pause as we both remembered the words-- “Yours, my ass”-- and the projectile glob of spit that had prompted all hell to break loose. 
 
    I snickered. “Well, I’m not.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you could fight like that,” Theo said. 
 
    “I can’t,” I said. “Not really, anyway. Not naturally. The Savajun sorceress that they brought me to; she did something to me. She was trying to help me. To make me powerful enough that I’d have a chance against Gorander. But the effects are only temporary. And I’m sure she never imagined that it would turn out that way, with the chief’s guards.” 
 
    “Are you really sure?” Theo asked. “I could see Vera doing something like that on purpose. Didn’t she kill a few of her own tribe members the night she left?” 
 
    “Yes, the ones that she felt had wronged her,” I said. “But this woman was nothing like Vera. And she was old, and still had the trust of her tribe, so it doesn’t seem like she had rebelled against the sorcerer’s role the way that Vera did.” 
 
    “Some people get old, and decide they no longer give a damn,” Theo remarked. 
 
    “True enough,” I said. “I decided that when I was eighteen.” 
 
    “Well, today, you sure seemed like you gave a damn about me,” Theo said. That wasn’t a characteristic comment. We both avoided sentimentality like the plague. “You could’ve left me. They would’ve let you just walk away. That would’ve been the sensible thing to do.” 
 
    “Guess whatever brew that sorceress gave me probably got me a bit drunk and stupid,” I scoffed.  
 
    “Naw,” he snorted. “You love me.” 
 
    “Shaddup,” I said, and then I cracked open my eyes a bit to see him staring at me. He noticed, and we both ended up laughing for a spell. Then I shut my eyes, and Theo stayed quiet after that and let me fall asleep. 
 
    The next day passed without event. We were both a bit more wary than usual, and sometimes I felt the hairs on the back of my neck prickle and felt sure that there were eyes watching us from the trees, but whether the eyes belonged to Savajuns or woodland animals, they evidently decided not to confront us. 
 
    Near the evening, we reached the river that the ranchers in Bluegarden had described. It was a fairly mild river near the shore, although it was a broad and deep one and the currents looked powerful and swift-moving farther out. So I stripped down, waded out just to thigh-level, and took a quick dip to wash off and refresh myself while Theo grazed nearby. It felt good to clear off all the dust and grime that perpetually coated my skin, although I didn’t have any soap for a proper scrub.  
 
    I rinsed out my clothes too. Then I got redressed and walked alongside Theo, so that I wouldn’t get his coat all soggy by dripping on him, until we came within sight of the stone bridge that spanned the breadth of the river. 
 
    Then we bedded down in the shelter of a grove of trees nearby. I didn’t want to move in on Gorander’s position in the dark without knowing what kind of traps we might be walking into. Sorcerers often commanded creatures that could see in the dark, werewolves not the least of them, and I thought the cover of night was likely to give him more of an advantage than it would give us. I built a fire, which dried the last lingering dampness from my clothes, drained a vial of potencium, and fell asleep with the pleasant tingle of it warming my belly. 
 
    “You know, you could stay on this side of the bridge and wait for me,” I suggested. 
 
    “Eh, the grass looks a bit tastier on that side,” he said. 
 
    So, we crossed the bridge together. 
 
    There wasn’t any immediate change. No werewolves pounced on us. Not that they could have, given that it wasn’t the night of the full moon. If the ones that had been raiding Richcreek for potencium every month really were Gorander’s agents, I wondered how exactly he employed them the other twenty-nine or thirty days of the month, when they were nothing more than slightly scruffy and boorish humans, without any exceptional physical capabilities. As housekeepers? Accountants?  
 
    I consulted the hand-drawn map frequently to try to estimate how close we were to approaching the dot that represented Fairhollow. Although I didn’t know how much to rely on the ranchers’ cartographical skills anyway. Then, there came a time when I looked down at the map, looked back up, and there it was on the horizon. 
 
    What “it” was exactly was hard to say. It didn’t look like a town exactly. It was a dark smudge on the golden plains. A blackened area that seemed to be belching smoke. 
 
    As we got closer and closer, I could see that the area was deeply pitted. There were towers built, and lift systems with levers and pulleys. There were precarious ladders and walkways that wound around the edges of seemingly bottomless pits. There were colossal mechanical contraptions that I didn’t fully understand the purpose of, that seemed to be powered by steam, and that was what was generating the smoke. 
 
    There were people scuttling around this area in matching uniforms of ragged pale shirts under tattered dark trousers with suspenders and shapeless caps and worn black boots. Both men and women wore more or less the same clothes, so that it took me an extra minute to realize that there were women mixed in with this working population. They all carried pickaxes or shovels or buckets or pushed wheelbarrows full of rocks. Their faces were gaunt and smudged, their eyes lifeless, and their mouths grim. 
 
    It was a mine, presumably a potencium mine, on a greater scale than any I had ever witnessed before. 
 
    What made the scene look even more nightmarish and surreal was the fact that, beyond this pitted black scar on the landscape, the white domes and spires of what looked more like a palace than a castle rose up dreamily like a mirage on the horizon. It was surrounded by a lovingly manicured garden visible from the other side of the mine which featured a maze of green hedges and ponds of the sort that were probably graced by swans. It couldn’t have been more than a mile away from the mine, but it was a whole other world, and the contrast couldn’t have been more stark. 
 
    “I don’t care how big of a boomtown you come from, I don’t care how lucky you struck it, ain’t no one in the West with the coin to build something like that,” I muttered to Theo. 
 
    “Where would you even get the marble?” he agreed. “Or the water to irrigate a garden like that?” 
 
    “Nothing about it looks real,” I said. “The Savajun sorceress did tell me not to trust my eyes.” 
 
    Before we could go up to investigate the palace further, we had to cross through the mine, or go around it. I led Theo around the edge of the area. We tried to stay out of the miners’ way, but came close enough to observe them. 
 
    “Miss,” I called out to a young woman whose red hair caught my attention and reminded me of Lucinda, although this girl’s face was plain. “Good afternoon, Miss. May I have a word with you?” 
 
    She was pushing a wheelbarrow full of rocks in front of her. She paused to turn toward me but instead of looking relieved for a brief reprieve from the heavy labor, she looked irritated. 
 
    “What?” she demanded. “I have work to do.” 
 
    “Work to do for whom?” I asked her. “Who owns this mine?” 
 
    “Lord Gorander is my master,” she said. 
 
    “Your master, not your employer? You do not choose to work for him?” 
 
    “Lord Gorander is my master,” she repeated without any emotional inflection. 
 
    “Is he kind to you?” I tried again. “Do you like working for him? Do you enjoy, er, mining?” 
 
    “He is my--” 
 
    “Master, I know,” I interrupted. I decided to change the subject. “There used to be a town here. Called Fairhollow. Is that where you’re from? Do you remember living in a town called Fairhollow, before this mine existed?” 
 
    “I do not know,” she said placidly. “Perhaps. But it does not matter anymore. Now, I serve Lord Gorander.” 
 
    The situation looked dire indeed. So, all this hadn’t just been a tall tale told by ranchers deep in their cups, or a superstitious myth invented by Savajuns who believed that my horse was a demon, just because he happened to be able to talk. 
 
    The girl wasn’t a very good conversationalist at all, so I moved on to a lad who only looked about fifteen. He had a pickaxe slung over one shoulder and was carrying a bucket full of rocks in the other. 
 
    “Young man,” I said. 
 
    His head swiveled toward me. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he replied dully. It didn’t sound like a joke. And he didn’t sound concerned by the fact that he apparently couldn’t recall his own name. 
 
    “… What are you doing here?” I asked. “What is your task?” 
 
    “Mining potencium for Lord Gorander,” he replied immediately. So that, at least, he knew. 
 
    “You got hired for this job?” I continued. “When was that?” 
 
    “… I think I have always done this job,” he said with an air of faint confusion. “Pardon me, Mister, but I must get back to work. I have an important job to do.” 
 
    And with that he walked off and lugged both his pickaxe and bucket. 
 
    After that I questioned a balding middle-aged man about who his parents were, and whether he’d been born on the frontier, or traveled out west. He couldn’t recall the names of his mother or father or their occupations, and seemed confused by the very idea that other places existed at all, beyond this particular potencium mine. 
 
    I tried questioning a matronly woman about how many lovers she’d had. Instead of being outraged by the question or giving any sign that she considered it out of the ordinary in the least, she just said she didn’t know. She didn’t seem to recognize the implications of not knowing the answer to that particular question. In fact, I wasn’t convinced that she understood the concept of what a lover was in the first place. But she didn’t seem interested in learning more about it. All she wanted to do was go and shovel rocks. 
 
    “This is horrible,” I said to Theo as we reached the far side of the mine. “They’ve completely lost their minds. How could any sorcerer maintain a spell on this scale? Do you think they’re real people? What if they’re some sort of phantoms or automatons?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but they make me shudder,” Theo replied. 
 
    As we were about to walk away from the mine, a voice called out from behind us, 
 
    “Are you the servant of Lord Gorander?” 
 
    I turned to see a freckled young woman holding a shovel gazing at me earnestly as she awaited the answer to her question. 
 
    I was about to make a sarcastic reply, but then I saw several of the nearby miners pause in their work to cock their heads and watch me expectantly. 
 
    “… Yes,” I said in a monotone that mimicked hers. “Of course I am the servant of Lord Gorander.” 
 
    The girl nodded in satisfaction and returned to her work, with no further interest in me. Her fellow paused automatons restarted too. 
 
    Theo picked up into a bit of a trot as we headed across the field that lay between the mine and the dreamlike white palace. 
 
    Halfway there, we spotted two figures, those of a man and a mule harnessed to a cart. The cart contained shimmering pale purple nuggets of raw unprocessed potencium, and the man was driving the mule toward the palace. 
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked Theo. 
 
    “Only if you’re also thinking that that’s a cart full of wealth right there, and we should take it, head back across the river, and sell it off in the first town we come to, and call our account with Fairhollow settled,” Theo replied. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. 
 
    “I was afraid of that,” Theo said. “You’d better watch out, you know. You’ve been taking a lot of unnecessary risks lately, I’d almost say you’re starting to act like a hero.” 
 
    “On the contrary, I just happen to be a mercenary of ambition,” I said. 
 
    We rode up alongside the man, who wasn’t paying us any attention. 
 
    “Hey you, servant of Lord Gorander,” I said. 
 
    He turned to face me, and I cracked him across the head with the handle of my tomahawk. He crumpled into the grass without a peep, but the mule kept walking for a few steps and then shuffled to a stop. It lowered its head to munch on a clump of grass. I guess maybe the mule hadn’t been enchanted in the way the humans had and still had a mind of its own. 
 
    Then I dismounted and patted the mule to reassure it as I set about unharnessing it from the cart of potencium. 
 
    “I’d run far away from here, if I were you,” I advised it. “This isn’t the same Fairhollow it used to be. It’s not safe for you here. You can go be a free mule now, or if you prefer to be cared for by humans, there’s a town called Bluegarden not far from here.” 
 
    “He’s too stupid to understand you,” Theo informed me in a rather superior tone. As a talking animal, he didn’t seem to understand or sympathize with the human compulsion to speak to non-talking animals in the least. 
 
    When I had finished unhooking the harness completely, I patted the mule on the rump to try to give it a nonverbal hint to run away as fast as its stumpy legs could carry it, but it just snorted and carried on gnawing at the clump of grass. Well, that was its own choice. 
 
    “Come over here,” I said to Theo. 
 
    “It won’t fit,” he said. 
 
    “The harness is adjustable,” I said. “Do you want to get in the palace, or don’t you?” 
 
    “I wasn’t bred to be a cart horse,” he groaned. 
 
    “No, you were bred to charge into battle,” I said. “And this is the only form of battle that I fight.” 
 
    Theo huffed, but he allowed me to hitch the cart to him in the mule’s place, while the mule nonchalantly continued to munch on grass a few feet away from its driver’s unconscious body. Then, the change successfully made, I dismounted and walked along Theo to lead him as the hapless driver had been doing with the mule. 
 
    As we approached, the palace seemed, if anything, to loom up even bigger and more splendid. New turrets and windows and balconies came into view. I could see details like tiles and carvings. But a quarter mile of gardens still separated us from Gorander’s stronghold. 
 
    There were beds of lilies and groves of orange trees, but the central feature was the hedge maze. It surrounded the entire palace, so that there didn’t seem to be any way to reach it without going through the maze. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how undignified it is for a horse of my stature to drag a cart?” Theo demanded mournfully. 
 
    “You look very handsome doing it, now hush,” I said, as I led him into the maze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    I didn’t know the way through the hedge maze, but I found that if I climbed onto Theo’s back and stood up in the stirrups, I became just barely tall enough to crane my head over the top and see which of any two given paths led to a dead end, and which led to another opening. So in that way, we managed to navigate our way through the maze without incident. No one confronted us, except for a few peacocks that strolled by preening their tail feathers. 
 
    “Look Theo, it’s your cousin,” I said to him the first time a peacock strutted by. 
 
    A crow flapped by not long after that. 
 
    “Hey look Hal, it’s your cousin,” Theo told me. 
 
    All in all, that was a fair enough comparison. I didn’t think that any of the animals in the area seemed to have had their minds enslaved the way the humans had been. I wondered if the sorcerer simply hadn’t found that measure necessary, or if for some reason it wasn’t possible for him to apply the same spell to them. I wondered if that meant that Theo would have some kind of natural immunity. Or if he were human enough that he would be as susceptible as I was. 
 
    Soon, we found ourselves at the front gates of the palace. I didn’t know if that was where potencium deliveries from the mine would typically be made, but I figured I’d probably run into more enslaved humans inside, and I could just tell them I was a fellow “servant of Lord Gorander” and ask them for directions. Strangely enough, no one was posted on guard outside the palace, no one seemed to be watching us from the windows, no one had yelled down at us yet demanding to know our business. Didn’t Gorander have any idea how a palace was supposed to be managed? 
 
    We walked up to the doors. Still no challenge came. I set my shoulder against one of the heavy oak doors and pushed, and more strangely still, it simply swung open. 
 
    Inside, the entrance hall was a dizzying checkerboard of black-and-white tiles. Both sides were lined with potted trees. The trees were topiaries, and they were carved into busts, with vague, leafy green features. I couldn’t tell whom any of them were intended to represent, if anyone. Above, there were chandeliers made of broad hoops of gold with hundreds of flickering candles set in holders. 
 
    The place was dead silent. Despite the lit candles and the freshly trimmed topiaries, which indicated some kind of intelligence present, there was no one in view besides Theo and myself. The wheels of the cart, when we dragged it in with us, were deafening upon the tiles. 
 
    I’d only brought it with us because I believed that it would be easier for Theo and I to gain access to the palace if we disguised ourselves as servants with a delivery task to perform, but under the circumstances, the cart of potencium actually seemed likely to draw more attention than it deflected. So I told Theo to stop and unhitched it from him and left the mule’s harness tucked under the rocks of potencium. Then, with all the stealth that a thirteen-hundred-pound Friesian could muster, we continued on our way. 
 
    At the end of that topiary-lined, checkerboard hallway, we found ourselves with the option of a red velvet-lined hallway to the left, or an empty feasting hall with two enormous trestle tables that must have been fifty feet long and a dais with another table to the right. We turned down the red velvet-lined hallway. My reasoning was that it would muffle the clopping of Theo’s hooves. 
 
    It also occurred to me, as we walked down the hallway which had walls of dark wood, that the dark red carpet beneath our feet was the exact right color to mask spilled blood. I didn’t know whether that was intentional or not, but the whole palace felt distinctly eerie. I hoped that strolling in like this, sword at belt and tomahawk in saddlebag, looking for what had to be the most powerful sorcerer in the West, if not in the world, wouldn’t turn out to be the dumbest thing I’d ever done.  
 
    Maybe I should have stuck to the rule that Theo and I had prospered by all these years. The rule that payment had to be upfront, or there was no deal.  
 
    On the other hand, a palace like this was sure to contain treasures beyond my wildest dreams, treasures worth more coin than I could ever spend in a lifetime even if I tried. Surely that was worth the risk? 
 
    And although I never would have admitted it, the sunken eyes of those soulless miners haunted me. The ranchers in Bluegarden had already alluded to the plight of the people of Fairhollow, but having seen it for myself convinced me that for them to continue on in that way, as nothing more than hollow shells of themselves animated only by the directives of the sorcerer, was a fate worse than death.  
 
    Theo and I reached the end of that hallway, and at the end there was a door. I opened it, and then I gasped aloud. 
 
    As if in answer to my wishes, the room was crowded with treasures of the most obvious variety. It glittered with gold and gems. There were coins, jewelry, scepters, girdles, and statues; tables and chairs, a four-poster bed; goblets and vases; all kinds of things. More wealth than I could ever spend in a lifetime, all crowded into that one room, just piled carelessly on the floor as if the owner had forgotten all about it. 
 
    I walked through touching things and wondered if this was a sign that I should just grab all I could carry and skedaddle before it was too late, but just like the idea of tackling a job before I’d received payment upfront made me uneasy, the idea of taking payment for a job that hadn’t been done also didn’t sit right with me. The treasures belonged to a megalomaniacal tyrant of a sorcerer who deserved every bad thing coming to him, yes. But stealing from an evil victim didn’t make you any less a thief, did it? 
 
    I ran my hand along an urn set with gems that was big enough for a man to fit inside. Then I went to get a closer look at a round golden shield that clearly must have been forged for ornamental purposes. Theo trotted after me and gingerly picked his way through the countless trinkets that littered the floor. He leaned over my shoulder and snuffled the shield curiously. 
 
    Then, I heard the creak of the room’s other door across from the one we had entered through. 
 
    I did the first thing that came to mind, and enlarged the shield to about eight feet in diameter, so that it concealed not only me but also Theo from view. As long as you walked straight from one door to the other, that is. If you meandered at all, you were bound to notice a muscled black horse rump sticking out where you surely weren’t expecting one. 
 
    Theo and I both froze in place, with me straining to prop up the shield in place and him probably trying to think small thoughts, as the door opened. 
 
    The figure that entered was robed in dark red, with a cowl so that I couldn’t see its face at first. It glided toward our hiding place. I didn’t like the way it moved, with barely a whisper, so fluidly that it almost seemed to float. Then when it came within a few yards of us I was able to see its face beneath the shadow of the cowl and almost dropped the shield.  
 
    Its skin was white and grub-like, with shreds peeling from it, like something dead that had been floating underwater. Its eyes were pure black without any pupils or irises. And its mouth gaped hugely, an array of spindly, rotting, needle-like teeth that stretched from ear to ear. 
 
    I wondered if this horrible creature was Gorander himself. I wondered if it could even be killed by conventional methods. If I leapt out from my hiding place and plunged my sword through its breast, would it bleed and die? Or would my blade find nothing in the robes but wind? 
 
    The hideous mummified grub of a creature paused just steps away from the shield as if sensing my presence and Theo’s. A forked tongue flickered out as if tasting the air. 
 
    I thought it was about to find us. I didn’t particularly fear death, but I did fear whatever that creature would do to us. My hand tightened about the hilt of my sword. 
 
    But then, the red-robed nightmare glided onward, reached the opposite door, opened it, and slipped from the room.  
 
    I restored the shield to its usual size and left it propped against the wall. Then I laid my hand on Theo’s back and felt that it was soaked with clammy sweat. 
 
    Once again it was only the two of us in a room full of dazzling treasures, but after that visitor, the room no longer looked the same. It didn’t look like a joyous gift anymore. It looked like a menacing trap. 
 
    And there was something else that bothered me, too. 
 
    “This isn’t gold,” I said to Theo. 
 
    “What isn’t gold?” he asked, a bit hoarsely. 
 
    “The shield for starters,” I said, “but probably none of it.” 
 
    To test that theory, I grabbed the nearest object, which happened to be a crown lying by my feet. I expanded it until it was big enough to fit over my shoulders. Then I shrank it down to the size of a ring. Then I set it back down and allowed it to resume its true dimensions. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel right,” I said. “It feels too easy. Every material has its own grade of resistance to being shrunk or enlarged. And gold is several grades more resistant than this stuff, whatever it is.” 
 
    “This whole palace is probably an illusion,” Theo said. 
 
    “I don’t think that creature we saw was an illusion,” I said. “I could feel its… aura. And I think it felt us too.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Theo said. 
 
    I concluded that he had the right idea about that. I wondered which door to take. The door we’d come through at first was the same one that the nightmare creature had exited through. I didn’t want to open it, only to run smack into it. The other door, on the other hand, would lead us deeper into Gorander’s palace. Which was beginning to seem less and less like a place we wanted to be. Especially if the gold in it wasn’t real gold. 
 
    But I didn’t know if I could just turn my back on this place and walk away from it, either. The Savajun sorceress Walks with Spirits had seen the conviction and determination in me. That was probably what had led her to conclude that I was “true of heart.” How true-hearted would I be if I tucked my tail between my legs and left five minutes after I got into the palace just because I’d seen one ugly face there? 
 
    I walked over to the opposite door, the one that the red-hooded thing had come through. I heard the clatter of hooves striking gold coins as Theo followed me. We left behind the treasury of fake gold for another hallway. This one was wide and drafty and lined with stone pillars. 
 
    I glimpsed a figure walking toward us, and my heart leapt for an instant but then I saw that it was just a human. A woman, dressed in a housemaid’s black dress beneath a white apron. She came closer, and her face looked just as sunken and lifeless as those of the miners outside, although it wasn’t smudged black. I didn’t bother trying to talk to her. I just let her pass us by. 
 
    At the end of the hallway, we reached another feasting room. Inside, there were two humans, presumably more former townsfolk of Fairhollow, busily draping the tables with cloths and setting out plates, cups, and silverware. They didn’t even blink at the sight of a huge black horse strolling by in the middle of the palace. Whether they had been suffocating in the filthy pits of the mine outside, or folding napkins here in this pristine room, I didn’t think they would have known a difference. 
 
    I thought of how terrifying the situation must have been for that one man who had fled to Bluegarden, when he was still trapped here in Gorander’s palace. When he was the only one who didn’t fall under the spell, and who must have tried desperately to rouse his neighbors, his friends, his family, to action, but they were all calmly oblivious to their own plight. They might have even reported him to the sorcerer if he caused too much of a disturbance. They wouldn’t have remembered who he was, or who they were. The only person who mattered to them now was Gorander. And their only desire was to serve Gorander’s wishes. To be surrounded by these walking dead was worse than to be alone. 
 
    Theo and I moved on from the feast hall into another checkered hallway. Instead of being lined with topiaries and lit by chandeliers, though, this one was lined with massive pillars with torches set in sconces. 
 
    At first the hallway seemed to be empty. I kept my hand resting on Theo’s shoulder as we walked as a source of reassurance to both of us. 
 
    Then, someone turned out into the hallway ahead of us. It was another townsperson, this one was carrying a silver tray piled precariously with goblets and vials of colorful substances. I thought they must be materials for working magics and wondered if we should follow the man to wherever he was delivering them. 
 
    But then disaster struck. I guess that becoming mindless and losing their personalities didn’t absolve these people’s bodies of their human clumsiness. I heard a faint, crystalline tinkle as one of the vessels on the tray must have slid and bumped into another. Then the tray tilted wildly as the man apparently tried to save one of the vessels from falling, and a glass bowl fell to the floor and shattered. A brilliant blue liquid puddled on the checkerboard tiles. The man lunged too late to try to catch the bowl, and the whole tray went flying from his hands as he went sprawling. Colored powders sprinkled him. Spilled liquid soaked into some of the spilled powders, and a silvery mist rose into the air. I thought I could hear a chorus of ominously whispering voices, but the sound was so soft that I wasn’t sure if I was just imagining it. 
 
    The man rose stiffly to his feet. He didn’t try to clean up the mess. He didn’t try to walk away from it either. He just stood there, waiting. 
 
    I didn’t like the look of that at all. I pulled Theo behind the nearest pillar, and he pressed himself to the wall as close as he could. 
 
    A moment after we had concealed ourselves, three red-cloaked figures like the one we had encountered in the room full of gold swept down silently upon the servant in the middle of the hall. 
 
    They threw their hoods back to reveal bald white heads and shriveled ears. Their wide mouths crowded full of needle teeth opened, and then they pounced on the hapless servant and started tearing off mouthfuls of his flesh and swallowing it. They exposed his rib cage, and then his innards started to pour out of his stomach, and the creatures slurped them up. All the while the man didn’t make a sound. His expression didn’t change. He just stood there as he was eaten alive by the red-cloaked demons, and his blood streamed down and created a widening pool across the black-and-white tiles, and flooded the colorful mess he had made a minute ago. The devouring demons seemed most interested in the vital organs inside his chest cavity. His head and limbs they didn’t touch. When you could see through the gaping holes in his middle from front to back, they pulled their hoods back down over their horrible grub faces and glided away again. The ravaged corpse with its eyes still open finally collapsed, as if it were no longer required by its masters to stand upright. 
 
    I could feel Theo trembling beneath my hand. I had to admit my hand itself wasn’t as steady as usual. 
 
    Well, I guess that creature we’d seen before hadn’t been Gorander after all then. There were more of them. They must have been some kind of demon familiars that oversaw the townspeople he had enslaved. 
 
    “Maybe those powders and liquids have something to do with how Gorander is maintaining this palace, and how he’s keeping all those people from Fairhollow under his spell,” I said. “Maybe there’s a way we could use them against him.” 
 
    “First of all, you’re not a sorcerer and you don’t know how,” Theo whispered. “Second of all, they’re all mixed together and submerged in corpse juices now. Wouldn’t that make them ineffectual?” 
 
    “It depends on the substance,” I said. It was true that I wasn’t a sorcerer, and didn’t have the ability to cast spells myself, but I did know a tiny bit about how it worked from Vera. And Theo and I needed to find out as much as we could about the enemy in whose deadly palace of illusions we were currently trapped. “Stay here.” 
 
    I left the cover of the pillar and crept up to where the half-eaten corpse laid. Then I knelt down to look at the clumps of colored powders, some of which were dissolving in his blood, and the liquids that swirled through it in strangely beautiful patterns, especially the brilliant blue, which was combining with his blood to create violet. The coppery scent of blood overwhelmed everything else, but if I sniffed and concentrated hard, I could catch faint whiffs of various herbal scents and what might have been kerosene. I was pretty sure my sense of smell, just like all my other senses, had been sharpened by Walks with Spirits’ brew.  
 
    Then, my sixth sense told me something was wrong. Before I actually heard the rustle of robes or smelled their distinctive musty scent, which was a little like that of very old books, and certainly before I laid eyes on their deformed visages, I felt that the demons were coming. 
 
    I drew my sword as I stood up and whirled around and found myself facing three of them.  
 
    They stood in a row and surveyed me silently. They looked just distinct enough from each other that I could tell them apart when comparing them side by side, although any one of them encountered individually would have looked more or less the same to me, with their black insect eyes embedded in soggy-looking masses of disintegrating white flesh and those nightmare grins of needle teeth. 
 
    I didn’t know if they had only pretended to leave the scene of their feast in order to lure me out, after having sensed a living presence nearby, or if they really had left, but then returned after a few minutes to dispose of the mess. It was also entirely possible that these were three different demons altogether than the ones that had gnawed the poor man’s innards out, and they just happened to come down this hallway by coincidence. I hadn’t gotten a close enough look at their faces to know. The extreme horror of their faces forcibly repelled the gaze.   
 
    My first instinct was to blurt out, “I am a servant of Lord Gorander,” which had seemed to work as a sort of pass phrase with the seemingly hypnotized former townspeople of Fairhollow to convince them to accept and henceforth ignore me. But something about the hooded demons’ air of intense focus on me stifled the words in my throat. It wouldn’t matter what I said. They already knew from my sword that I didn’t belong there.  
 
    I didn’t know whether their response to that knowledge would be to try to kill me, or try to apply whatever magic had been used to enslave the townspeople in mind as well as body, I just knew that I was going to give them a hard time of accomplishing either. 
 
    They swooped toward me. I realized that the way they seemed to glide weightlessly along the floor wasn’t just an illusion. They could levitate.  
 
    I just hoped they could die.  
 
    I ran the first one through with my sword, but there was a strange lack of resistance. The demon was made of flesh, but it was less dense than human flesh, and felt like stabbing into scrambled eggs instead of actual flesh, so my sword easily slid through all the way to the hilt. But then the blade caught on his ribcage. Even his ribs weren’t quite in the same place that I would expect a human’s to be, I couldn’t see the creatures’ bodies well due to their voluminous robes, but I suspected that their skeletal anatomy was warped.  
 
    I shrank my sword in order to draw it free, then expanded it again in time to swing it at the next demon to reach me. He had his arms outstretched and reached for me with his long, pale, grub-like fingers, which reminded me for an instant of how Theo always said that human hands looked like they had worms attached to them. My sword swept under his arms and due to the insubstantiality of his body, was able to cleave clear through his torso and send him tumbling to the floor in two pieces. I glanced down out of anatomical curiosity and wished I hadn’t. The inside of him was filled with a mass of wriggling black maggots. 
 
    I didn’t know what these creatures were, what animated them, in what sense exactly they were alive. But the one that I’d cut in half didn’t move anymore, at least not as an entire unit, although the maggots that had filled him up like grains of rice inside a sack certainly seemed alive and well. The one that I’d stabbed from front to back, however, seemed unaffected by the wound, although I could see a handful of maggots trickling out of it.  
 
    The third demon, the only one that I hadn’t injured yet, flew at my leg with his jaws spread wide and I booted him in the head as hard as I could. His head exploded like a ripe melon, which had the disgusting side effect of raining maggots everywhere, including onto my clothes and skin. I’d been spattered in human brain matter before and wasn’t entirely sure that I didn’t prefer it to this bizarre alternative. At least expelled brain matter wasn’t alive, and you didn’t have to worry that it was going to try to burrow inside of you. 
 
    Then the demon that I had stabbed was on me. I swung my sword at him and he flew out of the way, then sank his teeth into my left arm before I could stop him. I didn’t just feel the standard sensation of pain that you would expect from being stabbed by a mouthful of dozens of three-foot-long rusty needles, there was a high pitched ringing in my ears, almost like a human shriek but at a higher frequency. It felt like my body was protesting at the wrongness of the substance that had just invaded it. For a few seconds of shock I couldn’t form any conscious thoughts, but my body reacted instinctively anyway.  
 
    I shrank my sword down to the size of a dagger, plunged it into the demon’s neck, and expanded it again so that the steel ripped through his tendons and spinal cord and caused his clenched jaw to release its grip from my arm. Then I yanked my sword free and severed the last few sinews of his neck as I did so, which caused his body to crumple to the floor. His decapitated head, however, remained attached to my arm, like a tick’s or a wasp’s might, and the stump of his neck poured out wriggling black maggots. I clawed the head off frantically and plucked out the handful of sharp and skinny teeth that remained planted in my arm like splinters. My left arm burned with pain, and it felt weakened, but I could still move the fingers of that hand, which I figured was a good sign for an eventual recovery. 
 
    I was now standing over three demon corpses in the midst of a dark spreading mass of wriggling maggots. I stomped some of them, but there were so many that the effort was hopeless. 
 
    I looked over to the post twenty feet away where I’d left Theo. He poked out his head cautiously and asked, 
 
    “Can we go now?” 
 
    I wanted to say yes. I really did. But before I could reply to my horse at all, there were more of the demons emerging. They weren’t even approaching from down the hallway. This time, they were floating directly through the walls, one after another, until there were about twenty of them silently surrounding me in a circle while the maggots that had spilled from their brethren slowly spread across the floor beneath them.  
 
    I held my sword high in my right hand, stood at a slight crouch, and prepared to go down fighting. 
 
    “Surrender now,” one of the demons rasped out through its jagged nightmare of a mouth. 
 
    I was shocked, not least because I hadn’t realized the drowned grub-looking creatures could talk. 
 
    “I don’t think I will,” I said. I’d much rather die on my feet with a bloody sword than allow them to keep my body alive as a slave, while my mind was possessed by the sorcerer. 
 
    “Lord Gorander wishes to speak with you,” the demon continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. 
 
    That changed things. If he wanted to speak with me, then presumably he wanted to do it with my mind intact, at least initially, probably out of curiosity to figure out who I was and why I had infiltrated his palace. That meant the demons didn’t immediately intend to subject me to whatever mind-altering spell they had used on the townspeople of Fairhollow. And they would bring me to their master, which was exactly the person I had come to see. 
 
    “What a happy coincidence,” I said. “I too wish to speak with Lord Gorander. I command you to escort me to him at once.” 
 
    “Drop your sword,” the demon said. 
 
    I chuckled. “No.” 
 
    “Lord Gorander’s orders,” the demon intoned, as if I gave half a shit about that. 
 
    “You don’t know me very well, so I’ll pardon your ignorance, but be informed from now on that giving up my sword is simply not how I operate,” I said. “Your lord commanded you to bring me to him, yes? Hard to fulfill that command if either all of you, or I, are dead. Which would be the inevitable consequence of your continuing to insist upon taking my sword. And my bet’s on the former outcome.” 
 
    The demons paused. They didn’t exactly silently glance around at each other to confer as a band of humans probably would have in that situation, but maybe they had some sort of telepathic equivalent. At any rate, after a few moments of hesitation and expressions that I interpreted as scowls, although the extreme disfigurement of their faces made it difficult to say for sure, they all turned in unison and started gliding along the hallway, still forming a ring around me, with the evident expectation that I would accompany. 
 
    “The horse too,” one of the demons rasped out after a few steps without looking back. 
 
    I looked back to see Theo’s enormous round black rump and cascading black tail peeking out from behind the marble pillar where I’d left him. So, the demons had known he was there all along. When he heard those words, his head peered out cautiously too. I gave him a nod, and he emerged and trotted after us. 
 
    So, it looked like Theo and I wouldn’t have to wander every inch of this damnably gigantic palace on our own, just to ferret out one measly sorcerer. His servants would save us the bother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    The demons surrounding me more closely than I would have liked had a distinct smell, similar to old and moldering books. I thought about how they had all passed through the wall like ghosts, yet they seemed to be substantial, since they could be torn open by steel. So maybe it wasn’t them, but the wall that was insubstantial in certain sections. I was pretty sure that at least parts of the palace were just an illusion. Even if you had the resources, you couldn’t build something like this within six months. It would have taken closer to a century. 
 
    My theory was almost immediately confirmed when they led Theo and me over to a section of the hallway that we were walking down and started to drift through the wall. Several demons went ahead of me. When it was my turn, I felt like I was just going to walk smack into a solid wall, but then I walked forward anyway, and hit nothing but air.  
 
    On the other side, I found myself in a damp, dark tunnel built of mossy stones, lit by torches, with a low ceiling that I practically hit my head on. I tried to memorize the section of seemingly solid stone wall that we had just passed through, in case I needed that information for later, but it looked so exactly like the rest of the wall which stretched on for as far as I could see until it rounded a bend, that I didn’t think there was much chance I’d recognize it. If I needed to escape this way, I guessed I’d just have to run my hand along the wall as I went, until I came to a section where it passed through. 
 
    I could hear Theo’s hooves clip clopping along behind me as we progressed along the tunnel. I couldn’t hear the demons’ footsteps at all although I could hear the faintest of rhythmic rasping that I thought must be some kind of breathing. I could also hear the gentle dripping of water from the crevices between the stones that composed the walls of the tunnel. I wondered whether Gorander had created this legion of flesh-eating servants, or summoned and enslaved them to his purposes in the same way that he had enslaved the townspeople of Fairhollow. 
 
    Eventually, we came to a dead end. There was a wall of stone in front of us with no door or window. The demons ahead of me walked straight through it. I followed suit, and on the other side I found myself in a high-ceilinged chamber flooded with shafts of dusty light filtering through stained glass windows. 
 
    The room was largely empty. Its most notable feature was a pair of thrones positioned on a dais at one end. The thrones had ornately carven, pointed backs that rose about six feet tall, I suppose with the intent of creating an intimidating effect, but the result was that it made the occupants look small by comparison. 
 
    In the taller of the two thrones sat a man whom I could only presume to be the sorcerer Gorander, styling himself “Lord.” I had pictured a sort of scrawny, bookish type with weak posture and requiring spectacles, since most sorcerers tended to fit that pattern, but as it turned out he was actually quite large and brawny. His face was extremely long and bony, and his eyes had deep bags under them. He wore his straight brown hair long, tied back in a ponytail, and his beard reached down to his chest, which only accentuated the extraordinary shape of his face and made it look more like someone had taken hold of both forehead and chin and stretched it out. He was wearing silk robes of gold and purple embroidered elaborately with symbols like lions and roses and tridents and hawks.  
 
    But I observed all that in less than a second at one glance and then I was no longer paying any attention to Gorander. Because seated in the slightly lower throne beside him was my ex-lover, Vera Carlisle. 
 
    She had never looked more beautiful, and I had never been less pleased to see her. She was wearing green silk robes that matched Gorander’s in style, and although on him they looked gaudy, vulgar, and ridiculous, on her golden curves with the red brown tattoos peeking out of them the robes became exotic and expensive-looking. Her hair was as long and thick and raven’s wing black as I remembered it, her cheekbones as high and sharp, her mouth as plushly pouting-- and her demeanor just as catlike, sensual, and self-satisfied.  
 
    Well, whatever the hell Vera was doing here, at least I could tell instantly from the mischief, mixed with a fair amount of malice, that glittered in her expression that she hadn’t been turned into one of Gorander’s mind-slaves. So she was perched here next to him in his palace of horrors of her own free will. In some ways, I was glad of that. In some other ways, I was deeply disturbed. And it took a hell of a lot to disturb me. 
 
    “Halston,” she purred. Her voice still caressed my name like a lover’s croon, but her black eyes were cold. If Gorander thought that this nasty little surprise of his would cause me to lower my guard, he was dead wrong. My hackles had never been higher. “Aren’t you pleased to see me?” 
 
    “Don’t delude yourself, Vera,” I said. 
 
    “I think that we should let bygones be bygones,” she said. “I’m the one who asked my lord to bring you here for an audience, when I realized who the trespasser must be. I’ve explained your unique abilities to him... and your real identity. So he understands why you could be such a valuable asset to us, and should not be harmed.” 
 
    “Your lord?” I scoffed. “What a catch.” 
 
    “I serve Lord Gorander,” Vera corrected me sharply. “I am not married to him.” 
 
    “Yet,” the sorcerer spoke for the first time, and his thin lips curved into an unpleasant smile.  
 
    “You could’ve saved your breath,” I told Vera. “I don’t want any part of this narcissistic façade you’ve created here. Fueled by slave labor and the destruction of all the surrounding potencium towns. And surrounded by these creepy maggot-guts. Couldn’t you afford any decent hired help?” 
 
    “We’ll pay you,” Vera said. “That’s all you care about, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m not for hire,” I said. 
 
    “Of course you are, you kill people for money,” she reminded me. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “I don’t know what you want me to do for you, and whether it involves killing or not, but you’d have me enable this whole operation, which is rotten through and through. It’s the sadistic scheme of a megalomaniac. The killing I do is clean. I kill to eat. Just like a lion and--” 
 
    “You clearly do not understand what I am attempting to accomplish here,” Gorander interrupted. “Allow me to explain. Yes, I have had to resort to some less than gentle methods so far, but that is only because I could see no other feasible way to make my vision a reality. I had to start from scratch. I was not born into money, like some-- like yourself, as Vera has told me. But soon I will not only have miners, I will have farmers and artisans. My property will start generating real revenue. It will become self-sufficient and legitimate. I will no longer have to raid towns for potencium, no longer have to enchant people to turn them into my willing servants, because people will flock from near and far for the privilege of becoming a part of my empire.” 
 
    “You don’t ‘have’ to do any of those things now,” I said. “You’re not entitled to an empire. People come out here, out West, for freedom from all that bullshit. I guess you never got the message.” 
 
    “You were a prince of a major kingdom,” Gorander stated. “You don’t really believe in all the modern nonsense that they spout about equality and democracy, do you? You don’t really think the current chaotic, dysfunctional state of things in this world will actually last?” 
 
    “Equality and democracy?” I repeated. “No, I don’t. But I do believe in independence and self-determination. And I don’t know what the West will turn into, but it sure as hell ain’t gonna be another monarchy, and certainly not a magocracy.” 
 
    “We can write the fate of the West ourselves,” Vera said earnestly. “You and I and Gorander. We have the power to make it whatever we want it to be.” 
 
    “Vera, I don’t know what kind of hold he’s got on you, but I would’ve expected more from you,” I said. “You’re not this stupid. Or this cruel.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand the scope of the opportunity that we’re offering you,” Vera said. “Despite what you did to me, I still respect you enough to work with you.” 
 
    “Don’t play the victim with me, it’s tiresome enough when genuinely innocent and weak women do it,” I sighed.  
 
    The demons continued to encircle and guard both me and Theo, although they had drifted a bit to the sides, under the apparent assumption that Gorander and Vera had me under control now. I didn’t know how powerful a sorcerer Gorander was exactly, never having seen him in action, but all that I knew about his recent deeds and all that I had seen of this stronghold he had created for himself did suggest that he was probably the most powerful sorcerer I had ever heard of, so although I would never admit it, his ridiculous notion of conquering and ruling the West wasn’t as far-fetched as it would otherwise have been. Although Vera’s presence changed the equation. I didn’t think he had recruited her due solely to being besotted with her beauty. She was a powerful sorceress in her own right, and her help in that regard had doubtless been invaluable to him and enabled him to accomplish what he could not have on his own. 
 
    “I never trusted you,” Theo grumbled to Vera. I think he was telling the truth. But that didn’t mean she hadn’t always been his favorite woman, the one he found most interesting. My horse and I were in agreement in that respect. 
 
    “Well, I always trusted you,” she replied with a smile that held a bit of sadness. “I’ve thought of you often and hoped that you and Hal were taking good care of each other.” 
 
    “That’s touching,” Gorander interrupted coldly, “but if they won’t serve me, I have no use for them, Vera.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” she replied immediately. “But don’t jump to that conclusion too quickly. Let’s host them as our honored guests and let them consider our proposal more thoroughly, at their leisure, when we have properly demonstrated the kind of life that we could offer them.” 
 
    “I hope you do not still have a weakness for this man,” Gorander said warningly. 
 
    “If I did,” Vera said as she turned, laid her hand on the arm of his throne, and looked him in the eye, “then I would be the first to urge his immediate execution. Because I do not tolerate weaknesses, in myself least of all.” 
 
    The sorcerer’s eyes were narrowed within his long, bony face, but after a moment he nodded. “Find a suitable room for him,” he instructed the demons surrounding me and Theo. “And bring the horse to the stables.” 
 
    “Theo will be staying with me,” I interrupted. We couldn’t afford to get separated in this place and have no way to find each other. 
 
    “As you wish,” Gorander conceded disdainfully. 
 
    “Hal, don’t let the grudge you bear me make an idiot of you,” Vera said. She looked awfully pleased with herself lounging in that throne. I knew Vera well enough to know that in her mind, she couldn’t lose in this situation. Either she manipulated me into participating in their evil sorcerous schemes and demonstrated her power over me that way. Or, she made good on the threat to kill me that she’d issued many a time and presided over my execution. In her mind, that would be winning. That would be eliminating what had always been her greatest weakness. Me. 
 
    “I’ve never let any woman make an idiot of me, and I’m not going to start now,” I replied. “But I guess I wouldn’t mind a cold drink and some refreshments, while I’m here. Been a while since I ate a meal that didn’t come out of a saddlebag.” 
 
    Gorander gestured to the demons, and they led both of us away.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The room that Theo and I were escorted to, and left alone in, was a rather peculiar one. Although each individual article of furniture, each tapestry, each statuette of jade, each incense brazier, each tasseled silken cushion, was admittedly of the richest quality that money could buy-- or, perhaps, that sorcery could counterfeit-- none of the styles really matched. Some of it looked like it could have been from Delorne, although other pieces looked more like the products of our ancient rival, neighboring Heden. Other pieces still had an Oriental flavor. Moreover, they belonged to varying eras of history. The room looked, all in all, as though it had been assembled by someone as wealthy as an emperor but as ignorant as a peasant. I guess this was why Gorander needed my help so desperately. But unfortunately for him, I wasn’t particularly keen on switching to a career in interior design. 
 
    Theo had a different concern of his own. 
 
    “Hal?” he asked in a sheepish tone. 
 
    “Did you break something?” I guessed. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Er, no,” he said. “It’s just that… this chamber pot… well you see it’s rather, er… smaller… than one might prefer.” 
 
    My head whipped around when I heard that. Theo had such delicate sensibilities about such matters that I knew that if he had become desperate enough to confess his concern to me, I only had a very limited amount of time left to act before the situation became unnecessarily unpleasant for the both of us. I scrutinized the chamber pot in question. 
 
    “Oh very well,” I grumbled, and walked over to his side of the room. I set my hand on the chamber pot and enlarged it as much as I could, without causing it to become too tall for my horse to use. Then I averted my eyes, held my breath, and awaited the telltale plopping sounds. Afterward, I let go of the pot, and the contents shrank along with the vessel. Then I shoved it back underneath the bed. 
 
    Theo cleared his throat. I knew that he wanted to thank me, but was also so embarrassed that he wanted to pretend the incident hadn’t occurred in the first place. One of the reasons that he was never attracted to ordinary, non-talking mares was his horror at their penchant for shitting in public. I think that it was a source of genuine angst for him, and I always had to try to conceal my amusement. I patted him on the flank to comfort him for what I knew he perceived as a tragic compromise of dignity. 
 
    Then I sat down on an elaborately embroidered footstool and reflected on the situation I’d gotten myself into. I guess I shouldn’t have been that surprised by the fact that Vera had turned up here, at Gorander’s side. Magic was her passion, and she had always been attracted to power. And he was clearly the most powerful being in the region. Until I showed up, that is. Vera was betting on the wrong horse, so to speak, and once she realized that, she was going to regret it. Gorander needed to be killed. I didn’t want to kill her, too, but if that became necessary, I knew I could do it. 
 
    Then, the air in front of me started to move. There weren’t any objects that could be blown by a breeze, there was no difference in temperature that I could feel and no difference in color at first, so I didn’t know how I knew, but somehow I just sensed a magical disturbance. That wasn’t an ability innate to all magic users, and it wasn’t one that I had ever possessed, although I was quite gifted at noticing people who tried to sneak up behind me, but that had more to do with my awareness of the physical world and a deeply ingrained habit of watching my back. No, this level of awareness was something new, and I suspected that it must have to do with whatever that old Savajun sorceress had given me to drink. 
 
    After the air had finished swirling in a complex, but invisible to the naked eye, pattern, it sort of gradually consolidated, the particles growing denser and denser and taking on color that deepened from faint and translucent into vivid and lifelike, to form the silk-robed, black-haired figure of Vera Carlisle. 
 
    I lunged at her. I hadn’t decided yet whether I was going to kiss her or strangle her, but that decision ended up being postponed for the time being, because my hands went right through her. She was just a projected illusion, not the real thing in the flesh and blood.   
 
    She smiled gently. “Did you think I trusted you that much?” 
 
    “In my experience, the least trustworthy people tend to trust others least,” I said. 
 
    “You always knew exactly what I was,” she said. “It’s not as though I deceived you about that.” 
 
    “But you still betrayed me to my enemies,” I said. “You tried to get me killed.”   
 
    “That was never my preferred outcome,” Vera asserted. “I knew there was a good chance you would still be able to fight your way out.” 
 
    “All for some lizard’s ball sack,” I scoffed. 
 
    “It was a newt, a very rare breed that is now thought to be extinct on every continent, and it wasn’t about the artefact itself, it was about the spell for immortality,” she retorted. “An immortality that I wished to share with you.” 
 
    “How awfully considerate of you,” I said. “But I do notice, you never included me in the decision-making process. Not much of a way to try to start an eternity with someone, is it?” 
 
    “I knew you never would have agreed to the plan,” she stated. 
 
    “Damn right I never would have agreed to the plan,” I spat. I pointed to the scar on my temple, just off to the side of my eyebrow. “And it wasn’t just the almost getting stabbed in the head part that I took a dislike to, Vera. The whole notion of immortality is a fool’s errand.” 
 
    “It’s not! It can be done. I know it can. There are so many references in the ancient texts. Almost every serious modern practitioner agrees that, theoretically--” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit whether it can be done or not,” I said. “The issue is whether it should be done.” 
 
    “Non-magic users, small-minded people who fear what our powers could be, they are the ones who try to impose artificial limits on us, to stunt our potential, under the guise of so-called morality,” Vera said scornfully. “I don’t care about what anyone thinks I ‘should’ or ‘should not’ do. I care about what I can do. And I know that I am capable of so much more. More than even you could imagine.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about public opinion, I’m talking about the laws of nature,” I said. “Even if you could be immortal, I don’t think it would turn out to be all it was cracked up to be. You and I and every poor fool out there, we’ve all got exactly one life each, and it’s our choice what to make of it, and it’s a matter of some urgency, since there’s only the one and death could come at any time. But if you cheated death? What would any of your choices mean anymore?” 
 
    “Just what they always have,” Vera replied as she paced back and forth across the bearskin rug and gestured with her hands to emphasize her points. “Even if you were infinite, every moment that you lived in would still be finite. You’d only have one chance to spend it, and then it would be gone. You might span the centuries, but the centuries themselves would move on, and the world wouldn’t be the same. So you could only build one life for yourself on the untamed Western frontier, just as we’re doing now. Before that, you could only have lived through the days of the Revolution once. Loyalist or patriot, your choice, but you’d have to make it, same as any mortal, and you couldn’t undo it. In fact, you’d live to see the true consequences of your choices in a way that we don’t now, so maybe they’d feel even more profound to you.” 
 
    “You’d outlive anyone you’d ever cared about,” I said. “Once it happened enough times, you’d grow too numb to care about any new people you met that might otherwise have meant something to you. And chances are, unless your accomplishments were one in a million, you’d outlive your own legacy, whatever imprint you had left on the world, time and again. You’d always feel obsolete in a senseless new age.” 
 
    “You’d never be obsolete,” Vera argued. “You’d have the wisdom of the ages to pass down to every next generation that surrounded you.” 
 
    “I suppose, and then they’d burn you at the stake for being a witch or a heretic,” I said. “People are ungrateful, you know.” 
 
    “Who gives a damn?” she asked. “You wouldn’t die anyway.” 
 
    “So, an eternity being burnt alive, that sounds rather like another concept I’ve heard of,” I said. 
 
    “Any hell that you suffered would eventually end,” Vera said. “And once you’d lived long enough, no torment would feel like it lasted any longer than the blink of an eye. Any person who ever opposed or displeased you, you would watch them wither away into dust without ever having to lift a finger.” 
 
    “That sounds like a rather petty reason for wanting to live forever,” I remarked. 
 
    “If I lived forever, think what I could accomplish with magic,” Vera said. “More than any sorcerer has ever dreamt of. My legacy would never die, Hal. I would reshape the very world.” 
 
    “If any gods exist, I sure hope they are sensible enough not to give you the chance,” I said. 
 
    “You think the world is perfect as it is, then?” she demanded. Her dark brown eyes flashed. Vera could lie through her teeth with the best of them, when she was in a composed and calculating state of mind, but when she was talking about a subject that really mattered to her, it had always been hard for her to conceal the grandeur of her passions. 
 
    “I don’t think any good could come of meddling with it,” I said. “And I don’t think that any one man, or woman, has the right to shape it to his or her own preferences.” 
 
    “You kill people for a living, Hal, why do you keep insisting on lecturing me about right or wrong?” 
 
    “What I do doesn’t fundamentally change a damn thing about the world,” I said. “It’s part of how nature works. When I kill, I don’t think of myself as a god. I am nothing more than the stronger of two animals at a given time and place. At some other time, another animal stronger than me might come along and devour me. That’s just how it is, and I accept it.” 
 
    “But you don’t have to accept it!” Vera exclaimed. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be very sporting to be an assassin for hire if I were immortal, would it now?” I asked. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Hal, you could change trades,” she scoffed. “Has that thought never occurred to you?” 
 
    “Sure it has, it’s just never been very appealing,” I replied. 
 
    “I think you’re hiding from your true destiny,” she said. “Your own power, your own potential, it terrifies you.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, not every long-lost prince is suffering some kind of existential crisis over his identity,” I said. “I happen to be quite happy as a sellsword. The lifestyle suits me.” 
 
    “You need to think bigger!” 
 
    “Like Gorander?” I scoffed. “Your ambitious husband-to-be?” 
 
    “I know you think he’s a monster--” 
 
    “And a pretentious fool.” 
 
    “But he has promised to hunt down the remains of the Alemanian Newt for me, once his palace is complete,” Vera declared. 
 
    “You still haven’t learned your lesson,” I sighed, “even after your last attempt to obtain those lizard nuts cost you everything?” 
 
    “Which means that I have nothing left to lose,” Vera stated as she stood absolutely still and stared me in the eye. “Do I?” 
 
    “Your sanity,” I said. “You do know, history hasn’t exactly been kind to sorcerers who have become obsessed with spells beyond their reach? Immortality, gold, the resurrection of loved ones… it’s up there with the most classic of pitfalls, Vera. I’d think there are a sufficient number of cautionary tales for you to refer to without feeling the need to turn yourself into one.” 
 
    “That was true of all the explorers who failed to reach the fabled New World, until one succeeded,” Vera replied with a stubborn tilt of her chin. She turned, walked a few steps, and sat down on top of thin air. From the way she arranged her body, I realized there must be a chair wherever the real Vera was, although there wasn’t one in the corresponding location in my room.  
 
    “Look here, what do you want?” I asked. “You knew I was never going to chase immortality with you, and that I didn’t take kindly to you trying to sacrifice me for a pair of lizard balls.” 
 
    “Newt. And I thought you would understand. Even if you didn’t agree with my decision.” 
 
    “I understand that you’re not to be trusted, and that there are no lines you won’t cross.” 
 
    “What I want is you,” she breathed. She got up from the invisible chair and walked over to face me where I sat on my footstool. I could see her, every familiar detail of her exotic beauty, but there was no trace of her familiar scent, a combination of pine, vanilla, and spices. She leaned over me and planted her hands on either side of me. Her nose was practically touching mine. 
 
    I shoved her away. Of course, my hands just went through her and caused her image to waver, but she understood the gesture, sighed, and walked back over to the chair. I felt relieved and disappointed at the same time. 
 
    “Even if you hadn’t tried to sell my life to get the ingredients for the spell, even if you had just innocently found them in a field, don’t you realize what a violation it would have been to impose immortality on me when you knew I wouldn’t want it?” I asked.  
 
    “You’d have come around eventually,” she said unrepentantly. 
 
    “Get out,” I said. “I want nothing to do with you. Scurry back to your master.” 
 
    “He’s not my master, he’s my partner in sorcery, and nothing else. Why, are you jealous?” 
 
    “No,” I said honestly. “You’re using him, and he’s using you, with a false promise of a lizard nut sack that he doesn’t even have and never will. I don’t see any reason to be jealous. I do see every reason to be amused.” 
 
    “You won’t be so amused tomorrow afternoon,” Vera said. “He will kill you. He told me that he only plans to allow you one day. And since you’re rejecting my attempt to help you, I will stand by and watch.” 
 
    “Oh, I can laugh at my own death as much as anyone’s,” I assured her. “Unlike you. Death laughs at you, watching your desperate attempts to thwart it, when it will inevitably catch up with you no matter how many lovers you betray or how many sorcerers you serve or how many lizard parts you scour the earth for.” 
 
    “You say you don’t fear death, but you’re willing to surrender to it,” Vera said. “I don’t fear it either, but I don’t accept that it must be all-powerful. I will fight back and I will defeat it.”  
 
    “Good luck with that, doll,” I muttered. 
 
    “I will remember you, and I will miss you,” she said. “Enjoy your supper. The servants will bring it shortly.” Then she wavered and vanished in a shimmer of scattering particles. 
 
    Theo snorted. I shared his sentiment on the matter. 
 
    Vera and I couldn’t even share one lifetime together without literally trying to kill each other. I didn’t know how that madwoman thought we could share an eternity. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything to be gained by lingering, do you?” I asked Theo. “Vera’s spoken her piece. We listened. No one’s going to change their minds.” 
 
    I needed to get out of this hideously mismatched room, and from there, out of Gorander’s palace without running into any more of those maggot-filled, flesh-eating demons, or at least not more of them than I could manage to destroy single handedly. And then I would camp out somewhere nearby and plot a way to battle the two sorcerers on my own terms instead of theirs, now that I knew more about the layout of their fortress, and the kind of army that manned it. 
 
    “A nice meal,” Theo suggested. “I heard Vera say ‘supper.’” 
 
    I sighed, looked around, and spotted a basket of apples on a pearl-inlaid tabletop that had probably been left there just for him. I didn’t doubt that they were safe to eat. Vera and Gorander had absolutely nothing to gain by poisoning my horse. I reached over, grabbed one, and tossed it to him. He caught it in his teeth and started crunching. 
 
    Meanwhile I walked over and tried the door. Locked. So much for being treated like honored guests. 
 
    I looked over at Theo and pointed at the door. While still munching on his apple with a dissatisfied sulk on his face, he trotted over and obligingly reared up and kicked it. It burst out of the frame and crashed to the floor. I saw that the oaken door was so thick that it was very unlikely I would have been able to produce the same effect with my shoulder. I guessed Vera and Gorander probably hadn’t really considered that consequence of allowing my horse to room with me. 
 
    As was my habit every time I stepped into a new, potentially hostile situation, I placed my hand on the hilt of my sword right before I crossed the threshold of the room. 
 
    My hand closed on empty air. 
 
    I looked down at the sheath. The hilt protruded from it, just as it should have. Once again, this time staring at my own hand, I slowly and deliberately attempted to grasp the hilt.  
 
    My fingers went right through it. 
 
    It was an illusion. When Vera came up and invaded my personal space so brazenly, she had apparently seized the opportunity to steal my sword. I had no idea how she had done that, having been an insubstantial illusion herself at the time. It was possibly the cleverest bit of magic I’d ever seen her perform. I was enraged. I was also impressed. 
 
    “You never could keep your hands off my sword, could you?” I called out into the empty hallway.  
 
    There was no response. There weren’t even any guards posted outside. Maybe that was because the pair of sorcerers had been dedicated to keeping up the awfully flimsy pretense that we were guests, not prisoners. Or maybe it was because the palace was filled with the eyes and ears of their demon servants, and they weren’t worried because they didn’t think we’d get far regardless, especially now that Vera had robbed me of my sword. 
 
    Theo followed me out into the hallway in a clatter of hooves and a smacking of lips as he swallowed the last bits of his apple. I swung up onto his back. 
 
    I didn’t have my sword, or even the tomahawk, anymore, but I still had one weapon. I still had my mind and my own kind of magic. And Theo and I had the advantage of the element of surprise against our enemies, who had apparently thought we’d sit peacefully, eat the snacks they brought us, and twiddle our thumbs waiting to be executed. Well, Gorander and his other servants had the excuse of a very limited acquaintance with the two of us, but truth be told, I was a little insulted that Vera hadn’t reckoned on more trouble.  
 
    “Let’s get the hell out of here,” I commanded my horse.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    I didn’t know the way out of Gorander’s palace, but it was fairly evident from the cool, damp quality of the air alone that our luxurious room had been situated on one of the lower levels, possibly even underground like a dungeon. So the first thing to do was to move up. There was a set of stairs to the left, and a few shafts of light cut down across it, as if inviting us in that direction. Out on the hot and dusty plains, the harsh sun usually felt like the enemy, but right now I couldn’t imagine anything better than being back at its mercy. 
 
    Theo groaned audibly as I led him toward the stairs. Like most horses, he hated them. 
 
    “What if I break a leg?” he inquired. 
 
    “Then I guess you’ll have to stay here,” I said. “Don’t worry. Savajuns hate talking animals, but most sorcerers quite value them. A very prestigious accessory for them, you see.”  
 
    “Prestigious accessory?” Theo muttered. “Well, if I do fall, I’ll be sure to crush you.” 
 
    “A nice way to repay all my years of tender care, protection, and stalwart companionship,” I remarked sarcastically. “And may I add, an act of treason against the crown.” 
 
    “Oh, now all of a sudden you give a damn about that?” Theo demanded as he placed a hoof on the first stair. 
 
    “No, I just know that for some inexplicable reason you do, and I prefer to keep all my limbs intact,” I replied. “Actually, I do know why you care. It’s because you still like to think of yourself as a royal horse. Even though you’ve been roughing it on the frontier for almost the last two decades.” 
 
    “That’s because I am not some dumb beast of burden whose only memories are instinctual associations,” Theo said haughtily with a stomp of his hoof for emphasis. “I know exactly what I am, and I consider it one of my sacred duties not to let you forget exactly what you are.” 
 
    “Halston Hale, swiftest sword in the West,” I declared. 
 
    “More like biggest or smallest sword in the West,” Theo scoffed. 
 
    “Big enough for every mare I meet, right?” I snickered, and Theo just huffed. 
 
    And with that, we were at the top of the stairs, and we fell silent to avoid being detected by any unfriendly ears, although I was sorely tempted to make a patronizing remark about Theo’s reluctance to climb the stairs. 
 
    We found ourselves inside a dim tunnel of stone walls that resounded with a faint dripping sound, just like the one we had previously been led down. I ran my hand along one of the walls as we walked, just in case there turned out to be a gap concealed by illusion, but the stones seemed to be completely solid, so I concluded that at least an extensive part of this tunnel network had genuinely been built, I suppose by the enslaved residents of Fairhollow who had then been sent off to mine for potencium.  
 
    At the end of the first hall, there was a fork. The right and left branches looked virtually identical, and both stretched on into darkness.  
 
    Theo and I looked at each other, and we took a breath.  
 
    “Right,” Theo said at the exact same moment as I said, “Left.” The lack of any assailants lying in wait for us as we proceeded down the hall had emboldened us enough to start talking again, although not loudly. 
 
    “I’m holding the reins,” I pointed out, which I was, although said reins had been sliced in half from when I freed Theo from the post outside the Savajun chief’s lodge. 
 
    “I’m bigger than you,” Theo pointed out, which was hard to deny. 
 
    Truth be told, I didn’t care which way we went. I had just picked a direction at random. 
 
    “Right it is,” I said cheerfully as I tugged Theo by the reins in the direction he had picked, also presumably at random. “You know this means you’re responsible for wherever we end up, right?” 
 
    “You’re responsible for us being in this place to begin with,” Theo pointed out. “No one hired us to kill Gorander. So why are we trying to do it?” 
 
    “It’s going to be our best paid job yet,” I said. “Even though we’ll have to wait to be hired for it after it’s completed, and the clients get their wits back. At least, I hope they’ll get their wits back.” 
 
    “You didn’t somehow know that Vera was going to be here, did you?” Theo asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I had no idea,” I answered honestly. “If I had, I wouldn’t have come.” 
 
    “Why?” Theo asked. “Because you think she’s more powerful than you? Or because you don’t think you can bring yourself to harm her?” 
 
    “Neither,” I said. “Because coming here is exactly what she would have wanted me to do.” 
 
    We were approaching another set of stairs. It led up, so I figured that was promising, and we were headed in generally the right direction. 
 
    Then, my hand, which I had continued to run absentmindedly along the wall, suddenly plunged through empty air, and I almost stumbled and fell. I pulled Theo to a halt and he turned his massive head to watch as I stuck my hand in and out through what appeared to be impeccably mortared granite stones. 
 
    I got down on my knees and moved over by a few feet so that, on the off chance that someone had been watching my disembodied hand emerge into the room on the other side of the wall, at least my head wouldn’t appear in the exact place where they expected it, and I’d be less likely to get immediately shot with an arrow or bludgeoned in the skull. Then I poked my head through the illusory wall to see what laid on the other side. 
 
    It was a library. A quiet one with towering shelves that cast long shadows, crammed full of scrolls and leather tomes that must have numbered in the thousands. It was possible that Gorander was using more illusion magic to make his library collection look more impressive than it really was, but it was also possible that he really had collected that many texts over the course of his lifetime.  
 
    Sorcerers were voracious readers, particularly the ambitious ones. Often they were apprenticed to other sorcerers, but the only way for them to surpass their teachers was by gaining more knowledge from books. Ancient and forgotten knowledge. Obscure and overlooked knowledge. Dangerous and forbidden knowledge. Well, uninformed experimentation was also an option for expanding one’s magical abilities, but that tended to be an ill-advised option which as often as not resulted in the experimenter’s premature death. 
 
    Since I was no sorcerer, I wouldn’t be able to utilize any of the information in most books of magic directly, unless they just so happened to pertain to my particular rather obscure ability. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t curious. 
 
    I picked up one of the books and saw that it was entitled, “A Most Complete Bestiary Part VIII.” I flipped open to a random page and saw an illustration of a unicorn. It was large and white, as muscular as Theo, and its lowered horn dripped blood. The creature appeared to be scowling. 
 
    “Think this is real?” I showed Theo the illustration. 
 
    “Hmm,” he snuffled the page with interest. “I dunno, but I’d fuck her.” 
 
    “You… what?” I asked. “You meet nice mares all the time, and you’re telling me this is what you’re into? I didn’t even realize it was a female unicorn, but if it is, she looks like a bloody psychopath.” 
 
    Theo didn’t answer and just looked at me pointedly. 
 
    “Vera’s not-- she didn’t-- well, fine you are right, but never mind,” I grumbled. We stalked quietly down that aisle of books, as quietly as Theo was capable of anyway. I didn’t hear or see any movement besides our own. 
 
    I grabbed another book with a vivid green spine that caught my eye and checked the title. “The Architectural Achievements of Iberos during the Tanamoor Period.” I flipped open to a random page which illustrated the evolution of various shapes of windows and described the symbolism of each. It wasn’t a book of sorcery at all. I guessed that perhaps some of Gorander’s research wasn’t dedicated to magic, it was dedicated to monarchs of the past and various aspects of their lifestyles, since he seemed so obsessed with emulating them himself. Based on the hedge maze I’d seen outside, I was willing to bet that he also had a book or two on the palace gardens of the eighteenth century Gallioque emperors. 
 
    “Pretentious fuck,” I snorted under my breath. Then my horse and I continued on our way through the dusty library. 
 
    As we walked, it felt like the shadows cast by the bookshelves intensified. It wasn’t that they got longer or darker. They just… intensified. And I started to hear, or at least think that I heard, a very, very faint, rhythmic wheezing sound, like labored breathing. 
 
    I glanced over at Theo to see his reaction to these environmental signals that were so subtle I wasn’t sure whether I was just imagining them. He was continuing to put one hoof in front of the other and stare stiffly ahead, but the whites of his eyes were showing, and his lips were pulled back from his gums. So, he felt it too and was in a state of barely repressed panic. 
 
    I took another few steps, one, two, three, while I focused on my surroundings with all of my senses. I think it was ultimately my sixth sense that pointed me to the left. I grabbed a thick book at face level, pulled it from the shelf, and found myself staring through the gap straight at a mouth full of sharp yellow spindly teeth. 
 
    I reacted instinctively. I grabbed ahold of the heavy wooden bookshelf, which was probably about eight feet high, and enlarged it to about twelve feet high, which was as big as I could make it. That made it too heavy for me to push over on my own. 
 
    “Push!” I yelled to Theo as I rammed my shoulder into the bookshelf. He reared up and slammed his front hooves down onto it at the same time. 
 
    Hundreds of books and scrolls, many of them probably older than the whole damn kingdom, went flying as the now even more massive bookshelf creaked in protest like some kind of ancient tree being sawed down and finally tipped over and crashed down into the aisle to our left. 
 
    The bookshelf had grown so tall that it knocked into the neighboring bookshelf, which proceeded to tip left as well, thus striking the next bookshelf, which then struck the next, and so on and so forth. There were about ten more shelves that toppled over within the space of a few seconds, all with resounding crashes. If Theo and my whereabouts hadn’t been known before, they were now. Throughout how much of the palace, I didn’t know. That probably depended on how good the demons’ communication network with each other was. I didn’t know if they had some kind of supernatural connection to Gorander or to each other or not that enabled them to pass messages.  
 
    But Theo and I had an even more immediate concern than the gathering horde that might be on its way to the library. Namely, the demons that were already there in the room with us. I heard an angry hissing when the first shelf fell, then I could see the misshapen white heads and limbs and dark red robes of three or four demons protruding from the spaces between the shelves and the pile of texts. A few were still moving, but others weren’t, and wriggling black maggots spilled out across the already chaotic heap. It occurred to me that they looked a bit like the words of evil books come to life and escaped from the pages. 
 
    The closest demons had either been instantly crushed to, I don’t know whether death was the right word for them exactly, but at least into an incapacitated state, or they had been trapped by the bookshelf and couldn’t get out at least for the few minutes that it would take for it to shrink back down to its rightful size. But from all corners of the library, I could now see about a dozen more of them gliding toward us through the fallen shelves, their drowned grub faces glowing white in the shadows. 
 
    And I didn’t have a weapon. Vera had taken my sword from me. 
 
    “Stay close to me,” I warned Theo. 
 
    “Wasn’t going anywhere,” he replied. He was really too large and impressive a creature for any sound that emerged from his throat to be described as a squeak, but if that hadn’t been the case, I probably would have described his tone of voice in that moment as a squeak. 
 
    I pulled the belt from my pants and whipped the buckle end at the face of the first demon to reach us. It hissed angrily almost like a cat as the buckle struck it in the face, with no apparent effect. Their skin seemed sort of soggy like dough, and I didn’t know if minor cuts affected them, although significant enough rents in their skin evidently allowed enough of the maggots that seemed to animate them to spill out that they became inert.  
 
    Another demon came at me from behind, I sort of sensed it rather than heard it, which I think may have had something to do with my heightened awareness from the lingering effects of Walks with Spirits’ brew, and I spun and kicked it. The demons were so dried out and withered that they seemed to weigh a lot less than humans of the same size would have, and the creature flew backward over a bookshelf to land in a pile of books crawling with tiny gleaming black larvae. 
 
    Then I lashed out at the first one again with my belt. This time, it seemed to be expecting the move, and latched onto my belt with its mummified white hands. I yanked it toward me, dropped the belt, and grabbed onto its bald head as its red hood fell off. The texture of the demon’s head was a lot like the appearance suggested, and it sort of squelched in an extremely unpleasant manner in my hands. I twisted it with all my might, and the head popped off and the ragged neck stump spurted maggots at me. I cried out and hastily spat out the few that had hurtled into my mouth. 
 
    I looked but didn’t immediately see where my belt had fallen. It must have been underneath either one of the demon’s corpses, some of the books that had shifted in one of the small avalanches caused by each of our movements, or the growing sea of glistening black maggots. So instead, I grabbed the heaviest book that I saw, which was clasped shut with a metal lock, and enlarged it even more to weigh about ten pounds. 
 
    Then I swung it with all my might and bludgeoned the next demon in the head with it. It crashed down. I don’t know if it was dead exactly, because it seemed necessary to open their skin in order to destroy them, but as soon as the demon fell, Theo reared up with a whinny and then he crashed down with his full weight and frenziedly battered its ribcage with his hooves. That tore its chest open, and the black swarm spilled out, which Theo continued to stomp on as if he thought he could pulverize it, even though we could have stayed in that library for a year and still not had enough time to eradicate every last maggot. 
 
    He didn’t stop until I had bludgeoned another demon to make it fall before his hooves, and then he moved on to that second one. In that manner, we worked our way through several more of our attackers. Not every blow that I struck was effective. An oversized book was an extremely clumsy weapon to wield, with no good place to grip it from, but even when I didn’t have a good chance to strike, I was able to use it as a shield from the demon’s jagged needle teeth and prevent myself from receiving any more bites. 
 
    Eventually, only two demons remained in the room, that I could see anyway, and I didn’t think there were any more hidden in the shadows between the towering shelves because then they probably would have emerged by then to reinforce their brethren. I could see one of them sneaking up behind Theo with the apparent intention to sink his jaws into my horse’s glossy black neck. I hurled a book at him as I yelled to Theo to watch out. The book whacked the demon in the forehead and bought Theo the extra moment he needed to turn, perceive the threat, and trample the threat to the floor. 
 
    Meanwhile, the last demon standing swooped down on me. I grabbed the nearest book, rammed a corner into his open mouth, and then enlarged it until his pure black eyes bulged out of his head and I heard the crack of his jaw dislocating. I think he would have been screaming, except that the book wedging his mouth open prevented any vocalization from being formed.  
 
    I punched him in the face, a face that was even more grotesquely distorted than before due to the book that was embedded in it. Then, as I watched him fall, I noticed the gold glint of my belt buckle right next to him. As I used up books as weapons, I had inadvertently cleared enough of them away to reveal where my belt had landed. I grabbed it, enlarged it, and used the edge of the buckle to saw through the demon’s throat and let the inky stream of maggots spill out. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get out of here before more of them show up,” I said as I swung up onto Theo’s back. I could run pretty fast, but not compared to my Friesian. “If we keep on the move, hopefully we can evade most of them until we find an exit.” 
 
    Theo didn’t have to be told twice. He started galloping through the quiet, dusty aisles formed by the shelves full of countless books until we saw the opposite door leading out of the library. 
 
    “Nice kicking back there, by the way,” I remarked. Combat wasn’t Theo’s specialty, but desperate times called for desperate measures, and he had more than risen to the occasion.   
 
    “If you’d kept better track of your sword, then maybe I wouldn’t have to do your dirty work for you,” Theo sniffed in reply. I took the snideness as a good sign that he was still feeling at least somewhat like his usual self, in spite of our rather unpleasant circumstances. 
 
    Then he barreled out into a new hallway. Everything in it was made of white marble veined with the palest silver. 
 
    About twenty feet away, a figure stood in the middle of the hallway facing us. It was a woman, a terrifyingly beautiful woman wrapped in a green silk robe. Her thick, glossy, raven’s wing black hair cascaded to her waist. Mysterious runes swirled across her dark skin. Her black eyes were cold, and a smile that could only be described as vicious curved her luscious lips. 
 
    “Hello again, darling,” Vera said. “Don’t tell me you planned to waltz off without saying goodbye?” 
 
    Her words reminded me suddenly and unexpectedly of Lucinda Fairfax, who’d said something very similar that morning in her family stable back in Richcreek. But the two beautiful women couldn’t have been more different. One a spoiled, prissy redhead who’d never really had to do any more than stomp her little foot or bat her lashes in order to get her way, and whose ambition didn’t stretch much beyond being the prettiest and wealthiest woman in her town-- and the other a lonely, brooding child, accepted as neither one race nor the other and ostracized as a freak for her magic besides, who’d grown up into the human equivalent of a hurricane who yearned to bend the laws of nature with her powers, and was willing to murder or worse in order to do it. And Vera now, unlike Lucinda on that memorable morning, probably had other, less pleasant plans on her mind than just jumping my bones and fucking my brains out. Although if I were a gambling man, I’d bet that that thought had indeed crossed her mind. But unfortunately it probably wasn’t foremost. 
 
    “Vera, you and I said our goodbyes a long time ago,” I told her, and we both knew I didn’t mean in that room downstairs half an hour ago. 
 
    “A nice goodbye that was,” she said. “You cut my arm off, as I recall.” 
 
    “You’ve done a real fine job with it,” I said. “I can’t even hardly tell.” I couldn’t tell whatsoever that either arm had ever been injured, as a matter of fact, but I knew that if I implied there was some slight lingering imperfection, it would irk Vera to no end. 
 
    “I’ve glamored over the scar,” she replied as her catlike black eyes narrowed. “But that doesn’t mean you didn’t leave one, Hal. Maybe the scar runs deep into my soul?” 
 
    “If you’re trying to make me feel guilty, I’d say that’s a bit hypocritical of you,” I said. “And also, guilt isn’t really in my repertoire of emotions. Yours either, come to think of it.” 
 
    “I don’t want your guilt, what use would I have for that?” she asked. “I just want you to clearly remember all the offenses for which I am about to exact my vengeance.” 
 
    “Ahem,” Theo said. “I request to remind the fair lady that I, Emperor Theodosius the First, have done nothing to offend her and therefore do not merit inclusion in the aforementioned vengeance.” 
 
    “Ah, Theo, you know that I hold a great affection for you,” Vera sighed, “but alas, you have repeatedly aided and abetted my enemy over the course of the past few years.” 
 
    “Under coercion,” Theo said. “Have you not noticed the spurs he’s wearing? Evidence of my condition of abject slavery--” 
 
    “Theo, are you trying to tell me that everything you have done in Hal’s service has been against your will?” Vera inquired. 
 
    “… Every action I have taken in Hal’s service that has displeased you, my lady,” Theo answered craftily. 
 
    “So, given the means and the opportunity, you would naturally prefer to serve myself, and by extension, Lord Gorander?” Vera asked sweetly as she crossed her arms beneath her perfect breasts. 
 
    Theo shifted nervously and took a few inadvertent steps sideways. 
 
    “Well, I’m not particularly well acquainted with this sorcerous overlord of yours, you know,” he hedged. 
 
    “A closer acquaintance could certainly be arranged,” Vera said with amusement. 
 
    Theo’s head whipped around to peer at the hallway behind us. I think he intended for the movement to be subtle but his size meant that all of his movements were pretty much the opposite of subtle. 
 
    “Why, my dear equine friend, I hope you don’t think you can outrun me,” Vera purred. 
 
    “I know for a fact that I can,” Theo asserted. 
 
    “You’re so literal-minded,” Vera sighed. 
 
    Then she fixed her gaze at a point some twenty feet behind us, made a series of almost insect-like clicking and hissing noises with her tongue, and flung out her hand as if she were miming throwing a ball. I heard a loud whoosh like a flag billowing out in the wind, and a second later I could feel the heat behind us. My intention was not to give Vera the satisfaction of turning around and just keep my most unimpressed stare trained on her, but I didn’t have a choice in the matter, because the thousand-pound horse under me immediately wheeled around so that we both found ourselves staring into the blazing wall of fire that my temperamental ex-lover had just conjured up. 
 
    The brilliant flames stretched from floor to ceiling and left no possible gap for a body to slip through. Which didn’t even make any sense, because marble, as far as I knew, wasn’t flammable, and every inch of this hall appeared to be made of it. But I didn’t know whether this particular variety of sorcerous flame could be sustained without earthly fuel, or whether the flame was just an illusion, although the sensation of heat in addition to the visual did decrease that likelihood, or whether the flame was quite real, and the marble was an illusion, and the hall was actually made of kindling. I may have been something of a gambling man, but not enough of one to want to put Vera’s barrier to the test. 
 
    Theo turned back around, but now I could feel his muscles trembling slightly beneath me. He always tried to maintain his composure and behave rationally, but horses were nervous creatures by nature, and Theo’s superior intellect couldn’t quite overcome that. 
 
    “You could surrender, Hal,” Vera said softly. “It doesn’t have to be like this. If you can prove yourself useful to Lord Gorander, and earn our trust, then you and Theo can both reside here with every conceivable luxury in the world at your disposal. You won’t have to keep dueling desperados and axing people’s unwanted relatives just to ensure your next meal.” 
 
    “Funny thing to offer me,” I said. “The exact lifestyle that I was already born into and didn’t care for, that made me decide that dueling desperados and axing people’s unwanted relatives seemed like a more appealing destiny.” 
 
    “The sorcerers at your father’s court were pathetically weak in comparison to the two of us,” Vera replied. “We can give you so much more than the kings of the past and present ever dreamed of. I can give you more. I can give you--” 
 
    “Immortality courtesy of newt testicles, I know,” I interrupted. “I reckon that’s the first quest you’d want to send me off on, if you had me in your service.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to be my servant, Hal,” she said as she took a few steps closer to us.  
 
    Theo reflexively backed away, then the intensified heat reminded him of why that wasn’t a good idea, and he gave a disgruntled snort under his breath.  
 
    Vera seemed to recognize his discomfort and halted, still a good fifteen feet away. Every step closer she had taken heightened the tantalizing details of her face and figure, though. She was just as excruciatingly beautiful as I remembered her in my dreams. The interplay of sharpness and softness. Her chiseled, angular face, with those plush lips. Her hard, lean, muscled body, with the ripe curves. The pitch blackness of her hair, and the wavy, rumpled texture. The runic tattoos, in certain light conditions so stark against her skin, and in others almost unnoticeable, only a shade darker and redder than her complexion.   
 
    “What exactly would I be, then?” I asked. 
 
    “My mate,” she said. “But not just that. My equal in power. Lord Gorander is not to be underestimated. I have never encountered a sorcerer of his stature before. The choice is to join him, or be conquered by him. But you and I have our own gifts, and we could rule by his side. As a triumvirate.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m more of a lone rider type,” I said. 
 
    “No matter how many times we part ways, Hal, destiny always seems to bring us back together,” Vera said as she stared intently at my face. 
 
    “Yeah, destiny is kind of a bitch that way,” I agreed. 
 
    “It must be for a reason,” Vera insisted as she ignored my interpretation of her observation. “This reason. So that we can build an empire together. An eternal empire. So that we can be gods together. We are meant to be.” 
 
    “You know, Vera, historically speaking, things never turn out so good for humans who start to think of themselves as gods,” I said. 
 
    “You’re not ambitious enough, Hal, that’s your problem,” Vera said after a pause. 
 
    “Actually, it’s my strength,” I said. “It’s what’s kept me alive and free all these years.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I’m afraid that ends now,” Vera sighed as she flexed her hands. “Unless you can bring yourself to appreciate the bigger picture.” 
 
    “I guess if you were going to threaten me, this would be the most prudent time to do it,” I said. “When I’m not armed.” 
 
    “What good do you think a sword would do you against magic?” Vera scoffed. 
 
    “I’m still alive,” I pointed out. “And no one who’s ever tried to use magic against me can say the same. Well, except for one.” 
 
    “I am perpetually exceptional, aren’t I,” Vera purred. “Very well. If it would make you feel better about all this… I suppose I could give you your sword back.” 
 
    I watched her with interest, because she wasn’t holding a sword, didn’t have one strapped to her waist, and considering how clingy the fabric of her green silk robe was, there certainly wasn’t any room for her to be hiding one on her person. She seemed to understand my look of puzzlement, smiled, and extended her hand into empty air. I wondered if she thought I was dumb enough to fall for the illusion of a sword materializing into her hand. To make solid steel actually materialize like that would require a godlike level of power that I knew she didn’t have. Elements, like wind, water, or the wall of fire crackling behind me, were different. Those were powerful spells, to be sure, but they weren’t impossible. Elements were sort of more… malleable than other kinds of physical objects, more prone to suggestion, because they had an inherent compulsion to change constantly, and the whims of humans seemed to them as good a pretext as any. 
 
    But a sword didn’t materialize in her hand. Instead, one of the silver-veined white marble walls beside her wavered, and a red-robed demon glided through it, with my unsheathed sword held horizontally across its outstretched hands. It offered up the sword to Vera, who grasped it by the hilt. Then she waved her hand, and the demon bowed, turned, and departed back the same way it had come. 
 
    “Charming pets you keep around here,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “They have their uses,” she replied with a smirk. She was clearly quite pleased with herself for her ability to control the demons, which I supposed she well should be. That was advanced magic indeed. And extremely risky and ill-advised, for the simple reason that a sorcerer’s control over any such creatures rarely lasted forever, and once the spell was broken, well, the creatures were often not too pleased about how they had been used. 
 
    “The werewolves,” I said. “That was you, too?” I nudged Theo’s flank with my heel and wiggled it a bit in the hope that he would understand my intention, which was to charge forward, snatch the sword from Vera, while knocking her down if we had to, and then escape through the permeable wall next to her before she had a chance to summon more demons, ignite more walls of fire, or generally hinder us in any other way. 
 
    “That was really more Gorander’s idea,” the raven-haired beauty sighed as she fondled the hilt of my sword in what I suspected to be a deliberately suggestive manner. “With their appetites, and the fact that they’re only fully functional on one day of the month, I just don’t think they’re worth their keep. But it’s true that we had an urgent need for more potencium, and the mine just wasn’t producing it fast enough.” 
 
    “So, the sword?” I prompted her. I didn’t think she was actually going to yield it up, just like that. But I wanted to know what her game with it was, exactly. 
 
    “I will give it to you, on one condition,” Vera replied. Now she held it upright before her, in both hands, elbows bent and the blade dividing her chest and face in half. It was a solemn, ceremonious pose, but when Vera adopted it, it looked mocking somehow. She had a way of making almost any gesture look ironic. 
 
    “What condition is that?” I asked. 
 
    “That you come and take it,” Vera answered. On either side of my shining silver blade, I could see the two sides of her mouth curve upward into a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” I muttered, and jabbed my heels in hard enough that, with or without spurs, there was no chance that Theo could mistake my meaning. 
 
    Theo charged. In fact, he took off so fast that I nearly lost my seat. As we bore down on Vera, I actually thought for an instant that she was about to be crushed to death beneath my stallion’s hooves, so fast that not only would I have no chance to do anything about it, but Theo’s own momentum was such that he couldn’t have stopped in time if he wanted to. I didn’t feel either gladness or horror at the prospect, just a sort of disbelief, and maybe under that a fear of the unknown. The unknown being an existence in which I wasn’t shadowed at every turn by the scheming of this treacherous, wild-hearted sorceress, in which my carefree days weren’t punctuated by the chaos that her sudden reappearance seemed to introduce. 
 
    But as it turned out, that was going to remain an unknown at least for the immediate future. Vera sort of flickered, and then instead of being a gory splatter beneath Theo’s massive hooves, she was in the exact same position, hair unruffled, another ten feet down the hallway. She pointed the sword at me teasingly, as if to say, Your move. 
 
    Of course. An illusion. 
 
    But it wasn’t the same as when a projection of Vera had visited me in my cell. I didn’t know how to explain it exactly, but I could feel her in this hallway, here with me. Did her voice sound slightly different? More immediate somehow? Or was it the faintest whiff of her spicy forest scent? She wasn’t standing close enough for me to be able to smell her, so I was probably just imagining that. But even if I couldn’t identify which sign gave it away, I felt convinced that Vera was nearby. 
 
    I decided to test her further. I nudged Theo again with my heels. His ears pricked up in evident skepticism, but he obediently charged the curvaceous green-robed figure again. 
 
    This time, after we passed through the spot where she had been, she appeared lounging against the wall, her head tipped back lazily, and her long neck arched. My sword dangled at her side, its point resting on the floor. Vera let out a mocking laugh.  
 
    At first I thought that her laugh had sent a chill through me, but that didn’t make sense. I had heard it countless times before and it never had that effect on me. Sometimes her laughter infuriated me, sometimes it utterly charmed me, but it had never chilled me. Even when she happened to be standing over a bloody corpse at the time, which was a scene that I had witnessed on a couple of occasions. I knew Vera so well that I always felt like I shared in her amusement to some extent, because I always understood the reason she was laughing, and the subtle distinctions in tone between her various kinds of laughter, in a way that no stranger could.  
 
    Then I realized what the sensation of cold actually indicated. The wall of fire behind me had gone out. I didn’t think Vera would give Theo and me an escape route on purpose, so that meant that her magical capacity had been too strained and she hadn’t been able to sustain it. Simply projecting an illusion of herself didn’t require that much effort for Vera. So she must have been doing something more complicated than that. 
 
    I got an idea. 
 
    I placed my hand on Theo’s back, swung my leg over, and slowly dismounted. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he hissed through his long horse teeth. His tail was swishing in agitation. 
 
    In response, I just patted his shoulder, both to reassure him and to instruct him to stay where he was. 
 
    Then, I closed my eyes and started walking. 
 
    I didn’t call out to Vera to try to get her talking to reveal her location, because that would have been too obvious a ploy, and she probably would have just cast her voice somewhere else to distract me. Gorander was, evidently, even more powerful than she, but I didn’t think there was any sorcerer who could rival Vera in the particular art of illusion. 
 
    Instead I just focused on every sense other than vision. I listened. I could hear Theo’s heavy breathing, receding in the background as I walked forward. I could hear my own faint footsteps, no matter how softly I tried to tread, the soles of my boots were too rigid and the marble was too hard for the contact between them not to make a sound. From Vera, I heard a deliberate silence. No rustle of silk, no taunting words. That meant she was watching me closely and probably trying to figure out what I was up to. I also sniffed the air. I smelled smoke from the recently extinguished fire and I smelled the warm musty familiar smell of Theo, who was probably a bit sweatier than usual from anxiety. The hall itself had a faintly damp, cavernous scent. 
 
    I took several more steps forward and tried not to reveal any uncertainty in my movements or expression, even though for all I knew I was walking right past Vera, or she had already left. Then, finally, I thought I caught her woodsy scent, the exotic spices mingled with the freshness of pine. I turned slightly in the direction where it seemed strongest. I thought I could catch the sound of her shallow, restrained breathing then. I shouldn’t have been able to, given the distance between us, and the quietness of the sound. Human hearing wasn’t that acute. But I didn’t think I was purely human in that moment. The brew that was coursing through my veins, the power that had been lent to me by Walks with Spirits, it made me something more. I was a combination of human wit and beastly instinct, a ruthless and unstoppable hunter. 
 
    I took another step, and then another, confident of my prey now, able to visualize the bewilderment and disbelief that would cross her features as I continued to approach her precise location. 
 
    Cold steel pricked my throat. I halted, opened my eyes, and smiled. 
 
    Vera’s black almond-shaped eyes met mine. They were wide and a little frightened, not of me exactly, but of whatever force had empowered me to penetrate her shield of illusion. It had never once occurred to me to compare her eyes to a doe’s before, but they looked a little like that in that moment. And her arms, as they supported the outstretched sword, trembled a little, although that might have just been the exertion. 
 
    “How?” she whispered. 
 
    “I resorted to my other senses, since my eyes were deceiving me, or should I say, since you were deceiving my eyes,” I explained. “By making yourself invisible and projecting your image a few feet away at the same time, right? Or maybe you were delaying your image. Leaving it up in the place where you’d been last, about a minute or so behind your physical body. Something like that?” 
 
    “Your other senses aren’t keen enough,” Vera stated, with what sounded like annoyance now. Her statement was demonstrably false, although to be fair it would have been accurate under any other circumstances. Her face was turning white and strained with the effort of continuing to hold my sword at my throat. 
 
    “You couldn’t risk letting me attack you, even my unarmed self,” I continued, “but you also couldn’t resist really being here. Talking to me face to face. You thought that would make a difference somehow in your effort to convince me to join in this grand delusion of yours and Gorander’s. Even if I didn’t know the difference between the real you and a projection of you, you thought that maybe I would feel it. Or… ” 
 
    “Or what?” Vera hissed. 
 
    “Or, you just wanted to be near me,” I concluded with a grin. She bared her teeth in a snarl. I leaned back and jerked my hand up to pinch the edge of my blade between my fingertips. With a cry, Vera thrust my sword forward as if she really intended to skewer me through the throat, but it shrank as it went, so that the tip remained about two inches from my throat the whole time even as her lunge carried her forward by a yard, and the hilt turned to the size of a butter knife’s within her hands. When my sword was as small as I could make it, I released it from between my fingertips and flicked it as you would a coin. It spun out of Vera’s hands and clattered onto the marble floor with a sound like the ringing of a tiny bell. I bent down and plucked it up. As the hilt started swelling to fill my hand properly again, I whistled. 
 
    Theo clomped up to my side with a snort of amusement at Vera’s expense. I leapt up onto his back.  
 
    Vera, who was scowling furiously, raised her hand in preparation to cast some other spell that I was sure I wouldn’t like. 
 
    “No kiss goodbye this time, darling!” I yelled, and then Theo and I ran headlong at the same false section of wall that Vera’s demon servant had floated through before and passed through to the other side.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    To my surprise, when we passed through the wall, I immediately felt the cool breeze of the open plains. Theo and I were facing a textured green expanse that I realized was actually a wall of greenery, about ten feet tall. We were back outside in the hedge maze, and now it was evening, and the sorcerer’s elaborate garden had taken on an unearthly appearance. 
 
    “Run,” I said urgently to Theo. 
 
    “But you have a sword now, can’t you just chop her head off?” Theo asked. Which was a bit of a harsh suggestion considering that Vera had always seemed to be his favorite of my lovers, but my horse really, really didn’t like fire, or maggots, or demons, or being locked up, and I guess the day so far had probably worn on his nerves a bit. 
 
    “You know it’s not that simple,” I said and kicked his flanks with my heels. Whether out of reluctant obedience or pure reflex, he bolted through the corridor of greenery and took the first turn we reached, which was a right. 
 
    “Hal!” Vera’s voice called out from somewhere behind us. She’d followed us outside, as I knew she would. “Hal, come back.” 
 
    “Not that simple as in can’t, or won’t?” Theo snorted as he continued to run. 
 
    “Quiet,” I hissed.  
 
    “This is a very special maze, Hal,” Vera’s voice echoed through several rows of hedges, over the dull sound of Theo’s hooves pounding the dirt. I couldn’t tell exactly where she was, just that she was near, but not near enough to see us. I didn’t know how we hadn’t left her far behind by now, considering that she was on foot. There might have been a spell to make a human run as fast as a horse, but if so, I’d never heard of it. Although, I had heard of a natural magic user who could do just that without breaking a sweat. He was so scrawny and mild-mannered, however, that, fortunately for everyone else, he was far more liable to use his ability to flee than to chase others down. “Do you know what’s special about it?” 
 
    “I’ve got a feeling you’re going to tell me,” I muttered under my breath. Sure enough, a moment later, her smug voice rang out again.  
 
    “It’s enchanted,” she announced. “You can get in, but you can’t get out. It just keeps looping around and around and around. Just like you and me, lover. You’ll keep on seeing the same bend in the path, the same errant branch, the same straggling root, again and again and again, until you give up and return to the castle.” 
 
    Hmm. I wondered if that would hold true if I hacked the maze down, or burnt it to ashes. Although the latter, of course, wasn’t exactly a good option for someone still trapped inside it. Or perhaps I could climb over the hedges, but Theo couldn’t do that, and they were too high for him to jump. Maybe he could use brute force to crash directly through the branches, though. But if we used any of these tricks, would we just end up winning our way back into a replica of the same corridor we had just fought our way out of? 
 
    Theo slowed to a jog as we both probably realized that the next fork in the path we were approaching looked depressingly familiar. Last time we had gone right. This time we went left. Nonetheless, a few turns later, we were back at the same fork. Vera was a professional deceiver, but it seemed she was telling the truth about the nature of this maze. 
 
    “Surely you’re not afraid of little old me?” Vera sang out. “Halston Hale, the famous swordsman, with nerves of steel and the coldest eyes you’ve ever seen?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you, I just don’t want anything more to do with you,” I answered. 
 
    Vera didn’t respond to that one. I thought I heard the leaves rustle though as if something had disturbed them. 
 
    “Which way?” Theo asked me. We were at another fork in the maze, a fork that we’d seen several times before in the brief time since we exited Gorander’s palace. We had tried going left and we had tried going right but we always seemed to end up retreading familiar ground again no matter which direction we chose. 
 
    “Left, why the hell not,” I replied. “Then I’m going to try climbing on top of the--” 
 
    I stopped because, as Theo obediently veered left and we rounded the corner, we encountered a figure standing in our way. 
 
    It was Gorander. With his unexpectedly muscular frame absurdly wrapped in those ornate gold and purple robes, and that long, bony face of his, which it would have been a disservice to horsekind to describe as horselike. He was holding a golden scepter now set with a huge amethyst at the top. Some sorcerers liked to carry physical objects like that as a sort of tool to focus their powers mentally, but I didn’t know if Gorander was carrying it for that reason, or because he thought it made him look like a king. He bared his teeth in a slimy smile while his baggy eyes stared at me sullenly. 
 
    “It sounds as though you have upset my bride-to-be,” he asserted. 
 
    “Your bride-to-be?” I repeated skeptically. “Have you actually proposed?” 
 
    Gorander didn’t reply, but his still smiling lips tightened further. 
 
    “Ah, no, it’s worse than that,” I said. “You did propose. Multiple times I’d imagine. And she’s turned you down. But you’re still convinced that she’ll end up marrying you?” 
 
    “I always get what I want, in the end,” Gorander assured me in a tone of quiet menace. 
 
    “Well, good luck with that,” I said. “I suppose the two of you deserve each other. But, man to man, I feel I ought to warn you. If she ever says yes to you, rest assured it’s with the intention of shortly becoming a very wealthy widow.” 
 
    I hoped that Vera could hear my words, but I didn’t think so. I hadn’t heard anything more from her, and she wasn’t the type to maintain a demure silence especially while she was the subject of discussion, so more likely she had retreated back to the palace. Maybe she and Gorander had some kind of agreement that he would deal with me himself. Less messy that way, given my history with Vera. 
 
    “Mr. Hale, if you hope to sow the seeds of discord between myself and Lady Carlisle, you will find the field quite barren,” Gorander said. “And for my part, I hardly need to sow any seeds between the two of you, when there are already old-growth forests crowding the way.” 
 
    “Very poetic,” I said. “But I didn’t come here to argue about a girl.” 
 
    “No,” Gorander agreed. “You came here to kill me. Did you not?” From the way he said it, it wasn’t really a question. 
 
    “As any sane person would agree to be the most reasonable course of action, given your doings for the last half a year or thereabouts,” I replied. “Not to mention your plans for the future.” 
 
    “Lady Carlisle was wrong about you,” he remarked. “She said that you are strictly a killer for hire. Not a crusader. Not a hero. But no one hired you to kill me, did they?” 
 
    “I fully intend to collect my due payment for this job as for any other,” I said. “In fact, I expect the payment to be on a rather grander scale than usual. It may be quite unprecedented in my career. I suppose that depends on how much of your estate genuinely exists, and how much of it consists of pure illusion. Dear Vera is quite good at what she does. I suppose we can both appreciate that.” 
 
    “You require payment up front, she said,” Gorander persisted. He stared at me with a hawk-like, predatory gaze. His grip on his ridiculous bejeweled scepter turned his knuckles white. “No exceptions. And yet, you have made an exception for me. Or attempted to, at least. Why is that? What makes me special? I would have assumed that this was about the woman, except that I believe you were genuinely unaware of her presence here before you arrived. So, it’s something else.” 
 
    “Every decision I make is a business decision,” I said. “And you happen to be sitting on a remarkably large pile of treasure. Strange, miscellaneous, and bloodstained though it may be.” 
 
    And, you happen to be a particularly nasty bastard, I thought but didn’t say. Not out of fear of causing offense, but because I couldn’t admit to Gorander that I was affected by any such judgments. Now, I was far from being an ideological type. Very far from it. Killing and torturing each other, well I reckon those had been two of mankind’s favorite hobbies since the dawn of time, and hearing tell of any such didn’t really make me bat an eye. But using sorcery to steal people’s minds from them? So they never even had a chance to fight back, since they’d been hypnotized out of so much as realizing that they ought to? That was a different kind of evil that, in my view, shouldn’t exist on the face of this earth. 
 
    “I think maybe the reason you took my ambitions so personally,” Gorander said slowly, as he completely ignored my last words, “is that you’re outraged by the idea of a common-born man rising to become the Emperor of the West… Casifer of Delorne.” 
 
    Ah, not that again. Honestly, as long as I could get Theo to shut up about it for long enough, I forgot about it half the time myself… until inevitably someone else would take it upon themselves to remind me, with a smug smile, delighted by their own cleverness in nosing about and figuring it out, convinced that they had unlocked the secret of my true identity that would cause me to crumble emotionally. But the truth was that the people who hadn’t a clue about my royal past, who knew me solely as Halston Hale, the ruthlessly efficient mercenary, were the ones who better understood my nature. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about your bloodlines,” I said. “But I do know that the West will never suffer an emperor of any kind.” 
 
    “You think you’re innately superior,” he growled at me. “Just because of the family you happened to be born into. For your father to terrorize and oppress a populace, that is right? That is divinely ordained? That is the world order as it should be? And for me to build an empire from scratch, out of the barren dust of a savage country, that is wrong and preposterous, and I deserve to be punished for my hubris?” 
 
    “Ah, so you have a grudge against royals,” I said. “Well, they’re not my favorite people either, as anyone who paid a lick of attention to my personal biography might have noticed. But like I said, I don’t give a shit if you want to be one. You can spend your life trying to be one if you want. But not here. Not in my territory. These towns are my clientele base, you understand? And if your fucking hairy wolf men run about gobbling down people’s grandmothers and stealing all the potencium, well, people will either pick up and leave altogether or they’ll stay and starve, but either way, they won’t be able to pay for my services. So I won’t tolerate it.” 
 
    “It has to be here,” Gorander said. “This is a young country, one where new ideas can flourish. In all the old countries, they are prejudiced against the idea of rule by sorcerers. They fear and distrust us.” 
 
    “Can’t fucking imagine why,” I muttered. 
 
    “It would have been a fine thing, if it could have been as Lady Carlisle suggested,” Gorander said thoughtfully. “If you could have stayed on as an honored advisor to my court. An ambassador of the Old World, to help provide guidance as I shape my new one. But I can see you are not amenable to that idea, and never will be.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should have gotten one of my sisters for the job,” I said. The idea made me smirk with amusement. “Some of them are dumb enough to do it. Although, of course, they’d insist on being Empress. And I suppose they all must be married by now, probably with dozens of children. All the ones that had been born by the time I left, anyway.” 
 
    “My Empress will bear me dozens of children, and they will colonize the world,” Gorander stated. “I regret that you will not be around to witness it.” 
 
    “That’s your plan, and yet you’re still pursuing Vera?” I chuckled. “Guess she hasn’t told you about that stomach rune of hers.” 
 
    “Stomach rune?” Gorander repeated. 
 
    “Of course not.” I laughed. 
 
    “Farewell, relic of the old world,” Gorander said to me as he raised his scepter. I felt Theo’s muscles tense beneath me and dug my heels in to signal him to charge the sorcerer. 
 
    He did, and I raised my sword to swipe off Gorander’s oddly shaped, long-bearded head, but then Theo skidded to a halt as we found ourselves crashing straight into a wall of greenery where there had been none a second before. It was as though the hedge itself had lunged forward to protect its master. I could see the branches still thrashing and growing before my eyes and weaving themselves into a denser barrier. Some of them weren’t hard branches, they were more like vines, and they started twining themselves around my limbs and Theo’s. At first I tried to chop my way through with my sword, but each branch or vine was so quickly replaced by the next that I realized how futile that would be. 
 
    The way the hedge was behaving gave me an idea, though. If it were made up of organic plants, then my power couldn’t affect it, since I couldn’t shrink or grow living things. However, organic plants were likewise immune to most other forms of magic, in a direct sense at least. You could summon water to quench them or fire to burn them, for instance, but it was very difficult to manipulate a plant into doing your bidding magically. More difficult, in fact, than manipulating humans, possibly because sorcerers, being human themselves, tended to understand the human psyche so much better. Although there were also those who specialized in plants, but as far as I knew, Gorander wasn’t one of them. Which meant that this hedge of his which was currently attempting to strangle Theo and me probably wasn’t a living thing at all, it was probably an artificial creation. 
 
    With my non-sword hand, I grabbed onto a vine that was wrapping itself around Theo’s throat and willed it to shrink. 
 
    Not only did that particular vine shrink, about half of the plant matter that was currently attacking us also withered away into miniaturized versions, branches becoming twigs, leaves the size of my palm shrinking to the size of my fingernail. That indicated firstly that the hedge was a fake, and secondly that it was composed of many fake plants, each of which was well within my ability to shrink. If the maze had been a single unit, then it would have been too massive for me to influence. 
 
    Shrinking half of our opponent’s leafy limbs like that relieved enough tension and created enough space for me to be able to swing my sword and hack through the brush again, and for Theo to be able to wrest his legs free and start angrily rearing up and stomping on whatever branches he could reach.  
 
    Of course, as soon as I let go with my hand, that particular bush started growing back to its former size, but less densely than before, due to all the branches and vines we had successfully damaged. And then all I had to do was grab another random branch to shrink the plant that it was attached to, and in this way I could keep the hedge manageable enough to be able to continue hacking through it. 
 
    Eventually, I was once again standing pretty much face to face with Gorander, through a sparse, faintly trembling screen of hacked-off branches. Before my eyes the severed limbs of the hedge, so to speak, started to withdraw sheepishly back into the original shape of the maze, as if they were retreating from a fight they knew they had lost. 
 
    The sorcerer glowered at me. His hooded eyes had narrowed to slits, and his mouth had tightened too. 
 
    “You know, you’re the one trying to bring the old world back into this new world,” I said. “You don’t dislike the old aristocratic ways. You just wanted to occupy a different role in that hierarchy.” 
 
    “What I want is to claim the place I have always rightfully deserved, that was denied to me in the old world,” Gorander hissed. 
 
    “Sorcery is just as much an accident of birth as hereditary aristocracy,” I said. “Very few are born with the capacity to manipulate matter and energy in that way. It’s a matter of sheer dumb luck.” 
 
    “Perhaps the ability for sorcery is a gift of birth,” Gorander conceded, “but most sorcerers are weak, pathetic creatures, like bipeds who never progressed beyond the crawling stage. The true scope of a sorcerer’s power can only be accessed through study, practice, dedication and sacrifice, profound ingenuity, and far-reaching vision. Just like an individual in any other career or capacity, a sorcerer is no more than what he makes of himself.” 
 
    “It’s like that with aristocrats too,” I pointed out. “Being one at all might seem impressive to people who aren’t. But some just sit around and eat desserts and have less of a significant impact on the world than a cabbage farmer, although they might consume more resources. Some are vain and stupid and become the puppets of cunning flatterers. To strengthen your rule, to expand your holdings, to influence the course of civilization, to make your mark on history, you have to have compelling ideas and the resolution and common sense to carry them out well.” 
 
    Gorander fingered his scepter thoughtfully. I guess he wasn’t in a rush to destroy me immediately. Where could I go, after all, from the middle of his enchanted fake hedge maze? So I could certainly buy time by talking, but I wasn’t sure yet how to use it. 
 
    “Is that why you ran away to the West then?” he asked. “Because you didn’t think you’d make a good ruler?” 
 
    “I would have made a great ruler,” I scoffed. 
 
    “Then why did you run away?” he persisted. 
 
    “That’s none of your damn business,” I replied. “But I can tell you one thing on that matter though.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You’d make a damned awful ruler,” I informed him sincerely. 
 
    “You have no inkling of the scope of my plans for this land,” Gorander snapped. “It is nothing now. A dusty wasteland filled with pecking vultures for citizens. But I will transform it. I will devise ways to irrigate it. To grow every kind of crop under the sun. And I will build roads to connect all these godforsaken outposts. And I will establish law and order and turn this wild land into a proper civilization. The people will recognize me as their salvation, they will erect statues of me, one day future generations will not be able to imagine how their ancestors survived in a time before I came and changed everything for them.” 
 
    “Is that the daydream that you jack off to?” I inquired. “The only people who will ever worship you that way are the people whose minds you enslaved through your magic, like the good folk of Fairhollow. And even you must know that that don’t count for a cow turd. You’re not welcome here, Gorander. Hell, I wouldn’t be welcome myself, not if I came knocking as Casifer of Delorne. But there’s a place here for Halston Hale all right.” 
 
    “Well, I have no use for a Halston Hale,” Gorander announced icily. “There is only a place at my court for Casifer of Delorne.” 
 
    “He’s long dead, and if he weren’t, he’d tell you to fuck right off like the peasant you are,” I replied. “Offering the crown prince an advisory post in your make-believe court on the far reaches of the frontier? That’s the kind of insult that you’d have to hope would produce enough of a laugh to distract him from chopping your loony head off.” 
 
    Gorander’s only response was to raise his scepter. I felt Theo’s muscles tense as he too observed the sign of an impending attack, so I jabbed my heels in to signal him to charge. We only had to cross about fifteen feet of distance to reach Gorander, and he’d have a hell of a time trying to cast any more spells while headless. 
 
    Theo charged. But after two steps he whinnied and reared up, and I almost lost my seat. Some kind of blur skimmed by us. As Theo’s front hooves hit the ground again, I twisted around to see what had alarmed him. 
 
    It looked like a hawk, except that it was made of shining silver and gleamed metallically in the sun. It spread its wings as it coasted past us, and its feathers glittered like hundreds of tiny, delicate knives. Then it let out a screeching caw as it wheeled back around in preparation for a second dive. The caw sounded sort of tinny, it didn’t have the full-throated timbre of a real hawk’s. 
 
    I swung my sword as it came within reach, and it clanged against the metallic silver hawk and knocked it out of the air. The creature was quite heavy and solid. I was impressed that it could even stay airborne at that weight. When it hit the ground, it twitched and made a frustrated whirring sound as it struggled to right itself. I didn’t have any time to examine the contraption more closely, though, because there were two more hawks flying at us from out of the greenery. So far they were just angry, cawing specks in the distance, but it wasn’t hard to guess what shape they would take on as they got closer and closer. 
 
    “Should I run?” Theo muttered. It wasn’t an unreasonable question. The hawks were fast. And they were made of metal. I could picture how their sharp beaks would rip right through our flesh, or even just the edges of their feathers could slice our throats. But we had nowhere to run, and in fact I didn’t think that even Theo was fast enough to outrun the unnatural birds. 
 
    “No, we’ll do this just like with the demons in the library,” I said. “I’ll knock em down, then you crush em.” 
 
    Theo looked down for the injured-- or I suppose I should say damaged, since it was a piece of machinery, not a living creature-- silver hawk in order to do my bidding, but it had already sorted itself out and taken to the air again while I was distracted by the other two incoming hawks.  
 
    The one saving grace about these flying, self-directed weapons was that they had to launch their attacks from a certain distance off in order to attain deadly speeds, so you had a bit of warning. If one just pecked you from the ground at your feet, like where the damaged hawk had been lying, then it would probably hurt, but it certainly wouldn’t kill you. 
 
    I shrank my sword down just a tad bit as the nearest of the hawks tucked its wings in for the final descent and hurtled straight at my face, because I could see the next hawk coming in hot close behind, and I liked to make my sword a little lighter in situations when speed and maneuverability were more important than power and reach. 
 
    This hawk was bronze instead of silver, and the other was a blaze of gold. A complete trio. I had to admit they were quite beautifully crafted. But I didn’t think they were simply clockwork devices, since no inventor could hope to manufacture anything so swift and graceful in flight-- miraculous as they were, hot air balloons and zeppelins were always bumbling and unwieldy. I was pretty sure the hawks were powered by Gorander’s magic, since the sorcerer, from his position about fifteen feet away, watched them swoop down on us with a slight smirk on his face. I fully intended to remove that smirk by force, but that would have to wait until after I had dealt with his little metal predators. 
 
    I lashed out at the bronze hawk. I didn’t connect solidly enough to knock it to the ground the way I had done with the silver one, but my sword seemed to clip its tail and send it into a bit of a spin. It had to open its wings and flap to keep itself in the air, and as I swung for a second time, it rose out of reach and wheeled away no doubt in preparation for another attack. 
 
    And then the golden hawk was diving. It seemed to be aiming not for my face, but Theo’s, and more specifically for his eyes. 
 
    “When I say turn your head, turn,” I told him urgently as I stood up in the stirrups. I estimated the number of seconds before the bird made contact and started counting down. When there were three seconds to spare I yelled, “Turn!” 
 
    Theo’s massive black head whipped sideways so fast that his mane billowed out. As soon as it was safely out of the way, I lunged forward and stabbed down with my sword as hard as I could.  
 
    The point smashed into the metal body, which for a second appeared to explode, but that was just the bird’s wings reflexively deploying as it started to tumble out of the air. It didn’t have enough altitude to be able to overcome the force of my blow and propel itself back up, though. Instead it hit the dirt at Theo’s feet and before he could stomp on it, it started doing a sort of clumsy cross between a somersault and a cartwheel which didn’t look voluntary at all. 
 
    “Wait,” I yelled to Theo before he could pursue the flash of erratically spinning gold, because now the first, silver hawk was coming into range again. I saw that its flight was no longer as smooth and swift as before. Whatever damage it had sustained in the first fall was causing it to list slightly to the left, and it had to keep correcting itself. That made it an easy target, so this time I enlarged my sword to make it into a better bludgeoning tool, and batted the silver hawk back down to earth. This time it sort of just thudded down like a rock. Maybe I’d broken some kind of more essential gears inside of it. But just to be sure, Theo eagerly stomped down with his iron-shod hooves, and the bird shattered into hundreds of gleaming components. 
 
    I looked to the side of the path and saw the golden hawk hopping along and pumping its wings in preparation to take off again. There was a chance that Theo could catch it and destroy it before then, but I held him in place instead, because the bronze hawk was nearing us. I eyed its trajectory, timed my strike, and swung my sword. 
 
    The hawk, however, seemed to have learned from our last encounter. I realized, too late to get my sword in place, that it had been feinting as it swerved at the last second, its beak aiming for Theo’s skull instead of my chest. 
 
    So I did the only thing I could think of-- dropped the sword and punched the mechanical hawk as hard as I could. Its metal feathers slashed my hand open as my knuckles made contact, but the collision absorbed all of its momentum, and it dropped to the ground, where Theo promptly reduced it to scrap metal just like its silver counterpart.  
 
    I leapt off his back in order to retrieve my sword and as I picked it up, I yelled to him to get down, because the last surviving hawk, the golden one, was diving at us. I didn’t have to turn to look to know that he would have folded his legs beneath him. 
 
    The golden hawk screeched furiously. I didn’t know whether it was angry about the destruction of its fellow hawks, or whether it was just frustrated that it had missed its target the first time around, but it came in even harder and faster than before, if that was possible. 
 
    However, the last few minutes of near misses had provided me with a precious education on the movement patterns of these creatures, and it was now easier for me to eyeball them and time my swings accurately.  
 
    I swung my sword, it managed to dodge by performing some kind of elegant midair rolling technique, and then before it could pull out of the roll and soar out of reach, I smashed it to the ground. Its wings unfurled, and it cawed in protest. Because Theo wasn’t standing up yet and wasn’t at the ready to deliver a killing blow, I did the honors myself. First, I stepped on its neck with my boot to pin it in place. Then, because if the injuries to my hand were any indication, the metal feathers were likely to slash the soles of my boots to ribbons if I tried to stomp it like Theo had been doing, I instead knelt, enlarged my sword until I could barely hold it upright in both hands, and used the heavy pommel to hammer the bird into glittering pieces. 
 
    Then, I looked up and met Gorander’s eyes. His face was taut. His beard concealed his neck, but if it hadn’t, I imagined that I would have been able to see him swallow. 
 
    “Well, I suppose congratulations are in order--” he began to say in a very patronizing tone. But I wasn’t interested in chatting with him anymore, although I had humored him at first because I was curious about his motivations for this deranged but, I had to say, impressively ambitious empire-building mission of his. 
 
    So without pausing to even remount Theo, I just dashed at him headlong with my sword. Gorander was a powerfully built man, but I was willing to bet that in a purely physical fight I could kick his ass. Apparently he didn’t have time in the second or two that it took me to cross the fifteen feet between us to think up or cast another spell that would produce an attack. What he did do, however, probably on reflex more than anything else, was get the hell out of my way. 
 
    I don’t mean that he turned and ran off into the shrubbery. In fact he didn’t take a single step.   
 
    What did move, however, was the ground beneath him. A very localized portion of the ground beneath him. A pillar of earth about three feet in diameter shot skyward as if it had been neatly carved and was being pushed out from some gigantic hand deep below the earth. Luckily for Gorander, it was hard-packed earth, not loose soil, and maintained its structural integrity as it carried him about twenty feet up.  
 
    “It’s not very civil of you to attempt to interrupt me,” Gorander called down. I wouldn’t describe him as a particularly cheery person generally, but his tone of voice definitely held a cheerful note that time. I guess he felt pretty pleased with himself for escaping my reach like that. 
 
    “Your pet birds weren’t very civil either,” I replied. 
 
    Gorander’s face was now about twenty feet above mine, so I couldn’t see his expression all that closely, but it gave off a distinctly smug appearance nonetheless, and that was unacceptable to me. 
 
    I couldn’t reach Gorander, and even if I were somehow able to climb up his pillar of dirt, I’d be vulnerable to attack the whole way up. He could throw things down at me, or he could just ram the pillar back into the earth and potentially bury me alive. 
 
    So, the only good option was to knock him off his perch. That was what he really needed, both figuratively and, at the moment, literally. 
 
    I thought for a second. Then I took a few steps over to the wall of the maze, reached deep into the hedge and grabbed ahold of a vine, and pulled its length out as far as I could. Then I used my sword to cut through it, as close to the root as I could reach. This left me with a vine about six feet long and about an inch in diameter. I expanded the vine to the thickness of a man’s wrist. Now, I had a much longer and sturdier rope to work with. I proceeded to loop it around Gorander’s pillar, with the loose ends hanging off. I wrapped one of them securely around my waist. 
 
    Then, I tossed the other end to Theo and told him to pull. 
 
    Meanwhile I went around to the opposite side of the pillar, got on my hands and knees, braced my abdominal muscles in order not to get squeezed in half by the constricting coils of the rope, and acted as a human anchor while Theo used the vine to slice through the pillar. 
 
    I couldn’t see what was happening from my position, but increasingly larger clods of dirt rained down on me, and then suddenly the tension of the vine rope around my waist released, and I scrambled to my feet and turned around in time to see the destabilized pillar toppling over across the nearest hedge. 
 
    Gorander, however, remained in place, floating. He stretched out his arms. His purple and gold silk robes, and even his absurdly long beard that reached to his belt, wavered slightly in the wind. He glowered down at me and was probably trying his best to look like some kind of angry god. 
 
    “I sure hope you’re wearing knickers!” I yelled up at him. 
 
    To be honest, I was impressed. Levitation wasn’t unheard of, but it required a tremendous amount of energy for sorcerers to sustain. Which wasn’t necessarily the case for natural magic users with some kind of flight ability, but that wasn’t relevant to the situation. Then, before my eyes, I saw Gorander slowly start to float downward like a dandelion seed.  
 
    Ah. So staying airborne was a strain on him, although of course he was trying not to show it. 
 
    As he floated downward, one of the hedges started rustling and then growing to meet him. It created a platform of woven branches for him to stand upon. This platform wasn’t quite as high as the pillar of earth had been, but it still propped him up about fifteen feet off the ground. I was starting to get a little annoyed with his refusal to stand eye to eye with me. 
 
    “You stuck up there?” I inquired. “Will I have to chop you down?” 
 
    This time, it was the arrogant sorcerer who didn’t seem inclined to talk to me. Instead, he just pointed his scepter at me. In turn I raised my sword. Hacking away cursed hedges and knocking down murderous clockwork birds wasn’t the same as dueling a more conventional opponent, but as long as you had a versatile mind, sharp steel could serve you in more ways than one. 
 
    It wouldn’t, however, have done me a lick of good in that particular moment, I realized as a fireball the size of a beer keg materialized out of thin air and hurtled toward me. Maybe it’s an illusion, I thought sort of dazedly as the flaming orb that, deep down, I knew to be as real as my own self roared larger and larger like a sun that was about to swallow me. 
 
    Then, the fireball abruptly stopped, with its nearest tongues lashing out barely a foot from my face. I stumbled back dry-mouthed and sweating from the heat. The massive fireball sort of collapsed inward on itself until it was no more than a tiny candle’s worth of flame, and then it winked out. 
 
    I looked up at Gorander and expected him to be cackling over the joke he had just made. I thought maybe this was his way of toying with me, of flaunting his powers before he destroyed me. Well, if he thought he could use these kinds of tricks to change my mind about working for him, then he was an even bigger fool than I already reckoned him for. 
 
    But he wasn’t laughing. 
 
    His face was contorted in an expression of undisguised shock. Then, the shock began to give way to an enraged scowl. His thin lips parted and after a moment’s hesitation he hissed out, “… Vera?” 
 
    The hedges rustled. Then the leaves parted, and an alluring, raven-haired figure sashayed out. I realized that her green silk robe matched the color of the maze rather well and probably helped her remain unnoticed as she moved about in it. Well, that and her illusion magic, of course. 
 
    Vera stood next to me, completely ignored me, and stared steadily back at her furious employer, who was turning red in the face, as he brandished his scepter threateningly in her direction. 
 
    “Pardon the interruption, my lord,” she addressed him calmly, “but I’m afraid it looked to me rather as though you were about to violate the terms of our agreement.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “Your agreement?” I inquired dryly. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Vera said as she continued to not even spare me a glance. “You belong to me, not Gorander. It’s up to my judgment to decide whether you prove absolutely intractable. And if that is the case, it’s my duty to execute you.” 
 
    “Well, you ain’t exactly had much luck killing me all those times you’ve tried in the past, have you now?” I snorted. 
 
    “It was only twice, and I have progressed and matured greatly as a sorcerer since the last time you saw me,” Vera replied serenely. “You don’t realize how powerful I have become... under Lord Gorander’s tutelage, that is.” 
 
    “More like two and a half I’d say,” I grumbled. “And the tally just keeps climbing.” 
 
    I peered at Vera from the corner of my eye. She was still keeping her gaze fixed straight ahead on the sorcerer, but I could tell that her attention was focused on me anyway. She took a deep breath that made her chest rise and fall, and she clenched her teeth. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve changed my mind about that particular agreement, my lady,” Gorander said as he stared down at us and stroked his scepter menacingly. 
 
    “You cannot unilaterally change your mind about an agreement made between two parties without the consent of the other, my lord,” Vera said angrily. “That’s called breaking your word.” 
 
    “Not if the agreement was formed on the basis of a false premise,” Gorander retorted. “More false premises than I care to count, in fact.” 
 
    “Such as what exactly?” Vera demanded. “I told you that this man is Casifer of Delorne. The long-lost crown prince. And so he is.” 
 
    “I have no reason to disbelieve that, but it’s the only part of the whole deal that I don’t believe you deceived me in,” Gorander replied. “First of all, you said he was positively amoral and would have no qualms about serving me, so long as he was duly compensated for it.” 
 
    “I’m a contractor, not a vassal,” I said. “I’m for temporary hire-- not for sale.” 
 
    Both sorcerers ignored me as they glowered at each other. I glanced over at Theo, who waited off to the side and was nervously pawing the dirt. If this had been an ordinary hedge maze, then maybe we could have taken advantage of their distraction to hoof it out of there. Come up with a plan. Return with reinforcements and better weapons. Storm the palace. Cut down Gorander’s army of demons and let the place become flooded with maggots. 
 
    But, it wasn’t an ordinary hedge maze. I would just have to try to make the best of the situation I’d already gotten myself into. 
 
    “Second of all,” Gorander continued, “you insisted that you only wanted him around because he could be useful, and not because you continued to harbor any form of affection for him.” 
 
    “Which is entirely true,” Vera stated icily. 
 
    “My dear, do not insult my intelligence,” Gorander sighed. 
 
    I snickered. Both of their heads snapped around, and they glared at me in unison. Frankly, between the three of us, it was beginning to look like a toss-up as to who would attack whom first. 
 
    “Don’t insult mine,” Vera retorted. “I’ve known Hal, I mean Casifer, for the better part of a decade. And you met him just today. I think I understand him and what he’s capable of better than you do. My lord.” 
 
    “Well, I happen to have known the fellow in question for a bit over three decades, so I think I can claim to be somewhat more of an authority on the subject than either of you,” I interjected. Both of them ignored me, although Theo uttered a supportive snort.  
 
    “What Casifer can or cannot do for me, and whether he is a liability or an asset, is no longer my primary concern,” Gorander announced from his leafy perch above us. 
 
    “Then what is, my lord?” Vera demanded. 
 
    “… Your loyalties,” he said grimly. 
 
    Vera’s golden-brown complexion was too dark to change color easily, but from her expression, I imagine that she would otherwise have paled. Then, her sultry black eyes welled up with tears, and I realized that Gorander and I were about to be treated to one of her performances.  
 
    Sigh.  
 
    She wasn’t the hysterical type. Just dramatic. Her lips parted as if in agony, her brows contracted, and her head bowed. Then she let out a gasp and fell to her knees in the dirt. 
 
    “My lord, you know that I am eternally faithful only to you--” she began to exclaim as she raised her head again to gaze up earnestly at Gorander. 
 
    “Well, that’s a familiar position,” I remarked, somewhat spitefully I suppose. “Not the way that you’re defiling your mouth right now, though. You never said anything like that to me. I guess because you know I’m not as gullible as Beardy Longface here.” 
 
    “Are you?” Gorander inquired of Vera, and ignored my aside altogether except for a grimace, as he loomed above us. I considered chopping the hedge out from under him, just on the off chance that he’d be too distracted by Vera to levitate in time and I’d get to watch him fall on his ass. But I refrained because I wanted to see how their exchange panned out. 
 
    “Of course I am,” Vera murmured. She filled her voice with warmth and ardor. “Your vision is my vision as well. I have sworn to you to spend my life serving it, and serving you, and I will do no less. It is for your sake alone that I urge you to reconsider the potential utility of this ungrateful wretch. If I were more selfishly minded, I would kill him at once and be rid of him. He has been the bane of my life since I met him.”   
 
    “Well now, that’s awfully touching,” I scoffed. “That’s not exactly what you said that night in Thistletown--” 
 
    “My lord, have I not always been an invaluable servant to you ever since I joined in your cause?” Vera hastily interrupted, at a distinctly louder volume than previously. “Has my counsel ever led you astray? Have I ever failed in any task that you assigned to me? Has not the palace that I helped you create pleased you?” 
 
    “Invaluable, yes,” Gorander agreed. “You have been absolutely integral to my operations here. You are a magnificent sorceress and, moreover, a magnificent woman. Your performance has continually amazed me. To watch you engrossed in casting a particularly complex spell, of your own devising, why, it is quite a mesmerizing spectacle, one might even say… titillating.” 
 
    When he first began his speech, I could see Vera glowing with self-satisfaction and relief that she hadn’t lost her hold over the master of the palace, but by the end of it, I could tell she was trying not to wince. 
 
    “So it comes as an unutterable relief to me to hear you profess your undying faithfulness to me,” Gorander continued, “and to express your personal indifference to this… wretch… here, as you put it.” 
 
    “Then we are in agreement, my lord?” Vera asked eagerly. “I will impose my own methods on him, and I guarantee that I will eventually be able to bend him to your will. Our united will, that is.” 
 
    “You refuse to destroy him because you believe it would be against my best interests,” Gorander said in a contemplative tone. “But, you would do anything else for me, as long as it would truly benefit me?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Vera said after the most barely detectable fraction of a pause. Her enthusiasm for Gorander’s agreeable, complimentary mood seemed to be quickly waning. “Do I not always fulfill all of your desires?” 
 
    “Not quite all of them, no, my dear,” Gorander replied slowly. He was savoring the moment now. He had never appeared more evil to me. “Not yet. But you are quite capable of doing so. I would like you to become my wife, Vera.” 
 
    “It would have come to this sooner or later, you know, Vera,” I said wryly. “My arrival might have hastened things on a bit, I’ll surely admit, but don’t pretend you didn’t know from the first time he ever leered at you--” 
 
    “Go to hell, Hal,” Vera snapped, but seeing as she had become disillusioned with the Savajun religion that her tribe raised her in by the time she came of age, and declared my people’s kind of church even more absurd than that, I knew the imprecation meant less than nothing to her. 
 
    “So... do we have an agreement, Vera?” Gorander demanded. I could tell by the predatory, triumphant, defiant way he was staring her down that he knew very well the proposal wasn’t welcome. And he didn’t give a damn. He only cared whether it was accepted. 
 
    “You know I am not worthy, my lord--” 
 
    “You keep saying that, but I deem you worthy, and do you not defer to my judgment as superior?” he interrupted. 
 
    “It would assuredly be against your best interests to marry me,” Vera stated. 
 
    “How so?” he asked impatiently. I recognized that it was a conversation they had had many times before, but this time was different. This time had more urgency, because of the implied ultimatum. The egotistical madman was offering to let me live, in exchange for Vera selling herself into a marriage she didn’t want. I would never have let her do that, but I also knew that Vera would never agree to be a sacrifice in the first place. And she was the one who had gotten herself into this trap by exploiting Gorander’s vanity and obsession with her, so I figured I’d let her go on and try to get herself out of it.  
 
    “Would you not be a loyal wife? And are you not the most powerful female sorcerer in the West?” he continued.  
 
    “Well, for one thing, I cannot bear you children,” Vera said as she glanced down at her stomach, where I knew that particular rune she had pointed out to me was located under the green silk. 
 
    “Pah! Savajun magic,” Gorander scoffed. “The crude scribblings devised by a system as primitive as that should not be any significant obstacle for sorcerers of our caliber to undo, my dear.” 
 
    “Crude scribblings?” Vera asked softly. I watched her black eyes narrow and felt a jolt of eager, somewhat sadistic anticipation as I waited to see the outcome of their exchange. Now, Vera had rebelled against her tribe and the outcast role that they had assigned her as their First Sorcerer. She had almost entirely left Savajun ways of living behind her. Often, the remarks that she made about them made me think that she herself hated Savajuns with a passion. But, as I had also learned, for a white person to make a disparaging remark about the Savajun race in her presence was a mistake. A very serious mistake.  
 
    “You are, of course, breathtakingly beautiful nonetheless, my dear,” Gorander said hastily. He seemed to recognize the quiet menace of her response, even if he mistook the cause. “With or without those marks. Although I’m sure that, if you like, it would be possible to figure out some sort of spell to remove them from your skin.” 
 
    I chuckled. Both sorcerers looked at me. In that moment I wasn’t remotely concerned about their wrath, simply because I knew I wasn’t going to be the target of the most imminent attack. 
 
    “So, you’re telling me to either kill him, or marry you?” Vera asked Gorander coldly. There wasn’t any trace of the pleading, adoring, seductive tones she had layered on just a few minutes ago.  
 
    “I’m telling you to prove the loyalty that you proclaim,” Gorander answered with equal sternness. “In whatever way you see fit.” 
 
    “Didn’t mean to break up this happy relationship,” I remarked cheerfully. “Sorry about that, it’s kind of a bad habit of mine.” 
 
    Theo snorted. The two sorcerers, again, pointedly ignored me. But of course they weren’t really ignoring me. They were just pretending to. I could practically feel the hatred towards me radiating from Gorander. I was, in a sense, or could have been anyway, everything that he aspired to be, and I had thrown it all away like it meant nothing. Not to mention that I still seemed to have some kind of hold over the woman that he coveted. Not that it had ever stopped her from trying to murder me in the past, and I didn’t know whether it would discourage her now. 
 
    Vera was an extremely talented sorceress, partly due to her genetic gifts, partly due to her cunning, and partly due to her sheer ruthlessness. I’d survived a scuffle or two with her before. But she claimed to have grown even more powerful since the last time I’d seen her, which made sense given that she was constantly pushing the boundaries of her abilities, and that appeared to be true based on what I could observe of her handiwork with Gorander’s magnificent, half-illusory, nightmarish palace. If Vera attacked me now, and moreover if Gorander teamed up with her to destroy me, then my chances of survival were a lot slimmer than I would have liked to admit. So, the smart thing for me to do would be to act preemptively. In this moment of her hesitation, as she weighed her options, my wisest move would be to slice her head off with my sword when she wasn’t expecting it. Then, I could concentrate my focus on fighting Gorander, I would only be facing one foe instead of two. 
 
    But her hesitation made me hesitate. Part of it was not really wanting to kill her, sure… but part of it was also pure curiosity to see what her next move would be. If I chopped her head off first, then I would never know. 
 
    Both Gorander and I watched her with fascination. She stood there as resplendent and proud as a queen, with that green silk clinging to every curve of her strong and graceful body, and her raven black hair cascading down her back. Her chiseled, golden brown features were not of the Old World race, and they were not Savajun either. She didn’t look like anyone except herself. And her dark eyes in that moment may not quite have been a demon’s… but they weren’t quite human either.   
 
    “I don’t think this palace is big enough for the both of us,” Vera pronounced finally. 
 
    In the instant while Gorander and I were both still processing what she had just said to him, she drew her arm back and whipped it forward as if to pitch an invisible ball. In midair, the invisible ball morphed into a huge fireball identical to the one Gorander had thrown at me, before Vera extinguished it. I wondered, in fact, if she had in some abstruse way that a non-sorcerer wouldn’t understand, managed to conserve the energy from that same fireball, and was now redeploying it against its original maker. 
 
    Gorander let out a roar of pure fury, a sound more raw than I would have imagined him capable of making. The little woven platform of branches and leaves that the hedge had extended to support its master immediately retracted back into the standard rectangular outline of the rest of the maze. As he dropped, Gorander’s gold and purple robes billowed out around him. The fireball sailed over his head and missed it by what looked like inches. It winked out pretty soon after it passed him by. I didn’t know the exact details of how this particular spell worked, but I guessed that Vera was either reabsorbing the energy back into herself when she terminated the fireball, or that sustaining the fireball required additional energy beyond just creating it in the first place, so she ceased the effort as soon as she saw that it had missed its target. 
 
    Then Gorander made the same gesture that Vera had, and an even larger fireball sailed back her way.  
 
    I guessed that was his way of retracting his proposal of marriage.  
 
    Vera didn’t move right away, which I suspected was probably due to pure shock. With her arrogance, she probably believed that Gorander would never be able to harm her regardless of what she had done to him. But she should have considered the fact that a personality like Gorander’s could never love anyone as much as he loved himself.  
 
    Before I knew what my body was doing, I dove at her and tackled her out of the fireball’s path right before she would have been swallowed by the flames. I heard the quiet whoosh and felt the searing heat wash over me as it passed by.  
 
    Vera’s body was pinned under mine. I couldn’t deny relishing that long-lost, and yet familiar, sensation for a moment. But then I pushed myself up, grabbed her arm, and dragged her with me. 
 
    I glanced over and saw that the fireball that had just missed us hadn’t vanished afterwards the way Vera’s had. Instead, it had crashed directly into the nearest wall of the maze, and set the greenery ablaze. 
 
    “Come on!” I yelled at Vera. “Break the looping curse so we can get out of here.” I looked over to Theo and saw that he had trotted over several yards to put more distance between himself and the burning wall of the maze and looked just as eager as I felt to leave. If I had been a sorcerer too, or if my magical ability had been fireball throwing instead of size manipulation, then maybe it would have been a different story. But neither was the case, and I wasn’t the kind of valiantly posturing clod to stand there and wave my sword futilely at Gorander until I burned to death. I was more the kind of guy to run away unashamedly… and then circle back later, when my enemy thought he was safe, and demonstrate to in a very bloody fashion just how terribly mistaken he had been. 
 
    Vera, however, was a sorceress, and she didn’t seem willing to accept the idea that she was any lesser of one than her teacher and master. She also seemed too angry about the fact that he had just attacked her, regardless of the fact that it had been in direct retaliation for her own attack, to have any room left over for fear. 
 
    “Let go of me, Hal,” she growled. “This is between me and Gorander. And I’m not leaving till it’s finished.” 
 
    “Don’t be a damn fool,” Theo yelled over at us. “I’ll carry you both out, if you fix this maze.” 
 
    Vera ignored him. She stood tall, a defiant silhouette against the inferno that blazed at her back, which looked rather tame in comparison to the fire in her brown eyes, and raised her hands to cast another missile at the sorcerer standing atop the opposite hedge. In that moment, I loved her. I also hated her. I knew I couldn’t make her do anything she didn’t want to. And I also knew I couldn’t leave the maze without her. Even if I could have undone the curse that trapped us inside, that is, which of course I couldn’t. 
 
    Gorander raised his hands in response. At first nothing happened, and it looked like Vera’s fireball was about to consume him. But then, a few feet away from his body, it seemed to strike an invisible wall which caused it to sort of flatten and flare outward, and then it regained its roughly globular shape and bounced back toward Vera. And me, since I was standing right next to her. 
 
    I grabbed Vera and pulled her out of the way again, and the nearest flame just barely caught the edge of her robe where the hem trailed slightly on the ground.  
 
    “… Thank you,” Vera said after I stomped out the flames. 
 
    I felt a light shove between the shoulder blades, not from a hand but from a velvety muzzle. 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s quite past time to take our leave?” Theo inquired anxiously. 
 
    Then I turned to see Gorander descending from his perch on the hedge. He wasn’t climbing, he was just floating down through the air until his feet landed on the ground. He was an unfortunate-looking fellow, but the expression on his face was even uglier. 
 
    “Die, faithless bitch!” he screamed as he raised his hand. 
 
    Vera let out a little gasp. Then the world went sort of soft, hazy, and pearlescent. It was like I was viewing it through some kind of veil. 
 
    Then, I realized that the strange layer between me and the rest of the world was, in fact, a bubble that encompassed all three of us, man, woman, and horse. I realized this due to the torrent of brilliant, roaring fire that rushed overhead and swirled around us on all sides, but in the shape of a dome so that it did not touch us, as if something were holding it at bay. A sorcerous shield, courtesy of Vera. 
 
    Staring at the underbelly of the fire was one of the most surreal experiences of my life. It was a dazzling display of the most brilliant reds and oranges, the most rapid and unpredictable movement patterns, and it enabled me to imagine quite vividly what it would have been like to burn to death. Not pleasant, I decided. Although probably perversely beautiful to view from a safe distance. 
 
    “Is this what hell looks like?” I wondered aloud. “I don’t like it one bit, but it sure is real pretty.” 
 
    After about a sustained thirty seconds of total encompassment by fire, Vera let out a little whimper, and I saw that her jaw was clenched and her skin was dewy with sweat, despite the fact that her shield blocked out the heat of the surrounding flames.  
 
    “Don’t you give in, girl,” I said. “He can’t keep it up forever, either. And I know you ain’t gonna let him win.” 
 
    The fact that Vera didn’t even spare the breath for a sharp retort worried me more, because it meant she must have been using every ounce of her energy and then some to sustain the shield against Gorander’s fiery onslaught. 
 
    Theo didn’t speak either, but he nuzzled my ear, a gesture which usually would have been quite endearing, but in this case I suspected that he might be saying an uncharacteristically nonverbal goodbye, which caused a sinking feeling in my stomach.  
 
    I rubbed his shoulder in return and had a few flashbacks of all the stupid adventures we had been on. 
 
    I hoped there would be more to come.  
 
    Then, patches of daylight began to break through at the top of the dome. Little handfuls of precious blue sky. Eventually, the sky overtook the entire roof of our prison. But the fire continued to rage on all sides, and I realized what that meant. It was self-sustaining now. It wasn’t just a weapon that Gorander was throwing at us anymore, that could be dodged. It had probably ignited all the surrounding hedges by now. The maze was burning. 
 
    “I can’t do this anymore,” Vera gasped. Her black hair was drenched, and she was trembling all over. “I’m sorry-- I’m so sorry--” 
 
    For which offense exactly, I wanted to ask. But I guessed I could bite my tongue just this once. I used one arm to gather her into an embrace against my chest and rested my chin on the top of her head. I looped the other arm around Theo’s neck, and he laid his huge muzzle atop my head. 
 
    Then, the shield sort of pulsed. I thought at first that it was about to collapse, that that was Vera’s ferocious will to survive finally giving way, and we were all about to be reduced to a heap of ashes. But instead, it just took on a different texture. It seemed less pearlescent and somehow denser. 
 
    I looked over at Vera, to find her staring up at the subtly new dome in bewilderment. 
 
    “It’s him,” she whispered. “He took it over.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to feel about that. Not getting immediately burned to death was a nice surprise, to be sure, but somehow I didn’t think Gorander had had a sudden change of heart and decided to take mercy on the woman who had just revolted against him, as she always, eventually, revolted against everything. 
 
    Then, the bubble started moving. Not getting any bigger and not getting any smaller, but just sort of sliding along the ground, so that instead of standing in the middle of it, we were standing progressively closer to the edge, without having taken a single step. 
 
    Out of curiosity, I placed a hand against the shield, and found that it felt as solid as glass. Out of an even more reckless kind of curiosity whether my ability also applied to objects that were made of magic alone, I attempted to expand the dome. 
 
    It didn’t expand an inch, but I connected with the shield in a way that I shouldn’t have been able to. It was like tapping into the magical current of it for a moment. The texture started to feel more similar to ice than glass and sent a chill through me, and it had a kind of indescribable wrongness to it that made it recognizable as an alien material that didn’t belong on earth. At the same time, I heard a faint, shrill, buzzing chorus in my ears that resonated with malice. I hadn’t been sensitive to this… aura, I guess, of the barrier, until I attempted to use magic on it. I had a sharp sense of vertigo and stumbled back a step which caused my hand to lose contact with the shield, and then my mind quickly cleared. I realized my heart was beating at twice the usual rate and I was panting as if with exertion. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Vera said when she noticed what I was doing. I guess she could talk again now that she was no longer the one controlling the shield. 
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” I said dryly. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “So, you’re on my side now?” I asked her skeptically. 
 
    “For the time being,” Vera agreed nonchalantly. She cast me a smile. She was clearly exhausted, but the fact that we had just peered over the brink of destruction together hadn’t robbed her of her cockiness. 
 
    “Well, thanks for not trying to spoon any bullshit about undying faithfulness and servitude into my mouth,” I snorted. 
 
    “If I ever do that, it probably means I’m plotting your imminent death,” Vera informed me. 
 
    “But if you threaten to execute me for refusing to obey your wishes, then it means you actually intend to save my life at the risk of your own?” I asked. 
 
    “It could mean that,” Vera conceded with a mischievous glitter in her cat-like dark eyes. “It could also mean that I’m going to execute you if you don’t obey me.” 
 
    The three of us started walking, because the shield was pushing us along through the maze. 
 
    “Where is he taking us?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know-- but, out of the flames,” Vera pointed out. That was a pretty good reason to accept the bubble’s guidance, for now. “He probably didn’t want us to die instantly. He probably wants to torture us first.” Her tone was as matter-of-fact as if she were remarking on the weather. 
 
    “He’s a sadist?” I asked as we turned down another corridor of the maze. The two hedges that comprised it were only partially alight, so I guess the fire hadn’t spread throughout the entire maze yet. 
 
    “Not exactly, but he’s very proud, and my taking your side over his will have offended his pride greatly,” Vera replied. 
 
    “Well, that was a pretty foolish thing for you to do then, wasn’t it?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “It was a calculated move, actually,” she answered. “I always knew I’d need to overthrow Gorander at some point. He was too possessive over me, idealized me too much, and yet at the same time was always convinced of his own intellectual superiority to me. But he’s also a stronger sorcerer than I am. So when you showed up, and I realized that a situation of two against one could be arranged, I knew that would improve my odds.” 
 
    “How romantic,” Theo commented sarcastically. 
 
    “I just hope your calculated ploy pays off,” I said. Our odds didn’t exactly look spectacular at the time. But as long as there was still a breath in my body, Gorander still had reason to fear. 
 
    Now we had passed out of the burning section of the maze and were turning another corner, one that I didn’t recognize. Gorander must have lifted the looping curse to allow us to move to another location. 
 
    I felt my neck prickle and turned around to see the sorcerer striding into sight from out of the flaming hedges behind us. His scepter was extended straight out before him, pointed at our bubble. His gaudy robes were singed at the edges, and his expression was grim. 
 
    After another turn or two, I realized that he was guiding us back to the palace. Not to the same door from which we had exited, but an inconspicuous side door set in an alcove that was painted blue. 
 
    “What part of the palace does that lead to?” I asked Vera. 
 
    “Any part,” she answered grimly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s an enchanted door,” she explained. “It’s a portal to any part of the chamber that the entrant desires.” 
 
    “But we’ll be the first entrants,” I said. “Does that mean we can decide where we want to go?” 
 
    “I very much doubt it,” Vera said. “Gorander is fully aware of the door’s properties. And I suspect that something about this… vessel he has us in, and the fact that he’s controlling it, probably blocks out our presence to the spell or makes it count us as cargo or something. While it will recognize him as the conscious entrant.”  
 
    The door opened at our approach as if it sensed us coming. I wondered how the huge shield would fit through the ordinary-sized door. Then, the shield began contracting around us. We were compelled to fall into a single file line. We were still encased in that translucent layer between us and the rest of the world, but it was no longer a dome, now it was almost like a piece of fabric draped over us, that left only a few feet of clearance around our bodies, but shifted as we did so that it did not impede our movements. 
 
    “I wonder how he’s doing that,” Vera said under her breath. Her tone was one of eager academic interest now. I guess it didn’t matter the circumstance, an impressive spell was still going to excite her. “I wonder if it’s some adaptation of Brunhilde’s Variation of the Mirror Reflection spell? Or the Noli Me Tangere spell, in combination with a magnetized tracking spell.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly the latter,” I said solemnly. 
 
    “I concur, but then how do you account for--” Vera began, but then cut herself off when she seemed to recall who she was talking to, and my virtually complete lack of any sorcerous knowledge. “Hmmph.” 
 
    We passed through the door then and found ourselves in a huge open space. The first thing I noticed was the unexpected surface of the ground. We weren’t striding across marble tiles or rough-hewn gray stone as in the rest of the palace I’d seen so far. Instead, we were plodding through sand, our feet sinking slightly with each step. 
 
    The second thing I noticed was that we were surrounded by concentric tiers of long stone benches that rose higher and higher above this oval expanse of sand. They were all empty, but their purpose was clear enough. To host the vast audience that would typically patronize a gladiator fight in the arena. Well-- it was certainly a classic touch for an aspiring emperor to incorporate into his home. 
 
    There was a stone wall rising around the sand pit that separated us from this nonexistent audience, whose phantom stares of exhilaration and bloodlust I could picture, nonetheless. At every few yards, the stone wall was punctuated by gaping doorways carved into it that were closed off with metal grates. 
 
    Since we were inside the palace, not outdoors, there must have been stone walls enclosing us, but they were too far away for me to see them from inside the sand pit. I could see the stone roof, however, which gave the whole chamber an oppressive effect. If you were going to force prisoners to fight to their deaths, it seemed to me that it was common decency to at least let them do it in the open air under a clear sky. 
 
    “This is not my favorite room in the palace,” Theo announced glumly. 
 
     We looked over to see a canopied box just behind the stone wall at one end of the sand pit. Gorander stood in the center, in front of a throne that was stationed there. He was flanked by four of the pale, red-hooded demons with the maggot-filled innards. I figured that they were probably there in the role of guards, not spectators, since they didn’t really seem to have the emotional capacity for feeling entertained. 
 
    “Yes,” Vera said loud enough for everyone to hear. “I should have killed Gorander a long time ago.” 
 
    Gorander made no reply. 
 
    The shimmering shield that still encased us grew thinner and thinner until it evaporated. There was a moment’s pause. I raised my sword. 
 
    And then, we heard the scraping sound as the grate of one of the arena’s tunnels started to roll up. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    The creature that emerged was massive, scaly, and like nothing I had ever seen before. It wasn’t a dragon. Dragons, I knew about, although I couldn’t say I’d ever had the dubious pleasure of meeting one in person. 
 
    But this creature was something else. It looked armored, with a huge horn sprouting out of its nose, and a hard crest around its head that featured more horns. It had stout legs to support its body, which must have been at least twice the size of an elephant’s, and a spiked tail that looked like a mace. 
 
    There was a metal collar around its neck through which a chain was threaded, and half a dozen demons were clinging to either side of the chain and fighting to keep control of the creature as it thrashed against its bonds. It tipped its head back and let out a furious roar. I didn’t know if the monster was angry about the chains, the sight of the three of us awaiting it in the arena, or the agony of existence itself. Or maybe all three. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I muttered to Vera. 
 
    “It must be one of his special projects,” she said grimly.  
 
    “Oh, fantastic,” I grumbled. Werewolves, demons, and now this. I guess Gorander must have had somewhat of a monster specialty. 
 
    The demons slid the chain free. The monster charged forward into the sandy arena, and they hastily clanged the grate shut again to close off the tunnel. 
 
    “Any idea how to kill it?” I asked Vera. She lived with Gorander, after all. She knew about his research and what must have been some kind of horrific breeding program. Unless he had stitched this monstrosity together from scratch out of rhinoceroses, alligators, elephants, whales, and a small castle.  
 
    “He’s made others like it, though none quite this big,” she said as it charged toward us across the arena. It was coming from the opposite end, from what had seemed a vast expanse of sand as first, but watching how much ground it swallowed up with every stride made the pit suddenly seem tiny. “Their skin is too hard to cut with a blade. It’s also resistant to fire.” 
 
    Well, that disqualified our two most obvious options for attack. 
 
    “How to,” I groaned. “Not how not to.” 
 
    “Get on my back, both of you,” Theo commanded. 
 
    “Vera, you get on,” I suggested. “We’ll be too heavy--” 
 
    “Both of you!” Theo repeated. “I can outrun that thing, for a while anyway, but I can’t fight it. And you two can attack it, but you can’t outrun it. We need to work as a unit.” 
 
    I didn’t know if that was a good idea, but I didn’t immediately have a better one. So I grabbed Vera, hoisted her into the saddle, and then I leapt up after her. As soon as he felt my weight hit, Theo careened off across the sands. 
 
    My mighty Friesian was the fastest horse I’d ever met, but he was carrying twice the usual number of riders on his back, and he was also trying to slog through sand. The latter disadvantage, at least, was shared by the armored beast bearing down on us. 
 
    When it saw us on the move, it tried to veer and change course to meet us, but I saw that although it had an impressive galloping speed for its size, it wasn’t able to maneuver any more nimbly than you would expect. It required a slight delay to be able to slow itself down enough to make a turn. 
 
    So, that was the tactic Theo would need to use to stay out of the monster’s reach. Make a lot of sharp turns and keep doubling back before the monster could catch up. 
 
    My horse, being an intelligent creature, realized this just as quickly as I did. He galloped to get ahead as the monster completed its wide turn and then began gaining on us again once it had resumed a straight path, but I could feel the ground shaking under our feet with the impact of its tread, and I knew we couldn’t keep this up forever.  
 
    “We’ll have to get closer,” Vera yelled. I hoped that meant she had some kind of sorcerous attack in mind, since she had told me my sword would be useless, so I sheathed it before I jumped on Theo’s back.  
 
    As it turned out, I didn’t think Theo had much of a choice about our getting closer, anyway. He was fast, but he was carrying a heavy load through sand, and couldn’t sustain his maximum speed for long. The monster was only about ten feet behind us by the time Theo wheeled around to run the other way. It was about fifteen feet tall, and its shadow engulfed us. Then as it realized that Theo was switching directions again it opened its maw and bellowed in frustration, and I felt its hot fetid breath like stepping into a humid jungle, and strands of spittle flew out and spattered us. There were barely five feet between us and the monster as its momentum carried it past us. It whipped its head around to try to impale us with its horn, but couldn’t reach us. Then it whipped its long tail, and the spiked mace at the end flew straight at us. Theo couldn’t stop or turn in time. So instead he lengthened his stride even further and then bunched himself up and stretched himself out in a magnificent leap. The mace swung below his hooves, and he landed in the sand again and continued his gallop. 
 
    Just like the first time, it took a comparatively long moment for the armored colossus to swing around and resume the pursuit, but once it had straightened itself out again, it was slightly faster than Theo and started gaining on us again. Vera, meanwhile, who was sitting astride Theo in front of me, leaned back against me in order to swing one of her legs over to the same side as the other. Then, she wrapped her arms around my neck for balance in order to work the first leg between us, over to the other side, so that she was sitting astride again, but this time facing me, with her legs flung over mine. 
 
    “Ahem,” I coughed. I didn’t know exactly what Vera’s game plan was. And she wasn’t looking at me, she was looking past me at the approaching horned beast. But the intimate position, and the proximity of her crotch to mine, was definitely stirring some situationally inappropriate feelings, so I decided that if we were about to trampled, this wasn’t a bad position to die in. 
 
    “Watch my favorite spell,” Vera murmured huskily in my ear, although her gaze was still focused behind me. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” I managed, although I couldn’t exactly twist my head backwards like an owl, and if I twisted my whole torso, that would destabilize her too since she was leaning on me, and there was a decent chance we’d both topple out of the saddle. 
 
    Then she yelled a word I didn’t understand that sounded maybe a bit like “fulcendius,” and I was temporarily blinded by a flash of light that seemed to fill the arena.  
 
    Vera let out a shriek of triumph, and then Theo slowed to a canter and turned around so that he and I, and not just Vera, could see the results of her handiwork. The monster had crashed to its knees and lay there as motionless as a series of boulders. Wisps of visible smoke curled up from its armored back. 
 
    “You struck it with lightning?” I asked, a bit in awe in spite of myself. Sorcery was one thing, but a spell like that approached godlike power in my opinion. 
 
    “Damn right I did,” she replied with satisfaction as she bared her teeth in a feral grin. I don’t know what was wrong with my taste in women that made me want to kiss her so badly in that particular moment, but that’s exactly what I wanted most, so that’s exactly what I did.  
 
    She responded so hungrily that our teeth clashed. The taste of her mouth and the almost combative play of our tongues stiffened my semi-hard cock the rest of the way. I was glad the leather saddle prevented Theo from being able to feel that, although Vera, from the way she was straddling me, most certainly could. She moaned a little in response and scooted her hips forward to press even closer into me. 
 
    Then, some instinct made me open my eyes for a second, and I saw the felled creature’s angry eyes open at the same exact moment. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said as I broke contact with Vera’s mouth. She twisted her head to look too as the creature lurched to its feet and caused the arena to shake. 
 
    It started galloping toward us, while Theo continued to trot toward it for a closer look. He immediately halted and started to turn. 
 
    “No, wait,” I ordered him. “Keep going.” 
 
    “What?” Theo demanded incredulously. 
 
    “Just do it,” I said. Then I grabbed Vera by the waist and hoisted her up in the air by half a foot, while holding her out and away from me. She seemed to understand my intention, and quickly worked her legs back around so that she was facing the same way as me again, with her bum nestled against my crotch, eyes on the approaching horned monster that had just survived her lightning strike. 
 
    “It’s not even limping, I don’t think lightning really harms it, just stuns it,” she said grimly as it barreled down on us. 
 
    “That’s all I need,” I replied. There were about twenty yards between us and the monster now. “Can you summon another strike?” 
 
    “One more is all I have left in me,” she warned. 
 
    “Do it,” I answered. 
 
    Vera extended her arm again, her fingers splayed, and yelled at the top of her lungs, “Fulcendius!” Or something that sounded a lot like it, anyway. 
 
    A branching streak of incandescent white snaked out and struck the creature right on the horn that protruded from its nose. From there, the crackling electricity seemed to shimmer over its entire body. Its jaws parted in mute agony, and it stumbled and crashed down into the sand again, immobilized, although its open eyes suggested that it might still be partly conscious, and I knew better than to assume that it was dead this time. 
 
    Theo sped up and continued straight toward the stunned beast. As he came within a few yards of it, I swung myself off his back, dropped, and rolled as I hit the ground. 
 
    “Hey!” Vera cried out with surprise and confusion. 
 
    Before she or Theo could question my intentions, I scrambled up, sprinted over, and straight up the armored beast’s side as if it really were just a series of boulders, until I reached its spine, probably eight or nine feet off the ground when it was lying down like this. The creature groaned and shifted beneath me, still very much alive. I slipped and grabbed onto the spined ridge of its back to keep myself from tumbling off. Then I lunged for his head and grabbed onto the iron collar riveted around his neck. 
 
    As the monster lurched to its feet, and jerked me off balance, which left me dangling from its collar with my body hanging free, I focused my power, the single magical ability that I had, with which I had so far been able to accomplish pretty much anything I needed to, and shrank the collar. 
 
    The iron contracted about the beast’s throat, and it gagged and wheezed in panic as its windpipe was crushed. Its eyes started to bulge from its head, and its ribs convulsed as it sank back down into the same depression that its massive body had already created in the sand. I clung onto the collar with all my might to prevent it from expanding back to its usual size, as the beast’s death throes tossed my body around and threatened to shake my grip loose. Then, after about a minute of frantic struggling, it finally grew still. After that, I wasn’t fighting it any more, I was just lying peacefully atop its still warm corpse, but I kept my hands steadily on the collar and maintained its shrunken size while I counted slowly in my head up to another minute, just to be on the safe side. Then, I slid down its curved flank and walked back over to my faithful horse and my fickle former, and likely future, lover. 
 
    Vera gazed at me with her eyes full of relief, exhaustion, and something that could have looked suspiciously like adoration, if she had been the type of woman sentimental enough to show an emotion like that, which she wasn’t. Theo’s giant round eyes were filled with an equal measure of relief and exhaustion, and what most certainly and unmistakably was adoration. 
 
    “That was just the practice round,” a voice thundered through the arena. Gorander’s. He didn’t have a naturally thunderous voice, but he was evidently using some sort of spell to amplify it and ensure that it reached our hearing across the sands. “Next time you won’t be so lucky.” 
 
    Vera, Theo, and I all reflexively glanced around at the grated tunnels carved into the walls of the arena. Watching for any sign of movement. Wondering from which direction the next threat would emerge. And what kind of horrible new creature it might take the form of. 
 
    I laid my hand on the hilt of my sword. I hoped it wasn’t too much to ask that at least the next one wouldn’t be invulnerable to blades. 
 
    “You saw my favorite spell,” Vera said to me. “Now, do you want to see my least favorite spell?” 
 
    “Well, if our lives depend on it,” I answered. 
 
    “I think they rather might,” she replied. I couldn’t begin to guess what she had in mind. Until, that is, she raised her hand and extended it toward the corpse of the hulking reptilian beast. Then, I had a disturbing suspicion that I suddenly did know precisely what she had in mind. 
 
    She uttered a series of guttural syllables that I wouldn’t begin to know how to translate into letters of the alphabet. It wasn’t a one word command this time, either. Sometimes sorcerers cast their spells entirely silently in the blink of an eye. Other times it seemed like they had to chant for half an hour to produce any result. According to Vera, this had partly to do with the complexity and origin of the spell, and partly to do with the skill level and personal preferences of the individual caster. In this case, Vera recited what amounted to a long sentence. An ugly, menacing sentence. Or maybe it just sounded that way to me because I was pretty sure I had a good idea of the general meaning of the sorcerous gibberish. 
 
    I wasn’t wrong, either. The creature started to stir. Now, I’d seen some gory sights before of a sort that most folk might call blood-chilling, but the sight of this raised my hackles in a different way. I didn’t fear the dead, generally speaking. Not unless there was a common sense reason to, like a pox they’d happened to die of, anyhow. No, other than that kind of danger, or unless they were still fresh enough to stink, I figured the dead were just as good of company as most living folks I’d met, and better company than some. 
 
    That was only because all the dead I’d met so far hadn’t shown any inclination to get back up again, though. If they were going to go getting notions like that, then all bets were off. 
 
    “Ahem,” I cleared my throat as the armored beast continued to thrash around, not on its feet yet, but definitely something other than strictly dead at this point. “Vera, he wasn’t particularly friendly the first time around, if I rightly recall.” 
 
    “I’m not bringing him back,” Vera exclaimed incredulously. “Is that what you thought?” 
 
    “Oh, how foolish of me, can’t imagine where I got that idea.” I looked pointedly at the scaly colossus that had finally managed to right itself. It seemed to have control of all its limbs again now that Vera’s spell had taken full effect, but its horned and crested head drooped down limply to its chest, so evidently the neck that I had broken using its own collar had not been repaired. 
 
    “Neither can I,” Vera said seriously. “That’s not possible. I am merely commandeering the body.” 
 
    “What exactly do you mean to do with it?” I asked. 
 
    “Take it for a ride,” Vera replied. 
 
    “You could have just asked me, you know,” Theo said. 
 
    “Can you jump these walls?” Vera asked him, rhetorically. No horse could. 
 
    “Oh hell,” I said as I realized what she had in mind. I looked over to the canopied spectators’ box where Gorander appeared to be conferring with his attendant demons. 
 
    “If he releases any more monsters, just outrun them, and we’ll come back for you as soon as we can,” Vera instructed Theo. 
 
    “Oh hell,” Theo said. 
 
    “All right, let’s giddy up then,” I sighed.  
 
    Vera and I approached the armored beast. As we did, it knelt for us. So I guess she really was controlling it somehow. I couldn’t imagine how much magical energy that must have required from her. It surely wasn’t sustainable for long. But that was just fine. We only had one task to get done. 
 
    Vera climbed up in front of me, onto the creature’s shoulders, and gripped the spines along its back to hold herself in place. I did the same from behind her. Since the creature’s head drooped below us, we had a completely unobstructed view of what lay ahead. Which was the canopied box, across the arena from us. 
 
    “Ready?” Vera asked me. 
 
    “Hell yes,” I replied, because what else was I going to say? 
 
    The dead monster charged. As it sped up and reached a full-fledged gallop, I felt as though I were riding upon the back of an earthquake. The raw power was exhilarating. The cadence of its feet striking the ground punched through our bodies like a drumbeat. We approached the wall below the canopy where Gorander was waiting, at such a breakneck speed that there was no longer any choice of stopping. With seconds left before impact, I recognized that we weren’t going to make it. There was no way in hell that any creature, even some kind of nightmare sorcery-fueled one, could clear the height of the stone wall that was, after all, built precisely to keep its kind down in the pit, separated from the spectators. This wasn’t how I had ever pictured my death, but at least it wouldn’t be a dull one. 
 
    Then, at the last possible second, the monster made its leap. I was flying. I was weightless. My mind sort of disengaged from the situation for a moment. The impossibly tall stone wall in front of us-- the scaled and spiny, heroically athletic corpse beneath us-- Vera with her raven tresses whipping out into the air, and her limbs flung out as if she were floating, as if she were an angel or a ghost-- all of these things seemed like separate facts in their own right, separate miracles, each deserving of my lingering appreciation. Time slowed as I dreamily contemplated them, without really considering the relationship between them.  
 
    Then, the monster landed its jump, which brought it crashing down squarely in the middle of the sorcerer’s canopied box, and jolted me back to earth, so to speak. 
 
    Several of the demons were immediately crushed beneath its bulk. The monster, under Vera’s guidance, deliberately proceeded to trample over others, which smeared black pools of maggots across the floor. 
 
    I could see that Gorander, however, was running to exit the box, with his attendants closing ranks behind him. I guess he hadn’t expected us to make the jump either. And before that, he probably hadn’t expected us to resurrect his horned monster. And before that, he probably hadn’t expected us to survive its attack and kill it instead. Now, I guess, he felt about the same way I had in the maze which was that he wanted to put a safe distance between us and reconsider his options. 
 
    But that wasn’t a chance he had given me, and it wasn’t a chance I was about to give him. 
 
    I flung myself off the monster’s armored back in a somersault, landed in a crouch before the pair of robed demons guarding Gorander’s back, sprang up and executed a half spin that dragged my sword through both of their bellies. Black insects started to crawl from the resulting slits as I shoved my way through them, and then I plunged my sword up to the hilt between Gorander’s shoulder blades. 
 
    “So glad you could make it in person,” I said as I relished the resistance of solid flesh that my sword met with. “I was half afraid you’d be a mere illusion. That would have been the cleverer move, don’t you reckon? But I suppose illusion is more Vera’s specialty than yours. You mustn’t blame yourself for falling victim to her charms. Far wiser men than you have done the same, and will do the same when your corpse lies rotting.” 
 
    I released my grip on the hilt and let Gorander fall to his knees. I walked around to look him in the face. He clutched weakly at the silver blade protruding from his chest. His face was dreadfully contorted, whether in fear or pain I wasn’t sure. I guess he didn’t have a magic spell to heal a mortal wound. He opened his mouth and blood dribbled down his chin as he croaked out a word. “… Mausoleum.” 
 
    “What was that?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Maus… lee… ” the sorcerer’s mouth worked frantically, but no more sound came out. Then his features went slack, and he toppled over, dead, in a graceless pile of gold and purple. 
 
    “Mausoleum,” Vera explained as she walked up to join me. “He wants to be buried in the mausoleum that he built for himself. Very grand affair. Lots of marble, gold, ornate carvings, you know. A mausoleum fit for an emperor. But there won’t be many historically momentous deeds to record on the blank plaque that he incorporated for that purpose.” 
 
    “That was his last request?” I asked with a bit of amusement. “To have his narcissistic choice of burial place?” 
 
    “Sure was.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t see the harm in it,” I said. “I guess I’d rather have him tucked away cozily in his pretty little mausoleum than just about anywhere else in this world.” 
 
    I turned to see the colossal reptilian corpse that Vera had abandoned, not just by dismounting, but by ceasing the spell that had temporarily restored movement to its limbs. It lay surrounded by the wreckage of Gorander’s spectator box. The corpses of several of the grub-like, spindly toothed demons were strewn around it. However, I also saw some red-cloaked figures still upright. And they were not mourning their dead master, nor their dead fellows, nor were they descending upon Vera and me for vengeance. Instead, they were simply floating away, across the benches, with the apparent intention of leaving the arena altogether. They moved slowly, calmly, and without any appearance of fear, so although technically they were fleeing, they didn’t really look like it. 
 
    “Where are they going?” I asked Vera. 
 
    “Who knows?” she replied indifferently. “They won’t trouble these parts anymore. None of this was their idea, you know. Gorander summoned them. He didn’t create them, and they weren’t inherently loyal to him. Just bound to him by sorcery. But now that he is dead, they have no further stake in the mortal realm.” 
 
    I nodded. That was good news. “Well then, I guess we’d better go help Theo out of that pit.” 
 
    Once we had, we both mounted up on his back, and he carried us out of the sorcerer’s palace. The view from outside was quite different from what it had been like when we entered. A significant part of the hedge maze had burned down. Other parts had simply vanished as if they had never been there at all, which I inferred that they never really had. It was the same with the palace itself. It had far fewer turrets and domes. Many of those that remained were stubbier or spindlier than they had appeared to the eye before. There were large gaps in the palace’s construction. In some places there was still wooden scaffolding. In some places there were wooden or brick walls where there had formerly appeared to be ones of the finest marble. It was still a massive and impressive work of architecture, to be sure. But a flawed and extensively incomplete one.  
 
    “So the palace was a lie,” I remarked to Vera. One that she’d helped to sustain. 
 
    “Not a lie,” she corrected me. “A dream. Made visible.” 
 
    Well, that was fair enough. I didn’t necessarily blame Gorander for all the things he’d wanted. But I sure as hell did blame him for the ways he’d tried to get them. 
 
    Then I noticed that there were people milling about the ruins of the partial palace. They looked extremely lost and bewildered. One of the nearest, a woman dressed as a maid, approached and stared up at us. 
 
    “You… look familiar,” she whispered finally to Vera. A puzzled frown furrowed her brow. She wasn’t being sarcastic or coy. She really didn’t quite remember how she recognized Vera, who had been the lady of the palace where she had been enslaved for the past half a year. I guessed it was probably for the better if these poor townspeople’s recent memories stayed hazy. That would make it easier for them to return to their previous untroubled lives. More or less, anyway. It wouldn’t be exactly the same around here, now that the village of Fairhollow seemed to have been razed to the ground, and replaced by an extravagant half-finished palace and a potencium mine. 
 
    “Do I?” Vera asked nonchalantly as she tossed back her long black hair. 
 
    “But I don’t recognize you, sir,” the young woman said as she turned her bewildered blue eyes to me. 
 
    “You ought to,” Vera said sternly. 
 
    By this point, more of the recently liberated former townsfolk of Fairhollow were starting to gather around us in a crowd. They all seemed quite dazed and unsure of themselves. But I guess they instinctively gravitated toward the two of us, either simply because the fact that we were atop a large black horse made us particularly visible, or because maybe they, like the first young woman, at least dimly recognized Vera, one half of their pair of tormentors. Or maybe just because the pair of us weren’t half bad to look at. 
 
    “Why?” the young woman asked curiously. 
 
    “Because he is your savior,” Vera replied simply. 
 
    “Savior from what exactly?” the woman asked. “Heavens, I don’t know what’s wrong with me… I can’t seem to remember… I don’t know how I ended up here, I don’t recognize this place at all. I don’t think I belong here. The last thing I remember, I was going to the milliner… I wanted a new ribbon for my hat, that’s all… a pretty purple one.” 
 
    “He rescued you from enslavement,” Vera answered. “All of you.” 
 
    There was a lot of murmuring among the crowd. They didn’t so much seem to affirm her words as a known truth, as accept them as a plausible theory. 
 
    “I remember darkness, and digging,” one man offered. “I was so sore and so tired all the time. I don’t know what I was digging for. I just know that I wasn’t allowed to stop.” 
 
    Others who had presumably been employed in Gorander’s potencium mine at some point chimed in to voice similar recollections. 
 
    “But why can’t we remember any of it clearly?” a boy of about ten whimpered. “Why were we doing these things, if we didn’t even understand them? Who would do something like this to us?” 
 
    “An evil sorcerer called Gorander,” Vera replied. I guess she had decided to just tell them the truth, while of course conveniently omitting her own role in it. “He enslaved you all for his own purposes. Do you see this palace? Do you see the mine over there? He created all of this, and he used you all to keep it running. You used to live in a pretty, peaceful town called Fairhollow. Do you remember it? Probably not yet, but you will, soon enough. Well, you are free now. Free to return to your lives. Free to build new lives even better than your former ones. You can take the scraps of this palace and make yourselves new houses. Or you could try to complete the palace and live inside of it. And you will find treasure inside of it too.”  
 
    “All I remember are the demons with white faces, and long teeth,” a young woman whispered, a different one than the girl who had first approached us. “I knew that if I made a mistake, they would eat me. I do not remember what my job was. I only know that I had to do it perfectly… ” 
 
    Other townsfolk remarked on their own impressions of the demons, and discussing it seemed to reassure them in a way, because it proved that the horrors they vaguely remembered had been witnessed by others, had been real.  
 
    “Well, that is all behind you now,” Vera announced with an impatient wave of her hand. I guess she had no intention of staying here and trying to run the ruins of Gorander’s empire that had never been, but she also didn’t seem particularly repentant about having participated in his scheme to begin with. She simply intended to move on from the whole episode, as freely as a tumbleweed, and expected the townsfolk to do the same. “You are free men and women now. Thanks to this man.” 
 
    “Who are you?” a woman asked me. 
 
    “Halston Hale,” I answered, with a tip of my hat. “The greatest mercenary the West has ever known.” 
 
    “If it’s really true… that you saved us… ” a man began hesitantly, “how can we ever repay you, sir?” 
 
    At hearing those magical words, a broad grin spread across my face. 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” I replied. “I’ll write you up an itemized bill for my services.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    The warmth and brightness of the sunlight on my face gradually woke me. I yawned and stretched. I looked out the open window directly across from the bed and saw the town of Bluegarden spread out before me like a dusty, twinkling mirage. I could even see some of their namesake cacti, all still barren of their unusually vibrant flowers. Theo had single handedly taken the blue out of Bluegarden. Fortunately, I don’t think they realized who the culprit was and hadn’t raised any objection when the three of us had ridden back into town and rented a room at the inn for the night. 
 
    I turned my head to look over at Vera lying beside me. I couldn’t see her face at the moment, actually, because half of it was mashed into the pillow and her wild mass of black hair covered the other half. But I knew from experience that she tended to grimace and gnash her teeth and twitch her eyelids in her sleep, not to mention thrash her limbs around. She was an extremely restless sleeper. I didn’t know whether it was her past crimes that haunted her dreams, or all the even more ambitious ones that she hadn’t yet managed to execute, but I suspected it was the latter. 
 
    The half-Savajun sorceress’ beautiful, enigmatic face was the only part of her that I couldn’t see at the moment, though. She had kicked off the covers and her naked body was splayed out unselfconsciously, her ribs rising and falling with her gentle breaths. Every luscious golden brown inch of it was worthy of study. And not just visual study, but physical exploration. From what I could tell, her body hadn’t changed a single bit since the last time I had enjoyed it several years ago. That probably had somewhat to do with self-disciplined habits of exercise and diet, and somewhat to do with sorcery. But either way, the familiarity of its curvaceous contours hadn’t made it any less thrilling than the first time Vera ever gave herself to me. 
 
    My most recent list of grievances against the scheming and manipulative sorceress hadn’t spoiled the experience either. I had taken her pretty roughly to begin with, partly out of the physical desperation that had been building up in me ever since I laid eyes on her in that throne room seated beside Gorander, and partly to remind her that, no matter how powerful in magic she grew, I was still the one in charge. And then, later on throughout the night, when I fucked her again and again, sometimes I’d find myself grabbing her so hard or hammering into her so forcefully that I realized I was probably at least a little bit expressing my rage at her sense of entitlement to my life. Her delusion of owning me. But, of course, she considered those kinds of reactions to be more of a reward than a punishment, so it wasn’t a power play that I could ever exactly win, regardless of my physical dominance. 
 
    There was one way, and one way only, that I could truly assert my power over Vera, and no matter what, I was never, ever going to let her know how much it cost me each time.  
 
    I carefully slid out from the sweat-soaked bed, hunted down my clothes from where they were strewn across the floor, and quietly put them on. I buckled my belt. I shook each of my boots to check for scorpions and pulled on the right one, and then the left one. I tugged my hat down to perch at the exact right angle on my brow. 
 
    “You’re leaving me already?” Vera’s voice floated over from the bed just as I performed that last gesture. The timing was so exact that I knew immediately she had been watching me get dressed the entire time. 
 
    “You’re an intelligent woman, I’m sure you can draw your own conclusions,” I replied. 
 
    “Very well,” she said as she sat up in bed, cocked her head, and gazed at me steadily with an unreadable expression. It was hard not to notice how full and pert her breasts were, and the way her cross-legged position split her pussy open. But I’d already indulged in her charms as much as was good for me. Anything more would be letting her win. “Go on then, keep wearing out that poor beast’s hooves tromping through the dust from one godforsaken outpost to the next. It doesn’t really matter how far you go, or what you do along the way. Because you and I are destined for each other. You can never escape me, Hal. Don’t you understand that by now?” 
 
    “Well, I can sure as hell try,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Will you never forgive me?” 
 
    “It’s not a matter of forgiving, Vera,” I said. “It’s not a matter of morality or grudges. That doesn’t mean any more to me than it does to you. But, I’m not enough of a fool to ever forget the things you’ve done and tried to do to me. And I’m not enough of a fool to discount the sky high probability, based on extensive past experience, of you trying the same shit all over again the first chance you get. You don’t respect my wishes, so we can’t be together. Except carnally.” 
 
    “Admit that I’m the best you ever had,” Vera said with a gleam in her black eyes. 
 
    “The best lay?” I asked. “Sure, I reckon so. But the best friend I ever had happens to be waiting on me outside in the stables, so you’ll have to pardon me, Miss.” 
 
    “No,” she hissed. “Change your mind. Stay here with me. Think of the things we could do.” 
 
    “I have,” I sighed. 
 
    “You only use a fraction of your power, and the fools chasing you? Your old enemies from your kingdom? Use me. Both of us can go back there, destroy them, and then rule--” 
 
    “Naw,” I scoffed. “I’ve thought plenty of times about that, too.” 
 
    “Damn it,” she groaned as she flopped back in bed. “Why do you frustrate me so much?” 
 
    “You aren’t the first person to say that, and you won’t be the last.” I assume that meant those were my final words, so I began to turn. 
 
    “Hal,” she sighed as my back was to her. “I’ll kill you next time I see you. You are my only weakness.” 
 
    “You said you’d kill me last time I left you,” I replied. 
 
    “I mean it this time,” she growled. 
 
    “You also said that last time.” And with that I walked out of the room. I could feel Vera’s eyes on my back, but she didn’t make any move to follow. 
 
    “You smell like her,” Theo groaned when I met up with him. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you smell like horse shit,” I replied. 
 
    I saddled him up and loaded up all the treasure we’d collected from the townsfolk of Fairhollow in payment for my defeat of Gorander. Some of it was in gold, but luckily for my horse, most of it had been converted to potencium so as to be of a weight that one beast could reasonably carry.  
 
     I uncorked a vial and drained it. A feeling of incredible well-being and optimism flooded my limbs. Then I uncorked another vial and drained that too, because why the hell not? I wasn’t going to run out any time soon, unless I recruited a veritable army of magic users and had to supply them too. 
 
    “I think we’re all set,” I mused as I mounted up. “So what do you think, Theo? North? South? Further west? What godforsaken outpost should we grace with our presence next?” 
 
    “Hmm, whichever direction has the nearest town,” Theo grumbled. “All this shit is really heavy. I don’t want to go after any prizes that big anymore. Unless you want to take a turn carrying the payment yourself.”  
 
    He sounded decidedly unmotivated to perform his usual horsely duties. 
 
    “Hey, Theo, I may have forgotten to mention before,” I said casually. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I, er, wasn’t too successful sneaking out this morning.” 
 
    “You woke Vera up?” Theo exclaimed. 
 
    “Afraid so,” I confessed. “Also, she said she was going definitely kill me next time.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Theo sighed, and then I had to hold on for dear life as my best friend cantered out of the stables and swiftly attained a full gallop, his magnificent mane and tail streaming out behind him like gleaming black flags in the early morning sun, until Bluegarden faded away into the distance. 
 
      
 
    The end 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading Sellsword! As soon as I have 100 reviews, I’ll start working on book 2, so please leave me a nice review here. Thank you! 
 
    So, here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2019 by Logan Jacobs 
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