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Prologue
 

A trickle of blood oozed down the cold steel of the sword. Drops splattered onto dry leaves, staining them red. Aldrich pressed his back against the old tree’s gnarled trunk, rough bark scratching his skin through his thin shirt. Thirty yards away lay a still-warm corpse, one arm stretched, reaching for a knife discarded in the leaves.

Eyes closed and barely breathing, he waited, sword in hand, listening. Silence reigned.

A faint breeze blew over him, carrying the scent of apple blossoms from a nearby orchard and the cool dampness of an approaching storm. Leaves rustled in the wind.

He ducked his head around the tree trunk, saw no one else had followed the man he’d killed and breathed a sigh of relief. Either stupid or over-confident, and he didn’t think they were stupid. He hurried off to where he had left his wife and child.

 

“We don’t have much time before they catch up,” Iselle said, voice calm despite the import of her words, “and my creature will not last much longer, especially if it starts to rain.”

A lock of graying hair slipped out from under her hood. Their daughter, Nerissa, a dark-haired girl of six years, clung to her arm, body slumped in weariness. Dust from the road covered their boots and their leggings, attesting to long days on foot.

Sighing wearily, Iselle peered down the road towards a stone bridge, which crossed a narrow river; the light had faded during their short break.

“Patience,” Aldrich said, taking a sniff of the wind coming from behind them, reading in it many things and knowing much would be resolved before the storm hit. Their day had started badly and gone to worse with a speed that had shocked him. It was my decision to spend a night at an inn out of the cold which has led to this, thought Aldrich with sorrow.

“There’s a storm coming, and yes, they are close.”

Releasing Nerissa, Iselle cupped her hands and whispered a few words that were lost in the rustle of wind through the trees. Moments later, from behind them a small dark shape emerged, flying erratically. Landing in her cupped palms, where its paper wings protruded over the sides, the dark green dragonfly looked creased and worn, as if it had flown long and hard without rest. Covering the paper carapace of the insect were tiny black runes scribed on the surface with ink.

Aldrich beckoned Iselle and Nerissa to follow him, and they obeyed, their limbs already stiffening in the cool night air after an exhausting day on foot. One of many since their horses had been stolen.

As they reached the center of the bridge, Aldrich made a decision. Placing one hand on the hilt of his sword he loosened it in the scabbard.

“Keep going into the forest, I’ll join you later.”

“What do you plan to do?” Iselle asked with dread in her voice.

A knot tightened in his gut. He feared she knew already and dreaded the necessity of what he planned. His training to become a blade master had been harsh and thorough, and he had never doubted his abilities, but he had often wondered how he would fare if facing impossible odds.

“They’re too close. We cannot allow them to catch us and take Nerissa. You know I have to do this; it’s more important than they know. Try to make it through the forest. You should be able to avoid any search with your crafting.”

“No! We should stay together. My crafting can keep them at a distance, and we can lose them in the forest.”

Aldrich shook his head. He knew it was time to make a stand. Delaying their pursuers would give them much needed relief, and at least he would be doing something other than running. For a while at least, the hunted would strike back.

He pushed Iselle and Nerissa ahead of him. “Go now! I can hold them for a time, perhaps kill them all, but you need to hurry.”

Tears welled in Iselle’s eyes. She wiped at them with the back of her hand.

“Don’t you…” she croaked, breath coming in harsh gasps. “Come back to me… to us.”

“I will. I promise.” He squeezed them both in a hug and kissed them on the cheek.

Iselle took Nerissa by the hand. “May the ancestors be with you,” she said fearfully.

“And you. Go quickly now.”

He watched them cross the bridge, moving as fast as their exhausted bodies would allow, hastening along the road toward the forest. As they reached the trees, Iselle paused and glanced back. She reached inside her pocket, drew out her dragonfly and threw it into the air. Its paper wings unfolded and it fluttered, hovering above her. She waved her hand and it flew back to the bridge, landing in a tree close to the river. Its eyes glowed as it positioned itself to observe.

Removing his cloak, Aldrich threw it behind him where it would not get in the way. Drawing his sword, he sat cross-legged in the middle of the bridge, facing back the way they had come, preparing for the approaching encounter. Pommel and guard worn and chipped but blade still strong, the sword had seen him through many a confrontation and not a few battles. Etched along the first third of the blade from the guard were crafted runes of potency. Without these the blade was merely exceptional; with the runes it was worth a small fortune. Closing his eyes, he opened himself to the night, calming himself and clearing his mind.

Time passed. The moon broke through the clouds. Back along the dirt road a shadow moved, then another.

Aldrich opened his eyes. Forty yards away stood a strongly built man dressed in dark gray, cloak and hair rippling in the wind. To the blade master he looked solid, denser than normal, as if in another dimension or out of phase with this one.

“Greetings,” called the stranger. “I see the two ladies have gone ahead without you. Never mind. I’m sure they have not gone far. We can catch up with them later.”

A shadow detached itself from a tree on one side of the road, solidifying into another denser man, moving in behind the first.

I guess there to be at most five, Aldrich thought. Please let that be the case or I may fail in my obligation.

A woman joined the two men before the bridge. More shapes left the concealment of the trees. In front of him, the group grew until he counted there to be thirteen, spreading themselves in a half circle around their leader.

Taking a deep breath, Aldrich achieved a state of calmness within himself, and the nightscape became clearer, its details sharper. For all his life he had followed the Way of the Sword, and the one thing he dreaded was to die having failed. His masters always said if you were resolute and your spirit strong you could not fail. Correct in theory, but reality has a way of turning you on your head and making a fool of you sometimes.

You will not fail if you accept death. I do not fear death, only failure.

Adjusting his stance, he moved into an upper attitude guard. Taking another deep breath he released it through his nose, becoming one with his spirit. Bearing unmoving, he radiated purposefulness…and death.

“There is no need to fight,” called the leader. “You are but one man against all of us. You will lose. The light from the moon is hardly enough to see by — at most you may kill one or two of us, and for what? Why throw your life away for nothing?”

As he spoke, his followers shifted, drawing their own swords, ready to cross the bridge at his signal.

He does not know, Aldrich crowed inwardly. Too little light. They should have guessed by now from the chase we led them. For this mistake, they’ll pay dearly.

“Sorry, but I cannot let you pass. I am sworn to guard them with my life, and if I die here then so be it. A bunch of ruffians like you should not be a problem. Perhaps it is you who should turn tail and flee.”

Aldrich hoped to deceive them further. If he could create a loss of balance and throw them into confusion when he attacked, all the better.

Their leader smiled, baring his teeth. “Kill him,” he said to the darkness, and his followers flowed around him onto the stone bridge.

 

Knowing there would not be much time, Iselle tried to hurry Nerissa, but after many long days of pursuit her daughter no longer had much strength. The forest path hindered their steps with its roughness. Roots snaking from nearby trees seemed to spring up in the dim light to tangle their feet. Lifting the child, Iselle cradled Nerissa in her arms, moving further into the trees. She knew, as a blade master, Aldrich was without peer and prayed he would survive to join them soon.

 

Aldrich leaped across the intervening space between him and his attackers in a heartbeat, faster than any normal man could move. His shape blurred in the night, blade shifting fluidly. He beat through the guard of a stocky man and sliced open his throat, moving onto the next before they had time to react.

The leader cursed in a harsh tongue Aldrich couldn’t understand. He gathered they realized what they faced now.

“’Ware the human,” the leader shouted to his brethren, “he’s Touched!”

Spinning first to the left then right, Aldrich cut one arm to the bone, then drove his sword through another’s guard into his chest, yanking it out before three more closed in. As he’d planned, the width of the bridge restricted his opponents to coming at him no more than three at a time.

Stupid. No time for thrusts. Keep cutting. Blade moving in a blur, he held the three men off for a moment, searching for weaknesses in their style. There.

Aldrich stepped in to meet the closest man. Sparks flew as swords clashed. His opponent stepped back, as if to withdraw, then sprang in with his sword. Aldrich twisted, avoiding the blade. He expanded forward, flowing like water, and his attack sliced the side of his opponent. A heartbeat later, two more were down from wounds, dead or dying. Aldrich cut left and right without giving the denser men a chance to take the initiative, trying to drive them together where they hampered each other. A sharp pain and spurt of warm wetness warned him of a cut along the ribs.

They are good, but my spirit is stronger. Don’t give them room to move.

He danced forward boldly, fluidly, adopting the lower left attitude as the next denser man attacked. Blade swooping up to clash against another sword, he parried to the right. His return stroke from above buried itself deep between a shoulder and the neck, his opponent dropping lifeless onto the bridge.

A blade sliced deeply into Aldrich’s thigh. He gasped at the burning pain. Pressing closer, the denser men rushed in to attack. Despite his greater strength and speed, he clutched at several wounds as their blades passed through his guard. He struck out vainly before his whirling sword cut across a face. Abandoning defense, Aldrich threw himself at them. Moving in all-out attack, he split an arm open, wrist to elbow, then drove his sword tip through the jaw of another into his brain.

A thrust from the side plunged deep into his stomach. Weakness rose in him.

Aldrich slumped to one knee, sword dropping from fingers numb with pain and blood loss. Every breath hurt. He felt like red hot pokers were inside his wounds. He placed a hand on the ground to steady himself, then looked into the eyes of their approaching leader.

Forgive me, I have failed you both.

Steel flashed, and his body collapsed onto the cold stones, head hacked from his shoulders.

 

Prodding the corpse with his toe, Savine surveyed the carnage that had been wrought in the time it had taken them to overwhelm the lone man. Eight of his brethren dead or wounded.

“Touched by the ancestors. What ill luck.”

He would have to explain this mess to his unforgiving masters. The man had obviously been a blade master or he could not have taken three or four of them, touched or not. His masters would not be pleased at such a loss, the cost of which would be extracted from them one way or another. His remaining followers gathered around him, standing next to the corpse steaming in the cool night air. He reached for the sword, but his hand stopped short and he hissed, feeling the virulence of the force in it and recognizing some of the runes. It seemed some of these primitives remembered crafting, as they called it here, however imperfectly. He slid his boot under the blade and lifted his foot. The sword sailed over the side of the bridge into the water with a splash, sinking without a trace.

“Come. We still have to catch the woman and child.”

Two denser men loped away while the rest helped the wounded to bandage their cuts, and threw the dead and dying over the side into the cold water below.

 

Sensing the life force leave the man it had been told to observe, the paper dragonfly’s rudimentary intelligence determined it was time to report back to its creator. It bunched its folded paper legs and launched itself into the air. Circling the bridge once to gather information through its crafted eyes, it took in the crimson auras of the denser men then flew towards the forest, passing the two sent on ahead.

 

Breath coming in harsh gasps, Iselle pushed Nerissa ahead of her as fast as she dared. There was barely any moonlight to see by, and a twisted ankle at this stage could mean their downfall. They entered a clearing, where a fire pit ringed with river stones lay off to one side. She paused for a moment to work out where the path started again on the other side and to catch her breath.

Her dragonfly veered around the last few tree trunks and landed on Iselle’s shoulder. She sketched a shape in the air that glowed for an instant then vanished, triggering her creation to report its knowledge of what had happened on the bridge.

Tears flowed as the knowledge hit home. She shuddered and swallowed, suppressing sobs, wrapped in grief. After a few moments, she drew herself up.

“Nerissa, come closer, we have a problem. Stay close to me for the time being. I’ll tell you what you need to do soon.”

“Yes, Mama,” the girl replied, voice quivering with fear.

 

As they turned to run again, Iselle stopped. Two dark figures stood between them and the path on the other side of the clearing. They did not move, clearly satisfied she would not try to escape. She knew that to flee blindly into the forest now would be no use, and their pursuers would capture them with ease. Acting calmer than she felt, Iselle removed her cloak and wrapped it around Nerissa, warding her from the night’s chill.

She’s too young to be caught up in this, Iselle thought.

She knelt and looked into her daughter’s eyes, stroking her cheek with a thumb, feather light.

“When the bad men come I will distract them. Then you have to run as fast as you can. Can you do that for me, Nerissa?”

She removed two rings from her fingers, one silver covered in knotwork patterns incorporating two stylized lions, the other made of bone carved with runes. Threading both onto a thin chain from around her neck, she placed the chain over Nerissa’s head and tucked the rings under her clothes.

“Hold onto these. Whatever happens, you must keep them safe.”

“Yes, Mama. I can run,” Nerissa replied with a grim smile. “I’m ever so tired, though.”

“Don’t worry, little one, when the time comes I’m sure you will be able to run like the wind. Stay close, and remember what I’ve told you. Run as fast as you can when you think they’re not looking. Follow the path and do not stop, even if I am not with you. I’ll catch up with you later.”

She reached into her shirt and removed a sheet of paper. Jet black, its surface was covered in patterns of tiny silver runes that ran along straight lines. Every master sorcerer who passed the tests knew this crafting. It was one of the last tests that had to be passed, the making of a finality. With practiced deftness, Iselle began folding with nimble fingers, all the while murmuring under her breath.

More men emerged from between trees, entering the clearing, moving to surround them. She looked around frantically for an escape then stopped as a broad-shouldered man pushed between two others and took a few paces towards her. His air of confidence and the way the others looked to him marked him as their leader.

“What have we here?” he said. “Perhaps you are lost and in need of some assistance? My brethren and I would be only too glad to help.”

Iselle’s mouth went dry with fear. “No thank you,” she replied, still folding.

His use of the word brethren revealed to her far more than she wanted to believe. Her crafting would require much more energy than she had first thought, and might take too much from her once it was released.

“A pity.”

“Although I do appreciate your kindness in such an offer. Could I ask your name, so I know who to thank?”

A faint smile came to his lips as he responded. “I have had many names in the past, but you can call me Savine Khedevis, if you like.”

Breath catching in her throat, Iselle forced herself to speak. “Perhaps you would accept a gift for such a kind act towards strangers?”

She lifted a palm on which sat a small paper box. Silver runes glittered on the surface.

Savine eyed the box warily. “A gift, is it? Perhaps we could come to an arrangement — that is, if the gift is enough.”

“Oh, I assure you it will be enough.” She knew his own sorcery was likely stronger than hers, and there was only one thing she could think of to try and save her daughter.

“Well, that looks interesting, but what’s inside the box?”

“Nothing,” replied Iselle. “Nothing but death.”

She threw the box high into the air, where it hovered above her head and spun, runes sparkling in the moonlight.

 

The box spun faster and faster, its movement through the air creating an eerie keening sound that rose in volume. A sharp crackling noise filled the clearing, and flashes of lightning danced around the box.

At a gesture from Savine, the men charged towards her with naked blades, howling with alarm.

With a shriek, Iselle raised her hands above her head. A mounting gale whipped her hair in every direction. Lightning flashed from her hands and shot into the box.


 

As the men reached her and the cowering child, the woman collapsed, her limp body and cloak covering the girl.

The gale stopped suddenly, as if it never was. With a thunderous crack, the box ruptured. Silver lightning showered the clearing and enveloped every one of the men, blistering their skin and turning their veins black. A shock wave launched across the clearing, clouds of dirt erupting in its wake, knocking them to the ground. Screams echoed through the night as each man writhed under the virulence of the energy. Smoke billowed from skin and clothes as they began to burn.

All movement in the clearing ceased. Misshapen mounds smoldered on the ground in a circle, bodies twisted. Swords remained gripped in the blackened hands of charred corpses.

 

The breeze from the approaching storm blew the dwindling smoke from the bodies towards the river. A terrified sobbing came from under the shape in the center. A small voice cried out.

“Oh no! Oh no! Oh no! Please wake up! Please…”

With a crackle, Iselle’s body shifted and rolled onto the ground with a thump, scorched grass snapping under her weight.

Nerissa looked out from under the cloak at the gruesome scene. Moonlight and shadows turned the clearing into a nightmare. Stifling another sob, she put one hand to her mouth and bit down hard on her knuckles, drawing blood in an effort not to scream.

“Oh no! Oh no! Oh no!… Mama, wake up!” she whispered, reaching out with her other hand to shake her mother. As she touched the far too hot body, she knew she was alone.

Death had taken all around her.

Tears streamed from her tired eyes. Without thinking, Nerissa fled into the forest.

 

Drawn by the smell of meat drifting on the night air, a pack of wolves warily circled the clearing at the tree line. Hunger warred with caution, the desire for an easy meal greater than their reluctance to enter a place smelling strongly of death. The pack-leader edged toward one of the bodies, senses alert to any danger. One paw after another, the wolf crept towards the center corpse, barely stirring the ashes with each step. As it leant forward, nose scarcely touching the remains, a charred hand latched onto its throat. Snapping and snarling, the wolf strove to break away but couldn’t shake the iron grip. Another hand reached up and traced a symbol on its fur, binding it to the spot.

The frantic struggles of the wolf ceased, and the pack watched as the blackened body shifted, lifting its head to rest against their pack-leader.

This form will suffice, for now.

On the ground, the charred hand sketched another symbol, and power filled the air for the second time that night. Furred strength shrunk, skin molded to bones as the wolf’s vitality transferred to Savine. Taking a breath and covering the beast’s mouth with his own, he breathed out, the wolf’s body expanding back to normal shape. Blackened skin cracked from the man, flaking off in sections onto the earth and revealing a grayish, dry, stretched crust underneath. The skin on one arm sloughed off entirely, leaving bones, which collapsed to the ground and shattered into fragments.

Looking through new eyes, Savine stretched his appropriated animal body. Whimpers echoed around the clearing. Savine shuddered and howled with pain, panting.

Excruciating, thought Savine, breath coming in short gasps. The pain as his consciousness transferred had been agonizing, almost unbearable, even to one such as himself.

Savine hobbled a few steps then sank to the ground. After a few moments, tongue lolling, whimpering, he staggered to his feet and stood there trembling.

Surveying the carnage wrought by the woman, he grimaced. So many brethren slain in the one night by two lone humans, one of them touched, of course, but still…he would have much explaining to do.

As the remainder of the pack watched, ears back and hackles raised, Savine loped down the trail towards the stone bridge.


  



Chapter One
 

Gliding sideways across the hard-packed earth, Caldan shifted his wooden sword to a middle guard position. Beads of sweat trickled down his back. Breathing hard after the last exchange, he tried to ignore the burgeoning pain in his shoulder, where he knew a bruise would appear by the night’s end. He squinted to cut the glare of the sun, keeping his eyes on his opponent.

Her grin, which had appeared when she broke through his guard with a cut to the shoulder, grew broader. Her stance indicated she was ready, sword held high, body still. His sore shoulder would not prompt her to relax in her attacks on him. Quite the opposite.

She’s too good, he thought. All his training the last few weeks and he hadn’t improved.

“Again,” he said, moving his guard to a low position then springing at her. He made a rapid series of cuts that allowed her to parry as he tried to tread down her blade. She effortlessly blocked his sword and battered it aside. Penetrating his guard yet again, she slammed her blunted tip into his chest. Grunting, he clutched at his ribs where she had marked him and dropped to one knee, hand touching the ground to steady himself. He drew a slow, shallow breath, all he could do above the pain.

The Master of Blades, a bald older monk in loose fitting black robes, stepped towards them. He laid a hand on Caldan’s shoulder and slapped him gently, open-palmed, against the side of his head. Caldan bowed before Master Krige, listening.

“You must always move in the pattern; every movement must be within the pattern.”

“I’m sorry,” Caldan managed to gasp out. “I guess I am not in the right state of mind for this today.”

A firmer slap rocked his head to the side.

“Well, I hope you are in the correct state of mind in your first real fight, otherwise you will be dead.” Master Krige looked at Amara leaning on her sword and still grinning. Sweat from the exertion trickled down her face and soaked her practice shirt.

“Enough for today,” Krige said, waving a hand to dismiss her.

She grinned wider and mockingly saluted Caldan as she walked to a rack against a stone wall and replaced her sword.

Krige turned his attention back to Caldan and sat cross-legged on the ground, expression unreadable. “What did you do wrong? Or more importantly, what did she do right?”

“I…I’m not sure,” Caldan said. “I was trying to force her down so she couldn’t attack, yet her sword came straight through mine and she hit me. I cannot explain it.”

“You were trying to defeat her at the start of her attack, trying to push her sword down so she could not rise. But you do know what was wrong: your mind was not in it. More concisely, you were treading down with your sword and not achieving the spirit of the attack. You must tread with the body, with the spirit and with the sword. You must achieve the spirit of not allowing her to attack. Since you did not do this, you did not cling to her enough and she cut you. Remember this well, for you must strike with all things in harmony to win, not just with your hands.”

“She is good, though,” Caldan muttered.

“Yes, you could certainly use more practice if you want to defeat her.”

Scowling, Caldan stood, looking down at Krige. “Is that all for today, Master?”

“Yes. Think about what I said tomorrow, whenever your bruises pain you.” There was laughter in his voice. “Harmony. Spirit and body together. Go now, I am weary of young would-be swordsmen tripping over their own feet.”

Caldan gave a slight, painful bow and shuffled gingerly to a water barrel near the south wall of the practice ground.

Removing his sweaty and dirt-stained shirt, he cupped his hands and splashed cold water over his body, then scooped another handful over his face. The pain lessened, and he bent over the barrel to drink a mouthful of the cool water. As he did so, a hand grasped the back of his neck and dunked his head under the surface.

Taking a breath and squinting water out of his eyes, Caldan came face to face with a smirking Jemma.

“Anything interesting down there?” she asked, releasing her hold and folding her arms across her chest. She leaned back against the wall.

Caldan took another breath, all of a sudden conscious of how pretty she looked, folded arms tightening her tunic, sunlight brightening her face and emphasizing her dark eyes.

Stop it, he told himself. She only wants to be your friend. Then why did he have the feeling whenever he turned his back that she stared at him? Aware of his bare chest and Jemma’s frank appraisal, he pulled his shirt back on, not wanting to take the time to dry himself off first.

Jemma looked at the barrel and picked at a splinter with a fingernail, a faint glow in her cheeks.

“Thank you for the dunking. I needed one after that workout.”

“It looks like you managed to get hit a few times. What happened?”

“Nothing, just a lack of concentration. My worries about what’s going to happen to me have started to affect my performance.”

Jemma snorted. “Since when have you ever lacked concentration? You are one of the most single-minded and stubborn people I know!” She brushed his arm with her hand. “Is there anything wrong? Something you have not told me?”

Caldan shook his head. “No, it’s probably the pressure the masters keep piling onto me. I think I need a hot soak in the baths, a good meal and some wine to relax and take my mind off things for a while.”

“And good company, I hope,” she added.

“A game of Dominion tonight? I reserved a board for a few hours, even managed to get one of the more secluded ones. I was going to practice a few things on my own, but if you would like a game…”

“That sounds great! I’ll see you after the evening meal, then.”

Caldan watched as she sauntered off. Why did life have to be so complicated? Her brother Marlon would scorn him even more if he thought they were seeing each other. Marlon cared for nothing but himself and how people saw his family.

Scratching his head, Caldan noticed the state of his shirt for the first time: dusty, sweat-stained, creased and wet. He would have to find a clean one before the evening. At least he had a few silver ducats to spare for anything he needed, enough for basic expenses.

He was not as bad off as some of the poorer families in the city, though he would never be considered as fortunate as the students, or as one of their equals. As he walked away in the direction of his room, he realized it was also the first time he’d cared enough about Jemma’s opinion to try and make a good impression.

 

“Caldan? Are you there?”

Caldan peered around the door of his wardrobe and saw a shaven-headed young monk, one of the lower ranked monks at the Monastery of the Seven Paths. He shielded his eyes from the glare of the sun, which shone through the only window of Caldan’s small room and reflected off the polished floor. Sheets of paper lay scattered over a thin blanket covering a narrow cot, and at the monk’s appearance a shape wobbled in his direction towards the edge of the windowsill, a lion created from many precise folds of a dark brown paper. Tiny black runes dotted the animal, whose steps faltered then stopped.

“Yes, Brother,” replied Caldan. “What can I do for you? Sorry about the mess, I was just looking for something.” He gestured to the pile of clothes on the floor.

The monk glanced at the clothes, then the paper lion, before returning to Caldan. “The masters would like to see you tomorrow, before the evening meal. Please make yourself presentable, and remember you are here on their sufferance, so behave yourself.”

The young monks liked to point out his position any chance they could. He was not part of their Order and therefore an outsider, though he had been living at the monastery longer than they had.

“Thank you, Brother. I’ll try to make a good impression.”

The young monk hesitated, weight shifting from foot to foot. “The masters have not been in a good mood these last few days. Perhaps they want to discuss your place here once you come of age in a few months, but I cannot say.”

Caldan looked at the brother in surprise, reading the thinly veiled hint in the young man’s words. On a few occasions, the masters and he had argued over what he could and couldn’t do as a ward of the monastery and not one of the initiates. The masters were invariably soft spoken and firm in their logic. It sounds like they’ve come to a decision on my place here.

“Thank you,” he replied, standing and giving the monk a bow.

The brother nodded then turned to walk down the corridor.

Caldan considered the pile of clothes on the floor and sighed. Bending over to pick them up, he decided that whatever the masters wanted, it must be important; he was never called to a meeting with them if they didn’t consider the matter significant.

Stuffing the clothes into the bottom of the wardrobe, he moved to his table, on which sat a basin filled with tepid water. He washed his hands and face, drying off with a towel, and ran his hands over his shaven scalp. He had always followed the monks’ convention and shaved his head. He felt it showed them how grateful he was for their assistance.

He wondered what they had decided regarding his place here. He performed all the duties they assigned him without complaint, and in the classes he had time to attend he showed good progress. His skills in the practical arts were progressing solidly — a few of the masters had already hinted they would be pleased to continue his instruction after he came of age, if he was willing.

Reflecting on the last few years spent at the monastery, he was not unhappy with his lot, but he thought there should be more to existence than spending his life on Eremite, one small island separated from the world.

Lost in thought, he almost failed to notice a wisp of smoke appear from his paper lion. A flame erupted from the surface, rapidly spreading until the animal was engulfed.

“By the ancestors!” he cursed, waving the smoke away while fumbling with the window latch and pushing it open. He grimaced at the smoldering pile of ash. The fifth one that’s burnt out within hours. He was missing something. But what?

“I can’t quite get it right,” he muttered under his breath then swept the remains out the window.

A bell sounded four times, indicating the hour. Hurrying out the door, he hastened to meet Jemma, rubbing at the ash staining his hands.

 

Sparks were flying, but the noise of the spitting fire went largely unnoticed by Jemma. Firelight danced around the room, twisting shapes and distorting perspectives. Jemma’s friend Yasmin had tagged along, and she knelt by the fire poking at the burning wood in the grate. As Dominion wasn’t one of Yasmin’s strengths, the game between them held little of her attention. With her fair hair and pale skin, she was one side of a coin, and Jemma was the other.

Head tilted to the side and brow furrowed in concentration, Jemma’s thoughts focused on the game board. Three-tiered and four paces to a side, veneer squares of three shades of wood, hand-high game pieces of carved obsidian and also clear, rose and smoky quartz in the shapes of mythical creatures and stylized humans, it was an impressive sight.

After his last two moves had staggered her, leaving her plans in ruins, Caldan had left to find refreshments. She was unsure what tactic she could effect to get out of this mess and aware her position was extremely fragile in the long run.

“Curse him! Why does he have to be so good at this?” Jemma exclaimed. She chewed on a fingernail, glanced distractedly at Yasmin. She took a step closer to the side of the board for a better angle. She had only one extra move left, while Caldan still had five. He hadn’t bothered using any yet.

“It looks to me like he has a hold on you. In the game, I mean, of course.”

“Next time you can stay in your room and study on your own, for all I care.”

Yasmin sniggered. “Don’t get nasty because you’ve been outplayed. You’ve never won against him. Besides, I’m glad I came. You’ve been spending much too much time in Caldan’s company lately, and with his reputation, I’d think you’d be more careful as to how often you are seen together.”

“There is nothing wrong with him,” Jemma said with heat. “What happened to his family shouldn’t have any bearing on who he is or how others treat him. He was only seven when they were all killed in the fire.” She shuddered at the thought, grateful such a tragedy had not been visited upon her own family, hating to think how it had affected Caldan’s childhood. Even without the rumors of demon worshipping, it was bad enough. If she ever find out who started those rumors they’ll find out how hard she could be.

“I heard his mother was a witch. And even you have to admit that a stone house burning to the ground is odd.”

“Well it must have had a shingle or thatch roof, with wooden beams and such. Caldan was lucky he was out feeding their goats at the time or he would have died as well. Though he was the one to find them, poor thing.”

“Hmmm,” Yasmin said, coughing into her hand. “But you have to agree he is a loner and doesn’t go to any effort to make friends. Marlon doesn’t think he’s quite right in the head. He doesn’t, and I don’t, want you getting hurt, that’s all. Caldan may be intelligent and good at crafting and Dominion but I think you may be making a big mistake.”

“I’m not in love with him, if that’s what you’re worried about. He deserves a chance. I believe in him and think he could become a remarkable person. He is true of spirit and has a good heart. That cannot be said of many people nowadays.”

“Well, I’m glad you know your own mind about this. Just try not to…” She broke off as the door opened.

Caldan entered bearing a platter with an assortment of sliced fruits and clutching a skin of wine. Bare feet slapping as he crossed the room, he put the tray on a waist-high table near the fireplace. Not used to having one person to entertain, let alone two, he was obviously ill at ease, hovering too close sometimes and at others completely ignoring them when he analyzed the game. Jemma picked at a piece of pear and looked at him.

“I have not worked out a way to escape your clever little ambush. I guess you’ve won.”

“Yes, sorry,” he said.

Yasmin rolled her eyes at Jemma.

He grinned, the rare smile transforming his face. “It was a good trap, though. I’ll have to remember it for another time. If you had seen my strategy a few moves earlier it would have been much closer.”

“Some of the masters have said you might surpass them one day, not as gifted as the famous student Kelhak but certainly exceptional.”

“No one could be as good as Kelhak,” said Caldan, shaking his head. “I’m sure he’s a myth.”

Yasmin munched on a piece of pear she had snared from the plate, licked her lips and shifted in her chair, maneuvering closer to the wineskin. “What’s in this, Caldan? I could use a good drink after watching you two battle it out. The monotony was getting positively dreary.”

“Yasmin,” warned Jemma. “You know how you get after one glass of wine. We wouldn’t want our friend Caldan to think you’re a drunkard, would we?”

“Oh, one sip can’t hurt. Besides, that night I think I ate something which made me sick.”

Jemma stepped over to the table and scooped up the wineskin before Yasmin could reach it. Breaking the seal, she took a quick swallow, eyes closing in delight as the taste hit her tongue.

“My, my, Caldan. Where did you get this? You mustn’t waste your good wine on us, we’re not worth it.”

Yasmin reached for the skin. “Speak for yourself. I for one fail to see why we shouldn’t drink good wine when it’s being offered for free.”

Caldan looked down and smoothed a crease in his shirt. “It was another gift from a friend. I wouldn’t be able to drink even half of the skin by myself so I thought you two would appreciate a taste.”

Jemma hesitated then stepped over to him and looked him in the eye. “Another ‘friend’ who had a problem and needed someone to help them?”

“Yes. It was something small. For some things the city guards are… restricted. Sometimes a different approach is needed to solve a problem.”

Exasperated, Jemma glanced at Yasmin, who sat there, eyebrows raised. She blew out a breath of air.

“How long have you been doing this?” she asked. “And what problem is it that the city guard can’t deal with?”

“Nothing. People with problems, that’s all. The guards have to have proof before they can act.”

“What, and you don’t?”

“No, it’s not like that. Some things I can see better, that’s all. I’m more observant than them. I see patterns a few steps ahead. It’s what I’m good at. Sometimes I have to act before the guards can be alerted, but mostly I can find a solution to a problem and the guards do the rest…mostly.”

“So you work for the guards?”

“No. People ask me to do things when they haven’t got enough proof to go to the guards. And they give me whatever they can for my crafting services. Silver ducats, food, wine, whatever they can spare. Although some families do not have much, so I try not to take anything from them.”

Jemma walked to the game board, picking up a rose quartz piece carved in the shape of a strange furred creature with wings. Sometimes she didn’t understand Caldan. He was willing to take time out from his limited studies to help people less fortunate than himself when it could lead to expulsion. Perhaps living with the monks for so long, some of their attitudes had taken root in him.

“Even if it’s not against the emperor’s laws you could still get into trouble from the monastery for undercutting the Sorcerers’ Guild. This island is still part of the Mahruse Empire and has to abide by the emperor’s laws.”

Yasmin had remained silent, face lit by the glow of the fire. “Perhaps our friend here needs something to spice his life up. Or perhaps he is a man of noble nature, helping the less fortunate and all that. Do you see yourself as a good person, Caldan?”

“It’s because I want to help. Not everyone has a perfect life like a lot of the students here at the monastery. There is a real world out there. Although I must admit sometimes lately things have seemed a little gray…dismal even.”

Jemma placed the piece back on the board and smiled, trying to lighten the mood. “Enough of this profound talk. Pass the wine, Yas, I’m parched, and my brain needs relaxing after such a difficult game.”

Yasmin handed the skin to Caldan instead. “Caldan should have some first. He earned it, after all.”

Jemma wrinkled her nose at her friend and laughed.

“All right, the winner of the game should get something for his trouble, I guess. Pass it over here when you’ve finished, though.”

 

Caldan took the wineskin and poured a long stream into his mouth. It was good. He wondered if Yasmin would keep quiet about what she had heard. After all, she was Jemma’s friend and not his. If she wanted some reason to hurt him, she could easily do it now. Stop it, he told himself. She couldn’t care less about what happens to you, you’re mistrusting her for no reason.

The warmth of the fire, and the wine he had consumed, helped him relax. He was enjoying the evening so far and was content to exchange small talk with Jemma and Yasmin as the night wore on.

The logs burned to coals in the grate, and the silences between conversations grew. Eventually, Yasmin yawned and Jemma flashed her a smile. They both stood.

Jemma leaned over him as he slouched in his chair, one leg swinging, eyes half closed.

“We have to leave now. We have a crafting class in the morning and don’t want to perform less than our best, with the end of year places still being decided. Don’t finish the rest of the wine by yourself. Save some for another time. Bye.”

Yasmin waved at him over her shoulder as they went out the door. Traces of their perfume left lingering in the air gradually got lost in the scent of the smoldering fire. Struggling out of his cozy chair, Caldan placed a few sticks on the fire and stirred the coals to life. He wandered over to the board and started laying the pieces in their velvet-lined holders.

He realized his actions were reverent, as if the pieces contained some meaning. As he put the last piece away he stopped, conscious that, after lightening while the girls were here, his mood had descended back into despondency. Jemma and her attempts to befriend him only served to highlight the times when he was alone.

On his way to the door his fingers traced one edge of the board. Sighing, he hesitated before a smoky quartz piece. His hand came up to rest on its head. It resembled a thin man clothed in feathers, clutching something in his right fist. He was named the Wayfarer. Nobody knew what he represented, whether he was based on an ancient hero or villain or what he was supposed to have clenched in his fist. The piece was unpredictable on the board, its properties varying from one colored square to the next, depending on where it was positioned.

Lately, it had started featuring in many of the tactics and strategies he had been employing in his games, surprising many for its unpredictability as it was often not utilized. Was he deceiving himself, or did he feel some communion with the piece?

Snorting, he shook his head to clear it. He gave the room a final glance to check all was in its proper place. Satisfied, he closed door and made his way towards his room, oil lamps lighting the way. Some sleep would be a good idea before his morning duties and the crafting lesson, followed by his long dreaded meeting with the masters.

 


  



Chapter Two
 

Caldan walked up the final flight of stairs and along the corridor that led to the crafting chambers. Dim light from dusty whale-oil lamps helped to illuminate the way, along with a few windows. Crafted sorcerous globes would have provided a constant light source, but they were expensive and the monks frowned on excess.

Stone statues decorated the passage. Many mimicked or looked to be related to various pieces from Dominion, weird and sometimes unnerving creatures and misshapen humans.

He stopped before a large door banded in a gray metal, its surface covered in numerous runes and wards, a few of which he recognized, though their style was old and obscure. The door swung open on screeching hinges.

The room was large, yet the numerous dark wooden tables and chairs, all covered in crafting materials and books, gave an impression of clutter. On one wall stood a stack of shelves containing wooden and stone carvings and a number of mechanical devices, whose function was unknown to him. The other three walls sported chalkboards covered with writing and diagrams

Students were mostly lounging in chairs, while a few were at work at different tables. Although they had studied together for a few years, he gave each barely a nod as they noticed him — those that bothered to acknowledge his presence. Most of the students came from positions of wealth and influence and made it all too obvious they didn’t like him joining their classes. Those that went out of their way to poke fun at him, he ignored, even though it made him seem more reclusive and an outsider.

He walked to the desk at the back and sat on a chair. One or two of the students had their noses buried in open books, trying to memorize what they could before their final exams, which were due to start soon. Luckily, as a ward of the monastery and not a student, he didn’t have to sit any of the exams — for which he was eternally grateful.

The door opened to admit the Craftmaster, a wrinkled thin nun no taller than Caldan’s chest. As always, she wore crumpled dark brown clothing, her gray hair tied in a bun secured with enameled metal pins. Limping across the room to the large padded chair at the front, she settled into it, taking her time to make herself comfortable before looking up. Piercing green eyes surveyed the room, and the few students who were trying to look attentive could not meet her gaze for long. With a grunt, she looked away and surveyed the mess.

“Everyone will have to take their work back with him or her when they leave today, announced Master Kilia. “I don’t want anything left over or it will go straight into the refuse pit.”

Groans of dismay met her announcement. Most of the students had been crafting in stone, clay and metal, and some of their works were heavy.

“And don’t complain to me about needing help. If you’d followed my advice and worked in lighter materials, such as wood and clay, instead of rushing ahead, there wouldn’t be a problem.”

“We aren’t all able to craft using parchment like Caldan,” one student complained. “Some of us more normal students need to work with harder materials.”

Again they give voice to their ridiculous objections. Stop worrying about what other people can do and concentrate on your own talents, Caldan wanted to tell them. If they spent less time complaining and more studying they wouldn’t find crafting so hard.

“I’m sure you have a talent for something as well,” Kilia responded. “It’s just hidden from us.” Her wry statement elicited a few sniggers around the room, but they died down at her stern glare.

“Everyone has strengths and weaknesses to their crafting. Remember that,” she continued. “A few have a talent that buffers the forces more effectively, like Caldan’s. Others are able to create harmonious works that last much longer. Everyone is different.”

Another student spoke up, a young girl. “Not everyone needs to craft something so quickly that the materials need to be light enough to carry around. The days where speed was needed for battles and self-defense are over.”

“They never existed in the first place!” exclaimed someone else, a boy who had joined the monastery recently and whose talent had already elevated him to this class.

“There are plenty of books on the sorcerers of old and how they could use offensive sorcery. Fire from the sky, shattering castle gates,” retorted the young girl.

Master Kilia stood and the room fell silent. “Old tales are just that. Some people still think sorcery can be used that way, but have any of you been able to do so?” She paused for a response. None came.

Caldan leant forward, eager to catch the words from the master. Stories held kernels of truth, and he believed any sorcery lost from before the Shattering could be discovered again. Sometimes he dreamed of discovering how to make trinkets, like most who had a talent for crafting did when they were young. Though so far, in the thousands of years since the Shattering, no one had come close.

“Of course not, since it cannot be done. Oh, I’m sure many of you have tried since you found out you had talent for crafting. Heads full of the tales your mothers told you or read from one of the old storybooks. But it isn’t possible. Crafting is able to create useful items. A good sorcerer is a valuable member of the community.”

How could it be impossible? wondered Caldan. We know trinkets exist, and someone had to have made them. Only the knowledge is lost, and what’s lost can be found again.

Another student raised his hand and spoke after receiving a nod from Kilia.

“Valuable but boring. The days where sorcerers were out in the wild having adventures to bring peace to the land are long gone.”

“Over, are they?” said Kilia. “Well, I guess you had better not leave this island! You might not like what goes on in the rest of the world. “How do you think I injured my leg?”

“We thought you got it falling down some stairs,” retorted one wag to widespread laughter.

Kilia gave a wry smile. “The truth is that it happened a long time ago, when I was young and foolish, like you.”

The room quietened as the students now strained to hear her every word. Caldan realized they had never heard her mention how she had come by her limp. He leaned forward with the rest of them.

“Back then I was sure of myself and my skills, until I came up against something that was…adaptable, shall we say? My stone craftings failed and I was injured. There was no time to craft out of stone or wood and imprint them with runes and unveilings. I was glad I had a few sheets of paper to fall back on.”

The room fell silent. Kilia’s intensity had become too much for them. Caldan placed both elbows on the desk. “What was it? What happened?”

She looked straight at him. “What it was is best left unsaid. As to what happened…I escaped from there as fast as I could.” Kilia paused and shifted in her seat. “Everyone has a proficiency or predilection for how they want to use the craft. Some prefer wood or metal and others paper. As you now know, the difference is durability. The forces you access through your well require an anchor, and the anchor needs to weather the force being focused through it. To create something that lasts takes time and effort, and harder materials. On one end of the spectrum there is paper and on the other are trinkets. The same manipulation can be made with any medium, but the strength of the material determines how long it will last.” She stood, resting her weight on her good leg, and leaned on her chair for support. “Enough of me talking for today. I want you to split into four groups and discuss theories on making a trinket. At the end of the class you can present your best theories to the rest of us.”

Groans echoed around the room. One student spoke over them. “But no one’s been able to make a trinket for hundreds of years!”

Kilia gave a smile. “Then maybe you’ll be famous.”

 

Caldan’s knock on the door echoed down the corridor and he flinched at the harsh sound. He bit at one of his fingernails as he waited for a reply.

“Enter,” barked a commanding voice from inside.

Steeling himself, he stepped into the doorway and saw three of the senior masters were sitting around a table in the center. All of them looked as if they had been chewing iron nails. With a rustle of cloth, the masters exchanged glances and shifted in their chairs.

Caldan looked around in vain for an empty chair to sit in, but he guessed the masters wanted their visitors to remain standing. He hesitated a moment, then seeing the open window decided to stand in the cool afternoon breeze. He would not to let them dictate the terms of discussion this time.

“Well, boy, don’t just stand there. Come inside, for the ancestors’ sake!” Master Rastar chided, giving him a stern look as he closed the door. Rastar, a pale, wrinkled man with a wispy gray beard, appeared pleased Caldan was flustered.

On the table were the remains of a midday meal, along with pile of letters in brown paper envelopes sealed with wax. Next to the letters was a package half as big as a fist, tightly wrapped with oilcloth and bound with string.

Across from Rastar sat Master Delife, taller and thinner than Rastar, though beardless. Farthest away sat the third master, Joesal, whom Caldan had little to do with over the years. All three monks were bald, heads shaved according to their tenets, though Joesal’s was covered with a layer of stubble.

Delife spoke. “For many years we have fostered a few talented youngsters like yourself, who for whatever reason would normally have been unable to study at our monastery. It is our duty to offer this island what assistance we can. Some have come from poor families, others have had difficult childhoods, like yourself, and we recognize that you all need special understanding while you adjust to our life. Such a simple monastic life may not be for everyone, but we offer what we can without asking for recompense. However, as in all things, someday it must come to an end.”

Delife paused to gather his thoughts, and Caldan took advantage of this break to get a word in. “I appreciate all you’ve done for me. But as you said, good things cannot last forever. That is why I’m asking that by the end of next year a position or placement could be found for me on the mainland. Plus references from here, of course. It would take a while for you to arrange a position, which is why I wanted to mention this now. Over this next year I can study and prepare myself for a specific role. After leaving, I will send back to the monastery a portion of my earnings for the next few years as a sign of my appreciation.” He looked at the three masters hopefully. It was a good idea, one he had given much thought to the last few days. They couldn’t object to its fairness.

The masters looked at each other for a moment. Rastar then gave a shake of his head and Joesal dropped his gaze to the table, as if interested in the pattern of grain in the dark wood.

Delife drew a deep breath. “I do not think so,” he stated firmly.

Caldan’s thoughts ran at a furious pace. They wouldn’t be in agreement so quickly unless they’d discussed this earlier. Most likely with the approval of the Supreme Master. The decision must have been made before he arrived, and they were going to do their best to induce him to surrender to their plans quietly.

Before Caldan could protest, Master Joesal raised his hand to forestall his response. “We have been over your situation thoroughly, and as far as we can see, the monastery can no longer have you attending classes with the paying students. Some have noted your presence in the classes in letters to their families, and questions have been raised. The parents of some of the students do not want their children associating with people of lower birth. We,” he gestured to the masters at the table, “have to protect the main source of income the monastery earns, however distasteful. We have decided you’re old enough you don’t need our wardship anymore. It is our heartfelt wish that, despite your desire to stay with us, there remain no ill feelings between us.”

“How many months do I have to organize myself? I was counting on being here until the end of next year! There isn’t much I’m trained to do that will help me to get work on the island if I can’t stay on with the monastery. That’s if…’” His words trailed off as he realized what was coming.

“What we think is best,” chimed in Delife, “is if you travel to the mainland as soon as possible. We have already arranged some references for you.” He pushed the bunch of letters bound in string across the table in Caldan’s direction. “You shouldn’t have a problem finding employment wherever you decide to go.”

“We recommend the city of Anasoma as your first port of call,” added Joesal. “It is one of the founding cities of the empire, and you could do worse than starting there.”

Caldan moved stiltedly to the table and leaned his weight on it. He felt the blood drain from his face, and his stomach churned.

“As soon as possible?” he croaked. “What about my projects? What about the younger students I’m tutoring?”

“It’s all been arranged.” Rastar spoke for the first time. “Your projects you can either leave or take with you. The classes will be taken over by another promising student. You do not exactly have many friends or… any family… to say goodbye to.”

Caldan fixed Rastar with a hostile glare. “No, no family at all, as you well know.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you.”

Delife raised both hands. “Now, now, we can all agree this conversation isn’t pleasant, but there are some things you don’t know, Caldan. Please, stop frowning at us and calm down. There are reasons we have come to this decision, if you would hear us out.”

Eyes flicking to each master, Caldan ground his teeth and folded his arms across his chest. He breathed deeply as the masters watched him struggle to control himself. Trembling, Caldan tried to swallow, but his throat caught. “And there isn’t anything I can say to make you change your minds?”

“Hear what we have to say,” replied Delife. “Then you will better understand the situation we, and you, are in.”

At his words, Rastar and Joesal nodded, both favoring Caldan with a grim look.

“After what you just said, I think I understand the situation I am in.”

“I think not,” Rastar replied. “If there were anything we could do to have you remain with us we would have already done it. There’s no leeway in this. Once you hear us out, I’m sure you will realize why you cannot stay at the monastery.”

“You mean you would rather I stayed?”

“Of course we would!” exclaimed Delife.

“Yes, no doubt,” added Joesal.

“What’s the problem, then?”

“Normally,” began Delife, “you would be too talented for us to lose, and we would have welcomed you, had you decided to stay with us, helping out around the monastery and assisting with the classes.”

“But?” Caldan said with a frown.

“Ah, yes… this will be news to you, but your family was known to the monastery, one of the reasons, among many, we took you in.” Delife wrung his hands.

After all this time, they decide to only tell me now? Then ship me off as if nothing’s happened.
“You… you knew my family?”

“Indeed. Both your parents came here often, for advice and to learn from us. And I have to admit, we learnt much from them. Considering their talents, that’s not so surprising.” Delife glanced at Rastar, who shrugged. He paused for a moment before continuing. “We have kept some things from you while you grew up, both for your own protection and because we didn’t think you would be mature enough to hear them until you were older. As it is, we have decided to tell you certain truths before sending you off. Hence this meeting.”

“What do you mean when you say my parents had talents?”

Rastar shifted in his seat and cleared his throat. “Much like you, they both had an aptitude for crafting, though your father was more adept at the Way of the Sword. You mother’s crafting was exceptional, especially her work with metals. And apparently your grandmother was also skilled at crafting, and your grandfather with the sword. It seems the talents run in the family.”

Caldan snorted. “Not with me. My sword work is middling.”

“Ah, it’s not that bad, and your crafting is far from it. You have a talent quite like your mother’s. I can see parts of both of them in you.”

Caldan rubbed his eyes. “You knew them well, then?”

“Yes. In fact, I saw them the day before the… accident. They stopped by to discuss a few things before heading back to their farm.”

“Wait. If my mother’s crafting was exceptional and my father knew the Way of the Sword, then why were they farmers?”

Rastar sighed. “They were hiding.”

“From what?” Caldan exclaimed. “Then… the fire… that means…”

Holding up a hand, Rastar forestalled Caldan’s words. “Before you jump to conclusions, let us finish, or rather, let us start from the beginning. Your parents came to us a few years before you were born, and though they mostly kept to themselves, it was obvious they were running from someone or something. On this island we don’t get people arriving to start farming; they usually travel in the other direction to get away from this place. We are isolated and, well… although some grow up here and stay, many others feel there is something better out there.” He waved a hand. “Anyway, I digress. Your parents were open and honest, and we welcomed them, as did the other residents of the island they came into contact with. But still they were reticent to discuss some subjects and seemed to be always looking over their shoulders, and they took an unusual interest in people visiting the island.”

They were scared, thought Caldan. Afraid of what they’d left behind, and expecting to be found one day.
“Running and hiding, and fearful that someone would come after them?”

“That is the conclusion we came to. And though we had come to know them over a few years, we decided, for the safety of the island and our Order, that we had to know why. In the end it wasn’t difficult for them to explain to us, once we assured them any secrets would remain with the senior monks. You see, we knew they were good people, and they knew we could be trusted.”

Caldan clenched his fists. “Were… were they killed?”

With a sympathetic look, Rastar replied. “I’m afraid so, though we do not know by whom.”

“They told you why they were hiding and who was chasing them, so you would know who did it.” Caldan’s eyes stung and he gave them another rub.

Rastar shook his head. “It’s not that simple. Your mother, Nerissa, told us that her parents, your grandparents, had also been killed when she was young, and she had seen it happen. Since then she had made her way as best she could and found some measure of happiness marrying your father and making a life together. Her talent for crafting was quite remarkable, so she had no trouble finding work. But she couldn’t forget what had happened to her parents. She began digging for information about them, innocent enough of itself, and a natural thing for a daughter to do. But what she found troubled her, very much so. People started asking after her and why she was searching for information.” Rastar spread his hands. “She didn’t tell us most of what she had found, only that your grandparents were both from the empire and worked in some capacity for the emperor. Not directly, of course, but for one of the divisions in the empire.”

They knew, thought Caldan. All this time the masters had known far more about his parents than they let on. Probably to shelter him while he was growing up, but he couldn’t shake the feeling he had been lied to, or at least people he trusted had withheld the truth from him.

“Please, Master Rastar,” begged Caldan. “Do you have any idea who killed my parents?”

Rastar shook his head. “We don’t know. All we know for certain is what we have told you, that your parents feared something they had uncovered and wanted to get away. They wanted a normal life, for you and for… your sister.”

All three monks’ eyes searched Caldan’s. They all looked drawn and worried, and he could see concern in their faces. Caldan turned his head and closed his eyes.

Joesal added hesitantly, voice low. “Should we give him the… er… rings?”

“Yes,” replied Delife. “Pass me them, would you?”

Robes rustled and a chair scraped across the floor. Caldan opened his eyes to a blurry room, he blinked a few times and his sight cleared. In front of him stood Delife, hand outstretched. In it sat the small package that had been on the table.

“Go on,” the master urged. “They are yours. Your mother left them with us to study and keep safe before the accident.”

Caldan reached out to take the package. The string felt rough against his fingers. Hesitantly, he untied it then unwrapped the paper and the cloth bundle inside with trembling fingers. Two rings lay on the cloth, one silver and as wide as his small fingernail, the other of bone, slightly larger. The silver ring caught his eye first; the outside surface was covered in a knotwork pattern into which two stylized lions with tiny onyx eyes had been worked, detailed enough that he could see tiny claws and fangs. Inside, the band was etched with unfamiliar symbols.

He frowned, peering at the metal the ring was made of. It didn’t quite have the color of silver; it was subtly different. His eyes widened and he glanced up at Delife, who gave him a grin. Is it real?

“Yes,” the master confirmed. “It’s a trinket. Your family’s, now yours. It was decided that approaching your majority you would be of sufficient maturity to be able to take possession of the trinket. As you know, they are valuable and not playthings for mischievous children.”

Caldan gasped. A trinket his family owned? And it was now passed down to him, as it would have been if his family were still alive to see him come of age. His mind swam with thoughts and possibilities. How had his family come to possess something so rare? Would it provide a clue as to who his family were and where they had come from?

He turned it a few times, still not believing it was his. “Thank you,” he stammered. “You could have kept it and I wouldn’t have known.”

“Ha! You know we wouldn’t do that.” Delife took the wrapping, string and cloth from him and placed them on the table. “The bone ring looks to be a poor copy of a trinket. I fear it is worthless, most likely of sentimental value to your mother. The trinket, though… the origin and function of yours is unknown to us, despite extensive and exhaustive examination using crafting. However, as you know from your lessons, this is not unusual. One of the symbols is a variation of the symbol we use nowadays for ‘shelter’, but we are uncertain if it means the same thing. Be careful with it, Caldan. Keep it on your person at all times and preferably out of sight. Possessing trinkets has been the cause of many troubles, thefts and deaths.”

Nodding, Caldan turned the ring on his finger, feeling the details on the surface as he pushed it around and around, touching to make sure it was real. The bone ring he slipped into his pocket. “Should I wear it?”

“Goodness, no. It’s far too valuable to leave in plain sight. Hide it somewhere until you can work out a better solution. Perhaps a chain around your neck would suffice?”

Caldan nodded. “This still doesn’t explain why you want me to leave the monastery for the empire.”

“No,” replied Delife. “It doesn’t. What we know, and part of what your mother found out, is that the emperor values talented people. Once they are in his service it is hard for them to leave, and it seems your family had some valuable talents.”

“You think my mother… no, my grandparents were killed because they left the emperor’s service?”

“It’s a possibility. One of many.”

Joesal cleared his throat and sat up straighter. “It is not unknown for generations of a family to remain in the emperor’s service, those of unusual talent, that is. Your mother and now you have shown an aptitude for crafting. I would imagine that the empire wouldn’t take lightly to losing a valuable resource. Perhaps the emperor’s agents would track them down and ask them to return, and perhaps others would be interested as well. Who could say?”

Caldan pondered the master’s words, nodding slowly. Though he found it hard to believe anyone would kill someone who simply refused to work for them, he had heard of appalling incidents occurring on the mainland.

“So,” he said, “you think someone might come after me as well? Should I go into hiding?”

With a sigh, Rastar rubbed the back of his neck. “It didn’t help your parents, and we think it wouldn’t help you, either. You have been safe here while growing up, but if anyone is keeping track of your family then they might know you exist. A boy is no threat to anyone, but a gown man with a talent for sorcery is another story.”

“So that’s it?” asked Caldan. “A few weeks, maybe a month, then I have to leave?”

“We can’t protect you if someone comes looking for you.”

“And I wouldn’t want to put you in danger after all that you’ve done for me.”

Delife pushed the brown paper envelopes across the table towards Caldan. “We can offer you a fine set of references and a small amount of silver ducats to help you along. You know, I remember when I went off into the world as a youngster…”

“Yes, thank you, Delife,” interrupted Rastar. “I am sure Caldan will want to question you later about your travels. There is much he needs to think about and to do in the next few weeks before setting out. We can discuss more at a later date, once he has mulled over what we have told him. It is a great deal to take in.”

“Well, thank you for your kindness,” Caldan replied, scooping up the reference letters. “I have to go. As you said, there is much I have to think about.”

Delife stood and offered a hand to shake. “We wish you all the best, young man. Despite the circumstances, I know this experience will benefit you greatly.”

Caldan glared at the offered hand and then softened. He had known these monks most of his life. He reached across the table and grasped Delife’s hand briefly but firmly. He left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

 


  



Chapter Three
 

Caldan woke suddenly, his bare chest heaving and covered in sweat. He felt like a fish out of water, gasping for breath. A trickle ran from his brow and into his open mouth. The salty taste helped anchor him back to reality. With heavy breaths, he heaved himself up for a moment and then fell back, lacking the strength to stay upright. He shook his head to clear the feeling of dread that remained from the nightmare.

Even after so many years, time had not faded the memories of that day. Fire and blood. Ten years since he came home to find flames consuming their house. The front door was wide open and through the doorway we could see both his parents and his sister inside, lying on the floor, motionless. Try as he might to reach them, the heat was too much; he couldn’t even get close to the opening. He remembered crying, the smoke, a metallic smell.

He doubted he’d ever forget that day.

 

Late afternoon light shone crimson through the window, giving it a strange appearance, as if the light filtered through a pall of smoke. From Caldan’s position on the bed, hands clasped under his head, there wasn’t much to see. He had dwelt in this room for the last ten years. Sparse furnishings and a lack of personal belongings marked the chamber as somewhere he lived but definitely not a home. The only obvious personal memento was a figure of the Wayfarer carved from smoky quartz on the window ledge. He had purchased the carving a while ago on a whim from one of the more expensive purveyors of Dominion figures in the city. It had stood by the window gathering dust and watching him ever since. Though now he had his family’s trinket, safely tucked away in one of his shoes at the bottom of the wardrobe, along with the bone ring. He didn’t want to carry it with him until he could secure it with a chain, as the masters had suggested.

He closed his eyes and thought of the first day he had arrived at the monastery, too young, shattered by the loss of his family. The place had felt strange, so unlike his life back then. It seemed bizarre that, after becoming accustomed to it, he thought the place stranger and stranger, the people different.

He trembled as another hot flush ran through his body, followed by a chill, and his arm hairs stood on end. He hadn’t felt well the last few days, and the flushes seemed to be getting worse.

He stood up suddenly then dropped back onto the bed, overcome with dizziness. His body ached, and his stomach growled. Over the last month he always felt hungry and had to eat every few hours. And, most peculiarly, he wanted to eat a lot of green leafy vegetables and cheese. He wondered if that was a result of stress as well, but with the exercise he had been doing, the extra food looked to have gone into muscle rather than fat. A few of the monks had commented he’d put on more muscle, the blade master included. “Not too much more,” he had said with a grin. “Or else we might have to start training you with a broadsword!”

The gathering was tonight, and after the day he’d had he didn’t feel like going anymore, but he had given Jemma his word.

He rose and stumbled to the wardrobe, opened the door and rummaged through the pile of odds and ends at the bottom, struggling to find what he was looking for. He pulled out a leather pouch containing a drug and herb mixture, a remedy for headaches and body pains.

Undoing the ties, he licked a finger and dipped it into the pouch. Rubbing the mixture onto his tongue, he grimaced at the bitter taste. A small amount to get him through the night. Too little and he might as well have not bothered, but too much and he would appear befuddled.

Still feeling unwell, he stood and reached into the wardrobe, pulling out his outfit for the night. He started to choose a somber set of clothes but relented with the shirt, knowing he should at least try to have some fun. He slipped on dark charcoal-gray pants and black leather boots with plain iron buckles. Hesitating for a moment, he pulled on a cream colored shirt with mother-of-pearl buttons. Not normally concerned with his appearance, he nevertheless felt he needed to make a display this evening, if only to show the masters they had not upset him, and for Jemma’s sake.

With quick efficient movements, he washed his face and hands using a rough cloth and a bowl of tepid water. The flushes had passed and the medicine had calmed him nicely. He dried off with a clean towel and dressed. The shirt was tighter than when he had tried it on a few months ago. He must be having a late growth spurt. If this kept on, soon most of his clothes wouldn’t fit.

A bell tolled outside, signaling the start of the evening hours. It was time to leave for the gathering, which was to be held in the citadel by the sea outside the monastery.

 

Caldan took the stairs two at a time and paused at the top to look around at a square. To his right the beach started, and to his left there was a paved road along the water’s edge.

An obsidian statue of Lady Misterin, one of the island’s first settlers stood in a fountain at the center of the square. Stylishly garbed in seaweed, in one hand she held a conch shell from which spouted fresh water piped from an underground spring.

Sidling up to the statue, Caldan touched the water running over Lady Misterin’s bare feet for luck, splashed some across his face and continued on down the paved road.

A short time later he paused at the top of the flight of stone steps that led down into the hall where the student’s social gatherings were held. Brought up in families of wealth, they were no strangers to parties and late nights of revelry, though the monks took a dim view of such things. Too privileged to realize the opportunity they were squandering, he told himself. Most of them would learn far less than they should. He wondered why the monastery let them get away with it. Probably because the students brought in enough ducats for the monks to survive.

Over the years an uneasy truce had evolved, and the students were allowed to gather and let off steam, as long as they did not allow anything to get out of hand. The monks permitted the students to gather in rooms in the citadel, away from the monastery and close to where guards could keep an eye on them.

Located in one wing of the citadel, the hall had arched openings leading onto a balcony, which overlooked a garden. Tapestries and painted wall hangings covered two walls, many depicting scenes from history that had made past governors of the Island of Eremite famous: the finding of the ancients’ caverns, the staying of the volcanic eruption, and a game of Dominion between masters in progress. Oil lanterns suspended from the ceiling provided a warm yellow glow, and strings of seasonal flowers were pinned to the walls, giving the atmosphere a faint, sweet fragrance. Aligned with the center of each wall were tables laden with food and refreshments, and a stage had been set up in a corner, where a quartet of musicians played a popular tune while their female singer sat quietly to the side until she was required to perform later. The musicians were a luxury and must have been hired by one of the wealthier students.

Not recognizing anyone he knew well — but seeing plenty of people he didn’t want to run into — Caldan stepped down the flight of stairs to the bottom, where he helped himself to a glass of fruit punch. He took a hefty swallow, gagged on the sweetness, and returned to the drinks table where he added wine and took another sip. This time it was palatable, if only just.

A pale face framed by a shock of fair hair appeared in front of him. Yasmin. Dressed up for the party, she wore a low-cut dress made from a sheer material which left little to the imagination. Caldan reddened and looked away. He thought it likely she wouldn’t be able to wear that dress on the mainland under her parents’ supervision.

“Caldan, how lovely to see you here tonight.”

Her voice was too smooth for him, and he wondered what she was up to. “A pleasure to see you as well, Yasmin,” he replied. “Is Jemma with you?” He made a show of peering over her head, as if looking for her friend.

“Very amusing. But we both know your humor tries to hide the truth.”

Caldan looked at her sharply, his gaze trying to penetrate her smug exterior. “And what truth is that?”

“I’m not blind, as you may have noticed. And neither are most people.” She sighed and touched his arm gently. “Jemma is my friend and I know her better than most. Your thoughts are as plain as the sun.”

“You’re mistaken. She cares for me no more than a friend does. Anyway, why do you care so much?”

“I don’t want to see her hurt any more than you do. And some people would look unkindly if things progressed further. You two have been spending far too much time together and it has been noticed.” Caldan snorted but she continued. “I have heard as well that you may not be with us for much longer.”

Caldan stared at her in amazement. “How… What I do is no concern of anyone’s. And what Jemma does is her business as well.”
If Yasmin knows, then all the students probably do as well. Most will be glad to see the back of me.

“Unless she could get hurt, and then it’s her friend’s responsibility to ensure that doesn’t happen.”

He couldn’t believe what she’d just said. She wasn’t being subtle. “I know you’re trying to protect her, but Jemma is her own person and can make up her mind about what she wants. But… because I value her friendship, I’m not about to ruin anything by doing something that would hurt her. Especially since I’m leaving soon. I’d like to know how you found out already?”

“A friend told me.” She shrugged. “Still, it’s good you are leaving. For her sake.” She gave him a wave of her fingers. “Bye. Try not to get into too much trouble.”

He stood there seething while she weaved away through the throng. She’s right, he realized.

Flustered and uneasy as he was with crowds, he nevertheless decided to make something of the evening. He needed to take his mind off everything that had happened in the last few weeks.

Moving around a couple of students who both had a drink in each hand and were in some sort of competition, he spied Jemma over by a wall, surrounded, as usual, by her friends. She caught his eye, took a moment to excuse herself from the group, and hurried over to greet him. She was dressed in close-fitting black pants with a tight black shirt, and wore a fine silver necklace and bracelet.

“Hello, Caldan. Would you care to dance?” She nodded towards the space in the hall in front of the musicians, where a few couples were already dancing. Surprised, Caldan could only nod his agreement.

She clasped his hand with hers and led him over to the dance floor. Several people stared at them as they passed, no doubt offended by his presence and startled by his companion. Unflattering comments were audible, no doubt pitched to be heard by those around them.

“…never would have guessed…”

“…don’t understand why she would lower herself…”

Ignoring the narrow-minded people, Caldan tried to concentrate on having a good time, although trying to concentrate meant it was hard to relax. Then the music stopped.

“Great timing,” said Jemma. The musicians had finished a particular piece and started tuning their instruments before beginning the next song. She took both of his hands in hers and leaned in close.

“I hope your dancing skills are adequate,” she whispered in his ear.

“They should suffice. I can do a few things well.” He gave a short laugh. “Anyway, enough flirting, the music is about to start!”

And with that the musicians struck the opening few chords of a lively tune, to which Caldan and Jemma struggled for a few moments with their inexperienced dancing but managed not to step on each other’s toes during the first few verses.

A few songs later, Caldan realized he was having the best night of his life. An attractive girl wanted to dance with him, someone who, despite their differences, had become a firm friend.

He didn’t want to leave early, as he’d thought he would. Becoming breathless, they both agreed to take a break and have some refreshments. As Caldan acquired two glasses of wine, Jemma excused herself to freshen up. Hot and sweaty from the dancing, Caldan told her to meet him outside, where the fresh air should cool them off.

He pushed his way through the press of bodies and out onto the balcony, where the crowd thinned out. A breeze blew across his head, drying the sheen of sweat and offering relief after his exertions. He leant on the balustrade, looked out over the moonlit garden, and relaxed, taking a sip from his glass. A few souls were wandering amongst the trees and bushes, mostly couples, he noted enviously. One man stopped to pick a flower, which he placed in his companion’s hair. Her soft laugh of delight reached Caldan on the wind.

Someone slammed into his back, knocking him sideways. Wine splashed onto his shirt, marking it with a red stain. Caldan cursed and turned to look into the eyes of Marlon, who grinned from ear to ear. Much like his sister, Marlon was dark, tall and handsome. Exceptionally athletic from all his work with the sword, he moved with a languid grace that was hard to mistake for anything other than dangerous.

“Looks like you’ve made a bit of a mess,” Marlon said, sneering at Caldan. “Perhaps you should retire for the night, after all, we can’t have you going around looking like a dirty commoner. Oh, I forgot! You are a dirty commoner!”

A few of his hangers-on, who had gathered around, laughed at his attempted wit. Caldan tensed as Marlon leaned in close to him and sniffed. “And what is that stench?”

More sniggers arose from the growing crowd. Students at the back asked what was going on.

“It’s just as well you had this little accident, as now you can leave to change and have a wash!” He turned his head to grin at his friends.

Caldan sighed. He had hoped tonight this wouldn’t happen. “Excuse me,” he said politely, and attempted to push past.

Marlon shot out a hand and grabbed his arm in a strong grip.

“Let me go,” Caldan demanded.

“Not so fast,” Marlon said and used his weight to push Caldan back against the stone balustrade, which jammed into his side. “We don’t like you and the putrid filth you come from.” He leaned in close, breathing in Caldan’s face. “I’ve been told you’ve been seen hanging around with my sister, a lot more than I’d realized. She even admitted it to me earlier, as if she didn’t care what people thought of her or our family’s reputation. But I do care, and when I saw you dancing with Jemma… well… if I catch you with her again I’ll hurt you, is that clear?”

Caldan shook his head. “Your sister likes me, and it’s up to her who she sees.”

With a cry of rage, Marlon struck out at him. Caldan blocked and hammered a fist into Marlon’s stomach. Marlon staggered but took an uppercut swing at Caldan’s groin, which hit him in the hip as he twisted.

Hands from the crowd forcibly restrained both of them.

Marlon drew himself up, still held by two other students but regaining his arrogant air. “No more playing now, you bastard. This needs to be settled somewhere else, without these idiots interfering.” His tongue ran across his bottom lip. “The practice ground tonight. In an hour.”

Caldan swallowed. “That’s fine by me, but what weapons?”

“Your choice,” Marlon said with a smile. “It will not make any difference.”

He was right, Caldan realized, but he could not let this pretentious, conceited bully think he had him scared. “Wooden practice swords,” he said and heard an incredulous intake of breath all around him as the crowd heard his choice. Marlon’s blade work was without peer among the students.

“Swords it is then,” replied Marlon with a puzzled but satisfied look.

Caldan nodded slowly and they were both released.

Marlon turned without a word and strode off into the hall with a few followers. The crowd started to thin, leaving Caldan and a few students on the balcony. An older student, who Caldan only knew by his nickname, Quill, quietly approached.

“You realize that he will try to hurt you?” Quill said.

Caldan rubbed both his eyes with the palms of his hands. “I know.”

 

Moonlight shone through patchy breaks in the clouds that passed over the practice ground. It looked much as it always had, hard-packed earth and stone walls. Tonight, the moonlight leant the place a sinister air, which gave Caldan a chill.

Without warning, another hot flush through his body quickly dissipated that feeling. Caldan swayed on his feet, momentarily dizzy.

He was pleased to see his opponent and the admirers that usually followed him had not yet arrived. He dropped the gear he carried next to a wall, slumped down and leant back to rest against the cool stone. A few deep breaths later he felt well enough to move again. Why he had agreed to this in the first place was beyond him. Part of him acknowledged the need he felt to fight back, to do something, at least before he was sent away. But he knew when this was over he would be just another unpopular peasant given a ‘lesson’ by a popular student. They probably wouldn’t remember this in a few months. Despite his own skill with a sword, he knew, as everyone else did, that he was outmatched. The ancestors were laughing at him, he was sure.

He tried to relax. Although his defeat was inevitable, he could at least make a show of it and hope he wasn’t injured too badly. A slight numbness touched his skin, and another hot flush ran through him. He gathered his strength and tried to pull himself together. The crowd would be disappointed, he thought wryly. He began some stretching exercises.

Marlon strode through one of the openings in the stone walls, followed, of course, by a group of friends. Behind his group followed more students come to watch the spectacle as part of the night’s entertainment.

Still weary, Caldan bent over and picked up his well used wooden practice sword. He took a few steps forward in the moonlight to indicate his readiness. Marlon, as usual, took his time preparing himself. He liked everything to be just so. After much preening and adjusting of his clothes, he marched towards Caldan, practice sword in hand and a huge grin spread across his face.

Conversations between students and the occasional clever remark could be heard over the din, dissipating as the throng realized the fun was about to start.

The two swordsmen stopped a distance apart, far enough that they couldn’t strike at each other but close enough to touch swords. Caldan sweating, and a grinning Marlon a study in confidence. Wooden swords reached out to barely touch as they strove to reach a calm state of mind, one where they did not think but let their bodies react.

Long moments passed, neither one willing to strike first. Caldan knew Marlon was confident in his ability; he could wait for him to assume the initiative then take it from him. A cloud passed over the moon, blocking the light as the two remained motionless, the only movement a slight rising of their chests as they breathed. The crowd stirred, unsure how to react, their fun for the night not starting as they would have wished.

“Have at him!” one shouted, which led to outbursts from others.

“Give us a show, Marlon!”

“Don’t hurt him too much!”

Caldan took one step back and dropped his sword to a lower guard attitude, as if content to wait a while longer, then leapt forward, lashing out with a vicious thrust aimed straight at Marlon’s stomach. Marlon’s sword moved like lightning in defense. Caldan’s blade was brushed aside and Marlon brought his sword around in a straight cut across Caldan’s middle, which he only just managed to block. Another cut and block by both of them, carefully this time as each tested the other, before Caldan drew a quick shallow breath and launched a series of cuts…all parried neatly by Marlon.

Excitement hissed through the crowd. This was what they had come to see, a fight with no holding back, a real struggle between two men bent on injuring each other. One was almost a master, while the other… destined to lose and sport some ugly bruises the next day. Clamoring for blood, the noise grew in volume as the crowd gave voice to their emotions. The atmosphere thickened as the tension rose.

Caldan slashed then parried as they maneuvered around each other, thrust following feint, each parry launching seamlessly into a counter.

Swords smashed into each other with bruising force, now periodically moving too quickly for the crowd to see, the dance intensifying with every step, with every strike.

Caldan’s breath came in gasps. His hands vibrated with the strikes, and sweat dripped down his face and body. He knew that Marlon was only getting started, his moves timed to perfection, the slight openings in his defense ignored in favor of strikes Caldan awkwardly managed to avoid just in time.

His feet slid backwards on the dirt, breathing in harsh gasps through his bone-dry mouth, skin burning with heat as the fight continued, unrelenting in its pace. He knew he must lose, and that knowledge galled him, although he knew there could have been no other outcome from the start.

By the ancestors, he was hot! His fever reached a new pitch with every passing moment as he strove to keep Marlon’s unwavering sword at bay. He couldn’t penetrate the unyielding defense. He knew he must finish this soon. Best to go out fighting than with a whimper. With four quick strikes that smacked against Marlon’s sword, he tried to force an opening, only to feel the tip of Marlon’s sword graze against his ribs with enough force to scrape off skin.

Caldan retreated and the crowd cheered. A slow trickle of blood slid down his torso, mixing with his sweat. Pain focused his awareness, and the next few attacks he parried neatly, managing to make his opponent skip back as his sword whistled past. Caldan shook his head to clear it. Vision blurring, his blood burned in his veins like molten metal.

Marlon took a step forward, his grin replaced by grim determination.

Both swords whirled through the air, slamming together with frightening force, Marlon desperate to hurt, Caldan desperate to stay whole. Both combatants danced around each other, some moves slow, others terrifyingly fast.

Caldan pivoted and twisted, body burning even more as he tried to evade the sword, which moved as if alive in Marlon’s expert hands. Knowing he couldn’t last much longer, something inside him stirred and he decided on one last gamble.

Shifting to an upper attitude, he lashed out, multiple cuts, feints and thrusts coming with blinding speed, the crowd stunned at the swiftness and strength of his attack. Marlon, pushed off balance for the first time, desperately parried the blows, barely avoiding being struck as Caldan’s sword slid past his arm. A shocked look passed fleetingly across Marlon’s face.

The crowd fell into astonished silence. The two swords wove a dance like they had never seen before, too fast for most of them to comprehend.

Caldan was frantic, though, strength fading fast, blood pounding in his ears, sweat running in rivers down his body. He launched another series of strikes. Each one Marlon parried neatly. Desperate, he attempted to tread down Marlon’s sword as it leaped at him. He punched through Marlon’s defense and his sword tip hammered home on his torso.

CRACK!

The breaking of his sword and the cracking of Marlon’s ribs echoed around the practice ground. His splintered blade slammed into Marlon’s side and penetrated to the hilt.

Shock gripped Caldan as he stared at what he had done. Marlon fell, a surprised look on his face as he slumped to the ground, blood seeping from the broken sword protruding from the wound.

Around them, the students stared in horror. With shaken expressions, some took a few steps forward, and then others rushed to Marlon’s side in a desperate attempt to staunch the flow of blood.

Caldan sank to his knees, his mind a mass of heat and disbelief, heart hammering. A wall of darkness swallowed his awareness and he knew no more.

 


  



Chapter Four
 

Something gray stood blurred in Caldan’s recovering consciousness. Blood throbbed in his head, and his body felt as heavy as stone. He forced himself to think, his mind to focus. Needles of pain stabbed his eyes, though the light was dim. His mouth tasted foul, and the air had an aroma of stale sweat and puke.

“Here, drink this,” someone said.

He accepted the cup held to his lips, sipping at a warm broth until he finished the bowl. Another was held to his lips, which he gulped at. Little by little, strength flowed back into his body and the pain in his head receded.

He was in a windowless stone room, furnished only by a stool next to the cot he lay on. On the stool were a damp rag and two empty wooden bowls. A candle burning in a nook provided the only light, and the air felt damp and thick. The blurry figure of a girl he didn’t recognize stood against one wall. He managed to lift a trembling hand to his face and rub aching eyes.

“What happened?” he tried to ask, but all that came out was a strangled croak.

“Shhh,” the girl said. “Don’t try to talk. They said you would be weak for a while and need to conserve your energy.”

She folded the damp rag and placed it on his forehead, where it offered cool relief to his throbbing brow. Caldan tried to clasp her hand to thank her, but his grip slipped off. His arm felt leaden, and try as he might, he couldn’t lift it again.

“I need to inform them you’re conscious,” she said, then left in a hurry.

Caldan heard a lock click and the thud of a bar dropping in place before he drifted off again.

 

When he woke again, the pain in his head had subsided and his body felt much lighter, as if whatever sickness had befallen him before had completely vanished. Gingerly, he levered himself to a sitting position and looked around. The room was the same as before, except the two previously empty bowls were now full. He reached for one and took a mouthful of cold broth.

Visions of Marlon and the blood rose unbidden. His sword embedded in Marlon’s chest. What had happened? He had never seen one of those swords break, and he hadn’t struck that hard, had he? He struggled to recall the fight, but the memory had split into pieces of a puzzle he couldn’t put back together.

By the ancestors, what had he done? Was Marlon alive? Would Jemma forgive him? What would his punishment be? Questions, doubt and self-recrimination went around his mind, but he had no answers. His head swam, and he lay back down and fell into a dreamless sleep.

 

Caldan woke, and this time he sat up with no effort at all. The candle had burned to a nub. He breathed deeply of the stuffy, thick air.

There was no telling what would happen to him now. Maybe the masters would decide he had tried to kill Marlon, or perhaps they thought it was an accident, though that seemed unlikely. His eyes watered as sorrow for Jemma threatened to overwhelm him. He found it difficult to control himself, to put his feelings aside and concentrate on the predicament he was in, but he had to pull himself together for his own sake. And he needed to see Jemma, to beg her forgiveness and explain he hadn’t meant to hurt her brother.

Swinging off the cot, he stood on unsteady legs. He took another look around the room, noting for the first time the door had a handle but no latch on this side. He grabbed the handle and pulled, but the door didn’t budge. Locked in. It didn’t look good for him. He staggered back to the bed and collapsed, one arm covering his eyes as he tried to gather his thoughts.

He heard the door click and a figure slipped in.

“Sit down, Caldan,” said Master Delife, holding up a palm to forestall any response. “You’re in a predicament here. I can say that in all my years as a master, and in my time as an initiate and brother, never has anything like this happened. The decision on what action to take was hotly debated and hard to reach agreement on, but we managed to steer the discussion in the direction we wanted. Despite the problems this will cause, it may be fortuitous for us, and for you.” He paused to catch a breath and let his words sink in.

“Master, I…” began Caldan.

“Please,” Delife interrupted with a shake of his head. “Many have spoken for you, and many against your actions. I have been sent to give you the masters’ judgment, which, to be honest, isn’t too different to what you were going to do anyway.” He moved the stool and sat down, using the wall as a backrest. Caldan could now see the master’s eyes were red with dark circles around them.

“There are a few facts of which you are unaware. Firstly, you have lain unconscious here for nearly two days,” said the master to Caldan’s amazement.

“But… what’s wrong with me?”

“Quite simply, we do not know. While you were unconscious, the physicians performed a few tests, but… they could not come up with a cause.” He rubbed his eyes with weariness. “Second, and most importantly, Marlon is still alive.”

Caldan breathed a heavy sigh of relief. Though he hated Marlon, he didn’t deserve what happened.

“Don’t be too thankful. He’s in a great deal of pain and will need a long time to recuperate after such an injury. It took all our skill, both with physiking and sorcery, to bring him back from the precipice. He was lucky. Saving Marlon took all night, and we still have not recovered.”

“Two days,” Caldan repeated. “I can’t believe it.”

“We don’t know why you were unconscious for so long, or for that matter what caused you to black out. It was one of the reasons they debated so long over what to do.”

“Two days,” Caldan repeated, shaking his head. “But I feel fine now. A bit weak but—”

“Be that as it may, there was a reason for your blackout, though we do not know what it is yet.” Master Delife hesitated. “Your belongings have been packed with all due care, but I need to ask you something.” He produced a leather pouch and dangled it in front of him. Caldan recognized it as his own, which contained the drug and herb mixture he had been taking. “Do you recognize this? It was found with your belongings.”

“Yes, of course. It’s mine. I have been having some aches and pains. It’s not illegal.”

Master Delife gave him a disapproving look. “And are you qualified to dose yourself? To know when enough is enough? Some of these things have side effects. Be truthful with me, Caldan, how much were you taking and how often?”

“Not much, honestly. I have been getting aches and pains everywhere, and they feel like they are down to the bone. I needed something to dull them sometimes so that I could sleep.”

Delife’s deep brown eyes appraised him, and he clasped his hands together, obviously considering his response. “You should have asked for help, not decided to self medicate with who knows what concoction.”

“I know. I’m sorry. With everything that has been done for me here, I feel terrible about what’s happened. I know Marlon and I don’t see eye to eye. Everyone knows it. We have not made any secret of the fact. But this… I would never want to harm him.” He thought of Jemma and how she must feel about him now. What he had done to Marlon was unforgivable; she would hate him. “I am grateful things didn’t turn out worse than they have. Truly grateful. You have to know, I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

“For all intents and purposes, an almost lethal duel with weapons. Where the duel escalated out of control, and one of the… participants… was severely injured. It is hard to believe that happened by accident.”

“It… I don’t know how that happened. There must have been a flaw in the wood, a crack or…”

“Enough,” interrupted Delife. “You left us with a difficult issue to resolve. We cannot condone such behavior, and the fact that someone was seriously injured makes it much worse. Marlon’s family is important, both to this monastery and to the island as a whole. The damage to our reputation will be severe.” He stopped and turned to Caldan, drawing his shoulders back and taking a deep breath. His manner became formal, and he looked Caldan in the eye. “Believe me when I say this might be for the best, despite the circumstances. I am afraid we have no choice, and we cannot wait further. You have no place here with us anymore. As soon as you are well enough, you will be escorted to the docks, where you will take passage on the first ship leaving to Anasoma. Unfortunately, we had to take back the references we previously offered you.”

Blood drained from Caldan’s face. His mouth opened but no words came out. He slumped and his head lowered, hiding his face from Delife.

“Please,” he managed to croak, throat tight. “This place has been my life. You saved me from a life as a homeless orphan on the streets, where… who knows how long I would have lasted? I owe you and the monastery a debt that cannot be repaid. Please… give me a chance to make things up to you, to everyone. I know what I have done is unforgivable, but it was an accident.”

Master Delife remained unmoved. “We know you were going to leave us in a few weeks, but the reality of the situation is we cannot let you go unpunished. Surely you see that? We depend on a good many outside people to be able to continue our work, and we cannot justify risking our relationship with them for… to put it bluntly, an orphan with no influential family or connections, no matter how talented they are. There can be no compromise when it comes to protecting our welfare and the continued prosperity of the monastery. And really, we are just bringing forward the day you leave by a few weeks. Count yourself lucky there wasn’t any more substantial punishment. I know you understand.”

Caldan didn’t move, except to clench his hands into fists. They had been so good to him, the masters, the monastery, and they were only looking to their own survival. After all they had done for him, he should be grateful. Then why did he feel like someone had punched him in the stomach?

“I… I do understand.” One hand moved to his face to brush under his eye. “You’ve all been good to me and I wish things had worked out differently. I’m sorry.”

“I too wish the situation was different.” Master Delife looked around the room, checking no one else was there, although it was impossible for someone to be hiding. “Here, take this.” He handed Caldan a leather purse half full with ducats. “You’ll be allowed to take your belongings, but I didn’t see many coins among them.” He smiled faintly. “You’ll need something to give you a start. It’s not much, but it will help. It’s enough to set you up with accommodation for a few days, and to buy a few essentials, if you are thrifty. From then on you’ll have to make other arrangements.”

“Thank you.” Caldan’s hands unconsciously squeezed the purse. “Thank you for this kindness. I owe so much, and I am ashamed this is how I have repaid everyone… I don’t know how it happened.”

“Be that as it may, it did happen and we must face the consequences. Facing what life throws up makes us mature. It may not be fair, but it’s what shapes us. You have much potential, Caldan. It may be you are meant for greater things than we can provide here.”

Caldan stayed silent.

Delife regarded him for a few moments. “You’ve not had much time to absorb what we spoke about the other day, about your parents. But when you do, your thoughts will naturally turn to questions. Questions you will think need answers. I would caution you to be careful, very careful. Your mother seeking answers is probably what led to the fire, and revenge… well… nothing good can come of it.”

“I don’t know what I’ll do. It’s all too much at the moment.”

Delife nodded sympathetically. “I don’t envy you your problems, Caldan. There was a time when I thought, perhaps naively, that you would join our Order. But the past catches up with all of us. A word of advice: if you plan on finding out about your family, your best option is to trace the origins of your trinket. Such valuable items are usually kept under tight control by those that can afford them. I would imagine records of all trinkets exist; it’s just a matter of ferreting them out.”

With a shake of his head, Caldan looked around the room. “Where are my rings? My belongings…”

“Don’t worry, I made sure we were the ones to clear out your room. The trinket is safe, but find a way to secure it to your person as soon as possible.”

Caldan nodded and Delife turned to the door and opened it. A burly guard entered carrying two sacks filled to bursting, deposited them on the floor then left. Caldan’s possessions.

“Look out for a guard early tomorrow morning, before the cock crows. You’ll be off the island soon after sunrise. Good luck. It is a hard world out there.” With one last look over his shoulder, Delife left Caldan alone.

Caldan thought he would have a few months to organize his life, whether he wanted to stay on the island or not. Only recently that had dwindled to a mere few weeks, and now… it seemed he would be departing any day. The thought of leaving the monastery was devastating. His friends, the place he belonged, all gone.

Jemma would hate him now. She probably couldn’t stand the sight of him. He had thought of her more and more these last few months. He tried not to build too much into their friendship, but lately she didn’t seem to be as out of reach to him as before. But it didn’t matter now. His hopes were shattered, burnt to ashes and spread on the wind.

For long moments he stared at his belongings. He gave a cursory look inside to make sure everything he owned was there, but his heart wasn’t in it, as it would have been if he were embarking on his own free will. His rings he slipped into his smallclothes and vowed to find a better place to secure them. They were the only things he had from his parents, and both were precious to him, whatever their intrinsic value was.

He felt if anything else were missing he didn’t care. He didn’t have much of value, and the monks wouldn’t steal anything.

He folded some of the clothes he had pulled out so they wouldn’t rumple too much, repacked them on top of the rest of his belongings and tied the sacks securely.


 

Caldan woke, sure he had been asleep for a few hours. Something had woken him, but what?

A knock sounded at the door.

“Did you hear me? Get up! You’re leaving soon. Get your stuff together.”

Caldan’s heart thudded in his chest. Soon?

“Oi! You deaf? Did you hear me?”

“Yes,” Caldan yelled. “I heard you.”

He struggled into a wrinkled shirt. “Do I have time to get a few things? I need to buy some bits and pieces for the trip.”

“Straight to the docks with you. Orders are orders.”

There was much he wanted to do before he left, but he was out of time. Jemma, everyone who had helped him here. There were many people he wanted to talk to, say farewell to, thank for their friendship and everything they had done for him. He sighed and stood up, only then noticing a folded piece of parchment that must have been slipped under the door while he was asleep. He picked it up as the door opened. The guard stood there holding a lantern.

“C’mon. Get your stuff and get going. We ain’t got much time. Ship’s leaving at dawn, so get a move on.”

Caldan stuffed the parchment into his pants pocket and grabbed his sacks filled with what was left of his life at the monastery.

 


  



Chapter Five
 

Caldan strode down the wooden wharf and stopped before a moored ship loading on supplies and merchants’ goods for its return journey to the city of Anasoma. Swaying in the harbor’s swell, the ship looked like any other he had seen. Caldan thought most likely he would be spewing up his food for the whole voyage, with scant sympathy from the crew.

Behind him, one of two guards, his escort, cleared his throat and took a step closer.

Caldan turned around to take in the view from the wharf, the bay and behind him to the city and the monastery.
“I know, don’t worry yourself. I just want one last look at this place.”

He breathed deeply of the sea air, redolent with fish and tar, and from a warehouse close by with signage declaring it owned by the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern came the odor of spices and coffee. A cold early morning wind had picked up, and sea salt prickled his skin.

Fully laden, the two-masted ship sat low in the water. Figures scuttled over the deck in the dawn light, busy preparing for departure.

“Best be off with you,”
the guard closest to him said.
“We need to make sure you board and are taken into the captain’s care. All this gawking about is delaying our breakfast.”

Caldan gritted his teeth.
“How inconsiderate of me. I’d best get going, then.”

A name was painted in large yellow letters on the stern.
“Loretta,”
he whispered to himself.

His two hungry escorts following close, he walked up the plank and onto the deck. They stood there a few moments watching the activity around the ship: an older sailor sorting broken pieces of rope in one corner, while the strong smell of vinegar came from a sailor scrubbing the deck with a coarse-bristled brush.

It wasn’t long before someone deigned to notice them. A small, deeply tanned girl, who looked around twenty, with her black hair tied in a tail that hung halfway down her back. She was dressed like all the other sailors in rough cloth, worn and stained by hard work at sea.

“Is this the prisoner?”
she asked, looking past Caldan to the guards.

“I’m no prisoner,”
he responded with heat.
“Where would you get that idea?”

“The two guards keeping an eye on you, plus the fact we’ve been paid to take someone into custody and make sure they don’t slip off before we leave. That would make you a prisoner.”
She smiled at him, revealing even white teeth.

“I…”
he stuttered.
“Look here, I’m not a prisoner! It was an accident. Circumstances have not been in my favor… I’m just…”
He trailed off. Escorted by guards to the ship, he could see what it looked like to them.

“Sure they haven’t.”
She motioned the guards to the wharf.
“You lads can go now. Leave him with me.”

“You sure you’re all right on your own with him?”

The girl gestured around her at the sailors of the ship.
“Plenty of help to hand if I need assistance. The crew wouldn’t want anything to happen to one of their own.”

“Fair enough. We’ll get going then and get some food into us.”
With a final look at Caldan and the girl, they stomped down the plank.

“Well, what are we going to do with you?”
the girl asked herself.

“I’ve never been on a ship before. Never had to,”
he blurted.

She raised her eyebrows at him.
“It was a rhetorical question. And you didn’t make sense anyway.”

Caldan grimaced. His thoughts were skittering all over the place.
“It’s been a trying couple of days for me. I’m a bit lost.”

“I think we all know how that feels sometimes.”
A shadow passed across her face, gone in an instant.
“My name’s Miranda. Best we take you to see the captain. She can give you the once over and let you know how things stand on the ship for your journey. Well, a couple of days, not a journey. Unless you have never been on a ship before.”
She looked at someone behind him and held up a hand.
“I can take him from here. He seems harmless enough.”

Caldan turned his head to see a brute of a sailor standing close behind him, a hefty wooden belaying pin in one callused meaty hand. By the look in his eyes and the scars on his knuckles, Caldan had no doubt the sailor knew how to use it.

He turned back to Miranda.
“Is this necessary? I’m not a criminal. Look, just show me to my cabin and I’ll be out of your hair.”

“Sure you will,”
she said doubtfully.
“We need to show you around first, so you know where things are, for eating, the crapper, stuff like that.”

Caldan was taken aback. No girl he had been around before would have said such a thing, or referred to any bodily function in conversation.

“And to see the captain, of course. She likes to have a chat with all the passengers.”

“Let’s go.”
He just wanted to get this over with. A clean cut is the best. He began to walk towards the door that led inside the ship.

Miranda stopped him before he had taken a few steps, her eyes hard.
“We go where and when I say, not when you say. Ships can be a dangerous place for the inexperienced, and I won’t have you injured when you are in my care. Many a lubber has hurt themselves doing something stupid.”

She gestured for him to follow and sauntered towards a smaller door on the other side of the ship.

Caldan followed her, ducking under the low doorway. Inside, warm air smelling of tar and sweat washed over him.

“Hope your delicate nostrils aren’t offended,”
Miranda commented as she continued down some stairs. She showed him around the insides of the ship, marking areas where he was not allowed to go unless escorted — crew areas, the hold, and galley — and where he was allowed to — the common area, the ‘crappers’, and his own tiny bunk.

Barely wide enough for him to squeeze into, it was sectioned off from the rest of the room with a thin curtain. Seven other bunks were in the same room, and there wasn’t much in the way of privacy.

“Throw your stuff in here,”
she said, gesturing to his bunk.
“Can’t get better than this for you, with what we we’re paid.”
She winked at him.

Caldan smiled grimly.
“I can’t complain. It’s not like I have a choice.”
He placed his sacks on the bunk and closed the curtain.

She looked at him, tilting her head to the side.
“All right then, let’s see the captain. Follow me.”

She led him down a corridor and around a corner, ending at a closed door, which had chips and deep gouges in it. The girl noticed him looking at them.
“They were here when the captain purchased her. She thinks the ship may have been taken by pirates at one time.”
She shrugged.
“But who knows?”

She banged hard on the door with a fist, and, without waiting for an answer, opened the door and walked into the captain’s quarters, Caldan in her wake.

The captain sat at ease on a chair behind a desk strewn with maps held down with stone paperweights, a couple of books and some brass nautical instruments Caldan didn’t recognize. Her skin was tanned but lighter than the girl’s, and her shoulders were broader. Lines around her eyes and mouth proclaimed her older, probably around forty. Her booted feet were propped up on the desk, and she held a mug with steam pluming from it. A strong smell of coffee permeated the room.

Miranda opened her mouth to speak, but before she could the captain waved her to silence. She took a sip of coffee and grimaced at the taste.
“Cook forgot the honey again. Bastard,”
she said to herself. She brought the mug to her lips and blew steam off the top.

Behind her, dawn light streamed in through open windows. A cool breeze aired the cabin, which was less odorous than the rest of the ship.

The captain reached over and placed her mug carefully on the desk, folded her arms across her chest and looked directly at Caldan.

“I’m Captain Charlotte,”
she began.
“Firstly, this is my ship. I’ve been owner of the
Loretta
for ten years, and I’m the law here. You go where and when I say, not when you say.”

Caldan noted the words were almost exactly the same as the girl had said to him earlier. She must have borrowed it from the captain’s speech to all passengers. He glanced behind him and Miranda looked at the floor, embarrassed, a slight flush rising to her cheeks.

“Still, you look harmless enough. Growing out of your clothes are you? Don’t they take care of that at the monastery?”

He heard Miranda snigger behind him then cover it with a cough. The captain frowned at her.
“Enough of that, Miranda. Some manners, if you please.”

“My apologies, Captain,”
Miranda replied meekly.

Captain Charlotte grunted at her.
“Don’t think that act fools me. You’re as bad as the rest of the crew sometimes.”

“Sorry, ma’am.”

“I’m sure you are.”
Charlotte turned cold eyes on Caldan.
“Anyway, don’t make any trouble with the crew, because you know who I’ll support. We’ve been paid to take you to Anasoma, and I plan to make this trip as uneventful as I want every trip to be. Make trouble and you’ll go over the side for the sharks. Am I clear?”

Caldan looked her in the eye and nodded. He was not pleased with the way he had been dismissed and sent away from the monastery, but he wasn’t going to do anything rash and make trouble. There was time ahead to take a look at his situation.

“Good. Miranda, get him settled in his bunk. We leave within the hour, and we both have work to do.”
She waved them away and settled back in her chair, reaching for her mug.

Miranda grabbed his arm and pulled him out the door, closing it behind her.
“That went well,”
she remarked.
“She must have taken a liking to you.”

“It went well? I don’t think it did. Is she always that blunt?”

“Always… well, except when she has had a bit to drink.”
She hesitated.
“But anyways, shouldn’t be talking about her to you. Let’s get you back to your bunk for the time being. When we set sail you can come up on the deck. Crew won’t like you around when we depart, you might get underfoot.”
She gave him a sidelong smile.
“And maybe puking your guts up…”

Caldan grimaced at her as they continued on to his bunk area, where she left him, stating she had work to do before, during and after they set sail. He drew the curtain open and lay down, having to shuffle his sacks around to find a comfortable spot.

He remembered the folded piece of parchment he had found on the floor and stuffed into a pocket in a rush. It felt rough in his hands, and a daub of candle wax held it closed, but no seal had been embedded into it. Breaking it open, he unfolded the parchment, recognizing Jemma’s flowing script.

 

Dear Caldan,

 

No one is allowed to see you, so I bribed the guard to deliver this letter, and I hope it reaches you. I know you would never hurt Marlon on purpose, and although his wounds are serious and distress me deeply, I do not blame you.

 

It was by chance we found out they were sending you away without an opportunity to say goodbye, and I needed you to know I didn’t think the worst of you for what happened. The physikers tell me Marlon will recover, but it will take time. He will need constant care, which I will have to provide. I think I will have to stop attending lessons, which pains me greatly, but I am unable to do anything regarding the situation. Family must come first. My parents would want me to look after Marlon to the exclusion of all else.

 

They say you will not be allowed back on the island, and for that I am sorry. I know this will hit you hard, harder than anyone else who studies here. This place has been your life, and it is hard to leave things that are precious to us, but life throws up challenges indiscriminately, and it is for us to overcome them.

 

 

…he could see in her writing how much she was hurting. The lessons and life at the monastery, which allowed her freedom, had been taken away. And it was his fault…

 

But I am rambling, and I am sure you have your own troubles to occupy your mind. I will miss your friendship and your warmth.

 

With fond memories, Jemma

 

 

Caldan folded the parchment with slow reverent movements and slipped it back into his pocket. He stared at the flimsy curtain separating him from the room, wondering whether Jemma would ever forgive him for ruining her freedom, despite what she had written.

 

The swaying back and forth of the ship relaxed him, though only a small swell in the harbor. He was sure the two day trip would be pleasant, if his stomach remained settled.

The reality of his situation kept intruding on his thoughts, and he wondered how much he could stand before his mind couldn’t handle it anymore. The life he knew was gone as surely and as quickly as smoke blown away in the wind.

He squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed them hard with his palms. Unfair, was the word that came to his mind. But… the truth was he had been more fortunate than many others. More than he had any right to expect. Perhaps this new part of his life would change him, the experience give him a greater understanding of the world, a new perspective.

He took a few deep breaths of the musty ship air and found he couldn’t lie still. Swinging out of the bunk, he headed up to see the ship sail in the dawn.

He emerged on the deck to see crew members in a flurry of activity. Finding a corner out of everyone’s way, he leaned against the gunwale. The cool, salty, fresh sea breeze ruffled his hair, giving relief after the fusty air below.

Captain Charlotte and Miranda stood by the wheel. Both were quiet and peered out into the harbor.

“We must profit by this wind,”
he heard the captain say.
“Is all in readiness?”

“Yes, ma’am,”
Miranda replied.

“Then be so good as to tell me why Rigger Darcy is swaying back and forth as if three sheets to the wind.”

“Bloody ancestors,”
cursed Miranda.
“Rigger Darcy, you drunken bastard,”
she yelled, red-faced, surprising Caldan with her swearing.
“Get your sorry ass back below decks right now! Jonas, get up there and replace him.”

“Right you are, ma’am,”
confirmed another sailor as he passed a swaying Darcy on his way to the mast.

Miranda looked like she was about to burst, lips pursed tightly and nostrils flaring.

“Sorry, Captain. I should have checked on Darcy. We know what he is like with a bit of shore leave.”

“Yes, you should have. Never mind. What’s done is done. Pay better attention next time.”

Miranda gave a quick embarrassed nod.

“I will ask again. Is all in readiness?”

Miranda paused before replying, her gaze taking in the deck, the masts, sails and crew members, and stopping on Caldan for a second before moving on. Caldan held his breath, sure she was going to send him below while they left, but to his surprise she didn’t.

“Yes, ma’am. All is ready.”

“Good, then we will make sail.”
Captain Charlotte raised her voice to carry across the ship.
“Make sail. All hands to make sail.”

There was a great deal of shouting and stomping of feet from the crew members as they hurried to their places.

“Silence, please,”
yelled the captain.

All of the crew of the
Loretta
stood still, poised in dead silence. The ship lay in the harbor, gently rocking to and fro in the morning swell, waves lapping at the side.

Charlotte stood still as well, judging the wind. She paused for a few moments.

“Away aloft,”
she cried. Her call was repeated up and down the ship, and immediately the shrouds were covered in men and women, racing upwards as nimble and at home as monkeys in trees.

As Charlotte unleashed a slew of orders, the crew on the yards untied the lines furling the sails, and sheets of canvas dropped with a whoosh. Ropes were sheeted home and secured.

The
Loretta
heeled over slightly as a push from the wind filled her sails. Another push, then she inched forward until the motion became a steady drive. She was under way, gathering speed gradually as she moved away from the docks. Her speed increased, the noise of her slicing through the water gaining in strength as she left her berth behind.

Caldan looked back at the docks, his gaze traveling up into the city and finally coming to rest on the monastery. He turned his head to the open sea breeze to hide the expression on his face, his eyes burning as he remembered the hurt he had caused so many people. Salty spray from the ship’s passage through the water soaked his face, erasing any sign of the tears that fell.

He lost track of time as he stood at the gunwale staring out at the water, pointedly not looking back at the island dwindling into the distance. Any thoughts, he pushed aside in an effort to ease the pain he felt.

The sun had risen into a cloudless sky and beat down upon the deck. His eyes hurt from the glare off the water. To give his eyes a rest and to cool down, he headed back to his bunk, passing crew members on the way, who ignored him, busy with their own tasks.

Beyond finding cheap accommodation and work, he had no thoughts on what he would do. He was sure his situation wouldn’t become dire since he had gained a lot of skills and knowledge at the monastery, but better to be safe and find some paid work early than leave it too late.

Well, no point worrying until he made it to Anasoma and decided whether it was somewhere he wanted to stay.

Shaking himself from his reverie, he upended both sacks, spilling his belongings onto the bunk. A meager collection of possessions to mark his life.

He slumped back, overcome with weariness. Too much had happened in a short space of time, and he was exhausted, both physically and emotionally. He rubbed his aching eyes. He needed rest and time to think, to come to grips with all that had happened, but he doubted he would have much time after landing in Anasoma. This short trip at sea might be good fortune in disguise and give him a chance to gather his thoughts.

He spent the next few hours lying there, eyes closed, and rocking gently from side to side with the ship. He wasn’t feeling ill, which surprised him, but when a crewman came to alert him that the midday meal was ready, he begged off. He was hungry but in no mood to make small talk with strangers, who would have all sorts of questions.

 

He drifted off, and before he knew it he was being shaken awake. He brushed away the offending hand and sat up, thoughts groggy. Miranda stood there, hands crossed over her chest, and stared at him with a disapproving look on her face.

“Heard you haven’t eaten anything all day,”
she remarked.

“Eh?”
he replied, still half asleep.
“What’s it to you?”

“We want to make sure all our passengers are well. Wouldn’t get any repeat business if we didn’t check in on them now and again.”
She rubbed one arm through her shirt and took a step back.
“Are you sick?”

“No. Not at all. I needed some rest, and I’m not hungry.”
His stomach chose that moment to let out a large rumble, belying his words. He grinned sheepishly.
“I guess I’ve been overruled.”

Miranda smiled back.
“Come on. We can rustle you up something to eat. You’ve been down here all day, and the sun is setting. I’m not surprised you’re hungry.”

Caldan followed her through the ship to the galley. She rummaged around and made up a wooden plate for him with a heel of coarse-grained bread, a withered apple and a few slices of cold, charred meat of some kind. The cook’s treatment when preparing the meat hadn’t left many clues as to what type of animal it had come from, but Caldan wasn’t fussy. His stomach grumbled again as he took the plate from Miranda and she motioned for him to follow.

“Wait,”
he said.
“Could I have a bit more, please?”

She raised an eyebrow at him and motioned him to help himself.
“Sure. Just leave some for the rest of us.”

He grabbed another apple and few slices of meat, plus a skin of water.
“That should be enough. Let’s go.”

She looked at his heaped plate and shrugged.

On deck she led him to a sheltered corner and gestured for him to start eating. She leaned her elbows on the gunwale and looked out to where the sun had set.

“Oh bother, we missed the sunset.”

To Caldan, her words were tinged with irony, and he glanced at her. Surely she saw the sunset every day? Caldan stopped himself staring before she caught him and turned his attention to his food. She looked athletic under her rough sailor’s clothes.

“Thank you,”
he said.
“For the food, I mean.”
He stuffed a slice of the meat in his mouth and chewed ravenously. Was it beef? It could have been goat, but he couldn’t tell.
“I’m always thankful for food,”
he mumbled around his mouthful.
“When I was young I never had enough.”

At his words, Miranda gave him a sharp look, then distress crossed her face, and she looked away out to sea. Caldan realized he’d hit a nerve, that his mention of hunger had stirred an unwelcome memory in her.

“I know what that’s like,”
she said in a subdued voice.
“And you’re welcome to eat as much as you want, as long as the crew don’t start complaining.”

Caldan remained silent, not wanting to bother her further, and ate with a will, finishing the plate quickly. The bread was stale, but mixed with some water it became chewable enough to get down.

“Um… any chance I could have some more?”

Miranda laughed, showing dimples in her cheeks, which he thought attractive. He would never have guessed when he first met her she had this other side. She seemed far too serious before.

“My, you were hungry.”
She looked pointedly at the tight sleeves on his shirt.
“Not turning into a jukari are you?”
she joked, referring to the wild creatures that could be found in some mountain ranges. They were rumored to be twice as big as a grown man and twice as hairy.

He was sure she wasn’t referring to hairiness.
“I don’t think so, not today anyway. At least I hope not!”
They shared a laugh and a short companionable silence before Caldan spoke again.

“I was serious, you know. Do you have any vegetables, green leafy ones? I’ve been craving green things for a while.”

“Perhaps you’re turning into a rabbit?”

His thoughts flashed back to the fight, and his sword penetrating Marlon’s chest. His smile faltered.
“No, not a rabbit. Come on,”
he said brusquely and led the way back to the galley, his long strides causing Miranda to hurry to catch up.

She pointed out some greens, and he filled his plate with leaves, munching on some between handfuls. With a shake of her head, Miranda leaned against a table.

“I’ve never seen someone eat so much.”

“The crew eats well, from what I saw. Fresh food, and a lot of it.”

“This is only a short trip, and we do it often, so there isn’t any need to provision with dried foods and the hard bread. We stock up at each port. It keeps the crew happier than some others I can tell you about. Our captain is considerate, though the fresh food costs more.”

“It’s only been a month or so I have been as hungry as this. I think I must be having a late growth spurt,”
he reasoned, finishing off the plate of greens already.

“I guess you must be.”
She fiddled with a lock of her hair that had come loose, twirling it around a finger.
“How come you were forced to leave?”

Caldan hesitated. The subject was still raw, but he felt like he needed to talk to someone. Miranda seemed pleasant and wanted to listen.
“I caused an accident. Someone was bullying me, making my life hard whenever he could. He forced me to get angry then challenged me to a fight. The students sometimes settle things this way. It was only with wooden practice swords, but…”
He trailed off and breathed deeply a few times.
“I must have lost my temper. I hit him too hard in the heat of the fight. My sword broke, and… I don’t know what happened. It went into his chest.”
Caldan closed his eyes at the look of shock on Miranda’s face.
“I didn’t mean it to happen.”

“Is he alive?”

“Yes. They say he will recover, in time.”
He opened his eyes and looked at her again.
“It was all a blur. And a mistake. I shouldn’t have gotten angry. It’s… more the hurt I caused my friends and the people who have been my family for so long.”

“Well, no one died, and you’re not a thief. I can tell the captain and crew the prisoner isn’t all bad, and we can rest easy.”

Caldan could tell she was trying to put him at ease, but his mood had soured.

“I’ll go back to my bunk and rest. Thank you for your kindness.”

He nodded his thanks and left her there, leaning against the table.

 

 


  



Chapter Six
 

Caldan woke early the next morning, roused from sleep by the noise of crew members moving about. With a sniff, he realized he stank of stale sweat as he hadn’t washed in days. Deciding to do something about his unpleasant odor, he fished out a change of clothes and made his way on deck.

In the thin light, the sun started to peek over the horizon. A flat sea greeted him. Not a breath of wind ruffled the sails.

An old crew member walked the deck with a tray of steaming mugs, handing one to each sailor on duty. He caught sight of Caldan and handed him one, filled with strong coffee, gave a toothless smile and wandered off to finish handing out his mugs.

There were two crewmen close by, both sipping from mugs. He swallowed a mouthful of coffee and sputtered at the taste. Obviously they didn’t believe in cutting the bitterness with honey.

“Flat as a lake out there,” one of the sailors said.

“True.” His companion hawked up some phlegm and spat over the side. “Looks likely we won’t make Anasoma as quick as usual.”

“Yep,” drawled the other. “Captain will probably have us working on the ship, though. No rest for us.”

“She’ll want us to work out the kinks that’ve settled in the last few weeks. We ain’t seen any action on the sea, and what with the three day layoff in Eremite, reckon a few of the crew might be getting complacent.”

“Excuse me.” Caldan took a few steps towards the crewmen. “Sorry to trouble you, but where can I wash up?”

Two pairs of curious eyes turned to appraise him.

“You that killer we got on board?” one said.

“What? No! I haven’t killed anyone.”

“I heard you ran someone through in a duel. Clean and cold as you like.” The sailor made a thrusting motion with one arm while the other crewman laughed.

“Careful now,” his companion chimed in. “Don’t get on his bad side or you might be food for the sharks!”

“Ha! Will take more than a young’n like this boy to best me.”

“Sure it would. Your mum could beat you the first fifteen years of your life.”

“Into the crappers with ya! Was more like thirteen!”

Both men laughed heartily, and one wiped his eye, then the elder crewman addressed Caldan. “Pay no mind, young sir, we’s just having a joke. Seen a lot of bad stuff in our time, so we’s got to make light where we can. No offense.”

Caldan didn’t know how to respond. His face burned with embarrassment. The older man looked at him with something close to pity.

“Don’t be ashamed, boy. We’s heard it was an accident. Wash up, you said?”

Caldan nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“Back there. You see that bucket with a rope attached? Fetch yourself some sea water and use the sponge there. Don’t be shy seein’ we’re on deck. A small ship means doing away with some privacy. You get used to it.”

“I’m telling you we shouldn’t keep taking sponges from the sea,” said the younger crewman.

The older man rolled his eyes. “Here we go again.”

“It makes sense, I’m telling you.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Sponges soak up water, and if the sponges from the sea bed are all taken up, what happens?” He looked at Caldan. “Hey? What do you think?”

“I couldn’t guess,” Caldan responded hesitantly.

“Why, the sea level will rise, of course! The cities will be flooded!”

The older crewman smacked the other on the back of his head with a flat palm and almost spilled the coffee from his mug in the process.

“Shut up, you moron. It’s bad enough I have to work with you, let alone listen to your crap.”

“I reckon it’s true,” the younger man said, rubbing the back of his head.

Caldan sidled away slowly. “Thank you kindly for your help. I’ll wash up now.”

“You’re welcome. Pay no mind to this ignorant twit. Oh, and another thing. Rinse off the seawater with some fresh, or you’ll be dry and scratchy all day.” He nodded farewell, and they turned back to looking out at sea and the contents of their mugs.

Hauling the bucket over the side, he drew up some seawater. He didn’t have soap so would have to make do. Another thing to go onto his list of essentials he needed. He stripped off his shirt but left his pants on. The crewmen might be used to a lack of privacy but he wasn’t, and he certainly wouldn’t be caught standing on deck with his plums out. Plus his trinket was hidden in his smallclothes.

The seawater felt cold on his skin but pleasant. After rubbing his skin vigorously with the rough sponge, he refilled the bucket and tipped it over his head, then again. He stood there soaked in the morning breeze with his eyes closed and listened to the creak of the ship and the gulls circling overhead.

He heard a crunch behind him and opened his eyes, turning to see Miranda sitting cross-legged on the deck, munching an apple and appraising him.

“Good morning,” she chirped and took another bite.

“Good morning to you, too,” he replied, embarrassed she had been watching him. He hastily put on his clean shirt, struggling to get the tight sleeves over his arms, and placed the sponge and bucket against the gunwale. “Is something wrong?”

“No, not at all,” Miranda said. “Just taking in the fresh air and sights. Glad you washed up. I wasn’t going to say anything yesterday.” She wrinkled her nose. “But you did smell a bit.”

“I didn’t get a chance to do a lot of things before I had to leave, and was abed for a few days. It feels good to be clean again.”

In fact, it felt very good. The saltwater and scrub had left his skin raw and tingly, as if he had scrubbed away old skin and had been left with new.

Miranda looked him up and down. “You must have done a lot of exercise back there. The monastery kept you fit.”

“Yes. They… the monks placed emphasis on maintaining a healthy body as well as mind. Though mostly we studied inside, less active subjects.”

“Hmm… If you say so.”

Caldan stood still and allowed the morning breeze to slowly evaporate the moisture from his skin. While not strong enough to cause many ripples on the sea, it had picked up enough to send the occasional sail flapping. He checked on Miranda. She was still there looking at him and had nibbled her apple down to nothing. Soon all that was left were a few seeds and the stem, which she tossed over the side.

“Here, you’ll need this,” she said, and slid a waterskin across the deck.

His skin felt tight, and he remembered the crewman’s advice to rinse with fresh water. He squirted it across his face and arms, rubbing with his hands to remove the sea salt. Under his shirt his skin felt prickly, but he wasn’t about to undress in front of Miranda.

“Thank you.” He took a swig of the water and rinsed his mouth. “A couple of crewmen said we’ll be delayed because of the lack of wind.”

“I dare say those men didn’t lack for any wind,” she remarked. “But yes, this weather isn’t speeding us along, as you can see. Care to share what’s left in your mug?”

He passed her the dregs, a few mouthfuls which he hoped hadn’t been splashed with saltwater while he washed. She nodded her thanks, brought the mug to her lips and took a swallow, then tilted it to finish it off.

“Ah! Nothing like someone else’s cold coffee in the morning. I think I’ll get a refill of fresh stuff. Be seeing you around later, I’m sure.” She headed down below, leaving him standing there.

Caldan spent the rest of the morning wandering around the ship, both above deck and below. Above deck, most of the crew looked idle, the lack of wind meaning they didn’t have much to do, and for the most part they were relaxing. A few impromptu dice and card games had sprung up, with the participants keeping a sharp eye out for Captain Charlotte in case she came up on deck. He nodded greetings to the crew that caught his eye as he passed. Some returned the courtesy, while others never responded or avoided him altogether.

The constant moving of the deck and swaying to and fro were peculiar to Caldan, and always he could hear wood creaking and ropes groaning, even in the flat water. His sword training from the monastery had gone some way to helping him cope with the rolling of the ship, but the mild swell was an easy introduction to walking on deck. No sign he would succumb to sea sickness yet, for which he was thankful.

By late afternoon, Caldan found himself sitting cross-legged in the shade, his back leaning on the gunwale. His arms were sore from exposure to the sun, and he ached with thirst. He took a swig of water from a skin. Warm and tasting like leather, it wasn’t the best, but it was a welcome relief after a day on deck.

Throughout the day he had found his fingers returning to touch the rings, where they snuggled in his smallclothes, as long as no one was looking. Their studies had touched on the subject of trinkets, but the monastery didn’t have one for the students to study, so they could only rely on a few old written reports and the knowledge of the masters.

Trinkets were all created thousands of years ago, before the Shattering had destroyed much of the accumulated knowledge practiced by sorcerers. They took many different forms, though most were jewelry since they could be easily worn to keep them safe, but mainly to have them close at hand as many were passive. Their influence only extended a small way, generally to whoever wore them. Sorcerers had been able to craft objects of power but none like trinkets. Before the Shattering, the wealthy and powerful were usually the sole possessors of trinkets, whereas after the Shattering and the ensuing chaos, many trinkets found their way into ordinary hands. Whether by luck, theft, payment or other reasons, the exclusivity of owning such an item became a mark of power and influence among all sections of society. Many were now pieces of jewelry with their own family stories attached, handed down from generation to generation and kept secret. Due to their sorcerous capacity — in some cases able to be used by people without talent — and their intrinsic rarity, they were highly valued. Thieves were hired to steal them, poor families kept theirs hidden, while the wealthy locked them up as securely as they could, tightly kept family secrets.

His trinket was his only clue to tracking his family history, where they had come from, and maybe a chance to find out what his parents had been like. And it might get him killed. Other than being valuable, it was of no practical use to him, unless he could unravel its function — something the monks had been unable to do the whole time they had it in their possession.

Caldan sighed. He had no idea how he was going to use his trinket to find out more about his parents, but he was sure in such a big city as Anasoma there must be someone who could help.

 


  



Chapter Seven
 

Amerdan Lephar unbarred the door and set the heavy oak bar behind the shop counter. It wouldn’t do for such an item to be left leaning up against the door. Anyone could knock it over and cause a ruckus, and maybe break some goods. No, not good at all. He moved the bar another finger’s width to the left then stepped back a few paces, eying its new position relative to the counter. He nodded in approval.

Covering the doorway, he hung a beaded curtain, a custom he used to keep out flying insects and the street dust. The colored beads were arranged to display a string of red flowers over a yellow background, and attached to every fifth string was a silver bell. Welcome bells for customers arriving, warning bells for him.

Behind the counter stretched a row of shelves reaching to the ceiling, and in the shadows of the top right corner sat a patched, gray rag doll. It sat on a shelf of its own, as if to look over the place, to keep an eye on people from when they came in to when they left.

He swept the floor, reaching under cupboards and tables, making sure to catch all the corners. Fetching a bucket and cloth, he scrubbed the counter and the tops of tables and cupboards and the few stools placed there for a lady’s convenience.

Standing on the doorstep, he tipped the dirty water onto the cobbles, where it ran to the gutter in the center, then off towards the docks, presumably to end up in the harbor. Then again, what didn’t? The water close to the docks was ripe with floating rubbish, and who knew what was on the bottom? Some people knew, he mused.

Turning his head away from the morning sunlight streaming down the street, he took a deep breath. Wood smoke, baked bread, rain from the night before combined with the underlying smell of the city: unwashed bodies and piss.

From the open doorway of the chandler’s shop across the street emerged a pudgy shopkeeper, who waddled over to him without invitation.

“Hope today’s trade picks up from yesterday’s. News is a few ships docked late last night. Might be we get some passing trade from them. How’s business?” Botha asked.

Amerdan disliked the sheen of sweat that was a constant feature on the man, and he reeked of fried sausages from his morning meal. A stupid man with a stupid name.

“Well enough.” He glanced back to his shop doorway and shifted his weight from one leg to another. He didn’t want to be delayed by idle chat; there was plenty of cleaning left to do before opening up for the day’s trade.

“Good… well, that’s good,” Botha said. “I’m expecting a new shipment sometime soon, wax, fragrances and whatnot. Possibly some rose absolute, if I’m lucky. The ladies do love their fragrant candles and pay a pretty ducat for them, too. Silver ducats, though,” he sighed. “Don’t think this is the right profession to see gold. Still, can’t complain, eh? I have my family and my health!” He chuckled.

“That you do, sir.”
Simpering fool, thought Amerdan. He cleared his throat and glanced inside his shop. “Well, I had better…”

“I always look forward to the Ghost Festival,” continued Botha. “In a few weeks the streets will be alive with people, feasting, drinking, making merry. Most of the young people these days don’t hold to the old traditions; they use the festival as an excuse to let loose, to make a bit too merry, if you ask my opinion. Nope, they might make a few offerings like the rest of us, but not in the same spirit. Still, us older folk stay true, eh? We know the old ways and keep them strong in our minds.”

The Ghost Festival was when the spirits of the ancestors came back to visit the living. Priests performed rituals to absolve their sufferings, and regular folk left food offerings to appease them. The more spiritual observers made their own stick and straw figures, representing ancestors and people they had known, which they burnt with incense, hoping this would ward against any danger the spirits posed. Anyone they had wronged or harmed was differentiated by a few windings of black cloth around the neck.

People had been stocking up on items from Amerdan’s store for a few weeks. String, small patches of colored cloth, and tiny beads were big sellers. These, together with some sticks and straw, were all the makings of the little figures, with their dead beady eyes.

“I’ve always thought the ancestors’ spirits were important,” said Amerdan. He hadn’t seen one as yet but had heard from people who claimed they had.

“My ancestor spirit candles sell well, and not just for the Ghost Festival. Though not well enough to ward off bad luck. Did you hear that Daphne the baker’s daughter has run off, too? Shame about that. I heard she was mooning after some lad down by the docks.” Botha sniffed. “Hasn’t been seen for days now. Left one evening, they say, pretty red belt and matching ribbon in her hair like she was off to meet someone special, and didn’t come back. Frantic, her family is. I don’t know what’s become of the world.”

“Terrible news.” Amerdan stifled a yawn.

He had first seen Daphne when she’d visited his shop. She had taken a long time choosing, too, often glancing his way and fidgeting over this or that item she was examining.

“I know, and such a pretty girl, too. She could’ve had her pick of any of the young boys around here. Why go off with someone she barely knows?”

“Who can say? Some people see something special in others and want it for themselves.” Amerdan’s free hand reached up to touch the pendant hanging from a silver chain around his neck in an unconscious gesture. “Now, if you will excuse me, I need to open up. Good day.”

Without waiting for a response, Amerdan turned and walked into his store. Still carrying the bucket, he strode out the door to the back of his shop, dropping the bucket outside the rear door leading into the yard.

Belying the shopfront and modest store area, the rear yard was a large open space of packed earth with a narrow cobbled path leading to a well in the center. Beyond the well, against the far brick wall, sat a pen, home to five large pigs. He had been lucky to find a place with such a big yard, with more than ample space for the pigs.

Inside, he surveyed the store. Some of the shelves were taken up with goods specifically for the Ghost Festival, the thread, string, cloth patches, cheap hardened foodstuffs which could be left out for the spirits without attracting too many insects and rodents. The rest was taken up with his normal goods, items people didn’t want to travel all around the city to umpteen different places to find, which he sold for a modest margin. Lanterns and oil, iron nails, door latches, buckets and scrubbing brushes, sacks of coarse and fine flour, knives, forks and spoons, tinderboxes, and a hundred other things everyone needed to get by.

As owner and proprietor of one of the few general stores bordering the docks district in Anasoma, he had been in business since arriving in the city two years ago. Dust-covered, weary, and above all hungry, he had arrived with a wagon of spices and a quantity of jewelry, which he pawned to aid in his relocation.

He’d wasted no time picking out a suitable building in which to set himself up, to build a successful business, which took care of mundane needs such as comfort and income, and left time for more important activities.

Taking five copper ducats from his pocket, he placed them on the gleaming wooden counter then aligned them just so, in a straight line, all touching. He turned to look up at the rag doll.

“What we have to put up with at the moment, my friend.”

The store was clean enough, with everything in the right place. Hopefully his idiot customers wouldn’t spoil the place too much. He sat on his stool and waited for the first customer of the day to arrive.

 


  



Chapter Eight
 

“What?” exclaimed Caldan.

“I said, tomorrow, if the winds are still down, the captain wants…”

“I heard what you said before,” he interrupted Miranda. “I wasn’t asking you to repeat it.”

“So why did you? The crew needs to get in a bit of sword practice in case there’s trouble, and she…well, I thought you could join in.”

Caldan remembered his sword slamming into Marlon’s chest and he shook his head. He couldn’t face sparring so soon after the accident.

The ship’s bell had rung the third hour of the night, nine o’clock in the evening, according to the captain’s mechanical timepiece. This was his second night aboard the ship, and it hadn’t taken him long to realize the ship’s bell rang every three hours. Miranda had joined Caldan on deck as he lay on his back on wood still warm from the sun and watched the stars.

From the corner of his eye, Caldan had seen her take her time approaching him, making plenty of noise, giving him a chance to indicate if he didn’t feel like company. When he didn’t object, she had sat cross-legged near him.

“It would break the monotony. You don’t do much except mope around,” she added.

“I don’t mope.”

“If you say so.” She looked away and smirked. “Listen, if you want to let everything get the better of you and mope around for days then fine, I can’t stop you. But if you have been truthful with us about what happened…”

“I’ve told you the truth.”

“…then you should focus on putting the past behind you and look at what’s ahead.”

Caldan gave her an annoyed look. She was only a few years older and giving him advice? “I appreciate your candor. But I think I know what’s best for me.”

Miranda gave him a look, like he was something unpleasant she had trodden in. “You have no idea what a big city can be like.”

“I have no idea?”

“Yes. Believe me when I say that if you don’t have street smarts you might not make it past the docks district after we land.”

“I’ve read about Anasoma, you know. I know what to expect.”

Miranda sighed, obviously exasperated. “Listen. Reading and knowing isn’t the same. You can’t read something and think you know how to survive in one of the roughest areas of the empire.”

“That’s nonsense. Anasoma is a great city! People from all walks of life live together in harmony, and the greatest living scholars and minds travel there to collaborate together, to exchange ideas.” He waved his hands in excitement. “The nobles respect the lower classes for the work they do, and the working class know the nobles’ work is essential as well.”

Miranda was still looking at him, but now she was staring at him like he had grown a second head, and maybe a third.

“You really have no idea, do you? The docks district is run by gangs, who are mostly controlled by merchants. The lowest and most desperate prostitutes ply their trade there.” Her voice caught in her throat, and she briefly cast her eyes at the deck before continuing. “Bad things can happen to the unwary.”

Caldan shook his head in disbelief. “I don’t know what experiences you have had there, but they must not have been normal.”

“I didn’t have any ‘experiences’ there, but I know what the place is like. Everyone does.”

“Well, thank you for the warning.” He had heard, and read, about problems in the main cities of the Mahruse Empire. But surely the emperor was doing something about it. After all, every emperor had ensured continued prosperity for his people. He’d read about their achievements. “I’ll take the proper precautions when I’m there.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Anyway, back to what you were asking before. I am afraid I can’t do it.”

“Practice with us?”

“Yes.”

“I see… Why?”

“I can’t.” A bloody wooden sword arose unbidden in his mind, his own blood-soaked hand holding the hilt. He banished the vision with a shake of his head. “I just can’t.”

“Because of what happened?”

“I… yes.”

Miranda shifted closer and rested a hand on his arm. Her featherlight touch felt hot on his skin, which was chilled by the cool night air.

“It’s all right, really. If you don’t want to, then don’t.”

She withdrew her hand and stood, leaning against the gunwale, both elbows on the rail, hands clasped in front of her. After a moment, Caldan joined her, both looking out into the blackness of the sea.

“I don’t think I’ll stay much longer on this ship,” she stated, surprising him.

“Why not? It looks like you have found a good place here, with a decent captain. Why would you leave?”

“It’s not for me, the traveling and the changes. Oh, it might feel fine for a while, but I know it isn’t the life for me. I did it to escape, anyway.” She glanced at him briefly, and he didn’t know whether to pry or not.

“Care to tell me more? I’m a good listener.”

Miranda laughed. “No you aren’t, and you just proved it.”

Caldan let out a laugh, too. He couldn’t help it. “I guess I did.” He was glad the sun had sunk below the horizon and it was dark out at sea.

She straightened, wiped her hands on her pants then ran her fingers through her hair. “Well, I am turning in. Think about what I said, please. Books may not contain the truth.” And with that she walked off, leaving him there on his own.

Caldan wasn’t sure what to think of Miranda. She looked very much at home on the ship yet admitted it wasn’t a life she wanted or could stay with for long. Although his own situation felt dismal, it wasn’t bad considering the life other people less fortunate than him had. And he shouldn’t complain or get upset about his circumstances, since it could be worse. What he would do, he decided, was find an inn to stay at until he got back on his feet. He could present himself to the guilds, to the nobles as well, and should have no trouble finding a position to which he was suited. From there, with a secure and safe arrangement, he would have time to consider what his options were.

He could see how hard it would be to manage an empire of such size, to see to the needs of every single citizen, no matter what their lot in life. Since the Shattering, caused by ancient sorcerers, and the collapse of civilization at the time, the Mahruse Empire had been a beacon, gathering in people and smaller kingdoms who valued a stable society. Even so, much of its early history was rife with war and bloodshed.

If what Miranda said were true, then there was much he needed to learn. The lessons and books his knowledge was based on might leave much out. He could see how living on the island at the monastery could have skewed his views, and it was stupid to think that having experienced one particular place, all others would be the same.

Carefully, he thought over what the masters had told him regarding his parents. One hand moved unconsciously to touch the trinket and the bone ring now hanging from a chain around his neck, which he had bought from a sailor. He missed them… and his sister, who he had never really had a chance to know. His eyes grew moist, and he squeezed them shut, rubbing them with his fingers. Why they had been killed was a mystery, and maybe he would never find the answer. But he had to make an effort. For his parents, and for his sister’s sake. Small chance that whoever had done this to them could be brought to justice, but perhaps finding out about them and his trinket would lead him to them. It could be dangerous, as the masters had warned him, but…there was no one else to mourn his family, no one left to avenge them. Only him.

Revenge? He frowned, examining the word and all it implied. Certainly the masters wouldn’t approve. And he wasn’t the kind of person who would kill someone in cold blood. Shaking his head, he sighed. For all he knew, he wouldn’t be able to find anything about his parents’ past.

To leave everything behind and start afresh, or dwell on the past, possibly repeating the mistakes his parents made. Those were his choices. Would following the trail lead him to death? He didn’t know. But he did know he couldn’t let it rest. It wasn’t in his nature. Perhaps the masters had known this, too.

Caldan withdrew from the deck to his bunk. Though he hadn’t done much all day, he was bone-weary.

 

 


  



Chapter Nine
 

Caldan watched Captain Charlotte as she sat on her armchair across the desk in front of him. The sun had set outside, and a welcome breeze began to blow. Her elbows rested on her knees as she intently examined the problem laid out on a Dominion board on top of her desk.

For the whole day the seas remained calm, and Caldan had spent his time on deck moving around as the shadows did to keep cool. He had avoided watching too much of the sword practice the crew participated in, then in the early afternoon a cabin boy approached him stating the captain required his presence, and he’d been in her cabin for the last few hours.

“It’s a trap, isn’t it?” she asked, eying Caldan.

He shrugged. “You have to consider that, of course.”

Initially, he wondered why she had summoned him then realized that, like the crewmen, she was bored with the lack of breeze and needed a diversion to while away the time. It wasn’t long before she unlocked a chest and carefully removed an exquisite Dominion set. It was made from eight different types of wood, both the three boards and pieces. Caldan recognized rosewood, maple, oak, walnut and one lacewood piece. Four other types he didn’t know.

“What are the woods used in your set?” he asked.

“Don’t try to distract me,” she said. “I know what you’re up to.”

“I wasn’t…”

“Of course you were. Everyone tries something to give them an edge.”

“I don’t need an edge.”

Charlotte gave him a penetrating stare. “Is that because I’m no competition?”

“Yes. I mean no. It’s been enjoyable playing with you.”

She returned to the board, muttering under her breath. In the last few hours they had managed two games of an abridged version playable on her set. She had lost both soundly, and in this third game she wasn’t going to fare any better.

After another few minutes examining the board, she sat back, scratched her cheek and poured out another measure of rum for her and Caldan. They had both consumed enough to be pleasantly warm, even with the cool evening breeze coming in the open windows.

“I’m usually quite good at this, you know,” she said.

“You are good. It’s just you don’t see the patterns before it’s too late.”

Charlotte frowned and crossed her arms. “I’ve won a fair few ducats on games, so I think I see the patterns fine. I won this set in a contest.” She cradled one of the pieces and ran her fingers along the grain of the wood. “Maybe I’m having an off day.”

Caldan nodded. “Could be,” he said with a shrug.

“The crew have a couple of their own sets in their common area. I don’t like them playing for coins, but men will be men. As long as it doesn’t get out of hand.” She leaned forward and, with quick economical movements, shifted two of her pieces. “There, see what you make of that!” she said with enthusiasm.

Caldan studied the changes for a few moments then let a smile show. She’d lost the game and hadn’t realized it yet.

“Amused?” asked Charlotte, taking another sip of rum.

Caldan shook his head. “No. Interested, not amused. You know, it wasn’t a trap.”

With a start, Charlotte coughed rum back into her cup. She wiped her mouth with her sleeve, looked at Caldan for a moment then smirked.

“Ha ha! You almost had me there. Of course it’s a trap.”

Caldan used his turn to move two of his pieces. He placed each with precision, just so on the board. He sat back on his chair and gazed out the window at the stars appearing in the night sky.

Charlotte peered at the board intently. A few minutes passed without a word being spoken by either of them.

“Well,” she said, shoulders slumping. “That’s… interesting. You must have set that up close to the start of the game.”

“It’s an old strategy we were taught. Apparently, it was first used around four hundred years ago.”

“It’s not old if you’ve never seen it.”

“I guess that’s true. But anyone can read books on Dominion and study strategies for themselves. That one is from Essays on Dominion, and it’s also detailed in the Morals of Dominion.”

Charlotte stared at him, astonished. “Have you read those books?”

“Yes, all the students did. Why? What’s wrong?”

“I’ve heard of them. They’re both extremely rare. The only copies thought to have survived are said to be owned by the emperor himself and the Sorcerers’ Guild. To have seen them, let alone read them…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

“The monks have a large library, and their scribes copy many books for the students to study. I would offer to show you one day, but… I fear that’s not possible now.”

“Maybe I’ll visit the monastery the next time I’m in port.” She turned her attention back to the board and breathed out a heavy breath, the corners of her mouth turned down in disappointment. “I was sure I had it worked out.” Her face lit up and she smiled. “I know just the people to use it on!” she said and laughed, her unabashed enjoyment of losing to a new strategy causing Caldan to join in.

“You’re different to what I expected,” Charlotte said after a short companionable silence, where the only noise was the creak of the ship’s timbers as it swayed to and fro in the strengthening breeze.

“What did you expect?” He didn’t like the idea of other people thinking him a criminal. Which was probably what they’d been expecting, he realized.

“I wasn’t told much, other than someone had been exiled from the monastery for an unspecified reason. It was natural to assume someone who has been exiled is fairly… unsavory.”

Caldan nodded in agreement. “Mine was more of an economical and political decision, which hurts, to be honest. I injured a son from a wealthy family who could have withdrawn their children from the monastery, even made life hard for the masters by influencing other families to withdraw students or funding. In the end, there may not have been an easier solution for them.”

“What are you going to do when we make port in Anasoma?”

Caldan stared into his cup. “I don’t know. I have some ducats, but not many. I thought perhaps to find work as a tutor to a wealthy family or a scholar with one of the guilds. I’m not really sure.”

“How much do you have?”

“A small purse,” he replied carefully.

She raised her eyebrows at him and waved a hand around. “I own this ship. A small purse wouldn’t interest me, even if I were a thief.”

Caldan felt blood rush to his face. “Sorry, I… I’m a bit out of my depth here.”

Charlotte grunted and sat back, crossing her legs. “But you said you injured the son of a wealthy family. I wouldn’t have thought that other families in the city would welcome you if they knew about the circumstances of your exile.”

Caldan brought his cup to his mouth and smelt the dark rum. Suddenly, he didn’t feel like drinking anymore. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead,” he admitted. “I guess I’ll have to think more about my options.”

“There are places in Anasoma, and the rest of the empire, where you can win ducats playing Dominion, either from prizes or wagering on matches. Competitions sponsored by nobles and wealthy families, as well as the Autumn Festival games, which are coming up soon. Forget about the other competitions there, the archery, horsemanship, swordsmanship. If you entered the Dominion competition…” She let her voice trail off then continued. “Someone with your skill could not only win some coins but might come to the attention of one of the noble families or the guilds. People hold a lot of value in a good player, as you know. Could be an opportunity, if you can take it. Don’t underestimate yourself. It’s been a long time since I was soundly beaten three games to none.” She grinned ruefully. “A very long time.”

“They offer prize money to the winners?”

“Not just the winners, for places as well. If someone performs exceptionally, nobles or wealthy merchants may hand out ducats as a reward. I heard a hundred years ago a man called Kelhak thoroughly trounced all comers in the Dominion contest. He won the first prize and literally had bulging purses thrown at him from the crowd.”

“Kelhak? Are you sure?”

“Yes, that’s what I was told his name was. Why?”

“Kelhak used to be a student at the monastery, like me, except from a wealthy family. He was exiled as well, though for reasons the monks never talk about. He was a gifted Dominion player, and some of his games are studied by the students today.”

“That’s something I didn’t know.”

“What happened to him after the festival?”

“No idea. He disappeared. Some say he was taken in by a noble family; others say he left with a caravan heading north. Can’t say I have heard anything of him since that time. Must have found a nice girl and settled down.” She chortled. “Anyway, one more drink before I head topside to check on the crew.” She reached for the rum bottle but in her inebriated state knocked it off the edge of the desk. She made an awkward grab and missed. Caldan lunged for the bottle, catching and twisting it upright before it had fallen a handspan below the top of the desk.

“I thought it was gone, for sure,” exclaimed Charlotte. “I could see myself picking up broken glass and my cabin smelling of rum for a week. Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” replied Caldan.

“Quick reflexes you have there. I wouldn’t have thought someone could move so fast.”

“Just lucky, I guess.”

“No, I’ve seen people move fast, master bladesmen and the like, and you moved quicker than any I’ve seen.” She waved her cup for him to refill.

“I doubt it. My swordplay is average. Any of the masters and top students at the monastery could best me.”

She looked unconvinced. “You should enter the sword contest as well. No point being modest when you could earn some coins and a reputation.”

Caldan shook his head. “There are plenty of better swordsmen than me. I don’t doubt they will be vying for coins and a ‘reputation’, as you say, at this festival.”

“It can’t hurt to try anyway, can it?”

“I… don’t know if I will.” Images from the duel with Marlon flashed in his head. He couldn’t help but remember his last sword fight with apprehension. “I couldn’t bring myself to join in when the crew were exercising. I don’t think I will be practicing anytime soon.”

“You should still do some training, forms, exercise. In the city it could come in handy. Some sections are not exactly the most law abiding. You could say they are downright dangerous. Though carrying a sword is forbidden in the city without special dispensation, some men carry sturdy walking sticks instead.” She tapped the side of her nose. “Of course, you could always take on the life of a treasure hunter. Outside of the empire and surrounding kingdoms there are lands in which leftovers from the Shattering flourish, jukari and the like. Brave, or foolhardy, treasure hunters can make a living searching old ruins in hopes of finding valuable craftings or trinkets. Not many make the famed fortunes they seek, but enough do to keep them returning. Someone like yourself, having been trained by the monks in sorcery and bladework, could do well at such a venture. A slice of luck and you’d be a rich man.”

Caldan laughed and shook his head. “I’ll think on what you’ve said.” He could see from her expression she saw straight through his evasion. “All right,” he relented. “I’ll take your advice seriously, I promise.”

“You’re an intelligent young man, and I wouldn’t want to see you maimed or dead because you were too stubborn.” She smiled at him. “If I were ten years younger…” She trailed off.

Again Caldan blushed, and she laughed at his discomfort. She’d managed to put him off balance a few times today. He decided to make a polite withdrawal and stood.

“I’ve taken up enough of your time. I’m sure you need to get on deck and make certain everything is well.”

Charlotte stood, unsteady on her feet. “Yes, with the breeze strengthening I’d better see they put more sail on. Go on, have something to eat and think on what I said.”

Caldan thanked her and exited the cabin, closing the door behind him.

 

Captain Charlotte stared at the Dominion board.

A polite knock on the door woke her from her reverie. Miranda poked her head in.

“How went the games?” she said, frowning. “You were playing for a long time.”

“Not bad. If you think being defeated three games in a row is not bad.”

Miranda’s expression brightened. “Ha ha!” she crowed. “Did you win any coins off him?”

“No. He beat me.”

“What? That’s…”

“Enough.” Charlotte glared at her. “You asked to play sailor on this trip, so act like one. Get on deck and tell them I’m coming up for an inspection. Ancestors help you if anything’s out of place.”

Miranda swallowed and nodded. “Aye.” She withdrew her head and closed the door.

Captain Charlotte paused to glance ruefully at the Dominion. She collected a light woolen cloak from the back of the door and headed up on deck.

 


  



Chapter Ten
 

Vasile cursed as a fist pounded on his door, dragging him from a dreamless sleep.

He sat up, coming blearily awake, and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, feet touching the greasy floor. His patched woolen blanket fell from him and knocked over an empty bottle. He blinked sleep from his eyes and drew a deep breath of the stale musty air as he tried to dispel the grogginess of being woken far too soon. His mouth was dry and his teeth were coated in a thin layer of something unpleasant.

The pounding continued, on his door and in his aching head.

“Wake up and come out!”

By the ancestors, my head hurts.
What his door had done to deserve this eluded him, although jealousy was always a good bet, if you didn’t know the why of someone’s actions.

He rubbed his scratchy eyes then grabbed a half full bottle from the floor and took a slug of rum. Torchlight speared through the cracks of his poor door. A fist hit it again. Words murmured by someone else behind the destroyer of doors, the clinking of armor, the predawn awakening. It seemed he was needed again. Forgotten until needed, like a seldom used tool put away in a box.

Vasile Lauris, once Head Investigator for the Chancellor’s Guard, once Chancellor’s Advisor, once husband, took another deep breath and gathered his thoughts, shuffled to the door and dragged it open.

No slums guard, this one.
The guard wore a black jerkin made of leather, a layer of stubble, and carried a sword, not a club. Carrying a sword in public was forbidden in Anasoma without special dispensation from the emperor, even for the harbor watch. Of the three, his dark blue cloak made him the senior. In one hand he held a lit torch, black smoke twisting up into the still night.

“Excuse me, Magistrate Lauris, we were sent to fetch you. Sorry to bother you at this time of night, but orders are orders.”

The guard was hesitant to meet his eyes, while the others looked around, ostensibly scanning the shadows for trouble. He glanced at the bottle of rum.

“Breakfast,”
Vasile said, voice flat and without a hint of shame.
“Let me get some things and I’ll come.”
He coughed up some phlegm, only just stopping himself spitting the gluey mass out the door, past the guard and onto the street.

He stepped back inside and swallowed. A few quick strides to his rickety table, avoiding the puddle on the floor caused by a leak in the roof, he scooped up his lucky silver ducat, which he squeezed once before slipping it into a pocket.

Vasile glanced around his disheveled home then stepped outside and closed the door behind him.

They set off at a brisk pace up the cobbled lane. Dawn wasn’t far off, and as they turned onto another street he could hear a baby crying, and across the way at the local communal oven, smoke poured from the chimney. He would miss his steaming fresh loaf this morning, crusty and salty with plenty of butter.

As they walked, he wondered why the early summons, and why guards from the keep had been sent instead of the usual messenger. A guard caught him staring.

“Sir, we don’t know much. Just that we were sent to fetch you.”

“That’s all right,”
he replied with the hint of a smile.
“I got used to waking at all hours a long time ago. We’ll get this over quick and we can both go back to getting some rest, eh? Still, nothing like a brisk walk before breakfast to get the appetite going!”
He had an inkling who wanted to see him, and he wasn’t someone you wanted to disappoint.

The guard who had spoken gave a half laugh while another snorted.
“After our shift, we’ll be having a plate of sausages and a few ales.”

“Aye, that we will be,”
Blue Cloak chimed in.
“And off to bed after. They got us working long hours the last few weeks on account of the recent spate of deaths. Not much free time if you want to stay alert on the job. The time you aren’t alert is the time you get your throat slit.”
He raised his eyebrows and gave a meaningful look to both the other guards.

“Right you are, sir,”
one said as they both split up, taking positions a good dozen paces in front and behind Vasile and their leader.

Vasile looked up into the sky towards the west, where he knew they would be taking him. Outlined against the grayness, tops of buildings obscured any possible view of sunrise and stretched for miles. The city of Anasoma had come a long way from its humble beginnings as a fishing village in a sheltered natural harbor. Situated in a wide verdant valley that ran down to the sea, two rivers flowed through the city, merging close to Dockside and emptying into the sea. Massive rock falls on either side of a deep water bay created natural breakwaters, ensuring the bay was safe in the harshest storms. The fishing village had prospered, and it wasn’t long before a few traders realized the village made an excellent safe haven for their ships. A few turned into many, and the village became a town, then eventually a city.

It was to the city’s keep that Vasile and his escort were headed. The guards strode purposefully along the streets while Vasile trudged between them. A soft glow lit the horizon. They were not the only ones abroad this early, Vasile was sure. The guards’ banter had ceased and their eyes moved constantly, alert for the first sign of potential trouble, but the flickering light from their torches only picked out a few scurrying rats. They wove down a few lanes until they reached a main street. The guards relaxed as they turned right and headed towards the High Road.

A century ago, the city’s districts had developed haphazardly and the emperor decided to relocate hundreds of families and businesses and build the High Road. One wide cobbled avenue that ran from Dockside all the way to the city’s gate in the west. Everyone was pleased with the result, apart from the people whose forced relocation had cost them their home, and in many cases their livelihood. As the emperor at the time stated,
“Progress, for the good of Anasoma and the empire, can sometimes be painful.”

Words among the guards were scarce for the whole trip, restricted to a few quick words, grunts and a nod or two. Major intersections along the way were lit by crafted sorcerous globes, one of the many services the Sorcerers’ Guild provided for the city.

At the High Road, the group started uphill, past shops and businesses, whose goods increased in quality as they approached the keep. Vasile could see a few lights on inside through cracks in doors and windows.

Outside the keep’s entrance, four sorcerous globes attached to cleverly crafted mirrors directed their light into the square, leaving the doorway cloaked in darkness.

Vasile and his escort marched through the opening and the dark hole swallowed him.

 

Through the narrow windows of one of the keep’s questioning rooms, blood-red dawn light spilled across the ceiling, vivid stripes crossing the bare walls. Only a stained table surrounded by a few chairs and a stool gave any indication of what the room was used for. And the stink of stale sweat and fear.

Vasile sat on a chair, facing away from the light pouring in. He had been sitting for a while, left by his escort and waiting on whoever had a use for him. Let them have their theater. He didn’t care.

The thick oak and iron-banded door opened. Two burly guards entered carrying between them another man, whose feet dragged across the floor. Grunting, they deposited him on the stool opposite Vasile and took up positions on either side of the door.

Vasile studied the man, whose head remained bowed, face averted from the light streaming onto it from a window. A deliberate positioning, as he knew. His gaze took in the crumpled clothes, lank brown hair, unkempt graying beard, and a number of rings still in his ears; on one hung a blue star sapphire. Spittle drooled from a corner of the man’s mouth. Meer Orlaith, unless he missed his guess. And it didn’t look like he had been having a pleasant night. But he still had his earrings, which meant his guilt was in doubt.

The room had an obnoxious smell, and it was a few moments before Vasile realized Meer Orlaith must have soiled himself. Not pleasant treatment for Meer if they weren’t sure he was guilty. Whatever had happened, it must have been something significant, something that meant they didn’t care about the consequences if innocent people were ill-treated. Even a noble as powerful as Meer Orlaith.

With a bang, the door opened again, slamming against the wall and narrowly missing the guard on that side. Meer Orlaith flinched at the sound. He lifted his head and slurped at the drool on his lips. Hollow brown eyes looked at Vasile then the door, through which limped the shrewd Chancellor Gelyn, leaning on his ever-present blackwood walking stick.

Vasile and Gelyn appraised each other, then Gelyn gestured Vasile outside.

Until a year ago, Vasile had practically lived in the keep, assisting Gelyn and the other chancellors. Once, he had even helped them with a problem the emperor had, on one of his rare visits. Then something had soured. His responsibilities had slowly been taken from him, and visits from the chancellors had trickled to a halt with no explanation, leaving him to wonder why. Eventually, he decided they were scared of what he might unearth.

Gelyn sighed and rested his weight on his stick.
“It’s good to see you again, Vasile.”
He held out a liver-spotted hand for Vasile to shake, which he did after a slight hesitation.
“It’s been a long night, and I want to get this over with as quickly as possible. Sorry to have you dragged up here without any notice.”

“It’s no problem, really.”
Vasile replied.
“I wish I could be of more use.”
Discard me like a broken tool then call when it suits. Now why doesn’t that surprise me?

Gelyn’s eyes dropped to the floor then lifted back up to Vasile.
“Of course, I understand. There has been much happening the last few months. We’ve hardly had time to draw breath, things have been so busy. Still, you are here now.”

“It’s been almost a year.”

“Has it now? My, my.”

“I’m at your service, as always.”

“Good. I heard you have taken a position as a magistrate.”

“Yes.”

“That’s excellent. A man like yourself would be invaluable in the role.”

Vasile didn’t respond, and an uncomfortable silence lengthened. After a few moments, Gelyn coughed discreetly into his hand.
“Despite us… not calling on you more often… an unfortunate turn of events. I want you to know that if there is anything you need, anything at all, you can ask me.”
The old chancellor chuckled, a dry rasping sound.
“Not anything, of course.”

“Of course.”

“I’m being genuine. I…”
Gelyn broke off and looked around.

If Vasile thought the man wasn’t being serious it would have been comical. But he was serious. What would cause the most powerful chancellor in Anasoma to be afraid?

“I want you to know it was the other chancellors and nobles. They have a great many secrets, and some of them bent the emperor’s ear before I could intervene.”

“The emperor? But I helped him when—”

“I know,”
interrupted Gelyn.
“But many of them argued that someone with your ah… talents… shouldn’t have access to the emperor and his business. That is to say, the chancellors and nobles’ business. You can see how they would be alarmed.”

Not daring to speak, Vasile only nodded.

“I know things have been hard these last months, but I’d like to think of us as still friends.”

Vasile began to shake his head then stopped. The chancellors were too powerful a group to cut all ties with. He wanted to burn away everything from his past life, but some things were too valuable to let go.

“I…appreciate that,”
he said softly.

“Good, that’s settled. Now to business. Your usual fee, and your silence,”
Gelyn reminded him and held out a coin pouch.

Vasile closed his hand around the pouch, face devoid of expression, and nodded.

Gelyn glanced at the door.
“Let’s see what our noble Meer Orlaith has to say for himself. And as usual, be discreet.”

Vasile had been in this questioning room before, many times, and knew it was disturbing for some people. Especially for the person on the other side of the table. Many a guilty man or woman had cracked in here, and some innocent ones had too.

Vasile sat while the chancellor fussed into a chair, leaning his cane against the table and spending a few moments arranging his robes until he was comfortable.

Meer Orlaith stopped drooling and stared at the two of them, one eye puffed and starting to bruise.

“Please…”
he croaked.
“Tell me what I’m supposed to have done.”

Meer tried to swallow but gurgled then coughed. Though he was drooling, his throat was dry. Obviously drugged.

“Please,”
the prisoner repeated.
“Chancellor, you know me.”
He reached up with one hand to grab the table to steady himself.
“I’m a loyal subject of the emperor. There must be a misunderstanding.”

He slumped down into himself, as if his short speech had drained him of whatever energy he had left.

“Really?”
sneered Gelyn.
“Do you know how many times I’ve heard that phrase in this room? I’ve lost count. People with good intentions, people with bad intentions, and people with stupid intentions. Some people, well, they just can’t help themselves.”
He sniffed.
“Which one are you, Meer?”

“I don’t understand. Why am I here?”
pleaded Meer. His eyes rolled around, and he bent over, gagging.

“It has come to our attention that someone has been running a smuggling operation into Anasoma. Some of the rarer spices and liquors, as well as wool. The emperor has imposed duties on these, as you know, but someone decided to deprive the empire of a substantial portion of revenue. Naturally, we frown upon such activities, don’t we?”

Meer gave him a puzzled look.
“You can’t think I have anything to do with this,”
he managed to protest.
“I’m already well off. What could a few extra ducats benefit me?”

Chancellor Gelyn pursed his lips.
“A few? More than a few. You’re an intelligent man, Meer. How much profit do you think a few boatloads of such goods a week would bring in? No taxes to be paid, why, I think you would be able to hazard a rough guess.”

Meer frowned and looked at the table.
“I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

“A thousand gold ducats, or two? Depending on the goods.”
He drew a breath as if to get some strength and looked Gelyn in the eye.
“But I know nothing of such a smuggling operation.”

Lying,
thought Vasile. It was written all over him, his face and his body.

Vasile scratched his ear and tilted his head to the side.

Chancellor Gelyn digested Meer’s answer then spoke.
“You see, I believe you do know. I believe you’re a major player in the smuggling ring and you know who is involved.”

“What?”
Meer protested.
“I assure you…”
He trailed off as Gelyn raised a hand to stop him.

“Now is the time for the truth! Do you think we don’t know everything about the smuggling operation?”
Drops of Gelyn’s spittle flew onto the table.

Meer flinched. Whether from the yelling or to avoid the spray, Vasile couldn’t tell.

“You… must listen to me. I have no idea who is behind this. You have to believe me.”

“Are you the ringleader?”

“No,”
replied Meer.

Again, lying.
Vasile snorted and scratched his ear once more.

Meer flicked a distressed glance his way.
“Please, you have to believe me. I wouldn’t…”

“How many boats do you bring in every week?”
interrupted Gelyn.

“None. You have it wrong…”

“Which other nobles are part of the operation?”

“No…no one. I told you…”

Vasile scratched his ear.

“Yes, you said a lot of things. The trouble is, I don’t believe you. Your protestations of innocence, your pleading, don’t matter to me. They only serve to irritate me further. And after a night without sleep and no breakfast, you don’t want to irritate me.”

Meer Orlaith slumped further on his stool and ran a trembling hand through his hair. He gave a brief, barely audible, laugh.

“What proof do you have? You can’t hold me here without proof,”
he whispered.

“What do I need with proof? I can hold you here until you rot away to a skeleton.”
Gelyn looked to be enjoying himself; he was an old hand at this.
“But I don’t have to explain. You’ve given me the information I needed.”

“But I haven’t said anything, other than to protest my innocence!”

Chancellor Gelyn tutted, looking at Vasile for confirmation. Vasile nodded.

“It’s over. You should cooperate and it will go easier on your family. Viscount Meer Orlaith,”
pronounced Gelyn,
“I hereby charge you with smuggling, namely importing goods without paying lawful taxes. Under the power invested in me by the emperor, may he live forever, I order you to be imprisoned until a full confession is extracted and all details of the people involved in the operation are known. Your property and wealth are to be confiscated. Your family are to be evicted tomorrow with one set of clothes and one spoon each. This I declare.”

“No!”
screamed Meer. He leapt to his feet, only to have both guards restrain him. He struggled vigorously but lost strength after a few moments.
“Please, I beg you. You have the wrong person.”

“No, we don’t.”
Gelyn stood.
“Take him back to his cell. I’ll see him again later, after some sleep.”

Meer’s struggles and protests commenced anew as the guards dragged him out the door, the noise fading as they moved down the corridor.

Chancellor Gelyn closed his eyes for a few moments, gathering strength to himself, as if the whole process had drained him.

“Thank you, Vasile,”
he said quietly.
“You may go.”

 


  



Chapter Eleven
 

Caldan thought the memory of the corpse floating in the swell as they approached the pier would stay with him for the rest of his life. Pale and bloated, too small to be an adult. The Loretta passed by close enough that many of the crew stopped to stare. Occasionally, it jerked down as if being pulled, and the longer he stared the redder the water around it became, like a pool of ink spreading across a page.

Soon after they passed the body, a boat with two men launched from the docks ahead and rowed towards it. They pulled alongside the corpse and used metal hooks attached to long wooden poles to retrieve the remains. And remains they were, as by the time the boat arrived it didn’t look like a body anymore as much as a mangled mess. Small sharks made their home in the harbor, and this morning they had found a feast.

On deck, Caldan looked away from the sight. The famed city of Anasoma wasn’t the pristine pride of the empire as he had believed. Miranda had tried to explain this to him, but nothing drove new knowledge home like a good example. A bloated corpse welcoming him had certainly forced him to look at the city in a different light.

Around the wharf the
Loretta
had tied up to, debris and rubbish drifted on the surface of the water. Seaweed, raw sewage, dead fish, leaves and sticks, and the odd piece of clothing all combined to form a disgusting scum. On the wharf next to theirs he could see disheveled children hanging over the side, plumbing the water with a three-pronged hook attached to a thin rope. The items they found and stashed in a wicker basket didn’t look like anything he would have considered keeping. Luckily, a stiff breeze from the water blew most of the reek of the flotsam away, but he could imagine what the stench would be like on a hot summer’s day. In the distance, a short way inland, atop towers poking over the roofs of buildings, he could just make out trebuchets and other siege engines. More of the emperor’s foresight to protect the empire from trouble.

A forest of masts surrounded their ship, rocking gently in the swell. Boats of all types and in all states of repair, old and new, some disheveled from storms at sea and a lack of maintenance and attention, while others sparkled as if launched only yesterday.

The wooden wharves projected into the harbor and were long enough to accommodate two or three ships on each side. They had been designed and built for incoming merchant ships, to separate them from the run-of-the-mill fishing vessels and make it easier for officials to segregate and inspect. There were four defined docking areas serving Anasoma — the merchants, where the
Loretta
had come to join the rest of the trading ships, the fisheries, where trawlers and netters docked, three stone piers for the nobles and emperor’s ships, and the Cemetery to the north.

No piers of stone or wood for the Cemetery. It consisted of hundreds of ships lashed together at the furthest reaches of the harbor. Wrecks and hulls that still floated but would never again brave the open sea. Over the years, many of the city’s less fortunate had colonized these ships, turning the flotilla into an unofficial slums district.

After docking, the crew ran out a gangplank then busied themselves with shipboard tasks, mainly squaring away and untying the cargo. Two guards from the harbor watch had taken position at the end of their gangplank, waiting patiently for customs officials. No person would be able to leave the ship until docks and custom duties were paid.

Caldan’s sacks lay at his feet, and he scratched his chest. He had to consciously stop his hand from checking his rings
were still secure around his neck.

Having been eager to arrive at Anasoma and see the city, strangely, the delay at the docks so far was welcoming. The difference and peculiarity of the place confused him, as if the rules that previously governed his entire reality might not apply here. Disconcerting, to say the least. It’s far from the shining city he’d thought it was.

It took an hour before two officious looking men strode up the gangplank and onto the ship, both of average height with protruding bellies. They were escorted by four grim-faced harbor watch guards. Captain Charlotte, forewarned of their arrival as they came down the pier, was on deck to greet them. The men had both withdrawn parchment from flat leather cases they carried, and one used a wooden pen with a metal nib to make notes. They all disappeared below decks for a cargo inspection and what Caldan suspected also involved a bribe. Leaving, they handed the captain a piece of parchment detailing the goods inspected and the harbor watch’s approval for her to dock and trade. On her way back below decks, Charlotte nodded for Caldan to disembark and drew close for a quick word.

“You’re fine to leave now the inspection’s over.”
She blew a breath out in relief, eyes squinted in the sun.

“Thank you,”
Caldan replied.
“I assume everything went well. You didn’t expect any trouble, did you?”
She seems nervous, was she smuggling?

“Depends on what they found.”
She winked at him as she hooked her thumbs into her belt.
“Some of them are more trouble than others, think they can bend the rules to try and make some extra ducats. If you know the rules yourself, things go smoother.”

Caldan nodded. As it was with most situations.
“Any advice for the city?”
He pointed his chin at the pier.

“Yes, don’t linger in the docks district if you can avoid it. Dockside, they call it. Head straight up that main street in front of the pier and keep going until you see a largish intersection with two taverns. One, the Willing Mermaid, is a rough place, but the other is better, the Otter. You should be able to get a room for the night, if not longer, at a reasonable price.”

“Thank you. I’ll do that.”

“And try not to be polite all the time. Some people will think it’s odd.”

He raised his eyebrows but nodded all the same.
“And being too polite, I might be seen as someone new that can be taken advantage of?”

“Exactly. You catch on quick, as I should know from your Dominion skill.”

“It’s an obvious conclusion.”

“Not to everyone, Caldan, not to everyone. Another thing, the room should be about two copper ducats for the night. The further up into the city you go, the higher prices get. I dare say you’ll want to spend as little as possible until you can set yourself up with a steady income.”

His coin pouch rested inside his pants, tied to his belt and tucked in. Hard to access, but better than having a cutpurse steal it.

“And you might want to visit the purified land inside the city walls, to the west. You can’t miss it. And to someone like you, I’d imagine it would be intriguing.”

“There’s one inside the city walls?”
said Caldan, shocked. Patches of purified land were scattered around the empire and the surrounding kingdoms. Places where sorcery,
crafting
and
trinkets,
didn’t function. Areas so blighted by sorcerous forces during the Shattering they were closed to all who could access their wells. He had read that stepping inside a section of purified land was an experience that left many sorcerers trembling and weak, though it was probably only because they couldn’t access their well, which was what made them who they were.

“Go and see. You should be open to new experiences.”
Charlotte shuffled her feet and glanced out to sea before looking back at him.
“Well, good luck.”

“Do you know where Miranda is? I thought she would be on deck so I could say my farewells.”

“She’s helping ready some cargo for unloading. I thought you two had a chat last night.”

“We did, and said goodbye. I thought… oh never mind.”
Caldan didn’t know what he was doing delaying his departure, except he would have liked to see Miranda one more time.

Charlotte placed a hand gently on his shoulder.
“Don’t worry yourself. You have much to sort out in the next short while. It’s no easy thing settling into a new place. I don’t envy you.”

Caldan held out his hand.
“I had better go. It was a pleasure meeting you, Captain.”
She let his hand enfold hers in a warm grip.

“Likewise. And the name’s Charlotte. We’re in port here periodically, so if you have time to drop by for some Dominion practice, I won’t mind.”

“That would be good.”

With a final nod he walked down to the wharf and wound his way through piles of barrels, crates, and a few horse-drawn wagons until it ended and the streets of Dockside District began.

Red-brick buildings with large warehouse doors, narrow windows, and stained with salt residue lined the street. Weeds poked through on the roofs, which were old, tiles cracked and missing. A few buildings had tradesmen at work, scraping off years of dirt and salt and replacing broken tiles.

The street thronged with people — sailors, teamsters, brawny men used for loading and unloading — and no one looked happy. Well-dressed merchants passed by in a rush, heads down, on important business, no doubt. In the distance, on either side of the street’s arc, it was cut by rivers, and bridges enabled the street to continue on the other side.

The stench of the flotsam in the harbor rolled over him. The breeze off the water he had been thankful for now brought the full impact to his nostrils. Caldan held a hand up to his nose and coughed. A nearby sailor sneered at him.

The city itself extended as far as his eyes could see, roofs, terraces, domes, towers, stretched into the distance until they became lost in a haze. Green patches and trees dotted the rooftops, from open terrace gardens, he thought, though most looked to be weeds and moss. Four harbor watch guards stood at a corner, formidable in their worn functional leather armor and long wooden clubs as they scanned the crowd.

He set off across the cobbles, weaving through the crowd and up the closest main street as Charlotte had suggested. A faded, painted sign was attached to one building: Cuttlefish Street, it proclaimed in plain script. He strode past, keeping close to the left wall, avoiding the gutter of sludge running down the center of the street. He made slow progress, passing side streets and narrow alleys. Buildings were either rundown homes for Dockside residents, cheap inns and taverns, or shops and businesses.

A number of times he had to press against a wall when wagons passed, and once a group of men and women in chains shuffled by. Vacant eyes stared ahead and at the ground, dirt-covered prisoners reeking of stale sweat and urine. Guards prodded one when he stumbled to his knees and took too long to regain his feet. A woman in the crowd spat in their direction, disgust on her face. A young man sneered at her and looked about to say something when his companions dragged him away.

The emperor’s soldiers were also posted on many corners. Many carried bows with quivers full of arrows on their backs. Caldan heard a passerby call them ‘Quivers’ in a derisive tone.

Twice the Quivers stopped him to ask his name and business. When they were satisfied with his answers, he was allowed to continue without any fuss.

Soon, the street opened up into a large intersection. As predicted, there were two inns, with the other corner positions taken up by a blacksmith’s and a leatherworker. It was obvious from the sign for the Willing Mermaid the place catered to rougher types. It was dirty, rusty, and lewd. He grinned and headed into the Otter, pausing inside the door to allow his eyes to adjust to the gloom. All the tables were empty, as was the space behind the bar.

A wiry man emerged from behind a hanging, which concealed a doorway. Thin-lipped and greasy haired, he approached.

“Good day, sir, may I be of service?”
He looked Caldan up and down, and his mouth twitched.
“Perhaps the Willing Mermaid across the way might be more to your taste?”

“A friend of mine, Captain Charlotte, recommended this place. I’m inclined to trust her opinion.”

At the mention of the captain’s name, the innkeeper’s expression brightened.
“Oh, of course. A lovely lady.”
He rubbed his hands together.
“Are you after lodging or merely some victuals?”

“Both, if they’re available. I don’t mind staying in your least expensive room as I don’t hold much store in luxuries.”

“Of course, sir. Let me check.”
The innkeeper walked behind the bar and drew out a shallow wooden box containing a number of keys and handed one to Caldan.
“This one should do you nicely. A bargain at four copper ducats a night.”

Caldan fingered his purse, the only coins he could count on for the foreseeable future.
“Four? Captain Charlotte led me to believe two would be sufficient.”

“For a friend of hers, I can manage with two, though taxes are high these days. How long will you be staying?”

“I’m not sure. At least a week, possibly longer. Depends on how quickly I find work.”

“Ah! You’ll want to try the traders’ quarter, the guilds and the noticeboards there. You can read, can’t you?”

“Yes.”

After trading a few more pleasantries, the innkeeper led Caldan to his room, making small talk on the way. A clean space with a barred window overlooking a narrow alley. A cot with a straw mattress was the only furniture, and if he stretched his arms out, Caldan was sure he could touch both walls.

There was much to do. First things first. He needed to spend some coins on essentials if he was to have a good start in this new place. It would be best to buy what he needed as soon as possible.

He left the room, locking the door behind him. The lock was simple, and Caldan had no doubt that anyone who wanted to enter his room while he wasn’t there would be able to do so easily. Another problem to take care of, but he didn’t have anything worth stealing. Except his
trinket, which he vowed to always keep hidden on his person.

Exiting the Otter, he asked directions and quickly found his way to an outside market set up in a spacious common square. The area was packed with stalls and wagons. Some appeared more permanent than others, while many of the wagons looked as if local farmers had come into the city for the day to sell produce. Meat, both raw and cooked, fruit and vegetables, cloth and clothes, pottery, hats and a hundred other essentials were all on display.

Unlike Eremite, here both men and women wore a mix of fashions, probably from other parts of the empire. Though the men still wore pants, many wore coats, both short or long, some with garishly colored shirts, and not a few sported hats. The women’s clothes were more diverse, from short skirts to dresses, pants and shirts, while some had a long ribbon wound around their torso and upper arms. It was all he could do not to stare.

He made his way to where a haze of smoke hung in the air and mouthwatering smells of cooking wafted into the crowd. Passing by a few stalls, including one that sold honeyed crickets and grubs on skewers, he decided on one that had a roast pig, which came sliced and wrapped in flatbread he had never seen before.

“One, please,”
said Caldan, pointing to the bread and meat bundle a man leaving the stall carried. Handing over the asking price from his dwindling supply of coins wasn’t easy. Triple what he thought it would be, and enough to buy him a good meal in Eremite. So far the city wasn’t living up to everything he expected. The meat was fatty and chewy, but at least tasted as good as it smelled. He finished off his lunch and an hour later headed back to the Otter with a few packages, which he placed in a leather satchel to replace his sacks.

Back in his room he took stock of his purchases. A secondhand razor, soap, a dozen sheets of good quality parchment, ink and quill, a handful of metal tacks and a knife. The razor and soap he would use later when he found a public bathhouse. At the price the Otter charged for use of its only bath he wasn’t going to use it anytime soon. After what he’d spent today, his purse was depressingly depleted and hung half empty.

Taking great care, he cut two squares of parchment from a sheet, each half the size of his palm. Uncapping the ink, he lay on the floor, the only flat surface to work on, and penned four glyphs on each square, all close to the corners. With two tacks dead center of the squares, he pinned them to the door, one on the edge near the lock and one opposite, on the frame. They would last a few days, which was enough for the time being. Whenever he left his room, he could activate them and they would create an attraction between the door and the frame, so even if the door wasn’t locked it wouldn’t open. A simple yet effective locking device, but one easily broken by another sorcerer, given time.

He yawned and rubbed his eyes. Although it was now only late afternoon, he was tired. Strange surroundings, the odd sights and stresses of a new city combined to wear away at him. He lay on his cot for a short nap, intending to rise later and work out where he should visit tomorrow to find employment, but was soon fast asleep.

 

Two days later, he was still at the Otter, purse even emptier. To say his first two days had been an unmitigated disaster would be close to the truth.

Sitting at a table, he sipped a mug of pear cider while waiting for the food he had ordered, sheep stew, the cheapest item on the menu. The eating room was busy tonight. If the shopkeepers and the patrons could be believed, all the inns would be busier from now on as people arrived for the Autumn Festival. Earlier that morning, the innkeeper of the Otter had tried to increase the rent for his tiny room, citing the huge upcoming demand. Caldan argued his tiny room would hardly be in demand due to its small size and lack of proper furnishings, and managed to persuade the innkeeper to keep to their current arrangement for a few more days.

He didn’t have any idea how much longer he would be staying, and so far his search for work of any kind had proven fruitless. The day after arriving, he had thrown off his trepidation and visited the traders’ quarter to ferret out any prospects that might be available. He approached a number of the guilds in the morning, which he thought could have a use for someone who could read and write, calculate numbers, and was well educated in history and
crafting.
The tradesman’s guilds, which included carpenters, stonemasons, leatherworkers and weavers, to name a few, were interested in his reading, writing and numbers aptitudes but wouldn’t hire him unless he was a member of the Scribes or Bookkeepers’ Guilds. Off he went to find the Scribes and Bookkeepers’ Guilds, who both said it was unlikely they would recognize someone trained outside of the city, but it did happen. After a short interview with a journeyman from each guild, they both decided his knowledge was not in-depth enough to warrant further testing and verification, so he would not be recognized. Additionally, the usual age to enter a guild was young, twelve or thirteen, and a long period of apprenticeship and testing was required before reaching journeyman status. Although Caldan was well versed in a number of subjects and disciplines, his knowledge was nowhere near the standard required of a journeyman, and due to his age none would take him as an apprentice.

Merchant guilds were his next option the day after, but to his chagrin he met with the same story as the day before. A polite,
“Thank you for your interest, but your skills are not of the standard required.”
All of them had directed him to a different location in the traders’ quarter, the unskilled laborers’ market.

By the time he arrived it was midday, and one look at the dispirited and disheveled men standing around hoping for the chance of a day’s work was enough to halt him in his tracks. They were dressed in ragged clothes that were more patches and holes than original material, and they had grubby, thin faces. He wasn’t desperate yet and hoped he never would be. He turned and quickly left the groups of men huddled against the walls out of the wind, wondering how he was going to survive after his meager store of coins ran out. The path those men were on, well, it looked like it wasn’t a path at all but a dead end street. Barely surviving hand to mouth every day, standing around hoping for enough work to buy enough food to stay alive. Caldan wondered where they slept at night, and what happened to them in winter when the cold wind off the ocean must chill to the bone.

For the remainder of the day until sunset he wandered around the city. He didn’t remember much of the afternoon as his thoughts were on survival and examining options to procure a few more coins to get him through a few more days. His situation wasn’t anywhere near as desperate as the unskilled laborers, but he feared his store of coins wouldn’t last long, especially with the Autumn Festival likely to push up the price of food along with accommodation.

Thoughts buzzing in circles and not getting anywhere, he wandered back to the Otter as night fell and took a chair at a table to wait for dinner. He vowed the pear cider he nursed would be his last luxury until he found a steady stream of income. It galled him to think, with all the years he had spent at the monastery, he hadn’t been able to find someone that could use his skills.

But when he thought of the students at the monastery, he realized that was exactly the objective of the monks. It made sense to him now. The monastery had built a reputation as a place of learning, where diverse skills and knowledge could be taught in once place, rather than noble families having to hire many different tutors. Their children could be sent there for a year or more to gain an understanding of a huge amount of different subjects and aspects of life. Further education in whatever business or subject their parents wanted could be done when their children returned home. Most of the unfortunates, like himself, taken in rarely left the island and stayed on at the monastery, so providing them with skills to survive in the outside world wasn’t a consideration.

Caldan snorted into his cup, which brought sweet cider fumes to his face. The inn’s only waitress — he didn’t know her name — plonked a bowl of sheep stew in front of him along with a wooden spoon and a loaf of bread. He nodded thanks, but she had already turned to deliver another meal to the table next to his. Despite looking unappealing, a bowl of brown gravy with chunks of meat in it, the stew was tasty. Spices disguised the strong mutton flavor and added a hotness he found pleasant, as long as a drink was nearby to wash it down. Caldan savored his stew, taking small bites of meat and gravy with bread, sipping his cider. A man and a woman were occupied in a game of Dominion in one corner, using the inn’s own board and pieces. Four silver coins glinted beside the board, so the stakes were high for this supposedly friendly game. He decided against going over to watch and instead listened to snatches of various conversations around the room.

Two merchants near him were leaning across their table, heads together, and despite the constant hum in the room, Caldan was able to clearly hear what they were saying.

“…thought I’d be able to fetch a higher price for the goods, a few ducats more per item, but they wouldn’t budge… Bloody head trader was made of stone.”

“Typical. They’ve got their fingers everywhere. I heard they bought a warehouse by the docks and a few more properties around it. Maybe you’ll need to pay them to store your goods soon as well.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me. They’ve been growing strongly for years now. Hardly seem to put a step wrong in the market.”

With nothing of interest in that conversation, Caldan let his ears wander to pick out some other chatter.

“…hard road that one, coming down from the mountains. That’s why I always come to the Autumn Festival a bit early like. Too many carts and wagons on the narrow passes make it dangerous.”

“…so I says to the beggar, ‘If you want a copper you have to earn it, so do what I said and you’ll get your ducat!’ Ha ha ha! She ran off…”

“… The children are fine, thank you for asking. My littlest one is starting to walk…”

Caldan’s ears pricked up at one conversation.
“…I heard the competition in the festival will be pretty fierce this year. A master bladesman from the Steppes has entered the lists, and the ambassador from the Sotharle Union of Cities has come for the Dominion contest. What I wouldn’t give to see him matched against the emperor’s chancellor!”

“Ha! Unlikely to happen. They’ll try to have him knocked out in the qualifying matches.”

“Still, wouldn’t it be a sight to see the old pompous ass getting beat by the upstart cities?”

“Isn’t going to happen. He’s won every contest the last few years. As much as I dislike the dried out old bird, he knows what he’s doing.”

Caldan had read about the lands surrounding the empire, but it was odd, and strangely exciting, to hear them spoken about in conversation, by people who might have even been there. The Sotharle Union of Cities was far to the northwest, and the Steppes to the southwest, populated by mostly nomadic tribes he’d only read of. Hundreds of years ago the empire tried to claim the lush grasslands of the Steppes for itself, succeeding only marginally before having its nose bloodied by the fierce tribes living there. He thought back to what Captain Charlotte had said about treasure hunters finding their fortune in the wilds. Not something he could see himself doing.

Caldan’s thoughts turned back to Dominion as the noise in the inn grew. Usually, any discussion involving the game would have him look to join in and while away a few hours with like-minded people. But not tonight. He was too tired from the last few days and disheartened at the start of his new life in Anasoma. Not skilled enough to qualify for any guild and too old to join one. Still, he did have an inkling as to what line of inquiry he could follow up next. He could always do as Charlotte had suggested and enter a few of the competitions in the Autumn Festival. But doing well enough to earn a purse of ducats was chancy indeed, and relying on luck to survive didn’t appeal to him. He could try his hand at winning some coins playing Dominion against people frequenting the inns around the area, but somehow it didn’t feel right. Taking ducats from people who hadn’t had his advantages of practicing against masters, tuition, and books to study from. No, it was unfair. He would take that path as a last resort.

He swallowed the rest of his pear cider in a few quick gulps then stood, intending to head back to his room and work on some patterns and exercises with
crafting.
That was his next idea, to approach the Sorcerers’ Guild and see if they could find a use for his talents in that area. From his lessons at the monastery he knew he had talent and was one of the few able to access his well, but as he was finding out, what he had been taught covered the bare bones of subjects, and he didn’t think this would be any different.

Halfway across the room, his eyes wandered to the Dominion game continuing in the corner between the man, who was sitting back with a satisfied smile on his face, and the woman, who grimaced at the board. She was overmatched and in some difficulty. Her first tier looked solid, but her pieces on the second and third tiers were in disarray. If she kept going like this, the game would be over soon. Her eyes kept flicking to the silver coins beside the board as she thought about her next move and chewed on a fingernail. By the look of her clothes, she wasn’t as well off as the man opposite her and had the look of someone who had found the stakes of the game distressing once it had turned against her.

On an impulse, Caldan quickly skirted through the crowd and up to his room, where he jotted a few sentences on a piece of parchment. Exiting his room, he descended the stairs and beckoned to the waitress, then tasked her with delivering the folded parchment to the lady playing Dominion. The waitress winked at him and giggled, then sauntered off towards the players.

Let her think what she wants,
thought Caldan, shaking his head on the way back to his room, not lingering to see if the note was delivered to the lady or what her reaction was.

He had drifted off to sleep when a knock on his door woke him to a semi-conscious state. Half-thinking he was dreaming, he lay there listening, and a few moments later the knock came again. Stumbling to the door, he made sure his improvised
crafting
lock was still active, brushing his hand across both pieces of paper. A light vibration and warmth told him the sorcery was still working, but he could feel it wasn’t as strong as two days ago. The paper couldn’t hold the forces much longer.

“Hello?”
he said.
“Who is it?”

There was a hesitation from the person on the other side.
“It’s the woman who was playing Dominion, the one you sent a note to. I need to talk to you.”

Caldan passed his hand over the
crafting, this time whispering a few words. As he spoke, the vibration and warmth died away, leaving an odor that reminded him of lemons. He should have known the lady might try to find out where the note had come from.

He turned the key in the lock and pulled the door open halfway.
“Good evening,”
he said, voice fuzzy and stifling a yawn.
“Sorry, I was asleep. No need to thank me for the note. I thought you might need some help. You looked like the game meant a lot more to you than it did to your opponent.”

She stood in the hallway, an annoyed expression on her face.
“I wasn’t going to thank you. Here’s your note back.”
She held out the folded piece of parchment.

“Ah… why not? I don’t normally offer advice to strangers, but…it looked like you needed it.”

“Looks can be deceiving. Here, take it back.”
She pressed the note into his hand.
“I wanted to tell you your solution to salvage the game was elegant. Will you be playing at the Autumn Festival?”

Caldan’s thoughts were trying to catch up to the conversation.
“Um… no. I’m not sure yet.”
He frowned.
“Why didn’t you need my help?”

“That’s good. The less competition the better. I lost that game, but luckily managed to win the next two against him, after he upped the stakes.”
She smiled a wry, lopsided smile.
“He was terribly upset at losing so many silver ducats, but you should only bet what you can afford to lose, I always say.”

He finally woke up to her game.
“I see… You make your living playing Dominion?”

“Of a sort,”
she replied.
“Listen, it’s late and I need to sleep. I came to offer some advice. Passing hints or strategies might be acceptable for friendly games, but when ducats are involved it’s best you keep to yourself. If he had thought I was cheating it would have gone badly for me. At the very least I wouldn’t have been able to keep the coins. Keep your thoughts to yourself, please.”

Caldan hadn’t realized he could have caused trouble for her, but thinking about it now, of course he could have. It was stupid of him to have interfered in a game where ducats were at stake.

“Um… I think the serving girl thought I was propositioning you.”
He blushed.
“I am sure she didn’t think there was anything else to the note.”

The lady sighed.
“That’s good, I suppose. As long as my reputation stays clean I will still be welcome to play. I can see you are new to Anasoma. Think before you act, that’s all.”
She turned on her heel and disappeared down the hall, descending the stairs to the common room.

Caldan closed the door, reactivated his
crafted
lock and lay back on his cot, hands behind his head. Stupid, he thought. Of course someone might have thought she was cheating if they had seen the note. Maybe the stress of the last few days was affecting him.


  



Chapter Twelve
 

With a loud clunk the bolt slid home in the thick door, and Amerdan paused to catch his breath. The streets outside were filled with smoke, and his eyes, nose and throat felt choked with the smell of burning.

Today was the last day of the Ghost Festival. For days households had lit fires to incinerate symbolic offerings to the ghosts, to make sure they didn’t come into their homes and bring bad luck. Many built their fires on their front steps or at the front of their dwellings, thinking the ghosts were more likely to come in that way. Amerdan had passed many people placing wrapped offerings into the flames. The acrid smoke from so many fires irritated him; scents of burnt food, parchment, cloth and fragrant woods assaulted his nostrils, and he had hurried to get back to his shop and leave it behind.

He took a few deep breaths to get rid of any lingering scent, wiped the back of his hand across his nose and blinked a few times.

His shop stood empty. Still and silent. He moved behind the polished counter, as always keeping an eye out for anything untoward. He reached up and gently grasped the gray rag doll, cradled it in one arm and walked out the back door into the courtyard.

A brazier had been set up next to the well, set with kindling and coke ready to be ignited. Amerdan liked to use coke for this day; it burnt hot and bright and never left anything behind.

He carefully placed the rag doll on the lip of the well. It sat there looking at him.

“There you go,” he murmured.

The night was dark, cold. Sounds from the nearby street and houses floated to his ears, people passing by on the way to or coming from a party for the festival; the clinking of plates from next door, where dinner was being served; the drunken laugh of someone who had made too merry this night, and snorts from his five pigs. His courtyard was dark, save for glimmers from the lanterns of passing people reflected over the walls. He stood still, letting the coldness of the night wash over him and absorbing some of the calm it lent.

Enough, he decided. He produced a packet and extracted a thin stick with a white tip. With a flick of his wrist he scraped the stick on the well and the phosphorus ignited. Soon, a fire crackled in the brazier.

Amerdan waited patiently until he judged it hot enough, then spoke into the night.

“Revered ancestors, be my protection against the wickedness and snares of the ghosts, those who wander the eternal twilight between our world and yours. Help them find peace, and guide them away from here, where their spirits may linger to do harm.”

He bent to a wicker basket by his feet and withdrew a handful of tiny stick figures. All made by him over the last few days, they were remarkably detailed. Each had different clothes made from winding strips of cloth around their legs, torsos and arms. Colored beads for eyes were glued to small wooden heads, and lifelike hair had been attached as well. There were seventeen in all.

One by one, Amerdan took each figure, looked into its eyes and repeated a short phrase, making sure to name each one.

The first, a figure of a man with green bead eyes, went into the brazier. Flames licked greedily at the offering.

“Christophe Morrow, rest in peace. Do not search for me, do not come for me. My life and soul are barred to you, now and forever.” Amerdan’s voice quivered. Christophe deserved worse than burning. He spat onto the figure as the flames consumed it.

He waited until it had burned completely before continuing. The second figure went into the brazier, a woman with a short brown skirt.

“Lydia Fortescue, rest in peace. Do not search for me, do not come for

me. My life and soul are barred to you, now and forever.”

Again, he waited until the figure had been consumed by the fire before continuing, and one by one the pile of wooden figures slowly diminished. He waited a few minutes for each one to be fully burnt and the smoke to dissipate. By the time he reached for the seventeenth and final figure an hour had passed.

He held the last figure tightly for a moment, then stroked the few strands of hair on its head. Two strips of red cloth had been tied as a belt and a ribbon in its hair. He threw it onto the glowing coals and gritted his teeth as it began to burn. Such a sweet young girl.

“Daphne, rest in peace. Do not search for me, do not come for me. My life and soul are barred to you, now and forever.”

He remained still, one hand clutching the pendant around his neck as he watched the coals and the wavy heat emanating from them. A loud shout outside from a boisterous reveler broke his reverie, and he shook himself. Standing there, the cold night air had chilled him, despite the hot brazier.

Tenderly, he picked up the rag doll.

“Come on,” he said to it. “I need a strong drink.”

They went inside, closing the door behind them.

 

 


  



Chapter Thirteen
 

Caldan rolled onto his side again and pushed his thin blanket away. He had tossed and turned for the whole night and had drifted in and out of a restless sleep. His muscles protested as he rose and stretched then drank a few mouthfuls from a flask of heavily watered wine he had bought. It quenched his thirst but left a sour taste in his mouth. He missed the plain drinking water at the monastery, but most water in the city couldn’t be trusted, despite the aqueducts, so many people drank ale or watered wine instead.

Dawn began to brighten the dirty window of his room, and he felt a restless need to get out and stretch his legs before breakfast. Descending the stairs, he passed through an empty common room and out onto the street, which was virtually empty at this early hour except for one or two early risers. Without thinking, he headed left and walked towards Dockside. Since arriving, he hadn’t been back there and wondered if perhaps it looked and felt better in the early morning light.

Streets and buildings he passed looked completely different, coming as he was from another direction, and it gave him an eerie feeling of being in a strange new place.

Anasoma was big, large enough that it would take almost a day’s walk from one end of the city to another. Even if you took the main roads, there was always traffic, which slowed your progress. To Caldan it was too big, too much traffic, too many people, roads too wide and chaotic. Walking in the early morning showed him another side of the city, one more peaceful, despite the smells of urine, smoke and sweat lingering in the air. The few people he passed in the street still kept their eyes to themselves, though.

Without the usual crowds, it wasn’t long before he reached the docks. The Otter was much closer to the water than he thought. Ships bobbed in the morning swell, decks deserted save for the few crewmen of each ship on watch. At the end of the closest wharf he could see the Loretta was still in port. He decided against a visit, since most likely everyone would be still asleep, or drunk in a tavern somewhere.

A few dirty shapeless lumps lay behind piles of crates covered with canvas, homeless men having found somewhere out of the wind to sleep the night. Soon they would be lined up at the docks, hoping a ship would be in need of cheap labor for a day or a few hours.

Caldan walked along the dock front before heading down a side street, eager to explore the city and see what this district had to offer. A few turns later, winding through an alley between two stone buildings, he came upon a plaza with six exits, the windows and balconies overlooking the space all shuttered tight. Choosing a passage at random, he ducked into a series of narrow alleys. Garbage had piled up here and there, and the smell of something rotten filled his nostrils.

Turning, he started back the way he had come, but an older man stepped from a dark alcove filled with rubbish. He was broad-shouldered and had wild eyes that bulged from under a mop of dark hair. Dirt smudged his face, and patches of skin showed through his ragged clothes.

“Hi there!” the man called, eyes flicking left and right. “You lost?”

A scrape behind Caldan alerted him, and he twisted his head to see two more men emerge from garbage piles against the walls. They moved to block the alley.

“Yeah,” one of them said. “Looks to me like he needs some help, Zeke.” He smiled, showing brown teeth.

“No names, idiot!” the first man said.

This isn’t good, thought Caldan. He retreated a few steps until his back brushed the side wall, trying to keep all three in view. “I’m not lost, just took a wrong turn. Sorry to bother you, gentlemen.”

“Ooh gentlemen, is it?” the third ragged man said as they came closer, forming a half circle around him. All of them now had feral grins pasted on their faces.

Caldan’s hand felt for his half full purse, the only ducats he had left, but he wasn’t in a position to bargain. “Here,” he gasped, “take it. I don’t want any trouble.”

Zeke’s expression turned sour and he sneered. The other two took a step closer, almost in unison. They must have done this before. “Well, thank you kindly for offering us what we can take anyway. Is that a joke? ’Cause we don’t think it’s funny, do we, boys?”

They all laughed as Zeke snatched the purse from Caldan’s hand, and practiced fingers felt through the material. His expression darkened.

“What’s this? There ain’t hardly any coins in here!”

Zeke’s two cronies stepped in and grabbed Caldan’s arms.

“It’s all I have. Take it and leave me alone.” Caldan became acutely aware that he hadn’t thought to obtain a weapon of any kind as so far nothing in Anasoma had been cause for alarm. Swords were forbidden, but he wished he had purchased a heavy walking stick.

Zeke stepped forward and, before Caldan could react, elbowed him hard. Caldan’s head rang, and the buildings tilted wildly around him. His legs felt like jelly, but the two men held him upright. He could smell their rotten breath and the rancid odor of their bodies.

“You bloody shit!” Zeke shouted. “Think you can walk here in our territory and get off with a few coins? You boys know what happens when someone can’t pay the toll.” Zeke backed off a few steps and picked up a length of thick wooden plank lying on the ground.

“We sure do, boss.” The man holding Caldan’s right arm guffawed as he tugged him closer. “You shouldn’t come here if you don’t belong, and if you can’t pay us proper, you gets a beating.”

Caldan tensed and shook his head, trying to clear the fog in his mind. Zeke came towards him with the plank held in both hands.

Fear and anger boiled up inside Caldan. He jerked his arms together, and to his surprise the two men holding them both stumbled and thumped into each other in front of him. Zeke tried to check his swing but the plank thudded into one of his own men with a crack, and the man yelped in pain and shock.

Caldan lashed out with his knee, hitting the man on his left in the stomach, who dropped like a stone and released his grip.

Zeke slammed into Caldan, and he flew back against the wall. He gasped for breath. A fist caught him in the side of the head. He went to his knees, blood roaring in his ears, right arm twisted behind his back.

“You bastard,” Zeke bellowed, face turning red. “I’m gonna smash your face in!” He stepped back to make room and swung the plank.

Splintered wood hit Caldan in the face, knocking his head back into the wall. Burning pain filled his face. Metallic tasting blood flooded his mouth, his vision blurred.

He shook his head and looked up to see Zeke take a step back. The plank moved for another strike.

Caldan’s left hand clenched into a fist and struck out at his captor to the closest vital spot he knew. It connected with the man’s plums with a sickening thud. He squawked and fell to the ground, curled into a ball, both hands clutched between his legs.

Caldan dropped on top of him. The wind of the plank passing above his head ruffled his hair. It hit the wall, and the jarring impact drove it out of Zeke’s hands.

“Argh!” exclaimed Zeke.

Caldan rolled off the man and staggered to his feet. Zeke clenched and unclenched his fists. Both his cronies were down, one sucking in lungfuls of air to get his wind back, the other whimpering like a dying dog.

Zeke’s expression had gone wilder. “Oh, you’re really gonna get it now. You’re gonna wish you weren’t born.”

Caldan eyed the exit to the alley back the way he had come. If he could get enough room to slip free…

Zeke rushed at him, arms outstretched. Caldan pivoted and lashed out with a fist. His knuckles cracked, and a sharp pain exploded in his hand. The impact to Zeke’s head drove the man to the ground.

Caldan staggered to the other side of the alley and leaned against the wall. Something warm trickled down the side of his face where the plank had hit him. He wiped at it and his hand came away scarlet. Drops of blood dripped onto the ground. He couldn’t focus on what to do next.

Zeke stood, face twisted into a murderous sneer, and tugged his winded companion to his feet. “You’re bloody dead now. I’m gonna kill you!”

Caldan steadied himself, wiping his sticky hand on his pants. Zeke and his companion moved to either side.

A shout came from Caldan’s left. “Halt! Harbor watch! What’s going on here?”

Zeke and his companion reacted instantly, grabbing their third comrade and dragging him as fast as possible down the alley away from the voice.

Caldan collapsed against the wall as the pounding of booted feet came closer. Two pairs stopped in front of him, while another three continued past in a halfhearted shuffle, no genuine attempt to catch Caldan’s attackers.

A few moments later, they returned empty-handed, and all five pairs of boots stood around him in a semicircle.

“What are you up to?” questioned a gruff voice.

Caldan looked up into five hard faces. Rough and weathered, the men were clothed in boiled leather, and metal-shod batons hung from their belts.

“They robbed me,” Caldan croaked. He couldn’t feel one side of his face.

“You alone?”

Caldan nodded, wincing at the pain in his head.

“Then of course they did. What are you doing in this area alone? Don’t you know better?”

“Apparently not,” managed Caldan. “I just wanted a walk, to explore a bit.”

All five men shook their heads at him in disgust. One spat into a pile of garbage.

“Well that’s stupid.”

“Yep,” another one said.

Caldan hung his head. Something wet he had sat on started seeping into his pants.

“Listen, you’re obviously new here, so I’ll give you some advice. Stay to the main streets, preferably with friends, and don’t wander around at night or early morning.”

“Can’t you catch them? They took my purse, all my ducats.”

“They’re long gone. We catch them in the act or we don’t catch them at all.”

Caldan rubbed his burning eyes. He felt a quiver in his voice as he replied. “That’s it? Walk away and forget about them?”

“We don’t have time to search the streets. That’s the way things are. Ain’t no use complaining. We stopped you getting killed, didn’t we?”

Caldan nodded, causing another sharp pain in his head. He thought it wise not to move it for a while. “I suppose.” He stared at his bloody hand.

The watchman in charge gestured, and strong arms lifted him to his feet, where he wobbled unsteadily.

“You feeling right enough to walk?”

“I’ll walk out of here, that’s for sure,” replied Caldan. He wanted to leave the reek of the alley and the whole morning far behind him.

“We’ll make sure you get back to the main street, then you’re on your own.”

“He don’t look too good, Sergeant. Maybe we oughta take him to a physiker.”

“Crap. I guess we better. Elpidia isn’t far from here. Let’s go, and make sure he doesn’t lag behind.”

Firm hands grabbed Caldan again and he let himself be led through twists and turns of alleys. The group briefly traveled along a main street, where morning passersby gawked at the harbor watch and their blood-covered companion.

They stopped at the brightly painted red door of a narrow house. A window to the street showed floral curtains and bunches of dried, hanging herbs.

A heavy fist banged on the door, and a face appeared in the window then quickly disappeared. The door opened to reveal a middle-aged woman dressed in drab brown workmanlike pants and tunic, and an apron with many pockets.

“Harbor watch,” she greeted the men in a serious tone. “What’s happened here?”

“Elpidia, sorry to bother you. Some idiot got beat up. There’s a bit of blood.”

“I can see that.”

“Thought you might want to take a look at him. He isn’t too steady on his feet.”

“Right. Bring him in then.”

Caldan half lurched and was half dragged into a front room and sat on a rickety chair, which creaked alarmingly under his weight.

“Heavy bastard. Wouldn’t o’ thought it.”

“Yer.”

A glare from Elpidia quietened their talk.

“Watch your mouths, gents,” admonished the sergeant. “Well, we best be off. Got a lot of work to do.”

Elpidia placed her hands on her hips. “I’m sure you do.” Her expression softened. “You did the right thing.”

The sergeant tilted his head to her. “C’mon, gents, let’s get back to it.”

Their murmuring faded as they left the room and closed the door behind them, leaving Caldan slumped in the chair. A lamp gave some light, and he risked moving his head to look around.

“Don’t move,” came Elpidia’s voice from behind him. She sounded softer once the watch had left. “I’ll get some water to wash your face and something to help with the pain.”

Banging sounds came from the back, then Elpidia appeared carrying a wooden bowl and some rags. From a pocket, she produced a vial, which she held out.

“Drink this. It’s for the pain.”

Caldan swallowed the contents, whose bitter taste he recognized from his studies as a mild sedative and painkiller. Dragging a stool close, Elpidia sat and busied herself rinsing a steaming rag.

“You don’t say much, do you?” she said.

Caldan grimaced. “Sorry. It’s been a tough morning.”

“Looks like it.” She placed a hand firmly on his jaw and turned his head to the side. She wiped at the blood on his face. The rag was hot on his skin, and a pungent herb odor came from the steam.

“Let me know if it hurts. There’s a long gash here. Your skin has split.”

“I was hit with a plank.” He felt woozy. “I think the sedative has worked. I’m feeling… numb.”

“Good.” Elpidia didn’t pause with her cleaning of the wound on his cheek and the skin around it. His face was tugged with each stroke, but the pain was bearable.

“The good news is, it doesn’t look serious. I can stitch it up for you. I sewed my own curtains so it shouldn’t look too bad.” She probed around the wound with a finger. “There’s bruising already. Lucky your cheekbone wasn’t cracked. Any other injuries?”

Caldan shook his head. “Only bruises, I think.” Through his mild daze, Caldan noticed Elpidia had a rash that ran from her left ear down her neck.

She smiled briefly before resuming her businesslike expression. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

“No. It must be obvious. The harbor watch said so as well.”

“It’s in your speech and bearing. Even slumped in the chair your posture is different. You look…” She struggled to find the word. “…grounded. Maybe that’s not the right word.” She stood. “Hang on.” She disappeared again through a curtain covering a doorway.

A gurgling from one side of the room caught Caldan’s attention. Balanced on a metal tripod, a retort filled with yellowish liquid bubbled away, a clear distillate dripping into a glass vial. A sharp, disagreeable odor came from the yellow liquid. On the same table sat a dozen other vials, all filled with different colored liquids and meticulously labeled.

Elpidia returned and noticed his interest in her vials. She sat back down on the stool next to him, cradling a cloth pouch in each hand. She inclined her head towards the bubbling liquid.

“Distillations for my work. Mostly, I sell potions for various ailments, like digestive problems, joint pain, fevers.”

“It smells like King’s Water, acidic.”

Elpidia stopped and blinked. “You know something of alchemy?”

“A little. Where I am from they taught us some. Funny, I wouldn’t have thought King’s Water would be any use for a physiker. They used to think King’s Water part of creating an elixir of life, since it can dissolve gold.”

“You mean they don’t anymore?” Elpidia queried, frowning at him.

“Yes. The book Great Secrets of Alchemy argues drinking potable gold to confer longevity is a falsehood.”

“I’ve heard of the book but don’t have a copy. Where did you read it?”

“When I was first learning about alchemy. I didn’t have a talent for it. Burnt my fingers a few times and spilt too much.” Sore fingers, hot liquid pooling on the floor, the brother in charge smacking him on the back of his head while Jemma tried in vain to stop laughing. His shoulders slumped at the memory.

“Anyway, after they found I had more talent for crafting and metallurgy I concentrated on them.” He paused. “I’m rambling, aren’t I? Must be the sedative.”

“It’s fine. You’ll have to stay here a while for it to wear off some before I let you go.” Elpidia moved to another table and measured out quantities of dried and powdered herbs into the second cloth pouch.

“So, tell me, what does the Great Secrets of Alchemy say is the secret of longevity?” She paused to wipe her brow with a white kerchief. Small beads of sweat had appeared, although the room was cool.

Ah, this must be her pet project.
“That there isn’t one, at least using alchemical means. It theorizes that a combination of alchemy and crafting would be able to slow aging and cure serious diseases, and there are the stories of people living longer before the Shattering. But if it was true, the knowledge has been lost.”

Elpidia looked troubled. “Interesting. Though I think I’ll stick to making a living first. Someone else can waste their time experimenting for an elixir of life.”

Caldan started. He hadn’t thought about how he would pay her. “Ah, there is a problem,” he began.

“You can’t pay?”

“I’m afraid so.” Caldan hung his head.

“Don’t worry. That’s why the watch brought you here.” She withdrew a needle and thread from one of the pouches, along with a vial of clear liquid. “Most herbalists and physikers in the city receive a small stipend from the emperor’s councilors. It’s to cover us when things like this happen.” She deftly threaded the needle then dangled it by the thread into the colorless liquid. “Some good things do happen in Anasoma. Hold still.”

She pinched the skin of his cut together and began stitching it closed. Caldan gritted his teeth at the sharp pain, wincing as she sewed stitches into his cheek with quick practiced motions.

“There, just like sewing a hem.”

“Thank you.” The side of Caldan’s face felt tight and sore.

“You’ll need to come back in ten days for me to take the stitches out, unless you want to do it yourself?”

The thought of pulling thread out of his own skin didn’t appeal to Caldan. “I think I’d rather let you do it.”

Elpidia nodded. “Suit yourself. I’m here most of the day, so come back anytime. If I don’t answer, don’t wander down any side alleys to kill time before I come back…”

“Funny. I won’t.” Caldan watched her tidy up. She handed him the second cloth pouch, now full of her herb mixture.

“Make a tea with this, twice daily. A pinch will do, enough to cover a ducat-sized area on your palm. Use three fingers to pinch the measure, not two.”

“Got it, a pinch two times a day. Thank you again.” He struggled for a moment to stand up but slumped back into the chair.

“Sit and don’t move,” commanded Elpidia. “Rest a while until the sedative wears off.”

Caldan acquiesced without complaint. The numbing effect of the sedative made the chair feel comfortable, like a well worn old pair of boots fitting to perfection. He closed his eyes and listened to Elpidia bustle around, busy with a few tasks, coming and going to a back room.

He nodded off but woke as she shook his shoulder. “You awake?”

“Yes, sorry.” Caldan yawned. “Feels like a day has passed already.”

“It’s only midmorning.”

This time he managed to stand without too much difficulty, though his head remained foggy. Swaying, he clutched the back of the chair for support.

“You need to take it easy. Go home and rest for a few days.”

Caldan gave a hollow laugh. “My room is paid until today, and all my coins are gone. I could try and sell some of my belongings, but something tells me I won’t get much for them.” He ran a hand over his face and head, feeling his scratchy stubble. “Sorry, I shouldn’t bother you with my troubles.”

Elpidia frowned, her eyes narrowing. “We all have troubles. Sometimes it helps to talk about them.”

Caldan staggered a few steps to the door, and by the time he reached it his head felt clearer and legs steadier. “I would guess that my story isn’t too far removed from many others who come to Anasoma. But it does feel like I’ve had a run of bad luck.”

“There is a hospice a few streets back, up the hill. You could see if they can take you in.”

Caldan nodded his appreciation. “Again, thank you. You have been too kind. I made some friends on the ship that brought me here, so I will see if I can stay with them until they leave.” He bowed his head and stepped outside, closing the door firmly behind him.

People swarmed in the street, though he did notice the few people passing close gave him a wider berth. They obviously knew the physiker’s house and thought he might have an illness that was catching. He supposed the sight of him in a blood-smeared tunic, with a bruised face and freshly stitched scar didn’t help either.

A weight dragged on him as he shuffled down the street towards the docks. The walk took longer than expected, probably because he was still sluggish from the sedative. Facing Captain Charlotte and begging for a bunk until the ship left port wasn’t his idea of returning the friendship she had shown, but it wasn’t as if he had much choice.

At the docks, he braced himself in the cold wind blowing from the sea. The day had turned out to be the coldest yet since his arrival, a sign the season was turning. Restless waves churned white with foam, and chilly droplets drenched those unlucky enough to be caught by spray shooting over the wharves. Dark clouds rolled overhead, and the city was in for a good soaking, if he was any judge of the weather.

Huddled in alcoves and behind boxes and bales, the homeless laborers braved the icy wind for the chance of a few coins or food. Poor, desperate men.

Caldan wound his way along the docks to the wharf where the Loretta had berthed, head lowered to keep the spray out of his face. At least the air was fresh now, the usual stench of the docks blown inland.

At the end of the wharf he stopped. The Loretta’s berth stood empty.


  



Chapter Fourteen
 

Swinging in the cold night breeze, the sign over the door of the inn squeaked back and forth, metal scraping on metal, casting faint shadows from the moon around the doorway. Beneath the sign stood Lady Caitlyn, her cloak pulled tightly around her shoulders in an attempt to reduce the wind’s chill.

She glanced up at the sign, dark eyes narrowing in study. Painted on the wood was the face of a black goat chewing on a flower protruding from its mouth. “The Black Goat” was neatly painted in script below the ridiculous looking face.

The inn was the only one for miles around, and as night had fallen with the cold wind biting deep, she decided it would have to suffice. The timber structure seemed sound enough, although the stables were falling into disrepair and weeds had sprouted around the buildings.

She frowned. A disorderly house was often the sign of indolence, and the indolent left themselves open to evil’s sway. The lure of an easy living was often irresistible to the weak-minded. But that was why people like her existed.

She turned to stare into the surrounding gloom. The dwellings and businesses crowded around the inn gave rise to a few dark streets and alleys. Out of one such alley came three of her men leading four horses, their own mounts and Caitlyn’s. They approached the inn slowly, tired from many days of hard travel.

“My Lady Caitlyn, are we to stop here?” Aidan asked.

“Have the horses stabled and combed, then come to the inn. We shall stay here for the night and be sure of an early start tomorrow. We are close to our quarry. I can feel it.”

They led the horses away into the shoddy stable, the men chuckling to each other after one of them quipped the state of the horses’ lodging wouldn’t be much worse than theirs.

Caitlyn turned back to the door and stepped into the inn. Typical for this remote location, the type of place she and her band had seen many a time the last few years. Rough cut wooden floor, barrels behind the bar filled with local brews, and a large stone hearth warming the room with a blazing fire. Behind the bar stood a slovenly innkeeper, who appraised her for a few moments before going back to polishing mugs. Patrons looked up as she entered then went back to their ale and conversations. If any were keen eyed enough they would have noticed the distinctive shape of a sword hilt and pommel under her cloak and the glint of finely wrought mail.

She moved to an empty table close to the fire and sat on a rickety chair. A plump, sweaty serving girl approached, probably the innkeeper’s daughter.

“What’ll ye have?” the serving girl queried in a weary voice.

Caitlyn stared into the fire. “What’s good?”

“Goat stew’s one copper; soup’s a copper as well. Ale’s a copper, wine is two,” the girl reeled off with a bored expression, oblivious to the question.

“Very informative, thank you.” Caitlyn rolled her eyes as she hooked another chair closer and rested a booted foot on it. “I’ll have four stews, three ales and a wine, please.”

The serving girl squinted, looking puzzled. “Begging your pardon, ma’am, but are you sure you can eat all that?”

Not very bright around here, Caitlyn thought, but it is a noble’s duty to be polite.

“For my men as well. They are seeing to the horses and will be here momentarily.” She slid a silver ducat onto the greasy table top. “Keep the difference.”

In a flash, the silver coin was whisked away, and the serving girl bustled off to the kitchen.

Caitlyn reached into her satchel and placed her favorite book on the table, Troylin’s Of War and Strategy. Thoughts of her last campaign rose unbidden.

The assault against the flesh-eating jukari’s stronghold had been vicious, she reflected. Bleeding, dirty and sweat-soaked, she had managed to survive, along with some of her followers. Smoke turned the sun red, and inside the fortress walls had been a chaotic mess of burning buildings, bodies and blood. Her men and the jukari were broken, twisted and still, leaking blood where they lay.

Worn with time, the jukari were a perverted, long-lived race created during the Shattering. Still, they had triumphed, executing a complicated task, one as dangerous as it was honorable. Her lieutenant, Aidan, had approached, a cut on one cheek crusty with dried blood.

“My lady, it looks like we have it under control. Around thirty of the jukari’s soldiers and servants have been taken prisoner.”

“Kill all of them,” she had said.

Aidan hesitated, unwilling to argue with her. “My lady, they all swear they were forced to serve the jukari. Their only choice was to serve or be killed and eaten like the others.”

Coldness crept into Caitlyn’s voice. “They’re probably lying. They chose to betray their humanity, to save their own lives and become tools for the destruction and enslavement of their fellow men. Aidan, there is a place for mercy, but when we seek to annihilate an absolute evil we must destroy it absolutely. Evil is a cancerous growth. Show mercy or hesitate and you leave kernels to start spreading anew. We must kill them all.”

The order was given, and so ended another great day in Lady Caitlyn’s life. An end to another enclave of evil. The destruction of evil, that was her purpose in life.

She started from her reverie as four mugs were deposited on the table by the grubby innkeeper. He grunted then went back to the bar. Caitlyn grabbed the mug that didn’t have foam on top and took a swig of wine, washing the sour liquid around in her mouth to remove the taste of the road. She spat the mouthful into the fire, which hissed and sizzled. A few patrons looked at her at the sound but quickly went back to their own business under Caitlyn’s glare.

Someone here knew about her quarry, she could sense it.

The inn door opened again and admitted her men, who, spotting her by the fire, came over and took chairs of their own.

Aidan, young and full of fervor for their cause. Chalayan the sorcerer, whose goals were his own but who served her willingly for the time being. And Anshul cel Rau, a master swordsman from the treeless Steppes, whose skill with his two blades was legendary. All had been in her company for years, and all knew there was no resting where vanquishing evil was concerned. It was often a thankless task, as many cities and towns were too self-absorbed to see the whole picture and how evil must be excised. Many people were incapable of seeing how deeply the roots of evil could grow, and how far spread they could become. Obliterating such evil was always bloody, and the price could sometimes be high, but she knew any price was worth paying to rid the world of such malevolence.

Chalayan looked around the inn and sniffed. “My lady, I always express confidence in your ability to know when something is awry, but perhaps this time your nose has led you astray?” He sipped his brew and grimaced at the sour taste. “The only thing troubling about this place is the poor quality of the ale.”

Anshul cel Rau nodded, although he had downed half his ale in one go. “Too yeasty,” he remarked, always a man of few words.

She watched as he finished off the rest of his mug then half turned on his chair to keep everyone at the inn in his sight. Both hands dropped to his sword hilts, as if he were expecting trouble from the innocuous patrons, half of whom at this time of night were too drunk to stand, let alone offer a serious threat.

“I would bet gold ducats against silver they have been through here,” she said. “If I were the gambling type.” Gambling was for the weak-willed and the immoral.

Chalayan shared a look with Aidan before replying. “My lady, to be honest, we don’t know what they have done or to what extent they may be involved with whatever is going on.”

She was sure something was amiss, and she was never wrong. Except once, when she had been young. Her stepfather had done something terrible and she had made him pay.

Caitlyn rubbed her eyes and took a breath. Some memories should stay buried.

She looked around at her men. Flawed, all of them. But the best tools she had at the moment.

Days ago Steyn, one of her informants, sent news of strange goings on in a nearby town named Boarsrun. Curious and disturbing.

According to Steyn’s letter, they had witnessed weird behavior exhibited by two farmhands. Known to be hard up for ducats, they had appeared in the town dressed in good quality merchants’ clothing, scrubbed clean, hair neatly trimmed. A stark contrast to their normally worn, dusty and unkempt appearance. Unbeknown to them, Steyn had followed them late one night when they visited a nearby graveyard, dug a grave and buried two shapeless bundles wrapped in canvas. Steyn had unearthed the grave after the farmhands had left and found the bundles to contain corpses, shriveled and gray, human yet desiccated, as if drained of all moisture.

After receiving his message, her band had ridden hard for Boarsrun, where they questioned Steyn and set off after the two remarkably changed farmhands, who had traveled south a few days previously. They were heading in virtually a straight line to Anasoma, which itself was strange. Usually, travelers and merchants’ routes to Anasoma were in an easterly direction towards the coast, before turning south along the coast. The traveling was much easier due to the quality of the roads and a lesser likelihood of bandits. Though the empire had done its best to quash any bandits operating within its borders, it hadn’t fully succeeded in wiping them out.

Caitlyn and her men wouldn’t have any issues with bandits. One look at their numbers and the amount of weapons they carried was enough to deter anyone bent on troubling them. Two lone farmhands might not have such an easy journey.

She had thought long and hard on why they had taken this route and couldn’t think of a plausible reason. She didn’t like uncertainty.

A short time later, after they finished their goat stew, Caitlyn shook herself from her thoughts. It was time. The first step to hunting evil was to show no mercy.

“Chalayan,” she said quietly.

The sorcerer looked at her, frowning. “Yes, Lady Caitlyn?”

“Go outside and prepare the men, then make sure no one can escape the building.”

Chalayan licked his lips, flicked a glance to Aidan and cel Rau, then quickly exited through the door.

“M’lady…Caitlyn…” pleaded Aidan. “We don’t have to do this.”

“Of course we do. Someone here is bound to know something. We cannot tarry while evil goes unchallenged.”

Her young lieutenant closed his eyes.

Weak, thought Caitlyn. Only she had the stomach for what needed to be done.

She motioned to cel Rau, and the swordsman positioned himself by the door.

Standing, Caitlyn drew her sword, the crafted blade glowing orange with reflected flames from the fire.

“Listen up, everybody!” she shouted.

Voices stilled, and shocked and angry expressions turned to her.

“One of you knows something, and I mean to find out who and what.”

She pointed her blade at the innkeeper, who cringed back a step, fear written large on his face. “I think we’ll start with you.”

 

A soft drizzle fell across Caitlyn’s camp. Dusk had fallen, and they had found a grassy patch off the road which became their campsite for the night. A brook trickled close by to provide them and their horses with fresh water, and a number of cooking fires dotted the camp.

Lady Caitlyn made sure all her men were at ease and had spoken to each in turn before seeing to her own comforts. She set up a canvas covering between two saplings to keep out the wind and rain, and had boiled herself some tea, which she drank from a metal mug, both hands wrapped around it for warmth.

She stared into the flames of her fire. The drizzle had been unrelenting throughout the day, and everyone was cold and ill-humored. Perhaps she would let the men build up the fires tonight; it would give them comfort against the disheartening sprinkle. Some were good men, but most were only with her because of the rewards. Gold and silver ducats for some, other pleasures for the rest. She had led many raids with a lot of killing. Spoils were evenly distributed, and if her men dealt harshly with those that trafficked evil, then she turned a blind eye. To what happened to the women included. When you make a deal with evil, as they had, you had to accept the consequences.

Hooves striking the road snapped her thoughts back to the present. All activity in the camp ceased for a moment before Aidan met her gaze and gave a nod. He strode with determination toward the road.

Caitlyn gulped the rest of her tea, scalding her tongue. She collected her sword belt and strapped it on as she hurried after him. The scouts were returning, and as usual she liked to receive their report personally.

She made her way through the wet grass and stopped beside Aidan, who stood staring into the distance.

As the horses approached, Aidan gave a low whistle. The air from his mouth fogged as it came out. The temperature had dropped rapidly in the clear night sky.

Caitlyn heard one of the horses snort, then an answering whistle came in response.

She sighed, realizing she had been holding her breath, and her hand squeezed her sword hilt. She released it and stretched her aching fingers.

A few moments later, the scouts stopped their horses and dismounted. She nodded to both as they approached. Both men were tired, as usual. Spending the day trailing someone, constantly alert and on the lookout for danger, took its toll on even seasoned veterans.

The senior scout, Watkins, stepped forward and gave a short bow.

“My lady, they’ve stopped for the night off the road. They didn’t find a very good spot and have a blazing fire going. It’s like they aren’t trying to keep a low profile.”

Caitlyn smiled and nodded. “Thank you. Go and get yourselves a hot meal and some rest.”

The two scouts shuffled toward the camp, leading their horses. Caitlyn stood still, staring up the road in the drizzle at a tiny orange glow, the telltale sign of a fire at night.

“Why do you think they made no effort to keep their fire inconspicuous? They must know there could be bandits around.”

Aidan chewed his lip, a habit she had given up on breaking him of. “I can’t say. You would think farmers would have done some hunting and know some bushcraft.”

“I don’t think we will know until we put them to the question. Make sure the men rest up tonight, so they’re ready in the morning. After the last few days’ hard riding to catch up with these two, we could all use the break.”

“We have enough to take them now. I could gather the men and…”

Caitlyn cut him off. “In the dark and the rain? It’s likely they’ll hear us coming miles away and be gone before we make their camp. No. We hit them in the morning, hard and fast.”

With a nod, Aidan agreed. “All right. You haven’t led us wrong the last few years.”

“I should hope not. You’ll see to the men, won’t you? Make sure they’re squared away for the night?”

“I will, my lady, though they miss the days when you did it. You could…” He waved a hand towards the camp. “…talk to them, like you used to. Show them the old you. They are looking to me more and more for commands you used to give.”

“I… I’ll think about it. I’m not as close as I used to be. Some of them… I think they don’t truly understand our cause.” She rubbed her temples. “And make sure we capture these alive. No accidents.”

She sensed Aidan stiffen beside her. She closed her eyes and waited for his objection.

“My lady, do we need to… question people so harshly?”

He still struggles, she thought. His weakness hung in the air between them. She let it linger for a few moments before she answered.

“You know why we have to,” she said in a firm voice. “There are evil forces and people everywhere, and they won’t hold back if they have you in a similar position. Hard tasks mean hard methods. We cannot flinch or evil will prevail. You’ve seen the horrors of evil firsthand. Together, we have seen the depths people can sink to.” Her breath came in short gasps. “We cannot falter. We cannot stay our hand in trying to reach the heart of evil, no matter how distasteful the duty.”

Caitlyn reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “If we show weakness and through that failing evil is allowed to flourish… then we have failed.”

They stood still in the cold night air, breath misting in the rain.

“But… how can we countenance committing immoral deeds ourselves?”

She shook her head. “We must. Nothing is worse than letting a greater evil escape because we couldn’t bring ourselves to pass a lesser evil. Some things must be tolerated for the greater good.”

“I just… Sometimes I think we go too far.” He stared out into the night. “As with the villagers helping the jukari. They didn’t deserve to die.”

“Yes, they did.”

“It wasn’t right.”

Caitlyn’s eyes hardened and she frowned. “Your compassionate nature does you credit, but we cannot falter in our duty lest the greater evils go free and unfettered.” She sighed. “Come, you need rest. Let’s go back to—”

In the distance, the fire erupted into flashes of light. Thunder rent the dark night. Trees cracked. A blinding white flash split the darkness. Then another.

Spots swam before Caitlyn’s eyes.

Aidan tugged her back to the camp. “Horses all!” he bellowed. “Leave everything and mount up!”

Some men stood staring at the flashes continuing in the distance. Cracking sounds and thunder reverberated in the darkness. A number of orange spots appeared — fires burning.

Caitlyn threw her saddle on her horse and tightened the cinch while one of her men slipped the bridle on. All around the camp men were stomping out the cooking fires and preparing their own mounts. A few horses shied at another thunderous clap.

“Let’s go!” she yelled. “Gather whoever is ready, and let’s get there as quick as we can.”

Aidan nodded and stood in his stirrups. “All to me and the lady!” he roared. He spurred forward and out of the camp with Caitlyn close behind.

On the road, Caitlyn urged her mount to a canter, guiding it along in the dark by making sure the trees stayed on either side. Close behind rode six of her men with torches, the quickest to react. She knew without looking that Anshul cel Rau and Chalayan would be among them.

They raced towards the farmhands’ camp, cold wind across their faces, clouds of hot breath exhaling from the horses’ nostrils. Shadows flickered across the road, and in the trees, wavering torchlight lent the dash an eerie appearance.

As they approached the fires, motionless shapes revealed themselves in the dim light. Two forms lay on the side of the road to the left, where a stone-ringed campfire burned, as well as a number of spot fires in the scrub. Three more bodies lay scattered on the road and one further ahead.

Steam rose from the corpses, and the scent of roasted flesh was heavy in the air. Flickering torchlight revealed clothing blackened and melted onto skin, faces a mass of tiny blisters, hair burned to stubble.

Caitlyn surveyed the scene and gave a string of orders. “Find the farmhands. Bring the bodies to the campfire. We need more light.”

She strode to the fire. Bodies were dragged across the ground to where she stood with Aidan and Chalayan. Anshul cel Rau stood quietly in the background, saying nothing as usual, though he scanned the bush around them. Chalayan stood nervously, eyes constantly in motion. He clutched his trinket.

The six bodies were examined. Scraps of unburned cloth showed their clothes were of poor quality and bore signs of heavy wear. Next to the bodies were deposited a pile of weapons, all black and warm to the touch, a few cheap swords, some knives and a club. Whatever had killed the men had been hot enough to blacken steel and heat the weapons.

“Bandits’ gear and weapons,” said Aidan.

Caitlyn grunted assent. “The farmhands, where are they?”

“These are the only bodies we found. The farmhands were either taken or ran off. Their horses are gone.” He looked into the shadows. “From the look of what happened here, I would say they got away.”

“Chalayan is spooked. I’ve never seen him like this. I’m guessing the bandits bit off more than they could chew.”

Aidan nodded. “I agree.”

“Which means the farmhands are definitely more than they seem. And they don’t hesitate to use brutal force when they need to. We have to be careful.”

Caitlyn’s eyes followed Chalayan, who had taken a few steps towards the abandoned campfire. He knelt before it and placed a hand on the earth. After a moment, he stood and brushed his hands, a puzzled look on his face.

Caitlyn strode over to the sorcerer and took his arm, leading him away from the rest of the men. He looked ashen.

“What happened here?” she demanded in a whisper.

Chalayan shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s not possible.”

“It bloody well is. It happened. Now what’s going on?”

Chalayan shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He glanced ahead at the fires in the distance then over to the left, where a thick tree had fallen across the road as if pushed over. He licked his lips.

“If I were to hazard a guess…” he started.

“Please do.”

“Then… this has to be alchemical. A mixture of chemicals caused a massive reaction and release of energy… except…” He hesitated.

“What is it?”

“There is no residue, no smell of alchemical ingredients. And… there is a residue of sorcery.”

Caitlyn’s breath caught in her throat. What unholy power had she unearthed?
“Sorcery did this?” She gestured at the body and the fires.

Chalayan shook his head, troubled. “It isn’t possible. There has to be another explanation.”

“In the absence of another one, we have to assume they are powerful sorcerers, whose abilities surpass any we have seen before.” She stood and wiped her hands on her pants. “What a mess.”

Swallowing, Chalayan closed his eyes. “All around, there is sorcerous residue, as if a powerful crafting was performed, but… nothing like I’ve ever experienced.” Caitlyn could see him shaking. “It’s as if someone tried to draw from their well and lost control, but when that happens the sorcerer is consumed, and when they die the well closes. Here, it’s like a deliberate crafting, a destructive crafting.”

“That’s not possible.”

Chalayan smiled wanly. “That’s what I said.” He shuddered, though at the same time he wrung his hands together, and she saw a gleam come to his eyes.

“This isn’t good,” she said. “Sorcery shouldn’t be used to destroy; it’s against all we know. Evil cannot be allowed such an advantage.”

“But we could use it, too! Think of what we could accomplish, the good we could do.”

“No good could come from this knowledge. For sorcerers to be able to unleash such power…” Caitlyn drew herself up. “We have found this for a reason. We must make sure this knowledge never sees the light of day, and the practitioners are destroyed.”

“But—”

“No!” She cut him off and drew him close until their faces touched. “There can be no compromise with evil. Our duty is to excise these sorcerers from the world so they cannot corrupt anyone else. We must find out more about them, where they came from, where they were going, and what their purpose is.”

“It might be easier to ‘excise’ them after we find out more.”

“We will do what we can, depending on the situation.” She looked around at her men standing away from the steaming bodies, conversing in hushed tones. “Are the farmhands close? Are they watching?”

The sorcerer closed his eyes for the space of five breaths. “No,” he whispered. “There’s no one watching. They must have ridden out hard soon after the attack.”

Caitlyn nodded. “Good. Our message to the men is that this was alchemical, something you have seen before.”

“Lie to them? What about Aidan?”

“Him too. We do what we must.” She stared Chalayan in the eye until he looked away. “Sometimes it’s hard, but evil must not flourish. We must do all we can to stop it in its tracks, even if it means lying to those we cherish. The less people know about this, the better.”

Chalayan crossed his arms over his chest and held himself tight. Caitlyn slapped him on the back.

“Good man,” she said, and turned back to her men.

“Listen up!” she shouted. “Chalayan confirms this was alchemical, some reaction. He’s seen this type of thing before during his studies.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Aidan giving her a strange look. She continued. “Leave the bodies here. We’ll go back to our camp and examine the area in the dawn light. We don’t know if they left by the road or cross country. Looks like we’ll have to give them a night’s head start.”

She could see they were not pleased, the excitement having heated their blood. Some of them would be in a killing mood. Or worse.

Caitlyn sighed heavily. You work with what you have, and if the tool gets the job done, then it’s worth it.

 


  



Chapter Fifteen
 

Passing people that barely registered, Caldan walked through the crowded streets in a daze. A few he bumped into stopped their protests before they began or broke off early when they saw the look in his eyes and his bruised scarred face.

The owner of the Otter showed concern at his state, but Caldan brushed off his questions. He needed a rest to recuperate. He lurched up the stairs to his room.

Passing his hand across the vertical door crack, he whispered words of unbinding that would disable his crafted lock. No vibration or smell of lemons came to him this time. Cursing, he turned the key in the lock and entered.

His belongings remained as he had left them. The room looked untouched. Quickly, he relocked the door and checked his crafting. All that remained were the two tacks driven into the wood, along with a few fragments of burnt parchment. At his feet, ashes littered the floor, stirred by a faint draft coming from the gap under the door. As with all craftings, the forces guided through it had ultimately proven too much for the material used. Still, it had served him well, and it wasn’t too much bother to create another.

Caldan caught himself and paused, palm resting on the door. He wouldn’t need to create another since he couldn’t pay for the room, which meant he couldn’t stay.

His thoughts were jumbled, churning in his head like clouds during an unforgiving storm. Sucking in deep breaths, he tried to calm himself, his palm resting on the solid door, creating a steadiness he could focus on. He had no ducats whatsoever, no loose coins around his room he could spend on another night’s accommodation at the Otter. His possessions consisted of the clothes he wore and a couple of changes, a leather satchel, and the odds and ends he had purchased the other day.

His trinket weighed against his neck, worth a fortune, but he would never sell it. Not even if he found himself homeless and starving on the streets.

First things first, he thought. Turning his back to the door, he collected his possessions and packed his leather satchel, taking his time to fold his clothes and neatly stow the parchment so it wouldn’t crease. He replaced his blood-stained tunic with a fresh one, although it was of a smaller size, so he self-consciously squeezed into it, remembering Miranda’s amusement at the tight fit the last time he had worn the shirt. He slipped his knife into a pocket. It was small and unnoticeable, and he felt safer with it after his run-in with the street thugs this morning.

Caldan shouldered the satchel and exited the room. On the way out, he attracted the innkeeper’s eye, telling him he was trying his luck at the Sorcerers’ Guild and would hopefully return later. The man wished him well before turning to a waiting well-dressed lady, a new customer.

Caldan stepped out into the midday sun and headed in the general direction he knew the traders’ quarter to be located, sticking to main avenues so as not to become lost. He knew there was another square off the main one in which the more influential guilds congregated, and he desperately needed to find work before the day was out. His stomach felt hollow, and unless his luck changed he would be sleeping on the streets.

His progress was slow as he still felt out of sorts after the attack and the subsequent dose of sedative. A sleep and a hearty meal would set him right. Stop thinking about food, he admonished himself. It makes it worse.

By midafternoon, Caldan arrived at the cobbled square bordered by buildings that housed the public offices of the more prestigious guilds and organizations, such as the Sorcerers’ Guild that was his destination. He lingered in the afternoon sun, leaned against a wall and surveyed the building from across the square.

Truth be told, he was delaying entering the intimidating entrance. Huge metal doors covered with intricate runes, framed by a carved stone doorway. Designed to overawe, it was doing its job well. He saw a number of people head towards the gleaming doors then veer off and busy themselves at a stall close by or continue walking out of the square. People like himself, who had never been inside before, and needed some time to gather enough courage to enter. Caldan recognized some of the runes carved into the doors, wards of strength twined into barrier wards, but there were many he couldn’t identify.

Butterflies fluttered in his stomach. Despite his ragged and bruised appearance, he needed to make a good impression. There wasn’t anything for it but to straighten up, pull his shoulders back and cross the square, which he did, striding through the imposing doorway.

On the other side of the metal doors was a vestibule designed to be a waiting room, with stone benches on the side walls. It now looked to be used as a cloakroom. A number of wooden stands were arranged around the room, littered with hats and cloaks. A boy stood as Caldan entered. About to speak, he stopped when he saw Caldan wasn’t wearing a cloak or hat to take charge of.

“I take it I go through?” Caldan queried, gesturing to the inner door on the other side of the chamber.

“Yes, sir. Um… are you sure you are at the right place?” The boy stared at Caldan’s battered face and lingered on his newly stitched scar.

“I am. This is the Sorcerers’ Guild is it not?”

“Yes, sir. Go inside. The apprentice at the desk will help you.”

“Thank you.” Caldan opened the doors, and cooler air from inside wafted over him. The walls were unadorned stone of pale brown, lit by an overhead cluster of crafted sorcerous globes. A long wooden desk dominated the room, behind which sat a young man absorbed in an open book, one of several in front of him. A corridor ran off from each side, and from down one came the muted sound of voices.

After a pause, the young man looked up from his book, blinking at Caldan and his obvious state of injury.

“May I help you?” he asked, with the same hesitation the boy before had shown.

“I’m here to see a senior sorcerer, to test for admission,” Caldan said as firmly as he could. He didn’t want to admit that any work would be sufficient; best to aim for an apprenticeship and see what happened. His armpits began to sweat.

The young man looked him over and nodded. “Indeed. We rarely have people wander in from the street for admission.” He paused for a moment. “I’ll see if someone can talk to you.”

He tugged twice on a thin rope dangling from the ceiling behind him and a bell sounded somewhere inside the building. A short time later another boy appeared, and a quick hushed conversation ensued. The boy ran back down a corridor, sandals slapping on the stone.

“A moment, sir,” the young man behind the desk said. “Someone should come to see you when they have time. Take a seat.” He gestured to a long bench and returned to reading his book.

Too nervous to sit, Caldan wandered around the room, satchel weighing on his shoulder. His face burned, and the skin felt stretched tight across the cut. He waited. And waited. Men and women entered and left periodically. Only a few waited with him, and those not for long. Tired of standing, he took a seat on the bench.

After what felt like an hour, he approached the young man at the desk again.

“Excuse me.”

The man looked up with an annoyed expression. “Yes?”

“Will it be much longer?”

“Got something more important to do, have you?”

“No, it’s been a while, and I thought…”

“Someone will come and see you when they are free. You don’t wander in and expect everyone to drop what they are doing and rush out here to serve you, do you?”

“No, I… Never mind.” Caldan went back to sitting on the bench. From the corner of his eye, he saw the young man shake his head at him.

Another hour passed to Caldan’s increasing frustration. The day was growing late, and he needed to find some food. His stomach growled. He was physically and mentally drained from the eventful and exhausting day, but still the wait dragged on. He felt like he had been stuck in this stuffy room for far too long. His stomach growled again. The young man glanced up from his book then busied himself with his note writing. He had been jotting down notes for the last hour. The scratch, scratch of his quill on the parchment had begun to irritate Caldan.

A few minutes later, the messenger boy returned. “Please, sir,” he said, approaching Caldan. “Follow me.”

Caldan nodded and followed the boy down a corridor. They passed a few closed doors until they reached one indistinguishable from the others. The boy rapped his knuckles on the door, said, “There you go,” to Caldan and ran off.

“Enter,” came a deep voice from behind the door.

Caldan entered the room. A glass window lit a desk, besides which two overstuffed armchairs were the only furniture. In one chair sat a pale, gaunt man. He stopped examining a round metal object, placed it on the desk and looked at Caldan.

“You want to become a sorcerer?” He motioned Caldan to take a seat in the empty armchair.

After the long wait, Caldan’s mind felt sluggish. “I have a talent for it, along with many other skills. I’m well versed in alchemy, metallurgy and smith-crafting, and history, some medicine and numbers. I can read and write a fair hand and am passable with the sword. I can also play a skilled game of Dominion.” Caldan threw that in there on impulse. The link between great Dominion players and great sorcerers was well known.

“Well, don’t tell me everything at once. You won’t find any need for sword fighting here,” the man responded disparagingly. Caldan assumed from his bearing and questions he was a sorcerer, and possibly a master. “Is that how you were cut?”

“No, sir, I was waylaid this morning near the docks. There was some trouble with a few thieves. The harbor watch ran them off.”

“Hmm.” The sorcerer nodded. “Rough district. First things first, though. What’s your name?”

“Caldan, sir.”

“Why didn’t you use crafting to defend yourself and give them a few broken bones for their trouble?” He waved his hands and wiggled his fingers in what Caldan understood was meant to be an uneducated person’s idea of a sorcerous gesture.

Was he a master? He was testing him, probably the beginning of a few challenging questions. He wanted to find out how much knowledge Caldan had.

“Sorcery on the spur of the moment is virtually unachievable. There has to be some preparation.”

“Go on.”

“Defensive wards are possible, but destructive sorcery is impossible.”

“Why didn’t you ward yourself against the attack?”

Caldan spread his hands, palms up. “Wards are generally tricky and take time to activate, so I have heard. If I had known I was going to be attacked, and if I had the materials, and if prior to the attack I had a few moments to access my well and empower a crafting, then yes, I could have warded myself.” He hesitated. “But I have not yet been shown how to do this,” he added.

“Could you smith-craft a shield that you can activate in the time it takes to blink?”

Caldan paused. “Well,” he said slowly, giving himself time to think. “The crafting would have to be made of metal, probably an alloy. It would have to absorb the forces directed at it so… no, it couldn’t do that. Wait… maybe it could be completed with a secondary locking shaping… I’m not sure, sorry.”

The sorcerer waved a hand in dismissal of his apology. “Don’t worry. It took greater minds than yours a long time to discover how to solve that puzzle. But once solved, like all breakthroughs, it all seems relatively easy in hindsight.”

Caldan nodded. The sorcerer shifted his weight in his chair.

“Young man, how old are you?”

“I come of age in a few months, sir.”

“That’s old to be seeking an apprenticeship. You know that, don’t you?”

“Sir, I grew up in Eremite and have studied at the Monastery of the Seven Paths for a few years.” The man raised his eyebrows, though Caldan couldn’t tell whether he was impressed or skeptical of his claim. “I have many skills, but the monks do not go into great depth with anyone except their most talented initiates.”

“I’m aware of the monastery, and the arrangement they have to educate the sons and daughters of some noble houses. You haven’t run away, have you?”

“No. I’m an orphan. The monks took me in when I was young.”

“That explains your shaved head. Why should we accept someone a few years past the age we usually accept apprentices?”

“Truthfully, sir, as I said, crafting isn’t my only skill. It may be I can work in some capacity other than as an apprentice, an assistant perhaps? All I ask is for you to consider favorably what I can do and see if I can fit in somewhere. Please.”

The sorcerer’s expression remained unchanged. Again, he shifted in his armchair. “One moment.” He closed his eyes and sat still, unmoving except for his chest rising and falling with each breath. He gave a few twitches then opened his eyes.

“You have a strong well, straight and not as rough as most.”

“So the monks told me, since I can’t sense my own.”

“You can sense others?”

“Yes. I know not many can, but I have that talent.

“That’s rare. Show me what you can do, crafting-wise.”

“Excuse me?”

“Show me a crafting you’ve completed, or craft something for me here and now.”

Caldan hesitated then placed his leather satchel on the desk and removed a square sheet of parchment, his ink and quill. The sorcerer’s eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward to watch Caldan’s work. His interest was obvious.

Bending over the table, Caldan drew with swift smooth strokes, the quill scratching on the parchment. Soon he had covered the parchment in thumbnail-sized glyphs, evenly spaced. He had an idea, a variation of the ward he had placed on his room door at the Otter. Finished with this part of his crafting, he began to fold the paper, firmly creasing some while others lightly, working as fast as he dared.

“You can work with paper,” said the sorcerer. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes. This shouldn’t take long.”

“I hope not.”

A few final folds, and Caldan held up a box with a lid in his palm. Without asking permission, he scooped up the round metal object the man had been examining when he entered the room, placed it into the box and closed the lid. Accessing his well, he linked to his crafting and felt a vibration from the box.

“There.”

“Well? What is it? Paper isn’t the best medium, you know. It won’t last long.”

“I know, but it’s quick and easy to carry around.”

The sorcerer harrumphed and held out his hand. Caldan gave him the box, which he shook. A faint rattle came from inside. Slipping a nail under the lid, he tried to pry it open, but to his surprise it didn’t move. He pressed the box between both palms and grunted with exertion, but the box stayed uncrushed. He gave Caldan an amused look.

“Interesting. Open it, please.”

“Sure…” Caldan stopped. “Um… I forgot… in my rush…” He felt heat rush to his face. A stupid mistake, which could cost him dearly.

“You didn’t include a way to unbind your crafting? That’s a novice error.”

“Yes, I agree. I’m sorry, I forgot.”

“What will I tell the master that lent me his crafting, the metal ball? He wants it back tomorrow.”

Caldan wilted inside. “I don’t know. Maybe you need more time to study it?” he said dubiously. “The paper should degrade quickly as there is a strong force flowing through it.”

The sorcerer sighed and placed Caldan’s improvised warded box on his desk. “Well, at least you have some talent. I would guess the box won’t last the night.” He scratched his cheek. “How far along were your metallurgy and smith-crafting studies?”

“I don’t have a guide to go on,” said Caldan with an apologetic shrug. “The monks taught what they taught, and they weren’t ones for letting their students look too far ahead. But I can run through some of what I know.”

“Start with what you think the difference between smith-crafting and blacksmithing is.”

Caldan took a deep breath, smiling inwardly, careful not to let it show. The monks had been thorough in teaching the difference between the two, their first lesson in the subjects, which they repeated frequently as students progressed.

“Blacksmithing, or simple smith-craft, as Lucidous refers to it in his text The Complete Forged Metalwork,” — Caldan glanced at the sorcerer, hoping his reference to the famous text would elicit a response, but the man merely grunted — “is essentially forging and shaping iron using a hammer and anvil. It’s more complex than that but not much. Working with heavy hammers, an anvil, tongs, vices and the like to create utensils for day to day use, such as horseshoes, plows, axes. Simple work.” He saw the master nod in agreement. “Smith-crafting uses metallurgy, which relates to the study of extracting metals from different ores, purifying and alloying metals whose properties are different to iron. It uses those metals to create crafted objects, generally using much finer tools, kilns and molds.”

The sorcerer gave him a thoughtful look. “What would you class as a useful object? Isn’t a horseshoe useful?”

Caught off guard, Caldan hesitated before replying. “Yes, of course,” he said slowly, giving himself time to organize his thoughts. “Um… what I meant was that people could be apprenticed as a blacksmith and learn their trade, as working with iron does not require a great deal of innate skill, while metallurgy requires a much deeper knowledge of many different metals and alloys, and their properties. Smith-crafting is more delicate, using molds, wire, inlays. Metallurgy combined with smith-crafting, and further combined with crafting, can create some of the most beautiful and useful objects known.” His voice had gained confidence throughout, and he finished firmly.

The sorcerer frowned. “I expect most apprentices to know as much. It’s good you do.” He cleared his throat. “What percentage of carbon is combined with iron to make steel?” he asked.

“About two percent,” Caldan rattled off. An easy one.

“And how does the carbon make the iron stronger?”

Caldan gave him a puzzled look. “Er… I don’t know. I don’t think anyone knows.”

The master nodded. “Thought I might ask anyway, in case you had any theories. What gives the reddish tint to rose gold?” he added quickly.

“Copper,” replied Caldan without thinking.

“In what ores would you find platinum?”

“Copper, maybe nickel.”

The sorcerer paused for a moment. “If you were to make a crafting out of gold, how would you strengthen the metal so it wasn’t soft?”

“You could add some rare metals to make it harder, but they would be expensive. More than the gold itself.” He wracked his brain. “I don’t know any other way. Shaping glyphs on the object wouldn’t work, but…”

“It wouldn’t? Why not? Isn’t that how trinkets are crafted?”

“That’s the prevailing theory, but I don’t think it’s correct.”

“Really, and why not? What insights do you have that wiser scholars and sorcerers have not been able to work out themselves?”

Caldan fidgeted uncomfortably in his chair.

“Well, you can’t craft a loop into the object to reinforce its hardness to withstand those same forces coursing through it. The crafting would make the object harder, then harder again, then harder — an infinite loop. It would crack or crumble, maybe melt?”

“Indeed, or worse. So how are trinkets made?”

The question took Caldan aback. No one knew how to craft trinkets. The knowledge had been lost long ago. He resisted the urge to reach up and touch the weight of his own trinket, the ring resting heavily against his chest. “I haven’t the foggiest,” he said.

That gained a smile and a nod of agreement from the sorcerer, who remained quiet for a moment, then spoke. “Well, let me know if you have any insights into the subject.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Give me a moment to think.”

Caldan bobbed his head. “Thank you, sir.” He sat patiently while the man took some time to decide his fate.

After what felt like a few minutes, but was probably only one, the sorcerer spoke. “It is plain you know theory well and can improvise on the spot, albeit there was a problem with your paper crafting.”

Caldan opened his mouth to protest but stopped as the man held up a hand. “I know, having the test sprung upon you, the stress… I have heard plenty of excuses before, and they don’t hide the fact it is inherently flawed. I can’t even open it.” He slammed a hand onto the paper box with a thump, and it retained its shape. “Ow!” he exclaimed, shaking his hand.

“That was the point, sir.”

“Well, I have made my decision. I think we can use someone like you, not as an apprentice, though. All the masters have enough apprentices after the last intake, but people with talent pop up occasionally. If you prove you can work hard, there could be an opportunity for you to be taken on. No promises, though.”

Relief swept through Caldan. “Thank you, that’s wonderful!”

“Wages are two coppers a seven day for the first four weeks. If we are satisfied after that and you decide to stay, it’s four coppers a week. Agreed?”

“Yes, agreed… sir.”

The sorcerer eyed him thoughtfully then held a hand out. “My name is Master Garren. Welcome to the Sorcerers’ Guild.”

 

 


  



Chapter Sixteen
 

Vasile tugged at the tight, starched white collar he was forced to wear while adjudicating and looked out from his desk over the multitude of heads waiting patiently, and impatiently, for a magistrate to review their complaints. The magistrates’ chambers were large enough to hold several hundred petitioners; however, their high ceilings and hard stone walls meant any noise was amplified, and after a day of constant clamor he never failed to develop a headache. Mostly unwashed bodies baking in the hot room left the atmosphere fuggy and rank.

Long benches had been set up in rows for people to sit on, but they were overcrowded, and some of the less fussy petitioners had chosen to sit on the floor with their backs resting against the wall.

Pinching the bridge of his nose, he closed his eyes for a few moments then beckoned one of the servants over. A bead of sweat trailed from his forehead to the tip of his nose. He wiped it off.

“Could I have some more water, please?”

The young girl nodded and hurried off to the kitchens. He would have preferred a cold glass of wine, but drinking on the job wasn’t allowed, unfortunately. He clasped his hands tightly on his lap under his desk to stop them shaking. Yes… a nice cool refreshing wine, with beads of condensation on the outside of the glass. Perfect. He licked his lips.

The servant returned with a mug of water, which he took before dismissing her with a wave of his hand. A few gulps later he felt marginally better, although the constant din had not abated, and his head still ached.

Vasile steeled himself and picked up his assignment sheet for the day. He had seen six cases already and it was only midmorning. He knew any of the other magistrates would have been hard-pressed to see more than three or four.

Nodding to an attendant, he indicated he was ready for the next petitioner. The man, with a thin guard in tow, consulted his list and wandered off into the crowd.

A thin guard? Weren’t they supposed to be burly or big? He frowned and let the thought trail off.

The attendant returned moments later with two rough-looking men. Farmer types, by the look of their dusty and patched homespun clothes. Both were large men, formed from hard work. The shorter one clutched a worn cloth hat, wringing it like the neck of a chicken he wanted for his supper. They both shuffled closer. The tall farmer looked angry, while the one with the hat fidgeted nervously.

Vasile groaned. Perhaps this dispute was over a missing chicken. What other fascinating cases would come before him today?

“State your case,” the attendant intoned.

The shorter farmer’s eyes darted from Vasile, who he had been staring at, to the attendant and back again. He gave his hat an extra hard twist.

“To you?” he asked the attendant.

“No, to me,” Vasile said in an exasperated tone.

“Oh, sorry, Sir Magistrate. Um…” He trailed off. “Well, one of my cows gone missin’.”

Cows, not chickens. Close, though. Maybe he could have roast chicken for supper tonight. With a start, he dragged his attention back to the case.

“And?”

“Well, like, it gone missin’, and I couldn’t find it nowhere.”

Vasile blinked.

“I looked and looked, but she ain’t nowhere to be found. Then, a few days later, I heard about Shale here, how he’s bragging in town to all about how he’s slaughtered one of his cows since he has too many and been eating like a king, and will be for weeks, and salting meat ready for winter. So I said to myself, that’s funny, funny odd, you know, since I don’t reckon no one in their right mind would do that so early afore the season changed and…”

“Yes, yes,” interrupted Vasile. “You are accusing Shale here of stealing your cow and slaughtering it for meat.”

The shorter farmer shifted his weight from foot to foot, all the while staring at the floor. “I reckon I am.”

“That ain’t true!” exclaimed Shale, the alleged cow thief. “It was one of mine, old and sick. She wasn’t gonna last so I made use of her, like any of us would’ve done. How you gonna show the good magistrate here it was yours and not mine?”

The other farmer’s hat looked like it was going to break apart in his hands, but he straightened and didn’t back down. “We all of us know what you’re like, Shale. Don’t think we don’t know!”

Vasile held up a hand and the guard stepped forward. The two farmers hushed and glared at each other, red faced.

“Shale,” Vasile asked steadily, “did you steal the cow, and did you slaughter it?”

“No, sir, I didn’t.”

Vasile took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Shale, look at me.” He waited until the tall farmer looked him in the eye. “This is a place where the truth is paramount.”

“Para – what?” said Shale.

“Of utmost importance.”

“Oh…”

“I am going to ask you again, did you steal the cow?”

“No, sir. Like I said afore, I didn’t.”

Vasile sat back in his padded chair and shifted his aching legs. “Well, good Shale, let me tell you something. I don’t believe you.” Shale’s jaw dropped, and the shorter farmer’s eyes widened. “In fact, I believe this other man here is right.”

“No, sir, it ain’t so.”

“It is so.” He turned to the other farmer. “How much was the cow worth?”

For a few moments the farmer couldn’t speak, then managed, “Thank you, good Magistrate, thank you.”

Vasile waved his thanks away. “How much?”

“Could maybe’ve gotten two gold ducats for her, if I’d’ve wanted to sell her.”

“Fine. I hereby convict Shale of stealing property and the destruction of said property. Shale, you are to pay compensation to… whatever your name is, of two gold ducats, and a further two as a fine payable to the attendant.”

“Here now!” shouted Shale. “That ain’t fair. I ain’t done nothin’.” His eyes shifted to everyone around him, Vasile, the guard, the attendant. “It’s true!” His hand clenched into fists.

“You, Shale, are a liar,” Vasile stated firmly. He nodded to the guard and attendant, who escorted him to a side room. Shale struggled initially but less and less as they moved away, as he came to terms with being caught. The shorter farmer still stood there, looking at a loss as to what to do now. Probably stunned his case was over so quickly and that he would be compensated.

“You can follow them. They will make sure you get your ducats.”

The man nodded his thanks and turned to leave, then stopped and turned back to face Vasile.

“Please, sir, if I may?”

“Yes?”

“What… I mean, how did you know?”

Vasile reached for his mug and took another gulp of water. “We deal in truth here. In this place, truth becomes evident. Let your family, your village know.”
That will do for him, thought Vasile.

The farmer nodded. “I will. Thank you, sir.” He turned his back and followed the others to collect his gold.

 

And so the day passed for Vasile, case after case, petition after petition, each one more or less as stupid or sordid as the rest. After weeks and weeks of the same stories day in and day out, Vasile found himself worn-out by the monotony of it all, numb to the people who came looking for justice at the magistrate’s hand. He couldn’t remember the faces of the last few petitioners. Even the face of the grateful farmer with the missing cow had faded to a fuzzy blur in his memory. It was no wonder most magistrates only worked a few days a week, citing other responsibilities.

It was the sentencing that grated on Vasile the most. His discretion was extremely limited in most cases as there was a standard list of punishments for crimes and misdemeanors, according to the emperor’s laws. Sometimes he wished the penalties were not so harsh. Giving a man with a family dependent on him a year’s hard labor in a work gang for stealing a loaf of bread was, in his opinion, far too unforgiving. But the empire’s laws were inflexible, and the emperor himself decreed the punishments as just, may he live forever. Who was Vasile to disagree? Work gangs were required all over the empire to build the emperor’s projects, from roads to dams and fortifications, and the emperor’s palaces.

He drew himself up from a slouch. His buttocks had gone numb and his legs ached. Twisting his hips from side to side, he tried to work some feeling into them with little success.

The light in the vaulted room had dimmed substantially during the last case he had seen, and he was looking forward to heading to his favorite tavern for a drink or two, or more if he felt like it, which he usually did.

His attendant broke his thoughts. “Last up for the day,” the man droned with a voice already weary. “William Voltain and his case against the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern, represented by Luphildern Quiss, one of their head traders.”

Vasile groaned inwardly. Any case involving nobles and one of the major trading houses was likely to be complex, tedious and fraught with intricate issues. The ache in his head throbbed harder, and he debated postponing the case until morning. No, best to at least hear the initial complaint and get some of the preliminaries out of the way.

Once again, two men approached his desk flanked by the attendant and the thin guard. Both were dressed in fine quality clothes, tailored to fit their frames. He guessed the one with extra lace at the sleeves and throat to be the noble William, and the gold buttons on his purple vest confirmed his guess. The other one must be the representative of the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern: nondescript brown hair, fair skinned, a trifle thin but unremarkable.

William fidgeted, straightening his clothes and brushing specks of dust from his sleeves, while the trader stood relaxed and calm.

“State your case,” the attendant said in a bored tone.

“Ahem.” The noble cleared his throat nervously. “My name is William Voltain of the House of Voltain.” He paused as if expecting a response from Vasile. When none was forthcoming, he gave a slight frown then continued. “I am presenting myself before you as a representative of the House Voltain in a matter of utmost importance.” Again a pause.

“Pray continue,” said Vasile.

“It concerns a warehouse property of substantial size on the dock front, by its very dimensions and location on Cuttlefish Street facing the docks, quite valuable to whoever is in possession of the title. My grievance with the company is based on certain inalienable facts about the events leading up to their purchase of said warehouse, on the eve of when my own deal to secure purchase of the property was to be concluded.” William became noticeably distressed as his speech went on and stopped to raise a handkerchief to his mouth, as if to cover his distaste.

“Furthermore, it has come to my attention that the use to which the warehouse has been put, while not illegal, certainly raises doubts as to the decency and integrity of the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern.”

As William uttered these words, the company’s representative looked sharply at him and stared intensely for a few heartbeats before resuming his previous casual attitude.

“What use has the warehouse been put to?” asked Vasile.

“Um… I am not sure, but rumors have reached my ears of furtive comings and goings at all hours of the night, and I myself have seen a covered wagon entering the property in the small hours of the morning.”

Vasile clicked his tongue in annoyance. “What you are saying is that you have no idea. You have seen a wagon entering the warehouse? Are not warehouses for storing goods?”

William looked perplexed. “But surely you can see such activity is suspicious?”

“Actually, no, sir. I deal in truths and evidence. Do you have proof anything untoward is occurring there?”

“Not proof exactly… Suspicions.”

“I cannot entertain suspicions without credible proof, so obtain some or dispense with allegations of impropriety for the duration of this case. Am I clear?”

William’s lips pressed into a thin line, and he nodded once, not pleased at all. He swallowed a few times.

“Well – ahem – then I will without delay outline the grievance I am bringing to you today.”

“Please do.”

“A number of weeks ago it came to my attention that the property on Cuttlefish Street would be coming up for sale.” He stopped to wipe his brow with his handkerchief. “Through my agents, I was able to verbally secure possession of the warehouse from the owner, and the exchange of title for a sum of ducats was only a formality to be carried out in due course, once all details had been agreed to by both parties.”

Vasile found his head tilting forward in boredom at William’s words. Another squabble over a property title, and no doubt a lot of hearsay and ‘He said, they said’ was on the horizon. He rubbed tired eyes.

“However,” William continued, “the day we were to exchange title and ducats, we found a different situation. To my amazement, this man’s company,” he glared at Quiss, “had somehow taken possession of the property and title, and the previous owner had packed up and left for parts unknown. As you can see, there was no alternative for me other than to bring this case to the magistrates, who I am sure will deliberate the matter and come to the obvious and satisfactory conclusion.”

Vasile looked up. “Indeed, we will come to a conclusion.” He saw William smile, assuming the matter was all but settled. As with all the nobles, he thinks they’ve a right to trample over the less fortunate. But in this case, maybe he has something.…

“Does the representative of the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern have anything to say?” asked Vasile.

The tall man took a step forward. “My name is Luphildern Quiss, and I am by position and aptitude a head trader for the company.” His voice was incongruously firm and melodic.

“An odd name. I don’t recognize the provenance.”

“Indeed, many of the company’s senior shareholders originate from a small city quite a way inland. You would not have heard of it.” He spread his hands self-depreciatingly. “The property in question also came to our attention, much as it did to House Voltain, and for reasons he has stated we were also interested in purchasing the title. Alas for William, our offer was accepted over his by the owner, due to it being substantially higher.”

“That’s outrageous,” interjected William. “The owner was adamant he would not accept another offer, and our verbal agreement was binding.”

Interesting, thought Vasile. Both were telling the truth, but as he knew all too well, you could speak what you thought was the truth and not be correct.

“Sir William, you believe the owner agreed to sell you the property no matter what other offers were made.”

“Yes,” came the reply. Truth.

“And Sir Quiss, you state the owner did in fact sell to your company for a price substantially above Sir Voltain.”

“That is correct.” Truth again.

“So the owner must have changed his mind and accepted the higher offer.”

“I simply cannot believe this happened,” exclaimed William. “The man had a longstanding relationship with my family, and we had both mutually benefited from many business deals. He would not have changed his mind without some coercion.” Truth again.

“Ah,” exclaimed Vasile. “You are accusing the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern of bringing pressure to bear on the owner in some manner that he felt he had no choice but to accept their offer or suffer dire consequences?”

William nodded. “That is my belief, yes.” Truth again.

“And where is your proof?”

“Beg pardon?”

“I believe that you believe you are correct. But I am yet to be convinced what you believe is actually the truth and that you have proof of said facts, do you follow me?”

“I do, yes… ahem…” William coughed into his handkerchief. “Unfortunately, all I have to go on is the actions of the owner before and after the event, and my own feelings as to the situation.”

“I see,” said Vasile. He turned to the trader. “And you, Sir Quiss, do you deny any such underhanded maneuvering on the part of your company?”

“I most certainly do, and I object in the strongest possible terms that Sir William would suggest such a thing without being able to prove his claims.”

Vasile paused. Sir Quiss was lying.

On the surface, there wasn’t anything Vasile could do. The deal was sealed and the previous owner uncontactable. All William Voltain and his house lost was a business opportunity, which he was sure they had plenty of. Why would Quiss be lying about the method of obtaining the property? And why would his company need to resort to such measures? He decided to probe a little more.

“The warehouse itself, Sir Voltain, you said it is on Cuttlefish Street, correct?”

“Yes, across from the docks, a prime position.”

“But there is nothing else remarkable about it, apart from the location?”

“Not that I can think of.”

“And, Sir Quiss, there is nothing else that would have made the property essential to your company acquiring it?”

“No.”

Interesting, a lie.

“Gentlemen,” interrupted the attendant, “I am afraid we are out of time for today.” He gestured to the dimness of the room, which had visibly increased since the case had started, and the other petitioners, who had been waiting all day, reluctantly filing out the door.

Vasile shifted his weight in his chair again. “Tomorrow morning I expect both of you here, as soon as the building opens for the day.”

Sir Voltain nodded curtly and took a step away from Sir Quiss before giving him a disapproving look and turning on his heel. He hurried across the emptying room.

Sir Quiss had a smile on his face. “Good day,” he said to Vasile before he too turned and, with an unhurried walk, exited the building.

 

It was late evening. Vasile sat at a table alone, elbows resting on the surface, careful to avoid the spilled puddle of wine in front of him. Although he had downed a drink or two more than was advisable, the puddle hadn’t been made by him, but by a drunk patron who decided he needed to talk to Vasile. After Vasile pointedly ignored him, the man had left and, the inn being the place it was, the puddle remained.

Smoke filled the air, irritating his eyes, which were red-rimmed and watery. The smell of sour beer, wine and puke mingled to create an unpleasant aroma. A few oil lamps around the walls did little to brighten the room. The main source of heat came from a stone fireplace burning peat. Although it was late, there were two men deep in conversation at a table, while at another three men had been playing cards for some time.

Vasile gazed into his cup, which had a few mouthfuls of cheap wine left. He fished out his brass timepiece, a gift from his wife, careful not to look at the inscription inside when he opened it. Sixth hour of the night. Dawn was five or so hours away. He knew he should have left a while ago but couldn’t bring himself to go home to an empty room. Clicking back the cover, he slipped the watch into his pocket and swirled the dregs of wine in the cup. He should leave the wine and go home. Really he should. But knowing and doing were two different things.

A blurred shadow appeared on the table, flickering in the dim light. Vasile looked up to register a thin middle-aged man in gray wool clothing, a serious look on his ruddy, bearded face. Despite the quality clothes, he had a rough look about him, a hardness.

“Vasile Lauris,” the man said. It wasn’t a question.

“Good evening. I am afraid you have the better of me, sir…?”

Without asking for permission, the man pulled over a stool and sat opposite Vasile. He dropped four copper ducats on the table. A moment later a serving girl arrived bearing two cups of wine, which she unceremoniously dumped in front of him and scooped up the coins.

“Let me buy you a drink,” the stranger said, pushing one of the cups towards Vasile. “The house red. We believe it is your drink of choice these days.”

Vasile hesitated. He made it a point never to drink so much he couldn’t function the next day, and one more wine would put him close to the edge. But a free drink was a free drink.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

The man shook his head. “Names can be dangerous to know, and I prefer to remain anonymous.”

Vasile scratched his head, shrugged, and picked up the cup. “To your health,” he said and took a sip. “So, who is the ‘we’ you mentioned?”

“They said you were sharp, though I have to admit, in your current state, I thought you wouldn’t be thinking too clearly.”

“What’s wrong with my current state,” protested Vasile.

“Why nothing, nothing at all.” The man looked around the room, as if searching for something.

Vasile started to feel edgy. This man is acting decidedly odd.

“Let me get straight to business,” the man continued. “I am a representative of the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern. We believe there is a case you are currently undertaking in your responsibilities as a magistrate, whereby the good name of our company is being besmirched by the petty and unwarranted grievances of William Voltain.” He stopped, as if uttering such a long speech was foreign to him. His cup of wine was in one hand, but he hadn’t sipped from it, even to wet his lips.

“And if I am? I’m unable to discuss any….particulars of petitions… with strangers… especially when they claim to represent one of the parties… without offering any substan – substantiation of such a claim.”

Vasile slurred a couple of words but thought on the whole he had done well. Couldn’t these people leave him alone? There would be plenty of time to talk to him tomorrow when he wouldn’t be in his cups and was thinking a little straighter.

The man’s expression remained impassive. “I will be forthright with you. My company is concerned about the damage this case has done, and may continue to do, to our reputation. We believe that a quick resolution in our favor is the best outcome, and in return for such we are prepared to offer substantial compensation. You see,” he leaned in closer to emphasize his point, “this case doesn’t benefit anyone, even William Voltain, although he would disagree. We want to see as little damage done to us and to good William as possible. What is the harm in that?”

He drew a bulging purse out and placed it on the table. Coins jingled.

Vasile eyed it. “A bribe, is it?”

After the lies today in the magistrates’ building, and the half lies this man was spouting, he wasn’t sure he wanted to be mixed up in this case.

“No. Compensation for services rendered. We all want the same thing. Justice for the wronged, swiftly and firmly delivered. Trifling cases such as this one shouldn’t be taking up your time, especially when it is evident William Voltain is upset he was bested in a business deal.”

Vasile knew this wasn’t right and he should say something, but his mind was fuddled with drink.

“Compensation?” he managed. “To dismiss the case?”

“To have the correct judgment swiftly delivered tomorrow morning, so you can move on to weightier matters. Like cows and such.” The stranger smiled.

Vasile’s blood rose and his cheeks felt hot. He stood up abruptly, knocking his stool over behind him.

“I will not take your ducats,” he said through clenched teeth. “Keep your coins and get out. I do not take kindly to being called corrupt.”

The man remained still, looking up at him. “My pardon, Vasile, it was our understanding that you were in a position to take such a generous offer. Indeed, it is our understanding you might be in need of some ducats, what with your fall from grace and your house in such disrepair.”

Vasile went redder and felt his blood boiling in his ears. He shoved the purse back at the man.

“Leave now. You know nothing about me. How can you know me? My home and my position are no concern of yours.”

“I think you should reconsider.”

“No. Get out.”

The man grimaced, collected the purse and stood. “So be it. We are not left with any choice.” He nodded to Vasile. “Good evening, then.” He turned and walked out of the inn, leaving Vasile fuming and wound as tight as his watch.

He rubbed his face with both hands. By the emperor, he seethed. What’s going on?

 

It began as every day at the magistrates’ building Vasile could remember. An aching head from the night before. Too bright light streamed in from the windows. His attendant poured a mug of water, which Vasile gulped as if he had spent a day in the desert. Petitioners filed in after their wait outside, and the low murmur of their chatter started to build.

Vasile coughed into his fist repeatedly and wished he hadn’t accepted the free cup of wine last night. Wished the whole sordid episode hadn’t happened. He closed his eyes to rest them for a moment and found he wanted to keep them shut. A few moments more, he thought and listened to people moving around the room, clothes rustling and boots scraping the rough-cut stone floor.

“First order of business today,” the attendant intoned too loudly for Vasile’s liking. “Continuation of the petition of William Voltain against the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern.”

Vasile opened his eyes to find the innocuous Luphildern Quiss standing tall in front of him next to the attendant. Of William Voltain there was no sign.

“Ahem… Magistrate Lauris,” said the attendant. “Sir Voltain is not here…er…”

“Yes, I can see that,” snapped Vasile. He winced at the pain in his head and took a deep breath. “We’ll wait for him to arrive. No doubt he has been delayed in the morning crowd.”

The attendant nodded, as did Quiss. Such a calm, inoffensive man, thought Vasile. He had to be party to the deeds of last night, surely. Or maybe he wasn’t. Perhaps his superiors acted without informing him. All these complications made his head hurt worse.

They waited for a few minutes. Vasile checked his pocket watch. They waited a few more. The attendant shifted his weight and looked at Vasile, as did Quiss. Vasile pointedly ignored them. More time passed.

The flat voice of Quiss broke into Vasile’s thoughts. “Magistrate Lauris, we have been waiting quite some time. I believe this demonstrates the lack of importance Sir Voltain places on this matter. He has no proof of any misdeeds on our part, and his lack of appearance today shows he knows his petition will not be decided in his favor.”

“Really?” responded Vasile. “I actually have a few more questions for both of you.”

A fleeting look of surprise crossed Quiss’s face, to be quickly replaced by curiosity. Quiss gave a short bow. “I will be happy to answer any questions you have once Sir Voltain arrives.”

During this exchange, a messenger hurried up to the attendant, who conversed with him in hushed tones. The attendant’s mouth opened, and his eyes widened.

“Magistrate Lauris, the messenger has delivered news of import to the case.”

Vasile waved a hand. “Go on.”

“This morning, Sir Voltain did not emerge from his rooms for breakfast,” the attendant said, voice grave. “The household staff, becoming concerned, entered his rooms where they found Sir Voltain dead. He hanged himself from a crossbeam sometime in the night.”

Vasile dropped his head and put a hand to his forehead. He groaned as the pain in his head doubled in intensity. He could feel the eyes of the attendant and Quiss on him, waiting for a response. Raising his head, he looked towards Quiss, whose face was composed, bland even. But Vasile saw the corners of his mouth turn up slightly in the suggestion of a smile. The words of the stranger last night echoed in his thoughts. So be it. We are not left with any choice.

Complications like this he could do without. He would need to proceed with caution.

Gripping the arms of his chair hard, he spoke. “Due to these unfortunate circumstances, the petition brought by Sir Voltain has no sponsor. As such, it is my duty to inform you the petition has been suspended. If another sponsor appears to take up the petition, then the case will recommence.” He stopped, considered what to say next.

“Luphildern Quiss, you have heard my pronouncement and are free to leave.”

The representative of the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern looked straight at Vasile and raised his eyebrows. “Such unfortunate news,” he said. “Who would have thought Sir Voltain would be overcome by the misfortunes of his… fortune? Still, I am pleased with the outcome for my company, however the verdict was reached.”

“The petition is not dismissed, merely suspended. Another sponsor from House Voltain may desire to continue with it sometime in the future.”

Quiss shrugged. “I’m confident they will see where their best interests lie in the matter. This whole episode has inconvenienced all of us, some more than others.”

Vasile knew he was telling the truth, and his heart beat faster. “Inconvenienced is a mild word for a death.”

“I can offer no more to someone who was a stranger to me. Misfortune or death can come upon someone so quickly these days, choices one makes which may seem reasonable and appropriate at the time can lead to unforeseen consequences.” He gave a quick smile. “But I am sure we won’t be seeing each other again, Magistrate Lauris. Good day.” He turned on his heel and walked away through the crowd.

Vasile took a few deep breaths, heart racing.

The attendant stared at the back of the departing trader, then shook himself and addressed Vasile. “That was cold of him. He could have at least feigned some sorrow or sympathy for Sir Voltain.”

“Yes…well… these merchant types only care if it involves ducats.” Vasile swallowed. “Gold is worth more to them than the life of another person.”

From all the lies told yesterday, Vasile was sure the face of the petition presented to him was not the whole story. What secret was so important they would attempt to bribe him, and when that failed, kill someone to stop the case in its tracks? The problem was, Vasile wasn’t the type to let something like this rest. He valued the truth more than any man he knew. His talent for telling lies and truth apart made sure of this. And what these people had done to an innocent man to cover their… Vasile paused. They had not committed a crime, as it pertained to the petition brought to him. In fact, in all probability he would have had to rule in their favor. They hadn’t wanted to risk it, or maybe hadn’t wanted closer scrutiny of their dealings and the warehouse. Strong enough to warrant an attempted bribe, and from the looks of things, now a murder.

Vasile gathered himself and told the attendant to bring the petitioner for the next case. Perhaps if he threw himself into his work he would forget Luphildern Quiss and the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern. But he knew he would remember, and knew he couldn’t let it rest.


  



Chapter Seventeen
 

Caldan clasped Master Garren’s hand warmly. Great relief flowed through him, and for a while he couldn’t speak.

Master Garren grinned at him. “You might not thank me in a few months. The work for new arrivals, apprentices or not, is hard.”

“That’s no problem. I want to learn more.”

“Ah, well you won’t be learning much for a while. Helping out the masters and the staff with the upkeep of the building will be your lot for some time. Depending on the other masters, and how much time they can spare, will determine your progress in other areas. Unless you show an aptitude far in excess of what I have seen today.”

Caldan’s shoulders drooped, but inside he felt positive about the opportunity he now had to be involved with the sorcerers and learn as much as he could. And have a roof over his head and food. He would never have thought such simple things would elicit so much emotion from him.

“I will write you a letter to be presented back here in five days.”

“Excuse me?” Caldan asked in shock. “Five days?”

“Yes, I have to organize a few things. It’s not as simple as clicking your fingers.” He punctuated his words by clicking the fingers of his right hand.

“I see.” Caldan hesitated. He needed somewhere to stay and food to eat, or he might turn up in five days worse for wear than he was now. “Ah… there is a slight problem.”

Master Garren snorted. “Come on, out with it.”

“I was robbed in the attack this morning,” Caldan said with a sheepish grin. “All my ducats were taken, and my room at the inn was only paid until today… “

“So you have no coins, no place to stay, and no way to eat?”

“Yes. It’s embarrassing, but I could use some help. Not coins. I can work to repay you. Whatever odd jobs or such, I am willing to take on.”

“Hmmm… I have to say, you don’t look like any of the usual apprentices we take on here. They tend to be bookish types, pale and scrawny or overweight, not as robust and athletic as yourself.”

“The monks teach that physical discipline is connected to mental discipline. Exercise and physical activity are encouraged.”

“Be that as it may, as I said earlier, we can’t take you on as an apprentice. But I have an idea. You can work for food and board until we can conduct some proper testing of your talent and abilities, then we’ll decide what training you require and how you can best be utilized.” He gave Caldan a hard look. “Nothing is for free in this world. You will be worked hard, perhaps harder than you have ever worked. And all we do is for the good of the guild. Your wants and needs come secondary to that. Do I make myself clear?”

Caldan swallowed. “Yes, sir. I understand.”

He didn’t know what he was getting into, but he needed some direction and stability for the time being. He realized he hadn’t known what he wanted since his expulsion from the monastery and subsequent troubles. He had been focused on finding something, any work to survive after his coins ran out. He hadn’t stopped to think what he wanted to do. Now it appeared his choice had been made for him out of necessity.

The master drew out a mechanical watch from a pocket and read the time.

“It’s late now. You’ll have to follow me. I’ll leave you with someone who can put you to use, and find you a meal and a place to sleep tonight.”

Relief flooded through Caldan for the second time. “Thank you. I appreciate this.”

“Better to find a use for someone with talent than to have you disappear onto the streets again. It happens all the time, you know. People go missing. Those with no ducats to their name have a hard life.”

“It isn’t what I expected of the empire, but I can believe it. It isn’t an experience I want to repeat, and it’s only been a day for me.”

“Yes, well… I am afraid you won’t be seeing any silver ducats for some time. Apprentices are occasionally rewarded for hard work and at certain milestones in their training. You are going to have to find another way to fill your purse.”

“Believe me, three meals a day and somewhere to sleep is my only thought at the moment.”

“Fair enough. Follow me. I’ll have to see who is available to take charge of you… The Protectors have space, so we’ll go and see Master Simmon. Oh, before I forget.” He scribbled briefly on a sheet of his own parchment from the desk then blew gently on it to dry the ink. Folding it in half, he handed the note to Caldan. “Proof for you to show anyone that asks,” he explained.

Garren led him out of the room and further down the corridor, then across an open courtyard. Dusk had fallen, and two glimmering stars peeked from the night above.

Down another corridor, they exited through thick double doors into a huge open space. A cobbled path arrowed out in front of them, splitting an immaculate lawn dotted with shrubs and trees. The path split towards the end as it approached another set of double doors. Master Garren hurried down the right path, through a section bordered by gray stone cubes every few yards, each big enough to sit on comfortably.

They continued through a gap in the building surrounding the garden and strode through the brief darkness. On the other side lay a torchlit courtyard, this one paved with flat sand-colored stone slabs. The guild was obviously much larger and more extensive than the public facade showing onto the square revealed.

Garren led him across the yard. Three circles were marked off with white chalk, the largest fifteen yards wide, much like the dueling circle used at the monastery for sword training. He realized that was exactly what they were.

They entered a dormitory. Narrow beds poked into the room from both side walls, each with a trunk at the foot. The room looked clean, and the beds were made up with linen sheets and gray woolen blankets. A muscular man with a trim black beard stood at the far end conversing with a boy sweeping the floor.

“Ah! Master Simmon.” Master Garren said. “A delivery for you.” He sounded amused.

The bearded man broke off his conversation and appraised them both. Gray eyes roved over them, lingering on Caldan but not stopping on his bruised and scarred face. He took a few steps in their direction, fluid, like water running downhill.

“Master Garren, I would have thought you would be at supper by now.” His voice was surprisingly smooth for someone so intimidating. He has a swordsman’s bearing, thought Caldan. Calm but tight, as if ready for anything.

Caldan opened his senses and reached out to evaluate Simmon’s well. It felt constricted and narrow, not at all what he would have expected from a Master Sorcerer. Perhaps the Protectors valued other skills over crafting.

A subtle vibration tugged at the edges of his awareness. Simmon wore a thin silver ring and bracelet on his right hand. Caldan’s heart raced. They were trinkets.

Garren laughed. “Not yet. I have one last task to finish. This is Caldan, a new recruit.”

Simmon stared at Caldan then looked back at Garren, expressionless. “What is he doing here?”

Caldan tried to fade into the background.

“That’s what I’m getting to. I haven’t placed him yet, and he needs somewhere to stay for a few days, until I get him sorted out. I thought he could stay here with the apprentices, for the time being.”

“Really?” drawled Simmon. “Not with the journeymen sorcerers? Or with the staff?”

“I thought there would be less chance for him to get into trouble here. It’s more… organized.”

Simmon gave a wry smile. “That it is,” he agreed. “Leave him with me. When do you need him back?”

“I’ll try for the day after tomorrow, if not, then definitely the day after. I’ll send a boy to pick him up.”

“Fair enough. I’ll find something to keep him occupied.”

“Excellent!” Master Garren beamed. He turned to Caldan. “Well, that’s you settled in.”

Hardly, thought Caldan. But he wasn’t about to argue so smiled instead. “Thank you again, Master Garren. I’m extremely grateful to you.”

Garren waved a hand in dismissal. “No thanks needed. Work hard, and do your best. Listen to Simmon here, and I’ll see you in a few days.”

“Yes, sir. I will.”

With a short nod to the other master, Garren turned and walked out of the dormitory.

Simmon gestured Caldan over to a bed with no linen on it. “Take this one. It’s not the best bed, being close to the door with the extra traffic that brings, but it’ll do you for a few days. Sheets are in the trunk, and you can lock your possessions in it. Key is in the lock.”

Caldan slipped his satchel from his shoulder onto the bed. “Thank you.”

“What happened to your face? A fight?”

“Yes, sir, with some thieves in Dockside. I was hit with a plank.”

Simmon shook his head in disgust. “Bloody harbor watch should be keeping the area safer for everyone.”

“They did save me.” Caldan felt he had to interject on their behalf; he wouldn’t like to do their job himself. “If they hadn’t come along I think I wouldn’t be here now. I’d probably be floating in the harbor instead.”

Simmon didn’t look convinced. “What’s your story?” He glanced at the boy, who had stopped sweeping the floor and stood staring at them. Seeing the master’s look, he quickly returned to sweeping, head down.

“Nothing special. I grew up on Eremite and felt I needed to see more of the world.”

Caldan knew telling the truth might generate more questions. Best to keep a low profile until he knew more about the place, sorcerers and the Protectors as well. He didn’t think telling them he had been exiled for almost killing someone would be a good start.

“Careful, I see. That’s good, but sooner or later we will know everything there is about you. If there is anything bad, you should tell us first, before we find out on our own.”

“Good advice. Thank you, sir. Um… I was raised by the monks at the monastery there after my parents… well, they died.”

Simmon nodded sympathetically. “They took you in?”

“Yes. I think they hoped I would eventually become one of them, teaching there or doing some other work to help the monastery. But it didn’t work out.”

“You studied there, though? Like the nobles’ sons and daughters, who go there for tutelage?”

“Among other things, yes. I joined in classes when I could. I learnt about a range of subjects and disciplines. But as I found out when I arrived, a good overall education and set of skills didn’t exactly set me up to be able to make a living here.”

“Ah, too old to become an apprentice and not enough proficiency in any single skill?”

Caldan shrugged. “I’m sure Master Garren will find something for me. He made me give him a demonstration of my crafting skill, and it must have impressed him enough.”

“Crafting as well? What else did you study?”

“Alchemy, metallurgy, Dominion, the Way of the Sword, some medicine, history…” He trailed off.

“I see, and nothing in enough depth that would allow you to step off the boat and take up a profession to earn a living.”

Caldan shifted uncomfortably on his feet and kept quiet.

“What are your strengths?” asked Simmon.

“Dominion and crafting,” answered Caldan without hesitation. “Then probably metallurgy and the Way of the Sword.”

“An interesting mix. The Way of the Sword — I haven’t heard it called that for a long time. Not since…” He broke off and shook his head. “Have you heard of Kelhak? He came from the monastery as well, won the Dominion tournament at the Autumn Festival a long time ago.”

“I have. He had a different reputation at the monastery, though. Exiled for something…” Caldan realized he had been exiled too, and his indiscretion wasn’t sinister or immoral. Maybe in a few years rumors about him would be circulating among the students at the monastery. He gave a wry laugh.

“Hmm. Do you know what Master Garren has in mind for you?”

“Probably helping out the masters. He mentioned I might get a chance to join some classes after a while.”

“Maybe, if you show an aptitude for a particular skill. It sounds like yours is a special case, a good grounding in a variety of different areas, but you haven’t focused on one in particular.”

“I guess not. It wasn’t as though I thought I needed to. Maybe I need to focus on one thing.”

“Depends. Some people have a talent for something, and if they are lucky, they find out what it is early. Others, well, they never find out.”

“I guess so.”

“Yours is crafting, though. You can access your well every time you try?”

“Yes, though there wasn’t much of a focus on it at the monastery. Most students didn’t have the talent or had it weakly, so they taught more theory than practice.”

“Usually anyone with significant talent is found early by the journeyman sorcerers. It’s unlikely someone slipped through, especially a noble’s offspring.”

Simmon paused as three young apprentices entered the dormitory. They saw the master there and hurriedly removed some books from their chests and left as quickly as possible.

“May I ask something, Master Simmon?”

“Go ahead.”

“Is there a library or archives? I mean, I’m sure there is, but would I be able to have access to it?”

“I don’t see why not, and yes, there is a library for apprentices. Any of them can show you where it is. Why?”

Caldan wasn’t going to tell him about his trinket and his desire to track down his family history. “I want to study as much as I can, in whatever spare time I have. Maybe if I can learn more I can be of more use to Master Garren.”

“You only have a couple of days before he returns for you, and you look like you need some rest.” Simmon gestured at Caldan’s bruised face. “Take it easy for a while, recover.”

“I’ll try to take your advice, Master Simmon. In truth, I feel like I could use a break. My few days here have been draining.”

“I can see. Well, we’d better get some food into you. Leave your stuff here, and lock it up.”

Caldan complied and waited for the master to continue.

“Follow me. I’ll take you to the meal hall, where supper is being served. You’ll take all your meals there.”

The meal hall was located close to the dormitory and was mostly empty. There were large tables dotted with a few clusters of young boys and girls, apprentices he guessed, with a few older men and women. Two men dressed in dark robes conversed in hushed tones at the end of the hall.

Supper consisted of a bowl of boiled greens, a few slices of peppery lamb, a chunk of coarse-grained bread, and a mug of weak brown ale.

Caldan was left on his own to finish his meal, with instructions to return to the dormitory and have a good night’s sleep. He ate slowly, though he was famished, savoring each mouthful. He had never been a day without food, not even overnight. He felt the meal significant and reflected on how the day could have finished if he hadn’t been accepted. As he swallowed each mouthful and sipped his ale, he thought on the homeless men at the docks, vowing he would never end up like them.


  



Chapter Eighteen
 

Elpidia plumped the pillow with both hands to no avail. She had tossed and turned for hours until the faint dawn light peeked through her bedroom window. Exhausted, she lay back, but a few moments later she gave up. It was no use.

She scratched the rash spreading down her neck. It had itched terribly the last few days, and all the unguents and oils she had to sooth such problems, that had served her customers well, hadn’t eased her discomfort.

A tear welled in her eye. She wiped it away with a trembling hand then lurched out of bed. A squat, square jar stood on her dresser, waiting for her to apply her morning treatment. With two fingers, she rubbed the pungent homemade ointment onto her rash.

She replaced the stopper and for a few long moments stared at the jar, her own handwriting scrawled across the label: ‘Trial number 27, for use on skin only’.

In a swift convulsive movement she dashed the jar against the wall, where it smashed into tiny pieces. Ointment dripped down onto the floor.

She dropped her head into her hands and wept.

Later, when she had recovered enough self-control to stop crying, she swept up the glass shards and wiped away the ointment. It had left a stain on the wall, but what was one more stain compared to dying from the Great Pox?

The symptoms had started a year ago, a few weeks after her husband, a soldier with the empire’s territorial army, returned to his station along the southern border. Due to his rank, he was permitted a brief leave every year, and had to her great surprise and delight returned to Anasoma to spend time with her. Though he had seemed distant, she told herself it was the stress of being away from her and his family for long periods, coupled with the thought of returning soon.

Travel time had constrained his visit to a seven day before he rushed back to his post on one of the empire’s provisioning ships sailing down the coast.

The note she had returned home to find was brief. I am sorry, I have found someone else. I hope you can forgive me. A single gold ducat rested on the note. After nine years together, it was a crushing blow. Elpidia spent a few days locked away alone, seeing no one. Soon after, she found out he had taken all their savings, though he couldn’t sell the house they lived in, where she conducted her business, without her knowledge. She assumed that’s why she still had somewhere to live.

The symptoms started out innocuously enough. A chancre on her chin, under her lip, firm to the touch and not sore at all. It disappeared within week after she applied an ointment and she thought nothing of it. Weeks later, she woke one morning to see a few red spots on her neck. The beginning of a mild irritation, or a few bug bites? No matter, she knew they would disappear once she applied one of her treatments. One had to retain the appearance of health in her business; it doesn’t ease customers’ minds if the person they come to for cures is sick themselves.

Elpidia became worried when the spots didn’t disappear. They multiplied. She tried different ointments and oils, to no avail. When a few of the spots leaked a clear yellow-tinged fluid, the connection to the chancre hit her like a blow. Surely it couldn’t be? That day she went to the library at the Guild of Physikers and spent hours finding as much information as she could. A simple test on a mouse confirmed her suspicion a few weeks later, to her horror and despair.

Her husband had left her with one final parting gift: the Great Pox. No cure was known, and sufferers ended their days in pain, sometimes months, sometimes years after the first symptoms showed.

The last nine years of marriage taken from her in a day, her life taken from her within years. It was cold comfort her husband would also be dead.

No known cure. But she was a skilled physiker and alchemist. There had to be a treatment for everything, or some way of inhibiting the disease. Despair turned to anger, and anger fuelled her determination.

Wiping the salty tears from her face she threw a few logs on the still warm coals from last night and placed a kettle above the smoldering fire. A hot breakfast and some tea and she could face the day. She had much work to do.

Each day it took her longer and longer to muster enough energy to resume her work. She blamed the disease, but in reality she knew it was also the creeping despair that clung to her. Outwardly, she had barely changed, apart from the rash, only friends noticed she was more withdrawn, less animated. Her business remained open; she needed ducats for materials to continue her research. A few false claims to the guild had provided her with valuable extra coins, but she couldn’t rely on too many more deceptions or she risked being caught.

Toast with jam and a few cups of tea later, she felt better prepared to face the day. She used a large iron key to unlock her workroom. Converted from their old bedroom, it was a mess of alchemical clutter, some bought, some pilfered from the Guild of Alchemists. Bottles of reagents, oils, herbs and powders took up one large table. Another was filled with glassware, vials, flasks, beakers, tubes and funnels. Under the window, which opened out to her backyard, she had placed the burner table, as she needed ventilation. Portable oil burners for heating she kept here, clamps, tongs and stands, retorts for distillations.

Along another wall, row upon row of cages housed her helpers: mice for testing compounds and theories. Half the cages were empty. She expected another delivery soon. Street urchins desperate for a copper ducat or two were eager to help.

She fingered a container holding gold shavings. The young man the other day had said the book Great Secrets of Alchemy argued King’s Water, potable gold, was a dead end for her research. Something she needed to investigate further. The library master should know where she could obtain a copy of that particular book.

She rolled up the sleeves of her dress and readied herself for the day’s work. A few mice were much worse for wear after her latest experiment, oozing sores, bald patches covered in red rashes. She stared at them for a moment then reached for a wooden hammer and a thick cloth sack. Work first, then she would seek this book out. After all, the sick mice didn’t bang themselves on the head.

 

“Boss?” came the boy’s squeaky voice. “Are you available to see one of the head traders?” A black-haired head peeked around the door, which the boy had opened a crack.

First Deliverer Gazija coughed, a hacking deep-throated sound. He spat the proceeds into a rag and folded it carefully. Blinking his moist red-rimmed eyes a few times, he then brought them to bear on the boy, waved him forward and adjusted the thick woolen blanket around his shoulders. As the boy approached, Gazija vented a weary sigh.

“How many times have I told you not to call me that?”

“What?”

“Boss.”

“Oh, um… sorry, First Deliverer.” The boy cast his eyes to the floor and shoved both hands in his pockets. Gazija rolled his eyes at the show of remorse. The youngster didn’t fool him.

“Now, before you tell me who is here to see me, would you bring me one of those vials over on the table, in the box there.”

“These ones?”

“Yes, just one, thank you.” Gazija shifted in his chair and winced at a particularly sharp pain among the usual aches, then bumped his elbow. The ostentatious chair was a gift from the other Deliverers, may they rot for not providing one with enough padding. He couldn’t very well reject their gift but had thought about using it for firewood on particularly cold winter’s nights.

His audience chamber, if you could call it that, stood at one end of a long hall. His uncomfortable throne-like chair, a stool to rest his feet on and a low table was the only furniture. A metal brazier filled with glowing coals stood close by, warming one side of his blanket, and a faint aroma of rosewood pervaded the air, from shavings someone had sprinkled in while he was asleep.

Faint murmurings, the rustling of paper and scratching of quills from the six staff at the other end of the hall provided a constant backdrop. A reminder of how far they had come, and still had to go.

A vial filled with a yellow liquid appeared in front of him, and he took it from the boy’s hand, cradling it in both of his. Thin-skinned fingers twisted the stopper out and he downed the contents in one go, grimacing at the overly sweet taste.

“What is it?” asked the boy.

“Medicine. For old people. Here,” he said, handing him the empty vial. “Put it back, then you can tell me what you are doing here.”

The boy half-ran to return the vial and back again to Gazija.

“Head Trader Savine Khedevis is here to see you. Can I show him in now?”

“Not yet, I have some questions for you first.”

The boy’s eyes widened.

“Nothing serious. I like to find out more about how everyone is progressing. How do you think you are doing?”

“Um…Fine, I guess.”

“Finding the transition hard?”

“No. I mean yes. Well, not hard exactly, just…” The boy broke off and shrugged.

“It’s no weakness to admit it’s difficult. It’s hard for all of us.”

The boy gave him a disbelieving look. “Surely not for you or the other Deliverers?”

“I assure you it is. We’re the same as you, just older. We’re set in our ways and struggled with the adjustment. You are younger and resilient, and it’s easier for you to adjust.” He patted the boy’s shoulder.

“It still feels strange, confined, after so long already.”

“I know. But we have no choice. We have to adjust.” First Deliverer Gazija’s thoughts swept back to the flight through the well, the chaos, the deaths. With an effort he wrenched his mind back to the present.

“Go, bring Savine to me.”

The boy ran off through the side door he had entered from, sandals slapping on the hard wood underfoot. Gazija lost himself in the glowing coals for a few moments before a movement caught his eye — Savine Khedevis on one knee in front of him, head bowed, palms on the floor.

Gazija examined the form Savine wore. Muscled, handsomer and more noticeable than he liked. Altogether different from a few months ago when he had left.

“I see you had an accident,” he said in a harsh voice.

Savine rose to stand before him, green eyes roaming over him, taking in his weeping eyes, blanket and brazier. “Indeed, First Deliverer, the roads are hazardous. There was an incident with some bandits, who were not inclined to leave witnesses alive, but I managed to make my way to a nearby farmhouse.”

“You must be careful. If someone finds out, we would be undone.”

“Would you rather I was lost?”

“No, of course not. But you know the risks. What if someone comes looking for a missing loved one?”

“People go missing all the time here. It’s a fact of their hard lives. Besides, the farmhouse was a long way from the nearest village, and there was only one person there.”

Gazija held up a hand to stop Savine talking. “Enough. We do what we have to, but you shouldn’t be so cold-hearted about it.”

Savine bowed his head and kept his eyes on his feet.

“We do what we have to, to survive,” Gazija continued. “Don’t ever forget what would happen if we were found out, what the consequences would be. We were lucky to survive one Shattering; we would most likely be the cause of another, and we would not see the end of it.”

Savine Khedevis remained bowed. “I understand, First Deliverer,” he said, voice tight with suppressed emotion.

Gazija sighed. Savine still couldn’t understand, which was why he would never become a Deliverer. “So,” he continued in a lighter tone. “What news do you have? Did you find the people who unmasked and killed Trader Aniki?”

“Unfortunately, no. I tracked them to a village where all traces disappeared. They stayed there one night and left in the morning.”

“And you couldn’t continue to track them?”

“No. They left no trace, same as the others.”

Gazija hissed in annoyance. “That’s eleven of our brethren killed or missing in the last few months. More than twenty in a year! It’s unacceptable. Someone must know about us, I’m certain of it. We need to find out what they know and make sure they are stopped. You know the situation here will deteriorate if they are left to spread their knowledge, and we cannot afford that. The world cannot.”

“I’ve notified all our offices of their description and told them to be on the lookout. There isn’t much else I could have done.”

“That isn’t good enough! We have worked far too hard and come such a long way for it all to be unraveled by accident.”

“Na jimpez go’Ine, na pei zvimta fa baklama ik’ui,” spat Savine. We should not hide, we deserve to be recognized.

“Stop!” shouted Gazija. Echoing down the hall, his voice caused the staff at the other end to pause and look up before hurrying back to work. “You know to speak Tyuri Masun is forbidden.”

“Bah! We are slowly losing ourselves, our culture. Why shouldn’t we be able to stay true to what we are?”

“Because our old life is lost. We made a choice, a hard one, and we must live with the consequences.”

“These people know nothing. We should leave them and find our own way, make our own life.” Savine glared at Gazija, who returned his gaze without flinching.

“The Deliverers decided, and so it shall be. Enough of this, I grow weary.” Gazija arranged his blanket around him and pointedly looked into the brazier, rather than at Savine. “Go, report to the other Deliverers and tell them what’s happened.” He closed his eyes and sat motionless.

Savine’s footsteps faded into the distance.

Peeking through an eye he had opened a slit, Gazija relaxed. Savine’s behavior was worrying. Perhaps he should have him watched.

The boy squeezed his way through the door. He approached and hesitated as he saw Gazija was apparently asleep, shifting his weight on his feet and twisting his head to view him at different angles to see if he was feigning or not.

Gazija relented. The boy probably had enough troubles to deal with. “What is it?” he asked.

“Oh, I thought you were asleep.”

“Unfortunately not.”

“Um, there’s a noble to see you. Something about the ambergris one of our ships picked up recently.”

“Ah yes, excellent. Send him in.” Gazija rubbed his bony hands together.

Shortly, the boy returned with a man dressed in a coffee-brown coat with large cuffs and mother-of-pearl buttons.

“Sir Jerome,” greeted Gazija. “A pleasure to see you. I understand you might be making an offer on the ambergris we were lucky enough to pick up?”

“Head Trader Gazija, a pleasure as always. Indeed, you guess correctly, again, as always.” He gave a wry smile. “Probably why the fortunes of your Five Oceans Mercantile Concern continue to rise.”


  



Chapter Nineteen
 

Puzzled stares and the occasional curious look from the apprentices greeted him as they were all woken with the dawn by a clanging bell. One of the older boys introduced himself and showed Caldan to the water pump and washing trough, where they all splashed their faces and rinsed their hands, the water refreshingly warm in the cool morning air. After a quick breakfast of bread, boiled eggs and hot tea, he was pointed in the direction of Master Simmon and found him poring over a thick ledger, penning a few words here and there on different pages.

Simmon passed him onto another person, this time a shy young girl in a worn apron. She took him to a storeroom and supplied him with a broom, dust pan and cleaning rag, and gave him directions to sweep and tidy the meal hall where the apprentices and he had eaten.

Aside from the sweeping and cleaning duties, Caldan reckoned his first few days at the Sorcerers’ Guild went smoothly. He was assigned plenty of odd jobs: tidying the classrooms; pumping and carrying buckets of water to the kitchens, dormitories and masters’ quarters; unloading wagons of grain and various foodstuffs; and beating the dust out of stored blankets to ready them for the winter.

At first, Caldan thought it odd he had been given mundane tasks to occupy his time but was quick to realize he was still not a part of their world yet. He wasn’t an apprentice so couldn’t join them and their classes, and he wouldn’t have fit in either, being a few years older than most of the apprentices. And he wasn’t one of the cleaning and maintenance staff. They treated him with guarded deference, not sure of his status.

Being taken on by the sorcerers had so far proven to be a disappointment. He was no stranger to hard work, but although the tasks they had him performing were tedious, they were not arduous, and he made sure he worked as hard as he could and completed each job quickly and thoroughly. Growing up at the monastery, he had to earn his keep, especially when he was old enough to start joining classes and workshops with the paying students. Hauling water, chopping firewood, cleaning plates and pots and pans had become second nature to him. It was easy to apply himself to the tasks he was set and lose himself in his thoughts until the job was done.

On a few occasions, he noticed Master Simmon watching him, checking up on him, no doubt. Caldan thought Simmon was probably put out Master Garren had dumped him there until Garren found a place for him.

Whatever healing herbs Elpidia had given to him had succeeded in helping his bruises to heal faster than he thought possible. Within a day they had faded to yellow, and on the second day had virtually disappeared. The soreness had vanished and his skin no longer felt tight from the stitches in his cheek. He would have to find out what herbs she had prescribed for him.

 

Every afternoon without fail, whether sunny or raining, the apprentices of all ages and levels gathered to exercise and train. Mornings were reserved for the less active training and classes, or so Caldan was told. He had no idea what they studied, or why. Afternoons always began with a long run through the internal gardens and corridors, followed by strengthening exercises then instruction on sword technique. Journeymen and masters drilled the young apprentices mercilessly, not holding back when they sparred with each other. Sweat and bruises ended each afternoon’s training session, with the odd trickle of blood from a blow pulled too late. He understood the sword training was akin to the monastery’s guiding principle of unifying body and mind, though some would think it passing strange for sorcerers.

On the afternoon of Caldan’s third day, he was directed to sweep the packed dirt area used by the apprentices as an exercise and sparring ground. There had been no sign of Master Garren yet, but Caldan welcomed the mind-numbing few days of boring work. Since his expulsion from the monastery, his mind had been restless, his thoughts skittered this way and that. He hardly knew what he was thinking from one moment to the next. He had been wrenched from a stable reality to an unstable situation in which he had no control. A few days where he could relax and not worry, not think about what was happening and what was going to happen, served to ground him and bring his whirling thoughts under control.

Caldan brushed the broom across the practice yard, gathering the stray leaves blown in from the surrounding gardens. For sword training, a good grip for the feet was necessary, and he was directed to sweep the dirt from the chalked-in white circle, making sure the white line was clear and the inside of the circle free from loose dirt. The two smaller circles received the same treatment. He had performed this task many times in the monastery before their training sessions in the Way of the Sword, and the simple task brought forth fond memories.

The apprentices filed in and separated into groups, stretching and limbering up. Journeymen selected pairs who sparred with each other, two pairs for the smaller circles and one for the large circle. Caldan understood the purpose of the smaller circles as opposed to the larger one: to keep the combatants close together, pushing at each other so the tension and confrontation was short and intense. Step outside the circle and you lost the fight. Only the larger one left enough room to disengage and back away, to gather for another phase. In the small circles the close pressure was relentless, and finesse was often the first casualty. Inside the large circle combatants could let loose the flowing forms of the sword, they were free to engage then disengage, to show their expertise. Swordplay here was graceful, stylish, polished. In the smaller circles it became brutal and vicious.

Caldan slipped to the side and leaned against a wall, staying to the shadows. He wouldn’t be missed for some time, and he wanted to watch the apprentices train. It felt like weeks since he had held a practice sword himself, though little more than a seven day had passed.

Despite the cool nights, the days were still warm, and Caldan was grateful for his spot out of the sun. He positioned himself next to a stack of empty barrels and took the opportunity to sit on one. Back leaning against the wall and legs dangling over the side, he watched the sport. A light steady breeze flowed through the courtyard and he could smell the dusty, earthy scent of the sunbaked earth coupled with the fresh sweat of the apprentices and a faint hint of grass and flowery perfume.

Caldan estimated there were close to a hundred young apprentices gathered in the courtyard, as well as a dozen older journeymen and three masters, with roughly a third girls. The disparity in the numbers of younger to older apprentices puzzled him. Did they fail and expel so many that in a few years only a fraction remained? Was what they were learning so difficult or arduous that such a winnowing was needed? Or were there apprentices somewhere else, sent for additional training as they got older?

The staccato clash of wooden practice swords brought Caldan back to the present. He could see the younger apprentices were of vastly differing skill levels. They tried to pair them up with a partner of similar ability, but sometimes the gap in skill was too great and the match ended in short order. Best of three touches, no blows to the head, hands or groin, as far as Caldan could tell.

One older apprentice, bigger than his fellows, took delight in pulling his blows too late to prevent most of the impact when they landed. From their pained expressions during and after the matches, it was clear his opponents were not happy to be facing him. A couple of the masters frowned at the apprentice whenever he landed a too hard blow and his opponents yelped in pain or swore under their breaths, but they didn’t stop the bouts.

He caught Caldan staring at him and sneered. Caldan shook his head and looked away. No point in antagonizing anyone; he would be gone from here as soon as Master Garren returned.

Disappointed expressions and pleased looks ended each practice match, the smaller circle sparring finishing much quicker than the large circle fights. The overall skill of the apprentices was not as high as he thought it would be. Some of the older apprentices approached the practice with a workmanlike attitude, as if practicing a skill they would rarely use, and were going through the motions.

“What do you think?” asked a voice right beside Caldan. He turned to find Master Simmon leaning against the wall next to him.

“You startled me. I didn’t see you there.”

Simmon shrugged. “You weren’t supposed to.” He crossed his arms and looked out at the apprentices. “You’re older than most of them and have studied sword fighting. What do you think of their skill?”

Caldan struggled to come up with something polite to say, shifting his weight on the barrel, finding a more comfortable position to gain time to think. “Er… they’re fine. What I mean is… there’s a broad range of skills out there. Some are better than others.” He didn’t know why the master was talking to him and hoped it wasn’t another test of some kind.

“Very diplomatic of you.” Simmon continued to gaze out at the apprentices, eyes shifting from one practice bout to another. “Give me an honest opinion.”

Caldan decided to tell the truth, after all Simmon had asked for it. “Most are barely adequate. I mean, they are still young, but I don’t see many that move fluidly, that look like they have a talent for the sword. See this one here.” He pointed to a boy with reddish hair. “He might have some talent. I’d have to watch him a bit more to see. The only others that are good are the older journeymen and the masters.”

Across the courtyard, the bigger apprentice landed a hard blow on a skinny boy who fell to the dirt, clutching both hands to his stomach. Caldan wrinkled his nose disapprovingly at the unnecessary force.

“No one fails their apprenticeship with the Sorcerers’ Guild based on their sword work, but we do have a high attrition rate. Apprentices with good sword skills are considered for the Protectors once they become journeymen.”

“What is it the Protectors do?” asked Caldan frankly.

“You said you studied history?”

“Yes, but there isn’t a lot of writing on the Protectors. All I know is that you’re the sorcerers’ martial arm, like guards.”

A snort of amusement from Simmon followed his statement. “Then you don’t know much about us and what we do. Guards…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “You’ll learn more later from the masters, if you get to work with them. There are many different roles in the Protectors, as there are within all professions, including the sorcerers. Sword skill is valuable for certain tasks, just as skill in crafting is for others.”

“You practice crafting as well?”

“Indeed. The Protectors know a lot about crafting, we’re sorcerers after all.” Simmon stopped abruptly, as if about to say more but thinking better of it. “The older apprentices whose talents lie in other areas obviously don’t need to come to all of these practice sessions.” He gestured with one hand to the ones that had, two of whom were struggling to land a blow on each other. “But they must at least be able to keep to an acceptable standard.”

“And that’s acceptable?”

Master Simmon again pierced him with a hard look. “Think you can do better?”

“Ah…well… yes. I think I can.”

“At least you say what you think. Come on, let’s see how you do.” He strode past a group of apprentices watching one of the matches.

By the ancestors, Caldan had to open his mouth and be honest. He levered himself off the barrel and followed closely in Simmon’s wake.

Simmon stopped at the edge of the larger circle, waiting for the match in progress to finish. A few apprentices eyed Caldan as he stood behind the master. Some whispered to each other and gestured in his direction.

A brief spatter of applause and a few cheers signaled the end of the match. Not as much as usual, though. All eyes had turned to Simmon and Caldan, wondering what was happening. Caldan felt himself propelled forward as Simmon turned and gripped his shoulder hard, then forced him into the clear space. Simmon took the two practice swords from the pair, who stood there still panting and sweating in the afternoon sun. He handed one to Caldan, who accepted it reluctantly.

“Who am I fighting?” he asked.

Simmon grinned at him and stepped back a few yards, sweeping his sword in front of him in a classic guard position.

“Me,” he replied, executing a lunge straight for Caldan’s chest.

A shift in Simmon’s posture had alerted Caldan to the attack, and his own sword whipped up in time to deflect the blade, though it came faster than any he had seen today. He leapt back. Simmon slashed at his neck. Caldan sidestepped and jerked his sword up in defense. Wood came together with a sharp crack. Their blades met again in a tentative probing.

Caldan started sweating, heart hammering and blood pumping hard. The grip of his sword felt slick in his sweaty palms. Cheers and shouts from the apprentices faded to a faint buzz, barely audible.

Simmon took three steps to his right in an arc, always keeping the same distance from Caldan, but the way he moved didn’t seem right.

Simmon’s muscles tensed, he grunted and leapt forward, both feet leaving the ground. His sword swooped down from behind him in a wide curve. To Caldan, he looked like he moved at three quarters speed.

Blades met again as Caldan parried Simmon’s attacks with an ease he hadn’t known possible. An opening came, but Caldan, puzzled with what was happening, halted his attack.

Was Simmon trying to trick him? Make him think he had a chance against a master of the Protectors? Or setting him up in front of the apprentices?

Caldan saw each of the attacks and feints in Simmon’s next combination as if he knew where the sword would be before it moved. Two thrusts he parried, two feints he ignored, and two cuts he moved to avoid. A frown appeared on Simmon’s face.

Caldan drove his sword towards Simmon’s neck then switched the direction at the last instant to sweep into his side. Simmon’s couldn’t adjust in time.

Caldan’s blade hit Simmon’s side above the hip. A touch.

They stopped and stared, both as surprised as each other.

“One to you.” Simmon’s voice rang clearly in the yard. The shouts of the apprentices hushed to silence. All their eyes were on Caldan and the master.

Caldan moved and reacted faster than ever before. He wasn’t better or more skilled. By the ancestors, what was happening?

Simmon’s sword darted in as he renewed his attacks. Caldan countered all with ease. He couldn’t believe it. Simmon’s technique was perfect, his attacks focused and faultless, his defense exceptional. But he couldn’t handle Caldan’s newfound speed and the swiftness of his reactions.

Caldan countered as fast as he could, a simple attacking three slash combination. Taught early on in sword training, the attack and defense against it were mastered early by all and included in the practice forms.

His third cut of the combination hit home on Simmon’s shoulder, Caldan struggling to pull the blow he thought would never land.

Both the master and Caldan stepped back, swords lowered.

“Two to you,” growled Simmon. A curious look had replaced his surprised expression. “We have a victor.”

Best of three touches, of course. The bout was over.

Simmon gave him a thoughtful look. He turned to address the crowd of apprentices.

“Let this be a lesson to you all,” he said, deep voice rising to drown the excited buzz. “Never underestimate an opponent, as there’s always someone stronger, faster and more skilled than yourself. Expect the unexpected, then you’ll never be surprised.” His gaze passed over them all as he turned in a circle.

“Enough for today. Everyone practice forms for an hour then study until the evening meal.” He strode to stand in front of Caldan. “Any reason you kept your skill a secret?” he asked quietly.

“I didn’t. I mean, sorcerers don’t need sword skill, right? It’s only for exercise and to have fun.”

“Fun,” Simmon repeated. He looked Caldan in the eye. “Most of the apprentices probably couldn’t follow the fight, it was so fast. I struggled from the beginning. I couldn’t believe I didn’t get a touch on you at the start.” He paused to think, brushing sweat off his nose and running a hand through his black hair.

“How long did Master Garren see you for, when you came here to ask about work?”

“Not that long. He asked some questions, and I gave him a crafting demonstration, which didn’t work out well.”

“How old were you when the monastery took you in?”

Caldan didn’t want to talk about that time, or how long it took the monks to get him to speak again. “Seven,” he said. “What’s this have to do with anything?”

Simmon held a hand up. “Easy. They took you in and you studied with them until now, or you worked for your keep?”

Caldan shook his head. He didn’t understand. Wooden swords whooshed through the air around them as the apprentices practiced forms. He could feel their curious gazes on him.

“A bit of both. They were kind to me, after…” his throat choked up. “After they took me in.”
After my parents were murdered, he thought.

Simmon nodded in understanding. “You were working and learning from them for the last ten years?”

Caldan nodded. “They didn’t mind what I studied. I joined in lessons with the students when I wanted, except I didn’t have to pass exams. Sometimes it was just me and one of the monks discussing theory or practicing.”

“The Way of the Sword, crafting, alchemy. And Dominion as well?”

“Yes.”

Simmon rubbed his beard. “You have spent ten years living and training at one of the institutions with a great reputation for teaching, so much so that nobles pay for their children to study under the monks. And Garren, I mean Master Garren, didn’t question you on this?”

“Um…no, Master. I… I hadn’t thought it was worth going into.”

Simmon sighed. “All right.” He looked around at the apprentices, frowning in thought. “I want to talk to you more about this later. I think Master Garren wasn’t thorough enough when he interviewed you. Anyway, you had better get back to what tasks you have this afternoon. This has taken up enough of your time, and mine.”

Still out of sorts from the practice match, Caldan nodded and slipped through the groups of apprentices, leaving his sword in a pile with the other spares.

Most apprentices he passed looked at him, some staring and some with furtive glances. Many whispered to their colleagues as he passed.

The apprentices didn’t know why he was there, and now he had defeated one of the masters in sword practice. He couldn’t guess what the rumors were about him now, especially with his bruises and scarred cheek. He needed some time to think, to get away from the crowded courtyard. He hurried through one of the corridors and into the large garden he had crossed with Garren when he first came here. Finding a shady spot under a leafy tree, he lay down.

Grass poked into his back and arms through his clothes, but the smell of the lawn and plants around him, and the relative silence away from the Protectors’ quarters, served to put him at ease. Slowly, he relaxed, eyes closed, breathing in the warm afternoon air.

 

“You’re a hard man to find!” A chirpy female voice woke him. He opened his eyes to see Miranda above him, looking down with a frown on her face. “Asleep during the day. Captain Charlotte would have you whipped!”

She brushed a strand of her long hair from her face. No longer dressed in her usual rough sailor’s clothes, she wore a long, dark red dress with a wide brown leather belt cinched around her narrow waist.

Caldan struggled to a sitting position. “Oh!” he exclaimed. “You.” He wasn’t awake yet, his thoughts muddled.

Miranda’s expression changed to a warm smile, slightly embarrassed. “If I wasn’t the forgiving type, I’d think you forgot my name.”

Caldan quailed inside. “Miranda. Sorry. I was… resting my eyes.” He managed to stand but wobbled, the grass uneven under his feet. “What are you… I thought the Loretta had left. I saw its berth empty.”

“Pleased to see you again, too. And may I say your appearance has improved,” she commented. Her hand came up to touch his injured cheek, and her tone softened. “What happened?”

Caldan’s face felt hot as he blushed. He turned away from her hand, skin tingling where she had touched him.

“I wandered where I shouldn’t have and was robbed. It’s not as bad as it looks.”

“It looks like it happened weeks ago, not recently.” Miranda looked puzzled. “Those stitches need to come out or the skin will grow over them.”

“The physiker said to come back in ten days. It’s hardly been three.”

“I’ve seen some wounds on the ship, and helped stitch up cuts after fights, and I think they need to come out. Come on, do you have some spare time? There are a few hours of daylight left. I can have the stitches out quicker than you can say… ouch.” She grinned.

“Ah, I’d rather the physiker took them out.”

Miranda gave an amused, lilting laugh. “A professional hand is needed, is it? I know when I’m not wanted.”

“No, it’s just that… It’s not that I don’t trust you.”

She looked different to Caldan. Out of her rough cotton pants and shirt, and clothed in what must be her good dress — he thought she was pretty before, but now she looked… striking. Caldan stood there for a moment. His heart hammered in his chest.

“It’s that you would rather a professional did it?”

“I’ll get some ointment from her as well, to help the scar heal.”

“Of course.”

“How did you find me? And who let you into the building?”

“Captain Charlotte told me she’d suggested the Otter to you, so I checked there, and the innkeeper told me the last he spoke to you the Sorcerers’ Guild was your destination. He sounded quite concerned that you hadn’t returned. Told me I should check down by the docks among the unskilled laborers.”

Caldan shook his head, face grim. “They’re a sorry lot. It must be hard for them here. So, I’m glad things turned out for the best for me. How did you get in here?”

Miranda laughed, cheeks dimpling. “By asking young boys eager to impress an older woman, and a ducat or two in the right palms.”

She seemed amused by her ability to wander into the Sorcerers’ Guild unescorted. Caldan gathered himself then held out his arm for her. “Shall we go?”

She nodded and took his arm, and they made their way off the grass and onto the paved path.

Miranda wrinkled her nose. “You smell. Been doing some exercise?”

Caldan became aware of his ruffled state. Wrinkled, sweaty clothes that hadn’t had a proper wash for some time.

“It’s been a strange day,” he said. Miranda raised her eyebrows. “You didn’t answer my question. What happened to the Loretta? Why didn’t you sail with her?”

Shadow overlaid the path as the sun had dipped below the top of the tall walls. They passed through patches of sunlight that shone through gaps between buildings.

Miranda took a while to reply. Caldan thought she discarded several answers before speaking.

“That life, at sea, it wasn’t for me. The Loretta was a fine place for a while. It let me get myself together. Captain Charlotte… I couldn’t have asked for a more understanding person.” She broke off and swallowed. “But I grew up in the city, and that’s where I’m more comfortable.” Miranda stopped and went quiet. Caldan let her be.

They strolled through an opening at the end of the garden and down a wide corridor. As they exited through a large doorway onto a crowded street, she continued.

“I have some ducats saved, and I want to settle down, maybe open my own business, if I can.” She let out a throaty laugh. “But you probably think that’s silly.”

“No, not at all.” He squeezed her arm briefly in reassurance, and she smiled. “What sort of business?”

“Trading. It’s what I know from my time on the Loretta. In truth, I may need to find a job and earn some more ducats before I have enough. Rent in Anasoma isn’t cheap.”

They wound their way down a main street, Caldan directing them to Dockside in the general direction of Elpidia’s house. As they passed through the Barrows District the houses and shops grew less salubrious. Food stalls stretched along one side street teeming and noisy with an early evening crowd.

Joining the Highroad, the walk to Dockside still took some time, though the wide street allowed ample room for pedestrians, carts and overburdened donkeys. The city was so big. Caldan still couldn’t believe the size of it.

The transition into Dockside was noticeable. Where the large buildings and warehouses lining the docks themselves were in relatively good condition, further back and down the side streets worn and putrefying houses were in abundance. Stretched multi-story wooden buildings leaned over alleys, and makeshift walkways connected their roofs.

“Inside isn’t usually as bad as the outside,” Miranda remarked. “People don’t care about appearances, especially when they are renting. It’s inside where they take care the most.”

“What about the bridges?” Caldan pointed to a walkway spanning an alley.

“Another Highroad, in a manner of speaking. Sometimes it’s easier to go over the buildings than come down to the streets.”

“A thieves’ road?”

“Sometimes. Not everyone here is dishonest or a thief.”

“I know, I just… The place is confusing for me. I’m not used to it.”

Miranda patted him on the arm. “Don’t worry. It’ll grow on you.”

A while later, after a few wrong turns, and after asking for directions from a passing matron with four children in tow, they stood before Elpidia’s red door. Following his polite knock, Elpidia ushered them inside, frowning at Miranda, and gestured for Caldan to sit with ill-concealed impatience.

“Why are you back so soon?” she asked as Caldan settled into the chair with a creak. Elpidia frowned at the chair. “Don’t break it,” she said, then turned the knob of an oil lamp and its flame brightened, pushing back some of the shadows. She moved to her fireplace and struck a small stick against the stone. Light flared and she used the flame to ignite a stack of kindling on which sat two logs. A faint phosphorous odor penetrated the room.

“Now,” she said. “What’s the problem? Did…” She broke off and peered at his cheek. “What happened? Where did your bruises go?” She leant over Caldan, one hand turning his cheek to the light from the lamp. She brushed a finger over his scar. “Hmmm,” she murmured thoughtfully and stepped back.

The bruises have gone already? Either Elpidia was a miracle worker or something strange was happening.
“I heal quickly,” he said. “And the herbs you gave me must have helped.”

“Those stitches need to come out. The cut has closed already. It’s much further along than usual for such a wound.”

“I told you,” Miranda chimed in.

“Wait here. I’ll need some instruments.” Elpidia disappeared behind the thick curtain into her back room.

Miranda leant against the side of the fireplace and held her hands out to the fire. “It’s been a while since I’ve been able to do this,” she said longingly. “Fire on a ship isn’t a good idea. I didn’t realize I missed it so much.”

“The monks didn’t allow themselves any heating in winter,” he said without emotion. “They thought some sacrifices hardened the body and the mind. Of course, the paying students were allowed fires whenever they wanted.”

Miranda gave him a curious look then returned her gaze to the flickering flames. “They have to survive, the same as everyone else. You can’t blame them for choosing to teach what they are good at rather than fade into poverty. It’s helped them survive, and from what you have said they haven’t lost their identity.”

“True. Sometimes I wish I was back there.” Miranda gave him a prickly look he couldn’t interpret.

Elpidia returned carrying a bottle of colorless liquid, a cloth, a sharp knife and some tweezers. She dragged a low stool close to Caldan.

“Hold still,” she said in a flat professional tone. She dampened a corner of the cloth with the colorless liquid and wiped both the knife and tweezers.

Caldan felt sharp pains in his cheek as she pulled the stitches out enough to slip the knife under to cut them. With sharp jerks pulled out the thread. As the last one came free, she used the damp cloth to wipe the cut.

“Ow!” Caldan exclaimed as the alcohol stung his cheek.

“Don’t be a baby,” both Miranda and Elpidia said at once. Miranda laughed, while Elpidia only gave a tight smile. Caldan scowled at both of them.

Elpidia examined the scar as she continued to wipe his cheek with the cloth. “The wound looks well on the way to healing. I don’t know if it’s because you are young or my herbs are better than I thought, but it looks like there won’t be much of a scar soon.” She pursed her lips thoughtfully then gave a slight shake of her head. “Anyway, I’ve got work to do. And I’m sure you both have something better to do than wait around here.”

Caldan stood and the chair let out another creak. “Thank you, Elpidia. For your help and time. I hope I won’t be back here soon.”

“I’m sure you mean that in a nice way,” Elpidia said.

“Um… yes. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. I meant…”

Elpidia cut him off with a wave of her hand. “I know what you meant.”

Miranda moved from her position by the fireplace and headed for the front door. “Come on, Caldan, we need to be going,” she said.

“Thanks again, Elpidia. Farewell.”

 

Elpidia watched as they left through the door into the narrow cobbled street. Outside, the sun had disappeared behind the buildings to the west at the highest point of the city, and the street was noticeably darker. She slid a bolt home and a clicked a lock into place. Tapping a finger on her chin, she moved to stand over by the fire, holding her hands to the flames.

She mumbled to herself, starting when she realized she’d lost track of time and didn’t know how long she’d stood there.

She picked up the cloth used to wipe Caldan’s cheek and held it up to the lamp. Streaks of scarlet stained it: Caldan’s blood.

Would this man’s blood hold a secret she could unlock? she wondered. Could this be another avenue of experimentation? It seemed impossible, but she’d read some disturbing truths from books she shouldn’t have access to.

Elpidia used her knife to cut the bloodstained section of cloth from the larger piece. Carrying it in her palm, she entered her back room. There she placed the scrap carefully into a clean glass vial, poured a clear liquid from another bottle to cover the cloth and screwed a stopper on to secure the sample. She peered at the cloth in the vial, using the light of a lamp to illuminate it from behind. Slender trails of red leached from the cloth into the liquid, which turned a pinkish hue.

 

Seating herself beside the fire, she sat back and placed both legs on the low stool, still clutching the vial in her hand.

 

“Well,” remarked Miranda with a depreciating look at the door. “She wasn’t too friendly. For someone who makes her living helping sick people, you’d think she would smile more or make small talk.”

“Ease up on her, Miranda. She did good work on the stitching.” Caldan nudged her with his shoulder to soften his words.

Miranda sniffed. “I suppose she has to deal with a lot of ill and wounded people. It would probably make me unfeeling as well. Why don’t we have something to eat? Daylight’s fading now, and I’m famished.”

Caldan nodded in agreement before he could stop himself. Empty pockets meant he couldn’t afford to pay for a meal for himself, let alone for two, and the two copper ducats he should receive after his first week wasn’t a fortune either. “Ah… I can’t. I… don’t know anywhere. I’ve been eating at the meal hall where I am now. And…well… I have to admit that all my coins were stolen a few days ago.” He hung his head in shame, not daring to look her in the eye.

“Everything?” asked Miranda in an incredulous tone. “Were you carrying it all with you? Didn’t you take what you needed and leave the rest safe in your room?”

“Yes, everything. I wasn’t thinking… It was stupid of me.” He found himself blushing again.

“All right, what about this idea? I’ll buy you dinner, but you have to promise to return the favor when you come into some coins. Deal?” She looked expectantly at Caldan, who thought for a moment.

“I guess so.” He didn’t like the idea of being in someone’s debt, but he liked Miranda, so the idea of another future dinner with her was enticing.

“Good.” She squeezed his arm again. “I know where to go, a place that’s clean and serves a good menu, if you like eel.”

“Eel?”

“Yes. You know, the wriggly kind.”

“Sounds… interesting.”

Miranda directed him down a side street using pressure on his arm to guide him. Earthenware products stretched the length of the road, spilling out doorways of shops still open, despite the late hour. A girl with ragged hair watched them pass from her position sitting atop a large urn, chewing what looked like shiny grasshoppers skewered on a stick.

Miranda sniggered at him and smacked her lips. “Roasted grasshoppers covered in honey. Crunchy and sweet.”

The girl looked to be enjoying them, but Caldan wasn’t convinced. “If you say so.”

“I do. Hang on.” Miranda stopped at a corner and peered down the cross street to the right. The pottery gave way to crowded food stalls, which lined the buildings on either side. Fragrant smoke drifted from low burning braziers cooking the various foods on offer.

“This is the place. Come on.” Miranda strode ahead down the middle of the street, shifting her hips to avoid the many people at the stalls. Caldan moved his eyes from Miranda to watch where he was going after he bumped into a thin man.

“My apologies, sir,” he mumbled. The man’s hand went to his purse, and finding it still secure gave a curt nod before moving on.

Caldan followed Miranda’s weaving outline but had difficulty negotiating the crowded street. She edged ahead, her slight figure allowing her to twist into spaces his bulk couldn’t. She glanced over her shoulder a few times to make sure he was following. He increased his pace, despite the crowd, and saw her stop in front of a building.

She smiled as he approached. “This is it,” she said, gesturing to an orange door. Above her, a sign declared the place as “Camild’s House of Eels” in bold black letters. “Best eels this side of the River Sop.” On it, two eels twined around each other above a frying pan.

They entered, and Miranda nodded to a serving boy, who smiled in recognition. She followed the boy through a doorway into a large low room filled with dark wooden booths, seats padded with cloth. A single lamp suspended over each table gave the place enough light to see by but still left it in semi-darkness.

As they sat in a booth, a waiter wearing a black apron appeared, greeted them briefly and left a chalkboard on the table covered in script.

“Ah, let’s see what the special is today,” Miranda said and grabbed the board. Her eyes roved down it, squinting in the dim light. She paused and frowned at Caldan.

“Maybe not,” she muttered and turned back to the board.

“What?”

“I don’t think you’d like that dish.”

“What is it?”

“Lamprey braised in ginger, vinegar and salt with a blood sauce.”

That’s disgusting, thought Caldan. “Blood sauce?” He thought a lamprey was a type of eel but wasn’t sure.

“They chop its head off, squeeze the fluid out and use it to make a sauce. With chopped onions, red wine, that sort of thing.”

“Sounds… disgusting.”

Miranda stopped reading and looked at him. “That’s why I decided you wouldn’t like it.”

“Can’t I choose my own dish?”

Miranda shook her head and winked. “No. I’m paying, so I’m choosing.”

Caldan fidgeted in his seat while Miranda deliberated. Muted conversations from other diners reached his ears, and another waiter passed close by their table carrying a tray of steaming plates. The aroma of freshly baked bread, garlic, wine and a spicy odor he didn’t recognize wafted past. He could hear Miranda humming to herself.

“Ah, Miranda?”

“Yes.” She didn’t look up.

“Are you sure you can afford this place? I mean, we can go somewhere less expensive, if you like.”

Miranda waved a hand and shook her head. “It’s all right, I know the cook. I come here a lot when I’m in port.” She paused. “When I used to be in port,” she corrected. “Now shh. I’m trying to decide.”

Caldan fingered the dark tabletop, tracing the grain. He looked around the room, but the high screens separating the tables didn’t allow him a view of the other patrons.

“Will you stop fidgeting!” exclaimed Miranda.

“Sorry, I was just… er… taking in the atmosphere,” said Caldan, ducking his head.

Miranda held the chalkboard in the air above her head for a few moments then placed it on the edge of the table. A waiter appeared and bowed slightly from the waist. He collected the board and waited silently.

“We’ll have the spicy eels with noodles and the baked eel with bay leaves. Could we also have two glasses of Camild’s red wine please.”

The waiter nodded and withdrew without saying a word.

“Don’t they talk?” asked Caldan.

“Actually, they do, just not usually to customers. Gives the place a reputation of privacy, somewhere you can be intimate and not be disturbed.”

Caldan grunted. “How come you haven’t cursed yet?”

“Pardon?”

“On the Loretta, you cursed like a… a sailor.” Caldan grinned at Miranda’s annoyed frown. “Don’t tell me you were faking it?”

“I might have been.”

“Then who is the real you, the sailor or the lady in front of me?”

“Both, of course.” Miranda’s throaty laugh filled their booth. “On the ship, well, they expect a certain type of behavior. And it wasn’t a stretch for me to act it up. They wouldn’t have respected someone who didn’t curse like one of them.”

Their waiter returned and deposited two pewter goblets on the table. The only sound he made was the rustle of his clothes. Miranda picked up her goblet, tilted it in Caldan’s direction then took a sip. She swallowed, eyes closed, and a smile spread across her face.

“Excellent,” she murmured. “Cheap but still good. Go ahead, try it.”

Caldan took a mouthful of the fruity wine. To him it didn’t taste too different from any other wine.

“And now?” Caldan prompted.

Miranda twisted her goblet by the stem. “Like I said, that life wasn’t for me, so I don’t have to act.”

“Everyone acts.”

“Everyone?”

“Yes, no one shows their true self to strangers. Even to friends.”

“I guess that’s true, if you think about it. It’s sad, though.” Miranda took another sip from her goblet.

“Sad? In what way?”

“That people don’t show who they really are to others, even friends and family. That’s sad. Can you ever know someone, then?” She shrugged.

“If you trust someone you wouldn’t act with them. Like married couples.”

Miranda scoffed. “Caldan, you have no idea. Sometimes married couples are the worst.”

“Why?’”

“Because they want to keep each other happy, or at least try and keep the relationship smooth. That means hiding more in some cases.”

“You’re too cynical.”

“Maybe. But I’ve seen a lot.”

Caldan nodded, acknowledging her admission, but he thought now wasn’t the time to press Miranda further on what was obviously a painful subject.

“What made you come looking for me? The last I knew, you were going to sail with the Loretta when she left, then you show up. How did you find me?”

Miranda wrinkled her brow and gave Caldan a long, searching look. “After I decided to leave the Loretta, I spoke with Captain Charlotte. I didn’t want to go back to the city where I grew up for…well, for a few reasons. She gave me some good advice, but in a way that made it harder for me as well. Too many options can confuse you sometimes.” She paused and brushed a lock of hair over an ear with her fingers. “But staying in Anasoma felt like the right decision. There’s plenty of work, if you aren’t fussy, and plenty of opportunity, if you have some ducats and a plan. It’s a huge city and a good place to try and make a living in. Then I thought about you and that we are in similar situations, and two heads are better than one. In most cases, that is. And a friendly face and someone to share expenses with could make starting out here a lot easier. I decided to see if you wanted some help. We could work together, and settling in would be easier for both of us.” She lowered her eyes to the table and cleared her throat.

Caldan considered what she said for some time. The silence stretched on as she expected him to say something, but he didn’t have much to offer for his side of such an arrangement.

“That’s kind of you. I mean, it’s a good idea, and normally I wouldn’t hesitate…but…”

“You don’t think we should help each other out?”

Caldan’s smile slipped a little and he toyed with his goblet. He wanted to accept Miranda’s offer but… his decision to trace the origins of his trinket and what he might unearth could be dangerous. As it had proved to his parents and sister. To bring Miranda into that without her knowledge would be unconscionable. Should he tell her… Was he ready to tell anyone yet? Perhaps it would deter her.

“Look,” he said. “Miranda, I don’t have anything much to contribute. I don’t have any ducats, I have no idea what I’m doing with the sorcerers, and I don’t even have a room to stay in at the moment. I’m sleeping in a dormitory with apprentices years younger than me. And on top of this I have other business I need to conduct. Information I need… no, have to find out.” His voice had dropped to a whisper, and Miranda leaned forward to catch his words.

“Caldan, what is it?” she asked, concerned.

“I never really knew my parents. That’s why I grew up in the monastery. They… died… when I was young.” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Recently, I found out they were murdered.”

With an anguished gasp the blood drained from Miranda’s face. She reached her hand across the table and took Caldan’s hand in hers. “I’m so sorry, truly. That’s awful.”

Caldan nodded slowly, eyes downcast. “All I have of theirs is a ring, which is… distinctive… and what the monks told me about their past, working for the empire. But it isn’t enough. I wish it was, but… I need to find out more about them. Who they were, where they came from. Perhaps it will lead me to understand what happened to them, or it could lead me into danger. I just don’t know.” He cleared his throat. “It could be dangerous, and I wouldn’t… couldn’t bring you into something that might lead to you being hurt or worse. Do you see?”

Miranda gave his hand a gentle squeeze and nodded. “I do. I’m glad you felt able to tell me.”

“It wouldn’t be fair on you otherwise, and I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“No, you wouldn’t, and that’s unusual. You’re an interesting man, Caldan.” She released his hand and leaned back, giving him an appraising stare. “I agree.”

“Excuse me?”

“I agree to help you, unless things get rough. Then we can decide whether to continue or to run.”

“Ah… thank you, but I don’t need help—”

“No thanks needed,” interrupted Miranda. “I’m sure I’ll be able to help you. I know a few people who know others. Information here can be remarkably easy to obtain if you know the right people, and have the ducats.”

Caldan scratched his head and frowned. This wasn’t going as planned. “Really, I don’t have much to go on…”

“All the more reason to work together.”

“I guess so.”

“I know so. I’m not saying I’ll follow you to hell and back, or vow revenge if you get yourself killed.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“But what I’m saying is that I can help. You follow whatever trails you have, and I can find out what I can, and introduce you to people whose business it is to know other people’s business.” She shrugged. “Simple, and hardly dangerous.”

With a half-smile, Caldan nodded. She made sense, and if he had any inkling the situation was deteriorating or was likely to, he would distance himself from her. After all, she would know what he found out only by introducing him to people that could help. “Then I agree as well,” he replied. “Though as to your business, I’m afraid all I can offer is a friendly face and someone to talk to.”

Miranda’s expression improved and she smiled. Caldan felt the room become brighter and warmer.

“Great! I’m still working out what I’m going to do. I’ve found a room for myself, and from working with the captain I have some contacts with the merchants and traders. There are lots of ducats to be made, if you don’t mind risks.”

She broke off as their waiter appeared. He placed two steaming bowls on the table and a basket covered with a thin cloth. The smell of freshly baked, hot bread came from the basket, and Caldan’s stomach rumbled. He glanced at Miranda and she rolled her eyes. The waiter left two empty plates for them as well as pewter forks and spoons.

Miranda rubbed her hands together. She slid one of the empty plates across the table to him and proceeded to dish out portions of both eel dishes. “Let’s eat. Pass me some bread, please.”

“Oh, sure,” Caldan replied. He removed the cloth and placed one of the thick slices on her plate.

“It’s best eaten when it’s hot, so don’t worry if you can’t hold a conversation for a while.”

For some time they enjoyed a companionable silence as they demolished both bowls of eel. To Caldan’s surprise, he found himself enjoying both dishes, including the noodles and bread. Miranda’s eyes sparkled with amusement as she watched him take pleasure in eating eel for the first time. Following her lead, he used bread crusts to scrape his plate and soak up the remaining sauce.

“Well,” Miranda said after she finished her last crust of bread. “That was good.”

Caldan nodded. “It was. I didn’t know what to expect, but it was enjoyable.”

“Now you have a task to complete for the next time we meet.”

“Excuse me?”

“To find as good a place to eat, of course!”

“Ah… It might take a while. I have to earn some ducats first before I can return the favor.”

Miranda leaned her elbows on the table, goblet held in both hands. She swirled her wine. “If it takes a while, you’d better make sure it serves good food. Too much anticipation could lead to high expectations.”

“You’ll have to wait, I’m afraid. I’ve just started at the Sorcerers’ Guild and still don’t know what I’ll be doing. And the wages aren’t great.”

“Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll do fine.”

“I hope so. I’ve had a rough time here since arriving. I can’t imagine what it would be like to be completely out of ducats. Like those men at the docks.”

“The ones looking for work?”

“Yes, they looked desperate.”

“They probably are, after all, the city isn’t forgiving. Everyone needs to survive, and most people are too busy looking after themselves to worry about anyone else.”

“I suppose. Still, I shudder to think how close I came to becoming like them. I was on my way to spending my nights on the streets if I hadn’t been accepted.”

“Stop dwelling on it. You didn’t have to, and you should count yourself lucky you didn’t.”

“You’re right.” Caldan raised his goblet. “To the future,” he toasted.

Miranda touched her goblet to his. “To the future.” She smiled at him. “It’s getting late. What time do you need to get back? I could show you some more of the city. It isn’t all bad, you know.”

Caldan grimaced. “I’m with the young apprentices at the moment, in their dormitory. They sleep earlier than I would like.”

“Oh ho! An early night, up with the dawn?”

“Yes. Any day now I should be out of there. One of the masters, Master Garren, is placing me somewhere, then I hope to have my own room.”

“Somewhere?”

Caldan opened his hands in a gesture of hopelessness. After his troubles finding any employment at all, he felt quite good about the sorcerers but could understand Miranda’s puzzlement that he didn’t have a firm idea what he would be doing. “He had to find a place for me. I’m too old to become an apprentice. I had to beg him to let me stay until he sorted something out.”

“He must think you’re good, or he wouldn’t have gone to so much trouble.”

“Maybe. He seemed impressed, except for the mistake I made.”

“What mistake?”

Caldan hesitated. “I crafted something because he asked it. But I forgot an essential part, so it didn’t work as planned.”

“What’s it like? Crafting, I mean. It’s sorcery, isn’t it?”

“Yes. It’s… hard to describe.” Caldan paused to scratch his itchy cheek. He stopped at Miranda’s frown. “I know, don’t scratch it or it won’t heal properly.”

“I was about to say that.”

“Anyway, it’s like making something with your hands. That’s why it’s called crafting or sometimes shaping.”

“But it’s sorcery?”

“It is, but it also takes some skill at woodworking or metalworking to be able to create an item that functions the way you want it to. The item itself is used to both shape and anchor the forces you want, and it has to be able to resist the wear of those same forces. The longer you need your crafting to last, the harder the materials have to be, and the more expensive.”

“You couldn’t set yourself up as a sorcerer and start your own business crafting items, unless you had a lot of ducats for the materials?”

“Yes, and the Sorcerers’ Guild wouldn’t allow it. Plus you wouldn’t be very good without access to the resources they have, the library, the knowledge from past experiments, the training and discipline they offer.”

“What about fighting with sorcery? Shooting fire from your fingers, that sort of thing?” She held her hands up and pointed all her fingers in his direction.

Caldan laughed and shook his head. “They’re all myths. No one can do destructive sorcery. People say it was possible before the Shattering, but I think the stories were made up. People always think sorcery can be used that way, but in reality it can’t. Tales from before the Shattering are just that, tales. Sorcery is only used to create useful lasting items and tools, like trinkets. Although they aren’t able to be made anymore, the knowledge has been lost.” His hand strayed to his neck, where his own trinket rested against his skin.

Miranda looked thoughtful. “It stands to reason, though, that if trinkets exist but the knowledge of creating them has been lost, then maybe that’s what happened with the destructive sorcery. It’s possible, but the knowledge has been lost?”

Caldan shook his head. “If sorcerers could use their ability that way, the knowledge wouldn’t be lost, it would be too valuable.”

“But the skill of how to make trinkets has been lost?”

“Well, yes, but… the chaos around the Shattering caused a great deal of knowledge to be lost. The Sorcerers’ Guild would know if sorcery could be used to harm people, and I’m sure they don’t know of any way it can. At the monastery they didn’t either.”

“Oh well, so no fairytale evil sorcerers?”

“I’m afraid not. We’re all good guys.” Caldan grinned at her and she laughed. “Oh, there’s one thing I’ve been meaning to ask you about the emperor’s soldiers. Someone called them Quivers, but from his tone I thought there was more to his meaning than the fact most of them carried quivers.”

“Ah, yes. The empire’s been at peace for a long time now, and almost all of the soldiers haven’t seen battle. Some people like to imply that’s what they’d do if it came to a real fight, ‘quiver’.”

“I see.”

“Well, do you have to be going soon or…?” Miranda left the question hanging.

“Oh. I should get back. I’m sure someone would have been looking for me to give me more work, and it’s probably past the apprentices’ curfew. I wouldn’t want anyone to think I’ve gone missing.”

“That’s all right, we can see some of the sights another time. Walking around doesn’t cost any coins, so we can do it whenever you have some time free.”

Miranda stood and led Caldan down an aisle between tables while fishing at her belt for coins. At the entrance, their waiter appeared and she passed him a handful of ducats. Caldan couldn’t see their color, but he was sure the place wasn’t cheap. Both the decor and food assured him of that.

Miranda beckoned him by tilting her head at the door and he followed her outside. Night had fallen, and a cool breeze gusted up the road chilling Caldan through his shirt. Lanterns at each food stall and the glowing coals from their braziers lit the street, giving the place a warm, welcoming feel, despite the wind.

Miranda folded her arms across her chest for warmth and blew out a breath.

Caldan looked both ways down the street, surprised people were still out. The crowd and noise was a marked change from inside Camild’s House of Eels. He offered Miranda his arm again.

“Can I walk you home?”

Miranda shook her head. “Don’t worry, I can make my own way from here.” She smiled at him to make sure he understood nothing was wrong. “I know where you are now, so I’ll come and see you again in a few days, after you are more properly settled in. And I should have a contact for you by then. I presume you are searching for someone who can assist in the Sorcerers’ Guild?” He nodded in agreement and she continued. “If you need to get word to me, come here to Camild’s and leave a message. They’ll make sure I get it.”

Caldan shuffled his feet and looked out at the street. “Well, good night.” He turned to Miranda and found her holding out her hand. He took it and she shook his with a surprisingly strong grip.

“Good night, Caldan. I had a really nice time.”

“Er… me too,” he replied lamely, wondering what she meant.

She used his hand to pull him closer, grunting with the effort.

“You’re a heavy bastard,” cursed Miranda. “Sorry, old habits and all that.” She patted him on the cheek, taking care to avoid his wound. “Don’t make me regret finding you. I’ll see you soon, in a few days.” She released her grip and stepped back.

“I won’t. I’ll repay you for the meal as soon as I can.”

“There’s no rush. I’m sure you’ll find your feet. Things are looking good for you. Just stick in there.” She ran a hand through her dark hair. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Thank you for dinner. And for the company,” added Caldan.

“You’re welcome. Goodbye. Oh, and one more thing. Don’t keep shaving your head. Let your hair grow. I think it’ll look good on you.”

With a final farewell, she turned on her heel and strode into the crowd, heading south towards the River Sop. Caldan stood and watched until he lost sight of her in the throng, then wove his own way through the crowd north towards the High Road. He had a long trek back to the dormitory, but it was a fine night for a walk to collect his thoughts.

 


  



Chapter Twenty
 

Amerdan shifted uncomfortably on his stool and squinted up at his rag doll perched on the corner shelf. His legs ached from sitting too long, and his plums felt numb, but he could hardly adjust anything when a customer might walk through the door at any moment. That would be a sight, to have one hand down your pants when someone walked in. He’d known a man on his way to Anasoma who didn’t mind an adjustment when riding. He’d joined a merchant train along with a few other travelers, led by an affable merchant with three guards and their wagon full of goods. They thought their journey would be an easy one. Amerdan knew that sometimes there was no safety in numbers. Two other travelers came along on that trip, a quiet serving girl, who was on her way back from visiting relatives, and a coarse barbarian sell-sword, who stank like he hadn’t bathed in months. The merchant’s hand had been shifting his plums constantly, with no thought that people might see, and in front of the girl, too. Bloody savage.

And a bloody journey that had been, the road not as safe as everyone had hoped.

He gave a quiet snort of amusement then stood up and stretched, reaching toward the ceiling before walking around the counter to the shop floor proper. He shifted the position of a few items, though still wasn’t satisfied afterwards.

Bells tingled and the curtain rattled, and pushing past the beads stepped a scrawny young man. Barely able to shave, Amerdan reckoned. Garbed in threadbare loose-fitting clothes, with the sallow complexion of someone who spent a great deal of time indoors. He reeked of dust, old books and stale sweat.

With barely a glance at Amerdan, he proceeded to wander the shop, touching things, poking around, sniffing at items he apparently found inferior.

Amerdan watched to note how many items would have to be repositioned. The young man’s display went on for a good few minutes, giving Amerdan some time to assess him and the likelihood of him spending some ducats. Still, looks were deceiving, as he knew.

Eventually, the young man drew himself up and made his way to the counter, a disappointed look on his face, which was framed by greasy lank hair.

“My good man,” he started, opening his negotiation. “I can see from your stock that you have not been able to keep up to date with the latest goods coming in from the capital. Still, there may be a few items I could use for my studies.”

He drew out a rumpled piece of paper from a pocket and scanned the page. “Hmm, yes, my list is long.” He made as if to hand the list over then pulled it back. “My apologies, I assumed you could read. I meant no offence.”

“None taken, good sir,” Amerdan replied with a broad smile. “Not many of the common people have that skill or have a use for such a thing. Counting is what I know, and enough about writing to make my mark is all I require.”

“Of course. It was silly of me to assume. Ahem… Your merchandise will do in a pinch. Firstly, I need two of the common ink bottles and twenty sheets of your cheapest parchment — for sketches and rough calculations and things of that nature.” He looked away, face reddening.

Straight off the farm, this one was, thought Amerdan. Unless he missed his guess. Recently apprenticed or indentured, and short of ducats.

“Certainly, good sir. I have a large selection of writing implements, if you would like to see for yourself. Also, you are in luck as I have a few samples of rare earths recently in from the southern mines.”

“Ah, no, that’s fine. I prefer to make my own writing tools. I find I can obtain much better results that way, for my work. As for the rare earths, perhaps another time.”

Amerdan nodded and smiled. Very short of ducats. “Well,” he said, bustling around the shop and picking up some bottles and parchment, “what’s next on that list of yours? What sort of paraphernalia are you using in your studies?”

“I doubt you stock many of the items I am after. I could use a lamp, though, and oil. My apprenticeship means I have to read a lot at night.”

“And what apprenticeship would that be, young sir? I can see an intelligent lad like you serving at say… one of the banks? Or maybe a merchant’s, even a company as fine as the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern?”

The young man sneered. “I should say not! Banking? Trading?” He drew himself up. “I have been taken in by the sorcerers! Someone of my talent doesn’t come along often. They said so themselves.”

“Really?” Amerdan bobbed his head and did his best to look impressed. “Talented, are you? You do have the look of someone who is destined for great things, mark my words!”

The young man’s chest puffed up and he suppressed a pleased smile. “It’s early days yet. There’s a long road ahead before I can be called a sorcerer, much less be deemed competent by the guild.”

“Still, to have met such a great sorcerer as yourself when he was young, that’s something to tell my children and grandchildren. A story for a cold winter’s night by a warm fire!”

Looking away, the young man cleared his throat as one hand smoothed creases on his tunic. “Be that as it may, I’m rather pressed for time at the moment. I would appreciate it if we could conclude our business with all due haste.”

“Certainly, good sir! My apologies to you for prattling on. We have some basic clay oil lamps here. Wick included with the purchase, of course. But for someone such as yourself, reading until all hours of the night, I have something special for you.”

He picked up a bronze lamp, complete with a clear glass cover and a shiny metal mirror on one side to reflect light. “See the fine workmanship? The mirror reflects the flame, concentrating the brightness to see by! I can imagine this would suit you perfectly and save those sore eyes from reading in too little light. Here, have a look. See the quality and the thought that went into it. Perfect for you, I say!”

Taking hold of the lamp, the young man turned it this way and that, fingers touching the metal mirror and running over the glass cover. He licked his lips.

“This certainly looks a fine lamp. And my eyes do get sore from reading at night.” He drew in a deep breath then let it out and handed the lamp back to Amerdan. “Please, I think at this stage I’ll make do with a cheaper… I mean more durable clay lamp. I can be clumsy sometimes, and usually objects that are easily replaced are best.”

As Amerdan placed the lamp on the shelf he gave a smile. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the youth’s longing gaze at the bronze lamp.

“A shame. Someone destined for a glorious future, such as yourself, should have quality possessions. How can you study if you can’t see properly, squinting at a book in the dark with only a tiny clay lamp for light? I have such sympathy for the trials you have to go through.”

“Ahem, well, thank you for your understanding.”

“But wait, let me gather up these items. You’re in haste!” Amerdan picked up both the clay lamp and the bronze lamp and headed to the counter.

Startled, the young man protested. “Sir… the good lamp… I didn’t…”

“Wait, wait,” interrupted Amerdan as he deposited both lamps next to the pile of parchment and ink bottles. He stopped, scratched his head and frowned in thought. “An earnest lad starting out like yourself makes me want to give you a hand, if you take my meaning. I remember when I was in the same circumstance as yourself, apprenticed young, strange city, having to make do.”

“I assure you, I have been to cities before…”

“Of course you have. I was just saying. This lamp here, it’s been gathering dust for months.”

Amerdan waved his hand at the air to signify dust floating around, although the spotless surfaces of the shop would have passed inspection by the emperor’s own staff. “I need to get rid of it, see. It’s taking up room, and I’m unlikely to sell it for another few months. Don’t know what I was thinking buying it for stock in the first place.” He shook his head in consternation. “I can let you have it for what it cost me, not a copper ducat more.” He brushed away the beginning protests of the young man. “The way I see it, is you are doing me a favor,” Amerdan explained. “And it would be my pleasure to assist someone such as yourself, who is in need of help.”

“You’re too kind, good sir, too kind. If there comes a time soon when I can assist you in return, I would be only too glad.”

“Excellent! Then it’s settled! Now, let’s get these together and you can be on your way.” Amerdan placed the ink bottles, bronze lamp and a jug of oil next to the parchment in a neat pile.

“Let’s see. All up that comes to two silvers, five coppers.”

The young man flinched at the price. “Ahem, well… it is certainly a bargain. Thank you again. However, at the moment, with all the other items I’ve had to purchase these past few days, I find I am rather short of ducats.” He looked at the floor. “I could give you a deposit, then when I return in say, ten days, I can hand you the remaining amount?”

He pulled out a brown leather coin pouch and tipped the contents into his hand. “There you go, seven copper ducats deposit, and I can have the rest to you soon.”

Amerdan shook his head and sighed. “Well now, there’s a problem. Of course I trust you to come back, but business is business, and I can’t be out of pocket myself for long. But mayhap there is something that can be done.”

He reached out with his right hand and clicked three gold ducats on the counter, all in a line. Click. Click. Click. As each one clicked on the spotless wood, the young man’s eyes widened a little more. Enough to keep him in supplies for the year, Amerdan judged, with ample left over for a few luxuries or many a night’s drinking. Whatever moronic youngsters got up to these days.

“You see, I have a few jobs that need doing around here. Oh no, nothing unusual,” he said, again cutting off the boy’s protest. “Don’t worry on that score. Just some crafting here and there, to keep the rats and mice away. A few others for cleanliness, to keep the dust at bay, that sort of thing. I also have some business associates who could do with some as well. And if you play your cards right, maybe you could have a nice little earner on the side. It would bring some needed ducats in and help you with your studies.”

Eyes still on the gold ducats shining on the counter, the apprentice sorcerer licked his lips. “I certainly have some knowledge of the basics of crafting, which would be useful to a store owner such as yourself. But I don’t have much spare time. My master keeps me busy, studying and practicing all hours of the day and night. And the guild frowns on this sort of thing.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I really don’t think I could.”

Click. Amerdan placed another gold ducat on the counter and slid it next to the other three. Greedy pig, but weren’t they all these days? “What could be easier?” he reasoned. “We both benefit. You assist a few honest locals with services they usually find hard to obtain, and in return a few ducats to repay you for your time and trouble.”

“I shouldn’t. There are strict rules about apprentices and what we can or can’t do. I could get in a lot of trouble.” His eyes had not moved from the coins.

Click. He slid a fifth coin in line with the others. “Another for your trouble.”

The apprentice slowly reached for the coins.

Five, Amerdan thought. Of course. His own hand covered the coins before the boy could scoop them up. “Ducats paid as the services are provided, of course.”

The boy’s face dropped. “Of course.”

“Take the ink, parchment and the lamp. Consider the lamp a token of my trust in you. The cost can come out of the first payment. Come back in a few days when you’re more settled and we can discuss what’s next. Agreed?”

“A few days I cannot do. As a new apprentice, I scarcely have a break. Even at night there is usually some task I’m set, to develop my concentration or mental acuity. I think I should be able to extricate myself for some free time in ten days. Is that acceptable?”

“Most acceptable, young sir. I’m sure they are keeping you busy, and you must have some adjusting to do, being new to the city and all.”

The apprentice gathered up his purchases. “I expect any materials I require for the work will also be reimbursed?”

“Certainly. I wouldn’t expect you to cover the cost. My friends and I appreciate your assistance. We really do.”

“Until then, good sir.”

The apprentice pushed aside the beaded curtain and scurried out the shop door, head down. He paused for a second in the street to judge direction, then headed to the right.

Amerdan poked his head through the beads soon after, squinting in the afternoon light. He spotted a dirty urchin lounging in a doorway. Catching the urchin’s eye, he gestured him over.

Careful not to touch the filthy creature, he bent and whispered in his ear, holding out a copper ducat between a finger and a thumb to minimize any contact. The urchin nodded, snatched the coin, and ran off down the street to the right.

Amerdan waited outside his shop, occasionally nodding to passersby and exchanging a word or two with some of the locals he knew as they passed.

Before long, the urchin returned and gave him the information he was after. Amerdan nodded and waved him away.

So, he was telling the truth, Amerdan mused. Apprenticed to the High Sorcerer Rhithik. As he said, he must be talented. Excellent.

Feeling of unusually good cheer, Amerdan ducked inside and locked up. An early close today, he decided. Preparations had to be made. Everything had to be perfect.


  



Chapter Twenty-One
 

As he stood shirtless and half asleep in the predawn chill, pumping water for the apprentices, Caldan knew today marked a change for him.

Late last night, after sneaking into the dark dormitory, one of the apprentices whispered that Master Garren had been looking for him, and had a heated discussion with Master Simmon.

Caldan wasn’t sure why they had argued but reasoned it was probably because he couldn’t be found. From what he had seen, Master Garren was busy and couldn’t waste time looking for him.

An apprentice Caldan recognized as Owen, a sandy-haired, cheeky lad who had whispered to him last night of Master Garren, sidled up to him and washed his hands and face in the trough.

“You better see Master Simmon as soon as possible, I reckon,” Owen blurted. “He didn’t look pleased when Master Garren left.”

“Thanks. I’ll do that after breakfast. Do you think it’ll be porridge again?”

Owen snorted in disgust. “Hope not. They usually wait until the weather gets colder before they start serving it every morning.” He glanced up at Caldan then quickly looked away.

Caldan sighed and kept pumping the handle. He didn’t think they would forget yesterday’s display in a hurry. Young people were impressionable, and he didn’t want them looking up to him or following him around like Marlon’s friends did.

After a hurried meal of porridge, Caldan made his way back to the dormitory. Master Simmon was wandering around the practice yard, running a critical eye over the area. Seeing Caldan, he beckoned him over.

“Master Garren came here last night, looking for you,” Simmon began without preamble.

“I heard. Am I to collect my things and meet him somewhere today?”

Simmon shook his head. “No. There has been a change in plans.”

“What! Am I not wanted now? What did he say?”

“Easy. Nothing like that. Walk with me to my study. I’ll explain everything there.”

He gestured Caldan to follow and strode across the dirt courtyard then through an opening to where the older journeymen lived. They tramped down a hall and up some stairs, stopping at a polished oak door.

Much like Garren’s room, two windows overlooked the garden, and there were two armchairs and a desk, but in addition to these, three solid iron bound chests stood against one wall.

Caldan frowned at a vibration in the air radiating from the glyphs etched into the iron bands. All three chests had no discernible lock. On the desk sat a vase filled with wildflowers, looking out of place in Master Simmon’s room, for someone of his position.

“Can you feel the craftings?” asked Simmon, noticing his expression.

Caldan nodded. “Yes.”

“Not many can. That’s another mark in your favor.”

“Am I being tested?”

Simmon sat at his desk. “Always. Sit, please.”

“Master Simmon,” said Caldan as he lowered himself into the chair. “Is Master Garren upset I was missing when he came for me?” The vibration from the chests made Caldan’s skin itch, and he scratched an arm.

“No, not at all.”

“Then… I was told he looked upset…”

“He was. But not for that reason.” He sat thoughtfully for a few moments. “Tell me, do you know what we as Protectors do? Why we exist?”

Caldan shifted in his chair. What was going on? They said they could use him and pay him wages, but judging by what had happened so far, they were not very organized. Master Garren still hadn’t come for him, and it had been three days now, and Simmon had him cornered in his study asking him questions about the Protectors. For two copper ducats a seven day, he hadn’t known what to expect, but it was reasonable to assume they would put him to manual work. He knew he was lucky to be here, but he needed to find out what he would be doing. Why Simmon was questioning him was beyond his understanding.

“Not exactly,” replied Caldan. “I thought you were a martial faction of the Sorcerers’ Guild. Those with crafting talent who were not so… bookish, I guess you could say. Who focused on protection wards and could look after themselves, and who weren’t afraid of traveling to other countries for research or to procure rare books. Maybe to search ruins left from the Shattering. And to safeguard the security of the Sorcerers’ Guild.”

Master Simmon smoothed his short beard with his hand. His thin silver ring and bracelet trinkets tugged at Caldan’s awareness.

“We do all that, and that’s what the outside world sees of the Protectors. But I’m going to give you more information on us.”

Caldan eyed Simmon warily. He was a master swordsman and sorcerer who openly displayed two trinkets. Something odd was going on. He didn’t think Simmon was untalented in crafting, far from it if the three chests were his work.

Caldan opened his senses and reached out to judge the strength of Simmon’s well again. As before, the tear of his well felt like a wound, narrow and rough. But he sensed something else this time, as if the well were deliberately constricted. In shock, Caldan deduced Simmon was hiding the real strength of his talent. But why would anyone do that? And how?

Simmon looked thoughtful. “What did you sense?” he asked abruptly.

“Your well is narrow, constricted. Judging by that, I wouldn’t have thought your ability in crafting was strong, but…” Caldan hesitated.

“Continue. What else?”

Did he dare tell Simmon? Perhaps this was a test as well. His head swam with conflicting thoughts.

“It’s as if your well has been disguised to appear smaller than it is. You are hiding your strength.”

“Hmm… you can see that?”

“Yes.”

Simmon’s gaze became piercing. “Bear with me while I tell you more of our history. I believe you will find it interesting, and when I am done I’ll outline what happened with Master Garren to make him so upset.” He paused as if expecting a response.

“Sure,” Caldan obliged, not sure but not knowing what was expected from him. His gaze was drawn to the flowers on the desk.

Simmon smiled. “Strange to find wildflowers in my room?”

“Er… yes.” He didn’t know what else to say.

“My wife and daughter picked them for me. My wife doesn’t like the thought of me spending time in a cold stone room without anything to brighten it up, despite the fact there’s a whole garden outside. I promised I’d keep them on my desk.” He caught Caldan’s eye. “And as a Protector I always hold to what I promise.” He held Caldan’s gaze for a long moment, then slowly nodded as if coming to a decision. “What I am about to say can’t leave this room. It’s between you and me. Some things are too dangerous to be known. No one would believe you if you ran off and spread tales around the city anyway. I feel confident I can give you some information on which to make a decision.”

“What decision?”

“Ah, I get ahead of myself.” Simmon looked down and rubbed his metal trinket bracelet. “What you know and see of the Protectors is only part of our role, not the sum of what we do or even our main purpose. I can’t tell you everything, but I can let you know a few pieces of our history.”

Caldan nodded, still unsure of what transpired. He didn’t trust himself to speak.

“What do you know of the Shattering?” Simmon asked. He held up a hand to stop Caldan’s reply. “No, wait. I won’t ask any more questions, I’ll explain. You know through being taught and all you have read that sorcery can only be used for helpful, constructive purposes, correct?”

“Yes. I’m sure most people with talent have tried to start fires or light a candle, but it doesn’t work that way.”

“When one of your craftings wears away, what happens? When the material it is made from can no longer withstand the forces flowing through it?”

Caldan thought of the parchment he used to keep his door at the Otter secure. “It erodes, as if it decays or burns.”

“You could say it is destroyed by virulent forces?”

“Yes… you could say that.”

Simmon leaned forward again intently. “Constructive sorcery is what today’s talented sorcerers study, and untalented ones too. But contrary to what is commonly known, there are ways to harness crafting to unleash destructive forces.”

Caldan’s mouth opened in shock. He quickly closed it. “But… then why… that’s good, isn’t it?”

Simmon shook his head. “No. Imagine every sorcerer, no matter who they were, able to hurl fire, to boil the blood of those facing them. Power to destroy also corrupts those that wield it. Destructive sorcery isn’t easy, but for a sorcerer of talent it isn’t hard either. The forces are there to be unleashed. You don’t have to shape them as much, or craft objects to control them, because they are gone in moments. Constructive sorcery is actually harder. To control and shape the forces into a specific function takes much more skill.” Simmon paused for breath. His voice had become more passionate with each sentence. “Remember, it’s easier to destroy than it is to create. Such is always the way. And there will always be people without morals, the weak of will, who let their base desires override what they know is the wrong action to take. And there are those who by some design are unable to see they are on the wrong path, who lack the empathy of normal people. And so the Protectors were formed after the Shattering to monitor and contain the use of destructive sorcery. Some things are too dangerous to be known, and it’s the Protectors’ mission to make sure such knowledge is either destroyed or concealed. To ensure those without qualms will not be able to use it for their own purpose to the detriment of others.”

Caldan’s mind reeled. Destructive sorcery. And the Protectors knew it existed! The applications for such knowledge were countless. But so were the chances of abuse. Just because someone had a talent with crafting didn’t make them a good person. There were good and bad people in all walks of life. He began to see why the Protectors had been formed.

“Rumors of rogue sorcerers always surface,” continued Simmon. “Most of them are just that, rumors created by bored or drunk people for their own amusement. Some, however, are not rumors, and that’s where we come in.”

“Surely you don’t hunt down sorcerers for making discoveries?”

Simmon’s gaze hardened. “Not for making discoveries. For choosing a particular path, one which could destroy more than themselves. Imagine a world where all sorcerers could summon fire, cold, shatter stone or steel. Imagine the chaos! People can’t be trusted to do the right thing, to only use such power for the good of society. And a few people are worse. They would see it as a means to an end, a way of dominating others with violence. So you see, what we Protectors do is… protect.”

Caldan nodded, not trusting himself to speak yet. It made sense, if what Simmon said were true, and he had no reason to doubt his word. But destructive sorcery? Hidden for thousands of years from everyone? It was a lot to swallow all at once. And why tell him? He had only just arrived. A sneaking suspicion dawned on him.

“Master Simmon, why are you telling me all this?”

“Quite simply, I want you to join the Protectors. I can guarantee it will be far more rewarding than what Master Garren had planned for you. That’s why he was upset, because I told him I was going to take you off his hands.”

“But, aren’t I his? I mean, not as property, but he accepted me first.”

“Ah, but I outrank Master Garren.”

There was rank within the masters? “I thought the Protectors worked with the sorcerers, but weren’t part of them.”

“All Protectors need to be proficient in crafting. You can’t detect destructive sorcery unless you are, and you certainly need to be able to negate it.”

“You’re like the harbor watch? Or the Quivers? Keeping an eye out for anything wrong and acting if something happens.”

“That’s close enough, if a bit simplistic. We look out for apprentices with certain skills and talents, and if we think they are suitable we ask them to join, usually after they graduate to journeyman status.”

“Ask? What if I don’t want to? Haven’t you told me a lot of knowledge you would prefer to remain secret?”

“Nothing many people haven’t speculated on before. And those in high power, some few nobles, the emperor and his chancellors, they already know. Besides, I believe your time at the monastery taught you a great deal about self-sacrifice, and provided you with a sense of mission.”

Caldan remained silent, taking a few moments to gather his thoughts. “And if you have judged my character wrong and I tell people?”

“I’m sure you won’t. I haven’t been known to judge someone wrongly before.”

“What would joining the Protectors involve? I’ve only just come here, and I didn’t serve an apprenticeship…” Caldan trailed off.

“We still need to work out what your strengths and weaknesses are, then we can decide what further training you need. Obviously, you can handle yourself with a sword.”

Caldan blushed. “That was a stroke of luck. I’ve never been in a real swordfight or worn a sword outside practice sessions.”

Simmon waved a hand dismissively. “Not many of the Protectors have been in a real swordfight. We like to keep everyone prepared, though.”

Caldan wasn’t a fool, and he could sense Simmon wasn’t telling the whole story. Which was to be expected. The master wasn’t going to trust someone he barely knew with the entire secrets of the Protectors. No doubt the further Caldan progressed within the Protectors the more knowledge he would be entrusted with.

“I’d still be able to study crafting?”

“Master Garren had arranged a minor role of assisting the masters for you, and possibly receiving some training, if your time permitted. At a wage of four coppers a week, I believe?”

Caldan nodded in agreement. “And you are offering something similar?”

“No, the Protectors are different. As I said before, we need to determine what extra training you require, so that takes priority. I can assure you that for crafting, as well as numerous other subjects, training will be ongoing. You needn’t worry there. And wages will be a silver ducat a seven day.” Simmon’s eyes bored into his. “I trust that will be sufficient?”

A silver ducat! Ten coppers a seven day. More than twice what Garren had offered him. Caldan recognized a sweetener to a deal when he saw one. Still, he would be receiving more training than Garren had offered and more coins.

Simmon stood and stepped around from behind his desk, his movements economical and smooth. “Do we have an agreement?” he asked and held out his hand.

Caldan clasped it in his own, feeling the strength in Simmon’s grip.

“Yes. It’s a good offer. Thank you.”

Simmon smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good. Master Garren was upset at losing you because of the crafting display you performed for him. He was impressed but didn’t know what to make of it, which was why it took him so long to find a place for you.”

“It was a paper box,” protested Caldan weakly. “Nothing extraordinary.”

“It’s a rare thing to be able to craft with paper and for the object to last longer than an hour or two. A useful talent only a few masters have.”

“What now? Do I move from the dormitory to somewhere else?”

“Of course. I’ll have someone arrange for a room of your own. It will be small, mind you, nothing extravagant. You’ll also need to set yourself up with some gear and equipment. The senior Protectors will provide you with a list of what’s required.”

Caldan’s face fell. Where was he going to get the ducats to pay for what he needed? He couldn’t ask Miranda for a loan, and she was the only person he knew in the city. A moneylender wouldn’t loan him anything since he didn’t have collateral or any way of paying back the extortionate interest they charged.

“You don’t have any ducats, do you?” Simmon surmised at Caldan’s crestfallen expression.

“No,” said Caldan with a hint of shame. “I’m sure I can save some from my wages, maybe find another way to earn some coins while I’m training.”

“That won’t do. You can’t concentrate if you are worrying about not having the proper equipment and how to earn enough ducats to buy it.” He opened a drawer in his desk and rummaged around, withdrawing a cloth purse much like the one stolen from Caldan only a few days ago. It felt like months ago, so much had changed since then.

“Here.” Simmon tossed Caldan the coin purse, which he caught with a faint clink. “Pay me back as soon as you can. And I mean sooner rather than later. Don’t let on I did this for you, either. Can’t have people think I play favorites.”

He’s been more than generous. This can’t be the treatment apprentices usually receive. What’s he hiding?
“Thank you, Master Simmon. I’ll repay you as soon as possible.”

“See that you do. One more thing. I know it seems like this is just a job to you, but think about what it means. For a lot of us it becomes far more than a job. Go now. See one of the senior Protectors. I spoke to a couple of them earlier, and by now word will have spread. They’ll have a room made up for you and that list.”

“You were confident I’d agree?”

Simmon shrugged. “Pretty much. As I said, I’m a good judge of character.” He waved a hand at Caldan. “Go on, you’ll need the rest of the day to settle in and buy some gear.”

Caldan gripped the purse in one hand and with a nod to Master Simmon exited the room with a spring in his step. He had found somewhere he could continue his training, and he wasn’t destitute anymore. In debt, but not destitute.


  



Chapter Twenty-Two
 

Glowing a fierce orange, the setting sun bled through the streets of the deserted town. Warm evening winds blew dust around weed-strewn streets, across the nearby fields, then into the surrounding forest.

It was the fields that had halted Lady Caitlyn and her men before they continued into the dusty ramshackle buildings of the town. They had been recently plowed and planted. Small green shoots sprouted from the broken soil, while at the nearby stream a waterwheel turned lazily. Despite the town appearing deserted, the waterwheel bore signs of recent repairs: new bindings around joints, recently replaced struts.

According to her scouts, the two farmhands they were following had entered the town a few hours ago. Caitlyn and her men had spent the day after the nighttime skirmish the farmhands had with the bandits attempting to find their trail. Though now she knew they were no ordinary farmhands, and most likely sorcerers. Of the foulest kind, too, judging by their actions. She didn’t usually like to go after rogue sorcerers herself, preferring to notify the Protectors, but she couldn’t let these go. Who knew what they were up to? Nothing good, that was certain.

Crouched on a rise covered in tall grass between the forest and the fields, Caitlyn lay in watch. Next to her, Aidan lay on his stomach, and behind him Chalayan sat cross-legged. Purple butterflies flew among them and in the fields, landing on their clothes.

Dry grass rustled as the sorcerer fidgeted. He had been on edge since the night of sorcery when they discovered the dead bandits. After finding their trail, which had been obscured somehow — sorcery again most likely — the farmhands had remained ahead of them over the last few days because of their lead. Her scouts had been hard-pressed tracking them, as they moved ahead with uncanny speed, but had managed to keep their trail.

After Caitlyn arrived, she learned they had seen some movement in the town, but no one had left. A few women and men had moved between houses and the large barn near the center. No farmers had visited the fields. Crops grew on their own with little supervision, she supposed. How nice.

Heat from the ground seeped into her body. Caitlyn breathed in warm air. The scent of soil and grass tickled her nostrils, making them itch. It had been a lovely day, which she was sure would stretch into a lovely night, a night where good triumphed over evil. For she was sure something was amiss, and she was never wrong. Except one time, with her baby… She squeezed her eyes shut, breath coming in harsh gasps.

“My lady,” whispered Aidan, urgency in his voice. “What is it?”

She waved him away. Damned memories, would she ever be rid of them? “Nothing.”

The wind stirred dust into her eyes, making them water. She turned onto her back and used her handkerchief to wipe them. Aidan stared at her. She pushed the cloth into a pocket and rubbed her hands on her shirt. Bloody heat made her sweat.

“Chalayan,” she called, loud enough to carry. “Can you sense anything from the town? Any sorcery?”

The man shook his head. Thin braids of hair over his ears swung gently, each tied with a different colored cord. She knew her men, and he was worried.

“What is it?”

Chalayan, whose skill she hadn’t seen defeated in all of their campaigns, rubbed his arms and looked away. His was a mix of raw talent, conventional sorcery and tribal lore, and she would take his feel for sorcery over any of the empire’s sorcerers. Her commission from the emperor gave her much authority and a certain amount of leeway. Enough so she didn’t have to drag one of the emperor’s pet sorcerers around with her. Or any of the Protectors with their rules.

“Chalayan…” she warned.

“I need more time,” he replied tersely.

Aidan glanced at her then went back to observing the town. Caitlyn crawled on her belly over to the sorcerer, who shivered despite the warm air.

“What is it?”

“A moment, please.”

Next to him he had cleared a patch of grass and scratched two symbols into the dirt, meaningless to her. He lifted his right hand, hesitated, then drew another symbol. He whispered a few words, guttural and raw, then closed his eyes. Motionless, he sat there. They waited.

Chalayan’s eyeballs moved under his lids. Sweat poured from his face and dripped onto the dirt, eagerly sucked in by the dry earth. With a suddenness that startled Caitlyn, he opened his eyes and with a quick stoke erased the runes.

“This place,” he whispered. “I fear it.”

Caitlyn froze. Nothing frightened this man.

Chalayan pulled up some grass and twisted it around his fingers. “It…Powerful sorcery has been done here, for many years. This place feels wrong.”

“Easy, Chalayan, we can handle it.” She smiled at him and settled a hand on his arm.

“Those two men are in there somewhere. I don’t know how they did the things they did.” He spoke of the destruction rained down on the bandits. Heat, fire, broken trees.

She looked towards the town. “They don’t know we’re here, so we can catch them by surprise.”

Aidan stirred from his spot, turning to face them. “We can’t. We have no idea how many there are, their strength, or what resources they have.”

“We can,” said Caitlyn firmly. “And we will.”

Aidan cursed under his breath. “My lady, if you would…”

“No. Surprise is the key this time.”

“But…”

“Aidan,” snapped Caitlyn. “I have decided.” Weak. They all showed it in the end. She rose to a crouch and shuffled back towards the camp. Behind a rise, when she was confident of not being seen, she straightened and slapped her pants and shirt, puffs of dust rising with each hit.

 

Aidan watched her go then turned to Chalayan. “What is it, my friend? Why so uneasy?”

“Maybe nothing. Maybe everything.” He raised his trinket to his lips. “This is a bad place.”

Without another word, he left Aidan on the rise among the butterflies.

 

The sun dipped below the hills after what felt like an interminable wait. Stars twinkled in the night sky.

Aidan stood next to Caitlyn as she gathered the men and outlined her plan. Most of these men are only here for coins, violence and pleasure. Why can’t she see? Or does she? Does she know but allows these things happen because they are a lesser evil than the ones she is trying to destroy?

They stood in a circle by the light of a full and glowing moon.

Caitlyn surveyed them all.

“Listen up. Four teams, each approaching the town from a different direction, each team to spread out and look for signs of life as you converge on the center. Head towards the large barn. You should be able to see it over the tops of the other buildings. Make no noise, and keep an eye out for anything strange, anything that will give us an idea as to what’s going on.”

She cleared her throat and continued, meeting the eyes of each man as they stood around her. Some fidgeted, the nervous subconscious movements of men who inwardly dreaded the fighting they knew was to come. Some wore tight smiles or outright grins, those who relished the bloodshed and violence that usually came with one of her crusades.

“We don’t know what we’re dealing with here, and you all saw what happened to the bandits. We think they have an alchemical mixture that explodes and burns, but…” She spread her hands. “We can’t say for sure.”

Murmurs arose at her statement.

“What this means,” she said loudly, “is that we need to retain the element of surprise. They have no idea we’re here, and I want to keep it that way for as long as possible.”

“Can’t Chalayan protect us from the alchemy?” asked an older warrior. All eyes turned to the sorcerer, who shook his head.

“I’ll be with one group,” he said. “I can’t be with all four, and even for the group I’m with I can only offer minimal protection. The power of the… explosions… I doubt I could hold out for long.” He glanced at Caitlyn then looked away.

She slowly walked the circle of men facing her. “You all know why we are here: to face another evil. We have the cause of righteousness on our side, as we always have, and like so many other times before, we will be victorious!” Caitlyn’s words rang in their ears. “Trust your own skills and those of your fellow men. We have faced malevolent creations from before the Shattering, and depraved men who placed no value on human life. Each time we prevailed! And we will again, for our cause is just… and right.” Her eyes shone in the moonlight, and many nods and muted whisperings greeted her words. She surveyed the group around her, eyes scanning them all.

Aidan could feel the strength of her conviction. This time it felt wrong, as if Caitlyn had veered down a dangerous path.

With a wave, Caitlyn dismissed the men, who shuffled off in all directions to finish packing their gear and gather in their assigned groups.

Aidan approached her, followed closely by Chalayan and Anshul cel Rau. The three of them stayed with Caitlyn’s group, as always.

Chalayan looked wan in the faint light, and Anshul adjusted his swords in their scabbard, for the third time since Caitlyn had begun her speech, if Aidan’s reckoning was correct. He looked around with a flicker of unease. With Chalayan’s obvious apprehension, even the swordsman had become nervous.

Aidan pondered the situation. His own palms were sweaty just standing near the sorcerer and the swordsman, his subconscious picking up the signs of their unease and vibrating in tune. Both Chalayan and cel Rau stared at him.

Eventually, he approached Caitlyn, who smiled at him lopsidedly. “What is it?” she asked.

He hesitated. “Chalayan says this is a bad place, and with what happened to the bandits….” He trailed off. “I think we should scout the town longer, see what we are up against.”

She looked disappointed in him. “My Aidan. Always cautious, always willing to stand back and deliberate while evil lives on.”

“It’s not that, my lady. We have no idea…”

“We have always triumphed so far because what we do is right.”

“But the men don’t care about our cause.”

She shrugged. “We use what tools we must. I’m sure you can see that.”

“I don’t like what some of them have become.” He turned his face from her gaze. Long ago he had joined her cause because he believed in her, but lately… her methods had become unsound. He felt himself being torn in different directions and didn’t know what to do.

Caitlyn shrugged and pulled on a leather glove. “This isn’t the time for discussion. After tonight. Maybe.”

Aidan shook his head. After tonight. She had said that before.

 


  



Chapter Twenty-Three
 

Caldan trudged down the corridor towards the room he had been allocated almost a seven day ago. He passed a senior apprentice about his own age, who didn’t acknowledge his nod. Some of them had been ignoring him since he arrived. It seemed unless you slogged through the lessons and trials of the apprentices, they didn’t look at you as an equal.

His clothes and skin felt dry and scratchy after a day spent helping in the furnaces, where young sorcery apprentices practiced casting metals into crafting items. His lips tasted of salt from his own sweat.

Ducking into his room, he rummaged through his clothes and darted off to the washing area to clean up before the evening meal. With a few ducats, he had purchased some pants and shirts, ones that fit better than his old clothes. As well as the clothing, he bought a number of items required to be able to participate in the lessons and practice sessions he had been assigned: carving tools for both wood and wax, a bundle of candles for reading in his room at night. All the purchases left a sizeable dent in his purse, which weren’t his own coins to start with.

He headed for the evening meal. As usual, he sat alone, the senior apprentices pointedly ignoring him as they came in and talked in groups. He wolfed down his meal of a thick mutton stew with bread and hot cider, and then left.

No windows opened into the library as the sunlight damaged the books, so all apprentices used one of the sorcerous crafted globes left on a table inside the door for light to see by. Shelves of books stretched away into the darkness. The air inside felt dry and smelled of parchment, leather and decay. There were desks around the room, at each of which sat two apprentices with their own globes, reading from books.

Surprisingly, the library here was much smaller than he’d imagined. With more sorcerers and apprentices in residence than he ever thought possible in one place, he had hoped the library would be enormous and overflowing with books on all subjects, but it wasn’t the case. Far from being a repository of knowledge on a multitude of subject matters, the books all dealt with crafting, with sections set aside for Dominion, politics and history. It was a disappointment. The library at the monastery was at least ten times the size and covered a much larger range of subjects. Any idea he had of trying to research his trinket for information on where it and his family had come from had evaporated when he entered the library a few days before.

He felt sure there must be another library. One that held other texts only the Master Sorcerers and Protectors had access to. The more valuable knowledge wasn’t going to be left around for any apprentice to read and try his hand at something that could very well kill him.

One startling omission to the books was a lack of any definitive text on trinkets. There were a few that dealt in generalities; sometimes they were mere collections of rumors. On a few occasions, Caldan had read outright falsehoods from what he understood of crafting from these books.

He doubted there was much to be learned in this library, at least for him. Still, he wanted to be sure and spent some time poring over titles and flicking through.

After an hour, he gave up. This was his third time here in as many days, and like previous visits, he felt he had wasted his time. He replaced the book he had been looking at, Principals of the Craft and the poorly researched Secrets of Trinkets, with a sigh. It was a basic treatise, probably penned to interest those without talent in crafting. Why it had a place in the sorcerers’ library escaped him. Useless. All these books held nothing for him.

Rubbing sore eyes that strained in the dim light, he abandoned the library for his room. The hard schedule the Protectors had him following the last few days left him tired and irritable, though his muscles weren’t as sore as he expected.

He gathered up his cloak, yet another purchase he had needed to make, and slipped through the dark corridors on his way to the Yawning Rabbit Inn.

The Yawning Rabbit lay close to the keep and many of the guilds. Its doors faced out onto the cobbled courtyard, where Caldan had first seen the public offices of the Sorcerers’ Guild. Due to its close proximity, fine food and drinks, it was a favored haunt of the apprentices from rich families and masters from many of the guilds.

Listening to some of the apprentices, he had heard of a healthy Dominion competition running there, where anyone could play as long as they had a willing opponent, and often coins exchanged hands on the outcome of matches. It was here Caldan decided, after recalling the woman making her living at the Otter, to try his hand and see if he could win enough ducats to repay Master Simmon.

He also had a fancy to buy Miranda a present, though why he had determined that he wasn’t sure. She had been kind to him since he arrived, and his thoughts had strayed to her numerous times since the evening meal they shared. Caldan shook his head, as he did every time he thought back to the restaurant. A restaurant dedicated only to eel dishes; who would have thought it?

As he approached, the doorman gave him a nod after eyeing him for a few moments. He stood a foot over Caldan’s height, and his arms looked as if they could crush rocks. Caldan exhaled in relief.

He entered the establishment and walked over to a long bar that took up most of one wall. Arched doorways opened onto a central courtyard, in which stood a large pond. Several bronze turtles poured water from their mouths into the pool, while Caldan caught glimpses of fish between lilies on the surface. Several staircases led up to a second floor. Oil lamps and two blazing fireplaces lit the room. He could smell ale and smoke, along with aromas wafting from dishes waiters carried as they rushed past. At this time, the crowd was still thin, but owing to the size of the building there was still a surprising amount of people here. Caldan picked out masters from different guilds, including two that looked to be sorcerers, a number of nobles and a few merchants and traders. Tables seating four were situated randomly around the room. These he knew were for card games, of which a number were in progress.

Stepping up to the bar, Caldan caught the eye of a serving girl in a white apron and ordered a cider, his second of the night, but he expected to make this one last as he would need his wits about him. She returned promptly with a tankard, and he slid a copper ducat across the bar. She frowned then indicated another coin was needed. He dutifully slid a second coin alongside the first. He was going to have to make this cider last a long time. He took a sip and leaned back on the bar to take in the atmosphere.

Time passed, and the level in Caldan’s tankard dropped to halfway, even with his cautious sipping. Serving men and women came in and out of a swinging door, laden with trays crowded with mouthwateringly fine smelling dishes: lamb chops in a red wine sauce, roast pork with crackling skin, heavily spiced stews eaten with loaves of fresh baked bread. The aromas were so inviting, he marked the place as an option to take Miranda to repay her for the meal they had shared. Not as select as her choice, but if he ever had enough coins, this was a definite possibility.

A loud bark of laughter broke his reverie. The crowd had swelled as people gathered for a drink after their evening meal, or to eat as soon as their daily business was complete.

Caldan judged the time to be about right. He headed across the room and up a set of stairs leading to the second floor. This level also consisted of archways opening onto the space in the center, though balconies jutted over the courtyard. Dominion boards of varying quality took up half the floor space.

Caldan made a circuit of the entire second floor, taking note of the various players engaged in Dominion, as well as the onlookers. Smoke drifted into the night air from spiced tobacco pipes. One man held a twig littered with green leaves he occasionally picked off and stuffed into his mouth to chew. Nobles and sons of nobles, merchants and scholars all brushed shoulders as they passed each other.

On one wall was a chalkboard with the names of different people and numbers. A polite inquiry and he was told it was the odds board for wagering on who would win the upcoming Dominion competition at the Autumn Festival. Under the board, at a table, sat a sweating, rotund man surrounded by pieces of paper, ink and a pen, and a dark colored candle. The bookmaker. Caldan watched open-mouthed as a short man approached the man and placed a stack of gold ducats on the table. In return, the sweaty man scribbled on a piece of parchment and finished it off by affixing his seal to the chit with the purple wax. The seal was attached to his belt by a sturdy chain.

Laughter and shouts punctuated the steady din of conversation. One man, a wealthy noble by the look of him, stood and cursed loudly at a number of moves made by his opponent, a pretty woman with red hair. His face was red, and he clenched his fists for a few moments, then two hefty bouncers appeared behind him. He fished a purse from his waist, threw it onto the Dominion board and pushed his way through the crowd gathered around his table.

“It’s the same every night for him,” a quiet voice said by Caldan’s side.

He turned and took in the speaker, a slim, thin man with a graying goatee. One hand rested on his belt, while the other held a glass of clear liquid with a cherry at the bottom. His shirt was an expensive weave with silver buttons. A man of some means.

The man gave a stiff bow from the waist. “Some people don’t know their limitations, eh? Allow me to introduce myself. Izak Fourie, at your service. You’re new here, no?”

“I am,” he replied warily. “I’m Caldan. Do you come here to watch, or do you play matches as well?”

Izak Fourie waved his drink in the direction of the closest game. “A little of both, though mostly I wager on matches. I’m afraid I don’t have the talent of some of the regular players, and most know it.” He shrugged. “But we all have to make do with what we have, am I correct?”

“Yes,” agreed Caldan, as he thought this was expected from him. “Ah… so how do you bet on the matches? Is there someone else that takes bets, like that gentleman over there?” He pointed to the man under the chalkboard.

Izak frowned for a moment then smirked. “Gentleman? I guess you might call him that. You can bet with him if you have enough coin. More often wagers are made between two people and witnessed by the house. You see the attendants?”

Having them pointed out now, Caldan saw standing at each table someone dressed in the same livery as the waiters downstairs, only of a finer cut.

“And since the house witnesses wagers, it takes a cut?”

“Exactly,” Izak smiled. “Ten percent of the winnings. You didn’t think this place existed solely because of their love of the game, did you?” He laughed softly.

“No, but I’m always open to being pleasantly surprised.”

Izak laughed again. He sipped his drink. “By my beard, this stuff is good!” The tip of his tongue came out and licked his lips. “I take it you are new to our fine city as well?”

A strange man but friendly enough, thought Caldan. But it’s best not to trust anyone so soon after meeting them.
“Somewhat new,” replied Caldan cautiously. “I have a role with the Sorcerers’ Guild.” He wasn’t sure why this man had taken an interest in him.

“Really? A role?” Izak drawled. “How interesting.” He coughed onto the back of his hand then nodded to a game starting a few tables away. “Come, shall we observe this match and provide commentary?”

Caldan nodded his agreement, and they found a position standing behind one of the players.

As play started, Izak nudged Caldan with his elbow and leaned in close. “I happen to know both players. Both are regulars here and at a number of other establishments. They are quite skillful.”

Caldan studied the board as each player handed a scrap of parchment to the attendant, on which they had written their first seven moves so these couldn’t be changed. Like any battle, the first moves were planned in advance without knowledge of your enemy’s strategy. Only after that could each player adjust their own tactics to account for their opponent’s.

After the opening moves, the man in front of them fell behind in the scoring, and as the match progressed his position became more and more untenable and he fell further behind.

By this stage a number of other observers had joined them, and after a short whispered conversation between two of them, one shouted, “Two silvers on Lord Schalk, at two to one.”

The bet lingered in the smoky air until a woman opposite them piped up. “Done. Witnessed?” All turned to the attendant, who nodded at both the woman and the man that had announced the original wager.

Caldan frowned. “Doesn’t that distract the players?”

“Part of the game, my friend. Playing under added pressure. Of course, when the betting gets frantic towards the end of some of the better matches, the players can be put off.” He shrugged. “That’s the way it is.”

This was all new to Caldan, so he withheld comment. Friendly banter between players and people looking on he was used to, but knowing people were betting on you, and how much, would be unnerving.

Play continued, and Lord Schalk, the man they stood behind, did slightly better, winning back a few points. He would go into the third phase behind by a fair margin, and it would take a canny player to claw his way ahead.

Izak leaned close to Caldan. “I can tell you, though, Schalk here is a fine player, and although he’s behind, it is knowledge of the board that separates out the great players.”

“I agree. We’ll see what happens next.”

For Lord Schalk, the third phase went well at first, considering the disadvantage he started with. His opponent played cautiously, too cautiously in Caldan’s opinion, and allowed Schalk some leeway to consolidate his positions. Then, as if realizing his mistake, he made a series of moves that pushed at Schalk’s pieces, feigning an attack on multiple fronts, which drew a response, then broke through at a weakness created. Schalk scrambled to defend.

“Ah… I think Lord Schalk’s game has been lost,” said Izak softly to Caldan.

By now the crowd around the board had swelled considerably. A number of people made wagers, shouting over the heads of the players and confirming with the attendant.

But to Caldan, the board didn’t look right. Something niggled at the back of his mind — a few of Schalk’s pieces left behind, seemingly neglected when his others were forced backwards to defend. After a few moments, Caldan nodded to himself. He recognized the scrambling defense and subsequent attack coming. Detailed in the Morals of Dominion, in a chapter on whether someone at such a disadvantage in the game was entitled to a victory, and how victory could be achieved.

“Five silver ducats for Powell to win against Lord Schalk,” announced Izak loudly from Caldan’s side, holding up a hand.

Caldan hissed between his teeth and grimaced.

“What?” said Izak. “I know Schalk, and he couldn’t come back from this. It’s a safe bet.”

Caldan pulled Izak’s arm down. “No, it’s not,” he said hastily. “Don’t bet against him. Either he is a better player than you think, or he’s been studying.”

Izak eyed the board and pieces dubiously then stroked his goatee. “You think Schalk will win? Why do you say that?”

“It depends on what he knows, but I’ve read about this strategy before.”

“You read about it? Are you sure?” asked Izak with a penetrating stare.

“I am. Here.” He reached into his purse, drew out a silver ducat of his own and passed it to Izak. “Wager this for me, on Schalk to win.”

Izak frowned then nodded. He cleared his throat and raised his arm.

“Ten silvers on Lord Schalk to win!” he boomed, and a few laughs greeted his announcement.

Lord Schalk paused to look behind him at Izak then returned to the game.

“Keep your coins, Izak. We know you lost big the other night, and chasing down losses will only make things worse!” shouted a young nobleman.

Izak smiled and laughed. “Too scared, eh?” he returned. “How about twenty silvers? Is that enough to interest anyone?”

Caldan winced. Twenty silver ducats was a large sum, and Izak, who he had only barely met, was trusting Caldan’s instincts against what looked like a certain loss. He felt his head start to ache. What if he was wrong, if Schalk lost to Powell? Izak would be out a considerable amount.

“I’ll take that wager!” replied the young noble. “Witness please!”

The attendant nodded at both men, mentally recording the wager. Izak raised his glass in a silent toast to the young noble, who grinned back. Heated conversations rose from around the table in the wake of the wager.

All of a sudden the air in the room felt thick and stifling. Caldan was sure he was right, but if he wasn’t he would lose a silver he could ill afford to, and probably make an enemy. He swallowed and his throat stuck together. He gulped the dregs of his cider, barely tasting the liquid.

“You’d better be right,” Izak said over the din.

Caldan caught sight of Powell frowning at them.

Schalk motioned to the attendant and announced he would use all five of his extra moves at once. Earlier, his opponent had used three of his own.

Positions of his pieces were reversed, and some changed tiers on the board. Schalk used his moves to disrupt Powell’s forces and consolidate his own positions.

Caldan held his breath. This was the crucial point in Schalk’s borrowed strategy. The aim was to make your opponent panic and make rash decisions, leading to dubious moves. If they did, you had a chance. If they didn’t, then they still had the advantage after recovering and uniting their forces.

Powell leant forward in his seat, gaze shifting from the board to Schalk and back again. Caldan saw the moment panic set in. Powell licked his lips and motioned to use his last two extra moves. His forces were currently too scattered to take advantage; they would be wasted. He drew some of his pieces in to consolidate against an attack. A critical mistake.

From their vantage point, Caldan saw Schalk’s shoulders relax in relief. From there, the game progressed steadily in Schalk’s favor. His forces mopped up the territory left vacant and gained in power. With a few hard fought skirmishes here and there, he captured or turned Powell’s isolated pieces.

The game was won in short order.

Powell yielded when it was obvious to all he had lost. Schalk had come back from a seemingly impossible situation to victory.

Schalk’s friends and acquaintances crowded around him, congratulating him on a fine game. Powell stood and stared at the board, then with a short bow to Schalk left the table for the bar.

With barely concealed ill grace, the young nobleman who took Izak’s wager handed him a handful of silver coins and two to the attendant. Izak thanked him profusely. Much more than was polite, rubbing the loss in.

“Heh! That’ll shut him up for a while,” said Izak with a pleased grin on his face. He threw back his drink and chewed on the cherry, spitting the stone into the glass. “An interesting start to the night, my new friend.” He handed Caldan three silver ducats, thought for a moment then handed him another. “With my thanks,” he said, brushing off Caldan’s protest. “After all, without meeting you, I would be down a few silvers rather than up so many. A fortuitous and prosperous meeting for us both.”

“Thank you. Still, I wasn’t sure Lord Schalk had that plan in mind.”

“Well, he did, and we both took advantage of your insight. Come.” He clapped Caldan on the shoulder. “Let’s refresh our drinks and watch another game.”

They pushed through the crowd to the bar, and Izak hailed a waitress. “Another for myself, and get my new friend here whatever he likes as well.”

Caldan hesitated. He needed a clear head, but after the stress of that last game he felt like a drink. “Um…”

“What’s wrong?” asked Izak.

“I’ll probably be playing later, once I get a feel for the place, so something weak, if they have it?” He eyed the bottles dubiously.

“A glass of the pear cider, then.” Izak motioned to the waitress. “It doesn’t have much of a kick, and you can drink it all night. Fruit, you see. It’s good for you.” He winked at Caldan.

Two glasses plonked onto the bar, and Izak handed the waitress some copper ducats with a broad grin, which she returned.

“I should find out more about her,” Izak murmured softly, sipping at his drink.

Caldan thought he’d misheard him. “Pardon?” he said, leaning closer to hear him over the din.

“Nothing. I’m feeling the effects of my drinks already. Pardon me.”

Caldan nodded. “Certainly.” He craned his neck to see around the figures of a couple who blocked their view of a game in progress. It was a contest between two competent amateurs with a lot of suggestions from the surrounding crowd, something he hadn’t seen happening in the harder games.

He sipped his pear cider, finding it pleasantly tart and not at all strong. “I’m going to walk around, see if there are any interesting games going on.”

“Good idea,” replied Izak, glancing in the direction of the waitress who had served them drinks. “I’ll join you.” He drew out a perfumed handkerchief and wiped his face.

Caldan had to excuse himself a few times as he negotiated his way through groups of people chatting and drinking around Dominion boards, Izak in tow. He disregarded three disorganized games before his eyes alighted on a board set up to begin a game, with a slender, severe-looking lady sitting in one of the playing chairs.

She was dressed in plain dark pants and a shirt closed with mother-of-pearl buttons, hair tied back in an intricate tight braid. She lounged back on her chair, fingering an earring with one hand while holding a glass of wine in the other, pointedly ignoring a number of men standing around as if they expected a game to start anytime soon, despite the lack of an opponent.

She gazed at the board with a disinterested expression, wrinkled her nose then sipped her wine, grimacing at the taste.

“I wouldn’t bother with her,” commented Izak. “She hasn’t lost a game for quite some time. The Lady Felicienne is quite adept at Dominion, as you would expect from someone in her position.”

“And what position would that be?”

Izak stroked his goatee. “Her official title is Third Adjudicator, which in itself is fairly innocuous, a title which shows her place in the hierarchy. Her role is to run a department that deals in information.”

Caldan thought quietly for a moment. This was interesting information and quite possibly something he could turn to his advantage. “So… spying?”

“Oh no, nothing as crass as that. I dare say if we knew who headed up the emperor’s spies we wouldn’t be around long.” Izak chuckled. “No, her department keeps its eyes and ears open, keeps its fingers on the pulse of what is happening around the empire, and with the guilds and other organizations.”

Disappointed, Caldan frowned. “So, if, for example, I wanted to trace the origins of a trinket and where it was now, she could help?”

Izak raised his eyebrows. “Oh, she could do that, and more. The empire tracks all trinkets and who owns them, so I’ve heard. If you wanted information that valuable, she would be one you could go to. Though I doubt you’d like the price she would ask, even if you could get her to agree to your request.”

“Expensive?”

“No, she has all the ducats she could need. She would ask for favors or keep you in her debt until you were of use.” Izak shuddered. “Not to my liking.”

Caldan chewed a thumbnail, ignoring Izak’s questioning look. Did he dare approach this woman? He had hardly any ducats to offer, but if what Izak said were true, she wouldn’t be after coin. An opportunity like this was unlikely to happen again, and what could she ask of him anyway?

“Well,” said Izak. “I need another drink.” He looked around the room. “Ah, there she is… Do you mind if I…” His voice trailed off, and he waved in the direction of the bar.

“Go ahead.”

“I’ll join you in a bit.” Izak drew out a perfumed handkerchief and wiped his face, then with a wave disappeared into the crowd.

Turning back to the Dominion table, Caldan approached. Chances like these were few and far between. Best he took this one in both hands, if he could.

“Excuse me,” he began. Lady Felicienne arched one eyebrow at him but didn’t speak. This close, Caldan could see small pocked scars on her cheeks. “I see you’re in need of an opponent, and I’d be glad to give you a match. If you would like… I mean… if that’s what you’re here for.”

A number of the people around the table stopped their conversation to listen. Lady Felicienne toyed with an earring while she appraised him. Caldan had the feeling she didn’t miss much as her gaze took in his clothes and the stubble on his head, lingering on the scar on his cheek. He noticed her eyes flick over his shoulder in the direction Izak had headed then back to him.

“Why not?” she agreed in an amused tone. She sat up and waved at the empty chair across from her. “Please, be seated. What are you wagering?”

Caldan hesitated then reached into his coin pouch. Best to be cautious in the beginning and not risk too much. He withdrew two silver ducats and placed them on the table.

“Two silvers… and I need information,” he said as firmly as he could manage, heart pounding.

Behind him, someone coughed, and he heard a snicker. Lady Felicienne looked at the coins, blinked, then looked at him.

“I don’t know if I can cover such an amount,” she replied, deadpan.

He couldn’t be certain, but Caldan thought he detected a faint smirk. He swallowed, mouth dry.

“Information on what?” she said, hand creeping up to fiddle with her earring again.

“I’d rather not say here.” Caldan gestured to the crowded room.

“Then how am I to judge whether what else you are offering is sufficient to cover it?”

“I haven’t offered anything yet.”

“Yes, that’s a problem. So you are betting unspecified services against unspecified information?”

“Er… yes. I don’t know what I could offer that you would be interested in. I guess you’d be a better judge of that.”

Felicienne looked him up and down and smiled. “Indeed.” She sat back into her chair and tapped a cheek with a finger, eyes never leaving Caldan’s.

“Tell you what,” she said eventually. “I’ll take up your challenge. These dullards loitering around waiting for someone better than them to take me on are boring me to tears.”

Caldan glanced at the people standing about. A few glared at the lady, but some had smirks of their own as they politely ignored her rudeness.

“Well… thank you. I’ll sit down.”

“Please do. It might make playing hard otherwise.” She leaned forward, placing two silver ducats directly on top of Caldan’s. “I don’t believe anyone has thanked me before for accepting a challenge.”

Caldan could feel her eyes on him as he sat, scraping his chair on the floor when he moved it closer to the board. A woman tittered in the background.

Felicienne put a hand in the air and was soon approached by one of the spare attendants bearing two scraps of paper and writing implements. They each took a piece and scrawled their first seven opening moves, then handed it back.

The man studied both before placing each face up on the top tier for them both to see. Lady Felicienne smiled.

The first phase of the game had begun.

 

Lady Felicienne lounged in her padded chair, at ease with her progression in the game, a glass of bright green liquid in one hand. She barely glanced at the board, her main focus of attention the crowd gathered around their table — other players, patrons, even a couple of the serving staff on a short break from their duties.

Caldan knew she didn’t have to stare at the board as the pieces, positions and state of play would be foremost in her mind, as they were in his. He gathered her nonchalant pose was for the benefit of her reputation.

In the hour their game had progressed, he’d learnt a little about her from whispers reaching his ears, spoken in hushed and often awed tones by people in the crowd.

Lady Felicienne Shyrise, Third Adjudicator to the emperor himself. As one woman he overheard put it, shy by name but not by nature. She’d traveled from the capital to attend every Autumn Festival for the last four years to compete in the Dominion tournament. Caldan hadn’t heard anything else of value, unless what she liked to drink or eat was considered valuable information here.

He drew his attention back to the board. Something wasn’t quite right with Lady Felicienne’s last three moves, but he couldn’t put his finger on what bothered him. Her attempted feint then attack did nothing to improve her position, though the projected power of her pieces moved slightly to another direction. He scratched his head and shifted in his chair.

On his right, Izak shouldered his way through the crowd towards him, face flushed and glowing with a sheen of sweat. Half of his shirt was untucked from his pants. Stopping to apologize briefly to a couple he had barged between, he approached Caldan with a broad grin. He leaned close and whispered. “You could have found someone easier for your first game here, no?”

Caldan half-smiled apologetically and spread his hands. “The table was free, and she was waiting for an opponent.”

“That might have told you something, if you’d thought about it.” Izak wiped his brow with his kerchief. “Still, an interesting game, from what I can see.”

“Are you all right? You’re a bit flustered.”
What’s he been up to?

Izak grinned and winked. “Quite all right, thank you. I had a… chat… with the waitress. Perhaps a refreshing drink is called for.” He straightened up and signaled to a hovering waiter. Izak handed him a few coins and some instructions then leant back down to Caldan.

“It might not be any of my business, but have you placed a wager on the game?”

“Yes, two silvers.” Caldan saw Izak’s eyes widen.

Izak coughed into his hand. “Two silvers. She must have been bored.”

“Pardon?”

“Nothing. You realize you’ll lose? I mean, she is one of the best players in the empire.”

“Is she?” Caldan frowned. Her play had been excellent, but he had seen better. And played better himself. “I wouldn’t say she has the upper hand.”

Izak gestured at the board. “Of course she has. Look at the game. Are you blind?” Izak shook his head. “I’m sorry, that was harsh. Can you not see she is in a winning position?”

“It just looks like it. She is almost where I want her.”

“Forgive me if I sound skeptical.”

A waiter appeared at his elbow bearing a wooden tray. Izak passed Caldan another glass of the pear cider and availed himself of his own drink, something that looked like mud with a spoon in it.

“Ah! Just the thing to replenish the reserves,” Izak exclaimed.

Caldan watched as Izak swallowed a few spoonfuls of the thick brown substance. A comment from behind Izak made him turn with a laugh and hold the glass and spoon in the air. A few ribald cheers followed his display.

Caldan shook his head in confusion and returned to the game. He had much to learn about this place.

Lady Felicienne stared at him. Her eyes moved from the Dominion board to Caldan and back again. She placed her drink on a side table and leaned forward to study the game, hands clasped in front of her, eyes narrowed with concentration. She looked… annoyed.

She has finally sensed something isn’t right, Caldan thought. He hoped she didn’t grasp his plan until too late.

Someone jostled Caldan’s right shoulder and his drink spilled. Izak.

“Oh bloody… I mean… excuse me, my apologies.” He had found a chair somewhere and managed to drag it through the crowd and place it next to Caldan’s. He sat himself down with an audible sigh of relief, clutching his now empty glass with smears of the mud-like substance inside. A strong smell of herbs and spices reached Caldan, emanating from the glass.

“Medicinal?” Caldan enquired.

“Oh… yes. Good for what ails you, replenishing your strength, that sort of thing.”

Caldan studied the board again but kept an eye on Lady Felicienne. Knowing your opponent and figuring out what they had inferred about your play was key.

“You think you have the upper hand?”

Caldan sighed softly. Izak was distracting him. He meant well, but it wasn’t going to help his game.

“It depends on the next few moves, on whether she has worked anything out and can reorganize her defense.”

“If I made a modest wager of my own, I won’t regret betting on you?”

“Anything can happen, as well you know, but I think she won’t catch on in time. I wish I had wagered more now.”

Izak stood abruptly. “Well, time for another drink. I can’t sit around here all evening distracting you.” He disappeared into the crowd.

Caldan’s opponent had played an outstanding game, and if she realized his plan in the next few moves, things wouldn’t go well for him. The pieces were in a delicate balance at the moment.

Felicienne moved three of her pieces. He held his breath as she used two of her extra moves. She sat motionless, not breathing, staring at the board. Caldan hardly dared breathe himself. She half-stood to move one piece on the second tier, paused, then moved another.

He let out a long slow breath. She hadn’t seen through his ruse to the heart of his plan. Her moves were logical, as she saw them, but in the end only served to destabilize her position further.

Caldan gathered himself but before making his moves studied the board and pieces. It was when you were your most confident things were likely to go wrong. Concentrate too much on your own game and you could miss vital aspects of your opponent’s.

A bump on his shoulder told him Izak had returned with another drink, a yellowish spirit in a bulbous glass. His face was still flushed, probably because of the alcohol he had consumed.

“Here you go. Thank me later.” Izak handed him a piece of paper. On it was written “C. 2G, T7, LF 15-1” with a scribbled signature under a dark wax seal.

Caldan frowned at the cryptic writing. “What’s this?”

The attendant approached and asked to see the paper. Caldan handed it over while Izak smiled. The attendant scrutinized the paper then, satisfied they weren’t cheating, handed it back with a nod.

Izak held another piece of paper in his other hand. “It’s your wager, and this is mine. You can give me the ducats I spent placing the bet later, after you win.”

“My what?” Caldan screeched, turning heads in the crowd. He tugged Izak’s arm through his coat and drew him closer. “You made a wager in my name? For how much?”

Izak squirmed in his grasp. “Easy lad, you’ve quite a grip there. I’d like to use this arm later.”

“How much?” grated Caldan.

“It says right there. Two gold. Have to make the most when the odds are good. If you win they’ll come down a bit.”

Caldan sat stunned. Two gold ducats. He didn’t have two gold ducats.

“What’s the problem? You think you’ll win,” explained Izak. “We’ll both make out like bandits. No one here seriously thinks she will lose.”

Caldan clenched a fist. The one holding Izak by the arm. Izak’s mouth opened in pain.

“I don’t have two gold ducats. Let alone two to spare on a wager.”

Izak tried to pry Caldan’s fingers off his arm. “Steady on, eh? I’m sure you said you wanted to win some ducats tonight.”

“Not by betting coins I don’t have. What happens if I lose?” In debt two gold ducats and unspecified services to Lady Felicienne. His stomach churned.

“I thought you said you’d win?”

“I… it’s… probably. But that’s not the point. What if I don’t? I can’t pay.”

“Hmmm.” Izak blinked. “Then you’ll probably go to prison or the work gangs. Owww!” He clutched at Caldan’s hand on his arm. “Let go!”

“What does the paper say?” demanded Caldan.

“Well, C, that’s you, Caldan. 2G, that’s obvious…” He glanced at Caldan, whose expression made him quickly return to the paper. “Um, T7 — that’s table seven. This table. LF is the dear lady here. And the last numbers are the odds. Fifteen to one.” He swallowed. “So..er… that’s thirty gold to you, if you win, less three as commission.”

Caldan shook his head in disgust then released Izak’s arm.

“Is there a problem, gentlemen?” Lady Felicienne’s words drifted across the Dominion table to them. Caldan quailed inside, and Izak went as still as a statue.

“Er…no, not at all,” replied Caldan. “A friendly disagreement.”

Felicienne wrinkled her nose. “Ah, the worst kind.” Her eyes shifted to Izak then returned to Caldan. “Has Izak done something regrettable?”

“I barely know her,” whispered Izak. “We may have met before. Though there was that night at last year’s Autumn Festival, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t her.”

Caldan frowned in confusion. “What night?”

“Nothing… No, it couldn’t have been…” Izak rocked in his chair, eyes on the floor.

“I hope you placed a wager on me.” She smiled at Caldan. “I’m about to crack this egg open, and about time too. For two silvers, I wasn’t expecting this much resistance.”

A pain in his jaw made Caldan aware he was grinding his teeth. Hard. Two gold and more in debt if he didn’t win, and Lady Felicienne making light of the game. His face was hot, and the air around the table was all of a sudden stale, the crowd surrounding them too close for comfort. He shut his eyes and took a few deep breaths.

“Are you all right?” came Izak’s voice, as if from a distance.

Opening his eyes, Caldan shook his head. “No, not really. Especially if I lose.”

“But you said you’d win.”

Izak was beginning to annoy him. “No, I didn’t.”

“You did. You said…”

“Can you please be quiet? I have to concentrate.”

“Oh, of course.” Izak held a finger to his lips. “You can count on me.”

Caldan nodded. “Could you do me a favor? A glass of water would help.”

“Water? What you need is a good strong drink. Something to…”

“No. Water, please.”

“I’ll be back shortly. Don’t make any moves until I return.” Izak weaved unsteadily through the crowd, and Caldan sighed with relief.

“Good friends, are you?” inquired Lady Felicienne. “With Izak?”

“No…my lady. I just met him tonight.”

“My lady?” She smiled at him. “So formal?”

Caldan squirmed in his chair.

Felicienne continued. “If we ever have occasion to meet formally, you can call me my lady, but here you can call me Felice.”

A sharp intake of breath could be heard from a few onlookers, and a sneer appeared on Felicienne’s face. “A good game deserves some reward, does it not? Though in the end, learning from a loss can also be a reward for those less skilled.” She met his eye. “I look forward to those unspecified services.”

Heat rose to Caldan’s face at her words. He swallowed. “Felice it is. You can call me Caldan.”

Felice nodded once. “And what is it you do, Caldan?” Her eyes traveled down his torso. “For someone who plays Dominion with no little skill, you seem a bit… muscular.”

Caldan cleared his throat, deciding not to tell her he was with the Protectors. “I’m a sorcerer.”

Felice raised an eyebrow at him. “Indeed. Well, a valuable calling, to be sure.”

The air grew thicker with each passing moment. Caldan decided to make his move. “I believe it is my turn?”

“You would believe correctly.”

Caldan nodded. “I choose to use my five extra turns now.”

He looked up to see Felice scowling in confusion, brow furrowed. His normal turn plus five extra turns made it a total of six moves he could make. Caldan stood and, in quick succession, moved his pieces over the boards.

Lady Felicienne’s mouth opened in surprise.

 

Izak returned to find the crowd buzzing with excitement. Lady Felicienne sat with an unblinking gaze focused on Caldan, who placed a piece on the board. A quick look told him each must have had a few turns, maybe more than a few from the changed position of the pieces. But what struck him was that Felicienne’s game had become disorganized, chaotic.

 

Caldan returned to his chair and sat with a sigh of relief, the piece of paper with the wager on it clutched in a sweaty hand. Seeing Izak, he eagerly reached out for the glass of water he carried and drank it in a few gulps.

“What happened?” hissed Izak. “I told you not to make any moves until I got back!”

“I took a chance,” replied Caldan. “Moved a little early, but it worked out still.”

“She looks angry. At you.”

Caldan studiously avoided Felice’s gaze. “I take it she doesn’t lose often?”

“Ah, no. Not often. Rarely, you could say.” Izak looked at his empty hands. “Where did my drink go?”

“Forget your drink. We’re lucky I’m not being hauled off to prison now.” He glared at Izak, though Izak was peering at the Dominion board.

Izak tilted his head and blinked. “I think she has lost,” he said with a tinge of wonder.

“She has, and she knows it. Luckily for both of us, since I dare say prison wouldn’t be a good place to be.”

“Oh, it’s not so bad, once you get used to it. Excellent! A rather interesting night so far! Who do you think you should play next? We can make some coin before word of your play gets out.”

“I’m not playing anyone else tonight.”

“But you must! The opportunity is tonight. Tomorrow, people will be warier… more wary.”

Lady Felicienne stood abruptly. All eyes turned to her. She gave a bow to Caldan. “I concede defeat,” she said plainly. “Well played.”

Gasps could be heard from the crowd, and the buzz of conversation rose in volume. Not knowing the usual protocol, Caldan nodded in return. After hesitating a moment, he walked around the board and held out his hand. “It was a good game. I’d be happy to play you again soon.”

Felicienne looked at Caldan’s extended hand then grasped it firmly. “Likewise. I do believe we’ll be seeing more of each other. It’s not often someone teaches me something new with Dominion. And I fear I underestimated you, which won’t happen again.”

Caldan gave a wry smile. “I’m sure it won’t.”

Felicienne gestured to the silver ducats on the table, two of Caldan’s and two of hers. “Your winnings.”

He thanked her and accepted the coins.

She brushed a stray strand of hair back over an ear. “There is still the matter of the unspecified information. Izak here will know how to contact me, and I always repay my debts. I’ll arrange for someone to meet you and discuss what you need. Will that be sufficient, or would you like me to provide some kind of collateral before I leave?”

“That… will not be necessary. I trust you.”

At his words, Felice raised an eyebrow and smirked. “I believe I’ve learnt more than enough for tonight so will be leaving. Can I offer you an escort back to the Sorcerers’ Guild?”

Was she really suggesting…?
“Ah, no… thank you. I can look after myself.”

Felicienne paused. “I’m sure you can.” She glanced at the thinning crowd around the table. “Still, perhaps instead you can escort me to my apartments and we can discuss your needs in more detail tonight?”

Caldan heard Izak cough into a hand then murmur something unintelligible and wander away from the table. His heart beat faster. What would Miranda think of him? Why did he think of Miranda at a time like this?

“I must decline,” he stammered.

“Must you?”

“Yes, my lady.” She raised an eyebrow at him. “Um… Felice.” Caldan scrabbled for an excuse. “Honestly, I don’t know where I am at the moment. I’m new to the city and was lucky the sorcerers took me in.”

“I would say they were lucky.”

“Either way, I need some stability right now.”

“I won’t push, and I’m not offended. I had better be going.”

She nodded and without another word left him standing there by the abandoned game.

Izak sidled up to him. “Well, well, well. You must have impressed her.”

Caldan shook his head. He didn’t know what to make of the Lady Felice. He rubbed his eyes and yawned. It felt like a long night, though it was still relatively early.

“You should have another game tonight. You need to take advantage before word of this gets out.”

“No. I should be getting back. I’ve had enough stress for one night.”

Izak sighed in resignation. Out of his coat pocket he pulled a piece of paper similar to Caldan’s. “Let’s go collect then. Are you sure…?”

“I’m sure. No more tonight.”

Izak guided Caldan through the crowd by the arm. A few people nodded to Caldan, and one man clapped him on the back. They wound their way over to the man sitting under the chalkboard, who handed over their winnings with minimal fuss.

The cloth purse lay heavy in Caldan’s hand. More ducats than he had ever had in his life, enough to pay Master Simmon back and have plenty left over. Enough to treat Miranda to a decent meal to repay her kindness.

Izak bounced his purse in his hand. “Well, if you’re going to have an early night, I might do the same. Too much excitement is not good for someone my age. Except sometimes!” He laughed, and Caldan couldn’t help but join in.

Declining a farewell drink, Caldan exchanged a brief goodbye with assurances that he would return to the Yawning Rabbit soon and seek Izak out.

 


  



Chapter Twenty-Four
 

Darkness. The night had been one made for restless sleep. Broiling and sticky, making Bells toss and turn in what felt like an endless nightmare of fetid sweat and stale air.

She had abandoned sleep well before dawn, preferring to while away the hours on the deck of the ship rather than toss and turn in her narrow bunk. Never one for sea travel, this journey had thankfully taken less time than she dared to hope.

Only her crafting prevented her from becoming ill due to the ship’s constant swaying, though she, her brother Keys and the few sorcerers with them were the only ones able to stave off the misery. Many of the soldiers below decks weren’t so fortunate, and the stench of vomit never went away.

A scuff sounded behind her, and she opened her well, preparing herself. Ah, it was the captain, no doubt coming above deck as their destination neared. She closed herself off from her well and shivered, rubbing her arms. She was far too touchy these days, nervous and jumping at shadows. Keys would have laughed at her if he had seen her reaction.

She watched as the captain, a thin, long-nosed man with spectacles, set the crew to readying the ship to dock, even though they were some time out yet.

A cool wind blew from behind them, speeding their progress, and the patter of rain started as the long awaited downpour began. The storm was short-lived. A brightening sky swept the shadows as cliffs loomed on their right. Ahead, she could see a break in the bleak rock face.

Not long now, she thought with trepidation. No need to descend below and make sure everyone knew their roles. Planning for this mission had been long and detailed. Everyone knew their part.

As the sun peeked over the horizon, the ship rounded the northern breakwater of the harbor of Anasoma. To their right in the water were hundreds of decrepit old ships, clustered together as if that would shelter them from the ravages of time and the sea. The Cemetery, she knew it was called. A place ships went to die, now inhabited by some of the poorest people in the empire.

She shook her head at the plight of the unfortunate and her crafted bells, woven into her long dark hair, tinkled softly.

Even at this distance, the fishermen on the docks would see their ship was huge, dwarfing the ships moored permanently in the Cemetery. Its sails were being furled and oars unshipped to allow the captain control as the ship came into harbor.

Keys finally make his way onto the deck. He met her eyes and nodded with a wry smile before joining the captain. Numerous keys were suspended from chains around his neck, how he came by his name, just as they called her Bells, and from his belt hung a scabbarded sword. Don’t ever leave me, she thought.

Knifing through the water faster than any other ship dared move this close to the docks, the Black Lion headed straight for the stone wharves, where important foreign ships and the emperor’s own berthed. At the last possible moment, the oars dug in and reverse strokes cut its speed to a mere crawl. It was a display meant to impress.

The docks themselves were deserted, apart from the fishing wharves. There, boats departed to begin the day’s work, while others were arriving, holds filled with fish to feed a starving city. Somewhere, a scream sounded, followed by a curt exchange of harsh voices. Sticky heat, poverty and overcrowding boiled away the barriers between man and his basic nature. Cursing the foreign visitors, the workers on the docks bent back to their tasks.

An officer of the harbor watch strode down the wharf and stopped alongside the ship. “What vessel?” he bellowed.

“Black Lion, out of Indryalla,” returned the captain.

“What’s your business in Anasoma? This wharf is reserved for ships under the emperor’s protection, not for merchants.”

“Then fetch your superiors. We are on a diplomatic mission under the personal orders of the God-Emperor of Indryalla. Be so good as to send us a provisioner, and a quality one at that. It’s been a long voyage, and my men need fresh rations.”

The harbor watch officer screwed up his nose at the captain’s commanding tone. “After I’m done with you, and after my superiors are done with you, and after we confirm you are who you say you are, and represent who you say you do, then you can send your own men to fetch whatever you need. Am I clear?”

On the deck, Keys’ hand shifted to rest on the pommel of his sword, perhaps unconsciously. “I believe you are, sir,” he replied for the captain with a half-smile.

Soon the ship was secured to the wharf with thick ropes, sails furled, the hull gently bobbing on the swell. Men of the harbor watch bustled around the ship, senior officers appeared to deal with potential diplomats, messengers were dispatched.

 

Two nights later, Rathin, a harbor watchman ordered to guard the approach to the ship, stood warming his hands by a brazier glowing with smoldering coals. Three of his fellows lay sleeping around him, wrapped in their cloaks as best they could to keep the night’s chill from their bones.

Motion aboard the ship caught his attention, and he took a moment to nudge his fellow guards awake.

Three horsemen, followed by five figures, left the ship, clattering down the sturdy gangplank after the moon slipped behind a cloud. One horse snorted, breath misting in the chill night air. They made their way along the wharf towards the harbor watchmen and the city.

The guards’ hands gripped their clubs tighter as the figures approached, all eight with their faces obscured by the hoods of their cloaks.

Four gold coins struck the stones at their feet. More than any of them could earn in a long, long time. Rathin licked his lips and glanced towards his fellows.

“You never saw us,” rasped the lead horseman.

Dumbstruck, Rathin nodded. “Y-yes, of course,” he stammered.

His fellows scrabbled for the coins on the ground.

The three horsemen headed west into the city in the direction of Cabbage Town. All five shrouded men following them split off in different directions. Soon, they were swallowed by the darkness, like wraiths dissolving into the shadows.


  



Chapter Twenty-Five
 

It took Caldan two hours to weave his way through the morning crowds before he arrived at the place he had agreed to meet Miranda. Six days had passed following his victory over Lady Felicienne, and Caldan still felt uneasy with the gold ducats he had won, courtesy of Izak. He’d paid Master Simmon back, his largesse being met with a raised eyebrow and pointed questions as to where he had come about ducats so swiftly. Caldan had confessed, red-faced, but Simmon had merely grinned and told him not to win too much, with an explanation that some of the merchants didn’t like it when sorcerers did well against them on account they might be cheating.

A few coins he spent on essentials, the remainder he secreted under his straw mattress. He had crafted another lock for his door that should stop any casual thief from entering his room.

He hadn’t yet repaid Miranda for the meal they shared, and he didn’t want to take her to the Yawning Rabbit lest they ran into Izak.

Caldan caught sight of Miranda and waved. They had arranged to meet at an intersection in Dockside, as Miranda said she had some business to arrange and would introduce him to a contact he might be able to use to find out about his trinket.

She waved back, and Caldan lowered his arm with relief. Master Simmon had him performing a seemingly endless succession of exercises the last three days. Designed to strengthen his body, the exercise sessions left him gasping for breath and aching. Afternoons were dedicated to crafting and lessons on alchemy and history. Caldan found his appetite returning to what it had been before he arrived, managing to put away twice as much as his fellow apprentices, to his embarrassment and their amusement.

Miranda favored him with a smile as she approached from across the street, pausing to avoid a group of children running past.

“How are you?” she asked, touching his arm. “Come on,” she said before he mustered a reply. “Let’s get going so we can get our business out of the way and enjoy the day.”

“I’m well, apart from being sore. What have you been up to?”

“This and that. More this than that.” She grinned mischievously. “I managed to secure a deal that might make some ducats, if it works out.”

Caldan laughed. Miranda was always up to something. “Good. At least one of us has the sense to make an honest living.”

“I didn’t say it was honest, and what do you mean? Have you fallen into some dishonest coins since we last met?”

“Not exactly, but I could have been in a lot of trouble.” He explained the night at the Yawning Rabbit.

Miranda doubled over with laughter. “Sounds like this Izak is a character, albeit someone you might want to watch yourself with.”

“That’s what I think. He didn’t act stable at all. I think he likes taking risks.”

“And living life to the full. Still, it worked out well for you in the end.”

“Better than you think,” he said with a grin.

“What do you mean?”

“I haven’t had a chance to tell you about the Lady Felicienne.”

Miranda gave him a cool look. “You met a lady?”

“Yes, at the Yawning Rabbit.”

Miranda examined her nails. “Really? How nice for you. Was she pretty?”

“What? I guess so.” At her deepening frown, Caldan swallowed. Was she jealous?
“She was the one I played Dominion with. She works for the emperor and has access to information.”

“Ah, I see.”

“Since I won, she’s now in my debt.”

“Really?”

“That was the bet we made. If I win then she helps me.”

“And if you lost?”

“I’m not sure… I kind of left it open…”

“Caldan, that’s risky! She could have asked anything of you!” She eyed him, and a faint blush rose to her cheeks. “I’ve heard those ladies can be quite forward.”

“It all worked out in the end. And I made a few ducats, so it ended well.”

“Does that mean dinner is on the cards soon?”

“When I find a suitable place.”

“You have no idea where to go, do you?”

“Not really,” he admitted with a smile.

“Well, I’m not going to help you. Ask around the masters. I’m sure they know a few places that serve decent food.”

“Good advice. I’ll take it.”

“I’m always full of good advice.”

“Whether people want it or not?”

“Exactly. If they don’t listen, at least I tried.” She stopped and took hold of his chin, turning his cheek towards her. “Elpidia knows her stuff. The scar has faded nicely, and it hasn’t been long. Remind me to see her if I ever need to have something stitched.”

“How likely is that?”

“You only took a few days, so more likely than you think.”

They ducked into another side street as up ahead two carts blocked their way, amid loud protestations from both drivers and a vocal crowd. Soon Caldan could smell the sea and caught glimpses of water between buildings as they strolled down a steep street towards the harbor.

Miranda guided them through a few turns and eventually they found themselves standing in front of a building across from the docks. Compared to many of the buildings around it, it was well maintained, with a fresh coat of whitewash on the walls. Where the building stopped, the walls continued to surround the large patch of land the trading company owned. A thick wrought iron gate stood in the middle of the wall, while bright red double doors opened into the building proper. Fixed atop the door in raised bronze letters was a sign declaring the building home to the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern.

Miranda didn’t wait to see if he followed as she strode confidently through the open door. Caldan stepped quickly after her into the opulent interior of the building. Smooth, gray marble tiles paved the floor, and highly polished mahogany counters lined all three sides of the large entry room within. A number of employees were behind the counters, talking with people who had business there and looking busy writing in ledgers and organizing papers. Expensive crafted sorcerous globes hung on the walls every few yards, illuminating the room more than necessary. The odor of roasted coffee overlaid with spices pervaded the air, signifying large quantities of the costly products were close by.

They both paused, awestruck at the sheer amount of ducats that had been spent to create such an impression.

“What a waste,” Caldan muttered. “This doesn’t look like a merchants’ office. At least, it isn’t what I expected.”

“Shhh. They aren’t just merchants,” she explained. “They loan ducats as well, and own businesses in the city. And not only Anasoma. No one knows for sure, but it’s widely believed they are the wealthiest company in the city, if not the empire.”

“They’re a bank as well?”

“Yes.” She stood looking around at the counters, obviously unsure of which one she needed to go to.

“May I assist you?” came a soft voice from their left.

Caldan turned to find a woman. Her blonde hair was tied back, and there was a bright smile on her face. “If you can tell me what you are looking for,” she said, “I can direct you to the proper counter.”

“Um,” said Miranda. “I’m here to pay for some warehouse space, and to see Sir Quiss on a matter of some property.”

“Excellent. I hope you’re having an enjoyable day. Please, that counter over there.” She gestured smoothly across the room to a man with spectacles signing and stamping some papers. “I’ll let someone know to inform Sir Quiss.”

“Ah… yes, thank you. Good day to you, too.” Miranda nodded to the woman and grabbed Caldan by the arm, pulling him along with her to the counter. The lady had retreated to stand by the open doors.

“Weird,” remarked Miranda.

“Yes. Is her job to stand there and help people who look like they need it? Do you think she does anything else?”

“How should I know? I would hope so. Paying someone to stand around doing nothing all day seems odd.”

They approached the bespectacled man, but before Miranda could utter a word he spoke.

“One moment please.” He continued to sign and stamp documents, tutting at one before placing it in a pile to his left. He removed his spectacles and rubbed his nose.

“Now… how may I help you?” he inquired.

“My name is Miranda, and I am here to…”

“Ah, yes, pay for some warehouse space. Now, where is that contract?” he said half to himself and searched through one of the piles in front of him.

“Here is the payment.” Miranda withdrew a purse and deposited it on the table. The man raised both hands to stop her.

“I’m sorry, I don’t accept coins.”

“I beg your pardon?” asked Miranda. “But if you don’t accept coins, how am I to pay?”

“Oh, you’re not familiar with our process? I can’t accept coins, but the cashier over there does.” He pointed to a lady across the room counting coins, flanked by two large muscular men. “You need to pay her and receive a receipt, then bring the receipt to me.”

Miranda sighed. “Of course. I’ll be right back.”

The trip to the cashier to hand over the coins and receive a receipt was uneventful, but both of them shifted uncomfortably under the watchful gaze of the large men positioned to protect the lady from any attempts at theft. Sizing the men up, Caldan didn’t think anyone in their right mind would take them on.

As they were re-crossing the room, Miranda remarked to Caldan, “Professional operation they have here.”

It didn’t look professional to him. Why not have the person you were dealing with accept your ducats? “What do you mean?”

“Only a few people handle the ducats, so it’s harder to steal.”

“Oh, I thought they were being difficult.”

Miranda gave him a scornful look. “You wouldn’t stay in business long if you did things to be deliberately difficult.”

Back with the bespectacled man, Miranda handed over the receipt, and after signing the contract he stamped the document and moved it to a different pile.

“I’m here to see Sir Quiss as well,” said Miranda. “The lady over there said she would have word sent to him.”

The man nodded and gestured to a group of padded chairs around a highly polished table. “Be seated, and he’ll be out shortly. I’m afraid your gentleman friend here will not be able to join you, unless he also has direct business with Sir Quiss.”

“No, he doesn’t.” She turned to Caldan. “You’ll be all right waiting here?”

“Of course.”

“Good. Let’s sit down and wait.”

In the middle of the table sat a bowl of sweets individually wrapped in waxy brown paper. Caldan helped himself to a couple and popped one in his mouth. Miranda sat next to him and rubbed her hands together.

“Good,” remarked Caldan. “Like solid honey and spices. You should try one.”

“I’m too nervous. My palms are sweaty, and I can’t very well rub them on my dress.”

Caldan chuckled at her.

She glared at him, then her expression softened. “This is important. If it goes well… let’s just say I will have done well. And Sir Quiss, he is also the contact I mentioned to you. Merchants such as these have access to a great deal of information and have vast resources to be able to find almost anything out.”

“You think they could help me trace my trinket?”

“I believe so. They have… leverage… with most of the nobles and other merchants. There isn’t much they couldn’t do if they turn their mind to it. I didn’t mention trinkets, just that you were after information.”

A figure emerged from a door behind the counter.

Caldan saw a man, who was not quite a man. He looked denser than ordinary men, as if he didn’t fit in the space he occupied. Harder. His hand squeezed Miranda’s arm unconsciously.

“Ow! Don’t do that!”

He blinked and the man appeared normal this time, as if Caldan’s eyes had played a trick on him.

The strange man spoke briefly to the bespectacled man, who motioned in their direction.

“Miranda, I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“What? Why? I won’t be long.”

He pulled her close and whispered. “I… don’t have a good feeling about this.”

“Pish,” she said, rejecting his inept explanation. “Don’t have a good feeling. I need this.” She broke free from his grasp and stood, smiling as the man approached.

Caldan stood as well, eyeing the man, who stopped and bowed curtly to Miranda and nodded to Caldan.

“Luphildern Quiss,” he announced in a curious melodic accent Caldan hadn’t heard before. “Head Trader for the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern, and before you ask, one of many.” A fleeting smile crossed his face. “And you are Miss Miranda, I believe.”

She held out her hand. “Yes, I am. Pleased to meet you.”

Sir Quiss looked at her hand for a moment before extending his own. Caldan sucked in a breath between his teeth. They shook hands.

Nothing happened.

“And I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Miranda. Please, come with me. I’m afraid your gentleman friend will have to wait here.”

Quiss locked eyes with him, a look of such intensity and startling penetration that left Caldan feeling stripped bare.

He ripped his gaze away, breaking contact in reflex. Quiss half-turned and gestured for Miranda to precede him through the door from which he had appeared.

“Thank you,” she said and turned to Caldan. “I shouldn’t be long. Don’t eat too many sweets.”

Caldan shook his head minutely. Don’t go! His look shouted at her, as though he could communicate his urgency with one expressive glance. Sweat prickled his skin.

She frowned at him and her expression became annoyed. “I won’t be long,” she said again and turned to walk across the room and through the door, followed closely by Quiss, whatever he was.

Caldan blinked, and again the man looked denser, harder. His eyes burned and he rubbed them quickly. Quiss remained the same this time, like a stain on the fabric of reality, rent and twisted. The scent of rotten fruit reached Caldan’s nostrils.

Caldan swallowed a mouthful of honeyed spice. By the ancestors, what was going on? He glanced around the room. Everyone else looked normal. Maybe he was seeing things, or perhaps he was too tired. No, something was wrong. Quiss wasn’t a man, or was a man but something else as well.

Caldan sat and folded his arms, staring at the door Miranda had disappeared through. She’d better come out soon, he thought or… or what? Rush in and rescue her? Miranda obviously couldn’t see anything different about the man, so why could he?

The padded chair felt uncomfortable, and he squirmed while chewing a fingernail. The wait dragged on. Something strange was happening here, and while he had no idea what it was or where to start looking, Quiss had to be the key. He growled in frustration and half-stood before sitting down again. It was likely the security here would stop him from going through the door.

It felt like hours passed before eventually the door opened and Miranda walked through followed by Sir Quiss. She looked normal, with a smile plastered on her face. Caldan sighed heavily in relief, though he didn’t know what he had expected to happen. He’d just felt that something was wrong.

They joined him by the table, Miranda looking pleased with herself and Sir Quiss hovering expectantly.

“I believe our business is concluded, Miss Miranda,” stated Quiss. “And your escort is the gentleman you told me about, the one looking for information?”

“Yes, of course. Caldan… um, do you want to explain to Sir Quiss?”

Caldan froze for a moment. This wasn’t good. He couldn’t bring himself to show his trinket to this man. He thought furiously. “Ah… yes…” he managed to say. “Actually, I find myself in an awkward position. The Lady Felicienne has been good enough to agree to assist me. I’m afraid I didn’t have a chance to let Miranda know. I apologize for the misunderstanding.” By the time he was finished, Miranda was glaring at him, red-faced and tight-lipped.

Quiss bobbed his head in a short bow. “I know of her. She should serve you well. Then, if that is all, I bid both of you good day.”

“Yes, again I apologize. It was thoughtless of me.”

“Yes, it was,” growled Miranda.

Quiss shook his head. “No harm done. Farewell.” He turned and strode away.

Caldan grabbed Miranda’s arm.

“Are you all right?” he whispered.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Didn’t you see the way he looked?”

“What do you mean? He was… normal.”

Caldan stuck his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders. “No, he wasn’t. He was different. I could see he didn’t belong. That’s why I didn’t want to ask about my trinket.”

Miranda frowned at him then laughed. “Don’t be silly, there’s nothing wrong with him. Just a senior merchant doing business.” She looked at him with worry. “Are you coming down with a fever?”

“No. I’m not.” Caldan shuffled his feet, unsure how to explain to her what he had seen. Maybe it was a trick of the light. He shook his head. “Never mind,” he said reluctantly.

She looked at the empty bowl, which had been full of sweets. “Hungry, were you?”

Caldan went red. “I thought the other apprentices might like some.” He patted two full pockets.”

She gave him a disappointed look. “You don’t do things like that. They are for people who are waiting.”

“I was waiting,” he protested.

“But… oh never mind.” She made a show of massaging her temples, breathing out heavily through her nose.

“This place is unsettling. Can we leave soon?” He wanted to get out as soon as possible. He needed time to think on what he had seen.

“Well, I guess we’re both finished. We can go now.” She latched onto his arm and pulled him towards the door to the street, but Caldan didn’t budge. His eyes were glued on the door.

“Oof! You’re heavy. I couldn’t move you an inch. Come on.”

He fell into step beside her. She clutched his arm and drew close to him.

Caldan hurried along with her, feeling a palpable sense of relief after they exited the building. Miranda continued at a fast pace he was only too happy to keep up with, since it meant more distance between them and Quiss.

 

After he arrived back, Caldan made a quick detour to the apprentices’ dormitory. To their delight, he emptied his pockets of sweets, leaving a few for himself, since they were delicious. Begging off from a surprise overture to stay and spend some time with them, he trudged back to his room, feet dragging and distractedly using the rails on the stairs where he would normally step up them two at a time without pause.

Caldan lay awake, running through the day’s events over and over, the meeting with Quiss foremost in his mind.

Sleep was a long time coming and when it did was fitful.

He woke to twisted sweat-stained sheets, bleary-eyes and a headache.


  



Chapter Twenty-Six
 

Far from a genteel man, Bees, a purveyor of information, as he called himself, likened the information trade to venereal disease. Rumors churned through the streets, winding their way down alleys, across rivers, to markets, into homes, snaking their insidious ever-changing forms through the ears and mouths of the populace. Clamor and noise, their ability to arouse and titillate, to exhort their chosen victims, ensured their transfer.

And though the masses delighted in gossip and innuendo, he knew that some could scratch an itch without realizing the import, while others knew exactly what the itch portended. They knew whether to scratch and curse, or head for a physiker.

Fortune had been with Bees. Information on the ship docked in the harbor from Indryalla had netted him a tidy sum. As luck would have it, another source confirmed the ship carried an important envoy offering an alliance. A foreign alliance with a country so far away hardly anyone had heard of it. No doubt the nobles would make much of it, preening and strutting about the glorious empire while everyone else scratched in the dirt to make ends meet. Bees sniffed. Useless diplomatic nonsense.

He dug a thumbnail into an orange and began to skin the fruit, dropping the peel at his feet. The pungent scent made him smile; it never failed to delight him, unlike most of his fellow city dwellers. Midmorning sun bathed him as he sat in his usual spot near an old fountain in Cabbage Town, warming his hair and giving it ‘sun smell’ as his ma used to say.

Positioned on a step in front of a closed shop with a basket of oranges at his feet, Bees could be found here a few days out of every seven, or if not him, someone in his employ. Street urchins sold him information for a coin and an orange, while housewives and servants filling various containers with water from the fountain could stop by for a chat. With any luck, a few coins might change hands if what they knew was of value to him. More often than not he sent them on their way with a shake of his head.

A shadow fell across him, and he looked up to see a cloaked figure, head covered by a hood. He squinted at the face for a moment before recognizing her.

“Ah, Elpidia. Come to check on me after all this time? I can say with no measure of doubt the unguent you provided me has worked a treat.” He popped an orange segment into his mouth and chewed. It was good, sweet and juicy.

Elpidia folded her arms across her chest, hood turning left and right as she checked to see if anyone approached. “As I knew it would,” she said at last. “A common complaint for men who visit whorehouses.” Her tone was derisive.

“Come now, you wouldn’t begrudge a single man one of the greatest pleasures in life now, would you?”

She scowled at him. “No,” she said reluctantly. “Not a single man.” She scratched her neck.

“Well, that’s cleared up. No pun intended.” He grinned at her. She remained impassive. Sensing he would have to draw out of her why she was here, he continued. “A lovely day, isn’t it? Clear skies, a warm sun, and oranges, of course. Would you care for one?” He retrieved a fruit from the basket and held it out. She hesitated then took it with a nod of thanks. A rash covered the back of her hand.

Surprisingly, she sat on the step next to him and began peeling. He popped another segment into his mouth. He let her peel her fruit and finish a couple of segments. She chewed methodically, staring out at the square and fountain.

Something was on her mind, perhaps valuable information concerning a client she was hesitant to share.

He cleared his throat. “What brings you out here on such a fine day?”

“I don’t have any information for you, and even if one of my clients said something, I wouldn’t tell you.”

“That’s disappointing. I think you’d have a lot to sell me.”

She scowled at him again. “I would never do so. But I do need a favor.”

“A favor, is it? Like we are old friends, helping each other out, is that it? Free of charge. I would never do so,” he echoed.

“Don’t be difficult. I can pay and pay well. It’s not like I’m destitute.”

Bees chewed another segment. “So,” he said through a mouthful of orange, “what can I do for you? And before you say anything, let me tell you I can’t determine a price until I know what’s involved.”

Elpidia nodded. “I need information on someone.”

“Is that all? You’ve come to the right person.”

“You won’t know who this person is, and I don’t know much about them. I can give you little to go on.”

“What do you suspect they are up to?”

“Up to? Nothing.”

“Then why do you need to know about them?”

“Let’s say I’m curious. I treated him a while ago, and he intrigued me.”

“Elpidia, if you are enamored of him there are easier ways to go about it! Perfumed letters, sweet gifts…”

The fierce look she gave him stopped his next joke. Her jaw clenched. “It’s nothing like that.”

He held up his hands. “What’s important about this man?”

She glanced at him then away towards the fountain. “As I said, I’m curious. He intrigued me.”

“I’ll need to know more about him before I can say how much it’ll cost.”

“His name’s Caldan and he’s an apprentice in the Sorcerers’ Guild.”

Bees whistled softly. “Not easy to get in there, with the sorcerers.” Though actually it was. Every organization or business needed servants and staff. And all of the guilds had apprentices from all walks of life, some of whom were willing to earn a few ducats on the sly.

“What exactly do you need to know?”

“Everything, really,” Elpidia said with a depreciating laugh. “How he is doing there; what do the masters think of him? Where he is from, who his parents were. Everything. I’d do it myself, but my…research is too important. I can’t spare the time.”

Bees sucked the juice out of another segment and considered. An easy job, and he could charge her well, except she had done right by him before. But it didn’t add up. Elpidia knew something she wasn’t saying, he could feel it, and it was obviously important to her. What was important to one person was also important to others. That was how the world worked.

“Three silver ducats to start. It’s a good offer,” he added. He finished the last segment of orange.

She removed a purse from under her cloak and counted coins into his hand.

No argument, no bargaining, thought Bees. Intriguing.

“Meet me back here in a few days,” he said. “I should have something by then.”

“He’s well-educated on a number of subjects, including alchemy. And he once spoke of lessons with monks. I would hazard a guess that means he was raised at the monastery in Eremite.”

“That would fit, from what I know. That helps as well, though if I have to send someone there to gather information it’ll be costly.”

“I hope it doesn’t come to that. My funds aren’t sizeable.”

Though you handed over three silvers with no complaint. “A week, then. I’m afraid you might be scaring away business sitting there.”

Elpidia stood abruptly, the remaining orange in her hand. She looked at it then around for a refuse pile to place it in. There were none.

“Take it and enjoy,” said Bees. “You’ll be glad you did.”

She gave a thin smile and strode off, hood still covering her hair.

Bees picked up a fresh orange and raised it above his head. A few moments later, a ragged little girl stood in front of him.

“Ah, sweetling. Can you take a message for me?”

She nodded eagerly, eyes all the while on the orange out of her reach.

“Good.” He spoke to her for a few moments then handed her the fruit. She scurried off.

Wheels were in motion. There was more to this than Elpidia let on, and whatever information he ended up with needed to be examined carefully. He leaned back against the door and shielded his eyes from the sun. In the square, life went on.

 


  



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 

Just ahead of Buuren and his two men was the residence of House Kesmon, their objective. A gray stone wall to his left, as high as a man and then some, surrounded the House Kesmon estate, punctuated ahead of them by a broad iron gate.

Always wary, Buuren glanced around, searching for signs anyone was eyeing them suspiciously or they were being watched. At this time of night, they hadn’t expected many people to notice them. Nothing so far. This city had become too indolent for its own good, and corrupt. Which was why they were here.

In his mind, he ran over what he knew of the city and the district they were in, Cabbage Town. Home of the almost well-to-do, the not quites, and the might have beens. While Dockside had reeked, Cabbage Town merely exuded an odor of dung and urine from the streets, overlaid with the faint scent of plants from Parkside and Five Flowers to the west, improved with cinnamon, pepper, paprika, mustard and cardamom. For Cabbage Town district was renowned for its spice merchants and food houses, taverns, inns, street vendors and restaurants, all of whom vied to attract the hungry citizens of Anasoma. They were a fair distance from the worst of Dockside, and from what they saw as the decadence of Parkside, though all were unaware the empire they served was no better than a foul slaver.

Cabbage Town was situated east of Parkside, the nobles and wealthy merchants’ quarter, and east again of Five Flowers, home of the not-so-wealthy nobles and merchants. The streets were narrow — two wagons couldn’t pass without one pulling close to a wall and stopping while the other edged past, squeezing through the gap.

The substantial House Kesmon estate was managed by a contingent of household and garden workers: slaves, sentenced criminals or unfortunates that couldn’t pay their taxes, debtors and suchlike. Numerous guards were required to oversee such labor, though slaves hardly ever tried to escape, the penalty in law set by the emperor being hanging for such an offence. Punishments for minor offences, such as laziness or stealing, ranged from flogging to the amputation of a hand or foot. Many slaves used to be free citizens, having been forced into slavery when they couldn’t pay their taxes, or after flouting the laws of the empire.

A cold wind blew in from the sea, and a fine mist shrouded the streets. A dog barked in the distance; down deserted side streets scurried rats busy about their business.

Faint sounds of revelry from a tavern reached his ears and he could hear the conversation of the guards positioned just inside the iron gates — a debate whether they could taste any difference between white and brown-shelled chicken eggs. It sounded as if the dispute had continued for some time without any conclusion forthcoming.

At the height of a newly erupted bout of heated discussion, Buuren goaded his horse forward and his men followed. The gates were barred from the inside, and seeing this, he sidled his mount up to them and struck them three times with the pommel of his sword.

All discussion about eggs was forgotten as the clanging echoed into the night. The guards scrambled to their feet, rushing to see who or what had made such an awful din, each pausing only to grab a flaming torch on the way out.

Both guards pulled their short clubs from their belts at the sight of the three horsemen outside the gates, one with a sword resting across his thighs.

The older guard took the lead and spoke first, pointing his club at the sword. “What’s going on here?” he demanded. “You better have permission to carry that or there’ll be trouble. The Quivers don’t take kindly to unlicensed swords being bandied about. Best you be handing those weapons over now.”

Buuren sniffed at the guards’ scruffy appearance. Small chance of that. They’d have to pry his sword from his dead hands.
“We can’t carry swords around? How would we defend ourselves if we were waylaid?”

“The watch takes care of that. Citizens aren’t to carry clubs or swords, nor knives longer than a handspan. It’s the law. Keeps everyone safe.”

“Or keeps weapons from the populace in case of trouble.”

“I don’t know nothin’ ’bout that. But you better not get caught without a permit or it’ll be off to the mines with you, or a labor gang.”

“I’ll remember that. Now, if you will be so kind…” Buuren waved at the locked gates, indicating for them to open it.

“Hang on, hang on, I ain’t finished yet. What’s to stop us taking you in now for carrying a weapon without a permit?” The guard rested his club over his shoulder. At his words, the younger guard with the torch took a step back and whispered something, only to be waved away by his senior. “See, we’re law abiding men, and we do our duty. No one can say we don’t.”

“We have come a long way to see your master, Lord Kesmon, and it would bode ill for you if we were not to see him tonight.”

The guard affected a puzzled look, unimpressed. “You have an odd look to you, I’ll grant you that. Definitely not from around here. Well, we are in a pickle now. Lord Kesmon always accepts visitors until a certain hour, and we usually have no troubles letting people in, but…” — he drew himself up — “we can’t very well ignore such a breaking of the law now.” He turned to his companion. “Can we?”

“Er, nope,” came the reply.

Buuren sighed heavily and rummaged around in a belt pouch. With a flick of his wrist, he sent a gold coin sailing between the bars of the gates to the feet of the guards, where it landed with a clink, gleaming in the flickering light.

“I trust that’ll keep you silent until we can make arrangements to leave our weapons somewhere while we are in your city?”

The older guard bent and picked the coin up and brushed dirt from it.

“Strange make, this coin. You sure it’s gold?”

“Very sure.”

The guard grunted. “Well, we think we can let you in. The poor light, you see, plays tricks on the eyes.” He motioned to his companion and they wrestled the heavy bar holding the gate closed from its brackets, then tugged one side open.

Buuren urged his mount through, closely followed by the two others. They continued towards the house at a slow pace. The guards lifted the bar back into place and retreated to the guardhouse. The guards’ faded behind them.

“A fine score for one night,” the younger remarked. “We gotta split it at the tavern after.”

“Sure, sure. Just you don’t spend it all at once. I know what you’re like with the ladies at the docks. Mark my words, one time you gonna catch something that can’t be cured with some powder or a lotion.”

“But I’ll have fun doing it!”

At the house, they dismounted and knocked on the door. A chamberlain spoke to them for a few moments, confirming their business appointment, before admitting them. A slave came to take their horses to the stables.

As his two men, Rechard and Naxel, were ushered into Lord Kesmon’s study, Buuren remained outside and positioned himself at the door. He waited patiently as they went about their sorcerous business. The thought of what they would do made him shiver, but it was a necessary evil. He heard the lock on the door click shut after closing.

Time went by as Lord Kesmon was closeted with Rechard and Naxel. The remainder of the night passed without the door opening. Outside the room down the hall, a servant waited in case their lord had need of anything, only moving to remove the dirty dishes of the supper Kesmon had consumed prior to their arrival. As another servant passed Buuren requested wine and coffee, politely but firmly, as if he had every right to be ordering Kesmon’s servants around.

The creak of floorboards and occasional raised voices were the only sounds he heard, and apart from opening briefly for him to pass the refreshments through to Naxel, the door remained closed.

Dawn came, and as the sun peeked through the windows opening onto the hall, the yawning servant was replaced by another. Slaves rushed hastily down the hall, traveling from one household task to another. One slave bore a branding over his right eye, a small circle, the mark of a tax defaulter.

Another hour passed. Long business meetings were not unknown, and this probably wasn’t the first time their lord had stayed up all night, if something big was afoot. Or so Buuren hoped.

The door cracked open and Rechard and Naxel stepped into the hall, heels clicking on the hard wooden floorboards. Naxel looked haggard, face drawn and wan, but the sorcerer gave him a nod. Success then. Time to leave.

The servant stood to attention and approached, looking nervously at the swords all three carried and had refused to leave in the hands of the house chamberlain.

“Sirs, may I be of assistance? Will you be breaking your fast here or have need to refresh yourselves?”

“No, we’ll be leaving. Your lord will require some morning refreshments, though, and a large pitcher of coffee. See to it, will you?”

The servant nodded and bowed respectfully. “Please allow me to escort you out. I will send word to have your mounts brought to the front of the house.”

Outside a cloudless blue sky greeted them. They waited silently for their horses, breath steaming in the chill morning air, sun warming their faces, and it wouldn’t be long before the day heated up to a pleasing temperature.

As soon as their horses arrived, they mounted up and exited the house grounds, turning towards Parkside as they left the gates.

Their work was not yet done.

 

Inside his meeting room, Lord Kesmon sat sweating in his high-backed chair behind his ornate desk. It was carved with creeping vines bearing strange fruit, and tiny imp like faces peered out between leaves and from behind stalks. He had commissioned the desk, and it had cost a small fortune, the master craftsman cleverly adding hidden draws at his direction.

Atop his desk sat writing implements and a stack of papers, along with a mechanical clock and a promissory note with the largest bank in Anasoma, indeed the empire, for the sum of ten thousand gold ducats. Gingerly, he picked up the note and folded it, then popped open a drawer secreted in his desk. Placing the paper inside, he slid the drawer closed with a click and sat back into his chair.

Ten minutes later he was still sitting when his chamberlain, Renen, appeared bearing his breakfast on a tray covered with a linen cloth.

“My lord, how are you this morning?”
asked Renen, placing the tray on the desk and removing the cloth. His repast was comprised of braised eels, toasted bread, honey and spiced coffee.

Kesmon started and rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t seem to organize his thoughts this morning. They were fuzzy and indistinct; he felt it was like trying to catch smoke from a fire. And he was sure there were matters he had to attend to, many urgent matters. If only this sharp pain in his head would go away he could concentrate.

“Well. I’m well, thank you.”

He saw Renen pause for a moment before continuing to bustle around the room, opening drapes and one window to let the sunlight and air in. Kesmon realized he hadn’t thanked Renen often enough for his services. When was the last time? He couldn’t remember.

He blinked in the light then reached for a piece of toasted bread. Dipping it into the honey, he took a bite and chewed. Renen poured a mug of coffee then stood in front of the desk, ready to receive this morning’s orders. Kesmon slurped a few times from the mug and relaxed, shoulders lowering slightly.

“We have much to do today,”
he said through a mouthful.

“We, sir?”

“Indeed, we. You have been with me for what, five years?”

“Thirteen, sir.”

“Ah, and never a complaint or show of frustration in doing your job.”

“It is not my place, sir.”

Lord Kesmon nodded wryly.
“Indeed it is not.”

Renen was a good man, a dedicated employee. Was there something he could do for him? Ah, a reward, perhaps? The pain in his head lifted, and his thoughts coalesced. He breathed a sigh of relief.

“Still, you have been an excellent employee, and such diligence and proficiency should be rewarded, should it not?”
He drew a blank paper from a pile and dipped his pen in the inkwell, then furiously scribbled on the page, signing at the end with a flourish. Lifting the page to blow on the still wet ink, he reread what he had written. The page trembled in his hands, and a bead of sweat trickled down his brow. His breath came in short gasps… then a calm came over him. He blinked furiously, as if a bright light shone into his eyes.

“Sir, if I may be so bold, are you well?”
asked Renen.

Kesmon handed the paper to Renen.
“Never better,”
he said with a smile.
“There, that should be sufficient. I’m going to need good people around me for the coming months.”

“Sir?”

Kesmon waved a hand.
“Never mind. Read it.”

Renen moved his gaze to the paper. His mouth dropped open.

“I… sir…I don’t know what to say. This is…”

“Uncharacteristic? Unexpected? Un… something?!”
Kesmon snorted and took a mouthful from his mug.
“It’s time to make a few changes around here, and to the way House Kesmon does business.”
He coughed and cleared his throat, running a hand over his sweating brow.

He waved his empty mug for a refill. Renen’s hands shook as he poured the steaming drink from the pitcher.

 

On board the strange ship docked in the harbor, Bells and Keys sat in the captain’s cabin. They had commandeered it for the next few days whilst vital plans were carried out. Dressed in functional clothes, both could have passed through any district in Anasoma without raising an eyebrow from the populace, their clothes plain enough not to warrant much attention in Dockside, yet of sufficient quality for them to have walked through Parkside without drawing undue notice.

Keys yawned and rubbed bleary eyes. They’d worked hard since arriving and had slept little, and would soon have to leave to meet the other ships.

Smiling, Bells handed him a mug of tea from a table next to her.
He’s drained himself with all we’ve had to do.
He was not as strong as she was. Since they were children he’s been the weaker one.

Keys gulped the brew, cursing as it scalded his mouth, but drained the mug.

“Bells, it has started.”

She nodded, dark hair tinkling.
“Yes, Keys, my love. It has.”
Praise the God-Emperor, may he live forever.


  



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 

Timing was crucial. Timing and preparation were everything. This, Amerdan Lephar understood. He knew it in his bones, a knowledge that came to him as easily as breathing.

Night had fallen. Heart racing, he locked and barred the shop door. His hands trembled, and he clenched his fists hard a few times to calm down.

Running his eyes over the shop, he nodded, satisfied the place was uncontaminated. But he knew the dirt would come inside to spoil his peace. It always did.

Outside in his yard, he stripped off his dirty clothes and scrubbed himself clean using a rough brush and water from the well. He stood in the cold night air until his skin dried then put on clean, fresh clothes, fine woven pants and shirt, dyed a deep stain of not quite black. He lingered over the process, each item of clothing he donned akin to revealing himself, rather than covering.

His pigs grunted and nuzzled the pen. They were hungry since he hadn’t fed them in a few days. They needed to be prepared for later, as everything did.

“Tonight,” he whispered to them in the dark. “Don’t worry.”

Returning to the shop, he took a long drink from a jug of water. His mouth and throat were dry from all the cleaning; both the shop and his workroom had to be perfect. With a final look around the room, he nodded, satisfied all was in order. He reached up and removed the rag doll from its shelf, cradling it in both hands, where its bead eyes stared deeply into his.

“Are you ready?” he whispered to the rag doll.

It nodded at him and he smiled, stroking its head.

“Good,” he said, pleased. “It’s time.”

He walked to the back room, where behind a wall hanging stood a sturdy oak door, locked and barred. Amerdan lifted the bar and opened the lock with an iron key from his pocket. It had been made by one of the best locksmiths in the city, and Amerdan kept it oiled and in good condition, as he did all his tools.

By the door were a flat leather satchel and a metal lamp. He picked both up then closed the lamp’s hood, leaving the room in darkness. He opened the door, which swung towards him, making no sound on its heavily oiled hinges.

Amerdan and his rag doll descended into his cellar in silence. Exactly seventeen steps down, they turned right and continued. Three steps further was another door. He slipped the latch with one finger and pulled. Again, the door slid open silently.

Amerdan stood still for a few minutes, breathing in the atmosphere of the room. Warm and humid. Fragrant with sweat and urine, and fear. The air was… bliss. He remained unmoving, letting it surround and cover him, soaking up the flavors, savoring their essence. The air was alive with promise. He would be transformed again, like so many other times. Goose bumps rose on his arms.

A groan came from ahead of him. Metal rattled on metal, disturbing his serenity.

Another few steps into the room, his shoes scraped on stone. At the sound, there was movement, invisible in the blackness but indicated by the clinking of chains accompanied by muffled whimpering.

Amerdan placed the lamp on the floor and opened the hood, allowing a glimmer of light to peel away a layer of darkness.

Limbs strained against the iron manacles surrounding ankles and wrists. Short chains attached the manacles to a thick wooden table, slick with perspiration. It writhed there in the dim light, straining against the iron which held it captive. Wide, white, scared eyes stared at him. A strangled groan escaped lips and throat desert dry after two days without water. Teeth gleamed from bared gums.

Amerdan watched, absorbed, ignoring the moans, clinks and slap of flesh on wood. So futile, the thing’s struggles.

White hairless body, thin sticklike limbs. Dark patches at groin and armpits. It resembled a man, but Amerdan knew it wasn’t.

The thing’s tongue thrust out, a swollen purple chunk of meat, running across its lips in a vain attempt to moisten them.

“Hnnnnn,” the thing moaned.

Amerdan frowned. This wouldn’t do at all. A few squirts from a waterskin into its mouth elicited more squirming as it gulped greedily, tongue moving around its mouth.

It breathed heavily, gasping in relief.

“Puh… please,” it managed and swallowed. “Why… are… you… doing… this?”

Amerdan stayed quiet. Watching. Savoring its fear.

The thing started weeping, useless as it was. They always did after he caught them. It spat at him with whatever it could dredge up. Spittle flew wide of the mark and hit the floor with a splat.

Amerdan didn’t like messes. “Not nice,” he whispered.

“Please,” the thing repeated. “My master… will come looking for me… He’ll find you.” It stopped for a moment to regain strength. “He’ll kill you… for this outrage. And I’ll see… you burn.”

“Hush. You don’t know the truth of things. Lesser creatures seldom realize their limitations. It’s what makes them… insignificant.”

Its mouth closed, and nostrils flared as its lungs sucked in air, still breathing heavily. Amerdan moved to a side table where he lay his flat leather satchel. Beside it he placed his rag doll, leaning it against the wall where it could survey the room. He ran a hand in a caress over the leather satchel then flipped it open. Bright metal flashed in the lamp’s soft light. The thing tensed, whimpered.

“My master… the Sorcerers’ Guild… they’ll find you. You can’t hide from them.”

Amerdan drew out a long, thin blade and held it to the light, checking for imperfections. A habit. He knew there would be none; he took great care with his implements.

The thing, apprentice to High Magus Rhithik and vessel for Amerdan, threw itself against its bonds, straining to find some weakness, some leverage to break them. Amerdan didn’t move while the struggle persisted. Eventually, it stopped, and hoarse panting echoed in the room.

“Why?” it rasped.

Amerdan turned, blade held in one hand. “Why?” he replied, toneless and uninterested. Always, the vessels had the same questions, unimaginative and unintelligent. And this thing was supposedly a great mind, an apprenticed sorcerer, no less. He shook his head. Talents and abilities wasted on useless constructs of flesh and bone. They were undeserving, and ultimately their weakness held them back from greatness. They could not rise above their base desires and transform themselves, as he had.

He removed his shirt and dropped it on the floor, then ran his hands over his chiseled torso, crisscrossed with scars. A reminder of his awakening.

His trinket hung around his neck, where it glowed brighter than the light from the lamp.

So unintelligent, these things were, so ordinary. Unaware around them walked wolves, and they were sheep. Moving as if their actions had meaning, as if they were the ones in control, could influence the course of their own unimaginative drudgery of an existence.

“I was born much like you. Ignorant and unaware. Oblivious to my flaws and to the flaws of those around me. My upbringing was… harsh.” He looked the thing in the eye. “I was tested, scourged, until I was made anew. Forged into something else. Something stronger. Greater.”

The thing trembled. Sweat dripped from its pores. It mewled through clenched lips.

“And by chance.” Amerdan paused for a moment. “Or was it? Was it shown to me?” He blinked in confusion. “I discovered myself through my first ordeal.”

In the blink of an eye, he leapt astride the thing on the table. It gasped at his speed and strength. Knees gripped its sides tight, and its eyes followed the trail of the shining knife, which swam in front of its face. A firm quick slice and the knife withdrew. The vessel screamed. Hot red blood dripped from the wound on its forehead.

Amerdan wiped his hand on the cut, smearing sticky crimson wetness on his palm. He gripped the spherical trinket around his throat tight with the blood-smeared hand.

Only the sound of the vessel’s harsh breath pierced the silence.

It knew what was coming. In the end they all did.

His hand around the trinket glowed red, then orange, then yellow, as a bright light emanated from the pendant and shone through his flesh.

“Please,” the thing sniveled. “What’s happ…”

Its breath was cut off as Amerdan dropped the knife and clamped its throat shut. Brutal strength squeezed and cartilage cracked.

“Hush. You are a vessel, and I shall partake of you. You will become part of someone greater than you can imagine.”

The need filled Amerdan, sending a shiver down his spine. Goosebumps rose on his skin; hairs stood on end.

Shining through the confines of flesh and bone, the light became brighter.

The vessel groaned wordlessly, an internal howl colored by pain and loss. A faint radiance rose from its skin, growing stronger each passing moment. A thread of glittering white light reached from Amerdan’s glowing hand to the vessel. It grew slowly to a cord the thickness of a thumb. Pulses traveled up the cord from the vessel to the trinket, where they were absorbed. Amerdan’s eyes squeezed tight, leaking tears.

The skin covering the vessel turned gray then shrunk and cracked as if leeched of vitality. With a convulsive shudder, Amerdan shrieked as the cord vanished, leaving the room dim, shadows flickering from the lamp.

He collapsed on top of the desiccated thing, panting. He lay still, regaining strength.

He levered himself to a kneeling position, the gray shrunken corpse between his knees.

Amerdan laughed, the full throaty relieved laugh of someone who was alive after a trial they hadn’t expected to survive.

He looked towards the rag doll, wiping tears from his eyes and cheeks. “We endure, again.”

In the flickering light, the rag doll winked at him. He laughed again, pleased.

With a roar, he threw his head back and shouted to the heavens through the stone above him, muscles on his arms and torso veined and bulging, strained to their limit, shiny with sweat.

“Again I suffer and survive!” he yelled. “Again I drink and receive what I require.” His arms stretched to the ceiling, one dripping a scarlet ribbon of blood.

“I am bound.” His heart pumped wildly in his chest.

“I am shriven.”

“I am unrivalled.” He dropped his arms and gaze to the gray corpse.

“I am many…I am transformed,” he gasped, exhausted.

From the table, sitting in shadows, the rag doll stared at him.

 

Later in the night, Amerdan emerged from his dark cellar, the body of the apprentice flopped lifelessly over one shoulder. Whistling tunelessly, he locked the door that led to his hidden room and replaced the wall hanging.

He stood in the yard and looked up into the night sky. Moonlight shone upon his face, and he imagined he could feel its luminous power infuse him. A fancy, he knew, nothing more. There was only one way to take in power that he knew. And only the talented were worthy to make a sacrifice of themselves for his purpose.

There were not many he felt were worthy enough to transfer to him.

He stopped at the pig sty. Snuffles and grunts greeted him.

He shouldered the lifeless corpse into the pen then turned and walked back inside. Excited squeals and tearing sounds followed him.


  



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 

The Master of Supplies, Caldan had been informed, was not the easiest of men to deal with. All apprentices went to see his department at one time or another, either at their own master’s request or for materials for their own use. The way the master was so sparing, you would have thought they were his own. Which was probably why he had been appointed to the role. Despite this, Caldan had been able to draw from the store and had only had to deal with an apprentice helping the master, signing his name to indicate he had received the items.

Sitting on his bed with a single candle for light, Caldan laid out the materials he had gathered from the guild’s supply store. Two yards of thin copper wire and slender rods of hardwood.

He used his knife to cut four short sections from a rod and one longer section, then carved shallow grooves into each end. Using the knife, he bore down on the soft copper wire and cut strips as long as his little finger. He wrapped the end of one wire strip into the groove around the end of a wooden section and attached it to the longer piece. In no time at all he had attached all four short parts to the longer one and stood it on his palm. It looked roughly like a four-legged animal with no head or tail, but they would come soon. The copper wire allowed the legs to move and bend into any position.

Caldan made short work of attaching a copper wire tail and a flat head, also made from bent wire. The more metal he used, the longer the crafting would last. Laying the construct on his knee, he began the painstaking process of penning runes on the surface of the parts. He wished there was a way he could have etched runes into the copper wire, but it was too thin.

“Should have done this before attaching everything,” he muttered to himself, leaning over the crafting of a dog in an awkward hunch. He thought of it as a dog, but it could have been any four-legged animal; it didn’t look much like anything.

Two fingers of the candle had burned by the time he finished. He had used three separate types of ink, with many pauses to rest his cramped fingers and consider the type and function of the rune before penning each.

Closing his eyes, he accessed his well and linked it to his construct. The runes flashed brightly then dimmed to a steady glow, barely discernible in the candlelight. The dog shivered then, at his urging, took a tentative step forward, and another. At the edge of the windowsill, it stopped. Caldan released a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

He eyed his construct critically. As a first attempt it was mediocre, he decided. Round wood was hard to draw runes on. Perhaps if both the wire strips and wood were flat. They would still be thin, though, and hard to draw or etch on, but that seemed like the best option going forward.

He yawned, covering his mouth with his hand. He blew out the candle, took off his boots then slipped under the covers.

 

Holding out his hand to almost, but not quite, touch the wooden construct, Caldan opened his well and used his senses to examine it. The wire and jumbled shape stirred and straightened itself out, slowly unfolding until it stood on its four legs.

His crafting had lasted for five days but had started to deteriorate. Where the wire attached to the wooden legs and body, black scorch marks had appeared, and the metal itself showed multi-colored lines, like steel after being exposed to a great heat.

It wouldn’t be long now. He had made progress with his creations, using his talent combined with lessons from masters and new knowledge available to him through the libraries, but still he wasn’t satisfied.

Another problem was that the usual materials used for long-lasting craftings were expensive. He had quite a few ducats left from his winnings but was reluctant to use them since he was still experimenting. Plus he didn’t know when other expenses might come up in the future. Being an apprentice was an expensive undertaking. No wonder most of the apprentices worked other jobs both inside the Sorcerers’ Guild and outside. He had heard of one apprentice who worked nights serving tables at a local tavern, getting back in the early hours to snatch whatever sleep she could before classes the next morning. If you didn’t come from a rich family, there were obstacles to overcome as an apprentice. No wonder many of them were competitive.

Caldan watched his crafting closely. The energy it drew had started fluctuating wildly, a sure sign it had become unstable and would soon burn out.

Sure enough, a few minutes later the wooden segments began to smoke and the wire slowly bent under great strain. A flash of light lit his room, the wood consumed instantly once the crafting holding it together crumbled under the strain. A pile of charcoal, ash and twisted wire remained.

Waving away threads of smoke drifting up from the pile, he coughed at the caustic fumes. He scraped the remains of his crafting from the top of his desk into a sack next to it on the floor, where it joined the rest of his burnt-out craftings.

He was improving, and faster than he had thought possible when he was at the monastery.

His trinket weighed against his chest. The rings felt comfortable there, and he was getting used to the constant feel of them inside his shirt. He drew the neck chain off and dropped the trinket onto his palm, leaving the bone ring on the chain. The silver ring felt heavy tonight. He rubbed a finger over the surface.

He needed to wear it to study the ring properly, to use his senses in different situations, to see if it reacted under certain conditions. But the problem was, he couldn’t wear it openly, at least not yet. The best he could do was wear it when locked in his room and while he was asleep. Not the best situations for determining if it was a passive or active trinket, or what its function was.

He had seen the masters openly wear trinkets, mainly for practical reasons as they used them in their work to augment their power. He now knew the only thing stopping one of the masters or journeymen from being robbed of their trinket, if caught out in public, was their ability to shield themselves, since the general public believed sorcery could not harm anyone, at least not directly. Though only a few journeymen had developed the strength to shield themselves, but all the masters had. He guessed it was one of the unspoken abilities that separated them from those they taught.

A shielded sorcerer couldn’t be harmed by physical means, as long as his concentration held and his crafting could withstand the strain. And this skill, this talent, was what kept the majority of trinkets in the possession of the sorcerers. A talented sorcerer couldn’t be robbed, or harmed, unless the situation came upon them so suddenly they couldn’t access their well in time.

If the only way he could effectively study his trinket was to wear it, then being able to shield himself had to be one of his focuses. And to that end he had borrowed a few books from the journeymen’s library as well as paid one of the senior journeymen for a few extra lessons. Teaching knowledge above an apprentice’s level wasn’t forbidden, but the extra lessons hadn’t been easy to arrange, and they didn’t come cheap.

He slipped his trinket onto his finger and opened his well. From the surface of his desk he picked up a metal medallion, an expensive crafting required to create a shield. This one he had purchased from a senior apprentice, who Caldan had heard was amenable to creating craftings for the apprentices’ personal use. From what he could tell, it was cheaply made but was sufficient for his purposes until he could obtain a better one.

Sitting on his bed cross-legged and back against the cool wall, he closed his eyes and concentrated.


  



Chapter Thirty
 

Vasile woke, hands raised in defense, alone in bed among tousled sheets and with sweaty rubbery limbs. His hands covered his face as he wept.

“I know, I know,” he groaned. One hand moved to caress the empty space next to him. “Why couldn’t you understand?” he whispered. He didn’t expect an answer. None had come to him since his life had crumbled to dust.

He hadn’t slept well since his encounter at the inn and the subsequent news of the death of Lord Voltain. A lesser man would count his blessings and move on, while a greater man would take action against his enemies. It seemed he was neither.

Vasile savored the thought. A few months ago he would have drunk himself senseless and not cared a whit for the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern or the death of Sir Voltain. Two years ago he would have had the truth out of anyone in his way, and the facts of the matter would be laid out for all to see. As he quoted at the magistrates’ chamber every day, truth was paramount.

Truth can hurt, can be blind to consequences. Truth can cut. Truth can sever. Too late he had realized the truth of his ability. Those in power often don’t want the truth. They want a semblance of truth, as long as it fit their own machinations. Truth when it is convenient.

But he couldn’t stop. Couldn’t stop picking at the truth. Everyone lied. The chancellors, merchants, his friends, his wife. He had to know. Couldn’t they see? He had to pick and pick. Truth was paramount, so he had believed.

And here he was.

He rubbed weary eyes and spat on the floor, scratching his five-day-old stubble. He was normal again. Just like that. Too bad the low was so… degrading. He could have done without it.

His thoughts ran back to the previous weeks. What had changed him?

Sir Voltain’s death, without a doubt. He hadn’t liked Sir Voltain, but at least he hadn’t lied. He found he had a distaste for being threatened. Broken, without much to live for, still he discovered within himself a reluctance to be bullied. To be prodded like cattle.

He was tired. Tired of drinking, tired of prevaricating, tired of the lies all men told.

By the time he left his house he had shaved and dressed in his second best set of clothes. Under one arm he carried his bed sheets wrapped around a pile of dirty laundry. He dropped the bundle at a local widow’s, who had a small business washing for those too lazy or too busy to do it themselves.

He made a brief visit to a bathhouse situated a few streets from his home and left refreshed, skin and hair feeling cleaner than it had in years, and teeth scrubbed with a piece of cloth dipped in salt. The attendant at the baths also recommended chewing spice balls periodically, and on his advice, Vasile purchased a bag.

A short time later, he walked up the steps into the magistrates’ court, past throngs of petitioners waiting to be heard, then into his shared office, desk piled high with paperwork. His assistant bolted upright from the chair in which he sat. To Vasile, it looked suspiciously like he had been asleep.

“S…Sir,” his attendant stammered. “We thought you weren’t coming in today, that you had been… taken ill with what has ailed you these past months.”

Vasile gritted his teeth. They all knew he drank too much. They couldn’t help but notice.

“Taken ill… yes, I believe I’ve thrown off that particular sickness,” he said to the shocked attendant. “Indeed, in the end I am made of sterner stuff than most would believe.”

“Sir… Very good, sir!” The attendant gestured to a pile of documents with one hand while stifling a yawn with the other. “There’s much to get through today. May I draw your attention to the case of—”

“Not now,” interrupted Vasile. “I’m afraid some urgent business has come up, and I must take a leave of absence.”

“A leave of absence, sir?” He looked Vasile up and down, taking in his clean and orderly appearance with a puzzled look.

Vasile nodded. “I’ll write a missive to the chief magistrate telling her I’ll be taking one whether she agrees or not.”

He hastily penned a brief letter to his superior, explaining he needed some time to ‘gather myself and to recover from foul humors that have been affecting me’, certain she would assume he was ill from too much drink. Not that what she thought mattered. Only the truth mattered, not as much as it used to, but it still did.

Folding the missive in half he handed it to his attendant, who took it tentatively. “Deliver this, will you please?” he asked, sure the man would take some time. “You will need to report to her anyway for a new assignment, won’t you?” He didn’t know the ins and outs of working here as he should. At another time, he could have seen himself devoting a great deal of effort and resources to this role, a valuable job that needed good people, but it had come at a difficult time for him.

His attendant nodded and looked at the letter. “If I may, sir…” He hesitated before continuing. “You did a good job here, much better than any I have seen during my time. I hope to see you back.”

Maybe he had been too hard on him. Vasile placed a hand on the man’s shoulder then surprised him with a brief hug. Startled, the attendant almost dropped the letter.

With a tight smile, Vasile turned and walked out of the office. In the street outside he stopped, looking left and right. Problem is, he told himself, you have no idea where to start.

He fingered the few ducats he had in his pocket. His resources were meager.

A rumbling stomach decided his next course of action for him. A meal would do wonders for his state of mind and give him time to think about his next step.

Soon he was sitting at a close by tavern, one he had frequented often the last few months when he had a break from the proceedings of the magistrates’ court. The tavern keeper gave him a hearty welcome as Vasile entered.

“Good sir,” the man bellowed across the mostly empty room. “A great pleasure to see you again. Please have a seat. I’ll bring you your usual.”

Vasile stopped him as he turned for the bar. “No,” he said firmly. “Not today. Some almond milk and the roast fowl, please. I’m a little delicate today,” he said by way of explanation.

The tavern keeper tapped a finger against his nose and gave a knowing smile. “Of course. Haven’t we all been there? Shan’t be long.” He bustled off through the door to the kitchen, and Vasile chose a seat well away from his usual spot near the bar.

His thoughts turned to the last weeks and the incidents that had awoken him from what seemed a deep, oppressive dream. He reckoned his resources: not many ducats, enough he could survive for a few days, though not enough to pay bribes, if required. Contacts, he had a few left still, even if they weren’t as forthcoming as before his fall. He pursed his lips. And he had himself, his own abilities.

He snorted softly. His talent had destroyed everything he had ever valued. With a shake of his head, he moved his thoughts away from the hurtful feelings he was trying to avoid. He shuffled them to the back of his mind. They wouldn’t help him here, far from it.

Perhaps this, Vasile mused, was how many of the criminals paraded before him felt. Cornered, bereft of options, a desperation lending their plans an edge of recklessness. Certainly, some of their schemes looked farcical when they were brought before him, even to the offenders themselves.

Consequences were a strange beast, sometimes obvious, sometimes hidden, more often than not different to those expected.

Vasile nodded to himself, realizing he had only himself now and whatever meager resources he could marshal.

His thoughts were interrupted by the tavern keeper depositing a large mug filled with a white liquid in front of him, and a plate of crispy brown chicken smelling of herbs.

Vasile set to with a will, devouring the flesh of the bird one piece after another, picking the bones clean with shining, greasy fingers. The almond milk he could have done without, except it was reputedly cleansing. He glanced to the wine barrels at the bar then back to his plate. With deliberate care, he raised the mug to his lips and took a deep swallow.

Time to get his thoughts in order. Quiss and the Five Oceans Trading Concern would have to be his starting point. They were involved in something that either Quiss or his superiors considered important enough to kill for. The unfortunate William Voltain’s accusation that he had come across information showing the disreputable use their warehouse was being put to probably had an element of truth to it. Their attempt to bribe Vasile to alter the outcome of the case in their favor supported this.

Vasile looked at his greasy fingers and pulled a creased handkerchief from a pocket to wipe them. The remaining dregs of his almond milk sat there.

Cursing, he swallowed them in one gulp and slammed the mug onto the table, wiping the back of his hand across his lips.

 

Elpidia groaned at the street jam, frustrated at the delay. Two carts had met in the middle of a street, their drivers both too stubborn to give way and back up to make room for the other.

It was close to sunset, and Elpidia, to her chagrin, was late for her appointment.

Cabbage Town was not familiar to her. Narrow crowded streets and alleys that barely saw the sun, tall buildings that all looked alike, run-down businesses that congregated in clusters with no discernible reason, street signs missing or scrawled over. Stunted sprouts of weeds poked over the edge of roofs, the only greenery she had seen since crossing the river into the district.

Bees had given her a name, grudgingly, as well as an address. The information he’d gathered on the boy Caldan was uninteresting. Despite being taken in as an apprentice at an older age, his actions were unexciting. Bees found a few instances interesting, especially a meeting that took place with a gentleman closely linked to Lady Felicienne, though that sort of information wasn’t what interested her. No, she needed something else. The information she had bought from Bees he had parted with reluctantly, warning her to be careful.

I have to do this, she told herself. It’s the only way.

She swallowed painfully then drew out a handkerchief, coughing harshly. Specks of blood mingled with spots of saliva. She looked at the handkerchief for a moment before folding it, wiping her eyes, and placing it back into her pocket.

These streets were so dusty.

A few discreet inquiries led her to a narrow alley just off the main street to the east side of Cabbage Town. She found the tavern she had been told to seek, its sign barely legible, wall paint faded, peeling and cracked, windows boarded up.

She brushed a speck of dirt from her shoulder and pressed down creases in her skirt. Cursing under her breath, she approached the door and entered the tavern. Hinges squeaked into the almost empty room. A couple of lamps chased away enough darkness to see by but left pools of shadow around the room, booths and tables shrouded in anonymity.

At the far end stood a bar typical of any such establishment, this one remarkable by its very sparseness. No barrels were behind the bar, no bottles of liquor or wine. The barman was a weasel of a man. A sick weasel. He beckoned to her.

“I’m guessing you’re Elpidia, the physiker. You’re late.”

She nodded hesitantly. “Yes, I’m sorry, the streets, you see… I…”

“Doesn’t matter to me,” the barman said. “But the Big Man doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

Elpidia waited while the weaselly barman looked her up and down. He jerked his head to the left. “Follow me.”

She trailed him at a discreet distance as they marched up three flights of stairs then down a corridor to a plain door. He knocked quietly then opened the door a crack before stepping back.

“Good luck,” he said, and walked off.

Elpidia pushed the door open and entered.

Shelves filled most of the room. Books, statues and carvings, a large shell, wooden boxes and leather folders, jars of powders and herbs. Behind a desk sat an imposing man. He was clad in a tight, dark blue shirt that accentuated his muscular arms, and his head and face were shaved clean.

Writing on a sheet of paper, he didn’t seem to notice her arrival.

She stood uncertainly, shuffling her weight from foot to foot.

Eventually he looked up. “Sit, please,” he said in a quiet but firm tone.

Elpidia sat in the chair in front of the desk, trembling hands clasped in her lap.

“I’ll forgive your tardiness,” he continued. “I know what the unfamiliar streets can be like. But I trust this will be the last time?”

“I’m sorry. I’ll know to leave a little earlier next time.”

“Indeed. Anyway, to business. I’m sure you have more valuable things to do with your time than chat with me.”

Elpidia gulped, wondering how to broach the subject.

The Big Man obviously noted her discomfort. “Let me start.” He leaned his elbows on the desk. “You need someone killed.”

“Oh, no,” gasped Elpidia, shocked. “Nothing like that.”

“I was misinformed. What is it that brings you to my humble office?”

Elpidia swallowed, suppressing a cough. “I need someone’s blood,” she blurted.

“All of it?”

“What? No, just a small amount. For my experiments.”

Looking her up and down, the Big Man then returned her gaze with a quizzical look. “I don’t mean to turn away business, but… have you thought of asking this person for it?”

“Of course I have. I just can’t convince him, though.”

“I assume you don’t want this man harmed?”

“No. I might need more blood later.”

Chuckling, the Big Man shook his head. “I’m not acquainted with drawing blood. We would need to hire a physiker, one who doesn’t ask questions when enough ducats are provided.”

“I could do it, but…” She broke off, hesitating.

“You don’t want to be around when it happens? I’m guessing the whole business makes you uneasy.”

“It’s necessary, though.”

“I’m sure it is. Let’s talk price.” Gazing at the ceiling, he pursed his lips and moved his head from side to side as if calculating. “Twenty gold ducats.”

“What?” screeched Elpidia.

The Big Man spread his hands. “It’s harder than killing someone. I’ll need at least two men, a soporific to render the man unconscious, and a physiker willing to do the job. All cost ducats.”

She could sell some of her equipment… No, it’s necessary for her research and she’d still be short the ducats. Elpidia wrung her hands, tears in her eyes. “But… I don’t have that much.”

“Then you need to convince the man to give you his blood.”

“Argh,” growled Elpidia. She stood and stomped to the door and left, leaving the man chuckling to himself and shaking his head.

 


  



Chapter Thirty-One
 

An apprentice sidled up besides Caldan. He was at least five years younger than Caldan and a good deal shorter. All of the apprentices around him were younger and shorter, another thing that singled him out and separated him from their groups.

The young boy brushed back a lock of wavy blond hair from his eyes. “Any idea why the classroom is locked?” he asked. A few of the other apprentices turned at the question.

“I have no idea,” said Caldan.

“We thought, well, I thought they might have told you something since you are… you know… older.”

Caldan shook his head. “No, they don’t tell me any more than they tell you. I’m just another apprentice.”

The rest of the apprentices turned back to waiting in the hall outside the classroom, except the one who had asked him the question. He had a curious look on his face.

“Just another apprentice,” the boy mimicked and gave a short laugh. “No one your age would be accepted unless they judged you had exceptional talent.”

Caldan shrugged. “Anyone with talent is usually found earlier than me, that’s all. There isn’t anything special about me.”

The boy looked unconvinced.

“Look,” said Caldan. “In and around the major cities, children are tested young.” The boy nodded. “And if they show signs of talent, they’re offered an apprenticeship. There’s no mystery that in out-of-the-way places there are children and adults who were never tested and have talent but don’t know it.”

“I guess so.”

“So there isn’t anything special about me. In fact, I’m at a disadvantage. You have years to learn and take in all you can here. I’ve started late and way behind anyone my age.”

“But what about…”

The boy cut off as Master Theunisen approached. He withdrew a key ring held to his belt by a chain and unlocked the door. He ushered them inside and closed and locked the door after them. The apprentices moved to their desks, eager to find out what was going on. Most readied pens and paper to write down whatever they thought relevant.

Before the master cleared his throat, the murmurings and shuffling of the apprentices died to silence. Theunisen raised an eyebrow and, though it was no longer necessary, cleared his throat loudly.

“It seems that isn’t needed today,” he said, and a few of the apprentices chuckled. “Here we are again. You’re probably wondering why the door was locked, so without further delay…” He opened a drawer in his desk and removed a narrow wooden box covered in inlaid metal runes.

Caldan could feel the master access his well, and what felt to him like a number of wards on the box were disarmed. He caught the faint scent of lemons. Why lemons? He glanced around, but no one else was sniffing. He shrugged and brought his attention back to what the master had to say.

“The lesson today is on shielding,” announced Theunisen. He opened the box to reveal rows of metal amulets. All of the same size and shape, they were lined up one by one in slots built into the inside of the box.

Gasps came from the apprentices. Caldan grinned. Finally, they were going to study a talent he was interested in.

Theunisen ran a finger along the amulets then looked out at his audience.

“The good news is that you’re all sufficiently advanced to begin training in shielding yourselves, which is no small achievement. But the bad news — and isn’t there always?” he chuckled, “— it’s going to take a long time for you to master this skill, for even the most basic of shields.” He paused as if to let that sink in.

Caldan knew he’d be ahead of the other apprentices since he understood all the theory of various shields and had experimented himself with a shield crafting already. The question was whether he should let on he knew. While the master continued to explain the amulets and how today’s lesson would proceed, his voice faded into the background as Caldan considered his options.

He needed to learn how to shield himself — it was essential if he were to wear his trinket to study it effectively. Extra lessons from a few of the senior journeymen had done wonders in developing his skill, but he was missing something, he was sure. He could hold a basic physical shield for an instant but never longer than that. The effort it took to maintain the energies flowing around him through the crafting soon caused a pain in his head, and after a few attempts he developed a headache. The journeyman mentioned ‘transference’ and ‘the shaping loop’ but wouldn’t be drawn further. Caldan couldn’t figure out what he was doing wrong, and it was frustrating to be so close. He suspected his tutors held something back.

Theunisen walked among the apprentices, stopping at each one to hand out a shielding amulet. As he did, he continued an explanation of the lesson. The amulet felt cool in Caldan’s palm.

“The reason the door was locked today, you can probably guess, unless you have been asleep during most of your classes.” He smiled wryly. “These amulets are valuable, having been crafted a long time ago at great expense. They are true craftings, and what I mean is that the best metals were used to create them, and the masters who made them were among the best of their time. They have lasted over a hundred years, and are expected last many more centuries, not as long as trinkets, but long enough.”

He handed an amulet to the last apprentice then returned to his desk.

“All amulets are to be accounted for, by me, at the end of each class. You’ll be allowed to use them during the class, but at the end of each session they are to be returned, no exceptions.”

Caldan examined the amulet in his hand and found it not so different to the one he had secreted in his room. Of a much better quality, but the runes and bindings used were similar. At least he knew the one he had bought should be sufficient to create a shield and he hadn’t been sold a flawed crafting.

Theunisen continued. “From now on, many of your lessons will involve using craftings, all of which are valuable and will be kept under lock and key before and after lessons. The next few months are where the talented and the not so talented will be separated out. Those that can translate theory to practice are not rare, but it is the strength and quality of your crafting that will be assessed. Some,” he glanced at Caldan, “have already shown some aptitude but must not become complacent. Stretching yourself can lead to great progress but also has its risks. Needless to say, I don’t need to tell you the penalties for attempting to steal any of these craftings will be severe.”

A few of the apprentices nodded. Why anyone would want to steal an amulet here was beyond Caldan. Well, no… why someone would was obvious; why they thought they could get away with it wasn’t.

With a quick glance at Theunisen, Caldan opened his well and used his senses to examine the amulet. As far as he could tell, it was virtually the same as his. Which meant the problem was with him, his understanding of the forces or a lack of ability or practice on his part.

“Now.” Theunisen ’s voice brought him back, and Caldan focused his attention on what he was saying. “Concentrate. The theoretical classes have prepared you for this. It’s all a matter of putting what you have learned into practice.”

Caldan had learned that converting theory to reality wasn’t easy.

Reaching into his drawer again, Theunisen produced another box. Inside, there was a line of wooden balls arranged in size, the smallest the size of a pea and the largest fist-sized. There was also another line of balls, these made of iron.

Theunisen removed the smallest wooden ball and held it up to the room between his finger and thumb. “If any of you create a shield and sustain it for more than a moment, we can use this ball to test it.” With a flick of his wrist, he sent the ball sailing over their heads, where it struck the back wall with a loud clack before dropping and rolling onto the floor.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “It won’t hurt if it hits you, at least not much anyway.” He chuckled to himself. “If your shield holds, then we can test with the next size up. These balls are a gauge of how strong your shield is, from the smallest wooden ball to the largest iron ball. Shields need to be tested, and the only way is to subject them to a force. I’m afraid all of you might have some bruises over the next few months, and it will take months for you to master this crafting skill. Be prepared for hard work, and a little pain.” He pointed to the wooden ball sitting on the floor and with his other hand to the closest apprentice. “You, pick it up please.”

The apprentice scrambled to obey. As he picked the ball up and turned to return it, Theunisen held a hand up, indicating for him to stop.

“First, a demonstration.”

There was a collective intake of breath from the apprentices. Seeing shielding sorcery was rare, unless you were able to perform it yourself.

Theunisen drew out one of the amulets. In the blink of an eye, Caldan could feel him open his well, and immediately he became surrounded in a haze, a bending and twisting of light similar to heat haze on a hot day. Apprentices gawked, and a few grinned.

“The problem,” explained Theunisen, “is that it’s hard to see out of since it covers your eyes. You had better hope you don’t need to move much if you ever need to create a shield in defense. Now, throw the ball at me.”

The apprentice holding the ball hesitated.

“Come now, it wouldn’t hurt even if I didn’t have a shield.”

With a glance around the room, the apprentice drew back his arm and tossed the ball towards Theunisen.

A wave of purple motes spread out on the shield from the impact. The ball dropped to the floor.

“The sparkles you see is the energy dissipating. The momentum of the ball is transferred to the shield and is absorbed.”

The haze winked out of existence, and Theunisen stood there smiling. “It took me a month to be able to shape that shield and somewhat longer to perfect maintaining it as long as I wanted.” There were groans from the apprentices. “Don’t be discouraged. It will come, you just have to keep working at it.”

Months, thought Caldan. He needed to work this out quickly. He was way behind apprentices his age. They had either failed the journeyman tests and left the guild or passed and moved up the ranks. And he needed to be able to wear his trinket.

Despite the sorcerers’ best efforts, there was a demand for trinkets beyond the ordinary, with active trinkets that could be used by non-sorcerers most in demand. Talk among the apprentices had some trinkets fetching up to tens of thousands of gold ducats in underground auctions. He needed to progress as quickly as he could to be able to shield himself, though a physical shield was only the start.

Theunisen rubbed his chin and scowled at the apprentices. “What’s the delay? Get to work!”

Chair legs scraped on the floor as the apprentices shifted to comfortable positions, each holding their amulet tight in one hand. The room became quiet as they concentrated.

“Here is where your lessons become harder,” instructed Theunisen. “Look at the amulet, the side with the linking runes and energy runes. You must turn theory into reality, and be able to maintain that reality for long periods of time. In the beginning, it will be hard, but over time it becomes easier until it requires little effort. Now, enough time wasted. Concentrate. If you have any questions, raise your hand and I’ll come over.”

Theunisen opened a book and started reading. It looked like he wasn’t expecting anyone to be able to create a shield anytime soon.

Exasperated, Caldan rubbed his amulet and opened his well. He needed to figure out why he couldn’t hold a shield for more than a moment. The structures were there and correct, he was able to access his well without any problem, and the crafting in the amulet was fine. The issue must be his understanding and application of the theory.

He closed his eyes and concentrated. He brought up a shield, and again, after a moment, it fizzled out. Opening an eye, he glanced around. All the other apprentices had their eyes closed so no one had noticed his shield pop into and out of existence. It wouldn’t do to show his progress so early, or would it? What did it matter if they saw how far along he was? He had worked hard to get here. They had years of study ahead and shouldn’t think it odd someone older than them progressed further.

If he didn’t hide his progress he should be able to progress much faster. He couldn’t ask the right questions if he was trying to pretend he didn’t know what he was doing.

As he’d thought before, he didn’t fit in with either the young apprentices or the journeymen. It’s time to forge my own path, risks be damned.

Caldan shook his head. First things first. Use this lesson to see if he could work out why his shield wasn’t holding for long. The time was a bonus he hadn’t reckoned on having, so he should use it. And it looked like there would be many of these classes in the future.

He opened his well again and linked himself to the amulet, this time leaving his eyes open. The runes for linking glowed faintly along with the bridging runes, which allowed his well to provide energy to the crafting.

Why did the shield only hold for such a short time? He scratched his head, which itched as his hair grew longer. The shield surrounded the individual, though some craftings could surround a much larger area, such as the craftings the sorcerers created for the empire’s forges and metal cast-works.

Theunisen’s purple motes of light, what had he said? They were his shield absorbing the energy of the projectile. But where did that energy go? The shield took a fixed amount to maintain, didn’t it?

But how could it if it was being used to stop external forces, like projectiles? Energy from his well must have to fluctuate, or there was a buffer of some sort. Or it could be constantly renewed from the well to maintain stability… which meant it had to somehow return energy to his well. Could it be that simple? What if…

Turning the amulet over, he examined the runes on the other side. Another linking rune and more bridging runes. It also had the standard physical shielding runes and a few others. The linking rune was different, though.

He couldn’t get his well to link to it. The energy wouldn’t flow through from his well. He examined some of the other runes, recalling the many lessons at the monastery. Inspiration hit him. They acted as a buffer, storing excess energy until it could be siphoned off so the crafting wouldn’t be damaged by spikes of force flowing through it. Crafty, to use a pun many of the masters overused in their lessons.

So, the other linking rune, this was the key. If the energy of the shield was to remain stable, it had to be constantly renewed. ‘Transference’ and ‘the shaping loop’, which his journeyman teachers had mentioned briefly, were the most important parts of the shield. Caldan gritted his teeth. It figured. If you start paying someone for something, they might try and string you along as long as possible, especially if you paid well. He would have to find someone else who wouldn’t hold back information.

This second linking must be in the opposite direction to the first, which meant it transferred energy back into his well. But that meant splitting his well into two strings… a concept not taught at the monastery and one he hadn’t thought of.

One the masters obviously wanted apprentices to figure out themselves.

He focused on his well and twisted… like so… He trembled all over and sweat prickled his skin. He’d never needed to stretch his well to two separate strings. His mind felt drained. No doubt the masters could create more than two strings from their wells, something he didn’t think he could do without more practice. Everything he had crafted only needed one link to his well to draw power from. He could see how he could create more versatile craftings with more than one string, stronger ones too.

Caldan took a breath and connected one string to the rune that powered the shield then the other to what he thought of as the transference rune, which should funnel his own energy back to his well, less the amount required to create the shield.

He felt the usual tightening of his skin, and his vision blurred as the shield sprung up around him. He smelled hot metal, as if he stood next to a forge, and lemons.

Caldan counted to ten. His shield remained. He counted to ten again. The shield stayed stable. He spread his senses out to it, feeling the flow of energy from and back into his well. Smooth and flawless, like a deep swift stream.

He could feel the shield wasn’t going to collapse and dissipate. He grinned in delight. Success!

An object struck his shield and a cascade of purple sparkles spread all over him, an inch from his clothing. He felt the buffer draw them in before his shield overloaded, then dissipate them into his well. His shield held firm. Whatever had hit it hadn’t been powerful enough to penetrate.

He cut both links.

All the apprentices stared at him in astonishment, while Theunisen was on his feet with a thoughtful look on his face.

Caldan blushed. “Er… sorry,” he said.

Whispers started among the apprentices.

Theunisen nodded. “Would you be so kind as to retrieve the ball, please.”

Caldan gave a quick nod and looked at the floor. A large wooden ball half the size of his fist lay there. Not the largest in the testing box, but almost. He swallowed.

Retrieving the ball, he moved to the front of the room and handed it to Theunisen then turned to go back to his desk.

“Not so fast,” said Theunisen. His hand came down on Caldan’s shoulder and turned him to face the room. “It seems one of you is learning quicker than anticipated. Which is just as well, since he has a lot of catching up to do.”

A few of the apprentices were smiling at him, some in genuine admiration. The young boy with wavy blond hair who had spoken to him before the class raised both hands and gave him a silent round of applause, grinning all the while.

“Today,” Theunisen said, “you have been shown what you are all capable of with hard work and dedication. A month or so earlier than this usually happens,” he said wryly, to the laughter of some apprentices.

His expression became stern. “Remember this day. This is what you are working towards. Now, get back to work. The rest of you have a lot to learn.”

At his words, the apprentices turned their attention to their own amulets with renewed vigor. Caldan felt their wells open, but no shields sprang up. He turned back to Theunisen.

“What now?” he said.

“Well, that is only the first shield you need to master. Unfortunately, I don’t have amulets for the others here yet since I didn’t think they would be necessary for a while, but no matter.” He shrugged. “Take the rest of the morning off. Relax and absorb what you have learned. I’ll bring other shielding craftings to the next class.”

“But shouldn’t I stay here and practice?”

“No,” Theunisen replied emphatically. “You know what you did and how the shield works. Can you honestly say you need to practice it?”

“No, I guess not. Once you know it and can do it, you know it.”

“Exactly.” He pushed Caldan towards the door. “Ah, I almost forgot.” He held out a hand. “The amulet, if you will.”

“Couldn’t I keep it for a while? To study.”

“No. But well done. You did well today.”

Caldan nodded and grinned. “Thank you.”

 

Still shaken by his discovery, Caldan sat on his bed in his room. The shutters on the window were wide open, and sunlight streamed in. He could smell the flowers in the garden outside.

Around his neck hung the crafting he had paid good gold ducats for, his own shielding medallion. Truth be told, he thought it would only be a few months before he had enough ducats for materials to make such a crafting himself, but he had needed it sooner rather than later.

With the morning off, he could do whatever he wanted. Miranda sprang to mind, but she was probably busy with whatever business she was into. Perhaps some sparring — the journeymen would be at the training grounds now for their usual morning workout.

Caldan hesitated at the door. Hidden under his shirt, both his trinket and medallion weighed on him. But he had made a major breakthrough today, he knew, and such knowledge was useful for many other applications.

With a smile, he left his room and headed towards the training ground.

 


  



Chapter Thirty-Two
 

Caldan shifted uncomfortably in his seat. The thin cushion between him and the sturdy bench was padding enough, but something else was making him prickly. He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand and scratched his head.

He leaned against the bench, his right hand touching his trinket on his finger, tracing over the engraved patterns. Since acquiring the shield medallion and learning how to use it, he’d decided to wear his ring in the open, despite the risk. From everything he had read, and all the information from talking to various masters, his best chance to find out the function of his ring was to wear it at all times. Some books suggested an affinity grew between a person who wore or used a trinket for extended periods, though he thought this was probably a flight of fancy written by someone with a less scientific mind than those who usually studied such objects. Passive effects could be noted by paying attention to your surroundings and odd happenings, usually accompanied with a change in feel of the trinket, such as heat, a vibration, or a visual effect. Trinkets that required activation were extremely hard to discern, even for the most experienced masters. Not knowing what you were dealing with and opening your well to a trinket could have damaging or even deadly consequences.

Although his ring felt noticeable on his hand, he realized it was probably all in his mind, the effect of wearing something he wasn’t used to. Without close examination, in reality it could be a ring anyone would wear, and certainly everyone would assume a lowly apprentice wouldn’t possess any trinkets.

Looking around, he took in the main room of the establishment in which Izak Fourie had asked to meet him for lunch. Yesterday, after meeting Miranda for a cheap evening meal at a street stall, and yet another promise that the good meal he owed her would be forthcoming soon, he had dropped into the Yawning Rabbit on the way back and had run into Izak, who pressed him into meeting the next day.

Although early afternoon, Izak had stated the meeting was for lunch, and for someone like Izak it probably was. Caldan had eaten a substantial meal with the other apprentices before making his way to the eating house Izak recommended, which was indicated only by a nondescript sign depicting a bowl and a spoon.

Inside, the establishment was clean and tidy. Long benches with low backs surrounded tables. A number of patrons sat in twos and threes, with a few larger groups. Caldan could pick out most of what was said around him; the place didn’t lend itself to much privacy. All the patrons wore good quality clothes, and many pieces of jewelry were in evidence. Obviously somewhere well-to-do folk came for a leisurely meal and idle conversation.

A jug of heavily watered wine had been placed on the table in front of him as soon as he sat down, along with two cups. He had told them he was expecting a friend to join him. He took a sip. Good quality wine, as far as he could tell.

His cup was half empty when he saw Izak approach. As usual, he was dressed in quality clothes: dark pants with a white linen shirt. Not a hair on his head looked out of place, and his gray goatee had been combed. Trailing behind him followed a pudgy man around the same age, with a pasty, flaccid face, dark eyes, and wrinkled clothes of a much lower quality than Izak’s. He was sweating slightly, Caldan noted, though the day wasn’t particularly warm.

“Ah, Caldan,” Izak gushed with a broad smile. “I must apologize for my lateness. I woke up late and barely had time to freshen up before I had to leave. It’s been weeks, hasn’t it?”

The pudgy man stood silently behind Izak, glancing around the room, eyes lingering on the other patrons in view, hands wringing nervously.

“It has been a while,” said Caldan. “My studies have kept me busy. You look fine to me, and you brought a friend.”

“Oh, of course. Allow me to introduce you to an acquaintance of mine, Sir Avigdor.”

The man stepped forward and offered his hand. It felt like shaking warm porridge. Caldan nodded in greeting as Izak seated himself opposite then looked around and raised a hand to catch a waiter’s eye. Sir Avigdor also looked around the room and ran a hand down his shirt, as if to smooth the fabric. He shuffled to a seat next to Izak. Caldan sat back on his thin cushion and surreptitiously wiped his now damp hand on his pants.

Having failed to catch a waiter’s eye in the few moments he had been trying, Izak rose to his feet. “Excuse me,” he said. “I’ll see what the delay is all about and order us something to eat. And drink.” He waved a hand at them. “You two can get better acquainted.” He strode off without waiting for a reply, straight to the bar.

Sir Avigdor watched him go. “I hear you play Dominion well,” he said in a voice nothing like his appearance. Cultured, with a hard edge. “So Izak says, and so my mistress says. Sometimes Izak is right, but my mistress… she is always right.” He reached across for the jug of wine and poured a drink into the spare mug. “Do you mind?”

“Not at all.” Caldan eyed him warily across the table. The pieces fell into place. “Lady Felicienne?”

Avigdor raised an eyebrow. “Good. Very good.” He cleared his throat. “She is upset you’ve not taken her up on her… generous offer as yet. Izak and I are friends, however, and the Lady Felicienne has prevailed upon me to have Izak meet you here. You see, she doesn’t like unpaid debts, if you catch my meaning.”

“I do. Could you please convey my apologies to her. My studies don’t leave much time at the moment, and there were a few… issues I had to sort out first.”

Avigdor sniffed the wine and wrinkled his nose, then sipped from his mug and grimaced. Caldan didn’t think he would be drinking any more. He was obviously used to better quality wine, despite the impression his outward appearance gave. Some people liked to put on a front to put others off guard, so they were underestimated. His eyes now looked more knowledgeable than calm, in control.

“Ah yes, the sorcerers. I’ve heard their training can be hard. More than a few have left them broken, physically or mentally.” His gaze held Caldan’s.

Caldan shrugged and tried to look nonchalant. “It’s been fine. Nothing too strenuous or demanding.”

“Wake at dawn, physical exercises, classes in history, geography, alchemy, medicine and… crafting. Nothing too strenuous or demanding?” Avigdor drawled. “Many apprentices would disagree with you, I am sure.”

“I’m used to studying and training hard.” Caldan searched for Izak and found him still at the bar talking to the barman. He looked back at Avigdor, who was watching him closely.

Caldan grimaced and shifted in his seat. The bench was more uncomfortable than he first thought. “The training the Protectors put the apprentices through is hard, but as I said, I’m used to it.”

“The sorcerers, you mean.”

“No, I’m apprenticed with the Protectors.”

Avigdor’s mouth opened in shock then closed abruptly. His lips curved into a sly smile. “An apprentice Protector, you say?” He leaned forward. “Listen, I’m all for trying to wring some advantage out of a negotiation, but you had best keep your arguments honest and not so…” He waved a hand in the air. “Laughable. I thought you were supposed to be an excellent Dominion player.”

There’s something odd here. Why is he so dismissive of my claim?
“What have I said?” protested Caldan. “It’s decent pay, and they have all the facilities and masters to teach me what I want to study. Master Simmon took me in, and I have a room in their quarters.”

Avigdor sat back and folded his arms across his chest, looking squarely at him. He sat quietly before reaching over and taking a swallow of his wine. Again he grimaced at the taste, shaking his head and giving a quick grin.

“I forgot myself and took another sip.” He gave a depreciating laugh. “It takes a lot to unsettle me these days.”

The man was acting decidedly oddly, thought Caldan. Perhaps he was ill.

Avigdor blew out a breath. “Well, it’s safe to say you probably have no idea.”

“About what?” Caldan was annoyed now. “What’s wrong with the Protectors?”

“Nothing. In fact they are reputable. They have fine alchemists, sorcerers and sword fighters.”

“Then what’s so startling?”

“They don’t have apprentices.”

Caldan scoffed. “Of course they do. I’m one! There are apprentices everywhere. I have classes with them every day.”

“Do you? With apprentice sorcerers or apprentice smith-crafters, I would judge.” Avigdor looked at him intently. “Have you met another apprentice Protector?”

“Of course I have! Why…” His voice trailed off. Of all the other apprentices, not a single one was apprenticed to the Protectors like he was. All the students studying sword fighting, surely they were apprentice Protectors? But Caldan realized they weren’t. They were all apprenticed to the Sorcerers’ Guild. The rooms around his were populated by journeymen Protectors, not apprentices. He frowned. “Strange,” he muttered.

“Indeed. Curious, I must say, and highly unexpected.” Avigdor was nodding slowly, and Caldan knew he was storing the knowledge away. “My mistress will be interested in such news.”

“Then that means she owes me double.”

Avigdor coughed into a hand. “Ah… maybe slightly more. Shall we get down to business? I was told you needed information. On what?”

Caldan placed his hand on the table, fingers spread. His trinket glimmered between them.

Avigdor whistled slowly. “That’s a valuable piece for an apprentice to have, and if I were you, I wouldn’t wear it until I could protect myself.”

“I can. Don’t worry about me.”

“Well, it’s your funeral.” Avigdor leaned forward for a closer inspection. “Lions, and a knotwork pattern. Rare, I would say, but I’m not an expert on trinkets.”

“But can you help me find out more about it?”

“Oh yes, most certainly. We have access to Anasoma’s trinket records, which mirror the capital’s, albeit with a few months’ delay. Descriptions, functions, owners past and present, they’re all there.”

Caldan breathed a sigh of relief, though he still felt under a burden. This was more than he could have achieved on his own. Far more. But what would be revealed? Would the information be valuable enough to Avigdor and Felicienne that they would use it to his disadvantage? Frowning, he hesitated then spoke. “I trust this will stay between us? I mean, whatever you find, you’ll only pass to me and not anyone else?”

Avigdor’s gaze grew curious. “What do you expect me to find?”

“I really don’t know, but it might have led to my family being… killed, when I was young.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Though this makes it more interesting.” He placed his hand on his heart. “I promise whatever I find will be shared with only you. And my mistress, of course.”

Reluctantly, Caldan nodded. The truth was, now that Avigdor knew what his trinket looked like, he could find the information anyway, no matter what Caldan wanted.

“Do you need a sketch or a rubbing of the design?”

Avigdor tapped his temple with a finger. “It’s all here. I have a knack for remembering details. Give me a few days. I can send a message to Izak?”

Though Izak was friendly, Caldan wasn’t sure he trusted him yet. “To the Protectors would be better, addressed to me.”

“They might wonder why I would send you correspondence.” Seeing Caldan shrug, he continued. “Is there anything else you can tell me about its origins?”

How much to tell? “All I know,” Caldan began, “is that my parents and grandparents may have worked for the empire, though in what capacity I have no idea. Other than that, I have nothing to go on.”

“A few days and you’ll hear from me. Then Lady Felicienne’s debt to you will be paid.”

At that moment, Izak appeared at the table with a steaming pot of coffee and three glazed mugs. Beside him, a serving girl placed a tray holding two jars on the table. Both had the handle of a spoon poking out the top. Izak thanked her with a smile then shoed her away when she inquired if they needed anything further.

“Well, I hope you two have been getting along while I was gone,” Izak said.

“We were,” answered Avigdor, nodding. “Coffee, I trust?”

At Izak’s nod, Avigdor helped himself to a cup, then went to place the pot back on the table, stopped, then poured a cup for both Izak and Caldan.

“Sorry, not used to serving other people,” he said.

Izak waved his apology away. “Quite all right, my friend. Who is?” He laughed. “What was the topic of conversation before I rudely interrupted?”

Avigdor reached for both jars. “Your friend Caldan here was telling me he has become apprenticed to the Protectors.”

Izak looked quickly at Avigdor and blinked a few times before his gaze moved to Caldan. “That’s…” He cleared his throat. “Could you pass the honey and salt, please? This coffee isn’t to my taste.”

Avigdor passed the two jars across to Izak, who opened both and sprinkled a pinch of salt into his cup and stirred in a generous dollop of honey.

“I wasn’t aware this was anything out of the ordinary,” said Caldan. “There are a lot of apprentices in the guild, and I assumed a fair few were apprentice Protectors. What’s wrong?”

Izak shook his head slowly. “Nothing. It’s just surprising.”

“Very surprising,” added Avigdor.

“Hush,” said Izak and frowned at him.

“Don’t hush me.”

“Just drink your coffee while I explain some things to young Caldan here.”

Avigdor muttered into his cup as Izak glared at him. To Caldan they sounded like two old friends grumbling at each other. He took a sip of his own coffee. His stomach rumbled. Despite eating with the apprentices, he was already starving, but both Izak and Avigdor looked like they had no interest in eating yet. He sighed.

Izak sucked in a breath and turned to Caldan. “Are you sure you’re an apprentice Protector?” he asked. “Not just an apprentice in the Sorcerers’ Guild?”

“Yes. I spoke to Master Simmon at length, and he asked me to become an apprentice Protector. Those were his words. What’s so strange anyway?”

“The Sorcerers’ Guild has many apprentices, and all of them have talent in crafting, am I correct?”

Caldan nodded slowly. “Yes, to varying degrees. Though they all have other talents, too.” He’d heard some talented apprentices went to study in the capital, paid for by the guild.

“Tell him how the Protectors choose their members,” said Avigdor.

“I was getting to that,” snapped Izak testily, glaring at him again. He looked at Caldan. “From what I understand, the Protectors choose from the apprentices recently promoted to journeymen, but not just the ones who are the most talented in sorcery or crafting. They also choose people who have other skills as well, including sword fighting, smith-crafting or alchemy. Not much is known about who they choose or why, to be honest. What happened with you? What did Simmon say?”

His questions were casual, but Caldan could sense a sudden intensity to his gaze, and Avigdor’s posture straightened as he asked, and he leaned slightly forward. Just interest, or was this information of more value than curiosity?

“What department did you say you were in? That Lady Felicienne runs?” he asked Avigdor.

The man smiled, his pasty face shiny with a thin sheen of sweat. “I didn’t. And that’s the best question you’ve asked so far.” His eyes glittered with amusement. “Probably the first question you should have asked.”

“Lady Felicienne is Third Adjudicator, that much I know. But what does that mean?”

“By itself,” said Avigdor, “not much. The ‘department’, as you put it, isn’t well known. Our role is to keep our eyes and ears open, keep our fingers on the pulse of what is happening around the empire. Whether it’s the local populace and their mood, delegates visiting from other nations, even to visit other countries and assess their disposition when it comes to us. Same with the guilds and other organizations.”

Caldan thought quietly for a moment. “You deal in information, spying?”

Avigdor shook his head. “Information is part of it. Spying certainly is not. And would I admit that anyway?” He waggled a finger at Caldan. “I think not. No, essentially we gather information on all sorts of things, but the real challenge is to interpret it, to make sense of the information, to piece together facts from different sources and see patterns… conceptual reasoning, if you will.”

Patterns, thought Caldan. “Hence Lady Felicienne’s interest in me, and yours. Playing Dominion is hard enough. To be good you have to be able to see patterns where others cannot.”

Both Avigdor and Izak nodded.

Caldan’s stomach rumbled again, reminding him he needed to eat. “Can we order some food?” he asked. “With the training I’ve been doing I need to…”

“It’s coming,” interrupted Izak.

“I could use some, too,” said Avigdor, patting his belly.

“You could lose some weight,” commented Izak.

“And you should eat more,” replied Avigdor. “All skin and bones, no meat on you. Anyway, back to what I was saying. A good Dominion player is likely to excel at what we do. I say likely, not guaranteed. You see, some people…well, they see the patterns in Dominion but have a hard time applying the same skill to human interactions and events. Mostly, these are the same scholars you would find spending their days in a library or secreted away doing their own research. We need people that can see patterns but also are able to relate to the world outside their window.”

“And how did you and Izak become friends?”

“Izak and I do business sometimes, in rumor, information.”

Izak looked pained. “I’m not so low as to sell rumors.”

Avigdor grinned, showing a set of surprisingly perfect teeth. “Call it what you will. But knowledge is power, and there are people that pay good ducats for a nice morsel.”

A serving girl appeared, bearing another tray. She placed covered dishes on the table, along with a plate and a fork for each of them.

Avigdor peered at the dishes. “I hope you ordered enough for us, not as if three of you were eating.”

Izak’s face broke out in mock pain. “Please,” he said. “Give me some credit. I know what an active youth and an… overindulged adult can go through. Luckily, you’re paying.”

Avigdor raised his eyebrows and sighed. “As usual.” He lifted the lid off the dish closest to him. “What have we here, noodles?”

“Should be noodles, almond eggs, fish with onions, rabbit in wine and some fried spinach with garlic,” said Izak.

Avigdor gave an approving nod and set to with a will, taking a good portion of each before waving them to do the same. Izak waited until they were done before taking a portion of a couple of dishes. While he watched Avigdor and Caldan hungrily attack the food, he chewed a bite of rabbit. They ate in silence for a while before Izak spoke.

“You see, Caldan,” he explained through a mouthful, “I’m part of several circles, nobles, merchants, businessmen and the like… and, well… if a harmless piece of information comes my way, I let Avigdor here know. As a friend.”

“As a friend,” repeated Caldan. “Of course.”

“Good! I see you understand. And friends help each other. That’s what friends are for.”

“I guess, but…”

“Shush, Caldan,” admonished Izak. “We’re all friends here now. It’s a shame you’re with the Protectors, though.”

“I might have offered you a job otherwise,” Avigdor said. “Yes, too bad.” He eyed his clean plate and the empty dishes sadly. With a sigh, he sat back.

Caldan looked at them both then ran a hand across his short hair.

“Gentlemen,” he said. “I think I shouldn’t leave the Protectors after all they’ve done for me so far.”

“Oh, I wasn’t suggesting you did,” said Avigdor. “And you probably couldn’t. You see, no one leaves the Protectors.”

Izak looked despondent. “At least that we know of.”

Caldan stared at them. “What do you mean?”

“Protectors die Protectors. Whether from old age or earlier. I’ve never heard of anyone leaving their ranks for any reason,” said Avigdor. “Never.”

Caldan shook his head. “No. There must be people that have left. Who got tired of the life, wanted to start a family, something.”

Avigdor and Izak both shook their heads. It was a long moment before Izak spoke. “Be sure of what you are getting into, young Caldan. Avigdor here wouldn’t take you now. He couldn’t. If you swore an oath to the Protectors then they would see you as theirs.”

“I’m just another apprentice. I get up, I go to training and classes. I’m not special.”

“Not like any other apprentice,” said Avigdor. “The others are apprenticed to the Sorcerers’ Guild, not the Protectors.”

A silence fell over them. Caldan chewed a fingernail and thought back to what Master Simmon had said. Caldan had asked what would happen if he had a loose tongue and told someone about the Protectors.

“You look pale,” said Izak. “Here, have a top up, and make sure you drink it all down.” He lifted the pot and poured more coffee into Caldan’s cup.

Caldan gulped a couple of deep swallows, not tasting the drink.

“Listen, Caldan,” said Izak. “I wouldn’t be too concerned, if I were you. We don’t know much about the Protectors, so it’s likely we are wrong. They probably have rules or guidelines we know nothing about. For all we know, people have left them, but it isn’t widely known.”

Caldan began to shake his head then stopped. He remembered Master Simmon’s words, and they echoed in his head. Some things are too dangerous to be known.

“As it is, I can only wish you luck,” said Avigdor.

They spent the next few minutes in silence. Avigdor checked his pocket watch a few times, once frowning at it and shaking the case. Izak and Avigdor talked quietly among themselves, meaningless chatter, leaving Caldan alone to his thoughts.

Caldan, for his part, didn’t know what to think. Was he lucky to have found a place where he was paid to continue studying what he loved, or was it a honey-coated trap? Judging by what Master Simmon said, he thought the Protectors had a noble cause, one he could identify with, especially knowing the information the master had imparted to him with such passion. Men like that were only passionate about what they believed in.

He gritted his teeth, frustrated. Maybe they were making too much of this. So far he had been treated the same as any other apprentice, no different. No one had given him any reason to distrust them. In fact the masters had all been pleasant enough. Nothing to worry about, surely. Well, he would have to wait and see, keep his eyes and ears open. A sound strategy, anyway, for a new apprentice in a new city.

What if whoever killed my family learned of my existence? Would they come after me too? Perhaps joining the Protectors and developing my talents would be the best thing for me. The thought of someone hunting him down, presumably for his trinket, made his blood run cold.

The late lunch ended with small talk, of the weather and the current building projects the emperor had decreed. Avigdor commented on the recent increase in tax evaders and criminals that were sentenced to hard labor on the building projects. Izak agreed it was best to keep them off the streets and from bothering honest folk.

They shook hands and departed in different directions. Izak rushed off, citing an urgent appointment.

Caldan walked slowly through the streets back to his room. At this pace he would miss his early afternoon class in metallurgy, but he already knew what they were covering anyway.

 


  



Chapter Thirty-Three
 

It was midafternoon, and the city streets had been sluiced clean by a brief shower of rain, dirty water running down overflowing gutters. The showers at this time of year went someway to cleaning the city, but to Amerdan’s mind it was never enough. Most of the city’s residents paid little attention to hygiene and were content to wallow in their own dirt. Some bathed only once a week or less. It was disgusting. No wonder his shop was filthy after each day’s trading.

Afternoon sunlight poured in from his two front windows, spilling across the floor. Motes of dust swam in the light. Amerdan wrinkled his nose at them, insidious beggars. He scratched updates in his ledger, inventory items depicted by simple pictures. He was in a strange mood, expectant yet disappointed. For a few days after his… delicacy, he had woken with a dull headache and pain in his eyes. The symptoms had since subsided, but he had yet to decide what had changed. Usually his keen mind would have worked the problem out by now, but this time was different.

Beads clicked and bells tinkled. He looked up and, recognizing who arrived, rose from his stool. This person wouldn’t be here to buy anything. Best be careful, he reminded himself. He flipped the ledger shut and checked his knife under the counter.

The newcomer wore clothing and insignia that denoted him as a master from the Sorcerers’ Guild. Dark robes covered his porcine body, and he was flanked by two lesser versions of himself. All took in the shop with dismissive glances. Amerdan didn’t blame them. It wasn’t much to look at. That was the point.

The gray-haired sorcerer closed his eyes for a few moments and looked down at a circle of metal he held in his palm.

“Can I assist you in any way, good sirs?” asked Amerdan, wringing his hands.

“Silence,” hissed one of the sorcerers to the side.

Amerdan’s skin prickled. The master wore a number of trinkets. He could feel them, taste them. He licked his lips.

The master opened his eyes and blinked in the light reflecting from Amerdan’s spotless wooden floor. “I’m looking for someone,” he said in a nasal drone.

Amerdan sniggered inside at his voice. “There’s no one here except me, good sirs. Perhaps you might look at some of my wares while you’re here? I apologize for the lack of variety. Mrs. Lephar, were she here, rest her spirit,” Amerdan’s eyes looked skyward, “would have organized a much better selection, but I’m afraid I lack her skills.” He spread his hands depreciatingly and shook his head. “She is sorely missed.”

The master sniffed the air again and fiddled with a ring on his left hand. Amerdan was careful not to meet his eyes for more than a few moments, or to let his gaze linger on the sorcerer’s trinkets.

“I believe,” the master began, “that some time ago an apprentice of mine had occasion to visit this shop to procure some goods to assist in his studies.”

“Well, that’s possible. I’m sure I have many valuable items which a sorcerer might want to purchase.”

“It’s not ‘possible’, it is definite. He was here. Young man, thin, pale complexion.”

Definite, was it? Interesting. Amerdan wondered how the sorcerer knew. He hadn’t been expecting anyone to search for the apprentice for some time, if at all. The fact they had turned up quickly and knew the boy had been here was intriguing. Sorcerers must have more talents than he realized. Or perhaps they had the benefit of many trinkets to assist them.

Amerdan scratched his head, screwed his eyes up in concentration and paused, as if straining to recall something. “I do remember someone like that. Smelled of dust and old books. Bought a few items then went on his way. Paper, ink, a lantern, that sort of thing. Why? What’s the problem? All the goods were of the highest quality, I assure you.”

“No doubt,” said the master through his nose. “But your goods and their quality do not concern us.”

“Good sirs, a few purchases from yourselves would…”

“We’re not here to buy anything. He was here, my apprentice. And not for a short time.”

Amerdan froze for an instant. “Of course,” he replied, as if remembering. “That young man. He spent some time in here, looking about, poking at this and that. Why, I almost threw him out since it didn’t seem like he would buy anything! But he… passed out. I was shocked, I can tell you! Fainted right there in the middle of the room. Knocked over a fine jar of pickled eels from the table, too. Smashed there on the floor.” Amerdan pointed to a spot. All three men followed his finger to the clean floor.

“There isn’t any stain there,” replied the master.

“No, I wiped it up.” Amerdan cleared his throat. “Anyways, after propping him up on a chair, I went out back to fetch some water to refresh him. He splashed a little on his face, and I made sure he drank some. The young lad was in a sorry state.” He shook his head slowly. “Scrawny as a newborn calf, he was.”

One of the master’s hangers-on suppressed a smile. They had no idea, fools.

“After a while, he recovered, and I had to feed him some bread and cheese, for his strength. He was feeling poorly. It took a long time to gather himself enough to leave.”

“And do you know where he was going from here?”

“I don’t pry into my customers’ affairs. Though he did mention a meeting he had arranged for later in the day, to work for some ducats. I gathered he was… short of coins.”

The master nodded and grunted. He surveyed the room again, gaze lingering on the spot on the floor Amerdan had indicated.

“Sir, I must ask a favor of you, as I have of all the people I have spoken to about this matter.” He gestured to one of the other two sorcerers, who stepped forward and presented a piece of paper from a flat satchel he carried. “This paper can be presented to any sorcerer, either in the street or at the Sorcerers’ Guild.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t read.”

“That doesn’t matter. Show this to any sorcerer and they’ll direct you to me. If you come across any information regarding my apprentice, no matter how trivial, you will use it and let me know?”

“Of course. On my word of honor as a… a merchant.”

“See that you do. His disappearance will not go unsolved; we cannot afford to let people with his talent wander unchecked.” He slid the paper towards Amerdan. “Any information will be rewarded handsomely.”

“Yes, sir, indeed I will come calling the instant I know any more. You can count on me.”

The master appeared unconvinced. “Well then, thank you for your time. May you prosper.” He bowed in farewell then turned and left, followed closely by his two attendants.

Amerdan stared motionless at the beaded curtain covering the door for a long time, hand resting on the piece of paper they had left, before stirring himself. He didn’t know how they knew the apprentice had been here, or had spent some time here. Sorcery, obviously, something he had not much knowledge of and hadn’t counted on. A crotchety old man peeved his favorite new apprentice had gone missing. His two hangers-on hadn’t cared he was missing. Still, they had no idea. He was too good for that.

Amerdan decided against shutting up shop early as that might look suspicious. He rubbed an arm and yawned. Last night he’d stayed out until the early hours checking on the movements of someone of interest. He smiled at the thought.

This master, though, he had an aura about him, and if gossip were true would be capable of remarkable feats. So far Amerdan had avoided sorcerers; tales of their abilities had instilled a wariness in him. He had thought they might be able to see his true nature, but this master hadn’t let on anything was amiss. Perhaps they weren’t as powerful and knowledgeable as they seemed. With the apprentice he’d taken a risk, and although a search had been sparked, they wouldn’t find anything. But… the results had been disappointing. Maybe a more developed potency was called for. A master perhaps? His pink tongue ran over his lips as he savored the thought.

He looked at the paper, preparing to gather it up and store it with his other souvenirs but stopped, breath catching in his throat. The squiggles swam before his eyes then resolved into legible words. Words he could read.

He laughed long and hard. The joy of finding another talent filled him with warmth and ecstasy. His skin tingled. That was unlooked for, yet welcome indeed. He wondered what other gifts the young apprentice had passed to him.

 


  



Chapter Thirty-Four
 

Caldan spent a good part of the few next days experimenting with his shielding medallion, trying to find out what its limits were. He kept up with his regular lessons and physical training under the watchful eyes of the journeymen and masters, but every spare chance he had he used to investigate the medallion. If he could decipher how it worked, he could make another, and probably better. The engravings on this crafting were sloppy, and from his metallurgy studies he knew the metal was inferior, but at the time he had been desperate. It seemed the journeyman who sold it to him had been of lesser talent and skill, probably in need of some quick ducats, perhaps to pay a gambling debt or some such.

Caldan sat at a table in the apprentices’ workshop of the smith-crafting wing. Situated at the far reaches of the Sorcerers’ Guild building because of the smell of the forges and the noise of hammering, most of its rooms opened to the outside through large doors. A few rooms were set farther in, where apprentices, journeymen and masters could work on their designs and theories in relative peace yet still be close to the forges.

The workshop was a good forty paces square with thick beams crossing the ceiling. Unlike the other areas of the building, the floor consisted of hard-packed earth rather than wood or stone. Only a few other apprentices were in the room with Caldan, busy with their own work. Many apprentices quickly abandoned their ideas of
crafting
fine pieces or being the first sorcerer to discover the secret of making
trinkets, for the more practical materials of stone or fired clay until they had enough ducats to afford expensive materials. Around the room were the other apprentices who had the ducats to experiment or were conducting research given to them by a master, those who were particularly talented.

A furnace lay in the center with a bellows attached. Glowing coals gave the place a warm feel to go with the heat, and a not unpleasant odor of burning coal ash filled the air. Thick-timbered worktables sat scattered against the walls, with one long table reserved for tools, such as files, hammers and chisels, engraving sets, hand drills and polishing liquids.

He held a piece of paper on which he had roughly sketched his medallion and the
crafting
runes engraved on the surface. To the right, he listed the alloy it was made from and underneath, other variations of the alloy he thought would be better suited to the task. The monastery had been advanced in this area; indeed he believed there might be a few things he could teach the masters here, though thinking back to his conversation with Izak and Avigdor he might be better off holding his knowledge close.

Caldan slid his shielding medallion under his sheet of paper to hide it from a casual observer. Opening his well, he touched the medallion with a finger and extended his senses. Touch wasn’t necessary but helped to establish a firmer link and required less concentration. And there was less chance any of the apprentices in the room would feel what he was doing.

Unbalanced. He frowned and split his well into two, one string to examine the metals while the other linked to the runes. Yes, the metal was strained, as if barely holding together; the glyphs did the job adequately but were rough and poorly cast. Tiny pockmarks covered the surface, where a good casting would be smooth. It was barely able to perform the function it had been designed for. And the metal felt wrong for the task; it had probably been something else melted down for the materials to save ducats.

As a shielding medallion, it sufficed; as smith-crafting, it was an abomination. All the parts were there to create a whole: the metal to withstand a well; linking and bridging runes, a basic buffer; but the object was crude. If this was the standard of the journeymen, Caldan felt for the masters and what they had to deal with.

He sighed for the poor workmanship and for his own loss of ducats on such a piece. Still, there wasn’t anything he could do, and at least it worked, if only just. Perhaps he could alter the medallion so it wasn’t as unstable.

He reached across the table and chose a fine scribing tool. In his hands it looked like a knife attached to a wooden handle. He considered the tool for a few moments before placing it back in its leather case. Tampering with the runes cast into the medallion would be a last resort as too much could go wrong. Since it worked as it was, he should first look at the
crafting.

Pushing his awareness into the medallion, he focused on the linkages, the streams which tied the separate parts into a whole. As he suspected, the rough glyphs combined with the flawed metal caused some linkages to be better than others, more ‘open’ and able to carry a greater load. But as all good crafters knew, the links were only as good as the strongest one. Any differences meant the flow from someone’s well would bottleneck, leading to energy bleeding, and that wasn’t good. With such a rough casting, the metal could break under the strain.

Reaching deeper, he connected his well to the linking runes and felt his skin tighten as the shield sprang up and surrounded him. He followed the flow of force through the links, seeing where they flowed properly and where they pooled or were impeded. One in particular stood out. The flow from his well almost stopped when it hit it; only a trickle flowed through. If he could add a link, one to supplement that one… Concentrating hard, he formed another in his mind and joined the two ends around the problem link.

His finger grew hot and he snatched it back. A glow appeared through the paper covering the medallion. It burst into flames.

“By the ancestors!”
cursed Caldan and slammed his left hand down on the paper. Skin sizzled.

“Argggh!”

He raced to the tempering barrels, plunging his hand into the one filled with water. Behind him, apprentices gasped in surprise then rushed towards his bench. One splashed a bowl of water over the burning paper, which extinguished with a hiss. The room buzzed with commotion.

“Ancestors, what happened?”
shouted someone.

“His paper caught alight,”
said another apprentice.
“One moment everything was fine, and the next, flames.”

Someone grasped Caldan’s shoulder.
“Are you hurt?”

He turned to look at the apprentice, hand stinging.
“I’m fine, just an accident.”
His thoughts raced. What should he say? He wasn’t supposed to have the medallion. A few apprentices had gathered around the table he was working at. One used a rag to wipe at the wet paper and ashes. At that moment, a journeyman came in, drawn no doubt by the commotion.

Caldan pulled his hand from the water. A red circle scored the skin of his palm. The throbbing had subsided, and his hand felt sore but not overly painful.

“Excuse me,”
he said to the apprentice next to him.
“I’d better see the journeyman.”

Caldan closed his left hand into a fist to cover the mark. He had no idea what he would say about the medallion, nor what the penalties would be for having such an object in his possession, let alone experimenting on it. Taking a deep breath, he approached his workbench, where the journeyman and a number of apprentices stood.

“Journeyman, please forgive me. I was…”

“So this is your doing?”
interrupted the journeyman.
“Reckless experimentation, I assume. And what’s this?”
He poked a finger into a hole in the table. It went in up to the second knuckle.
“Unless I miss my guess, there’s metal in there. Melted its way into the wood. What if it had exploded?”

“Exploded?”

“Yes. Ex-plo-ded. Don’t they teach you anything these days? One thing I know they do teach you is not to try
crafting
anything yourself until a master has looked over the designs and the workmanship before linking it. Did you fall asleep during that lesson?”

“What? No, I…”

“Make sure you clean this mess up. I don’t know what you can do with the hole in the work bench.”
He eyed Caldan.
“You know I have to report this, attempting to construct a
crafting
without supervision.”

“I’m sorry. I should have known better.”
He bowed his head in contrition, though inside he was relieved. Tampering with the medallion had caused it to melt and the paper to burn. He was down a considerable sum of ducats and now had no way to shield himself, but luckily the metal melting had hidden the fact he’d had a working shield
crafting
in his possession.

“You should have, especially at your age. You need to demonstrate you have better control of yourself.”

Caldan realized the truth in his words. All the other apprentices were younger than him and thought he was either someone to look up to or an oddity, an older boy who took the same classes they did, and as such far behind them in progress. The journeymen, on the other hand, thought he was far behind them, someone his age who hadn’t yet progressed to their level and who wouldn’t for years yet. He didn’t like his situation, but he vowed to make the best of it.

“I should have known better,”
Caldan repeated.

The journeyman only nodded curtly before dismissing the apprentices who had gathered around. They wandered back to their places. Their numbers had swelled since the commotion. A few in other rooms had heard or word had passed around. Caldan saw some engaged in animated talk and hand gestures, probably enjoying a laugh at his expense.

With another dark look at Caldan, the journeyman turned and left, no doubt to report what had happened to the masters. Caldan needed to find out what the penalties were for his transgression.

He wiped the remaining water and ash mess with a rag and poked his finger into the hole in the workbench. It touched metal at the bottom, still warm and smooth. He used a knife to retrieve the chunk. It would be worth a small amount of ducats but nowhere near the cost of the working medallion. With a sigh, he left the apprentices’ workshop, sure that more than a few eyes were on his back as he walked out the door.

Now he knew consequences could be worse than the
crafting
cracking or disintegrating, he would have to be more careful — if he could get his hands on another shield
crafting.

Obtaining the medallion had been expensive, and he now realized, ill-advised. Entering the Sorcerers’ Guild with its resources and training was a stroke of luck he couldn’t have dreamed of when his ship disembarked. Only a fool would endanger such an opportunity.

Caldan’s thoughts returned to his purse of ducats locked in his room. Not enough for another shield
crafting, even if he was of a mind to purchase one. Odds were that news of his mistake today would travel like wildfire, and anyone usually willing to sell a
crafting, even one as badly made as the medallion, wouldn’t want to deal with him lest it was traced back to them. His chances of purchasing one from the journeymen were slim to none.

There was only one solution. He needed to draw on his own talent and construct the
crafting
himself.

 

An hour later he was back in his room. Materials would be a problem. The runes and design he knew well already, though it would be best if he could obtain a working
crafting
to model his own from.
Not likely,
he thought.

Despite numerous examinations, his store of ducats hadn’t grown since yesterday, and he wasn’t sure if what
he had would cover the cost of materials for the alloy he had in mind.

Someone knocked on his door and he opened it to reveal a solemn looking Master Simmon.

“What have you gotten yourself into?”
Simmon asked rhetorically.
“Come, let’s get this over with.”

In the end, the whole ordeal wasn’t as bad as Caldan thought. A first offense and no one injured. Penalties amounted to a stern talking to, some extra training to ‘keep his mind on his development,’ as one master put it, and a fine of four silver ducats. The masters wasted no time and sent him packing within minutes of seeing him.

Back in his room, Caldan sat on his bed, back against the wall. Some solid thinking was in order. The four silver ducats hurt the most. He needed all he had to purchase the metals for his
crafting, and if he couldn’t use the apprentices’ workshop he was in a pickle. Taking Miranda out for the long delayed dinner he owed her would also have to wait. The day had been a complete disaster.

 

“Ah, Caldan, there you are.”
An apprentice sorcerer hurried up to him, slightly out of breath. She carried a leather satchel and ignored him a moment while she rummaged through it.

“I’ve been looking for you everywhere,”
continued the girl.
“This came for you.”
She held out a sealed letter. Caldan’s breath caught in his throat.

“Take it. I haven’t got all day. The rest of these need to be delivered.”

He took the letter — expensive paper, smooth in his fingers — noting the plain seal of yellowish beeswax imprinted with what looked like a bird. On the front, in a neat feminine hand, was his name, ‘Sorcerers’ Guild – Protectors’, and the words, ‘Deliver Soonest’.

“Ahem.”

He looked up to see the girl still standing there, hand outstretched, palm up. She raised her eyebrows at him.

“Oh, sorry,”
Caldan said as he fumbled in his pocket for his coin pouch, taking out a copper ducat and handing it over.

The girl smiled before turning heel and hurrying off.

With trepidation, Caldan turned the letter over, noting nothing unusual apart from the quality paper. He didn’t recognize the seal, but there was only one letter he was expecting. The seal must be Avigdor’s or Felicienne’s.

Abandoning his errand, Caldan scurried back to his room, closing and locking the door behind him. He sat on his bed, broke the seal and drew the letter out. After reading a few lines, of the same feminine script, he was left in no doubt it was from Lady Felicienne.

 

 

 

Dear Caldan,

 

Forgive my familiarity, but after the other night I feel we already know each other well. Not as well as we could have, had you taken up my offer to escort me home, but I understand your reluctance.

 

We need to meet to discuss Avigdor’s findings on your trinket. Please come to my offices in the keep at your earliest convenience. And by that I mean as soon as you receive this letter. Don’t keep me waiting.

 

I should inform you that this doesn’t discharge my debt to you. In ordinary circumstances I would count it as paid, but… there is one reservation which I will detail later.

 

Felice

 

 

Caldan glanced out the window at the darkening sky. Sunset was close, but Felicienne did say as soon as he received her letter.
What had she uncovered that was so urgent? Could it be related to his family’s murder?
No, he thought it unlikely that whatever was in the
trinket
records could have led to her finding anything on that. But something had Felicienne intrigued, at least. It was worrying.

He stood and paced his room for a while but couldn’t pull away from the fact that he wanted to see Felicienne and find out what she now knew. Any danger he envisioned was probably in his imagination.

At the keep, Lady Felicienne’s name drove away any reluctance the guards had shown him, and he was passed swiftly along through various functionaries until one deposited him in a room with instructions to wait. A short time later, Lady Felicienne walked in. She looked as he remembered, slender, with plain but expensive shirt and pants, though now her hair hung loose, making her face softer, less severe.

Felicienne gestured at Caldan to take a seat then gathered up a few sheets of paper before she spoke.
“Our people are very efficient, otherwise I wouldn’t employ them. It didn’t take long to find what they were after; the empire’s records on
trinkets
are quite thorough.

“Forgive me, Lady Felicienne, but this was all I was after. The information, I mean,”
replied Caldan.
“Anything you found will be enough.”

“Please, call me Felice. And I have quite a bit of information on your
trinket. It makes for a fascinating story.”

Caldan’s heart thumped in his chest, and he hardly dared breathe.
“Is that it?”
he asked softy, nodding at the paper she held. Would the page reveal the answers he’d been looking for? After all this time, would it be so easy?

“Yes. Your
trinket’s
history is quite interesting, especially since the last known entry on it was over a hundred years old. Purchased by the emperor’s procurers, no less, from a bankrupt noble family, then it was presented as a reward a few years later for ‘unspecified services’ to one Karrin Wraythe.”
She looked Caldan in the eye.
“Does the name mean anything to you?”

Caldan shook his head.
“No, I’ve never heard it before.”

“Well, it’s all very innocuous, unless you dig a little further, which Avigdor did. It seems that Karrin was in the emperor’s employ, but strangely enough there were no records as to what her function was. I’ve come across this before, though, as the emperor likes to keep the functions of certain individuals and groups secret from all but his closest advisors. Those with unique talents and those whose aptitude eclipses others in their professions, usually sorcerers and those versed in the more arcane arts. To speculate more would be hearsay.”
She paused in order to read the next sheet of paper.

“How would it have come to be in my parents’ possession?”

Felice snorted.
“I’m hardly in a position to guess. Can you tell me more about them?”

Reluctant to do so, no matter how helpful Felice had been so far, Caldan decided to be cautious.
“Not really. They died when I was very young. I scarcely remember them.”
Though the day they died was burnt into his memory.
“I’m sorry.”

“No matter. A little more digging and I’m sure we will find something.”
Felice gave him a smile. He wasn’t sure whether it was friendly or knowing, or both.
“What Avigdor did find was that the function of the ring is unclear, though the amount paid for the trinket, a rather substantial sum, indicates a certain efficacy. We can infer from this that the ‘unspecified services’ were quite important and substantial. Notes on the sale indicate the trinket
has warding and focusing properties, but there were no specifics. Does that sound correct? What can it do?”

“Nothing yet, so far as I can tell. I haven’t worn it long, I’m afraid, only since learning how to use a shielding amulet.”

“Ah… that’s… a skill usually for journeymen and above, is it not?”

Blushing, Caldan looked away.
“With having the
trinket, I felt I needed to concentrate on that skill. I eventually worked it out.”

“I’m impressed. Though I wouldn’t rely on it. People can be creative when it comes to stealing
trinkets, or anything of value for that matter.”

Caldan nodded, grateful for her concern.
“I’ll keep it hidden when I can. I have a neck chain to hang it on so it’s out of sight.”

“Hmm… There was another note appended to the trinket
record.”
Felice kept her eyes averted from his and brushed at some dust on her sleeve.
“Was there a bone ring along with the trinket?”
she asked casually.

Far too casually to Caldan’s mind. Hanging from around his neck, the bone ring suddenly felt like it had gained a few pounds. He froze for a moment before managing to smile weakly and shake his head.

“The
trinket
is all I have. There was a fire… our house… if there was a bone ring it would have burned.”
He hoped that would stop her questions, but from the look in her eye there was more to this. There was no reason to think the bone ring meant anything, was there? No, it was fairly plain and far less valuable than a
trinket. But… for a note to have been made of it and for Felice to be interested in it was a bad sign.

“Probably. Anyway, it’s not important.”

Then why ask about it?
thought Caldan.

“Alas,”
said Felice,
“we come finally to the bad news. An addendum added to the entry almost forty years ago stipulated that anyone with information regarding the trinket
was to inform the emperor’s advisors at once, more specifically the First Adjudicators. I felt I should tell you this, and that’s the reason I consider my debt to you not fully reckoned. Because the addendum was so old, and because you intrigue me, I haven’t yet decided whether to dispatch a missive to the First Adjudicators. Actually, I have to, but I can delay doing so for a while.”

Caldan groaned audibly. His heart felt fit to burst.
“I… but why, if it was so old? Who cares anymore?”

“Because that’s what I was asked to do.”

“I mean, why do they need to be informed?”

Felice shrugged.
“It doesn’t say, which is a pity. If I knew why, I could decide whether to arrest you or not. Sit down! I’m not going to!”

Having leapt to his feet, Caldan stood poised between making a break for the door and subduing Felice. Both very bad options. Taking a few deep breaths, he calmed slightly when no guards came bursting in.

Felice’s laughter brought him to his senses. She seemed genuinely amused at his reaction.
“Please sit down,”
she repeated between chuckles.
“If I wanted to arrest you, you would have been taken as soon as you walked into the keep. And why bother sending a note to summon you?”

“Ah… yes, I can see that now. I just…”
The bone ring pressed guiltily into his chest.

With a wave of her hand, Felice dismissed his embarrassment.
“The addendum was very specific, but I like you, so here’s what I am going to do. You,”
she pointed a finger at Caldan,
“are going to sit tight. Don’t leave Anasoma while I make further inquiries. A few weeks’ delay informing the First Adjudicators won’t matter after all this time. And if there is anything you’re not telling me, you would be wise to rethink your reluctance and be forthright. Am I clear?”

By the ancestors, she knows! No, how could she? She suspects. It is one of the possibilities and she has to cover them all, as any good Dominion player would.

Palms sweaty and heart racing, Caldan replied as calmly as he could.
“I’ve told you everything I know. It all happened when I was young. I don’t know anymore.”

Felice stared at him a few moments then nodded.
“Very well. Once I have gathered as much information as I can, I’ll send the missive. If I were you, I’d wait for their response. It will come to me and we can decide what to do. Agreed?”

Not seeing any other option at the moment, Caldan nodded.

 

As soon as he arrived back in his room, Caldan drew out the bone ring. It looked exactly as it always had, just bone with runes carved into the surface. A fake trinket
without any of the usual properties or powers. Such a cheap copy, it wasn’t even made of metal. What was special about it? Felice had asked too casually for him to dismiss the ring out of hand. There had to be more to the story, though judging from Felice’s behavior, she didn’t know much more than he did. It had probably been in the addendum she mentioned.

Caldan sat on his bed and put his head in his hands. At least he had gained some information from Felice, which was a start. But it looked like, instead of him having to venture out and find more information, it was going to come straight to him. A few weeks for Felice to research what she could, then a few months for a messenger to reach the capital and return with a response. He didn’t care to think of what would happen then. Nothing good, he was certain.

 


  



Chapter Thirty-Five
 

Barrows lay to the east of the Sorcerers’ Guild, bordered by the River Modder. A less well-to-do district than West Barrows, Parkside or Five Flowers, it was conveniently close to the major guilds without being too expensive. It had become an area where a great many businesses set up shop as those that provided materials and equipment to the guilds found it ideal due to its close proximity. The River Modder and the North Road were perfect for resupplying stocks as the voracious appetites of the guilds ate them up.

Discreet inquiries among the apprentices and a few journeymen had directed Caldan here. It was obvious once he thought of it; there had to be merchants close to the guilds, and where there were large merchant businesses there were also small ones. The merchants who dealt with the guilds were contracted to abide by certain rules to keep their business. It hadn’t taken Caldan long to learn that all rare earths the merchants acquired were to be exclusively sold to the Sorcerers’ Guild, with their reputation and the guaranteed flow of ducats more than enough to prevent the merchants from gouging prices. Still, materials entered the city through other avenues, and the merchants were by no means the only sources of the metals Caldan needed.

He found himself in the streets of Barrows, first stop a jewelry supplier for the majority of the metal and some beeswax. He tucked the pouch of white gold deep into a pants pocket then put his purse on top, lighter by a fair sum of ducats. With luck, he would still have enough left for some rare earths, depending on what price the merchant wanted and his own bargaining skills. He carried a lump of beeswax the size of his fist wrapped in cloth.

Four Quivers stood at an intersection a few paces from the shop and eyed him as he left. They resumed surveying the crowd, eyes and ears alert for any disturbance.

Caldan crossed the intersection and made his way up another street, passing a butcher’s shop and a merchant selling uncommon liquors and ales from around the empire. Soon he stood in front of a chandler’s, and according to his information, across from this was the general store that stocked a supply of rare earths.

As he pushed through a beaded curtain and entered the store, a tinkling came from some bells. Inside, the air was fragrant with the merchandise stored in barrels and crates and on the shelves around the walls were wood and iron, oils and leather. Hardly any dust, though, and the floor and surfaces looked as clean and polished as any he had seen in the city. Caldan sniffed the air again. Underlying it all was the scent of something… rancid.

Behind a counter at the back, the shopkeeper stepped through a dark doorway. Tall, with close-cropped hair, he moved fluidly, gliding around the end of the counter. Caldan started. The man had a faint reddish glow to his skin.

Caldan blinked and the glow was gone.

“Why, hello there,”
the shopkeeper said.

Caldan breathed in to reply and choked, his nose filled with a stench akin to rotting meat. He coughed and blew out his nose to clear it.

“Oh dear, are you all right, good sir?”

Caldan shook his head and tentatively took a short breath. Nothing. The reek had cleared. Strange, maybe he was getting a fever, or the stress of what he was about to do was preying on his nerves.

“Sorry, just a dizzy spell. Perhaps I have been working too hard.”
Caldan wiped a hand across his brow. The shopkeeper gave him a concerned look, probably wondering what had walked into his store.

“And what work would that be, young sir? I would normally place a muscular lad like yourself as a guard recruit or apprentice blacksmith, but I can sense something else about you. Something that sets you apart, an… intelligence.”

Caldan shook his head, bemused.
“I’m apprenticed in the Sorcerers’ Guild.”
He decided not to mention the Protectors.

“Apprenticed? Aren’t you a little… old?”

“I only recently arrived here and was lucky enough to find a position with them.”

“Indeed you were. No doubt you have family in the city?”

“No, no family to speak of.”

The shopkeeper smiled.
“A shame. Forgive me.”
He held out a hand.
“My name is Amerdan.”

Caldan eyed the hand suspiciously, wishing he knew why he had seen a faint glow over the man’s skin. He clasped the hand in his own and shook. No sensation, other than the man had a grip like a vice.

“Caldan,”
he replied, squeezing back for a moment before they both released. Caldan thought he had been assessed in some way.

“So, young Caldan, an apprentice of the sorcerers. Why, I imagine you must learn all sorts of things up there with those powerful men and women. And I must say, you aren’t like any sorcerer I’ve ever met. Aren’t they all… bookish, pale from studying by candlelight?”

“Most are like that, I have to admit. From what I’ve seen so far, there are different talents there. I may be more inclined to physical skills, but I guess I’ll find out if I have a talent for the rest.”

Amerdan looked disappointed.
“Well, what brings you to my shop? Ink, pens, paper? Mayhap a lamp?”
He touched a finely worked lamp atop a crate.

“I heard you might have some rare earth metals. I’d be interested in having a look, and if they’re what I require, purchasing some.”

“Ah.”
Amerdan moved back behind the counter and retrieved a wooden box, two hands square and one high. He placed it carefully on the counter and opened the lid.
“I do happen to have a few ingots left, as well as some crystals.”

The box was divided into eight separate compartments, each holding ingots or crystal chunks on rough pieces of hessian. He recognized all the crystals but was only interested in two. Caldan sighed under his breath with relief. The samples held both minerals he required to mix the alloy he wanted.

Glancing at Amerdan for permission, he picked up a yellow, translucent, sharp-edged crystal. There was more than enough here for his needs, and he selected another crystal, placing both on the counter next to the box, each the size of his thumbnail. Next, he selected a similar sized piece of a reddish hexagonal crystal.

“Vanadis, and good quality, too.”
He placed it with the yellow crystal.
“I’m afraid that’s all I need. Do you have a set price for them? I’m only an apprentice, so my funds are limited.”
He looked at Amerdan, who was frowning at the crystals on the counter.

“One moment.”
Amerdan removed a handkerchief from his pocket and settled it on the counter before placing the three crystals on top.
“There. Ah, well… truth be told, I have had the minerals for a while, and they aren’t selling as quickly as I’d like.”

Caldan blinked.
A strange shopkeeper. One who didn’t try to haggle over the price, or at least he was doing a bad job.
He decided to take the initiative.

“For all three small crystals, I would expect to pay, say, two silver ducats for each of the yellow and three and a half silvers for the vanadis.”
He fetched his purse out and started counting coins. He had a mix of five silvers and the rest copper, and had to count enough copper to cover the difference.

“That seems fair enough. Perhaps you could spread word among your colleagues about my shop? And that I have some rare earths for sale?”
He wrapped the three crystals in the handkerchief and slid the bundle across the counter.

“So tell me, Caldan, what exactly do you do as an apprentice?”

“Mostly
crafting, metallurgy and alchemy.”

“Crafting? And do you have a
talent
for… that sort of thing?”

Caldan double-checked his coins and held his hand out.
“I like to think I do.”

Amerdan gave a pleased smile.
“Excellent. The world needs people with talent. Be sure to learn all you can, to stretch yourself.”
He paused.
“If I might be so bold, I have a question for you.”

Caldan shrugged, itching to be off and working on his
crafting
design but not wanting to appear rude. After all, he might have to come back here if he needed more rare earths.
“Go ahead,”
he said.

“A… friend of mine, who is the shy sort, needs some
crafting
done. He values his privacy and has a need for the type of locks more complex than a blacksmith can make. Truth to tell, he is paranoid about his security and is reluctant to go to the Sorcerers’ Guild for what he needs. He fears thieves would make use of the information, if they knew, so would prefer a… how do you say? Quieter solution.”

“I’m not sure, I mean… if the man has something to hide…”

“No, no, nothing of the sort. He has certain valuables which he would like to keep secure, as well as his personal safety. Same as any man of means.”

“Well, if it’s all above board then I might be able to assist.”
Caldan thought of the now poor state of his purse and how much he could charge for such work.

“Totally legitimate. Probably one door lock and a chest lock. Though I would have to confirm the details, but that won’t take long. How can I contact you? A message to the guild?”

“It would be better if I came back here when I have some free time. It won’t be too long.”

“Excellent. Then I’ll expect to see you in the next few days?”

Caldan’s pressing need at the moment was the work he needed to do to complete his
crafting. After that he could see to the state of his purse. His name was becoming known around the Yawning Rabbit Inn, and his Dominion winnings dwindled as the odds against him decreased. This sounded like a good solution, some ducats to tide him over in the short-term.

“Perhaps a week,”
he began and saw Amerdan stiffen.
“I have a lot of work to complete. I’m afraid it can’t be sooner.”

“Well,”
said Amerdan, disappointed,
“these things can’t be helped. Best you be off to start your work. The sooner you are finished, the sooner you can make it back here.”

Amerdan held his hand out, palm up. Caldan handed him the coins and scooped up the handkerchief with his crystals inside.
“Thank you,”
he said.
“I’ll be sure to mention your shop to other apprentices. I wasn’t expecting to find the minerals I needed all in one place.”

“It seems this has been a good day for both of us.”

Caldan nodded.
“Thank you again, sir. I’ll see you in a week.”
He turned and exited the shop through the beaded curtain.

 

Amerdan watched the young man’s back as he left. A callow youth, but from what he said, talented. But there was something about the man, a feeling he had when they were close, a niggling in his mind he had never felt before. Almost… an affinity.

Amerdan scoffed at the thought. He had been experiencing strange sensations in his mind since disposing of the apprentice to the sorcerers.
Such a pathetic thing, it had been. Unworthy to survive.

He frowned at the itch in his mind, which had started only recently. His thoughts probed at it, like a tongue at a chipped tooth.

Never mind. The youth, Caldan, would be back before long, which gave Amerdan time for research, to find out whether he was worthy before taking things further. He opened his hand to count the coins.

Seven and a half silver ducats in total. Five silver coins and five sets of five coppers. Amerdan laughed. Of course.

 


  



Chapter Thirty-Six
 

Aidan felt Anshul grab his arm and tug him to a halt. They ducked into the nearby doorway of yet another deserted house. A musty odor wafted out, like all the other houses they had encountered so far in the town.

“Let’s check one more,” said the swordsman, and Aidan nodded.

Around them, the house appeared as all the others had, as if the occupants had left in the middle of whatever they had been doing. On a table sat four plates, four sets of eating utensils, four mugs. A platter in the center held the remains of a meal: a leg bone and some dried scraps of unidentifiable vegetables. All the surfaces were covered in a fine layer of dust. Nothing had entered the house since the occupants left, until now.

Aidan motioned for them to leave, and they joined Caitlyn outside.

“Same again, my lady,” whispered Aidan. “Not a soul around and dust covering everything.”
It’s as if they disappeared one day, in the middle of whatever they were doing.

She sniffed and wrinkled her nose. “Perhaps they didn’t fight what came for them and joined it like many would these days.”

Aidan glanced at cel Rau. “Perhaps they didn’t have a chance to resist.”

Caitlyn shook her head. “Everyone has a chance, unless they are weak. Let’s keep going.”

They moved silently into the night, their group spread out along five streets, all traveling parallel to each other.

So far they had not heard a sound from the other groups, which meant they should be making similar progress. Caitlyn and her men were getting closer to their quarry, who if luck wasn’t with them would be surrounded before they had an inkling anything was amiss.

Ahead, a hiss from Chalayan brought them to a halt again. Caitlyn motioned Aidan and cel Rau to follow as she sidled up to the sorcerer.

“What is it?” she demanded, pitching her voice low.

The sorcerer’s face was beaded with sweat and he trembled. “Something… ahead…”

“What?” whispered Caitlyn impatiently.

“Give me time,” snapped Chalayan back at her.

Caitlyn glared at the sorcerer.

“There’s something… old here,” said Chalayan.

“Old? What do you mean?”

“Sorcery, years old. Yet traces of it still remain. Such power…” His voice trailed off.

Caitlyn touched Chalayan’s shoulder. “Not recent, then? Good. Nothing for us to worry about.”

“There’s something else, more recent, ahead of us. A crafting. I think it crosses the street.”

“A trap?”

The sorcerer shook his head. “Wait.” He whispered a few words and squinted. One his crafted amulets around his neck flashed briefly.

“It’s… a trigger. An alarm.”

“Ancestors’ shadow!” cursed Caitlyn. “Across the street?”

Chalayan nodded then went back to staring ahead.

“All the streets are probably guarded the same way.”

“I agree,” said Aidan. “We need to stop the men going forward until we can find a way around or deactivate the crafting.” He expected Caitlyn to disagree.

“We can’t stop all of them without giving away our positions,” said Caitlyn.

“They’ll be given away anyway, if the alarms are tripped.”

“We don’t know there is more than one.”

“It makes sense that…”

Caitlyn made a short chopping motion with one hand. “Enough. There isn’t time. One of the other groups will trip an alarm soon. We have to move quickly.”

She’s acting rashly, thought Aidan. He didn’t know why she had changed so much, but he didn’t like who she had become. “My lady, please, if we can…”

“No. We move now.” She drew her sword and waved it above her head. “Forward, men!” she shouted. “For good! And for the emperor!” She rushed ahead, leaving Chalayan, Aidan and cel Rau behind. Men surged around them, following Caitlyn towards the center of the town.

Chalayan gave Aidan a grim smile. “Once more, my friends. Let’s hope she pulls this one off as well.”

“One day her luck will run out,” said cel Rau.

Aidan clapped both on the back. “Let’s hope it isn’t tonight.”

They sprinted down the street in Caitlyn’s wake.

 

Flashes of light flickered across the town. The sun peeked over the hills to the east.

Aidan dragged the unconscious form of Chalayan through the doorway of a deserted house and collapsed on the floor. Two of the sorcerer’s amulets had melted into the skin around his neck, but the shield he generated to cover them had sufficed. He had lost consciousness soon after.

Aidan drew a waterskin from his belt and gulped a few mouthfuls. Dirt covered his face along with his clothes. Spots of blood dotted him from head to toe. The blood of his own men as they had been blown into small pieces with sorcery.

He coughed then dragged himself to the open doorway. The street was empty. In the distance, screams sounded. Aidan couldn’t tell if they came from his own men or the inhabitants being killed, or raped.

Over half their men were down, from what he had been able to determine, with a grand total of three sorcerers on the other side killed.

Twenty men dead. One sorcerer left. A high price.

He needed to rest.

Aidan arranged Chalayan as comfortably as he could.

“I’ll have to leave you here for a while,” he said to his unconscious friend. The sorcerer didn’t stir. “I’ll be back soon,” he promised.

They had met the same sorceries that destroyed the bandits, but Chalayan’s own had saved many of them. Mundane resistance consisted of mainly untrained men and women with a few professional mercenaries. Easily dispatched by Caitlyn’s experienced men, the mercenaries surrendered once a few sorcerers and most of their comrades were killed or subdued.

He lifted the crossbow he’d taken from a dead man. Ranged weapons usually proved effective against sorcerers, as long as they weren’t given a chance to shield themselves, but against these ones they hadn’t done much. Somehow they had shields up all the time. Still, it was better than trying to get close enough to swing his sword. All of the men who had tried that were dead. Leaving Chalayan there for the time being, he crouched low and exited the building, moving forward in a scuttle.

Aidan approached the barn as quickly as he could, which wasn’t fast, wincing with every step on his bruised leg. A short time ago, Caitlyn and cel Rau had fought their way to the large barn in the center of the town. What resistance they encountered had seemed intent on falling back to that position and protecting it.

He limped up to Caitlyn, who knelt on the ground, sword resting on her thighs. Anshul cel Rau stood before her, both swords stained red. Caitlyn and the swordsman were covered in dirt and spots of blood like he was, though only on one side, as if they’d been shielded from the blast. Bodies lay around them, some blackened and steaming, and others in pools of blood dripping from open wounds. A few gave distraught moans. One moved a hand.

“We have to kill him, he’s the only one left,” he heard Caitlyn say as he approached. “With Chalayan unconscious, someone needs to make a bold move, take him down before he realizes what’s happening.”

Cel Rau nodded grimly, knuckles white as he gripped the hilts of his swords.

“What’s the situation?” asked Aidan.

Caitlyn rubbed her eyes and wiped her hands on her arms. She only succeeded in smearing the blood and dirt on her sleeves.

“The last sorcerer is on the run, retreating south along the road. Our men on that side…” She shook her head. “We couldn’t have known there were more than the two we were following.”

“If we’d waited longer—”

“We didn’t have time!” screamed Caitlyn. “More could have come, and we would be in a worse position.” Her breath came in harsh gasps.

Aidan squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and clenched his teeth. Caitlyn wasn’t acting rationally, and he was sure she wouldn’t have made the same decision months ago. She looked lost, as if her increasing obsession with evil had finally unhinged her.

“We should have waited,” Aidan repeated.

“We struck while we had the advantage of surprise, and that’s the last I will hear of it.”

She turned to cel Rau, who blinked. “Go. You know what to do. Kill the sorcerer. He should be weakened by now.”

“Should be?” Aidan protested. “I think we should consolidate here, look to our wounded and regroup.”

Caitlyn stood, ignoring him. “Go, cel Rau. Evil cannot be allowed to escape.”

The swordsman nodded once reluctantly then loped off down the nearest street, heading south to where smoke filled the sky.

“What about the wounded here? We should see to them.”

“No. They failed. Leave them. We don’t have time. We need to see what’s in the barn, what they value so highly.” She beckoned Aidan to follow and limped towards the barn door. Blood dripped behind her from a gash in her thigh.

Aidan paused to look around at the dead and wounded littering the ground. With a shake of his head, he limped after Lady Caitlyn.

Two massive doors faced them. Caitlyn struggled with pulling one of the doors, but with his help they managed to open the gap wide enough.

As he followed Caitlyn inside, Aidan sniffed at the strange smell. Spices overlaid with a herbal tartness, combined with a festering rotting scent and piss and excrement. And porridge. He swore he could smell porridge. He blinked, eyes adjusting to the lack of light.

Lined up along the room were heavy wooden cots, four rows of twenty. On most of the cots lay women, hands and ankles tied with strips of leather, skin raw and bleeding where the straps met flesh. All of the women were pregnant, some close to term. In one corner of the gruesome room stood a large cooking fire, on which sat a huge steaming iron pot.

Closest to them lay a pale-skinned woman, black hair hung limply over the side of her cot, her belly swollen with child. Her eyes opened, and she looked at them.

“Please…” she whispered. “Water…”

“Aidan, get some water,” commanded Caitlyn. “We need to hear what she has to say.”

At the sound of her voice, heads turned to stare at them. Some of the women began crying. A few begged for release; some made no sound.

Aidan grabbed his half-full waterskin and knelt beside the woman.

“Shhh. There, there, it’s all right. You’re safe now.” He splashed water into her mouth. “We need to cut her bindings.”

“We’ll do no such thing until we confirm she isn’t working with them.”

Aidan was shaking his head before she’d finished. Where had her mercy gone? Was this a symptom of what ailed her?
“See what condition they are in? How could they be helping?”

Caitlyn glared at him. “Be it on your head.”

With four quick cuts of his knife, he freed the woman from the leather straps. The muscles in her arms and legs were withered and slack. Her body trembled, and she shook her head. “Please… they will… come… back…” She reached over and grabbed Aidan’s hand with surprising strength. “You must kill us all.”

“Good idea,” said Caitlyn.

Aidan clenched his teeth. “No, don’t worry. We’re here now. You can rest easy.”

“You don’t… understand.” The woman’s eyes closed. “We’ve been… here years.”

“Shh. You’re safe now. We’ll help you all. The sorc—”

“No! They’ll come back. You cannot stay.”

Aidan smoothed her hair. Strands came out in his hand. “What happened here? What happened to you?”

The woman let out a low keening moan. “Years we have been here. Tied up…” She swallowed. “The sorcerers, they… make us have babies. I… don’t want to live like this.” Tears rolled down her face. “Please.”

Aidan cleared his throat. “Do you know why they do this?” he asked.

She shook her head. “They only say… they need them.” She sank down to the cot, exhausted, still clutching his hand.

Distressed, Aidan pried the woman’s fingers off as gently as he could. “Rest,” he said.

Aidan bent to retrieve his crossbow and walked over to the cooking fire to remove himself from the sight of the woman, watching Caitlyn stare at her before coming to join him. In the pot on the fire bubbled porridge.

“I’ve seen this before,” he said grimly.

“Seen what?”

He gestured towards the women on the cots. “This… wasting. An old man in my village couldn’t walk or move much. Too old, I guess. He lived on gruel and whatever the women brought him. Months went by and eventually he wasted away to skin and bones. He didn’t use his muscles, so they deteriorated.”

Caitlyn’s mouth drew into a thin line, and she hugged her chest. “That’s what she meant,” she said flatly. “Never to leave their cots, to walk around. To lie there eating this shit and have babies.”

“By the ancestors, I could kill someone.” He wiped at his watering eyes. “We need to free them all, get some wagons to take them away from here, someplace safe.”

“And where is safe? These men, whatever they are, have to be stopped.” She drew in a deep breath, then another.

With a sudden movement, the woman turned her head to face them, her thin neck muscles bringing a grimace to her face. “Run!” she croaked. “Get away from here. They’ll be coming.”

Three thunderous claps reached their ears, each closer than the one before. Outside, shouting erupted and men screamed.

Aidan ran towards the open door. “Let’s go!” he roared.

Chaos had broken out. Plumes of smoke billowed from the south, where the men had been in pursuit of the last sorcerer. Now, they rushed back towards them with fearful looks on their faces, clutching wounds of blackened skin. They staggered towards Caitlyn and Aidan.

“M’lady,” one said. His face had a large burn down one side, and he squinted in agony. “More sorcerers. The men are trying to hold them, but I fear they won’t last long.”

Aidan exchanged a look with Caitlyn. The pregnant woman had been right.

“Right, here’s the plan. Aidan, you gather up all the men you can, help the wounded that can walk and meet back here as soon as you can.” He nodded. “You three, we passed a house over there stocked with supplies. Come with me and we will grab what we can. I have an idea the sorcerers won’t like. Go now, quickly.”

Aidan loped off as fast as he could, while the men followed Caitlyn. He wasn’t sure what she had planned, but he hoped it was good. Their situation looked dire.

He kept to the side of the streets and peeked around each corner before he turned them or crossed intersections. He hurried to the smoke plumes as quickly as he could. Whenever he passed one of the men, wounded and retreating, he gave them instructions to head for the barn and help Caitlyn.

Thunder rang out, hurting his ears. A fresh cloud of smoke rose ahead of him. The roar of crackling flames sounded in the distance.

He ducked down at the corner of a house. Charred black bodies were everywhere. He swallowed, breathing harshly. None of them moved.

A makeshift barricade had been erected using a cart and crates. Now the cart lay in burning pieces, planks of wood from the crates scattered around. Through the smoke and fire walked three figures, all surrounded by a shimmering haze. One he recognized as the last sorcerer they’d been pursuing. The other two were new, a man and a woman. She said something and laughed; the others joined in.

Aidan ducked back behind the corner, his hands clenched down on the crossbow. Three sorcerers, when they thought only one was left. Straining, he managed to draw back the string and cock the mechanism. He loaded a bolt. Maybe he could take one out before… no, they were shielded. He cursed under his breath.

Making his decision, he turned and limped back towards the barn. With any luck, the sorcerers would be wary and take their time searching the streets for any signs of ambush. It might be a while before they made it to the barn. There was a good chance the women could still be rescued.

His leg gave a spasm of pain, like a knife jabbing into the muscle. Gritting his teeth, he kept going, leaving the sorcerers behind.

Chaos ruled at the barn. Two wagons stood near him, while men ran in all directions, loading one wagon with supplies and the other with some of the pregnant women. All were wounded in some way or another, all with makeshift bandages over legs, arms, chests, faces. One man’s face was covered in blisters, his left eye white like a boiled egg.

Caitlyn directed two men carrying a barrel. Three more barrels lay on their sides against the barn walls, their contents spilling onto the ground. It ran thick and viscous and yellow — oil. They dropped the barrel next to the door and headed back to the wagons. Caitlyn disappeared inside the barn.

Aidan looked over the men. They started hitching the wagons to four skittish horses. A few others with injuries had dragged themselves into the wagons. He limped over to a man by the closest wagon.

“What’s happening here? What are you doing with the oil?”

The man hawked and spat on the ground, shaking his head. “No time to save them all. We gotta do something so the sorcerers don’t get them. Might be easier on them this way. Lady’s orders.”

Aidan turned to the barn in horror. Oil puddled against the walls, along the whole side of the barn.

“By the ancestors!” he cursed. She sent me away so she could organize this without my interference. She doesn’t trust me anymore.

Caitlyn appeared through the open doors carrying a flaming torch. She took a few steps towards him then stopped, seeing the look on his face.

“I’m sorry, Aidan,” she said. “There isn’t any other way. We can’t take them all with us.”

He took a step toward her. “Don’t do this,” he pleaded. “We can come back, enlist more men and—”

“No time,” she interrupted. “They won’t stay here. They’ll move somewhere else, and we will never find them again.”

“Caitlyn… my lady, please, we can’t do this. We need to draw the line somewhere.”

Caitlyn’s expression turned dark. “We must do what we can to stop evil where we find it.” She backed a step towards the barn.

Aidan sank to his knees. “Where do we stop?” he shouted. “These women deserve to live. We have to try and rescue them!”

“Sometimes we have to make hard decisions.”

“This isn’t a hard decision!”

Caitlyn shook her head. “Oh Aiden, you are blind. If we leave these women, they’ll continue to give the sorcerers whatever they want, whatever they’re getting from them. We can’t take all of them with us, so we must destroy the ones remaining. Who knows what evil is inside them?” She took another step towards the barn.

Aidan raised his crossbow, pointing it at her chest. He knew one thing, that she must be stopped. His voice came out as a dry croak. “Please, don’t make me do this.”

Caitlyn looked at the crossbow and hesitated then gave a low laugh. “You won’t do it. I know you too well. You’ll come to realize this is the right thing to do.”

“It isn’t right,” he said through gritted teeth. “It cannot be right.”

“Always the weak one.” She backed towards the barn.

Aidan pressed the crossbow lever.

The bolt punched through Caitlyn’s mail shirt and slammed into her chest with a thud. A look of surprise appeared on her face. She sank to her knees and the torch dropped to the ground. She looked at Aidan. One hand came up to touch the bolt. Blood seeped between her fingers.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered to her. “I couldn’t let you do it.” Tears ran down his face. The crossbow slipped from limp fingers.

Caitlyn fell forward then rolled to one side, hands clutching at the ground.

Two men rushed past him and slid to a stop over Caitlyn, checking for signs of life. One shook his head. The world moved as if through water, slowly, sounds muted. Aidan felt a vibration through the ground. All heads turned to look in one direction, south.

Someone ran towards him, taking his arms and dragging him towards the wagons.

He was thrown onto the bed of a wagon. It jerked, then moved forward, gathering speed.

Caitlyn lay there, leaking onto the dry dirt, burning torch by her side. The barn stood untouched.

 

 


  



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 

A mouse scuttled along the wall and disappeared through a crack. Caldan’s lamp, the flame as low as he could manage, stirred shadows across the room. He carried a satchel, which he placed on the workbench, the same one he’d burned a hole into. It seemed fitting as he worked to replace what he’d foolishly lost.

The hour was late, and all the other apprentices had been asleep for some time. It had been no trouble to sneak through the buildings and into the apprentices’ workshop. Hardly anyone was awake — a master or two, the ones known to keep odd hours. All he had to do was be about his work quickly and quietly, and no one would be the wiser.

Deciding on what type of crafting was important, and he had spent hours during the day thinking about the issue, to the point where his distracted thoughts had earned him a reprimand in one class and extra work in another.

With all the glyphs required for a shield, anything too small was out of the question, which discounted an earring or ring. If he started wearing a large Crafted ring or medallion, all of a sudden people might ask questions. In the end he decided to construct a flat wristband two inches wide. Worn on his forearm, he could cover it with his shirt sleeve to hide it from plain sight.

From his satchel he drew out a copy of Jevons’ Commentary on Shaping Gold, a beeswax blank of the wristband he’d prepared earlier, his handkerchief, the pouch of white gold ingots and his scribing tools.

He walked to the furnace in the middle of the room, which had been set for the night, and added more coal, pumping the bellows to get it burning.

Humming to himself, he made a short trip to a storeroom and returned with a bucket of fine alchemical powder and a mixing spoon.

Opening the book, he removed two sheets of paper. Both were covered in his designs and working for the crafting, along with notations on different alloys and their properties. He’d circled one formula, his final choice.

Selecting a carving tool, he set to scraping the wax, trimming off the seam and smoothing the inner and outer surfaces. Switching tools often, he started to carve the inside surface with one half of his pattern, the runes and symbols slicing deep into the wax band. If all went well, his Crafting should be strong, better than the standard ones the guild used to teach them, and ten times better than the piece of shoddy workmanship he’d accidentally melted.

The added complexity had been a challenge, to work out how the anchors, controls, links and buffers should act to strengthen the overall crafting, but he’d had a few days to figure it out. His finished design covered both surfaces of the wristband.

An hour later, he finished carving both the inside and outside surfaces. He stopped to massage his aching fingers, pleased the fiddly part of the process was over.

He turned his attention to the crystals, or what was left of them. Unwrapping the handkerchief, he revealed two cloth pouches tied with string. Over the last few days, he’d used his spare time to grind the crystals to a coarse powder and refine the ores to allow him to weigh out the proper ratio of metals for the alloy.

Using a scale, he weighed enough white gold for the bracelet, then added portions of the rare earths until he had the percentages correct. He poured the metals into a crucible and placed it carefully into the furnace.

Back at his workbench, he prepared the wax casting with flues and encased it within a layer of alchemical plaster, which would set hard in a short span of time. Within minutes the mixture gave off heat, a result of the alchemical reaction beginning to take place.

There was nothing left to do but wait for the mold to fully dry and the wax to liquefy, for the metals in his crucible to melt and combine.

The nervous energy bottled inside him for the last few days dissipated. The warmth of the furnace was comforting, and he lay his head on his arms to rest.

He woke with a start, fuzzy-eyed and blinking. For a moment he wasn’t sure where he was, then it came back to him. By the ancestors, how long had he nodded off? He stumbled to the furnace.

Thankfully, his mold looked to be dry and hard, and no cracks were visible on the outside. Caldan smiled.

Taking a pair of long-handled tongs, he carefully lifted the mold and tipped the molten wax onto the coals of the furnace to be consumed. Now the mold was hollow, the inside contained only the shape of his wristband and the fine lines of the glyphs he had carved.

Again using the tongs, he reached into the fire and removed the crucible. Inside, the metal glowed molten-white, the air shimmering violently with the heat.

He rested the crucible on the furnace bricks for a moment, one hand wiping his brow. With much trepidation, he began to pour the liquid gold into the mold, the stream of metal glowing bright as it filled the hollow space inside, flowing into the glyphs and patterns he’d created.

As he poured he sensed the metal as it filled his carvings, gently testing the link, buffer, anchor and control glyphs in the overall pattern. He connected to the links and power flowed through the metal as it formed a complete crafting. This was the essential stage. He had to maintain the flow through the object until it solidified.

Concentrating to maintain his well and its link to the metal, he took the mold from the furnace and placed it on an anvil, where it began to cool, then gently tapped it to remove any air bubbles trapped in the delicate details.

Now all he had to do was to stay linked while it cooled enough to handle. By then, both the metal and the paths of energy would be set.

As the minutes passed, his trepidation grew. What he attempted was more complex than most journeymen could craft. Casting was the easy part; any jewelry smith could do that. What took talent and skill were the glyphs, the raw materials and finally the imbuement. All three had to be in harmony to create a crafting without the forces destroying it in the process or when it was activated.

Rousing himself from his thoughts, he dropped the rag he was using to wipe the workbench and looked at his mold. Plain and dull, yet contained within would be the finest piece he had crafted, shiny and full of potential. It would be like opening a present, removing the covering to reveal the gift inside, only better.

Smiling, he used the tongs to plunge the mold into a barrel of water. Steam hissed out in a cloud, and he waved it away to see bubbles rising to the surface. He thrust an arm to the bottom of the barrel and retrieved the mold. He tapped the tongs against the cast until it cracked and fell apart in his hands.

Firelight reflected from the white metal, flickering over the patterns. Caldan took his time and gazed at his creation long and reverently.

To him, the object was the culmination of all his years of hard work and sacrifice, made possible only because he had ended up here in Anasoma and had been fortunate enough to have the means to purchase the raw materials. If he’d stayed at the monastery it was unlikely he would ever have made such a piece. He certainly wouldn’t have been able to afford the gold and crystals. Maybe the accident had been a blessing in disguise, or maybe it was fate. Whatever the reason, he felt elated at having given his talent rein to create such a crafting. All he had to do now was trim, clean and polish the wristband.

Caldan clutched his crafting in one hand and gave the apprentices’ workshop a final look over. The place looked untouched. Good. He blew out his lantern and left, tracing his steps back to his room, where he could file and polish the wristband and check the pattern for imperfections.


 

Rain pattered on his shutters. The storm had come from the sea with remarkable rapidity. Humid and cold, it made Caldan’s room feel damp and uninviting. This night he didn’t care as his mind was on other matters.

He sat on his bed, newly crafted wristband in hand, and stared at the white gold object, unmoving. He remained in this pose for over an hour, the only light in the room his lantern burning a small flame. As a precaution, he checked and rechecked his creation for any flaw in the casting and in the pattern. The last thing he wanted was for it to melt or crack under the strain of his well.

Finally satisfied, he opened his eyes and took a breath, then slipped the crafting over his wrist.

Opening his well, he linked it to the wristband, and a shield sprang up around him. His skin tightened and his vision blurred. Following the flow of his well through the wristband, he sensed all was working as it should, though he couldn’t test it properly on his own. That would have to come later.

Sighing with relief, he broke the links and closed his well. A great weariness came over him as the stress and pressure of the day weighed him down, combined with the strain of such a crafting. Only now did he realize how tired he was.

 


  



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 

Mist flowed through the streets. Soon the rising sun would burn off what haze remained, but while it was around, Vasile used it to cover his movements as much as he could.

As far as he could tell, one or more of his enquiries into the dealings of the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern had tipped someone off. And that someone was not pleased.

While visiting the magistrates’ court to see some friends and call in a few favors, he’d been told by Japir, an informant of his, of people asking after him. He knew of no one who would want to see him that didn’t already know how to contact him, and he hadn’t had much contact with women since his wife… for a number of years.

Yesterday, Vasile had waited for Japir in the usual spot by a fountain in the Deadhorse District, to no avail. When he’d failed to appear, Vasile went to visit Japir’s home with all possible haste. The door swung open at his touch, but only echoes answered his queries. Japir lay on the bed, throat slashed to the bone. Vasile covered his body with blood-soaked sheets before one last glance around the room, then scurried out the door in a rush.

Last night he had drunk deeply before going to sleep — water of course — then packed what few belongings he thought necessary for a short stay away from home. He slept badly, waking well before dawn with a full bladder. He relieved himself, gathered his belongings into a leather pack and slipped out the back door. The streets were empty, save for the rats and roaches. Crouching low, he slithered along and kept against the buildings.

He pressed himself to a brick wall and stopped, breathing heavily. Had that shadow moved? Peering into the mist, he squinted. No. Maybe it was his imagination. But they were out there, he knew it.

His purse contained a fair amount of ducats, enough to lay low for a while until the heat subsided. If he disappeared long enough they would think he had left the city or met some unfortunate end, and perhaps they would stop looking for him. During his time working for the chancellors, and through them the emperor, he’d had cause to visit some unsavory areas of the city. They were populated by citizens who skirted the edge of the law, people who’d sell their own mother for a copper ducat. It was to one of these people he was headed. Hopefully they were not dead or out of business by now.

Eyes darting back and forth, Vasile peered into the evaporating mist, back pressed against the wall of a butcher’s shop. His problem was that Luduss, the man he planned to obtain a bolt-hole from, was known to sleep late and wouldn’t look kindly upon being dragged out of bed at such an hour. Luckily, Vasile had a plan. Early opening eating houses catering to workers on a morning shift lay scattered about the industrial areas. As long as his ducats lasted, he would be free to secrete himself in one of these establishments among nondescript workers and while away the hours until midmorning.

Vasile glanced left and right down the street, then darted across the cobbles and into a long alley. A few turns later, he entered a modest eating house through a doorway in a brick wall, the likeness of knife and spoon scratched into the bricks above it.

Like many such places at this time, it bustled with the morning trade, and he had to squeeze past two workers in the corridor, on the way to start whatever job they had after their morning meal. Judging from the white dust on their clothes, and the smell as they passed, he guessed they were millers.

Aromas from fresh baked bread and tea drew him further in. He took possession of half a loaf, a platter of salted butter and a mug of tea, handing over the required ducats as payment. Looking around the windowless room lit by a few lamps, he found an out-of-the-way booth. Vasile stirred a spoonful of honey into his tea and tore off a chunk of bread. It tasted as it smelled, hot, fresh and delicious. He chewed with satisfaction.

A man slid into the other side of the booth. Sharing was common, so Vasile kept his head down, not in the mood for conversation. The man coughed politely and cleared his throat. Vasile pretended to ignore him and slurped his tea, softening the bread in his mouth.

“Ahem,” the man said. “Vasile.”

Vasile jerked his head up. Across from him sat Luphildern Quiss, a smile plastered on his thin face. It was all Vasile could do not to soil himself. How had he found me?

“Easy,” said Quiss. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. How’s the bread?”

Vasile tongued the mash of bread and tea in his mouth, no longer as appealing as it had tasted a moment ago. He glanced around the room but couldn’t see anyone who might be associated with the merchant. But how would he know?

“Good,” he mumbled, swallowing the now tasteless pulp. With a shaking hand, he placed his mug of tea back on the table.

“I must remember to come back here. One rarely gets the opportunity to mingle with such hard-working folk over a good meal.”

Vasile eyed the dirty, hollow-eyed men around him gulping down porridge, bread and tea, mostly silently, fueling up for another day’s hard labor. “Yes,” he said hesitantly, and slid towards the edge of the booth.

Quiss shook his head slowly, obviously amused. “Anyway, I need to tell you you’re in great danger.”

“You don’t say.”

“Indeed, there are those who want you…silenced. Don’t move,” hissed Quiss.

Vasile stopped moving, terrified. These people hadn’t hesitated in killing before, and he was sure they wouldn’t hesitate this time. Inwardly, he cursed himself for the last few years of wasted life. The man he was before wouldn’t have quivered like a child in front of an angry adult.

“Oh, it’s not me you have to worry about,” said Quiss, in a matter-of-fact tone. “Actually, I’m here to help you. If you’d run into the others first, well… let’s just say you would be floating in one of the canals right now.” He smiled grimly.

Vasile’s eyes flicked again to the door.

“Not a good idea,” said Quiss.

“What’s going on? What do you mean the others?”

“There are people that want you dead, and I don’t. Ultimately, they will fail and have to answer to the First Deliverer, but they have a number of followers. Until their threat has passed, we do what we can to contain them and thwart their plans. And that’s where you come in. They’ve discovered your attempts to find out more about us and want to stop you.”

“Us?” queried Vasile. “I thought you said you weren’t one of them?”

“We are all part of a… shall we say ‘family’, but we have opposing views about our… impact here.” Quiss frowned. “Forgive my pauses, but I have to choose my words carefully.”

“You aren’t here to kill me?”

“Goodness, no! Far from it. I’m here to save you. Without me, I fear your life would be… short.”

“Oh.” Vasile swallowed. He doubted it’ll be much longer with this man, but… so far Quiss has told the truth.

Quiss stood and straightened his jacket. “Come, you’ll have to trust me. That I haven’t harmed you yet should go some way to persuading you of our good intentions.” He tilted his head, as if listening to something. “The coast is clear, as they say. I can explain more when you’re in a safer place. Let’s get out of here, before something dreadful happens.”

 

Vasile followed the mysterious Quiss to Dockside, where they entered the main office of the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern. The place was swarming with people rushing about, packing crates, filling bags and sacks with records and large lock boxes with ducats. Quiss appeared unconcerned by the activity. Teams of burly laborers carried the goods to the back of the building, where they were loaded onto carts and driven away with armed escorts. After a short wait, where Quiss consulted with a number of his colleagues, he approached Vasile.

“Why are we here?” asked Vasile.

“I offer you a choice. The city is about to be invaded, and we have to leave. I will not go into the reasons why, but I am authorized to tell you a few facts. I gather you will be able to determine whether I’m being truthful with you.” He gave Vasile an appraising look.

How he had come to know of Vasile’s ability didn’t matter. A number of people knew, and it wouldn’t have surprised him if one of them had sold the information for a few ducats. Human nature never surprised him anymore.

Vasile sighed heavily. “Yes,” he agreed. “I will.”

Quiss nodded. “Confirmation then. Interesting.” He glanced around at the disarray of the offices.

He looks resigned, thought Vasile. Why?

“Very well,” continued Quiss in his strange accent. “I’ll tell you a number of facts.” He paused. “As I believe them to be. If at the end you think I have lied or tried to deceive you, then you are free to go.”

“I thought I was already free to go. Am I a prisoner? You promised safety from your other faction. The ones who are after me.”

“I do. But there’s more to the story than opposing factions of a mercantile concern. Much more.” Quiss’s face remained expressionless. “We have to leave. My whole… company. The people who are coming to invade are after us. Anasoma, indeed their dissatisfaction with the empire, is merely a cover for their true purpose.”

“I… I don’t understand. Surely the Quivers could deal with an invading force?”

Quiss’s face turned grim. “The Quivers are overmatched. Sorcery not seen before in this land has been and will be used against them. Once we escape, we’ll need your services to help us in the future.”

“Go on.”

“As I said, the invaders are after us, and unless we leave they’ll find us and we will be destroyed. Their sorcery is more powerful than that practiced here in the empire. They will be able to conquer this city, root us out like rats in a barn and kill us all.”

Vasile swallowed and turned his eyes away. Quiss was telling the truth so far. “Why are they after you? Are you the reason they invaded Anasoma?”

“We don’t think we’re their main objective, just something to be tidied up as their other plans unfold. Disposing of loose ends, you could say. As you’ve probably guessed, we’re not just a mercantile company. That is a pretense, but a profitable one, to be sure.”

“Then who are you? What’s your purpose?”

“All you need to know is that we’re willing to help you, to shelter you from those that wish you harm. In this our goals align. Those that want you dead are those we are opposed to. In return we might need your help from time to time.”

Though Quiss was truthful he was holding something back, but didn’t everyone? Nobody liked someone else knowing the truth about them, being privy to their innermost thoughts. He’d learned that the hard way.

“Accept your protection and help you or be left for the wolves,” said Vasile.

“That’s about the sum of it. I promise you won’t be asked to do anything beyond your ability or morals. And your unique gifts would be invaluable to us. There are projects we’re working on that could use good men.”

“Good men,” scoffed Vasile. “They’re in short supply.”

“Indeed, but we believe you’re one.”

Vasile frowned. “Most don’t want to know the truth.”

“Believe me when I say we’ve examined ourselves and been found wanting. Part of our plan is to correct the ills we’ve done.”

Despite the heat in the room, Vasile shivered. “Which are?”

“Some truths are too big, even for you. Suffice it to say no one will work harder to make amends for us than we will. We’ve been working on alternatives to our dilemma, but so far none have proven viable.” He shook his head. “But no matter, that’s not for you to worry about.”

“What now? Why do you need me? What help could I possibly give you?”

“The invaders are driven by an evil that destroyed another world. This we know for truth, through our own sorcery. Now, after gathering its strength, it has come here. Sorcery the likes of which the empire has never seen will be unleashed. Perhaps another Shattering.” Quiss dropped his head in dismay. “It cannot be allowed to happen again. The First Deliverer has determined we must show ourselves in order to gather help. We need your help to convince others of our truthfulness. You’re uniquely positioned to do this, are you not?”

“I… I guess so.”

“You are.” Quiss said resolutely.

“The First Deliverer… you mentioned him before. Who is he?”

“Our leader. He saved us all. It was he who guided our sorcerers and delivered us to salvation. Without him, we would all be dead.”

Thoughts churned through Vasile’s head. It was almost too much to take in all at once. His legs felt weak, and he lowered himself to the polished stone floor. Quiss stood quietly beside him, waiting expectantly. Vasile chewed on a thumbnail. What should he do? He was free to go, or so Quiss said. In the end, Vasile knew he couldn’t take any other path. He knew he needed a purpose to his life, one that justified all the hardships he’d endured in the past. Redemption was a strong motive. His talent had propelled him to great heights only to cause him to be cast down. He couldn’t dispose of it. It was part of him. It made him who he was. He too craved salvation.

“I need time to decide. And if I find out you are not telling me the whole story…” He left his words hanging.

Beside him, Quiss raised his head, eyes moist. “Of course. Come, there is much to show you.”

 


  



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 

The storm had broken early in the morning before dawn. It was the last day of the week, and all apprentices and journeymen had the day off, though basic meals were still served. Apprentices from wealthy families in the city usually went home, while everyone else relaxed.

Caldan slept well into midmorning. Laughter woke him as a group of apprentices passed his room chatting loudly on their way out of the building. His mouth felt dry as he sat up, retrieved his waterskin and drank deeply.

Though it was a rest day, he had much to do. If his smith-crafting had failed, he would have the day to attempt another, and with most of the buildings empty he should be undisturbed. Since it hadn’t, he planned to work on another project and to visit Miranda later.

First of all he needed some breakfast, since as usual he was starving. His stomach grumbled at the thought, and he dressed quickly, the long sleeves of his shirt covering his wristband. Caldan hesitated for a second then slipped his
trinket
onto his finger, confident that no one would suspect what it was. His bone ring he left around his neck, hidden under his shirt. Considering Felicienne’s interest in it, he had to be careful.

Down in the meal hall, only a few apprentices and journeymen were around. Breakfast having finished long ago, they were sitting in groups and chatting. Caldan managed to lay his hands on a mug of weak ale, an apple and some bread and cheese, which he set to devouring with a will. The ring on his finger felt unnatural, but he guessed the feeling would diminish with time.

Approaching midday, he walked out of the Sorcerers’ Guild and headed towards Five Flowers. The overnight storm had left the streets relatively clean, though this meant the rivers would be dirtier until the runoff dispersed.

As he crossed a wide canal that fed into the River Stock, the stench assaulted his nostrils, and he covered his nose and mouth with a hand. Both the Stock and Modder were rivers in name only, having been turned from sources of fresh water hundreds of years ago, when Anasoma was sparsely populated, into brown murky sludge filled with all the detritus of a city so large. By themselves, the rivers weren’t bad; it was the canals around the city that fed into them that were disgusting. Some flowed swiftly, while in some the water lay motionless and viscid. Poor scavengers from the slums regularly poled makeshift rafts over their surface, trolling for anything of value floating in the garbage. Human remains were not uncommon, and Caldan had heard certain individuals paid a handsome amount for corpses, fresh or otherwise. Only to the west of the city, where the wealthy made their homes, were the rivers and canals a semblance of their original selves. Luckily, a past emperor had decreed that aqueducts were built to draw water from dams to the far west of the city. Without them, the city would have decayed long ago, from disease of the body and of the spirit.

Passing over a bridge into Five Flowers, the wooden walkover crowded with people about their business, including the odd beggar ever alert for Quivers, Caldan paused to find his bearings.

Days ago, having failed in his attempts at
crafting
a working simulacrum that lasted more than a day, he had made inquiries at the Yawning Rabbit as to where he could locate a decent clockmaker. There were many in the city, located in all areas, though the best had set up shop in the wealthier districts.

Spending long hours mulling over his problem, he’d decided he needed help, however much that galled him to admit.
Crafting
his wristband had been hard enough, but it was one solid piece of metal. Since his time at the monastery and the classes with the other students, he had been fascinated with moving simulacrums, such as his paper animals. The idea had come to him of visiting a clockmaker to see how their creations functioned — gears, wheels, arms, ratchets, springs and whatever else they needed to work. Somewhere in there he might have an idea as to how he could make a moving simulacrum.

Shielding his eyes from the sun, he took in this side of the river. The change was evident. Buildings were well kept, and some even had gardens behind walls, others flower beds outside their doors. On the other side of the river he had left, the buildings looked rotten in comparison, ill-kept and decaying.

Caldan shook his head and turned back to Five Flowers. People on the other side had better things to worry about than how their houses looked, he supposed, like providing enough food for their families. He continued south, past more buildings, whose function he could only guess at. After polite questions to a few of the passersby, who were always polite in return and glad to assist, he found himself outside the clockmaker’s shop in question. Pausing to straighten his shirt and run a hand over his short hair, he turned the knob on the freshly painted door and entered.

Inside, he stopped and stared, mouth open. Three bright crafted sorcerous globes illuminated the shop. All four walls were covered in gleaming clocks of different shapes and sizes, as well as boxes and strangely shaped objects he couldn’t begin to guess the function of. Polished wood and burnished metal, all gleamed under the light of the globes, the atmosphere inside redolent with wood and wax, and an alchemical polishing solution.

A workman-like man approached dressed in sturdy clothes protected by a leather apron. A graying beard covered his face, and he wore a pair of spectacles on the end of his nose. Both the spectacles and the crafted globes revealed to anyone the owner was exceedingly prosperous.

“Ah, young sir, a fine day it is now, is it not? Please,”
he waved a hand,
“look around and see what you fancy. A timepiece as a present? We have many large ones, as well as pocket watches for those whose time is valuable…”
He trailed off.
“Though you don’t look like my regular customers. Are you here to pick something up for your master?”

“Pardon? No, I’m here on my own behalf.”

“Well, I daresay you have wandered into the wrong shop.”
The man looked Caldan up and down.
“Yes, what were you looking for? Perhaps I can help you on your way.”

Undeterred, Caldan smiled at the man.
“If I may look around… and what’s in the boxes?”

Rubbing his hands, the clockmaker stepped to a shelf and opened a dark wooden box. Immediately, tinkling notes of music drifted into the air, although the box was empty.

“One of my designs for ladies’ jewelry, a box that plays music. One of my best sellers,”
he said modestly, grinning with satisfaction.
“A mechanical music device is hidden under a false bottom.”

The clockmaker closed the lid and the music cut off. He moved to another shelf, on which perched a brass bird sitting on a branch on top of a block of wood.
“The same design led me to more ornamental objects for a lady of means.”
Taking what looked like a key from his pocket, he inserted it into a hole in the wood and gave a few turns.
“Watch,”
he said cryptically and stood back.

Once again, music flowed from the object, though this time the bird’s beak opened and closed while its wings flapped up and down. Caldan thought he recognized the tune, a song sung between lovers, a romantic melody. Unlike the other music box, this tune was more complex, the chiming notes overlaid with deeper tones. The music sounded as if it were played by a skilled harpist. With a satisfied smile, the clockmaker watched Caldan’s admiration for the piece.

“Such an object wouldn’t be possible without the assistance of the Sorcerers’ Guild, of course. But the mechanism is my own devising, and I have sold many, even one as a present for the emperor’s sixth wife.”

Caldan hadn’t known such complexity was possible for a mechanical device. The workmanship opened his eyes to possibilities he hadn’t dreamed before, for his own smith-crafting and for his desire to craft a simulacrum.

These were exactly what he was looking for, though he hadn’t known it. He turned his gaze from the mechanical bird to the clockmaker and bowed. He could learn much from this man.

“I must admit to being impressed. I’d thought clocks to be simple things.”
At the clockmaker’s frown he continued quickly.
“But I see I was very much mistaken, and your work has made me reassess my own desires.”

“I have to say you aren’t like any of the nobles’ sons I see in here. They have a certain… manner about them. Not altogether agreeable. To them, my work is only a means to get them into a lady’s bedroom, and they hand their ducats over without taking much time to peruse my wares. You’re different.”

“Actually, I’m interested in clocks and their movements. Well, the internal workings, that is.”
Caldan pointed to the musical bird, whose song had trailed off while he spoke.

“Lad, I am sorry to say I can’t help you, unless you are a member of the Clockmakers’ Guild? No? I didn’t think so. I would know.”

Caldan walked a slow circle around the room, fascinated by the craftsmanship on display. But that was the purpose of such an extravagant display, wasn’t it? To impress potential customers. He could learn much from a clockmaker, he decided, but guilds held their secrets close. As ducats were scarce, something else would have to be traded.

“Good sir,”
he began.
“You misunderstand, though that is probably my fault. Let me introduce myself first. I’m an apprentice in the Sorcerers’ Guild, and…”

The clockmaker coughed disbelievingly.
“Young sir, that statement would be more convincing from someone of a few less years than yourself.”

“It is true,”
protested Caldan.
“I have only been in Anasoma a few months now, having been raised elsewhere. I was lucky enough for the sorcerers to accept me based on my talent, and I can say your reaction to this isn’t the first I have encountered, including from my fellow apprentices.”

The clockmaker frowned.
“It’s possible, I suppose, though what does this have to do with your presence here? Are you interested in purchasing a clock or one of my mechanical marvels?”

“No, I’m afraid not. I find myself short of ducats at this time.”

“And I find myself short of patience. If you have nothing more to say then be gone and stop wasting my time. I have work to do.”

Not put off, Caldan continued.
“I’m interested in mechanical workings, not so I can make a clock or any other device, but for an idea I have. I may not have ducats to pay for a device to study or for some of your time, though I fear I will need both. What I have to trade is my own skill, my own talent in
crafting, which is not inconsiderable.”

With a sigh, the clockmaker said nothing for a few moments, giving Caldan another inspection over his spectacles.
“Perhaps I believe your story and you’re an apprentice sorcerer, but what could you possibly offer? Some work I have done by sorcerers,
craftings
so complex and expensive an apprentice couldn’t possibly help. They charge a pretty ducat, too, for such work, though I don’t begrudge them that. They can do things I can only…”
He shook his head.
“I don’t see how you can help me.”

Caldan smiled at him. He’d gleaned some knowledge of the clockmaker’s wants now.

“What I have is talent and access to resources where I can devise
craftings
and no one asks questions as to what I am doing. I can smith-craft better than most journeymen. I may be an apprentice, but I’m recently joined to the Sorcerers’ Guild and have not properly been tested yet.”

He rolled his left sleeve up to reveal his wristband. Light from the three sorcerous globes reflected off the burnished gold, complex patterns and glyphs visible on its surface. The clockmaker leaned forward, curiosity evident on his face.

“This is my work. Recently smith-crafted by me alone according to my own design and resources, from start to finish. The metallurgy, the design, the
crafting, all my own work.”

“It looks pretty, but any goldsmith could make something similar.”
He looked again at the wristband.
“Almost any,”
he added.
“I’ll admit you may have a talent for making pretty jewelry.”

Caldan opened his well and linked to the wristband. His skin tightened and vision blurred as the shield flowed around him.

With a gasp of surprise, the clockmaker took a step back, hands raised.

“What?”
he exclaimed.
“I’ve heard of such
craftings
but never seen one before.”
He reached a hand out then looked at Caldan for permission.
“May I?”

Caldan nodded, and the clockmaker extended his arm to touch two fingertips to the shield. Where they touched it, tiny motes of purple light spread from the contact, fading to nothing a few inches from their origin.

“I’m impressed,”
the clockmaker said, nodding.
“I think we can do business.”

 

After a long discussion, Caldan and the clockmaker shook hands on an agreement. In exchange for limited knowledge on the internal workings of his devices, answers to any questions Caldan could think of and assistance with a simulacrum design, the clockmaker would receive from Caldan pieces of smith-crafting he usually paid a high price for from the Sorcerers’ Guild, as well as knowledge of how the basics of
crafting
worked.

Both were pleased with the final bargain, and Caldan left the shop in good spirits, promising to return in three days with the
craftings
the clockmaker required, relatively easy pieces for him once he located designs in the library.

 


  



Chapter Forty
 

Sunset bled through the streets and alleyways of Anasoma. Through the thin clouds on the horizon and the dust and pollution of the city itself, red light filled rivers and canals. Exhausted, dirty groups of workers left workshops and factories, clerks trudged wearily from offices rubbing tired eyes, dock workers and laborers headed for nearby inns and taverns. Above the city, smoke from countless fires across the districts obscured the sky, and the smell of burning wood and coke pervaded the evening air, mixing with the usual rank stench overpopulation.

Caldan stood in a secluded courtyard among a group of ten fully-armed Protectors, journeymen and two masters, including Master Simmon.

The master had roused him from his room as he rushed past, explaining hurriedly that he should join him as the experience would show him what the Protectors were really about.

Puzzled, Caldan scrambled after the master down a few corridors and out into the courtyard, where they joined a group of gathering Protectors, all of whom were bristling with crafted amulets and rings, the masters also sporting trinkets. Two journeymen carried large shields, the outside surfaces covered in a thin sheet of crafted steel.

All eyes turned to Caldan as he entered the courtyard.

Master Simmon spoke, raising his voice to address them all. “He’s coming with us. He needs to see what we have to deal with.”

“A bit early, isn’t it?” protested an older journeyman, one of the two carrying the strange shields.

“Maybe, but he’s old enough, and from what I’ve seen he can handle himself well.”

The older journeyman shrugged, and they all returned to their tasks. With a nod, one of them handed Caldan a sword with a worn leather scabbard and belt. He checked it quickly before buckling the belt around his waist. Serviceable, but hardly a quality blade.

Gear was inspected, blades eyed for rust and given a quick wipe with oil. Both masters inspected each journeyman before nodding and moving to the next. To some, they commented on equipment they carried or the purpose of various craftings.

Soon, both Master Simmon and Master Jazintha stood before Caldan, eyeing him critically. He’d only seen Jazintha in passing as she walked the halls. She was the master in charge of all the Protectors who traveled outside of Anasoma. She made sure they left well equipped, kept tabs on where they were and their status, and debriefed them after they arrived back in the city. Slender and wiry, she carried herself with assurance and exuded a presence of stillness similar to Simmon. Buckled to her belt she carried a thin sword with a crafted hilt.

“Leave him,” she said to Simmon. “We can’t afford to babysit someone tonight.”

Simmon grunted, eyes still on Caldan. “We don’t have time to argue. I think he needs to come with us. I’ll take responsibility for him. He needs to see what we do firsthand.”

“Ancestors willing, there won’t be any excitement, but he’s your responsibility. Make sure he knows his place and doesn’t bugger this up for us.” With that, she frowned at Caldan before turning to berate a journeyman who hadn’t polished his leather belt and scabbard to her liking.

“Don’t mind her,” said Simmon. “We’re all edgy tonight. A lot of things could go wrong, and that wouldn’t be good, for us or for you.” He looked around to make sure no one was close. “Show me your ring,” he said firmly.

He knows it’s a trinket, thought Caldan. Nothing much escapes this man.

Caldan raised his hand. Simmon ran a critical eye over the trinket before touching it lightly with a finger. Caldan sensed him access his well, and a faint hum combined with the scent of lemons filled the air around him. After a moment, the vibration faded along with the smell.

Caldan started. Had he sensed Simmon accessing his well and using his talent? Was that what the lemons signified? Casting his thoughts back, he remembered smelling lemons before, when the master teaching them about shielding had disarmed the wards on the box containing the shielding amulets. Curious.

Simmon’s voice brought him back to the present. He sounded puzzled. “I can’t tell what it does. Perhaps you can enlighten me?”

“I’m afraid I can’t. Not that I don’t want to,” he added when Simmon frowned at him. “But I don’t know. It was handed down to me, but I can’t figure it out. I was told it was my family’s, an heirloom.” Caldan swallowed, his throat thick with sudden emotion.

“It’s good I haven’t seen you wearing it. Without proper protection, you might find yourself in some trouble from people who wouldn’t hesitate to stoop to murder to get their hands on a trinket. Wear it tonight. You might find out something about it, if you’re lucky, but don’t wear it any other time until you can protect yourself properly.”

With a nonchalant shrug, Caldan rolled up his left sleeve to reveal his crafted wristband. “I made something that might be helpful.”

Simmon’s eyes widened. “You made this?” Again, Caldan felt the air hum and caught a faint hint of lemons before both faded.

“Yes. I needed one so I could start wearing my… ring.” Caldan was hesitant say trinket with so many people around. In the darkness, no one would notice it on his finger, he hoped.

“It feels sound, but without proper testing I wouldn’t rely on it.”

“Testing?”

Simmon nodded. “All craftings are tested before earning the guild’s approval for sale or for individual use. We can’t sanction faulty goods being sold in our name or allow unsafe craftings to be used by guild members. The quality looks good, better than good in fact, but I still wouldn’t rely on it. Come to me tomorrow and we’ll see about having it certified. If it doesn’t pass, you’ll have to melt it down, you know.”

Caldan scowled. The medallion he had purchased was probably a reject, a crafting that hadn’t passed the tests, and he had paid well over what such a crafting was worth. If his wristband was to be melted down, its only value was in the cost of the metals. He’d been sold a vastly overpriced crafting, and his own would have to go through what sounded like a rigorous process to determine if it passed the guild’s assessment. Though a part of him knew his crafting was good, he couldn’t help but feel trepidation at having his work judged by masters he scarcely knew.

“Listen carefully,” said Simmon. “I think it’s important you come with us tonight, if only to see how we operate. So far, all you have to go on is what I’ve told you.”

And not told me, thought Caldan.

“I want you to remember,” continued Simmon, “that what we do is for the good of all. There are reasons for keeping secrets, and there won’t be parades in the street for us. What we do is best done with as few people knowing as possible. Again, stay back and keep your head down. If all goes well, there won’t be any drama; if it doesn’t, well… we might be glad you’re along.” He gave Caldan a pat on the shoulder and moved on, leaving him to his thoughts.

They’re preparing as if for battle but what could they be fighting in Anasoma? Unless… there’s a rogue sorcerer?

It wasn’t long before the group formed up and moved out of the guild headquarters and into the city proper. Simmon headed the group, leaving Caldan at the rear with Master Jazintha. Caldan could feel her eyes on his back.

They followed Simmon without a word, booted feet against the pavement and the creak of leather the only sounds of their passage. Deep into Deadhorse they went, a district Caldan hadn’t yet had occasion to visit. They avoided larger groups when they could. When they passed squads of Quivers, Simmon paused to make his presence known and they continued without fuss.

Simmon gave a signal to halt as they approached a well-lit intersection from a dark alley. Glowing a muted yellow, two sorcerous crafted globes bathed the junction with light. Across the street was a large three-story stone building with double doors, above which was the sign of a bank, three golden ducats arranged in a triangle.

Without a word spoken, one of the two shield-bearers quickly crossed through the light and positioned themselves to the side of the door. Two journeymen moved behind him. The other shield-bearer disappeared into the shadows at the side of the building and headed towards the back, with another two journeymen also following.

Simmon motioned Jazintha and the last journeyman forward. Caldan moved up behind them.

“What’s the plan?” Jazintha asked.

“You know the drill,” he heard Simmon say. “Shield-bearers lead the way with support. They’ll flush him out. If he heads for the front door, you take him out. Same for us if he moves towards the back. If he goes up, we’ll have him cornered and he shouldn’t be any trouble. My guess is he’ll try to move past one of the shield-bearers and head for the nearest door out to the street. That’s what I’d do, and that’s where we’ll be waiting for him.”

Jazintha glanced at Caldan. “Sure he won’t hamper you any?”

Simmon shrugged. “I wanted him here, so I’ll handle it. Nothing flashy, if you can avoid it. We need to find out how much he knows and whether he’s acting alone. I don’t have to tell you what’s at stake here.”

Jazintha nodded curtly, and they moved across the intersection to the other side of the door.

“Caldan,” said Simmon. “Stay behind me. Our role is to stop anyone coming our way and to provide assistance to the others if they need it. Understood?”

Caldan nodded, chewing on a fingernail. What could put up enough of a fight to get past seven journeymen sorcerers and two master sorcerers with crafted shields and weapons? His throat tightened. He didn’t want to think about it, but soon he would see what the Protectors feared. No, they didn’t look fearful but wary. He wiped damp hands on his pants.

“Let’s move,” whispered Simmon, and he took off across the intersection and down the side of the building. Caldan followed in his wake.

As they passed the double doors he saw Jazintha press a flat stone crafting against the lock. A flash of light and a sizzling sound filled the street. Door hinges creaked, and Jazintha shouted, “Go, go.”

Moments later, he and Simmon arrived at the rear of the building. Another, smaller, access door stood open. The smell of burnt wood and hot iron filled the air.

“Inside,” Simmon said to the Protectors. The shield-bearer disappeared through the dark opening followed by two others then Simmon. Caldan stood alone in the street.

“By the ancestors,” he said, plunging inside after them.

A muffled explosion came from the front of the building. A blinding flash erupted, and sparkles filled Caldan’s sight. He raised an arm to cover his eyes as the shield-bearer stumbled forward, closely followed by the two journeymen. Thunder rippled through the air and prickled his skin.

With watering eyes, he followed close behind Simmon, who shimmered as a shield engulfed him. Following the master’s lead, Caldan opened his well and linked to his wristband. His skin tightened and his vision blurred.

Ahead of them, the shield-bearer and journeymen were on their knees. Smoke drifted up from their torn and bloody clothes. One clasped a hand to his side. Blood spattered the floor and flowed through his fingers.

Simmon cursed. He dragged the shield-bearer out of the line of sight through the doorway. All three journeymen wore dazed expressions and red faces, as if exposed too long to the sun. Small pieces of shattered stone littered the floor.

“Stay here,” Simmon ordered the men. “Stop the bleeding and wait for us. If you feel well enough to assist, follow us when you can.”

Despite their shocked state, all three nodded. One fingered a hole in his pants. His finger came out red.

Another reverberation shook the air, this one from the front of the building. Simmon turned to Caldan and nodded, obviously sensing he was also holding onto his well and had his shield up.

“They won’t be able to move for a while. Come, it looks like our man left a surprise to stun us and enable him to escape.”

“Shouldn’t we take the crafted shield?” asked Caldan. It lay next to the injured journeyman.

Simmon shook his head. “You have your own shield. We need speed now. Leave it.”

Caldan was aware Simmon’s trinkets had been linked to his open well. Two rings in addition to the one he had sensed when he first met the master, as well as the thin wristband.

Simmon looked around the room, searching for something. He frowned and motioned for Caldan to follow, moving carefully into the next room.

Caldan wiped sweaty palms on his pants, took a breath and followed into a large sitting room with open doorways on the left and right sides, and a door ahead.

Simmon quickly poked his head into the two side openings. Caldan nervously eyed the room for anything that looked like it could cause an explosion. Not that he knew what that would look like. It seemed the more he learnt the more there was to know. His hand gripped his sword hilt so tight it ached. With a conscious effort, he released his hold.

“Hallways,” said Simmon, disappointed. “I thought there would be a back stairway somewhere, for servants and the like. We’ll have to join up with the other team. Let’s hope there are no more surprises on the way.”

Simmon stood near the door in front of them, hand on the knob. With a twist of his wrist he jerked the door open, rushing into the room ahead.

Another spacious room, this one with a marble floor and a wide staircase leading up. Lying amid scattered stone fragments were the three journeymen and Master Jazintha, their clothing in tatters, covered in blood. A twisted metal shield lay on the floor, bent and rent. Jagged holes pierced the crafted metal.

Between Simmon and the bodies, the floor was empty save fragments of stone. With a growl, Simmon rushed forward and skidded to a stop over Jazintha. He felt her neck for a pulse and motioned for Caldan to check the journeymen.

With a sigh of relief, Simmon pulled his hand away. “Alive. If only barely. Looks like they ran into the same thing we did, only stronger.”

“The others are alive, too, but they need aid. Should I get help?”

“There isn’t time. They’ll have to wait. We can’t let this man escape. This sorcery, destructive, so strong, I have not seen its like since….” He broke off. “We have to stop him.”

Simmon looked Caldan in the eye. “You are bound to us now. No one except a select few know what some people are capable of perverting sorcery into.” A steely look came into his eyes. He stood and looked up the staircase. “Come.”

Simmon set off at a run, bounding up the stairs three at a time with Caldan racing after him. At the top of the stairs, a large landing opened onto a hallway, with more stairs continuing up.

Simmon stopped abruptly at the landing, eyes closed. Caldan sensed he drew from his well, focusing his talent to search for something. On his hand, one of his rings pulsed with power.

For a full minute both stood there, Simmon with eyes closed, Caldan too nervous to close his own. Blocking external stimuli always helped, but he was too scared. He sensed nothing on this level, though below them he felt pulses of power from Jazintha and the journeymen and an… absence, the size of which led him to believe it had to be the shield. Still functioning, whatever its use was, despite the damage it had sustained.

Nothing.
“I can’t sense anything,” said Caldan.

“Me either. The two of us can’t search the entire building. He’s bound to escape.” He took a step across the landing towards the hallway.

A faint draft of air brought the scent of lemons from above them.

“Wait,” Caldan hissed.

Simmon stopped.

“Upstairs. I… I can smell it. It’s like lemons.”

Simmon looked at him disbelievingly. “You smell it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Like lemons?”

Caldan nodded. “Yes. I smell lemons whenever someone close by opens their well or is linked to it. Someone is linked to their well. A sorcerer. I couldn’t sense anything else. No craftings, no trinkets.”

Master Simmon looked intently at Caldan. “I knew someone once who could do something similar, though it wasn’t lemons. And he wasn’t a sorcerer. His talent lay in other areas.” He glanced back at Jazintha and the injured journeymen. “I guess we’ll find out.” He turned and, with a brief nod to Caldan, rushed up the staircase.

At the top the stairs narrowed further until they were barely shoulder-width before ending at a thick door, secured with a solid iron lock.

“Stand back,” ordered Simmon. He removed a fingernail-sized piece of crystal from a belt pouch. Etched into its faceted surfaces were tiny glyphs. Simmon wedged it into the keyhole then stepped back.

Caldan sensed Simmon draw from his well and link to the gem. Simmon looked at him. “Too late now,” he muttered. “Doubly bound.”

Caldan looked questioningly at the master, but he only shook his head.

As each moment passed, Caldan could sense the power building in the gem. There must be powerful buffers built into the crafting to handle that much, and still it absorbed more. What was it for, he puzzled? Could it unlock the door?

A sharp retort emanated from the lock. Caldan ducked his head.

Simmon raced back up the stairs and pushed the door open. Heat radiated from the broken, twisted mess of the lock.

Through the doorway, they entered a rooftop garden. A low wall surrounded the edge of the building. A lily pond stood in one corner, the water’s surface reflecting the moonlight. All around the garden stone and metal sculptures were placed, some knee-high, while a few were man-sized. Shadows stretched across the roof and the plants were composed of shades of gray in the washed out light.

The garden was empty.

“By the ancestors,” cursed Simmon.

A strong smell of lemons hung in the night air. A gentle breeze blew the scent away, but moments later it returned. Caldan grasped Simmon’s arm and squeezed, sniffing pointedly. His gaze roamed around the garden. Simmon stiffened in his grasp.

In the shadows, one of the statues moved. Moonlight shone on a short man in a fine coat and shirt.

“Ah well,” he said, voice filled with mock sorrow. “I guess it was too much to hope you wouldn’t get this far. A pity. I do hate to kill unnecessarily. Such a waste.”

Simmon stood straight, hands by his sides. “By the power invested in me as a Protector, I am arresting you for the use of destructive and coercive sorcery. You will be given a fair trial, and you had best come quietly.”

“Tsk, tsk. As a Protector? A fair trial? A quick death is what I’ll have in your hands. No, I think not.”

Caldan fingered his wristband nervously. Both he and Simmon had their shields up, but what had happened below had him worried his crafting wouldn’t be able to withstand such forces. He wished Simmon hadn’t dragged him along tonight.

“Whatever your crimes,” continued Simmon, “you’ll receive a fair trial. We aren’t monsters.”

“Again, I think not. There is more at stake here than you realize.” He tossed something in front of them which spun in the moonlight.

There was a crackling sound and a solid wall slammed into Caldan and Simmon, knocking them backwards. Caldan’s entire shield turned purple, totally obscuring his vision. His wristband whined under the strain, becoming hot on his skin. Lying on his back, he groaned. Simmon lay motionless beside him, without a shield protecting him. Cracked and broken, the master’s thin wristband lay next to him. Blood trickled from his ear.

Caldan rolled over and levered himself to his knees. His shield had held and was still linked to his well. He felt the strain decreasing as it strove to reach equilibrium. Grunting, he dragged himself to his feet. His body felt bruised all over. Pieces of shredded leaves and branches covered the ground. He stumbled a step forward, fumbling with his sword hilt, and managed to draw his blade. The tip hit the ground. Its weight seemed to have doubled.

A voice reached him through the ringing in his ears. “My, my, your shield held.”

Sweat dripped from his every pore. His skin burned hot. Ancestors, he felt like he was burning up. Caldan raised his eyes and saw the man surrounded by his own shield, this one shimmering with multicolored tones. He stood twenty paces away. Too far.

“Urgh,” Caldan croaked.

“Well said. That pretty much sums up your predicament. I don’t know what you’re planning to do, but unless that’s a trinket or a supremely smith-crafted blade, it won’t be of much use. And if it is a trinket, well, that would be a blade worth dying for. Alas, you’ll find my shield far superior to yours, with your rudimentary knowledge of crafting.” He shook his head. “Why you limit yourselves I’ll never understand. Crafting devices to keep the nobles and emperor happy, scrabbling in the dirt for their approval and ducats when you could have much, much more.”

Caldan staggered forward another step, watching as the man drew something out of his pants pocket. He needed to act, to try something.

His skin grew hotter. Strength filled him. Aches and pains flowed away like water. He lifted his sword. This is how he had felt before the accident with Marlon, when he had driven the practice sword with strength he never knew he had.

Without hesitation, he ran at the sorcerer, crossing the distance between them in the blink of an eye, faster than he had ever moved before. As he thrust with his sword, the confident smirk of the man changed to surprise through the wavering air around both shields.

The tip of his metal blade penetrated the sorcerer’s shield, cracking ribs and burying deep into his chest. Caldan’s thoughts again flashed back to Marlon.

With a pop, the sorcerer’s shield winked out, and he grabbed at Caldan, lips moving. The light drained from his eyes. He slumped to the ground, sword sticking from his chest. From his right hand, a crafted metal ball rolled free.

Caldan sunk to his knees, trembling, exhausted. He sucked in lungfuls of chill night air.

A boot scraped on stone behind him. He turned to see Jazintha in the doorway, leaning on a side wall. Her clothes were torn and bloody, but she was moving.

“How did you do that?” she exclaimed.

Caldan shook his head, too tired to speak.

“You must be one tough bastard. Stay there. Help is on the way.” She staggered over to Simmon and knelt over him, placing a hand on his neck. “This one’s a tough bugger, too. Takes a lot to put him out of action.” She glanced at Caldan. “Looks like he was right to bring you along tonight.” She laughed loudly. A surprisingly warm and mellow sound.

Caldan wiped sweaty palms on his pants again.

Jazintha sat next to Simmon and used a rag to wipe his face, chuckling all the while. “For a moment there I thought we were in trouble. But… we’re alive,” she said cheerfully.

Caldan groaned and lay back on the chill ground, looking up at the moon, letting the night air cool his hot, sweaty skin.

It wasn’t long before he heard boot treads rushing up the stairs. Two masters and six journeymen surged onto the rooftop, spreading themselves as if prepared for action. Probably not a bad precaution, considering what they must have been told, and seen downstairs.

Seeing nothing dangerous on the roof garden, they relaxed. Most gathered around Simmon and Jazintha, while two journeymen hurried to where Caldan lay. They stopped short when they saw the corpse.

Jazintha spoke in hushed tones to the crowd around her, frequently glancing in Caldan’s direction. They all turned to look at him. Jazintha continued and drew their attention back to her. Two journeymen near Caldan rifled through the clothes of the rogue sorcerer, retrieving items from his pockets, removing his rings and a pendant from around his neck, and gathering up the metal ball. All went into a cloth sack which they tied securely and handed to one of the masters.

Caldan sighed. He didn’t understand what had happened himself, and no doubt they would question him for hours for his version of events. Right now, he could do with a hot bath and a good meal. And a few strong ciders. Then sleep.

He hauled himself to his feet, thought of retrieving his sword from the body before dismissing the idea, then shuffled towards Jazintha.

 

 


  



Chapter Forty-One
 

Aidan was drunk on his ass. What remained of Caitlyn’s company, now his ragtag troop, had set a blistering pace after he’d killed her. They were heading for Anasoma as fast as they dared. The wounded men and women in the wagons were slowing them down, but he had ordered everyone to maintain a fierce pace. Two wagons lay abandoned in their wake, axles broken, occupants squeezed into the remaining wagons, horses laden with as much as they could bear.

They’d been on the road for weeks, the injured slowly recovering, physically if not mentally. Aidan had become increasingly withdrawn, taking to his bedroll early, more often than not carrying a jug of spirits to console himself. The consequences of his actions and Caitlyn’s death haunted his dreams and his waking thoughts. Though he’d saved the women in the barn, he knew the damage to his psyche would take a long time to heal, if it ever did.

He was shaken awake by Tully, a soldier who’d traveled with them for years, when they were a few days out of Anasoma.

Aidan cursed at Tully in a slurred, stumbling voice.
“Piss off.”
He turned into his bedroll, away from the man.
“A little while longer,”
he mumbled.

“Sir… Aidan… it’s well past dawn. We should break camp and get going.”
He hesitated.
“If you don’t mind me saying, sir, you shouldn’t be drinking so much. It won’t make things any better.”

Aidan turned to face him.
“It’s none of your bloody business! Leave me alone.”

Tully backed away and stood by the fire, now no more than glowing coals. From the look of things, everyone had been fed and water boiled for tea. One of the women approached, her belly swollen with child. She’d been impregnated during her imprisonment at the farm. She looked wan and tired but much better than the condition they’d found her in. Food and rest had done her good.

She looked around nervously.
“Sir,”
she said and waited. He made no reply.
“Please, sir. You mustn’t blame yourself.”

Only the crackling of the fire and the background noise of the camp permeated the silence. She knelt next to Aidan, hands resting on her thighs, eyes downcast.
“You and your men saved us. We’d still be in that place if it wasn’t for you.”
Her hands gripped her skirt tightly. The bulge in her stomach pressed against the material.
“Your leader… the lady… she thought we carried them inside us, thought our babies would be like them, but they aren’t. They chose the strongest men from the villages around, the smartest, and brought them to us. We don’t know why, but we talked among ourselves, reasoned a few things out. They raised the children well, fed them, clothed them, made sure they exercised and didn’t hurt themselves. But they never taught them anything, save for what they could to make things easier so they didn’t have to look after them all the time. It was like… they didn’t need them to grow, you know, in their minds.”
She reached out and touched him gently on the shoulder.
“I hadn’t been there long…”
She touched her stomach.
“Long enough, I suppose. But others were there years. They saw their children grow to a certain age before they were taken away. Sometimes one would come back, later. They were one of them then, changed somehow, as if their minds were taken over. But we knew our children were normal until then. They were normal,”
she repeated fiercely.
“Your leader, the lady, would have killed us all. Slaughtered all of us and all our babies for no reason. You did the right thing.”

Aidan blinked through tears then reached up and clasped her hand.
“Thank you,”
he said. She nodded.

He watched her leave then stood, brushing dust from his pants. He rubbed sleep from his eyes and looked around for a waterskin. He drained one dry.

“Tully,”
he called.
“Is there any breakfast left?”

“Some porridge. Cold, though.”

“Dish me up some. I’m hungry.”

“Right you are, sir.”
Tully scraped cold porridge into a bowl and handed it to Aidan.

Looking at the gluggy mess, Aidan sighed and spooned in a mouthful, chewing methodically.

“Good to have you back, sir.”

Aidan grunted in reply and set to devouring his breakfast.

“The tea’s bitter by now. Do you want any?”

Aidan shook his head, swallowing the last spoonful of porridge.
“Gather the men. We can’t handle all of this ourselves. The women need somewhere to stay, to settle down, and we need to let people know what we found.”

“Lady Caitlyn was trained by the Protectors. She always said if things went bad we should get word to them.”

Aidan pondered this for a moment and then nodded in agreement.
“That’s what I was thinking. Though how am I going to tell them I killed her?”

Glancing towards the rescued women bustling around the camp, Tully shrugged.
“Tell them the truth.”

 


  



Chapter Forty-Two
 

Caldan’s fingers traced the runes cast into his wristband. It had performed remarkably well last night, its strength keeping him conscious long enough to give them a chance.

After arriving back at the guild, he’d waved away questions directed at him and fallen into an exhausted sleep until midday. When he managed to rouse himself, his first thought was of Simmon.

He trudged to the infirmary where the master rested. Apparently, Simmon had woken earlier in the morning, and they managed to get some broth into him before he slept again. Caldan had sat on a couch beside him since arriving hours ago, waiting for him to wake.

When he did, Simmon’s eyes were clear, and judging from his protests at drinking another bowl of broth, he suffered no long-term effects from his hard knock. The master had waved away those fussing around him, asking for Caldan to stay and go over what happened after he lost consciousness.

Simmon lay half awake in a bed, covered by two blankets despite the warm afternoon air. Still groggy from the bump to his head, the prognosis was that he would have a headache for a few days but would otherwise recover with no ill effects.

Caldan’s own body ached, as if after a particularly strenuous day of exercises followed by being beaten with sticks, though the long sleep had done wonders for his spirit, if not yet for his body.

He recounted his version of the raid to Simmon a few times. Each time, the master picked at his observations with probing questions on what he’d seen and felt. He was especially interested in the events directly after his shield had failed and he lost consciousness, making Caldan go over every second of the encounter, every word said, every action taken, everything Caldan had sensed and experienced.

Caldan sighed and rubbed the back of his sore neck. His head ached. “Then I said, ‘Urgh’,” he recounted. “Or maybe it was ‘Argh’. I can’t be sure.”

“Don’t be flippant, lad. The smallest thing could prove useful in the future.” Simmon had by this stage thrown off his blankets and sat cross-legged on the bed. He rubbed both eyes vigorously. “So, then, he spoke about how we only have a basic knowledge of crafting and his shield was superior to ours.”

“Yes. And how sorcerers sold themselves to the nobles and emperor for their approval and ducats.”

“And then you ran him through.” Simmon looked pointedly at Caldan. “As he drew out another crafting, one similar to what laid us both out and destroyed my shield. What I can’t figure out is that he must have been fifteen yards away or more. How did you get to him before he could use his sorcery, and how did you pierce his shield?”

Caldan could only shrug and mumbled words to the effect he had no idea either.

“Pass me your wristband,” said Simmon suddenly.

With feigned nonchalance, Caldan pushed his sleeve up and drew off his crafting, placing it in Simmon’s waiting hand. The master looked it over critically, and Caldan felt the hum as he opened his well. He stared intently at the wristband for a few minutes before nodding in approval.

“Well, lad, it’s a fine piece of work. I wish all journeymen could craft such a lovely piece. And a few masters could take note, too. A good alloy, you’ll have to tell its composition. A fine casting. The overall aesthetics are pleasing, as well.”

He weighed the wristband in his hand before returning it. Caldan grasped the metal, but Simmon didn’t let go.

He looked Caldan in the eye. “It weathered much last night, better than my own crafting did.” Caldan remembered Simmon’s armband lying broken at his side. “There’s true virtue in it. It seems you’ve found another of your talents, one that will set you up nicely here. There’s high demand for crafting of such quality, and I fear the standards of the sorcerers have… diminished over the centuries. Those with such a talent are well regarded and can charge a high price for their work.”

“I hadn’t thought… that is, I hadn’t given much thought as to what I would end up doing once I became a journeyman.”

Simmon let go of the wristband. “I’ll give my approval of this piece,” he said to Caldan’s surprise. “Normally it would be tested by a few masters, but it’s already proven itself by surviving when mine didn’t. And we’re lucky it did. I’m glad I asked you along. Furthermore, I’d have you submit the piece as proof of your mastery of the intermediary principles of crafting, for your admittance to the rank of journeyman.”

Caldan was stunned for a few moments. “That’s… really good. Thank you.”

Smith-crafting day after day for other people held no appeal for him, though the rank and access to better resources, including the libraries, was invaluable. Chances were he would make better progress researching his trinket, as well as smith-crafting a simulacrum.

“If your crafting is all like that, you deserve it. Show the lazy journeymen and masters a thing or two. But it isn’t just for your own benefit I’m doing this. Many masters — and journeymen, if rumors are to be believed — thought I was wrong in admitting an apprentice as old as yourself, despite the talent I saw in you. Old habits die hard, I suppose, but when you’re raised to journeyman rank so soon, it’ll silence their talk. And it may get them thinking. They’re too set in their ways. Anyway, enough of my complaining. Back to last night.”

Simmon shifted his weight on the bed to a more comfortable position, obviously organizing his thoughts before addressing Caldan again. “Jazintha was here earlier this morning, when I first woke. She… detailed what she saw of the encounter, and it corresponds closely with your version.”

Caldan opened his mouth to object that he wouldn’t have lied to the master, but Simmon held up a hand to forestall his protest. “I trust you, lad, but it’s always better to have multiple views of events. People sense and feel differently. What seemed like a moment to you could actually have been longer. It’s important we find out all we can about the encounter. From what the sorcerer said, he wasn’t acting alone, and we need to know how you managed to overcome him.” He gave Caldan a sidelong look. “Are you all right?” he asked softly. “Have you killed anyone before?”

Caldan shook his head. “No. Almost, once. But…no, I haven’t.”

Simmon nodded grimly. “It affects everyone differently, and it isn’t something you get used to. Some try not to think about it, to push it to one side, imagine it’s either him or them and that’s the end of it. Others feel it deeply, the taking of a life.”

“I…” Caldan swallowed. “It was him or me, but… I don’t think I will get used to it, and I hope I won’t have to do it again.”

As he spoke, he saw Simmon eyeing him, gauging his response.

“Good. If you need to talk about it, come to me. Now, Jazintha confirmed you crossed the distance between you and the sorcerer in a heartbeat. To quote her, ‘I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself.’ Her exact words.” He looked at Caldan expectantly.

Not knowing what to say, Caldan shrugged and spread his hands in uncertainty.

“Do you know how you did it?”

“No. I remember feeling hot. My skin felt like it was burning, as if I had a bad sunburn. It was like… like with Marlon.”

“Who’s Marlon?”

“My friend’s brother, at the monastery. He was the reason I had to leave. He didn’t like his sister hanging around with me, thought their family was too good.”

“And what happened?”

“It all came to a head one day and we dueled with wooden practice swords. The monks didn’t let us use anything else, except on certain occasions. And while I’m a competent swordsman, Marlon was a great deal better.”

“You defeated me.”

Caldan blushed. “That was another strange moment,” he admitted. “Maybe stressful situations change something. I don’t know.” Frustration tinged his words.

“Maybe. I have heard… no matter. Go on.”

“Marlon was… is… a master swordsman. Even the monks at the monastery were impressed. He had a rare skill and liked showing off. One of the things I didn’t like about him.” Caldan gazed out the window into the windy courtyard. “We fought, and it was the first time something like this happened, these ‘strange moments’. I thrust at his chest, but… I had a speed, a strength I didn’t know. My sword cracked, the broken half pierced his chest. I blacked out after that. All I know is that he survived. After that, the monastery wouldn’t have me there. They feared Marlon’s family would make trouble if I remained.”

“They did you a kindness.”

Caldan looked up. “How so?”

“Sounds like Marlon’s the type to make trouble, and not just for the monastery, for you as well. I’m sure he hasn’t forgotten and if he has the resources is probably looking for you.”

Caldan shook his head in denial then stopped. Simmon was probably right. Why hadn’t he thought of that before?

“Don’t worry,” the master continued. “As a journeyman Protector, you won’t have anything to worry about. We have a lot of weight with the nobles and with the emperor. He knows how important we are. Let me think about this for a while. What about the sorcerer’s shield? Any thoughts on how you managed to pierce it?”

“Excuse me, Master Simmon, but was he a sorcerer? I mean, aren’t all the sorcerers known by the guild? Should we be calling him one?”

“Technically, he’s a rogue, not a member of the guild. But there was no doubting his skill. Talented and well-trained, more so than many of us. And in forbidden knowledge, destructive sorcery. The only thing worse is coercive sorcery.” His tone became serious. “Which brings me to something I’ve been avoiding, though it’s best to get it over with. I do not relish this,” he said with distaste. “But you already know what we face. Our task as Protectors is to guard against the uses of destructive and coercive sorcery, to bring to justice those who practice it, to destroy knowledge of it when we find it. Such knowledge can’t be spread. There are always individuals so weak, so lusting after power, that they would abuse their abilities. The trials of an apprentice weed out such people, which is why we, as Protectors, choose sorcerers when their apprenticeship ends. We know much more about a person’s character, their moral fiber, after a few years. Now you have seen what’s possible with destructive sorcery, albeit a small portion. We can’t have knowledge of this leaking out. The Sorcerers’ Guild has spent hundreds of years building its reputation, the reputation of all sorcerers, so we are viewed in a good light. We can benefit all people with the good works we do. Few know the other side of sorcery… and that’s how it has to stay. Do you understand?”

Caldan swallowed nervously then gave a short nod. He knew what was coming, why the master had said he was now ‘bound’ to them last night. “What does that mean for me?” he asked anyway.

“It means the same as it does for me, for all Protectors. We protect all citizens against rogue sorcerers like the man we encountered last night, and in turn we are protected by the emperor. We have a singularly powerful position. None save the emperor or his councilors stand higher or can countermand our orders, though we keep a low profile. But with such power comes responsibility.”

“I don’t know if I’m ready for this. Last night was… like something I’ve never seen. The power in the sorcerer, the confidence in his ability. I can’t help but think I’m not ready.”

“It doesn’t matter. You’ve seen and you know too much.”

“Only because you told me!” protested Caldan. “And took me along last night.”

“I did what I thought I had to do. This isn’t a game we play. The very empire is at stake. I saw something in you, and after last night I’m sure I was right to bring you in, to make you one of us.”

“But I’m not one of you—”

“There is no stopping it now. It’s done. You can’t deny you have some unique abilities that make you useful.”

“Do I? I can’t see how I’m different to any other sorcerer.”

“I have some information that might help you, but another time perhaps. Now, all you need to know is that you are one of us. Once you’re raised to journeyman status we can let you know more.”

“And what if I don’t want to be a Protector?” demanded Caldan.

Simmon smiled. “The emperor is harsh with those who want to leave the Protectors. I’m sorry. Usually we give people time to decide if they want to spend the rest of their life with us. With you… well, I don’t think we could afford to pass up someone with such talent. More than talent.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll need to consult with a few other masters, and maybe a few texts in our library. Suffice it to say, I’ve heard of someone with some of the abilities you’ve shown— smelling sorcery, the flashes of speed and strength. Someone who was more dedicated to the cause than the Protectors, if that’s possible. But that’s all I’m willing to say until I’m sure.”

Caldan stood and paced the room, nibbling his bottom lip. He wanted to know more. More about the Protectors, more about sorcery, more about his own supposed talents. Most of all, he wanted to continue learning and smith-crafting his own creations. His visit to the clockmaker had opened up areas of possibility he hadn’t thought achievable before. Becoming a Protector would offer all this, though with strings attached. He snorted. Strings or chains, depending on how you viewed the situation.

He sighed deeply, pacing and worrying while Simmon watched him. It didn’t sound like he had any choice in the matter anymore. Comparing his situation to when he first arrived in Anasoma, he had landed on his feet, lucky to have found himself at first apprenticed and now raised to journeyman rank so soon. He couldn’t think of anywhere else he could go, and being hunted by other Protectors or the Quivers didn’t hold any appeal. And what happened to Protectors who knew too much and wanted to leave? He pushed that thought to the back of his mind to go over later. He didn’t think it would be pleasant.

“All right,” he found himself saying to Simmon’s visible relief. “I still have much to learn, and that’s why I joined the guild. As long as there aren’t any repeats of last night any time soon.”

Simmon laughed. “Last night was an exception in more ways than one.” He gestured towards the door. “Go. Rest and leave me to get some as well. I’ll find you tomorrow. We need to go over the process of having you raised. Don’t worry, it’s not overly complicated.”

 

Caldan strode through the darkening streets of Five Flowers. He walked briskly along the paved main road, shops on both sides closing their doors, while others put out lanterns or sorcerous crafted globes for the night’s custom.

Clutched in a hand was a bag filled with craftings the clockmaker required.

Caldan was relieved the shop door stood open. Inside, the clockmaker rubbed his hands and smiled seeing the bag Caldan carried.

A short while later he left, the bag bulging in different places as the contents had been replaced.


  



Chapter Forty-Three
 

Amerdan could barely stand. The street shifted under his feet, like the deck of a ship in a storm. His hands gripped the edge of a barrel, his back against a wall for stability. It would pass. It always did.

A shopkeeper in an apron approached cautiously. It was his barrel.

“Sorry, good sir,” Amerdan mumbled. “A slight… dizzy spell. I’m sure it’ll pass soon.” He wiped a forearm across his sweaty brow.

The shopkeeper nodded curtly and went back behind his stall, keeping an eye on him.

Amerdan sucked in deep breaths. The world swam again before righting itself. A gentle breeze blew over his damp skin, cooling and raising bumps. His strength returned in a rush, as it always did. Blood pumping hard, he stood up straight. He had no idea what caused these weak episodes, but he wished they would stop. They were more frequent after he absorbed someone; they tailed off but never went away totally.

His hands brushed his vest and tugged at the hem, straightening his shirt. He bent his neck to one side, then the other, stretching tightened muscles. The shopkeeper had finished with his customer and was staring at him. Amerdan ignored him and strode off into the crowd.

The stench of this part of the city assailed his nostrils. Forgotten in his rare moment of weakness, the stink came back multiplied. He fished about in a pocket for a perfumed kerchief, which he held to his nose. A plain looking woman on his right sneered at him.

If only she knew, he thought. Sneers come cheap. She wouldn’t be sneering under his knife. He looked away. She wasn’t worth it. A no talent peasant. A nobody, destined to mediocrity and a squalid life. The thought cheered him greatly.

He liked to come here, despite the smells, the seediness, the nastiness that was the slums. Every city had them, these pits of foulness where people of no consequence lived until they did the only useful thing of their miserable existence and died, usually young, before they could add too much misery to an already miserable world. Anyone worthy lifted themselves above such a place, as he had long ago.

Dust stirred in the street, dirtying the bottoms of his pants. Paint on buildings was cracked and flaky. Threadbare washing hung on lines crossing the street, strung from windows. Drops of water fell into the crowd.

For hours Amerdan had walked here, as was his wont. It was good to remind yourself of your origins, lest you lost sight of how far you’d come.

Twenty yards in front of him, a head peeked out from an alley. Tangled blonde hair framed a dirty face. A young girl. Amerdan moved to the side of the street and pretended to examine the clumsy pottery wares of a street vendor. He waved the vendor’s offers of assistance away with a frown and picked up a teapot.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the thin waif sidle around the corner and look around the street with trepidation. Her gaze kept returning to the stall next to the pottery, where Amerdan stood. A herbalist. Bunches of herbs with various medicinal properties lined the table, as well as glass jars filled with ground powders and a weighing scale. The fat woman behind the stall stood chatting to another woman.

Really, this teapot was shoddily made. The spout and the handle didn’t line up.

The girl glanced warily around her then weaved through the crowd. Not much of a challenge for one as small as she was. Around her, hands moved to secure purses as she stepped past. Amerdan could tell that wasn’t what she was after.

And the glaze, who would choose brown for a pot they planned to sell?

The girl’s shoulders hunched in her baggy gray smock as she tried to make herself look smaller, less noticeable. Ah, little one, haven’t you realized no one notices those less fortunate than themselves. No one cares.

Inept, too, the streaky brown glaze. Patches of fired clay poked through holes.

The girl approached the herbalist’s stall. A few paces away, she stopped, hesitant. Her grubby face was tear-streaked, and she bit her bottom lip. Her hands clenched into fists. She stepped forward.

A price was written on the glaze of the pot in black chalk. A whole silver ducat, for this piece of crap. Perhaps the pottery vendor was trying to pass it off as the work of a known local artist. The vendor edged closer, warming to the idea that Amerdan was interested in the teapot. Amerdan caught his eye.

The girl furtively snatched some herbs and a glass jar. A bunch of mint and… chamomile tea in the jar, unless he missed his guess. Unlikely. Strange herbs for a girl to be stealing, unless she had an upset stomach, but that’s not an ailment worth risking the labor camps for. The herbalist paused in her conversation and turned towards her table.

Amerdan dropped the teapot, which smashed on the cobbles. Broken shards struck his shin. Heads turned towards the sound. The pottery vendor’s face went dark. The herbalist frowned in his direction. The thin, dirty, blonde-haired girl disappeared into the crowd.

“Oops,” said Amerdan.

Muttering rose around him as the pottery vendor approached, his face angry. Amerdan pulled out a silver ducat and held it up. The man smiled, and all was forgiven, as it was with these types of people and coins. The shopkeeper reeked of days’ old sweat and onions. Amerdan resisted the urge to smash his head into the wall. He handed the ducat over and walked off without a word. Twenty paces up the street he turned into the alley the girl had disappeared down.

It didn’t take long before he caught up with her. She scurried quickly down alleys and lanes, not bothering to lay a false trail or double back, making a beeline for somewhere. She cast a furtive look behind her now and again to confirm she wasn’t followed. Her bare feet slapped on the cobbles.

She disappeared inside the entrance to a wooden tenement, the type Amerdan knew well. Falling apart, probably abandoned by its owners as a derelict and taken over by local toughs, who rented cheap rooms to the desperate and needy. From his vantage on the rooftops, Amerdan could see through some of the windows. There was barely any furniture in sight, mostly scraps of rags, rickety cots and one chair.

The girl hadn’t thought to look up, though if she had she wouldn’t have seen him stalking her. He was too good to get caught.

He looked down into the street. Empty. He stepped off the roof and plummeted the three floors to the cobbles, landing on his feet. He grinned. His new self always kept him impressed.

He stepped inside the dark doorway, eyes adjusting instantly to the lack of light. He took the steps three at a time, following the scent of mint the girl carried, to the first floor and down a corridor.

A door opened and a burly man stepped out. Half a head taller than Amerdan, with skin like tanned leather and a graying beard, he looked surprised to see him, and his dark eyes narrowed.

“Ain’t see you around here afore,” his gravelly voice rasped. He took in Amerdan’s fine clothes and trimmed hair. “Best you be leaving, ’less you want a beating.”

He folded muscular arms across his chest as his eyes moved to the purse attached to Amerdan’s belt. Through the open door to the apartment, empty bottles of cheap liquor littered the floor.

Amerdan smiled. “I’m looking for a little girl around so high.” He held a hand at waist height. “Blonde hair, thin. Seen her?”

The man stroked his beard, and a cunning look came into his eyes. “Maybe I have, and maybe I ain’t. What’s it worth to ya?”

“A ducat. Silver, of course,” replied Amerdan.

The man grunted, scratching an armpit. “For a silver I know where she is; for two you can spend a little time with her. Been keepin’ an eye on the lass. She’ll be a beauty, that’s for sure.” He leered at Amerdan.

He doesn’t know me at all, but how could he? I barely recognize myself.

Amerdan’s hand shot up and clamped around the big man’s throat. He squeezed as the man struggled, cutting off his breath. He battered at Amerdan’s arm in a futile attempt to break his grasp, feet leaving the floor as Amerdan lifted him through the door into his room, kicking it shut behind him.

With a crash, he slammed the man against a wall, which shook with the force. Old timbers groaned, dust drifted down from ceiling beams. Amerdan pressed hard against him, stopping his legs from flailing out. The man’s face turned an ugly shade of red. His stench was an assault on Amerdan’s senses.

“You think you know me?” hissed Amerdan, as he squeezed tighter. The man whimpered, his pounding fists grew weaker, heels scraping futilely against the wall.

Amerdan punched the man twice in the chest above his heart with the force of a hammer striking an anvil. Ribs cracked, blood dribbled from the man’s mouth, his heart beat once, twice, then stopped.

Amerdan released his grip and the corpse slid to the floor in a crumpled heap. Five red finger marks lay deeply gouged in the man’s neck, already purpling to bruises.

He left the room without a backward glance.

Stopping at the door across the corridor, he sniffed. No. A few steps to the neighboring door and he stopped again, sniffed. He rested his forehead on the rough door. This one.

He tested the doorknob. Locked. He twisted, and with a shriek of metal the lock broke. He pushed the door open and strode into the gloomy interior.

There were no windows, and the only light filtered in through cracks in the old timber walls. A few larger cracks were stuffed with rags, presumably to keep the wind out. He could hear breathing from two different sources, through a doorway to the right.

At the doorway he stopped. The little girl knelt next to a bed in which lay a boy breathing in shallow, hurried gasps. Sweat poured from his skin.

Both were filthy and clad in rags. A cockroach ran across the floor into the corner.

The girl didn’t look up at Amerdan as she busily shredded mint leaves into a cup. She stopped tearing the mint then opened the jar of chamomile tea, pouring a teaspoon’s worth into the cup. From a clay jug beside her, she filled the cup with cold water then gave the mixture a stir with her finger.

“There,” she whispered. “I got you some medicine, Pieter. You’ll get better soon.” She lifted the cup to the boy’s lips and poured. Most of the mixture dribbled down the side of his face. “Drink, please,” she said between quiet sobs.

Amerdan knelt beside her on the dirty floor. He removed the cup from her hand.

“Little miss,” he said gently. “I don’t think those are the right herbs to make Pieter better.”

He felt the boy’s brow. He was burning up and Amerdan judged he had damplung. Nothing to worry about if you were rich, had a nice place to live, and plenty of ducats for a physiker. But here, with the cold, the malnutrition, the lack of medicine to ease the symptoms, it would be fatal.

The girl ran the back of a hand across her face. “He’s my brother. I… I don’t know what to do.”

“Shh, there, there.” Amerdan patted her shoulder. “Don’t be sad. I’m here now.” He looked around the room. As bare as a larder at the end of winter. “We have to take him to… get some real medicine.”

“We can’t leave. We have to wait for Da.”

From the look of the place— and the smell of their clothes— Amerdan guessed they’d been waiting for some time. No chance they would be missed for a while, if at all. He turned the girl to face him. Tears ran through the dirt on her face, leaving trails of cleaner skin. “I’ll make sure your da knows where you are when he gets back, I promise. What’s your name?”

She tilted her head and stared at the floor. “Annie.”

“Listen, Annie, we’re going to take Pieter to my house, where he can get better. Soon he won’t suffer anymore, but I need you to be strong for him. Can you do that?”

Annie nodded once, hands clenched tightly in front of her dress.

“Good. Now, I need you to gather up what belongings you have.” She frowned and looked puzzled. “Your… stuff,” he added. “Clothes, whatever you have of value.”

Annie nodded. Patting Pieter on the hand she shuffled off to a table.

Amerdan slid an arm under the sick boy and lifted him off the bed. Pieter moaned, though his eyes remained closed. Amerdan cradled him against his chest with one arm. Annie returned carrying a comb made from bone. She looked at him expectantly.

“That’s all?” he asked.

She looked around the bare room for a few moments then nodded.

Amerdan placed a hand on her back and gave a gentle push. “Good. Let’s go.”


  



Chapter Forty-Four
 

In the dark of night, plans coalesced. Silent, malevolent, inexorable.

Bells sat in her cabin with Keys beside her. Two oil lamps lit the room. She held a crafted bell in her hands and another four were spread in a line in front of her. Concentrating, she opened her well, linked to the bells and sent a call into the darkness.

From the seedy slums of Dockside to the perfumed mansions of Parkside, from Deadhorse to the reeking streets of Cabbage Town, muted, cloaked and hooded figures raised their heads as one and stood still. Quietly, they listened to her new instructions, and changes to old.

Some left residences, where they had secreted themselves for weeks or months, the houses of merchants, bankers, nobles and guild masters. Those on the move headed in two separate directions, towards Dockside or Barrows. An empty building greeted the members of both groups as they arrived, each acknowledging their comrades when they entered.

Bells and Keys waited patiently. Midnight came and went. The moon traveled across half the sky as the city slept.

In the light of dawn they emerged on deck. The horizon to the east of the docks darkened with ships. They had furled sails and unshipped oars, powering against the westerly wind with purpose. Each one bore more than a passing resemblance to the huge ship already docked in the harbor.

Alarm bells clanged in the night, rousing the harbor watch and squads of Quivers in the vicinity. Despite their training, all they could do was watch as the harbor mouth filled with dark shapes.

Lights twinkled on the ships, the muted yellow of sorcerous crafted globes. Attached to their bows, partially above the water, were rams of smith-crafted steel, and each ship displayed a fantastic figurehead, gaping toothed mouths under bulging eyes, skin covered in scales.

Quivers on the shore milled in confusion. Disorganized groups mixed as their officers argued courses of action. Messengers were dispatched towards West Barrows, while the rest of the men shuffled out to the wharves. Clammy hands gripped weapons, and wild eyes looked out over the waves to the approaching ships.

It had been hundreds of years since the empire had engaged in any real war. Anasoma itself had never been invaded.

Ships plowed through the swell, surging to the docks. Thick seasoned timber scraped against sturdy wooden pylons. Gangplanks heaved onto wharves with heavy thuds.

Keys grinned with delight, and Bells gave him a disapproving look. She didn’t like what was coming, but it needed to be done. The God-Emperor had commanded them himself.

Armored figures flooded onto the wharves, spewing from ships like ants from a stirred nest. Dawn light and sorcerous crafted globes reflected from polished steel. Soldiers settled into loose formations with an armored figure at the head of each group.

A horn sounded. Booted feet stomped towards the city. They stopped at the disbelieving crowd that had gathered at the docks, blocking their way. Gaping-mouthed citizens stood behind white-faced harbor watchmen and Quivers. Murmurs from the crowd increased in volume.

An armored figure stepped forward carrying a naked blade. Crafted glyphs and sigils covered his breastplate and the steel bands on his forearms.

Light flashed behind the crowd, far to the north, west and south, illuminating the sky before settling down to a subdued blue glow. The crowd milled in confusion. Shouts echoed in the half-light.

Those close to the city walls saw a sheet of blue flame erupt from the fortifications. None of the guards stationed on the walls survived the blast.

At the fore of the invading forces the armored man spoke, his words carrying loud and clear above the noise. “In the name of Kelhak, God-Emperor of Indryalla, I declare this city liberated. No one is to leave until order is restored.”

Bells left the soldiers to their work and returned to her cabin. Blood was the price Anasoma must pay for freedom from oppression. She shuddered at the thought of what was about to occur.

 

Caldan woke to scuffling outside his room. Rubbing his eyes, he glanced out the window into the half-light of dawn. Who would be making a ruckus at this time?

He opened his door and poked his head out. At the end of the corridor two men dragged an unconscious master while more men came towards him clad in smith-crafted armor and carrying naked blades.

Stifling a gasp, he retreated into his room, locking the door. Thinking frantically, he scrambled for a blank piece of paper, drew the stopper from a bottle of ink and madly scribed glyphs. As he had done in his room at the inn when he first arrived, he fixed the still wet crafting to the door and opened his well, sealing the entrance against all but the most determined assault.

Sounds of struggle reached his ears, punctuated by claps of muted thunder.

Moments later, the latch jiggled. A fist banged on the wood.

“Open up!” a voice commanded.

Caldan sunk back against the far wall away from the door. Muffled voices sounded in a strange accent he hadn’t heard before.

“… doesn’t matter, we need to clear every room…”

“…you go. I’ll deal with this… no… we don’t have time…”

By the ancestors! If he hadn’t been worn out he might have woken to the noise earlier. If the masters were taken there wasn’t much he could do. Should he put up a fight or go quietly?

Caldan listened intently as footsteps faded. Clothing rustled and there was a scratch at his door.

The scent of lemons reached his nostrils, faintly at first then steadily stronger.

He grabbed his wristband and purse of ducats, shoving them into the sack he had brought back from the clockmaker’s. He yanked his trinket off his finger, the bone ring from around his neck, added them to the sack. Two floors below in the garden a row of shrubs ran along the wall. He dropped the sack, praying it would remain hidden until he could retrieve it.

A flash of light blinded him, and an invisible force knocked him back against the wall. His ears rang like a bell. Smoke filled the room and his door fell towards him onto the floor, hinges and lock melted into misshapen lumps of glowing iron.

He coughed and raised an arm to protect himself, his eyes watering as he saw a blurry figure approach.

“You little bugger, made me waste a flash.” A hand cuffed Caldan roughly around the head then grasped his shirt, dragging him across the floor on his knees.

Caldan drove a fist into the man’s groin. He yelped and dropped like a stone, clutching his plums. Pain exploded in Caldan’s head, and he fell to the floor. He blinked and shook his head to clear it. Above him stood the man’s partner, a club raised to strike again.

“I wouldn’t do that again,” he purred. “We’ve orders not to harm anyone… too seriously.” He nudged his partner with a toe. “Get up, you lazy bastard.” He laughed.

“Piss off,” the man moaned. “You take a punch to the plums and see how you feel.”

The other man laughed again. “That’s something I don’t plan on doing.” He watched, amused, as his partner levered himself to his knees, breathing deeply and wincing.

“Come on, we don’t got all day.”

With short shallow breaths the man gingerly rose to his feet, hunched over, hands on his knees. He muttered something under his breath. Turning to Caldan, he drew a dagger.

“Now, now,” his partner said. “Don’t do anything stupid. Keys will kill you, and Bells… well, she don’t need to kill you.”

The man with the dagger gave Caldan a hateful look, then drove it deep into Caldan’s thigh and twisted. He screamed, burning pain shooting up his leg.

“Castens, you stupid bastard! How’s he going to walk now?”

“He punched me in the plums. He deserved it.”

“He’s bleeding everywhere.”

“So?”

“You’re an idiot. Here, help me bandage him up.”

“I ain’t helping.”

“You’re going to help, and you’re going to help me carry him.”

Caldan clutched his leg. Warm blood leaked through his fingers. “Please,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“Shut up, you deserved it.” A foot pressed Caldan’s hands into his wound. Pain flared.

“Stop that, we need to get him locked up as soon as possible. Time’s a wasting.”

Castens cursed then wiped his blade on Caldan’s pants. The other one removed a rolled bandage from a bulging pouch attached to his belt and wrapped it tightly around Caldan’s leg. Even in his pain, Caldan realized they were professionals, despite their roughness, prepared for contingencies and organized.

They dragged him to his feet. “Oof! Not so little, are you?” One hand held his shoulder tightly while another frisked his clothes, searching for something. Caldan wiped his eyes, blinking to clear them.

“No mark of rank,” said Castens. “No craftings and no trinkets. Bugger, why do I get all the duds?”

His companion laughed. Neither wore the smith-crafted armor he had glimpsed in the corridor, but each wore a number of crafted items, rings, medallions and one an earring.

“Apprentice, are you?”

Caldan nodded, leg throbbing. Who were these men? Where were the Protectors and sorcerers?

“Bit old, aren’t you? Slow learner?” Both men laughed.

Hunching his shoulders, Caldan nodded.

“And dumb as well. Curse this, let’s get him locked up and keep searching.”

“Mostly done by now. I think their higher up sorcerers,” he sneered the word, “have been taken.”

“Best we get this lump stored then find their workshops and libraries. Should be some good loot there.”

They marched him limping along the hall and down a flight of stairs to the main building, then along a corridor Caldan had not yet explored. Through a heavy door bound with steel bands, then down another three flights of stairs. The air grew cold and damp. They entered a cellblock, one Caldan had no idea existed. Why would one be needed? Maybe the Protectors used it for captured rogue sorcerers.

Stone cells lined both sides of the room, each with a moldy wooden door with a window, the opening blocked by two thick, rusty metal bars.

Caldan strained his neck as he was marched past closed doors but couldn’t catch a glimpse of the occupants, if they had any. Without a word, he was thrown into one of the empty cells, falling to his knees. Pain flared from his leg. With a thud, the door slammed shut behind him. He heard a key slide into the keyhole and the lock clicked into place.

Damp and musty, the cell was barely six paces on each side, the floor covered in dust and dirt. Moldy straw littered one corner along with a scrap of what looked like a dirty rag. The bed, he assumed. In a back corner pooled a puddle of water. From the window in the door leaked a faint yellow light, which Caldan recognized as characteristic of a sorcerous crafted globe, though a weak or old one.

Caldan stood and wiped his hands on his pants, though some grime from the floor remained. He shivered and rubbed his arms. Cold but not too bad, as long as he wasn’t here for long. He didn’t know what had become of the masters, journeymen, and apprentices. It was safe to assume most, if not all, had been taken prisoner, though he couldn’t imagine any going without a fight, as long as they weren’t surprised. The commotion he’d heard earlier meant there had been some resistance.

He grasped the two bars covering the window in his door and looked outside, seeing no one around. Taking a deep breath, he strained against them, grunting with effort. After a few moments, he released his hold then strained again, to no avail. Cursing, he backed up and kicked the door with a solid thump, hurting his foot.

“By the ancestors.”

Caldan clenched his fists in anger. What was going on? Why would anyone attack the Sorcerers’ Guild? Or were they only after the Protectors? Surely Simmon would have realized what was happening and rallied the masters and as many journeymen and apprentices as he could. Though, judging from the crafted armor and the soldiers’ search of his body for craftings, they knew what they were doing. Well-informed and drilled. This wasn’t a raid. Imprisoning them meant a longer-term plan, one that meant keeping them alive for some purpose.

He eyed the door of his cell again. Despite its age, the timbers were solid and the rusted bars still effective. They must have known the cells were down here, which meant excellent knowledge of the building, probably a spy. Or someone high up was working with them, which was a disturbing thought.

Caldan stood quietly at the door, listening. Silence, except for the drip, drip, drip of water somewhere behind him in his cell.

“Hello?” he whispered into the gloom, pitching his voice loud enough to be heard in the other cells. “Is anyone there?” He waited a few moments. “Hello. If you can hear me, say something or make a noise.”

“Hello back,” came a woman’s voice. “Who are you?”

“Caldan,” he replied. “What… what’s happening?”

“Huh… no idea. I was fast asleep when some men jumped me. Roughed me up and stole my craftings. The ones I had on me, anyway.” Caldan heard the woman cough before continuing. “Sorry,” she said. “My name’s Senira. I’m a journeyman. I’ve heard of you, but you probably haven’t heard of me.”

“No, I haven’t, sorry.”

“No need to apologize. It’s a big place. Anyway, what have you seen? Do you know what’s going on?”

Caldan shook his head before realizing she couldn’t see him. “No,” he said. “I was in my room but managed to craft a lock on the door when I heard fighting outside. They…” Caldan thought about the crafting they’d used on his door. Senira wouldn’t know about destructive sorcery, unless she was a Protector.

“They disabled my crafting with sorcery,” he half-lied.

“They must be sorcerers. If they can open your lock, then they’re at least journeyman level.”

“Do you know what’s happened to the masters? Did they fight? Were any wounded…killed?”

“I didn’t see anything, though I heard sounds of fighting in the garden. They wouldn’t let themselves be captured without putting up a fight, though.”

Caldan frowned. The invaders meant business, and from the look of things knew the layout of the place and had potent craftings to help them. He would bet the crafted armor was at least as good as the Sorcerers’ Guild could make. He thought of the rogue sorcerer the other night. Maybe better.

If Simmon and the other Protectors were going up against them, he wished them luck, though the assault had come in the dead of night and most would have been caught unawares. He sighed.

“Are you there?” Senira called.

“Yes.”

“Sorry. I got… scared. It’s cold down here. Is it just us?”

“Some of the other doors were locked, but no one’s said anything yet. Well, it can’t hurt to try. Hello?” he called. “Anyone else there?”

They listened in silence for a few moments. No one replied.

“Hello?” called Caldan again, to be answered with more silence. “Maybe they’re unconscious or…” His voice trailed off. They could be seriously hurt. An assault like this wouldn’t end without some bloodshed.

“Do you think they’re… alive?”

“Yes,” replied Caldan with as much conviction as he could muster. “Maybe just knocked out or tied up. There wouldn’t be any reason to have them here otherwise.”

“Oh. Of course.”

“Listen, did you manage to hide anything on you, a crafting or anything like that?”

“No,” she replied hesitantly. “I didn’t think to hide anything. And what I have…had…wouldn’t be of any use.” She began to weep.

“Shhh. Don’t worry. If they were going to hurt us they would’ve done so already. They imprisoned us because we’re useful in some way. I can’t think why, but maybe they were only after masters.”

Senira continued to cry, muffling her sobs. Caldan closed his eyes. She isn’t going to be much help. It’s up to me to protect her.

What could he do? No craftings or the means to make anything. A quick search of his cell revealed nothing useful. Not that he was expecting anything, but even a nail or leftover spoon would be better than nothing. He shook his head at the idea of overcoming a guard with a spoon. The pain in his leg had stopped, and he assumed that was a good sign. Blood had stained the bandage red, but he was pretty sure he wasn’t bleeding anymore.

At that moment, a light appeared at the top of the stairs, sending long shadows down to the cells. Three more men appeared, dragging an unconscious figure, a man, head lolling.

“Hey!” yelled Caldan. “What are you doing? His injuries need to be looked at.”

“Shut up or I’ll come in and shut you up myself.”

“Why are we here? We haven’t done anything.”

“I told you to shut up!” The voice changed tone, murmuring to another person. Footsteps approached, followed by a tinkling. A pale-skinned woman, tall and slender with long dark hair falling to her waist came into Caldan’s limited view. Woven into her hair were tiny silver bells of different sizes, the biggest no larger than a thumbnail. On her hand she wore a number of crafted rings. She tilted her head and gazed at Caldan. Black eyes pierced his.

“Mistress,” a voice behind the woman called. “This one’s locked up. We should get back now.”

“In a moment,” she replied, warm voice carrying in the quiet of the cells.

“Mistress, please…” Caldan could hear pleading in the man’s voice. “The others will be…”

She turned to glare at the man, who trailed off into silence. For a few moments, she stared at him before turning back to Caldan.

“I thought we were only bringing the apprentices and journeymen down here,” she questioned loudly.

Caldan frowned at her, puzzled.

“We are, Mistress. All the masters are accounted for, the ones we managed to capture and those still on the run.”

She tapped a cheek with one hand and pursed her lips. “What’s your name?” she asked Caldan.

He clamped his lips together firmly and shook his head.

“Mute, are you? Or just stupid?” She waited a moment for his response then breathed out a long sigh. “Your well is remarkable, so smooth and stable.”

Caldan blinked in surprise. Of all the masters in the guild only a few had the talent to see others’ wells so clearly.

“Nothing to say?” she said with a smile. “Pity. I don’t have time for niceties.”

Hot needles of pain dug into Caldan’s skull. His knees buckled and he cried out wordlessly. As suddenly as it appeared, the pain receded, leaving behind a dull ache. He rolled onto his side on the floor. He didn’t remember falling. Must have blacked out.

“Caldan,” the lady stated. “An apprentice. There, that wasn’t hard, was it? You weren’t on the list. Curious.”

He pushed himself to his knees, tasting blood. His nose felt hot and sticky. He wiped it, and his hand came away red.

“How…?” he said shakily, and the lady laughed.

“So primitive here, so limited. Allowing such talent to go to waste.” She tutted in disappointment. “We have to leave, so don’t go anywhere. My name is Bells, and I’ll be back for another chat soon.”

Scuffles sounded from the cell her two men had entered. A fist hitting flesh. Then again, followed by a gurgling moan. Caldan strained against the opening.

The woman’s footsteps echoed down the corridor to be joined by the men as they climbed the stairs. The gentle tinkling of bells receded into the distance.

Caldan rubbed his head. He lurched to his feet, weak at the knees, and clutched the bars of the door for support.

“Senira,” he called. “What happened?”

“She asked you your name then you yelled in pain. What did she do to you?”

“I don’t know. Something… painful.”

“After that, you went quiet for a bit, and then she asked you again. You told her your name and that you were an apprentice.”

Caldan shook his head. “No, I didn’t say anything.”

“You did. You said ‘my name is Caldan and I’m an apprentice Protector.” You sounded strange, distant.”

“I don’t remember anything after she first asked. I thought I blacked out.”

“Well, whatever she did, you told her,” Senira said dismissively. “Though I don’t suppose it makes any difference. From the sound of it they’re more interested in the masters.”

Caldan rubbed at the drying blood under his nose and on his hand then knelt by the puddle in the corner, using the water to wash his hands and face.

With a grunt, he sat on the floor, back against the wall. Without the materials to Craft anything, he wasn’t going anywhere. The best he could hope for was to survive long enough to come up with an escape plan. Whatever these people wanted, it wasn’t for the good of the Sorcerers’ Guild or the Protectors. They knew destructive sorcery and… was what she used on him coercive sorcery? It seemed likely. Maybe they were rogue sorcerers who didn’t want the Protectors coming after them to bring them to justice. A few could have banded together. Once the Quivers found out what was happening, he was sure they would come to the rescue. All he had to do was wait.

Caldan rested his aching head on the cold wall and closed his eyes.

 


  



Chapter Forty-Five
 

Sweat covered his skin. Caldan blinked a few times and opened his eyes wide, trying to clear the blurriness in his sight. He shivered as his perspiration evaporated in the cold damp air of the cell. With one hand, he tried to massage the stiffness in his neck. His mouth felt dry. He needed water and hoped they wouldn’t be forgotten about and left to die. Though, from what the lady with the bells in her hair had said, she would be back.

He had no idea how much time had passed. At a guess, he judged a few hours, though with no window in the cell, no way to see the sun or stars, it was impossible to tell. Shifting his weight, he knelt, trying not to put pressure on his leg wound. Not feeling any pain, he rose slowly, hands on the wall to steady himself, then paused to take a few breaths. His leg didn’t feel too bad, considering it had been stabbed — a slight stiffness but that was all. Little by little he put more weight on the injured leg, testing it. The blood-soaked bandage had dried, crusting up and darkening to black in the dim light. He took a step forward, then another. Stiff, which wasn’t surprising, but he managed to hobble to the other side of the cell and back. He frowned. At the very least there should still be some pain.

He slid to the floor and removed the bandage, tearing the layers apart as his dried blood had glued them together. Underneath the cloth, his pants were stuck to his leg. Gingerly, he pried apart the gash in the material the dagger had torn. He couldn’t see much of the wound, but at least it looked closed and hadn’t reopened during his exertions. He stood and walked to the shallow pool of water in the corner. He scooped up a handful and dribbled it onto his wound. It was probably all right to wash with the water, but he wasn’t going to drink it… not yet, at least.

Gently, he rubbed his hand over the wound, washing away a layer of dried blood. Another handful of water, then another. He squinted at his leg, frowning. The wound had started to close. He traced the line with a finger then probed gently. There was no mistaking it, the wound looked days old, or more. He rubbed tired eyes, bewildered. This wasn’t natural. Shaking his head, Caldan scrunched the bandage up and threw it at the wall. This didn’t make sense. How could a deep knife wound heal so fast? Sorcery was out of the question. He didn’t know of any sorcery that could speed healing and had never heard it was likely.

His hand reached up and fingers traced the thin scar on his cheek. That had healed quickly. Nowhere near as quickly as his leg, but he remembered both Miranda and Elpidia commenting on how fast he had mended. Could this and his sudden surges of strength and speed be related? There was no way to tell, and as confusing as it was, he needed to think about escaping this cell. There wasn’t time to worry about anything else.

Between him and freedom was the door with a solid iron lock. It looked far too strong for him to break through. He’d likely injure his foot if he tried to kick it down.

He wracked his brain for a solution. The obvious area to focus on was the lock. Before coming to Anasoma he hadn’t thought breaking a lock was possible. Master Simmon had shown him differently, though he didn’t have a gemstone like the one the master had used. Since that night, Caldan had thought long and hard about how the master had achieved that remarkable piece of sorcery. There were a few explanations, areas of experimentation he had contemplated. All required a crafting strong enough to hold the forces in check until you released them. This, he had surmised, was the gemstone’s purpose. It was not a crafted object with a reusable purpose but a storage device.

Such a crafting was uncomfortably close to destructive sorcery. Then Caldan understood. That was why no one left the Protectors, why Master Simmon had said he was bound to them. In order to prosecute their campaign against destructive sorcery, the Protectors had to be proficient at it themselves. How else could you fight such power and hope to prevail? You had to fight fire with fire. It made a perverse sense. And in using such sorceries, the Protectors damned themselves, became the very thing they were fighting against.

Caldan sighed. Unless he got out of here, he might not have the luxury of confirming his insights. Still, at least he knew where he stood now. He was bound.

The iron lock stared at him silently. If only he had a piece of paper, he might be able to replicate what he had seen Simmon do with the gemstone.

Calculating the forces needed to destroy iron wasn’t easy, but he knew a fair bit about metals from his metallurgical studies. A few moments later he came up with a theoretical crafting and whistled slowly. The power required was large, though why hadn’t Simmon used one containing iron itself? The complementary link between an iron lock and an iron crafting would dramatically increase the efficiency of the sorcery. Of course. The gem wasn’t specifically a lock breaker but could be used for any purpose that required an outpouring of energy. The loss of efficiency between the gem and the lock couldn’t be helped. Simmon had traded efficiency for utility. There wasn’t any reason to carry around craftings for specific purposes, as the gems could be adapted for multiple uses.

Where did that leave him? What he needed was iron. Anything made of iron or with iron in it. He clutched his short hair despairingly. There must be something. What has iron in it? The answer, when it came, was obvious and nauseating at the same time. His blood, or so he had been taught. It could act as an ink containing iron.

He sat back, taking a few moments to organize his thoughts and imagine a schematic of what the crafting should look like. Placement of the anchors and runes to shape the forces were crucial. He left out any buffers; they wouldn’t be needed. The crafting only had to work for a second or two, long enough to draw from his well then…break. He couldn’t think of another way of describing it. The crafting was designed to destroy itself, quickly and efficiently. Now he knew it could be done, and how it worked, it was straightforward. And that, he realized, was the danger. Destruction was always easier than creation.

He looked at the ball of his thumb then at the lock.

With something like this it was best you didn’t think too much about it. He rose and walked to the door, kneeling in front of it, eyes level with the lock. Taking a breath, he bit down hard on his thumb, deep into the flesh. He tasted blood, spat, and then clamped his index finger over the wound to stem the flow. His thumb felt like it had once years ago when he accidentally hit it with a hammer during a forging lesson.

Working quickly, he released the gash and used a finger as a crude quill to trace his design on the lock.

Clamping his finger over his thumb, he stood back and surveyed his work. Crude, with lines too thick and inelegant. It should be sufficient.

Caldan closed his eyes and opened his well, joining it to the links he had crafted onto the lock. A few moments was all he needed. He cut the flow of power and ruptured his makeshift crafting.

Light flashed through his closed eyelids, and the stench of hot metal filled the room, overlaid with lemons.

Caldan opened his eyes. The lock had been transformed into a molten mess. Red-hot iron dribbled like wax from a candle.

He let out a relieved laugh.

Drops splattered to the floor and hissed, rapidly cooling to solidity. Oh no. He ran to the door and shoved it open so the cooling molten metal didn’t weld the door shut.

He crouched in the opening, still, listening. His breath echoed in his ears. He counted to twenty. There was no outcry, no rushing of footsteps, no guards coming to investigate the noise. He breathed a sigh of relief.

“Senira? Which cell are you in?” He heard movement, though couldn’t pinpoint which cell it came from.

“Here,” her muffled voice came from down the corridor. Hands clutched the bars of a cell door; a face framed by long blonde hair pressed between them. He scurried to her.

“How did you get out? Never mind. Get me out, please.”

“Just a moment,” Caldan replied. He passed her cell and started towards the stairs.

“Hey! Where are you going?” Senira shouted.

“Shhh, be quiet,” he hissed.

“Don’t leave me here!”

“I won’t. I’m looking for the keys.” There, on a hook in the wall. Caldan grabbed the key ring, which only held one key. He presumed it opened all the cells. He backtracked to Senira’s cell and opened her lock with a twist.

“Thank you!” she gushed and hugged him tightly. She was slim, almost too thin, and looked younger than her journeyman status indicated. “Now what do we do?”

“We check the other cells and let everyone else out.”

“Oh… of course.”

Senira ran spritely from cell to cell, peeking into each as Caldan looked into a few on the other side. They found all were unoccupied save one, which held the person who had been dragged in after they had been locked up. A forlorn figure lay on cell’s stone floor, curled up and hunched against a wall. Dried blood caked his hair and pooled under his body.

Senira moaned. “Is he… dead?”

“I don’t know.”

Caldan opened the door. Inside, he crouched over the body and felt at the neck for a pulse. Nothing. He grabbed a shoulder and turned the man onto his back. He didn’t know the man. It looked like the blood had leaked from two puncture wounds in his chest.

“Do you recognize him?” he asked Senira.

She edged into the cell. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” he replied gently. “Do you know who he is?”

She nodded. “A journeyman. I’ve seen him around, carrying messages. I think he was assigned to assist one of the masters. I don’t know why they would have killed him.”

Caldan stood and moved to comfort Senira. Tears streaked her face. He gave her arm a reassuring squeeze.

“We’re alive and unhurt. All we have to do is get out of here and find where the sorcerers and Protectors are. Then we’ll be safe.”

Senira nodded numbly, staring at the dead journeyman. Caldan placed a hand on her cheek and turned her head away from the sight. “Come on. We have to get out of here before someone comes back.”

They exited the cell, leaving the dead body behind.

“We have to be quiet,” said Caldan. “In case they have men patrolling the corridors or we run into trouble. Can you do that?”

Senira licked her lips then nodded once. “I’ll stay behind you, if that’s all right.” Her voice quivered.

“Of course it is. If we run into trouble, do as I say.”

She followed closely behind as he moved to the stairs. The short flight ended at another door, this one not locked, though held shut with a simple latch which could be opened from both sides. He supposed there was no need for this one to the locked if the cells were. He placed an ear to its surface, listening for noises on the other side.

All was silent. Taking a breath, he lifted the latch and opened the door a crack, enough to see into the corridor beyond. It was clear.

Gesturing for Senira to follow, Caldan slid along the wall and headed to where he knew there were stairs. They were on the level below ground, and he wanted to try and recover his belongings he’d dropped out the window. A shield would be extremely useful and might make the difference between them being captured again or reaching safety. And he couldn’t abandon his trinket.

“Where are we going?” whispered Senira, tugging at his arm. “Where do you think the masters will be? We should find them, if they’re alive.”

“Of course they are. There’s something I need to retrieve. We’ll be safer with it.”

Senira looked unimpressed. “How can you worry about getting your own things back at a time like this?”

“Trust me. I don’t have time to explain. I hid something— a crafting. It will help us.”

“You’re only an apprentice. What could you possibly hope to do that would help? We need to get to where the masters are. They’ll know what to do.”

“Please, we shouldn’t argue. I need… we need to get to where I hid it.”

“Did you steal it?”

“What? No. I made it.”

Senira scoffed disbelievingly. “Sure you did. Listen, if we don’t get to where the masters are as soon as possible we are in big trouble. I don’t intend to spend more time in a cell.”

Voices echoed along the corridor from behind them, accompanied by heavy footfalls. A wall lit up as the steady glow from a sorcerous crafted globe approached.

“Quick,” Caldan said. “This way.” He grabbed Senira and dragged her along. They rushed down the corridor and around a corner.

“What if they were on our side?” whispered Senira.

“We can’t take that chance, and I’m guessing the only people down here with a sorcerous light wouldn’t be. At least I know Master Simmon wouldn’t be so stupid.”

Senira swallowed and glanced fleetingly over her shoulder, then looked at Caldan and nodded. Taking her hand, he edged along the hall until they came to another set of stairs. Here, they crept upwards one step at a time, pausing now and again to listen. No stray noises reached their ears, no coughing, no tread of boots.

They reached one end of a wide corridor paved with dark stone. Caldan recognized it as a main thoroughfare in one of the wings of the building taken up by the Sorcerers’ Guild. The gardens were only a short distance away, and he was confident once there the bushes and shrubs around the perimeter would hide them until he retrieved his belongings.

They headed off to the left and peeked around the corner in case someone was there. Again, their luck held as the hallway was empty. Ahead, a wide open doorway led out into the gardens. It was dark, which explained why there wasn’t anyone around. Probably hunkering down for the night to continue in the morning when light was better.

Next to him, Senira breathed heavily. She clutched his arm in a tight grip.

They passed into the garden and pressed against the wall, kneeling behind a bush. Caldan looked up at the night sky. Moonlight bathed the garden. He half-stood and looked around.

“What are you looking for? We need to find somewhere safe.”

“I know. I need to retrieve my crafting. I threw it out my window.”

Senira wrung her hands, eyes darting around the garden. “They could be anywhere.”

“It’ll be all right,” Caldan reassured her. “Follow me.”

Senira sat there, eyes downcast, teeth worrying her bottom lip. She looked scared, anxious and sad at the same time. Caldan knew this was a traumatic experience for her. It wasn’t easy for him either.

Crouching low they traversed the wall surrounding the garden. The edge was darker than the middle, so they had good cover among the bushes and shrubs. His boots made hardly a sound as they trod on sodden leaves, which gave off a musty scent.

A cloud passed over the moon and the garden went dark. Lights shone from a few windows but far fewer than would normally be occupied at this time of the evening.

They scurried behind the bushes and he half-expected to hear the shout of a sentry spotting them and raising the alarm. His breath came in short gasps, and his hands were clammy with sweat. Remaining still for a few moments, he listened. Still nothing.

Caldan ran his hands along the ground, through the dead leaves, searching for the sack. By the ancestors, where was it? His hand bumped into something. Ah, there. He grabbed the sack, clutching at it greedily.

He rifled around inside then drew out his purse, which he stuffed in a pocket, his crafted wristband, which he slid onto his left forearm, his trinket which he slipped on a finger, and the bone ring on the chain, which he placed around his neck. Everything else he left in the sack. At the moment they were only components, a jumbled mess of metal rods and plates with a few semiprecious stones. He was glad he had managed to save these as well, though as they were they were useless to him. Perhaps, if they had time, he could complete the crafting.

The wristband gave him a degree of confidence, though from what he had seen and experienced of the invaders, they had their own craftings as well, and high quality ones, too.

Senira touched his arm.

“I should have asked earlier, but what is it?”

Caldan hesitated, for no reason he could fathom. There wasn’t any harm in telling her, and she deserved to know. “It’s a shield, like the ones the masters have.”

Senira smiled and fixed her eyes on him, as if evaluating him in a new light. Caldan cleared his throat.

“We should get going,” he said.

“To where, though? Do we even know which areas might be safe?”

“I think the apprentices’ smith-crafting area would be a good place to hole up, and we could do some scouting from there. Plenty of rooms to hide in. And nothing much of value for the invaders to bother searching the place more than once. There’s water to drink, but finding food will be harder.”

“How are we going to find the masters and the other sorcerers who managed not to get caught?”

“I don’t know… yet. Let’s go before the moon comes out from behind the cloud. We can get to the smith-crafting area from here. There’s a door which opens onto the garden.”

“Which way is it?”

“This way.” Caldan pointed towards the door. It was a fair way away on the other side of the garden. He was glad the night had been still so far. They hadn’t heard sounds of fighting or much of anything since escaping the cells. He wondered if that was a good or bad sign.

He went first, pushing his way through the bushes, trying to make as little noise as possible. Branches scraped against their bodies and arms. Clear of the bushes, they moved from tree to tree across the lawn, pausing at each to listen.

Satisfied there was no one behind it, he pushed the door open. Except it didn’t budge. He cursed under his breath.

“It’s locked, isn’t it?” said Senira.

“Yes.” Caldan thought furiously. Could he open the door from the outside? There was no lock. It was likely barred from the inside. He doubted his crafting could open it.

“Maybe I should hop in through that window there and open it from the other side,” suggested Senira.

“What?” Caldan looked to where Senira pointed. An open window a few yards away. “That’s… a good idea,” he said.

Without waiting, Senira stuck her head through the opening.

“A storeroom,” he heard her say. “Empty. Do you mind?” She lifted a foot and raised an eyebrow.

Caldan clasped both hands together and held them out for her to use. Senira stepped into the makeshift stirrup and dragged herself onto the window ledge, swung her legs inside and dropped out of sight. A few moments later, the door leading onto the garden opened and Caldan slipped inside.

The familiar forge room was empty. All the tools and materials were stowed in their proper places, tidied up for the night. It didn’t look like the place had been ransacked, and he doubted a workshop used by apprentices was high on the list of priorities for the invaders. Light from banked coals gave the room a soft orange glow.

They closed the door and re-barred it. Senira approached the forge and held her hands to the heat.

“Stay here and get warm,” he said. “I’ll go and find some water.”

“Thank you,” said Senira, brushing hair from her face. “I could use a drink.”

Caldan nodded and left her by the forge. He still carried his sack in one hand, reluctant to let it out of his grasp. He soon returned with two wooden jugs brimming with water after slaking his own thirst.

“Here,” he said, offering Senira a jug, from which she drank deeply.

With a grin, he pulled a metal pot and a cotton bag from his sack. Senira frowned but didn’t say anything. Placing the pot next to the hot coals, he poured in water until it was full, then opened the cloth bag and threw in a handful of black leaves.

“Tea?” asked Senira.

“Yes. The master in charge here had it in his room. We can replace it later.”

“If he… if we get out of here.”

“Of course we will.”

Senira sighed.

At a loss for what else to say, Caldan busied himself at a bench. From his sack he withdrew all the metal parts and the stones.

“Oh! You’re hurt!” exclaimed Senira. “I didn’t see before.”

Caldan followed her gaze to the tear in his pants, his thigh covered in dried blood. At a loss to explain, he lied. “It’s all right. One of the invaders did it. I bound it while I was in my cell. It wasn’t deep.”

“It certainly looks bad. Do you want me to take a look?”

“No,” he replied quickly. “It’s fine. It didn’t hamper me on our way here, did it?”

“Sorry. I feel like I’m useless. I need something to do.” Her gaze returned to the coals, hands extended.

Caldan looked around the room, thinking. He wanted to get to work on his jumble of metal and see if he could cobble together enough to get the crafting working, and they could use some paper and ink for emergencies. “I don’t think we should go too far from here. But we do need a few things, and it would go quicker if we both searched for them.”

Senira looked at him brightly. “Of course. We need something for tonight— blankets, any food we can find, possibly a lantern or crafted globe.” She scratched her head. “And mugs to drink the tea from.”

“Ah… yes.” He hadn’t thought about tonight. His focus on his crafting had blinded him to the obvious. “You gather what you can and I’ll work on some craftings, in case we need them.”

Senira left through a doorway and he heard her rattling around a storeroom. Abandoning the workbench, he went straight to the storeroom he knew held general supplies for sketching schematics. Rifling through the supplies, he took a stack of paper and ink and pens.

When he returned, there was a pile of rags lying next to the forge along with two metal cups. Senira was nowhere to be seen, but she had obviously been busy.

Sitting at the workbench, he laid out a sheet of paper and opened a bottle of ink. Taking one of the pens, he dipped it into the ink then paused. Where to start? With his experimentation in opening the cell lock, he knew he had stumbled upon a secret. Possibly one the Protectors would have revealed to him soon, but it was hard to say. Did they condone the use of destructive sorcery if it was for the greater good? Master Simmon had used it on a lock, but what was permissible and what wasn’t?

His biggest problem was Senira. He had a shield but she didn’t, which meant he needed to keep her out of any confrontations, if possible. There wasn’t time to make her one, and she probably couldn’t use one anyway. He guessed her talents didn’t run to complex sorcery, since he hadn’t heard of her before this.

So, he needed to protect them both. He stretched his neck and massaged his writing hand. Best to get to work, then. He started scribing.

 

Clunk. A metal mug filled with hot tea thumped down next to him and he jumped. Senira’s tinkling laugh filled his ears.

She waved at the workbench. “You were so engrossed, anyone could have come in without you hearing. I’ve made a few trips for supplies, and the tea has over-steeped while you sat here drawing.” She jumped up and sat on the workbench next to him. “The tea is hot but bitter, and I couldn’t find any honey.” She shrugged.

“Thank you.” Caldan lifted the mug with both hands and sipped. He welcomed the warmth on his hands and throat. “I lost track of time.”

Around him lay scattered pages filled with patterns of runes. A few had been folded into quarters, and three he’d scrunched up into balls.

Senira examined the paper with an interested eye. “I don’t recognize some of the runes, let alone the purpose of the patterning. Care to explain?”

Caldan lay the pen down and recapped the ink bottle. His rubbed his fingers to ease the ache. He had finished the destructive sorcery craftings first and secreted some in his pockets and some in his sack. One he folded a few times and slipped into his boot in case of emergencies. What remained on the table were craftings designed to keep them safe tonight and warn them if anyone approached. There were a few entrances into this section of the building and he wanted to seal them off, leaving them the run of the place without fear of discovery. Once secure, they could rest for the remainder of the night.

“These ones,” — he took a hold of a piece of paper and started a pile, moving others to join it — “will block doors. One on either side of the door and the jamb, activate them and they should hold against all but the most determined sorcerer.”

“Should?”

“Will,” Caldan replied firmly, and she nodded.

“A neat trick. I don’t remember the class on that one…”

He coughed into his hand. “It’s not taught here. I learned it before I came.”

Senira raised her eyebrows but didn’t comment.

“These other ones,” — he began to separate the other pages into piles — “all have a different purpose. One can be activated close to the doors we will block, and they can tell us if anyone nearby has craftings or trinkets on them.” He gestured to another pile. “These ones I need to fold later. They’ll help us in the morning, when we get out of here and try to find the masters putting up resistance.”

“If any are. I mean, I hope they are but…” She shrugged and folded her arms tight around her chest.

Caldan rose on stiff legs and gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Don’t worry. I’m sure everything will be all right. A good night’s sleep here, safe, and everything will look better in the morning.”

With a sad smile, Senira nodded then hopped off the workbench and began arranging the pile of rags near the forge, which had grown while Caldan was preoccupied with scribing.

“It’s not much,” she said. “But it’s better than sleeping on the floor.” She gestured at the rags spread around her, barely big enough for one person, let alone two. “And keep your hands to yourself,” she added.

Caldan smiled. “Don’t worry. You take them all. I still have a lot to do and don’t think I could sleep now anyway.”

“Oh. Thank you.” She stood and looked around uncertainly. “Do you think… maybe we shouldn’t spend the night here? I mean, if it’s quiet out there, wouldn’t we have a better chance of moving around unseen?”

“I think it’s a few hours before dawn now, and maybe we should move soon. That would be best. Whatever’s happened, it’s likely everyone is resting up. There’s probably been some heavy fighting. When it’s time, we can sneak out. We know the layout better than the invaders, so we shouldn’t need luck to avoid anyone. What do you think?”

“Sounds good to me. I could use a few hours sleep.” She brought a hand to her mouth and stifled a yawn.

Caldan felt himself start to yawn in response and suppressed it with an effort.

“You get some sleep. It’s been a rough day. I’ll place these craftings and make sure the doors are secure.”

Senira gave him a grateful smile then settled herself onto the pile of rags. She should be warm enough next to the forge.

He gathered the paper craftings and busied himself locking the three doors leading into the apprentices’ workshop. He resolved in the future to secure his own doors, no matter how safe he felt.

With barely a thought, he reached for his well and activated the craftings, one for each door along with the one which would detect the presence of other craftings and trinkets close by. Splitting his well into separate strings felt easier than it had before. He surmised it came with practice.

Caldan poured more water into the teapot next to the coals. It would help him stay awake to finish the paper craftings then work on his simulacrum. Small chance he could finish it tonight, but the more he assembled now the less he would have to do later. He had a feeling they would need all their talents to get through the next few days. And besides, if his simulacrum worked, it would be nothing like he had ever seen crafted before, something new.

Caldan spent the night fussing over the many pieces of metal provided to him by the clockmaker, muttering to himself or sitting motionless for a few minutes staring at one piece or another. None of the pieces were marked as yet with runes, which were the basic building blocks of crafting. He had planned to etch or stamp them in later, but barricaded in the apprentices’ workshop as they were, he couldn’t risk making any noise for fear that someone would hear.

Rummaging around another storeroom, he found a few different types of ink, one of which suited his purpose for the time being. Usually used for marking stone or metal, it was thicker and stickier than normal. The larger metal pieces and rods could wait, but the smaller ones he would start marking tonight. The clockmaker’s idea was that he should create a smaller model first, a prototype so he could see if his theories worked and he didn’t waste materials refining his craftings. A good idea, he admitted. He had never experimented much before, and it was likely the simulacrum would need many variations before he came up with one which worked as he wanted.

Sitting back at the workbench, he folded his remaining sheets of paper into small easy animals. He knew he might have to leave them behind, which was fine since they wouldn’t last long. He poured himself some tea and began the laborious process of marking the metal pieces and rods with crafting runes.


  



Chapter Forty-Six
 

Miranda was worried. Overnight, Anasoma had changed and the world had been turned on its head.

The city’s fishing fleets hadn’t sailed this morning as the big black ships of the invaders blockaded the docks. That they were from Indryalla was the most prominent rumor, but she had heard many in the last few hours, including that the sorcerers were taking over the city.

Around the city itself, the ancient wall meant to protect them had become the bars of a prison. Earlier she had made her way down the streets to see for herself. Crowds had gathered in places, making it hard to push her way through, people yelling and shouting at each other over what was to happen to them all. The commotion had settled down when after a few hours nothing had changed. At the edge of the city, thick blue flames sprang from the tops of the walls, including the towers dotted around the perimeter. As she approached, she heard them sizzling and crackling. Curiously, they gave off no heat. From a bystander she heard someone had seen a man burned alive as he tried to cross the top to warn the empire.

Stationed at all the gates in the wall stood troops of hardened soldiers, who to her eye looked slightly smug at the situation, as if they knew there was nothing that could stop them.

The city was sealed up so tight a rat couldn’t get out. Someone joked a few had died trying.

Whether the invasion boded ill or not, Miranda couldn’t tell. She didn’t agree with many of the emperor’s decrees regarding taxes and enforced slave labor for those who couldn’t pay, but generally the empire ran smoothly, as long as you had enough ducats. You worried about keeping yourself off the street first before you could worry about others. Once you started having to make a living off the streets you were lost.

Having wandered for a few hours gathering information on the state of the city and the feel of the populace, Miranda decided the place wasn’t going to explode with violence and rioting, at least for a while. Generally, there had been no disruption to people’s affairs and daily routine, aside from the fact the Quivers were missing from their usual posts at almost every corner.

With the mood surprisingly calm, despite the uncertainty, she decided she should look to her own concerns. Her investments wouldn’t suffer in the long-term, depending on the invaders’ plans, of course. She assumed the Quivers would toss them out soon. All she had to do was sit tight and wait it out.

It was only on her way to see Caldan she heard there had been fighting at the Sorcerers’ Guild. So far, she hadn’t seen any commotion in the streets, though there were many reported clashes between the Quivers and the Indryallans, with the Quivers always coming off second best. The fact there had been trouble at the Sorcerers’ Guild was worrying. She hoped Caldan had kept out of danger.

She also hoped the Protectors Caldan had been hanging out with hadn’t done something stupid, like try to resist. That’s what the Quivers were paid to do, not some group of sorcerers playing at soldiers or whatever they were doing.

He’s likely to do something brainless like fight back. That’s who he is. Well, he’d better not get himself hurt.

She increased her pace, threading through the crowds milling in the streets. Not many had slept well last night after the ships rowed into the harbor. Word had spread quickly from the docks, from neighbor to neighbor, from inn to inn and through the people in the streets. Now the sun was setting, people looked even calmer, if that were possible. Nothing bad had happened to them during the day, so perhaps they felt safer. Some citizens had armed themselves but not in an attempt to repel the invaders. Reports of looting and violence from the shadier sections of the populace were rife. Without the emperor’s troops to keep the peace, disreputable people felt they could take advantage of the confusion.

Ahead of her smoke rose into a darkening sky, a problem since it was coming from the direction of the Sorcerers’ Guild and showed no signs of lessening. Which led her to believe there was hard fighting going on.

No one could possibly match the might of the empire, the largest nation in the world. What the invaders hoped to achieve was a mystery. All she could do was ride out the storm and come out the other side as she had done many times on the open sea.

As she entered Barrows the mood changed markedly. Streets were mostly empty and shops were closed, doors and windows shuttered and barred.

Ducking down a side alley, she left the main road then turned to travel parallel to it, still heading towards the Sorcerers’ Guild. In this district, people were making themselves scarce, but she should have better luck finding a tavern or shop open down the side streets. She knew of a market close by, and it was a good bet she would find some people mingling around there or in the taverns.

She arrived at the square, which was deserted, in contrast to the markets and shops towards the docks. Light came from the half-open door of a tavern, and she decided to go inside to collect information. She glanced up at the plumes of smoke she suspected came from the Sorcerers’ Guild and she cursed.

Inside the tavern, five patrons gathered in one group near a fireplace, leaving the rest of the room empty. There was no one behind the bar, then she noted one of the men by the fire wore a stained leather apron.

“Excuse me,” she said, putting a wavering note in her voice. All heads turned to look at her. “Can anyone tell me what’s going on? I mean, I know about the invaders, but what’s happening at the Sorcerers’ Guild?”

“Lass, you better get home,” the innkeeper said as he stood. “This is no time to be out on the streets. Go on now.” He jerked his head in the direction of the door.

“Please…” she begged. “My brother is at the Sorcerers’ Guild, an apprentice. I have to know what’s happening there.”

The innkeeper glanced at his customers. With a shrug, he approached. “Listen,” he said kindly, with a short smile. “Don’t be alarmed, but there’s been fighting there and some other strange happenings, from what folks say. Some say the invaders are going hard on the sorcerers. I’m sure your brother is fine, but I wouldn’t venture up there, if I was you.”

Miranda feigned shock and did her best to look scared. It came easier than she thought. “Fighting? And what strange things? The sorcerers are harmless. Why would the invaders hurt them?”

“Beats us, lass.” He paused and eyed her, obviously judging how much to tell a distressed girl.

She decided to prod him for more information. Perhaps her damsel in distress act meant he wouldn’t want to share anything too upsetting.

She drew herself up, squared her shoulders and cleared her throat. “Well, I need to find out if my brother is all right. Thank you for your help.” She spun around and headed for the door.

“Lass.” The innkeeper grabbed her shoulder to stop her from leaving. “Listen, I didn’t want to say, but there’s been some fighting along with damage to buildings and such like. People heard explosions coming from the Sorcerers’ Guild… and not small ones, either.”

“Ex… explosions?” repeated Miranda.

“Yes, bricks flying, flashes of light, people injured. From the sounds of it, there’s heavy action there, and you don’t want to be anywhere close. From what we’ve heard, the Quivers haven’t been doing well, which is no surprise. There’s been rumors many were moved out of Anasoma in the last few weeks, heading inland and to the north. And we’ve also heard many of them still left came down with a sickness and couldn’t put up much of a fight. Please lass, go home. Wait for this to blow over and I’m sure your brother will turn up none the worse for wear.” He gave a wan smile Miranda thought was meant to be more reassuring than it came across.

“Thank you. But I have to go. I have to know if he’s all right.”

She nodded her thanks and left the inn.

The invasion was going worse than she had thought. Quivers leaving Anasoma days before the Indryallans invade? And the rest falling ill? It sounded like the invaders had it all planned. And trouble at the Sorcerers’ Guild? She had no idea why that would be. It wasn’t like the sorcerers could have resisted. But Caldan might be in the middle of it. She sighed. With his luck, he probably was, the idiot.

Outside, in the direction of the guilds, orange glows spattered the darkness.

She should have tried to find Caldan earlier. No point blaming herself for poor decisions now. She couldn’t have known there would be such fierce fighting around the Sorcerers’ Guild. But crafting was a valuable commodity, and any invading force had to know that.

In the distance, a window smashed followed by a dog barking. Soon it wouldn’t be safe to be out at night.

She took one last look at the fires in the distance then turned south, away from the Sorcerers’ Guild. Caldan would have to wait. She needed to get off the streets or risk running into thieves or worse.

Miranda stopped abruptly as she saw a familiar profile across the square. Was it…? Yes. Elpidia stood leaning against a wall watching her. She was a long way from the house where Miranda and Caldan had visited her. Curious, Miranda drew closer. It was hard to tell in this light, but she thought the expression on Elpidia’s face changed from confusion to grim determination then to a polite smile as she approached.

“Fancy meeting you here,” said Miranda. “What are the chances?”

“Ah, yes, it is a coincidence,” replied Elpidia with a nervous laugh.

A poor liar, thought Miranda. Why was she following me?

More breaking glass sounded in the distance, and shouts reached their ears. Elpidia glanced around anxiously.

Miranda came to a decision and took a firm hold of Elpidia’s arm. They both needed to get off the street.

“Come on, we should get out of here and find somewhere safe. I know a guesthouse close. It should serve for tonight.”

Elpidia resisted the tug on her arm. “I… I need to find Caldan. Do you know where he is?”

“Why do you need to find him?” Miranda shook her head and held up a hand to forestall any reply. “Don’t answer that. You can tell me later. Listen, we need to get off the streets. Do you understand? Otherwise we might be robbed, or something far worse.”

“I can’t, not yet. I really need to see Caldan.”

Miranda tightened her grip on Elpidia’s arm. “In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s been an invasion, and the Quivers haven’t been able to do much about it. Do you understand?”

Elpidia looked around nervously then nodded. “I guess I knew, but… it isn’t right.”

Miranda blinked at the woman’s bizarre response. Elpidia’s strange behavior made her uneasy and she gave the physiker another look. Her eyes were wide and fearful. She’d need watching closely. “What’s right doesn’t matter at the moment. We need to get safe first of all. Come.” She tugged Elpidia’s arm again and they hurried down a street.

A short time later they entered a respectable looking lodging house, where Miranda shelled out a few ducats for a room for the night. The place was clean and tidy, and she was relatively sure they would be safe here. She didn’t want to risk traveling the streets at night to go all the way back to her rooms or Elpidia’s, and besides, that would mean coming all the way back again in the morning. She still meant to find Caldan and make sure they were both safe. And it looked like Elpidia had the same idea.

The proprietor provided them with a jug of tea and a few buns, and they made their way upstairs to their room. Miranda poured them both a hot drink into ceramic bowls, and they sat on their beds, each looking at the other. Elpidia fiddled with the hem of her skirt under Miranda’s gaze.

“Well, here we are,” said Miranda after a long silence. “I find the coincidence of meeting you… extraordinary.”

A pained look crossed Elpidia’s face as she stared into her bowl. Her mouth moved as she obviously wrestled with what to say. She scratched at a rash on her neck.

“To find you in that square,” continued Miranda. “Tonight. With you looking for Caldan as well. You had to have been following me.”

Elpidia met her eyes then looked away. Guilt flashed across her face. She let out a sigh, shoulders slumping.

“I admit I was following you, but only to find Caldan. It was chance I saw you in the street while you were on your way towards Barrows. I was on my way to the Sorcerers’ Guild. I… need to see him for my research.”

“And this couldn’t wait until things had died down? It’s far too dangerous out there to be wandering the streets alone.” Miranda took a sip of tea and a bite of her bun. “What’s so important it couldn’t wait?” she asked around a mouthful.

“I’m at a critical point of my research and… I need to ask him some things. About some of the books he has read at the monastery. You wouldn’t understand. Alchemical specifics, that sort of thing.”

“And this was so urgent it had to be done tonight? And you followed me rather than asking me where he was?”

Elpidia managed to look ashamed and sick at the same time. “I wasn’t thinking clearly. This invasion… I fear the worst. When I saw you in the street, I thought I should be discreet.”

None of this made sense to Miranda. There was more to this story than Elpidia let on, but it was unlikely she posed any threat. Whatever Elpidia was hiding, well, it could wait until after Miranda found Caldan and made sure they were both safe.

Already the streets were deteriorating at night, and in a few more days the city would be a mess. Things would definitely degenerate before they returned to normal, if they ever did.

Miranda finished the last few bites of her bun and washed it down with the rest of her tea. “In the morning, first thing, I’m heading to the Sorcerers’ Guild, fires or no. You can follow along, but I can’t guarantee your safety.”

Elpidia nodded. “Of course,” she replied firmly.

Miranda felt Elpidia had come to a decision, and that had strengthened her resolve. She sat there, back straight, and met Miranda’s eyes. Yes, something had changed, and the helpful physiker Miranda had first met seemed almost a different person. As long as what Elpidia wanted didn’t hinder her in finding Caldan, she would keep her close. Better to have her near and know where she was. She still didn’t trust her.

Miranda brushed crumbs from her hands and turned back the blanket on her bed. “Get some sleep. I mean to be up early.” She slid under the sheets and turned her back to Elpidia.

Moments later, Elpidia turned the lamp out and the room went dark.


  



Chapter Forty-Seven
 

“We’ve been turned away from the gates,” Aidan said. “There’s no choice but to find another way into the city.”

Chalayan nodded at his statement while cel Rau merely grunted.

Aidan used a leather-gloved hand to pour from a battered kettle that sat on the edge of their cooking fire. He could feel the heat of the handle through his glove as he poured into his own mug then refilled Chalayan’s. Both the sorcerer and Anshul cel Rau had kept their distance from him since the… incident with Lady Caitlyn. Though the last few days they had made a point of reporting to him and deferring to his leadership. His moment of weakness with the bottle had put them off, shown them he was fragile. Well, let them have to kill the leader they loved and see how they fared afterwards.

“Those sorcerers were ahead of us all the way?” he asked for the second time that morning.

“Yes,” replied Chalayan and licked his lips. His fingers strayed to the trinket he always wore around his neck. Aidan suspected its power was in detecting sorcery, but he couldn’t be sure. There was a great deal he didn’t know about sorcerers, but he now knew they were far more dangerous than anyone believed.

Chalayan had changed since they started this chase, even before Caitlyn’s death. He clearly wanted to catch the sorcerers they were following, but Aidan didn’t think he wanted the same outcome. The power of these sorcerers and the evil they perpetrated had shown Aidan they needed to be destroyed, but Chalayan… every time he spoke of them a tinge of reverence came into his voice. As if he wanted the power these sorcerers commanded. Dangerous indeed.

A few days ago, Chalayan had woken Aidan in the middle of the night. He had felt a massive flow of energy flare up, he said. A sorcery like he’d never encountered before. The initial surge had died down, but he could still sense power flowing from the direction of Anasoma. Eventually, he had calmed enough to settle back in his blankets, but Aidan was sure he hadn’t slept the rest of the night.

Expecting to head straight in and to ask the Protectors for assistance with looking after the women they had rescued and with hunting the rogue sorcerers, they were stunned to see the city’s walls aflame with a pale blue fire, crowds milling outside locked and barred gates. From what they could gather from the people, the city was either quarantined due to disease, a civil war had broken out among the guilds, an army had invaded and enslaved everyone, or an old evil had risen from a graveyard and was killing people at night.

Aidan didn’t put much stock in any of these and wondered if the flames on the wall were to keep people out or to keep them in. Chalayan almost had an apoplexy when he saw them and had wandered back and forth in front of the wall constantly looking to the barrier and to the sky, all the while clutching his trinket, and repeating they were impossible. Which they clearly weren’t.

Aidan took a step away from the crackling fire and crouched on his heels, gazing at the flames. “So, they either entered the city or weren’t able to get in, same as us.”

“I don’t think they could enter. The sorcery I felt the other night had to have been the creation of this barrier, and would have been up before they reached the city.”

“Are you sure?” asked Aidan. “We ran into unknown sorcerers with unknown powers, chased them to Anasoma, where we find the people locked out by more unknown sorcery. I’d think they’re related, wouldn’t you?”

Anshul cel Rau spat into the fire, saliva sizzling in the coals. “I don’t like it,” he said flatly.

Chalayan studied the walls. “While I would normally agree with your logic, the sorcery is different. I believe they’re from diverse schools of knowledge. The ones we ran into and have been following have a strange feel.” He spread his hands apologetically. “I can’t put it any more succinctly than that, but take my word for it. I’ve never encountered their like before, and I’ve studied under many masters.”

Aidan cleared his throat. “Two groups of sorcerers running around unleashing power for no reason we can fathom?”

Cel Rau grunted and spat into the fire again.

“Our first priority is to get these people to safety.” Aidan gestured at the wagons and women around the camp. “Then we can worry about the sorcerers.”

“What will the sorcerers be doing while we waste time with the women?” asked cel Rau.

Aidan fixed him with a firm stare. “We cannot abandon them. We need to make sure they will be looked after.”

The swordsman looked away. Chalayan nodded reluctantly.

With a flick of his wrist, Aidan sent the dregs of his tea splashing into the fire. “Let’s get packed up.” He stood. “I want everyone ready to move in half an hour. There are a few towns close by and we can see the women safely settled at one. They’ll be out of harm’s way, and then we can do something about these sorcerers.”

 

Aidan had them approach the town cautiously, reluctant for them to head straight in after all they had seen. As towns go it was large, probably due to its proximity to Anasoma. It was considered an outlying district of the city, an hour’s ride to the west.

Their wagons rolled down the dusty main street, with only the occasional resident showing an interest in their group. Most ignored them as they rushed about, too busy and important to be bothered with strangers. The place had a soulless feel to it, but there wasn’t much they could do at the moment except find somewhere to drop off the women and children.

On the outskirts of the town, a tent city had sprung up with more temporary residents pouring in even as they passed close by. People turned away from the gates of Anasoma were looking for somewhere to stay. Circles of wagons covered with canvas formed enclaves, while horses cropped grass around their tents. In a few days the place would be a breeding ground for trouble. He didn’t want to leave the women there.

The only logical place was the town’s hospice, and Aidan was relieved when they readily agreed to take on a group of women who were willing to work in exchange for a bed and food. The place was understaffed as there had been an influx of extra patients since the gates of Anasoma closed. Wealthy people who couldn’t enter Anasoma had no alternative but to forego the expensive city treatments and turn to the hospice instead.

It didn’t take them long to have the women and children settled into quarters. With grateful hugs and smiles, Aidan left them to their new life. As soon as possible, he gathered his men and left without a backward look.

 

Anshul cel Rau grabbed Aidan’s arm and dragged him up out of the long dry grass. “No need to hide,” the swordsman said gruffly. “There aren’t any sentries on the wall.”

It was a long speech for the man. Aidan nodded.

He’d been lying in the grass all day, keeping an eye on the walls of Anasoma close to one of the gates. Travelers and traders still approached without knowing, or perhaps without believing, the city was locked down, only to mill uncertainly before the closed gate before wandering off, taking themselves and their wares elsewhere.

Aidan trudged back to their makeshift camp with cel Rau. Their band, what was left of it, had chosen a clearing next to a copse of trees as their camp site. A brook flowed nearby towards the sea, and the ground was rocky and hard.

He surveyed the greatly reduced numbers of their group. With Lady Caitlyn’s death and the losses they experienced during that battle, some of their men had chosen to stay with the women at the hospice. Aidan didn’t blame them, since most were mercenaries, only in it for the ducats, and such heavy losses dented their desire to stay on, no matter what the pay. Truth was that only a few of them followed Lady Caitlyn because they believed in her cause, and over the last few days men had deserted the band with infuriating regularity. He would rather the men under him followed not for the ducats but because they believed. Lady Caitlyn’s cause was as strong in him as it had been in her.

Their fire had burned down to black coals and ash. Aidan crouched and poked at it with a stick. After a few minutes, Chalayan knelt on his left, then cel Rau on the right.

Both men fixed their eyes on him.

“What’s the plan now, Aidan?” asked the sorcerer.

Cel Rau spat into the fire. “That city is bad. We aren’t likely to get inside.”

Aidan scratched his arm. “We still need to find the sorcerers we’ve been following.”

Chalayan looked pleased at his words. He will need watching, thought Aidan. The lure of power for his kind was strong.

“They’re a danger,” Aidan continued. “You saw what they did. They are evil.” He looked at the sorcerer and the swordsman in turn, meeting their eyes. Both nodded in agreement.

“Getting inside is impossible,” said Chalayan. “But… I don’t think they went inside. The barrier went up before they got here, and as I said before, it feels different.” He shifted his weight and shrugged.

“Which means they either backtracked or turned north or south?”

“I’m pretty sure they didn’t backtrack and pass us. I would have felt them.” Chalayan’s hand strayed to touch his trinket.

“So north or south.”

“Send some scouts each way,” said cel Rau gruffly.

Aidan nodded. “Yes. See to it.”

Cel Rau stood and left without a word.

“Chalayan?” said Aidan.

“Yes?”

“Can you match them?”

The sorcerer stood and stretched his legs, grimacing at the stiffness. “I would have thought it was obvious I can’t,” he admitted. “In a pure power against power fight, they are far above me. They do things I would never have thought possible. But I have a few tricks.”

“Think of a few more. I have a feeling we’re going to need them.”

Chalayan gave a nervous laugh. “Believe me, I’ve been thinking of little else since we found them, but… if Caitlyn were here… Sorry…”

“No. It’s all right. Go ahead.”

“If she were here, we would probably go charging after them… and would die.” He shrugged. “We need help. Maybe from the Sorcerers’ Guild, that’s if they’re still alive.”

Aidan thought for a few moments. “I agree. The Quivers —”

“I don’t think soldiers would do much good,” interrupted Chalayan. “You saw what happened to ours. I fear we are overmatched. That way would mean our deaths.”

“And we won’t do any good dead.” Aidan smiled grimly and gave the ash another poke.

A boot scuffed, and a shadow fell across the fire. Aidan looked up, squinting into the evening sun. A large, elderly man stood between him and Chalayan. The man cleared his throat. Aidan stood. To his eyes the man appeared unarmed, though looks were deceiving, as they all knew. He had his hands spread in a non-threatening gesture.

Aidan assessed the stranger for any menace. Though overweight, he wore a fine dark shirt with silver buttons down the front and pants tucked into polished leather boots.

Both Aidan and Chalayan glanced around the camp. Their men hadn’t alerted them to the stranger’s presence, which meant they hadn’t seen him approach.

“Who are you? How did you get into our camp?” demanded Aidan. His hand strayed to the hilt of his sword. Chalayan took a step backward, increasing the distance between him and the stranger.

“My apologies for the abrupt appearance.” The man’s voice rang through the clearing, though his accent was strange to Aidan’s ears. “But I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation.”

Aidan and Chalayan exchanged a quick look. There was no way someone could have overheard them, not without being close enough to be seen.

Aidan took a step towards the man. If he’s a sorcerer then he wouldn’t have a chance unless he was closer. “Who are you?” he demanded.

“You may call me Mazoet.” He bowed from the waist. “Mazoet Miangline, at your service.”

Chalayan took another step back and flicked Aidan a warning look. Sweat spotted the sorcerer’s face, and he clutched at his trinket.

Aidan spoke. “You’re a sorcerer.”

Mazoet Miangline frowned then tilted his head in acknowledgement of the statement. “That’s what you would call me, yes. Though I must say, it’s not what we call ourselves.”

“You’re one of them, the sorcerers?”

Mazoet shook his head. “No. Well, yes, but no.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “They have strayed.”

Strayed? What does that mean? Aidan noted all his men had stopped whatever they were doing and stared at the three of them. The stranger noticed him noticing.

“He’s opened his well,” Chalayan said quietly.

“My…well?” Mazoet said, puzzled, then realization came to his face. “Oh. Of course. A mere precaution only. You can understand my provisions to safeguard myself.”

Aidan held a hand up to his men, gesturing them not to approach. “What do you know of the sorcerers we’ve been following and what they did to the women they captured?”

Frowning, Mazoet ran a hand through his graying hair. “What women?” he said. “What use would they have for…” He broke off and a horrified look came across his face. He hissed under his breath. “What happened? Tell me everything,” he demanded.

“Wait a moment. We don’t know who you are and… “

“Listen to me,” interrupted Mazoet, voice commanding. “You will tell me. Now. I need to make a decision quickly.”

Chalayan and Aidan exchanged looks. Chalayan gave a short nod.

Aidan wasn’t sure what the man’s business was, but he seemed to have an interest in them and the sorcerers they were following. He came to a decision. “We were following some men who we suspected of… something. They killed one of our scouts with sorcery and also a number of other men. They led us to a town, where we were attacked by sorcery.”

“Quickly, boy,” said Mazoet. His eyes scanned the grass to the west.

Aidan bristled at his tone but continued. “We found a building near the center of the town. There were women inside, tied to beds. They were breeding them against their will.”

A hard look came into Mazoet’s eyes.

Chalayan gasped. “What are you?” he whispered.

“Do you swear this is true?” Mazoet said, the calm of his words belying the storm in his eyes.

“I do.”

Mazoet turned to Chalayan. “And you?”

The sorcerer only nodded.

Mazoet shook his head, jowls wobbling, his shoulders slumped, deflated. “Fools,” he said softly, so quietly Aidan almost didn’t hear him. He pointed at Chalayan. “You, you’re what they call a sorcerer?”

“Yes.”

“Stay well out of the way, please.”

“Out of what?” asked Aidan.

“The sorcerers you were following are on their way here. They knew you were trailing them. I wasn’t sure what they were up to, but now I know. You’re in danger.” He gestured to the whole camp. “All of you. And I need you as witnesses. You have to tell the First Deliverer what you saw.”

“We aren’t defenseless…” began Aidan.

“You are. I’m going to have to reveal myself. This could get… troublesome.”

“I can help,” offered Chalayan, oddly subdued.

Mazoet looked at the sorcerer for a few moments. “Ah… Perhaps you should stay out of this. If it comes down to fighting, and I hope it doesn’t, then you can make sure no one gets hurt. I’ll be fine. Look to your men.”

Chalayan nodded.

“They’ll be here soon,” continued Mazoet. “Round up your men and make sure they stay behind me. It’ll be easier if everyone is clustered together.”

Aidan took a step in the direction of cel Rau, who stood with a few of the men, hands on swords, ready for trouble, then stopped.

“What decision did you need to make?” he asked Mazoet.

“Whether you lived.”

 

Aidan gathered the men together while Chalayan drew a circle around them, using a spade to scribe a line in the hard earth. Mazoet raised his eyebrows at this then stepped outside the ring. He turned his back and fixed his gaze to the west, where the sun dipped towards the hills in the distance.

Aidan, Chalayan and cel Rau had engaged in a heated argument in front of the men, something Aidan disliked intensely, but there was no helping it. They needed to discuss what was going on, and the men needed to know. In the end they had reluctantly agreed to, if not trust this strange man, then to see if he was right about the sorcerers coming after them.

Chalayan kept glancing at Mazoet.

“What is it?” Aidan asked.

“It’s… him. He feels like one of the sorcerers we were following. He did say he was one of them, then changed to say he wasn’t.”

Cel Rau spoke. “From what I heard, I think they are at odds. The ones we’re chasing are bad apples. And this guy is here to clean up the mess.”

“It certainly looks that way. Chalayan, what do you think?”

“I think we’re in over our heads. This… Mazoet… his well is powerful. I’ve never felt the like before. I need to keep preparing, though I doubt it will do much good.” Chalayan busied himself with his circle, taking four flat stones from his pack and placing them around the circle at even spaces. Each bore runes etched into their hard surface.

Cel Rau eyed Chalayan warily. “He’s spooked,” he said to Aidan. “He has seen what they are capable of and knows his sorcery can’t stand against it.”

We place ourselves in the hands of this strange sorcerer, thought Aidan.
“Yes. So we are to rely on this stranger. Can’t say I’m happy about it.”

Cel Rau shrugged. “Unless we run, there isn’t much we can do. This way we see if he can be trusted. If we survive.”

With a grimace, Aidan eyed Chalayan, who sat inside his circle facing Mazoet. “Let’s hope he can shield all of us.”

“Let’s hope he doesn’t have to.”

A murmur rose from the men surrounding them, and they both turned to see two shapes standing at the edge of the clearing. Mazoet and Chalayan were staring at the figures. Mazoet stood relaxed, but Chalayan’s hands clenched into fists, and his face glowed with a sweaty sheen.

Both of the newcomers were thin, unlike Mazoet, though they stood a good foot shorter than him. With a start, Aidan realized they were young, barely out of childhood, and one was a girl.

She called out in a high-pitched voice. “Mazoet. Leave here.”

Wind blew through the leaves of the trees and the grasses surrounding them as Mazoet remained unmoving. “I will not. The First Deliverer will hear of this and of what has been uncovered.”

Holding a hand over her mouth, the girl tittered. For such a young girl, she had an odd bearing. She held herself with a confidence only age could bring. She turned to her companion and words were whispered between them.

The girl raised her arms high in the air. Aidan heard Chalayan take a hissing breath through clenched teeth. Pale blue light sprang up around Mazoet, covering him like a second skin.

“Do not do this,” he boomed. “You will be excised.”

The girl smiled and laughed again. “Join us. Come, we offer more than that fool Gazija could ever imagine.”

“We cannot travel down that path.”

“We can. We will.”

They both quietened, and the girl, arms still raised, clenched her fists. Air crackled, and a vibration filled the space around them. Two blue glows joined Mazoet’s as shields surrounded the girl and her companion. A dark cloud formed and enveloped them.

“Oh crap,” breathed Chalayan, and thrust a hand out to touch the stone.

Lightning arced from the girl’s fists, slamming into Mazoet. Strands weaved around him towards Aidan and his men, stopping suddenly as they crashed into a barrier surrounding them, revealing a transparent dome. Thunder roared. Aidan’s hands clamped over his ears in a vain attempt to block the deafening noise.

Chalayan keeled over in a faint, and the stone he touched cracked in two. With a faint popping sound, the dome surrounding them winked out. Filaments of lightning streaked into two men, igniting them like torches. Screams of agony pierced the night. As they rolled in the dirt, others attempted to smother the flames with their coats.

“Do not leave the circle!” boomed Mazoet. “On your life!” His shield glowed brightly as strand after strand of lightning arced from the girl into him. He stepped back to the edge of the circle.

As the girl’s attacks continued, her companion remained motionless.

Another dome appeared around Aidan and his men, this one glowing a pale red. Steam rose from the bodies of the two men who had been hit by lightning. Aidan stared in horror at the corpses.

Mazoet grunted with effort. Glowing red balls trailing sparks sprung up around him and shot towards the girl and her companion. Corkscrewing through the air, they slammed into her from all directions, and she fell back on her ass. The look on her face was pure fury.

Her companion picked her up, clothes smoking even through her shield. He kept a hold of her hand. She drew herself straight. Lightning flashed from her free hand, redoubled in ferocity. Around Mazoet, his shield grew in brightness as it absorbed the lightning. Soon he glowed brilliantly, white light hurting Aidan’s eyes, a keening sound filling the air.

Aidan clamped his hands over his ears. Around him, most of his men were on their knees with their eyes closed. Some were praying. This is where we all die, he thought. I’m sorry, Caitlyn.

Mazoet knelt and thumped a fist into the ground. A wave of dirt rose up and burst out. It hit the girl and her companion like a runaway horse, sending them both tumbling back.

Mazoet struck the ground again, sending another wave. The girl stood firm, only to be met with another volley of the glowing red balls, these ones appearing out of nowhere above her and slamming down.

She must have diverted strength from her shield to ward against the wave, as some red balls broke through.

She gave an inhuman shriek. Aidan collapsed as the sound penetrated his skull.

Another wave sent the girl and boy flying backwards into the dark. Her clothes burst into flame, and her companion threw himself on her to smother them. Wrapped around each other, they rolled in the dirt.

With the flames extinguished, the girl and her companion recovered and backed away, glaring at Mazoet. After a few paces, they turned and ran.

Mazoet’s shoulders slumped. Cel Rau staggered to his feet, reaching for Chalayan and checking him for signs of life. The swordsman met Aidan’s eye and nodded.

Aidan’s head pounded. He wiped his ear, hand coming away red with blood. Steam rose from the ground outside the circle.

Mazoet turned to face them. “That went well, don’t you think?” he said with a weary grin.

 

 


  



Chapter Forty-Eight
 

A flicker of movement down the hallway. Caldan kept his eye to the keyhole, watching for further indications they had been discovered.

Moments ago, a rattling of metal had woken them both. Blurry-eyed, Caldan raised his head from the workbench where he had fallen asleep. Senira groaned as she levered herself to a sitting position.

Caldan raised a finger to his lips. Metal rattled as the door latch was tried again and voices murmured on the other side. Footsteps retreated.

He saw movement but couldn’t identify who had been there. Senira came up behind him.

“I think we’ve been discovered,” he whispered.

Senira immediately looked frightened.

“It was bound to happen, but I didn’t think it would be so soon.”

“What are we going to do?”

“I’m guessing they’ve been rechecking all the areas to see if anything has changed, and this door wasn’t locked before. They’re probably looking for something to open it with.”

“We should get out of here.”

Caldan pulled her away from the door and into the workshop area. She’s right. We should avoid fighting, if we can.
“If they look through the keyhole, they’ll see us in here. We need to pack up and leave before they come back.”

Senira nodded and busied herself gathering the food and bits and pieces they thought would be useful. Caldan went to the workbench and hurriedly stuffed the pieces of metal and paper into his sack.

“Leave the pile of rags and the teapot,” he said. “They know someone’s been here, so don’t waste time hiding them.”

“If you say so. What are you doing?”

Caldan reached up and placed one of his paper figures into a nook in the brick wall. He glanced around then placed another figure above the main door, sitting on the lintel. Opening his well, he linked to both of the craftings. Keeping two strings going for any amount of time was difficult, but he could manage.

“They look creepy.” Senira eyed the figures with suspicion then went back to gathering their scavenged supplies.

“They’re just craftings. Weak ones at that. They’ll be able to sense who comes in here and relay that back to me.”

“Why do you have to make them look like people?”

“Because… one day I hope to be able to make them move,” Caldan replied with a shrug.

Senira shuddered. “That’s definitely creepy.”

“No it’s not. I can get paper animals to move, but it’s harder with stronger materials.”

Senira shook her head. “Come on. You can experiment all you like once we get out of here and we’re safe with the masters.”

She sounded confident they would reach safety without any problems. Caldan wished he was as sure.

Muffled voices reached their ears.

“Quickly,” hissed Caldan, grabbing Senira’s shoulder and propelling her towards the other door. He opened his well and disengaged the crafting lock he had placed on the door.

Senira poked her head outside. “All clear… I think.”

Caldan stood close behind her and pushed his head through the gap above her blonde hair. It looked clear, but he wanted to be certain.

He reached into a pocket and drew out a paper shape covered in runes. Unfolding its wings, he frowned in concentration, linking it to his well, and then gently tossed the crafting into the corridor. Pressure built in his head as he maintained the three strings.

Wings flapped and the bird rose close to the ceiling then glided down the corridor. Adorning its surface, the runes glowed faintly in the dark.

“Oh,” gasped Senira. “That’s… beautiful.”

Caldan grinned. “Still think they’re creepy?”

“The bird isn’t. Those other things were.” She looked up at him. “What’s it doing?”

“Scouting. It’s crafted to tell me if there’s anyone around, like the figures I left in the workroom. Though because it’s made of paper, it won’t last long.” He paused for a moment. “All clear. Let’s go.”

Senira stepped into the corridor followed closely by Caldan. He closed the door behind them and re-fused his crafted lock. Whoever tried to follow them would have a hard time opening it. Though if they got through the other door, maybe they wouldn’t. Well, it would delay them for a while, and that’s all they needed.

Caldan took a hold of Senira’s hand.

“Can you let go, please?” she asked.

“Sorry. It’s because I can shield you, if it comes to that. I need to maintain contact with you.”

“Oh. That’s all right, then.” She gave him curious look. “You can shield two people?”

“I’m fairly sure I can.”

Senira looked doubtful but gripped his hand tighter.

They crept along the dim corridor, feet scuffing on the flagstones. Ahead of them came a pale orange light, where Caldan knew the corridor split to the left and right. Left would lead to the gardens and right to a courtyard frequently used by the apprentices when they tested their smith-crafting.

They stopped short of the intersection, hugging the walls. “It’s clear,” whispered Caldan.

Senira frowned at him.

“The bird,” he reminded her, pointing at the paper crafting sitting in the middle of the intersection. A wisp of smoke drifted up from it.

“You first,” she said, waving him ahead.

From the courtyard to the right, Caldan knew there were two other doorways entering the area. From either of the two, he was confident they could make their way outside the guild buildings.

One of the crafted figures in the workshop alerted him to a presence entering the room, though he couldn’t tell who or how many. A faint tug on his awareness from the other crafting above the door told him they were moving swiftly. If they had broken through his crafting lock on the first door, it wouldn’t be long before they broke through the second.

“We need to move. Come on.” He grabbed Senira’s hand and rushed ahead.

Both his links with the crafted figures in the workshop shattered simultaneously. A crackling sound filled the corridor, and behind them the door to the workshop swung open.

Caldan activated his shield and his skin tightened. With a thought, he extended it around Senira.

Through the doorway strode the tall, pale-skinned woman from the cells followed by two men. The bells in her dark hair tinkled as she stepped forward.

“Hello,” she called. “I see you.” She laughed warmly.

“Run!” yelled Caldan. He sprinted towards the corner, dragging Senira with him.

A violent force hit them from behind, lifting them off their feet. Senira screamed. They tumbled to the ground just shy of the intersection. Caldan strained to hold onto Senira’s hand. His shield held, though it keened with the strain. Sparks flew as globes of yellow light sizzled past them and struck the walls.

A strong scent of lemons reached him.

Another cluster of yellow lights flew at them, spread wide to cover the width of the corridor, striking both of them. The force pushed him back, and he lost his grip on Senira’s hand. With a faint pop the shield around her vanished.

A second cluster followed behind the first. Caldan watched helpless as two slammed into Senira and she staggered, screaming. Her knees buckled and she collapsed in a heap. Smoke billowed from two charred circles on her body.

Her eyes glazed over and were still.

“No,” he sobbed. “I had you.”
You should have been safe.

“Take him alive,” he heard Bells yell behind him. “I don’t care about the girl.”

Caldan grabbed his sack and scrabbled around the corner on hands and knees. He glanced back at Senira lying on the cold stone floor. His face burned, and he dripped sweat. He should have kept her safe. She had relied on him. And now she was dead.

Caldan’s body ached from where the lights had hit his shield. It had protected him from the energy they emitted but not from the physical force.

He lurched to his feet and stumbled into the courtyard, straight for the exit ahead. At the opening, he paused and thrust his hands into his pockets, dragging out fistfuls of paper. He crushed the shapes he had painstakingly folded that night, but he didn’t care. It didn’t matter now. All that mattered was escaping alive.

He scattered the paper to the ground and disappeared through the doorway.

With a wrench, his link to the bird shattered, so he knew they had reached the spot where Senira lay. He needed to hurry.

In front of him, the corridor headed straight. Doors spotted the walls on either side, but he knew they only led to classrooms and offices, dead ends. At the end of the corridor stood another door with bound metal edges. This one opened onto a side road next to the guild buildings.

He ran along the corridor, not caring if he made any noise. At the door, he fumbled with the latch, clicked it open. Turning, he glanced behind him. No one. They probably didn’t know which way he’d gone. He drew out another piece of paper.

A shadow moved in the courtyard. He guessed they should be standing among his discarded paper shapes.

Caldan opened his well and linked to one of them, then another, then another. Gritting his teeth he linked to a fourth. His head felt ready to explode. He linked to a fifth. Panting, he filled all five with power but didn’t activate them. He reached into his well and pushed as much as he could, and then ruptured their anchors.

All five shapes were consumed in an instant as he unleashed the power flowing through them. It had no shape, no purpose. He simply set it loose.

A painful light erupted in the courtyard. Air shook around him. A hot wind rushed down the corridor into his face.

Caldan held his breath and waited. One moment. Two.

A figure appeared from the courtyard. Bells tinkled.

The lady stood there, clothes steaming. Spots of blood spattered her face. There was no sign of the two men with her.

“Naughty,” she said, and stepped forward.

Caldan dragged himself through the door and slammed it shut behind him. The narrow alleyway was empty. As fast as he could, he folded a paper into a square and wedged it between the door and the frame.

He reached for his well, but in his panicked state it slipped from his mind’s grasp. He dragged in a deep breath and reached again, fumbling like it was his first time. There. He linked to two different craftings on the paper, filled them with force from his well and ruptured one of the anchors.

Around the paper, the metal glowed orange, then red, then white. Caldan struggled to hold onto his shaping. Metal liquefied and dripped between the door and the frame. Caldan closed his well. In the cold air the metal solidified, welding the door shut.

He grabbed his sack and ran, never looking back.

 

What felt like hours later, he stopped running. He bent over, hands on knees and sucked in huge breaths. People he had passed looked at him like he was a madman, and he thought for a while he might be. He hadn’t stopped taking random turns, ducking into the narrowest back lanes and alleys he could see.

He looked around, having no idea where he was. Somewhere between Barrows and Dockside, he guessed. He remembered crossing a bridge over the River Modder some time ago, though with the twists and turns he had taken, he probably hadn’t covered that much distance.

He’d made it out with his trinket, bone ring, ducats, wristband and crafted metal, but he had lost Senira. He would have sacrificed all of his possessions, including his trinket, to have kept her safe. Everything else was replaceable. Senira wasn’t.

He wiped his eyes. Think. He needed to think. He had to find somewhere secure. Somewhere to hide. The store where he bought his ore crystals was close, the one with the odd shopkeeper. What was his name… Amerdan? Yes, that was it. He could ask him for shelter until he worked out what to do.

He remembered the first time he’d met the man. The fleeting reddish glow of his skin and the strange smell had stuck in his mind. He didn’t know what it meant, but he desperately needed somewhere to clean up and change, rather than walk the streets in the state he was in, so had to take a chance.

He should also find Miranda and see if she was safe, and he still didn’t know what had happened to the masters and the Protectors.

He wiped sweaty palms on his pants and ran a hand across his head. First things first. Find this shop and see if he could rest up for a while.

Caldan trudged towards a main road. Once there he could find his bearings.

He thought back to the door he had welded shut. He bet she was surprised it wasn’t crafted shut. The fused metal would be hard to break through without destroying the entire door. He chuckled grimly. It wasn’t enough to pay her back for what she’d done to Senira, but he would work on that.

Caldan stopped. He’d held onto his well and shaped the forces when his paper crafting must have burned to nothing. If he didn’t have a crafting with its links, shaping runes and anchors to shape the forces from his well, then… how had he kept crafting the molten metal? Sorcery needed physical links and shapes to mold the forces, didn’t it?

“No. That’s not possible,” he muttered. But he had done it. He thought the destructive sorcery he’d seen used the same principles as well, except you unleashed the pent-up forces all at once. But the lights the lady had sent at them were focused, not chaotic at all. They had to have been shaped.

Caldan shook his head then winced at the pain. It hurt from his intensive use of sorcery. He could think later. He trudged off towards the main street.

 


  



Chapter Forty-Nine
 

Lord Kesmon muttered into his soup bowl. His thoughts were fuzzy, and he was sure it was morning. Why would they serve him soup for breakfast? The thought skittered away and was lost.

“The empire will shatter,” he mumbled. “The old rule will be replaced, the people cleansed and the tyrant isolated.”

“Your pardon, my lord?” queried one of the two servants waiting on him in the dining room.

Lord Kesmon turned to him with a blank stare. “Eh?” he sputtered. “Did I speak to you? Speak only when you are spoken to.”

Both servants exchanged nervous glances, and the one who had spoken gave a curt nod and stepped back to his position by the wall.

Lord Kesmon returned to spooning in his soup without any signs of enjoyment. In front of him, the dining table, long enough to seat thirty guests comfortably, lay empty, apart from the silverware and china the lord ate with.

“I can’t… I must get it out,” he grated. A tear trickled down his cheek.

Abruptly, he stood, still clutching the spoon in one hand. His chair scraped on the floor as he pushed it back. Soup dripped from the spoon onto the table.

He stood still for a few moments, breath coming in heaving gasps.

“My lord?” queried the attendant. “Is there anything you require? Are you not going to have the rest of the courses?”

No response came. Lord Kesmon’s hand clenched until his knuckles turned white. His shoulders slumped. He lowered the spoon and gingerly placed it on the table beside the bowl. With jerky movements, he left the room, heading up the main stairs towards his study.

 

Oxlee and Nimb eyed each other warily. “Come on,” said Nimb. “Let’s get this cleared up, then we can relax with an ale.”

“I don’t like what’s happened to the lord. He’s changed for the better but now he’s strange.”

“He didn’t look too good, did he?” Nimb glanced towards the main stairs. “I’ll let the chamberlain know. He can check on him later.”

They cleared the dishes and, after informing the kitchen the lord would not be requiring the remaining food, performed their usual tasks after a dinner service. They polished the table and silverware, dusted the flat surfaces in the room and swept the rugs. With only the lord for dinner, they were finished in short order. Congratulating themselves on an easy night, they turned to make their way to their quarters, where they had one of the lord’s ale jugs stashed under a bed.

It was then the screams started.

Howling, throat-tearing cries of anguish came from Lord Kesmon’s study. Oxlee and Nimb rushed to the upper level joining other servants and maids who’d come running.

The door was locked.

“Get the chamberlain,” Nimb yelled, panicked. “He has a spare key. Go!”

The screams stopped.

Outside the door, the servants went quiet, the only sound their rapid breathing. Nimb looked around at the fearful expressions.

Grim of face, Renen arrived, pushing his way through the throng, fumbling with a set of keys on a chain attached to his belt. “Move!” he growled.

The servants stepped back fearfully — not of Renen but of what they would find when the door opened.

Hands shaking, Renen opened the door.

Blood covered carpet. Deep red and still wet. Covering Lord Kesmon’s face and hair as he lay on his back in the center of the room. Clutched in both hands, he held two thin, bloody knives. Letter openers. Rivulets of crimson flowed from his mangled eye sockets and ears. A faint breeze blew in the open window, bringing a metallic odor to the servants.

Clutching his chest, Renen sank to his knees. One of the maids took a few unsteady steps to the hallway and bent over. She was noisily sick on the expensive runner.

 

Summoned to serve his master late in the evening, Derkane gathered up the necessary documents and accounts he knew would be required. One didn’t rise to be a preeminent merchant without keeping a close eye on all aspects of the business.

Arms filled with papers and ledgers, he waddled down the dimly lit hall to his master’s bedroom. For years, the master merchant had taken to performing his final daily review while preparing for bed.

Derkane found his master sprawled on the bed, eyes open and glazed. Drool poured out one side of his mouth. A sickly sweet smell filled the room. Beside the body lay a crystal vial with traces of a pale yellow liquid.

 

In Five Flowers, Merwe, the wife of a prominent banker entered her bedroom and found a rope tied to her bed. Squinting, she traced the rope across the room and out the second floor window.

She screamed in anguish.

On the end of the rope, hanging ten yards above the street, dangled her husband.


  



Chapter Fifty
 

“He’s not at the Sorcerers’ Guild anymore. He’s somewhere close by to the south,” said Elpidia.

Miranda stared at her. “How do you know that?” She finished pulling on her boots, stood, and then buckled her belt. They were still in their cramped rented room, having woken at first light.

“Ah… well… I had this thing made.” Elpidia held out a flat metal circle the size of her palm. “Actually, sorcerers make them to help with finding lost children and the like. All you need is a drop of a person’s blood or hair.”

Miranda felt her face burn with anger. “And I trust you’ll explain why you have some of Caldan’s blood or hair and why you had this… thing made?”

“I told you, I need to see him… for my research.” Elpidia swallowed. “I had some of his blood on a cloth from when he came to see me. It’s easier than trudging all over the place trying to find someone.”

“You kept the cloth with his blood then had this device crafted so you could find him, wherever he was?”

“Er, yes. It seemed like the easiest thing to do.”

“And you didn’t think to mention this last night?”

“We were going to the right place, from what I could determine. It’s just that this morning he’s moved, so I thought I’d better mention it. Otherwise we would have gone in the wrong direction.”

“Well, at least he’s not where the heavy fighting has been. That’s something, I suppose.” She didn’t trust Elpidia after hearing her story last night. And this sorcerous device filled her with unease. She didn’t know why Elpidia was fixated on finding Caldan, but she didn’t like it. She certainly couldn’t mean him any harm, but her story didn’t add up. No one leaves their home in the middle of an invasion to wander the streets looking for someone they barely knew. Something strange was going on, and she vowed to keep her senses sharp to find out what.

“How does it work?”

“Oh, like a compass, essentially.”

“It points in a direction and we go that way?”

“Yes.”

“Give it to me.” Miranda’s firm tone brooked no argument.

“What? No. I paid for it. I’m not handing it over.”

“Listen here, lady, I don’t know what game you’re playing. All I want to do is find Caldan and make sure we get somewhere safe to ride out this invasion. It looks like I need your help to find him, but give me one reason to and I’ll leave you on your own. Am I making myself clear?”

Elpidia swallowed and nodded. “I understand,” she said simply. “I promise you, I don’t want to hurt him.”

Miranda met her eyes for a few moments before looking away. “Come on, we should get out of here.”

What’s she up to? Miranda thought. She certainly didn’t trust the physiker after her suspicious behavior, but at the moment she was her only way of finding Caldan.

Outside in the street, the day dawned bright and clear, no sign of the smoke from yesterday. Whether this was a good sign or not, Miranda wasn’t sure. From what she could see of the people in the streets, everything looked normal. Some had a furtive look about their eyes, as if they expected something bad to happen, though most continued their daily tasks. With the city effectively blockaded, Miranda knew this wouldn’t last. What the Indryallans wanted was a mystery, but the city’s inhabitants would soon feel the squeeze.

Elpidia looked at the metal circle in her hand then down the street to the south. “Should be this way.” She glanced at Miranda. “Why are you so eager to find him?”

“I want to know he’s safe. The city’s going to explode soon.”

Elpidia scoffed. “Everything looks fine to me. You like him, don’t you?”

“None of your business.” She looked down and rechecked her purses were safe. “And if you think the city’s fine, then you’re wrong. No one’s allowed in or out. Prices have risen already, and it’s only been a couple of days. Water isn’t a problem, with the aqueducts, but everything else will be. A city this size needs constant supplies. In a few days, you’ll see what I mean. Our best bet is to stock up and hide out somewhere safe. That or try to get out.”

Elpidia looked at her doubtfully as they wove between groups of women carrying empty baskets on their way to the morning markets. “You think the blockade will last that long?”

“I don’t know. No one knows what the Indryallans are after, though they claim to be ‘liberating’ the city. Plenty of people don’t like the way the empire works, but they’re probably too under the thumb to do anything about it. This might give them a chance.”

“The emperors are what made this city great, and the empire. Anyway, there’s no way out since they blocked the walls.”

“There’s always a way out.” Miranda knew plenty of shady characters who skirted the laws. She had smuggled a few things in her time and was confident she could find someone who could arrange to get them out of the city, for a price.

Elpidia gave her a guarded look before examining her metal crafting. “This way,” she said and led Miranda down another street. She stopped in front of a chandler’s. Eyes on the crafted metal, she turned a full circle.

“Here.” Elpidia pointed to the shop across the street. A beaded curtain hung across the open doorway. Miranda brushed the beads aside and they entered. Silver bells tinkled overhead.

A man stood behind a polished counter at the back of the room. He was tall and well-built with close-cropped hair. He rubbed his hands together as they came in.

“Good morning, ladies!” he crowed cheerfully. “Welcome, welcome. And a fine day it is to be out engaged in a bit of shopping. Please.” He gestured expansively around the room at his goods. “Look around. I’m sure you’ll find something to your liking. Were you after anything specific?” He looked to Miranda and Elpidia expectantly.

Before Miranda could open her mouth, Elpidia spoke. “We are looking for someone. A young man a little taller than you, well muscled, an apprentice—”

“Yes,” interrupted Miranda, shooting Elpidia a warning glance. “A good friend of mine. We have reason to believe he’s here.”

The shopkeeper’s smile fixed in place. He looked around the room. “As you can see, there is no one else besides myself. Why do you think this man is here?”

Elpidia fumbled with her metal circle, holding it up for the shopkeeper to see. “I have this from a sorcerer. It tells us he is close.”

The man nodded slowly. “Close is not here, is it?”

With a frown, Elpidia examined the metal circle again. “He has to be. These things always work. He has to be here!” Her voice rose alarmingly, and she looked about to cry.

“Elpidia, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” the physiker denied sullenly. “What’s in the back room?”

“Storage. Not that it’s any of your business.” He glanced between the two of them. “I think you should leave.”

Behind the shopkeeper, in the corner of one of the shelves, Miranda spotted a paper bird perched on the edge of a cup. It was covered in ink runes.

“He’s here,” she said knowingly, pointing at the bird.

Elpidia and the shopkeeper turned to look where she pointed, both frowning in puzzlement.

The shopkeeper glanced up and to the right, where a rag doll was propped on another shelf, then turned to face Miranda. “My bird?” he said calmly. “Why, I just purchased that the other day.”

“Liar,” snapped Miranda. “He must have left that here recently. They don’t last long.”

“What is it?” asked Elpidia.

“If you purchased it,” Miranda said to the shopkeeper, “you must know what it is. You answer her.”

“It’s merely a toy, a child’s plaything for amusement only.”

Miranda smiled. “No, it’s not. It’s a sorcerous crafting. There’s a funny thing he mentioned about working with paper. Not many sorcerers can do it, but he can.”

Miranda and Elpidia stared at the shopkeeper expectantly. The man stood silent for a few moments, unmoving as a stone and as expressionless.

Breaking his stillness, he smiled. “Well, luckily you recognized it or I wouldn’t have known you were his friends. Come.” He waved them towards a door behind the counter. “He came in here a while ago asking for some assistance.” The shopkeeper walked behind the counter and through the doorway, followed closely by Elpidia and Miranda. “And who am I to deny anyone help?”

He kept up a smooth patter of words as they passed through a storeroom then into a yard at the back of the shop. The yard contained a pig pen, a well, and Caldan. He sat on a bench against one of the yard’s brick walls, drinking from a mug. At his feet was a leather sack.

Miranda gave a yelp of relief, rushed over and crushed him in a tight hug.

Elpidia stood with the shopkeeper, watching them.

“Caldan! You’re safe,” Miranda gushed. She pulled back a step from his embrace. Heat rushed to her cheeks.

“And you! How did you find me?”

Miranda was so pleased to see Caldan safe and well she hadn’t noticed his clothes were torn and dirty. Dried blood covered one leg, and his eyes were red and tired.

“It was Elpidia.” She waved in the physiker’s direction. “But that isn’t important right now. What happened to you? Your leg?”

Caldan waved Miranda’s questions away. “It’s nothing. I was lucky to get out alive. The Sorcerers’ Guild, I mean. Others weren’t so lucky.” A haunted look came into his eyes. “The Indryallans rounded up all the sorcerers, I think. They locked me in a cell, but I managed to escape.”

“What did you see? Who are they?”

Caldan shook his head. “I don’t know. They didn’t say much in front of me. All I know is they’re using alchemy. They must want something, but I don’t know what it is.”

“Well,” said Miranda, “at least you escaped, but we should take a look at your injuries. You look exhausted.” She took him by the arm and turned to the shopkeeper. “Is there anywhere we could wash up, sir…?”

“Amerdan,” he said with a smile and pointed towards the well in the middle of the yard. “I’m afraid this is the best I can do, though I can find some rags for you. And some soap.” He glanced back into his shop. “I have to get back to work. I’m sorry I can’t offer more.” With a curt nod, he left them.

Elpidia took a step after Amerdan. “I’ll fetch the rags. You two…” She broke off and rushed away. Miranda and Caldan both frowned at her retreating back.

“Strange woman,” remarked Miranda.

“She’s pleasant enough. Odd, but nice.” With a groan, Caldan sat back on the bench. Quickly, he outlined his escape to Miranda. As his tale unfolded, her stomach churned. “How did you find me? I mean, I’m glad you did, but it couldn’t have been easy.”

“Elpidia did it. We… I went looking for you at the Sorcerers’ Guild.” At the look of alarm in Caldan’s eyes, she quickly blurted, “I didn’t get there, though. I saw smoke from a distance. Elpidia was following me. She said she saw me in the street and decided to follow me to see where you were. I don’t know why she would be so concerned with you.”
Could Elpidia also be interested in Caldan? It seemed unlikely but…
“Is there anything I need to know?”

“What? No! Of course not.”

Miranda sniffed. “She had a compass made so she could track you.”

“She must have saved some of my blood,” reasoned Caldan. “That’s… disturbing. Why would she do that?”

“I don’t know. She’s up to something, nothing good. You know about these compasses?”

Caldan nodded thoughtfully. “Any competent journeyman can make one.”

“All she said was she needed to see you for her research. I don’t trust her.”

“It’s odd she saved some of my blood. From when I spoke to her before, I think she’s working on something. Most alchemists have side projects, the good ones anyway. They can’t help themselves. The thrill of discovering something new.” With a shrug, he poked at the hole in his pants with a finger. “I’m going to need new clothes.”

Miranda grimaced at his blood-caked pants. “How did you make it this far from the Sorcerers’ Guild with a wound like that?” She took a closer look at his leg. “Isn’t it bandaged? How…?”

Caldan met her eye then glanced over her shoulder to confirm Elpidia hadn’t returned yet. “Don’t say anything, but something strange happened. The… invaders — I don’t know what else to call them — one stabbed me with his dagger when I tried to resist. It was pretty bad. He wasn’t trying to kill me, though, just hurt me.”

“They’re from Indryalla, or so they say. That’s the rumor in the streets. Then… why isn’t your leg bandaged?”

“When they threw me in a cell, I passed out. When I came to, the wound had healed. I don’t know what happened.”

Elpidia appeared in the doorway, rags in one hand, soap in the other.

“We’ll talk of this later,” said Caldan to Miranda softly. She saw the direction of his look and nodded in agreement.

“Amerdan was good enough to provide some scraps of cloth and a bar of soap. Here.” Elpidia stepped close and held them out to Caldan.

Miranda moved in and took them from her. “I’ll get some water,” she said. She walked over to the well and began drawing up a bucket, while keeping her eyes and ears on them both.

“Caldan,” said Elpidia. She wrung her hands and glanced around. “Listen. Please. My research, it’s important. I need a favor of you.”

“Can’t it wait? I’m tired and wrung out. I need to rest awhile.”

“No. I mean… yes. Of course. It’s just that—” She broke off as Miranda returned lugging a bucket, which she dropped next to Caldan. Water sloshed over the side.

“Here. Do it yourself. I’ll see if Amerdan has some pants for you.”

“I can pay him. Just nothing too fancy.”

She nodded and turned to give Elpidia a calculating look before going inside the shop.

 

Caldan watched Miranda leave then wrung the cloth out and started wiping his face and hands. “I’m not going to take my pants off here.”

Elpidia gave a wan smile. “That’s not what I’m after.”

“I didn’t think so. Why did you save some of my blood?”

“I… thought I might need to find you sometime.”

A weak excuse, thought Caldan. It has to do with her research.
“That doesn’t sound convincing. There has to be another reason. What is it?”

Elpidia folded her arms across her chest. “Your leg. Did you get hurt recently? It looks like you were stabbed. The rent in your pants, the blood. It’s your blood, isn’t it?”

Caldan kept washing but held his tongue for a few moments. She obviously knew something but was asking questions instead of coming out with what she suspected. “Yes,” he said. “I was stabbed.”

“But now it’s healed. Already, like the gash to your face healed quickly.”

“My leg started healing while I was passed out.”

Elpidia drew in a sharp breath. “A few hours? That’s…”

“Strange? I thought they’d done something to me, some sorcery we don’t know about. It makes sense.”

“No. I hoped, but… It’s not sorcery. In my years of research, I haven’t ever come across a case where sorcery’s been used to heal. But I have read of a few cases where a person has healed themselves, much like what’s happened to you.”

“So… you want to know why this happens to some people and not others.”

“Yes. Well… more than that. I want to be able to use it. If I find out how it works, I’m sure I could work out a way for other people to benefit.”

“That’s why you saved some of my blood, because you suspected I healed faster than normal.”

Elpidia shrugged then grinned. “I thought it likely and now look! You are the perfect subject! I need to study you. I’ve been searching for years for someone like you.”

Caldan shook his head. “This is going to have to wait until we sort out this situation. I need to find out what’s happened to the Protectors, and to the others in the Sorcerers’ Guild.”

“Please,” begged Elpidia. “I need some of your blood, a vial.”

“What?! No!”

Elpidia clutched Caldan’s arm. Her eyes welled with tears. “It’s a small amount, little more than a few drops. You won’t miss it. Please.”

“Why are you so desperate?”

“I… it’s for my research. That much is true. But mostly it’s for me.” She released him, her arms dropping to her sides, shoulders slumped. “I’m sick. Dying.”

Caldan’s heart clenched, and he cringed inside. He hesitated, not knowing what to say, and knowing anything he said would be of no comfort to Elpidia.

“I wish I had the right words,” he managed, throat tight. “Is there anything I can do?” Caldan stopped. Of course there was something he could do, what Elpidia had asked of him. But his blood? To experiment on? The thought made him squirm.

Elpidia hugged her arms to herself. “I just need some of your blood to experiment with,” she replied shortly. “For years I’ve been researching, looking for a cure, something to delay the disease. Anything to give me hope. I’ve been following several lines of research, but the most promising stemmed from an old manuscript I found, a treatise on curing diseases written by a scholar of repute. According to his experiments, he was able to cure many diseases, including one he was afflicted with. But he needed blood from someone he called ‘touched’.”

Caldan frowned. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know, or I didn’t know. But when I saw how quickly you healed, I had a few ideas. There might be people who never get ill, their bodies immune to diseases. Tell me, Caldan, have you ever been sick? A cold? Anything?”

Caldan thought for a while. He couldn’t recall ever having been ill, not even a cold. “I haven’t, but that doesn’t prove anything.”

“Good. That’s good. I need your help. I just need some of your blood.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“But—” protested Elpidia.

Caldan held up a hand. “Let me think about it. It’s a lot to take in after what’s happened. Everything has changed in the last few days.”

“I need your help. This is my life we’re talking about.” Her hands clenched into fists, and she trembled.

“One small vial?” he queried. She must have been under a lot of stress, if what she said were true.

Elpidia’s expression brightened. “Yes. In the beginning. I might need more. I’m not sure. It’s best I stay close to you until I know more.”

“I agree, then, except to the part where you have to stay close. The invasion has changed everything. I need to go back to the guild to find out what’s going on. I need to see what’s happened to the Protectors.”

“You can’t put yourself in danger! What if something happens to you?”

“I have to. They might need me.”

Elpidia stood with hands on hips. Her expression became firm. “I need that blood sample before you go, then. I know it sounds selfish, but I’ve spent years looking for answers, and I’m not going to let you go without it.”

“You can’t stop me. But I said I would let you, and I will. I need to plan what I’m doing, so that gives you… us, some time to prepare.”

“Yes. I see. Will you be here, then?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t want to put Amerdan out, even if he’s agreeable to us staying for a while. Miranda and I will hideout somewhere. You can always find me, correct?”

Elpidia looked chagrined, and a blush came to her cheeks. “Yes. I need to get some equipment, then. Excuse me.” Abruptly, she turned and left Caldan standing there.

He sighed and removed his shirt, splashing cold water from the bucket over himself and rubbing the soap on the wet cloth. He worked swiftly to remove the grime and sweat of the last few days then tipped the bucket over his head. The water felt refreshing, and for a few moments he pushed the stress of his capture and escape out of his mind. Senira shouldn’t have died. He should have been able to look after her.

He cursed under his breath and opened his eyes to find Miranda leaning against the doorway, staring at him, an appraising look in her eye. A guilty look came over her face. She held out a pair of pants. “Here. I was waiting until you finished.”

“Thank you. I’ll change inside.”

“Oh. Of course.”

Amerdan was working in the front room, a cloth in one hand. He was methodically wiping the shelves and goods on display.

“Ah,” he said. “Your friend left. I was wondering if you needed somewhere to stay? I have a spare room upstairs. It should be adequate for a night or two.”

Caldan shook his head. “Thank you, but no. We’ll move on and not trouble you anymore.”

“Well then,” said Amerdan reluctantly, “I’m sure you want to change out of those ruined pants. Use the back room. I can keep tidying up while the young lady here keeps me company.” He smiled warmly.

 

Caldan slipped into the back room to change, leaving Miranda with Amerdan. She wandered around the room, looking at the merchandise, touching various items, not interested but unable to think of something to say.

“How long have you known the lad?” asked Amerdan, breaking the silence. He picked up a bronze statue and gave it a wipe.

“A few months. I met him on a ship I was working on. He was a passenger on his way here.”

Amerdan nodded and turned his attention to dusting a set of weigh scales. “Yet you left that work and followed him?”

Miranda gave a laugh. “No, it wasn’t like that. I was going to leave anyway. And Caldan, well, he was interesting, so we kept in touch. He didn’t have much experience with big cities, and I thought he might need some help.”

“Sounds like he made an impression. I had a feeling he was talented when he came in here to purchase some things.” Amerdan stopped wiping a shelf and looked at her. “With this invasion, I feel like I should be doing more to help. I know I’m only a shopkeeper, but it would be good to know where to find you, in case I can assist with anything.”

“I have a warehouse on Houndshark Street in Dockside we can use. It’s empty, except for some goods I have stored there. Probably a good place to stay until we work out what’s going on.”

“Excellent! Well, I know where to find you, but let’s hope it’s not necessary. I’m sure the emperor will restore order soon and get rid of these Indryallans.”

“I’m not so sure. There hasn’t been much resistance so far.”

“No, no there hasn’t, has there? I would have thought the Quivers would have reacted quickly to the threat, but… you’re right. Where did all our taxes go? I have to pay much of my earnings to the emperor, and this is what happens. Maybe the ships weren’t the first attack. If they planned well, they would have advance forces and spies in the city months before the main assault. It’s what I would have done.”

“That makes sense. Caldan said they must be after something.”

“I’ve no idea what, but—” He broke off as Caldan returned. “Ah, young Caldan. I see those pants fit well.”

“Er… yes. How much do I owe you?” Caldan held out a few ducats.

“Nothing! It’s the least I can do for you. Someone has to resist these terrible invaders!”

Miranda wanted to leave as soon as possible. “Caldan, come on, let Amerdan get back to his business.”

“Yes, sorry. We’ve troubled you enough already.”

“Not at all. It’s been my pleasure to assist you.”

He shook Caldan’s hand, and Miranda gave him a smile and a nod. They exited the shop and headed towards Dockside.

 


  



Chapter Fifty-One
 

Miranda unlocked the heavy door of her warehouse and they slipped inside. On the way, she had taken the opportunity to retrieve some clothes and other belongings from her rooms, and while she was occupied Caldan purchased food, water, a flask of cider and a few necessities for his crafting. She hadn’t wanted to split up so soon after finding each other but Caldan had insisted.

The door opened into a large foyer with a scuffed floor covered in a thin layer of dust, except for a trail leading to a doorway ahead. The air inside was stale and overlaid with decay and old spices.

“I haven’t had time to clean up,”
apologized Miranda, gesturing at the floor.
“I wasn’t expecting to use this place yet, but with the invasion I… thought I should stock up on some goods which will become scarce in a short while.”
It’s not
so bad,
she thought, feeling a pang of guilt and giving Caldan a sidelong glance. She was only stocking up because of the invasion, and if people didn’t look to the future themselves she wasn’t to blame for that. She could help them out but with limited supply prices would rocket… She looked at the goods stored in her warehouse and half wished they weren’t there.
What will Caldan think of me?

To the left were three areas partitioned with cheaply constructed thin wooden walls, meant to be used as offices.

“Sorry about the accommodation, but this is what the warehouse came with. We’ll have to make it comfortable enough while we hide out here.”

“It’s fine.”
Caldan poked his head into all three rooms, sneezed at the dust and rubbed his nose with the back of his hand.
“It won’t take long to clean them up, and we won’t be here long anyway.”

“We won’t? You can’t go back to the Sorcerers’ Guild.”
The thought of him returning to where he’d been stabbed and imprisoned made her ill.

“I have to. I need to find out what’s going on.”

“The Indryallans have taken over not only the Sorcerers’ Guild but the entire city! And the Quivers are nowhere to be seen, probably completely overwhelmed. These people are serious. Their whole operation was well planned and executed. What could you possibly hope to accomplish by going back to the guild?”

“I don’t know what I can do… but I need to try.”

“Try what? At best, what can you do? And at worst you will be killed. They stabbed you!”

“They weren’t going to kill me. From what they said, they were capturing all the apprentices, maybe to get them out of the way. They’re up to something and I have to know. I have to learn what’s happened to the Protectors.”

“But you’re risking your life. And for what? You’ve no idea what you’ll find there.”

“I… have to. Can’t you see?”
Caldan wrung his hands and lowered his gaze.
“When I was young, I lost my parents. Then a few months ago I lost the only life I knew at the monastery, and now… They took me in. I found a place with them. I can’t lose this too.”

Miranda knew what it was like to feel lost. She’d grown up in one of the poorer sections of a large port town, the daughter of a dockhand who died when she was six, leaving his wife to manage as best she could with a daughter to provide for. Her mother had gotten work the only way an unskilled woman could at the docks. It had been enough to keep them in their one rented room and in food but that was all. She was nine when she realized her mother wasn’t like the other mothers. It was a hard truth for one so young.

She laid a hand on his shoulder.
“Caldan, I’m sorry. I can see what this means to you, but we should try to get out of the city.”

“The Protectors… they’re important. They do essential work.”

Miranda blew out a breath and paced the room, her footsteps stirring up low clouds of dust.
“The Indryallans are imprisoning or killing sorcerers. They had to have done something to the Quivers or there would have been more resistance. They know you now and are probably looking for you. We should leave… We have to get out of here.”

Caldan flashed her a sympathetic look.
“You can’t keep running, you know.”

Miranda stopped pacing.
“I’m not running,”
she replied firmly.
“I’m not. When things get too difficult and there’s nothing you can do, then you move on. It’s not running.”

“Listen to me. People I know, I respect, that are good people are missing and in trouble. I can’t leave them.”

“Whatever’s happened, this city will not be the same. The Indryallans are powerful, and I don’t think they’ll be leaving soon, if at all. They are set to stay, and they’ll be looking for you. You probably killed some of them.”

“I have no choice.”

“Of course you do. We can leave the city.”

“How? The walls are barricaded, the city gates are closed and barred.”

“There are always ways out of any city. Smugglers’ tunnels and the like, if you can contact the right people.”

“For a price.”

Miranda shrugged.
“Of course. It won’t be easy, but I can make some enquiries.”
She knew a few people who she’d dealt with before. They were shady but could be trusted, usually.

“For me, the price would be too high. I have to find out what happened to the Protectors, or at least Master Simmon.”
Caldan grasped both her shoulders and looked into her eyes. She met his gaze then turned away.
“Give me a few days. If I can’t find out what’s happened to them, we can leave. I promise.”

Miranda nodded.
“Two days. Then we get out of here. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”
Caldan dropped his arms to his sides and took a step back. He looked around the dusty room.
“We’ll need somewhere to sleep, and I need somewhere to work. We can use one of these partitioned areas.”

Miranda frowned at him.
He wasn’t suggesting that, was he?
“Don’t think we’re sleeping in the same room.”

“I… I wasn’t thinking that,”
stuttered Caldan, blood rushing to his face.
“I just…”

“Why? Aren’t I attractive?”

“Yes… I mean, no. Ah… yes, you are attractive. I…”

Miranda laughed.
“I’m making fun of you. You’re too serious sometimes.”

“Oh. I would never do something like that.”

“Never?”

Caldan blushed, eyes flicking to Miranda then back around the room.
“I’ll use this front room to work in.”

Miranda nodded agreement. She looked into the warehouse proper, empty except for a mass of crates and barrels close by the main doors to the street.
“Do you need any more supplies?”

“We have the food I bought earlier. We should be fine for a few days.”

“Two days is all we have to last. But we should buy more just in case, and some bedding.”

A rickety table and chair stood in a corner. Caldan dumped his sack on the table.
“There’s only one chair.”

“I didn’t think I’d be having guests.”

“Funny.”

“I thought so. There’s a broom inside somewhere and a chair in the other room. I’ll tidy up, and you can go out and get some blankets for tonight.”

Caldan nodded.
“Sure.”

“Get me an extra one for the floor. I can’t stand a hard bed.”

Caldan grinned at her.
“I shouldn’t be long. If I’m not back soon, send out a search party.”

“Don’t joke about it. Please.”
With the Indryallans patrolling the streets, possibly with a description of Caldan, she didn’t like the thought of him being out there in harm’s way.

“I’ll try to be as quick as possible.”
He hesitated then continued.
“Don’t open the door for anyone you don’t know.”

“I’m not stupid. Get out and buy some blankets. I need to start tidying up.”

After he left, Miranda made sure the latch was in place and the lock engaged before starting her search for the broom.

 

Caldan returned carrying a bundle of blankets. Miranda relocked the door and gestured for him to take them into the freshly swept back rooms. A faint peppermint aroma pervaded the air from a fired clay stove in a corner, on which sat a steaming kettle above glowing coals. On the floor next to the stove were two enameled clay cups.

“You’ve been busy,”
he remarked.

Miranda snorted softly.
“Everyone needs to pull their own weight, like on a ship.”

“I wouldn’t dare slack off with you around.”

Miranda gave him a stern look before laughing weakly.
“Make sure you don’t.”

Caldan couldn’t blame her for her lack of amusement. Their situation was dire, and he had more bad news to share.
“I heard some news while I was outside.”

“It’s not good news, I take it?”

“No, it’s not.”
Caldan poured peppermint tea into the two cups and handed one to Miranda.

“What happened? What did you hear?”

“A few…quite a few of the nobles and some of the most powerful merchants are dead.”

Miranda gasped.
“The Indryallans killed them? Why? The nobles I can understand, but why the merchants?”

“The Indryallans didn’t kill them, they killed themselves. From what I heard, the count is around thirty and rising.”

“Suicide? That doesn’t make sense.”

“Yes. Some slashed their wrists, hanged themselves, poison. What is strange is they all did it at the same time, or close enough.”

“That’s weird. Who were they? Anyone important?”

“Most were. High-ranking nobles, commanders of the Quivers in the city and the surrounding districts, some of the chancellors. Of the merchants, I’m not sure. I don’t know any of them. I didn’t hear Izak, Lady Felicienne or Sir Avigdor mentioned, which I hope means they’ve also escaped capture. Felicienne would have some idea what to do, and I think we could trust her. But I don’t know how we can possibly find out where she is or contact her.”

“If they haven’t been named, then we have to assume they’re alive. From what you told me of the Lady Felicienne, I doubt she’d be one to take her own life. The emperor would have punished the nobles for what’s happened here — their lack of resistance and the loss of the city. There would have been demotions and possibly banishment, but I don’t think suicide would be preferable.”

“I agree. I think that…”
Caldan stopped. A sudden thought came to him. If the Indryallans had used coercive sorcery on the nobles and merchants, then it stood to reason, after their usefulness was over, they would be disposed of. While he had no doubt some of them were corrupt, no one deserved to have their mind used then body disposed of like garbage.

Miranda gave him a concerned look.
“What is it?”

Caldan placed his mug on the table and kept his eyes averted.
“Nothing. Maybe… they might have been dealing with the Indryallans and decided they didn’t want to face the emperor after this. We will probably never know, though the Protectors might. This makes it more urgent I find them.”
He couldn’t look Miranda in the eye. Lying to her felt wrong.

“Do you need help with anything?”

“No, thank you. With the materials I have, I won’t be able to craft much, but I should be able to put a few things together, and I want to try and finish my project as well.”

“Do you think this is the time for projects?”

“It’ll help us, so if I have time I want to finish it.”
Caldan looked out through the doorway to the barrels and crates of goods Miranda had stockpiled.
“If you have coffee somewhere in there, I could use some, it’s going to be a long night.”

Miranda nodded and went to rummage through the crates.

Caldan turned to the rickety table and his sack of
crafting
materials. He tipped the sack out and spread the materials across the table. Paper, ink, pens, a few scraps of wood, two wire spools and the metal pieces he’d acquired from the clockmaker. It wasn’t much to work with.


  



Chapter Fifty-Two
 

“I wish we could forget this crusade of yours, Caldan. Can’t we forget about the Sorcerers’ Guild and Protectors and find a smugglers’ tunnel out of the city?”

Caldan gave Miranda an annoyed look. After working through the day and night he was tired and not in any mood to be arguing.

“You know I have to try,” he said sternly. “You don’t have to come. Actually, it would comfort me greatly if you didn’t.”

She shot him a dark look and narrowed her eyes. “Really?”

“For your own safety, I mean. I can’t bear the thought of you being injured.”

“Well… if that isn’t the sweetest brush-off I’ve ever received I don’t know what is.” She laughed, blushing.

“It’s not that,” stammered Caldan. “I don’t want to take you into danger, and it is going to be dangerous.”

“It’s my decision. And two are always better than one. I’m not entirely defenseless. You don’t survive long on a ship if you can’t take care of yourself.” She patted her loose pants. A while ago, before they left the warehouse, Caldan had seen her strap a dagger to her leg.

Again, he found himself wishing for a sword. He didn’t think any Quivers would object to it now. One of his priorities had to be to acquire a blade of some sort.

He pulled on a wide-brimmed hat and lowered the brim to hide his face as best he could — Miranda’s idea, in case the Indryallans had soldiers out looking for him. It wouldn’t stop someone recognizing him up close if they had a description but would serve to screen him from casual observers.

Surprisingly, the streets appeared normal. The lack of Quivers had led to an increase in crime the last few days, but most of the population continued on as if nothing much had happened.

Caldan eyed people as they passed.

“It’s too soon yet, and nothing much has changed,” said Miranda.

“What do you mean? Everything has changed.”

“Not for these people it hasn’t. So what if the emperor loses power here and is replaced by someone else? Life goes on. And it might be a better life for a lot of people. The only thing that will upset the stability now is the city being closed to supplies. Shortages will begin to bite soon.”

Caldan grunted noncommittally then waved towards the river to the west. “Let’s go along the river.”

Already, this early in the morning, the sun had warmed the River Modder’s scummy surface enough to reek and sting their nostrils and eyes. The thought of what it would smell like in high summer made him gag.

“It stinks, but fewer people will walk this way,” said Miranda. “Which means less chance of us being spotted.”

They continued in silence. Roaches scuttled away from their movement into nearby buildings and down the bank along the water. Rats stopped and stared as they passed.

“Go over again why we’re doing this in daylight?” Miranda scratched her head.

“Anyone wandering around will look less suspicious. We shouldn’t be bothered too much.”

“It makes sense, and at the same time it doesn’t.”

“Just make sure, as I said before we left, if there is any sign of sorcerers, hang on to me. I can protect you.” He wouldn’t let what happened to Senira happen to Miranda.

Miranda nodded and chewed her bottom lip.

They passed children on the other bank, dressed in filthy rags and dragging sticks through the shallow water. Two old men sat further along ahead of them, smoking pipes and gossiping.

“I can’t show you here, and I didn’t think to before we left.” He rubbed his weary eyes. “Too much to think about. But once we get to the guild and find a safe place I can show you something.”

“Sorcery?”

“Yes. I need you to believe me when I say I can protect you.”

Miranda nodded. “Let’s get going, then!”

Caldan smiled and shook his head at her enthusiasm. They continued walking, the morning sun warming their backs.

 

“I want you to keep close.”

“I get it. You’ve said it three times since we left the river.” Irritation tinged Miranda’s voice.

Caldan gritted his teeth, more in frustration at himself than at Miranda. Since escaping the cells, he couldn’t help but blame himself for Senira’s death. She’d been in his care much as Miranda was now. He clenched and unclenched his fists.

They crouched behind a rain barrel, down an alley on the south side of the Sorcerers’ Guild. Directly opposite the alley they were in was a locked door in a side wall.

On the way from the river they had avoided two patrols of the Indryallans, but in the time they had been hiding, no one had passed down the deserted street running along the guild or the alley. Caldan figured they should try to get the door open as quickly as possible then leave it open in case they needed to escape.

He nibbled a thumbnail as he thought about the problem and weighed his options. Using destructive sorcery would open the door, but the unleashing of so much power might alert anyone who had their well open and was searching for anything untoward. He had an idea, though, one which stemmed from his experiments with moving craftings.

Searching through the contents of a pocket, he drew out a piece of white chalk. He decided to try his idea. It was logical — they probably taught it in the journeyman classes.

“Let’s go,” he said, grabbing his sack and taking off across the street for the door.

Miranda hesitated a moment then followed.

Caldan knelt on one knee, eyes level with the lock. Miranda hurried up beside him, eyes darting up and down the street to make sure they were alone.

“Whatever you’re doing, do it fast,” she hissed. “We’re exposed here.”

Caldan nodded and with swift sure strokes drew two patterns on the lock with the chalk, one on the left side and one on the right. He closed his eyes and opened his well. Visualizing the internal workings of the mechanism, he linked his two patterns. With a shriek of grinding metal, it twisted and broke.

Surprised by the sound, Miranda turned to look. “It’s open?”

“Ah… yes.” He grinned sheepishly. “I just wanted it to open, didn’t mean for it to break.”

They slipped through, and once inside he closed the door behind them.

Miranda breathed a sigh of relief. “That was easier than I thought.”

They found themselves in a dimly lit corridor, the only light coming from the far end, where it opened onto the central garden. Apart from their own breathing, not a sound reached their ears. Gone was the usual background noise of a busy guild going about its day to day activities. No signs of life at all.

Moving with exaggerated stealth, they passed doors on both sides. Outside, the garden remained green and lush, unchanged, though conflict had raged around it.

“Wait a moment,” Caldan whispered, waving Miranda to a halt. He pulled a sheet of folded paper covered in patterns from his pocket and placed the bird on the ground. Opening his sack, he drew out a pile of metal rods the size of his fist.

Miranda frowned at the paper and metal. “What are you doing?” she said softly, scowling.

Caldan sensed the impatience in her tone, tinged with puzzlement. “Now is as good a time as any. I said I’d show you how I can protect you.” He held his hand out to her, palm up. Miranda hesitated then reached out to grasp it.

Caldan gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t be alarmed with what you see. Trust me.”

A pale blue light enveloped Caldan. Miranda gasped and pulled back, and would have lost her grip if not for Caldan’s firm hold. “See, there is nothing to be afraid of.”

She swallowed. “It’s a shield, isn’t it? What does it do, I mean… how effective is it?”

“It’s been pushed to its limits. Through… testing. It can stop a sword thrust or a knife, even protect from heat. It’s withstood a lot already, and I’m confident it will guard us from most things.” He gave her a reassuring smile.

“But this is only good to shield one person. How are you going to protect me?”

“Since I made the crafting and I’m attuned to it, the amount of concentration it takes for me to maintain the shield is small. I can almost do it without thinking.” Caldan squeezed her hand harder so she wouldn’t pull away. “With the runes I put in the crafting and more concentration, I can shape the forces like this…” In the blink of an eye the shield enfolded Miranda.

She let out a strangled yelp and tried to pull her hand away. “I can’t see,” she hissed.

“It’s all right,” Caldan said, trying to reassure her. “You can see. It’s just your view is obstructed by the shield. Stop squirming.”

Miranda had squeezed her eyes shut and was breathing rapidly. After a few moments, she opened one eye. “I can see a little. Everything is blurry.” She opened her other eye. “How are we going to move around if we can’t see properly?”

“We won’t.” With a faint popping sound, the shield blinked out of existence as Caldan closed his well. “If I’m using sorcery all the time, someone is bound to sense it. We have to keep it in reserve in case we run into trouble.”

“And we would be much more noticeable and suspicious.”

“Yes, anyone who saw us wandering around shielded would want to find out what we were up to.”

Caldan became conscious they were still holding hands. Her skin felt warm and soft. His cheeks grew hot and he released his grip. Miranda gave an impudent grin, cheeks dimpling as she smiled and looked away.

He turned towards the opening to the garden. “Now you know why you have to stay close to me, close enough to grab me if there is any danger. If I think we are in trouble, I’ll grab you.”

“Grab. Yes, I will do that.” She sounded amused.

Caldan gestured at the paper bird and the pile of metal rods held together with wire. “These will be our scouts. They can move ahead and let us know if anyone’s around. We should be able to keep moving quickly, as long as we don’t encounter someone.”

“A paper bird and a pile of… metal sticks?” Miranda said, disbelief tingeing her words.

“I know what I am doing. The shield should have been proof of that.”

“Of course. I’m not used to sorcery. I’ve no idea what it can or can’t do. Go on.”

“I forget I’ve spent years studying and performing crafting, and that most people have no idea what it can do.” He reached out to touch the bird and opened his well, linking to the crafting. The runes covering the bird shimmered in the dim light, and it flapped its wings, rising from the floor. With a thought, he sent it through the doorway and into the garden. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Miranda watching it fly away, a look of wonder on her face.

“I’m going to perch it high up in one of the trees so it can cover as much of the garden as possible. Its range and view is small, but it should guide us to a safe path. And it won’t last long, so we should hurry.”

“How long will it last?”

“A few minutes. I have more anyway.”

“It’s sad to know something beautiful will be destroyed so quickly, once its usefulness is over. What does the metal do?”

“It’s probably better if I show you.” He opened his well and linked to the crafting he had spent hours perfecting with the clockmaker’s help.

Giving a shiver, the metal rods started to slowly rearrange themselves, forming a squat animal. With jerky movements, it rose up on four metal legs. Atop an egg-shaped solid metal head sat two tiny yellow stones acting as eyes. Miniature claws studded the ends of metal paws.

“Oh!” exclaimed Miranda. “It’s a dog.”

“Er… not really. I wanted something that could move and could sense better than the paper animals. Four legs for speed and a head was all I needed.”

“It’s a dog,” Miranda said firmly.

Caldan shrugged then glanced out at the garden again. “Come on, we shouldn’t waste the paper bird.” With a thought, he sent his metal automaton skittering ahead, metal claws clicking on the stone pavers then onto the gravel path in the garden. In moments, it crossed half the garden, veered off the path onto the grass and disappeared behind a hedge.

“It’s fast.” Miranda squinted after it.

Caldan nodded. “I wanted it to be. There are still improvements to make, but I’m pleased with this prototype. Since it’s made out of metal, it’ll last a long time.” He grasped Miranda’s hand. “Come on.”

They ducked through the opening into the garden and veered left, taking advantage of a row of bushes to screen their movement. They stopped for a moment under the tree in which the paper bird perched. Caldan used his link to the crafting to sense if the coast was clear. He tugged Miranda’s arm, and they crossed an open grassy space then dove between two thick bushes.

“Almost there,” whispered Caldan.

Miranda bent over, hands on her knees, breath coming in gasps. “Almost… where…?”

Caldan found he was breathing normally, showing no signs of exertion after their weaving run. “We’re almost to the training square for the Protectors, where we train sword work. There’s an armory, and I want a sword in case we need it, and then we can search for the Protectors.”

“Any ideas where to start looking?”

“Probably the cells. I hadn’t realized there were any until I was thrown into one. Now, I think… there are a few stairs going down that could lead to more. The cells in the room I was in were relatively empty, so there have to be others.”

“In other words, you have no idea where to go.”

“No, I do. Down to the underground level. I don’t think it’s as extensive as this level, so there can’t be too many ways down.” Caldan turned back to face the tree where he had left the bird. “Ah. It’s fading. I won’t use another one yet. The…dog… should be enough for now.” He froze. “Someone’s coming,” he whispered.

They crouched lower in the bushes. “My automaton is sensing a number of people passing the other side of the door we need to go through.”

“It can see through the door?” asked Miranda in a hushed voice.

“Not exactly. It can sense people, their life force, and can tell if they have a well. It’s a variation on how the Sorcerer’s Guild detects talented youngsters. It can’t see through solid objects, but it can tell when people are near.”

They waited in silence for a few minutes.

“They’re gone,” said Caldan. “Whoever they were. Without seeing them myself, I can’t tell if they were from the guild or Indryallan. I wish I knew more about them. Why are they here? Why come so far to take over Anasoma?”

“I don’t know if we’ll ever find out. Come on, stop flapping your gums. We should get going.”

“You’re right.” He took a moment to check with his crafted automaton. “It’s all clear. Let’s go.”

They moved along the wall behind the hedges until they reached another door. Caldan lifted the latch, ushering Miranda to go through. As she did, the metal automaton skittered ahead of her between the gap.

Ahead extended another corridor, twenty yards in length, opening at the end onto a courtyard of packed earth. To the left and right of them were more doors, two on each side.

“This one.” Caldan twisted the knob on the door. It was locked.

Miranda came up behind him. “Try your trick again.”

He fished around in his pocket for the chalk and scribed patterns on the lock. Moments later, it clicked open. He winked at Miranda, who frowned in disapproval.

“You’d make a good thief,” she said.

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“I know. It’s one thing I like about you.”

Caldan felt heat rise to his face. Did she have to stand so close? It was unnerving.

Inside, blades of all sizes hung from wooden pegs on the walls, each with a leather scabbard and belt. Three large chests along the walls presumably held weapons of other kinds. Miranda tried to open one.

“Locked,” she said, disappointed.

“Let’s not take too long. Anything serviceable will do.”

Caldan scanned the walls and took the first sword that looked suitable for his height and lifted it down. Plain and unadorned, it was good enough for now. He strapped the belt around his waist and adjusted its position until it was comfortable. He turned to find Miranda staring at him.

“You look… deadly,” she said matter-of-factly. “With your build, the sword, the sorcery…” She shook her head.

“Let’s get out of here. Now it’s the hard part: sneaking around until we find out what’s been happening.”

They left the armory and stepped quietly along the corridor, then stopped before the courtyard. Ahead of them, the sparring circles were covered in leaves blown by the wind.

In the center of one of the circles lay a thin body, face down with limbs twisted. One hand clutched a slender sword. Around the figure, dark stains stood out from the lighter dirt of the courtyard. A larger stain spread out from under the body. Though the clothes were covered in dust, Caldan recognized them as the cut and color most masters preferred. And that sword… He drew in a breath. Was it her? It had to be.

With a glance at Miranda, he motioned her to follow and approached the body with hesitant steps. The master had been dead for some time. The head and neck were a greenish-blue color. Caldan and Miranda held their noses as the stench of rotting meat was almost overwhelming. Miranda backed away, waving at Caldan to continue. He took another step forward, took a deep breath then crouched over the corpse briefly before he staggered back to Miranda and gasped in fresh air.

“I know who it is,” Caldan said.

Miranda, hand still covering her mouth and nose, turned away from the body. “Who?”

“Jazintha, a master in the Protectors. She was very good with a blade.”

“But it looks like she died in a swordfight. If she was good, then who could do that?”

“Someone better than she was, I suppose. Though with her skill and the craftings she always wore, she would have been difficult to defeat.” Caldan blew air hard out of his nose to try and clear the lingering smell. “She’s been slashed pretty badly, and her sword doesn’t have any blood on it. It looks like whoever killed her was more than a match.”

Miranda shivered and rubbed her arms. “We should get out of here.”

“We should do something for her. Bury her or…”

“Or what?” asked Miranda sharply. “We need to get away from here. We can’t spend the time to do anything for her. She took Caldan by the arm. “Come on. Let’s forget about this… about finding the Protectors. I’m sure I can have us out of the city by tonight.”

He twisted out of her grasp. “No. I can’t leave without knowing.”

Miranda glared at him, then her expression softened. “I don’t like it.”

He had to find out what was going on. Too many people were dead already. Maybe he could save some. Caldan squared his shoulders and met her gaze. He gestured at Jazintha’s corpse. “This makes me more determined to find out what’s happened. I know you think I’m putting us in danger but you volunteered to come here with me… and I appreciate it, I do. I just… I have to know.” His voice became strident. “I can’t tell you everything, not now, there isn’t time. But the Protectors were more than they appeared. If they’re alive and resisting, I have to find out.”

“What’s important about them?” Miranda asked, puzzled. “I thought they were just sorcerers playing at soldiers.”

Caldan shook his head. “No. They are much more than that. Trust me when I say it’s important.”

Miranda muttered under her breath then nodded. “But we need to make it quick. It looks like things are much worse than I originally thought.”

“Me too,” Caldan said. “Come on.”

“Where to from here?”

“That way,” said Caldan and pointed across the courtyard to another corridor.

“This place is huge, more than you would expect from the outside.” Miranda’s tone was flat. She obviously wanted to change the subject from the dead master.

“It took a while to find my way around, but it’s all logical. It’s not a maze. It shouldn’t take long to find all the stairs down.”

With a thought through his link to the automaton, he sent it ahead, where it vanished around the corner into the corridor.

“It’s not very stealthy,” said Miranda. “What if someone sees it?”

“It should sense them before they see it, and I’m keeping it to the shadows and behind benches, anything I can find to hide it. But you’re right, I need to make some improvements.”

“Think about that later. Worry about us getting out of here first.”

“We will, don’t worry.”

Caldan walked across the courtyard, one hand resting on the pommel of his new sword. Without hesitation, he entered the hallway followed by Miranda, who flicked a nervous glance behind her to make sure the courtyard was still clear.

To their left lay two more corpses, one on top of the other. Swords lay next to the bodies. Both had their throats sliced, and slashes of crimson painted the wall above them. Wordlessly, Caldan ushered Miranda around them.

After a few turns into dim hallways, they found themselves at the top of a set of stairs leading down into semi-darkness.

“Here’s one,” whispered Caldan. He took a few steps then paused. A moment later, his metal automaton crept past their legs and made its way fluidly down the stone stairs. At the bottom, Caldan sent it further ahead into the gloom. Within moments, he confirmed there was no one close.

“It’s all clear. Let’s go.”

He quickly descended the steps and found himself exactly where he had expected, a room with cell doors on either side.

“Wait,” hissed Miranda at him. “It’s dark. How can you see down there?”

He turned to see her edging along a wall guided by her hand, taking the steps one at a time, making sure both feet stood on a step before taking another. Caldan could see her clearly, despite the apparent darkness. Strange. He always thought he had good night vision and had often been able to read well past the time when others would need a light to see by, but this was a surprise. Was his sight much better than Miranda’s?

“Is it too dark for you?” he ventured.

“Yes. Don’t you have a light?”

“Of course.” He opened his sack and pulled out a candle along with his alchemical sticks. He scratched a stick across the wall, and it burst into flame. He lit the candle and blew out the stick. By the light of the candle, Miranda hastened down the remaining steps.

Caldan gestured at the cell doors. “These are like the ones I was held in, though there’s no one here.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes.” He hesitated. “But maybe we can check anyway, to be sure.”

They went to each cell door and looked through the bars to confirm none were occupied. Empty.

Caldan breathed a sigh of relief. “At least I know the automaton works.”

“Wait… you mean you didn’t know it worked properly?”

Caldan spread his hands. “It sensed the people through the door before, so I was fairly sure. I didn’t have time to test it. Seems like it’s doing fine.”

Miranda stared at him for a few moments then turned away, shaking her head.

“I thought it would work properly. No reason for it not to. I’m pretty good at crafting.”

“Remind me, aren’t you an apprentice?”

“Almost a journeyman,” sputtered Caldan. “Master Simmon said he would raise me on the basis of the wristband I crafted.”

“Well… as long as it’s working.”

“Of course it is. I made it.” He saw Miranda roll her eyes and decided to ignore her. “This place is empty. Let’s find another.”

This proved to be easy, though the next room they found at the bottom of the stairs proved to be a cellar storing cheeses and jugs of cheap wine. Soon, though, they found yet another set of stairs and another block of cells.

Despite the distance they had covered inside the Sorcerers’ Guild, they hadn’t encountered anyone. Caldan worried over this. There should have been many more people around, and it was all too easy. Where was everyone? The Indryallans should be patrolling the building or using the place as a base for their operation, whatever that entailed. And where were the sorcerers? The corridors were as silent as a tomb. Caldan shuddered at the association the thought brought to him. Perhaps the Indryallans had found what they were looking for and moved on.

Clinking on the stone steps, his crafted metal automaton swiftly descended the stairs into the room below. This time it sensed one of the cells was occupied.

Caldan brought a finger to his lips and gestured for Miranda to be quiet. She froze in place.

He whispered in her ear. “There’s someone in one of the cells. Move a few steps down, so you can’t be seen from the hallway, then stay there. As far as I can tell, there isn’t a guard, but I want to make sure.”

Miranda nodded her assent. “I’ll be fine,” she whispered back.

Caldan gave her as reassuring a smile as he could muster then descended the steps slowly. He gripped his sword and drew a handspan of the blade out of the scabbard.

Like in the cells where he had been kept, the air reeked of decay and urine. Taking care to be quiet, he crept forward one step at a time. His automaton stood before one of the doors, and he moved towards it.

Metal clinked against metal. Chains scraped over the stone floor. A sob came from the cell.

Caldan stood still, heart thumping, breathing as quietly as he could.

Chains clinked again. Someone cursed. A voice rang out.

“Who’s there?” a man croaked, the sound echoing loudly after the silence.

Caldan hesitated. He thought he recognized the voice.

“I know someone’s there.” The man gave a ragged cough. “Show yourself… or not… It doesn’t matter.”

He stepped towards the door. Through the barred window, he saw a man on the floor, curled into a ball. His clothes were torn and bloody, face smeared with dirt. Chains led from fastenings in the wall to manacles around his wrists.

“Master Simmon? Is that you?”

Simmon flinched. He drew himself in tighter, as if trying to close out the world around him.

“Go away. Get out of here.”

Caldan fumbled in his pocket for the chalk and hastily scribed patterns on the lock. “I’ve come to rescue you. We can get you out of here. Do you know what’s happened to the other masters?” He accessed his well and the lock opened with a sharp click.

Simmon grimaced. “I know.” His voice barely carried to Caldan. “I know what happened to them all.” He turned his head away.

Caldan drew open the door and knelt over the master. Simmon reeked. He had soiled himself and lay in his own filth. What could have left him like this?

“It’s all right. We can get you out of here.”

Simmon laughed, weakly at first, then stronger as it went on. After a few moments it dissipated into a coughing fit. The master levered himself up to a sitting position, blank eyes staring through Caldan. “No,” he croaked. “I don’t want to leave.”

Caldan frowned, confused. “I’ve opened the door. We can get you somewhere safe, away from here.”

Simmon shook his head. “No. I can’t. I don’t deserve to.”

“What do you mean?”

“I should stay here.”

From behind Caldan, Miranda spoke. She must have come down the steps when she heard their voices. “Master Simmon,” she said softly, all calm and reason. “What happened to the other masters? You said you knew.”

Simmon let out a despairing groan and squeezed his eyes shut. “I…” he gasped. “I couldn’t help it. I didn’t mean to.” He screamed, “I watched.”

Caldan and Miranda exchanged a worried glance. She stepped over to the master, who flinched at her approach, and knelt beside him.

“What do you mean?” she asked. “Did they have you bound and force you to watch?”

Master Simmon’s breath came in ragged gasps. “Nooo,” he whimpered.

Caldan turned his gaze away; he couldn’t bear to see what this man he respected had become.

Miranda put a hand on Simmon’s shoulder. “But you watched…” She frowned, puzzled. “I don’t understand.”

Simmon met her gaze. His eyes were dull and devoid of reason. His tongue flicked over his lips. “They made me do it. I was here.” He punched the side of his head. “But I couldn’t stop myself. I killed them. The masters. Me but not me. I couldn’t stop myself. I had to watch.” He slumped to the floor and curled up into a ball, weeping.

Caldan couldn’t believe what he’d heard. It didn’t make sense. How could Master Simmon kill all the people he respected, worked with, fought for as a Protector? He wiped damp hands on his pants. Part of him thought he’d heard wrong, that Simmon couldn’t have done those things. Then he remembered the body of Jazintha in the circle. Killed by someone much more skilled with the sword and able to overcome a master with potent craftings.

Still, it didn’t make sense. Unless… he had been controlled with coercive sorcery. If that were possible. He couldn’t rule anything out.

He looked again at Simmon lying helpless on the dirty stone floor. Broken. His mind shattered. It seemed all too possible. What better way to infiltrate the Protectors than to control one of the masters then use them to dispose of the others when you needed to?

Caldan took Miranda by the arm and pulled her away from Simmon, who she was vainly trying to console. If Simmon had been controlled using sorcery and forced to do horrific acts, then he would take a long time to recover, if he ever did.

“Listen to me,” he said harshly, then relented. Miranda’s eyes were moist and filled with fear and distress. “We have to leave. If what he says is true, then all the masters are dead.”

“But… but why?” whispered Miranda.

“I think I know. It’s part of what the Protectors are. Explanations will have to wait.” He ran a hand through his short hair. “We won’t find anyone left that can help us. There’s no one, unless they escaped, in which case they’ll be hiding somewhere in the city. There’s no point searching here any longer.”

Miranda nodded her agreement and wiped her eyes. “We free Simmon and get out of here.”

“Yes.”

He examined the manacles around Simmon’s wrists. They had been riveted closed, no lock, as if his captors would have no reason to release him. “I should be able to get them off. The hinge on the other side is the weak point.”

“Do it,” said Miranda.

Caldan nodded. Crouching over the master he spoke softly to him. “Master Simmon, can you hear me? We’re going to get you out of here. Free you from the chains. Do you think you can walk?”

Simmon moaned incoherently then stiffened. His hands covered his face. “I can’t. Leave me here. I deserve it.”

“We can’t. You will recover. We need to get you out of here.”

“No. You don’t understand. Leave me here. And leave me a blade.”

Caldan swallowed and looked at Miranda. Her face screwed up in anguish. “I… can’t do that. Don’t ask me to.”

Simmon grasped Caldan’s arm. His eyes shone with determination. “Leave me a blade and run. Get away from here. Someone must survive.” He released his grip and sunk back to the floor. “Get to the capital. The other Protectors must know.”

For a long time Caldan stared at Simmon lying there, chained to the wall. He hastened to Miranda. “Give me your knife,” he said flatly.

Miranda stared at him then shook her head. “No.”

“Please. He isn’t in any condition to go anywhere, and he wants this. He’s… broken.”

“I can’t. I won’t.” Miranda took a step back then edged towards the cell door.

“If we leave him, he’ll die anyway. We have to do this. It’s what he wants.”

“I don’t care!” screamed Miranda, and Caldan raised his hands to quiet her.

“All right,” he conceded. “Go outside. I’ll join you in a few minutes.”

With a final glance at Simmon, she turned and fled the cell.

“Master Simmon, I don’t have a knife, but I have this.” He unbuckled his sword belt and laid the blade at the master’s feet.

Simmon opened his eyes for a second then closed them. “Thank you,” he murmured.

Caldan took a step back. For a few moments he stood there, silent.

“I…” He broke off shaking his head. “Goodbye,” he said.

“Caldan, you’ve given me your only weapon. I can’t let you go without a replacement.” The master struggled to his knees, hands groping for the sword Caldan had left. “It was mine, passed to me from a long line of Protectors. I used it to… to betray them. I know it wasn’t me… Still… it was. I didn’t deserve it anymore. Unworthy. In the training yard. The well. After I… Jazintha… I hid it there. They took everything else. I couldn’t let them have it.”

“A sword?”

“Take it. Return it to the Protectors. Warn them about what happened here. You must get word to them, and the empire.” Simmon’s eyes grew distant. He drew the blade and stared blankly at the bare steel. The belt and scabbard he tossed towards Caldan. “Go,” he said.

With a final nod, Caldan picked up the belt and scabbard and left the master in the cell. Chained. Alone. Shattered.

 

They leaned over the stone well in the training courtyard, looking into the depths of the hole. A wooden bucket tied to a length of rope sat beside a half-full barrel next to the well. Behind them was Jazintha’s corpse, and Caldan’s automaton stood near a door, waiting and watching.

Caldan grimaced at the smooth stones in the wall of the well. They looked to offer no purchase whatsoever for climbing down.

“Oh, wait,” he exclaimed. “Here, under us. We couldn’t see them because they were directly below us. Some of the stones have slots carved into them. Whoever built it must have realized one day someone might want an easy way down, for repairs, I would guess.”

“The reservoir at the bottom is probably fed from the aqueducts, so it makes sense.” She looked around the courtyard, avoiding the master’s corpse which kept drawing her focus. “Can you hurry up please,” she pleaded. “I don’t like being here with that… body.” She shivered and rubbed her arms.

“Hopefully, this won’t take long.”

Caldan removed his boots, decided to leave his wristband and trinket on, then tugged off his shirt. He sat on the lip of the well and swung his legs over the side.

“Wait here, and if you see anyone, yell. I will come up as fast as I can.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere.” She crouched behind the well, making herself as inconspicuous as possible.

Caldan descended into the darkness. Close to the top of the well the stones and air were dry, but the further he descended the colder and damper they became. The slots in the stone made the going quick and painless, and soon he saw a glimmer of water below him. Perched above the surface, he peered into the depths.

Under the water, one side of the wall opened up into a tunnel, which had to lead to an aqueduct, but directly below him he spotted what he was looking for. Metal gleamed in the pale light, and he made out the shape of a bare sword.

He drew a breath, let go and plunged into the cold water. A few strokes and he had the sword hilt in his grasp, then he turned and pushed off the bottom. With the blade in one hand, the ascent was harder, but before long his head poked over the top of the well and into the sunlight.

Caldan wiped his face with his spare hand and levered himself over the well and onto the hard-packed dirt.

Miranda stood and stared.

Caldan held the sword up and let out a low whistle of appreciation. The blade was a ribbon of silver in the moonlight. It was double-edged and perfectly straight, a handspan shorter than the standard swords he was used to practicing with. The hilt looked plain, scratched in places with a few spots of rust, leather grip worn, but the blade… smooth and even, as if forged and polished yesterday. Engraved along the first half of the blade were crafting runes. Some were filled with a reddish metal Caldan didn’t recognize. He traced a finger over one of the patterns, having no idea of their function. The end of the blade, which was without crafting runes, was covered in random minute patterns of banding and mottling reminiscent of flowing water.

Miranda’s eyes traveled along the blade. “It’s crafted, isn’t it? Someone spent a long time working on that sword.”

Caldan nodded. He wiped a drop of water from his nose and opened his well, attempting to link to the blade. He frowned. He couldn’t link to anything. There was nothing to attach to.

“I can’t link to it. And the metal of the blade… I couldn’t begin to understand how it’s been forged. It isn’t smith-crafted, at least not in any way I know. It’s a trinket.”

Miranda’s mouth opened in surprise, and she covered it with her hand. “That’s incredible,” she gasped. “I’ve never even heard of a sword as a trinket before.”

“I can’t imagine anyone willingly letting this go. It must be important to the Protectors. Simmon must have been able to break free of the sorcery controlling him… enough to enable him to hide it.”

Miranda met Caldan’s eyes. “And now we have it.”

He held the sword out for her to hold so he could put his clothes back on. She grabbed it, and the instant he let go, the blade dropped from her hands, hitting the dirt with a thud. Miranda cursed, struggling with the sword’s hilt.

“It’s heavy. Why didn’t you warn me?” She lifted the blade a hand’s breadth above the ground then dropped it back down, cursing again. “You must be stronger than you look,” she muttered.

Caldan drew on his shirt and boots and picked up the leather scabbard and belt. “Here,” he said, and grasped the sword hilt. With relief, she let go and he slid the blade into the scabbard. “Not a good fit, but it works.”

With the blade concealed by the scabbard, the hilt looked unremarkable, battered and plain. Perhaps that was the point. Hands working swiftly, he buckled the belt around his waist and gathered up his sack.

“Wearing a sword in the city is prohibited, remember?” said Miranda.

“I don’t think there are many Quivers or harbor watchmen around anymore. And the Indryallans… we’ll be trying to avoid anyway. It should be safe.”

They retraced their steps back to the garden. Sending his crafted automaton ahead, they safely crossed the space and found themselves back at the door to the outside.

Moments later, they were heading straight for Dockside.

 

In the center of the garden inside the Sorcerers’ Guild, Bells crouched on the grass. She turned her face to the sun and closed her eyes. Listening. Sensing. Feeling.

Keys remained quiet next to her. They waited, perfectly still, the only movement stray strands of Bells’ hair tugged gently by the wind. To her right, a mouse crept across dry leaves under a tree, nose twitching as it hunted for insects and seeds.

“There,” she said, pointing to the ground in front of another tree. The mouse froze at the movement then disappeared into some leaves in the blink of an eye.

Bells strode over to the tree, stopping at a pile of ash mixed with fragments of charred paper. She knelt and rubbed ash between two fingers, bringing the residue to her nose and sniffing. She poked with a finger at the ragged scraps of paper.

Keys stepped over and waited silently for her response.

She glanced up at him. “Crude but effective.”

He grunted sourly. “As with most of the sorcery here.”

She nodded, tiny bells tinkling. “I recognize the flavor of the sorcery. I only had a brief taste but… The same as the young man who broke out of his cell the other day. A remarkable feat, considering.” She wiped her soiled fingers on her pants.

“Leg stabbed to the bone, no materials to assist him,” said Keys. “And yet he manages a crafting strong enough to melt the lock. A handsome young man and talented, as I recall you describing. I don’t like him already.”

Bells laughed. He needn’t fear she would fall for someone after one meeting, despite the man’s obvious talents.

“You don’t need to,” she said. “It must have been him who left the sword for the Protector, and he wasn’t alone.”

“Do you think they know what happened?”

Bells nodded. Based on the evidence, it was likely. If he’d spoken to Simmon and left him there, then she surmised he had urgent business elsewhere. More important than freeing the master.

“Yes. Simmon would have told him what happened.”

“We must find him.”

“Agreed.”

“Can you trace them?”

Poor Keys, she thought. Too much time spent wasting his youth instead of studying like she had. Still, they had been through much hardship together along with their siblings, and that formed a strong bond which was seldom broken.

Bells grinned. “Of course.”

 


  



Chapter Fifty-Three
 

Under the cover of night, Quiss and two other employees of the Five Oceans Mercantile Concern, a young man and woman, ushered Vasile down to the docks and into a rowboat.

Vasile sat at the bow, while Quiss took up a position at the stern. The young man and woman seated themselves at the oars to row out into the harbor.

Despite his nervousness in their company, Vasile’s apprehension regarding being caught at night on open water in such a small boat overrode his reluctance to speak. When he queried whether it was wise to row out at night, the young woman giggled, though kept rowing. Quiss replied he needn’t worry as their passage would be veiled. Vasile sat back, none the wiser, and placed his survival wholly in their hands.

The docks receded swiftly into the distance as the young man and woman kept up their strokes on the oars with remarkable adeptness and strength.

Anasoma burned in the distance. Not literally, but from Vasile’s vantage point the blue flames erupting atop the city walls lent an eerie glow to the scene, as if the city had caught fire. Behind them the flames extended across the harbor, a daunting and perhaps deadly barrier to anyone thinking of trying to escape by sea. As they approached the obstruction his jaw dropped in astonishment as a hole opened up to the outside sea, just wide enough for them to fit through. The others in the boat laughed quietly at his puzzlement.

He shook his head and watched the lights of Anasoma fade as the boat rounded the southern breakwater and continued south, ultimately tying up to a large merchant ship anchored in a secluded bay.

Quiss directed Vasile to wait on deck as arrangements were made for his accommodation, and assigned a short swarthy man to watch over him before disappearing below deck.

The ship looked as unassuming as any Vasile had come across in his work, and there had been many a time he’d had to board a ship where a murder or theft had occurred. Crew busied themselves with various tasks, despite the late hour, their labor lit by crafted sorcerous globes, which each carried on their person. An expensive luxury, Vasile noted.

He sat on a cold bench at the aft of the ship, close to the steering wheel, left to his own devices, nibbling on an apple, which the man standing next to him had offered. With a flick of his wrist, he tossed the remains of the core over the side, where it landed with a faint splash.

“Fish,”
his guard said abruptly.

Vasile frowned.
“What?”
he said.

“Fish. I heard a fish,”
replied the man.

“No, it was my apple.”

The guard tilted his head, eyes fixed on Vasile.
“No, the fish ate your apple.”

“What? Oh, never mind.”
Vasile rubbed tired eyes and yawned.
“Tell me, why are you guarding me? Who is the First Deliverer?”

“That would be me.”

Vasile turned to see a frail old man stepping gingerly towards him. His stubble and hair were gray, and the clothes he wore, pants and shirt, were plain.

The First Deliverer stopped to hunch over and let out a hacking cough, waving away Vasile’s guard who stepped forward to assist. Using two canes to support his weight, the man lurched unsteadily towards Vasile.

He could see the effort moving cost the old man, the sheen of sweat on his face, the grimaces of pain at each step. He couldn’t help but stand and move to assist him, taking hold of an elbow and lending himself as support. They made it to the bench and the old man sat delicately with a sigh of relief. Vasile stood above him awkwardly. With a glance, the old man gestured for him to take a seat beside him.

The First Deliverer breathed heavily for a while. He cleared his throat then turned piercing eyes on Vasile.

“Quiss has told you about us?”
he asked, obviously knowing the answer already.

Vasile nodded warily in reply. If this was Quiss’s master then he must be the one who’d ordered the murders. All was not as it seemed.

“And has he answered any questions you may have had?”
continued the First Deliverer.

“I… yes. It was much to take in, in such a short time.””I can imagine.”

“I do have questions, but I am sure some answers will become clear in the next few days.”

“I’d prefer if you asked them of me, or Quiss, and not bother anyone else.”

Vasile said nothing. He shifted his weight on the bench and gazed out at the moonlit sea.

“But I’m remiss in my manners,”
said the man, holding out his hand to be clasped.
“I’m Gazija. First Deliverer, they call me now, though what I have delivered my people to is a question I ponder daily.”

Despite his reservations, Vasile took the offered hand, releasing it after a moment.
“How did you know about me?”

“We have many friends. Word of your skills came to me a while ago, though I must confess it wasn’t me who thought of how you could benefit us. In truth, we were not expecting events to unravel this far. It was Quiss who saw your true potential when he observed you acting as a magistrate. We knew at the time drastic measures were needed and… well, there you were.”

They sat in silence. Waves lapped against the ship.

“We need you,”
said Gazija.
“The invasion has forced our hand. Their leaders are well versed in sorcery your empire cannot hope to match.”

“But you can.”

“Yes. I see Quiss was right about you. You see deeply. We might have to put you to work quicker than we’d like. There are people in power who have to be convinced of the truth.”

“The chancellors don’t see me anymore. Well, one does. I can convince him of your sincerity, but I don’t know how much good it’ll do you.”

“Forget about Anasoma. No one will be entering or leaving for some time. No, we need you to contact someone else. The emperor.”

“What? That’s your plan? I barely know him… I met him a few times, but that’s all.”

Gazija waved away his complaints.
“But you do know him. And he knows both you and of your talent. That will suffice for introductions and for proof, will it not?”

Frowning, Vasile scratched his head.
“Possibly. More than likely.”

“Then we are agreed,”
Gazija said with finality.
“I’m afraid Anasoma is lost, though there is hope yet for your empire if the emperor sides with us. If he doesn’t… well… there are other options. I don’t think there’ll be another Shattering, though it’s a possibility. The evil that followed us would have learnt from its mistakes. A dead world is of no use.”

They were followed by an evil? An evil what? From where?
Vasile let out a deep breath. He turned his gaze to the frail old man.
“It’s not an easy task you have set me.”

“It’s not an easy course we’ve plotted. Our hand has been forced.”
Gazija coughed.

Vasile looked at the old man next to him. Weak, sick, emaciated. He wouldn’t be long for this world.

“We must try to settle this peacefully,”
continued Gazija.
“My people… what there are of us, are the last.”

The last of what?
wondered Vasile.
Who are these people, really?

Quiss stepped across the deck to join them at the bench, looking gaunter than usual in the dim light. He bowed respectfully before Gazija.

“Mazoet is on his way. He picked up a few stragglers,”
Quiss informed Gazija with a disapproving look. He drew out a brass timepiece from a pocket.
“He should be here soon.”

Gazija hissed.
“He should know better. The fewer we have to deal with the better.”

“He’ll have his reasons, as he usually does.”

With a groan, Gazija rose to his feet.
“Come. Let us greet him.”

The First Deliverer gestured for Vasile to follow then made his way unsteadily to the main deck, stopping to rest once on the way. They took up positions near the side of the ship facing towards the shore. A light glimmered in the distance, slowly closing on their ship. They waited in silence as it approached, Gazija with an ill-concealed impatience, Quiss stolidly and still, Vasile fidgeting with nervous energy.

The light came from another rowboat. Wood bumped against wood with a thud.

Vasile identified a lean looking woman as probably one of Gazija’s people, though she was chatting amiably with a tall middle-aged gentleman with an obvious weakness for food. The man stood proudly at the head of the craft, shirt closed tight over his large stomach with silver buttons.

A rope ladder was lowered for the boat’s occupants, and soon the lean woman and pudgy man came aboard followed by a few others: a young man with an air of command, a sorcerer wearing a number of crafted items, and a swarthy rough-looking man wearing two swords, who examined each of them in turn then relaxed, as if weighing their measure and finding them wanting.

Self-consciously, Vasile drew himself up straighter.

With a bow from the waist, the man with the silver buttons addressed Gazija.

“First Deliverer, I had not expected to find you here.”
He took a step back and gestured at the people accompanying him.
“I have some news. Perhaps…”
He broke off with a sidelong glance at Vasile.

“He’s with us, Mazoet,”
said Gazija.
“What news do you bring?”

“Your will,”
replied Mazoet, bowing again, this time more perfunctorily, though still respectful.
“These men have been chasing a group of… renegade sorcerers, who had set themselves up in a town some weeks travel from here. I was fortunate to contact them and their men before the sorcerers they were following turned on them.”
His eyes kept flicking from Gazija to Quiss and back. Vasile could sense he was telling the truth, though holding something back.
“With my assistance,”
continued Mazoet,
“we were able to see off the sorcerers, but I felt it was my duty to bring the men here to tell their story, firsthand, as it were.”

With a solemn expression, Mazoet clasped the young man by the shoulder and pushed him forward a step.

With an encouraging smile from Mazoet, he began to speak.
“First Deliverer,”
he said in a calm, even voice, bowing as Mazoet had done from the waist. Vasile thought he saw Gazija’s mouth flicker with the ghost of a smile.

“Though I have never heard that particular title before, and I am quite learned in all the titles of the empire and surrounding kingdoms.”

“Obviously you are not as learned as you think. Go on. I’m not getting any younger standing here.”

The young man raised his eyebrows and smiled.
“As you wish. My name is Aidan. I’m the leader of a band of men and women oath-bound to seek out evil and wrongdoings in the empire and bring the perpetrators to justice. We have a commission from the emperor himself, though it is under our previous leader’s name.”

“By the sword, unless I miss my guess,”
said Gazija.

“If necessary,”
replied Aidan smoothly.

Vasile had the impression he’d had to justify their actions before.

“Though evil takes many forms and seldom submits itself without a struggle. By its very nature, it resists righteousness.”

Gazija coughed into his hand.
“Indeed. Please continue.”

“I was leading my band on the trail of a few sorcerers…”
He broke off as Vasile cleared his throat loudly. Gazija gave Vasile a sharp look, eyes narrowed, then turned back to Aidan.

“Excuse me, but did you say you were leading them?”

“Ah. Well… at that stage I wasn’t.”
Aidan stared at Vasile.
“Circumstances later led me to take over the leadership.”

“I see,”
said Gazija without inflection, face expressionless.
“Continue.”

Aidan hesitated, frowning at them both before restarting his story.
“We followed them to a town, where we found they had imprisoned some women…”
His voice grew colder, and his face turned grim.
“They were not just prisoners. They… were being forced to breed, to have babies.”
His voice broke on the last word, and he looked away, distressed. Both the sorcerer and the swordsman with him shifted their weight and looked down at the deck.

“We don’t know their purpose and don’t care to. We rescued the women, but the sorcerers escaped. We were still tracking them when Mazoet here appeared and they turned on us. A young boy and girl. We’re in his debt. Without his sorcery to counter theirs we would surely have perished and wouldn’t be able to bring you this news.”

“Ah. A bleak tale indeed,”
said Gazija.

Quiss’s jaw worked silently, clenching and unclenching. Mazoet stood still and unblinking, staring at Gazija.

The elderly man rubbed both hands together, warming them against the chill night air.
“Vasile, is what they say true?”

All eyes turned to him. Under their stares, he nodded confirmation to Gazija.
“Yes,”
was all he said.

“That settles it then. We have much to discuss and plans to make.”
Gazija turned to Mazoet.
“Please get these gentlemen comfortable and assign them quarters. We should have enough to spare. Let’s meet again early in the morning, once we have a good night’s sleep. It’s late. Oh and Mazoet… you did well.”

The three men followed Mazoet and left the deck reluctantly, inundating him with questions, casting frequent glances back towards Vasile, Gazija and Quiss. Once they were out of sight and their voices had receded, Gazija coughed yet again and shook his head.

“It’s worse than I feared,”
he said. His face creased in pain.

Quiss gripped the rail with both hands until his knuckles went white.

Vasile shivered, not from the cold.
“These men, Aidan and his companions, what are you going to do with them?”

“Aidan and the others are with us now, whether they know it or not. They’ll eventually be drawn into this conflict, with or without our help. And I for one don’t spurn gifts when they appear before me.”

 


  



Chapter Fifty-Four
 

Caldan’s automaton was failing. It wobbled as it walked and couldn’t maintain a walk for more than a few moments without falling over. One leg moved a half beat behind the others. On the surface the rods were covered in different colors — yellows, blues and purples, as if returned to a furnace and heated to different temperatures.

From her chair near the stove, Miranda looked at the poor thing as it stood close to the door of her warehouse. “Caldan,” she called. “I think you should do something about it. It’s no good to us anymore and… I hate to see it like this.”

Since finding Simmon imprisoned, Caldan’s mood had been dark, and he didn’t feel like talking, only speaking when Miranda asked a direct question. She looked similarly despondent, though she hadn’t known any of the guild members.

He looked up from a book he was studying, a thin volume with pages covered in tiny writing. He grimaced and closed the book, taking care to place a piece of paper to mark his page.

“I know. But I can’t bring myself to…” He waved a hand towards the construct. “Destroy it.”

“The way it looks now is depressing. There isn’t any reason for us to use it… is there?”

“No,” said Caldan with a sigh. “I guess you’re right.”

He accessed his well and linked to the automaton for the final time. He could sense the damage the forces flowing through it had caused — fractured metal inside the rods, varying temperatures as different sections wore out faster than others. Once the slide into degradation started, it increased in pace swiftly. With a thought, he closed the smith-crafted links and it clattered to the floor in a jumble of rods and wire.

“Oh,” Miranda exclaimed with a sad smile. “It’s almost as if it died.”

“It was never alive, at least not in any real sense. It was imbued with a rudimentary intelligence, but what it could do was limited. With what I learned from crafting that one, I can greatly improve the next.”

Over the last few hours he’d been toying with more metal rods. Longer and thicker, they were connected with actual joints rather than wire fastenings. On the whole, the new construct appeared larger and heavier to her, thicker of limb and body.

“Do you need the metal for anything?” She pointed at the pile on the floor.

“Yes. I can always sell the parts or melt the metal down and reuse it.” He picked up the now limp automaton and tossed it into his open sack. Miranda winced as it landed with a clatter.

She approached him from behind as he returned to studying the parts for his new construct and placed both hands on his shoulders. He trembled at her touch then went still.

She squeezed lightly. “It’s not your fault, you know. There wasn’t anything you could have done to save them. The Indryallans planned this well.”

Caldan’s head dropped. He wanted revenge on them for Simmon, for the Protectors, but… there’s nothing he could do here with their tight grip on the city. And Simmon had set him a task. “I know… but I keep thinking there was something I could have done… If I had done something differently, this could have been avoided. I don’t know what.” He clenched his fists, frustrated. “If the masters didn’t see this coming, then I know there was nothing I could do.” He tilted his head back to look at Miranda. “Thank you.”

“Oh, I didn’t do much. I wanted to make sure you knew you couldn’t have stopped what happened. You’ve lost a lot in only a few days — the new home you made for yourself, the friends, the place you had found, somewhere you fit in, where your talents would be appreciated.” Miranda let go of his shoulders, walked to the stove and poured herself another cup of tea. “There are still people who care for you. I know you haven’t had people like that for a long time.”

“Who?”

“Me, silly.” Miranda took a sip of her tea. “I’m just saying it’s all right to care yourself. For others.”

“I do,” began Caldan then hesitated. “I’m… not used to it, that’s all.” He toyed with a piece of smith-crafted metal.

“Caldan, I…” Miranda broke off with an irritated frown as a loud banging came from the door.

Caldan leapt to his feet with one hand on the sword grip, ready to draw. Miranda placed her cup on the table and crossed the room.

“Who’s there?”

“Elpidia,” replied a muffled voice.

Miranda sighed in relief, while Caldan remained still, alert. She unbarred the door and clicked the lock open.

Elpidia’s face shone with sweat, and she was breathing heavily. She looked harried and agitated. Behind her, the shopkeeper, Amerdan, followed her into the room. Elpidia raised an eyebrow at Caldan and his readiness. He relaxed and placed the sword back on the table next to his sack.

Elpidia wore travel clothes, a worn, heavy skirt and a shirt under a thick jacket. She carried a backpack and a leather satchel.

Amerdan smiled as he saw Caldan. He was also dressed for travel but wasn’t carrying anything other than a few belt pouches and two sheathed knives.

“There’s a commotion in the streets,” exclaimed Elpidia. “The Indryallan soldiers are all over the place, searching for someone.”

Caldan exchanged a glance with Miranda. It was more than likely they had discovered Simmon with the sword and knew someone had been inside the guild and spoken to him before he died. What the master knew was enough to cause the invaders problems, if the truth became known, though proving what they had done would be close to impossible.

“Yes,” said Amerdan. “They’re combing the streets and stopping anyone who wears a crafted item and taking them for questioning.” He gave Caldan a quizzical look. “It sounds like they are looking for anyone associated with the Sorcerers’ Guild.”

Elpidia gingerly lowered her satchel to the ground and shrugged off her backpack, dropping it to the floor with a thud.

“Why are you both here?” asked Caldan.

Elpidia snorted then spoke. “I told you I’d come. Did you think I wouldn’t? Remember our talk? My research is critical.” She looked at the stove. “Is that tea, my dear?” she said, addressing Miranda, who nodded. “Lovely. I’ll fix myself a cup.” She crossed the room and peeked into the teapot.

“And I felt I had to do more,” Amerdan said. “Miranda told me of this place, though I admit I expected you two to be long gone.” He looked at them expectantly.

“We had some things to do,” replied Miranda. “We plan on leaving the city as soon as we can.”

“What? No!” burst out Elpidia. She looked pleadingly at Caldan. “My… research.”

Caldan held up a hand. “Peace. You’ll get what you want, though you might be safer if you came with us.”

Miranda looked sharply at him but remained silent.

Elpidia’s agitation diminished, though she still looked worried.

Amerdan leaned against a wall, unconcerned, giving each of them a measuring glance before he spoke. “I will be coming with you,” he said quietly. “If that is acceptable. His tone implied it should be.

Miranda cursed. “I told my contact there would only be two of us. He’s not going to be pleased. With four the danger goes up ten times, as will the price.” She ran a hand through her hair and rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t have many ducats to spare.”

Amerdan smiled and reached into a pouch at his waist. He placed a stack of coins on the table. Gold ducats.

“That should be sufficient, I assume.” Giving Elpidia a look, he added, “For her as well.”

“I… can’t pay you back,” Elpidia wailed.

Amerdan waved her protest away. “Think nothing of it. There may come a time when you can help me in return.”

Elpidia nodded thankfully. “I’m grateful. There isn’t anything for me here… not anymore.”

Caldan regarded the woman. Leaving the city with Miranda would have been tricky, but four people made it much more difficult. Someone had to warn the empire about what was happening here. He sighed. They couldn’t abandon Elpidia and Amerdan now, and he had a feeling Elpidia would follow him whatever happened. And with her damned compass she could pursue him wherever he went.

Which reminded him… He held out a hand. “Give me the compass,” he demanded.

Elpidia’s face went red. “You… Miranda told you, then. You know why I needed it.” Her mouth tightened into a thin line.

“She did. And I do know. But it’s served its purpose, and I don’t like the idea of someone being able to find me like that. Especially not with what’s happened.”

Looking distinctly unhappy, Elpidia pressed the crafted item into his palm with a sour look. Caldan slipped it into his pocket.

“Did you hear where they’re holding the people they took off the street?” he asked.

Elpidia shook her head. “They took them towards West Barrows, but where in that district we didn’t hear.”

“Probably the keep, then,” said Amerdan. “It makes sense for the Indryallans to set up their headquarters there. Especially since it looks like they want to keep everyone content and have a smooth change of power. They’ve also set up kitchens along the docks and are feeding the poor.”

“They’re letting people go, though?” Miranda asked.

“From what we heard, yes. After questioning they’re released.” Elpidia hesitated, frowning into her tea cup. “They look like they’re trying to keep the city running as if nothing has happened. In fact, with all the good projects they’ve implemented, most people have welcomed the change.”

“They don’t mean well,” growled Caldan.

Elpidia turned to look at him. “How can you know?”

“I know,” he said flatly, feeling a chill. Because they force people to kill against their will, he wanted to say. “We need to leave as soon as possible. You can come, if you want. Miranda, where is your contact?”

Miranda blinked. “Today, he said he would bring word sometime. That’s the best he could do at short notice. I think they’re taking advantage of the blockade and using their tunnels to make a lot of ducats. I suspect we’re in a queue.”

“So, nothing we can do but wait.”

“I’m afraid so.”

Caldan nodded. “Make yourselves comfortable, then. We have to wait, and I have work to do.” He turned back to his smith-crafted metal pieces.

Miranda took Elpidia’s hand and drew her into the other room, where they began a conversation about what to take with them.

Caldan felt Amerdan’s eyes on him as he returned to work. He attached metal rods to each other, tapping the ends with a hammer until they clicked in place. Each rod was as long as his arm from elbow to wrist and thicker than his thumb. He tested each joint, easing the rods back and forth to check they moved smoothly. Four of these joints lay in front of him as he began assembling a fifth, this one made up of shorter rods, five in total, each rod thinner than the last.

“Why five in that one?” asked Amerdan of a sudden with a strange intensity.

Caldan spared him a glance as the last rod clicked in place. He laid it next to the others. “It’s a tail. When it runs, a tail is essential to equilibrium.”

“It… runs?” Amerdan stared at him curiously.

With a shrug, Caldan drew out more metal pieces from his sack and piled them next to the legs and tail. “It should, if I get everything right.” He turned to Amerdan. “Are you hungry? I’m starving.” He stood and rummaged through their food supplies and began preparing a meal of crusty bread and cheese.

 

They sat around the table, where they had eaten a meal of bread and cheese washed down with hot tea. Caldan had eaten twice as much as any of them, including Amerdan.

“I thought Amerdan here did well, but you…” Miranda trailed off and shook her head. “I don’t know where you put it. Truly, you should be overweight.”

Elpidia grinned then covered her mouth with a hand.

“I’m still growing,” protested Caldan.

“I doubt it.”

Caldan opened his mouth to reply when there was a knock at the door. All of them froze and looked at each other. Miranda rose and wiped her hands on her pants. “It’s probably my contact,” she said and strode to the door. “Who’s there?”

“Bees,” came the reply through the thick timber.

Elpidia looked up.

Miranda opened the door and a dark-haired man entered. He looked at each of them in turn, raising an eyebrow at Elpidia, who returned his stare with a steady look of her own.

“I take it you two know each other?” asked Amerdan, echoing Caldan’s thought.

“We have had occasion to do some business,” replied the man called Bees.

“He’s one of the best sources of information in the city,” said Elpidia. “And the most resourceful when it comes to finding things.” Bees gave a short bow in her direction.

“Bees, glad you finally arrived. When can we go?”

“Always business first with you, Miranda. You should learn to relax.” Bees smiled to take the edge off his words. “I had a hard time avoiding the patrols the Indryallans have out looking for certain people. Luckily, they’ve not issued a reward for these fugitives, who might otherwise have been delivered into their hands quick smart.”

“Is that a threat?” asked Miranda.

Bees clasped both hands to his chest over his heart. “Goodness, no! I wouldn’t stay in business long if I made threats to my clients, would I?” His tone was half-serious, half-mocking.

“Do we have a way out?” continued Miranda. “I assume that’s why you’re here?”

Bees frowned. “You told me there would be two of you, and yet here I see four.”

“Circumstances have changed.”

“Still, it’ll be riskier. And taking such a risk will cost.” He rubbed two fingers together.

“How much more? And don’t try to cheat me, mind!”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Bees made a show of thinking for a few moments.

Caldan was sure he had calculated a new price the moment he saw there were four people in the room instead of two and was dragging the negotiation out.

Bees gave Miranda a sly look. “I heard the invaders are searching houses and warehouses around the docks… Indeed, they’re not too far from here.”

Caldan and Miranda exchanged glances. If this were true it meant the invaders knew their general whereabouts. It was only a matter of time until they were found, if they stayed put.

“My thought is that the risk has increased since we last spoke. The new price is eight.”

“Eight!” exclaimed Miranda in surprise. “It was two for two and now it’s eight for four?”

Bees spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “More risk, more bribes, more people need wages. I’m giving you a discount because I know Elpidia. Though I wouldn’t have thought she would leave the city. Perhaps there is a story there?” He gave Elpidia an enquiring look. She shook her head but refrained from replying.

“Ah. Saying nothing is still saying something, is it not?”

Miranda counted out six gold ducats. She held the coins up in a stack between forefinger and thumb. “Six and we have a deal.”

Bees turned a glum look on her. He flicked a glance at Elpidia, hesitated, then slowly shook his head. “No. I cannot agree. It’s said they are looking for someone, a young sorcerer with short hair.” He looked pointedly at Caldan.

Caldan hissed through his teeth, and Miranda cursed under her breath.

The Indryallans who’d imprisoned him and Bells got a good look at him. It was likely he wouldn’t be able to roam the streets without being spotted.

“Pay him,” Caldan said. “We need to get out before they find us. And the longer we delay, the higher the price will go.”

“Smart man,” said Bees, holding out his hand. “Eight for now, but only because I know Elpidia. I don’t know why she needs to get out of the city, but for her I can give a generous discount.”

Miranda scoffed. “Not likely.” She handed over eight gold ducats, which Bees accepted with a grateful nod. “We have a deal, then?”

“Certainly. Are you ready to leave now?”

“It won’t take more than a few moments to have our gear organized.” Miranda looked at Elpidia and Amerdan. “Do you have everything you need?”

Elpidia gestured to her belongings. “All I need is here. I’m sure if I need anything for my research I can find a substitute, depending on where we are.

Amerdan patted the belt which held his pouches and knives. “Ready,” he said.

Caldan noticed the shopkeeper also had a bundle inside his shirt and wondered what it could be. He shook his head. Probably nothing important.

“All right,” she said. “Caldan, are you ready?”

“Yes, it won’t take long to pack up.” He shoved the metal rods back into his sack and accepted the blanket Miranda handed him.

Miranda disappeared into the next room, returning shortly with two sets of bulging saddlebags, one of which she handed to Caldan.

“May I enquire as to where you are going?” Bees asked.

“You may,” said Miranda. “But we aren’t sure ourselves. Away from here, until things settle down.”

“On the contrary, I find it to be very good.”

“Depends on what you deal in.”

Bees nodded with narrowed eyes, as if Miranda had stated something wise. “Indeed it does.”

Miranda gave one last glance around the room, her expression resolved. “It’s time to go.”

 

After a nervous walk uphill through the southern area of Cabbage Town, Bees led Caldan and the others to the back of a nondescript building. A squat, heavyset man opened a gate in response to Bees’ coded knock, whispered words, and ducats. They entered an overgrown yard then passed into a stone building.

Caldan looked around at the bare room that greeted them, unimpressed. Two large windows high in the walls provided light, and the room was empty except for an open trapdoor in the center. A sharp-edged square hole penetrated the stone floor into darkness. Beside the hole sat an oil lamp burning with a flame.

Bees rubbed his hands together in the cold air. “I hope you don’t mind the dark.” He picked up the lamp.

“I thought we’d need something,” said Caldan, drawing out some glass balls from his pocket and handing one to each of them. In the center of each nestled a stone covered in tiny patterns.

Bees gave a low whistle. “Expensive,” he remarked. “Better not lose them.”

Caldan shrugged. “These won’t last long, and I can always make more.”

Bees clapped him on the shoulder. “We should talk when you come back.”

Elpidia examined hers and gave it a shake. “It’s not working. Is it broken?”

They looked to Caldan.

“No,” he said. What people didn’t know about sorcery still surprised him. “They wear out, so there’s no point having them working all the time when light isn’t needed. Here.” He accessed his well and linked to all four globes, connecting the anchors in the gems. Each one began to glow faintly, a clean white light.

Bees stepped to the edge of the hole. “I’m to be your escort. There’s a ladder down to a room.”

“What is this place?” asked Miranda. “The building, the quality of the stonework — this wasn’t made to smuggle goods in and out of the city.”

“Goodness, no,” laughed Bees. “It’s part of the aqueducts. An access hole for repairs, to clear blockages. No need to dig a tunnel when the emperor provided plenty for us to use.”

Miranda nodded in comprehension. “Makes sense.”

Caldan knelt above the shaft, saddlebags over one shoulder and sack in his left hand. His sword made it awkward, but he swiftly descended into the gloom.

“Er,” said Bees loudly. “Didn’t you make a globe for yourself?”

Caldan cursed himself for being stupid. He could see well in the darkness, but it wasn’t a talent he wanted known. He would have to watch himself. “No need,” he replied calmly. “There’s enough light to see by… and once everyone else is down, their globes will be enough.” He reached a room, from which led two open doorways, one at either end.

Miranda followed him down, and soon they were all huddled together, holding their globes up for light while Bees held up his lantern.

“This way.” Bees hunched over and set off along a narrow tunnel, head brushing the ceiling.

Caldan ushered the others through before following. Though damp and cold, the walls of the tunnel were dry and free from mold or mildew. They had only traveled ten yards into the tunnel when the scent of lemons reached him. He stopped, lifting his head.

“What is it?” whispered Miranda.

“There’s… something…” he began.

Thunder sounded, echoing deafeningly down the tunnel. The air shook as a strong blast crushed them to the ground. Another immense boom reverberated, echoing inside Caldan’s head.

Screams echoed from above, along with a tearing, grating noise as stone cracked. Behind them, the room lit up as sunlight streamed down the shaft, illuminating clouds of dust filling the space.

They’ve found us. It has to be Bells.

Miranda tugged at his arm. He turned to find her eyes red and watery. A trickle of blood ran from her nose. Elpidia lay curled into a ball. Amerdan crouched, appearing unharmed and alert. Bees staggered to his knees, a vacant expression on his face.

“Go!” roared Caldan.

“What?” said Miranda in a daze.

He pushed her towards the others. “Run!” He turned and rifled through his gear. Behind him, they staggered away as fast as they could.

What to do? Caldan drew out four stone cubes, each the size of a dice used in taverns, surfaces covered in etched runes. He hadn’t thought to be using these, but there wasn’t time to make anything else, and he needed something stronger than paper.

He placed two cubes against the walls, one on either side of the passageway. The others he slipped into a pocket in reserve. Accessing his well, he activated the craftings. A barrier of light sprang up, blocking the passageway. It glowed a soft blue and sparkled where dust hit it.

On the other side of the shield, two figures dropped into view. Caldan recognized the woman who’d visited him in his cell, Bells. Both were surrounded by their own shields. Their eyes locked onto his. He snatched up his gear, turned his back to them and ran.

 

Caldan caught up with them as Miranda and Bees were arguing heatedly.

“Up, down, do you know where you’re going?” screeched Miranda.

“I didn’t build it. And yes, I do,” Bees shouted back.

“I’ve blocked the tunnel,” Caldan said. “But I think they might be able to get through. I fear I’ve only bought us a little time.”

They scampered down another ladder, along a tunnel, then up yet another ladder to emerge into a wide corridor split down the middle. The side they were on was a stone walkway. The other dropped into a swift flowing stream, which disappeared into a black hole in the wall. If any of them fell into the water they wouldn’t be able to be rescued, and who knew where the stream emerged or if there was airspace along the way. Along the stone walkway a slimy grey mold flourished, making footing treacherous.

With nervous glances over their shoulders, the group hurried along the path. Ahead in the darkness, another ladder led up.

Elpidia fell to one knee as she slipped on the slimy stone. Miranda helped her regain her feet and they hurried along the ledge.

At the ladder, they stopped as Bees raced up the rungs as fast as he could. All of them, except Caldan and Amerdan, were breathing heavily and sweating with fear.

“Who were they?” asked the shopkeeper as Bees reached the top of the ladder and beckoned to Elpidia.

“The invaders… Indryallans,” replied Caldan. “They must have known about the tunnels and want to stop people escaping the city.”

Amerdan looked at his face for a moment, unblinking. “Indeed. Let’s hope whatever you did to stop them holds for a while.”

“It should… I mean… unless they can overcome my crafting,” Caldan said hesitantly. He glanced up the ladder at Elpidia making slow progress on the slippery rungs. “Can you hurry, please!”

“I’m going as fast as I can,” said Elpidia.

A sharp crack sounded over the rush of water, and Caldan sensed his wards fail. “By the ancestors,” he cursed under his breath.

“What is it?” Miranda asked in alarm.

Caldan grabbed her arm and pushed her towards the ladder. “Go. As fast as you can.” He looked at Amerdan. “You too. I’m relying on you to look after them.”

The shopkeeper smiled briefly. “I will.”

Caldan nodded. “They broke through my wards. I can make another, but it won’t stop them for long.” He glanced at the fast flowing water deep in the trough beside them.

“Which means you probably can’t hurt them,” added Miranda.

“That’s correct. Their shields will protect them from anything I can manage, but I might be able to delay them.” He dropped his sack to the ground and drew out the jumble of metal rods that made up his new automaton.

“I hope you know what you’re doing.” Miranda grabbed the ladder and prepared to climb. “Caldan… Don’t take any risks. Please. I’m sure we can lose them in here, since Bees knows the way and they don’t.”

Caldan gave her a wry smile. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to wait around until they come.” He waved her away. “We don’t have much time.”

As if punctuating his words, a number of sorcerous globes floated out of the opening at the end of the tunnel behind them. Two rose to the ceiling and stuck there, illuminating the area, while another continued slowly up the tunnel towards them.

Miranda shot one last worried look at Caldan and began to climb.

Caldan began assembling his smith-crafted automaton. He accessed his well, and slotted the four legs onto the body, joints clicking into place, while simultaneously linking the pieces using his crafting skill. Metal vibrated in his hands as the anchors, buffers, transference and shaping runes activated. Behind him, he heard Amerdan swiftly ascend the ladder with confidence, following Miranda and the others.

Movement caught his eye as two figures emerged into the tunnel, both covered with the telltale glow of shields. Though they were distant, Caldan recognized them as soldiers rather than the sorcerers. They moved cautiously along the slippery ledge. In their wake, two more figures emerged, stepping onto the ledge with a confidence bordering on arrogance.

Caldan firmly slotted the head into place, and with a minute fizz of energy the two metal parts fused. It was sleeker than the original dog, catlike. The new automaton rose to its feet. Standing, it reached to his knee. Blue stone eyes emitted a faint glow as the smith-crafting hummed with energy, almost inaudible to his ear. The tail extended behind the body and twitched.

Despite the situation, Caldan laid a hand on his creation and gazed at it with admiration. Compared to this automaton, the first had been a substandard crafting, a hack job of ideas without grace, an awkward moving metal contraption. This new automaton was refined in both the metalwork and smith-crafting, an order of magnitude more polished and complex.

With a thought, he sent it slinking towards the Indryallans then gathered up his sack and climbed the ladder. At the top, he turned to gauge how much time he had. The Indryallans were moving swiftly, since they hadn’t been assailed, sending their sorcerous globes drifting up the tunnel towards Caldan.

He crouched in the hole in the wall. Behind him, he heard boots scuffling on stone and murmurs as Miranda and the others scurried away.

Caldan closed his eyes, awareness flowing through the link to his automaton. His sight lurched as he saw from the viewpoint of his creation, and he held a hand against the wall to steady himself. From his new knee-high viewpoint close to the ground, the tunnel looked bigger and wider.

Ahead, two men approached. He sent the automaton dashing forward. He couldn’t possibly draw enough from his well to overload four shields or defeat two men and two sorcerers. It was time to enact his plan. If it worked, the sorcerers would be in for a surprise.

Ahead of the men, his automaton broke through the darkness. Shouts of surprise greeted its sudden appearance, though both were shielded and carried short metal blades. They were more startled than alarmed.

“What is it?” Caldan heard one ask.

He sent the smith-crafting to the left, close to the wall, and continued ahead, as if angling to pass the men.

“No idea,” replied the other. “Bells or Keys should know. By the God-Emperor, I ain’t going near it.”

Caldan stopped the automaton as it reached a point on the wall where the two men lay between it and the water. He linked to another crafting in the runes of the animal’s body. Light erupted around the automaton, its own shield.

“Crap! Where are Bells and Keys?” one squawked, stepping back and glancing down the tunnel towards the two sorcerers. “Hey!” he yelled.

Bells and Keys — now Caldan knew both their names.

He flicked the automaton a command. Around its body the shield flashed and expanded, one side pushing against the wall, the other extending towards the two men.

“What the…”

Sparks crackled as the edges of the shields made contact. Designed to keep things out, to be as impenetrable as possible, the forces pressed against each other. Caldan drew from his well and pushed, hard and fast. The automaton’s shield expanded, using the wall to brace against, and the two men had nothing to support them. Boots scrabbled for purchase on the slick stone. Failing to find purchase, they slid towards the water and, with wordless cries, slipped over the edge into the swift torrent. Dragged by the irresistible current, they barreled away from Caldan towards Bells and Keys, arms flailing.

Their shouts caught the sorcerers’ attention and both stopped. Caldan sent the automaton darting towards them. If he could use the men as a distraction, he might be able to get close enough to use the same trick.

Bells stepped towards the edge and watched the men as they approached, thrashing and yelling in the water. Simultaneously, both Bells and Keys froze, ignoring the men, and turning towards the approaching automaton. They reached out and clasped hands. Their shields merged and spread to a flat barrier across the walkway. There was no way to slip between them and the water.

Caldan felt a scrabbling, a scratching at his linkage to the automaton. Shocked, he drew deeper from his well in an effort to cement his link. Panicked, he pulled the smith-crafting towards him and it scurried back along the path, wobbling unsteadily as Caldan drew even further from his well. The closer it came to him, the weaker the assault became. Sweat dripped from his face, and he gulped in air. His head ached. Abruptly, the forces assailing the automaton ceased.

In the distance, the sorcerers stood as still as statues. Alongside them swept their two men, ignored. They cried out as the water dragged them relentlessly through the hole in the wall and into darkness.

At the base of the ladder his automaton leapt, using its momentum to propel itself up the rungs, metal claws scrabbling. It landed at Caldan’s feet as the smell of lemons reached him and he sensed a build-up from the sorcerers.

Snatching at his well, he shielded himself as three red balls blasted towards him. He dropped to the floor, making himself as small as possible.

Blinding red light exploded. Pressure ground against him, pushing him further against the floor.

His wristband whined under the strain. His skin felt hot through the shield. He could feel his crafting begin to fail. Grunting with effort, he drew further from his well, striving to bolster his crafting, pushing himself to his limits. A searing pain filled his head. After a few moments, he managed to restore balance to his shield. Whatever the sorcerers had sent, it had almost finished him. He knew he was outmatched.

On hands and knees, he scrabbled away from the ladder, down the tunnel and out of the line of sight of the sorcerers. Clutching his head, he rose and hurried after the others, hunched and weary beyond belief. Ahead of him loped the automaton.

 

Caldan approached the group from the darkness behind them at a run. He skidded to a walk and motioned for them to keep moving. Ahead, manmade walls and floor gave way to natural stone opening out into a cavern.

“We have to stick together,” demanded Miranda. “At least until we find our way out of here. If we split up, we might not find each other again.” She gave him a concerned look and touched his arm.

Caldan brushed away Miranda’s fussing over him, though took the edge off with a tight smile. “Come on, we don’t have much time. I’m all right, honestly.”

“You weren’t able to stop them?” asked Miranda, loud enough for the others to hear.

Caldan shook his head in defeat. “No. I… got rid of two men with them, but the sorcerers… they’re too powerful.”

Amerdan stared at him curiously. “What did you do?”

“I knocked them into the water.”

Elpidia’s face was miserable. “No,” she whimpered. “Oh no. I don’t want to die… I won’t.”

Caldan took her head in his hands. “There’s light ahead. We’re almost out.”

Amerdan started. “Yes,” he confirmed, with a probing look at Caldan. “There is.” The shopkeeper looked at the automaton as it weaved through the group and continued ahead. “Interesting,” he said, eyeing Caldan with respect.

They stepped onto the rough natural stone. For a few minutes, they trudged in silence, walking steadily further into the cavern. The air filled with the scent of dirt and a faint musky smell. Bats probably, thought Caldan. It made sense. The engineers who constructed the aqueducts would make use of any caves in the surrounding countryside. Why dig when it was much easier to use natural formations?

Behind them, the sound of rushing water faded the further they walked. Caldan remained at the rear of the group, constantly glancing behind, trying to spot movement in the dark, though he thought it more likely the sorcerers would come shielded and he would see the telltale glow.

He maintained his well as they walked, both to keep contact with the automaton as he sent it to scout ahead and to extend his senses behind the group, searching for signs the sorcerers approached.

The ground began sloping upwards, gently at first, almost imperceptibly, then with an ever-increasing incline.

A tickle touched the edge of Caldan’s heightened senses. It came from behind him. He stopped abruptly and turned, scanning the darkness. There had been something… a presence… but now there was nothing.

The others stopped one by one as they realized he no longer followed.

Caldan opened his well and prepared to split it into multiple strings. Reaching into his pocket, he then flung his hand into the air, releasing a flock of paper birds. Though only narrow strings from his well were required for the birds, his head ached with strain, a sharp pain stabbed into his mind, his forehead broke into a sweat. Flashing past his legs, the metal automaton shot back down the cavern.

Flapping their wings in the stale air, the birds flew around him. With a thought, he pushed them out in ever-expanding circles, flying at different levels from low to the floor to head height. He peered into the darkness.

“Keep going,” he said to the others. “I can’t be sure, but I need to check.” He turned to face Miranda as she hesitated. “Go,” he commanded once again.

Miranda’s mouth narrowed and she frowned in worry. She turned to usher Elpidia and Bees towards the light ahead. “Hurry,” she said.

Caldan could hear Amerdan’s breath over the faint flapping of wings, so close was he. The shopkeeper had drawn both of his knives and held them casually, giving Caldan the strong impression he knew how to use them. Caldan thought of drawing the trinket sword but thought better of it. If he needed to run, it would only slow him down.

“They won’t be any use,” he explained quietly to Amerdan. “Their shields will block any blades.”

Looking at his knives for a moment, Amerdan slid them back into the sheathes on his belt. He backed away a few steps, licking his lips. With a shrug, he turned and followed Bees and Elpidia, passing Miranda. As she approached, Caldan gave her a disapproving look. “Why aren’t you with the others?” he hissed.

“I can take care of myself. Besides, you can’t sense anyone following, right?”

“Maybe, but I’ve no idea what these sorcerers can do. I wish I had your confidence.”

“You think they can mask themselves somehow?”

“I don’t know, but I would rather be sure than captured again… or dead.”

Light flashed briefly in the darkness as one of the paper birds hit a solid surface. Sparkles glittered from the impact and spread across a shield outlining a figure, then flickered out.

Caldan cursed and immediately sent the automaton towards the spot along with the birds. A pulse of force erupted, and all his birds burst into flames. His automaton tumbled backwards, metal limbs splayed as it lay in a heap. Strings from his well whiplashed back as they were severed. His mind exploded with pain.

There was moment of stillness. Paper birds turned to ash, falling to the ground.

Two succinct glows broke through the darkness. Bells and Keys.

With sluggish thoughts, Caldan’s mind groped for his wristband and linked to shield himself. He reached for Miranda’s hand.

A massive burst of raw energy snapped into him. He tumbled backwards onto the ground. Around him, his shield wavered. His wristband vibrated unsteadily and grew hot. It was all he could do to stop the energy penetrating his shield, but after a moment the brutal initial force diminished, allowing him to draw breath.

Another wave of energy assaulted his shield, pinning him to the ground. His wristband keened under the strain and began to burn his skin.

Caldan cursed and cut his well from his crafting before it failed. Around him, the shield dissolved.

He looked around for Miranda, to warn her to flee. He met her eyes.

She shuddered, stumbled forward onto hands and knees. Her body jerked violently. She stood slowly, blank eyes staring from her face.

Caldan was transfixed with horror. What looked out at him wasn’t Miranda. He gave an anguished cry.

In the distance, he heard a woman laugh. Bells.

Miranda rose and began to walk towards him, at first unsteadily, then with increasing control.

Caldan, unable to move under a pressure that crushed him to the ground, gave Miranda a pleading look as she walked towards him. Desperately, he reached for the link to his automaton and found it, infusing the creature with power and sending it towards the sorcerers.

Miranda drew her knife. She knelt beside Caldan and lifted the blade with both hands.

“No,” Caldan managed to croak, unable to move.

She plunged the knife down, stabbing him in the side. Pain enveloped him and his vision went white.

Summoning what strength he could, Caldan pressed a hand to the wound and closed his eyes. Once again his awareness flew through the link to his automaton.

Bells and Keys stood together, shields glowing and arms raised. Around them the air crackled with gathering force. Caldan urged his crafting towards them.

Miranda raised the knife for another thrust.

The automaton reached Bells and Keys. Grunting with exertion, he ruptured the anchor. The forces from his well destroyed it utterly. A thunderous reverberation echoed in the cavern, and filaments of lightning surged around Bells and Keys. Under the strain, their shields sparkled blue then a deep purple as they strove to absorb the forces assailing them. One of the crafted keys around Keys’ neck melted and his shield went red. He threw a despairing look at Bells, then his shield winked out. His skin instantly blackened and smoked. His body went limp.

Miranda’s eyes rolled back into her head and she collapsed, slumping senseless to the ground. Blood dribbled from her nose.

Bells let loose a wailing cry along with a cluster of sorcery.

“By the ancestors,” groaned Caldan as he opened his well and scrabbled to link to his wristband. Despite the crafting being hot and close to failing, it was all he had left. Light sprang up around him and he clutched Miranda, covering her with his shield.

The air shook and cascaded with flashes of light as bright as the sun. Caldan squeezed his eyes shut. Beneath him, the ground shook with violence.

Under his crafted wristband, his skin sizzled… He couldn’t hold it any longer. If he did, it would fail and they would be destroyed in the process. Perhaps there was a chance they would survive Bell’s rage-driven destructive sorcery. He felt his wristband begin to fracture. Clutching Miranda to him, he cut the link to his well.

Pain exploded in his mind, then in a blink it stopped, though the assault continued. Not daring to open his eyes, he knew somehow he was being shielded.

The onslaught lasted longer than he thought possible. Eventually, the flashes through his eyelids ceased. An overpowering odor of dirt, molten metal, and above all lemons filled his nostrils.

He prized an eye open. Around him the air shimmered with dissipating heat.

Bells scrabbled towards Keys’ charred body, whimpering wordlessly.

A glow emanated from under Caldan’s shirt. He pulled on his chain and the bone ring spilled out, runes shinning with an inner light. The trinket on his finger lay inert and cold. The bone ring shielded me? he thought incredulously. That’s not possible… it wasn’t crafted or a trinket. Or was it? There was only one explanation. He shook his head, stunned by the implication. It had to be a trinket. Never had he heard of one not made of metal, an alloy sorcerers for generations had tried without success to replicate, the supposed secret of crafting
trinkets. Hundreds of years of failed experiments and theories, all based on a false assumption. This was why his family had been murdered — for this bone trinket.

Amerdan walked out of the darkness towards Caldan, clothes singed, hair covered in dust. He held a hand out. “I think I have much to learn,” he said cryptically, face expressionless.

Caldan allowed the shopkeeper to drag him to his knees, hand clutched to his stomach. Blood oozed through his fingers. Miranda lay on the ground unmoving.

He tore off his shirt and tied it as best he could around his waist to stop the bleeding. His head, arm and stomach throbbed with pain. Gingerly, he struggled to his feet, staggering towards Miranda. A quick look at Bells and he decided she was no threat for the moment. The sorcerer cradled Keys in her arms, fingers entwined in his hair. She sobbed the same words over and over: “Keys, my love, stay with me.” Her eyes were open and unmoving.

Caldan had to check on Miranda. It would only take a few moments, then he could kill Bells.

He shuffled to Miranda’s side, knelt, and gathered her to him. She stared at him blankly and then blinked, as if in slow motion. A trickle of saliva ran from the corner of her mouth.

“Wha…” she began, then swallowed. “Wha…” she tried again then frowned. She looked down at her trembling hands.

Physically, she was whole, but mentally… whatever sorcery they used must have been wrenched out when Keys died. Her mind lay in disarray. No, not Miranda as well.

Caldan began to weep.

A hand clasped his shoulder, and he looked up into Amerdan’s face.

“She has been damaged. We should leave her.”

Caldan couldn’t believe his ears. He shook his head vehemently. “No. I can heal her. I…” With rising dread, he realized he couldn’t heal Miranda. Only someone versed in coercive sorcery would know what was wrong with her mind and how to restore it.

He motioned for Amerdan to see to Miranda and looked towards Bells.

She paid no attention to Caldan’s approach. He stood behind her, bent over in pain. Slowly, he drew his sword, the trinket entrusted to him by Master Simmon. He raised the sword then brought it down, twisting at the last moment to strike Bells in the head with the flat of the blade.

With a sickening thud, she crumpled unconscious, silver bells tinkling.

Grabbing her by one arm, he dragged her over to Miranda, who still sat in the dirt, Amerdan hovering next to her.

With a deep breath, Caldan wiped his eyes, though they refused to obey him and leaked tears. He stood numbly, helping Miranda regain her feet. She stumbled. He picked her up in his arms.

“Bells,” he grated through the pain. “Get her.”

Amerdan nodded and lifted the limp sorcerer.

They trudged after Elpidia and Bees, leaving Keys behind.

 


  



Aftermath
 

To the south, in a sheltered cove along the coast, the ship containing Gazija, Quiss, Vasile and Aidan dropped anchor in the shallows and awaited news from Anasoma.

Gazija had tasked Vasile with convincing Aidan to join with them and he spent his time secluded in a cabin arguing with Aidan and his companions.

He expected objections, and he wasn’t disappointed.

 

Savine Khedevis approached the keep in Anasoma, surrounded by a dozen of his followers. Inside, within the cool stone walls, he was greeted briefly by a high-ranked Indryallan soldier, face haggard and marked by strain. Savine motioned to his faction and they knelt before the Indryallan commander.

For the time being, he thought to himself, hiding his grimace of distaste. Once Gazija was dead, he could lead his people along the righteous path.

 

In the morning light, Caldan took a bowl of porridge from a cook fire and began the laborious task of feeding Miranda. She swallowed mechanically, eyes blank, and it took a long time before he was satisfied she’d eaten enough.

To one side lay Bells, bound with rope and gagged with cloth, though she remained unconscious. He took a knife and set to cutting the crafted bells out of the sorcerer’s hair, stuffing them into his pockets.

As they left, Caldan supported Miranda along the road. She made slow progress with erratic steps.

 

Far to the north, Kelhak, God-Emperor of Indryalla, received news his forces had taken Anasoma, though at a cost of two of his children. Aboard his personal warship, having sailed for Anasoma some time ago, he commanded the captain to urge the ship to greater speeds.

 

 

 

This ends A Crucible of Souls.

 

What happens next is recounted in

Book Two of the Sorcery Ascendant Sequence.
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