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Disclaimer
 
    
 
   (a.k.a. If You Don’t Realize This Is A Work Of Fiction, Please Go Find Something Else To Do)
 
    
 
   So you’re about to read about all-powerful wizards and magical beasties and a little girl that can swim through stone.  In case you’re still confused, yes, this book is a complete work of fiction.  Nobody contained within these pages actually exists.  If there are any similarities between the people or places of Aulds of the SPYRE and the people or places of Good Ol’ Planet Earth, you’ve just gotta trust me.  It’s not real, people.  Really.
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Author’s Note
 
   This fantasy series would never have been dredged from my computer and shown to the world if it weren’t for the efforts of the brilliant and talented artist, Lance MacCarty and the endless enthusiasm of Kim Burling.  It’s easily one of my favorite creations, but it sadly got sidelined by all the other projects I’m working on at the same time.
 
    
 
   We’re putting it out now as an illustrated serial novel, with each part coming as time permits for Lance and me.  Enjoy! 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Dedication
 
    
 
   To my Muse.
 
   Stuey, 
 
   As long as you’ve got something to say, 
 
   Your keyboard monkey awaits.*
 
    
 
   *Barring exhaustion, necessary bodily functions, food consumption, new Joss Whedon or GRRM releases, and required sleep cycles.  Accurate translation not guaranteed nor implied.  ‘Something to say’ is limited to the scope of creative fiction in the written word.  ‘As long as’ is limited to the average human lifespan, minus thirty years.  ‘Muse’ is defined as a creative force as of yet unexplained, but totally replaceable with undue goading and exploitation.  ‘Keyboard monkey’ is used solely in a humorous sense, and is not an approved form of address.  The author in no way implies endless, active waiting at a keyboard.  Excessive utilization of this offer shall result in an immediate renegotiation and possible rewording to better limit the powers and rights of a slippery, word-twisting genie.
 
    
 
   Don’t test me.
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1: An Unseen World 
 
   Saebrya
 
    
 
   Saebrya hesitated over the bejeweled cradle and glanced at the door to make sure she was alone.  After several moments with no sound in the hall of the inn, she hastily returned her attention to the blonde baby within.  It panted up at her, its ice-blue Vethyle eyes unmistakable even at its tender age, its face sweaty and trembling.
 
   Like the rest of the royal Vethyle family that had arrived in the village earlier that week, the baby’s skin oozed a glowing golden liquid that welled up within its cradle and dribbled down the sides, spattering the wooden floor.
 
   It was the sipper that bothered Saebrya, however.
 
   Unlike the smallish ones that congregated under the cradle, feeding at the amber droplets coalescing on the floor, a giant sipper shared the child’s cradle with it, the sipper’s size and shape unlike anything Saebrya had seen before.  Its faceted black eyes stared back at her from its perch on the child’s chest, its fangs buried deep within its belly.  The rest of the creature’s segmented body was wrapped around the child in a stranglehold, almost seven feet of snakelike length.  
 
   Beneath it, the baby was struggling to breathe.
 
   Saebrya took another look at the door.  She had spent her life avoiding the sippers, but this one was killing the child.
 
   She heard laughter from the inn’s great room, where the Vethyle were laughing and sharing after-dinner stories over drink.  All the footsteps seemed to belong to servers rushing back and forth to refill the royals’ wine, none in the adjacent hall outside.  
 
   Satisfied no one was close enough to see her touch a royal child, Saebrya reached into the cradle and grabbed the sipper’s prickly tail, wincing at the way the spines drew blood when it tried to jerk away.  Holding tight against its thrashing, Saebrya began the struggle of unwrapping its hard, prickly length from around the baby’s body.
 
   A shadow in the doorway interrupted her.
 
   Preceding it came a trickle of ether, coating the floor in molten yellow rivulets.
 
   Saebrya froze, the sipper only half unwrapped from the baby, its fangs still solidly sunk into its abdomen.  She met Auldin Cyriaca’s startled white-blue eyes and her heart began to hammer.  Hurriedly, Saebrya pinned down the baby’s feet with her own and she tried to unravel the rest of the snakelike sipper anyway.
 
   A pulsing golden vein shot from the Auldin’s stomach and coalesced into an ethereal hand that grabbed Saebrya by the throat.  Before Saebrya could finish removing the sipper from the child’s chest, Cyriaca threw her into the wall behind the cradle.
 
   “How dare you?!” the Auldin screamed, rushing into the room to pluck the baby girl from her gemmed cradle.  The baby gasped and coughed as the sipper re-wrapped itself around the baby’s torso under the mother’s oblivious care.
 
   Once Auldin Cyriaca ascertained that her baby was not harmed, the woman’s eyes returned to where Saebrya choked against the wall.  “So you want to touch royalty, you filthy cur?”
 
   Saebrya saw a second golden artery shoot outward and mingle with the flood of ether on the floor.  In desperation, Saebrya knifed her hand down through the ether that held her, cutting the pulsing vein cleanly in half.  The ghostly golden hand shattered into a thousand glowing droplets, spattering the floor and her clothes.  As Cyriaca’s eyes went wide, Saebrya twisted, threw open the window, and crawled outside.
 
   Hitting the ground outside the inn on her hands and knees, Saebrya leapt up and bolted for the forest.  “Help!” Auldin Cyriaca screamed out the window behind her.  “That cur attacked my baby!”  Then Saebrya was hurtling through the woods, splashing glowing turquoise droplets from the leaves and trees across her chest and legs as she fled through the underbrush.
 
   She stopped near the river and bent over, gasping.  What had she been thinking?  A royal auldling?  Was she insane?
 
   Then she remembered the black faceted eyes of the sipper as it sucked the golden flow from the baby’s body in pulses of its segmented core, taking away the baby’s life-energies as it grew ever-larger.  Saebrya shuddered.
 
   “Gotcha!” Adult hands wrenched her shoulder as a big man in riding leather spun her around.  “So, what did you steal from my pretty niece?  A necklace?”
 
   Saebrya looked up at her attacker and gasped.  It was the only Auld in the Vethyle party with silver essence, the one they called Rhydderch.  And, close up for the first time, she saw that he had two faces.  The outer one, the one that her physical eyes could see, had the tanned skin, blue eyes, and blond hair of a Vethyle.  The inner one, the one wrapped from sight by a veil of silver ether, had pale white skin, freckles, green eyes, and curly black hair.
 
   Surrounding the man was an ethereal blanket, one that strained and dripped with the silver energy ballooning inside.  Beside him, a lanky brown dog sat on the ground, watching her.  From the sheer amount of silver ether smeared over it, it took Saebrya a moment to decide if it was a sipper or a real dog.  Its eyes weren’t glowing, so she decided it was real.
 
   “You can’t be more than seven,” Rhydderch said, crossing his arms to glare down at her.  “A little young to be going to the hangman’s noose, aren’t you?”
 
   Saebrya bit her lip, but didn’t try to explain herself—that always ended in beatings and getting thrown in the river.  She glanced at her feet, hoping if she played dumb, he would leave her alone.  She knew better than to run from a royal man’s dog.
 
   “I can make you talk, child.”  The man’s dual faces looked amused.  As he spoke, he raised a hand and a silver artery snaked out from his stomach to wrap around her throat.  Eyes widening in panic, Saebrya chopped her hand through it as she had with the Auldin’s.
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   As his silver energy melted away, the Auld flinched and grabbed his head, looking stunned.  Saebrya stumbled backwards, knees trembling in terror.  Never before had she come close to an Auld, and tonight, she had assaulted two of them.
 
   The royal Auld remained where he stood, the strange bag of energy around him dripping silver ether onto the forest floor like a water-logged blanket.  “Do you know what you just did?” the Auld asked softly.
 
   Saebrya’s heart pounded so hard she didn’t hear him.  “Why do you have two faces?” she whispered. 
 
   The Auld’s breath caught.  “What?”
 
   As they stood there, neither moving, neither speaking, shouting voices warned of the villagers’ approach.  Terror taking hold, Saebrya fled.  
 
   Behind her, the Auld called back his dog.
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   The villagers had given up the chase.  Saebrya could hear their voices, fading into the distance.  She collapsed against the trunk of the tree that held her, finally allowing herself to breathe.
 
   Still, the silence made Saebrya feel no better.  Eventually, she would have to return to beg more food from the village goodwives, and she could imagine the beating she would receive for being caught with the Auldin’s babe.
 
   Glancing up at the verdant cathedral around her, she pretended that the wrenching hunger pains were cramps from being too full.  She imagined a great feast, her father seated with her mother and brothers, everyone telling jokes and laughing as they ate.
 
   It only made her cry.
 
   Saebrya climbed higher in the tree, reveling in the brilliant green light dripping from the leaf-tips around her.  It was almost enough to distract her from thoughts of food.  
 
   She reached out to collect a glowing emerald droplet upon her fingertip.  It had just started to soak into the grooves and whorls of her fingerprint when an arm-length sipper suddenly slipped from the branch above her, dropped onto her shoulder and crawled down her shirt.  Saebrya screamed and flailed, feeling the hundreds of tiny ethereal feet marching upon her stomach and feathery feelers brushing her abdomen.
 
   As she was pulling her shirt off in a panic, she lost her footing on the branch.
 
   Saebrya’s last thought as she slid from the canopy arrived upon a wave of fear and depression.  
 
   Once again, no one was going to believe her.
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   A child’s hand, slightly larger than her own, was prodding her arm.
 
   Saebrya groaned and tried to sit up.  As soon as she moved, however, her leg burst into a searing heat that threatened to thrust her back into darkness.  She cried out and froze, terror taking hold that she couldn’t flee.
 
   Before, she’d always been able to run.  It was the only reason Eurig and his friends hadn’t managed to throw her down the well outside the inn only days ago—she was fast.
 
   Cringing, she turned to look at her attacker.
 
   Upon seeing his face, Saebrya had to hold back a scream of dismay.  It wasn’t Eurig or his cronies.  It was something much worse.  Ryan.  The one the sippers liked to eat.  The whole reason the creatures congregated in such numbers in the village.
 
   Seeing her awake, Ryan moved back to give her space.  The motion caused a wave of silver ether to spill out of his body, spattering her head and chest, the substance soaking into her skin and clothes like rain upon dry wood.  She could feel it there, an itching, too-warm sensation that made her think of toes regaining feeling after going white with cold.  Saebrya frantically swiped the stuff away from her, cleaning herself of all that she could, casting it to the forest floor in spatters.
 
   Ryan watched this, saying nothing.  Silver ether continued to trickle out of his every curve and corner, running in rivulets from his chin, his hands, his elbows, his knees, several magnitudes more intensely than the Vethyle Auldin.  It was coming so fast that it was beginning to build up on the ground, pooling in the undergrowth around him, making food for sippers.
 
   “Please,” Saebrya said, terrified of him, terrified of the sippers.  “Please go away.”
 
   Ryan frowned at her.  His look said, I knew you were weird, but now I know you’re crazy.  All he said was, “Your leg is broken.”
 
   “I know,” Saebrya said.  “Please go away.”
 
   “I’ll carry you back to the village.”
 
   “No!” Saebrya gasped.  Her eyes were fixed on Ryan’s face, where a segmented, many-legged sipper was crawling across his ear while he watched her, unaware.  Other sippers were gathering around the silver ether puddling around his feet, pulling it into their bodies with insect-like mandibles.
 
   As the smaller sippers fed, bigger sippers moved in and snatched them away, crunching their bodies between nightmarish jaws.  One of the bigger ones perched only inches from Ryan’s left hand, its long, snaggletooth mouth rending and tearing one of the centipede sippers apart as it devoured it.  
 
   Ryan continued to look at her, unaware of the monster only inches from his fingers.
 
   “I don’t need help,” Saebrya whispered, seeing that the centipede sipper had wandered across Ryan’s eye and stayed there, blocking the crystal green iris from her sight as it bowed and swayed, drinking in the silver ether that poured from Ryan’s body with every breath.  “Please just go.”
 
   But Ryan didn’t leave.  Instead, more silver ether poured from him as he leaned forward, grabbed her arm, and hefted her over his shoulder.  “I’m taking you back,” he said.  “Hold on.”
 
   Saebrya blacked out.
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   A splash of goosebumps spattered her skin.  Saebrya groaned and opened her eyes.  She let out a startled cry when she saw who was leaning over her bed.
 
   “My mom put your leg in a splint and had me carry you home,” Ryan said.  “She didn’t want anyone to see you at the inn.  Auldin Cyriaca’s still angry.”  He watched her for a long time.  “Why were you with her baby?  They say you were trying to kill it.”
 
   Saebrya looked around.  She was in her own room, with her own bed and her own door, still scarred by the fire.  Above, the roof was an open black maw, charcoal timbers gnawing at the sky.  She saw no one lurking in the corners, no golden trickles of ether flowing through the cracks from the outside as Vethyles listened to her confession.  Just Ryan, his waves of silver, and his entourage of sippers.
 
   “I don’t think you were trying to hurt it,” Ryan offered.
 
   She looked back at him with a frown.  “Of course I wasn’t.”
 
   “So what were you doing?” Ryan insisted.  “I saw you crawl out the window with your hands all bloody.”
 
   Saebrya said nothing.  The very first lesson she had learned about the sippers had been to never mention them.
 
   “How did you know where I live?”
 
   Ryan winced.  “I’ve followed you.  Uh.  Before.”  He looked down, blushing, before returning his gaze tentatively to her face.  Saebrya felt her body prickle with goosebumps under that green stare, and quickly looked away.  She’d learned long ago that the villagers didn’t like it when the little ‘forest freak’ looked them in the eyes.  
 
   All around him, a flood of molten silver liquid swirled in little eddies on the floor.  It had built up around them almost a foot deep, and when she looked closer, spatters of silver speckled the walls and bed, with a concentration around the splint on her leg.
 
   He’s been watching me awhile, Saebrya realized, unnerved.  Still, she did not allow him to pressure her into speaking.  She waited, staring at the sippers crawling across her floor, silent.  As the silence drew on, she wondered what he wanted.  She willed him to get up and leave her there.  This close to Ryan—and correspondingly, all of the sippers that congregated around him—she’d never been so nervous in her life.
 
   Ryan cleared his throat—nervously?—and twisted behind him to lift a silver-smeared handkerchief from the floor at his back.  In the process, waves of ether sloshed around him, disturbing an army of sippers, forcing them to retreat to the walls.  “Hungry?” he asked.
 
   Saebrya’s gaze locked on the handkerchief and she nodded, despite herself.
 
   “Me too.”  He gave her a tentative grin.  “Ma packed enough food for both of us.  I figure we could have dinner together?”  He set the handkerchief on his knee—out of reach, yet in a place where she could see it.  Silver rivulets ran down his elbow and speckled the mass of beetle-like sippers that once more clustered around him as he stilled.  
 
   Saebrya glared at him, wondering where the trick was hidden.  There was always a trick.  Even the goodwives, when they gave her scraps, smacked her upside the head when she reached for their offerings too quickly.
 
   Ryan adjusted his seat on the leaf-strewn floor, splashing the bed with silver.  Once he was comfortable, he began unwrapping the package of food balanced on his knee.  It was roast beef and cheese, and it made her stomach growl.
 
   He stopped and lowered his hands once the food was clearly visible.  Saebrya stiffened.  Here comes the trick.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” Ryan asked.
 
   He asked it matter-of-factly, and Saebrya knew he wasn’t talking about her leg.  Under his curious look, Saebrya began to get uncomfortable.  The sippers on the floor were beginning to take refuge on her bed in order to get a better angle at the ether below.  She inched away from them, as far away as her splinted leg would allow.
 
   When she did not respond, Ryan decided to try a different tack.  “Why do you always look at me funny?” 
 
   “I look at everyone funny,” Saebrya said, eying the food.
 
   “I know.  But me especially.  Every time I try to say hi, you run away.”
 
   Because you’re crawling with sippers, she wanted to yell, and you brought them to my home.  She even started to sit up, to scream it at him in frustration, but the tiny movement jostled her leg and she bit her lip.
 
   Ryan lowered his elbows to her bed, getting too close for her comfort.  As she strained to get away from the dribbles of molten silver, Ryan rested his head in his hands, watching her.  “So what’s wrong with you?”
 
   The centipede sipper had moved away from his face and had burrowed into his hair, its little feathered antennae swaying in a rhythm matching his breathing.  Saebrya stared at it, terrified it would jump onto her.
 
   “Like right now.”  Ryan leaned forward and molten silver began to dribble from his nose, spattering her hand.  “What are you looking at?”
 
   “You wouldn’t believe me,” she muttered.
 
   Yet, to her amazement, Saebrya found she wanted to tell him.  More than anything, she wanted to tell him what she saw.
 
   “Go on.”  He said it so gently, like she was a wild wolf he was trying to befriend.  The idea made her stomach twist.  She was nobody’s wolf.  She had nobody she could trust.  Every offering was poisoned.  She thought about telling him to leave.
 
   But her insides were at war.  She hated being alone.  She hated not having anyone to tell of the things she saw.
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   Saebrya turned her head to the side.  In doing so, she found her eyes level with the big sipper that had torn apart the centipede back in the forest, when she had fallen from her tree.  It had followed Ryan and now it watched her from atop her soot-stained quilt, its green eyes burning like small fires within its skull as it tried to determine if she was edible.  Its toothy jaws were only inches from her ear, and they could tear her face apart just as easily as they could tear apart the sippers.  She froze, waiting for it to nip at her, to test her.
 
   The snaggletooth sipper skittered back to the floor, looking for smaller prey.  Saebrya let out a shuddering breath of relief.  The ones with the glowing eyes were…different…than the insect ones.  Scarier.  More dangerous.  Then she realized Ryan was still watching her and glanced up, unnerved.  The centipede was back, this time crawling over his other cheekbone.
 
   “I see things,” she whispered, her eyes fixed to his face.
 
   “Like...?”  He seemed genuinely interested.  Still, Saebrya was wary.  She had been tricked before.  Poisoned before.
 
   “Like bugs...but not.”  She hesitated, judging his reaction.
 
   “You see one right now?” he asked.
 
   She nodded.  The centipede was crawling toward his mouth.
 
   “Where?”
 
   Hesitantly, Saebrya reached up and plucked the sipper from his face.  As it was curling to bite her, she flung it aside, where it landed in the swirling silver ether that was rolling off of Ryan and flowing out the door of her room.  The ether rose in puffy splash around the centipede, then swallowed it. 
 
   When Saebrya glanced back, Ryan’s look was torn.  “There was something on my face?”
 
   She nodded, slowly.
 
   He frowned at her.  “Is that why you’re so scared of me?”
 
   Immediately, Saebrya stiffened.  “I’m not scared of you.”
 
   “Really?”  He reached for her, his hand crawling with sippers.  Saebrya yanked her arm away.  Ryan gave her a smug look.
 
   “I’m scared of the sippers,” she said, narrowing her eyes.  “Not you.”
 
   “Sippers?”  His smugness dissipated, now that he had made his point.  “The bugs?”
 
   She nodded.  “You’ve got them all over you.”  Her voice was quiet, and she automatically glanced around to make sure no one had heard, even though she knew there was no one for miles.  Her survival instincts were warring with her desire to tell someone of her secret world, and her human-starved side was winning.  “You carry them around with you.”
 
   This seemed to get under Ryan’s skin.  “You see things on me?”
 
   She nodded again.  “Eating you.”
 
   He paled.  Then he went red.  Then he paled again.  “Really?”
 
   Saebrya nodded.
 
   “I don’t feel anything,” he said, his voice a nervous whisper as he brushed his skin with his palms.  The sippers remained firmly in place, his hands passing right through them as he flung ether across the room with his motions.
 
   “They don’t eat you,” Saebrya admitted.  “They eat what’s coming out of you.”
 
   Ryan shifted, then analyzed the way she shied away from the silver ether dripping from his face and chest.  “So what’s coming out of me?” he asked.
 
   Saebrya didn’t know.  “Water.”
 
   “Water?”
 
   Again, she had so few words with which to explain.  Helplessly, she said, “There’s a lot more of it coming out of you than anyone else in the village.”
 
   “More than my mom?”  Ryan seemed dubious.  Lost.
 
   Even more than the Vethyles, Saebrya thought, but she didn’t say it.  She had been observing the lot of them from afar ever since the first day their gold-dripping hunters had arrived in the village.  Aside from the silver-dripping Auld who led the hunts with his dogs, all the other Vethyles dribbled gold.  Compared to Ryan, their ether dripped in muted flow—a golden trickle as compared to a silver flood.  Whereas it had taken all the Vethyles several days to fill the inn with their ether, Ryan filled it in a couple hours each night, as he slept with his mother in the proprietor’s loft upstairs.
 
   Often, Saebrya would come to the village at night just to watch it overflow his window and ripple down the wooden siding of the inn in a glowing, silvery flood.  As she sat there under the moon and stars, she would watch the silvery fluid pool in the horse trough beneath the window and then patter the ground below.  Saebrya imagined herself to be seated in a fancy mansion, watching a rich man’s fountain.
 
   She was drawn to Ryan’s fountain on these nights because it was the only thing that could distract her from the hunger.  Sometimes, in desperation, she would even catch and eat the sippers that gathered at its base to feed, crunching their shells with her teeth, their sharp edges making her gums bleed.  Then, her hunger satiated by that miserable meal, she would flee at dawn, before the villagers could see her.
 
   “You make a lot more of it than your mom,” Saebrya said again.  Then, emboldened by his rapt attention, Saebrya continued, “Your mom’s drips are blue, and she’ll maybe release a dozen drops in a day, like a tree.  You have buckets of silver slopping out of you every minute.  The sippers follow you everywhere.”  
 
   Even now, her skin was crawling as his entourage spread throughout her room.  Hundreds of them had climbed a few feet up her walls and were using their newfound vantage points to sip up the ether flowing from Ryan’s body, pooling on the floor below.  
 
   Ryan said nothing for some time, measuring her with impossibly green eyes.  “Can you show me a sipper?”
 
   Saebrya considered.  Reluctantly, after a moment’s deliberation, she reached out and plucked one of the sippers from his arm.  It had a sharp, three-inch-long dorsal spine.  She held it up between them, its jointed legs kicking feebly at her fingers.  “See this?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Saebrya held out her hand, palm-up.  “It’s got a big spine on its back.  Watch my palm.”
 
   When Ryan’s eyes dropped to her outstretched hand, she pressed the sipper’s dorsal spine into the meat of her palm.  Ryan frowned, leaning forward as the indentation appeared in her hand.  Saebrya pushed the spine into her palm until blood welled up around it, then tossed the sipper aside and clenched her fist.
 
   Ryan stared at the blood squeezing between her fingers.  He said nothing for some time, watching the scarlet substance bead and slowly drip onto the covers, mingling with the silver ether that was accumulating there.  “How do I know you didn’t prick yourself with a needle?”
 
   Saebrya’s face hardened.  “Did you see a needle?” she demanded.  
 
   “No,” Ryan said.
 
   She frowned at him a moment, then grudgingly pried another sipper from his skin and held it up between them as it wriggled, trying to bite her with jagged mandibles.
 
   “Squeeze my fingers with yours, like you’re pinching them together,” she ordered.
 
   Ryan frowned, but reached out and complied.
 
   He squeezed—and together their fingers crunched through the sipper’s exoskeleton.  Ryan felt the sudden give and he recoiled.  “What was that?”
 
   “A sipper,” she said.
 
   His eyes widened until she could see the whites all around.  “And it was on me?”
 
   “They’re always on you,” she said.  “You’re food to them.”
 
   Saebrya knew this was the point where he laughed in her face and went off to tell the villagers of the crazy little girl squatting in the burned-out woodcutter’s hut.
 
   Instead, Ryan shifted, then laughed when she shied away from the silver spatters that followed.  “I just splashed you, didn’t I?”
 
   She stared at him, stunned that his tone wasn’t laced with ridicule.  She nodded, wiping it from her arm.
 
   Ryan eyed her reaction.  “Do the splashes hurt?”
 
   “They prickle,” Saebrya said.  “Like when your foot falls asleep.”
 
   “But it doesn’t hurt,” he insisted.
 
   “No,” she said.
 
   “Huh.”  Ryan grinned at her, then flicked his hand and laughed when she lurched back, startled by the silver droplets that hit her face.
 
   Mixed emotions clashed within her as Saebrya stared at Ryan.  No one had played with her since her brothers had died.  The other children’s parents always chased her off.  Like she was infected and it was contagious.  She found she could only stare back stupidly in reply.
 
   “Tell you what, Saeby,” Ryan said, leaning close again.  “You keep the bugs away from me and I’ll keep the other kids away from you.”
 
   Saebrya’s breath caught and her eyes burned as she considered the last time the village kids had captured her near the river.  They were going to drown her until Ryan had chased them off.  
 
   “Deal,” she whispered.
 
   “Can you hurry?  I think I can feel them now.”
 
   Saebrya knew he couldn’t, but she complied.  Ryan squished the interlopers with her, reveling in the way her fingers sometimes wouldn’t give at all.  Those sippers were usually the beetle types, and she flicked them across the room, hoping they didn’t find their way back.
 
   When at last she had picked him clean, Ryan retrieved the handkerchief from where it sat on his leg and offered it to her.  Saebrya broke off a piece of beef before handing the package back.  They ate together in silence, sealing the pact.
 
   “So what were you doing with the Vethyle baby?” Ryan asked, after they had eaten.
 
   Instantly, Saebrya’s guard went back up.  “I saw a big sipper on it,” she said.  “I was trying to get it off.”
 
   Ryan stared at her for a moment before he softly said, “They think the little girl is going to die.  Cyriaca Vethyle is blaming you.”
 
   “But she was sick before I ever saw her!”
 
   “I know,” Ryan said.  “But the Vethyles can say what they want.  They had hunters out looking for you, when I left.”
 
   Saebrya looked away, biting her lip.  Accused of killing an Auldin’s child?  If she could walk, she would have left right then, and wouldn’t have stopped until she was deep inside the green sanctuary of the Idorion.  Hampered by her leg, however, she knew she wouldn’t get out the front door, let alone far enough to evade their horses.
 
   “You said they think it’ll die?” she asked quietly.
 
   “If it isn’t dead already,” Ryan said.  “Saebrya, you need to get away from here.  I can carry you to the river—”
 
   “No,” Saebrya interrupted.  “Take me back to the village.”
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   They went under the cover of darkness, though to Saebrya’s eyes, their approach stood out painfully in the dark of night, with molten silver leaving a brilliant trail of ether behind them as Ryan struggled to carry her without jostling her hard enough to make her scream.
 
   They reached the back door of the inn in silence punctured only by Ryan’s grunts when he stumbled.  At the base of the wooden steps at the entryway, Ryan gently set Saebrya down to look for the spare key his mother kept stashed on the upper lip of the outer doorframe.  Ryan finished unlocking the door and, replacing the key, hefted her back into his arms.  Saebrya bit down on a groan as her leg brushed the steps.
 
   Both froze at the sound.  It had cut through the silence like a sipper through ether.  
 
   When no one came out to challenge them, Ryan slowly began his ascent up the stairs.  They could hear patrons snoring in the rooms, and Saebrya could see spatters of gold dominating the usual speckled rainbow of droplets glowing against the floorboards.  Ryan paused every second breath to listen, the dry wooden planks creaking with each shifting of his weight upon the steps.
 
   Once they were inside, Saebrya bit her lip, praying that Ryan knew his way around his mother’s establishment well enough to be able to navigate it in the dark without bumping into the furniture and alerting the inhabitants.  He kept moving beneath her, and eventually he stopped and whispered into her ear, “The Auldin’s room.”
 
   Sure enough, golden light was leaking through the crack beneath the door, attracting a group of sippers.  Saebrya found the doorknob in the darkness and turned it.
 
   Inside, a Vethyle’s golden liquid had been smeared upon the floor with bare feet and sloshed across the walls and the quilted covers.  
 
   Further, the crib was not overflowing with ether.  A horrible fear wrenched Saebrya’s heart as she wondered if the baby was already dead.  
 
   “There,” Ryan whispered, pointing to the far corner of the room.
 
   Saebrya realized that the golden glow pooled on the floor across the room was a combined trickle from both the mother and baby, whom Auldin Cyriaca cradled on the bed beside her.
 
   The baby was still alive, but barely.
 
   From the darkness, the sipper’s faceted black eyes watched her.  Its segmented body pulsed with a golden light that it drew out of the child with visible sucking motions of its fishlike jaws.  Even from this distance, the baby’s struggling breaths clawed at the darkness.
 
   “Well?” Ryan whispered into her ear.
 
   “It’s still there,” Saebrya whispered back.  “On the bed.”
 
   Ryan began carrying her with sure footsteps into the room, leaving a glowing trail of silver splashes beneath him to swirl and mix with the Vethyle Auldin’s gold.
 
   Ryan stopped at the side of the Auldin’s bed.  Moonlight illuminated her and the child, sleeping side-by-side.  Saebrya readied the long sipper spine that she had stolen from a beetle and, taking a deep breath, she took a grip on the creature’s spiked tail.  The sipper tightened its hold, making the baby gasp.
 
   Only a foot away, Auldin Cyriaca Vethyle stirred in the moonlight.  The royal woman checked her infant and made soothing sounds to it as she tucked the blanket tighter around its tiny body.  Then the Auldin lowered her head back to her pillow.
 
   As she did, her ice-blue eyes met Saebrya’s and Time seemed to stop.
 
   Saebrya yanked on the sipper’s tail as hard as she could and its fangs slid free, its body pulled through the child more than unwrapping around it.
 
   As the Auldin’s eyes narrowed and she started to sit up, Saebrya cried out as the sipper twisted around and sank its teeth into the flesh of her bicep.  She frantically stabbed the beetle spine between the faceted black eyes, into the creature’s pulsing golden head.  The snakelike sipper’s fangs slid from her arm and it fell to the floor, wriggling.
 
   At the same moment, Auldin Cyriaca lashed out, lifting both Saebrya and Ryan into the air and throwing them backward with fists of golden ether.  Saebrya screamed her lungs raw as she crumpled to the floor in a golden spray, feeling her leg snap underneath her a second time that day.
 
   As she gasped and panted, Auldin Cyriaca put her body between them and her baby.  Her elegant face was a thunderhead as she examined first Saebrya, then Ryan.  
 
   “The innkeeper’s boy,” she snarled.  “I knew there was something not quite right about you.”  A golden hand caught him by the neck and Ryan choked, turning purple.  
 
   In a panic, Saebrya slapped her palm through the pulsing golden vein extending from the Auldin’s stomach.  Ryan slumped to the floor, sucking in whooping lungfuls of breath and coughing.  He glanced at Saebrya, then at the startled Auldin, then ran.
 
   Auldin Cyriaca grabbed Saebrya by the throat with her hand.  “You little wretch,” she sneered.  “How are you doing that?”
 
   Looking up into the woman’s cold blue eyes, Saebrya said nothing.
 
   The Auldin’s delicate brows furrowed and she slammed Saebrya’s head into the floor, making her see stars.  “Who sent you?” she demanded in Saebrya’s ear from where she held it pinned against the wood.  “Who gave you the nullification charm?  The Ganlins?  Those drunken fools still think we killed Brael’s son, don’t they?!”
 
   “I don’t know!” Saebrya cried.  “Please, it hurts!”
 
   The Auldin’s fingers fisted in Saebrya’s hair.  “Why do you monsters want to hurt my daughter?” the woman asked, tearing her off the ground and slamming her into the floor again and again.  “She’s just a baby.”  She put a foot on Saebrya’s injured leg and pressed.
 
   Saebrya was barely conscious when a male voice cut through the darkness.
 
   “Cyra.”  A male voice cut through the Auldin’s rantings.
 
   The Vethyle Auldin froze and looked up, but refused to release Saebrya’s head.  “Uncle.  This is the one that made Sophi sick.”
 
   “That girl didn’t hurt your child.”
 
   “Do not tell me what I saw with my own eyes,” the Auldin snapped.  “I watched her do it.”
 
   “She came here to help the babe,” the Auld said.  “Not hurt it.”
 
   As if to punctuate that fact, an infant’s full-lunged scream rose from the bed.  The grip on Saebrya softened as the Auldin turned to look.
 
   “That’s not possible,” Auldin Cyriaca said.  “I tried everything.”
 
   “Apparently not everything.”
 
   Awash with dizziness, Saebrya somehow opened her eyes.  In the doorway, Ryan stood with a tall, graying Vethyle man—the same Auld that had tracked her with his dog.  The Auld stripped off his riding gloves and stepped into the room.  Like Ryan, the newcomer gushed with silver liquid.  He was still wrapped in the strange ethereal blanket, one that seemed to balloon with his essence.  His two faces—one blond, one black-haired, were filled with concern.
 
   The Auldin’s fist tightened on Saebrya’s hair.  “What could this wild cur do for her that I could not?”  Feeling Auldin Cyriaca’s arm stiffening above her, Saebrya braced herself for another impact with the floor.
 
   The Auld stepped between them and a wash of silver ether flooded over Saebrya in pulsing rivulets, overwhelming the gold, protecting her from the Auldin’s rage.
 
   “Go tend your child, Cyra.”  The man held Auldin Cyriaca’s gaze until the Auldin made a disgusted noise and returned to the bed.
 
   “Come here, child.”  The Auld squatted beside Saebrya and gently scooped her into his arms.
 
   Still dizzy, Saebrya stared up at the odd double-image of the man’s face, feeling her hold on the present slipping with every breath.
 
   Auld Rhydderch lifted her from the floor and carried her from the room.  As he did so, a throbbing silver vein emerged from his belly and began to wrap around her broken bones.  Immediately, the pain began to fade.  More silver arteries emerged, fuzzing her mind, making her drowsy.
 
   Then Saebrya gasped with sudden realization.
 
   The sloshing liquid, the sippers, the coalescing ether...
 
   Ryan was an Auld.
 
   Her last thought before oblivion was, No.  They’ll take him away...
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   “Girl.”
 
   The voice belonged to an adult.  At first, Saebrya thought it was her father, then she remembered that her father was dead.  She opened her eyes.
 
   The Vethyle man was sitting in a chair beside her bed, silver liquid pooling inside the ethereal blanket that wound tightly around him, trapping most of his essence in its soggy embrace.  Saebrya realized again that her physical eyes and her ethereal eyes were seeing two different people.  The physical was tall, blond, and blue-eyed, with richly-tanned skin.
 
   The ethereal looked almost exactly like Ryan.
 
   The old man was watching her intently.  “You see it, don’t you?” the Vethyle man asked, leaning forward.  His eyes were sharp as he watched her.  “Something that shouldn’t be there.”
 
   Swallowing hard under his double stare, Saebrya nodded.
 
   His voice cracked.  “Describe it to me.”
 
   Saebrya licked her lips, trying to decide what to say.  Tentatively, she said, “You have green eyes.”
 
   He let out a shuddering breath and seemed to slump into his chair, staring at the ceiling.  “What else?” he whispered.
 
   “You’re freckled and you have curly black hair.  Like—”  She bit her tongue. 
 
   “Like your friend.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Do you know which royal family he resembles?”
 
   Cringing, she nodded.
 
   “Say it,” the man commanded, his gaze fixed on her with such intensity it scared her.
 
   “A Ganlin,” Saebrya said, her voice no more than a whisper.  It was blasphemy, and could get her killed.
 
   “Louder,” the Vethyle commanded.  “What do I look like?”
 
   “A Ganlin,” Saebrya said.
 
   The big man’s shoulders began to shiver.  “It’s been so long.”  He dropped his head into his ring-bedecked hands and he sat there breathing deeply.  When he finally looked up, his eyes were wet.  “Thank you.”   
 
   Saebrya, who wasn’t sure what she had done, just nodded.
 
   Abruptly, the Auld stood to go.  As he reached for the door, Saebrya managed, “Are you going to take Ryan back with you to the Spyre?”
 
   The Vethyle man stopped and gave her a long look.  Saebrya cringed.  
 
   “Do you want us to?”
 
   She choked on a sob, thinking about being alone with the sippers again.  “No.”
 
   The silence that stretched between them seemed to last forever.  Then, softly, he said, “If I asked you to give me the shape and form of the Ganlin you see, could you do it?”
 
   Glancing at the flimsy strands of silver ether pulsing in a net across his face, Saebrya wondered if it was a trick.  Why would an Auld need her to destroy a spell he had cast upon himself?  Reluctantly, though, she nodded.
 
   “Right now?” he pressed, his eyes sharp.
 
   She nodded again.
 
   The Vethyle took a shuddering breath.  Softly, he said, “If your friend doesn’t meet us in the courtyard at dawn two mornings hence, we will leave for the Spyre without him.”
 
   Saebrya lowered her eyes in gratitude.
 
   “But girl.”
 
   She glanced up.
 
   “If you don’t tell him, know that you are taking something very special from him.”  
 
   She looked away and the Auld reached for the door.
 
   “Do you want me to tell someone you’re a Ganlin?” Saebrya whispered.
 
   A little gasp came from the Auld and his fingers went white on the knob.  When he looked at her, his eyes were again brimming with unshed tears.  Silence stretched for an eternity between them.  “Someday,” he said.  Then he yanked the door open and walked through it.
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   The morning that the Vethyles left for the Spyre, Ryan was asleep in his room.  Saebrya propped herself up in a window of the inn to watch the courtyard, just to make sure.
 
   As the Auld had promised, Ryan had not been told.
 
   The courtyard became spattered with golden droplets as the Vethyles milled around their horses, chatting and smoking as they waited for their servants to load their luggage in the big carriages that were marked with the triangular seal of the Spyre.  It took almost an hour to collect all their things.
 
   Saebrya watched it all, torn between relief and guilt.  A part of her wanted to hobble to Ryan’s room upstairs and tell Ryan so he could go with them.  Instead, she gripped the windowsill and watched as the last Vethyle tapped the ashes from his pipe, tucked it into his pocket, and climbed atop his horse.  Afterward, the entire royal procession began to lumber from the courtyard.
 
   As the last of them disappeared down the Butcher’s Road, the Vethyle Auld with two faces glanced up from his horse as he waited on the cobbles below.  Their eyes met, and he waited.  
 
   You promised, Saebrya thought, desperately.  
 
   The Auld held her gaze for a moment more, then nudged his horse into a trot to catch up with the rest of the procession.  
 
   I’ll make it up to him, Saebrya thought.  I’ll be the best friend Ryan ever had.
 
   Still, she knew the truth.  Nothing she could ever do would make up for this.  Nothing.  
 
   When he found out, Ryan would leave her alone with the sippers.
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2: Capturing Fire
 
   (Summertime, Eleven Years Later)
 
   Dustin
 
    
 
   Rain beat down on Dustin’s naked skin as his captors led him through the mountain pass, back toward the Spyre.  Dustin didn’t begrudge them the clothes—after the third time they had caught on fire, his captors had realized the futility of the gesture, mumbled their apologies, and left him nude.  As it was, steam rose around him in great columns, mingling with the shroud of rain, spooking the horses.
 
   Dustin did, however, begrudge them the bewitched metal rings encircling his wrists.  They rubbed and burned and itched with every motion of his hands.  Further, the infuriating bands kept him chained to the back of a supply wagon when he would much rather have been gambling in the vast dicing halls of Kegger’s Port.
 
   In all fairness, they’d tried to give him a horse, but he’d burned through the saddle, and when they’d tried to put him in the back of the wagon, it had caught on fire.
 
   “How luch longer?” one of the younger guards asked Tyroan, the Unmade captain-in-arms.  The boy’s tusks poked out from the base of his jaw, pressing against his lips, making it hard for him to form ‘m’s’ and ‘p’s’ and ‘b’s.’
 
   Before Tyroan—who himself hated to speak due to the ungainly length of his wolf’s snout—could respond, Dustin said, “About seventeen days, if we don’t get hit with a blizzard in the pass.”
 
   The youngster, Seph, glanced at Dustin with sky-blue eyes that seemed out of place under a boarlike brow.  The odd look was common—the younger Auldhunds weren’t sure what to make of Dustin.  The elders, the infuriating bastards who had brought Dustin back to the Spyre time and again, treated him like a peer, aside from the spare-donkey-tied-to-the-cart-routine.  They even played chits with him around the fire each night, cursing when he beat them time and again.
 
   It boggled the youngsters’ poor minds, considering that Dustin stumbled behind a cart naked and in irons, and Dustin couldn’t help but laugh at the boy’s baffled look.
 
   “I’ve been down this trail fourteen times before,” he said.
 
   “Fifteen,” Tyroan slurred.
 
   Dustin frowned at the back of the Auldhund’s head, then began counting on his fingers.  “Aw, hell,” he muttered.  “So it was.  I forgot the time you had me in the box.”
 
   Tyroan grunted.
 
   “I still haven’t forgiven you for that, you know.  I had nightmares for weeks.”
 
   “Shouldn’t have eaten my horse,” Tyroan muttered, still scanning the path ahead.
 
   Dustin glanced at the way the heavy workhorse’s back was straining under the enormous weight of the Dyrian Auldhund and he snorted.  “I put the creature out of its misery.  How much do you weigh, anyway?  Four hundred?”
 
   Tyroan did not deign to reply.
 
   The youngster’s eyes widened at the news, his piggish nostrils flaring.  “He ate your horse?”  When Tyroan didn’t reply, the younger turned to Dustin and whispered, “You ate his horse?”
 
   “He pissed me off,” Dustin said.  “Would have eaten him, too, had he been on it, but the lucky bastard had been off in the woods taking a dump.”  Then, at the youngster’s sudden fear, he laughed and held up the wristlets that pinned him to the cart.  “Not to worry, little one.  They’re getting better at what they do.”
 
   “Actually, you run off one more time and I don’t think the Spyre will pursue,” Tyroan said.  “Tired of wasting resources on your miserable hide.”
 
   “That makes sense,” Dustin asked.  “I haven’t killed anyone in decades.”
 
   “Tried to kill me,” Tyroan said.
 
   “Yes, but you’re a pain in my ass.  Others have the good sense to stay away.”
 
   Auldhund Tyroan grunted again.
 
   “Sir?” Seph asked his captain, glancing at Dustin.  “No offense, but why doesn’t the Spyre just execute him?”  He looked at Dustin.  “No offense, drake.”
 
   “None taken.”  Dustin said.  “I’ve oft wondered that myself, when I’m trudging through the mud, naked, tied to a cart.”
 
   This time, Tyroan turned in his saddle to look back at them.  Above a black, wolflike snout, the old Auldhund’s yellow left eye was swollen shut from where Dustin had burned it out, many decades ago on his first escape.  The Auldhund’s snout and head, too, bore the puckers and scars of fire.  It was a horrendous look, and Dustin felt a slight pride he had been the one to inflict such fearsome damage to a creature as indestructible as an Unmade.  He also felt guilty that the old Auldhund hadn’t been able to recover.
 
   Tyroan’s yellow eye locked on the youngster.  “What did you say?”
 
   Seph cringed.  “I said, if he causes the Spyre so many problems, why doesn’t the Spyre execute him?”
 
   “Fool.”  Tyroan returned his attention to the road ahead.
 
   Seeing the boy’s confusion, Dustin took pity on him.  “I’m the last of my kind, kid.”
 
   The boy blinked.  “So?”
 
   “So,” Tyroan snapped, “Back before the Spyre had been built, the Aulds found a scroll in the ruins of Ariod that predicted the Spyre would fall after the last fire drake died.  And, since it was written by the same gal who foresaw the razing of Ariod, it makes the Spyre a little leery of chopping off his fool head.”
 
   “Lucky me,” Dustin said.
 
   Tyroan made a disgusted sound and turned back to the road.
 
   All companionship aside, they both knew Tyroan would just love to choke the life out of Dustin in his sleep.  In fact, Dustin was pretty sure one of the Aulds had put the old coot under a geas not to kill him, otherwise Tyroan’s orders that Dustin not be harmed probably would have slipped his mind decades ago.
 
   Then Dustin frowned, realizing that the Auldhunds could not be spelled.  He grew a little nervous, at that, and hoped Tyroan didn’t sense it.  The last thing he needed was the stuffy old coot thinking he was afraid of him.
 
   “What about the ice drakes?” Seph asked.  “There’s still plenty of those.”
 
   Though Dustin couldn’t see his face, he knew by Tyroan’s huffing groan that he rolled his eyes.  “Yes, and this one does everything in his power to pick fights with them, even when he knows he’s under the Spyre’s protection.”
 
   Dustin shrugged.  “I don’t care if the Spyre falls.  It throws me in a dungeon every chance it gets.  Treats me like dirt.”
 
   Tyroan swiveled again.  “Dirt?  You get velvet breeches and fireproof cushions for your hairy ass!”
 
   Dustin glanced at the youngster.  “They treat me like dirt.”  Then he smiled.  “Besides, I’m not picking fights.  I’m mating.”
 
   Tyroan sputtered, his scarred face going slack.  “What?”
 
   “Figure if there’s more than one fire drake out there, you’ll have to stop harassing me.”
 
   Tyroan continued to stare at him as the horses moved the party forward in silence.  “You sonofabitch.”
 
   Dustin grinned.
 
   “Can a fire drake and an ice drake have young?” another Auldhund asked, kicking her horse into a trot to walk on the other side of Dustin from Seph.  She was a winged one, with long black feathers draping down either side of her horse’s flanks, wet and unusable in the rain.  Her name was Hali—Dustin remembered it from the last time they’d dragged him back to the Spyre.
 
   Tyroan had not torn his gaze off of Dustin.  “Can they?”
 
   Dustin shrugged.  “We’ll see in about two or three years.  It’s been about thirty-eight and a half years since I found Cria.”  When they stared at him, he added, “Long gestation period.”
 
   Tyroan’s face was blank, obviously trying to imagine a fire drake mating with an ice drake.
 
   “Very carefully,” Dustin said, anticipating his question.
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   Slowly, Tyroan shook his grizzled, furry black head.  “You goat.  Nobody could figure out why you kept coming back out to the mountains.  But you had a plan all along, didn’t you?  How many of them have you impregnated?”
 
   Dustin grinned back at him.  “It’s raining pretty hard.  Light’s all but left us.  Where are we to camp?”
 
   Seph piped up.  “I heard the ruins of Nefyti are in these mountains.”
 
   “They are,” Tyroan said, “But the last thing we want is to take the drake to those cursed stones.  It’d undo the magics binding him.”
 
   “Like last time,” Dustin said cheerfully, steam pluming up around him as the rain continued to evaporate from his skin.
 
   Tyroan glared at him and kicked his horse forward, undoubtedly to find them a place to camp.
 
   “Drake,” Seph asked, once their captain had disappeared, “How do you keep getting out of the Spyre, when there’s so many stronger creatures they keep in those walls who never escape?”
 
   “They don’t crave freedom like I do,” Dustin said.
 
   “Surely there must be a trick to it—” Seph started.
 
   Dustin laughed.  “There is.  But you’ll be the last ones I tell.”  When it looked like Seph would try another route, Dustin lifted a shackled hand to cut him off.  “Never forget, boy, regardless of how chummy we get along the road, if I had to choose between my freedom and your life, I’d choose my freedom.”
 
   Seph quieted, then, and turned his tusked face to look at the ground.
 
   “Greenling,” Hali laughed, brushing past them.
 
   Up ahead, the horse pulling the cart snorted and stopped suddenly.  The Auldhund in the driver’s carriage clucked and snapped the reins, but the horse refused to move.  At the same time, Hali’s face contorted in a frown.  “What the hell is that?”
 
   “What?” Dustin asked, struggling to see.  On foot, he didn’t have the vantage of the others, and the cart and the rain cut down on his visibility.  “Why’d we stop?”
 
   Hali kicked her horse forward and disappeared around the cart.  Dustin struggled to see beyond the piles of supplies in front of him.  “What is it?” he asked Seph, who had remained at his side.  
 
   Seph’s big nostrils were flaring, his plated fingers clutching his reins.  “Looks like a body.”
 
   “It’s Captain Tyroan!” Hali shouted suddenly.  “He’s missing a hand!  Someone come help me get him up!”
 
   Dustin’s flesh went cold.  “Seth, get Hali back here.”
 
   Seph glanced at him, looking confused.  “But she just told us to—”
 
   “Now!” Dustin snapped.
 
   But it was too late.  Hali let out a blood-curdling scream as a huge black shape slammed into her and the horses broke in a panic.  Dustin jerked and fell as the cart suddenly lurched forward, moving at speeds his human feet could not match.  He fell to his knees and cried out as his lower body was dragged upon the sharp mountain rocks.  Everywhere, horses and men screamed in death.  Dustin felt something rake his back with claws of acid before the horse dragged his cart over the edge of the ravine.  Cart, horse, and drake became one kicking, breaking ball of flesh and wood.
 
   Blessedly, Dustin passed out well before he tumbled to the bottom.
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   “Drake.”  It was Seph’s voice.
 
   Something prodded him in the shoulder and Dustin groaned.  When he opened his eyes, he saw that the rain had stopped.  Above him, the sun’s dying light hit the wet wall of the ravine, casting the red-orange rock into a dozen different colors.
 
   The Auldhund squatted beside him, his split-hooved feet digging into the pebbly ground beside Dustin’s nose.  Dustin groaned and tried to sit up.
 
   He was pinned under the shattered wagon, his wrists still secured to the axle.  He collapsed back to the ground with a moan.
 
   “Drake!” Seph said, shaking him again, obviously in a panic.  “Get up!  I think it followed us.”
 
   That got his attention.  Dustin tried to sit up again and this time Seph helped pull him out from under the mess, dragging the axle.  Dustin settled his back against a rock, panting.  The whole front of his body was dripping liquid fire from where the stones had wounded him, leaving molten puddles of orange that singed the stones underneath him.
 
   “Where is it?” Dustin managed.  He tugged the cuffs on his wrists, found them still securely attached to the stubborn hunk of wood.  
 
   “It chased me down the ravine, but it wouldn’t walk on the stone.  Drake, I think it’s a—”
 
   “Yes I know,” Dustin snapped, trying not to let his irritation show.  “And it’ll be here just as soon as it can find a way down the canyon.  Where’s the key to these?”  He held up the enchanted cuffs that were padlocked to the ring set into the man-sized wooden log.
 
   Seph gave it a blank look.
 
   “Boy,” Dustin said softly, “If that thing eats me—”
 
   “I know,” Seph whimpered.  He glanced at the wagon’s axle, looking like the terrified youngster he was.  “I don’t have the key.”
 
   Dustin pushed himself up and glanced up the wall of the canyon.  He wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw a shadow move along the goat path leading down.  “Get me to solid stone,” he said.  “No cracks, no dirt.  A patch of stone.”
 
   Seph straightened and looked up at the canyon.  “I saw something that might work when I came down after you.”
 
   “Then take us there,” Dustin cried, looking up to see the shadows of the path moving closer.
 
   Seph bent, picked up the wagon axle in one big hand, and hefted it over his shoulder.  With the other, he tugged Dustin to his feet.  Before Dustin could object, the Auldhund had lifted him off his feet, one arm wrapped under his belly.  Then, in a lumbering gait, the boy trotted up the canyon path.  Toward their pursuer.
 
   On the slopes ahead of them, Dustin saw the shadows flicker again.  “Hurry, boy,” he said.
 
   Seph veered off the main path.  Then, with agility and grace that seemed unnatural coming from such an ungainly creature, he danced out onto a ledge of stone overlooking a fifty-foot drop.  It was only three feet wide, cut off from the path ahead by a ten foot crack in the canyon wall.
 
   “Not big enough,” Dustin said, panicking.  “Go back.”
 
   “I know,” Seph said.  “Hold on.”  Then, to Dustin’s horror, he felt the boy’s massive hind legs bunch beneath them.
 
   Dustin felt his guts tumble into his throat as the Auldhund launched them across the chasm.  Somehow, he held down a scream.
 
   Seph landed them with an oomph, his big legs compacting beneath them on the stone ledge.  For a moment, Dustin thought they were going to lurch backwards, over the edge.  Then Seph ducked and dropped to his knees, lowering Dustin and the axle to the flat stone precipice that cut outwards at an angle, spreading to over ten feet wide in an overhang that jutted out above the canyon.
 
   Seeing it, Dustin started crawling towards the widest point.  On the dirt path only fifteen feet above their heads, they heard the scattering of pebbles and hoofbeats.  For long, breathless moments, they sat there in silence.
 
   Then they heard Tyroan’s soft, questing voice.  “Is anyone alive down there?”
 
   Seph’s blue eyes went wide and he leaned back to look up.
 
   Dustin caught his big arm grimly.  “That’s not Tyroan.”
 
   “Seph?  Hali?  I’m injured.  I need help.”  When Seph didn’t reply, the hoofbeats continued down the path, stumbling.  Seph lunged up, looking as if he would follow.
 
   “It’s looking for a way down,” Dustin said.  “Be still.”
 
   “But if it’s Tyroan—”
 
   “It’s not, boy,” Dustin said sharply.  “Now sit down.  You leave me here and we’re both going to die.”
 
   Reluctantly, Seph lowered himself back to the platform of stone beside him.
 
   Sure enough, the hoofbeats returned, steadier, now.  They watched the ridge above them, waiting.
 
   After a moment, Tyroan peered over the edge.  But it was not Tyroan.  Its eyes were too big and swirled with blackness, and its jaws were filled with needle-sharp teeth whereas Tyroan had had the canines of a dog.
 
   The perfect tones of Tyroan’s voice that trickled down to them from the thing left Dustin cold to the core.  “Come up here, Seph.  I killed it.”
 
   Seph started to stand, but Dustin yanked him back down.  “Look at its eyes, you fool!”
 
   The boy did, and he audibly gasped.
 
   When it saw that the boy was not going to obey, the creature peeled Tyroan’s lips back from a gaping maw of glistening white, needle-like teeth.  “You can’t stay there forever, drake.”
 
   Dustin laughed.  “You can’t stay there forever, fade.  Sooner or later the sun’s going to come out.”
 
   “That’s why I need you,” the creature purred.  “Come up here.  Join me.”  The call was seductive, seeping into his skin, caressing his mind.  Beside Dustin, the boy shuddered.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Dustin said, shaking himself.  “I’ve grown somewhat attached to my hands.”
 
   Its too-big eyes swirled with void.  It lifted a taloned finger and licked the fiery orange residue there, smiling down at him.  “Now I have your scent, you won’t be able to hide.”
 
   “Until I take my natural form, you mean,” Dustin said.  “Unless, of course, you can track ashes and flame.”
 
   “Of course,” the creature said, smiling.  “I almost forgot.”  It reached under its clothing and held up a small green key—the same color green as Dustin’s shackles.  “Were you looking for this, drake?”
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   Dustin tensed before he could hide it.
 
   Almost thoughtfully, the thing reached out and grasped the bewitched key with a clawed thumb and forefinger.  Dustin saw him squeeze.  A moment passed, then Dustin heard the brittle shatter of metal.  The creature released its hold on the key and shook its hand out, delivering the contents to the ground.
 
   Ice climbed up Dustin’s spine as the tiny glittering pieces cascaded down the rocks around him.  Suddenly, the manacles felt like coals on his skin.  It took all of his will to stay calm as he said, “Eat rocks.”
 
   The creature laughed and moved away.  This time, they did not hear its footsteps.
 
   Two hours later, they heard a scream in the canyon below.
 
   Seph flinched.  “My horse.”
 
   Dustin listened to the continued screams of the animal with grim foreboding.  He knew the tszieni was drawing out the death, making sure they heard it from their perch.  What bothered him most, however—what still held his heart in an iron grip—was that the tszieni had been sentient enough to talk.  To talk...and to deceive.
 
   It meant the monster was old.  Very old.
 
   And that it had killed many, many times before.
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3: Mystery of the Rockfarmer
 
   Maelys
 
    
 
   Maelys watched from inside the wall as the Auldheim slapped her pudgy hand down upon the desk, stopping Rees in his report.  
 
   “How can you not be sure?  Does she or doesn’t she?”
 
   The Auldheim’s nephew scratched the stubble of his salt-and-pepper beard.  “I’d say yes, but it’s...odd.  I’ve never seen anything like it.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Her veoh only affects stone.”
 
   “Stone?”
 
   “Stone.”
 
   “That’s it?  How do you know the little tart isn’t faking?  She can’t stop telling everyone how much she loves our hospitality.  Maybe she’s trying to swindle you, Rees.  Have you thought of that?”
 
   “I have,” Rees said.  “I don’t think she’s lying.”
 
   The Auldheim tapped her finger on the desk, glowering over her jowls.  “You’ve always been a softie for redheads.  Wasn’t your last granddaughter a redhead?  What was her name?”
 
   “Brael.”
 
   The Auldheim clucked.  “That’s right.  Anlaf’s first youngster, turned out redder than carrot pudding.  Now how did that happen?  I thought Anlaf married a Ganlin.  We’ve got no redheads in that line.  If I were him, I’d go figure out what his wife’s been picking in the mountains besides berries.”
 
   Auld Rees dragged a hand down his face.  “She can do things with stone that you and I can’t.”  
 
   “Can’t is a strong word, Rees.”
 
   “Yesterday I found her wearing gloves of the stuff, using it to pummel another kid’s face in.”
 
   “Gloves?  Was she punished?”
 
   “The boy was in the female auldlings’ wing past lights-out.”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “He says he was bringing them hot rolls.”
 
   The Auldheim snorted.  “What does the girl say?”
 
   “That he was kissing Gawain Ganlin’s daughter Hanna in the corner against her will.”
 
   The Auldheim went white, her pudgy fists clenching on the edges of her desk.  “Is her story reliable?”
 
   “It’s looking pretty bad,” Rees admitted.
 
   “Let me know if it’s true.  I want to deal with him myself.”
 
   “What about the girl?  She’s got veoh, but considering how limited she is, I’m struggling to find a good reason to keep her at the Spyre.”
 
   “The Rockfarmers won’t take her back.”
 
   “We don’t know that.”
 
   “Yes we do, Rees.”
 
   Rees sighed.  “We could still try.  The girl doesn’t want—”
 
   “Why do you keep saying ‘the girl?’” Agathe demanded.  “Are you telling me you still haven’t wrangled her name out of her?”
 
   “No,” Rees admitted.
 
   “Use a geas if you have to.  I’m tired of calling the wench ‘girl.’  And figure out how old she is, while you’re at it.  Rockfarmers are hard to gauge.  She could be twenty for all we know.”
 
   “I think she’s closer to Nirin’s age.”
 
   “Fourteen?”
 
   “Or younger.  Further, I don’t think a geas would be wise,” Rees continued.  “She’s already distrustful of our intentions.”
 
   “I don’t care what’s ‘wise,’” Agathe bellowed.  “I’m tired of the little tramp having the run of the place when we don’t even know her name.”
 
   “We could try to send her home,” Rees said.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Truly, Agathe, she can’t even light a candle.  She’s no danger to anyone.  The stuff she can do is quite harmless.”
 
   “You said she pounded a kid’s face in yesterday.”  When Rees didn’t reply, the Auldheim stretched her fat form back in her chair and sighed, her huge breasts rising and falling against her stomach.  “So what else can she do, Rees?  The little brat can walk through walls.  What if Etro got hold of her?  They’d know every one of our secrets in a matter of days.  Hell, how do we know she’s not spying on us right now?”
 
   “Because I’ve got a scrying spell on her that lets me know exactly—”  Rees flinched, then turned to look directly at Maelys, whose heart suddenly started pounding in her ears.  “Come on out, girl.”
 
   Maelys remained where she was.  Encased in the stone.  Motionless.
 
   “She’s here?” the Auldheim demanded of her nephew, looking in Maelys’ direction, yet not seeing her.  “The little tramp was spying on us?”
 
   Sighing, Rees stood up and walked over to where Maelys was sunk into the wall.  He looked down at her, his big frame towering over her like a giant.  He held out a hand.  “Come on,” he said gently.  “We’re not mad.”
 
   “I am!” the Auldheim snapped.
 
   “You’ll be fine, little one,” Rees promised.
 
   Despite the fact he was one of her kidnappers, Maelys trusted him.  She thanked the surrounding stone, which released her with a pang of worry, and gingerly reached out to take the Auld’s hand.
 
   As soon as the Auldheim saw her, Agathe let out a little sound and pushed away from her desk.  Malice shone in her green eyes when she said, “So you think you can spy on us?”
 
   “You were talking about me,” Maelys said.  “Can I go home now?”
 
   The snowy-haired old woman looked furious.  “How long have you been listening?”
 
   “Ever since you kidnapped me.”
 
   “For the last time, you little wretch, we didn’t kidnap you.  The Rockfarmers delivered you to Ganlin Hall as a possible auldling and we investigated.  Your own people dropped you on our doorstep.”
 
   “And you took me here,” Maelys said.  “To the Spyre.  You could have let me go back home.”
 
   “And where would that be?” the Auldheim snapped.
 
   Maelys frowned and looked away.  All she remembered of that night was the darkness of the bag over her head and the bite of the ropes on her wrists.  And fear.
 
   Rees patted her shoulder.
 
   Maelys ignored him, meeting the Auldheim stare-for-stare.  “I want to go home.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I don’t have to ask.  I can do more than just walk through walls if you try to stop me.”
 
   Rees’s hand tightened on Maelys’ shoulder at the same moment the Auldheim said, “Oh?  And what might that be, you little tart?”
 
   “Melt them.”  At the Auldheim’s sharp look, Maelys said, “You should let me go home.”
 
   “Did you just threaten to destroy the Spyre?”
 
   Maelys shrugged.
 
   The fat woman was out of her chair so quickly that Maelys flinched instinctively.  In an instant, the Auldheim had her pudgy fingers in a grip on the front of Maelys’ shirt and was holding her against the wall, green eyes dancing with malevolence.
 
   “Don’t you ever threaten me or my city ever again.”
 
   Maelys held the old woman’s gaze without quailing.  “You kidnapped me.  I’ll do whatever I want.”
 
   The Auldheim’s eyes darkened and her fat fingers tightened on Maelys’s neck.  “Then you’ll spend the rest of your life in a cell.”
 
   Maelys laughed.  “You tried that already.”
 
   “In chains.”
 
   Maelys sobered slightly.  “I already told you I’m not an auldling.  I don’t have any veoh or whatever you call it.  I can just talk to rocks.  That’s it.  Please just send me home.  I don’t like it here.  The stone sounds funny.”
 
   The Auldheim released her suddenly and paced back to the big chair behind her desk, settling her bulk back into it with a sigh.  She started tapping her desk again.  “You talk to rocks.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   The Auldheim sniffed, then shoved a pretty blue geode paperweight across the desk toward her.  “What is this one saying?”
 
   Maelys picked it up and listened.  “It misses its other half,” she said, putting it down.
 
   The Auldheim burst out laughing.  To Rees, she said, “The skinny runt is a con artist.”
 
   “Who can walk through walls,” Rees said.  “Name an Auld of the Spyre that can do that.”
 
   The Auldheim grimaced.  To Maelys, she said, “Say I let you leave.  Where would you go?”
 
   “Back to the mountains.  To my people.”
 
   “Really?  Where?  Nobody knows where your damn people live.  The only reason we even know the Rockfarmers exist is because every once in a while they drop off an irritating little brat like you, with red hair and a bad memory.”
 
   Maelys narrowed her eyes.  “You’re lying.”
 
   “Rees.  Tell her.”
 
   “Agathe speaks the truth,” Rees said.  “We’ve searched those mountains in a hundred-mile radius outward from Ganlin Hall and have never found a soul.”
 
   Maelys gaped.  “That’s not possible.  We have herds.  Temples.  Cities...”
 
   “Not in those mountains, you don’t,” Agathe snapped.
 
   Maelys swallowed, hard.  After the hood and the days of traveling, she had no idea where her people lived.  She had just assumed that these foreigners did.  And, judging by the pitying way the tall Auld was looking at her, they were telling the truth when they said they didn’t know where she’d come from.
 
   Reality smacked into her like a late-winter avalanche.  So this was why her questions had all been met with vague uncertainties.  They truly didn’t know where her people were.  Even if they determined she was of no use to them and decided she didn’t have to stay at their stupid Spyre, they couldn’t send her home.
 
   Maelys suddenly didn’t feel very well.  It felt like a rug had been yanked out from under her, leaving her flat on her back, seeing stars.  With it came a powerful need to be alone.  She opened her mind to the stone at her feet and, as the two Aulds reached out to stop her, she slid into the floor.
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   Maelys spent the night in an abandoned room deep beneath the Spyre, as far from the Aulds as she could get.  Every crevice of the room was caked with dust...and piled with treasure.  Maelys amused herself with the gems and baubles for hours in peace until she heard the latch rattle from the other side.  Immediately, she dove under an intricate mahogany desk, scattering a pile of gems with glassy tinkles.  Listening, she held her breath.  The door was locked, and Maelys had assumed from the thick layer of dust that the room had been forgotten long ago.
 
   To her frustration, Auld Rees unlocked the door and stepped inside.  As he did, he held up a fist that glowed brilliantly, casting the place in a searing silver blaze of light.  He shut the door behind him and hesitated at the entrance, glancing around the room, obviously looking for her.  
 
   Maelys remained where she was hiding, hoping he would move on.
 
   Sighing, Auld Rees paused for a moment and then walked directly to her hiding-place and crouched low so that he could see her.  He smiled kindly.  “Thought you might be lonely.”
 
   “How’d you find me?” Maelys muttered.
 
   “I put a scryer’s spell on you the moment you stepped inside the Spyre,” Rees said.  “There’re a lot of people in the world who’d take advantage of a little girl who can walk through walls.”
 
   “Like you?” Maelys said.
 
   A look of irritation crossed his face.  “No.”
 
   “Agathe would.”
 
   “Yes.  That’s one of the reasons for the spell.”  Rees sighed.  “But child, she and I have known each other for a very long time, and she is my aunt, which gives me the privilege to call her ‘Agathe.’  You, however, need to call her Madam Auldheim.”
 
   “I don’t need to call that fat cow anything,” Maelys said.  “This isn’t my home.”
 
   “Maybe not,” Rees said patiently, “But it just took me three hours to convince her not to throw you in irons.  You should show her more respect.”  
 
   “Why?  She kidnapped me.”
 
   “We both know that’s not true.” 
 
   “Then let me leave.”
 
   “If I could send you home, I would.  But we were telling the truth, girl.  We don’t know where your people live.  We don’t even know where to start looking.  Thirty years ago, Agathe wanted to learn more about your people—where they live, who they descended from—so that we could set up a weigh-line to reach them for trade.  She had a team of her eight most powerful Aulds in Bryda scrying those mountains for years and we never found a single Rockfarmer.”
 
   Maelys wrinkled her nose.  “Zerii.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Zerii,” Maelys said.  “We’re called Zerii.”
 
   He gave her a long look.  “I thought you didn’t remember anything.”
 
   “I remember some,” Maelys said, immediately feeling defensive.  The cold wind on her back, the bite of hemp at her wrist...
 
   Rees sat down on the dusty floor, pressing his back against a golden chest.  “What else do you remember?  Perhaps I can use it to find them.”
 
   Immediately, Maelys felt torn.  She had always known that this was a test for her, that she’d been left on the Ganlins’ porch because her people wanted to see if she could get home.  
 
   But now she wondered if what Rees had said was true.  She had always thought that it was the Aulds of the Spyre that had spelled her and taken away her memories.  But what if it had been her own people?  What if they truly didn’t want her to come back?
 
   Then, a pang of fear.  Why would they have spelled her?  What if she had been a bad child?  What if she had done something horrible, and that’s why they’d given her over to strangers?  What if she had hurt someone, like she had hurt that baker’s boy?
 
   What if she couldn’t go home?  What if this wasn’t some sort of test...what if they really didn’t want her back?
 
   Rees interrupted her thoughts with a big hand on her shoulder.  “It’s all right, girl.”
 
   Softly, Maelys said, “How many of the kids the Zerii leave at Ganlin Hall actually get home?”
 
   Rees patted her shoulder gently.  “None, that I know of.”
 
   “How many have you seen?”
 
   “Three, before you,” Rees said.  
 
   “What happened to them?” Maelys asked, perking up a bit.
 
   “Two died wandering the mountains outside Ganlin Hall and one settled down as a hermit in the wine country.”
 
   Even as Maelys was getting ready to ask if she could meet him, Rees raised a hand.  “He doesn’t like visitors.  He tried to kill the last Rockfa—er, Zerii—that went to him for help.  Almost succeeded, too.  Just about cut her head right off with a big runed sword he carries around.  I spent the rest of the night reattaching her neck to her shoulders, and we rode back to the Spyre the very next morning.”
 
   Maelys’s eyes widened.  “What did she say to him?”
 
   Rees grimaced.  “She got to, ‘My name is—’  Then, boom.  I think it was the accent that set him off.”
 
   “I want to meet him,” Maelys said.
 
   Rees shifted on the dusty floor.  “I have a better idea.  How about you meet my veoh-child, instead?  He’s fourteen and I can guarantee he won’t try to chop off your head with a sword.  I’ll be ranking him at the end of the month.  A real accomplishment, that.  Most auldlings aren’t ready for ranking until their eighteenth birthday.  Maybe you could learn something from him.”
 
   “I already know all I need to know.  What makes you think I’d learn anything from your stupid vogue-child?”
 
   “Veoh-child.  He chose me to be his monitor during his ranking.”
 
   “Whatever.  I don’t care about Aulds and their ceremonies.  I want to go home.”
 
   “His ranking will take place back at Ganlin Hall,” Rees said.  “If he invites you, I’m sure Agathe would let you come along.”
 
   Maelys froze.  “Ganlin Hall?”  It came out as a squeak.  “That place in the mountains?”
 
   The old man nodded.  “Tell you what.”  Rees took her hand.  “If you try to make friends with my veoh-child, I will help the two of you explore the mountains around the Hall after I’ve ranked him.  Maybe you’ll be able to pick up something that the rest of us have missed.”
 
   Maelys’s heart was thudding in her chest.  If she could get all the way back to Ganlin Hall, it would be nothing at all to slip away into the mountains and hide in the rock until they gave up looking for her.
 
   “But,” the old Auld said.  “You’d have to promise me that if we don’t find them, you’ll come back to the Spyre with us.”
 
   Maelys had no intention of doing any such thing, but she nodded anyway.  Let him believe what he wanted.  She was going home.
 
   “Say it,” the Auld said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Say you’ll return with us if we don’t find your people.”
 
   Maelys’s mouth fell open to lie, but she found she couldn’t.  She frowned, then tried again.  Nothing.
 
   The Auld smiled at her.  “I’ll let you come when you can say it.”  He stood, brushing dust off of his robes.  He offered a big hand down to her.  “In the meantime, you still have to earn yourself an invitation.  It’s Aneirin’s ranking—if he doesn’t invite you, you don’t come.”
 
   Maelys narrowed her eyes, knowing that the old Auld had an ulterior purpose in his proposition, but she took his hand anyway.  She’d play along.  Right up until the point where they turned their backs on her in Ganlin Hall.
 
   “So his name is Aneirin?” she asked, sliding out from under the desk.
 
   “His friends call him Nirin.”
 
   “I’ll call him Aneirin.”
 
   The old Auld sighed.  “Wonderful start.  Come on, then.  Let’s go see if he’s up yet.”
 
   After a winding walk back up the staircases and corridors—the long way, Maelys noted with impatience—they found Aneirin sitting in the dining hall, mussy-haired and slouching as he forked hot eggs into his mouth.  The hall was alive with conversation and laughter, but his table was completely empty.
 
   Maelys froze in the doorway, holding Rees back despite the way her stomach was growling with the smells of food.  She hadn’t eaten in almost two days, since the moment she escaped the last dungeon the Auldheim had thrown her into.  
 
   She motioned at the way Aneirin’s table was completely empty but for him.  
 
   “What’s wrong with him?” she whispered.
 
   The old Auld sighed.  “He’s a Ganlin.  We don’t have a lot of Auld-potential, and the Vethyles and Norfelds avoid us as much as they can.  The closest Ganlin auldling to his age is only eight.”
 
   “So he eats alone?” Maelys asked, still suspicious.
 
   A flash of sadness crossed the Auld’s face.  “He does everything alone.”
 
   “That’s why he’s getting ranked so fast?” she asked.
 
   Rees sighed.  “Perhaps.”  He motioned her forward.  “Come.  I’ll introduce you.”
 
   “No,” Maelys hissed, remaining where she was.  “Go away.  I’ll introduce myself.”
 
   Rees flashed her an irritated look, then shrugged.  “I’m going to get something to eat.  I’ll be at the Auld’s table, if you need me.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   He eyed her skeptically, then walked off toward the kitchens.
 
   Once he was gone, Maelys steeled herself and walked to Aneirin’s table.  She sat down across from him.
 
   Aneirin looked so surprised that eggs tumbled out of his mouth.  Immediately, however, his surprise grew dark, something akin to anger.  “What do you want?”
 
   “Some of your eggs.”  She reached forward and pulled the plate toward her and began eating with gusto, using her fingers to scoop the delicious, cheesy mixture off his plate.
 
   His mouth fell open again.  
 
   “The kitchen hands don’t like me,” Maelys said.  “They saw me once when I was running from Rees and thought I was a ghost.  I creeped them out.  Besides, they might turn me in to that fat cow in her tower, then she’d throw me back in the dungeon.”
 
   Aneirin put his fork down on the wooden table, still staring at her.  “Who are you?”
 
   “The Rockfarmer,” she said, around a mouthful of eggs.
 
   Understanding crossed his face.  “Wow.  I’m surprised they haven’t caught you yet.”
 
   She shrugged.  “They did, a couple times.”
 
   “But you escaped.”
 
   She nodded, still eating.  
 
   “I heard something about them throwing you in irons.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  Iron’s just another form of rock.”
 
   He looked thoroughly engrossed in the way she was wolfing down his eggs.  “When was the last time you ate something?”  
 
   “Two days ago,” Maelys said.  She frowned.  Around a mouthful of food, she said, “I think.”
 
   “So you can walk through walls?” he asked.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Ask ‘em nicely.”  She slid the empty plate back toward him and eyed his steaming mug.  “What’s in there?”
 
   “Cider,” he said.  He pushed it forward.
 
   She gulped it down and wiped her mouth.  “Got anything else?”
 
   Aneirin motioned toward the kitchen.  “You can go get whatever you want.”
 
   She shook her head.  “The cooks don’t like me.  They’d spit in it.” 
 
   He opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, then frowned and stood up instead.  “You stay here.”  Maelys turned and watched him as he walked past the tables filled with other auldlings and stopped at the cafeteria line.  Wherever he went, cold silence and frigid stares followed.  He filled two more trays and walked back.  On the way back, a big blond kid threw a gob of eggs at him.
 
   Before it hit the back of his head, the cluster stopped in midair and dropped to the floor.  Someone made a disappointed hoot.  Aneirin never turned or even slowed.
 
   He slid back onto the bench and pushed a tray in front of her.  With it came the smell of sausage, cheese, toast, and butter.  Maelys felt her mouth watering even before she snatched up the sausage and started wolfing it down.
 
   “So what are you going to do?” Aneirin asked.  “Eventually, they’re gonna find you again, and eventually they’ll figure out how to keep you in one place.”
 
   Maelys shrugged.
 
   “Aren’t you afraid they’ll spell your prison?” he said.
 
   “How?” Maelys said.  “They spell the rock and I’ll just unspell it again.”
 
   “They could throw you in a burlap sack and spell that.”
 
   Maelys winced.
 
   Aneirin leaned forward.  “I heard you don’t even remember your own name.”
 
   “I do too.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes, realizing Rees’s game.  “Shove off.”  She stood and turned toward the door.  Then, remembering Rees’s bargain, she sat back down stiffly, glaring.  “You can call me Rockfarmer.”
 
   Aneirin laughed.  “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “It’s what it is.”
 
   Aneirin got a mischievous look on his face.  “The Ganlins have ways of making you speak.”
 
   Maelys started to tell him to eat granite when she blinked.  “You can make me talk?”
 
   “Sure.”  He grinned, leaning forward.  “Easy.”
 
   “Even about stuff I don’t want to talk about or may not remember that good?”
 
   His grin was devilish as he tapped her skull.  “Anything that’s in there, I can get out.”
 
   Maelys felt a surge of excitement.  “We need to go somewhere else.  You got a room?”
 
   His grin started to fade.  “What?”
 
   “Come on,” she said, standing.  “I don’t wanna do it here.”
 
   “Do what here?” he asked, frowning at her.
 
   When he continued to stare at her, she grabbed his wrist and tugged him out of his seat.  “You got a room?” she repeated.
 
   “I share it with three other boys and the door doesn’t lock.”  He frowned at her.  “Why?”
 
   “Okay, then,” Maelys said.  “Hold on.”  She opened her mind to greet the stone at their feet and sent it an image of the room she wanted.  Immediately, she felt the rock soften between her toes.  Even as Aneirin gave his boots a frown, the floor took them in its embrace.
 
   Aneirin was still screaming ten minutes later, after Maelys had worked them through the walls and floors of three stories, the stone pushing and pulling at them like clots inside a blood vessel.
 
   “Oh my gods!” Aneirin cried, yanking his hand away from her.  “What did you do to me?!”  She heard him patting his chest and arms with his hands.
 
   “Think you could give us some light?” Maelys asked.  “There was a little green frog statue over in the corner that was glowing earlier, but I think it only lights up at night.”
 
   A moment later, Aneirin lifted a glowing fist in the same style as his kinsman.  His eyes went wide when he saw where they were.  “This is the treasure-room.”
 
   “One of them,” Maelys agreed.
 
   He was staring at the piles of objects and wealth.  “Do you know the kinds of enchantments they put on this room?  They’ve got spells down here that will make thieves’ heads explode for getting too close.”
 
   Maelys shrugged again.  “All those spells are anchored in the stone.  The stone’s my friend, so they don’t work on us.”  She gestured at a stack of chests in one corner.  “Just don’t go over there.  It’ll kill you.”
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   “The stone’s your...”  Aneirin turned and looked at the stack of ensorcelled chests.  The arm that held up the light was rough with goosebumps.  “I think we should leave.”
 
   “First you’re gonna make me talk,” Maelys said, jumping onto the desk and swinging her legs.  “Make me tell you about the Rockfarmers.”
 
   He turned to stare at her.  “What?”
 
   “The Rockfarmers.  Maybe I’ll remember something if you make me talk.”
 
   “Look, I really don’t think we should—”
 
   “You do if you don’t want your head to explode,” Maelys said.
 
   He went utterly pale.  “I mean it.”
 
   “So do I,” she said, crossing her arms.  “You go through that door without carrying a key and it’ll explode.  The wall’s telling me so.”
 
   Aneirin turned to glare at her.  “I could put you under a geas to get me out of here just as easily as I could put you under one to make you talk.”
 
   “And I could come into your room one night while you’re sleeping and sink your bed into the floor.  How about that?”
 
   He scowled.  “Fine.”
 
   “Fine what?”
 
   “Fine.  I’ll make you talk.  Sit still a minute.”
 
   Maelys continued kicking her legs as he settled onto the golden chest that Rees had occupied earlier.  At his meaningful scowl, however, she stopped.
 
   “Okay,” he said, “I don’t have enough skill to do it without your help, so you’re going to have to repeat a few things after me.  I’ll weave them with veoh and that should do the trick.”
 
   “Sure, whatever.”
 
   “Okay, say these words, ‘I speak the truth to Aneirin Ganlin whenever he asks it of me.’”
 
   Maelys rolled her eyes, but repeated it.
 
   “I will answer every question he asks.”
 
   She repeated.
 
   “I will answer immediately, and without hesitation.”
 
   “You sound like an old hedge-witch,” she said, laughing.
 
   “Goddamn it, just say it.”
 
   Maelys sighed and said it.
 
   After a moment, Maelys felt a slight tingle in her skull, followed by the brief urge to vomit.  Then it was gone.
 
   “All right,” Aneirin said.  “Let’s test it.”
 
   “Okay,” Maelys said, scooching back to get comfortable on the desk.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Maelys,” Maelys said.  Immediately, she choked.  “You weren’t supposed to ask that!”
 
   “I thought that’s why we’re down here!”  Aneirin said.  
 
   “No, it’s to help me get home.”
 
   He looked disappointed.  “Maelys, huh?”
 
   “What?” Maelys demanded.
 
   “That’s so...common.  I thought a Rockfarmer would be called something special.”
 
   Her back bristled.  “Maelys isn’t common.”
 
   “I have a cousin called Maelys.”
 
   Maelys glared at him.
 
   “I’m Nirin.”
 
   “Now that’s a common name.  I can’t even count all the Aneirins I know.”
 
   He leaned forward, eyes sparkling with amusement.  “Really?  Let’s hear you try.”
 
   “I can’t.”  She scowled.  “They’re all over.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Everywhere.”  Maelys started swinging her legs again to change the subject.
 
   “Maelys, do you think I’m handsome?”
 
   “Yes,” she said cheerfully.  Then she scowled.  Her legs stopped kicking.
 
   Casting her a wicked grin, Aneirin said, “Never let someone put you under a geas.  That’s the first thing in stupid.”
 
   Maelys’s forced her legs to start kicking again, imagining herself slamming her boots into his stomach every time.  “Let’s do this.  Ask me something about the Rockfarmers.”
 
   “Why do you think I’m handsome?”
 
   “Your eyes are pretty and you aren’t too dumb and you’re tall,” Maelys said instantly.  She cursed and jumped off the desk.  “I’m going to kill you.”
 
   Aneirin’s wicked grin was just about splitting his face.  “Sorry.  Couldn’t help it.”
 
   Reluctantly, Maelys climbed back onto the desk, glaring.  “You ask one more stupid question and a search party’s gonna find you three weeks from now lodged in the floor up to your testicles.”
 
   He held up his hand innocently.  “I had to make sure it was working.”
 
   She snorted, trying to hide the blush that was creeping up her cheeks.  Then something alarming occurred to her.  “How long does a geas last?”
 
   “As long as I leave it on.”  As her eyes were widening, he said, “What do you know about your people the Rockfarmers?”
 
   Maelys felt something stretch in her head.  It felt like a ripping, and it made her vision go crossways and the breath leave her in a gasp.  She opened her mouth to speak, to tell him that something was wrong with his spell, but couldn’t.  She could only look at him in panic, hoping he would do something about it.  To stop it.
 
   Aneirin was frowning at her.  “Okay, maybe I need to be more specific.  Maelys, why did the Rockfarmers leave you on my grandmother’s doorstep?”
 
   Maelys blacked out.
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4: The Spy
 
   Vespasien
 
    
 
   Vespasien sat in the loft of the Spyre’s kennels, sipping barley wine, irritated that he was not hearing the grunts of lovemaking below.
 
   Instead, Rhydderch Vethyle was working with his beasts in another way—preparing them for a hunt.  Again and again, Rhydderch’s deep voice uttered a crisp command and—Vespasien supposed, since the dogs never needed to be told more than once—his hounds obeyed.
 
   He’s got his bitches trained well, Vespasien thought with a touch of envy.  As much as Vespasien tried, his own dogs always hated him.  In fact, every puppy he had ever purchased had assaulted him, and Vespasien always ended up giving the damn things to the auldlings of the Spyre.
 
   After a moment, Vespasien realized the sounds of animal training had been replaced by animal grunts.  He could not contain his glee as he put down his glass of wine and peeked over the edge of the loft.
 
   He sat back in disgust.
 
   Rhydderch had released a mottled black male from its cage and the beast was industriously making love to the little white bitch.  Brael, the Auld had called her, and she was easily one of the most hideous things Vespasien had ever laid eyes on.  The dog was of no particular breed—none of Rhydderch’s hounds were—and it had a lopsided look created by the way one ear would lay flat while the other stood up straight.  Its fur was shaggy and it resembled some sort of sheep or goat.
 
   He breeds for function, not form, Daegraf, Cyriaca’s eldest son, had said of his great-uncle.  The boy had sounded proud of the fact, like it was somehow a good thing to produce mutts that looked like they’d just stepped out of a cutpurse alley.
 
   Vespasien yawned, beginning to get bored.  His tipoff that Rhydderch made love to his beasts was rapidly turning out to be a few too many glasses of wine on his informant’s part and a bit too much wishful thinking on his own part.  
 
   Below, Rhydderch began to hum, miming some Brydian ballad Vespasien hadn’t heard before.  Vespasien leaned forward, a little shocked.  Music—in any form—was the last thing one expected when looking at the chiseled chin, the gray-blond beard, the icy blue eyes, the six feet of muscle that was Rhydderch Vethyle.
 
   Rhydderch was sitting on a hay bale with a little red bitch between his legs, rubbing behind her ears with his fingertips as he hummed her a song.  She peered up at him in obvious adoration.  Vespasien felt a pang of jealousy, watching them.
 
   Rhydderch ended his song.  “Okay, Fenna, let’s give you a workout.”
 
   The Auld stood up and made her jump over the hay bale, climb a stack of muck-buckets, lunge through a hanging pulley-rope, and scale the ladder that led up to Vespasien’s hiding place.
 
   Vespasien lunged back, but the hound’s head lifted above the lip of the loft and the two of them stared at each other: Vespasien the spy and Fenna the ladder-climbing mutt.
 
   Terrified of being caught eavesdropping on an Auld of the Spyre, Vespasien ‘tipped’ the dog.  He reached for the stiff little strand that he felt perpetually floating at the edge of his consciousness and shoved it into the animal.  Then he lowered his head to almost touching her muzzle and said, “Get.”
 
   The dog slipped off the ladder.  Vespasien heard a muffled thud, then a whine.
 
   “Fenna!”  Rhydderch’s voice sounded shocked.  Guilty.  “Damn it, girl...I should’ve known you were getting too old for that one.”
 
   Though Vespasien did not dare look over the edge again, he knew that the Auld’s dog would be fine.  Rhydderch was one of the most powerful Aulds in the Vethyle clan.  Patching her up would be a simple thing.
 
   Vespasien expected training to resume, according to Rhydderch’s normal schedule, but the next thing he heard was the sound of a kennel door clicking shut.  “Good night, little ones.”  Rhydderch said.  “You’ve had enough for tonight.”
 
   Then, to Vespasien’s amazement, he heard Rhydderch leave the kennels.  He calculated the time.  Rhydderch usually worked them two more hours, at least, cycling through all twelve of his curs as he trained them in this trick or that.  That he had left so early suggested that the Auld had been truly disturbed at the way his dog had fallen.
 
   Which meant Vespasien had found a weakness.
 
   Excellent.
 
   Vespasien climbed down from the loft and glanced at the rows of cages.  The dogs watched him like motionless, wary statues.  In her cage, the little red bitch was curled in the far corner, visibly shuddering.  When she saw Vespasien, she started to whine.  Vespasien brushed past the hay bale, toward the door.  
 
   Then he paused.  His eyes returned to the red bitch now cowering in her cell.  He wondered if he could get her to jump over the hay bale like Rhydderch had done.  All the hounds had been well-trained—Vespasien had seen them obey the commands of several different masters.
 
   Why not him?
 
   As he moved toward the red hound’s kennel, the animals on either side of it began to growl and snap at him through the slotted wood.  Seeing his approach, the red bitch became a quivering mass in the corner, shaking so thoroughly it was making the hay around her tremble.
 
   For some reason, it enraged Vespasien.  Seeing them so happy and jubilant in Rhydderch’s care one moment, then have them bare their fangs and growl at him the next, Vespasien couldn’t handle it.  He threw open the red bitch’s door and stalked inside.  The dog whimpered when he grabbed its collar and dragged it outside with him.  
 
   All around, the hounds were barking, now.  Vespasien ignored them and left the red bitch beside the hay bale while he walked around to the other side.  “Over,” he said, pointing to the bale.
 
   The dog stared at him in obvious terror.
 
   “Over, goddamn it!” Vespasien snapped.
 
   The dog hunched backwards and began to slink back to her cell.
 
   Vespasien felt something snap within him.  He rushed after her, grabbed the animal’s collar, and dragged her back to the hay bale.  He was in the process of pushing the dog over the bale when the lop-eared white bitch got loose.
 
   To his horror, two things happened.  First, the red bitch suddenly lost her cowardly nature and the fur along her back tightened under his grip.  Second, the white bitch was in the process of releasing the other dogs from their kennels.
 
   Vespasien stared.  Animals weren’t that smart.
 
   Yet suddenly he was being set upon by a pack of the beasts, all led by the shaggy white mutt.  Vespasien pulled his dagger.  The red one seized his hand just as the white one began savaging his leg, and Vespasien brought the knife down in the red one’s side and yanked downward, leaving a bloody path between two ribs.  The red bitch whined and released his hand.  Another dog rushed in to take up where she had left off, and Vespasien felt ligaments tearing in the back of his hand and wrist.  Pain etched his arm like streaks of acid. 
 
   Adrenaline rushing through him, now, Vespasien stabbed blindly at the thing holding his foot.  It took several tries, but something finally stuck something other than bone.  The grip loosened and Vespasien shook himself free.  The white bitch had collapsed on the ground, a knife-wound matting the fur of its neck a dark pink.
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   Vespasien cut at the third dog’s head, stabbing and raking it along the face and shoulders until it finally released his hand and stumbled backwards like a drunken thing.  It collapsed near a far hay bale, panting.  Vespasien saw blood leaking from its mouth.
 
   All around him, the hounds were in an uproar.  The fourth dog, a big black one that he had heard Rhydderch called Aggie, darted in and snapped at his arm.  She took away a piece of skin, but was too fast for him to lodge the knife in her back as he had the others.  She began circling him, staying maddeningly out of reach, and Vespasien got the distinct feeling she was waiting for an opportunity at his throat.
 
   Enough of this, Vespasien thought, clutching his ruined hand.  Hobbling, he began moving toward the door.
 
   The black dog swooped in behind him and sank her teeth into his leg just above the knee.  Vespasien cried out as he felt the flesh there rip free.  Immediately afterwards, his leg went limp.
 
   I was just hamstrung, he thought, a little laughing thought on a hysterical tide of desperation.
 
   As the dog swooped in a second time, Vespasien knew that she meant to kill.
 
   Crying out, Vespasien tore a pitchfork off the walls and thrust it at the dog, hoping to impale her with her own momentum.
 
   The dog changed course at the last moment and veered off into a casual trot as she circled him.  Watching.
 
   Holding the pitchfork between them, Vespasien slid his wounded leg backwards through the dirt, towards the door to the kennels.  He found he could put some pressure on it, but knew the moment he tried to rush, it would collapse from under him and the hound would be on him.
 
   Slowly, he backed away toward the door, the hound padding back and forth just out of range, patiently waiting for an opening as he bled out on Rhydderch’s floor.
 
   Panting, struggling to keep sweat from dripping into his eyes and blinding him, Vespasien suddenly had a great deal more respect for a forest hart.  Seeing the patient, evil intentions in the black eyes of the dog that hunted him, Vespasien sympathized with the creatures of the wild.  As he continued to slide backwards toward the door, trailing blood from his ruined hand and leg, Vespasien promised whatever gods that were listening that he would swear off eating wild game if he got out of Rhydderch’s kennels alive.
 
   Vespasien fumbled at the door with his ruined hand, found he couldn’t bend the fingers properly, and then began to switch the pitchfork to the crook of his right hand in order to open the door with his left.
 
   Sensing this was her last chance of bringing down her prey, the black bitch began to stalk closer than she had previously dared, and her legs bunched up beneath her in preparation for a leap.
 
   “Back!” Vespasien snapped, throwing the pitchfork in her direction.  He wasn’t sure if he made contact or not.  Instead, he used the distraction to throw open the door, drag himself outside, slam the portal shut again behind him, and lock it.  Immediately, he heard claws on the door, a nose against the crack, sucking in the smell of him.
 
   Shuddering, Vespasien backed away.  With the motion, his leg collapsed.  He spent the next ten minutes trying to right himself in the dark hall of the main animal complex inside the Spyre.  When he was finally upright, leaning heavily against the far wall, his eyes caught sight of the blood smeared everywhere upon the stone and his mind returned to the three hounds he’d left dead in the Auld’s kennels.
 
   He imagined Rhydderch returning unexpectedly, finding Vespasien standing outside, mauled to the bone, his three favorite hounds dead inside.
 
   Limping, Vespasien went to find a horse.
 
   He needed to get out of town.
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5: A Man and His Hounds
 
   Rhydderch
 
    
 
   Midway through the morning Circle meeting, an Unmade tapped Rhydderch on the shoulder with a cold talon.  The big biped looked to be part ox, listing forward with huge horns swaying on a massive, barrel neck.  Human arms the size of horse legs draped down from massive shoulders, the fingers tipped in wicked black claws.  Jagged canines protruded from upper and lower jaws, reminding Rhydderch of legends of werewolves village goodwives told their children to keep them in at night.
 
   The Unmade had a slur arising from a too-large tongue.  “You haffth a fisthitor, Auld Rhydderch.”
 
   “Can it wait?”  Rhydderch continued to monitor the meeting, his eyes watching Mathis Norfeld as the Auld described his family’s desires to purchase a small spark mine from the Ganlins.  The Ganlins needed the money, but they weren’t interested—yet.  Everyone was waiting to see how much the Norfelds were willing to put on the table, and from what Rhydderch had seen, it was a lot.  Their sudden interest in the spark mine triggered something within him that made him wary.  In fact, the whole negotiation had left him in a state of anxiety that he could not place.
 
   The Unmade continued to hover behind him, a looming mountain of muscle.  “No.  It can’t.”
 
   Rhydderch glanced over his shoulder at the creature.  Whereas most of the Aulds and Auldin of the Spyre dismissed them as idiot veoh-constructs, he knew better.  “Why not?”
 
   The Unmade obviously did not enjoy talking, and, with his misshapen mouth, it was little wonder.  The Auldhund shrugged and strode off, split hooves thumping on the stone with his retreat.
 
   Sighing, Rhydderch stood up.  Across the table, Agathe looked up at him.  Something twisted inside of him as she met his gaze.  Once again, she saw him as a rival, a nuisance, a conniver.
 
   A Vethyle.
 
   A part of him died every time their eyes met.  He quickly looked back at the table, pretending to organize his notes.
 
   “Going somewhere, Auld Rhydderch?”
 
   “The Unmade says I have a visitor.”
 
   “Can’t it wait?” Agathe demanded, irritation thick in her voice.
 
   Rhydderch glanced at the massive retreating back of the messenger.  “Apparently not.”  He bowed and followed the Unmade out into the antechamber of the Hall of Governors.
 
   In it, his hounds-keeper, a young Ganlin auldling by the name of Llew, was sitting on a bench beside two more Auldhunds, looking paler than a corpse.  Rhydderch immediately felt a knot in his gut.  “What happened, Llew?”
 
   The young Ganlin looked like he feared Rhydderch would kill him.  He was so petrified by Rhydderch’s presence that for several moments he could form nothing in the way of speech except for, “Um.”
 
   Rhydderch set his sheaf of notes aside and squatted before the youngling.  “Llew.  Is it my hounds?”
 
   Tears sprang to the kid’s eyes and he nodded.
 
   Rhydderch fought down a rush of fury, thinking one of the fools at the kennels had misfed them or allowed his hounds to mingle with the bitches, three of which were in heat.  He stifled it, however, not wanting to alarm the child.  “What happened?”
 
   Llew was trembling.  “I don’t know, Auld Rhydderch.  Aggie was out.  Brael’s hurt bad.  Fenna and Amelie were murdered.”
 
   For a moment, Rhydderch simply couldn’t comprehend.  Then, softly, he turned to the Unmade and said, “Let the Auldheim know I’ll miss the rest of the meeting.”
 
   The big Auldhund bowed and pushed open the doors to the Governor’s Hall once more.  Rhydderch didn’t hear what was said—he was already in the corridor outside, striding towards the kennels.
 
   Rhydderch found a group of four other caretakers standing in mournful silence outside the kennel door.  They parted as he approached, and immediately Rhydderch stopped, looking down.
 
   “Are all my hounds accounted for?” he asked, glancing at the blood smears on the stone floor outside the kennels.
 
   “Y-yes, sire,” Llew said behind him.
 
   Rhydderch grew grim.  “Good.”  He steeled himself, then pushed open the door.
 
   Inside, the hounds were exactly as they had been found, except for Aggie, who had been put back in her kennel unharmed.  Fenna and Amelie were dead.  They had both been stabbed repeatedly in the head and neck, with blood matting the hay bale he had used for Fenna’s jumps the night before.  Brael panted in the lap of a keeper, and she tried to stand when she saw Rhydderch.  However, when she moved, her hind two legs didn’t work properly and she slumped back to the ground and whined.
 
   Fighting the rising tide of rage, Rhydderch knelt beside Brael, taking her head from the young boy and placing it in his own lap.  He closed his eyes, opening himself to his veoh.  Instantly, he found himself in a verdant forest, deer and wildlife darting across his path.  Grim, Rhydderch took the well-worn trail through the undergrowth, arriving where he always did, overlooking a great lake of shimmering silver energy.
 
   Purposefully, he walked down the stony beach, dislodging pebbles with his feet until he stood at the edge of the flashing silver liquid.  He waded into it, feeling his entire body begin vibrating with veoh.
 
   This, he channeled into his being and out into the world.  He wrapped the hound in it, examining the damage.
 
   Llew had done well.  The knife-wound had cut through the back of the neck and had nicked the spine.  The boy had staunched the bleeding, but he simply wasn’t skilled enough to work with the kind of veoh it would take to put the hound back to rights.  Even now, as he examined the severed nerves, Rhydderch doubted that even he would be able to make his hound whole again.
 
   Ignoring those around him, he bent to the task.  He pushed every ounce of veoh he could into the dog, until Brael’s tissues were vibrating with his will.  Rhydderch gently nudged them with his mind, urging the Function to return to the dog’s neck, and with it, its Form.
 
   It was made easier by the fact that the dog was already infused with his essence, simply from all the time they spent together.  The tissues, knowing what he desired, bound together, knitting where they needed to, becoming whole again.
 
   Of course, Rhydderch could not return the original Form to an object once it had been destroyed—no one could.  The result, while similar to the original, would not hold the same Function.  The dog would forever limp.
 
   Still, when Rhydderch released her, Brael got up, as spry as a pup, and began licking his face.  Rhydderch rubbed her blood-matted fur, but his mind was on other matters.
 
   “What about Aggie?” Rhydderch asked.
 
   Llew swallowed, looking a little stunned that Rhydderch had been able to restore as much Function as he had.  “Her muzzle was covered with blood.  We think she wounded whoever did this.”
 
   “She did,” Rhydderch said.  “Were the Unmade informed?”
 
   Llew grew red.  “They...”
 
   “They said it’s not their job to hunt down hound-killers.”
 
   Llew nodded.
 
   “Fair enough.  It was a barren man who did this.  An Auld wouldn’t have bothered with a knife.”  Rhydderch got up and went to Aggie’s kennel and let her out.  The big black hound immediately went to Brael and they sniffed.
 
   “You ready for a hunt, young lady?” Rhydderch asked, once she was finished.
 
   Aggie’s tail began to wag and she barked.
 
   “Good girl.  Llew, get my gear.  I leave in an hour.”  Rhydderch went to log his departure with the Unmade.
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   Rhydderch followed the trail for three and a half days, ending outside a Vethyle cottage near the edge of the winelands.  Aggie circled it once, whining, then sat down outside the front door.  Rhydderch dismounted, left his horse wrapped to the post, and knocked on the door.
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   A portly woman answered, a big smile on her face.  “How can I help you, sir?”
 
   “You’re a healer?”
 
   Her smile grew wider.  “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I’m looking for a man,” Rhydderch said, casually wrapping the silver truth-cord around her neck.  “He was attacked by wolves.”
 
   The woman’s eyes widened slightly and she took a slight step backward, into her home.
 
   “I am an Auld of the Spyre,” Rhydderch warned.
 
   She licked her lips, but she knew enough about truth spells that she did not speak.
 
   Rhydderch reached out and leaned against the frame, until she backed away from him in fear.  “Whatever he’s paying you, woman, I will double it.  Just tell me who he is.”
 
   “He never gave his name,” she babbled.
 
   “Of course not,” Rhydderch snapped.  “He rode three days before he stopped to get himself patched up.  He’s not an idiot.”  That fact had become painfully obvious along the hard trail here, as the man had backtracked, walked his horse upriver, switched horses, and traveled through the foulest, busiest parts of every city he went through in an attempt to lose him.
 
   He took a deep breath, stifling his irritation.  “What did the man look like?”
 
   “Tall,” she said immediately.  “As tall as you.  Thinner, though.  All bones.”
 
   “Hair color?”
 
   “Blond,” she said.  “Like you.”
 
   Rhydderch stifled the nagging suspicion that one of his own family members had committed the act.  None were that stupid.  Still, there were very few tall blonds in the Spyre that were not Vethyles.
 
   “Eye color?”
 
   “Blue,” she said quickly.  “Maybe blue-green.”
 
   Like mine, Rhydderch thought, narrowing his eyes at her.  If he hadn’t had the truth-cord wrapped around her throat, he would have suspected she was using his own image as a pattern.  
 
   “Strong jaw?” Rhydderch asked, thinking of Daegraf.
 
   She bit her lip.  “A bit on the weak side, I think.”
 
   Rhydderch gave a frustrated sigh.  “You just described two hundred of my kin at the Spyre.  Do you have anything more specific?”
 
   She frowned.  “Yes, sir.  He had an accent.  Foreign.  Of Etro.”
 
   The moment she said it, Rhydderch knew.  The drug-peddler.  Rage began to bubble up, which he immediately crushed.  He wanted to approach the situation with his wits about him.
 
   Rhydderch considered what he knew of the man.  Not enough.  Other than the fact the little hairs on his arms stood up whenever the peddler got too close, he knew very little.  “You eased his nerves with drink before plying your trade, did you not?”
 
   She nodded fearfully.
 
   “Tell me what he said.”
 
   She did.
 
   Apparently, even before the drink, the drug-peddling cur had had plenty to say.
 
   Rhydderch learned what wines he liked, what bars he frequented, what types of women he preferred, and, most importantly, that he was not a drug-peddler.
 
   The healer had given Rhydderch that juicy tidbit as Rhydderch was returning to his horse, his dogs in tow.  He paused and glanced back when she called his name from the hut.
 
   “Auld Rhydderch?”  She flinched when he turned, even though he had shown nothing but kindness to her.  
 
   “You remembered something else?” Rhydderch asked.
 
   She nodded, though she looked apprehensive.  She was smart enough—she knew that she could lose dearly if an Auld of the Spyre judged her to be wasting his time.  
 
   “Don’t worry, girl.  It’s not your skin I wish to hang on my mantle.”
 
   She lowered her eyes.  “Auld Rhydderch, I know you’ve said the man is a great merchant, but my father was from Etro.”
 
   Rhydderch raised a brow.  “A little far from home, aren’t you?”
 
   “He settled in Vethyle lands just inside the pass,” she said.  “After I failed to rank at the Spyre, he wouldn’t take me back.  So I went here.”
 
   Rhydderch felt sorry for her.  After being allowed to taste the freedoms of the Spyre as an unranked auldling, she had been sent home with fewer prospects than she had left with.  It wasn’t uncommon—almost fifty percent of auldling-potentials were returned after their requisite training, unranked.  Yet still the peasant families tried.  Once in a blue moon, they produced a gem—or a royal bastard.  “Go on.”
 
   “You say he’s a merchant lord, but he’s got the accent of a beggar.”
 
   Rhydderch found his every muscle tensing.  “Does he, now?”
 
   She nodded.  “Of Etro city.”
 
   “The capital?  You’re sure?”  The peddler claimed he was from the northlands, near the desert.
 
   “Yes, sir.  He speaks just like my father, who lived on the streets most of his life.”
 
   Rhydderch frowned, considering the teeming beggar population of the vast slums of Etro.  It was unheard of for one to rise so far.  Not impossible, he supposed, but damn unlikely without help.  “Thank you,” he said, nodding to her.  He drew forth another handful of coins and left them in her palm, then nodded at the little urchin grabbing her skirts with one hand and tentatively petting Aggie with the other.  “He likes dogs?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “You send him to the Spyre in a year or two and I’ll find a place for him.”
 
   Her face slackened in shock.  “Thank you, milord Vethyle,” she cried, bobbing in a curtsey.  Rhydderch nodded.  Then he mounted his mare and began the long trek back home, warmed by thoughts of what he was going to do to Vespasien once he was ready for his revenge.
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6: Tipping the Party
 
   Vespasien
 
    
 
   Vespasien flexed the stiff hand he now kept hidden beneath stylish black riding gloves, bored to the point of tears.
 
   There were many things Ves hated about the Vethyles, but at the moment the most memorable was that their parties were mind-numbing wastes of time.  As the wretched musical troupe continued its horrid imitation of entertainment, Vespasien realized his life would be better put to use bashing his forehead into the seamless stone of the Spyre’s outer walls.
 
   Ves tipped back another glass of barley wine and surveyed the room.  It was near midnight and most of the guests had politely excused themselves hours ago.  He’d been loitering ever since, hoping to see the Vethyle and Ganlin matriarchs come to blows.  
 
   For the last two hours, however, Auldin Cyriaca Vethyle had been conspicuously avoiding Auldheim Agathe Ganlin, their gazes not even falling in each other’s direction.  Instead, Cyriaca circuited the huge hall, insidiously chittering on about the unfortunate state of Ganlin finances to all who would listen—and Ves knew sooner or later the Ganlin Auldin’s steely will would finally snap and the two woman would begin a verbal firestorm that not even Auld Rhydderch or Auld Rees could put out.
 
   The idea left a warm tingle in his heart.
 
   Instead, Agathe somehow continued to retain her queenly composure and the tired, ragged music troupe began a hideous rendition of the Ballad of Fire as the night dragged on.  Unable to take the caterwauling any longer, Ves stood to go.
 
   As he was turning, Ves realized that Auldin Cyriaca Vethyle had finally made the trek across the ballroom to sit down across from the fat, impassive Ganlin matriarch.  Her conversation began with a contrived smile, though Ves could tell that the Auldheim was listening with increasing lividity as the sleek and elegant head of the Vethyle family whispered her false sympathies across the floral silk tablecloth.  
 
   Immediately, Ves sat back down to watch.  
 
   Nearby, Auld Rhydderch Vethyle had also settled into an adjacent table, eying his niece and her guest over his ale.  Ves assumed Rhydderch could smell trouble emanating from the two women—the grizzled Auld had a love for his hounds that, some said, went well beyond that of a man to his beasts.  Ves didn’t actually believe the rumors anymore, of course, though he did his best to perpetuate them at every bar and tavern in the Aulds’ quaint mountain capital of Siorus that he could find.  The chiseled old Auld could definitely take a few more blows to his pride.
 
   It had been especially poetic when the master houndsman had taken his beasts out on a romp through the countryside looking for the kennel killer, only to come back from the hunt empty-handed.  Vespasien still laughed himself to sleep, thinking of it.  It was better than crying, thinking about how close he’d come to getting caught.
 
   Ves, being barren in a country where the strength of one’s veoh determined one’s rank, had not even dared lodge a complaint with the Spyre after the mauling.  In Bryda, if a barren man complained about an Auld’s hound and the Auld found his hound innocent, it was the barren man who was put down.  
 
   And Ves knew without a doubt whom Rhydderch would choose to put down if he found out Vespasien had been the one to kill his beloved beasts.  Instead, Vespasien had quietly gone to a village three days’ ride from the Spyre and paid a healer a great sum to repair the mangled flesh.  Knowing that even then the killings were causing a national stir as the Vethyle family tried to pin the deaths upon a Ganlin conspiracy, Vespasien had paid even more for the healer’s silence.
 
   Now more than ever, of all the Aulds and Auldin at the Spyre, Rhydderch was the one Vespasien would most like to see disappear.  And he’d tried, repeatedly.  
 
   Unfortunately, despite Ves’s every effort, the man seemed to avoid trouble as easily as if he were guided by a divine hand.  The last time Vespasien had made an attempt on the Auld’s life, the Auldhunds had come dangerously close to tracing it back to its source.  
 
   It irritated Vespasien.  Rhydderch was one of the few truly powerful Vethyle Aulds who still maintained civil interaction with the Ganlins, and his disappearance under suspicious circumstances would make Vespasien’s job so much easier.
 
   Ves took another sip of wine.
 
   The Ganlin and Vethyle matriarchs were glaring at each other through false smiles, still making every motion of civility.  Watching them, Ves would have given anything to hear their words.  Cyriaca’s smile was all teeth.  Agathe’s dark green eyes were narrowed, and her hand gripped the arm of her chair with pudgy white knuckles.  She leaned forward—not far, because her large breasts could not move past the edge of the table—and said something fast and low under her breath.  Cyriaca responded by setting her wine glass down a little too quickly.
 
   Four hundred years ago, the Ganlins had produced a baby boy with veoh so powerful his cries made the very stone of the Slope weep.  Agathe’s twin brother.  He was the clan’s hope, the boat that would finally carry their drifting people back to prominence within the Spyre.  
 
   Before he could take up training at the Spyre, the Vethyle stole him, murdered him, and left his body for carrion deep in the mountains.  
 
   Or so the Ganlins claimed.
 
   The Vethyles, of course, denied it.  
 
   Ves had always been naturally interested in deep-rooted blood-feuds, so when he wasn’t selling expensive thrills to the ruling families of Bryda, he spent a lot of time researching the Ganlin boy’s disappearance in the libraries of the Spyre.  In his studies, he’d learned that directly following the incident, the entire Vethyle family had willingly undergone a series of truth spells, all cast by two ancient, absurdly powerful Ganlin Aulds.  Aside from one nine-year-old boy who refused to answer the questions, the Vethyles had been innocent.
 
   ...or they had discovered a way to foil a Ganlin truth spell.  That, in itself, was a good reason to research the Ganlin-Vethyle blood feud.  Ganlins were notorious for producing Aulds and Auldins with such inexhaustible veoh they might as well have been Ayu.  Agathe—fat, immobile Agathe—was one such.  
 
   The Auldheim’s great age did not show upon her round face, despite the rumor that she didn’t use illusionary spells.  Her body was rotund, debilitatingly so, and Ves wondered if the great folds of fat drooping from the woman’s frame were, in actuality, the illusion.  After all, with a source of veoh to make the gods cry, why would any woman allow herself to be confined to a chair, unable to walk, dependent on her auldlings to move her from room to room?
 
   Ves watched Agathe, wondering if Cyriaca suspected the crafty old Auldin was not as helpless as she appeared.  Seeing the little sneer on Cyriaca’s face as Agathe made a show of shifting her great mass in her chair, Ves doubted it.  Though the Vethyle were devious when money or power came into play, they were also delightfully hollow.  
 
   Cyriaca was a fool.  
 
   Agathe was dangerous.
 
   Ves glanced at Rhydderch, who still monitored the exchange between Cyriaca and Agathe with his full attention.  Probably, Vespasien now realized, to help put out whatever fires Vespasien hoped they would start.  
 
   Ves snagged his bottle of barley wine and walked brazenly over to the Auld’s table.  “Is this seat taken?”
 
   “Yes.”  Rhydderch continued to sip his ale, watching the two women carefully.
 
   Ves grimaced at the nine empty seats at the table and continued to stand.  “Forgive me if I am still unfamiliar with your customs, but the Vethyle woman is quite—oh, how do you say—pleasing to the eye?  Isn’t she your niece?”
 
   Rhydderch did not look at him.  “Leave, beggar.”
 
   That annoyed Ves.  Rhydderch, of anyone in the city, was least impressed with the roots and potions and powders that Ves peddled.  Thus, it made it incredibly hard to poison him.
 
   And, while every other Auld in the city seemed to consider Ves’s trade making him an honorary Auld, Rhydderch treated him like the barren man he was.  ‘Beggar’ was new, though.  Ves wondered if it was a Brydian slur.
 
   He took another sip of barley wine, which he had had imported from Glesche, and smiled, putting every ounce of personality into it that he had.  “Again, forgive me if I mistake your customs, Auld Rhydderch, but—” 
 
   “You mistake nothing, beggar.”
 
   Ves’s smile cracked.  He hadn’t planned on ‘tipping’ the party tonight, but there was something about Rhydderch he just couldn’t stand, even before his dogs had tried to kill him.  In Bryda, it wasn’t uncommon for an Auld to treat his barren brethren like vermin, but Ves had seen Rhydderch be courteous and companionable to servants and craftsmen who didn’t have an ounce of veoh to save their lives.  
 
   It was only Ves that received Rhydderch’s cold disdain.
 
   Out of reflex, Ves grasped for the familiar thread that hovered just at the edge of his consciousness and pushed it out toward Rhydderch, feeling the energy he always felt when he was about to do something deliciously mischievous.  
 
   Then he took a breath and swirled the wine in his glass.  Looking down at it, he said, “Beggar?  If you discount your pretty niece over there, I do believe I have more sparks to my name than anyone in the room.”  Ves took a sip of wine to cover the smile that came to his lips at Rhydderch’s sudden widened eyes.  
 
   The ‘tip’ always happened that way.  Ves liked to think he had a veoh of his own, and that the half-confused, half-angry look that came to his victims’ faces was a symbol that he’d tipped their minds in the direction he wanted them to go.  Even now, the good Auld was probably fuming over the fact that his niece had hoarded the family funds for her personal pleasure—usually in the form of lavish and boring parties like this one—ever since taking the helm.  Any moment now, the good Auld Rhydderch would stand up and begin an argument with one of the other Aulds in the room—if Ves was lucky, it would be Agathe or Cyriaca—and a new blood-feud would begin.
 
   Rhydderch glanced at Ves, then at Ves’s glass of barley wine.  The momentary confusion was gone.  Calmly, he said, “I wasn’t speaking of sparks.” Then the old Auld stood up and abruptly left the hall by the service door, taking his poor-man’s stein of ale with him.  Ves sat down and smugly took another sip of wine.  Too late, the smell of vinegar soured his nose.  He choked it down, the acidic liquid searing his throat and lungs before he managed to catch his breath.  Repulsed, he set down the glass and glowered at it.
 
   It didn’t work on the whoreson.
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   Goosebumps broke out over Vespasien’s body.  His tips always worked.  Always.  
 
   A clucking noise from the Auldins’ table interrupted him.  “What did the old goat do to you, Vespasien?”  Cyriaca was staring at his wine glass.  Unlike Ves, she could feel the magic Rhydderch had woven into his drink.  If she was truly interested, she could channel her veoh and see it.  Her eyes, however, did not gain the unmistakable look of concentration as she studied his glass.
 
   Agathe’s did.
 
   It was only for a moment, but it left Ves feeling naked.  Not for the first time, he would have given his entire fortune for a go-nowhere auldling’s ability to feel the threads of veoh Rhydderch had so casually woven into Ves’s wine to turn it sour.  Staring down at his spoiled beverage, Ves felt like a fool.  Once again, he was reminded that, in this country, the Aulds ruled.  Barren fools like him were just the entertainment.
 
   Not for the first time, Vespasien wondered what had possessed him to accept this particular assignment.
 
   Ves smiled broadly at Cyriaca and stood, leaving his wine on the table.  “A gentlemanly dispute, Auldin Cyriaca, naught more.”
 
   “Rhydderch does not oft stoop to spoiling a man’s wine,” Agathe noted.  “Especially a barren man’s wine.”
 
   Ves beamed his most winning smile at her despite the fact he wanted to see her greasy jowls quiver under a dull and rusty blade.  “I bring out the worst in him, I suppose,” Ves said, still smiling.  “Perhaps the two of us would make a good marriage bed.”
 
   Cyriaca, who was already under the impression Ves slept with men, as it was the only way Ves could keep her out of his own bed, twittered happily.  “Oh Vespasien.  You are so delightful.  Perhaps that’s just what the old grump needs.  Why don’t you sit with us?”
 
   Agathe only watched him.  
 
   The bitter old sow knows I’m lying.
 
   Ves continued to smile as he sat down beside Cyriaca.  “Might I ask, Auldin, when your latest auldling will be rated?  What’s his name?  Aneirin?  I hear he’s got quite a bit of potential.”
 
   “Nirin’s ceremony will be two weeks from now,” Agathe said, her tone guarded.
 
   “Will the ceremony take place in the Spyre?” Vespasien asked.  He hoped it would—celebrations were perfect places to leave several nice tips amidst the festivities.
 
   “The Slopes,” Agathe said.  “Ganlin Hall.”
 
   Vespasien tried to keep his disappointment from his face.  “I don’t suppose I could come see it?  I hear it’s quite a spectacle.”
 
   “It’s a family celebration,” Agathe said, her scowl deepening.  “Ganlins only.”
 
   Vespasien decided to try his second tip of the night.  A Ganlin-only celebration would be the perfect place to sow a little strife in an otherwise infuriatingly tightly-knit clan.  He grasped the same strand he had used on Rhydderch and shoved it into Agathe.  Casually, he said, “That’s a shame.  I could supply quite a bit of wine for young Aneirin’s celebration.  I’ve heard how much you Ganlins enjoy your festivities.”
 
   Agathe blinked and Vespasien released the strand.  It was Cyriaca, however, who had the dull, slightly-glazed look of a person who had just received a tip.  She was frowning at Agathe, seemingly completely unaware of Vespasien’s presence.
 
   “They do enjoy their drink,” Cyriaca said softly.  
 
   “The feast is for Ganlins only,” Agathe repeated.
 
   Vespasien stared at her.  It was twice in one night that his tips had not had the proper effect.  He fought a fleeting worry that his odd little knack had rubbed off, and with it, his livelihood.  The Emperor paid for strife, not gossip.
 
   But, from the odd way Cyriaca was acting, Vespasien knew that he still had the touch.  It was just becoming fickle of late, it seemed.  The sudden quirkiness bothered him.  He’d been tipping for almost thirty years, ever since he learned he could do it when he was five.  Never once had it failed so abysmally twice in one night.
 
   Cyriaca stood up suddenly.  “I’m sorry, Vespasien.  Agathe.  I have matters that I must address in the kitchens.  My cousin Taebin will see you out whenever you’re ready.”  She turned and hurried from the room, her robes swishing about her ankles like a goodwife’s skirts.
 
   As soon as she was out of earshot, the Auldheim leaned forward and said, “What did you do to her?”
 
   Vespasien tried not to let his shock show as he turned back to Agathe.  “Excuse me?”
 
   The Auldheim laughed.  “I’ve been trying to get rid of the wretch all night.  I was getting so frustrated I was almost ready to strangle her myself.  Then, the moment you sit down, she flees like she’s got Rhydderch’s hounds on her tail.”
 
   “I have that effect on women,” Vespasien said, allowing himself to relax.
 
   “Men, too, it appears,” Agathe said.  “Just what did you say to Rhydderch to make him storm off like that?”
 
   Vespasien laughed and prepared his lie, then caught himself.  Under her guise of camaraderie, she was watching him a little too closely.
 
   She’s spelling me, Vespasien realized, appalled.  The Ganlins were notorious for doing it to everyone, even complete strangers, regardless of permission or courtesy.
 
   “I spoke to him of money,” Vespasien said.  “And how his dear niece seems to be wasting a lot of it.”
 
   “Ah.”  Agathe leaned back, satisfied.  Now that he was waiting for it, Vespasien could feel the knot of veoh unravel from around his throat.  His skin broke out in goosebumps and it was all he could do not to say something rude about her breach of propriety.  “I’ve talked with him about that.  He does find it distressing.”
 
   Apparently not distressing enough, Vespasien thought, remembering his putrefied wine.  But then he realized that Agathe was offering him an interesting little snippet that he could easily put to use tarnishing Rhydderch’s name.  Since Rhydderch was so utterly hard to get dirt on—when viewing the history books, the man didn’t exist, and when speaking with others, the man was a hero—Vespasien’s heart gave an excited twitch.  Calmly pouring himself another glass, he said, “How so?”
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7: A Forbidden Family
 
   Rhydderch
 
    
 
   Rhydderch sat on a bench in the kennel, finishing the last of his ale.  Two of his favorite beasts—Brael and Aggie—lay curled at his feet.  Brael still limped where the drug-peddler had stabbed her in the neck, almost severing her spine.
 
   Rhydderch narrowed his eyes and took another sip.  The peddler had nerve—Rhydderch had to give him that much.  Spoiling the man’s wine had been petty, but it had also been the only thing to keep Rhydderch from spoiling his brain.
 
   But it wasn’t Vespasien that was bothering him on this night.  Extracting his vengeance on the peddler would be easy enough, when the time was right.  Instead, there had been something in the air recently, a tension that left the fibers of his being strung tighter than usual.
 
   It had something to do with Agathe, but the more he watched, the more Rhydderch realized that the oldest Ganlin wasn’t the cause.  It was something else.
 
   Disturbed, Rhydderch had spent the past few days looking for it.  As of yet, however, his efforts had come up fruitless.
 
   The few times he’d caught a glimpse of the little Rockfarmer girl, Rhydderch’s hair had stood on end.  But, unfortunately, he had never been able to pin her down long enough to have a talk with her.
 
   Still, the tension didn’t feel like it was originating with the girl, either.  It eddied around her, but the source was somewhere else.  He could feel it, almost like the tingly, expectant feeling of veoh, and it filled the entire Spyre.
 
   Ever since that damned drake escaped again, Rhydderch thought, swirling the dregs of his ale in the bottom of his stein.  
 
   ...and since his dogs had been killed.
 
   Rhydderch had ridden off to chase the peddler through the countryside for almost seven days, and upon his return, the Spyre had been seething with the tense, high-strung feeling that he always got right before something big was going to happen.
 
   The last time he had had this feeling, Etro had invaded on the eastern border, through the Hundredmile Pass, and their surprise attack had taken almost two-thirds of the Vethyle borderlands before the Spyre caught wind of it.  Even so, forty-three Aulds died in the battle to push them back through the pass, most of them lost to tszieni.
 
   One of which had never been found.
 
   Rhydderch still remembered following it into the forest, losing it amidst the trees.
 
   After the war, though Etro officially denied using tszieni, Rhydderch had disguised himself and had gone to Etro.  He had gotten one of their top generals deep in his cups in one of the border villages, and had listened as the man confessed in tears that they had unleashed hordes of the creatures upon the world.
 
   Rhydderch had gone back to Bryda grim.  His troops had missed the one that Thibault had used to spawn them all.  The natural tszieni born of his own vile hatred toward everything living.  Pathenian.
 
   Thinking of another war with Etro, Rhydderch swirled his ale again, then finished it and set the cup aside.  Getting up, he stroked Brael and Aggie, then put them back in their kennels.  Then, setting his jaw, he decided to go pay his niece a visit.
 
   As much as he hated being in the same room with her, Rhydderch knew that if there were anyone in the Spyre who knew what trouble was brewing, it was Laelia.
 
   “Come in,” she called, when he knocked on her chambers door.  When she saw who stepped through the great mahogany frame, however, her face soured.  “Uncle.”
 
   Rhydderch shut the door behind him, then leaned against it and crossed his arms.  “What’s happening?”
 
   She smiled up at him, like the innocent child she was not.  “Whatever do you mean, Uncle?”
 
     “I mean,” Rhydderch said, “Why does it feel like I’m just waiting for someone to stab me in the back?”
 
   “I really don’t know.  Have you investigated your help?”
 
   Rhydderch waited.
 
   Laelia sighed.  “I’m going to kill some Ganlins.”
 
   He froze.  “What?”
 
   His niece laughed.  “Really, Uncle, whose side are you on?”
 
   “Which Ganlins?” Rhydderch asked, barely able to find the breath to speak.  But he already knew.  The coldness pooling in his stomach, twisting his gut, told him it was Agathe.
 
   “Don’t fret on it, Uncle.  We’ll have you or Cyriaca installed as Auldheim in two months, at most.  Leave the details to me.”
 
   Rhydderch uncoiled from his stance and took two steps toward her.  “You are going to kill Agathe?”  It came out as a whisper.
 
   “You sound displeased,” Laelia laughed, though her eyes glittered with intelligence as she analyzed his reaction.
 
   “I am,” Rhydderch said.  “Do you realize the Auldhunds would slaughter us all if they realized you planned on killing the Auldheim of Bryda?”
 
   She waved a dismissive hand.  “We’ll kill them, too.”
 
   And, horrified, Rhydderch realized his niece was serious.  From past experience, he also knew she had the brilliant, yet cruel mind necessary to plan such an endeavor, and that she would have no qualms with murdering her own kin, should they get in the way.  He let out a breath, slowly, and considered killing her right there.
 
   Then he closed his eyes, remembering the babe he had held in his arms the moment Marius had brought her out from the birthing chamber; the little girl sucking her thumb, following him into the kennels; the teenager who had chosen him to be her monitor; the woman who had molded herself after him in all ways but in his empathy for the Ganlins.
 
   “How long have you been planning it?” Rhydderch asked, softly.
 
   “Long enough.”  
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   Laelia cocked her head, then let out a mirthless laugh.  “Uncle, I’m not stupid.”
 
   “Yet you tell me now?” Rhydderch snapped.
 
   “The plan is already set into motion,” Laelia said.  “There’s nothing you could do.”
 
   Those words gave Rhydderch a chill.  “Who’s involved?”
 
   “My mentor trained me too well to give you names.  Even if you are a Vethyle, sometimes I’m not sure where your loyalties lie.”
 
   Which meant she was willing to kill him.  Mentor or no.
 
   At least that made two of them.  Rhydderch took a deep breath.  “If you kill Agathe—”
 
   “What?” Laelia said coldly.  When he said nothing, she stood up, pushing her chair back with a scrape.  “What will you do, Uncle?  We were going to install you as the next Auldheim, but perhaps we should install you in the tower, instead.”
 
   Rhydderch stared at her.  How cold she had grown over the years.  How calculating the happy little girl had become.  Even when he had been teaching her to play chess and she began to beat him, he had never once thought he would face her like this.  He had never thought that she would be the one to make him choose.  
 
   “We don’t expect you to kill anyone,” Laelia continued, settling back into her chair, “But we expect you not to get in the way, either.”
 
   “What you are suggesting will start a war,” Rhydderch said.
 
   “Which you would be ideal to fight,” Laelia said.  She flashed a cunning smile.  “As your record with Etro proves.”
 
   “No!” Rhydderch snapped, slamming his palm against her desk.  “Laelia, I don’t know what’s going on in your mind right now—I stopped knowing around your twelfth birthday.”
 
   “The day I beat you at chess,” she said, lips stretching as she remembered.
 
   Rhydderch stared at her.  “This isn’t a game.  These are lives.”
 
   “Ganlin lives,” Laelia said, staring back at him in cold challenge.  “Which matter to me just as much as the lives of the lice that share their beds.”  
 
   “You always shared Cyriaca’s unfounded hatred for them,” Rhydderch said softly.  “They never did anything to you.”
 
   “You think not?”  Laelia laughed.  “They killed Ariane.  As payment for Agathe’s twin.  That little sideshow freak Raedher.”
 
   Raedher isn’t dead, Rhydderch thought.  With the thought, he lost the ability to speak.
 
   Laelia leaned forward into the silence.  “My little sister was raped and slaughtered by a Ganlin because one of my ancestors killed Brael’s son, four hundred years ago.”
 
   Raedher’s not dead, Rhydderch’s thoughts insisted, stubbornly.  Unwanted, they continued, a desperate mantra that had constantly ebbed and flowed in the back of his mind for almost four hundred years.  He’s not dead, he’s not dead, he’s not—  Then Rhydderch closed his eyes and slammed his fist against the desk to clear his brain.
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” Laelia said, though she leaned back in her chair, giving him an odd look.  “Ariane has yet to be avenged, and it seems I’m the only one willing to put in the effort to see it happen.”
 
   Rhydderch peered at her, forced his locked jaw to loosen.  After a moment, he managed to bite out, “Cyriaca doesn’t know of this?”
 
   Laelia laughed.  “That featherhead?  Please, Uncle, you know me better than that.”
 
   Rhydderch did, and it frightened him.  “It’s you and Taebin.”
 
   Laelia’s eyes narrowed.  “Amongst others.”
 
   Rhydderch stood, and they locked gazes for several moments.  Laelia was the first to break contact, under the guise of searching for something on her desk.
 
   “Listen to me,” Rhydderch said, placing his palms on her desk and putting his weight on them.  “I have seen war, child.  It is not something I want to see again.”
 
   “Then betray us to the Ganlins,” Laelia said, looking up.  Her smile was as icy as her eyes.  “I can promise you won’t see another one.”
 
   Rhydderch stood up and went to the door.
 
   “And Uncle?” Laelia called.
 
   Rhydderch stopped, but didn’t turn.
 
   “You were a father to me.  Those long hours of chess by firelight are my fondest memories.  It’s the only reason we didn’t kill you months ago.”
 
   Rhydderch turned back, finding some hope in her statement.  “Laelia, if there’s any way I can change your mind—”
 
   Her softness was gone, replaced by frigid danger.  “There’s not.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Rhydderch pulled open the door and went into the hall.
 
   Ten minutes later, he was back at Cyriaca’s party, seating himself beside Agathe.  The peddler was still there, laughing across the table with her.  “Begone, beggar,” Rhydderch snapped, upon Vespasien’s sulking look.  “I must talk to the Auldheim alone.”
 
   “It’s late to talk politics,” Agathe sighed, watching Vespasien rise with her eyes.
 
   Rhydderch waited for the peddler to be out of sight before he said, “Agathe, my niece is going to try to kill a Ganlin very soon.  Maybe within days.”
 
   Rhydderch met her startled green eyes, wishing he could tell her everything trapped within his head.  Then, like an unwanted fluttering in his brain, he thought, And that Ganlin is going to be you, sister.  As soon as the idea passed through his mind, his jaw locked so hard he could barely breathe.  When Agathe leaned forward, asking if he was serious, Rhydderch could not speak.  
 
   He hurriedly got up and went to his private chambers before she could see his tears. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   [image: ]
 
   
  
 

8: Making Enemies at an Early Age
 
   Maelys
 
    
 
   Maelys opened her eyes to sunlight streaming through a window—and a silk cuff encircling her right ankle.  She tugged on it, saw that it was ten feet long, with the far end attached to a wooden ring on the dresser.  She yanked, hard.
 
   The silk might as well have been steel.
 
   Someone had spelled it.
 
   Worried, now, Maelys climbed out of bed and went to the door.  She was just able to turn the knob at the end of her tether.  She stuck her head outside.  “Hello?”
 
   Immediately, Aneirin stood up.  He looked pale.  Shaken.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.”
 
   “What is this?” Maelys demanded, yanking on the tether with her leg.
 
   “Rees did it,” Aneirin said, peeking inside.  “He spent all morning trying to bring you back.  He went off to get the Auldheim.”
 
   “Back where?” Maelys said, rubbing her skull.  Then she digested the last part of his sentence.  “The Auldheim?!  What the hell did you do?”
 
   “I almost killed you,” Aneirin whispered.  “They might not rank me now.”
 
   “Almost killed me?”  Maelys snorted.  “I don’t think so.”  She went back onto the room and pulled up the rug, flinging it to one side.
 
   Aneirin stepped inside the door, frowning at her.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m going to escape.”  Maelys wiggled her bare toes against the stone floor and touched the wall with her hand.  Then, closing her eyes, she opened her mind to the rock around her.  It greeted her warmly.
 
   Hello, Maelys said, in return.  She fed the rock a flurry of pleasant images, softening it.
 
   Aneirin grabbed her arm, shattering her concentration.  “You can’t go anywhere.  The Auldheim will want to talk to you about what I did.”
 
   “That fat cow can rot,” Maelys said.  “You didn’t do anything wrong.”  She returned her attention to the stone and sank into its waiting grasp, ignoring Aneirin’s protests.
 
   She emerged in the locked supply room in the basement of the Spyre—still a few levels above the hidden treasure chambers—and began searching the shelves for dried foodstuffs.  Hunger was gnawing at her, and she didn’t want to have to deal with the kitchen help.  The cow had given them permission to whack on sight, and Maelys still had a bump on the back of her head from a rolling pin.  
 
   She was perusing the items on the shelves, munching on dried beef, when Rees flung the door open behind her.  “Rockfarmer!” he roared, his voice like the bellow of an angry bull.  In a panic, Maelys ran into the wall, which pillowed her and quickly whisked her away with a sense of worry that tingled her subconscious.
 
   Even in another part of the Spyre, one that would take Rees at least half an hour to reach by foot, Maelys had to assure the stone she would be fine before it would release her.  Still, a slamming sensation from the store-room door seared her mind, and she felt footsteps trembling upon her skin as the stone recorded Rees’s progress toward her.
 
   Thank you, she whispered to her friends.
 
   The rocks sent back their concern.
 
   Later, after several hours of evading Rees, Maelys found Aneirin seated by himself at dinner.  Hungry, she glanced both ways, made sure that no one was watching her, and rushed in to sit down in front of him.  
 
   “Whatcha eating?”  She peered into his dish of stew and wrinkled her nose.  “Is that fish?”
 
   Aneirin’s arm snatched out and a big hand encircled her wrist.  In that moment, Aneirin’s image faded, replaced by the graying Auld that had been pursuing her most of the evening.  All around them, the images of people eating faded, leaving the two of them alone in an empty hall.
 
   Maelys cursed herself.  She had thought it was too late for dinner.
 
   “Do you realize how much trouble you have gotten my veoh-child into?” Rees said.
 
   For the first time, Maelys realized the Auld’s green-blue eyes were hot with fury.  She felt a shot of fear and tried to yank her hand away.
 
   “A geas is strictly forbidden to anyone but members of the Circle of Aulds,” Rees said.  “As soon as the Vethyles found out, they began calling for his head.  Agathe might have to give it to them.”
 
   Maelys felt the struggle leech out of her.  “Aneirin’s in trouble?”
 
   “He’s in the dungeon.”  
 
   Immediately, she thought about how easy it would be to free him, but Rees’s grip tightened on her arm and he leaned forward.  “Don’t you dare.  My kin don’t run from their problems.  If I see you anywhere near him again, I’ll end you myself.”
 
   The former kindness she had seen in his eyes was completely gone, replaced with disgust.  “You could have talked Agathe out of it, could have convinced her it was your doing, but Aneirin took full responsibility.  Now he might have his veoh seared out of him.”
 
   Maelys licked her lips.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Rees released her hand viciously.  “After all I’ve done for you, you left my veoh-son to face Agathe alone.  Get out.  You don’t belong here.”
 
   Maelys blinked at him.  “What?”
 
   “Leave.”  His green eyes were cold jewels.  “Go back to the mountains, poke around under the rocks, freeze to death, I don’t care.  I won’t follow you.”  The old Auld stood up.  “The scrying spell’s already gone.  Just leave.”  He strode from the room, leaving her alone in the empty cafeteria.
 
   Maelys stared after him for long minutes, then went to find Aneirin.
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   Maelys found him deep beneath the Spyre, with two Unmade guarding the door.  They didn’t see her as she pulled herself out of the wall beside Aneirin.  He looked at her, then looked away, out the barred window overlooking the city.
 
   “Sorry,” Maelys whispered.
 
   Aneirin shook his head.  “Not your fault.  I was stupid.”
 
   “No,” Maelys said, “I was stupid.  Now I’m going to help you.”  She reached for his hand.
 
   Aneirin yanked it away, glaring at her.  “If I’d really wanted to get out, I could have done it already.  I’m staying until the Auldheim decides my punishment.”
 
   Maelys opened her mouth, then shut it again, realizing he was serious.  “You didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   He laughed.  “Yes I did.”
 
   “I’m getting you out of here.”  Maelys reached for his hand again.
 
   He yanked it away, this time shoving her backwards as he stood.  “Get away from me.  Go play in the treasure-room or something.  The only way I’m leaving here is if the Auldheim lets me out.”  He glared at her, anger in his eyes.
 
   Maelys bit her lip, then backed up until her shoulder-blades touched the stone.  Aneirin said nothing.  Maelys let the wall swallow her.
 
   Minutes later, she was walking out the front gates of Siorus.  As Rees had promised, this time nobody ran to stop her.  Free for the first time since Rees had ushered her naked form through the huge double-doors of Ganlin Hall, Maelys allowed herself to laugh.  Finally, she was going home.  She could see the foothills of Ganlin territory every time she topped a rise, and knew that somewhere within the snowy peaks behind them she would find her family.
 
   She had walked down the road toward the mountains for almost an entire day before she stopped to look back.  The Spyre stood tall above the city of Siorus in the distant morning light, a collection of soaring green towers that were impossibly thin and tall.  A spider-webbing of bridges and balconies worked its way between the towers, lacing them together with an elegance that made her chest seize.  She studied the diamond-shaped windows, wondering which belonged to Aneirin’s cell.
 
   She had started back towards the Spyre before she realized her feet were moving.
 
   Once going, Maelys could not bring herself to stop.  She started to run.  Not even thoughts of Rees or the Auldheim would slow her footsteps.
 
   At the front gate of the city, instead of waiting in the long line for the guards to clear her papers, Maelys stepped up to the wall, greeted the stone, and allowed it to take her into its womb.  She heard guards shouting behind her, but she was already moving, squeezed and pushed through the stone, feeling like a rat inside a snake’s belly.
 
   It was nightfall again by the time she found herself standing outside the door to the Auldheim’s inner chambers.  She had bypassed several spells to get as far as she had, but she didn’t want to breach the final room without permission.  She needed the cow to let Aneirin go.  She stood at the door and knocked softly.
 
   She listened for several minutes, then knocked again.
 
   The Auldheim left her standing there.
 
   Hungry, miserable, Maelys slid to the floor beside the door to wait.
 
   Perhaps an hour later, the outer door to the Auldheim’s chambers flung open and the fat Auldin stormed through, muttering something under her breath, not seeing Maelys.
 
   Maelys stood, and the Auldheim froze.  They looked at each other in silence for several minutes, neither making a move.
 
   Finally, Agathe spoke.  “Rees said you left.”
 
   “Aneirin cast the geas on me because I made him.”
 
   Agathe narrowed her eyes and brushed past her, unlocking the inner door and stepping inside.  After almost ten minutes of Maelys waiting by the door, the Auldheim snapped, “You may come in, tart.”
 
   Maelys stepped inside and shut the door softly behind her.  “It was my fault.  I forced him to do it.”
 
   “A true Auld is never forced to do anything,” the Auldheim said.  She had taken off her heavy green robes and was left sitting beside her fire in only a nightgown.  “It just shows how immature he really is.”
 
   “He is mature,” Maelys insisted.  “And I really did force him.  He couldn’t have gotten out of that place without me.”
 
   “He got out of there easily enough after he almost killed you,” the Auldheim said, her dark eyes challenging.  “Rees caught him carrying you toward his room like you were an injured puppy.  Do you realize he didn’t tell anyone what happened because he was afraid of not getting ranked?  Does that sound very mature to you?”
 
   “He was trying to help me,” Maelys shot back.  “And he didn’t almost kill me.”
 
   The Auldheim laughed and took a sip of wine, saying nothing.
 
   The sheer silence made Maelys nervous.  “Did he really?”
 
   “Yes, you little brat.  Rees saved your life.”
 
   “I asked him to,” Maelys said stubbornly.  “I helped him do it.”
 
   “And that’s the only reason he’s not swinging from a gallows right now,” the Auldheim said.
 
   Maelys swallowed.  Then, bowing her head, she said, “I’ll do whatever you want.”
 
   The Auldheim’s green eyes glittered over her goblet, but she said nothing.
 
   “Please let him go,” Maelys muttered.  “I’ll do whatever you want.”
 
   The Auldheim got out of her chair suddenly and went to her desk beside the bookcase.  She took a ring off the big glossy desk and tossed it to Maelys, then went back to her chair beside the fire.
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   Maelys caught the ring midair and immediately her skin crawled.  Veoh oozed out of its shining red surface, so much that even Maelys could feel it.  “What is this?” she whispered.  Foreign symbols were inscribed into its surface in deep, dark letters that felt hot against her skin.
 
   “That’s what I made for you after that disappearing act you pulled in my council chambers.”
 
   Maelys looked up, her heart pounding.  “You made it for me?”  She wanted to drop it, smash it, get away.
 
   “Yes,” the Auldheim said coolly.  “It’ll cut you off from your veoh.  Make it so you stop squeezing through rocks like dung through a horse’s ass.”
 
   Maelys dropped it.
 
   Watching her, a cruel look came over the Auldheim’s face.  “The first thing you can do is put it on.  Then we’ll talk.”
 
   Maelys took a step back from the red circle on the floor, her heart thundering.  Her every instinct was telling her to embrace the stone at her feet and flee.  But, seeing how the Auldheim was watching her, she knew that doing so would seal Aneirin’s fate.  Swallowing hard, she said, “If I do, will I be able to get it off?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Agony welled up inside her.  Maelys’ eyes were riveted to the thing on the floor, her blood rushing in her ears.  Aneirin’s in the dungeon because of me.
 
   “You promise you’ll let Aneirin go?” she asked.
 
   “No,” the Auldheim said.
 
   Maelys’ head shot up.  “Then why should I do it?”
 
   “To get on my good side, tart.”  When Maelys said nothing, the Auldheim gave her a crooked smile.  “That’s why you waited outside the door instead of waiting inside, when waiting inside would have been just as easy and less bruising to your little ego.  You need my help and you want me to believe you’ve changed your ways.”  The Auldheim nodded at the red circle on the floor.  “Well, prove it.”
 
   Maelys almost left right then, almost went back to the road out of town and never looked back.  Instead, her fingers trembling, Maelys reached down and plucked the ring off the floor.  Taking a deep breath, she slid it onto her finger.
 
   “Excellent,” the Auldheim said, setting her goblet of wine down on a small table beside her chair.  She motioned to a leather seat across from her, beside the fire.  “Sit down.”
 
   Her hand burning where the ring touched it, Maelys reluctantly did as she was told.  The fire warmed her back and side, but she still had gooseflesh under the Auldheim’s stare.  It was all she could do not to start ripping at the thing on her hand in despair.
 
   “So,” the Auldheim said, “You want to buy Aneirin’s freedom.”
 
   Maelys nodded, slowly.
 
   “And you’re willing to do anything to get it.”
 
   She nodded again, slowly.
 
   The Auldheim leaned back, lacing her chubby hands against her enormous potbelly.  Maelys lowered her head under the stare, waiting for her fate.  “I want two things out of you,” the Auldheim said finally.
 
   “What?” Maelys whispered.
 
   “First, I want you to promise me you’ll stop trying to run off.  It’s getting tiresome and Rees has better things to do than chase you down.  I’m going to put you under a truth spell and I want you to tell me, here and now, that you will never try to run away again.”  
 
   The room fell silent as the Auldheim waited.
 
   “I’ll stop running away,” Maelys said, and meant it.
 
   The Auldheim grunted.  “The second thing I want is for you to spy on someone for me.”
 
   Maelys’ head came up, anger in her chest.  “I’m not a—”
 
   “Not a what, girl?” the Auldheim said sharply.  “Because I haven’t heard two sentences about you that didn’t include ‘watching me.’”  She smiled pitilessly over her double chins.  “Besides.  I thought we were bargaining for your friend’s freedom.  Are we beyond that?”
 
   Maelys took a shuddering breath and shook her head.
 
   “Say it.”
 
   “I’ll spy on someone for you,” Maelys said, feeling defeated.
 
   “Good.  Now return my ring.  You’ll tarnish it with those grimy hands of yours.”  The Auldheim held out a chubby palm expectantly.
 
   Maelys blinked down at the thing on her hand.  Sure enough, when she tugged at it, it slipped easily over her finger, obviously too big for her.  “You mean—”
 
   “That’s the Auldheim’s seal, you twit.  Of course I didn’t make anything to cut off your veoh.  If you knew anything at all about our laws, you’d know I’d be swinging from my own gallows if I had.”
 
   Maelys stared at the fat old woman, feeling angry and ashamed.  There isn’t a gallows that could hold you, cow, she thought, viciously.  Forcing herself to stay seated, she said, “You’ll let Aneirin go.”
 
   The Auldheim waved a pudgy hand.  “He’ll be fine.  I’ll leave him in his cell another couple days, let him chew on it awhile, then let him go.  We can’t punish him, since nobody taught him how to make a geas in the first place.  He pieced it together himself, the little bastard.”
 
   Relieved, Maelys stood up to go.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Aren’t you forgetting something, girl?”
 
   Maelys’ face reddened.  “You just said you weren’t going to hurt him.”
 
   “Doesn’t change the fact you made me a bargain.”
 
   Maelys opened her mouth, glared as she bit off a string of syllables about pregnant cattle, and said, “What do you want me to do?”
 
   The Auldheim turned toward the fire and her eyes sharpened on something she saw there.  “Her name is Laelia.  She’s a Vethyle Auldin half as old as Rees and, gods help me, with twice his cunning.  I think she’s plotting to kill one of my kin.”
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   Maelys’ first assignment as the fat woman’s gopher was to hide inside Auldin Laelia Vethyle’s council-chambers for an entire afternoon.  The only thing she learned from this endeavor was how quickly stone leached warmth out of a human body.
 
   Three more days of this yielded similar results.  After the third day, Maelys was having trouble walking from the cramps she was getting during her vigils.
 
   After the fourth day, she was eating a cold dinner alone beside a decorative vase in the hallway outside the kitchens when Aneirin sat down on the floor across from her.
 
   “What did you tell the Auldheim?”
 
   “I promised to be the fat cow’s little slave girl until she gets tired of me,” Maelys said immediately, around mouthfuls of cold beef.  Then she frowned.  “When did you get out?”
 
   “Just now,” Aneirin said.  “And I didn’t get my ranking date set back or anything.  Just a ‘think about it a little harder next time’ and a slap on the wrist.  What’s she making you do?”  His voice held a note of worry.
 
   “Spy on Laelia Vethyle,” Maelys said, then she flinched.  The Auldheim had told her repeatedly she would tell no one of her activities, not even Rees, and that she would be flayed alive if she let even one word slip.
 
   Aneirin looked thoroughly shocked.  “Why?”
 
   “Because Agathe thinks Laelia’s going to try to assassinate a Ganlin.”  Another important fact Maelys was warned to keep to herself.  This time, Maelys frowned.  “You didn’t take off the geas?”
 
   Aneirin blushed red.  “Uh.”
 
   She glared at him.  “Well, take it off.”
 
   “Uhm.”
 
   Maelys slapped the floor.  “Now!”
 
   “Um.  Can’t.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘can’t?’”  She gave him a cockeyed look, suspecting he was teasing her.  “You said all you had to do was cancel it.”
 
   “Yeah, well, uh...that was a real geas.  The one I did, I uh, I don’t...  There’s no cure.”
 
   Maelys stared at him for two full minutes, then started laughing.  She laughed until her sides hurt and her lungs were burning.  When she’d run out of breath, she paused, then laughed some more.  Wiping her eyes, she giggled.  “Funny.  Now fix it.”
 
   “Um.”
 
   “This isn’t funny.”
 
   “Yeah, uh.  Sorry about that.”
 
   Maelys’ jaw began to cramp.  “But you said—”
 
   “I got a lot of crap for it already, believe me,” Aneirin said.  “My mom gave me a good whipping and Rees threatened to make me find someone else to be my monitor.”
 
   “What’d the Auldheim say?” Maelys asked.
 
   “She laughed.  Said you could stand to tell the truth to somebody, at least.”
 
   Maelys narrowed her eyes.  “Did she.”
 
   “You call her fat cow.  What do you expect?”
 
   “To come into her room and find her squatting on the floor eating grass.”  Then Maelys slapped a hand over her mouth and glared at him.  “Stop asking me questions.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “And find a way to fix this.”  She motioned at her mouth.
 
   “The spell’s in your head, not your mouth.”
 
   “I don’t care where it is, fix it!”
 
   Aneirin shrugged.  “You wanna come to my ranking ceremony?”
 
   “Hell yes, that’s why I came to say hi to you in the first place.”  
 
   Maelys didn’t realize what she had said until Aneirin narrowed his eyes.  “You said ‘hi’ because you wanted me to invite you to the ceremony?”
 
   “That and you looked pretty lonely.  Goddamn it stop making me talk!”
 
   Aneirin crossed his arms.  He opened his mouth and Maelys stuck her fingers in her ears.  Still, muffled, she heard, “Did Rees set you up, then?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Maelys began to hum.
 
   “So tell me again why you think I’m cute?”
 
   “You’re tall and smart and have got the prettiest green eyes I’ve ever seen on a guy.”  Then, “Stop it!”  She lunged up, clutching her hands to her ears.
 
   She didn’t realize Aneirin was laughing until he yanked her hand off of her ear.  “You still want to go?  No hard feelings?”
 
   “Yes.  No.”
 
   He frowned at her.  “Yes you want to go and no, no hard feelings?”
 
   “Yes I want to go and I’m going to murder you if you ask one more question.”
 
   Aneirin took a deep breath, but he leaned back, grinning.  “Okay.  I’ll stop.  For now.”
 
   Grimacing, Maelys snatched up her food and started to walk off.
 
   “Maelys.”
 
   She twisted around, glancing up and down the hall to make sure no one had heard.  She sat down again and leaned forward.  In a whisper, she said, “You can’t use my name where anyone can hear you.  Promise.”
 
   He squinted at her.  “Okay.  But what’s it matter?  Why do you want them calling you ‘girl’ all the time?”
 
   “Because the fat cow wants to be called Madame Auldheim and calls me ‘tart’ and ‘wench’ and doesn’t even try to find out what my name is except by trying to wheedle it out of other people.”  Then Maelys glared.  “I’m warning you about the questions.”
 
   “Oops.  Uh.  Maybe someday you could tell me why it matters.”
 
   “Maybe I could,” Maelys said.
 
   “Okay.”  Aneirin turned red.  “This is gonna be really hard without questions.”
 
   “No it’s not,” Maelys said, munching on a piece of cold beef.  “Just keep your mouth shut.”
 
   “So is it true—”
 
   “Question,” Maelys warned.
 
   “Uh.”  Aneirin cleared his throat.  “I heard the Auldheim tricked you into thinking her seal would take away your veoh.”
 
   Maelys narrowed her eyes, but said nothing.
 
   “Okay.  Um.  I guess you probably felt as bad about what happened as I did.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Maelys said.  “Except for the geas.”
 
   “I’ll try to fix that.  The problem is, it’s in your head.  Because you actually said the words...  I kind of, uh... ”
 
   “Brainwashed me?” Maelys suggested.
 
   “Yes!” he said, brightening.  “That’s it exactly.”  Then, seeing the scowl that Maelys was giving him, he belatedly added, “So uh, it shouldn’t be too hard to fix.”
 
   Maelys brightened, a little.  “Really?  How do you un-brainwash someone?”
 
   “Maybe have you say something opposite, like ‘I never tell Nirin the truth’ while I infuse them with veoh.”  He grinned sheepishly and rubbed the back of his head.  “But I’m not sure it’s a good idea to put a geas over a geas.”
 
   Maelys wrinkled her nose.  “Tell you what.  Someday, somehow, I’ll think of a spell to get back at you.  When I do, you’ll cast it on yourself without complaining.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “It’s only fair.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m not stupid.”
 
   She ripped at the roast beef with her teeth.  
 
   “Anyway,” Aneirin went on, watching her apprehensively, “I wanted to say thanks and I’m sorry and I hope you’ll come to my ranking, even if Rees did put you up to it.”
 
   “After this nightmare?  You can bet your ass I’m going.”
 
   He peered at her.  “You want to go to Ganlin Hall so you can run away.”
 
   She gave him a warning grin that was all teeth.  “If you ask me any more questions—”
 
   Aneirin shook his head.  “If you want, I’ll help you look for the Rockfarmers.”
 
   Maelys was flabbergasted.  Earlier, after she had become the fat cow’s gopher, Rees had retracted his offer, saying that, since she had decided to stay, she didn’t need to go scouring the mountainsides for ghosts.  When she read between the lines, however, Maelys got the strong feeling the Auld didn’t like her anymore, and it hurt.
 
   “Fair’s fair,” Aneirin insisted.  “We’re in this mess because I bungled a spell I wasn’t supposed to be casting anyway because I was trying to impress a pretty girl.”
 
   Maelys felt her heart hammer violently.  “Pretty?”
 
   He grinned at her and held out his hand.  “Deal?”
 
   She stared at him, finding it hard to breathe.  Looking down, she eyed his hand warily.  “What do you want out of it?”
 
   “For you not to kill me in my sleep.”
 
   Reluctantly, Maelys met his hand with hers.  They shook.
 
   “It had occurred to me,” she admitted.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Maelys was in her eighth day as the fat cow’s gopher when she overheard Laelia Vethyle talking into a flickering bowl of water.  Maelys had been hiding in the wall, bored out of her mind, when she heard ‘kill’ and ‘Ganlin’ in the same sentence and almost lost contact with the stone, which would have been fatal.  Groggily, she focused on what was being said.
 
   “...make sure every aspen is felled.  I don’t want a survivor giving the Auldhunds a reason to investigate.”
 
   ‘Aspen,’ Maelys had learned in her mind-numbing hours of watching the old crone, was what the Vethyles used when they were speaking of Ganlins and didn’t want people to know they were speaking about Ganlins.  It made her eyes go wide.  The fat cow was right.  Laelia wanted to kill some of them.
 
   “Tonight meet me on the bridge of the old brook leading from Brael’s pool.  We’ll discuss payment when I see your face.”
 
   “I have a fog over this room,” Laelia said into the basin of water.  “We’ll discuss it now.”
 
   The voice on the other side laughed—a throaty male voice that reminded Maelys of Rees.  “I hear you have a little rock-dweller living in your towers with you.”
 
   “Yes, so?”
 
   “Meet at the bridge.  It’s made of wood and is surrounded by water.”
 
   The water in the basin suddenly went flat and Laelia cursed, splashing it across the room.  Maelys quickly asked the stone to fold her deeper into the Spyre, and the rock pushed and squeezed her up several stories, into the Auldheim’s chambers.
 
   The Auldheim, who had been studying a scroll on her desk, looked up.  Immediately upon seeing her face, the fat cow put down her pen.  A breath of pent-up excitement hovered on her lips.  “You saw something.”
 
   Maelys nodded, breathless.  “The crone was speaking into a dish.  She said she’s gonna meet someone on a bridge.  Surrounded by water.”
 
   The Auldheim frowned again.  “It’s not illegal to meet someone on a bridge, tart.”
 
   “She was talking about felling aspens, cow.”
 
   The Auldheim’s eyes widened slightly, but she kept her seat.  “Tell me exactly what she said.  Word for word.”
 
   Maelys did.
 
   The Auldheim took a deep breath, then nodded.  “Very well.  Rees and I will take care of it.  You’ve done well for today.”
 
   Maelys scowled.  “What do you mean, ‘for today’?  I’ve been standing in there every day for the past week.”
 
   The Auldheim gave her a toothy smile.  “I said ‘for today’ because you’re going to do this for me again.  Maybe tomorrow, if we don’t get what we need from Laelia at the brook, maybe a week from now, if I hear another rumor I find worthy of your time.”
 
   Maelys stood her ground.  “Aneirin is free.  I’m not your gopher anymore.”
 
   “True, you’re not.  You’re my apprentice.  Starting today.”
 
   At Maelys’s startled look, the Auldheim leaned her fat bulk back into her chair with a smirk.  Her eyes said she expected Maelys to be awed by her offer.  To slobber over it and gobble it up like a starving dog.
 
   Maelys laughed.  Hard.
 
   The Auldheim’s face formed into a thunderhead as she said, “It’s a great honor to be the Auldheim’s apprentice.”
 
   Maelys laughed harder.
 
   The Auldheim’s eyes narrowed.  “Get out.”
 
   Still laughing, Maelys let the floor embrace her.
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   Almost a week after she had turned down the Auldheim’s offer, Maelys found herself sleeping on a bench hidden by the leafy greenery inside the atrium when a couple of strong hands tore her from her perch.  She tried to scream, but already one attacker already had a hand over her mouth, silencing her as he held her dangling a foot above the stone floor.  Another was binding her feet.  
 
   The old cow’s henchmen, she thought, frantic.  She tried to kick away, to reach the stone bench.
 
   At Maelys’ struggles, one of the men punched her in the gut, knocking the wind out of her in a gasp through the huge, work-roughened fingers that held her.
 
   Dangling there, Maelys began to struggle in earnest.  As brusque and bitter as the old cow was, she wouldn’t do anything to cause Maelys real harm.  These men were going to hurt her.  
 
   She could tell by the way they roughly tightened the knots, tearing the skin.  And, whoever these men were, they knew her secret.  They were tying sacks over her hands and bare feet.
 
   Then, as they lifted the hand covering her mouth, Maelys had only a moment to scream before a thick rag was cinched tight in its place and her captors hit her again.  One of them lowered a bag over her head and tightened the base until it almost strangled her.
 
   They’re going to kill me, Maelys knew.  She felt them wrap her in more cloth, like a precious vase rolled in carpet, wrapping her in it until she could barely breathe.  She kicked out again and she fell, hitting the floor hard on her shoulder, but her feet were tied together and bagged.  She had no contact with the stone.  She could barely move in the stuff that swathed her.
 
   They picked her up by the cloth wrapping her, and Maelys suddenly swung free, like she were laying in a hammock.  She felt her body swaying as they carried her, jiggling as they maneuvered down steps and over obstacles.
 
   They’re taking me out of the Spyre, she thought, with growing panic.  She could only think of one thing they would want to do to her outside the Spyre, one thing that the outside world had that the Spyre didn’t.
 
   Dirt.
 
   They were going to bury her.
 
   As if to confirm her fears, her captors stopped suddenly, dropping her on the ground like so many potatoes.  Maelys tried to kick out again, but her arms and legs were wrapped too tightly to move.  She was finding it hard to breathe.
 
   “Should we kill her first?” one of them asked.  A young man.  Maybe five years older than Aneirin.
 
   Maelys froze.  She could hear her heart pounding in the silence that followed, could see the knife descending into her stomach, through the cloth that held her, piercing her flesh and spilling her intestines over the dewy nighttime ground.
 
   “Nah,” an older voice said.  “Instructions said to make her suffer.”
 
   The first one laughed.  “Okay, then.  On three.”
 
   Maelys felt something lift her at each end once more.  She felt herself swing.  She screamed against her gag and tried feebly to wiggle her way free.
 
   “One.”  Swing.  “Two.”  Swing.  “Three.”
 
   Suddenly, Maelys was falling, spinning, her stomach clawing to get out of her body.  
 
   It seemed like minutes before she hit the ground with her head, her shoulder, and her arm.  Maelys felt her ribs snap through the thick cloth and her head burst into painful light before dwindling away to near winking blackness.  Every breath raked her lungs against them, driving shooting pain up her side and back.  An unnatural sleepiness began to nag at her consciousness, one she struggled to fight and yet slid into anyway.
 
   As she closed her eyes, she heard the rustling twitter of insects through the heavy cloth around her head.
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9: A Girl Named Maelys
 
   Aneirin
 
    
 
   “I haven’t heard from her in two days.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  Not surprising.”
 
   Nirin watched the Auldheim locate a phrase in the old lexicon of the Ariod Aulds, then grunt and mark it in her notes.
 
   “She was supposed to leave for Ganlin Hall this afternoon with Rees,” he insisted.  “To prepare for my ranking ceremony.”
 
   “Little tart’s only going to try to run away.”
 
   “That’s why she wouldn’t miss it,” Nirin said stubbornly.  
 
   His great-aunt raised one brow and peered up at him from her work.  “That girl almost made you lose your head to the Vethyles, Nirin.  Rees and I agree—she’s a bad influence.”
 
   “I’m worried,” Nirin said.
 
   “Then go find her.”
 
   “Madame Auldheim...  What if Auldin Laelia got wind of you using the girl to spy on her?”
 
   Agathe cocked her head at him.  “How did you find out about that?”
 
   Nirin turned red, remembering that Maelys had been told to keep silent.  “It wasn’t very difficult to figure out, especially with her midnight visits to your chambers.”
 
   “She told you.”
 
   Nirin bit his lip, but refused to lower his head.
 
   Agathe sighed and slapped her book shut.  “If Laelia found out, then Laelia had her killed and she’s dead already.  What do you want me to do about it?”
 
   “Confront Laelia.  Put her under a truth geas.”
 
   Agathe laughed.  “And then, if Laelia hadn’t already discovered who had spoken against her by that time, she would, and the wench would be dead anyway.”  She waved a hand.  “Besides, she’s a Rockfarmer.  Of no known royal lineage.  I can’t put one of the most powerful Vethyles in Bryda under a truth geas because she’s decided to run off again.  We don’t even know the girl’s name.”
 
   The tone of her voice said he was dismissed.  She found another dusty tome on her shelf, propped it open on the golden stand in front of her, and started scanning the passages with a thick index finger.
 
   Nirin held his breath, then let it out slowly.  “It’s Maelys.”
 
   Agathe looked up.  “Eh?”
 
   “Maelys.  Her name is Maelys.”
 
   “That’s wonderful.”  She went back to her book.
 
   “I thought you wanted to know!” Nirin cried, distressed that his gambit hadn’t worked, and that he had betrayed his friend’s trust for no real gain.
 
   “I did, but that was before she laughed in my face when I offered to apprentice her.”  When Nirin sat there, stunned that Agathe had offered, appalled that Maelys had turned her down, frantically trying to think of something to say, the Auldheim said, “Are you done here, Nirin?  The Vethyles are trying to put forth an argument that they descended directly from the Aulds of Ariod, and therefore that they have a right to burn down the forests surrounding the Auldhund citadel.  I’ve got to come up with a counter-argument before the Circle meeting at sundown or it’s going to become a much bigger situation than it already is.”
 
   Nirin nodded and stood up, feeling ashamed.
 
   As he was walking out of the room, the Auldheim called, “Did you check the treasure-rooms?  Rees tells me the little tart likes to amuse herself with priceless baubles when she’s bored.”
 
   Nirin nodded.  “Rees helped me look before he left.”
 
   The Auldheim went back to her studies.  “I’m out of ideas, then.  Good luck, and be sure you’re ready to leave at dawn.  Oh, and don’t eat or drink anything tonight.  You don’t want to vomit all over Rees at the ranking.”
 
   A tug of unease twisted in Nirin’s belly before he fought it down.  “Thanks.”  He didn’t want to admit it, but the ranking ceremony terrified him.
 
   The Auldheim never looked up.
 
   Reluctantly, Nirin shut the door and stood in the hallway outside, worried for his friend.  His uncle Rees was the best scrier in Bryda, and he had come up with nothing when he sought out Maelys.  Nothing at all.  Even if she were a corpse already, Rees should have located the body.
 
   Which meant either Maelys had chosen that time to wander into a room of the Spyre immune to all outside spells—which included only a couple of the most dangerous treasure-rooms—or somebody had wrapped her essence in a fog, with the specific purpose to ward off a scrying spell.
 
   Instinct told him it was the latter.
 
   And, of all the people in the Spyre that Nirin knew wanted Maelys to disappear, there were only two motivated enough to do it.  One of them was sitting at her desk behind him, sifting through old Ariod histories.  The other one was serving tea to a guest in her council chambers on the second floor of the south tower.
 
   Setting his jaw, Nirin went to confront Auldin Laelia.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   [image: ]
 
   
  
 

10: Cracking Stone
 
   Maelys
 
    
 
   Water had soaked into the cloth holding her, leaving Maelys shivering as it leached the warmth from her body.  She could feel the stone underneath her, cold and hard and immalleable without her touch to connect their essences.  Somewhere, she heard the muffled drip of water.
 
   Breathing was the true struggle, however.  As soon as the cloth grew damp, it sealed off what little air she had, and Maelys had to tilt her head back in an attempt to pry open an air-hole through the twisted top of the cloth cocoon that held her.
 
   As soon as she did, she began to feel tickles on her face.  
 
   To her dismay, she realized it was bugs.  Legs and feelers touched her ears, her nose, her lips.  Maelys panted through the rag, the confining darkness around her alive with cold, tiny bodies.  She kicked, twisted, and panted, gasping for air, gasping at the pain in her ribs, gasping at the tiny bites along her neck.  As time went on with her helpless to brush her tormentors away, their bites grew deeper, more confident, seeking more flesh.
 
   They’re eating me, she thought, fighting sobs.  They’re eating me alive.  
 
   Somewhere above her, she heard someone laugh.  It echoed all around her, loud and crisp and cruel.  Maelys sobs ended in a terrified whimper.
 
   “Still alive, then, child?” a familiar voice called from above.  “You won’t be as soon as those insects find you.  But until they do, perhaps you could answer a question of mine.”
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   When Maelys could not answer, Laelia coldly went on, “Does it feel the same?”  She seemed to savor the way the words bounced against the stone, reverberating, concentrating her cruelty a thousand times.  
 
   When Maelys said nothing, Laelia continued, “Does it feel like it did when you spied on me?  Karl said it would.  I want you to die feeling like you did when you sold your life for that crafty hag in her tower.  She used you, you know.  She knew I’d find out, and she’s washed her hands of you.  They’re not even sending out search parties.”
 
   Horror crashed through her at Laelia’s words.  No one was looking for her?  What about Aneirin?  How long had it been?  What if he was already at his ranking?
 
   Misery clawed at her throat.
 
   “So I ask again,” Laelia called from high above.  “Does it feel the same?”  Moments ticked by.  Then, “You think on that as you die, child.  Someday, in the afterlife, I’ll expect an answer.”  Footsteps echoed into nothingness.
 
   It did feel the same, Maelys realized.  The same difficulty breathing, the same tightness around her legs and chest, the same leeching cold...
 
   She tried to tell herself that it wasn’t the same, that she wasn’t in the stone, that she was wrapped in wet cloth and the stone would help her if she could only reach it, but as the time went on and the darkness and tightness of the place squeezed at her soul, Maelys remembered how it felt on those brief instances when the stone would not release her when she asked.
 
   When it would hold on and continue holding on until she placated it with happy memories or gentle persuasions.  Laelia was right.  It felt the same.
 
   As Maelys lay there, the safe, familiar feeling of being encased in stone morphed into a horrible, helpless sensation of being unable to move.  It replaced the hope in her mind of somehow reaching out and touching the stone under her back with a flash of revulsion.  It was just for an instant, just enough to register in the back of her mind, but it was the last barrier.  
 
   Maelys began to scream.
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11: A Mind for Murder 
 
   Aneirin
 
    
 
   “She doesn’t want to speak with you now.  Come back later, Ganlin.”
 
   The tall, blond Vethyle boy grinned back at Nirin in obvious pleasure.  He hadn’t even knocked on Laelia’s door.
 
   “Move.”  Nirin shoved the boy aside and stepped to the door.  After examining the feel of veoh around it, he took a deep breath.
 
   “What are you—”
 
   Nirin jammed his veoh into the lock, twisted it open, and stepped inside the Auldin’s council chambers, swatting aside the nasty spells that immediately swooped down on him for his intrusion.  Softly, he shut the door behind him.
 
   Upon seeing his green auldling’s robe, Laelia frowned.  “Do you always force your way into an Auldin’s chambers when you want something?”
 
   “I’ve done it before,” Nirin said.  He nodded to the man seated in the sunny window-seat across from the Auldin.  The man watched him, his steely chocolate gaze betraying nothing.  He did not nod back.
 
   On some deeper level, Nirin recognized that the man was a threat, but he couldn’t turn back now.  He had dealings with the Auldin.
 
   “I need to speak with you,” Nirin said.
 
   “What you need to do,” Laelia said, languidly unfolding her lean body and standing, “Is tell me why I shouldn’t call the Unmade on you for defiling the private chambers of a Circle member.”
 
   “Call them,” Nirin said, narrowing his eyes.  “They wouldn’t get here fast enough.”
 
   The Auldin’s visitor sat up straighter in his chair, giving Nirin an appraising glance.  He wore all black, in a style that Nirin recognized as vaguely military.
 
   “Did you just threaten me?” Laelia whispered, turning white with rage.
 
   “I have business with the Auldin,” Nirin said to Laelia’s visitor.  “You might want to come back later.”
 
   The man set down his drink and stood.  On the way out, he said, “What’s your name, boy?”
 
   “Aneirin Ganlin,” he said, still watching the Auldin.
 
   The man nodded and left.
 
   Once he was gone, Nirin wrapped the door in veoh to keep him out.  Laelia watched, but did not attempt to interfere.  When he was finished, he gave her the most vicious smile he could summon in an attempt to hide his own fear.
 
   Softly, Laelia said, “If you had any idea who that was, you would be pissing your own pants right now, boy.”
 
   “Maybe,” Nirin said, with more bravado than he felt.  “Tell me about the Rockfarmer.”
 
   Where surprise should have registered on Laelia’s face, instead there was only smugness.  “I’ve seen a lot of Rockfarmers in my life.”
 
   Nirin narrowed his eyes and took a step toward her.  Though Vethyles were tall by nature, he still towered over her.  “Maybe you aren’t understanding this.  I’m looking for my friend.  I will put a geas on you if I have to.”
 
   Laelia laughed.  “And if you do, the Circle truly will have your head.  Once can be forgiven.  Twice is a pattern.”
 
   “And if that geas found out you had killed an auldling of the Spyre?” Nirin demanded, taking a chance.
 
   The way Laelia’s face froze was enough for him.  Nirin felt a clawing at his gut, a sudden need to run outside and feel the sun on his face.  It was all he could do not to reach for the woman’s throat.
 
   “Where is she?” he whispered, rage and anguish twining within him.
 
   Laelia’s face twisted back into motion.  She laughed.  “My, you’re a tricky one.  I just remembered—you don’t even know how to do a real geas.  You’d need me to mime your words back to you.”  She laughed.  “Good luck with that.”
 
   “You’ll tell me where to find my friend,” Nirin said, taking another step towards her.  He was so terrified of what he was doing that his knees shook.  “Or I’ll make you speak the words.”
 
   The Auldin’s visage tensed for a split second before she lashed out.  Nirin was ready.  He caught the spell in a web of his own veoh and dismantled it, throwing the Function aside and weaving the energy into his own as he twisted another spell around her, plugging her veoh inside her with the greater force of his own.  In moments, Auldin Laelia was pressed up against the wall, able to move nothing but her head.
 
   Her icy eyes were dark with malice.  
 
   “Repeat after me,” Nirin said.  “‘I speak the truth to Aneirin Ganlin whenever he asks it of me.’”
 
   Softly, the Auldin began to laugh.  “You are dead.”
 
   Nirin tightened the veoh holding her until she gasped.  “I will speak the truth to Aneirin Ganlin whenever he asks it of me.”
 
   She cursed him.  “Yes, I know where your damn friend is.”
 
   Nirin narrowed his eyes, his pity for her dissolving.  “Say it.”
 
   “She suffered a fall.  Release me and I’ll tell you where.”  From the way her eyes flickered in the light, he knew the first thing she would do if he released her was collect the Unmade to behead him.
 
   Nirin, trembling with fear and rage, leaned closer.  “I’ve got nothing left to lose.  Say it.”
 
   A different look crossed her face, one that seemed to drain her color.  Softly, she repeated his words.
 
   “I will answer every question he asks.”
 
   The Auldin’s voice no more than a hoarse whisper, she repeated.
 
   “I will answer immediately, and without hesitation.”
 
   Laelia said nothing for a long time.  She watched him, her eyes shifting with thought as she held his stare.  Finally, when Nirin was going to warn her, she spoke the words.  She finished them with, “I’m going to make sure you die begging and terrified, Ganlin.”
 
   Nirin released her and stepped back.  Looking into her eyes, he thought, I’m already terrified.  Taking a deep breath, ignoring the malevolence in her gaze, he said, “Did you kill the Rockfarmer?”
 
   “I killed two of them.”  Hatred peered back at him, immobile.
 
   Nirin cocked his head at this.  “Were either of them my friend?”
 
   “No.”
 
   His heart began to thunder.  “What happened to my friend?”
 
   “I gave instructions to have her killed.”
 
   Nirin felt as if his fear suddenly drained out his feet, replaced with rage.  “Is she dead?”
 
   “Probably more alive than you’re going to be tomorrow evening.”  Laelia gave an odd little laugh at that and smiled at him.  It chilled him to the core.
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   “Where is she?” Nirin whispered.
 
   “Brael’s grave, wrapped in dragonsilk,” Laelia said.  When his blood went cold, she smiled.  “I thought it fitting.”
 
   A knock on the door made him flinch.  “Auldin Laelia?  It’s Guto of the Unmade.  Your page told us you might have a problem.”
 
   “Nirin and I were just chatting,” Laelia said, smiling at Nirin.  “He’s about to leave.”  Then, more softly, “Anything else, Ganlin?  Any other dark little secrets you wish to unearth before I kill you?”
 
   Nirin suddenly frowned, remembering what Maelys had told her about her mission for Agathe.  He peered into Laelia’s eyes and she froze, reading his intentions.
 
   The Unmade pounded against the frame again.  “We were told an auldling broke open your door,” Guto insisted.  “Auldin, we’re going to have to come in and make sure you’re all right.”
 
   “Stay outside,” the Auldin said.  It was barely a whisper, and her eyes were fixed on Nirin, fear brightening them.  To Nirin, she said, “Leave.  Now.  Or the Circle will hear of what you’ve done.”
 
   “Auldin, open the door or—”
 
   “Stay outside!” Laelia screamed.
 
   Softly, watching her, Nirin said, “Are you planning to kill a Ganlin?”
 
   “Yes.”  Her eyes got round and she started thrashing, trying to free herself.
 
   Nirin’s heart began to pound as he watched her struggle.  “Which one?”
 
   “Al—”  The rest of her sentence was cut off as the Unmade burst through the door.  Laelia began to shriek, thrashing like a mad thing.  Seeing Laelia struggling against the wall, the Unmade rushed at Nirin.  Their big bodies hit him with all the force of charging bulls, pushing him aside, away from the Auldin.
 
   As big as Nirin was, the Unmade were bigger.  With ease, they threw him to the ground and held him there, their very touch banishing Nirin’s spells.  On the wall, Laelia slumped forward, free.  Panicking, Nirin tried to prepare spells to protect himself, and in retaliation the Unmade wrenched his hands behind his back, taloned fingers mercilessly digging into his skin.  
 
   As they were hauling him to his feet to take him away, Laelia calmly said, “Let him go.  We were only having a civil chat.”
 
   Her face was still red from her screams, but otherwise she seemed as collected as the moment Nirin had walked into her room.
 
   The Unmade looked up at her and hesitated in releasing Nirin.  Guto was a big bearish creature, with small, deep-set eyes and fur.  “If it was civil, why did you scream?”
 
   “Because,” Laelia said, calmly walking to the door, “My private chambers were being assaulted by uncouth beasts.  Get out.”
 
   The Unmade’s enormous brows wrinkled and it hesitated a few more heartbeats, then reluctantly released Nirin’s wrists from its rock-hard grasp.  Catching the creature’s eye, Nirin realized Guto was the same Unmade that had escorted him to prison after the Auldheim had discovered Nirin had put a geas on Maelys.  Guto had also been one of the most outspoken towards Nirin’s extermination, even more so than the Vethyles.  
 
   Deep-rooted suspicion stared back at him from under an oxen’s heavy brow, and Nirin knew that Guto knew.
 
   But, reluctantly, the Unmade left.
 
   Laelia shut the door on it and smiled at Nirin.  “Go get your friend.  She was still alive enough to scream the last time I went to visit her, but won’t be much longer.  The insects have probably found their way in by now.”  She seemed pleased by the idea.
 
    “I’m telling the Auldheim,” Nirin said, shaking.
 
   Laelia’s smile could have frozen the sun.  “Then the Circle will learn of what really took place here today.”  She threw open the door, revealing her startled Vethyle assistant on the other side.  “Now get out.”
 
   Nirin started to walk past, then stopped.  “If my friend is dead, I’ll—”
 
   She sneered at the warning in his tone.  “You’ll what, auldling?  Avenge her?  Turn me in?  Doom yourself?”
 
   “Yes.”  Nirin straightened and walked out the door.
 
   Behind him, Laelia laughed.  “Too late, auldling.”
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12: Spirited to the Slopes
 
   Maelys
 
    
 
   Maelys was bleeding.
 
   She knew this because she could feel it, trickling down her face.
 
   Around her, the insects continued to feast.  The hood slowed them down a bit, so several had worked their way lower, down her stomach, seeking easier access to the untouched flesh there.  Maelys barely felt it.  Her face—or what was left of it—was a constant, throbbing, prickling agony.
 
   At least they left the eyes, Maelys thought.  She’d been blinking non-stop, trying to keep them from chewing through her eyelids to reach the soft substance underneath.  She didn’t care if they took the rest of her...she just wanted her eyes.  Even if she was just a skull with two bulging white eyes staring out at the world from ivory sockets, please, gods, just let her keep her eyes.
 
   Realizing the ridiculousness of her thoughts, Maelys started to laugh again.  Each chuckle left her with wracking pain in her ribs, tormenting her, yet Maelys didn’t stop.  Couldn’t.  They just kept coming, bubbling up from her crushed chest and through her bloody lips.  They alternated between chuckles and heavy-full-throated laughter that ate up her air, but she couldn’t stop.
 
   Maelys?
 
   Trembling, Maelys went silent.  She wasn’t sure if the voice had been inside her mind or inside her prison.
 
   “Maelys?”
 
   A thud beside her.  Something touched her side.
 
   “Oh gods.  You’re bleeding.”
 
   You can see that through the cloth? Maelys thought, absurdly.  Wow, they must’ve done a number on me.  Hungry little buggers.  She felt the laughter bubbling up again, at the edge of her conscious.
 
   She felt big hands unwrapping her, rolling her.  She cried out as her ribs tore at her innards.  Cold air suddenly swept around her, bringing goosebumps to her already damp flesh.
 
   Then Maelys felt fingers at her throat, tugging at the knot on the hood.  She tried to raise her hands to help, but couldn’t.  
 
   Like in a dream, the hood jerked free of her face and she saw Aneirin above her.  The aghast, pitying look on his face was all she needed to know.  Ivory.  Plenty of ivory, Maelys thought.  Guess I’ll never go poor again.  She started to laugh.
 
   Aneirin undid her gag and lifted her into his arms, and somehow, her laughter changed.  She began to cry.
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   Maelys opened her eyes to a throbbing heat in her face.  She sat up instantly and touched her hand to her cheek.  The skin was rough, having a textured, yet smooth feel.  She glanced down at the pillow.  A shaft of sunlight pierced the room where her head had been, responsible for the burning sensation.
 
   Slowly, she climbed out of bed, surprised she could.
 
   She tiptoed to the door and opened it, looking outside.
 
   The silence of the hall resounded around her, but it was the unbroken stone architecture that made her breath catch.  Everywhere she looked, the halls and doorways were constructed of a single, seamless mass of stone.
 
   I remember this, she thought.  She had passed through these halls before, ushered inside with her flesh cold and prickling under Rees’s woolen cloak.
 
   “Morning.”
 
   The word made Maelys jump, startled.  Rees was sitting in a chair in the corner of her room, watching her.  She swallowed, hard.  Neither he nor the chair had been there a moment before.
 
   “Shut the door.” 
 
   Maelys obeyed.
 
   “Aneirin’s preparing for his ranking,” Rees said.  “Otherwise he would be here.”  The old Auld leaned forward in his chair.  “Girl, tell me—”
 
   “Maelys,” she whispered.  Her eyes had caught on the mirror across the room and she had forgotten to breathe.  
 
   He gave her a moment to study her new visage.  “Maelys.  Who did that to you?”
 
   “Bugs.”  A bitter little laugh strangled her.  “Lots of bugs.”
 
   “Was it Laelia?”
 
   Maelys tore her eyes away from the scarred image in the mirror and glanced at him.  “No.”  Immediately, Rees looked disappointed.  “But she came to laugh at me once.”
 
   Rees’s face hardened.  “Ah.”
 
   Maelys swallowed and glanced back at the mirror.  “She’s going to kill me, isn’t she?”
 
   “No,” Rees said.  “No, child.  You’re in Ganlin Hall.  Vethyles aren’t allowed within a mile of its weigh-line.  Hell, the last Vethyle who set foot on these slopes was run out by the Auldheim herself.”
 
   Somehow, Maelys didn’t feel better.  “Can I talk to Aneirin?”
 
   Rees peered at her.  “Nirin’s about to get ranked.  He’s in his room, meditating.  He’s not supposed to have visitors.”
 
   “Please?” she whispered.
 
   “I can’t stop you, obviously,” Rees said, pointing at the stone walls and floors around them.  “But he’s not supposed to have visitors.”  Then he leaned back, arms crossed upon his chest in a position that said, But then, you don’t care about our customs.  You never did.
 
   Looking at the stone, Maelys felt sick to her stomach.  “Never mind.  Sorry.  I’ll wait.”
 
   Rees appeared a little stunned.  He stared at her for several moments, as if he truly didn’t believe her words, then got up.  “I have my own errands to attend to in preparation for the ranking.  I’ll see you again after it’s over.”  He moved toward the door, then stopped and glanced back at her.  “I’ll be seeing Nirin within the hour if you need me to give him a message.”
 
   Maelys swallowed.  “He was the one who found me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How?”
 
   Rees’s face darkened.  “He won’t tell us.  Perhaps you could shed light on the subject, considering the blankets you were wrapped in were drenched in fog, making it impossible to scrye for you.”
 
   Maelys shook her head.
 
   “Find out,” Rees said, his face holding an odd sharpness to it.  “There’s something he’s not telling us, and it bothers me.”
 
   “Now?” Maelys asked.
 
   Rees snorted.  “No.  I want you to stay in this room until it’s time to rank him.  You can watch the actual ranking if you want, but I don’t want you getting close to him beforehand and I don’t want you within twenty feet of the stage when it’s happening.  There’s something about you that seems to draw...trouble.”  His face softened a bit.  “No offense to you, child, but I think Nirin was better off without you.”
 
   Maelys glanced back at the mirror.
 
   Rees saw the gesture.  “And I’d say you were better off without him, too.”  He nodded at the sunlight streaming through the window.  “I’ll help you search for your people tomorrow.”  Then he walked through the door and pulled it shut behind him.
 
   Maelys slumped down onto her bed and stared at her mauled face.
 
   And I thought I was gonna be pretty, she thought, the laughter bubbling back.  Her shoulders began to shake, but she wasn’t sure what caused it.
 
   She stood up and went to the window in order to turn her back on the mirror.  Outside, she saw strange mountainsides covered with orange and red fall foliage.  The highest peaks had streaks of yellow, the dead leaves of some mountain wildflower she couldn’t remember the name of, right along with the names of her mother and father.
 
   Closer to her window, a lush forest sprang from seemingly barren mountain slopes, drenched with steam rising from its bubbling hot springs.  Children with black hair and green eyes played in the scattered pools below, and from her vantage point Maelys could see a line of freckled divers leaping from a twenty-foot cliff into a pristine pool of hot azure water.
 
   They’re all Ganlins, she thought.  She’d never guessed there were so many of them.  
 
   Back at the Spyre, though they had been powerful, they had been few.  The Vethyles and Norfelds, in comparison, had been everywhere.
 
   But here, gathering in preparation for Aneirin’s ranking, were more Ganlins in one spot than Maelys had seen in months.  It was a little frightening to think of the power congregated here, on these cold mountain slopes, and it made her feel a little better about what Rees had said.  The Vethyles wouldn’t try to reach her here.  Not with so many Ganlins in the way.
 
   The more Maelys surveyed the Ganlin lands, the more she realized that she needed to find her home.  Seeing the children at play tickled something in her mind, something important that she just couldn’t grasp.  She recognized it, in a way.  She also feared it immensely.
 
   I have to get home, she thought.
 
   Before she could allow her conscience to stop her, she crawled out of her window and scaled down the smooth surface of the outside wall, using just enough communication with the rock to give herself handholds, and nothing more.  As she climbed down, she saw several Ganlin children look up and point.  Gritting her teeth, Maelys hurried.  She wanted to be gone before word got back to Rees.
 
   She didn’t think he would come after her, but she also didn’t want to take the chance.
 
   Reaching the rocky slope below the cliff-like structure of Ganlin Hall, she began to scale the crumbling mountainside, away from the hot springs below.  She heard someone shout to her, but ignored it and kept going.
 
   In half an hour, she was standing on a breezy point above Ganlin Hall and its hot springs.  From the position, she could see the vast, rugged arrays of mountains all around her, their reds and oranges contrasting against the fresh snow on the uppermost peaks.
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   Maelys shivered.  Like the others who had been stranded here, Maelys knew she would only find her death on the windswept rocks.  
 
   Still, something was pulling her onward, nagging at her consciousness with every beat of her heart.  Somewhere out there, her people were waiting for her.  She had to find them.
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13: A Dying Breed
 
   Rees
 
    
 
    “It’ll only hurt a little.”  
 
   Where he was leaning against the wall, Rees rolled his eyes.  “Just tell him the truth.  It’s gonna hurt like hell.”
 
   Rees’s sister cast him a look that could have scorched timber.  Still glaring at Rees, Siana turned to her son and opened her mouth to lie.  Then she deflated.  “Your uncle’s right.  It’s gonna hurt.  A lot.”
 
   To the boy’s credit, he only became a little pale.  Pale was good.  If they didn’t get pale, they were stupid.  On the other hand, if they got too pale, it meant they wouldn’t be able to stand up to the Vethyles when they met in the street.  
 
   Rees gave a grunt of approval.  He liked his nephew.  Aneirin was smart and able.  He suspected his veoh wasn’t as strong as his or Agathe’s, but what Nirin lacked in capacity, he made up for in wits.  Even now, after learning the full extent of what went on during a ranking, the little bastard was trying to think of a way to get out of the testing planned for him tonight.  Rees grinned, watching him argue his sister in circles as he tried to convince her it wasn’t necessary.
 
   Finally, Rees tired of listening to his sister struggle to counter his nephew’s reasoning.  “They’re waiting for us,” he said, interrupting the verbal dance.  He stepped forward, grabbed the skinny boy by the ear, and tugged him away from his mother.  “Let’s go, Nirin.  Time to leave your mother’s teat and become an Auld.”
 
   Aneirin, to Rees’s surprise, didn’t go meek under his grip.  He punched him in the jaw and sprinted for the door.
 
   “Nirin!” his mother cried, at the same time Rees touched his bleeding lip and shouted, “You’re a dead one, boy!”  Rees lunged after him.  Behind him, Siana called after them, but they were out of range before she could finish her sentence.
 
   Aneirin had a youth’s energy, but Rees knew the Slope’s complex passageways like the back of his hand.  He veered right, took a shortcut through the kitchens, and caught up with Nirin just as he was reaching the outer doorway to the upper Slope.  
 
   As the boy was fiddling with the latch, looking relatively smug, Rees snuck up from the side and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt.  As Nirin let out a yelp, Rees dragged him away from the exit.  Spinning him around, he socked him in the face.
 
   At fourteen, the boy was roughly the same height as Rees, but the blow laid out his skinny form flat.  Nirin groaned, sat up, and cried out as blood started draining from his nose.  When he looked up at him angrily, though, Rees demanded, “Now are you going to continue to be a little rock-jumping varmint or are you ready to be a man?”
 
   “You punched me,” Aneirin muttered.
 
   “I’ll do it again, too,” Rees promised.  “We’re already ten minutes past due.  Sooner or later, the Auldheim’s gonna come figure out which rock you’re hiding under, and you can be sure she’ll make anything I do look like a damn love tap.  You’re a Ganlin, not a shadow-fearing Vethyle.  We all do it, sooner or later.  Get over it.”
 
   Aneirin glared at him, but he got to his feet.
 
   Rees took off his cloak and tossed it to him.  “Clean yourself up.  You don’t wanna get ranked looking like your grandfather just punched you in the face.”
 
   “You’re not my grandfather,” he said petulantly.
 
   “I’m old enough to be.”
 
   “You’re not.  You’re my uncle.”  As if being his uncle somehow gave him less authority in the situation.  Recognizing where this verbal sparring was about to take him, Rees grabbed Aneirin by his bleeding nose and dragged him back through the corridors to the feasting hall, ignoring his protests.
 
   He stopped outside the huge double doors and forced Nirin to look at him.  “Now, I want you to think about this really hard, boy.  Do you want to go face this on your own, or do you want every Ganlin on the Slope to see me drag you to your ranking ceremony like a recalcitrant child?”  He released him.  “I like you, Nirin, but by the gods, you will not make a fool out of me today.  You chose me as your monitor, and I intend to see you finish this like a man, not like a babe.  If you wanted someone to beg and plead with you to attend your own rating, you should have picked your mother.”
 
   The anger fled Aneirin’s eyes.  “Sorry,” he muttered.  He wiped a few more drops of blood from his face and handed Rees the cloak.  Rees nodded, pulling open the door for him.
 
   When Rees entered the enormous main hall, he saw that the tables had been moved out of the way and chairs and benches had been scattered throughout, all facing the dais in one end.  Ganlins of every age and occupation sat or stood in the great hall, packing the place to bursting.  
 
   Aneirin hesitated in the doorway as a cheer went up, vibrating the air in their lungs with almost a thousand jubilant Ganlin voices.  Rees gave him a gentle shove.
 
   Suddenly red-faced and sweating, Aneirin stumbled down the pathway to the dais.  Every step of the way, relatives congratulated him with slaps on the back, out-of-season flowers, hugs, and necklaces of leaves and tiny gnarled, wind-sculpted twigs.  Rees hung back, acknowledging his own honors with smiles and warm embraces.
 
   It took over half an hour for them to reach the dais, but that was common.  Sometimes, when a child was especially well-liked by the clan, it could take up to an hour to get through them all.  Still, half an hour was respectable, and Rees was pleased.
 
   The Auldheim met them at the top of the dais with the enchanted belt in her hands.  She noted Aneirin’s bloody nose and frowned slightly at Rees, who shrugged.  Agathe cleared her throat and the entire hall fell into silence.  When she spoke, her voice cut through the place with painful clarity.  “Aneirin Ganlin, you are here today to be rated amongst your peers, to take your final step toward becoming a Ganlin Auld.”
 
   A cheer immediately rocked the place, but Agathe silenced it with a commanding wave of her hand.  “Have you chosen a monitor?”
 
   Aneirin stood straight, his head high.  He nodded.  “I have,” he said, without any trace of the childish fear he had shown before.  “I choose Auld Rees Ganlin.”  
 
   Hearing those words, Rees couldn’t have been more proud.  He felt his chest swell as the crowd rose into another frenzy.
 
   Once the cheers had calmed, the Auldheim turned toward Rees.  “Auld Rees, do you accept the responsibilities of testing this boy?”
 
   “I do,” Rees said.
 
   “Do you think you can provide fair and impartial judgment in moderating the flow of Aneirin’s veoh in this ceremony, without allowing pity or compassion to skew the result?”
 
   “I do,” Rees repeated.  He winked at Nirin, who looked uncomfortable.
 
   Agathe handed Rees the veoh belt.  “Then I leave him in your hands.”
 
   Several Ganlins in the crowd whooped, and one shouted, “Make it hurt!”  Immediately, the rest of the hall broke out in a clamor of similar statements, and hearing the things they said, Aneirin went pale.
 
   After Agathe stepped away, Rees hefted the belt and took a deep breath.  Meeting Aneirin’s eyes, he said, “Well, boy, let’s see what you’re made of.”  He motioned at the decorations Nirin had gathered on the way to the dais, finding his throat tighter than usual.  “Take that stuff off.  We don’t want it to strangle you.”
 
   Rees saw that Aneirin’s fingers were shaking as he removed the garlands of leaves and twigs and flowers, but then noticed that his own hands weren’t that steady, either.  He fumbled twice when he unbuttoned Nirin’s shirt, exposing his torso.
 
   Carefully, he set the shirt aside and put the belt in its place.  At its center, a black metal ring made a wide circle around his veoh-son’s belly-button.  As he moved behind Nirin and cinched it into place, the boy’s fingers clenched and the skin on his arms broke out in goosebumps.
 
   Rees didn’t blame him.  Even for the brief moments that he had held the thing, its residual veoh had seeped into him like a cold heat, remnants of the hundreds of others who had preceded Aneirin.  Rees, included.
 
   When the belt was securely fastened at his back, he gently took one of the boy’s clenched fists and strapped it into place at his hip.  Aneirin was shaking, now, but he continued to stand tall as Rees walked to his other side and strapped down his other fist.
 
   Rees returned to his front and took a deep breath, looking into his wide green eyes.  “You ready for this, Nirin?”
 
   Nirin nodded firmly, though his face was as pale as an albino snowgoose.
 
   Rees took a deep breath, steadying himself, and touched the dial resting over his stomach.
 
   Instantly, Nirin grunted and the black metal ring burst into a shiny silver light.  Watching him, Rees remembered what his first experience with the belt had been like.  His monitor had jumped to the fourth notch from the first moment, knowing Rees held more veoh than most.  The sensation felt hot and unpleasant, a forcible draining of the victim’s veoh.  Rees, not wanting to torture the boy, had done the same as his own monitor and skipped the first three degrees.  It was beyond doubt he was at least a Fourth.
 
   When, after a moment, Nirin endured the setting with seemingly no ill effects, Rees tipped the dial another full notch to the right.  Nirin suddenly went stiff.  Sweat beaded on his forehead and his breath began to come in ragged pants.  All around Rees, the feel of magic began to tingle his skin as it was released into the room with them.
 
   Watching him, Rees debated turning the dial another full notch or beginning to work up the grades.  Knowing he didn’t have a lot of time to complete the test, he compromised and twisted the dial halfway to the sixth notch.
 
   Nirin screamed.
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   Veoh was overwhelming Rees’s senses, now, blasting from the boy like a great rush of wind through a mountain pass.  As he watched him, trying to decide how much further he needed to go, Nirin began to struggle to get his wrists free of the belt.  Unfortunately, as Rees well knew, the belt had been designed for just such an attempt, and it held tight.
 
   Still, Rees wasn’t sure if the boy had reached his limit.  Five and a half was a little on the weak side.  He was sure he was at least a six.  He cursed himself for not switching the dial to six originally and getting it over with.
 
   Now he did.
 
   Nirin’s eyes went wide and he doubled over, screaming out all the air in his lungs.  He began to fight the belt in earnest, now, and he saw blood begin to form where the enchanted straps held his wrists in place.  Nirin sucked in another breath and kept screaming, an unearthly sound that reminded him of a dying thing.
 
   Rees almost ended the test there, but he checked himself.
 
   I’m his monitor, he thought.  This was the single biggest moment of Nirin’s life.  It would decide where he could go in life, which researches he could pursue.  He ground his teeth and twisted the dial another half-notch.
 
   At six and a half, Nirin started to bawl.  He sank to the floor, his legs collapsing under him in a heap, and just cried.
 
   Still, though, as Rees watched the belt, he did not see the telltale blackening of the silver circlet surrounding Nirin’s belly-button that indicated the boy had reached his limit.  He knelt beside him.  If Rees could get him to seven, Nirin would be cleared to work on plants.
 
   Seeing that Rees meant to turn the dial again, Nirin let out an animal scream and tried to kick him.  
 
   Rees easily wrapped a weave of veoh around Nirin’s chest and legs, holding him in place as he touched the belt.
 
   “Please Uncle Rees,” Nirin begged, his voice a tattered, mindless sob.  “Please, stop it, please please please...”
 
   Rees tightened his jaw and twisted the dial another two degrees.
 
   Nirin arched his back and thrashed, and something white was building in the corner of his mouth.  Rees held back, waiting the required six seconds.  Then he considered shutting it off.
 
   He’s depending on me, he thought.  Only three more and he can work with plants.
 
   He turned the dial another degree, allowing the belt to drain the boy’s veoh at an even faster pace.
 
   Immediately, the silver circlet framing his stomach turned black, signaling an ebb in veoh.  At the same time, Nirin stopped breathing.
 
   Rees switched the dial back to zero.
 
   For two seconds, his nephew lay on the floor, unmoving.
 
   Then Nirin’s chest rose with a gasp that shattered the silence of the hall.
 
   Rees stood up and faced the room.  “Six and seven,” he said, loud enough for even those in the back to hear.
 
   The breathless observers burst into life, shouting and clapping and catcalling.  Ignoring the ruckus, Rees knelt beside his nephew and began removing his wrists from the belt.  “You all right down there?”
 
   Nirin looked drained, and rightly so.  Rees wouldn’t have been a worthwhile monitor if he had made it easy on him.
 
   Once Nirin could move his arms again, he weakly pushed himself to a sitting position, deaf to the commotion in the hall below him.  He simply stared at Rees.  “You made me stop breathing.”
 
   Rees winked.  “Only for a minute or two.”
 
   “What’d I get?”  He had obviously been so bent on struggling to breathe that he hadn’t heard Rees’s declaration to the crowd.
 
   When Rees told him, a new respect and gratitude filled the boy’s eyes.  “Six-seven is strong enough for smart enchantments.”
 
   Rees nodded.  He had been hoping for more, but Nirin seemed pleased enough, which was what mattered.  He moved behind him and finished removing the belt, then helped him to stand.
 
   As he got to his feet, the cheers of his relatives in the great hall rose to an ear-bursting roar.  Rees handed his nephew his shirt.  Behind him, Agathe collected the belt and examined it.  Nodding at the result that Nirin’s veoh had burned into the meter, she confirmed Rees’s assessment.
 
   Even though there were normally a few more formalities to the ceremony, Nirin’s relatives in the closest rows took that as a sign of completion and they rushed the dais, crushing their trembling new Auld with jubilant arms and tears of joy.
 
   Six-seven’s not bad, Rees thought, reluctantly.  The boy could match the strongest Vethyle, hands-down.  Still, as his monitor, it was Rees’s job to wonder if he could have gone higher.
 
   “You did good,” his uncle Icel said, slapping him on the back.  “Gods, boy, you almost killed him.  Excellent job.”
 
   “Thanks, Ice,” Rees said, relaxing a little and turning to him, smiling.  
 
   Icel was an anomaly in the Ganlin clan—his eyes were the white-blue of deep glacial crevasse, resembling that of a Vethyle more than a Ganlin, which was why many of the children of the Slopes called him ‘Uncle Ice.’  Rees, who had had the misfortune of being ranked by him over two hundred years before, still clung to the nickname he had used while begging Icel to shut off the belt.
 
   Icel, unperturbed, had dragged the notches all the way up to the Eight-Three mark, making Rees one of the highest-ranked Aulds in the country, second only to Agathe and her brother Wynfor.
 
   Rees watched the crowd now crushing Nirin with their congratulations and he frowned.  “Where’s Wynfor?”
 
   Ice snorted, his blue-white eyes glittering.  “Stargazing on the Slope, I’d guess.”
 
   Rees felt a rush of anger.  “Nirin is his grandson.”
 
   Icel’s normally cheerful face darkened.  “The suspicious old coot hasn’t attended a rating ceremony in his entire life, other than his own.”
 
   Rees was furious.  “Why not?  Because it’s the courteous thing to do?”
 
   Her uncle Icel shrugged.  “Who knows?  Wynfor’s reasons are his own.  We poor peons cannot hope to understand the workings of genius.”
 
   Rees grimaced.  “Genius.”  He snorted.  Wynfor was the second-ranked Auld in the Ganlin family, directly under his sister, the Auldheim herself.  As such, Wynfor spent most of his time deep in trance in the highest levels of the Spyre, modifying this enchantment or that.  Even when ordered by the Auldheim to attend his grandson’s ranking ceremony, he hadn’t even bothered to step inside the hall.
 
   “I’m going to go find him,” Rees said, watching Nirin.  In the crush, the boy hadn’t yet noticed that his grandfather wasn’t with the rest, but it wouldn’t be long now.
 
   His uncle sighed.  “Rees, you can’t reason with my brother—he’s like a very large brick with a beard.  Might as well get the boy so utterly drunk he won’t remember a thing, then convince him Wynfor was here.  You’d have better results.”  He peered into his tumbler of whiskey, gave a sad grin, and tossed it back.
 
   “No,” Rees said, his anger building.  “The Auldheim told him to attend.”
 
   Uncle Ice laughed.  “Both of those old farts spend as much time as possible ignoring each other.  I’m actually surprised he even came along.”  
 
   “If Nirin asks where I went, tell him I’m going to get that Rockfarmer girl for him.”
 
   Icel tipped his empty glass to her in a companionable gesture.  “Good luck.”
 
   Rees nodded and turned to go.
 
   A worried young voice called, “Uncle Rees, you’re leaving?”
 
   He paused, forcing a smile.  “Something on the Slopes needs my attention.”
 
   “Damn right it does,” Icel muttered, already working on another glass of whiskey—probably conjured.  “A downhill shove would do it.”
 
   “You’ll be back soon, then?” Nirin asked.  His curly black hair was still plastered to his face with sweat, though his pallor had faded somewhat.  Someone had handed him a celebratory mug of ale and he had already drained half of it, a line of foam marring the adolescent fuzz of his upper lip.
 
   “I’ll be back,” Rees assured him.  “I’m going to go get that Rockfarmer.”  Then he turned and went to find Wynfor.
 
   Rees scried and found the man doing exactly as Icel had suggested—stargazing.
 
   Irritated, he let himself into the steamy, artificial warmth of the outdoor mountain sanctuary.  Wynfor had chosen to be as far from the celebrations as possible, which meant out on the breezy, snow-spotted ridges.  Feeling resentment building in his chest, Rees wove his way through the thick foliage that provided a windbreak for the civilized part of the Slope and went searching for the old Auld in the windswept peaks along the ridge.
 
   He found Wynfor bundled against the cold, seated on a rock formation high above Ganlin Hall.  He wasn’t watching the stars, though.  He was watching the weigh-line.
 
   “What are you doing out here?”  Rees demanded, too cold and too perturbed for formalities.  “Your grandson just got ranked.”
 
   “By you, no less.  You must be proud.”  Wynfor continued to stare down into the valley at the single line of aspens that wove its way up the mountainside, its encroaching neighbors neatly trimmed back to give it room to grow.
 
   Rees narrowed her eyes.  “Don’t you want to know what he received?”
 
   “Six-six, six-seven, depending on how good the tester was.”  Wynfor glanced at him.  “Am I right?”
 
   Rees felt a sudden rush of anger so strong he felt like shoving the old man down the hill as Ice had suggested.  “He’s your grandson.”
 
   “Yes.”  Wynfor lifted his hand to point at the aspen line.  “And that is our only way out of these mountains.”
 
   Rees turned, glanced down the jagged Slope, and frowned.  “Your first grandson just became an Auld and all you can think about is going back to the Spyre?  Why did you even bother to show up?”
 
   Wynfor made an amused snort.  “Because.  I think about how more than four-fifths of the Ganlins are all gathered in one place, with no way out except a single weigh-line of aspens or a hundred mile trek through the mountains.  I consider how every one of these celebrations ends with every Ganlin Auld in attendance getting so plastered on wine and spirits that he can’t see straight for days.  I wonder if anyone else has ever thought of this, too.”
 
   Rees stared at him.  “What is wrong with you?”
 
   Wynfor laughed.  “Probably a lot.  Too much life, I suppose.  Give Nirin my congratulations.”
 
   “Give them to him yourself,” Rees snapped.  Then, tugging his bloodstained cloak around his shoulders, he stormed back down the mountain trail to the warmth of the vale.
 
   Seated by the hot springs, Rees scried for the girl.
 
   He found her stumbling along a mountain path by moonlight, shivering, her teeth chattering, her lips blue.  Just as he expected.
 
   Sighing, he wandered amidst the hot springs for some time, seething, not wanting to return to the festivities and ruin Nirin’s special day with his foul mood.  He paced, cursing Wynfor for the eccentric, selfish bastard he was.  Then, once he felt a little better, he turned back toward Ganlin Hall.
 
   A sound made him turn.
 
   A man stepped from the steamy foliage, dressed in black.  Rees frowned.  He didn’t recognize him.  Too late, Rees realized the man’s eyes were following someone behind him.
 
   Something hard slammed into the back of his head and Rees’s world went black.
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   Rees opened his eyes to the soft light of a lantern.  Somewhere nearby, the moan of wind resonated from the mouth of a cave or tunnel.  Recognizing the glittering contents of the rock dust under his jaw, he realized it was a mine shaft.  He was lying face down in the dirt, like an abandoned trolley cart.
 
   Rees tried to sit up and failed.  His body was weak, weaker than anything he’d ever experienced before.  It was then that he noticed the blood seeping into the dirt beneath him, staining the ground a deep red.
 
   Is that mine? Rees thought, stunned.  Disturbed, weary, he opened his mind and scanned his body for a wound.
 
   He found it, a gruesome hole right next to his heart.
 
   Someone tried to murder me.  Anger and fear struggled for prominence in his mind, stealing precious seconds from him as he tried to get his emotions under control enough to patch up the wound.
 
   It was difficult.  The longer he worked on it, the stronger his fear became, until it eventually won out and it was all he could do not to panic.  His life, he knew, depended upon sealing the hole before he lost consciousness again.  If he didn’t, he would not wake.
 
   Exercising as much discipline as his numbed brain could muster, he wove the wound back into place and then lay there for long minutes, dizzy, wondering if he had sealed it fast enough.  He opened his awareness to his source of veoh and immersed himself in the crisp, silvery waves that rolled against the beaches of his mind.  
 
   Who would want me dead?  He thought of the Vethyles, of the blood-feud they had instigated by murdering Brael’s son.  Was this some sort of payback?  As far as Rees knew, no Vethyles had died suspiciously in years.  He had certainly never killed anyone.  
 
   Then he remembered Laelia and the children.
 
   What if the Auldin was here for the Rockfarmer?  What if he’d gotten in the way of an assassination attempt?
 
   Little-by-little, Rees felt the veoh return some of his strength.  He turned his head, slowly, looking uphill at the entrance to the mine.
 
   Glazed blue-white eyes stared back at him.  
 
   Rees felt his gorge rise.  Uncle Icel’s face was burnt, one half of his gray hair a frizzy, stinking mess.  One half of his body rested beside the other half.  He was dead.
 
   Rees closed his eyes until his heart stopped pounding.  As he lay there, face pressed into the dirt, he heard movement toward the entrance to the mine shaft.  Two men.  Dragging something.  He tilted his head slightly, daring to look.
 
   He did not recognize the two men dragging the stinking corpse, but he recognized the two standing in the entrance beyond.  Bile burned in his throat as he memorized their faces.  Vethyles.  Blond-haired and blue-eyed, Rees had seen their tanned faces dozens of times while living in the capital city of Siorus, working as the Auldheim’s apprentice in the Spyre.
 
   Laelia and Taebin Vethyle.  Auldin Cyriaca Vethyle’s niece and nephew.  
 
   This can’t be happening, Rees thought, watching the other two drag the body closer.  It was Madoc, another powerful Ganlin Auld.  His head lolled too far to one side, his neck obviously broken.  Like his uncle Icel, Madoc’s eyes were glazed with death.
 
   Those two were more powerful than half the Vethyles combined, Rees thought, in horror.  Then he realized they must have been ambushed, just like he had.  Killed and their bodies removed before the other Ganlins found them.
 
   No, Rees thought, thinking of Aneirin and the others, celebrating inside.  They’re going to get all of us.
 
   One by one, as Nirin’s friends and family went to relieve themselves or to lounge in the hot springs, they would be picked off by the Vethyles.  And Rees couldn’t help them.  It was all he could do to stay awake.
 
   Still too weak to move, exhaustion tugging at the edges of his mind, Rees burned the faces of the four Vethyles into his mind.  Laelia and Taebin were easy to remember—if there were any two Vethyles that Rees would have liked to see burn in hell, it was those two.  Their two male companions were harder to place.  He judged they were of the Eldrin line, since their stockiness and hazel eyes were common to Vethyles who lived along the border with Etro, bloodlines long ago crossed with the mountaineers who lived in the Hundredmile Pass.
 
   Suddenly, a man in black shoved a skinny form past Laelia and her brother, into the mine.  
 
   Rees’s gut twisted when he realized that the wretched form that rolled to the floor beside Madoc was his veoh-son.  Aneirin’s face was bruised and he had a long gash running down his arm, dribbling scarlet blood upon the floor of the shaft.
 
   Aneirin righted himself and held his head high as Laelia moved forward, her eyes glittering like cold sapphires.
 
   “Remember what I told you?” Laelia said.  “About begging?”
 
   What is she talking about? Rees asked, feeling delirious.  And why isn’t Aneirin stopping this?
 
   Then, for a moment, the haze cleared long enough for Rees to realize that Aneirin couldn’t help himself...he had just had every ounce of veoh drained out of him.  It would take him a week to recuperate.
 
   Suddenly terrified for his veoh-son, Rees tried to move, tried to stand, tried to speak, but his arms and legs wouldn’t respond.  He was so weak his eyes were struggling to stay open, sleepiness dragging at his senses.  What was real and what was dream began to blur into one.  Rees called out again and again in his mind, yet never uttered a single word out loud.
 
   When Aneirin went unnaturally stiff, held in place by a wrap of veoh, Rees cried.  No one heard.  When Laelia drew a knife from her pocket, Rees’s mind disintegrated into a ruin of terror and he screamed.  No one heard.  Aneirin stood tall throughout as Laelia drew the knife upon his veoh-son’s body, taking bits and pieces here and there.  Though Aneirin gasped now and again, he somehow kept his face rigid, his lips free of pleading words.  On the ground, tears wetted the dirt under Rees’s face, but he couldn’t do anything to save him.
 
   Aneirin died, but despite Laelia’s efforts, he didn’t die begging.
 
   When at last Laelia finished and his veoh-son’s crumpled form lay at her feet, she turned and walked back out into the night where her brother stood, watching wordlessly.  Taebin said something, a low sound, and Laelia brushed by, out onto the Slopes.  Laughing, Taebin followed her.
 
   Leaving Rees staring into his veoh-son’s dead eyes.
 
   They’re going to die for what they’ve done, Rees promised his nephew.
 
   If Aneirin’s ghost heard him, it did not respond.  Rees felt hot tears against his cheeks.
 
   After Taebin and Laelia had gone, one of the two Eldrin Vethyles dragged another body inside and began to dig in the floor of the mine shaft near Icel’s head, giving Rees a good chance to study his face.
 
   He was almost a head shorter than Nirin and wore his dark reddish beard cropped short, the hair of his head slightly longer and only a tint lighter than his beard.  It was his roundish, bulbous nose that caught the eye, though.  Like someone had shoved marbles inside his nostrils
 
   I’m going to remember you, Rees thought as he steadily drifted towards unconsciousness, tears wetting the ground beneath him.  You’re going to die for what you’ve done.
 
   The Eldrin Vethyle paused in his digging and looked at Rees.  The digger cocked his head, frowning.  Rees felt himself sinking deeper into unconsciousness.
 
   Still frowning, the Eldrin Vethyle set his shovel against the wall of the shaft and drew a wicked knife from his belt.  The same one, Rees realized, that had probably put a hole in his chest.  It was still stained red.
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   “What have we here?” the Eldrin Vethyle said.  “You still alive there, old man?”  He leaned forward and grabbed a fistful of Rees’s hair in his free hand.
 
   You’ll die for what you’ve done, Rees promised.
 
   The blade slid across his throat and sleep finally came.
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14: The Storm
 
   Saebrya & Ryan
 
    
 
   Saebrya was gutting a bucketful of trout outside the riverside cottage that she and Ryan had built for her sixteenth birthday when she felt the world shift.  It was as if the very essence of the land around her suddenly tilted and pulled to the north, flooding past her in a vast rainbow wave, rolling sippers along with it.  Saebrya stumbled and dropped her knife against the current, which was especially powerful with Ryan making almost daily visits to her home, soaking the ground, plants, and floorboards with his silver essence.  Her knife hit the ground as it normally would, totally unaffected by the strange pull.  Saebrya, however, felt it in every part of her body, like ethereal hands were shoving her towards the north, buffeting her, making her fight just to stay upright.
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   Then the current passing around her grew suddenly stronger, the sipper liquid speeding up, as if the world were a barrel of water and someone had begun pouring it out.  The violence knocked her off the bank and into the river as sippers of all sizes were swept past her, pummeling into her like sharp, angry rocks.  Unlike Saebrya, the cold glacial water didn’t affect the sippers, and they continued on through the river and over the opposite bank, and into the utterly still and calm forest beyond, tumbling north like flailing, wriggling debris in an ethereal hurricane.
 
   Saebrya had grabbed a fallen underwater log and was just starting to regain her footing on the sand below when the unyielding rush to the north suddenly increased tenfold, like someone had just kicked the barrel of the world completely over, and the force shoved her out into the deeper parts of the river, painfully battering her with sippers of all shapes and sizes, many of whose razor spines cut, stabbed, or scraped her as they were swept by.  
 
   Almost a decade ago, Ryan’s mother had tried to insist Saebrya stay with them at the inn, and as much as Saebrya had wanted a home and a family, she had refused due to the profusion of sippers that always congregated around Ryan’s home.  That refusal was probably the only thing that saved Saebrya now.  Even the little pools of silver ether that Ryan had left behind on his last visit had been whipped into a painful, stinging froth, the spray knocking her down when she tried to get up, peppering her with pinpricks that cut and punctured her skin in their ferocity.  
 
   As Saebrya struggled, rolled by both the river and the ether swirling around her, she felt her own warm blood swirling through the water with her and lost all sense of direction.  
 
   Just like the sippers, Saebrya thought, her lungs burning for air, no amount of struggles able to fight both currents at once.  All around her, sippers were dying, pounded to nothingness on rocks, trees, and riverbed, yet the normal world went on completely oblivious to the chaos happening all around her.   I’m going to die just like the sippers…
 
   Just as Saebrya’s lungs had started to spasm, the pull to the north abruptly stopped, giving her the opportunity she needed to reorient herself and kick her way to the river’s surface.  She broke free of the icy grip just as she started to choke, and she hung in the current, gasping and coughing, as the water of the Idorion carried her downstream to the south.  
 
   It was several minutes before she was able to swim all the way back to the river’s edge and drag herself out onto its sandy shore, soaked and shivering.  From there, she stumbled back to the cottage and used her two spare shirts to bind the gashes in her arms, legs, and torso.  Her whole body was peppered with wounds that looked almost like acne, but she did what she could with the larger scratches, wrapping herself until she looked like a street rat from the deserts of Etro.  Her face had a new cut on her left cheekbone, where a sipper spine had come less than half an inch from puncturing her eye, and her forearm had a gash where something huge had rent it open as Saebrya struggled in the Idorion.
 
   Back on land, sippers everywhere had been displaced by the ethereal wind, and she saw their bodies crushed against trees, legs and heads and tails torn free, carapaces pulverized by the weight of their peers, the inner fluids of their destroyed bodies dripping in various glowing colors down tree trunks, rocks, or, in her cottage’s case, the side of her house.  Sippers of varieties she had never seen before were pulped across every surface, dragged from some impossibly far distance to be pounded to bits along the way.
 
   Seeing that, remembering the violence with which she had been tugged through the water, Saebrya realized that the only reason she hadn’t shared their fate was that the current of the Idorion had caught and held her, even as the ethereal pull had tried to hurl her against the tree trunks of the forest beyond.
 
   Trembling now, Saebrya finished wrapping the last gash and, already dizzy with blood-loss, went stumbling down the path to see Ryan.
 
   Her friend was serving food at the inn, patronizing some merchants traveling the Idorion on their way back to Siorus.  One gray-haired old man in a corner was surrounded by pooled silver, but that usually meant Ryan had sat and chatted with him in between serving duties.  Ordinarily, she would have spent more time making sure, but this time, Saebrya was barely conscious, and it was all she could do to stumble through the common room and into the back to get out of sight.
 
   “Hey Saeby,” Ryan said, coming out of the kitchens balancing platters of steamed fish, “Give me like ten minutes to—”  He hesitated upon seeing her, his green eyes going wide.  “Saeby?”
 
   Saebrya staggered past him and sat down beside the kitchen’s cooking hearth, shivering, struggling to get warm.  Ryan came in to see her a minute later, the platters of fish gone.  “Saeby, what happened?”  He sounded caught between crestfallen and furious, and the way his big hands were balling into fists, Saebrya had no question in her mind that he was about to go take on the other village boys for hurting her.
 
   “There was a…wind…” Saebrya tried to explain.  “It rolled the sippers…”  She was having trouble concentrating on anything but the fire.
 
   Ryan immediately looked up at his mom, who was so caught up in baking that she still hadn’t noticed Saebrya’s entrance, then grabbed Saebrya and escorted her out behind the inn, where the grunts of pigs in their pen helped to hide their words.
 
   “You were attacked by a sipper?” he insisted quietly.  They still hadn’t told Ryan’s mother of what Saebrya saw everywhere, slinking in plain sight, because Ryan hadn’t thought Mum Omstead could handle it.  The land around them, which, aside from the multicolored hues of the dead sippers, was more barren of ethereal liquid than Saebrya had ever seen before, was already starting to collect pools of silver energy from where it had oozed out of the inn.  The area around the inn was essentially an energy lakebed—dry after the ethereal storm—that had been carved into the ground by Ryan’s presence for the last nineteen years. 
 
   Yet instead of slowing over the years, as she had expected, the odd flow coming from Ryan had increased, until watching Ryan at rest was like watching an artesian well tapped into the earth, gushing enough silver out onto the ground to create a stream furrowed into the ethereal realm if he stayed in one place too long. 
 
   “I don’t know where it came from,” Saebrya said.  “It bowled me over, wrenched the life-force out of everything, smashed the sippers against trees—would’ve smashed me, too, but I fell into the river.”
 
   “You know, I thought I had a headache earlier,” Ryan said.  “Where’d it all go?”  After eleven years of sharing her secret between them, the easy way he said it was as casual as if they were talking about the weather.
 
   “North,” Saebrya said.  “Toward the mountains.”
 
   Ryan frowned.  “The mountains where the Auldhunds live?”  Every once in a while, would-be plunderers of Ariod came down the road complaining about the ancient monastery full of Auldhunds that guarded a dead city far to the north, and how they had been robbed of this trinket or that while combing through the wreckage of the ancient war, some even claiming to have made it into the dead city itself before the Auldhunds caught them.  Often, they claimed the Auldhunds would break their discoveries right in front of them, or throw the priceless artifacts into the Headsman’s Lake, a place that was rumored to have no bottom.
 
   Shivering, Saebrya somehow found the strength to nod.  “I think so.  The wind cut across the curve of the Idorion—I think it went straight up the river.”
 
   Ryan’s eyes shifted to her cheek, where her shirt hadn’t been big enough to wrap around her wound.  “You’re bleeding.”  He hesitated then, seeming to see her profusion of bandages.  “Everywhere!”
 
   “It was a storm,” Saebrya said.  “Sippers were being thrown across the world.”
 
   “We need to get you a bed,” Ryan said.  Then he winced.  “Buuut the inn’s full right now, so you gotta use mine.”
 
   Saebrya recoiled in horror—she had seen the disgusting things that crawled in and around that bed—and tried to object, but the motion sent her over the edge, and she felt her eyes roll into the back of her head as her legs went out from under her.  Her last conscious thought was that Ryan lunged forward to catch her as she fell, and the lemon-juice feel his essence made when it dribbled into her open wounds.
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   Ryan was hovering on a stool at the edge of his bed, watching his friend with a decade of pent-up anxiety, when he heard the door to his room open and close behind him.
 
   “Look, Mom, I told you,” Ryan said, without looking up, “Saeby could be dying—look at her!  I got Callie Ebbs to take over.  I already sent Jac to go get her—I’m paying her out of my wages from last month.”
 
   “I’m not your mother, boy.”
 
   It was the old man who had tried to get Ryan to come talk to him when Ryan had been delivering the fish.  The man had been emphatic, even offering to pay Ryan for his time, but Ryan had been desperate to follow Saeby into the kitchens.  He had told the old man he’d chat with him later, just to shut him up.  
 
   Ryan’s hackles went up and he turned slowly, already calculating the chances of kicking the old man’s ass.  Though Saeby had been comically averse to saying it out loud, it was plain to him from her descriptions of the ‘sippers’ and their ‘liquid’ that Ryan had at least a little Auld in him, and Aulds were notorious for taking—or killing—bastard auldlings they found in the common folk.  “Why are you in my room?”
 
   The old man gave him a long, appraising look.  “Not that you will remember this in the morning, but my name is Auld Wynfor Ganlin, and you are the bastard son of my insatiably promiscuous younger brother, Icel Ganlin.  I’ve come to protect you until you can come into your own and avenge your father and his family, who were killed by a conspiracy of Vethyle and Norfeld Aulds.  You will be accompanying me into the Idorion, where you will be safe until you’re ready to return and claim the rank of Auldheim.”
 
   Ryan, who wasn’t stupid, and who helped run an inn where bored, wealthy people drank and talked themselves to sleep every night in the adjoining tavern, had figured out quickly enough which royal family line he had probably descended from, so he wasn’t as fazed as the old fart obviously expected.  This was probably accented by the fact Ryan kicked back his stool, grabbed the nightstand in both hands, and broke it against the side of the old man’s head, then threw Saeby over his shoulder and bolted for the outdoors.
 
   He got maybe twenty feet down the hall before his whole body went as rigid as a stone.  Behind him, he heard booted footsteps approaching at a run.
 
   “If you think I haven’t dealt with Icel’s undiscovered bastards in the past,” Wynfor growled, wiping blood from his face, “you are sadly mistaken.  I meant you no harm, but do that again, boy, and you’ll be pissing out your own asshole.” 
 
   “Mom,” Ryan whispered, staring down the hall at the stairs to the tavern.  It was as loud as he could make his voice go.  The hallway was dark, since several of the inn’s patrons had already gone to bed, but there was still a glow from the common room, where his mother would be serving ale and mead until the early hours of the morning.
 
   “So you knew you were an auldling,” Wynfor said, circling him, looking both irritated and curious as he dabbed at his bloody temple.  “How?  Are you already working with veoh?”
 
   It took an enormous act of will, but Ryan took a step towards the common room and the witnesses he would find there.
 
   Wynfor’s bushy gray brows tightened into a frown.  “Put down the girl and come with me.”
 
   And, oddly, the Auld’s command was almost impossible to resist.
 
   Almost.
 
   Feeling the unnatural way he wanted to do what the Auld was telling him, Ryan gritted his teeth and started thinking about Saeby dying without him, alone and afraid in a world filled with people who didn’t understand her.  He managed to resist putting her down, but he couldn’t punch the Auld in the face like he wanted to.
 
   Still, the look of surprise on Wynfor’s face was enough to make up for it.  The old man cocked his head at the girl, then back at Ryan.  “Put the girl down.”
 
   Ryan ignored him, thinking about Saeby’s corpse, mauled by sippers.
 
   “You pig-headed…”  The Auld gave a frustrated look at the common room.  “Drop her.”
 
   This time, the pull was so strong that Ryan’s arm twitched of its own accord.  Ryan ignored the Auld and took a step away from him, instead.  Just twenty more, Ryan thought, focusing on the room where his mother and her guests were waiting.  Just twenty more steps…
 
   The Auld stepped between him and the common room, his bushy white eyebrows tightened in a frown.  He did not, however, try to tell Ryan to drop Saeby again.
 
   Ryan took another step, going chest-to-chest with the old man.  They were, he noticed, of a height.
 
   Unfortunately, the Auld didn’t move, and Ryan didn’t have the control to walk around him.  
 
   Glaring, Wynfor said, “You know you’re an auldling.  That means you’ve got royal blood.  It means you’ll get stipends, lands, servants…  What do you care about the girl?  She your sister?”
 
   “She’s…a…friend…” Ryan managed, having to fight for every word.
 
   “You screwing her, then?  She pregnant?” Wynfor snapped, looking at Saeby’s unconscious form like he was going to rid them of the problem right there.
 
   Ryan flushed, and this time couldn’t find the control to speak.
 
   Wynfor seemed to find that uproarious.  “Oh, I see.  So she’s your one true love.  Your destined.  The mirror to your soul.  The perfect companion granted to you by the very gods themselves, because you somehow did something with your uninspiring life slopping pigs and serving tables to deserve their individual attention.”  
 
   “Saeby’s…special…” Ryan gritted, still fighting the urge to drop her.
 
   Wynfor made a snort of pure disgust.  “Let me guess.  At the ripe age of nineteen, you, having read enough fairy tales and knowing you’re of an Auld’s blood, think you’ve found your Auldbluut.”  The old man snorted bitterly.  “Please.  They don’t exist.  Not anymore.  I looked, for centuries, and I ended up settling for an insipid Vethyle harlot.  The last Auldbluut died in the days of Ariod.  So just drop the wench and grow up, boy.  Once you’re in the Spyre, you will have girls from across the lands fawning over you.  Some homely kitchen scullion at the local tavern will be small sparks compared to what’s to come.  I know my younger brother was an insatiable whore, but try to think a little bigger.”
 
   Ryan felt his teeth gritting so hard his jaw hurt.  “Get out.  Of my way.”  He took another step, and this time pushed the Auld backwards.
 
   Auld Wynfor narrowed his eyes and made a dismissive wave of his hand.
 
   For a hopeful moment, Ryan thought the Auld had given up and was banishing the spell holding him in place.  Then Ryan’s legs went out from underneath him, and there was absolutely nothing he could do to stop the pull of darkness.
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   Saebrya woke swaddled in bandages, her head pounding.  To one side, the stable boy, Jac, lunged out of a chair, eyes wide.  “She’s awake!” he cried, the noise like a hammer shattering her tender thoughts.  “Mum Omstead!  The fisher-girl’s awake!  Come quick, she’s awake!”  
 
   Saebrya tried to reach out and stop him, to ask where Ryan was, but Jac bolted from the room with the single-minded enthusiasm of a ten-year-old, screaming that she was awake to anyone who would listen.
 
   When four of the inn’s helpers came rushing into the room, however, Saebrya recoiled back into her bed nervously, knowing from their faces that something was definitely wrong.  Mum Omstead was at their head, worry all over her face.
 
   “Saeby,” she said, dropping to her knees before the bed, “who were you fighting in the hall?”
 
   Saebrya pulled away in suspicion, old habits dying hard.  “I didn’t do anything.”  In the back of her head, she was already beginning to plan escape routes.  She was in Ryan’s room—she could tell as much by the disgusting thronging of sippers all over the walls, furniture, and floor—but she didn’t see Ryan.  Without him, she didn’t feel safe in the village, and her survival instincts were already screaming at her to run.
 
   “We know!” Mum Omstead cried, grabbing Saebrya by the hand, smearing a tiny droplet of blue ether into Saebrya’s wounds there, making them sting.  “We found you unconscious in the hallway.  There had been a fight—the furniture was broken.  Ryan’s gone.  Who were you fighting, Saeby?”
 
   Saebrya frowned.  “I wasn’t in a fight.”  Meeting Mum Omstead’s worried brown eyes, however, it was clear to Saebrya that the woman thought her son was dead, probably buried in a shallow grave in the sand out by the river.  And, in truth, if Ryan was gone, Saebrya could see very few other scenarios where he would simply disappear without a word.  “Ryan wasn’t fighting another boy over me, if that’s what you think,” she muttered.
 
   Mum Omstead glanced at her employees, then back at Saebrya nervously.  “But where’d you get those cuts, Saeby, sweetie?  Did Ryan decide to go beat up the guy who did that to you?”
 
   “Yeah, who hit you, girl?” Miysha, the baker, said.  “You look like someone took after you real good.  You stealing again?”  Irritatingly, Miysha was old enough to remember the days when Saebrya had been forced to steal to survive.
 
   “I fell,” Saebrya said.  It had become her gold standard whenever an excuse was needed for the many times her secret realm actively affected her everyday life.
 
   Miysha snorted and turned to Ryan’s mom.  “Little tramp’s lying.”  Shaking her head, the baker walked from the room, probably back to her bread.
 
   “Who were the boys who hurt you?” Ryan’s mother tried again.  “Saeby, I know you like my boy and would do anything to protect him, but whatever he did, we need to find him before something horrible happens to him, you understand?
 
   Of course.  Because Saebrya was just the lying crazy girl that Ryan had taken a weird liking to—the stray dog that his mother had decided to pity with a bone here or there.
 
   “I fell,” Saebrya said, this time more violently.  She tossed the covers from her body and stood, and, despite the fact Mum Omstead was a big woman, the innkeep got out of her way, as did the serving wenches.  
 
   Seeing Saebrya was about to leave, Ryan’s mother quickly backed down.  “Okay, Saeby,” she said quickly, “you fell.  Ryan said you’re different than other kids, so I believe you.  Please.  Just help me find my son, okay?  Anything you can do.  Anything.”
 
   And it was as Saebrya stared into the older woman’s desperate brown eyes that she knew that Ryan had told his mother of the sippers that Saebrya saw.  In the same moment, she felt both a deep betrayal and total relief.  Betrayal, because Ryan had promised not to share their secret world.  Relief, because the woman obviously believed her.
 
   “Oh give it up,” one of the older serving wenches snorted.  “She’s just a crazy little forest-imp.”
 
   “Get out, all of you,” Ryan’s mother said, without looking.  To Saebrya, she said, “Anything, Saeby.  Somebody took him.  I know it.  Mothers know these things, you understand me?  Someone took my son, and Ryan tried to fight back.”
 
   As Mum Omstead continued to hold her gaze, waiting, Saebrya’s eyes reluctantly fell to the floor, where pieces of the broken nightstand had been shoved into a pile on one side of the room.  They were smeared with silver ether of…two…different shades.  She frowned, remembering her brief glimpse of the common room as she had staggered through the night before.
 
   “What about that old guy who had been sitting in the corner?” she asked.  “The one that was eating a meat pie.”  Meat pies were more expensive than, say, cheese and bread, and were usually only ordered by nobility or merchants.
 
   Mum Omstead just gave a little frown.  “I had thought I’d made ten pies…”  She shook herself.  “But there was nobody sitting in the corner last night.  All we had was that group of merchants from up the Idorion, and they were gathered around the main hearth.”
 
   Saebrya felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand.  Tentatively, making sure Mum Omstead would allow it, she walked past her into the hallway outside.
 
   Silver ether coated the area, again of two different shades.  There was the deeper silver that was unmistakably Ryan’s, so rich it was almost a black, and then there was the lighter silver of the old man, almost a white.  At a distance, she hadn’t been able to tell, but here, Ryan’s essence had mingled with the old man’s, creating definite swirls in the remaining pools of energy—the majority of it Ryan’s, but a good amount belonging to the old man, too.  Much more than she had seen running from the Auld with two faces in her youth.
 
   All over her body, now, her skin was covered with goosebumps.  He was taken by an Auld, she thought.  He’s probably headed to the Spyre…
 
   But Saebrya had to rule out some sort of delirium-spawned hallucination from her wounds the night before.  Without a word to Mum Omstead, she went down the hall to look at the common room.
 
   The chair in the corner, as well as the table, were still shimmering with the lighter silver energy of another Auld.  She gestured to the table to Ryan’s mother, who had followed her to the entry.  “No one sat there last night?” she asked.  “All night?  No one?”
 
   “No one,” the innkeep confirmed.  She was frowning at the chair.  “Why, child?” she whispered.  “What do you see?”
 
   Saebrya turned to look at the hallway behind her and narrowed her eyes at the way the two-toned silver rivulets continued out the side door, towards the stables.  Remembering the way she’d broken Auld Rhydderch’s hold on her, eleven years before, she said, “I’m going to get your son back.”  She bit her lip.  “But you have to make sure nobody follows me.”  She was, after all, about to assault royalty, and someone who assaulted royalty needed to make sure no one survived the assault.
 
   But Ryan’s mother just nodded.  “I can do that.”
 
   Grimacing at the idea of the task at hand, Saebrya went back into the bedroom and pulled Ryan’s coat off the wall.  Wrapping herself in it, she said, “Can I use Old Hag?”
 
   Old Hag was the only horse in the stables that didn’t kick and bite when Saebrya got near it.
 
   “Of course,” Mum Omstead said.  “I’ll go have Jac get her ready for you.”
 
   “Thanks,” Saebrya whispered.  Because, while Ryan had taken her riding a few times, she still had no idea how to assemble and prepare the tack.  Then, as Ryan’s mother hurried away, she turned towards the side door, took a deep breath, and went to find her friend.
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15: The Missing Village
 
   Maelys
 
    
 
   Cold.
 
   It whipped through her hair, clawed at her sweaty skin, trying to tug her down the treacherous slopes below.
 
   Maelys hugged herself tight, forcing one foot in front of the other because she knew that, with year-round snow spotting the mountainside in pockets along her path, stopping would be her end.
 
   Just a little further, she told herself.  It had become her mantra.  She refused to leave the mountains without finding her people.  She could see Ganlin Hall a mountainside away, a towering black mass against the stone rubble of the Slopes.  It gleamed in the moonlight, its sinewy curves and spires glossy black against the surrounding rock.
 
   Maelys huddled in on herself as another gust hit her from the front, penetrating the thin tunic she had worn into the mountains that day, whisking away the last of her heat.  The cold finally too much to bear, she slumped into a crevice in the rock, her back facing the mountain, and pulled her legs up under her chin, shaking.
 
   Out across the valley, she could see Ganlin Hall mocking her.  Inside, she could imagine Rees and Aneirin warm and laughing, drinking mead by the central hearth as his family members congratulated him on becoming an Auld.
 
   I wonder what rank he got, she thought, watching the warm glow of the windows of Ganlin Hall with envy.  Though she didn’t know much about the Spyre’s ranking system, she guessed he was strong.  All the Ganlins were.  It was in their blood...whenever they managed to produce an auldling.
 
   I bet it was a seven, she thought, trying to take her mind off of the way her body could not stop shaking—and the frantic call of the stone touching her elbow.  It wanted her to sink into its embrace, to get out of the cold.
 
   Maelys tightened her arms around her legs, breaking contact with the outcropping of stone.  The stone’s anxiety disappeared from her mind.
 
   Maybe an eight, she thought, Like Rees.
 
   On the slopes across the valley, she saw fire.
 
   At first, Maelys thought the flashes were someone carrying a torch through the steamy jungle of the vale, but the longer she watched, the more she realized the sizzling colors and sudden gouts of flame had to be veoh.  
 
   They’re celebrating, she thought bitterly.  She was stuck on a mountain, shivering, and Aneirin and his family were playing with fire, drinking ale.  Life was so unfair.
 
   Either that or you’re just an idiot, she thought.  Too stupid to bring a coat.
 
   Soon after that, Maelys stopped shivering.
 
   It’s warming up, she thought, excited.  When she tried to stand, however, she stumbled.  Her legs felt numb, and when she fell to the stony ground, her knees barely felt it.  Her hands and arms felt like dead tree stumps that abruptly halted her fall.
 
   Maelys had sampled the Auldheim’s wine stores, once, when the cow was off in another part of the Spyre, debating with the Circle.  The odd numbness of her limbs afterwards felt much like her current predicament, though back then Maelys had felt giddy as she re-corked the wine bottles and fled.  Now, crawling along the goat path on her hands and knees, she just felt tired.  Warm and tired.
 
   Maelys crawled a few more yards, then curled up into a ball on the trail, rocks pressing into her side and shoulder, making the bones there ache where the Auld had knitted them back together.  Irritated at the discomfort, Maelys rolled onto her back and stared at the sky.
 
   The moon was big and ivory, its face staring down at her like the face of a skull.  Behind it, stars twinkled in the night sky, dancing together like twirling fireflies.  As she watched, Maelys felt a tickle of memory before it was gone.
 
   Sighing, she closed her eyes.  The rocks digging into her spine didn’t bother her as much anymore, and she felt herself falling asleep.
 
   She was just drifting into unconsciousness when she realized the worried stones were drawing her into them, absorbing her essence as her guard went down.
 
   No, Maelys thought, a spark of terror overcoming her as she felt herself seeping into the ground.  She struggled, trying to rise, but the stones held on.  She sat up, a human body encrusted with a hundred jagged mountain rocks and pebbles, and immediately the weight of her unwanted passengers dragged her back to the ground.
 
   No, she thought, more forcefully, this time.  I don’t want to join with you.  She infused the thought with veoh to give it more force.
 
   The stone ignored her, pulling her further into itself.
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   Maelys awoke to warmth.
 
   True warmth, like that of a hot fire.  It was all around her, infusing her very essence.
 
   With the warmth came the stretching feel of sunlight on the delicate tissues of her scarred face.  Maelys groaned and shielded her gaze with a hand.  All around her, she heard the trickle of water.  When she opened her eyes, she was looking up at a steaming waterfall that pounded the stone near her head.
 
   The Ganlin vale, she thought, pushing herself into a seated position.  The stone around her gave off ripples of panic that mimed the slosh of water disturbed by her motions.  The hot springs.  Frowning, she tried to remember walking that far, but the last thing she could recall was the rocks sticking to her as she tried to stand.
 
   That brought her to full awareness.  The rocks had swallowed her, unwillingly.  The thought left a cold chill in her spine, despite the heat of the hot springs.  Had it brought her all the way here, under the trees and dirt of the valley...under the ground?
 
   Feeling queasy, Maelys rolled over in the pool—
 
   —And immediately came face-to-face with a little green-eyed girl.
 
   Her face was floating under the surface of the water, her mouth open wide, a bubble clinging to one nostril.
 
   For a moment, Maelys laughed.  Good one.  Scare the newcomer.
 
   Then she realized the girl was dead.
 
   Gasping, Maelys lunged out of the water, her body steaming with little rivulets that tinkled back into the pool.  Underneath the surface, the girl’s corpse drifted out from under the stone lip that had hidden it, rocking back and forth with the motion of the waves.
 
   Oh gods, Maelys thought.  She reached in and grabbed the girl’s wrist, dragging her up out of the water.  She was about to pull her over the edge of the rock, onto dry land, when she realized that the back half of the girl’s head was missing.  What was left was blackened with a horrible burn.
 
   Maelys released the girl’s arm in a spasm.  She lunged onto the lip of the rock, watching in mute horror as the corpse slid back under the water, bobbing like a fishing float.
 
   Her eyes glanced up at the cliff above, where she had seen kids jumping into the pool the day before.  She fell, she thought, That’s all.  Somehow, she knew that the burn could be explained away by an awkward plunge, a head hitting the wrong part of the pool.
 
   The dead girl gave her no answers.  She floated towards deeper water, leaving bits of black swirling in her wake.
 
   Heart thundering, Maelys backed away from the pool.  Then she ran for the Hall, jumping over rocks and obstacles like a doe in flight.  As she did, unease began to infuse her very bones.  No one looked up as she ran past the hot springs.  She saw no gleeful children, no relaxing adults, no giggling teenagers.  No one.  The vale was shrouded in an eerie silence, broken only by the slaps of her bare feet.
 
   They’re all asleep, Maelys thought, her heart slamming in her chest.  Sleeping off the drink.
 
   Anger slid into her soul as Maelys considered how the Aulds must have killed the girl by accident in their festivities, then gone back to bed to sleep it off, not even realizing they were one short.
 
   Everybody was right, Maelys thought, furious, now.  The Ganlins really are drunkards that leave little girls to hit their heads and drown.
 
   By the time she reached the doors of Ganlin Hall, Maelys was in a rage.  She threw them open and stormed inside, ready to scream at the first Ganlin idiot she ran across.
 
   She found no one.
 
   Her anger vanished, deflating her like a spent waterbag as Maelys searched every inch of the Hall and found no one.  Not even a dog.
 
   They all went back to the Spyre, she thought, stunned.  They just left her.
 
   Her anger returning, she trudged back outside, down the steps, and down the path to the weigh-line.  She was stepping up to the platform, preparing to activate it to take her back to the Spyre, when the rock beneath her suddenly grabbed her feet and refused to let go.  Grunting, Maelys tried to pull her feet free, infusing the stone with her will, but it was like arguing with the sky.  The stone ignored her completely.
 
   Maelys stopped struggling and peered at the weigh-line, unease chilling her, now.
 
   Above her, the big aspen trees swayed in the wind, their line of bodies marching down the hill and over the next rise, creating a passage through the mountains.
 
   You don’t want me to leave just yet, Maelys thought.  Fine.  I get it.
 
   Still, the rock refused to release her.  Maelys began to struggle again, though her efforts were short-lived.  One did not fight with stone.  She lifted her eyes back to the platform.
 
   Then she saw it.
 
   The first couple trees appeared green and stately, their leaves verdant and full of color.  After that, however, the leaves took on a different color, one that was more sinister.
 
   The aspens were diseased.  Their pristine white trunks were yellowing, with veins of sickness darkening every leaf.
 
   Quickly, Maelys scanned her memories for what she had been told about the weigh-line.
 
   It was all one tree, Rees had told her.  Maintained by the Ganlins for a thousand generations.  Once a line had been nurtured away from the parent and into a new area, it was never cut.  Residents of an area would build their houses around the aspens rather than cut a line.
 
   Yet, when Maelys looked beyond the yellowing trees, she saw that, further down the hill, something had ravaged the line with streaks of fire.  Beyond that, for miles, the trees were burned, their branches black against the mountainside.
 
   She glanced back at the trees in front of her, wondering why the two at the front would be green when the rest were so obviously sick.
 
   Then she remembered Aneirin sitting in the lunchroom, his grinning face morphing into Rees’s furious visage as he grabbed her arm.  As he did, the rest of the diners had simply melted away, as if they had never been.
 
   Then, stark in her mind, she remembered Rees saying that a dying weigh-line would kill anyone that tried to enter it, ensnaring their souls and bodies as it died.
 
   It’s a trap, she thought, stunned.  To lure people in.
 
   With that thought, the stone released her.  Maelys stumbled away from the weigh-line, peering up at the two beautiful, green trees, wishing she could feel the veoh of spells like Aneirin.
 
   Aneirin, she thought, suddenly worried for him.  A memory of the little girl floating in the pool came back to her with vivid clarity and she sank her consciousness into the stone.  It greeted her solemnly.
 
   Where is my friend? she asked.
 
   For the longest time, the stone did not reply.  It radiated sadness and sorrow...and regret.  
 
   Where is he, Maelys insisted, biting down her anxiety.
 
   After a moment, though, Maelys felt the mountainside soften beneath her.  It waited, wanting to take her within its bosom once more.
 
   Steeling herself, Maelys let it.
 
   The journey was long—much too long to be returning to Ganlin Hall.  By the time it finally released her, Maelys was on the verge of panic, the dragonsilk cocoon dampening the back of her mind.
 
   Emerging from the stone, Maelys righted herself and looked around.  
 
   She was in an abandoned mine-shaft, the daylight of the Slopes flooding the place from the entrance behind her.  Tentatively, Maelys stepped deeper into the shaft.  “Hello?” she called.
 
   She received no response, so she walked further.
 
   Soft dirt between her toes where before the floor had been packed hard suddenly drew Maelys’s attention to her feet.
 
   A long row of rectangles of disturbed earth began at her feet and led deeper into the bowels of the mine, fading out of sight in the darkness beyond.
 
   Frowning, Maelys squatted before the first rectangle.  She ran her fingers across the soil.  It was light, still moist.  It had dozens of footprints in it treading deeper into the tunnel, packing it down.  
 
   Maelys began to scrape away at the dirt with her hand.  It folded away easily under her fingers, loose and crumbly under her touch.  She dug deeper, using both hands, now, a part of her desperate to reach whatever had been hidden below.
 
   It was that part of her that burst into tears when the jawline appeared in the soil.  Above it, an ear, filled with dirt.  Trembling, now, Maelys brushed away the rest of the dirt.
 
   Dirty eyes open and staring, Aneirin Ganlin’s face emerged from his grave.
 
   Maelys shuddered and lurched back, whimpering as tears ran down her cheeks.  She thrust her shoulder blades against the side of the mine, staring down at her friend in agony.  She collapsed upon the floor, quaking with sobs, unable to tear her eyes from his dirty face.
 
   It was her fault.
 
   Aneirin was dead because of her.
 
   He had saved her from Laelia, and now he was dead.  Maelys looked up slowly, her gaze catching upon the endless rectangles of disturbed earth, and then she understood.  Aneirin wasn’t the only one.  They were all dead.  Every Ganlin had died that night.  Every child that she had seen playing in the pools, every Auld, every babe...
 
   All of them were right here, buried a few inches beneath the earth, forgotten.
 
   In that moment, Maelys found true hatred.  She found it and caressed it, bringing it out into the open.  It grew with the attention, flourishing into something that filled her veins with every beat of her heart.  As Maelys stared at the line of graves, her vision blurred, though it was not with tears.  It was something else, something that burned her soul.
 
   Turning on the graves, Maelys walked back to the surface.  She padded out into the sunlight, her bare feet connecting her to the mountainside.  It mourned with her, shared her pain, comforted her.  
 
   Then, unexpectedly, it pushed dozens of faces into her consciousness.  Images of strangers with white-blue eyes and blond hair, strangers that had killed her friends.  The stone, Maelys realized, had loved the Ganlins.  It had lived with them for a dozen generations, sheltering them, comforting them, receiving their essences into its being.  The Ganlins had become a part of the mountains, and the mountains wanted vengeance.
 
   “You’ll get it,” Maelys whispered.
 
   Behind her, she felt a rush of air and a deep whomp as the mines collapsed at her back, followed by a wave of approval that pushed up through her toes.  More images burned into her mind, images of fire and death.
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   Maelys was shaking as she bent down to pick up a stone from the mountainside.  “Every one of them who was here today.”
 
   Clenching the rough, triangular stone in her fist, Maelys eyed the sky and decided she still had enough time to travel.
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16: Reports of Unrest 
 
   Wulmaer
 
    
 
   The urgency with which the messenger rushed into Wulmaer’s personal cell told him immediately that something was wrong.  The youngling’s talons clicked on the stone as he crossed the threshold and made a hurried bow.  It was one of the Observer’s personal assistants, an unfortunate Dyrian Auldhund with the nubs of wings that never fully formed and arms that twisted in upon themselves in perpetual spasm.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I am Caelin, the Observer’s assistant.”
 
   “I know who you are.”
 
   “Brother Wulmaer,” the youngling said, “The Ganlins are missing.”
 
   Wulmaer figured the boy had misspoken, so he waited for Caelin to correct himself.  When he didn’t, Wulmaer frowned.  “The family?”
 
   Caelin nodded, his long head bobbing upon his narrow shoulders.  “All of them.  Vanished.”
 
   Wulmaer put down his pen.  “A family that size doesn’t disappear.  Did Aderyn send someone out to the Slopes?”
 
   “The weigh-line was cut,” Caelin said.  “All the aspens beyond the woodlands at the edge of Ganlin territory are dead.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean they went missing,” Wulmaer said, but a chill was beginning to form under his neck-plates.  The Ganlins would never let the weigh-lines go to ruin.  Not if they were still alive.
 
   Caelin bowed his long head again.  “The Observer would like to speak with you about it in more detail, brother.”
 
   Wulmaer dismissed him and went to his balcony.  The Observer’s tower was built several stories higher than his own, poised with an excellent view of the ruins of Ariod—and any interlopers who were stupid enough to try and scavenge them.
 
   Bracing his tail against the floor, Wulmaer climbed onto the railing, bunched his legs, and launched himself toward the Observer’s balcony.  His wings spread in a snap as the membranes caught the air, and Wulmaer immediately found himself in a struggle to fight the wind whipping through the abandoned valley and the Dyrian towers that guarded it.  Wulmaer pumped his wings furiously, hoping no one was looking as he awkwardly sailed at a forty-five degree angle from his intended path.
 
   Flying had never been his strong suit.
 
   He was really beginning to re-think his decision when a new gust dragged him over the ruins and he looked down and caught sight of the flitting shadows of ancient monsters crawling the surface below.  He redoubled his efforts, concentrating on getting back into safer territory.  For grueling minutes, he seemed to just hover, until the wind died just enough for him to make headway.  When he finally made the Observer’s balcony in a trial-by-error attack, Aderyn was already there, watching him.  She gave him an amused look when he alighted beside her.
 
   “You could have taken the stairs.”
 
   “I like to fly,” Wulmaer lied.
 
   “You’re no good at it.”
 
   “Just a little out of practice.”
 
   She smiled at him, displaying a ragged row of prickly lizardine teeth.  “Brother, you were never in practice.”  She turned and moved back into her tower, almost brushing the door with the gray-black feathers that were folded against her back.  Her untaloned feet padded softly on the stone while his had the same ringing click as Caelin’s.
 
   Once they were inside, Aderyn shut her cell door and sighed.  “They’re killing each other again.”
 
   Wulmaer eyed the stacks of reports she had upon her desk, a hefty collection of scrolls and bird-borne messages.  “You know this for a fact?”  He glanced at Aderyn.
 
   The rough reptilian skin around her eyes was drooping and dark.  She let out an exhausted sigh and nodded, her v-shaped chest deflating to half its size.  She motioned for him to lay down.
 
   Wulmaer moved to the padded visitor’s area and flopped to the floor.  “Tell me.”
 
   She went to her table and gathered an armful of scrolls before joining him.  These she dropped to the ground between them before settling to her stomach upon the floor across from Wulmaer, her hind legs tucked beneath her politely.
 
   She plucked a scroll from the pile and pushed it towards him.  “A report from the Spyre.  Six Ganlins—one of whom wasn’t even an Auld—disappeared last week.”
 
   Wulmaer grunted.  “Bodies?”
 
   “None.”  She shoved another report at him.  “An account by a rural fisherman who saw two Ganlins researching aquaculture outside his village accosted by five men in black.”
 
   “Aulds?”
 
   “He says no.  They killed their quarry with clubs and swords before disappearing into the forest with the bodies.  Though the villagers did an extensive search of the forest, they could not find the bodies.  It took place on the same day the Aulds of the Spyre disappeared.”
 
   Wulmaer frowned.  “Go on.”
 
   She pushed another scroll his way.  “A retired Ganlin Auldin disappears from a village along the edge of the Norfeld plains, along with seven of her children and their eleven grandchildren.  Same day.  No bodies.”
 
   Wulmaer glanced at the enormous stack of scrolls and felt his first real curl of unease.  “Each of those is a disappearance?”
 
   Aderyn nodded her short, hairless head.  “Each on the same day.”
 
   “And the Slopes?” Wulmaer asked.  “Ganlin Hall?”
 
   “It’s too far inland.  No one has been able to make it through the mountains to find out.”
 
   Wulmaer considered.  “You think the Vethyles?”
 
   “Some of them, surely,” Aderyn said.  “But not all.  I think there was a bigger force behind this.”
 
   “Norfelds?”  The thought of the Norfelds starting a war left Wulmaer unsettled.  They were so secretive in their affairs that after thirty years of attempting to infiltrate their ranks, the Dyrian didn’t even know who led them.
 
   “Bigger,” Aderyn said.
 
   Wulmaer began to get nervous.  “Aderyn, I have a history of the southern banks of Ariod to finish, an epic poem to translate, a heap of artifacts to catalogue, and a flock of younglings to oversee on the northwestern dig.”
 
   She shoved the scrolls at him.  “Now you have a crime to investigate.”
 
   Wulmaer got up, ignoring the scrolls.  “Aderyn, you could easily get a younger lad—”
 
   “You’re going to do it,” she said.  When he glowered at her, she smiled again, her pretty face bewitching.  “You’ll make sure the Ganlins’ souls see justice.”
 
   “They could still be alive,” Wulmaer muttered.
 
   “They’re not.”
 
   “I don’t have the time—”
 
   “The ruins have been here for a thousand years,” Aderyn said.  “They can wait a few more while you figure out what happened.”
 
   “A few years?” Wulmaer demanded.  “Aderyn, I can’t—”
 
   “They did find one body,” Aderyn interrupted.
 
   Wulmaer fell into a sullen silence.
 
   “In that same town where the retired Auld and her family disappeared, a hunter was out seeking game.  He shot a deer and gutted it, but when he called his dog to return home, the dog wouldn’t come.  It was in the forest, gnawing on the arm of a little girl, maybe two at most.  Her head and right hand had been cut off.  The clothes she was wearing matched the description of Auld’s grandchild, a little auldling who was rumored to be quite powerful.”  Aderyn glanced up at him.  “You know why they take the hand, don’t you, Wulmaer?”
 
   Wulmaer felt his arm trembling from where he had dug his talons into his palm.  He nodded.
 
   “Good.”  Aderyn stood and handed him another scroll, one that bore the Observer’s seal.  “Find the ones responsible.  You have my permission to bring back those you can, and kill those you can’t.  Go with a team of your choosing.  This must be done quickly, before it escalates.”
 
   Wulmaer unclenched his fist to take the scroll.  “How much weight does your edict carry?”
 
   “You may drag Cyriaca herself back here, if you can prove she was a part of it.”
 
   “We both know she was.”
 
   “If you can prove it,” Aderyn said softly, “Use any means necessary.”
 
   Wulmaer was startled by that.  “She’s the matriarch of the biggest family in Bryda.  It would be war.”
 
   “They killed the Ganlins,” Aderyn said, her arm outstretched to encompass the stack of scrolls.  “It’s already war.”
 
   He said nothing.
 
   “Further, the Ganlins were our greatest allies in the Spyre.  With them dead, whoever did this will come for us next.  They’re just hoping we’re too dense to see it.”  Aderyn paused, giving him time to think.  “So,” she said softly, “Are you ready to come out of retirement, Auldhund?”
 
   Wulmaer thought of the younglings in the bowers, their hands chopped off, their bodies dropped into pits in the forest.  He squeezed his hand around the Observer’s edict and nodded.
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   Three hours later, Wulmaer was standing in front of a line of volunteers.  He would only take two with him, but every one of them was more than qualified.  And, upon hearing that the Ganlin line had in all likelihood been completely annihilated, every one of them was in a lather to remind the Aulds of the Spyre why the ancients had feared the Unmade.
 
   Wulmaer separated them in his mind by winged and ground.  Though he hated to admit it, he was going to need fliers on his team this time.  Expediency was important.  A swift, decisive retaliation was what the situation required, and walking simply wouldn’t get them there fast enough.
 
   He told the other Unmade as much and endured the mutters that followed when he said, “Those of you with flight skills, stay.  The rest can go.”
 
   When the grounded had slunk from the ranks, Wulmaer began to sort them by intelligence and ability.  He needed brains more than muscle—whoever had orchestrated the massacre obviously had the cunning to expect immediate Dyrian intervention—and to have prepared accordingly.
 
   Wulmaer settled on Cassia and Trefor.  The former was small for a feathered Dyrian, even a female, though her wits and poisoned mandibles made up for her lack of bulk.  Trefor, like Wulmaer, was of the skin-winged kind—much larger and bulkier, with a sharp mind that was deceptively hidden by an extended forehead and downturned horns.
 
   After Wulmaer had made his choices and dismissed the others, he went to finalize their departure with their quartermaster.  On the way back to his room to gather what flight-worthy possessions he would need to take on the trip, Wulmaer was stopped by a big shadow waiting for him outside his room.
 
   A grounded Unmade stepped from the darkness created by the corner of the wall, slinking forward on four padded feet in absolute silence.  The human characteristics of Wulmaer’s people had all but been bred out of this one, the only remnants that remained being the greasy, hairless gray skin and the round, tailless buttocks.
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   “I want to go with you, Auldhund,” the Unmade said.  At the wispy rasp, Wulmaer couldn’t tell if it was male or female.  The size, however, led him to believe his visitor was a male.  Standing on all fours, his head almost reached Wulmaer’s chest, and when he straightened himself out, Wulmaer almost reached eight feet.  Vaguely, Wulmaer remembered the quartermaster recommending a grounded skinner to take with him.  Big enough to drag down a horse, the quartermaster had said.  This one certainly qualified.
 
   “Sorry,” Wulmaer said.  “We need to move fast.  Airborne only.”
 
   “I can move fast,” the raspy voice said.  It took another slinking step towards him, the grace of which made Wulmaer believe him.
 
   Macsen, Wulmaer remembered.  The quartermaster called him Macsen.  He shook his head.  “Sorry, Macs, lad, but I’ve got what I need.”
 
   “Which town will you visit first?” the raspy voice demanded.  It was obvious that speaking was difficult for this one.  
 
   Wulmaer winced.  The last thing he needed was a grounded Unmade more animal than human mucking up a delicate political investigation.  “Sorry.”
 
   Macsen watched him through glittering green eyes that were arguably the only recognizably human part of him.  Its big, batlike ears twitched.  “Horix?  Rovane?”  It continued to watch him when Wulmaer said nothing.  “Not east, then. That leaves Jeneston or Odiana.”
 
   Though Wulmaer didn’t realize he had flinched, Macsen bowed low, leaving a drool of slobber on the stone floor.  “I’ll meet you in Odiana, then.”  He turned to go. 
 
   “Hold up,” Wulmaer said.  “That’s a two hundred mile walk.  We plan on being there in three days.  You actually believe you’re going to make that kind of distance on foot?”
 
   The grounded Unmade bore large fangs at him.  “You think you’ll make that kind of distance by wing, Auldhund?”
 
   Wulmaer knew he was being mocked.  He also knew that anything that left a trail of drool on the floor would be completely overlooked as intelligent in human eyes.
 
   “You get there before we do,” Wulmaer said, “And I’ll make you my second.”
 
   Macsen cocked a misshapen head at him.  “I thought that honor was Cassia’s.”
 
   “Anyone who can read my body-language as easily as you just did deserves the opportunity.”
 
   “Can’t read much of anything else,” Macsen said, by way of explanation.  He nodded.  “Excuse me, commander.  You’ll have the wind in your favor.”  Then he turned and padded away in silence.  His talons were sheathed, unlike Wulmaer’s, which irritatingly announced Wulmaer’s presence to anyone within hearing whenever his walking surface was even semi-hard.  Wulmaer found himself envying Macsen’s stealth.
 
   Then he realized what the boy had meant.  Without hands, Macsen couldn’t read books, couldn’t write, couldn’t turn doorknobs.
 
   Wulmaer flinched, deciding he liked his clicking feet just fine.
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   Macsen was, sure enough, waiting for them in Odiana, on the other side of the vast Headsman’s Lake.  As Wulmaer, Cassia, and Trefor alighted on the shore outside the inn, Macsen was already on the inn’s steps, waiting for them.  He didn’t even appear winded, which could not be said for Wulmaer or Trefor.  The two of them doubled over, the membranes in their wings pulsing as their lungs struggled for air.  Even Cassia, whose wings were more adapted for long distances, had to spend several minutes in the courtyard, catching her breath.
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   Once they had recovered, Macsen got up and padded down the beach to them.  Wulmaer looked at the easy way he walked and tried not to glare.
 
   “The innkeeper told me there’s a Ganlin living nearby,” Macsen said, his pony-sized bulk glistening with sweat.
 
   Well, Wulmaer thought with a little satisfaction, At least it wasn’t as easy on him as he tries to make it look.
 
   “You started questioning already?” Trefor asked, a bit too sharply.  He knew the bargain Wulmaer had made, and like most winged Dyrian, he resented the idea of being placed under a grounded.  On the other hand, Cassia, whose place Macsen had usurped, seemed to take it in stride.
 
   She walked up and patted Macsen’s sweaty back.  “You get us a room, Macs?”
 
   “Four of them,” Macsen confirmed.
 
   Wulmaer looked up in alarm.  “I only have so many sparks—”
 
   “The innkeeper honors the old code,” Macsen said.  “He houses us for free.”
 
   The three winged Dyrian glanced at each other.  “Wow,” Cassia finally said, glancing at Macsen.  “How did you pull that off, Macs?”
 
   The quadruped’s mouth fell open and drool began to accumulate on the sand beneath his heavy jaws.  A little startled, Wulmaer realized that Macsen was grinning.
 
   “I taught his dog not to run away,” Macs said.  “Chased him back home a few times until he got the idea.”
 
   Wulmaer frowned.  “You had enough time to train the innkeeper’s pet?”
 
   Macsen continued to drool into the sand, but his emerald eyes were glittering with mischief.  “I’ve been here a day and a half.  I was bored.”
 
   “Bullshit!” Wulmaer roared.  Then, at Macsen’s sober stare, he said, “Truly?  A day and a half?”
 
   “I didn’t sleep on the run here,” Macsen admitted.  He sounded a bit guilty.  He glanced at Cassia.  “Sorry, Cass.  I really wanted to come.”
 
   She waved a taloned hand at him.  “I knew you’d be here first, silly.  Don’t sweat it.”  She then turned her attention to preening, pulling wind-damaged feathers out from the group and linking the barbs back together, her bone-crushing mandibles smoothing them out with a gentleness that made Wulmaer blink every time he saw it.
 
   “Tell us about this Ganlin,” Wulmaer said.  “Can we reach him before dark?”
 
   “The Ganlin’s dead,” Macsen said.  “I tracked his body to a grave that had been dug in the woods behind his farm.”
 
   “Missing a hand?” Wulmaer asked.
 
   Macsen cocked his big head at him with a look that said, How did you know?  “Yes.”
 
   Wulmaer tightened his jaw until it hurt.  “All right, that’s a place to start.  Let’s get inside.  Maybe the innkeeper will have noticed some strangers in town recently.”
 
   The portly old man hadn’t, but his daughter had.  She was approximately waist-height on Cassia and toddled to their table with her hands delicately balancing beer steins for the three winged Dyrian.  For Macsen, she brought a bowl of what looked like milk.
 
   “She thinks I’m a cat,” Macsen said, with a shrug.  Then he proceeded to unabashedly lap it up, to the little girl’s delight.
 
   Cassia noticed the name lovingly carved into the wooden dish.  “Who is JimJim?” she asked.
 
   The girl immediately teared up and looked away.
 
   “JimJim was her cat,” Macsen said.  “Died about the same time the Ganlin did.”
 
   Wulmaer frowned and leaned toward the girl.  At the counter, the innkeeper saw the motion and looked like he wanted to come intervene, then quickly went to find something else to do, wringing his hands like a nervous hen.
 
   “Tell me,” Wulmaer said, taking her shoulder in a hand, “How did your cat die, little one?”
 
   “The horse ate it,” the little girl whimpered.
 
   Macsen spewed milk back into the bowl and looked up.  “What?”
 
   “The horse,” the girl repeated.  “The strangers’ horse.”
 
   Cassia gave Wulmaer a meaningful frown that said, Don’t overreact, she could mean something else... and said, “You mean the horse bit your cat, honey?”
 
   “It ate it, it ate it, it ate it!” the girl screamed, stomping.  Tears were running down her face, now.  “It had teeth like him.”  She poked a finger at Macsen.
 
   “Gods,” Wulmaer whispered.  “She’s talking about a tszieni.”
 
   At the name, Macsen’s batlike ears flattened against his skull.
 
   You know why they take the hand, don’t you, Wulmaer?  Aderyn’s voice asked him again, her pretty face cocked in quiet meaning as she watched him.  
 
   To eat the soul, Wulmaer finished for her.  
 
   “Listen to me,” Wulmaer said softly, “Cassia, I need you to fly back to the Observer.  Tell her what we’re dealing with.”
 
   “Truly?” Cassia whispered.  “In the flesh?”
 
   “The hand was missing,” Macsen whispered.
 
   Even Trefor looked shocked.  “If every Ganlin fell prey to a tszieni—”
 
   “We’d be dead already,” Wulmaer said.  “They didn’t all fall prey to them.  But a few of them did, and that’s enough.”
 
   “And here I’ve been playing in the woods with the innkeeper’s dog,” Macsen said, his whole body tensed, as if he expected the soul-thief to gallop through the door at any moment.  “No wonder it kept trying to run away.”
 
   “Perhaps it’s still around,” Wulmaer agreed.  “Dogs have better senses than we do.  Trefor, find the innkeeper.  Ask if any other humans have gone missing recently.  Macsen, go outside and see if you can smell it—”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “And Cassia, I’m sorry dear, but you’re going to have to stretch those wings again.  I want Aderyn informed by tomorrow afternoon, at the latest.  If they killed enough Ganlins, they might make a run at the Citadel.”
 
   “You think there’s more than one?” Cassia whispered, her glossy, antlike face twisting in worry.
 
   Wulmaer thought back to the scrolls.  “Including this one, there were at least three cases where the victim’s hands were missing.  I believe if we find the other graves, we’ll find more.  If they got to the Ganlins on the Slopes—”
 
   “No,” Macsen interrupted.  “The tszieni won’t walk on stone.  That far in the mountains...the Ganlins up there were safe.”
 
   “Perhaps that’s why they cut the line,” Cassia suggested.
 
   “Perhaps that’s what killed the line,” Macsen amended.  “One tszieni, trying to ford a weigh-line, would contaminate the whole branch.”
 
   “Just like what happened,” Wulmaer murmured, remembering Aderyn’s report of diseased aspens.
 
   Cassia looked pale.  “Would it make it through?”
 
   Wulmaer, who had seen one try, years ago, shook his head.  “No.  The aspens will protect their tenders.”  He shook himself.  “Besides, Trefor is right.  The beasts won’t walk on stone.  Ganlin Hall would have been free of tszieni.”
 
   No one said what they were all thinking—free of tszieni, but not of Vethyles.
 
   “Go tell Aderyn we’re diverting from our original plans to hunt down the tszieni that killed this Ganlin,” Wulmaer said.  “Tell her she should send more teams to investigate the other disappearances.  Teams with leaders that were alive to see the last outbreak in the war with Etro.”
 
   “You think someone’s summoning them?” Cassia whispered.
 
   “It’s possible,” Wulmaer said, his jaw clenching.  “A natural one still survives.  We never killed Pathenian.”
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   That night, Wulmaer couldn’t sleep.  The human beds were too small and ill-formed, and Wulmaer hated sleeping on his stomach.  Halfway through the night, he gave up and dragged the blankets off the mattress to pile them in the floor in one corner, but even curled into his customary ball, snout facing the door, Wulmaer couldn’t sleep.
 
   In his mind, scenes of the last tszieni hunt haunted him.  It had taken place in a backwoods area in Norfeld territory, as far from civilization as one could get.  The locals had been just as afraid of the Auldhunds as they were of the monster that was eating their children and livestock.  It had been laughable—and utterly sad.
 
   Wulmaer could have saved many of their little ones, a dozen or more, if the locals had helped him.  But every time he came to a homestead to ask directions or news, they reacted with knives and swords and bows, thinking him to be the killer.  And, living as far as they were from civilization and its domesticated foodstuffs, their aim was good.  He still had a scar under his rib where a huntsman’s arrow had punctured his side as he fled, almost skewering a lung.
 
   Sighing, Wulmaer got to his feet and walked to the door, hating the way his talons clicked upon the hardwood with every step, sure it would wake his companions.
 
   When he stepped out into the hall, however, Trefor and Macsen remained in their rooms.  Cassia, as the strongest flyer amongst them, had begun her journey back to the Citadel that evening.  Macsen’s door had a blanket propped in it, to keep the latch from closing on him.
 
   Feeling a bit of pity for the handicapped Dyrian, Wulmaer walked past the open door and out into the inn’s common room.  The fire had died down to coals and the candles had been snuffed.  Though Wulmaer had decent eyes in the dark, he needed fresh air.  He went to the door, then frowned when he found it propped open with a candlestick that had been laid on its side.
 
   Pulling the door open, he found Macsen’s huge form sitting on the porch, staring out over the moonlit lake.  “Auldhund.”
 
   Wulmaer sighed, realizing that Macsen was staring out in the direction Cassia had taken that evening.  Of all of them, Macsen had been the most vocal about his opposition towards sending her back alone.
 
   “She was the best flier,” Wulmaer said, shutting the door behind him.  “Trefor and I slowed her down on the way here.”
 
   “She puts on a show,” Macsen said.  “She was as tired as either of you.”
 
   Wulmaer snorted, and Macsen turned to him, a silver stream of drool trailing from his huge jaws.  “I worked with her for ten years on rounds.”
 
   Wulmaer frowned, then glanced out at the bay.  “You think she made it?”
 
   “It’s not the lake I’m worried about,” Macsen said.  “If it swallows the right soul, a tszieni can fly.”
 
   Wulmaer glanced up at the sky, in reflex.  “It would take a drake’s soul to give wings to something that big.  Useable wings, anyway.  All the drakes live in the mountains.  Won’t come near rotted soil.”  Then his breath caught.
 
   “The Spyre holds a fire drake captive deep in its bowels,” Macsen said.
 
   “It escaped,” Wulmaer whispered.  “Two months ago.”
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17: Last of his Kind
 
   Ryan & Saebrya
 
    
 
   “You’re in danger, boy.”  Sometime after Ryan had passed out, the Auld had bound his hands and feet and thrown him over the back of a pack horse like luggage four days before.  And, alarmingly, Ryan wasn’t the first one to receive such treatment; the Auld had another unconscious victim—just a lanky kid, really—slumped over a third horse, though he wasn’t trussed up like a harvest goose.
 
   “You still haven’t told me why you’ve got a drooling kid slung over your horse,” Ryan asked, not recognizing the boy.  Which said a lot, because working at the inn, Ryan had made a trade of memorizing faces.  “He 
 
   The Auld glanced over his shoulder at the sleeping kid.  “My legacy.”  His eyes met Ryan’s.  “As you will be.  The seeds of a new family.”
 
   Ryan blinked at the drooling kid.  He couldn’t have been more than fourteen.  Surely the old man couldn’t be saying what Ryan thought he was saying.  “That’s…uh…no, I don’t think so.”
 
   Ryan had tried to escape three times already, slowing their progress towards their unknown destination by almost a day, but Wynfor had since bewitched the horses into total docility and the hemp rope holding him in place might as well have been iron from whatever magics the old man had worked into it.  “Your entire family was killed, boy.  It’s our responsibility to propagate and avenge them.”
 
   Yep.  The old man was saying what Ryan had thought he was saying.
 
   Ryan laughed nervously.  “Yeah, that requires participation you’re not gonna get, buddy.”
 
   Completely stoically, the old man said, “Your seed can be obtained in more ways than one.”
 
   Ryan’s mouth fell open.  “Did you just…”  He shook himself, realizing the old man was probably still upset about the escape attempts and trying to put him off-guard.  “Look.  Why don’t we go back to the inn and talk about this?  We’re obviously not headed to the Spyre—we’ve been going north for four days.  Everybody knows the Spyre is west of the Idorion.”
 
   “Our family was destroyed.  Butchered.  We need to regroup, replenish, then return when we can skin Taebin and Laelia Vethyle’s smug faces and hang them on our hearth.”
 
   That was an image Ryan didn’t need to imagine.  He lifted his head to look past the two pack horses at the Auld, incredulous.  “Skin their faces?  I’m an innkeep.”
 
   “You’re my nephew.  You will learn to fight, because our family is at war.”
 
   Ryan laughed uncomfortably.  “Listen, I know you don’t believe me, but you can’t be family, okay?  My mom’s worried sick back at the inn,” Ryan said.  “And my dad drowned in the Idorion right after I was born.  You left the only other family I had for dead in the hallway of the inn.”
 
   Wynfor gave an utterly derisive snort.  “That wench wasn’t ‘family.’  She was a Vethyle retainer, and she’d betray you to her masters the moment she realized they’d pay her weight in sparks to have your head.”  He kicked his horse forward, making the other boy’s horse jump to catch up, rolling the kid’s head towards him with the abruptness.
 
   The kid’s face rolled to face him and Ryan took a moment to actually look.  He didn’t like what he saw—the kid’s eyes were closed and his face was pale and gaunt, but with a little color and a few weeks of hearty stew, he looked like he could have been Ryan’s brother.
 
   Fighting chills, Ryan quickly thought of something else.  “Why’s he unconscious?”
 
   “He asked too many questions,” the Auld said calmly.  He was paying more attention to the road than to Ryan.
 
   “Seriously,” Ryan said.  “He hasn’t woken up for days.”
 
   “And he might not wake up at all,” Wynfor said.  “Be silent.”
 
   The casual manner in which Wynfor spoke of family and then casually dismissed him in the same breath was starting to get on Ryan’s nerves.  “You know, I didn’t realize that ‘old fart’ was an honest-to-gods smell until riding downwind of you for the last four days,” he said.  
 
   “That’s the horse cock you’re smelling,” the old man said distractedly, without even looking.  He had stopped them on a rise and had twisted on his horse, frowning down at the river valley behind them.
 
   Ryan grimaced at the horse’s genitals, which happened to be only a foot or two from his face.  “No, I’m pretty sure it’s dirty old man.  It’s just got that aroma, you know?  Kind of like toe cheese mixed with soap?  I hear the more you scrub, the worse it gets.”  In between having his perfectly reasonable questions rebuffed, Ryan had kept up a constant monologue on the old man’s bathing, eating, and breathing habits pretty much since he’d woken up strapped to the withered old bastard’s horse, but unfortunately it hadn’t yet appeared to have gotten under the royal prick’s skin.
 
   “Damn it,” the old Auld muttered, looking at something behind them.  “How in Ariod’s ashes did she find our path?”
 
   Ryan lifted his head to look.
 
   Immediately, his heart clenched.  A few hundred feet down the path, a pale, bandage-wrapped Saeby was riding Old Hag, looking at the ground, following them.  “Shit.”  He raised his voice to a yell.  “Saeb—”
 
   “Quiet!” the Auld snapped, making a cutting gesture that somehow shut off his ability to use his vocal cords.  “Curse the gods.  I don’t have time for this.  Come.”  He veered his mare off the road, and both Drooling Boy’s and Ryan’s horses obediently followed like sheep.
 
   Ryan’s heart thundered as the old man led them into the grove of aspens—not because he was worried Saebrya would pass them, but because he knew she wouldn’t.  And he had no doubt in his mind that the Auld, seeing that normal means wouldn’t keep her at bay, would kill her to keep his secret.  From what he knew of Ganlins, they were more of the common people than the other Aulds of the Spyre, but this man was unmistakably bitter, jaded to the point Ryan wouldn’t be surprised if he had forgotten how to smile.
 
   And now Saebrya was riding up the road after them, alone, a young woman standing between an Auld and his secret mission to make Ryan and some nameless kid sniff horse testicles. 
 
   Confirming his fears, the ancient Auld slid from his saddle and unslung a bow from over his shoulder.  Nocking an arrow, he aimed it at their backtrail.
 
   Saeby, Ryan thought in agony, watching her come trudging up the road after them, head down as she scanned the ground, Old Hag plodding like the twenty-year-old mare she was.  Go back.  He’s going to kill you…
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   There were two Aulds that had taken Ryan, not one.  It had been an awful revelation, and one that had almost made Saebrya turn back once she realized there were not two, but three different shades of silver essence spattering the ground, but the thought of losing Ryan was enough to keep her plodding along, ready to embrace whatever end lay ahead rather than face life without a friendly face.
 
   Saebrya had been following the three silver trails for hours already that morning, wondering why she had thought she could ever catch up with Aulds on fancy Spyre horses while riding an ancient nag like Old Hag, when she thought she caught movement high on the hill ahead of her.  She squinted, but her long-distance vision had never been the best and she couldn’t tell if it was a trio of bears, rocks, sippers, or horses.  It didn’t help that she was tired, and Mum Omstead hadn’t packed enough food for four days of travel.  To keep herself awake and distract herself from the hunger pangs, she had been trying to decide what she would do when she found the Aulds that had taken Ryan.
 
   She really only saw two outcomes.  Either she was going to have to kill the Aulds to ensure they never came back for her friend—unlikely, considering her weakened state from the sipper storm—or she was going to have to die trying.  Obviously Ryan was out of the picture somehow, either unconscious or bespelled, so she had no one to count on but herself.
 
   It was an odd feeling, riding out to commit murder.  She’d grabbed a knife from the inn kitchen—the sharp one they used for butchering pigs—and the cloth-wrapped bundle now settled like a heavy lump against her side.
 
   Saebrya didn’t want to kill anyone, but the mere fact that Ryan hadn’t told anyone he was leaving meant that he had been taken against his will.  Anyone who would take a grown man somewhere against his will was world-wise enough to understand there might be dangers involved.
 
   And, unfortunately for the Aulds, Saebrya had a feeling she was a lot more dangerous to them than they could imagine.  It had taken a long time for her to come to that realization, but after her encounter with the Vethyle hunting group over a decade ago, she’d spent eleven years thinking about it.  She had come to the conclusion that what she was seeing had to be veoh, and that, for some reason, she could not only see it, but could tear it apart as easily as ripping strands of a spiderweb.
 
   Which meant she could win this, as long as she caught Ryan’s abductors by surprise.  And she knew from experience she would catch the Aulds off-guard when she broke their first spells, which would give her a limited amount of time to strike.
 
   A few minutes later, she looked up from the trail again, and this time there was no question—there were three horses.  They had slowed to traverse a steeper, rockier section of trail, giving Old Nag a chance to catch up.  Saebrya hesitated, however, when she saw that two of them had a limp body slumped over their backs, and they were being led by a man on another horse.  Ryan, it seemed, wasn’t the only one the Auld had abducted.  The other victim was wrapped in a blanket, very little of him visible except his head and feet.  
 
   About the same time Saebrya saw them, the man on the lead horse abruptly brought his animal to a halt and turned back to look at her.  Saebrya froze, all her plans of killing the old man evaporating the moment she saw his face.
 
   He looked like Ryan.  An older version, but the resemblance was utterly unmistakable, even from this distance.
 
   A moment later, the near-white silver fluid gushing from the old man began to take the form of a couple horses while a veil of shimmering liquid draped itself around him and his cargo.
 
   He knows I’m following him, Saebrya thought unhappily.  And he’s trying to lead me away.
 
   On anyone else, it would have worked, but to Saebrya, the two illusions that continued up the road just looked like strands of molten silver strung together in the shape of horses.  Saebrya watched the Auld lead the real horses into the forest, then come to a halt in the aspens and turn to watch.
 
   He thinks I’ll walk right past, Saebrya thought.
 
   And then, in a moment of clarity, Saebrya realized that was exactly what she should do.
 
   Why give her advantage away before she was ready?
 
   With that in mind, she kept her head low and continued on, following the Auld’s lure as he expected her to do.  She passed the point where the silver tracks of veoh veered off into the aspens, hesitating only a moment as she thought about Ryan slung to the back of a horse, the prisoner of a stranger.  It took a monumental act of will, but Saebrya kept herself from looking, for she knew that would end the game.  Whatever else was going on, Ryan had to be alive.  Dead things didn’t make veoh.
 
   That thought was enough to keep her going, pretending ignorance.  Feeling the Auld’s eyes on her, Saebrya rode ahead, following the horse-shaped veoh, until they’d gone out of sight, then she veered off the path and swung wide, hanging back in the forest, watching the road.
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   The Auld didn’t follow.  Frowning, Saebrya waited for over an hour, but he never came.  Reluctantly, she returned to the road and went looking for his trail, thinking he had doubled back and was now headed out of the mountains.
 
   Near dark, she returned to the trail of silver where he had entered the aspens.  The lack of light made Ryan’s trail stand out vividly like liquid moonlight against the grass and underbrush, making it impossible to miss.
 
   The Auld had never left the trees.  Once she had continued up the path, he had taken his victims farther into the aspen forest, to a small clearing deep within the grove, and then spent several minutes in one place—she could surmise as much by the way Ryan’s veoh had puddled into a small pond in the center of the grove.  And then the Auld had disappeared.
 
   Saebrya dismounted and examined the area on foot.  There was one place where the Auld had put his hand to a tree—his silver palm-print was still clearly visible, even hours later.  
 
   Saebrya squatted and frowned at the tree up close, touching the Auld’s palmprint on the bark in confusion.  There were three tones of silver in the tree, one light, one darker, one almost black, and they seemed to light up a path straight into the roots.  It wasn’t the entire tree’s root-system that had taken up the silver color, however—it was just a single path to the east, a single root that connected the grove of trees together.
 
   Straightening, Saebrya peered east, towards the Idorion forest, then glanced around the grove once more.  Her gut was telling her that Ryan had been in that tree, as ridiculous as it sounded.  She knew Aulds did odd things, things that couldn’t be explained by the common man, but to be inside a tree?  She couldn’t wrap her head around it.
 
   Yet, after an hour searching for any other explanation and finding none, Saebrya had to assume the Auld had somehow taken her friend through the tree’s roots to escape.  With that in mind, hungry from the lack of food, exhausted from the lack of sleep, she got back on her horse and started following the roots to the east.  While she had been huddling on the trail, waiting for them, the Auld had been putting even greater distance between them.
 
   Just a few more miles, Saebrya thought, looking at the night falling around her.  Just a few more, then I can rest.
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   “Look.  Old man.  It’s been days.  You can’t keep me trussed up forever,” Ryan said, as Wynfor returned with a string of rabbits.  Ryan shook his wrists where the old bastard had tied him to a support post of his ridiculously sturdy hut.  Nearby—on the bed—the other kid that Wynfor had abducted still slept soundly, though he was pale and unhealthy-looking, and Ryan doubted he’d live much longer, if he didn’t wake soon.
 
   “Can and will,” the old man said, throwing the rabbits onto the tiny table beside his tiny kitchen hearth.  “All I need is for you to impregnate a few dozen girls, seed a new crop of Ganlins, then your usefulness will be at an end.”
 
   Ryan laughed.  “So you definitely can’t keep me trussed up forever.  I have to have my hands free to—”
 
   The old Auld gave him a pointed look, and Ryan choked.
 
   “Besides,” Ryan muttered, “that’s straight out of a cow’s ass.  I know you’re here to teach me magic.”
 
   The Auld gave him another irritated look.
 
   “I also know,” Ryan continued, “that you’ve tried to wipe my memories a grand total of three times, now.”
 
   “Six,” the old man growled.  He didn’t look happy about it, instead looking at Ryan as if he were some sort of puzzle.
 
   “—and somehow it’s not been working.”
 
   “I’d say that’s an understatement,” the old man said.  “Any other Auld of the Spyre would have been a drooling mess from the strength of the enchantments I tried to put on you after the first ones failed.  Everything I put on you is just…disintegrating.  Has another Auld reached you before me, boy?”
 
   Ryan thought of the time a little over a decade ago when he and Saeby were kids and the Vethyle woman had accused Saeby of trying to kill her baby.  “Nope, nobody.”
 
   Wynfor narrowed his eyes.  “Who was he?”
 
   “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ryan said.
 
   “It was Rhydderch, wasn’t it?” Wynfor growled.  “He’s the only Auld this close to the Idorion who wouldn’t have killed you where you stood, you fool brat.”
 
   “Pretty sure he said his name was Goscrew Yoself,” Ryan said.
 
   Wynfor shook his head, looking irritated with himself.  “I should have guessed days ago.  No wonder my spells haven’t been sticking—he’s got a shield on you.”  At that, the old fart walked up and reached for Ryan’s head.  Ryan tried to jerk away, but the support post would only let him jerk away so far.
 
   Immediately upon the old man’s warm palm contacting his skin, Ryan felt a tingle.  No, Ryan thought, horrified.  No, I need to remember…
 
   A few moments later, Wynfor removed his hand.  “What’s my name?”
 
   Realizing he still remembered, Ryan gave him his most believable blank look.  “Why am I tied to a post?  Where’s my mom?  Who are you?”
 
   Wynfor sighed, deeply.  “It didn’t work that time, either, did it?”
 
   “You stink of toe cheese,” Ryan said, still looking confused.  “And that soap they use to disinfect socks.”
 
   Wynfor continued to give him a flat look.
 
   “Do you shave?”  Ryan cocked his head.  “Like…ever?”
 
   “You remind me of my brother.”
 
   Ryan felt a pang of regret, but quickly stifled it.  “So is growth like, reversed, as you get older?  You start losing inches of height and you stop having to eat as much?”
 
   “And a good portion of the rest of my family that was buried in shallow graves a few weeks back.  The boys, especially, but there were some feisty girls, too.”
 
   “I’ve always wondered if wrinkles were made or if they just kind of appear,” Ryan said.  “Like, did you earn those, or did you just wake up one morning looking like a horse’s puckered asshole?”
 
   “The Vethyles killed them all, with the Norfelds’ help.  Everyone from four-hundred-year Aulds to infants at their mothers’ breasts.  Slaughtered like beasts.  Throats cut.  Blasted with fire.  Eviscerated alive.”
 
   “Sounds like something that doesn’t interest me,” Ryan said.  “I told you—I’m an innkeep’s son.  If I’m really lucky, I get to play chits with Saeby on the slow days.”
 
   “You need to come to the realization that you are in danger, and I’m saving your life.  Then I will free you.”
 
   Ryan bit down the impulse to tell him that Saeby’s help was all he needed.  “If you’re only looking out for my own good, how about you set me free first and we talk about it after, huh?”  He jiggled the enchanted ropes holding his wrists against the pillar again.
 
   “You hit me in the face with a nightstand,” the old man told him.  “Then you hit me with a fallen tree.”
 
   “And they broke,” Ryan chuckled.  “In half.  Like hitting a boulder.  Talk about hard-headed.  Is that granite between your ears?”
 
   “It’s a spell leftover from a war with Etro many years ago,” the Auld told him.  “And it’s saved my life more times than I can count, including a few weeks ago, on the Slopes outside Ganlin Hall, when an assassin hit me over the head with a club while I was out stargazing.”
 
   Ryan didn’t want to hear any more about the Ganlins.  They lived across the world on the Slope, and he really didn’t want to get drawn into their violent family politics.  He wanted to marry Saebrya and raise a family, then take over the inn when his mom got too old to run things.  He wanted a simple life.  He’d seen adventurers, this close to the ruins of Ariod, and they’d never struck him as very intelligent.  They struck him as people that wanted something for nothing, the drifters and scroungers that weren’t really willing to work for an honest paycheck.  Half of the ones that went up north to pick the ruins for treasure never came back.  The ones that did come back were usually maimed, terrified, and penniless, begging scraps from his mother on their way back down into the riverlands.  “That’s nice,” Ryan said.  “I had to take a piss earlier, but you didn’t leave a bucket, so I just relieved myself on the rug.  Hope that’s okay.”
 
   Auld Wynfor said nothing for several minutes.  Then, in total silence, the Auld got up and went to the table, where he began skinning the rabbits.  He had finished one and was starting another when he looked up out the window into the backyard and went totally still.  “That’s impossible.”
 
   “You know, I always thought so, too,” Ryan said.  “But then I realized you probably just loosen it up with your finger first.”
 
   Wynfor continued to stare out the window as if he hadn’t heard him.
 
   Ryan got on his tiptoes to look over the Auld’s shoulder.
 
   Saebrya was tentatively sneaking across the yard behind the hut, a knife in her hand, nervously looking around as if she expected to be seen.
 
   Heart giving a startled hammer, Ryan sucked in a breath to warn her, but the Auld whipped his hand around and gestured at his mouth without taking his eyes off of Saebrya.  Ryan immediately found his words bottled within him, unable to so much as make a sound.
 
   “There is no way,” Wynfor said, frowning.  “Our path was untraceable.”  The old man continued to watch Saeby approach, his brow furrowing.  “There are so many illusions on this hut that not even Agathe herself would have been able to locate it.  How did a riverlands brat manage it?”
 
   Ryan found himself able to answer, but only the Auld’s question.  It was tempting to say something snarky, but he realized from the tenseness to the Auld’s shoulders that Saebrya was in serious danger.
 
   “Saeby’s different,” Ryan managed.  “I’ve known her for more than a decade.  Please don’t hurt her.”
 
   Wynfor’s face darkened, his confusion turning into something worse, something deadly.  “You mean she’s a Vethyle put there to watch you, and she had some sort of tracking enchantment on you.”  He grabbed his bow from where he had hung it on the wall, then he was nocking an arrow, and there was nothing Ryan could do about it.  “Lucky for both of us,” Wynfor said, “an arrow kills a Vethyle just as easily as it does a barren man, and I shot enough arrows to fill the Spyre back in the war.”  As the Auld moved to exit the front of the house, Ryan lunged in an attempt to knock him over, but he merely bumped the old man’s shoulder as Wynfor moved past and out the back door.
 
   And Ryan once more found himself unable to speak or move.
 
   Saeby, Ryan thought, with growing panic.  Saeby run!  His lungs started working faster, speeding up with his heart, but he still couldn’t bring himself to scream a warning—the Auld had gotten better with his compulsions.  Through the windows, he watched Wynfor stalk around the front of the hut, then duck out of sight…
 
   On the other side of the building, oblivious, Saebrya was sidling up to the window, her back to the side Wynfor was coming around—perfect for an arrow in the back.
 
   Ryan’s heart was a thunderous rush in his ears, now, the pounding roar of his own blood so strong it blotted out all sound.
 
   Wynfor was going to shoot her, and skip asking questions entirely.  Ryan knew it as thoroughly as he knew the old man planned to keep him ‘safe’ right there tied to a pole for the next hundred years, if need-be.  Within the next ten seconds, Saeby was going to be as dead as the rabbits gracing the old man’s table.
 
    No.  I won’t let that happen.  Ryan’s world had narrowed to a powerful rush of water, like he was standing in the center of a great raging river.  He felt like it was tearing him away, eroding the bedrock of his mind, the sound increasing with every beat of his heart.  In the silence that followed, with Wynfor stalking his friend and Ryan unable to warn her, the liquid thunder became so loud around him, the vibration of its rush so strong, that he felt it was shaking the world apart.  Ryan came to the startled realization that it couldn’t be his own blood, that it had to be something else.
 
   Yet no sooner had he had that thought than Ryan heard the twang of a bowstring, and all Time came to a stop.
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18: Dining with the Undead
 
   Dustin
 
    
 
   Dustin was sulking, wondering what he had done to Rale to deserve such a colossally screwed-up life, when the world around him suddenly sucked to one side, so powerful it knocked him down and to one side, almost tumbling him down the Slope to the northeast.  Dustin, having felt this before, hastily wedged himself between two boulders and grabbed the rock around him as tightly as he could, bringing the chain up short.
 
   The swine-faced Auldhund stopped at the sudden tautness and glanced over his shoulder with an irritated snort.  “Oh, I see.  You’re throwing a tantrum now.”
 
   “Quiet!” Dustin snapped.  In the distance, he could hear the ethereal wind coming closer.  He huddled deeper into the rock, wedging his feet tight against the stone.
 
   Seph snarled and gave the chain a hard yank.  “Get up and walk.”
 
   “Listen.  Pig,” Dustin growled, “you hold onto me.  Get a good grip.  Do not let go of that goddamned axle, okay?”
 
   Seph blinked at him.  “What in the rubble are you—”
 
   Dustin felt it hit as it always had before, when the Auldheist of old were forging armies, creating drakes, or raising the dead.  The wind that hit him was nothing of this world, but he heard it anyway—a screaming, pounding shriek that pummeled him from all sides and made him strain to hold onto the rock.  The energy drained him, buffeting him, tearing his essence northeast, towards the ruins of Ariod.  Dustin started to scream as it tried to tear away his soul.
 
   Seph blinked.  “What the…”
 
   Dustin lost strength in his arms as the pull continued, and horrifyingly, he felt himself slipping.  “Hold.  Me,” he gritted, unable to fight the ethereal wind.
 
   “Yeah, okay,” Seph said, reluctantly, still standing upright on the trail.
 
   “No, you wrap yourself around a rock and hold me!” Dustin shrieked, already losing purchase.
 
   Seph wasn’t exactly the brightest star in the night sky, but his eyes widened and he wrapped his big arms around a jutting piece of rock as he was commanded.
 
   The rock didn’t look big enough to Dustin, not at all, but he’d already slid free.  Screaming, Dustin felt himself come to an abrupt stop at the end of his chain, his wrists gouged by the metal, but blessedly staying in place like a feather at the end of a piece of twine, blown out over the mountainside in a windstorm.
 
   “Drake, what the hell is going on?!” Seph cried, his big muscles straining against the pull.
 
   Dustin was screaming too hard to form a coherent reply.
 
   Horrifyingly, the rock wasn’t big enough, and Seph slipped.  Dustin had an awful moment when he thought they would be torn out across the Slope together, when the piggish Auldhund’s big hand caught another jagged boulder and arrested their flight.  Then, even more surprising, Seph got a foothold and managed to drag himself back to land, then wedge himself into a crack, big muscles straining.  Dustin had to give the boy credit—what he lacked in brains, he made up for in strength.
 
   The pull went on too long—it wasn’t a fluke, wasn’t just some kid that accidentally wandered too far into the ruins, as Dustin had hoped.  Someone had activated the Pillar.
 
   Then, just as suddenly as it had started, it ended, and Dustin fell to the mountainside in exhaustion.
 
   “Is it over?!” Seph cried in a panicked tone, still clinging to the rock.
 
   “It’s over,” Dustin managed, though his eyes were drawn northeast with unease.  Somewhere up there, something big had just happened, and Dustin was going to be the only one in this whole damned country that could feel it.
 
   Which meant the only person in the whole damned country that would believe him and not think it was just another lie made up to escape, was the pig-faced brute that had just saved his life by clinging to a mountain.
 
   Then Dustin thought of his mates, and his mates’ eggs.  He felt his excitement at surviving yet another Pact drain away, replaced by dread.
 
   He knew most of the other drakes weren’t old enough to know what was coming and find shelter.  A few might have been sleeping deep within their caves, but any that had been caught out in the open…
 
   “You sure it’s over?” Seph demanded.
 
   “Sure,” Dustin said, on a wave of defeat.  If he hadn’t been the last fire drake before, he probably was now.
 
   Still, it was several moments before Seph finally released himself.  When he did, he still had a conspicuous hold on the rock.  “What was that?” he demanded.
 
   “Someone made it to Ariod,” Dustin gritted.  “They just activated the Pillar.  We need to warn someone.”  Oh, what he would give for his wings!
 
   But the boy—the stupid, ignorant, stubborn boy—just snorted.  “That’s impossible.  The Citadel guards it night and day.”
 
   And then, as if Dustin flying through the air and almost tugging them both off the mountainside had just been a crazy prank to try and trick him, Seph just snorted and got back to his feet and hefted the wagon axle back over his shoulder.  “You almost got me.  Let’s go.”  He jerked the chain and started back down the trail.
 
   “Listen to me!” Dustin cried, getting to his feet and following.  “Only Thibult’s got the kind of power to activate the—”
 
   Seph jerked him again, cutting him off.  “Stop lying or I gag you.”
 
   “It’s not a lie!” Dustin cried.
 
   “Thibult’s dead,” Seph said, with the total certainty of the truly ignorant.
 
   “Oh?” Dustin demanded.  “Then I suppose you were there, three hundred years ago, and you saw him die.  Or, wait, you must’ve been alive to see him die a thousand years ago, in the war with Ariod, where he unleashed the Formless and the Tsoradin?  He died then, too.  I was there.”
 
   “Thibult’s dead,” Seph said again.  “I have bigger things to worry about.”
 
   “Bigger than the man who slaughtered the Auldheist?” Dustin screamed.
 
   “Gag is next,” Seph said casually.
 
   “Goddamn it,” Dustin said as the Auldhund shifted under the weight of the axle, “Tyroan would have believed me.”
 
   Seph snorted.  “You escaped Tyroan.”  Meaning the fool thought he was smarter than the old warrior that had been Dustin’s bane for the last hundred years.
 
   “You obviously can’t take me back to the Spyre,” Dustin said, deciding to switch tactics.  “And we’ve been treading these mountains for days.  What’s your goal?”
 
   “Get you back to the Spyre,” Seph said. 
 
   Dustin made a face.  “So you mean to put me back in a stone tower and leave me there forever.”
 
   Seph shrugged and kept walking.
 
   Dustin stopped and yanked on his manacles.  The wagon axle slid off of the Auldhund’s wide back and hit the ground hard. 
 
   “Dammit, drake!” Seph cried, spinning to face him.  “What is the matter with you?”
 
   “My name is Dustin,” Dustin said, “And you could at least let me burn that damn thing so if it tumbles down the mountain, I don’t go with it.”
 
   Seph immediately gave him a suspicious look and bent to pick up the axle again.  “I don’t mind carrying it.”
 
   “You mean you don’t want me running off.”  Dustin disgustedly yanked the axle off the youngling’s back again, this time making the Auldhund roar as he spun.  “Listen to me,” Dustin said, unimpressed with the youngling’s show of tusk, “Something big is going down, whether you want to see it or not.  You need to start treating me like a friend here, boy, or we’re both going to die in these mountains.”
 
   “You are a prisoner of the Spyre,” Seph said flatly.  He bent to retrieve the axle.
 
   Dustin shoved him back, angry now.  “I have never done anything to those damn Aulds in their towers.  They imprison me because they read some words written on parchment four hundred years before I was born!”  Seph moved to take the axle again, ignoring him, but Dustin shoved him again.  “I am two and a half thousand years old!  I am tired of your childish, thoughtless crap!  Did you even feel the pull on Ariod just now?  Someone got inside.  That means they got past the Citadel.  Obviously, this is a war.  Free me and I can help you fight it, like I have every time in the past.”
 
   At that, the Auldhund rammed a giant palm into Dustin’s throat and threw him against the ground, pinning him there as he glared down at him, piggish nostrils flaring.  “Don’t do that again.”
 
   Dustin glared up at his captor furiously.  “Do you know what’s the worst thing I’ve ever done in my life?”
 
   The Auldhund pulled away, unanswering.
 
   To Seph’s back, Dustin said, “The worst thing I ever did was take that bastard Tyroan’s eye on my first escape.  Besides that, I’ve never hurt a soul, aside from Thibault’s tszieni in the last war.  I didn’t even eat Tyroan’s horse—I just scared it off and made out like I had.”
 
   Seph looked at him for a long time before he turned away again, saying, “You’re lying.  You said yourself if you had to choose between my life and your freedom, you’d choose your freedom.”
 
   Dustin wrinkled his nose.  “Fine.  I didn’t want to do it this way, but—”  
 
   Dustin snatched the knife from the Auldhund’s belt, and held it between them, circling.
 
   Seph stared at the knife with something akin to disbelief.  “Just what do you think you can do to me with that toothpick, drake?”
 
   Once he was in position, Dustin smiled.  “Not you.  Me.”  At that, he stabbed himself in the chest.
 
   The Auldhund’s eyes went wide and he stumbled, looking crestfallen.  “Drake...”
 
   Dustin threw the knife aside and leaned forward, dribbling the liquid fire from his wound on the wood around the metal eye keeping him chained to the axle.  By the time Seph realized what he was doing and his dismay morphed into fury, the eye fell away, leaving a loose chain on the ground between them.
 
   The Auldhund narrowed his eyes.  “That’s your secret, isn’t it?”
 
   “One of them,” Dustin said, picking up the chain.  He started walking again, the hole in his chest already sealing as droplets of fire seared it shut.
 
   “Give me that,” Seph snapped, trotting up and yanking the chain out of Dustin’s hands.  “You’re still a prisoner of the Spyre.”
 
   Dustin tried yanking it back, but the Auldhund’s grip might as well have been made of iron.  In frustration, Dustin glared up into Seph’s piggish face and said, “Think about it, boy.  Some moldy book somewhere says that my death is going to bring with it the downfall of the Spyre.  Do you think the Aulds would want you to drag me all the way back to the Spyre through forested lands with a tszieni on our heels, or do you think it would want you to release me to go hide in the mountains, as far from the damn thing as I can get?”
 
   “It would want me to protect you,” Seph said, frustration showing in his blue eyes.  Dustin sensed indecision, and possibly a crack in the youngster’s armor.
 
   “What better way to protect me than keep me chained to a post, eh?”
 
   “You are an escape artist,” Seph snapped, snatching his dagger from the ground and brandishing the heat-warped blade at him.  “I need to keep tabs on you.”
 
   Dustin sighed.  “What if I gave you my word, boy?  Would that be enough for you?  The word of a drake to an Auldhund.  Surely there’s something there where we can find common ground.”
 
   Seph twitched his long snout at him.  “I suppose...”
 
   “Good,” Dustin said.  He held out his hand.  “I swear I won’t desert you.  Shake on it.”
 
   Seph peered down at the hand, then held up the palm that had pinned Dustin to the ground moments before.  It was scored red, with the beginnings of blisters.  “I’ll pass.”
 
   Dustin grunted and hefted the irons.  “Sorry.  The energy is building up with every day that passes.  I need to get these off and make the transformation soon or I’m going to explode from my own heat.”
 
   Seph raised his heavy boarish brow, looking a little pale.  “You will?”
 
   “Of course,” Dustin said.  “Every day I don’t greet the sun with a transformation, it builds up.  Eventually, pop.”  He made a little bursting motion with his manacled hands and smiled.  “No more drake.”
 
   Seph considered that for a long time, then jerked on the manacles.  “You’re lying.  Let’s go.  The Ganlins will be able to take care of the tszieni.”
 
   Dustin froze.  “You’re taking me to Ganlin Hall?”
 
   “You have a better idea?”
 
   Dustin’s face twisted, but he followed.  “I hate Aulds.  Especially those Aulds.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Dustin laughed, holding up the shackles.  “You don’t really think a Vethyle could make these, do you?”
 
   The Auldhund glanced at them.  “Never thought about it.”
 
   “They can’t,” Dustin said.  “To alter the degree of Function it takes to create this kind of a smart enchantment, one would have to be ranked in the eights, if not the nines.”
 
   “Narrows it down a bit,” Seph said, though it was obvious he didn’t care.
 
   “Besides,” Dustin sighed.  “I already know which Auld did it.  This has got the smell of Rees’s work all over it.”
 
   Seph inhaled deeply as his hoofed feet picked their path through the peaks.  “Really?  I can’t smell it.”  He kept walking, dragging Dustin with him.
 
   “You wouldn’t know veoh if it smacked you on the ass,” Dustin said, feeling miserable.  If the Auldhund was going to take the trouble to cart him all the way to Ganlin Hall and the word ‘tszieni’ ever popped into the conversation, there was a good chance he would never be allowed to escape again.
 
   Before this, he’d been lucky.  Even a fool could see that.  An unlocked door here, an unattended sewing kit there...  It was almost miraculous the way Dustin kept finding opportunities to free himself.
 
   If Agathe and Rees had their way, however, Dustin would probably be locked in one of their treasure vaults for the next three thousand years.
 
   Progress through the mountains was slow.  At night, they sometimes heard the scream of an animal in the lowlands, high and unnatural, a thing in panic.  The tszieni wasn’t able to cross the rocky areas with them, but then, it could circle them in the valleys every night, making sure they didn’t sleep.
 
   Almost a week later, Dustin and the Auldhund were weaving with hunger and exhaustion.  Dustin was just concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, cursing Seph and his damn refusal to hunt anything larger than ground-squirrels in his suspicion that Dustin would take the opportunity to run away, when the Auldhund stopped suddenly on the trail in front of him.  
 
   When Dustin ran into him, it was like hitting a wall of mortar.  Dustin grunted, then collapsed onto his rear in the path, looking up at the Auldhund, dazed.
 
   “What...?” Dustin mumbled.
 
   “Gods, I think the mountains just threw us a bone.”  The Auldhund’s nose twitched as he sniffed the mountain breeze.
 
   Dustin peered at the rocky goat trail that had been plaguing him for the last two weeks.  “How do you figure?” he muttered.
 
   “The path ahead,” Seph said.  
 
   Dustin peered around Seph’s huge form, to the trail.
 
   A mountain sheep lay motionless on the ground in front of them.  Seph frowned at it, then glanced up at the jagged cliffs above, from whence the thing had likely fallen.
 
   “Stay here, drake,” Seph said, dropping the chains for the first time in days.  “Looks like you might get your wish.”
 
   Dustin sniffed the air and his nose wrinkled.  There was a tint of something to the wind he didn’t like.  A...waiting.  Warily, he said, “I don’t eat meat I didn’t kill.”
 
   Seph snorted.  “You do all the time.  At those dicing halls you love so much.”
 
   Dustin glanced up at the cliffs again, something about them clawing at him the wrong way.  “We should leave it.”
 
   “And put up with more of your whining?  I don’t think so.”  Seph lowered his hulking form over the sheep and poked at it.
 
   When it didn’t explode or jump up to bite him, Dustin let out a slow breath of relief.  Obviously satisfied, Seph grabbed the thing by the front leg and lifted it from the ground.  The head rolled awkwardly, obviously broken.
 
   It’s fresh, Dustin thought, unease washing through him.  Despite his hunger, he didn’t feel like eating.  He glanced again at the cliffs.
 
   “Looks like somebody up there likes us,” Seph laughed, jiggling the carcass with one gigantic arm.  “Broken neck.  Looks like it fell.”
 
   “I’m not hungry,” Dustin said.
 
   Seph shot him an angry look over the sheep.  “You hound me every day for real meat, drake.  Well, here it is.”  He shoved the sheep between them.  “Dinner is served.”
 
   Dustin swallowed hard, the proximity of the thing raising every hair on his body.  “I’ll pass.”
 
   Seph made a disgusted snort.  “Yeah, well.  I won’t.  Let’s find a place to camp.”
 
   Dustin glanced at the sky.  “We still have a couple hours to go.  We should keep moving.”  There was something about those cliffs that was bothering him.
 
   “Damn it, drake,” Seph snarled.  “For days, you complain that we’re walking too long, that you’re not getting enough to eat, that your chains chafe.  Now I find us a feast and grant us an early rest and you complain about that!”  He stooped, snatching up Dustin’s chain.  “Let’s go.”
 
   Dustin could only stumble along behind the Auldhund as the creature stomped further up the trail.
 
   “There!” Seph said as they approached a craggy outcropping of slate-gray rock.
 
   Dustin looked.  The campsite the Auld had found nestled amidst the jagged rock was smaller than he would have liked, with cracks running the length of it.  “Don’t you think we should keep looking?” he said.
 
   “No,” Seph said, flinging the sheep to the ground.  “Cook it for us.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?” Dustin demanded.  “Sit on it?”
 
   “Do whatever it is you do with the squirrels,” Seph said.  Then he trudged out of sight.  Dustin heard the spatters of urination.
 
   Grimacing, Dustin lightly set his hand on the sheep’s side.  After several moments of contact, the coarse white fur caught fire and he wrinkled his nose at the smell of charred hair.
 
   “I want it cooked, drake,” the youngster said, returning.
 
   “Then find some wood and cook it your own damn self,” Dustin snapped, retracting his hand.  “I’d have to lay on it to cook it properly.”
 
   The Auldhund narrowed his eyes.  “Then lay on it.”
 
   Dustin snorted.  “No.”
 
   The Auldhund wrenched the heat-warped dagger from his belt and, glaring at him, went to cut a haunch of meat off the sheep’s hindquarters.  “Here,” he said, shoving the grisly piece of hide and muscle at him.  “Cook it.”
 
   Dustin opened his mouth to tell the Auldhund to eat it raw.  The warning look Seth gave him, however, stifled his words.  He’s afraid, Dustin realized.  The poor boy was out of his league, and he was desperately trying to maintain control of the situation by bullying him.
 
   Wrinkling his nose in distaste, Dustin put the sheep’s leg against his belly and brought his knees up to enfold it in his naked body.  Within minutes, the smell of braised flesh was covering the mountainside, making Dustin’s mouth water.  He even considered eating some of it, until the Auldhund snatched it from him and devoured the entire haunch, by himself.
 
   “You’re welcome,” Dustin muttered.
 
   Chewing, the Auldhund tossed the knife Dustin’s way.
 
   Sighing, listening to the smacking sounds and watching the juices drip from the Auldhund’s boarish face, Dustin finally decided he could stomach sheep, after all.  He reached for the knife.
 
   Amidst the snorting, tearing, and gulping of his food, suddenly Seph began to choke.
 
   Dustin grabbed the knife and started sawing at the other leg.  “Don’t eat so fast, boy.  People will think you were raised in a barn.”  Then he chuckled to himself, his mind settling on the Auldhund’s piggish visage.  “Hell, they’ll probably think that anyway.”
 
   Seph’s entire body began to spasm, his hooves kicking at the ground.
 
   Dustin’s fingers hesitated over the hunk of meat he had cut from the corpse and he looked at the Auldhund, frowning.  “You all right there, lad?”
 
   Seph had dropped the charred leg to the ground, his blue eyes wide.  He was breathing, Dustin noted, but holding his stomach.
 
   “Seph?” Dustin asked again, worried, now.  “You gonna live?”
 
   Seph grunted and fell to his hands and knees.  Straining, he gasped, “...like...I swallowed...a dagger.”
 
   Dustin glanced down at the warped metal, glinting in the dying sun.  “Well, unless you were carrying two, I don’t think you did, boy.”  He held it up.  “Chew your food.  It’s what most people do.”
 
   Seph’s blue eyes went dark with rage and he grabbed Dustin by the throat and slammed him into the jagged rock behind them.  “You did this.”
 
   “Boy,” Dustin managed, “You’d better let go before you burn yourself again.”
 
   Seph continued to hold him in a stranglehold, rage and madness lighting up his eyes.  “You poisoned me, drake.”
 
   “Lad,” Dustin laughed, “I’m naked.  How could I be carrying something that would—”  He froze, remembering the high cliffs.  He realized now what had bothered him about them.  At their top, he had seen greenery.  Trees.  Dirt.
 
   Eyes wide, he whispered, “It was the tszieni.”
 
   Seph snarled and slammed him against the wall again.  From an adult Auldhund, it felt like he had been hit by an angry rock.  “It was you.”
 
   “Listen, boy, you need to get yourself some help.  If you can reach the Ganlins—”
 
   Seph’s tusks gleamed ivory only inches from where they were poised to tear Dustin’s face apart.  “You would like that, wouldn’t you, drake?”  Dustin smelled burning flesh.
 
   “You need help,” Dustin whispered.  “It’s turning you into one of them.”
 
   The Auldhund’s eyes narrowed.  He released Dustin and yanked hard on the chain, pulling him roughly to his feet.  “I’ve had enough of your lies.  Get up there.”  He pushed Dustin bodily into a crack in the stone of their tiny sanctuary.
 
   “Listen to me,” Dustin said, “You don’t have time—”
 
   “Shut up.”  
 
   To Dustin’s horror, the Auldhund tore a boulder from the mountainside and propped it into the crack with him, pinning the chain beneath it.  “What are you doing?” Dustin demanded.
 
   “Making sure I get a good night’s sleep, for once,” Seph snapped.  “I’m tired of laying awake, worrying about your tricks.”  He found another large rock, carried it back, and wedged it into the crack, right on top of the other.  It left Dustin in an awkward, half-standing, half sitting position, with his back hunched over by the chain that tugged on his hands.
 
   “You’re gonna leave me here like this?” Dustin snapped, tugging ineffectually on the chain.  “Boy, you don’t need rest...you need an Auld!”
 
   When the Auldhund looked at him over the top of the boulders, his blue eyes were like the coldest depths of an arctic ocean.  “If you say one more word,” Seph said softly, “I’m going to leave you there.”
 
   Dustin believed him.
 
   The Auldhund moved out of sight and Dustin heard an aggravated yell as something heavy was thrown down the mountainside.  Following that, he heard scratching as Seph settled down on the rocks outside.  
 
   “It’s gonna be cold out there without me,” Dustin chanced.
 
   “Shut up, drake.”  Even without Dustin to keep him warm, the Auldhund began to snore within minutes.
 
   Miserable, cramped, Dustin settled down to wait out the night.
 
   At dawn, Seph woke him by tearing the boulders out of the crack.  Dustin straightened with a sigh.  “Thank y—”  He gasped when he saw Seph’s face.
 
   The Auldhund’s lips were crusted with dried foam, the whites of his eyes streaked with blood.
 
   “Come on, then,” Seph said, grumpily.  “Time to get moving, drake.”  He stepped away, allowing Dustin access to the mountainside.  He wouldn’t meet Dustin’s eyes, and almost acted like he felt guilty about leaving Dustin to sit out the night.  
 
   Dustin stepped out of the crack, still staring at the Auldhund’s foamy snout.  Tentatively, he said, “Are you feeling all right, Seph?”
 
   Seph’s gaze darkened and he immediately reached down to snatch up Dustin’s chain.  “No games today.  Let’s go.”  He jerked him forward, hard, his compassion gone.
 
   Dustin licked his lips as he trudged behind the Auldhund.  “I didn’t hear the tszieni last night.  Did you?”
 
   Seph jerked hard on the chain, but said nothing.  Dustin trudged on in silence, a chill working its way up his vertebrae.  Not for the first time, he thought that the boy was leading them into a death-trap.  Surely the tszieni knew their destination by now.  Looking down at his wrists, Dustin fisted his hands in frustration.  If only he could fly.
 
   Damn the Ganlins and their spells!  If he had the opportunity, he’d give every one of them a taste of the fire they deserved.
 
   “How far until we reach the Ganlins?” Seph asked finally, breaking the silence.
 
   Dustin glanced at the surrounding mountains.  It was hard to judge, seeing the ridges from the ground and not the air.  If he was in his natural form, he could make the journey in a day.  “Ganlin Hall is another week away, at least,” he said, finally.
 
   “Am I gonna make it that long?” Seph whispered, so lightly it sounded like the wind.
 
   Coldness wrapped Dustin’s soul.  “No.”
 
   The Auldhund tightened his massive shoulders and kept walking.
 
   His hooves, Dustin noticed, were avoiding the stones.
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   Toward evening, Seph pulled him to a halt, looking up at a huge boulder that an ancient river of ice had deposited in their path long ago.  “What do you think?”
 
   Dustin sniffed the air, then shrugged.  “Looks as good as anything.”
 
   “All right, then,” Seph said, “Let’s find a way to get you up there.”
 
   “What about you?” Dustin asked.
 
   Seph looked up at the stone, then away again, looking queasy.  “I’ll manage.  Here.”  He offered his huge hands for a boost.
 
   Reluctantly, Dustin gathered the chain and put his foot into the Auldhund’s hands.  Before Seph helped him, however, their eyes met.  The Auldhund’s were even more bloodshot, and a froth was tipping the end of his tongue.
 
   “When you reach the Ganlins...” Seph said.
 
   “You’ll reach them with me, lad,” Dustin said quickly.  “Here, as soon as I get up, I’ll throw you the chain and help you to the top.”
 
   Seph cut him off with a shake of his head.  “Send them after me.”
 
   Dustin felt the air leave his lungs.  Pinned by the Auldhund’s needful stare, he nodded.
 
   “Good.  Now jump.”  Seph hefted, throwing Dustin’s weight into the air with ease.  Dustin caught the lip of rock, grunted, and struggled against the manacles to pull himself over the edge.  Below him, Seph grabbed his feet and pushed, giving him the final boost he needed.  He clambered over the boulder’s edge and turned to peer down at the Auldhund.
 
   “Send them,” Seph said.  His eyes were pleading.  “I don’t want to be a—”
 
   “I’ll send them,” Dustin assured him, his heart aching for the youngster.
 
   The Auldhund nodded, and for the first time since his capture, Dustin was left alone.
 
   As he watched Seph’s retreating back as it bobbed amongst the boulders of the moraine, however, Dustin’s thoughts were sad.  You’ll never survive long enough for the Ganlins to find you, lad.
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   Dustin did not sleep that night.  He heard the tszieni circling his boulder in the darkness, hoofbeats going around and around and around...
 
   Finally unable to stand it any longer, Dustin leapt up and looked over the edge.  “You whoreson, you’re not getting up here.  Why don’t you leave me in pea—”
 
   Seph stared up at him, his too-big eyes sucking in the night.  Dustin felt a chill and lowered himself to the stone.  “Which one are you?”
 
   The tszieni just stared at him, a dull lack of understanding in his gaze.  When it saw Dustin wasn’t going to climb down, it began to circle again.  A slow, trodding step, one hoof falling in front of the other.
 
   Seph, then.  
 
   “I’m sorry, lad,” Dustin said, watching the mindless creature circle its prey.  “I wish—”
 
   “Wish what, drake?”  The voice came from a shadow leaning against a boulder draped in moonlight.  It moved closer, until it was standing on the path that Seph had beaten into the ground.  Bearing its needle teeth in Tyroan’s black, wolflike snout, it looked up at him.  “Wish you could join me?”
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   On the other side of the boulder, Dustin heard Seph continue his slow march.  He glanced down at the tszieni, a tendril of fear worming its way into his heart for the young one—or what was left of him.  He held his breath, listening to Seph’s footsteps carry him closer to the ancient monster.
 
   When he found the hulking creature in his path, Seph hesitated, then slowly went around.
 
   “You’ll never reach Ganlin Hall,” the tszieni said, ignoring Seph.  “And even if you do, you’re never getting out of those chains.”
 
   Dustin fought down a stab of panic at the thought of never again being able to take his natural form.  He’s just trying to work his way into my mind, Dustin thought, watching the creature below him step out of Seph’s way as the youngster walked past him again.  That’s all.
 
   “Really?” Dustin said, somehow finding his voice.  “And why’s that?”
 
   The tszieni laughed.  “Because the ones who made them are dead.”
 
   Dustin froze.  If Rees had died...  But there were others.  Agathe, Wynfor, Nerys...  Any one of them could take the manacles off his wrists, even without a key.  The tszieni would do anything to get under his skin, trick him into making a mistake.  “You’re lying.”
 
   The tszieni raised an arm to the sky.  “Smell it, drake.  It’s on the air.”
 
   Dustin took a tentative sniff of the mountain breeze.  The faint aftertaste of rot was there, a heavy feeling against his tongue.  Until now, he had thought it had been the smell of the tszieni.  Now, though...
 
   He’s just trying to get under my skin.
 
   Dustin pulled back away from the edge of the boulder and lay down, staring at the night sky, praying dawn would come quickly.
 
   Below him, the tszieni laughed.  Dustin heard another set of footsteps join Seph’s and, after ten minutes of listening to the dual rhythm, he peered over the edge again.
 
   The tszieni was walking beside Seph, arms slung behind his back, scrutinizing the younger tszieni.  The monster looked up at Dustin.  “It’s quite pathetic, isn’t it?”
 
   Dustin said nothing, and the tszieni continued his inspection of Seph, who remained oblivious.  They walked in synch for another hour before the tszieni stopped suddenly, directly under Dustin’s roost.  He looked up.  “We both know how this is going to end.”
 
   Staring into the seeping blackness of the tszieni’s gaze, Dustin’s eyes narrowed.  “Aye.”
 
   “Then why put off the inevitable?”
 
   “Because,” Dustin said, “I’ve always liked to tempt fate.”
 
   The tszieni laughed.  “And it is fate, boy.  The great prophets have spoken.”
 
   “Some old crone said the Spyre would fall when the last fire drake kicked it,” Dustin said.  “She never mentioned me.”
 
   The tszieni held up outstretched arms.  “Then where, dear drake, are the others of your kind?”
 
   “In process,” Dustin replied, glaring. 
 
   “Ah.”  The tszieni stepped back, allowing Seph to pass again.  When the big Auldhund had trudged by, he looked up again and said, “You’re deluding yourself.”
 
   “Maybe,” Dustin said, “Maybe not.”
 
   “The Ganlins are dead,” the tszieni repeated.  “You’ll never rise up to greet the sun again.  Just bow out, drake.  You’ve lived long enough.”
 
   Seph made another pass, then Dustin patted the stone and said, “Tell you what.  I’ll sit right here the rest of the night.  You run up and check on the Ganlins for me, then you can come back and eat me to your heart’s content.”
 
   The tszieni bared its teeth at him.  “Toss that chain over the edge and we’ll have a deal.”
 
   Dustin laughed.  “I don’t think so.”
 
   “You are really starting to annoy me, drake.”
 
   “A pleasure that must be new to a soulless husk like you.”
 
   At that, the tszieni lashed out, grabbing Seph by the throat as he made another pass.  As Dustin jerked away, surprised by the lightning-fast movement, the tszieni reached out with his other hand and ripped off the Auldhund’s head.  Still holding the huge corpse up by the neck, the tszieni tossed the head aside, where it hit a nearby boulder with a thud.  Dustin heard hissing where the blood spattered the rock below him.
 
   The monster released its grip on Seph’s neck and his corpse slumped awkwardly to the ground at the tszieni’s feet.
 
   “It really was pathetic,” the creature said, wiping his hand on his coat.
 
   “You didn’t eat him,” Dustin said, shocked.  Grateful.
 
   There was irritation in the monster’s eyes as he looked up at him.  “That sheep was for you, drake.  The Auldhund was supposed to give you first taste.”
 
   It was a custom of the Auldhunds to feed their prisoners first, and it would have worked, had Dustin been willing to eat the sheep.  He said as much.
 
   The tszieni cocked his head up at him, his face suddenly going blank.  “You knew it was a trap?”
 
   “I saw something similar during the war with Etro.”
 
   The tszieni scowled for several moments before he said, “You’re that drake, aren’t you?  The one that helped Bryda beat back the armies of Etro when their Aulds had failed.  The one they called Sunwaker.”
 
   Dustin said nothing.
 
   A look of confusion crossed the tszieni’s face.  “You helped them do battle with us, yet they throw you into shackles?”
 
   A tickle of a memory drifted into Dustin’s mind.  His breath caught.  “Pathenian.”
 
   The tszieni inclined his head slightly, his lips peeling back from his teeth.  “So it is you.”
 
   Knowing which tszieni stood at the base of his boulder, Dustin actually considered his offer, simply for the cruelty he knew the creature would unleash upon him if he didn’t.  
 
   When he did not reply, Pathenian bowed and turned.
 
   “Where are you going?” Dustin demanded, suddenly anxious.
 
   “I understand now why you didn’t eat the sheep,” Pathenian said.  “I’ll have to think of something better.”
 
   Then he was gone, the silence of the night pounding in Dustin’s ears.
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   He needed the Ganlins’ help.
 
   In all his life, Dustin had never thought he would fall so low.
 
   Yet here he was, scrambling over a mountainside in his nighttime form, naked, trying to think up the best way to kiss the Auldheim’s ass.
 
   Promises of subservience rated high in his list, along with willing, personal humiliation.  He was pretty sure the Auldheim wouldn’t just help him out of the good of her heart.  She needed a deal.  A bargain.  An experiment.
 
   Wincing, Dustin realized what that would have to be.  The Ganlins were fascinated with beings created by their ancestors of lore.  As such, they’d had plenty of chances to study the Auldhunds, but never a drake in its prime.  When in natural form, a drake could cow even Agathe, and they didn’t let curious Aulds poke and prod them to see how they ticked.
 
   He just needed to convince the Ganlins he was harmless.  Harmless, and willing to buy his freedom with favors.
 
   He needed to beg.
 
   Dustin fisted his hands in the chains he carried.  Even if he begged, Agathe would probably still laugh at him.  Damn her.  Damn the whole lot of them!  Suspicious, arrogant, elitist, selfish bastards.  It wasn’t fair.  None of this was fair.
 
   Pathenian, as much as Dustin hated the creature, was right.  Dustin had helped them, aided them in every way they desired, and then one day they had accosted him in his sleep, bound him up with spells until he couldn’t even think, and then had thrown him into a dungeon where even the light of day couldn’t touch him.
 
   For the good of the nation, Brael had said.  At least she had had the decency to appear contrite as she did it.  Lately, his captors had hunted him down and returned him to his cell with all the callous disdain of jailers returning a runaway criminal.
 
   Damn the Aulds!  He hadn’t done anything wrong.
 
   Once again, Dustin fantasized about finding that little piece of paper that spoke of a drake and the fall of the Spyre, and then setting it ablaze.  Then, once the cursed thing was smoking cinders, going on a rampage and throwing anyone who had ever read it into the very same cell in which they had kept him for so long, with not even a bag of dice to entertain themselves.
 
   Smiling at the justice of that particular thought, Dustin almost stepped into the trap.
 
   It was an exposed pebble that saved him.  Dustin stepped on it, twisted his ankle, and grunted as he fell to one knee.  He was just getting back up, ready to forge ahead, when he froze, peering down at the disturbed mountain soil ahead of him.  
 
   The pit was loosely covered with dirt and stones, but when he looked close, he could see a matrix of reeds and grasses holding the soil up.  Kneeling, lowering his coil of chain to the ground beside the pit, Dustin carefully brushed the covering away.
 
   Underneath, wooden spikes rose from a floor almost ten feet below.  Between the stakes, something moved.  Dustin backed away from the pit quickly.
 
   His first thought was that Pathenian had made himself a place to sleep that would also serve as a drake death trap, but then discarded the idea.  Pathenian would never put himself in harm’s way.  That he had been the only tszieni to survive the war was proof of that.
 
   Dustin forced himself to take another look.
 
   Two small tszieni moved upon the packed dirt, the bodies of what looked like former ground squirrels, endlessly circling the bottom of their prison.
 
   Dustin suppressed a shudder.  Pathenian was getting creative.
 
   He got up and glanced at the mountainside above the path.  Then, grunting, he began to climb.  It would be rougher going, but at least he wouldn’t be walking into a trap.
 
   He was halfway up the slope when his foot dislodged a stick and a boulder fell on his legs from where it had been precariously propped against the hill.
 
   Dustin screamed as he felt both his legs snap.  
 
   Laying there, pinned under the boulder, Dustin could imagine Pathenian coming to him that evening, a smile upon his ghoulish face.  You never were very smart, were you, drake?  It was Rhydderch who kept you alive, when a thousand times you should have fallen.  Now look at you, without your Auld to rescue you...
 
   Dustin screamed himself hoarse, more for his own sanity than thinking a Ganlin would be traveling this far south.  If he stopped screaming, he started to think.
 
   Started to remember.
 
   Pathenian, at his cruelest.  Pathenian, with his enemies.
 
   Pathenian, eating his soul.
 
   When Pathenian found him, panting and in agony later that night, the tszieni reacted much as Dustin had expected.  He laughed and fell to one knee beside him, patting his head.  “You tried, drake.  But you never were very smart.”  He patted him again, then amended, “Lucky, but never smart.”
 
   Pathenian then got up and circled him, admiring his handiwork.  “You know, I thought you would notice this one, too.  I had two more, higher up the hill, that I thought would serve better.  Looks like I spent all night on them for nothing.  Pity.”
 
   Pathenian circled back to where Dustin could see his face.  He cocked his head down at him, his form flickering like it was made of a thousand shadows, all vying for prominence.  “I wasn’t lying when I said the Ganlins are dead, drake.  I was actually a little surprised you didn’t believe me.  When have you ever known me to lie?”
 
   Dustin was trembling as Pathenian reached for his arm.  He tried to jerk it away, but the tszieni tisked and pulled it taut with the ease of a man correcting an infant.  “Now, I’m told this might hurt...”  The tszieni opened wide its huge, needle-toothed mouth to encompass Dustin’s hand.  Dustin tightened his fingers into a fist, but the tongues of blackness inside the Pathenian’s mouth found them anyway.  They grabbed each finger and dragged them outward, coiling around them like cold clay.
 
   Then Dustin felt the darkness pierce his fingertips, pushing upward through skin and bone, into his hand.  He cried out and tried to extract his hand from the creature’s mouth, but it held him fast.
 
   Around his wrist, Pathenian smiled.  “Delicious.”
 
   No, Dustin thought, feeling the creature’s sudden, alluring pull.  No, no, no!
 
   Pathenian began to suckle his hand like a babe with a teat.  Dustin felt something shifting within him, like a great wall of rock that was losing its foundation.
 
   No!  Dustin thought, growing weak.  Gods, no.
 
   “Just let go,” Pathenian said.  “It will be easier on you, drake.”
 
   The tugging inside him was growing in strength.  Dustin felt as if he were a man clinging to a rock in the middle of a raging river, with floodwaters rising all around him, burying his rock, leaving him nothing to hold onto.
 
   Flailing weakly to no avail, Dustin was just beginning to let go when he suddenly found himself staring at a little girl that was peering at him from the rock.  From inside the rock.
 
   He felt her hand grab one of his legs.  She tugged it into the boulder.
 
   I’m hallucinating, Dustin thought.
 
   Suddenly, he was wrenched so violently that his hand slipped free of the monster’s mouth.  Dustin felt his fingers rake against the needlelike teeth, but the pain was nothing compared to the sudden overwhelming crushing sensation as the rock swallowed him.  He suddenly found himself unable to breathe, and in that moment, Dustin realized that he was very much awake.  He tried to scream, but he had no air.  Had no lungs.  He was just rock.
 
   All around him, the rock pushed and squeezed, moving his body through its womb like a woman giving birth.  
 
   All the while, a little girl’s hand remained clamped around his leg, pulling him onward.  Dustin eventually gave up struggling and just let himself be taken, wondering vaguely if he had died and his soul was being spirited off to Hell.
 
   When the stone finally birthed them into a small, treed clearing, it was almost noon.  The boulders that spat them out were wet with moss and slime, and Dustin grunted, rolling onto the grass with all the dissatisfaction of a babe that had undergone a similar experience.  He opened his mouth to scream.
 
   The little girl was holding her hand, scowling at him.  “You burned me.”
 
   Dustin bit down his cry and blinked at her.  “What?”
 
   “You burned me, you stupid prick.”  She held up a hand, which was red and bubbling with blisters.  Dustin looked at it, uncomprehending.  Then he looked back at her face and recoiled.  Her pretty green eyes were at odds with hideous scars that stretched her skin tight across her brow and jaw.  Her left ear was partially missing.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked, blinking at her.
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   “Who are you?” the little girl snapped.  She held out her hand.  “And fix my hand.”
 
   He stared at her, then looked down at her hand.  She thinks I’m an Auld.
 
   With the easy way she spoke about magic, he realized she had to be a Ganlin.  Tentatively, he said, “Are we near Ganlin Hall?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at him.  “My hand hurts.”
 
   “I’m not an Auld,” Dustin said, by way of apology.
 
   “Then how—”  For the first time, she seemed to realize the grass he was sitting on was smoldering.  “Oh.”  Her brow furrowed.  “You’re naked.”
 
   Dustin covered himself, reddening.  “Yeah, uh.  Sorry.  Can’t do much about that, unless you know a fire-retardant spell.”
 
   She snorted, a gesture that made him think she either knew so many spells that fire-retardancy was beneath her...or she didn’t know any spells at all.
 
   Which couldn’t be the case, considering she had just pulled him through stone.
 
   “Please?” he asked.
 
   “I’m not an Auld,” she said.
 
   He frowned at her.  “You look like a Rockfarmer.”
 
   She immediately got a guarded look.  “So?” 
 
   “I knew a Rockfarmer, once.  Came to play chits with me every week for a few years, until Agathe took charge of the Spyre and kicked him out.”
 
   The girl tensed.  “I’m not a Rockfarmer.”
 
   She looks like a deer about to bolt, Dustin thought.  Quickly, he said, “Sorry.  I just thought—”  He cleared his throat.  “So, uh, can you get us back to Ganlin Hall?  That’s the fastest way to get your hand back in shape.”
 
   Her eyes were resting on the shackles on his wrists, now.  The chain was gone, swallowed up somewhere inside the mountain, but the enchanted blue-green bands remained.  “What are those?”
 
   “A curse,” Dustin said.
 
   “They look enchanted.”
 
   “They are,” he admitted.  “I need Agathe or Rees to take them off.”
 
   She tore her eyes back to his face and settled them there.  “You’re a criminal?”  Her voice didn’t hold condemnation, just curiosity.
 
   He laughed.  “I’m a fire drake, girl.”
 
   “Oh.”  He watched her consider that a moment before she shrugged.  “Never heard of it.”
 
   “That’s probably because there’s only one of us left.”
 
   The look of awe he was expecting did not appear.  She simply gave him a flat look, like, What makes you think that I care?
 
   Dustin cleared his throat.  “As soon as I can get these off...” he hefted a wrist, “I can melt the Spyre with my body.”
 
   She looked thoroughly unimpressed.  “So?”
 
   He frowned at her.  “I can also fly.”
 
   She shrugged.  “Whatever.  Let’s go, okay?  I’m going back to the Spyre and the rocks are telling me I need to protect you.”
 
   “The...rocks,” Dustin said, not knowing whether to feel ashamed he needed the protection of a kid, or wary that he was dealing with an insane auldling.
 
   “Yeah,” she said.  “Just like they told me to drag you away from that thing last night.  It’s following us, you know.”
 
   Dustin frowned at her.  “How do you know that if you’re not an Auld?”
 
   “The rocks are telling me, stupid.”  
 
   Dustin winced.  “Okay.  I’ll follow you wherever you want to go, just keep that thing away from me.”  He stood, and let her take the lead.
 
   “Oh, and just so you know,” the girl said, turning back to him.  “I’m going to kill the Vethyles.”
 
   Dustin chuckled, until he realized she was serious.  His laughs cut off in his throat.  “What?”
 
   “As soon as we get to the Spyre.”  She held up a triangular rock she dug from her pocket and rubbed it with her thumb.  “It’s telling me which ones I need to kill.”
 
   Seeing her caress the rock, Dustin began to re-assess his decision to go with her.  True, the girl had saved his life, and true, she seemed to have some odd affinity for stone—which the tszieni feared—but she was clearly insane.  “You have something against Vethyles, girl?”
 
   She stuffed her rock back in her pocket and glared at him.  “Yeah.  They killed my friend and his whole family.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” Dustin said, thinking they were probably grape thieves.  The Vethyles were ruthless when it came to protecting their stock.   
 
   She shrugged.  “You didn’t do it.”
 
   “Still, it must have been awful for a little girl,” Dustin said, wishing he could pat her shoulder without leaving scars.  “Where’d they live?”
 
   “Ganlin Hall,” she said, turning back to the forest.  Dustin was still staring at her after she’d disappeared into the trees.
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19: The Flood
 
   Saebrya
 
    
 
   Saebrya was standing against the Auld’s hut when the window above her began to gush near-black silver liquid like water from a busted dam.  One moment, there wasn’t even a dribble.  The next, it hit her in a flood and swept her across the yard—only moments before an arrow slammed through the place where Saebrya had been standing.
 
   Saebrya was just finding her feet again against the current when the flow increased tenfold, hitting her full in the chest with a pressure that knocked her backwards again, rolling her across the rocks and weeds until the trunk of an aspen tree painfully brought her up short.  From this distance, she saw the Auld standing at the side of the hut, bow in hand, frowning at her.
 
   It was the veoh, though, that terrified her.  The wall of silver ether surging from the hut hadn’t slowed, leaving her choking, gasping, drowning as it continued to inundate her, pushing, seeking, like a living thing trying to shove its way inside…
 
   As Saebrya struggled to fight the flow surging towards her, Ryan walked around the edge of the hut, sloshing through the liquid there. Upon seeing her friend, Saebrya froze.
 
   He was made of silver.
 
   Like he was part of the fluid flooding the land, trying to force its way into her chest, Ryan’s whole body, top to bottom, showed no sign of color, no hair nor zit nor fiber that wasn’t gleaming, searing silver.  
 
   As soon as their eyes met, a smile came upon Ryan’s face and he started towards her.  As Saebrya shivered and fought the flood that pounded at her from all sides, her friend walked up and squatted beside her, then held out his hand.
 
   Together again, blood of my veoh? he asked, with an amused quirk to his expressive lips.  He gestured with his chin over his shoulder.  Let’s show the old goat what we’re made of, eh?
 
   Saebrya glanced at the Auld, who was backing away from them in white-faced horror.  On some deep inner level, she understood what was happening, and it terrified her.  Like it had happened before, and it had brought with it great horrors…
 
   Yet something about Ryan’s presence calmed her, easing her fears even amidst the chaos of the frothing silver ocean that was slamming into her chest, trying to tear through her.  She gingerly reached out and took his hand in return.
 
   In that same moment, the rushing column of silver found some chink in her armor and slammed through her body and into the world beyond, hitting her with the force of an ocean boring through the eye of a needle.  She felt it burning a channel through her chest, searing her like molten metal.  She felt part of her begin to crack, her sense of self slipping away with the rush of veoh…  
 
   Easy, Ryan whispered, tightening his hand on hers.  You’ve done this before.  The first time is always hardest, and I always make it up to you later.  Let it carve a path and it will be done.
 
   Heedless, Saebrya fought the storm around her, twisting into a fetal position, gasping at the intense heat in her chest.  It’s taking me, she thought in panic.  It’s burning me away…
 
   It can’t burn you away, silly, Ryan said.  That’s like saying a fever can cut off your hand.  Calm down and let it forge the channel.  Or do you want the Auld to shoot you?  He raised a silver brow playfully.
 
   She definitely did not want the Auld to shoot her, but it was Ryan’s grin that made her relent.
 
   Because she trusted him when she trusted no one else in the world, Saebrya surrendered to the storm.
 
   Instantly, Saebrya found herself becoming the epicenter of an ethereal flood, silver veoh pushing through her and out into the forest with a force that made her hand tighten on Ryan’s in terror.  He squeezed back, and touched her shoulder gently.  As if she were the drain at the bottom of an ocean, silver ether began blasting out of her in all directions with such force it was drowning the very land, saturating it like someone had upended the ocean through her, connecting her to whatever was inside the hut by a massive column of rushing silver that she couldn’t have cut if she had had a thousand years.  Worse, the trees seemed to be reaching for the flood, drinking it, absorbing it until they were pillars of eye-searing light surrounding them in all directions.
 
   The column itself became so bright with the sheer concentration of veoh it was sending through her that it lit up the side of the hut to a painful white, when it should have been darkened by the noon shadow.  The Auld standing beside the building threw up his arm as if even he could see the brightness radiating from the cord.
 
   But Ryan, still crouched over her, didn’t seem to notice the light.  Instead, still holding Saebrya’s hand in one palm, he looked out at the forest around them with a focused purpose, raised his other hand, and squeezed his fingers into a fist.  Saebrya gasped as she felt something pull through her, like a massive rope going taut, then felt a rush of ether from the opposite direction, hitting her hard enough to make her dizzy, spilling around her in a violent storm that seemed to break into total calm on her body itself, stopping short of their joined hands, keeping the violence from breaking apart the form of the man crouching beside her.  
 
   Ryan continued to hold her, huddling behind her like a shield.  His eyes were closed, his fist still clenched.  Then, with a suddenness that startled her, he threw his palm open.
 
   As one, the countless aspen trees around them sucked in the last of the ocean of veoh until they, too, glowed with the same searing light Ryan carried, setting the whole world ablaze while at the same time stilling the storm around them to sudden, total serenity.  Within the unnatural calm, Saebrya felt the grove shift, like a thousand soldiers marching to the same tune.
 
   The Auld must have seen it, too, because he lowered his bow again and took a wary step away from the forest, back towards his hut.
 
   Then silver-Ryan released her hand and grinned down at her.  The war is coming.  Different players this time, but the fight is always the same.  Hang in there.  We will both remember soon.  Taking her fingers in his, he brought them to his lips, giving her the odd sensation of tingling lips of veoh touching the back of her hand as his eyes met hers with promise.  After a moment of holding her there, his silvery features started to smooth, becoming less defined until he collapsed in a liquid rush that fed into the very ground itself, which now glowed the same eye-searing silver as the trees, as far as the eye could see.  With his collapse, the massive column of silver connecting her to the hut fell away, leaving her feeling hollow in the void it left behind.
 
   Panting, Saebrya sat against the tree for several moments in shock, trying to make sense of what she had just seen.  Her chest still felt raw where the veoh had burned through, every part of her body tingling and achy like she had the flu.  She looked down at herself and her breath caught when she saw the fist-sized hole seared into her shirt, the edges still afire with silver veoh.  When she pulled her tunic out and looked down, the skin between her breasts was welted in an angry red rash.  Gingerly, she touched it, and felt a weird sensation of a tunnel through her before she hastily removed her hand.  Dropping her tunic, she looked up, heart pounding.
 
   All around her, the forest was changed.  It wasn’t like the horse tack that she had seen the Vethyles using, which was wrapped or woven in golden ether.  This was different.  This was like the ether had become the objects it had soaked, like it now carried the same inner fire as Ryan’s body, reminding her of sippers.  Her spine started to prickle at that thought, and she scooted away from the aspen tree that had arrested her tumble across the yard.
 
   “Girl,” the Auld said, still staring up at the trees with a pale face, “what did you just do?”
 
   Which made her think he hadn’t seen Ryan, after all.
 
   Saebrya quickly covered the hole in her shirt with a hand.  “Nothing,” she whispered.  She began moving gingerly towards the place where Ryan’s liquid body had joined the ground.  When she found nothing out of the ordinary there, she edged closer to the hut and chanced a glance through the window.
 
   Ryan was slumped against a support post, eyes closed, cheek pushed back by the wooden pole, drooling.  Someone had tied his wrists in place.  The entire inside of the hut was soaked in glowing silver.
 
   “Don’t lie to me,” the Auld snapped.  “The trees are afire with veoh.  The last time I felt Form and Function altered like this, I was walking the halls of Ariod.  What did you do?”
 
   “Nothing,” Saebrya insisted.
 
   He narrowed his eyes and took aim at her with another arrow.
 
   Impossibly fast, a tree grew in front of him, its spreading branches knocking him backwards.  When the Auld narrowed his eyes and tried to step around the obstruction, another grew beside it.
 
   Seeing that, watching the branches grow like a wall to block him, the old man stopped trying to shoot at her.  He stepped back, the bow falling to his side, staring up at the trees in something akin to awe.
 
   Saebrya used the Auld’s distraction to climb inside the window and squat beside Ryan.  The ropes binding him to the post were woven with strands of bright silver veoh, which were easy for her to rip aside.  Untying Ryan was simple, but carrying him was impossible.
 
   “Ryan,” she whispered.  She grabbed his shoulder and shook it.  “Ryan!”
 
   “Huh?” her friend murmured, opening one eye to look at her.
 
   “We need to get out of here,” she whispered.  “I think you did something…”  She swallowed, realizing she couldn’t explain to him what she had seen without alerting him to the fact he was an auldling and perhaps losing him forever.  She glanced out the window at the trees that were even then shifting around them—not with the wind, but of their own accord—then back at Ryan.  A large part of her wanted to tell him anyway, because what had happened was something she had never seen before.  “We really need to go.”
 
   “Saeby?” Ryan said, squinting up at her.  “Did you bring some fish?”
 
   “What?” Saebrya asked.  “Fish?”
 
   “Mom wanted some fish,” he slurred.  “She’s making chowder and she ran out.”  He leaned his head back against the pole like he was going to go back to sleep.
 
   “Ryan,” Saebrya hissed.  “Come on!  The Auld’s out there.”
 
   “That’s not good,” Ryan mumbled.  “Aulds don’t eat fish.”
 
   “Ryan!”  She grabbed him under the arms and heaved him away from the support.  “Ryan!”
 
   Ryan slumped backwards, his face slackened in sleep.  “Gotta get a pig,” he mumbled, almost incoherent.  “Mom’s gonna want a pig.”
 
   After over a decade of surviving in the wilderness on her own, Saebrya was strong for a girl, but Ryan was big for a boy.  She glanced at the other kid the Auld had kidnapped, biting her lip, wondering if she should chance asking for help.
 
   “Girl!” the old man shouted from outside.  “Come out here and talk!”
 
   Saebrya hastily knelt at the other boy’s side, grabbed his blanketed shoulder, and shook him.  “Hey!” she whispered.  “We’re getting out of here!”
 
   She saw the kid’s eyes flutter, but, like Ryan, he remained unconscious.
 
   “Lice crust your bed, girl!” the old man snarled, followed by a long string of invectives aimed at something else.
 
   Trying not to panic, Saebrya glanced out the window.
 
   The Auld was carefully walking towards the hut, but the forest—even the ground itself—was shifting around him, keeping it perpetually out of reach.
 
   Seeing the aspens’ unnatural rearrangement, Saebrya’s heart started to pound.  She dropped into a squat and grabbed Ryan by the wrists and started dragging him from the hut, desperate to get away from whatever his veoh had created.
 
   “Girl!” the Auld called to her, as she dragged Ryan through the front door.  He had circled around the hut, but the moving trees had kept him at a distance.  “I’m sorry,” the Auld apologized.  “I didn’t realize anyone survived the wars.”  He seemed…contrite.
 
   Saebrya located the Auld’s horse, which was placidly watching the trees move like serpents around them.  Leaving Ryan lying in the doorway, she headed towards the animal, praying it didn’t respond with terror like all the others.  She was stunned that it didn’t even twitch when she reached for its reins, then noticed the weave of silver ether woven into its ear.
 
   “Please!” the Auld cried.  “If I’d known who you were, I wouldn’t have tried to do you harm…”
 
   Pulling the horse back towards Ryan, Saebrya paused and frowned at the Auld.  “I told you.  It wasn’t me.”
 
   The Auld frowned as if he thought she were lying, but only for a moment.  Then his face went slack and he glanced at Ryan.  “Him?”  
 
   “Just leave us alone, okay?” Saebrya said.  She ducked to grab Ryan by the wrists and started hauling him to his feet.  It would have been a monumental task had a tiny aspen sprig not grown into a bower beneath him, lifting him up to the horse and depositing him gently across its back.  Saebrya actually pulled away, then, because she could no more break the veoh coursing through that tree than she could chop the sapling down with her hand, and it unnerved her beyond words, reminding her of the sippers.
 
   She was about to take Ryan and go when she realized that the bed had crawled out the front door of the hut, carrying the second boy.  Reluctantly, not wanting to make her escape any more complicated than it already was, and yet knowing she would be unable to forgive herself if she left him behind, she went to get another horse.
 
   Realizing that she intended to leave with his prizes, the Auld tried to step forward, but was blocked by a sudden growth of limbs and shoots, like the bars of a cell.  “You can’t!” he cried.  There was a desperation to his voice that she had never heard from a grown man before.  “Please.  Those boys.  They’re all I have left.”
 
   Saebrya could not believe the arrogance of those words.  “I don’t know who you think you are, but Ryan doesn’t belong to you.  Neither does this kid, or I’m a perfumed cow patty.”  The old fart looked to be eighty, at least—definitely not capable of fathering a young teenager.
 
   “Stay and we can talk,” the old man pleaded, sounding desperate.  “Your friend—he’s too important to go back to your village.  He needs my protection.  He’s special.”
 
   Saebrya snorted.  “So special he needs to be tied to a post in your hut?”
 
   “He’s all that’s left!” the Auld cried.  
 
   “Uh-huh,” Saebrya said.  “And what about this other kid?  He’s all you’ve got left, too?  You in the habit of collecting young boys?”
 
   The Auld looked like she had hit him.  “You don’t understand.  They’re my family, and our enemies killed the rest!  They’re the only two I managed to save.  I have to keep them safe.”
 
   Saebrya felt her heart stutter at the word ‘family’ and she had to glance at Ryan to make sure he hadn’t heard.  If he had any idea he was royalty, he would leave his meager existence with her at the inn and never come back.
 
   “Ryan’s not your family.”  She bent back to her task of stabilizing the unconscious teenager on the horse.
 
   “He needs to be trained!” the Auld cried.  “Please, I need to train him.  He’s powerful enough…he could kill himself with a thought.”
 
   Remembering Ryan’s ethereal silver body clenching a fist and making the forest dance, Saebrya said, “I don’t think he wants your training.”
 
   “It’s not your decision!” the Auld screamed.  “He’s my blood.”
 
   Saebrya glanced at the aspens, which seemed to have encircled the man like a fence.  “I think it’s pretty clear he doesn’t want your help.”
 
   The Auld blinked at her, then at the aspens.  “Please,” he whimpered.  The old man had tears on his cheeks.  “Please don’t take the boys.  I will do anything.  My nephew and my grandson.  They’re all the family I have.  Everyone else is dead.  Our whole family is dead, and they will come for them, too.”
 
   “Maybe you should have thought about that before you kidnapped them from their homes and treated them like cutpurses,” Saebrya said, refusing to feel bad.  She took the horses’ reins and started to lead them into the woods.  She was half-afraid that the aspens would try to stop her like they had the Auld, but the trees actually parted to make a path for them.
 
   “You see veoh, don’t you?” the Auld called to her, frantic.  
 
   Saebrya paused, her back to the old man.
 
   At her hesitation, the Auld quickly went on, “You were born the same day as your friend.”
 
   That made Saebrya freeze.  Though she hadn’t been able to confirm, it had seemed like she and Ryan had been born around the same week of the same year, if not the same day.
 
   “You travel between the realms,” the man continued.  “You can cut through spells like they were made of smoke.”
 
   “Water,” Saebrya blurted, turning to face him.  “Like strands of water.”  She felt herself opening up to the hope—the desperation—that this man understood what was wrong with her.
 
   The Auld’s eyes widened slightly.  “I can help you, girl.”  His words were hasty, eager.  “I am the oldest Auld alive.  The things I’ve seen, the things I’ve researched—I can explain it to you.  Just stay, and help me save the boys—your boy, in particular—from dangers they can’t even begin to imagine.”
 
   Saebrya felt something in her chest begin to ache.  More than anything, she wanted to know what made her so different from others.  Yet she couldn’t help but wonder where the trick was, what the Auld wanted in return…
 
   “Why did the sippers get pulled north two weeks ago?” she asked, rubbing the cuts on her arms that were only now starting to heal into scars.  “What was that storm all about?”
 
   The Auld blinked at her.  “Sippers?”
 
   “The ones who eat people like you,” Saebrya said.  When the old man’s fuzzy eyebrows pulled together in a frown, she amended, “Not you, but they eat the stuff that comes out of you.  Why did they all get pulled north with the wind?  It swept all the liquid from the land and sent it up the Idorion.  Was it headed here?  Did you do it somehow?”
 
   The old man gave her a look of total incomprehension, and Saebrya felt that brief hope that he could help her die, replaced with the grim certainty that, despite his promises, the Auld really didn’t understand.  “Never mind,” she whispered.
 
   “You’re asking me about a storm?” he pressed, sounding confused.  “There’s been no storm.”
 
   “There was,” Saebrya snapped.  “You just didn’t feel it.  Nobody did but me.”  Not that that was unusual in the slightest.  She turned to go.
 
   “No, wait,” the Auld insisted.  “You saw veoh get pulled north?  North as in towards Ariod?  How much of it?”
 
   Saebrya blinked at the obviousness of the question.  “All of it.”
 
   The Auld’s face went slack, then he glanced north.  “But that’s not possible.  The Auldhunds are watching the—”
 
   “Of course it’s not possible,” Saebrya snapped.  “I’m hallucinating.  That’s why I can break your spells.”  Disgustedly, she grabbed the two horses’ reins and started walking again.
 
   “That boy—no, all three of you—” the Auld cried, “—need protection.  If what you just said is true, someone found a way into the…”  He seemed to shake himself.  “There’s a war starting, and I am the only one who can protect you.  If you think you can go back to your quiet lives in your quaint river village, you’re deluding yourself, girl.  You will have no refuge, no safe place.  The Auldhunds killed all the Auldzwin in the fall of Ariod, and Auldheist and Auldbluut were hunted like animals.  They exterminated them, and they’re sworn to prevent them from ever inhabiting this realm again.  They find you, the Dyrian Brotherhood will die to a man to kill you.”  
 
   Seeing the earnestness in his face, Saebrya got a chill.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “The Aulds will come after you, too,” he insisted.  “Even if they don’t know the truth of what you are, just the feel of the boy’s veoh will be enough.  The Spyre will do anything to get rid of you, you understand?  Believe me when I say that I am your only ally in this world, girl, and you’re going to need all the allies you can get.”
 
   The passion with which the old man said it made Saebrya’s heart hammer, wondering if it was the truth.  For long minutes, logic warred with fear in her mind and heart.  She had no doubt that somewhere out there, people wanted Ryan dead.
 
   And yet, aside from one desperate old Auld who’d bound her friend like a thief and spirited him and some other boy into the great forest against their will, she’d seen no one but merchants traveling the Idorion.  The most interesting parts of her life had been Ryan’s bi-weekly visits and the rare days when she caught a new type of fish.
 
   And Saebrya liked it that way.
 
   She wanted, she realized, nothing more than to have that quiet life that she and Ryan had discussed, him running the inn, her keeping the tavern stocked with fish, the world quietly passing them by as they grew old and died in the same town they were born.  She dreaded the conflict she knew the Auld represented.  
 
   Deep down, she dreaded war.
 
   “Sorry,” Saebrya said, turning to go.  “Please don’t follow us.”
 
   Behind her, the Auld made a horrible sound that would haunt Saebrya’s dreams afterwards, and when she turned back to look, he was on his knees, clinging to the aspens imprisoning him.  “Please don’t take my family,” he whispered, just loud enough to hear.
 
    Seeing that, Saebrya hesitated.  She considered going back, asking him why Ryan was in danger, and from whom, specifically, but she knew it might give the Auld the opening he needed to take Ryan back.  Besides, she had no idea how long the aspens would remain helpful to her—she had heard that Auld enchantments only lasted a few minutes—and she wasn’t willing to risk giving them the time to fail.
 
   With the Auld’s desperate pleas at her back, Saebrya began navigating the aspen grove that opened before her, allowing her passage like a living, moving maze.  Steeling herself, taking a tight hold on the two horses’ leads, she led them through the trees that seemed to shine with their own inner light.
 
   On the back of his horse, Ryan mumbled something about pork roasts and meat pies.
 
   Please don’t let him remember, Saebrya thought, looking at her unconscious friend’s face.  Please let everything go back to the way it was.
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   Two weeks later, Saebrya was casting nets in the Idorion when Ryan came running up along the riverside road, yelling and waving his hands to get her attention.
 
   “He’s awake!” Ryan cried.  “Come on!”
 
   Saebrya quickly hauled in her gear and lifted anchor, paddling the canoe back towards the shore.  She climbed out and Ryan helped her haul it up the beach.
 
   “He say anything?” Saebrya asked, as she breathlessly followed Ryan back to town.  The kid she had brought back had been staying in Ryan’s room in the inn, after having quietly been brought in at night so no one had seen—Mum Omstead had taken Saebrya seriously when she’d said that people would probably want to kill the kid if they found out where he was. 
 
   “He wanted food and water,” Ryan said.  “But he’s all clammed up.  Won’t even tell anyone his name.” 
 
   Saebrya, who suspected she knew at least half of the kid’s name, considering the profusion of silver flowing from him, felt a little flutter of anxiety.  As far as Ryan and the rest of the world knew, he had been abducted by a brigand looking to extort some money out of his mother.  Since Ryan didn’t remember anything after getting knocked out in the hall of his mother’s inn almost a month before, only Saebrya knew how tenuous that alibi really was.  As far as Ryan knew, Saebrya had rescued him from a couple of bad guys with clubs and daggers.  The teenager, however, could ruin her whole story just by opening his mouth.  Terrified he would let the truth slip before she could control the damage, Saebrya ducked her head and ran faster.
 
   The courtyard of the inn was quiet as they jogged up, but Ryan discretely led them through the slops door anyway.  He took them through the kitchens and straight to his room, where Mum Omstead stood outside, looking distressed.  “He says he doesn’t remember anything,” Mum Omstead said, stepping inside with them.  “He’ll barely eat.”  The teenager sat at a small table under the window, staring down at a half-empty bowl of soup, picking at it with an overturned spoon.
 
   Saebrya knew it was horrible, but the relief almost overwhelmed her.  “That’s not surprising…he was asleep the whole time.”
 
   The kid glanced up at her with only the barest hint of interest before returning to staring down bleakly at his meal.
 
   “I have pies in the oven,” Ryan’s mom said.  “Tell me what he says.  I’ll be in the kitchen.”  She nodded at the kid, then hurried out of the room and down the hall.
 
   Carefully, Saebrya closed the door behind her, leaving just her, Ryan, and the boy in the room together.  “You don’t remember anything?”
 
   “No,” the boy said, still prodding at a potato in his stew.  He looked whipped, beaten.
 
   Glancing at Ryan, Saebrya gingerly offered, “Where did you live before the old man kidnapped you?  Do you know?”
 
   “No,” the kid said.  He continued to pick at his food.
 
   Seeing the way the kid’s shoulders were hunched, the defeat to his posture, Saebrya didn’t believe that.  “Look…  Wherever you came from, we can help get you home.  Ryan and I have some sparks saved up…”  
 
   She made an encouraging gesture at Ryan, who quickly piped up, “Yeah, like twenty full sparks.  Should get you anywhere in Bryda, if you travel cheap.”
 
   “My family is dead.”  The kid threw his spoon across the table, where it clattered against the wall, leaving a streak of soup across the oaken planks.  Glaring up at them, he said, “And of all of them, Wynfor saved me.  It could’ve been Rees or Icel, someone who could’ve fought…  But he wasted his energy on me.”  Then the boy cocked his head at Ryan with loathing.  “And a no-name Riverlands bastard.  How did you rate?”
 
   Saebrya licked her lips, knowing they were dangerously close to spilling the secret of Ryan’s origin to him.  “Did you know the man who kidnapped you?  I can take you to him, if you wish.”
 
   “No.”  The kid shoved his bowl aside, only half eaten.  “The old man would only try to stop me.”
 
   Saebrya nervously glanced at Ryan to see how much her friend was gleaning from the conversation.  He seemed to be pretty clueless, his face blank, but that was the same look he used when he was coming up with a scheme to beat her at chits, so it wasn’t a good measure.
 
   “Stop you from doing what?” Ryan piped up, making her wince.
 
   The boy glanced up at him, looked him over a moment, then went back to staring at his half-eaten bowl.  “Doesn’t matter.”
 
   “My mom said she’s okay with you staying at the inn with us, if you want to,” Ryan offered.  “We can always use extra help during the summer trading season.”
 
   “No.”  The kid flicked a droplet of soup, scowling at the place where his fingertip touched the table.
 
   “So, uh, no offense,” Ryan said, “but you’re kind of being a shit.  You obviously remember what happened.  If you don’t tell us where you came from or your name, we can’t really help you.”
 
   The kid looked up and gave Ryan a cold, calculated stare.  “How about I kill you, the girl, and everyone else in this disgusting Vethyle village, then start moving up the Riverlands wiping out their retainers until they send Rhydderch after me?”
 
   He’s totally serious, Saebrya realized, with a startled thump of her heart.  It was then that she saw the kid was sitting a little too tensely in his chair, waiting for an excuse to do just as he had said.  She glanced at Ryan, who was making a face that meant he was about to say something sarcastic, and she caught his arm, stopping him hurriedly.  Ryan frowned, but blessedly didn’t finish his retort.  
 
   “We’re not Vethyles,” Saebrya said quickly.  “Look at him.”  She grabbed Ryan and shoved him forward, so the kid could get a better look.
 
   He seemed to scan Ryan’s face, then grunted and looked back at the dirty tabletop.  “I don’t remember anything,” he muttered.  He glanced up at the open window.  “Please go away.”
 
   Saebrya wanted to say more—she wanted to get the boy alone and tell him what had happened—but Ryan took her by the arm and gently led her out of the room.  “Let’s go,” he said.  “The kid’s just tired.”
 
   But Saebrya, having seen the look of total promise in the boy’s green eyes, knew that the opposite was true.  The boy wasn’t tired—he was ready to commit murder.  Saebrya recognized the feeling from the days when she had marched that road up the Idorion alone, expecting to have to kill an Auld.
 
   And if he was ready to kill, then he had to remember something…
 
   “You know what?” Ryan said, “we should probably give him a few hours to rest.  He’s had a rough month.  How about we go see what Cook’s got in the kitchens?  Stew sounds pretty good right now.”
 
   Wanting to keep the kid from spilling her secrets, Saebrya was all too happy to oblige.  When they went back after eating, the boy was curled on his side on the bed, back to the door, so they left him there.
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   As it turned out, Saebrya’s concerns were unfounded; either the boy didn’t know anything, or he wasn’t about to tell.  Aside from the brief conversation with Ryan and Saebrya, the auldling didn’t say anything to anyone.  The boy kept to himself in silence for two more days, eating less than he should, sleeping more than he needed, and going out to the river to stare over the water for hours at a time.  On the third afternoon, Ryan came to get her to tell her that the boy had slipped out of the inn that night, and hadn’t even taken food or a horse with him for the trip.
 
   For her part, Saebrya couldn’t have been more relieved.  The kid had been the only one who could have refuted her story about Ryan’s capture, and the entire time he had been staying at the inn, she’d worried that he would let it slip to Ryan that they were both auldlings, and that the next time Ryan came to speak to her on the river, it would be to say that he’d be leaving to become an Auld at the Spyre.
 
   “What’d he say before he left?” Saebrya asked as casually as she could, while Ryan played a chit.  She wasn’t able to concentrate on the game, fully expecting Ryan to tell her oh, by the way, I talked with the kid and I’m going to be on the first wagon to the Spyre…
 
   Ryan shrugged, a little furrow on his brow as he concentrated on their game.  “Nothing much.  He asked for a pen and parchment, but mom told him we don’t have anything like that, so he used charcoal and leather.”
 
   Saebrya gave Ryan a curious look.  “What’d he do with it?”
 
   “No idea,” Ryan said.  “I’m winning.  Stop trying to distract me.”
 
   Saebrya glanced back down at their game, but she was still having trouble focusing.  “So…uh…he never said anything to you about why the guy took him?”
 
   “Nope,” Ryan said.  He claimed a chit with his avatar, then, setting it onto his growing pile, held out his hand and said, “Gimme.”
 
   Saebrya grimaced and gave him a card.  Hesitantly, she said, “Ryan?”
 
   “Mmm?”  Having made another match, he pushed his piece across the board to take another chit.
 
   Saebrya swallowed, not sure how to ask him about the events that had transpired that afternoon in the Idorion.  The angry rash on her chest had dulled, leaving behind a mark she had never seen before—a softly glowing silver spiral made of dozens of smaller spirals, which were each made of hundreds of tiny spirals.  She couldn’t get a very good look at it from her angle, but every time she had seen it, it had given her chills.  It was, undoubtedly, not something that had been made by the mind of man.
 
   As with so much in her world, however, she wasn’t sure if anyone else could see it.
 
   “You never asked me what happened on the road,” Saebrya offered.
 
   Still distracted with his move, Ryan said, “Figured you’d tell me when you wanted to.”
 
   Immediately, she felt guilty.  “Uh, yeah.  Okay.”  She swallowed and glanced down at her shirt, which now hid the strange mark that she had yet to show to a single soul.  
 
   Swallowing, Saebrya said, “Do you…uh…remember…anything from after you were knocked out at the inn?”
 
   “Nope,” Ryan said.  He took another chit, totally focused on the game.  
 
   “What about the guy who took you?” Saebrya asked.
 
   “He hit me over the head with a nightstand,” Ryan said distractedly.  “All I remember is a shadow.”
 
   “Oh.”  Saebrya swallowed again.  “Okay.”  She glanced down at her shirt and the strange symbol hidden underneath.  Then, because it had been eating her, because she had to know, she took a deep breath and tugged her tunic off.
 
   Ryan’s avatar, which had been in his hand as he moved it across the board, fell from his fingers to clatter on the board.
 
   “Do you see anything weird on my chest?” Saebrya demanded.
 
   Ryan stared.  He kept staring.
 
   Saebrya waved her hand in front of his face.  “Ryan?”
 
   He was turning pale.  And, in the face of that, Saebrya wondered if there really was something there, and it was triggering a memory.
 
   Clearing his throat, Ryan visibly tore himself away.  “Nope.  Nothing there.”  He reached for the chits piece again.  It wasn’t odd for her to ask him if he saw things—she usually had to ask several times a day, just to keep herself straight.
 
   “Look, you can tell me if you see something,” Saebrya insisted, unnerved by his reaction.  Had he seen something?
 
   “Like what?” Ryan said, moving the piece.  “For a moment there, I seriously thought you were talking about your tits.”
 
   Saebrya rolled her eyes and put her shirt back on, greatly relieved it was only visible to her.  “Never mind.  Get your mind out of the gutter and finish your turn.”
 
   “As you command, my liege,” Ryan said, taking a few more chits, grinning.
 
   Even at his quip, Saebrya couldn’t even bring herself to grin back, still feeling on edge, desperate to get back to where they had been before the Auld had found them.  Normal.  She wanted everything to be normal again…
 
   And, even though everything they were doing was normal, Saebrya couldn’t get over the nagging sense of dread that something big was coming, something even worse than a bitter old man…
 
   Then Ryan snapped his fingers in front of her face and said, “I said your turn.  Like, a minute ago.  Are you all right?”  He looked seriously concerned, like he was about to drag her to the village herbalist.
 
   “Fine,” Saebrya said, shaking herself.  She forced a smile and picked up her piece.  “Just thinking about that kid…”
 
   “He’s gone,” Ryan said.  “Never even told us his name.  Just relax.  Things can go back to normal.”
 
   And when Saebrya’s head jerked up to face him, she thought she saw something deeper and meaningful there, a calm understanding, before Ryan broke out into a huge grin.  “And I knew you had perfect tits.  Like Aunt Prilla’s cantaloupes.”  He whistled.
 
   Saebrya snorted, despite herself.  “Yeah, well.  You’re the only one that’s ever gonna see them, so don’t bother telling anyone.”
 
   Ryan froze, then slowly started to smile.  “You mean…”
 
   “Just play,” Saebrya muttered, reddening when she caught her own slip.  “We’ve got time to talk about it later.”  She moved her piece randomly, foregoing chits or cards, just to get the game moving again.
 
   Ryan stared at her much too long before returning his attention to the board, and after several minutes of him concentrating once more, Saebrya was finally able to ease the tension that had been plaguing her since the Auld’s arrival.
 
   Maybe things could go back to normal…
 
   Then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw something dark floating down the river, an oddity in the sense it was round, instead of the usual sticks and other debris that the cold gray waters of the Idorion carried during the spring.
 
   Ryan saw it too, and straightened.  “Is that a dog?”
 
   They put up their game and went after it.  They pulled up beside the object and Saebrya kept the canoe steady as Ryan hauled it from the water.
 
   Ryan only got it partway from the Idorion before he dropped it again in horror.
 
   The snakelike, yet humanoid face—waterlogged and almost unrecognizable from so many days in the river—flipped to face the sun as its huge, winged body rolled underneath it in the current, the once-white feathers tattered into barbless brown spines.  The chest was peppered with arrows, at least twelve of them.  As the body continued to roll, bumping against underwater debris, its arms and legs—taloned like an eagle’s—floated into view.  
 
   It was missing a hand.
 
   “I think that’s an Auldhund,” Ryan whispered.
 
   Saebrya nodded, her heart pounding.  Everyone had heard of them, especially this close to the Citadel, but she’d never seen one in person before.
 
   “Should we pull him out?” Ryan asked, looking more unnerved than she’d ever seen him before.  “Tell someone?”
 
   “We can’t,” Saebrya said.  “They might think we did it.”
 
   “I know,” Ryan said as he watched the body continue to bob down the river, “but Saeby…”  He sounded anguished.  Everyone this far north knew about the Old Code, and how the Auldhunds had once saved the world from the deadly creations of the inconceivably powerful Aulds of the past.  Humanity would not have survived had it not been for the Auldhunds’ intervention, exterminating monsters that had been made by Aulds to fight other Aulds, but had started killing the common folk, instead.
 
   If it weren’t for the Auldhunds, every single man, woman, and child in the world would have died, and here they were, allowing its body to float downstream, its death unreported, unavenged.
 
   But to Saebrya the alternative—bringing it to the Spyre—was the thing she feared most in the world.  “Someone else will drag him out,” she said, trying not to let Ryan hear the tremor in her voice.
 
   “It’s a long way to the next village,” Ryan offered, sounding similarly torn.  “What if it gets caught on something and rots?”
 
   Willing to do anything to avoid the Aulds, Saebrya said, “Someone killed it.  Do you know what they’d do to us if they thought we’d killed an Auldhund?”
 
   Ryan, surprisingly, didn’t push the issue.  Together, they watched the body gently bob down the Idorion, and Saebrya felt the guilt to her core as it slid out of sight.
 
   Then she saw the next one rounding the bend in the river.  And the next, and the next…  Dozens of them, all peppered with arrows, their bodies bloated and pale, their bodies hard and twisted in death.
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   “Let’s get out of here,” Ryan whispered, as the Auldhunds bobbed and bumped their way down the Idorion from the north.  “Right now.”
 
   Saebrya, who was feeling chills all over her body, hastily found her paddle.
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CHAPTER 1:  An Alien Mistake
 
    
 
   Joe Dobbs was fourteen when Congress discovered Earth.  
 
   The day they set their ships down in Washington, Joe found it hard to move from the TV.  His whole family, from his little brother Sam to his great-aunt Lucy…even his dad’s old Marine buddies who came over for beer on Fridays…all of them huddled together in his parents’ living room, attention locked on the broadcasts from all over the world.  Outside Joe’s house, there was relative silence.  Nobody was driving.  Nobody was playing football or going to the zoo or having picnics in the San Diego sun.  Everybody was inside their homes, watching the invasion.  Joe’s dad had gotten a huge TV for Christmas, so his house had twelve bodies packed in the room like sardines, filling all the empty space, breathing and re-breathing the same stuffy air, leaning forward in their chairs and sofas in silence, watching the live feeds from the frantic mass of reporters surrounding the capital with the total, rapt attention of the condemned.  
 
   Pundits took over the news channels, talking nonstop, twenty-four hours a day, debating the endless pictures of aliens, alien ships, and alien weaponry.  They said that their squat, tentacled forms were semi-aquatic, and the flipping gills that fluttered in the sides of their head were an evolutionary throwback, like an appendix in humans.  Sudah, they were called.  Humanity knew that because a reporter’s autistic kid was killed for touching them during a press conference, and the live alien tirade that followed included the word ‘sudah’ about three hundred times as the alien screamed at the bleeding, dismantled corpse of the kid, his parent, and two otherwise innocent bystanders.
 
   Joe’s little brother Sam, however, disagreed.  As usual.
 
   “That’s stupid,” Sammy snorted loudly, once when it was just him and Joe in the room and they were listening to yet another lecture about the cultural importance of ‘sudah.’  “It’s not an evolutionary throwback.  It’s obvious they’re using them to breathe.  That means they came from a planet with something in the air.  They’re filters.  They keep stuff out.  They just don’t like someone touching them there ‘cause it’s like putting your hand over someone’s mouth and nose.  Cutting off your air, you know?” 
 
   All the adults had left to discuss whether it was safe enough to attempt driving out to Uncle Davvie’s place for some meats and vegetables—which had quintupled in price since the aliens had landed—leaving just Joe and his ten-year-old brother Sam to watch the aliens in the living room.  
 
   With just Joe in the room, Sam didn’t have to pretend to be ‘kiddy’ for the adults.  The skinny turd actually liked showing off to Joe.  He got out a pencil and walked up to the screen like an indignant four-foot-tall college professor.  “See that?” Sam asked, slapping the pencil to the picture of a tentacled creature’s thick, ropy arm.  “So what if they’re boneless?  That right there is built like a snake.  There’s no aquadynamics.  It’s meant for swinging through trees.  Like an orangutan.  They’re land-dwellers.”
 
   “Just shut up, Sam,” Joe muttered.  He tried to peer around his brother.
 
   Sam, however, had other ideas.  He turned to face the TV.  “And they’re not a hundred fifty pounds,” he snorted, speaking directly to the bald, sweating Talking Head on the other end of the live news feed who was lecturing them on body size.  He crossed his arms over his chest and sneered, as if the very idea was ridiculous.  “They’re denser than us, you dipshit.  Look at the way it hit that car—” there was a famous video of a kamikaze attack by a drunken motorist on one of the aliens…which had resulted in a crumpled car, a dead motorist, and a very pissed off alien, “—it was obviously at least four or five hundred pounds.  Just the impact alone should’ve told you that.”
 
   “Shut up, Sam,” Joe muttered, irritated.  “Get out from in front of the TV.  I can’t see through your scrawny ass.”  
 
   Sam rolled his eyes and turned to face him, but remained firmly planted in front of the television.  “Not like you’re gonna learn anything new.  They’ve been saying the same stuff for the last three days.”
 
   “Now!” Joe snapped.  “Go find a coloring book or something.”
 
   Sam sighed deeply and went to check on the adults.
 
   Joe watched him go, scowling.  He hated the way his younger brother seemed so cocky about the whole affair; like he had everything completely under control.
 
   Or, at least, Dad did.
 
   Must be nice to be a kid, Joe thought, returning his attention to the aliens.  Something about them seemed…familiar, and it was giving him a nagging sense of dread that he just couldn’t shake.  Almost like he’d had a bad dream like this a very long time ago and it was starting to unfold before his eyes.
 
   …and there was nothing he could do to stop it.
 
   More than once during his vigil, Joe found his hands sweaty, his skin broken out in goosebumps.  As each new snippet of information came in from the White House, the feeling of dread intensified, congealing in his guts like a cold, hard rot.  Unlike Sam, Joe knew what it meant for their family.  For Dad.  A few hours after the aliens first landed, Joe had heard Dad and Manny discussing the military’s order to stand down.  He had heard their furtive whispers about a group of Marines ‘taking things into their own hands.’  
 
   Joe wasn’t an idiot.  He knew what that meant.  He also knew his dad didn’t stand a chance.  Not against that.  
 
   Tens of thousands of massive, skyscraper-sized ships, their sleek black bodies gleaming like obsidian, had landed on whatever building, parking lot, shopping mall, or school that got in their way.  The news helicopters that hadn’t been shot down had caught live pictures of the masses of aliens that came marching out of each ship, looking like glossy black ants marching in perfect synchronicity.
 
   There were too many of them.  Some experts said they’d unloaded a tenth of the population of Earth from those ships, and each one a hardened warrior sporting advanced weaponry and glistening black suits that seemed to be utterly impenetrable to anything humans had to throw at them.
 
   Dad didn’t stand a chance.  Nobody did.
 
   Thus, Joe ignored Sam’s know-it-all bullshit and clung to every scrap of information, listening to the same tiny tidbits replayed over and over until he could repeat them by heart, praying to God that it was a bad dream and his Dad wouldn’t have to go to war.
 
   God wasn’t listening.
 
   The invasion wasn’t a game, wasn’t a huge hoax, wasn’t a dream.  It was real, and the longer the aliens stayed camped out in the headquarters of every major government on the planet, secretly talking to world leaders behind closed doors, the more agitated the populace got.  A thousand different debaters on television had a thousand different opinions.  They claimed the aliens were invaders, there to take humans as slaves.  Or liberators, there to raise human consciousness, end war, and give humanity great new technology.  Or diplomats, there to invite them into a vast alien democracy.
 
   In the end, they were all right.
 
   They called themselves Ooreiki.  When they weren’t encased in inky black suits and bulbous ebony helmets, they were squat brown creatures with huge, glistening eyes, tentacles protruding from their heads and bodies, and four parallel slits along each side of leathery necks that fluttered like gills, though they breathed air as well as any human.  They also lived a really long time.  Some said four, even five hundred years.
 
   The Ooreiki claimed they were not alone.  They said they came from an immense alien society, one that spanned the entire universe, swallowing whole galaxies and all the species within.  Earth was only one of hundreds of thousands of planets to fall under its dominion, the latest in its ever-expanding search for the ends of space.
 
   And, in their very first press-release, translated by a terrified-looking woman in a rumpled business suit, they told humanity what would be expected of it, now that it had been tested and accepted as a sentient race and given a seat in Congress.  The woman’s mascara-smeared eyes darted continually to something behind the camera as she listed out new law after new code after new regulation.  It was the end, however, that made every hair on Joe’s body stand on end.
 
   These are your rights and responsibilities during your probationary period, as your formal rights have not yet cleared Congressional committees.  In summary, you will do as you are told.  Do not attack, confront, or in any way impede the movement or actions of Congressional forces.  Relinquish all of your projectile weapons to our collection stations, which will be set up in every major city by the end of the day.  For a full list of prohibited weapons, see the local collection center.  Anyone found with a weapon on this list will be killed as a saboteur.  We say again, anyone who stands in our way will be annihilated.
 
   The matter-of-fact way the aliens spoke of Earth’s submission was accentuated by the way the government did nothing to stop them.  There were no brilliant aerial battles, no brave last stands.  Jets remained grounded, guns remained quiet, missiles remained siloed.  As Joe agonized over every news clip, Earth simply gave up without a fight.
 
   With no one to challenge them, all that was left was to listen to their demands.  Endless demands, ranging from the mundane; a few odd souvenirs for individual aliens to bring home to their families as gifts, to the outrageous; a global meeting to pick a single representative to speak for Earth.  And still their demands came.  Rules for living, rules for government, rules for population…
 
   Joe’s mom kept getting distracted watching the news and burned so many nightly meals she ended up screaming, throwing pots of spaghetti and burnt Brussels sprouts across the kitchen.  She didn’t cook after that.  
 
   His father’s troubled heart was not as obvious, but Joe could see it.  His dad had a lot of the old Celtic blood in him, blood that left him smiling and constantly at play, even when things went wrong.  He wasn’t smiling now.  The way he held his broad shoulders, the constant tension in his muscular body, the way he looked at Joe and Sam when he thought they were distracted—together, these things were even more disturbing than their mother’s spaghetti-fest.
 
   For once, Joe was glad he was still a kid.  He was glad this was somebody else’s problem.
 
   And yet, he couldn’t stop watching the newsfeeds, his lungs aching from holding his breath for too long.  He knew something bad was happening inside the White House, that the worst of the aliens’ demands was yet to come.  Something about the way the aliens stood guard on the President’s lawn, their onyx suits matching their sleek obsidian guns like they were stone statues in a museum of freaks, left Joe sick with apprehension.  
 
   Then they murdered a Secret Service Agent on live TV.  
 
   The young man had been trying to get the President to safety through a secret tunnel out of the White House when the aliens caught him.  As Joe watched, they dragged him out onto the lawn and shot him in the face with some flesh-dissolving bluish goo that made his bloody neck look like it was oozing purple snot, then went right back into the White House without saying a word, pushing the president ahead of them like a criminal.  The picture of the grinning young man that the news crews flashed all over TV only a few minutes later showed him holding a baby, wearing a Marine uniform in front of an American flag.  Seeing it reminded Joe of similar pictures of his dad and he quietly locked himself in the bathroom until his queasiness went away.  He knew the worst was still to come.
 
   When CNN broadcasted the aliens’ final list of demands, it read like something the conquistadors might have dictated to the South Americans.  They wanted allegiance.  They wanted hostages.  They wanted supplies.  
 
   And they wanted children.  
 
   Ninety-eight percent of the healthy ones.  Boys and girls.  Everyone five to twelve, to start a human section of their vast alien army.
 
   And, just that suddenly, Sam wasn’t such a smartass anymore.  He actually got kind of quiet—a first for Sam—and spent a lot of time in his room.  Their mom spent a lot of time with him, crying.
 
   All over the world, riots broke out at the news, and suddenly the reporters had something else to talk about.  The Crips and the Bloods and the Hells Angels were taking a stand right alongside disbanded soldiers, National Guard, and Marines.  People everywhere were dying in swaths, the aliens obliterating whole city blocks if too many people tried to fight.  Joe stayed glued to the TV, only eating when his stomach distracted him from the aliens marching across the screen.  They were so precise, so perfect…like the old World War II videos of Nazi soldiers.  It triggered something primal that made him want to crawl under his bed and hide.
 
   But not his dad.  When they finally announced that the alien collection crews would be sweeping through their neighborhood, Joe’s father pulled out his old military work cammies and started getting dressed.  They were the desert ones, the ones Joe had associated with war back when Joe had to stand in a crowd with his mom and watch his dad get on a ship to go overseas.  
 
   What Joe remembered most about that first night was his father’s sleeves.  He took hours to get them right, ironing them so flat they wrapped around his biceps like Celtic armbands.  His dad prided himself on having the most tightly rolled sleeves in his unit, tighter than the captains and majors and generals themselves.  Joe could always tell his father from a distance just by looking at his sleeves.
 
   “A Marine takes pride in his job, Joe.  Even if it’s rolling sleeves.”  It was what his father had said a thousand times before when he labored over his uniform.  Now he said nothing.  Joe and Sam watched him, neither able to dredge up the courage to ask him why he was getting dressed in the middle of the night.  The silence was ominous.
 
   When their mother saw what her husband was doing, she ushered Joe and Sam to their rooms and made them lock the doors.  Through the cracks, Joe heard her argue with his father, plead with him, and cry, but finally she retreated and sequestered herself in the other end of the house.  Joe crept back out to watch his father iron his cammies, his anxiety growing like a hard lump in his throat.  Sam followed him, his skinny ten-year-old body hunched close behind Joe as they came to a stop beside their father’s ironing board.
 
   For long moments, the three of them just stood there watching the iron in silence.  Then, softly, without looking up, their dad said, “Sometimes you’ve gotta stand up for yourself, even when you know you ain’t got a chance.”  Outside, they heard shouts and helicopters and car alarms.
 
   “What are you doing, Dad?” Sam whispered.
 
   “Yeah, Dad,” Joe said softly.  “They disbanded the Marines.  You heard the TV.”
 
   The iron stopped, settling over the sleeve.  Their father stared down at it, his muscular arm no longer moving.  When he looked at them, Joe was stunned to see tears.  Their father settled his gaze on Sam.  “You get yourself in MIT, Sam.  You’re gonna be a big guy like your brother and me, but brute strength ain’t gonna win this.  It’s gonna be someone with a brain like yours, and you ain’t no warrior.  You’re a scholar, kid.  Stay here and figure out a way to beat these bastards.”  The iron started to move again.
 
   Sam’s chest caught in a sob.  “I’ll go.  Stay here, Dad.  I’ll go with them.”
 
   “No.”  Their father’s tone brooked no argument.
 
   Sam, the idiot, argued anyway.  “But—”
 
   “Go back to your room.”  Their father’s voice was filled with warning.
 
   “But Dad—”
 
   “Go, Sam.”
 
   Giving Joe an agonized look, Sam went.
 
   Joe’s father finished ironing in silence and then tugged his cammi jacket over his wide shoulders.  The sleeves rested just above his biceps, crisp and perfect despite the chaos outside.  Seeing it on his father for the first time in four years, Joe felt a cold chill.  When their eyes met, there was a sadness in his father’s face, a recognition that Joe could not understand.   He watched his dad pick up the three guns he’d left by the front door, his throat burning with the need to say something.
 
   “Take care of your brother, Joe.”  Then his father opened the door and disappeared into the chaos of black smoke, gunfire, and screaming.
 
   That was two months ago.
 
   Joe was still fourteen, but he felt older now.  Compared to the other kids in the hazy red light of the obsidian dome, he was ancient. 
 
   I’m not supposed to be here.  Sam is.
 
   Joe closed his eyes and let his head touch the wall behind him.  The black substance depressed slightly at his touch, cradling his skull with its eerie, alien perfection.  Like everything else on the ship, the wall seemed alive.  It seemed to move with a soul of its own, like a billion little ants covered the surface.  Sometimes his hair stuck, just enough that it was uncomfortable, but not enough to pull it out.  The cloth under his butt and against his shoulder-blades likewise fused to the stuff.  
 
   Behind closed eyes, an image blazed in Joe’s mind.  His dad, stepping into the whirling smoke outside, sleeves rolled for war.
 
   Joe immediately fought the surge of anger twisting in his gut.  The government had ordered the Marines not to get involved.  They’d told everyone to stay in their homes, to do whatever the aliens told them.  Yet Joe’s father had rallied his old friends anyway.  Why?  Why couldn’t they just hide Sam?  Why did Dad have to fight?  
 
   The children trapped in the room with Joe had long since stopped crying.  Some were sleeping, snot and tears leaking down their faces.  Many were huddled in whimpering groups, wide-eyed, clutching their knees or whatever relics of home they had managed to salvage before the sweeps.  One little girl had a sooty cloth doll, one half of its head singed from the fires.  
 
   The stench of smoke still stung the insides of Joe’s nostrils.  In the weeks that followed the start of the Draft, burning houses had cast the subdivision in a putrid black haze.  Along the sidewalks, cars had smoldered, adding spent gasoline and plastic fumes to the choking smog.  Constant gunfire had rattled the glass in the windows.  Armed looters had followed behind the Congies, taking stuff from the homes and bodies of people who had resisted the aliens’ collection efforts.
 
   But now all Joe cared about was food.  He hadn’t eaten in so long that his stomach was a constant pain to him, keeping him awake.  They had water, piped in from the walls in constant-supply tubes that looked a lot like the bottles on a gerbil tank, but that was it.  Worse, the water tasted funny, almost like algae.  Joe guessed it had been days since their capture, but like the other kids that the aliens had kidnapped and herded in here like cattle, Joe had spent most of his time sleeping.  It had been so quiet since their abductors had shoved them in here that several times, Joe had wondered if they had been forgotten in their prison to starve.
 
   I’m not supposed to be here.  It should have been Sam.
 
   Joe took a deep breath and released it angrily, then pushed himself to his feet.  The living black walls gripped his damp palms like frozen metal.  Joe yanked his hands away and rubbed his palms together to rid himself of the sensation.  
 
   Everywhere, little kids were watching him.  Joe tried to ignore them, but he was head and shoulders taller than anyone else in the room and his size drew their anxious gazes.
 
   They wanted his help.  He could see the fear and desperation in their eyes.  They wanted him to do something, like their parents would have done something for them, and for days Joe had resented them for it.  He hated their stares.  Their need.  Who did they think he was?  What made them think he could help them?  He wasn’t their dad.  He was just a kid, just like them, and they were captured by aliens.  A big kid, but still just a kid.
 
   I’m not supposed to be here.
 
   The thought wrenched at Joe’s spirit, just as it had a thousand times already.  He hated his brother.  It was Sam who was supposed to be on this ship, listening to children whimper and smelling kiddie pee as they wet themselves.  It was Sam who’d been strung out in a line of kids bound for the ship.  And it was Sam who’d run away while Joe got caught.
 
   His mother’s words from the day of his capture still haunted him.
 
   Go to Hell, Joe.
 
   The agony of that moment was still raw in his chest, so raw it hurt to breathe.  His mom had begged him.  Begged him not to go after Sam.  “You’re all I have left,” she kept saying, through tears.  “Please, Joe.  Please don’t do this.  You can’t help Sam…”
 
   And Joe had turned his back to her and walked out the door.
 
   Go to Hell, Joe, had been his mother’s last teary words she shouted after him as she stood there, shaking, on the front porch, watching him go.  I hope you go to Hell.
 
   She’d gotten her wish.
 
   Miserable, he got up and stumbled over to one of the tiny holes spaced along the circular edge of the room.  He pissed in it, then zipped up and looked out over the ocean of children.  He saw one kid in fake cammies, the kind you could buy at the PX to dress your kid up like a soldier.  It even had cute little rolled sleeves, though they were flat and lifeless from mechanical pressing.  Nothing like his father’s.
 
   Stupid kid.
 
   Joe tore his attention away from the boy, his eyes stinging.  He let his gaze wander around the edges of the obsidian dome, looking once again for an exit, a seam, a lock, any indication that they weren’t trapped here forever.
 
   The silky black surface of the room was flawless.  Two feet out of reach, a scarlet globe protruded from the ceiling and cast the space in an eerie red haze, but there were no doors, no windows, nothing but hundreds of little kids watching him.
 
   Joe’s angry, frustrated scowl fell once again upon the little groups of children huddled against the walls.  The boy who was brave enough to meet his gaze flinched and looked at the floor between his legs.  Moments later, his thin shoulders began quaking in tiny sobs.
 
   In that moment, Joe felt like he’d been slapped.  Watching the kids whimper and cringe away from his angry look, he realized that they all just wanted someone to tell them they’d be okay.  Just like Joe had wanted, back when his world was falling apart.  When Dad disappeared, and nobody would go looking for him.  When he found Dad’s friend Manny, slumped against a bent parking meter in a pool of blood, Dad’s knife in his hands.  When they came for Sam.
 
   Though Joe’s nerves were screaming at him to curl up against the wall somewhere and pretend they didn’t exist, he went over to the boy and squatted in front of him.  The kid glanced up, the hope in his eyes so strong it was painful.
 
   Swallowing hard, Joe said, “How you doing?”
 
   The kid blurted, “Do you know when they’re gonna let us go home?”
 
   Hearing the innocent desperation in the kid’s voice, Joe felt a tiny part of him die.  Nobody had told him.  Nobody had even bothered to even tell him.  
 
   I can’t help these kids, Joe thought, in despair.  What the hell did he say to them?  Who the hell was he, Joe Dobbs, to tell them they were never going to see their families again?
 
   But he had to tell him something.  Looking into his eyes, Joe knew he couldn’t just walk away and go back to sulking.  But he couldn’t tell him the truth, either.
 
   “I don’t know when they’re gonna let us out,” Joe said, “but I do know they’re not gonna leave us in here forever.”  Not by a long shot.  
 
   The kid began to shake.  “I don’t want them to come back.  They scare me.”
 
   They’re gonna do a lot worse than scare us.  Joe reached out and put a hand on the boy’s thin shoulder, enveloping it with his palm.  “Look, kid, they’re just big squid.  You find scarier stuff in your kitchen sink.”
 
   “They don’t look like squid,” the kid whimpered.
 
   He’s right.  They’re goddamn aliens, you insensitive son of a bitch.  “Prunes, then.  Big, butt-ugly prunes.”
 
   The kid laughed, a relieved half-sob.  Joe patted his shoulder and stood up.
 
   “Aren’t you too big to be here?” an older girl behind Joe said, accusation strong in her voice.  
 
   Joe flinched.  “Yeah, I’m fourteen,” he offered reluctantly.  Two years older than the aliens’ max collection age.  What was worse, Joe was a freak.  At fourteen, he was built like a professional NFL linebacker and already over six feet.  To these kids, he probably looked eighty.
 
   “So why’d they take you?” another nearby girl demanded.
 
   “I was stupid,” Joe said, grimacing.
 
   “Stupid how?”
 
   “I did something they didn’t like,” Joe said, tensing his fists with the memory, wishing he had somewhere he could hide from all of their piercing stares.  Every eye in the room was on him.  He probably looked like a lot of their dads.  
 
   “Like what?” a kid insisted.
 
   Joe grimaced.  “Look, uh…guys.  I really don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “You should tell them you’re fourteen,” a girl said sagely.  
 
   “Yeah,” a little boy piped up.  “You can’t be here if you’re older than twelve.”  He was probably seven or eight, and he looked perfectly sure that if Joe were to walk up to the aliens right now and tell them he was fourteen, not twelve, he would receive a Get Out Of Jail Free card and everything would be all right.
 
   Obviously, none of them had seen what Joe had done to get into this place.  Or the look in the aliens’ eyes when they’d first shoved him into this huge room, alone, more than a day before the other kids.
 
   None of them understand.  Joe felt an overwhelming urge to get away from them, to get back to his empty spot against the wall and be alone, but he forced himself to smile, instead.  “Maybe I’ll do that.”  Yeah, right about the time they pulled out a gun and blew his head off for being too damn old.
 
   Feeling the pressure of their stares, Joe slunk back over to his ‘corner’ and turned to partially face the wall.  It was the only way he could pretend they weren’t watching him.
 
   I want to go home.  God, please just let me go home.
 
   There were no heavenly choirs, no celestial trumpets, no parting of the skies.  Just hundreds of desperate little kids, watching him like he had all the answers.
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Terms
 
    
 
   Auld – male user of veoh
 
   Auldin – female user of veoh
 
   Auldling – untrained user of veoh, or unranked by the Spyre
 
   Auldheim – a political title, the strongest known user of veoh, ruler of Bryda 
 
   Auldhund – a mingling of human and animal with regenerative qualities made by the Auldheist of Ariod to fight the Thibault, the Auldheist of Nefyti, in the War of the Nine Families.  Auldhunds were originally soldiers of the Aulds used to fight Thibault’s Formless, who later became peacemakers of the war’s survivors, executing the last of the Auldzwin to restore balance and peace to the land.  Have antimagic properties, destroying veoh with a touch.
 
   Auldheist – half of the strongest soul in a veoh-family, the physical manifestation of one half of an Auldzwin.
 
   Auldbluut – the ethereal mirror of an Auldheist, essentially half of the Auldheist’s soul that took form via magic, and lives in both the ethereal and physical realms at the same time.
 
   Auldzwin – the combined Auldheist/Auldblutt pair, two halves of the most powerful soul in an Auld-family.  There used to be nine.  Consists of an Auldbluut and an Auldheist.
 
   Drake – an Auldheist creation of long ago, during peaceful times.  Essentially a two-formed elemental, usually of fire or ice.  They are more or less mortal during the waning of their powers (i.e. when they take human form) and immortal when connected to their power source.  An ice drake is mortal during the day, and a fire drake is mortal at night.
 
   Formless – a creation of Thibault during the beginning of the War of the Nine Families.  Essentially a magical amoeba that can take the shape of any object, creature, or fluid.
 
   Tszieni - soul-eaters, one of the many creations of Thibault in his attempt to defeat the Auldhunds and destroy the last of the Aulds.
 
   Tsoradin – a creation of Thibault that can weave the veoh of the blood
 
   Dragonsilk – the strongest cloth available, made in Iozi.
 
   Pearlstone – expensive, iridescent stone Etro likes to make tea sets out of
 
   Sparks – the currency of Bryda.  They are essentially veoh-infused crystals that Aulds of any family can used to increase their channeling capacity.
 
   Veoh – the spiritual essence of Aulds that is shared with all living things, channeled from their inner reservoirs.  Before the war between Ariod and Nefyti, there were nine Auld families that channeled the nine distinct veoh essences.  Only three families are left—the Norfelds (purple), the Ganlins (silver), and the Vethyles (gold).
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Places
 
    
 
   Ariod - the ancient capital of the Aulds that was destroyed in the war with Thibault, referred to as the War of the Nine Families.  Now lies in ruins.
 
   Bryda - country of the Aulds, capital city is Siorus, which contains the Aulds’ citadel of the Spyre
 
   Citadel – the monastery-turned-home of the Auldhunds.  From here, they watch over the ruins of Ariod and the dangers within.
 
   Etro – Bryda’s neighbor to the west, where Vespasien comes from, Capital is Etro City, ruled by an emperor.
 
   Gleshe – a farming country to the south of Bryda famous for barley wine and hounds.
 
   Headsman’s Lake – a vast, crescent-shaped lake rumored to be bottomless.
 
   Idorion Forest – the great mountainous forest that lines the Idorion river.  Considered impenetrable.  Civilization has no contact with whatever is on the other side.
 
   Idorion River – a massive river lining the edge of the Idorion Forest whose first tributaries begin near the ruins of Ariod in the mountains north of the Spyre.
 
   Iozi – the vast desert country north and northwest of Bryda, over the Ganlin Slopes.
 
   Kinaal – the city-state where Vespasien served in the empress’s harem, Rochelle ruled, fell six years before the book starts
 
   Pillar – A device contained within the ruins of Ariod that Aulds can use to harvest the power of the land itself to work incredibly powerful magics.
 
   Nefyti – an ally of Ariod, during the war.  Ruins now, located near the Hundredmile Pass.  Where Thibault ruled.  Now in ruins.
 
   Rheniaph – southern city that fell during the War of the Families.  Now lies in ruins in Norfeld territory.
 
   Siorus – capital city of Bryda, holds the Auld citadel of the Spyre.
 
   The Slopes (Also referred to the Ganlin Slopes) – The Imposing mountain range that creates the uppermost northern border of Bryda.  Where Ganlin Hall is situated.  Ruled for thousands of years by the Ganlins.
 
   Spyre – fortress where auldlings are trained inside Siorus, Auldheim rules from within.                
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Timeline 
 
   (Relative to Form and Function Part 1)
 
    
 
   Dustin Created - 2611 years ago
 
   Thibault Born - 1439 years ago
 
   Ariod Prophecy - written 1208 years ago
 
   War of the Nine Families – 1031 years ago
 
   Rheniaph Destroyed - 1011 years ago
 
   Ariod Destroyed – 1003 years ago
 
   Nefyti Destroyed – 998 years ago
 
   Brael dies, passes the Auldheim’s scepter to Agathe – 310 years ago
 
   Etroean War - 303 years ago
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