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  Prologue


“That’s True-Iron, or I’m no Tayman,” Turgan said to himself as he knelt and wiped away the grime of ages, revealing a silvery patch shaped like an oversized footprint. A god had walked there once, leaving the deposit behind. 
Two paces further down the dusty goat’s trail he’d been following, another, similar, patch gleamed in the afternoon sunlight. It had to mean he was close. Maybe all his years of searching had finally paid off.
The blistering desert sun beat down on him, the rocky valley floor offering no shade. He cast an anxious glance over his shoulder, shading his eyes with a hand. The zharax - the poisonous lion-sized lizard common to the dead lands of Vaspuraan – that had been tracking him for the past day, had crested the valley’s saddle moments earlier, having closed the distance just a bit since he’d previously looked over his shoulder.
Turgan picked up his pace. He’d better be right about Vali’s temple; he couldn’t face one of those monsters by himself. Only Vali’s temple could shelter him. As the god’s original home, its Sanctuary Wall would surely still be intact even after all these centuries, keeping the beast out. Vali would protect him.
The goat’s trail aimed for a gap in the cliff at the far end of the valley. He’d be back for those two patches of True Iron. Those would already pay off the debt he’d taken on for this expedition and the wergild he owed to the families of his three dead helpers and still leave enough to give his father a comfortable last few years and then some.
Not that the man deserved it of course. He’d never believed that Turgan would find Vali’s Temple, or cared about it. He’d called reading books a waste of time; a true man charged into battle, swinging a shamshir sword. As if reading books had been all Turgan had done on his decades long search.
Still, the Codex Austarnum taught people to honor their elders, so he’d take care of his aging father. Yet another sacrifice in service to the Gods.
He pressed onward until the cliff towered over him, the noise of the beast behind him growing with each step. From up close the gap in the cliff face and the gorge behind it resembled a roofless tunnel, twenty or so paces wide, winding its way into the mountain. Vague lines decorated the walls, the original drawings having faded beyond recognition by the blistering desert sun.
A faint tingle ran up Turgan’s spine as he crossed from the valley floor into the gorge, as it always did when he crossed a Sanctuary Wall. He’d been correct! Vali’s temple was there. He sank to his knees and pressed his head to the ground. Praise Vali! A shiver ran through his body as the tension of the approaching monster flowed out of him. Remaining in place, he took a moment to recover his breath, even as the zharax shuffled into view. He ignored the monster; it couldn’t reach him anymore.
Continuing forward, he soon lost sight of the zharax prowling along the gorge’s entrance. The tunnel wound back and forth, sometimes narrowing until he could almost touch both sides simultaneously, then widening again.
After half a league or so a stone roof appeared overhead, turning the gorge into a tunnel, deepening the shadows around him. The walls smoothed and straightened, giving them a man-made appearance. Or rather, a narim-made appearance, Turgan corrected himself; Vali’s temple predated the Breaking.
Turgan froze in place as he heard a patter of footsteps behind him. He held his breath and strained his ears, listening for the faintest sounds.
He counted his heartbeats until he reached fifty before exhaling again. No other sound came down the tunnel. He was alone in the dark.
“You’re imagining things,” he muttered to himself as he took a lantern from his pack to dispel the darkness. No one lived within a hundred leagues and no one knew he was there. Well, except for the zharax outside of course, but that mindless monster was held at bay by the temple’s Sanctuary Wall.
A waft of hot air brushing past his face brought with it a hint of myrrh. He had to be close now. Images played through his mind as he imagined the priceless artifacts he’d find in Vali’s temple. Those would raise the temple in Tarcmut above all others. He’d be honored and celebrated for his devotion and dedication.
Then again, they’d never believed in him or his quest. Why would he aid them and bring the artifacts to them? He’d no longer need them or access to their temple to honor Vali or the other gods. He could create his own kingdom there in the mountains, turn Vali’s Temple into a place of pilgrimage. With his efforts he’d aid Vali’s return to greatness. People across the lands would acknowledge his devotion and determination then.
His day-dream came to an abrupt halt as the tunnel hit a dead-end. A rock-carving, its top lost in the darkness above him, covered the wall, showing figures and buildings, connected by random lines and squiggles.
Turgan raised his lantern, staring first at the carving, then at the tunnel surrounding him, and finally back at the rock carving. There hadn’t been any side tunnels or rubble hinting at a place where one had collapsed. Where was the temple then? It had to be there! It fit everything he’d found in his research.
He dug into his pack and retrieved a crumpled piece of parchment filled with his scribbles and read through his notes on finding Vali’s Temple. Mentally he ticked off all the obscure references he’d used to get there until he came to the very last note he’d made, a random sentence he’d found in a half decayed tome hidden in the imperial library in Vidastur.
When the road ends, look over the roads running through the lands, it read. The joining of Vidar and Vali are the lock and key. It made as little sense now as it had when he’d translated it. He sank to the ground, throwing up a cloud of dust, and stared at the wall.
He’d figure it out though; he’d been stuck before, and he’d always found a solution. He just needed to have faith. Vali wouldn’t have guided him just to get to a dead-end.
When the road ends. That probably meant the dead end he now faced. The joining of Vidar and Vali would somehow open a way for him. What were the roads running through the lands then?
Turgan stared up at the wall and turned his head sideways. It sort of resembled a map, with the buildings signifying towns. Then the lines would be roads and coastlines and mountain ranges and all that. It didn’t resemble any map he’d ever seen, but then, the temple had been built before the Breaking. The lands had changed then.
If it was a map, then maybe the eleven figures scattered around the map matched the gods and the locations of their temples. A shudder ran through him as he saw the crowned figure with sword in hand, larger than all the others, looming at the top of the relief; Hamural the betrayer, here still depicted as king of the gods.
He quickly averted his eyes, looking instead at the figure in the center below it. That one sort of looked like Vidar, next to an image that resembled the Pantheon in Vidastur. Great. If he was searching for both Vidar and Vali, then he’d found his first reference point.
Near the bottom right corner, which would be the South-Eastern edge of the map if it was one, he spotted a figure wielding a curved shamshir sword that resembled the one he wore on his belt, Vali! The approximate location of the figure compared to Vidastur matched where he now stood, even if the depiction of the surrounding lands was completely different.
That gave him the two gods, but how would they be the lock and key? Approaching the door, he ran his hands over them, marveling at the smooth and delicate feel they still had even though an age had passed since their creation.
At his touch, the figure of Vidar sunk a nail’s width into the wall. On impulse, he placed his hands on both figures and pushed. Both sunk a span into the wall.
A line appeared down the center of the map and the two halves swung soundlessly inward, sending up a dust cloud from the ground.
For a moment Turgan stared at his feet, afraid to look. This was the end of his journey, the place he’d dedicated his life to finding. Taking a deep breath, he looked up.
He gasped, awestruck. The light of his lantern was reflected back to him by True-Iron mosaics covering the floor, walls, and ceiling of a circular room. A towering statue of Vali, reaching three-quarters of the way to the domed roof, stood across from the entrance.
He took two steps into the temple, walking onto a mosaic depicting Vali as he struck down on a monster of some sort. Decorative columns lined the walls, alcoves sitting between some of them. The woody, resinous scent of myrrh penetrated the air. A raised dais dominated the center of the room. There on a pedestal lay a gleaming shamshir twice as long as the one hanging from Turgan’s belt. The sword’s slender blade made its curve look even more pronounced, while the sword’s handle ended in a deep blue gem the size of his fist.
Sinking to his knees, he pressed his forehead to the ground in prayer to his God. Vali be praised! With this temple and the knowledge within, he’d return Vali to greatness.
Eager to explore, he got to his feet again and walked forward, mouth hanging open, gazing left and right, trying to take it all in. With each step however, the sword on the raised pedestal drew his gaze. That had to be the Sword of Vali, the single edged blade that featured in the countless exploits of the god, the sword He’d bested Hamural with in the final battle.
The five steps up the dais felt like climbing a mountain. With a hand he reached out to the hilt, hovering his hand above it, afraid to touch it. 
“Father can’t deny the worth of my research now. Wait till he sees me charge into battle with this.”
“Very moving,” a deep, foreign voice said behind him. “I’m sure your father would be very proud if he’d ever learn of it.”
Turgan spun round, drawing his own sword. A delicate man, taller by a head than him, stood in the doorway, completely at ease. The hilt of a sword poked out from the folds of the man’s cloak. His hood hid his face in shadows, revealing only a pair of almond-shaped eyes which glowed red in the lantern light.
“Who are you?” Turgan demanded.
The man prowled into the temple like a zharax stalking its prey. “Thank you for finding this place. I’ve been looking for it for a very, very long time.”
Turgan brandished his sword, looking down on the figure.
“Stop right there!” On the dais he had the high ground, which negated the taller man’s reach. As long as he stayed there, he had the upper hand.
With an inhuman leap, the stranger made it to the top of the dais to Turgan’s left, covering the distance in less time than it took to blink. In the same motion, the man drew his sword and struck at Turgan, who collapsed, his legs giving way, as a searing hot pain flashed through his back.
“I doubt your father will ever learn of your discovery though,” the man continued talking as if discussing the weather.
No one can move that fast. “Why?” Turgan forced the word out and turned his head to face the stranger standing over him. Something hot and sticky flowed around his hands. Probably his blood.
The man looked down at him. “For reasons greater than you could ever imagine.” As he moved, his hood fell away, revealing an alien, age-less face.
“Narim!” Turgan gasped. “You’re a myth! You all died or went crazy in the Breaking.”
The narim reverently picked up the shamshir with both hands and examined it. Drawing the curved sword, he gave it a few swings as if testing it before looking down at Turgan with a predatory smile.
“Not yet.” With a lightning fast strike, the narim brought the sword down on Turgan’s head.






  
  Party


Randal glared at the gatehouse as he awaited the guests. They’d be there in moments, the bastards. If only they’d given him an advanced notice, a day would have been enough, then he’d have made up some bullshit excuse about why he couldn’t meet them. 
A teenage boy dragged a broken cart wheel across the courtyard in an attempt to make the place somewhat presentable. Bryn, his daughter, had gotten a few teens from Jadar to help clean the place as soon as news of the Southern lord’s visit had reached them. When Randal had woken up that morning, or rather, that afternoon, the whole place had felt like a beehive with all these people running around.
If he’d been given a choice, he’d either have turned around and headed back to bed, or he’d have hidden in the cellar and gotten himself drunk. Unfortunately, his daughter had found him before he could do either – she’d been the one to inform him about the oncoming guests – so instead he’d washed and shaved until he now stood there, sober, waiting for some pompous Southern asshole to arrive.
Bryn had done an amazing job though. The place looked heaps better. They’d swept the cobblestone courtyard between the gatehouse and the steps leading up to the main hall where he now stood, they’d removed all rubbish where part of the outer wall had crumbled a few months ago, and they’d pulled up the weeds that had been growing in all the different nooks and crannies. Someone, probably Bryn, had found his banner displaying the imperial star and his plow, and had hoisted it above the gatehouse, where it now proudly flew in the wind. Smoke streamed from the chimney behind him, and the windows above the stable to the left of the gatehouse stood open as someone cleaned the quarters for the retainers and servants of the visiting lord.
He pulled on his tight collar – had that thing always been that tight? – and straightened. He’d faced worse during the Reconquest, fighting in the emperor’s armies. He could survive an evening of smiling and nodding, especially with the help of the cask of wine in the cellar.
Turning at the sound of footsteps, his heart ached as he saw Bryn come out of the hall wearing a long, dark red dress with the plow from his coat of arms embroidered on her chest.
“You’ll do great.” Bryn smoothed an imaginary crease out of his shirt. “You look like a true Knight of the Realm.”
That was something he hadn’t heard in a while.
“Isn’t that your mother’s dress?” Randal asked. With her slender figure and shoulder-length brown hair she was the mirror image of Claudia.
“It was.” She looked at her feet as she spoke as if she expected him to say more.
“She would’ve liked to see you like this. She always enjoyed hosting these kinds of gatherings.”
Bryn beamed at his words. “It fit and I figured I needed something formal for tonight.”
His smile faded. “Just don’t make anything too big out of it. It’s only a dinner.”
“It is big!” She pulled herself up to her full height and gave him a proud smile. When had she grown that tall? “We haven’t entertained anyone in the past ten years. Not since mom –”
“Yes we have.” Randal looked away. “Rohit visited, when was it again?”
“That was two years, four months and eleven days ago, and he only came to see if you were still alive. Also, he doesn’t count as entertaining a foreign lord; he lives the next town over.”
“Fine, fine. You’re right.” She usually was.
“Look, don’t worry about it.” She placed two hands on his shoulders. “Everything has been taken care of. Siegfried delivered enough food for two feasts, Bjarn rounded up a few friends to stand around and look impressive. You just need to be polite to him for an evening and send him on his way again tomorrow.”
“That does explain the guards at the gate.”
“Maybe, if we manage tonight, it can lead to a new beginning. We can look out again.” Bryn sounded hopeful.
The clip-clop of hooves ringing through the gatehouse announced the arrival of his guest, and Bryn moved to stand half a step behind his right shoulder. A stern looking, dark haired man in his late-thirties – about his own age – rode into Jadar Hall’s courtyard, leading Bjarn and a handful of servants. One of Bryn’s boys darted forward to grab the horse’s reins and let the man dismount.
The man, moving with the supple  grace of a fighter, approached to stand the customary three sword-lengths from Randal, Bjarn following the man to stand just behind his right shoulder.
“Sir Randal,” his Master of Arms announced, “may I present to you Lord Anupam of Carcarand?”
Randal took two steps forward, which would take him into easy striking distance if he’d been armed, and gave a curt nod. “Well met Lord Anupam. Welcome to my humble abode. It honors my house to have you stay with us.”
The man cast a glance around the courtyard before answering. “The honor is mine. Thank you for receiving me in this” – the man paused for a brief moment as if thinking of a proper description – “lovely hall. Allow me to present you with a gift to show my appreciation.”
Anupam waved at one of his servants, who retrieved a wooden box two spans wide from a saddlebag and walked over to Randal. Bowing low, the servant held it in front of him, opening the lid.
“This gift should help you strengthen your Sanctuary,” Anupam continued. “A keep such as this could always use some extra help.”
Shit! He’d completely forgotten about the bloody gift giving. He needed some stupid excuse for not having one right then and something to actually give to the man, otherwise the city council would have his hide for insulting the pompous foreign noble and this time actually report him to the emperor for neglecting his duties. Taking the gift to buy some time, he groped for something to say.
“Thank you for this wonderful gift,” he started. The box contained a statue of one of the Gods – he didn’t immediately recognize which one. “I regret to say that, uhm –”
“That we don’t have anything nearly as wonderful,” his daughter stepped up next to him, holding a scabbarded sword. Where had she found that? Hadn’t some Northern lord gifted that ages ago? She held out the sword in similar fashion to lord Anupam.
“Allow me to introduce my wonderful daughter, Brynhilda of Jadar,” Randal said. 
“Please accept this humble gift,” Bryn said. “May it cement our friendship and bring you fond memories of your visit.”
“It feels like home here already.” Anupam accepted the gift with a curt nod, wearing a predatory smile.
“Please let my daughter show you your sleeping quarters where you can freshen up from your journey.” Randal guessed she’d thought about preparing those as well as everything else. “Dinner should be ready right around sunset.”
With a nod the man followed after Bryn, who confidently strode into Jadar Hall.

      [image: ]Randal raised his cup, standing at his seat in the middle of the manor lord’s table. Only lord Anupam, Bryn and Bjarn sat at the table with him. His two officers, Ulric and Karl were exiled to the lesser table together with the southern lord’s retainer and servants, while the rest of his own staff, few though they were, probably enjoyed themselves in the kitchen eating real food.
“Let us share our food in peace,” he intoned the ancient blessing, “as the Gods once shared their food with us. Let us drink together, and let no weapon be drawn between us.” He took a careful sip from his cup. Bryn would want him to stay sober for an evening. He could do that.
“I will drink to that,” Anupam answered, taking a swig from his cup as well.
Two servants entered as Randal retook his place, one carrying a tray filled with a roast pheasant and a braised cabbage spiced with cardamon, while the other served decorated white bread rolls. Lotta, his cook, had outdone herself.
“Where is the lady of the house?” Anupam asked. “I would dearly like to meet her.”
“My mother passed away ten years ago,” Brynhilda answered when Randal remained quiet.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Anupam said in a conversational voice. “What happened?”
“She died.” Randal downed his drink in one gulp, savoring the bitter wine flowing down his throat, his earlier intention forgotten; he needed this drink, and a few more, to get through this evening.
“What’s your home like?” Bjarn filled the silence.
“It actually reminds me a lot of this place,” Anupam said. “I carry fond memories of how lively and vibrant it was when I left it.”
Randal stifled a groan. There came the inevitable boasting and how Anupam’s estate was better than his. He held up his empty cup for a refill and zoned out of the conversation, only offering the occasional grunt or sentence in response. Nothing requiring a decision from him was ever discussed at such dinners. He could ignore the foreign asshole and let Bjarn pick up the slack. His friend always did.
Only when the second course – grilled wild boar – had finished did he pay more attention to his guest again. His daughter and Master of Arms had kept the conversation going, but as the table was cleared, the conversation lapsed. To avoid an awkward silence and at least appear somewhat hospitable, he groped for something to say.
“Why are you here?” Randal blurted out.
“I’m here to honor the local Knight.” Anupam looked confused. “As is customary for a visiting lord.”
Randal waved a hand. “That’s not what I meant.” Maybe he shouldn’t have had that fourth cup – or was it the fifth? It might have helped him express himself better. “Why are you visiting Jadar?”
“I discussed this with the city council,” The man sounded confused. “Didn’t they inform you?”
Of course that bunch of sneaks hadn’t. They’d enjoy it if he made a fool of himself tonight.
The man continued speaking. “No matter. My lands sit close to the Northern Caravan route. Via my contacts I can procure high quality myrrh. It should help in your ceremonies and through that strengthen the city’s Sanctuary Wall. Jadar’s temple sounded very interested.”
“I thought the emperor controlled all myrrh trade,” Bryn said.
“I understood that part,” Randal said, looking for a way to express his thoughts. “You’ve got something the city council wants, they have money. What I meant was, why Jadar? We’re only a backwater town in the North-Eastern corner of the empire.”
“Ah, I see what you mean now.” The man smiled his predatory smile again. “My grandfather’s family originates from this region. A man always longs for his roots, as I’m sure you know.”
Randal shrugged and down the last sip of wine remaining in his cup.
“Not really.”
“I’ve been given to understand that you are new to these lands.”
“The emperor granted them to me after the Reconquest.”
“Then you must know how it feels to be away from your home.”
Randal shrugged. “Orfir was a shithole that makes Jadar look like Vidastur. The best thing that could happen to you there is to be eaten by an Empusa or some other critter. I’ll be glad if I never have to look at it again.”
He’d grown up in an even smaller hamlet that didn’t even deserve the title village. It had sat on a mud track between two equally shit hamlets a day’s travel in either direction. The most exciting thing that would happen there was the yearly visit of the one hawker who travelled that part of the empire, and he only did so because he couldn’t sell his crappy wares in any real village. That, and being eaten by one of the many monsters that prowled the surrounding lands of course.
“Jadar is different though,” Anupam contended. “Sailing into the bay yesterday made me feel whole again.”
“If you say so.” Randal held out his cup to get it refilled. Maybe the sixth wouldn’t be a mistake.
“Maybe you just care less about where you live.” Anupam gestured with his cup at the room around him.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“What I’ve seen of your manor.” Anupam drank before continuing. “It feels a bit impersonal. As if no one truly lives here. I guess some people have strong ties to their ancestral lands, while others are more nomads.”
“You have a problem with how I live in Jadar Hall,” Randal growled. If the bastard kept this up, then he’d give the city council something to complain about.
“That’s not what I said. I would simply treat this lovely keep differently, that’s all.”
“How did you come by your lands?” Bjarn jumped in. “Like Jadar, Carcarand only rejoined the empire during the Reconquest.”
“Same as everyone I guess.” Anupam sounded surprised by the change of topic.
“Did you also serve in the emperor’s armies?” Bjarn asked.
“No. I didn’t fight for the empire during the war.”
“You’re a political appointment then.” Randal said. Bryn gave him an angry look at his rude statement. He ignored it.
Anupam waved it away. “The ways of the Gods are mysterious and varied. We all walk an individual path appointed by one of the five. Not everyone can serve our emperor in battle to win a title.”
A scream of a soldier dying on his sword echoed through Randal’s memory at the words and he squeezed his cup, directing his anger at it until the memory passed.
“I was rewarded for my dutiful service to our beloved emperor,” Randal stated in a flat voice, “the Gods had nothing to do with it. I earned it.”
“Of course, of course,” Anupam said. “Killing traitors and infidels is worthy service to our leader.”
“I didn’t just kill during the war.” Randal ground his teeth. 
“Yes, there’s a lot more to war than that. But surely you fought in a great many battles.”
“That’s what a war is.”
“You know, I sometimes wonder about the conquered people, like everyone here in Jadar.” Anupam gestured with his arm, including everything around him.
“What about them?”
“How do they feel about being conquered?” Anupam wondered. “We call it the Reconquest, but some of these lands hadn’t been part of the empire for four or five generations.”
“I didn’t make those decisions.”
“Did you fight here in Jadar as well?”
Randal downed his drink in an attempt to stop the memory of the fight for Jadar washing over him. It failed. The battle outside town had been bloody. The local lord had gathered together a sizable force and had even had a Gifted one on his side.
He’d fought on the flank away from the river. He remembered smashing into a unit of disposable conscripts. They’d fled after he’d killed a bunch of them and the rest of his unit had joined the fight. Later he’d been told he’d butchered many of the fleeing troops, before attacking the next unit over. It had been all a battle-crazed blur for him, though the screams of the dying and their faces still haunted him.
“You don’t need to answer,” Anupam cut in. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”
Randal slammed his cup on the table. “You know nothing!”
“There’s no need to get offended,” Anupam said.
“You just hide in your halls while you let real men fight and die for you!” Randal focused on his target, the rest of his hall fading into the background. He’d show the man what fighting and dying meant.
“Isn’t that what soldiers are for?” A condescending smile played across his prey’s lips.
Randal found he’d picked up his knife. It wasn’t a sword, but if he buried it in his target’s neck, it would kill all the same. With a leap across the table, he’d then take out the man’s retainer before the target would be able to mount any meaningful defense. Then he’d slaughter the rest of his enemies. Randal tensed his muscles.
A hand landed on his shoulder. He jerked his look upward to see this new enemy and tried to pull his shoulder free. The hand held him in place, vice-like fingers digging into his flesh.
“Sir Randal, a messenger just arrived for you with an urgent missive,” Bjarn’s voice cut through his haze as he emphasized each word. “Please come with me.”
“What?” Randal shook his head to clear out the fog of war. “Can it wait?”
“No. It’s an urgent matter,” Bjarn said. “Please follow me. Now.” He dug his fingers into Randal’s shoulder until Randal thought his collarbone would snap and tugged at him. “I apologize profoundly for the interruption,” he said to Anupam. “The duties of a Knight never sleep, as I’m sure you know.”
“Of course.” Anupam sounded disappointed.
Bjarn gave another tug on Randal’s shoulder, who, feeling disoriented, got up and let himself be led out of the hall. His Master of Arms dragged him past the kitchen and out into the back courtyard.
“What’s going on?” Randal looked around the empty courtyard. “Where’s the messenger?”
“There’s no messenger,” Bjarn answered.
“What?”
One of their pigs grunted at him in answer from the pigsty over by the rear wall.
“Get a grip on yourself,” Bjarn ordered. “You almost attacked your guest.”
“I –” He wanted to deny it, but he still gripped his knife in his hand, his knuckles white from how hard he squeezed. With a force of will, he relaxed his fingers and handed the blade to his Master of Arms.
“You had another episode, didn’t you?” Bjarn sounded concerned. “It’s been a while.”
“I’m sorry.” He always disappointed his friend. “I don’t know what came over me.”
“It’s the stress of having an important lord show up, combined with talking about the war and the mention of Claudia earlier.”
“Maybe you should go back in and tell him I had to leave.”
“Don’t run away Randal, that won’t solve anything. Instead focus and stay in control.”
“What if I can’t?”
“You can do this and I’ll be there to help. We’ll get through tonight. We’ll just talk about boring stuff. I’m sure our guest can tell us a lot about farming near the Swamp of Tarmon and we can compare it to how it’s done near Orfir.”
Randal gave a small smile. It would be hard to find a more boring subject. “I can come up with a dozen topics in my sleep I’d rather discuss than farming in Orfir.”
“Which is why it’s a good topic,” Bjarn said. “Let’s head back before our guest starts missing us too much.”
“You’re right.” Randal took a deep breath, exhaling in a short burst, and turned back to the hall. “Thanks.”
The murmur of voices fell silent as Randal entered the main hall again. Bryn gave him a concerned look. He put on his bravest smile, put a hand over his chest and gave a short bow.
“I apologize for my absence,” he said, looking at Bryn. “Sometimes duty calls, but everything is fine and under control. Let’s continue with our dessert.”
The talk around the room picked up again as Randal moved to his place and sat down again. His guest at least didn’t look the least bit concerned.
“There is no need to apologize,” Anupam said. “A lord is always busy, and we did arrive without much notice. If anything, it should be me who apologizes for inconveniencing you.”
“Your visit isn’t a burden at all,” Randal said. “I’m glad you’re here. I have always wondered about farming near the Swamps of Tarmon.” He gave an internal groan as he said the words. “I’m sure there’s a lot we can learn from how you manage to work such challenging lands.”
“Those are kind words sir Randal.” Anupam waved at his servant, who approached carrying an oaken cask about a foot long. “As a token of my appreciation for your generosity and hospitality, I’ve brought a retsina from my personal cellar. Allow me to share a glass with you and all the good people here.”
The servant produced two glasses and a handful of cups and placed them in front of his lord. Anupam broached the cask and poured a golden liquid into the first glass, its resinous scent filling the room. Anupam smelled the contents before handing it to Randal and filling the other glasses, a content look on his face.
“This has lain in my cellar for several years, waiting for a special occasion.” Anupam held up his glass. “To your health.”
Randal drank the golden liquid, gasping as the bitter alcohol burned down his throat.
“That’s some heavy stuff.” Randal said.
“It is indeed.” Anupam smiled. “Some say it even has magical properties.”






  
  Awake


Randal walked towards sir Gustav as the man dismounted in the middle of Jadar Hall’s courtyard. Claudia waited behind him, looking as radiant as ever in a ruby red dress delicately embroidered with his coat of arms in gold thread, Bryn clinging to her skirt. The girl would be fine once she saw Gustav’s sons. The youngest was a few years her senior, and she’d probably get him to run errands for her before the morning was out. She always did. 
“Welcome sir Gustav.” Randal held out his hand as he reached the man. “It’s an honor to have you visit our humble abode.”
They really were honored by the man’s visit. His holdings, lying across the Mareon sea, were easily twice the size of Jadar if not more, and they’d been in his family for several generations.
Sir Gustav took his hand in a warrior’s grip and shook it.
“The honor is all mine,” Gustav said. “One of my nephews served under your command and has told me of your exploits. After hearing those, I just had to come here and meet you.”
“I remember Ivar. Great kid and eager to learn.”
Ivar had been great with a weapon, as most noble-born kids were, but had known that a bit too well when he’d first joined. Fighting a battle was very different from a duel or sparring session in a training ring. Still, after a few skirmishes, he’d learned to obey orders and had fallen in line.
After exchanging a few more pleasantries, Randal turned and led Gustav towards Claudia who still stood in front of his hall. She gave him a smile that told him he’d once again skipped a few steps in the official protocol of how to greet guests, but also that she didn’t mind since with his welcome he’d made sir Gustav feel more at home than any protocol might.
“Please meet my lovely wife, Claudia, and the little lady who’s hiding behind her is Brynhilda.”
Claudia curtsied while Bryn ducked further behind her mother’s skirt.
A waft of woodsmoke blew past. Lotta, their cook, was already working hard on the feast they’d serve their guest.
“Welcome sir,” Claudia said. “Allow me to present you with a small gift so you may remember your visit.”
A servant stepped up holding an ornately decorated copy of the Codex Austarnum bound in thick, red leather. They’d spent days discussing what best to gift to their guest. In the end, Claudia had prevailed, as usual. She was his guide in the matters of the court and had argued that everyone already knew Randal could fight. They’d gain more by displaying learning and their devotion to the gods.
Something wet stuck to Randal’s face as Gustav accepted his gift. Wiping at it only seemed to make it worse.
“You honor me greatly,” Gustav said as he beckoned his own servants forward. “Please accept these humble gifts in return.”
Someone tapped Randal’s side, and he turned. No one was there. 
One of Gustav’s servants held out a scabbarded sword. Fine silver and gold metalwork snaked in a floral pattern across the scabbard, reminding him of Claudia’s coat of arms, ending at the plow near the sword hilt. A ruby, matching the color of Claudia’s dress decorated the sword’s pommel. Gustav had put a lot of thought into this gift.
Drawing the blade with a faint swoosh as it tingled in his hands, begging to be used, he gave it a few swings, checking its balance.
“It’s perfect.”
The sword’s balance was outstanding. This wasn’t just a fancy wall-hanger meant to impress ignorant noblemen. This was as deadly as it was beautiful, on par with the sword the emperor had given him after he’d been knighted with it.
Someone nudged his leg again.
Consciousness crashed into him, bringing with it a hammering in his skull, as the dream burst. Something wet stuck to his face. Why was Claudia waking him? He opened his mouth to speak and tasted a mouthful of mud.
Gagging, he emptied his stomach, his muscles screaming as they tensed. He wretched one eye open, immediately closing it again as the bright sunshine pierced his skull. Crashing back down, he took shallow breaths to still his stomach and keep the sour stench of vomit and shit hanging around him out of his nose. He unclenched his fists.
As his stomach settled slightly, reality rushed in. Claudia was dead. His wife had died over ten years ago. He stifled a guilty sob, not wanting to open his mouth again in case he ate more mud.
Gathering the courage to try moving again, Randal tried to piece his memories together. What did I do this time? Last night was a giant blur. There had been guests, hadn’t there? The pounding in his head made it difficult to focus his thoughts. Someone from the South. Vali be damned; he’d need to break his fast with them while looking presentable.
The man – it had been a single Southern noble with one or two retainers, right? – had brought out a cask of something to thank him for his hospitality. Refusing would have been impolite of course. Though perhaps he should have gone to bed after the first round. Or the fourth. The stuff had been strong.
Whoever had come to wake him nudged his foot and grunted. Randal pushed himself on his elbows, sinking down into something soft. “I’m awake,” he croaked. Another wave of nausea hit him at the movement and he held still, breathing through his mouth, until it passed. On his second attempt he managed to pry first one and then his other eye open, blinking against the glare until his surroundings swam into focus.
Mud, mixed with his vomit, deep enough to hide his hands, covered the ground underneath him. He sat in the pigsty behind his manor. It hadn’t been the maid nudging him awake, but Ella, their pig.
As he pushed upright, a vague scent of smoke blew past him. Lotta, the cook, was up early then. He groaned. He’d been right about having to share a large breakfast with his guest, being polite while everyone watched him eat. The thought of food alone was enough to make him gag again. At least no one had found him yet, so he still had time to recover and make himself somewhat presentable.
He staggered over to the rain barrel, where he dipped his head into the water to clear off the worst of the mud, the frigid water sending a shock through his body, briefly replacing the pounding in his head. With a gasp he surfaced, water streaming down his face. At least it wouldn’t ruin his outfit any further.
He stumbled towards the main wall, steadying himself on the wall with a hand. He’d get back to his chamber and make himself presentable for their guest – what was his name again, Anaman? He could survive another morning of smiling and pretending to like some pretentious foreigner. He’d fought worse battles.
Wood smoke clung in his nose as he rounded the corner of the great hall. What’s Lotta up to? She hadn’t made that much smoke even when they’d thrown that banquet for Lord Devdan and his wife, and every noble for leagues around had shown up. Though that had been years ago, when Claudia had still been alive. Maybe she was also just getting old.
The oaken door to the main hall stood open. Mud caked the steps leading into it, a trail of smoke wafting out through the open doorway, the scent stinging his nose.
What in Vidar’s name? Randal hurried to the hall, leaping up the two steps, his headache forgotten. Dense, black smoke filled the rafters, making his eyes water. At the smell of burning flesh an image of a different hall flashed before his eyes and he stumbled. Screams of women and children dying filled his ears. He slapped his hands over his ears, trying to block their voices, but the sound remained.
They needed to fight their way through the kitchens, and rejoin the main assault. He searched around for a weapon as he seemed to have lost his sword somewhere – Bjarn would scold him when his men weren’t looking. 
A rasping cough cut through the memory. He’d stormed Tukultar castle over a decade ago. Squeezing his eyes, he shook his head to dispel the image. He took a deep breath, and immediately broke down coughing as he inhaled the smoke filling the room; his own hall burned now. 
The tapestries decorating the walls burned, flames spreading to the roof and wooden cabinets lining the walls. Several bodies lay on the floor. He ran to the closest one, which turned out to be Arne, one of his guards. A pool of drying blood from a slit throat covered the floor around the body.
Randal ran to the next person, Lothar, to see if he was still alive, but that one had a layer of foam dribbling out of his mouth. Poison! No! It couldn’t be them.
He coughed again as the thickening smoke forced its way into his lungs. It wouldn’t take long before there was no air left to breathe. He looked around the room. His men-at-arms, men he’d fought beside, men he’d been drinking with last night, all of them lay scattered around the room, dead in pools of blood.
Where was Bryn? His eyes darted around the room. She’d gone to bed earlier hadn’t she? She wouldn’t be down there. Flames blocked the doorway leading to the keep’s main staircase at the back of the hall. He couldn’t get to her that way.
One man, lying by the fireplace dressed in a snug, dark robe, he didn’t recognize. The man had coal-black hair, and a darker complexion. He must’ve been part of the retinue of the noble he’d entertained last night. But was he a victim of the same attackers or had he taken part in the attack?
Someone still had to be alive; he’d heard him. At the far end of the room a figure, bound hands and feet, lay near the doorway leading to the kitchen. Bjarn! Randal crossed the space in a heartbeat and knelt next to his old friend. 
“I’m here,” Randal said.
Blood throbbed from a stab wound in the man’s side, his face beaten until he was near unrecognizable.
Bjarn opened one eye – the other had swollen shut – and, after a moment, focused on Randal’s face. “You’re … alive,” he said with a halting breath.
“Hold tight, I’m getting you out.” Randal slid his arms underneath Bjarn’s shoulders, trying not to disturb the man too much for fear of damaging something further, and dragged his friend towards the exit. Near the fireplace a burning beam crashed to the ground, scattering sparks across the room, setting the rushes covering the floor alight. A pained grunt escaped Bjarn’s lips as his feet bumped along the floor, and the man whispered something.
“Save your strength,” Randal answered. “I’ll get you stitched up.” 
His Master of Arms grabbed Randal’s arm and dragged him down. Two fingers were broken, and one was missing. Randal stopped to listen. “Looking for you.” Bjarn forced the words out. “Kept asking where you’d escaped to.”
“Who did this?” Randal continued dragging his friend, leaving a bloody trail on the floor. “Was it –” He hesitated, afraid of the answer. “Was it the Hashin-shin?”
They reached the doorway, and Randal half-dragged, half carried Bjarn’s limp body into the courtyard away from the building. He gently lowered the man to the ground and ran his hands across him, checking for wounds. Shallow cuts scarred the man’s arms. They would have been painful, but not lethal. Bruises dotted his chest and stomach. Again painful, but also not directly lethal. The only lethal wound was the stab wound in his Master of Arms side.
“Fuck,” Randal swore as he noticed the wound had stopped bleeding. His battle experience had taught him, that was bad news.
He reached for his friend’s neck, searching for a heartbeat. Bjarn’s head lolled sideways, eyes staring unseeing into the distance. “Bjarn?” There wasn’t one. “Bjarn!” He grabbed his friend and hugged him tight as a sob escaped his lips.
All these years, Bjarn had been there with him, they’d saved each other’s lives dozens of times. His friend couldn’t just be dead. He’d find the assholes responsible, and he’d pay them back what they’d done twice over. Rage built in his stomach, blooming around him like a dark cloud. He’d hunt them down, beat them into a bloody pulp. He’d make them eat their own entrails and make them watch their friends die.
He froze in place, his rage melting like snow in spring. Bryn! He let go of Bjarn. Shit no! He rushed to the back entrance to their living quarters off the side of the main hall. Flames danced all along the upper floor of the two-story building, smoke escaping between the slate rooftiles. As he kicked open the door, heat washed over him, searing the hair off his arms. Acrid smoke clogged up his lungs two steps into the building. Flames roared everywhere, forcing him back outside.
He stumbled away and sank to his knees in the herb garden next to his Master of Arms’ body. Tears flowed freely as he drew in gulps of fresher air. His daughter, dead. Bjarn, dead. All his friends, the men and women he’d shared a home with, dead. An animalistic howl escaped his lips.
At last, his tears came no more. He looked up at his burning home, smoke billowing into the morning sky. Given that the sun still hadn’t reached the top of the wall, only a few moments had passed since he’d woken up, even if it felt like a lifetime. Normally he’d still be in bed at this time. His rage returned at the sight, and he embraced it like an old friend returning after a long leave, drawing it in. It fueled his certainty, making him reach a decision. He straightened and crossed his right arm across his chest.
“On your souls and mine,” he said, using the ancient military oath, “I swear to avenge you. To hunt down those responsible, and find you justice. This I swear.” By ripping their hearts out. He didn’t add the words to the oath though. He wanted to keep the language pure.
As he finished his oath the enormity of the task he’d just committed himself to sank in. Finding the bastards and making them beg would dwarf anything he’d done, even during the Reconquest.
Hands in his hair, he looked around the courtyard. Other than the burning buildings, it looked as it had yesterday. The attackers hadn’t left a clue about who they were or where they’d come from. The dead man inside the hall might have revealed something, as might the poison, but the fire had swallowed any clue the hall might have offered.
Had the man been together with last night’s guest? Unlike his guest – who could have been a local – the dead man had actually looked southern. For that matter, was his guest still alive? The guest bedroom had lain somewhere above the main hall next to their sleeping quarters. If he hadn’t escaped, he’d be as dead as Bryn.
Randal rubbed his temples as his headache returned with a vengeance, making thinking even harder. If he wanted to get anywhere in his current state, he needed to start with the simple things. How had they gotten in, and where would they go next?
His gaze stopped at the crumbled section of the outer wall in the southern corner. Damn him. That could explain how they’d gotten in.
“Shit! Shit! Shit!” He kicked at a pebble lying in the courtyard. It was his fault! Again! He should’ve had that fixed ages ago, when the top section had first collapsed. It had just never seemed important and there had never been enough money. The Sanctuary Wall had been intact enough to keep out the common critters around Jadar, even with the actual wall being damaged. Trolls and Ghouls wouldn’t be able to overcome the remaining protection, and there hadn’t been a manticore sighting since before he’d come to Jadar.
Human raiders and bandits were a different matter of course, but he’d driven off the last of them in his first year in Jadar. Until now it seemed, Biara be damned.
Of course word would have gotten out that his walls had had a weak point. He should have known those details never remained a secret for long. He should have had it fixed as soon as the section had collapsed. He should have –
“Stop it!” he shouted at himself. Wallowing in his guilt wouldn’t get him anywhere. He could beat himself up later. All that mattered now was his oath.
It did explain how they’d gotten in without anyone noticing. Unfortunately it told him nothing about his attackers or if his guest had been involved. Which left him right where he’d started.
He went over everything he remembered about the man, which was almost nothing. He should’ve paid more attention last night.
For now he’d assume the man had been involved. The man showing up on the exact day his hall got attacked, and the headache inducing drink, would be too much of a coincidence. Also, the dead stranger in his hall looked as if he’d come from somewhere in the south, which could make him related to the southern lord.
Since his attackers hadn’t stuck around, they’d probably be heading home. Though the man might have lied about coming from Carcarand, they certainly hadn’t been local, which meant they’d be travelling by ship. That made the harbor in Jadar their next stop.
That gave him a clear target, and since his hall hadn’t completely burned down before he’d woken up, they couldn’t have been gone for long. So they’d either be in the city or on their way there. From the stable’s open gate, tucked away in the corner along the wall, he guessed the attackers had taken his two horses together with their own, making it impossible to travel faster than the bastards. His feet would serve him then. They’d done so on plenty of campaigns.
First, he needed supplies, some clean clothes and a weapon. Or rather, he’d bring a staff. That didn’t really count as a weapon, more like a walking stick that he’d happen to have on him when he’d caught up with the assholes. Unfortunately, all provisions lay in the larder, which sat behind the main hall next to the burning kitchen. He’d just have to suffer being hungry, nothing he could do about that.
He’d grab a set of clothes from Bjarn later. His Master of Arms had lived above the gate, which was safe from the flames for now. First he’d get a weapon from the armory, which sat next to the main hall, and might very well go up in flames at any moment.
Leather gambesons hung to the left of the entrance, next to the rack holding the wooden staffs used in sparring. Straight ahead stood the rack holding the two swords Bjarn had kept. For a moment Randal hesitated. A sword would help; fueled by rage he could overcome any number of foes. He’d sworn an older oath though, a stronger one, one he couldn’t break, not even now.
He turned away and grabbed a staff instead. Though it wouldn’t serve him as well as a sword, it would get the mission done. He also took down a gambeson and grabbed a waterskin from the hook by the door.
As he exited the armory again, he spotted his friend’s body lying in the middle of the courtyard and froze in place. He couldn’t leave him just lying there for wild animals to feast on. On the other hand, he also didn’t have time for a proper burial, which left him with only one option.
He grabbed his friend’s body underneath his armpits, and dragged it to the burning hall. Dark grey smoke billowed from the doorway, making his eyes water.
After taking a deep gulp of air, he moved inside. He only got four paces into the building before the blistering heat singed his eyebrows and forced him to stop. Flames licked the walls and roof, crackling like a bonfire at the festival of Vidar. After placing the body as gingerly on the ground as the heat allowed, he fled outside.
Stopping in the middle of his courtyard, he drew in deep breaths of fresh air and turned to face his hall.
“I’m sorry my friend,” he mumbled. “For everything.”
Bjarn would probably tell him to go do what was needed first and mourn him later. Focus on the next small step he could take to move towards his goal, and take it from there. For now that meant finding a clean set of clothes and going to Jadar.
He turned away from his hall and set off to find those responsible for this mess.






  
  Jadar


Randal stumbled through Jadar’s gate as the sun reached its zenith, his mouth parched dry, his head throbbing. Bloody stupid town had been further than he’d remembered. His water had run out before he’d been halfway and he wished he’d had a chance to eat something before running towards it. 
For a moment he savored the cool shade outside the gatehouse, resting his head against the smooth stones. The town sloped gently down towards the seaside, the road from the gate running straight to the docks where a few ships bobbed, waiting to be loaded. With a groan he straightened; there was no time to rest.
If the group he pursued had indeed come this way looking for a ship heading south then they would’ve passed through these gates. If not then – well, then he had no idea where they’d gone and he’d need a new plan. He looked at the guards lounging just outside the gate. Breakfast would have to wait.
The guard looked him up and down as he approached. “What d-ya want?” he asked in a gruff voice.
“Did a group of southerners pass by this morning?”
“We’ve got better things to do than answer stupid questions.”
“Excuse me?”
The guard from the other side of the gate, shorter than his comrade, wandered over, suspicion written across his face as he eyed Randal’s staff. “You don’t want to make any trouble, mister. Best just to move along.”
“Wasting a watchman’s time while he’s on duty is a serious offence,” the first guard added.
Randal rubbed a hand over his eyes, fighting down his headache and a desire to pummel both guards.
“Just tell me where those southerners went.”
“We’ve no time for this,” the first guard said. “Beat it.”
The image of Bjarn dying in his arms flashed through his mind. Bloody stupid guards. Time to end this. He stepped up to the tall guard, and stared him in the eye.
“You have no idea who I am, do you?”
“From the look of you some tramp in dire need of a bath,” The guard answered as he grabbed his sword hilt.
Randal raised his closed fist in front of the man’s face, showing his signet ring with his coat of arms, the plow on the left and the imperial star on the right, divided by a sword.
“This was given to me by Emperor Justinian the Third when he knighted me as Sir Randal of Jadar.” Randal’s voice quivered with contained rage. “So you had best answer my bloody question, now! Because while you may think wasting a guard’s time is a serious offence, I know insubordination can get you hanged.”
The guard flinched and paled at the words. “I’m s – sorry, sir.”
“You will be if you don’t answer me. Now! Where is the group of southerners who passed by earlier?”
The man took a step back. “I – I don’t know sir. No southerners passed the gates.”
Randal stepped forward until his face was a thumb’s width from the guard’s face and growled, “Impossible.”
“He’s telling the truth sir.” the other guard, white around his nose, added in. “We haven’t been on duty long, sir. When would they have passed?” 
Damn it! Randal deflated. Of course guards changed. He should’ve considered that. “It would have been earlier this morning. A few hours ago.”
“Would you say around the second bell, sir? Or after that?” the shorter guard asked.
That would put them further ahead than he’d thought. Still, they hadn’t drunk what he had last night. “Could be.”
“That would put them at the tail end of the dawn watch. You’ll want to talk to Hadassa then.”
“If you find me this Hadassa, I’ll forget your earlier behavior. I might even throw in a recommendation if you hurry.”
The guard jumped at the words and sprinted towards the barracks that housed the city watch. The other guard halted an approaching wagon and eagerly chatted with the driver, casting anxious glances in Randal’s direction.
Randal looked himself up and down. Maybe he couldn’t blame the watchmen for not recognizing him. In the dusty and soot stained, ill-fitting outfit he’d borrowed from Bjarn, he looked nothing like a stately knight from a folk tale, and he hadn’t been to town in months. As the local Knight of the Realm, he technically was in charge of the town’s administration and defenses, but he’d found that as long as he let them govern themselves, he had to do very little and they remained happy.
The wagon trundled past, and moments later the guard who’d run off appeared again, leading a broad-shouldered woman. He pulled up, out of breath, and waved at his companion. “This is Hadassa. She had the dawn watch.”
“What do you need to know, sir?” the woman asked.
“A group of southerners passed by here sometime this morning. Where did they go?”
Hadassa rubbed her chin for a moment. “I think I remember them. A handful of them, led by a local in fancy clothes?”
Randal shrugged. “Could be.”
The woman raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment further. “Said something about only passing through and catching a ship on the morning tide. They rode their cart down to the waterfront. Where they went after that, I don’t know. A ship would be my guess. There’s always one or two coming and going.”
“That’s all I needed to know.” Randal limped into the city, using his staff as a walking cane, following the road down to the docks. The Master of Weights would know which ship they’d taken, and to where. Passengers had to pay port duties, and you could always count on taxes.
Jadar’s House of Weights and Measurements, the town’s only narim-built house, sat on the corner of Market Street, in the center of the waterfront. The whole façade looked as if it’d been carved from a single block of smooth marble, with slender columns snaking along the two-story front to the roof, interspersed with glass windows. At the entrance a bunch of guardsmen in full mail, armed with swords and cudgels, eyed the passersby and dockworkers. At this hour of the day, with the market over and no boats docking, only minimal traffic walked in and out.
The Master of Weights, the man in charge of the building as well as being the local Dockmaster, had his offices in the quiet corner at the back of the ground floor, overseeing the lush garden. Randal barged into the office, not bothering to knock. “You keep records of every ship leaving Jadar, as well as what they have on board, correct?”
Vadim, the Master of Weights, jumped erect from behind his desk at the back of the room, shock and anger crossing his face before he regained his composure as he recognized Randal. 
“Good afternoon, Master Randal. To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?” The man’s tone suggested he didn’t find it a pleasure at all. “Have you decided to attend a council meeting? That isn’t until tomorrow.”
Randal ignored both the small talk and the man’s tone. He hadn’t attended one of their useless council meeting in years. Even before Claudia had died, they’d often disagreed with his plans, claiming to never have any funds for anything. After that, they’d actively tried to discredit anything he did.
He just launched straight on. “A group of southerners has boarded a ship this morning. I need to know which ship, when they left, and where they’re headed.”
With a small bow and a handwave Vadim pointed at a long row of ledgers lining the walls of his office. Wood paneling, decorated with fantastical animals, gold leaf highlighting details in the woodworking covered the pieces of wall not covered in shelves.
“How wonderful that you remembered all the hard work we do here in the House of Weighs and Measurement, sir Randal. We do indeed. Your description is a bit vague however, even for our little port.”
“There were a handful of them,” Randal repeated the guard’s words, not knowing what other information he could give to aid the search. “They were led by a local looking guy in fancy clothes pretending to be some southern lord.” The man’s story had probably been fabricated.
“I remember him. Collected his duties myself when he arrived. Wonderful fellow. Very knowledgeable about our local affairs. He really exemplified everything you would expect a lord to be.”
“He left on the morning tide. Where did he go to?”
“Give me a moment sir.” The Master of Weights gave a stiff bow and stared at the wall for a while. As he reached a decision, he sat down at his desk and pulled up the ledger he’d been working in before Randal had disturbed him. After thinking some more, he leafed back a page and ran a finger down the second column, stopping halfway down the page, before turning to Randal again.
“It’s been a very busy morning. Six ships sailed out, an unlucky number, though of course there were a few fishermen among them. I pray that all of them have expedient travels.”
Randal tapped his foot. “Which one carried the southerners?”
“Atourina’s Dream left at the tail end of the tide, carrying, among other cargo, a group of passengers,” Vadim read. “It is the only one carrying multiple passengers. I assume it is the one you are after.”
Crap! That meant they were getting out of his reach quickly. “Where’s Atourina’s Dream headed?”
Vadim’s finger swept along the ledger’s entry. “Vidastur. She is heading south.”
“Are there any more ships leaving for Vidastur today?” He needed to be after them, fast.
The Master of Weights sighed, flipped the page in his ledger, and scanned the list again, twice. “It seems like it’s your lucky day. There’s another one, leaving on the evening tide. She pulled in just this morning to restock, coming from further up the coast on her way to the capital. I’ll have one of the clerks point her out to you.

      [image: ]Randal stepped into the money lender’s building, next to the House of Weights and Measurements on the waterfront, making his way through the open business floor to the offices at the back of the hall. He’d spent two hours walking through the bloody sunlight, going from ship to ship, asking if he could travel along to Vidastur.
The one found by the Master of Weights accepted passengers, but had demanded payment up front. His title and promises of payment in Vidastur hadn’t swayed the captain. If anything, that seemed to have raised the price. She’d sail on the evening tide, which didn’t leave enough time to travel home and back to get any money. Not that he had enough at home to pay for the trip, but that was a secondary concern.
After that he’d tried all other ships in Jadar capable of making the trip to Vidastur in decent time. That had been an even bigger disaster than the first ship. They’d also demanded payment up front, but they’d dared charge even more outrageous prices.
It all came down to money, as always. He’d need it by that evening to have any chance of catching up to the southerners, and there weren’t many people in the city with that kind of money just lying around. The only ones he could think of were the members of the city council, but they all hated his guts, which meant asking them was a waste of time.
That left him with only one option; borrowing it.
Randal hesitated at his banker’s office door. He brushed some dust off Bjarn’s leather jerkin, though it didn’t improve his appearance in the slightest. He still looked like he’d stolen his elder brother’s clothes, instead of being the local lord. He swallowed and squared his shoulders. It’d have to do. After a polite knock he waited.
“Enter.” Gauri’s deep voice matched the man’s businesslike attitude. 
As Randal entered, the banker rose from behind his desk, spreading his arms wide. “Sir Randal, what a pleasure. I’d heard you were in town.”
A new tapestry, depicting a unicorn trapped in a coop, hung behind the man’s desk. He must’ve had it shipped all the way from Mira; no craftsman in Jadar delivered that kind of quality.
“The pleasure’s all mine,” Randal replied with a nod.
Gauri motioned Randal to the chair in front of his oaken desk. “What brings you to my humble office? Are you here for your next repayment? The term isn’t up for another five weeks.”
“No, unfortunately not.” Randal looked at his hands. “I need to extend my credit and borrow some extra money.”
“I’m sure we can work something out. May I ask what you intend to use the money for? I heard the manor is in need of a few minor repairs.”
Randal thought for a moment how much he should say. The man had a knack for reading between the lines. “I need to leave for Vidastur. Tonight. The captains demand payment up front.”
Gauri arched an eyebrow. “That quickly?  Did you flirt with sir Rohit’s daughter? Running might then indeed be the best solution.”
“No, it’s nothing like that.”
“Of course. Will Bryn be accompanying you on this trip?” 
At the banker’s words, an image of his burning living quarters flashing before his eyes, accompanied with screams of men dying. Bryn! “She’s –“ his voice broke and he swallowed before continuing. “She’s dead.” He forced the emotions out of his voice. “Just as everyone else in the manor. We were attacked last night. They killed everyone but me and burned the place to the ground. I need the money to hunt down and kill those responsible.”
A look of surprise crossed Gauri’s face. “I am so sorry to hear that my friend,” he said, full of empathy.
“Thank you,” Randal said. “The voyage to Vidastur costs around twenty four Solidus. Now, I don’t know what I’ll run into, and I might have to travel farther than Vidastur in a hurry. I think fifty Solidi would be enough. I’ve got some friends in Vidastur who might be able to help out.”
Gauri stared at Randal for a long moment. “You misunderstood me, my friend. I’m genuinely sorry for your loss, but I’m afraid I can’t lend you the money.”
Randal jumped up, slamming both hands on the banker’s desk. “What!”
The banker made a calming motion with his hands. “Please settle down. We don’t want a guard to rush in here to see what the commotion is about.”
Randal’s head felt as if a giant hammered on the inside as his enemies got further out of reach. “Why?” was all he managed.
“A sum three or four times an average year’s wage is not something we give out lightly.”
“That’s never stopped you before. You know I’m good for it. I’ll pay you as soon as I return. I always honor my debts.”
“That is where the problem lies, my friend. There is no guarantee you’ll return chasing after these bandits. And with your daughter gone, there is no telling what the emperor would do with your estate or if the new lord would honor your debts.”
“I need this money. Please, my friend. I beg of you. The emperor owes me a favor. I’ll ask him to guarantee the loan as soon as I get to Vidastur.”
“I’m afraid my answer is final. With Jadar hall burned down, a new lord wouldn’t be able to repay this loan and the old ones in a timely manner, even with the emperor’s guarantee.”
Randal sank to his knees, gripping the desk’s edge. “Please. I’ll do anything. I’m begging you as a friend, not as a client. Help me. Please.”
“It’s nothing personal sir.” Gauri waved at a side door. Two bulky guards in leather gambesons, truncheons at their belts walked in. “Just business. Is there anything else you require? Otherwise I’m afraid I need to get back to work.”
Randal eyed the guards for a moment. Two guys selected to look tough. Handy to have around in a bar fight or to scare someone off, but they’d fall short against a trained opponent. He could take them. Or at least, he would’ve been able to a few years ago. He should have kept up his training. Now, it would be an equal fight, and the shorter one of the two had a dangerous gleam in his eyes.
Of course, it didn’t matter. He still wouldn’t get his money if he did beat them up. He was on his own. “You don’t need your muscles. I’m leaving.”

      [image: ]Randal stared at Siegfried’s Tavern across the street, apprehensive to approach, his head throbbing. Out of options and with no clue what to do next, he’d staggered to his regular drinking hole, but as he’d approached, he’d realized he’d have to tell Siegfried why he was there. He’d have to tell him Bjarn, his older brother, was dead, and that it was his fault.
He took a deep breath, and strode across the street. Bjarn would’ve told him waiting wouldn’t help, and at least he’d be out of the bloody sun.
Inside, he stopped at the household shrine to the left of the doorway, bowing his head to the five statues arranged in a circle. A sixth statue, similar to the one Anupam had handed him just yesterday, sat in the center of the shrine, almost as if the other gods looked up to it.
“Vidar, please guide Bjarn on his journey. May his soul find rest. And please guide me as I inform his brother of his passing.” He needed the help.
With the afternoon well underway, the regular hustle and bustle of lunch was over. Only three other patrons sat in a corner of the common room, nursing an ale. Siegfried was nowhere to be seen.
Wandering over to the opposite corner of the other guests, he dropped down and rested his head on the table. His stomach cramped from being empty as cooking scents wafted out of the kitchen; preparations for dinner had already started. He should eat something. Maybe he should ask Siegfried for a meal and a drink on credit before telling him about his brother.
He shook his head. Bjarn would’ve said to man up and accept the consequences of his actions. He’d honor his friend, especially in this.
A tankard thumped down on the table near his head, and he looked up.
Siegfried gave him a smile. “This one’s on the house. You look like a horse dragged you all the way from your hall.” Randal eyed the drink; though tempting, more alcohol wouldn’t solve his problems. “It’s water.” Siegfried added.
The drink would ease his headache somewhat and postpone having to tell Siegfried. Feeling like a coward, Randal drank the whole tankard in one draught, savoring the cool liquid running down his throat. His stomach spasmed, and he waited for it to settle before speaking. “Thanks, I needed that.”
“Never knew you to drink water. Also didn’t expect to see you today. Did a horse really drag you here?”
“You should sit.” Randal stared at his hands, not wanting to look at his friend.
“What’s wrong?”
“Bjarn’s dead.” He stifled a sob before continuing. “They’re all dead.”
“Wha’?” Siegfried dropped into the chair opposite Randal, disbelief clear on his face, quickly followed by shock.
“Jadar Hall got raided last night. They killed everyone and burned the place to the ground.”
“I don’t –“ Siegfried started, then stopped again. “Bjarn can’t be – He – What? How are you here?”
“I’m sorry,” Randal mumbled.
“What happened?”
“I – I’m not sure.” 
“What aren’t you telling me?” Siegfried’s voice took on a sharp edge.
Randal took a deep breath. Face the consequences of your actions. He looked up at his friend.
“It’s my fault they’re all dead,” Randal said. “I think they scaled the crumbled wall section and from there overran the hall.”
“I told you to fix that. Bjarn has told you! A year ago!”
“I know.”
“And then you hid while they attacked.” Siegfried’s tone implied he’d been a coward. “I’ve never known you to run from a fight.”
“I didn’t.”
“And yet my brother is dead and you are here.”
Randal plucked at his fingers. “I was asleep.”
“You slept through a raid! I didn’t get hit on my head during the Reconquest nearly enough to believe that.”
If Randal could’ve fled he would have. “I had passed out where they couldn’t find me.”
“You what?”
“I had a guest last night. He gave me something to drink. I think it was some kind of poison.”
“Poison, sure.” The disbelief just oozed from Siegfried’s tone.
“I’m telling the truth. I’ve never felt a headache like this before.”
“Very convenient.” Siegfried shook his head. “And why are you in here?”
“I figured you’d want to know.”
“Couldn’t that have waited?”
“What do you mean?”
“The Randal I know, the one I’ve followed, would have butchered his way through half the town to get to those responsible. And yet you’re here; hiding and feeling sorry for yourself.”
“I tried.”
“Try harder.”
“They got away. By the time I got to Jadar, they’d already left on a ship to Vidastur.”
“Still not a reason to come here. The harbor’s two streets that way.” Siegfried pointed to the front door.
“I’ve been there. No ship will take me. They all demand payment up front, and I have no money.”
“So you’re betraying Bjarn and cowering in here.”
Randal winced at the words. “Never! I swore an oath to find those who did this. I just need some time to think.”
“How much did they ask?”
“I can’t ask that of you.”
“He was my brother!” Siegfried slammed his hand on the table. The guests at the other side of the tavern had fallen silent and stared at them. “How much?”
“Twenty four.”
Without a word Siegfried stood and headed into the kitchen.
Randal nursed a second tankard of water until Siegfried returned and dropped a thick coin purse on the table between them.
“Shut up.” Siegfried held up a hand to stop him from speaking. “I’m coming. I’ve saved up over the years. I’ve got enough to get us both to Vidastur.”
“There’s one more thing.” His friend deserved to know if he wanted to help, even if it scared him away. 
“Out with it.”
Randal swallowed. “I think the Hashin-shin are behind the attack.”
Siegfried dropped into the seat next to him with a surprised look on his face and whispered, “How do you know?”
“It’s the only thing that makes sense.” On his way to town he’d been going over everything he’d seen at least a dozen times, and he’d always reached the same conclusion. “This wasn’t some random attack of opportunity, it was an organized precision strike. Only the Hashin-shin have that kind of resources.”
“Why would they come for you though?” Siegfried’s voice was flat, devoid of any emotion.
“I know it doesn’t make any sense, but one of my men had been poisoned, and Bjarn got –” For a moment the image of Bjarn’s maimed hands and beat up face flashed through his mind. “They tortured him. To find out where I’d gone.”
Siegfried stared at him in silence, his face unreadable.
“I understand if you don’t want to help anymore.” They’d both seen what the bastards were capable off.
“Thanks for telling me.”
“If you loan me the money, they’d never find out.” Randal really needed the money if he wanted to have any chance of catching the bastards.
“I’m still coming.”
“But –“
“The Hashin-shin don’t scare me. If anything, this has made me even more certain that I need to come with you.” 
Relief washed over Randal. The bastards wouldn’t get away after all. “Thank you.”
“I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing it for Bjarn. To get you to those responsible.”
“I owe you. I’ll repay you as soon as we return and I get things sorted here.”
“I don’t want your money. It’s yours on one condition. We’re in this together; you’re not leaving me behind. Ever.”
“Of course.”
“Swear it.”
“I do. I swear we’re in this together. We stick together until we catch the bastards who did this and avenge Bjarn.”
“Good. When are we leaving?”
“The evening tide is a few hours away. We pick whichever ship looks swiftest.”
“In that case I’ll go pack. Give me until the next bell to get everything here sorted.”
“Before you go, can I ask one more favor? Is there any food left over from lunch? I haven’t eaten since last night.”






  
  Vidastur


Randal groaned as the waves inside Vidastur’s Strait rocked the ship. The narrow strait was notorious for its wild waves and treacherous currents, and a week on a ship hadn’t been enough for him to develop sea legs. 
The Pantheon towered over him on the crescent-moon shaped island to his left, the domed building impressing him despite his queasy stomach. From down at sea level the marble façade on the cliff above him, glowing in the dark yellow of the setting sun, seemed to reach into the heavens. For a moment, the arched bridge lined with white marble buildings, rising more than fifty strides above their heads, hid the temple from view as they passed underneath it.
With Siegfried’s money it’d been easy to secure passage on Lavanya’s Runner; Siegfried had even managed to haggle the price down. They’d had strong winds for the first couple of days which had left him glued to the railing where he’d thrown up any food that had come near him. Combined with the hangover which had lingered for three days after he’d stepped aboard, he still felt like shit, even after keeping in his food for the past two days.
The captain had boasted Lavanya’s Runner was the fastest ship in the Mareon Sea, though Randal suspected all captains claimed that. And given that the southerners would’ve had the same weather, it was best to assume he was at least half a day behind. Finding them in the city would be tough, which was why he needed help. That made his first destination in the capital the imperial palace. He’d call in his favor from the emperor. Randal eyed the setting sun. It’d be close, the palace stopped accepting petitioners after sunset.
The strait veered left again, following the shape of the island, opening up at its tip, with the deep water inlet where they’d dock sitting on their right. The water quieted as they passed the mouth of the inlet, soothing his stomach.
Ships in all shapes and sizes lined every available stretch of the docks. Randal gathered his few belongings, a spare shirt Siegfried bought for him in Jadar before they’d left and the dagger he’d won from one of the sailors playing dice.
Their mooring lay squeezed between an eastern trade cog loading crates, and a northern longship. Vidastur’s sea wall towered over the ships, leaving a narrow, crowded strip of land between the sea and the city wall. Chewing his lip as they crawled to the dock, he leaped over the ship’s railing onto the wooden deck as soon as they bumped into the quay.
“Out of the way!” he shouted at a woman in a red dress embroidered with gold thread standing in the middle of the quay, blocking him. He needed to get to the palace before sun-down to have the best chance of finding the southerners.
The woman stayed right where she was. “One moment, good sir.”
“No time for a chat. Gotta run.” He tried to push past her.
She held out her arm, stopping him, talking calmly. “I wasn’t asking.”
“Neither was I!”
A burly guard watching them from the stone quay together with three companions grunted. “Need any help Adriana?”
The woman waved him back. “It’s okay Marcello. This gentleman is clearly new in town.” She turned back to Randal. “This will only take a moment.”
“Let me pass! I’m a Knight of the Realm. I have no time for this.” He tried to step around the woman again.
Adriana shoved him back. “So are half the people leaving ships here, and all of them listen to me. Your choice, either you listen now or you can go with Marcello and his friends over there and listen to me from the inside of a cell.”
“Who do you think you are?”
The woman gave him a flat stare. “I’m the Dockmaster on duty this morning for this section of the harbor, appointed by Vidastur’s Master of Weights and Measurements. Here I speak with the voice of our beloved emperor, Justinian the third, which means that on this dock my word is law. Not even the Duke of Ashburgh could ignore me here.”
Only then did he see the writing slate in her hand. Shit! He should’ve noticed earlier. Now she’d cause all kinds of delays just to spite him.
“Fine. Just tell me what you’ve got to say.”
Adriana gave him an innocent smile. “Let’s start again. Welcome to Vidastur. How do you wish to be addressed, sir?”
“Just Randal.”
“It is an honor to meet you sir Randal.” She didn’t sound honored at all. “Here in the emperor’s own city we don’t tolerate crime. Rest assured, any transgressions will be punished accordingly. One such crime is evading the paying of proper taxes.” Randal tapped his foot as she kept talking. She seemed to relish giving him the long version. “Now, goods shipped through the Straits are taxed to pay for the pilots who guide ships through them, and for the maintenance of the harbor.” Her smile suggested that part of that maintenance was her pay. “Are you bringing in anything for which you would owe duties?”
“Do I look like I’m carrying goods?”
“Answering a question with a question is not an answer. You should note that I can have your belongings searched if I deem it necessary. Please answer my question sir.”
Randal rubbed his temples, trying to get rid of a growing headache. “No I’m not bringing any.”
“Very well.” The Dockmaster ticked something on her slate. “What about your servant? Or on your ship? Any taxable goods?”
“I didn’t bring a servant.” Randal pointed at Siegfried who’d just disembarked behind him. “He’s just a fellow traveler paying his own way, and it’s not my ship. Everything I’ve brought I’m carrying on my person.”
Adriana raised an eyebrow at his words and looked him up and down. “Very well. In that case I have no further questions. As a nobleman, passenger duties are half a Stravata.”
Outrageous! Randal kept the thought to himself. The woman would no doubt find a way to increase the amount if he complained. He reached into his pack and dug out a handful of copper coins Siegfried had given him as spare change, and shoved them in the woman’s hand. “There.”
“Thank you very much for your cooperation, sir. Please have a nice day sir.” She stepped aside.
Randal hurried past her as Siegfried spoke up behind him. “Don’t mind him, he drank too much last night. I don’t have any goods for you to tax either. I’m here together with Randal to –“
Randal missed the rest of the conversation as he weaved past the porters, sailors and hawkers crowding the dock. Woodsmoke mixed with the smells of grilled fish drove away the fresh sea scent.
The city’s imposing walls, designed both to keep out any human invaders and as part of the city’s Sanctuary Wall to repel any unnatural being that might show up, rose high above him. Every hundred strides a tower rose up, overlooking the narrow strip of land between them and the sea. The fastest way into the city was through the Sea Gate in the middle of the quay. Pedestrians walked freely in and out of the city through narrow tunnels on either side of the main road, the reinforced iron doors standing invitingly open, while carts lined the main roadway.
Siegfried caught up to him as he passed into the shadow of the gatehouse. “You should’ve been nicer.”
“Why?” Randal asked. “She was bullying me.”
“Because it doesn’t hurt to be nice.”
“It very well can.”
Siegfried just talked over him. “And people tend to respond better if you’re nice to them.”
“She just enjoyed lording over me with her ‘my word is law here’ bullshit.”
“She only did that because you were a jerk.”
The crowd in the tunnel through the gate forced them to walk single file, making further conversation impossible, the remaining sea breeze disappearing behind them.
Inside the city the press of people dispersed, allowing them to rush down the broad avenue towards the Palace Quarters. Each house they passed had been narim-built – and was thus older than the empire itself – more grand than anything in Jadar, with columned facades in white or pink or red or black marble, decorated with intricate stone details. During his decade-long absence from the city he’d forgotten how overwhelming it was. Maybe there had been some truth to the Dockmaster’s boast that half the people walking the streets were nobility.
In the distance the domed top of the Pantheon rose in the middle of the Straits, towering over every other building in the city. The palace lay close to it, north of the Sunset Bridge to the Pantheon’s island. Siegfried pointed down a side-street. “Are you sure you don’t want to freshen up first?”
Randal eyed the sun. “There’s no time. The emperor’s a military man, he’ll understand.”
“If you say so.” Siegfried sounded doubtful. “I’ll take care of our lodgings and ask around after the southerners.”
“Great. I’ll see you there after I’ve talked to the emperor.” Randal jogged down the street, not waiting for a reaction. During the Reconquest the emperor had always focused on getting the job done no matter what. This was a military campaign. If anything, the emperor would value his dedication to getting results more than a wash.
The palace complex sat on the edge of the strait, more impressive than all the other narim buildings he’d passed so far. A mosaic depicting some long-forgotten battle of the gods adorned the front, glittering in the last rays of the sun. Columns and intricate stonework and gems covered the walls. It looked like a building from a myth had been pulled into the real world. Excubitor guards, the emperor’s elite bodyguards, marched atop its walls and stood guard at the ornate, True-Iron gates, which alone were worth more than all of Jadar.
A hawker cried out his wares, attempting to convince passersby to try his fried mussels. Randal smoothed out his leather jerkin and strode across the plaza towards the main gate nestled between two towers. Only one of the iron banded gates stood ajar, soldiers in full mail guarding the entrance. Head held high, he strode right past them towards the open doorway.
A guard as broad as he was tall blocked his way. “Halt! What business do you have in the palace.”
He took a deep breath. “I’m sir Randal of Jadar, here to see the emperor.”
The guard laughed. “Sure, and I’m the queen.”
Randal clenched his fists to force himself to stay calm. He had no time for this. He thrust his right hand to within a thumb’s width of the guard’s face, putting his signet ring in front of the man’s eye.
“This ring was given to me by emperor Justinian the Third when he knighted me. If that’s not proof enough for you, then we can go ask him. I need to talk to him anyway.”
The guard stepped back, the mockery in his expression replaced by a combination of wonder and fear as he recognized the seal. “Are you really him? My father told me about you when I was a kid. Said he’d never seen a more ferocious fighter.”
“I am that Randal, yes,” he said, feeling apprehensive.
A second guard, who’d heard the conversation, drew up beside them. “Did you really singlehandedly win the battle for Kalineth bridge by hammering your way through an enemy phalanx?”
“That was a long time ago.”
“My uncle was there you know. They were fighting a losing battle on the eastern flank and then the enemies just sort of disappeared. He reckons you saved his life, and that of the rest of his unit.”
All Randal remembered of the fight had been the pools of blood he’d waded through. Any imperial unit he’d saved had been purely accidental.
“My old man is never going to believe me when I tell him I met you,” the first guard said. “The way he talks about you would make you think you’d been a herald of the gods sent to aid the Reconquest, and then you disappeared again afterwards.”
“I just retired from the army,” Randal said. “Nothing more than that. Look, I’d love to tell you all about the Reconquest –“ he didn’t, but they didn’t need to know that, “– but I’m in a hurry. I need to speak to the emperor as soon as possible.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that, sir.” The guard looked ashamed as he spoke.
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“No petitioners can enter after sunset, which was just moments ago. No one’s allowed in unless they have an official invitation. Not even war heroes.”
“Can’t you make an exception?”
“I’m afraid not sir Randal. You know how it is, my sergeant would have my hide.”
Randal squeezed his fists, feeling anger build in his stomach. He shoved it down and gave a big sigh. The guard was just doing his job. Getting mad at the man and getting into an argument wouldn’t help in the slightest.
“Yeah, I remember how sergeants can be. Sticklers for rules.”
“That’s the way of it,” the second guard added in.
“When does the palace open again?” Randal asked.
The guard gave him a broad smile. “Tomorrow morning at dawn sir Randal. Petitioners enter via the Petitioner’s gate. Just follow the wall around the corner, you’ll get there eventually.”

      [image: ]Randal dragged his feet as he reached the inn Siegfried had mentioned, the Sleeping Count. He’d had to ask for directions three times as he’d trudged his way uphill through the winding streets while darkness descended around him. He’d failed to get to the emperor on time, which gave Bryn and Bjarn’s killers a bigger lead than they already had. He’d even tried the Petitioner’s gate to see if they perhaps would admit him, but that had already been locked up when he’d gotten there.
An image of a man sleeping on a table had been carved into the white marble slab over the door, announcing the Sleeping Count, a columned, red marble building. Light spilled out of the doorway, and two groups sat on the recessed veranda, drinking, eating and laughing. The smell of pork and cabbage stew welcomed him into the common room.
After the heat of the day, the room was pleasantly cool. Siegfried sat by the cold hearth, nursing a drink. As Randal dropped down with a sigh into the seat next to him, his friend held out a chunk of bread to him. “Hungry?”
“Thanks.” He tore off a piece and relished the coarse grained bread.
“No luck.” It wasn’t a question.
“That Dockmaster managed to hold me up just long enough. The palace was already closed to visitors.”
“You really think it made a difference? Not everyone who gets in also gets his petition heard. You might’ve just sat there for a while, going hungry, before being sent out again.”
“The emperor promised me a favor, he would’ve listened.”
Siegfried shrugged. “After getting us rooms here, I walked the docks, looking for Atourina’s Dream, but she wasn’t there.”
Randal waved at the serving girl. “Can we have a pitcher of watered wine? And a plate of the pork stew for me please.”
“Make that two.” Siegfried turned back to Randal as the serving girl left. “What’s your plan for tomorrow?”
“I’ll be at the Petitioner’s Gate when it opens, get in as early as possible. With some luck, I’ll have the emperor’s aid before noon.”
“What if he doesn’t remember you or giving you the favor? You’ve been hidden away in Jadar for a long time.”
“I don’t know,” Randal said, voicing the concern he’d had since leaving Jadar. “I don’t like being dependent on how good the emperor’s memory is, but I must try it, for Bryn. Finding the bastards may be impossible without his help.”
“Wait here, I have something for you.” Siegfried got up and headed up the back stairs.
The serving girl had brought two plates of food and their wine when he returned a moment later, carrying an arm-length wrapped package.
“I brought this along. It might help.” Siegfried held it out.
Apprehension washed over Randal as he took the package and started unwrapping it. It could only be one thing. When a sword hilt – his sword hilt – appeared, he dropped the package on the table.
“I can’t take this.”
“The emperor gave it to you,” Siegfried said. “He knighted you with it. It will help him recognize you.”
“Where did you get this?”
“Bjarn gave it to me, for safekeeping. After – you know. He said you might need it one day.”
“I don’t.” Randal shoved it back across the table, holding it by the belt strap still attached to it, careful not to touch the hilt.
Siegfried offered the sword again. “It marks you as a Knight of the Realm. You should take it.”
“I can’t. You know I can’t.”
“There’s no harm in just wearing it. You’ll be fine.”
“It’s not me I’m worried about. I’m not taking it.”
“You swore not to kill in anger with one.” Siegfried said. ”You don’t have to fight with it, just remind people you’re a knight.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“But –“
“No!” Anger flared in Randal. He took a deep breath before continuing. “Sorry. I just believe I won’t need it. If that changes, then I might reconsider.”






  
  The Palace


Dawn was still a distant promise on the horizon when Randal rose. After scrubbing himself raw at the water trough in the inn’s courtyard, he dressed up in the fine woolen shirt and trousers Siegfried had dug up somewhere. Sneaking past the people sleeping in the common room, he ducked his head into the kitchen and begged a bowl of porridge from the cook preparing breakfast for the staff and guests. 
On his way out he passed by the water trough again to check his reflection. The red shirt still looked silly, but he guessed it let him pass for a knight or merchant from some backwater town where the latest fashion hadn’t arrived yet. It was the best he could manage given the available time and his non-existent budget. Though Siegfried had mentioned it again, he’d left his sword in his room.
He set a brisk pace through the mostly deserted streets leading down to the palace, fast enough to make good time, but not so fast that he’d arrive winded and sweaty. A breeze from the east brought the scent of the sea and of fresh fish being brought to land by the fishermen returning from their night’s catch. A drunk stumbled out of a bar, too richly dressed to be out on his own in that state. Randal gave a short prayer to Gelfjon that the man would make it home in one piece – he had no time for anything more – and continued downwards.
The Excubitor guards kept up their ceaseless watch from atop the palace’s walls, eyeing everyone who came close to the complex. Randal jogged the last handful of strides to the plaza in front of the Petitioner’s Gate, eager to be the first there.
“Biara be damned!” he cursed as he rounded the corner. A queue had already formed in front of the gate, filled with people from all walks of life. If he had to wait, this petition might take the whole day. Though Siegfried would be talking to the Dockmasters to check when Atourina’s Dream had arrived in the city, they’d need the emperor’s help finding the southerners in the city. And the sooner they got that, the faster he’d get to beat the bastards to a pulp.
Surely they would let a Knight of the Realm in first. Randal walked past the queue, making for the guards.
“Hey!” someone shouted behind him. “Get in line!”
A woman with a nasal voice joined in, “Yeah, No jumping the queue!”
“Who do you think you are?” a beggar in front of the woman shouted.
Randal held up his hands defensively. “Sorry, I’m just in a hurry to see the emperor.”
“So are we all!” the woman shouted.
“I’ve been here since last night!” a tailor standing in front of the woman shouted.
One of the guards wandered over. “Is there any trouble?”
“I’m a Knight of the Realm, in a hurry to see the emperor.” Randal held up his signet ring where the guard could see it.
“You have an appointment with our lord?”
“No. It’s a last minute emergency. I need his help catching a group of murderers.”
“In that case I’m sorry, sir,” the guard said. “Our laws consider all petitioners the same. I can’t let you go first.”
Randal ground his teeth, biting back an angry retort. If he lost his temper now, he’d not get in, and the man probably couldn’t help it. Bloody stupid bureaucracy.
“Never mind then.”
The guard grunted a reply and ambled back to the gatehouse. Randal dragged his feet to the end of the queue, hurrying the last few steps as he saw another petitioner appear round the palace’s corner, where he settled in behind a couple holding hands.
When the sun had completely cleared the horizon the gate opened. One by one, the petitioners marched in, checked by a pair of fresh guards. The first half of the queue made good time, but after that matters crawled forward.
Two hours as tolled by the city’s many bells had passed, leaving Randal wishing he’d brought some food, when he finally got to the gates and one of the guards greeted him with a practiced speech; “Welcome to the petitioner’s gate. You’ll be allowed to enter as soon as someone leaves again and a spot opens up. Just follow the path and take a seat in the waiting area. You’ll be called on when it’s your turn. If you have any queries, direct them to the Keeper of the Doors.”
That was the man he needed to talk to then to get to see the emperor as quickly as possible.
“Thank you.”
The guard nodded at the dagger hanging from Randal’s belt. “It is forbidden by law to bring a weapon of any kind into his royal highness’ palace. Please leave it here. You can pick it up once you return.”
Randal unbuckled the dagger and handed it over. Good thing he hadn’t brought the sword.
“No other weapons?” the second guard asked.
“None,” Randal said. “I figured I wouldn’t need any.”
The first guard gave him a smile. “Just wait here. It shouldn’t take long.”
A short wait later the gate opened and a woman walked out, tears still wet on her face. The guard waved Randal through, and he stepped into the shaded gatehouse, the hubbub of the city disappearing as he left the gate behind him. A flagstone corridor sloped gently upwards. After a few strides the ceiling disappeared, the way forward resembling an urban canyon, flanked by slender columns and decorated with mosaics. It was as beautiful as it was functional; attackers trying to make their way through would be greeted by a hail of arrows from above.
The canyon opened into a square courtyard, a fountain bubbling in its center. The waiting room the guard had mentioned sat on the far side, lined with benches filled with the people who’d stood in line in front of him. An armed guard occupied each corner, sword and dagger within easy reach, and a clerk scribbled away at a raised desk filled with stacks of papers.
Randal stepped up to the desk and waited for the clerk to notice him. After what felt like an eternity of being ignored, he coughed. The clerk looked up from his paper, clearly annoyed at the distraction, and wrinkled his nose as he noticed Randal.
“Yes?” was all the man said.
“I’m here for an audience with the emperor. The guard at the gate told me to talk to the Keeper of the Doors if I had any queries.”
“I am the Keeper of the Doors. Take a seat and wait for your turn.” The Keeper pointed at an empty spot in the far corner with his quill, and returned to his writing.
Anger stirred inside Randal as he looked at the waiting people. If the progress of the queue was anything to go by, then he’d be here until well past lunch. He pushed it down, forcing himself to stay civil. “Please. I know all these people are also here for an audience, but time is of the essence. I must speak with the emperor as quickly as possible.”
The Keeper of the Doors sighed and looked down at Randal, annoyance at the disturbance plastered across his face.
“You must? And what is so important that the emperor should bend his schedule to your whim?”
Some bloody Hashin-shin murdered my daughter! Randal knew he couldn’t mention them to the Keeper, or anyone other than the emperor. Instead, he settled for, “I need the emperor’s help to find a group of killers.”
“I see. And why exactly should the emperor help you?”
“He owes me a favor.” As he spoke the words Randal realized how strange that had to sound. Nothing he could change about that now, so he plowed ahead, throwing out anything that might help. “I saved his life once.”
“Hm, I understand. Please take a seat.” The Keeper pointed at the same empty seat again.
Randal grabbed the edge of the desk. “Stop messing with me! There’s no time to waste!”
The Keeper stared at Randal’s hands until he removed them, before indicating the people sitting around the room. “I don’t know what favor you think to ask, or what help you seek, but all peasants follow the same procedure. Take a seat and await your turn, or leave. The choice is yours.”
“I’m a Knight of the Realm.” Randal waved his signet ring in front of the Keeper. “The emperor himself knighted me.”
“I know all the old, important noble families of the empire, and all their sons and daughters by face and name. You are not one of them. You’re an upstart, someone who got lucky during some war. Now, I don’t like repeating myself. Sit down now or I’ll have you escorted out.” At the man’s words the two guards on either side of him drew their swords a thumb’s width.
Randal hesitated for a moment, then stepped back. Getting thrown out would only make things worse. Bowing his head, he retreated to the indicated seat, keeping both guards in view. They sheathed their swords again and turned back to observing the room. He eased onto the wooden bench and settled in for a wait.
The sun shining through the tall windows in the wall behind him tracked the time as its light crept across the floor. Person by person the number of people waiting before him decreased, the crowd in the room shifting a spot each time someone was called in. Each next petitioner seemed to take longer than the one before. An endless stream of servants approached the Keeper of the Doors, handing him papers or having quiet conversations with him, and marched out again, papers in hand.
The sun was approaching noon when he’d finally arrived at the front of the queue and a liveried page approached him. “Please follow me sir.”
Jumping to his feet, he followed after the boy through the left door behind the Keeper of the Doors. The wider corridors in this section of the palace showed more gold leaf and even a few patches of True-Iron in the colorful mosaics that decorated the walls, and Randal’s anticipation rose as they wove their way deeper into the palace.
“Please wait here, sir,” the boy said, indicating a straight-backed wooden chair standing at the desk that occupied most of the space in the sitting room he’d been led to.
Randal nodded to the boy, and ambled around the room after he’d been left alone. He’d imagined the emperor would have had a bigger study, or that the man would hear petitions in one of the larger halls, complete with audience and scribes and the like. On the other hand, maybe the Keeper of the Doors had informed him about Randal and emperor Justinian wanted to keep this matter private. Doing so suited him fine, the fewer people knew he hunted the southerners, the higher his chances of catching them unawares.
Fresh air wafted in through ventilation openings around the window together with a mottled light. A tapestry showing a battle in some western city, undoubtedly one of the emperor’s many victories during the Reconquest, decorated one of the walls, while the other contained bookshelves filled with legal tomes. The walnut desk, empty of clutter, gleamed spotless, as if someone had spent the past week polishing it. The practical and no-nonsense air matched what he knew of emperor Justinian.
After what felt like an age the door behind him opened, and he sprang to his feet, ready to bow as soon as emperor Justinian walked through. A willowy woman, wearing a practical court gown, walked in, closed the door behind her, and sat at the desk, pulling a slate from a drawer. Randal gaped at her as she walked past.
As she sat, he blurted out, “Where’s the emperor?”
The woman looked up at him, seemingly seeing him for the first time, eyebrows raised. “The emperor?”
“Yes. I’m sure you know him. Broad shouldered, imposing figure. Tells people what to do.” Randal slammed his mouth shut to stop himself from talking further.
The woman gave him a cold stare. “I know who the emperor is. I’m wondering why you’re expecting him.”
He needed to learn to watch his tongue. “It’s why I stood in line for the whole morning, like all the other petitioners. I urgently need to speak to him. It’s a matter of –“
The woman’s laughter cut him off. “You actually think the emperor sees all petitioners?” Her face softened when she saw his shocked look. “You really believed that. I take it you’re from the countryside. Did you see the number of people petitioning the emperor? If he had to hear them all in person, he’d have no time left for anything else. So he’s delegated the task to people like me.”
Frustration grew in Randal at her words. “I need to speak to him, in person.”
“That’s not how this works.”
Randal slammed a hand on the desk. “They killed my daughter! My friends!”
The woman jumped at the outburst. “Guard!”
Randal took a deep breath and forced himself to sit. “I’m sorry I shouldn’t have done that.”
Two guards burst through the door, short swords drawn. “Halt!”
Shit! If the guard threw him out, he’d be at the back of the queue again, if they even let him in again at all.
“I’m so sorry.” He dropped to his knees before the guard reached him. “But they burned down my home, killed the people I loved. I need the emperor’s help to find the killers.”
With a handwave the woman stopped the guards from grabbing Randal. “Who did this?”
“A group of southerners.” Randal struggled to keep the emotion from his voice as the memory of the smoke penetrated his nose again. “They attacked Jadar Hall at night, killing those inside, and set the place on fire.”
The woman shook her head at the guards and sat down again. “Tell me why you’re here.” Her voice sounded kinder than before. “I’m to hear your petition and judge it. We’ll take it from there.” The door behind Randal closed as the guards left.
“I’m Randal of Jadar, Knight of the Realm. Last week, my hall was attacked by an unknown group. I’m the only one who survived. I tracked them as far as Jadar, where they boarded a ship to Vidastur. Now I’m here to hunt them down.” And break all the bones in their bodies before I kill them. He didn’t voice his thought; the woman looked like the type who wouldn’t appreciate it.
“Sounds like a long shot. Vidastur’s a big place.”
“Which is why I need the emperor’s help.”
“Why don’t you just go through the Counts Council? They’d surely help a Knight of the Realm.”
“They don’t like me.”
“They’d still help. An assault on a noble is an assault on the empire.”
“Have you ever tried to get them to do anything? It would take at least a week just to meet with them, and another one to get them to agree on anything. Compared to their bureaucracy, getting in here was easy. I need help now, when there’s still a chance of finding the southerners.”
“From the emperor.”
Randal nodded. “From the emperor. I can’t search the city alone, and I need his help to get around all the bloody bureaucracy in this city.”
“What makes you think he’ll help you? Or even see you?”
“He gave me a favor when he knighted me, to call in when I needed it.”
The woman gaped at Randal for a moment. “That’s a powerful thing to have.”
“I saved his life once, during the Reconquest. I’d call that a fair trade.”
“I can imagine that would do it, yes,” the woman agreed. “Anything more I need to know before I make a decision?”
Randal shook his head. “Only that I need help fast. I already wasted half a day sitting around here.”
“Very well. I think I’ve heard enough. If you’ll give me the deed describing your favor, then I’ll confer with a few people.”
Randal stared at the woman. “The what?”
“The deed. You know, some proof the emperor granted you this favor.”
“I – I have none,” Randal stammered.
“Hm, that makes it difficult.”
“But that’s how favors work. You tell someone you grant them a favor of some kind, and that’s it.”
“I’m not sure that’s how it works for the most powerful man in the world.”
“That was exactly how it worked. The emperor is a man of his word. If you let me meet with him, he’ll confirm it.” Randal continued talking as he saw doubt creep across the woman’s face. “I know, I know. Everyone claims the emperor owes them a favor. The Keeper already gave me the speech. But this time it’s true.”
The woman smiled at the words and got up. “Wait here.” With that she walked out.
Randal stared at the door for a long while after she left. She’d believed him. She must have, otherwise she’d just have sent him on his way. She’d arrange for the emperor to meet him. That got him one step closer to catching the bastards who’d murdered his daughter and Bjarn. With a bit of luck, he’d be hot on their trail tonight.
Out in the city, the bells had tolled once when the door opened again and a man with thinning grey hair walked in. “Who’re you?” Randal blurted out.
“I’m Linicius, second aide to the council.”
Damn the six hells. Another bureaucrat. He should’ve known it’d take more steps to see the emperor. He forced a smile. “You’re here to see when I can meet the emperor.”
“I’m here to hear your case. Antisia passed it on to me.”
“Very well, what do you need to know?”
“Tell me why you’re here, and why we should let you meet the emperor.”
“Didn’t Antisia tell you?”
“Yes, but I’d like to hear it from you.”
They should reserve a special hell next to Hamural for bloody stupid bureaucrats. Why make it this hard? “Of course.” Randal plastered on a smile as he recounted the same tale as he’d told Antisia earlier, describing the destruction of Jadar Hall and what he needed.
As Randal finished his tale, Linicius raised the same question Antisia had, “Do you have any proof of the favor you claim the emperor granted you?”
“As I told Antisia, and I’m sure she told you, no, of course not.”
“Are you sure that it really was as you say, and not just polite conversation?”
“Yes, I’m sure. When the emperor knighted me, he specifically said that he granted me a favor. One I could call in at any time.”
“Hm, I see.” The man’s face was impossible to read.
“There were other people there. Ask one of the counts.”
“I can’t bother them with such a trivial matter I’m afraid, but thank you for the suggestion.”
“Trivial matter? It’s life or death!”
“For you, I’m sure it is. For them? Probably not. Is there anything else I should know.” Randal shook his head, not trusting his voice to say anything civil. “Very well, wait here.” Linicius left the room, leaving Randal with no other option again than to remain where he was.
Randal groaned and thumped his head against the desk after the door closed behind the man. These damn bureaucrats would be the death of him. He needed a stiff drink; it was probably for the best that there wasn’t one in the room. With nothing else to do, he got up and paced back and forth through the room, using the ten steps from the far wall to the door and back again to measure time.
He’d lost count somewhere over three-hundred when the door opened again. This time a short and chubby man walked in, taking a seat behind the desk. “Good afternoon sir,” the man started.
Before he could continue, Randal interrupted him. “I’ll save us some time. You want to know why I’m here and why you should let me see the emperor, even though Antisia and Linicius have told you already.”
The man looked surprised at the interruption. “I do indeed.”
Randal sighed, audibly this time. “Fine.” He gave a summarized version of the same story he’d already told twice before, certain that the man’d already heard it.
As he concluded his tale, he added, “before you ask, no I don’t have proof the emperor granted me anything, but you knew that already. However, the emperor is a man of his word, so if you just check with him, I’m sure he’ll confirm it.”
“I will take it into consideration. Please wait here.” The man got up.
“Wait one moment!” Randal jumped to his feet, stepping between the man and the door. “How much longer is this going to drag on? Each person you send in here will just hear the same story and go fetch the next – person.” Randal just in time stopped himself from saying pen pusher. Insulting the man wouldn’t have helped.
“There are proper procedures that need to be followed.” The man stepped aside to get around Randal.
Randal adjusted his position to keep blocking the man.
“They’re a waste of time, and you know it just as well as I do. Show some initiative and skip all the intermediate steps. What I know of the emperor is that he rewards those who get things done.”
The man eyed the door as if figuring out the best way to flee.
Randal pushed ahead. “Do you really want to help someone today?” The man gave a slight nod. “Then stop avoiding responsibility and make a choice.”
The man’s shoulders dropped as if he’d given up. “I will see what I can do for you.”
Randal stepped aside to let the man pass. “Thank you, that’s all I ask.”
This time, he didn’t have to wait long until the door opened again and the man returned. “Follow me.” The man turned and left.
Randal strode after him. About bloody time! This whole affair had taken far too long already. He’d tell the emperor he needed new procedures.






  
  A Crime


The emperor’s aide led Randal through the palace hallways with their fancy mosaics and decorative vases. It took a moment before Randal realized they were headed back the way he’d come. Worry niggled in his stomach as he walked into the waiting hall. Without a word, the man marched him up to the Keeper’s desk and, with a flourish of his hand, left him standing there. Fuck. He should have guessed it all came back to that bastard.
The Keeper of the Doors studied Randal, letting the moment draw out until it became uncomfortable.
Finally he spoke up. “You’ve been bullying my aides for most of the day now.”
“If anything they’ve been badgering me.” Randal stared back at the Keeper in defiance.
“You think that will help your case?”
Randal bit back an angry retort. “I have only told them the truth.”
“By shouting at them? By pestering them in the hopes that they somehow grant you your wishes?”
“If you would’ve simply listened to me when I first walked in here this whole charade wouldn’t have been necessary.” You self-centered, power-hungry bureaucrat.
The Keeper leaned forward in his seat, disdain dripping from his voice. “This whole charade is hundreds of years of tradition and protocol. This is the empire.”
Randal ground his teeth. Shouting the Keeper of the Doors into submission would be a bad idea. “Fine. What do I do to meet the emperor?”
“The emperor is unavailable at this time. So you wait.” The Keeper pointed at a wooden chair against the back wall next to one of the guards.
“When will the emperor have time?”
“When his eminence decides he has time.” A sarcastic smile played across the Keeper’s lips. “That could be today, or tomorrow, or even next week. We don’t get to tell our lord what to do.”
Randal dropped into the seat. There was nothing left for him to do. He’d pushed as hard as he could have. Any further, and something would snap somewhere. It would let the Keeper execute on his threat to leave him in this chair for a whole week.
The day dragged on, the endless stream of petitioners coming and going marking the passing of time, together with the shifting of the patches of sunlight across the floor. Randal itched to do something, anything, other than sitting around while others decided his fate; even just walking around the room or helping the Keeper with whatever it was the man did would’ve been better than staying in the uncomfortable chair.
The patches of light on the floor had lengthened to where Randal guessed there was maybe an hour or two of daylight, and thus petitioning, left when armored boots thudded down the hallway that led to the Petitioner’s Gate. He sat up, wishing for a weapon. That had to be a squad or more making their way towards them. The only thing in the room usable in a fight would be his chair. If it came to it, he could grab the sword of the guard to his left. Then again, the man looked unconcerned. The other petitioners in the room just looked curious at the distraction. Maybe groups of armored men were common in this section of the palace.
A moment later a pompous lord in a garishly red and yellow frilled shirt and tight fitting breeches strode in, head held high, a harangued looking page at his side. Eleven Excubitor guards in full chainmail, swords at their waist, followed a respectful distance behind him.
The group stopped in front of the Keeper, and the page, bowing low, stammered an introduction while holding out a scroll, “M-my Lord Keeper, Sir Valerian Titidius, accompanied by men from the fourth armored Excubitor company, brought before you to await the emperor’s judgement.”
The Keeper of the Door took the scroll without opening it, his eyes flitting across the waxed seal closing it. He waved over the messenger boy standing by the wall. “Inform the emperor sir Valerian Titidius is here for a matter requiring his judgement. The knight will be waiting in the small council chamber at his convenience.”
Randal’s jaw dropped to the floor at the ease with which the Keeper sent for an audience with the emperor. He’d been stuck there the whole day already! If the damn Keeper had his way, he’d be there the rest of the week! Waiting and wasting time while Bryn’s and Bjarn’s killers got away! Told the emperor had no time. The bastard hadn’t even let the emperor know he was there!
The boy darted away, and the Keeper turned his attention to the captain leading the soldiers, handing over the scroll. “Take your charge to the Small Judgement Hall. He’s your responsibility until the emperor has spoken judgement. His actions are yours.”
The captain nodded. “I’ll make sure he behaves.” The group marched out of the room, heading after the messenger boy through the elaborately decorated exit in the far right of the room.
As soon as the carved oak door closed behind them Randal rushed to the Keeper’s desk.
“What was that all about?”
The Keeper looked up distracted. “That was about none of your business.”
“I’ve been bossed around the whole day, and he just gets to meet the emperor like that!” Randal snapped his fingers.
“Calm down, sir.”
Randal grit his teeth together. “Then tell me.”
The Keeper gave him a sardonic grin. “He gets to meet the emperor like that,” the man imitated Randal’s gesture, “because he’s a Knight of the Realm from one of the oldest families in the empire.”
“What!” Randal slammed his hand on the Keeper’s desk. “Biara take you! Why have you wasted my time?”
“While wasting your time would have been highly amusing, I don’t have time for that sort of nonsense.”
“I’m a Knight of the Realm!”
“Behave yourself like one,” the Keeper said. “If you raise your voice again I will have you thrown out of the palace.” The guard behind Randal stepped closer. 
“Why does he get to just prance in here?”
“He is accused of committing a crime. As a Knight of the Realm, he is entitled to judgement by the emperor himself.”
Randal’s voice trembled. “So some dick gets to meet the emperor just for being an asshole, wasting my time.”
The Keeper nodded. “He does indeed.”
“It’s an outrage!”
“Guard.” The Keeper spoke without emotion, and the guard behind Randal stepped forward.
Randal’s rage turned from blazing hot to a cool smolder, looming like a physical figure behind him, telling him where the guard’s hand would land as the man reached for him. Gripping his emotions tight – killing the guard would put avenging Bryn even further out of his reach – Randal stepped out of the man’s reach, spinning round the guard’s back so the man didn’t get a second chance to reach for him.
“No need. I’ll see myself out.” He knew what to do. Turning on his heels, he strode out of the room, past all the gaping petitioners, head held high.
With long, purposeful strides, Randal made his way back to the inn, wrapping his rage around him like a warm cloak. Claudia would understand. She’d see the need, and he could probably keep it sheathed. That would have to do.
Siegfried sat in a corner of the inn’s common room, chatting with one of the serving girls. Jumping up, he rushed towards Randal, meeting him in the middle of the room.
“Did you meet him?” Siegfried asked. “What help is he offering?”
“Get me my sword,” Randal said.
“What’s wrong?”
“I’m going to commit a crime.”
Siegfried opened his mouth, but something he saw in Randal’s face stopped him from speaking. Instead he turned and rushed up the stairs to his room.
In no time he reappeared, hurrying down the stairs, sword in hand. “Are you sure about this?” he asked as he handed over the scabbarded sword.
“I need something big enough that these bloody bureaucrats can’t ignore.” Randal grabbed the scabbard. “It’s the only way.” Carrying it didn’t count as using it, and he’d make sure he didn’t draw it to fight anyone.
“But –“ Siegfried faltered as he looked Randal in the eyes. “Do you need any help?”
Concern for his friend broke through his rage, and Randal’s voice softened. “Stay here. If this goes wrong I don’t want you involved.”
“Don’t do anything stupid.”
“It’s definitely stupid.”
“Just be careful then.”
Randal gave a smile he hoped was reassuring. “I will. If this works out I’ll have talked to the emperor before nightfall.” Siegfried let go of his arm and Randal hurried back outside, the afternoon sun at his back, his rage smoldering.
Before long he drew close to the Petitioner’s Gate, where only a handful of people queued, the customary two guards lounging in the sunlight while they waited to admit the next person. With long strides he approached the gatehouse. As he passed the rearmost person queueing, the guards looked up and noticed him. 
Someone in the queue shouted out at him, “Hey! Wait for your turn!”
The rightmost guard straightened, hand on his sword’s pommel. “What’s going on?”
Randal kept a smile on his face and his pace measured as he marched up to the guard, even though his body urged him to dash forward, draw his sword and carve up the man. He could control it. He had to.
When only two strides separated them, Randal launched himself forward, striking the man’s nose with a fist, a crunch telling him he’d broken it. Randal grabbed the guard’s shoulders as he toppled backwards and shoved him at the left guard before the man had even turned towards him. He followed up with a kick to the second guard’s knee, and both guards went down.
This was it, he couldn’t turn back anymore. He sprinted through the gate. As he cleared the gatehouse, a whistle blew behind him in short bursts. The hunt was on. He dashed down the narrow passageway leading towards the petitioner’s waiting room.
A shadow danced on the right wall, and Randal looked over his left shoulder to see an archer take aim at him from above. He dove forward and to the left as the archer let loose. The arrow clattered harmlessly to the ground on his right. The man hadn’t expected his sudden move.
Randal grunted as he struck the flagstones, his momentum dragging him across the smooth surface. Before he’d fully stopped, he pushed to his feet again, not wanting to give the archer many more shots.
Struggling to stop himself from drawing his sword and wreaking havoc on his enemies, he felt more than saw the archer knocking the second arrow, and he threw himself at the wall to get out of the way. The arrow sliced through his upper sleeve, leaving a stinging, bloody trail. Fuck! He should have trained more; he was getting slow.
The relative safety of the palace lay only a few strides away, and Randal pushed forward. Two guards in full mail, swords out, blocked his way. He needed to get past them, quickly. The archer above him likely wouldn’t shoot while he moved among his comrades, but the guards would be receiving backup fast. Two he might be able to get past, more would be an issue.
Dashing straight at the two guards, using his rage to lend him extra speed, Randal swerved left just before getting in reach, hugging the wall; doing so would hamper the movement of the right-handed swordsmen. He blocked a backhand swing from the closest guard with his scabbarded sword and stepped inside the reach of the man’s weapon, pulling on the guard’s arm with his free hand to close the distance as quickly as possible. He kneed the guard’s groin, grunting as his knee slammed into the guard’s mail shirt.
Biara be damned! He’d forgotten how much that hurt. Just to get even, he hammered his sword’s pommel on the man’s head; the helmet would protect the guard from the worst of the blow, but it’d still leave his head ringing for a long while.
The guard stumbled, and Randal shoved him at his comrade, creating a moment of chaos, which was all he needed. No need to hurt the guards much more than necessary. He didn’t even need to put them out of action, only to get past them to reach the Keeper of the Doors. 
With both guards entangled, he sprinted into the petitioner’s hall. The guards in the room had spread evenly across the space, protecting the Keeper as well as the passages deeper into the palace.
At least, they would have done so for an attacker who had a goal of either getting deeper into the palace or killing the Keeper, which wasn’t him. Randal charged straight ahead, aiming between the two central guards. One guard moved to block his progress, while the others circled round his back. In moments he’d be surrounded, overpowered and either captured or killed.
Randal kept running, knocking the guard’s sword wide and barreling into him with his shoulder. His momentum knocked the man to the floor, and Randal stumbled forward, arms flailing wildly to keep his balance, making for the Keeper, who wore a look of terror, standing behind his desk. The other guards rushed to intercept him, rapidly gaining on him after his stumble.
He unsheathed his sword and struggled against the urge to carve the approaching guard into little slivers. The dark specter of his rage urged him to kill the vermin hindering him and then jump across the desk to destroy the asshole who’d fought him all day, ruining his quest for vengeance against Bryn’s killers.
At the thought of his daughter, he remembered who he was. He’d sworn an oath never to do what he’d almost done. Instead, he slammed his sword into the edge of the Keeper’s desk, driving the metal two thumbs deep into the solid oak. He raised his arms as he came to a stop.
In his calmest voice he said, “I surrender. As a Knight of the Realm, I demand judgment by the emperor for my crime of bringing a weapon into the palace.”






  
  Interlude - Cargo


Anupam stared ahead as Vidastur grew on the horizon. He’d be much happier if he never had to lay eyes on that pit of depravity ever again. However, he had no choice. He’d have to transfer his cargo to another ship travelling further south. He’d pay good money to travel overland to avoid it, but all caravans through the empire would stop there as well or get suspicious about his desire to avoid it. The forsaken place just sucked everything in. 
The captain joined him at the bow of the ship, the only crewmember who knew of his cargo and reason for his journey – the easiest way to keep things secret was to never tell anyone. The Dai had drilled that into him during his apprenticeship.
“She’s a sight like no other in the world, isn’t she?” The idiot actually sounded impressed by the city.
“I’ll be glad to see it recede in the distance when I leave again.”
“I wanted to talk to you about that. How are you planning to get … your cargo off the ship?”
“What do you mean?”
“I doubt the Dockmasters will accept it as legal.”
“Just hide it from them.”
“If it stayed on the ship then maybe we could, but they’ll check it as soon as we unload it.”
“Then you’ll have to ship it south.”
“No sir. Vidastur is as far as I’ll go.”
“I could order you.” Anupam lowered his voice to a whisper. “The Daishin gave me full authority on this mission.”
The captain cringed at the title and looked around to see if anyone was listening. They were alone; the closest sailor hung halfway up the mast in the middle of the ship.
“Don’t say that name out loud!“ the captain hissed. “And it’s an order I would ignore.”
Anupam gave him a questioning look. “You know the penalty.”
“I’ve never sailed the waters south-west of Vidastur. I’d be just as likely to die sailing there as I would by the hands of the Dai.”
“Drowning would be merciful compared to the Dai.”
“It’s also an order I can safely ignore. Secrecy goes above all else.” The captain turned so he could observe the whole ship. “The crew doesn’t know, and it’d take some serious explaining to get them to travel south. They’re already suspicious about you and your men.”
The kind of people he had to work with. Cowards without an imagination, all of them.
“Very well. We’ll just bribe the Dockmaster then.” He mentally added up how many Solidi he had left. There would be plenty left after a bribe to get them a ship south.
“You think you’re the first to come up with that plan?”
“Everybody has a price.”
“They’ve been collecting duties for Hamural knows how long. There are systems in place to prevent it, and back-ups to those systems to prevent people from circumnavigating the systems. You didn’t bring enough coin to bribe everyone who’d need to be bribed, and even if you had, it would only take one person wanting to improve his station to rat you out.”
Anupam turned away from the growing sight of Vidastur to look at the captain. The man hadn’t come here just to point out problems; he’d have done so a lot earlier into their trip.
“You must have shipped delicate goods into Vidastur before.”
“Nothing of this nature,” the captain said. “But all captains occasionally want to keep things out of sight.”
“What do you suggest then?”
The captain made a show of thinking. Anupam gritted his teeth to stop himself from beating the answer out of him. The man was too full of himself. Maybe he should teach the idiot a lesson after he stopped needing him. He’d just call it tying up a loose end. The Daishin wouldn’t care much about a lowly captain and might even praise him for showing initiative.
Finally the captain answered. “Wait with unloading. The Dockmasters don’t check each crate themselves; they’ll have a few boys helping out. I’ll get one of our own to check your section of the ship. He won’t know what your cargo is, just that he can’t open it and that he’ll need to attest it is whatever you say it is.”
Did the man really put up that whole show for this basic solution? If Anupam could keep the crew from noticing, he’d throw the captain overboard now. “Just get it done.”






  
  The Emperor


Randal stumbled into what had to be the Small Judgement Hall, hands and feet chained together, as the guard shoved him through the doorway. A simple, empty throne, raised on a dais dominated the austere hall. A unit of Excubitor guards in full mail, swords at the ready, their faces invisible behind their conical helmets, lined the walls beneath the flags and pennants of all the empire’s provinces. They weren’t taking any chances with him. 
The guard gave him another two-handed shove, directing him deeper into the hall. The chains chafed, and Randal fought down the urge to turn around and smack the idiot over the head with them. With the chain he’d easily take the man out with a well-placed surprise strike, but he’d already beaten up enough guards to be brought before the emperor. Hurting more of them would at best see the guards lining the room beat him to shit.
The bastards already hadn’t been too gentle when they’d apprehended him last night in the Petitioner’s Hall; his back and arms containing plenty of bruises as evidence. At least they’d fed him good food both last night and this morning. Apparently being a knight came with some advantages after all.
A group of people in official looking uniforms had gathered at the foot of the dais. As they turned towards him, he recognized the Keeper of the Doors, wearing a condescending smile on his face.
“What are you doing here?” Randal asked
The Keeper feigned innocence. “Me? I’m the key witness to your crimes of course. It’s only proper that a Knight of the Realm gets an honest trial where all the facts are made as clear as possible by a witness of high standing and pristine reputation.”
Randal lunged forward but was dragged back by his chains.
“You –“ Randal started, only to be cut off when an official in the doorway banged a staff on the floor.
“Kneel in the presence of his royal highness, emperor Justinian the Third, ruler of Austarna, Restorer of the Empire, Protector of the Seal, Scourge of the Heathens, Anointed by Vidar himself!” the crier announced. The guard behind Randal shoved him to his knees, everyone else in the room following suit.
So far so good. The emperor really had shown up. Randal risked a sideways glance as the man strode past him into the Judgement Hall, purple cloak billowing behind him, his narim crafted sword, Justice, at his belt, the purple crystal in the pommel matching the man’s cloak. Two Excubitor guards followed at a respectable two paces, after whom came a handful of court officials and scribes. After emperor Justinian had taken his seat at the head of the hall, with the officials spreading to his sides, the crier announced, “You may rise.”
One of the officials walked up to the edge of the dais, unfurling a scroll. “We’re here to bring judgement on Randal of Jadar, Knight of the Realm, for carrying weapons into the palace without proper permission, attacking and injuring several guards, and assaulting the Keeper of the Doors while he was holding court. The traditional punishment, if he were found guilty, is death by beheading. Though as a Knight of the Realm he is entitled to select a different method if he so chooses.”
Fuck! Randal had assumed he’d get off with a smaller punishment. It wasn’t as if he’d actually really injured anyone. Now the emperor not only had to remember him and his favor, but also still like him enough to save his neck.
The Keeper of the Doors stepped forward. “I can testify about the truth of the accusations, my lord. I was there and I witnessed them with my own eyes.”
Bloody traitor! The rat had hated his guts ever since he’d walked into the palace.
The emperor considered the Keeper for a moment. “Did he really fight his way past five guards without getting captured or seriously injuring any of them?”
“One of them has a concussion, and he broke another’s nose.”
“But no lasting injuries?”
“No my lord.”
Time to roll the dice and see if the emperor still appreciated people taking action and being honest. If not, then at least he’d go down swinging.
Randal spoke up before the Keeper had finished speaking. “It was actually eight.” The emperor raised an eyebrow at his words. “My lord,” Randal added belatedly.
“You confess then?” The Keeper seemed to have taken on the role of prosecutor as well as witness.
“The record states only five,” emperor Justinian said.
“The others were probably too embarrassed to say so my lord. Two at the gate, two in front of the hall, and four inside it. Or nine if you also count your blind archer above the killing alley.” The officials started mumbling amongst themselves at his words.
The emperor turned to the official who’d first read out the document. “Why is he in chains?”
“He attacked the palace and its guards, my lord. It’s prudent not to let such a dangerous man loose.”
“Were you planning on harming me?” the emperor asked Randal.
“No my lord.”
“See, nothing to worry about. Unchain him.”
“I must caution against this, my Lord,” the Keeper said. “He seems to have no regard for his own wellbeing and may very well attack you even if it would get him killed.”
The emperor gave a small laugh. “I’ve fought beside this man across the empire. He stormed the walls of Shamashara for me. If he wanted me, or any of you for that matter, dead, then those chains wouldn’t stop him. His word is good enough for me.”
“Of course my lord.” The official signaled the guard standing watch over Randal, who grumbled as he removed the chains. Once they were free, Randal rubbed his wrists where the chains had chafed.
“I would propose we waste as little of your time on this case as possible my lord,” the Keeper said. “The facts are straightforward and clear. There is no disputing them. He even confessed. I suggest that your excellence moves straight to sentencing.”
“Did anyone ask him why he acted the way he did?” emperor Justinian asked.
The Keeper of the Doors looked taken aback for a moment. “If I may be frank my lord, he was aggressive the moment he walked into the palace. He didn’t need much reason to get violent.”
The emperor stared at Randal, his eyes filling Randal’s whole vision, seemingly unearthing each secret hidden in his mind. “I would like to talk to him alone.”
“I must advise against that my lord,” the Keeper said. “What if he attacks you?”
“He saved my life in Bindar and has served me valiantly before and since. I trust this man as much as anyone in this room. Leave us.” The words of the emperor left no room for discussion.
The Keeper of the Doors looked like he’d swallowed a lemon, bowed, and marched out of the hall, followed by the other officials. The Excubitor guards gathered around the room were the last to leave, closing the doors behind them with a definitive bang.
After everyone left, emperor Justinian descended the dais, approaching Randal, bringing a vague hint of rosewater with him. He placed a fatherly hand on Randal’s shoulder, and gave him a long look. Warmth spread through Randal’s body, bringing with it the love he remembered carrying for his emperor. He truly stood in the presence of a great leader of men. A man worthy of service. He wanted to fall to his knees and beg the man to let him serve.
The emperor’s voice filled the hall as he spoke. “You’re quite something Randal. What am I to do with you? You’ve not made many friends these past few days.”
That was not how he’d expected this conversation to go. “I didn’t come here to make friends, my lord.”
The emperor gave him a fatherly smile. “You can drop the my lords while it’s just the two of us. How long has it been since you were last in Vidastur?”
“Six years, my lord. I came for the ten year remembrance of the Reconquest.”
“Of course. Why did you return now?”
He looked the emperor in the eyes. His memories washed over him; how he’d found out Bryn was dead, Bjarn dying in his arms. Now he did sag to his knees, and a sob escaped from his lips. He mumbled at the ground, “They’re dead. All of them.”
Emperor Justinian remained silent as Randal grieved, holding a comforting hand on his shoulder. When Randal fell silent, the emperor nudged him to his feet and led him to the edge of the dais, where he sat down. “Tell me,” the emperor commanded. “All of it.”
Randal told how the touring nobleman from the Laodimon region had come to visit, claiming to be looking for trading opportunities. He told how he’d woken up in the mud, leaving nothing out, and how he’d found Bjarn dead. How he’d watched his house burn, and finally, how he’d vowed to find those responsible and avenge the dead.
“And now you’re here, looking for someone claiming to be a nobleman.”
“Yes, my lord. A group of southerners left by ship to Vidastur early in the morning. It’s the only lead I have.”
“Why are you here, instead of out there?” The emperor pointed at the city visible through the hall’s windows.
“For two reasons.” He took a deep breath. “I need help. I can’t do this alone. So I came to call in my favor.”
“Did you have to aggravate the Keeper of the Doors and humiliate my guards to do so?”
Randal shrugged. “Maybe you should find better guards. There wasn’t any time to waste and the Keeper of the Doors wasn’t planning on letting me see you any time soon. However, there’s also another reason.” He swallowed before pushing ahead. “I fear the southern lord may be a Hashin-shin.”
The emperor gave him a surprised look. “That’s a big accusation.”
“It fits the evidence.”
“What if the nobleman was simply the previous ruler of Jadar? You said he looked local, and we never found him when we conquered Jadar.”
“I’d thought about that, and he may very well be. Also, I know we exterminated the Hashin-shin during the Reconquest. However, someone masquerading as a nobleman, the poison, the torture of Bjarn, and the detailed execution of the attack all bear the mark of the Hashin-shin. A displaced noble couldn’t have done this on his own.”
Emperor Justinian considered Randal for a moment. “We didn’t fully destroy them.”
“I was right.”
The emperor nodded. “Unfortunately there will always be those who are drawn to the domination over others and the physical Gifts Hamural promises. Also, we never managed to capture their Daishin.”
“Who?”
“It’s what they call their leader. We got close to him a few times, but never close enough.”
“What do they want with me though?” Randal voiced the question that had been haunting him since leaving Jadar.
“We’re in the dark about their exact intentions, so I can’t answer that. Perhaps they simply remember your role in the battle for Aradar and now want revenge. Still, that’s pure speculation.”
A shiver ran down Randal’s spine at the mention of Aradar. “I wasn’t the only one there.”
“No, but you were the first through the gates.” The emperor gave him a fatherly smile. “Like I said, that’s pure speculation though. They might want you for some different reason. There is only one way to learn the truth.”
“We need to find the southerners.”
“Indeed. Which brings us back to your favor. What are you asking for?”
“In general, I’m asking for your aid in avenging my dead family and friends.”
“And specifically?”
“I need people not afraid of facing the Hashin-shin, to help me search. They should know the city and how to navigate your bloody stupid bureaucracy here and they should be discreet, given who I’m looking for.”
The emperor ran a hand across his chin as he thought. “I think I know just the person for you.”
“I also need to know when the ship carrying the southerners arrived in Vidastur and what happened to those aboard it. That means access to the Dockmaster’s records and their cooperation.”
“I’ll have my scribe draw up a Letter of Authority. With that you’ll get the help you need.”
The emperor seemed in a generous mood. He could push for more. “Lastly, I need money. Getting information can be expensive, and I left Jadar with only the clothes I was wearing. I doubt the Knight of Jadar will have much luck getting coin from the money lenders here.”
“You shall have the funds. Though be warned, they’re to aid your search. Don’t waste them on drinking or gambling.”
“Of course my lord.” Though eating and the occasional drink would definitely aid his search. Thinking on an empty stomach was hard.
“I’ll have the person I’ve got in mind to help you meet you tomorrow morning with your letter and funds. That should save you a trip to the palace. Where are you staying?”
“The Sleeping Count, here in the Palace Quarter.”
The emperor removed his hand from Randal’s shoulder. “I think that should get you started. If you need anything else, ask. Politely. I’ll let the Keeper of the Doors and the rest of the palace staff know to aid you in any way they can. Within reason of course. That should prevent you from having to barge in here with your sword again.”
Randal bowed low to the ground. “Thank you my lord.”
“Which brings us neatly to the final point we need to discuss. The penalty for your behavior.”
Randal’s heart sank. In his excitement at the aid he was getting he’d forgotten all about it. “I will accept your judgement, my lord. I only ask that you postpone it until after I’ve gotten my revenge.”
“My dear Randal, I’m not going to behead you.” The emperor sounded amused.
He released a sigh. That was a relief. “Thank you my lord.”
“Though I’m sure you understand I can’t just let you walk out of here without penalty. We don’t want to set a wrong precedent.”
“Of course.”
The emperor tapped his lips for a moment as he thought. “There is still time left in the day. You will report to the Pantheon, and ask the high priest for penance. Also, after your mission is complete, you will serve for a season in one of the templar orders. There are always more monsters to fight or people to guide or heal.”
Though dealing with those religious fanatics for a season would be a pain, the punishment could have been a lot worse. He’d gladly suffer their judging sermons for a season if it got him his revenge.
“Thank you my lord.”
The emperor gave him a nod and with a parting word strode out of the room, indicating the audience and the trial, if it could be called that, was over. As the emperor left, Randal thought he could see a curious Keeper of the Doors standing outside the room, waiting for the emperor.






  
  The Pantheon


The white marble of the Pantheon blazed in the afternoon sunlight, the True-Iron letters over the door painfully bright, as Randal walked through the columned entrance. Sunlight fell through the opening at the top of the dome, sixty feet above him. At midday the light would illuminate Vidar’s statue, sitting straight across from the entrance, the scales on which He weighed all life and death in his hands. The statues of the other four main gods stood at equal distances spread along the wall, together with five empty pedestals. 
A carved stone seal, easily ten strides across lay directly underneath the hole in the ceiling. A millennium of footsteps by the devout had done nothing to erase the fine details carved into the stone. The figure with five heads and ten arms covering the seal looked like all five gods blended together.
Approaching footsteps distracted Randal from his awe-struck admiration. A priest in a white robe with five colored stripes on the hem approached. “Good afternoon sir,” the priest whispered. “What brings you to the Pantheon on this glorious day?”
“I am looking for the high priest.”
“I’m afraid the high priest is a busy man, sir. Perhaps I can be of assistance?”
Not this bullshit again. “No, you can not. The emperor himself sent me here with instructions to talk to the high priest himself. Today. And before you ask, no I don’t have that in writing, but if you really want to waste the emperor’s time we can head over to the palace right now and ask him. So why don’t you run along and go get the high priest for me. I’ll be waiting right here.”
The priest stared at him wide-eyed. “I … uhm. Of course, sir.” The man fled away in as dignified a manner as he could.
Bloody bureaucrats. Why did everyone always have to make everything so difficult?
Grumbling to himself, he wandered farther into the temple, ambling across the seal carved in the floor. In the center of the Pantheon it felt as if all five gods judged him from their pedestals as the emperor hadn’t for his lifestyle. With it he’d killed his daughter and friends as much as the southerners had. If he’d been awake and sober, he could have saved them. He should have saved them.
Guilt replaced his anger at the priest. His feet took him to Vidar’s statue; the judge of the living and the dead. He sank to knees, looking up at the God now towering over him. “You should have taken me, not them.” His voice echoed round the empty temple. “They didn’t deserve to be punished for my mistakes. Please judge them kindly.” The last words came out as a whispered sob.
He remained kneeling in front of the statue, eyes closed, as memories of his daughter and wife ran through his mind. How he’d taught his little girl to swing a sword. His first dance with Claudia when he’d returned with the emperor from the Reconquest. Riding the safe woods around Jadar as a family. Alone for the first time since he’d left Jadar, he allowed his tears to run freely.
“Mourning for the dead or praying for the living?” a deep, sonorous voice asked behind him.
Startled, Randal leapt to his feet. He hadn’t heard the man approach. An older, greying man with the sinewy build of a former soldier, wearing the high priest’s robes, regarded him with clear, brown eyes, standing by the empty pedestal between him and the next statue. He answered after his heart rate had settled again. “The dead.”
The high priest approached. “May Vidar judge them kindly and justly.”
Randal eyed the man warily. He didn’t feel like getting a whole sermon from the man, but by the emperor’s decree the priest would decide on his penalty. That meant being nice to him. “May He guard them and show them the light.” He completed the traditional prayer.
“Friend or family?” the high priest asked as he drew up to Randal.
“Both.”
“You have my condolences. I will include them in my prayers tonight.”
Randal gave a guarded answer. “Thank you.”
“However, I’m sure the emperor didn’t send you to me just to discuss the dead or Vidar’s teachings. I am Aurelius, high priest of the Pantheon. What does our lord demand of me?”
“I am to do penance for my crimes. He asked for you to decide on what they are.”
The high priest regarded him with shrewd eyes. “All of them or only a specific one?”
“I carried a weapon into the palace and assaulted eight guards. They didn’t like it.”
The high priest gave a knowing smile. “I can imagine. Guards generally don’t like getting beaten up and Excubitors tend to have even less of a sense of humor. Since you’re still walking and we don’t carry out executions for worldly powers, I assume the emperor doesn’t want me to behead you.”
“He needs it attached.”
“Very well.” The priest stared Randal in the eyes until Randal looked away. “Why did you do it?”
“Does that matter?” He didn’t want to tell the whole story again.
“The Gods may know all and judge you accordingly, I am but a simple man. I only know what I’ve been told.”
It felt like Aurelius already knew most of what had happened. Be nice to him, Randal reminded himself. “I needed to speak to the emperor as soon as possible. This was the fastest way.”
“About your deceased loved ones?”
“I am hunting down their murderers. I can’t let them get away.”
“That is a just cause. Still, there might have been another way.”
“There wasn’t. The Keeper of the Doors actively worked to stop me.”
The high priest smiled again. “The Keeper can be a difficult man, yes. However, haste doesn’t excuse a crime. Are you sure you tried all other avenues?”
Yet another man judging him, wasting his time. “I don’t need your opinions, old man. Just tell me what I need to do.”
“So much hatred. Don’t give into it.”
“What? I can’t hate those who killed my family or those who keep me from bringing them justice?”
The high priest placed the palm of his hand on Randal’s chest. “Hatred for yourself. You need to make peace with yourself before you can make peace with others.”
The clash of weapons and the shouts of men dying rang through the back of Randal’s mind. He shoved it down. “I don’t have time to wait for that. I’ve got a group of killers to hunt.”
“Sometimes you have to pause to get where you’re going.” High Priest Aurelius spread his arms wide, indicating the temple around him. “Even the gods themselves, at the height of the First War, paused their fight against Hamural, ceding ground as they searched for a way to end the war. The inner peace and solutions they found helped them win that war.”
There was the sermon. “If I recall the story correctly, they gave up so much of themselves in doing so that they nearly killed themselves and had to withdraw from the world.”
“They did what they had to, to save something they valued higher than their own safety from Hamural.”
“Doesn’t change the fact that they’re as good as dead, leaving us to fend for ourselves against all the monsters out there.”
The high priest smiled as if he’d won the argument. “Some things are worth dying for.”
Randal simply grunted in return. Arguing religion with a priest would eventually see him lose anyway. Aurelius continued. “Let go of your hatred. Its path leads only to Hamural.”
“The Hashin-shin killed my family.” Randal winced inwardly as he said the words. The emperor had urged him not to share that information with anyone. He kept talking to hide his mistake. “I’ve seen their methods first hand during the Reconquest. Don’t worry about me joining them.”
“You wouldn’t be the first. Hamural is more than that dark sect. He promises vengeance and power over others in return for fealty. Many succumb to his lure even without joining his cult. You might give up your soul and your self to him without realizing.”
“And what makes you the expert on them then? They’re not exactly open on how they think.”
“They’re the ancient enemy of our gods, founded by the narim who sided with Hamural during the First War. As high priest it is my duty to know everything there is to know about them.”
“That still can’t be much.”
“I also fought them by the side of our emperor during the Reconquest. I would challenge you to find someone more knowledgeable within Austarna’s borders.”
“Really?” Randal gaped at the man.
“I have served our lord in many different ways.” Aurelius indicated his robes. “I haven’t always worn these.”
“What unit did you serve in?”
“I used to be general Eckhart.”
Randal gave a military salute at the name. “It’s an honor, sir.” He’d never met the general, but he’d heard plenty of stories. During the first half of the Reconquest, well before he’d been important enough to get close to generals, general Eckhart had led one of the empire’s armies, conquering vast tracks of land. By all accounts, the general had been a brilliant mind and, more importantly in Randal’s opinion, had looked after his men, both the high born and the common soldiers.
“That’s far behind me. Here I’m only the humble servant of our masters and our emperor.” The high priest indicated the statues around him.
Randal dropped the salute, remembering why he’d come. “Which brings us back to the emperor’s penance.”
“Indeed it does, Randal of Jadar. After giving it some thought, I decree that your penance will consist of two parts. The first is that as lord of Jadar, you will donate a tithe of your income over the next year to the temple in Jadar, to be spent at their discretion.”
Randal swallowed. He could barely afford repaying his debt as it stood. “And the second?”
“You will pray to each of the gods here in the Pantheon, for your deceased loved ones and your own redemption. I will leave it to you if you deliver your own prayer or if you follow one from the sacred texts. Though know that you will be judged. Both by the gods, but I’ll also have one of my priests watch over you to make sure you put in a good effort.” The high priest’s lips twitched in a smile. “Just in case you think They aren’t paying close attention.”






  
  A Night Out


Randal made his way back to the Sleeping Count, walking off the ache in his knees. He’d crawled around the Pantheon for the better part of the afternoon, paying tribute to each of the gods. True to his word, the high priest had sent a young priest with an innocent face to keep an eye on him. 
He probably could have cowed the man, more a boy really, into letting him go early, but it had felt like a test. High priest Aurelius came across as someone who thought through every move he made, which probably meant the man for some reason wanted to see how well he’d follow the priest’s decree out of his own free will. So he’d made a show of obeying, pretending not to see his supervisor.
Besides, he’d given his word to the emperor that he’d accept whatever punishment would be handed to him, as long as it didn’t interfere with getting his revenge. He’d honor his word.
The sun had sunk three quarters of the way to the horizon by the time Randal returned to the inn, his head aching from the incense fumes that had filled the Pantheon. Siegfried, lounging by the bar with a drink, rushed towards him the moment he entered.
“What happened?” Siegfried asked. “I feared you’d either been executed or bailed on me.”
“I had a chat with the emperor.”
“You actually succeeded?” Siegfried led Randal back to his table, waving at the serving girl for a drink.
“I did. He’s promised to help us find Bjarn’s and Bryn’s killers and the funds we need to achieve that.” Randal settled down and summarized how he’d managed to get into the palace and what the emperor had offered him.
“That does explain all the rumors that have been floating around,” Siegfried said. “Your stunt has been the talk of the city. Congratulations.”
“I did what I had to do.”
“You did what few people ever managed, talk to the emperor of the Austarnan Empire and get him to give you vast powers, and it only took you two days.”
“When you put it like that.” Randal smiled at his friend’s words.
“We should go out and celebrate,” Siegfried said. 
“What?”
“You won a great victory. That calls for a celebration.”
Siegfried had a point. He’d fought the local bureaucracy and actually won. They were one step closer to finding the bastards who’d killed his daughter. There was only one issue.
“We can’t. The emperor expressly forbade me from going out drinking with his money.”
“It’s my treat,” Siegfried said. “With the emperor paying for the rest of this trip, we don’t need my money anymore. I’m sure he didn’t mention anything about how I could spend that.”
“I can’t accept that. My tab with you is large enough as it is.”
Siegfried wrapped an arm around his shoulders and nudged him to the door. “You hurt me Randal. We’re friends. I’m not going to keep track of what we drink when we’re celebrating. You deserve this.”
Randal let himself be led, feeling himself relax for the first time since he’d awoken in his pigsty. Maybe he did deserve this.
“Thanks.”
Siegfried gave him a mischievous smile. “Besides, with the amount you drink, I would lose track halfway through the night anyway.”
Randal let go of his friend and gave him a mock shove. “You can easily drink as much as me, if not more.”
“It’s because I can practice while I’m at work.”
“Where are we going?”
“I came across a place earlier today, out by the harbor, that looked nice.”
“A nice tavern by the harbor?”
“Relatively speaking. Just trust me, I know taverns.”
Together they wandered out in the street making their way past all the grand marble houses that would’ve been palaces for noblemen anywhere else in the empire. The lowering sun bathed the docks and buildings outside the Sea Gate in a warm yellow light. 
Siegfried casually swaggered along the waterfront, where he picked a seemingly random alley leading towards the inner wall. The shadows deepened between the buildings, and the smell of cheap ale and piss warred with the salty sea breeze.
They passed several rowdy taverns sitting on the alley, as well as plenty in side streets. Siegfried seemed sure of himself as he led them to a building nestled in a dark shadow underneath the Antamian wall, in the middle of a quiet, unremarkable street.
A faded sign showing what might’ve been two people happily drinking hung over the doorway. The hubbub of voices streamed out through gaps in the shutters together with the smell of terrible food and old sweat. In the shadows across the alley three burly men in sleeveless shirts tried to look unobtrusive as they watched the doorway.
“Are you sure about this place?” Randal asked. “How did you even know it was here?”
“I heard some guys talking earlier today. It’s fine. Really.”
Smoke filled the rafters, where a single chandelier tried, and failed, to chase away the room’s shadows. The smell of burnt grease overpowered all other scents. A ring of silence spread around Randal as the patrons noticed him. Siegfried nodded to the barman as he made his way to a table along the far wall. Only when the barman nodded back did the conversations in the room resume.
“They didn’t seem too happy about us.”
Siegfried shrugged. “Our coins are still gold. Or at least brass. I’ll get us something to drink and chat up the barkeep.”
Siegfried wandered to the bar, leaving Randal free to observe the room, as he wondered why Siegfried had chosen this shithole of all places. Half a dozen tables had been crammed into the space. The burly, unshaven men occupying the seats around him looked local to Vidastur, though telling who lived there was always hard. Still, they didn’t look like sailors.
A few men eyed Randal, though none used the open hostility that had been on display when he’d first entered. They mostly looked curious why an outsider had decided to sit down for a drink. Besides the front door, there were two other exits; one near the bar which probably led to the kitchen or storage room, the other a doorway to his left leading deeper into the building. 
A moment later, his friend returned, carrying two mugs of ale. Randal grabbed his and raised it before drinking.
“To those we lost.”
“May their souls find rest,” Siegfried added.
Randal drank deep, and grimaced, almost spitting it back out again. The bitter ale overwhelmed every other sensation, tasting more like sewage with a splash of alcohol than actual ale.
“What’s this?”
“Sorry,” Siegfried said by way of apology. “I should’ve warned you. You probably also don’t want to try the food here.”
“Why are we here if the food is terrible and the ale tastes like piss?” Randal placed his mug on the table and shoved it away. “Is anything good here?”
The two patrons sitting at the table next to them gave Randal an angry look at his words.
“Pinekiss. The ale’s just there to smooth the way a bit first.”
“What in Vidar’s name is pinekiss?”
“The reason we’re here of course.”
At a questioning look from Randal, Siegfried continued explaining.
“Pinekiss is the local specialty. It’s called that because a cup makes everyone pretty enough to kiss or something like that. Trust me on this. I’ll get us some. In the meantime, finish your ale.”
Siegfried swaggered to the bar again and returned carrying two cups filled with a clear liquid, smelling of pine resin and alcohol.
Randal sniffed it, the pine scent assaulting his nose. “I’m not sure it’s worth the detour.”
A cautious sip sent the strong liquor burning down his throat, leaving a sticky resin film stuck to his palate that made him want to clean his tongue.
“Are you sure it hasn’t gone bad?”
“Told you the ale would’ve helped.” Siegfried took a sip from his own drink. “They say after trying it for three cups or so you’ll never want anything different.”
“Probably because you’d be dead,” Randal muttered before he took another sip. The taste didn’t improve. Still, it was nice to just have a quiet drink with a friend.
A memory stirred in his head. “You remember that one time near Kalineth when Bjarn actually drank so much we had to carry him back to our camp?”
It was the only time Randal remembered his friend being too drunk to look after himself. Usually Bjarn had been the one to drag him out of a bar and get him home after a long night out. And of course scold him the day after for not behaving like a knight should.
“Wasn’t it over some woman?” Siegfried added.
“Indeed. The girl he fancied decided a cavalry man was more prestigious.” Randal gave a melancholy smile at the memory and saw his feeling mirrored in his friend.
“I miss him too,” Siegfried said.
The door at the other end of the tavern opened and two women entered, making their way to the table next to Randal and Siegfried.
“I still don’t fully believe he’s dead,” Randal said. “Just now, I half expected it was him, coming in with all the information we’d need to find the bastards responsible for all this.”
“Nah. If he was still alive, we’d be on our way home again, after he’d solved this whole mess two days ago.”
Randal raised his cup. “To Bjarn.” He tipped back the cup and drank the Pinekiss in a single swallow, grimacing as the harsh liquid burned down his throat.
“To Bjarn.” Siegfried copied Randal and slammed his empty cup on the table. “I’ll get us another one.”
Siegfried wandered back to the bar, returning with another two cups. The second cup tasted just as bad as the first, and Randal drank it slower than the first as they chatted about their earlier travels.
“You said it got better with the third?” Randal asked as he finished it.
Siegfried grinned at him and got up again. “Only one way to find out.”
As Randal took a sip from the third cup Siegfried placed in front of him, he grinned at his friend. “It’s just as bad.” The alcohol did burn less, but that was more than enough as he’d eaten only a little and had already gotten plenty of alcohol from the first two.
“Maybe it was after the third.” Siegfried’s face twisted like Randal’s as he took a sip. “Can’t remember. Though you have to admit it is interesting.”
“That it is.”
They drank in silence for a while.
“Do you think he’d approve, if he saw us sitting here, drinking?” Randal asked. “Instead of being out there, looking I mean.”
“Bjarn?”
Randal nodded.
“He’d tell us this was not a sprint. That we need to look after our bodies and our minds, and that some downtime is part of that.”
A group of four drinkers got up and walked past their table on their way out. Everyone else seemed intent on drinking the rest of the night away.
“That sounds like him.” Randal smiled at his friend. “Though he’d add that we should be fresh in the morning.” Randal stared at his hands and drank some more of the foul liquid as the words of his dead friend echoed through his mind. “I’m sorry. For not being able to save him. For letting him down.”
“I know.” Siegfried placed a hand on his shoulder and gripped it tight. “I know and I forgive you.”
Randal turned to face his friend. “Thanks. That means a lot.”
“I see how hard you’re working to fix the mess you made. He’d tell me your intent and effort count as much, or even more, than the outcome. You stormed the bloody palace for him. Can’t put in more effort than that.”
Siegfried threw his arms round Randal, who returned the hug. After a moment they released each other and sat back down.
Content with the world, Randal drank the last from his cup and held it up with a questioning look at Siegfried.
“What would you say about another one?” Randal asked.
“See, I told you it would grow on you at three.”
“No, this stuff’s still foul, but I feel like celebrating.”
“Good point. I’ll get us another one.” Siegfried drained his cup and wandered towards the bar again.
The woman sitting next to Randal leaned over and said, “I’m sorry for your loss.”
Distracted, Randal turned towards her. “Sorry?”
“I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. It’s always hard to lose a loved one.”
Randal shifted uncomfortable in his seat. “Thank you, I guess.”
“How did he die?” The woman batted her eyes at Randal.
“He was murdered.” Randal slapped his mouth shut, cursing himself. It was that bloody drink.
The woman and her friend gasped. “Oh, no. That’s awful.”
As they spoke Siegfried returned, carrying two more cups. “It was indeed. We’ve tracked his killers here all the way from Jardar.” He gave the woman a fierce smile.
“Really? How will you manage to find them in such a big city?” The woman placed a hand on Siegfried’s arm.
Randal mouthed at his friend to stop talking, but Siegfried didn’t see him.
“We’ve got a few leads,” Siegfried said. “A group of southerners travelling from Jadar would have stood out.”
“Still a lot of ground to cover though.”
“It’s why we got help. The emperor himself offered my friend here to lend us aid.”
The second woman sidled up to Randal. “The emperor himself? You must be pretty important then.”
“Not really,” Randal said. “Just a knight.”
The woman waved at the barman and pointed at their table.
“A knight?” She ran a hand across Randal’s arm. “I’ve never met one. Have you fought in many battles and saved a lot of damsels?”
“He has,” Siegfried said.
The barman arrived at their table, carrying four more cups of pinekiss. Randal took one, drinking half of it. The fourth still tasted as bad as the first.
“Not that many,” Randal said, trying to steer the conversation. “My friend here was much better at saving damsels.” With that, Randal launched into one of the many stories of Siegfried chasing after some woman during the Reconquest.






  
  Vesta


At a bang on the door, Randal leapt to his feet, ready to fight, not fully awake yet. A hangover caused by last night’s pinekiss – he’d lost count after seven – reared itself on the inside of his skull. He groaned and looked around for a weapon to defend himself with. Only then did he realize he was standing in his room in the inn, the first rays of sunlight sneaking into the room through the closed shutters, with someone knocking on his door. 
“I’m awake,” he croaked. “What is it?”
Together with Siegfried, he’d returned to the inn late last night after arguing with the guards at the gate for a good while about being admitted into the city after dark. There they’d had a late supper – or perhaps an early breakfast – before turning in. Which had left him with a few hours of sleep and last night’s pinekiss hammering on the inside of his skull.
“I’m sorry to bother you this early sir,” the innkeeper’s voice came through the door, “but you have a visitor. She was adamant that she had to speak with you as soon as possible.”
“Who is it?”
“She didn’t say. All she mentioned was that the emperor had sent her.” His voice contained a mix of awe and fear.
The emperor’s aid! He’d forgotten all about that after last night’s adventure. “I’ll be right down.”
Randal threw half the water from the washing basin in his face in an attempt to fully wake up, grabbed the first shirt and pants he saw and threw them on. Out in the corridor, he headed to Siegfried’s room next to his and hammered on the door.
“Siegfried, wake up! We’ve got a visitor.”
A moment later Siegfried stuck a sleepy head out the door. “Wha?”
“The aid the emperor has sent us has arrived. Get dressed.”
Randal hurried down the stairs which led to the common room, grabbing the railing to steady himself. Two men sat in the corner opposite the staircase, hunched over an early breakfast. They’d been in the inn when he’d first gotten there, so they weren’t the ones sent by the emperor.
Along the wall to his left sat the only other person awake at this time, a cloaked woman with greying black hair, bound back in a warrior’s tail, framing a bronzed face, her eyes sweeping the room. A chainmail coat showed underneath her cloak decorated with Vali’s shamshir. Great, another religious fanatic.
He approached her. “I heard you were looking for me?”
The woman looked him up and down before rising to her feet. “Are you Randal of Jadar?” She looked vaguely familiar to Randal, as if he’d seen her before.
“The one and only. To whom do I owe the pleasure?”
“I am Vesta, commander of the Knights of Vali here in Vidastur. The emperor has sent me to aid you in your search.” She placed a sealed letter and a coin purse on the table in front of him. “He also asked me to give you these.”
Her eyes darted to the staircase behind Randal as someone came down. She drew back in a guarded pose, slightly turning her upper body so she could easily draw the shamshir sword hanging from her belt and launch an attack, as Siegfried approached their table.
“He’s with me,” Randal said. “Siegfried, meet Vesta, local commander of the Knights of Vali, sent by the emperor to help us. Sir Vesta, this is Siegfried. He’s been helping me in my search.”
“The emperor sent a temple dog to help us?” Siegfried slammed a hand across his mouth as he realized he’d spoken aloud. “I mean no offence, sir. I’m just honored and surprised to have your assistance.”
Vesta’s eyes hardened. “You served in the emperor’s armies, I take it. Under whose command?”
“Maecellus Antonius, before transferring with Randal to the emperor’s command.”
“I know the man, and he would have had you whipped for that comment. Since we just met, I will be lenient. Consider this your only warning.”
“We’re not in the army anymore,” Siegfried said.
“If you want my aid, we do this my way,” Vesta said, “and I won’t tolerate your crap.”
“Forgive him, he had a short night,” Randal said.
“So have you, if half the rumors floating around the city are to be believed.” Her tone radiated disapproval. “I’d have thought you’d be up early searching, instead of spending your nights drinking and blabbering.”
Randal bit back an angry retort. He needed help, and the emperor would have chosen her for a reason. Best not to start a fight immediately.
“What do you mean, rumors?”
Vesta gave him a hard look before answering. “Two outsiders from the country drinking in half the bars in the harbor have fled from their home after a group of southern raiders burned it down. Now they’re here looking for those raiders. Sound familiar?”
“Seems accurate,” Siegfried mumbled.
“Didn’t you just tell us we should be out there searching?” Randal asked.
“Searching, yes.” Vesta shook her head. “Shouting it from the rooftops? Certainly not.”
“What does it matter if a few people know we’re looking for those bastards?”
“Vali give me strength,” Vesta mumbled, shaking her head. 
“What’s wrong?” Randal asked.
“If your search is the first thing an information broker told me, how long do you think it will take before the whole docks know a bunch of idiot outsiders are looking for a group of southerners?” Vesta sounded like she was lecturing a child. “And how do you think your southerners will react when they hear about that search? I give it until noon at the latest before they make a run for it, if they haven’t already fled the city.”
“Fuck!” Randal hadn’t considered that. “Give me a moment to put on a more decent outfit.”

      [image: ]The sun had barely risen a few fingers above the horizon when Randal, looking almost presentable, still chewing on the last bite of his breakfast, stepped into the Dockmaster’s building together with Vesta and Siegfried. A messenger boy squeezed past them out the door, weaving between a guard and a group of sailors before disappearing in the crowd. Dockmasters occupied most desks in the long hall, creating a constant drone even this early in the morning.
“I already tried this two days ago,” Siegfried said. “They just hide behind their rules so they don’t have to do anything.”
“I’ll just shove the emperor’s letter in their face,” Randal said. “See how they like that.”
“You’re terrible with people, aren’t you?” Vesta stopped and turned Randal to face her. “Keep your mouth closed before you ruin even more things. Only talk when I say you can speak.”
“But –“ Randal began.
“If we want to find these people then I can’t have you fuck up more stuff.” She held up a hand, stopping Randal from speaking. “We don’t have time for this. I’ll make it easy for you. If you want my help then you will do exactly as I say. Otherwise, I’m out of here and you can see how well you manage on your own. Is that clear?” She sounded like Randal’s first drill-sergeant had in the army.
Randal looked at the woman for a moment, reading her expression. She looked completely serious in her threat, and certain of the outcome.
“Fine, I’ll follow.”
Vesta nodded and strode purposefully towards the front desk where a woman sat scribbling in a ledger. Randal recognized her as she looked up; Adriana, the Dockmaster who’d welcomed him to Vidastur.
”You’re the Knight from the other day, aren’t you?” Adriana had annoyance written all over her face.
Vesta gave Randal a warning look, then turned to the woman. “Hi Adriana, lovely to see you again. How are the kids?”
“Vesta! It’s been too long. You know how it is, they grow so fast. Livia says she wants to travel the empire. Maybe even aim to join the Excubitors.”
“Let me know. I’ll keep an eye out for her.”
“What brings you to our humble office this morning?” Adriana pointed at Randal. “Is it him?”
Randal clamped his mouth shut, mentally repeating Vesta’s order like a mantra.
“Yes, we need your help,” Vesta said. “The emperor has taken an interest in these matters and wants us to help his knight as much as we can.”
“What do you need?” Adriana asked.
What? She’d just accepted Vesta’s tale, without any proof? Randal bit back an angry shout. Instead, after a nod from Vesta, he answered. Finding Bryn’s murderers was all that mattered.
“A ship should have come in from Jadar sometime in the last few days, carrying a group of southerners as passengers. I need to know everything you have about them.”
“Hundreds of ships arrive here each day. I’m sure half a dozen in the past week alone fit your description. We need something more specific, like what type of ship, or when they arrived.”
“They travelled on a ship called Atourina’s Dream,” Randal said. “They left Jadar half a day before I did, and I arrived here three days ago. I guess they’d have gotten here around the same time.”
“That narrows it down a little, but it still leaves us a lot to search through.”
Vesta leaned forward conspiratorially, and whispered loud enough for Randal to hear clearly, “He messed up, big time. So we need it fast.”
Adriana chuckled and got up. “I can imagine that he did. I’ll see what I can do for you.”
“Is there anything we can do to help?” Vesta asked.
She thought for a moment. “You know what, come with me. I think I can make an exception for you. Together we can search faster.”
She led the three of them to the shelves containing rows of ledgers at the back of the hall, pointing at the desks they passed between. “We audit all logged ship arrivals here, including all taxation details. We confirm the correct duties have been paid, as well as checking on the Dockmasters. We then store the ledgers here for a month, during which they’re sampled on a random basis. It’s a tiered system.”
Randal gaped at the wall. “These are just the records for one month?”
Adriana beamed at him. “Yes. Vidastur is the busiest port in Austarna and beyond. It provides the lifeblood of the empire.”
Running a hand across the spines of the ledgers, she grabbed one near the far end of the wall. “This is the first volume from five days ago, which should be far enough back. I don’t think they could have gained more than two days on you on a trip from Jadar. We’ll search from here to the wall, where the most recent records are placed.”
She placed the ledger on a nearby table and opened it on a random page, pointing at an entry. “All records look like this. First the name of the ship. Below that come any goods and passengers offloaded, with the taxes collected listed in the next column. After that it lists the goods and passengers loaded onto the ship and its next destination, and finally we have any other specifics the Dockmaster felt worth mentioning.”
Vesta grabbed a volume from the shelf. “Should be easy enough. Look for Atourina’s Dream and its cargo. We can take it from there.”
The bells in a nearby temple tolled the next hour when they’d worked through all the ledgers. Randal thunked his head against his table, closing his eyes to ease his hangover. They hadn’t found a single mention of Atourina’s Dream. His search had hit a dead end.
“Maybe they arrived earlier.” Adriana sounded confused. “How was your journey to Vidastur?”
Randal groaned and opened his eyes. “Uneventful and boring.”
“But did you pause anywhere? Adriana asked. “Or maybe hit a calm patch which slowed you down?”
Siegfried shook his head. “No to both of those. We had a fast journey, only stopping once to drop off some cargo and take on some fresh food and water. Other than that we had amazing winds all the way.”
“It sounds like they couldn’t have arrived earlier,” Vesta said. “Either they travelled to some different destination or they haven’t arrived yet.”
Neither of those options made much sense. Randal didn’t know much about ships, but he doubted the southerners would have travelled three days slower. After all, they’d had exactly the same weather. As for a different destination, unless they’d stayed east of Vidastur, they would have passed through the city, even if they hadn’t lingered there.
That meant there had to be a third option somehow. One that would have them arrive here sometime during the past few days, without their ship being registered by the Dockmasters. Randal eyed the shelves, ignoring the throbbing in the back of his head. He doubted that any ship could have escaped the notice of the imperial bureaucracy. Those bloody pen pushers were too efficient with their damn rules. It had to mean they’d been searching for the wrong thing. There was no other option.
“What if they changed the ship’s name?” Randal asked
“How do you mean?” Adriana asked.
“They left on a boat named Atourina’s Dream, which is what we’ve been searching for, but what if they changed that before they got to Vidastur?”
“You mean they got onto a different ship?” Adriana sounded confused. “We can’t know that of course.”
Randal gave an internal sigh. These people followed too many rules. “That’s not what I meant, though it’s an option if we don’t find them of course. What if they changed the ship’s actual name to something other than Atourina’s Dream? It’d be as simple as painting over it.”
“They’d be in our records under the new name of course.” Adriana sounded as if she were explaining the most obvious thing in the world. “We only know who comes into Vidastur, not who leaves Jadar. That would be impossible.”
“Of course! We’ve been searching for the wrong ship!” Siegfried exclaimed.
“Wait a moment.” Vesta rushed to the wall, grabbed a ledger from the end of the row, and laid it on the table. “I already considered it a strange coincidence.”
She leafed through the book, running a hand down the pages so fast Randal wondered how she managed to read anything. Tapping a page three-quarters to the end of the ledger, she read out loud, “Julia’s Dream. Port of Origin, Jadar.” She paused as she skipped a few lines. “Eleven passengers travelling on to Laodimon, carrying a cargo of woven rugs. She arrived yesterday on the morning tide.”
“That has to be the one!” Siegfried shouted.
“Is she still in Vidastur?” Randal asked.
“That’s obviously not in this ledger.” Adriana said. “That only lists when she came in. You’ll have to search the docks to see if she’s still there. Though if she pulled in yesterday, then there’s a good chance she is.”
“Thanks!” Randal started towards the exit of the hall, Siegfried running after him.
Behind him, Vesta asked, “Is it okay if we leave you with these? Like I said, we’re in a bit of a hurry.”
“Of course. Hurry along. Do let me know if you’ve found what you were looking for.”
With a few strides Vesta caught up with Randal and Siegfried, and together they headed towards the harbor. Outside the glaring sun had moved two hands across the sky since they’d entered the elegant Dockmaster’s building. Out in the harbor, masts bobbed up and down like a rolling forest. Randal squeezed past a group of sailors making for one of the waterfront taverns. Two porters, carrying a crate between them, blocked his passage, and he hopped from one foot to the next, willing them to hurry.
Reaching the first ship seemed to take an age, with always more people bumping into him or forcing him to wait. He scanned the names of the nearby ships. When he didn’t immediately see Julia’s Dream, he dashed along the docks, reading the names as he went. 
Vesta caught up to him and grabbed his arm, pulling him to a stop. “Slow down!”
“We need to find them!”
“Yes, but what do you think they’ll do if they see some idiot run up to their ship, yelling at them?”
“I’m not that stupid.”
“If you say so,” Vesta didn’t sound convinced. “Either way, you’re forgetting that the tide is coming in. No ship will leave in the next few hours. We can take our time instead of drawing the attention of every sailor here.”
He gaped at Vesta, not knowing what to say.
“You need to start thinking ahead, consider the consequences of your actions.”
“We can’t let them escape.”
Vesta let go of his arm, and strode along the waterfront, forcing Randal to follow. “We won’t. With the three of us, we can search the docks quickly enough.”
“Then what?”
“Then we assess the situation. If they look like they’re about to cast off, we board them. If they are in no hurry, we observe them from a distance first to see what we can learn from them.”
They weaved through the crowds, scanning the ships they passed. Siegfried spotted Julia’s Dream, lying close to the opening of the bay, wedged between a southern dhow, and a trader coming from Mira. A single sailor, looking so young he didn’t need to shave, leaned against the Dream’s mast, probably left to guard the ship while the rest of the crew visited Vidastur.
“What’s the next step in your grand plan?” Randal asked.
“We wait and we watch,” Vesta answered
“What’s the point? Ship’s right there.”
“With the youngest crew member watching it. Do you think he knows where their passengers went? Or even where anything is here in the city? It’s the captain we need.”
“And we find the captain by standing here doing nothing.”
Vesta rolled her eyes at him. “Do I have to spell everything out for you? Look, that kid won’t stay on the ship forever. Someone will come relieve him at noon at the latest. He’ll then go grab something to eat, and since he isn’t old enough to have seen much, he’ll go to where the rest of the crew goes. Which is where we’ll find the captain.”
Randal eyed the sun. There were still several hours to go before noon, and he ached to rush to the ship. Vesta seemed certain enough of her plan though.
“Fine. I’ll wait till noon.” A pile of crates stacked against a warehouse wall offered a secluded spot out of the wind from where he could watch the ship. After a moment Vesta joined him, and with her cloak wrapped around her, she could have been anyone, her weapons and armor hidden away.
The lone sailor on the ship looked as bored as Randal felt. Vesta didn’t offer up much in conversation, and even Siegfried ran out of things to talk about after a while, and time dragged forward. He was about to give up and just rush the ship to grab the kid and beat some answers out of him, when four men swaggered up the ship’s gangplank. After a brief conversation, the lone boy left the ship, while the four men busied themselves around the deck.
“See,” Vesta stated. “People are predictable.”
Randal hopped off his crate. “Or you just got lucky. Let’s follow him.”
Vesta placed a hand on Siegfried’s shoulder, stopping him. “You stay behind to watch the ship.”
“Why?”
“Because I say so. We need someone to keep an eye on the ship, just in case something unexpected happens.”
“But –“
“It’s okay Siegfried,” Randal said.
Leaving Siegfried behind, the two of them hurried after the sailor until they were two dozen paces behind him while pretending to look everywhere except at the kid. They hadn’t needed to worry, since the young man strolled through the harbor carefree, looking neither left nor right. At the third side street he left the waterfront, turning inland. With a slow jog, they made it to the corner where they could just see him head down the first alley. There he made for a lonely tavern entrance a third of the way down.
The tavern’s single window stood open, letting out the chatter of a large group of people. Randal walked past, casting a curious glance inside, Vesta by his side. The young sailor had joined a group taking up the two tables at the far side of the tavern, while the other two visible tables stood empty.
Once they were away from the window, Vesta turned to Randal. “Do you know which one the captain is?”
Randal shook his head. “Why would I know some random captain I’ve never seen before?”
Vesta ignored his angry tone. “I’ll head in and find out. It shouldn’t be too hard.”
“I’m coming with you,” Randal said.
“Can you behave?” Vesta asked.
“It’ll be better than me standing outside a tavern trying to look innocent.”
“Fine, come along. Though just as before, don’t talk unless I say so.” After a last warning look, Vesta turned to the door.






  
  The Captain


Fresh rushes covered the tavern floor, and the smell of the kaserri cheese and chicken pie being served for lunch wafted through the air. A handful of tables filled the room, a clear path left open between them. Randal picked the table farthest from the sailors, and sat with his back against the wall, from where he could observe the whole tavern. Behind the sailors, a staircase led up to the second floor, while a doorway halfway between him and the group probably led to some courtyard behind the building. Vesta joined him a moment later, after having talked to the tavern keeper. 
“What did the tavern keeper say?” Randal asked.
“That he’ll be right over with two glasses of watered wine,” Vesta said, “and he’ll bring both of us a hot pie as soon as they come out of the oven.”
“I didn’t mean that. Which one is the captain.”
“I didn’t ask.”
Randal stared at her. “How are we going to find out then? You want to just march up to the sailors and ask them?”
“You don’t seduce a woman by asking her to bed with you the first time you see her. You have to get her to like you first.”
“You’re trying to seduce the tavern keeper?”
Vesta gave an annoyed sigh. “I meant we’re waiting for a natural moment before we ask for information. Barging in here demanding answers will get us lured into an alley and clubbed unconscious.”
Randal winced at the rebuke and sat back to watch the sailors across the tavern eating their lunch. They looked like any other crew he’d seen in Jadar, joking and relaxing together, wasting time until they’d set sail again. No one stood out as being in charge of the group. The ship’s captain should have been treated differently, even if only by the young crew member they’d followed here.
After the tavern keeper had brought them their watered wine, which tasted surprisingly nice given the tavern’s location, Randal leaned towards Vesta, nodding at the group. “Which one do you think it is?”
“Speculating will not help,” Vesta answered. “We’ll find out soon enough.”
Bloody esoteric temple knights and their bloody patience. Randal drank another sip of wine, enjoying the cool liquid. “I bet it’s the third on the left; graying hair, smart look about him.”
“If you’re wrong you’ll be surprised it was someone else. If you’re right you’ll be surprised that you were right. In both cases, your surprise might cost you valuable heartbeats in which to act. The truth will not change because you wait for a moment, so there’s no need to hurry.”
One of the sailors, a bald, hulking man with a bushy beard, noticed them looking at him and his companions and nudged the man next to him. After a quick word, the two got up and approached. The bald man leaned both fists on their table and leaned forward, his breath smelling like the watered wine, while the other man, who was as broad as he was tall, hulked behind him, blocking the light streaming in from the window. “What you looking at?”
Vesta placed a hand on Randal’s arm, urging him to remain quiet. “My friend was just pointing out your comrade’s lovely tattoo,” She didn’t sound impressed at all as she pointed at the dragon emerging from the sea tattooed on the sailor’s upper arm. “He wondered where your friend had gotten it.”
The hulking man cracked his knuckles. “You’re also in our spot.”
Randal knew how this conversation would end. Those two would keep piling on perceived grievances, until Vesta and him either fled or got angry and started a fight. He closed his fists. They might as well start it now.
Vesta squeezed his arm, and answered in a pleasant tone. “Strange that the tavern keeper didn’t mention anything about that. He must’ve forgotten. We’ll call him over and ask to move us to the other table.” She pointed at the table next to the back door. “Wouldn’t want you to have to pay for our drinks after all.”
“That one’s taken as well,” the bald sailor said.
“It’s Saburo’s favorite spot,” the other one added.
The other sailors had by now fallen silent, watching them. If they didn’t leave it wouldn’t end in a regular tavern brawl, where you hit anyone coming close. It would be the sailors against the two of them, which were terrible odds in the best of cases. Only problem was that neither option would find them the ship’s captain.
“In that case it doesn’t matter where we sit.” Vesta kept up her pleasant façade. “You fine gentlemen are of course welcome to join us. Can we offer you a drink?”
The two sailors fell quiet for a moment, looking unsure where to go from there. The hulking sailor recovered first. “You saying we can’t afford our own booze?”
A man in a short-sleeved shirt, much finer than anything the sailors wore, came into the common room from the back, emerging between their table and the sailors. One of them hailed him as his captain. The man eyed them carefully, drawn by the grumbling of the sailor, trying to figure out what was happening. As he ran a hand through his unbound, black hair, a tattoo of a crown with a sword stabbing through it peeked out from underneath his sleeve on the inside of his upper arm.
A memory flashed before Randal’s eyes. The round hall of Aradar, similar to the inside of the Pantheon, spread around him, the five gods displayed along the wall all wrong and twisted. In the center a sixth statue, depicting Hamural, decorated with the same sword and crown symbol, loomed over everyone and everything in the hall. Bodies lay scattered around the room, some he recognized; they were his brothers and sisters in arms. Friends who’d been kidnapped from their army camp after they’d laid siege to the fortress. They’d been brutally sacrificed, their blood splattered across the room, their faces twisted in painful grins.
The others he didn’t know. Eleven of them lay around the central statue, impaled on their own swords. Cowled and cloaked, he couldn’t even tell if they were male or female. Hashin-shin, all of them; fanatics who’d taken their own lives instead of letting themselves be captured as their last stronghold fell. He’d thrown up at the sight of the carnage, as had many of his comrades.
Randal returned to the present. Only a fraction of a heartbeat had passed. Before Vesta could stop him, he shouted in a reflex, “Hashin-shin!”
If he gave them a moment to react he and Vesta would be dead. Randal grabbed the closest arm of the bald sailor leaning on the table, and wrenched it aside, throwing the man off-balance. Randal slammed the sailor’s face into the table with a crunch, and, using the head as a pushing off point, lunged across the table. Before the sailor had hit the floor, Randal kicked his boot into the second sailor’s knee, bringing the man down.
Chaos erupted around him. Vesta sprang from behind the table, dagger in her hand. Several sailors rushed at them, while others fled from the room. Something or someone slammed into his side and he stumbled to the ground.
The captain, who’d started at Randal’s shout, fled back through the doorway he’d entered from with a panicked look in his eyes. Behind the bar, the tavern keeper shouted for the guards and for them to stop, banging a club on the bar.
Only the captain mattered! Even if Randal escaped alive, without the captain he’d never find the southerners. He rolled underneath a table avoiding a stomping foot. Chasing the captain would leave Vesta to fend for herself in a room full of angry sailors though. He needed to create space for her so she could get away.
He grabbed the legs of the closest chair, jumped out from under the table and smashed it into the back of one of Vesta’s attackers. Using his momentum he barreled into the next sailor, knocking the man off balance, and with a wild swing of the chair he forced the other sailors back, opening up some space around him and Vesta. “Run!” he shouted, as he sprinted through the doorway after the captain.
He burst into a corridor, stairs going up on one side and a door standing ajar at the far end. Randal kept running, guessing the door had been left open by the fleeing man. Bursting out into the open, he emerged into an empty, sun-lit courtyard, with an outhouse in the corner and a small water trough along a side wall. The captain was nowhere to be seen. Pausing for a heartbeat, he went over the possible routes the man could have fled. The left wall, separating the courtyard from the neighbor’s, was the easiest way out. His mind made up, he dashed left. With a small hop he got his hands on top, from where he could pull himself up.
A figure was scaling the next wall over; he’d guessed correctly! Randal jumped down, dashed across the next courtyard, and worked up the next wall. As he dropped down, the captain glanced over his shoulder, and, noticing a pursuer, sped up.
A dark cloud gathered around Randal’s thoughts as he got his first clear view of one of the assholes responsible for burning his home and killing his family. His heart sped up and his vision narrowed until he saw only his prey about to get away. Rage lent extra strength to his muscles, and he roared at the sight. With an extra burst of speed he rushed after the captain, flowing up the next wall, landing right behind his target.
Randal pushed off the wall after his prey and slammed two hands into the man’s back. The sudden impact sent his target tumbling forward, slamming into the next wall, head first, with a loud thunk.
The man went limp in an instant. Randal took two steps towards the vermin lying on the ground. The bastard would die for burning down his home. As he raised his hands to beat the man to a pulp, the realization hit him that this was his best lead to finding the southerners who’d killed his daughter. He missed a step as his rage bled away and knelt beside the captain to check if the asshole was still alive.
The man drew shallow breaths, and Randal let out a sigh of relief. He’d just have a headache when he woke up, which, Randal knew from experience, wouldn’t kill him.
He took stock of his situation. He stood in a courtyard similar to the one from the tavern, with an outhouse and a place to bathe and wash clothes. A tiny vegetable patch clung to the sunny spot against the back wall. The only way he’d get his prisoner anywhere was through the front door. From there, he’d have to get to the docks without the sailors spotting him, find a guard and get him to help move the captain to a safe location. All those were a later worry though. He’d take it one step at a time, and the first was leaving the courtyard.
The backdoor was latched, and Randal banged on it until a cautious looking woman with thin grey hair stuck her head out the doorway. “Do you have some rope at hand?” Randal asked.
“Who’re you?” The woman asked.
Randal grabbed the first idea that sprang to mind. “Official business. I caught this man sneaking around. Important thief you know.”
“What’s he doing ‘ere? Aint got nothing worth stealing.”
“I want to ask him that as well. Which is why I need rope to take him with me. Do you have any?”
The woman looked doubtful. “Wait.” She disappeared inside again, and Randal heard a click as the latch snapped shut.
Randal searched through the captain’s pockets, taking a knife off the man but finding nothing else of interest. When the woman reappeared, she stuck out a hemp rope, while holding a rolling pin in her other hand. With a basic knot, Randal tied his prisoner’s hands, and hoisted him to his shoulder, the man’s scent of sweat and salt driving out all other smells.
The woman opened the door further and stepped aside, pointing to the other end of her house.
“Straight ahead, and don’t try nothing funny.”
Randal staggered the first few steps towards the house until he found his balance. From there he made his way across the creaking floor under the watchful eye of the woman. With his one free hand he fumbled with the latch on the front door, sliding open the door a fraction.
The alley lay empty, though shouts echoed through it from further away. Randal hesitated. He should check if Vesta was okay and help her if she wasn’t. On the other hand, any sailors in the alley would attack him on sight, and he was an easy target while he carried the captain.
“What you waiting for?” The woman shouted from behind. “Get moving!”
Randal shoved open the door and made for the tavern, the door slamming shut behind him. He couldn’t leave Vesta to fend for herself. The narrow alley would only allow one person at a time to approach him, which meant he could defend himself against a group of attackers for long enough to drop the captain and draw the man’s knife.
When he’d crossed half the distance, a woman emerged from the tavern, hurrying towards him as soon as she spotted him; Vesta! She looked uninjured as she drew up to him.
“Follow,” she ordered without a greeting, thunder written across her face, sounding like the drill sergeant he’d had in the army when he’d fucked up some big job. Without another glance, she turned back the way she’d come, forcing him to follow. She’d have made a great commander.
Back in the tavern, she pointed at the corner furthest from the door. “Put him there.”
Randal dumped the captain on a chair against the far wall, glad to be rid of the weight. Behind him, Vesta closed the door and the shutters to the one window of the tavern, stepping over a sailor’s unmoving body. Four of them remained in the room, lying unconscious around the table where they’d sat; Vesta could clearly hold her own in a fight. Of the others and the tavern keeper there was no sign.
“Why did you do it?” Vesta asked.
“The Hashin-shin wouldn’t have let us walk out of here,” Randal said.
Vesta pointed at the unconscious sailors. “None of them have a Hashin-shin tattoo or anything else that marks them as members of the dark cult.”
“Even so, those two were out for a fight.”
“You think they wanted a fight that would see them get beaten up? Have them end up with broken arms or concussions? If I hadn’t restrained myself, they’d be dead right now.”
“I –“ Randal hesitated. Of course they hadn’t. They’d just thought them easy bullying targets. Still, “a fight was inevitable. And with the other sailors piling in, anything could have happened. I’d rather see sailors lie on the ground than myself.”
Vesta marched up to him, staring him in the eye. “After your stunt, the fight was inevitable. Before it we had a dozen ways out.”
“Like what?”
“Anything! Challenge them to an arm-wrestling contest to let them show off, buy them a couple of drinks. Biara be damned! Even just leaving would have been better than this mess.”
“And let the captain get away?”
“You seriously think talking to the captain later would be worse than what we have now? If your southerners haven’t fled Vidastur after your stunt yesterday, they certainly will once they learn half the crew who brought them here got beaten up by you.”
Randal gaped at her. She was right of course. He’d let his emotions get the better of him. “I’m sorry. Seeing the Hashin-shin triggered me.”
Vesta sighed, and a look that could have been compassion flitted across her face. “Never mind. What’s done is done. Let’s see what this captain can tell us.” She walked over to the bar, grabbed a pitcher of water and doused the man’s face.
The captain sputtered, shook his head, and snapped open his eyes, looking round disoriented. He struggled to get up, but Vesta pushed him back down. Slowly the realization of his situation dawned on the man.
“I can pay you. Just let me go. No one knows where I keep my money.”
“We’re not here for your money,” Vesta said.
“Please don’t hurt me. I’ve got a wife and kids.”
“All we need is some information,” Randal said.
“Of course. Of course. I’ll tell you everything you want to know.” The captain held up his bound hands. “There is no need for these then.”
“I’m sure there is,” Vesta said. 
“But you’ll let me go once I’ve answered your questions,” the captain pleaded.
“I doubt that, Hashin-shin.” Randal spat out the last word.
Vesta shot him an angry look before addressing the captain. “Just tell us what you know about the southerners you brought into Vidastur yesterday.”
The captain arched an eyebrow, his whole demeanor changing at the mention of the dark cult. “You did all this,” he nodded his chin at one of the unconscious sailors, “just for some information about Anupam? Seems excessive, doesn’t it?”
Randal shoved the captain’s shoulder, facing him. “So you know him!”
“What’s your interest in him?” The captain asked calmly.
“I’m looking for him,” Randal said.
The captain looked round the room, and seemed to draw a conclusion. “Wait, you’re the guy from Jadar, aren’t you? Mandal or something.” The captain burst out laughing when he saw the look on Randal’s face. “It is you!”
“He killed my daughter! Destroyed my home!”
Grinning sadistically, the captain faced Randal. “No. No he didn’t.”
“Liar! I saw my house burn, and my family and friends dead.”
“He definitely burned down your house, or rather, his house. However, your daughter’s still alive, and she’ll stay that way until she’s fulfilled her destiny.”
“You’re lying!”
“I carried her off my ship and into Vidastur myself.” The captain smiled sweetly at Randal, clearly enjoying the suffering he caused. “Don’t bother searching for her here though. She left on her way further south again this morning.”
Randal lunged at the captain, grabbing his throat. “What! Tell me where she is!”
Vesta dragged him off the captain. “Keep yourself together.”
The captain brought his bound hands to his mouth, biting one of the golden rings on his fingers.
“Hamural will reward my sacrifice. As He will that of your daughter.” White froth bubbled from his mouth, his body convulsing as he thumped sideways onto the ground.






  
  Planning


Bryn was still alive! The thought kept echoing through Randal’s head as he sat in one of the high-backed chairs set around the table in the Small Council Chamber of the Imperial Palace. He’d sunk so far into the cushions that he wondered if he could still be seen by Vesta, the only other person in the room. 
Apart from five similar chairs set around a long table, the room was sparsely furnished. This was a room where actual work got done and decisions got made after long debates, not some fancy place where people put up a show with all the bureaucratic nonsense people believed was needed to run an empire.
The only grand item in the room was the almond-shaped cavalry shield hanging over the cold hearth. The battle scars covering it suggested it was one the emperor himself had used during the Reconquest.
The emperor arrived not even an hour after they’d marched into the palace, bringing with him the scent of roses. Randal jumped up and knelt on one knee, face to the floor.
“I heard you carried a dead body into my palace,” the emperor said. “Seems like you haven’t lost your knack for getting into trouble.”
They’d dumped the captain’s body on the ground to Randal’s left.
Vesta pointed at Randal after rising from the short bow she’d given the emperor.
“He’s trouble, as I’m sure you know since you made me babysit him.”
“Ah yes, the palace invader,” the emperor said. “Maybe the Keeper of the Doors was right after all.”
“I apologize, my lord.” Randal spoke to the floor. He depended on the emperor’s goodwill, now more than ever. He needed more help and more funds; what the emperor had given him wasn’t enough for a chase across the empire.
“Just get up already Randal,” the emperor said. “I’ve never known you to be the bowing type. I always appreciated that in you; you never hesitated to tell anyone they had a bad plan.” A slight smile played across the man’s lips as Randal got to his feet.
“I acted out of instinct when I saw that the captain was Hashin-shin.” Randal felt some defense for his actions was needed.
Emperor Justinian raised an eyebrow in surprise but held up a hand stopping Randal from speaking.
“Maybe back up for a moment and tell me what you actually did so I know how to value your actions.”
As the emperor sat down, Vesta gave a summarized account of their actions that morning, from their visit to the Dockmaster’s office to how they’d commandeered Julia’s Dream after the captain had killed himself.
The emperor rubbed his chin for a moment in thought at the end of the tale. “It’s as we feared then. The Hashin-shin are up to something, and it’s important enough that they risk revealing themselves.”
“Yes my lord.” Vesta knelt next to the captain’s lifeless body and pulled up his sleeve, revealing the man’s tattoo. “It’s why I asked for you on such short notice.”
“It’s really beginning then,” the emperor said. “You know the plan.”
“This comes at a bad time.” Vesta returned to her seat. “I only have a handful of knights here in Vidastur. With the upcoming blood moon, most are spread across the countryside to protect the realm against any surfacing horrors.”
“Why does it sound like that’s no accident?” The emperor shook his head. “We have no choice but to move forward with whatever resources we have. Do you know where they’re headed?”
“We’ve got a promising lead.”
“That just means no.”
“It means not yet, but hopefully I soon will.”
“What’s going on?” Randal interrupted. “What sacrifice? What does a blood moon have to do with it?”
Both Emperor Justinian and Vesta turned to Randal, looking at him almost as if they’d forgotten he was there. Vesta gave the emperor a questioning look.
The emperor nodded. “Tell him. I trust him.”
“Are you sure?”
“He was first through the doors in Aradar,” emperor Justinian said. “He is on our side.”
Vesta looked doubtful but accepted the emperor’s words.
“We have very little information about the Hashin-shin. Once people are inside the cult they remain silent on it – you’ve seen how our dead captain here behaved. So most of what we know is pieced together from rumors, the few Hashin-shin shrines we’ve found over the years, and extrapolated from the few things Hashin-shin have said to outsiders.”
“I get it, you’re guessing,” Randal said.
Vesta took a deep breath. “We think they’re striving for the return of Hamural.”
“That’s impossible. Hamural’s dead.” Randal rarely paid much attention when he visited a temple, but even he knew that. The gods had sacrificed themselves and most of their power to kill their leader after he’d tried to subjugate them and the world. Their sacrifice had ended the First War.
“No, he’s not,” the emperor said.
“When the Hashin-shin first resurfaced over twenty years ago we discovered that Hamural hadn’t been killed,” Vesta said. “Instead, the other gods locked him away. The Hashin-shin thought they’d found a way to release him from his celestial prison.”
A shudder ran down Randal’s spine as Vesta’s story connected with a memory. “Was that what Aradar was about?”
“It was the main reason we started the Reconquest,” Vesta said.
We? She sounded as if she’d planned the war alongside the emperor. 
The emperor nodded. “Aradar was part of some ritual to free Hamural, though they failed then.”
“And now they’ve resurfaced,” Randal said.
“Indeed,” the emperor said. “And from what Vesta said, they’re going to try again.”
Vesta nodded. “The captain mentioned they needed Bryn to fulfill her destiny. I’m guessing they need her for their ritual for some reason.”
The remark made Randal’s skin crawl, and he balled his fists. He’d seen the sort of things they did to their victims – dead would be better.
“I need to get her!”
“Indeed,” emperor Justinian said. “It seems like my promise to you for aid hasn’t been completely fulfilled yet.” He turned to Vesta. “His daughter’s trail is the best lead you have for you and your knights to find the Hashin-shin and stop their ritual. You should take him along.”
“That’s a bad idea.” Vesta shook her head. “He’s rash and impulsive.”
“I’m –“ Randal began.
The emperor held up his hand, stopping Randal. “It’s your command, so I’m not ordering you to take him. You’re free to choose your soldiers. However, do consider that you’re low on people you can trust. He knows what’s at play, and, considering the situation, he’s unlikely to betray you to the Hashin-shin. That alone should already advocate for taking him along.”
“From the look of him, he hasn’t wielded a sword in years. He’ll slow us down and be useless against any Hashin-shin we encounter.”
Emperor Justinian gave a small chuckle.
“He’s out of practice indeed. And yet, he bested eight Excubitor guards and gained access to the palace. I’ve seen him do more impressive stuff all along the Mareon coast all those years ago. With a bit of practice he might even make you break a sweat. Also, he’s the only one who actually knows what his daughter looks like. If I was leading this mission, I’d bring him.”
Gratitude washed through Randal at the emperor’s words. This gave him his best chance of rescuing his daughter.
“Fine.” Vesta looked doubtful as she relented. “If he’s placed under my command and can follow orders I’ll bring him.”
A knock came at the door, and after a polite pause an aide entered. “There’s a gentleman here claiming Vesta wants to see him, my lord. A mister Siegfried.”
“Thank you Julia,” emperor Justinian said. “Vesta will be right over to see him.”
Randal remembered the oath he’d sworn to his friend. “He needs to come with us as well.”
“He’s a commoner,” Vesta said.
“They killed his brother,” Randal said. “Besides, he served by my side during the Reconquest. He knows what he’s doing.”
Vesta looked from Randal to the emperor, who kept a completely neutral face. She gave a deep sigh. “I’m going to regret this.”
“Please go fetch our new friend,” the emperor said. 
As Vesta rose and walked to the door, emperor Justinian turned to Randal. “Nothing we discussed can be mentioned outside this room. Not even with your friend. We don’t want the Hashin-shin to know what information we have. Is that clear?”
“Of course.” Randal wondered about the emperor’s reasoning. Would the Hashin-shin really have that many ears around that they would pick up on what he told his longtime friend in confidence? Still, he owed the emperor his allegiance, for all the help he’d received so far, if nothing else. “You have my word.”
“Great. I expected nothing less.”
Vesta returned a moment later, leading a wide-eyed Siegfried. A panicked look of recognition crossed his face as he spotted emperor Justinian sitting next to Randal, and he dropped to his knees, pressing his head against the tiled floor.
“You may rise,” emperor Justinian said. Siegfried got to his feet, staring at the floor and wringing his hands. “Approach, good man, and tell us what brings you here.”
Vesta guided Siegfried to stand at the end of the council table. “Did you learn anything about Anupam?”
His friend turned to face Vesta, and blurted out, “Laodimon.” He coughed. “I mean, I did my lord. He’s on his way to Laodimon.”
Vesta nodded thoughtfully. “That matches what the captain said and what they told the Dockmaster when they arrived in Vidastur. It’s a logical destination if you want to go anywhere in the south.”
“Then it is time to get moving.” The emperor rose out of his seat, and Randal and Vesta bowed, with Siegfried dropping to his knees again. “If you make haste, then you should be able to make the evening tide.” With that, he walked out of the council chamber.
As the chamber’s doors closed behind the emperor, Seigfried glanced up at Randal. “What’s going on? Why do we need to make the evening tide?”
“It seems like you’ve been commissioned to the Knights of Vali.” Randal said.
“The temple –“ Siegfried stopped himself just in time, changing into a cough. “What for?”
Vesta cleared her throat. “If you want to come, then you’d better learn to respect your superiors, soldier.”
At the look of horror that crossed Siegfried’s face, Randal burst out laughing.






  
  A Sign


Bryn stood on the prow of the ship – the Crimson Queen the sailor who brought her dinner each night had called it – enjoying the wind on her face as it cut through the waves. It was the only positive in her whole situation, being allowed to move around the deck made this trip more bearable than the first leg of her journey. All sailors on this ship worked for her captor, Anupam, which meant he didn’t need to explain her presence to anyone. 
A white city blazing in the afternoon sun, surrounded by dark cliffs on both sides, grew on the horizon; Laodimon. She’d been there once, a long time ago, when mom had still been alive. Her parents had travelled round the empire, doing something important; as a child she hadn’t known or cared what. She’d only noticed they’d been welcomed everywhere with lots of music and she’d received plenty of dolls and miniature embroidery sets and everything else their hosts thought a little girl might like.
Laodimon itself was a hazy memory among the many cities of that trip. There had been plenty of fresh dates, mangoes, and oranges, and everywhere she’d looked among the white buildings of the city there had been mountains of spices, a testament to its proximity to the Taymen trade routes. The scents of cinnamon, saffron, and nutmeg still took her back to the exotic markets she’d seen then.
Her father had even taken her to see the surrounding countryside, against her mother’s wishes, even though he’d assured her no critters came that close to such a big city. She’d secretly hoped to see a mordax, the famed half lions, half scorpions prowling the lands south of Laodimon, but her father had been correct. The wildest animal they’d seen, had been a rabbit.
They’d travelled to what had been a battlefield during the Reconquest where her father had fought, and, if his tale was to be believed, had singlehandedly won one of the many battles of that campaign. They’d played at fighting. She and her father against Bjarn. Of course they’d won, storming down the slight incline to overwhelm her father’s Master of Arms.
A shiver ran through her, the wind suddenly cold instead of refreshing, as she thought back to the burning hall of her home. Would Bjarn have made it out? Would he have escaped their attackers?
She pushed the thoughts aside. The grizzled veteran would’ve scolded her for being distracted by things she had no control over while surrounded by enemies. Focus on the enemy. Improve your position with each step you take. The rest is a waste of energy. He’d repeated the lesson countless times as she’d tried to hit him with one of her practice swords.
She had her best chance of escaping if she could remain unbound and free to walk on her own after they docked. She’d worked hard this trip to appear docile and defeated so they didn’t watch her too closely. The test of how well that’d worked would come as they arrived in Laodimon.
Clamping her hands together to stop them from fidgeting, she wished for a sword at her side. Or a dagger. Or anything else that could resemble a weapon. She hated feeling helpless. With a sigh she dragged herself away from the sight of their approaching destination and adopted her coyest smile. Time for another round of the ship and a friendly chat with the bastards who’d captured her.

      [image: ]The ship rocked as it bumped into the jetty, the youngest sailor, Yadgar, leaping across to tie up. Sitting on hemp sacks, two porters watched the ship to see what cargo needed unloading. Another group of them passed by, coming from the next ship over, carrying wine jugs. A sailor from yet another ship shouted at the group to give him one. Further towards the white buildings of Laodimon, more people crowded the jetty, making any flight across it a struggle to get past people and goods. Bryn would just have to bide her time.
Anupam led her off the ship ahead of everyone else, not even bothering to tie her hands, steering her in front of him with a hand on her shoulder. Together they weaved their way through the crowds. The jetty broadened as they neared the boulevard running along the seaside, reducing the press of people. A Dockmaster, recognizable by the three guards waiting on him and the deference people around him gave him, stood at the end of the jetty, watching the crowds stream past him. He was her way out!
Bryn stopped dead in her tracks, and Anupam bumped into her back. She twisted and shoved her shoulder into her captor, pushing the man back. Using him as a launching off point, she sprinted down the jetty. She bumped into a porter with a sack over his shoulder who shouted something foul at her in a foreign language. She staggered sideways, and managed to right herself again. She narrowly avoided a hulking man, and twisted round a crate. A quick glance over her shoulder revealed Anupam nowhere in sight. She’d make it. With a final dash, she rushed at the Dockmaster.
The man turned to her as she approached, alerted by her pounding feet, arching a questioning eyebrow at her. As she drew up to him, she placed two begging hands on his chest. “Help! Please! I’ve been abducted!”
This got an alarmed look from the man. “You’re safe now, girl. What’s your name?”
She relaxed. Everything would be all right now. “I’m Brynhilda of Jadar. Daughter of the knight who governs that city.”
The man looked behind her as someone walked up behind her. “Anupam, you’ve returned. How was your trip?”
Bryn spun round. There stood her captor, wearing a broad smile. “Raminsa, well met. I see you’ve found my newest charge. She’d run off for a moment.”
Bryn gaped from Anupam to the Dockmaster, who gave her a sardonic grin. Of course the fiend had friends here! He’d let her escape on purpose, just to make a point.
“Of course dear friend,” Raminsa said. “I’m glad I’ve found her. After all, we wouldn’t want her to get hurt.”
Behind her, Anupam chuckled at this as if the man had made a brilliant joke. Rage at the injustice bloomed inside her, and she kicked Anupam between his legs. Even as the man doubled over, tears in his eyes, Bryn spun round and slammed her fist right into the Dockmaster’s nose, hearing a satisfying crunch. She leaped away to avoid the grabbing hands of one of the nearby guards, dodged the second guard and ran onto the boulevard out of their reach past the fountain that dominated the space.
There had to be reputable people in this city; Anupam couldn’t have bought them all. As she avoided a cart, the Dockmaster cried out behind her, “Thief! Grab her!”
All eyes turned towards her as she passed food stalls hawking some kind of shellfish and grilled sausages. One hawker stepped from behind his stall to intercept her, even as a guard further down the boulevard turned towards her. She needed to get out of sight fast. She had no way of avoiding the hawker without running towards the guard. Instead she sped up, twisted sideways, and barreled straight into the man, shoulder first, knocking him to the ground.
She rolled forward, jumping to her feet again as soon as she slowed down. Rushing past a farrier standing on the corner of the first side-street, she fled away from the waterfront. The broad street gently wound away from the waterfront, offering her pursuers a clear view of her. The few pedestrians stared after her as she raced past, the guards on her heels.
She needed to hide somewhere. No magistrate or guard would protect an accused thief pursued by guards; they’d hand her over without listening to a word she said. Then if she was lucky, the guards would just hand her back to Anupam. If she wasn’t, they’d chop off her hand first.
She took the first right, which turned out to be a baker street, with a merchant here and there. This late in the afternoon most shops had closed, though in a few of them the oven ran hot, cooking the dinners of the surrounding houses. It meant hardly any people frequented the street, keeping her in easy sight of her pursuers.
She veered left, then right, weaving her way through the unknown streets of Laodimon. From the lay of the land she knew the approximate direction of the harbor, but other than that she quickly lost any sense of direction. The number of guards on her heels increased as more of them joined in on the chase, their distance to her varying with carts and pedestrians blocking the way. Lungs aching, her legs burned from exhaustion.
She darted down an alley, jumping a crate, her feet crashing into a sticky pile of goo. Her pursuers hadn’t given up and were even closing in. She wasn’t getting away.
Her thoughts mulled over how they’d return her to Anupam, with one hand or two. With the chase she’d led them on, it would be one. Her safest bet was actually to be captured by Anupam. He’d gloat, but he preferred mental punishments to physical shows of strength. She could deal with his tongue if it meant keeping her hands. She’d need those for her next escape attempt or when her father came for her.
Dad always had had a lucky streak, so she hadn’t been surprised when she’d heard Anupam mention to his men that he’d miraculously escaped somehow. He’d be searching for her, though actually finding her would be hard with how little information he had.
Still, he’d be after her, somehow. If only she could tell him where to look. She couldn’t, since she had no idea where she was going, but maybe she could tell him she’d been here to let him know he was on the right track.
At the next intersection she turned back down towards where she thought the harbor would be. For her plan to work, she needed to pass by the farrier at the end of the seaside. She angled down and right, the slope easing the burning in her legs a little. With her limited knowledge of the city, she prayed she picked the right street each time she changed direction. She’d only get one shot at this.
The creaking of ships tied at the docks and the screeches of gulls flying over the ships looking for an easy snack announced the docks before she saw them. She burst out of the city onto the bright boulevard bordering the seaside, blinking against the afternoon glare. Luck or providence had brought her to the harbor region close to the farrier. With a quick sprint, she ran past the shop, grabbing a loose piece of charcoal. It wasn’t much to work with, but it was the only writing implement she could find during her flight.
She angled across the boulevard, the guards spreading out behind her. With an extra burst of speed, she opened up a wider gap. Ahead, Anupam and the Dockmaster stood next to the large fountain where the jetty met the boulevard, patiently waiting for the guards to return her. The statue of a dolphin reared over them in clear view of everyone who walked into Laodimon.
Rushing towards Anupam, she dove to her knees in front of her captor.
“Please forgive my insolence,” she cried out.
Anupam regarded her with a condescending smile. “You’ve been a bad little girl.”
He held out a hand to stop the guards who drew up behind her. “Thank you for your assistance. We will handle it from here.”
This was her moment while the bastard in front of her was distracted talking to the guards. With a few quick slashes she drew the rune for B, signifying her name, and a trapezoid with a horizontal stick coming out one end, which should resemble the plow on dad’s coat of arms.
“She’s an accused thief,” one of the guards said between breaths. “She needs to be taken to the magistrate.”
“I’ll deal with this matter personally,” the Dockmaster said.
“Are you certain sir?” the guard asked, sounding confused.
“This matter happened here on the docks,” the Dockmaster said, “which means it’s my responsibility.”
“Of course.” With a nod to his comrades, the guard marched off.
Anupam gave her a victorious look as he stared down at her.
“It’s that I need you alive, otherwise I’d just have the guards hang you for all the trouble you’ve caused. At least now you’ve seen that your resistance is useless.”
She glared up at him, squeezing her teeth shut to stop her from spitting at the bastards. That would only make her situation worse. She turned her head away, looking at the ground, feigning submission. Let him think he’d won and that she’d given up. That she was a little girl. The more he underestimated her, the easier it would be to plant a dagger in his chest.
As Anupam dragged her to her feet and marched her away from the harbor, she risked a glance at the fountain. They’d missed it, but there sat a rune and a vague drawing someone could take to be a plow. Dad would know she’d been there.






  
  Gifted


“No,” Randal stated flatly. I promised Claudia. He stood on the deck of the Wave Dragon taking them south, facing Vesta who held two wooden practice swords.
“I need to know what you’re capable of with a weapon,” Vesta said. “What I need to focus on when training you as we travel south, and how I can use you when we get into a fight.”
“I’m not fighting you with a weapon.” Especially not a sword.
“It’s just a tool. Take it.”
Randal wanted to smack her. She’d been badgering him to train with her ever since they’d gotten on board in Vidastur two days ago. She just didn’t understand. “No.”
“Do you think the Hashin-shin will hold back when we run into them? Ask you to dance instead of fight?”
“Of course not.”
“It’s simple, if I don’t know what good you are to me, I’m leaving you in Laodimon.”
“Isn’t the emperor’s trust in me good enough for you? He’d take me.”
“He also thought you’d fight,” Vesta said. “You heard him, I can select who I need for this mission.”
Fuck. She looked serious. Would Claudia understand? Rescuing his daughter should come first, but he couldn’t break his oath. “It’s a bad idea.”
“Why?”
A memory of shouts echoing through a burning village as blood dripped from his hands flashed through his mind. “Because people die when I pick up a sword.”
“That’s their whole point. You stab them with the pointy bit to make sure the bad guys don’t stab you.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Then explain to me how you’re going to harm someone with a wooden practice sword!” Vesta waved one of the swords in front of Randal.
“Have you ever seen someone take a club to the head?”
“Which is exactly why you need to practice. I don’t want to have to explain to your daughter or your emperor why your brain is splattered all over the floor after we’ve had a run-in with her captors.”
Randal clenched his fists to stop them from yanking the sword out of her hands and beating her senseless. His muscles tensed as he watched her wave the weapon at him. Any moment now she’d lunge forward and attack him with one of the swords. He needed to strike first, grab the initiative.
He shook himself. She wasn’t an enemy, just someone trying to protect her men. It was the swords. Simply being this close to them put him on edge. He needed to get away, gather his thoughts. If he stayed here, someone would get hurt.
Spinning on his heels, he strode away from the foredeck, past Siegfried and the two Knights of Vali who’d come with Vesta, towards the ship’s hold.
“Hey!” Vesta called after him. “Where are you going?”
“I need a moment.” He continued walking, ignoring the frustrated groan from Vesta.
There wasn’t much privacy in the cramped hold, but at least there weren’t any judging eyes staring at him.
He dropped down on a bench and stuck his head in his hands. Vesta’d leave him behind in Laodimon if he didn’t pick up a sword. It was the only way he could rescue Bryn. It would also mean breaking a much older, stronger oath. He’d sworn to Claudia as she lay dying in his arms that he’d never do that again. He’d never fight with a sword again and lose himself in his rage.
Bryn needed him though. The Hashin-shin had his girl, and, if Vesta was to be believed, wanted to sacrifice her. Would Claudia forgive him breaking his oath? She’d surely understand. She’d always seen the best in him. But understanding wasn’t the same as forgiving. He just couldn’t.
Footsteps descended the stairs behind him. Probably Vesta coming to lecture him again. Maybe if he explained it to her, she’d understand. Though she’d also make him tell the whole story and she’d leave him behind because of that. She’d never trust him.
“You really shouldn’t be moping down here,” Siegfried said.
Randal jerked round in his seat. “What are you doing here?”
“I saw your discussion with Vesta. Everyone did. I came to see if you needed help.”
“You think I should just give in.”
“I think she’ll make good on her threat and leave us behind. Those temple dogs are sticklers for rules.”
“You know I can’t do what she asks. You were there.”
Siegfried sat down opposite him. “We need to do everything we can to get Bjarn’s murderers. You swore that too.”
“I know. It’s just –”
“Then just do what she asks. She’ll stop pestering you and we can forget about all of this.”
“But –“
“Look, you’re not breaking your oath to Claudia by swinging a wooden practice sword around a bit. It’s not real fighting, just a bit of harmless prancing around.”
Randal looked up at his friend who gave him a sincere smile. Maybe he was right. After all, he could just wave the sword around a bit and claim he simply was out of practice. And it was just a wooden sword, not a real one, that had to count for something. That would get Vesta off his back and let him go on to rescue Bryn while simultaneously keeping his oath to Claudia. “You’re right.”
Siegfried’s smile widened. “Of course I am.”
“Let’s go get this over with then.” Randal got up and headed back out of the ship’s hold.
On deck, Vesta stood talking to her two knights, Rosa and Konrad. The practice swords and padded gambesons lay on the deck halfway between them and Randal, next to the mast.
Randal picked up the swords while ignoring the gambesons. This wouldn’t take long, and without the protection Vesta should hold back as well.
“I’m here,” Randal said. “What did you want to see?” He tossed one of the swords at Vesta as she approached.
She caught it deftly and took up position three sword lengths across from him, taking the sword in a one-handed grip. “Your friend talked some sense into you?”
Randal just grunted in return. The sooner this was over the better.
“You don’t want protection?” Vesta nodded at the gambesons.
“I’ll be fine. I can take a few bruises.”
Vesta shook her head. She clearly considered him an idiot. “Have it your way. Just show me what you’ve got. I want to see how you’d come at an enemy, not if you remember some specific sword forms.”
No, you don’t, Randal thought. And I don’t want to show you. The hilt tingled in his palm as he gave the sword a few half-hearted swings through the air. It wasn’t very well balanced, the weight distribution all different compared to an actual sword, but it’d do for his purposes. He pushed the tingling feeling down. He was just here to throw a few random swings at Vesta, not to fight. After a nod from her, he lunged forward with a simple upward strike.
After a simple block, he threw a few basic strikes her way, getting his muscles warmed up. On the fifth attack, a strike through the middle, Vesta parried the blow and her riposte forced Randal back. She followed up with a series of strikes, each a little faster than the one before, making Randal rush his sword around to fend off the strikes until he could disengage by jumping back a few feet.
“Come on, attack me like you actually mean it.” Vesta stood waiting for him, arms wide, her center wide open.
It was a clear trap. She’d smack him as soon as he tried to attack her center, probably by stepping left first – she leaned on that foot ever so slightly, making the right easier to move. Randal lunged straight into it. The sooner he got this over with, the better.
As he’d guessed, Vesta sidestepped his sword and swung hers at his side. Randal shifted his body away from the sword, turning the strike into a glancing blow to his shoulder. He grunted as it hit him – it’d still leave a bruise in the morning – and stumbled sideways.
“You can do better,” Vesta said.
“Just getting warmed up.” Randal focused on Vesta. He needed a few more hits like that to end this, but he didn’t want to take too many bruises.
He became aware of all the little movements of the people around him. Siegfried stood next to the two Knights of Vali, picking his nails. Over at the front of the ship, one of the sailors alternated between watching the sea ahead of them and glancing at the mock fight behind him. Right in front of him, Vesta stood motionless, waiting for him to make a first move, seemingly expecting more from him than the simple stuff he’d shown.
Randal attacked, throwing a more complicated sequence at his opponent. Their weapons clashed for a second before he disengaged. Closing the distance with an upswing, he searched for an opening in his opponent’s defenses. This enemy was good, he’d have to work to kill her.
Randal stumbled halfway through an overhead combination as he realized what he’d thought. He didn’t want to kill anyone. Vesta was not his enemy. He held up a hand, pausing the fight for a moment. “Sorry, the ship rocked me,” he mumbled at a look from Vesta.
Vesta stepped back, opening up some space between them. “No problem. Just keep going.”
I can control this. Randal launched another strike, slower and more controlled, aiming at just above Vesta’s shoulder, which she parried easily, her riposte driving him back a step. When she didn’t follow up with a combination of attacks, he threw another attack at his enemy. She’s Vesta, he repeated in his head as he completed the side-swipe. Vesta blocked it without any trouble.
At his next uninspired strike, Vesta counter-attacked. Randal brought his sword up just in time to block the strike aimed at his head, and ducked aside to get out of the way of the follow-up. Vesta knocked his simplistic attempt at a riposte aside, stepped into his swing, and with her shoulder knocked him to the deck.
“Is that all you’ve got?” Vesta asked.
Randal struggled upright again, facing away from Vesta. “Just out of practice.”
“Well, you’ll need to do better if you’re going to be of any use on this trip. Again.”
Randal shook his head to clear the anger at her words from his mind. The sword begged him to attack the woman insulting him. Pushing the feeling down, he attacked again. Three attacks later, he lay on the deck again.
“Vali save me,” Vesta muttered to herself. “This is going to be a disaster.”
“What?” Randal asked as he got up again.
“The emperor said you were good. Good enough to fight beside us. The tales of your deeds should speak for you, he said. I’m now wondering if there’s any truth in those tales.”
“I don’t know what tales you heard, but I can take care of myself.” Randal brushed himself off as he got up again.
“I don’t see it.”
That’s because I don’t want you to. Randal brought up his sword again and attacked.
This time, Vesta didn’t even give him three attacks. She simply knocked his sword wide, shoved him off-balance with her off-hand, and tapped him lightly on the chest with her sword. “You’re dead.” She shook her head. “This is impossible. I’m leaving you in Laodimon.”
“You can’t do that!”
“It’s not even that you’re terrible with a sword. There’s enough potential there to get you to a decent level fast enough.”
“What is it you want?”
“It’s the complete lack of effort. You’re not even trying. That makes you a liability to everyone around you. I’m not putting them in danger just because you can’t be bothered to get off your ass and do something which might make you sweat.”
“Fine! I’ll just make my own way.”
“And betray us while you get yourself killed? You’re staying in Laodimon. And if you get any funny ideas I’ll have you locked up.”
Randal glared at her, grinding his teeth. He couldn’t remain behind in Laodimon. Vesta and her men would just give up when going forward became too hard, or worse, use Bryn as bait and get her killed. His girl depended on him. He embraced his rage as he saw Vesta’s condescending smile. Claudia would forgive him. It was only a training sword after all. And if he did club her to death with it, then she’d asked for it.
“You really want to see me put in an effort?”
“What? You want to die some more on my sword? That’s not going to help you in the slightest.”
“We’ll see.” Randal rolled his shoulders, holding out his sword to the side. As he accepted it, the sword felt comfortable in his hand, eager to be used. He understood its balance better and how to get the most out of it.
His prey stood across the deck, not even bothering to assume a simple guard position. He needed to rescue his daughter, and that was the first enemy he needed to dispose of. Kill her, and he was one step closer to Bryn.
Feeling the motion of the ship underneath his feet, Randal gave himself to his sword and launched forward, using a wave to boost his momentum, swiping his sword in a diagonal arc at his target’s side. After a quick block, she jumped backwards, giving herself room to recover from the surprising attack.
Randal pressed forward, throwing attacks at her head, stomach, neck, and hands in ever quicker succession. They danced around the deck, with him always on the attack, forcing his target back. Attacking without pause, he didn’t give his enemy a moment to breathe. Exhaustion wasn’t an issue, his rage would sustain him.
Around him, everyone on the ship had stopped to watch. With his heightened perception, he felt the Knights of Vali gape at his moves and Siegfried give a knowing smile. His friend had seen this before. The captain at the rear of the ship looked down at them, wearing a curious expression, while the sailor who sat mending a sail at the ship’s prow had stopped pretending to work and just stared as they danced past.
He threw attacks left and right, knowing where his enemy would move before she did, a dark figure whispering advice and guidance in his ear about where to strike. He increased the speed and force of his blows until his sword was a blur in his vision and he moved by intuition rather than sight. Somehow though, impossibly, his prey blocked each strike he made. Every last moment she got her sword in the way or dodged a swing that was sure to hit. He roared as he pushed himself further.
Then his enemy stopped moving back and instead knocked his strike wide with more force than he’d thought her capable of, giving herself a moment to breathe. She said something to him, but he ignored it. She was only distracting him, keeping him from his daughter. He launched his next attack. This one she parried, and with her riposte, forced him back.
They exchanged three more blows, and then she shoved him back. She lunged forward, kneed him, and jerked the sword from his hand. “Enough I said!”
Randal gasped for breath. He hadn’t seen that coming. As his sword left his hand, and Vesta’s words penetrated his mind, the realization hit him. If she’d been an even slightly worse swordsman, she’d be a bloody corpse on the deck.
He dropped to his knees, retching. When his stomach settled, he mumbled at the deck. “See what happens when I pick up a sword.”
“You’re Gifted,” Vesta stated.
He jerked his head upright, forgetting that he’d almost murdered her. “What?”
“You’re Gifted.”
“Impossible.”
Vesta looked dead certain as she spoke. “You can only fight like that if you’re Gifted.”
Randal straightened out to give himself some time to think. His right knee buckled as exhaustion washed over him. Catching himself with his right hand before he crashed into the deck, he groaned.
Vesta offered him a hand, pulling him to his feet. “Easy now. Fighting takes something out of you. Give it a moment.”
Randal leaned against the ship’s railing, glad to have some support. “How can I be Gifted?”
“It’s a blessing from the gods. Only they fully understand their own reasons. All we can do is accept their gifts.” Vesta sounded as if she were trying to convince herself as much as him.
“It’s impossible,” Randal muttered again. The great heroes of the past had been Gifted. The shapers of the empire, defenders of cities, conquerors. Not him. He was just a farm boy from some backwater town in Arnacia.
“Were you never tested?”
“Tested?”
“I’ll take that as a no. Give me a moment.” Vesta walked to the pile of assorted weapons and armor she’d brought on deck for their sparring session, returning a moment later holding her sword. She guided Randal to a quiet spot at the back of the ship, and had him sit down cross-legged on deck.
“With how rare Gifted ones are, it’s not very surprising no one realized during the Reconquest a farm boy was Gifted. It’s only really obvious when you fight another Gifted. At other times, you’d just look like a ferocious, fast and strong fighter. Still, you probably should have been tested.”
“How?” Randal asked.
Vesta sat down opposite him, drew her sword and laid it in her lap.
“This is Eikon. She’s narim forged of True-Iron, possibly by Phaeros himself, older than the empire, likely wielded during the First War. With it, we can reveal your Gift without a doubt. Lay your hands on the blade and hilt and close your eyes.”
The elegant blade ran almost the length of Randal’s leg, with a clear white crystal set in the pommel. Flowing runes in the ancient narim script had been etched into the blade, undoubtedly describing the blade’s pedigree. He reached with his hands but stopped before touching it.
Vesta gave him an encouraging nod. “Don’t worry, the test is harmless. You’re not required to do any fighting.”
Drawing in a deep breath, Randal placed his hands on the sword and closed his eyes. The blade was cool and comforting underneath his fingers.
“Take deep breaths,” Vesta said. “In through your nose, out through your mouth. Empty your thoughts as if you’re standing in a white room without doors or windows, feeling only the blade.”
The ship creaked as a wave rocked it, the salty air brushing his face.
Vesta placed her right hand over his on the pommel, and her other on his shoulder. “Imagine stepping through a simple sword form. Start in a low guard and bring up your sword to the first position. Take it from there. Do what feels natural. You have no opponent, only the forms.”
In the blank room, Randal stepped through a training exercise Caelius, his first sword trainer, had given him. From low to high. From there to a side sweep, and then a forward stab. The ship’s noises faded into the background.
“Aim for perfection in your moves.” Vesta’s voice came from far away. “Once you reach that, speed up your moves.”
In his mind, Randal drew back his sword, continuing the exercise, placing his feet with care. As he executed the next few moves, a tranquil perfection nudged at him from outside the room, as if the world itself had a heartbeat he could match his motions to. He adapted his pace to the beat, trying to perfect his moves.
A gasp from Vesta disrupted his thoughts, and he opened his eyes. The crystal in the sword’s pommel underneath his hands glowed bright white, throwing shadows from his fingers across him and Vesta even in the afternoon sunlight. After a heartbeat, the light faded and winked out. “What was that?”
“You passed the test. Easily.”
“What? How?”
“Narim True-Iron blades resonate when a Gifted one reaches for one, lighting up the crystal in the pommel. Most Gifted ones have more trouble than you in getting a spark from it even when they’ve had a bit of training. Maybe it’s just because you’re older. Everyone I know was tested as a kid.”
“What does it mean?”
“It means you’re in dire need of training.”






  
  Training


“Here, drink this.” Vesta handed Randal a cup with a clear, yellow liquid. “It’s honeyed wine. It helps deal with the exhaustion.” 
Randal still sat at the back of the ship where Vesta had tested him, his back against the captain’s cabin. Vesta had cleared some space around them as she’d given him a moment to process the fact that he was Gifted.
“I still can’t believe it.” Randal took a sip from the wine and grimaced. A bitter aftertaste hid underneath the honey and wine.
“It explains much of what I’ve heard about you,” Vesta said. 
Randal shifted his attention from his drink to the woman in front of him. “What?”
Vesta sat down opposite him and took on a lecturing tone. “When you’re combat Gifted, like you are, you can move faster, anticipate your opponent’s movements, and so on, when you use your Gift. It explains why you’ve been such a good fighter.”
“Combat Gifted? There are different types of Gifts?”
“That’s a lesson for another day. Our first focus is that you don’t accidentally kill someone, or yourself. Or do something worse.” Vesta added the last sentence more as an afterthought.
Randal thought back to their earlier discussion. “Why do you think I didn’t want to fight you?”
“It’s not me I’m worried about, it’s you. We need to teach you control.”
“I can control myself just fine.”
“Stop being petulant and just listen,” Vesta said. “I’m sure you already know what happens to others when you lose control.” Her look pierced his soul as if she knew everything he’d done, and he shuddered as he thought back to how he’d attacked her. “But it can be just as dangerous to you.”
“I’ve been fine all these years. I’ll manage.”
“No, you won’t. Not when we’re going after the Hashin-shin.” She sounded dead-certain.
“Why?” Randal asked, curious despite himself.
“Using your Gift carries dangers. The simplest one is that it burns you out when you stop. Your Gift speeds up your body and mind. You still use the same energy for the same move, just in a shorter time, and your body doesn’t notice. You don’t get tired as long as you’re fighting. However, once you stop, your body demands payment, all at once. Dig too deep, and you’ll pass out. Some have even died.”
That was so obvious it didn’t require explaining. “What are the real dangers?”
“The biggest one is to your soul.”
Randal groaned. Knights of Vali were as bad as priests; always preaching, threatening his eternal soul if he didn’t do what they told him to. He’d never seen his soul or had it talk to him.
Vesta stared at him for a moment before continuing. “When you use your Gift, you’re opening yourself to the gods. Which means you’re also opening yourself to the mightiest and most seductive of them, Hamural.”
Randal gave a derisive snort. “The Hashin-shin have my daughter. They destroyed my home. Don’t worry about me joining them.”
“He has more followers than just the Hashin-shin, and even when fighting them, you can still further his goal.”
“That makes no sense.”
“Have you ever been so enraged while fighting that everyone was an enemy? That a dark hand guided your sword?”
Randal rubbed his eyes as a memory tried to surface. A scream echoed through his mind.
Vesta gave a knowing nod as she saw his reaction. “That is Hamural’s influence. That’s why you need training. You need to learn control.”
“I’m not picking up a sword again.”
“Don’t worry, I’m not letting you near one any time soon. Not until you’re ready.”
Randal sighed. At least that was some comfort. “How do you teach sword control without a sword?”
“I’m not going to teach you sword control. There’s no point to that. A sword is just a tool. It’s all the person who wields it. It’s about controlling yourself. Master that, and you can master a sword, or any other weapon.”
More philosophical crap. She was as bad as the priest back home.
“Just tell me what to do,” Randal said.
“If I was a better teacher, I would also teach you patience.” Vesta shook her head. “Since I’m not, we’ll just start with visualizations. We’ll search for a memory when you lost control and try to imagine staying in control instead.”
“What good is poking at old memories?” He’d rather face a mordax with his hands tied behind his back.
“It teaches you to recognize situations when you lose control.”
“I know when I lose control. Just hand me a sword and someone to attack and we’re there.”
Vesta kept talking as if he hadn’t spoken. “And it will teach you how to rule your emotions instead of letting them rule you.”
“If you say so.”
“We’ll use the memory of when you first used your Gift. With your background it’s probably during one of the first battles of the Reconquest. Unless you got into a life-or-death fight before you enlisted.”
Randal shook his head at a questioning look from Vesta.
“Thought so. Very well, close your eyes.”
Randal obeyed apprehensively, even as Vesta’s voice cut through his thoughts.
“Focus on your breathing. Take a deep breath in through your nose, then exhale slowly through your mouth. Clear your mind of distractions.”
After he’d taken a handful of breaths this way, Vesta continued. “Talk me through how you joined the army. Picture it in your mind.”
“I started out as a nobody. Just a kid with limited prospects in a regiment filled with other kids with equally limited prospects. We all came from Arnacia, where an enthusiastic recruitment officer promised my friend Orvyn and me to make men out of us. We’d get a chance to become rich from all the plunder we’d find, maybe even become famous.
“After we’d signed up, we received a few weeks of training in Satmor – how to walk in a line and which end of a spear you should poke your enemy with – after which we set off for Naron, marching in the dust of thousands of soldiers, carrying brand new spears and leather gambesons, full of optimism and excitement. After all that boring work in the training yard, we’d finally get to fight a real battle and make a name for ourselves, return home heroes.
“It’d been a pleasant enough march, even with all the dust. The five or so leagues a day had been easy enough for us countryside kids, the food was great – better than anything my mother ever put together – and the road along the Likandor was flat and well maintained by the imperial engineers.
“After we met up with the rest of the army, we crossed the border and marched on the city of Naron two weeks later, where some army met us in the field. I’ve never learned exactly who they were. We only got told what to do; march forward and keep our formation for as long as possible.
“On the day of the battle, our sergeant – I don’t even remember his name anymore – led us to the front on the right flank, furthest away from the river that covered the other flank. Someone later explained the idea to me that we were meant to draw out the enemy’s cavalry looking for an easy target. We were bait.”
Randal couldn’t keep the resentment out of his voice as he spoke the words. He’d understood the logic behind using a unit like that, but the casual ease with which a commander had sent their group of boys to die still grated on him.
“For now, try to tell the story without emotions,” Vesta cut in. “It’s easier that way. Once you’ve mastered this, we can add them in again.”
“We formed up like we’d been taught, just after sunrise, and marched onto the field, a barren plain, broken up by a few fences and a copse of trees two-thirds of the way to the river from where our sergeant led us.”
Randal hesitated. He didn’t want to continue his tale, knowing what was to come.
“Then the battle started. Our unit got charged by some cavalry and overrun. I attacked them, killing or driving away some and got away while most of my comrades got slaughtered.”
“Tell me about the fight,” Vesta said. “How did it play out, and how did you feel?”
Randal took a deep breath and let the memories come to him.
Across the field, the city of Naron lay on a slight rise in the hazy distance, its walls tall enough to repel any critter attacks, but nowhere near impervious enough to withstand their army. As a consequence, Naron’s forces had lined up across the plain in front of the city, choosing to do battle instead of gambling on a siege they’d lose. Four heavily armored infantry units made up the center of the army, flying colorful pennants. Smaller skirmishing units sat beside the large blocks, as did a group of cavalry.
Randal hopped from foot to foot as he marched in line after his sergeant. A slight dip in the landscape, combined with the dust and dirt in the air thrown up by both armies, hid most of the opposing forces as they lined up as they’d been taught.
Randal leaned towards Orvyn standing next to him. “I bet we’ll be done before lunch. They don’t stand a chance.”
“You think we have to search for our own loot?” Orvyn asked. “Or is it distributed evenly?”
“You should pray it’s the latter.” Randal gave a forced laugh as he gripped his spear in clammy hands. “You’re too slow to find anything good. Though of course I’ll save you some.” A vague hint of citrus blossoms wafted past on a breeze coming in from inland as they stood waiting.
Thunder rolled in from somewhere on the right, even though the sky overhead was clear. Randal glanced around, looking for the source as the sound kept going.
“Turn!” their sergeant standing two ranks in front of him cried out, alarm clear in his voice. “On the double!”
A group of knights in full armor charged towards their flank, the thunder of the horses hoofs growing with each heartbeat. The sun glinted off their polished mail and helmets as they lowered their lances.
“Hurry peasants!” The sergeant screamed in a panic. “Faster or we’re all dead! Move!”
A dark shadow wrapped around Randal as his heart hammered in his throat. Adjusting his spear in an attempt to get a good grip with his clammy, shaking hands, he shuffled after the man in front of him. The sour smell of urine stung his nose; someone had peed himself. Maybe it had been him. He couldn’t tell as his whole body had gone numb.
“Take the knights head on!” the sergeant cursed. “Ready your spears!”
The unit inched round to face its flank, like a giant cart being pushed out of the mud. Just a few more steps and they’d made it.
Then the horses barreled into them, smashing through their formation, knocking over soldiers like a farmer scything wheat. The knights dropped their spent lances, drew their swords and hacked at anyone left standing.
Randal was somehow still alive. A knight had barreled right past him, knocking down the man next to him. Something in the back of his mind urged him to charge the nearest man, but he needed to get out of there, fast. The riders had cleared the unit, giving him a moment before they’d come back round, and he took two steps, still clutching his spear. He could still get away.
A body flew through the air as a horse rammed into a soldier. The air smelled of sweat and piss, some of it his. The ground was sticky and dark brown as blood mixed with dirt. A fellow soldier crashed into him, knocking him to the ground. The next moment the man’s body landed in the dirt next to him, missing a head. As Randal squirmed out from underneath the corpse, the man’s head stared at him from a pace away with a look of horror on it.
Sweat ran down his face, stinging in his eyes. The dark shadow warned of an enemy horseman charging towards him, looking for living soldiers to butcher. Randal groped around for a spear, or a stick, or anything that would let him at least pretend to put up a fight. His hands touched on something wrapped in leather, and he grabbed it as he scrambled to his feet. He’d found a sword, probably dropped by one of the few enemy horsemen who’d died during the charge.
Screaming in rage and defiance at the oncoming horseman, he charged forward, not caring anymore if he lived or died. Following a hint from the dark shadow, he jumped across the horse as the horseman reached him to the rider’s weak side and lashed out with the sword. Randal cried out a bestial roar as a satisfying crunch rewarded him when his sword made contact with the horse’s rear leg.
“Easy now,” Vesta’s voice came from far away. “Don’t lose yourself in the memory. Open your eyes for a moment.”
Randal opened his eyes and swooned sideways as the ship’s deck overlapped with the battlefield. As his hand struck the smooth deck, offering him something solid to focus on, he blinked against the sun’s glare, dispelling the battle’s memory. Vesta looked troubled, but gave him an encouraging smile.
“All beginnings are hard,” she said.
“I don’t see how torturing myself with old memories teaches me control.” The whole thing had been completely pointless.
“Do you realize you screamed out loud just now, as if you were actually charging at your enemy?”
“I –“ He hadn’t realized. “Really?”
Vesta nodded. “Mastering your Gift will take years. This is only the first step. You need a controlled environment where you can practice. Your memories are real enough to gain a basic measure of control without putting you or anyone else in danger.”
Randal remained silent for a moment. “It sounds too simple. I don’t feel like I learned anything just now.”
“That’s why later today and tomorrow you’re going to do this again and again. Each time you try to stay in control of your emotions a bit longer.”
Randal gave her an unbelieving look. “And that will get me fighting in control?” 
“No. That will get you to the point where we can actually practice fighting with a weapon. And that will teach you how to fight using your Gift instead of losing yourself in it.” 
“And you’re sure this works?” Randal asked. “Cause it sounds like you’re just making it up.”
“I’ve successfully applied this training method before. Of course no outcome is guaranteed, but this is your best option to gain enough control to help find your daughter.”
Randal gave a non-committal grunt.
“I know it’s a lot to take in.” Vesta got up from the ship’s deck. “Let’s take a break for now so you can recover. We’ll continue in the afternoon. Collect any questions you have and I’ll see if I can get them answered. Hopefully that will help earn your trust.”
Randal groaned as he got up; he’d been sitting on the smooth wooden deck for longer than he’d thought. Walking off the stiffness, he sorted through his thoughts. He’d always been different from his fellow soldiers; the fact that he’d been knighted by the emperor where the others had gotten a thank you and a few gold Solidi as a bonus for the service proved as much. He’d just never suspected that he was Gifted, nor had anyone else.
There just never had been much reason to dig into it. There had been plenty of good or ferocious fighters in the army. He’d stood out as much because he’d survived long enough to do so as because of how many kills he’d gotten. And had it really had as much influence on his fighting, on everything he’d done, as Vesta claimed? It sounded like too easy an answer. He was responsible for his actions, not some Gift.
He looked round as he heard footsteps, seeing Siegfried approach. 
“What a day, you being Gifted.” Siegfried sounded as if he was commenting on the weather.
“I’d rather just be normal. If Vesta is to be believed it’s more like a curse than a gift.”
“Nonsense. I saw you fight Vesta just now. You pushed her to her limit, and that while you’re years out of practice. Give it a month of training and you can beat her, and anyone else here on the ship for that matter.”
“I almost killed her.”
“I know. You even impressed Rosa and Konrad. They said it’d been a long time since someone managed to test Vesta like that.”
“Didn’t you hear what I said? I almost killed her. With a training sword. Because I wanted to. I saw her as an enemy I needed to slaughter.”
“She did push you.”
“She’s our ally.”
“I’ve fought by your side. You almost always get the right guys.”
A memory of a bloody sword floated up in Randal’s mind. He shoved it down and focused on his friend in front of him. He couldn’t deal with that now.
“I can’t fight like this.”
“My personal philosophy is that you should embrace it,” Siegfried said. “You’ve got a powerful Gift. I think you should use it. Don’t worry about control, worry about getting Bjarn’s killers and Bryn’s kidnappers.”






  
  Laodimon


Laodimon looked much like Randal remembered from when he’d visited over ten years ago; the white buildings glaring in the sunlight a blinding gem stuck in the middle of foreboding, dark hills. He’d travelled there with Claudia and Bryn, their first large trip together after she’d been born. 
The emperor had asked him to visit the new lands conquered during the Reconquest and get a feel for the local attitude towards the empire. Far-away lords could always get ideas above their station, especially in newly conquered lands. Not that any local lord would have confided in him on their first meeting of course, but seeing the prosperity of the lands and the mood of the local populace should at least inform him of the chances of a rebellion. Prosperous and happy people tended to want things to remain the same after all.
At the time, Randal had suspected that the emperor had wanted him to be known around the empire by the different lords, and that the emperor was training him for some kind of government function. Now he wondered if emperor Justinian had already suspected that the Hashin-shin were still around and feared they would try to stir trouble in the southern lands away from Vidastur. Perhaps it had been a bit of both.
He’d travelled under the pretense of looking for exotic materials to furnish a new manor he was planning, as well as for trading opportunities. Marcus Antillus, Laodimon’s lord, had thrown a big feast on his arrival and had showered Bryn with silly gifts. At the time even the old nobility had offered him friendly welcomes if he ever chanced to visit; they’d all known the emperor had taken a liking to him during the Reconquest and no one wanted to chance offending the emperor. Of course, all that had changed after – after Claudia’s death, and his self-chosen isolation.
Their ship gently rocked as it bumped into the jetty, and a sailor jumped across to tie their moorings. Cries in the hard-to-understand local dialect mingled with those from visitors, both from the rest of the empire and from the southern lands; Laodimon sat at the Northern end of the caravan road and brought together people from all corners of the world.
As one of the sailors tied off the ship, Vesta called Randal, Siegfried and her two knights.
“Remember, we’re just a group of Knights of Vali heading for the local chapter house. We’re here to meet up with our fellow knights.”
All four nodded. They’d gone over their story and their plan for when they’d arrive in Laodimon a few times already while on board.
“A quick check to see if you all remember your jobs,” Vesta continued. “Rosa, Konrad, you first.”
Rosa, Vesta’s second in command, nodded. “Our main goal is to find news of Anupam if there is any to be had. He should’ve arrived somewhere in the past few days, and someone must’ve seen something.”
“We’re also looking for information on the conditions on the Southern Caracan Road,” Konrad added. “After all, we want to know what we’re heading into, and with the coming lunar eclipse, there will be plenty of critters and servants of Hamular in the wild lands to the south. A Knight of Vali checking after them fits our story.”
“Great.” Vesta turned to Siegfried. “And you?”
“Supplies.” Siegfried said. After a look from Vesta he continued. “We’ll be on the road for a while and there will be limited opportunities between here and the Swamp of Tarmon to resupply, so we need to bring most of what we expect to need with us.”
Lastly she turned to Randal.
“I will train.”
Having nothing to do while the others ran around, preparing for their trip south, made him feel useless. However, they’d gone over this at length, and Vesta felt the best use of his time was to learn the beginnings of control. He needed to be able to help when they ran into the Hashin-shin.
Vesta nodded and pointed to the white fountain sitting in the middle of the sea front.
“You go and sit there and meditate on your memories of your first battle. Don’t move from there until someone comes to get you. The noise from the crowd should offer a nice opportunity to train your focus with distractions all around.”
Vesta looked round the group, from one to the next. “Any questions? No? Good. I’ll go take care of our harbor duties. You all get to work.”
He stared after the others as they walked off. It felt like they’d gotten real tasks, while he would be rehashing the same memory for what felt like the thousandth time.
He’d progressed aboard the Wave Dragon to the point where he could live through his first battle while keeping a clear head, acknowledging his emotions without losing himself in them. However, when he’d tried with another memory yesterday, he’d been back at square one, losing himself the moment he’d spotted the first enemy soldier.
Shouldering his pack, he made his way across the jetty to the white-walled town. He’d show Vesta that he could do as told and could be trusted with more. Hawkers cried out their wares to him as he passed them by – mussels and sausages and freshly baked breads and a multitude of other snacks. The varied smells were a feast for his nose. Maybe he should get something other than fish and ship’s biscuits to eat before settling down to meditate.
Randal froze as he reached the fountain. Just in front of him, at the fountain’s base, someone had drawn a plow. It looked crude but unmistakable.
He’d taught Bryn to draw it like that when she’d been just a little girl, after she’d asked why they had one on their coat of arms. She’d liked the story of how he’d picked it to commemorate the farm he’d grown up on so much that for months she’d drawn it on everything.
As if in a dream he knelt next to it, ignoring a woman shouting at him to get out of the way. He reached out with a hand, stroked the drawing, creating a smudge. Next to the plow sat the rune for B. Gripping the fountain’s edge, he stifled a sob. Bryn had been there, alive and able to leave him a message. No one else would’ve drawn these two symbols there together.
Only when his leg muscles cramped did he get up again. As he stood he noticed the drawing had stained his fingers black; charcoal. It couldn’t have been made long ago, otherwise it would have been wiped out already. She could even still be in Laodimon. 
Feverishly he looked around. Someone there must have seen her. Her lighter skin would have stood out, as would the fact that she’d been captured by Anupam. Maybe one of the hawkers would know. They tended to stick to the same spots. They must’ve been around when Bryn’d been there. Then his eyes fell on the Dockmaster, standing at the end of the jetty. He’d know.
For a moment he hesitated. He’d promised Vesta he’d stay at the fountain, meditating. Learning control was the best use of his time after all. He looked around to see if any of the others were still around. Maybe they could ask around after Bryn.
They were nowhere in sight. He stood alone.
Reaching a decision, he approached the official. Asking the man a few questions couldn’t hurt. The Dockmaster probably hadn’t seen anything anyway, or had forgotten all about it, so he’d be back at the fountain in moments.
“Excuse me, good sir, may I ask a few questions?”
The brown skinned man with a hooked nose, turned to him. “Who might you be?”
“My name is Randal of Jadar, Knight of the Realm. I’m on official business from the emperor.”
A flicker of surprise passed across the Dockmaster’s face, lasting only for a moment. “The emperor you say?”
“Yes, I can show you an official letter if you want.” The emperor had given him one, telling the reader to give Randal what assistance he could, for just such a situation.
“No, no. No problem at all. Well met Randal of Jadar. I am Raminsa, Dockmaster of Laodimon. How may we assist you and the emperor?”
“A few days ago, a ship would have pulled in here, coming from Vidastur, carrying a group of southerners.”
“You will need to be more specific than that I’m afraid. Many ships from Vidastur pull in each day, and plenty of them carry locals.”
Randal held up a hand. “I know. This one would have carried a seventeen year old girl from the north east. About this tall.” Randal held his hand up to his shoulder. “Dark brown hair. She would have looked distraught or afraid, as if she didn’t like her travel companions. Maybe she struggled or tried escaping.”
Raminsa stared at the sea beyond the harbor, thinking back. After a moment he turned to Randal. “There was a disturbance two days ago, involving a girl that matches your description.”
Randal’s heart leapt, all thoughts of joining Vesta forgotten. He’d been right. “Do you know what happened to the girl?”
The man flashed him a broad, wolflike grin, showing his teeth. “I can do even better. I know how to find her. Give me a moment, then I’ll take you to her.”
“Thank you.” Randal cast a quick glance at the fountain, then dismissed it. If the Dockmaster led him to Bryn, then his search would be over. He wouldn’t need Vesta’s help any longer or to learn more control. He’d have her safe with him before the day was out.
The Dockmaster had a chat with one of his guards, who ran off, and then returned to Randal, giving him another broad smile. “All is taken care of. Follow me.”
Raminsa led Randal past the fountain with Bryn’s drawing, into one of the streets leading off the harbor. Merchant mansions towered over them as they wove through the lower streets of Laodimon. Randal found it hard to keep track of their route, but overall they headed east.
“Where are we going?” Randal asked.
“She needed peace and quiet after her ordeal, so we found her a safe and hidden location on the outskirts of the city where she could recover,” Raminsa answered.
Gradually the buildings became less grand, huddling closer together, in some places leaning over so much that the upper floors of the buildings on both sides of the street almost touched. Paint flaked off the beams and window shutters, refuse littered the streets, and the smell of mud and too many humans pushed too close together replaced the fresh, salty sea breeze.
They pulled up in front of a two story, mud-brick home, lacking the white wash that most buildings in the city used, tucked away in a corner close to the city wall. With its windows shuttered to keep the afternoon heat out it felt abandoned and dead.
“Why are you keeping her here?”
Raminsa paused next to the door, resting his hand on the handle. “Your daughter was very distraught and weakened when we found her. Like I mentioned, we needed a hidden, out of the way place for her to recover. No one would look for her here.” Opening the door, he stepped aside with a small bow to let Randal pass.
Something about the man’s words bugged Randal, and he held back.
“After you. Lead me into your lodging.” The Dockmaster opened his mouth to protests, but Randal forestalled him. “I insist. I owe you much for your help, I give you the honor of leading the way.”
“Of course, my friend. You honor me.” With another bow the man entered the dim interior.
Randal followed the Dockmaster into the cool interior. Raminsa led him through an empty room, with a small kitchen on one side and a low bench for both eating and relaxing on the other, and up the stairs in the back corner. As Randal stepped through the door at the top of the landing he realized what had been bothering him; he’d never told the Dockmaster Bryn was his daughter.
The door slammed shut behind him, and he threw himself to the side. With a thump, something crashed into the door where his head had been just moments before. He pushed to his feet again and drew his knife while putting his back to the room’s corner. Four other men besides Raminsa occupied the cramped room. Two beds stood against the walls to the side, while a single window with half open shutters showing the flat roof of the neighboring house sat in the wall opposite the door.
“Surrender and we’ll take you to your daughter in Halmuq,” the Dockmaster said, wearing his wolflike grin.
Randal gritted his teeth at the betrayer’s words. He waved his knife at his opponents. They sported thin, black-bladed knives a hand shorter than his. With his foot-long knife he had a range advantage over them, which kept them at a distance, even if they outnumbered him.
The Dockmaster’s words convinced him that he at least was a Hashin-shin. Which meant that whatever the bastard claimed, they planned on killing him.
That left only one option. For a moment Randal thought back to Vesta’s lessons aboard the Wave Dragon. She’d urge him to remain in control of his emotions, rule his weapon and not let it rule him. She hadn’t taught him any useful fighting techniques though, which made all those lessons less than useless right now. The one useful thing she had taught him was that the weapon didn’t matter, only the wielder did. Which meant he should be able to wield a knife as fast as a sword.
He hefted the weapon, judging its balance. It would do. Bellowing a battle cry, searching for his rage, he charged the closest enemy, swinging at the man’s head. The man dogged out of the way, and the fight began in earnest.
He swung his knife left and right, weaving from one attacker to the next, making sure they couldn’t close the distance with their shorter knives. The outside world faded from his consciousness, until only the nearby enemies remained.
Each swing came faster than the one before as he paid less attention to defense and more to slicing through his prey’s throats. The Hashin-shin had been well trained, working together and evading each of his swings, but a dark hand guided Randal as he blocked their strikes which meant they couldn’t close the distance without taking a lethal wound.
Roaring at the top of his lungs, he hacked first at one, then another target, praying for their blood. He spotted an opening and lunged forward. As soon as he’d taken his step he realized his mistake. They’d baited him along, letting him overextend. The prey on his left sprang forward, slicing his knife at Randal’s head.
A lightning reflex let Randal twist his head out of the way, but the knife still drew a long gash across his shoulder. Randal cried out, the throbbing pain breaking through his bloodlust. Jumping back, he swung his knife in a broad arc to keep the Dockmaster and his comrades at bay.
They retreated out of range eagerly. The wound burned and the skin around it tingled; poison! Probably not strong enough to kill him. The Hashin-shin wouldn’t waste something that rare and expensive on these low-lives, but enough to hinder him at the very least. They’d just wait until he was weakened enough before attacking him. Eventually they’d get through his defenses and kill him. He’d take the bloody Dockmaster with him; he wouldn’t let the traitorous bastard escape.
He reeled as a realization hit him; when he died there, no one would care enough about rescuing Bryn. Siegfried and Vesta would continue onward of course, but Siegfried wanted revenge for his brother and Vesta wanted to defeat the Hashin-shin for the emperor. If their hunt took them in a different direction they’d simply forget about Bryn until it was too late. And even if they did get to her in time, they might just decide to use her as bait instead of rescuing her, just like his commander had done in the battle for Naron with his unit. He needed to escape, and for that he needed to focus.
His attackers eyed him, waiting for him to either collapse or make another move. Of course the cowards would; they had all the advantages. They didn’t need to risk themselves, they’d just wait for the poison to do its work. That gave him a chance. People unwilling to put themselves at risk did everything to stay out of harm’s way. It was the only card he had left, and he’d play it.
Leaving via the door wasn’t an option. Two of the attackers blocked it, and they might have an accomplice downstairs, which would just make his situation worse. Hacking through the roof itself would take too long. That left the window.
Shouting another battle-cry, he picked up his wild swings again as if nothing had changed. Each swing let him edge sideways towards the window until only one of his four attackers stood in the way. With two broad swipes he drove the other three back, then charged at the one in the way. He knocked his enemy’s knife wide, and using the swing’s momentum he spun past the piece of scum. He dashed at the shuttered window and jumped straight through, launching himself at the half seen roof of the single-story house next door.
The bright sunlight blinded him after the dim interior of the house, so all he could do was bend his knees and brace for impact. With a jarring thud he hit the roof, rolling forward as he landed.
The cut in his shoulder flamed up, overriding the numbness from the poison, bringing tears to his eyes as he slid across the roof. A shout went up behind him, and he pushed down the pain. Two of the Hashin-shin eyed him through the window from across the street. A door slammed open on the street level. That would be the others. He needed to get away, fast!
He limped across the roof. As he eyed the drop to the ground, one of the remaining Hashin-shin crashed onto the roof behind him. Without a second thought, Randal leapt over the edge. Waiting would only make things worse.
He staggered when he struck the ground – his left foot was going numb which’d thrown off his timing – righted himself, and fled down the street, swerving around a rubbish pile. Taking a first left, he just ran, his only thought being away.
The Dockmaster had led him to some outskirt of the city, east of the harbor. However, with all the twists and turns they’d taken through the narrow alleys Randal had quickly lost the way, which meant he had no clue where to go.
He could follow the wall, which would take him either to the seaside or to a gate. Only problem was that with the way he’d fled, there were at least four Hashin-shin between him and the wall. That just left running towards the city center and praying he’d either find a busy enough area where they wouldn’t dare attack him or a road leading down to the harbor where he’d hopefully find Siegfried or Vesta. Maybe Vesta was better; as a Knight of Vali, her fighting skills were more up-to-date, and she’d know more about  the Hashin-shin and their tricks.
Fleeing through the streets, he tried to keep the sun to his front left as much as possible, choosing the path leading down whenever he had to pick a different direction. His whole left side had gone numb by the third turn he made, his left foot thumping awkwardly across the cobblestones. Another few turns later and his right arm started tingling, his footfalls becoming clumsier. The sound of running feet grew as his pace slowed.
Another turn and he came across a woman in drab, ill-fitting clothes. Slowing his pace, he asked “Where’s the harbor?”
It came out as an indistinct mumble. Shit, the poison was getting to him faster than he’d thought. “Harbor?” he slurred. The woman gave him a panicked stare and bolted. Fuck! So much for getting help. The pursuers sounded even closer as he picked up speed again.
At his next turn down towards the harbor a shout went up behind him; they’d sent someone to cut him off! He turned and struggled uphill, his legs filled with lead. A right turn hid him from the Hashin-shin for a moment.
This next street had a few more people in it. Randal just kept running – no more time to ask for directions. At least he’d arrived in a busier part of town. His right foot, having gone numb, missed a pothole, and he stumbled, slamming his shoulder into a cart. He needed to hide somewhere, anywhere, and he needed to do so fast. In moments they’d be on him, and he was in no condition to even ask the bystanders for help.
He ducked into the first open doorway he passed, which turned out to be a charms shop. Shuffling as far away from the door as the tiny shop allowed, he pretended to examine a display of various protective charms in the shop’s back corner.
They mainly seemed made from animal teeth, bones, or horn. The most prominent one definitely had been fashioned out of a saber lion’s tooth, set in a locket and inscribed with a bunch of runes. After he’d once pulled such a tooth out of his thigh he recognized the damn things anywhere. The bloody animal had attacked him when he’d gone for a pee in the woods while scouting not too far from Laodimon during the Reconquest. Bjarn’d saved him. Stabbed the damn lion right through the head. The man had always had his back.
“Can I help you?” Randal jumped as a woman spoke up behind him. “That’s an excellent choice, good sir. The saber lion medallion offers great protection against harm. It wards off all predators smaller than the lion, which is most of them in this region.”
Just the shopkeeper. Randal’s heartbeat returned to normal levels. She’d know something was off though the moment he opened his mouth. Then again, so would she if he didn’t. He picked his brain for something simple to say. “Just looking,” he mumbled, glancing over his shoulder, holding up the medallion as proof.
A worried frown crept across the woman’s face. “Are you all right?”
Nodding absently, Randal eyed the doorway. No one had entered yet. The Hashin-shin in pursuit must have passed by now; they’d been close behind. Not that he could’ve done anything if they’d entered of course, given that just staying upright took up all his concentration. He had to find Vesta, and fast. He replaced the medallion. Time to give talking another go.
“Where is the harbor?” he asked, lisping and stumbling over the words.
The shopkeeper gasped as she noticed the gash in his shoulder soaking his tunic in blood.
“Vidar’s grace! You’re hurt!” She made to grasp his arm. “Come, I know a healer who can help.”
“Where. Is. The. Harbor.” Randal spoke each word as clear as he could. “Please.”
She took him by his good hand – his slightly less bad hand – and gave him a tug. “Come. I’ll show you.” She led him out the door, gently talking to him as if he were a wounded horse.
Randal’s surroundings became indistinct as he stumbled after the woman. The haggling of shopkeepers and shouts of passers-by blended together into an indistinct rumble. Woodsmoke from cooking fires mingled with exotic spices. He charged down the street, led by one of his men at arms, his sword becoming heavier in his hand. He’d been tasked with taking the spice market and holding it until reinforcements could arrive, and he damn well would.
He tried to catch the heraldry of the people around him, but it was all a blur. Were they friend of foe? His comrade would know. He opened his mouth, but no words came out, his tongue thick in his mouth.
Then he remembered that had been ages ago. He wasn’t there to conquer the city in the name of the emperor. He’d been poisoned by the Hashin-shin while looking for his daughter. He grasped his goal, Vesta, in his mind, and concentrated on that, ignoring everything else. She’d help.
At some point they stopped, and it took a moment before he realized the shopkeeper spoke to him. He focused on her face. “We’re here. Where do you need to be?”
His surroundings drifted into focus. She’d led him to the fountain with Bryn’s message on it, where it had all started. He looked across it, expecting the Dockmaster to be waiting for him there, but of course the man wasn’t. He’d have fled the city by now. Randal shook himself, remembering the words of the woman. She’d asked where to next. Digging through his foggy memory, a place surfaced.
“The temple of the Knights of Vali.”
The woman looked at him, confused. “What?”
His speech had become completely unintelligible. He flopped his right hand towards the city – Vesta had said it lay somewhere that way, hadn’t she – and the woman led him in the indicated direction.
They’d only gone a handful of steps, when a cry went up.
“Randal! What happened to you?” A moment later Rosa grabbed his arm. 
“Poison,” he mumbled. “Has –” wait, he wasn’t supposed to say that. “Friends showed up.” As he finished the sentence his knees gave out and the world went dark.






  
  Investigations


“What do you mean?” Vesta kept her voice flat as she glared at Felix, the commander of the Knights of Vali in Laodimon. 
They stood in Felix’s opulent office in the local chapterhouse, a grand building on the western side of the city more reminiscent of a palace than a military barracks. The office matched the chapterhouse’s exterior, with lavish wood paneling with intricate carved details and an almond-shaped shield – the only military artifact in the room – so studded with gems she could outfit half a regiment with its price.  A clear glass carafe stood on an olive wood side table in the corner, half filled with an amber liquid, accompanied by a matching set of glasses. Sunlight streamed in through the open window, gleaming off the commander’s many rings and the gold chain around his neck.
Felix leaned back in his chair, looking as if he wanted to lay his feet on the stack of papers on his desk and take an afternoon nap.
“I just don’t see the need to offer you any knights to accompany you on some fool’s errand south, let alone all I can spare.”
“We’re hunting the Hashin-shin.”
“They were dealt with during the Reconquest,” Felix said. “They haven’t been sighted anywhere near here in more than a decade.”
“Well, they’ve returned.”
“Says who?”
“The Hashin-shin,” Vesta stated flatly.
Felix’s only response was to raise one of his bushy eyebrows.
“We captured one. A ship’s captain. He confirmed that one man we suspected of being Hashin-shin indeed was one and was heading to Laodimon.”
“You got tricked.” Felix dropped his feet off the table and sat up straight again, grabbing a page off the pile on his desk. “Hashin-shin don’t talk. Your captain probably hoped to use it as leverage. Can’t believe you fell for it.”
“My captain killed himself with poison after revealing this little factoid. I very much doubt he wanted to negotiate.“ The man was insufferable.
“That doesn’t prove anything.”
Bloody obstinate fool. “Even the emperor believed –”
“Just because you fought beside the man during the Reconquest, doesn’t make him the master of this chapterhouse.”
Vesta ran a short calming mantra through her mind as she pushed down the urge to smack some sense into the man.
“No, but the emperor does know more about the Hashin-shin than any man alive.”
A door slammed open somewhere in the building behind her, followed by steps dashing across the flagstones. “Vesta!” Rosa’s voice echoed through the building.
Trouble! Vesta spun round, not deigning to acknowledge Felix, and hurried out the man’s study. From the sound of it, he followed her.
“Over here!” Vesta called as she hurried through the corridor to the central part of the building. She spotted Rosa in the communal mess hall hurrying towards her.
“It’s Randal!” Rosa shouted.
“What’s going on?” What had that man gotten himself into now?
Konrad and Siegfried came through the doorway behind Rosa, half carrying, half dragging an unconscious Randal covered in blood.
“He’s been poisoned,” Rosa said. “Said it was the Hashin-shin.”
“Who’s this?” Felix demanded.
Vesta gave Felix a hard look. “Later,” she said before rushing towards Randal. She’d tell him I told you so later. Kneeling beside Randal she felt for his pulse. It was slow and weak, but he wasn’t dying just yet.
Looking up at Rosa she asked, “What happened?”
“I don’t know,” her second in command answered. “I found him like this, staggering through the harbor, being led by a shopkeeper. She didn’t know anything either. Only that he’d stumbled into her shop, seemingly at random.”
“You said he spoke.” Vesta pulled open Randal’s eyelids. They stared unseeing into the distance. He was out cold. They hadn’t clouded over from the poison though, which was a good sign. It made it more likely to be a basic poison intended to only incapacitate someone.
“Yes,” Rosa said. “He was about to say that he was attacked by Hashin-shin, before changing it to say our friends showed up.”
“He didn’t simply blurt it out?”
Impressed that Randal had actually had the presence of mind, even when poisoned, to not alarm half a city with news of a Hashin-shin attack, and in doing so give away their own presence, she moved her attention to the slash on his left shoulder.
It wasn’t deep. Blood caked his tunic and left side, but not in amounts large enough to cause him serious harm. With a few stitches, he’d be fine. The nauseous odor of Henbane wafted from the cut. He’d have a serious headache when he woke, but of all Hashin-shin poisons, it was relatively easy to cure.
Randal groaned as Vesta examined his wound, slurring something that sounded like “found Bryn”.
“Where’s your infirmary?” Vesta asked Felix.
“What?” Felix had the shocked look of a rabbit staring at a fox in his eyes.
“He’s dying.” Vesta pointed at Randal.  He wasn’t just yet, but the fool wouldn’t be able to tell. She raised her voice slightly. “Your infirmary.”
“Right,” Felix said, coming back to himself. “Yes, of course. The infirmary. Obviously. This way.” With long strides, Felix marched out of the mess hall, taking a corridor on the right which led deeper into the building.
Vesta shook her head as she headed after the man, leading Konrad and Siegfried who carried Randal between them.
The infirmary sat on the ground floor, overlooking the chapterhouse’s cloistered courtyard. Light streamed in through the four large windows, together with a fresh breeze that carried the medicinal scent of herbs, giving the room a wholesome air.
Konrad and Siegfried gently laid Randal on the closest of the ten beds, as Vesta continued to the center of the room, where a doctor in a simple linen tunic sat behind a desk decorated with intricate geometric designs.
Randal mumbled, “ambush,” in a delirious voice.
The grey-haired doctor looked up as they entered and approached them, asking “What’s going on?”
“One of my men was poisoned by a Hashin-shin blade, probably using Henbane,” Vesta stated. “I can’t tell if there are any other ingredients in the poison.”
Not wasting any time on useless questions about the Hashin-shin, the man turned on his heels and, with two large strides, headed to the medicine cabinet standing behind him. “When was this?” he asked.
Vesta looked at Rosa, who answered. “I found him half an hour ago, just before the last morning bell. How long he’d been wandering through the city I don’t know for sure. Judging by the dried blood on his clothes, I’d say maybe half as long again.”
“Draw a bucket of water from the courtyard well,” the doctor ordered with the air of someone who knew he’d be obeyed. He swung open both doors to his cabinet as Konrad ran off and examined the shelves for a moment. After grabbing two vials and a stack of dried leaves, he hurried towards Randal.
There, he ran his hands over his patient, much like Vesta had done, and smelled the wound.
Though unconscious, Randal hissed at the touch and stammered “find Vesta.”
“Your assessment seems correct,” the doctor said. “Sit him upright.”
He unstoppered one of the vials he’d brought and, after Vesta and Rosa had righted Randal, he forced open the unconscious man’s mouth, pouring a small quantity into it. He worked Randal’s throat to make him swallow.
“Undress him.”
Together Vesta and Rosa stripped off Randal’s torn tunic. As they handled him, Randal mumbled something about “the Dockmaster.” By the time they lay him back down on the bed, Konrad returned, carrying a sloshing bucket.
The doctor grabbed a linen cloth from the small cupboard beside the head of the bed and handed it to Vesta.
“Wash his wound.”
Without a further word, the man drew a cup from the bucket Konrad had brought and headed back to his desk, where he set to crushing the leaves he’d taken from his cabinet.
Vesta poured some of the water over Randal’s wound, washing some grit out of it. Gently dabbing it with the linen cloth she’d wetted, she cleaned out the wound further, trying to wash away the poison as well as any other dirt that had gotten in. Fresh blood dribbled out and Randal mumbled something about “no sword.”
The doctor returned a short while later carrying a handful of bandages, a needle and thread, and a cup filled with a grey-green sludge. “Hold him still,” the man asked. He liberally applied the sludge to the wound, after which he set about sewing it shut and bandaging it.
Randal groaned as they moved him about and the doctor touched the wound. “To Halmuq”.
Vesta stared at him, wondering if she’d heard correctly; Randal slurred all his words, making him difficult to understand. If she had, then it might confirm where Anupam was headed.
“He should be fine,” the doctor said after he’d finished. “Though he’ll need to take it easy for a week or two to let it heal properly. Make sure he drinks enough when he wakes up. It will help flush the poison from his system and reduce his headache.”
“Thanks doctor.” Vesta answered.
“How did he end up with a Hashin-shin wound in our lovely city?” the grey haired doc asked.
“It’s a long story,” Vesta answered. “If you have time tonight, I’ll tell you over a glass of wine.” It never hurt to be on friendly terms with the local physician. “First I’ve got work to do.”
“Will you finally tell me what’s going on?” Felix, who’d stood by the doorway throughout the entire procedure, demanded.
“Of course.” Vesta had completely forgotten about the man. “Once I figure it out myself.” She turned to her companions. “Something happened to him after he’d gotten off the ship. From his mumblings I gather that the Dockmaster might know more. See if you can find him.”
As the three of them ran off, she turned back to Felix. “Like I said before, you’ve got at least one Hashin-shin who’s either in Laodimon, or more likely has passed through the city. It seems like he attacked this Knight of the Realm, who arrived here with me just today.”
“Why would they attack a Knight of the Realm?” Felix asked.
“That’s what I want to find out,” Vesta said. Though I doubt I’ll tell you everything I learn, she added to herself. “And it’s why I need more Knights to accompany me.”

      [image: ]Vesta eyed the Dockmaster’s mansion a few houses down the street. Rosa, Konrad and Siegfried had returned shortly, telling her that the Dockmaster – called Raminsa according to Felix – had disappeared after she’d talked to the man and paid their harbor duties after they’d arrived in Laodimon. He’d simply walked off with someone and hadn’t returned.
The whole thing felt too strange to be a coincidence. So there they now stood, the four of them together with Felix, who’d insisted on joining them, and one of his knights, the only full knight currently in the city, just outside the Dockmaster’s house.
The white-washed, two-story building sat in one of the quiet side streets close to the harbor, just on the edge of the wealthier parts of Laodimon. About what she’d expect from a Dockmaster in such a town. It didn’t suggest he’d regularly accepted bribes, but then again, maybe the man was too careful to show off any ill-gotten wealth.
She looked at each of her men, who gave her a nod that they were ready, and crossed the street to the front door, resting a hand on her dagger hilt – she didn’t think she’d need it, but it never hurt to expect trouble. After a knock, she stepped back and waited.
A maid with wavy, dark hair wearing a tight fitting dress and an apron that offered few places to hide a weapon opened the door. “Good afternoon, my lady. How may I assist you today?” she asked.
“I’m looking for the master of the house, Raminsa.”
“You will find him at the harbor,” the maid said. “He is the Dockmaster.”
“He seems to have left there earlier today without an explanation.” Vesta cursed inwardly. The fact that the maid didn’t know where her master was increased the chances that he’d been involved in the attack on Randal and had now fled town.
“Our master is very diligent,” the maid said. “I am sure he will have a reason for being away from the docks and will return there shortly.”
“Is it alright if we enter to wait for him? Perhaps we can speak with the lady of the house.”
“I –” The maid’s eyes widened as she saw the other Knights of Vali standing close by. She recovered herself in a moment. “Of course. Please follow me.”
The maid opened the door wide to let the five of them enter, then led them through the wood paneled entrance room. Vesta gave a short mental prayer to Vali, asking for wisdom in handling this affair, as she walked past the house shrine and into the open-air atrium filled with lemon trees, past the happily bubbling water of a white marble, star-shaped fountain. Something niggled at the back of Vesta’s neck as she eyed the arched balconies and carved wooden shutters overlooking the atrium. Maybe she was just worried that any number of Hashin-shin could be hiding in the shadows above them, but the place felt off.
The feeling didn’t disappear however as she left the open ground and entered the relative safety of a comfortable sitting room with low benches spread along the walls. If anything, the feeling of being watched only grew.
“Please wait here,” the maid said. “I will inform the lady of the house that you are here to see her.” She headed out a door on the left.
Rosa and Konrad took up positions near both doorways, ready to react if anything out of the ordinary happened. Felix draped himself on the couch opposite the left doorway, picking a date from the fruit platter that stood in the center of the room, with Siegfried dropping in the seat next to him. Vesta ground her teeth. Both men were impossible; this wasn’t some trip to a local drinking hole, they were in the house of someone suspected of being a Hashin-shin. 
Vesta paced the thick woven carpet, from the door leading to the atrium to the shuttered window on the other end of the room, scanning the room as she walked. Her instincts told her someone was watching them, watching her. Trouble was, there was nowhere to watch her from. Of course someone could hide in the distance and look in through the doorways. However, that’d be too far away to see much or hear anything that would be said.
As she approached the window for the second time, she ran her eyes across the carven woodwork of the shutters. There were no tell-tale signs of someone peeking through some of the holes in the carving, no shifting patches of light or shadow.
To be sure, she threw them open, letting in the golden afternoon light and heat. The street behind the house sat empty. Of course, if someone had been looking, he could’ve seen her approach and have hidden somewhere. It didn’t feel likely though. Besides, the feeling came from behind her.
She turned around and surveyed the, now brightly illuminated, room. Ignoring everyone staring at her, she closed her eyes and focused on the feeling. Maybe the others didn’t feel it because they weren’t Gifted, or maybe it was just years of battlefield paranoia getting to her.
Somewhere outside a seagull cried out. Nearby, Siegfried shifted back and forth in his seat, and Felix smacked his lips as he ate another date. Ignore the worldly distractions, she told herself.  She shifted her body to her right; the feeling emanated from somewhere behind Konrad.
Opening her eyes while holding onto her Gift, she examined the wall, ignoring Felix looking at her as if she were crazy. If she tried explaining, she’d lose the feeling.
An intricate blue and yellow mosaic of interlocking, geometric circles decorated the wall, creating a hypnotic view. Right beside Konrad’s waist sat a circle two spans across, filled with deep blue and black tiles.
As she reached out and touched it with the tips of her fingers, a little spark jumped between her fingers and the center of the circle, almost like when she funneled her Gift through the gem in her sword’s pommel. She pulled her hand back for a heartbeat before running her fingertips along the circle, feeling for something out of place.
A small ridge surrounded the mosaic. Digging her fingernails in, Vesta gave it an experimental tug.
The circle smoothly slid forward, revealing an alcove less than a foot deep inside the wall. A small shrine, similar to the one she’d passed on her way into the house, occupied the space, except that it contained not five, but six statues.
The feeling of being watched emanated from the alcove, spilling over her, and she leaned forward to get a better look. The gods looked both familiar and all wrong, like twisted versions of themselves. The statue in the center wore a crown and carried a sword. Hamural!
With a surprised gasp she jumped back, causing her companions to jump alert.
“What’s wrong?” Rosa asked.
“What did you find?” Felix asked simultaneously.
Vesta took a deep breath to regain her composure. Just as she was about to answer, a woman walked in, followed by the maid.
“Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen,” the woman said. “You asked for me?” A look of surprise crossed her face as she saw Vesta holding a piece of her wall in her hand. “What’s that?”
Vesta drew her sword. Until she had proof otherwise, she’d assume Raminsa’s wife was as much a Hashin-shin as the Dockmaster was.
“I was about to ask you the same thing.”
All blood drained from the woman’s face at the sight of the sword. “Wait till my husband hears of this! He will not stand for this.”
“I would love to talk to your husband, my lady, and ask him why he has a statue of Hamural hidden away in his house.”
The woman’s legs buckled at the words and she sank onto the corner of the couch, covering her gaping mouth with a hand. If she was a Hashin-shin, then she was a great actor.
“You found what?” Felix exclaimed, sounding as surprised as the woman looked.
Vesta stepped aside and pointed at the small shrine.
“We need to destroy it!” Konrad exclaimed, reaching for it.
“Stop!” Vesta pulled him back.
“What?” Konrad gave her a surprised look.
“Why?” Felix demanded at the same time.
“He’s watching.” Vesta pointed at the statue.
“It’s a statue,” Felix stated. “Dead gods don’t just watch you through them.”
“This one does. I can feel it with my Gift.”
Felix had no answer to that. Since the man wasn’t Gifted, he couldn’t argue with her about what she did or didn’t feel, though the look he gave her showed he thought she’d gone crazy.
“I don’t know what would happen if you touch it,” Vesta continued, “but I doubt it’s anything good. Worst case, you let Him into your mind, and who knows what havoc he can run there.”
“Fine, what do you propose then?” Felix asked.
“First we need to secure the building, make sure no one can leave or enter.” Vesta turned to her second in command. “Rosa, that’s your job. Konrad, gather the staff and the lady of the house somewhere. Preferably separate them out as much as possible, though I want them watched more than I want them separated. Rosa will join you once she’s done.” They’d question them after she’d dealt with the statue. “That should give us some time to examine that thing.”
“Outrageous!” Raminsa’s wife cried out. “You’re taking me hostage in my own house?”
Vesta gave her a flat stare. “I’m saving your life. Would you rather explain to Sir Antillus why you have a statue of Hamural hidden in your house?” 
The woman’s eyes widened in shock as she realized Vesta’s threat. Worshipping Hamural was punishable by death, and in most cases city garrisons carried out the sentence first and asked questions later. She recovered quickly though, standing up and straightening out her gown. Head held high, she nodded to Konrad.
“Follow me,” she said. “I’ll help you gather the servants in the drawing room.” With that, she turned on her heels, confident that Konrad would follow.
One thing dealt with, Vesta turned to Siegfried for the next. “We need to know where Raminsa is. I’m guessing he’s fled town. Go check with the guards at the different gates to see if you can find out where he went.”
Under normal circumstances, Siegfried wouldn’t be her first choice for any kind of mission, but she had no one else. Also, he’d shown he knew how to talk to people. Maybe he’d surprise her.
For a moment Siegfried looked like he was about to argue, but then thought better of it. “I’ll do so,” he said before marching out the room.
With all the loose ends taken care of, she turned back to the shrine, placing her hands on her hips as she examined it. The five statues around the outside were positioned to face the statue of Hamural in the center, the five major gods who’d turned to Hamural during the First War, his first and most powerful followers. Those statues seemed harmless enough, the feeling of being watched emanated from Hamural’s statue in the center of the shrine.
“Why aren’t you doing something?” Felix interrupted.
“I’m thinking.” Vesta turned to face Felix. “One wrong move here, and you’ll have a Gifted possessed by Hamural rampaging through Laodimon. That would not be pretty. So give me a moment.”
She had no idea if that would happen if she carelessly touched the thing, but she didn’t want to find out. It was also a plausible enough threat to make the man shut up. 
Technically, Felix should be the one in command of the situation as the local commander of the Knights of Vali. He shared the jurisdiction in matters regarding Hamural and his followers with the local lord. However, even without her Gift Vesta knew more about the Hashin-shin and dealing with Hamural than Felix ever would, and they both knew it. He was a decent commander as far as sending Knights to deal with a mordax or basilisk went, but he was out of his depth here.
Still, she’d never seen or felt such a statue, or even heard of their existence. If her instinct was correct, then the Hashin-shin had somehow managed to tap into Hamural’s prison and offer him a way to influence or see the world around the statue or something like that, in a similar but stronger way as the other statues to the gods worked. How they’d achieved that she didn’t know, and from what she’d seen of their methods, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.
All in all, the statue needed to be destroyed, that much was obvious. The question was how to do so without touching it? Vesta weighed the sword in her hand. It had been forged during the First War to fight Hamural and his followers. The True-Iron blade was nigh indestructible and she’d seen it cleave through a stone once. With her Gift, it might be the answer.
Closing her eyes, she mentally stepped through a sword-form, much as she’d been teaching Randal since discovering his Gift. Her Gift responded, swelling in her chest and flowing into her sword. At the same time, the statue’s attention on her spiked. She kept her eyes closed, funneling more power into her sword until she knew the stone in the pommel would be throwing blinding white light across the room.
She opened her eyes again and lunged forward, driving the tip of her Phaerian sword through the obsidian statue, right where its heart would be. As the tip pierced it, the statue exploded as if struck by lightning, sending a shockwave through the room which drove Vesta back a step.
Vesta released her Gift and coughed as the dust settled around her. She cleaned the grit off her undamaged sword and examined the shrine. The central statue had been completely obliterated, and those of the other gods arrayed round the outside had cracked. That had worked better than expected.
Behind her, Felix gasped. “What was that?” He’d been thrown back in his seat, his white cloak in disarray.
“The statue formed a bridge to Hamural’s prison. Shattering that caused both a spiritual and a physical shock.” Or something like that I think. She didn’t voice her doubts. Felix had too many of his own already, though at the moment he looked in awe.
“I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“We need to inform Eirik in Garburg of this as soon as we’re done here.”
“Of course,” Felix said. “I’ve got a pigeon we can send.”
“Wonderful.” Vesta gave him her most confident smile. “Can you talk to Raminsa’s wife and her staff? As the Knight Commander here, you should inspire the most respect.” It would also give him something useful to do and keep him feeling like the local commander, while freeing her to search through the rest of the house.
“If they know anything about what Raminsa was up to, I’ll get it out of them.”
“Great. I’ll search the house for any other signs of the Hashin-shin.” If there were any, she’d have the best chance of finding them.
“I’ll let you know if I learn anything.” With that, Felix headed out the room to search for the drawing room where Konrad and Raminsa’s wife would’ve gathered everyone.
Vesta looked around, unsure where to start. All things considered, finding the shrine had been relatively easy, but she had no clue how to search for any information about the Hashin-shin Raminsa might have. She doubted there would be much though – they tended not to leave written notes lying around.

      [image: ]Vesta sat in Raminsa’s study, looking through a stack of slates, when Siegfried returned, barging in without knocking.
“Ishtaran!” He shouted without so much as an introduction.
Vesta gave him a flat stare. The man seemed to have forgotten any military discipline he may have had when he’d been an enlisted man, and they already tended to be low on it.
As he caught her look, he seemed to realize the same thing, cause he stopped short and drew himself up straight.
“That’s the direction he’s headed in, sir.”
“Are you sure?” Vesta asked. Istharan lay along the coast to the east of Laodimon. Heading that way would take the Dockmaster deeper into the empire instead of towards its southern borders and Halmuq, where she suspected the Hashin-shin headquarters to be.
“The guard on the eastern gate told me he saw Raminsa leave halfway through the day,” Siegfried said. “He’d even had a short chat with the man about why he left in the middle of the day.”
Vesta gave an inward sigh. Why couldn’t things be simple for a change? She was missing something, but what? Earlier reports she’d received from down south pointed at a group, likely Hashin-shin, gathering in Halmuq, and from Randal’s mumblings it sounded like it also was where Anupam was headed. Why then had the Dockmaster fled east?
“If you follow him, then I can go after Anupam with Randal.” Siegfried had read her mind about her doubts. She couldn’t let a known Hashin-shin loose in the empire, especially not one as influential as a Dockmaster.
“You can’t face Anupam with just the two of you,” Vesta said.
“We’ll be fine, I’m sure.”
Vesta shook her head. Damn those over confident rank and file soldiers. They’d cost her more than once. He’d given her an idea though. Not that she liked her plan, but it trumped the alternative.
She headed downstairs to where Felix sat interrogating the different members of the household. From the bits she’d heard over the past few hours, he’d found as much information about the Hashin-shin and Raminsa’s involvement with them as she had; none. No one knew anything about the Hashin-shin, no one had known anything about the hidden shrine, and there had been no documents, statues, utensils, or other objects they could tie to the Hashin-shin. In every way they could tell, it was just a regular house for a Dockmaster in the empire.
Felix looked up from his spot by the shuttered window as she entered where he sat with a narrow cup holding a steaming drink that smelled like mint. He’d probably finished his interviews then.
“I can’t take your Knights,” Vesta said. Not that he’d agreed to let her take them yet.
“What’s wrong?” Felix asked, putting down his cup. “You argued hard to get them.”
“Raminsa.”
“You found him?”
Vesta nodded. “Sort of. One of my men learned he’s headed towards Istharan.”
“What does he want there?”
“Maybe he has friends there or maybe he’s just fleeing in an unexpected direction.”
“Maybe he’s trying to split us up.” Felix pointed at Vesta.
Vesta shrugged. “I’ve considered that, but it’s unlikely. He fled after his attempt to capture Randal failed. I doubt he’d thought strategically enough to come up with that. Either way, we need someone to pursue and capture him.”
“Get Marcus Antillus to send some of his men after him.”
Vesta stopped herself from speaking her mind. The Knight Commander really didn’t like doing anything that got him away from his comfortable chapter house in the city here. As a Knight of Vali, hunting a Hashin-shin should be his main goal, not something to just be passed off.
“And cause a city wide panic? Bad idea. Besides, they’d kill the man on sight, while we want him alive if at all possible.”
“Very well,” Felix said. “I’ll gather what knights I can and give chase.”
“Thank you,” Vesta said. “As a last favor, can you help us get supplies? I want to head south tomorrow morning, assuming Randal can sit on a horse.”
“Do you know why the Hashin-shin wanted him?”
To free Hamural. Vesta didn’t voice her thoughts. Who knew who was listening, especially in a Hashin-shin’s house.
“I have no idea. Maybe he did something to them during the Reconquest and they want revenge.”






  
  The Hamlet


Randal groaned as his horse left the northern caravan road and rode up the rubble-strewn dirt path leading to a ruined hamlet. They’d been travelling south from dusk till dawn for four days now, the landscape getting progressively wilder and drier the further they got away from the coast. His muscles ached – while the poison hadn’t left any permanent damage, his body still felt like he’d cleared a field on hands and knees – and his left shoulder itched. 
Vesta planned to follow the caravan road south for a week or two, traveling beyond the borders of the empire, before heading into the mountains around Halmuq. That had always been their most likely destination, and Raminsa’s words to Randal had confirmed their suspicions.
As he rode through what remained of the palisade wall, he remembered seeing dozens of similar hamlets and villages when he’d travelled through these lands during the Reconquest. Sitting on a rise in the landscape and usually containing a meaningful shrine or small temple in the center, they offered a sanctuary for a handful of goat herders as well as an occasional overnight resting place for the few caravans that travelled these lands.
Vesta led them to the hamlet’s central plaza, where they dismounted to set up camp. No doubt she hoped at least something of the town’s Sanctuary Wall remained to keep the smaller critters away from them for the night.
Siegfried gave him a clap on the shoulder, sending a pang through it. “Get some rest, you’re not as young as you used to be,” he said with a smile. “We’ll do all the hard work.”
Randal gave him a smile while shame niggled inside him as the others got to work setting up the camp and looking after their animals. Vesta had expressly forbidden him from doing anything, saying he needed to recover and let his shoulder rest. Wanting to walk off the day’s ride, he wandered away from the hamlet’s former plaza.
The place had been abandoned ages ago. Doors had collapsed and in several of the kitchen gardens he passed, bushes grew to shoulder height amongst the weeds. Vines covered the few parts of the palisade wall which still stood. At one house an argan tree had sprung up right in front of the doorway, the slow growing tree reaching to the roof. Near the gate on the other side of the hamlet, a figure lay in the dust, half covered by weeds. Kneeling next to it, he recognized it as a statue of Nehalennia, which would have once overlooked the road towards the hamlet’s fields, letting the inhabitants pray for rain and a bountiful harvest as they passed on their way to work. It had once been garishly painted – some flakes of yellow, red, and black paint still stuck to the figure.
It felt like he’d seen the statue before, when it had stood at a barricaded entrance to a palisade wall. Maybe it was only a coincidence. After all, there had to be similar places scattered all across Saros. Still, he could’ve come here during the Reconquest.
He took in the surrounding lands as he passed out of the palisade wall on the southern end of the hamlet, a slight shiver running up his legs. When it had been inhabited, the hamlet would’ve only housed a few families and their livestock. A no-name town that caravans passed through on their way south. Now, it was no more than a sight to break the monotony of the landscape along the side of the road.
As he made to turn back, he spotted a cairn halfway between the palisade wall and the road, an overgrown pile of rocks and dirt, skeleton flowers clinging to a few hollows. He took two steps towards it before stopping. He didn’t want to see the single grave he knew he’d find beside the cairn.
He’d helped raise that cairn, had dug that grave, a long time ago, for his fallen comrades. He’d taken this town, and he’d buried – no don’t go there, he stopped himself. That would only hurt.
As he reentered the hamlet he recognized more parts – it’d haunted him often enough. They’d tracked a group of enemy soldiers to the place and he’d gotten orders to get them out. After a crude ram – a big tree really – had broken through the gate they’d stormed in – he’d stormed in. His unit had followed at a safe distance.
It had become a massacre.
The building on the right had burned down during the fighting; wood smoke penetrated his nose as he passed. Most soldiers had scattered the moment he’d burst through the wall. Maybe they’d heard of him, or maybe they’d just never seen combat and had cowered before his rage.
A handful of soldiers had taken a stand on that corner – their ghosts dancing across his vision – using the narrow street to negate their numeric disadvantage. He’d run right through them. Their dying screams echoed through his head as he saw them fall when he passed the corner. The sight was familiar, they still did the same in his nightmares. Two others had tried to hide in the next house. They’d died before having time to surrender – not that he would’ve heard their pleas.
His feet slowed as he neared the central plaza, knowing what he’d see there. The largest group of soldiers had formed a shield-wall across the street leading into the plaza, figuring that was the most defensible position they had left, while the few inhabitants huddled behind them.
He’d been completely lost in his rage by then, striking at anything that moved, not recognizing friend from foe, though his men had known to stay well behind him and only protect his rear. Not wanting to slow his carnage bashing against shields, he’d pulled himself onto the flat roof of the one-story mud-brick house next to the plaza. After a quick dash he’d launched himself at the rear rank, knocking over two soldiers, before laying about with his sword, breaking their formation. They’d scattered in moments, their cohesion gone.
Randal dragged his feet, forcing himself to take the last few steps onto the plaza as the scene played out in his mind. Even as he slaughtered a handful of the enemy soldiers, his men had charged down the street, mopping up those few soldiers who’d fled from the plaza.
That hadn’t been the worst though.
He turned away, not able to face what he knew he’d see behind him, and walked to where Vesta stood arranging their camp.
“We can’t stay here.” he stated flatly.
“Why?” A look of surprise crept across her face as she looked at Randal. “Are you okay?”
Randal waved her concern away. “I’m fine. It’s this place.”
“What about it?”
He thought for a moment about how to explain it without having to go into detail. “I won’t find any rest here.” At a look from Vesta he continued explaining, speaking at his hands. “I fought here during the Reconquest. Took this town with my men. It was a bloodbath.”
“And now your memories have come back to haunt you.” It was a statement, not a question.
“Don’t mock me, you wouldn’t understand.”
“Understand what?”
“I did some horrible things here. I –” Randal stumbled on his words.
“Tell me,” Vesta urged him. There was a compassion in her voice he hadn’t heard before.
“I –” Randal hesitated again. It would mean living through it again.
“It helps.”
Maybe if he explained she’d understand and they’d leave.
“We stormed this place. Some enemy soldiers had hidden here and we had to get them out.” He took a deep breath. There was no going back now. “Or rather, I stormed this place. My unit knew better than to get in the way. They just moved in to clean up after me.
“I slaughtered my way through the hamlet, caught up in my battle rage.” Randal kept staring at his hands, not wanting to see the deaths he’d caused. “The last of them had gathered over there at the edge of the plaza, putting up their best defense. They didn’t stand a chance.”
“You were just following orders,” Vesta said.
“That’s not why we can’t stay.”
“Go on.”
“I –” Another deep breath. He turned to face the entrance to the plaza. He owed it to the boy. “A new man had just joined my unit, a kid really, called Einar.” He saw the boy dressed in his still shiny, new uniform, walking up to his past self, right after he’d demolished the enemy unit, and say something. He’d never found out what.
“I was so deep in my rage through the town I – I took him for an enemy, everyone was an enemy. I – I killed him.” Over on the edge of the plaza, his past self sliced Einar from his chest through his neck, blood spurting everywhere. The kid collapsed to the ground, gurgling as he drowned in his own blood.
“The worst is that I didn’t even recognize him. I just dismissed him as another person I’d destroyed, someone to sate my bloodlust on. It only left when I could find no one else to destroy.”
The townsfolk had scattered as he’d approached them, fleeing for a hole in the wall or the safety of the other soldiers attacking them. Anywhere had been better than being close to the blood-covered demon.
“When the rage did leave, I’d staggered back through the hamlet, exhausted and looking for my comrades to tell me where we stood. That’s when I recognized Einar, when I remembered what I’d done.”
“The rage returned at the sight, and I’m sure I would have killed everyone within a day’s march of here if it hadn’t been for Bjarn stopping me.” In fact, his friend had knocked him over from behind and had sat on him until his rage had passed.
Something wet touched his hand as he finished his tale, and Randal realized he was crying.
“I’m so sorry,” Vesta said full of compassion.
“You understand now why I can’t stay here, why I can’t be trusted with a sword?”
“It’s not the sword, or the place for that matter. You need to face your demons, conquer them, and give them a place, otherwise they’ll torment you for the rest of your life.”
Incredulity washed over Randal at her words.
“See, you don’t understand!” After what he’d just told her! “I can smell the smoke from the burning homes here,” he waved an angry hand to the town’s entrance, “hear Einar’s dying breath. See his blood still on my hands and arms. I’ll find no rest here.”
“I understand.” Vesta’s voice was thin, more fragile than any time Randal had heard her speak.
It stopped his anger at her. “How?” was all he asked.
“Do you know who I am?”
That was a strange question. “What do you mean?”
“Before I joined Vali’s Knights, before I became Vesta, I was called Lucilla Firminius.”
Randal gasped. “The Butcher of Cirmanis?”
That explained why her face had felt familiar when they’d first met and her claim to have started the Reconquest together with the emperor. He’d only ever seen her from a distance when she’d been the emperor’s champion at the start of the Reconquest. Lucilla Firminius had led countless assaults during the early days of the war, bringing great victories to the emperor.
She’d captured Cirmanis by scaling the wall at night with a small team and butchering her way through the city’s garrison to open the city gates, which had earned her the nickname. She’d disappeared from the army shortly after.
Now that he thought about it, the stories about her victories sounded eerily similar to his own, except on a grander scale. She’d have her own demons.
Vesta nodded as she saw the realization dawn on Randal. “The screams never go away. When you think you’ve got peace, they’ll show up in your dreams. There will always be a smell that takes you back, a sight, or a sound. So, I understand you, Randal of Jadar.”
“Why force me to wield a sword then? Or stay here for the night?”
“Because I tried running away. It doesn’t work. You’re lying to yourself. It’s not the tool, it’s the wielder. And running will not quiet the voices. It’ll strengthen them. Face your nightmares, learn to control your rage.”
“How?” Randal could only stare at her. He’d never achieve the calm and control Vesta exuded.
“By mastering your Gift. By practicing, and by standing up to your demons and accepting them as part of yourself. By trying each day to become a better version of yourself.”
“Is it why you became a Knight of Vali?”
“That’s part of it,” Vesta said. “In dedicating my life to the Gods, I hope to atone for the deeds I’ve done under the influence of Hamural.”
“Does it work?”
Vesta shrugged. “It doesn’t undo what I’ve done. All I can hope for is that when Vidar weighs my soul, he’ll find some balance there. And maybe I can prevent Hamural from using others like me in a similar fashion.”
Randal looked at Vesta. She seemed sincere and vulnerable, more so than at any time since he’d first met her, but she also carried her burden well. Maybe she could teach him how to carry his.
“I will work on your exercises,” Randal said. “Maybe you could guide me later tonight if you have some time.”
Vesta held up her hand to stop him. “Doing the exercise I gave you here is a bad idea. The ghosts of your past will interfere and make reaching peace of mind impossible. Going back, might even trigger a rage attack.”
“I can’t just do nothing while you work. You’ve said yourself I need the training to rescue my daughter.”
“I’ve got something else for you to work on. I’ll show you how to consciously tap into your Gift. It’s another step to gaining control.”
“In what way?”
“Think of your Gift like a cup of water. What you currently do is simply throw it at whatever problem you’re faced with, leaving you with an empty cup afterwards and no control over where it goes. If you master control, you can decide to pour out as much or as little as you need, even opting not to use any. You can take a small sip if you will. It’s also crucial to prevent you from pushing yourself too far.”
“How can you go too far?” Randal’d never had any issues with however much he’d used his Gift.
“Using your Gift takes its toll on your body. After all, you still do all the moves, only faster, which builds up an energy debt. You don’t notice it until you stop, but when you do, your body claims that debt all at once. People have been known to die from exhaustion after pushing themselves too far.”
That sounded like an old wife’s tale, something meant to scare those new to using their Gift. Still, he welcomed a chance to practice.
“What’s the exercise?”
“It’s similar to when I tested you using my sword Eikon,” Vesta said, “except that you use this.” She held out a small, clear gem to Randal in the palm of her hand.
“What’s that?”
“It’s an artifact from the First War. One of the more common ones, though we don’t know its original purpose or how it’s fashioned.”
The crystal felt cool in his hand. As he held it up to an eye, he could see straight through it, the cut facets distorting his view.
“Like the stone in Eikon’s pommel, it responds to your Gift. It gives you both a focus point and a way of seeing if you’re doing it right.” Vesta continued. “We use them to help us train those few who come to the order with a Gift.”
“Aren’t all Knights of Vali Gifted?” The order always exuded an air of skill and superiority, suggesting that their knights were special, Gifted even.
“At one time maybe, but not so now. There are only a few dozen Gifted in all of Austarna, maybe less. And only some of those have a Gift similar to yours and mine, and of those, only a handful are strong enough to be able to safely wield their Gift in battle. You’re rare.”
“You’re saying that between you and me, we represent almost half of the Gifted ones in Austarna?” Randal gaped at her. He’d known that Gifted ones were rare, and in stories they were always some larger than life hero, but since learning of his Gift, he’d never considered just how exceptional it was.
“There are others with different Gifts, depending on the god who’s granted it. As far as having a Gift which aids you in a fight, there are only a few others.”
That explained a lot about Vesta’s eagerness to train him. Having him associated with the Knights of Vali would boost their prestige and strength.
“So how does this work?” Randal held up the crystal again.
“At the start, it’s best to find a clear, open area, so you don’t run into anything.” Vesta led him to the center of the plaza. “Close your eyes and feel the crystal in your hand.”
Randal obeyed, holding the crystal in front of him. The thing had absorbed the heat from his hand and felt slick.
“Step through a basic training exercise, pretending the crystal is your weapon and focus your moves through it. Try to draw power from here,” Vesta placed a hand over his heart, “or here.” She placed her other hand on his stomach. “It sounds silly and abstract, but trust me.”
Randal picked a simple sword form, which would spin his sword around him as he moved first forward and then back. It was useless in a fight, but it moved through the six basic sword positions in a fluid manner, and he’d always felt it had a meditative feel to it. He kept his attention focused on the crystal in his right hand, willing some power into it as Vesta had said, though he had no idea what she’d meant.
He opened his eyes again when he’d finished the moves. “Did it work?”
Vesta gave him a knowing smile. “No, though I suspect you already knew that. You’ll know if it works. I would have been very surprised if it had though.”
“What? Why are you having me dance around like an idiot then?”
“Because when you are just learning, you need to force yourself to use your Gift.”
“I have no idea how to do that,” Randal said.
“Simple, you do the same exercise again, but faster.”
Randal gave her a blank stare. That would simply make him look like an idiot again.
Vesta’s voice took on a lecturing tone. “Keep repeating this exercise, and push yourself to go a bit faster each time. At some point, you’ll run into your limits, and the only way for your body to move faster is to draw on your Gift. When you do, pay attention to that feeling and where it comes from, and try to consciously replicate it.”
At Vesta’s directions, Randal closed his hand around the gem again, and repeated the exercise, stepping through the same moves. 
“Good,” Vesta spoke from somewhere to his left. “Now go faster.”
Again Randal repeated the sequence of moves, swinging his arms around him as if holding a sword. When he finished the combination, he didn’t stop. Instead, he continued straight on, stepping up the speed once more.
At the fifth pass through the sword form, Randal felt his body respond to push him faster. Speed flowed out from a point right below his sternum, letting him step through the exercise faster than he had before.
As he approached the end of the form, Vesta spoke again. “Keep going. Push yourself faster.”
Randal continued his movements, flowing from stabbing forward to an upswing, followed by a back-step. When he started the next move in the sequence, a shiver ran up his legs, like it had when he’d wandered out of the hamlet. The feeling was so unexpected that he missed his step and stumbled.
The gem in his hand gave a very faint glow as he opened his eyes, then faded in a heartbeat. Vesta stood to his left a few paces away, a look of approval on her face.
“Is that normal?” Randal asked.
“What?”
“I felt like something from the outside interfered. Like something crawling up my legs.”
Vesta looked thoughtful. “No, it’s not.”
“I had a similar feeling just now when I left the hamlet.”
“Here in the middle of nowhere there shouldn’t be any outside interference.”
Vesta closed her eyes, and Randal thought he saw a pulse of light in her sword’s pommel. Opening them again, she turned to the far end of the plaza, to the largest building of the hamlet.
The building was twice as wide as the others, two pomegranate bushes hiding the left half. Once upon a time, it would have been the communal hall of the hamlet; the local administrative building, tavern, and shrine all in one. With purposeful strides, Vesta approached it, wandering around to examine it from all sides. After completing a circuit, she walked up to the front door, trying it.
Much to her and Randal’s surprise, it swung inward smoothly, as if it had been regularly maintained since the hamlet had been abandoned all those years ago. Vesta gasped as she saw the interior.
Dust mites bobbed in the light streaming in from the open doorway and through a couple of the broken shutters. Randal advanced cautiously into the square room, feeling something drawing him forward. His long shadow preceded him as the chest-high statue in the center of the room filled his vision, offering vengeance for Bjarn’s death. All he needed to do was embrace it and vengeance would be his.
As in a dream, he advanced past two of the five statues that surrounded the central one, following a path carved through the thick layer of dust on the floor.  A pang of jealousy sprang through Randal; someone, or more than one person, had recently been there, sharing in the gifts this holy place offered.
Vesta placed a hand on his shoulder, stopping him. “Have a care.”
Her touch broke the spell even as he reached out his hand to the central statue, letting him see it as it really was. The sword and crown that decorated it marked it as dedicated to Hamural. A shimmer played across it as if he viewed it in the distance through the heat of a summer day.
“Don’t touch him.” Vesta’s voice kept the whispers emanating from the statue at bay. “You’re feeling Hamural’s lure. If you touch him, you give him a channel through which he can conquer your mind and enslave you.”
Self-conscious, Randal drew back his hand. “Why is it here?”
“The Hashin-shin have spread further than we’d thought.” Vesta spoke more to the statues than him. “We’ve underestimated Hamural’s influence on the world.”
“You’re speaking in riddles,” Randal said.
Vesta turned to face him. “I had never expected to find a shrine to Hamural inside the empire, close to one of the most important caravan roads. It shows the Hashin-shin, or other followers of Hamural, have spread a lot further than we’d thought, and that is beside the power of the statue itself.”
“Power? You mean how it drew me closer.”
“Yes. All divine statues have some power of course, but I can feel it calling to me, offering me the power to destroy the Hashin-shin.” Vesta raised her sword. “We can’t let it exist in the world. It would let evil spread throughout the empire.”
Light burst from her sword’s pommel, throwing back the shadows around her and illuminating the stone mosaic that covered the center of the shrine. Her muscles tensed, and she lunged forward, faster than Randal’s eyes could track, her sword striking where the statue’s heart would have been if it had had one.
As Vesta’s sword connected with the statue, it exploded in a shower of debris, throwing up a cloud of dust, a flash of light flashing through the room. The wave of air and shards of rock threw Randal back, making him land between two of the statues. The sound echoed around the room, hurting his ears.
Slowly the dust settled, and Randal coughed to get the grit out of his throat.
“I should’ve prepared for that,” Vesta mumbled to herself as she picked herself off the ground. “It was like Raminsa’s shrine, except bigger.”
She’d caught the worst of the blast, little nicks covering her hands and face where shards had cut her.
“Are you all right?” she asked, turning to Randal.
Randal staggered to his feet. “I’ve felt better.” He moved his left arm. The stitches felt sore from striking the ground, but it didn’t feel like the wound had opened again.
Two figures burst through the open doorway, swords drawn. For a moment Randal panicked – he was in no condition to fight – then he recognized Rosa and Konrad, followed by Siegfried a moment later.
“We heard a blast,” Rosa said as she surveyed the room, lowering her sword. “What happened?”
“Are you all right?” Konrad asked as he hurried over to Vesta.
Vesta dusted herself off and pointed at the debris. “Hamural.”
Rosa gasped. “Here too?”
Vesta nodded. “We need to inform the emperor of this. If they’re here, then they’re bound to be elsewhere as well.” She turned to Konrad. “Ride north tomorrow morning to Laodimon, and take a ship from there. I’ll draw you up a letter that should get you to the emperor.”
“I can’t just leave you,” Konrad said. “We stick together.”
“I don’t like it either,” Vesta said, “but it’s the only choice I have.”
“Send him,” Konrad pointed at Siegfried. “You need a true knight by your side, not some rank boy.”
“It’s a lonely road back to Laodimon, and to the emperor. I need a Knight of Vali for the trip and to explain to the emperor what we’ve found here. This is too important to trust to anyone else.”






  
  Interlude – The Mordax


Bryn nervously eyed the mordax as it prowled around the outside of the Sanctuary Wall that apparently surrounded their camp, shifting as much as her shackles allowed to keep in in view. 
The six legged, half-lion, half-scorpion that stood as tall as one of their horses had appeared shortly after Anupam had entered a crack in the mountainside that contained some kind of shrine. It seemed to be drawn to the place, keeping its maned head focused on the shrine entrance. Light glistened off the stinger at the tip of its tail in the late afternoon sunlight, hinting at the poison it contained.
They’d been following the caravan road south for well over a week now, each night stopping away from the road. The land had gradually gotten more and more barren as they’d travelled further inland. The first few days some shrubs and low trees had still dotted the landscape, but since yesterday, only some brown grass remained, trying to cling to the reddish-brown rocks and sand that stretched out to the horizon.
During the day they’d passed a few caravans, travelling from beyond the empire’s southern border to Laodimon, from where they’d ship their myrrh and incense to Vidastur and beyond. Or at least they’d do so if her teachers had been correct; after her flight – and capture – in Laodimon, she hadn’t dared approach the caravan riders. If she wanted to either leave more signs for her father to find, or maybe even escape, she’d need her stupid captors to think her defeated.
It had already worked to some degree. They still shackled her and tied her up in the evenings, but after their third day on the road, they’d let her ride with her hands free and they’d let her have a fork to eat the gruel they called her dinner; she shuddered as she remembered the foul food she’d forced herself to eat last night. And this morning, the little bit of freedom had let her grab a thumb-sized bit of charcoal from the firepit. If she had a moment to herself, she could now leave some kind of message. Though for that she’d need to have something useful to leave.
Nishar gave her a smug smile as he came out of the shrine and saw her look at the monster. In response, Bryn put on her coyest smile. The bastard considered himself the toughest man in their little group and responded well to female adoration. She’d use that to weasel some more information out of him.
“Isn’t it beautiful,” he said, staring at the mordax. “When our lord returns, they’ll spread around the world, devouring our enemies.”
I’ll pray that they devour you first. “You can control them?”
Goosebumps crawled over her arms as she imagined the Hashin-shin leading an army of Mordaxes. Bjarn’d told her about them, and how a single one of the beasts could tear through a dozen unprepared men. No Austarnan army would be able to stand against a horde of them.
Nishar hesitated for a heartbeat before pointing at the shrine he’d just left. “Our lord’s  shrine already manages to call them closer while he’s still locked away. Imagine Hamural’s power once he’s restored to his rightful throne.”
That meant no. It sounded like they could wield Hamural’s influence to draw monster’s closer, but not get them to do specific tasks.
She forced herself to flutter her eyes at the man instead of looking away at the mention of Hamural’s name. “Is that why you sided with the Dark God?”
“He’s the one rightful ruler, stronger than all the others. Even now, betrayed and locked away by the five –“ Nishar spat on the ground as he mentioned them. “– he’s still strong enough to influence the world. Imagine the rewards he’ll grant his loyal followers.”
“What will you get?” If she could figure out what drove him, she might be able to take advantage of that.
“I envy you, in a way. In a few weeks, you’ll gain one of the biggest rewards of them all.”
“What’s in a few weeks? What am I getting?”
“We’re planning an eclipse celebration, with you as the guest of honor.” Nishar gave her a fanatical, enraptured grin.
Several of her captors had dropped similar hints the past couple of days. This at least gave her a definitive date, but not much else to go on. Since he seemed in a talkative mood, she prodded a bit more.
“I thought someone as strong as you would be more honored than just a little girl. Why am I special?”
A sadistic glint crossed Nishar’s face. “I don’t want to ruin the surprise. Let’s just say we couldn’t have this celebration without you.”
He left her staring at him, walking past her towards the horses.
Her mind spun at the words. She’d gotten more information out of that small exchange than the whole past week of sweet talking the various bastards at any opportunity. The given timeline meant there was a clear end date in sight. She had no idea when exactly the next eclipse would be but her father could undoubtedly figure it out. He’d at least be able to ask someone. She’d find a place somewhere around the campsite where she could leave a message to him.
The other bit of information made her hair crawl. These bloody assholes meant to place her at the center of some ritual. She’d always figured the tales about the Hashin-shin had just been intended to scare children. Now that she’d seen them up close though, she wasn’t so sure anymore.
Even if only a fraction of these tales were true, she’d end up dead unless she could escape somehow. If most of them were true, then ending up dead might actually be a blessing.






  
  On the Road


Randal scratched the scar on his shoulder as he rocked back and forth in his saddle. It had almost completely healed; Vesta estimated he could start exercising again in the next couple of days. He hoped it would help break the monotony of the road somewhat. The landscape around him looked the same in all directions; rolling hills, covered in sand and dust and rocks. 
The bloody sand got everywhere – he’d be sneezing sand for a week after leaving this bloody place – making him itch all over. The dust was just as bad, somehow trapping the day’s heat as it clung to any piece of exposed skin, and the rocks were the most boring, stupid rocks you could find. Their first day on the road he’d tried picturing faces or animals or anything in them, but he’d given up halfway through the morning, not being able to find a single one that looked like anything other than a boring rock. He’d give his estate for a cool bath, a day out of the sun, and something green to look at.
Ahead, Vesta, who led their little group, stopped suddenly, and stood in her saddle, scanning the land all round. Randal straightened out and readied the staff he’d casually been carrying – his primary weapon since he didn’t want to use his sword that lay hidden somewhere in his saddlebag.
“What’s wrong?” Rosa, riding just ahead of Randal, asked.
“Something,” Vesta answered cryptically as she continued scanning her surroundings. She raised her head, sniffing a non-existing wind. “I think there’s a critter near. A big one.”
At her words, Rosa dismounted and retrieved one of the long monster spears from the cart pulled by their baggage pony. Holding it one handed, she walked back to Vesta, leading her horse and the pony.
“Which way?” she asked. The woman was as practical as she was unquestioning.
After another moment’s thought, Vesta turned her horse right, off the road and up the slight incline. At the top she stopped, waiting for the others to catch up, examining the lands. Adjusting her course slightly, she led them down the other side, making for a gully angling away from the road.
At the bottom, Vesta turned to them.
“We’re near,” she whispered. “From here we continue on foot. Siegfried, grab a spear and follow Rosa’s lead like she’s your sergeant. Randal, stay out of the fight and keep an eye on the horses. Don’t risk your shoulder unless there’s no other way.”
“What’s waiting for us?” Siegfried asked. He turned to Randal. “Wanna try a wager? I bet it’s a zharax. Never seen one of them.”
“If I knew I’d tell you,” Vesta said. “It’s definitely not one of those lizards though. For one, they live further south, in the Vaspuraan, but mainly because this feels bigger.”
Siegfried gave a low, impressed whistle. “Bigger? I heard those beasts are the size of a wild hog.”
Rounding the next hillside, Randal spotted what Vesta had felt. A mordax – the famed half-lion, half-scorpion that roamed the southern deserts – prowled halfway up the next slope. It’s six legs skittered across the ground as it paced in a half-circle around a cliff. It swung its lion-like head back and forth across the ground searching for something, while the poisonous stinger at the tip of its tale rose several spans into the air behind it.
“We can’t fight that with just the three of us,” Siegfried whispered.
“Just keep it occupied,” Vesta said.
Randal settled down where he could observe the upcoming fight and keep an eye on the horses, worry niggling in his stomach. A fellow sergeant had told him the tale of when he’d run into one with his unit. They’d lost six men and had suffered another four wounded trying to take it down. They had only succeeded in driving it off, not killing it.
Rosa snuck up the hillside, her spear aimed at the creature. She motioned that Siegfried should stay to her right and do the same. Randal doubted it was a coincidence she directed his friend to her stronger side.
Vesta made her way to the left in a wide circle, letting her second-in-command approach the critter head on, no doubt aiming for the monster’s flank. Randal looked on impressed; they hadn’t even discussed tactics and Rosa had known what was expected of her. They must have done this many times before.
Rosa and Siegfried closed half the distance when the mordax noticed them. It turned round and let out a roar, leaping down the hillside, making for Rosa with the speed of a charging horse, its claws clicking on the rocky ground. It readied the stinger on its tail, curling it up so it could lash out with it in a lightning-fast jab.
“Brace your spear!” Rosa ordered as she faced the oncoming monster without flinching. She’d found a relatively flat stretch of ground and stuck the butt of her spear onto the ground, aiming the barbed point straight at the monstrosity’s chest. After a moment’s hesitation, Siegfried followed her lead, though his spear shook as the monster approached.
The mordax skidded to a halt on the rocky slope, unwilling to charge into the readied spears. It swung its head from Rosa to Siegfried and back again, an intelligent gleam in its eyes.
It feigned an attack on Rosa, trying to get round the spear, and lashed out with its poisonous tail. Then, without missing a step, it dashed at Siegfried, having determined him to be the weakest of the two. Siegfried only just in time managed to ward off the monster with his spear, stumbling back half a step.
With that, the mordax pressed forward. Each time it attacked Siegfried first, forcing him to retreat a pace. In the opening this created the creature would lash out at Rosa, trying to pierce with its stinger or catch the spear haft in its maw. It attacked with such speed that neither Rosa nor Siegfried could get a meaningful attack in. Step by step it forced them apart as it dodged and darted and struck with its tail.
Only moments had passed since the fight had started, and Rosa and Siegfried had already been forced a dozen steps down the hill. They were going to lose. Randal felt it with a certainty in his core. When they could no longer cover for each other, the half-lion would find the opening it sought.
Siegfried would be the first to fall. He was less trained and slower. And once he had gone down, Rosa would quickly follow, as the mordax would no longer have to worry about being attacked in the flank by another spear.
He needed to help them! Ignoring Vesta’s orders to stay out of the fight, Randal grabbed one of the remaining spears. If he came in from the flank, he’d distract the mordax, giving the others time to surround the monster. With the three of them, they could hold it a while longer.
As he took a step towards the fight, a shining figure dashed in from above and behind the monster’s left. Vesta, cloak streaming behind her, Eikon glowing in her hands, charged the monster. Rosa had simply lured it downhill.
The mordax noticed this new threat at the last moment and struck at Vesta with its scorpion-like tail. Vesta dodged around it with a grace and control Randal had never before seen in a fighter. In passing, she pivoted round and struck at the tip of the tail, lopping off the stinger.
The half-lion roared in pain, swinging its head round to snap at her. Before it had finished its turn, Vesta leaped over the monster’s body, dragging her sword across its flank, opening up a wide gash. As she landed on the monster’s other side, she stabbed her shimmering sword forward with both hands, piercing its chest.
She quickly danced back as the mordax swung its head the other way. The monster stumbled when it took a step towards this new danger, before righting itself and snapping its jaw at Vesta, who ducked out of the way again, moving further back.
This was the moment Rosa had been waiting for. Momentarily forgotten by the mordax, she charged forward and impaled the monster on her spear, driving it deep into the monster’s flank.
The half-lion turned back once more, unsure who to focus on. It took one step, then its legs gave out and it collapsed. It gave a low whine as it struggled to get up again. Vesta stepped forward and planted her sword just below the base of its skull. With a final twitch, the mordax sank to the ground and lay still.
The moment the fight ended, Eikon winked out and Vesta sank to her knees with one hand against the monster’s flank, drawing in labored breaths. Rosa hurried towards her, followed by Siegfried and Randal.
“Here.” The woman handed a waterskin to Vesta. “I’ve also got a few dried dates once you’ve regained your breath.”
Vesta accepted the waterskin with the air of someone expecting it and drank deeply.
“Thanks,” she mumbled between gulps.
“I wonder what it was doing out here,” Rosa mused aloud. “They tend to stay away from the caravan road.”
“I need to get me a sword like that,” Siegfried remarked as he examined the gash Vesta had drawn across the mordax’s flank. It ran a hand deep and the blade had sliced through a rib as thick as Randal’s fist.
“We’ll find the answer up there.” Vesta pointed to the cliff atop the hill to where they’d first seen the animal, ignoring Siegfried. Wiping her sword clean on the animal’s fur, she gathered herself together and trudged to where she’d pointed, dragging her feet like someone who’d been running all day.
“That was amazing,” Randal said as he fell in beside Vesta. “Where did you learn control like that?”
“A childhood filled with the best sword teachers gave me a solid basis,” Vesta replied. “Years of practice and my Gift did the rest.”
“I didn’t mean how you handled your sword. Or at least not just the way you handled your sword. How did you manage to control your Gift like that? How did you keep your fighting that controlled and precise?” Every time he’d fought, he’d always felt like a rampaging bull storming through a fairground.
“Just more years of practice. I needed to learn to master my emotions so I could control my Gift instead of letting my Gift – and through that Hamural – control me.” She faced Randal as they reached the cliff face at the top of the hill and placed a hand on his shoulder. “The exercise I first taught you is the basis. Master your emotions in powerful memories. Once you can do that, you can take the next steps until you can apply it in a real fight.”
Randal stared at her. He’d been replaying different battles he’d fought during the Reconquest each night since they’d left Laodimon. So far, it had played out the same each time; his emotions ran roughshod across him, eradicating any semblance of control each time he’d tried a new memory, which continued until the memory lost its potency after replaying it to death. At that point, he’d manage to stay in control and distant as he went through the motions, only to repeat the same useless process with a new memory. The whole process had felt useless and silly.
“It’s not easy, and there are many more steps until you show some mastery,” Vesta said.
“I’ll never reach your level of control.”
“You get there one small step at a time. Improve a little each day. Why don’t you find a spot and try again. Now you’ve seen your goal, use that as a guide.
“I can help figure out why the mordax was here.”
“Sit. Meditate. It’s the most useful thing you can do right now.”
“Fine.” Randal nodded. He wandered off, away from the cliff face to an old firepit; someone had made a camp there recently. He found a flat stretch of ground on the other side of the firepit in the shade of a large boulder, and sat down cross-legged.
For a moment he hesitated. Going through a fresh memory, seeing his friends die and himself lose control, had been painful each time. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, diving in. To save Bryn he needed to control himself like Vesta. She’d been a soldier like him, though much higher ranked. If she could learn control with that exercise, then so could he.
In his mind, he returned to a skirmish near Pardounion. He’d earned his first promotion in that fight. It’d also been the first time he’d truly lost control.
After the battle near Naron, he’d been added to a unit filled with survivors from different parts of the army. He’d first met Siegfried and Bjarn there. As they’d fought their way east, they’d become a decent fighting unit, to the point where they’d been sent, together with two other units, to deal with some enemy soldiers hiding in the mountains east of Pardounion.
Their commander, some pompous noble named Caius, had led them along a winding, forested road running straight up a steep sided valley. The man had ridden his bright white horse at the head of the column as if he’d been Vali himself leading a divine host, far ahead of Randal’s unit who brought up the rear of the long line. The fool hadn’t bothered sending out scouts. Maybe he’d been told they were only hunting a small group of soldiers, or maybe he believed the propaganda of the recruitment officers who told everyone about the superiority of their army. Either way, he’d been the first to die.
As the road curved left, a flight of arrows came out of a cluster of bushes to the right of the road, turning Caius into a pin-cushion. Before he’d tumbled off his horse and struck the ground, more arrows flew from both sides of the road, landing all along their stretched out line.
Randal looked left and right as an arrow thudded to the ground between his feet and another one struck the man by his side. He ducked behind his round wooden shield, catching an arrow coming at his face. Down the line, Karl cried out in pain as an arrow lodged itself in his leg just below his knee.
“Where are they?” Randal shouted. “We need to find them!” The only way they’d make it out alive was if they could clear the closest enemy soldiers.
“There!” Bjarn cried, pointing at a broad oak sitting on a slight rise to his left.
Randal spotted what had caught Bjarn’s attention. Half hidden behind the rise, the dappled sunlight filtering down to the forest floor glinted off a piece of metal. With a possible target found, Randal charged forward together with Bjarn, followed closely by Siegfried. Time slowed ever so slightly – he now recognized it as his Gift increasing his perception and speed – and Randal caught another two arrows coming towards him and Bjarn on his shield.
Clearing the rise, Randal jumped in between a group of archers who’d dropped their bows and drawn foot-long daggers. He swung his spear around, spilling the guts of one of the archers and forcing another one back. Pushing his attack, he slaughtered his next victim, and the one after that.
After another encounter, he looked round for his next prey – no, the next enemy soldier he corrected himself – breathing hard. It took a moment to realize that all his enemies lay dead on the ground and the people standing nearby were his comrades.
Randal paused his thoughts, taking a deep breath, to brace himself for what he knew was to come. Together with Bjarn and Siegfried and the others, he’d cleared a small patch of forest, giving them a slight lull in the fighting. Siegfried had somehow managed to find something to drink in the middle of the ambush, which Randal had eagerly accepted, even though it tasted like mud. After that, it was as if Hamural’s hell had opened up and his next straight memory was collapsing from exhaustion, covered in blood.
A moment later, he continued reliving the memory, watching a group of sword and axe-wielding soldiers charge at him from the right, bellowing at the top of their lungs.
He caught the blow of one of the wild soldiers with a painted face on his shield and stabbed with his spear at the man’s belly. His blow glanced off his enemy’s mail, fueling his anger. The forest took on a red hue and he honed in on the vermin attacking him. It needed to be exterminated, that piece of filth and all the others.
He hammered his spear at the man again – pulling from his Gift to increase the strength of the blow. Even as the weapon punched through the ringed mail, the shaft cracked from the impact.
He left the useless weapon stuck in the man’s stomach and searched for another weapon to murder everyone around him with. Dropping his shield, he pulled the sword from the dying man’s grip; a suitable weapon to butcher everyone with.
Annihilate them! It almost felt like an external idea coming into his mind, and he obeyed, charging at the next prey.
The next man didn’t stand a chance as Randal opened him from head to toe with a single blow that moved faster than he could follow. Blood covering his hands, he laughed and looked around for his next victim.
Randal dragged himself back. He needed to control himself and his emotions, not lose himself in the gore of the memory.
Focus! He told himself.
He pictured Vesta as he’d just seen her, fighting with perfect control. He needed that. He continued with the memory. However, this time he kept the image of Vesta dancing around the mordax in his mind as he watched. He stayed away from his own thoughts as much as possible, only picturing the moves without losing himself in the emotions, like a bad storyteller giving a bland retelling of the lay of Esmeralda.
He took a moment to look at the fallen soldier he’d just cut in half and remember the man had probably had a family somewhere. He’d attacked because his home had been invaded, not out of a specific hatred for Randal and his comrades.
He saw himself search for the next enemy soldier to attack and charge down the flank of the ambushers, swinging the sword in wild arcs at each enemy soldier he encountered. As the figure in the memory howled in rage and pleasure he withdrew from the feeling, remembering Vesta and her control.
He took no pleasure in the next deaths he caused even though they’d saved his life and those of his friends and comrades that day. Instead, he let himself feel grief at his fallen comrades, shock at the suddenness of the battle, horror at the carnage, thirst, and even shame that he’d lived as many of those around him had died.
He’d relied on his reflexes to get out of the way of enemy attacks, knowing where each strike would land before his opponent had started the move. The fight had been an elaborate –if brutal on his part – dance, with no rules regarding the moves, and where a misstep would get him killed.
The skirmish hadn’t lasted much longer. After Randal and his unit had broken through to the side and rear of the ambushers, they managed to turn the tide of the fight. He’d slaughtered his way through countless fighters, not really seeing their faces, simply moving from one life to extinguish to the next.
At some point when he couldn’t find a new soldier to kill, his energy had run out – his Gift had used it all – and he’d stumbled, his legs too heavy to keep him upright. His comrades had swarmed around and past him, seeking new foes.
Bjarn had hung back to ensure no random enemy soldier could get to him in his weakened state. The fight had been won by that point, and he’d earned a reputation as a strong and cool-headed fighter and leader of men. He’d been promoted shortly after to replace their dead unit captain.
Randal exhaled as he returned to himself, and he allowed himself a small smile. For the first time, he’d managed to remain more or less in control through a fresh memory sequence, remembering Vesta’s teachings. Vesta had spoken true about not letting his emotions rule him.  After being able to see a fight with control and clarity, not with the single-minded focus on killing everything that moved, he felt that maybe he understood where Vesta’s control came from. And if she could do it, then maybe he would be able to learn it as well.
The sun had only moved a fraction across the sky when he opened his eyes. The others were nowhere in sight. As he got up and brushed off his legs, Siegfried and Rosa emerged from the crack in the cliff face.
“Brace yourself,” Rosa announced. “We’ve found another one.”
“What?” Randal asked.
As he finished speaking, a thunderclap reverberated out of the crack from which Rosa and Siegfried had emerged. A blast of wind followed on the bang, forcing Randal a step back and throwing up a dust cloud.
“A shrine to Hamural,” Siegfried said. “Vesta believes this might have been a Hashin-shin campsite and prayer location dedicated to strengthening Hamural.”
“Vesta destroyed another statue,” Rosa said.
“They’re everywhere?” Randal asked.
“I’m wondering if it was what drew the mordax here,” Vesta said as she emerged from the crack, waving a hand to clear the dust cloud away. “There’s so much we don’t know about them. I’d never thought that there would be one shrine to Hamural in the empire, let alone multiple.”
“Should we inform the emperor again?” Siegfried asked. “Like last time.”
“It is something that the emperor needs to hear.” Vesta sounded pensive.
“Should Rosa head North?” Siegfried asked. “Then Randal and I will continue onwards with you.”
“I’m not leaving you to face the Hashin-shin alone,” Rosa objected. “You need someone to watch your back.”
“I’m not sending you back to Vidastur,” Vesta said. “We can’t march into Halmuq with just three people. Four is already a dumb idea. Besides, the trip back would take too long. The news would be old by the time it reaches him.”
“We can’t just pretend this didn’t exist here,” Siegfried said.
“We’re only a few days north of Nehalennia’s temple at the Swamp of Tarmon,” Vesta said. “I’ll send a pigeon from there. I’ll find a way to word it in such a fashion that the news wouldn’t be compromised if it gets intercepted. It’s the best we can do from here.”






  
  Nehalennia’s Temple


Ahorn rang out as Randal, Vesta, and the others neared the castle. Its sand-brown, smooth walls looked like they’d been drawn up from the surrounding land instead of built. From atop the castle’s single tower on the northern side of the square building, the lookout who’d announced them could see for leagues around. 
“Nehalennia’s temple,” Vesta riding beside him announced.
Randal gave her a surprised look. The building didn’t look like any temple he’d ever seen.
Vesta pointed to the haze in the far distance behind the castle, where the land fell away.
“It sits on the doorstep to the Swamp of Tarmon. Hamural’s influence is strong here, and nightmarish creatures have been known to crawl out.”
As they drew closer, Randal noticed that few windows or arrow slits dotted the outer wall. Defenders would have little in the way of actually fending off a human assault. Against monsters however, they wouldn’t need to, and any openings to the outside might even be detrimental to the defenders safety. They’d just weather the storm.
The temple’s heavy wooden doors, banded with iron stood open invitingly, the shade in the tunnel behind them cool and welcoming, as their horses’ hooves clattered over the tunnel’s cobblestones. The smell of myrrh wafting through the hallway drove out the stink from the swamp.
“You should meditate in the temple,” Vesta said. “In a way you are lost, and as the divine guide, Nehalennia will help you find your way.”
“I just want a bath and a cool drink,” Siegfried added in from behind him. Vesta gave him an annoyed look.
“I’m less lost than I was before, thanks to your guidance,” Randal said. “So I’m not sure it’ll make much difference.”
He’d managed to stay in control during his meditation sessions for the past few nights. Vesta had congratulated him on his progress, though she’d kept pushing him to dive deeper.
They arrived in a small, square courtyard, where an acolyte stood waiting for them. A small fountain bubbled in the center, doubling as a water trough for the horses. Vesta looked pensive as she dismounted.
“Maybe we can move on to the next step in your training. We can risk it here in the safety of Nehalennia’s temple. Let’s get settled in and then give it a go before dinner.”

      [image: ]Vesta stopped in a shaded courtyard and placed her pack on the ground. Behind her, half hidden by a pomegranate bush, a statue of Nehalennia looked down on them. Randal stepped back as he saw Vesta retrieve two practice swords from it.
“No,” Randal said. “You saw what happened last time. On the ship.”
Vesta approached Randal, laying a hand on his shoulder, holding a sword in the other. “In ideal circumstances we’d wait until your control is more stable and developed. However, in ideal circumstances we also wouldn’t be chasing a group of murderers who captured your daughter. We have no time to wait for that.”
“I can’t fight with a sword.”
“Nehalennia will protect you in her temple as one who is lost, and I will guide you every step of the way.”
“I told you before,” Randal pleaded. “People die.”
“You forgot my Gift. You will need a lot more control over yours before you can even touch me with your sword. And even then, they’re just wooden practice swords.”
“I can’t. I –“ I promised Claudia. He couldn’t tell her, because then he’d have to tell her everything.
As Vesta looked him in the eye, he felt like she was reading all his thoughts. “It’s just a tool,” Vesta said. “It’s about how you use it.”
Randal searched for an argument to escape handling the sword. “Why?” was all he could come up with.
“It’s the next step in learning control. It’s only a small step, and we’ll take it slow, but it’s necessary to save your daughter. This is the last remaining truly safe place where you can try and master your emotions in a fight, even if it’s only a simulated one.”
Randal dropped his shoulders as he gave up arguing. He couldn’t think of any further reasons to postpone the whole thing. And she was right, he needed to learn control. For Bryn.
Averting his eyes, he took the wooden sword.
Vesta walked seven paces away from him and turned to face him.
“We’re going to take this slow. Very, very slow.” She rolled her shoulders and gave the sword a few swings, loosening her muscles. “You’ve trained your forms. Go through one of them to attack me, but slow, as if you’re wading through pudding. No improvising, no long combinations. Just one standard attack, one standard response from me, and then step back.”
The sword sent goosebumps up his arm and he longed to drop the thing and run. Instead, he gripped the handle tight and assumed the first guard position, sword held low with two hands on the hilt. After she’d assumed a mirrored position, he advanced, taking a slow, deliberate step, bringing up his sword to the high guard, and attacking Vesta with the downwards strike.
His opponent countered with the frontal block, the textbook answer, and their wooden swords clacked as they met. His sword tingled in his hand, begging to be used as a weapon, not this fake prancing about. His vision honed in on his opponent, and he followed through with his attack, bringing up the pommel of his sword to strike at his enemy’s head.
“Keep control,” Vesta said, breaking through his building rage. “Just like when you’re meditating.”
Randal blinked and disengaged, shaking his hands one at a time to dispel the tingling. He attacked once more, now with the upward swing starting from a low guard. Vesta gave him the standard answer again. Randal focused on his breathing as their swords met, aware of the desire to simply let loose and charge at her, but not acknowledging it. Instead, after he’d stepped back once more, he made his next attack, a sideways swing, moving more as if he tried painting a fine detail with a brush than if he held a sword.
After three more attacks, Vesta knocked his forward lunge wide and instead of stepping back, she counter-attacked. Just a simple second position swing, but he stumbled back in surprise.
How dare she? He lashed out, aiming for his enemy’s face.
“Focus on your balance,” Vesta said. “It’s not about winning or losing. There is no life or death here.” Her voice broke his desire for blood and he reined in his attack and his rage as she patiently waited for him to move.
In this way they danced back and forth. They went through simple training exercises, with Randal mostly on the attack. Every now and then, Vesta parried his blow and riposted, taking the lead for a few moves before giving the initiative back to Randal. Each time he lost control, even in the smallest manner, she rebalanced him with a few words.
The small exercises reminded him of the sword training he’d received from Caelius, one of the emperor’s sword masters, during the Reconquest. After he’d gotten a promotion, the man had been assigned to him to teach him how to fight properly.
Each evening, after they’d made camp, the sword master would walk him through all sorts of sword forms and exercises. Sometimes they’d be fast bouts of sparring that left him gasping for air and often covered in small bruises, but other times, they’d be moving as slow or even slower than he was now.
The man had kept correcting each small mistake; an elbow raised too high, the tip of his sword a thumb too low. It had been hard and exhausting work, especially after a long day’s march. But also, it had been fun. He’d improved with little steps each day, moving to more complex exercises and longer sparring sessions.
As he practiced with Vesta, Randal found his way back to that feeling of improving and taking pleasure in honest work and exercise. Slowly, he needed her comments less, learning to recognize when his rage crept up on him, and, as he’d done long ago, they started including longer combinations of moves.
When outside the temple the sun touched the horizon, Vesta stepped back and held up her hand, stopping his next attack. “Well done.”
Randal wiped the sweat off his brow and drew in a couple of deep breaths. Even though he’d moved slowly, his shirt was soaked in sweat. In itself, swinging a sword for an hour was tiring work, especially in the desert’s heat, even at the snail’s pace they’d been taking, and the constant focus on keeping himself in control had completely drained him, both mentally and physically. He felt empty.
“Thank you,” Randal said.
“Don’t thank me yet. You’ve got a long way to go still. There’s a big difference between these slow sword forms and a real fight.”
He handed the training sword back to Vesta. “It’s not that. Or not just that. You reminded me what it’s like to be a knight.”
Vesta gave him a warm smile as they walked back to the communal courtyard in the center of the temple.
“We all need help sometimes to find our way. I’m glad I could point you in the right direction.”
Their lodgings for the night lay just beyond the courtyard, and Randal returned to the room he shared with Siegfried to freshen up before going to get dinner.
Siegfried approached as he entered. “There you are. Where were you hiding?”
“Training with Vesta.”
“More sitting around with your eyes closed dreaming about swords?”
Randal ignored the jab – Siegfried had been teasing him with it ever since he’d started training.
“Actually, we sparred with swords,” he said as he took off his sweaty clothes. He’d get them washed before they dared the southern lands.
“Like a real, actual fight?”
Randal laughed. “More like a slow motion dance, waving around wooden swords. I bet we looked quite silly.”
“We’ll just ask our next opponents to stand still. We’ll be fine.”
“It’s not that.” Randal splashed some cool water on his face. “It’s about learning control.”
“You’ve been in real fights. They’re not controlled. They’re a mad chaos.”
“I would like to have at least a modicum of control.” Randal threw on a fresh shirt.
Siegfried shrugged. “I think Vesta’s going about it the wrong way. You should channel your abilities, not limit them. I’d kill for your way of fighting.”
“It’s the killing part that bothers me,” Randal said.
“Kill them before they kill you. It’s the only way you and your friends can survive a fight. Your way of fighting has done more for me than anything valiant temple knights or the empire ever has.” There was a bitter edge to Siegfried’s voice.
“There has to be a better way to do things.”
“I just don’t want to see you throw away a gift that has brought you so much. What Vesta keeps calling your rage is what won you your lands, your family. Never forget that.”
He couldn’t. It had also lost him his family as much as it had won it. He gave a deep sigh. 
“Enough talking about death. Let’s get some food.”
The smells of a date and chicken stew met them as they emerged into the communal courtyard, and Randal’s stomach growled. All travelers gathered there for the evening meal, and he’d half a mind to have a chat with some caravan riders who’d come from the south to learn if they’d passed Bryn.
Together they weaved their way past two caravan riders in long brown robes towards the tiny kitchen on the northern side of the courtyard, where a hunched over, bald and bearded man with a single tooth dished out the plates of food. After receiving their dinner, they found a spot at one of the long tables lining the courtyard walls.
“Much better than anything the army ever fed us,” Siegfried mumbled with a mouth full.
Randal savored the chicken flavored with dates, cinnamon and coriander. “With food like this, everyone would be fighting to join the army.”
As they ate, they chatted about the different meals they remembered from their campaigning days, discussing which had been the worst.
Halfway through their meal, one of the newly-arrived caravan riders sat down next to them with his own plate of chicken stew. After giving the man a few moments to eat something, Randal turned to him.
“Well met, good sir. I’m Randal, and this is my friend Siegfried. May you enjoy the food as much as we do.”
The man acknowledged them with a small nod. “Well met, I’m Ishtar.” The man spoke slowly, with a lilting accent, as if he spoke a second language. “You look foreign to these parts. What brings you to our lands?”
“We’re indeed from the north,” Randal said, giving the tale Vesta had come up with about why they were travelling. “We’re travelling with a group of temple knights to Karbad to visit Vali’s temple there. What news from the south?”
“Karbad is as quiet as always. They’re enjoying their life on the edge of the Vaspuraan, taxing the honest men who do all the work and take all the risk of moving goods. Further south, rumors of people going missing in the mountains are worrying the Taymen of Tarcmut.”
“What rumors?” Randal asked.
“The usual stuff. Villages deserted with all souls missing. Travelers in the mountains never arriving at their destination. All a load of fantasy tales that got embellished by travelers scared of the dark if you ask me.”
The man’s remark gave Randal an idea on how to steer the conversation. “It’s always like that, isn’t it? It’s always someone who talked to a man who had a second cousin who knew someone whose neighbor it’d happened to.”
“Don’t you know it,” Ishtar agreed between mouthfuls. “They’re all hiding behind their walls, afraid of the monsters they imagine outside.”
“What’s the traffic like on the road? Do the rumors scare people and stop them from traveling?”
“Ha! Us caravanners don’t scare that easily.”
“No, no, of course not. I was more wondering about regular people. They don’t know the roads like you do.”
“Don’t you know it.”
“Not much traffic on the road then?”
“Hard to say really. Few people traveling the same way as us will pass us or get passed by us. Could be a hundred people a day behind and we’d never find out.”
“You make a good point Ishtar,” Randal said. “What about people traveling south? You met any?”
“There’re always a few. We even passed a group working their way south through the swamp today.”
Randal tried not to show his interest too much. That was what he’d been after. “Really? I thought few people dared the swamp outside a caravan.”
“Don’t you know it. We passed them late in the day even. Didn’t have a Nehalennian guide either. I doubt they’ll make it through by nightfall, the poor souls. Offered to take ‘em back with us so they could try again tomorrow, but they just smiled and waved us on. That’s where you get tales about people going missing on the road from if you ask me.”
“Was it a large group? Maybe they thought they had enough men to defend themselves at night.”
“Just walking there at night is a good way to drown,” Ishtar said, “but it’s not that or the monsters you can defend against that you should worry about. Those you can deal with. It’s your own mind that’s scary. Creatures like wights lure you in, take over your mind and suck you dry. You do not want to be in there at night, believe me.”
“I believe you all right. I’ve seen too many things not to.” Randal decided to prod a bit further. “What did they look like, this group? Maybe they weren’t from around here.”
Ishtar wagged his spoon at him. “Nah, they were definitely from round these parts. Spoke Sharukin and all. Should’ve known better.”
“Maybe they were just some silly city boys travelling south from Laodimon.”
“Could be. By their accent I’d say they were from the coast somewhere, and a few of ‘em had fancy city clothes on.”
Randal shrugged. “We’ll keep an eye out for them tomorrow. How many were there?”
“Maybe a handful. Though I doubt there’ll be any bits of ‘em left to find.”
Randal kept his face impassive as he smiled inwardly. It sounded like they might be less than a day behind Anupam. Who else but a Hashin-shin would dare the swamp without a Nehalennian guide? With a bit of luck, they’d catch them just south of the swamp.
Not wanting to push the caravan rider further on the topic in case the man got suspicious about his line of questioning, Randal let the conversation drift to different topics as they finished their meal.






  
  The Swamp of Tarmon


Randal looked back up the cliff-face through the hazy air, wishing he still stood atop the snaking road instead of down there at the edge of the putrid swamp, his nose filled with the stench of decay. They’d left before first light so they could start their trek through the damned place as early as possible – no one wanted to still be there after dark. 
“Remember, don’t drink the water,” Zogo, their Nehalennian guide,  said for what must’ve been the hundredth time.
Randal didn’t need the reminder. He’d rather die of thirst than drink the slimy, brown green, scum-covered water.
“If any of you want to turn back, now is the time,” Zogo continued. “The road ahead is not for the faint of heart, and no one will judge you if you do.”
No one spoke as he looked at each of them in turn. After a nod to himself, he turned to face the swamp and led them down a dirt path between two pools of stagnant water.
One by one they filed in after him, Rosa following Zogo, Randal and Siegfried in the middle, and Vesta bringing up the rear.
Siegfried whispered to Randal walking just in front of him, “I heard the water from the swamp isn’t so much poisonous as it is hallucinogenic.”
“Have you seen that water?” Randal asked. “It looks like a small cup could kill half of Jadar.”
“I’m thinking I might sneak a bottle of the stuff with me. Experiment with it to see what all the fuss is about.”
Randal gave a look over his shoulder to see if his friend was serious. “You’re crazy.”
“On the contrary,” Siegfried answered with a big grin. “If it works, I’ll end up with the most popular tavern on the Mareon side of Vidastur.”
Randal looked at the dreary land around him.
“As long as they never learn where the stuff comes from,” he mumbled.
At least his friend seemed unaffected by the dreary mood that had infected their group, almost as if he looked forward to the trip through the swamp. Randal clung to that feeling, fixing it in his mind, hoping it would lift his own spirits.
The road meandered through the landscape, sticking to solid ground as much as possible. Here and there damp patches encroached on the narrow dirt track. Flies buzzed around them as the sun beat down to create a humid, hazy, cesspool. Out of view small critters – Zogo assured them that that close to the edge it was mainly snakes and lizards, deadly but not really something to worry about – slithered and scrambled through the grass and reeds that lined the pools of water.
The morning wore on, and the damp patches grew to where they had to wade through ankle deep water. As the rank water sloshed over his boots squelching in the mud, Randal heard a soft whisper floating on the air, coming from somewhere inside the swamp. He searched round for the source, but they were the only humans in sight.
The others hadn’t reacted at all. They just trudged forward with heads bent to the ground, each lost in their own thoughts. Maybe it had been his own mind playing tricks on him as it tried to block out the constant drone of mosquitoes buzzing around him.
Randal jumped as something disturbed the water off to his left. Rings spread outward on the still surface of a pool of water.
“Don’t worry,” Siegfried said. “No one in their right mind would swim here.”
“I can’t help but feel watched,” Randal answered.
“By whom? Horned toads?”
“It’s the swamp getting to you,” the guide said over his shoulder. “It twists your mind, makes you see things that aren’t there.”
“The swamp feels alive,” Randal said. “It’s as if an archer has trained an arrow on my back and is about to shoot.”
“Don’t worry,” the guide said. “Your friend is right. No one who wants to live goes off the path. There is no one there.”
“What about those who don’t care if they live or die?” Randal asked.
Zogo gave him a sinister smile. “They’re why we need to be out here before nightfall. Don’t worry though, they won’t bother us until then.”
They continued hiking in silence. The guide’s words hadn’t comforted Randal. He glanced around, scanning the reeds and occasional shrub clinging to a dry patch. Every now and then something disturbed the water or rustled the grass. Once, at the far end of a particularly large pool, Randal thought he saw the spiked dorsal fin of a dragon snake. Other than that, none of the disturbances were large enough to be made by a human or something dangerous to one. Maybe he’d just imagined the feeling.
The day crept forward. Each bog, each dry patch of land, and each pool of stagnant water looked the same. Yet the guide never wavered as he led them forward, not once hesitating at a fork in the path. Nehalennia truly guided her follower.
They had a dreary, cold lunch just before noon on the largest island they’d crossed in the swamp until then. Everyone ate as fast as they could, both because they didn’t want to linger in the swamp any longer than they had to, but also because each time they opened their mouths mosquitoes would fly in. Before long, they set off again, shouldering their packs and trudging through the channel running past the island to the next stretch of land.
Voices whispered in Randal’s mind as they sloshed through another channel between two islands, too soft to make out any words, though the voices sounded familiar. A darkness lingered at the edge of his vision, dimming the sun. He jerked his head sideways, reaching for a sword that wasn’t hanging from his belt, as a man-shaped shadow moved around a dead tree stump that stood in the middle of the channel.
There was no one there.
He rubbed his eyes and blinked a few times, attempting to dispel the darkness. It lifted a little as he focused on the guide a few paces ahead.
“Are you all right?” Vesta asked from behind him.
“I’m fine,” Randal replied tersely. “It’s just this swamp and those damn mosquitoes getting to me. I’ll be glad when we finally get out of here.” 
The feeling subsided when he got to dry land again, though it didn’t disappear completely. As he crossed the muddy ground between shoulder-height reeds, a shadow, visible in the corner of his eyes, stared at him, though when he turned his head there was nothing there.
The heat and humidity grew more oppressive, and sweat polished his forehead, stinging his eyes. Because they were rationing their water until they got out of the swamp, Randal’s mouth was parched, his tongue rasping against his dry palate.
After a while, their path led across a half-submerged ridge, running between two slimy green pools. The smell of rotting flesh emerging from the disturbed water made Randal gag. With each step forward, the whispers in his head grew to the point where he could make out the individual words.
“You murdered me rampaging through Caruan Forest. I had a kid at home.”
Randal jerked his head left to where the voice came from, but there was no one there.
“I was just an innocent bystander.”
“You ambushed me and left me to bleed out. I died after an hour of agony.”
Each voice was different. Whenever one spoke, Randal remembered the death. He shook his head, trying to get rid of them. A shadow floated along at the edge of his vision.
“You were supposed to protect me. I stood next to you at Naron. I took a lance for you. You lived while I died.”
Randal rubbed his ears, in the hopes that would chase away the ghosts, and grabbed hold of a single thought. At least it isn’t her.
“I was just visiting a friend. It wasn’t even my city or fight. You didn’t care as you barged through that town.”
Halfway to the next bit of dry – slightly less wet – land, one of the shadows dancing on the edge of his vision resolved into Orvyn, the sword which had killed him still stuck in his back. His friend gave him an accusing look.
“It’s your fault.”
“No,” Randal whispered. “I tried to save you.”
“Who are you talking to?” Vesta asked.
Randal jolted. Orvyn was gone. The swamp around him was empty of people. “I thought –“ Randal started. “Never mind.”
“It’s the swamp,” Zogo said. “I’ve seen it before. It attacks those with a susceptible mind.”
“I’m not weak!” Randal shouted.
Zogo approached, wading through the deeper water on the left side of the submerged ridge, and placed a compassionate hand on his shoulder. At the acolyte’s touch, the shadows drew back and the whispering disappeared.
“I never said you were,” Zogo said. “Hamural has a different hold on all of us. Trust Nehalennia to guide you through this darkness.”
Bloody preachers. What did trust Nehalennia even mean? “I’ll be fine.”
As the man withdrew his hands, the whispers started again, though more distant than before. Zogo looked him up and down, and apparently satisfied with what he saw, walked back to the front of the group and continued onwards.
“That should get you through the rest of the day without the swamp bothering you,” the man said.
The next island over was large and dry enough for two people to walk side-by-side and Randal found himself walking beside Vesta. Clumps of reeds rose above their heads, and a murder of crows watched them approach from the only tree on the island, a black, leafless trunk with branches sticking out like bones.
“The swamp whispers to you, doesn’t it,” Vesta said. Randal didn’t answer, but the surprise on his face must’ve betrayed him, cause she continued talking. “It’s your Gift that lets it.”
“How come?”
Vesta gestured around them. “This used to be a lush and fertile valley, with Tarmon at its center as the largest city. Legend has it that one of the Gods following Hamural, probably Oureadon, poisoned the valley and turned it into what you see now, a living temple to the Dark God. Nothing can survive here unless it’s dedicated to him, though some say that the original city of Tarmon still holds out somewhere in the middle of the swamp.”
“They’re a myth,” Zogo, walking in front of them, said. “Together with my brothers and sisters, we’ve travelled the length and breadth of the swamp, and we haven’t seen any signs of the sunken city.”
“Because Oureadon’s actions turned this into Hamural’s domain,” Vesta continued, “it draws those close to him closer.”
“Why didn’t you tell me before?”
“I was afraid saying something would make you more anxious, which in turn would make you more susceptible to the whispers.”
“How come you’re not affected?”
“Who says I’m not?”
At Randal’s look, Vesta gave him a sympathetic smile and continued explaining.
“I’ve fully embraced Vali and his teachings, which I guess helps ward of Hamural. Also, I’m protecting my mind from the few whispers I do hear. You should do the same. Use the meditation exercise I’ve given you to keep yourself balanced.”
They trudged on through the putrid landscape, Randal running Vesta’s exercise through his head. Though they’d been travelling for hours, his nose still hadn’t gotten used to the smell. Each step, each island and each stagnant pool of water seemed to carry a different rotting scent that stuck in his nose, building on the smells that had come before.
The only things that weren’t dead or decaying were the critters that crawled around them, mainly snakes and lizards, though at one point he saw a chimera slithering across a far-away island. Or at least, he thought he saw a creature with two heads, one dragon like and the other a horned ram, disappear among the tall reeds.
The sun had moved an hour or two into the afternoon when the pressure on Randal returned. With each step forward, whatever their guide had done to him wore off. Randal groped for Vesta’s exercise, frantically running the calming mantras that were supposed to help him remain in control through his mind. He couldn’t tell if it was working; he hadn’t seen any shadows of dead companions yet, but with each step forward the whispers increased in volume to the point where he could almost make out words again.
They were crossing another stretch of putrid water when a dark shadow flitted across his path.
“Decapitation isn’t as painless as they claim. Because of you, I know.”
As he walked onto the next island, a one-armed man, blood covering his whole side, stood waiting for him near a rotting tree stump.
“I think you didn’t even see me when you charged past me, ploughing through my unit like a demon, hacking at me with your sword.”
Randal dug his nails into his palms as he forced himself to keep walking. At least you’re not her.
He stumbled onward, dark shadows dancing at the edge of his vision. As he left the island again, they crowded in, showing him mutilated bodies, missing limbs, and blood covered faces. One figure stepped out of the crowd, cut open diagonally from his hip to his neck; Einar!
“You didn’t even recognize me. It was my first battle, and I was so proud to serve under the great Randal, commoner risen through the ranks. You murdered me. Butchered me like a lamb.”
“I’m sorry,” Randal mumbled at his feet, unable to look the kid in his eyes. The shadows around him shifted again, hiding Einar from view.
Don’t be her. Don’t be her. With each step forward, and each new specter, Randal repeated the phrase like a plea.
The sun had sunk three-quarters of the way to the horizon, when they left an island covered in reeds that grew to above his head. On the island, their guide had informed them that they had maybe an hour or so left before they’d reach the southern border of the swamp, from where they had only a small hike remaining to the tiny, underground village of Ugur.
Their path led through ankle deep mud that squelched each time he took a step, and pools of slimy, brown-green water. Dark-grey storm clouds gathered on their right, the first he’d seen since leaving Laodimon, and the whispers rose to a crescendo.
Then the one voice he’d been dreading all day rose over the others.
“Hello dear,” Claudia said in her clear, musical voice, on his right.
Randal looked away. “No.” It came out as a sob.
“What? Don’t you want to see your lovely wife again after all these years?”
He pressed his hands to his ears. “You’re not real,” he whimpered.
“Are you okay?” Vesta asked from behind him.
“Don’t you want to see what you achieved?” Claudia’s voice reached his ears as if his hands weren’t there.
“Please!” Randal cried out.
“Don’t worry,” Claudia continued, “I’ll come show you.” Footsteps wading through water drew closer.
He had to get away! He couldn’t face her. Not here! Not now! He turned right and bolted as fast as he could through the muck. The storm clouds spread far and wide across the horizon, looking like a dark man welcoming him into an embrace.
He made it four steps before his right foot caught on an unseen root and he fell head-first into a pool of water. With a splash he sank into the dark, slimy water until he struck the muddy bottom. Ghastly lights floated around him at the edge of his vision.
With a kick of his legs, he pushed to the surface again, breaking through it, spluttering for breath. He coughed as he swallowed a mouthful of the putrid water, gagging as it seared his throat and filled his nostrils.
A warm, nauseating – and eerily familiar – sensation spread out from his stomach, running through his limbs. All around him, figures from his past sprang up. People he’d killed, and people who’d died because of him, all covered in blood, many missing limbs. His companions were nowhere to be seen. They must’ve been overwhelmed by the dead standing on the path, looking at him, taunting him.
Rage blossomed in his stomach, spreading throughout his body. The dark figure striding through the clouds behind him smiled down on him. A little strand of self-awareness groped for the meditation exercises Vesta had given him, but they were drowned out by the desire to kill. To kill those he’d killed before, but now to rid himself of them altogether.
With a roar he charged at the figure leading the group. His Gift sped him up, making his dead targets look like their whole body was stuck in the mud, instead of only their feet. He only had his fists for weapons, but that didn’t matter; he’d pummel those demons into the muck.
With a leap he closed the distance to the first figure in a breath. The man barely had time to raise his arms before Randal landed on him and swung a fist at the figure’s face.
The impact brought them both to the ground. Randal pulled the man’s head out of the muck and swung a fist at his face. His hand seemed covered in dark lightning as he poured his Gift into the strike.
With a loud snap, the man’s head jerked backwards, and the figure went still.
Laughing, Randal jumped to his feet, drawing the sword which had hung from the demon’s waist. He now had a weapon with which to slaughter the other dead. This would be too easy.
Something slamming into his side threw him a dozen feet across the marsh. A shining figure illuminated by internal light stood protectively over the first haunting memory he’d killed, holding a glowing sword. The figure strode towards him, sword at the ready.
Randal scrambled to his feet and charged at this new prey. He swung his sword at it, but this next victim casually swiped his sword away. His next attack was blocked, and the next. Randal forced himself to attack even faster, calling on the dark figure hovering behind him for more power.
The figure gave him what he demanded, asking only fealty in return. Randal’s movements sped up before he answered, his sword becoming a blur even to his own eyes. However, his prey somehow managed to match his speed.
His surroundings faded as he focused all his might on the lowly creature before him, hammering at it with his sword first low, then high, then low again. Each time his victim matched him blow for blow.
At Randal’s next attack a light sprang up in the crystal set in the pommel of his victim’s sword, and his attack was knocked wide with a force that shook his arm. Taking advantage of the opening, his opponent counter-attacked, forcing him on the defensive.
His opponent’s sword glowed brighter as he forced Randal back. As Randal blocked a high strike, his sword shattered, breaking where the shining sword struck. His opponent stepped inside his reach, and with the glowing pommel struck his head.
The world went black as Randal crashed to the ground.






  
  Lost


As consciousness returned Randal wondered if he lay back in the pigsty at home and the whole past month had been just a dream. His head rang like a bell, wet mud stuck to his face, and his body ached as if Bjarn had given him a beating in the training yard yesterday. Then he remembered the swamp and his fight with the shining figure. Also, someone had tied his hands together but had otherwise left him lying free on the ground. 
What’d happened to his companions, and where were the dead who’d assailed him?
Wait. His mind backtracked. Those dead had been some sort of illusion all day. They hadn’t been real. They’d only haunted his dreams. Which meant when he’d attacked them, he’d either attacked ghosts or the only people who’d been around; his companions.
Someone, or more than one person, shuffled across the ground behind him, and he lay still, pretending to still be out cold. He needed more information.
“He killed Zogo!” Rosa shouted.
Reality crashed into him as he remembered the sickening snap that had come when he’d broken the illusion’s – Zogo’s – neck.
“I say we leave him behind,” Rosa continued. “The wights can take him.”
“We’re taking him with us,” Vesta replied.
“Just so we can hang him from a tree when we find one sturdy enough? That’s just a waste of effort.”
“No,” Vesta said. “He must’ve had a reason.”
“Why?” Rosa begged. “Why are you so eager to defend him? After this, and after everything else.”
“Of course he’s coming with us.” That was Siegfried joining in from somewhere in front of him.
“We deserve a chance at redemption.” Vesta sounded small as she spoke.
Randal found himself agreeing with Rosa. He’d murdered their guide and if they got lost, he’d also be responsible for all their deaths. Which he would already be if Vesta hadn’t stopped him. They couldn’t trust him.
With a groan he stirred, alerting his companions that he was awake, before opening his eyes. Everyone around him fell silent the moment he moved.
The hazy afternoon sun beat down on him. He lay on an island in the swamp, probably the one they’d been heading to before he’d been knocked out. Chest-height reeds blocked his view of the land around him. Siegfried stood near their packs which lay in a pile in front of him.
“What’s going on?” Randal asked as he sat up.
Vesta appeared in his vision, blocking out the sun overhead. “We’re asking the questions. Talk.”
“I’m sorry,” Randal mumbled. “It wasn’t him.”
“You most definitely murdered Zogo,” Rosa said.
“What?” Vesta demanded.
Randal felt tears welling in his eyes. “You were gone. I saw Orvyn and Einar, and –“ he was about to say Claudia but stopped himself just in time. “And all the others who died because of me.”
Vesta knelt down on one knee in front of him so she could look him in the eye
“Tell me what happened. All of it.”
Randal took a moment to sort his thoughts, working backwards through the day to find the last clear moment he’d had.
Taking a deep breath, he looked up at Vesta and focused on her eyebrows, just so he didn’t have to look her in the eyes.
“You know that the swamp whispered to me.”
Vesta gave a curt nod.
“Together with the whispers, I’ve also been seeing people from my past. People I –“ Randal swallowed. “People who’ve died.’
“At first I could ignore them and then Zogo did something to drive them away. However, it slowly wore off, and the voices and people returned, to the point where they walked right beside me.
“When we crossed this last stretch of water, I saw my wife and I panicked. I couldn’t face her. I fled and fell into the swamp. I sank to the bottom, but got out somehow. I think. It’s all a bit blurry from there.”
“Obviously you got out,” Vesta said. “Then what?”
Randal closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. The headache didn’t help his memory. He dug deeper, trying to make sense of the images that came to mind.
“When I surfaced you were gone. Only my old, dead enemies remained. Rage jumped on me and I attacked the closest apparition, guided by a dark figure.
“After I’d taken him down, a shining figure intercepted me and drove me back. The dark figure gave me extra speed and power, enhanced my Gift, but it wasn’t enough to beat the shining figure.” He looked up at Vesta. “It was you, wasn’t it? The shining figure I mean.”
Vesta nodded. “There was no one else here except us. I fought you.”
“It sounds strange even to me, but it’s what I remember. Maybe the swamp is as hallucinogenic as Siegfried thinks, or maybe I hit my head when I went under.”
A look of concern crossed Vesta’s face. “What happened in the swamp?”
“In what sense?” Randal asked. “I fell in, sank to the bottom, and got out again. Fortunately, it wasn’t too deep. I think I threw up when I surfaced after swallowing  a mouthful of water and mud.”
“Maybe that’s the explanation,” Vesta mumbled to herself. “If only Eirik Adalbert were here.”
“Explain what? Who’s Eirik Adalbert?”
Vesta looked at Randal, surprised that she’d spoken aloud.
“Like our guide mentioned, the water in the Swamp of Tarmon is poisonous. It kills the average person after only a single sip. However, there have been stories of Hashin-shin drinking it to get closer to Hamural in some kind of initiation ritual. We always thought they were just fancy tales. Boasts of how tough the Hashin-shin are.”
Vesta looked uncertain, something Randal hadn’t seen from her before, as she continued talking.
“Maybe there’s some truth to the tales. What if someone close to Hamural or maybe a Gifted one drinks it and not only survives, but somehow opens himself further to Hamural?”
“Would that explain why I couldn’t control the rage?” Randal asked. “I tried your exercise but it did nothing. It overpowered me like never before.”
“I honestly don’t know. You said you saw a dark figure?”
“Something like it. I first thought it was only the clouds, towering over everything around it, but they took shape and guided me, lending me extra speed and predicting my opponent’s moves in exchange for fealty.”
“That could have been Hamural’s shadow, though how he managed to send his essence out of his prison is beyond me. Maybe it’s the swamp. Or maybe it’s your raw Gift potential.”
“My what?”
“You almost matched me in speed and power without much training, and I had Eikon helping me.” Vesta said. “Your Gift is exceptional.”
“I’m not sure I’m happy with that, if I keep trying to kill everyone,” Randal mumbled at his bound hands.
“That makes two of us,” Rosa mumbled somewhere behind Vesta.
Vesta gave him a sympathetic smile. “Unfortunately, we get no say in the life we’ve been dealt. We can only decide on what to do with it.” 
She turned to the others. “Gather our stuff, we need to get moving.”
“And him?” Rosa nodded towards Randal.
“He’s coming with us,” Vesta said.
“Just like that?” Rosa asked. “What if he tries to kill us again?”
“That wasn’t him,” Vesta said. “When he drank water from the swamp, he fully entered into Hamural’s realm, losing all sense of reality.”
“I’ll keep that in mind when he tries to break my neck,” Rosa said.
“Please leave me tied up,” Randal said. “That way I can’t hurt you anymore.”
Vesta pulled him to his feet and set to untying him. “You need your hands. Also, a simple rope won’t hold you back if you fall into the swamp again. Just let us know when the voices get louder again. We can help.”
“How are we getting out of here without a guide?” Randal shook his head to clear his headache. It receded to a dull throbbing.
“We pray there’s a clear path to follow.”
They gathered their packs and divided the water Zogo had been carrying among them. After a brief discussion, they decided to leave the acolyte’s body behind. Taking it with them was close to impossible. It would slow them down too much and the extra weight might even get one of them stuck in the swamp.
Vesta gave a short prayer over the man’s body and then led them away, following the broad dirt path across the island, while Rosa brought up the rear. Randal gave a quick prayer to Nehalennia that they’d get out without issue. After what he’d been through and all the stories he’d heard, he didn’t want to spend the night there, though he realized he was praying to a god whose acolyte he’d just murdered. Maybe she’d understand.
While the path allowed them to walk side by side, Siegfried fell in beside Randal.
“You okay?” Siegfried asked.
Randal looked at his hands, almost expecting to see Zogo’s blood dripping off them. “I need to get out of this accursed place.”
Siegfried placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sure Vesta will manage. She’s a temple dog after all.”
After walking in silence for a while Siegfried asked, “What was it like?”
“What?”
“The hallucinogenic effect of the swamp water.” He sounded almost eager.
“All I could think of was destroying anything that moved. It was like a battle rage, but worse.”
“I’d best not serve it like that back in Jadar then.” Siegfried gave him such a broad smile that Randal couldn’t help but smile in return. “Maybe if I dilute it though.”
“You’re the worst,” Randal said as the path narrowed, forcing them to walk single file. 
They had no trouble following the path across the island, or across the next one, and even the voices seemed content to leave Randal alone. However, after that the path narrowed and split into two roughly equal paths, slowing them down as they searched both branches to find the correct one. Without a guide they meandered through the swamp, running into dead ends and deep pools of uncrossable water. The cliffs that marked the southern border of the swamp inched closer as the shadows around them lengthened.
The sun dipped below the horizon when they were still at least an hour away from the swamp’s edge. They’d come to a roughly circular island maybe a hundred paces across, bordered by rotting tree trunks and reeds. The stench of decay clung in the air. Vesta called for a halt and faced them. “We’ve got a choice to make. We can push on through the oncoming darkness to try and get out, or we spend the night here.”
Rosa spoke first. “We need to get out of here as soon as possible. You heard our guide. He was terrified of spending the night here.”
“We’ll be fine,” Siegfried said. “I bet most of the stories are exaggerations.”
Randal looked at the patches of water and land surrounding them. “We should stay here.”
Rosa spun round. “So you can fall in a second time?”
Randal’s skin crawled as he thought back to falling into the swamp. “It’s precisely because I don’t want me, or you, to fall in.” He pointed at the sunset. “This far south, twilight doesn’t last long. Even if we’d find the most direct route out without getting lost, it’d be full dark before we’re halfway to the edge. While I don’t want to stay here a moment longer than I have to, I want to wade through a swamp in the dark even less.”
“He’s got a good point,” Siegfried said. “I’m already pretty sure we’re lost. Stumbling through the dark will only get us more lost.”
“We might find a better spot to camp,” Randal continued. “However, we also might not. At least we know it’s dry here and well away from the water.”
Vesta looked at each of them in turn. When no one offered another argument, she said, “I don’t like it much either, but camping here is the safest choice. Get some rest, we’ll continue at first light.”

      [image: ]Randal awoke with a start in pitch darkness. Only a few stars penetrated the haze hanging over the swamp, making it hard for him to get his bearings. Lying still, he tried to determine what had awoken him. A sense of dread had invaded his dreams of home, and that feeling hadn’t left him when he’d woken up. A gloop, and then the rustling of reeds at the edge of the island drew his attention. Something had come out of the swamp.
He sat up and subconsciously reached for the sword in his pack. As his hand felt the hilt, he jerked it back. He wouldn’t wield that thing, especially not there, no matter what the swamp threw at him. Instead, he took out his long hunting knife.
Around him, the dark silhouettes of Vesta and Siegfried who’d taken the first watch stood at attention, weapons out. They’d also heard whatever it was. Siegfried lunged forward and lashed out.
Randal jumped to his feet at the sudden movement; he wanted to face the night’s horrors upright. Something – probably a snake – hissed and the noise receded again.
The feeling of dread however didn’t leave. He scanned the land around him as silence returned. A dark border marked the reeds surrounding their island. Out in the far distance, the darkness changed from one shade of black to another, marking the horizon. The fetid scent of rancid lard drifted past on a light breeze, overpowering the other scents of the swamp.
The swamp’s whispers started again in the back of his mind, after having been absent for most of the afternoon, sending a shiver down his spine. With it, Randal became more aware of the smooth leather of his knife’s hilt and the desire to slaughter whatever approached. He ran through Vesta’s meditation exercises in his mind, pushing down the rage and the whispers, and his muscles relaxed.
A shimmer like pale, dead moonlight grew across the swamp. The light coalesced into three separate points. The swamp’s whispers sprang up once more, worming their way into Randal’s mind, causing him to tense his muscles to keep the noise out. They grew into a song, telling of peace and companionship.
He relaxed again. Something singing that beautifully couldn’t be dangerous.
Slowly Randal could make out three bony, white figures coming towards them. Two ladies, both dressed like an empress and as gracious in their movements, approached, accompanied by a noble knight.
Vesta’s voice rang through the night, “Don’t listen to the wights’ voices! They’re trying to lure you in!” As if to mark her words, her sword’s pommel flared.
At the light, Randal shook himself, dispelling the song from his head. Doing so removed the glamour from his vision, and he saw the figures for what they were; three monsters imitating the living in grotesque fashion. The wight closest to him, with long wavy hair and a low cut bodice like a corpse imitating a seductive courtesan, was missing a part of her neck as if something had taken a bite out of it. If she’d been human, the wound would have been deadly. The knight in the center had been stabbed through his gut, while his shimmering armor hung rotting from his shoulders. Randal gagged at the sight.
The wights reached their island, floating over the reeds, illuminating it with a deadly white aura. The hairs on his arm stood on end and his mouth ran dry; they were the source of approaching horror. Involuntarily, he took a step backwards.
Rage blossomed in his gut. He didn’t flee, ever. Especially not from a long-dead specter that looked like a strong breeze could blow her away. He was a conqueror, a vanquisher of foes, not some weak, blubbering coward who fled at the sight of a dead woman.
He squeezed the knife in his hand and took a step forward again, preparing to lash out at the monster. The knife grew warm in his hand, eager to destroy the abomination approaching. Let his prey take another few steps forward and then he’d jump in, hack at it until nothing was left, and hunt for fresh victims. Plenty of enemies around him to choose from. It was all so easy and clear.
He stopped dead in his tracks as he realized what he’d been thinking about doing to his companions. With an effort of will, he lowered his weapon and instead steadied his breathing and focused on calming his mind like Vesta’d taught him, driving down both the rage and the horror. If he was to be of any help in this fight, he needed a clear head.
From his left, Rosa charged at the closest wight, wielding a spear, which passed straight through the abomination as if it were smoke. Laughing, the wight turned towards her and attacked with a clawed hand. Rosa dodged and weaved out of the way, drawing the wight along.
Another light sprang up by Randal’s side, and Randal turned his head, searching for a new threat. Instead, he saw Vesta, the pommel of her sword glowing, charging past him at the distracted wight.
The wight casually raised a clawed hand as if to catch the blade, not looking the least bit concerned by this new attack. As the glowing sword connected with the wight’s hand, it cut through it, severing it at the wrist. The nightmarish creature gave an ethereal cry as it stared at the remaining stump on its arm, even as on the back swing Vesta struck the creature’s head from its body.
The wight collapsed, dispersing into a ghostly mist even before it had struck the ground, adding to the hazy swamp air. Vesta didn’t pause to wonder at the monster’s demise. Instead, she turned to the remaining two wights.
“Stay behind me,” she ordered Randal and Siegfried. “Your weapons cannot hurt them.”
Without hesitation she attacked the remaining monstrosities, exchanging a flurry of blows with both of them. Though these two had seen what had happened to their companion and were able to fend off a few attacks, within moments they too dissipated and spread on the slight breeze wafting through the swamp.
“That wasn’t too hard,” Siegfried said. “Makes me wonder what all the fuss was about.”
Rosa shook her head. “The only reason you’re still alive is because Vesta wields a Phaerian sword.”
“We also haven’t faced many of the horrors that plague the swamp,” Vesta said. “It’s almost like they’re avoiding us. It might not last, so keep alert and stay close.”
With that, they settled down again, each scanning the darkness around them for anything that moved. By his side, Vesta folded her knees underneath her and placed her sword in her lap. She looked as if she were praying. 
When Vesta had killed the wights, the whispers in Randal’s ears had quieted down. As he stared into the darkness though, they grew in strength and clarity again, until one voice rose above the others.
“You murdered me,” Zogo spoke in his mind.
Randal looked to his left where he thought the sound had come from. There, a figure resembling their former guide crawled out of the mud onto the island. His head sat at an unnatural angle, and instead of eyes he had two holes darker than the surrounding night in his head.
“And then you left me in this forsaken place,” Zogo continued.
Shocked at the sight, Randal dropped the knife he still held. “I’m sorry,” was all he could say as tears ran down his face.
“What is it?” Vesta asked.
Randal pointed. “Zogo is coming for me.” How could she not hear their dead guide?
Vesta laid a hand on his shoulder and turned him to face her.
“This is all in your mind. It’s an illusion, just like all the earlier phantoms you saw. There is no one there.”
As Vesta settled down again, Zogo’s voice picked up, now coming from behind Randal. “I will get you.”
“Please, just leave me,” Randal begged.
“When I drag you into the swamp, you’ll face everyone you’ve hurt. There will be no escape.”
Randal gritted his teeth and gripped his knife tight. He’d never let that happen. Never! He’d fight his way out of this damn swamp, one enemy at a time.
Do it! A different voice commanded him. End it here.
He glanced over his shoulder to see the dead acolyte crawling towards him. One quick lunge and a stab would do it. Concentrating on his breathing, he drew on his Gift to speed his legs and power the strike.
Like an unwinding spring he leaped at Zogo. His knife glowed white as he poured his Gift into it and stabbed at the ghostly apparition, driving the tip through the dark eye socket. The moment his dagger struck the dead body, it disappeared.
As he left Vesta’s side, a monstrous roar went up somewhere out in the swamp and the rustling in the reeds increased.
“Randal, no!” Vesta screamed.
The dark apparition he’d seen before he’d fallen into the swamp in the middle of the day rose up on the horizon again and spoke into his mind. Leave those small humans behind and join me. They’re nothing, worse than ants.
Around them, several points of light sprang up as they had when the wights had formed. Vesta grabbed his arm and hauled him back.
“Stay here!” She pointed at the ground. “Don’t move from this spot.” As Vesta released him, the dark voice quieted, as did the other whispers. 
Around them four wights appeared and floated towards them over the reeds. Vesta took two steps towards them, her sword glowing brighter than before.
Behind them, a dragon snake easily five paces long slithered into the clearing, swinging its dragon-like head with bright yellow eyes back and forth as it searched for fresh prey. The three ridges of spikes that ran from its broad head down to its tail stood out clearly in the night, interrupted a third of the way down its body by a dorsal wing, while the little light there was glinted of its bright red and yellow metallic scales. This at least was something he could deal with while Vesta fought the wights and Rosa and Siegfried turned to face left and right, where other beasts crawled out of the swamp.
He grabbed one of the monster-spears Rosa had brought with her and faced the dragon snake, jabbing the point at it to keep it at bay. 
The monster dodged the spear thrusts and launched itself forward, using its dorsal wing to stabilize its body. In a heartbeat it had closed the distance that had separated them.
Only a quick step back and a Gift enhanced slash with the spear let Randal escape the attack as he shoved the dragon snake sideways. Venom glinted on the snake’s fangs as it hissed at Randal, focusing its yellow eyes on him. Behind him, the sounds of battle rang out, as well as the roar of a beast getting stabbed.
Poking with the spear, he tried to keep the monster away and deal it a wound. The snake however, dodged out of the way fast enough that he wondered if the beast was as Gifted as he was.
At Randal’s next poke, the dragon snake ducked underneath the spear tip and coiled itself around the haft. Pushing off with its tail, the snake sped up the spear. 
Randal threw it away, frantically searching for a different weapon. All he had was the hunting knife he’d dropped by his feet. He grabbed it off the ground and gripped tight, pointing it at the snake coming towards him with its fangs barred.
He crouched down, waiting for the monster to lunge forward so he could intercept the beast.
As the dragon snake coiled up, Rosa dashed in from his right. With a single thrust, she speared the beast halfway through its body, pinning it to the ground. At this, Randal could pull his spear free and finish it off with a single thrust through the head.
“How did you manage that?” Randal asked between breaths. Behind them, Siegfried skewered a smaller lizard, while Vesta killed the last of the wights.
“They’re least mobile at their midpoint,” Rosa lectured. “And if they’re fighting to the front, then they have trouble seeing behind them. It’s the standard way of dealing with them and similar critters.”
“What suddenly happened?” Siegfried asked as he joined them.
“I’m not sure,” Rosa said. “It was as if they all suddenly knew where we were.”
“Randal strayed out of the Sanctuary Circle I’d set up to hide us from the swamp,” Vesta said.
“What?” Siegfried asked.
“You brought it?” Rosa asked.
“I had a hunch we might need it.” Vesta reached for her pack and dug out a small statue holding a scythe and a bushel of wheat. “It’s one of our ancient relics,” Vesta explained. “A statue to Gelfjon, older than the empire. Among other things it can partially shroud us from some of the monsters plaguing the realm. It’s neither perfect nor powerful, but as you saw, it helps against the worst of the critters out there.”
“How does it work?” Randal asked.
“We’re not sure,” Vesta answered. “We guess that it hides either our heartbeat or our soul when I feed my Gift into it. It’s something to do with Gelfjon being the god of growing things I guess.”
“How did the wights find us earlier then?” Siegfried asked.
“Like I said, it’s not perfect. Maybe they just floated by and saw us, or maybe they were more powerful than the statue could handle.” Vesta hid the statue in her pack again. “Settle down and get some rest. I’ll take a watch.”






  
  Ugur


Randal groaned as he rose from the squishy mud of their clearing in the swamp. The sunrise threw bright reds and oranges across the sky; probably the only beautiful thing to ever get into the middle of that desolate place. Mosquitoes buzzed around his head as he accepted a dried biscuit from Siegfried for his breakfast. 
They’d gotten a handful of short rests throughout the night, alternated with small skirmishes with the different horrors that inhabited the swamp. Only since the horizon had started brightening had they been able to doze a bit.
“We leave as soon as it’s full light,” Vesta said, seemingly unperturbed by the endless flies.
Randal waved a hand in front of his face, swatting at the mosquitoes. “What direction?”
“We keep heading south and west,” Vesta said. “We’ll hit the edge eventually.”
“We might get lucky and strike a group coming the other way,” Siegfried said.
“I’d already consider it lucky if we get out of here without anyone else dying,” Rosa mumbled.
Vesta eyed the dark haze on the horizon marking the cliffs at the swamp’s southern border. “It’s just a few more leagues. We’ll make it out today.”
They continued their depressing breakfast in silence. Randal stared at the spot where he’d stabbed the apparition of Zogo, still feeling the rage that had coursed through him as he’d attacked. He’d again put them all at risk by losing his control, after first murdering another innocent man. Maybe Rosa was right and he deserved to be hanged from the nearest tree. Maybe he was cursed.
Next to him, Vesta leapt to her feet and dashed, sword in hand, to a clump of reeds at the far end of their island. With a splash she waded into the water out of sight, only to return a moment later holding a man wearing what looked like a snake-leather shirt and trousers.
Vesta dumped the man on the ground where she’d sat only moments before. “Why are you spying on us?”
The man groveled at her feet. “Please, hurt me not,” he said in a strange accent that mixed the lilting Southron accent spoken around Laodimon with something else Randal didn’t recognize.
“Answer me,” Vesta demanded.
“I surprised you still alive,” the man spoke. “Normal is people die at night.”
“Who are you?” Vesta asked, “and what are you doing here?”
The man relaxed slightly at the innocent questions. “I is Reza. I saw fight here last night. I came to see.”
“You saw us?” Randal asked.
“You also spent the night in the swamp?” Vesta asked. “Wait, where do you live?”
The man waved a hand towards the middle of the swamp. “Third island east of temple. Second door.” He sounded proud.
“In Tarmon?” Vesta asked.
“Yes, yes.” The man waved a hand again. “I travel fast to get here first. I best hunter. Others not so quick. You away from outsider path.”
“You thought we were dead because you saw our fight with the wights last night and you came to scavenge our stuff,” Vesta said.
“I hunt fast. Dead dead never complain when I take things.”
“Do you know the way out?” Rosa asked.
“Out of what?”
“We need to travel south, to find his daughter,” Vesta explained. “Do you know the way to Ugur?”
“Ugur?” The man looked completely blank.
“It’s the town just south of the swamp,” Rosa said. “Not much of a town really, but then nothing in the Broken Lands is.”
“Broken lands?” Reza looked even more confused. “No towns here. Only Tarmon.”
“Do you know where people enter this land? The outsider path.” Randal asked. He turned to his companions. “He’s probably never travelled outside the swamp or even talked to people who have.”
“Yes, yes,” Reza said. “Reza is hunter. I take you.”
Vesta offered him a hand and pulled him to his feet. “We would be very grateful. Please show us.”
Reza gave them a wide grin and hopped up and down as they gathered their few belongings. Then he took off north, seemingly at random. The rest of them hesitated as the man went in the opposite direction they’d been travelling.
After a moment Randal shrugged. “We’re lost and I doubt we can survive a lot longer in this forsaken place. At worst we’ll die walking.” With that he followed after their new guide, who stood a dozen paces away, eagerly beckoning them.

      [image: ]Randal scratched the back of his neck as he walked through the gate of the underground village of Ugur, just south of the swamp. Everything itched. He still hadn’t washed after his fall into the swamp, and the dried up mud had left an itchy film all over his body that had grown worse as the day had progressed.
The remainder of their trek through the swamp had been relatively peaceful. Maybe voices in the swamp had decided to leave him alone or their guide had somehow managed to keep them at bay. Either way, they’d diminished to whispers in the back of his mind.
Reza himself had turned out to be an excellent and cheerful guide. He’d led them across unseen ridges and straight across muddy islands where no path could be seen, chatting about everything and anything.
He never wavered or doubted himself, taking them with many twists and turns to where the caravan trail entered the swamp. There he’d bid them farewell, and Vesta had given him her dagger as thanks for his help, before they’d trudged up the cliffs out of the swamp and towards Ugur. Weary and dirty they’d shambled into Ugur as the sun crawled towards the horizon.
The underground village was a warren of twisting passageways and tunnels, and Randal quickly lost all sense of direction as he trudged after the city’s guide, who led them to a spacious cavern where he stopped in front of a lavishly carved façade. Runes above the doorway announced it as the Snake and Siren.
Inside, the oil lamps illuminating the smooth stone walls of the common room felt bright after the shadowy tunnels. Feeling exposed, Randal moved away from the doorway, sticking close to the wall, as Vesta negotiated with the innkeeper about their lodgings.
Shortly afterwards she returned and the innkeeper disappeared up a stone staircase set into the back of the rock. “He can only house us for a few nights, after that he’s expecting a caravan to come in, but he does have a bathing facility.” She looked at Randal as she said this. “Our guide claims it’s the only inn in town, though of course it could just be that the innkeeper is his sister’s friend’s husband or something like that.”
“Since we’re leaving in the morning that shouldn’t be a problem, right?” Randal asked.
Vesta looked doubtful. “I think it might be wise to rest for a few days.”
“We don’t have a few days! Bryn is out there. We need to keep moving!”
“The swamp has taken its toll,” Vesta said. “We need to regain our strength.”
“We can do that on the road.” Randal scratched his upper arm. He really needed a bath. “The next few days should be relatively easy terrain.”
“I’m with Randal,” Siegfried said. “I feel we should keep moving. Waiting here will just let Bjarn’s killers get further ahead.”
“Please,” Randal begged. “I can’t just sit around here doing nothing while they get further away with Bryn. I need to keep moving.”
“I actually agree with them on this one,” Rosa said. “The next couple of days should be relatively easy riding. We can recover some while we keep moving.”
“Maybe you just need a bath and a good night’s rest,” Siegfried offered.
“Okay,” Vesta said. “If we can find horses and provisions, we’ll leave tomorrow.”

      [image: ]The bathing facilities lay on the ground floor behind the common room. Five stone baths had been carved from the surrounding rock, with pipes bringing in both cold and hot water. Steam filled up the room, escaping through a narrow ventilation shaft in the back corner. Randal sighed contently as he lowered himself into his tub, the hot water growing cloudy with dirt even as his muscles relaxed.
In the tub next to him, Siegfried made similar noises. “I need to get some of these at the inn at home when we get back,” he mumbled. “Even if the guests don’t use them, I will.”
“You’d need to figure something out for the hot water though.”
“That’s a later worry.”
Randal sank back, soaking in the water. As he scrubbed himself clean, ridding himself of the swamp, his mind went over the trip through that accursed place. How could he have killed their guide like that? He should have displayed more control. He would atone for it once he got back to Vidastur; maybe he could ask that high priest for advice.
Siegfried cut through his musings. “I never thought I’d go on another adventure after leaving the army.”
Randal shook his head to clear out Zogo’s dying scream. “I wouldn’t call the army an adventure. More a constant near death experience.”
“Funny that. I remember it quite differently. You could fight yourself out of any situation.”
“The terror was real, even if I survived.”
“Well, I never felt in danger fighting by your side. You looked out for us.”
Randal remembered Einar. “Not everyone got so lucky.”
“Good thing for us then that you’ve only gotten better since then.”
“What are you on about? I hadn’t touched a sword in years before Vesta made me.”
“Did you see yourself fight Vesta yesterday? You were amazing.”
“That wasn’t me.”
“I saw you. Even on your best days during the Reconquest you didn’t move that fast. Nothing could get close to you.”
Not wanting to answer, Randal dunked his head into the water and rubbed olive soap all over his hair.
“Vesta thinks I was possessed by Hamural or something after I swallowed some of the swamp’s water. I had no control over my actions.”
“That’s amazing!”
“It’s terrible.”
Siegfried leaned towards Randal on the edge of his bath. “To me it sounds like you’ve got a literal god on your side. That has got to be good for something.”
“Did you hear what I said? I had no control. Anything that moved had to die.”
“Yes, yes.” Siegfried waved his concerns away. “Maybe you just drank a bit too much water or something; we could dilute it and try. Or maybe you just need some practice.”
“And get possessed by Hamural like Vesta says?”
“The Hashin-shin seem to be after that kind of power. In the end, I’ve never had a god talk to me or make me do anything. It’s just a tool. Imagine all you could achieve if you can control this.”
“But I can’t!”
“You can’t yet.“ Siegfried sank back into his bath. “Hasn’t Vesta been training you for exactly that? I think if you just accept your power and practice some more, you’ll be fine.”
“She’s been training me to resist him.” Randal thought about his sparring session with Vesta before they’d entered the swamp. “I do need more practice though.”
“To me it sounds like just accepting Hamural and working with him is a shortcut to getting it to work.”
“Did you miss the part where I killed our guide without a second thought while under Hamural’s influence?”
“No,” Siegfried acknowledged. “Is it really such a bad deal though if it means getting revenge for Bjarn or getting your daughter back unharmed?”
Randal submerged himself and focused on rinsing the soap out of his hair, not answering the question. He’d do almost anything to get Bryn back. At the same time though, he never wanted to lose control like he had in the swamp again. The whole experience had been even worse than any he’d had during the Reconquest. He hadn’t even recognized the people around him as people anymore, and if Vesta hadn’t stopped him, he might have lost his whole sense of self.

      [image: ]At dinner time, Randal sat next to Vesta. As they ate their lentil and string-bean stew, Randal asked her, “Can we spar again after dinner?”
She looked up at him, surprised. “That’s brave of you, this soon after what happened in the swamp.”
“I need to learn control. Only then can I rescue Bryn.”
“Of course I’ll help,” Vesta said between mouthfuls. “Don’t be too hard on yourself though. You already showed control over yourself in the swamp.”
“I attacked you.”
“That was when you’d ingested the swamp water. Afterwards, when we faced the wights, you restrained yourself when you felt yourself lose control.”
“Because I was afraid.”
“Fear is as real an emotion as any. The important thing is that you recognized your feelings and made a rational decision.”
After finishing their meal, Vesta collected two training swords, and they marked off a section of the plaza in the cavern in front of the inn. As she handed him a sword, she said, “We start slow, like last time. One attack move, one response. We’ll build it up from there. Just focus on staying in control and step back if you need to.”
Randal nodded and took up the first guard position four paces across from Vesta. The sword hilt tingled in his hand. He eased his breathing like Vesta had taught him, and focused on his emotions, sorting through them, acknowledging them while making sure he didn’t let rage control him.
Only when the tingling had disappeared did he launch a slow-motion overhand attack. He moved even slower than he’d done in Nehalennia’s Temple. After what had happened in the swamp, he didn’t want to risk losing control even a little.
Vesta blocked the attack, matching his intensity and letting his sword glide off hers before stepping back, awaiting his next attack.
Randal paused for a moment, making sure he was still balanced and then attacked with a simple forward lunge, which Vesta blocked once again. From there they settled into an easy rhythm of attacks and defenses, starting out with a simple one attack, one defense pattern. Randal executed most attack moves, though every so often Vesta counter-attacked and took the initiative. 
Any moment Randal stopped thinking of Vesta as a friend or thought their sparring was anything other than a friendly bit of exercise he would halt his attack and settle down before continuing. Even so, Vesta still had to rebalance him with a word every now and then.
The surrounding cavern faded into the background as Randal focused only on the sword forms, his emotions, and Vesta. Gradually she introduced longer combinations and sped up ever so slightly each time they’d performed a handful of controlled attacks. Their sparring morphed from a halting set of forms to a graceful dance, blurring their practice swords. With each step, Randal felt closer to some unseen perfection, lying just out of reach. Finally Vesta stepped back and held up a hand to stop Randal.
“Time for a break,” she said, breathing hard.
Siegfried lounged against the inn, together with Rosa, drink in hand, while a handful of locals stood to their other side. The watchers dispersed as Randal approached Siegfried, wiping sweat from his brow. “Is that water?” he asked, pointing at Siegfried’s cup.
His friend handed over the half empty cup. “It’s not much. I’ll get you some more.”
“Much better than last time,” Vesta said as Siegfried disappeared inside.
“I’m wrung out just from balancing my emotions,” Randal said. “Is it this hard for you?”
“When I started out it was. It’s because, like you, I started late.”
“I’m too old?”
Vesta shook her head. “More like too experienced. Most Gifted fighters are discovered young, before they’ve received extensive fighting training or experience. When they are trained, they are taught control at the same time as they’re taught to fight. You on the other hand have always fought with rage as your companion. It’s natural for you. We have to unlearn that, which is a lot harder.”
“How long did it take you?” Randal whispered the question, afraid for the answer.
“I still haven’t mastered myself completely,” Vesta said.
“I’ve fought you. How do you fight like that with rage whispering in your ear?”
“By always reminding myself of what happens when I let go.”
“Cirmanis?”
“And others.” Vesta said. Randal heard the pain in her voice. She gave him a smile. “The good news is that it does get easier with practice.” She raised her sword. “Speaking of which, there’s still time left in the day.”
Siegfried exited the inn, carrying a jug. “Here you go. Drink up.”
“Thanks.” Randal drank deep and grimaced as the muddy water ran over his tongue. “Where did you find that?”
“I know. The innkeep mentioned it. Something to do with the pipes the water filters through. Gives it a sandy taste or something like that.”
Placing the jug aside, Randal took up position opposite Vesta and gave a salute with his sword. He slowed his breathing as he searched for a balanced place in his emotions.
Vesta’s words however had unsettled him and the screams of men dying pierced through his calm as he launched an attack combination at his opponent. His sword begged him for blood. He tried to apply a regular pattern to his breathing like Vesta had taught him – in for two counts, hold it, and then out for three – while acknowledging his emotions from a distance. Purposely slowing his next attack, a simple overhead swipe, he attacked again, looking for the calm he’d felt earlier. The screams in his mind intensified as a dark figure tugged at him to accept his destiny.
Breathing hard, he attacked again, switching from an overhand attack to a side sweep, struggling to control the attack’s speed as he lashed out. Blocking a parry that would kill him, he concentrated on the fact that this was a training session with a comrade, focusing on Vesta’s face as his mind switched between recognizing her and thinking her an enemy. The dust of a battlefield filled the air, and somewhere another man screamed, dying.
Then his wife’s voice rose above the others in the chaos in his mind, screaming in pain as she’d had when his sword had pierced her side. His mind became a tumbling chaos of random thoughts as it’d had when he’d wounded – murdered – Claudia, all those years ago. He needed to destroy the attackers! Kill his enemies! Protect her!
For a heartbeat the urge to both slaughter and protect warred inside him until he realized his wife had died over ten years ago. There was no one there to protect. No one he could fight could change that. He howled in anguish, dropped his sword, and fled.
He dashed down the closest tunnel he saw, not knowing where it led. It didn’t matter, he just needed to get away. Away from people that felt like enemies but weren’t. Away from the stuffy, hot, underground air. Away from the screams of the dying and the dead.
At some point, he burst into the cooling evening outside the town’s gates. Either his feet had known the way out or he’d found it by random chance. Drawing in deep gulps of the fresh air, he sank to his knees a stone’s throw from the gates and let his memories of his wife dying in his arms claim him, tears streaming down his face.
Randal didn’t know how much time had passed when Vesta found him, still kneeling in the dirt. The sun had long since set. He must’ve been there an hour at least. She draped her cloak round his shoulders. At the touch he shivered, realizing he’d grown cold as his sweat had dried up, and he pulled it close.
“We’re our own worst enemies,” Vesta said. 
“Do you ever lose control?”
“I have, though not recently. Fortunately, someone stronger than me was nearby and stopped me before I could do harm.”
“How do you fight, knowing that you’re one bad day away from killing everyone you love?”
“Part of it is practice. Each fight makes me stronger and more in control.” Vesta paused for a moment. “But I also know why I fight. To protect those who need my help. To stop the Hashin-shin. To atone for my past. Those are goals worth fighting for.”
Randal looked up at her dark eyes. “You’re saying I have no choice but to fight. For Bryn.”
“No, I was talking about myself. Though I think it likely we’ll draw swords together in combat before we’re back in Vidastur with your daughter.”
“You dare to do so?”
Vesta held out her hand and pulled him to his feet. “I do now.”






  
  Raminsa


Bryn collapsed on the ground in the shade of some abandoned tower when Anupam finally called a halt, her legs cramping from walking all day through the blistering desert sun. Anupam had deemed it too risky to buy new horses in the small town south of that accursed swamp, so the bastards had made her walk after they’d left their horses behind before travelling through the swamp. If only she were home, in the shade of the old oak near the brook flowing past the kitchen garden. 
No! She shoved the thought away. She had no time for weakness or wishing. She needed to be strong to fight.
Pushing onto her elbows, she coughed the grit from her mouth and cursed the damned trip through the swamp, especially the night they’d camped there, as she had each evening the past week. Those bloody morons had dallied in that stupid place, eager to spend the night there to see who their dead god favored more. They’d just laughed and praised Hamural when a wight had caught one of their own and had drained him dry.
After a few drinks another one had boasted Hamural favored him, and had been stupid enough to drink a cup of swamp water to prove it. He’d died screaming and spasming in pain. She’d enjoyed that part, and had wished his soul a nice trip to whatever hell was reserved for stupid Hashin-shin.
Unfortunately, only two of them had died, otherwise she might’ve had a chance to escape. As it stood now though, even if she managed to free herself, there’d be too many of them to easily hunt her down and recapture her. So she’d walked when they’d told her to, away from the swamp, following some smaller trail into the hills, only managing to stay on her feet each day because she didn’t want to give the bloody assholes the satisfaction of seeing her beg.
When Ikunum, her youngest captor, dumped a bedroll on the ground for her, she gave him her most innocent, happy smile, and crawled onto it, stretching out her legs. Unlike the others, he seemed to actually like her. He most often brought her the few meals they fed her and actually talked to her when he thought his companions weren’t looking.
As she stretched, she exposed most of her lower leg. The boy ogled her legs and she leaned towards him.
“Are your legs this tired?” Bryn shook her head. “I think not. Someone as strong as you can probably keep walking for days.”
Ikunum blushed, but couldn’t stop looking at her. “I’m fine, yes.”
“Do you know if we have far to go? I’d love to just relax in one place for a bit.”
“Just a few more days really.”
“We’re close to – what did Anupam call it again – then?” Bryn batted her eyes at the stupid kid as she fished for an answer.
“Halmuq? Yes, not too far, though I doubt anyone ever measured the distance through these hills.”
Bryn gave an inward smile at the piece of information. With only days of travelling left, she doubted it would help much, but every little bit might offer some advantage.
“What’s actually at Halmuq?”
“It’s like the most amazing place you’ve ever seen. It’s like an open air temple with-“ Ikunum held himself as he realized he’d been raising his voice in his excitement. He cast a quick glance at his companions, but they hadn’t noticed anything yet. “Anyway, I’ll go grab your food,” he mumbled at his feet.
As the boy walked away, Bryn took her time to examine her surroundings. Their walking had brought them to this abandoned group of houses clustered around a central tower, too few of them to even be called a hamlet. Their build looked vaguely narim in style, with slender columns and tall windows, though she’d never seen narim buildings this ruined. They looked like something had exploded inside them, cracking the walls and collapsing a part of the roof.
Tonight, she’d find a spot near the doorway or somewhere inside where she’d spell out Halmuq, and draw a temple and the eclipse. Anyone tracking them would surely look inside a narim building.
The cramps in her legs had subsided by the time Ikunum came over with her food, swamp-snake stew. When he’d first brought it to her, the evening after they’d left the swamp she’d believed that she’d gotten her captors to care for her enough to actually feed her meat. That had lasted until she’d tasted it, which was a mix between how the swamp had smelled and rotting sewage. Chewing through a piece took ages, as if it was a piece of leather. The meat’s flavor had spread throughout the stew, turning it into a brown goo that tasted slightly worse than vomit. It had sustained her though, giving her a surprising endurance, which was the only reason she forced herself to eat it each night.
As she struggled on a piece of snake vomit, she heard the distinct clip-clopping of an approaching horse. Her heart leapt for a moment; maybe her father had already caught up to her. As soon as the thought had popped into her head, she dismissed it again. No one looking for her would just ride up like that. Still, curiosity about who approached them in this empty, desolate land made her sit up.
The bastards around her seemed to share her curiosity. They’d stopped whatever they’d been doing and watched the road leading up to the narim house. All of them had a weapon close at hand.
A single rider appeared round the bend, riding towards the narim tower. A shock of recognition ran through Bryn as the man got closer; the Dockmaster! What was that traitor doing here?
“Praise Hamural I found you!” Raminsa said when he recognized the men waiting for him. “Where’s Anupam?”
One of her Hashin-shin guards said something unintelligible and pointed at the tower. With a smile and a nod, the moron traitor thanked the man and headed inside.
I need to know why he’s here. Fortunately, her guards mostly ignored her as long as she stayed roughly where they’d dumped her. She cast a quick glance through the window behind her, but that room there was empty. Picking up her bowl of snake vomit, she ambled as innocently as possible along the outer wall until at the third window she heard Anupam’s voice responding to someone.
“I already knew that,” Anupam said. “You shouldn’t have ridden all this way just for that. Who knows what the fallout from your disappearance from Laodimon will be.”
Bryn found a comfortable enough flat rock close to the window and installed herself there with her meal. Chewing on a tough piece of snake, she focused on the conversation going on inside.
“I –“ Raminsa hesitated, his voice quivering. “The target presented himself. I figured I’d save you the trouble and capture him.”
“You brought him?”
“No, not exactly,” Raminsa said. “He – he got away.”
“What?” Anupam was silent for a moment, and Bryn could just picture him giving the traitorous Dockmaster a flat stare. “Tell me everything.”
“Like I said, he presented himself to me. Seeing an opportunity, I led him to our location on the edge of the city. There, I tried to capture him together with Ninur and three of his men. We almost got him, but he managed to flee.”
“Wait.” Anupam sounded incredulous. “You seriously tried to capture a Gifted one, and a strong one at that with just five men?”
Who were they talking about? It had first sounded like they’d meant her father, but that couldn’t be the case. What did they want with a Gifted one? 
“I – I hadn’t considered that.”
“You hadn’t considered he’s Gifted?” Anupam raised his voice. “It’s the single reason we’re interested in that swine! And you forgot?”
“I’m sorry.”
“And now he knows you’re one of us.”
A small thump came from the room as if the traitor had sunk to his knees. “No. I swear.”
“He might be a stupid infidel,” Anupam said, “but he’s not that dumb. And even if he is, she certainly isn’t.”
“No. I swear.”
“That means that not only your whole role in Laodimon is now ruined, but you also exposed us to the outside world.”
“No.” The man sounded like he was crying. “Please.”
“The first we could overlook. Someone can always be used. However, the second we can not.”
“I have a family,” Raminsa begged. “I’m your friend. Please.”
“If I ignored this, it would be my head as much as yours.”
Raminsa cried out in pain.
“You knew this before you revealed us.” Anupam had a strange eagerness in his voice.
Another pained cry, followed by a horrified scream.
“You knew what the consequences were.”
Bryn grit her teeth as the horror continued. The traitor had deserved whatever it was Anupam was doing to him, and maybe she could even use it to her advantage. There was no way Anupam could get rid of all the blood in the room behind her. That meant anyone searching for her would give the place a good look. If she left her drawing there, they’d surely find it.






  
  Into the Mountains


Randal urged his horse after Vesta up the mountain trail. Vesta had found new mounts together with plenty of provisions in Ugur, and they’d left the morning after arriving there. He’d been sore and tired, but the latter at least had diminished as they’d travelled south. Not having all the people he’d hurt whisper in his ears helped a lot. 
They’d left the Northern Caravan Road three days ago, heading into the uncharted mountains. Halmuq lay somewhere west of the road in the empty, unclaimed lands before they got to Sharukin. The goat track they followed passed underneath towering cliffs and led across pebble strewn hillsides. Here and there an oleander bush or wild olive tree clinging to the shade in a deep gully provided a splash of green, hinting at spots where they might be able to dig for water.
Around noon Randal noticed a tower rising into the sky like a crooked finger in the distance. “Is that Halmuq?” he asked.
Vesta half turned in her saddle. “It’s a narim ruin, said to be haunted. We’re still a day or two away from the Hashin-shin stronghold.”
“Won’t they have posted a lookout there?”
“Unlikely. Our approach from the caravan road is hidden by the landscape most of the way. It only really overlooks an empty valley.”
“Do you want me to scout ahead?” Rosa asked.
“It stood abandoned last time I travelled here, and there are many better places to post look-outs than there. For now we’ll stay together. We’ll get there soon enough.”
As the day progressed, Randal got several more glimpses of the tower, though Vesta had been correct; it mostly remained hidden by the landscape. The sun descended towards the horizon when the path drew close to the tower as it overlooked a barren valley. Only bare rocks lay scattered in the valley, not even a tiny brook ran through it.
The tower’s narim build showed in the twisting, curved outer face and the elongated windows higher up the tower. Impossibly thin pillars decorated with twirly carvings dotted the outer wall. It must have once been a grand mansion of some narim lord.
Viewed from this close though, the damage to the tower stood out. Randal wondered at the broken top, which looked as if lightning had struck there, shearing it off, leaving a charred rim. What could have caused such damage? All narim buildings he’d ever seen had been virtually indestructible.
“I bet a prince once lived here,” Siegfried said, standing beside Randal.
“Why would anyone, let alone a prince, build here?” Randal indicated the desert valley around him.
“You’re forgetting the world changed during the First War,” Vesta said. “Maybe a lush forest covered these mountainsides when the tower was built. Maybe there wasn’t even a mountain here at all and instead we stand where once a beautiful city lay.”
“I bet it belonged to a mighty narim lord who ruled these lands,” Siegfried said.
Randal stared at the lands around him, trying to imagine a forest sprawling around him, filled with animals of all kinds. He found it hard to believe the arid landscape could have once looked different.
“Maybe it was just a small outpost on a far-away border.”
Siegfried laughed. “You’re no fun. You’re just trying to spoil my daydream.”
“Shush,” Rosa whispered urgently, drawing her sword.
The others fell silent, Vesta and Siegfried following Rosa’s lead and drawing their swords, while Randal grabbed his staff. He searched around for what had caused her alarm. With a finger she pointed at the tower’s doorway. There, a streak of dark brown, dried up blood, probably left by a hand, clung to the wall.
Vesta inched forward, stopping at a firepit halfway to the building, and, bending down, ran her hand through the ashes. After a moment, she straightened out and whispered, “Someone camped here maybe two nights ago.”
Spreading out, they advanced on the doorway, Vesta taking the lead with Rosa on her left, while Randal and Siegfried moved right. 
When Randal got to the building, he waved at Vesta to wait, while he snuck along the wall and peered through a window into the room. It was hard to make out anything inside the gloomy interior. As far as he could tell, it stood empty.
He gave a nod to Vesta and she shoved the door open, hurrying inside, followed on her heels by Rosa. Siegfried and Randal followed after the two Knights of Vali. Before he even entered, he heard a sharp intake of breath from both of them. Grabbing his staff tight, ready for action, he rushed after his friend.
He stumbled as he saw the room. Blood spatters covered the floor and walls. A granite block sat in the center of the room. The blood seemed to have sprayed out from there, covering the ten or so paces from there to the walls with ease. It looked like a whole herd of cows had been butchered on that altar. It looked like…
Aradar.
Inga lay on the altar, sliced open, sacrificed. The metallic scent of blood still clung to the air. Shocked, he looked around. Five dark statues half hidden in the shadows looked down on the altar – on him – judging him, welcoming him. Other bodies covered the floor, his friends. His left foot stuck to the floor in a pool of half-dried blood, coming free with a sickening squish. Behind him, the remaining men from his unit filed into the room, crying out in anguish or horror.
No! That had been a different time, a different place. He was in the mountains south of the Swamp of Tarmon, not in some god-forsaken city in the north-eastern corner of the empire.
He closed his eyes, focused on breathing through his mouth, and unclenched his fists. He could handle this. He needed to, for Bryn.
When he had his breathing and emotions under control again, he opened his eyes. Inga’s specter had disappeared, as had the statues dedicated to the forbidden gods. The altar and blood however remained.
Only a heartbeat had passed. Siegfried stood directly in front of him, while Vesta and Rosa had crossed half the room, heading for a doorway leading deeper into the building.
There had been something else in Aradar. Something he’d blocked from his mind. The metallic scent of blood mixed with offal and granite tugged at his memories, bringing back everything that had happened in that accursed place.
Vesta had crossed the room, and made to open the door.
“Wait!” Randal cried out. “It’s a trap!”
Vesta jumped back, raising her sword. “What’s wrong?”
The sound of heavy footsteps came from behind the door.
“Revenant!” Randal shouted as something slammed open the door.
A bloody, hulking mass barged into the room, dodging past Vesta’s swing with unnatural speed. The familiar face of Raminsa – the only part of the revenant still recognizable as human – surveyed the room with dead eyes, his mouth contorted in a monstrous snarl. Bits stuck out at odd angles, and it was almost twice as tall as the man had been in life.
With two steps, the undead creature reached Rosa, who raised her sword and struck at it. The revenant half turned its body away from the strike and caught the sword on its upper arm, where it stuck in the creature’s bone. Without so much as acknowledging it, the monster continued forward, back-handing Rosa, and sending her flying halfway across the room, where she crashed onto the ground and lay still.
The revenant ignored the fallen Knight of Vali. Instead it stormed past Siegfried, making straight for Randal.
Randal dodged the first strike aimed at his face and blocked the second one with his staff. The impact felt like a boulder had slammed into his arm. Reaching for his Gift as Vesta had taught him, he sped up his movement, dancing out of reach of the third strike. In the space he’d opened up, he counterattacked with his staff, stabbing at the revenant’s face, breaking Raminsa’s nose.
The creature ignored the blow, just as it had Rosa’s. Again Randal dodged out of the way of a powerful blow. Maiming the creature would lessen its effectiveness and eventually kill it, as he’d learned in Aradar when the undead body of Inga, possessed by a revenant had attacked him. However, it would take too long and he had too little room to keep moving out of the way. Vesta and Siegfried needed to attack the creature’s rear to help him. All he could do was distract it and buy time.
Randal danced back and to the side, poking with his staff. The monster that had once been Raminsa followed him with its horrible, otherworldly silence.
Just as Randal felt he neared the outside wall, a sword tore through the undead creature’s right arm even as it made to strike at Randal, severing it at the shoulder in a flash of light. Vesta had arrived wielding Eikon.  With a second strike, she decapitated the revenant, Raminsa’s head tumbling to Randal’s feet. A heartbeat later, it collapsed to the ground, the unholy power that had propelled the creature broken.
Randal leaned on his staff, catching his breath. At his feet, the revenant’s body shriveled and shrank, morphing back into the tortured form of Raminsa. Randal looked away. The traitor had deserved to die for what he’d done but not like this. No one deserved that much torture.
Across the room, Vesta knelt next to Rosa’s still form, running her hands across her sergeant’s body.
Randal rushed to her. “How is she?”
“She’s alive,” Vesta said, “though she’ll have a headache the size of a storm when she wakes up.”
“Randal, look here,” Siegfried called from next to the altar in the center of the room.
Cautiously, Randal approached the blood spattered block of granite. “What is it?”
“I think Bryn left us something.” Siegfried pointed at a bloody streak.
What from a distance he’d taken for random blood splatters looked like a crude and horrific drawing from close by. A bloody rune forming the letter B, together with a crude plow, adorned the top. Bryn had left that there, just as she’d left him a message in Laodimon. Below the plow sat two circles, arrows suggesting one moving across the other, as well as the sword of Hamural stabbing through his crown. Next to that stood four runes reading HLMQ.
Behind him, Rosa groaned.
“Easy now,” Vesta said as her friend sat up. “Stay here and recover before getting up further. You took quite a beating.” With that she got up and approached them. “What did you find?”
“We’re on the right track.” Randal pointed at the drawing. “Bryn is definitely heading to Halmuq, for something to do with Hamural.”
“I wonder what those mean.” Siegfried pointed at the circles.
Vesta thought for a moment. “I think it’s the eclipse that’s coming up in a few days. There’s some link there.”
“How far are we from Halmuq?” Randal asked.
“If we could continue, it would be two days of riding,” Vesta said.
“If we could continue?“ Randal asked, confused. “What do you mean?”
“Have you seen this?” Vesta indicated the room around them. “They left this for us. We can’t continue.”
“Of course we can,” Randal said.
“They know we’re coming.” Vesta sounded as if she were explaining something to a child. “We’d be walking right into a trap.”
“We now know to expect one, which means we can avoid it,” Randal said.
“What’s more,” Vesta continued talking as if Randal hadn’t spoken, “Rosa is in no shape to fight. We’d be three people against a whole Hashin-shin chapter. Not to mention that there might be a whole host of revenants waiting for us. One I can deal with while protecting you. Five? Ten? I don’t know. We need to get Rosa to medical help, regroup and rethink our approach.”
Randal pointed at the bloody drawing on the stone slab. “Bryn can’t wait. You said it yourself, the eclipse’s in just a few days. Whatever they’re planning will happen then.”
“You’d just be rushing towards her to die by her side,” Vesta said.
“Look around you.” Randal said. “This is the Hashin-shin.”
“I know,” Vesta said.
“I can’t subject Bryn to that.” Randal raised his voice. “I won’t.”
“You’d be killing yourself,” Vesta said.
“If that’s what it takes, then that’s what I’ll do.”
“We’re not going forward,” Vesta said. “The emperor put me in charge, and as long as I am, we’re not walking into a trap with just three people against an army.”
Randal gave Vesta a long look, who returned his look with a cold, hard stare. “If that’s how you feel –”
“It is.”
“Very well. Then I wish you all the best on your trip back to Vidastur.” Randal turned and headed for the door. “I’m going to get my daughter back.” With that he walked out.
“Wait!” Vesta shouted after him. “Don’t do anything rash.”
Randal ignored her and kept walking. He needed to get to his daughter, and fast.
The sun drew close to the horizon, taking the heat of the day with it. With luck, he could get another hour of riding in. On the way there, he’d figure out how to get Bryn.
As he reached his horse, Siegfried caught up to him. “Wait up,” his friend said.
“You can’t stop me. I’m going.”
“I know. I’m coming with you.”
“What? Did you hear Vesta? It’s certain death.”
“I did.” Siegfried gave him a big grin. “I swore an oath to avenge my brother and go with you. Also, someone needs to watch your back while you do something stupid.”
Randal placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Thanks. You have no idea how much that means to me.”
“Besides, I couldn’t watch you stumble through this desert lost.”
“I’m sure I can find this place. It should be somewhere west of here.”
“Just follow my lead,” Siegfried said. “I’ll get you there.”
“Sure. I’ll just stumble after you while you get us lost.”
“I know the way.”
“How?”
“I’ve been there once, a long time ago, during the Reconquest.”






  
  Musings


As Vesta ate her breakfast of hard goat’s cheese and even harder bread, she looked across the cold fireplace at Rosa. To her right, the sun had crept above hills on the horizon, promising yet another hot and dry day. 
“How’re you feeling,” she asked her sergeant.
Rosa rubbed her side. “I can’t decide which part feels worse, my side or my head.”
“Can you ride?”
“I’ll manage.”
Vesta gave her a fond smile. Her friend always worried about her first and would never admit she needed help. At least their going would become easier as they drew closer to the Northern Caravan Road. From there they’d take it slow heading back north to Ugur. She’d send a pigeon to the emperor from there to let him know what she’d learned.
Rosa interrupted her thoughts. “Why’d you let him go?”
“Who?”
“You could’ve stopped him you know. Should’ve stopped him.”
Vesta shook her head. “That would’ve been pointless.”
“I’ve seen you around your men. You could’ve convinced him somehow.”
“You didn’t see the look in his eyes,” Vesta said. “I’ve seen it before, in others. He’s given up on his life and accepted he’s going to die. There’s no reasoning with such a man. All he wants is to find his daughter. He’ll sacrifice anything to achieve that. Such men are incredibly dangerous. They also never survive, and usually neither do those around them.”
“So you just gave up on him.”
Vesta shrugged. “Everyone is entitled to choose their own misfortune. I just don’t accept that they’ll take me or my friends with them.”
Rosa dug into her breakfast. After finishing a mouthful, she looked at Vesta again. “I just don’t like giving up. Even Siegfried stuck with Randal, and he never struck me as the loyal type eager to die for any cause, not even his own.”
Vesta continued her breakfast, going over yesterday’s events. Siegfried’s behavior had surprised her as well. The man’d made no effort to get Vesta to join them. If anything, he’d seemed fine with going alone with Randal.
Maybe he’d just realized that there would be no convincing her. If so, then this would’ve been the fastest way forward. After all, he’d sworn to get revenge on his brother’s killers and help Randal find his daughter. He’d want to move forward.
Rosa groaned as she got up, her plate empty, and hobbled to her saddlebag to pack the last few things.
“That revenant really did a number on you,” Vesta said.
“I’m getting old, letting such a monster get a jump on me,” Rosa said.
Vesta got up. “He just surprised us all. If it hadn’t been for Randal, the revenant would have gotten me first, and I’m Gifted.”
“I just can’t believe an innkeeper managed to escape from that fight unscathed while I got knocked out.”
“There was nothing to it,” Vesta said. “The revenant never got near him. He attacked Randal instead.”
“Really? I thought Siegfried stood right behind me.”
“He did, the critter just ignored him.”
“Strange,” Rosa mumbled as she closed her saddlebag.
As Vesta set to work packing the last of their items away, she mulled over Rosa’s comment. It had been unusual behavior. As far as she knew, a revenant always attacked the closest living human it saw. It had completely ignored Siegfried as if it hadn’t considered him a target at all.
She went to saddle their horses, her hands going through the familiar motions without her paying much attention to them. The whole episode felt wrong somehow. She was missing a piece of the puzzle somewhere.
Could the Hashin-shin have marked Randal as a specific target somehow, which’d made the revenant ignore everyone else? She didn’t know enough about the creatures or how they were made to be able to say anything for sure. She’d read stories about some Hashin-shin fighting alongside revenants they’d created, which suggested that maybe they did have some control over who they did and did not fight.
And maybe seeing all the blood and the monster had shocked Siegfried to the point where he’d stopped thinking logically and instead had blindly supported Randal. He’d seemed perfectly composed though. Out of all of them, he’d been the least surprised by either the bloody scene or the revenant.
It all felt related. There had to be an explanation that made sense of all the different pieces.
“Oh no,” she mumbled as a clear explanation presented itself.






  
  Siegfried


Randal followed Siegfried across the barren landscape as his friend followed some random line in the landscape he claimed was a path that led deeper into the mountains. After leaving Vesta and Rosa the day before, they’d ridden for most of the evening, enjoying the cooling night, until it had become too dark to make out the way. They’d risen when the sun had painted the horizon in deep purples and reds to continue onwards. 
So far, Siegfried had seemed sure of his way, picking out a path among the boulders and through the gullies dotting the landscape without hesitation. They’d passed most of the day in silence marching in single file, lost in thoughts as they neared their destination.
Towards the evening, the land flattened out and Randal drew up beside his friend.
“What does it look like?”
Siegfried started at the question.  “What?”
“Halmuq. What does it look like?”
Siegfried rubbed his hand across the stubble covering his chin, taking his time to compose his thoughts. “It’s like an open air temple atop a mountain plateau, overlooking all the lands. Maybe once an actual temple stood there which has since disappeared, or maybe it was built like this, I don’t know. I’m not sure anyone does.
“A stone carving covers the ground in the center of the plateau, easily as large as the interior of the pantheon in Vidastur. Statues to different gods line the outer rim of the plateau, with stone columns forming two concentric circles closer to the middle. It’s a magnificent sight really.”
“Who’s the temple dedicated to?” Randal asked.
Siegfried gave a shrug. “No idea. Whoever built the thing didn’t leave an explanation.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Randal said. “We just need to find Bryn and get out as quickly as possible. Where do you think they’d keep her?”
“There are a few rooms dug into the plateau, with stairs leading to the top. Maybe in one of those. Or maybe in one of the buildings that sit along the road leading onto the plateau.”
“Which would you put your money on?”
“Me?” Siegfried gave Randal a grin. “I’m lazy. If I’d need someone for a ritual, I’d put her as close to where I’d need her as possible, which means in the tunnels underneath the plateau. That way, you only need to move her a short distance.”
The trail dipped downward, leading into a narrow steep-sided, shaded valley. The reprieve from the blistering sun gave Randal some time to think on Siegfried’s description as the enormity of his quest settled on him.
“Maybe Vesta was right,” Randal mumbled.
“About what?” Siegfried asked.
“Maybe getting Bryn out is impossible.”
“Of course it isn’t.”
“From your description it sounds like she’s stuck in the middle of a Hashin-shin temple, which sits on top of an otherwise empty mountain plateau. How are we even going to find her?”
“Don’t worry, we will.” Siegfried sounded confident.
“And once we’re in, we need to either fight all the Hashin-shin or sneak past them unseen, free Bryn, and sneak out again. Unless this place has a secret back entrance, I don’t see how we can manage.”
“So you just want to quit and let the bastards who killed Bjarn escape?”
“Of course not. I’m just letting you know where we stand. You can still turn back, I won’t hold it against you.”
The valley opened up, revealing a dried-up river bed. Boulders twice Randal’s height covered the valley floor.
“No I can’t.” Siegfried crossed the river bed to a relatively flat pebble beach and continued following the dry river uphill.
“It’s most likely suicide to continue forward.”
“It doesn’t have to be,” Siegfried said.
“There’s only two of us. Even if we’re only up against Anupam and his men, we’re severely outnumbered. And somehow I think there’ll be more Hashin-shin where we’re going, not fewer.”
“That’s only if we fight.”
“They’re not going to let us take Bryn with us if we just ask politely.”
They clambered up a small rise. In the distance the next mountain reared up, dark and ominous.
“I’ve been thinking we’re maybe going about this all wrong,” Siegfried said. “Maybe asking politely is the way.”
Randal looked at his friend, worried. “Did the sun get to you?”
“No, no, I’m fine.”
“Then what are you on about?”
“When we started out, we always just assumed that we’d need to fight the Hashin-shin. I understand it from Vesta’s perspective, since she’s a temple dog. They always fight everything they don’t understand. But what if instead of fighting them, we join them?”
Randal stopped dead, wondering if he’d heard his friend correctly. “What?”
“Think about it. If we join them, we wouldn’t need to sneak in, we’d be able to just walk in and get Bryn.”
“Why in the six hells would they let us join? In case you missed it, they’ve been actively trying to kill us the past months!”
Siegfried just kept on walking, maintaining an air of someone discussing what to eat for dinner, not joining a cult of assassins dedicated to a dark god.
“We don’t actually have to join them of course. We just pretend we are. You know, tell them this Hamural guy is great and all, and that they need our help. That sort of thing.”
“You’re crazy sometimes.” With a few hurried paces, Randal caught up to his friend again. “Joining the Hashin-shin sounds like a terrible idea, even if we could.”
“Why not?”
“I doubt they’ll trust us with their innermost secrets right away. We’d never get away with it.”
“You’re forgetting you’re important to them somehow. We can use that as leverage.”
“It’s a stupid idea. They’re never going to let us talk until we’re tied down and helpless. ”
“When the easy, obvious options are bad, maybe it’s time to consider more extreme alternatives.” Siegfried sounded dead serious about his plan.
“It somehow feels like you’re forgetting this is a cult of murdering madmen striving to bring back their dark god we’re talking about.”
“That just depends whose side you’re standing on,” Siegfried said. “I can’t imagine they consider themselves murderers, or madmen.”
Randal stopped and turned to face Siegfried, placing a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Look, I appreciate you’re trying to find a solution, but I think I saw a shadow of Hamural after I fell into the swamp. Trust me when I say that he’s not the good guy here. He is a murderous monster who demands absolute fealty from his followers. We are not going anywhere near that.” With that, he continued walking.
“I was already afraid you’d say that,” Siegfried said behind him.
Something slammed into the back of Randal’s knee, and he buckled forward. Before he could shout out, Siegfried barreled into his back, knocking him to the ground. He caught himself on his hands, barely avoiding slamming his head into the ground. Dust clogged his nose and eyes.
“What?” Randal cried out as he tried to push himself up. “Get off me!”
“Just submit,” Siegfried said right by his ear. “That will make this whole thing easier.”
Siegfried grabbed his wrist and pulled it sideways, slamming Randal’s left shoulder into the ground. Somewhere in the distance, feet thudded across the ground.
Randal pulled his hand back and tensed his muscles, steadying himself on the ground. He dug inside for his Gift, searching for the spark like Vesta had taught him. He slowed his breathing, and with it the world around him. His awareness of his surroundings increased, sensing two approaching Hashin-shin warriors as well as feeling Siegfried’s movements on his back.
As he shifted his weight to the right, Siegfried shifted with him as he’d known his former friend would. With a push from his left leg, he half tumbled sideways, throwing Siegfried from his back, freeing his left arm. Another jerk, and he pulled his right arm free, letting him push off the ground and get to his feet.
The two Hashin-shin warriors were almost upon him, their features hidden underneath loose, dark robes. One of them brought a vial with a brown liquid to his lips and drank it. The moment he finished, his movements sped up and Randal no longer had any idea where the man would go.
Within a few heartbeats, the man reached him and threw a punch at his face. Randal only managed to block it at the last moment. The follow-up strike came immediately, forcing him to jump back to avoid it.
Rage blossomed inside him, and Randal gave a primordial roar. How dare this piece of filth attack him? How dare that bastard Siegfried betray him? Hamural’s specter rose like a dark figure behind him, offering him the speed and strength he needed to vanquish his foes.
He felt the other Hashin-shin throwing a punch at his stomach half a heartbeat before the man moved, allowing him to move with the punch so it glanced harmlessly off him. In the same movement, he struck out his elbow, sending his attacker back with blood streaming from his broken nose.
That threat dealt with for the moment, he turned to his next target, who’d circled to his back. With a leap he closed the distance.
“Yes, just submit,” Siegfried said nearby. “It’s just easier.”
Randal stumbled as the words broke through his concentrated rage. He’d sworn he wouldn’t. He’d almost gone down that dark path again, going against everything Vesta had taught him.
In his moment of hesitation, someone kicked him to the ground from behind. A knee slammed into the middle of his spine and pinned him down. Two pairs of hands grabbed his arms and jerked them back. A moment later they’d been bound together and one of the Hashin-shin dragged him to his feet again.
“Siegfried! What in the six hells?” Randal asked.
Siegfried gave him a hard look. “You swore we’d do everything to get to Bjarn’s killers. This is everything. It’s for your own good.”
“You traitorous ass! You’re selling me out to Bjarn’s murderers!” Randal struggled in his bonds and found them tight. “I’ve never seen the Hashin-shin do anything for anyone’s good but their own.”
Siegfried gave a casual shrug. “They’re as bad as everyone else. When the armies of the empire fight we call it justice and liberation, when the Hashin-shin do, we call them monsters.”
“Did you forget all their butchery we’ve seen?”
Another shrug. “You can’t chop down a tree without swinging an axe. How different is it from all the things you’ve done fighting for the emperor?”
Randal looked away, half expecting to see the blood of his victims covering his shirt. He was responsible for a lot of bloodshed. It had been for a good cause though, hadn’t it? He’d certainly never turned someone into a revenant, and neither had the emperor.
“You saw what they did to Raminsa. What they did in Aradar and elsewhere. That’s different. That’s a line the emperor doesn’t cross.”
“He never had a reason to look for that line. Who knows where the emperor stops when he’s pushed to the brink.”
“He’s a man of honor,” Randal said. Throughout the years, emperor Justinian had shown himself to be a better man than him.
“You’re a naïve fool, Randal.”
One of the Hashin-shin shoved Randal, and not knowing what else to do, he started walking.
“Humbert, run ahead and inform the Daishin I’ve got Randal captured,” Siegfried said. “Wulfstan and I will get him to Halmuq by tomorrow evening in time for the eclipse.” One of the hooded figures jogged past Randal without a second look.
The Hashin-shin blended into the surrounding shadows, moving between the dark spots along the path. 
Randal dragged his feet through the dust as he stared after the man, defeated. Knowing the Hashin-shin, the timeline Siegfried had given meant he only had until tomorrow evening left to live. Hopefully he’d at least see Bryn one last time at least.
“Why?” he asked.
“Why what?” Siegfried, ambling along next to him, responded.
“Why did you join?”
“I was young, they offered to help me, I accepted.” Siegfried sounded flippant as he answered.
“That’s it? You joined a cult of murderers because they were nice to you?”
“They’ve done more for me than the empire ever has.” Siegfried voice had taken on a hard edge. “The emperor gave us a measly wage to fight his wars for him and then promptly forgot about me after he was done.
“The Hashin-shin looked after me during the whole Reconquest, making sure I had what I needed to survive that ordeal. And afterwards they rewarded me for everything I did for them and more. How do you think I was able to purchase the tavern? I can tell you it wasn’t with the bullshit alms the emperor called a fair wage.”
Randal kept talking just to keep his mind off his looming death. “What did you do for them?”
Siegfried gave him a wolfish grin. “Keep an eye on you of course.”
Randal stumbled to a halt, surprised. “What – How? Why?”
“Don’t know, never asked. I guess it’s something to do with you being Gifted.”
“They know about that?” Randal asked as the other Hashin-shin gave him another shove to start him moving again.
“They got me into your unit because they had suspicions,” Siegfried said. “It was the easiest explanation for how you fought. And your reaction to Hamural’s Draught during the Battle of Pardounion confirmed it.”
That ambush had been a brutal and bloody battle. He’d gone berserk and fought his way out, slaughtering half an enemy battalion before the rest of them had fled. What did Siegfried have to do with it?
“What’s Hamural’s Draught?” he asked, curious despite himself.
“It’s Hamural’s essence distilled into liquid form. A bit like the water from the Swamp of Tarmon, though less deadly. You saw it in action just now, when Wulfstan drank it.” Siegfried waved an arm back to where they’d fought earlier. “It enhances your abilities, especially if you’re Gifted, making you faster, stronger, deadlier.”
“You drugged me?”
“It was the only way to come out of that situation alive. You saved your own life, my life, and the lives of everyone in our battalion. Seems like a good deal to me.”
The screams of the enemy soldiers he’d hunted down rang through Randal’s head, their blood soaking him. He’d had nightmares about them until the next battle’s dead had replaced them with even bloodier ones.
“I’m not so sure.”
“You eagerly accepted it each battle you fought, killing for your precious emperor.”
“Each battle? How often did you give me this draught?”
“After Pardounion? Any chance I got. It’s the only way to learn the control Wulfstan displayed; build up a tolerance for the bloodlust the Draught gives and accept Hamural and the gifts he grants. Which is another reason to accept Hamural; if you can control his power, you’re practically invincible. You could conquer the empire.”
The thrill, the eagerness to rush into the fight, his men just pointing Randal in the right direction and mopping up the left-overs, all suddenly made sense to him. Even at the start of the Reconquest he’d been ferocious and unforgiving in the fighting, but after Pardounion that had changed to where he’d barely known who he was when he’d held a sword. He’d butchered his way across battlefields, through groups of surrendering soldiers, anyone foolish enough to stand within sight.
One thought surfaced as he thought back to all the battles he’d fought. “Did I drink it when I – When I murdered Einar?”
“Einar?” Siegfried asked. “Who’s that?”
Randal gaped at him. How could he not remember? “We attacked a hamlet a few days south of Laodimon. Einar had just joined our company. I killed him simply because he got in the way. I didn’t even recognize him.”
Siegfried shrugged. “You killed so many people, I lost count. It’s likely you had some, since you practically begged me for it during most battles after Pardounion.”
“The bloodlust I felt each time I picked up a sword wasn’t because of the sword. It was because of you.”
“Like I said; it takes some getting used to, and if you simply accept Hamural it becomes a lot easier.”
Two thoughts connected in Randal’s mind, and he stopped dead.
“Did you give me any after the Reconquest was over? After we’d settled in Jadar?”
Siegfried gave him a nonchalant smile. “Of course. The Hashin-shin saw great promise in you by then, and giving you a sip every now and then kept you close to Hamural.”
Randal felt himself grow cold. The Hashin-shin behind him gave him a shove, but he didn’t budge. Instead he stared at Siegfried. He remembered the last time he’d felt that same feeling of all-encompassing rage and hatred he’d felt during the countless battles he’d fought. He’d never forget it.
“Did you give me any during the hunt?” Randal’s voice came out a whisper.
“What are you talking about?”
“Ten years ago, back in Jadar. When I –“ He had to admit it to himself. “When I killed Claudia.”
“Certainly. Hunts were always a great opportunity. You always relished in the destruction.” Siegfried sounded as if he was discussing the weather.
“You! You killed her!” The shout came out like a sob. He sank to his knees, ignoring the Hashin-shin trying to shove him into motion.
Siegfried gave him a sadistic grin. “No my dearest Randal. You did, and you know it.”
“It was your poison that made me do it.”
“You held the sword,” Siegfried said. “You stabbed her. All because you had no control.”
“No!” A sob escaped from Randal’s lips.
“You never bothered controlling your rage because you relished the death and destruction. You loved losing yourself in the fight.”
“I didn’t recognize her! Because of your draught. I didn’t realize. You made me kill her.”
“Most Hashin-shin learn control after taking the Draught a dozen times or so. A few need twenty or thirty times. You took it for years and never even made the slightest attempt at controlling yourself.”
“I didn’t know!”
“It was all you,” Siegfried said. “You still remember how your sword felt in your hands when you killed her. How you relished the kill. You realized what you’d done the moment you did it. You just didn’t care enough.”
“No,” Randal begged, tears streaming down his face.
“You remember what you said when you drove your sword into your wife? I certainly do.”
If Randal’s hands had been unbound he’d have pressed them against his ears. As it was, he had no way of blocking out the words he knew Siegfried would say. Instead, he mouthed them along.
“Where’s the next one? One isn’t enough!”






  
  Preparations


Bryn took in the mountaintop plateau, enjoying having been let out of the cramped storage closet they’d locked her in for the first time since they’d arrived at this bloody stupid place two days ago, even if it was in the company of that asshole Anupam. She’d only gotten a short look when they’d locked her up, and any knowledge she had of the place might help her escape when her father arrived. 
If, Bryn corrected herself. For the first time she admitted that perhaps her father wouldn’t show up in time. All the idiot Hashin-shin she’d seen had been increasingly tense since she’d arrived, as if something big was fast approaching, probably their bloody eclipse. Maybe her father had been delayed somewhere and would be late.
The hilltop vaguely resembled a temple, with statues sitting in a circle around a central seal, except that there stood six of them, not five. The sixth sat closer to the center, on the southern end of the seal, with the others arrayed such that they looked up at the figure. The central statue resembled a kneeling figure, bound in chains, wearing a crown, a broken sword lying in his lap.
Hamural, as he’d sat when he’d been defeated and sentenced by the other gods. She recognized it as a well-known scene from the Codex Austarnum even though she’d never seen it acted out by statues or images in any of the temples she’d visited. Depicting Hamural in any form, even subjugated like this, was forbidden.
“Enjoy the view,” Anupam said in his drawling voice. “It’ll be the last thing you’ll see before you’re joined to our Lord.”
She’d love to rush the bastard and knee him before pulling the knife from his belt and slicing him open. However, even if she managed, and there was no guarantee she could surprise the asshole, then one of the other Hashin-shin busy around the hilltop would just recapture her and possibly beat her badly enough to make it impossible to flee later. She’d keep up acting like a beaten, subservient girl.
“Why did you bring me here?” She only had to work a little to make her voice quiver.
“Not to gloat, if that’s what you’re thinking. That’s just a nice bonus.” He looked at something behind her and dropped to his knees, pressing his forehead to the ground. “I brought you for him.”
Bryn turned to see what had caused that reaction in Anupam. A hooded and cloaked figure stood behind her on the edge of the seal, his eyes reflecting the sunlight, making them seem blood red. He’d be taller even than her father if they stood side by side. The man moved towards her with the grace of a dancer – no, the grace of a mountain lion – emanating hatred and death with each step.
“Rise, Anupam, son of Anish.” The man spoke the words as if they were foreign to him, like she’d heard tribesmen from beyond the empire’s northern border do.
Anupam got to his feet, though he kept his eyes to the ground. “My lord Naethalor, here she is. I know she’s not my sworn enemy – the cowardly heathen has so far managed to escape capture. But she is of his blood, she might serve our purposes as well.”
Wait! Bryn shivered at his words. Did he expect her father to show up as well?
Naethalor regarded Anupam for a moment, the light not reaching his face. Anupam quivered underneath the gaze. The man strode past them to Hamural’s statue. “Bring her to me.”
Anupam dragged Bryn forward, placing her beside the statue. As Naethalor drew back his hood, Bryn gasped. The man had hidden a bald, alien face both ancient and young underneath his hood, a face she recognized only from stories.
Naethalor gave her the smile of a lion eyeing a mouse. “Surprised to see a narim?”
Bryn could only gape at the figure. They’d disappeared from the empire a thousand years ago. The rare times one had appeared within the empire’s borders was the stuff of legends. They’d been either the harbinger of disaster or the empire’s savior in one of its darkest hours. To see one here, talking to her, felt like she’d stumbled into a play put up by a travelling troupe at the harvest festival.
The narim ignored her lack of reaction and placed one hand on Hamural’s statue and the other across her face, his fingernails digging into her flesh. He smelled vaguely of a forest in autumn, of decaying leaves and mushrooms sprouting up everywhere.
At first nothing happened. Then a warmth spread out from Naethalor’s palm, across her face and down her spine. A deep alien voice, very different from the narim’s, spoke inside her head in some ancient language, as if rummaging through not just her mind, but her entire being and lineage. After a moment and an eternity the voice fell silent and the warmth withdrew, though Naethalor kept his hand in place.
Finally the narim let go. His shoulders sagged and he drew in a few deep breaths as if he’d just ran around the room in full armor before composing himself again and walking back to the seal in the center of the room. Beside her, Anupam looked expectantly at his master.
“Her blood is sufficient,” the narim declared, “but her life isn’t. If your archenemy doesn’t show up before the eclipse, then your life is forfeit together with hers.”
Anupam threw himself on the floor again, a tremble running down his back. “Of course Daishin.”
“Don’t worry. Your death will be clean and honorable.” Naethalor sounded as if he was discussing the weather. “You have earned as much for your service.”
“You are too kind, Daishin,” Anupam said. “Though I am not worried. I have a man with the heathen and others tracking them. He will get here in time.”
“You knew my father was following us?” Bryn blurted out. Shit!
“Of course little girl,” Anupam said. “I’ve known ever since we arrived in that pit of depravity Vidastur. In fact, it’s partly because of you that we’ll get him here before the eclipse.”
“What?” Bryn asked.
“With your help, we managed to tell him where he needed to go and when he had to get here.” Anupam gave her a wide grin. “What? You actually believe we hadn’t noticed all your little scribbles? Or that you eavesdropped on us every time we discussed anything?” He laughed as she stared at him dumbstruck. “You really believed we were that stupid or careless. You poor little girl.”
Bryn’s knees gave out and she sank to the ground, raising a hand to her mouth in shock. This couldn’t be happening. She’d been so careful the whole way.
Her eyes darted round the plateau, as she looked for some way to escape – she needed to get away from this forsaken place.
There wasn’t one. Her only hope lay in her father still. He’d rescue her. He had to. He was a better man than they believed him to be.
The hurried footsteps of someone jogging across the plateau drew near from behind Hamural’s statue. A moment later a travel-stained figure burst into view. “Anupam, I’ve got –“ the man stumbled on his words as he saw Naethalor. Without hesitation, he prostrated himself on the ground, pressing his forehead to the temple floor.
“Why do you disturb your betters?” Naethalor’s voice was cold.
The man shivered underneath the narim’s stern gaze, and he mumbled his answer at the floor. “Forgive me, Daishin. I was sent here with important news for my lord Anupam. I did not know your lordship would be here with him.”
“So important that your disrespect could be forgiven?” The threat in Naethalor’s voice was obvious.
“I would not presume to tell you what to forgive, Daishin.”
Smart man, Bryn thought.
The messenger continued speaking. “However, I believe this news is worth the cost even if it isn’t forgiven.”
“Out with it then,” Naethalor said.
The man raised his head off the floor and looked to Anupam. “Siegfried sent me to tell you that he’s captured the heathen near Arram Gorge. This happened yesterday. He’ll have him here this evening.”
No! She was responsible for getting her father captured. They’d murder him, and his death would be on her. If she hadn’t tried to be smart then at least he’d live.
“That’s amazing news!” Anupam exclaimed, before slapping his mouth shut as he realized he’d spoken before his master.
At his words Bryn forgot all else and launched herself off the ground, aiming her fist for his face.
“You bastard!” She could at least hurt him. She was dead anyway, and pretending to be meek had gotten her nothing.
Anupam gave her a surprised look. Then, a mere heartbeat before her fist would connect with his nose, he dodged sideways faster than her eyes could follow, throwing her punch wide.
Stumbling past him, she turned and rushed at him again, even as the asshole burst out laughing. Again he sidestepped her attack as if he were playing with a newborn. If only she were faster. She pushed forward again, this time seeing where Anupam would move, which let her adjust her blow to strike where his stomach would be. At the last moment, her opponent managed to block the strike with his right arm.
Someone grabbed her arm as she made to hit him again.
“Anupam, stop toying with your prey,” Naethalor said. “I appreciate your spirit girl,” he said to her even as she struggled in his vice-like grip. “And in different circumstances we could have used you. Now though, the cards have already been dealt.”
A warmth spread from his hand, and her rage left her, being replaced by a numbness. With that, her strength left her and she sagged in his grip.
They were going to kill her and her father, and there was nothing she could do about it.






  
  Forgiveness


Randal stumbled again as the Hashin-shin pushed him forward once more. He managed to stay upright with a quick scuffle of his feet, and then continued his forward plodding, his dragging feet throwing up puffs of dust. 
Siegfried and the Hashin-shin who’d captured him herded him along a rocky goat track, leading up a barren hillside. A steep cliff to his right offered a welcome bit of shade, though ahead, the trail ran across open ground again before turning straight at the westering sun again.
This process had been going on for most of the day; the masked Hashin-shin had shoved him every time he felt Randal moved too slowly. Which had been a few times an hour. Randal just hadn’t cared enough to move faster towards his own – and his daughter’s – death. Only the fact that he’d get a last look at her before he’d die – the Hashin-shin had threatened to poke out his eyes if they had to carry him – had kept him moving. Otherwise he’d probably have simply lain down by the side of the dirt path and refused to get up again.
“We’re almost there,” Siegfried said. “Maybe an hour left to Halmuq. There’s a lookout station just ahead where we can rest for a while before continuing.” The traitor had been cheerful all day, talking to him as if they were out hunting together.
Randal dragged his look away from his feet to focus on the terrain ahead. He hadn’t seen any lookouts. After he shaded his eyes from the sun, he spied a glint of light just over the ridge where the trail turned west. Someone lay hidden there. 
As he looked on and drew closer, more features stood out. If he squinted, one of the indentations in the rock could be a concealed window that could double as an arrow slit. And if he had to guess, the cliff face contained a few more cleverly concealed defensive features. Nothing to stop an approaching army – or even a large unit – for long, but it would be long enough to let a runner get away and warn the other Hashin-shin.
Siegfried stopped a stone’s throw away from the hidden lookout, and shouted, “Hamural will return, and we serve him! I bring the sacrifice!”
At his words, four shadows unfolded from across the mountain side, only one of which had been the hidden lookout Randal had noticed, and stood up, bows in hand. Each Hashin-shin wore an outfit similar to the one who’d been shoving Randal all day; a drab grey hooded cloak that blended into the surrounding desert landscape over a leather armor breast piece, and a cowl hiding his face.
“Proceed,” the closest one answered in a northern accent, his voice muffled by his cowl. The Hashin-shin behind him gave another shove and Randal started his plodding again.
A small flat space sat just behind the bend in the path, the mountainsides folding inwards, creating a small, crude courtyard. A single doorway led into the mountain, presumably a guardhouse used by the lookouts. The Hashin-shin who’d spoken greeted Siegfried with a kiss on each cheek in the courtyard as if they were old friends, talking for a few moments between the two of them, after which Siegfried turned to him and their other companion.
“Brat Eil here is hosting us, giving us a moment to rest, freshen up and grab a bite to eat,” Siegfried announced. “It’s only a short hike from here, and they don’t need us until after dark.”
With that Siegfried headed through the doorway. Without hesitation the Hashin-shin behind Randal shoved him after the traitor.
Despite the circumstance, Randal welcomed the interior’s cool shade. The inside looked like a natural cavern that had been adapted to the Hashin-shin’s needs. It was a roughly oval room, elongated along the outer wall containing the arrow slits he’d noticed on the outside. In the opposite wall, a doorway led deeper into the mountain, while on the far end of the room, a single staircase ran up, probably to the guardhouse’s roof.
A table surrounded by comfortable looking chairs occupied the center, while a weapon’s rack and some tall cupboards occupied the walls.
“Just tie him up here,” Brat Eil, who seemed in charge of the guardhouse, said from over by the weapon’s rack. He grabbed several of the swords and moved them across the room. The other Hashin-shin followed his lead, grabbing the swords, axes and bows stored in the rack, while Siegfried tied Randal’s hands to it.
“Give him something to eat and drink,” Siegfried said. “I’ll go for a wash. Do you have a clean outfit? I need to look presentable to the Daishin when I present my friend to him.”
“I’ll show you,” Brat Eil said. “I’m sure I can find something pretty for you while they entertain themselves for a bit.”
Siegfried and the Hashin-shin disappeared through the doorway, and another Hashin-shin headed up the staircase, leaving just a single guard and the bastard who’d been shoving him all day, Wulfstan, to stand watch. Both settled down at the table, talking quietly so that Randal couldn’t overhear them. With nothing better to do, Randal settled down on the dirt floor, shifting around until he found a half-comfortable spot against the wall with his hands tied above him.
“How about something to drink?” Randal asked. “And maybe a bite to eat? Siegfried said to get me some.” He had no idea how much Siegfried’s request meant to these people, but he was thirsty and his situation couldn’t get much worse, so it was worth a try.
The two figures looked up, one of them whispering something to the other. They both sniggered and got up. The taller of the two disappeared through the same doorway as Siegfried had, while Wulfstan, darker skinned and with a drooping mustache, headed out through the front door.
Unexpectedly finding himself alone, even if only for a moment, Randal sat up and looked around for a way to escape. The easiest probably was to go for the weapons. He might be able to drag the weapon’s rack across the room to get to one of the axes lying there and use that to free his hands.
As soon as the thought flashed through his head he dismissed it and sank back down again. The whole attempt would be pointless. Even if he could reach the weapons in time and without anyone hearing him drag the rack across the room, then he’d still run into a Hashin-shin in any direction he’d go. And even if he could avoid them, he’d be stuck in the middle of an unknown desert with no supplies or water being pursued by a group of determined killers who did actually know their way around the area. And even if he got away, that still wouldn’t free Bryn or let him see her.
A moment later the Hashin-shin who’d headed deeper into the mountain returned carrying a metal mug filled with water. He placed it on the ground beside Randal.
“Enjoy.” The man gave him a nasty, condescending smile and walked back to his seat.
It took Randal a moment to figure out what the man had meant, but then he realized that he had no way of reaching the mug with his hands tied to the rack. He could move them around a foot or so, but nowhere near enough to reach something placed on the ground.
“You bastard!” Randal shouted, pulling on his hands, rattling the rack. “Rot in the six hells!” He’d get the bastard if he ever got close again, beat him to a pulp with the rack.
The man burst out laughing. “This is already more than you deserve infidel. Besides, why waste good food and water on a dead man? Enjoy looking at it.”
A moment later, Wulfstan returned, carrying two handfuls of pebbles. He handed one pile to his companion and sat down.
“The cup,” the tall Hashin-shin announced. “The swine isn’t drinking anyway.” As soon as he’d finished, he flicked his wrist, throwing a pebble at the cup. With a clash the pebble knocked it over, spilling water all across the dirt floor.
“Too easy,” Wulfstan complained through his mustache. “Even my blind mother could have hit that in the dark. Left upper arm.” He threw his pebble at Randal, striking him just above the elbow joint.
Randal’s arm stung from the impact, and he ground his teeth, clamping his mouth shut. He wouldn’t give the assholes the satisfaction of hearing him yelp, no matter how much they used him for target practice. The next one smashed against his right shin, then one missed him, and the one after that struck his left shoulder.
“His nose,” the tall Hashin-shin said, causing Randal to look up. He could take the hits against his body, a few bruises didn’t matter, but he wouldn’t take a rock to his face.
He focused on the Hashin-shin as the man drew back his wrist and sent the pebble flying. Time slowed around him, letting him see the path the pebble would take. With a minimal move of his head, he got out of the way, the pebble flying past him and hitting the wall behind him.
Wulfstan burst out laughing. “You missed again!”
“The pig cheated! He moved!” the taller Hashin-shin cried out.
“If you can’t even anticipate the movement of your prey then you’re just a terrible aim. Watch how it’s done.” The mustached Hashin-shin focused on Randal.
Unlike with the previous throw, Randal couldn’t make out the pebble’s path before the Hashin-shin threw it. It reminded him of when Wulfstan had attacked him after Siegfried’s betrayal. Even as Wulfstan drew back his hand and flicked the pebble his way, Randal wondered if the man was digging into a Gift to throw it or if it was a lingering effect of the draught the man had drunk earlier.
The pebble raced his way faster than any had before then. It had crossed half the room when Randal saw where the thing would land. With only a heartbeat to react, Randal ducked out of the way, and the pebble struck the wall, shattering on impact.
This time the tall Hashin-shin roared in laughter. “You’re even worse than me. Even when you cheat you miss.”
The mustached man looked sullen. “I didn’t cheat.”
“Using Hamural’s Draught is cheating. It’s not like anyone else here drank it.”
“That’s not my problem. You’re all just crippled.”
The tall Hashin-shin slammed his hand on the table. “Who are you calling crippled? Watch your mouth or I’ll cripple you, draught or no.”
“I’d like to see you try. You can’t even hit a man six paces away.”
“Watch me.” The tall Hashin-shin grabbed another pebble off the table and took aim again. “Left hand.”
Even before the pebble left the man’s hand, Randal saw that it would miss. In a heartbeat he decided that he’d see if he could mess with the Hashin-shin a bit. He shifted his hand into the path of the pebble and took a glancing blow on his knuckles.
“You got lucky,” Wulfstan said. “He moved.”
“Shut up. First I had a terrible aim because he moved and missed, and now I’m lucky?”
The mustached Hashin-shin regarded Randal again and then declared, “left elbow.”
This time, Randal drew in his upper arm a fraction, shifting his elbow, and the pebble missed, striking his chest instead.
The tall Hashin-shin broke out laughing again. “Let me guess, bad luck?”
“The bastard’s cheating!”
“What was it again? If you can’t even anticipate your prey’s movement then you’re a terrible aim?”
The two Hashin-shin continued their game. For the next three rounds, Randal made sure each time to let the taller one hit, while making Wulfstan miss. With each hit and miss, the discussion got more heated, until after the third miss, the mustached Hashin-shin jumped up out of his chair and pulled a knife.
“The infidel is screwing me over!” he screamed.
The tall Hashin-shin just laughed. “You’re as bad a loser as you are an aim.”
Wulfstan turned on his companion and shoved him back, tipping over the man’s chair. “Say that again and I’ll cut out your tongue!”
At that moment Siegfried and the group leader burst back into the room.
“What’s going on here?” Brat Eil demanded.
Both Hashin-shin jumped erect, looking at their feet. Neither of them answered.
With nothing to lose, Randal broke the silence. “They’d decided to use their guest for target practice. From the look of it, they needed it.” He had no idea about either their orders or hierarchy, but causing some more strife might help him somehow or at the least offer a few moments of entertainment.
“What?” Siegfried shouted. “Did I tell you to do so? The Daishin wants him in one piece.” Both Hashin-shin took a step back at Siegfried’s words.
“Go stand watch outside,” Brat Eil ordered. “Only come back in when the change of guard gets here to relieve us.”
As the two Hashin-shin marched out, Siegfried disappeared through the doorway again.
He returned a moment later, carrying a plate of food and a pewter mug. After placing them on the table, he headed to Randal and freed him from the weapon’s rack. Pointing at the food, he said, “Go on, grab something to eat.”
Randal hesitated, looking for some trickery in Siegfried’s face. Nothing showed. Then again, the man had fooled him for almost twenty years. He couldn’t trust whatever he saw. Slowly he got up and, rubbing his still tied arms, walked to the table, scanning the room for any signs of danger. Sitting down, he stared at the food, wondering if he could eat it.
“It’s perfectly safe.” Siegfried, reading his mind, bent forward, picked a slice of carrot and a dried apricot and stuffed them in his mouth.
“Why are you suddenly being all friendly?”
“I never stopped.”
Randal held up his bound hands. “What’s this then?”
“Just business,” Siegfried said. “I made a deal, and I’m keeping it. The Hashin-shin took care of me, and this is their price.”
“You’re impossible.”
“Just eat your food. I don’t know what the Daishin has planned for you, but there’s no telling when you’ll get more.”
Randal bent over the food, and grabbed a piece of sausage he hoped would be goat with his hand. They hadn’t given him any cutlery.
After swallowing the food, he asked, “Who’s this Daishin guy you keep mentioning?” It couldn’t hurt if he knew a bit about who he would face.
“It’s the title for the head of the Hashin-shin. Sort of like the Grandmaster of the Knights of Vali.”
“Sounds like a colorful figure. What’s he like?” Randal took a bite of the carrots and apricot. Spiced with ginger and cumin, the food tasted surprisingly good. Much better than he’d expected to find out there in the middle of nowhere.
“Trust me when I say you don’t want to know,” Siegfried said.
With that, Randal focused on the food again. Siegfried didn’t seem inclined to offer up any useful information, and Randal didn’t feel like engaging in casual small talk with the bloody traitor.
Not long after he’d finished his meal – he still sat nursing his mug of water – the two guards came back in again, followed by another group of four Hashin-shin dressed similarly. These had to be the change of guards then.
“Time to get going,” Siegfried said. “Brat Eil has graciously offered to accompany us to Halmuq.”
Behind Randal, the guards exchanged greetings, discussing what had happened during the day, which, apart from Randal’s arrival, wasn’t much, and collected what few personal items they’d brought.
A cloaked figure appeared in the doorway, sword drawn. As the figure rushed in, the stone in the sword’s pommel burst alight, spreading a white light. Vesta! Randal would recognize her sword anywhere.
The Hashin-shin scrambled away as Vesta cut down the two closest figures. Randal froze in his seat as he tried to determine the best way to help Vesta. With his hands bound, he might get in her way and make matters worse if he wasn’t careful. The best help he might be able to offer was to make sure she couldn’t be swarmed by the Hashin-shin. Then she could deal with them, using her Gift.
Someone attacked Vesta, a brave and foolish attempt. The attack however did give the other Hashin-shin time to draw their weapons and regroup at the doorway. Three of them ganged up on her, attacking from multiple sides – they’d clearly practiced fighting together. The attack forced Vesta on the defensive, which was never where you wanted to be if you were outnumbered.
Randal jumped to his feet and grabbed the next chair over.  As soon as one of the bastards had gotten close enough, he slammed it into the back of the closest Hashin-shin, sending his target staggering sideways while he got out of the way again. This offered Vesta the opening she needed to kill first one and then the other two attackers.
Wulfstan appeared through the doorway at the far end of the room, drinking from a small vial. He had to be taking Hamural’s Draught again! Brat Eil followed after him, holding a short sword, and Siegfried walked behind him. Wulfstan crossed the room in a heartbeat, engaging Vesta, matching her blow for blow. Brat Eil and Siegfried joined in, moving slower than either of them, but being just enough of a distraction to Vesta to give Wulfstan the upper hand. Randal looked for an opening but couldn’t find one where he wouldn’t distract Vesta as well as her attackers. Jumping in might get her killed.
Wulfstan’s movements sped up with each passing moment – it had to be the draught taking effect – and step by step he forced Vesta back. On her right, Brat Eil dashed in and out every now and then with a stab, while Siegfried waved his sword around, standing between Randal and her. She was losing.
She’d be out of space in two more steps. Randal saw how it would play out. She’d hit the wall beside the door, Wulfstan would launch a strike at her chest, and with no room to back away, she’d block it. Siegfried would then dash in and pierce her side. The blow wouldn’t be fatal, but the follow-up from Wulfstan as she defended from it would be.
“No!” Randal threw the chair at Siegfried, striking his former friend’s shoulder, making him stumble.
Siegfried turned to him, sword in hand, and charged.
Weaponless, Randal dove out of reach, rolling to put as much distance between him and the sword. He stopped only when he struck the far wall next to the doorway. Siegfried ran at him, holding his sword in the casual grip of a practiced swordsman.
Randal desperately groped around for a weapon with which to fend off the attack. His hand came across one of the scabbarded swords the Hashin-shin had left beside the door, and he brought it up just in time to block Siegfried’s attack.
Off to his side, Vesta had a little more breathing room, but she was still on the defensive as she faced two Hashin-shin, one of whom was drugged on Hamural’s draught. He needed to end his fight with Siegfried fast.
Randal drew the blade, first blocking a strike aimed at his head and then one coming at his side. Siegfried had been practicing, though it felt like the attacks were more aimed at keeping him occupied than actually dealing him a deadly wound.
Randal reached for his Gift and saw where Siegfried’s next blow would land. He stepped aside, knocking Siegfried’s attack wide. With a lunge, he drove his sword in his former friend’s side, the sword sinking a span into the man’s stomach.
Siegfried jerked back, sliding off the sword. He took a step and then stumbled to his knees as he pressed a hand against his side in a futile attempt to stop the bleeding. He mouthed a soundless cry and then tumbled to the ground.
Without a second thought, Randal turned around and, in a single motion, flung his sword at Brat Eil.
The blade bounced harmlessly off the man’s back.
At the impact though, the Hashin-shin did give a quick glance behind him to see what had happened. The distraction gave Vesta an opening to strike Brat Eil’s chest, running him through.
Randal next threw the scabbard he still held at the last remaining Hashin-shin. It didn’t achieve anything, since the man had seen what had happened to his companion and drugged on Hamural’s Draught, had probably seen the scabbard coming.
However, a worried frown now crept across his face as he looked from Vesta to Randal and back. He now found himself outnumbered and facing not one, but two Gifted. He backed away, keeping his sword between himself and Vesta, and made for the staircase in the corner.
Vesta dashed forward, and accompanied by a flash from her sword’s pommel, struck a lightning-fast blow at Wulfstan. The Hashin-shin managed to block the attack, but with her follow-up, Vesta sliced her sword across Wulfstan’s thigh. His right leg buckled as she severed his muscles, and with a second strike, she killed him.
Randal dropped his sword to the ground and sank to his knees beside Siegfried. He’d broken his promise. How could he?
Yes, the man had betrayed him. However, they’d also been friends for much of Randal’s life. They’d fought together, covered one another. They’d travelled to Jadar together to settle down there. Maybe Siegfried had only done so because of some Hashin-shin order, but some of the moments they’d shared had to have been real, hadn’t they?
And now he’d killed him. With a sword. Another person he’d known, dead by his hands. After he’d promised Claudia. How could he?
Vesta sank down on the ground opposite him and placed her hands on his shoulders. “Are you all right?”
“Yes.” He looked at her through teared up eyes. “I mean no. I killed him.”
“I’m sorry. I know he was your friend.”
“No. Yes. I don’t know. That’s some of it.” Randal took a deep breath. She had a right to know. She’d come back for him. “Not all of it. I made a promise. Years ago. When my wife Claudia died. When I –“ He hesitated for a moment and looked away before pushing on. “When I killed her.”
When Vesta finally spoke, her voice was soft and full of compassion. “What happened?”
“It was over ten years ago, Bryn was just a little girl. One day a neighboring lord unexpectedly visited Jadar for several days, and I decided to take him hunting. Back then, the forests around Jadar were generally safe, so it became an event. Everyone came, the lord and his entourage, half my household, Claudia, everyone.
“Siegfried tagged along to take care of our cooking, as he often did. Already back then, my cook was getting on in years and preferred staying at home, and I enjoyed his company. It always felt a bit like old-times-sake.
“On the hunt, we came across a pack of wild boar. As I pursued them, I lost myself in my rage, thinking them an enemy I needed to kill. As I slaughtered them, I found myself close to Claudia. I didn’t recognize her.
“As before with Einar, I attacked her. I rammed my sword through her stomach. In the end, her voice got through to me. My rage left me, returning me to myself as she bled out. I held her as she died from the wound I’d given her.
“That day I swore I would never wield a sword again and attack someone in a rage. I promised my dying wife, the woman I loved and murdered, and now I broke that promise.”
“Oh, Randal,” Vesta said. “I’m so sorry.”
“Yesterday Siegfried –“ Randal hesitated for a moment. “After he’d captured me, Siegfried told me he’d given me something to drink – he called it Hamural’s Draught – which triggered the rage.”
“It feels too easy, doesn’t it? To have something else to blame.”
“It was my sword that killed her, my hand. If I’d had more control, she’d still be here.”
“I forgive you. I know it doesn’t mean much, but I forgive you.”
Randal pointed at Siegfried’s corpse. “I can’t even keep my damn word to my dead wife.”
“You did,” Vesta said. Randal gave her a confused stare, so she kept talking. “You swore to never kill again with a sword in a rage. Today you didn’t. You reacted to save someone. You were controlled and composed, and you knew exactly what you were doing. There was no rage there.”
“You sound like some bought judge defending a nobleman of some impossible to defend crime.”
“I’m not. Look inside yourself. Truly look and ask yourself which death haunts you more; Siegfried’s or Zogo’s.”
The answer to her question stared Randal in the face. Siegfried had chosen his own path, and those choices had gotten him killed, unlike Zogo, who’d been an innocent bystander.
Vesta nodded as she saw Randal reach his conclusion. “I’ve told you before, it’s not the tool that matters, it’s the wielder, and how you wield it.” She grabbed her sword and showed it to Randal. “You know why I picked Eikon?”
“You got to pick a Phaerian sword?”
“Sort of. It’s complicated. They say those swords pick the wielder. The emperor granted me a weapon from his armory, and Eikon reacted to me as much as I to him. Anyway, in the old tongue, Eikon means redemption. For me, it’s a means to redeem myself for all the suffering I’ve caused wielding a sword. By fighting for what is right – by opposing Hamural – I repay my debt to the world.”
Vesta straightened out and cleaned the blade on the tunic of one of the fallen Hashin-shin.
Standing up, Randal felt a speck of hope. She was right. He could keep his promise to Claudia and still fight. With a sword in hand he might actually have a chance to rescue his daughter.
“Thank you,” Randal said. “For coming back for me. For believing in me.”
“You’re welcome.”
The sword Siegfried had dropped when he’d fallen lay by his feet. It was his own sword. The one he’d wielded when he’d killed his wife. Hesitantly, he reached out to it. Maybe he could redeem himself and the sword a little by rescuing Claudia’s daughter with it. Its grip felt familiar and comfortable as he closed his fingers around it. He could do this.
“I’m afraid I must leave you now,” Randal said. “I must still try to rescue Bryn.”
“I know,” Vesta said, “and I’m coming with you.”
“Are you sure? You already thought trying it with just four people was a bad idea, and there’s only two of us now.”
Vesta placed a hand on his shoulder. “We’re not just any two people. We’re two Gifted knights.”






  
  The Ritual


Randal stumbled onto the plateau containing the ruins of Halmuq, Vesta marching behind him with her hand lightly resting on the small of his back. They’d loosely bound his hands in front of him, pretending he was still a captive. They’d need any advantage they could get, and the surprise that he was free could buy them valuable moments. For the same reason, Vesta had donned a Hashin-shin cloak they’d found in the back of the guardhouse. 
Overhead, the lunar eclipse neared completion, the dwindling moonlight glinting off six statues standing in a circle in the center of the plateau. Eleven hooded figures knelt inside the ring of statues. Ten of them pressed their face to a giant seal, eleven paces across, eerily similar to the one in the Pantheon in Vidastur, that covered the space between statues. The eleventh looked up at a man standing in front of the largest statue with his back to Randal and Vesta. Torches ringed the group, casting a flickering, bloodred glow on them while hiding everything else in darkness.
As Randal and Vesta moved forward and to the side of the largest statue, another figure came into view, kneeling next to the standing figure, looking out of place in bedraggled clothes. Bryn!
He picked up his pace to rush to her side. Vesta grabbed the back of his tunic and pulled him back.
“Patience,” she hissed at him.
A sword lay on the ground in front of Bryn in the middle of the seal, and she stared at it with the look of someone wanting to charge the men arrayed around her even though her hands were bound.
The silence deepened as Randal and Vesta approached, and the standing man turned towards them. Anupam! A shiver ran down Randal’s back as he saw the bastard he’d been chasing all these weeks and the hunger in the man’s face.
“Ah, the guest of honor has arrived,” the kneeling man said. He looked up at the shrinking moon. The eclipse would be full in moments. “And just in time too. Bring him forward.” The man had an alien accent, as if he came from beyond the northern borders of the empire instead of this southern region.
Vesta nodded and, keeping her head bowed low to hide her face, prodded Randal in the back, leading him to stand beside Anupam.
“Here is your sworn blood enemy,” the seated man said. “Do you recognize this child of Hamural so his Gifted blood can take the first step to free our lord?”
“Dad!” Bryn shouted. “I’m so sorry!” Her voice broke as she spoke the words and it took all of Randal’s control not to rush towards her.
Anupam eagerly fingered the sword at his side. “Yes, Daishin. This is the heathen who stole my lands and ruined my life. For that, I will end his.”
The Daishin beckoned to Vesta. “Bring him forward.” As Vesta led him to stand beside his daughter, the man continued talking. “You will fight a duel to the death, child of Hamural.”
“I’ll never submit to him!” Randal stared at the Daishin. “I’d rather die than giving in to that ass.”
The Daishin nodded at Anupam, who back-handed Bryn, sending her staggering a step back. Randal lunged forward, but Vesta pulled him back, keeping him in place.
“Do not interrupt me,” the Daishin said in his cold voice. “Or she will face the consequences.”
The man’s two glowing red eyes stared at him from deep inside the hooded, shadowed face, daring him to say something. Randal slapped his mouth shut. He couldn’t let Bryn get hurt. After waiting a moment, the Daishin nodded to himself and kept talking.
“You don’t need to submit. You are already His. All who embrace Hamural’s power to fight are His children. Though we do give you a chance to die.
“You will duel Anupam. Where the gods dueled Hamural to lock him away, we will pit two blood enemies, both Gifted, both children of Hamural, against each other in a duel. By mirroring his imprisonment and with the lifeblood of one of you spilled in this manner during the eclipse, we will take the first step to freeing our lord.
“There will be no mercy in this fight, no victory other than in death.” The Daishin pointed at Randal’s feet. “The sword is yours for the duel.”
“What about my daughter?” Randal demanded. “You need me to fight? I’ll fight if she goes free.”
“Dad, no!” Bryn cried out.
“Stomach,” the Daishin said.
Anupam stepped towards Bryn, wearing a sarcastic grin. He slammed his fist into her stomach, causing her to double over and sink to the ground, gasping for air.
The Daishin drew back his hood, revealing the otherworldly face of a narim. Behind Randal, Vesta fidgeted at the sight, even as he struggled in her grip.
The narim gave Randal a sadistic smile. “That was for the second interruption. Next time, I’ll have her hand. However, for now it seems like you want to bargain. Very well, speak.”
“You’ll have no duel if I don’t fight.”
“You display the spirit of Hamural, even against overwhelming odds. For that, I will grant you an answer.”
Randal’s spirit lifted. He’d get Bryn out of there at least. Vesta would get her back to Vidastur.
The narim flowed to his feet. “This is my offer. If you don’t duel, then I will torture your daughter here in front of you until you do. I can keep her alive for longer than you can keep sane. I’m sure her screams will get you to fight.” The Daishin’s voice was completely devoid of emotion as he spoke.
Randal ground his teeth. He had trouble reading the narim’s face, but after seeing the casual violence the Daishin had displayed at a simple interruption, Randal knew the narim would carry out the threat without a second thought.
The Daishin must’ve seen the realization on Randal’s face. “I thought so. To give you some extra motivation, if you fight well, her death will be swift.”
Randal squeezed his hands, to stop himself from rushing the asshole. “Fine.”
He’d go back to the original plan then; somehow let Vesta get Bryn to their horses which they’d left just out of sight over the edge of the plateau. From there they’d flee as fast and as far as they could. He’d told Vesta to rescue Bryn and not worry about him if it looked like he wouldn’t be able to get away.
The Daishin waved Vesta towards the back. “Take the girl and put her to the side there next to Ran’s statue where our esteemed guest can see her. Just in case he needs some extra motivation.”
Vesta grabbed Bryn under both armpits and dragged her away from the circle, even as the girl struggled.
“Dad!” Bryn cried out. “I love you!”
Randal looked after her as Vesta placed her on the edge of the illuminated area next to one of the statues. Vesta had chosen a spot close to the path leading off the plateau, where they’d left their horses. If he put up a big enough show to distract everyone and bought her and Vesta enough time, they’d get away.
The hand-and-a-half sword at his feet looked like a crappy, unbalanced hunk of metal that barely deserved the name. Despite all their talk of a duel, they didn’t like fighting fair. It didn’t matter. Even if he’d only been given a club, he’d still be able to keep a single opponent in a fight for a long time. He grabbed the thing as he kept his eyes trained on his opponent, half expecting a premature attack or some other surprise.
The damn piece of metal actually felt like a club in a vaguely swordlike shape, the situation made even worse by having his hands tied together. For now he’d start with a clumsy, double-handed grip on the sword to keep up the ruse of being bound. He’d slip his hands free somewhere during the fight when he needed a surprise.
Anupam regarded him with contempt from across the circle. At a nod from the Daishin, he brought a vial to his lips and drank. More cheating. The sword tingled in his palms, eager to be used.
Randal recognized it as Hamural’s influence and pushed the feeling down. Instead, he gave his sword a few practice swings to get a better feel for it and then took up a casual pose holding it out in front of him, the tip resting between his feet.
It was just a tool. He could do this.
He steadied his breathing and reached inside him for his Gift. He’d need every bit of it, and he needed it now.
Though the darkness around him remained the same, he became aware of everything around him; Vesta edging with Bryn further towards the edge of the plateau, the kneeling figures were narim like the Daishin, and Hamural’s Draught spreading through Anupam’s limbs.
Overhead, the eclipse became total and the moon turned a blood red. A whispering murmur emanated from the statues around the plateau. The Daishin raised his hands to the sky.
“As the gods dueled, so will you,” the narim declared. “One of your deaths will bring our Lord one step closer to freedom. Begin.”
In one fluid, lightning-fast motion Anupam charged, swinging his sword. If Randal hadn’t already embraced his Gift, he’d have died from that single strike. As it was, his heightened senses and years of battlefield experience warned him just in time to let him block it at the last possible moment.
Anupam didn’t relent and pushed forward with a series of blows. All Randal could do was block each one, giving way before the onslaught. At no point did he feel able to launch a counterattack. Anupam moved faster and with more experience, leaving Randal to dance backwards and buy time.
With each blow, a dark specter grew over Hamural’s statue, offering Randal the power he needed to kill the vermin across from him. All he had to do was submit, accept his destiny, and he’d be unstoppable.
At Anupam’s next strike, the sword in his hand begged to attack, tingling in his hand. He didn’t retreat. He conquered, he killed, he ruled. He blocked the attack and stepped forward instead of back, shoving his prey away.
Hamural’s specter reached out to him, offering a hand to help him kill this infidel. All Randal had to do was take it.
No!
Anupam forced him to the edge of the circle, where the Daishin prevented Randal from stepping back further. A strike came at his chest, and with limited room to maneuver all he could do was throw himself to the side. The blow scraped across his shoulder, penetrating his brigandine, and drew a thin wound across his skin.
As he landed, Randal rolled and jumped to his feet again. A few drops of blood fell to the ground, where they hissed and disappeared in a puff of acrid smoke.
The Daishin smiled enraptured at the sight.
Randal’s anger turned to rage and Hamural’s specter wrapped around him, welcoming him back like a long-lost son. It offered all the power he needed to deal with this annoying fly.
Instead, Randal dove sideways, as much to escape Hamural as Anupam. 
With his heightened perception, Randal noticed Bryn mounting up beyond the plateau. The sight of his daughter getting away drove out the remaining whisperings from Hamural. The outcome of the duel didn’t matter, his daughter getting away did, how he fought did. He’d face his death as himself, not some mindless slave to a mad god.
He’d keep his promise to his wife.
He breathed in deeply and balanced his emotions as Vesta had taught him. Searching inside himself, he felt his Gift stir, flowing to his limbs.
Straightening out he took on the second guard position, sword over his head, ready to face the next attack.
This time, he saw Anupam’s attack coming, letting him move to parry it before his enemy started his move. Randal’s riposte drew a shallow gash along Anupam’s left arm.
With that, the duel started in earnest with the two fighters exchanging an evenly matched flurry of blows. Neither could gain the upper hand as they danced back and forth across the seal.
A horse’s hoofbeats thundered onto the plateau. With his heightened perception, Eikon stood out like a beacon; Vesta! She’d come to get him. Did that mean she’d gotten Bryn away?
Randal knocked his opponent’s next attack wide with more force than needed. Using his momentum, he spun round his axis, slipping his left hand free of his bounds when his back was turned. He finished his move just in time to block Anupam’s next strike.
Vesta burst into the ring of statues. Anupam reacted to the horse appearing with a narrowing of his eyes, as if he were surprised at the intrusion. The narim kneeling around them didn’t react at all, looking as if they were in some kind of trance, and neither did the Daishin who stood opposite Hamural’s statue, his facial expression completely blank.
Vesta aimed her horse between Randal and Anupam, forcing the latter to jump back or be overrun. Without slowing down, she held down her arm to Randal, who grabbed it and pulled himself up behind her.
Just as she urged the horse out of the circle again, the Daishin struck a blow. One moment the narim’d stood impassive, watching Vesta come past, the next he’d closed the distance faster than Randal’d been able to see, even with his Gift-enhanced perception. He’d drawn the largest shamshir sword Randal had ever seen. The blue gem set in the sword’s pommel flashed, and the narim slashed with an upward stroke, opening the horse’s neck, cutting through bone and tissue as if it were butter.
The horse collapsed. Drawing on his Gift, Randal pushed off before it hit the ground and rolled backwards, jumping to his feet again before he’d stopped moving. To his right, Vesta had performed a similar feat while also drawing her sword. She righted herself, sword in hand, eyeing the narim.
“Welcome, daughter of Hamural,” the Daishin said. “It’s been a long time since I last saw you. You took your time getting the girl mounted. Pointless of course, since I have some friends waiting for her.”
“I belong to Vali,” Vesta stated flatly.
“Groveling to a lesser god doesn’t release you from Hamural’s hold, Lucilla,” the Daishin said.
“I’m Vesta.”
“Changing your name and running away doesn’t free your soul. That is all we need. That, and my hatred.”
He sprang forward the moment he spoke the last word, slashing in a wide arc at Vesta, who parried the blow and with her riposte forced him back.
They exchanged a flurry of evenly matched blows, moving faster than Randal had ever seen anyone move. She hadn’t been lying when she’d told him he couldn’t have hurt her in a one-on-one fight. He’d thought he’d seen what a Gifted one could do. He’d been wrong; he’d need a lot more training to match her.
He turned to Anupam who’d recovered his balance and had watched the exchange between his master and Vesta with wonder in his eyes. Randal needed to keep him occupied so the man couldn’t distract Vesta.
Inspired by Vesta, Randal pushed himself to move faster than he’d had before and attacked Anupam. As he swung his sword, a whisper emanated from Hamural’s statue, offering him victory and a chance to save the ones he loved. All he needed to do was accept it, and he’d vanquish his foes.
He recognized the whispers for what they were, a trap laid out by Hamural. Pushing them aside, he focused on his own Gift and getting the most out of it.
With that, he forced his opponent on the defensive. With each blow, Anupam’s look became more enraged, his eyes growing blood red. The man’s attacks became increasingly reckless, foregoing defense in favor of harder strikes.
“How does it feel,” Randal shouted, “to be outmatched by an infidel?”
Anupam didn’t answer. Instead the man swung his sword around in wild arcs. Randal danced away from the swings. As long as he kept out of reach, these couldn’t hurt him. 
He saw an opening and slapped Anupam’s sword wide, breaking the man’s flow. “I took your home and your title! Now I’ll also take your life!”
Anupam gave a bestial roar and charged forward. Randal sidestepped the charge, diverting the incoming sword with a backhand swipe of his own. He spun round, using Anupam’s body for leverage, and slammed his sword’s pommel onto his opponent’s head. With a grunt, Anupam collapsed and lay still.
Not giving the man a second look – he’d probably survive that blow – Randal turned towards Vesta fighting the Daishin. Sweat streamed down his friend’s face as she fought off the narim’s attacks. So far, he couldn’t see any wounds on either of them. Still, the Daishin looked a lot more comfortable.
As he dashed towards the pair to help Vesta, the blue pommel in the Daishin’s sword flared, and the narim attacked with a downward stroke. Vesta met the strike in a classic defense.
The two swords connected with a flash. When the light cleared, Vesta only held a hilt, broken shards of her sword scattered by her feet. Wearing a predatory grin, the Daishin slashed his sword across Vesta’s stomach, opening her up from hip to shoulder. Vesta stumbled back and fell. With a single blow, the Daishin drove his blade, tip first, into the seal covering the ground, completely ignoring the bleeding Vesta.
At the impact, the seal erupted, throwing up dust and dirt all across the plateau. The narim pulled his sword free again, and the seal flowed into the rocky plateau like water running down an opened drain. An earthquake spread outward, causing Randal to stumble.
Somewhere in the distance, a horse, or more than one, galloped across the plateau.
Randal rushed to the bleeding Vesta. A gap had opened up between her and the Daishin, who seemed to have forgotten all about them as he chanted to the statues around him, arms spread wide, mimicked by the ten narim around him. Randal knelt by her side and found her drawing in shallow breaths.
“Hold on!” he begged.
“Dad!” Bryn shouted through the din. She came galloping towards him on one of the horses they’d left hidden just out of sight of the plateau, leading another one.
Vesta opened her eyes and looked up at Randal. “Leave me,” she whispered. “You can’t save me. I’ll only hold you back.”
Tears rose in Randal’s eyes. “I can’t leave you here.”
“I’m dying, so you aren’t leaving me. Go. Your emperor needs you. Your daughter needs you.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.” Vesta placed her hand, still holding the hilt of her broken sword, against Randal’s chest. “Take this, it’s yours now.” She drew in a rasping breath. “I know it’s broken, but it may aid you yet. Sometimes even broken things can determine the fate of all. Go! Become a true Knight of Vali. Save the world.”
With that, Vesta sank back down. The tremors increased in frequency, and the hole in the ground grew. In moments it would swallow the entire seal and Vesta with it.
Randal grabbed Eikon’s hilt and the broken shards off the ground. He stuffed them in the horse’s saddlebag and leapt onto the animal. With a nudge from his boot the horse galloped back the way it’d come.
For a moment the Daishin interrupted his chanting and shouted after them, “Run, son of Hamural, and know that He hasn’t released his claim on your soul!”
The beast didn’t need much motivation to flee the plateau. As they left the hill, Randal cast one last look behind him, to where Vesta’s body slid into the still growing hole.
Halfway down the hillside, three cloaked figures tried to remain upright as the ground underneath them shook and boulders tumbled past them. Randal kicked his horse and charged straight at them, forcing them to jump out of the way.
As he raced past the watchers, he let the darkness swallow him and Bryn. Tears welled in his eyes for Vesta, warring with his joy for getting his daughter out.






  
  The Truth


Bryn followed her father down the gravel path leading off the plateau as fast as the horses could handle. He’d saved her! Around them, scree and loose boulders rumbled down the hillside as the ground kept shaking. Gradually, the road levelled out and they picked up more speed, trying to put as much distance between them and the bastards behind them. 
“Where are we heading?” Bryn asked when they’d left Halmuq far behind and the road widened enough for her to pull up next to her father.
“This road should eventually take us to the Northern Caravan Road. The fastest path home is following that north to the Swamp of Tarmon and the empire beyond it.”
“Won’t that be the first place they’ll look for us?”
Randal nodded. “I doubt we’re getting away that way.”
“South to Tamya then?”
“It’s not a much better idea. Besides the fact that I’d send a few people to check the roads to the south if I were chasing us, there’s also no easy route to the sea until we’re travelled the whole of the Desert Edge Mountains. It’d take months. We have no funds for that trip.”
“What’s the third option?”
Randal pointed at a gully leading roughly west. “That. We’ll be hard to find when there are no paths to find us on, and the mountains here should at least be somewhat passable here.” He nudged his horse off uphill, into the trackless landscape.
As they crested a mountain ridge and rode out of sight of the path below, Bryn let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. They were really getting away. They slowed their pace to give their horses some time to recover. Running their horses to death would only slow them down more and get them either caught or killed.
On and on they rode through the night, sticking to a westerly heading whenever they could. The bits of the landscape they could make out changed little, just an endless chain of barren mountains and valleys. Every now and then some cliff or deep gully forced them to backtrack and find an alternative route.
When the sun rose behind them in a thin strip of orange on the horizon, they found a shallow cavern to hide from the desert sun – dying of thirst was a more immediate concern than any Hashin-shin pursuit. There they spent a long day hiding and sleeping, too exhausted for anything else, before setting out as the sun touched the horizon again.
Halfway through the night as they rode side by side along a mountain ridge, her father rode up to her.
“We need to talk.”
“About why a bunch of religious fanatics dragged me across the empire?”
“That, and more.” Randal paused for a moment. “About your mother.”
Bryn started at the mention. “What about her?” He never talked about her mother.
“It’s complicated.” He held up a hand to stop her talking.
“I killed your mother,” he blurted out.
Bryn paused for a moment.
“I know. Bjarn told me a few years after it happened. It was a hunting accident. A stray arrow from you struck her. It explained so much about how guilty you felt, but it wasn’t your fault.”
Her father rode in silence for a moment. In the dark half-light of the almost full moon, she couldn’t read his expression.
“That’s not what happened.” It came out as a whisper.
“What?”
“I – I stabbed her. I thought she was an enemy and attacked her. I only realized who she was after the fact. When I –” A sob escaped from his lips and he sank his head into his hands. “When I held her as she died in my arms.”
Bryn could only gape at him for a moment. If she hadn’t been riding, she would have fallen over.
“What?” She repeated. “How? Why? What?”
“I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry. Not a day goes by when I don’t curse myself and beg the gods to take my life for hers.”
“Is that why Anupam wanted to sacrifice me?” Her voice sounded dead. “To bring back mother?”
“No. That’s not it, though there is a relation.”
She gave him a hard stare. “Talk.”
Randal looked up at her. He looked old and broken as he rode beside her. On his cheek, a tear glistened in the moonlight. “The Hashin-shin are trying to free Hamural. They needed me, or you, as a key ingredient in the ritual.”
“I figured something like that from that narim’s talk. And they needed you because you killed mother.”
“No, because I’m Gifted.”
“You’re Gifted?”
“It’s a long story.” Randal gave Bryn a small smile as he referenced how he’d used to start his bedtime stories for her.
“I’m not in the mood. Keep talking.”
“It all started during the Reconquest, when I met Siegfried. It turns out that even back then the Hashin-shin had noticed me. They sent him to befriend me and find out if I was Gifted. Turns out I was.”
“Siegfried? Bjarn’s brother Siegfried?” The disbelief oozed from her voice. What did he have to do with anything?
“I couldn’t believe it either. Anyway, he learned I was Gifted by giving me this drink, Hamural’s Draught he called it, which turns a Gifted fighter into some kind of berserk murder machine. I could basically slaughter my way through half a battalion without trouble. I just also had no control. I just murdered anything that moved.”
“That sounds like a very convenient excuse to not be held accountable for murdering my mother.”
“I know, and I’m not asking you to forgive me.”
“Why tell me then?”
Her father bent his head. “You deserve to know the truth.”
The terrain forced them to ride single file again, and Bryn was glad it stopped any talk. Her father looked up at the stars above, and adjusted their course slightly, leading them down a rubble strewn hillside.
He’d lied to her all these years, hiding from his responsibilities, from her. And now he’d told her the truth, he hid behind some silly drink. She’d seen Anupam drink something before he’d fought her father, and he’d looked in control.
It didn’t make any sense.

      [image: ]They set out again the next night as the sun crawled towards the horizon, after having eaten a little of their provisions of dried figs and salted lamb. When the night had grown full dark, Bryn rode up beside Randal. They hadn’t exchanged more than a few awkward words since his confession, but she needed more information. She’d gone over the conversation and everything that had happened since those bastards had raided Jadar Hall, and she felt like she was missing a few pieces of the puzzle.
She’d start with the safest topic and take it from there.
“This woman who rescued me, who was she?”
“Vesta? She was a noble and compassionate woman. Without her I wouldn’t have been able to rescue you.”
“How did you know her?”
“She was the commander of the Knights of Vali in Vidastur. The emperor asked her to help me and find out what the Hashin-shin were up to.”
“Was she –”Bryn thought for a moment about how to phrase her question” – like you?” She’d seen the last bits of Vesta’s fight with the narim, and the woman had moved faster than anything she’d ever seen.
“She was a much better person than I’ll ever be. But yes, she was a lot like me. She was Gifted, and she’d also once been under Hamural’s influence.”
“What do you mean?”
“If you fight when you’re Gifted, you expose yourself to Hamural, even in his prison. He offers you strength and speed in the form of an overwhelming rage in return for fealty. The more you accept him, the more you end up under his influence.”
“She looked so controlled. Nothing like that.”
“She left Hamural’s influence a long time ago, after she murdered half a city. Like me, she learned the hard way. She was just a much faster and better student than me.”
“What is it like?”
“Being under Hamural’s influence? It’s exhilarating, in a way.”
Bryn gave him a questioning look. He’d enjoyed it?
“Life becomes very simple under his influence. You’re a predator and everyone around you is prey. You have unlimited power with which to kill them, and they deserve to be killed. Each strike brings you more joy, more bliss. You have no control over who you kill, over your own thoughts, but that doesn’t matter. All you want is to keep going, to keep killing.
“And then it ends, when there is no one left to kill. And you look at your hands and see them covered in blood. See yourself covered in blood. And you remember them all. They’re not just soldiers who fought you. They’re people fleeing, mothers, children, friends.” The last word came out as a whisper. “Lovers.” He stifled a sob.
“Is that what,” Bryn hesitated for a moment, “what happened when you killed mother?”
Randal nodded. “When we went out hunting that day, Siegfried gave me some of that Hamural’s Draught. It triggered the rage and I just attacked anything that moved.”
“Why?” She felt curious despite anger. “Wouldn’t Siegfried risk getting killed himself?”
“I don’t know. Maybe he made sure to flee in time, or maybe Hamural hid him from me.”
They rode on through the moonlit, unchanging landscape, heading west as much as possible. A few times they ran into an impassable cliff or deep gully and had to backtrack. At other times, they veered off course as they followed the lay of the land.
Bryn pondered her father’s words as she rode by his side. He seemed honest in his explanation. Maybe he hadn’t been able to control his actions.
She looked over at her father.
“Can you control it now?”
Randal started at her words.
“It’s hard.”
“That usually means no. You taught me that.”
She couldn’t be completely sure in the dark, but that might have gotten her a proud smile.
“Vesta taught me a bit of what she knew. That gives me the beginnings of control. But when I fought Anupam, Hamural’s voice was a constant whisper in my mind. One inattentive moment, and I would have lost control.”
“Doesn’t that scare you?”
“More than you can imagine. I swore to your mother that I would never do that again, and it’s been too close several times. I never want to go back there.”
“Why fight then?”
“You.” Randal pointed at her. “You let me keep my self together during all those moments, ever since I learned what was going on. I had only one chance of rescuing you, and I had to take it. Even at the risk of losing myself.”
Their path narrowed as it led between two boulders, forcing them in single file. As the way widened again and she rode up beside her father, he spoke again.
“I’m sorry. For abandoning you after Claudia’s death. For not being there for you when you needed me. For getting you involved in this mess. For everything.”
“I understand now.”
“You were always smarter than me.”
“But you didn’t get me involved in this mess.”
“But –”
Bryn held up a hand, stopping her father.
“No. Anupam got both of us into this mess, not you. You got me out though. You showed up. Thank you for that.”
“I –” Randal was at a loss for words.
She meant it. He wasn’t responsible for Anupam’s actions. And maybe she could forgive him for her mother’s death. She’d heard the narim’s words. That asshole had at least thought that her father had belonged to Hamural, which matched her father’s story. She’d also seen the hole open up in the ground, proving that something supernatural was going on.
“Thank you,” her father said in the dark by her side.
If he hadn’t known who he was or what he was doing, then he was as much a victim of the Hashin-shin as she’d been. That made them the ones to blame for her mother’s death. 
“How do we stop them?” She only realized she’d spoken aloud when her father answered.
“Who?”
“The Hashin-shin are responsible for this whole mess. We should find a way to put a stop to it.”
Her father gave her a smile. “For that, we first need to get to Vidastur.”
This way they continued trekking westward, chatting about everything that had happened over the past weeks. The next night, Randal also talked about the different battles he’d fought during the Reconquest, not leaving anything out, and they exchanged memories of Claudia.
At the end of their fourth night fleeing Halmuq, the land around them began to change. The next mountain they climbed was just a bit lower than the one they’d just descended, and the next one was lower again. Brown, spindly grass clung to the sheltered hollows of the mountainside, and here and there a low bush added a bit of color to the landscape in the growing light. They’d reached Sharukin.
They kept on their westerly path until they came across the Zharbura river, which they followed downstream. The land became gentler as they drew closer to the sea, and signs of human habitation increased. They stayed away from the smaller villages, where a traveler from Austarna wandering in from the desert would be the talk of the town for weeks to come.
After days of wandering – Randal lost count after a week – they reached Calah on the coast. There Randal sold their horses and the crappy sword he’d taken from Halmuq and with those funds secured passage on a ship back to Vidastur for the two of them. They’d escaped.






  
  Return









  
  Epilogue


Anupam knelt in the pit that formed the new center of Halmuq’s temple, surrounded by the Hashin-shin’s Dai, with Naethalor as Daishin standing in judgement before him. Hamural’s statue glared down on him from high above, judging him as much as the narim did. 
He pressed his face to the ground to avoid the statue’s gaze and show his obedience to the eleven Dai looking down on him. “I have failed you. The heathen bested me.”
The silence stretched before Naethalor answered. “You have disappointed us.” The narim’s cold voice, sounding like a dead man talking, sent shivers down Anupam’s spine.
Anupam swallowed before continuing. He hated his vulnerable position but he’d seen what the Dai did to those who’d committed sins in their eyes, and anything was preferable to that. Even debasing himself.
“I surrender myself to your judgement.”
Another silence. Anupam imagined the narim staring down at him with his burning eyes, thinking on what horrors to unleash. Naethalor’s alien voice, when it finally came, was a relief.
“Your failure could have ruined centuries worth of planning. However,” the Daishin dragged the word out.
A shimmer of hope grew in Anupam. Maybe he’d get another chance at his vengeance.
Naethalor continued. “Not all failures are punishable by death. If they were, we would quickly run out of human followers. Also, you didn’t fail completely. We are still one step closer to freeing our lord. As such, you will receive ten lashes in punishment.”
Anupam dared a glance up at his master. “You are too generous my lord.”
The narim glanced at the statue behind him and the shrouded figure standing next to it. “I was advised to be.”
Fortune favored the bold. He’d try his luck. “May I beg one boon my lord? In service of Hamural of course.”
“You may beg.” Naethalor’s alien voice sent shivers down Anupam’s spine.
“The heathen. He got away.” The Hashin-shin never let anyone get away.
“The heathen and his daughter will be dealt with,” Naethalor said.
Anupam pressed his head to the ground again to show his gratitude. “I would be honored if I can assist in this matter.”
“They are no longer your concern, though if your paths should cross you have my leave to take the matter in your own hands. But you are needed elsewhere. I am sending you to Aradar.”

      [image: ]Bryn huddled in her coat against the autumn wind at the prow of the ship, a smile on her lips as the familiar outline of the lands around Jadar drew closer, the city itself still hidden behind the stretch of land at the southern end of the mouth of the Sinjadar. Home. A dark cloud hung over the town, and the wind brought with it the scent of woodfires burning. A lot of hard work lay ahead, but with the emperor’s funds, she’d have parts of Jadar Hall habitable before winter.
Her new handmaid, Julia, stood by her side, an open, curious look on her face. On the journey, she’d gotten to know the woman, several years her elder, as a stern lady learned in the ways of the court.
The woman had lectured her endlessly on matters related to trade, the different grand families of the empire, and the Knights of the Realm ruling the North-Eastern provinces of the empire in the name of the emperor. She’d also frequently expressed her disdain for Bryn’s lack of education in these topics.
No ships came out of Jadar harbor as they drew closer and no fishing ships plowed the waters around them. The woodsmoke in the air increased until it drove out all other scents, the smoke rising in thick columns. As Jadar came into view, the look-out by her side cried out, “Care!”
Flames danced across the roofs of multiple houses lining the waterside while others already lay in ashes. Here and there a mast stuck up out of the water hinting at a sunken vessel. Someone had pillaged Jadar, and judging by the fire spreading through the town, they’d left not too long ago.
“Come about!” the captain shouted.
Bryn spun around and rushed to the captain at the rear of the ship. “What?”
“We’re leaving.”
“We can’t leave! We’ve got to go into the city, see if there are people who need our help.”
The captain shook his head. “Too risky with those fires. If we burn the ship, we’re stuck here. We don’t even know if whoever did this is still around.”
Bryn stuck out an angry hand at the town. “Does that look like they’re still around?”
The captain hesitated.
In the town the roof of a house collapsed, sending up a shower of sparks, black smoke billowing skyward.
“It’s too risky,” the captain said. “We’re leaving.”
“A man as capable as you can find us a spot to dock where we won’t burn down the ship,” Julia, who’d come with Bryn, said. “We aid the faithful citizens of the emperor that need our help, and then if there’s nothing more we can do, we leave.”
At the mention of the emperor, the captain considered Julia, a speculative gleam in his eyes. He’d known she’d come from the palace to book a passage for Bryn and herself, and though she’d introduced herself as a handmaid, she hadn’t acted as one for most of the trip.
Bryn caught on to Julia’s plan. “I’m sure the emperor would be very pleased with those who help his subjects in their time of need.”
“Of course we need to help the emperor’s good subjects,” the captain said. “Find us a spot to dock,” he told the helmsman.
The ship adjusted its course once again and glided closer to Jadar. At the ship’s prow, Bryn gripped the railing until her knuckles turned white. The fire seemed to have started on both sides of the waterfront, with the houses on the far end reduced to black piles of smoldering ash, while further in the houses still burned. Only the narim-built House of Weights and Measurements and the few houses around it stood untouched by the flames, though as she watched, the roof of one of them caught fire.
Who could’ve done this? Jadar was only a small provincial town, but it still had a regiment of guards, veterans from the emperor’s wars. Though they mainly kept the lands around the town free of critters and bandits, there’d always be enough in the town to mount a meaningful defense. To wreak this much destruction then would have taken an organized force.
No one moved in the town as the ship bumped against the dock. Bryn leapt off before the sailors had even finished tying it up and ran to the nearest fallen body. The woman lay in a pool of dried blood, a slash running from her hip to her neck; Bryn didn’t bother checking if the woman was still alive.
Hurrying along the waterfront, she looked down the streets and alleys she passed, checking for any signs of life. It looked like even the rats and the stray dogs that normally populated the shadowy corners of the town had disappeared.
As she passed the House of Weights and Measurements, she spotted a clue about the ones responsible. A curved short bow, like those favored by the nomadic tribes living to the east of the empire, lay half hidden among pieces of a broken barrel. They were traders and mercenaries though, they wouldn’t have come this far into the empire just by themselves, would they?
The look-out who’d remained behind on the ship cried out, a slight quiver in his voice. “Sail ho!”
Dread settled in Bryn’s stomach like a stone. She turned to look out over the bay. In the distance a black-sailed ship rounded the bay’s southern headland just as they had moments before. As it turned, it revealed a symbol woven into its sails; a crown with a sword stabbing through it. Hamural’s symbol.
A Hashin-shin ship.
To be continued






  
  Newsletter


I'm hard at work continuing Randal's journey. If you want to keep informed about my progress and get extra’s related to current works, you can subscribe to my newsletter on https://www.roderickdonatus.com/newsletter/ As a welcoming gift, you get access to a high resolution copy of the map of the Austarnan empire, as well as all the bonus content I've uploaded for my other novels.
Other than that, I give regular, monthly updates on my writing and other behind-the-scenes stuff that keeps me occupied. 
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