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Chapter 1
Sara Fairchild had no idea where she was. Neither did her captain nor her fellow mercenaries. Oh, they had a general idea. A vague notion of the direction in which they needed to head to get to the battlefield. But frankly, it was a battlefield that she wasn’t sure she’d ever see. With the time passing quickly, she had lost all faith in the abilities of the commanding team to lead them to their rendezvous point. She had lost all respect for them after finding out in the worst way possible that the captain she had trusted—that they had all looked up to—had decided to take evasive actions that left the bulk of his unit stranded under a deadly hail of battlefire and poisoned arrows. Arrows that dissolved your flesh if they didn’t kill you outright from the impact. The man who was supposed to have been the leader that she could look to, but not just her; hundreds of other mercenaries had looked to him. Instead, they had died for a man who sacrificed them for the greater good. His greater good. 
Captain Barthis Simon had led his elite third division away from the whole of the Corcoran mercenary marching unit in case of an attack by the Kade mages in the dead of night. The betrayal stuck in Sara’s gut like a massive knot that wouldn’t unravel. His actions went against everything she had learned. Every core value of honor and service her father had instilled in her. Simon was supposed to have been responsible for every man, woman, and child who served in all seven divisions of the Corcoran guard. From the littlest of the runners, orphans that she had mockingly taken to calling ‘Cams’, to the dozens of archers, smiths, and fighters under his charge.
With a little smile, Sara remembered the youngest of the Cams’, as in Come here ‘ams, that she had run into. He couldn’t have been more than twelve, with knobby elbows and knees and spindly black hair, the kind that a mother would set straight with a dash of water and a quick comb through until it fell flat against his skull in damp submission. That is, at least, until he managed to find a way to scruff it up again minutes later. 
Sara hadn’t labelled him or any of the other younglins’ Cams’ because they shared the exact same name as any of the other orphans. No, she called him and his fellows Cams’ because all the young charges of the guild shared rhyming names like Rams and Vams courtesy of their mercenary caretaker, an archivist with a biting wit whose name she had yet to learn. Hell, she wasn’t even sure if the old caretaker was still alive. He hadn’t served in just one division, which would make the question of his death or life so much easier. He was one man who crossed all regimental and divisional boundaries as an administrator and overseer. But Sara knew he was more than some detached flunky. Instead of acting solely in the capacities of his office, she had seen him take charge of all of the orphans, include those younglings that were the least of the guild. And yet, in her heart, Sara felt the loss of the orphans more than any of the warriors slain on the battlefield. It was worse in a way she just couldn’t grasp fully but it felt like a tight vice around her heart.
She smiled grimly. It was hard to put into words, like many of things she had lately experienced. The violation of her mother’s corpse at the hands of a necromancer was a similar instance. The memory filled her with indescribable rage and unabashed sorrow.
Her lips twisted as if she had sucked on a bitter lemon. “It’s because of who they were,” she whispered to herself. “My mother was an innocent. Did no harm to anybody. The orphans were the same.”
Sara may not have been able to put her feelings into perfect words but she felt the loss in her gut like a punch to the stomach. She knew that sickening feeling was because their young lives had been snuffed out before they’d ever had a chance to truly know what it meant to be alive. She knew it wasn’t right. Everyone deserved a chance to live and experience life as it came. In a way, the adults of the guild knew what they had signed up for. For glory. And for death. They may not have expected death in such a manner. So gruesome. So painful. But they knew death was coming for them, in some manner, at some time. But what child knew that the shade of death stood on their doorstep? What child understood that each sunrise might be their last?
What child doesn’t think they’re immortal and will live forever in the rays of the sun and the light of the moon’s caress? Sara thought to herself. It was one of the rare instances where she felt reflective about the loss of life. Any life. But then again if she hadn’t been, Sara knew she’d fear she’d loss her humanity entirely.
A female mercenary hobbled past Sara. The woman didn’t say anything as she used a stick to navigate through the swamp waters surrounding her bad leg. Sara could tell at a glance that leg’s ailment was natural rather than a result of any recent attack. Finally Sara decided to stare openly at what she had found. It wasn’t the arthritic gait of the woman that had caught her eye, but the swirls and scar ridges that marked the same leg. It so happened that the woman was from a tribe of people that tattooed their heritages on their limbs and kept those limbs on display no matter what. Her tough and leathered skin was bare to the elements, and she could see twisted flesh ran up the length of her leg from foot to knee, which made Sara wonder what she was doing in the mercenary’s guild.
One person’s deformity was another person’s downfall when you stood sword-to-sword and depended on the prowess of your shield mate to guard your side.
Taking a slow breath in Sara decided to see for herself why the woman was a member of the Corcoran guard. If she couldn’t stand in a shield line, perhaps her gifts lay not in the mundane nature of physical prowess but in the might of a magic gift.
Closing her eyes and opening herself to a gift that she had firmly shut down while marching through the swamp, Sara reached down in her dormant well of power and scoop out a line of magic so thin it wasn’t enough to do much more than open her vision to the magic that inhabited the creatures, people, and nature around her. 
Opening her momentarily shut eyes Sara looked forward. Expecting to be mistaken and perhaps find that the woman was a bookkeeper or a washer for the mercenaries she accompanied. But the blaze of the deformed woman’s magic made that wonder a moot point from one moment to the next. The old woman might have had a bad leg, but she was powerful. Her magic blazed like the sun as it swirled around her like a cloud of power so thick that Sara felt like she was in the present of a second sun in the mist of this gloomy swamp. If her magic had been visible to the naked eye, Sara was very sure the woman wouldn’t have been walking for very long. People would pay a lot for the influence that kind of magic could buy. 
But powers and gifts are two very different things, Sara knew very well. She couldn’t guess what the woman could do yet but she was quite sure it had nothing to do with flying. No one who could sprout wings or a wind tunnel would be stuck in this miasma by their own choice for very long. Sara least of all.
Sara dropped her aura vision with a shrug. It had its uses but what it didn’t show her was what exactly the woman’s gift was. To tap into that kind of knowledge she’d need more focus and more magic than she was willing to give right now. It didn’t matter. The woman paused to look Sara in the eye with a hardened gaze of her own. Then slowly and deliberately turned to spit a vile ball of phlegm into the swamp. If the woman had spit the substance in Sara’s direction, she would have punched her first and asked questions later.  There was such a thing as disrespect and such a thing as disgusting; the phlegm fell under both categories.
“Is there something you have to say?” asked Sara.
“Your thoughts are very loud child for such a silent person,” the woman responded.
Sara flinched in astonishment. Well, that was unexpected.
If there was anything she hated more than a surprise was finding out that that surprise involved a mage with mind-reading powers.
“You read my mind,” Sara said accusingly.
The woman smirked. “I read a lot of minds. It helps to keep me a step ahead of my opponents. Bad leg and all.”
“Of course,” Sara murmured. She was still discontent but there wasn’t a fat lot she could do about it.
“Not a thing,” cackled the woman.
“Do you mind?” Sara asked crossly. She preferred that someone didn’t invade her thoughts at every turn.
The woman’s face morphed back into a serious state.
"Before you spoke aloud," the woman said in a dark tone, "you voiced a thought. I remember what you said, girl. 'What child doesn't think they're immortal and will live forever in the rays of the sun and the light of the moon's caress?'"
Sara grimaced, but nodded. "So?"
“The answer is none,” the woman said with a sad note in her voice and hobbled further onwards.
Sara raised her eyebrows. She understood now that the action the woman took had been a sign of commiseration rather than a blatant challenge. Still, it did nothing to ease the loss. 
Then the woman turned back toward her with a contemplative look on her face. Sara stood and watched her bare her receding gum line with blackened teeth and take a swig of whatever was in her hip flask. The woman held it out in offering, but Sara declined. She needed her wits about her, she doubted the flask contained water. The woman was savoring the drink a bit too much for that. But Sara didn’t blame her. It was probably the last time they’d see a flask of liquor until they got to the Algardis camp. If they got to the camp.
The woman licked her lips with a satisfied grunt and said, “None of those brats knew what they signed up for. But I’d argue that none of the rest of us did either.”
The wizened mage gestured around the putrid swamp without further explanation.
Sara nodded. “It could be said none of us knew of the sordid conditions we would march under. That we didn’t know that at any moment or any day we could come across a foe we couldn’t beat. That we could die.”
The woman snorted, “Everyone knows they’re going to die. Even snot-nosed brats barely out of their mother’s swaddling.”
Sara bit her tongue, but she very much doubted an eight-year-old with a belly laugh a mile long, a Cams’ she remembered fondly, was thinking about how and when he would die, and she doubted even more that any of those lads and lassies had a mother who swaddled them in anything. It was well known that the orphans who joined the guilds didn’t come from well-off houses in search for apprenticeships. They came from the streets, from mothers who had abandoned them at birth. These women feared the stigma of giving birth to a child with no man in sight or they came from families who had fallen on hard times. Sara had learned that people were willing to do a lot worse than sell their children to the guilds for a profit. It made sense to them after all—one less mouth to feed and even a bit of coin for handing their children over. 
The old and wizened mage nodded toward the front.
“Not like that one.”
“Not like what one?” Sara echoed.
“That one was no orphan,” the woman replied.
She was looking ahead and Sara could tell, just from the way her face was set, that she would say no more. If Sara were a betting woman, she would have sworn on a day’s wages that the woman’s beady eyes were fixated on the scalp of a certain red-haired gentleman. Sara had questions on her mind, but the woman hobbled forward and out of sight before the words had a chance to escape her lips. That was the last Sara saw of her as she disappeared into the crowded ranks of mercenaries further up ahead.
As Sara let out a slow breath and her eyes remained trained on the red hair that she could see thanks to her own battle mage gifts she couldn’t help but feel the fury rise once more within her. Sara didn’t have the emotional strength or the desire to stomp through a sixth of a mile of mud to race up to the front and confront the captain on a suspicion. A suspicion of ineptitude, of moral ambiguity, or of general cowardice. She couldn’t. Besides, the second suspicion wasn’t exactly a capital crime and the first and last were something she couldn’t prove. The man certainly hadn’t risen through the ranks of the cut-throat mercenary’s guild based on his good looks. For now she would wait and watch and let the pain, the anger and the fear simmer like a black cauldron over a banked fire. As long as she didn’t allow her emotions to control her actions, Sara felt that the pain they awoke kept her mind sharp, acting more as a boon than a burden. It kept her awake. It kept her alert.



Chapter 2
Sara’s fist slowly clenched by her side as she felt the pain in her heart manifest itself into an almost physical knot that grew tighter and tighter in her stomach. Sara was no fool.  The captain had abandoned the lot in favor of saving his own skin, keeping his prized division of fighters away from the fray. Above all—continuing on with his mission to deliver the captured Kade mage known as Nissa Sardonien, the revered Sun mage, to the council at the battlefield.
He’d done it for a reason. But in her opinion, his reasoning was flawed. His logic was corrupt. He was without honor.
“Can’t do anything about it now though,” she muttered softly to herself, “The only option that remained would be to bring him up on court martial charges back in Sandrin.”
As things stood that would just have to do. She didn’t have to like the conclusion. It rankled her skin like a cat that had gotten wet and was trying to rid itself of the odd sensation on its fur. Sara felt pain, anger, and a smoldering desire for retribution, retribution that would come. Her resentment wasn’t because of some all-consuming love of her fellow mercenaries. She hadn’t really liked any of her campmates. In fact, she had flat-out disliked a few. Still, she felt some responsibility to fight for the memory of her fallen comrades, just as she fought for her father’s ghost. Besides, none of them deserved to die like that. They had signed up for glory on the battlefield in the name of their empress, not to be sheep slaughtered as one captain’s diversionary tactic. 
Sara spit into the swamp in the disgust while she felt her lip curl up in anger. She couldn’t help it. Disgust roiled through her from the bad taste in her mouth to the dark pit in her stomach that threatened to make her hurl.  She shivered, though it had nothing to do her sweat-stained armor or the swamp water that seeped into her boots and everything to do with the man who led them. Sara would call him a coward before she called him a leader. But fortunately for him, the captain would never again have to hear her opinions of his actions. In fact, the man cared less for her opinion than he did for Ezekiel Crane’s at the moment. Except for one brief exchange, the captain had made a point of studiously avoiding her while looking important at the front of the lines. At least, Sara liked to think he was avoiding her. The fact that he might not consider her significant enough of a threat to even entertain a conversation briefly crossed her mind. Briefly.
The one time he had approached the two of them, days past, it had been to deduce Ezekiel’s opinion on their location. Sara hadn’t thought then that Ezekiel knew where they were. She had been surer by the minute however after that exchange, Sara Fairchild was sure that the captain didn’t know his ass from his hands, in addition to being a coward. Ezekiel, however, hadn’t been able to shed any light on where they had ended up. He had quietly and respectfully explained that he had not one clue where they were in the swamp nor the distance to the end. As a ‘rare items acquirer for the wealthy’, Ezekiel’s explorations had taken him to various parts of the empire, but never had he wandered into these lands. 
Neither Sara nor Captain Simon had bothered asking why he’d overlooked this part of the empire. They had only to look around at the miasma of heat and wet to see why. This place was like living in someone’s armpit. In addition, Sara hadn’t seen any sign of intelligent life living in the swamp, neither human nor even kith, and the stench of the place was worse than her underclothes after a fortnight on the march.  She had to wonder what in the seven hells a swamp was doing smack-dab in the middle of what was supposed to be the most bountiful farmland in the empire.
However it came to be here, Sara thought with a weary wipe of her brow, The temperatures are going to make me weep for a mug of cold water from home. 
Sara remembered asking a builder about how the swamp had come to be here. He was a mercenary assigned the sole tasks of maintaining the long-abandoned war machines and the roads their mercenary core traveled on and so if anyone would have known the answer, he would have. His face had been a curtain of sweat as he quietly said, “Magic. Magic is all it is. This civil war is less than a decade old and the mages are changing the very fabric of the landscape. Mark my words, Algardis will never be the same. Never look the same after this is done.”
Sara had wondered what he had meant then. But when she had questioned further, he had just wandered off muttering about mold on the spokes of his carriage wheels and rust lining his cannon casings. Sara would be the first to admit she didn’t know much about taking care of machinery, but she knew weapons and a dank swamp didn’t belong anywhere near the empire’s most fertile fields. 
“These lands are supposed to be filled with fields of golden wheat and brown barley for as far as the eye can see,” she muttered distastefully as she eyed a frog-like creature that gazed right back at her with two of its three eyes; the last one tracked on an insect she couldn’t see.
As Ezekiel had nodded in understanding and given the captain his somewhat-sincere apologies that he couldn’t help, after all, he was stuck here— too—and if the captain was lost, so were they all, he kept a tight grip on Sara’s left wrist. Because she wasn’t thinking of pleasantries or even giving the man who had brought them here a sympathetic look. No, Sara knew and Ezekiel knew, that she was very likely to bring up her clenched fist in a swift left hook, being ambidextrous had its benefits after all, and clock the captain straight into his nose. She hoped her fist broke the captain’s fine, patrician nose too. It would serve him right.
Sara couldn’t abide incompetents any more than she could evil-doers. This captain, in her mind’s eye, was a lot of one and a slight bit of the other. A person had to have a little bit of evil in them to blithely make the decision to leave his mercenaries in the path of an assault like sitting ducks while he took cover. Sara’s left wrist had ached, not from Ezekiel’s grip, but from the tremor that ran through her muscles as she fought the urge to jerk free and assault her captain. It would do them no good here. She had known that. She hadn’t liked it, but she had known.
Under the captain’s assessing gaze, she had watched as he had figured out that she would deck him if he had stayed a minute more. To his credit, Captain Barthis Simon had turned away quietly, not questioning the defiant rage in her orange eyes that undoubtedly made them glow like the coals of a banked fire. He didn’t turn away because he was afraid; he, too, was one of the fabled battle mages. He had turned away because he was smart, and Sara Fairchild was a fight he didn’t need at the moment.
As she had watched him walk away with rage and disgust in her heart, Sara remembered huffing and irritably yanking her left wrist out of Ezekiel’s bruising hold. She had stared at the retreating captain’s back and said to Ezekiel beside her, “Don’t ever get in my way again.”
“Fine, I’ll just let you hang in the gallows for assaulting an officer,” he had said dryly.
Sara had then turned to him with a solemn look on her face and a bit of the anger still in her eyes.
Ezekiel had stilled at the look. “I was only trying to help.”
“When I need your help, I’ll ask for it.”
A tic had appeared in Ezekiel’s eye. “You see, Sara, that’s something friends do.”
She folded her arms crossly as she watched him. “What?”
“They help without being asked.”
Before she could get another word in, Ezekiel Crane had proceeded to do what he did best in a huff—ignore her. He had strode forward silently. She had followed moments later, and they had been silent marchers for the better part of an hour before Ezekiel broke as he spotted a crested-something-or-other bird that he had to get Sara’s attention for.
“Look at that, Sara! That’s a black-crested Willow Pike C—,” Ezekiel had exclaimed.
Sara hadn’t paid his words the least bit of mind. But she had obediently trained her eyes on the bird Ezekiel’s trembling finger pointed at while putting a hand on his raised arm and forcing him to lower it. Caution had forced her to put a wary hand on a knife even as her eyes sought out his prey. She wouldn’t know if the bird was one of those caged balls of feathers so popular with nobles on Market Street or a terrifying, razor-beaked predator until she had set her eyes on it. Relief that it was the former and not the latter put a small half-smile on her face. You could never actually tell if whatever Ezekiel was pointing at like an attraction in the central square was dangerous or simply interesting. He seemed to find both qualities mesmerizing. Both because the bird was the former and he was talking to her again. Sara tensely wondered for a minute if she could have trusted Ezekiel to shoot it out of the sky; she hadn’t exactly had a chance to test his mettle with the old bow-and-arrow.
She had reluctantly decided to just be grateful the issue hadn’t come up.
“You’re sure it’s not a threat?” she had teased.
“Of course it’s not a threat,” had said Ezekiel, “But I don’t know what it’s doing here. They’re woodland birds, not swamp creatures.”
She had watched the black and white winged creature flit from branch-to-branch before it took flight, away from the direction they were heading. Its movement left her both with a sense of unease and cautious satisfaction. Satisfaction because she had been right. Unease because being right meant they were stuck up the creek without a paddle, so to speak. In other words, they were screwed.
“It’s going away from us,” Sara said.
“I know,” grumbled Ezekiel as he hastily put away the sketchbook he had brought out from a pocket of his non-regulation gear.
“That’s bad,” Sara said.
“I know,” Ezekiel repeated with slumped shoulders while staring ahead. Then he side-eyed Sara in surprise. “Wait. Why do you think it was bad?”
It was obvious he thought it was the end of the world because he had just missed his opportunity to illustrate the rare bird.
“Because,” Sara said as she looked forward into the endless swamp that lay before them, “You never want to go somewhere a damned bird won’t, and...“
“And?” Ezekiel prodded after she was silent for a moment.
“And,” said Sara grimly, “We’re three miles into this swamp trek, by my estimations, and we’ve yet to see anything as close to normal as that bird, rare though it is, as we walked by. That tells me two things: one, the builder was right—this swamp is mage-made.”
“And the other?” Ezekiel asked quietly.
Sara looked over at him, “That we’ve barely reached the beginning. The bird turned around because it could. It would rather turn back to fly to normal land, presumably, than go further into this swamp.”
“Oh,” said Ezekiel with a thoughtful look. “How much longer do you think the swamp lasts?”
“I don’t know,” Sara remembered answering, “And that’s what worries me.”
Ezekiel nodded to the rapidly receding form of their red-haired captain visible in the distance and said, “You’re not the only one.”



Chapter 3
Sara eyed the captain’s back, her gaze still filled with anger, but pure pity resided in it as well. He may have abandoned his men, but she doubted he wanted to be anywhere near this group of mercenaries if he tried the same with them. Two hundred-and-seventy-five mercenaries meant two hundred-and-seventy-five well-trained killers who would hunt him down at the first sign of treachery.
They may have been loyal to him, but they weren’t fools. Sara had seen what he had done to his other mercenaries. So had the surviving division—now her division, as she been promptly promoted after surviving the fray and returning to the fold with a very valuable prisoner in tow. But it wasn’t just Sara the captain had to worry about, because it was those two hundred-and-seventy-five mercenaries who had seen him abandon his other troops without batting an eyelash. They wouldn’t care that he had done it for the greater good, not when it came down to their asses being on the line. Mercenaries were mercenaries for a reason. They were ruthless killers and shrewd practitioners of war. Everyone knew that you didn’t join the mercenaries’ guild because of your loyalty to the crown. You joined for the sense of the adventure, the excellent pay of the guild, and the damned-fearsome fight training you received. 
Which was why it was so odd that Sara Fairchild had elected to join the guild. Her family made it their creed and their passion to protect and serve the empire. As a whole. Not for money, but for loyalty to the crown. After her father had left the gladiator’s arena, he had his choice of positions in the military, in the guilds, in private households. All offered him sums that would ransom a king. Overseas and at home. But he had chosen the empress’ service, because he believed. He believed in their empire and its integrity.
So the fact that he had betrayed his empress and been executed for that desertion made the blight on the family name just that much worse. That was why Sara was here. If not to clear her father’s name—which she doubted could be done—then to at least show that she had honor and was no coward. But how could she serve under a commander that was a coward himself.
Does a warrior have honor if their leader has none? 
Should she serve under a turncoat like Barthis Simon?
All those questions filled her head. Questions that made her doubt. Doubt her sanctity. Doubt her training. Doubt herself. 
“The answer is I have no choice,” Sara murmured to herself sadly, “None of us do. And right now I need to get to Matteas Hillan, not lead a revolt against a man who isn’t fit to herd pigs.”
She sighed and looked around. The truth of the matter was that the captain was losing the faith of his people on his own with each passing day. She might have to do nothing. If they continued to starve and wander a swamp in circles, his precious mercenaries would turn on him without further provocation.
The man hadn’t just left the majority of the mercenaries who served under him behind, he had watched and listened as his people were slaughtered on the open battlefield. His men and women may not challenge him on that. May have even lauded him for his foresight when it was first revealed, but make no mistake—a well-thought-out plan that foreswore their comrades was one thing; abandoning them to the depths of the swamp would be another thing entirely. 
Sara snorted. His callous leadership wasn’t the only thing she questioned about him. His morality was lacking, but it seemed that his intelligence was worse off. Captain Barthis Simon had either been too stupid to realize before it was too late that his prisoner’s wagon was stuck in the middle of an attack, or too much of a coward to order his men directly into the line of fire in order to retrieve said prisoner—Nissa Sardonien. So his careful maneuverings to keep his elite guard and the prisoner away from the center of attack had failed. That is, until Sara Fairchild had stepped forward. When the attack had commenced, Sara’s only thought was to get to a rallying vantage point with her fellow soldiers who had survived the onslaught and rout the unseen foe. Little had she known that the captain she sought for orders and strategy was the type of coward that ran for tree lines at his first opportunity. Besides, it hadn’t been long before she realized that the enemy was felling the Corcoran mercenaries like trees in a forest with a hail of poisoned arrows and rain of battle fire. The Kade mages had decimated the Corcoran company without suffering a single casualty themselves.
It hadn’t been a battle. It hadn’t even been a rout. That would require two distinct entities coming together as foes and one fighting back the other. 
“Ha,” she laughed bitterly, “We had no foe. Instead a hail of arrows and battle fire decimated us.”
Her first ‘battle’ had been a slaughter from the beginning. When Sara came across Nissa imprisoned in a covered wagon, she had hesitated. She wasn’t stupid. There was a reason the woman had been shackled to the wall and hidden away from prying eyes in a mage-concealed wagon. Sara hadn’t known what danger the woman presented or even who she was, but she had deduced that it would be better to bring her along rather than leave her to die. After Nissa had explained that she held value to both sides, Kade and Algardis, it had only confirmed that Sara needed to transfer this prisoner back into Algardis custody. After dodging hails of battle fire and poisoned arrows Sara had managed to reunite with one bumbling curator, and with Nissa and Ezekiel by her side, had raced into the protective darkness of the forest where arrows and fire did not fall. 
But Nissa hadn’t been as helpless she had once seemed. After what felt like hours of tramping through the dark but silent forest they had run into a group of Nissa’s compatriots.
“Well, ambushed by a group of shady assassins would be more like it,” Sara grumbled. Assassins she had quickly dispatched thanks, in part, due to one curator. It amused and astonished Sara each time she thought about that day after which she could ‘Ezekiel Crane save my life’. 
“Ezekiel did well tackling that fat thief from the warehouse, who if possible was even more inept at fighting than he is,” Sara muttered, “But taking on an assassin? That’s something else entirely.”
Great thing about Ezekiel? He didn’t let it go to his head. Unlike some puffed-up warriors-in-training she had grown up with. And even better. Ezekiel wasn’t too proud to attack from a distance and run. In Sara’s mind, she was as proud as a mother crow teaching her chick to scavenge on the battlefields for the first time.
A morbid thought, but with her training Ezekiel, perhaps he could at least be good enough of a survivor to only need her protection during the most severe of battlefields. Or, at least, that was her hope.
With a sigh as she continued walking in the never-ending swamp, Sara remembered the first time she had truly gotten a glimpse of Nissa’s character. Not the guile she displayed for others, but the empty shell she was. Sara would never forget the coldness on Nissa Sardonien’s face as she had said, “Kill her” with a simple expediency. The ‘Kill her’ order of course referring to Sara Fairchild, who stood in the way of her escape. Of course, Nissa hadn’t known—couldn’t have known—that Sara was quite capable of taking on a half dozen assassins and leaving them in bloody piles in her wake.
Even if she had, that wouldn’t have stopped her from ordering her men to take Sara on. There was no bond between them. Hell, Sara was planning to turn Nissa over to the Algardis empress’s men as soon as she could. And yet still, Sara had flinched when that order came. The coldness and the efficiency in the simple wave of her hand to a black-clothed assassin in the shadows with a red band about his bicep as Nissa said with a blankness that left a chill down Sara’s spine, “Kill her” told Sara more than she needed to know about the woman’s psyche.
People who gave orders like that, with no compunction nor hesitation, weren’t normal killers. And despite her training, she had yet to come across someone like Nissa before. Her father had referred to a former commander he knew with the same snap and emotionless judgment ability as a ‘cold-hearted son of a bitch.’
He had unfortunately happened to say it to Sara just as her mother was walking into the room. Anna Beth had swiftly corrected his language, while turning to Sara to say, “What your father meant to say was ‘psychopath’, dear.”
Then her mother’s voice had dipped in hardness that had her father looking like a whipped dog. “We don’t use that other word here.”
Sara hadn’t been able to keep her mouth shut then or now. So she had cheekily replied to her mother, “What? Cold-hearted or bitch?”
The slap on her jaw that had been given as retribution stung worse than any blow that landed on her flesh in the training yard. Not because it had been thrown with more force, heavens no, but because it had come from her mother. The woman wouldn’t hurt a fly and almost never hit her daughter. Anna Beth Fairchild had other ways of making her only child suffer. She had put that inventive mind to good use in devising the second portion of Sara Fairchild’s punishment for impudence that day. Sara had been scrubbing latrines for the house for the rest of the day. And there had been a lot of them. She hadn’t said either word again in the presence of her mother since then.
Sara sighed as she rocketed back to the present and she put one foot in front of the other. She’d been doing a lot of daydreaming lately. There was nothing else to do. If she just kept assessing the swamp around them she would go mad. Not that it was easy to just keep marching like a living doll in this muck. It was harder than it seemed since the earth below didn’t want to let go of her booted feet. The wet mud clung to each rising leg as the slime on top ran down her boots like ooze. As soon as the wet sludge released her foot with sickening plop, she had to set it down again and do the entire exercise once more with her other foot. This didn’t feel like a march to certain victory but rather a trek further down the road to death.
Following the man she spotted up ahead—solely by the vibrancy of his bright red hair through the density of green ferns, dulled metal shields and hunched shoulders—further into a swamp of hell gave her no illusions about this outcome. She doubted that the sparkling company that had left the darkness of the forest on the edge of the battlefield would triumphantly march onto the battlefield this day, if they reached the waiting Algardis army at all.
Based on the decision process of their red-haired captain, who had managed to save his strike force only to lead them into an even deadlier swamp, it was looking less likely with each passing hour that they continued to slog. They slogged through the wet earth, the stagnant water, the buzzing mosquitoes like a cloud of pestilence that hovered around them, and to a man rued the day they had signed up to serve in the Corcoran Guard under a man like the red-headed captain who was leading them to their deaths...or worse.
It was easy enough to see that they were several miles out from the epicenter of the fighting. This type of terrain wasn’t conducive to any kind of battles she had heard of. Neither side, imperial nor Kade, would have chosen to fight here or send their troops to strike another enemy down. That was the only consolation during the slog—the knowledge that a Kade wouldn’t pop up over a hill or ghost through the moss-covered tree branches like silent assassins. 
Sara opened her mouth and tried to breathe in quickly. She inhaled at least two mosquitoes and coughed them out with a bitter taste in her mouth. This was not what she had thought about when she had dreamed of her first march to war as a young girl. Then she had thought she would ride to war in the empress’s service on a winged horse in shining armor with a pike by her side and triumphant grin in place as she imagined doing the crown’s service. As she grew, Sara had learned that war was—and would always be—very different from the gilded battlefield that matched a young girl’s dreams. She had come up with those dreams after seeing her father ride triumphantly through the gates of Sandrin twice. He had marched down the pillars of Sorce’ and directly into the city center with adoring cheers from the public, gales of petals streaming down on his troops heads and the Empress herself waiting at the end to welcome him home from a successful campaign. 
Sara and her mother had always stood in the public reception area where the nobles waited under awnings as she proudly watched her father in his shining armor accept the Empress’s gratitude and welcome home. Contrast that to what she had later learned was true war, and it still didn’t compare to the disgusting conditions she endured this day. Sara had known to expect hardship, sacrifice, and even defeat. She had learned that while riding a winged horse was a nice ideal, it didn’t match the realities of war on the ground. Hell, it taken hours studying history books to learn that that the only use for a winged steed was to fight dragons in airborne battles like they had done during the founding wars. Fortunately, those days had long since passed. 
It hadn’t taken Sara long before she wondered what other fables from a young girl’s imagination would be very different from the realities of war. When her father’s guard pinned their lips shut and wouldn’t utter a further word under her father’s orders, she had decided to find soldiers who weren’t so tight-lipped. She had gone to the seedy underbelly where a man, once a good amount of ale was imbibed, wouldn’t hold his tongue. In those places, she had heard whispers about the battlefield and the march to war floating through dark taverns on nights when drunk soldiers stumbled in as easy pickings. They came looking for their next ale, trencher of dubious food, or women. Or all three. They left with lighter pockets and sometimes bruised knuckles. They had told of the long march on the empress’s road, banners snapping in the windy air, miles-long columns of soldiers and supplies, and then finally making camp on the rise from which they would mount their campaign.
But their harsh recollections still did not match her reality. Not one of them had mentioned dragging dead weight through a bug-infested swamp, being bitten in places she didn’t even want to mention, and being so starved that they were almost forced to eat horse-jerky after all but one of their supply wagons had sunk in a mud hole. 
Sara kept her lips pinned together tightly as she breathed through her nose and shift the uncomfortable weight on her right shoulder. Despite her sword on her back and her knives at her waist, she was almost defenseless, as she was using both hands to keep up. She didn’t want to be here. She wanted to be where the Kade mages were. She wanted to be finding out what Matteas Hillan knew, and certainly before the Red Lion guard questioned him themselves. Or at least the Red Lions affiliated with the necromancer and guardsman who had barged into her home, demanded the file on her father, and killed her mother in a single night.
“But no,” she muttered under her breath, “I’m slogging through knee-deep muddy water and hoping not to get gangrene from an infection. This isn’t war. This is torture.”



Chapter 4
Her mind flashed back to the men she had met in the taverns. She had done her best to get as much information out of them as she could. Back then, when she was fourteen, she still had the hopes of joining the imperial army as an officer. And why wouldn’t she? She was a commander’s daughter and trained in the art of battle. But Sara knew that her abrupt appearance in the seedy underbelly of the city would not be taken well, especially if her father’s men spotted her. An imperial war brat born and raised had no business in a seedy tavern after all. 
If my father had known where I was going after slipping out of my chambers at night, he would have tanned my hide, Sara thought to herself wryly.
Fortunately for a sneaky young woman, her father’s frequent relocations for war made it easier to evade his constant surveillance. Not that he didn’t try to make sure his men stationed in Sandrin kept a wary eye on her. Sara missed those loyal to her father. Most had traveled with him on his last assignment out as a Commander of the imperial forces—the assignment he had died on. She didn’t have concrete knowledge about what happened to his men. Mostly because an army that refused to disclose information about her father’s death certainly had no compunctions about keeping back information on the men and women who served under him. Where Sara once would have access to the highest levels of military information as she grew older, now she languished as a pariah in their eyes just because of who her father was and what he had done. Consequently, she only knew as much as any one person was willing to pass on to her. She had heard that the majority of her father’s people had been re-assigned to far-flung outposts. To keep them out of ‘trouble’ and away from each other, she supposed. Sara had to wonder what the imperial forces were so afraid of that they would execute her father, seal his records, disappear the files, and disband his men.
“Whatever it is,” she said grimly, “It had better have been worth his death. Because I swear I will find out this empire’s secrets or die trying. I owe my father that much.”
A small, tight smile crossed Sara’s face as she remembered her father’s heavily-muscled form training in the arena, with his short-cropped brown hair plastered to his head with sweat and his clear, grey eyes squinting in concentration at his opponent. Sara knew she and her father hadn’t looked a thing alike. But appearances could be deceiving. Sara had inherited her father’s talent for fighting, his tenacity and his height. From her mother, Sara had taken her darker skin and her long black curls that bounced with every movement of her body. Where he burned with the sun and peeled, she darkened and evened out. Even when tan, her father hadn’t gotten much darker than the inside of a pecan’s shell.
Still, Sara thought she had the best of both parents. Her mother’s vivacity. Her father’s determination. Sara had no idea where she had gotten her vivid orange eyes from, as neither of her parents had her eye coloring.
“Cat eyes,” her father had approvingly called them, “Cat eyes for my kitling that can see in the night like a fierce huntress on the prowl.”
Her mother had been less complimentary about the topic. Sara remembered her mother saying reprovingly, “She does not have cat eyes.” Usually her mother’s own brown eyes would be sparkling with a teasing gleam when she looked at Sara’s father, but that day she hadn’t been joking. She never joked when the subject of Sara’s eyes came up.
Anna Beth Fairchild had feared nothing and no one, but Sara could have sworn that more than once, as she stared into her mother’s eyes, there was a flicker of fear to be found there.
Fear not caused by Sara and her cat eyes, but rather fear of what their strange color would mean for her future growing up. 
Whatever had caused that fear, she hadn’t seen fit to explain it to Sara.
When Sara was caught one night returning from the taverns, though, her mother’s eyes only held passionate anger. No trace of the fear that marked her worry for her daughter and her almost-glowing eyes. Instead the look on her mother’s face had been one of rage, a fire burning hot. For a brief moment, Sara considered that she would have preferred her father’s retribution over her mother’s swift punishment. Anna Beth had followed her one evening, unbeknownst to the young girl who was supposed to have the tracking and deceptive tactics of a ‘feral huntress’, but it had been Sara’s own fault. She had impetuously decided to go after they had finished shopping at the market, instead of waiting until later in the night as was her usual practice. In short, Sara hadn’t been as careful about slipping off as she was later. In fact, it was her mother’s stealthy pursuit of her daughter that had taught her to be cagier about slipping off alone and keeping a watchful eye out for followers. After that Sara had learned to duck into alleys, walk along circuitous routes, and even backtrack if needed to throw off a person following her.
But the night Sara’s mother had followed and snuck up on her in the tavern alone, she was embarrassed to admit, she had let her guard down. Feeling her mother’s presence behind her like a ghost bearing down had made her nearly jump out of her skin. Her hand reached for the knife sticking awkwardly out of her belt at her waist and she shifted into a combat-ready stance with feet apart and shoulders braced, not knowing who was behind her or what they intended. But her mother’s voice hadn’t been far behind and the blistering lecture from Anna Beth’s tongue had quickly wilted Sara’s confidence as her mother’s swarthy and lithe fingers had latched onto her daughter’s ear.  
Anna Beth Fairchild hadn’t known it, but she’d been lucky that she launched into a long and loud tirade the moment she’d reached her daughter. As embarrassing as the moment had been for the daughter, it had saved the mother’s life. Sara’s hands might have been sweaty, her pulse jumpy and her mind a nervous wreck at the thought of her first bar brawl, but her hands were steady and ready to deliver death. She had slipped the knife from her waist and twisted to stab it straight into her mother’s neck. Before the knife could rise out of her cloak—and more importantly, before her mother had seen the weapon—Sara had recognized who held her by the ear and backed down.
Then she had listened numbly. Outwardly, her face had been bowed in shame. Most of the tavern patrons had probably thought the flames of embarrassment lit her cheeks. 
Sara had coldly thought, Let them think that. 
The sweat beading down her spine and the ache in her heart had told her that it wasn’t embarrassment that made her lower her head and listen with half her concentration on the task. No, it was cold fear that launched through her as she thought about what she had almost done. She didn’t regret taking a defensive action. Never that. But the thought that she had been seconds away from killing the person who meant the most in the world to her—after the father she revered—had made her more fearful than anything. Because of that moment, Sara had vowed that her mother would never catch her unawares again. For her own sake.
As the memories continued to flow through her during their walk forward, she thought of the tirade she’d been forced to endure from her oblivious mother, “What business does a young girl have in a tavern? Especially seedy ones like this.”
Sara had meekly followed her mother out with her shoulders hunched and the obnoxious laughter of dozens of soldiers, dockworkers and mercenaries trailing them out.
Thinking of home, Sara shivered thousands of miles away from Sandrin and the capital city of the Algardis Empire. Not in fear. In anticipation. Even if she had never technically been to war before, she could feel its call like a bloodhound could pick up the scent of prey a mile away. The song of blood and war ran in Sara Fairchild’s veins. In one sense, she felt like she was coming home. It had long been the sacred duty of the Fairchild descendants to serve their imperial family in battle. It was a promise that harkened back to the days when the members of the imperial family were humble servants to an even more powerful family of the Sahalian race—the dragons across the sea. Her father had told the tales of the great deeds of those Fairchilds, renamed when they had landed on the shores of Algardis and had been given their freedom from bondage as indentured servants. It was a noble history. A fair history and one of the reasons that family lore stated they had taken the name ‘Fairchild’.
Before, coming from the servitude of a fair family—and being known as fair individuals in kind—was an honor. Not every dragon master or family was known for such honor. In fact, most weren’t. Even now, the word ‘kind’ brought about connotations of sweetness, happiness and concern to her mind. In Sahalian society, that meaning couldn’t have been further from the truth. Kind meant the dragon masters hadn’t made a habit of eating their servants on a regular basis; kind meant that the humans weren’t treated like disposable chattel when a dragon grew angry; kind meant the dragons only restricted their servants’ freedom of will instead of shackling them for their own pleasure. 
For a brief moment, Sara closed her eyes and thrust away the history her father had told her over and over. She was a Fairchild, descended from a family that had served great dragon lords and now served a great human family, but as a citizen of the empire instead of property, no matter how fairly they had been treated by their Sahalian masters. As Sara breathed out through her nose, she thought about what her journey to the heart of Kade territory meant. As a warrior who trained all of her life, she knew what it meant technically. She had been trained that when they went to war, she no longer had a home outside of her division. Her division—her comrades and her commander—were her family. It was the man to your right and the woman to your back that was your family. The people who would take up arms by your side and slay your foes. 
For Sara Fairchild, that war idiom was more true than most. She had no family left. Her mother was dead. Her father was dead. One murdered. The other executed. Nevertheless, Sandrin represented the safety of home in her thoughts. She ruthlessly pushed that to the back of her mind; she couldn’t think of Sandrin as home. Her entire being depended on focusing not only on the here and now, but also ensuring that she discovered the secrets of her new life as quickly as possible.
“Home,” Sara muttered wistfully as she thought of what it had been like when her parents were alive, when she lived in the villa by the sea, miles from Sandrin, and all was right with the world. Now she slogged through mud to a new place, a new home. A home whose foundation would be built from the broken bones and spilt blood of the fallen. Home to a land claimed inch by inch on the backs of gutting knives and slashing swords. Home to a field filled with the screams of the dying and the roars of the victorious.



Chapter 5
Almost there, Sara lied to herself as perspiration dripped from her brow and her shoulders hunched under the weight she carried. She wasn’t really sure. She estimated based on the number of days they had walked and the pace they were setting that they were no more than a quarter of a mile from the edge of this heinous bog.  At least she hoped so. But with nothing but stagnant water, mud, and the darkness of a shroud of trees covering even the slightest hint of the sun’s rays, she was pretty sure none of them was sure if they really knew how much longer it would be. After some more tense words with Captain Simon where she might have mentioned that they were ‘walking in circles’ again, he had settled on a plan to assure her and more muttering mercenaries with disparaging comments that they were not in fact lost. He had one man climb up a thick tree trunk as far as he could go every night to check the position of the stars and assure them all they were on course. But the damn swamp seemed endless. It could be as big as the entire city of Sandrin for all she knew. 
On top of that, dehydration was setting in, and she was beginning to think mass hallucinations weren’t too far off. They had started rationing fresh water the moment they entered the swamp and more men carried empty canteens each day. Someone had tried lapping from the murky water below the layer of algae and moss that covered the bog waters. Tried being the operative word. Like water from the ocean, the swamp water hadn’t been fit for consumption. They had ended up drinking more of a dark, oily substance—that she later learned was the runoff from the decayed vegetation of peat—than anything resembling pure water. In addition to the fact, that first soldier had been sick for three days on a march that was already hell.
Now every mercenary had half a bag of water rationed to them in the morning from a large barrel carried by their only remaining war elephant. The water was running out, and thanks to the intense heat of the swamp even in the shade, they were all over-compensating for the temperatures with the rivulets of sweat running down their backs between their tunics and skin. Rivulets that made them dehydrate faster and drain their remaining water supplies even quicker.
Water wasn’t their only problem. It was only thanks to the quick thinking of several mercenaries that they weren’t already starving to death. A group had managed to save one of the food supply wagons as the other wagons sank into quicksand on their second day and so the close to three hundred men and women had some provisions to eat. The food had been partitioned out so that every mercenary now carried two weeks’ worth of dried sticks of nut and grain in their knapsacks. What remained was wrapped up and thumping around in a sack just above the war elephant’s hindquarters.
For a few days, everything had been going as well as could be expected. They marched in time to one another and kept eager eyes peeled for the end of the dank swamp. Then Sara’s worst nightmare happened. A loud trumpeting pierced the air. She turned to look over her shoulder to see the elephant’s trunk raised in the air and guested that the loud noise was coming from the sinuous gray trunk that writhed about in a desperate plea for aid. The swamp was flat, but somehow Sara had managed to wind up on the raised earth that surrounded a large cypress tree, with its roots arcing high above ground. Edging closer to the tree, she gingerly positioned herself so the weight on her shoulders was taken away by the roots she leaned it on. Then Sara gripped the bark of one of the thinner roots that arced high enough above the ground that it was shoulder-height with her and she vaulted onto the top of it. She steadied herself with both hands and legs and slowly stood to see what the commotion was about.
It didn’t take long to spot the massive grey elephant in the dense vegetation. It stood out like a sore thumb. 
“But what’s wrong with it?” Sara said.
Spotting the elephant’s problem was a lot harder. The shifting shadows on the swamp floor, courtesy of the dense vegetation and swaying vines, made it more difficult to see what exactly lay at its feet. And because its head and trunk were fine she had to assume the problem was with its feet. Perhaps it had gotten a leg stuck between some roots?
“No,” Sara muttered to herself as her eyes strained to pierce the darkness.
Then she thought but didn’t voice aloud a deeper answer. That was a scream of pain and primal fear. Not frustration. 
She dipped into her battle magic, enhancing her vision with eagle-eyed precision, and she realized the black shadows she saw at the base of its hind legs weren’t shadows, but sinewy flesh encased in midnight fur. A swamp leopard was latched onto its right calf. The leopard’s claws and teeth were sunk into the gray flesh and when it shifted to get a better grip, red blood gushed out in a torrent from the torn flesh. Then the elephant trumpeted again in anger and fear.
Sara swallowed harshly and watched as the mercenaries nearby the elephant rushed to aid their last remaining supply bearer. But even with swords and shields they couldn’t do much. The well-hidden swamp leopard was partially protected by the overhang over a small, moss-covered hole in the ground. A cave, really, built not of stone but rather soil and rotten wood.
The swamp leopard clearly had the advantage. The mercenaries couldn’t get close enough to hack at it with their weapons, and the entire swamp was too wet for them to burn it out. Sara watched as the thick brambles to either side of the struggling war elephant scratched long, red scars in the thin skin of its heaving sides. She couldn’t see any of the same vegetation near her so she was less worried. Cautious but not fearful. Somehow the elephant had been able to turn around and face its attacker and now its ivory tusks were facing away from its foe, and the thick brambles to either side blocked it from turning around to confront the leopard. Had it been able to move its massive bulk, the war elephant could have risen up on its hind legs in its signature move to crush its foe with its massive weight in a stunning blow designed to break bones and mince muscle to squashed sacks of meat. Instead, the war elephant bellowed in agony as the swamp leopard crunched down with its massive jaws, in a move that Sara could see from where she stood high above. The leopard’s black fur rippled like a pelt made from the night sky as it absorbed the red blood that flew down from its prey in a splash, and but it was the flash of white when its teeth clamped down again that caught her eye. 
“Wherever that leopard came from, it’s smart enough to know what it has now,” Sara said to herself, “The perfect vantage point.”
It was true. The small hole in the ground was the perfect spot from which to survey and attack its prey. The leopard didn’t even have to drag the elephant into the hole. The overhead ledge was preventing the archers from getting a good aim at the ravenous beast and it was as if the leopard knew that, because it made no efforts to protect its flank. Instead, it focused on what was right in front of it.
They watched helplessly as the elephant bled to death and slowly fell to its knees and then its side, as the swamp leopard tore flesh from its thigh and dragged the torn piece of carcass into its den for consumption.
A mercenary Sara didn’t know came up to the root she was standing on and looked down on the scene with muddy dreck all over his face and tired eyes. “Fucking sorry way to go.”
Sara looked down at him with a raised eyebrow. “You’d rather die of the swamp fever?”
The man looked up at her. “I’d rather die with a blade in my gut and my dead foe at my feet.”
Sara smirked. “Then you’d die alone, on the battlefield, with your intestines festering and slow gangrene easing you into the afterlife. Could take hours. Could take days.”
The man’s eyes didn’t flinch in surprise. “I’d rather that and die with honor than to be dragged to my death while having my leg torn to shreds by a mauling best.”
Sara stared at him. Not in disbelief, not really. But she felt a keen sense of pain in her heart as she looked back at the war elephant’s prone form. It was still crying for help.
“I’d rather not die at all,” she murmured.
“What was that?” her new friend asked.
Then a female mercenary pushed between them. “Everyone who’s able to, go form a chain gang. We need to get to that water and be on our way.”
The man who Sara had discussed death with moved on.
The female mercenary turned to look up at Sara with a gesture of her chin. “That is no way to die. But neither is a sword to the gut. The best death isn’t an honorable one. It’s lying in your bed with your family surrounding as you die of old age. Remember that.”
As she prepared to scramble down from her perch, Sara was careful to get visual clues of the quickest path to the ground.
Just as she turned to descend the woman called back to her, “Stay with your charge.”
Sara nodded as she watched the woman descend to the shallow ground to help redistribute the water. The dying animal’s cries echoed throughout the swamp. She felt some sympathy for it and wished someone would put it out of its misery with a knife to the throat or arrow to the jugular, but no one seemed inclined to. Then she thought about their situation strategically. There was something hunting them in the swamps. Several things, actually, and all of them were bigger and badder than the swamp leopard. Perhaps fresh meat would slow their pursuers down when a fighting force of trained men and women couldn’t.
Besides, they needed the water. She watched as some enterprising mercenaries finally decided to kill the crying pachyderm and then proceed to slice flesh from the elephant’s shoulder. She knew that not everyone would be eating dried grain tonight.
As another mercenary passed her—and handed over what she assumed was the last flask of fresh water she was going to get—he whispered, “Elephant steak tonight.”
Sara grimaced, but her mouth watered a bit at the thought of meat. It had been a week and a half, and yes, she could live on barley and grain bars, but this...this was what she needed to survive, to thrive, and to be able to fight like the warrior she was.
Sara chuckled. “Besides if I spend one more day eating those dried sticks of grain held together by what tastes like resin, I’ll shaft somebody.”
She knew those dried sticks were keeping them alive. The one time a mercenary had tried to catch fresh meat, the creature’s insides had been too poisonous to eat. A gift from the Kade mages, no doubt. She had heard rumors that they had those among them that could influence the very environment around them. It wasn’t until the builder had actually inferred those rumors could be true that she even considered the possibility though. The possibility that this hell was of someone’s creation. After a week and a half in this dreadful swamp, she was beginning to believe it, too. She had seen things not of this earth. Creatures that looked normal but were poisonous to the touch. Fanged predators that stalked them at night and left naught but illness in their wake.
No, if the other mercenaries believed the Kades capable of the task of creating a swamp and filling it with unholy creatures, then who was she to say that they were wrong? The rumors of Kade magic were virulent, and she was beginning to think the stories of their war exploits weren’t entirely unfounded. The Kades weren’t like other mages. Not like a weather mage could make the winds blow stronger or an earth warden could cause an earthquake. No, these Kades could do unnatural things. Have plants burn with an all-consuming fire that killed every living being, but strangely left the living trees untouched. Draw upon gems to melt the flesh from others and make the environment around cloaked with an illusion so seamless that it felt real.
All rumors that no one could substantiate. Hell, they were told in whispers in the taverns back home. If there was one thing the imperial court agreed upon, it was that speaking of the Kade mages with any sort of reverence amounted to treason. And talks about the extents of their powers could sound like reverence to unassuming ears. So Sara and her former friends had only heard rumors and innuendos. Myths that she was starting to believe were true. Even if Nissa Sardonien had yet to show even a spark of the powers to influence the rays of the sun, as she was supposedly capable of.
Then the call for everyone to mount up and move out flowed back over the standing group. With a sigh, Sara shouldered the weight she helped carry and turned back north to march onwards. 
Despite being fed up with grain bars, feverish from the heat, and damned tired of marching forward, Sara knew that regardless of the length of the swamp and the distance ahead, she had to go on. Each step forward drew her closer to a healer. Closer to dry land, and closer to safety. They couldn’t turn around. They had come too far already. There was nothing but more swamp to the west and east. So they kept going north. North to safety.
She almost laughed at that. Safety. It was almost a ridiculous concept to think of a battlefield as safe. But this mysterious swampland was riddled with traps, and Sara knew that if she didn’t leave soon, she might never. She had faith that they would make it through. Whether or not they’d be half-dead when they emerged was another question entirely.
“What a fickle thing hope is”, she murmured to herself in a tired manner while shifting the heavy weight of her backpack from one shoulder to another. 
One foot in front of the other. 
Because you see, Sara Fairchild and over two hundred hail men and women had journeyed through the portal way on faith. Faith that they would be transported to the edge of the battlefield on Kade-claimed lands. Faith that they could surge out of the portal way, ready to take on any Kade enemies that confronted them while staying in point formation. Regardless of her disgust at the captain’s leadership, she knew that if they could just plough through any resistance like a sharp arrow through flesh, then they could join forces with the thousands of imperial troops already stationed on the front. 
And so that had been the plan. Nissa had been moved to a secure spot in the middle and surrounded on all sides by observant guards. If the Kade mages wanted to free her, they’d have to go through dozens of Corcoran mercenaries to do so. Unfortunately, that plan to lay waste their enemies in a quick assault hadn’t come about. Not because their enemies had lain in wait for them. No, instead a trap had been set. A devious one. 
Instead of being transported to the outskirts of the battlefield or even directly in the middle, the portal way had malfunctioned. 
Or been tampered with, Sara thought to herself as she recalled the whispers among the troops. Whispers that had stopped the moment the captain had gotten wind of them. Either way, she was certain that they had been transported over fifty miles south of their destination. At the entrance to a freaking swamp that didn’t belong in the middle of the bread basket of the Algardis lands.
When she had asked a fellow mercenary about the mysteriously dense mixture of fog and swamp that lay directly in their path between the open field they stood in and the battlefield far off in the distance, the woman had answered, “Kade tricks. That all it be. We’ll march through double-time in three days and be where we belong soon enough.”
The woman had been only one-quarter right. It had been a Kade enchantment—that much Nissa had confirmed. But not one she had conjured. Another Kade mage, one with ties to nature and land, had built the bog. The captain had shrugged it off and ordered them to forge through. It was a day later that Sara and the entire division had learned that this ‘Kade trick’ was more like a Kade deathtrap.  
Miles out from the battlefield, Sara squinted with weary eyes, hoping to pierce the shroud of mist and rain of the bog that surround her. When she thought of war, she thought of blades slicing clean through flesh, knives piercing stomachs, and blood spraying through the air. She didn’t think of mud up to her knees, nor air so wet and humid that it blanketed them all in a layer of sweat, nor even imagined the putrid smell of sulfur and decay. She doubted this was what any of the mercenaries who surrounded her had thought of when they came to war. The ones who had succumbed to the heat and humidity had stripped themselves down to the bare essentials, throwing their bog-rusted, slime-covered armor onto empty supply carts. After those were filled and abandoned, armor was simply tossed into whatever muddy hole they happened to be standing next to. Few continued to carry the metal plates through the heavy, thick mud, and fewer still wore their armor on their person. Sara was one of those few.
It had been thirteen days and four hours since they had left the confines of the forest that lay next to the battlefield where she and her division and had encountered their first enemy. She had been obsessive about counting the time that passed, especially when she thought they were lost. She didn’t know how it would help in any case, but information was power and this was the only information she could broker. 
‘Encountered’ being a relative term, since they had really been ambushed, outmatched and outfought, all without the single presence or death of a living Kade soldier. Sara chuckled under her breath. The books at the academy hadn’t taught them that.
“They told us about being brave on the front lines, showing strength in leadership, and how to kill an enemy forty different ways,” she said bitterly, “But they never taught us how to deal with an enemy that was a ghost. An enemy that stayed hidden and let their magic and bombardments do their work for them. How do you fight an enemy whose blood you cannot shed?”



Chapter 6
As she shook her head, Sara tried to shake the dark thoughts going through her mind as she stared at the comrades who marched beside her. They had left the forest with over two hundred and seventy-five mercenaries in the prime of their lives. Mercenaries with laughter in their throats, hearty muscles underneath their tunics, and the gaze of warriors assured of their victory. They had expected a few days’ march and had been mentally prepared for such. Physically, they had been neither prepared for nor cognizant of what a trek through a poisonous bog like this would do to them. The supplies they had on hand were only enough to keep them alive. But they would not keep them healthy, and certainly not battle ready. Most of those supplies needed to keep them in top-notch shape, like the nutrient mixtures from the healers, supplements from the herbalists, as well as the good ole butchered meat preserved with the heat of fire and spices, had been either in the supplies of the main group or they had been hunted or salvaged from farmland and woodland along the road. But they couldn’t salvage what they couldn’t hunt. How do you find a twelve-point stag in a swamp? 
“The answer? You don’t,” said Sara disdainfully as she pushed a thick vine out of the way and hoped a snake didn’t fall on her head for the second time. The first experience had been more than enough. They were slimy and large here, as well as vicious. Unlike the small garden or sand serpents at home, she had had to cut this foe up into four pieces before it stopped trying to constrict around her. 
Besides the snakes, vermin, and some vicious solitary predators, they found nothing else in this swamp. Stags and boars and elk and anything else that could be expected to fill the bellies of several red-blooded men and women a piece were not native to swampy terrain. And so now Sara Fairchild and, she was sure, Captain Barthis Simon, were faced with the haggard faces of the marching individuals around them.
Men with hollow eyes met her gaze. Women looked around with desperate glances. In the silent faces of the adults, the stark despair was an especially explicit reminder that none of the Cams’ had survived. The quick movements of their feet and the occasional yells and cries as they ran afoul of an irritated mercenary were nowhere to be found. The orphans were long gone. But plenty of the mercenaries were young enough that Sara would have given them a portion of her meat pie...if she had any. Hunger gnawed at the faces of the growing men and women. But it wasn’t just hunger. The men and women of one of the empire’s premier mercenary companies had taken pride in their appearance. Now scraggly hairs grew on the male chins and the once lustrous manes of the women, of all styles, had long since given away to lanky and dank clumps of dirty hair. Desperation had set in and they all had long since given up their vain self-maintenance rituals. 
Even their prized Kade mage, Nissa Sardonien, was not immune to the torturous march. Under the orders of their captain, she was being escorted to the Algardis encampment and there she would be under orders to perform whatever needed to be done that would end this battle and win the war for the Empress of Algardis. Nissa stumbled in front of her. Mud covered the back of her robes, from the tip of her braided hair down her back to her calves, which sunk into the muck with each labored step. 
A small smile of determination crossed Sara’s face as she breathed heavily and took another step, placing one booted foot in front of the other. The heavy squelch of mud as she raised her feet was the only sound she made. The only sound they all made except for the occasional grunt and the numerous curses that rang out in the damp air. That was okay. The damn bog made more than enough sounds for all of them. Creatures she didn’t even want to think about cackled and cawed in the distance. Rain had started to pour from the sky days ago. Rain that seemed the one good thing to happen to the Corcoran Guard since they entered this godforsaken place. But they soon discovered that even the rain here wasn’t normal. The troops had watched in dismay life-giving droplets had been transformed in mid-air to a slick, oil-like substance. The same kind that rested like a layer of filth on every water source in the swamp. Sara was beginning to wonder how anything survived here. Let alone colossal predators. 
This day she listened to the splash of unseen creatures as they entered the muddy waters to hunt. Sara knew they were surviving because these creatures knew the ins and outs of this swamp. They hid in dug-out caves, slunk stealthily on tree roots and branches high in the air, and paced through the dense vegetation like ghosts. And little-by-little they had picked off men, women, and elephants to dine on. Now just a skeletal crew of mercenaries remanded. 
One of the carnivorous creatures had even loomed up like a monster from the depths of an algae-covered pool and eaten two of her fellow mercenaries whole before she could blink. She had no name for that creature. But she remembered jaws like long and pointed triangles filled with serrated teeth. That jaw, as big as her body, had gaped open in a maw of darkness while two beady eyes stared down the men surrounding its prey.
When it first appeared and ate one of their own, the mercenaries had surged forward to fight the beast. Not to save the man. Even in the instant after its jaws had latched closed, the warriors surrounding the beast had known that saving the man in its mouth would be an impossible feat. The creature’s mouth had slammed shut with such force that she heard the bones of the poor mercenary snap like a dry twigs, and his blood had gushed out from between the serrated teeth like a red waterfall. No, the mercenaries had surged forward to instead avenge their fallen foe. But they had all soon learned that the beast’s plated skin was stronger than steel, with ridged bumps along the spine that ended in a tail that had an armored ball at its end. It had swung the tail like a mace and crushed the chest of one woman with the indifference of a child that flung away a toy it no longer wanted. 
That was the first time the mercenaries had encountered a creature of the swamp head on. Except the swamp leopard. Well, the leopard hadn’t attacked any of them. It had attacked their pack animal, lunging at the elephant’s shin in a calculated move. But this creature? This creature had eaten a human—a mercenary. The group had gathered their courage like a cloak about them. They may have been slowly starving for protein with glassy eyes and aching feet, but they still had segments of their pride. Their pride and their battle fervor. Here was an opponent worthy of the third division’s ire. They feared no monster, even one as big as this. And most of all? They were tired of being challenged and losing to unseen foes—human, creature, and kith alike. First, the Kades had ambushed them with not an enemy combatant to be seen. And now creatures—creatures she was half-sure were kith, but knew for a fact that they were at least beasts, if not magical ones—had been picking off mercenaries for days on end, like ghosts that haunted them under the cover of darkness. Now they had one fully in their sights. Now was their chance to avenge their fallen foes. So they did.
Their assault on the monster had been horrific. Not for it. For them. Their weapons were ineffective and bounced off its skin like dulled training swords on a wooden training dummy. Sara had briefly wondered if a mage attack would affect it. But she wasn’t going to waste her energy on the beast. The idea of hunting it had been discussed and quickly discarded, after all everything else they had encountered here had been either poisonous to the touch or noxious end to inducing vomiting upon consumption. This creature would probably be no different. As for the man he had consumed? He was already dead, after all. Apparently, neither were any of the other mages of the division, because none had bothered to engage it, not even the other battle mages.
In the end, the creature had casually bitten a man in half and slipped back into the deep waters like a specter that vanished in the side of the muddy strip of land they had been trudging forward on day in and day out. For a few minutes, Sara’s skin had tingled as she kept a wary eye on the still waters. She had known that even though they couldn’t see the creature, it was still there. Lurking. Waiting. But apparently it was full enough with its meal of one and a half humans that it decided to leave their presence shortly after. When she saw a v-shaped trail of water leading away from them, she and a good number of her comrades heaved an audible sigh of relief. 
And they trudged on. That had been the first day. It had been twelve days since then, and the horrors they had seen had only grown worse.
That was half of the reason why no one had tried to save the war elephant. They had learned that these creatures were often more than they seemed and, quite often, seemingly invincible. 
“The other reason no one else even bothers anymore? We’re damned tired,” Sara muttered to herself resentfully. “Tired of the attacks, and tired of defending ourselves without sleep. After all, how do you sleep when the very swamp itself is trying to kill you?”
Sara wasn’t joking about that last part. There was something about this land that made it treacherous for them all. The one time a land mage traveling with their division had remarked on the subject, he had said with a sniff, “The very land has been called upon to devour us.”
“By who?” Sara had asked.
He had looked over at her with a disbelieving look. “By the Kades, of course.”
Sara had shrugged, uncomfortable at arguing with him. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe the Kade mages weren’t perfectly capable of this assault. Look at the assault they had waged unfettered against them while the guard was on the road, after all. But it felt like a convenient excuse every time they encountered a problem to blame it all on the Kades.
Throwing caution to the wind, she had turned to the man and said, “And what if it’s not? What if it’s something else? Or someone else?”
“Who?” he had asked coolly.
Sara raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that your job? To find out who are our flora magic-wielding enemies?”
He straightened his shoulders with an eagle glare, “Mark my words, it’s the Kades, and this land will swallow us all at their very whim.”
He had been right about the last part at least. The next day, a sinkhole had opened up at his very feet and he had disappeared with nary a scream. The spooked soldiers around him had grown even more spooked with the vanishing man. Now it felt like Sara couldn’t turn around without a prayer being thrown in her face or a nervous man almost taking her eye out while he jerked his weapon. For the most part she didn’t lash back at the bumbling soldiers, they were afraid and they had a right to be. If moving out of formation and hacking at the vegetation made them feel more secure, then she wouldn’t stop them.
But the vegetation and the earth weren’t their only threats.
Creatures she wouldn’t dare call animals had risen and attacked them. They had lost forty good people to fierce one-on-one battles with the damn things. It wasn’t just one species. The whole bog was infested with birds, snakes, amphibians and shadow-like creatures with spiked feathers that walked along land and had drool-like yellow poison. It was that last shadow-like creature that had caused the most damage. It was fast and it only took a small bite for it to kill its prey. Slowly. 
If you could call a paralyzing venom slow. Sara did because faster would have been a creature biting through a victim’s neck and severing a jugular artery. Fast and efficient. This was painful, debilitating, and unbearable to watch. Sara had nicknamed the creature the ‘razor-billed dragon’, because it looked like a land-bound dragon and had the beak of some of the more sinister avians she knew. It was certainly devious and deadly enough to be a dragon. Although she had a hunch that it bore no direct relation to the mighty Sahalian race. 
From the way the creature poisoned its prey to the way it moved with an inhuman speed to bring about death, this creature was their most formidable predator. Not the swamp leopard, nor the swamp lizard that sank into the depths of the water. No, this creature that ran on land and disappeared like lightning was deadlier than either of those beasts.
Its razor-sharp teeth were able to pierce their armor, and its venom was fast-acting. After the poison set in, it caused the victim to succumb to fevers and shaking. The person was still mobile...for an hour or so. Then they couldn’t walk because their muscles would lock one by one, until finally they were paralyzed. Sara knew that that last stage was when the creature struck. Waiting to move in until its prey was helpless to defend itself. It was a coward. 
So she used that to her advantage. The trick was to kill them before they had a chance to get within a few feet of you. Because even a drop of that venom on your skin was disastrous. The archers had been working double-time to combat them, paired with one or two soldiers who kept them guarded. Sara had been paired with Ezekiel. 
She flashed back to when she had saved Ezekiel’s life in Sandrin and then once again in the skirmish. Well, he’s certainly earned his keep since then, she thought – her face darkened with pain.
Not her pain. His.
Ezekiel Crane had shot down ten of those creatures before one had slipped through Sara’s defenses. 
Sara’s eyes turned to the right to take in the feverish and splotchy form at her side. Ezekiel had one hand latched unsteadily on her right shoulder and the other hand gripping a staff tightly as he struggled to lift one foot above the rising mud in an effort to keep going. 
He had been bitten less than ten minutes ago.
They had fifty minutes until he was full paralyzed. Unable to walk. Unable to eat. Unable to drink. They had to reach safety before then.
He wasn’t giving up and neither was she.



Chapter 7
Every minute that passed was a minute lost in Ezekiel’s life. He didn’t have much time. Just like all of the sufferers of this poisonous creature’s bite. She could feel the energy draining out of Ezekiel as every step he took became harder. Mud clung to their legs, weighing them down, and Ezekiel was wheezing from the exertions. The effort to keep moving forward was taking a lot out of him, even though she bore the majority of his weight all while keeping her armor on.
“Let me go,” he managed to say through heavy breaths.
“No,” she said firmly.
“Sara...” His voice was fading out.
She stopped for a moment, ready to berate him. But the weakness in his voice halted her before sound could pass from her lips. For a moment, she felt compassion. So she softened her voice and counseled, “Catch your breath. We’re almost there.”
He chuckled through coughs. “You don’t know that.”
“I do,” she said in a tone of voice that hinted at the violence she would inflict if he tried to contradict her again.
Ezekiel leaned away so he could turn and stare at her with weary eyes. His paralysis wasn’t traveling the same path as it had the other soldiers struck by the razor-billed dragon. For some strange reason Ezekiel’s paralysis was only affecting the left side of his body. She had originally thought he would be like the others, with his feet showing the symptoms first. She had been told that first the flesh along the soles of the soldier’s feet went numb. The first half dozen to succumb had probably seen the numbness as a boon. No more aching feet. But the numbness hadn’t stopped there. Slowly, the flesh along their ankles and legs had begun to tingle and then lock-up. With each passing step, it would become harder for them to move forward—like it now was for Ezekiel—and eventually the muscles would stop functioning altogether. Preventing movement. Ezekiel’s left leg had begun to lag long before his right leg had been affected in any capacity. She knew that the final step in the creature’s predatory plan hinged on its prey’s vulnerability, which was why Ezekiel’s left side was currently strapped to her right like a three-legged human. The mercenaries had quickly learned that it stalked its prey until they couldn’t move anymore and then swooped in to devour their defenseless forms. Sara wouldn’t let that happen. They had also learned that it was just as formidable as the creature which had surged from the waters like a demonic angel. Its skin was as dense as armor, it was fast as lightning, and it regarded their attempts to kill with an almost contemptuous air. 
“Just like everything else in this damned swamp,” Sara said as she used her free arm to wipe sweat away from the corner of her eyes. She knew that creature always struck when the poison did its final work and the victim lay comatose as easy prey. Sara wasn’t about to let that happen. When Ezekiel’s right leg succumbed and he finally couldn’t shuffle forward anymore, Sara planned to beg a fellow soldier to lift Ezekiel in their arms like a babe and carry him. She knew it was a foolish though. Ezekiel wasn’t even a full mercenary, he was a curator drafted into the ranks of the archer because of her insistence. None of them would want to waste their remaining energy on carrying him. She knew they would sooner let him fall behind than kill themselves with the labor or danger of protecting him. But at that moment Sara wasn’t thinking of the logical conclusion of her pleas. She was thinking she would do anything to keep him moving one step further, including begging, bribery or outright threats.
Sara’s eyes flicked away from Ezekiel’s to take in the unforgiving swamp around them. The land was a verdant green—a tangle of moss, vines, and more mysterious vegetation erupting everywhere. The vines hung from the tree branches high above and crept around the thick trunks like snakes. In fact, the vines were so large and so well-mimicked by the cold-eyed reptiles of the swamp that sometimes she missed the subtle difference between ropy vines and thick coils of camouflaged muscles. They lay so still for moments, like a disguise, but eventually their creeping movements gave them up as living animals and not the flora they mimicked. This swamp was a treacherous place. Venomous creatures seemed to lurk behind every tree stump and in the deceptively still waters of the deep bogs. Sara turned her calculating orange eyes back onto her only friend in the company, and she became uncomfortable at what the left side of his face presented. The formerly normal features now looked as if they were slowly melting off like wax in the hot sun. Sara didn’t flinch for two reasons. The first was the fact that although Ezekiel’s face was an uncomfortable visage, it wasn’t a scary one. The second reason was that Sara was familiar with the effects that paralysis could have on a person’s body. 
She remembered face of a former gladiator that she had known from childhood. His features, too, had looked like melting wax. But it had been much more severe, in Sara’s opinion. Severe and permanent. For as long as she had known him, the man had not been able to move his left arm or leg, and he spoke with a heavy speech impediment. But that hadn’t stopped him from being who he was. A kind man. A sane man. And a determined warrior. But he used his learned warrior skills in other ways after his ‘accident’, which had happened long before Sara was born. He couldn’t speak without long pauses and confusing enunciation, but his right hand had worked just fine. So he had drawn maps of the entire empire for her father and tutored Sara in the geography of the Algardis Empire, in addition to earning his keep at her father’s villa as a weapons sharpener.
That last task he had insisted on. In his slow and mangled speech, Sara remembered his explanation to her as to why, when being a mapmaker was just as good and steady a trade—an even better one, actually.
“My mind is sharp, girl, but my weapons must be sharper. I may not wield the sword anymore, but your father does, and those weapons must be sharp,” he said in a long speech that took twice as long for him to say as it would her or anyone else, “Ready to pierce a rib cage and cleave a skull. I know these blades like I knew my own. Therefore, I’ll prepare them for war and for combat.”
He had pinned her with a fierce glare then.
She had gulped and nodded, not really understanding the determination back then. He could have just set one of the squires to the task, after all. But she didn’t question him. Instead, she fetched the extra polish he had wanted for the metal and got back to the chore she had been punished with—shining two dozen swords until they gleamed.
Sara grimaced. She couldn’t remember what she’d done to deserve the punishment usually given to her father’s squires, but she knew whatever she had done to be assigned the task had to have been a troublesome quarrel. Luckily for her, she’d gotten to spend time with the monstrous man she’d stared at around corners from afar. She had also come to learn that perhaps he wasn’t so monstrous as his melting face made him seem.
After she had watched him silently sharpen the weapons using an ingenious foot-powered whetstone wheel for over half an hour, she had been so fascinated that she spent the morning half-polishing the swords and half-nicking herself with the blades because her eyes weren’t focused on her own task. There had been something fascinating, then and now, about the tiny bit of machinery crafted by the arms smiths that made its owner someone much more admirable than an ordinary warrior. He was different. Sara wanted to be different. 
Sara had ended that day with enough cuts to her hands that she’d had to have them wrapped in salve and gauze that night under the watchful and glaring eyes of her mother, the dark-skinned Anna Beth, with eyes like the moon and a pinched brow. Her father had taken one look at her mother—with her arms crossed and a look of fury on her face—and hastily tried to explain why her only child had hands that looked like she lost a fight with a clawed cat. He had quickly lost that battle before the first sentence had issued forth from his lips and been banished from the healing room. 
Her mother had explained, “I’ll deal with your father tonight. You I want answers from now! What in the gods’ names were you doing with those swords, Sara? Juggling them?”
Sara still remembered her righteous indignation as a child. She had tried explaining about the amazing knife sharpener-cum-mapmaker with his one hand that etched out landscapes as fast as her eyes could watch. She had done so with all the eagerness of a thirteen-year-old girl who had just discovered a new hero.
Her mother had relented with amusement flashing in her eyes. “Well, did you at least speak with him, or just spend your time gaping like a fish?”
Sara had hastily assured her that they had made introductions.
“He even told me why he is the way he is!” she had said in excitement.
Anna Beth’s eyebrows had raised as she listened attentively. Sara had been so eager to share her story that she hadn’t noticed as her mother wrapped another layer of gauze over her wounds. 
“And why is that?” Her mother’s voice had been patient.
Sara had launched into the story of how the man had protected her father’s life in the arena and how he had come to live in their villa, as if her mother didn’t already know the story herself. But to a child, first-hand knowledge of an event was everything. Anna Beth hadn’t gainsaid her and had let her tell it with the enthusiasm befitting a youngster’s new tale. 
The short form of the history between her father and the monstrous man was that they had been warriors together in the gladiatorial arena. When another gladiator had swung out a studded shield to catch her father in the side and knock him down to finish him off, the older man had stepped in the way. He had fought off her father’s opponent but had taken a strike directly to his spine. A blow from which he had never recovered.
He had had to be dragged out of the arena by slaves, half of his body useless and his sword fallen from his hand to lay in the sand, his enemy’s blood glimmering on the blade.
From the moment Sara had relayed that story to her mother, she had resolved with vigor that she would never again refer to him in her head as a monster for the facial features he couldn’t control and the arm and leg that lay useless by his side. When she had thought to speak to her father about the matter afterward, he had made sure to educate her on the realities of the world and that there were people far more monstrous out there, both physically and mentally, than the man she fondly referred to as Sir.
Staring into Ezekiel’s brown and spectacled eyes, she smiled at the memory, because despite the deadly situation, it made her remember a time when paralyzed features didn’t mean a bleak outcome was inevitably coming for them.
Ezekiel, however, wasn’t feeling so optimistic. The right side of his mouth, the only side he could use, was turned down in a frown. “I’m slowing you down.”
Sara snapped out of her reverie. 
He spoke in a slur, as he couldn’t move the lips on the left side either. In fact, the entire left side of his body lay still and droopy, as if his body had been painted out and the artist had smeared the left just before he had finished his work. She couldn’t even see his left eye as the eyelid above had flickered down into a half-closed position.
“You’re not slowing me down,” she replied tersely.
He glared.
She raised an eyebrow as she kept her right arm wrapped securely around his waist and jerked her chin towards their compatriots in front of them. A long line stretched as far as she could see of mercenaries walking, carrying, and dragging fallen warriors. Warriors affected by the damned creatures’ venom but not dead yet.
The mercenaries’ guild had a motto that she knew, or at least she thought she knew, they took very seriously. Never leave a man behind.
Ha, Sara thought to herself wryly, I wonder if the captain ever got that memo. Division Three certainly deserted the other divisions of their guard fast enough.
Outwardly, she said, “Look around you. No one’s getting anywhere too fast. Now shut your trap and put your right foot forward, and then put it forward again.”
He stared at her.
“And I’ll handle your left.”
He gave a small laugh. “Do I have a choice?”
“No,” she said flatly as she jerked him closer so that his paralyzed left side once more aligned seamlessly with her right and she could force his left leg to lift alongside the movements of her right leg. 
It had been twenty minutes since the lizard had taken a bite out of him and they realized the dire straits that were coming. One of the only two healers still alive had confirmed with a tired look that the venom was one they had no chance of fighting. It had taken seven dead mercenaries within a four-hour period before the healers had tersely admitted that they couldn’t combat the invasive poison traveling through their patients’ bodies with their powers, nor could they provide an herbal remedy to ease the process and halt it from spreading. Sara had remembered one healer laughing bitterly as she said, “We might be able to concoct an antivenom if you catch one of the blasted creatures. Alive.”
Another leader in the guard, her patient actually, had looked up at that healer with bloodshot eyes from where he sat up on his elbows and looked at his paralyzed legs that were decaying before his very eyes. “Do you not think we’ve tried? Staying alive is an issue, much less capturing the blasted thing.” Then he had chuckled and laid down on his pallet to die. “Might, she says. Might my ass.”
Sara had quickly walked past him. Not because she was unsympathetic to his agony, but because the morose attitude about their ability to combat the creatures was one she knew was widespread. Hell, the bite not only paralyzed you—while piercing armor—but eventually it caused your muscles to putrefy at an accelerated rate.
“I wonder why?” Ezekiel had said next to her. That had been a short hour before he had received his bite.
“Why what?” Sara had muttered absentmindedly.
“Why the putrefaction? We’re already paralyzed and waiting for them to come for us.”
Sara had been cleaning her weapons as they walked. All the mud and wet was wreaking havoc on her leather and blades. There was nothing to be done for it but continue to shine them and move on. 
“The smell,” she had said.
Ezekiel had prodded her. “And?”
Sara had sighed and turned her head to look at him with an irritated gaze. When she saw the eager eyes of an intellectual just wanting one more tidbit of information, she snapped her blade back into its sheath with a click and said, “The smell of the rotting bodies probably leads them to their prey.”
“Oh,” Ezekiel had said thoughtfully.
“Yes, oh,” she had said flatly. It was a horrible way to die. Well...more horrible than suffocating to death. In most cases, those who were bitten had lost control of their lungs and suffocated shortly after. A few horribly unlucky souls, though, had become fully paralyzed while still taking in breath. Those ones were left to starve or wait for the creature put them out of their misery. Sara and the survivors didn’t wait to find out which. 
“They’re supposed to lay there like victims,” Sara had said, “But if there’s anything true about a band of mercenaries, it’s that they’re no victims.”
Ezekiel had looked at her uncomprehending until she glanced back at the fallen leader and so did he—only to see a healer swiftly lean over and cut the man’s throat. He had been too far gone to save or drag through the swamp for aid. So they had done the only thing they could—given him a merciful death.
Ezekiel had shuddered and paled. “Promise me something, Sara.”
She had looked over at him. 
“Promise me you won’t leave me to die, nor slit my throat like a carcass before the slaughter.”
Sara had frowned as she switched to polishing her long blade. “That was an honorable death. More honorable than being eaten alive.”
Ezekiel’s desperate gaze had caught her own. “Promise me.”
Sara had narrowed her eyes. “Think you’re too good for an honest death?”
He had wet his lips nervously. “I think there’s much left for me to do in this world.”
Sara had chuckled and her gaze had swept over dead and dying bodies all around them. They had briefly stopped on a semi-dry mound in the swamp to care for their wounded. “Don’t we all?”
Ezekiel’s gaze had stayed determined.
“Fine,” she grouched, “But I want a promise in return.”
He nodded.
“A clean death. Don’t drag me half a mile, don’t let my insides putrefy, and don’t let me die face down in the mud while a creature straddles my back for a bite.”
Solemnly, he had said, “It’s agreed then. You’ll save my life.”
“And you’ll take mine.” They’d ended that conversation with a brief handshake. Ezekiel had then gone back to one of the five books he’d managed to snatch out of compartment chest before mercenaries had pushed it into quicksand—over his loud and furious protests—in order to form a bridge for them to pass. Sara had wondered why he’d bothered carrying them into a swamp with all the wet mildew that would make short work of his pages but Ezekiel had looked over at her with a disdainful sniff and simply said, “Magic can preserve all things and these need to be preserved.”
Now as Sara looked over at Ezekiel, she gave his waist a slight squeeze. She doubted he even felt it. It made no matter. She would keep her promise. Even now when the yellow ichor leaked from Ezekiel’s left upper thigh. When he had begun to falter in his steps, Sara had done the only thing she could think of. She had grabbed some supple branches from the swamp interior as well as thick hanging vines, which the damned bog had plenty of, and bound his left leg to her right with sailor’s knots. That way when his mobility started to fade, Ezekiel could keep going.
She was actually grateful the venom had affected him differently than the others. If he had lost all mobility in the legs too quickly and she couldn’t get someone else to help, she had been prepared to tap into her battle magic and lift his weight with her own strength, but with his ability to hobble with her help, she only had to use all of her physical strength and endurance to get them by.
As they walked forward, Sara knew that eventually her natural strength would come to a limit. Before it did, she would rid herself of her armor before she left Ezekiel to die. What came next would be up to her compatriots. 
“Forty minutes,” grunted Ezekiel as they hopped and walked along the way.
Sweat beaded on her brow, her right side felt like it was going numb from the strain, and she was damned hungry for some of that elephant meat. It was long gone by now, but it was sign of the desperate time that she actually desired its return. But she couldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop. Because stopping meant death.
“What?” she muttered.
“Forty minutes until I die,” he wheezed.
“Do you have a death wish?” she snarled. “Because if you do, I’ll cut your throat right now and make your dreams come true. Don’t tempt me, Ezekiel. Now stop your babbling and keep walking.”
Privately, she knew she was just lashing out. A promise was a promise. If he had made her swear to cut his throat, she would have done so long ago as well. But he had made her swear to save his life, so she was doing that. The light-hearted attempts at banter—or dark melancholia, she couldn’t decide what his constant muttering about time said about his mental state—came from the hallucinatory properties of the venom that were setting in. So she didn’t blame him for babbling.
Too much.
Other stricken victims had asked for their children, for their wives, for their damned dogs and for a good pint of ale before they died. Only this idiot curator babbled about death.



Chapter 8
“This march has to end,” Sara muttered five minutes later as she saw another soldier drop—dead on his feet.
As she watched rain patter down on his leather jerkin to slide in rivulets to the muddy swamp, she almost sighed. She didn’t have to kick him for a response to know he no longer inhabited the plane of the living. His still flesh, and the fact that no one would voluntarily lay face-deep in mud only to choke to death on it, told her that.
“We can’t keep going on like this,” admitted Ezekiel slowly through the right side of his mouth.
“Not enough food, not enough water, and over half the division dead,” agreed Sara with a weary sigh. For once in her life, she wasn’t sure what was next. Would they make it out alive, or die here in this swamp like some forgotten troop out of legend?
Sara said, “I honestly thought I’d at least make it to the battlefield before I died.”
Ezekiel chuckled. “We don’t always get what we want, do we?”
Sara raised a tired hand to bat away some of the mosquitoes swarming near her face, to no effect. “Cheeky buggers. I’ll be dead soon, anyway,” she told them. “Can’t you wait until then?”
A new man appeared beside her slogging through the mud. As he passed her by, he turned and laughed as he said, “Nah. They want the blood while it’s fresh and still running in your veins. Can’t get hot blood if you’re dead.”
She chuckled as she glanced over....and up. He was at least a foot and half taller than her with long legs to match, but his pace was as slow as her own. She could see why, with the weight he carried more than doubling his own. He had a man slung over his shoulders like a sack of grain. He was carrying a full-grown mercenary, and the man was barely moving. The only time his legs flopped was when the man carrying him stumbled around a particularly thick mud pool.
“Is he dead?” she asked quietly.
“No,” grunted the man carrying his fallen comrade.
She frowned. He looked dead. You didn’t pass out in this swamp like dead weight. You died.
“Are you sure?” she asked gently. Gently for her, that was. Pretty insistently for total stranger.
“No,” he replied.
“Do you want me to check?”
“No.”
“Why not?” coughed Ezekiel.
The man hesitated before his next step. “Because he’s my brother, and as long as I don’t check, I know he’s alive. I’d rather he be alive and on my shoulders than dead and rotting.”
Sara was quiet for a moment. There was nothing she could say. It made perfect and imperfect sense. As long as the man believed his brother was alive, then to him, he was alive. The moment he checked and confirmed, he could be dead.
She sighed. Logic kicked in. The man had a greater chance of staying alive and defending himself if he wasn’t using both hands to hold his brother’s immobile form atop his shoulders.
As she turned to do something she was really bad at—coax him to check his brother’s pulse anyway and deal with the emotional consequences—she heard something approaching from above. Like the whirl of wings more numerous than anything she had before encountered. Besides, the sound was coming too fast. Much too fast.
“Hear...that?” Ezekiel asked, his breath coming out in a wheeze. It was getting harder for him to talk and breathe simultaneously. Sara knew the paralysis was spreading to the right side of his body and his throat. She also knew that before he fully succumbed to the paralysis and eventually died from asphyxiation, it would be a slow and harsh descent while his brain tried to cope with the lack of oxygen by slowly shutting down until he fell unconscious. It wouldn’t be painful so much as excruciating to know what was happening and be unable to do anything about it. Before his last few minutes of life, Ezekiel could also expect the muscles in his throat to restrict so tightly that the pathway of air to his lungs would be cut off. Sara knew from experience what it would feel like. That is, she knew what it felt like to slowly suffocate. The spotty vision. The gasping breaths. The darkness just at the edge of your mind, coming forward like a cloak of shadows as you fell back into its grasp.
It had been unintentional for her. It was a part of her training. Sara thought it would be similar to her time in the training grounds when a particularly overzealous sparring partner had pulled her into a grappling hold. He had outweighed her by sixty pounds and it had been hand-to-hand combat. When he had grabbed her from behind while wrapping his arms around her throat in a bruising hold, nothing she had been able to do could force him to loosen his grip. Not kicking him in the shins and knees with all of her might. Not slamming her fists down on his muscled arms or clawing at his wrists. Nothing forced him to release her. As it had dawned on her that she was losing this fight and dark spots began to grow in her vision, she had looked to her left. Her father stood there with a thunderous expression on his face and his own muscled arms folded in front of him.
Her last thought before she lost consciousness was ‘Father, save me.’
When she woke several hours later, she had looked straight up into her father’s disapproving face. He had said one thing, “Rest. You’re going to need it.”
Her throat feeling like a living bruise, Sara had slipped back into slumber with the touch of a healer’s hand. The next morning, her father had taken her out to the training fields and drilled her again and again with a practice dummy about what she had done wrong. The most important lesson, though, hadn’t been what fighting tactics she should have used to break her training partner’s hold. Instead, the lesson that he wanted drilled into her mind was that she shouldn’t have tried to rely on anyone else to save her life.
“Faith like that, kitling, will get you killed,” her father had said tautly.
“But father...” Sara remembered protesting.
He had cut her off before she could finish the sentence.
“But nothing. Rely on your strengths, know your weaknesses, and do what you have to do. But do not think that I, or anyone else, will be coming to save you.”
Sara had nodded obediently, though it hadn’t soaked in right away. Later, when she was on the training field, again and again and her father had stood back with a troubled face but unwavering stance as he watched her take a beating from bigger and faster soldiers, mages and non-magic people alike. Around the third or fourth fight, she had transitioned. Transitioned from a girl trainee to a young woman warrior who knew one thing—that she couldn’t rely on her father to save her. That in battle she must save herself. He was her protector, her mentor and her father, but he would not always be there. That is what he wanted her to learn. Independence. She first needed to be able to depend on herself before she leaned on others. So she had.
Now, glancing over at Ezekiel, Sara knew that all of those techniques she had learned—how to break a grapple hold, how to disable an attacker, how to break a windpipe, and how to keep from being put in such a compromising position in the first place—would be useless here. Because Ezekiel’s opponent was a poison he couldn’t fight, one that spread inside him like an insidious fog. The encroaching paralysis would leave him unconscious and perfectly helpless, as it had done to so many others. Then the razor-billed dragon would strike. Or that was its plan. Sara had a plan of her own, and it involved shoving her sword up the predator’s throat as far as she could reach before she let it or, as she suspected, its pack of hunters, claim her friend.  
She pushed those thoughts from her mind. Ezekiel was currently breathing, even if it was labored. Right now, they had something else coming for them from the sky, and they would deal with it, come what may. Sara tilted her head up with a frown and listened hard, trying to figure out what it was. Another threat? It was too loud and too high up to be another one of the venomous land dragons or a leopard. She watched with still and wary eyes as the tree branches above them began to snap back and forth with alarming velocity. The rain’s steady downpour, however, was unaffected which told her that whatever this was, it was elemental in nature and certainly not coming from the sky’s atmosphere. No, it was below the heavens and above the land, and strong enough to make winds of its own that disturbed the branches as they swayed back and forth. 
It made her uneasy to think of something that powerful. The sound of buzzing was growing closer. 
“No, not buzzing,” she muttered to herself. “Flapping. But what in the world could flap that large?”
Horror went through her mind as she answered her own question. Dragons.
“But it can’t be,” Sara said as her eyes desperately tried to pierce the dark foliage that blocked her view above. “Why here? Why now?”
She knew that dragons haven’t been seen on Algardis lands since the great founding.
Having never seen a dragon, her thoughts were conjecture. But she also knew of nothing else that made such strange sounds and descended from the skies. Although, truth be told, she did expect to hear roars. Nevertheless, she needed to be prepared. Or, well, as prepared as she could be to fight a dragon. The mercenaries were highly disadvantaged standing in mud with their vision obscured by the rain. But Sara knew—and she had a feeling her compatriots knew—that even if the able-bodied turned their backs and ran, they wouldn’t get far. 
Either the swamp would kill them, easily picking off desperate stragglers without the strength of a group—not that that strength had done much for them so far—or, they could face this unseen threat together. 
“Rather like staring down the maw of a dragon with no fear,” Sara muttered to herself wryly. 
You know you’ll be eaten. You know you’ll die. But at least you’ll die with honor, she finished with a thought. 
She at least wanted to get eyes on the oncoming foe before she decided if she wanted to shuck honor and turn tail and run. Or hobbled, as it were, with Ezekiel on her arm. Sara wasn’t stupid, nor was she foolhardy. Facing down a dragon was not on her morning agenda. 
Sara said quickly, “I’m going to set you down, Ezekiel. Get your bow ready!”
She did as she said without hesitation. As she knelt on the floor by his side and quickly unsheathed her knife for her right hand while standing to retrieve her cross-back sword with her left, Sara watched the scenery above with wary readiness. 
Between wheezing breaths, Ezekiel managed to ask, “How?”
She gave him a surprised glance and then flinched at her callousness. He couldn’t string, much less aim, a bow with one hand.
“Never mind,” she muttered, somewhat ashamed at her momentary lapse as he leaned back on his one arm that remained moveable. He was trying to maintain some mobility by taking his weight on his right arm while his left side flopped uselessly about.
Then the winds above them became so harsh the branches blocking Sara view of the sky abruptly snapped off and plummeted toward them.
“Watch out!” came cries from her left and right.
Men and women dove out of the way as solid branches that were decades old came down on their heads. Sara didn’t have a choice. She stood her ground and leaned over Ezekiel to block the harshest of the falling debris.
Wincing as smaller saplings that were lower on the tree hit her back first, Sara braced for the impact of the branches that were falling from higher above. She waited for a moment with tense breaths. She hoped that she was strong and steady enough to take the weight and shield Ezekiel at the same time. She knew she was physically capable, but being able and being ready were two different things. It would be the first time she tested this sort of thing.
And hopefully the last, she thought.
More branches came down as the winds blew with gale-force strength, almost forcing her to her knees and certainly throwing a good number of people into the mud. Sara used her right hand to shield her eyes, and as she looked up to gauge the positions of her fellow mercenaries around them, she saw one man standing alone in the center of a group. 
“No, he’s a mage,” Sara muttered with a quick tactical assessment. She could tell a mage from a mundane within seconds with her gift, practically without tapping into it, and certainly without diving into her mage sight. It was more of a perception that an actual assessment. For that, she would have to tap into her gifts to divine what type of mage he truly was. For now, she just knew he was. She also knew he was a fool. The debris had not stopped. In fact, the hail of wood only grew fiercer and stronger.
With her elbow nearly resting in Ezekiel’s hair, she felt the slow shiver of his fine strands moving back and forth across the skin of her forearm.
With a frown, not taking her eyes off the mage, Sara whispered, “What are you doing?”
She wasn’t sure why she was whispering. The mage wasn’t paying them the least bit of mind. But it felt...appropriate. Ezekiel didn’t answer. So she eased back so that her right leg was bent just behind Ezekiel and she could more steadily crouch over him while taking a peek at his face.
Before she could look down, she heard Ezekiel say with slow precision and chattering teeth, “I’m...fine.”
Sara frowned. “You’re sure?”
Her gaze was still pinned on the mage. 
“Positive.”
She nodded and decided that wide-eyed gaping just wouldn’t do. She wanted to see who he was, what he was. But time was limited, and although Sara had no idea what sort of mage he was, she had no doubt in her mind that the branch coming straight down toward his head would render her curiosity a moot point. The branch had to weigh at least fifty pounds. It was thick and massive, and would certainly do enough damage to break his bones, if not kill him outright.
“Clear the way, you fool!” she called out desperately, hoping he would dive out from under the falling debris. 
He didn’t look towards her to heed her warning at all. Instead, he threw his head back and raised his arms until the sleeves of his robe fell to his shoulders. Sara could see a colorful array of tattoos covering every inch of the mage’s skin. But it was what came out of his hands that had Sara’s jaw dropping.
With a shout, he released gusts of fire that blew upwards like fiery cyclones. The maelstrom rose and rose from his palms in the form of cyclical tunnels that burned the tree branches on contact. The tunnels grew to encompass the meters around the mage in the center, but they still didn’t take care of the branches falling throughout the clearing.
“He certainly did ‘clear the way’,” she muttered in wonder. 



Chapter 9
Sara couldn’t believe her eyes. The mage had called upon a level of magic that Sara hadn’t known a single person was capable of.
“Well,” Sara muttered with an impressed tone, “capable of surviving, anyway.”
If she tried calling on that much magic as a battle mage, she’d likely combust from the inside just trying to control the furious onslaught of her gift. Oh yes, the magic would respond. But it would respond so ferociously that she wouldn’t be able to control it. Forget going berserk—she’d be certifiably insane, alongside pleasantly flame-boiled.
Apparently, Ezekiel had the same idea, as the curator fought to speak, with frequent pauses to take wheezing breaths. 
“Natural mage. Natural gifts. Called on power in aura around us to expand his touch,” Ezekiel finally managed to explain between breaths, which now alternated between wheezy exhales and hacking coughs.
He sounded liked a dying man. He was a dying man. The very thought made Sara frown, but she was no fool. As optimistic as she was that she could save Ezekiel, she was also a realist. The poison was working its way through his body, disrupting its natural functions and shutting down organs in its path. She just had to find a way to cut off the virulent poison in its tracks before it finished its quest to completely annihilate the only person in the empire she could refer to as a friend and not be lying about it. Warmth flowed through her heart as she listened to him cough out his words. It wasn’t the warmth of love or kindness. It was the warmth of wry amusement as she fought to not let a cynical smile show on her face. Cynical because she was happy that Ezekiel was still Ezekiel. He may have been dying in the center of the most dreadful natural reserve she had yet to encounter, but he was still a fountain of knowledge. And if she had her way, he forever would be. Sara had made a promise to keep him alive, and she would keep that promise...as long as it didn’t interfere with her own quest for answers about her father’s death. And right now, it didn’t. In fact, she needed Ezekiel in a way she would never admit aloud. She needed him to ground her as she fought the rage that burned inside her like a fire she couldn’t quench—one that she didn’t want to quench. That fire kept her rage burning aside and pushed her to move forward. Unfortunately, it also had the awkward side effect of making her rage against her captain and those who had betrayed her fellow mercenaries burn all the more brightly. Ezekiel kept her reined in and in check, with the goal of staying focused on one task. If she tried to avenge the world, she’d never avenge the people who mattered most to her...her family. Her father, a disgraced and executed imperial commander. Her mother, a murdered woman whose only crime was being in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
Sara lowered her arm with her knife in hand to absentmindedly push Ezekiel back down by his right shoulder. She didn’t even remember cutting the binds that bound his left leg to her right, but she supposed she had. That, or Ezekiel had with his good hand. Either way, he was now free from her restraining grip and the tether to her leg. She knew his academic curiosity was getting the better of him, as his sense of curiosity always developed at the worst possible moment. Now he was sitting up and trying to peer around her body into the fiery inferno, like a child admiring a new toy.
“Sit back,” she snapped, “Your left side is already as useful as candle wax, don’t make your right side burned beyond recognition.”
He murmured, “You should talk.” But he obeyed and sat back reluctantly.
Sara chose not to hear his backtalk, but she became very aware of the sweat appearing on her skin. Ezekiel was right, the heat from the mage’s magical fire was blistering and only getting hotter by the second.
She resisted the urge to throw Ezekiel across her shoulder and run for shelter. Instead, she opened her gift and looked at the raging core of her battle magic. With a hesitant touch, she grabbed for it, unafraid but strangely reluctant to arouse the magic from dormancy.
“No, not hesitant,” she whispered to herself grimly, “Wary.”
“What?” Ezekiel asked as his upper body strained against the hold she had on him after being forced to pull him back with a restraining hand. It was a bit of a cumbersome position because that same hand held a knife. He was eager to see, and her holding him back like an infant gripped by its mother didn’t help matters. Still, he wasn’t stupid. He only strained against her grip enough to show eagerness, but not enough to show foolishness and have her knock him unconscious for the attempt.
“What did you say?” he muttered again, not really paying attention to her, but talking to keep her distracted from his ultimate game—acquisition of more knowledge, even if the flames blinded him.
Well, two could play that game. 
Sara firmly ignored him, tightened the hand that held the knife on his shoulder in warning—enough to elicit a painful cry as her fingers and the pommel dug into his flesh, and she let out a deep breath. Calling on her magic outside of a fight was a touchy subject for her, and for any battle mage, really. No one wanted to be remembered as the soldier that had tried to lift a stone block to help clear the streets of a blockade, only to end up massacring dozens of individuals because they loss themselves to their inner nature. But this fire was getting much too hot. Her leather bracers were starting to crack under the heat and she could feel rivulets of sweat pouring down her back. No, this wouldn’t do. So Sara called up a shield of battle fire, one that produced more heat than any natural fire and would protect them both from the flames.
Her battle fire shield was as clear as a bright, summer’s day. The only sign that it was there was when the blue and white fire rippled across the shield as it absorbed the heat and became stronger from the source of natural power.
It was a good thing, too, because the mage’s inferno was only growing stronger with each passing second.
Crouched down at Ezekiel’s back, Sara wondered how much longer that would keep up. She lowered her useless sword to the ground but held the knife at the ready. “What does he think he’s doing?” she muttered to herself as she watched the mage with narrowed eyes. 
“Making a path,” rasped out Ezekiel.
She soon realized Ezekiel was right as she retrained her eyes to not just look at the center, at the mage, but rather on the scene as a whole. She could feel her gaze expanding outward as she took in the actions of the mage and reactions of the falling vegetation around them at the same time. The mage slowly pushed his arms apart and, as he did, the fiery cyclones he wielded followed his movements. Quickly, every bit of falling wood was incinerated, until only a cloud of ash fell on their heads.
With a triumphant shout, the mage lowered his hands and his inferno dissipated as if it had never existed. Reluctantly, Sara let her shield fall at the same time. Her reluctance was because she had no idea what he planned next, but dropping the shield was necessary because it was draining her core and putting a strain on her resources when they weren’t sure what was coming next. The strong winds and falling branches were just the introduction. Now what would come from above?
With a slow breath, Sara turned cautious eyes on the former canopy above, but she could make out nothing yet through the falling ash. 
A shout of relieved laughter startled her and her eyes retrained on the source of the inferno. The man stood in the middle of the clearing covered in dark ash, his muscled arms wresting with a hand on each hip, and a shit-eating grin on his face.
Hooting in glee he raised his arms outward with his palms up and turned in a slow circled. “Look upon your savior, gents. Pullo is his name. Never forget!”
That went over well with the mercenaries crouched at the edge of the clearing. Catcalls, mocking shouts, and a very clear “Curse you, too, Pullo!” came right back at him.
Pullo, the fiery mage, tossed his head back with a roar, “How about those skills?” 
Sara snorted. “Cocky man, isn’t he?”
As Sara watched with a disbelieving look, he reveled in the further shouts his display of glory was receiving. Another mercenary approached her—Sara was aware of his footfalls well before he reached her.
Crouching beside her, the man answered her as if he hadn’t just run fifty feet. “Think he has a right to be. He just saved all of our lives.” 
She looked over at him in disbelief. At both his comment and the fact that he had heard her. The man flashed a grin and addressed her look while tapping his ear. “Talented ear this. Useful on the battlefield to relay orders.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Sara muttered disdainfully.
“That I’ve got a talented ear?” the man asked helpfully. “Titus is my name.”
Sara didn’t deign to give hers, but Ezekiel piped up, “Ezekiel Crane, at...your...service.”
Sara’s grip tightened and her mouth turned down. She wasn’t displeased that he had spoken. She was displeased that he was dying. Then she sheathed her sword, transferred her knife to the other hand, and helped Ezekiel to stand.
With a tense breath and a hand tightly locked around Ezekiel’s elbow as he stood with the help of a very large tree branch that she had fashioned into a makeshift staff, she looked around warily.
“Now what?” Ezekiel breathed out.
Sara’s stomach turned. She didn’t know, and she didn’t have a good feeling about this. She didn’t have a bad feeling either. She just didn’t know what to expect and she didn’t like when she didn’t know something.
Then Ezekiel’s question was answered. The fierce winds had not only broken a dense layer of branches above their heads but also brought down some massive trees. Only the inferno called up by the mercenary mage known as Pullo had saved them. But the entire process had left them vulnerable as well. Under the pouring rain of the newly visible sky, Sara cursed as she squinted and saw large shapes falling to the ground from above. No, not falling. Descending. Descending upon the newly-open ground. 
She looked around and realized that the wind, the falling branches and even the fire had done one thing—cleared the ground for an invasion.
Sara swore. “It’s a landing pad.”
“What?” Titus said.
“They created a landing pad,” she said insistently. The perfect area to launch an assault on a weakened group of mercenaries.
Her head snapped back up as she saw the glint of knives in the air and realized something more as well. “It’s a forward clearing team.”
Her voice was strained.
“A what?” Ezekiel asked. Sara was beginning to think that everyone was just going to echo everyone else until someone managed to think for themselves.
“Never you mind,” she said as she wrapped an arm about his waist. She turned them both around with a jerk. “We’ve got to move.”
Apparently, Captain Simon realized the same thing simultaneously, because the next thing she heard was him yelling, “Clear out! Archers at the ready. Swords at the perimeter. Now. Now. Now!”
Pullo raced off to take his place in the group, not even bothering to ask if she needed help with Ezekiel. She admired a mercenary who knew his place and took orders promptly. But damn, she wished they had a litter or a wagon or something to help with the wounded.
For the first time in his life, Ezekiel didn’t argue with her, and she soon realized why. She took one long step forward, expecting him to move his right leg in time with her left so that they could leapfrog to the edge of the clearing as they done for the last-hour before. She had forgotten they were no longer bound together, at least not below their waists. But even so, it was tricky when one body moved while gripping another that was suddenly incapable of functioning physically. This time, though, Ezekiel didn’t move alongside her like a well-oiled cog in a waterwheel. Instead, he stumbled and fell and, off-balance from his weight and her own hurried movement, so did she.



Chapter 10
It wasn’t a pretty fall. It certainly wasn’t a competent fall. If it had been, she would have fallen forward and lowered an arm halfway down in order to brace herself, allowing her calloused palm to take the brunt of her bruising crash down to earth. With her weight stabilized on her flat palm, Sara was sure she could have then made a quick turn of her torso in order to angle to the right in seconds. Two simple movements was all it took to turn an outright stumble into a flowing movement. However, neither of those correcting scenarios were to be, not this time. Sara’s leg had already been extended forward. She couldn’t correct for his weight as well as hers, so instead of falling into the mud face forward, Ezekiel fell sideways while taking her with him, and she landed on top of the curator with a splash. She was lucky that she hadn’t face-planted into the soft mud, but that’s as far as her luck ran.
The overweight pack she carried for both of them on her shoulders slammed down on her armored back with a momentum that made her grunt in pain just as she felt the knife at her waist jostle and slice into the skin of her stomach. It stung, but it probably wasn’t too serious. Sara let out a sharp whistle of breath as she fought to make sure at least one of her weapons was still in her control. That would be the one that she could still feel gripped in her sweaty palm. With a grunt she jerked on the handle and realized with a quick look over that it was stuck in the mud. The quickness of the fall and the angle she had been forced to hold it at the last minute just to avoid stabbing Ezekiel in the gut had forced it to lodge into the wet mix of water and earth beneath them. She looked down at her waist with a groan and expected to see a bit of blood seeping from the thin slice. One look at the blood that was currently running down her shirt and through the tears in her clothing told her that initial assessment had been wrong. 
Shock must be keeping me from feeling it, she thought with detachment. To her practiced eye, it didn’t look like the cut was that deep, though, just long and shallow which was what allowed the blood to run down like a freed waterfall across her chest over and under the white tunic that was now sticking to her skin.
Sara growled. Not angry about the shirt or worried about her superficial laceration. If anything, it was serving to sharpen her senses enough that she had more clarity of thought than before. Just as she was sure it was doing the same to the rest of her fellow mercenaries. Worry focused her thoughts as her eyes turned to Ezekiel with assessment and she tried to jerk his unresponsive body up and sit herself up while pulling on his body. He had fallen face down, and that wasn’t good. She knew that every second was critical as they approached the one-hour deadline for his envenomed bite.  
“Ezekiel!” she cried she succeeded in pulling him slightly from the mud and his head flopped forward like a living doll. With a surge of battle strength, she pulled him towards her and upright so sharply that his head flopped backwards. 
Breathing hard, not sure if she had in fact just used more battle magic or if the surge of strength had come from adrenaline-laced fear, she stared into the curator’s face. His eyes were closed, and all she could see was brown mud over his pale features. Hastily, Sara wiped the mud off, careful to clear the muck from his nostrils and make sure none had entered his mouth. Fortunately for Ezekiel, his mouth had been closed when he fell.
“Unlike most other times,” she said, jesting as her heart beat erratically, and a tic developed in her eyes as she searched his face for any signs of life. Even his mouth didn’t move, and the air was nowhere near cold enough for her to see breaths forming between his lips. 
She could see that he had fallen for one reason. He was unconscious. She felt for a pulse. With a sigh of relief, she confirmed that it was there. Weak, but steady. He was alive. Emotions she didn’t even know she was holding back welled up within her. Tears started to blur her eyes, but she swallowed back a sob and looked around for aid. Anyone. Most of the clearing was empty except for two unknown men and a slew of abandoned bodies. Even the six-foot-tall soldier with his dead brother on his back was gone. Vanished. 
“Where in the gods’ names did the swords on the perimeter and the archers go?” she muttered to herself. “Cowards!”
Taking a deep breath, Sara peered around, her lip curled in a sneer at their cowardice but she had to acknowledge that they were still there. Far enough back to be useless for a one-to-one battle but still there. For now, that left her, an unconscious Ezekiel, and two strangers to face a descending horde. 
She felt some measure of relief that they weren’t facing this alone. But the two strangers were complete unknowns to her. She didn’t know their skills in fighting, and she was saddled with an unconscious man to boot.
“Still,” Sara muttered. “Someone’s better than no one. Usually.”
Staring at the two distant forms, who brandished no weapons and seemed in no rush to change that, had made her amend that statement. If they were going to stick around, she’d at least like them to be useful.
Sara also knew that she was talking to herself, but it gave her time to collect her thoughts and prepare a response in the eerie silence. With quick glances around, she noted that the mercenary archers—what was left of them, anyway—had managed to pull themselves into a patchy perimeter of ringed guards. The few who had still had arrows divided them out among the group, though that only amounted to, at most, two arrows apiece.
They’ll need to be damned good shots to make just two arrows work, she thought with wry cynicism. It was turning out to be her modus operandi under pressure. That, and cold, hard anger. At the moment, she preferred detached cynicism. When she got angry, people tended to die, and she lost herself in the momentum. Right now, she didn’t just need to defend herself; she needed to care for an unconscious man in the process. 
Sometimes being a battle mage had its upsides. This wasn’t one of them. 
She noted with a careful eye that just behind the patchy line of archers, perhaps three feet back or so, were armed foot soldiers, mercenaries who held swords and glaives in hand, ready to charge forward...at what, she wasn’t quite sure. They didn’t know what was coming out of the sky. It was still covered in dense fog which layered the swamp like an ethereal cloak and made it damned hard to see past the canopy. Kade soldiers could be descending quietly to the ground by ropes and she would have no idea. Even that was an optimistic outcome. The most they could hope for was hand-to-hand combat in a scenario devised exactly against that. The terrain worked against every instinct she had to stand her ground, and the superior vantage point of the descending crafts above gave her no doubts that they could launch a volley of mage fire without even descending from the decks. In fact, that was what the Kade mages were known for: stealth and sneak attacks. Campaigns that desolated Algardis forces and left whole companies eradicated, without a single Kade head on a spike to show for it.
Breathing in and out slowly, Sara saw no alternative. She would have to wait out the attack and see what came. She couldn’t do much against a ship. Her skills as both a battle mage and an individual were in direct hand-to-hand combat. But it felt damned lonely in the center of the cleared out ring as she waited to see what more would fall from the sky.
She took in the two other individuals who had stayed with her. They did so for their own reasons, and Sara doubted any of those reasons was the man cradled in her arm.
“But they’re here and that’s what counts, right?” she muttered to herself. Especially since she was currently occupied with an unconscious curator and couldn’t move, let alone overcome the fear that Ezekiel would die the moment she left his side. 
Her gaze traveled over the first of the two who had remained. It was the fire mage—Pullo. He stood in the middle of the clearing and stared up defiantly at the slowly descending forms in the sky. Sara turned to see what had caught his gaze. She could make out that each blob wasn’t an individual fighter like she’d expected. Instead, at least six narrow objects descended out of the sky. They were extraordinarily large, but beautifully slender at the same time. The base of the object seemed rounded, with curved sides almost like a whale, and she thought she could see little bits of movement on board. It was certainly like nothing she had ever seen.
“That fire mage is either extraordinarily stupid or incredibly brave,” she said as she glanced over at him. She fought the urge to try to wipe the slowly dripping mud from her face as she focused.
Then her eyes took in the one man walking toward her and Ezekiel as the archers crouched all around them in a smaller perimeter around the clearing with their bows primed to target the objects floating down towards them.
When he stopped, Sara said nothing. She wanted to know what he wanted. He certainly had made no efforts to stop at the fallen forms of their comrades all around them to check and see if they lived, so Sara had no illusions that the man she now recognized as the captain of her mercenary guard came towards them out of any sense of wanting to help.
Finally, Captain Barthis Simon stood directly above her, his arms clasped behind his back and his lips pursed together tightly as he kept his wary gaze pinned on the floating objects above her.
A few seconds passed. Sara was beginning to wonder if he just came over for the company.
“He’s alive?” Simon asked tightly.
“Barely.”
“Let’s keep him that way.”
“Why do you care?” Sara shot back.
He turned a contemplative gaze on her as if the enemy combatants weren’t bearing down on them this very second. “Because I have plans for you both.”
Sara was tempted to stand and slit the captain’s throat for his callousness, but she couldn’t. She needed the red-haired demon’s help. Instead of asking what he meant by ‘plans’, she said hoarsely, “If you need him so much, then save him.”
It was as close to pleading as she could muster towards a man she reviled.
His cool and calculating blue eyes locked on hers, “I left dozens of comrades under my command like garbage by the wayside in the push to get here, to this clearing. If I had the antidote, don’t you think I would have used it already?”
Sara chuckled darkly. “I don’t know. Would you?”
Captain Simon frowned. “Oh, ye of little faith.”
Sara bared her teeth in a fierce smile that was more grimace as she put her fingers over Ezekiel’s pulse.
“His pulse is weak. He’s dying. If you’ve got something up your sleeves, now’s the time,” she said tightly.
The captain knelt down, but he didn’t touch Ezekiel. Instead, he just stared into Sara’s eyes over her friend’s unconscious form. Bright blue meeting vibrant orange. She couldn’t read the glacial eyes that gazed at her, but their intensity reminded her of a legendary lizard that could freeze victims with a gaze. The basilisk.
“I may have faltered when we first arrived,” he acknowledged, “But I have pushed us to the true path and brought us to salvation.”  
She choked back a horrified laugh. “Salvation? Our enemy rains fire down upon our heads, a swamp has devoured our men—both the living and the dead—and we stand with less than a hundred souls when we left the forest that bordered a field of death with two hundred-and-seventy-five. What kind of salvation is that?”
“The kind that only the strongest survive,” he said softly as he stood and looked up into the sky with a smile in his face.
Sara looked at Captain Barthis Simon with dread. Horror pulsed through her as she realized that he had lost what little of his sanity remained and led his guard into a death trap. Then Ezekiel jerked in her arms. Sara’s eyes snapped back down to the man whose torso she held clutched in her arms. He was looking up at her.
She smiled and whispered. “You’re awake. Stay that way. We’ll get out of here.”
She didn’t believe that, but the longer she could convince Ezekiel to stay in the land of the living, the longer she could convince herself to keep from making sure Simon’s didn’t do the same. Ezekiel tried to move his lips, and she leaned down to catch what he was saying. But as she waited for a whisper of a word, nothing passed his trembling lips. Leaning back, she looked into his eyes with dismay. She wondered if this would be his final breath. But Ezekiel’s gaze only grew sharper and his attempts to speak more forceful as he moved his mouth again and again, trying to speak. When he finally gave up and his eyes stayed firmly glued on hers, Sara realized with a start that Ezekiel wasn’t really looking at her. 
His eyes were focused upward with a tactical precision—he was looking at the sky, at the enemy. That is, until she had blocked his vision with her head and a riot of curls that had managed to escape her regulation bun, despite her best efforts to corral them. A sad smile plastered on her face, a smile at Ezekiel’s defiance. Useless defiance, but defiance all the same. Sara wasn’t one to ignore a threat. But even she couldn’t fight this. If the Kade assassins in the sky didn’t slaughter them immediately and she escaped into the swamp, she knew two things: she would be forced to leave Ezekiel behind, and the damned swamp would kill her anyway.
The flesh of the animals was poisonous. The plants were carnivorous. The earth was treacherous and the sky was suffocating Everything in the swamp was trying to kill them. In fact, this clearing was the most peaceful time she’d had in the swamp yet.
Sometime between when the captain had come over and Ezekiel had regained consciousness, she had resigned herself to the fact that death from sky assassins was preferable to a slow death from the swamp. So she didn’t look up as she waited for arrows to fall or a blade to pierce her back. Long minutes passed, and Ezekiel’s determined gaze never wavered from the sky to the right side of her face.
But nothing happened. No arrows fell. No shouts emitted. No swords came down. Instead, Sara saw hope bloom in Ezekiel’s eyes while his cheeks began to shine with silent tears that tracked down his face.
“What?” she breathed.
“Look,” commanded the captain from where he stood by her and Ezekiel’s side.
And for the first time, Sara Fairchild followed his command without reproach or hesitation.
She looked up and her heart flipped. She didn’t dare believe it.
And what she saw in the sky brought tears into her eyes, too.
Tears of hope. Tears of change.
On the largest of the floating objects above them, a large flag tossed in the wind. On that flag was a crest—a golden lion rampant on a banner of blood red. The crest of the Algardis Empire.
The crest of the Empress Beatrice Athanos Algardis. 
The crest that represented safety. The crest that represented home.
Cheers erupted all around Sara as the mercenaries realized that they were saved. The ragtag band of stragglers tumbled into the clearing, jumping up and down and waving their arms as finally the rains abated, and Sara was able to more clearly see and define the objects above for what they were as they descended from the clouds and through the canopy—airships.
Half a dozen of Algardis airships came down upon them from the sky above.



Chapter 11
Sara let out a shaky breath that she didn’t know she was holding. The airships swept forward until each one rested about twenty-five feet above the earth with a distance at of least six yards between it and the next airship. Without delay, rope ladders descended from the side of each vessel and men quickly scaled their way down to the ground.
Before the first boots hit the ground of the wet swamp, Sara looked up at Captain Simon as she felt an emotion akin to disbelief sparking up within her, surely displaying itself in her eyes while her brow furrowed. “You knew they were coming. You knew the airships were in the area.”
He raised a red eyebrow, presumably at her tone. “One would think you would be happy about that.” 
Her stony stare said she was anything but.
He paused a moment and then spoke carefully. So carefully that Sara had to look at his stance and the way his hands gripped each other tightly in front of his waist to try to gauge his temperament. Oh, she knew he was angry. But the captain was as smooth a liar as he was as consummate a coward. His face was a mask that she couldn’t search for clues—a wrinkle in his brow, for instance, that might indicate confusion, or a twitch in his mouth that would indicate doubt. None of that appeared. His tone, like his face, was stripped of emotion. The words that flowed from his mouth were almost dull in their even cadences. Neither tight with anger nor hissing with fury.
So Sara watched him. The whole of his body, or at least what she could see of it. She had been trained in the art of enhanced interrogation. Torture, if you wanted to be less polite about it. Because of that training Sara could see the close to invisible signs in his stance, the occasional jerk of a fingertip before he stilled, and the almost impassive look he gave her. She watched as a thick vein in his neck throbbed with checked anger as he sawed off each word in emphasis. 
“I led my people to safety.” 
Saying it forcefully won’t make it any more true than false, she thought wryly.
Sara knew that the bite that laced each of his words was meant to tell her that she should be careful.
He clearly had no idea who he was dealing with or what she had been through. If she could face down her dead mother and not break, she could certainly deal with a cowardly and arrogant captain, although she wasn’t quite sure which trait she despised more at the moment. 
Although she was about an inch shorter—and seated on the ground, to boot—Sara stared at her pale and sweating captain without flinching. Her eyes locked on his like a hawk sighting its prey, and there was no doubt in her mind who was predator and who was prey in this relationship. What she lacked in height, she made up in demeanor, and Sara didn’t bother to hide her emotions or restrain her temperament. She wasn’t an angry person by nature. She’d had a happy childhood. Strict, but fair. Still, she’d never been able to abide fools, and when Sara Fairchild couldn’t stomach someone, that person usually went running in the other direction. Fast. She had no compunctions about following her instincts, and distaste could easily morph into outright dislike if the mood suited her. She didn’t randomly kill individuals for the fun of the activity. But she didn’t shy away from what she had to do either.
As long as whatever “had to be done” didn’t a) summon her to the edge of the abyss where her berserker nature waited, and b) involve her mother in any way. The latter was no longer a problem. The former? She was seeing more and more every day that perhaps the berserker inside of her was less a curse and more a blessing in disguise. Although, she had yet to test her berserker nature, and she had no desire to do so anyway. But she was convinced that dying on the field of battle was a far more preferable end to the one she had been facing every day of this hellish march. Various specters of death had claimed many of her comrades in the swamp. A slow death—by starvation, or poison, or putrefaction, or simple suffocation—was never one she would willingly choose over dying on the field of battle. None of those was a noble death. None of those befitted the daughter of a Fairchild, a noble line of soldiers and warriors. No. If she was going to die, she wanted to die with a blade in her hand and the roar of battle on her breath. At least then she would know she had died righteously. 
Unlike my father, Sara whispered to herself in a small corner of her mind. She didn’t voice it. But she knew. If she could die in the service of her empire, even as a lowly mercenary, it might right a small bit of her father’s shame. It might take the censorious whispers of the Fairchild name from the streets. It might help them to once more be on the right side of the law. 
But for now, Sara thought with clinical detachment, I will not die. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not before I find out why my father disgraced our family and our empire. Not before I find out what the mercenary company is hiding and why I can’t find any record of his fall. This day is not the day to die. This is the day to be subservient to a disgusting coward of a man I must call my captain.
A man that she couldn’t forget was a battle mage himself. With more skill and more experience in field combat, if none of the necessary compunctions of morality and leadership that were supposed to come alongside that experience.  Disgust at that roiled above her like a tremulous and unseen cloud, but Sara didn’t even flinch. She also didn’t bow to his demeanor, even though that would have been the prudent thing to do. Her idea of subservience was not socking in him in the jaw like he so assuredly deserved. Instead, she glared up at him with fierce eyes and a defiant tilt of the chin. Somehow, she held her tongue. That part wasn’t in her nature. The inner side of her mouth twitched as she fought to keep her lips closed and her teeth from either baring in a grimace or opening to allow traitorous whispers to issue from her lips. She could feel the muscles in her whole body clenching from the effort it took to restrain herself. 
Her mother’s voice appeared in her mind as if she stood at Sara’s shoulder and leaned down to whisper, “Be careful, Sara-girl. Pride comes before the downfall, and showing your anger to a man who is your superior will get you worse off than you are now.”
Once upon a time, her mother would have never let such cowardly drivel cross her lips. That had been before she was beaten and broken by the system. A city that hissed her name like a curse. An empress that turned her back on a family that had served honorably for generations. A guild that had used every under-handed trick and outright thievery to wrest her husband’s land, titles, and money from a grieving widow’s hands. A world that had turned its back on her. 
All of that, however, hadn’t made her mother turn her back on the world. She still cared for the sick as she could, turned no one away from her doorstep on a bitter cold night’s eve, and nodded in recognition to everyone who did the same to her. But it had stolen the joy of life from her and the innocence that her mother’s presence exuded with every passing moment. You couldn’t be innocent when you were thrown out on the streets and forced to face the world as it was. Hard. Bleak. Unforgiving.
Sara had never really considered herself innocent, not even as a child. Naïve? Yes. Unworldly? Absolutely. But innocent? No. Innocence was for children who hadn’t been taught how to hold a blade in their hand at the age of three. Innocence was for a child who hadn’t cut the throats of a cow, a chicken, a pig, a horse, and a human cadaver, all before the age of ten so that her father could show her how a knife felt going through skin and, what’s more, what death felt like. Her father had been a strong believer in giving her experience. Experience to know that when her blade swept out to bring death, it was through a living being that it would cut. A living being whose soul would leave their bodies as the light in their eyes dimmed. A living being whose blood would spurt in an arc no matter how shallow or deep she cut their necks. A living being whose empty shell of a body would fall to the ground with one swift cut from her blade. 
Now her mother’s voice was whispering in her head to watch herself. Not just in her words but in her mannerisms. Sara knew what that meant—it was in the defiant tilt of her head, in the brazen hatred in her eyes, in the strong and unbowed arrow of her back. But for Sara Fairchild, that would be like trying to change her very being. Besides, she was too tired and too over-wrought to be careful. Who was he to warn her away with tone and inflection? She’d faced down worse men, the kind who’d wanted her dead. Compared to that, what could the captain do? Demote her? It wasn’t like she wouldn’t welcome it; demotion meant a lower rank with fewer responsibilities. That would free her to pursue her cause, the cause of finding out the true reason behind her father’s death. She didn’t allow herself to hope, not even in the deepest reaches of her heart, that she could clear his name. All she wanted was the truth.
So Sara was a little tired of lies and deception, especially from red-headed captains with egos too big for their britches. When Sara spoke this time with stiff shoulders, it was with a glint of ire in her eyes. Let him think she was challenging him. Let her see what he was made of.
“You led us on a march of death knowing that salvation and yes, hope, could have kept the mercenaries alive for just a day or an hour longer. Too many of them gave up their lives because they never dreamed of escaping this perilous swamp. They saw no way out and no reason to go on. You knew that,” she said.
Anger sparked in his eyes. “It was my leadership that got us to the rendezvous point.”
“It was your cowardice that got us here,” she hissed back, “You knew all along that there was hope for salvation. But you didn’t see fit to share it with your troops. You let us believe we were slogging through an endless swamp with no visible aim, just so you could seem the proud messiah upon arrival.”
A tic in his jawline told her she was right. Sara snorted. She was no fool. She’d stopped believing in the perfection of mercenary or imperial soldier leadership when her father was executed and she was cast aside like so much vermin beneath their boots.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that the airship soldiers were getting closer. They were having a tough time with the mud, but their trajectory said they were heading straight for Sara Fairchild, the captain she was arguing with, and the forgotten as well as dying curator in her arms.
The captain saw the incoming soldiers as well, judging by the flicker of his eyes as he glanced away and back towards her. However, that didn’t stop him from stepping towards her with a terse growl. His fist clenched by his side, he said, “You may have your opinion, young mercenary, but I had my orders. As your captain, I’d advise—nay, I order you to watch your tongue.”
“You watch yours,” Sara snapped back quickly. She’d borne a grudge against the man since she had learned he’d hidden while his men and women died by the hundreds on the field of battle, and now this...it was just all too much for her. But fortunately for Sara Fairchild, she’d always had impeccably bad timing, and as of that moment their ability to have a tense but semi-private conversation was up. The landing party was just steps away. Sara might have disagreed with the captain personally and professionally, but she wasn’t stupid enough to do so in front of Algardis soldiers. She had once dreamed of becoming one of their fabled rank, sworn in service to the empress and the empress alone. But she was a mercenary now and a mercenary alone. So she would honor her duties and respect the captain in public...for now.
Besides, she might have hailed these airship crewmen as heroes, but she was no fool. Mercenary or soldier, they were all individuals who could betray and thwart at the turn of a blade. She should know. For now, better the lazy and incompetent enemy she knew than a cunning and corrupt one she didn’t. 
It didn’t occur to her until her attention refocused on the coming group to think that Ezekiel had overheard their conversation. Sara felt a bit of unease move down through her gullet, because she couldn’t pin down whether or not she had ignored Ezekiel’s presence because he was friend or because dead-men-told-no-tales. 
She wanted to think it was the former. Then again if these Algardis soldiers couldn’t cure Ezekiel, then it would be stupid of her to think of as Ezekiel as anything but the latter—a dying man gasping his last breath.
Ezekiel barely stirred in her arms. She sighed in relief and sternly whispered to herself, Stop it. The man’s not dead. He’ll live. Have some faith.
Faith in what she didn’t know. She doubted very much that the gods were listening—and if they were, then heaven help them all, because they would be thrust in a situation far, far worse than their current one. You didn’t call upon the gods of Algardis unless you wanted to open up the fissures of the earth and wreak so much havoc that a civil war looked like child’s play. The founding of the empire had taught them that, and the tales of those times had been passed down generation after generation as a reminder. As if the newly-formed mountain ranges and swallowed cities hadn’t been enough.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Captain Simon click his muddy boot heels together as he raised his hand in salute. He hissed at her, “Salute, you fool, and have your invalid friend do the same.”
Hot fire of anger raised through Sara, quickly doused by the cool calm of worry. Ezekiel had chosen that moment to grumble in protest, either at the captain’s words or, more likely, at his own discomfort. But that grumble had her sitting back on her heels and clutching Ezekiel tighter. Sara realized that she had ignored Ezekiel Crane’s presence in her arms as she lambasted their captain because he was more than just another a mercenary.
Sara Fairchild muttered in astonishment, “He’s a friend. My only friend.”
It was the first time since her father’s death and the abandonment by her true friends that she had uttered those words. To Sara’s surprise the sentiment rang as true as it had moments earlier. 
He really was. The other mercenaries, of course, didn’t count. Ezekiel was about all she had. Sara pushed thoughts of the others, the ones she had considered more than friends once, from her mind. Without thinking, she put two fingers against the pulse that lay like a comforting murmur under the flesh of Ezekiel’s throat, feeling for the beat. It was barely steady. With a tense look at her superior that matched the anger that was also on the captain’s face, Sara tilted her head back and looked up at the greeting party standing above her. She refused to rise and greet them properly. Sara might have believed in rank and formality, but she didn’t believe in it at the expense of her friend, who she would have to let sink into the swamp mud in order to stand.
Apparently, that resentment came across loud and clear.



Chapter 12
The female soldier approaching, with three male soldiers behind her, almost reeled back at the unchecked anger on the kneeling mercenary’s face. But she quickly stiffened her shoulders and snapped a salute, “Captain Martha Simmons of the Air Guard, here for Captain Barthis Simon of the Corcoran Guard.”
Captain Simon snapped a salute back. “You’ve found him, and not a moment too soon. Between the dreary weather, the predatory animals, and the cursed land, my troops were losing hope.”
Captain Simmons of the Air Guard nodded. “We said we’d be here, and so we are.”
“And so you are,” echoed Captain Simon, as if he didn’t know what else to say. He couldn’t very well snap at his saviors. Sara had the uncharitable thought in that moment that she should deck his bum for being a pretentious maniac and then take the Captain of the Air Guard to task for not rescuing the group of Algardis mercenaries before they’d been forced to enter the swamp, walk for days in a hellhole, and lose over half of their company to its poisonous inhabitants.  
The female captain turned towards one of her men. “Summon the medics.” As the man ran off and the airship captain saw more wounded hobbling forth, she amended her order. “All four of them, Jones!”
The man turned mid-run. An unspoken question on his face.
“The imperial healer stays on board,” snapped Captain Simmons.
Jones nodded and raced off to the ship. He didn’t have to climb the sides to get his message across; a man with a bird on his wrist conveyed the orders for him.
Sara watched dispassionately as the messenger hawk took off from his owner’s wrist with something in its claws, and she clutched Ezekiel closer to her chest. 
The airship captain broke her reverie with a commanding voice. “Planning to execute the man?”
Sara turned startled eyes over to the airship captain. She had no idea what she was talking about. “Who?”
The woman nodded down at Ezekiel, clutched close in Sara’s arms. “Sure looks like you either want to put him out of his misery or put yourself out of yours.”
Sara pulled herself together and looked down from the airship captain’s face to the man who she clutched at her front. Ezekiel’s head rested on her leather jerkin, and he was unconscious. Sara realized that her weapons were what had caught the female captain’s gaze. Her sword was still sheathed, but her knife was out and resting near the flesh of Ezekiel’s throat, much too close for comfort. Sara had been careless. 
“My apologies, my friend,” she whispered to Ezekiel while returning her gaze to the woman above. She eased the knife back and wearily said, “Protecting him. I was protecting him.”
The woman’s eyes held her own, then she gave a slow nod. The airship captain’s voice was sympathetic but stern as she said, “You’ve done your job, lass. Now let my people do theirs. We’ll take care of this right quick.”
Sara didn’t let hope bloom in her chest. It was too early for that. They were still neck-deep in this accursed swamp, after all. But she did tentatively ask, “You have the cure for what ails him?”
“Ails them all?” Sara’s captain quickly corrected with a questioning tone in his voice. 
Even he didn’t know, which just made him more incompetent in her mind. How can someone so stupid be in charge of the lives of more than two hundred men and women? she wondered irritably. As the captain, his job was to lead by example and be knowledgeable about what kind of situation he was leading his command into. So far, their captain hadn’t done much of either. 
And perhaps that’s it, Sara realized with a start. He might be able to command the battlefield with a ferocious nature, but the man is as incompetent as a newborn babe at guiding his mercenaries to the battlefield.
It made her visibly wince to think about it. Fortunately, the wince on her face could be put down to morbid thoughts about the dead and dying. She had winced because she knew her father must be rolling over in his grave at the thought of a Fairchild following a leader with only the skills to shed blood, rather than retain it. Sara knew that part of being a leader, a commander, meant finding ways to keep your troops alive and whole, not just triumphant. 
It had been one of her father’s favorite sayings to harp on. “Sara, a man or woman is only as good a leader in battle as they are off the field of war. But it’s knowing and acknowledging the need for both those qualities which is half the battle.”
A smile had cracked younger Sara’s face as she walked along the path beside him, determined to emulate him in every way. It must have been a comical sight to passersby in the garden. A six-foot-tall giant of a man with the muscles of an ox and the battle scars of a seasoned warrior walking slowly down a flower-strewn path with a slip of a girl by his side, all arms and legs at that point, and her hair up in a puff on the top her head, secured by a bright red bow—surely her mother’s touch.
If a delighted smile didn’t plaster her face in-between failed attempts at a grim demeanor matching the stalwart man beside her, then she would be overcome with energetic bouts and spin by her father’s side only to hurry to catch up with him as he kept striding forward. She could have stopped at any time, but she didn’t, partially because even though he didn’t say it, he approved. Her father approved of her happiness. He showed it in small ways with light squeezes of her hand when she’d skip back to him and grab hold of his calloused palm. She hadn’t been able to contain her excitement at the momentous occasion of that day. He still kept walking forward, though. Never stopping for her. Just minding her, and cautioning against any wild antics. Antics which would disturb the other walkers around them.  
If any passersby thought it funny that a scarred warrior with pale skin and young girl of five with dusky coloring were walking alongside one another without a care in the world, they said nothing. And Sara knew they had been wise to keep their mouths shut. As dangerous as she was now, her father had been a swordsman and mage twice her caliber. And even on an idyllic walk with his little girl in a flowering bower in the center of the capital, he was armed to the teeth with a saber on his back and a mace at his waist. Even she hadn’t been quite sure why he carried the mace on that day, but she was smart enough not to ask and ruin her father’s congenial mood. 
So she had listened and learned as he had continued speaking. “You will need three things as you take up your own command someday – strategy, fortitude, and battle instincts. One without the other means you can easily win the battle and lose the war. Do you understand?”
She remembered that she had nodded her curly little head enthusiastically. She had been maybe eight years old at the time and eager to impress her commanding father. As she had gazed up into his face, a slight smile had cracked his stern and weathered face as he reached down a hand and put it squarely atop her head in the messy hold of curls that threatened to envelop his grip.
“You will someday,” he said with a quiet chuckle.
What he had said then was true now. Today, she finally did understand. 
She had yet to see Captain Barthis Simon on the field of battle, wielding a sword and shouting rapid fire commands, but she had no doubt that as a battle mage he would be quite good—at least with a sword. She suddenly doubted his capacity for strategic thinking. 
What could have possibly convinced him to abandon the leadership of three of his core groups and race into a swamp, only to lose a further half of his men? 
Command and orders be damned, Sara thought distractedly. At some point, a man has to take initiative for himself and his people. The empress isn’t here. Her people aren’t here, and I doubt she would have advised such a foolish trek if they were. 
She was brought back from the thoughts going through her mind as the captain of the Air Guard cleared her through. Sara Fairchild knew she hadn’t moved a muscle and her face was impassive. Nothing about her showed the traitorous thoughts going through her head, not unless you looked into her eyes. And as far as she knew, having a passionate gaze wasn’t a crime. Yet. 
“We have the cure,” the woman confirmed. “We’ve known about the paralysis bite for a while. The cure to medical ailments like that and others are what my healers are constantly searching for.”
Sara’s shoulders slumped in relief. 
“Others?” Captain Simon asked.
The airship captain turned to him. “One of the war tactics Kade mages are fond of — coming up with all manner of ill disease to infect our men and women. We’ve seen so much.” Then she turned back to Sara and Ezekiel with a weary tone in her voice. “This paralytic is the least of it.”
Sara’s mouth gaped in shock, but she managed to stammer, “The least of it? My mercenaries are being slowly taken over by a paralytic so strong that they’re unable to move their bodies within days of being infected.”
She hadn’t consciously meant to say ‘my mercenaries’, but it was out now, and she couldn’t retract it.
The airship captain just smiled grimly. “It doesn’t dissolve your hands in seconds, or introduce a hemorrhaging factor in your blood that causes you to bleed out from every orifice. Those are the ones you have to worry about.” She gestured to Ezekiel. “This we can handle.” 
Sara felt a shiver at the abject coldness in the woman’s voice. Still she forced herself to say, “But this, this can be cured? Now? Right now? He’s dying.”
“I know,” the airship captain confirmed as Sara saw white-robed healers descend en masse from the decks of the ships. 
Sara felt darkness rise in her blood. Not ire. She was too far gone for irate hatred. She felt a serene bleakness come over her. The woman hadn’t said she could cure Ezekiel. She had said she had the cure. What would she demand for its release? If they had been having this conversation in Sandrin, years before, Sara would have asked her father to leverage their accounts to pay the woman in gold and silver. She would spare no expense to save her friend’s life.
When did I become this person? she wondered silently to herself. A person that would move the heavens and mortgage whatever I had to save this one man...and why?
She didn’t know. But she had the feeling that this change had crept in, like tendrils of fog in the night, when she had taken shelter in Ezekiel’s humble abode. She had run from the burned shell of her small house covered in blood and the stench of death—her mother’s death—and he hadn’t turned her away. He hadn’t shut the door in her face like so many of her so-called ‘friends’, hadn’t turned his back in mock sympathy, hadn’t stood over her and looked down upon her life with a barely-concealed mixture of pity and horror.
Ezekiel had cared. And she could do no less for him now.
In that moment, Sara knew that she would do whatever it took to wrest the cure from this woman and her healers’ hands. Sara was familiar with the dealings of the streets. Some healers and their apprentices wouldn’t venture into certain parts of the city—day or night—unless paid a princely sum, even before they had seen their patients. Over time, the thief lords had managed to establish working relationships with these healers. For the healers that wouldn’t agree to take on the work, no matter the fees paid, well...the thief lord managed to make other incentives. Kidnapping the family of the healer in question usually got the job done. That is, as long as the city lords and ladies continued to look the other way. 
Sara’s mouth almost curled in disgust as she remembered a certain magistrate looking on a healer being dragged away by a group of thugs. Sara had been fifteen then. Her father had been just down the street, but still out of earshot. She had turned to the magistrate, who she had recognized by the stripes on the shoulders of his silk garment, and demanded, “Aren’t you going to do something?”
The richly dressed man with gleaming black hair had looked down at her haughtily. “Such as?”
Sara’s eyes had widened. “Administer the law? Stop them from taking away a lawful man under no cause?”
The magistrate had smiled and said, “No cause, dear? The cause is the health of the community.”
“He deserves his freedom,” she had sputtered, young and naïve.
“Then he’ll pay for it with his services,” the man had said disdainfully and walked off. Sara had stood in the middle of the foray, flummoxed before she snapped out of the reverie at her father’s impatient call for her.
It took Sara a long time to understand what she had encountered that day—the simple fact that money was power. The man was free, upstanding—a healer. But he had no protector. Not in the common streets of Sandrin. If he had hired bodyguards, belonged to a strong clan, or been born of noble blood, then the magistrate might have intervened. As it was, he was a no body, someone who would be forgotten before the day had ended.
The memory of that day clenched like a fist in her gut as Sara let out slow breaths. She could feel her rage rising. The rage not just of a distraught friend, but of a battle mage. It burned like a fire in her core. As the magic began to rise within her, she didn’t try to stop it or draw the red tendrils back towards her mage core. She let them unravel like the flares of the sun before hell exploded.
Taking deep breaths in order to at least try to calm down, she looked up to see the female captain urgently waving over another person that was out of Sara’s line of sight.
Barthis Simon, however, had his full attention on the young mercenary that knelt on the swampy ground. “Get a hold of yourself, girl.”
Sara turned her fiery gaze on him.
His hand strayed to the pommel of his sword. Captain Simon gripped it tightly, but he didn’t draw the weapon. Instead, his tone cooled as he tightly said, “Calm down now. That’s an order.”
Sara’s gaze never wavered from his own, but they each knew who was the stronger battle mage. He could draw his sword with his gift and lop off her head faster than she could react, throw Ezekiel to the ground and raise her own weapon into a position that would allow her to defend herself...or stab him through the heart.
It was just a fact. She could see the muscles in his arms tense as he waited for her to make a move, to slip up and give him an excuse to end her life.
He looked silently down at her.
She looked up at him with burning fury in her eyes.
The airship captain intervened without turning around. Which saved her from seeing two battle mages facing off. Well, her back turned and her words saved her.
When the female captain spoke, she said, “There’s nothing more important in my mind. We have to save Ezekiel Crane. We will.”
Sara wasn’t so far gone into her rage that she wasn’t startled when she heard the woman say Ezekiel’s name. The fact that she had that knowledge was what startled her, not the action itself.
“Wait, how do you know that?” Sara asked, her tone full of suspicion.
“Know what?”
Sara blinked and stuttered. “His name.”
The airship captain raised an arched eyebrow in surprise. “My dear, everyone on this side of the war knows who the infamous Ezekiel Crane is.”
Stumped, Sara stared up at her. “And who is that?” she said sharply.
This time it was Captain Simon who answered her query. “Why...don’t tell me you don’t know?”
Sara threw an angry glare at her captain, but the airship captain intervened before she could respond with a biting remark. “Never mind, it can wait,” the woman said. “Healer, attend to this man.”
The healer stepped forward, offering her a kindly smile, and she moved out of his way. She didn’t want to slow him down, especially when so many others needed help as well. Well, everyone except me, she thought.
She wasn’t hurt, which freed her mind to think about this new revelation. Why had she been the last to know of Ezekiel’s mysterious identity? He’d an entire hike through a damned swamp to bring it up and right now she was downright furious. 
Typical Ezekiel, Sara thought with a grimace.
She’d warned Ezekiel once before that if his past came back to bite her in the ass he’d pay. But for now it didn’t seem to be having any negative connotations and she’d be damned if she’d ask this woman something she should have wrung out of Ezekiel long ago.
Sara helped position Ezekiel for the healer’s cure—a dosage of something that looked as vile as swamp water—and she plotted out her next steps. 
Step one: Get Ezekiel Crane well.
Step two: Put a knife to his balls and force him to start singing like a blasted bird at high noon.



Chapter 13
Sara watched cautiously as the man knelt down in the mud. He ignored the grime that soiled his robes, instead focusing completely on the patient with his focused gaze. That action, in itself, made her think better of him. In her youth, she’d known foppish surgeons who couldn’t be bothered to climb into the arena and walk across its blood-strewn sand to reach patients immobilized by life-threatening injuries. Their hesitation had never cost a patient his life, however, primarily because of a single arena policy at the time—a long-standing rule that healers that wouldn’t perform in the worst conditions didn’t deserve to practice in the best of them. 
Sara’s face cracked into a wry smile. A good rule, that, she thought to herself.
Those surgeons who had hesitated to triage arena soldiers were summarily handed their walking papers on the spot and told never to return. The surgeons kept on staff in the background would then rush to the fallen warrior’s side. The arena hadn’t been just a training ground of warriors, but also of the squires who served them and the healers who aided them. A vicious sport of blood and swordplay that tested the mettle of not only the combatants but the will of their aids as well. Those who had survived the tests, mentally and physically, had emerged all the stronger for it. As she had. 
The arena had always been a special place for Sara. Had been, for a reason. She missed it, the memory of what it once was...not what she had heard it had become. 
With a stiff shudder, Sara pushed herself to focus on the moment. The arena was in her past, and there it would remain. Her eyes sharpened as her mind focused on the present and what mattered now—the healer’s skill.  Sara watched as he tentatively extended precise, magic-laced fingers to Ezekiel’s face, and she couldn’t help holding in a breath. The vial of swamp water had disappeared into his pocket with a mutter. Sara guessed it was for something else entirely. She wasn’t sure if that was a bad thing or a good thing. But at least the healer looked prepared.
She thought he was being cautious out of fear of disrupting his patient’s current diagnosis...or worse, making the symptoms worse by aggravating the spread of the poison. Sara knew—as, she was sure, did the healer—that a lot of battlefield magic was crafted to set off if tampered with. A mage’s battle fire only grew stronger if attempts were made to restrain it, and a healer’s magic had been heard to trigger worsening effects in a patient if that person was infected with a weaponized form of magic.
Sara took in a sharp breath and did her best not to interfere. A single word might break his concentration. He knew the tactics of the battlefield much more clearly than she did. She also knew that he was risking not only Ezekiel’s life but also his own by reaching into a foreign mage’s magical meld. The poison wasn’t natural, after all, and the beasts of the swamp were, for lack of a better term, weaponized guards of the swamp. Still, Sara tried to gauge his intentions without breaking his concentration or hindering any efforts already begun. She believed in his skills and his knowledge. That didn’t mean she was sure of his intentions or even his allegiance...what if he was somehow affiliated with the Red Lion Guard who had tried to kill her mother? What if he wanted Ezekiel dead for the same reason?
What if? What if? What if? The question ran through her mind in an endless loop as she considered each theory that came to mind and discarded one after the other as either ineffectual or groundless. It was an internal fight for her to keep herself in check, to not act. Her first instinct was to cut off his fingers at the knuckle. Sara was naturally wound tight. She wouldn’t be a battle mage and ready for any conflict that came at her if she wasn’t. However, she was secretly beginning to feel that the swamp was affecting not only the fallen mercenaries, but those still standing as well. Psychologically, if not physically. She was lot more jumpy, a lot more tired, and hell of a lot more depressed after seemingly endless days without proper food and adequate hydration. Seeing her comrades drop like flies all around her wasn’t helping, either.
It could have just been the physical effects of enduring the trek, but she also suspected an unseen magical culprit. She imagined the magic’s effect spreading like a laced net over the entirety of the swamp. What it did, she didn’t know. But she did know that she wasn’t acting on top of her game, and she reluctantly eased back and settled on a new strategy—patience. 
So she would wait, let the healer do his work, and continue to watch him and the others. 
It took her mere seconds to settle down and do the right thing, the only thing that had a chance in hell of saving any of the poor lads stricken by the illness right now. But just because she was cautiously awaiting the outcome didn’t mean she wasn’t preparing ahead of time.   Breathing out slowly, releasing the taut breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, Sara tapped into her battle magic in an effort to see what was beyond the physical plane. It didn’t take much of her gift to do so, and it was one of the more versatile tools of her trade, giving her an edge on her enemies in almost any encounter. Know your enemy, know yourself, Sara thought grimly.
This poison may not have been made of flesh and blood or possess a knife to skewer her with, but it was just as deadly—even more so, in fact, than the enemies she had faced on the street. The thugs and con artists and outright idiots she had fought in the back alleys of Sandrin all had one thing in common—they all died when struck properly in the right place. She couldn’t say the same for this ailment. 
But still, if she could at least make certain that Ezekiel was now in the right hands, that was better than nothing. Quickly, Sara used her gift to assess the skills and abilities of the healer in the same way she did many mages she came across. Magical practitioners didn’t have to be evil bastards like Cormar for her to pick up on their intent and practice. Healers, therefore, were no exception, and she could see from his mage levels that this man was both powerful and a true practitioner of the healing faith.
However, that didn’t mean she trusted him. Her personal motto was to stay wary around every individual until they gave you a reason not to be. Besides, her mother hadn’t been extremely fond of magical healers. She preferred herbal remedies and tonics for her ailments. But with a battle mage for a husband, as well as a reckless young daughter around the house, Anna Beth Fairchild had soon grown used to having a magical healer tend to her family’s wounds on a weekly, if not daily basis. It was that or watch her daughter hobble around with splints on her legs for numerous broken bones for the entirety of her childhood.
Sara watched carefully as this healer reached out and gently placed his pale fingers on Ezekiel’s face. Sara swallowed in anticipation. She knew she had no reason to stop him and every reason to cheer him on. Her assessment of his aura came back clean. The healer was doing his job, but too slowly for her liking. Sara had to wonder why he was cautiously probing at Ezekiel, as if his predicament wasn’t obvious.
“Why don’t you just get on with it?” she asked through gritted teeth.
The healer paused with his hands lightly touching Ezekiel’s face and looked up at her. She reeled back in surprise. The healer’s eyes were bloodshot. Not with tiredness but with the glow of burst magic in his veins. Each vein surrounding his iris pulsed not with the red of oxygenated blood but with the orange of taught magic.
“Step back. Now.”
“Not to worry, battle mage,” the healer murmured calmly. “I am not ill. This is merely a sign of my work. The work I have already begun. The work you are only delaying by interrupting.”
“I’m so sorry I’ve interfered,” Sara said sharply, without the least bit of regret in her tone. If the sound of her voice wasn’t warning enough, then her narrowed eyes certainly got the point across. The mage sighed and spoke with reluctance.
“I am a healer. I heal as well or better than any mage you’ve yet to see, but the healing I do is different.”
“How so?” Sara questioned.
“What do you know about the healing arts?”
“Not much,” Sara admitted.
The man grimaced. “Then here’s a quick background. There are different types of healers. Natural healers who harness the energy of everything around them – the most common. They are like using a sledgehammer to push a tiny nail into the wall.”
Sara nodded.
“Then there are spirit healers. Healers who can work with a person’s aura and energy to heal them from within of mental ailments and sometimes physical manifestations.”
Captain Simon muttered something about running out of time, but the healer persisted.
“Then there are kith and reiki healers,” the healer continued, “A kith healer is an inhuman being with various gifts that allow them to heal both physical bodies and metaphysical souls. They come in many forms. I, however, am a reiki healer. A human healer with an inhuman gift.” Before Sara could open her mouth to question what that gift was, he said, “A gift that I have no intention of explaining to you. No offense, but it would be like me asking what your thoughts are on going berserk.”
Sara shut her mouth, words unspoken. He had a point.
“Just know that I can accomplish this task,” the healer said. “That is, if you would stop interrupting.”
Sara bit her lip. For the first time, she was uncertain about her next step. It’s not that she didn’t trust him personally. It was that she didn’t trust anybody. Did she take him at his word, or did she force him to back down?
Sweat beaded on her spine as she thought her choice through.
Fortunately for the healer, the decision was taken out of Sara’s hands when Ezekiel surged up with a gasp. Sara tightened her grip on the curator, not sure if he was having a seizure, fighting a panic attack, or enduring the something she couldn’t imagine...like a transition into the realm of the gods.
“It’s alright,” the healer assured cautiously while pressing Ezekiel back done into her arms, “This is him fighting to live. It’s my job to help him in that battle.”
Sara pursed her bloodless lips and nodded. 
“Now let him do his job, Fairchild, before we all regret this delay,” interrupted her captain in a rushed tone. “We’re certainly paying him enough for it.”
Both the healer and Sara decided not to pay her blathering captain a spare glance. She held the healer’s gaze and he held hers.
The healer finally sighed, released his hold on Ezekiel, and said, “As for your first question, why am I searching for a cure when if surely it’s obvious what ailment he has? Well, that answer will come in due time. Just know that if I could have healed with the thinnest touch and no repercussions, I would have already done it.” 
Sara gritted her teeth, detecting the overt sarcasm in the healer’s voice, but she chalked it up to weariness...and fear. 
“I appreciate your...forthrightness. But I still need to know...what are you searching for? And why?” she replied.
Barthis Simon threw his hands up in irritation. He started to storm off, but then turned back around to loom over them again. “Did no one ever tell you not to look a gift horse in the mouth?”
Again, he was soundly ignored by the healer and the slip of battle-hardened young woman in front of him.
“Because,” the healer explained with a tired sigh, “the Kades are craftier, more advanced magical tacticians than the imperial courts give them credit for.”
Sara’s mouth curled into a grimace. “Everyone knows they’re the most powerful mages in this empire.”
“Power and practice are two different things, young battle mage,” the healer said, “The Kade mages have both...in abundance. They’ve been known to layer and weave their spells with booby traps that surprise mages attempting to tamper with them with unpleasant consequences.”
“Tamper?” said Barthis Simon in surprise.
“Consequences?” said Sara Fairchild at the same time.
“The kind you don’t walk away from,” the airship captain said to Sara with an impatient wave of her hand. “Healer Farn, if you’d please continue. Other patients await you.”
Healer Farn nodded. “In either case, this is neither here nor there for this patient. Mr. Crane is only infected with the one magical ailment not more than underlie it like a kraken waiting to break the still waters and drag an unsuspecting captain and ship down.”
“You being the captain, I take it?” Sara said dryly. She didn’t mean it in a snarky way. Wit and levity was one way she was able to come down from the tense anger that knotted her shoulders. Bloodshed was another. She preferred the former over the latter. 
Healer Farn looked up at her again with the bloodshot appearance of his eyes fading as he spoke, “And your friend being the ship.”
Sara let out a small breath as she said, “Then I hope you’re just as good a captain as I think you are.”
This time, the healer let a smirk show on his face as he immodestly said, “Better.”



Chapter 14
Sara harrumphed in acknowledgement, but otherwise didn’t respond. She could see that the healer’s focus was no longer on her. It was on his patient, with the steady gaze of a man confident in his work. Sara backed off. She didn’t think she had much choice, and besides, she believed him. She believed he knew the cause of Ezekiel’s ailment, as well as the cure. She could only hope that this would be enough, because she didn’t have anything else up her sleeve except more threats. And while threats might give her the satisfaction of seeing someone quiver, it wouldn’t bring Ezekiel back from the brink of death or save any of the other poor, stricken souls around them. 
After a few moments the man drew his hands back and said, “The infection has spread and is perilously close to dragging him through death’s door.”
“We already knew that,” Sara sniped.
The healer threw her an unreadable glance as he said, “Did you also know that the only way to cure these unnatural afflictions grafted to very natural predators by Kade mages is also through a natural remedy?”
Sara loosened her tight jaw and acknowledged, “I did not.” Admitting her lack of knowledge didn’t hurt as much as she thought it might.
The man nodded and traced a finger on Ezekiel’s cheek, leaving a visibly glowing mark.
“What’s that?” the captain of the Corcoran guard asked with narrowed eyes.
Sara was just glad she hadn’t been the one forced to question the action.
“A monitoring spell,” said the healer. “If he grows worse, this mark will shine bright blue. As he grows better, the glow will fade into his cheek as if it were never there.”
Sara nodded, helpless, and not at all enjoying the feeling.
“The next step?” Barthis Simon asked with an impatient wave of his hand.
“My next step is to administer the antidote to all of your fallen mercenaries and hope they are not too far gone for the cure to take,” the healer said. He gestured to Ezekiel. “What happens with him next is up to you.”
“I thought you were the only one who could cure him,” Sara said, confusion clear in her voice. She was neither questioning his remedy nor his competence, just clarifying an unspoken point.
“If it came to that, I could,” the healer said simply. “But I’d prefer to save those skills for the battlefield. This we have slaved over a natural cure for. I would hate to see it go to waste.”
Just as calmly, Sara replied, “I’d hate to see your blood soaking these grounds once I give you a red smile from ear-to-ear if he dies and you didn’t do all you could save him.”
“As would we both,” said Captain Barthis Simon from her left, where he was still looming. The warning in his tone was clear, if the glare he leveled at Sara wasn’t enough of a threat.
Stop threatening the healer, Sara deciphered in her head.
Then the female captain spoke up. “I assure you, on my honor and the work of my healing crew, we have perfected this cure. If Ezekiel Crane has the paralyzing sickness, and the monitoring spell the healer has performed assured us he does, then this will be his cure.”
Sara pursed her mouth together and carefully nodded in response. It was all she could do to keep herself from saying or doing something she’d regret.
Internally, Sara’s heart constricted. That was not what she wanted to hear. The cure was supposed to be complete and instantaneous. What use was it if Ezekiel died anyway?
Before she could say a word the healer looked directly in her eyes and said, “All we can do is try our best and hope that it is enough.”
Sara grimaced and tightened her grip on Ezekiel’s shoulder before she nodded. That wasn’t the response she had been waiting for. She preferred decisive actions with ready results. Hope didn’t belong much in her world. Hard work did. 
Still, she had no choice but to put her hope in the man kneeling before her. 
And so she did. She even bowed her head in respect.
“May the elements help the sick and the winds guide the gravely ill on winged backs,” she said quietly. It was an old battle prayer, and sometimes a curse. She had never had cause to use it until now.
“May the elements help us all,” the healer said in the traditional response as he once more reached for Ezekiel’s head and opened a small, clear vial of brown liquid. 
Lifting up Ezekiel’s head by his chin, he asked Sara, “Brace him, please. He’s too weak to drink and raise his head on his own.”
Without a word, she sheathed her knife she had momentarily pulled and supported Ezekiel’s head. From the look in Captain Martha Simmons eyes, Sara had sheathed the knife not a moment too soon. It wouldn’t due if Sara cut open her best healer after all. 
The healer poured the liquid between his open lips as he gently massaged the curator’s throat. “There, lad, drink it all. The more you can keep down and in your system, the faster the recovery.”
Ezekiel began to cough and splutter, and the healer paused his ministrations to let the curator catch his breath. Sara felt as if her own breath was stopping and starting in time with Ezekiel’s. 
Then Ezekiel’s eyes turned to the healer, and he hoarsely whispered, “More.”
The healer complied, and Ezekiel finished the contents of the vial in seconds.
The healer stoppered the empty casing with cautious eyes taking in his patient’s reaction. Ezekiel sighed. His eyes closed, and his head rolled back heavily in Sara’s arms. She frantically looked to the mark to make sure it hadn’t turned blue—it hadn’t. In fact, the slightly bronzed mark was fading before her eyes.
She looked up into the healer’s gaze with her mouth slightly open and hope in her heart—hope she couldn’t voice, but let spill with desperation into her gaze.
The healer smiled and said, “It’s working.”
Sara let out a startled laugh as her shoulders drooped as the tension eased away. “Thank you,” she said. Her voice was a tiny whisper, but she felt like guffawing in nervous relief. She repeated her thanks to the healer.
He nodded and stood. “I must attend to other patients. The mark on his cheek will allow Mr. Crane to be borne up to the ship without problems.”
She nodded and watched as he walked away to the next nearest patient, too overcome to speak anymore. Her hands trembled as she rested Ezekiel’s head back on her shoulder and brought her fingers gently to his face. Sara traced the boundaries of the glowing mark on his cheek and waited for him to open his eyes. It wasn’t long before his closed gaze flickered open once more, and Sara felt as if it was the most extraordinarily action taken all day. In her mind, she felt irritation at the feelings in her heart. To care for someone other than family as deeply as she did for Ezekiel Crane was to show weakness.
If he had been anyone else, she would have left them in the swamp to die without shedding a tear.
“Except for Nissa,” Sara muttered to herself. That choice was more out of practicality than anything else. The woman was a valuable prisoner to the empire. Sara knew that Nissa was still alive as her captain had, in his esteem wisdom, made it a priority both to secure her from escaping and protect her from harm, as well as making sure she ate enough to stay alive. A walking dead person but alive...for the moment. 
Ezekiel opened his mouth and tried to speak. He ended up wheezing out a coughing breath and nothing more.
“Shhh,” Sara whispered, “Don’t try to talk.” She watched as two men bearing a stretcher came forward. They set about moving Ezekiel from her grasp, lifting his body onto the taut white sheet.
Ezekiel, lips clammy and skin pale, continued his mumbling, heedless of her words. What he was mumbling, Sara couldn’t tell. His eyes weren’t even open. His breath quickened as he wheezed harder, insistently trying to talk as the stretcher bearers lifted him. Sara rose quickly, wincing at the painful tingles she felt as circulation suddenly returned to her legs. “One moment,” she told them.
The stretcher bearers said nothing; they simply paused and stared, with Ezekiel stretched between at waist height.
Sara leaned over her friend and asked, “What are you saying?”
Ezekiel’s eyelids fluttered, but his piercing gaze didn’t catch hold of hers. Instead, his lips moved again, and Sara caught a whisper. Just a whisper.
“Louder,” she demanded of Ezekiel. She turned her head impatiently and put the shell of her ear to his lips.
Ezekiel took in a gasping breath, one that sounded like the rattle of an old man dying. Before her heart could assume the worst, Ezekiel let out a coughing wheeze straight into her ear, and said, “I was wrong.”
Sara leaned back and glared at his unseeing face, irritated at the spittle in her ear and the completely unhelpful assertion that had crossed his lips. 
“About what?” she demanded. 
He didn’t answer.
A moment passed, and with an apologetic tone, one of the stretcher bearers said, “Ma’am, we need to get to the airships. There are only so many stretchers, and a lot of your mercenaries need to be moved.”
Sara knew they were right. She grimaced in frustration at not knowing. In some cases, things were better left unsaid, but she was tired. Tired of not knowing, tired of secrets, tired of being one step behind everyone else. It was more than curiosity. It was more than frustration. It was pent-up resentment. Resentment that everyone and everything had an answer to an endless round of questions. 
“Ma’am,” prompted the stretcher bearer.
Sara flicked cool eyes to him, and he grimaced, pressing his lips into a thin, silent line. She said, “One more moment. Just one more. Ezekiel,” she said, leaning over him. “What were you wrong about?”
Ezekiel’s lips moved again. Sara watched his eyes twitch as well. It reminded her as nothing so much as a dog in a sleep. Dogs dreamed. Not many people knew that. But they did, and Sara had had a particularly small terrier as a child that had loved to chase her prey in her sleep. Her little legs would move like she was running after it in leaps and bounds. Her ears would twitch back and forth when her legs paused, listening for the prey’s movements. And when she had caught the scent again or heard the little rabbit’s feet hit the ground running again in her dream hunt, she would sometimes vocalize the tiniest bark. Nothing like her normal voice, which could be heard across the courtyard. But a bark nonetheless.
Ezekiel’s twitching eyes and moving lips told her the same story. He was dreaming.
“Can people sleep-talk?” Sara Fairchild asked no one in particular. It was clear that whatever this was—and she was almost certain it was a dream—it had no answers for her. She was holding up the crew for a fool’s errand. 
Regardless, the other stretcher bearer answered her. “My brother was a sleepwalker his whole life. Hell, he did anything and everything in his sleep. Caught him once walking down the middle of the street at half past midnight. Two blocks, I tell ya. Didn’t stop for anything until he got into his favorite bar, sat down on his stool, and drank a whole tankard of mead.”
Sara gave him a slightly impressed look. “Really?”
She wasn’t easily surprised. This, however, surprised her. If she could have seen herself through the bearer’s eyes, she would have seen that the open emotion on her face transformed her from a hardened warrior back into what she was—a seventeen-year-old girl covered in swamp water.
Whatever the bearer saw in her face must have encouraged him to go on, because he said, “Really. He drank himself under the table.”
The original bearer scoffed. “And how’d he do that? Pay with dream money as well?”
“Nah,” said the tale-telling carrier with a grin, “I paid for more drinks. Funniest thing I’ve ever seen. He drank and drank. Came back home, went to bed, and woke up to my sister-in-law’s blistering tongue. He still hasn’t lived it down.”
Sara laughed—her first laugh since entering the swamp. Perhaps her first laugh since this hellish month had begun. She didn’t know, but she did know it felt damned good.
It could have been the laugh. It could have been the story. But Ezekiel’s hand raised out of the catatonic state he laid in and Sara automatically gripped it. This time, when Ezekiel began whispering in his sleep, she leaned forward and heard the full whisper.
“I’m sorry. I was wrong. I killed Vincent Fairchild.”
Sara reared back in surprise, and her hand shot to the pommel of her knife. She didn’t draw it...yet. Just gripping it cautiously, like a child latching onto its mother’s teat. For comfort.
Because Ezekiel could only mean one person—her father. Commander Vincent Fairchild. 
Ezekiel’s muttering ceased, and his hand dropped limply from her grip. Not that she tried to prevent it. His eyes stilled, and she watched as he fell back into the deep coma-like sleep he had inhabited before. As if by whispering those words, his conscious had stilled—his debt absolved.
Sara’s lipped curled into a snarl at the very thought of absolution by confession. The absolution she gave him or anyone else would be at the tip of her sword. But Ezekiel was defenseless now. Defenseless, and quite possibly hallucinating. Not that that was a known property of the poisoned bite, but it was the only other explanation for his words.
Sara hoped it was.
She raised up her face and caught the two stretcher bearers exchanging silent glances. She wasn’t sure if they were worried that she’d attack Ezekiel or she’d attack them. She was plenty sure they hadn’t heard what Ezekiel Crane had said, because she’d barely heard even after leaning back down to hear what he had said.
Sara cleared her throat. “Take him up to the ship, please. I’ll be following right behind.”
They collectively muttered, “Yes, ma’am,” and took off without another glance.
Sara watched the stricken man with more secrets that she would have ever given him credit for be borne across the swampy terrain and up onto the ship deck with the help of some skilled earth mages. They had devised a simple yet effective system of pulleys using materials from the swamp around them. 
Sara stood alone, with her fists on her hips as tried to decide what to do.



Chapter 15
Between Ezekiel being loaded on the ship and her own boarding, Sara hadn’t made a decision. Not a significant one, anyway. She knew her highest priority at the moment was getting answers from a hopefully soon-to-be-cured Ezekiel Crane. What came after that, well...that would come afterwards.
With a sigh, Sara leaned on the side rails of the airship and held on tight as it ascended into the sky. Once they gained enough altitude, she noticed that the ship stopped hovering in midair as if weightless, and instead began to push forward through the winds like a ship on water would ride the waves at it headed out to sea.  
Staring out at the blue sky and fluffy clouds, she realized something that had been pushed out of her mind while they were in the swamp. Their tribulations at the hands of the natural predators of that noxious swamp had been only one part of her journey. As the ship creaked and turned in the winds for a northeast heading, she knew that the real journey was now beginning. 
Slipping back from the railing, Sara turned and grabbed onto the shoulder of an airship sailor mid-stride. She didn’t know who he was and she didn’t very much care to learn. He had been nearby and as good as any person aside from the airship captain to answer her questions. 
In fact, he was better, she noted thoughtfully as he turned in her grip to face the person who had halted his journey. Better because he’s low enough on the totem pole that he might have heard things from behind closed doors and be willing enough to disclose those secrets without realizing the importance of what he was reporting.
At least, that was her hope. In either case, it was always better to question the invisible lackey. Officers tended to know precisely when to shut their traps before they spilled too many beans. This man on the other hand was clearly not an officer. Perhaps a deckhand. Perhaps a boatswain. It didn’t really matter who he was, as long as he was forthcoming with what he knew.  As he whirled about and opened his mouth to spew something angrily, he changed his mind when he saw who had grabbed hold of him...or rather, what. Sara had no doubt that he had not the foggiest clue who she was or what her reputation was on the streets of Sandrin. 
She wasn’t prideful enough to think she had a reputation that spread across the empire. What she did have, however, was a profusion of knives and weapons about her person. His face paled as he took in the inventory, and he swallowed whatever angry words he had had on his lips. 
Contritely, he asked, “May I help you, miss?”
Sara smiled. “Where are we going?”
He raised an eyebrow. “To the Algardis encampment, of course.”
“Where would that be?” She stayed calm as she let him go.
The man glanced away towards the helm as a stiff wind brushed by their ship, and several nearby men hurried to grab onto something. Not Sara. Not this sailor. 
He simply widened the space between his feet and leaned into the wind; Sara mimicked him in order to keep her balance. The sailor waited until the captain had turned the ship into the wind before returning Sara’s gaze. From the look on his face, he had decided to humor her.
Finally he said, “Two miles west of the Kade fortress.”
“Fortress?” repeated Sara.
“Aye,” replied the sailor firmly. “And in-between their fortress and our encampment is the battleground of the first civil war the empire has ever seen.”
“And this...civil war. What are we walking into? Are battles happening as we speak?”
The man grimaced. “Nah. The Kades have ground troops, but that’s not their specialty. They prefer sneak attacks and bombardments from far away, cowards that they are.”
“Sounds like what we encountered on the road,” Sara said.
The sailor nodded. “Heard about that.”
“What about at the Algardis camp itself? Is it ready to withstand any attack from the Kades? How much longer will the Kades mages be able to resist our onslaught?”
She was thinking of the tactical advantage the Algardis troops must have with greater numbers and superior fighting mechanisms. Surely, this would be over quickly. She was also wondering if she would have time to find Matteas Hillan and uncover the conspiracy against her father before she was re-deployed home. This was the full might of the Algardis empire, after all. She had no idea how the Kades had lasted this long.
“Could be...” said the sailor uneasily, his voice trailing off.
“Could be what?” Sara said sharply.
“Could be a week. Could be months.”
Months, Sara thought with surprise. But still...he had been helpful. Perhaps she could get more out of him. 
Sara lowered her hands and folded them politely in front of her waist, trying to look as innocuous as possible. She wasn’t certain she succeeded, but the man didn’t run away screaming, either.
Sara waited patiently for an answer that didn’t come.
Then she said, “Look you could tell me the rest of it or I can ensure that me and my fellow mercenaries make sure you don’t leave this ship walking straight.”
The man blanched. “That ain’t right.”
“This entire situation isn’t right,” Sara said wearily, “I just need some answers.”
He gulped, looked away and back at her. “You didn’t hear this from me, you know, but Kansid wasn’t exactly happy with the changeover in command in favor of your captain, if you catch my meaning.”
“I might,” Sara said. 
And she did. Several days before leaving Sandrin, Captain Barthis Simon had received his orders to relieve Captain Kansid of his command. To hear that Kansid was upset was unsurprising. It was bad news for Sara, though, because Kansid would still control his original regiment of mercenaries, which Matteas Hillan served in. If Kansid left before she spoke with Matteas, there was little hope of her ever uncovering the conspiracy surrounding her father’s death. She had until they arrived at the Algardis encampment to learn the layout of the command structure and ingratiate herself with Kansid. If he planned to fight with Captain Simon over his reassignment, all the better.
At least, better for me, Sara thought. With those two arguing instead of transitioning duties from one to the other, the Red Lion regiment that Hillan is assigned to will be around that much longer.
Carefully, Sara asked, “Unhappy enough to challenge him when we set down?”
“Unhappy enough to consolidate his position amongst the mages, the mercenaries and the soldiers,” said the sailor. “More than that, I don’t know. Kansid commands the Red Lions. You know and I know that you mercenaries don’t like dealing with each other, much less working in coordination with each other’s captains as they are now.”
Sara nodded companionably, as if she had been a member of the mercenary guild for years instead of the few weeks since she’d blustered her way in—most of which had consisted of wandering around a swamp and watching her comrades drop like flies.
“Whose side are you on?” she asked.
“The empress’s,” the man said with a shrug. “And rumor has it that her spies had written you lot off for dead until the mages insisted that you had a plan. Caused some tension, you see? My captain was staking a lot of her command on this air ride. Securing all that fuel, commandeering four of the imperial mages, and searching a damned swamp ain’t easy.”
“You didn’t know where we’d emerge from in the swamp?” Sara asked curiously.
“Do you know how many clearings there are in that damned bug-infested moss pit?” the sailor demanded while grabbing onto a flailing rope in irritation. Whether to stop his hands from doing something else or to get the end of the rope out of the air from where it could do injury to someone’s eye, she didn’t know.
Sara decided it was caution for his fellow travelers from the way he quickly tied off the loose end of the rope in a sailor’s knot around a thin pole.
“We didn’t see you until that fire show you lit up over half of this side of the swamp,” he continued ruefully. “We were about to turn back, actually. Give up. Let the emperor’s spymasters and their non-mage network know we were wrong.”
“Wrong about finding a lost group of mercenaries?” Sara said.  “Forgive me if I seem a bit callous, but I wouldn’t pay one thousand shillings to save this lot. We’re the empress’s people through and through, but not worth launching the kind of search-and-rescue mission you did.” Sara gestured around. “The magic alone needed to keep these ships afloat could arm enough battle fire to set the whole country ablaze.”
The man grinned as the winds began to pick up. “You’re not wrong, lass. You’re not wrong.”
“Then?” Sara said in a leading tone.
“It became partly a matter of sticking it to the empress’s mundane brigades and spies. A pride thing, you know? We need to show the empress that we mages are useful out here. We haven’t defeated the Kades yet, but we’re going to,” he said.
“And also partly a matter of...” Sara said, leading him further, hardly even paying attention to his blustering about magic. 
She had grown up knowing that there were tensions between mages and mundanes in all elements of the warrior caste. The mercenaries. The soldiers. The intelligence network. They all provided different functional levels in the empress’s system of protection, advancement, and war. The intelligence network was closely allied with the soldiers. The mages tended to work alone. The mercenaries were a rare breed. Ranks filled with both mages and mundanes—magical and non-magical folk, that is—in an effort to justify their existence. The mercenaries would perform tasks that soldiers refused and mages were incapable of doing. They had the combat training, and often the magical skills, to do what needed to be done.
Not all mercenaries were mages, but all mercenaries were trained to work with mages. The empress’s soldiers, however, didn’t have that distinct trait, and they bore that fact with pride. A long time ago, Sara Fairchild had thought she would be the one to break that barrier, just as her father and forefathers had once believed. Battle mages, after all, couldn’t be ignored. They were needed in a way that even the soldiers had to acknowledge. But it had been no coincidence that, for the most part, her father had ended up in leadership and administrative positions, even though his training in the arena made him far more suited to the front line. The army’s excuse? Generals and commanders did not lead from the front, battle mage or not. Sara had wanted to change that.
She laughed bitterly. Looks like I’ll be changing it alright. There hasn’t been a Fairchild in the trenches for decades. 
“Partly a matter of getting the upper hand on the Kades,” the sailor said while lowering his voice. “We found out where Nissa Sardonien was a few weeks ago. Believe you me, getting the drop on her was no easy task.”
Sara blinked. She couldn’t believe it. The woman could harness the power of the sun and light. Going up against her in daylight would have been suicidal.
“But we did,” the sailor said, finishing nervously. “Now we’ll get the way into the fortress out of her and end this before any further embarrassment comes to the empress’s name.”
“Embarrassment?” murmured Sara.
“Yeah,” said the man defensively.
“That’s how they refer to it on the streets of Sandrin,” Sara said. “I didn’t think you’d call it that here as well.”
“Why not?” the sailor asked.
Sara turned around and got a good look at the horizon. The airship was starting to descend towards land and she had a good vantage point from so high up above.
Pointing straight forward with one hand, she said, “We’re coming in from the southwest, correct?”
The sailor came up beside her and nodded.
Sara had studied a map of the territories in the northeast region of the empire. This was supposed to be the breadbasket of the land. Empty of everything but fields upon fields of barley, wheat, and crops that provided food for the rest of the empire. She knew from her geography studies that it was flat land, with rich soil, and nary a population center larger than four thousand families in any direction. So seeing anything contrary to that knowledge made her back stiffen and skin crawl automatically.
And well, this? This made her shudder physically at the wrongness of it all.
“Then pray-tell, what is that?” she asked while tilting her head and narrowing her eyes.
The man licked his lips and took in the structure she was pointing at. Three miles due north of their ship was a towering dark mass with four spires reaching towards the heavens, surrounded by a mage shield so large and powerful that it was visible even now.
“That is the tower of the Kades,” the man said quietly.
Sara nodded and moved her finger due south, crossing a distance of just a few miles, to point at an enormous, orderly formation of tents. Thousands of tents—lined up in rows with people milling between them like ants.
“And that?” Sara asked just as quietly.
“The Algardis encampment.”
Sara nodded and turned to look at the sailor beside her. “When the Kades erected that monstrosity, this fight turned from a skirmish to a civil war.”
“Yes,” said the sailor.
Sara continued. “And when they ambushed the elite Corcoran Guard and massacred over half of those mercenaries, it went from an embarrassment to a blemish on Algardis history.”
“Well—” started the man.
Sara held up a hand. “I’m not finished. When we wipe the Kades off the map,” she continued with a pleasant smile, “it will fade from a blemish to a blip in history. Not a moment more.”
The man gave a deep swallow. “So it’s a good thing we captured Mage Sardonien, then, isn’t it?”
Sara turned back to look at the dark tower rising above the Algardis camp like a crowned city before its peasants. “We should hope so. Otherwise...”
“Otherwise?” the sailor asked with a catch in his voice.
“Otherwise, we’re in for one hell of a civil war,” Sara finished while looking down on the enemy encampment with disbelief on her face as her airship sunk in its shadow and the towers rose above their heads in the distance.



Chapter 16
Sara Fairchild didn’t have very much else to say to the man, and he soon wandered off with a troubled look on his face. She stood with her face to the wind and closed her eyes to everything. Closed to the world. Closed to the vision in front of her. Closed to the lies. Closed to the memories. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t keep all of her memories from floating to the surface like dead fish at high tide.
A slight smile spread across her face as she remembered standing on the steps of the stone platforms that dotted the city streets of Sandrin. There were six such platforms, each centrally located in the six major districts—north, west, east, south, high-tide territory, and the imperial grounds. At the intersections of the major thoroughfares for each of the six was the newsreader’s platform. And every single day without fail, until she had been forced to call upon the head fisherman’s office for a job, she’d washed her face, put on fresh clothes, and headed out the door in the early morning in order to hear the newsreader speak his news. Much like a town crier for smaller locales, the newsreader dispersed the most important announcements from the guilds, councils, and the imperial courts at dawn.
Gathering herself, Sara opened her eyes and joined the line of disembarking men and woman to go down the gangplank to her new home. 
“And every day,” Sara said while staring dully at the back of the head of the soldier who stood one place in front of her as they descended the gangplank, “that whey-faced turd of a newsreader crowed that the Kades were dirty brigands. Sure to lose. Couldn’t possibly stand up against the might of the imperial forces.”
Her hand curled into a fist at the very thought. An enemy on the run was very different from what she saw here. The Kade fortress lay like a jet-black mountain which had risen from the earth, complete with spires and platforms. It was an impenetrable refuge that housed an innumerable host of men, all fighting for the Kade cause.
“I wonder if they even know how many Kades they’re fighting or what it will truly take to defeat them. Because as of now they all look as clueless as chickens in a barnyard,” Sara wondered aloud as the line moved forward, and she shuffled down the gangplank like an obedient ant. She could only look to the left and right or straight at the back of the dirty unkempt hair in front of her.
I doubt I look much better, Sara thought wryly, all the while resisting the urge to put a finger in her own hair, which she was sure was a nest of dirt, leaves, and more dirt. It made her shudder to think about it. She may not have been a girl who loved the pretty dresses or jewelry that most well-born girls seemed to adore, but she was absolutely fastidious in keeping her body clean and her appearance well-tended.
It was the least she could do for a long-suffering mother who had loved to dress her up and who had realized, when her daughter turned the age of six, that if she invited Sara to one more dressmaker’s shop for hours of fabrics and fittings, that it would be destroyed by the time they left. 
So when the winds shifted and brought the smell of the dozen men and women lining up ahead of her to get off the ship, Sara curled her nose in disgust and turned her face away, desperately trying to avoid the stench. It only succeeded in bringing her line of sight directly in conflict with the glare of the sun, but that was better than retching over the side of the gangplank. None of them had had a proper bath in days, herself included. Gritting her teeth and resisting the urge to pinch her nose, she raised an arm to shield her eyes and glared down at the Algardis encampment that lay directly adjacent to the airship. The field they had set down upon looked to be just off to the side of the barracks for the soldiers and mercenaries, which was just as well. Where there was a barracks, there was a bath—and for now, that was all she needed to know. 
Humming to herself, Sara took careful stock of what she could see and compared it in her mind to the imposing fortress that loomed so perilously close. She refused to look at it. Acknowledging the Kade presence at that moment, even for one more second, would just send her into a rage. She had her priorities. Her first and only mission was to find Matteas Hillan and whatever journal entries her father had left behind. Below that mission was the desire to protect Ezekiel, and last of all was the urge to get involved in the skirmish-that-was-actually-a-civil war with the Kade mages. Sara was beginning to come to terms with the fact that the future battles that faced her were more than just the quick fights between Algardis regiments and brigands at night. If nothing else, the ambush by Kade mages with not a single loss of life on the opposing side confirmed that they were dealing with trained military tacticians. The kind that could tear an empire asunder if they so choose.
She would do her utmost to avoid that, regardless of whether or not she was supposed to be serving on the front lines of whatever battles happened. Sara intended to put her skills to use elsewhere and solve a mystery wrapped in an enigma—the puzzle of who her father really was and what he died for. His cause of death may have been execution for treason, but that wasn’t the reason he died. Before she left this encampment, she would uncover the truth. 
As she looked over the camp that sprawled like a flat and orderly ant colony before her, Sara wondered what exactly she would find so many hundreds of miles away from her home in Sandrin—or rather, what was left of her home in Sandrin. Briefly, she wondered while standing in the endless line if there was anything to go back to or would just a shell of blackened timbers and charred stone meet her if she went back.
When I go back, she told herself firmly. Because I’m going home. Sandrin is home.
Exhaling a pent up breath, Sara tried to keep herself convinced of that. Thinking about how the house could have survived the flames was a pretty idea, but she knew in her heart of hearts that it would have been almost impossible. The fire would have destroyed all but the shell, protected by magical fire suppressants so the entire block didn’t go up in smoke alongside one house. But everything inside would be gone. All of her trinkets, the ones that reminded her of what she had already lost from her childhood—her homes, her family, her friends, her material wealth. 
There’s one good thing about that fire, Sara thought to herself. Fire burns blood. There will be nothing left of my mother’s ugly demise for me to see. 
But she would always remember. She knew that she would never forget that night. The night that a necromancer had walked into her home and callously took the life of the woman who had given birth to her. To Sara her mother meant life. Or had meant life. She’d patched every scrape on her, admonished her when she got in scuffles, praised her when she’d won her fighting matches and fed her like a horse. In other words, she had believed in Sara’s potential even if she didn’t agree with her choice of a career. Now that light in her life was gone. The necromancer had snuffed it out like a candle casually starved of air. That’s what Sara had felt like when she had seen her mother die once and been robbed of life twice—the first time when her throat was cut and the second time when the necromancer had revived her corpse only to sacrifice it in a desperate bid for his own wishes.
She flashed back to the night when she had seen her mother’s dead eyes. The necromancer had stood near her mother, touching the back of her mother’s head to animate her just after death. His death magic seeped into her like the poison that flowed through Ezekiel’s veins—allowing the necromancer to control her mother’s body.
Sara would never forget the chill that went through her when she had realized the voice that had welcomed her home that evening wasn’t her mother’s. Not really. It had her body empty of a soul forced to enact the commands of a heartless mage who would have done anything, and did anything including forcing a mother’s dead body to assault her living daughter in a struggle for control, to get what he wanted.
Absentmindedly, Sara shuffled forward as two more mercenaries were admitted into the camp. Each was given a slip of paper and a pack of supplies.
I don’t resent the necromancer, though, Sara thought with detachment. Not really. Resentment is too futile an action. I hate him. I hate him for taking away the last living person in the world who knew me and loved me before I became what I am today. A penniless drifter with no place and no purpose. Certainly not what my mother planned, especially when my father was alive.
That fierce hate would have kept her going, she knew, if her purpose were to avenge her mother’s death. But it was not. Her mother had been a pawn in a larger game. A game that Sara was just beginning to see involved a far broader spectrum of players than she had ever believed possible. Her father—a commander in the empress’s armies. Ezekiel Crane—a seemingly innocent historian of magical arts who hid more than he revealed. The necromancer—a high-ranking member of the Red Guard mercenaries who had certainly not been acting alone. 
She had to wonder who or what else would present themselves as an obstacle in her way. But she knew one thing—even if she wasn’t quite sure who else was playing this maniacal game, she did know how it was played. Strength-for-strength, in a deadly winner-take-all fete. And Sara knew she wouldn’t be acting true to herself if she wasn’t prepared to put everything on the line—including her life—to learn the truth about her father’s treason and who was behind the cover-up.
It is an odd position to be in, Sara thought. I’ve never ventured out for and by myself before. It was always for a cause. When I confronted people on the street and challenged them, it was in my father’s name and for the honor of the Fairchild family. When I entered the academy and trained at the arena, it was in the empress’s name and in an effort to join the elite officers’ rank in the imperial army. 
Sara was brought back to the present when she heard a faint commotion at the end of the gangplank. She turned her head to see what the fuss was about. She saw a man dressed in the tunic-style of the archers arguing with the guards surrounding him, only to be dragged off by two soldiers and a third at his back.
“Now,” Sara Fairchild whispered to herself, “I’m infiltrating an army under the leadership of a man I no longer believe in and beside a friend who may be more my enemy than ally.”
The man seated at the end of the long line shouted, “Next!”
Sara shuffled forward obediently and thought, Making your own path sucks.
She didn’t know whether she should be disgusted or impressed at the complete fallacy the public of Sandrin was living under.
“They think we’ll be winning this war any day now,” Sara muttered to herself as she lowered her arm and took a good look at the Algardis encampment she would be calling home. At least for the next day or so. Sooner, if she could find Hillan and get recalled back home with her father’s journals in hand.
She watched the backs of the final four weary and filthy mercenaries in front of her proceed down the gangplank and out into the wider area. No complaints. No arguments. Just walk up, talk a few minutes, get a piece of paper, receive some supplies, and head off again. Uncomplicated was just what she needed right now. 
As she strode down the gangplank with only her weapons and the clothes on her back, she took in the size of the camp before her. The empress’s encampment was extraordinarily large. For the sheer amount of territory taken up, it dwarfed the massive Kade fortress three times over. 
She knew she would be exploring the camp soon, if not within the next few hours. But for now, it was time to leave the ship. 
The tired-looking official didn’t even glance up at her as he asked, “Name?”
It was the tedious first question he had asked each person before her.
“Sara Fairchild.”
“Occupation and regiment?” 
“Mercenary. Corcoran Guard.”
“Division?”
“First,” she said.
That elicited the first non-banal response she’d seen from him yet. He looked up at her sharply with something akin to disbelief in his eyes.
“A chit like you?”
Sara raised her eyebrows, not bothering to get angry. Yet. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
The man spit to the side without taking his eyes off her. “It means a young girl without any battle experience, who wouldn’t know her hands from her ass on the first charge. What are you doing on the front line?”
Sara glared down at him and crossed her arms. “I don’t believe that’s any of your business...Ensign.”
She was guessing his rank, but she’d gone as lowest as she could safely go without outright insulting him.
The man flashed his darkened and pitted teeth in a grin. “Lieutenant.”
Sara smiled with no amusement. “Lieutenant, then.”
He shuffled some papers while looking up at her as if he had all the time in the world to harass her. “Well, Mercenary Fairchild, I can’t seem to find any record of you being assigned to first division,” he said with a malicious leer. 
Sara stared in disbelief. She didn’t know what had crawled up this man’s bum, but he was actually enjoying this. She was hungry. She was tired. She was filthy. She was scared—not of him, but of the questions that kept piling up in front of her like an endless riddle with no clue how to solve it.
So having a lieutenant mess around with her on her first day at post was not her idea of fun.
Not one bit.
She leaned forward and placed both hands on the table, baring her teeth in nothing that could be mistaken for a smile. Coldly, she said, “Listen here, you self-important worm of a man, who I am and where I am assigned is no business of yours. I work for the Corcoran Guard....” She paused and glanced at the badges on his shoulder blade signifying his assignment, if not his rank, and continued, “...not the empress’s imperial army. Nor the crappy Buccaneers’ Union, if you catch my drift.”
“That’s all well and good,” said the administrative official with a growl in his voice. “But I outrank you, so don’t get snooty with me. You’re probably lying your face off, and when I speak to your superior officers, you’ll be demoted to latrine duty before this day is through.”
“You must be joking,” Sara said dismissively.
The man stood and leaned forward in her face. “I don’t joke with the likes of you.”
“The likes of me?”
“Grunts,” he said with a sniff as he sat back down. “Now tell me your true position.”
“What are you not understanding?” Sara demanded, “I may be young but I’m not stupid. I’ve told you the truth. It’s your job to act in good faith and follow up.”
“No,” disagreed the man, “It’s my job to man this desk, at this time, for this reason.”
Sara glared at him.
He barked at her, “True assignment. Now.”
People began muttering behind her. She didn’t plan on them. She’d already been standing in front of this desk for twice as long as anyone else.
Sara’s mouth dropped. She couldn’t fathom why he was being so obtuse about this. Instead of ramming the same answer down his throat, she tried to confront the situation from another angle.
“Why is this so important you?”
His skinny framed swelled with pride as he puffed out his chest. He didn’t fill out much of his uniform. “My duty is clear. Too many skinflint mercenaries trying to get an extra coin or two from the imperial coffers. You’ll not be paid a shilling more, if I have anything to say about.”
Sara sucked in a breath in realization at what this was about. “You honestly think I lied about my division—committed a criminal offense—for money?”
“People have lied for less,” he said while pawing through the papers with a devious glint in his eyes. “Let’s see what your records show.”
“Wait—” Sara tried to intervene, already knowing what it would say.
“Ah ha!” crowed the ensign triumphantly, pointing his finger at whatever was on the page. “I knew you were lying.”
“I’m not lying!” Sara argued. “Those are records from my registration in the Corcoran Guard upon leaving Sandrin. That assignment changed mid-journey.”
“No one’s assignment changes mid-journey,” the man said derisively.
“Mine did,” insisted Sara.
She heard more grumbling, and the person behind her reached up to tap her shoulder. As she turned around, he asked, “What’s going on? Hurry it up, we all got meals to get to!”
Sara snarled in his face. “Get your hands off me and mind your own business.”
The man behind her upraised both hands and backed away. “Relax. Didn’t mean nothing by it.”
“Not to worry,” said the obnoxious lieutenant behind the desk, “Mercenary Fairchild was just leaving.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Sara said as she whirled back around.
“You are, since you can’t prove...“
“I don’t have to prove anything to you, you obnoxious toad.”
“You’re demoted to latrine and pit duties as of now,” he said with a malicious smile.
“You can’t do that,” she spluttered.
“Little-known rule. I can demote lower-ranked mercenaries and soldiers as I see fit. And I just did,” he replied.
Sara reached over the table and grab him by the throat. 
“Don’t you touch me,” he squabbled.
She pulled back a curled fist, fully prepared to give him a well-deserved broken nose, when she was stopped by a newcomer’s command.
“Mercenary Fairchild,” said a strong-timbered voice. “Halt where you stand.”
Sara’s eyes opened wide. She released the administrative official from her grip and turned around stiffly to see the woman with her own eyes.
Standing just a few feet away from her—with her grey hair cropped short, a shield on her back, and her dark brown eyes as wise as they had been ten years ago—was her father’s captain of the guard, Alena Moonsetter.
Also known as Alena Bonebreaker, Scourge of the Western Isles.



Chapter 17
Sara blinked for a moment, not quite believing her eyes. It had been years since she had seen any of the people who had served in her father’s households or under his capacity as commander in any position of the empress’s armed forces. That enforced separation had happened for good reason. It wasn’t that there had been some great betrayal of her family or massive exodus of staff after the initial verdict, no that had come after she and her mother were summarily dismissed from their own home. Until they had been forced to leave their two mistresses unprotected, the men and women who had served the Fairchild family faithfully had not left. But an imperial edict had been issued in the months after his death which not only evicted them from their home, but also  forbidding her and her mother from contacting household staff, servants, and guardians on pain of a fifty lashes per an offense after her father’s death.
At the time, Sara had wondered why the courts had bothered to keep kicking her family while they were down. 
Her mouth cracked into an ironic smile as she thought, Not that I knew what being down before then meant. I thought it meant moving into a smaller mansion with less servants and having to go on the training field with whispers emitting behind my back. I soon learned it was living in the streets, not knowing when my next meal would be, and having friends turn to enemies for ‘honor’.
She shook her head silently to regain her thoughts and stared in dismay at the woman who had confronted her and her tormentor. 
Although, he has a pretty good case that I was tormenting him, Sara Fairchild thought to herself. She knew how this would look in court. She had her hand around his neck. She was looming menacingly over him. It was her voice that raised. Never mind the insipid smirk that graced his face, the knowing glimmer in his eyes, and the body language as he leaned over his desk, with every line of his shoulders screaming insolence. None of that would be proof in the courts. They would take any excuse to shackle and execute a battle mage who went from merely stoically angry to enraged, because enraged was just a few steps away from berserk. Sara knew it, and they knew it.
Alena Moonsetter knows it as well, Sara thought as she stared at the woman who had been such a big part of her life growing up.
Alena had been the first name on the list of former servants forbidden to speak to a Fairchild upon her father’s verdict of treason. Even when Sara had tried to keep tabs on her through back channels and tips here and there, she’d quickly lost track of her in Sandrin. When the woman didn’t want to be found, she couldn’t be found. It was the same on the battlefield; it was said that she could disappear like smoke as she ghosted through the ranks of the living and the dead, striking down any who she decided met her challenge. Sara wasn’t sure how much of that was fact and how much was fiction, but Sara knew that even Alena couldn’t hide forever, and so she kept her ears open to any news about her whereabouts. Even after she had lost personal contact with her and had no definitive guess about what she’d been up to these last few years, she had heard rumors. The last bit of gossip she’d managed to collect had said that the woman was back to pillaging islands off the coast of the Algardis Empire—all in the name of the empress, of course.
Carefully studying her weathered appearance and hardened face, with the three cheek scars that indicated a sea commander with over a hundred kills, Sara thought, I guess the rumors were true. Alena Moonsetter, scourge of the battlefields and all those who stood before her, has become a buccaneer.
The last part didn’t bother Sara Fairchild so much. Pirate was better than fishmonger, in her opinion, and it was even legalized under imperial codes, although it went by another name.
What was it? 
The administrative official behind her stood stammering, “Thank you, Corsair Alena.”
Ah, yes. ‘Corsair’, Sara repeated privately. It was never a term she would have associated with the fabled woman, nor with any of the few members of her father’s inner circle. But it made sense. Outside the main cities, there were very few ways for a seasoned warrior to make money, and even fewer more profitable than becoming some noble’s hired muscle. The civil war hadn’t started until a few months ago, which left privateering. Bureaucratically-controlled privateering was a way for the imperial armada to harness the ready fleet of small and medium-sized ships that terrorized the islands and disrupted commerce. Instead of pillaging for themselves, they pillaged for the empire and kept pressure on the allies of the hated dragons across the seas. The money looted from the captured enemy traders and vessels was then split between imperial coffers, officers, and the crew.
Judging by Corsair Alena’s stance, she was an officer. 
Alena spared the annoying man one narrowed, piercing glance. “Captain Alena.”
Sara’s eye twitched as she remained immobile. Of course she is. She had dropped the title of ‘Corsair’ when she rejoined the imperial army.
Then Alena spoke again, “Captain Alena of the Empress’s First Mounted Regiment.”
Her tone was like weathered stone. Unbreakable. Unamused.
Sara sucked in a surprised breath. The fact that Sara felt shocked didn’t cover the matter. The last time Sara had seen Alena approach a horse, let alone ride one, was when the manor stables for her father’s prized stallions had been burning to the ground. Alena had picked Sara up, planted her firmly out of the way, and raced to help in to the effort to battle the flames. Sara had watched from a distance as Alena had broken through the door to let the horses run free and escape the blaze. Otherwise, Sara had never seen her more than glance at the hoofed creatures. Alena loathed horses as much as some people detested spiders or lizards. As far as Sara could tell, the feeling was absolutely mutual.
Out of the corner of her eye, Sara saw the stupid man go pale as he quickly amended his statement.
“Captain Alena, I apologize,” he said breathily, “This...this...she-heathen has been completely uncooperative—”
“Did I ask for your opinion?” Alena asked, her icy tone easily overriding him.
“No,” he said, wilting.
“Then sit,” she commanded.
He sat.
“Captain Alena,” Sara stammered as she belatedly clicked her heels together and saluted. At one point, Sara had been destined to outrank Captain Alena as the head of her own household, but in her father and mother’s eyes, experience and age always triumphed the circumstances of birth. They had treated Alena as a member of their own family, and so had Sara. She didn’t know how her relationship with the woman compared to the bond that had existed between Alena and her father.
After all, Alena had trained Sara, but she had served beside Sara’s father in combat.
Gulping, Sara watched as Alena Moonsetter strode forward. She was just as Sara remembered her. Short. Stout. Built like an ox. Fierce. Frigid, grey eyes and silver hair cropped so short that it barely brushed the nape of her neck.
Sara waited for her elder to speak. Nervousness and excitement coiled in her belly like twin snakes fighting for dominance. Nervous at what Alena would say. Excitement at why Alena was here.
Part of her thought Alena had come especially for her. Why else would her father’s captain of the guard be present? Part of her thought Alena had a special message from her father. A different part just wanted to collapse at the woman’s feet and have the world be made whole again, to have a heart and a family to call home again—and make no mistake, Alena was family. Or rather she, had been. Not by blood, but by connection.
Still, Sara fought a shiver as the silver-haired female warrior opened her mouth and addressed her directly. “Sara Fairchild, you disgrace your family name with these actions.”
Shock flowed over Sara like a dose of icy cold water. Whatever she had expected Alena to say, it wasn’t that. She had expected her to laugh, dismiss the man, and take Sara to her lodging. She had expected her to at least hear her side. Perhaps, instead, Sara should have been expecting no such things.
Sara rallied her pride, dropped her hands to a soldier’s ready stance at her waist, straightened her spine, and said, “With apologies, Alena, I’ve done nothing wrong.”
Alena raised a silvered eyebrow. “Captain Alena, Mercenary Fairchild. And my eyes tell me differently.”
Sara licked her lips and tried to speak again. She didn’t know what had changed.
A dark part of her mind whispered the truth. Everything has, she realized. I just didn’t think our relationship would sour. I didn’t think she would turn her back on me like so many others have—
Sara quieted the thoughts and stilled her face. She let her eyes deaden, her shoulders straighten, and her chin firmly rise. She was through being disappointed. Whatever this woman had to say, she would take it as she always had—with her pride intact.
She watched as surprise showed on Alena’s face. Sara could see it in her eyes, although she very much doubted anyone else could. She had been as close as a daughter to Alena, so reading the emotions in her stone-like features was second-nature.
Sara licked her lips and tried to speak again. “Captain Alena, then. I have done nothing wrong—”
“Ha!” scoffed the administrative official seated behind her.
Alena held up a silencing hand. “I did not approach to argue with you.”
“If he had only listened,” Sara said in a frustrated growl.
“It wasn’t worth my time to hear your lies, because you’re wrong, Mercenary Fairchild,” the ensign crowed.
It was all Sara could do not to turn around and lay him into the dirt.
Instead, Alena cut him off, just as she had done to Sara. “Or you, young man. So be silent.”
The man was mercifully quiet once more.
“The girl is right,” Captain Alena said, vindicating Sara. “She’s first division. Assign her as such.”
At that moment, Sara felt like a childish exclamation of glee would have been appropriate. But she held it in. Instead, she raised her head proudly and let satisfaction flow through her. Finally, someone at least didn’t think she was lying. Her joy was tinged with wariness, though. Alena had always couched her truths in lessons, for both the aggressor and the opponent. That meant that with each victory Sara enjoyed, a defeat of some kind also followed. Whether it was a large or small defeat remained to be seen.
“Nevertheless, Mercenary Fairchild,” Alena said. Sara flinched at the title she used for her. Sara felt the words ‘mercenary’ and ‘Fairchild’ like barbs under her skin. Each one deep and deadly. Captain Alena had never referred to her as Fairchild on or off the training field for as long as she could remember. It has always been Sara-girl after her father or little warrior after her tenacity in bouts with youths bigger and stronger than her. Now they were reduced to the formalities of ‘captain’ and ‘Fairchild’ after a decade and a half of familiarity. The woman had watched her grow up, for heaven’s sake!
Alena continued in a dispassionate tone, “You’ll be digging latrine pits all day tomorrow for manhandling an administrator. Report to the pits at two hours past dawn for assignment.” 
Sara’s jaw dropped as she watched Alena swiftly turn and disappear without another word.
When she heard a snicker erupt from the administrator behind her, Sara lost her cool. It wasn’t enough that she had been slapped down without a kind word by the last woman in the world she had clung to when thrown from her home, but to have the cause of that censure find amusement in her predicament was too much. Sara raised her hand and slammed the flat of it down on the table. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to.
She let some of her magic enter her body, giving her aura a powerful boost in visibility to anyone who had half the skills of a hedge witch. And this man, despite his cross nature, was a magic user. A poor one, but even a house cat could recognize the ferocity of a tiger in its midst.
His eyes grew wide as her aura grew with her anger. She had no doubt it was sparking. Since human mages couldn’t see their own auras, she had once asked her cousin to describe what hers looked like. He had said she looked like a bad-tempered fire serpent ready to strike whenever she got angry, and her aura was like the hood of a cobra, as it glowed in a blazing red and orange pattern. Unmistakable was the word he had ended with in admiration before he had tipped her head over heels into the nearest fountain and took off yelling, “Gotcha good, Sara!” 
Sara was fairly sure his amusement had been because he managed to surprise her in a sneak attack. She knew her aura was fearsome, at least from bouts with other mages and their comments. So Sara had taken it as a compliment. Anything to get an edge on any of the other cadets in the arena was a plus, and frightening mage opponents out of their socks was a definite plus.
Now when she stood in full magical view of another mage, no matter how small, and didn’t bother to hide her gifts or what she was—a killing machine in human form—it got the attention it deserved.
He closed his mouth with an audible clack of his teeth, and Sara purred, “That’s better. Now, as I was saying: I want my assignment, my script, my supplies and to be out of here.”
He swallowed nervously and pushed forward a piece of paper. Once she had picked it up, he raised a shaky arm and pointed to the table a few yards away that sat perpendicular to his own.
“Ov-over there. They’ll get your assignment.”
Sara frowned at him, and he started quaking. “None of your other recruits had to go over there.”
He shook his head fiercely. “No, no. But as your captain said, ch-change in rank. Means paperwork. Always more paperwork in the imperial army.”
He blinked nervously and tugged on his collar.
Sara gave him a dubious look, but picked up the slip and walked over without another word. She didn’t think this was over. He scared too easily and acted too brashly. People like that were a bad combination and when she looked over her shoulder she saw him sitting at his desk giving her a look so cold, it put a shiver down her spine. 



Chapter 18
She walked over to the table set off to the side of the long line. ‘To the side’ was being generous actually. It was no less than a twenty yard hike away from where she had started off but still in sight of her landing airship. By the time she reached the next station she was almost in the shade of a second airship it was so far away from gangplank she had descended. 
“Oh well,” Sara muttered to herself. “Can’t help that. And besides I actually prefer it. Means I’m far enough from that odious toad that I can’t swing back and knock some sense into him without a very good reason.”
Knocking the sense out of the ensign was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Not only would it take up precious time, but it would invite more punishment from Captain Alena. Sara sighed, pasted a fake smile on her face, and tried to at least start out congenially with the man standing behind the desk. It hadn’t worked with the last desk jockey, but she hoped the second time was the charm. She didn’t have the patience for a third time.
She took in his station with a very real quirk of her mouth which almost turned into a grin. The station was a lap desk on a box, really, but she couldn’t fault the man behind it for that. She would even praise him for his ingenuity. 
She stood waiting, and five seconds stretched into ten, and then twenty. He really hadn’t heard or seen her come up.
It’s a weird way to exist in the world, she thought to herself. Blind as a bat and as deaf as a doorknob.
She cleared her throat, since the method of waiting and hoping he would notice her was obviously not working. The sense of self-preservation in this one was extremely low. How else could you explain not knowing that someone with weapons and the skills to kill you in twenty-five different ways in less than five minutes stood right in front of you?
Although, he must be used to those types of people by now, she thought grudgingly. It wasn’t like Sandrin, where a former arena gladiator could live next door to a fletcher who lived on top of a milliner. The sheer size of the city meant people of all walks of life—killers and pacifists alike—companionably walked the streets. But here, in the Algardis camp, every person was a killer, or would soon be one. Even the strategists planned death right down to the very second, calculating the death tolls of friends and foes alike when hatching their devious schemes. 
She cleared her throat louder, wondering if she would actually have to tap him on the shoulder to get his attention. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that. She didn’t have any aversion to touch, although she wasn’t used to it. She did, however, have an aversion to filth, and she herself was as filthy as it was possible to be without calling herself a pig and wallowing in a trough. Sara extended the same courtesy of a desire to be clean—and stay clean—to all those around her. Hence her hesitation at besmirching his attire. Then again, her perceptions of clean and her standards for what counted as a wash-up had drastically changed in the days and weeks since leaving Sandrin. She had received a crash course in survival outside of the pristine walls of the arena barracks on tough terrain, and she had to admit with pride that she hadn’t found herself wanting. But it didn’t mean she didn’t know that she stunk to high heaven and looked even worse, if such a thing were possible.
So, when he finally looked up at her from the papers he was studying so diligently, she sighed in relief.
He bowed slightly to her, and she felt her mouth drop in abject shock. 
“Young ma’am,” the older gentleman said formally.
Pleasant wonder rocketed through her. It was like seeing a rabbit sitting in a foxhole, coming across an imperial solder with manners. You didn’t see that every day, and as quickly established before, it wasn’t a requirement of the job. Not of any rank, let alone a man assigned to a forgotten position in the shadow of a ship—a clearly undersupplied position, judging by the unsteady way his makeshift table was swaying from side to side in the wind. 
Holding out a hand for her to shake, he said, “Miles. Miles Forlon.”
She raised a surprised eyebrow. Couldn’t he see how filthy she was? Still shocked that he even wanted contact with her grimy body, she stretched out her hand and shook his with a firm grip. “Sara Fairchild. Your—”
She stopped mid-sentence. She had planned on calling the odious man across the way an ‘asshole of a friend’, but that was assuming too much. It assumed that he had friends and that, even if he didn’t, that his associates would not stand up for him in some way. Sometimes it was just the principle of the matter. Mercenaries versus soldiers versus mages and all that. She knew that there was a deep rivalry that went back generations for all three, which is why the imperial family was forced to have commanding generals over all three sectors of the imperial armed forces. A general for the armed soldiers who composed sixty-percent of imperial fighting power, a lord captain in charge of all the mercenaries, and she’d heard—a supreme mage who reigned over all the mages that worked only in one capacity- as healers, crafters, and siege mechanics. But Sara knew the lines were not so carefully drawn in the dirt as they seemed.
Even though there was tension between the soldiers, mercenaries, and mages, the lines were not always so clear between divisions. Sometimes it was just the principle of the matter; on the front lines, you had to trust the person standing beside you, regardless of their division. They were all equally valuable targets to the enemy.
As far as cross-division camaraderie went outside the front lines, Sara knew for a fact that the supreme mage kept a careful eye on the magic folk assigned to the mercenaries and soldiers. Just because they didn’t fall under his jurisdiction didn’t mean he couldn’t oversee them, or so she had been told. For herself, she planned to avoid all senior mages with an air to stick a nose in her business. As long as she wasn’t on the front lines and in the midst of battle, she’d be fine. There was no way she’d go berserk, because she wouldn’t be here long enough to do so.
In addition to the supreme mage’s presence, the commander of the soldiers in the imperial forces was also in charge of the spies, the torturers, and basically anything that didn’t fall under the purview of the mercenaries and mages, which was a lot. The commander’s purview also included overall provisions and supplies, which was why the minute she’d gotten off the ship, she’d been accosted by an incendiary man who worked for the soldiers and not the mercenaries. 
And not to forget the mercenaries, she thought to herself. That’s a whole other kettle of fish to deal with.
She knew—and she figured all the other mercenaries knew—that Kansid wouldn’t be happy giving up his command over all mercenary forces, especially to a Corcoran guard leader who Sara knew from experience he would despise within an hour of their meeting. 
That is, if the commander has any sense.
But she wasn’t on the side of Kansid. She couldn’t be. He was in charge of this deployment of the Red Lion Guard. He might have had nothing to do with the attack on her family or the search for the missing pages in her father’s journal, but there’s no way she could know that without meeting the man and questioning him. And even then, it depended on whether or not she believed him...and whether he believed her. She had to admit—it was an insane story.
Hello, my name is Sara Fairchild. I’m the daughter of disgraced commander Vincent Fairchild. I snuck my way into the Mercenaries’ Guild to get into the archives and steal my father’s dossier, in the process setting off a series of events that got my mother killed and has me on the run for my life. Straight into a war.
She had to admit it was a bit far-fetched, even for her. Who ran away from killers straight into the front lines of a civil war, for heaven’s sake?
The official in front of her cleared his throat loudly and said, “I said, dear girl, what is it that I can do for you?”
Sara blinked as if awaking from a dream. She hadn’t even heard that request.
“Can you solve all my problems and avenge my family?” she said half-kidding while thinking of the latrine assignment that started tomorrow. It felt like the gods were laughing at her. She hadn’t even stepped foot inside camp and she was already stepping on toes. Loudly.
“What was that?” The polite administrative mercenary asked.
Sara snapped out of her reverie and said, “Oh...nothing.”
She paused uncomfortably and looked at him.
He stared back at her.
“Well, I was told to report here for further orders.”
He raised a polite eyebrow. “As to?”
“My station and boarding at camp. I’m First Division, Mercenary, Corcoran Guard,” she hurried to explain.
He narrowed his eyes. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Fairchild, but stationing and provisions is with the gentlemen you just left. Unfortunately, you’ll have to get back in line.”
Sara’s eyes widened in horror. She didn’t have to turn back around to know the line stretched back up onboard the airship and was as slow as molasses running on a hot summer’s day. She couldn’t get back in line.
“You don’t understand,” she pleaded.
“No, I don’t think I do,” said the man with a puzzled expression on his. “Why are you really here?”
“I told you, for my position assignment and lodging,” Sara said hurriedly. Anything to keep him from turning her away and back to the mile-long line.
He shifted his glasses on his face and hummed. “Yes, that is clear. But why are you serving on the front lines?”
Sara stiffened. “I have the experience and training to do what is necessary for my empire—“
“That wasn’t what I meant at all Miss Fairchild,” he said chidingly. “I’m sure you have the training and wherewithal to withstand dozens of attacks and hold your own.” She eased back as he continued, “If not the exact experience that all of the surrounding soldiers do have.”
His tone was too knowing for her to bluster her way through it. Besides, Sara couldn’t fault him there. All the training in the world hadn’t prepared her for that first Kade attack. Oh, she had survived it. But dirty guerrilla warfare wasn’t exactly something you went over in Campaigns and Tactics 101 at the arena for junior officer’s training.
“How’d you know?” she asked him.
He raised silver eyebrows in question, knowing exactly what she meant but refusing to voice an answer until she asked properly. She felt a smile spread across her lips; he reminded her of her old tutor. He had been a stickler for manners, even worse than her mother.
Sara rephrased her question, “How did you know that I’ve never been to war?” Then she paused and lowered her voice to an uncomfortable whisper. “And how do you know I won’t falter when so many others have before me?”
“Because, dear,” the man said kindly, “you have the spirit of a determined young woman. With the skill I can see written into your very muscles, it would make an enemy hard-pressed to overcome you...at any time.”
Sara rocked back on her heels. “Are you saying you’re a sage?” she asked abruptly.
“No, dear, nothing so mystical,” he said with a gentle laugh.
Sara narrowed her eyes. She didn’t believe him, not for a second. She thought about forcing the matter and opening her inner eyesight to see exactly what it was that he was hiding. But that’s the trouble, she thought glumly. Hiding is not exactly what he’s doing. And whatever he is, he isn’t a threat to me. I can tell that just by looking at him.
And whatever Sara may have felt about the manner, she didn’t feel that she needed to invade his privacy any more than she wanted her own invaded.
She shifted on her feet and suggested, “How about a truce, eh? I really would just like to go.”
He blinked and settled back. “Have it as you will, Mercenary Fairchild. How may I be of service?”
“I was reassigned from my original division to First. All I need to know is where I go from here,” Sara said quickly.
“This was confirmed by...?” he prompted.
“Captain Alena, of the Mounted First Division.”
He nodded and dug through more papers.
“Thank you,” said Sara, “If you could do this for me, it would be first time all day that something has happened exactly as planned.”
He muttered something non-committal.
Sara decided to press her luck, “I could also use a bath...and I need to see a friend.”
He sighed and said, “Your supply pack will be over in provisions, and here’s your tent assignment in the fourth ward.” He looked down and read the paper. “You’ll be bunking with one...Sarea Starsin. Is that a problem?”
“No, no problem,” Sara said. She practically snatched it away from him, she reached so quickly.
“Well, off you go,” he said, not unkindly.
“Thank you,” said Sara in relief as she walked away.
“And Miss Fairchild?” he called out, with humor in his voice.
She turned around and looked at him silently.
“The baths are just off to the east of the provisions tent. They’ll give you towels and fresh linens there.”
She let a true laugh bubble from her lips.
“As polite as a piper, you are,” she said with a teasing tone.
He let a smile grace his lips. “I do try.”



Chapter 19
Taking his advice, she set off to the provisions tent, collected a knapsack with extra clothes, and raced—not walked—to the nearest hot baths for the troops. She could have acted unimpressed at the open-sunken pool with steaming hot water rising from the ground and the profusion of attendants stationed every few feet to help out a soldier who beckoned with clean towels and fierce scrubbings. It wasn’t just one thing that caught her eye, it was everything. The area was filled with the deep, refreshing mists of hot mineral water from natural springs as numerous attendants went back and forth every few feet. 
The arenas back in Sandrin had all of those accommodations, and more. But, truth be told, Sara would have praised the gods just for a tub of clean water and some soap at the moment. To see the array of facilities available to her now, after so many weeks traipsing through the swamp, felt like a gift from the gods. A gift she wouldn’t shirk with false pride.
Sara elected to bathe for the first time in one of the smaller, shallower pools. Here she could scrape a week’s worth of grime off her back and not worry that the filth would pollute the waters of the larger pool, where half a dozen other warriors now lounged. She didn’t hesitate to strip herself of her filthy boots, her skin-tight leather pants, and the shirt that clung to her back. All went into a pile at her feet. She had thought about stopping by her tent and leaving her swords there, but she didn’t trust anyone but herself with them. If they were stolen while she was cleaning herself, she would never live it down. She lugged them all to the pools and left the largest weapons at the gate, at the behest of the attendants who had sternly pointed to a sign that read ‘no weapons allowed’, with diagrams of crossbows, swords, maces, knives, throwing stars, garrotes, and half a dozen other things that she hadn’t bothered recognizing. When Sara had given up her weapons, it had felt like going naked into an unknown scenario. It was like going naked into unknown scenario, but she could either keep her knives or keep her filth. And she, for one, would not be able to stand another minute covered in grime.
She could have found a stream to bathe in and bought some soap from an encampment dispensary somewhere, but even while the thought flowed through her mind, she saw steam rising into the open air above the attendant’s head. With a gasp in wonder, she promptly stripped herself of all weapons perceived and imaginary, even when the man demanded the brass rings strung through her braided hair. Sara made no effort to protest that the rings were useless with just the empty circular holes embedded in them. They needed the corresponding spikes to be effective, but those were buried in the knapsack she’d been forced to give over upon boarding the airship. 
She just gave them what they wanted, gratefully took her token of entrance, and walked into the steam-filled area with a reverent sigh. She stood naked and immodest in front of her small pool of water with a silly grin on her face, unable to stop trembling at the feeling of joy from being clean again. She didn’t bother thinking about her nude body, completely unadorned except for the gold necklace that hung to her breastbone. She’d stripped off her breastband and underwear the minute she’d taken off her outer clothes, after all. They were as filthy as the rest of her clothes, and soaking wet, to boot, without the water-resistant protections of her outer clothes. She was a battle mage, after all, not a weather mage; her outer clothes might have remained dry, but that hadn’t stopped droplets of rain from seeping between her clothes and her skin to make their way down her exhausted body to the layers below.
In short, everything she had been wearing was absolutely disgusting, and Sara eyed the pile distastefully as she stepped toward the pool.
“It all needs to be burned in the hottest kiln possible,” Sara said wearily.
As if summoned by her words, an attendant appeared magically by her side. The young woman was fully clothed in a flowing dress, with the collar of an indentured servant encircling her neck—silver entwined with brass. Sara frowned at seeing it. She didn’t like the collar, nor the similar wide bracelet around the woman’s forearm that carried the mark of her master—in this case the imperial garrison. The bracelet also told of her position in life. In a glance, Sara read the etchings marked on the girl’s bracelet and saw that she had two more years in an indentured servant’s contract of five, that she was from the Western Islands, and that she had been given her five-year sentence for theft.
Sara gritted her teeth in anger. Five years of servitude for theft? What did she steal? The crown jewels?
The woman startled and Sara realized she might have uttered the last part aloud. 
“No, miss,” the girl stammered. “May I take your garments?”
“What did you steal?” Sara demanded.
She realized too late how that would sound, as if she were worried that the girl would steal her filthy rags.
To her surprise, the indentured servant didn’t flinch or lower her head. Instead, she raised up her face with fierce eyes. “I stole crops.”
Sara blinked as sweat and dirt began to drift down her filthy body to form a vile mix of swamp mud at her feet. The steam was working its magic.
“Crops?” she echoed lazily, wondering what in the world the girl meant.
“Crops,” the girl said defiantly. “My family’s crops. They were claimed by the crown.”
“Because?”
The girl fidgeted. “We were behind on our debts. But if they’d just given my da one more season, we could have harvested it, sold the lot, and paid them off.”
“And they didn’t wait?” Sara asked.
“No,” the girl said bitterly. “The greedy nobles demanded the whole lot in compensation for defaulting on our debt. Those crops were worth six times what we owed them. The nobles were going to bring in some families of sharecroppers, pay them pennies, then sell all the product and makes themselves richer than before! All at my family’s expense.”
“And you, what? Uprooted an entire farm of carrots one night and sold them?” Sara said sarcastically.
“Saffron,” said the affronted girl. “And no, I didn’t sell it.”
Sara tilted her head. “Then what?”
The girl smiled. “I burned them.”
Sara sucked in a surprised breath. Even she hadn’t expected that. Saffron was a spice derived from the crocus powder, beloved in wealthy households for its unique heat and flavor. What’s more, it was worth more than its weight in gold to the right buyer.
“I’m surprised they didn’t burn you alive for that,” Sara said. “In Sandrin, they cut off a finger for the theft of a little bread.”
The girl gave her a bitter smile. “I guess I’m lucky, then. They would do the same where I come from, but the nobles wanted to see me suffer for years. At least, that’s what they said. So instead of cutting my throat, they sent me here, and they whipped my brothers and sisters bloody for my transgressions.”
An icy chill ran through Sara’s veins as she watched the girl’s face carefully and realized she wasn’t lying.
Girl, she thought. She looks hardly three years younger than myself.
“Now,” said the girl with a pause, “if you’re through interrogating me, miss, I’ll take these clothes.” She nodded her head at the pile at Sara’s feet. 
Sara let a smile twitch onto her lips. The girl had sass.
“You may take them,” she said after a moment. The girl nodded, bent over, and lifted her pile into a laundry basket. As she did so, Sara asked softly, “What’s your name?”
“Kaitlin, miss,” the indentured servant answered as she stood with a defiant tilt of her head.
Sara smiled and nodded. “Well, Kaitlin, would you do me a favor?”
“What’s that, miss?”
They watched each other for a moment.
Then, deadly serious, Sara said, “Burn them.”
Kaitlin’s eyes rose in surprise, and then she nodded with a smirk on her own face. “With pleasure.”
Sara watched as Kaitlin silently walked away; the brass-and-silver collar was almost hidden by the long braid of her dark hair. Sara knelt down and scooted to the edge of the pool. She tried to let go of the irritation inside of her at the thought of Kaitlin’s situation as she did so.
“You don’t even know the girl,” she grumbled to herself.
No, I don’t, she thought. But I know someone just like her. Me. They took everything from me. Burned my family name to the ground, slaughtered my kin, and broke me. Or, at least, they thought they had. 
Sara had the feeling that the system wasn’t as all-powerful as it thought, and just as she saw fire in Kaitlin’s eyes, she knew her own burned with just as much passion. Passion for justice. Passion for retribution. And Sara would make sure she had hers.
Sara trembled as she let her foot sink into the pleasurable feel of the hot water. Just as she pushed off the edge and dropped her whole body into the steaming mineral water, a dark question pushed at the border of her thoughts. As she slipped below the surface of the water and closed her eyes, she went from light to darkness. She felt the water embracing her like a child in the womb. Felt the abrasive properties of the minerals, enhanced by encampment mages no doubt, attack the dirt that clung to her skin. As she sunk lower into the deeper end of the pool by stepping off the ledge that ringed the outer edge, she felt weightless.
And she let the thought come forth.
I’m not sure if I mean I will have my retribution...or she will.
After some time passed, Sara burst up through the surface of the water with a few swift and furious kicks of her legs. She didn’t know how much time had passed, but when she returned to the surface she saw clean garments waiting for her, alongside an impressive pile of soap, combs, gels, and other materials she wasn’t quite sure what to do with.
Deciding to go with the simplest option first, she grabbed a scraper from the pile and became embroiled in the task of scrubbing the worst of the dirt deposits from her skin. It felt like heaven to free her skin from the dirt, but the water around her began to darken from the scraped material. Fortunately, all of the pools were self-cleaning, whirling in a constant rotation that removed the dirty water and brought forth more fresh water from below. Once again, mages were to thank for that. But that didn’t mean Sara had to watch the process. She closed her eyes, scraped all over her skin until she felt raw in places, let the deep steam envelop her like a blanket, and listened to the soft conversations going on in the pools nearby.
When she heard footsteps approaching, she didn’t stop scraping, but she did position the tool so that the handle was perfectly balanced along the seam of her inner wrist, with the hook splayed between her fingers like extra digits. She may not have been allowed to bring a weapon inside, but she could easily make one if forced to. 
The only reason Sara didn’t turn around and confront the person coming up on her pool was because they were walking slowly and deliberately. Not as softly as a thief sneaking up a footpath, nor as drunkenly as a soldier on his way to a bath he didn’t know was occupied. Steadily, like a person who knew where they were headed, and that was straight toward Sara. Still acting naturally, Sara let her magical senses flow out from her like tentacles searching for prey in the mist. She hit on several very powerful magical sources, including the person coming toward her, but none of them were being drawn on for power. That didn’t mean the mage couldn’t call upon their powers in an instant. But it did mean that they had not yet chosen to do so. 
She used her strong thighs to raise herself up underwater, just a little bit, without shifting the position of her upper torso. All the while, she continued to scrape off the dirt. As her right hand kept busy, she gradually submerged her left, allowing it to dip low enough to touch the rough, sandy layer below. It gave her the firm perch she needed to crouch and spring into action at a moment’s notice. When the person stopped a few feet away, Sara stopped feigning ignorance, lowered the scraper, and opened her eyes. She couldn’t see who had approached, as she was laying on her side, but she could feel the weight of their eyes on her back.
“Can I help you?” Sara Fairchild asked softly.
“Yes, you can,” Nissa Sardonien answered just as quietly. The next sound Sara heard was the rattle of the chains that bound her would-be killer as the woman closed the distance between them. 



Chapter 20
Sara scrambled to her feet and faced the sun mage. She was still in the water; the pool was deep enough that she could retreat to its depths and be provided some measure of protection against Nissa’s famed powers. Sara didn’t quite dare crawl across the ledge, and she knew that the pool was deep enough that, if she had to, she could fling herself back which made her feel that she had at least some control over the situation. That would be a last resort, if Sara couldn’t talk her down or attack her head on. The waters might protect her. Might.
Although, Sara had yet to see Nissa’s magic in action. Quite frankly, she hoped she never would.
“I’m not here to fight you, Fairchild,” Nissa said with a lowered head.
Anyone else would have taken a person at their word. Just not in this situation and not facing an enemy mage of formidable power. Least of all not Sara Fairchild. Nissa Sardonien was a criminal of the highest order, and she would treat her as such. She had to wonder what idiot of a jailor had freed her or been killed by her as she escaped. Either option was a direct strike against the jailor’s character; it was just that the latter was slightly redeemable in the fact that he or she had died in the attempt.
It reminded me of her father’s tales of his mother actually. When her father first started out as an arena gladiator, he had been nothing. Financially destitute, unknown to the spectators, and without a benefactor to fund his training or his weapons. He’d walked onto the field with a simple sword of shoddy make and a shield that shattered with the first blow of his opponent.
Sara thought of her father leaning over her tired body. Sara had been lying flat on her back on the hot sands of the training grounds, sweat pouring down her face, her lungs wheezing for air. Her arms were aching from blocking attack after attack from the restrained, but still fierce, onslaught of her father.
He had eventually sat down next to her splayed body and said, “Do you know what my mother told me the morning I walked out of the door for my first arena fight?”
Sara had painfully turned a weary head to look over at him and blinked—or at least, she had tried to. She had already been able to feel her left eye swelling closed from a blow she had blocked a little too slowly.
“What?” she had managed to wheeze out.
Her father’s eyes had twinkled as he carefully put a finger on her face and traced the swelling under her eye. “You’re going to have a hell of a bruise tomorrow.”
Sara had sat up and leaned over on one arm. “She said that?” Her voice had risen in disbelief.
Her father had laughed. “No. She said this: Come back with your shield or on it.”
Sara was silent for a moment and then she frowned. “What does it mean?” she had asked him.
He had cleared his throat and said, “It means you either come back with your shield in victory, or come back dead on top of your shield with an honorable death.”
“Because your shield is big enough for you to lay in!” Sara had said in excitement as she forgot the painful aches on her body and her swelling eye. “At least, one of your shields can do that.”
“Yes, yes it is,” her father had responded.
With a pout, Sara’s mood had changed as she said, “But I’m not dead, and I lost my shield.”
Her father had shook his head. “In your case, it’s not a literal translation.” He had stopped, looked up at the sky, and back down at her while Sara had waited patiently for him to speak. “You did well, my fierce little girl,” her father had finally said. “Very well. You didn’t give up. You didn’t surrender, and you’ll grow stronger as you get older. You’ll be a force to be reckoned with one day.”
Sara had perked up at the praise. “Even against you?”
“Especially against me,” her father had promised as he stood and scooped her up from the sands.
“Father, put me down!” a young Sara had screamed with laughter. 
“Soon, my daughter, soon!” her father had promised with his own booming laughter as he swept her around and around like a bird in flight. By the time he was through, they had both been dizzy, and Sara had been so happy that many of her aches and pains were just dull thoughts in the back of her mind.
Now as she stared at an enemy before her, Sara wondered what her father would say now. Whatever it was, she couldn’t think of it, so she approached the situation in the same way she would have in Sandrin. Cautiously. Carefully.
“Raise your face so I can see you, and back away slowly,” Sara demanded.
Nissa said nothing. She kept her head bowed and bunched up her legs, as if to stand.
“Stay on your knees,” Sara ordered.
Nissa shuffled back and raised her head defiantly.
Sara flinched when Nissa’s visage was visible to her eyes. The sight didn’t just scare her—it horrified her. Three parallels scars bore grooves in the cheeks on either side of her nose, marring the pale skin that reminded Sara of winter’s roses.
Tough as nails, Nissa said, “This is what your people do to prisoners of war. To mark all those who see us.”
Sara swallowed hard. “It keeps you from running off, I take it.”
Nissa smiled grimly. “Only because it puts a bounty on my head. Any person with these markings outside of imperial custody or the Algardis encampment has standing orders to be killed on sight.”
Sara grimaced, but she couldn’t really see the fault in that. “So what do you want me to do about it?”
The question was entirely rhetorical in her mind.
“I want you to take me back to the Kade mages,” Nissa said simply.
Sara laughed so loud that the conversations around them died off into stares and hushed whispers. “You’re a hilarious woman, Sardonien,” Sara said. “Now go be amusing somewhere else.”
Nissa shook her head. “You don’t understand. Do you really think these shackles can hold me?”
Sara glanced down at them and settled more calmly in the water. She didn’t turn her back on Nissa. She didn’t relax, but she didn’t think she would be having much of a problem anymore.
“They’re mage shackles. Unbreakable and inviolable,” Sara said. “So, yes, I think they will hold you.”
A small tic appeared in Nissa’s face. “Only for a time.”
Sara shook her head slowly. “Even if you could free yourself from your restraints, why would I help you? We don’t have the greatest history, if you remember, and you’re an enemy of the crown.”
Nissa rolled her eyes. “Let’s not overstate things. I was captured by your empress, and yet she didn’t kill me. Why do you think that is?”
“She wants information from you, clearly,” Sara said. “And she’s given the field-deployed commanders the leeway to do it. It’s a simple case. Torture the prisoner. Get the evidence needed to bring down their sect. In your case, the Kades.”
Nissa frowned. “Then tell me why I’m free to wander around this compound. Until they decide that it’s close to time to torture me, that is.”
“That makes no sense,” Sara said flatly.
Nissa smiled and raised up her cuffed hands. “See these? They’re triggered to the boundaries. In addition to restraining my powers now, they’ve reconfigured them so I couldn’t leave even if I tried.”
Sara said, “Now that I believe.”
“Not without help that is,” Nissa said. “Which is why I wasted precious moments of freedom from my guards by seeking you out.”
Sara shrugged. “If they let you go anywhere alone they’re bigger imbeciles than I thought.”
Nissa shook her head. “I don’t have time for this.”
“Neither do I,” said Sara flatly.
Nissa bared her teeth in a grimace. “What if I said I could help your cause?”
Sara sighed and shrugged. “Tell the mercenary commander or the supreme mage. You need not come to me.”
“I’m coming to you because you were right,” Nissa said urgently.
“Right?” asked Sara as she began to unbraid her hair. This conversation clearly wasn’t going anywhere too fast.
“Right not to trust your battle mage captain,” Nissa said bluntly.
Sara grabbed a comb as she continued to watch Nissa carefully. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
Nissa replied, “How about the fact that the Algardis imperial courts started this war.”
Sara didn’t pause attending to her hair. “In response to your belligerence and destruction of the countryside.”
“What proof do you have of that?” hissed Nissa.
“What proof do you have of your accusations?” Sara shot back. “Whatever it is you’re getting at, I do not want to hear it. I have enough on my plate.”
Nissa leaned back on her legs. “You mean your father’s death.”
Sara stiffened and lowered the comb slowly. “How did you know about that?”
Nissa cocked her head slowly to the right. “I know about a lot of things, little warrior.”
“Such as?”
Sensing an opening, Nissa looked at her hopefully. “Such as the fact that you don’t want to be here anymore than I do. But you’re searching for something. Or someone.”
So she doesn’t know about Hillan, Sara thought to herself in relief. As for my father, he was well-known. She could have heard about his death in any tavern in any city from here to Sandrin.”
Nissa narrowed her eyes and continued. “You don’t believe me.”
“Believe what?” Sara asked in exasperation. “You’ve told me nothing except for the fact that you want me to break you out of the largest fortified camp in the world and take you to my enemy’s doorstep in direct violation of the law.”
“The empress’s law,” Nissa firmly declared.
“The empress’s law is my law. From her mouth speeds justice by my hand,” Sara replied automatically, quoting the arena trainees’ motto that had been engrained from day one of training.
Nissa clutched her hands into balled fists and snarled in frustration. “What if I told you that the laws you follow, the regulations that brought you here, and even the war you’re fighting, were the very things your father was fighting against?” Nissa cried.
“Then I would say you’re lying,” Sara said.
Nissa shook her head. “I knew of your father. I—we trusted him.”
“We who?” Sara asked suspiciously.
“Who do you think?” Nissa cried out before hushing her tone once more. Strange eyes were watching their interaction with interest.
Sara’s face went blank as her eyes filled rage. This time, her hand curled into a fist, and the comb she was holding snapped in two, its crack clearly audible in the silence. She didn’t drop it. She couldn’t, since she was thinking of stabbing Nissa in the eye with the broken pieces.
“I’d ask you what you thought you’d gain by this foolish discussion,” Sara said coldly, “but I think it’s clear. You’ve clearly gone mad.”
“I have proof,” Nissa said.
“Lies,” Sara hissed. “If you knew my father so well, why did you try to kill me on the way here?”
“Because I didn’t think I’d need you,” Nissa lashed back. “And if I didn’t need you now, I’d put a blade through your belly without a second thought.”
Sara snorted. Well, that was honest.
Outwardly, Sara said, “It’s precisely that desire to escape that makes me not trust your word. That, and the fact that you were captured for crimes against the empress.”
“I’m not the only one accused of being a criminal,” Nissa said. “So was your father. Do you believe he did what they said he did?”
Sara responded slowly. “Whether or not he was arrested for an indiscretion means nothing. He certainly wasn’t allied with the likes of you.”
Even to Sara’s ears the protest sounded hollow.
“He was arrested for treason, you foolish girl,” Nissa cried mockingly. “What other indiscretion could you possibly think was the cause?”
“He was arrested for desertion,” Sara spluttered, “not for aiding the cause of convicts and rebels like yourself.”
Nissa eyed her coldly before starting to respond. “Sara—”
Sara’s mouth curled into a sneer. “Speaking of your current status, your keepers are here.” She nodded to two approaching soldiers walking the long route down the rows between the bathing pools. Unlike the bathers, these men were armed to the teeth.
Alarm flashed over Nissa’s face as she looked over her shoulder and back at Sara again.
“Listen, if you don’t believe me, you have to believe your bespectacled friend,” she hissed urgently.
“What?” asked Sara, exasperated as she flashed back on the conversation in the clearing about Ezekiel’s true identity and history. “You know who he is as well?”
Nissa looked more distracted than smug.
Sara pressed the point home. “Do you know who Ezekiel Crane really is?”
She wasn’t ready to bargain for the information with a prison break, but right about now she was damned tired of being the only one in the dark about her ‘bespectacled friend’.
“What? No,” Nissa said distractedly. “But I’ve heard of him, and I’ve heard of his exploits. If anyone really knows what got Commander Fairchild into harm’s way—and I’m telling you it was his alliance with our cause—then it’ll be Crane.”
Sara looked away, and Nissa’s hands shot out before they fell useless to the ground, unable to grab Sara’s hand as the linked chains of her shackles brought her up short.
“Please, Sara Fairchild, at least ask your friend,” Nissa pleaded, the guards only steps away now. “Ask Ezekiel Crane what happened to Vincent Fairchild the night before his arrest and summary execution. If you don’t want to do this for me, then do it for your father’s memory. Do it for the truth.”
“The truth,” Sara hissed at her in disgust. “You know nothing about the truth.”
There was nothing more to say.
One of the guards put a heavy hand on Nissa’s shoulders. “You said you came here for a bath.”
From the look of reprimand in his eyes, nothing more needed to be said. Nissa wasn’t going to get a bath and she would be lucky if she was still walking by the time this day was through.
Nissa shrugged off his grip and stood up on steady feet, keeping her gaze locked on Sara Fairchild all the while.
She walked away in silence, with the guards following closely.
Sara was all too aware of the inquisitive stares around her. Careful to keep any emotions from showing on her face, she eased back into the pool and resumed combing her hair, taking the opportunity to think everything over. 
For her part, Sara decided to finish her bath and truly scrub herself clean before she made any rash decisions. She knew the moment she turned to sink into the bath what she planned to do, but it didn’t hurt to think it over again. The plan wasn’t necessarily rash. Rash would be running after Nissa, killing her guards, and finding exactly what she knew about her father’s last days—through torture, if necessary. No, she was going to methodically find out if Nissa was telling the truth about her father. Of course, the primary way to do that would be to go to the source of information—or rather, a source of information.
It always comes back to Ezekiel Crane, Sara mused to herself as she dried herself off. She put on the full set of fresh clothes, including sheathes in the boots and wrist-guards for weapons she didn’t even have. She liked the way the imperial armed forces thought, though. A girl couldn’t have too many places to store weapons. 
Standing and straightening her clothes, Sara looked up to see what time of day it was but noticed that the entire sky was blocked by the rising steam that hovered in a dense fog a few feet above everyone’s head, milled about and drifted down again to encase the entire bath compound in a shroud of dark mist. 
I guess that’s one way to keep the place warm, Sara thought to herself as she made her way back to the entrance, collected her now cleaned and polished weapons, and asked for directions to the healers’ compound.
Getting what sounded like five minutes of ‘turn this way, go around that compound, and cut through this field’ from the rather enthusiastically helpful attendant, she walked off and promptly got lost.
Seeing a farrier, who would surely know where everything in the camp was located—if only because he had to shoe horses for all sides—she calmly walked over and asked, “Where’s the healers’ encampment?”
The man looked over his shoulder with a bunch of nails clasped between his teeth and stayed bent over the horse’s hoof that she could now see he was shoeing. He glared at her, and the message was clear. Not now.
Sara held up her hands in surrender and backed off. “Alright, alright, I’m leaving.”
She turned around and walked some more until she ended up right back where she had started, in front of the older gentleman’s lopsided table. This time, it was a young woman who sat on an overturned barrel beside the desk.
She beamed up at Sara with fiery red curls framing her face. “Looking for Miles?”
“Umm, I guess so,” Sara said.
The girl leaned back so far on the barrel that for a moment Sara wondered if she would tumble off, but she didn’t. Then the girl asked, “Greying? Pretty chipper guy?”
The irony dripping from her voice told Sara she was laughing inside. Whether at Sara or at herself, she didn’t know. 
“Sounds like my guy,” Sara said. She sheepishly admitted, “I’m sort of lost.”
“I can see that, sheepcakes,” said the woman drily. “Except for the crew, no one comes back to the airships without first checking with their captains.”
Confusion crossed Sara’s face. “Why not?”
“Desertion’s a crime, that’s why,” the girl said drolly. “Hop aboard one of these ships and head home. Or at least, that’s what most soldiers think. They’ll be heading home alright. In body bags.”
Sara blinked and looked around. The encampment seemed calm, structured and orderly. The bathing facility would be at home in any guild in Sandrin. 
“It must be a real nightmare here, huh?”, she remarked drily.
The girl looked at her somberly. “You have no idea, do you?”
Sara opened her mouth and closed it, unable to answer.
The girl sighed. “So, not only are you lost...but you’re new. Well, you’re in for a hell of a rude awakening. This may look like a soldier’s paradise now, but wait ‘til three days from now. Then it’ll be hell on earth. If you survive.”
Sara frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means,” the girl drawled, “that the Kades have given a new ultimatum. Each time they’ve given one in the past, a thousand more troops have died.”
Unimpressed at her lying, Sara said, “Really? That many?” Her tone was as dry as wheat in the high noon sun.
The girl wrinkled her nose. “Fine. Don’t believe me. But if you’re on the front lines, you’ll see what I mean.”
Sara shook her head and decided to give the girl a lesson in military warfare. “Thousands of soldiers die every day in battle, especially in the first battle. We can always expect to lose a thousand men,” she said quietly.
“Who said anything about losing them in battle?” the girl said. 
Sara blinked and shifted her feet in unease. She didn’t like where this was going. “What do you mean?”
The girl gave her a dark smile. “Ask your tent mate. They’ll bunk you with someone with experience. You’ll learn then.”
Sara glared, but she couldn’t force the girl to tell her. Well, she could, but she wasn’t certain she wanted to. She needed to be friendly. Not because she wanted friends, but because she didn’t want to call any more undue attention to herself. She just needed to find Matteas Hillan and get out of here—preferably without being charged with desertion.
Clearing her throat, she asked, “Do you know where they’ve stationed the sick mercenaries from the Corcoran division?”
There. That was polite, she thought in relief.
“You mean the scraggly few that didn’t die on the way over here?”
Sara gaped at her as the pit of her stomach dropped. “I thought the antidote was foolproof.”
“Who told you that?” scoffed the girl.
Sara had visions in her head of strangling the girl and then strangling Ezekiel Crane, even if he was already dead—especially if he was already dead. He had things to answer for, and she wouldn’t let him die until she got answers.
“You don’t look so good,” the girl said cheerfully.
Sara gave her dour look. Does she find amusement in everything?
“Oh, cheer up, sweet cheeks,” the girl said. “I’ll take you to the greenies.”
“The greenies?” Sara asked carefully.
“What we call the healers...because their patients are always puking their guts all over them,” the girl said. She stood up and righted the barrel. “Kind of a weekly joke around here. Someone’s always dying from some strange Kade disease.”
She walked off whistling. 
“Sounds like a barrel of laughs,” Sara grumbled as she followed behind.



Chapter 21
Sara followed the young woman around the tents, through a war machine staging area, past some eagle-eyed command tent guards, and over to a large, seemingly empty field enshrouded with so much magic that she wondered how she’d missed it before. It was like a beacon in the sky. The very air shimmered with the rippling walls of a mage shield large enough to cover two of the airships side-by-side if they had landed here.
Sara stared from end-to-end at the field to make sure she wasn’t seeing things.
She was sure.
She was standing in front of the second largest shielded containment field she’d ever seen. The first largest was one that surrounded the Kade fortress.
What made Sara question her sanity was the fact that this field sat squarely in the middle of the Algardis camp.
“This,” said her guide with a flourish of her hand, “is the healers’ encampment.”
Sara couldn’t turn off the look of sheer astonishment on her face. It wasn’t every day that you saw layers upon layers of magic rippling in the air like the waters of a pond on a cool spring day.
“But...why?” Sara stammered. For once, unsteady in her manners.
“Why what?” said the stand-in for the old man in a bored tone.
Sara turned and looked at her, “You don’t know what this is?”
The young woman frowned up at Sara while nonchalantly picking her nails. “It’s the healers’ encampment, like I promised. I’m not fooling you. You may not be able to see it—”
Sara waved her hands in irritation. “That’s not what I’m talking about.” Sara paused. “I’m mean, that is what I’m talking about, but that’s not what I meant.”
The redhead raised a sarcastic eyebrow. “Really, now?”
Sara glared, then turned and pointed behind her at the empty field that supposedly held an encampment.
“That,” Sara said with urgency, “isn’t just a warded field.”
Her guide hummed and looked over at it and back at Sara. “How would you know? It’s your first day on site.”
Sara had no words for that. Couldn’t she see the energy humming in the air like lightning before a strike?
But she didn’t have to ask, because the next moment her guide said, “So wait...you can see it? I thought only the high-level mages could even sense it. The concealed net over it is supposed to be so big that you wouldn’t know it was there even if you pressed your nose against the surface.”
Sara shrugged. “I can see it, it looks like a giant bubble. But that’s beside the point.”
“Alright, sweetcheeks, what is the point?” drawled the redhead while looking decidedly bored.
“The point,” Sara said grimly while turning around to face the shield, “is that it’s not just a protected field. It’s a level-five containment area.”
“A level five whatsit?” her new companion asked.
Sara dragged her eyes away from the impressive mage work and looked over at the redhead next to her. For the first time, she really looked at her, assessing her potential with her mage sight as she searched for a mage aura or any spark that said ‘here is someone like me’. She found nothing. The redheaded guide was a mundane. A human without magic.
Sara let out a slow breath and looked back over at the bubble.
“A place that they don’t want anyone getting inside of,” Sara replied.
But internally she was thinking, Or outside of.
The redhead shrugged. “You know healers. They say they have their reasons. Protecting their patients from ‘outside contaminants.”
At least, she meant to say ‘contaminants’. What she said sounded more like contra-band-ments. Sara didn’t correct her, though. She understood perfectly well, even if her guide did not.
“Really?” said Sara dryly. “Is that all?”
“Why don’t you ask them when you get inside?” the woman asked crossly. Sara could tell she didn’t consider this a big deal.
Sara understood its importance, but she couldn’t explain why. Not without getting into conspiracy theories about magical diseases and swamps filled with contagions and, once more, a level of secrets she really didn’t have time for. So, she did what she was coming to learn she was quite good at—she looked the other way. Sara could either question the redhead all day about what she had seen and what she knew, or she could let the matter go. She chose to let the matter go. For her own sanity.
For once, she wanted to back off from something, at least to the point that her involvement didn’t go beyond a good argument or two. It had worked well enough when confronting Captain Barthis Simon, who, to Sara’s internal consternation, was still in charge of an entire mercenary regiment and was preparing to take charge of many more over the coming weeks.
Sara refocused on the world around her instead of the moral conflict within her when her guide spoke up and asked, “So, can you see inside of it?” 
Sara didn’t bother answering her. She just continued to stare. Once she had realized what she was looking at, Sara had been able to quickly decipher the different layers that went into the giant magical construction. She was even more impressed when she realized why she hadn’t been able to see it before. She had walked right past it. 
“No,” she finally answered. “But I can see the protection spells layered under the concealment spells layered under the weather wards and the containment spells. It really is a work of art.”
“Imagine that,” said the girl with a bit of biting wit.
“You know, I came right by here,” Sara said quietly. “Until you dropped me off right in front of it, I never would have seen what I was looking at.”
The redhead shrugged, looking unimpressed. 
Sara frowned. “What do you see when you look straight ahead?”
The redhead gave her a side glance. “What do you see?”
“I asked you first,” Sara scoffed. “Besides, I said before, when I looked at it with an untrained mage eye—”
“A pretty powerful one,” the girl offered.
Sara ignored her interruption. “It looks like a giant bubble. A magical one. But enormous. It’s when you really strip away the layers that are as ephemeral as the colors of a rainbow layered atop the other that you really see it.”
“Fair enough,” she said.
“Your turn,” said Sara drily.
The young woman shrugged. “I’ll tell you what every non-magical person who comes within five feet of this sees—nothing. No one. An empty field.”
Sara frowned and turned a confused gaze on her. “Then how do you know the shield is here? And what’s more...how do you know what’s inside?”
“I’m an encampment administrative liaison. It’s part of orientation,” the girl said drily. “And before you ask, no, I’ve never been inside. No one gets in without being sick...deathly sick, at that.”
“And what about those who get out?” Sara muttered grimly.
Her guide either didn’t hear her or chose not to answer; Sara wasn’t sure which.
“This place is only for the special few—“ replied the girl.
“Special few?” spluttered Sara while looking over at her with wide eyes, “It’s big enough to contain an entire garrison.”
“They’ve got special equipment and stuff that needs space,” the girl said with a shrug.
“Did you just make that up?” Sara asked incredulously, “This isn’t a joke.”
“I’m just telling you the lines they told me,” shot back the guide.
Sara bit her lip and held her tongue.
“Now,” said the ruffled girl, “As I was saying. They only treat the ones with diseases and illnesses so advanced or contagious that they can’t be treated by the smaller healers’ convalescent camp on other side.”
Sara held up a hand even though the girl already stopped talking, “Wait a second.”
The girl eyed her with a look of exasperation on her face. “Uh-huh?”
“There’s another camp?”
“Yep,” the redhead said. “It’s for normal battle wounds, or least that’s what we’re told.”
“So, why didn’t you bring me there?” Sara demanded.
“You wanted to see your friend, yeah?” shot back the girl. “Well, anyone offloaded from that ship that didn’t die is camped here. Swamp fever is pretty deadly, even if it’s not contagious.”
“He didn’t have a fever,” Sara muttered slightly contrite.
The redhead shrugged. “That’s just what the troops call it, not the healers.”
“Oh.”
“The soldiers who have lacerations and burns and the cough, stuff like that, they all get sent to the other camp,” the redhead added helpfully. “Anything, really, that’s not a disease or contagious and deadly.”
“So all the non-lethal stuff, I presume?” Sara said drily, knowing full well that third-degree burns and a laceration that cut an artery were as deadly as it came for a warrior wounded on the battlefield. Usually.
The girl sniffed. “I told you what I know. Anything else?”
Sara crossed her arms. “That you could probably tell me? No.”
Apparently, the feeling of discontent was mutual, from the irritated look in her guide’s eyes.
Sara sighed and rubbed a tired hand across her face. “Sorry, that came out wrong. I’m not angry at you. I’m angry at a level-five containment ward sitting in the middle of an armed encampment of imperial soldiers and mercenaries.”
“I told you why it’s here,” the young woman replied.
Sara looked directly at her. “And I’m telling you, here and now, soldiers don’t just come down with deadly, infectious diseases. Not the kind that would warrant level five containment.”
This time, the redhead frowned sadly as she said, “They do when your opponents are the Kades.”
“What does that mean?” Sara asked.
“You’ll find out soon enough,” was the answer.
Sara gritted her teeth and flashed back to her first conversation with her guide, just a half an hour prior.
“Who said anything about losing them in battle?” the girl had said. 
Sara had been uneasy about the change in conversation. Uneasy then, and outright reluctant about it now. That conversation reminded her too much of this one. A mystery wrapped in a riddle, which everyone but Sara knew the answer to.
She was starting to wonder if she really wanted to know what the answers to it. Any of it. Her father’s treasonous crime. Her mother’s death. Ezekiel’s identity. And now...this...this secret facility within a secret war.
All I really want is for everything to go back to how it was, Sara thought grimly. My father alive. My family whole. My empire safe. My life with no secrets.
But she had the feeling that that was becoming more impossible by the day. She was becoming enmeshed in a web of lies that would either kill her or be destroyed by her...provided that she started fighting back, instead of wrapping herself tighter and tighter in the sticky cocoon.
Sara remembered that she had asked, “What do you mean?” She repeated the question now.
The redhead’s answer hadn’t changed in the past half hour. “Ask your tent mate. They’ll bunk you with someone with experience. You’ll learn then.”
Being direct had always made her a target before...but she would never get answers unless she quit beating around the bush, so Sara asked, “What are you hiding? All of you? What aren’t you telling me?”
The woman’s eyes became both hard and fearful. Sara recognized the set of those eyes from the streets, when she came across orphans and pickpockets. Those eyes said you can beat me or curse me or steal my loot, but I won’t tell you what I know, because telling you is worse than whatever you can dole out, the thief lord at home will make sure of that.
To Sara’s surprise, though, her guide did speak.
“A lot,” she answered at last. “But just like you, I have my secrets. If I don’t keep them, I’m likely to wake up in the dead of night with a knife at my throat.”
Sara frowned. Just as I thought.
Aloud, Sara asked, “A knife from whom?”
The redhead shrugged. “At this point? Anyone and everyone. And here’s a piece of advice, free of charge. Trust no one.”
Sara smiled. “No problems there. I never do.”
“You’ll be fine and dandy, then. Let’s move on to a safer topic.”
Sara raised an eyebrow, but she didn’t say anything. If the girl wanted to clam up, then let her. Sooner rather than later, Sara would get her answers about the containment camp. For now, it was sitting pretty at number four of her list of priorities. 
“I mentioned that there was a camp orientation to tell us where the containment field is,” the redhead said pointedly, rubbing her arm uneasily. “Well, there’s also another way to find it.”
Sara nodded encouragingly. She could see this gesture as the peace-offering it was.
The young guide pointed to the ground a foot in front of them where small vines had emerged from the soil and crisscrossed in crooked shapes before they disappeared again. “Those are it,” the girl confessed. “The crooked crosses in the ground are how I’m sure we’ve arrived.”
Sara examined the find. Every few feet a crooked cross would emerge and as Sara followed the pattern with her eyes, she saw the crisscrossed vines hugged the perimeter of the shield for as far as the eye could see. She turned to look along the other side and saw the same shapes emerging from the ground in a pattern coming straight for her before it passed in front and met her original point. 
“They mark the entrance,” Sara said as she realized what the vines meant.
The girl nodded. “And they are practically invisible unless you’re on the ground and close up. That way, no Kades know where to look or target the healers’ encampment. Now,” the redhead said, with her hands on hips, “tell me what else you can see.”
Sara opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, another voice answered for her.
“She sees nothing that we don’t want her to see,” said a male voice in a haughty tone as a small opening in the shield appeared.



Chapter 22
He stood in healer robes with his arms crossed. Blood stained his gown, and his expression was unfriendly as he continued speaking. “And you’re interrupting our concentration. Go have your conversation somewhere else.”
Sara realized too late that he didn’t plan to stick around as he stepped back from the safety of the perimeter, and the hole in the side of the protective magical sphere closed.
Yes, that’s a much better word for it, Sara decided in her mind. Sphere.
Aloud, she called out, “Wait, I’m sorry! I need entrance to your encampment.”
The magical sphere didn’t even ripple in response. It was as if he had never appeared.
The shock on the redhead’s face was complete. “Wow, what a rude bugger.”
Sara groaned. “I need to get in there.”
“Well, you’re out of luck, sweetcheeks,” the redhead said.
“Stop calling me that!” Sara snapped as she paced in front of the now invisible opening. Sara couldn’t decide if shouting and screaming outside the place would irritate the inhabitants enough to force them to give her entrance, or anger them enough to have her arrested for being a public disturbance.
Judging by the size of the stick up his bum, she thought glumly, probably the latter.
She growled angrily. “Great. Your healers’ encampment is built like the entrance to a money lender’s vault, but your prisoners of war are free to walk around like puppies in a garden.”
“What?” asked the redheaded girl, who was watching her antics with amusement as she idly twisted grass between her fingers.
“Never mind,” Sara said with a sigh. “This is ridiculous. How do you usually get in there?”
“You don’t,” the redhead said. “Weren’t you listening? You don’t get in unless you’re deathly ill or escorted by a healer.”
Sara threw up her hands in anger. “Why?”
The girl shrugged. “They always say something about contaminants and keeping a sterilized environment. I can’t make heads or tails of it. Just know that no one gets in or out without their say-so.”
“Well, I need to get in,” Sara declared in frustration.
“Got an incurable disease festering inside of you?” the girl asked.
“No,” said Sara miserably while shooting her a crabby look. Then she realized something. “But I know something they might want even more.”
The girl perked up. “What does that mean?”
“Let’s take a walk,” Sara said slowly, stealing one more glance back at the healers’ shielded encampment. Now that being a disturbance was no longer her plan, she didn’t want any of them to overhear her.
When they had gone to a truly clear patch of field, with no soldiers milling about and no mage shields nearby, the girl plopped right back down on the grass and eyed her eagerly.  
“Do you have some aversion to standing on your own two feet?” Sara asked her grumpily.
“No, grandma,” the girl answered blandly. “Just resting my bum while I can. Now stop avoiding the question.”
Sara rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t avoiding anything.”
“Uh-huh,” her companion said, while twirling her hand in a manner indicative of a command to ‘speed it up’.
“It means I’ve got a reason to break a damned woman out of prison,” Sara said grimly.
The redhead sat up with interest. “Count me in.”
“Don’t you have a job?” Sara said in exasperation.
The woman replied with a grin, “Now that I’ve escorted you over here and chatted a bit, I only have twenty minutes more of time before I’ve got a free afternoon. And I doubt they’ll miss me much. If they do, I’ll say I was escorting you to find your friend and get back to the healers camp.”
Sara eyed her in disbelief. The patient expression on her face said she was serious.
“You don’t even know who it is,” Sara said accusingly.
“Don’t need to,” the girl said with a chuckle.
“Why the hell not?”
“I’m bored.”
“This is going to break at least six different regulations,” Sara warned.
“I don’t care,” the girl said.
“Why not?” Sara asked, exasperated. She was beginning to feel like a child repeating the same question.
“I’m already on probation.”
Sara stared at her for a minute, and then said in resignation, “Alright, you’re in.”
If she wants to get into trouble for dereliction of duty, who am I to stop her? Sara reasoned in her head, besides I need her. I still have no idea where anything is in this blasted camp.
Sara didn’t bother acknowledging that she was also practically dead on her feet. Exhaustion was catching up with her and she knew tired people made mistakes. If not physically, then mentally. It was no leap of logic to hope that two heads were better than one with this scheme.
Looking over at her new-found escort, Sara dearly hoped this second head could prove its worth.
Ideally, Sara would have taken a week off and slept like the dead, but she didn’t have a week. She might not have a day. She didn’t know how long the Algardis camp intended to keep Nissa Sardonien under house arrest instead of under the torturer’s spike, and she certainly didn’t know when she’d be called to war. To top it off, she needed to get Ezekiel before she went after Nissa—if she went after Nissa—and she needed to find Matteas Hillan in a soldier’s encampment that housed thousands of Red Lion mercenaries, some of whom would assuredly not take kindly to her questioning one of their own. 
Time was flying by, and Sara Fairchild was tired of being dragged along by the heels like a obstinate child. It was time to take action. Biting her lip, she looked over at the redhead and realized she couldn’t just keep calling her ‘hey you’, especially if she intended to involve her in the semi-mad plan.
“What’s your name?” Sara asked.
The girl smiled, stood up from the grass, dusted off her bum, and held out her hand. “Margaret Verhaas, at your service.”
Sara reached out and shook her hand. “Sara Fairchild.”
“Great,” said Margaret with exaggerated cheer. “Now that the formalities are over, let’s go break whoever it is out of prison.”
Sara rocked back on her heels, and then asked, “How do you feel about sleeping agents?”  “I do better with poisons,” Margaret answered with a shrug. “But I can make do.”
Sara stared over at her, wondering just with whom she had allied herself with. 
That sort of wonder seemed to be the story of her life lately.
“Alright, dollface,” said Margaret cheerfully, “Where are we off to?”
Sara closed her eyes and muttered to sky. “I hope this works. God, I hope this works.”
“What was that, sheepcakes?” Margaret asked. “You were practically whispering over there.”
Sara opened her eyes and looked at her. She opened her mouth to say something dismissive, but then closed it again, internally chanting, she’s all I’ve got. She’s all I’ve got. Don’t kill her.
Sara ground her teeth, kept her hands carefully away from all her weapons, and said, “I was thinking that we need to get to my tent.”
Margaret blinked. “Why?”
“I had some stuff....well, my friend had some stuff. We redistributed some of his junk into my knapsack a week or so ago. They took everything I had except for some weapons and a small bag before I boarded a ship. That gear should be in the tent,” Sara said.
“Alright,” said Margaret.
Sara turned to her quizzically, “You sound disappointed.”
“I told you,” Margaret said with a roll of her eyes. “I’m bored. Looking for a tent isn’t exactly the height of exciting times.”
Sara huffed. “Trust me, you’ll get all the excitement you need once I get my hands on that bag.”
“Fair enough, dollface,” said Margaret.
Sara slapped a hand to her forehead. “Do you have to call me that?”
“What, sweetcheeks?”
“That!” Sara cried.
Margaret looked at her like she was an idiot. “I didn’t call you that.”
“You did before!”
“I’m not now. But if you prefer ‘sheepcakes’, just say the word,” Margaret pointed out in a reasonable voice.
“I don’t!” Sara insisted.
“Then why’d you ask me to change over?” Margaret said exasperated.
Sara dragged a hand across her face. “I’m too tired for this.”
“Yeah, you look like you could use a few days’ rest.”
Sara glared at her through splayed fingers. She lowered her hand and asked, “Would your probation have anything to do with interactions with other soldiers?”
Astonishment flared on Margaret’s face. “How’d you know?”
Sara sighed. Half-exasperated, half-thankful that Margaret wasn’t on probation for larceny, or cowardice, or a hundred other things that would jeopardize her mission.
“Just a guess,” Sara muttered as she began walking forward.
“Dollface, do you know where you’re going?” Margaret asked as she lazily walked behind her.
Sara knew she was walking at a slow pace because she’d looked behind her once or twice to see where she was, hoping Margaret would be helpful and point out that she was bunked somewhere close by. Instead, her guide-turned-partner-in-crime was casually loitering about ten feet back and whistling.
Finally, Sara stopped and said with exaggerated slowness, “No, I’m kind of new here. Would you care to lead on?”
Margaret sauntered up, smirked at her, and said, “All you had to do was ask.”
As she swept past Sara into the crowded path, Sara stared at her back and wondered why she didn’t feel an instantaneous urge to cleave the annoying woman into two pieces. 
Then she realized as she grumbled aloud, “She may be sassy, but underneath all that sass is something else. She’s hiding something.”
In the pit of her stomach, Sara had a feeling that whatever Margaret Verhaas was hiding, it was her bravado that got her through fear.
Sara swallowed her pride and followed Margaret silently through the crowds, watching as she interacted with people. Waited for a trap to shut close on her. She didn’t necessarily think Margaret was evil or cunning. But Sara Fairchild wasn’t stupid. The girl may have been bored, but no one acquiesced that quickly to breaking the law out of boredom.
At least, not for someone they just met, Sara thought drily as she remembered some very perilous escapades she had gotten into with friends in the arena training facility out of boredom. Those escapades had been committed out of a sense of loyalty and friendship. 
But she was nearly a stranger to Margaret, and as she followed the girl closer to the officers’ tents, she thought back on the redhead’s mannerisms. The slightly hunched shoulders that fought with a back that was ramrod straight to feign confidence. The joking laughter that didn’t quite reach her eyes. The eagerness she showed at breaking the law. All of these added to Sara’s growing sense of discomfort.
They dodged groups of people and wove between rows of tents, and Sara watched Margaret carefully all the while. It reminded her of the streets of Sandrin, when one poor, innocent orphan would lead Sara down a dark alleyway into a trap, where his gang of goons would melt from the doorways and shadows, ready to attack her.
It had happened multiple times, and Sara had always followed behind dutifully like a sheep to slaughter. She knew that if she didn’t, the orphan would have been blamed for tipping her off or letting her get away. 
As if a skinny runt with no meat on his bones could make me do anything, Sara sniffed derisively. 
She had followed the child every single time in order to teach his thief lord/protector a lesson. She’d left them alive, but for the most part they never sent the orphans after her again.
Sara didn’t blame the children, either. The orphans hadn’t had a choice. Forced by the thief lords of this district or that small corner to do what he or she said, or risk being black-and-blue by morning. Just like Margaret, those thief children had smart mouths. Just like Margaret, those thief children had stunk of fear.
Sara was tempted to grab the girl by the shoulder and ask her what the plan was, but she didn’t dare. She’d let this play out. Besides, for first time in weeks, she felt on even terms. Unlike a mystery involving a search for missing documents, an illness that threatened to kill a friend and half of her regiment, or a crazy enemy of the state asking for her help, this was familiar to Sara. This was a classic chess movement that sacrificed pawns before queens, and had knights waiting in the wings. Sara knew she was supposed to be the destroyed bishop, and Margaret was the sacrificed pawn. 
She was just waiting for the knights to show up on the board and the queen, whoever it was, to reveal their hand. She wasn’t worried about the how or why. She was actually enjoying herself. She’d played these games on the streets of Sandrin, but unlike those streets, she knew the soldiers and mercenaries played by different rules.
Despite the fact that she would be going up against trained warriors, Sara knew it was a deadlier game on the streets. The dark streets and alleyways were a game of knives in shadows, garrotes behind doors, and swords from behind. This, however, was a field of war, and just like the arena she’d grown up in, the battlefield had rules. Or, at least, the campsite of the battlefield did. Rules that said you didn’t kill an opponent without just cause, and that meant committing treason against the empire, attacking a high ranking officer, or doing something that endangered the lives of many.
So Sara Fairchild could guess that no matter where she was headed, whoever she would face didn’t intend to kill her. They might intend to beat her bloody. But murder her, they would not. That is, if they were mercenaries and soldiers, like she suspected. Nobody else would have known that she’d left Sandrin, which forced her to speculate on other, still unknown threats. She and Margaret were heading deeper into the camp, not away from it, so she didn’t think the redheaded girl was an enemy spy for the Kades. If she had been, Nissa Sardonien would have been the first to command her loyalty.
So that leaves but one question, Sara thought. Who have I pissed off-enough to have them lure me into a trap on the first day afield?
Only one person came to mind. Well, two.
Her captain, whom she hadn’t heard a word from since boarding the airship.
And that idiot administrative official from the off-loading docks.
If she had to guess, it would have been the latter. Sneak attacks didn’t really seem her captain’s style.
As they entered between rows of tents that were bigger than the rows they just left and deep shadows began to loom around them, Sara got ready with her hands on her waist—conveniently near the handles of some very sharp knives—and quickly checked the balance of the sword on her back.
Soon enough, she and Margaret stepped forward between four very large tents, the center blocked off on all sides by the billowing fabric of the regular white corners that kept uninvited individuals from seeing in and shaded a small square lot about eight yards across in either direction.
Margaret stepped off to the side, stopped whistling like a bird who had seen a predator, and turned to look into Sara’s eyes. 
At least she didn’t shirk away from looking me head on, Sara thought, faintly amused. Most of the orphans hadn’t been able to look her in the face, before or after the fights. But she realized that Margaret at least had a few years of wisdom and courage on her. She knew when she had done something wrong and how to own up to it.
Margaret said one simple word. “Sorry.” The fear, the resignation, and the shame on her face said it all. She’d betrayed Sara’s confidence. Nothing more needed to be said. 
Sara smiled, not really worried about the apology. She was just pleased that for the first time the girl had left off silly terms like ‘sheepcakes’. For the first time, Sara could actually see the true nature of her eyes; stripped of the forced humor she carried, they were filled with pain.
“It’s alright,” Sara said gently. “Let them come.”
As seven bodies stepped from the tents and spread around her in a circle, she heard one familiar voice say, “We’re already here.”
Sara nodded and thought, that’s fine. Because I’m ready.



Chapter 23
As it turned out she had guessed right. It was the administrative official.
“You know,” Sara said conversationally, “I never caught your name.”
“Does it matter?” said one of the men in a lazy tone.
“Yes,” Sara replied, never taking her eyes off her tormenter.
The administrative man’s face morphed into a sneer. “I highly doubt it. We’re going to beat you so bloody you won’t remember it.”
Sara gave him a cold smile. “I’d still like to have it...for my records.”
Sara liked to remember every single person who instigated a fight or vendetta against her. It was too hard to know the names and faces of all the cronies, dead or alive, but the ringleaders...those she could manage. They were so few in number that she could remember and recall them all for the crimes they had committed, the lies they had told, and the people they had ruined. She never forgot the fools who came up against her with their bravado and their sickly smiles. And if they lived through the encounter, she made sure they didn’t forget it, either.
Her new addition to the list gave a coughing laugh as he looked around at his friends. His chuckle spread through his group of friends like a disease catching on.
Then he said, “The girl thinks she’s funny. Well, joke’s on you now. I’ll doubt you’ll remember anything after we’re through with you, but Lester is the name. Now it’s time you learn what happens when you disrespect your betters.”
Sara raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you call it? I simply call it being right.”
He snarled. “You’re about get a lesson in humility.”
“Just you?” Sara said bored.
He cracked his knuckles, and Sara watched as they all made themselves limber with rolled shoulders. That was fine. She didn’t scare easily.
Then a true smile graced her face, and Sara felt giddy with anticipation. “Oh good,” she said, “I’ve been so frustrated all day. It’ll be nice to work out my anger on such a fine load of strapping, dumb brutes.”
A snarl of anger roared from one of the men behind her. Three of them rushed her with thick links of chains in their grips, and four more of the men weren’t far behind with fists raised high. Sara found it fairly amusing. It was clear that they were serious about maiming her, if not killing her.
Guess I really made him mad, Sara thought. At the last second, she jumped in the air and flipped to land cowgirl-style on the back of one of the thugs. She wouldn’t honor them by calling them people. People didn’t gang up with seven-to-one odds in the hopes of beating on one young woman, a near-stranger to them. People didn’t expect respect to be paid to them without earning it first. And people didn’t follow the orders of a man with no better morals than a wolf.
In fact, Sara decided, I think wolves have better morals. At least they have a code of pack ethics.
She was pretty sure she was right about that. But it didn’t matter. These humans would be eating the mud beneath her boots once she was through with them.
Sara had the presence of mind to yell at the cowering girl in the corner before she started in on each one. “Margaret, stay back!”
After that, all she could feel was the simmering rage of battle magic below the surface, the roar of the fight as man after man came at her, and the serene calm of doing what she did best. She even held back a bit. But just a bit.
As she rode the man’s back down to the ground, Sara ignored the knives at her waist and decided to have some real fun. She grabbed the man’s outstretched hand, with the chain rattling in the air like a snake, and snapped back his arm, breaking his wrist in the process. It induced so much pain to his nerves that his fingers loosened and the chain flew from his grasp, over his back, and straight toward Sara. Just as she had intended. With a satisfied grunt, Sara grabbed the steel links in mid-air, snapped the heavy metal down on the back of his head, and let him fall to the ground with a bleeding wound for his troubles.
She had the weapon she needed now. Flexible, formidable, and light of weight. To top it off, she’d snatched it right from the hands of her foe. Still smiling, Sara stood up with an exaggerated stretch and faced the remaining six men. “Well, that was fun. Now who’s ready to give me a real challenge?”
Her tone was mocking. Even gleeful. She was a battle mage; it was in her nature to enjoy a fight, even if decorum said it was wrong to gloat in the middle of one. But the six men said not a word, and they stood frozen in a ring of witless stares around her as they realized just what they were in for at that moment. She wasn’t just some fresh recruit learning the ropes. She had been training all her life for down-and-dirty fights, and it had been a long time since she lost. Unfortunately for them, they didn’t waver, and even if they had, Sara knew she wouldn’t have shown mercy. She was ready to crack some skulls.
The second brute that came for her was more of a challenge; he was a charging bull of a man, with his head lowered and fist jabbing forward like a bareback fighter in the ring. She took him to his knees with swift, jarring kicks at his kneecaps, one of which gave a satisfying pop as it twisted out of place. He went down to the floor, and she whipped the chain out with a satisfying snap at his face. Once. Twice. And he was out cold.
She had planned not to kill them, but when the third man jumped on her back like a stinking monkey and howled with the same sound, all bets were off. She had just gotten clean in the baths for the gods’ sake. She didn’t need him and his grimy hands clinging to her body like a bad lover.
Sara fell to the ground and rolled. She brought her elbow up in a sharp jab right at his throat. That didn’t stop him from pinning one of her arms to her side with a vice-like grip as he hugged her from behind. With one arm still free, it wasn’t a very effective offensive tactic. 
But she soon realized he didn’t need it to be. He had pinned the arm with the chain, which kept her from launching her own formidable offensive. It also opened the opportunity for another one of the men to bring his fist down with the force of a falling brick. Before Sara knew it, he’d managed to punch her twice in the face while his buddy kicked at her from behind. She barely heard the men’s taunts over the pounding pulse in her skull. Soon, the roaring in her ears overcame her, and she screamed aloud.
Sara was screaming in pain and fury. She screamed for a reason. Whatever she did was a tactic in her arsenal. Screaming allowed her to lurch forward and clamp her teeth down on the hand of the unsuspecting man who had landed two free blows on her face, and it kept his attention away from her free hand. He howled in horror as he jerked his hand back, she clamped down and his flesh came off in her mouth. She grabbed a small knife from his waist, still determined not to kill them, and stabbed him as hard as she could near the thigh. She deliberately missed the femoral artery, but the knife still managed to tear a long and painful gash down his thigh. He fell away from her with a renewed wail and laid out on his back, clasping his leg with agony written all over his face.
Before his partner realized it, Sara had twisted out from his grasp, turned around, and punched him so hard in the face that he was out cold immediately.
Breathing hard and staggering to her feet, Sara secured the loose chain in intertwined loops between her fingers. “Who’s next?”
A man with the sneering face of a lizard step forward. He came at her with a running leap and Sara made quick work of him by slamming the linked chain straight up into his ballsack, watched him fall down to the ground howling and silenced him with a quick kick to the head.
“Like I said,” Sara said dryly, “Who’s next?”
Every remaining man’s face was as pale as the moon.
When they hesitated, she said tauntingly, “Lester, what about you?”
“You’re about to get what you deserve,” he said while stepping forward and waving the others back. “She’s mine.”
Instead of coming up against her with more chains or even a knife, he approached with a martial arts stance, his bare fists raised and his legs spread evenly.
Sara hummed in approval. She had to give it to Lester, she didn’t think he’d had it in him. Doing a semi-honorable thing, that is.
It’s probably his manly pride, though, not honor, she thought uncharitably. Can’t let a woman beat you, and you certainly can’t take her out of the fight by stabbing her. That wouldn’t seem right.
“Well, then,” Sara said with a delighted smile, “it’s you and me. I hope this has been worth your little vendetta.”
Lester hissed like a snake and did some false, quick jabs in the air. “It’ll be worth it when I wipe that smug smile off your face, woman.”
Sara shrugged. “Since it’s you and me now, and you’ve kindly left your two remaining goons behind, I can only do the same.”
Lester looked confused as he looked back at his men and then again at her, standing alone in the ring.
Then he looked over at Margaret, who sat huddled in the corner as close to a tent as possible, as if the billowing fabric would protect her. Sara didn’t know if Margaret was cowering near the tent for protection from Lester, or protection from her, but it didn’t really matter. The young woman looked equally scared of them both.
But that didn’t mean Sara didn’t feel protective of her, and she definitely didn’t care for Lester’s dark look in Margaret’s direction. 
“Don’t look at her, look at me!” Sara called out fiercely.
Lester turned his eyes back on Sara with a smile. “If you think that cowardly guttersnipe can help you, you’re crazier than I thought.”
Sara smiled as she deliberately dropped the looped chains from her hand. “Who said anything about her?”
His eyes widened as he watched the links fall to the ground in a clinking pile. He flicked his eyes up to her. Now she had his full attention, and Sara aimed to keep it.
Slowly, she reached down to her waist and unsheathed her knife. Lester flinched and changed his stance warily, waiting for her to grip it tightly and move in. Instead, Sara held the knife outward with a light grip. She could see that he grew less and less worried that she would throw it at him as she extended her arm to its full length, straight out from her side, and dropped the knife to the ground. 
“Now we’re even.”
Lester looked up at her in wonder and raised an eyebrow.
Sara deliberately misunderstood his gesture and said, “Sorry, I don’t take off my sword for just anybody. You have to get to know me first.”
Lester caught the sarcasm and gave her a dark smile of his own. “Fair enough,” he said.
Sara shrugged as she ignored the sting of the cuts on her face and the soreness in her legs from the kicks of the monkey-man, cracked her knuckles, and said, “Shall we?”
Lester chose that moment to come at her with a flying kick, which she dodged with a leap back. She dodged jab after jab, and while she had to admit that his technique was good, her was still better. Sara hadn’t just trained in swordplay, knife fighting, and battle magic; she was also very familiar with hand-to-hand combat. And what was mixed martial arts but the basis of hand-to-hand fighting?
Soon, Sara became bored with avoiding his attacks and decided to go on the offensive. Using the collective tips of her fingers, she hit him at key points in his upper and lower chest, triggering painful flares and forcing him back. When he briefly lowered his head for a gasping breath, she rushed forward and around him. Sara swung up around him as she came from the side, secured a chokehold around his neck, and brought him down to the ground, using gravity and her own momentum to put him down quickly. She kept her chokehold until several seconds after he stopped struggling.
She stood and kicked the knocked-out Lester a few times for good measure. She smiled and put her hands on her hips as she looked over at the two remaining men in the ring.
One of them called out, “We surrender.”
Sara raised an eyebrow and looked at the other man. “You too?”
He nodded swiftly, although she didn’t trust the look in his eyes.
“Too bad,” Sara Fairchild said in a sing-song voice. “I’m in a pissed off mood.”
They barely had time for their pallid faces to go lily-pale in fear before she was on top of them. Sara swiped the feet out from under both of the men before she set about pounding them into the ground with her fists. Each blow satisfied her baser desire for revenge. Revenge for her father, revenge for her mother, revenge for all the dead mercenaries left on the trail behind them. Revenge for Kaitlin, a woman brought down by the greed of nobles, and revenge for Margaret, a girl who cowered before the thugs sworn to uphold the law.
Sara was breathing hard by the time she finished. She felt immensely satisfied, and all seven men were down for the count.
Quickly, she spit out a wad of blood and saliva from her mouth, a gift from the man who had gotten two lucky punches on her face before she’d bitten the flesh straight off his hand. Then she stood up. Directly across from her, huddled on the ground, was Margaret Verhaas, and she didn’t look the least bit happy...or scared.
In fact, she looked horrified.
Sara frowned and wondered why. She had just defeated the men who had had a chokehold around Margaret’s life. 
She should be happy. Shouldn’t she? Sara wondered.
Determined to reassure the girl that the fight was over, she took a step towards her. 

As she walks backward, Sara noted with some irritation. We’re in the middle of an armed encampment. She should be able to recognize when a fight is over.
But for every step she took forward, Margaret, who had stumbled up from the ground, took another step back. 
Sara tried reading her face, but she couldn’t really get a feel for what the girl was thinking. Maybe she could talk her down.
Her mouth sore from the punches, Sara tried not to wince as she said, “They’re down.”
“I know,” Margaret said. She was visibly shaking.
Sara switched to reassurances, then, thinking she was just scared. “They won’t bother you again.”
Margaret laughed. Sara studied her, wondering if the girl had just gone crazy...or if she had already been nuts.
Sara sighed in frustration, trying yet another tactic to lure the girl out of her corner. “I know you were scared, and you didn’t want to lure me into a trap. They forced you. I get it. It’s over. Okay?”
Margaret shook her head slowly.
Lovely, thought Sara. I’m not sure if I should classify that as progress or not. 
Whatever it was, she didn’t have time for it. “Look, I have to go. Having them tell the authorities I did this is one thing. Having other soldiers discover me here red-handed is another. You understand?”
Margaret stood mute.
Sara muttered a curse under her breath. “If they find me here, they’ll charge me for insubordination and mutiny. If they find me later and can’t tie me to this, I’ll get off with a stiff warning. That’s the way it has always been. At least, if none of them die,” she added, going to retrieve the knife she had dropped before fighting Lester. “And none of them are mortally wounded. Except thigh-guy over there,” she noted. “Now where is my small knife?”
She couldn’t remember where it had gone to after she’d cut thigh-guy from groin to knee.
Margaret pointed a trembling finger to the ground where a few dark stains of blood surrounded the knife.
“Oh, thanks!” Sara said gratefully as she went over and reached down for it.
He must have pulled it out when I wasn’t looking, she thought, deliberately avoiding looking at Margaret. In Sara’s opinion, it was a good thing that Margaret had at least had the initiative to respond to her question. Which meant that her stiff movements and refusal to say more than a few words could just be shock.
“So,” Sara said as she stayed bent over, “I’ll just be going.”
When Margaret made a sound mid-point between a growl and a wail, Sara looked up at her in confusion.
“What?” Sara asked.
Margaret shook her head, horrified. “What have you done?”
Guess she’s not in shock anymore.
Sara frowned, unsatisfied. “I freed you.”
Margaret yelled at her, “You didn’t free me! Those are Castile’s men! When he finds out what you’ve done, he’ll skin my hide and tan yours.”



Chapter 24
Sara finished wiping her hands and the small knife on the back of moaning man’s shirt and asked, “Whose Castile?”
Margaret whimpered and shook her head as some tears glimmered on the edge of her eyelids. “You don’t even know anything, do you?”
Sara was getting heartily tired of the girl saying that, so she stood up and went over. “Why don’t you explain?” she suggested coolly as she looked at her, waiting for the girl to flinch or cower.
To her surprise, the tall girl glared at her with something-akin to fire in her eyes. It wasn’t true fire, though, and it looked so small that Sara got the feeling that a beating or a wrong word would douse its flames, and once more she’d see the cowering female from moments before.
Still, Sara thought, that’s good. It looks like whoever this Castile is, he or she hasn’t beaten the spirit out of her. Yet.
Or ever, if Sara Fairchild had anything to say about it.
Aloud, she asked, “So why don’t you tell me, who is this Castile?”
Margaret frowned, wiped away her tears with a frustrated hand, and sighed.
Sara, for one, didn’t see what she had to be frustrated about. It was she who had been ambushed and had to beat up over half a dozen men in the process. But she let it go. She had more important things to worry about.
She reached up a hand and grabbed Margaret’s chin lightly. With just enough force, she turned the redhead’s face so that she was looking down into Sara’s orange eyes. 
Quietly, Sara said, “Tell me.”
Margaret sniffed, sucked in her left cheek, and said sullenly, “Castile is the ruler of this camp.” Sara cocked her head, silently encouraging her to continue. “He’s a mid-ranking mercenary with the protection of both the mages and imperial soldier commanders.”
“Kansid, then,” Sara said softly, very much aware of how this worked. Some officers ruled over their regiments and platoons like little fief-lords. Usually, that officer was the head honcho, the person-in-charge. Not a lackey. Someone like Kansid, not his third officer. She didn’t know what rank this Castile held; he could very well be high up the ladder. But she knew that regardless of his status or position, he would be just the same as any other false ‘ruler’ who took it upon themselves to use their power to maintain hegemony above the rest of the crowd. 
Anything was fair as long as they were happy and in charge. They protected their cronies, and their cronies protected them. If Sara hadn’t been standing in the middle of the largest outpost of imperial armed soldiers, she would have called it what it was: the biggest gang of thieves on this side of the empire. But she didn’t...because she wasn’t stupid.
Margaret nodded and sucked in a breath. “That’s what they say.”
“And the supreme mage?”
Margaret confirmed. “Magpie, they call her.”
Sara’s brow creased in confusion. “Why?”
“Apparently she’s got an affinity for birds, or something like that,” Margaret said with a shrug. “But it doesn’t matter.”
She clammed up.
“Why not?” Sara asked gently, releasing her hold on the girl’s chin.
Margaret sniffed and relented. “Because those two, Kansid and Magpie, are so far up the ranks that a beating here or there doesn’t grasp their attention. This is the doldrums, girl. We’re at the very bottom of the ladder, which makes us fodder for any who have a mind to beat us.” Margaret looked around at the moaning men on the ground, only some of whom were still conscious, before glancing back at Sara. “Or at least I am,” she amended with a shiver.
Sara looked around at all her opponents laid out on the ground, and then her ears perked as she heard shouts. People were coming closer. Not at a fast pace, judging by the voices she could hear, but they would be here soon enough. Sara needed to be elsewhere before then.
She held out her hand and said to Margaret urgently, “Not anymore.”
“Not anymore what?” Margaret asked while folding her arms crossly.
“I pledge to protect you against Castile, but you have to help me first,” Sara said.
Margaret scoffed. “You against Castile? No way.”
Sara gestured to Lester and his crew. “I did this, didn’t I?”
“Banging around a couple men is way different than taking on the biggest non-ranking officer in the imperial army,” Margaret pointed out.
“Trust me. I can handle Castile.” 
I’ve certainly handled enough thief lords in my time, Sara thought wearily.
Margaret stared at her. “It’s not that I don’t believe you. But I don’t know if I can trust you.”
A smile cracked Sara’s face. “I was thinking the same thing.”
Margaret snorted. “So...you better get out of here. His men are coming. Castile’s, I mean. They didn’t know about this throw down, but you can be sure Lester will tell him.”
Sara looked thoughtful. “Will Castile take immediate action?”
“Against a lone woman?” Margaret asked. “Probably not. Would look bad for his image, after all. Like his little empire preys on the women of the armed forces.” 
The last sentence was said with heavy sarcasm.
Sara cocked her head thoughtfully. “Does it?”
It was an honest question. Some despots in the mercenary field did prey on women, armed or not, but others were just greedy shmucks who wanted an equal-opportunity hand in the pot.
Margaret gave her a wry look. “Depends on who you ask. The helpless, the ones who can’t fight, like the administrators and runners like me, then yes. The majority of us are women. But don’t think Castile doesn’t have a bunch of dumb female brutes in his personal head-knocking force.”
Sara nodded. “Good to know.”
Margaret shrugged in resignation. “He’d probably recruit you.”
Her voice was hesitant, as if she wasn’t sure how Sara would feel about the proposition. If Sara wanted to be recruited, then it was a good thing; if she didn’t, the suggestion was an insult. But she didn’t have to worry. Sara didn’t really feel like taking out any sort of condemnation on someone innocent. Margaret was just trying to be helpful. 
With deadly calm, Sara replied, “He could try.”
And that was all she needed to say. Her intent was clear. If Castile came up against her, he would leave limping with his balls in his hands or on a stretcher bound for a pyre. 
Margaret looked at her with wider eyes. “You know...I believe you. I believe you when you say you’d take Castile on. I don’t know if you’d win. But I think you’d try.”
Sara bowed with a grin. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
Margaret laughed. Sara noticed that the noises outside were getting closer.
Time for me to go.
She turned and began to walk out of the small enclosure, hoping she didn’t get lost on the way.
Behind her, she heard a voice call out, “I’ll take you to your tent.”
Sara turned from the edge where she stood and frowned. “What about Lester?”
Margaret walked over the bodies and said, “Looks like he’ll be out for a while.”
“And Castile?”
Margaret shrugged. “I did what Lester asked, Castile can’t fault me for that. When I get back, I’ll tell him I ran away scared from the big, bad woman warrior.”
This time Sara didn’t smile. It saddened her that Margaret was going back.
“So you’re still going back?” Sara confirmed unhappily.
Margaret shot her a sarcastic look. “Of course, sweetcheeks. I got to survive somehow.”
Sara pursed her lips, but she didn’t chastise her. She couldn’t. If they had been in Sandrin, Sara would have done something about it. But they weren’t. They were on the battlefield and at war. She needed to get in and out as fast as she could, not herd every sheep from wandering too close to the wolves.
At least, that’s what she told herself as she followed Margaret Verhaas between the tents again. This time, she was on her way to find the next person she needed to talk to: Ezekiel Crane. After him, she would search for Matteas Hillan. 
This time, it didn’t take them long to get to the destination Sara had intended to go to in the first place. Margaret didn’t lead her on a circuitous route or try to weave through the residential sections of the camp. Instead, they walked through the cooks’ side, past the armaments sections, and in no less than ten minutes Sara saw the small triangles that marked the two-person bunks of the lower-rung soldiers. Her people.
For now, she thought. She kept the bloody side of her small knife hidden from casual view. She didn’t want anyone spotting the blood and calling attention to it. The last thing she needed was to be brought up on charges for mutiny. As if this week could get any worse.
When they came to a stop in front of one particular tent, identical in color and shape to the hundreds around them, Margaret bowed with a flourish and said, “Your tent, milady.”
Sara had to hide a smile as she watched Margaret grin at her own joke. The mirth in her eyes actually matched what her lips were showing. Sara knew then that it had been worth it. The aches and pains of today’s fight were all worth it for that single genuine smile.
Then Margaret stepped back and said, “I guess I’ll leave you to it.”
Her tone was hesitant, but her look was firm as she stepped around Sara and went to head back to her side of camp.
Or rather, Castile’s, Sara thought miserably.
Before her companion could leave, though, Sara reached out and grabbed her arm, holding her steady. “I thought you were going to help me break someone out of prison.” She felt the young woman flinch at both the touch and her words.
Margaret shifted warily on her feet. “I know I said that.”
“Did you mean it?” asked Sara.
“Not really.”
Sara shrugged and turned to duck into the tent as she said, “Alright, then.”
“But!” said Margaret in a hitching tone.
“But?”
“But why would you even trust me now?”
Sara flashed a smile. “Everyone deserves a second chance.”
Margaret waved away the excuse. “Horse dung. Besides, I betrayed you.”
Sara twisted her lips as she tried to think of an excuse that Margaret would believe. The truth of the matter was that she didn’t want her to go back to Castile, but she also didn’t want to make herself responsible for Margaret’s continued safety. How could she keep Margaret away from Castile while also keeping Castile away from Margaret?”
Sara whistled and then said, “You want the truth?”
Margaret crossed her arms with a stubborn look on her face. “Yes.”
Sara shrugged. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. You’re the only one who knows what I plan to do, and I’d prefer you not tell anyone about that plan before it happens.”
Margaret eyebrows rose. “Now that’s an excuse I can believe. But why wouldn’t you just kill me to keep your secret?”
Sara grinned. “A murder is harder to hide than you think. Especially with thousands of roaming pairs of eyes around.”
Margaret nodded. “Alright, why not threaten me?”
“What could I threaten you with that would trump Castile’s hold on you?” Sara asked frankly.
Margaret chuckled, as if talking about threats and death with Sara was a lot less frightening than the prospect of what Castile would do to her.
And maybe it is, Sara thought sadly.
Finally, Margaret asked, “What’s to stop me from squealing the moment your back is turned?”
This time Sara smiled. “Your sense of adventure.”
“That’s all?”
“That, and the fact that you can tell Castile that you were continuing to trail me for information, just in case Lester woke and needed to know what I was up to,” Sara said affably. “Revenge, and all that.”
“Now that sounds like a plan,” Margaret said as mirth lit her eyes.
“Thank you. Thank you very much,” Sara said jokingly, bowing in a mockery of Margaret’s earlier formal behavior.
Silence fell over them, and a serious expression overtook Margaret’s face.
“Now what do we do?” she asked.
“Now,” Sara said guiltily, “we give them something that they can’t resist. And gain entrance at the same time.”
Sara ducked into her tent.
She heard Margaret complaining as she followed her inside. “I thought you said we were breaking someone out of prison.”
“We are,” said Sara flatly. 
“So?” asked Margaret pointedly. “A present does not equal prison.”
Sara smiled and said, “It does if we’re disguising a very tall woman as a very small little person.”
She pulled out a bracer made of long leather straps and fitted together with bits of iron. It looked like a human version of a horse’s bridle. She turned around with a wicked smile on her face.
Margaret blinked. “Run that by me one more time?”



Chapter 25
Sara began to pull on the straps and buckles that made up the strange contraption. She wanted to be sure that it still held the elasticity needed to stretch to twice its original size limits and was rust-free enough that the metal bits wouldn’t break easily. As silly as it was, this funny piece of leather and metal was the key to her plan.
Sara hadn’t been the one to bring it on their journey—that had been Ezekiel’s doing. It was one of the first things he had disclosed, the fact that he’d pilfered it from Cormar’s warehouse.
Well, pilfered is the word we’d agreed to use to describe whatever he’d done, Sara thought dryly.
She’d referred to it as outright stealing once she had seen the rest of Ezekiel’s loot. Ezekiel had winced and pushed his glasses up on his noses, snootily saying, “I’d prefer to call it re-appropriating.”
Sara had glared and said, “And when he strings you up by a noose, what are you going to call that?”
Ezekiel had sniffed, stuck his nose in the air, and said, “He won’t. I made sure of that.”
“He won’t what?” Sara remembered responding sarcastically. “Find out you stole his things, or hang you by your neck?”
Ezekiel had nearly tripped over a fallen log in the mud, only managing to keep his balance by latching onto her shoulder. When he’d righted himself, he had coughed and said, “Thank you. Both.”
Sara had then rolled her eyes and proceeded forward in the march. 
“Sara,” he’d called out plaintively. Ezekiel was walking a slower pace, and his voice carried from some distance behind her.
Sara had shook her head and kept walking, but she had called out to him and said, “I don’t want to see anymore. I don’t want to hear about things. I want nothing to do with your pilfered artifacts.”
Ezekiel had run up to her and huffed, “Fine. But this one is special.”
“Nope,” Sara had said firmly, determined to keep her word and not hear another word.
“It can help you find Matteas,” he had said cleverly.
Sara had slowed her pace. Useful was different.
“How so?” she’d hissed out of the side of her mouth. At the time, Sara had still been a trifle upset that he’d snuck out of the city and followed her without her knowing. His choice to steal from Cormar, or whatever he’d called it, had made Sara an unhappy friend stuck between a rock and a hard place. She couldn’t send him back to Cormar’s gentle mercies, but bringing him to war didn’t seem the smartest idea, either.
But Sara knew, despite her worry, that Ezekiel was a grown man. He’d chosen his bed, and he would lie in it.
Sighing internally, she tried not to let doubt plague her as she thought, He only did what he did in order to help you.
In hindsight, Sara now wondered if that was all true. There were layers upon layers of mysteries involving her trek here, and Ezekiel Crane seemed to be one of the more mysterious ones.
When Ezekiel had unraveled the cloth covering and brandished the object in his hand, she’d been unimpressed.
When he explained that it could change a person’s appearance, she’d been even less impressed.
“So can any mage with a half-decent concealment spell. With a really good one, you could fool your own mother,” Sara recalled saying. “And you don’t have to look like a horse to do it.”
Ezekiel had issued a long-suffering sigh. “A concealment spell is different. Just like the retraction orb I have in a trunk somewhere.”
Sara’s eyes had narrowed. “You took that, too? What else did you ‘procure’, Ezekiel Crane?”
“Enough to get us in and out of trouble a few times,” he admitted. “But that’s not the point.”
Sara had raised an eyebrow at that, ready to argue that it was the entirely the point if Cormar figured it out and brought an army down on their heads.
Ezekiel had continued, oblivious to her simmering anger. “The refraction orb does more than an illusion could ever do. Concealment spells only provide an optical illusion to change the bearer’s appearance in another person’s eyes. This...this is a completely revolutionary device.”
“Really?” Sara had said flatly. Revolutionary sounded expensive. What’s more, revolutionary sounded like something Cormar would miss from his warehouse. He kept a meticulous catalog of the artifacts stored within his personal collection.
Sara had had a worse feeling about the contraption as the minutes wore on.
“Really,” Ezekiel had said in excitement, enthused that she actually seemed to be displaying interest, or at least less outright skepticism. “It doesn’t rely on tricking an individual’s visual perception of a bearer,” he had said while avoiding a pair of low-hanging swamp branches. “Instead, it can completely change a person’s physical bone structure and appearance to mimic another person.”
Sara had hummed. “Alright, so you can use it to impersonate the Empress of Algardis?”
“Well...no,” Ezekiel had said slowly.
Sara had raised an eyebrow and asked, “The largest banker in Meren?”
“Not exactly.”
Sara had stopped and held out a constraining hand straight across Ezekiel’s chest, forcing him to halt mid-stride.
“What exactly can it mimic?”
Ezekiel had looked up at the sky, or where he approximated the sky would be since they’d been walking under a heavy canopy since that morning, and had started to say something before his voice had caught in his throat.
Sara had glared at him. “What was that? I didn’t quite catch what you said.”
Ezekiel had sighed and rubbed a hand through his already ruffled hair. “A little person, alright? The contraption can change any human who puts it on into a little person.”
Sara had stared at him for a long moment. “You mean it turns you into a child?”
“No,” Ezekiel had said, exasperated. “It turns absolutely anyone, from a six-foot-tall buxom blonde to a spindly bookkeeper like myself, into a Florien.”
“A...Florien?” Sara had echoed. “What’s that?”
“Hey, get a move on!” one of the mercenaries had snapped.
Ezekiel had shuffled his feet and motioned to the path in front of them. “If we could keep moving, madam, I will explain.”
Sara had blinked and dropped the arm that held him back. “Yes, let’s,” Sara had said.
Ezekiel had started walking and talking then. “Floriens are a species of human, not kith, that disappeared from the realm right around ten years after the empire was founded.” He had looked over at her as if that should have rung a bell.
Sara had shrugged—dumbfounded. 
Ezekiel had continued. “Right, well. They were a species without magic, but they possessed an extraordinary gift for metalwork and a fierce loyalty to the land. It was said they were the only other creatures aside from the royal family to commune with the earth and its representatives so frequently.”
“And?”
“And they were about three-feet tall, furry all over, and didn’t wear clothes.”
“Oh.”
“Just ‘oh’?” Ezekiel had asked, amused.
“Well, yeah,” she had replied. Those details hadn’t seemed particularly important at the time.
Ezekiel’s spirit had not been broken, though, and he had continued undeterred. “Anyway, they all disappeared, and the only thing that’s left is some of their metalwork and some curious objects.”
“Including this,” Sara had guessed.
“Something like that,” Ezekiel had said vaguely as he turned the contraption this way and that in his hands. “I have some theories about this, though.”
“Does it involve getting it submerged in water?”
“What?” Ezekiel had asked in a shocked tone. “No!” From the outrage in his voice, it had been as if she’d offered to drown his only child.
“Relax,” Sara had said while pointing ahead. “We’ll be needing to cross that deep pool of water ahead, so I suggest you put your precious contraption away.”
He had promptly obeyed, and that had been the last she had heard of the thing until now.
“So what now?” Margaret asked, staring at the strange instrument.
“Now,” said Sara with a hopeful light in her eyes, “we sneak into wherever they’re keeping Nissa Sardonien and leave again with a little person in tow. We’ll put an enchanted item in her place to avoid detection for at least a little while.”
Margaret smiled. “Now that’s a plan.”
“Really?” asked Sara skeptically. “It sounded incredibly stupid to me.”
“I know,” Margaret deadpanned. “I was humoring you. But at least we’ll get some adventure out of this.”
Sara rolled her eyes. “Yeah, at least there’s that.”
And if this doesn’t work, Sara thought wryly, we’ll get some prison time as well.
Aloud, she said, “Let’s go find us a sun mage.”
As they came around the corner and eyed the two very alert guards standing in front of the large tent, Margaret whispered nervously, “Remind me again. Why are we breaking the sun mage out?”
“We’re not breaking her out,” Sara said, forcing calm into her own voice. “We’re just taking her with us to the healers’ tent and then bringing her back again.”
“Why?” Margaret repeated. She sounded like an irritated child, and it was all Sara could do not to snap at her to hush.
“Because,” Sara said simply. And who said she couldn’t be a great debater?
Margaret grounded her teeth audibly. “Please tell me something.”
Sara sighed and rubbed her forehead in frustration. “I believe Nissa knows information about my father and on top of that I need to get that information before I find a mercenary named Matteas Hillan. Satisfied?”
“Not nearly,” grumbled Margaret.
“Well, that’s all you’re going to get,” Sara snapped. Margaret quieted.
Sara really didn’t like the lax way the Algardis camp was handling their one and only prisoner of war. Two guards, a fence made out of thin sticks, and no magical protections at all. She wasn’t even being held in a secure building.
Sara snorted in disgust as she thought to herself, Nissa had better security when she was being transported here. If I were a Kade, now is when I would be snatching her.
Margaret sighed in frustration. “I’m not real excited about the idea of losing two and half feet, but if just need to sneak a cloaked little person into the closed-off section, why can’t I be the one to do it?”
Sara answered absentmindedly, “Nissa’s vital.”
“Care to elaborate?” Margaret asked as she shifted for a better view of the tent. She sucked in a breath as she clearly recognized the person emerging.
“Who is it?” Sara whispered.
“Captain Kansid,” Margaret said quickly.  
Sara nodded and took in the man with silvered hair and tan skin. She couldn’t see much more than that since there was some weird magical disturbance in his aura.
“What’s up with his magic?” Sara complained.
“You’re asking me?”
Sara sighed. “Right.”
Margaret cleared her throat, and Sara remembered she was supposed to answer why they needed to break Nissa Sardonien out of prison. “We’re doing this,” Sara said, “because she has information about my father. So does Ezekiel, but I have a feeling that Nissa’s secrets are more pressing. I’m going to make both of them spill their secrets before long, because I am through with being lied to.”
“Oh,” said Margaret.
“Yes, ‘oh’.”
“And what’s your plan to get into the healers’ encampment?”
Sara gave her an irritated look. “I don’t want to play ‘twenty questions’.”
“The more foolproof your plan, the easier this will be,” Margaret said loftily.
Sara rolled her shoulders to loosen up her stiff muscles. “We’ll need to carry Nissa through the camp like we would a sick child, but once we get to the healers and reveal a Florien, well, I doubt even they would be able to resist a mythical and extinct sub-species of human. They’ll let us in. We’ll get to Ezekiel. If she knows what’s good for her, Nissa will then slip away from the healers and back to us.”
Margaret stared at her. “That’s the stupidest plan I’ve ever heard.”  
Sara glared. “You have a better idea?”
“Yeah,” drawled Margaret.
“Well, what is it?” Sara snarled.
“Give up on this and wait ‘til your friend comes out of the healers’ camp on his own,” Margaret said.
Sara raised an eyebrow. “Any idea when that’ll be?”
Margaret shrugged. “Not a clue.”
“Then we proceed as I’ve laid out.” Sara turned away, and while she couldn’t really hear Margaret roll her eyes, she felt it happening behind her back.
I’m beginning to think I lied to her better when she was afraid of me.
She watched as Kansid walked off and one of the guards signaled that he would be getting water. She knew there would be no better time.
“Now,” she hissed. She smoothly got up from her crouch and walked forward at a fast pace.
Before she could get within two yards of the guard, he said, “Halt! Passes?”
Sara’s shoulders drooped. She didn’t have passes.
To her surprise, though, it seemed that Margaret did. The woman stepped out from behind Sara with her former confidence and bravado. “Margaret Verhaas, escorting Mercenary Fairchild to see the prisoner.”
Sara almost winced. She didn’t want them knowing her name. But it was out there now, and there was no taking it back.
“Passes?” the guard asked mildly.
Margaret fished two bronze metal chips out of her blouse and handed them over. They didn’t seem important or valuable, but they were examined and apparently deemed satisfactory for top-level clearance.
The guard handed back the chips. “Purpose of visit?”
Margaret smiled and winked. “We’re old friends.”
The guard raised an eyebrow.
“From the road, of course,” Margaret whispered while leaning forward. “My friend here lost over two hundred fellow mercenaries to the Kade attack. Just wanted to pay back the sucker that had a hand in it.”
The guard looked between Sara’s scowl and Margaret’s conspiratorial half-smile. Then he nodded. “Be quick. Three minutes, that’s all I can give you.”
Margaret nodded. “Really appreciate it.”
The man took a step away from the entrance to make room for them. “Make sure she doesn’t scream too loudly. Don’t want to get in trouble, you see?”
“Got it,” Margaret quickly agreed. She ushered Sara into the tent ahead of her.
At first, Sara couldn’t see much. It reminded her of the first time she had met Nissa Sardonien. The woman had been bound and chained to a transport wagon that was soon overturned from the constant barrage of mage attacks, courtesy of the Kades. Her transport guards had either been killed or fled after the initial bombardment.
Captain Barthis Simon had been in charge of conveying her from the capital to the field location for the express purpose of procuring information from her. Why they did it in the first place, Sara couldn’t fathom. Who moved a prisoner away from the most secure place in the empire and literally to the doorstep of an enemy fortress?
Idiots, that’s who, Sara decided. But it didn’t matter now.  So far, he’d gotten nothing and managed to lose her twice. Once by abandonment, and the second time when Nissa had been allowed to wander the Algardis camp like a loose babe. Sara still wondered at that, but judging by the loose restrictions surrounding who could and could not interrogate a capital prisoner, she was becoming less and less surprised at the incompetence of the mercenaries and soldiers stationed here as a whole.
First, the Kades attack a convoy with zero repercussions, then I find a thief lord ruling the entire encampment like his own person fiefdom. What can happen next? Sara wondered. She wasn’t happy about this situation. It went against her core values of service and loyalty to the empire and its people. But I’m not here for the crown or its citizens, she reminded herself harshly. I’m here for my father.



Chapter 26
Sara let her eyes adjust, and in the darkness she saw one massive tent pole in the center of a circular enclosure. The ground was bare of everything but earth, and nothing else lay in the tent besides the pole in the center and the still individual that was bound to it. Thick ropes wrapped around her like a desperate lover’s grasp.
The rope was so tight that Sara could tell that Nissa couldn’t turn around to see who approached her. However, judging by the movement of her head as she strained to look behind her, she could hear them. 
Heart pounding, Sara walked forward. She wasn’t nervous about meeting Nissa Sardonien again. She was nervous about why she had come here. Despite the confident tone that she had used to explain her hare-brained scheme to Margaret, Sara felt wracked with guilt. No matter how she spun the tale in her head or thought it through, she was breaking the law. The empress’s law.
But she knew it had to be done. It has to be this way, Sara chided herself. No one came to my family’s aid when we were thrown out on the streets. None of our wealthy friends or my father’s former patrons. When my home was set ablaze and my mother was killed, no one tracked me down in the middle of night. And most all, when Simon sacrificed the majority of his men for the sake of one person—a person accused of crimes against the empire, no less—not a word of censure or a proper criminal sentence was given.
Sara knew he strode about the camp as a free man at this very moment. It rankled her like nothing else. She wasn’t sure if that was because of Simon’s impending promotion in rank, or the fact that he acted under the empress’s orders to capture Nissa Sardonien regardless of the cost, but she couldn’t stand it.
Not for one minute more, not if it meant the possibility that a good man, as she knew her father had been all his life, had been sacrificed for the greater good of the empire, or worse—had been murdered because of the criminal actions of another.
Sara had no other theories to go on, and no proof aside from Nissa’s word and an unconscious man’s muttering. But if either could bring her closure about her father’s death, or even bring her closer to Matteas Hillan, who she still had to find among thousands of troops, then she believed it was the right choice.
But that still didn’t mean she wasn’t nervous as heck about what she had to do.
A few feet behind her, Margaret hissed, “Psst, Sara, hey! Hurry it up! We haven’t got all day.”
Sara stopped and turned. She just looked at her. 
Margaret swallowed any further words and judiciously chose to look away, at the other side of tent. The look on Sara’s face was probably enough to scare any sane person.
Sighing heavily, Sara walked closer and closer to Nissa until she had circled around the central pole and stared down at the woman kneeling in the dirt. She was bare of any scrap of clothing, wearing only the metal mage shackles on her wrists and the thick rope that bound her to the pole she was braced against. 
Nissa was looking up at her with dead eyes, and something caught Sara’s eyes when she stood close enough to her to touch. At the corner of her waist, a red slash gleamed with wet stickiness to Sara’s sharp eyes.
Mouth suddenly dry, Sara followed the line of red with her gaze until she had to move around Nissa in a circle to truly see what had been wrought upon her. When she stood back in front of the beaten mage, Sara Fairchild’s eyes were as dead as those of the slumped mage in front of her. Despite her earlier misgivings about freeing the prisoner, a little part of her was glad she was doing so now, even if the rescue operation wasn’t her primary goal. Just like the time she’d take Nissa from her gilded cage previously, this time the mage would also serve as a means to an end. But Sara wouldn’t lie to herself. She wasn’t precisely sure she could have left the woman in the state she was knowing that more was to come. No one deserved what the sun mage was being subjected to.
It made Sara wonder if the lax nature of the guards earlier in the day had simply been a way to break Nissa faster. Let her have a taste of the true pleasure of freedom before she succumbed to the true pain of torture. Whatever had happened to her after that little stroll, it had happened in pain. Horrendous pain.
The marks of a whip covered her back, and as Sara took a careful look at her belly and breasts, she could see the light scoring of knife marks that covered her front. There were two reasons why they weren’t obvious before. First, the wounds had been washed so that no blood stained her front. Second, they had been healed by a skilled practitioner so that only the thinnest of scars were present to an inspection. On top of that, they were layered like thin grooves parallel to the original marks Nissa had borne, fresh and bloody, to the bathing pools, and Sara could see that the Algardis torturers were hard at work.
And the healers are there to clean up their mess, she thought with a shudder. What must it feel like to be cut and whipped over and over again, knowing that a healer can step in to allay your pain, only to have the torture renewed with a fury the moment they stepped back?
“Hell,” Sara decided in a whisper. “It must have felt like hell.”
Her concentration refocused on Nissa’s gaze when the woman caught her eyes, and Sara was able to break away from the morbid fascination with Nissa’s new wounds.
“I see they punished you,” Sara said while kneeling down on her haunches.
“They did more than that,” Nissa said in a dark whisper.
“You’re a prisoner of war,” responded Sara. She wasn’t apologizing. Just stating the facts.
“I never said they were wrong.” Nissa coughed and a dribble of blood slowly crept down the corner of her mouth.  
Sara cracked a sad smile. She didn’t necessarily believe in torture; she did, however, believe in getting answers.
“Did you tell them what they wanted to know?”
Nissa laughed. “After they threatened to break my ribs? Of course. I’m loyal to the cause, but I’m not a martyr.” Nissa groaned in pain. “Not yet, anyway. But if they keep this up, I might just die to get away from them.”
Sara believed her. She had no way out and no reason to think they’d free her once they were through with her. Alongside her cohort, Nissa Sardonien was accused of crimes against the empire. The only punishment befitting that crime was the capital kind. 
Death.
Swallowing harshly, Sara said, “What if I could get you out of here?”
Nissa gave her a sad smile. “Is the fierce lioness finally showing her claws?”
Sara was silent for a moment, carefully thinking her answer through.
“For the information you can give...about my father,” she said quietly, “I’ll get you out of here.”
I’ve got nothing to lose anyway, Sara thought sadly. No home to go back to. No family who will mourn me. The least I can do is clear my father’s name. If the truth can come out and I have to disappear forever to do it, it’s worth it.
Sara thought she should be more troubled at the prospect of freeing an enemy of the empire. But to be honest, the empire had shown her in the last few years that it cared no more for her than she for it.
Sara had waited for the truth. She had waited for avengers to step forward and fight by her side in the streets of Sandrin. Instead, she got nothing but hunger for her troubles and constant censure for her prideful stance.
She didn’t think she was wrong to believe in the goodness of a man she had known her entire life.
She didn’t think it was wrong to vow to find out the facts, just as they stood, of a man condemned without a trial.
She didn’t think it was wrong to want to know the final days and moments of a man whose body she still hadn’t buried, a man who had been laid to rest like some unknown criminal when he had been the empire’s fiercest protector for so long.
She didn’t think she was wrong about her father, and as she stepped off the platform of righteous indignation into the moral abyss of an-eye-for-an-eye, she knew she had to prove it.
Because no one else would risk their lives or careers to prove her father’s innocence for her. 
“You’ll have that, and more,” Nissa Sardonien said with a stretch of her neck. “That and more than you could possibly dream.”
Sara snorted. “Just his connection to you and the Kades will do.”
“Then free me,” Nissa said abruptly. “Free me and take me where you will. Only then will I tell you what I know.”
Sara unsheathed her knife at her waist and began sawing through the thick ropes. “I’m taking you to Ezekiel Crane. You’ll tell me what you know when we get there. Then you’re on your own.”
Nissa narrowed her eyes and hissed as several of the ropes fell away from her body. “Then I’m as good as dead.” She held up her shackled hands angrily. “With these on my wrists, I’ll be recaptured by dusk.”
Sara smiled. “Which is why I intend to break you from their grasp.”
Nissa looked pleased.
Sara hurried to add, “But not before I have what I want.”
“Very well,” purred the sun mage. “Very well.”
As the ropes came off and Nissa was freed, Sara hurried to take her knapsack from her back and bring out the strange contraption.
Nissa glared at the leather and metal bunch into her hands. “That’s your plan?”
“That’s what I said,” Margaret called out dryly from her post at the entrance to the tent.
Sara rolled her eyes. “Just put it on.”
Nissa pouted, though it looked more indignant than petulant. “Why can’t we just kill them all?”
“Because,” said Sara tiredly, “I might be willing to do most things, but I draw the line at killing my own people. I’m still on their side, and those guards are just doing their jobs.”
“And I was just trying to save an empire,” shot back Nissa.
Sara bit her lip. “You’ve said that before. What do you mean?”
Nissa chuckled harshly. “It doesn’t matter. What’s your plan?”
Sara grimaced, but she knew they were running out of time. “I brought a sleeping and healing potion for you. It’ll knock you out for ten minutes while you take on the appearance of a mythical creature we’re going to use as a bargaining chip to get inside the healers’ special ward.”
“Is that all?” asked Nissa wryly.
“Pretty much,” said Sara, “Once we get in and you’re awake, you come find us. I question you. You answer. You get the mage cuffs removed.”
Nissa swallowed harshly. “Any other options?”
“No,” said Sara flatly.
“Very well.”
Sara smiled in approval. She liked a woman who could come to fast decisions and would see a plan through...as long as it was in her best interests.  
“If you wouldn’t mind administering the potion now,” Nissa said with another cough, “I’m feeling a little lightheaded.”
Sara acknowledged that by pulling a vial out of her vest and tipping the light blue contents down Nissa’s throat. As Sara slipped the leather harness over her head and bound the thin straps around her upper arms, Nissa asked, “You really want to know what I meant?”
“Yes,” said Sara firmly as the last buckle snapped into place. 
Sara looked at her obliquely as Nissa opened her mouth to speak. The woman looked damned odd with several straps of leather running down the course of her back. Then she realized Nissa wasn’t speaking anymore because she couldn’t. Magic enveloped her entire seated body in a thin tan mist that almost looked like a second skin.
A second skin, that is, until it began to restrict itself into a smaller and smaller circumference with Nissa inside of it.
Margaret gasped and walked over to watch. “Gods be praised.”
Sara was silent. Nissa’s whole body was still, as if the magic refused to let any part of her body move. Even her fingers didn’t twitch. Her eyes didn’t flutter. She was like a living statue.
“What’s going on?” Margaret asked in a hushed tone.
Sara shrugged.
The mist began to fold in on itself in odd places, forcing Nissa to fold with it. 
First, her right leg bent back at an odd angle, then her foot snapped forward with such force that if Sara hadn’t dodged while pulling Margaret back with her, she was fairly sure Nissa wouldn’t have been the only one with a broken bone.
Sara eyed Nissa’s newly-folded leg, particularly the broken tibia, and gulped. “Think she felt that?”
“I hope to the gods she didn’t,” Margaret said in a hushed tone as they watched a completely silent Nissa undergo her transformation.
The only sound in the tent as the minutes passed by was the snapping of breaking bones and the sickening mushy sound as her skin and muscles found new formations. Sara had never heard anything like it before, and she prayed she never wouldn’t again.
Nissa grew smaller and smaller as the breaks in her bones allowed her body to fold in on itself and reform as something that weighed half as much as before, was generously covered in fur, and stood no more than two feet in height.
By the time it was done, Sara was sick to her stomach, and Margaret gripped her hands so tightly that Sara was sure the rings on the girl’s fingers would leave imprints in her palm.
Slowly exhaling, they watched the now hunched form of Nissa Sardonien stretch out with little kicks and then go still as a stone.
“The shackles are gone,” said Margaret.
“Just repurposed,” Sara said quickly, “They’ll reappear when she reappears and she can’t use her magic like this anyway.”
Is she awake? Sara thought.
“You sure she’s alive?” asked Margaret frankly, unconsciously echoing Sara’s concern.
Sara snorted. “She’s breathing.”
“That’s not saying much,” muttered Margaret. “The living dead breathe. Doesn’t mean they’re alive.”
Sara looked at her askance. “The living dead?”
Margaret waved away the question with an impatient motion of her hand. “It’s a Kade thing.”
“Of course it is,” said Sara derisively. She was beginning to think the reputation of the Kades was more myth than fact. 
A lot of things attributed to them, Sara thought, could just be natural occurrences. Like a poisonous swamp.
Or at least, that’s what she told herself. Anything to keep at bay the thought that she was meddling in affairs worse than the secrets she hoped to uncover. 
Way worse.
“She’s fine,” said Sara decidedly. “She just needs to rest.”
Margaret eyed her askance. “You’re sure?”
No, thought Sara.
“Yes,” she said aloud. Quite frankly, there was nothing she could do to help Nissa in any case, and this was the perfect way to transport her—unconscious and vulnerable. It would make for a quick dash through the camp and back to the healers. Hopefully.
“Well then,” Margaret said, gesturing with her arm. “Go ahead.”
Sighing deeply, Sara pulled out a short cloak from her knapsack, wrapped Nissa in it, and carefully put the tiny creature inside the bag, slinging it over her shoulders again when she was finished. Then she set the refraction orb down in Nissa’s place, made sure the illusion of a bound woman tied to a pole was accurate, and hoped the guards didn’t feel like torturing the missing woman for the next two hours.



Chapter 27
Five minutes later, they arrived at the healers’ encampment. They had emptied the knapsack once they left sight of the torture tent, and Sara had carried the bundled up Nissa-turned-Florien like a baby in her arms.
She was silently muttering prayers to herself that this would work. She didn’t really have anything else to throw at the healers. She could threaten them, but it was a hollow threat if she couldn’t get inside first.
As they approached the outer edge of the barred facility where Ezekiel was being held, Sara thought wryly, I never imagined I’d be trying to sneak an escaped prisoner into a fortified facility in order to reach a free man.
Sighing heavily, she stopped just short of the giant dome and said, “Hello! Hello, I need help. I’ve got a sick individual you’ll really want to see.”
Margaret coughed and stepped beside her. She aimed her voice in the same direction and said, “It’s a Florensis!”
“A Florien,” hissed Sara out of the side of her mouth.
Margaret shrugged. “Same thing. They heard us. They’ll come.”
“You hope,” Sara said while cradling Nissa to her chest and keeping an ear tuned to her regular breathing. She was still sleeping. That was one of the few things Sara had to be thankful for in this mad plan.
Sure enough, they didn’t have long to wait. A hole opened in the side of the invisible dome and Sara could see a healer, a female this time, waiting on the other side.
Short and squat, she glared at them with some kind of stick in her hand and a mean expression on her face.
Sara cleared her throat and stepped forward to put Nissa’s transformed self in better light.
“It’s true, we have a Florien,” she said quietly.
“A sick one,” Margaret stressed from behind her.
Sara stood silently, hoping for some sign of encouragement from the healer.
“Lower your arms,” the woman said finally.
Sara did as asked, letting Nissa drop to waist-height so that the woman could comfortably peer into the blankets.
“Well,” said the woman in delight quickly, “this is quite the find. Where did you possible get an extinct creature?”
Sara chuckled with unease. “She came out of the swamps. We just thought perhaps you’d find her interesting.”
The woman looked at her with cunning in her eyes. “The swamp huh? What an odd place.”
Margaret piped up, “Lots of untouched and uncharted territory there.”
You’re telling me, thought Sara dryly.
“Doesn’t matter how we got it. Just that we did,” Margaret said quickly.
The woman peered up at Margaret’s companion with squinty eyes. “Hmm, maybe not from the swamps after all.”
Sara kept her face expressionless, but Margaret shifted guiltily from foot to foot.
She might as well be waving a red flag that something’s wrong, Sara thought in disgust. I knew I shouldn’t have brought her along.
Before she could intervene, Margaret said slyly, “Perhaps not.”
Sara tensed.
The female healer said with cunning on her swarthy face. “Stole it, did you? Or perhaps you bought it with stolen coin?”
Sara let out a pent-up breath in relief as Margaret said, “Again, it doesn’t matter where we got it. Just that we did.”
The woman narrowed her eyes and nodded. “Fine, fine. We’ll pay a hefty price, as promised.”
A price? Sara wondered.
Margaret nodded eagerly.
The woman turned to motion at another attendant before turning back to them. “What will it be? Army script or gold shillings?”
Margaret looked all too eager to name a coin, so Sara intervened. “Neither.”
The woman turned to look at Sara with a cold glare in her eyes.
Sara quickly added, “Our price is admittance.”
The healer looked her up and down. “Admittance is free. If you’re sick, we’ll treat you regardless of payment or not. The empress covers all of that.”
What an enlightened attitude for someone who professed a willingness to buy a creature paid for with stolen goods just a moment before.
“Nevertheless,” Sara continued nervously, “that’s our price.”
The woman crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing,” said Margaret with a poke at Sara that had her tensing, “But there is something wrong with a dear friend that’s inside your camp. A dear friend we’re dying to see, if you know what I mean.”
If anything, her expression grew dourer.
She realized how that sounded. “We need to see him,” Sara said firmly. “And we won’t take more than fifteen minutes.”
The woman raised a quizzical eyebrow. “You want entrance to our healing ward filled with infectious diseases and all manner of poisoned people in order to talk to someone?”
“Talk and persuade,” said Sara vaguely. She wasn’t even lying this time. She might need to resort to unpleasant means to convince Ezekiel and Nissa to tell her what they knew. A small shiver went down her spine.
The woman’s eyes darkened. “My patient, my rules.”
“Listen,” said Margaret. “Resting in your arms is one of the rarest creatures in the empire. Maybe in the whole world. And it can be yours if you let us in.”
“Let us in, make sure we’re not disturbed, and ensure the person we want to see is lucid,” clarified Sara.
“Who is it?” the woman demanded.
“Do we have a deal?” Margaret shot back.
“Not until I know who you’re seeking,” the woman said in irritation, “Florien or no, I’m not going to wake up a man from a healing coma if I think for a second that doing so will be detrimental to his healing process.”
Sara nodded, faintly impressed. “Very well,” she said.
The woman raised an eyebrow. “Well then?”
Sara let out a slow breath. “Ezekiel Crane.”
“He was struck down by the swamp fever,” added Margaret helpfully.
The woman said, “Stay here.” She walked off before the agreement had been struck, and she started speaking with a man whose back was turned to the entrance.
Margaret said eagerly, “I can still see her. She left the door open! Now’s our chance! Let’s get inside.”
“Not so fast,” said Sara sharply as Margaret stepped from around her and towards the ward. She could see it glimmering faintly in the entrance. Not as strong as the rest of the dome, but clearly armed enough not to let anyone passed without authorization.
“It’s still armed,” muttered Sara without moving.
“Aww, rats, sheepcheeks,” said Margaret.
“Uh-huh,” said Sara. She continued to cradle a sleeping Florien and watch the nurse.
Soon enough, the woman returned with the man by her side. “You’re in luck,” the healer announced.
“How so?” asked Margaret.
“The person you want. Ezekiel Crane,” the healer said. “He’s awake.”
Sara felt hope rise in her chest. “Sounds like the first thing that went right today.”
The woman snorted and motioned. “Give us the Florien.”
“Let us over the barrier first,” Sara said placidly.
The woman glared and did something to the barrier. “Pass.”
Sara and Margaret calmly walked inside, where they could see dozens and dozens of healers milling about between tents that Sara hadn’t been able to see before.
She counted eighteen large tents, nine on each side of a straight path.
Okay, Sara said. Simple enough.
“Florien,” demanded the healer like a greedy child.
Reluctantly, Sara handed Nissa over. 
“This man will take you to Mr. Crane. Remember, fifteen minutes, and not a second more.” Then the woman scampered away with Nissa in her arms.
Sara stared up at the sun through the semi-translucent barrier. They had about five minutes before Nissa woke up and came to find them. Five minutes was enough time to ask Ezekiel some personal questions first.
Sara turned to look over at their new guide and had the second shock for the night. Purple eyes met her own orange cat-like glare.
The man smiled pleasantly and said, “Sara Fairchild, I’ve been looking for you for some time.”
Sara froze and breathed out slowly. “I don’t believe this. You were a mirage.”
“Nothing as ephemeral as that,” the man said slowly as he turned away and walked in front of her.
“Where are you going?” she asked in a stressed voice.
He replied, “To the bedside of Ezekiel Crane.”
Sara still didn’t move.
He turned around and looked at her. “That is your destination, is it not?”
“Well, yes,” admitted Sara.
“Then shall we carry on?” he said with a pleasant smile.
“Who are you?” demanded Sara crossly. They were standing in the middle of the path, and her outburst drew suspicious stares from nearby healers. Margaret pulled at her tunic, but Sara ignored her.
The man raised an eyebrow. “A friend.”
“A friend I’ve never met until one of the most perilous journeys of my life,” Sara said.
“Isn’t that when the boundaries of true friendship are tested?” the man bantered back.
Sara crossed her arms and glared. Not moving.
He shrugged and said, “Suit yourself. I’m still going ahead.”
Sara stared at him, wondering what he wanted with Ezekiel. She didn’t know whether to hold him back or go help him. She didn’t know if he was friend or foe.
Then Margaret hissed. “Sara.”
Exasperated, Sara turned around and looked at her. “What?”
Margaret huffed in exasperation. “How can you be looking for a person and not know who that was?”
“I know what Ezekiel looks like,” Sara retorted back.
“No,” said Margaret with her curls flying, “That’s not who I’m talking about now.”
Sara threw up her arms. “Then pray tell. Who do you mean?”
Eyes wide, Margaret said, “That was Matteas Hillan.”
Sara stared. “You’ve got to be joking.”
“Afraid not,” quipped Margaret.
Without another word, Sara took off hot on the heels of the mysterious man.
They caught up to Hillan as he disappeared into a white tent. “What do you want Hillan for, anyway?”
“He was the last one to see my father’s body before he died,” said Sara in excitement.
Finally! The reason I came on this godforsaken journey in the first place, she thought as she ducked into the smaller tent after him.
From the outside, it had looked big enough to house three or four beds. From the inside, it was just the same. At first glance, and to Sara’s momentary horror, it seemed that none of the beds were occupied. Instead, a man stood next to a bed and was folding a jacket while Matteas approached him with ground-eating strides.
Sara quickly recognized the man nearest the bed as Ezekiel Crane, even with his back turned. 
“Ezekiel, behind you!” she called out involuntarily.
Ezekiel turned with surprise on his face. Sara started to move toward him, but Hillan was mere feet away.
Hillan made short work of that distance, hauled back a fist, and slammed it straight into the side of Ezekiel’s jaw.
Ezekiel fell back on the bed with a crash, cradling his face.
Sara unsheathed her sword and got between the two of them.
“What was that for?” both she and Ezekiel managed to utter at the same time.
“That,” said Matteas Hillan while shaking out his hand, “is for being a horrible cousin.”
Sara blinked and straightened up. “Cousins? You’re cousins?” She realized she was shouting, but it didn’t sound loud in her head. Just angry. Very, very angry. Sara turned in a lightning-fast move, bringing up her sword and placing it near Ezekiel’s whole and healthy head.
Ezekiel gave a tremulous smile and tried to inch away from the weapon while staying flat on his back. “Sara,” he said quietly, “Nice to see you again.”
“Ezekiel Crane,” Sara said with restrained fury. “You have a hell of a lot of explaining to do.”
He chuckled nervously as he pushed at the side of the blade with the tip of his finger. It didn’t budge.
“Perhaps in more comfortable circumstances?” Ezekiel suggested tentatively.
“Not a chance,” said Sara flatly. “Start talking. You knew I was looking for Matteas Hillan. Sometime during the period when I was hauling your sick bum through the swamp, you could have mentioned that, oh, not only do you know the guy, but he’s family!”
“To be fair,” Hillan said from behind her back, “He didn’t know me as Matteas Hillan.”
Sara turned a disgusted glare to the man her father had told her to find at all costs. “Then who exactly are you?”
Hillan didn’t have time to answer her query. Neither did Ezekiel. Not before Nissa, dressed in stolen healer’s garb, burst into the tent with a frenzied look on her face and her shackled arms outstretched.



Chapter 28
“We’ve got a problem!” Nissa said in a hurry.
Sara frowned. 
Nissa’s gaze found Matteas, and she sucked in a sharp breath.
Sara frowned and took a step to stand beside him. “Nissa, calm down. What’s wrong?”
The expression on Nissa’s face only grew tenser as she looked at Matteas and shouted, “You’ve found them. Can you do it? Can you get out of here with enough time?”
Without pausing, Matteas answered, “Yes.”
Sara frowned deeper. “No one’s going anywhere until I have some answers.”
Ezekiel frantically stood and grabbed his jacket. “Whatever questions you have, Sara, now is the worst time to ask them.”
“No,” Matteas said. “Now is actually the best time.”
“Elan,” said Ezekiel, exasperated. “We have to go.”
“She needs to know who I am before we proceed.”
“I’d like to know who you are before we proceed,” snapped Ezekiel. “The man I grew up with wasn’t a revolutionary, and he certainly wasn’t the type of person to work as an imperial mage.”
“All a means to an end, cousin,” said Matteas. “All a means to an end.”
“Why don’t you tell us what that is?” Sara suggested tensely.
Matteas turned to face her fully. “My name is Elan, Sara Fairchild, and I—“
Nissa shouted, “There’s no time. They’re coming.”
“Then what do you suggest?” shouted an exasperated Elan.
“Follow my lead,” said Nissa with wide eyes.
Sara wanted to protest, but Elan nodded to Nissa, giving his assent. Sara looked at Nissa, trying to gauge her appearance and well-being. Under the strong glow of mage orbs in the tent, Sara could see she was fully healed. She wondered briefly at her urgent desire to leave. She wasn’t left wondering for long.
“No, we need to think of another way to work around whatever the problem is,” said Sara firmly.
Nissa scowled at her. “It’s too late,” she said. “He’s here.”
An official-looking man strode into the tent, followed closely by a line of armed soldiers. Too many to fight. 
Sara turned in confusion, looking between the newcomers that moved to surround them and the group that stood beside her—Ezekiel Crane, Nissa Sardonien, and the mysterious stranger with purple eyes named Elan who stood next to her. She noted that Margaret had managed to make herself scarce at some point.
Sara lowered her sword, instantly recognizing the uniforms and stances of imperial swordsmen. These were her people.
They stared at her grimly and kept their weapons raised, and Sara grew uneasy at the dark expressions on their faces.
They’re here to kill someone, she thought with deadly certainty.
That just left all the usual questions: Who would die? Why were they to be killed? And, selfishly, would she be among the fallen?
Sara recognized their confident leader, standing amidst a circle of protective guards in the confines of the small tent. Kansid stepped forward with a solemn expression on his face, and he said, “We thought this might be the key, but I never imagined you’d actually fall for it.”
Sara eased up from her crouch and watched Kansid carefully. He wasn’t talking to her; he was talking to the man who stood beside her. The one who lived two lives, one as the loyal soldier, Matteas Hillan, and the other as the mysterious revolutionary, Elan.
Sara turned her gaze to Matteas—Elan—and whispered, “What’s he talking about?”
Stony silence met her query.
Nissa sauntered forward and spoke, “I held up my end.” Again, the statement hadn’t been directed at Sara.
She sucked in a breath. “What does that mean?”
Nissa turned to look at her. “I told you when you broke me out of those tent chains, ‘I told them everything they wanted to know’.”
Sara flashed back to the conversation in her memory and gritted her teeth.
“I meant it,” Nissa continued, oblivious or indifferent to her anger. “They needed an outcome. I furnished the details on how to get it...”
Sara swallowed harshly. “And me?” Sara had to wonder if this was all part of the plan, but she didn’t know Nissa well enough to play along. 
More’s the pity for her, Sara thought through anger and pain, because when I’m through with her, they’ll have to sweep the pieces off the floor.
Nissa sighed wearily. “You, Sara Fairchild. You were just a pawn. A means to an end. A means to getting me my immunity.”
“Immunity?” squawked Ezekiel with a laugh. “Immunity from what?”
“Prosecution,” Nissa said calmly.
“You think they’ll keep their word?” Sara said coldly.
Nissa smiled and held up her palms. Fire flickered to life and danced an inch above the skin. “They’d better.”
It was with ice in her veins that Sara realized the mage shackles on her wrists weren’t the shackles she’d worn before. These were lighter in both power and weight. They wouldn’t restrain the full powers of a mage like Nissa. Not by a long shot.
The Algardis soldiers surrounding them flinched but didn’t move. They were just as aware as the people they held weapons on what Nissa was capable of. The heat from Nissa’s flames could be felt by everybody in the tent. Sara just hoped those new shackles restrained the worst of her magic.
Ezekiel moved away from the sun mage, and together with Elan and Sara, they formed a half-circle that looked out at Nissa and the soldiers, assessing them both as threats. Nissa stood undeniably on her own.
For a moment, sadness crossed Nissa’s face before she wiped it away and turned to Kansid. “Right?”
Kansid chuckled. “No need for threats. You’ll have your immunity, and your criminal record wiped clean, Mage Sardonien.”
Nissa smiled. “Thanks, but what I really want is immunity and a ride on the first ship out of this empire.”
Kansid turned his beady eyes on her. “As you will.”
Nissa lowered her hands slowly and extinguished the flames. “They’re all yours.”
Great, Sara thought bitterly. I’ve been sold for a ride on a ship. Why is she so desperate to leave the empire?
In the end, Sara knew it didn’t matter. Nissa was someone else’s problem. Now she had her own murky situation to deal with. What was Kansid going to do to them? And precisely who did he think Elan was?
Kansid smiled directly at Sara and spoke two sentences that threw terror into her mind. “Sara Fairchild, daughter of exiled Commander Vincent Fairchild, you are under arrest for insubordination and treason. Will you step forward?”
Old nightmares resurfaced, and she realized that she was being accused of the very same false crimes as her father had been. It was something she had dreaded coming true for a long time now.
Sara felt ice-cold. She must have misunderstood what he was saying.
She hurried to explain. To justify her actions. To stop this madness.
“It’s not what you’re thinking, Captain Kansid. This man was a friend of my father’s. He has vital information about why my father did what he did. I was only seeking to get that information from him and force Nissa Sardonien to answer those questions. That’s all.”
Kansid snorted. “That’s more than enough. We allowed your bumbling attempts at detective work and freeing your friends for one reason,” Kansid said coldly. “To lure in the man we’ve been searching for over a year. The man who the entire empire has been living in fear of for far too long.”
Sara laughed harshly before she could catch herself. This all had to be a joke—a mad, mad joke. 
When no one else laughed and the stern expressions on the armed guards around them remained, she felt sick to her stomach.
Ezekiel said calmly, “Captain, Sara Fairchild is telling the truth. She really only came on this journey and to this encampment for answers. She was looking to me for those answers. Mistakenly, she thought that Elan could also provide those...answers.”
Sara swallowed harshly. She was still pissed that Ezekiel knew more than she did, and her anger deepened when he thought he could speak on her behalf while their lives were on the line.
Before she could force herself to speak up, Kansid stepped forward and back-handed Ezekiel across the face. The action was so quick that it nearly escaped her own eyes. 
With a cold expression on his face, Kansid lowered his hand, and Sara saw in horror that blood poured down from Ezekiel’s broken nose. His glasses, now on the ground by his side, had been snapped and cracked by the blow.
Sara sucked in a breath and turned away from her friend with a feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach. This couldn’t be happening. She tried to strengthen herself, very much aware that she was frozen in a miasma of shock and fear. But Sara didn’t want to call on her mage gifts. It would be a foolish maneuver in a crowded tent, and particularly ridiculous to attack the current leader of the encampment of imperial armed forces. 
Whatever Sara may have been feeling now, it wasn’t suicidal. And she certainly wasn’t ready to be a convicted traitor to the empire.
I still have a chance to appeal. To appeal to reason, she thought frantically.
Arms shaking, she fought not to make any sudden movements.
Casually, Kansid asked, “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”
Sara took a moment before speaking in a carefully controlled voice. “Since you’re so convinced I’m a traitor, would you mind enlightening me for whom I’ve betrayed my empire for?”
Kansid smiled, “You were a pawn, mercenary. Just like your father was before you. A stupid pawn who couldn’t keep her nose out of empire business, but a pawn nonetheless. But, you’ve managed to bring up the man we’ve been looking for, so I’ll tell you.”
Matteas Hillan stood silently beside her, still as a statue. Kansid stared at him with the utmost distaste.
“You stand beside the infamous Elan Mayfair.”
The gleeful look on his face at capturing Elan told Sara that whoever this Mayfair was, he was an important prisoner. But she didn’t know who that was. No spark of recognition, not even the faintest possible idea flowed through her mind of what that name meant to Kansid.
That was apparently visible to Kansid, because he frowned and said, “Do you truly not know?”
“I assure you, sir,” Sara said diplomatically, “I’m as blind to the reputation of Elan Mayfair as you are to the true nature of my father’s actions.”
Kansid glared at her, but apparently chose not to take affront. “Then you’re even more foolish than I thought. When you got into that little fight with Castile’s men, I was sure you were a fool, but I still needed you, so I held Castile back from pursuing you. I even killed Lester to ensure you would not fail in your mission to find Mayfair. After all, you were the only one I knew that Elan might be willing to meet.”
Ezekiel’s voice came from the corner, filled with pain. “And how’d you know that, you spineless man?”
Irritation flowed in Kansid’s eyes as he answered the question, “We long suspected that there was an Algardis soldier liaising between the Kades and Fairchild. We didn’t know who or why. Therefore we needed to not only flush him out, but prove beyond a doubt it was Hillan once we captured him in the act. Torture couldn’t do that. But a second Kade would. There was only one person we knew that could make him reveal his identity. Vincent Fairchild. And now there’s two.”
With a deep and pleased breath Kansid continued on, “In front of you, Sara Fairchild is the man we’ve been searching for many months.”
Nissa slipped out from behind the man with a devilish smile on her face. “The man who has been trying to murder the empress and seize her empire.”
Sara looked over at Elan’s expressionless face. “I’m afraid you must be wrong,” she said. “This man has information on my father’s death.”
“That may be so,” acknowledged Kansid, dropping a hand to grip his sword. “But you do not know the whole of who he is.”
“Why don’t you enlighten me?”
She was tired of all the secrets, lies, and more secrets. She would have her answers tonight, even if she had to kill to get them.
Kansid smiled victoriously. “We’ve just captured the elusive leader of the Kade mages, the illusionist mage formerly known as Elan Mayfair.”
Find out what happens next by pre-ordering Blades Of Sorcery: Crown Service #3.
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