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For you, dad.

I think
you would have liked this story.















When the day turns to night,

When
the darkness claims the light,

That
is when the demons come.






When
the people sleep and dream,

When
their thoughts sparkle and gleam,

That
is when the demons come.






When
the world forgets the terror,

When
men stumble and error,

That
is when the demons come.






Demons,
a Winterbournian poem






Under the thick,
suffocating blanket of Darkness there is always a glimmer of Light,
for who amongst us can truly say that a man has never performed even
a single good deed?






extract
from Soren Redbeard: A Mage’s Learnings





“Halt! Who goes there?”

“Please, I
am hungry and weary. My horse gave up on me miles ago.”

“Who are
you?”

“My name is
Vrastor. Please, it’s late, and I’m too old to be out in
the wilderness on my own.”

“Vrastor?
What is your business here at Relioc Keep?”

“I was
travelling to the castle, but if this is Relioc, I must have taken a
wrong turn somewhere.”

“A wrong
turn? On the Landway? It’s one long road!”

“I beg you.
My old legs won’t support me for much longer.”

“Fine,
fine. What’s that staff you’re holding?”

“It’s
just my walking stick. When you get to my age, you’ll need one
too.”

“It’s
a bit big for a walking stick, no? Okay, fine. Yaro! Pull the gate
up! We have an old man out here to stay in the keep for the night.”

“Thank you
sir, thank you.”

- - -

The path was dusty, dry,
pocked with pebbles, his feet dragging, his toes occasionally kicking
stones as his tired legs failed to raise up high enough, unable to
avoid the unseen little buggers.

They were unseen
because Ethan was blindfolded. They were little buggers because
unexpectedly kicking a solid sphere with a bare toe is like stubbing
it on the corner of a chair, but not just one chair, instead
thousands, each one essentially giving him the finger as his toe
squished against them, again and again.

Ethan had been
trying to work out exactly where he was being taken. There was the
sound of birds coming down the trees – rootdukes, baby smulps,
nuzzlets – which only helped Ethan deduce that he was still in
the Wolpers, which wasn’t really helpful at all. The Wolpers
covered a vast expanse of land, at least a hundred miles in all
directions, but the variety of wildlife was sorely lacking. His nose
was as equally useless as his covered eyes, the stench of his captors
dangerously pungent and overpowering. He was afraid that if he
breathed in too deeply it would rapidly develop into a serious case
of death. Despite the situation, he tried to stay positive.

“Where did you
say we were off to again, eh lads?”

His only reply was a
grunt, and a weighty slap around the back of the head.

Ethan had been a
captive for six days now, ever since he had been blindsided back in
the rough and dirty town of Lowchance. He had been taken far more
easily than he would have liked to admit, considering his usual
ability to slink away from danger, and he was feeling pretty
embarrassed about it all, actually. True, he’d been rather
distracted at the time by the sloshing mug of ale and the softness of
that barmaid’s lips – damn, what was her name? –
but he’d never been grabbed as effortlessly as that before.
Damn beasts, spoiling what had been setting up to be an exceptional
evening.

At least he’d
been wearing his usual outfit: ruffled white shirt, black full length
trousers, a belt with a hawk-shaped buckle, and thick, black boots,
although he’d since been stripped of them, as his sore feet
were happy to constantly remind him. If he’d been seized a
short while later, while almost certainly tucked up in bed with that
delightful brunette, he’d probably be walking naked right now.
The scimitar tucked into the belt had been of no use during his
capture and had been unceremoniously discarded, although it was a
plain steel blade and so nothing magical had been lost to him.

His current
frustration stemmed from the fact that not once during his tenure had
his blindfold been removed. The kivvers – his captors –
weren’t a particularly talkative bunch, and so Ethan was a
touch lost. This didn’t happen to him very often.

“Oh come on,
we’ve been walking for days now,” he said. “At
least give me a hint where we’re heading.”

“Shup. No
quessions.” The kivver spit the words out sharply.

“Westhook? Is
it Westhook? It feels like we’re near Westhook, the wind tastes
acidic.”

“No’
Westuk. No quessions.”

“Ah, Brumberly
Bottom then. I’d know the way there with my eyes closed. It’s
the pebbles you see, they’re smoother than usual.”

“No’
Brum’ly Bo’m. No more talk.”

“Then it must
be Crinkle Hill! I’m sure I can hear the creaking of the old
windmill in the dist–” Ethan suddenly stopped both
talking and walking, on account of an extremely sharp, cold object
being pressed to his throat.

“No more talk.
We dere in tree, four days.”

The voice of the
kivver hung loose in the air for a moment, its owner perhaps
pondering how best to gloat with a limited vocabulary.

“We gon’
get reward. Yer gon’ get…” Ethan imagined the
pained expression on his captor’s face as it searched its
clunky brain for a word. “Yer gon’ get… made
dead!”

Despite the knife at
his throat, Ethan gave a slight smirk. I’ll outwit them
eventually, he thought, and then I’ll make my way back
to Lowchance and pick up where I’d left off, although I really
should try and remember that barmaid’s name before returning…

The coldness of the
steel blade at his throat brought him back to the present.

“Really?”
he said, slowly, aware that a slip of the kivver’s hand could
end his life in a very short, very intense, very decorative
fashion. “Made dead? Come on, you’re better than that,
fellas.”

The kivver grunted
again. “No more,” it said.

Ethan felt the blade
teasingly retract from his throat, followed by a shove to his back as
a signal to resume walking.

-

The group plodded on for
a couple more hours. It was dull progress for Ethan. He started to
sing a little tune under his breath, one he’d picked up in
Lowchance the day before his new companions had arrived.


“I met a girl down Brumberly way; Beautiful, stunning, as
bright as the day; She stole my heart like a loving curse; She stole
my heart and my weighty purse; For she’s a pirate, a pirate, a
pirate lady; A pirate, a pira–”

Ethan was cut short
by another wallop to his head. A kivver in front of him grunted
loudly. The heavy footsteps of the entire group stopped abruptly, and
a pair of hands yanked Ethan back heavily by his shoulders, so
sharply that he felt a stab of pain in his neck as it whipped about.

“List’n,”
he heard the grunting kivver say.

Ethan strained his
ears, his feeble human sense paling in comparison to his captors.
There was the familiar high-pitched tweet tweet of a nuzzlet
from above and across to his right, but he highly doubted that the
tiny red birds would cause a kivver to stop. Otherwise, there was
silence. He waited, curious to know what had intrigued the beasts.
Then he heard it, too, an unexpected rustling of leaves low to his
left, possibly about twenty paces or so away. The lack of any wind or
breeze was what had drawn the kivvers’ interest.

“Have look,”
said the same kivver, ordering another of the party to investigate.

The kivver directly
in front of Ethan starting walking towards the noise. Its footsteps
were slow, but a kivver is a cumbersome beast, and so quietness or
stealth of any kind is about as effective as ignoring a spiked mace
being smashed into one’s face. Besides, the stench of a kivver
is simply undisguisable. Getting too close to the creature runs a
risk of requiring stitches inside one’s nostril.

Ethan wished he
could see the image of the stalking kivver right now. Well, he would
have preferred to have not been blindfolded for any part of the
journey, but now especially, even with the imminent prospect of
death, or at least excruciating pain, he would have found it hard not
to wear a wide grin on his face.

A typical kivver is
between seven and eight feet tall, has tanned, leathery skin dotted
with tufts of dark hair, is bulky and muscular, and has a temperament
ferocious enough to match its size. It’s rumoured that they are
the offspring of mythical giants and goblins, although no one can
quite work out the biological logistics of how that came to
happen. They’re dim-witted and slow, but there’s not many
people who would cross them or their multitude of blades and spears,
at least not more than once. Kivvers usually stick together in a pack
of around five or six, and are the continent of Kramat’s
expendable goons-for-hire. Oddly, they have exceptionally good
hearing, which may explain why they communicate primarily through a
series of grunts, although that might also be because they have all
the intelligence of a common woodlouse.

Knowing this, and
that the chances of a pack of kivvers masterminding a kidnapping
operation are slim to none, Ethan had spent a significant chunk of
his bored six days pondering whose orders they were following. From
the many people he could think of who would love to rip his mouth
open far enough to shove his own legs into, they were all either far
away, locked up, too poor to do anything about it, or in the case of
one rather unfortunate gentlemen, drifting slowly along inside a
flagulla’s intestines after being polymorphed into an
indigestible diamond ring (a flagulla is a long, large, snake-like
creature, the unusually high concentration of magic within it capable
of keeping the polymorph intact).

Ethan had made many
enemies over his twenty-eight years of existence, but after the last
job he had felt safer than normal, that is, there was some semblance
of him not pissing anyone off for a short amount of time. In
hindsight, this was a stupid thing to think. Ethan had made getting
other people angry into an art form, and there was rarely a moment
when someone wasn’t trying to either stab him, strangle him, or
otherwise maim him until he had the good sense to lay down and die.

The investigative
kivver took a few more slow, thunderous steps towards the source of
the disturbance, when the rustling noise changed into an
ear-splitting, shrieking yodel, followed by something landing
daintily on to the dusty ground, finally ending in what could only be
described as the sound of a ceramic balloon popping. Moments later,
an earth-shaking thump reverberated in Ethan’s ears as
the kivver’s body collapsed heavily onto the floor.

Time slowed down as
adrenaline surged throughout Ethan’s body.

In his mind, he
pictured himself rolling away swiftly to the other side of the road,
deftly grasping a sharp stone with his hands mid-roll – which
were still tied behind his back – and using it to rapidly cut
the thick rope binding them, thus allowing him to finally remove his
blindfold prison, shout a cheeky catchphrase out to the kivvers to
let them know that they could never apprehend the magnificent Ethan
for long (he’d think of something appropriate to say on the
spot, he was sure) and complete his daring escape.

In reality, however,
he shifted his weight to begin rolling, immediately slipped on a
loose pebble inconveniently positioned directly underneath his right
foot, and smacked hard into the ground, landing heavily on his
shoulder, forcing a grunt as the air shot out of his lungs. Now in
considerable pain, scrunching his face up in reply to his shoulder’s
rapidly insistent cries of torment, he threw the weight of his other
shoulder across him as he attempted to sidle to the relative safety
of the opposite side of the road, and became quite possibly the most
pitiful escapee ever seen.

Thankfully, the
other kivvers were too busy trying to comprehend how a sprightly
figure had leaped out of a bush and exploded one of their heads.
Naturally, for creatures of a mean temperament and a low
intelligence, they didn’t think too hard, and had instead
simply grunted and charged.

What followed, in a
surprisingly short amount of time, was a bloodbath. The kivvers, for
all their size and strength, simply couldn’t keep up with the
aggressor, who was bouncing around with a giant axe.


By the end of it, two of them had their chests burst wide open, one
was lying dead still, face down in the dirt, and another trying
desperately to keep its insides inside. A fifth kivver was on its
knees with a spear erupting from its stomach, who had been in the
wrong spot when the kivver behind him had lunged forward with the
weapon. The spear’s owner, the final kivver, was currently
spinning around very slowly where it stood, its head pointed up, its
eyes dazed and unfocused.

While his captors
were busy being dispatched, as he was slithering his way out of the
action, Ethan had actually managed to grab a stone. Unfortunately for
him, it had turned out to be too smooth for anything other than
giving the rope a slight polish.

Lying there on his
belly, his chin up in the air as if his eyes weren’t seeing
only the dull black of the blindfold, he heard footsteps approach
him. Not the thumping footsteps of a kivver but dainty footsteps,
like a two-ounce fairy trying to stomp with all its might. Ethan
attempted to raise his head higher in a futile effort to appear that,
yes, he did actually have some semblance of dignity still.

“Ya not havin’
a good day, are ya?”

The voice was
high-pitched, feminine, and sounded quite young. Ethan tried to place
the accent. She sounds like a commoner from one of the cities,
he thought. Garatheep maybe? Or Pork Belly? There’s
definitely a twang of Porko in there, and they all speak like
everyone’s dancing around in pig shit and having a fantastic
time, but that dump of the world is still hundreds of miles away.

“Not the best,
no,” he conceded. “You’re from Garatheep, right?”

“Nah,
Ne’ercolm.”

“Wow,”
said Ethan, impressed. “You’re a bit far from home.”

“An’ ya
a bit stuck.”

“So it
appears, yes.”

“Would ya like
me to take ya blindfold off, then?”

Ethan nodded, and
felt her lean over. Suddenly, there was sunlight. Real, heavenly,
golden sunlight, washing over his face and into his eyes. He blinked
furiously for a couple of seconds, attempting to adjust his vision to
something other than the perpetual darkness which had been his only
friend for almost an entire, long week.

He felt incredible,
elated. Ethan was finally free! His time on the road with his captors
was over, and he was a prisoner no more!

As his eyes
gradually focused on the figure standing over him, her smooth, young
face peering quizzically into his own, a few strands of shockingly
light blonde hair which had escaped from her tight ponytail to dangle
over her baby blue eyes, he found himself starting to grin.

This, he
thought to himself, could turn out great.

A heavy blow to his
head then knocked him unconscious, slipping him back into the
darkness.

- - -

Luanna opened her eyes.
Daylight was pouring in through her bedroom’s tall, glass
window. She sighed wearily, pulled the thick blanket off, and sat up
with her feet resting on the floor. A yawn from behind made her
grimace.

“Mmm, good
morning my little Lu-Lu.”

Luanna felt fingers
walking delicately up her bare back. She had to stop herself from
tensing up at the touch.

“My prince,”
she replied, standing up and walking over to the window. She gazed
out.

It was a glorious
morning. From the height of her bedroom, higher than most other
points in the castle, she could see for a few miles into the
distance.

The first few
hundred yards were grey stone – the courtyard and its high
outer walls – but after that was a sea of green. Castle Drumond
was an aged castle, not the most architecturally pleasing but sturdy
and practical. Generations of kings had held it fast, using it to
command a natural vantage point from on top of a hill, the otherwise
predominantly flat terrain around not allowing any would-be usurpers
to arrive unexpectedly. Lush fields and farmhouses stretched out to
the horizon. Tall, spreading trees dotted the landscape, their
branches extending outward majestically. A wide, dusty-orange road
lay interwoven between them, finishing at a large steel gate in the
wall over to Luanna’s right. Behind the castle, a mile from the
safety of the walls, ran the Saele river, starting from high up in
the Spikes to flow into the sea many miles away to the southwest.
Down below her she could see people going about their daily business,
their voices faint from the height of her window: market traders
proclaiming their wares; hawkers dishing out food; carts of goods
being pulled around by tired looking donkeys; a group of guards
patrolling, their thick boots crunching on the stone and mud.

Luanna sighed again.
She hated perfect days like this. They reminded her of how
differently things could have been.

For four years now
she had been a resident of the castle. She wasn’t a prisoner,
far from it, but she hadn’t left the castle walls since first
walking through the portcullis. Luanna was a fairly plain-looking
woman in her early thirties: average height, average build. Her dark
blonde hair, which hung down to just below her shoulder blades, had a
tendency to matt at any given opportunity. She didn’t
particularly stand out from the crowd, but she never really tried to,
either.

If there was one
thing she was proud of, though, it was her glare. Luanna could
out-glare anything, her piercing green eyes cutting more sharply and
deeply than any blade.

A gentle groan from
the bed made her turn around. Prince Darvel was sprawled out across
it entirely now, fully naked, his eyes closed, a faint smirk on his
face. Luanna studied him.

He was young –
younger than her, anyway – and in very good shape. Lean,
muscular, but not overly so. His dark hair was cut short, although
with enough to give it a slight bounce. He had a hint of a baby face
to go with his family’s trademark square jaw, which gave off
just the right effect to his admirers, who swooned far more
often in his presence than should be legal. Looks-wise, he was as
ideal as any woman could wish for. A classical dreamboat of a man.
Luanna loathed him.

“Last night
was, um, amazing. Don’t you think, Lu-Lu?”

“Oh yes,
sire,” she replied tartly.

“Come now,
don’t be like that. I distinctly remember you enjoying
yourself.” He grinned at her. “Very, very distinctly.”

You buffoonish
idiot, Luanna thought. Out loud, she said, “Indeed, sire.”

She smiled at him, a
sly, coy smile. The prince – a man blinded by infatuation –
had absolutely no idea how fake it was.

“I know you
did, formalities or not. It was extraordinary.” The prince
stared into Luanna’s green eyes. “You are extraordinary.
Utterly, utterly, amazingly, extraordinary.”

Luanna held his
stare. He continued, now speaking more quietly, as if he was afraid
of being overheard.

“Luanna, if
you were from a noble family, I would wed you in a heartbeat.”

“As you wish,
my prince.” She smirked at him.

The prince rolled
his eyes at her. “Lu-Lu, the eternal enigma.”

He abruptly stood
up, pulled on his crumbled white shirt and his trousers, and left the
room without saying another word.

As the door closed,
Luanna sneered. She waited for another minute to ensure that he
wasn’t going to burst the door open in an abrupt declaration of
love, then pulled out the wooden chair under her large desk-dresser
and sat down. Carefully, while muttering nondescript words under her
breath, she pulled out the drawer. It resisted for a second before
sliding open with a satisfying shhh noise. At the very back of
it was a glass vial. She picked it up and inspected the contents
closely. A red sparkling liquid gently sloshed around inside.

“Once more,”
she whispered to herself. She tried to suppress a smile and failed.
Luanna allowed the wide grin to engulf her face for a few precious
moments, filling her entire being with happiness and warmth.

When it subsided she
began muttering again, and with great care placed the vial back in
the drawer. The drawer closed with a click.

Luanna needed the
prince, was sure to play him just right to keep him interested in
coming back night after night, but she had tired of his bedroom
antics long ago. At the start he had been fun, but now, honestly, she
was just bored, and that boredom had grown into hatred. A woman
needed variety, of which Darvel was sorely lacking.

There was a knock at
the door. It was the type of knock where the knocker knew that a) the
recipient of the knock was awake and available, and so a loud knock
was not required, b) the origin of the knock (the head knocker) was
the king, and therefore a loud knock certainly was required so as not
to delay him, and c) the recipient of the knock was rumoured to be a
witch, and witches do not generally find being disturbed agreeable.
The knock ended up as a rather pitiful mixture of hard and soft raps
upon the thick wooden door.

Luanna turned around
sharply and glared for a few seconds before wrapping herself in a
robe.

She was in a strange
mood, fluttering between disdain and irritation with the prince, and
barely controlled joy at almost being free to continue her life. In
spite of her usual dry, formal interactions with the castle’s
guards, right now she felt, slightly guiltily, like having a moment
of pleasure at this poor man’s expense.

“Come,”
she commanded.

The door opened
slowly. A round-faced guard was standing straight, dressed in the
standard Erdantian attire of gold-painted armour and helmet, with a
sword strapped to his waist. Unfortunately, despite the impressive
ensemble, he managed simply to look like a teenager playing with his
father’s belongings. He gulped, looking not at her but at the
far wall.

“The king
requests an audience with the Lady Luanna.”

Luanna said nothing,
but instead sat back down and crossed her legs, continuing to glare.
The guard flickered his gaze briefly towards her, and their eyes met.
He swallowed, hard, and returned to staring at the wall. A bead of
sweat became apparent as it trickled slowly down his forehead onto
his nose.

“The king
requests an audience with the Lady Luanna,” he repeated.

There was another
uncomfortable silence.

Finally, Luanna
spoke. “Why?”

The guard blinked.
This wasn’t what he had expected. “I don’t know,
milady.”

“I’m not
your lady,” Luanna replied, sharply.

The guard’s
face began to slip into a mask of dread. “Please, mila…
miss… the king requests…”

Luanna held her
ice-like stare, and then stood up.

“What’s
your name, guard?”

“It’s
Yoz, milady.” He immediately tensed his body, aware of the
title which had spilled out without thinking, his face now receding
into borderline terror.

Luanna ignored it,
and returned to staring. She already knew his name, of course, as she
did most other souls in the keep.

Yoz could feel his
heart thumping painfully inside his chest. It felt like it was
attempting to burst out and run away of its own accord. "It’s
short for Yozramaklein," he blurted, unable to control himself.

Luanna kept her face
immobile for a moment. “Yozramaklein, listen very carefully,”
she said, speaking slowly, “I’m going to accompany you to
the king, but only because you asked so nicely.”

She relaxed her pose
slightly, and the sigh of relief from Yoz was embarrassingly loud.

“But if you
come up here again without an order from me…”
Luanna turned her head towards the large window. “Then we shall
see if you can fly.”

Yoz started
trembling. She continued speaking, still looking at the window.

“Perhaps, if
you flap your arms hard enough, you’ll find that you’re
not actually a man, but rather a tiny sparrow. And as a sparrow you
would remain.”

Luanna returned her
glare to Yoz’s terrified eyes. She noticed that they were on
the brink of tears.

“Give me two
minutes to dress properly for the king.”

Yoz nodded and
closed the door without a word, his shoulders hunched, a tear
beginning to trickle down from his left eye.

Luanna began
dressing, stifling laughter. She felt bad for the young guardsman.
Yoz, along with most of his brethren, had little to no real
experience with actual trouble, the peaceful little kingdom being as
it was, and he didn’t deserve to be standing outside her door,
shaking and trembling. Luanna blinked away the guilt, knowing that
her time within the castle was drawing to a close.

She picked out a
long, white blouse embroidered with gold trim. Over the blouse she
pulled on a dark brown leather cincher, although she made sure it was
loose enough to actually be comfortable, unlike the style being
flaunted around Upper Westhook. Completing her outfit was a pair of
leather trousers, two parallel lines of small golden studs running
down the front of each leg, and dark boots.

She knew all about
the rumours, which were of course ridiculous and untrue. Her? A
witch? The very thought was preposterous. Luanna was amused by the
absurdity of it, but somewhat guiltily rather enjoyed the response it
elicited from the impressionable and stupid. To many, her abilities
were an unknown factor, and therefore made people afraid.

Luanna had met a
witch once, when she was younger and more prone to snap-decision
making, and it hadn’t ended particularly well for either party;
one was now an unwilling mistress to a prince, and the other a pile
of ashes drifting along with the wind. To say that Luanna had no
respect for witches was like describing a kivver’s stench as a
mild aroma. As far as she was concerned, they could all just sod off
and die.

When Luanna opened
the door precisely two minutes later, the look of nervous gratitude
on Yoz’s face was worth more than a gleaming jewel from the
Basawaith.

-

As they reached the
bottom of the stone staircase which led to Luanna’s chambers,
Yoz motioned for Luanna to turn right instead of continuing straight
on towards the throne room. He sensed her silent question.

“The king has
requested to speak to you in a more private setting, mila…
Lady Luanna.”

Luanna’s eyes
narrowed. Although she was quietly regarded by the prince as his
mistress, her official role in the castle was as one of the king’s
three advisors. She spent most days sitting off to the side of the
throne – after all, the king didn’t want her to look like
a potential queen – listening to farmers and merchants spewing
forth their inane troubles. Every so often the king would glance over
at her, and she would approach and whisper her thoughts into his ear.
Occasionally she would meet him elsewhere, when more important
discussions were to be had. She guessed that this was one of those
occasions.

They walked down the
passages of the old castle, the morning light streaming in through
windows cut into the stone blocks. Luanna’s chambers were
situated in a tower tucked into the corner of the central keep. The
king’s preferred meeting room was on an adjacent corner, and so
the journey was relatively short.

As she entered
through the thick oak door, she noted the king’s other two
advisors already sitting around the large, rectangular table in the
centre of the room. Felin was thin, lanky, and dressed, as always,
all in black. Usually skulking around the place, seemingly popping
out of nooks and crannies unknown to most, his nickname of ‘the
shadow’ was well deserved. He wore a dark, wispy beard on his
chin and spoke with a slight sneer in his voice. The other man,
Bylanx, was much larger and rotund, his cheeks already crimson from
his usual early morning wine. The ring of white hair around the back
of his head helped paint a picture of a jolly, old monk. The king,
Malchour, was stood with his arms crossed, a deep crease in his
forehead. He was a stern-faced man, his square jaw making him easily
recognisable as a member of the line of Erdant, rulers of Erdantia.
Malchour and Felin were both in their fifties, Bylanx being the
senior of them by a decade.

“Ah, Lady
Luanna. Come and sit down.”

“Your grace,”
Luanna replied, bowing her head. She took a seat next to Felin.

“Good of you
to join us,” he sneered as she sat down.

“I was not
anticipating being summoned this early in the day,” she shot
back. Felin smirked at her.

Bylanx chuckled from
across the table. “Felin, you rat, you’d barely been sat
down when the lady arrived. Your seat’s still as cold as your
heart.”

“And do you
even feel the cold any more, with all that alcohol coursing through
your veins?” snapped Felin.

Bylanx grinned, and
winked at Luanna. “I should hope not, otherwise my cup is
evidently too small.”

Luanna gave a
half-hearted smile back.

“Enough,”
said Malchour. He looked at each of his three advisors in turn before
continuing. “I have received some troubling news. Some visitors
are reportedly on their way here, and are expected to arrive sometime
tomorrow. It appears that a teenage girl is carrying a man over her
shoulder.”

He paused
momentarily before continuing, well aware of the absurdity of his
last sentence.

“This man was
previously spotted being escorted by a group of kivvers, before
ending up in the care of the girl. I have reason to believe that the
kivvers were heading towards Relioc Tower.”

“Relioc?”
exclaimed Bylanx, almost shouting out the word. “There’s
life at the tower still? Do we know what the old man wants with him?”

 “No.”
The king paused. “But if he’s coming here instead of to
the tower, there is a strong possibility that Vrastor won’t be
pleased. I’d rather not have his anger directed at us.”

“The agreement
with Vrastor still stands, does it not?” interjected Felin.
“The man is coming here through no will of ours, there’s
no doubt Vrastor has seen this.”

“I agree, yet
I cannot take the chance.”

“Sire, what
reason do you have for thinking the kivvers were heading to Relioc?”
asked Luanna.

The king shifted his
eyes back and forth between all three advisors. “I received a
message a week ago, from whom or where, I do not know. It stated
simply that kivvers were escorting a man to the tower, along the road
from Lowchance. It did not specify whether I should allow, stop, or
accompany them. And so I sent out a scouting party, which confirmed
the letter’s contents, or at least, that kivvers had taken a
man prisoner. That same man is the one now being carried by the
girl.”

“That is most
peculiar, sire,” said Bylanx.

“Indeed.
Therefore, I must accept the possibility that this man really was on
his way to Relioc, which presents us with a problem.”


“Do we know anything about this duo?” asked Luanna.


“The report states that the man appears to be in his late
twenties or so, the girl carrying him younger still. Their identities
remain otherwise unknown. The man has no obvious wounds but is
apparently unconscious. How the girl is supporting his weight without
effort is unknown.”


“A strength potion perhaps, or an enchantment?” said
Bylanx.


“It matters not. It is the man I am interested in,” said
Malchour. “Nobody has been inside Relioc since my father, and
kivvers, stupid as they are, would not go without pre-arranged
business. Vrastor is expecting him. Suggestions?”


The three advisors kept to themselves for a moment. Felin spoke
first.


“Vrastor must know of the situation already, and has yet to do
anything to divert their course. We should grant them an audience and
demand that they state their reason for coming to Castle Drumond.”


“Preposterous!” barked Bylanx, looking directly at Felin.
“The less we know of their intentions, the less Vrastor can
blame us when he comes asking.” He turned to Malchour. “My
lord, send guards to intercept them and inform them that they are not
welcome.”


“It would be unwise to let them go without an interrogation,
formal or not,” Felin said, staring back at Bylanx.


“You’ve seen Vrastor’s tower, have you not Felin,
you snake. It possesses still a power that would make a mockery of
our lands, changing shape as it does. Challenging Vrastor by
interacting with what is clearly his would be risking that power on
us!”


Bylanx was leaning forwards now, his fists pressed hard into the
table. He then sat back and took a gulp of his wine. “It is a
trouble we do not need,” he said, staring at the glass.


Felin continued to stare into Bylanx’s rosy face. “Information
is power, Bylanx,” he said, then glanced down at Bylanx’s
hand grasping the glass. “And wine is strong.”


Bylanx looked up and smiled. “Felin, I speak for the security
of the kingdom and for the flow of good wine, both of which are close
to my heart.”


The pair of them held their gaze for a drawn-out moment.


Luanna broke the tension. “Bylanx, I appreciate your thoughts
of safety, but I am in agreement with Felin. I believe we should send
an emissary to intercept them on their path before deciding the next
course of action. I can hardly imagine Vrastor taking that as a
challenge upon himself.”


Bylanx looked at Luanna with a serious expression on his face. He
spoke softly. “My dear lady, by virtue of being a few years
older than our king, I, along with the rest of Erdantia, had the
pleasure of witnessing the tower growing up from the ground, out of
nothing. Of seeing with my own eyes the stone foundations of the
tower rising high by themselves, created and placed not by hands but
by a dark magic. That place, and that man who was let into the keep
on good faith by our countrymen, are evil, and we would do well not
to allow any interpretation of action against him.”


Bylanx turned to address Malchour, who was still standing up, letting
his advisors work through the options.

“Sire, my
advice to you would be to have as minimal contact with this man and
girl as possible. Kramat is a big place, they do not need to come and
bother our sleepy kingdom. Let Vrastor send another party of kivvers
to recapture the man. We should play no part in this.”


Felin had not removed his steely stare from the rosy-cheeked Bylanx.
Luanna glanced at him to her side, knowing the tension between the
two could easily explode further. Felin, however, kept his lips
sealed shut, and eventually broke his eyesight away to turn to the
king.

All three advisors
were looking at Malchour now, having each spoken their piece. The
king stood tall and still, as unmoving as a statue, his unfocused
eyes pointing at the large, wooden table.


“We will meet them on the road at Hero’s Arch, and
determine why they march on Castle Drumond. I would not let them in
without good reason, but yet I am curious to know of the designs that
the tower may have of this man.” Malchour looked directly at
Luanna. “Luanna, you will lead the party.”


“Sire?” replied Luanna, her face a picture of perplexion.


“For a matter this delicate I want someone I can trust to get
to the truth.”


Luanna’s eyes opened wide in an obvious state of shock at the
king’s decision. “Sire, I have not left the castle
grounds for four years. My place is here, at your side.”


Malchour didn’t flinch, his gaze hard and unmoving. “Lady
Luanna, you are an excellent judge of truth and character by word
alone. I require you to satisfy my curiosity without physical
intimidation.”


Luanna knew Malchour’s meaning behind these words. Felin was
exceptional at retrieving information, although the subjects were
anything but after the process. She did not want to leave though, so
close as she was to the culmination of her true reason for staying at
the castle for so long. Hero’s Arch was only a half day’s
ride away, but still she had no yearning for risking it all. Truly,
she thought, the gods are insufferable pranksters to take me away
when I need only one more night with the prince.


“You will leave immediately,” continued Malchour. “They
are not far from the Arch now. I will send advance orders to detain
them for your arrival.”


“Yes, sire,” said Luanna, bowing her head. She pushed her
chair back and stood up. “Lord Broadstone, Lord Oakton,”
she said to Bylanx and Felin in turn, then walked out, back to her
chamber to prepare for the ride.


“My lady,” said Bylanx, winking back at her.

Felin said nothing,
letting his eyes stare blankly at the table as she left.

- - -


A short geography lesson (note-taking optional).

The continent of
Kramat, nestled within the world of Ealoryn and surrounded on all
sides by the Endless Ocean, is a pretty big place, although big is,
of course, a matter of opinion.

A lake might be big
enough for a fish to never see the edge, but throw a man in and
there’s a good chance he’ll make it out and beat you for
getting him wet, whereas a giant might simply mistake it for a nice,
relaxing bath.

So, when describing
somewhere with something as wishy washy as ‘pretty big’
it’s probably best to bring some sense of scale, in the same
way that you might bring a banana when measuring a room.

Kramat is roughly
rectangular, which is to say that it’s not really, but it’s
close enough. A man on horseback could cross from the west coast to
the east in about three to four weeks, provided that they ignore the
pretty unignorable mountain range halfway into the journey, and that
neither of them need to stop for rest, food, or bathrooms. That same
duo, if they weren’t already exhausted enough, could ride from
north to south in about two and a half weeks.

The mountain range,
named the Spikes, runs almost the entire length from north to south
down the approximate centre, neatly splitting the continent into two
halves. Legend has it that the landscape was sculpted by a god who,
exhausted by a hard day of smiting and other such godly business,
decided to take a rest by sitting down on Kramat, its
continent-spanning butt-cheeks thus flattening the east and west as
if grooves in a giant, squishy chair.


Of the two halves, the west of Kramat is safer – which is not
to say safe – for humans, who make up the vast majority of the
region’s population with a number of urban centres which are
all impressive in their own way, even Pork Belly, the city of
lawlessness and stench. In contrast, the east is wilder, more
dangerous and savage, with only a single proper human city, Knight’s
Shield, although a sizeable amount of humans live in the infamous
mixed species city of Ne’ercolm.


At the base of the Spikes, nestled cosily between the mountains and
the end of the Dragoove river, lies Garatheep, the most densely
populated city on the continent, defended by huge, fortified walls to
the east and west, and ruled by representatives of five illustrious
families. To the north, at the Spikes’ head, is the far smaller
town of Lake’s Edge. Travel between the two halves of the
continent is primarily undertaken through either of these locations,
although there are also many secretive and treacherous passages
through the mountains, known to few and risked by fewer still.

The kingdom of
Erdantia, small and peaceful (that is, conflict revolves more around
farmers with pitchforks than soldiers with swords), lies only a few
days’ ride west from Garatheep. Malchour, his father, and the
entire line of Erdant, stretching back for five hundred years, were
and continue to be fair rulers, creating and cultivating a
prosperous, though stubborn people.

To the north of the
kingdom: the Plains, a barren wasteland stretching from mountain to
ocean, beyond which is the southern border of the mighty Riverstorm
kingdom, ruled by King Kronac Riverstorm, a man as tough as an ox and
twice as ugly.

To the west: the
Atuurns, a mountain range far smaller than the Spikes, through which
the Great Landway rumbles on. Past the Atuurns and north of the
Landway lies the widespread nation of thieves and merchants known as
New Brocadia.

To the south: the
Wolpers, an untamed land with death always waiting, should one leave
the roads.

The aforementioned
monument of Hero’s Arch, roughly west of Castle Drumond and
south of Relioc Tower, was constructed centuries ago out of a rare
bamboo imported from the east. The Arch was enchanted to forever keep
its shape, in memory of Threznorr, a gigantic brute of a barbarian
once entrusted to clear the path from the castle when it had been
threatened by a swarm of skrax (humanoid, four arms, big teeth, bad
breath, dwell underground). Threznorr, not long into his trademark
Double Axe Whirlwind Attack, had skidded on the severed head of one
of his victims and lost his footing. Unfortunately for him, his fall
was cushioned by the extremely sharp blade of one of his axes and he
perished, barely making a dent in the forces he had earlier loudly
boasted to be nothing but a minor nuisance.

The Arch is for
people to never forget that no matter how big or strong you may be,
even in death, your victims can still bring your downfall. Engraved
in the bamboo: Strength, Pride, Slippery Heads.

- - -


Luanna arrived at Hero’s Arch late in the afternoon,
accompanied by five royal guards, the sun burning down on them
through the cloudless blue sky. The Atuurns spread across the
backdrop like an oil painting.

The journey from the
castle to the Arch had been about as eventful as sitting on a cushion
and staring aimlessly at a barely-changing countryside. Except that
the cushion was uncomfortable and jerked you about while making your
nether regions sore as your thigh muscles squeezed desperately in an
attempt to cling on for dear life and oh gods can we be there
already. Suffice it to say, Luanna was not a natural horse-rider.

Along the Great
Landway connecting Garatheep and Westhook, slicing through Erdantia
and the Atuurns, were a smattering of villages and small towns.
Luanna’s party had stopped only once for a short rest at a town
named Rend. She had been beyond thankful to be on her own two feet,
if only for a momentary respite.

They had passed
other people on the road, mostly traders and merchants set for one of
the great cities, for not many stop within Erdantia except for a mug
of ale, some hot food, and a soft bed (softer than the side of the
road, anyway). People had watched with wide eyes as the armed party
galloped past, the five guardsmen’s gold breastplates glinting
in the bright sunlight, steel swords strapped to their waists.

A squad of fellow
guards were stationed at the Arch which, being the westerly edge of
the kingdom, was always manned, although it was now more for
appearance than anything else. There was rarely trouble on the
Landway, bandits having learnt long ago that they were far better off
away from the road.

The man and woman
were waiting idly to the side of the road after being detained.
Luanna slipped off her horse and walked up to the pair of them,
standing tall and proud.

“My name is
Luanna, advisor to King Malchour,” she announced. “I have
some questions for you before you are allowed to enter the kingdom of
Erdantia. What is your business in Castle Drumond?”


The woman – almost young enough to be considered a girl, Luanna
quickly realised, although the girl loomed at least an entire head
over her – was thin and gangly. She had long, straight, blonde
hair, the lightest blonde she’d ever seen, tied back in a tight
ponytail, and big, startlingly blue eyes.

Her clothes were
simple and unstylish, nothing fancy or showy: a thin, pale white
pull-over shirt covered with patches of dirt and grime, the sleeves
cut off to allow free movement of her arms; a plain black belt which
wrapped around her waist several times; long, dark trousers clinging
to her legs; boots of the same pale off-white as her shirt, rising
halfway up her calves, with dark laces criss-crossed to keep them
tight.

Alarmingly, a
brutishly fearsome and lengthy axe could be seen strapped to the
woman’s back, its huge blade protruding out to the side of her
waist, the end of the dark-stained wooden handle visible over her
opposite shoulder. There were ornate carvings etched into the wood
which seemed to glow blue if one tilted one’s head to just the
right angle. Luanna could only guess how she managed to carry the
weapon, let alone swing it.

There was also
something peculiar about the woman’s proportions, although
Luanna couldn’t quite put her finger on exactly what. Her arms
were a touch too long maybe, or her kneecaps seemed to bend inwards
like an optical illusion. It was supremely off-putting.

“I’m
here to deliver this fella to someone at ya castle,” said the
woman bluntly, pointing at the man.


He blinked slowly and let out a big sigh. Luanna followed her arm to
gaze at the man. He looked pathetic, sitting with his back to one of
the Arch walls. She put him only a few years younger than herself. He
had fairly short, black hair, and an oddly angled nose –
probably the result of a well-placed fist. His green-grey eyes were
downcast, which only added to his morose expression. Strangely, he
wasn’t wearing anything on his feet.

Luanna immediately
pitied the man, and then silently berated herself for it. She turned
back to the woman. “Deliver him to whom? Who is your contact?”


“Some tall fella. Called himself the shadow, or somethin’
else equally stupid. I don’t really care, me, I just want the
rest of me money for the job.”


Luanna barely suppressed her immediate surprise at hearing both the
name and the ease at which it had come to her ears. Felin! she
thought. That sneaky, traitorous dog!


“The shadow? Are you sure of the name?”


“Yeah, well, he was tall an’ thin, like meself, but his
face did look a bit rattish. No mistakin’ a fella like that.”

Luanna still
couldn’t quite believe it. Felin? Working behind the king’s
back? For what reason? She had been an acquaintance of Felin for
a few years now, ever since Malchour had accepted her as a member of
the castle, but she knew little about the man. She suspected very few
people knew much about him, really. Did the king even know the real
Felin? After this unexpected turn, probably not.

Although, she
realised suddenly, she had never actually heard Felin call himself by
his nickname, usually only whispered in dark corners.

“Where did you
meet him?”


“In a pub in Em’s Watch,” said the woman. “Ya
heard of it? Little village, down near Brumb’ly.”


Luanna pondered over this briefly. She’d been born and bred in
Westhook, never venturing as far south as Brumberly Bottom. But
Brumberly was the far side of the Wolpers from Erdantia, certainly
not a quick journey to make. How would Felin manage to disappear long
enough to get there and back without being missed?


The woman continued on impatiently. “Are ya satisfied now? Ya
know this shadow fella, I’m sure. I just be wantin’ to
get on is all, an’ I ain’t held nothin’ back.”


Luanna snapped back to the present. “What are your names?”


“He’s Ethan, or at least that’s what the shadow
fella told me. We ain’t spoke too much seein’ as I ain’t
really the conversational type. In the end I had to knock him out an’
carry him, the talkative idiot. An’ now he’s just been
sulkin’. Ya’d think he’d rather still be with those
stinkin’ kivvers.”

The woman pointed at
Ethan again, letting his pitifulness speak for itself.

“My name now,
that ain’t a name but only me an’ me ma knows, but some
folks call me Stumpy. Prob’ly some joke or somethin’.”
Stumpy shrugged. “I don’t care much for them, I just gets
meself a contract an’ finishes it. Like this fella here.”


Luanna stared at Stumpy, trying to ascertain whether she was telling
the truth, or just a part of it. She turned her gaze inward,
narrowing her eyes, feeling the shape of Stumpy’s body in her
mind, the beat of her heart pulsating through her veins, the tingling
of her skin in the breeze.

Luanna was an expert
at reading people, had done so many times previously both for the
king and for herself. It was a talent she had found within herself
years ago, and one she was careful to conceal. Where the ability had
come from, she had no idea.

She skilfully guided
her presence to Stumpy’s thoughts, ready to watch for the
tell-tale signs which betrayed liars and cheats. Luanna had done this
a thousand times before, and had complete confidence in its success.

But as she continued
she felt a cold, solid presence in Stumpy’s mind, unlike
anything she had ever come across. Her face fell into a frown, not
understanding what had gone wrong. She refocused her eyes back into
Stumpy’s face.


Stumpy shrugged again. “That don’t work on me.”


Luanna’s shock held her tongue in place. She had never been
unable to read anyone before, not even the witch who had cast that
godawful curse to ultimately lead to her being in this situation.
Reading people was one of her most valuable abilities, not only to
herself but to the king. Knowing that her ability could be cast aside
so easily and effortlessly was, to Luanna, both a surprise and a real
down-to-earth stinker.


“But I’m tellin’ ya the truth, an’ all of it
too. I gives ya me word, which ain’t no small thing.”


Luanna blinked, trying to recover from hitting the ceiling of her
mind-reading power. She looked back over at Ethan, who was now
sorrowfully kicking a pebble by his feet. He still looked pitiful and
pathetic.


She nodded awkwardly at Stumpy, and then walked over to him. “Ethan,
yes?” She saw his head lift slowly up to meet her. “Why
were you with the kivvers? Where were you heading?”


Ethan took another deep sigh. “I’ve no idea. I was
kidnapped and blindfolded, and then rescued by this charming
young lady here.” He glanced over at Stumpy. “She’s
no fun, not very chatty at all. Wouldn’t tell me anything. I
know more from listening to her now than from the last two days of
her absolutely splendid company.”


The sarcasm, so thick that you could have stepped in it, put a faint
smile on Luanna’s face. “Then why were you kidnapped?
Surely you must know something?”


“Honestly… Luanna was it? Honestly, I’ve no idea.
I’m a small annoyance to some people, true, but I don’t
know of anyone in these parts who I might’ve tickled a nerve.
This shadow guy, I’ve never heard of him, either.”


“Before ya ask,” shouted Stumpy from off to the side, “I
dunno the fella neither. Never asked, never told.”


Luanna nodded without turning her head, keeping her eyes on Ethan.
“Have you ever heard of Vrastor?”


“Vrastor? Some crazy old mage in a tower somewhere near here,
so I’ve heard. But it’s just a story, right? Or…
or is that where you think I was heading with those kivvers?”


Luanna, although taken aback by her failure with Stumpy, attempted to
study Ethan. She focused on his face, allowed her thoughts to
penetrate his, reading his mind to determine if he spoke truth or
lies.

This time,
thankfully, it worked, and better yet, even more easily than usual.
Ethan was weak mentally, but more importantly, she knew that he was
speaking truthfully without any hint of deception.


“Perhaps,” she eventually replied to his question. She
turned around sharply and walked over to her party, out of earshot of
the newcomers, and addressed Captain Trinc. “Send word back to
King Malchour. Their names are Ethan and Stumpy. I believe that they
know nothing of Ethan’s original destination, but–”

Luanna stopped,
mid-sentence. Should she tell Malchour that she had been unable to
read Stumpy? She had never failed to read someone before, and
although the king didn’t know her true power, he looked to her
for advice more often than not. It would not be sensible to give
him any doubt, she thought, as close as she was to leaving the
castle behind. A king needed confidence in his advisors, especially
with one plotting… something. What are you up to, Felin?

She decided against
telling him, and rallied herself. “But, they have a contact at
the castle. I will return immediately to speak with the king
personally.”


Captain Trinc nodded and relayed the message to a subordinate, who
sent it onwards to the castle. The messaging system around the
kingdom was via a series of enchanted horns, called crevilons, each
unique but all shaped like long, spirally sea cones. Simply pointing
one in the required direction and speaking into it was enough to
carry the voice to the next nearest crevilon.


Luanna turned back to Stumpy. “I will return to King Malchour
to discuss whether you have approval to approach Castle Drumond.”


“Ya mean ya gotta go back before we can move?” said
Stumpy. “We’ve been here most of the day, waitin’
for ya, an’ now we find out ya don’t even have the
authority to let us pass!”


As Stumpy’s voice raised up a notch, Luanna’s guards gave
her a stern-faced glare, their arms resting menacingly on the hilts
of their swords. Stumpy’s eyes didn’t even flicker to
register the potential threat, instead keeping them solely on Luanna.


“It requires the king’s approval. You will have to wait,”
said Luanna, her voice now taking on a much more serious tone.


“An’ how long’ll that take?”


“At least until tomorrow.”


“Tomorra? Now look, we ain’t done nothin’ wrong.
I’m here to deliver this man to the shadow fella. That’s
it. I don’t care for ya castle or ya king. I just want to
finish me job an’ get me money. If ya don’t like the look
of him, I guess the shadow fella will put him somewhere where he
won’t bother ya. Either way, just let me past.”


Luanna looked over at Ethan, and back to Stumpy. “It is for the
king to decide, and no one else. But–” she added quickly,
seeing Stumpy’s mouth opening again, “–I will
explain to him your frustration. Maybe it will quicken his mind,
maybe not.”


Stumpy gave Luanna a stare icy enough to freeze a helldog (although
contrary to popular belief, helldogs are not actually from hell, they
just really, really love fire). Luanna met Stumpy’s
stare. The burning green eyes of the advisor matched the icy blue of
the contract adventurer’s.

The two of them
stood their ground for a long moment, neither wanting to be the first
to break away. Ethan watched on with amazement, suddenly enamoured by
this woman who dared to dislodge the stubbornness of his captor.

His admiration was
only slightly dampened by Luanna eventually conceding. She then
turned around abruptly and jumped back onto her horse, her guards
following suit. They rode off, back towards the castle.


Stumpy muttered some Ne’ercolmian curse words under her breath,
glared at the guards remaining by the Arch, and walked over to Ethan.


“Soddin’ high-born missy.”


Ethan looked her in the eye. “I rather liked her, actually,”
he said, daring to provoke her.


Stumpy glared back, then turned away. A strange feeling instantly
rose up inside him, as if he was being injected with a dose of
emotion. If the feeling could be pressed into words, it would have
said, “She is inconsequential.”

- - -

“Thank you for
letting me in.”

“You’re
welcome. Vrastor, was it? I’ll have to write your name, for the
records.”

“Certainly.
So this is Relioc Keep?”

“It is.
Castle Drumond is just over a half day’s slow ride southeast.
How you managed to turn off the Landway to come here, I don’t
know.”

“I’m
an old man, things aren’t always so easy nowadays.”

“Indeed?
Well, we should have a spare bed in the barracks. It might not be the
most comfortable place to sleep, but it’s better to be inside
these thick walls than out. Not that there’s much trouble
around here.”

“The walls
do look thick. They’re very impressive.”

“Stronger
than Drumond itself, some say. Come on old man, I’ll show you
to your bed.”

- - -


King Malchour gripped the end of his throne tightly in anger upon
hearing the news of the contact – a possible traitor? –
within his castle walls.

He was trying to
match it up with the anonymous message which had started all of this,
informing him of Ethan’s presence on the road to Relioc. If it
was the same person or people who had presumably hired Ethan’s
escort, Stumpy – whatever the hell she was supposed to be –
then why would they warn him of Ethan when he was coming here anyway?

The short message
from Luanna was frustrating, but Malchour understood the need for a
face-to-face debrief. Crevilons were an extremely useful manner of
communication, however they had an obvious flaw: anyone with another
of the devices could stand in the path, hear the message, and relay
it on, without anyone else in the chain being any wiser. Line of
sight was the best defence against unwanted intruders, but that
wasn’t always possible.


He ordered the messenger to prepare Bylanx and Felin for a meeting in
his council chambers upon Luanna’s arrival, due later that
evening, and eased himself back into his throne.

There still remained
a formidable queue of people waiting to see him, a plethora of
peasants and farmers from within the castle’s reach who needed
his judgement on what they deemed were important matters. Despite the
unexpected revival of Vrastor, and now the fearful possibility of a
traitor residing in the peaceful castle, the lives of ordinary people
continued on. In the town of Fotherham a band of merchants from
far-off had set up shop, taking over the usual market square. Various
reports from farms and villages indicated the likely return of a
volum infestation, the little rodents spoiling crops and generally
causing nuisance.

Amongst the backdrop
of day-to-day life, Malchour kept his mind focused on this
development of shadowy intrigue. It was new both to him and to life
at the castle. Whoever it was who had caused this, they had –
intentionally or not – thrown into Erdantia the first seeds of
disarray to be sown for a lifetime.

- - -


See Luanna now, galloping gallantly back down from Hero’s Arch
to Castle Drumond, back to King Malchour, her hair bouncing and
waving in the wind behind her.

Four years she had
been at the castle. Four years! All because of a selfish witch who
had refused to die a clean death. Luanna felt an urge to spit at the
very thought of that vile creature. Pah! If there was any
action she wished she could atone for in her colourful and varied
past, it would be to strike the witch through the neck with a blade
instead of aiming for, and only brushing, the creature’s heart.

With time to bleed
before ridding the world of another monstrosity, it had cursed and
spat bloodied words upon Luanna. Words that twisted through the air,
putrefying and decaying it, shining crimson, then green, then orange.
Words which had placed her on a long path to ridding herself of the
foulness now loitering within her soul.


After disposing of the witch’s disgusting body, Luanna had
scoured over its books, attempting to figure out the effect of the
curse, and more importantly, how to remove it (for all curses can be
removed, given proper investment). Scouring through book after book
for what seemed an eternity, a single page had presented itself.
Luanna discovered that, as the words became power, she had been
afflicted with a Forget curse. Searching her memories, she was
astonished to find that she didn’t have even a flicker of
suspicion that anything was missing. How powerful the curse was that,
had she not stopped to discover it, she would have never known that
some part of her was now not only locked to her but hidden away
completely. The cure? Luanna had laughed hollowly as her eyes scanned
the writing.

The cure required a
hundred drops of royal blood, each drop acquired on a separate night,
and each to have been imbued with passion. After all hundred drops
had been collected, she had to bring them to a Pit of Oblivion, of
which there are only two known in the entire continent of Kramat. As
she approached, the Pit would turn the blood as black as a starless
night, extracting the power of the royalty contained within as an
offering to the beasts below. After the power was offered, Luanna had
simply to drink the blood. The text did not specify if it was to be a
single gulp or a few mouthfuls, magical and cryptic writings being
typically, well, cryptic.


It had not taken Luanna long to find a suitably dumb, manoeuvrable
prince, who lived in a peaceful, unsuspecting kingdom.

- - -


The party had been riding at an easy pace for a couple of hours now,
the air thick with hazy, early evening light.

Luanna had been
thinking about Felin. If Stumpy had indeed been telling the truth –
Luanna didn’t see any reason why she wouldn’t be,
although not being able to tell for sure was both alarming and bloody
frustrating – then Felin better have a fantastically good
reason for hiring the girl. Something definitely seemed off, though.
Why would Felin make no mention of her at council, in fact even being
the first to suggest meeting her at the Arch, when he would know that
Stumpy could and probably would mention him by name? But Stumpy’s
description of him was spot on: tall, thin, ratty.

She rejected the
idea of someone disguising themselves as the man using magic, knowing
the power to maintain such a transformation would be far too enormous
for most. A simple, non-magical disguise was certainly possible, but
to what end? What possible reason would anyone have for diverting
Ethan? He himself didn’t know, thinking of Vrastor and Relioc
as merely a story. She knew that they’d have to resolve this
potentially traitorous mess at the castle before allowing the pair to
continue on.


Lost in thought, Luanna didn’t spot the child standing in the
middle of the road, in the direct path of a king’s advisor and
her five bodyguards, until the very last second.


She pulled hard on the reins to halt her horse, its hooves skidding
across the floor. The guards riding in rough formation behind her
stopped abruptly in a similarly comical fashion. Luanna jumped down.

“Why, hello
there. Are you lost?”

Behind Luanna,
Captain Trinc raised an eyebrow. Luanna would be the first to admit
her unease with children, small or large, and her current middling
attempt at speaking in a motherly voice would only reinforce it. She
presumed, as most people did, that speaking in a higher-than-normal
pitch while wearing an overly worried, concerned face was the best
way to communicate with anyone under ten years old.


The child didn’t respond except to stare at Luanna. It was a
little girl, perhaps six or seven. She had dark, straggly hair, and
eyes that seemed too big for her face. Her simple, plain clothes were
smeared with mud and dirt. 



“Where did you come from?” said Luanna, looking around at
the distinct lack of housing. The town of Rend was still at least
another hour’s ride away. Both sides of the road were just the
green of the bare countryside, trees and flowers and endless seas of
untamed grassland. To her left she noticed a faint track that
disappeared into the horizon. There were no buildings in sight. She
could see nowhere that the girl could have materialised from.


The child’s mouth turned down at the sides, and her eyes opened
wide. “Why would you not send the man to the tower?” she
asked slowly, sounding sad and depressed.


Luanna’s brow furrowed in surprise. “How…? How do
you know–”


“The man belongs at the tower. Why would you not help him on
his way?” the child continued, the despair in her voice yanking
heavily on Luanna’s heartstrings.


Luanna tried to think of who this child might be, but she found her
thoughts turning cloudy, her neurons beginning to fire at a sluggish
pace. Hearing the thuds of her guards jumping off their horses behind
her, she tried to turn her body, even just her head, but it felt like
the air around her was now thicker than treacle.


“He should be there now. He should be at the tower,” said
the child.


Luanna felt her mind slipping away from her, her eyes becoming heavy.
She managed to turn enough to see two of her bodyguards, noticed
their faces starting to contort with rage, their hands gripping their
swords so tightly that it looked as if their knuckles might burst
through the skin.


She could barely keep her eyes open now. Her thoughts, finally,
recognised the power of the sleep charm taking hold and she tried to
fight against it, but her mental defences were raised far too late to
be of any use.


“Why?” she heard the child ask a final time, as her body
buckled beneath her, her legs giving way to a sudden onset of
exhaustion.


Luanna collapsed where she stood in the middle of the road, and as
she succumbed to unconsciousness the last thing to seep into her ears
was the sound of the guards unsheathing their swords, screaming with
incandescent fury.

- - -


They will all die. They will all suffer. They will all burn. Their
homes and lives will perish. I will bring forth destruction on a
scale they have never known. My rage will be unleashed upon them in a
turbulent firestorm. None will survive.

Astride a
desolate landscape of ash and flame, only I will remain.

- - -


Luanna jerked awake from her dream of a world on fire.


It was dark, would have been pitch black if not for the vast array of
twinkling stars encompassing the night sky. Luanna pushed herself up
onto her knees, her eyes slowly becoming accustomed to the starlight.
She shuddered as the memories of her vivid nightmare faded.


She had seen the castle, the villages and towns nearby, the cities of
Garatheep, Pork Belly, Westhook and others, the entire continent of
Kramat. All of them had been burning, every house and field alight
with flames. People had been screaming. Oh gods, those screams,
shouting and pleading with her to help them, to save them, for her to
do something, anything, to stop the pain, but there was nothing that
she could do.

Then her spine had
frozen as two giant, red eyes had charged towards her out of
nothingness. As she looked into those eyes, blood-red irises with
cat-like yellow vertical slits, she had known terror, sheer and
absolute horror. Stuck, immobile in her dream, she had felt a force
envelop her, squeezing tighter and tighter, crushing her body and her
soul, unyielding pain the only sensation available to her until,
suddenly, she had woken.


As the real-life scene before her unravelled, her eyes grew wider in
horror and disbelief. The bodies of all five of her guards lay around
her, corpses and parts of corpses strewn about haphazardly. The road
was thick with blood, the air stained with the smell of death.

Luanna gagged,
unable to contain the horrific sight within her. She had seen death
before, had been the cause of it several times, but never had she
witnessed such oppressive gore and carnage. The blunt force of the
guards’ mutilated bodies was too much for Luanna to bear, too
much, she hoped, for anyone to bear.


Holding her mouth, she stood up, trying not to look too closely at
the remains scattered all around. She stepped gingerly over a torso,
and couldn’t help but glance down. The face of Captain Trinc
stared back at her, lifeless and cold. His expression was a picture
of anger. Luanna tried to stifle another wave of gagging. She hurried
over his remains, clearing the circle of death.


She stood surveying the carnage, remembering back to her last moments
before the nightmare. The child! She didn’t know how,
but that child was destruction. How easily she had charmed her,
Luanna, who was herself a wizened magic user. She shuddered to think
how much the guards even knew what was happening to them before they
were consumed. Fear gripped her as she realised that this was merely
a warning, a prelude of what was to come. Castle Drumond would be the
next target, and it would fall with ease. Bylanx was right,
she thought. We should have turned the pair away to Relioc as soon
as they’d been spotted!


“I have to get Ethan to the tower,” she announced to the
world, her voice trembling with fear. “I have to, otherwise
he’ll kill them. He’ll kill all of them!”

Her words fell only
on the deaf ears of the slain guardsmen.


Attempting to compose herself, she turned back down the path towards
Hero’s Arch, her horse nowhere to be seen, and started running.

- - -


Ethan was bored. Despite the activity of being kidnapped, rescued,
and kidnapped again, he was finding waiting around mind-numbingly
dull. During the few days he had been in the company of the unlikely
Stumpy, he had longed for some conversation with his kidnapper, but
she was not forthcoming with answers, questions, or even just idle
chitchat and gossip.


It was late, and he should have been asleep, dreaming of adventures
past, but his mind wouldn’t switch off. He thought again about
what possible reasons not one but two different people could want
from him, out here in Erdantia. He had passed through the kingdom
before, as most people did, on the Great Landway between Westhook and
Garatheep, although he’d never stopped for long enough to cause
any trouble. A tavern brawl maybe, a pickpocket or two certainly, but
not anything worth being kidnapped over. The girl, too – Stumpy
– she didn’t seem to be the type to take a low paying
job, and so Ethan had decided that he must be worth a lot of money to
someone. This thought made him grin. Regardless of his situation,
knowing he was on people’s minds, for good or bad, was
something he was unashamedly proud of. 



He played with a few blades of grass absentmindedly, his fingers
weaving shapes with them, but stopped when he heard a faint rustle of
leaves nearby. There was no wind tonight. His eyes peered into the
darkness. He could see a dim fire from the guards stationed at the
Arch, off to his right along the path, but the noise had come from
behind him. He looked at the inert form of Stumpy at the other side
of their own fire, or what remained of it. She didn’t look like
she was about to stir just because of some leaves rustling, but he
knew it was unwise to underestimate her; she was not what she
appeared to be.


A moment after dismissing the sound, he became aware of a presence
lingering close behind. He turned his head to check, suddenly afraid.
A hand came up immediately and covered his mouth, suppressing an
instinctive cry. Ethan swallowed, hard.


A face appeared in front of his. It took a few moments for its
features to register. His eyes widened as recognition took hold.

Luanna!

She shook her head
slowly and pressed a finger to her lips. Ethan nodded in
understanding but cast his eyes downwards, indicating the magical
chain binding his ankles. Luanna followed his gaze and rubbed her
hands together. She began muttering words under her breath, and moved
her hands as to grip the chain. Ethan shook his head at her rapidly.
The chain is enchanted!


He had seen similar magic once before, some years ago, when he had
been eyeing up an extremely interesting crate by the docks in a
fishing town on the west coast. The crate had been secured only by
the same chain that was now around his ankles – an easy thing
to break, or so he had thought at the time. Jumping down to it,
knowing he was invisible to the common eye by way of a silvery liquid
he’d consumed moments beforehand, he had gripped the chain for
only a few seconds before men came rushing out and directly over to
his hidden form. They couldn’t see him, that was obvious, but
they jolly well knew someone had been tampering. He knew that
removing, or even touching the chain would trigger an alarm, bringing
a greatly unwanted Stumpy upon them.


Luanna, however, shaped her eyes to indicate that she was aware and
looked back down, continuing to mutter. She gripped the chain. Ethan
subconsciously held his breath, the tension building in him.

Seconds passed where
nothing happened, and then the chain pulled apart, easing itself away
in two distinct pieces within Luanna’s hands as if it was made
of melted butter.


The two of them kept themselves absolutely still for a moment, daring
Stumpy’s form to move. If she woke now, he suspected the pair
of them wouldn’t be much of a match for her. He didn’t
know the extent of Luanna’s power, hoping like hell it would be
enough if necessary, but he had heard Stumpy discard a band of
kivvers without seeming to expend any energy at all. Thankfully, it
quickly became apparent that Luanna’s magic had been enough to
release him from his shackles.


Ethan slowly raised himself up into a low crouch, and he followed
Luanna back, away from Stumpy, away from his second kidnapper, away
from being pushed around for some of the dullest days of his life.

It took a few
minutes of cautious footsteps before they felt at a safe enough
distance to speak freely without the chance of being overheard.
Luanna stopped and stood tall.


Once again, Ethan felt a wave of relief wash over him. This time
there would be no kivvers, no crazy Ne’ercolmian girls, just
himself and the open road. An idea raced into his mind.

First thing I’ll
do, he thought to himself with glee, is to forget about
Lowchance (being pulled from a woman’s arms by a pack of
nose-destroying kivvers isn’t something to forget in a hurry),
and head east instead, towards Garatheep. There’s bound to be a
nice, quiet tavern and a pretty barmaid, with long, braided hair and
enough cleavage to happily get lost for days in. And the second thing
I’ll do, is to run a hot bath and relax with said barmaid’s
assistance.

Ethan grinned to
himself, lost in thoughts of soapy pleasures and overflowing bosoms.


He felt Luanna place a hand on his arm.


“I’m sorry,” she said, not daring to look him in
the eye.


Ethan scrunched up his face in confusion, annoyed at being pulled
away from his happy reveries, and then felt his arm turn red hot.
Yelping back in pain, he peered questioningly at her, his eyebrows
furrowed. Luanna’s face was downcast. He glanced down at the
arm she had been holding.

As the redness
faded, a mark became apparent, etched into the skin: a thin circle
with a dot in the line at the top, and another dot in the middle. He
didn’t recognise it.


“I have no choice,” he heard Luanna say, this time with
an increasing amount of authority to her voice.


“What did you do to my arm?” he demanded, both anger and
trepidation in his.


“It’s a bind charm. It won’t let you get more than
nine or ten paces from me.”


“What?” Ethan nearly shouted, remembering just in time
that Stumpy would hear them if they were loud enough. “Why
would you do this? I thought you were rescuing me?”


He couldn’t believe that he was being taken as prisoner yet
again. What am I, just a thing to be passed between mysterious
women at their leisure? The thought amused him as he repeated it
to himself, calming him down despite the situation. He’d been
held captive before, no doubt he would be again in the future, and he
wasn’t terribly concerned, as long as it wasn’t too dull.
He always managed to escape, sometimes at the last minute, like that
time at Rocking with the hinchwerd beast, but he currently had a
hundred percent success rate at finishing his adventures with all his
limbs intact, and he wasn’t about to let that change.


Luanna held her head up, finally meeting Ethan’s stare. “I
must take you to Relioc, otherwise the castle won’t survive.”


They both held their poses for a few seconds.


“I’m sorry,” she repeated, pulling away first. She
began to walk off.

After only ten paces
or so, the distance between them now pushing the limit of the magic,
Ethan felt his legs moving without coordination from his brain.


“One of these days,” Ethan said aloud, not expecting a
reply, his traitorous body working against his will, “I’m
going to be a free man for more than five damn seconds.”

- - -


Malchour paced up and down the length of his office chamber
impatiently, waiting for a reply from Captain Trinc as to their
whereabouts. He had expected Luanna to return hours ago, but had
heard nothing since the party’s original message from Hero’s
Arch.


Crevilon communication was instantaneous, and so one of four things
must have happened: the crevilon had malfunctioned in some way (an
exceptionally rare event); someone was intercepting the message; the
party no longer remained on the road; or the party was incapacitated
in some form.


Malchour disregarded the last thought. The five guards were
exceptional fighters – even a fully armed group of kivvers
would have likely met their doom – but still, Luanna’s
magics and wits were all that she needed to protect herself.
Crevilons were reliable devices, and so the most likely option, he
felt, was that something had held the group up but another crevilon
was being used to swallow messages sent in either direction.

And that meant only
one thing. Traitor.


Malchour decided that he had waited long enough. He shouted through
the door to a guard stationed there. The door peeped open, and a
weathered face appeared wearing an ornate, gold-painted helmet.


“Sire?” the guard inquired, his voice gruff.


“I need to see Captain Idris immediately.”


“Yes, sire.”


The door closed, and Malchour heard orders being barked. Within a
couple of minutes, Captain Idris was standing to attention in the
king’s chambers. He was a heavyset man, his thick arms barely
fitting into his gold armour, and was nearly as old as the king
himself. His reputation within the castle was as a man of few words
but hard, decisive action, and one of the only members of the
guardsmen of Erdantia to have real, solid military experience.


It was rumoured that once, in his younger days, while escorting a
nobleman through a forest, he had come face-to-face with an irritable
and extremely dangerous kantah (sort of like a large bear on steroids
with an anger management issue). Apparently the kantah, being a
kantah, had charged without much thought of self-preservation.
Sergeant Idris, as the captain was back then, had simply stood his
ground, his muscular frame too much for the beast to knock over.
Idris had then picked the surprised kantah up, its wounds more
psychological than physical, spun around a few times, and launched it
with all his might, listening to it sailing through the air like a
dog howling at the night sky.

Idris always smiled
inwardly when he heard people recounting the story, not aware of
their captain listening in. The story was almost right…


“Captain, Lady Luanna and an escort of five, led by Captain
Trinc, were expected to arrive back at the castle several hours ago.
We have attempted to communicate with them via crevilon but to no
effect.”


Idris nodded. Malchour continued.


“I want you to lead a party of five, men you know and trust,
and investigate the road up to Hero’s Arch at speed. I believe
that communication may have been compromised, and so there will be no
forward warning of your arrival.”

Idris frowned.
Trouble – beyond that of squabbling farmers, at least –
was rare in Erdantia. He waited, aware that his king was not
finished.

“I also have
reason to believe that Relioc Tower may be involved.”


Idris’ eyes narrowed. “Sire?”


Malchour explained the situation with Ethan and Stumpy, and why
Luanna had gone to Hero’s Arch in the first place. Idris
nodded, but was visibly taken aback to hear of any activity from the
tower; the transformation from keep to tower by Vrastor was now more
rumour and legend than recent history to a large portion of
Erdantia’s population.


Having received his orders, Captain Idris left his king’s
office, and was outside the castle walls shortly afterwards, his
strong and well equipped party on horseback, ready for the journey
ahead.


Malchour, still in his chamber, returned to pacing back and forth,
unwilling and unable to retire to his bedroom.

- - -


Stumpy became alert with a start, immediately sensing something wrong
and out of place. Drowsiness emptied from her body in a second, and
her eyes adjusted quickly to the starlit night.

She turned her head
sharply to the now empty space, which only a few hours earlier had
contained an annoying, talkative halfwit. She looked all around.

The Arch guards –
bunch of untrained idiots, she thought mockingly – were
visible down the path from her. She doubted they had the orders or
the guts to try anything with her prisoner, and if they had, they’d
be clumsy enough to announce their presence to her, which would be
the last mistake they ever made in their pitiful, placid lives.


Keeping low, making sure her figure wasn’t making any kind of
outline for the guards to notice, she crept over to where Ethan had
been lying. Investigating, she found that there were no scuffle marks
of any kind, nothing to indicate that he had been taken against his
will, and also suggesting that Ethan had likely broken free of his
enchanted chain before taking any steps. Even the jerkiness of being
picked up and slung over a shoulder would’ve been enough for a
magical alarm to ring. Stumpy had installed that chain herself, was
adept at its workings, and knew that it was not breakable by standard
means. Her mind immediately jumped to Luanna.


That posh bitch, she thought, she’s definitely a
magic user with that mind trick of hers, I’ll find her and hack
her delicate little hands off.


Attempting to calm her anger at losing her prisoner, she carefully
examined the ground, trying to find any indication of a likely
direction. A couple of feet away, exactly where someone would have
been standing had they been directly behind Ethan’s sleeping
form, she noticed some blades of grass bent unnaturally. That was
more than enough for Stumpy: master tracker, warrior, and handler of
all work dangerous and difficult.


She set off, her fists clenched, her giant axe strapped to her back.

- - -

“Here’s
your bed, I’ll send someone along with something hot for you to
eat, too.”

“Thank you,
you’re very kind.”

“Have you
stayed within Erdantia before?”

“Many years
ago.”

“Ah? Well,
we’re more welcoming than those city-folk in Garatheep and
Westhook. I went to Garatheep, once, with my da. Huge, it was,
buildings everywhere, squashed up together so tightly I don’t
know how people manage to breathe. Those walls, too! Relioc’s
walls are thick, but they’re nothing compared to Garatheep’s.
Have you seen them? How they loomed over me! It was pretty terrifying
Vrastor, I tell you. Vrastor? Are you okay? Why are your eyes closed
like that? Your staff! Your staff is glowing! Old man, what’s
happening? Oh gods, it hurts! My head! What’s going on? My
head! Make it stop! Make it stop!”

- - -


Luanna and Ethan had been walking for long enough now that dawn was
beginning to break through the blackness of the night.

Luanna guessed that
they had already travelled well over half the distance to Relioc, and
that it wouldn’t be long before they should be able to see the
tip of the tower coming into view, rising up a solid half a mile from
the ground. She had never been this close to the tower before, had
never actually seen it with her own eyes and never had a reason to do
so.

For so many years
there had been no news or action to report, nothing to suggest that
it was anything more than a mysterious relic of a past generation.
Once again, she inwardly berated the timing against her own plans
within the castle. A single night’s drop and I would’ve
been free! Free to leave her self-imposed prison and continue on
her mission to rid herself of her curse, to finally learn the
memories which had been locked away from her nearly five years ago.

Thinking back to the
castle, she shivered, the image of Captain Trinc’s face still
fresh in her mind. However exactly that carnage had come to pass, and
no matter her own agenda, she knew she could not let the scene replay
itself within the castle walls. The poor captain’s face had
been so massively contorted with rage and anger that the look itself,
even without the bloodshed and corpses, would’ve been enough to
convince Luanna that Vrastor was not to be toyed with. She had to get
Ethan to the tower, had to do enough to show Vrastor that they were
not messing in his affairs.


The trouble was that, no matter how annoying Ethan was with his
stumbling attempts at a conversation with her, she knew he would find
his end within the tower’s walls. From the reports of the
tower’s origins, she knew that of all the people who had passed
through the outer walls of the former keep, only Malchour’s
father, King Todek, had returned.

She looked over in
annoyance as Ethan started to sing quietly, a grin on his face. “I
met a girl down Brumberly way; Beautiful, stunning, as bright as the
day; She stole my heart like a loving curse; She stole my heart and
my weighty purse! For she’s a pirate, a pirate, a pirate lady;
A pirate, a pirate, a pirate lady; She’s a pirate, a pirate, a
pirate lady; A pirate lady, she be!”

Ethan’s voice
rose as the chorus picked up. By the end of it he was almost
bellowing.

“Hush!”
barked Luanna. “You’re singing loudly enough to wake the
dead.” She immediately regretted it, her words bringing fresh
memories of the carnage back to her mind.

Ethan smirked.
“Catchy song, isn’t it? I picked it up in Lowchance. The
Hog Roast, you know the place? It’s full of ruffians, but
there’s always something exciting going on. Great for a mug and
a sing-song. And a fight, too, if that’s your sort of thing.”

Luanna tried to
ignore his aimless chitchat. Ethan continued on.

“Is it? Your
sort of thing? Fighting? You look like you could hold yourself well,
maybe even take a punch as well as you could give. I like that in a
woman. Everyone should be able to hold their own. You know what they
say…”

He looked at her
briefly, but her head was pressed forwards stiffly. He grinned,
knowing he was beginning to wear her down.

“The best
nights are those spent with a wild woman. Or was it a crazy woman? I
forget now. Either way, wild or crazy, you know it’s going to
be memorable. And energetic. Memorably energetic, with a few dashes
of surprise. Every night should be a surprise, keeps life alive. Oh
yeah, that’s pretty good, I should write that down. Keeps life
alive.”

“Don’t
you ever shut up?” demanded Luanna.

“Only when I
don’t have to do the talking for the two of us,” replied
Ethan jovially.

Luanna sighed. She
had too much on her mind to engage in useless conversation with this
bumbling fool. The charm she had placed on his arm, too, required a
level of background concentration to maintain; the mark was a conduit
to let her magic flow through to him more easily.

They continued
walking in silence for five seconds before Ethan started to sing
quietly again. “This girl down in Brum’ly she took me
aboard; High as an eagle my heart flew and soared–”

“Alright,
alright,” interrupted Luanna. She didn’t think she could
stand another verse. “So, you were in Lowchance then, you say.
What were you doing there?”

“Just causing
some mischief, you know how it is with us scallywag types,”
said Ethan, winking at her. Luanna scrunched her face up in mild
disgust. “Actually, I’d just landed,” he continued.
“Only been in town for a few nights before those stinking
kivvers turned up.”

“Landed? From
where?”

“Ah, curious
now I see! Well, have you heard of the Crushed Peak, over in the
east?”

Luanna felt a jolt
of alarm at the name but managed to hide it. She nodded. “Of
course.”

“So you’d
know of the rumours about the nocteal?”

“Their ruined
city at the base of the peak?”

“The very
same!” Ethan allowed silence to fill the rest of his
explanation, letting Luanna’s interest take over. 


“You…
you made it there?” she said eventually, the surprise in her
voice breaking through. “To the peak? To the ruins?”

“Nah,”
said Ethan, smiling. Luanna visibly deflated. “I was just in a
town on the other side of the Dragoove.” His smile inflated
further. “But it would be amazing to get to the peak, don’t
you think?”

Luanna huffed and
turned away. They walked in silence for another short while.


“You said that you’re an advisor to the king, right?”
said Ethan.

“Yes,”
she replied haughtily.


“And you were the one to come all the way out here. You must be
close to him, I bet.”


She pondered on this for a moment. She’d certainly never
considered herself truly close to Malchour, and had acquired his
trust for her own means. But the trust was there, and so she must be
closer to him than most within the castle walls. His wife, the queen,
had died while the prince was still a child, and he had never
remarried nor given any intention of doing so. That left only Bylanx
and Felin, the potentially traitorous rat, for a king calls few
people friend.

Her relationship
with the prince was something else that possibly created a bond
between Lady and King, and although he had never spoken of it to her,
she was certain that he was aware of the prince sharing her bed on
many separate nights. Ninety-nine of them, damnit Vrastor! She
cursed inwardly again, recalling how near she was to the end.


“Closer than most,” she said. She could almost hear Ethan
rolling his eyes in frustration at her short answers.


“So does he know that you’re a fraud?”

The words took
Luanna completely by surprise. She stopped dead in her tracks and
turned to face him in anger, her eyes wide, her mouth set in a deep
frown. Luanna had always been quick to anger, more so in her youth
than nowadays, but still it didn’t take much to unleash her
temperament. She saw a smirk spread wide across his face, his
enjoyment at finally prodding and provoking her enough to get a
reaction.


“A fraud!?” she half-shouted, glaring at him.

He grinned back.
“Yeah, you must be to come get me in the middle of the night on
your own instead of with your band of gallant guardsmen.”


Luanna merely continued to glare, her cheeks still flushed red with
anger.


“I think, seeing me, you forgot all about your precious king. I
think you rather like the look of me and want me for yourself.”


Luanna felt like she was going to explode. Who was this boy, barely a
man, to spout forth such nonsense?


“Want you!?” she erupted. “Of all the things–”


“I know, I know, it’s my roguish charm,” Ethan
interrupted. Seeing that she was at breaking point, he added, in an
offhand manner, “I can’t see any other reason for you to
rescue me.”


“Rescue you!? You think that I…?”

Luanna’s voice
trailed off. She immediately felt the anger wash away from her as she
remembered the real reason for Ethan being here.

“I… I’m
not rescuing you,” she said, the words stumbling out. “I’m
escorting you to Relioc. It has to be done.”


“Relioc?” replied Ethan in confusion. “You said
that name when you so heroically took me as your prisoner. It’s
the tower near here, I think? I’ve heard rumours, but nothing
concrete. What is it, exactly?”


“Yes, it’s a tower, one built by magic. Relioc Tower is
where Vrastor lives,” said Luanna. Her voice was much softer
now.

“So that’s
why you asked about him earlier, back at the Arch,” said Ethan.
Luanna nodded in confirmation. “What does he want from me? I’ve
never met him before, barely even know his name.”


“I don’t know,” said Luanna apologetically.


“Then why are we going?”


Luanna studied Ethan’s face, his eyes pleading with her for
information. “We must. For the safety of Castle Drumond,
possibly the entire kingdom of Erdantia.” She looked away.


“Why Luanna, tell me why.”


Luanna didn’t answer. She didn’t want to admit that the
raw power she had witnessed had frightened her to her very core. The
ease at which she had been charmed, and how her guards had been
dispatched in such a gruesome manner, was too much. She knew in her
heart that the power she had seen could be unleashed upon the castle,
that no one would be able to counter it. Not even her. And that dream
of the world on fire. It still lingered in her mind, her feeling of
overpowering uselessness as everything burned around her.


“Luanna?”


She breathed deeply, knowing that there was no backing out from
telling him the truth now, and that this man deserved to hear the
truth, no matter how painful it would be for him.


“Vrastor killed my guards on the way back from the Arch.
Slaughtered them all. It was horrific, barbaric…”

Captain Trinc’s
face appeared again in her mind. The rage on his dead face was so
overwhelming, so complete, that she shivered in fear. Ethan looked at
her deeply, his own face full of concern, waiting for her to compose
herself enough to continue.


“But worst of all, was that there was nothing I could do to
prevent it. I was charmed to sleep before I even knew what was going
on, cast aside as if I was powerless, and when I woke up…”

Her voice trailed
off, letting Ethan follow the sentence through for himself. They both
stood silently for a minute.


With strength returning to her voice, she said, “I need to get
you to him, to stop any further bloodshed. His power is too great to
fight against. The king, the castle, the entire kingdom even, I
suspect, all will be destroyed if he does not get what he wants. And
he wants you.”


“What will happen to me?”


Luanna detected the rising fear in his voice. “I don’t
know,” she admitted. She forced more strength into her words.
“But I need to get you there.”

Luanna turned away
from her prisoner and continued walking towards the tower, towards
Malchour’s salvation and Ethan’s likely end.

Ethan followed
unwillingly, the bind charm printed into his arm the cause of his
betrayal.

-


After another twenty minutes, neither of them having said anything
further, they reached the crest of a small hill.


As the landscape ahead came into view, Luanna stopped, a few steps
ahead of Ethan. Her body was completely still, her head seemingly
focused on a single point up ahead of them.

Ethan caught her up
and saw the sight for himself. It was a tower in the distance,
perhaps five or six miles away. The tower itself was huge,
frighteningly tall, reaching up into the clouds, but that wasn’t
what made Luanna stop in disbelief.


As they gazed at the tower, their eyes locked, they saw parts of it
moving, blocks of stone flying through the air, the very walls
twisting and turning with wild, chaotic abandon.

Unable to tear
themselves away from the scene, they could do nothing but watch with
mouths hanging open as a gigantic piece of stone, perhaps three or
four storeys high, detached itself from halfway up between ground and
clouds. They stared as it flew outwards, oblivious to gravity. It
rotated slightly, then broke away into smaller chunks.

Several of the
pieces flew around to the other side of the tower, finding holes to
slot into, other pieces emerging from the wall to make room. Another
solid block rushed up, accelerating from nothing to disappear into
the clouds in a matter of seconds.

This was happening
all over, no part of the tower staying motionless for long.


The tower was alive.


Then, as if from nowhere, the feeling rising inexplicably fast within
him, Ethan screamed. It was a scream of pure and absolute terror.

Luanna spun around
to look at him in shock, her hands raising instinctively in
self-defence, staring at Ethan shaking so tremendously that it was
like he had just stepped out of a frozen lake. But Ethan couldn’t
move, couldn’t break his eyes away from the tower.

He had seen it
before, he realised, in his dreams as a young child. The memories had
been suppressed all his life since then, but the sight before him now
had caused them to rise back up. He felt a fear inside him like
nothing he had ever experienced before.


For all his adventures and near-catastrophes, nothing had ever caused
him to tremble like this, as if his very soul was about to be ripped
out.

- - -


Captain Idris jumped down from his horse and took a few steps towards
the corpse on the ground. It was wearing the gold-coloured armour of
Erdantia, the same armour that the captain had on now.

He narrowed his eyes
as he peered closer at the mutilated body. The wounds were fresh, he
saw, had been inflicted no more than half a day earlier. The air was
thick with the smell of death. He looked around at the rest of the
carnage, counting five bodies, a couple of them no longer fully
intact.


“What the hell?” he heard one of his party say from
behind him.

Idris didn’t
respond and continued to walk around the area, getting close enough
to each corpse in turn so as to clearly see each face. He was careful
to avoid stepping on the few dismembered limbs scattered about
recklessly.


“They were butchered,” said another voice. “They
don’t look like they stood a chance.”


“What could’ve done this?” said a third.


Idris was crouching over the final body, staring into the lifeless
face of Captain Trinc, although it was almost contorted beyond
recognition. Idris had known Trinc for a long time, both of them
serving King Malchour for many years. Trinc had been a guardsman of
Erdantia since he was of legal age, and had worked his way up the
chain of command from a simple private. Idris, however, had come into
the king’s service a few decades later after pledging his
loyalty. The two captains were not similar either physically or
mentally, but there was certainly a mutual respect between them.


He stared at Trinc’s face, partly out of respect to his fellow
man-at-arms, partly because he felt something inside him that had not
stirred for a long time. The feeling of fear was bubbling up,
threatening to engulf the considerable bulk of the man. Trinc had
died neither an easy nor honourable death. Some evil had caused this.


Idris pulled himself away from Trinc’s face, and noticed the
bloodstains on the captain’s sword. He ran a gloved hand
serenely along the cold steel of the blade, and brought it up to his
nose to smell the blood.


“They did this to themselves,” he said quietly, his eyes
still focused on the sword.


“What?” gasped the first voice.


Idris gave a final glance at Trinc’s face, then stood up and
slowly surveyed the scene for a final time.


“The Lady is not here,” he announced. “We must ride
on.”


“Are we to send word to the castle?” asked the second
voice.


Idris turned and looked at his party. Each of the four members had
been hand-picked by himself, each known to him for years. They were
good men, the best Erdantia could provide. As had been Trinc.


“No. Communication may have been compromised. We cannot risk
it.” Captain Idris climbed back onto his horse. “We
continue to Hero’s Arch.”

- - -


Ethan’s fear was burning deeply now, every step he took towards
the ever-changing tower squeezing his heart more tightly. His hands
were shaking. His legs were trembling. His teeth were clenched
together.


The pair of them were less than a mile away, but their pace had
slowed. Ethan, his body still bound by the charm, never faltered in
keeping within close proximity to Luanna. Luanna was barely able to
keep her eyes off the tower as they walked, her head always looking
up. She was only marginally aware of where her footsteps were
landing.

There was a faint
path leading to the gate set within the walls of the keep, now wild
and overgrown, neglect and nature both taking their toll on the once
proud road. Few came this way these days. No one had business with
the tower. No one dared get too close as to be considered an
intruder.


Ethan felt like he was going to explode. He was not much accustomed
to fear, having an ‘it’ll work out in the end’
attitude that had served him well enough all his life. Adventures,
betrayals, monsters, barmaids, he took them all in his stride, one
pleasure or one danger at a time. This tower, though, he could barely
contain himself. He felt like he wanted to scream and scream until he
passed out, the nothingness of unconsciousness preferable to the
torment of the living stones in front of him.


“Luanna,” he said, the fear gripping his voice tightly.

She didn’t
respond, only continued to keep her eyes set on the tower.


“Luanna, please.” Desperation filled his words.

Still she didn’t
react.


“We have to stop. We have to turn around.”


Without taking her eyes off the tower she said, softly, “No, we
must go on.”


Ethan wanted to shout at her, to rage and scream until she could take
it no more and stop, but he couldn’t find any courage through
the fear. It had taken a firm hold of him and wasn’t about to
let go. It was all he could do to get any words out at all.


“He’s going to kill me,” he managed to say.


“I’m sorry.”


“Worse than kill me, I think,” Ethan continued. “I
remember dreams from years ago, dreams of this tower. The details are
fuzzy but I remember the pain. It used to wake me up every night. I
remember the pain, and how real it had felt. My mum always told me
that it was just a dream, but I knew it wasn’t. I remember now.
This is how I’m going to die.”


Luanna still didn’t look at him, but he saw her eyes and the
dampness building up in them.


“I’m sorry,” she said again. “I have to–”


“You don’t have to,” Ethan implored. There was no
trickery in his voice or in his words, no twisting or provoking or
anything else he had learnt to use to keep conversations to his
advantage. The words now were fuelled by that most basic of desires:
the desire to live.


“He’ll kill everyone.”


“We’ll find a way to stop him.”


“You didn’t see what he can do, what he did do.”


“Luanna, there will be a way.”


“The guards. Trinc. I couldn’t…”


“Luanna, please. You’re sending me to my death.”


This time Luanna did stop. She turned to look at him, noting the
obvious fear in his eyes. She was not a malicious woman, except where
witches were concerned, but she did not suffer fools gladly, thus
earning a reputation of being hard and tough, and tough she was.
Sending men to die, however, that was the job of kings and emperors,
commanding legions to fight and fall for them, to a point where the
dead became only a statistic. Luanna could never be like that, she
knew in her heart. She was no leader, no one followed her (except
when charmed, of course). She had her own place in the world, and
that place was to look after herself, and no one else. People were
useful from time to time, but to be the cause of their death? It was
not in her to be so detached from emotion as to end a life in such a
way.


Then she remembered again the corpses, and the feeling of being so
utterly powerless. She knew she had a simple choice before her.
Ethan, or a kingdom. One life, or many.


“There is no other way. He will kill us all.”


Ethan stared into her eyes, his own narrowing. Through the fear he
felt a massive wave of adrenaline surge throughout his body. Without
thinking any further ahead than this precise moment, he leaped at
her, his hands ready to seize her neck, to throttle her enough to
break the bind charm and let him run, run far away from this accursed
tower.

He tried to leap,
anyway. The charm, causing his legs to turn traitor while walking,
also stopped him from launching himself at her. He collapsed,
pitifully, his arms still outstretched but too far from Luanna to
grab.


Luanna looked down at him. She had been expecting some aggression
from Ethan for a while, had actually expected it to happen well
before they had reached this close to the tower. But she knew she was
perfectly safe from him. The charm had worked too well for him to
break through it within only hours of its application. A while longer
and she would have had to defend herself, but for now it was enough
to keep any aggression from him at bay.


“We need to keep moving,” she said, and resumed walking.
Ethan, completely against his will, got up and followed her.

- - -


Stumpy saw the two figures up ahead. She had been tracking them at a
rapid pace, gaining ground on the slow-moving pair all morning. They
were now recognisable against the sunrise, the forms of Ethan and
Luanna trudging towards that bizarre tower.


The sight of the tower had caused Stumpy to stop for a moment as she
gazed at the magic propelling the walls, but it had not taken a hold
of her mind. What it was that stopped mental attacks against her, she
had no idea.

She only knew that
all her life she had been different to the other kids around her, and
not in the typical ‘you’re special’ way that
parents told their children in a vague attempt at making them feel
like they’re better than everyone else. Not that she had
parents to tell her anything. Stumpy had been an orphan since before
she could remember, and knew nothing of her mother or father.

Growing up in the
wild streets of Ne’ercolm, surrounded by species of all types
and sizes, she’d had it rough, but some part of her knew that
she had some form of protection the other kids didn’t, which
had eventually led to her escaping the slums and becoming a
warrior-for-hire.

A childhood on the
streets of Ne’ercolm had also led to a hatred of anyone she
considered noble, high-born, or could afford polish. Luanna, a Lady
of Castle Drumond, definitely fit into her world-view of
over-privileged tosspots.


Stumpy had not been a contract adventurer for long, but she had
already developed a code to work by:


1. Only take the jobs that were fun, easy, or paid well. It was her
life, she’d bloody well do what she wanted, and bugger to
people who wanted her to do otherwise.


2. Always complete the job. It was a matter of pride more than
anything.


So Stumpy had taken the job from the shadow man because it was for a
large sum of money, larger than any contract she’d taken
previously, and because it had seemed simple enough: kidnap a man
who’d been kidnapped already by some kivvers, and deliver him
to Castle Drumond in Erdantia.

She’d
dispatched the kivvers easily – they were big, tough brutes,
but no match for a nimble, light-footed attacker – but the
tricky part had oddly been just trying to approach the castle. She
had presumed that there wouldn’t be a problem, certainly the
shadow man had said nothing of requiring stealth, but thanks to that
sodding Luanna she not only had to wait an extra night by that stupid
bamboo arch, she also had lost her prisoner. This was the first time
a job had not proceeded smoothly for Stumpy and she was, to put it
mildly, rather pissed off.


Seeing Ethan and Luanna up ahead, so close now to the tower, she
began to quicken her pace, but after only a few moments she heard the
pounding of hooves on dirt approaching from behind. Five or six
horses, she reckoned, judging from the noise, riding at a rapid pace.


She jumped into the overgrown flora beside the road and disappeared
from sight. It didn’t take long for five horses to ride past
her, each carrying a single gold-plated guardsman of Erdantia.

- - -


If it wasn’t for the charm compelling Ethan to keep moving
forwards, Luanna would have found herself having to grab Ethan by the
collar and drag him. He had given up, the look of resignation on his
face easily apparent after his failed attempt to escape through
violence.

They were only a
minute’s walk from the gate now. The tower loomed overhead,
blocking out a significant portion of the sky, still rearranging
itself every moment as if it was a living thing.

The closer they got,
the more a strange sense of innate wrongness seeped into
Luanna’s mind. She couldn’t place it, and had certainly
never felt anything like it before. It was as if the tower was
bending the world around it, causing everything to be less real,
somehow. Reality was being transformed into an optional component of
existence.


As they neared they saw the heavy metal gate slowly clunk open. A
little girl walked out. Luanna recognised her immediately as the girl
who had so casually charmed her to sleep, and had then somehow caused
her bodyguards to perish in a most horrific manner. She felt her
heart quicken.

Although she was
honestly afraid of this girl’s power, having witnessed it take
over her mind so easily, a part of her wanted to rip the girl into
pieces. Butchering five men as a simple warning, especially knowing
that they didn’t die instantly or peacefully, was a barbaric
act that Luanna wanted to put right. She was convinced, however, that
her own abilities were no match for that evil child, let alone
Vrastor, wherever the old man was hiding.


In the dawn light the girl stepped forward. Her eyes were set on
Ethan, but she addressed Luanna as she spoke.


“Release him, bring him here.”


Luanna hesitated. She wanted answers first, felt that she deserved
some knowledge to soften the blow of the massacre that had befallen
her companions the night before. She raised her voice, trying to keep
an edge of authority in it.


“You’ll assure me that no further harm will come to
Erdantia?” she said, half asking, half demanding.


The child turned her gaze slowly, eventually focusing on Luanna. She
let her stare rest for an uncomfortable moment.


“Yes.”


Luanna held her head high. “What do you want from him?”


“To save the world.”


This brought Luanna’s train of thoughts to a shuddering halt.
She had not really expected an answer, especially one so bold and
blunt. To save the world? What could that possibly mean, exactly?
What could one man do, particularly a man who seemed rather pathetic
and inept, that would save the world? Save the world from what? A
thousand questions and more rushed through her mind.


“Luanna,” she heard Ethan say from beside her, his voice
weak. “Luanna, she’s lying. I’m going to die, I’ve
seen it, I know for sure. If you let her take me, you’re
condemning me to death.”


Luanna was standing tall, her eyes still looking dead straight at the
girl, trying to get some semblance of cohesive thought back.


“Please, I don’t want to die.”


She glanced over at him. His eyes were large, imploring her to have
mercy. She felt the unyielding sadness inside him, the sense of
impending doom.

The memory of their
first sighting of the tower rose up inside her, of Ethan screaming in
primordial fear, the very essence of pure, undistilled terror. It was
nearly enough to sway her, to make her turn her back on the tower and
the child, to get Ethan away from this bizarre monument to
architectural chaos. But then another memory surfaced, that of
Trinc’s face. It steeled her resolve. 



Luanna reached over to Ethan and placed her hand on his arm, where
the charm mark remained etched into the skin. She muttered some words
under her breath, staring hard at the arm, avoiding Ethan’s
tearful, sombre eyes. 



Ethan’s arm glowed red for a second, and then the glow faded.
Luanna pulled her arm away. The mark had disappeared.


-


The instant Luanna released her grip on his arm, Ethan felt a weight
lift off him. He knew that he was free of her charm, thank the gods.
Without thinking, acting purely on instinct, he twisted his body away
from the child and that horrifying tower, and sprinted away as fast
as he could possibly manage.


At least, he tried to. Once again, he found his legs working against
his will. Only a moment after being rid of Luanna’s charm, he
was under the spell of another. This time, however, he felt his body
being corrupted, diseased. It disgusted him. The feeling was
insufferable, permeating throughout every cell, filling it with a
pestilence that he could not escape from.


He took a step towards the child, fighting against it with all his
will, but it was hopeless.


Another step.


He was mere paces from his end now. Once he passed through the gate
ahead of him, it would close shut and his life would be over. This he
knew with a dreadful certainty.


Another step.


He swivelled his eyes towards the child, the only part of him that he
was able to control, not even able to rotate his head. She looked
back at him. Her own eyes were big and uncaring, but not with malice,
he noted. She seemed to be simply and utterly unbothered by him, her
only wish to bring him inside the tower.


Another step.


This was it. He shuddered with fear, or involuntarily tried to, but
his body wouldn’t even permit that. Ethan didn’t want to
die. He didn’t deserve this.


One more step.


Then he heard the sound of hooves suddenly close by. In his terror,
taking slow steps towards his doom, he had not noticed the sound
becoming increasingly louder. Luanna’s shout abruptly invaded
his ears.


His legs stopped moving.


-


Luanna waved imploringly at the approaching men on horseback in a
futile attempt to get them to turn back before reaching her. She
recognised Captain Idris’ huge form as he jumped down from his
horse beside her, the other men doing the same thing, forming a rough
semicircle. 



“No, you must go back!” she shouted at him frantically. 



“What’s going on, milady?” Idris replied, keeping
his voice calm and composed. He was not looking at her, instead
keeping his gaze towards the child, Ethan, and the bizarre tower.


“Go! Now! Before it is too late!”


“I need to take stock of the situation first, milady,” he
said, turning his head towards her. “We found Captain Trinc and
his men. They were massacred. What happened?”


“Vrastor…” said Luanna, struggling to control her
voice. She desperately needed to get him and the rest of them away
before Vrastor repeated the scene of carnage replaying on a loop
within her mind. 



She saw Ethan stop walking as the girl’s gaze settled on Idris.
Her eyes were still the same – wide and uncaring – but
she sensed an inner ferocity rise up within that small child. She
knew what was about to happen. She couldn’t let another group
be slaughtered. Trinc’s face shoved itself to the forefront of
her mind once again, an unrelenting picture of insurmountable rage
and suffering.


“Vrastor?” said Idris. He turned back to the child and
noticed her staring at him intently, her eyes wide open.


“Go, now, before you end up like Trinc!” Luanna shouted
to his back, but then realised that he was no longer listening to
her.


Luanna watched in horror as his hand wrapped tightly around the ivory
handle of his sword.


-


Captain Idris felt his mind losing cohesion, felt his very soul
slipping away from him. He was a huge man with a tough mind to go
alongside it, but the evil presence within him now was all-pervading.
He had never been so mentally vandalised before.


He fought against it internally, a flash of Trinc’s face
appearing in his vision as he realised that this was how the captain
and his men had met their unjust end. He struggled to resist the
feeling of tentacles wrapping themselves around inside his head,
sucking and extinguishing his life-force, but it was too much.


His consciousness dimmed and flickered into nothingness. All sentient
thought abandoned him. He was now a hollow shell of rage and fury.


The former Captain Idris slid his steel sword out of its scabbard,
narrowed his eyes at one of his men across from him, screamed loudly
and ferociously, raised the now unsheathed sword, and charged.


-


Luanna felt the sleep charm come onto her again, but this time she
was ready for it. Terrified that the slaughter would repeat itself,
she had – mostly unconsciously – managed to raise her
mental defences as soon as the girl had walked through the keep’s
gate. Even with preparation though, it was far stronger than anything
else she had previously defended herself against. She felt her body
begin to struggle against the mental attack, her mind begin to break
down.


Focusing intently on resisting the charm, the thought of why it was,
again, only a sleep charm and not the same affliction as the guards
flickering briefly through her head, she barely registered the
footsteps behind her.


Instinct alone made her dive sideways as she felt the air split from
the swing of a giant axe, only a hair’s width from her side.
She turned as she fell, and saw the face of Stumpy looking angrily
back at her. She raised her hands, not in defence but in resignation.



“Vrastor!” she exclaimed through a broken breath.


“Ya stole me prisoner,” said Stumpy. “Stupid
high-born bitch, doin’ what ya like.”

She raised her axe
for a killing blow.


“I had to! He will kill all of us!” Luanna shouted,
desperation in her voice, the sound of swords clashing against swords
behind her almost drowning it out.


“That ain’t my problem,” said Stumpy,
matter-of-factly.

She grinned widely
at Luanna, ready to rid the world of what she perceived as just
another undeserving, self-important upper-cruster, then sighted a
guard rushing towards where she stood, his steel sword pointing
directly at her. She frowned.


Stumpy took a step back to ready herself against the attack. Luanna
could only watch as the guard leapt over her, bellowing a fierce
scream of anger as he charged. His sword smashed heavily against
Stumpy’s massive axe, sending sparks crackling into the air.

As the fight
continued it quickly became apparent that there was no finesse to his
movements or thrusts, no concern for defence or counter-attacks. It
was purely an unyielding barrage of blows, rage-induced strength
doing more than enough to make up for the lack of skilful swordplay.


-


Ethan watched the guards battle each other, exchanging clashes and
wounds with no hesitation. It was abhorrent. Their minds had been
claimed within seconds, the girl effortlessly taking control, their
strong bodies now empty vessels for her every whim. He saw Luanna
struggling to resist her, and then noticed Stumpy creeping up from
behind. He wanted to shout out a warning, to do anything to tell
Luanna of the threat, but he could do nothing.

He breathed a mental
sigh of relief as the guard intercepted Stumpy, taking the fight away
from Luanna.


But as the battle progressed, he felt his body beginning to respond
to his thoughts. He tried turning his head and realised that, with
effort, control was coming back to him. He looked to the girl and
noticed that she was fully engulfed in the war of the guards, her
head and concentration giving him no attention whatsoever.


Ethan rotated his shoulders slowly but freely. They were responding!
He attempted to lift an arm up to his waist, feeling the resistance
against the movement as it initially held fast, and then gradually
gave way to his command. He tried the other arm, noting it rise more
easily than the first. He took a tentative step to the side, his
legs, finally, responding to him and him alone.


His body was his again!


He glanced back to the child, glad to be rid of her insidious
control. Beyond her he barely registered the battle raging, the
sounds of swords and shouting somehow distant and muted to his ears.
Thoughts of how Luanna or Stumpy were faring in the carnage were far
from his mind. 



Holding his breath tightly, being careful not to draw attention back
to his sneaking form, he tiptoed off to the girl’s right-hand
side, keeping out of her sight as much as possible.


Gently, carefully, Ethan crept away from the scene, each footstep
raised and lowered agonisingly slowly on the soft, wet, dewy grass.
The moments seemed to stretch out as the distance between himself and
the girl increased with an excruciating sluggishness.


Finally, he felt that he was far enough away. Ethan, prisoner of no
fewer than four different parties within the last few days, was once
again his own, free man.

He abruptly turned
and fled, his legs pumping as hard as he could manage, desperate to
get this cursed place far, far behind him.

Ethan didn’t
once look back as he ran.


-


The intense onslaught from the guard was nothing that Stumpy had
fought against before. She had been in conflict with big, hulking
brutes, who weaved bone-crushing battlehammers around as if they were
toys, a single smash enough to turn anyone into a fossil, and her
pace and fluidity were always enough to keep her away from death. But
this attack was exhausting. No matter how much she jumped and twisted
away from the guard’s reach, his sword was there again for
another swing, impossibly fast and heavy.


No one can fight like this for this long, she thought as she
avoided another sweeping attack. Nimble and sprightly though she was,
even she was beginning to tire against the relentless barrage.


Out of the corner of an eye she saw Luanna, now standing, weaving her
hands at the direction of the girl by the iron gate. She saw her
mouth move but heard no sound escape Luanna’s lips. The
movements were easily apparent to Stumpy: magic casting. But nothing
happened, either to the girl or the gate behind her. She saw Luanna’s
arms droop momentarily in a pose of resignation, and then raise again
for another attempt. The disappearance of Ethan flashed through her
mind.


A gurgling scream made her glance over to her other side. One of the
guards had been split nearly in half, the sword cutting in through
the shoulder and stopping at the ribcage. Blood was gushing out like
a waterfall. The guard who had performed the killing blow was a
monster of a man, his muscles barely contained by the gold armour.
She recognised him as the lead rider who had sped past her only
minutes earlier.


Stumpy ducked another attack against her, swinging her axe in a
defensive arc to block the follow-up blow. She saw the hulking guard
yank the sword out of his newly deceased companion’s body. More
blood spurted out as it followed the sword’s exit. The guard
turned, his eyes unfocused but aimed in the direction of Stumpy and
her attacker. She heard him scream in rage as he began to stomp over
to the pair of them.


Then she heard another voice attempting to break through the noise of
the carnage. It was Luanna, shouting at the top of her lungs while
continuing to weave her arms.

“Stumpy! It’s
the girl! She’s controlling them! Stop her!”


Stumpy nodded quickly in recognition, although she had no idea if
Luanna saw it or not. From the ferocity of her attacker’s
swings and thrusts, and the look of intense rage on his face, enough
to almost twist it beyond the appearance of any normal man, she knew
some kind of magic was in play.

She danced through
yet another sword thrust, rolling away to the side to give herself a
moment of peace. Thankfully, as she looked up, she noted her attacker
had turned away to engage the giant guard rushing towards him. He was
truly a beast, perhaps the biggest man Stumpy had ever seen.

She had a momentary
shudder as an image of his sword smashing down upon her raced through
her head, the blade and strength behind it much stronger than her
previous engagement. Even Stumpy, who had held no fear of any fight
in her years as an adventurer, didn’t want to test herself
against that.


Focusing towards the girl, she sprinted, breathing hard but steadily,
and jumped over the corpse of another guard, barely registering that
it had been hacked to pieces, a mutilated mound of human flesh
desecrating the earth on which it lay.


As she closed the distance, the girl turned to face her. Stumpy
immediately felt a presence seep inside her mind, prying, trying to
gain control. But, as with Luanna, as with every other attempt that
had been thrown at her, it was blocked and beaten away without any
conscious effort on her part.

She saw the girl
crease her face in surprise as Stumpy didn’t stop her charge,
but was instead now within spitting distance. Stumpy guessed that
this was the first time the girl had been denied access to a mind.


The surprise remained on the little girl’s face as Stumpy swung
her axe.


-


Luanna had been simultaneously weaving spells to attack the girl
while trying to block her from entering her mind. She could feel the
girl’s presence, and she knew that if she lapsed but for a
single moment then she would be consumed by it.


After the third attack failed to dislodge her, to even make any dent
in the overwhelming power the girl was displaying over her, Luanna
shouted to Stumpy for help, barely able to get the energy to
continue. She couldn’t even bring herself to look over at
Stumpy, but hoped like hell she was able to do something, anything,
to break the girl’s control.


So Stumpy had intervened, and Luanna had watched with horror as the
girl was cut down by Stumpy’s giant axe. Her body crumpled onto
the floor, lifeless. Luanna couldn’t tear herself away from it.

For all the pain and
suffering that little child had caused, it was still a child’s
body that had been felled. As she stared, a pool of blood widened
rapidly from underneath the tiny body, staining the dust and gravel a
deep red.


She managed to finally break away from the sight as she heard other
thuds from behind her. The three remaining guards – two had
been butchered, she noted – had collapsed. The sudden quietness
was painful to her ears.


“Who was she, then?” she heard Stumpy ask from next to
her.

Luanna turned back
to face her, with the small body lying on the ground next to where
she stood.

She tried to catch
her breath, tried to calm her pounding head. The mental fight had
been intense, almost too much for her to bear. She needed time to
recover.


“An agent of Vrastor,” she managed to say.


“Yeah? Who’s he?”


“Someone extremely powerful. Lives in that tower above us. He
wants Ethan, and is going to kill everyone if I don’t bring him
here.”


Stumpy turned around and looked at the gate, and the tower looming
behind it, reaching away, far up into the sky. She shrugged and
turned back.


“Is that right, huh?”


“Yes! We have to get him back. It would have all been fine if
the captain hadn’t arrived.”


Stumpy glanced over at the inert forms of the guards still drawing
breath.


“The captain. Big guy, yeah?”


“Captain Idris, yes. Listen, Stumpy, we have to get Ethan back
here. I saw him escape. There’s no telling how much danger the
kingdom is in if Vrastor doesn’t get what he wants.”


Stumpy brought her gaze back to Luanna. Even now, after saving her
life, she was trying to tell her what to do. She loathed Luanna, and
everyone like her. Sodding high-born lords and ladies.


“Tell ya what, milady,” said Stumpy, the sarcasm
dripping off the form of address like butter off a hot pan. “What
I’ll do is, I’ll go an’ fetch the talkative idiot,
again, but I’m takin’ him to the castle, as I was paid to
do. I don’t much care for ya troubles here.”


Luanna sighed in frustration. “You’re still keeping the
contract with Felin?”


“Felin? Ya mean the shadow man? Yeah, I am. I take a job an’
I finish it.”


Luanna breathed in deeply. “Stumpy, listen to me. I–”


“No, ya listen to me, ya ungrateful bitch,” interrupted
Stumpy. “Ya hold me up, then steal me prisoner, then take him
to some freak tower where things just ain’t right. I even saves
ya life from some demonic child, an’ still ya tellin’ me
what to do?”


Luanna stared blankly at Stumpy for a moment, remembering how the
giant axe which had been her saviour had, very shortly before, come
within a whisker of ending her life. The faint rustle of life from
the guards on the ground as they began to slowly regain consciousness
brought her back to the moment.


“If we don’t get Ethan back here, there won’t be a
shadow man to deliver him to. Don’t you see? Whatever it is you
did that stopped the girl from possessing you, no one back at the
castle, or anyone else in the kingdom, no one can do that. He will
kill them all, Stumpy. Every last one of them.”


Stumpy studied Luanna closely. Gradually, grudgingly, she calmed
down.

“Alright,”
she said finally, “I’ll get him back here. But I want me
full share of what I was promised. Doubled.”


She saw Luanna breathe a big sigh of relief. “How much did
Felin offer you?”


Stumpy told her. Despite the situation, despite everything that had
happened at this bloodbath, both grown men and little children making
up the dead, Luanna had to stifle a laugh. She composed herself when
she looked at Stumpy’s face, completely serious.


“Yes, of course. I will ensure that you are paid in full.”


“I thought ya were nothin’ but a lowly king’s
lackey?”


“I am as close to the king’s ear as any. I promise you,
you shall have your reward.”


Stumpy nodded. As much as she hated Luanna, enough to try to kill her
only minutes ago, she saw the sense in what was happening. Besides, a
hefty bonus is a hefty bonus, rule number two be damned. Rule number
one was the only important rule, anyway.


She held out her hand to seal the deal. Luanna took it and shook,
trying not to grimace at the pressure Stumpy was applying. Stumpy
allowed a faint smirk to come through with it. They both let go, the
deal finalised.


Luanna started to turn back to Idris, who was now almost aware of
exactly who, what, and where he was, but Stumpy interrupted her.


“I ain’t dealin’ with them, too. We go now.”


“We?”


“Yeah, we. As stuck up as ya are, I can tell that ya pretty
handy in a scrap. Besides, I want to make sure the deal follows
through. If ya run back to ya king now, how am I to be sure I won’t
be stopped at that damn arch again?”


Luanna looked at her, silently weighing up what to do. If she went
back to the castle and to Malchour now, she would have to explain how
Vrastor had, with ease, brutally controlled and killed some of the
kingdom’s best guardsmen. To make matters worse, the only
salvation from further destruction was the man Ethan, who had escaped
to be pursued by a crazy young woman who may or may not deliver Ethan
in one piece, if she could even be completely trusted to do the job
in the first place. Whether Vrastor would blame her and the rest of
Erdantia for losing his prisoner, she couldn’t guess, but she
didn’t want to have to. That risk was too high to gamble on.
They needed Ethan, it was as simple as that.

Her thoughts led
back briefly to her own personal mission with the loathsome prince,
and the final night she required of him. If she didn’t return,
it could well be four whole years wasted. The start of that time had
been enjoyable enough, but the rest? Urgh. Luanna’s mind
flickered between the two options, one for her, the other for her
king and the kingdom she currently called home.


“Okay,” she said eventually. “Let’s go.”


Stumpy nodded to acquiesce Luanna’s decision, and abruptly
turned and began walking in the last known direction of the runaway,
Ethan.


Luanna started to follow, but something deep down in her gut made her
stop momentarily and look back. Her head slowly followed the tower’s
growth up from the ground.


Within a window not far up from the ground level, where the
never-ending reconstruction was much calmer, the stonework barely
moving at all compared to the chaos of the upper levels, she saw the
outline of a figure looking back.

- - -

It is perhaps worth
mentioning a brief history of the continent of Kramat at this point.
The current year, according to humans, who frankly do whatever they
please and to hell with existing standards, is 688. That is, it is
the 688th year that humans have been a part of this land.

Way back, too long
ago for all but a few creatures to remember, a fleet of ships set
sail from their homeland in search of foreign soil. After many long,
dreary weeks at sea, they eventually caught sight of something other
than the infinite blue of the Endless Ocean. These intrepid explorers
landed and made camp at a place they named Origin.

Over time, Origin
grew from camp to settlement to town to city, not grand enough to
rival the cities of their homeland, but majestic in its own way.
During those early years, brave men and women walked, rode, and
sailed, mapping and settling across the entirety of the western half
of Kramat. Some, braver still, attempted to venture across the
eastern half.

Few of those
explorers returned, but the ones who did brought with them tales of
fantastical creatures and wondrous landscapes. The imaginations of
children were filled with stories of multi-headed beasts, their
gnarled mouths bustling with teeth longer and sharper than daggers,
of eerie swamps where the mist rose and swirled giving shape to
mysterious demons which wailed throughout the night, of a lone, cold
mountain peak, rising so high that it seemed to stretch into
eternity.

Those were not easy
times, and the wild countryside of the west had to be tamed by force,
but the humans gradually overwhelmed the native creatures by
strength, technology, and sheer-minded belligerence. Mile by mile,
the beasts were either pushed back or massacred. Humanity took over.

Settlements sprung
up all over the land like a plague. Westhook was founded in the year
33, Garatheep in 71, Pork Belly in 112. The Kingdom of Erdantia was
officially recognised in the year 184, and was the fourth of the five
great kingdoms. The villages and towns grew in population and power
at a rapid and unchecked rate. Save for bands of roaming bandits and
other unscrupulous humans, the lands were made safe. The people were,
for the most part, happy, or at least content enough to not create
wars amongst each other.

In the year 198, the
skrax emerged. As has been mentioned previously, the skrax are a
humanoid race which dwell underground. Although they may, at a very
quick glance, and if you ignore the four arms, appear human, they are
very different. The closest analogy would be to a hive, like a bee or
ant colony. Although each member has its own consciousness, it also
has very little processing power for its own thinking, instead
working and living for the community, for the greater good of the
species.

When they burst out
from their subterranean lairs, it was the first time that humans had
set eyes on the species. Holes erupted from all over the southwestern
region of Kramat, spewing forth hordes of the fearsome creatures to
devour entire villages and towns. The suddenness and ferociousness of
the invaders left the heavily populated human region helpless. The
kingdom of Brocadia was completely eradicated almost overnight. The
largest hole, almost a mile wide, split the earth open with an
earth-shattering shockwave, opening the ground up about thirty miles
northeast of Origin.

The first skrax
swarm contained over forty thousand warriors, most of which were
focused single-mindedly on Kramat’s founding city. Origin
barely stood a chance, and held out for only hours before being
completely and overwhelmingly overrun. The skrax decimated the city,
leaving it in ruins, the residents slaughtered without mercy. Forces
from the western cities and settlements, headed by Westhook’s
mages, rallied together to destroy the remains of the still-large
swarm.

Three years later,
in the year 201, another huge force appeared, smaller but no less
terrifying, this time marching east towards Erdantia. A combined
force of soldiers from Erdantia and the city of Garatheep, led by the
second king of Erdantia – Paikel Erdant – successfully
managed to hold them off at what would later be called Hero’s
Arch, named so in memory of the ferocious battle and the loss of the
great hero Threznorr.

Another two years
passed with only sporadic reports of skrax sightings, until scouts
reported a new swarm emerging, numbering approximately two thousand.
However, this swarm was unlike the ones which had preceded it. The
skrax seen previously had been grey-skinned, tall, and built for
combat. These skrax had pale yellow skin, and were quite obviously
more feeble and weak. Predictably, the humans quickly rallied
together and crushed the swarm, which offered little resistance. The
bodies were burnt and destroyed. This was the final time that
humanity saw the skrax. In the five years of warfare, many towns had
been raided and decimated, the merciless invaders taking no
prisoners. Both Origin and Brocadia had been reduced to rubble. It
took many years for people to rebuild their lives but,
stone-by-stone, they succeeded.

In the years since,
the largest open warfare has been conducted between the kingdoms of
Alamenne and Riverstorm, in what became known, somewhat bluntly and
as a massive disappointment to bards everywhere, as the War of the
North. A third kingdom, that of Forloone, situated in the far
northwest of Kramat, diminished under the weight of its proximity to
Alamenne to the east and the sprawling cesspit city of Pork Belly to
the southwest. As the life of King Anthor Forloone dwindled and
diminished, childless and alone, in the year 440, it sparked a
power-grab.

Open conflict was
restrained for a full ten months, until a shadowy Riverstormian
assassin slipped a knife into the back of the lord of Marwick, an
Alamennian town on the border between the two kingdoms.

The War of the North
began, and continued on for eight long, brutal years. Much of the
final two years were spent with Riverstorm soldiers holding a siege
around the once beautiful and wondrous Alamennian Gardens, the
kingdom’s stronghold. When the Gardens fell, not only King
Nelanvo Alamenne but his wife and three daughters were all
slaughtered. The body of his only son, barely two years old, was
never found.

This is not to say
that the west is a land of violence, as warfare and bloodshed have
now simmered down to relatively manageable levels, the lords and
kings content with what they have (in public, anyway – in
private they may have a different view entirely). But neither is the
west truly considered a safe place for its many inhabitants.

If a notable figure
happens to slip to his or her death, “That cracked staircase
never looked safe!” would be the cry of many, wisely choosing
to avert their gaze from the pair of bloodied hands beside them.

- - -

Idris groaned as
consciousness seeped back into him. A sharp pain was racing through
both of his arms. He forced his heavy eyes open.

The first thing he
noticed, lying face-down on the ground a few feet away, was the body
of one of his group. A pool of blood surrounded the inert form,
staining the earth. The morning breeze carried the smell of death.

Idris blinked and
pushed himself up onto his elbows, turning his head away from the
corpse, only to see another body lying over to his right. Both were
wrapped in the familiar armour and finery that marked them as members
of the royal guards of Erdantia.

Memories and images
came flashing back. Idris stared numbly at the ground as he
remembered swinging his sword, cutting down his fellow man, nearly
splitting him in two. A lump formed in his throat, his eyes dizzy,
his head pounding.

Slowly, he forced
himself to look back at the bodies. As his eyes focused he took in
the enormity of his rage-induced actions. Miael, his most trusted
fellow guardsman, was barely still a single corpse, the passage of a
blade slicing deeply in through neck and shoulder disgustingly clear.

Idris felt his
stomach bubbling uncontrollably. He managed to push his head forward
just in time to spew bile onto the grass and dirt. His vision went
fuzzy again, and for a weary minute he tried simply to maintain his
consciousness. While he kept himself still he heard voices talking
from what seemed a long way off, but he could not make out the words
through the intense pain singing in his mind.

Another groan came
from immediately behind him. With great effort, Idris twisted his
body and sat up, his powerful arms resting on the ground to keep him
upright. Just beyond his feet was another fellow guardsman,
Lieutenant Tem. Past him was another body, unmoving. Idris’
eyes tried to focus properly. Up ahead, standing by the entrance to
the keep, were two figures.

Luanna, Idris
realised, recognising her with some difficulty. He strained his eyes
but could not entirely make out the other figure standing by her
side, taller and thinner, her absurdly bright hair pulled back in a
tight ponytail. There was a small bundle on the floor by her feet.

He watched as Luanna
turned her head towards him, burning her gaze into his. She then
turned back to the other figure and they both departed, keeping
parallel with the walls of the keep until the corner, at which point
they vanished from sight. Idris didn’t know where they were
going, couldn’t hold his head still long enough to think what
lay in that direction. He could barely hold his thoughts together.

“Tem!”
he shouted, or at least tried to shout, his throat sore from the bile
and, he suddenly realised, from screaming as he had charged Miael.
Tem turned his head slowly and looked at Idris. From the corner of
his eye Tem caught sight of the two bodies by Idris’ side, and
Idris saw Tem’s eyes widen and pupils dilate in shock.

“What?”
was all Tem managed to say in that moment. He rubbed his head,
creasing his forehead and scrunching up his face as he did. He looked
back up. “What happened? Oh gods. Miael? Captain, what did we
do?”

Idris simply stared
back.

“Captain?”
Tem continued quietly. “Captain, did we do this?”

Idris nodded slowly,
his head massively heavy, his neck barely able to support it. Images
kept popping back into his thoughts, of swinging his sword and
cutting down through Miael like butter. He remembered looking into a
little girl’s face, and then the memory, the feeling of his
consciousness seeping out washed over him. He had been a shell of a
man, a husk, for that child-thing to control as she wished. And she
had wished only for Idris to kill everything, that everyone around
him, friend or foe, was just another target to strike down. He had
been at her whim, unable and unwilling to disobey her. He felt the
lump in his throat threatening to spill forth again.

“Captain, we
need to get back to the castle. We need to warn the king.”

Idris continued to
stare, not saying a word. He could hear Tem’s words but they
sounded muted and distant. He thought again of his unrelenting fury
and rage as he had screamed wildly, rushing across the ground on his
mission to slaughter his kin. Of his sword sending sparks into the
air as it collided with others while weaving its dance of death. Of
his sword buried deep within Miael, blood spraying from the severed
arteries.

“Captain!”
Tem shouted, force in his voice, shocking Idris back to the present.

Idris narrowed his
eyes momentarily, then pushed his bulky body up off the ground. He
looked around the scene again. The high walls of the keep and the
ever-alive tower were still there, but they meant nothing to Idris
right now. His eyes swept across the bundle by the entrance where
Luanna had stood. He recognised it now to be the child-thing that had
controlled him. His entire body shivered automatically as a fresh
battery of memories assaulted his mind. He nearly fell over under the
brunt of them, but somehow managed to stay upright.

The third
guardsman’s chest was rising and falling steadily. Idris walked
over to him uncertainly, and looked over his unconscious form. It was
Lieutenant Adan. Idris bent stiffly and gathered the sleeping guard
in his muscular arms.

“Is he okay?”
Idris heard Tem ask.

Idris didn’t
answer, but instead cast his eyes around the entire scene. Two of his
fellow guardsmen lay dead, one by his hand, the other, he didn’t
know. The child-thing was a tiny, crumpled heap by the keep’s
gate, which was still open. Beyond the entrance was a large courtyard
and the sides of a few buildings. Relioc Tower loomed over
everything.

Away from the keep
was the dirt path his party had arrived by, surrounded on both sides
by gently rolling hills. He spied two of his party’s five
horses. Idris snapped his eyes to Tem for a half-second, and then
marched on to the horses. Tem followed.

After twenty paces
or so, Idris stopped. He was right by the body of Miael.

“Miael…”
he heard Tem say quietly, the lieutenant’s voice trailing off.

Idris stood still
for a few seconds, staring, and then continued his march towards
them. Tem stayed for a moment longer, his focus switching between
Miael’s contorted face and the wound which had slain him. He
looked up at Idris and his huge arms, and realised that Idris didn’t
have his sword. It was lying off to one side in the dirt, stained
with a deep red.

Tem shuddered,
looking back at Idris with fear.

His own memories
were hazy, and he had flashes of clashing his sword against a giant
axe, of attempting but failing to kill the girl swinging it. Tem had
ended no lives that morning, but he knew now with absolute certainty
that his captain had.

The lieutenant took
a final quick glance at Miael’s face, the image now forever
burnt into his mind, and chased after Idris. When he caught up, Idris
had just finished slumping Adan’s unconscious body across one
of the two horses.

“Take him,”
Idris said, and instantly turned to the other horse, not bothering to
see if Tem was following or had even heard the order.

He jumped up onto
the horse and motioned for it to begin trotting down the path towards
the Great Landway, back to Castle Drumond and to King Malchour.

Tem watched his
captain for a moment, unsure. Idris was a hard man with few outward
emotions, but Tem knew that he looked after the men in his command.
The man up ahead was different, no longer a leader. He was a broken
man, Tem realised.

He shook his head
and jumped onto the waiting horse, taking care to make sure Adan was
positioned comfortably. Tem took a last look back at the bodies of
his fellow guardsmen as they lay dead, forever unmoving, and then
motioned for his horse to follow Idris.

- - -

It was now early
evening, the day’s light beginning to fade.

Ethan’s legs
were sore and stiff. He had been running, jogging, walking, and
eventually nearly crawling for almost ten straight hours in his
desperate attempt to get himself away from the tower. Away from his
death. Every step he took was heavy. His thigh muscles were like
lumps of wood, barely moving. His stomach was growling loudly,
threatening impending doom. His throat was severely parched from
dehydration. He was only minutely aware of anything around him, his
senses dulled by exhaustion, his eyelids almost too heavy to stay
open.

All in all, it was
safe to say that Ethan was in a bad state.

He continued
dragging his feet through the tall grass, unable to register the
tickling of each blade as it stroked against his bare feet. During
his hasty retreat from Relioc Tower, Ethan had simply ran, not caring
about any direction other than putting the tower behind him, and so
he had, by accident, ran northeast. There was nothing in a wide
radius of the tower, no villages or towns, nothing that would choose
to live within sight of the fear-inducing flying stonework and
masonry. But hour by hour, he had put a fairly tremendous distance
between himself and it, between an uncertain life and a certain
death.

Step after heavy
step his body carried him onwards. Without warning, the soft grass
underneath his feet was replaced with dirt and pebbles. Ethan
attempted to focus his eyes on where he was. A track swam into his
vision, no more than two long strides wide, but a definite sign of
civilisation. His stomach gurgled desperately as the thought of food
and water filled his head. He pulled his eyes up and surveyed the
land around him.

The track ran across
him, left to right. To the left was more of the same scenery he had
trundled through since dawn: grass, flowers, trees, a distinct lack
of anything edible and drinkable, the track continuing on a flat
plain towards the mountainous backdrop. To his right it started much
the same, but not too far ahead the track instead disappeared below a
gently curving slope.

Ethan narrowed his
eyes in disappointment. He had no idea at all of where he was, only
that he was at least one, maybe even two hundred miles from
Garatheep, the nearest city to the kingdom of Erdantia.

His narrowed eyes
closed in exhaustion and frustration. His body strongly suggested
that he collapse where he stood and sleep, but Ethan fought the
sensation, knowing that if he stopped now the next day would be
harder still. If Luanna or Stumpy caught him, there might not even be
a next day.

He shuddered at the
thought of the two women, not knowing if they had followed him or if
they had even survived the battle of the guardsmen, but not wanting
to risk a road-side sleep on the chance that they were close by.

The evening breeze
flowed around him, carrying with it smells of the countryside. The
unmistakable waft of seamere plants tingled his nose. He breathed it
in deeply, the familiar saltiness bringing a small trace of comfort;
his childhood town of Caaron was covered in the white and blue
heart-shaped flowers. But there was something else in the air, too.

He sniffed again,
suddenly frantic. He turned his head this way and that, trying to
pinpoint the source of the smell. It was the delicious aroma of meat
cooking. Ethan’s heart skipped a beat in excitement. It was
coming from his right. Ethan, his legs still stiff but relenting to
the thought of hot food, chased eastwards along the track.

He reached the cusp
of the track as it started to descend down the gentle slope. A thin
trail of smoke was visible in the distance, climbing the air in a
slowly turning corkscrew. Ethan thought it was the most beautiful
thing he had ever seen.

As he walked
unsteadily towards it, a stone chimney came into view, then a roof,
and finally an entire house. It was a simple construct of wood and
stone, nothing elegant, a typical village dwelling. A stable was
attached to the side, a horse’s head poking out inquisitively
over one of the two doors. Beyond the house were more of the same
sort, perhaps fifteen or twenty in total. A few figures were dotted
about between them, talking or wandering around in the warm evening
air.

Ethan stumbled
forwards, aiming squarely at the first house, the smell of cooked
food overwhelming him more and more until he became nothing but a
pure meat-seeking entity. The horse turned its head to regard him
nonchalantly as he staggered to the wooden door of the house and
knocked hard. He had to lean on the door frame to stop himself from
collapsing as he waited.

After a few seconds
the door swung open. A young boy stood in its place. He had a thin
woollen shirt over his chest and torn three-quarter length shorts
covering his legs, a piece of rope tied around the waist to keep it
held upright. Ethan, through the meat-fueled haze, guessed he was
about six or seven years old.

The boy looked at
him with a puzzled expression, waiting for Ethan to speak. Ethan
opened his mouth, but found no words which could escape his dry
throat. The boy waited a moment longer, then turned his head slightly
as he shouted back into the house, keeping his eyes locked on Ethan.

“Ma! There’s
a man here! He’s not saying anything!”

Ethan creased his
eyebrows and tried again. A faint, pitiful, croaking noise seeped
out.

“He’s
now making strange noises, ma!”

“Yes, yes,
okay dear,” came another voice from within the dwelling.

A woman came into
view, engulfing the boy’s small frame. If there was ever a
competition for stereotypical countryside mother of the year, this
woman would have won it for the past ten years in a row. She was
wide, with a dirty white apron and a brown blouse spilling over her
large bosom, and a myriad of skirts covering her legs to below her
knees. Her cheeks were chubby and rosy, her eyes warm and friendly.
She had short, curly brown hair, as if she slept in rollers every
night. In her hands was a large mixing bowl and a long wooden spoon,
which she didn’t stop turning as she approached. She looked
Ethan up and down before speaking.

“Well, you
look terrible,” she said bluntly, continuing to stir. Ethan
stared blankly back at her, and then croaked an indecipherable reply.

“I expect you
be wanting something hot in your belly? And a mug of something, too?”

Ethan nodded
rapidly, attempting again to articulate anything other than croak.
He failed. The woman didn’t look away from Ethan, but spoke to
the boy.

“What do you
think, Lob? Should we help this poor, starved man with no boots?”

The boy stared at
Ethan, furrowing his eyebrows as he thought. The woman maintained
both her gaze and her stirring. Ethan went to speak again, and then
stopped himself. The boy took a long moment to decide.

“I think he
speaks funny, ma. But we should give him some water.”

Ethan shaped his
eyes in gratitude at the boy and smiled, and returned his eyes to the
woman’s. She was studying him intently, and didn’t
otherwise react for an agonisingly long time, but eventually took a
step back.

“Show him in
then, Lob. Seat him at the table and fetch him a mug.”

Ethan croaked thank
you to her, and followed Lob into the house. It was hot inside
compared to the warm breeze of the evening air, almost unbearably so,
but Ethan could not nor wanted to comment. The room had a large
wooden table near to the wall to the right, with six basic wooden
chairs around it. The walls were mostly bare with sparse decorations,
but yet it felt warm and cosy. Directly across was a door into the
kitchen – Ethan so desperately wanted to go in there and throw
meaty chunks into his mouth like a wild animal. A few cupboards and
small tables were scattered about, with various trinkets on top,
including a small statue of Miakraan. The goddess was in her oft-seen
pose, holding her long staff which split off at the top end into four
small, equally sized orbs, one for each of the seasons. A large
rocking chair was tucked into a corner of the room. Two pairs of
thick boots lined with fur were next to the door, an olive-coloured
cloak hanging down from above them.

This was a home.
Ethan, through his hunger, felt a brief pang of loneliness.

Lob motioned for
Ethan to sit at the table. Ethan happily complied. He heard the door
close and the woman strode past him and into the kitchen, the boy
hurrying behind at her feet. He returned a minute later with a tall
mug of water. Ethan brought it to his lips and drank. It was quite
possibly the most refreshing thing he had ever tasted, the cold
liquid tumbling down his parched throat, soothing and curing it.

Lob sat down in a
chair beside him and watched him drink. “Where are you from?”
he asked, his voice full of curiosity and wonder at the newcomer.

Ethan took another
big gulp of water and set the mug down. “Westhook,” he
lied, managing to finally squeeze some comprehensible words out. He
almost always avoided giving accurate answers about his past. Even
out here, in some unknown village within a small, peaceful kingdom,
he was wary of everyone, friends and strangers alike. Very few people
knew any truths about the real Ethan Hocktle.

“Westhook!”
exclaimed Lob, his eyes lighting up. “Ma! He’s from
Westhook!”

“That’s
nice, dear,” called his mother, not needing to shout to carry
her strong voice throughout the house.

“I’ve
never been to Westhook before,” Lob continued. “I’ve
only been as far as Hambleton.”

“Hambleton?”
said Ethan. He hadn’t heard the name before.

“Yeah, it’s
a huge city down the track. You can get everything there! Look, my da
even brought me this from there once!”

Lob ran over and
picked up one of the trinkets, carrying it back for Ethan to inspect.
It was a small wooden carving of a dog-like creature. A helldog,
Ethan knew. He had once seen a couple of them caged up while in
Rocking, a town nestled into the eastern side of the Spikes. Although
they were usually friendly and playful beasts, their playtime
typically involved fire and flames – not something that many
parents particularly appreciate having around.

“That’s
very impressive,” Ethan said, looking at the carving in Lob’s
hands. Lob beamed at him. “You must have a very good dad to get
you something as impressive as that.”

Lob’s smile
somehow managed to grow even wider. “He’s the best!”
he said excitedly. He played with the carving in his small hands, his
legs kicking out under the chair and the table, the tip of his tongue
poking out of his mouth.

“Which way is
Hambleton?” asked Ethan.

Lob screwed up his
face in concentration for a moment. “It’s east. There’s
a track from the other side of Hundry.”

“Hundry?”

“This village!
You’re really not from around here, are you?”

Ethan shook his
head, just as the woman walked into the room with a pair of big
bowls, both of them steaming. Ethan breathed in the delicious aroma
deeply. The woman set the bowls down, one in front of Ethan, the
other in front of Lob. It was a plain broth, chunks of meat and
vegetables casually floating about in the liquid as they pleased.
Ethan thought he was in heaven.

“Here you go.
It’s not the type of meal you fancy folk in Westhook might be
used to, but it’s hearty and filling and will put some strength
back into you in no time,” said the woman. Ethan nodded
graciously, unable to pull his eyes away from the bowl.

“And one for
you, Lob. Eat it all up now, that’s my boy.”

“Thanks, ma!”
Lob said happily.

He put the helldog
carving down and picked up the wooden spoon from the bowl, gently
blowing on it, then slowly sipped the broth.

“Mmm ma, it’s
good!” he exclaimed.

The woman smiled at
him and walked back into the kitchen.

Ethan took a sip of
his too, gauging the temperature. It was hot, almost too hot to
swallow. Ethan wolfed down a few spoonfuls anyway. His throat
immediately regretted it as he coughed and spluttered.

“Careful!”
the boy warned him sternly, shaking a tiny finger into Ethan’s
face.

Ethan nodded again
and continued eating, more slowly this time.

“What’s
your name?” Lob asked, after a few mouthfuls of his own.

“Boothe,”
said Ethan. It was one of several names he used on a semi-regular
basis. Sometimes he would just give his real name when asked, but
certainly not when there was a chance of one or two angry women, or
worse, chasing him to his death.

“I’m
Lob!” Lob said proudly, puffing out his chest as he spoke his
name.

“It’s
very nice to meet you, Lob,” said Ethan.

Lob smiled at him.
“Why are you in Hundry, Boothe?”

Ethan felt that he
was going to be on the receiving end of questions all night. “I’m
travelling,” he said, hoping the boy would leave it at that. He
didn’t.

“Travelling to
where?”

“Now now Lob,
let the man eat,” said the woman as she came back in with a
bowl of her own.

Ethan let out a sigh
of relief. The woman saw it and gave him a look. Ethan
immediately felt like he was four years old again, being scalded by
his mother. The woman pulled out a chair and sat down.

He continued eating,
his face down, but he could feel Lob’s gaze burning into him,
desperate to continue the line of questioning. He tried to ignore it
as the hot broth spread energy throughout his body. Each little
morsel of meat was a delight as it slid its way down into his rapidly
contenting stomach.

The rest of the meal
was consumed in silence, save for the occasional slurp of liquid and
a single statement from Lob of, “We never get visitors here,”
which was quickly hushed by his mother.

Ethan finished his
final spoonful and sat back, beginning to feel infinitely better than
before. Lob finished his at the same time – Ethan suspected the
boy had been following his movements to achieve this.

“What’s
Westh–” Lob began to say, but his mother
immediately spoke over him.

“Lob, go and
get your father please. Tell him his dinner’s getting cold.”

Lob screwed up his
face again at Ethan. Ethan gave a faint smile back. Lob kicked the
chair back and ran over to the door, pulling on a pair of thick
boots. His mother watched as he left the house. She then turned her
full attention to Ethan.

“I want you
gone, right now,” she said sharply. Ethan stared back at her,
shocked. “I know you’re not in Hundry to do any trading,
and you certainly ain’t no sensible traveller to get into the
state that you arrived in. Which sounds to me like you’re
running away from something, and we don’t want no trouble in
this little village of ours. So I gave you some water and some food,
and now you be on your way, before whatever is chasing you catches up
and someone here gets hurt.”

Ethan opened his
mouth to reply, but the woman cut him off.

“No more words
from you either, Boothe, or whatever your real name is. I don’t
care for what you got to say, I only care that you get yourself far
away from here.”

Ethan looked into
her eyes for a moment, and then nodded.

“Thank you for
the meal,” he said, genuine gratitude in his voice.

He stood up. The
woman gave a brief nod of her own in acknowledgement. Ethan walked
over to the door and opened it.

A final look back at
the woman, her eyes burning into his, was all the goodbye that they
shared. He stepped outside and closed the door behind him.

He was still tired,
his legs were still weak beneath him, but at least he had eaten some
food and wet his throat, and that was all he could have expected from
this little village.

Well, not
entirely everything, he thought as his eyes fell on the stable.
The horse’s head was still peeking out, watching him intently.
It felt like it was sizing him up.

Ethan looked around,
deciding what to do. If anything really was chasing him, woman or
monster or otherwise, he couldn’t spend the night here. It was
too close and too obvious. His eyes scanned the area. From where he
stood he could see none of the village’s inhabitants. He was
alone, save for the long face in front of him. He made his decision.

Quickly, his
practised hands moving almost of their own accord, he slipped into
the stable and threw a blanket from the floor over the horse. It
whinnied quietly as he took the reins and opened the stable door. The
coast was still clear. He jumped onto the horse’s back.

“Where are you
taking Luck, Boothe?”

Ethan jumped in
surprise. It was Lob, his little head poking around the corner.

“I, uh, I just
need to borrow him for a short while. Is that okay, Lob?”

Lob did his usual
screwing up of his face as he thought. Then he smiled.

“Well, he’s
me da’s, but I think it would be okay. You seem like a nice
man, mister Boothe. I’ll make sure me da knows, and that you’ll
bring Luck back soon.”

Ethan’s heart
cracked a little at Lob’s genuine friendship. He had a sudden
urge to get back down and leave the horse behind, but the fear of
being caught by his potential pursuers won the internal conflict.

“Thank you
very much, Lob,” he said, smiling back at the boy. “You’re
a good lad. I’ll have Luck back before you even know he’s
gone.”

Lob’s smile
grew. Ethan nodded to him and motioned for the horse to start
trotting.

“Bye, Boothe!”
Lob shouted eagerly as Ethan turned the corner.

As soon as he was
out of sight of the boy, Ethan made for Luck to speed up. There were
still people milling about in the village, and if any of them
recognised the horse then he would be in some serious trouble. As he
passed, heads turned to stare at him, unused to new faces in their
quiet village. Thankfully for Ethan, no one shouted after him.

He reached the other
edge of the village, quickly spotted the track for Hambleton and
followed it, riding hard into the night.

- - -

Idris arrived back at
Castle Drumond just as the day’s light had given way to
darkness. Tem and the still unconscious Adan were just behind him.

Some part of the
huge man heard the guards yell out in recognition as he progressed
underneath the always-open steel gate. He had spent the entire trip
home in silence, his head down, dark images flashing through his
mind. Tem had been close by but had kept his questioning mouth shut.
Adan had not stirred one bit.

During the afternoon
they had passed the spot where Captain Trinc and his men had
slaughtered each other. The bodies were no longer there, but the
grass and dirt remained visibly stained from the bloodshed. Idris’
eyes had flickered to the remnants of the carnage before snapping
back to the road and the mundane reality of the back of his horse’s
head. A faint gasp had come from behind as Tem too reached the area.
Neither Idris nor Tem had slowed as they rode past.

Idris led his horse
along the inside of the castle’s outer walls to the military
stables and jumped down, letting a stableboy take the reins. He
wasn’t surprised to see that there was a messenger waiting to
take him directly to the king. He didn’t even look back to see
what Tem was going to do as he marched into the keep towards the
king’s office.

As he walked through
the stone corridors, he noticed people squeezing themselves against
the walls to let him pass, their mouths open in shock at the
bloodstains on his breastplate. The dried red blotches were shiny and
easily apparent against the gold paint. He was a big man and usually
commanded fear and respect as he walked, but that fear had now etched
up a level. His downcast eyes and morose expression did little to
dampen people’s feelings.

Idris reached the
thick wooden doors leading into Malchour’s private office. The
two guards standing outside gave visibly startled reactions as the
captain came into view. One knocked on the door, paused for a moment,
and then opened the door a crack, proclaiming Idris’ arrival.
He pushed the door wide open and stepped aside, nodding to Idris and
the messenger. Idris did nothing to acknowledge the nod other than to
proceed, alone, through the doorway.

Malchour was sitting
at his desk, a wide wooden table with carvings along the legs and
edges. An encased, chunky, white candle was sitting at one corner. A
thick book was spread open, a few sheets of paper next to it. He held
a quill in his hand, apparently taking notes from the book.

The room held few
decorations. To the king’s left, two shield-shaped glass
windows were inset into the wall. Beside each window hung a dark blue
wall hanging embroidered with the Erdantian banner – a golden
shield with a sword pointing skywards in the centre, the sword
surrounded by angelic wings. Between the windows hung an actual steel
sword, its sharpened edges glinting in the candlelight.

There were two
simple wooden chairs on the other side of Malchour’s desk.
Malchour looked up as Idris entered and put his quill down carefully.
He eyed the man up and down slowly before speaking.

“Captain,
report.”

Idris kept his eyes
focused on the floor, by the legs of the desk. He was not offered nor
made any movement to taking either of the chairs.

“Sire, we
found the corpses of Captain Trinc and his men on the road to Hero’s
Arch. Lady Luanna was not amongst them. We continued to the Arch and
spoke to the guardsmen stationed there. They verified that Lady
Luanna and Captain Trinc had arrived earlier, along with the man and
woman you mentioned. They said that the pair of them had vanished a
couple of hours earlier. We worked on the assumption that they had
taken the path to Relioc. We rode hard and met them at the keep’s
entrance, along with the Lady Luanna.”

Idris paused for a
moment. His eyes flickered up at Malchour and back down to the floor.
Malchour kept silent, waiting for the captain to continue.

“As we
approached, the Lady was handing the man over to a little girl, who…
who…”

Idris swallowed
loudly. His next words were spoken more quietly, as if the huge man
was afraid to say them aloud, to make them real.

“She possessed
us, sire. This little girl. She took one look at myself and my men
and claimed our minds and bodies for herself.”

He looked up.
Malchour was staring at him intently, his eyes open wide. His square
jaw was grinding slowly. Idris saw Malchour’s eyes drop down to
his armour again, to the bloodstains decorated upon it.

“We… I…
I killed him, sire. My own man. Lieutenant Miael. I split him nearly
in half with a single swing of my sword. I… Miael…”

Idris was swaying
slightly, his vision clouding over. Flashes of the battle refused to
stop springing up inside his head. The insidious feeling of the
girl’s evil infiltrating his mind. The insurmountable rage and
fury erupting from deep within him. The aggression behind his swing
as his sword butchered his fellow man.

Finally, Malchour
spoke, his voice trying to remain calm and level but failing.
“Captain, what happened? What of the man, Ethan? Did he go into
the keep?”

Idris swallowed
again. “I do not know, sire.” He tried to think back to
before the possession, but the images were assaulting him
relentlessly. “We arrived while he was still outside, and I
believe that he was then walking towards the keep. After we were…
possessed… there was no trace of him.” A fresh memory
rose in his mind. “But I saw Lady Luanna and the other woman
leave together. They were heading around the keep. They might have
been tracking him, following his footsteps. Perhaps he escaped. When
we woke, I saw that little girl as a heap on the floor. I do not know
how she died, sire.” Idris paused, then let his voice drop to a
whisper. “But if she didn’t, then I do not think that I
would be standing here now.”

Malchour waited for
an uncomfortably long moment as Idris lowered his eyes back to the
floor, staring blankly.

“Captain, we
found the bodies of Captain Trinc and his men while you were gone,
and had them brought back here. You say you were… possessed?”

Idris kept perfectly
still, not daring to move or speak. Malchour continued, accepting the
silence as a valid answer.

“If this is
true, it would correlate with the wounds on the men. I would not
believe it before now, but it seems as if they suffered the same
possession as you.”

Idris twitched
unconsciously. Malchour firmed up his voice.

“Captain, I do
not accept that any… damage… which was caused by your
hand was by your own doing. You were under the control of a powerful
mage, and I will not hold you accountable to any actions performed
during that time.”

He rubbed his head,
and then spoke with more compassion, not as a king but as a fellow
man.

“I am sorry
for what happened to your men. We have been a peaceful kingdom for
longer than most can remember, but I fear that these men may not be
the last to die. I will need you later, captain, for that I have no
doubt.”

Malchour was not
even sure Idris was comprehending his words any more, for he seemed
to have withdrawn within himself completely.

“Go get some
sleep, captain,” said Malchour, dismissing the eerily morose
man.

Idris brought his
eyes up to meet Malchour’s, although his vision was now so
clouded over than he could see only vague shapes. He nodded, turned,
and unsteadily left the office.

-

Malchour sighed as Idris
left, the guards posted outside closing the door after him.

He had received the
report of the late Captain Trinc and his men earlier in the day, but
had refused to believe the evidence of their self-slaughter. This
report from the obviously shaken Captain Idris only solidified the
threat from Relioc Tower and Vrastor. And now the news that Ethan had
likely escaped Vrastor? No good will come of this,
he thought grimly. The fact that a beast of a man such as
Idris was reduced to a whimpering boy in front of his king by this
little girl, who was obviously an extension of Vrastor’s power,
was terrifying enough in its own right.

Malchour held his
head in the palm of his hand as he stared at the door for a minute,
thinking how to proceed. Abruptly, he yelled out to the guards
stationed outside for them to summon Felin and Bylanx for an
emergency meeting.

Felin arrived within
two minutes, slipping silently into one of the two chairs. Bylanx
arrived shortly after, puffing harshly, his cheeks flushed red. He
took the spare seat.

“Sire?”
asked Bylanx as he tried to position his wide frame to sit
comfortably in the stiff wooden seat. His cheeks were glistening.

No doubt the
result of his late-night glass or two of wine, Malchour thought
disapprovingly. He let his feelings from Bylanx’s inexhaustible
drinking habits flow out from his mind, and turned his head back and
forth between his two advisors in equal amounts as he spoke. “Captain
Idris has returned and given his report. It seems as if the Lady
Luanna escaped the slaughter of Captain Trinc to reach Relioc Tower
with both the man and the woman, this Ethan and… Stumpy.”

“So we are
okay? With Vrastor?” said Bylanx, unable to hide his anxiety.

“No,”
said Malchour, sternly. “Not only does it appear that Ethan may
have escaped from Relioc entirely, with Luanna and Stumpy on his
trail, but Idris and his men suffered the same attack as Trinc. Idris
and two others made it back, but they left another two of theirs
behind, one of which Idris has admitted to killing with his own hand
while possessed by an agent of Vrastor’s.”

Bylanx was visibly
startled by the revelation. Felin kept his reaction and thoughts
contained, the sleek, thin face betraying no emotion to the news.

“Then it’s
true,” said Bylanx, his voice sounding resigned. “Vrastor
has lost none of his power from those many years ago when he took
over the keep, when his tower of evil rose up out of the ground,
dancing with magic.”

Malchour glared at
him, then leaned back in his chair. “It appears so,” he
said, simply.

The three of them
were silent for a moment.

Bylanx broke the
quietness. “What do you propose we do next, sire?” he
said, fidgeting with his sleeves.

Malchour sighed
again. “I’m going to send a messenger to Vrastor, to
explain that we will do everything in our power to bring Ethan back
to him. It is obvious that we cannot compete against his magic.”

“But do we
know where Ethan has escaped to?”

“No,”
stated Malchour. “I will send word around the kingdom for his
capture. I will also send a message to Elliana Fairen, in case he
tries to reach Garatheep.”

“Elliana?”
said Bylanx, clearly taken aback by the name. “Is it wise
asking for her assistance? She’s not exactly fond of our
kingdom, sire. None of the Fairens are, except for that lovely young
lass Penni.”

“I am aware of
their feelings towards us,” snapped Malchour. “Whatever
she may think, I am still thankful that it is Elliana I shall be
dealing with rather than her brother.”

Bylanx snorted at
the mention of Bramf Fairen, the hot-headed brother to Elliana and
father to Penni.

“I will convey
the importance of Ethan’s capture,” continued Malchour.
“Hopefully my sister-in-law will look beyond the events of the
past.”

“And hopefully
Bramf will not be there to offer her his advice,” muttered
Bylanx.

Malchour frowned,
then turned his gaze to his other advisor. “Felin, I have a
task for you.”

“Sire?”
said Felin, uttering his first word since entering the office.

“I did not
tell either of you before, but Luanna’s message yesterday had
another detail. She said that there was a contact, a potential
traitor within the castle walls, but she did not specify who. It
seems possible that it is someone working directly against Vrastor,
seeing as they may have been behind the woman’s interception of
Ethan from the kivvers. Felin, I need you to find out who it is,
discreetly. If Vrastor knows that we’re harbouring someone like
this, it might make matters even worse, but even without that
frightening thought, I cannot, and will not, have a traitor in my
castle.”

Felin did not seem
surprised at the news. Malchour suppressed his curiosity at the lack
of reaction from the man. Bylanx, by comparison, had nearly fallen
out of his chair with an expression of horrified anguish.

“This is the
same person who sent the original message, telling you about Ethan?”
asked Bylanx.

“It is
doubtful,” said Felin, “considering that without the
message then he would most likely not have been detained at the
Arch.”


Malchour considered
this and nodded.

“I will find
him, sire, this traitor,” continued Felin smoothly. “Or
her, as the case may be. Did the Lady Luanna give anything as a clue
as to where to start?”

“Nothing,”
replied Malchour.

Felin bowed his head
solemnly. Malchour wondered if the rat-like advisor relished the
challenge of finding a traitor with absolutely no information to go
on. Dismissing the thought, he turned his head slowly a few times
between the two men. He spoke his next words softly but clearly,
attempting to disguise the panic rising up from deep within him.

“Felin.
Bylanx. The kingdom of Erdantia now has a clear threat, the likes of
which we have not seen in many years, for longer than I have been
your king. It is imperative that this Ethan be retrieved and
delivered to Relioc. Vrastor has already reacted openly and with
hostility, causing the deaths of seven of my best guardsmen, as well
as leaving the fate of the Lady Luanna unknown. Do what you must to
see that the kingdom is protected.”

“Of course,
sire,” said Bylanx, bowing his head slowly and deeply.

“Sire,”
said Felin flatly, with the slightest tilt of his head.

Both men stood up
and left the room. Malchour waited for them to leave, refusing to let
them see his hand shaking. He had been the head of the Erdant family
and the king of Erdantia since his father’s death, when
Malchour was only nineteen. In those long years since, he had never
had to face anything as terrifying as the threat which now loomed
over his head.

He picked up the
quill, found a fresh sheet of paper, attempted to steady his hand,
and began to write two letters. One to Vrastor, and one to his
sister-in-law, Elliana Fairen of Garatheep, the Elder of the noble
Fairen family.

He didn’t know
which would be worse.

- - -

“I told you
already, we should have turned left back there! That patch of grass
was clearly trodden on!”

“It’s
more likely to have been trodden on by ya fat, clumsy feet, than by
that idiot man we been chasin’.”

“Clumsy feet?
It’s so obvious he went that way! We need to double back, not
trade insults.”

“Trade
insults? Ya got nothin’ in that pretty little head ‘cept
how to tell apart them different forks ya use when ya eat ya fancy
meals.”

“This isn’t
helping to find Ethan, Stumpy!”

“An’
neither is ya trackin’ abilities, ya highness. Leave this stuff
to me. Ya been livin’ in ya high-born castle for too long.”

“I know how to
track perfectly–”

“No, ya don’t,
ya majesty. Look, here.”

Luanna narrowed her
eyes at Stumpy for a moment, and then walked over to where she was
pointing. There were a few pieces of black thread caught on a fallen
branch, waving gently in the breeze. Luanna groaned inwardly, staring
at the thread for a few seconds longer than necessary.

“Yes, okay. It
matches his trousers. Fine. Let’s keep moving.”

Stumpy smirked, not
hiding it from Luanna’s gaze. “Told ya so, din’t
I?” she said, unable to resist rubbing it in.

The hours spent
chasing after Ethan so far had all been similar to this. The two
women couldn’t have been more different, and neither of them
particularly wanted the other there. But as much as she hated to
admit it, Luanna knew Stumpy was good at this.

Luanna had had
adventures of her own before her life in the castle, part of which
had included tracking, but Stumpy, considering her young age, was
quite simply a natural.

Stumpy, on the other
hand, was actually enjoying herself immensely. Despite Luanna’s
actions in holding her up and then stealing her prisoner, she much
preferred to be out using her skills rather than keeping some idiot
man on a leash, and especially when she got to show her superiority
over aristocracy. That, for Stumpy, was the dessert to the main meal
of her work.

Fortunately for the
pair of them, and for Stumpy in particular, Stumpy had stowed both
food and water in her satchel. It had taken a fair bit of
sweet-talking and rationalisation from Luanna to persuade the
sprightly young woman to part with even small amounts of either. But
shared she had, albeit not with matching portions, and so they were
in significantly better shape than Ethan had been as he had stumbled
into the village of Hundry.

The two women
arrived three hours later, just as it was getting too dark to see by
the faint starlight of the night sky. Torches illuminated the small
village square. A few people were outside still, but significantly
fewer than had been present in the early evening.

“Excuse me,”
said Luanna, as she approached a couple of men standing by a large
cart filled with hay.

They looked back at
her with surprise. One of them stood staring at the blade of the axe
strapped to Stumpy’s back, the sharp metal protruding out
threateningly from around her waist. His mouth was hanging open.

“You’re
not from here, are you miss?” said the other man in reply, his
questioning voice inflecting highly.

Both men were tall
and well built, and looked to be in their forties. Luanna presumed
that, like most Erdantians, they were farmers. Stubborn, half-brain
dead farmers.

“No, I’m
from Castle Drumond.”

“Castle
Drumond!” the open-mouthed man exclaimed, his eyes still glued
to the blade. He finally managed to pull himself away from it. “We
don’t get the likes of you in these parts. Shouldn’t you
be in the safety of those walls at this time of night?”

Stumpy smirked
again. Luanna ignored it.

“We’re
looking for a man who came through here, most likely only a couple of
hours ago, perhaps less.”

“A couple of
hours ago?” said the first man, scratching his head.

“Well, as I
said,” said the second man again, “we don’t much
see your kind ‘round here. But there were some fella riding
through we didn’t recognise. Came from the track behind you,
the one that leads to the Bowen’s farm. You smell the pigs from
that way? Ain’t nothing so strong as a Bowen pig’s
stench, miss, nothing in the whole wide world.”

Luanna ignored the
additional commentary on farm life. “Riding through?” she
said. “As in, he had a horse?”

“He sure did,
miss. Straight on through he went, on the way to Hambleton, down that
track there.”

“Did he have
dark hair? Bare feet?”

“Hmm,”
said the first man, rubbing his head in concentration. “Now
that you mention it, there did seem something odd about him. I
thought it might’ve been the way he were looking ‘round
at everyone as if he were scared to death of being recognised, but
now you say it, it must’ve been his bare feet what were odd,
yeah!”

The second man
slapped him on the back in celebration of their detective work.

“When was
this?” Luanna asked, trying to stop her eyes from rolling.

“Just around
supper time. I remember ‘cause me wife made this spectacular
stew! Filled with potatoes it were, best meal she’s made me all
week. I think–”

“Thank you,”
said Luanna, shutting him off. She looked back at Stumpy. “So,
he has a horse. That’s going to make this much more difficult.
But at least we know where he’s heading. Hambleton. You know of
it?” Stumpy didn’t answer except to just stare back.
Luanna continued anyway. “It’s a small town, several
hundred people or so. If we make it there before he leaves we should
be able to find him.”

“So, ya got a
horse hidden under those fine clothes ya got on, do ya? There ain’t
no other way we’re gonna get there fast.”

Luanna opened her
mouth to make a snappy reply, when she saw another man stomping over
heavily, a young boy picking at his heels.

“Yer lookin’
fer t’e man who stole me ’orse?” he boomed.

Luanna rocked back
on her feet as the brunt of his voice projected powerfully into her
face.

“Me wife say
‘e staggered inta me ‘ome, ‘ad some wa’er an’
some o’ ‘er best broth, an’ then stole Luck. T’e
bloomin’ cheek o’ it! Me own ‘orse, after me wife
tidied ‘im roight up! Wha’ yer gon’ do abou’
it, miss?”

Luanna stared
blankly for a moment as she tried to comprehend and translate.

“He said he
was only borrowing Luck, da,” came the small voice of the boy
beside him.

“Lob, ‘e
ain’t borrowin’ Luck, ‘e stole ‘im, an’
I wan’ know wha’ these folk from t’e castle are
gon’ do abou’ it.”

“We know the
man,” said Luanna. “We’re trying to apprehend him,
but if we don’t catch him before he leaves Hambleton then we
likely never will.”

“Appre’en’?”

“Catch him.
We’re trying to catch him.”

“Good! An’
get me ‘orse Luck back, too!”

“Yes, of
course.”

Luanna, through her
role as advisor to King Malchour, had plenty of experience with the
common folk of Erdantia. It had taken her a long while, though, to
keep her frustrations bottled up at trying to get sometimes the
simplest of ideas through to them.

“But we need a
horse, preferably two, if we’re to catch up with him in time.”

The man glared at
her. Luanna waited for the heavy, creaky cogs to finish turning.

“Yer may’n
ask Card, in t’e ‘ouse o’er there,” he said,
pointing his hand to a house on the other side of the road. “Luck
is me only ‘orse, can’t give yer wha’ I don’t
‘ave.”

“We’ll
inquire, thank you.”

“Boothe is a
nice man,” came the quiet voice of the boy again, as his father
took his hand to turn him away. “Please don’t hurt him.”

Luanna shaped her
eyes in a friendly manner and gave a faint smile in reply.

“An’
don’t yer forget me ‘orse!” the man shouted back
over his shoulder as he strode away, the boy having to run to keep
pace.

The two other men
shrugged at Luanna and wandered off. Luanna made the mistake of
looking at Stumpy. She was grinning from ear to ear.

“Let’s
go,” Luanna said, more to herself than to Stumpy, and muttered,
“Boothe, pah,” under her breath.

They crossed the
square to the house the man had pointed at. Luanna made to knock at
the door when she saw Stumpy continuing around it.

“What are you
doing?” she hissed.

Stumpy stopped and
looked back at her. “We’ll never get anywhere if we go
knockin’ on doors all night.”

Luanna glared.
Stumpy shrugged and kept walking, disappearing around the corner.

Luanna knocked on
the door, keeping her focus on where Stumpy had been, her eyes
narrowed. After a few seconds the door was swung open by a short,
fairly plump man. His head was raised up and his eyebrows furrowed
questioningly as he failed to recognise her. She looked down at him.

“Are you Card?
We urgently need a horse. We were told that you might have one which
we could use?”

The man took a step
forward, looked around behind her, and stepped back. “You want
my horse? Who are you?”

“My name is
Luanna, I’m from Castle Drumond. We desperately–”

“From the
castle, are you?”

“Yes, and
it’s–”

“And where
were you when my fields were infested with volums, eh?”

Luanna blinked.
Sometimes it stung her just how stubborn the country-folk could be
when it came to their precious fields. Abruptly, the weight of her
tiredness threatened to collapse down on her at that moment. She
realised that she hadn’t slept properly since the night before
last, her charm-induced sleep barely refreshing her at all, and that
she’d also spent most of the last two days travelling. She
decided to ignore his question and press on, trying to convey the
importance and urgency of her request.

“We require a
horse immediately, it is an urgent matter for the kingdom.”

“Is it now,
eh?” said the man, looking her up and down. “Luanna, you
say? Well, my horse is the best beast in the village, the fastest
one. Always gets me to Hambleton for the morn’ market before
the others. You want him, yes?”

“Yes, Card. I
can assure–”

“Forty
silvers.”

The impact of the
man’s bluntness and high price halted Luanna in her tracks. She
had not needed to carry any coppers or silvers since joining the
castle, and had certainly not even considered bringing a money bag
with her as she rode out to Hero’s Arch with her accompaniment
of five guardsmen. She thought briefly about playing for pity, but
changed her mind and instead played her winning hand.

“Card, I am on
an important mission from King Malchour. Your king. We need–”

Luanna’s
speech was cut short as the door slammed in her face. She sighed
angrily at the stubbornness of some people.

As she raised her
clenched fist to pound on the door again, the sound of horse hooves
plodding softly on the grass to the side of the house reached her
ears. She leaned around the corner and saw Stumpy astride a tall,
sleek horse. It was a dark chocolate colour all over, except for
white around its hooves going up almost to its knees, as if it was
wearing socks. Stumpy was still grinning at her. Luanna resisted a
sudden urge to cast a hex over the grin.

“Come on then,
ya majesty,” said Stumpy quietly.

Luanna muttered to
herself and walked over, growing weary of Stumpy’s sarcastic
titles for her. She noticed that Stumpy had fitted only a solo saddle
to the horse, but amusingly Stumpy’s gangly legs caused her to
have to bend them into what looked like an extremely awkward position
in order to fit her feet into the stirrups.

Luanna hoisted
herself up onto the horse, sitting behind Stumpy. There was a thin
blanket there, one end tucked in under the saddle. Luanna was not
particularly fond of horses. They were a necessity for travel outside
the cities, but sometimes she wished that there was another option
between the uncomfortable riding posture and the highly advanced
dimensional magic of portals.

Stumpy motioned for
the horse to ride onwards, steering it towards the track to
Hambleton. Behind them they heard the voice of Card rushing out,
screaming insults and curses at their backs.

Luanna grimaced.
Stumpy simply pressed on.

- - -

(extract from Soren
Redbeard: A Mage’s Learnings)

Magic is conducted
by manipulating the natural energy in and around the world. It is
everywhere, and therefore, unless specifically shielded against, can
be used anywhere.

Every intelligent
creature, and some not-so-intelligent ones (a high percentage of the
human species is included in this category), can use magic to some
degree. The degree to which creatures within even a single species
can manipulate this magical energy varies enormously, but with proper
training, all but the most oafish of beings can learn to harness it.

To use magic, one
must concentrate fully on the desired task. Any interruptions can
either break the spell or alter it from its intended usage. Words or
movements are not necessary but associating a specific set of
gestures to a particular spell can greatly assist with concentration
and focus, especially for more inexperienced mages.

Not all magic is
required to be expended instantly. Lingering effects can be contained
within objects, such as jewellery and potions. In fact, it is rare to
see a person of nobility without a ring or amulet which provides
protection against lesser forms of magical attack.

Additionally, raw
magic can manifest in nature without a specific caster, indeed in
some parts of the world the natural flow of magic is warped and
altered to highly unstable and unpredictable levels. This is most
prevalent in the so-called Lost Lands, to the southeast of the
continent of Kramat, where the very landscape twists and moves on a
daily basis.

There exists four
overarching topics detailing the manipulation of magical energy:

Physical.
This topic encompasses any magic which has a material effect, such as
those often used to change an object’s properties, including
position, velocity, and composition. Physical magic also covers
transforming energy into forces such as wind, fire, and lightning.

Mental.
Requiring a substantial amount of control and finesse, mental magic
can alter a target’s conscious or unconscious processes.
Without adequate training, mental magic is likely to result in
extreme degeneration of an unshielded target’s mental capacity.
In severe cases, this can lead to the death of the target.

Dimensional.
Easily the most advanced demonstration of magical prowess, this deals
with subjects such as opening portals between points in the world
and/or other dimensions, communicating or otherwise interacting with
otherworldly beings, and manipulating time. Within the human species,
only a small number within each generation are ever able to attain a
high level of control over dimensional magic.

Background.
Technically a show of the magic user’s power, this is the
ability to cast and continue spells without requiring complete
concentration. Basic background spells, such as dealing with
household chores, are relatively simple to maintain without conscious
effort. These effects are more commonly known as charms, or, if they
cause adverse effects, hexes. Advanced background magic, such as
controlling a person’s mind or freezing time, can only be
maintained indefinitely by supremely powerful users, few of which
have ever been recorded.

- - -

The hour of
retribution is drawing close. I can feel the energies building up,
swirling around me, giving me strength. I will use these energies to
become an unstoppable force of destruction and terror. All shall
oppose me. All shall be crushed.

I have cleansed
the darkness.

Now I shall
cleanse the light.

- - -

The hazy, early morning
sunlight streamed onto Luanna’s face as she opened her eyes.
The gentle trotting of the horse brought her back to awareness. She
had been asleep for what must have been hours. She’d not even
realised her eyes closing as she and Stumpy had left the village of
Hundry in pursuit of Ethan, the demands of the past two days
overwhelming her without warning.

Flashes of dream
fragments floated into her mind. It had been similar to the dream
during her charm-induced sleep the previous day, visions of villages,
towns, and cities in flames, the people on fire, running and
screaming, desperate for her to help them. But, despite her attempts,
she had been completely and utterly useless. The continent of Kramat
had given way to ash and flame, and she had been tragically unable to
do anything to stop it.

Luanna raised her
head slowly. Her neck ached from supporting it as she slept. She
placed a hand on the back of her neck and rubbed it tentatively.

“Urgh?”
she asked.

“Good mornin’,
ya highness,” came Stumpy’s reply, her head still facing
forward. She sounded chirpy and sprightly.

Luanna rubbed her
eyes, removing the small build-up of sleep accumulated in the
corners. She was never much of a morning person, especially after a
few uncomfortable hours snoozing atop a horse.

“Uh, I was
asleep?” She immediately regretted the obviousness of the
question.

“Yep, out like
a light, ya were. Only lasted a few minutes ridin’ before ya
snores near deafened me.”

“I do not–”
started Luanna, but backed down. It was no good starting the day with
an argument. She looked around.

They were still
following the track. Grass, plants, and trees were the highlight of
the surroundings. A brief, painful twist of the neck confirmed that
it was the same situation behind them. At least the disgusting
salty smell of seameres are behind us, she thought.

“You seem
happy this morning.”

“Well,”
said Stumpy.

Luanna groaned
inwardly. She knew the next sentence was not going to be good for
her.

“The way I see
it,” continued the younger woman, “is that I’m
doin’ ya a massive favour here, catchin’ this Ethan bloke
for ya. It’s a job, an’ one that’ll pay me well, I
knows that, but it seems like he’s kinda important, especially
to that floatin’ tower thing.”

Luanna rolled her
eyes. She didn’t know anyone else who would dismiss Relioc
Tower, where the powerful magic on display was both breathtaking and
terrifying, as ‘that floating tower thing’.

“So it looks
to me like I’m to be entitled to more’un just silver an’
gold as payment.”

Luanna breathed in
deeply. “And what else is it that you feel like you’re
entitled to, Stumpy?”

“I want a
favour from the king,” Stumpy replied, without missing a beat.

Luanna stifled a
laugh, and yawned instead. “A favour? What, like, ‘a
favour to be paid even more gold’?”

Stumpy snorted. “Not
everythin’ is about gold, ya majesty. I wouldn’t expect a
noble woman like yaself to understand that, but a favour is what I
want. Ya said that ya got the king’s ear, right? I expect ya
can get him to give me this, in addition to me other promised
payment.”

Luanna thought for a
few seconds about what type of favour Stumpy could possibly demand of
the king. Erdantia was neither a wealthy nor a mighty kingdom, in
fact the payment Stumpy had demanded before setting off to apprehend
Ethan would cause a significant drop in the castle’s coffers.

“And what type
of favour would you be expecting of the king?”

“That ain’t
none of ya business. But it’s what I want, an’ if you
can’t promise me that, then I ain’t gonna lift a finger
when we catch up to the idiot.”

Luanna sighed
loudly. “Yes, Stumpy. I can promise you that, but I assure you
that there’s not much which King Malchour can grant you that
you can’t get for yourself already. Besides, how can I be sure
that you won’t demand more of the kingdom between now and
finding Ethan?”

Stumpy replied in a
dark, serious tone, “I ain’t one to break or change
contracts lightly, ya highness, ya can take me word for that
here’n’now. This is the final deal.”

Luanna caught
Stumpy’s seriousness, which knocked her slightly aback. “Then
we have a final deal, Stumpy. A final, unchangeable deal.”

“Right.”

“Anyway,”
said Luanna, wanting to change the topic. “Where are we?”
She instantly hated how her question stumbled out, as if Stumpy was
in charge of their task.

“We’re
near that town ya said, Hambleton. The track’s gettin’ a
bit sturdier. I reckon we should catch sight of it within an hour,
which we need to do anyway otherwise this horse’ll collapse.
He’s a good’un, but there ain’t no horse that can
ride forever.”

Luanna merely nodded
in reply, and leaned back in an effort to reduce the stiffness in her
shoulders.

-

They spotted the signs
of the town some twenty minutes later, pillars of smoke wafting up
into the sky as the town started to come to life.

After a further
twenty minutes they arrived properly. There was no palisade or wall
to the town, no guards standing on the track to check people in or
out. It was simply a gradual slide from countryside to town as more
and more buildings surrounded them.

It was obvious that
Hambleton was far bigger than Hundry, yet far, far smaller than the
massive cities of Westhook and Garatheep. Luanna had never been here
but had received reports from the town as part of her work as the
king’s advisor. It was predominantly a farming town, a hub for
the outlying villages to sell their produce and to stock up on
necessities they couldn’t manufacture for themselves.

Stumpy guided the
horse through the roads to the centre of the town. A well seemed to
be the centre point, around which were a collection of one- and
two-storey buildings: a tavern, a blacksmith, a small general store.
Carts were stationed around the well and the buildings, people set up
to sell various foods and trinkets.

Stumpy stopped the
horse outside the tavern. It had a thick sign hanging down from above
the door, painted with a picture of a foaming tankard of ale. Both
women jumped off the horse, which snorted with relief. Stumpy tied
the reins to a long horizontal wooden beam running along to the side
of the tavern entrance, noting that there were no other horses tied
here, but also spotting the soft prints in the muddied grass which
led around to the back of the building. The duo walked inside, Luanna
leading the way.

The tavern’s
interior was fairly plain. To Luanna’s left was the counter,
the yellow-stained wood supporting a semi-chaotic scattering of mugs.
Two long tables ran along from the counter to the opposite wall, a
bench on either side of each. A few other tables were positioned
wherever they could find space. A staircase at the far side ascended
to the floor above, which disappeared behind a wooden wall. There
were three groups of people sitting and eating, one of five and one
of four at the long tables, and a couple on one of the tables against
the back wall.

One of the group of
five stood out sharply, a woman with long, dark green hair and a
purple tint to her skin. Luanna, as did every other person who cast
their eyes on the seated woman, did a double take. Luanna knew,
although it took her a half-second to realise, that the woman was a
laara’mi.

Laara’mis are
a mixture of human and laara – a race similar in appearance to
humans if not for their hair and skin colouring – and are
renowned for their exceptional musical abilities, however they are
rarely seen in the human-dominated west, instead preferring to remain
amongst less prejudiced species. Their ancestors, the laara, live
predominantly in the forest city of Dar Nehir, east of the Spikes, on
the Queen’s River. Rumours speak of the laara being humans
which came to Kramat hundreds or even thousands of years before the
founding of Origin, settling and making a pact with the Queen, an
unknown creature which inhabits the giant, dense forest known simply
as the Queen’s Forest. A group of explorers had, during the
early years of human occupation, kidnapped a group of laara and –
humans being the noble creatures that they are – produced
mutant offspring. The first children born had dark purple skin only a
shade lighter than their laara mothers, and although time has faded
the laara side of their genetic makeup, laara’mis can never
truly hide their ancestry.

Luanna caught
herself staring just as the dark-green-haired creature looked back.
The laara’mi narrowed her eyes, then lowered her head slightly
to return to her food.

Luanna strode up to
the counter, where a middle-aged bald man with a brown goatee and
wearing a thick, black apron was polishing a mug in the manner of
barkeepers everywhere.

He watched her
approach. Stumpy hung back and leaned against a wall, her giant axe
still and always strapped to her back, the blade clearly visible and
clearly dangerous. The man’s eyes flickered to it sharply.
Luanna saw him then glance over to the group of five seated at the
table. Apart from the laara’mi and another of their group –
a man with his face half-hidden in the shadows of his cloak –
they were all far too absorbed in their breakfast to notice a pair of
women enter, giant axe or not.

“What can I do
for you ladies this fine morn’?” the barman said, trying
overly hard to sound relaxed. A smile forced its way onto his face.

Luanna detected the
tension in his voice. “We’re looking for a man, he likely
arrived on horseback early this morning.”

The barman kept his
gaze directly on her face for a moment longer than expected. Luanna
instantly felt that whatever it was that he was about to say, it was
going to be a lie.

Or was it?
The presence of the laara’mi did seem to be making him nervous.
She wondered if he had ever seen one before; it was possibly the
first ever appearance of such a creature in the small farming town.
Luanna readied her ability to look into his mind, to prove his
deception beyond any doubt.

He avoided the
question with one of his own, and said, “Who is it that’s
doing the asking, miss?”

Luanna drew herself
up to her full height, determined to resolve the situation in a
better fashion than her efforts in Hundry. “I am Lady Luanna of
Castle Drumond, personal advisor to King Malchour Erdant. The king
requires that the man we are searching for is apprehended
immediately.”

Silence flooded
throughout the tavern. One man, a member of the group of five with a
scar running down the left of his face, from above the eye to the
cheek, continued to chew on a chicken leg, his head over his plate.
Everyone else stopped abruptly to listen in. The laara’mi’s
ears twitched a couple of times.

“And, er, you
think this man might be here?” asked the barman tentatively. A
sheen of glistening sweat appeared on his forehead. He subconsciously
bit his top lip.

Luanna said nothing,
but glared. A real, deep, Luanna glare. She had perfected it over the
years. There was no overt malice in the glare, but the barman caught
the warning radiating outwards which screamed unless you tell me
everything you know, and I do mean everything, right this very
instant, something extremely bad is sure to occur.

“Actually,
now,” he began, and scratched his head as if a light had just
been switched on inside it. “Come to think o’ it, me wife
did mention that we had an early morn’ visitor. What was his
name again? She must’ve written it down somewhere here.”

At this point he
peered at something hidden under the counter. After a few seconds his
head popped back up.

“Boothe, he
gave his name as. That the fella you’re looking for, is it?”

Luanna felt her
heart skip a beat at hearing the same name the little boy had given
her back in Hundry. She felt certain it was Ethan.

“Is he still
here?” she asked, suddenly acutely aware of the silence and how
loud her voice sounded in it.

“Yep, well, I
ain’t seen him come down this morn’ at least, and I been
serving up brekkie for a couple o’ hours now.”

Luanna turned and
looked at Stumpy, then glanced her eyes to the side to indicate the
stairs. Stumpy, almost imperceptibly, replied with a nod. The
contract adventurer starting walking towards them. Everyone –
except, again, the scarred man gnawing on the chicken leg –
followed her movements, some subtly, some less so.

Stumpy reached the
bottom step and placed a foot on it.

-

Ethan was panicking. He
had ridden his stolen horse as hard as the poor beast could manage,
arriving at Hambleton well before the morning light started to break
through the night sky.

Unlike Luanna, he
had not slept while riding, and was tired to the point of collapsing
in a pathetic pile on the floor. His eyes were as heavy as a
mountain. The rapid, consistent rhythm of Luck’s hooves hitting
the dirt track were enough to send him to sleep, but he fought the
exhaustion away, knowing he had to keep conscious.

He had quickly found
the tavern, though his fatigue had caused him to forget that he was
without any money to pay for food or a roof. So he had traded the
only item he could for two nights’ accommodation, breakfasts
and dinners included: his newly acquired horse. The woman had told
him to leave it in their stables attached to the back of the tavern,
next to the six other horses already there. He’d then climbed
the staircase inside the tavern, gone into his room and collapsed,
asleep even before his body had hit the mattress, to be eagerly
devoured by the comforting sheets and pillows.

Some hours later he
had struggled to open his tired eyes as the sounds from downstairs
had abruptly changed. In his dreams he had heard the sizzle of bacon,
the chopping of potatoes, the spit of the fireplace as it gently
roasted a chicken. These had been warm, inviting sounds, his belly
enhancing the lushness and vividness of the images in his sleeping
mind. Then a voice had pulled him away from it all, much too early
for him to feel rejuvenated. It was a voice he had known for less
than two full days, but one which had already caused him great
distress. Luanna.

He sat up, his heart
pounding in his chest, and slid his bare, muddy feet over the edge of
the bed.

“Is he still
here?” Ethan heard Luanna ask, her voice muted through the
wooden floor but distinct enough for him to make out her words,
especially as the background noise seemed to have lowered greatly.

He stood up,
frantically looking for another exit from the room. There was a small
glass window set into one wall. It looked like it might be just
big enough to squeeze through. He tried desperately to convince
himself that it was. The sound of the barman’s voice drifted
up. Luanna knew he was here. He had only seconds before the woman
would be through his door, using her magic to drag him back to that
tower of evil and death.

Ethan threw himself
across the bed towards the window and urgently ran his fingers over
the latch. It clicked, and opened wide with a push. The fresh air and
chatter of people heading to the morning market rose up to greet him.
He poked his head out quickly.

There was another
building opposite but too far away for him to reach. To his left was
the town centre, a mélange of carts visible with people
milling between them. The stable roof jutted out around the corner to
his right. Directly below the window was mud and grass. It did not
appear to be overwhelmingly cushioning should he jump.

He pulled his head
inside again at a last-ditch attempt to find another exit. There was
none, save for the door which would not stay closed for much longer.
He looked out again. The mud and grass was, unfortunately and
disappointingly, still all that remained beneath him.

Ethan sighed deeply,
muttered under his breath, and dove through the open window.

His descent ended
abruptly. This was due to his hips refusing to squeeze through the
window frame. His legs remained dangling feebly inside the room, his
arms waving frantically outside it.

Panicking, he
pressed his hands to the outside wall and pushed with all the
strength he could muster. The window frame pressed agonisingly
painfully against his hips but held fast. He took a deep breath to
try again, just as he heard the door being thrown open.

A fresh wave of fear
surged throughout him. He was about to be caught again, and the next
time, he knew, there would be no escape from Relioc Tower.

Desperately, Ethan
pushed again, his face straining a bright, rosy red from the effort,
praying silently to whoever or whatever might be listening. Suddenly,
his hips popped through, followed by his trailing legs, and he was a
prisoner of the room no more.

Ethan’s
elation was short-lived, however, as gravity began its work, and he
plummeted to the ground like a stone.

-

Stumpy didn’t spot
Ethan until she stepped through the door, noticing with both alarm
and amusement the dirty brown feet attached to legs which were
dangling through the window. Ethan’s torso wasn’t
visible.

She stood there for
a second, a wide grin on her face, thinking of how this man was the
most idiotic of all the idiots she’d ever met.

Then she heard his
grunts as he attempted to free himself of his window frame prison.
She took a step towards him, her arms out. As they closed in around
his ankles, ready to grab them, the ankles slid out beyond her reach.
Quickly she rushed forwards, her body a blur, but still it was not
fast enough. Ethan’s body disappeared from view.

She poked her head
out of the window in a dainty manner, no longer feeling forced to
hurry. Ethan was lying some twenty feet below her, a sorry, crumbled
heap on the earth. Stumpy smirked at his misery, then took a step
back and looked at the window.

Her long yet slender
form could easily fit through the frame, but not with the axe
strapped to her back – and there was no way she’d leave
her weapon behind. Besides, she thought, this is the posh
bitch’s mess to deal with.

She turned around
and walked over to the top of the staircase, peeked her head down,
and spoke to Luanna in a calm and clear voice.

“Ya idiot is
outside on the ground, ready to be collected.”

After a brief pause,
she smirked to herself.

“Ya highness.”

-

While Stumpy had gone
upstairs, Luanna had waited where she stood by the counter, ready to
react to, well, whatever happened next. After Stumpy disappeared from
view, Luanna watched from the corner of her eye as the laara’mi
slowly raised herself from her chair.

The creature’s
fellow group members – once more, with the exception of the
scarred man – glanced at her as she stood, but didn’t say
a word. Luanna kept her focus on the staircase, continuing to watch
the laara’mi through her peripheral vision.

The creature walked
outside. The opening and subsequent slamming shut of the tavern door
rang loudly throughout the silence of the establishment.

It took no more than
twenty seconds for Stumpy’s near-fluorescent blonde hair to
reappear. Upon hearing Stumpy’s words, pausing for a heartbeat
to inwardly curse at the woman’s sarcastic title, Luanna
hurried outside.

Out in the morning
light, she saw nothing she had not seen already. More carts were
arriving around the well, and the crowd was swelling, but there was a
distinct lack of Ethan. She spotted the horse tracks on the ground,
leading around to the side of the building, and followed them.

As she turned the
corner she saw two figures. One was Ethan, lying – as Stumpy
had described – in the muddy grass. The other figure was the
laara’mi, crouched, with a curved knife in her hand. The blade
was tantalisingly close to Ethan’s neck. Luanna frowned in
surprise at the scene, and then reasserted her dominant attitude.

“What are you
doing to my prisoner?” she said, trying to force as much
authority into her voice as possible.

The laara’mi
didn’t turn her head or her eyes, keeping her focus locked
solely onto Ethan’s face. Her dark green hair, tied in a
ponytail, fell over her shoulder. Ethan was darting his eyes about in
a frenzy, looking everywhere but at his latest captor. He attempted
to open his mouth to say something, but the knife was too close to
his Adam’s apple to speak. Instead he swallowed, and
immediately winced as the blade drew a thin trickle of blood.

“We have…
a history,” replied the laara’mi.

Her voice was croaky
and rough, as if coming from an elderly mage who’d smoked far
beyond her recommended daily limit of tobacco, for each and every day
of her life.

“Don’t
we, Boothe?”

Ethan squeezed his
eyes shut tight for a few seconds, and then reopened them and said in
a breathy voice, trying to keep his Adam’s apple from moving,
“Neuve, I’m sorry about what happened. It wasn’t my
fault. If Dafol had backed down, I wouldn’t have needed to run!
You told me to get away with it! With the amulet!”

Neuve hissed.
“You’re a liar and a thief, Boothe. Tell me what you did
with my amulet, or I’ll end your pitiful life right now.”

“Stop this,”
demanded Luanna. “He’s a prisoner of the kingdom of
Erdantia.”

“He’s a
thief!” shouted Neuve, still staring at Ethan. “He took
my amulet, and I want it back!”

“Neuve, come
on, you know I was going to return it eventually,” Ethan said
hoarsely.

“You were
never going to return it!” Neuve shouted again, her croaky
voice cracking with the increasing loudness.

“He is a
prisoner, a royal prisoner no less, as demanded by King Malchour
himself. Release him this instant.”

Neuve finally
turned, her face directed at Luanna, the light purple skin and dark
green hair combining with her anger to create a formidably daunting
opponent.

Luanna didn’t
back down. “Release him to me right now. You do not want to
interfere with this royal matter.”

As she spoke, she
began to build up the magical energy inside her, feeling the flow of
it wrap around her body and her mind, getting ready for battle should
the creature not cooperate.

Neuve narrowed her
eyes. “He is going to tell me where my amulet is, or he is
going to die. It is a simple choice for him.”

The two of them
simply stared at each other for a long, drawn out moment. Ethan again
opened his mouth to speak, only to be interrupted by the voice of
Stumpy coming from the other corner, from towards the stables. Stumpy
had shouted a single word.

“Duck!”

Luanna reacted
without thinking and crouched, feeling the air split exactly where
her head had been, then sprang to the side before the returning swipe
could connect with her body.

She turned and
within a heartbeat had the energy built up inside her shaped into a
single, unified force of power. Her hands raised up to point at her
attacker.

Luanna narrowed her
eyes, and unleashed a shimmering pale blue energy coursing out from
her fingertips. The air rippled and distorted as the raw magic pulsed
through it, slamming into the chest of a well-muscled blond man, a
long sword in his beefy arms.

The collision threw
him backwards at a colossal speed, smacking his spine into the corner
of the tavern and onto the side of the road. Luanna heard a scream
from a woman walking past, almost within touching distance of the
man’s resting place.

A figure jumped
sideways across her vision, a shorter man without the huge muscles of
his comrade, wearing a thin, dark grey robe. The loose sleeves of the
robe registered in Luanna’s mind before anything else, and she
controlled a second flow of energy, this time a translucent dark
green, as it flowed rapidly out of her from every atom of her body,
creating a cloak an inch from her skin.

Less than half a
second later two dull thwung noises reached her ears, the
magical cloak rippling from the impact of the bolts slamming against
it. The bolts dropped to the floor with a clatter, all their momentum
lost.

She twirled the
cloak around her body, spiralling it into a point directly in front
of her chest like a tiny tornado. The man stared in horror, unable to
react, then watched as Luanna sent the magic surging towards him. He
tried to sidestep but was fractionally too slow.

The twisting dark
green energy hit him in his side and immediately expanded,
surrounding him as completely as it had to Luanna only moments
before. The man’s eyes shifted within his own physical cloak,
darting left and right in desperate terror, not knowing what was
happening.

The energy
constricted.

Luanna heard the
man’s air forcefully expel from his lungs as they were
squeezed, a hoarse and panicked shout escaping his lips as the cloak
wrapped tighter and tighter, until the energy suddenly dissipated.
The man fell to the floor where he stood, unmoving.

As she turned to
regard the laara’mi, she heard a clash. She watched,
dumbfounded, as Stumpy’s giant axe swung, a faint blue tracing
the air behind it, colliding heavily with a second blade from the
creature. The blade, like its sibling which had threatened Ethan, was
curved, but with more than double the length. Neuve’s arm shook
from the force of the impact but held.

Neuve was standing
now, glaring at Stumpy. Stumpy towered over the already diminutive
woman, her gangly legs and body putting her at least two entire heads
taller. Luanna heard Neuve hiss, but Stumpy didn’t react except
to dance her feet sideways, swinging her axe once more.

Ethan was still on
the floor, watching the fight as it moved slowly away from where he
lay. His throat had two dribbles of blood running down it.

Luanna began moving
to assist Stumpy in cornering the laara’mi against the tavern
wall when she heard a faint voice from behind her, back towards the
road. She hurriedly twisted and began to bring up another defensive
spell, but it was too late.

A blast of orange
energy smashed into her arm, sending a thunderous crack
reverberating around the area. She felt the arm go limp, falling
pathetically to thud into her hip. Her years of magical training back
in Westhook instantly recalled the spell used against her: paralysis.
She knew then that she had been extremely fortunate to turn when she
did, her arm taking the full force of the impact. If it had been her
chest or her back, she might well have collapsed to the ground,
suffocating as her heart and lungs ceased to respond.

She didn’t
dwell on her fortune, but instead forced herself to finish building
the defensive spell. If she had received less training, the loss of
her arm would have been a major setback, but her skill had surpassed
a strict requirement on movement for focus.

A shimmering green,
light this time instead of dark, sparked into existence, hovering in
front of her, not full-body protection but a thicker shield designed
to stop any magical attacks from a specific direction. The air in
front of it was hazy and fractured. It pulsed as another wave of
orange slammed into it.

Luanna felt the
energy of her shield buckle under the weight of the second paralysis
spell. She thought it might possibly hold out against a third attack,
but she didn’t particularly wish to find out. Another build-up
of energy again rose within her. Her mind struggled to contain both
points of magic simultaneously, but she knew she had no other choice.

The woman, formerly
a student of Arcanium and now an advisor to a king, forced her mind
to channel the secondary magic into something much stronger. Her eyes
closed in concentration, all of her faith resting in her shield, the
connection to it continuing to linger within her soul. She could
still hear the ringing of axe and sword from Neuve and Stumpy but,
with ease, she removed the distraction. 


Two seconds later,
just as she sensed a third orange pulse about to be unleashed against
her, she opened her eyes, and aimed them at her target. It was a
young man with short, dark hair, shaved at the sides, and a square
jaw. He reminded her momentarily of Prince Darvel and her business
with him. She regarded the thought serenely, a gentle image floating
on the wind of her consciousness.

Then she attacked.

The man raised his
outstretched hands to cast his spell once more, then abruptly stopped
and bent over, screaming loudly. His hands rushed up to hold his
forehead. A further scream erupted from his lips, then he promptly
fell to the floor, writhing and trembling, unable to stop his howls
of pain.

Luanna had
demonstrated her magical prowess with a perfect mental assault,
debilitating the man and giving him a headache so bad that he’d
gladly accept a horrendous hangover just to ease the agony bursting
inside his skull. She stepped towards him and kicked him hard in his
ribs. He stopped squirming.

Luanna turned once
again. Stumpy had the laara’mi on the floor, her fearsome axe
poised above the creature’s chest. Neuve’s sword was just
beyond her, too far out of reach without moving and bringing the axe
crashing down. Luanna looked back at the road.

More people had
stopped to watch, although they made sure they were a good,
presumably safe distance away. The sound of running feet emerged. A
trio of Hambleton guards came into view, their breastplates clearly
assembled in a hurry. Luanna glared dangerously at them.

“I am Lady
Luanna of Castle Drumond,” she announced. “And am in no
mood to be questioned otherwise.”

One of the guards,
the most baby-faced of the trio, audibly swallowed. Another one was
looking around in horror at the bodies on the ground. The third was
simply stood still, shaking. Luanna continued.

“I believe
that no one here is dead, although they will certainly be out of
action for a long time.” She pointed at Neuve. “This one
requires immediate accompaniment to the town prison. The others too,
and preferably before they wake up.”

She looked at the
baby-faced guard, the only one who seemed to be listening to her
words rather than tone.

“Send urgent
word to the castle. Tell them–”

Luanna turned
around, finally realising Ethan had, once again, slipped away in the
middle of the fight. She cursed loudly and turned back to face the
guards.

“Tell them
that Luanna is in the process of apprehending Ethan to bring him to
Relioc. Got that?”

The baby-faced guard
nodded rapidly, his ill-fitting helmet clinking up and down. Luanna
sniffed. The air was acidic from the magic. She wondered briefly how
familiar people here were with it, and decided that it was likely to
be very little.

For the last time,
Luanna returned her gaze to Stumpy and Neuve. She walked over and
kicked the sword further away from Neuve’s grasp. Two of the
guards joined her, taking out their own swords and pointing them at
the laara’mi. The third guard ran off to get reinforcements.

“Ethan’s
fled again,” she said to Stumpy. “We need to chase him,
he won’t be far.”

Stumpy kept her eyes
on Neuve, not saying a word. Neuve was glaring back at her
menacingly. Luanna saw the anger and hatred in her deathly stare,
knowing that they had just made a new lifelong enemy. She tried to
force it to the back of her mind.

“Let’s
go get the idiot, then,” sighed Stumpy.

Luanna nodded to the
two guards standing over Neuve, and followed the horse track around
to the back of the tavern, Stumpy right behind her.

Just before turning
the corner to enter the stables she shouted back to the guards,
without expecting a reply, “And make sure someone at the castle
comes to pick up the prisoners!”

In the stables were
six horses. A mixture of human and horse prints in the thin layer of
mud made it easy to spot where Ethan had claimed the seventh.

“Let’s
take a horse each.”

Stumpy grinned back
at her. “I think ya turnin’ into a bit of a professional
horse thief now. That ain’t a job much suited to royalty, ya
know.”

Something in Luanna,
which she normally controlled and held back well, snapped. Whether it
was due to the battle or fatigue or both, it didn’t matter.

“I am not
royalty!” she shouted angrily. “I’m not a queen, or
a princess, or a duchess, or a noble in any other way! I’m just
a woman, like you, trying to survive!”

Stumpy froze for a
second, the grin remaining wide on her face. “Course ya are.”

Luanna waited for
the inevitable addition, which Stumpy was far too happy to deliver.

“Ya majesty.”

Luanna sighed
wearily and reached down to grab a blanket covering a stool. She
threw it over one of the horses with difficulty, her right arm still
numb from the paralysis spell. She guessed that it would take an hour
or so to wear off. The horse neighed softly as she managed to clamber
on, Stumpy content to stand and watch. The contract adventurer leaped
up onto another horse effortlessly.

“Lead on then,
ya womanness,” said Stumpy.

Luanna seethed, but
otherwise tried her best to ignore it. She motioned for the horse to
trot out of the open stable door, taking care to keep the fresh hoof
prints in sight. Without another word between them, the party of two
followed the tracks through the town. Even for Luanna it was an easy
task.

The prints led to a
road on the outskirts of the settlement, much wider and well
maintained than the track from Hundry.

“I guess we’re
going to Garatheep then,” Luanna called out from over her
shoulder, seeing the direction of the track.

“Looks that
way, don’t it,” agreed Stumpy.

They set off towards
the fortified city.

- - -

The guard was not having
a good morning.

Not only had he left
his delicious, freshly cooked breakfast to come rushing to the tavern
on account of all the screaming and shouting, but he’d been
barked orders at by a ferocious woman who claimed to be from Castle
Drumond. Worse still, he’d been left with three unconscious and
semi-broken people, along with an extremely conscious and extremely
angry purple-skinned woman, whatever the hell she was supposed to be.

After receiving the
rest of the guards on duty, they’d managed to get the four
prisoners bound and locked up, and a message sent to their
counterparts at the castle as had been requested, no, demanded.
Whoever this Luanna woman was, she was terrifying.

The guard plodded
back to the tavern to talk to Dwali, the barman. The whole thing had
happened right outside, so he was sure to have seen or heard
something useful about any of the people involved.

As he stepped
inside, a burly man with a scar down the left-hand side of his face
stood up from his seat. A plate with a pile of chicken leg bones was
on the table in front of him, each of which having been picked clean.

“My friends
causing trouble again, eh?” said the man.

The guard looked at
him with a worried expression.

“Your
friends?” was all he managed to say, his voice suddenly
trembling slightly, the scar running down the man’s face
seeming to grow more menacing by the second.

Hambleton was a
small, peaceful town. The worst problem they’d ever had here
was when Old Man Chunder’s prize bull escaped and crashed
through Mrs. Bottles’ wooden privy, with Mrs. Bottles still
inside. Aside from the bruises and a couple of broken bones, she’d
been pulling splinters out of her arse for weeks afterwards.

“Yeah. The one
with purple skin is a laara’mi, you heard of ‘em?”
continued the man.

The guard shook his
head.

“Bah, no
bother, they ain’t exactly common round these parts. You taken
‘em to the town jail, have you?”

The guard nodded his
head, unable to find his voice.

“Alright,
let’s go and have a look at ‘em then.”

The man walked
around the long table and approached the guard, and flashed him a
wide smile.

“Oh, forgot to
say. The name’s Crash.”

“Crash?”
said the guard, finally recovering his words along with a smidgen of
authority. “Why’d they call you–”

The wooden chair
broke heavily against the guard’s chest. He crumpled to the
floor. Crash regarded him curiously for a moment, and then noticed
the barman, Dwali, still standing behind the counter, watching with a
horrified look on his face.

“Sorry about
that,” said Crash. “I’ll send a few extra coppers
your way for the damage. Now, if you don’t mind, I have some
careless friends to attend to.”

Crash gave a slow,
deep nod to the frozen barman and casually wandered outside.

- - -

As the messenger crested
the hill towards the old Erdantian keep along with his two escorts,
the overwhelming presence of Relioc Tower gripped his heart with icy
hands.

He had seen it from
a distance, the blocks of stone whirring and whizzing through the air
chaotically, and it had induced a rush of fear throughout him. Now
only a few minutes’ ride away, the sight was causing the man to
wheeze and panic. He was a guard of Castle Drumond, and had been
ordered to deliver a personal message from the king himself.

Upon hearing the
name Relioc, the guard had stood rooted to the spot, dumbfounded. He
was far, far too young to fully comprehend the enormity of what had
happened to the keep, but he certainly knew his stories and Relioc
was not a place he wished to be.

But the order had
been passed down from king to captain to him – a lowly sergeant
– and so here he was. A simple, country-born sergeant from a
sleepy little kingdom, on a king’s mission to deliver a message
to a semi-mythological mage, who lived in a tower where the very
foundations swam through the sky. It was fair to say that he was not
particularly enjoying his day.

The party continued
forwards, the tower looming ever more sinisterly overhead.

He approached the
bulky gate cautiously, keeping his horse at a slow trot. The other
two members of his group broke away to visit the corpses of their
fellow guardsmen, the bodies continuing to lie on the dusty earth,
the ground stained with their blood. Hesitating for a moment, the two
then jumped down and began to collect the bodies, ready to bring them
back to the castle for burial alongside the deceased Captain Trinc
and his men.

The messenger,
Sergeant Hugh, slid off his horse, and led it slowly to within
spitting distance of the gate. He stopped and waited, feeling the
strange sensation of the world around him becoming less real, less
solid. His heart was pounding rapidly in his chest. Beads of nervous
sweat were soaking his forehead underneath his helmet. He silently
berated himself for not bringing a change of underwear.

The gate juddered
into life, cranking upwards at a near-glacial pace. Hugh saw two
little feet appear as the gate raised higher. The feet and legs were
eventually revealed to belong to a young girl, no more than eight
years old.

It took just over
twenty slow, tense seconds for the gate to reach its apex. The girl
stood staring at him, neither smiling nor frowning. She looked
curious. Hugh cleared his throat nervously and addressed the girl.

“I have a
message for Vrastor of Relioc Tower, from King Malchour himself.”

The girl tilted her
head slightly to the left, but otherwise didn’t react. Hugh
darted his eyes around quickly, tension rising rapidly within him,
and then focused back on the girl.

“Can you tell
your master that I have a message for him?” he said, unsure
whether to phrase it as a demand or a question.

“Where is the
man, Ethan?” said the girl. Her voice was small, but as she
spoke something pulsed hard inside Hugh’s head. He swallowed.

“I don’t
know. I’m just a messenger, here to deliver this personal
letter from the king.”

The girl tilted her
head to the other side, eyeing the guardsman curiously. Hugh felt
like he was being analysed inside and out. She held out her hand.
Hugh looked at it, and swallowed again.

He stepped forward,
closing the distance between them. Taking the letter slowly out of
his satchel, his hand shaking uncontrollably, he placed it onto her
tiny palm. She grasped it, not looking down but keeping her stare
firmly in place. Hugh took a few steps back.

“Regardless of
what this letter says,” said the girl, her expression flat and
neutral, “know that retrieving the man is the only priority.
Tell your king that he has nine days to return the man. Otherwise the
kingdom will be destroyed.”

Hugh stared blankly
as the force of the little girl’s words hit him square on.
Obviously, something big had happened for him to be sent with a
king’s letter to the mythical mage of Relioc Tower, that much
he had guessed already. But the destruction of the kingdom? Vrastor
would destroy the entire kingdom of Erdantia just because one man,
whoever he was, wasn’t here? Hugh realised he was trembling and
compelled himself to stop. He only partially succeeded.

“I will relay
the message,” he said, trying desperately to keep some dignity
in his voice and to keep the mounting terror out.

He bowed stiffly,
took a few more paces backwards and then turned around fully to
return to his horse. He climbed on and noted thankfully that the
escorts were also ready to leave, the two corpses of Captain Idris’
party strung across their horses, covered in blankets.

Hugh risked a glance
back. The girl continued to stand where he’d left her,
unmoving, her eyes remaining locked, seeing deep within him. He
regarded his escorts.

“Let’s
go,” he announced shakily, relief flooding out at the thought
of being rid of this horrifying place. “We need to get back to
Castle Drumond as fast as possible.”

The party galloped
off down the track as fast as their horses could manage.

-

Hugh arrived back at the
castle just as midnight struck. His friend and fellow guardsman Yoz
was waiting for him as he rode through the castle entrance.

“Hugh!”
Yoz shouted.

“Hello Yoz.”
The sergeant’s reply was weary and tired. Alongside the
unyielding fear of being in the presence of the imposing Relioc
Tower, he was also exhausted from a full day of riding.

“Hugh, King
Malchour is waiting for you now. He’s in his office. He said to
send for you the moment you returned. Where have you been?”

Hugh darted his eyes
about shiftily, unsure of how public his mission was. “You
won’t believe me,” he said. Yoz looked at him curiously.
“Relioc, Yoz!”

The private stared
back, his mouth hanging open. “Relioc? Vrastor? You mean he’s
real?”

“Yes!”
replied Hugh, and suddenly became aware of his voice rising in
volume. “Well… maybe. There’s definitely something
happening there. That tower though, Yoz, that bloody tower. It was
terrifying. I ain’t never seen or felt anything like it in all
my days.”

Yoz was starting to
tremble at his friend’s words. He looked sideways quickly and
lowered his own voice. “They say there’s a traitor in the
castle. I’m scared, Hugh. I didn’t become a guardsman to
be killed. This is a peaceful place, there shouldn’t be no
killing here.”

Hugh regarded his
friend, knowing him prone to overreaction. Despite his mission to the
tower, despite the warning of destruction, Hugh knew he had to hold
firm. If the men of the castle fell apart, the rest of them, dotted
around the kingdom, wouldn’t stand a chance.

Hugh spoke slowly,
trying his best to sound reassuring. “Yoz, there’s no
traitor in Drumond. We’re safe here, inside these thick walls.”

“But first the
whispers, and now you going off to Relioc? Something ain’t
right. What if he comes for us, Vrastor, like he did to the old keep?
We ain’t soldiers, not real ones.”

Authority returned
to the sergeant’s voice. “It won’t come to that.
The king won’t let it come to that.”

The young Yoz didn’t
seem convinced.

“I need to see
the king now, Yoz. I can’t keep him waiting. I’ll talk to
you later, okay?”

Yoz nodded rapidly,
his fear illuminating off him like a shining beacon for the entire
world to see. Hugh rode on and dropped his horse off with a boy at
the military stables, and then walked quickly towards Malchour’s
office chamber.

There was no one
else awake in the castle’s corridors this late into the night.
The two guards posted outside the chamber recognised him right away
and swung the door open for him.

“Go right in,
Hugh. King Malchour is waiting.”

Hugh swallowed
nervously and nodded back to them. Suddenly he was scared, not as
strongly as he had been while in the presence of the tower and the
little girl – for nothing could ever freeze his heart as the
tower had – but enough to make him want to crawl away into the
safety of his warm bed. He marched inside, determined to hide his
fear.

King Malchour was
standing by one of the two windows of the office, gazing out into the
surrounding darkness. His son, Prince Darvel, was sitting at the
desk, tapping his fingers impatiently on the thick wood. Darvel
turned his head as Hugh entered. Malchour didn’t appear to
react.

“Ah, finally,”
muttered the prince.

“Your
highness, your majesty,” said Hugh, unsure of exactly how to
address the two men. He stood to attention, his spine straight and
tall, waiting anxiously for an order.

Malchour kept his
head to the window for a moment longer, then turned to regard the
messenger.

“You have
returned from Relioc Tower?” His voice was deep, more sternness
in it than what was usually heard during his public audiences.

“Yes, sire.”

“Did you see
him? Did you see Vrastor?”

Hugh let out a
small, nervous sigh. “No, sire. I was met at the gate by a
little girl. I delivered the message to her.”

“A little
girl?” blurted Darvel. “A little girl? Father, are we
pandering to children now? I thought Vrastor was the enemy, not some
child.”

Malchour kept his
gaze on Hugh while he spoke. “Vrastor’s magic is
powerful, Darvel. Never forget that. Nothing is what it seems with a
man such as he.” Darvel sighed dismissively. “And the
girl’s response?”

“She didn’t
read the letter in front of me, sire. But she said…”

Hugh swallowed
again. He was beginning to tremble and shake as he had done earlier.

“She said that
the man, Ethan, must be at the tower within nine days, otherwise
they’ll destroy the kingdom. The entire kingdom, sire.”

Malchour stared at
him, unblinking. “Those were her exact words?”

Hugh fumbled around
in his head. Eventually he replied. “Yes, sire. That retrieving
the man is the only priority.”

The sergeant jumped
as Prince Darvel suddenly slammed his fist down heavily onto the
desk.

“Father, who
is this man to threaten our kingdom in such a manner? We must deal
with him hard and decisively. Let us assemble a force and storm the–”

“No, Darvel,”
interrupted Malchour, and said to Hugh, “Was there anything
else? Any other detail you saw there? Anything at all?”

“N-no, sire.
It was all over very quickly. The girl took your letter, gave me her
response, and that was it.”

Malchour let out a
loud, exasperated snort. “Very well. Thank you, sergeant, you
may go.”

Hugh paused for a
second, desperate to leave but with a peculiar, new-found urge to
find out more during his rare audience with his king.

“Sire, is it
all true? Is Vrastor really alive? The girl’s presence was
terrifying, sire, and that tower… it’s a monstrosity!
But still, I didn’t see any sign of Vrastor himself.”

“I take all
threats seriously,” replied Malchour.

“And…”
continued Hugh, knowing that he was pushing his luck. Malchour’s
eyes narrowed warningly, but he allowed the guardsman to speak.
“There’s rumours, sire, of a traitor in the castle. Is it
really possible–”

“Enough,”
said Malchour, sternly. Hugh abruptly stopped talking and dropped his
head. “There is no traitor,” continued the king.
“Whatever you may have heard, it is false. I am not to have my
castle panic and fall apart over a simple rumour.”

Malchour studied
Hugh for a moment longer. The sergeant had been recommended by
Captain Trinc – the now deceased Captain Trinc, Malchour
grimly reminded himself – as someone who showed potential, as
someone who might rise up through the ranks of the Erdantian
guardsmen, above the rabble of privates with more experience of
farming than enforcing law and order. To have the sergeant – a
man the others looked up to – questioning the normally placid
state of the castle was dangerous, and it needed to be squashed.

“Remember,
sergeant, that I am in complete control of my castle and of my
kingdom. To think otherwise would be to invite chaos and disarray
into our lives. Is that what you want, sergeant? To invite chaos?”

“No, sire,”
mumbled Hugh, now having wished he hadn’t spoken at all.

“Good.”

The king took
another final glance at the man, and then dismissed him with an
inescapable finality.

Sergeant Hugh turned
and left the room without another word, now more worried than ever.

-

The instant that the
door closed, Darvel continued to press his demands.

“Strong
military action, father. That is the only course available to us
here.”

“Darvel,
Vrastor is powerful beyond anything else we have ever known. If we
were to mount an attack against the tower, even if we managed
to somehow break through the keep’s walls, the losses would be
too great to imagine.”

“A potential
loss of an army, or the definite loss of a kingdom? That is what
Vrastor is implying.”

“It will not
come down to that. Luanna is closing in on Ethan, she communicated
back from Hambleton at midday. It is likely she has caught him even
now.”

Darvel only grew
angrier at the mention of Luanna. “And why is it her that has
been sent on this wild goose chase, father? Luanna belongs here at
the castle, not out amongst the farms and villages, knee-deep in
muck.”

Malchour tried to
keep his voice calm and reasonable in the face of his son’s
hostility. “The Lady Luanna was the best choice to intercept
Ethan in the first place, and she has been in pursuit of him of her
own accord. Even so, she is far better than most to retrieve the
man.”

“But father,
she should be here, where it is safe!”

“She is
perfectly capable of taking care of herself, Darvel. Whatever it is
between the two of you – yes, I’m aware of your
late-night wanderings,” said Malchour as Darvel opened his
mouth in surprise, “– know that if anyone in our entire
kingdom was to even come close to countering Vrastor’s power,
it would be her.”

Darvel’s mouth
was still hanging open. He snapped it shut and spoke quietly. “She’s
no witch, father.”

“Yes, son,
she’s no witch,” Malchour agreed. “She’s
powerful, how much so, I do not know, but I am sincerely glad that
she has been on our side of these walls.”

The two men stood
silent for a moment, each reflecting on what Luanna meant to them.
For Darvel, it was a woman he thought he loved, but one which he knew
that he could never have completely. For Malchour, it was her
intelligence and fortitude, serving as both an advisor and, when
necessary, a guardian. He felt safer in her presence, more kingly,
somehow, a feeling which had been lost since his wife Wendi had died.
Neither husband nor son spoke often of the woman who had been so
central to both of their lives. It had been sixteen years since Wendi
had been taken from them. Darvel had been a child, nine years old,
Malchour just about to turn forty.

Darvel broke the
silence first. “Father, I care for her. If she were born to a
noble family, I would not have hesitated in taking her hand.”

“If she were
noble-born, her entire life would have been different, and she likely
would not have come here,” countered Malchour. Darvel sighed in
reluctant agreement. “Besides, I trust that she will bring this
man back, for the safety of the kingdom.”

“And if she
doesn’t, father? What then? We are to be like cattle,
slaughtered at the whim of a man who has not been seen in so many
years that he is now more myth than reality?”

Malchour could not
find the words to reply. He wandered back to the window and peered
out. If it wasn’t for the few pinpricks of light, the darkness
would have swallowed everything.

- - -

A shadow lingered in the
castle.

It had heard
whisperings, hushed tones, snatched conversations. The castle’s
inhabitants were afraid. The king was panicking. Fear was spreading
like a disease, infecting people without warning then swiftly moving
on. Rumours had seeped out, not just of the awakening of Relioc
Tower, but also of interrogations in the lower levels, guards and
commoners alike being questioned.

Distrust was
growing. Traitor, people whispered. Wherever the uttered word
was heard, relations became strained. The castle, the entire kingdom,
had seen only a quiet peace for many years. No one knew how to react
to anything else, the king included.

The shadow watched
as Prince Darvel slinked out of his room discreetly, avoiding the
attention of any potential late-night wanderers.

The shadow watched
as the prince found his way to the stables, to his favourite horse.

The shadow watched
as the prince rode off fast into the night.

It had predicted
exactly how Darvel would react to the events of the last few days,
that he would ride to Vrastor and confront the old man himself. It
was anyone’s guess as to how that confrontation would go.

The shadow grinned,
delighted with the delicious drama it was causing.

- - -

Logan Marke opened his
eyes.

His head was
thumping painfully, a sharp, stabbing pain knocking directly onto his
soul. As he awoke, the intensity lowered. He narrowed his already
beady eyes against the morning sunlight which was seeping in through
a crack between the thick velvet curtains. He placed a weary hand on
his forehead in a vain attempt to alleviate some of the pain, then
pushed himself upright in bed. A groan escaped him as he moved, his
body aching from a restless sleep.

Yesterday had been a
tiring day for him, having to deal with the other Elders in their
pitiful decision to move funds away from the construction of a sixth
watchtower along the eastern wall to repair work for the Garatheep
library. He had inspected the library for himself the day before,
noting the cracks and strains of the brickwork, but it certainly
didn’t look to him like the building was ‘on the verge of
collapsing’, as Elliana put it. In his mind, the library could
easily wait until the watchtower was built. Garatheep had to remain a
strong and sturdy city. Cracks in a library wall were much preferable
to cracks in a defensive wall, or a defensive reputation.

Logan pushed himself
upright a few inches further, so that his back was resting more
comfortably on the carved wooden headboard, and took a moment to come
to terms with his rude and painful awakening. His head was still
thumping, but less so now. He rubbed his eyes.

As he lowered his
arm, some peculiar feeling caused him to look to the tall body-length
mirror, which was pushed up against the back wall. The mirror was one
of the few pieces of furniture in the bedchamber, Logan preferring to
keep his private quarters practical and minimalistic. Aside from the
bed and mirror was a small, sturdy desk, a plain wooden chair tucked
in underneath. A wardrobe stood in the corner, five feet tall.

The thought to cast
his gaze into the mirror felt instinctual, as if some sense deep
within him had called out. He held his stare into the glass, seeing
his aged, hard face stare back. Logan had brown hair, now starting to
streak with lines of grey, which ran down to his shoulders. Cold,
piercing blue eyes shone out, full of intellect and intensity. He
shared that feature with his sister Erika, his deceased father Graav,
and a majority of other Markes past and present.

A small part of his
mind registered the headache subsiding. Five full seconds he held his
eyes on the mirror, unable to drag his gaze away.

Suddenly, the glass
steamed up completely, a faint haze distorting the air around it.
Logan could no longer see his own reflection.

He watched, curious
but unafraid, as letters began to form in the steam.

NEED YOUR HELP

Logan regarded the
words inquisitively. He was already a tough man, used to dealing with
other tough men and women on a daily basis, and although he could
well guess the high levels of magic required to change the mirror, he
simply knew, beyond any doubt, that the writing was not something to
fear. Certainly, it was not something that occurred to the man
regularly, but Logan was resourceful. People didn’t start
talking to him through a mirror for no reason. That it was in his
bedroom didn’t overly concern him. He watched patiently as more
letters wrote themselves beneath the first line.

MY DAUGHTER

HE KILLED HER

Logan eyed the three
lines of words when it was clear no more were forthcoming. The
letters sat blankly, contrasting sharply in his mind against the
steamed glass.

“Why do you
request my help?” he asked, his voice gruff. But he already
knew the answer before the steam reclaimed the entire glass and began
afresh.

REVENGE

Revenge was not a
subject Logan experienced a great deal of. Being the Elder of a noble
family of Garatheep, most of his actions were executed by paid
underlings, therefore keeping his hands relatively clean. Anyone who
wanted revenge on him had to either deal with both the city’s
and his family’s personal guards, or pursue him via political
manipulation. Neither of these paths were a particularly simple
course of action.

“Revenge on
whom?”

A MAN BLACK HAIR

HORSEBACK FROM WEST

“And he has a
name, I presume? Your killer?”

The glass steamed up
again. The mysterious author waited a few seconds before writing.

ETHAN

Logan furrowed his
eyes and rubbed his nose.

“Ethan, huh?
Well, what do you offer in exchange for your revenge? I am the Elder
of the noble Marke family, one of the rulers of Garatheep, the
greatest city within these lands. To put it more bluntly, I am not a
mere captain of the guard. My time is worth a lot to me and to the
city. And as I assume that this murder was committed outside the
walls of Garatheep, I am under no obligation to assist you.”

POWERFUL MAGIC

OWE YOU FAVOUR

“Powerful
magic? A mage? Well, that explains the mirror then.”

Logan paused for a
moment, to think, and also to force the mage to wait, to sweat it
out. No one, not Elliana, not a mage writing on his mirror, no one,
would order Logan Marke to do anything. Except Erika, maybe. Logan
allowed a grin onto his face.

“So, mage, you
would owe me a favour. A favour from a mage who can write on mirrors
but not capture a man.”

Logan’s voice
was flat, neither a question nor a sneer, but a stated fact. The
mirror steamed up again.

TOO OCCUPIED

OTHER MAGIC

Logan was not a
magic user himself, although he knew well the concentration it
required of an individual to manipulate energy into a spell. But
again, he had already guessed the mage’s reply before it was
scrawled into the steam.

The city of
Garatheep had its own standing army of soldiers and mages, and some
of the mages were good, having graduated from Arcanium itself. Good
enough to grant him a powerful favour though, of their own free will?
Logan shook his head to himself. If there was a chance that this mage
was powerful, then a favour from him could be very useful in the
future, both for the betterment of the Marke family and for the
betterment of the city. And if the mage turned out to be all smoke
and mirrors, well, what was it to Logan to order the capture of one
man riding into the city? It was but a few words spoken from him, a
minute out of his long day. It would cause him no fuss.

“Where am I to
send this man, Ethan, once he is in my possession?”

I WILL RETURN

Logan sighed. It was
never easy dealing with people who thought themselves powerful.

“I agree to
your terms.”

The steam claimed
the mirror once again, and then subsided. Logan saw his own hard,
creased, weathered face reflect back at him, a reminder that he was
no longer a young man.

He swung his stiff
legs over the side of the bed and waited a minute before standing up,
determined not to let anything, not even an apparently powerful mage
delivering a request of revenge, to rob him of his morning.

Logan took his time
getting washed and dressed, choosing a long, thin, deep red robe to
slip on over his head. Sewn into it, just above his heart, was a
small sigil of the city – a sword crossed over the upside-down
V of a mountain and the W of a river. Over the robe he wore a light
leather single-piece coat which ran down to below his knees. He
tightened the collar up against his neck. A small, deep blue oval
pendant was hanging on a chain around his neck and underneath the
robe, his protection against magical attacks. He held his hand to the
pendant for a moment, unsure that it would be entirely effective
against this mage’s abilities.

Once satisfied with
his appearance, he left his bedchamber and headed to his office, only
to find his sister already occupying it, her long, brown hair falling
over some paperwork.

Erika was so similar
in appearance to her brother Logan that they could almost have passed
for twins. At their ages – Logan sixty-one, Erika fifty-eight –
the three years between them was really no gap at all. They spent
most of their time together, working and planning, as they had done
their entire lives. Not even Erika’s marriage to the pitiful
Dooyen Blonch (for only a single person, their soft, pudgy son Vorge,
thought him anything else than a worm beneath their boot) had dulled
their companionship. She was almost always by her brother’s
side in all matters of state, something which the other Elders found
to be a constant source of frustration. Erika was a tough woman,
perhaps even harder than her brother, which had manifested most
obviously when she had demanded that Dooyen and their two children
take the surname Marke instead of Blonch. There was absolutely no
doubt as to who was the superior force in their relationship.

“I had an
interesting morning,” said Logan as he walked in, not surprised
to see his sister sitting in his chair.

“Aren’t
you getting a bit old for interesting mornings?” replied Erika,
not looking up from the papers.

Logan reached the
desk, gripped the half-full jug of water sitting on it, and poured
himself a cup.

“This one may
surprise you.”

“More than
these estimates for the library’s repairs?”

“More than if
Elliana herself turned up at the door on her knees, grovelling. Well,
maybe not quite that much.”

Erika’s head
rose up. She frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“A message
arrived for me this morning.”

“And, dear
brother?” said Erika, wearing her impatience on her sleeve.

“It arrived by
mirror.”

Erika’s face
contorted, not knowing whether to laugh or frown harder. She resorted
to simply staring blankly.

“What?”

“A request by
a mage, writing on the mirror in my bedchamber. I did say that it was
an interesting morning.”

“A mage dared
use magic on you?” growled Erika, anger rising in her voice.

Logan was ready for
it, knowing her dislike of magic, or more specifically, her dislike
of not being able to effectively shield against it. She wore an
amulet similar to Logan’s, but both knew that their jewellery
was no match for sufficiently advanced magic.

“Not against
me, no,” said Logan. He took another sip of water. “He…
He? She? Well, it offered a trade. A man for a favour.”

“Which man?”

“Someone soon
to enter the city, from the west.”

“And this mage
can’t fetch the man himself? He can freely enter the bedchamber
of an Elder of Garatheep, but he can’t retrieve a single man?”

“Ah, you truly
are my sister. I asked the very same thing.”

“And his
response?”

“He is too
absorbed with his other magic at the present. But–” he
said, interrupting his sister’s opening mouth, “–I
believe that his favour could be very useful. I do not doubt that he
possesses great skill.”

“Hmm,”
said Erika, thinking.

Logan let her stay
quiet for a moment, revelling in the sorts of favours she could
demand of a powerful mage. He had no doubt that her thoughts included
Elliana Fairen, the eternal thorn in their side.

“Very well,”
she said eventually. “We shall place men on the western gate.
I’ll allow you to deal with it.”

“As always,
you are too kind,” replied Logan, bowing deeply and
sarcastically.

Erika gave him a
grin in reply and returned to the papers on the desk.

- - -

Prince Darvel arrived
from the same track that the messenger and his escorts had ridden the
previous day, the imprints of the horses clearly visible in the mud
and grass.

He had ridden fast
during the night, after slipping away unnoticed from his chambers.
The disagreement with his father on how to deal with Vrastor caused
anger to rise up in him every time he cast his mind back. The king
had tempered the prince’s anger momentarily with talk of
Luanna. And he had known! He knew that they were lovers, Darvel and
Luanna! Darvel had always assumed he needed to keep their
relationship a secret, for if word got out then other, more suitable
women would perhaps back away from him, from a marriage to safeguard
the continued security and peace of the kingdom of Erdantia.

Darvel knew that he
wanted Luanna’s hand as well as her body, but that he could
not. His father would not allow it, and his mother would not have
given her blessing. Despite his fond memories of his loving, caring
mother, despite her shy and quiet demeanour, she had never forgotten
that she was from a noble family, nor the responsibilities which came
with it. She had simply been fortunate to have found a husband she
loved, and who loved her back.

But, Luanna!

Darvel’s heart
ached for the one thing he could not have.

And yet, Vrastor, a
man made more of fiction than flesh, had suddenly decided to destroy
everything. Erdantia had been in place for five hundred years, and
now that was being threatened, all so that the mage could have some
unknown man delivered. The supreme arrogance of it made Darvel
shudder in anger. Who was this man to make demands of an entire
kingdom?

Darvel seethed,
pressing his horse on faster. He was anxious to arrive, to see this
tower and this old man for himself. Strapped to his waist was a
sword. The prince knew how to swing it, but during the journey his
imagination had run on a loop, of using his bare hands to grip
tightly around Vrastor’s neck, of strangling the very power and
arrogance out of the mage while the tower crumbled around them both.

He, Prince Darvel
Erdant, would save both the woman he loved and the kingdom he would
one day rule in a single defining, majestic moment of glory.

-

The tower presented
itself.

Darvel pulled hard
on the reins, stopping the horse with a skidding halt. He stared, his
jaw hanging low, his eyes bulging.

Relioc Tower was
alive.

Through the clouds,
the top of the tower disappeared, swallowed whole. For a short
distance below them – for that was all that the prince could
see without nudging his horse onwards – Darvel watched as the
tower continuously dismantled and remade itself, an infinite cycle of
reconstruction. He was too far to hear, but still he could imagine
the sounds of the giant stone slabs grinding out from amongst their
brethren, zipping through the air, slamming back into place.

The prince,
distantly, felt his heart race. Little beads of sweat appeared on his
forehead. He absentmindedly touched the back of his hand and felt it
damp and sticky. He could not tear his eyes from the tower, from the
blocks flying effortlessly through the air. It was more magic than
anything he had ever seen before, more terrifying than anything he
had ever known. But it wasn’t so much the magic itself that
gripped Darvel’s soul, rather the promise that came with it.

Death. Destruction.

Darvel managed,
finally, to release his eyes. He focused on the back of his horse’s
head and uttered two words to the creature in a quiet, feeble tone.

“Let’s
go.”

He turned the horse
around so that the tower was now behind him. Darvel had ridden out to
confront Vrastor, his head held high and proud. Now it hung low,
ashamed. Fear had replaced anger. Cowardice had replaced strength.

The prince began the
long trot back to the castle, feeling as pathetically small and
useless as a fly without wings.

- - -

The day was beginning to
transition from morning to afternoon.

Elliana felt her
stomach rumble a little but ignored it. She was still frustrated from
the day before, from having to deal with Logan Marke and his
insufferable stubbornness to focus on anything other than an
over-abundance of military force, and was venting to her younger
brother, Bramf. He was, for the most part, sitting back and letting
her words flow out, allowing her poison to diminish. Bramf was
forty-six, and had heard Elliana rant far too many times to count.
Still, he knew, it was better that his sister let out the venom now
than keep it bottled up.

“The library
has been cracking and crumbling for months now! And all he wants to
do is to build another bloody watchtower! We have five on the eastern
wall already! Five! Nothing has presented any kind of threat to the
city that necessitated another watchtower! A sixth! A bloody sixth!”

“Now, now, El,
we know what Logan is like. We always knew he would wrap the issue
back to the walls again.”

“The walls
that have stood firm for longer than you or I or that idiotic man
have lived! There is no danger there, we do not need another
watchtower when other issues are more pressing!”

Bramf eased himself
back further into his chair. He knew Elliana would calm down
eventually. He knew. He hoped.

“We have the
support of the Bannerlanes. Criostas will back the library over the
watchtower, Cervantas will see to that. And Lyrant should, too. He’s
been around longer than any of us, and even he hasn’t seen any
real threats from the east.”

He took a long, deep
breath, attempting to allow time for his sister’s rage to
simmer down. “Fairen, Bannerlane, and Sorvox. Three against
two, assuming Screwt still has his nose wedged firmly inside Logan’s
arse.”

Elliana smiled
grimly at their shared nickname for Screvanius Triumver, the Elder of
his family.

“The library
will be repaired, El,” continued Bramf. “Logan just wants
to have his say, get his objection in.”

Elliana gazed out
over the city. It was awake and busy – not that it ever really
slept – stretching out below the Fairen family household.
Near-endless clusters of houses filled the city, a mixture of brick
and wood, stopped only by the imposing western wall and the base of
the Spikes to the north. Traces of smoke twirled up from many houses
and taverns, readying for people to fill their bellies for the
afternoon. She could see the great library of Garatheep from where
she stood, a single, imposing building a little northwest of the
centre of the city, standing a storey higher than its neighbours, and
painted in a clean white. The picture caused her anger to rise again.

“The library
is one of the city’s most important buildings, Bramf. We cannot
let it crumble and fall because of one man and his baseless fears.”

“And we won’t.
Don’t worry–”

Bramf was
interrupted by a knock at the door. He creased his face in annoyance.

“Yes?”

The door opened to a
young man holding a small, rolled up piece of paper. “You have
received a letter from King Malchour of Erdantia, your grace.”

Elliana frowned.
“Malchour? What does that fool want?”

She strode over to
the messenger and grabbed the paper. The messenger bowed slightly
then retreated, closing the door behind him.

The Elder of the
Fairen family, by virtue of both age and strong-headedness, unrolled
the paper. She took a minute to read and digest its contents before
looking back up to Bramf.

“He requests
our help. Apparently, there is a man who may soon be entering
Garatheep, via the western gate. Malchour wants us to send him back
to his castle. ‘The fate of the kingdom, possibly the world,
rests on this man returning to us,’ he says. What utter
nonsense.”

Bramf eyed her
curiously for a moment and requested the letter, reading it for
himself in silence. Neither of them had much love for Malchour or his
kingdom.

Their sister, Wendi,
the youngest of the three Fairen girls, had been married to Malchour
for some years before being killed in a tragic accident within Castle
Drumond’s walls. Elliana hadn’t directly blamed Malchour
for her death, but she harboured no love or friendship towards him
either. A niggle in the back of her mind always reminded her to the
fact that Malchour had once come to Garatheep for her hand in
marriage, but had left with Wendi’s. For a time, a part of her
had been supremely jealous of that fact, but the years had eroded
away any pleasant emotions Elliana may once have had of the man.

Bramf, on the other
hand, had lost no time in telling Malchour exactly how he felt of the
man’s failure to protect his sister.

“The fate of
the kingdom?” scoffed Bramf. “Is he seriously demanding
that we help him, after everything he did?”

The tables had
turned instantly after confirming the letter’s contents; Bramf
was now the one beginning to seethe in anger, Elliana the older,
calmer sibling.

Bramf raised his
voice. “He let Wendi die, and now he has the arrogance to seek
our assistance? That disgusting, cowardly, pathetic excuse of a
king.”

Elliana looked to
him with compassion. Her love for her youngest sister had been just
as great as her brother’s.

“It has been a
long time now. He may be a simpleton, but I doubt he would send a
letter like this for no reason.” She saw her brother gripping
the edge of his chair tightly, his knuckles turning white. “What
could possibly have caused him to be so overly dramatic, do you
think?”

“He and his
kingdom of farmers know nothing of the real world,” snapped
Bramf. “It wouldn’t surprise me if this man, Ethan, is
simply a prize cow milker, or whatever the hell those bumbling
countryside morons are called.”

Elliana again smiled
grimly at her brother as she considered her own thoughts. The mighty
city of Garatheep still had, and probably always would have, an
unwanted dependency on Malchour and his kingdom of farmers. The city
was simply too big to be satisfied with its own meagre food supplies,
and Erdantia, being relatively nearby and possessing an abundance of
meat and crops, helped ensure that Garatheep survived. One day,
Elliana hoped, they would figure out how to break that dependency.
But that was a problem for another time. For now, other, more
important projects were waiting for them.

“Come, let’s
go eat,” she said, fearing another hours-long rant. “I’ll
set a watch for him, this Ethan that he describes. It does us no harm
to send a boy to the gate.”

“We should
send the man back to Malchour in pieces, see if that’s good
enough for him to save his precious little kingdom,” replied
Bramf through gritted teeth.

Elliana regarded him
cautiously, but did not say anything in return.

- - -

Ethan gazed up at the
tall, thick walls of Garatheep in awe, his expression one of
childlike amazement.

He’d been to
the great city before, several times, but the sheer magnitude of its
fortifications always astounded him. Over the years they had been
built higher and stronger. No force had ever broken through since the
walls had first gone up hundreds of years ago, and now they were even
more resilient than ever. He looked at them wondrously, caught up in
their sheer spectacle.

They were a dusty
orange colour, built from hulking slabs of stone found not far to the
northeast. Spaced along were four watchtowers, looming and
all-seeing. A large number of guards lined the tops of the walls and
battlements, armed with long spears and crossbows. Ethan reckoned
mages patrolled up there too, ready to split the air with their magic
if called upon. A single gate was built into the wall, with a
watchtower flanking either side. The gate was made from
near-unbreakable starmetal, mined from veins deep within the Spikes
to the north. It was currently raised up to half of its height,
allowing people, horses, and carts to pass without worry. Two
well-armed groups of guards were positioned by the gate, one outside,
one inside.

A queue had formed
for access into the city. Ethan looked at it, knowing there was no
choice but to join in. There were a few carts piled high with
vegetables; a group of people huddled close together in grey robes; a
man and woman standing together, arguing. Ethan wondered briefly why
there were so few traders present, but remembered that most came in
the early morning. Not many travelled during the midday heat. Ethan
glanced behind him, suddenly afraid of seeing Luanna and Stumpy
riding towards him.

He had ridden hard
as soon as Stumpy had drawn the laara’mi and her blade away
from his throat, but he had no doubt that they were hot on his heels.
Or hooves, as it were.

What a surprise it
had been to run into Neuve again after their first encounter, now
several years ago. He grimaced briefly at what he had done to her, of
the amulet he had inadvertently stolen, but then pushed the thought
out of his mind. That was another story for another time, one when he
wasn’t being pursued by two extremely dangerous women.

The journey to
Garatheep had been a long one. During the night he had swapped horses
in a sleepy little village, in the process stealing some bread,
water, a few loose coppers, even a pair of boots which almost fit
perfectly, doing what he had to do in order to survive. He was good
at surviving, at scraping himself out of tight situations, always
managing to get away, and usually with a prize, too. This time,
however, he knew that his only prize for escaping had been his life.
He considered it a good enough reward.

Ethan trotted over
to the queue and slid off his horse. One of the guards was eyeing him
up intensely. Ethan nodded to him, pretending to smile, and looked
forward. He moved with the queue as people were allowed in. He knew
what to expect. Everyone who entered had their name written down in a
ledger, along with what they were doing in the city. Ethan thought it
was pointless. Garatheep was a city of a few hundred thousand
inhabitants, at least. How could the guards possibly attempt to track
anything in those sprawling streets?

He sighed wearily,
and glanced behind him again. There was still no sign of the two
women. He smirked to himself as he thought of Luanna trying to handle
Stumpy, then remembered being at the tower when Stumpy had tried to
decapitate her. His smirk faded. At least they’re working
together now, he thought. Against him, true, but not against each
other. He did not wish for Luanna to die.

Ethan stepped
forward again, still holding the reins of his horse. Only the group
of robed people remained in front of him. He heard one of the guards
demand that they state their business within the city of Garatheep.

“We’re
here to pray,” said one.

Probably their
leader, or head priest, or whatever, reckoned Ethan as he listened in
with half an ear.

“Pray to
whom?” said the guard.

Ethan was impressed
that the guard had said ‘whom’. Praise be to the
education system in the city.

“To the
Twins,” replied the priest.

The guard gave a
snort of laughter in reply. “You haven’t finished
wandering about the continent yet then, eh?” The priest opened
his mouth but the guard continued before any words could escape. “I
need your names, and for you all to drop your robes.”

Ethan smiled. He
couldn’t see the priest’s face, but guessed it was a
delicate mixture of anger and surprise.

“Our names you
can have, but they are children of the Twins, and I their priest. We
have no weapons under our robes.”

“Priest or
not, weapons or not, drop your robes, or you’re not coming in.
You can go pray back down the way you came if you like.”

Ethan imagined the
pained look now spreading over the priest’s face. The priest
huffed and puffed for a few seconds. The guard stood still,
completely immobile. He had the face of a man who could stand there
all day, in the path of a million huffing, puffing priests.

Eventually the
priest gave up. He turned to face the rest of his group, muttering in
a language Ethan did not recognise. When he finished speaking, he
pulled his robe up over his head, revealing thin, plain garments
underneath. The others joined him, a combination of men and women of
differing ages, one girl no more than fifteen, all in similar plain
clothing, not much more than nightwear. Ethan grinned to himself at
their obvious discomfort.

Two other guards
then stepped around them, looking closely at their bodies as the
group stood, still huddled together, their robes tucked up into their
chests. The guards returned, nodding to the one standing in the
group’s path.

“Very good,”
the lead guard announced. “Now come through, one at a time, and
state your name, loud and clear.”

The priest went
through first, gave his name as Jeron, but hovered by the guard
taking names. “They don’t speak the common tongue,”
he explained.

The guard eyed him
cautiously, then rolled them and sighed. “Come on then, speak
up for them.”

Jeron stated each
name as the group passed through. The girl was the next one in line.
The guard suddenly snapped his arm out, blocking her path. He stared
directly into her eyes.

“Your arse is
showing,” he said, sneering slightly as he spoke.

The girl visibly
tensed up, trembling slightly, unable to keep her eyes focused back
on him. The guard waited for a few uncomfortable seconds, then
grunted again.

“Carry on,”
he said, apparently satisfied with his impromptu test.

The girl saw Jeron
nod to her, and she continued through the gate. Eventually the entire
group joined her. They hurriedly replaced their robes. Ethan stared
after them as they walked quickly away from the gate, deeper into the
bowels of the city. He realised that he was now at the front of the
queue.

“Name and
business?” asked the guard. He was peering intently at Ethan.

“Traistin,”
replied Ethan, giving a name he hadn’t used for a long time.
“I’m here to see a friend.”

The guard looked him
up and down, then locked eyes with him, clenching his jaw. It was all
an act, Ethan knew, a routine to weed out weak people. Still, the
guard’s stare was unnerving.

“Traistin,”
the guard said, spitting out the name unpleasantly. “Why should
I believe that, Traistin? You’re filthy, and your horse looks
exhausted. I’d almost say that you’re running away from
something.”

Ethan put on his
best
I-am-incredibly-affronted-but-I-have-the-utmost-respect-for-law-and-order
face. “I’m very sorry for my appearance, I got
caught between two towns last night and had to sleep rough.” He
deliberately avoided the question of his name, or over-explaining his
engineered situation. He knew that it would only make him appear more
suspicious.

The guard looked him
up and down again. “The name of your friend?”

“Tiffin
Goldlock,” replied Ethan, attempting to give a natural pause
before answering. “He lives by the docks, near the Weathered
Witch.” Ethan’s memories of his previous visits were
certainly a useful aid to his deception.

The guard stared for
a moment longer, then stepped aside. Ethan walked on through, the
city opening up to him. Even if Luanna and Stumpy had followed him
here, he decided, there was no way they’d be able to find him
within the great, sprawling maze that was Garatheep.

He turned towards
the docks, to his intended destination of the Witch. It was one of
many, many taverns in the city, and the only part of his entry
examination which wasn’t a lie. A smile was riding high on his
face. He breathed in deeply. Smells assaulted him from every
direction, both good and bad but all typical of the city: freshly
baked bread, slabs of meat cooking, wafts of ungodly stench from the
sewers below. But yet the greatest smell of all was the one of pure
and simple freedom. Ethan, finally, was his own man again.

Two sets of eyes,
one belonging to a figure hidden within a building up high
overlooking the gate, the other to a small boy sitting on the ground
with his back to a wall, followed Ethan as he walked on.

- - -

Less than an hour after
Ethan’s arrival, Elliana Fairen, the Elder of the noble Fairen
family of Garatheep, had received her second messenger of the day.
This time it had been expected, but just not quite so soon.

“So,
Malchour’s man is in the city then? That was impeccable timing.
You say he’s holed up in some tavern by the docks?”

“Yes, your
grace. The Weathered Witch.”

The speaker was a
little boy. His face was overly large for his height, and a thick
crop of black hair sprawled over his forehead.

“There’s
more, your grace,” said the boy, after Elliana paused for a
moment. She waved him to go on. “I saw another man following
him, too. He was tall an’ thin an’ he had a dagger tucked
inside his jacket. Curved it was, with little spikes. I only saw it
‘cause it flashed in the sun when he turned the corner.”

Elliana gritted her
teeth and frowned. She walked over to the window and peered out,
thinking. The boy stood on the spot, swaying slightly. Elliana had a
very good idea who the man with the curved, serrated dagger worked
for. It was something of a trademark. Logan bloody Marke, or more
likely his bitch sister Erika, she thought. Erika Marke commanded
almost as much power as her brother, the actual Elder of the Marke
family. She was always whispering in Logan’s ear, or just
bluntly stating her case for him in front of others. They were more
of a duo than a simple Elder and sister.

Elliana snapped her
head towards the boy. He was now staring at his feet, kicking them
into the ground as he waited.

“Thank you,”
she said, tossing him a silver coin.

He looked up at her
with huge eyes. He had never expected more than a copper or two for
his work.

“There’s
more,” continued Elliana. The boy watched her intently. If she
had given him a silver for finding the man, the next job would surely
be as much again. He dared to hope it might even be more. His eyes
were sparkling at how happy his mother would be with his earnings.

“I want you to
go back to the tavern and make sure the man is still there. Take
another boy with you, too. If the man leaves, one of you is to follow
him, and the other comes running back here straight away, as fast as
possible. Do you understand?” The boy nodded furiously. “Go
on, then, go.” She shooed him out of the door.

Elliana was not
happy to be doing favours for Malchour, but it balanced out nicely
with the thought of interrupting any plans the Marke family might be
making, especially if it was something on the sly. She called out for
one of the family guards. A man’s head popped into the room.

“Your grace?”

“Find Yan and
bring her here. I require her assistance.”

The man gave a stiff
nod in reply and disappeared from her view. Elliana returned to the
window and waited, her arms crossed. She could not see the docks from
this room, could not see the tavern where this man was. Ethan. A man
wanted not only by her brother-in-law, but also apparently by the
Markes, a family she despised. What is it about Ethan that would
bring the two unrelated people together? she wondered. In her
mind, Malchour was a simple, unambitious king of farmers, and
couldn’t be further from the tough, scheming Logan and his
incessant military obsession.

Elliana didn’t
have to wait long for a woman to appear in the room beside her. She
barely heard her approach, turning to view her only as she was within
striking distance.

Yan was in her early
twenties, lean and toned, with a single long, tight braid of dark
brown hair running down to the small of her back. She wore a
sleeveless leather jacket, the dark green of it nearly appearing
black, and a deep brown under-shirt. They were practical clothes, but
a step above the common tit-tat that most of the city’s
inhabitants wore.

The woman didn’t
look at Elliana but instead peered out over the city. Elliana
returned to the view, too. They stood together for a moment, a
comfortable silence.

“I have a
request,” said Elliana.

“A request of
finality?”

“Not this
time. A simple escort job. A man has just arrived in the city and has
made his way to a tavern by the docks. The Weathered Witch. Do you
know of it?”

“I do.”

“I need this
man brought to me, discreetly.”

“You require
someone of my expertise for a simple retrieval?”

Elliana paused
momentarily. “I believe that Logan Marke is also after this
man.”

Yan nodded in sudden
understanding. Elliana continued.

“His name is
Ethan, or so my source tells me. He entered the city as Traistin, and
may be using yet another name already. He looks extremely ragged,
with short, dark hair.”

“That
certainly helps to narrow it down,” stated Yan, the trace of
sarcasm evident to Elliana’s ears.

Elliana ignored it.
“I have a boy at the Weathered Witch now, watching him. He is
confident it is the man I require.”

Yan continued to
gaze out of the window. “And if Logan intervenes?”

“This is not a
public matter,” said Elliana. “I would prefer discretion,
but if that is not possible then… so be it.”

Yan stood immobile
for a few long seconds. Elliana couldn’t imagine the talented
woman turning down the job.

“As you wish,”
she announced, and promptly departed.

The woman had not
once looked at Elliana, but Elliana had not expected anything less.
Yan was a tool, the best the Fairen family had to wield, but she came
with a tough demeanour, a high price, and little respect. Still, she
was a necessary expenditure for important, unofficial tasks, and
Elliana made sure to keep Yan’s pockets well lined, so much so
that Yan didn’t even need to speak about her fees. Yan would
get the job done, Elliana knew, and then Elliana would see for
herself what was so important about Ethan.

Maybe, she
thought, I’ll reply to Malchour with the truth. Or maybe
not, he and his little kingdom be damned.

- - -

Luanna and Stumpy were
approaching the grand, imposing walls of the city of Garatheep.

Like Ethan, they had
made a quick stop in a village en route to the city. Luanna had once
again attempted to barter for the exchange of horses, their chase
affording no time for their magnificent animals to stop and rest.
This time, thankfully, she had been far more successful than in
Hundry.

Whoever it was that
owned the horses they had stolen from behind the tavern in Hambleton
– Neuve and her party? Luanna thought grimly –
they had lost a pair of truly exceptional animals. Stumpy in
particular had been hesitant to give her horse up, saying that it was
the finest one she’d ever ridden, but the women simply could
not wait, and so the horses were gone. Stumpy made a point of
mentioning that they return to the village after fetching ‘that
idiot’.

Upon the roofs of
the watchtowers coming into view, Luanna had suddenly remembered
about the inane policy of the city’s gate: no weapons. Not that
it had affected her much during her last visit more than four years
ago, but after a sideways glance at Stumpy’s oversized axe, it
was pretty clear the fearsome weapon wasn’t something that they
could simply smuggle in under a shirt.

Stumpy spoke without
looking at her, just as Luanna was opening her mouth to point it out.

“Don’t
worry yaself about me axe. I have an idea, somethin’ that might
make yaself useful for once.”

Luanna frowned, her
temperature rising. From what she could tell, she had done at least
as much as Stumpy to progress their journey, possibly more. Stumpy’s
words were gradually chipping away at her patience and her restraint,
piece by delicate piece. She didn’t think it would be much
longer until she snapped completely.

“And what’s
that then?” she replied angrily. “You’ll throw it
over the walls? Strap yourself under a horse? Slaughter everyone and
nonchalantly stroll inside?”

Stumpy dismissed the
hostility with a casual wave of her slender hand. “Don’t
be stupid, ya highness. I want to use one of ya little magic tricks
ya got there.”

Another tiny piece
of Luanna’s self-control flaked away.

“One of my…
and what’s that, exactly?”

“I want ya to
turn it invisible.”

Luanna stared at her
blankly for a few seconds.

“Complete
invisibility? Do you know how difficult that is with an object that
large? Not to mention maintaining the magic while also dealing with
the process of actually getting myself through the gate, too?”

“Well, I’m
sure a noble woman like yaself could manage it, what with all that
trainin’ ya mummy an’ daddy paid for when ya were
little.”

Luanna’s eyes
narrowed. She was on the verge of forgetting about Ethan, about
Vrastor, about Malchour, Darvel, and the kingdom, about her curse.
Forgetting it all and leaping for Stumpy’s throat, her hands
gripping tightly as she squeezed the irritating, annoying, teenage
monster’s life from her weird, gangly body.

She tried to calm
herself, speaking through gritted teeth. “I can try, but you
will have to deal with the guards. I won’t be able to spare
much, if any, concentration for them.”

Stumpy sighed
wearily back at her. “Yeah, yeah,” she said dismissively.

Luanna locked eyes
with Stumpy. She honestly wasn’t sure if she trusted Stumpy to
play her part, thinking it equally likely that she’d
intentionally cause the scene to blow up in Luanna’s face for
the woman’s own amusement.

After a few seconds,
Stumpy frowned back at her, now speaking seriously. “Don’t
worry ya pretty little head, ya majesty. As much fun as it is to
throw some trouble ya way, I ain’t gonna risk me axe for even a
smidgen of satisfaction. It’s me one possession that I ain’t
gonna part with, not for ya, not for ya king, not for anyone. So just
ya focus on gettin’ it through those bunch of morons over
there. Once we’re inside no one will look twice at it.”

Luanna wasn’t
so sure about people not taking any notice of an oversized axe
strapped to a woman taller than most men, but she kept the thought to
herself. She only needed Stumpy to help find Ethan. Once Luanna had
him prisoner again – and this time she would make certain that
there was no way for him to escape his fate – Stumpy could go
do whatever the hell she liked. If that included making her own way
back to the castle for her insane reward, then all the better.

“Fine,”
said Luanna flatly. “Just make sure you focus on keeping them
away from me. Remember, this magic is extraordinarily difficult to
maintain.”

“Yeah, so ya
just said.”

“Right, fine.
Okay. Ready?”

“Yeah.”

Luanna closed her
eyes momentarily to help build her inner concentration. She felt the
magical energy swirl up inside her, flowing through her mind and
body. Many years ago, when she was not yet even a teenager, she had
felt that first accompanying surge of adrenaline as she had
unwittingly unleashed a shockwave across her parent’s garden,
nearly uprooting the grand oak tree that had stood tall for longer
than anyone could remember. She knew the thrill and the rush of the
energy as it pulsed out of her body, distorting the air. It was an
experience like no other. Now she felt it again as she pictured
Stumpy’s axe in her mind.

She opened her eyes
to see the weapon for real. The air around it shimmered. For a second
it did nothing else, but then the entire axe, blade and handle,
started to fade. Slowly at first, the weapon became translucent.
Another second or two later, it vanished completely without a sound.

Luanna nodded to
Stumpy to indicate that the job was done, since it was still strapped
to her back. Stumpy reached over and grabbed the reins of Luanna’s
horse. Luanna barely noticed as she kept her full concentration on
the spell, feeling the energy pulsate around the axe. Together they
rode towards the gate.

It was now late
afternoon. There were a few empty carts rumbling out of the city,
back towards their farms and villages. A man, a rough looking farmer
with a thick, bushy beard, sitting on a horse pulling one of the
carts, watched Luanna with a raised eyebrow, although whether it was
in recognition or just interest, Luanna would never know. Her eyes
were open but glazed, looking but not seeing. Magic, while it came
naturally, was never something that she could perform offhandedly.
Maintaining a spell, especially one which manipulated an entire
object to alter its physical appearance enough to become completely
transparent, required close to the maximum of Luanna’s effort.
A thought kept niggling in the back of her mind that if her
concentration broke at the wrong moment, it could prove disastrous
for their task. Disastrous, potentially, for Erdantia.

Fortunately, there
was only a single traveller in front of them – a man on
horseback – waiting to enter the city. He was ushered through
as Luanna and Stumpy arrived. Stumpy made her way forward, assuming
command.

She jumped down from
her horse, then calmly walked back to Luanna and, to Luanna’s
complete surprise, the woman held out a hand to help her down, the
other hand slipping around her waist. Luanna felt her concentration
blink out momentarily. The air around the axe shimmered for the
smallest possible instant as Luanna forced her mind to reassert
itself. She felt her hand reach Stumpy’s almost subconsciously.
The woman’s palm was unbelievably warm but oddly comforting.

Luanna let Stumpy
slowly guide her off the horse. She had a fleeting image of how they
must look to the guards watching them, of appearing a simpleton, and
hoped that it would be enough to help them pass. Luanna felt her legs
carry her, Stumpy’s somehow reassuring presence leading them
onward.

“Names and
reason for entering?” barked a guard.

Unknown to the
women, it was the same guard who had interrogated Ethan only hours
earlier.

Stumpy replied for
the pair of them. “I am Tiamera, and this is my friend, Olive.
We were attacked two days ago by a group of bandits, one of them a
mage. The mage did… something to my friend. It changed her
mind, broke it. My uncle lives in Garatheep, he’s seen this
before, he might…”

Stumpy’s head
lowered, her eyes welling up. The words flowed quietly through to
Luanna’s awareness, and she realised that Stumpy’s accent
had changed. Her lazy pronunciation had gone, her words were clearer.
It was almost as if she had been educated in the upper side of
Westhook.

Stumpy kept her head
down and continued. “He might be able to help her, to help
Olive.” Her head sprang back up, watery eyes looking directly
into the guard’s own. “Please, I’m worried for her.
She might always be reduced to this now. Please.”

The guard tried to
hold his gaze but failed. Stumpy’s wide, wet, baby-blue eyes
were too much for him to stare into. He switched to Luanna.

“Is this
true?”

As if on cue, Luanna
felt a thin sliver of drool escape the corner of her mouth. She
automatically began to raise her arm to wipe it, but Stumpy stepped
across and wiped her mouth for her with her free hand, the other
still holding Luanna’s.

“Please sir,
she’s getting worse, I’m sure of it.”

The guard looked
back at Stumpy, disbelieving. “Your uncle’s a mage, too?”

“No sir, but
he’s familiar with the… the side effects.” Stumpy
turned to look at Luanna, pure sincerity and concern filling her
face. She turned back to the guard. “I must help her. Please.”

The guard flickered
his gaze back and forth between the pair of them. Stumpy kept her
eyes on his face, imploring him to let them past. Luanna realised
that her own body was tense. She could still feel the energy
surrounding the axe, but the axe was fighting back. The microscopic
components were refusing to stay properly aligned to maintain
complete transparency.

She pushed her mind
harder, forcing the energy to make the weapon comply. As she did so,
she lost awareness of everything around her, the world slipping from
her mind. The sensation of the energy and the axe were now the only
things in her existence. Nothing else was in her world, not even the
beating of her heart within her chest.

Yet still, she felt
her control over both beginning to fade. Tiredness and fatigue were
seeping into her, threatening to break through. Her mind faltered
momentarily. She pressed herself harder, refusing to let herself
succumb. All that mattered was pushing herself to keep the illusion
going. It was now her life’s purpose. Nothing else mattered.

Luanna had lost any
concept of time. It could’ve been hours or just mere seconds
since they had slid off the horses in front of the gate. The
tiredness was still building up in her. She felt her concentration
waver again, the axe sparkling back into the visible world for a
split-second before disappearing once more.

The strength
required to maintain the magic was now almost unbearable. Luanna
tried to force the last vestiges of effort from deep within her. She
couldn’t even spare any internal energy to hope Stumpy had
succeeded in bringing them through the gate. The gate didn’t
exist in her mind. Stumpy didn’t exist in her mind.

Her concentration
slipped again. She tried desperately to bring up any reserves,
anything at all. There was nothing more that she could give. Her
brain was completely and utterly exhausted. The last vestiges of
magical energy drained from her body.

Awareness began to
flood back. She opened an eye. Stumpy was staring at her, a grin
spread wide across her face.

“Well, ya a
tough one ain’t ya!” she said happily.

Luanna opened her
other eye. She felt woozy and light-headed. Hazy buildings filled the
background behind Stumpy’s face. Luanna’s world was
spinning.

“We… we
did it?” she asked. Her speech was slow and slurred. She
brought a heavy hand up to her face, the sensation barely
registering.

“Yeah we did!”
replied Stumpy, almost shouting with delight. “We got through
those morons easily. One sight of a weepin’ woman an’
they go all soft. Pfff, brainless idiots.”

“Wuh?”
was all Luanna could manage to say. She shivered involuntarily as
feeling began to seep back into her. “The… the axe?”

“Still here.”
Luanna realised that Stumpy was holding it horizontally across her
hips. She took a piece of deep purple material from her satchel and
slid it over the blade, covering it. “We’ve been inside
the walls for a good few minutes now. I was gonna tell ya but, well,
I was curious as to how long ya could keep ya spell goin’.
Din’t think ya could manage for that long.”

Luanna looked past
Stumpy, trying to get her bearings. They were in the shade of an
alley, out of immediate sight of the wide road where people were
ambling by. Their horses were tied to a post on the corner. The
smells of city life were beginning to filter through to Luanna’s
nose. The background sounds of people talking and merchants loudly
proclaiming their wares for sale entered her ears.

“We’ve
been walkin’ for a couple of minutes,” said Stumpy.
“Needed to get away from the idiots at the gate. Dunno where ya
wanted to start lookin’ for Ethan, but I figured he’ll
try an’ keep a low profile, an’ there ain’t nowhere
better for that than at the docks.”

Luanna furrowed her
eyebrows questioningly.

“The docks are
the busiest district, right,” stated Stumpy, spelling it out
for Luanna. “People always movin’, ships comin’ in
an’ out. Makes sense to me to hide out there.”

“Yes, the
docks,” agreed Luanna. The ground was still gently spinning.

“There’s
a few taverns down there. I think ya need a bit of rest an’
some food before we do anythin’ else.”

Luanna could only
nod in reply.

“C’mon
then, ya majesty.” Stumpy untied the reins, holding them in one
hand. She held out her other arm.

Luanna blinked in
surprise at the gesture, then gratefully reached out and accepted it,
allowing the majority of her weight to lean onto Stumpy. She had
thought momentarily of ignoring it, showing that she didn’t
need any help, especially not from Stumpy, but she knew that she most
certainly did. The concentration required of her to maintain the
invisibility for so long had wiped all traces of energy from her
body, and if she took an unaided step she knew it would end with her
collapsing face down into the dirt.

The duo emerged from
the alley onto the road. Luanna was relying heavily on Stumpy’s
support, but as they walked slowly down the streets towards the docks
she felt traces of strength returning.

After a few minutes
Luanna felt strong enough to walk on her own. She motioned for Stumpy
to stop, then removed her hand from Stumpy’s arm. Her legs
trembled but held.

“I think I can
manage now,” she said. She looked Stumpy in the face. “Thank
you.”

“Ah never
mind, ya did well with that magic ya got. It were either that or a
fight, an’ I din’t much fancy takin’ on all those
guards just now. Ya may be a posh bitch, but ya can hold ya own, I
give ya that much.”

Luanna was too tired
to get angry, and even she saw the accompanying compliment. She
didn’t think Stumpy would hand them out often. “And you
got us through the gate without trouble,” she said, and then
risked a backhanded compliment of her own. “That’s good
for a girl who can fight better than she talks.”

Something flashed
behind Stumpy’s eyes, the merest flicker of anger, but Stumpy’s
face remained immobile, then broke out into a grin.

“Well I ain’t
had the priv’lege of a proper education like yaself. I learnt
what I did in the streets, not sittin’ at a desk behind a fancy
book.”

Luanna, despite her
continual resentment to Stumpy’s presumptions of her past,
grinned back. They started walking again. Luanna felt her legs wobble
unsteadily but forced herself to bear it.

“Where did you
grow up, Stumpy?” she asked, suddenly curious. She realised
that she knew next to nothing of her companion of the last few days.

Stumpy turned her
head slightly as they walked, furrowing her eyebrows at the question.
Luanna felt like Stumpy was having some huge argument inside her
head, trying to decide whether to spill even one fact about her. The
contract adventurer’s internal debate reached a consensus.

“Ne’ercolm,”
she said.

“With your
parents?”

Stumpy shook her
head. “Nah. I’m an orphan, ain’t never known me ma
or da.”

“I’m
sorry,” said Luanna. It was an automatic response; the type of
thing people always say when they hear of circumstances like that.

Stumpy stopped
walking. “Why?” she said, anger rising in her voice. “Ya
think ya better than me for havin’ ya parents there for ya?”

“No Stumpy,”
replied Luanna quickly. “I didn’t mean that at–”

“Well ya
ain’t, miss stuck-up noble. We ain’t all born with a
silver bloody goblet to slurp ya milk outta. Ya can go shove ya
goblet up ya royal ass before ya look down on the likes of me.”

“I’m
not…” began Luanna, sounding exasperated. She did not
have the energy to deal with this. “I’m not royalty, I’m
not from a noble family, and I’m certainly not looking down on
anyone.” She saw Stumpy begin to open her mouth to respond but
cut in quickly. “My parents had money, yes, but I made my own
way in life. I’ve never had a silver goblet to drink from. I’ve
fought my way to be where I am now, the same way you have.”

“Ya don’t
know nothin’ ‘bout me,” said Stumpy, glaring.

“No, I don’t,”
snapped Luanna. “And you don’t know anything about me,
either. So you can keep your anger and your sarcastic titles for
someone who deserves them, because I damn well don’t.”

Stumpy didn’t
reply right away, but her glare turned colder. “Ya live in a
castle, ya the pers’nal advisor to a king, an’ ya expect
me to believe ya ain’t a shittin’ high-born noble, sat up
there with ya feasts an’ banquets, lordin’ it over the
rest of us?”

“Yes,”
stated Luanna. “I may be close to the king, but I fought my way
there. It wasn’t given to me, it wasn’t handed over on a
platter. I saw what I wanted and I took it. Same way you’re
with me now looking for Ethan. You want to take your reward, same as
I do.”

“And what’s
that then, huh?”

Luanna stopped
herself, knowing she’d gone too far. In her four years within
the castle she had never told anyone of her true intentions for being
there. She had taken her time with Prince Darvel, not rushing him
into bed, not making it obvious that she needed him to break her
secret curse. There was certainly no way she was going to spill the
details now, not when she was so unbelievably close to ending her
self-enforced imprisonment. One more night, she told herself.
One more night with that buffoon, and then I’m free to
leave.

“I have my
reasons,” she replied, the most she was willing to share. “And
like you so charmingly told me with your demand for a king’s
favour – it isn’t any of your business.”

Stumpy snorted a
nondescript reply. Luanna sighed wearily.

“Look, Stumpy.
We don’t need to be friends here–” at which Stumpy
huffed in agreement, “–but we can’t be at each
other’s throats the entire time, either. Let’s just find
Ethan so that we can get back.”

Stumpy stared at
her, her eyes still narrowed in barely contained anger.

“Besides, I
don’t want to be here with you any more than you do with me.
I’ve had enough of your misguided resentment. Let’s just
get this job done with.”

Stumpy glared at her
for a moment longer, then marched onwards, no longer caring if Luanna
was strong enough to match the pace.

Luanna shook her
head, then rushed unsteadily after her.

- - -

The city of Garatheep
began life as a trading post, slipping in elegantly between the
southern base of the Spikes and the northern end of the Dragoove
river.

During the early
years of human expansion, it became a natural stopping point for
people travelling to the wilderness of the east, its proximity to the
river allowing traders and merchants easy access to the treasures
brought back.

Garatheep grew
quickly, despite drawing violent protests and aggression from the
native beasts and creatures who could no longer progress west.

One family rose up
through the early years to assume control: the Tortanes. They were
widely regarded as firm and fair – at least, as much as could
be expected in those wilder, more lawless times – and organised
the city to fend off attacks and install facilities, allowing the
population to grow larger still. Roads were firmed up, civic
buildings were erected. Even a basic sewer system was built,
providing a way to help mitigate the ungodly stench of a
tightly-packed community. The Great Landway was improved – a
wide road cutting through the west of Kramat, linking Garatheep to
the far-off coastal cities of Origin and Westhook – with
military presence increased between the city and the kingdom of
Erdantia to ward off bandits and thus encourage further trading.
Erdantia especially was a major player, providing meat and crops for
the ever-growing, ever-hungry population. It was this necessary
alliance which helped propel the city to support the successful
defence of Hero’s Arch against the skrax in the year 201.

In the year 221, the
Elder of the Tortane family, Banc Tortane, decided that the rather
ramshackle, haphazard wooden defences currently surrounding the city
needed to be upgraded in order to fit its increasingly elevated
status. It took five tough years of hard manual labour to finish
building the eastern wall, which now stood eighty feet high and
fourteen feet thick. The western wall was completed four years later.
At only a single point within each wall was space made to pass
through. The gates installed initially were made of hard, cold iron,
long before the discovery of starmetal within the mountain range.

The fortifications
were heralded as a massive triumph, a masterpiece of architectural
engineering. People flocked to the city to celebrate and gaze up with
awe-filled eyes. The walls did their primary job of safeguarding the
city against the denizens of the east magnificently, but the
unexpected influx of additional people brought fresh troubles to the
already strained and over-populated streets.

Tensions in the city
began to rise. Year after year the people grew more troublesome and
unruly. It didn’t help that the current members of the ruling
Tortane family were now far different to their predecessors, always
squabbling and squawking between each other, allowing their petty
grievances to spill out into the city. By now the population was
commonly resorting to thievery and violence, in spite of a
heavy-handed policing approach by the city’s guards. Wherever
people went within the thick walls, crime followed. The once
plentiful merchant ships and wagons ceased to arrive. Garatheep was
no longer the darling majesty of Kramat.

Everything came to a
tumultuous head in the year 284, when a young scholar by the name of
Karva Sorvox was brutally murdered in the street, in broad daylight.
His father, Mataenn, unleashed his anger against the Tortane family.
The unplanned but fast-acting rebellion was more akin to a massacre.
The residents, having had enough of the city’s decline, rose up
and slaughtered every Tortane they could find.

Of the fifteen
members of the family, nine were killed on the day of the rebellion.
Four more were publicly hanged less than a week later. Only two
managed to escape: brother and sister teenage twins Faeter and
Lucina. They fled north into the Spikes, through secret tunnels and
passageways, and were never seen again.

After the removal of
the Tortane family, Mataenn Sorvox and two men, Hirst Vocamp and
Timard Dreeze, proclaimed in loud, defiant voices, that never again
would a single family rule the great city of Garatheep. In the
Tortane’s place now emerged the three families of Sorvox,
Vocamp, and Dreeze. Each family would have an Elder to speak for
them, and each Elder would have an equal say across all matters of
the city.

This setup worked
well. Gradually, peace began to return to the streets. Traders
started arriving at the gates and at the docks. For a time, it
appeared that the city would rise up. However, because the figures
involved were human, and human nature rarely falters, a single action
only fifty years later threatened to destroy all that had been
restored.

It was common
knowledge – although always without proof – that the
Dreeze family, forever loud and brash, were sympathetic to the more
underhanded and secretive ships sailing up the Dragoove river (i.e.
pirates), arguing that their trade was and always would be a
necessary minor evil to allow the great city to prosper.

The Dreeze Elder had
requested that the infamous pirate captain Grawkin the Black, a man
with a reputation as fearsome as his black teeth and his black heart,
be allowed to dock. Pace Vocamp, the Elder of his family, had
aggressively refused the request, stating that pirates had no place
in a city still recovering from nearly tearing itself apart.

Then Pace had died
of a sudden, excruciatingly painful fever, and the lack of clear
evidence did nothing to stop the rest of the Vocamp family from going
for the throats of any Dreezes they could get their hands on.
However, in the ensuing battle the entire Vocamp family line –
Pace’s two sons and a grandson – were killed. The Vocamps
were no more.

The city guards, led
by the Sorvoxes, apprehended the remains of the Dreeze family and
publicly decreed that as a punishment for the conflict, they would be
banished from Garatheep. Because of this, the city was again down to
a single ruling family, a situation which had been proclaimed could
never happen.

Three other
prominent families were elevated to fill the void: Fairen, Triumver,
and Marke. Some years later, after a long, heated, and ultimately
fruitless argument over whether to attempt to extend Garatheepian law
further afield outside the boundaries of the city walls, another
family was elevated. The Bannerlanes became the fifth and final
ruling family which ensured that, after a vote of the Elders, any
matter would always be completely resolved.

Since these events,
the city has prospered greatly. Once again it is a colossal behemoth,
a walled guardian against the still-wild east. Troves of carts,
wagons, and ships enter and leave daily, defining the city as a
gigantic trading hub, allowing the most varied array of goods
anywhere on the continent to be bought and sold.

The five families
have done a remarkable job of keeping the peace, and despite
sometimes loud and angry disagreements, no more noble blood has yet
been spilt, each family knowing well the city’s history and the
consequences of violence.

- - -

Ethan was hunched over a
steaming bowl of soup, thick pieces of soft, white bread adorning its
side.

The Weathered Witch
was a fairly typical tavern of the city. Its location near to the
docks ensured a plentiful supply of fresh faces each and every day,
tired sailors and merchants happy to settle down with hot food and
cold ale. There were a multitude of colourful faces in there now,
filling most of the available tables and chairs. It was a warm
evening, but still a fire was roaring out from the fireplace cut into
a wall, flames and embers flicking out against the thin iron mesh
protecting the patrons seated nearby. Two thick wooden beams ran
along the ceiling, the black paint old and chipped. A large frame
against another wall contained a painting of an old woman wearing a
wide-brimmed black hat and holding an engraved mug: the infamous
weathered witch. The barman and his wife were busy behind the counter
pouring ales, while a teenage girl and a boy barely out of childhood
ran around collecting and serving plates of food. The atmosphere was
jovial, people content to talk idly while eating and drinking.

As Ethan dipped a
chunk of bread into his soup and brought it up to his mouth, he
couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched. After
handing off his stolen horse for a few silvers, he had booked into a
room upstairs in the tavern then came down for dinner. Every step
down the stairs had been cause for a build-up of dread, the man
half-expecting the faces of Luanna and Stumpy to be seated amongst
the others. Thankfully for him, though, no one had given him a second
glance. But as he sat and ate, the uncomfortable feeling returned and
slowly continued to rise.

He shifted his eyes
around the room as subtly as possible, trying to avoid looking
suspicious. There were a few people that he noticed sitting alone: a
man perhaps the same age as him, but with cropped blond hair; another
man, much older, his face pocked with scars and sealed wounds; a
younger woman with her brown hair in a long, tight braid, and wearing
a dark green sleeveless jacket. But none of them met his gaze, and so
Ethan was at a loss. He didn’t like feeling this way.

Ethan was a man who
trusted his instincts devoutly, having used them to slink his way out
of trouble innumerable times in the past. If he didn’t have a
sense of impending danger, if the usual, relaxed Ethan was present,
he would have wasted no time in joining the woman with the long
braid, sitting all alone nursing a mug. A thought pushed into his
head of how pretty she was, and of how long he had been without the
company of a lady for the night.

Ethan sighed
wearily, tore off another chunk of bread, and listened half-heartedly
to the gossip of a trio of younger men on the table to his left. He
had picked them out earlier, taking in their clothes and appearance.
They were dressed in loose cotton shirts a touch too clean, and had
short beards groomed a touch too well. Ethan guessed that they didn’t
often come to this part of town. It was maybe even a dare, the monied
lads sneaking out to sample a taste of ‘authentic’
Garatheepian life down at the busy docks amongst the commoners and
sailors.

In the far corner
was a small group of karatids, their stools pushed together tightly,
smaller mugs in their three-fingered hands and on the table. The
genderless species – natives of the continent, originating from
a wide area of marshland a day or two ride to the southeast of the
city – had integrated quickly into the lives of humans. This
assimilation was most likely due to their passive nature and short
stature, with most humans simply not bothering to give them much
trouble. The creatures are humanoid in appearance, but instead of
hair they possess tiny green-grey scales over their entire bodies.
Their eyes are slanted, narrow, and completely black, and when they
speak it is almost always with a raspy voice. Despite how easily
karatids stand out amongst humans (when they can be seen, for their
average height is only around four feet), they are spotted regularly
enough in Garatheep and the nearby towns to the east to not cause too
many second glances, and their lack of hostility worries few people.
Ethan had never had much interaction with the species himself, happy
to let them keep to their own business.

As Ethan sat and
watched the people of the tavern enjoying themselves, a bard detached
himself from a table of three and paraded theatrically to a raised
area in one corner.

He was dressed as
most bards do, with loose, airy, blue and white striped trousers, and
a ruffled white shirt, half of it open to reveal curling wisps of
dark hair. The bard held a strange instrument – similar to a
small harp but the strings bent out as they approached the top. He
positioned it comfortably in one hand and gave it a tentative strum.
The note joyfully leaped and danced around the tavern. The noise of
conversation simmered down almost instantly.

“There once
was a man, who was also a lord,” began the bard, speaking
melodiously, the words flowing out of him like syrup caressing the
side of a stack of pancakes.

“A lord like
no other, a lord, yet still a man. In his right he carried a sword,
long and true. In his left, a shield, emblazoned with the tongue of a
searing silver flame.”

The bard gave the
strings of his instrument another strum. Ethan leaned back
comfortably. He hadn’t heard this ballad, but the subject of it
was enormously familiar. It brought his mind back to being a young
boy again, hearing the stories of adventurers.

Yrex had always been
his favourite, especially as the man had then still been presumed
alive somewhere in the east. But close after Yrex came the Lord and
founder of Knight’s Shield. Ethan daydreamed idly as the bard
continued to speak, the melodic words sparking the deep yearning
within Ethan that he felt every day. Of seeing the world, of tasting
everything it had to offer.

“This man,
this lord, was noble and good, his deeds ringing o’er the lands
above the kings and queens of the west. For none matched his bravery
or his fairness, try as they may.”

“This,”
said the bard, and he then lowered his instrument and dramatically
peered his head forward, drinking in the eyes of everyone staring
back at him.

His voice dropped
almost to a whisper. “This is the tale, of Lord Ronald
Silverflame.”

He pulled the
instrument up once more and plucked its strings. The note bounced
around the room. Ethan felt the hairs on his arms tingling in anxious
delight.

A thunderous crack
caused the bard to stop abruptly. The tavern’s door had burst
open with terrific force. Ethan watched as a pair of men strode in.
They were wearing long, dark green cloaks down to their boots. One of
the men had his hair tied back in a ponytail, the other was shaved
completely bald. They looked to be in their late thirties or perhaps
early forties, their faces both wearing similarly frowned
expressions. Ethan noticed other people stopping to stare at them for
a moment before returning to their plates, hopeful for the bard to
continue as they ate and drank.

The two men surveyed
the room, not bothering to disguise their intent. Ethan watched as
their heads turned slowly, then his stomach dropped as the bald man
suddenly locked eyes with him. It was the most intense glare he had
ever received. Ethan dropped his head sheepishly, taking a deep
breath and whispering to himself, praying that the men were neither
looking for him nor simply looking for a fight. He felt the bald
man’s stare burn into him for a moment longer, then it left.

Ethan dared to
breathe again. His lowered head was bathing in the steam of the soup,
but his heart was thumping loudly in his chest. He desperately wanted
to have another peek at the men, but an instinctual warning shot
halted his head and his eyes. The quiet ambience of the tavern was no
match for the sound of their boots stomping heavily across to the
counter. He picked up his spoon and dipped it into the soup while
straining his ears to listen in.

Ethan then noticed
the bard wearing an expression of debilitating dread, his eyes locked
onto the two newcomers. Without so much as a nod at his companions
still seated at a nearby table, the bard promptly steered himself
towards the entrance of the tavern and disappeared into the street.

“Mug of ale,”
Ethan heard one of the men say. His voice was deep and reverberated
throughout the room. Still, Ethan kept his head lowered, slowly
spooning more soup into his mouth. He was aware that the tavern was
now almost deathly silent. “And one for my friend here.”

Ethan, against his
better judgement, risked a quick glance. Fortunately, neither were
looking back at him. The bald man was the one ordering drinks at the
counter, his voice loud and booming. The pony-tailed man was leaning
back against it, his cold, fierce eyes still steadily scanning the
interior of the tavern.

Ethan noticed the
pony-tailed man rest his eyes on the group of karatids and then nudge
his friend in the ribs, keeping his gaze on the scaly creatures. The
bald man turned his head to look, spotted the group, and smiled. It
was a smile built out of pure malice and ugliness. A few teeth were
missing, the others crooked and stained a deep yellow.

The barman finished
pouring the two mugs and placed them on the counter. The bald man
dropped a couple of coins and picked up the mugs, handing one to his
friend. Ethan watched as they stomped towards the four seated
karatids. He realised other people were watching them, too. They
stopped right by the table, looming over the creatures. The karatids
didn’t look up at them but shifted uncomfortably on their
stools.

The two men stood
over them menacingly for a long, drawn-out moment, the bald man
taking a lengthy swig from his mug.

“You’re
in our seats, tiddles,” said the bald man.

There was no overt
violence in his voice, but the emphasis on the final word felt dirty
and disgusting to Ethan’s ears. The scene had the full
attention of the tavern now. No one spoke for a moment. The karatid
nearest the men shifted again but still didn’t look up at them.

“I said,”
repeated the man, “that you’re in our seats.”

“Didn’t
you hear my friend?” said the pony-tailed man.

His voice had a
higher pitch than his accomplice. He spoke with a sneer. Exactly
how a rat would speak, Ethan thought.

Finally, in perfect
synchronicity, three of the four karatids twisted their heads to peer
up at the men. One of them spoke, its voice as raspy as one would
expect from the lizard-folk.

“We mean no
harm. There are other, free tables. We would be pleased if you seated
yourselves at one.”

The bald man’s
expression changed into one of extreme surprise. “Oh my, I do
apologise!” he said, the other man continuing to sneer as his
face flickered between his friend and the karatids. “I believe
there has been a misunderstanding. You see, this is our table, right
here. In fact, had you been sitting anywhere else, that would also
have been our table.”

The karatids didn’t
appear to react, although their faces were not particularly suited to
conveying expressions or emotions.

“What I’m
saying,” continued the bald man, “is that you are not
welcome in this tavern, or indeed even in this city. This is my city,
a human city, and you are most definitely not human, tiddles.”

The emphasis on the
final word again sounded disgusting to Ethan. He suspected most of
the other patrons were feeling the same way. Karatids were no bother
to anyone, he knew. He felt a pang of sympathy for the creatures, who
were simply trying to mind their own business in a quiet corner of
the tavern.

“Now, now,
Jav,” came the voice of the barman from across the room. “Let
the folk have their drinks, same as you. Come on, I’ve got an
empty table here, just for you fine gents.”

“But I want
this table,” replied Jav, the bald man, not turning away from
the karatids. “Me and Vince, as true, rightful citizens of this
great city, have a right to the table of our choosing. And we choose
this one.”

“Yeah, this
one,” sneered Vince. He slurped loudly as he took a swig, ale
sloshing down onto the floor.

Three of the
karatids were still staring at Jav, the fourth looking down at its
mug. Ethan thought it perhaps looked younger than the others,
although unless you were familiar with the species it was exceedingly
difficult to tell.

“We mean no
harm,” repeated the creature who had spoken before.

“And neither
do we, unless you refuse to get out of our way,” stated Jav.
Ethan realised Jav’s mug-free hand was tucked inside his cloak.
He could almost feel the man’s tight grip on the steel dagger
hidden within, readying to lash it out in a single, violent movement.

“Jav, please.
We don’t want trouble in the Witch,” called out the
barman.

“You’re
right,” shouted Jav back to him. “So how about these
little tiddles and us go outside and have a game of dancing blades,
eh? Then they’ll see what life’s really like in the city.
This is no place for scaly little lizard pets.”

The fourth karatid
snapped his head up from its mug and leaped up onto its large feet at
the other side of the table to the men. Small pieces of webbing were
just about visible between its three thick toes. It stood no more
than three and a half feet tall, its head no higher than Jav’s
belly, but its narrow eyes were locked onto Jav’s face.

“Ah, see how
this one jumps up!” exclaimed Jav. “They’re savage
creatures, these lizards, always trying to provoke an attack.”

Ethan felt his
stomach lurch, his throat filling with bile at the audacity of the
bald man’s claim. He felt completely sickened by the entire
scene.

Then his stomach
dropped further as the door was again pushed open, this time
revealing the form of Stumpy, followed by Luanna.

He attempted to
slink down into his chair to make himself as small as possible. How
the hell did they find me here? he groaned inwardly. His head
tilted down, one hand covering a large portion of his face, but
through his fingers he continued to watch them.

Stumpy was surveying
the interior, obviously immediately aware of the tension in the room.
Then Ethan took a closer look at Luanna, seeing how tired she
appeared. Her shoulders were slouched, her head heavy.

Stumpy caught sight
of the two men looming over the karatids in the other corner of the
tavern.

“See, love!”
shouted Jav to Stumpy as he realised her stare at him. “These
tiddles, look how brutish they are! We need to rid the city of these
creatures, before they attack poor, defenceless ladies such as
yourselves!”

Stumpy’s eyes
narrowed sharply at Jav. “I ain’t ya love or ya lady, so
keep ya views to yaself.”

Jav looked visibly
affronted at the rebuke. Vince chuckled at Jav’s acting.

“We’re
doing you a public service,” said Jav. “Once we clear the
tavern of these lizard pets, you are most welcome to join us at our
table. Of course, provided our good barman here wipes the stools and
table down for us first. There’s no telling where these
creatures have been.”

Vince chuckled
again, a hideous, ratty laugh.

Ethan couldn’t
force himself away from his seat. A sleeting thought raced across his
mind, of sliding slowly out unnoticed by his pursuers, but the scene
had him entranced, held completely captivated. He saw the standing
karatid’s eyes become narrower still as Jav spoke, now just
slits in its expressionless face. Ethan sensed the seething anger
behind the immobile mask of the creature, something he had never
imagined that he would feel from the placid species.

Stumpy stared
blankly at Jav before replying. She spoke calmly, choosing her words
with care.

“I walked into
this tavern to have a rest, not to see a couple of morons throwin’
their words around without care. So either shut up an’ sit down
somewhere, or get the hell out. I ain’t in the mood for
bullish, asshole idiots with fewer brains than a goddamn stinkin’
kivver.”

Ethan saw Luanna
gaze incredulously at Stumpy. Jav did, too. Vince, however, took the
most offence.

“What did you
say to us, you snotty brat?” he said, his ratty tone putrefying
the air.

“Easy, Vince,”
said Jav. Ethan noted the controlled tension in the bald man’s
voice. “She’s young, she doesn’t know what she’s
saying. But I will repeat myself, in case you didn’t hear it
correctly the first time. This is a public service. Garatheep has no
need of these creatures inside her fair walls. Walls built by humans,
for humans.”

The standing karatid
growled, a low rumbling emanating from its throat, just loud enough
for everyone inside the tavern to hear. It was a menacing,
threatening noise, the disdain and anger towards the unprovoked
taunts and insults clear to all. Ethan doubted many humans had ever
heard a karatid act in this way before. One of its companions jerked
its head towards it roughly.

“See?”
said Jav. “They’re aggressive little beasts, and they
should all be put down. Here, let me show you how.”

In one smooth
movement, he whipped his hand out from within his cloak. There was a
short dagger gripped in it, the sharp edges glinting against the
dancing flames of the fireplace. The dagger moved cleanly and swiftly
through the air before connecting with the karatid’s throat. It
barely slowed as the blade sliced through the small scales. Blue
liquid sprayed out in a fountain, the creature raising its hands in a
sudden panic to cover the open wound. Ethan heard gasps from a few of
the other patrons over the deafening thump thump thump of his
own heart, threatening to burst forth out of his chest.

The karatid watching
its wounded friend jumped over to it, knocking its stool to the
ground, and pressed a hand up hard against the slit throat. The other
two karatids leapt up but took a step away from Jav and Vince. One
had its hands raised in a show of surrender.

Vince was chuckling
again, a blade instantly ready in his hand to defend his friend.
Jav’s ugly smile had reappeared on his face. He aimed it at
Stumpy, the gnarled, yellow teeth spread wide to her, then turned
back to face the three remaining karatids.

“This is what
happens when you–”

Jav’s words
were cut short as a knife was pushed through the back of his throat.
The tip, glistening, protruded out the front. Blood trickled down
from both the entry and the exit wound.

Ethan had never seen
anyone move as fast as Stumpy just did, covering the distance across
the tavern to the two men in a heartbeat, pulling a small blade from
her boot as she ran. Astonishment and fear flooded his senses as he
realised what Stumpy could have done to him, what she still could do
to him if she or Luanna saw him there. The emotions mixed with the
raw anger and disgust he felt at Jav’s treatment of the
karatids. Even after being provoked and losing one of their
companions to a sudden attack, they were still meek and helpless
beings, their arms floundering in the air for mercy.

In a flash, Stumpy
pulled her blade out of Jav’s neck, a spurt of blood arcing out
onto the table in front of him, and pressed it up against Vince. The
sneering man was sneering no longer. He felt the cold steel on his
skin. Stumpy’s face was a mask, almost dead and expressionless,
her eyes cold and calculating.

“Go, now, or
I’ll plunge this knife into ya, too,” she hissed sharply.

A high-pitched
scream from a woman sitting nearby pierced the stunned silence of the
room. To Ethan’s left, one of the three younger, well-dressed
men vomited noisily over the table, unable to stop the bile seeping
through his fingers.

Vince looked tense,
his eyes darting between the faces of Stumpy and his friend. Jav was
moving around erratically. His mug and blade had both already joined
the decorative pool of blood on the floor.

The dying man danced
for a few seconds further, then his legs finally gave way and he
collapsed, his side smacking into the adjacent table. The screaming
woman shrieked again.

Vince licked his
lips nervously. Ethan couldn’t shake the image of a rat caught
after attempting to steal food from a pantry. He saw that Vince still
held a knife in one hand, a mug in the other.

“Drop it,”
warned Stumpy, also seeing it. “Drop it an’ go.”

The knife clattered
to the ground instantly. Vince took a tentative step back towards the
door. Stumpy didn’t take her eyes away from his.

Vince took another
step, then turned and fled, throwing his mug hard to the side where
it smashed against the wall, what little ale it still contained
spilling out everywhere. Luanna stepped aside to allow him to rush
past.

He slammed into the
door and sped through, not looking back.

-

The entire tavern was
deathly silent. No one dared to move or speak. All eyes were on
Stumpy, still standing with her dripping blade hanging by her side.
She stood over Jav’s lifeless body, the floor underneath
stained with his blood, then looked up to the group of karatids
cowering behind the table. Their dead companion had collapsed into
the arms of one of them.

“To the waters
she travels,” she said quietly, barely loud enough for the
others in the room to hear.

The karatids, again
as one, moving in union, nodded to her, then croaked a reply in a
voice and language unknown to most.

Stumpy nodded back
to them with the briefest tilt of the head and turned, spat on Jav’s
corpse, then walked casually to the counter. Still no one could tear
their eyes from her.

Ethan swallowed
silently, knowing he had missed his chance to escape but, for a
moment, not caring. He had seen humans give kindness to karatids
before – thankfully not everyone was like Jav and Vince –
but Stumpy had moved and spoke as if she were a part of their inner
circle. He had never once suspected that she was willing to act with
or defend another creature; his brief time as her prisoner had
certainly not even begun to warm her to him. A dim light flickered on
inside his head as he watched Stumpy say her words to the remaining
karatids. He suddenly wanted to know her, to hear about her
upbringing, to understand her feelings towards others, others who
were not simply part of a contract. He felt an overwhelming longing
to learn exactly who this girl was.

Luanna’s mouth
was hanging open as she stared at Stumpy, but Stumpy brushed past her
and spoke plainly to the barman.

“Fetch me a
pair of large blankets.”

The barman creased
his forehead for a second, then nodded and rushed through the door to
the kitchen and beyond.

As the room waited
with nervous anticipation, Ethan saw Luanna finally manage to avert
her gaze from Stumpy. She turned her head slowly, and suddenly their
eyes clamped onto each other.

“Ethan!”
blurted out Luanna, unable to control her surprise.

Stumpy twisted her
head rapidly in the direction Luanna was looking. Ethan felt his pace
quicken again. He put his hands hard onto the table as he made to
stand up, but Stumpy shouted over to him.

“If ya move, I
will throw this blade an’ pin ya against the wall. Ya
understand?”

Ethan stared at her,
his eyes open wide. She continued, the seriousness in her voice
forcing itself into his understanding.

“This is not
the time for a getaway. Keep ya ass sat down.”

Ethan froze for a
second, desperate to disregard Stumpy’s orders. Then a presence
crept into his head. It was intent and forceful, but entirely unlike
the magic which Vrastor’s little girl had corrupted his body
with at the tower. This presence was a wordless message – a
warning – that if he tried to escape then there would, quite
simply, be doom.

Ethan slowly sank
back into his chair, resigned, however momentarily, to his fate. He
noticed some other people watching him curiously. The young woman
with the long braid was glaring. He looked back at her inquisitively.
She held his gaze for a couple of seconds, then turned back to look
at Stumpy. Ethan regarded Luanna.

She was watching
him, the surprise at finding him here still written openly on her
face. Her appearance was haggard, the consequence of riding hard for
multiple days, although he guessed he didn’t look much better.
It was clear that Stumpy was far better suited to chases across the
wilderness and through towns, her shockingly blonde hair still pulled
back into a tightly ponytail, whereas Luanna’s dark blonde hair
was dirty and unkempt, falling untidily around her shoulders. Ethan
couldn’t help himself as an image of waking up next to her, her
bed hair in a similar although less dirt-streaked manner, flashed
through his mind. It was not an unpleasant thought.

The barman returned
with two thick bundles and handed them to Stumpy. Stumpy strode back
over to the bodies. She gently passed one of the blankets to the
group of karatids, who gratefully received and wrapped their
companion in it. The other she tossed over the body of Jav without
compassion. A hand and a leg remaining poking out from underneath. If
Stumpy cared about the presentation of the corpse in any way, she
didn’t show it.

The karatids, again
as a single entity, moved around the table, two of them carrying
their dead companion. Stumpy lowered her head in respect as they
passed her. No one offered any words or resistance as they left the
tavern.

“What am I
supposed to do now?” said the barman after they had gone,
filling the silence of the room.

“Dump him in
the river for all I care,” replied Stumpy. “He ain’t
no one to lose any sleep over.”

“I can’t
just dump him!” shrieked the barman, fear gripping him. “The
city guards will demand an explanation!”

“Well,”
began Stumpy, looking around at the various patrons still seated
around the establishment.

She locked eyes with
Ethan for a brief moment. Ethan didn’t dare move or react. He
was both immensely curious and overwhelmingly terrified of her. She
turned back to the barman.

“Ya have
enough people here to say what really happened, don’t ya. Some
idiot was runnin’ his mouth, murdered a karatid in cold blood,
an’ got what he deserved. Seems simple to me.”

“No one will
blame you for this,” said Luanna quietly, regaining her voice
and her composure.

“I’m not
worried about blame!” retorted the barman, the anxiety in his
voice showing. “I’m worried about having a corpse in my
tavern! Billy!”

He turned to the boy
who had been serving trays of food.

“Go run out
and find some city guards. Tell them there’s been a murder in
the Witch.”

The boy started to
move, but Stumpy interrupted him. “No, just ya stay there. We
ain’t here for more trouble, an’ more trouble is what the
guards will bring. We’ll be takin’ this man here with us
an’ goin’.” She pointed at Ethan as she spoke. More
people turned to stare questioningly at him. “I’ve only
been in this city for an hour an’ I’m already done with
the lot of ya.”

The boy turned his
head this way and that, unsure of who to obey.

“Son,”
said the barman, slowly. “Go, now.”

The boy stood rooted
to the spot, eyeing up Stumpy and the bloodied blade still held in
her hand. Luanna, through her tiredness, followed Stumpy’s
train of thought. If guards came now, they’d never grab Ethan
and get back to Relioc. They might not even get out of the city.

She forced herself
to fight through the fatigue, to build up the magical energy inside
her, ready to act.

Ethan peered at
Luanna, recognising the concentrated look in her face, guessing that
she was preparing to use her magic as she had against Neuve and the
laara’mi’s companions. He then noticed a man, perhaps a
decade older than himself, sitting at a table to the side of the two
women, flicking his eyes nervously between them. He seemed to be
growing more agitated by the second, then his eyes darted over to
Ethan. They were wild, Ethan noted, a clear sign of the tension in
the room.

“If ya move,
ya will regret it,” said Stumpy to Billy, the boy.

The boy stared for a
long moment, then pulled out a chair next to him and, agonisingly
slowly, sat down, not taking his eyes off Stumpy. Stumpy nodded in
approval. She turned back to Ethan.

“Right, you.
Let’s go, right now. I ain’t gonna play around this
time.”

-

Ethan rose up from his
chair.

He knew he shouldn’t
go with the women, he knew they were only here to take him back to
that terrifying tower with the mind-controlling little girl, if she
was even still alive. He suddenly realised that he hadn’t known
what had happened after he had fled, but if Luanna and Stumpy had
escaped, then surely they had killed the girl. He held the pair of
them in a new, scary light. Whatever her powers, she was still, or
rather had been, a little girl. He wondered briefly if Stumpy had cut
her down without remorse, as coldly as she had plunged the dagger
through the back of Jav’s neck. The thought of it instantly
removed his curiosity of the strange woman, his only desire now to
flee from her presence. But his desires were currently moot. There
was no way out of this situation. If he ran, he had no doubt that
Stumpy would follow through with her threat, and her blade would
smack through his body and bury itself into the wall. Ethan liked his
body and didn’t particularly want it cut open.

He took a few
tentative steps towards the waiting Stumpy, Luanna standing just
behind and to the side of her. Stumpy’s face was hard and set:
no nonsense. Some of the tiredness had left Luanna’s face,
replaced with a look of concentration.

He took a few more
steps, the mixture of fear and desperation threatening to fully
engulf him. Once he was back in their custody, his freedom, and most
likely his entire life, would be over. Still he walked.

He took two more
steps, then stopped and watched in horror as the wild-eyed man leapt
up from his chair, moving nearly as fast as Stumpy had only a minute
or two earlier. There was no time for her to react as the man’s
curved, serrated blade slid into her side.

Stumpy howled in
agony as the steel ripped through her flesh, and she swung a hand
down madly in an attempt to swat the blade away. Luanna jerked
towards the disturbance, saw the man pull the blade out sharply,
ready to stab at Stumpy again. Stumpy continued to howl as the blade
exited, the serrated edges ripping through more of her body.

Luanna reacted
instantly, unleashing the energy inside her with a terrific force,
throwing the man away from Stumpy with a colossal expulsion of magic.
The air shimmered and distorted between them.

He crashed into a
table at the far side of the room with a sickening crunch, collapsing
heavily on top of the couple seated at it. Luanna immediately began
to flow more magical energy throughout her body, although she was
growing severely weak, her legs struggling to hold her upright.

Stumpy held her hand
to her side as blood dripped out through her fingers. She cursed
loudly and began to stride over to the man, but stopped, snapping her
head back to Ethan.

A woman was standing
behind him, a knife at his throat. She looked slightly older than
Stumpy but a head shorter. Her calculating eyes betrayed her youthful
appearance, giving the impression of great experience of ruthlessness
and brutality. Ethan, against his better judgement, swallowed from
fear. The thin wound on his neck, created from his brush with the
laara’mi but which had been beginning to seal over, was opened
anew.

-

“What the hell–”
began Stumpy, but was interrupted as three city guards pushed their
way into the tavern from the street.

They were clad in
dark blue padded jackets and a leather cap, and each carried a short
sword in their hand. Two of them looked to be in their mid or late
twenties, the other clearly much older and, judging from the sergeant
emblem on his jacket, the leader of the trio. From the dramatic
entrance and the seriousness plastered over their faces, it was
obvious that they already knew of the tavern’s troubles.
Another figure slid in behind them, that of Vince, increasingly
taking on the appearance of a rat. His face had reacquired the sneer
as he stared defiantly at Stumpy.

“That’s
her,” Vince stated, motioning towards the wounded Stumpy, who
had one hand planted firmly to her side, the other tightly gripping a
knife, the blood on it clear to all.

“What’s
going on? We’ve been told there’s been a murder,”
said the sergeant, his voice gruff and full of authority.

“That’s
right, sir!” shrieked the barman from behind the counter. “Jav
killed a karatid over in the corner there, and then this woman killed
him! Right through the neck! In cold blood!”

“Jav only
defended himself,” said Vince from behind the guards. “The
karatids threatened the pair of us, and one of them went for Jav. He
had to act to stop it from killing him and who knows who else.”

The sergeant ignored
Vince’s words and looked to Ethan and the woman behind him.
“And this?” he demanded.

“I am here on
specific orders,” replied the woman calmly, her knife still at
Ethan’s throat. “I am not under any obligation to say
whose, but nonetheless if you attack or hinder me in any way then you
are acting against the city, and shall pay the price.”

The sergeant
narrowed his eyes at her. “You are threatening a member of the
city guard? That is a dangerous thing to do, orders or not.”

“I am simply
stating the situation.” She didn’t react as another two
guards burst forth from the kitchen, one of them with a short sword,
the other wielding a small crossbow. “Allow me to leave, with
my prisoner, and you may deal with the others as you see fit.”

“I’ll
tell you what’s going to happen here,” said the sergeant,
keeping his voice level. “You’re going to release him to
me, right now, and if you really do have orders from someone in the
city, you can collect him from a jail cell. If you don’t
comply, I will be forced to act.”

The woman didn’t
take her eyes off him. “Back off, now. This is your last
warning.”

“This is your
last warning,” said the sergeant. “Prog, be ready to take
her out at my command.”

The guard standing
behind the counter with the hand crossbow nodded, keeping it pointed
at the side of the woman’s head and her shoulder, the only
barely visible points of her while she used Ethan’s body as a
shield.

“Are you
working for Vrastor?” asked Luanna.

The woman snapped
her head towards Luanna questioningly, surprise etched into her face.

“Prog, now!”
shouted the sergeant, seeing the opportunity.

Prog fired.


The woman somehow
managed to twist Ethan’s body just enough so that the bolt
thudded into the top of his shoulder. The steel head ripped through
Ethan and continued into the woman’s own shoulder, piercing her
skin a quarter inch deep, but a fraction too shallow to embed itself
fully. The woman flew backwards in pain.

Her knife hand,
thankfully for Ethan, was thrown forwards and then to the side as she
jolted, away from his neck. Her long braid whipped up into the air as
her head snapped back and forth.

Ethan stumbled
forwards, putting himself beyond reach of his latest captor, the bolt
still embedded in his shoulder. The two guards beside the sergeant
began to rush forwards towards the woman, their swords clenched
tightly.

Luanna surveyed the
scene. Five armed guards, one of them reloading his crossbow. A
rattish man sneering behind them. One unknown woman, struggling to
push herself off the far wall. Another unknown man, lying crumpled on
a table but starting to show signs of life. A wounded and thoroughly
pissed off Stumpy beside her. And herself, still immensely tired and
with a severe need of rest and nourishment. Not to mention the tavern
patrons still seated around the room, all scared but unable to leave.
She saw how the guards were going to apprehend everyone, doing their
job to enforce the laws of the city. She saw how neither she, nor
Stumpy, nor Ethan, would be able to get back to Relioc Tower in time
to stop the destruction of the kingdom.

Luanna decided to
act.

A blinding white
flash instantly filled the eyesight of every other person in the
room, accompanied by a harsh, all-encompassing ringing in their ears.
She couldn’t help but stop and watch for a second as people
involuntarily rose their hands to their heads, knowing that they
could neither see nor hear anything with their overwhelmed senses.
People were shouting in pain and confusion. Strangely, Stumpy turned
and looked directly at her.

“Good job,”
she said, nodding.

She turned back
without an explanation of how she could perceive anything, quickly
tucked her knife in her boot, and strode over to Ethan, grasping his
hand firmly in hers. Luanna was dumbstruck.

“Come on then,
ya majesty,” shouted Stumpy over the din as she led Ethan to
the door, past the guards and Vince.

Everyone was pushing
their palms hard over their ears. The guards had all dropped their
swords to allow both hands access to their heads. Some people had
their eyes open but unseeing, while others had them closed tightly,
trying to shut out their engulfed senses. A few people were rolling
around on the floor in desperation. Two guards were leaning
unsteadily against a wall, their faces scrunched up. The woman who
had held Ethan at knife point was standing but with her weight
against the back wall, her eyes darting back and forth manically, a
red stain in her shoulder where the bolt had broken the skin.

Luanna forced
herself back to the situation at hand and chased after the departing
Stumpy and Ethan. Back out on the street, they saw another trio of
guards running towards the tavern, perhaps a hundred feet away.

“This way,”
snapped Stumpy, and led Ethan in the opposite direction to the guards
without waiting for Luanna to follow. Luanna hurried after them.

There were not many
people out on the road up ahead: six people plodding along the street
on their own; a few couples, one of them a young couple holding
hands; a small group of sailors singing a song to themselves, clearly
drunk. A cart was trundling past, pulled by a decrepit-looking
donkey, led by a middle-aged man in flowing dark yellow robes. No one
paid the three of them any attention as they hurried away from the
tavern at a rapid pace.

They followed the
road for half a minute, then turned sharply to the left into a narrow
alley. Luanna followed Stumpy and the still blind Ethan as they
navigated the maze that was Garatheep’s tiny passageways and
back-streets. Streams of washing hung out above them. Various boxes
and crates were scattered amongst the rubbish around their feet. A
black cat was sitting on a windowsill, watching them sleepily as they
passed by.

For two minutes,
they wound their way through the alleys, Stumpy seemingly knowing
exactly which way to turn at every intersection. The sounds of birds
and bells were becoming increasingly louder as they progressed deeper
into the maze. The smell of fish filtered through the background
stench. Stumpy stopped abruptly as they approached a corner.

“Here,”
she said. “We need to get this bolt outta his shoulder before
we find a ship to sneak aboard.”

“A ship?”
replied Luanna in surprise, and then realised that it was obvious
what they needed to do.

“Well, yeah.
They ain’t exactly gonna let us just walk out the gates now.”

Luanna sighed in
agreement, then tried to control herself as her body shivered
involuntarily. Luanna hated boats, hated ships, hated the sea. The
worst part of growing up in Westhook, she had always thought, was its
location, pressed up against the western edge of Kramat, with the
Endless Ocean at the city’s doorstep. But she wasn’t
about to admit that here. Besides, there was no other way out now.

“Ya know of
any magic to get the bolt out without makin’ him squeal?”
asked Stumpy.

Luanna shook her
head. “I can seal up the wound though. And yours, too. I don’t
think I can manage much more magic than that without a proper rest.”

Stumpy let out a
quiet grunt. “Well, we’re gonna have to do this the hard
way then, ain’t we.”

She took her knife
out and cut off the bolt’s steel head, letting it clatter onto
the ground. The bolt was now just a thin, cylindrical shaft of wood.
She gripped it tightly with one hand. Ethan groaned in a dull
response to the fresh surge of pain. His eyesight and hearing were
beginning to return, although at the moment all he could make out
through the throbbing agony of his shoulder were indiscriminate
shapes and muted colours. Stumpy looked at Luanna. Luanna nodded in
reply.

Stumpy pulled.

The shaft slid out
with a spurt of blood, causing Ethan to howl and shriek. Stumpy
clamped a hand over his mouth to dampen the noise. Ethan continued
shouting in agony for a few seconds longer, then eventually
quietened. He leaned heavily against the building behind him.

Luanna closed her
eyes and once again felt the energy swirl inside her. She focused it
onto the two holes in Ethan’s shoulder. In her mind, she saw
the energy twist and pulse the air as it circled around the wounds.
New skin slowly crept over them, fusing together as the pieces met.

The process took
about ten seconds for the wounds to fully seal. Luanna struggled to
reopen her eyes.

“And you?”
she said sleepily to Stumpy. Her fatigue was about ready to knock her
out.

Stumpy shook her
head. “Nah, there ain’t no need to work ya magic on me,
not that ya even look like ya could now anyway.” Luanna felt
her eyes begin to droop uncontrollably. Stumpy half-shouted at her to
wake her up. “Come on, ya highness! We need to get aboard a
ship now, before those guards tighten up the docks.”

Luanna snapped her
eyelids open. “Yes, yes,” she mumbled, trying to focus.

“Luanna?”
said Ethan unsteadily. His senses had now returned enough for him to
realise what was going on. “Did we… did we get away?
How? Oh gods, my head is ringing more loudly than dinner time at
Flo’s.” (an orphanage in Westhook, famous for the
clattering of its meal-time bells)

He attempted to
bring his arm up to his forehead, then felt the pain from his
shoulder explode again. He muttered various swear words under his
breath.

“We need to
go,” insisted Stumpy. “I’m here with a bloody stab
wound in me side from some gods-knows-who idiot who jumped outta
nowhere, an’ ya don’t see me complainin’.”

Ethan eyed her
warningly for a moment, then dropped his good arm around Luanna’s
waist. She murmured in approval, only faintly aware of what was
happening.

“What are we
looking for?” he asked. “No, wait. First of all, why
should I go with you? You’re just going to dump me at the tower
again!”

Stumpy glared at him
angrily, causing Ethan to cower back. “Ya comin’ with us
‘cause that’s what I’m bein’ paid to do by
her majesty here. But she never specified that ya had to be in one
piece, so shut up an’ follow me or I’ll cut ya balls off.
I ain’t in the mood for ya games now, right?”

Ethan gulped. He
looked at Luanna, the woman clearly struggling to maintain
consciousness. He looked back at Stumpy. She had daggers in her eyes.

“Alright,
alright,” he said in resignation.

“Good. We’re
right by the docks, an’ we need to get aboard a ship.”

“What’s
happened to Luanna?” He allowed more of her weight to fall onto
him.

“She’s
used too much magic tryin’ to get to ya, ya moronic ass.”

Ethan ignored the
insult. “Will she be okay?”

“Yeah, yeah.”
Stumpy waved her hand dismissively. “Just needs some rest.”

Ethan looked at
Luanna’s slumped face, strands of her dirty hair dangling
haphazardly over it. He propped her up against him further, letting
her head rest on his good shoulder. She gratefully accepted the
support, barely aware of the world around her.

“Lead on then,
fearless leader.”

Stumpy turned away
from him, muttering, “Idiot,” under her breath.

I didn’t
want to be here, Ethan thought morosely. He didn’t want
anything that had occurred over the past few days to have happened.
It had all started innocently enough with some light kidnapping by
the band of kivvers, which was to be expected every once in a while
with his self-proclaimed wild and roguish lifestyle. Even being
rescued and taken prisoner again by the gangly warrior girl-woman
wasn’t too bad. The escalation from mild threat to certain
death when he saw the tower, however, had been the tipping point in
his journey, the edge in which he had so often leaned over but had
now been pushed off without ceremony.

And the worst thing?
He didn’t even know what he was wanted for! If it had been a
group of young women who needed rescuing from their evil uncle, he
would have willingly entered the tower, smited the wrongdoer, and
reaped the fleshy rewards with great delight. But to be claimed by a
man more myth than substance, with the certain knowledge of his own
demise, without any indication of just why it had to be him,
was, well, simply unfair. And in Ethan’s book, unfairness was
only fair when it applied to other people.

He grumbled, too
softly for Stumpy to hear, or at least so he thought, and motioned
for Luanna to begin moving her legs in time with his. 


The three of them –
contractor, adventurer, and advisor – walked slowly along the
alley, towards the symphony of bells ringing out from the docked
boats and ships as they bobbed up and down on the gentle waves of the
harbour.

- - -

Yan stumbled out of the
Witch’s kitchen entrance into an alley, past the two guards
struggling against the magic flashbang, giving a swift, sharp kick to
the one who had fired the crossbow as a touch of revenge.

Seeing the
expressions of everyone in the tavern, it was obvious that the older
woman’s magic was powerful. Even with Yan’s amulet around
her neck it had blinded her almost completely for at least ten
intense seconds, and the ringing in her ears was only now beginning
to subside. She glanced down each direction of the alley, checking
for any more incoming guards. The sound of the front door being
thrown open from back inside the tavern made her choose a direction
and pound forwards.

Yan was angry. Angry
at finding her target but then being interrupted by the bullish men
and the karatids, and then by those two blonde women, one with enough
speed to make even her wary, and the other with an impressive magical
talent. The guards, too! She made a mental note to berate Elliana for
the city guards’ ineptitude in understanding delicate
situations.

She cautiously
exited the alley onto the main street. A band of drunk sailors were
swaying happily past the Witch’s entrance to her left, their
backs to her. A few other people were roaming in the hazy evening
sunlight, but no guards were in sight. Yan turned right out of the
alley, walking quickly to put some distance between her and the
Witch.

It didn’t take
her long to notice some spots of blood decorating the ground. She
grinned to herself and, carefully, followed the trail further up the
road. It continued into a narrow alley to the left. The woman peered
around the corner, seeing only an empty alley devoid of life. Further
still she followed the blood, although as she progressed fewer spots
were visible. She stopped and took stock of where she was.

Yan was familiar
with the city, having grown up chasing around its streets, getting
lost in the patchwork of alleys and back-roads, committing the maze
beyond memory so that it became instinct. She felt that she was
nearing the docks. Had she gone directly from the Witch via the main
streets she’d have been there already, but this criss-crossing
of passageways made it a more circuitous route. The smells of the
docks – fish, always fish – now wafting through to her
nose only helped confirm her location.

Yan hurried on. The
blood trail had disappeared but it no longer mattered. She knew
precisely where the trio were heading, and only hoped that she could
catch which ship they boarded before it set sail.

Less than a minute
later she emerged from the clustered chaos of the district onto the
harbour walk. There were plenty of people milling around, coming to
and from various ships, ducking into doorways with boxes under their
arms. She peered intently, trying to spot her prey within the crowds.

The docks of
Garatheep were large, possibly not the widest within the cities of
Kramat but certainly the busiest, Garatheep being the main trading
hub of the continent. Yan guessed that there were well over a hundred
ships moored of varying sizes, from tiny two-man vessels to bulky
merchant ships, all the way up to huge military warships which could
each transport a small army.

Finding a specific
group of three would be near impossible for most, but Yan wasn’t
most people, and most people didn’t possess an amulet quite
like hers. She subconsciously swirled it gently between her fingers
as she scanned the area, feeling the magic’s connection. As her
vision flickered between people their outlines sharpened, their
features resolving themselves more distinctly than the distance
should allow. Her hearing enhanced too, the chatter of her eyesight’s
targets becoming distinguishable from the noise around them. She
moved her head slowly, taking in the entire area.

A group of merchants
in yellow robes were talking about the long sail back to Knight’s
Shield, debating whether they had enough spices on-board. Two
scantily clad prostitutes, each with an exposed cleavage large and
deep enough to keep a deckhand occupied for days, were flashing their
sly smiles to sailors departing a newly docked ship. A large crate
was floating through the air, a mage standing nearby, concentrating
on it intently.

Yan moved her eyes
over to a huddled group by a small merchant vessel. Judging from how
low it rode in the water, it looked like it was about ready to leave
the city. She focused her eyes intently on the group.

Two heads of blonde
hair came into focus, one dirty and messy, falling to its owner’s
shoulders, the other impossibly bright, tied in a tight ponytail. A
man stood next to them, his left arm around the older woman’s
waist, supporting her. Ethan. Yan grinned to herself again,
marking her prey. She strained her ears, allowing the amulet to pick
out their conversation.

“You want to
leave now?” said a second man in the group, his face peeking
out through a giant grey beard. Yan presumed that it was the ship’s
captain.

“Yeah, I do.
Is that a problem?” replied the tall woman with the ponytail.
It was the woman who had delivered a murderous revenge back at the
Witch.

“Well, I’m
due to collect another few crates still. You can wait on the ship if
you like, but we’re not leaving for another hour or so.”

Yan watched as the
tall woman pulled out something from her satchel. “If ya leave
now, this is yours.”

The man took it,
felt how heavy it weighed in his hand. He looked to his ship, then
back to the woman again.

“For this
much, you must be in quite a rush to get away from the city.”

“For this
much, ya keep ya mouth shut an’ get to sailin’.”

The man took another
glance at his ship, as if having an internal debate.

“Fine,”
he said, after a few seconds. “Get aboard.”

The trio walked up
the gangplank onto the ship. The captain stood where he was for a
moment longer. Yan sensed that he was deciding if his new passengers
were worth more to the guards than the bag in his hand. He abruptly
turned and followed them, then pulled up the gangplank. She saw him
shout to another man on the harbour, who began to untie the ropes
keeping the ship docked.

Yan grimaced. She’d
hoped that the captain would turn them away. It would’ve made
her job easier. She noted the design of the ship, committing it to
memory. The ship wasn’t large by any means, supporting a crew
of four or five, judging from the other people making themselves
useful on the deck. Thankfully, it didn’t look particularly
sleek or speedy.

Yan watched as the
ship undocked fully, confirming that it was definitely leaving the
harbour. She then hurried down to the right of the docks, to a
section partitioned off from the merchants and traders. Her own ship
was moored there, a tiny vessel with space for herself and one other.

She muttered under
her breath as she held her hands to the thick rope for a couple of
seconds, then untied the knots and threw the rope onto the ship’s
deck. She jumped on after it and moved to the back, where the handle
of the rudder protruded up and out. Yan gripped the handle tightly
and muttered more nondescript words. A blue glow lit up from under
the water. The ship started moving forwards.

Yan skilfully
navigated the ship out of the harbour, weaving between the other
vessels either moored or sailing slowly on the peaceful waves. She
could no longer see her target ship, but it didn’t much matter.
The Dragoove river continued on for almost two hundred miles before
reaching the open waters of the Endless Ocean, and although it
widened as it progressed south, Yan didn’t doubt her ability to
find her prey.

She still fully
intended to keep her original job of retrieving Ethan for Elliana,
but the mention of Vrastor had made this a personal mission, too.

- - -

Captain Idris dreamed.

He dreamed of his
childhood, time spent playing with his younger sister, Tilly. They
had always played together, chasing each other around the fields and
amongst the animals of their parents’ farm, dodging and diving
between trees and flowers, always laughing. Idris loved hearing Tilly
laugh. It was the most genuine expression of pleasure he had ever
known, full of cheer and delight, and when she laughed her face
became a picture of wondrous splendour. Tilly was such a happy child,
and Idris considered himself lucky to have the perfect little sister.

His fondest memory,
one which he had not recalled for many years but had now come back to
him, was a bright springtime day when he was ten years old, Tilly
just six. They had been playing in the wide, spacious field next to
their farmhouse. The field was having a year off to help revitalise
the soil, and so the grass was growing wild and unkempt, now not much
shorter than Tilly herself. Tilly would crouch and weave stealthily
between the blades dancing gently in the breeze to sneak up on her
brother, poking him in the back and shouting, “Gotcha!”
then running off, squealing in delight. Idris would always laugh at
her, spotting her clearly before she got close but letting her be
satisfied with her attempts at remaining hidden.

They had continued
their game for ten minutes before hearing tiny, excited barks from
the barn nearby. Idris had shouted happily over to Tilly, and
together they had bounded off to the source of the noise. A few
months earlier one of their sheepdogs had given birth to a litter of
five puppies. The puppies were now awake, and the two children ran
over to roll around with them, their faces aching from laughing and
smiling. It had been a day like many others, but to Idris that day
especially had always stood out. Perhaps it was the bright blue sky,
wisps of clouds leaving lazy entrails as they sailed effortlessly
across the horizon, or maybe it was the infectiously excited yap
yap yaps of the puppies, climbing and falling off his and his
sister’s bodies, the soft fur tickling their skin and faces.

In his dream,
ten-year-old Idris stood up. He watched his sister still lying on the
floor, two puppies clambering over her, a third nuzzling up to her
cheek. Tilly had a smile so wide she looked like her head might split
into two. The sounds of her delight combined beautifully with the
yapping of the pups. It was a snapshot of perfection.

As Idris watched,
lost in his sister’s happiness, the light began to fade. It
started so softly that he didn’t notice at first, but as it
dimmed and turned to a shade of red, he raised his head and creased
his eyebrows. Through the barn door he saw thick clouds rushing
towards him, unnaturally fast, filling up the sky. The light
continued to change, the redness deepening and darkening with every
passing moment. A sense of dread engulfed him. He shivered, and
realised that the playful barks of the puppies had stopped.

He looked down.
Tilly was lying on the floor but unmoving, her head lolling to the
side, her eyes open and wide but staring into nothingness. Around her
were the five puppies, each as deathly still as his sister. A pungent
waft of decay assaulted his nose, a stench of disease and pestilence
and rotting corpses. He stared at his sister for longer than he knew,
gazing into her unseeing eyes. A sharp gust of wind blew the barn
doors heavily, smashing them against the wooden frame. Idris glanced
up abruptly.

Through the doors,
where before had been a field overrun with long grass, was now the
tower. A thick, wooden door was visible at the base. Idris took a
step towards it, tilting his head back to look up at the magical
monstrosity. Interspersed evenly up as far as he could see were small
windows shaped like shields, cut into the dark grey slabs and blocks
of the structure. From above him, a few storeys up, he saw two of the
slabs ease themselves out of the very wall, then soar around in
mid-air before slotting into the other’s original spot.

Suddenly Idris
himself was flying, impossibly high, facing the tower. A quick glance
down confirmed that the ground was far, far below him. At this
height, the slabs and blocks flew around at a breakneck speed,
whipping the wind and cracking the air, some missing him by a mere
hair’s breadth. A steady, deep pulse emanated from the tower,
causing Idris’ heart to thump in time to it. He brought his
hands up to his face and noticed the air around them was shimmering.

As he slowly turned
his hands over, he was back on the ground again. The wooden door was
a few footsteps from his face. He watched as the door creaked open.
Beyond it was darkness, stretching into infinity.

For a long time,
Idris stood rooted to the spot, unable to pull himself away. Then,
without physically moving forward, the doorway grew larger around
him, filling his vision and surroundings until he was fully enveloped
within the blackness of the void.

A face appeared in
front of him. It belonged to another little girl, not his dear sister
Tilly but the girl from the tower, the one who had corrupted and
possessed his mind. She stood firm, her expression empty but her eyes
boring heavily into Idris’. Idris felt his legs weaken.

Immediately, it was
a struggle to stay upright. His heart was thumping painfully in his
chest. Whereas before he had felt mostly emotionless, a passive
observer of his dream, Idris now shook with fear. The ten-year-old
boy standing before the little girl was engulfed with terror, his
legs trembling but unable to step away. There was nowhere to step
away to. All around him was blackness and emptiness.

The little girl took
a step back, fading her body to the darkness. Her face was still
visible but that, too, soon disappeared, leaving only her eyes. Deep,
intense, brown eyes. Idris, the boy, watched those uncaring eyes
stare back at him dispassionately. The eyes closed.

A moment later they
reopened. They were now two harshly white ovals, blood-red irises
staining the centres, with a yellow vertical slit running down each.
The eyes grew larger, surging towards Idris. He raised his arms to
shield his face but the eyes continued to progress forwards, growing
ever larger. As they reached him, an all-pervading sense of unbridled
evil swallowed the boy whole.

Idris let out an
involuntary blood-curdling scream, his skin suddenly burning, the
flesh melting away from his bones. He twisted and shook his body in a
desperate struggle to rid himself of the searing pain. On and on the
intense burning continued. Idris felt like this would forever be his
world. It would never end. His soul’s infinite existence would
now consist of eternal suffering and torture.

Captain Idris opened
his eyes. Someone was pounding heavily at his closed door, the thump
thump thump reverberating loudly around his small chamber.

“Captain?”

Idris tried to find
his words, any words, but his head was still stuck in the nightmare.
The tower. The little girl. Those demonic eyes. The pain. The
suffering. It was all that he could see.

“Captain
Idris!”

With a huge amount
of difficulty, Idris managed to shake himself back to awareness. He
swung his legs over the side of the bed, his head drooping down. He
wore loose cotton trousers, but his torso was bare. Powerful muscles
rippled in his chest.

“Yes?”
The effort it took to speak was monumental.

“It’s
me, Tem. The king has requested to see you in his office.”

King Malchour was
the last person that Idris wanted to see right now. He tried to pull
his head upright, finding it extraordinarily heavy. Pieces of his
nightmare refused to dislodge from his vision. The memory of Tilly,
collapsed onto the floor of their old family barn, flashed in front
of him, her warm, loving eyes open but unfocused and unmoving. Not
alive, not dead, but something else.

“Captain?”

“Okay, okay.”

“Can I come in
please, sir?” said Tem, still behind the door.

“If you must.”
Idris’ voice was hoarse.

Tem swung the door
open slowly, peering his head around it. “How are you feeling,
captain?” he asked. He stepped through into the room.

Idris eyed him
curiously, studying the lieutenant’s face. Tem, being in his
early thirties, was a good fifteen years younger than Idris, although
he gave the impression of being even younger still, his skin
unusually smooth and crease-free. This morning, however, Tem
projected an older, nervous appearance. Heavy bags outlined his eyes.
His hair was more dishevelled than normal. His entire body language
betrayed his shaky, worried attitude.

“I’m
still waking up,” replied Idris.

“I mean,
after, you know…” said Tem, his voice teetering off.
“Adan is still out cold. He’s breathing steadily, but
otherwise it’s as if he’s… gone. It’s been
three days now.”

Idris looked at him
but offered no words.

“Captain, do
you have… dreams?” continued Tem. “Every night
since we got back, I’ve dreamt of that tower. And of eyes. The
most intense, evil eyes possible. It’s horrifying, captain. I
don’t know what to do.”

Idris regarded him
for a few seconds more before replying. He spoke slowly and quietly,
as if afraid of being overheard. “Tell me Tem, what do these
eyes look like to you?”

Tem shuddered.
“They’re large and red, and they have a yellow slit down
the middle. It’s horrific, captain, it really is. Even the
white of the eyes, it’s the most intense white I’ve ever
seen. Do you see them too?”

Idris drooped his
head again. “Yes, Tem, I see them.”

“What does it
mean, sir?”

“I don’t
know.”

The two of them
remained silent for a moment, Idris sitting slumped over the side of
his bed, Tem standing by the door, his head also lowered.

“What does the
king want?” said Idris.

Tem shook his head.
“He didn’t say, sir. Just to come get you.”

“Okay. Thank
you, Tem.”

“Sir.”

Tem nodded and left
the chamber. Idris listened to him walk down the corridor and then
slowly raised himself up off the bed.

He reached over and
closed the door, resting an arm as thick as a tree trunk on it for a
few weary seconds. He looked over at the armour resting on a chair in
the corner. It had been scrubbed clean, the bloodstains from his
butchery of Miael wiped out of existence. How many times now had the
memory of his sword cleaving through his friend replayed in his head?
Too many times to count, he knew. His hand reached out automatically
to pick up the armour but he stopped himself, feeling a lump rising
in his throat. The gold breastplate was tainted, forever holding a
memory of his wild, barbaric bloodlust and rage. Idris knew that he
could never wear the armour again.

He opened a narrow
wardrobe next to the chair and the armour, then picked out some
simple garments and threw them on. With a resigned sigh, Idris began
his slow, despondent walk through the castle towards his appointment
with his king.

-

Malchour had his head
down over his desk, busying himself in reports of various parts of
his kingdom. A plate of thick, crusty bread and small chopped pieces
of chicken was sitting on the desk, half-eaten, the remnants of his
early morning meal from hours before, along with a large pitcher of
water and a mug. Malchour had always been an early riser, but the
last few nights he had barely slept at all, instead opting to go over
any reports he could get his hands on, whether they were military
equipment figures or the number of carts passing through Hero’s
Arch on the Great Landway. He heard a gentle tapping at his office
door.

“Yes?”
he inquired, not lifting his head.

The door cracked
open and the face of a guard appeared. “Sire, Lord Broadstone
has requested to see you.”

“Okay,
sergeant. Show him in.”

King Malchour
remained seated but raised his head to acknowledge the unexpected
visitor. It was still morning but already Bylanx had a rosy
complexion. He was wearing his usual plain brown robe which fell to
his feet, the rim dragging along the floor. His ring of white hair
was sticking out at odd angles. Not for the first time, Malchour
considered just how different his closest advisor – and the
nearest thing he had to a friend – was to him. Bylanx’s
natural state was to emanate warmness and friendliness, his jolly
voice and mannerisms at a complete contrast to Malchour’s
tough, stern-faced exterior.

“Good morning,
sire,” said Bylanx as he strolled in.

“Bylanx.
Please, take a seat. What can I do for you?”

The rotund man eased
himself happily into one of the two chairs at the opposite side of
Malchour’s desk. Without speaking, he grinned widely at
Malchour, sliding one hand into a sleeve. Malchour looked back at him
blankly.

“No, thank
you, but go right ahead.”

Bylanx smiled and
produced a sealed container from somewhere deep within his robe,
unscrewed it, and set it on the desk. They both started at it for a
few seconds.

“I wanted to
inquire after the Lady Luanna,” said Bylanx, leaning back.
“It’s been two days now since she sent word from
Hambleton. Has there been any further communication? Any sightings?
Or anything from Elliana?”

Malchour also leaned
back, sighing as his back clicked from being hunched over for far too
long.

“Nothing at
all,” he said. “I’m hoping to receive a reply from
Elliana today, but you know what she’s like. She may not even
send a message back.”

“She’s a
stubborn one,” agreed Bylanx. He reached forward, grabbing the
container and taking a swig. He put the container back onto the table
and wiped his mouth with the back of his stubby, thick fingers. “And
how is the prince doing with the lady’s absence?”

Malchour smiled
grimly. “Skulking off in the middle of the night, then
returning in the early hours, his tail between his legs, with a face
longer than his horse? He’s doing about as well as anyone does
when emotion pushes them.”

Bylanx, to
Malchour’s surprise, chuckled. “Love, is it? Well, love
certainly makes us do some strange things. I still remember when your
father caught me and Sarah in the throne room late one night, fooling
around behind one of the curtains. Near scared us both to death! I
felt sure I was going to be thrown into the dungeons for it, but he
just brushed the curtain back over us and walked off. Of course, we
were both shaking and laughing too much to do much kissing after
being surprised like that.”

Malchour’s
smile turned genuine, both at the story and at Bylanx’s ease
with talk of his past. It was a past far worse than most people had
had to endure, Malchour knew. He had seen his jolly, rotund friend at
his worst, many years ago, and it was a constant reassurance that if
Bylanx could overcome his history of dead sons and brotherly
betrayal, then at least something, no matter how small, was right
with the world.

“They were
good times, my lord. Exciting times. Not like it is today. Now it’s
just dreary and tiring.” He paused for a second, a resigned
look on his face, then continued. “You must have had some
amusing moments with the queen, I’m sure?”

Malchour’s
mind drifted towards his wife. His and Wendi’s time together
had been short, passing away seemingly in the blink of an eye. They
had met when Malchour was twenty-six – only a year older than
Prince Darvel was now – and Wendi, still a Fairen, was a young
woman of twenty-one. Two years after their romance had flourished
they were married, and a further two years later the prince arrived.
Wendi had died shortly before the prince’s tenth birthday,
falling from her horse in a sudden, tragic accident. An accident
which had soured himself and his kingdom to the remainder of the
Fairen family.

“Many,”
admitted Malchour. “Although nothing quite as reckless as
riding out to face perhaps one of the most powerful mages the world
has ever known. If I had caught him leaving I would have called him
foolish, but of course it would have only pressed him on further. He
certainly has stubborn Fairen blood in him.”

“Fairen, yes,”
smirked Bylanx.

Malchour ignored it.
“And so no, we have received no word from Luanna. Nor any
indication of the traitor within the castle, according to Felin’s
latest report.”

“Perhaps it
was a ruse, sire. From the woman, Stumpy. Something to spread discord
throughout our walls.”

“Perhaps.
Although I trust Luanna’s judgement. If she believes someone to
be here, we must act on the information.”

“I agree,
sire. She is indeed excellent at separating the truth from fiction.
If she were here, she may be better suited to the task of finding the
individual.”

“I have faith
in Felin’s abilities, Bylanx. He has been by my side for nearly
as long as you have.”

“Oh no, my
lord! I’m not doubting the man’s abilities. But his
methods are sometimes not the most discreet. I myself have heard the
whispers around the castle. People are becoming afraid.”

Malchour stared hard
at Bylanx for a long moment.

“What would
you suggest? I cannot ignore the possibility of a spy here,
especially one who seems to be actively working against Vrastor. We
may have a one-sided war because of this person’s actions, a
one-sided war which we will be thoroughly on the wrong end of.

“Perhaps some
magical assistance of our own, sire?”

“Arcanium?”
said Malchour, surprised at the thought as it popped into his head.

“Indeed. Maybe
they could provide some help. Not just with the traitor here, but
against Vrastor himself. Vrastor is powerful, we know that, but the
mages of Arcanium know a few tricks of their own. At the very least,
it’s possible that they might be able to see what Vrastor is
truly up to.”

Malchour unfolded
from his seat and walked over to one of the two shield-shaped windows
cut into the wall to his left. A thick banner was hanging down to the
side of each, the sigil of Erdantia – a gold shield containing
a sword and wings – contrasting formidably against the dark
blue within the fabric. He stared out of the window, his arms
crossed, for some time.

Bylanx, in the
silence, took another mouthful of wine from his container, savouring
the rich and fruity flavours. He had known Malchour for a long time,
the pair being officially acquainted during the first year of
Malchour’s reign some thirty-five years ago, although the
meeting was not a pleasant one for Bylanx to look back on. Beyond the
jovial exterior was a man haunted by the memory of a near-suicide and
the cruel circumstances which had built up to it.

“It would not
do well for the kingdom to appear weak,” said Malchour, his
gaze still focused out to the surrounding countryside.

“When magic is
involved, sire, most are weak,” countered Bylanx. “Even
the mighty families of Garatheep would consider Arcanium’s
assistance in such a time as this.”

“Hmm,”
rumbled Malchour. “The mages have seen Relioc for themselves
already, many times. Even after all these years it still seems almost
a rite of passage for some of their students to visit the tower and
gape in awe at its magic, but they make sure to never wander too
close. I would not hold out much hope of them approaching any
closer.”

“If they know
Vrastor’s power remains a truth rather than the myth it is made
out to be nowadays, perhaps they would be more curious?”

“Perhaps,”
agreed Malchour. He continued to stare out the window, wondering what
the best course of action to take would be. Luanna remained the best
hope, and the lack of communication did not necessarily mean she had
failed, but neither was it a good sign. The power of the old man
living within the tower was terrifyingly obvious, judging from the
deaths of seven of his most skilled guardsmen and the transformation
of his most experienced captain.

Ah, Idris, he
thought, his mind drifting. He would need to give him a task to bring
him back to the world. An idea struck him which he filed away for the
moment. His concentration was required for the decision at hand.

“Yes,”
he said finally. “I will write to the archmage and explain the
situation to him. We will need to be careful, however. There is a
chance of Erdantia being caught in the middle of magical warfare
should they provoke Vrastor’s wrath.”

“I understand,
sire,” replied Bylanx. “I do believe that it is the best
course of action for the defence of the kingdom.”

“The defence
of the kingdom,” echoed Malchour. “I sincerely hope it
does not come down to that.” He turned away from the window and
looked Bylanx in the face. “Thank you, my friend. Even with
this threat looming over us you are still one to keep me grounded
with distractions and advice in equal, greatly appreciated measures.”

“Sire,”
replied Bylanx humbly, nodding slowly.

“If you will
now excuse me,” said Malchour, walking to his chair behind the
desk.

“Of course,
sire.”

Bylanx slid the
container of his precious wine back into the sleeve of his robe. He
stood up, then left the room without another word. The guard posted
outside stepped in, his hand on the edge of the door, ready to close
it.

“Sergeant
Lew,” announced Malchour.

The guard stopped
and looked up. “Sire?”

“I need to see
Captain Idris right away.”

“Yes sire,
I’ll send for him.”

Lew closed the door.
Malchour, through the thick wood, heard orders being barked.

-

Idris ambled along the
castle’s passageways. There were many people near to his
quarters, performing morning preparations and getting ready for the
day. Many of them glanced up at the hulking man as they scurried by.
Two young women holding large trays of steaming food approached,
gasped briefly at him, and then hurried on. Other guards nodded, or
barked, “Captain,” to him in deference to one of the
castle’s highest ranked military men.

Idris barely noticed
any of them.

His head was
lowered, thoughts and emotions swirling around inside. Soldiering was
all he had known for most of his life, but the memory of the little
girl’s invading presence, along with flashes of his sword
slicing heavily into Miael, was causing a strong surge of doubts to
flood his mind.

As he continued,
plunging deeper into the heart of the castle, the number of people
populating the passageways diminished. Idris reached the doors to
Malchour’s office. Two guards were posted outside: Lew and
Minnoc. He had seen both men rise up with a promotion from common
private to sergeant, now trusted by the king to stand over his
chambers. Idris himself had recommended Lew, Minnoc’s
recommendation coming from the former Captain Trinc.

Seeing Sergeant
Minnoc caused an image of Trinc’s lifeless face to peer back at
him, the features distorted by the unnatural rage and fury of the
little girl’s possession.

“Captain,”
acknowledged Lew as the hulking captain came into view.

“Sergeant,”
replied Idris.

“The king is
waiting for you.”

Idris nodded, once.
Lew knocked on the door, then eased it open a sliver, poked his head
through, and announced Idris to the room. Idris heard Malchour’s
acknowledgement. Lew pushed the door wide open and beckoned for Idris
to enter. Idris stepped inside. Lew snapped the door shut behind him.

“Ah, captain,”
said Malchour, seated at his desk, a myriad of papers scattered
across it. He eyed up Idris’ choice of clothing, an eyebrow
raised. “Take a seat.”

“Sire,”
replied Idris. He walked over to the desk but remained standing.

Malchour gave the
man a curious stare, then leaned back in his chair. “I have a
task for you.”

Idris looked at his
king, but Malchour realised his eyes were unfocused, as if his mind
was really elsewhere. Malchour paused for a second, suddenly far less
sure of the order he was about to give.

“As you are
well aware, the threat from Vrastor and Relioc Tower is extremely
real.” Malchour watched for a reaction from his captain, but
none was offered. He continued. “The kingdom of Erdantia has
known only peace for many years, our people quiet and humble.”

Malchour gave a tiny
snort at his own words as his mind flickered to his throne room
audiences with the people of the kingdom. Quiet and humble was
certainly not an accurate description of them, but their grievances
were far removed from those of battle and warfare.

“To speak
plainly, captain, we are not even remotely prepared for any kind of
aggression that Vrastor may offer. I require our military presence to
be readied, in the castle and around the entire kingdom. If Vrastor
strikes, we must be able to counter with a defence. Any defence.”

Malchour let a
silence linger, hoping for Idris to speak. He had always been a man
of few words, but his battered and beaten demeanour was worrying.

“Sire?”
mumbled Idris, the only word he was willing to offer. His eyes had
been set on Malchour – although how much he currently saw
through them was debatable – but now he turned them down to the
back of the chair in front of him.

“I want you to
take command of the defence of the kingdom, captain. You are my most
experienced officer and I believe you to be the most capable in
organising and coordinating our forces.” Malchour didn’t
particularly have much faith in his words as they came out, noting
how, despite the man’s size, Idris looked small, like a child.
“You also have first-hand knowledge of what Vrastor can do.
Erdantia needs your expertise, captain.”

Another long silence
filled the space between the two men.

“Captain
Idris,” barked Malchour. Idris’ head snapped up to
attention automatically.

“I’m…
I’m sorry, sire,” said Idris.

His voice was faint
and hollow. It sounded to Malchour like it was being spoken from a
long way away, far into the distance. The man’s eyes had a
watery sheen over them. Malchour had never seen his captain in this
state – he suspected no one else had either.

Idris blinked twice,
sharply, seeming to regain some measure of composure. “I regret
to inform you, sire, that I am to leave Castle Drumond. To leave
Erdantia. I… I am no longer suitable to serve you or to lead
your men. I cannot…” His voice trailed off.

“Talk to me,
captain,” ordered Malchour, staring hard into Idris’
face.

“I…
Miael… I can’t stop seeing him, sire. That girl, taking
a hold of my mind, I cannot shake the feeling of her fingers grasping
inside my head, squeezing my mind. When I close my eyes, I see
nothing but death. Nightmares haunt me day and night. It… it
is too much, sire.”

Idris’ eyes
fell down once again. Malchour could scarcely believe that the man in
front of him, the huge, hulking form of his trusted captain, had
fallen apart so utterly and completely. He didn’t know what to
do or say to make the situation any better. His kingdom had been
violently threatened by a man who had long faded from people’s
minds, his castle was filled with shadowy whispers and rumours, and
now this, Idris, standing morosely in front of his desk. Idris, the
broken captain.

“Captain
Idris. Erdantia, perhaps even the mighty cities of Garatheep and
Westhook, are in danger. But we, you and I, must be the first in line
to defend against this man that promises so much destruction. I
cannot imagine what you went through at Relioc, but I can assure you
that no one else deserves to suffer so. Not in my castle, not in my
kingdom, not anywhere. I need you, captain.”

“I… I
cannot,” replied Idris timidly.

“Then where do
you intend to go?”

Idris looked up
again. “Pork Belly, sire.” He saw Malchour’s
questioning expression. “There is no other city with less
magic, and it is far, far away from here. I… I need to get
away from it. Magic, sire. All of it. There is no better place for me
now.”

Malchour was
stunned. “You are to turn your back on us?”

“Sire, that
girl. I would not wish it on you, but if you could feel it, her grasp
on your soul, you would understand. Her power still lingers in my
head. She promises only death, maybe even something worse. It is too
much. Too much…”

Malchour’s
stare was icy cold. “Very well, then,” he said, bluntly.

Idris turned,
wanting to apologise further, to explain himself more, but there was
nothing he could add. He had nothing to offer the castle or the
kingdom except as a pitiful reminder of their potential fate.

The former captain
departed from Malchour’s office for the final time.

-

The king stared at the
door as Idris left, quite unable to believe what was happening to his
men and to his quiet, peaceful kingdom.

Bylanx was right, he
realised, in suggesting assistance from Arcanium. But would it be
enough? Would anything be enough? How seriously would the mages take
Vrastor’s threat if they had left him alone in Relioc for so
long? And if they did act, would they simply cause Vrastor to unleash
his power, crumpling up Erdantia and casually tossing it aside like a
discarded ball of paper?

Malchour weighed the
possibility of other people coming to Erdantia’s aid. Garatheep
was the most obvious source of help, although the two hadn’t
needed to fight together since the skrax almost five hundred years
ago. Riverstorm, the kingdom to the north, was more likely to seize
the opportunity and attack Erdantia itself rather than provide
assistance. New Brocadia, to the west, was out of the question. The
Amata – the ruling group of merchants and traders – had
no standing army, instead relying on keeping cut-throats and bandits
paid handsomely enough to quell any troubles in their bastardisation
of a nation. Other than Westhook, which placed far too much
importance on their mages, that only left the rather small kingdom of
Measuria, which was to the west of the Wolpers, some few hundred
miles away. Even if King Sigor Measuran’s army could get here
before Vrastor’s deadline, Malchour feared that they would do
no better than the deceased Captain Trinc or the former Captain
Idris.

No, Malchour
decided. Only the mages of Arcanium can help us now.

- - -

I remember this
place. This darkness.

It was alive,
once. A putrefying, festering hive of thought and consciousness,
corrupting the natural essence of order and disorder. I remember
arriving and feeling the energy of the place suffering under the
strain and torment of the living.

They were
intruders here, those creatures. This place did not belong to them.
Nowhere belonged to them. They were unwanted children, rejected and
disowned, but still they did not deserve a place such as this. They
did not deserve anything. These creatures, their souls blaring out
uncontrollably, were a plague and a pestilence.

But I cured this
place. I cured the darkness. Now I must cure the light, and it is
almost within my reach.

- - -

It was now early
afternoon. Luanna stretched as she woke, feeling her body still
aching with fatigue from the day before. Last night, as with every
night since leaving the castle, she had dreamed of the world on fire,
of the blood-red, yellow-streaked eyes bringing pain and destruction.

She took a minute to
adjust, to rid her mind of the dream’s chaotic imagery, and
realised her surroundings were swaying gently back and forth. A
ship! The events of the previous day began to flood into her
mind.

They had arrived at
a tavern by the docks, only to be greeted by two men harassing a
group of karatids. And Ethan was there! What luck they’d had in
walking into the exact tavern that Ethan had come to, in the most
densely populated city of the entire continent.

Luanna frowned
momentarily at the thought, realising that Stumpy had led the way.
Had she known that he would be there? If so, how? Luanna longed to
read her mind, to detect any truths or lies she might speak, but she
knew she never could. Even without the strange block countering her
abilities, Luanna didn’t wish to provide any reason to anger
the gangly woman. The speed – and lack of remorse – with
which she had raced across the room to plunge her dagger through that
man’s neck was astonishing. Luanna made a mental note to ask
Stumpy about the karatid, and why she had stood up for them in such a
violent manner.

Then she remembered
the other woman, holding Ethan at knife-point. A man had stabbed
Stumpy in the side, too, before Luanna blasted him away, his serrated
knife retreating beyond the reach of Stumpy’s body. Had he been
a friend of the men who killed the karatid, or something else? Luanna
had no idea. Everything had escalated far too quickly for her to
fully comprehend it, including the city guards rushing in and
compounding the situation further. They had been lucky to escape, the
three of them.

Again, Luanna’s
mind drifted to how Stumpy had seemed entirely unaffected by her
flashbang spell. The woman grew more and more curious.

After unleashing the
dazzling, ear-splitting spell, her memories were hazy at best. She
had vague recollections of pacing through the streets and alleys, of
being led gently up onto a ship, but it was mostly a blur. She had
been exhausted enough by the lengthy cloaking of Stumpy’s axe,
followed by the spells she had performed in the tavern. And healing
Ethan’s shoulder, too! A faint sensation of pressing her hand
to his wound appeared. She was astonished she had found the strength
to focus enough to seal the skin; no wonder she awoke still feeling
tired and weak.

Luanna took a moment
to look around. Her bed was below deck, off to the side. It was hard
on her back and the small berth was cramped, but not unbearably so.
It was an amazing feeling to simply be able to lie down and rest,
without jerking about uncomfortably astride a horse.

There were four
berths on the other side, arranged like bunkbeds but without a
ladder. From the low ceiling of her space she suspected there was
another berth above her. In the centre of the room was a wooden
table, affixed firmly to the floor. Ahead of the table was a set of
narrow stairs leading up to the deck, warm sunlight flowing back down
to illuminate the interior. A passageway continued around to the left
of the stairs, although Luanna could see nothing through it from
where she lay. The entire width of the ship, from wall to wall,
Luanna estimated, was perhaps fifteen feet. It was certainly not a
large ship. Luanna would normally have called it a boat, were it not
for a vague recollection of sailors not liking their vessels to be
called as such.

The ship rolled
lazily on the waves. Luanna could only guess at their speed, but
imagined that they were not travelling very fast. She strained her
ears up to the top of the stairs. No voices filtered back down to
greet her. Carefully she swung her legs out and stood up, wobbling
both from fatigue and because she had the sea legs of a horse.

As she attempted to
remain upright, holding tightly onto a protruding section of wood,
she saw a pair of legs fill the sunlight and descend the stairs. She
didn’t recognise them, but waited for them to reach the floor.
The owner turned around.

“Morning
miss.” The deep, rumbling voice belonged to an older man,
perhaps in his late forties or early fifties. A magnificent, bushy,
grey beard decorated half his face, covering his neck. He was wearing
a long, thin, dark coloured jacket over a plain shirt. His feet were
bare, his toes displaying straggly wafts of hair like seedlings
sprouting in a field. “Or rather, af’noon.”

“Uh,
afternoon? Have I been asleep for that long?”

The man gave her a
deadpan stare. “Aye, miss. You were asleep on your feet when
you came aboard yesterday, and fell onto the bed more heavily than a
kantah with his front legs missing. Thudded you did, hard and fast. A
little bit of amusement for us after the rushed departure. Your
friend out there, the tall woman. She’s as blunt as they come,
which I approve of, up to a point. Pays well, and that means a lot,
but company is important too when you’re out on the Dragoove,
and she ain’t one for a pleasant story under the stars. Your
other friend, he’s more suited to a night on the ‘Goove,
but I don’t think I’m wrong if I say he has something
heavy weighing on his mind. You do as you wish, miss, but I think it
might be a good idea to see about that.”

The man paused for a
moment.

“My name’s
Alonso, a bit exotic sounding but my ma always dreamed of going to
distant parts. I’m the captain of this ship, the Esnolla.”

“Luanna,”
said Luanna, taken aback by the captain’s straight-talking
introduction.

Alonso nodded. “Well
Luanna, your friend paid a lot to get you three to Lowchance, and so
we’ll get you there well and good. We should dock around this
time tomorrow.”

“Lowchance?”
said Luanna, still struggling to catch up with everything that had
happened.

“Yeah, you
know the place? Everyone did, I thought. Rough town, it is. We don’t
usually stop there but you paid up, so stop we shall.”

“Uh, yes,
sorry, I do know Lowchance. I’m just tired still.”

“After your
sleep of the dead? Well, there’s some fresh water, and a bit of
food, too. Just some salted beef and biscuits. We keep things fairly
simple here, and our rushed departure didn’t help with
restocking on the nicer foods, but it is what it is, so we’ll
make do.”

“That’s
fine, thank you.”

“Aye miss,
help yourself.” Alonso turned away and disappeared along the
passageway to the side of the stairs.

Luanna walked
unsteadily around to where Alonso had indicated as he spoke, a small
kitchen area to the right of the stairs. There were a couple of small
barrels containing the water and foods. Luanna took a mug and scooped
some water out. It felt amazingly revitalising as she drank, the cold
liquid coursing throughout her entire fatigued body. She grabbed some
biscuits and headed up the stairs, narrowing her eyes as they
adjusted to the warm, dazzling sunlight.

The first thing she
noticed once her head peeked above the top deck was the horizon,
racing away into the distance beyond the rear of the ship. Clear,
open water spread far and wide to meet the sky, a fusion of two
blues. She twisted her head to the left and saw land a mile or two
from the ship, perhaps further, the mage unable to fully trust her
eyes without the sure, reaffirming presence of solid land underneath
her feet. To her right was the same view as in front and behind,
sparkling blue water stretching to the edge of forever.

Two unfamiliar men
were at the back of the ship, one lightly gripping the ship’s
wheel. Directly above Luanna were two sails, fully open, flirting
with the calm breeze.

She continued up the
stairs and emerged onto the deck. Stumpy was sitting to the side,
perched on a raised ledge that ran around the entire perimeter of the
ship. Looking further up, she saw Ethan near the bow. He seemed to be
content to watch the ship skip lazily over the shallow waves. There
was another man sitting close by him. Between the two men hung an
easy-going silence.

Luanna went and sat
down next to Stumpy. The woman shot her a quick glance.

“Your
majesty,” she said, although her heart didn’t seem as
attached to the sarcastic title as usual. She turned her head away to
resume gazing out at the land in the distance.

“Hello
Stumpy.”

The pair sat in
silence for a short while. Luanna took a bite out of a biscuit. It
was hard and tough to chew.

“Thank you for
getting us onto this ship.”

“It weren’t
cheap,” Stumpy replied. “I expect to be reimbursed for
the payment.”

“Yes, of
course. How’s your side? It looked like a deep cut, can I try
and help?”

“I’m
fine, it’s healin’ up.”

“Already? Most
people would be laid out in bed for at least a week with a wound like
that.”

“Yeah well, I
ain’t most people.”

They sat in silence
for a while longer.

“What the hell
happened in the tavern?” asked Luanna. “How did we manage
to find Ethan in there? And that woman holding him at knife-point?
And that man attacking you? It was all so… so fast.”

“Yeah, well,
sometimes it don’t go smoothly, but we got out, din’t we.
I don’t know ‘bout the man, but I do know that it goddamn
hurt. A serrated knife? He weren’t some random thug usin’
a blade like that, I’d wager. Prob’ly workin’ for
one of the families. The girl, too, maybe. She had a tough eye, that
one.” Stumpy glanced over to her right sharply as if she’d
heard a noise, looking past Luanna to the stern of the ship, then
turned back again. “If she managed to follow us I’d be
impressed, an’ that don’t happen often, but she’d
be a fool to try anythin’ now that I’ve seen how fast she
can move.”

“How fast she
can move? What about you, Stumpy? With those men and the karatids?
You were a blur!”

“They din’t
have no right, what they did.”

“You’re
familiar with the creatures?”

“I told ya
that I grew up in Ne’ercolm. There’s karatids there, an’
plenty of other species, too. An’ most of them are far more
civilised than most humans I’ve met.”

“What was it
that you said to them? To the waters…?”

“‘To the
waters she travels.’ It’s what they say when one of their
kind passes away. Well, they say it in their own language, but that’s
the closest translation in the common tongue.”

“But she? Why
she?”

“Karatids are
genderless, I thought someone of ya intelligence would know that
already. Karatids always use ‘she’ an’ ‘her’
for themselves when talkin’ to humans. They think it makes them
seem less threatenin’.”

Stumpy grunted.
Luanna dared to glance at the woman and saw that she was grinding her
jaw. The contract adventurer’s knowledge, earned from the
streets of Ne’ercolm, was clearly bursting far beyond Luanna’s
understanding of some parts of the world.

“You think
that man deserved to die on the spot?”

“Yeah, I did.
Maybe things are a bit different where ya from, but on the streets
the law is what ya make it. A death for a death. Seems fair to me,
maybe overly so for him killin’ a peaceful karatid. If we
weren’t in a hurry I would’ve slowed down, given him more
time to really regret his action.”

Luanna again looked
at her out of the corner of her eye, not wanting to turn fully and
provoke another wild outburst. She was afraid of this woman, she
realised. Before, at Relioc Tower, she had briefly seen her trade
blows with a possessed guardsman and then turn her axe to deliver a
killing blow to the bizarre demon girl. It had felt different there,
though; the girl had been actively attacking them, and it was a life
or death situation. The karatid killer, however, had posed little
real concern. Yes, he was a xenophobic arsehole, but he could have
easily been handled by the city guards. To see Stumpy bolt across the
room quicker than a blink and fatally puncture his neck without
hesitation was both shocking and, well, pretty damn terrifying.

“Ya did well
with that spell,” said Stumpy. “I din’t think ya
had anythin’ left, an’ it made slippin’ out much
easier.”

“Thanks,”
replied Luanna, slightly taken aback by the compliment. “Neither
did I, really.” They both stared out across the water. “You
wasn’t affected though.”

“Nah, as I
said before, magic like that don’t work on me.”

“And you don’t
know why?”

“I don’t.”

“Is it
something to do with your axe?”

“Me axe is me
own business, but nah, it ain’t. An’ ya can stop with ya
questions now, I ain’t much in the mood for ‘em no more.”

The two women
stopped talking, Luanna now knowing not to push Stumpy too far. The
woman’s overreaction yesterday – before the trouble at
the tavern – to the innocent, natural, ‘I’m sorry,’
response was a warning that her dislike for anyone ‘noble’
was all too real.

Eventually, Luanna
silently got up and walked over to Ethan. The ship was swaying
to-and-fro, making it awkward to walk casually. Luanna liked being at
sea about as much as being astride a horse – an occasional,
uncomfortable necessity – although she hadn’t set foot on
a ship for many years. The swaying was far less pronounced on the
deck, and she thankfully wasn’t feeling much seasickness, but
she would feel infinitely better once they arrived at Lowchance. I’m
looking forward to being within the lawless town of Lowchance?
she realised with a jolt. What the hell?

“Beautiful,
isn’t it?” remarked Ethan as he noticed Luanna
approaching. The man sitting to the side of him grunted in approval.

“I prefer
land, personally,” said Luanna.

Ethan glanced up at
her. “So do I, but still, there’s something dreamlike
about the vast openness of the waves. As if you could drift away from
all your troubles, never to look back.” Ethan returned to his
idyllic gaze, almost lost in his daydreams. “I guess some
people do. There’s plenty more world beyond Kramat, or so I
hear. Tybyrran, the continent of Summerbournes and Winterbournes.
Chalania, where magic roams even more freely than here. Others too, I
don’t doubt.”

Luanna sat down to
his left. The other man was to Ethan’s right.

“You’re
well travelled?” she asked.

“There’s
always more to see,” replied Ethan. His voice seemed as distant
as his expression, overwhelmed by the infinite expanse of water
before them. “I would like to get to Tybyrran, one day. It’s
said that the people of Kramat originated from there.”

“It’s
true,” said Luanna. “There’s plenty of books in
Arcanium detailing our arrival here, and my parents had some books of
their own, too, handed down through the years. There’s still
occasional merchant ships which dock at Westhook from the
Summerbourne empire. It’s not exactly a secret.”

“For you,
maybe. One person’s knowledge is another person’s myth.
Rumours remain as such until you see it for yourself. Have you been
there? Tybyrran?”

“No, although
I’ve met people who have. Two kingdoms who had been at war for
hundreds of years until a marriage brokered an uneasy truce. At
Arcanium I heard various other bits and pieces, but sailors are prone
to exaggeration, or so I’ve found so far.”

The man sitting off
to the side grunted again. Whether it was in approval of her words or
something else, Luanna couldn’t tell.

“Similar
problems there as everywhere else, I bet,” she said.

“‘It’s
better to explore a new forest than to abhor the same trees,’
that’s what Yrex once said,” countered Ethan. “Although,
better to be anywhere other than on the way to your death.”

“Ethan…”

“Just look at
it, Luanna. The open water. The Endless Ocean. Freedom. You could
just pick a direction and go, with nothing to stop you. Then
eventually you’d find land somewhere, who knows where, and
really, who cares? It’s somewhere different, someplace new. New
things to see. A whole world to explore. But that’s all being
stripped away from me. Because of you and her. A life of fantastical
exploration taken away so that I can be a pawn in some magical scheme
at some crazy tower. At another time, I would have been amazed and
astounded by the sight of Relioc – the stones are alive, they
must be – but I know that it’s my death. I’m
certain of it. Once you take me inside the walls of the keep, my life
is over.”

The two of them kept
silent for a long moment. The other man suddenly coughed and
spluttered unashamedly into the water. Luanna ignored him.

“You said you
had dreams of the tower, when you were young?” she asked.

“Yes. I hadn’t
thought of them in years, but seeing the tower brought them all back.
The dreams were always slightly different, but the theme was the
same. The world on fire. Everything burning. People screaming and
dying. And eyes. Eyes as blood-red as any demon from any story, with
yellow slits that seem to reach inside you, squeezing your soul.
Every time the dreams came I woke up drenched in sweat, feeling like
if I had stayed asleep just a second longer then I would’ve
never actually escaped, to be trapped forever. It was the tower
talking to me, I think. Maybe some magic seeping out from whatever
that man, Vrastor, is doing in there.”

“I see it
too,” said Luanna quietly.

Ethan jerked his
head towards her in surprise. “What?”

“I see those
eyes, too, when I sleep. And the towns and cities on fire. I’m
helpless, unable to do anything to prevent it.”

Ethan looked at her
with huge, shocked eyes. “You have the same dreams?”
Ethan didn’t attempt to hide his incredulity.

“Yes. For a
few nights now. Ever since meeting you, actually. When that little
girl possessed the guards riding with me back to the castle and made
them slaughter each other, I saw those eyes for the first time. And
every night from then on.”

“What does it
mean?”

Ethan suddenly
seemed to Luanna to be a young boy, caught up in an adult plot that
he had no hope of understanding or comprehending. Luanna shook her
head.

“I honestly
don’t know, Ethan. Vrastor told me, via that little girl, only
to bring you. He didn’t say anything about me specifically, or
demand for me to come inside the keep with you. So I don’t
know. I wish I did. It would make all of this just… just make
some sense.”

“There’s
no getting away from the tower, is there. For me.”

“I’m
sorry, Ethan. I have to.”

“To save the
world, yeah I heard. But what if those eyes, whatever demon they’re
attached to, what if me going there causes them to break free into
our world? What if Vrastor is misaligned or, you know, just plain
evil?”

“I’ve
thought about it, extensively. There’s simply no way to know
for sure. The only thing we do know is that bringing you to the tower
stops a potentially catastrophic attack upon Erdantia.”

“So Vrastor
says.”

“Yes. So
Vrastor says.”

Silence landed
between them again.

“Ethan,
Vrastor has been in Relioc Tower since before either of us were born.
If he wanted to attack the kingdom, he could and presumably would
have done long ago. So there’s no reason that I can see for him
to suddenly turn against us now. It almost feels as if his hand has
been forced by this demon we see at night, and somehow you’re
the key to stopping it.”

Ethan didn’t
reply. A moment later the other man stood up, brushing his legs as
they unfolded.

“Well, you two
are in a cracked pot o’ shit,” he said, his voice grim.

Luanna glared at him
as he walked off and disappeared down the stairs below deck.

“He isn’t
wrong,” muttered Ethan.

Luanna turned to
face him, addressing him head on. “Ethan, tell me about you.
The real you. There must be some clue as to why Vrastor needs you.”

Ethan sighed and
looked back at her. “I’ve been over it in my head
continuously, but I can’t see any reason for it. I keep
thinking it must be because of somewhere I’ve visited, but the
dreams started long before I left my home town.”

“Your home?
Where is that?”

“Caaron.”
Ethan saw Luanna’s confused expression. “It’s a
small town on the southwest coast, in Measuria. You probably won’t
know it. It’s a sleepy, boring, fishing village, never much
going on.”

“And you left
there when? How many years ago?”

Ethan swallowed and
looked away. He wasn’t used to talking about his past, and it
made him extremely uncomfortable. The only time he ever mentioned
anything even remotely close to the truth was when he was attempting
to woo an attractive lady into sharing a bed. Or into a closet. Or
behind a tree. And although he did find Luanna somewhat attractive,
the last few days had pushed thoughts of sex way to the back of his
mind. Life had abruptly, and quite probably fatally, become much too
serious.

“I left when I
was eleven,” he said. He watched out of the corner of his eye
as Luanna’s mouth made a surprised O shape. “As I said,
Caaron isn’t the place for a boy who wants to see and do
things. A boy who heard all the stories of the great adventurers of
the ages: Yrex, Shelagne, Jimbo Saintlaw, Ronald Silverflame. Even
Threznorr, the brute that he was, had a wild, fulfilling life. I was
never cut out to be a farmer or a fisherman.”

“That must
have been difficult, leaving at such a young age.” Luanna
twisted her neck sharply to the right as she heard a faint snigger.
Stumpy was still staring at the landscape slowly drifting by.

“Ah, well,
life is for living, you know?” said Ethan. “Things always
work out in the end. Or at least, they used to. I haven’t been
back for a long, long time. I could even have a little brother or
sister by now, for all I know.”

“I’ve
seen some of the world, too,” said Luanna. “I’ve
been by the king’s side for four years, but before that I was
quite like you, although not so much in a hurry to get away from
home.”

“Where did you
go?”

“Oh, about.
Trying to explore the world for myself. I was on my way to the
Crushed Peak, actually, before joining the castle.”

“The Crushed
Peak? With the ruins of the nocteal?”

“Yes. That’s
why I was curious when you mentioned it before.”

“I did? Ha! Oh
yeah, I remember now. Well, it was one way to get you to talk.”

Luanna smiled as
Ethan became slightly more animated, more like the Ethan she felt he
was before all this trouble began. It was good to see some of his
moroseness disappear, however momentarily.

“But you
didn’t make it there?” he asked.

“No. I was…
interrupted. I didn’t even get as far as Lost, unfortunately.”

“Ah, the town
by the edge of the Lost Lands.”

“That’s
why they call it Lost.”

“Very
perceptive, I owe you for pointing that one out,” said Ethan,
smirking. “What was your… interruption? The calling of a
long-lost suitor? The sudden desire to see home again? No, wait, you
said that this was just before you joined the castle. You were
summoned by the king?”

“Not quite.”
Luanna didn’t particularly want to reveal too much about her
curse, but she felt she owed Ethan something. She was, after all,
potentially taking him to his death. “I met a witch.”
This time it was Ethan’s turn to be surprised. “It was,
as you probably guessed, a right bitch.”

Ethan’s mouth
creased up, half in laughter and half in shock. Luanna felt herself
beginning to lighten up. She’d never told anyone anything to do
with the witch before. It was somewhat of a relief to finally speak
of it out loud.

“It…
didn’t end well,” she continued. “For either of us.
And so I had to return, to come back to civilisation. My appointment
with Malchour was a… a happy coincidence.”

“She cursed
you, right?”

Luanna tried to hide
her surprise at Ethan’s quick deduction. “It. Not she.
Whatever they were before they became hideously warped by magic, a
witch is definitely an ‘it’ now.”

“It, yeah,
okay. But it did curse you though?”

“You know
anything about witches?”

“Not
first-hand, but I met a guy who said he faced one once. Gave him a
stinker of a curse. He literally couldn’t stop sweating. Not
for a second.”

“What?”
blurted out Luanna, unable to contain herself, laughter threatening
to burst out. “She cursed him to sweat?”

“Yeah,”
said Ethan, grinning. “It was unbearable, he told me.
Persistent, insufferable dampness. The amount of water he had to
drink to keep up with everything he was losing. He couldn’t
drink ale, either, it’d only make him sweat more. No matter
what he tried, it made it worse and worse.”

The pair of them
started to giggle at the sheer absurdity of the image. Luanna thought
it was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. Her curse
had made her forget something so powerful that she didn’t even
know a memory was missing, and so she had presumed all witch’s
curses were as equally bad.

“And he got
rid of it? The curse? Or was he drenching you in sweat too while
talking?”

“He said to me
that he’d been in a tavern one evening, down in Brumberly, with
his usual full cask of water by his side, when a pair of men, the
veins in their arms bigger than my thighs, decided that they’d
had enough of his sweat disturbing their drinking. So they picked him
up and threw him off the dock. When he made it out and dried off, the
sweating had stopped. Turns out, after having the curse for a few
months, all he had to do was enter the sea!” Ethan was beaming
now. “The weirdest thing, huh?”

“Yes,”
said Luanna, laughing. “Definitely the weirdest thing.”

“So, what was
your curse? I don’t see your clothes soaked through, so it
can’t be too bad.”

“What makes
you so sure I was cursed, just because I met a witch?”

“Because
you’ve deflected my question twice, three times now.”

“Ah, now who’s
the perceptive one.”

Ethan winked at her.
“I’m not just a pretty face, you know.”

Luanna took a moment
to give the appearance of studying him, more for show than anything
else. He had a roguish charm, that was for certain. He was definitely
different to the classically handsome yet boringly loathsome Darvel,
and she admired his world-faring attitude, although she suspected he
was somewhat broken inside. Leaving home so young – and she had
a suspicion that it was not on good terms – must be the cause
of some deep-seated problem within him. Either way though, it didn’t
matter much to her. He looked marginally older than the prince, but
both still felt like boys to her, not men.

“I’ve
seen worse,” said Luanna, eventually. “But I’ve
seen far better, too.”

Ethan grinned. “So?
The curse?”

“It made me…
forget something. Something big, I think.”

“Forget what?”

Luanna sighed
emphatically. “Well if I knew that then–”

“No no, I
mean, is there anything you feel like you should know, but you don’t?
Such as… who your parents are? Or a missing period of time?
Anything like that?”

“No,
unfortunately. I wasn’t even aware that something had gone
until I did some research. It’s not like the witch cackled,
‘now you are cursed to forget, hahaha!’ If only it was
that easy.”

Ethan frowned. “How
do you get rid of it, then? There must be a way, surely.”

“It’s…
complicated,” was all that she was willing to admit.

“It always
is,” sighed Ethan. “It’s always, ‘take this
gem to this specific spot but only hold it in your left hand,’
or, ‘say these three words at midnight while standing under a
full moon on one leg.’ The world is a big, beautiful, bizarre
place.”

“It truly is,”
agreed Luanna.

The pair of them
stared out as the ship continued to cut through the water.

- - -

Archmage Blackstaff,

I trust this
message finds you in good health. As you are no doubt aware, a
powerful mage by the name of Vrastor has resided in Relioc Tower for
many years, but without any contact. Last week a man was seen on the
Great Landway who had been taken prisoner for Vrastor, yet he
subsequently escaped, leaving Vrastor’s blame with me. Vrastor
has declared aggression against my kingdom, and potentially further
afield, if this man is not returned within a few days from now. He
has already killed some of my best men with his magic.

Archmage, I
humbly request urgent assistance from your great institution. Vrastor
is an evil beyond which most are capable of dealing with. I fear for
the safety of my people.

Regards, King
Malchour Erdant

- - -

It was now evening. The
sun was setting, reaching almost to the exposed land to the west of
the ship, casting an orange glow which illuminated the water like an
infinitely cascading series of pools, each one rippling with a
peaceful, serene beauty. The air was calm, almost unnaturally so,
according to the ship’s captain.

Luanna had dozed off
during the afternoon, taking the few precious moments of luxurious
quietness to recover from her over-use of magic. Ethan had chatted
amiably with the ship’s crew, feeling vaguely happier and
accepting of his situation after the conversation with Luanna. Stumpy
had been left to her own devices, barely speaking, seemingly content
to sit idly and watch the waves and the land pass by.

Twice during the
afternoon other ships had been spotted: a large, bulky ship with six
massive sails heading in the same direction as them, and another,
slightly larger than the Esnolla, sailing towards Garatheep.
Both times, all four crew members had come onto the deck, watching
the ships intently.

The captain called
across to his passengers, his head poking out of the stairs from
below deck. “You lads and ladies must be hungry now, I don’t
doubt. Come have some dinner. My boys don’t have much to work
with but it’ll keep your bellies full, and that’s right
enough with me.”

Luanna stirred
happily, her stomach growling at the thought of nourishment. Ethan,
sitting nearby, helped her to her feet. They walked past Stumpy, the
woman continuing to gaze out. Luanna noted a lone crewman remaining
on the deck, standing at the wheel.

“Stumpy, do
you want some food?”

“Yeah, yeah, I
heard. Ya go on first, ya majesty, I’ll be there soon.”

Ethan looked at
Luanna questioningly, but Luanna ignored the title she’d come
to expect when talking with Stumpy. They proceeded down the stairs,
where the smell of hot food wafted pleasurably into their noses.

Alonso spoke as they
descended. “Young Kin here has cooked up a stew. It might not
be the tastiest thing you’ve ever eaten, but Kin can do some
wonders. Help yourself, there’s some bowls over to the side.”

Luanna looked
around, seeing Alonso, Kin, and a third crewman – the coughing,
spluttering man who had been next to Ethan during their conversation
earlier – sitting around the table. There was just about enough
space for two more bodies to squeeze in. Luanna and Ethan took turns
filling their bowls from the cooking pot.

The stew was
yellow-green, lumpy, and looked hideously unappetising, although the
smell was surprisingly good. Luanna detected the aromas of chicken –
at least she hoped it was chicken – and various vegetables.
Part of her was silently praying that the food wasn’t spoiled
and rotten. She knew she’d eat it though, regardless. The last
hot meal they’d consumed had been days before, her and Stumpy
living mostly out of the rations pulled forth from the woman’s
satchel. The heat and steam rising up from the bowl radiated joy and
comfort.

They each took a
seat at the table. Luanna’s first mouthful, compared to the
food of the last few days, was divine, pure and simple. She noticed
Kin watching her as she savoured the taste.


“It’s alright, miss? I couldn’t get the usual stuff
in time, so I hope it’s good enough for you.” He looked
to be a young man, barely out of his teens – if at all –
with tufts of hairs dotted unevenly around his jaw. His face was a
picture of worried concern.

“It’s
delicious,” said Luanna, smiling back at him. “I haven’t
eaten anything hot in days, but even so, this is good. Thank you.”

Kin beamed at her
and resumed his own meal. Luanna caught Ethan’s smirk.

“Where are you
sailing to after Lowchance?”

“There’s
plenty of small towns and villages along the coast,” replied
Alonso. “Places too small for those huge merchant ships to do
business with, and we can’t really compete with them when it
comes to the cities. So the four of us dock where we can, trading
bits and pieces as we find them.”

Luanna nodded. Her
knowledge of ships was fairly limited, but it was obvious that the
Esnolla couldn’t carry anywhere near as much cargo as
the mighty vessels which always caused a commotion at the Westhook
docks. It was both a blessing and a curse, she considered. Pirates
still roamed the Dragoove and the southern sea, despite patrols from
Garatheep. Most hailed from Brumberly, although Lowchance had its own
motley collection of villainous scoundrels. The small size of the
Esnolla might be too little for potential pirates to bother
with, but if they did, it wouldn’t be much of a fight.

“What do you
carry?”

“Ah, just bits
and bobs. Coming down from Garatheep it’s usually tools and
trinkets, stuff what the farmers and fisherman might need. Going back
up is usually when we bring more food on board. Those people in the
city, they get through what the ships bring in like an army of
pregnant sows.”

“Female pigs,”
added Kin, smiling up at Luanna. She smiled back.

“Yep, those,”
continued Alonso, stroking his beard. “It might seem basic to
you but food is what the city needs, and there will always be a
demand for it. Brings in enough silvers to keep us afloat.”

“I’m
from Erdantia,” said Luanna. “Most of our money comes
from Garatheep, too, sending them most of what we produce.”

“Yer from
Erdantia?” said the third crewman. Luanna looked at him,
suddenly feeling uneasy. “Whereabouts, yer say?”

“Hambleton,”
lied Luanna.

She saw Stumpy
descend the stairs to her right. The woman’s height made her
look cramped and awkward below deck.

“Ah, right,”
said the crewman. “Only, yer said earlier that yer were on yer
way to the castle. Castle Drumond, I presume? And yer were at
Arcanium too, I hear? That ain’t an easy place to get into from
a farming town like Hambleton.”

Luanna silently
cursed speaking so openly with Ethan in front of this stranger. “You
know Hambleton?” she said, trying to deflect his questioning.

“Yer, miss, I
do.”

“Sivad here is
from Erdantia,” said Alonso, speaking over his crew member.
“Fotherham was it, Sivad?”

“Yer,”
said Sivad. He seemed to be roughly the same age as Luanna – in
his early thirties – but his face was well weathered from, she
suspected, many years at sea. He had fairly short, messy black hair,
similar to Ethan’s. There was a coldness in his deep, dark
brown eyes which Luanna didn’t like.

“Hello miss,”
said Alonso, projecting his voice over to Stumpy. “There’s
some stew in the pot, your friend here can vouch for its taste.”

“Right,”
said Stumpy, and helped herself to a bowlful. The rest of the room
stayed quiet for a moment, everyone focusing on their food.

“Ohh, miss,
you can sit here, it’s no problem,” said Kin, leaping to
his feet as Stumpy stepped over to the table, the bowl in her hands.

Stumpy looked at
him, then across to Luanna. Luanna noticed the faint trace of
bewilderment on the woman’s face.

Kindness?
thought Luanna, imitating Stumpy. Who is this person to offer me
kindness? How dare he? I am the mighty Stumpy! I need no help from
mere humans!

To her mild
surprise, Stumpy flashed the young man a tentative smile and ambled
over to his seat. Kin remained standing, leaning against a wall the
other side of the table to the stairs.

“Hambleton was
it then, miss?” said Sivad, breaking the silence.

Luanna saw Alonso’s
eyes dart dangerously over to his for the briefest moment. A warning
flash.

“Yes,”
replied Luanna. “But I’d rather not talk about life at
home. It’s tedious enough as it is. How about you gentlemen?
Alonso, you mentioned your mother wanting to go somewhere foreign?
Did she ever get anywhere?”

“Yes, she did,
although she may regret it now. Or not, I can’t speak for her.
She joined a ship sailing to Chalania.” Ethan’s eyes
widened immeasurably quickly at the name. “But from what I
heard, the ship was caught in a hell of a storm some days out from
Kramat and sank, all lives lost.”

“I’m
sorry,” said Luanna, then gave Stumpy a quick, worried glance,
remembering the last time she had uttered those words.

“Ah, it’s
alright. She was a tough woman, and it did her no good to be wasting
her years cooking and washing for the same sailor types she’d
rather be joining. It was a shit bit of luck, but sometimes you just
have to do what your heart calls out for. She wanted to see the
world, and I don’t hold it against her for a second.”

“That’s
a very respectable attitude,” said Luanna.

“Is it? Well,
thank you, miss. I just state the world as I see it. I’ll leave
the lying and deception to the nobles in their castles and estates.”

Luanna caught
Stumpy’s sly smirk.

The six of them
continued eating without further conversation, except for Kin asking
Stumpy if she’d like a refill of stew when she’d
finished, the eagerness on his face embarrassingly clear for all to
see.

Ethan sat back,
sighing loudly with his hands on his belly, a smile on his face.
“Thank you, gents. That was the best meal I’ve eaten in
ages.”

Alonso nodded
approvingly.

“Say,”
continued Ethan, “do you know of any sailing songs? I’ve
been trying to pick up some new ones.”

“Sorry lad,
we’re not much the singing type on board the Esnolla.”

“You’re
not? But I thought it was practically a requirement of sailors to be
able to sing, or at least to croak, a good tune out?”

Kin laughed at him.
“We’re not pirates.”

“And only
pirates can sing? Come on, I’ll teach you one, a good one.”
Ethan turned his head and winked at Luanna. “I met a girl
down Brumberly way…”

Luanna groaned
mockingly as Ethan sang. Kin was watching him, his face creasing with
joy. Alonso and Sivad wore mostly expressionless faces, Alonso’s
hand running slowly through his thick beard. Stumpy’s eyebrows
were narrowed, regarding Ethan carefully.

“She’s
a pirate, a pirate, a pirate lady; A pirate lady, she be!”
finished Ethan, beaming. Kin had attempted to follow the song during
the chorus’ repetition.

“Aye, lad,
that’s not a bad one,” admitted Alonso, although his eyes
betrayed his lack of emotion.

Luanna wondered
briefly if he ever felt emotion towards anything.

“How about a
game?” blurted out Kin. “We don’t have passengers
very often.”

“A game!”
exclaimed Ethan. “What do you suggest?”

“Erm, I don’t
know many…” said Kin, ashamedly.

“I know one,”
said Stumpy.

Everyone swivelled
to stare at her. She hadn’t said a word during the meal, and as
far as Luanna and Ethan were concerned, she didn’t have even
the tiniest sliver of playfulness about her.

“Aye, go on
then miss. It’s a calm night, and as Kin said, we don’t
get many passengers on board,” said Alonso.

Luanna’s mind
was blank, unable to combine her picture of Stumpy with anything
other than insults, mockery, and violence. She had a sudden fear that
the game was going to end extremely badly for someone.

“I need
somethin’ small, that ya can easily fit inside ya hand,”
said Stumpy.

“Kin, drop yer
trousers,” said Sivad, chuckling.

Kin’s face
reddened as he glanced embarrassingly at Stumpy. Alonso fished around
in one of his pockets and pulled out a stubby matchstick.

“How’s
this?” he asked, handing it over.

“That’ll
do,” said Stumpy. “This game is called, ‘once
around the piggy’s found.’ I put this matchstick into one
person’s hand, in secret. Then we go around the table, an’
each person says either, ‘in me hand a piggy may be,’ or,
‘there’s no piggy here to see.’ Then everyone who
said, ‘there’s no piggy here to see,’ says who they
think has the piggy. The idea is to make someone think ya have it,
but ya don’t. Only the person with the piggy must say, ‘in
me hand a piggy may be.’ Everyone else can say either one.”

She stopped talking
for a moment, making sure she had the full attention of the table.
Kin was barely containing his excitement.

“Ya win if you
pick the person with the piggy, or if ya picked without the piggy,
although if no one picks the actual piggy then that person wins an’
everyone else loses, no matter what.”

“I
understand,” said Alonso, solemnly.

“Me too, I
think,” said Kin.

“What if no
one says they have it, other than the person who really does?”
asked Ethan.

“Then that
person wins by default,” replied Stumpy. “An’ no
cheating,” she said, looking directly at Luanna.

Luanna shirked back
innocently, displaying her bare palms.

“Now, hold out
ya hands like a cup.”

Stumpy walked slowly
around each person, making the same movement as she reached into
their hands. Luanna felt the woman press into hers, and she again
encountered that same near-inhuman warmth as their skin touched. She
closed her hands, their contents empty. Stumpy reached her seat.

“Now, to the
left of me, Ethan. Ya start.”

Ethan stretched his
clenched fists outwards, smirking. “In my hand a piggy may be,”
he said. He glanced sideways at Luanna.

“There’s
no piggy here to see,” she said, opening her hands and
resisting the urge to roll her eyes.

Kin was next, and he
giggled through saying he might have a piggy. Alonso opened his
hands, declaring them empty.

“In my hand a
piggy may be,” mumbled Sivad, clearly a little embarrassed.

“That’s
it,” said Stumpy. “Luanna an’ Alonso, ya got the
choice of Ethan, Kin, or Sivad here.”

Luanna looked back
and forth between the three of them, although her gaze only rested on
Sivad momentarily. Kin was trembling slightly, a huge grin adorning
the tufts of hair on his face. She disregarded him, thinking it too
obvious that he was lying. She looked at Ethan. He was looking back
at her, grinning widely.

“It’s
you!” she shouted, a little louder than she meant to. Ethan’s
grin grew larger.

“I say that
it’s Sivad,” said Alonso, his hand caressing the edge of
his beard.

“Open ya
hands, then,” ordered Stumpy.

Ethan opened his
slowly while keeping his eyes locked with Luanna’s. She glanced
down and saw them empty.

“You liar!”
she exclaimed, looking back up at him and laughing.

“Ethan an’
Alonso win,” said Stumpy, the matchstick resting in Sivad’s
hands now revealed.

Luanna turned to the
woman, her curiosity rising higher. Stumpy didn’t appear to be
overly enthused about the game, yet it had been her suggestion. It
was as if she both wanted and didn’t want to join in. Luanna
suspected that Stumpy’s social unpleasantness extended much
further than herself and Ethan. Although was it really pure
unpleasantness, or something more akin to awkwardness? She didn’t
know.

“That was
fun!” said Kin excitedly. “Let’s play again!”
He looked towards his captain who nodded back at him.

“It’s
now for Sivad to put the matchstick in someone’s hand,”
Stumpy announced.

Sivad mumbled
something unintelligible under his breath as he stood up to walk
around the table.

They played again,
Luanna finding it more bearable knowing that Sivad was sitting this
round out. His contact with her was minimal as he pretended to place
the matchstick into her hands. Ethan, again, kept his fists clenched.
This time she decided to deceive too, saying, “In my hand a
piggy may be.”

After everyone had
spoken, Kin was the first to try and find the piggy, choosing Luanna.
Ethan burst out in laughter.

“Luanna
doesn’t have it!” he half-shouted, leaning across and
pushing against her gently with his shoulder.

“What!?”
she blurted in a mock outrage.

Kin joined in with
Ethan’s laughter. As she continued to playfully huff and puff
at Ethan’s accusation, Luanna was surprised to see a hint of a
smile under Alonso’s beard. In the end, it was revealed that
Ethan had the matchstick.

“Again?”
asked Kin.

“Once more,”
replied Alonso.

Ethan stood up. He
touched Luanna’s hands, not leaving the matchstick behind, but
letting his fingers linger against her palms for a moment. His skin
had a slight dampness to it, the result of keeping his hands in a
ball for a few minutes, but hers were the same, too. It was not an
unpleasant sensation.

The connection
caused her mind to race to thoughts of her life before joining the
castle to be with Malchour and Darvel. She had felt the same
yearnings which Ethan had described earlier, of wanting to explore
and see the myths and legends of the world for herself, to get a
sense of how she fit into it. She knew that a single night with
Darvel would finish the first stage of her self-appointed quest to
break the curse, to finally recover what had been stolen four years
ago. Once she was free, she had planned to head east in search of a
Pit of Oblivion. She wondered if Ethan would want to join her. He had
said himself that he was an adventurer, and going east was the best
way to find the experiences he was looking for. The company would
be welcome, she thought.

Then the tower rose
up in Luanna’s vision. Flashes of the stone blocks swirling
around in a chaotic frenzy, followed by the image of Trinc and his
men lying on the floor, slaughtered. Captain Idris, too, possessed
within moments of arriving at Relioc. Bodies staining the ground red
with their blood, spilt by the hands of their friends. How many more
would be sacrificed before Vrastor was content? Just one,
thought Luanna grimly. Just the man standing beside her now, his skin
tingling warmly against hers.

In a sudden panic
she pulled her hands away from him, the enjoyment of the evening
flooding away uncontrollably. Despite the bodies around the table
radiating heat into the room, she felt cold.

“I-I’m
sorry,” she stammered, as she hurriedly pulled her chair out
and stood up, desperate to get some air and space.

She rushed past
Ethan on the way to the stairs to the top deck, catching his face out
of the corner of an eye. It was full of genuine concern and worry.

“Luanna?”
she heard him call as she climbed up the stairs as quickly as she
could, the urge to be alone overwhelming her.

-

Silence filled the room.
Stumpy watched Ethan stand there hopelessly, unmoving and
dumbfounded, looking up as Luanna disappeared from sight.

“That’s
about enough,” Alonso announced, standing up. “Kin, clear
this lot up, and get a bowl to Cam, too. Sivad, go make sure the
cargo is still secured.”

“Of course
it’s secured–” started Sivad, but he caught
Alonso’s tone and stopped talking, then proceeded into the room
towards the bow.

Kin surged forward
and began collecting the bowls on the table. Alonso disappeared down
the corridor to the side of the stairs. Stumpy saw Ethan make to walk
up them.

“Leave her,”
she said, her voice deadly serious.

Ethan looked at her,
his face a picture of confusion. “What happened?”

“Ya did,”
she replied. “Makin’ those gooey eyes at her an’
lingerin’ too closely. We’re on a mission here, to take
ya to that tower, not to rescue ya. Don’t ya go thinkin’
ya can change anythin’.”

Ethan stared back
blankly. “Stumpy, she’s more involved in this than she’s
let on.”

“How’s
that, then?”

“I had dreams,
as a child, of the tower. Dark, horrid dreams, of death and
destruction. That’s how I know I’m… I’m
going to die when I go inside. But Luanna, she’s having those
dreams too.”

“Do the dreams
involve eyes? Blood-red eyes? With yellow slits?”

Ethan’s
expression turned to one of shock and surprise, unable to reply.

“These
dreams,” continued Stumpy. “With fire spreadin’
everywhere? People dyin’?”

“No… no
way…” said Ethan, aghast. “You too?”

It was Stumpy’s
turn to stare blankly for a moment. “No,” she said. “Of
course not, ya daft idiot. I heard ya talkin’ earlier. An’
it all sounds like a load of shit to me. Dreams of some demon? Ya
just scared, that’s all, an’ it’s proliferatin’
into ya sleep. Yeah, I know some big words too,” she added as
she read Ethan’s expression. “Whoever this Vrastor moron
is in that tower with that girl – who I killed, by the way –
he’s just an ordinary, power-hungry fella. Same as all the
rest. So we’re gonna take ya to him, an’ what happens,
happens.”

“What if the
situation was reversed, Stumpy? What if it was you that he wanted to
take inside that thing?”

“I wouldn’t
let those idiot kivvers kidnap me in the first place.”

“Yes, well,
what if he kept coming after you? No matter where you went or what
you did?”

“Then I’d
shove me axe in his neck an’ me foot up his ass.”

Ethan sighed. “It’s
not always that simple. I wish it was, but it’s not.”

“Seems simple
to me,” said Stumpy, flatly.

“I’m
going to talk to Luanna.”

“No, ya not.
Not just now. Leave her be. Ya don’t need to be clever to see
that she’s got more on her mind than just that tower.”

“What do you
mean?” he asked, curiously.

“I dunno, we
ain’t exactly friends. But she’s a strong one, more’un
any other high-born asswipes I’ve come across. She don’t
need ya clutterin’ up her head right now.”

Ethan didn’t
reply for a few seconds, debating internally what to do.

Eventually he turned
and called out to Kin, still brushing past them clearing the table
and putting the cooking equipment away. “Kin, my man! How can I
help?”

Stumpy went up the
stairs as Kin, red-faced from embarrassment over the last few
minutes, stuttered and stammered a reply to Ethan’s request.

On the deck she saw
Luanna sitting at the bow, although it was difficult to make her out
clearly now through the encroaching darkness. With the sun barely
visible over the horizon the air had turned colder. Stumpy felt the
wind beginning to stir, too. She suspected the weather was going to
get rough during the night.

She walked towards
Luanna, keeping a grip on whatever she could. Like Luanna, she was
not particularly fond of being on open water. Growing up in
Ne’ercolm, she had been about as far from the sea as was
possible, and it was only relatively recently that she had even set
eyes on it. She sat down a few feet away, off to Luanna’s
right.

The two of them
gazed wordlessly out at the water for a while, the waves diminishing
from view under the transforming night sky.

Luanna sighed
loudly. “I don’t know what to do, Stumpy.”

Stumpy didn’t
reply, letting the other woman fill the silence. She knew Luanna was
working through something, and although she wasn’t at all
bothered by what it was, not caring one bit about the woman’s
problems, Stumpy had enough sense to know it was important enough to
need resolving before they reached the tower. She had to ensure that
Luanna was strong enough for whatever might happen at that weird
place, so that she would be able to come through on their contract.

“How can I
force someone to give their life for something else? Something they
don’t even have anything to do with? Ethan doesn’t care
for Erdantia, or for Castle Drumond, and why should he? It’s
nothing to do with him. He didn’t grow up there, or live there,
or have any part to play in its future.”

Stumpy remained
quiet. As far as she was concerned she just wanted the job to be
finished.

“This is an
impossible situation. One life exchanged for potentially hundreds or
thousands more. Potentially, but not definitely. The real fact is
that we barely know anything about Vrastor or his plans. What if
Ethan was right about him going inside the tower and instead of
stopping it, he instead unleashes whatever monster is lurking within?
The one we see in our dreams. We have, what? The few mysterious words
of one little girl? This is ridiculous. An impossible situation.”

“Why not let
ya king make the decision?” said Stumpy, her first words since
sitting down.

Luanna sighed again.
“He’s a fair king, and he treats his people well. But
I’ve seen enough to know that he’s not experienced enough
to take on a threat such as Vrastor.”

“An’ ya
are?”

“More than
Malchour, yes. I’ve felt Vrastor’s power, Stumpy. You
were there at the tower, you cut down that girl, you saw what she
could do. But I felt it. It’s like an all-pervading
disease, one that you know could strike through an entire army. And
I’m willing to bet Vrastor has more than just a little girl to
channel his magic.”

“So it comes
down to handin’ over the idiot we’ve been chasin’
to satisfy yet another idiot.”

“That’s
one way of putting it.”

“Then what’s
ya problem, really? Ya hand him over, job done. He ain’t a
baby, he can try an’ look after himself.”

“Stumpy, he’ll
almost certainly die if he enters the tower.”

“So?”

“So? So, he’s
a person! He doesn’t deserve this!”

“No one
deserves anythin’, that’s how I see it. The world ain’t
fair, ya majesty.”

“That’s
a harsh way to–”

“There ain’t
nothin’ harsh about it,” said Stumpy, cutting in. “People
suffer through shit every day. Even ya, I imagine, don’t sit
around eatin’ roast pheasant garnished with honeyed whatever
every night. The world ain’t never gonna be fair to all the
people all the time, human or otherwise. The way I see it, it’s
a simple give an’ take system. Like that asshole in Garatheep.
He takes a karatid’s life, an’ I give him the same
treatment back. If this other asshole – Vrastor, or whatever
dumbass name he calls himself – if he takes Ethan’s life,
then ya go an’ do what ya need to do.”

“If only
everything was so straightforward, Stumpy.”

“Ya sound like
that idiot below deck. Ya gotta overcomplicate everythin’. If
the world gives ya shit, give it shit back.”

“Thanks,
Stumpy. That’s very useful advice.”

“Frankly, I
don’t care for anythin’ that’s goin’ on here.
I know what I’m gonna do, an’ that’s get me reward
for bringin’ Ethan to the tower. Ya man? Ya castle? Ya king?
Fuck ‘em.”

The conversation
stunted for a minute. Stumpy felt the air turn a notch colder.

“Are you
lonely?” asked Luanna, quietly.

“I ain’t
the type to cry meself to sleep if I’m on me own.”

“I envy you,”
said Luanna, wistfully.

Stumpy was
momentarily confused. She’d been told many things by many
people – a large number of them receiving either a fist or a
knife for their effort – but envy had never been one of them.

Luanna continued.
“You’re obviously an immensely talented warrior,
dispatching kivvers and handling the best fighters that Erdantia has
trained, single-handedly. You can resolve situations like the tavern
and getting onto this ship. And you don’t let anyone stand in
your way, no matter how much power they try and lord over you.”

Luanna paused for a
moment.

“And yet, I
think you’ll always be alone, Stumpy. If that’s what you
prefer, then so be it.”

“Yeah, I do
actu–”

“But let me
give you some advice, seeing as you’re so free flowing with
advice for me,” interrupted Luanna, her voice still wistful,
not loud but in a peculiar way forcing its way over Stumpy’s.
“I’m a lot older than you, so I have a bit more
experience than you in certain areas. Trust me when I say that a time
will come when the world isn’t so black and white, when there
isn’t a clear path forward. Sometimes, every option is a bad
one, in one way or another. But yet, one of those options must be
chosen. What do you do then?”

Stumpy felt anger
rising up inside her. Every time this stuck-up, high-born bitch
speaks, she thought, she tries to tell me how to live my life.

But Luanna’s
tone was different now, no longer containing what Stumpy considered
her usual lecturing sneer. At that moment, Stumpy felt pity towards
the woman. Pity for allowing herself to become confused over Ethan
and the tower. Luanna didn’t owe Ethan anything, she barely
even knew him. But yet the contract between the two women was in
danger of being broken, and that was something Stumpy refused to let
happen. She needed to get through to Luanna how stubbornly and
arrogantly stupid she was being.

“I do what
needs to be done. An’ if I don’t like that, then I put me
axe to ya choices an’ forge me own path.”

“There isn’t
another path here to take.”

“There’s
always another path, ya majesty.”

With that, Stumpy
decided that she’d had enough. She’d said her piece, and
whether Luanna took her advice or not was up to her. She pulled
herself up and headed below deck, weaving under the fresh blanket of
darkness.

- - -

Yan edged her small boat
closer, the craft skimming noiselessly through the raindrops, the
magical propellant adding nothing to the relentless symphony of
minuscule splashes on the miles-wide river.

She had caught sight
of the Esnolla many hours earlier, although she was careful to
maintain enough distance to keep out of range of unwanted, preying
eyes. Using the amplified sight and sound provided by her amulet, she
had listened in on the conversations during the day and the evening.
Vrastor and Relioc Tower were a common theme, and Yan had picked up
enough to know that Luanna and Stumpy were working to bring Ethan to
it, against his will. Why Vrastor wanted the man though, that was the
real mystery, and one which greatly interested the resourceful young
woman with the long, tight, brown braid.

She came closer
still, confident in her ability to sneak up undetected, knowing that
the lone crewman on watch would never spot her. Yan, however, was
extremely wary of the two women accompanying Ethan, one skilled with
magic, the other impossibly fast with a blade, but she had seen them
both thankfully retire to below deck, leaving only the older crewman
as lookout. Her plan was a simple one: to apprehend Ethan and take
him prisoner for herself, questioning him further about his link to
Vrastor. Depending on his answers, she would either take him to
Relioc herself, or fall back to her original mission and return him
to Garatheep, for Elliana to do with as she pleased.

Ethan was below deck
at the moment, along with Luanna and Stumpy, and the other three
crewmen, but Yan had seen his type before. Ethan was a dreamer. She
knew that he would emerge up top soon enough, despite the rain and
the wind.

All she had to do
was wait.

Yan brought her boat
skilfully up to the edge of the larger ship and pressed a piece of
rope against it, muttering as she did so. The rope attached firmly to
the Esnolla as if it was tied securely, keeping her small
craft moored alongside it. The magic holding the rope required the
strength of a hundred men or more to be detached, unless one happened
to know the command word.

She dexterously
scaled the side of the Esnolla, approximately halfway between
bow and stern, expertly remaining unseen and unheard. She peeked over
the top and saw the crewman standing at the stern, the only area of
the deck completely sealed off from the weather. He was looking out
disinterestedly, resigned to an uneventful night. The rain splattered
continuously against Yan’s body but it barely registered in her
mind as she kept her full focus on the job in hand.

She waited for a few
minutes, confident in her assessment of Ethan. Amplified by her
amulet, she heard new noises coming from inside, the sound of someone
rising from a bed onto the wooden floor. She allowed a faint grin
onto her face, knowing that it was her target.

It didn’t take
long for mousey footsteps to cross the cabin, leading around the
stairs to the passage beside it, towards the stern. She guessed that
there was another entrance to the deck from there, somewhere to
emerge without soaking the interior with rainwater. She saw a face
appear beside the crewman on watch. Yan was correct – it was
indeed Ethan.

“Hey Sivad,”
she heard him say, requiring the amulet to hear him clearly over the
rain.

Sivad nodded and
grunted an indistinct reply.

“Mind if I
join you up here for a bit?” continued Ethan. “I can’t
sleep.”

“No problem,”
said Sivad gruffly.

Yan judged blankly
that he was both relieved for some company and annoyed that it wasn’t
one of his three fellow crewmen. She carefully edged around the side
of the ship, bringing herself towards them but remaining out of
sight.

“Not the most
pleasant night, is it?” said Ethan.

“No.”
Sivad’s response was blunt and abrupt.

Yan kept pulling
herself closer, slowly and skilfully sliding her hands across the
wooden edge, keeping her body tight against the outer side of the
ship.

Taking another sly
peek, she saw Sivad staring forwards, his hands gripping the wheel.
Ethan was gazing out to his right, away from Yan. The darkness
swallowed all outward vision, the clouds allowing only a sliver of
moonlight to shine through. An enclosed candle burned low close to
Sivad, the only real source of light on the entire deck.

“We’re
still moving?” asked Ethan.

“No,”
replied Sivad. “We can’t sail in this darkness. Better to
lose a few hours’ progress than to hit something.”

“Yes,”
agreed Ethan quickly. “Definitely a better idea.”

Sivad grunted again,
as if Ethan was stupid for having to ask such a question. Yan was at
the stern of the ship now, no longer needing her amulet to make out
Ethan’s stumbling attempts at conversation. She was completely
soaked through from the endless rain, her sleeveless jacket leaving
her arms bare to endure the downfall. Her long braid swung loosely,
reaching down to the small of her back.

“Do you expect
to see anything tonight?” asked Ethan.

Yan sensed Sivad
becoming annoyed at the unstoppable torrent of questions.

“No,” he
said again, the bluntness in his voice barely masking his
frustration. “Nothing will be sailing now.”

“Ah.”

Ethan stared off
into the darkness once more.

Yan waited. She was
now almost within touching distance of the two men, at Sivad’s
left. She knew Sivad wouldn’t leave his post, meaning that she
had to deal with him in some way or another before snatching Ethan.
She edged across the stern to the other side, now almost within
touching distance of Ethan’s right-hand side. She tensed her
body, readying it to strike, waiting for the perfect moment.

“So…”
began Ethan.

Sivad sighed loudly,
turning away from the interrogation.

Yan seized the
opportunity. She squeezed the lean, powerful muscles in her arms. In
a single, fluid motion, she sprang upwards and forwards, clearing the
edge of the ship and landing on her feet, arching them instinctively
as she landed so that they made no sound.

Ethan felt the
movement beside him and turned his head sharply, just as Yan’s
fist smashed into his forehead.

“Ahh!”
he began to cry out automatically, the pain and surprise overwhelming
him, bringing with it dizziness, disorientation, and a dazzling array
of colours. Yan’s hand quickly followed through and clamped
itself strongly over his mouth.

Sivad turned at the
noise, but Yan was ready for him, bringing her other hand across in a
swift chop, colliding with perfect precision into the side of his
neck, just above his collarbone. Sivad crumpled onto the floor,
falling unconscious within the space of a heartbeat.

“Let’s
go,” whispered Yan into Ethan’s ear as she manoeuvred
herself behind him.

A knife flashed into
her free hand. Ethan saw the glint of the steel in the candlelight.
He tried to scream but nothing coherent made it through the hand
covering his mouth.

She pressed the tip
of the blade into his side, causing him to recoil, but Yan’s
grip was much too powerful to break away from.

“No trouble,”
she whispered, and Ethan had no choice but to attempt to nod his
head.

She pushed him
forwards gently, keeping the knife pressed into him as a constant
reminder of the consequences of struggling. Ethan was panicking at
both the suddenness of being held captive – again –
and the memory of being in the same situation with the same captor
only the other evening.

Yan held firm,
keeping him close. They took a step forwards, then continued around
Sivad’s unconscious body. Ethan’s steps were slow but Yan
was persistent, not allowing him an inch of freedom except to move
where she wanted.

Step by step, they
progressed closer to where Yan’s boat was magically moored to
the side of the Esnolla. The rain had quickly and thoroughly
drenched Ethan since leaving the cover at the stern, his hair now
falling messily over his forehead. Yan grimaced through it, ensuring
her target could not escape, keeping alert for signs of life from
below deck. She didn’t sense any movement.

Yan continued
pressing Ethan forwards. They were now level with her boat, only a
few paces from the middle of the ship. She peered over the edge and
saw it still there, bobbing up and down on the waves of the now rough
river.

“Stop.”

It was a single
word, spoken with force and power.

Yan twisted her head
sharply back to the stern. Stumpy was standing tall, the light
shining out from the lone candle illuminating the woman’s
gangly figure. Her face flickered in and out of vision as the
candle’s flame danced chaotically inside its cage. She wore an
expression of barely restrained contempt and violence.

Yan kept her mouth
shut. She was a professional, and neither Stumpy’s words nor
presence would be enough to frighten her. Ethan struggled momentarily
upon hearing Stumpy’s voice, deep moans emanating from his
throat as they failed to break through Yan’s clamped hand. The
knife point remained stubbornly dug into his body.

She quickly pivoted
herself and her prisoner on the spot, placing Ethan’s body as a
shield against anything Stumpy might attempt. The two women stared
menacingly into each other’s eyes, each daring the other to
make a move.

The moon, perhaps
sensing the event, slid out from behind a rain cloud, filling the
night sky with a dim, white glow.

Yan knew she
couldn’t linger for too long. Although she still didn’t
hear any noise from below deck, it would only take a shout from
Stumpy to alert everyone on board. A trickle of surprise seeped into
her mind, questioning why Stumpy hadn’t already called out. But
as their eyes remained locked together, she knew why. Stumpy was a
loner. Yan had guessed enough already while snooping on the woman’s
conversations with Luanna, and this confirmed it. It was an
advantage, Yan knew. Stumpy’s arrogance in not waking the mage
might still allow her to slip away with her prize.

Ethan struggled
against her again but kept his arms down, not wanting to risk the
blade sliding inside his waist. Yan decided that there was only one
way out of this situation now.

In a single swift
movement, she released her hand from Ethan’s mouth and chopped
him in the neck, in the same place as she had hit Sivad. Ethan, too,
crumpled unconsciously onto the wet floor. Yan stepped over him, the
knife in her hand. She watched as Stumpy removed her own knife from a
boot, the woman’s giant axe absent from its usual position upon
her back.

The two women glared
at each other, standing about fifteen paces apart. Stumpy took a step
forward, bringing her into the pelting rain.

Still the two women
kept their eyes locked, attempting to wear each other down, bouncing
their knives gently in their hands. The weapons were ready to spring
into life. Stumpy took another step closer, and then another. Yan
kept her attention on Stumpy’s entire figure, remembering from
the tavern just how quickly the woman could move.

She saw Stumpy bend
a knee, as if about to take another careful step, and then suddenly
the woman was there, having surged forward to close the
distance in the blink of an eye. Yan, somehow, managed to bring her
blade up in time.

Their knives clashed
together heavily, causing a painful screech to expel into the air.
Yan, momentarily stunned at Stumpy’s speed, recovered and
thrust her knife forward, aiming for Stumpy’s throat. Stumpy
leaned back to avoid the blow, then made a wide sweep with her blade.
Yan parried it, pushing Stumpy’s arm down. Stumpy took a
half-step back, dodged Yan’s follow-up attack, and repeated her
lunge. Yan, again, parried, their knives scraping and clanging
noisily against each other.

The two women fought
as if they were dancing, their feet and arms moving in a choreography
of death. Time and again, each avoided or parried an attack,
counter-attacked, and then was denied, the dance switching back to
their opponent. Their movements were incredibly quick. Had there been
any onlookers, they would have almost been watching two blurs, each
reacting to the other in perfect synchronicity. The rain splashed off
their bodies as it fell. Water sprayed up as they quick-stepped
around each other on the deck.

Stumpy, recovering
from a flurry of blows from Yan, pulled her knife-arm back, feinted
to the left, and then threw her arm around from the right. Yan
brought her left arm up just in time to smack against Stumpy’s,
blocking the attack. Moving instinctively, Yan tossed her knife from
her left hand, deftly caught it with her right, and thrust it
forward.

Stumpy saw the move
and attempted to spin to avoid it, but she reacted a fraction of a
second too late. The blade sliced cleanly through the side of her arm
as she spun. She grunted loudly as Yan pulled the bloodied knife
back, ready to strike again, but Stumpy brought her own knife across
and blocked the follow-up attack. She took a couple of steps back,
not in retreat but for a momentary respite.

The two women stared
at each other again. Yan, despite drawing blood, kept her gaze spread
across all of Stumpy’s figure, ready for any signs of another
surge forward. Stumpy steeled her face, shrugging off the stinging
pain in her wounded arm. Her side, split open by the serrated knife
back in the Witch, was already well on the way to being fully healed.
Neither wound was enough to faze her from the battle in front of her.
The dagger bounced in her hand, ready.

Yan was watching
Stumpy’s movements intently when her ears suddenly and
involuntarily twitched. There were noises from below, the sound of
people getting up and running to the entrance at the stern.

“Hey!”
came the shout of the bearded captain.

Past Stumpy’s
shoulder, Yan saw the captain glance down at the unconscious form of
Sivad then back up at her. Luanna arrived behind him, frowning as she
spotted Yan with Ethan lying by her feet. Stumpy grimaced, clearly
annoyed to not finish the fight one-on-one.

Yan’s mind
raced rapidly, deciding what to do. She needed Ethan, and she knew
she wouldn’t get a good second chance at snatching him from the
women’s gaze after tonight. But with the mage here too, the
match had become heavily one-sided.

Her eyes darted
around, trying to find something on the ship to assist her. There was
nothing. Stumpy was still staring fiercely at her. Yan came to a
decision. It was now a lost cause. There was no way she would get
free while also grabbing her target.

She took a step
backwards, keeping her attention on the dangerous woman directly
ahead of her.

“Urgh?”
came a voice from below, and she felt a hand grip her ankle.
Surprised, Yan jerked her head down to see Ethan woozily awakening.

That was all the
distraction that Stumpy required.

Yan reacted far too
slowly to block Stumpy’s dagger as it plunged deep into her
shoulder, at the exact same point that the guard’s bolt had
pierced in the tavern. She yelped involuntarily.

Stumpy knocked Yan’s
knife away with her other hand as it rose up helplessly, then swept a
foot behind Yan, tripping her. She thudded onto the floor, one arm
hitting Ethan. He let out a groan as the air was forced out of his
lungs.

“Don’t
kill her, Stumpy!” shouted Luanna, rushing towards them.

“I ain’t
gonna,” replied Stumpy through gritted teeth, spinning around
so that she was crouched by Yan’s head, one hand still on the
embedded knife, the other grabbing the top of Yan’s left arm.

Yan struggled
momentarily then stopped, knowing that it was useless. She had lost.

-

They took their newly
acquired prisoner below deck, out of the rain, and tied her securely
to a rung on the stairs. Nearly everyone was in the room now.

Sivad had been
placed on a bed, still unconscious, with Kin by his side, who was
biting his fingernails nervously. Ethan was sitting on another bed,
his head spinning. Alonso and Luanna were sitting either side of Yan.
Stumpy was at the side of the table, one arm resting on top of it,
her knife next to her hand, ready to be grabbed at a split-second’s
notice. The fourth crewmember, Cam, was on the deck where Sivad had
fallen, keeping watch in the moonlight for any other potential
intruders. Yan’s eyes were downcast, staring at the floor.

“What are you
doing aboard my ship?” demanded Alonso, his voice flat but
firm.

Yan kept her face
down.

“Captain,
she’s here for us. Or to be more specific, for Ethan,”
said Luanna, glancing sideways at her companion – my
prisoner, she forced herself to
remember – still swaying slightly on the bed. “We
had a run-in with her back in Garatheep. I’m amazed she managed
to track us.”

Luanna heard Stumpy
snort derisively behind her and ignored it.

“Is there
anyone else with you?” asked Alonso, keeping his attention on
Yan.

“She’s
alone,” said Stumpy.

Alonso turned around
to face her. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. She’s
been followin’ us since Garatheep on her own.”

“How are you
so certain?” asked Luanna.

“I just am.
Now, do ya wanna ask me questions, or her?”

Luanna and Alonso
both turned back to Yan. Luanna managed to speak first. “Do you
work for Vrastor?”

Yan slowly lifted
her head and regarded Luanna with large, curious, hazel eyes. “No,”
she said, almost spitting the word out in disgust.

“Then who?”

Yan lowered her head
again, refusing to speak.

“I can start
choppin’ off some fingers if ya like,” said Stumpy. Her
voice had taken on a cheerful tone, the situation seemingly switching
to be a source of amusement.

“There’ll
be none of that on my ship,” barked Alonso. “We’re
merchants here, not torturers. We’re not used to this type of
behaviour on board.”

“Could…
could you really do that, miss?” asked Kin incredulously from
the side.

Stumpy, to Luanna’s
amazement, winked at him.

“No, Kin,”
stated Alonso. He turned to address Yan directly. “I don’t
care who you are, or why you’re after this man here. He ain’t
a part of my crew. You understand that? We were paid to carry these
three, and do no more. You’re to get off my ship with them and
leave us be. Right?”

Yan looked up at him
and nodded sincerely.

Alonso turned now to
Luanna and Stumpy. “We’re due to dock tomorrow, hopefully
before midday. She goes with you.”

“Of course,”
replied Luanna. “I would like a chance to talk to her once the
situation has calmed down.”

“Good,”
said Alonso, satisfied.

“I have a
question,” murmured Ethan dozily, rubbing his head where Yan
had first hit him, feeling the lump protruding out painfully. “Why
am I being pursued by all these women, and yet not one of them has
taken their clothes off yet?”

“Ya an idiot,”
remarked Stumpy.

Luanna merely rolled
her eyes.

- - -

A young man was lying in
bed, staring at the ceiling. It was still early morning, hours before
his first lecture was due to begin. He was too excited to sleep, too
eager for the next chapter of his life to commence.

He pushed himself up
on the bed, leaning his back against the wall. Reaching over, he
grabbed a thick bundle of papers tied together haphazardly. He had
devoured every page within the bundle countless times, but once
again, he opened it and began to read, his eyes flickering devoutly
over each word and illustration.

Eventually, the sun
rose high enough for the young man to put the bundle of pages back
down onto his bedside table. He swung his legs over the side of the
bed and stretched his arms wide, cracking his spine with a series of
loud pops. Satisfied, he jumped up and washed. A couple of minutes
later, a loud bell rang out from beyond the small window of his room.
He had been waiting for the bell, but yet still looked alarmed. A
nervous excitement surged throughout his body. He hurriedly finished
getting ready, then ran out of the room, slamming the door behind
him.

Arcanium was spread
out over a wide area of land, nestled within Upper Westhook –
the wealthier half of the bustling city, built atop a cliff. The
young man had spent the last few days wandering around the college’s
grounds, taking note of all the paths, passageways, alleys, and nooks
and crannies, committing as much of the layout to memory as possible.
He knew exactly how to proceed from his room to each of his lectures,
and arrived promptly for his very first one, several minutes before
anyone else.

The first lecture,
the teacher explained, was more of an introduction to life at
Arcanium, about what to expect and how to progress through the eight
levels to finally earn the title of Distinction Graduate (or
Archgrad, as it was more commonly known). Standing beside the
teacher, Professor Olvin Flytrue, was a student of sixth level.

Sixth levels and up,
Professor Flytrue said, were permitted to assist and even lead a
class, although they were not allowed a seat during a student’s
grading test. The young man had peered around at his classmates. Many
were close to the same age as him, men and women reaching the end of
their teenage years. Several were younger still, two frail-looking
twin girls sitting together, barely eleven or twelve. Several others
were much older, even more so than Professor Flytrue himself.

The young man had
learnt that Arcanium held no regard for age. The only thing which
mattered to the college was mastery over magical energy, the energy
which suffused and saturated the world of Ealoryn and everything it
contained.

It didn’t take
long for the young man to progress out of the first level of
magecraft at Arcanium. He displayed a strong and keen ambition to
continuously better himself, spending more hours researching,
theorising, and practising than any other student around him. While
the students there were, like him, eager to improve their control
over magic, no one else came even close to dedicating themselves
quite like the young man did.

Less than a year
passed before he reached the third level; for most others, the
process took at least twice as long. By the end of his second year he
was preparing himself for his grading test to level five. Before the
end of his third year, he was level six. Most of his fellow students
from his very first lecture were only now beginning to approach level
four.

With level six at
Arcanium came a choice: leave as a graduate, or continue on to levels
seven and eight, before finally being recognised as an Archgrad. The
warning was that the power of magic taught at level six and beyond
were orders more advanced than what had come previously. Not that the
teachers of the college were concerned for him, for they knew the
young man would stay and progress onwards. Quietly, they whispered
amongst themselves of the talent of the man, how they had not seen
someone rise up through the college so quickly before.

It was another four
years later when the young man, now in his mid-twenties and the
youngest in his classes by a wide margin, made a mistake. He had,
several weeks earlier, reached the final level of education that
Arcanium offered: level eight. He had estimated that it would take
another few years for him to be able to claim the title of Archgrad,
and the length of time was becoming worrying. The man, while enjoying
his time at the college, felt acutely aware of the years rapidly
slipping away. By all other standards he was a prodigy, the youngest
ever mage to attain the eighth and final level as a student at
Arcanium, but he wanted more. He wanted control over magic in a way
his professors didn’t or wouldn’t admit existed.

The man began to
spend more time in the deeper, more disused sections of the Arcanium
library, perusing through dusty scrolls and long-forgotten documents,
searching for something different to the knowledge offered by his
teachers. Night after night, he would remain camped out in the
library, his eyes racing over pages not read in centuries.

Piece by piece, an
unexpected story assembled itself. It told of creatures, long
prophesied by the Winterbournians of Tybyrran in stories and poems as
demons, which were dedicated to ensuring the harmony of the world
flowed freely. Other elements from seemingly unrelated books revealed
themselves to be parts of the same legend, detailing the awesome
power and might of the creatures, who resided in what he realised was
the Essence Plane – the otherworldly realm of existence tapped
into when performing highly technical, highly dangerous dimensional
magic. The man was deeply curious as to how the multitude of myths,
from people spread so far and so wide, linked together with a
majestic precision.

There were also
other secrets within the library, secrets which spoke to darker
sections of the man’s mind. Whispers of utilising the raw
magical energy permeating within all living beings for the caster’s
own desires. It was these whispers which led to the man testing the
upper limits of his magical prowess, further and further, pushing
himself harder with every attempt.

One day – the
day of the mistake – his mind slipped. He had procured a small
collection of volums – tiny burrowing creatures which were a
continual, inexhaustible plight on farmers everywhere – and was
focusing deeply on extracting their energy for his own gain. An
unexpected knock at his door caused his focus to waiver, but the
distraction merely changed the target of his intense concentration
rather than dissipate it.

A young female
student, a fledgling mage of the second level, felt her life force
drain from her body and soul within a matter of heartbeats. Her
energy flooded into the man, knocking him unconscious as the surge
assaulted and overwhelmed him. The woman collapsed on the spot, dead.

When the two were
discovered shortly afterwards, the man was abruptly expelled, not
just from Arcanium but from the entirety of Westhook. He never
returned.

- - -

The next morning seemed
surreal to both the crew and the passengers of the Esnolla.
They ate a basic breakfast of hard biscuits and strips of dried beef
around their tied-up prisoner. Alonso even handed around some apples
which weren’t too overly bruised. He offered Yan some food in
his usual blunt manner, which she flatly refused. The three paying
passengers regarded the woman in different ways.

Ethan was unsure and
curious, his eyes subtly darting back to her whenever he thought she
wasn’t looking back at him. Luanna had asked her a few basic
questions – her name, her employer – but Yan gave nothing
away, which frustrated Luanna immensely. She had planned on using her
ability to detect truths and lies, but the lack of any answer
whatsoever dismissed that idea. Stumpy mostly ignored her, the wound
on her arm already sealing over. This provided the most interest to
Yan, who took every opportunity to study the gangly woman. Her own
wound, where both bolt and blade had penetrated her shoulder, had
been patched up by Alonso.

Of the four crewmen,
Sivad and Cam tried to ignore her, Sivad – still woozy and
light-headed from her attack – going as far as to stay on the
top deck from the moment he was conscious and could walk. Young Kin,
like Ethan, kept sneaking glances at her. Alonso, aside from Luanna,
was the only one to address her directly, seemingly treating her as a
simple inconvenience.

The Esnolla
docked at Lowchance just as the sun was reaching the apex of its
daily climb, readying itself to begin the descent into darkness.

Ethan laughed to
himself as they left the ship, the sights of the town filling his
vision. He remembered being here only a few weeks earlier at the
start of this latest adventure. The thought of it also being his last
adventure weighed down heavily, but he tried his best to push it back
to the furthest recesses of his mind.

Neither Luanna nor
Stumpy had been in the town before, and neither seemed particularly
keen to sample its delights. Yan walked between the two women, Stumpy
keeping a hand gripped tightly to her arm tied behind her.

Before leaving they
had discussed what to do with Yan’s boat, still attached to the
side of the ship’s hull. Luanna had attempted to pry it free
with her magic, but the spell keeping the rope affixed was
unbreakable, and of course Yan had kept quiet, which left Alonso with
no choice but to depart Lowchance with the unwanted hitch-hiker.

The goodbyes between
passengers and crew had been brief. Kin was the only one of the four
to watch them descend into the depths of the town.

Lowchance was not a
large town, only about twice as populated as the farming town of
Hambleton. The majority of people were either sailors of the
blood-thirsty, cut-throaty kind, or people catering to them,
including barkeepers, prostitutes, and merchants, although it was a
decidedly different type of merchant to those found in Garatheep. The
town’s rough reputation was well deserved, second only to the
pirate haven of Brumberly Bottom, and was a continual thorn in the
side of the trade routes between the major cities of Garatheep,
Westhook, and even far-off Knight’s Shield.

Luanna guided the
four of them to one of the more respectable looking trading houses
and managed to barter for two horses and supplies, using yet more of
Stumpy’s personal funds. Luanna knew Malchour was going to have
to cough up dearly for the woman’s payment or else risk facing
her wrath. An entire castle full of trained guardsmen, or an
angry, vengeful Stumpy? Luanna would not have confidently placed
a bet on either side to win.

Half an hour after
leaving the Esnolla, the party were riding away from
Lowchance, Luanna and Ethan on one horse, Stumpy and Yan on the
other. Luanna had been keen to depart the town as quickly as
possible, not wanting any kind of scene or confrontation between her
companions and the more unsavoury members of the townsfolk.

A road made mostly
of dirt led into the large, sparse area of land known as the Wolpers,
eventually joining the wider, more maintained road running from
Brumberly in the south to meet a point almost directly north on the
Great Landway, a few miles west of Hero’s Arch.

To ride directly
from Lowchance to Relioc Tower instead of taking the winding road was
dismissed without much discussion. Everyone knew the stories of the
strange illnesses one might catch in the Wolpers when away from the
road. It was a place of quiet and peacefulness, until you awoke one
morning quite literally coughing up your lungs, spleen, and any
number of other internal organs.

The reason for this
had been studied fairly extensively by Arcanium’s mages, only
for them to conclude that, “A substantial build-up of
background energy has extensively warped regions of the area, to the
detriment of the majority of creatures living here.”
(technical speak for, “We have no bloody idea.”)

Quite how a few
species of birds and other wildlife managed to survive was a mystery.
The only human inhabitants of the Wolpers were at Crinkle Hill, a
tiny farming community settled around a distinctive, creaky windmill.
The village was notorious for being both extremely welcoming of
visitors, and for keeping permanent residency status reserved solely
for their own inbred offspring.

The party of four
rode as hard as their horses allowed along the path of dirt and mud,
the afternoon sun burning down onto their backs.

- - -

“Hugh! Hugh!”

“Yoz, are you
okay? What’s happened?”

“Hugh! The
captain! He’s gone!”

“Calm down,
Yoz. Tell me, what’s going on?”

“Captain
Idris, he’s left the castle. For good!”

“What do you
mean, for good? The captain wouldn’t just leave.”

“He did, Hugh,
he did! Word is going around about Relioc, about what happened to
Idris and the others. And to Captain Trinc, too! There’s a
rumour that they did it to themselves!”

“Where are you
hearing this?”

“It’s
spreading all around the barracks. Scutters and Alam, they were
talking about it this morning. They said Lieutenant Tem was part of
it, too. And Poley last night! He was going on about that spy again,
inside the castle, working for Vrastor! Or was it against Vrastor?
Either way, something big is going on!”

“Yoz, listen
to me. I was at Relioc, you know that. And yes, something is
definitely going on. But the king has it under control. If he didn’t,
we’d know about it. So until, if, we receive word
otherwise, everything will be okay.”

“Are you sure?
Why would the captain just up and leave? He left his armour behind –
Scutters said he walked out of the castle in his plain clothes. And
the king has been acting strangely during his public audiences, as if
he’s not really there. I’ve never seen him like that
before. It’s all connected, it must be!”

“Maybe it is,
maybe it isn’t. There’s nothing for us to do until we’re
told either way.”

“I want…
I want to go, too. Back home to Fotherham. All this talk of spies and
traitors and our folk killing each other, it’s not what
Erdantia is. Some of the others, they’re thinking the same.
We’re not ready for all this trouble. Hugh, what if Vrastor
really is still in that tower? What if he attacks us?”

“We’re
guardsmen, Yoz. We’re here to protect the castle and the
kingdom.”

“Against what,
though? There’s no army to fight. It’s just him, him and
his magic! What can I do against that? I don’t want my brain
turned to mush with a single word!”

“That won’t
happen. The king will be ready. If it even comes to that, which it
won’t.”

“But Scutters
and Alam–”

“Ignore them,
Yoz. They’re trying to frighten you, that’s all.”

“I don’t
know, Hugh. I don’t know.”

- - -

Malchour was pacing up
and down anxiously in his office. Felin was watching him curiously.
Bylanx was staring at the empty glass on the desk.

“Nothing from
Luanna. Nothing from Elliana. What the hell am I supposed to do with
no news? I need something, anything!”

“Sire, no news
could very well be good. Perhaps Luanna is simply unable to get a
message here,” said Felin.

“I know that!”
snapped Malchour. “It could also mean bad news. Luanna could
very well be lying dead in a field somewhere, and we’d be none
the wiser about it. And Elliana, too! Where’s her reply?”

“She’s
always been a fickle one,” muttered Bylanx, leaning forward and
weighing the jug next to the empty glass. “What with her
brother Bramf whispering in her ear.”

“I know that,
too!” said Malchour angrily. “I don’t need obvious
statements from either of you, I need information!”

Bylanx leaned back
without bothering to refill the glass. “I assure you, sire,
that we’re doing all we can.”

“And this
traitor, Felin? Have you managed to find anything at all?”

“I’m
sorry, sire. There has been nothing useful retrieved. Do you wish me
to be more… intense in my questioning?”

Malchour stopped his
pacing and stared bluntly at Felin. The king’s eyes were dark
and heavy, a clear indication that he had not slept properly in many
nights. His face was more gaunt than usual, the square jaw of his
lineage highlighting his sunken cheeks. A half-eaten roll was
adorning the scattered papers and documents on his desk. It was
painfully obvious how much he was suffering.

“Torture?
You’re asking for permission to torture the inhabitants of
Castle Drumond?”

“I do not
believe any potential information will present itself otherwise,
sire.”

Malchour let his
stare linger for a moment.

“There are
already whispers spreading, sire,” interrupted Bylanx. “Would
it really be prudent to give additional weight to them?”

“I will not
have a traitor within my castle walls,” said Malchour,
seemingly to himself.

The two advisors
kept quiet as cogs turned in their king’s head. He faced the
window for a while, gazing out.

“The long and
short of it, then,” stated Malchour, still with his back to the
two men. “We now have five days to return Ethan to Relioc
Tower, otherwise Vrastor will ‘destroy us’. However, the
only possible link we have to Ethan is Luanna, who has not been seen
or heard from in a few days. That leaves me with the very real threat
which Vrastor provides, judging from the death of seven of my
guardsmen, and the fleeing of the former Captain Idris.

“Yes,”
he said, turning and seeing Bylanx’s jaw drop open
dramatically, “Idris has left the service of Erdantia,
seemingly overwhelmed by the events at the tower. He is, to put it
plainly, broken. And, along with Captain Trinc’s demise, I am
falling short of skilled commanders for my military. We are woefully
short of possible actions, none of which I believe would even be of
much use against a full-on assault from Vrastor. I only hope we hear
from either Luanna or Arcanium before Vrastor’s deadline.

“And so, at
this time, I will not accept that someone within my walls is
willingly conspiring against me. Yes, Bylanx, I believe it is prudent
to give additional weight to rumours. We must find this traitor.”

Malchour thumped a
fist into his hand.

“We must do
something! We cannot simply sit back and wait for us all to be wiped
out at the whim of a madman!”

“I will find
him, sire,” said Felin.

“See that you
do,” snapped Malchour. “And Bylanx, see that every one of
your contacts reports back again. I want Luanna to be found. She must
be somewhere.”

“Of course,
sire,” said Bylanx, bowing his head reverently.

“Good.”
Malchour returned to the window.

Felin waited another
moment to see if the king was going to add anything else, but as
Malchour remained with his back to them, the slender advisor jumped
up and left the room without a word.

Bylanx kept himself
seated. “You are handling this as best as can be expected,”
he said, his voice soft and warm.

Malchour spun around
sharply on the spot. “As can be expected!?” he roared.
“And what, exactly, is that supposed to mean?”

Bylanx shrivelled
into his seat from the outburst. “Si-sire! I meant only, with
the kingdom being usually so quiet and peaceful, that–”

“That I am not
experienced enough to deal with this situation!?”

“No, sire!”

“Then what! My
castle is crumbling around me. My kingdom, so quiet and peaceful, as
you put it, is on the verge of being attacked by a foe we have no
defence against. The only solution I can find is to beg and plead for
help. How exactly am I handling this in any way other than
pathetically?”

Bylanx’s eyes
were wide open in fear, his large body trying desperately to withdraw
into itself.

“Sire–”
he began, but Malchour cut him off.

“No, Bylanx. I
am the king. I must do everything I can to protect my people.”

Bylanx opened his
mouth to speak again, but nothing came out. Malchour looked at him,
knowing he must appear useless in his advisor’s eyes. In his
friend’s eyes. He waved a hand dismissively and returned to the
window, feelings of anger, sorrow, and ineptitude coursing throughout
him.

Behind him, he heard
Bylanx pick himself up from the chair and leave the office. When he
was alone, Malchour sat down at his desk, holding his head in his
hands.

How has it come
down to this? he thought. To allowing the torture of the
residents of my own castle. And what would it even solve?
He was sure that it would bring him no closer to ending the looming
threat of Vrastor. But, damnit, finding the traitor was at least
something that was within his power to achieve. Ethan’s
delivery to Relioc was resting entirely in Luanna’s hands.
Malchour was a king unable to protect his kingdom.

He pulled a sheet of
paper towards him. It was a report detailing the guardsmen and
equipment he had available in the smattering of small towns and
villages to the east of the castle, situated along the Saele river.
The numbers were low. It wasn’t particularly surprising for
that area of Erdantia due to its proximity to the great city of
Garatheep, but it made for grim reading to a desperate king.

Scanning the report
made Malchour feel more useless than ever. He pulled another sheet
out, this one showing approximate numbers of foodstuffs stored inside
the castle’s walls. Enough for a siege, he grunted
hollowly to himself. As if Vrastor needed to wait until the castle
starved itself to death. The old man’s magic could likely blow
the gate clean off, leaving the castle’s inhabitants under his
spell, the king included. Just like Relioc Keep, many years ago.
Would another tower rise up out of his people’s ashes?

No, he
decided. He was the king, and he had to do something, anything, to
safeguard the part of the world which looked to him for protection.
Vrastor would attack Castle Drumond first, he decided, of that there
was no doubt. Which meant that its forces needed bolstering,
regardless of how effective they would end up being against the old
man’s power.

Malchour looked up
at the sword hanging on the wall. He remembered his father teaching
him about that sword, about how the second king of Erdantia, Paikel
Erdant, had led the army of Erdantians and Garatheepians against the
skrax invasion at Hero’s Arch. After the battle, Paikel had
given the sword a name. Scratch, he’d called it. It was
supposed to be a play on the name skrax, but it had ended up only
making the king look rather simple. Regardless of the man’s
creative qualities, however, he had assumed control against the
invaders, rallied an army, and emerged victorious. Malchour knew he
had to do the same.

He grabbed a clean
scrap of paper and began writing orders to send every spare man from
all corners of his kingdom back to the castle.

- - -

The sun was beginning to
set, casting long shadows behind them as they rode on. The wind was
light and breezy, as if it couldn’t be bothered to expend the
effort. A few little red nuzzlets were making tweet tweet
noises from the collection of short trees off to the left.

“We should
stop somewhere soon and make camp,” shouted Luanna back to
Stumpy, having to raise her voice to carry it over the trotting
horses.

“Yeah,”
shouted Stumpy back to her. “The horses need a rest.”

The animals looked
and felt tired, having each carried two adults for the greater part
of the day. The two prisoners rode behind their respective guards,
although Luanna had left Ethan’s hands free. Yan was tied up
tighter than a hog roasting on a spit.

“Hey, we’re
near Crinkle Hill, right?” said Ethan, close to Luanna’s
ear. “I’ve stayed there before, it’s a perfect
place to stay for the night.”

“Crinkle Hill?
Really?” replied Luanna. “I thought you’d have more
sense than to stay with that village of inbreds.”

“Inbreds? Oh
come on Luanna, you’re not really that prejudiced are you?
They’re a good community, more welcoming than most. It’ll
be a whole lot more comfortable there than lying out here. What if it
rains? Are we going to hide under the horses?”

“We’ll
just have to make do.”

“What’s
happenin’ then?” shouted Stumpy.

Luanna motioned for
her horse to stop. Stumpy pulled up beside her. Ethan glanced over at
Yan, but the mysterious woman kept her gaze forward.

“We can
shelter by those trees over there,” said Luanna, pointing.

Ethan looked over at
them. They were short and straggly, with sharp bits of branches
sticking out haphazardly, and wearing a smattering of greenery, like
a sheep after being sheared by a blind amateur. A nuzzlet peeped its
head out from behind a leaf, looked curiously at Ethan for a second,
and then casually hopped away, still tweeting.

“Crinkle
Hill,” said Ethan again, this time so that Stumpy could hear.
“It’s not far from here, I’m sure. And there’ll
be warm beds and hot food, I guarantee it. There’s no
hospitality in the world like at the Hill. Haven’t you ever
heard of it?”

“Yeah, I’ve
heard of it,” said Stumpy. “Ain’t never been there
meself though.”

“We should
camp here,” said Luanna, firmly. “Fewer chances of
anything unexpected happening.”

“Like, being
ambushed by a group of kivvers on the way to Lowchance?”
offered Ethan.

“I ain’t
scared of those moronic beasts,” stated Stumpy, contract
adventurer and warrior supreme.

“There’s
only two types of creatures between the Landway and Lowchance,”
continued Ethan. “Us, simple travelling folk. And them, the
kivvers and bandits and cut-throats. No one takes the road to
Lowchance to admire the scenery.”

“Ethan, jump
down for a minute,” said Luanna.

Huffing and puffing
theatrically, Ethan complied. Luanna slid off after him. The horse
let out a relieved snort.

“Now,”
said Luanna. “Tell me exactly why you want to go to Crinkle
Hill.”

Ethan peered
questioningly at Luanna’s stare for a couple of seconds. Stumpy
made a hrumph sound beside them both.

“The Hill will
be a much better and safer place to camp than on the road here,”
he said, saying each word slowly, his eyebrows furrowed deeply in
curiosity.

When Luanna failed
to respond, he continued.

“They’re
exceptionally welcoming and friendly, and I wasn’t lying when I
said we’ll have beds and food provided. When we set off
tomorrow, you’ll thank me.”

Luanna remained
concentrating on Ethan’s face. She was studying the truth
behind his words, which Stumpy, still sitting astride her horse, well
knew. Luanna searched for any hints of lies or doubt, reaching deep
into Ethan’s mind, allowing his thoughts to flow out to her.
She fully expected to read some form of deception in there, something
indicating that Ethan had plans to use the village as a cover to
escape during the night, but the sincerity of his words astounded
her. He honestly wanted to stay simply for the comfort and
protection, before continuing on the road the next day. A subtle
sense of resignation filtered through the connection.

Luanna withdrew,
blinking. She looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. This
man, who knew his current path would likely culminate in his death,
or worse, was now willingly going along to meet his fate. She was
dumbfounded.

“So…?”
asked Ethan cautiously.

“Yes,”
said Luanna, bluntly. “If it’s as close as you say, it
will be worth stopping there.”

Ethan’s eyes
opened wide. A smile burst out.

“How far?”
said Stumpy.

Ethan turned to
regard her. “I’m not sure exactly, but it can’t be
much further. It’s well before the big road between Brumberly
and the Landway.”

“Crinkle Hill.
There’s a windmill there, right?”

“Yes, the
village is built–”

“I can hear
it,” interrupted Stumpy.

“You can?”
asked Luanna, incredulously.

“Yep. Ya just
have to listen, ya majesty. I reckon it’s only about three or
four miles ahead.”

Yan let out a tiny
grunt as Stumpy spoke. She still had her amulet hanging around her
neck but hidden and tucked into her shirt, and had focused it to hear
the creaky windmill a mile earlier.

“Our friend
here can hear it too, I reckon,” said Stumpy jovially, twisting
her arm to reward Yan with a weighty slap on her shoulder.

Luanna eyed the two
women for a moment. Stumpy seemed different around their prisoner
than normal, gaining an unexpected edge of cheerfulness when
interacting with her. Luanna had no idea what to make of it, but felt
that it couldn’t be good. At least, not good for Yan.

“Okay,”
said Luanna, climbing back onto her horse. “Come on, Ethan.”

“What was that
all about?” he asked. “Reading my mind?”

“Of course
not,” replied Luanna, not wanting Ethan to know of her ability.
“Just your face.”

“And did you
like what you saw?”

“Unexpectedly
so,” she replied, grinning to herself, knowing that Ethan was
almost certainly wearing a smirk but was also thinking along entirely
the wrong lines.

The four of them
rode on.

-

They found the trail to
the village about fifteen minutes later, a dirt track leading away
from the marginally easier to ride Lowchance road. By now all four
could just about hear the windmill creaking despondently on top of
the hill, the top half visible perhaps a mile or so into the
distance.

“If they’re
so close to the road, how come bandits haven’t wiped them out
by now?” asked Luanna to Ethan as they turned onto the track.

“I’m not
sure exactly,” he said. “I’ve heard rumours that,
although they go out of their way for travellers visiting them, if
someone causes trouble they’re dealt with extremely severely.
Like, disappearing completely until a wanderer comes across their
dismembered head in a field, severely.”

“And you want
to stay here, with them?”

“It’s
just a rumour. Besides, I’ve been here twice before, and both
times I’ve felt like I was a world away from bandits and
kivvers… and kidnappers.”

“If there’s
any sign of trouble, we leave, immediately,” said Luanna
strongly, ignoring the end of Ethan’s words.

“There won’t
be.”

“I hope so.
But just be careful.”

-

It took another five
minutes to reach the village. As the cottages came into view a group
of excited children ran out, surrounding both sides of the party.

“Ethan!”
shouted one child, a young boy of six or seven.

“Tolen?”
exclaimed Ethan, raising his pitch to give an air of incredulity. “Is
that you? Wow, you’ve grown!”

The boy giggled.
“Are you staying here again?” he asked, not hiding the
obvious optimism in his voice.

“I would like
to,” replied Ethan warmly. “And my friends here, too. Is
your father about?”

The children were
swarming close to the horses now, completely oblivious to any chance
of danger.

“Hey, that’s
a big axe!” shouted a girl, marginally older than Tolen,
pointing at Stumpy.

“It is, ain’t
it?” replied Stumpy, smiling.

The girl grinned
widely and mischievously.

“My da’s
at home,” said Tolen. “I’ll go get him for you!”
The boy sprinted off before Ethan could say anything, darting into a
house up ahead.

“You appear to
be something of a celebrity,” Luanna whispered, loud enough
only for Ethan to hear.

“I said
before, they’re good people here. Come on, we should get down.”

They both slid off
the horse. Stumpy followed suit, then dragged Yan down after her. The
two horses looked immensely tired but happy to finally have the
weight lifted from their backs. The children crowded around them more
closely.

“Why does she
have her hands tied?” asked the girl, staring at Yan.

“She’s
been a bit naughty,” said Stumpy, crouching down in an attempt
to remove some of the vast difference in height between herself and
the girl. “But don’t worry, I’ll keep a close eye
on her.”

Stumpy winked and
the girl giggled, glancing again at the axe strapped to the woman who
stood taller than a giant.

Luanna looked at
Stumpy, then to Ethan, then back to Stumpy again. She was gobsmacked.
Of the three of them – ignoring their prisoner – it was
already clear to her that she was by far the worst and most awkward
with children. Ethan seemed naturally at ease with them, which wasn’t
overly surprising. But Stumpy’s attitude, especially with her
strange transformation with Yan, was downright shocking. She had
expected Stumpy to be aloof and difficult, not winking and playing
along. And calling Yan ‘naughty’? Naughty? What the
hell was that?

The party continued
walking up into the centre of the village, looking around. The
buildings were clearly laid out to surround the windmill, resembling
worshippers around an idol. They were packed fairly close together,
giving an indication that privacy was not much of a concept here.
Each house was similar to the next, a single-storey cottage of wood
and stone, simple in design and aesthetics. Gardens and fields
stretched behind them, covered in various plants and vegetables,
sloping down the side of the hill. The windmill itself wasn’t
overly large, painted in cracking white and yellow. The sails were
turning slowly but still the distinctive creaking noise spread wide.
Multiple torches were lit, affixed to the lowest level of the
windmill’s outer stonework, illuminating the village through
the encroaching darkness. Various wooden tables were scattered about,
several people sitting and eating at them.

A man came out of a
house, the young Tolen trailing behind him. He didn’t appear to
be much older than Ethan or Luanna and wore a short but thick black
beard. The man walked over to the group and cast his eyes over each
member, his expression blank and neutral. Then he brought his gaze
back to Ethan, smiled widely, and strode forwards, embracing him
forcefully.

“Ethan, it’s
good to see you again.”

“Toldar, you
too,” replied Ethan, grinning. “How’s the mill
running lately?”

“As creaky as
ever, as you can well hear. And who’s this with you?”

Ethan cast an arm
over his companions. “These are my friends, Luanna and Stumpy.
I’m afraid we don’t know the name of our fourth member
here, seeing as she gave us some trouble last night, hence the rope.
But she’ll be no concern for the hill, I assure you.”

Toldar glanced over
at Yan. “No, I don’t believe she will.”

“We were
hoping we could stay here for the night,” continued Ethan,
bringing the bearded Toldar’s attention back to him.

Luanna noticed
people coming out of their homes, joining the group of children
watching and listening intently.

“Of course,”
said Toldar, smiling again. “You’re always welcome here
Ethan, and your friends, too. Luanna, Stumpy, may I officially
welcome you to our little community of Crinkle Hill. We like to keep
ourselves to ourselves, but we’re always happy to accommodate
friendly folk. As for you, miss,” said Toldar, turning his head
back to Yan, “we find here that a name and a good story are
worth more than the jewels of the Basawaith. So if you’d like
to divulge either one, you’ll find many attentive ears. If not,
then so be it.”

“Thank you,”
said Luanna.

Yan presented him
with a small, gracious nod in reply, but kept her mouth closed.

“Come on then,
Sandra has some food cooking now, there’ll be plenty to go
around. Your horses look exhausted. Teo, can you lead them to the
stables? They’ll be fine there for the night, Ethan.”

Another man,
presumably Teo, approached and took the reins of the two horses.
Ethan smiled warmly at him.

“As always,
Toldar, your hospitality is beyond exceptional.”

“Let’s
hope you have a new tale for us to match it, then,” replied
Toldar, turning towards the collection of benches a few feet away.
“You appear to have quite a crowd already.”

Ethan quickly
scanned around, observing the sea of expectant faces. All of the
children remembered him from his previous visits, and knew he could
tell a good story.

“Have you
heard the one about the flagulla?” said Ethan, following Toldar
to the benches, the rest of his group following along behind.

“What’s
a flagulla?” said young Tolen, hurrying to keep pace with the
adults.

“A giant,
disgusting creature, shaped like a snake,” said Ethan
mischievously, crouching to talk to the boy. “It wriggles and
slithers along the ground, faster than you or I can run, and swallows
cattle whole.”

“Ewww,”
sneered Tolen, in chorus with a couple of other children.

Luanna smiled at
their exaggerated reaction. Toldar indicated for them all to sit. The
group of children swarmed around them, waiting impatiently for Ethan
to continue. Some other adults came out and joined them.

“So, one day…”
started Ethan, ensuring he had everyone’s full attention.

Toldar smiled and
nodded at him. Young Tolen was staring, his eyes wide, his expression
one of hunger for the story.

“One day, I
was travelling along the eastern side of the Spikes. Do you know the
Spikes? A great mountain range, stretching for hundreds of miles, too
rough and dangerous to cross except at the grand city of Garatheep to
the south or the waterside town of Lake’s Edge to the north. I
was following a trail to the legendary long-lost treasure of
Cloutaine, who was a famous pirate many, many years ago. Rumour had
it that he hid his collection of gold and jewels in a cave somewhere
under the Spikes, and I was determined to find it. But little did I
know that a mage was also looking for it.”


“A mage!”
exclaimed Tolen.

“Magic!”
shouted another child.

“A very stupid
mage,” said Ethan. “So here I was, exploring the eastern
side of the Spikes. After days and weeks of searching, I eventually
found the cave, exactly as it had been described to me. Imagine how
excited and thrilled I was to be so close to Cloutaine’s
treasure!”

Several of the
children giggled and squealed with delight.

“I crept into
this cave, and it was dark, terrifyingly dark. I had to hold my hands
against the wall just to feel for where I was going. And as I slowly
walked deeper and deeper into this cave, I heard a slithering sound
in the distance, getting closer to me with every passing second.”

“The
flagulla!” shouted Tolen.

Ethan nodded at the
boy solemnly. “That’s right. It was the most creepy,
sinister, evil sound I’d ever heard, its body slithering
through the mud and earth, its long stomach gurgling loudly. I could
hear that it was terribly hungry, and I was its best chance for a
large meal. Now, the problem with being eaten by a flagulla, or so
I’d heard, was that it doesn’t do it fast, putting you
out of your misery quickly. Instead it swallows you whole, letting
you be devoured inch by inch, slowly being digested over long,
agonisingly painful days. Let me tell you, I did not particularly
want to suffer this fate.”

“It sounds
horrible!” exclaimed the girl who had been staring at Stumpy’s
axe as they rode in.

“It does,”
agreed Stumpy.

Ethan smiled
curiously at his captor.

“Freya, shhh,”
snapped Tolen.

The girl stuck her
tongue out at him as Ethan continued.

“My heart was
beating heavily in my chest, thudding like this.”

Ethan beat his chest
rapidly with the palm of his hand as a demonstration.

“Up ahead, I
could see light coming from some mushrooms – a thankful and
somewhat strange inhabitant of many caves in these lands – and
so I headed towards them. All the while the slithering noise was
getting louder. More frightening. As if it might erupt out of the
very ground underneath my feet or from the wall of the cave to the
side. And then, suddenly, it was there in front of me. This
disgusting, wriggly, snake-like monstrosity, at least twenty feet
long. I could tell it was staring at me, even though it had no eyes –
it doesn’t need eyes when it lives in the dark – and it
had a mouth open so wide that I could almost simply walk inside it.”

At this moment
Toldar’s wife, Sandra, came out carrying a tray with bowls,
which she placed on the table the party were sitting at. Ethan gave
her a large, welcoming smile. Sandra returned it with one of her own.

“What happened
next?” demanded Tolen, impatient from the interruption.

“Well, there I
was,” continued Ethan, “standing in front of the
flagulla, thinking that this was my end. I saw the vile creature
tense its body, ready to strike at me, to swallow me whole. That was
when I heard another noise behind me, that of the mage. He’d
followed me inside the cave but at a distance, and inadvertently or
not, he almost certainly saved my life in that moment. I saw the air
shimmer and shake as he unleashed a thunderous cracking spell at the
flagulla, stunning the creature. Then he came over to me, looking at
me with a wickedly sly grin, as if he’d won. And he had, let me
tell you now. I was at his mercy, this mage that I had never seen
before.”

“Did he hurt
you?” asked Tolen hurriedly.

“He tried. He
cast another spell as I tried to dodge out of the way, and it knocked
me to my feet. As he stood over me, his hands up in the air ready to
cast another spell to finish me off, the flagulla – lying
paralysed behind him, or so he thought – had managed to shake
off the spell’s effect, and lunged at him. The magic that he
was preparing for me came apart inside his own body. I tell you now,
I have never seen anything like this before, and I doubt that I ever
will again. In front of my very own eyes, he transformed himself into
a diamond ring, just as he disappeared inside the flagulla’s
giant mouth. I have no doubt that he intended to transform me
instead, perhaps keeping me as a memento of his adventure, but it
backfired rather horribly for him, and rather fortunately for me.”

“And the
flagulla?” said another boy excitedly, next to Tolen.

“I think it
was as surprised as I was, expecting a tasty human meal, but having
to settle for a piece of indigestible diamond. As for me, I ran out
of there as quickly as I could, anticipating the same fate as the
mage at any moment. Thankfully, it never came. I left the cave
without Cloutaine’s treasure, but with something much more
precious. My own life.”

“Wow, a
flagulla,” said Tolen. “I think I could have defeated
it.”

He started chopping
the air, an intense frown on his face. The adults chuckled and
laughed at him.

“I think the
flagulla might just run away from you in terror,” said Toldar.
“Come on now, let’s give Ethan and his friends here some
space to eat. Tolen, go help your mother finish up.”

“Yes, da,”
he said, and headed towards his cottage, still chopping the air.

The rest of the
children abandoned the group in search of new excitement, and the
adults for their own homes and their own meals, leaving Ethan,
Luanna, Stumpy, Yan, and Toldar seated around the table. Some people
returned to sit at the other tables. The ambience was one of a
peaceful, playful community, a community with no real worries in the
world.

“It’s
good to have you here again, Ethan,” said Toldar. “The
children like your stories, as do I. They provide some good
imagination and inspiration for their games.”

“I’m
always happy to share a tale for a bed and a full stomach,”
replied Ethan, grinning.

“And you?”
said Toldar, turning away from Ethan. “Luanna and…
Stumpy, was it? How do you know this rascal here?”

Stumpy smiled and
leaned back, allowing Luanna to take the lead. Luanna was momentarily
taken aback, unsure of whether to tell the truth or commit to an
enormous lie. The friendliness of Toldar and Crinkle Hill had come as
a massive surprise to her. Never in any of the villages or towns she
had visited before, including those within the famously peaceful
Erdantia, had she come close to matching the warmth felt here.

“We’re–”
began Luanna, but Ethan cut in quickly.

“We met in
Garatheep, over a few pints of ale. Turns out we were all due to
leave for Erdantia in the morning, so we decided to stick together.
Felt like taking the scenic route, too, sailing slowly down the
Dragoove.”

“Huh,”
said Toldar. He eyed up the axe protruding out from either side of
Stumpy’s slim figure. “Expected a lot of trouble, did
you?”

“Trouble
always seems to find me,” replied Stumpy, smiling slyly at him.

“Thank you
very much for allowing us to stay here,” said Luanna.

Between Ethan’s
lies over being their prisoner and Stumpy actually having emotions
other than sarcasm and anger, her mind was lost to a confused haze.
And there was still the matter of the other woman, sitting beside
Stumpy with her hands tied. A far more worrisome prisoner than Ethan.

“As I said,
Luanna, you’re welcome here. I was just curious as to your
group. We don’t keep many secrets in our little village, not
between friends. But if you’re not comfortable sharing, that’s
okay. Ethan here can seemingly share for the four of you, at least.”

Ethan beamed at him.
Luanna looked at Ethan strangely, wondering if he caught what she
thought was a subtle, sinister undertone to Toldar’s words. At
that moment, little Tolen came running out.

“Da! Da! Can
Ethan come play with us?”

“Your mother
let you leave?”

“Yes, da!”

“Very well
then, if our man here has the energy to keep up with you, of course.”

“I’m
sure I could expend a little more for this young terror,” said
Ethan, grinning at Tolen.

Tolen squealed in
delight and grabbed Ethan’s hand, hurrying him up and away from
the table to the group of children. Luanna watched Ethan be dragged
away with a smile on her face.

The table sat in
relative silence for a short while, everyone but Luanna concentrating
on their meal, the king’s advisor gazing idly at the man she
had as good as sentenced to death. The children were trying to teach
him a game which seemed to consist of closing his eyes, spinning him
around on the spot, and then excitedly dancing around him while he
attempted to grab them. They were all laughing and giggling as his
arms swung about wildly and clumsily.

“He’s a
good man,” said Toldar, seeing Luanna watch him and the
children playing.

“He is,”
agreed Luanna.

“And he can
spin a good story, too. Though I’m not sure how much of it I
believe.”

Luanna turned to
face Toldar, unsure whether the man was speaking of the tale with the
flagulla or the lie of their meeting in Garatheep. She decided to
play dumb.

“A mage
polymorphing himself into a diamond ring? It’s unlikely, but
possible.”

“Polymorphing?”

“Transforming.
To change something magically.”

“Ah, I see.
Are you familiar with magic, to know words like that?”

“A little,”
conceded Luanna. “Certainly not as much as Ethan’s mage.”

“And you,
Stumpy?” asked Toldar, raising his voice slightly.

“Nah,”
replied Stumpy. “I don’t have the patience for studyin’
books all day. Besides, swingin’ me axe seems to solve most
problems, I find.”

“Indeed? Well,
axes don’t solve many problems in our village, and magic is
beyond our understanding. But we survive anyway. It’s a good
life here.”

“It seems so,”
said Luanna. “How do you manage to survive here? There’s
not much else in the Wolpers that can.”

“Hard work and
perseverance,” replied Toldar. “That’s all. Nothing
fancy.”

“And the
windmill?”

“It helps
somewhat, yes. But the real truth is that we simply find the creaking
a pleasing and familiar noise. If anyone ever has to head to
Lowchance or elsewhere for something, they miss the sound of home
more quickly than they realise.”

“There’s
the same thing in Ne’ercolm,” offered Stumpy. “The
sounds of all the different species talkin’ in their languages,
creatin’ somethin’ ya can’t hear anywhere else.”

“You’re
from Ne’ercolm?” said Toldar, surprised.

Luanna caught Yan
tilting her head in surprise, too.

“Yeah. Never
thought I’d miss it, but sometimes I open me eyes an’
somethin’ feels wrong. Like I should be hearin’ tallans,
porpskas, even the croak of karatids. Here, it’s just human,
human, human. It gets old, ya know?”

Toldar blinked,
staring bluntly for a couple of seconds. Luanna suspected he’d
never even heard of some of those species, let alone imagine them all
mingling together in one city. She was curious too, having never been
to the famous interspecies city of the east.

“I can’t
say I know exactly as you feel there, Stumpy, but I would appreciate
hearing some more about it. Karatids, I’ve heard of. Small,
lizard-like folk, right? But tallans? Porpskas?”

“Ah, there’s
more’un that, too. A lot of creatures don’t venture west,
on account of most humans not bein’ too appreciative of things
that ain’t like them. They’re the worst thing to happen
to these lands, or so I usually find.”

“Humans? You
don’t seem to include yourself as one of us.”

“Nah, I try
not to, don’t really feel like I fit in most of the time. It’s
different here, though. This is a good place.”

“I appreciate
that, Stumpy. Where are you from, Luanna?”

“Westhook.”

“Ah yes, the
city on the coast. Half of it on a cliff, yes? We see a few people
from there passing by on the road to Lowchance, usually poor fellows
trying to escape, what did they call it? The slums? And the mages, of
course, always sticking their noses in, performing their research. As
if the Wolpers will let them have anything.”

“Luanna is
from one of the noble families,” said Stumpy, winking at her as
she spoke. “Sips wine from a silver goblet an’
everythin’.”

“Is that
right?”

“No,”
said Luanna firmly, her eyes narrowing sharply. “Although my
family has enough money to live relatively comfortably, we are in no
way noble.”

The conversation
immediately died for a moment. Stumpy remained smirking at Luanna.
Toldar looked awkwardly back and forth between them.

“Anyway,”
said Luanna, turning to Toldar. “What do you mean by the
Wolpers won’t let the mages have anything?”

“The mages
seem to always forget one important thing, despite all their books
and intelligence. They poke about with the magic here, but they
forget about the land itself. It’s alive, a living entity. We
figured that out a long time ago, how else could we make a home here?
But those mages, they’ll never understand. They look at it the
wrong way.”

“How so?”
asked Luanna, genuinely intrigued.

Everyone knew the
curse of the Wolpers, it was why there were only a couple of roads
running through it, which people never deviated from, at least not
more than once.

“How can I put
it?” Toldar withdrew within himself for a moment, thinking.
“It’s like a body. You have a heart, a brain, and lots of
other squidgy bits and pieces all tucked away in there. Each bit on
its own can’t survive, they’re just parts of a greater
whole. A living, breathing body. That’s how mages look at it.
They see the individual pieces of the land, but not the whole. It’s
only once you take a step back, see it for what it really is, that
you can understand. That’s what our ancestors learnt when they
first settled on the hill. It’s how they negotiated with the
land, each allowing the other to survive.”

Luanna was confused,
not comprehending. “You mean, the land really is alive?”

“Yes.”

“The land
feeds off of the people’s energy on the hill,” said Yan,
surprising everyone. All snapped their heads towards her. “And
in return, it protects you, here. It’s how the village can
survive.”

“She may have
her hands tied, but her brain is running free,” said Toldar,
nodding slowly with a smile on his face.

“That’s
the only part of her that will be runnin’,” stated
Stumpy.

Toldar gave Stumpy a
curious look, then focused back on Yan. “Care to share anything
else, now that you’re talking, miss? A name at least. I assume
you have one?”

Yan stared deeply
into his eyes. “Yan,” she announced.

“Ah? Well,
it’s good to finally hear your voice, Yan.”

Luanna and Stumpy
flashed each other a glance, confirming that neither of them had
heard of her before. Toldar looked around and let out a sigh. He
shouted over to Tolen and the rest of the children, still giggling
and playing with Ethan.

“Ethan! Come
finish your meal, it’s getting cold. Tolen, let the man eat!”

The children let out
a collective groan. Ethan jogged over, looking exhausted but happy.
“I think I’m getting old,” he said.

“You’re
only as old as you feel,” laughed Toldar.

“And I feel
like I’m a hundred, not the young man of twenty-eight that I
thought I was,” countered Ethan. He sat down and gratefully
resumed eating.

Toldar grinned at
him, then announced to the table, “Well, I’ll leave you
to the rest of your food. Do you want any more? No? Okay.”

Seeing a chorus of
shaking heads, he departed, leaving the four of them to themselves.

“So, did
anything exciting happen while I was getting mauled?” asked
Ethan, slurping some soup.

“Our friend
here is called Yan,” said Luanna.

Yan didn’t
respond, keeping her gaze away from the rest of the group.

“Yeah? Was
there anything else? For example, why she tried to kidnap me?”

“I’m
afraid not.”

“Damn.”

“Oh, and the
land here is alive, and apparently feeding off of us.”

Ethan looked around
hurriedly with a worried look on his face, then stopped and shrugged.
“I’ve heard stranger things,” he said, and resumed
eating.

-

The group spent the rest
of the evening sitting around, chatting to various other members of
the community of Crinkle Hill. The children eventually settled down
and listened to the adults tell stories. Tolen made Ethan describe
the flagulla in more detail, absorbing his words with an intense look
of concentration.

It was clear to
Luanna that Ethan had made a huge impression on the young boy, that
Tolen even perhaps saw Ethan as a kind of hero. He was well liked by
all of the children and it made Luanna smile to see him play with
them, or for him to animatedly share his adventures, each child
losing themselves to the story as he spoke.

As the night grew
darker, people started retiring to their homes. The party was shown
to a room containing enough beds for each of them, attached to the
side of one of the cottages. Luanna and Stumpy agreed to take turns
keeping watch over their two prisoners, although Luanna felt Ethan
would no longer attempt to run away, leaving Yan as their main
concern. They decided to keep her hands tied together, Luanna
foregoing using the bind charm she had placed upon Ethan during their
first visit to Relioc. Keeping the charm active required a level of
concentration she didn’t want to expend – she felt like
she had only just managed to fully recover from her ordeal in
Garatheep – and it wouldn’t hold while she slept anyway.
That left placing her on one of the beds with a back frame and tying
her hands to it. It didn’t look particularly comfortable, but
it was the woman’s own fault, Luanna thought. She had attempted
to divulge more information from Yan once again during the evening
but to no avail, and so she hadn’t felt overly concerned with
the woman’s comfort.

Luanna took the
first watch. Ethan drifted off to sleep first, barely collapsing onto
the thin mattress before losing himself to his dreams. Yan had her
eyes closed, but it was impossible to tell if she was actually
sleeping or not. Like Stumpy, she was a difficult woman to read.
Stumpy herself was lying on her side, her face away from view. Luanna
watched her for a while, the gangly woman with shockingly bright
blonde hair who had been her companion for almost a week now. She was
the complete opposite of Luanna, her world-view simple and
uncluttered, everything solved with violence or blunt words. There
was no subtlety to her whatsoever. In a way it was admirable, she
thought. Her past, other than growing up in Ne’ercolm as an
orphan, was still a complete mystery to all. For someone so young to
be so obviously skilled was a curiosity which Luanna wanted to
unravel.

Ethan was a
different matter entirely. Ever since opening up to her on the ship,
her doubts over whether she was doing the right thing had been
growing. The more time she spent with him, the more she found herself
less and less able to justify sacrificing him for the lives of
others, regardless of how many others that might include. One
innocent life to save many. Stumpy had made the situation sound so
simple, and in a way, she was right. Ethan was a grown man, it was
his responsibility to look after himself, and no one else’s.
But she was forcing him to go. That was simple, too. He had no choice
in his fate.

Luanna let her mind
wander aimlessly, lost in herself, to be stirred back to full
consciousness by Stumpy some hours later. Stumpy gave her a quizzical
look, then sat upright and pulled a small book out of her satchel.
Luanna spread her body out on the bed and allowed her thoughts to
swirl until sleep eventually claimed her.

- - -

The corruption has
spread, far further and more deeply than I realised before. I can
feel it here, decaying the energy, breaking the equilibrium. The
pestilence requires cleansing.

I have almost
arrived. I am almost ready to restore the balance.

My flames will
wipe away the disease. I shall stand in its remains, surrounded by
fire.

- - -

The next morning went
quickly for Luanna. After a delicious breakfast of fruits and
vegetables – the most satisfying food she’d eaten in days
– the group left Crinkle Hill to continue on their way to
Relioc Tower.

As Luanna had
expected, Ethan had had an emotional goodbye with Tolen and the rest
of the children, who despite being used to occasional travellers
staying with them, refused Ethan an easy exit. Toldar had embraced
Ethan, and given both Luanna and Stumpy a handshake, saying that they
were welcome back to the hill at any time. To Yan he had given a firm
nod. Their quiet prisoner had not tried to escape during the night,
or at least, Stumpy had not reported any incidents from her time
keeping watch.

The day’s ride
was uneventful, save for a wagon passing them on its way to Lowchance
around midday. At Luanna’s suggestion, they had dismounted at
the side of the road and waited cautiously for the wagon to pass by.
Two burly, rough-looking men were leading the wagon, their beady eyes
kept locked on the group in case of trouble. Clearly, no one
travelling this road did so without both security and a wary mindset.

At nightfall, they
made camp, having turned onto the larger, more used road running
between the Great Landway and Brumberly Bottom a few hours earlier.
Stumpy was preparing a small fire for light and cooking, using a tiny
saucepan from her satchel. Luanna wondered momentarily just how much
she stored in her seemingly bottomless bag.

“Woah, woah,
what are you doing to those poor vegetables?” asked Ethan,
spotting Stumpy casually throw in some of the supplies which Toldar
had graciously given them as a leaving present.

“What ya on
about now?” said Stumpy, looking up with a frown.

“You’re
just going to cook them like that?”

“Yeah, an’
what?”

“Can I offer a
suggestion?”

“No.”

“It’ll
turn a necessary meal into a wholesome one,” said Ethan
encouragingly.

Luanna watched him
with a smile on her face. Ethan and Luanna had both come to terms
with Stumpy’s blunt independence, and now looked beyond it.

“I promise,”
he added, smiling at Stumpy as she bent down awkwardly over the pan.
He fished around in his pocket and brought out a small pouch, holding
it up triumphantly over his head.

“Wassat,
then?” said Stumpy.

“Something
Toldar snuck into my pocket as we were leaving. I don’t think
he trusted you culinary heathens to appreciate its use, so he gave it
to me.”

“Oh yeah? An’
what else did he give ya? ‘Cause if there’s a knife or
anythin’ like that, I ain’t gonna be happy with ya.”

“No, no,”
said Ethan quickly, holding his hands out in front of him. “It
was just this. It’s a spice, unique to the hill, I think.
Something to give the flavour a bit of a jolt.”

Stumpy eyed the
pouch suspiciously.

“It’s
pretty clear you’re the expert when it comes to fighting,”
said Ethan, causing Stumpy to snort. “But I think your cooking
skills may require some work.”

“What’s
wrong with me cookin’?” asked Stumpy.

Luanna noticed she
was genuinely intrigued, as if the idea of her not being an expert at
anything was a complete surprise.

“It does the
job of keeping us full, which is obviously the main thing. But, well,
food is so much more than simple nutrition. It’s not like a
battle, where the only goal is to defeat your opponent. It’s
more like a dance, all the pieces weaving together to create a final
product greater than any individual moment.”

“Ya an idiot,”
replied Stumpy, bluntly.

“Ah, but one
with taste buds.”

Stumpy sighed
wearily while Luanna suppressed a laugh. It was good to see what she
was realising was the real Ethan, a man with a natural playfulness
and likeability. Although, she thought, whether Stumpy would ever see
him as anything but an idiot was doubtful.

“Go on then,
do ya stupid dance, or whatever it is. Just hurry up, I’m
hungry.”

Ethan took over,
tipping some of the contents of his pouch into the pan while he
cooked. Stumpy resigned herself to staring out into the growing
darkness, occasionally glancing over at Ethan. Some fifteen minutes
later he announced that the food was ready. Ethan watched eagerly as
Stumpy took a bite.

“Well?”
he said, after Stumpy failed to say anything.

“What?”

“It’s
good, yes?”

“It’s
food, ya moron. Just shut up an’ eat.”

Ethan grinned at
her, taking her words as a compliment. Luanna guessed that if Stumpy
thought it was worse, she would have gloated about it.

She took a mouthful
herself, savouring the added flavour. It was similar to their
breakfast, sending a warm feeling of satisfaction flowing throughout
her. Whatever the spice was, it was an extremely worthwhile addition.

The four of them sat
eating in silence for a few minutes.

“I think I
remember this place,” said Ethan, looking around. He seemed to
suddenly tense up.

“You do?”
asked Luanna. “From the last time you was at Crinkle Hill?”

“No,”
said Ethan. “From when I switched captor. When kivvers turned
into Stumpy.”

Everyone was quiet
for a moment. Luanna realised she was holding her breath. She also
noticed Yan perking her head up, listening intently.


“Yeah,” said Stumpy. “An’ you can remember
that ‘cause I let ya walk without ya blindfold on.”

“It was
certainly an improvement,” said Ethan, somewhat sarcastically.

“Ya welcome,”
replied Stumpy, seemingly oblivious to it.

More silence filled
the space between the four of them as they sat on the dry grass.

“You’re
actually going to see Vrastor?” asked Yan.

As before, all heads
swivelled to peer at the woman. Ethan stared at her for a second,
then dropped his head dejectedly.

“Yes,”
said Luanna. “Do you know about him?”

Yan regarded Luanna.
“I do.”

“And?”

“I know that
he’s a murderer. I know that he walked into Relioc Keep many
years ago, and that no one came out afterwards. And I also know that
he’s never paid for his actions.”

“So you’re
aware of his story. Most people around here are.”

“Not like me.”
Yan’s face took on a hard edge.

Stumpy let out a
laugh. “Oh, is it story time with the mystery woman now? I bet
three coppers that she mentions her long an’ difficult
upbringin’.”

Yan ignored her,
continuing to stare into Luanna’s eyes. “Whatever it is
between you three and Vrastor, I want to join you.”

Off to the side,
Stumpy snorted again.

“What do you
mean, people don’t know him like you do? Have you dealt with
him before?” said Luanna.

“Not
directly.”

“Then what?”

Yan let her stare
hold for a moment longer, then sat back and moved her gaze downwards.
Luanna felt an honest answer coming, and decided to analyse the
woman’s words. She focused her mind, let it reach into Yan’s.

Abruptly, she hit a
block, but one different to Stumpy’s. It was a standard magical
protection, used by the wealthy and powerful, and one she’d
come across before. It caused a stumble, but it would not be enough
to keep her out.

Concentrating more
intensely, she pushed herself past it and found Yan’s mind. If
Yan detected Luanna’s intrusion, she didn’t show it. The
woman’s next words were spoken truthfully.

“That night
when Vrastor came into the keep, it was under the command of a man
named Adan Jorian. He was the one who managed to get a message out as
Vrastor unleashed his magic upon the keep’s inhabitants. Adan
Jorian was also my grandfather.”

Ethan jerked his
head up. “Your grandfather? Then it’s revenge you want,
right? You want to kill him? Kill Vrastor?”

“Yes.”

Ethan started
laughing, a real, uncontrollable laugh, emanating from deep within
his belly. He bent forwards, holding his stomach as it overwhelmed
him. All three women watched him. Luanna smiled curiously as the
infectious laughter spread to her. Yan wore a quizzical look on her
face. Stumpy merely frowned, no doubt thinking him an idiot once
again.

“Yan,”
spluttered Ethan, eventually managing to get his laughter under
control. “You are my new favourite person.” Seeing her
confusion, he continued. “He’s going to kill me. I don’t
know how exactly, but I’m sure that when I go into Relioc, I
won’t come out again. If you could kill him for me, that would
be… appreciated, to say the least.”

“Why is he
going to kill you?”

“I wish I
knew.”

“To save the
world, apparently,” interjected Luanna. “That’s
what that little girl told us.”

“Little girl?”

“Some agent of
Vrastor’s. She possessed the minds of a group of royal guards –
effortlessly, I might add – and caused them to brutally cut
each other down.”

“Yeah, an’
then I cut her down, that little bitch,” said Stumpy, as blunt
and straightforward as always.

Luanna thought she
detected a hint of pride shining through her deadpan words.

“For which,
I’ve never thanked you,” said Ethan, surprising both of
his captors.

Hearing this caused
something to break inside Luanna. It was her fault, and her fault
alone, that he had been at the tower. If she hadn’t taken him,
he would’ve gone to Castle Drumond with Stumpy and faced
Malchour. And now it was her fault that he was going back to the
tower again. Other factors were in play, of course, but ultimately it
was her decision to force him into Relioc. Every time she thought
about it, realising her part in Ethan’s fate all over again,
her soul was crushed a little bit further.

“So Vrastor
has people working for him?” asked Yan.

“I have no
idea what that little girl truly was, but I suspect she was something
unnatural,” replied Luanna. “To have such power at such a
young age is, frankly, impossible. Although with Vrastor, I guess we
can’t necessarily rule anything out. Relioc Tower is proof
enough of his control over magic, and I doubt that it’s the
only magic he’s performing. Hell, he should be long dead
already, taking over Relioc as an old man all those years ago, but no
one really believes he’s gone.”

“I believe
he’s alive,” stated Yan.

“As do I,”
agreed Luanna. “When we left there some days ago, I think I saw
him peering at us out of some window of that tower.”

More silence settled
over the group.

Ethan broke it,
speaking quietly. “I’m going to enter the tower.”

Luanna couldn’t
bring herself to look up into his face.

“For the
protection of Erdantia, or whatever, really,” he continued, “I
think it’s my fate to go there. Why else would I have dreamt of
it as a child?”

“You don’t
know that for sure–” started Luanna, but Ethan
interrupted her.

“I do know.
I’ve tried to run away, but whatever happens, I keep getting
pulled back. I think it might be why I left my home so early, why I’m
always on the move. Some part of me, deep down, knew to run.”

“That’s
bullshit,” said Stumpy. “There’s no such thing as
fate. The world is shit, people are shit, an’ bad stuff don’t
always need a reason to happen.”

“I’m not
so sure,” said Yan, speaking up. “Of all the jobs, I was
given one to take the man wanted by the murderer of my grandfather.”

“There’s
a lot of people who’s lost grandfathers to that night, I
reckon,” countered Stumpy.

“Who hired
you, Yan?” asked Luanna.

Yan looked at her,
then lowered her head, not replying. Wheels turned in Luanna’s
head, churning and grinding against each other. In some dark corner
of her mind, a light flickered.

“Elliana
Fairen,” she said.

Yan snapped her head
back up. It was all the confirmation Luanna required.

“I don’t
know how I didn’t think of it before, but it’s obvious
now. Malchour knows Ethan is on the run, and sends word out for his
capture. He’d ask Elliana, probably the only family in
Garatheep he could hope to trust, on the off-chance that Ethan went
there. As he did. And then, you.”

Slowly, Yan nodded
her head.

“Then we’re
on the same side here, Yan,” continued Luanna. “Your
employer is acting on behalf of my king.”

“Ya mean, this
small nuisance here was chasin’ the idiot to get him to the
same place we’re takin’ him now?”

Yan narrowed her
eyes at Stumpy, clearly not fond of being written off in such a
manner. “It would make sense,” she said slowly, as though
she didn’t want to admit it.

Ethan let out a
joyless laugh. “Well, that’s just brilliant,” he
said, falling backwards to stretch out fully on the grass. “Can
I wake up from this nightmare now, please? Normally, when I dream of
three women, they’re not all conspiring against me.”

“How far are
we from Relioc?” asked Yan.

Luanna turned her
head away from Ethan who was now sprawled out on the ground. “Another
couple of days, I think?” She looked to Stumpy for
confirmation.

“Yeah. I
reckon we’ll be at that stupid arch the mornin’ after
next.”

“Hero’s
Arch,” corrected Luanna.

“Yeah, that.”

Yan looked between
the two women. “And then, when you arrive at Relioc? What
happens?”

Luanna glanced at
Ethan quickly. “And then, Ethan goes in.”

She heard him give a
deep sigh as he closed his eyes, trying to shut himself out from the
world around him.

- - -

Malchour was hunched
over the desk in his office, where he had spent the vast majority of
his time over the last week.

Various remains of
leftover meals decorated the scattered papers and documents. The room
smelt of stale sweat, the king not allowing the castle’s
interchangeable maids in to clean it. Although he spent more time in
here now than ever before, he received fewer visitors. The daily
matters of the kingdom – resolving disputes, settling trade
disagreements, displaying a kingly care for his lands and subjects –
were handled with much less attention than usual, if at all. He had
barely seen his son, Darvel, ever since the prince had slinked back
from his foolish attempt to confront Vrastor. Bylanx, his advisor and
quite possibly the only person he considered a true friend, had been
denied an audience several times. A single report from Felin stating
that his attempts to find the traitorous spy were unsuccessful only
made matters worse. There had been no word from Luanna, Elliana, or
Arcanium. King Malchour was cracking apart, piece by piece, and was
taking his castle and his kingdom with him.

He jerked his head
up at a rapid knocking upon his door.

“Yes?”
he barked, angry at being disturbed.

The door was thrown
open with a wild urgency.

“Sire!”
exclaimed Sergeant Lew. “There’s mages out in the
courtyard! They just appeared, out of nowhere. They’re
requesting to see you!”

Malchour felt a wave
of relief wash over him, for the first time in a long time. Finally,
Arcanium answers.

“I will see
them in the throne room,” the king stated, the sergeant
bouncing anxiously for an order.

Lew nodded
gratefully and closed the door. Malchour heard the barked shouts as
his command was relayed to another guardsman, one who was not
expected to remain by the king’s side at all times.

Malchour felt his
heart rate increase as the enormity of the situation somehow became
more real now that Arcanium was involved. He hurriedly patted himself
down, trying to restore some sense of royalty to his haggard
appearance.

A minute later he
pulled open his office doors.

“Sire,”
acknowledged Sergeant Lew.

The other guard
posted at the door, Sergeant Minnoc, lowered his head reverently.
Malchour swept past them, marching heavily down the corridor, the two
guardsmen keeping themselves close behind.

-

The king arrived at the
far end of the throne room to find the three mages already gathered
by the foot of the throne. He stopped as he reached them, nodding to
each of them in turn.

“Thank you for
coming,” he said, then strode past them to climb up and sit
down.

The throne was
carved out of white stone and adorned with simple decorations –
a reflection of the supposed close connection between a king and his
subjects. A sheet – coloured in the dark blue of Erdantia, with
gold trimming along each edge – was draped over the top of it,
covering the centre of the back and the seat, running down to the
floor. The throne room itself was decorated similarly to Malchour’s
office, Erdantian banners hanging down at evenly-spaced points along
each of the walls to the side. There was space for a hundred people
or more to stand, although it had not reached anywhere near that
capacity since the day of Wendi’s public funeral.

Malchour leaned over
and whispered to a guard to fetch Bylanx and Felin. He cursed
silently for Luanna not being here. She would have been a useful
asset for this meeting, he thought, thinking of how Luanna
herself had studied at Arcanium.

The three mages
stood in a line, shoulder to shoulder, facing the king. Malchour
didn’t recognise any of them, although that came as no
surprise, seeing as how little contact he usually had with the
college. The figure in the centre was as stereotypically mage-like as
they came: old, wearing long, straggly, grey hair with a long, grey
beard to match, and clutching a wooden staff. The man to his left was
much younger, approaching middle age, a thin, fiery red beard
complementing his short hair. The third mage, a woman, looked to be
the average of their ages, her long, still-dark hair streaked with
lines of bright silver. She immediately put Malchour in mind of
Luanna again – the female mage standing before him had a
piercing stare, deep and intense enough to rival that of his youngest
advisor.

“I see you
received my message,” stated Malchour.

“Yes,”
replied the mage in the centre, the eldest of the three. He took a
single step forward. “Archmage Blackstaff has requested that we
help investigate. I am Torwald Wolfhowl. This is Ullmor Marke and
Cilentrae Skysword. We are all members of the Arcanium Inner Circle.”

Cilentrae gave a
short bow, keeping her eyes locked onto Malchour’s. Ullmor
merely stood firm, unmoving. Malchour nodded back at them both. He
didn’t know a great deal about the Arcanium staff hierarchy,
but presumed that the Inner Circle title meant that these mages in
front of him were powerful. The only thing he did know, thanks to
Luanna, was the reason for their ridiculous surnames. Upon graduating
from the eighth level – something called an Archgrad, Luanna
had said – they were allowed to officially change their name to
reflect some personal detail. Skysword was a fairly obvious one, the
woman most likely adept at physical magic. Wolfhowl was a mystery. As
for Marke, well, a member of the noble family of Garatheep would have
to fall a long way before dropping a name of that calibre.

“Vrastor has
contacted you directly?” continued Torwald.

“Not exactly,”
replied Malchour. “We have only dealt with an accomplice of
his, a young girl. The old man himself has neither been seen nor
heard from.”

The two older mages
glanced at each other quickly.

“This would be
the same girl that your father reported meeting, when Vrastor first
took over Relioc?”

“I…
hmm… I had not thought of that,” Malchour said,
realising how stupid it made him sound.

The only official
meeting between tower and castle had come several years after
Vrastor’s possession – the newly formed tower within
Relioc Keep having reached the end of its majestic growth through the
clouds – when a girl had arrived at the castle with a summons
for King Todek. Todek had accepted and ridden to the tower. The
meeting between king and mage was short and blunt, forming a single,
simple deal: Todek would allow no one to approach the walls of the
keep, while Vrastor would not extend his obvious power beyond them.

“I can have my
men who spoke to her come here, if you wish to have her details
described to you.”

“That would be
wise,” said Cilentrae, speaking up. Her voice was soft yet
radiated an aura of strength, as if she expected her words to be
nothing less than instantly and unquestioningly obeyed.

Malchour beckoned
the same guard to come to him again. “Fetch me Captain
Idr–damn! No. Lieutenant Tem and Sergeant Hugh. Quickly.”

“Is something
wrong, your majesty?” asked Cilentrae.

Malchour saw Felin
slide into a shadow at the side of the room. “No… well,
actually, yes. As I said in my letter, Vrastor has already caused the
deaths of some of my men.”

Out of the corner of
his eye he saw the guards stationed in the throne room suddenly look
around at each other, fear and surprise gripping them. The rumours
had spread after the bodies of the dead guardsmen had been returned,
but with no official word and only Idris, Tem, and the unconscious
Adan who had seen the carnage first-hand, the rumours had stayed as
just that. This was the first time he had publicly announced what had
happened, and it clearly tested the resolve of the nervous faces
around him.

“Of the ten
men who were affected by his power, only three came back alive,”
continued Malchour. “One is still unconscious, and another has
fled the kingdom in fear. It is fair to say that Vrastor’s
power is as real and dangerous as it was when he claimed Relioc for
himself, many years ago.”

“I am sorry
for the loss of your men,” said Cilentrae. She seemed to be
sincere.

“What is it
that you expect of Arcanium?” said Ullmor Marke. The man, as to
be expected from a member of the family with a hard, cold reputation,
spoke bluntly.

Malchour turned his
weary, sleep-deprived eyes towards the red-haired man. He knew of
Ullmor by reputation only, Elliana once claiming that the Marke
family were attempting to get their greedy fingers into every pie
they could. From what he knew, Ullmor was every bit as intense as his
older cousins Logan and Erika, which had manifested as a rapid rise
through Arcanium, as both student and professor.

“Vrastor’s
magic is too much for my kingdom. We…”

Malchour paused
momentarily. It was obvious to all what he was about to say, he had
even admitted it in his letter. But to speak the words out loud, in
front of these mages and his men, was far more difficult than he
expected.

“We… I…
am not strong enough to defend against him. If he strikes out,
Erdantia will lose.”

He slinked back on
his throne, looking and feeling thoroughly dejected. He glanced at
Ullmor’s face, expecting a sly grin or a smirk, but the man’s
face remained as immobile as a statue.

“Then it was a
good idea of yours to ask for assistance,” remarked Cilentrae.

“Indeed,”
agreed Torwald. “We have been keeping watch on Vrastor and his
tower for a long time now. While he was content to stay inside we
were content to leave him be, but this awakening is a clear threat to
us all. His power is too strong to disregard.”

Malchour shifted
awkwardly. For the mages of the Inner Circle of Arcanium to admit
Vrastor’s power was both a blessing and a curse. It made the
threat solidify further, becoming even more real, but yet, at least
he was no longer alone in the task of his kingdom’s defence. He
felt an abrupt moment of shame as the weight of responsibility lifted
from his shoulders, of knowing that this was his first true plight as
king of Erdantia, and the only thing he could do was to beg outsiders
for help.

“In your
message, you claimed that a man must be returned to Vrastor,”
Torwald continued.

“Yes,”
said Malchour. “I have someone out looking for him, but she has
not sent word for a few days now. A mage, actually, from Arcanium.”

“Ah? And who
might that be?”

“Luanna
deHansda.”

“Miss deHansda
is in your employment here?” asked Cilentrae. It was clear that
she possessed some familiarity with Luanna.

“She is one of
my personal advisors. I would trust no one more in the task of
retrieving Vrastor’s man.”

“She certainly
was a remarkable student,” said Cilentrae. “It was a
shame that she did not progress through to the end of her studies.”

Malchour waited for
her to continue, curious to know more – Luanna had not
mentioned that she had left Arcanium early.

“Anyway, that
matters little here,” the woman said, dismissing the subject.
“What is important is how much more time we have before Vrastor
does… something unwise.”

“Three days,
according to my messenger,” said Malchour. “Ah, here he
is now.”

Sergeant Hugh walked
in. Everyone turned to observe him. He looked thoroughly out of his
league with his king and the three mages assembled before him.

“I’m
sorry, sire,” said the guard who had summoned him. “No
one can find Lieutenant Tem. He appears to have left the castle.”

Malchour thumped the
side of his throne heavily. Hugh jumped.

“Send word
out,” snarled the king, a flame sparking in his eyes. “I
want him returned to the castle immediately.”

“Yes, sire,”
said the guard, trembling with sudden fear. He turned and hurriedly
departed.

“Sergeant,”
said Malchour, his voice now hard and dangerous. “These three
people are mages from Arcanium. They wish to know of the girl you met
at Relioc.”

“Y-yes, sire,”
stammered Hugh. He tried and failed to gaze into the faces of the
mages, instead letting his eyes droop to the floor. “She was
young, probably six or seven, I think. She had a very plain face and
tatty light-brown hair. But… but when she looked at me…”
Hugh gulped. “Her eyes were large, like deep, dark, bottomless
pits. It was as if she was looking inside me. It was strange
and, well, to speak bluntly, terrifying.”

Hugh glanced up,
expecting the faces to be staring at him as if he was crazy. None
were.

“My other
men,” said Malchour, causing Torwald and Ullmor to turn back to
him, Cilentrae keeping her gaze on Hugh, “said that they saw
the body of this girl cut down when they returned from the tower,
before the sergeant here was dispatched with my message for Vrastor.
I do not doubt their words, but how can they be true?”

“Vrastor’s
magic has taken him to places few others have dared to tread,”
announced Cilentrae.

Hugh shivered as the
mage held her stare at him for a moment longer before returning her
piercing eyes to Malchour.

“Three days,”
stated Ullmor. “We will stay for the night, to do what we can
here and recover.”

Malchour glanced at
Torwald, who he now realised did appear to be unsteady on his feet.
He guessed that Torwald had been the one to open the portal from
Arcanium into his castle courtyard.

“Yes,”
agreed Torwald, leaning on his staff. “Tomorrow we will ride to
Relioc.”

“Excellent,”
said Malchour. “I will have rooms prepared for you, and my best
horses for your use in the morning. It is a half-day’s ride to
the tower. If there is anything else you require, please let me
know.”

Cilentrae nodded
solemnly. “Let us hope that we can find Vrastor’s true
intentions.”

“The kingdom
of Erdantia is in your debt,” replied Malchour.

The barest flicker
of a grin danced across the face of Ullmor Marke.

- - -

The party of four had an
uneventful next day, unaware of the fear secreting throughout Castle
Drumond with the arrival of the Arcanium mages and Malchour’s
proclamation of Vrastor’s magic being unleashed. There was
certainly more traffic on the road now that they were off the smaller
Lowchance path, and each time someone passed by they took sensible
precautions against any possible aggression.

The most memorable
event had come from an encounter with a pair of minstrels, a brother
and sister, with whom they had shared a moment of peace during a
rest. The two were on their way to Brumberly Bottom to pick up some
new songs, some more ‘rough and ready’ tunes, as they’d
called it. Ethan had jumped at the chance to teach them The Pirate
Lady, causing Luanna to groan in amusement.

In return they’d
taught him one of their own, a silly song about turnips which managed
to even crack open a glimmer of a smile from Stumpy. The siblings
came from a farming town called Scandalous on the southernmost edge
of the Riverstorm kingdom, a hundred miles north of Erdantia,
separated only by the eastern tip of the Great Plains. They claimed
that the town’s name was a pun because of how insanely boring
it was there. Ethan had related to it with a description of his own
hometown, Caaron.

The evening was
subdued and quiet. Everyone was aware that they would reach Relioc
Tower the following day.

For Ethan, he knew
it was going to be the end. No more wild adventures. No more hearing
of legendary treasures and breathtaking lands. No more waking up,
picking a direction completely at random, and simply walking. No more
feeling wondrously lost within a world of unimaginable splendour.

The party spent a
second night on the road between the Great Landway and Brumberly
Bottom.

Luanna slept little,
Ethan barely at all.

- - -

The next morning, they
breakfasted and set off while the sun was still low. No one spoke
much while they ate, not even Ethan, his mind unable to be pried away
from the knowledge that today was likely to be the day he died, at
the hands of a mage whom he had barely heard of only a week ago.

Luanna watched him
out of the corner of her eye, her own mind still raging over her
moral dilemma. Yan had somehow withdrawn into herself even deeper
than before, perhaps readying herself for the conflict ahead. Stumpy
was simply Stumpy, as completely unreadable as always.

It took them less
than two hours to reach Hero’s Arch. As the curved bamboo came
into view, Luanna felt a surge of relief wash through her. After the
last week of leaving the castle for what was supposed to be a
straightforward questioning, instead covering hundreds of miles on
foot, horse, and ship, chasing and retrieving the man now sitting
behind her, the sight of home – however temporary that home
might actually be – was a godsend. She spied the sun gleaming
off the golden breastplates of a group of guards stationed at the
Arch.

“Lady Luanna?”
shouted one guard, a sergeant, as they rode up. “Is that you?”

“Yes,”
she replied, vaguely recognising him from the last time she was here.

She slid down from
her horse. The others followed suit, glad to be free of their
uncomfortable riding positions.

“By Miakraan,
the king will be relieved to hear of this! There’s been no end
to the messages stating to find you. Is that him?” The sergeant
looked at Ethan. “Is that Ethan?”

Ethan returned the
gaze with a quizzical one of his own.

“It is,”
said Luanna. “Get a message back to King Malchour now, tell him
that we’re here, and that we’re continuing on to Relioc.”

“Relioc?”
exclaimed another guard. “You’re going to the tower?”

“Yes,”
stated Luanna, glancing at him, then returning to the sergeant. “Get
the message sent right away.”

“An’
me?” interrupted Stumpy. Both Luanna and the sergeant faced
her. “Me reward, before ya go an’ do somethin’
stupid at the tower.”

“Ah. Fine,”
said Luanna.

She told the
sergeant to relay how much the king owed Stumpy for her service.
Ethan, along with all of the guards, let their jaws fall, their eyes
bulging outwards in shock at the extraordinary number. Then Luanna
mentioned the required favour, too. The sergeant looked like he was
about to faint.

“Yes of
course, milady,” he said, attempting to regain some measure of
composure, and disappeared into the guard house.

“Milady,”
sneered Stumpy, a sly grin on her face.

Luanna ignored it.
The guard reappeared momentarily.

“It has been
sent,” he said, glancing at the tall, blonde woman who
commanded such obscenely high fees.

“Good,”
replied Luanna, nodding. “I have another task for you, too. Our
prisoner here, Yan. Hold her until she can be escorted back to the
castle.”

“What!?”
shouted Yan. All heads swivelled towards her. “Take me to
Relioc! I can kill him!” Her face turned a dark red as anger
spilled through it.

“No, Yan.
We’re not going there to kill him, even if we could. I fear
your presence will only make matters worse.”

Luanna glanced at
Ethan apologetically, knowing that he had held a sliver of hope that
Yan would be his saviour. But it was a risk, far too great for Luanna
to gamble with. The mere presence of Idris and his men had caused a
ferocious battle last time – she didn’t need a reason for
Vrastor to repeat it. Ethan lowered his head in resignation.

“No!”
Yan screamed. “This is the best chance we have! That murderer
demands justice!”

“I’m
sorry Yan, but you’re staying here.”

Yan cast her eyes at
the others, frowning and breathing heavily through her anger. Luanna
held her breath, hoping Yan would calm down. Surely, she
thought, this woman has to see the reason for not accompanying us.
To one side she saw Stumpy, poised to leap. If Yan did attempt
anything stupid now, Luanna could not be assured that Stumpy wouldn’t
end her life right here.

“Come on
then,” started the sergeant. “We’ve got a nice
little cell for you to–”

Yan was suddenly a
blur. She made to jump up onto the nearest horse, the one she and
Stumpy had been sharing, her legs uncoiling like a spring.

Stumpy, who had been
watching her intently, leapt into her path, a hard smirk set onto her
face. Or rather, she leapt where she thought Yan was going to go.

Yan’s jump was
a feint. Instead, in one fluid movement, she twisted beyond Stumpy’s
grasp, slid underneath the horse, sprang up on the other side,
ascended Luanna’s horse, and kicked it hard. The horse took off
at a sprint, heading north.

“Yan!”
shouted Luanna, but the woman was already out of hearing distance,
her single long braid swinging behind her like a crazed pendulum.

“Hmm,”
said Stumpy.

Luanna stared at her
companion for a moment. She seemed oddly calm about Yan escaping,
possibly even impressed.

“Riley! Lex!
Go get her!” ordered the sergeant.

Two other guards
clattered and scurried about in a rush to obey.

“No,”
said Luanna, her voice as hard as diamond.

The sergeant turned
to her, looking puzzled. “Milady?”

“You won’t
catch her now, not before she reaches Relioc.”

From behind the
sergeant, Luanna heard a faint sigh of relief; not many would
willingly ride towards the infamous tower. Another guard rushed over.

“Sir, we’ve
received a reply from the castle. It’s from the king himself,
sir!”

“Well? What
does he say?”

The guard swallowed
nervously. “Three mages left the castle a short while ago, on
their way to Relioc.”

“Mages?”
demanded Luanna, marching closer. “From Arcanium?”

“Y-yes,”
stuttered the guard, clearly afraid of Luanna’s authority and
tone.

“Friends of
yours?” asked Ethan. He spoke timidly, with an undercurrent of
hope.

“Possibly,”
Luanna replied cautiously. “Sergeant, we need to borrow some
fresh horses.”

“Of course.”
He motioned for one of his men to bring some over.

“Ethan,”
said Luanna, turning to him. “Can I trust you to ride solo? We
need to travel fast.”

Ethan managed to
look offended, while Stumpy offered a snort. “Yes,” he
said. “I know my role here, now. I’m not going anywhere
else.”

Luanna offered him a
faint, sympathetic smile and returned to the sergeant. Two guards
appeared around from the side of the guard house, leading three
horses. Luanna, Ethan, and Stumpy took a horse each, climbing up.

Luanna twisted her
head and gave a brief nod to her two companions. Stumpy returned it,
expressionless. Ethan’s face was solemn, grave yet determined.

“Let’s
go,” she announced, and set off at a gallop, heading north.

Ethan and Stumpy
followed close behind.

- - -

It took just over two
hours of hard riding for the imposing tower at Relioc to engulf the
three of them. The tower had resolved into view some half-hour
earlier, the top obscured by clouds but the awesome spectacle of
flying blocks visible as the eye trailed downwards.

For Ethan, it was
less overpowering than his first visit, but still his stomach felt
deep and empty at the sight, his body insisting on turning and
fleeing. He forced himself onwards, committed. This was his path now,
he knew. He was convinced that he was going to enter the tower,
regardless of his feelings or his life expectancy. Call it fate, or
destiny, or a simple resigned, stoic acceptance. This was going to
happen. To fight it would be as unattainable as a moth escaping a
candle’s flame in a pit of solitary darkness.

For Luanna, their
arrival at the tower signalled her heart and mind to continually
switch allegiances at a breathtaking pace. Every other moment was a
fight between the emotional path and the logical path. Fleeting
wishes of Ethan entering the keep’s gate the last time they
were here invaded her thoughts, knowing how much simpler it was when
he was a name and a face and no more. It wasn’t that she felt
attached to him, or had any romantic desires with him – she was
far too sensible for that. But to throw away the life of a man
innocent of evil, a man who, like her, wanted just to see and
experience the world outside of his upbringing. Who was she to deem a
single life more valuable than others?

For Stumpy, the
tower signalled one thing, and one thing only: the successful
completion of a contract. She cared little for the higher powers at
work on either side of the keep’s walls. After a silent
analysis of all the factors, she had decided simply that, no matter
the outcome of Ethan reaching the tower, her world would continue on
in much the same way. If they were within the karatids’
swampland territories to the southwest of Ne’ercolm, or amongst
a rooftop enclave of tallans within the city, their powerful wings
beating in aggression at the intruder, then perhaps she might have
felt differently. The vast majority of humans were psychologically
weak and self-centred, and it was no great loss to the world if they
vanished. Anyway, she knew, humanity had a nasty habit of springing
back even after all hope looked lost.

-

The tower was now
immediately in front of them, its majesty and grandeur equalling its
terrifyingly dark and insidious undertones, all on display for all to
see. The only obstacle separating them from the base of the tower was
the thick wall of Relioc Keep, the heavy gate the only entrance.
There was no sign of Yan, and no horse prints on the track. They had
ended a mile back, disappearing into the wild seas of green to the
track’s sides.

Again, Luanna felt
the same eerie sensation of innate wrongness about the place,
as if she had stepped through into a reality only subtly different to
the one she’d known all her life.

The gate clanked
open tantalisingly slowly as they approached. All three of them were
hugely surprised to see the same little girl as before standing
behind it. Stumpy’s face quickly narrowed into a sharp frown.
Had Luanna have seen it then she might have smiled inwardly,
appreciating the rare times when her companion encountered the
unexpected.

The little girl
remained silent for a moment. The sudden stillness that covered them
now that the gate had finished its ascent seemed unnatural, as if a
powerful magical silence had been thrown over the area.

“Ya alive,”
stated Stumpy, breaking the spell. Her voice was sharp, her words
barked out through gritted teeth.

The girl regarded
her briefly, then focused on Ethan, boring deep into his soul. He let
out an involuntary shiver.

“Come.”

Ethan somehow tore
himself away from her gaze, glancing left and right at the two women,
both now simultaneously kidnappers and companions.

Luanna met his eyes.
Stumpy did not. He looked back at Luanna, and she nodded sadly and
slowly. She was not crying but her eyes were wet with guilt and
empathy.

Ethan held the gaze
for a second longer, waiting, hoping for something from her. She
turned away, unable to maintain their connection.

Ethan turned back to
the girl, taking a heavy step forward. Then another. And another.
Luanna realised that she was holding her breath, watching Ethan about
to disappear forever.

“Wait!”

Luanna twisted her
head all around for a split-second, before realising that it was her
own voice that had shouted the word. Ethan stopped walking and turned
to look at her.

“Come,”
said the girl again.

“No,”
said Luanna, still not fully comprehending what she was doing.

Ethan peered at her
curiously, his face lighting up with hope. The girl, finally, locked
eyes with her. The girl’s face was calm and composed, with no
sign of anger or frustration. But behind the overly large eyes was a
darkness, full of power and barely contained rage. Luanna imagined
glimpsing Vrastor looking out through them, his magic surging through
the girl’s small frame.

“I want to go
with him,” continued Luanna.

Ethan’s hope
turned to surprise. Off to the side she saw Stumpy, too, stare at her
strangely.

“Luanna,”
started Stumpy, causing Luanna to turn her head sharply, unused to
being called by anything other than a sarcastic title by the woman.
“We have a contract. Don’t ya go breakin’ it now.”

“The king
knows what you’ve done here, Stumpy. You’ll get your
reward, with or without–”

“I’ll
only say this once,” interrupted Stumpy. “Ya don’t
need to do this, to go into the tower. Ethan’s the one he
wants. Don’t go sacrificin’ yaself. Not for him. Not for
anyone.”

“I’m
not.” Luanna turned back to the little girl, ensuring her
complete focus. “But after all these years, I think it’s
about time Vrastor explained himself. He’s taken a lot of
lives, both then and now. The people of Erdantia deserve to know
why.”

The girl stared
blankly back at her, her head tilted to the side. Another long,
uncomfortable silence filled the air.

“He is saving
the world,” she said.

“Taking lives
to save others cannot be the only path,” countered Luanna.

“It is the
best path,” replied the girl. She spoke matter-of-factly, as if
she was talking to an idiot.

“I want to
hear this from Vrastor.”

The girl waited for
a few long seconds before speaking. Luanna felt herself tensing up,
remembering the ease at which both groups of Erdantian guards had
been possessed, how she had been thrown unconscious so offhandedly.
Magical energy began to flow within her. Inside the girl’s eyes
she again pictured the old man peering out. From somewhere deep and
dark within herself, she knew that it was not her imagination.

“You may,”
said the girl, bringing an abrupt end to Luanna’s stare. With
that, she turned her focus from Luanna and back to Ethan. He was
dumbfounded. “Come,” she said once more.

Luanna stepped
forward, now standing beside Ethan. Together, they proceeded through
the gate. Luanna heard Stumpy’s derisive snort behind them, but
she no longer concerned herself with the contract adventurer, holding
her head forward, her eyes studying the scene ahead.

Through the gate was
a large, open courtyard. To the sides were smatterings of buildings
of differing sizes, some connected to others, some standing free.
Most were built out of blocks of stone, while a few were constructed
of thick wooden planks. They all looked old and disused, with pockets
of grass and weeds blooming out of the earth haphazardly. Luanna
guessed that the buildings had been vacant since before she was born.

Looming over their
heads, filling the sky, was Relioc Tower.

The pair of them,
the little girl following close behind, walked towards the base of
the tower. A single  large, wooden door was set in it. At the ground
level, the masonry was still and unmoving, as if it was any other
unassuming construction.

But from above them,
several storeys up, the tower came alive. Luanna could hear them now,
the stone blocks sliding out, grating against their kin, whirring
around in the air to settle someplace new. Her heart was in her
throat.

They reached the
door.

Without a word from
the girl, Ethan leaned forward and grasped the steel circular handle.
He twisted it with a damp, sweaty hand, pulling the door out of its
frame. It creaked open. Beyond it was darkness.

They stepped inside,
now deep within the belly of the beast.

-

Stumpy could scarcely
believe Luanna’s stupidity. The likelihood of leaving the keep
once inside was slim, that was clearly obvious to them both. And yet
she had followed Ethan anyway. Stumpy was confused, both about that
and the fact that the little girl was still alive.

Upon seeing the
girl’s face, an anger had rapidly built up inside her. When she
killed someone, she expected them to stay dead. If she couldn’t
have faith in her axe to keep its cleaved victims deceased, what else
was there? Luanna’s stupid, idiotic decision only made her
anger worse. She was now, quite simply, thoroughly pissed off.

She turned away from
the trio as they walked beyond the gate, waving her hand at them
dismissively. Idiots, she thought. All of them, idiots.

After a few paces,
now a short dash from the gate, she stopped, her ears tingling. She
strained them, attempting to pick out the source of the noise. It was
horses, she realised. Three of them, riding hard along the track
towards the tower. More idiots? Behind her, the gate began its
slow descent, creaking and clanking loudly.

Stumpy squinted her
eyes at the indistinct shapes appearing in the distance. Mages, she
suddenly realised. She didn’t know how she knew, but she was
absolutely certain. The gate was now a quarter of the way to the
floor.

Abruptly, a woman
burst out of the foliage to the side of the track, startling Stumpy,
which was a rare thing indeed.

The woman was Yan,
and she was sprinting like a gazelle across the dirty, dusty earth,
directly towards the tower.

Moving
instinctively, Stumpy manoeuvred herself to intercept. Yan was
gaining ground too fast for Stumpy to think. In the moment, the
contract adventurer became a purely reactionary being. She watched
Yan’s body movement as the woman leaned left and right, keeping
her own body in the same rhythmic flow.

They were now thirty
paces apart.

Twenty paces.

Ten paces.

Five paces.

Stumpy felt more
than saw Yan feint to her left, then snap back to her right. She
followed it, bracing herself as she expected the woman to crash
heavily into her strong arms.

The crash never
came.

Yan, seemingly
breaking the laws of physics, sprang up from her left knee, twisting
her hip as she left the floor. Stumpy’s own momentum stopped
her from bringing her arms and body back across in time as Yan sailed
over her left shoulder, performing a mid-air spin to slip through.
She hit the ground running.

Stumpy could only
turn and stare at Yan’s back as she ducked under the
still-descending metal gate, her long braid dancing behind her
mockingly.

Anger and amazement
flooded through her mind, the second time in almost as many hours.
Whoever this Yan is, Stumpy thought, she’s good.
Not many, if anyone, ever managed to slip past the skilled woman,
especially not twice.

The gate thudded
heavily into the ground. She turned back and absentmindedly rubbed
the spot on her arm where Yan had sliced her dagger back on the
Esnolla, the wound now almost completely faded. The mages were
approaching rapidly. Stumpy headed back to the horses.

-

The mages arrived less
than a minute later, just as Stumpy was swinging her leg over her
horse.

“What’s
happening?” shouted Torwald, the eldest of the three, his face
still focused up on the tower. “Have Luanna and Ethan made it
here?”

Stumpy regarded them
with a stern look on her face. “Yeah, ya just missed them. Them
an’ that other woman.”

“Damn!”

“You would be
Stumpy, yes?” asked Cilentrae.

Stumpy snapped her
head towards her. “Yeah, an’ I’m just goin’.
I’m finished here.”

She let her eyes
rest on each mage for a brief moment, challenging them to stop her.
Cilentrae was peering back, blankly. Ullmor was dismounting and
walking slowly towards the keep, his hands held high. Torwald,
finally, flickered his gaze from the tower to Stumpy. She didn’t
miss the split-second of surprise on his face before he composed
himself.

“Where are you
going?” he said.

“To get me
reward from the king,” she replied nastily, still in a sour
mood.

Torwald blinked,
looking strangely uncomfortable. “Okay,” he said, and
eased himself off the horse, rather more awkwardly than Ullmor.

Cilentrae let her
blank look remain on Stumpy for a few seconds further before
following him. They both began to walk to the keep.

Stumpy let out a
hrumph sound and motioned for her horse to start trotting. As
the horse continued along the track, Stumpy felt something odd bubble
up inside her mind. There were no words, only a suggestive feeling
that she was making the wrong choice. It was persistent and nagging,
rumbling away in her head.

She stopped the
horse and turned her neck to look back at the tower. The mages were
still outside it, spread out around the gate in a semi-circle. Her
head was beginning to throb now. Stumpy raised her hand and rubbed
it, her eyebrows furrowed deeply. She’d had mild headaches
before, but this was something new. Some unknown part of her was
demanding that she join the mages at the tower, stubbornly insisting
upon her return.

Stumpy looked back
at the track leading towards Castle Drumond and her reward, and away
from the foolishness of Relioc. The pounding headache staggered up a
notch. She shut her eyes forcefully, trying to focus and remove it.
The pain increased. She opened her eyes, frowned, and turned her
horse around. The headache immediately subsided.

Sighing wearily,
Stumpy rode back to Relioc Tower.

-

“Back so soon?”
said Cilentrae, her voice flat.

“Decided to
stick around for a bit,” shrugged Stumpy.

“Stand back,”
warned Torwald, keeping his gaze directed at the gate. His hands,
along with Ullmor’s, were stretched out in front of them.

Stumpy knew enough
about magic-casting to recognise what they were doing. The hands
weren’t actually necessary, but they helped mages to focus,
giving them a physical path to channel the energy along. She watched
the gate for a moment, noticing the air around it beginning to
shimmer, and moved a couple of steps away.

After a few more
seconds, the air pulsed. Stumpy heard a grunt of effort from Ullmor,
to the other side of her from Torwald (not that she knew any of their
names). He staggered slightly but managed to reassert himself. The
other mages didn’t so much as flicker their eyes at him, all
three now deep in concentration.

Stumpy wasn’t
much interested in magic, preferring instead the solid, dependable
swing of an axe, but she knew a little about Arcanium and the power
the more senior mages there possessed. Judging both from their
appearance and her instinctual feeling that they were at least as
snobbish as Luanna, she guessed that they were very senior indeed.

And yet, the
combined effort it took from all three to simply break down the gate
of the keep…

Stumpy wasn’t
afraid. She knew the sensation of fear, had felt it build up inside
her before, but she always managed to keep it in check, not letting
it be anything more than a passing primal emotion to suppress. Now,
seeing for herself the power that Vrastor, the owner of Relioc Tower,
must have in his possession, she felt the urge to run.

However, every time
she imagined leaving the tower behind her, the headache threatened to
return.

The conflicting
feelings swirled together in an unyielding concoction to further
enhance her base emotion: anger.

The air around the
gate pulsed again, stronger and more vibrantly than before. Stumpy
tasted the acidic tang now filling the area and wondered briefly why
it wasn’t acidic already from Vrastor’s magic. Once more,
the air pulsed. She thought she saw the gate begin to bend
unnaturally through the shimmering haze.

Then, abruptly, it
exploded.

Pieces of the gate
blasted their way inside the keep with a monumental force. Chunks of
steel slammed into the ground and against the stone and wood of the
buildings. A shockwave of noise slammed back into the group, a
terrific mishmash of clangs and thumps and thuds
ringing in their ears.

Stumpy smirked,
impressed with the destruction. Torwald glanced back at her quickly.
Stumpy saw the look of fatigue on his face and guessed that all three
mages were in a similar state.

“My name is
Torwald,” he said. “It seems we got here just in time.
Vrastor’s dimensional magic is now far more intense than
before. Whatever it is he’s doing, it’s about to happen,
and I think it would be wise to stop him. Are you coming?”

Stumpy nodded
reluctantly. Torwald turned back to face the tower. The base of it
was now visible through the remains of the gate, the broken pieces
strewn haphazardly around the courtyard.

The mages stepped
inside the keep. Stumpy followed.

-

Yan saw Ethan and Luanna
enter the base of the tower up ahead of her. The little girl –
presumably the one Stumpy had boasted of ‘cutting down’ –
was immediately behind them.

She darted forward,
closing the distance rapidly. Her plan was simple: get inside the
tower and put a knife through Vrastor’s throat. It was
certainly not a meticulously thought out plan, but Yan was an expert
at improvisation.

The door into the
tower was now no further than a brief sprint away. Only the little
girl was outside of it. Yan saw her take a step forward, then stop.
She turned around jerkily, her blank face suddenly staring at Yan’s.

Yan didn’t
slow down but drew a knife out of her boot in a swift movement, the
same one which had been held to Ethan’s throat and that she had
pilfered back from Stumpy during the journey from Lowchance. The
little girl was an accomplice of Vrastor, and because of that she was
a valid target.

But as she ran, she
felt a presence seep into her head, a slithery, evil thing,
attempting to wrap and twist itself around her mind. Her legs slowed
down subconsciously as she fought against the invader, her amulet
amplifying her mental defence.

Yet still, she felt
the presence creep through, beginning to overwhelm her. Through her
concentration she saw the girl’s face, blank and emotionless.
Desperately, her mind confronted the attack, resolving to fight it
off.

Yan was reduced to a
slow walk now, and eventually came to a stop no more than ten paces
from the girl. The internal battle inside her head was fierce and
frantic, the amulet the only saving grace from losing her soul.

The amulet’s
magic faltered.

For the tiniest
possible moment Yan knew what it was like to be engulfed in dread, to
be swallowed by evil.

Then she was gone.
Only her body remained.

-

It took a good few
seconds for Ethan’s and Luanna’s eyes to adjust to the
darkness. Slowly, gradually, the interior resolved itself.

Luanna was faintly
surprised to see that the tower was no larger inside than it appeared
from outside – she had had a slight expectation of something
much grander. It was also empty, except for the shadowy figure
sitting in a simple wooden chair near the back wall, and another
chair to the side. Luanna glanced up. The tower extended far above
their heads, beams of light dancing through the blackness, reaching
back down from where the stone blocks slid in and out wildly, seeming
to obey no law except that of chaos.

She forced her gaze
away from the never-ending height, back to the figure. As her vision
adjusted further, she began to make out its details.

It was an old man,
frail and gaunt, his skin stretched tightly against his skull. His
eyes were sunken pits, the few strands of hair adorning his head and
face straggly and wild. He wore only a plain grey, tatty robe, which
looked like it was on the verge of disintegration. A smell wafted
from him now, a vile stench of decay. It seemed as if he had not
moved in years.

Vrastor.

It took a long
moment for him to look up at them, his head lifting at an agonisingly
glacial pace. He locked eyes first with Ethan, then Luanna. She
peered back at him. His eyes were like the girl’s: dark,
bottomless saucers that drew you in, closer and closer, until they
enveloped you utterly and completely. He was old, his body in such a
state that Luanna knew he wouldn’t still be alive were it not
for his magic. But through his stare she saw that his soul remained,
burning wildly and fiercely, with an intense ferocity unmatched by
any other.

Vrastor turned his
attention back to Ethan. “Sit,” he said. His voice was
husky and cracked, unaccustomed to being used.

Ethan began to move,
but felt Luanna place a heavy hand on his shoulder, keeping him
still.

“What are you
doing here?” she demanded, trying to force some authority into
her words.

Vrastor brought his
eyes back to her. His stare was deep and unyielding. “I need
him,” he answered. “He is the last piece of a puzzle that
has gone on for far too long.”

“A puzzle?”
said Ethan, finding his voice.

“Yes. It is
difficult for me to talk, I have not spoken for decades…”

Ethan’s eyes
bulged in a new-found awareness of how long Vrastor had been in this
tower.

“And Ethan?”
pressed Luanna. “Are you going to kill him?”

“Yes.”

It was a blunt
reply. Luanna saw Ethan’s legs tremble. She felt a lump in her
throat, and swallowed hard. She wanted more answers.

“Why? What
have you been doing here for all these years? What right do you have
to take his life?”

“There are no
rights. There is only what needs to be done. Understand me when I say
that this is the only path for this world to survive.”

“To save the
world,” said Luanna quietly, thinking of the little girl.

As if on cue, she
entered the room. To Luanna’s great surprise, Yan followed her.
Although it wasn’t Yan any more, Luanna quickly saw. The woman
had been possessed, like Trinc, like Idris, like all the other guards
who had slaughtered each other in a violent bloodbath. Another mind
lost to the darkness.

“Exactly,”
said Vrastor.

“Why me?”
asked Ethan.

Luanna could hear
the barely controlled terror in his voice. Vrastor regarded the man
intently for an uncomfortably long time, as if analysing his soul.

“Because you
have the right energy. How this is, I am not certain. It is possible
that your consciousness sparked into existence at the exact same
moment that I began opening the door into the Essence Plane. All that
matters is that no one else that I have found can provide me with the
energy I require to control the demon once it arrives.”

“Demon?”
blurted Luanna.

Ethan drooped his
head, staring at the floor.

“A minor
demon,” corrected Vrastor. “Compared to what else is out
there, it is small and weak. But it is strong enough to destroy our
lands and homes here. This is why I need him. This is why I have been
in this tower for so long. To defeat what else may be coming our way,
I must first control and tame this creature.”

Luanna was
gobsmacked. She had seen and felt the demon every night for the past
week, as had Ethan. From their dreams, they knew of its power and the
destruction that it caused. The intense suffering that it wreaked as
it strode over Kramat. Everything burning. Everything lost. And yet
Vrastor called it a minor demon? Luanna shuddered
involuntarily. She glanced at Ethan, saw him swallowed in self-pity
and resignation.

“All of this,”
she said, her voice losing its strength. “All this death, all
these lives cast aside… all of it so that you can bring a
demon here and make it your pet.”

Vrastor glared at
her. She found herself trapped in his eyes, unable to break free,
feeling like she was about to be struck down at any second.

“If that is
how you choose to interpret my work here, then so be it. It matters
little to me.”

“But all the
death you’ve caused–”

“A necessary
evil, to ensure that the rest of the world can continue on.”

“There must be
other ways. Why not work with Arcan–”

“Enough.”
Vrastor’s word was final and absolute, the weight of it
bringing an unbreakable end to Luanna’s questions. “This
is how it must be.”

Vrastor turned back
to Ethan, the old man’s face like granite. “You. Sit.”

Ethan looked once
more to Luanna, the last pitiful gaze of a man reaching the end of
his life. Luanna saw the sadness and sorrow in his face. She wanted
so desperately to help him, to do anything she could to take him away
from this madman in this tower, but she knew that she was ultimately
powerless against Vrastor’s might. For him to even talk to her
while maintaining his incredibly advanced magic in summoning the
demon, in addition to whatever else he was doing to keep both himself
and his little girl alive, and to possess Yan, too – Luanna
couldn’t even begin to contend against that.

As Luanna’s
and Ethan’s eyes lingered on each other for the final time,
they heard a sudden ghastly, rage-filled scream. Turning sharply,
Luanna saw Vrastor, his mouth wide open, a horrible, furious sound
escaping his dry throat.

He was beyond angry,
but at what, Luanna did not know.

-

The mages were spread
around the tower, their hands outstretched once again, their faces
creased in deep concentration. While hurrying inside the keep’s
walls, Torwald had briefly explained the situation to Stumpy, who was
currently standing a few paces to his side.

“Vrastor’s
magic is strong,” he had said. “Far, far stronger than
any one of us, than anyone from the college. For us to even break
through the enchantment on the gate was extremely draining.”

“So? What ya
gonna do? Give up an’ run home to ya books?”

“We can
recognise his magic now, being this close. It is an advanced
dimensional spell, the most supremely difficult to shape and
maintain. The tower is the source of it, holding and binding it
together, and it’s about to be unleashed. You must be able to
feel the distortion of the world around us?”

Stumpy had nodded,
acknowledging the vague sense of something plainly wrong with
the area around them.

“We’re
going to attempt to suppress it,” Torwald had continued. “To
do what we can to dissipate his magic.”

“An’
me?”

“I think you
know what you should do,” he had replied, along with a sly
wink.

Again, Stumpy saw
something strange in his expression.

-

Vrastor’s scream
subsided. His entire body was shaking with a ferocious fury.

Luanna felt an
intense wave of dread wash over her as she imagined his rage released
against her, and was momentarily relieved to see him briefly glance
over at the little girl. The girl met it, her face remaining as blank
as always, and stepped aside. Luanna watched as Yan turned and made
to leave the tower, the stiff movements lacking the woman’s
usual fluidity.

She only took two
steps before the door burst open, Stumpy immediately leaping through
it. The woman landed in a half-crouch, one hand resting on the
ground. The blade of her axe – still strapped to her back –
glinted in the new-found sunlight flooding in through the open door.
Her eyes darted around, scoping out the room in a heartbeat.

Luanna and Ethan
standing next to each other in the centre. The little girl to the
side of the door. Yan directly in front of it. An old man –
Vrastor – seated at the far side.

Stumpy leaped again,
drawing the axe from her back mid-jump, to give herself a few feet of
breathing room. Her eyes snapped onto the little girl. Luanna saw
Stumpy’s aggression written plainly on her face, thinking that
she’d never seen the woman manage to look as angry as she now
did towards the girl. Stumpy shifted the weight of her axe back and
forth between her hands for a second, then rushed the girl.

Her axe was met by
Yan’s blade, the rest of the woman moving in as a shield to
block Stumpy’s path. The dagger looked pathetically small and
feeble against the mighty axe, but it held firm, bringing Stumpy to
an abrupt stop.

Finally, the gangly
adventurer realised Yan’s possession, and took a step away to
right herself. This time, however, Yan didn’t hold back as she
had before while waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike.
Instead she mindlessly and recklessly launched herself forwards.
Stumpy struggled to bring her axe up in time to deflect the attack.
The two blades clashed again, the ringing reverberating around the
inside of the tower.

Again, Yan threw
herself and her dagger at Stumpy, pausing for neither strategy nor
breath.

Again, Stumpy
shielded herself against the onslaught, then swung the axe handle
around to smack Yan heavily in the side of the head. Yan, instead of
ducking or dodging out of the way, leaned in to receive the handle’s
blow before Stumpy could gather all of her momentum. It thudded into
Yan’s skull with a sickening crack but she kept up her assault,
seemingly unaware of the trickle of blood beginning to seep out.

The fight raged on.

Everyone in the room
was absorbed in the battle between the two women, Stumpy’s
quick feet and nimble movement barely enough to shrug off Yan’s
unrelenting attacks. After another clash of steel, Luanna managed to
shake her eyes away. She glanced at the others around her, saw even
Vrastor’s attention consumed by the fight.

As subtly as
possible, she nudged Ethan. He turned his head slightly so that he
could see her expression. The fear was still clearly displayed upon
his own face.

“Let’s
go,” she mouthed, her lips moving in an exaggerated manner.

Ethan stared at her
for a moment, then gave a small nod. “Now?”

“Three,”
began Luanna, still mouthing her words. “Two. One. Go!”

The final word was
shouted wildly as the pair of them lurched from where they stood,
aiming straight for the open door.

They managed three
steps each before swiftly stopping, their legs no longer obeying
their minds. Luanna twisted her head back and saw Vrastor staring at
them, his eyes narrowed into slits with concentration.

How!?
screamed Luanna inside her own head, unable to comprehend Vrastor’s
power in maintaining so many points of magic simultaneously.

But she quickly
realised that the magic holding herself and Ethan in place was weak,
feeling everything but her legs reacting to her command. She
attempted to calm herself, to allow her own energy to flow within
her, knowing that if there was any moment in which Vrastor could be
defeated then it must surely be now, while his power was spread so
thinly. She felt the energy build up, the accompanying rush of
adrenaline allowing her to focus.

Luanna stretched out
a hand, aiming it squarely at Vrastor’s chest. A wave of light
blue energy erupted from it, filling the interior of the tower with
shimmering colour.

The wave smashed
into Vrastor but instead of the man being thrown sharply backwards as
expected, to Luanna’s colossal surprise he seemed to be
entirely unaffected. The energy crackled and dissipated over his
chest like forked lightning.

-

At the other side of the
area Stumpy and Yan continued to fight, their bodies twisting and
turning, Stumpy’s dance against Yan’s unrelenting,
overly-strong blows.

Luanna, fighting the
insidious magic keeping her rooted to the spot, turned her head
towards them just as Stumpy performed a feint to her left, ready to
spring back and take a swipe at Yan from the right. To Luanna’s
horror, she watched as Yan ignored the feint and took a heavy
half-step closer, her hand with the dagger tucked into her stomach.
Stumpy saw it too, but her own momentum was too much to avoid the
incoming attack.

Yan’s knife
plunged deep into Stumpy, piercing just under her ribcage, following
through with the entire weight of her body. The force of the impact
knocked Stumpy backwards, crashing into the stone wall. The woman –
adventurer, contractor, tracker, killer – collapsed onto the
floor, her hands attempting to slow the torrent of blood pouring out
of her stomach. The axe clattered to her side, out of her immediate
reach.

Yan stood over her,
the dagger to her side, blood dripping off to form tiny blotches
below it. She raised the dagger higher. Stumpy brought an arm up
feebly, the effort suddenly far too strenuous to provide any kind of
effective defence.

“Stumpy!”
screamed Luanna and, reacting instinctively, unleashed another wave
of energy, this time at the little girl controlling Yan.

The pulse of light
blue was larger this time, more intense than ever before, distorting
and fracturing the air as it arced through the space between them.

Vrastor looked on in
horror as Luanna’s magic connected with his little girl,
sending her flying into the wall beside the door. There was a
horrific crack as her spine smashed into the stone. The little girl
fell face first onto the ground and lay still, unmoving, a crumbled
heap of rags and unkempt hair.

-

The instant the girl
fell, so too did Yan. It was as if the muscles powering her legs had
disappeared. She collapsed awkwardly to her side, unconscious.

Luanna snapped her
head back to Vrastor as he let out another roar of rage, his raspy
voice tormented and twisted. She felt the old man’s magic
binding her legs strengthen, squeezing them ever tighter. Desperately
she fought against it, closing her eyes, concentrating with all her
might to stop her body becoming a compressed mush. Somehow, through
the haze, she heard Ethan’s feet thud unnaturally onto the
floor, back towards the empty chair.

She opened her eyes
again and saw him being propelled against his will. He dropped
heavily into the chair, a prisoner to his own body.

Luanna flashed her
eyes between Ethan, Vrastor, and Stumpy. Ethan’s face was
contorted with fear, the invasive magic pervading his body as it
seeped into every corner and crevice, overwhelming his mind. Vrastor
was looking directly up, staring into the seemingly infinite height
of the tower. Stumpy was struggling to remain conscious, the final,
eternal sleep threateningly close to claiming another soul.

Luanna flicked her
eyes back to Ethan as he whimpered. The air between him and Vrastor
was now hazy with magic. She felt something flowing there, from one
to the other. With horror, she saw Ethan begin to writhe and wriggle
uncontrollably in his chair.

This is it,
she thought. The moment that everything had been building up to. The
moment of Ethan’s death. And there was nothing that she could
do. Her magic was completely ineffective against Vrastor, even if she
could summon the strength to cast another spell while countering his
own continuing attack.

The magic holding
her legs squeezed tighter.

Vrastor then stood
up, his own legs, old and stick-thin, shaking under the strain.

A white flash made
her throw her head back and look up, following Vrastor’s stare.
Where before there had been rays of light shining down through the
gaps of the never-ending dance of the stone blocks, now there was a
thick, black gas, slowly spreading out. From this distance the wisps
of the gas looked like curls of cotton, weaving amongst each other.
Gradually they filled the space from wall to wall. The rays of light
dimmed, barely able to break through.

All the while, his
sounds strangely muted and far-off, Luanna heard Ethan struggle to
contain his life-force. Vrastor was extracting it, pulling it out of
Ethan’s body for his own use. But Luanna barely noticed now for
she was unable to pull her attention away from the black gas above
her head.

It continued to
thicken, and then began to swirl from the centre. Slowly at first,
and then picking up the pace, until finally the gas was a maelstrom
of energy. More flashes of white sparked out from amongst the chaos.

Some distant part of
Luanna’s mind shouted to her to do something, anything, but she
wasn’t listening. In the centre of the maelstrom a pair of red
dots appeared. They stretched outwards, widening into two ovals, the
white edges contrasting sharply against the blood-red centres.

For each oval was
now an eye, a yellow streak running down the middle. Luanna shuddered
involuntarily, feeling the evil presence corrupting the air, invading
her mind and body. Still she stood rooted to the spot, unable to pull
her gaze away from the eyes and the swirling gas surrounding them.

Faintly, she heard
Ethan whimper again. The tiny part of her which was still responding
screamed at her to act, but the demon’s eyes held her prisoner.
Flashes of dreamlike memories raced through her head, of the towns
and cities burning, of the demon spreading fire and destruction over
everything.

How could anyone,
even Vrastor, contain this?

The eyes grew larger
still, expanding as they emerged out of the gas. A face began to
appear behind them. It was a face of pure, undiluted terror.

Luanna felt her body
go weak as she stared, suddenly aware that this was not only Ethan’s
final moment, but her own, too. They would all be massacred by this
demon with barely a thought, like ants under a boot, crushed without
remorse. She knew this now with perfect clarity, the realisation
washing over her.

Despite everything,
she felt a semblance of calm. This was the end. She closed her eyes.

-

A howl of pain over to
the side caused Luanna to throw her eyes wide open.

She watched in
astonishment as Yan drew the bloodied dagger out of Vrastor’s
chest, only to thrust it back in, over and over again. Dark patches
spread quickly over his robe, what little blood there was inside his
frail body gushing out. Still Yan stabbed, filling his body with
innumerable holes, not allowing him any chance of recovery, magical
or otherwise.

Again and again Yan
plunged the dagger. Vrastor’s chest was already a mangled
patchwork of wounds, each oozing a torrent of thick blood. While she
continued the attack, savagely thrusting the dagger deep inside the
old man in a vicious loop, Yan let out no shouts, no screams of rage.
She was silent. A remorseless killer. Luanna could only stare in
shock at the sheer brutality of the onslaught, her mind numb.

Eventually, Yan
stopped. Vrastor was slumped in his chair, dead. Ethan fell forwards
and toppled onto the floor. Luanna felt the magical grip on her body
collapse.

She looked back up
and saw the face of the demon already beginning to fade, dissolving
back into the swirling gas. She continued to stare as the eyes,
blood-red eyes stained with a yellow streak, shrank smaller. She was
lost in the scene, unable to pull away, and it was only when the eyes
were lost to the maelstrom that she could detach herself once more.

Luanna looked back
to Yan, who was staring at Vrastor’s corpse. Yan turned and
nodded with the satisfaction of a long-standing debt now repaid.
Luanna, too numb to fully comprehend the methodical butchery that had
taken place, switched to Ethan, conscious but seemingly unaware of
his surroundings, and then to Stumpy, her eyes shut. Blood covered
her hands, waist, and legs, pooling around her on the floor.

A series of
crunching thuds from outside jerked Luanna fully to her senses.
Glancing up, she saw the faint rays of light slow down their dance
through the dissipating gas.

“We need to
get out!” she shouted, finding her voice.

“Grab Stumpy.
I’ll get Ethan,” Yan shouted back, her voice far too
controlled for the situtation.

Luanna didn’t
even reply but lunged towards Stumpy. The woman’s face was set
in a cold, unmoving grimace, her sharply blonde ponytail hanging
loosely, dirtied from scraping against the stone wall. Luanna
crouched down and wrapped one of Stumpy’s arms around her
shoulder. Gritting her teeth, she attempted to pull her up.

Strangely, the woman
was far lighter than she had expected. Luanna brought her to her feet
with relative ease. Yan and Ethan were already clambering out of the
door, their arms wrapped around each other’s waist. Luanna
followed them, Stumpy’s feet dragging along the floor.

As soon as she broke
through into the bright daylight outside the tower, she saw some
figures running towards her, and immediately recognised them as
Torwald Wolfhowl and Cilentrae Skysword. Up ahead she noticed the
distinct fiery red hair and thin beard of Ullmor Marke.

“Luanna!”
she heard Cilentrae cry as both mages reached her.

Torwald grabbed
Stumpy’s other arm to help carry the unconscious woman.

“Quickly now,”
huffed Torwald as they raced across the courtyard.

More thuds and
crashes erupted all around them. Luanna realised that it was the
stone blocks tumbling to the ground, their magic failing. As they ran
a block smashed down beside her, no more than an arm’s length
away.

Luanna stumbled from
the shock but managed to regain her composure, keeping herself and
Stumpy upright.

Yan and Ethan
reached the remains of the keep’s gate, some thirty or forty
paces ahead of the second group. More blocks continued to rain down.
Luanna saw Cilentrae stop sharply in front of them. A block collided
into the ground with a colossal crack, exactly where they would have
been if they had continued running. They darted around it.

Again, Cilentrae
abruptly halted. She swivelled quickly on the spot and glanced up.
“Jump!” she shouted, and she waved her hands outwards.

A blast of energy
surged out, exactly as Luanna and Torwald threw themselves forward,
bringing Stumpy’s limp body with them. Luanna rolled over on
the ground and saw Cilentrae’s magic weave through the air to
collide with another falling block, sending it spinning off to crash
into the base of the tower. The tower’s foundations lurched
warningly with the impact.

Luanna looked back
to see Torwald on his knees.

“Get up
Ilyeni, get up,” he muttered.

Luanna’s mind
spun for a moment before realising he was talking to Stumpy. She
dragged herself from the floor and helped him grab her.

Together, they ran
on, Cilentrae continuing to keep a watch for more falling masonry.
They reached the gate and raced on through, not stopping until they
caught up with Ethan, Yan, and Ullmor, beyond the walls, finally out
of range of the rain of stone. Everyone fell to the ground,
exhausted.

Torwald leaned over
Stumpy’s body and placed his hands on her stomach. He closed
his eyes. Luanna came to his side, looking on nervously. The woman
lying before them was clearly dead, no longer breathing. Luanna knew
this for a fact, having seen enough bodies to know the difference.
She felt Ethan’s hand squeeze her shoulder.

“Is she–”
he began, his voice wispy and hoarse, but he was quickly hushed by
Cilentrae.

Luanna didn’t
take her eyes away from Stumpy. Of the three of them, she had never
even considered that Stumpy would be the one to fall. She was too
tough, too quick, too damn head-strong to die. After Luanna’s
persistent internal struggle over the fate of Ethan, Stumpy had been
the voice of practicality, never one to shy away from hard decisions
and hard actions.

Stumpy.
Ilyeni. The warrior.

She watched Torwald
attempt to magically seal the wound, to repair the damage caused by
Yan’s dagger, but her eyes were unfocused, knowing Stumpy was
beyond saving.

She was lost,
another one of Vrastor’s victims.

Luanna collapsed
backwards, feelings of grief and guilt flooding through her. It was
not her fault, she knew. Stumpy was a contractor, well aware of the
risks of the job. But still, in the moment, Luanna could do nothing
but blame herself. She should have insisted Stumpy leave for Castle
Drumond when they were back at Hero’s Arch, or stopped
Vrastor’s little girl earlier, before Yan could deliver her
killing blow.

More guilt rose up
within Luanna at knowing so little of the woman, even despite
Stumpy’s reluctance at sharing. An orphan from the eastern city
of Ne’ercolm who, while perhaps just about young enough to
still call herself a teenager, battled and fought with the experience
of a warrior more than twice her age. The woman who drew curiosity
and fear in equal amounts from all who opposed her, and those who
were with her, too.

The world would be a
less interesting place without the woman who called herself Stumpy.

Behind her, Luanna
heard a faint moan, almost beyond her hearing, so quiet that she
wasn’t sure she hadn’t imagined it.

“Urgh.”

Luanna spun around
and saw Stumpy opening her eyes, the woman’s bright blue irises
beautiful and amazing. A huge smile erupted over Luanna’s face.

Stumpy looked back
at her wearily. “That little bitch,” she muttered.

“She’s
dead,” announced Luanna. “The girl’s dead. Along
with Vrastor. She won’t come back this time.”

“Good,”
said Stumpy, defiantly.

A trickle of blood
ran over her lips and down her cheek. Torwald reached over and wiped
it clean.

“How do you
feel?” he asked.

“Like I got
stabbed in the gut. It hurts like… like…”

Even the stone-faced
Cilentrae managed to blush at the stream of expletives which hurtled
out of the young woman’s mouth.

“You’re
a tough one,” said Torwald, once Stumpy had finished swearing,
a sly grin on his face. “Just like your father.”

-

That night, Luanna
slept. A long, deep, dreamless sleep.

- - -

The next morning, Luanna
opened her eyes, confused to find herself in a small, sparsely
decorated room. Sunlight peeked in through the slits in the window
shutters. She was lying on a firm, fairly uncomfortable mattress,
with a thin, itchy sheet pulled up to her neck.

Images of the
previous day returned to her in flashes. Of entering the tower with
Ethan. Of seeing Yan possessed, stabbing Stumpy. Of the demon
appearing from the swirling gas while Vrastor drained Ethan’s
life-force. Of Yan killing Vrastor with the same dagger she’d
used on Stumpy. Of escaping the tower as it crumbled, the magic
ending its fifty-year reign. Of Torwald miraculously saving Stumpy.
Ilyeni.

After that, the rest
of the day was a blur. Stumpy had passed out again almost instantly,
although Torwald had assured them all that this was a sleep and
nothing more. The three mages had helped them onto their horses to
travel to the tiny town of Rend, which was on the way to Castle
Drumond. And then Luanna had collapsed, in one of only a few rooms in
the town’s sole tavern.

She pulled herself
out of the bed and splashed her face with some water from a bowl on
the table. It was cold and refreshing. She took a moment to compose
herself, then left the room and went downstairs.

Ethan was already
seated at one of the three long tables in the larger, open room,
tucking into a hearty breakfast of meat and potatoes which looked far
too much for one man to consume. Torwald was sitting opposite from
him with only a mug of water. There was no sign of Cilentrae or
Ullmor, nor of Yan or Stumpy. Luanna joined them, sitting next to
Torwald.

“Mor’in’!”
chirped Ethan excitedly through a large mouthful of food.

“Luanna,”
nodded Torwald graciously.

“Master
Wolfhowl,” replied Luanna.

“Werfherl?”
exclaimed Ethan, spraying the table with pieces of potato. “Fat’s
a fantaftic ‘ame!”

Torwald grinned at
him, picking flecks of potato out of his long, grey beard, and turned
back to Luanna. “Oh come now, Luanna. You’re not at
Arcanium any more, there’s no need for formality.”

Luanna smiled. “How
is Stumpy?”

“Stumpy?”
He looked momentarily confused. “Ah, yes. She’s still
sleeping, obviously in a bad state but she’ll be fine after a
lot of rest. She’s as tough as they come.”

“You know who
she is? And her father?”

“I know who
she is, yes, but I haven’t seen her since she was a baby.
There’s no mistaking her, though. And yes, I certainly knew her
father.”

Ethan forced his
food down. “A baby? You mean, she wasn’t always a gangly
woman with the temperament of an enraged kantah?”

Luanna stifled a
laugh while Torwald merely gave him a strange look, then grinned
again.

“Difficult, is
she? Well, that’s another thing she very much inherited from
her father.”

“Well?”
said Ethan after a moment’s pause. “Spill the beans,
Wolfhowl.”

“I’ll
let her tell you herself, it’s not my place.”

“But she
doesn’t know,” countered Luanna.

A man came over to
the table, having spotted her. She ordered some breakfast, half the
size of Ethan’s piled-up plate. Ethan ordered some more.

“I’m
hungry!” he protested at Luanna’s raised eyebrow.
“Torwald explained it to me this morning, said that Vrastor was
draining my life energy. I need to eat!”

“Indeed,”
agreed Torwald. “Ethan here is lucky to still be alive.”

Luanna smiled widely
at Ethan, the happiness masking her guilt. She suspected that Ethan
would forgive her, if he even really blamed her now anyway. But
whether she would forgive herself, that was another matter entirely.

“Ftumpy!”
demanded Ethan, his mouth once more packed with food.

“Ah, yes,”
continued Torwald. “It is… interesting… that she
doesn’t know of her parents. Very interesting.”

“You’re
talking cryptically,” said Luanna, more sternly than she
expected to.

“Ha, yes, I
suppose I am. Regardless, it’s not for me to say. I will speak
to her, and then it is for her to decide.”

“Are they all
this sly at Arcanium?” asked Ethan, swallowing his food.
“Between you and Luanna, you’re a secretive bunch.”

Torwald glanced at
Luanna. “Everyone has their secrets,” he replied. “To
which, would you care to share your reasoning for leaving Arcanium?
Cilentrae especially would deeply appreciate an explanation. When we
found your room, it was in a complete disarray. What happened,
exactly?”

Luanna opened her
mouth, but could find no words to speak. Her mind had gone
temporarily and resolutely blank.

“Another time
then, perhaps,” said Torwald, misreading her expression.

The conversation
went quiet for a while. Eventually, two filled plates arrived. Luanna
started eating, relieved to have good, hot food. It had been all too
rare for the past week.

“Are they
still here?” she asked. “Cilentrae? Ullmor?” She
shifted uncomfortably, unused to saying their first-names out loud.
Luanna felt like a teenager pretending to be an adult.

“They returned
to the remains of Relioc Tower early this morning, to see what they
can find amongst the rubble.”

Luanna shivered
involuntarily at the mention of the name, bringing with it fleeting
images of the previous day.

“Your friend
left already, too. I didn’t get her name. The one with the long
braid.”

“Yan? She’s
gone?”

“Indeed. Tried
to creep out while it was still dark. Unfortunately for her, I don’t
sleep much these days. She looked a bit frightened, and not from
being spotted. Something happened to her inside the tower, I take
it?”

“Yes,”
shuddered Luanna. “She was possessed by Vrastor, or rather by
his little girl. Yan is the one who stabbed Stumpy, and then Vrastor.
She saved us, really. If she hadn’t killed him…”

Luanna glanced at
Ethan, seeing his eyes droop.

“Then things
would be different,” stated Torwald. “But they’re
not. It is finished.”

“Vrastor said
something,” continued Luanna, speaking more quietly. “He
said the demon he was summoning, that it was only a minor one. What’s
out there, Master Wolfhowl?”

“There are
many creatures beyond the lands we can see,” said Torwald, his
voice now also quiet. “Exactly what they are, we don’t
know. But Vrastor, ignoring all else he’s done, was a powerful
mage. Far, far more powerful than you or I, Luanna. I suspect that we
will not see another like him for a long time.” He leaned back
in his chair and smiled grimly. “And so, I do not think that it
is a matter for us to worry about.”

Luanna regarded him
curiously, then returned to her breakfast. Ethan did the same. Only
Luanna noticed the faint, uncontrollable shaking of the elderly
mage’s hand.

- - -

They arrived back at
Castle Drumond in the afternoon, Luanna, Ethan, Stumpy, and Torwald.

The senior mage had
explained that Cilentrae and Ullmor were remaining behind for further
study, and that he would meet them later. Stumpy was still in a
serious-looking state, continually slipping in and out of
consciousness, but her wound had sealed over thanks to Torwald, and
he assured them that she would be fine.

Luanna found herself
with mixed emotions as the castle came into view. Relief, mostly, at
the ordeal being over. Guilt at nearly causing the deaths of both
Ethan and Stumpy. Anger at Vrastor, who thought himself worthy of
choosing to sacrifice lives to save others. Anger at herself, too, as
she realised that she had done the exact same thing in choosing
Erdantia over Ethan. That it was one man rather than hundreds made no
difference. Where was the line? One person? Ten? A hundred? To save
the world or not, no one had the right to decide another’s
fate.

There was also the
matter of her own personal quest, to free herself of her curse after
four long years. Prince Darvel would be happy to have her back in the
castle, no doubt. She wondered if he was even aware of anything that
had occurred outside of the castle walls. A weary sigh escaped her at
the thought of having to spend a final night with him.

The castle gates
came into view. They were closed, with an increased military presence
lining the walls. A cold, unwelcoming aura filled the air.

“Was the
castle like this when you left?” asked Luanna to Torwald.

He looked at her
strangely. “What do you mean?”

“Closed off.
Locked up.”

Torwald regarded the
walls and turrets, noticing the guardsmen patrolling it. “It
does appear that King Malchour is expecting an attack,” he said
gravely.

A guard shouted down
to them as they reached the gate. Luanna didn’t recognise him,
and she thought she knew the face of everyone in the castle.

“Who goes
there!” It was a gruff voice.

“I am the Lady
Luanna, advisor to the king.”

“Lady Luanna?”
gasped the voice, suddenly higher-pitched and excited. “I’ve
heard about you! You helped settle that dispute between me da and
that idiot, Glaroman!”

Luanna was confused.
She racked her brain, and the name Glaroman surfaced. It was a petty
dispute between two farmers in some town to the northeast. She
searched for the other name involved. It was something
stupid-sounding. Ning? Ting? Cling!

“You’re
Cling’s boy?”

The face, that of a
young man with patchy tufts of hair where his beard should be –
putting Luanna in mind of Kin – beamed back at her.

“Yes!”
He turned his head and shouted down to someone to open the gate.

Another face popped
out, examined the group, and then disappeared. The gate began to
clank open. Eventually, the group continued on.

The courtyard was
strangely quiet as they proceeded through. Gone were the usual
collection of hawkers and merchants, the farmers and craftsmen, the
motley bands of people strolling between them. The general hubbub of
the castle’s exterior had been replaced with an unnerving
silence, broken only occasionally by the semi-synchronised march of a
patrol.

The four of them
descended from their horses, Torwald and Ethan helping Stumpy down.
Another guard appeared and took the reins, leading the horses off to
the military stables. Luanna led the group into the central keep,
heading directly towards the throne room. She noted the scores of
guards patrolling the corridors here, too. There were many faces she
recognised, and many others which she did not.

Four guardsmen stood
by the big double doors which led into the throne room.

“Lady Luanna?”
exclaimed one of them as they approached.

Luanna recognised
him as Sergeant Hugh. She opened her mouth to speak but the guard
spoke quickly and excitedly.

“The king will
be happy to see you!”

“What’s
going on, sergeant?” she demanded, putting all of the authority
she could muster into her voice.

“The castle is
on a lockdown, milady,” he replied, suddenly timid.

Luanna wasn’t
sure if she heard or simply imagined the expected snort of derision
from Stumpy. The sergeant continued speaking, his voice low.

“Ever since
the king announced Vrastor’s return, and what happened to
Captain Trinc, and then the news that Captain Idris had walked
out, it’s been a bit… panicky around here.”

The other guards
shifted uncomfortably at the mention of Vrastor, clearly not happy
with his unexpected and sudden reappearance.

“I see,”
said Luanna. “We need to speak to the king. Right now.”

“Of course!
Scutters, go up to the king’s office and tell him that the Lady
Luanna is here.”

The man called
Scutters was visibly nervous about the task, but he swallowed loudly
and departed. Hugh pushed open the doors, and motioned for the group
to proceed.

The throne room was
empty. Ethan whistled as they walked up to wait by the few steps
which ascended to the throne, the white stone contrasting against the
dark blue sheet draped over the centre. Luanna glanced at him.

“I’ve
been in many strange places,” he announced, speaking to no one
in particular. “But never in a throne room, before a king.”

Luanna smiled at
him. Sometimes he really does give the impression of being a naive
little boy.

Stumpy let out a
hrumph noise, her disdain for anything kingly or noble clear
for all to hear. She was leaning heavily on Torwald but still somehow
standing on her own two feet. The strength of the woman, once again,
thoroughly impressed Luanna.

King Malchour
arrived after a couple of minutes, flanked by guards. Four instead
of the usual two, Luanna noted. She managed to suppress her shock
at seeing Malchour’s face.

His eyes were darkly
ringed, a clear sign that he had slept little, if at all, over the
last few days. His cheeks were sunken. His hair and skin were dirty.
Overall, the king was in a far worse state than Luanna had ever
known. She felt repulsion at this shadow of the man she had last seen
only a week earlier.

“My lady,”
he announced, easing himself into his throne. “And Torwald,”
he said, nodding. “I gather that these two with you are Ethan
and Stumpy, correct?”

“Yes, sire,”
replied Luanna.

Ethan bowed low,
unsure of what was expected of him. Stumpy stood staring at him,
expressionless. Torwald smiled warmly.

“And so I am
to assume that… no… tell me yourself, please. I assume
nothing.”

Luanna gazed at him.
She had known Malchour for four years, knew him to be a hard,
prideful man, firm but fair with the subjects of his kingdom. The man
before her now was a shell. Different to the people unwillingly
possessed by Vrastor’s girl, of course, but also similar, in a
way. She decided to be blunt.

“Sire, Vrastor
is dead.”

Malchour stared
blankly back at her, disbelieving. Around her, she heard the gasps of
the guards. Luanna spotted the rotund figure of Bylanx appearing from
a passage to the side.

“It’s
true,” said Ethan, speaking up. He gulped nervously, his first
ever words spoken to a king now loose. “Not even he could
survive that many stabs of a dagger.”

“Vrastor is a
man of great power,” said Bylanx, stepping forward. “I
would not doubt him to survive a mere blade.”

Malchour glanced at
Torwald. The mage nodded back solemnly. “Relioc Tower is no
more, King Malchour. It collapsed as Vrastor’s magic ended.
Cilentrae and Ullmor are there now, picking apart the pieces. But it
is as Ethan here said. Vrastor is dead.”

Malchour slumped
back on his throne. A silence filled the air. Malchour then snapped
his head forward, his eyes cold. He moved like a cornered dog, Luanna
thought. One who could bite at any moment, at any unprovoked action.

“And this
contact you mentioned? This traitor within my walls? What news do you
have of it? Quickly now!”

Luanna’s eyes
darted left and right. With everything else going on, she had
forgotten about that issue. About Felin.

“Sire, is it
wise to speak of it here? Perhaps we should–”

“No!”
roared Malchour.

Everyone leaned back
hurriedly, afraid of the king’s sudden rage. Luanna was
astounded at how far Malchour had fallen in her absence.

“My lord,”
she said, speaking softly. “The person that arranged for
Stumpy’s interception of Ethan. The person that Ethan was to be
delivered to, here within Castle Drumond. I believe it was Felin,
sire.”

Malchour glared at
her in fury. She saw his knuckles turn white as they squeezed the end
of the throne. From the corner of her eye she saw Bylanx recoil
dramatically, the portly advisor clearly startled. She guessed that
he was as surprised by the news as she had been.

“Fetch him!”
screamed the king.

Two of the guards
glanced at each other, then turned to head towards the door. As they
started, a shadow detached itself from the wall to the side.

“I am here, my
lord,” said Felin. “And I assure you–”

“You traitor!”
bellowed Malchour.

He jumped up,
snatched a knife from the belt of the nearest guard, and hurled it
with all his strength at his advisor. It spun across the room at a
tremendous pace.

Luanna could only
watch, dumbfounded, as it embedded itself to the hilt within his
chest. Felin, in shock, stared down, seeing the trickle of blood as
it rapidly progressed to a torrential flow. He dropped to his knees,
then fell to his side. The blood began to create a small pool on the
cold, hard floor.

The room was deathly
silent but for the king’s heavy, adrenaline-fuelled breathing.
No one dared move a muscle.

Luanna couldn’t
believe what had just happened. Malchour had executed Felin, his only
evidence of betrayal coming from her word, which had in turn come
from Stumpy. And Stumpy hadn’t even known his real name! Only a
description of the man: tall and thin, with a rattish face.

Malchour was staring
at Felin’s unnervingly still body curled up at the far side of
the room. Second by second, the king’s rage subsided, although
he was unable to remove his eyes from the slain advisor.

Torwald broke the
spell, speaking quietly but firmly. “King Malchour, I may be
able to save him. Will you permit me?”

Malchour snapped his
head towards the elderly mage. Seeing Torwald’s grim
expression, the remaining anger flooded out. He seemed to suddenly
realise what he had done.

“Yes. By the
gods, yes.”

Torwald rushed
across the floor and kneeled over Felin. He placed his hands on the
handle of the knife and closed his eyes in concentration. The knife
came out with a small spurt of blood. Torwald quickly placed his
hands over the open wound, in the same manner as with Stumpy.
Malchour collapsed back into his throne, deflated and defeated.

“That’s
Felin, eh?” piped up Stumpy. “I dunno, the man I met in
Em’s Watch was like him, but not quite the same. It’s the
nose. It don’t have quite the same rattish hook.”

Everyone turned to
regard the woman, now swaying slightly without Torwald’s
support.

“What?”
said Luanna, gobsmacked.

“It weren’t
him,” reiterated Stumpy, frowning.

“But you said
he called himself the shadow.”

“Yeah, he did.
Still don’t make it him, though.”

Luanna looked back
up at Malchour, trying to ignore Torwald and the unmoving Felin.
“I-I’m sorry, sire.”

Malchour looked up
with heavy, watery eyes. “We, Felin and I, have been attempting
to find this person ever since your message, with no result. Nothing.
He must have been over everyone in the castle multiple times. I was
beginning to think the person was a ghost.”

“Felin was
questioning people?”

“More than
questioning.”

Luanna glared at him
with sharp, piercing eyes, knowing full well what he meant by that.
No wonder the castle felt cold and empty.

“It’s
possible the person was never here,” said Bylanx, a worried
expression on his face. He kept shifting his eyes over to Felin.
“Perhaps they simply intended to make us presume so. To keep us
occupied, maybe.”

Luanna looked at him
properly for the first time since he had entered the room. He was
exactly as he’d been when she’d last seen him, the rosy
cheeks and persistent sheen of shiny sweat on his skin clear
tell-tale signs of his abundant, carefree consumption of wine.
Compared to Malchour, it seemed as if nothing at all had occurred
within the castle or the kingdom. No worries, no problems. It was at
a complete contrast to every other person they had so far encountered
within the castle since returning from Relioc.

The king let out a
shaky sigh, trying to keep his gaze away from Felin. “Then we
shall never know.”

“No,”
agreed Bylanx. “It remains a mystery.”

Luanna regarded the
rotund advisor curiously. Something about him definitely seemed off.
If indeed it wasn’t Felin who had hired Stumpy, and Felin
hadn’t found a trace of the person in the castle after
questioning and interrogation… would he have interrogated
Bylanx? It felt highly doubtful that the king would have even thought
of his advisors being involved, trusting them implicitly. But after
having allowed interrogation of the docile population of Castle
Drumond, the king’s mind was no longer trustworthy.

She concentrated
intently on Bylanx, letting her mind flow into his. It was as easy as
it had been with Ethan.

“Lord Bylanx,”
she said calmly. “Did you know about Ethan before the king
summoned and first told us of him?”

Everyone turned to
look at them both.

“What?”
barked Bylanx, jumping at the clear accusation.

Malchour leaned
forward, his forehead creased, his eyebrows furrowed. “Answer
the question,” stated the king.

Bylanx quickly
twirled on the spot. “Of course not, sire! What is this?”

Luanna felt inside
Bylanx’s mind, sensing the twist and flow of his thoughts. A
dark cloud formed as he spoke.

He was lying!

“Where did you
learn about him?” she pressed.

Bylanx huffed
himself up to his full, impressively wide figure. “Milady, I
know nothing more than what our king has relayed to us.”

The dark clouds
continued to swirl inside him, seeping out through his connection to
Luanna. She steeled herself, knowing that she had to push on and find
the truth now, while he was off-guarded.

“And Vrastor?
You knew of his plans, too?”

“No!” he
shouted, his voice raising high. He glanced back at Malchour and
regained some small measure of composure. “Sire, I do not know
what has possessed the Lady Luanna, but I assure you that her
questioning is entirely misplaced.”

Luanna caught
glimpses of the guards glancing at each other, wondering what to do,
whether they should be seizing Bylanx.

“Bylanx
Broadstone,” barked Malchour, his voice regaining strength.
“Tell me the truth. Right now.”

“I am, sire!”

Malchour turned to
Luanna. She was beyond doubt now that Bylanx had been involved in
Ethan’s plot. The elderly advisor, usually so amiable and warm,
had risked the wrath of Vrastor upon the entire kingdom. Luanna had
discovered her ability to distinguish the truths and lies of a person
as a teenager, shortly before joining Arcanium. In all that time, and
except for Stumpy – with whom it had not failed but had been
just emphatically blocked – she had never known it to be wrong.
How or why Bylanx had hired Stumpy to retrieve Ethan from the kivvers
was still to be discovered, but, for now, they had their traitor.

“I am sorry,
sire,” said Luanna, narrowing her eyes at Malchour.

“That’s
okay, my lady,” began Bylanx, visibly deflating. “We’re
all rather stressed–”

“I am sorry
that Bylanx has betrayed you, and betrayed the kingdom.”

Malchour held her
stare for a long moment, his mind going over the events of the past
few days, joining the clues together for himself. There was silence
throughout the throne room.

Then the king turned
over to Felin and Torwald as the elderly mage rose up. Torwald
returned Malchour’s gaze, shaking his head slowly.

Malchour grimaced.
Luanna saw his eyes cloud over, the enormous realisation of his rash
action crashing into him. And not just his action here, to end the
life of a loyal advisor, but his actions throughout this entire
ordeal. He had failed his first true test as king.

Malchour Erdant
unfolded his long frame from the throne. Resting his eyes on Luanna,
his next words were spoken with the calm, controlled composure of
old.

“Guards, take
Lord Broadstone to a cell. I will see to him later.”

“No! Sire!”
proclaimed Bylanx as two guards stepped forward. “I am
innocent! I swear it! Sire!”

His cries followed
him down the corridor.

- - -

Late that evening, the
sun now almost below the horizon, Malchour requested Luanna’s
presence in his office.

“You called
for me, sire?” she said as she slipped into the chair at his
desk.

The king was sat
opposite her. A few candles flickered to illuminate the room, leaving
the corners basking in shadows.

“Yes. I wanted
to thank you properly for your service to the kingdom. If you had not
brought Ethan to Vrastor, I do not know what would have happened, but
it would have almost certainly been terrible.”

“I did what
was necessary, sire.”

“Nonetheless,
you undoubtedly saved many lives through your actions. It is…
admirable.”

“Sire?”

Malchour drooped his
head momentarily. “You have seen for yourself the sad state of
Castle Drumond. And of myself, too.”

“It has been a
difficult period for all us,” she said, attempting to keep some
lightness and energy in her voice.

She had indeed seen
the result of the king’s slip into worry and darkness, and knew
it would be a long fight for Malchour to drag himself out of it. The
events would be forever scarred into him. Luanna only hoped that the
scarring would be good for both him and for the kingdom.

Malchour kept quiet
for an uncomfortable moment. “I spoke to Bylanx. He decided to
finally accept the futility of lying to me about his hand in all of
this.”

Luanna focused,
curious. She allowed the king to continue.

“Vrastor’s
potential wrath and destruction. Your chase. The deaths of my men.
The… the tragic loss of Felin. All of it, because…”

Malchour laughed
hollowly to himself.

“Because
Bylanx was bored.”

“Wh-what?”
stuttered Luanna.

“Indeed,”
agreed Malchour. “In his advancing years, he grew tired of the
mundaneness of life within the castle. But instead of leaving, of
sparing the kingdom these troubles, he decided to, as he put it,
‘shake things up’. It is pathetic.”

Luanna didn’t
reply, dumbfounded by the sheer frivolity of Bylanx’s desire.

“But you are
leaving us,” continued Malchour. His face was blank now, a
mask.

“Yes,”
replied Luanna.

“Is there
anything I can offer you to change your mind? You would be a great
assistance here during the coming days and weeks. Not to mention my
son’s infatuation with you.”

Luanna had the grace
to look surprised, but she had long ago guessed that Malchour knew of
Darvel’s late night visits to her chambers. The word
infatuation, and not love, was key in Malchour’s revealing of
his knowledge.

“Perhaps,”
the king continued, “without your presence here, he might grow
up somewhat. He has kept himself stunted for too long now.”

Luanna could only
smile back in agreement. She was thankful that Malchour seemed to
understand her relationship with the prince.

“I am sorry–”
she began, but Malchour raised a hand.

“There is no
need to apologise for anything you have done here. I am the king, and
my actions are my own. I need to fix the damage I have caused. If I
cannot do that, what use am I to anyone?”

“You will do
so admirably, sire. Of that, I have no doubt.”

“I hope so, my
lady. I hope so.”

- - -

Luanna spent the night
with Prince Darvel.

He had been
strangely absent since their arrival back at Castle Drumond, but she
had sought him out, knowing that tonight had to be the final night of
her self-imprisonment. After everything that had happened, she had
decided to leave. Malchour’s request for her to stay was
expected, but she was relieved that he had not pushed the issue. He
was right, too, she thought, that it was up to him and no one else to
repair the mental state of his kingdom.

She found the prince
uncharacteristically downbeat and downtrodden, no longer the
self-assured, borderline arrogant man he had been before she left.
After some stern insistence, he had quietly explained his ride to
Relioc to confront Vrastor, for both Erdantia and for Luanna, and
found little comfort in her surprised laughter, declaring himself
unworthy of calling himself her lover.

Luanna persuaded him
to spend the night, mostly so that she could complete the first stage
in breaking her curse, but also as a final goodbye dalliance between
departing souls who, despite the one-way feelings, had been
companions of a sort for the greater part of the last four years.

- - -

Luanna opened her eyes.
Daylight was pouring in through her bedroom’s tall, glass
window.

She sighed wearily,
pulled the thick blanket off, and sat up with her feet resting on the
floor. There was no yawn from behind her.

She spun around and
found the bed empty. Darvel had slinked out during the night. She
thought sadly of him for a moment. The man was a boy, really. A
spoilt boy with no proper experience of the world outside the castle
walls. But he was not a bad man, would never threaten the kingdom the
way Vrastor had. She would miss him, in a way.

Luanna took her time
to wash and dress, enjoying the pleasures of simply being in her own
space with her own belongings.

-

Downstairs, in a large room reserved for
dining with guests, she met Ethan and Stumpy already seated and
coming to the end of their breakfast. She sat down. A maid scurried
over, and then disappeared into the kitchen with Luanna’s own
breakfast request.

“Hey,”
she said.

“Slept well?”
asked Ethan.

“Yes. Much
better than the past week. It’s good to be in a big, proper bed
again.”

“That’s
true,” Ethan agreed. “Living in a castle certainly has
its perks, I see.”

He seemed to be
slightly lost in a daydream, as if he still couldn’t quite
believe where he was, as a guest of a king.

“For some,
yeah,” said Stumpy.

Luanna rolled her
eyes. “How are you feeling now, Stumpy? Or should I say,
Ilyeni?”

Stumpy’s eyes
narrowed warningly. “As I said when we first met, ya majesty,
me name ain’t nothin’ but for me an’ me ma.”

Luanna let the words
linger uncomfortably in the air.

“But yeah,”
continued Stumpy. “It stings a bit.” She seemed wary of
revealing the full extent of her still quite considerable pain.
“It’ll heal up quickly enough.”

“It’s
fortunate Torwald was there to help.”

“Yeah, well,
he weren’t good enough to help that Felin fella.”

The three of them
held their silence for a moment. Luanna thought of the man, unfairly
slain by Malchour at the height of the king’s dramatic fury.
There would be no justice there, she knew. No retribution for the
fallen, friendless man with no family.

“Where is
Wolfhowl, anyway?” asked Ethan.

“He said he’s
preparin’ for the return to Arcanium,” said Stumpy.

“Via a
portal,” stated Luanna. “Creating a portal takes an
extensive amount of magic.”

“Yep.”

More silence fell
upon the group as Luanna’s meal arrived.

“So, what’s
next for our little trio?” said Ethan.

Luanna and Stumpy
both snapped towards him.

“Trio?”
said Stumpy. “There ain’t no trio here.”

“Oh come on,”
grinned Ethan. “It’s a classic story. Three adventurers –
the fighter, the mage, and the handsome, dashing hero –
defeating the evil mage, recovering in a king’s castle, and
then setting off for the next wild journey. Sounds like something
straight out of one of the stories of Yrex. You know, one of his
adventures in the east.”

Stumpy’s eyes
narrowed. “What did you say?” she demanded, her voice
threatening and dangerous.

Ethan jerked back,
taken by surprise.

“He’s
just playing around,” said Luanna, hearing the abrupt change of
tone from the woman. “We’re not a group. We’re just
three peo–”

“Not that,”
she snapped back, keeping her eyes on Ethan.

“Yrex?”
he asked.

“Yeah.”

“I just said
it sounds like–”

“I know what
ya said, ya idiot. But why? Why him? What did ya hear?”

“I don’t
know what you’re talking about, Stumpy.”

Stumpy didn’t
speak or move, her eyes like blades as they pierced into him. Luanna
thought quickly, trying to find a way to defuse the suddenly intense
situation. What did you hear? she’d said. Hear about
what? What would there have been to overhear?

Torwald, she
realised. The pieces fell together, a light sparking inside her mind.

“Yesterday
morning,” she said, her voice low and controlled, “Torwald
told us that he knew you, and your parents, too. But he refused to
tell us who they were, saying that it was your decision.”

Ethan pulled himself
away from Stumpy’s glare to look at Luanna, a confused
expression on his face. Then his face quickly changed as he figured
it out for himself. He turned back to Stumpy.

“Yrex…
is your father?” he said slowly, his eyes wide open in
disbelieving shock.

“If ya tell
anyone,” she said, her expression establishing itself as
intently serious with an undertone of spontaneous violence, “I
will slice ya head clean open.”

Ethan swallowed,
nodding. “But, but…”

“Nope,”
interrupted Stumpy, settling the matter. “I’m gettin’
me payment from the king an’ then goin’ to get me axe
back from the tower. An’ then, well, I dunno. Somethin’.”

“I think you
deserve a rest,” said Luanna, attempting a smile at Stumpy.

“Maybe,”
she conceded.

“But Yrex,”
pushed Ethan. “He’s the most famous adventurer in recent
times! I grew up pretending to be him! He had a daughter? And that’s
you? Gods!”

“Stop,”
demanded Stumpy. “Just stop. He’s just a person, same as
the rest of us. Ain’t nothin’ special.”

“Nothing
special?” gasped Ethan, falling back into his chair
dramatically. “Nothing special? He’s a hero! The most
fantastic explorer of our time! A legend, even! Pah!”

Stumpy responded by
glaring intensely until Ethan eventually backed down.

Luanna turned to
face him. “Ethan, do you remember that curse I told you about?
Back on the ship?”

Ethan nodded in
return, unsure of where she was heading with the question.

“Well, I now
have everything I need to break it. If you would like to join me in
heading east, that would be… pleasant.” She grinned
widely at him. “It might not rival one of Yrex’s stories,
but I can guarantee danger and excitement. Have you heard of a Pit of
Oblivion?”

Ethan’s eyes
lit up, twinkling. “No. But they sound pretty deadly.”

“They most
certainly are. And I need to get to one. Well, what do you say? Are
you in?”

“Me and you,
heading into the wilds of the east?” said Ethan, grinning back
at her. “To explore fantastical landscapes and face off against
undiscovered creatures? To find untold riches and treasures? To
barely escape with our lives, over and over again?”

“That’s
the one,” said Luanna.

Ethan winked back.
“Yeah, of course I’m in. What else is life for, if not
another adventure?”

Stumpy rolled her
eyes. “Ya an idiot,” she remarked.






Fin.





The Pirate Lady






I met a girl down
Brumberly way,

Beautiful, stunning, as
bright as the day,

She stole my heart like
a loving curse,

She stole my heart and
my weighty purse!






[chorus]

For she’s a
pirate, a pirate, a pirate lady,

A pirate, a pirate, a
pirate lady,

She’s a pirate,
a pirate, a pirate lady,

A pirate lady, she
be!






This girl down in
Brum’ly she took me aboard,

High as an eagle my
heart flew and soared,

I dreamed of a kiss, or
even a peck,

But she had me down and
scrubbing the deck!






[chorus]






We sailed the Dragoove,
we sailed the seas,

I loved her while
working on hands and knees,

For a while I thought a
chance that she’d be mine,

But she kicked me
o’erboard for stepping outta line!






[chorus]






I swam for the shore and
to my surprise,

My lady was waiting with
love in her eyes,

She parted her legs for
me just a wee crack,

Then my pirate lady
stole the clothes off my back!











The adventure continues…
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