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In 3DWK¿QGHU�&KURQLFOHU�$QWKRORJ\��9ROXPH�,, I told you all about 

KRZ�SURXG�,�DP�RI�WKH�3DWK¿QGHU�&KURQLFOHU�ZHEVLWH��KRZ�H[FLWLQJ�
it is as one of the world’s designers to see people playing in and 

H[SDQGLQJ�XSRQ�ZKDW�ZH¶YH�EXLOW��DQG�KRZ�WKDQNIXO�,�DP�WKDW�WKH�IDQ�
community has such quality folks leading them, tirelessly pouring 

time and money into creating free fan books that look better than half 

WKH�DQWKRORJLHV�,�VHH�RQ�ERRNVWRUH�VKHOYHV��,�FRXOG�VSHQG�WKLV�SDJH�
JRLQJ�RYHU�WKRVH�SRLQWV�DJDLQ��RU�JXVKLQJ�DERXW�WKH�ERRNV¶�FRYHUV��
RU�WDONLQJ�DERXW�KRZ�KLJK�TXDOLW\�WKH�HQWULHV�IRU�WKH�3DWK¿QGHU�)DQ�
)LFWLRQ�&RQWHVW�ZHUH�

I could tell you about all of this, but I won’t. I don’t need to. The 

proof, as they say, is in the pudding, and you already hold in your 

KDQGV�WKH�UHVXOW�RI�DOO� WKDW�FUHDWLYH�FROODERUDWLRQ��$OO�,¶P�GRLQJ�LV�
slowing you down.

6R�WXUQ�WKH�SDJH��DQG�HQMR\�

-DPHV�6XWWHU
)LFWLRQ�(GLWRU

Paizo Publishing, LLC





Introduction
:HOO��ODGLHV�DQG�JHQWOHPHQ��LW¶V�¿QDOO\�KHUH��
7KH�VHFRQG�YROXPH�RI�WKH�3DWK¿QGHU�&KURQLFOHU�$QWKRORJ\�KDV�DUULYHG�
,�¿UVW�EHFDPH� LQYROYHG�ZLWK�3DWK¿QGHU�&KURQLFOHU�DV�D�FRQWHVWDQW� LQ�

WKH� �����3DWK¿QGHU�)LFWLRQ�&RQWHVW��8QWLO� WKDW� SRLQW��ZULWLQJ� KDG� EHHQ�
VRPHWKLQJ�,�KDG�GRQH�IRU�WKH�HQMR\PHQW�DQG�EHQH¿W�RI�D�JURXS�RI�VHPL�
UHJXODU�3DWK¿QGHU�JDPHUV�LQ�P\�UROH�DV�WKHLU�*DPH�0DVWHU��*0���$V�ZH�
H[SORUHG�*RODULRQ�WRJHWKHU��P\�SOD\HUV¶�HQWKXVLDVP�UHNLQGOHG�P\�FUHDWLYH�
VSDUN��(DFK�PRQWK�P\�LPDJLQDWLRQ�EURDGHQHG��DQG�,�ZDV�LQVSLUHG�WR�GHOYH�
HYHU�GHHSHU�LQWR�RXU�VKDUHG�ZRUOG��FUHDWLQJ�MRXUQDO�HQWULHV��OHWWHUV�DQG�HYHQ�
short stories to feed my troupe’s growing appetite. When I came across the 

call for contest entries on the Paizo message boards, I decided to take one 

of the works I had written and adapt it for submission. I am proud to say 

WKDW� WKH�HQG� UHVXOW�RI� WKDW� HIIRUW� LV�SXEOLVKHG�ZLWKLQ� WKLV�YROXPH��DORQJ�
ZLWK�WKH�FRPSRVLWLRQV�RI�WZHQW\�VHYHQ�RI�P\�IHOORZ�&KURQLFOHUV��
,�HQMR\�LPPHUVLQJ�P\VHOI� LQ�WKH�FUHDWLYH�ZULWLQJ�SURFHVV�LPPHQVHO\��

6R��KRZ�WKHQ�GLG�,�PDNH�WKH�OHDS�IURP�DXWKRU�WR�HGLWRU"�,�KDYH�ZRQGHUHG�
WKH�VDPH�WKLQJ�PDQ\�WLPHV�RYHU�WKH�SDVW�IHZ�PRQWKV��EXW�WKH�WUXWK�LV�WKDW�
HGLWLQJ�LV�D�KXJH�SDUW�RI�EHLQJ�D�ZULWHU��$W�3DWK¿QGHU�&KURQLFOHU��ZH�SULGH�
RXUVHOYHV�RQ�KHOSLQJ�GHGLFDWHG�DXWKRUV�KRQH�WKHLU�VNLOOV�DQG�WKHLU�VWRULHV�
ZLWKLQ�RXU�UDQNV��:KHQHYHU�D�ZULWHU�VXEPLWV�D�ZRUN�IRU�UHYLHZ��PDQ\�RI�
WKHLU�SHHUV� VWDQG� UHDG\�DQG�ZLOOLQJ� WR�SURYLGH� FULWLTXHV�� FRPPHQWV� DQG�
suggestions on their work. Each writer is encouraged to edit at least as 

many words as they submit, but many do substantially more. This is one 

of the great strengths of our community.

7KLV� ERRN� LV� WKH� UHVXOW� RI� FRXQWOHVV� KRXUV� RI� KDUG� ZRUN�� GHYRWLRQ��
FROODERUDWLRQ�DQG�SHUVHYHUDQFH�E\�GR]HQV�RI�RXU�PHPEHUV��,�FRXOG�QRW�EH�
PRUH�SURXG��:H�DUH�D�GLYHUVH�JURXS��FRPLQJ�IURP�YDULRXV�JHQHUDWLRQV��
RFFXSDWLRQV��FXOWXUDO�EDFNJURXQGV��DQG�JHRJUDSKLFDO�ORFDWLRQV��:H�KDYH�
IRVWHUHG�RXU�WDOHQWV�DW�WKH�JDPLQJ�WDEOH��LQ�WKH�*0LQJ�WUHQFKHV�DQG�WKURXJK�
LQYROYHPHQW�LQ�RXU�VLVWHU�SURMHFW��:D\¿QGHU�IDQ]LQH��%XW� WKURXJK�LW�DOO��
WKH�WZR�WKLQJV�WKDW�XQLWH�XV�DUH�RXU�SDVVLRQ�IRU�ZULWLQJ��DQG�RXU�ORYH�RI�
3DWK¿QGHU�DQG�WKH�ZRUOG�RI�*RODULRQ�
:H�KRSH�\RX�HQMR\�RXU�HIIRUWV��

Laura Sheppard

aka ‘LauraBow’

3DWK¿QGHU�&KURQLFOHU�(GLWRU
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By the Letter

%\�-HVV�&DUVRQ

M2/7(1�0(7$/�EHDW�DJDLQVW�WKH�KXOO�RI�WKH�'XVNÀRZHU as 

LW�VOLFHG�LQWR�WKH�PDJPD�ZDYHV��LWV�ULVLQJ�DQG�IDOOLQJ�HYHU�
increasing to the point that a drunken camel ride would 

KDYH� EHHQ� VPRRWKHU�� 7ZLFH�� 6HNKHW� IHOW� KHU� VWRPDFK�
lurch as the stern cut the crimson pall. Steady motes 

RI� OLJKW� LOOXPLQDWHG� UHG� SDQHOV� IURP� EHKLQG�� JODULQJ� RII� HYHU\� VXUIDFH�� 6HNKHW�
H[KDOHG�DQG�GXJ�KHU�QDLOV�LQWR�KHU�DUP�WR�GULYH�DZD\�KHU�TXHDV\�VWRPDFK��
$W� OHDVW�,�FDQ�NHHS�P\�VHDW� she thought, watching the others cling to theirs 

when the�'XVNÀRZHU�VXGGHQO\�YHHUHG�OHIW��6KH¶G�DOZD\V�FRQVLGHUHG�WKHVH�WUDGH�
VKLSV�D�FUXHO�HIUHHWL�WULFN��7KH�FDELQV�ZHUH�¿QHO\�DSSRLQWHG�ZLWK�SROLVKHG�EHQFKHV�
FRYHUHG�LQ�EULJKW�RUDQJH�VDWLQ�FXVKLRQV�WKDW�VOLWKHUHG�OHIW�DQG�ULJKW�ZKHQ�WKH�YHVVHO�
PRYHG��2IWHQ��SDVVHQJHUV�IHOO�WR�WKH�ÀRRU�RU�ZHUH�PDGH�MXVW�XQFRPIRUWDEOH�HQRXJK�
E\�WKH�MRVWOLQJ�WKDW�WKHLU�VHQVHV�ZHUH�FORXGHG�ORQJ�DIWHU�WKH\�GLVHPEDUNHG���DQG�
WKH�HIUHHW�QHYHU�ZDLWHG�DW�WKH�EDUJDLQLQJ�WDEOHV����
8QGHUKDQGHG��EXW�,�FDQ�UHVSHFW�WKHP�IRU�ZDQWLQJ�DQ�DGYDQWDJH� she mused. 

The�'XVNÀRZHU slowed as a sound like thunder echoed from deep within the 

ship. 

She knew that sound well. 

As others tensed and looked around the cabin in panic, Sekhet braced against 
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Jess Carson

D�SLOORZ�DQG�UHOD[HG�KHU�QHFN��$�GHDIHQLQJ�ERRP�ZDV�IROORZHG�E\�D�VXGGHQ�MROW��
WKURZLQJ� KDOI� WKH� FDELQ¶V� RFFXSDQWV� IRUZDUG� WR� WKH� ÀRRU��2QFH�PRUH�� VKH� KDG�
VXUYLYHG�DQRWKHU�DUGXRXV�GRFNLQJ���

6KH� SXOOHG� WKH� KRRG� RI� KHU� VLON� FORDN� DV� IDU� RYHU� KHU� KHDG� DV� LW�ZRXOG� JR��
6ZHDW� WULFNOHG�GRZQ�KHU�EDFN��EXW�SUXGHQFH�NHSW�KHU� IURP�XQFRYHULQJ��7ZLFH��
the other two men in the compartment had stared at the faint glow of her yellow 

H\HV��1RUPDOO\�VKH�ZRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�FDUHG��EXW�WRGD\�VKH�ZDVQ¶W�ZLOOLQJ�WR�SXVK�KHU�
OXFN��'HVQD�FRXOG�RQO\�VPLOH�VR�RIWHQ�RQ�KHU��DQG�ULVNLQJ�D�FRQIURQWDWLRQ�EHIRUH�
UHDFKLQJ�WKH�FLW\�ZDV�XQQHFHVVDU\��$W�EHVW�WKH\�ZRXOG�LJQRUH�KHU��DW�ZRUVW�WKH\�
PLJKW�UHFRJQL]H�KHU²RU�WKH�ERRN�VKH�FDUULHG��$V�WKH�¿QDO�WKURHV�RI�WKH�YR\DJH�
subsided, her pulse quickened. 

,QVWLQFWLYHO\��KHU�¿QJHUV�WUDFHG�WKH�KLQJH�RQ�WKH�ERWWRP�RI�WKH�FRPSDVV�VKH�ZRUH�
DURXQG�KHU�QHFN��7KH� ORFNHW�VW\OH� LQVWUXPHQW�ZDV�D� VLPSOH�EXW� HOHJDQW�GHVLJQ��
0DGH�RI�VPRRWK�DGDPDQWLQH²LW�ZDV�FRRO�HYHQ�LQ�WKH�KHDW�RI�WKH�FDELQ��,W�KHOG�D�
sapphire centered in a raised band running in all cardinal directions. It mirrored 

WKH�RQH�FODVSHG�DURXQG� WKH�FRYHU�RI� WKH�ERRN�RQ�KHU� ODS��6KH� UHPHPEHUHG� WKH�
GD\�6\HG�KDG�JLYHQ�LW�WR�KHU��+H�KDG�PHOWHG�WKHLU�IDWKHU¶V�RULJLQDO�FRPSDVV�GRZQ�
DQG�FUHDWHG�WZR�QHZ�RQHV�DV�V\PEROV�RI�WKHLU�VSHFLDO�FRQQHFWLRQ��+H�ZDQWHG�LW�WR�
UHPLQG�6HNKHW�WKDW�WKH\�ZHUH�WZR�SDUWV�RI�WKH�VDPH�ZKROH��0XVLQJ�RYHU�WKHP��VKH�
had said it would lead them to their true purpose. 

6KH�KRSHG�LW�ZRXOG�JXLGH�KHU�QRZ��+HU�SODQV�ZHUH�PDGH��KHU�UHVROYH�¿UP��KHU�
luck...

7KLV�ZLOO�ZRUN��LW�KDV�WR�
6KH�PRYHG�WKH�FRPSDVV²KLV�FRPSDVV²DVLGH�DQG�WUDFHG�WKH�HQWZLQHG�VHUSHQWV�

FDUYHG�LQWR�WKH�REVLGLDQ�FRYHU�RI�WKH�ERRN�LW�KHOG�VKXW��
-XVW�D�OLWWOH�ORQJHU� Sekhet cleared her mind as she stood, waiting among the 

crowd of passengers. The heat’s full weight fell upon her. She exhaled and ran 

KHU�ULJKW�KDQG�RYHU�D�VHULHV�RI�PDUNV�RQ�KHU�OHIW�DUP��:KLVSHULQJ��WKH�RSDOHVFHQW�
V\PEROV�GDUNHQHG��,FH�ÀRZHG�LQWR�KHU�YHLQV��FRROLQJ�KHU�ERG\�IURP�ZLWKLQ��6KH�
repeated the process with other marks inside her right arm, and the cascading 

VHQVDWLRQ�FOHDQVHG�DQG� UHIUHVKHG�KHU��1R� ORQJHU�ERWKHUHG�E\� WKH�KHDW�� VKH� VWLOO�
couldn’t reconcile the feeling of oppression that still lingered. She brushed off the 

hood of her cloak and then inhaled deeply. 

This place had as many names as there were spoken languages,� ³)RPPRN�
0DGLQDK´�WR�WKRVH�ZKR�OLYHG�KHUH��³$OPDNK]DQ´�WR�WKRVH�LQ�WKH�1LQH�+HOOV��WKH�
&LW\�RI�%UDVV�WR�PRVW��EXW�LW�KHOG�RQH�FRQVWDQW��1R�PDWWHU�KRZ�PDQ\�WLPHV�VKH�
YLVLWHG��WKLV�FLW\�DOZD\V�VWROH�KHU�EUHDWK��

The phrase “WHUULEOH�EHDXW\´�FRXOG�QHYHU�EH�DSSUHFLDWHG�XQWLO�OD\LQJ�H\HV�RQ�
LWV�JLOGHG�VWUHHWV��0XFK�OLNH�WKH�VXFFXEXV²EHDXWLIXO�WR�EHKROG��EXW�GHDGO\�LQ�LWV�
intent—Almakhzan spread out before her in all its glory. Spires of brass, each 

more ornate and intricate than the one it eclipsed rose impossibly into the sky. 

1R�WZR�VWUXFWXUHV�ZHUH�WKH�VDPH��7DOO�RQLRQ�VKDSHG�GRPHV�DGRUQHG�ZLWK�SHWDO�
OLNH�ULPV��MXWWHG�RXW�DORQJVLGH�VTXDW�VTXDUH�EXLOGLQJV��7KLFN�HODERUDWH�PROGLQJ��
embossed with gold or gems, edged doorways and windows. Smooth towers 

shooting straight from the ground contrasted with twisted brass turrets catching 

DQG� UHÀHFWLQJ� GLIIHUHQW� VKDGHV� RI� RUDQJH� OLJKW�� DQ� DUFKLWHFW� FRXOG� VSHQG� \HDUV�
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By the Letter

here before seeing the same style twice.  Polished to a mirror sheen, the buildings 

UHÀHFWHG�WKH�SHUSHWXDO�WZLOLJKW�FUHDWHG�E\�WKH�FKXUQLQJ�¿HU\�VHD��FDVWLQJ�D�JORZ�RQ�
all who walked the streets. Brass was worked into shapes that would take mortals 

GHFDGHV�WR�DFKLHYH��DQG�VSUXQJ�XS�SUDFWLFDOO\�RYHUQLJKW��JLYLQJ�WKH�FLW\�D�QHZ�DQG�
HYHU�FKDQJLQJ�VN\OLQH�

�)URP�WKH�FRUQHU�RI�KHU�H\H��6HNKHW�FDXJKW�KHU�UHÀHFWLRQ�LQ�D�ZDOO��DQG�IUR]H��
Turning to the building, the face she saw wasn’t her own. She reached her hand 

RXW��EXW�DV�KHU�¿QJHU�OLJKWO\�UHVWHG�RQ�WKH�LPDJH��LW�ZDV�JRQH��7KLV�ZDV�RQH�RI�
the dark secrets of this city, why the metal seemed to breathe and beat with its 

RZQ�OLIH�IRUFH��,W�DFWXDOO\�GLG²OLYLQJ�EUDVV�ZDV�QRW�MXVW a moniker, it described 

WKH� IDWH� WKDW� DZDLWHG�PDQ\�ZKR� WUDI¿FNHG�ZLWK� WKH�HIUHHW��)HZ�XQGHUVWRRG� WKH�
UDPL¿FDWLRQV�RI�WKH�SKUDVH�³,�ZRXOG�JLYH�P\�VRXO�IRU���´�7KRVH�ZKR�FDPH�WR�WKH�
&LW\�RI�%UDVV�NQHZ�WRR�ZHOO��*RRVHEXPSV�FRYHUHG�6HNKHW¶V�DUP��+HU�KDQG�VRXJKW�
KHU�FRPSDVV��KHU�JXLGLQJ�VWDU��DQG�FOXWFKHG�LW�WLJKW��7KH�KDXQWLQJ�UHÀHFWLRQ�RI�D�
VRXO�FDXJKW�ZLWKLQ�WKH�OLYLQJ�EUDVV�LJQLWHG�KHU�GHHSHVW�IHDUV��

³6PLOH� RQ�PH� D� OLWWOH� ORQJHU�� 'HVQD�´� VKH�ZKLVSHUHG�� ³:KLOH� ,� GRQ¶W�PLQG�
VWD\LQJ�D�ZKLOH��,¶OO�EH�GDPQHG�LI�,�HQG�XS�D�SHUPDQHQW�¿[WXUH�KHUH�´�

'DULQJ�WR�SHHU�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�PHWDO��VKH�ZDV�UHOLHYHG�WR�VHH�WKDW�KHU�UHÀHFWLRQ�
was her own, once more. 

7KURZLQJ�EDFN�KHU�FORDN��VKH�H[DPLQHG�KHUVHOI�LQ�WKH�SROLVKHG�EUDVV��)HZ�KDG�
called her beautiful, so few that she was seen more as a monster. Sweat glistened 

RQ�KHU�VNLQ��ZKLFK�UDQJHG�LQ�WRQH�IURP�WKH�GDUN�EURZQLVK�FRSSHU�RI�KHU�IDFH�WR�D�
EULJKWHU�RUDQJH�RQ�KHU�KDQGV��/RQJ�EODFN�EDQJV�KXQJ�LQ�IURQW�RI�KHU�FXUYHG�JROG�
WLQJHG�KRUQV��QHDWO\�VHSDUDWLQJ� WKHPVHOYHV�IURP�WKH�UHVW�RI�KHU� WLHG�EDFN�EODFN�
KDLU��+HU�KRUQV�ÀRZHG�XS�DQG�EDFN�IURP�KHU�WHPSOHV��FXUYLQJ�DURXQG�OLNH�D�JRDW¶V��
adding an unwanted air of menace. 

6KH�SXOOHG�DW�ZKDW�OLWWOH�IDEULF�KHU�RXW¿W�SURYLGHG��7KH�FDFWXV�FRORUHG�KDOWHU�
GUHVV�EDUHO\�FRYHUHG�KHU�ERVRP��6LON�FURVVHG�RYHU�WKHQ�GLVDSSHDUHG�DURXQG�WKH�
back of her waist, forming a small band of fabric supporting a pleat both in front 

DQG�EHKLQG��+HU�QDYHO�DQG�PRVW�RI�KHU�WKLJKV�ZHUH�H[SRVHG��DV�ZHUH�KHU�SDOH�EOXH�
arcane tattoos. Copper disks and ruby spheres comprised her belt and graced the 

tops of her sandals. 

6HNKHW�VFRZOHG�DW�KHU�UHÀHFWLRQ��,I�KH�ZDQWHG�WR�PDNH�VXUH�,�GLGQ¶W�VPXJJOH�
DQ\WKLQJ�LQ��WKHUH�ZHUH�OHVV�H[SHQVLYH�ZD\V�

$�PXUPXU� IURP� WKH� FURZG�GUHZ�KHU� DWWHQWLRQ�� VRPHRQH�ZDV� VKRXWLQJ� IURP�
the end of a nearby plinth. Sekhet’s breath caught in her throat as she clutched 

her cloak. Bringing her eyes up through the crowd, she spotted the source of 

WKH�FRPPRWLRQ��D�ODUJH�VQDNH�OLNH�WDLO�ZLWK�VSLN\�SURWUXVLRQV�FRLOHG�XQGHUQHDWK��
ULVLQJ�XS� WR� WKH� WRUVR�RI�D�PDQ��SRLVHG� MXVW�D�VPDOO�GLVWDQFH� LQ�IURQW�RI�KHU�� ,WV�
UXGG\�VFDOHV�HPDQDWHG�KHDW��DGGLQJ�DQ�DLU�RI�RSSUHVVLYH�ZDUPWK��ZKLFK�DVVDXOWHG�
a circle of onlookers. The tips of its spiked tail were tinted gold, but most striking 

ZDV� WKH� LPDJH�SDLQWHG�XSRQ� WKH� WKLQJ¶V�FKHVW��D�¿UH�UHG�VTXDUH�FHQWHUHG� LQ� WKH�
middle of an orange diamond. 

She knew him and the crest he bore. Alamgeer had sent her an escort. 

+H�VSRNH�ZLWK�D�VXOIXURXV�EUHDWK�WKDW�FDUULHG�WKH�VRXQGV�RI�D�FUDFNOLQJ�¿UH��
³6HNKHW� =DVKLG�� \RXU� SUHVHQFH� LV� UHTXHVWHG� E\� P\� PDVWHU�´� +H� VFDQQHG� WKH�
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motionless crowd. “I can wait here as long as you like, though Alamgeer might 

not be so patient.”

“I suppose it would be rude to refuse,” Sekhet answered. 

7KH�UHSWLOLDQ�FUHDWXUH�SXVKHG�WKURXJK�WKH�FURZGV�ZKLOH�ZDYHV�RI�KHDW�UROOHG�
RII�KLP��VFDWWHULQJ�DOO�WKRVH�DURXQG��+LV�MDZV�SDUWHG��WKH�UHG�RUDQJH�JOLQWLQJ�IURP�
KLV�MDJJHG�WHHWK�DFFHQWXDWLQJ�WKH�IRUHERGLQJ�WRQH�RI�KLV�ODXJKWHU��+H�UHVWHG�KLV�
hand on her shoulder.

³<RX�VWLOO�VRXQG�OLNH�D�WLQ\�FDPS¿UH�ZKHQ�\RX�VSHDN�´
³$QG�\RX�VPHOO�OLNH�D�IXUQDFH��%DNU��+H�GLGQ¶W�WUXVW�PH�WR�FRPH�RQ�P\�RZQ"´
“Should he?” Bakr sneered.

6HNKHW� UDQ�KHU� WRQJXH�RYHU� WKH� IURQW�RI�KHU� WHHWK�� ³:H�GR�KDYH�EXVLQHVV� WR�
FRQFOXGH��DQG�,�ZRXOG�QHYHU�EUHDN�P\�ZRUG�´

+H�VFRIIHG��³)RUJLYH�WKH�SUHFDXWLRQV��WKHQ�´�+LV�H\HV�WUDYHOHG�WKH�OHQJWK�RI�KHU�
dark cloak as he struggled to feign concern. “Aren’t you a little warm in that? I’d 

hate to report that you died from the heat.” 

³<RXU�FRQFHUQ�LV�WRXFKLQJ��EXW�,¶P�¿QH�´
Bakr shook his head. “I would think you’d want to greet Alamgeer wearing the 

gift he sent you. You wouldn’t want him to think you are ungrateful.” 

+H�UHDFKHG�IRU�WKH�FODVS�RI�KHU�FORDN�DQG�XQGLG�WKH�KRRN��OHWWLQJ�LW�IDOO�WR�WKH�
ÀRRU��5DJH�ZRXQG�DURXQG�KHU�KHDUW��DQG�WKH�HGJHV�RI�KHU�YLVLRQ�WLQJHG�ZLWK�GDUN�
shadows as she smacked her open palm across his face. A growl rose in her throat.

³1HYHU�WRXFK�PH�´
,Q�D�ÀDVK�RI�UHG�DQG�JROG��WKH�VQDNH�OLNH�PDQ�VSXQ�KHU�DURXQG�DQG�SXVKHG�KHU�

against the wall.

³0\�0DVWHU�ZLOO�EH�WKULOOHG�WR�VHH�\RX�KDYHQ¶W�ORVW�\RXU�VSLULW��+H�ZDV�ZRUULHG�
Keresa’s stunt had broken you.” Brimstone trickled into her nostrils as his tongue 

ÀLFNHG�WKH�WLS�RI�KHU�HDU��³,¶P�SOHDVHG�WR�VHH�LW�GLGQ¶W��%XW�VRPHGD\�\RXU�OXFN�ZLOO�
UXQ�RXW��KDOI�EUHHG��DQG�,¶OO�HQMR\�WKDW�GD\�YHU\�PXFK�´

,F\�¿QJHUV�SLFNHG�DW�WKH�EDVH�RI�KHU�VNXOO�DQG�KHU�SXOVH�TXLFNHQHG��7KH�ZDOO�
VHHPHG�WR�ULVH�DQG�IDOO�ZLWK�KHU�EUHDWKLQJ��6KH�VHW�KHU�MDZ�DQG�UDLVHG�D�JORZLQJ�
JD]H�WR�PHHW�%DNU¶V��³,¶P�QRW�RQH�RI�KLV�SUHWW\�WR\V�DQG�,�GRQ¶W�HDVLO\�EUHDN��+H�
knows my worth, and we wouldn’t want to get you into trouble, would we?”

:LWK�D�ÀLFN�RI�KLV�WDLO��%DNU�WRVVHG�KHU�FORDN�RYHU�KLV�DUP��+H�SHHOHG�EDFN�IURP�
6HNKHW�DQG�JHVWXUHG�WRZDUG�WKH�HQGOHVV�ERXOHYDUG��6KH�UXEEHG�KHU�EDFN�EHIRUH�
following, clutching the tome to her side as they went.

o~O~o

+RXUV�RI�VOLQNLQJ�DPRQJ�WKURQJV�RI�FUHDWXUHV²KXPDQ��GHPRQLF��HOHPHQWDO��
DQG� JHQLH²PDGH� 6HNKHW� XQDEOH� WR� NHHS� WUDFN� RI� WKH� GLUHFWLRQ� WKH\� WUDYHOHG��
(YHU\�VWHS�VKH�WRRN��WKH�VZDOORZ�WDLOHG�EXWWHUÀ\�WDWWRRHG�RQ�KHU�IRRW�ÀLWWHG�LQWR�
YLHZ�� WKHQ�TXLFNO\� IDGHG��$� WKRXVDQG�ÀXWWHUV� ODWHU�� WKH\�DUULYHG�DW� D� IRXU�VWRU\�
EXLOGLQJ�ULVLQJ�LQWR�WKH�DVKHQ�IRJ��&KHYURQ�VWULSHV�RI�JHPV�LQ�HYHU\�FRORU�FOLPEHG�
KHDYHQZDUG�� EXW� SDOHG� LQ� FRPSDULVRQ� WR� WKH� LQWHULRU�� 7KRXJK� SDODWLDO�� 6HNKHW�
NQHZ�WKLV�ZDV�RQO\�$ODPJHHU¶V�RI¿FH��QRW�KLV�IDU�PRUH�OX[XULRXV�KRPH��+HU�SDVW�
YLVLWV� KHUH� KDG� WDXJKW� KHU�PXFK� DERXW� WKLV� SODFH�� ,W�ZDV� EH\RQG�ZKDW�PRUWDOV�
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FRXOG�HYHU�GUHDP�DERXW��DQG�WKH�ULFKHV�QHHGHG�WR�DPDVV�VXFK�VSOHQGRU�ZRXOG�WDNH�
VHYHUDO�KXPDQ�OLIHWLPHV�WR�DFKLHYH²VXFK�D�WHPSWLQJ�GLVSOD\�DQG�DQ�HDV\�SODFH�
to lose one’s soul. 

,Q�D�UDUH�EUHDFK�RI�GHFRUXP��$ODPJHHU�VWRRG�RXWVLGH�KLV�RI¿FH��VFRZOLQJ�DW�
DQRWKHU� VQDNH�OLNH� VHUYDQW��+H� EULJKWHQHG� DW� 6HNKHW� DQG�%DNU¶V� DSSURDFK�� EXW�
held his hand up, forcing the pair to stop where they stood. Alamgeer motioned 

IRU�%DNU�WR�FRPH�FORVHU��DQG�HYHQ�WKRXJK�KH�ZKLVSHUHG�KLV�FRPPDQGV��WKH�WHQRU�
RI�KLV�YRLFH�ZDV�XQPLVWDNDEOH��7KH�HIUHHWL�ZDV�DQJU\��

%DNU¶V�DEUXSW�UHWXUQ�FRQ¿UPHG�6HNKHW¶V�LPSUHVVLRQ�
³0DVWHU�$ODPJHHU�UHJUHWIXOO\�EHJV�\RXU�LQGXOJHQFH��$�SUHVVLQJ�DQG�XQH[SHFWHG�

PDWWHU�KDV�WR�EH�GHDOW�ZLWK�EHIRUH�KH�FDQ�PHHW�\RX��7KLV�ZD\��SOHDVH�´�+H�PRWLRQHG�
for her to follow him.

As he slinked away, Sekhet feigned a yawn and turned around. A slight green 

VKLPPHU� FDXJKW� WKH� FRUQHU� RI� KHU� H\H�� 6KH� ZDV� YHU\� IDPLOLDU� ZLWK� WKH� URRP�
Alamgeer stood in before. It had the soft satin cushions and bright silks found 

in Katapesh—resembling all too closely an inn Sekhet had stayed at once, which 

VKH¶G� PHQWLRQHG� LQ� SDVVLQJ� GXULQJ� KHU� ODVW� YLVLW²EXW� VXGGHQO\� WKH� JORZ� RI�
candles was replaced by blood red lights playing off the darkened ebony surfaces, 

ZLWK�KDUG�HGJHV�UHSODFLQJ�WKH�VRIWHU�RQHV��(YHQ�$ODPJHHU¶V�FORWKLQJ�DQG�EHDULQJ�
DOWHUHG�WR�¿W�WKLV�QHZ�VFKHPH��+H�VPLUNHG�DV�KH�ZHOFRPHG�KLV�XQH[SHFWHG�JXHVW��
a stout human wearing black robes with blue whorls embroidered up the sides. 

Sekhet always speculated that there were no coincidences in this place, and 

this unforeseen glimpse into Alamgeer’s dealing with others showed her how 

calculated it all was.     

%DNU� OHDG� KHU� LQWR� WKH� FDYHUQRXV� VLWWLQJ� URRP�� 6LON� GUDSHULHV� DQG� GHOLFDWH�
cushioned seats lined the walls. Tables with ancient tomes and delicate scrolls 

stood within each arm’s reach, and the long alabaster slab that dominated the 

center of the room teemed with fruits, drinks, and bowls of clear, crisp water.

³7KH�0DVWHU�KRSHV�\RX�¿QG�WKLV�URRP�WR�\RXU�OLNLQJ�´�%DNU�VDLG��ZLWK�DQ�HGJH�
ULVLQJ�LQ�KLV�YRLFH��³+H�ZRQ¶W�EH�D�PRPHQW�ORQJHU�WKDQ�LV�QHFHVVDU\�´�

Bakr bowed slightly and left her alone. She played with a cluster of grapes 

before taking them and settling into a corner seat with a particularly large tome.

o~O~o

It was the suddenness with which the scream came that awoke her. Sekhet 

VKRRN�KHU�KHDG��WU\LQJ�WR�FOHDU�WKH�VOHHS�WKDW�FORXGHG�KHU�YLVLRQ�
7KH�ERRN���
+HU�KDQG�IRXQG�WKH�WRPH�EHIRUH�KHU�H\HV�FRXOG�IRFXV�RQ�LW��6KH�OLFNHG�KHU�OLSV�

and tapped the center of the compass hanging from her neck, and rose to rush to 

WKH�ZLQGRZ��7KH�VRIW�UHG�JORZ�IURP�RXWVLGH�JDYH�OLWWOH�LQGLFDWLRQ�RI�KRZ�PXFK�
time had passed.  

+RZ�ORQJ�ZDV�,�RXW"�0LQXWHV���KRXUV���ORQJHU����'DPQ�LW�DOO��1R�VXQ�ULVH��QR�VXQ�
VHW��+RZ�GRHV�DQ\RQH�NQRZ�ZKHQ�WR�ULVH�RU�VOHHS�KHUH"�

*ODULQJ�LQWR�WKH�UHÀHFWLYH�ZDOO��VKH�EHJDQ�VPRRWKLQJ�KHU�KDLU�
³0\�0DVWHU�LV�UHDG\�IRU�\RX�QRZ�´�%DNU�VOLQNHG�DURXQG�WKH�HGJH�RI�WKH�GRRU��
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KLV�IRUNHG�WRQJXH�ÀLFNHG�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK��
She turned to face him before she picked up her book and pointed to a larger 

DUFDQH�WH[W�EHVLGH�LW�RQ�WKH�FRXFK��³<RXU�0DVWHU�VKRXOG�EH�FDUHIXO�OHDYLQJ�VXFK�
PDJQL¿FHQW�UHDGLQJ�PDWHULDO�O\LQJ�DURXQG��$�OHVV�VFUXSXORXV�SHUVRQ�PLJKW�WU\�WR�
steal a page or two.”  

³$�OHVV�VFUXSXORXV�SHUVRQ�ZRXOG�EH�OHDYLQJ�LQ�SLHFHV��<RX¶G�EH�VXUSULVHG�DW�
WKH�WKRXJKW�KH�SXWV�LQWR�HYHU\WKLQJ��1RZ��ULJKW�WKLV�ZD\�´�+H�VZHSW�ORZ��HVFRUWLQJ�
her out of the room. 

Sekhet’s breath stopped in her throat as they stepped into the hall. Passing 

LQFKHV�IURP�KHU�ZHUH�WZR�VHUSHQWLQH�FUHDWXUHV�FDUU\LQJ�D�OLWWHU��3DUWLDOO\�FRYHULQJ�
WKH� ORZHU� KDOI� RI� WKH� VWUHWFKHU�� D� EODQNHW�ZDV� GUDZQ� EDFN� MXVW� IDU� HQRXJK� IRU�
6HNKHW�WR�WDNH�LQ�WKH�IXOO�YLHZ�RI�WKH�ERG\�O\LQJ�RQ�LW��'HVLFFDWHG�DQG�FKDUUHG��VKH�
recognized the slightly unburned scrap of black and blue cloth, all that remained 

RI�WKH�FRUSVH¶V�FORWKHV��,W�ZDV�WKH�PDQ�ZKR�HQWHUHG�EHIRUH�KHU��+H�KDG�IDLOHG�LQ�
KLV�QHJRWLDWLRQV��DQG�KLV�SHUFHLYHG�DGYDQWDJH�GLVDSSHDUHG�OLNH�WKH�ZLVSV�RI�VPRNH�
from his body. Undoubtedly, his exit was timed for her entrance.

%DNU�QRGGHG�WRZDUGV�WKH�FRUSVH��³$QRWKHU�JXHVW��KH�VDGO\�RYHUHVWLPDWHG�KLV�
worth. A shame, he offered Alamgeer many interesting artifacts.”

Sekhet pulled at the chain around her neck and grinned. “Yes, a pity—though 

KDUGO\�P\� FRQFHUQ��$�SHUVRQ� VKRXOG� QHYHU� FRPH� WR� WKLV� FLW\�ZLWKRXW� NQRZLQJ�
what they can lose.”

³$QG�ZKDW�RI�\RX��WLQ\�ÀDPH"´�%DNU�FRLOHG�DURXQG�KHU�LQ�D�ZLGH�ORRS�DV�KH�
VSRNH�� ³'R�\RX�NQRZ�\RXU�ZRUWK� WR�$ODPJHHU"�'R�\RX�NQRZ�KRZ�PXFK�\RX�
stand to lose?”

+HU� MDZ� WLJKWHQHG� DV� VKH� VWHSSHG� WR� FRQIURQW�%DNU� LQ� KLV� FLUFOLQJ�� ³,� NQRZ�
H[DFWO\�ZKDW�,�VWDQG�WR�JDLQ��$�IRROLVK�PDQ�UXVKHV�DKHDG�ZKHQ�HYHQ�D�EOLQG�PDQ�
SORWV�HDFK�VWHS��0DUN�PH��RQH�ZD\�RU�DQRWKHU��,�SODQ�WR�JHW�ZKDW�,�ZDQW�´

³)XQQ\��WKH�ODVW�JXHVW�ZDV�MXVW�DV�FRQ¿GHQW�´�
³%XW� ,¶P� IDU�PRUH� FKDUPLQJ�´� VKH� UHSOLHG�� ³1RZ�� ,¶G� KDWH� WR� GHSULYH� \RXU�

0DVWHU�RI�P\�FRPSDQ\�D�PRPHQW�ORQJHU�´�
Bakr bowed and slithered ahead once more, down the gilded hallway. Sekhet 

held tight to her pendent and followed. 

-DVPLQH�� VDQGDOZRRG�� DQG� DPEHU� PL[HG� LQ� WKH� DLU�� SOHDVDQW� DQG� LQYLWLQJ��
$UFKHV�¿IWHHQ�IHHW�KLJK��JDUODQGHG�ZLWK�YLQHV�DQG�ÀRUDO�SDWWHUQV�LQ�ODSLV��UXE\��
DQG� MDGH� RSHQHG� LQWR� WKH� KDOOZD\V� EH\RQG��$� KDQG�ZRYHQ� UXJ� OLQHG� WKH� ÀRRU��
intertwined silk strands of orange and red formed diamonds and stars against the 

dark brown wool. Within the room itself, a rich mahogany desk sat along the right 

ZDOO��DGMDFHQW�WR�WKH�PDUEOHG�¿UHSODFH��3HQV�IDVKLRQHG�IURP�WKH�KRUQV�RI�YDULRXV�
FUHDWXUHV��ROG�SDUFKPHQWV��DQG�OHDWKHU�ERXQG�ERRNV�OD\�VFDWWHUHG�DFURVV�LWV�WRS��$�
ORQJ�LYRU\�WDEOH�VSDQQHG�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�URRP�DQG�VHSDUDWHG�WZR�FKDLUV�RI�VRIW�
black suede. Symbols of wealth and power adorned all aspects of the room. Two 

VWXQQLQJO\�EHDXWLIXO� HOYHQ�ZRPHQ�� FKDLQHG�ZLWK�JROGHQ�PDQDFOHV� DURXQG� WKHLU�
DQNOHV��ÀDSSHG� IDQV�RI�SHDFRFN� IHDWKHUV� WR�FRRO� WKH� ORXQJLQJ�¿JXUH��$ODPJHHU�
FRYHUHG�WKH�HQWLUH�WHQ�IRRW�OHQJWK�RI�D�EODFN�VRID��+LV�MXELODQW�VPLOH�UHDFKHG�IURP�
ear to ear as she entered. 

 “Bakr, thank you for seeing my guest here safely,” he said in the harsh Infernal 
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language. 

5LVLQJ�� KH� VKUDQN� LQ� KHLJKW� DQG�ZLGWK� XQWLO� KH�ZDV� RQO\�PHUH� LQFKHV� WDOOHU�
WKDQ�6HNKHW��+H�DSSURDFKHG�ZLWK�RSHQ�DUPV�DQG�HPEUDFHG�KHU��KLV�ERG\�ZDUP�
DJDLQVW� KHU� VNLQ²KLV� ¿HU\� WRXFK� OHVVHQHG� E\� WKH� KHULWDJH� RI� GHYLOLVK� EORRG�
ÀRZLQJ�WKURXJK�6HNKHW¶V�YHLQV��+LV�JULS�ZDV�¿UP�\HW�LQYLWLQJ��DQG�KH�OLQJHUHG�LQ�
her arms longer than mere politeness allowed. They took a moment to look each 

RWKHU�RYHU��)DFH�WR�IDFH��6HNKHW�KDG�WR�JUXGJLQJO\�DFNQRZOHGJH�KRZ�VWULNLQJ�KH�
ZDV��$�JHQLH��ERUQ�LQWR�D�FLW\�RI�¿UH�FRXQWOHVV�PLOOHQQLD�DJR��ZKR�SRVVHVVHG�WKH�
ability to bend reality on a whim. Unlike many of his kin, who only presented 

D� SUHWHQVH� RI� FXOWXUH� DQG� UH¿QHPHQW� WR�PDVN� WKHLU� OXVW� IRU� SRZHU� DQG�ZHDOWK��
Alamgeer displayed his desires openly. 

0RVW�GHHS�UHG�VNLQQHG�HIUHHW�ZRUH�FORWKHV�WKDW�PXWHG�WKHLU�FRORU��EXW�VKRZHG�
WKHLU�ZHDOWK��$ODPJHHU�ZHQW�DJDLQVW�VXFK�WUDGLWLRQV��+H�ZRUH�SDQWV�RI�GHHS�UR\DO�
EOXH�� HPEURLGHUHG� ZLWK� FDVFDGLQJ� ÀDPHV� VHZQ� E\� JROGHQ� WKUHDGV�� ,QVWHDG� RI�
D� IRUPDO� WXQLF�� KH�ZRUH� D� VLPSOH�YHVW� RI� WKH� VDPH�PDWHULDO� RSHQ�ZLWK�QRWKLQJ�
XQGHUQHDWK��+LV�SRLQWHG�HDUV�ZHUH�SLHUFHG�PXOWLSOH�WLPHV�DQG�VSRUWHG�JROG�KRRSV�
which glimmered behind his hair—black as night—hanging straight down past his 

FKLQ��7KH�WLSV�RI�KLV�KRUQV��ÀRZLQJ�VWUDLJKW�EDFN�OLNH�6HNKHW¶V��ZHUH�WLQWHG�JROG��
V\PEROL]LQJ�KLV�YLJRU��(YHQ�KLV�JRDWHH�ZDV� WULPPHG� WR� DFFHQWXDWH�KLV�SHDUOLWH�
teeth and draw attention to his sinister fangs, all painstakingly put together to craft 

his image.

“Pardon the escort, but you know how dangerous these streets can be. In this 

ODVW�ZHHN��WKUHH�KXPDQV�GLVDSSHDUHG�ULJKW�LQ�IURQW�RI�P\�RI¿FH��,¶G�QHYHU�IRUJLYH�
myself if the same happened to you.”

³$OPDNK]DQ�LV�RQH�RI�WKH�IHZ�SODFHV�ZKHUH�D�WLHÀLQJ�LV�KHOG�LQ�VOLJKWO\�KLJKHU�
regard than a human,” she replied, “so your concern is touching, but unnecessary.”

³<RX� FRPSDUH� D� VWDOOLRQ� WR� D�PXOH�� EXW� ERWK� VHUYH� WKHLU� XQLTXH�� LI�PDQXDO��
SXUSRVH�´�+LV�KDQGV�UHVWHG�RQ�KHU�VKRXOGHUV��OHWWLQJ�WKH�ZHLJKW�RI�KLV�ZRUGV�OLQJHU��
Alamgeer knew how to set a stage.  

� ³0\� FDOOLQJ� LV� UDUHO\�PDQXDO�� HYHQ� ZKHQ� LW� UHTXLUHV� RQH�´� VKH� FRXQWHUHG��
VWURNLQJ�WKH�ERRN¶V�VSLQH��0LVFKLHI�GDQFHG�LQ�$ODPJHHU¶V�UHG�H\HV�DV�KH�VXUYH\HG�
her exposed form. She shifted under his scrutiny, which seemed to excite him 

HYHQ�PRUH��
³<RX¶YH� HQKDQFHG� \RXUVHOI� VLQFH� ZH� ODVW� PHW�� 2Q� RWKHUV� LW� PLJKW� DSSHDU���

gaudy, but it plays to your H[RWLF�QDWXUH��0DQ\�ZRPHQ�KHUH�ZRXOG�SD\�D�JUHDW�
GHDO�WR�DFKLHYH�WKLV�ORRN��%XW��ZKDW�D�SRRU�KRVW�,�DP��VWDQGLQJ�KHUH�WDONLQJ�WR�\RX�
when you must be exhausted. I can see it in your eyes. Come, sit. Bakr, take these 

girls home.” 

+H�PRWLRQHG�6HNKHW�WR�WKH�FKDLU��WKHQ�JUDEEHG�WKH�JROG�FKDLQ�FRQQHFWLQJ�WKH�
HOYHQ�ZRPHQ�WRJHWKHU�DQG�SXOOHG�LW�KDUG��7KH�WZR�ÀXQJ�IRUZDUG��EDUHO\�NHHSLQJ�
their footing before Bakr dragged them away. Sekhet stared as they passed. Both 

ZHUH�FRYHUHG� LQ�EXUQV� UHVHPEOLQJ�KDQG�SULQWV�� DQG�ERWK�NHSW� WKHLU� H\HV�GRZQ��
hardly looking to see where they were going. Sekhet swallowed hard to hide the 

fear clawing at her stomach.

“You need to be more careful with your toys, Alamgeer,” she said, “those two 

ZRQ¶W�ODVW�PXFK�ORQJHU�LI�\RX�GRQ¶W�JLYH�WKHP�D�UHVW�´
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“They are beautiful but fragile. Yes, you’re right, those two won’t last the 

QLJKW�´�+H�WRRN�KLV�VHDW�DFURVV�IURP�KHU��³7KDQNIXOO\��WKHUH�DUH�PRUH�ZKHUH�WKH\�
came from.”

Sekhet placed the book on the table and slid it across while sitting down. She 

VHWWOHG�LQWR�KHU�FKDLU��FURVVHG�KHU�OHJV��DQG�VPLOHG�VZHHWO\��³7KRXJK�,�HQMR\�\RXU�
company, I’m eager to get our business concluded.” 

A touch of sadness crossed his brow, but quickly faded. “Business as always—

EXW�¿UVW�,�ZDQW�WR�KHDU�KRZ�\RXU�ODVW�H[SHGLWLRQ�ZHQW��*LYH�PH�DW�OHDVW�VRPH�WLPH�
WR�HQMR\�\RXU�FRPSDQ\�´�

+H� FODSSHG� KLV� KDQGV�� DQG� DQRWKHU� RI� KLV� UHSWLOLDQ� JXDUGV�� .HUHVD�� JOLGHG�
WKURXJK�WKH�ULJKW�DUFKZD\��FOXWFKLQJ�D�VLOYHU�OHDVK��1RUPDOO\��6HNKHW�KDG�GLI¿FXOW\�
telling the guards apart, as there was little to distinguish females from their male 

FRXQWHUSDUWV��EXW�WKLV�RQH�KDG�D�QHZO\�KHDOHG�VFDU�WKDW�FXW�WKURXJK�KHU�OHIW�H\H��
The serpent’s forced cheerful smile faded into a sadistic and toothy sneer as she 

tugged on the leash. 

$ODPJHHU�IURZQHG��³3OHDVH�GR�IRUJLYH�PH��,¶P�WUDLQLQJ�D�QHZ�VODYH��DQG�KH�
needs to learn KLV manners, so bear with him.”

'UHDGIXO�DQWLFLSDWLRQ�WXUQHG�6HNKHW¶V�VWRPDFK��EXW�VKH�IRUFHG�KHUVHOI�WR�ORRN�
%HKLQG�$ODPJHHU��.HUHVD�SXOOHG�D�FKDLQHG�.HOHVKLWH�PDQ��+LV�EURQ]H�VNLQ�ZDV�

scored by the lash from a whip, but still, he walked tall with his shoulders back 

and his head held high.

“6\HG�” She screamed his name in the most hidden corners of her mind, but she 

dared not dwell on him long or show any emotion.

+H�ZDV� WKH� SLFWXUH� RI� KHDOWK�� H[FHSW� IRU� WKH� JDVK� GRZQ� WKH� OHIW� VLGH� RI� KLV�
IDFH²OHDYLQJ�D�PLON\�RUE�LQ�SODFH�RI�KLV�EOXH�H\H²LGHQWLFDO�WR�.HUHVD¶V�ZRXQG���
+H�FDUULHG�D�JROGHQ�VHUYLFH�WUD\�DQG�ZDV�GUHVVHG�LQ�EODFN�SDQWV�ZLWK�D�SODWLQXP�
FROODU�DURXQG�KLV�QHFN��+H�VLOHQWO\�VHW�WR�ZRUN�XQORDGLQJ�WKH�WUD\��VHWWLQJ�GRZQ�
a teapot made of bone, then porcelain cups and plates with delicate pastries, and 

ODVWO\�D�FHGDU�ER[�KLQJHG�LQ�FRSSHU��7KH�VODYH¶V�KDQG�EUXVKHG�6HNKHW¶V��GHOD\LQJ�
D�PRPHQW� EHIRUH�.HUHVD� MHUNHG� KLV� OHDVK��+H� ERZHG�KLV� KHDG� DQG� UHWXUQHG� WR�
KHU�VLGH��7KH�VHUSHQWLQH�MDLOHU�ÀLFNHG�KHU�IRUNHG�WRQJXH��WKHQ�UDQ�KHU�KDQGV�RYHU�
KLV�H[SRVHG�FKHVW��7KH�VPHOO�RI�VLQJHG�ÀHVK�RYHUSRZHUHG�WKH�RWKHU�VFHQWV�RI�WKH�
room. 

(YHU\�¿EHU�LQ�6HNKHW�WHQVHG�DV�VKH�FXUOHG�KHU�¿QJHUV�DURXQG�WKH�HGJH�RI�KHU�
FKDLU��+DWH�FRLOHG�DURXQG�KHU�KHDUW�OLNH�EDUEHG�FKDLQV²VKH�ZDQWHG�GHVSHUDWHO\�WR�
ZLQG�WKH�VLOYHU�OHDVK�DURXQG�.HUHVD¶V�QHFN�XQWLO�WKH�FUHDWXUH¶V�ODVW�EUHDWK�UDWWOHG�
from its throat. Instead, she licked the fronts of her teeth and poured a cup of tea. 

³,�GRQ¶W�PHDQ� WR�DSSHDU�XQJUDWHIXO�� ,� MXVW�NQRZ�\RX¶UH�D�EXV\�PDQ�´�(YHU\�
word was measured, and controlled. This was not the time, nor the place to let 

emotions reign. She extended the cup across the table.

$ODPJHHU� VQHHUHG�� ³)RU� \RX�� ,� KDYH� DOO� HWHUQLW\�´�+H� DFFHSWHG� WKH� FXS� DQG�
UDLVHG�LW�KLJK��³$�WRDVW��PD\�\RXU�OLIH�EH�ORQJ�DQG�JUDQW�\RX�DOO�WKDW�\RX�GHVLUH�´�

She raised her glass and drank deeply. Warm cardamom, cinnamon, and ginger 

ZDVKHG� RYHU� KHU�� VRRWKLQJ� WKH� WHQVLRQ� EXLOGLQJ� LQ� KHU� KHDG�� +HU� EUDLQ� IHOW� DV�
though millions of icy ants crawled onto its surface, so she imagined the blinding 

Katapesh sun searing them away. Alamgeer was nothing, if not a gracious host. 
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+HU�H\HV�IRFXVHG�RQ�WKH�¿JXUH�DFURVV�IURP�KHU��EXW�KHU�SHULSKHUDO�YLVLRQ�FDXJKW�
HYHU\� VOLJKW� JHVWXUH� WKH� VODYH� PDGH�� :KLOH� VKH� DQG� $ODPJHHU� FKDWWHG� DERXW�
DUWLIDFWV� KH¶G� UHFHQWO\� DFTXLUHG�� WKH� VODYH¶V�PRXWK� WZLWFKHG� LQ� D� VPLOH�� 6HNKHW�
EUXVKHG�VWUDQGV�RI�KDLU�IURP�KHU�H\HV��WKH�VODYH�DGMXVWHG�KLV�IRRWLQJ��6KH�EDUHO\�
UDLVHG�KHU�VKRXOGHU��UHDFKLQJ�IRU�D�ELVFXLW��ZKLOH�WKH�VODYH�PRYHG�KLV�KHDG�OHIW�DW�D�
snail’s pace. Syed’s motions had told her all she needed to know. There were two 

guards stationed at each of the exits to the room, so using force was not an option, 

and Syed was alright. Though efreet could communicate telepathically, twins had 

D�ODQJXDJH�DOO�RI�WKHLU�RZQ��6KH�VDYRUHG�HDFK�VLS�RI�WHD��GUDZLQJ�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�
out as long as she could, while her mind raced, focusing on no single thought for 

WRR�ORQJ��MXVW�LQ�FDVH�$ODPJHHU¶V�YRZ�WKDW�KH�ZRXOG�QHYHU�LQYDGH�KHU�WKRXJKWV�
ZDV�MXVW�D�UXVH�

³(QRXJK�RI� WKLV�´�.HUHVD�EHOORZHG��³+RZ�FDQ�\RX�VLW� WKHUH�SOD\LQJ�QLFH� WR�
WKLV���FUHDWXUH"�6LSSLQJ�WHD��3UHWHQGLQJ�WR�FDUH��6KH�PRFNV�XV�ZLWK�HYHU\�EUHDWK��
Let me end her life, my Lord. She’s responsible for my minions’ deaths. She 

cheated you, and you sit there smiling. You promised me she’d suffer, but she 

GRHVQ¶W�FDUH�DERXW�WKLV�KXPDQ��$UH�\RX�HYHQ�VXUH�WKLV�LV�her brother? They look 

QRWKLQJ�DOLNH���´�6PRNH�WULFNOHG�IURP�.HUHVD¶V�SRUHV�DV�VKH�UDJHG��6KH�ÀXQJ�6\HG�
like a child’s doll, landing him in front of Sekhet, his tether hanging slack. 

5XQHV� DORQJ� WKH� XQGHUVLGH� RI� 6HNKHW¶V� DUP� VKLPPHUHG� DQG� SXOVDWHG� DV� VKH�
pitched her hand towards Keresa. Wintry air surrounded the stunned guard, 

drastically cooling the temperature in the room. Syed seized the opportunity to 

DWWDFN�.HUHVD��+H�UROOHG�EHKLQG�WKH�FRLOHG�VQDNH�ZRPDQ�DQG�OHDSW�RQWR�KHU�EDFN��
8VLQJ� WKH� OHDVK�DV� D�JDUURWH��KH�ÀXQJ�KLPVHOI�EDFNZDUGV��KRSLQJ� WR�FKRNH�KLV�
FDSWRU��.HUHVD¶V�WDLO�ZUDSSHG�DURXQG�6\HG��SXOOLQJ�KLP�IUHH�DQG�ÀLQJLQJ�KLP�WR�
WKH�ÀRRU��EXW�QRW�EHIRUH�KH�GXJ�KLV�KHHOV�LQWR�KHU�ULEFDJH��.HUHVD�KRZOHG�LQ�SDLQ��
then shifted her weight forward, catapulting herself towards her rising foe, but 

ZDV�FDXJKW�PLGDLU�E\�$ODPJHHU��0RYLQJ�ZLWK�D�VSHHG�6HNKHW�KDG�QHYHU�VHHQ�KLP�
display, the efreeti leapt from his chair and held both Keresa and Syed by their 

throats. Sekhet felt her windpipe clamp as Alamgeer’s grip kept her brother from 

taking in air. 

³5HPHPEHU�\RXU�SODFH��.HUHVD�´�+H� WXUQHG� WR�6\HG��³$QG�\RX�GRQ¶W� IRUJHW�
WKDW�LW¶V�RQO\�E\�P\�ZKLP�WKDW�\RX�VWLOO�H[LVW�´�:DUP�¿QJHUV�SXVKHG�IXUWKHU�LQWR�
6\HG¶V�VRIW�ÀHVK���

'DUNQHVV�FUHSW�LQ�IURP�WKH�HGJHV�RI�6HNKHW¶V�VLJKW��IUDPLQJ�KHU�EURWKHU��'UXPV�
SRXQGHG�LQ�KHU�HDUV��+HU�YLVLRQ�EOXUUHG�DV�ÀDVKHV�RI�OLJKW�SXOVHG�LQ�WKH�FRUQHUV�
RI� KHU� H\HV�� 7KLQNLQJ� EHFDPH� LPSRVVLEOH�� KHU� RQO\� UHVSRQVHV� ZHUH� GURZQLQJ�
gurgles...  

6ZHHW� DLU� VHDUHG� KHU� OXQJV� DV� VKH� IHOO� WR� WKH� ÀRRU�� &RXJKLQJ�� JDJJLQJ�� EXW�
breathing, she struggled to quiet the hollow feeling building inside her. A hand 

rested on hers, drawing her attention. Syed had reached out and panted in rhythm 

ZLWK�KHU�RZQ�EUHDWKV��6KH�JUDEEHG�KLP�DQG�SXOOHG�KLP�FORVH�WR�KHU��+H�ZLQFHG�DV�
her arms closed around him, but didn’t resist. Kissing his forehead and smoothing 

KLV�KDLU��VKH�WUDFHG�WKH�FKDUUHG�ÀHVK�RQ�KLV�DUPV�
“Your wife’s going to kill me,” she said, choking back the emotion thrashing in 

her chest. “She wanted you back no worse for the wear.”
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³6KH¶OO�MXVW�EH�KDSS\�WR�KDYH�PH�EDFN��6KH¶V���´�+H�VWDUWHG�WR�VSHDN��EXW�IHOO�
LQWR�D�¿W�RI�FRXJKLQJ�

“I know. She looked as if she were hiding a baby camel hump in her dress 

when I left her.”

³<RX�DFWXDOO\�VDZ�0DUZD"�$QG�OHIW� LQWDFW"�3UHJQDQF\�PXVW�KDYH�PHOORZHG�
her,” he said with light playing in his one good eye. 

“I wouldn’t go that far. I can’t repeat half of what she called me in any company. 

'RQ¶W�EH�VXUSULVHG�LI�\RXU�GDXJKWHU¶V�¿UVW�ZRUGV�DUH�VRPHWKLQJ�DERXW�DQDWRPLFDO�
LPSRVVLELOLWLHV�ZLWK�D�MDFNDO��$QG�P\�KHDG�VWLOO�DFKHV�IURP�ZKHUH�\RXU�FRPSDVV�
hit me. She’s got incredible aim.” 

+HU�KHDUW�ÀXWWHUHG��VKH�KDG�WR�KROG�RQ�WR�WKLV�IHHOLQJ�IRU�DV�ORQJ�DV�VKH�FRXOG��
)RU�LQ�WKLV�PRPHQW��QR�RQH�HOVH�LQ�WKH�URRP�PDWWHUHG�

Syed’s scream broke her trance. Alamgeer grabbed him and held him aloft. 

Pain bored into Sekhet and she couldn’t hide the agony sweeping across her face 

DV�ODXJKWHU�URDUHG�DERYH�KHU�
“So what they say about twins holds true. You feel each other’s pain in 

PRPHQWV�RI�JUHDW�VWUHVV��GRQ¶W�\RX"´�$ODPJHHU�VORZO\�ORZHUHG�6\HG�WR�WKH�ÀRRU�
and motioned to Sekhet to sit. “I wish I could allow your touching moment to last 

longer, but he is my VODYH and you are my JXHVW—each must know their place. I 

HQMR\�\RXU�FRPSDQ\��EXW�LW¶V�WLPH�WR�GLVFXVV�EXVLQHVV�´
Taking a small key from his pocket, he unlocked the cedar box. Inside, sitting 

RQ�WKH�EODFN�YHOYHW�OLQLQJ��ZDV�D�\HOORZ�SDUFKPHQW�VFUROO�DQG�D�IHZ�FUXPSOHG�DQG�
WRUQ�SLHFHV�RI�SDSHU��:LWK�D�ÀRXULVK��KH�SXOOHG�WKH�GRFXPHQW�RXW��FUDFNHG�WKH�ZD[�
VHDO��DQG�XQIXUOHG�LW��$JDLQ��WKH�FRUQHUV�RI�KLV�OLSV�VWUHWFKHG�EDFN��UHYHDOLQJ�KLV�
fangs.

6KH�NQHZ�WKLV�ORRN�WRR�ZHOO��+H�ZDV�WR\LQJ�ZLWK�KHU��
She untied her hair and let it fall loosely on either side of her horns to cascade 

GRZQ�KHU�EDFN��QRWLFLQJ�$ODPJHHU¶V�VOLJKW�SDXVH�DV�KH�VWXGLHG�KHU�¿JXUH��,QVLGH��
HYHU\WKLQJ�WUHPEOHG��2XWVLGH��VKH�VRIWHQHG�KHU�H\HV�DQG�UHOD[HG�KHU�VKRXOGHUV��$�
OLIHWLPH�RI�SDLQ�KDG�WDXJKW�KHU�WKH�YDOXH�RI�D�JRRG�IDoDGH��

³0\�FRQWUDFW"´�+HU�YRLFH�HGJHG�
³,QGHHG��WKH�RQH�\RX�YLRODWHG�´�KH�UHVSRQGHG�
³,�GLGQ¶W�YLRODWH�D�WKLQJ²ZHOO��DW�OHDVW�QRW�WKH�FRQWUDFW�´�6KH�UHDFKHG�IRU�WKH�

cup in front of her.

“Are you sure you understand the word YLRODWH?”

She let the words hang between them while she sipped her tea. “I understand 

WKH�ZRUG��GR�\RX�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ�WR�UHDG"´�
Keresa began to seethe, but a glance from Alamgeer silenced her.

Sekhet smiled. “If you look closely at our agreement, I followed it WR�WKH�OHWWHU. 
Our deal was simple. I needed a book from your collection—a book you didn’t 

HYHQ�NQRZ�\RX�KDG²WR�OHDG�PH�WR�7XPHQ�DQG�WKH�3KDUDRK�RI�1XPEHUV¶�OLEUDU\���
,�WROG�\RX�P\�JRDO�ZDV�WKH�%RRN�RI�WKH�-DGH�6HUSHQW�DQG�LWV�WHFKQLTXH�RI�LQNLQJ�D�
VSHOO�RQWR�WKH�ERG\��ZKLFK�,�ZRXOG�SUHVHQW�WR�\RX�DV�D�JLIW��LQ�OLHX�RI�\RXU�IDYRUHG�
payment.” She unclasped the compass encircling the tome, then pushed the book 

DFURVV�WKH�WDEOH��³:KLFK�,¶YH�QRZ�GRQH��,�ZRXOG¶YH�WLHG�D�VLON�ERZ�DURXQG�LW��EXW�
your associate interrupted me.”
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“You were supposed to return the book to me immediately.”

“Where in the contract does it say that?” She put her cup down.

$ODPJHHU�EOLQNHG��+H�VWDUHG�DW�WKH�SDSHU�LQ�KLV�KDQG�DQG�KLV�EURZ�FUHDVHG��³,W�
was implied.”

³,PSOLFDWLRQ�GRHVQ¶W�VXSHUVHGH�IDFW��:KHQ�,�VLJQHG�LW��,�ZDV�YHU\�VSHFL¿F�DERXW�
WKH�ZRUGLQJ��7KH�WKLUG�VHFWLRQ��,�EHOLHYH��VWDWHV�WKDW�,¶OO�UHWXUQ�WKH�ERRN�WR�\RX�DV�
soon as I ascertain it was the right book, and not a moment before.” 

³3HUKDSV�,�ZDV�WRR�LQGXOJHQW�RI�\RXU�UHTXHVWV��,¶YH�EHHQ�ZDLWLQJ�WKUHH�\HDUV�´
She twisted her wrist in the air. “It took me longer than I anticipated to decipher 

the writing. If I’m not mistaken, those are the missing pages Keresa ripped from 

WKH�ERRN�ULJKW�DIWHU�KHU�DWWDFN�´�6KH�SRLQWHG�WR�WKH�SDSHUV�LQ�WKH�ER[��³<RX¶YH�KDG�
WKHP�IRU�PRQWKV�QRZ��+RZ�IDU�KDYH�\RX�FRPH�LQ�PDVWHULQJ�WKH�WHFKQLTXHV"�<RXU�
LPSDWLHQFH�FRVW�\RX��,I�DQ\RQH�YLRODWHG�WKH�FRQWUDFW��LW¶V�\RX�´

+H�OHDQHG�EDFN�LQ�KLV�FKDLU�ZLWK�WKH�ERRN��DOORZLQJ�KLV�YHVW�WR�IDOO�IXUWKHU�RSHQ��
“Interesting, please continue.”

“I’m the one who signed the contract. I’m the party responsible for payment of 

GHEWV��ZKLFK�,�KDYH�QRZ�SDLG��DQG�\HW�P\�EURWKHU¶V�KHUH��0\�IDPLO\�ZDVQ¶W�SDUW�
of our deal.”

�$ODPJHHU�VPLUNHG��³,�FDQ¶W�VHHP�WR�¿QG�WKH�FODXVH�LQ�RXU�DUUDQJHPHQW�WKDW�
H[SUHVVO\� IRUELGV�PH� IURP� H[WUDFWLQJ� SD\PHQW� IURP� \RX� LQ� DQ\�ZD\� ,� VHH� ¿W��
1RU�FDQ�,�¿QG�WKH�SDUW�WKDW�H[SUHVVO\�SURKLELWV�WKH�LQFOXVLRQ�RI�\RXU�NLQ�RU�XVLQJ�
them in any way I wish. Besides, Syed’s blade took Keresa’s eye, not your 

PDJLF��7KHUHIRUH��KH�SD\V�´�+H�OHDQHG�IRUZDUG��ERRN�RSHQ�LQ�KLV�KDQG��³7KLV�LV�
D�IDVFLQDWLQJ�ERRN��7KDQNV�IRU�\RXU�JHQHURXV�JLIW��<RX¶UH�IUHH�WR�OHDYH�ZKHQHYHU�
\RX�ZDQW��\RXU�HQG�RI�WKH�EDUJDLQ�LV�XSKHOG�´

Sekhet watched as Syed’s eyes widened. She knew what he was thinking, 

KDYLQJ�KHU�ZRUGV�WKURZQ�EDFN�VWXQJ��EXW�$ODPJHHU�ZDV�ULJKW�LQ�WKDW�UHJDUG��
³7R�EH�IDLU��\RXU�VHUYDQW¶V�DWWDFN�OHIW�XV�OLWWOH�FKRLFH��,¶P�VRUU\�IRU�\RXU�ORVVHV��

EXW�ZH�KDG�WR�GHIHQG�RXUVHOYHV��7KH\�VKRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�XQGHUHVWLPDWHG�6\HG�DQG�
me.” She felt the heat rising beside her as Keresa snarled.

³7UXH��EXW�WKH\¶OO�EH�H[SHQVLYH�WR�UHSODFH��7KH\�ZHUH��DIWHU�DOO��VHQW�WR�FROOHFW�
what was mine. And I had to indulge Keresa’s ³H\H�IRU�DQ�H\H´ request.  It was 

DQ�XQH[SHFWHG�ERQXV� WKDW�\RX�IHOW� WKH�NQLIH�VOLFH� LQWR�\RXU�EURWKHU¶V� IDFH�´�+H�
ÀLSSHG�WKURXJK�WKH�SDJHV��VNLPPLQJ�WKH�ZRUGV��WDSSLQJ�DW�VHFWLRQV�ZKLOH�VFDQQLQJ�
6HNKHW¶V� ERG\�� ³%H� JUDWHIXO� ,¶P� DOORZLQJ� \RX� WR� OHDYH�� DIWHU� \RX� DWWDFNHG�P\�
VHQWU\��8QOHVV�\RX�KDYH�D�UHDVRQ�WR�VWD\�ORQJHU���´�

+H�PRYHG�DJDLQ��DOORZLQJ�WKH�FRUQHU�RI�KLV�YHVW�WR�UDLVH�VR�WKDW�6HNKHW�FRXOG�
spot arcane scriptures painted in black ink on his torso. The writing was lifeless 

DQG�GXOO�FRPSDUHG�WR�WKH�RQHV�DGRUQLQJ�6HNKHW��1RWKLQJ�$ODPJHHU�GLG�ZDV�HYHU�
DQ�DFFLGHQW��+HU�H\HV�QDUURZHG�DV�6\HG�FOHDUHG�KLV�WKURDW�DQG�ÀDUHG�KLV�QRVH��6KH�
raised an eyebrow and he winced in return. 

The matter was settled.

6KH�URVH�VOLJKWO\��PRYLQJ�WR�WKH�HGJH�RI�KHU�VHDW��³0\�GHDU�$ODPJHHU��\RX�EUHDN�
my heart. I hadn’t meant that outburst to anger...consider it a demonstration.”

+LV�DWWHQWLRQ�¿QDOO\�UHWXUQHG�IURP�WKH�ERRN�DV�KH�FORVHG�WKH�FRYHU�DQG�VWHHSOHG�
KLV� ¿QJHUV�� ³:K\� ZRXOG� ,� QHHG� D� GHPRQVWUDWLRQ"� ,� NQRZ� \RXU� VWUHQJWKV� DQG�
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weaknesses. What did you hope to accomplish by that?”

Sekhet stood and slowly spun, displaying her body art with pride. 

$ODPJHHU� VDW� EDFN�� IRUJHWWLQJ� WKH� RIIHQVH� DV� KH�PDUYHOHG� DW� WKH� VLWH� RI� KHU�
PDJLF�LQIXVHG�ÀHVK��+H�ZDV�QRW�RQH� WR�EH�HDVLO\�DZHG��DQG�SULGHG�KLPVHOI�RQ�
KLGLQJ�KLV�WUXH�LQWHQWLRQ²EXW�HYHQ�KH�FRXOGQ¶W�VWRS�WKH�FRUQHUV�RI�KLV�PRXWK�IURP�
VSUHDGLQJ�XSZDUG��+H�KHOG�KLV�EUHDWK�DV�WKH\�ORFNHG�H\HV���

“The book speaks of a technique to inscribe a spell onto your body, like a 

VFUROO��6DGO\�� OLNH� D� VFUROO�� LW� GLVDSSHDUV� DQG�\RX�QHHG� WR� UHSODFH� LW� DIWHU� HYHU\�
use. But the Pharaoh was brilliant—mad of course, but brilliant. The notes he 

OHIW�HOVHZKHUH�LQ�WKH�ERRN�WRRN�WLPH�WR�WUDQVODWH��7KH\�VSRNH�RI�D�ZD\�WR�DFKLHYH�
VRPHWKLQJ�,�QHYHU�GUHDPHG�RI��WR�WUDQVFHQG�WKH�LQKHUHQW�SUREOHP�DQG�SHUPDQHQWO\�
place FHUWDLQ spells.” Sekhet stopped and waited. Alamgeer’s face took on an 

impatient look of expectation.

“Well? Continue.”

)RU�RQFH��6HNKHW�IHOW�D�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�PDQ�EHIRUH�KHU��DQG�WR\LQJ�ZLWK�
him felt somewhat pleasurable. 

“I continued his experiments, surpassing anything he had imagined.” She 

leaned forward, arm outstretched, exposing the full detail of her marks. Instead of 

solid lettering, this tattoo was comprised from a smaller script folded into itself, 

forming the larger image. “One spell could take an entire arm or leg. I found a way 

WR�WUDQVFULEH�PRUH�FRPSOH[�VSHOOV�DQG�KDYH�WKHP�WDNH�HYHQ�OHVV�VSDFH��,W�ZDV�WLPH�
FRQVXPLQJ�DQG�SDLQIXO��EXW�ZRUWK�HYHU\�VWLQJ�´

$ODPJHHU� URVH� WR� PHHW� KHU� DQG� LQVSHFWHG� WKH� PDUNLQJV�� +LV� KDQG� WUDYHOHG�
KHU� DUP�� ¿QJHUV� WUDFLQJ� WKH� OLQHV� RI� WKH� VSHOO�� +H� LQKDOHG� GHHSO\�� ¿JKWLQJ� KLV�
excitement, but Sekhet could see it building in his eyes.

“A feat worthy of admiration, but what stops me from skinning you, taking 

\RXU�ÀHVK�DQG�VWXG\LQJ�LW�RQ�P\�RZQ"´�+H�KHOG�KHU�KDQG�WLJKWO\��6KH�UHWXUQHG�
the grip. 

³<RX�FRXOG��$QG�,�KDYH�QR�GRXEW�\RX�ZRXOG�¿JXUH�LW�RXW��EXW�ZKDW�,¶P�RIIHULQJ�
ZLOO�VDYH�\RX�WLPH��,Q�H[FKDQJH�IRU�P\�EURWKHU¶V�IUHHGRP��,¶OO�VWD\�KHUH�DQG�WHDFK�
you the technique.”

7KH�VRXQG�RI�URDULQJ�ÀDPHV�UHYHUEHUDWHG�LQ�WKH�URRP�DV�$ODPJHHU�ODXJKHG��
“An amusing proposition, but that’s not a fair exchange. This will take you what, 

D�IHZ�ZHHNV�WR�WHDFK�PH"�0\�VODYHV�DUH�ZRUWK�PRUH�WKDQ�WKDW�´
+H� OHW�JR�RI�KHU�KDQG�DQG� WKUHZ�KLPVHOI�EDFN� LQWR�KLV� FKDLU��PRWLRQLQJ� IRU�

.HUHVD��6KH�KDQGHG�KLP�WKH�OHDVK��+H�WXJJHG�LW�KDUG��VHQGLQJ�6\HG�WR�KLV�NQHHV��
6HNKHW�JODQFHG�DW�WKH�EXWWHUÀ\�RQ�KHU�IRRW�RQFH�PRUH�DQG�FRQWLQXHG�

³+H¶V�P\�EURWKHU��'RQ¶W�\RX�WKLQN�,�NQRZ�WKH�YDOXH�RI�KLV�OLIH"�2QH�WHFKQLTXH�
ZRXOGQ¶W�FRYHU�KDOI�KLV�ZRUWK��/XFNLO\�� ,� OHDUQHG�PRUH� LQ� WKDW� OLEUDU\� WKDQ�RQH�
WHFKQLTXH��(YHQ�WKRVH�ZRXOGQ¶W�FRYHU�KLV�OLIH��EXW�,�ZDVQ¶W�RIIHULQJ�MXVW�KHOS��<RX�
ORVW�VHYHUDO�VODYHV�SXUVXLQJ�XV��VR�,�RIIHU�\RX�VRPHWKLQJ�PRUH�YDOXDEOH��P\VHOI��
,¶OO�WDNH�KLV�SODFH�DQG�EHFRPH�\RXU�VHUYDQW�IRU�WKH�QH[W�WZHQW\�\HDUV�´

³0DVWHU��\RX�FDQ¶W�HQWHUWDLQ�WKLV�´�.HUHVD�LQWHUUXSWHG��³6KH¶V�ZHDN��6KH�ZRQ¶W�
ODVW�D�GD\�DV�RQH�RI�\RXU�VODYHV��7DNH�KHU�VRXO�LQVWHDG��LW�ZLOO�EH�P\�KRQRU�WR�KHOS�
you.” 

³0\� VRXO� LV� QRW� SDUW� RI�DQ\� EDUJDLQ�´�6HNKHW� VDLG�� ³,I� ,� KDYHQ¶W� JLYHQ� LW� WR�
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WKH�EODFN�YRLFHV�VFUHDPLQJ�LQ�P\�KHDG��ZKDW�PDNHV�\RX�WKLQN�,¶G�JLYH�LW�DZD\�
now? And I said VHUYDQW��QRW�VODYH��,�FKRRVH�P\�ZRUGV�FDUHIXOO\��,¶YH�VHHQ�ZKDW�
KDSSHQV� WR�KLV� VODYHV�� ,� RIIHU�P\�PDJLF��P\�ERG\��P\�NQDFN� IRU� VXUYLYDO�� EXW�
QHYHU�P\�VRXO�´�

.HUHVD�FRLOHG�DURXQG�KHUVHOI�SUHSDULQJ�WR�VWULNH��EXW�6HNKHW�GLGQ¶W�PRYH���2QO\�
$ODPJHHU¶V�KDQG�VWD\HG�.HUHVD¶V�YHQRP��VSDULQJ�6HNKHW�GHDWK�DW�WKH�KDQGV�RI�WKH�
angry snake. Alamgeer glowered, but warmed again as he faced Sekhet. 

³0\�VHUYDQW��WHPSWLQJ²\RX�ZRXOG�EHFRPH�P\�ULJKW�KDQG�WKHQ��P\�DGYLVRU�
LQ�PDJLFDO�PDWWHUV��D�IDFH�IRU�P\�QHJRWLDWLRQV�ZLWK�KXPDQV�DQG�GHYLOV�DOLNH��<RX�
ZRXOG�GR�ZKDW�,�DVN�ZKHQ�,�DVN�LW��ZLWKRXW�IDLO�´�+H�FLUFOHG�KHU��KLV�OLSV�LQFKHV�
DERYH�KHU�HDU��³+RZ�GR�,�NQRZ�\RX¶G�EH�KRQHVW�ZLWK�PH"´

³%HFDXVH�,�YDOXH�P\�IUHHGRP�´�VKH�DQVZHUHG��³$IWHU�P\�VHUYLFH�LV�RYHU��,¶G�EH�
set free. I’d be able to choose where I go and what I do without your meddling. 

You and yours do nothing that would result in my death, and I will become your 

OR\DO�VHUYDQW�´��
+H�IDFHG�KHU�QRZ��KLV�KHDG�WLOWHG� WR� WKH�VLGH��³7ZHQW\�\HDUV���KPP���GR�\RX�

feel that balances?”

%HKLQG�KLP�6\HG�SLFNHG�XS�KLV�KHDG��IHDU�ZDVKLQJ�RYHU�KLV�IDFH��:KLOH�6HNKHW�
knew negotiations took time, her brother grew more and more pale. Some things, 

VKH�NQHZ��ZHUH�PDWWHUV�KDQGOHG�EHWWHU�LQ�SULYDWH��DQG�LI�LW�ZDV�LQ�KHU�SRZHU�QRZ�
to spare him undue suffering, what choice was there? She steadied herself and 

locked eyes on Alamgeer. 

“That tea was delicious, but it seems I’m all out. Would it be possible to get 

PRUH"´�+HU� JD]H� QHYHU� ZDYHUHG�� ³,� GRQ¶W� WKLQN� ,� FDQ� VXUYLYH� DQRWKHU� VHFRQG�
without some.” 

8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�FURVVHG�$ODPJHHU¶V�IDFH��³6\HG��VODYH��\RX�NQRZ�KRZ�WR�PDNH�
this tea, don’t you? Keresa, escort him to the kitchen.” 

$�QRLVH�RI�SURWHVW�HVFDSHG�IURP�ERWK��EXW�QHLWKHU�WLHÀLQJ�QRU�HIUHHWL�PRYHG��
$�VKLYHU�UDQ�WKURXJK�6HNKHW¶V�KHDUW�DV�KHU�EURWKHU�UHOXFWDQWO\�OHIW�WKH�URRP��EXW�
KHU� IDFH� UHPDLQHG� VWROLG� XQWLO� KH�ZDV� RXW� RI� VLJKW���DQG� WKHQ� VKH� H[KDOHG��+HU�
ZHDULQHVV�VKRZHG��EXW�UHVROYH�HFKRHG�LQ�KHU�YRLFH�

“Your kind condone this ‘suffer as I suffer’ philosophy. I will offer more than 

MXVW�EDODQFH�´�
Alamgeer leaned against his chair and raised an eyebrow. “Proceed.”

“A life for a life.”

³,I�\RX�PHDQ�\RXU�GHDWK��LW�VHUYHV�PH�QRWKLQJ�´
³1RW�P\�GHDWK��EXW�P\�OLIH��P\�SDVW��P\�SUHVHQW��P\�IXWXUH��(UDVH�PH�IURP�WKH�

ZRUOG�DERYH��7DNH�P\�OLIH��%XW�LQ�H[FKDQJH��QHLWKHU�\RX��DQ\�ZKR�ZRUN�IRU�\RX��
QRU�DQ\�ZKR�FRPH�DIWHU�\RX�FDQ�WRXFK�P\�NLQ�HYHU�DJDLQ��,V�WKDW�EDODQFH�HQRXJK�
for you?”

The shock on Alamgeer’s face almost made her smile. It was nice to know 

she’d stunned him. 

³$Q�XQH[SHFWHG�RIIHU�� \RX� FRQWLQXH� WR� DVWRXQG�PH��%XW� WKH� FRQGLWLRQV� \RX�
DWWDFK�ZRXOG�PHDQ�PRUH�\HDUV�RI�VHUYLFH�WR�VHW�WKH�VFDOHV�HTXDO��,�FRXOG�DFFHSW�
your offer, but twenty years? I would require much, much more.”

³+RZ�PXFK"´
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“A thousand times more.”

6KH�FKXFNOHG��³,¶G�QHYHU� OLYH� WKDW� ORQJ��'LG�\RX�IRUJHW�P\�¿UVW�SDUW�RI� WKLV�
SURSRVDO"�,¶G�OLNH�WR�EH�DOLYH�DQG�\RXQJ�HQRXJK�WR�HQMR\�P\�IUHHGRP�´

³<RX�WKLQN�LQ�PRUWDO�WHUPV�´�KH�VDLG��³:H¶OO�KDYH�WR�FKDQJH�WKDW��$FFHSW�P\�
offer and I’ll freeze time for you. You won’t age. Sickness won’t touch your body. 

<RX�ZLOO�QRW�GLH�ZKLOH�LQ�P\�VHUYLFH�RU�E\�P\�VLGH��$QG�ZKHQ�\RX�¿QLVK��LI�\RX�
VWLOO�GHVLUH�WR�OHDYH��WLPH�ZLOO�UHVXPH��%XW�DOO�WKLQJV�WKDW�WLH�\RX�WR�\RXU�ZRUOG�ZLOO�
EH�ORQJ�SDVW��<RX¶OO�UHWXUQ�DV�LI�\RX�QHYHU�H[LVWHG�´

³$QG�DIWHU�,¶YH�VHUYHG�P\�WLPH��ZKHQ�,�FKRRVH�WR�OHDYH���´
“,I�\RX�FKRRVH�WR�OHDYH�´�KH�FRUUHFWHG�
“,I� ,� FKRRVH� WR� OHDYH�� \RX¶OO� OHW� PH� JR�� $QG� P\� EURWKHU�� KLV� IDPLO\���KLV�

descendants are off limits. They’ll be free and safe?”

³<RX�KDYH�P\�VROHPQ�ZRUG�´�+H�ERZHG�
³)RUJLYH�PH�LI�,�GRQ¶W�WUXVW�\RX�XQWLO�WKLV�LV�ZULWWHQ�GRZQ��&DOO�LW�WKH�¿HQG�LQ�

PH��EXW�DV�\RX�NQRZ��WKH�GHYLO�LV�LQ�WKH�GHWDLOV�DQG�,�GRQ¶W�WUXVW�YHUEDO�FRQWUDFWV��
Too much wiggle room.”

³,¶G�EH�GLVDSSRLQWHG�ZLWK�DQ\WKLQJ�OHVV�´�+H�FURVVHG�RYHU�WR�KLV�GHVN��SXOOHG�
out a clean parchment, and started writing.

Sekhet collapsed into her chair, her head in her hands. She heard the scratching 

of the quill as Alamgeer wrote. Looking up at the table, Syed’s compass shined. 

She snatched it and held it in her hands, as if it would make a difference somehow 

LQ�ZKDW�ZDV�WR�FRPH��6KH�VWDUHG�DW� LW��UHOLYLQJ�WKH�PHPRULHV�DWWDFKHG�WR�LW��KHU�
OLIH�ZLWK�6\HG�DQG�DOO�WKH\¶G�DFFRPSOLVKHG²DOO�VKH�KRSHG�KH¶G�DFFRPSOLVK��+HU�
stomach tightened as a thought clawed its way to the front of her mind. There was 

D�VPDOO�VSDUN�RI�H[FLWHPHQW�EXLOGLQJ�LQ�KHU��7KLV�EDUJDLQ�ZRXOG�JLYH�KHU�PRUH�WKDQ�
she asked for, a chance to see a world few would glimpse. A shudder ran through 

KHU�DV�VKH�GRXEWHG�KHU�RZQ�PRWLYHV��
$� ZDUP� KDQG� VRIWO\� UXEEHG� KHU� EDFN�� EUHDNLQJ� WKH� UHYHULH��$ODPJHHU� VOLG�

WKH�VFUROO�LQ�IURQW�RI�KHU��6KH�VFUXWLQL]HG�HYHU\�VHQWHQFH��HYHU\�ZRUG��EXW�LW�ZDV�
exactly as promised and more. 

“This passage here,” she said, pointing to the parchment, “I didn’t ask for this.”

“Consider it a gift,” Alamgeer began.

³<RXU� JLIWV� FRPH� ZLWK� D� SULFH�� ,I� ,� UHDG� WKLV� FRUUHFWO\�� \RX� DUH� JLYLQJ� PH�
reign to wander Almakhzan without escort so long as I wear your symbol. I’d 

be allowed in the Grand Library. Why would you risk that? What would stop me 

from researching a loophole or way to regain my freedom?”

Alamgeer smiled. “Consider it a show of faith, then. If you are to trust me, I 

must be willing to show trust in you.”

+HU�PRXWK�ZHQW�GU\��6DOYDWLRQ�IRU�ERWK�KHU�DQG�6\HG�OD\�ZLWKLQ�KHU�JUDVS��$OO�
she had to do...was sign.

³/HW�PH�KDYH�P\�JRRGE\H�EHIRUH�\RX�GR�DQ\WKLQJ�´
$�WZLQJH�SDVVHG�WKURXJK�$ODPJHHU�DV�KH�ODLG�D�TXLOO��GDJJHU��DQG�D�VPDOO�YLDO�

of ink in front of her. “You’ll learn in our time together that I may be shrewd, but 

,�GR�KDYH�D�KHDUW��&RPSDVVLRQ�LV�EXW�RQH�RI�WKH�SDVVLRQV�,�SRVVHVV�´
She placed Syed’s compass in her lap, and stuck the dagger’s tip into her hand. 

Blood pooled on its edge, and she let it drop into the ink. She dipped the quill 
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DQG�VLJQHG�KHU�QDPH�DV�KHU�EURWKHU�HPHUJHG�WKURXJK�WKH�DUFKZD\��+H�VWXPEOHG��
VSLOOLQJ�WKH�WUD\�DV�KH�KLW�WKH�ÀRRU��%HIRUH�.HUHVD�FRXOG�UHDFW��$ODPJHHU�ZDYHG�
her away. 

Sekhet ran to her brother and kneeled before him, grabbing his arm and trying 

WR�VPLOH��8QFHUWDLQWLHV�YDQLVKHG�DV�VKH�ORRNHG�LQWR�KLV�IDFH��+H�QRWLFHG�KHU�KDQG��
JUDEEHG�D�FORWK�QDSNLQ�IURP�WKH�ÀRRU��DQG�ZRXQG�LW�DURXQG�WKH�VPDOO�ZRXQG�

³6R�LW¶V�GRQH��<RX¶YH�VLJQHG�WKH�FRQWUDFW"�+H�DJUHHG�WR�\RXU�WHUPV"´�+LV�YRLFH�
¿OOHG�ZLWK�KRSH�

³<HV��:H�UHDFKHG�DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��,¶OO�EH�KLV�VHUYDQW�IRU�D�WLPH��WKHQ�,¶P�IUHH��
$QG�KH�FDQ¶W�WRXFK�\RX��0DUZD��RU�DQ\�RI�\RXU�JUDQGFKLOGUHQ��<RX¶UH�DOO�VDIH�´�
She ran her good hand through his hair. 

³,�WROG�0DUZD�\RX¶G�SURWHFW�PH��,�VKRXWHG�LW�DV�WKH\�GUDJJHG�PH�DZD\��QRW�WR�
ZRUU\��6KH�RQO\�NQHZ�\RXU�SULGH��EXW�,�QHYHU�GRXEWHG�\RX��VLVWHU�� ,�NQRZ�\RX��
\RXU�KHDUW¶V�LQ�WKH�ULJKW�SODFH��HYHQ�ZKHQ�\RXU�HJR�JHWV�LQ�WKH�ZD\�´�

Emotion swelled in her, choking her. She pulled his face forward until their 

foreheads touched. 

³,¶P� VRUU\�� EURWKHU���IRU� HYHU\WKLQJ�� ,� ZDVQ¶W� WKLQNLQJ�� 'HDOLQJ� ZLWK� JHQLHV�
ZDV�WKH�RQO\�WKLQJ�IDWKHU�ZDUQHG�XV�DJDLQVW��<RX�GLGQ¶W�GHVHUYH�WKLV��<RX�GLGQ¶W�
GHVHUYH�D�VHO¿VK�PRQVWHU�IRU�D�WZLQ��<RX¶OO�EH�EHWWHU�RII�ZLWKRXW�PH�´

6\HG�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��³1R��ZH�EDODQFH�HDFK�RWKHU��LW¶V�ZK\�\RX�QHHG�PH�DQG�,�
QHHG�\RX��5HPHPEHU�ZKHQ�ZH�ZHUH�NLGV��)DWKHU¶V�SRWWHU\�FROOHFWLRQ��WKH�RQH�KH¶G�
JDWKHUHG�IRU�\HDUV��7KH�RQH�HYHU\RQH�DVVXPHG�\RX¶G�EURNHQ��,W�ZDV�PH��:KHQ�
they asked, I said I didn’t know who did it. You took the blame for me. You didn’t 

hold it against me. And who kept me from running away on my wedding day? 

Who reassures me I’ll be a wonderful father? Let others call you what they may, I 

know the truth. You DUH my better half, you’re my secret strength.”

Tears rolled down Sekhet’s cheeks as she held her brother, trembling. “I always 

NQHZ�\RX�GLG�LW��%XW�,�GLGQ¶W�FDUH��,¶OO�DOZD\V�SURWHFW�\RX�´�+HU�FKHVW�VKRRN�ZLWK�
each breath.

“Tears, it’s alright, sister. Twenty years is a long time, true, but not a lifetime. 

<RXU�VDFUL¿FH²HYHQ�0DUZD�ZLOO�DSSUHFLDWH���´
“Of course she’ll appreciate my absence.” Sekhet laughed.

Syed smiled, but then became serious, “I swear to you, I’ll be the best father 

for my little girl. She will know you, and what you mean to me. I promise you will 

not be forgotten. She and I will mark the day you return and keep count. Twenty 

\HDUV�IURP�QRZ�WKHUH¶OO�EH�D�IHDVW�RQ�P\�WDEOH�DQG�D�EOD]LQJ�ERQ¿UH�RXWVLGH�RXU�
KRXVH��:H¶OO�HDW��GULQN��DQG�GDQFH�XQWLO�ZH�SDVV�RXW��1RW�DQ�KRXU�ZLOO�JR�E\�WKDW�
I won’t think of you.” 

6KH�SXVKHG�KHU�IRUHKHDG�LQWR�KLV�DJDLQ�DQG�WULHG�WR�IRFXV�KHU�YLVLRQ��WDNLQJ�LQ�
RQH�ODVW�YLHZ�RI�KLP��RQH�PRPHQW��

³,�ZLVK�WR�WKH�KHDYHQV�WKDW�ZHUH�WUXH�´�
Before he could respond she tore herself away and held up his compass. “7KLV 

LV�KLV��$ODPJHHU��PDNH�LW�KLV�UHDVRQ�IRU�EHLQJ�KHUH��1R�PDWWHU�ZKDW��KH�JHWV�WKLV�´�
she hissed through her tears. 

³$V�\RX�ZLVK�´�+H�UDLVHG�KLV�KDQGV�WR�WKH�VLGH��7KH�URRP�FUDFNOHG�ZLWK�HQHUJ\�
as blue light encircled them all. When it dissipated, Sekhet still knelt, facing Syed. 
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+H�VWUXJJOHG�WR�IRFXV��DQG�IRU�D�VSOLW�VHFRQG��VKH�WKRXJKW�$ODPJHHU¶V�VSHOO�KDG�
IDLOHG��)HDU�TXLFNO\�UHSODFHG�FRQIXVLRQ�DV�6\HG�VFUHDPHG��+H�UHHOHG�EDFNZDUGV��
IDOOLQJ�WR�WKH�ÀRRU�

³'HYLO��*HW� DZD\�´�+H� VFUDPEOHG�EDFNZDUG��KLV�KDQG� UHVWLQJ�RQ� WKH�KHDY\�
tray. Without hesitation he swung it, connecting with Sekhet’s side, sending her to 

WKH�ÀRRU��)DFH�GRZQ��VKH�OHW�WKH�VPRRWKQHVV�RI�WKH�ÀRRU�VRRWKH�KHU�SDLQ��%HKLQG�
her Keresa laughed until Sekhet heard the tray resonate against the salamander’s 

lower half. Alamgeer’s foot touched her hand and she rose slightly. The efreeti 

WKHQ�ORRNHG�WR�WKH�WHUUL¿HG�PDQ�DQG�VSRNH��FKDUPLQJ�DQG�ORZ�
“Please, please Syed. Calm down. You’re confused, I’m sure, but attacking my 

people won’t get you home.”

“What? Where am I? Who are you?” Syed tried to make sense of his 

surroundings.

$ODPJHHU�VZHSW�KLV�DUPV�RSHQ�LQ�IRUPDO�REHLVDQFH��³0\�QDPH�LV�$ODPJHHU��
DQG�\RX�DUH�FXUUHQWO\�RQ�WKH�3ODQH�RI�)LUH��LQ�WKH�IDEOHG�&LW\�RI�%UDVV��<RX�FDPH�
LQ�VHDUFK�RI�D�WULQNHW�WKDW�KHOG�GHHS�VHQWLPHQWDO�YDOXH�WR�\RX��2QH�WKDW�ZDV�ORVW�
WR�WKLHYHV��<RX�WUDFNHG�WKH�PHQ�KHUH�DQG�P\�VHUYDQW�KHOSHG�\RX�UHWULHYH�LW��6KH�
was about to return it to you.” Alamgeer strolled behind Sekhet. She squared her 

shoulders and faked a smile.

³,�EHJ�\RXU�SDUGRQ��0DVWHU�6\HG��LI�,�IULJKWHQHG�\RX��,W�ZDV�QRW�P\�LQWHQW��,�
was trying to place this around your neck.” She held the adamantine chain loosely 

in her hand before her brother. Syed seized it and held it at arm’s length.

³:K\�GRQ¶W�,�UHPHPEHU�DQ\�RI�WKLV"�'LG�,�PDNH�D�GHDO�ZLWK�\RX"´
³+DYH�QR�IHDU��\RX�QHYHU�HQWHUHG�LQWR�DQ\�FRQWUDFW�ZLWK�PH�´�$ODPJHHU�VDLG��

+H�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��³,�ZDV�DIUDLG�RI�WKLV��%HLQJ�LQ�WKLV�SODFH�FDQ�WDNH�D�WROO�RQ�WKH�
PRUWDO�PLQG��&RPH��\RX�DUH�P\�JXHVW�KHUH��6LW�DQG�UHIUHVK�\RXUVHOI��DQG�DIWHU�,¶YH�
H[SODLQHG�ZKDW�KDSSHQHG��,¶OO�KDYH�P\�IDYRULWH�VHUYDQW�OHDG�\RX�WR�D�VKLS�WKDW�FDQ�
WDNH�\RX�KRPH�´�+H�PRWLRQHG�6\HG�WR�RQH�RI�WKH�FKDLUV�DW�WKH�LYRU\�WDEOH��DQG�WRRN�
the other. Then Alamgeer looked at Sekhet and tapped the pillows by his side. 

“As you wish, 0DVWHU.”

o~O~o

An hour later, Sekhet led Syed to the docks. Though he followed close behind 

her, Syed kept his distance. Only when they crossed to the gantry way did the 

VKLS�FRPH�LQWR�YLHZ��7KH�VLJKW�RI� LW�VHHPHG�WR�PDNH�6\HG�UHOD[��6KH�VWDUHG�DW�
KLP��ZDLWLQJ�IRU�VRPHWKLQJ��DQ\WKLQJ��+H�EURXJKW�KLV�KDQGV�WR�KLV�WHPSOHV�DQG�
strained. Sekhet felt pressure building behind her eyes as she watched. 

+H�JODQFHG�DW�KHU��WKHQ�WKH�JURXQG��³7KLV�ZKROH�WKLQJ�VHHPV�LQFUHGLEOH��$QG�
WKH�JROG�KH�JDYH�PH���IRU�QRWKLQJ��$ODPJHHU��\RXU�PDVWHU��FDQ�,�WUXVW�KLP"�,V�KH�D�
man of his word?” 

³$ODPJHHU� LV���IDLU�� +H� PXVW� KDYH� IHOW� \RX� GHVHUYHG� FRPSHQVDWLRQ� IRU�
something.” The words left a bitter taste in her mouth.

³<RX�GRQ¶W�VHHP�WR�OLNH�KLP�YHU\�PXFK��:K\�ZRUN�IRU�KLP"´
³6RPHWLPHV�ZH¶UH�ERXQG�WR�GR�D�WKLQJ��QR�PDWWHU�KRZ�XQVDYRU\��IRU�D�JUHDWHU�

JRRG��$QG�QR��,�GRQ¶W�OLNH�KLP�YHU\�PXFK��EXW�KH¶V�KRQHVW�DW�OHDVW�´
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+H�VLJKHG�DQG�VWDUHG�DW�6HNKHW��³:K\�GR�,�IHHO�OLNH�,¶P�PLVVLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ"�
/LNH�SDUW�RI�PH�LV�JRQH"�$QG�\RX��RQH�VHFRQG�,�IHHO�WHUUL¿HG�RI�\RX�DQG�WKH�QH[W�
you seem oddly familiar, like someone I can’t place. What happened to me here?”

³,W¶V�WKLV�SODFH��7KH\�FDOO�LW�WKH�³'HYRXULQJ�&LW\�´�,W�WDNHV�VRPHWKLQJ�HDFK�WLPH�
\RX�YLVLW��,W�GHYRXUV�D�SLHFH�RI�HYHU\RQH�ZKR�VHWV�IRRW�KHUH��<RX�PXVW�EH�YHU\�
OXFN\��LW�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�RQO\�WDNHQ�\RXU�PHPRULHV�RI�WKLV�SODFH�´

“So what did it take from you?” he asked.

6HNKHW�WKRXJKW�D�PRPHQW��³,W�WRRN�P\�SULGH��D�ELW�RI�P\�HJR��DQG�VHO¿VKQHVV�´
“But that’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

³<HV��EXW�WKH�SULFH�WKH�FLW\�GHPDQGV�DOZD\V�RXWZHLJKV�ZKDWHYHU�JRRG�LW�PLJKW�
do.”

$�PDQ�VKRXWHG�IURP�WKH�VKLS��7KH\�ZHUH�OHDYLQJ��$V�6\HG�WXUQHG��KH�JUDEEHG�
KLV�VLGH�DQG�ZLQFHG��6HNKHW�PRYHG�LQVWLQFWLYHO\�WR�WRXFK�KLP�

“Are you alright? Are you hurt?” Color drained from her face as he stepped 

DZD\��KLV�MDZ�WLJKW�
+H�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��³1R��LW¶V�QRWKLQJ��7KHUH¶V�QR�EUXLVLQJ��EXW�P\�VLGH�IHHOV�

like something slammed into me hard. And my hand, I’d swear I cut myself on 

something, but there’s no wound. It feels different from the sting of the burns on 

my arm. I can see the marks, feel the pain that I know should be there, but the 

RWKHU�DFKHV�WKHUH¶V�QRWKLQJ�WKHUH��WKH\�MXVW�IHHO���RGG�´
6HNKHW�VKLYHUHG�LQ�VSLWH�RI�WKH�KHDW��+HU�KDQG�VRXJKW�WKH�WHQGHU�VSRW�RQ�KHU�

RZQ�VLGH��WKH�SODFH�6\HG�EDVKHG�MXVW�DQ�KRXU�DJR�
+H�UXEEHG�KLV�KDQG�DV�D�WHDU�VOLSSHG�GRZQ�KLV�IDFH��/RRNLQJ�DW�WKH�VKLS��6\HG�

VSRNH�VRIWO\��³3HUKDSV�LW¶V�EHWWHU�,�GRQ¶W�UHPHPEHU�´�+H�KHOG�KLV�EUHDWK��³,���IHHO�
OLNH�,�VKRXOG�WKDQN�\RX��EXW�,�GRQ¶W�HYHQ�NQRZ�\RXU�QDPH�´

³0\�QDPH� LVQ¶W� LPSRUWDQW�� ,�RQO\�HQVXUHG�\RXU�VDIHW\�ZKLOH�\RX�ZHUH�KHUH��
/LYH�D�KDSS\�OLIH�DQG�\RX�ZLOO�KDYH�PDGH�LW�ZRUWK�WKH�WURXEOH�´�6HNKHW�TXLFNO\�
wiped a tear away. 

“Still, thank you.” 

+H�H[WHQGHG�KLV�KDQG�DQG�VKH�FODVSHG�LW��VPLOLQJ��+H�WXUQHG�DQG�SXOOHG�LW�DZD\��
drifting towards the 'XVNÀRZHU. Sekhet stared at her hand. She closed her eyes, 

brought it to her lips and kissed it. 

A sudden scratching sensation near her wrist forced her eyes open and the pain 

repeated.

She turned see Syed digging his nails into his hand before crossing the 

WKUHVKROG��+H�QHYHU�JODQFHG� LQ�KHU�GLUHFWLRQ��EXW�ZDONHG� WKURXJK� WKH�GRRU�DQG�
disappeared from her sight.

6HNKHW�IDFHG�WKH�FLW\�RQFH�PRUH�DQG�H[KDOHG��6KH�ÀLSSHG�KHU�FRPSDVV�LQ�KHU�
KDQGV�DQG�WUDFHG�WKH�HQJUDYHG�ZRUGV�RQ�WKH�EDFN��
6\HG�DQG�6HNKHW. 
³'HVQD¶V� VWLOO� VPLOLQJ�´� VKH� VDLG�� DQG� PDGH� KHU� ZD\� WKURXJK� WKH� JOLWWHULQJ�

streets.
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%\�5REHUW�'URXLQ

S2�7+,6�:$6�ZKHUH�WKH�GUHDPV�RI�QREOH�HIUHHW�WXUQHG�WR�DVK, Sole 

thought to himself.

/RVLQJ�ZHDOWK�DQG�VHUYDQWV��FURVVLQJ�WKH�*UDQG�9L]LHU�KDG�QRW�
EHHQ�WKH�VPDUWHVW�RI�PRYHV�E\�WKH�+RXVH�RI�%D\W�DO�%D]DQ¶V�ODVW�
UXOHUV��EXW�VXFK�ZHUH�WKH�DPELWLRQV�RI�WKH�HIUHHW��)URP�JUHDW�KHLJKWV�

DQG�WRZHULQJ�DPELWLRQV��WKHUH�ZHUH�RQO\�HTXDOO\�JUHDW�IDOOV��DQG�WKLV�+RXVH�KDG�
fallen far, indeed.

(YHQ�VR��WKH�JDXG\�SDODFHV�RI�WKH�SRRUHVW�PLQRU�HIUHHW�QREOHV�RI�WKH�&LW\�RI�
Brass displayed decadent opulence that might shame a mortal king.

3DVVLQJ�WKH�HVWDWHV�RI�WKH�QREOH�LUUHOHYDQW��WKH�PDJPD�VNLQQHG�FRXULHU�FRQWLQXHG�
RQ�KLV�FRXUVH��ÀRZLQJ�VSHHGLO\�RYHU�JLOGHG�VWUHHWV��KHUH�LQODLG�ZLWK�HPHUDOG�MDGH��
WKHUH�LQ�EORFNV�RI�WXUTXRLVH��KHUH�LQ�EXUQLQJ�UHG�PDUEOH��DQG�WKHUH�LQ�FKDOFHGRQ\�
and alabaster. Sole shook his head as he tallied the worth of this display of wealth 

DQG�HJR��PDUYHOLQJ�DW�EXLOGLQJV�HGJHG�LQ�VLOYHU��JROG��SODWLQXP��DQG�FRSSHU��DQG�
glittering with cut crystals or faceted gemstones, some of a size that could not be 

found on the mortal plane. The magical energies and auras swirled so thick in the 

air it sometimes made it hard to think. 

With a shake of his head, he put the show of opulent excess out of his mind, 

and swung up a low rise and down a side street that seemed strangely abandoned, 
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FRPLQJ�XS�RQ�D�GRPHG�HGL¿FH�WKDW�ORRNHG�OLNH�D�FDVWOH�FDUYHG�IURP�VROLG�EUDVV��
,W�ZDV�EXLOW�ULJKW�XS�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZDOO�RI�WKH�,QQHU�&LW\��DQG�URVH�DERYH�LW�WR�ORRN�
RXW�DFURVV�WKH�EXUQLQJ�ULYHU�EH\RQG��ZKLOH�WKH�FHQWUDO�WRZHU�WRRN�LQ�WKH�JOLWWHULQJ�
lights of the City of Brass in all their splendor.

$�OXPS�RI�FDVW��HQVRUFHOOHG�EURQ]H�QHDUO\�WKUHH�KXQGUHG�IHHW�WDOO� Sole sighed 

as his progress slowed to something approaching a walk. *HQLHV�
The area nearby seemed suddenly abandoned, and it took only a cursory 

H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI�KLV�VXUURXQGLQJV�WR�FRQ¿UP�WKDW�QRWKLQJ�OLYLQJ�VHHPHG�WR�OLQJHU�
DURXQG�WKH�PDQRU�KH�ZDV�DSSURDFKLQJ��1R�PHVVHQJHUV�ZHUH�ÀLWWLQJ�RYHUKHDG��QR�
VHUYDQWV�ZHUH�SDVVLQJ�E\��DQG�QR�ZDWFKHUV�VHHPHG�SRVWHG�WR�NHHS�DQ�H\H�RQ�WKH�
SDODFH�RU�ZKR�ZDV�HPSOR\LQJ�LW��+H�FRXOGQ¶W�HYHQ�IHHO�FXULRXV�H\HV�RQ�KLP��DQG�
that was suspicious and most telling.

Sole thumbed the dagger at his side, and approached the great central doors to 

the manor without fear. Something was at work here, and doubtless it was linked 

GLUHFWO\�WR�KLV�PLVVLRQ��+H�FKHFNHG�WKH�VHDOHG�VFUROO�FDVH�WKDW�KXQJ�RQ�KLV�EHOW��
H[DPLQLQJ� WKH�ZD\¿QGHU� WKDW� IRUPHG� LWV� FDS��7KH� WXUTXRLVH�XSRQ� WKH� FRPSDVV�
QHHGOH�SRLQWHG�XQHUULQJO\�WR�WKH�GRRU��WKH�LQWHQGHG�UHFLSLHQW�RI�WKH�FDVH¶V�FRQWHQWV�
was within. 

7KH�IRUW\�IRRW�GRRUV�VWRRG�VOLJKWO\�DMDU��DQ�RSHQ�LQYLWDWLRQ�WR�WKLHYHV�DQG�WKH�
FXULRXV��+H�IHOW�QR�WLQJOH�RI�DFWLYH�PDJLF�DW�ZRUN��DQG�SDXVHG�RXWVLGH�WKH�GRRUV�DV�
he listened for signs of intruders.

1RWKLQJ�EXW�VLOHQFH��WR�WHPSW�WKRVH�ZLWKRXW�WR�HQWHU�
+H�PHQWDOO\�UHYLHZHG�WKH�GHWDLOHG�OD\RXW�WKDW�KDG�EHHQ�VKRZQ�KLP�SULRU�WR�KLV�

PLVVLRQ��KH�KDG�WR�UHDFK�WKH�WUHDVXUH�OHYHO�RI�WKH�DO�%D]DQ��¿QG�WKH�IRXQWDLQ�DQG�
determine the status of what had been imprisoned there. 

+LV�HQWU\�ZDV�D�ELW�XQRUWKRGR[��VZDUPLQJ�XS�WKH�JUHDW�GRRUV�OLNH�D�IRXU�OLPEHG�
VSLGHU�� UHDFKLQJ� WKH� WRS�� VOLGLQJ�RYHU� WKHP�DQG�XQGHU� WKH�DUFK�RI� WKH�HQWU\ZD\�
DQG�VR�HQWHULQJ�WKH�FKDPEHU�EH\RQG�YLD�WKH�FHLOLQJ�LQVWHDG�RI�WKH�ÀRRU��+H�KDG�
IRXQG�RXW�ORQJ�DJR�WKDW�HYHQ�WKH�WDOO�DQG�PLJKW\�GRQ¶W�ORRN�XS�PXFK��DQG�WKHUH�
ZHUH�D�JUHDW�QXPEHU�RI�WUDSV�WKDW�\RX�FRXOG�FLUFXPYHQW�VLPSO\�E\�QRW�EHLQJ�RQ�
the ground. As deftly as a shadow, he slid onto the ceiling of the entry foyer, and 

SDXVHG�WR�DVVHVV�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ��VTXDWWLQJ�XSVLGH�GRZQ�WKHUH�RQ�KLV�ZDOO�FUDZOLQJ�
boots.

7KHUH�ZHUH�VLJQV�RI�FRPEDW�RQ�HYHU\WKLQJ�WKDW�ZDV�QRW�IRUPHG�RI�EUDVV��0DUEOH�
WLOHV�ZHUH� FUDFNHG�E\�ÀDPH�DQG�JUHDW�ZHLJKW�� GHVWUR\LQJ� WKH� LQWULFDWH�PRVDLFV�
XSRQ�WKH�ÀRRU��7KH�ZDOOV�KDG�EHHQ�VKRUQ�RI�WDSHVWULHV�RU�VFXOSWXUHV��DQG�IXUQLWXUH�
had been rent and reduced to ash and scrap as if ruined by a burning, spiteful hand.

+H�GRXEWHG�WKDW�WUHDVXUH�KXQWLQJ�DGYHQWXUHUV�ZRXOG�KDYH�GHVWUR\HG�WKLQJV�VR�
thoroughly. Looted, yes, but the damage here bespoke an unhinged mind bent on 

destruction.

A rather WDOO�unhinged mind. 

&KDUUHG�SDUDOOHO�VFDUV�IRUPHG�UDYDJLQJ�VFRXU�PDUNV�¿IWHHQ�IHHW�RII�WKH�JURXQG�
on one of the marble pillars, which also had had a large chunk hewn out of it ten 

feet up.

7KH�ZRUN�RI�D�JLDQW�RI�VRPH�NLQG, Sole thought. 6R��WKHUH�FRXOG�ZHOO�EH�PRUH�
LQKDELWDQWV�
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8SVLGH�GRZQ��KH�VOLG�DFURVV�WKH�FHLOLQJ�IRUW\�IHHW�RII�WKH�ÀRRU��NHHSLQJ�ZDWFK�
IRU�VHQWULHV�DQG�PRYLQJ�IURP�FRYHU�WR�FRYHU��+H�NQHZ�KLV�URXWH��DQG�ZRXOG�VWLFN�
WR�LW�LI�SRVVLEOH��EXW�WKHUH�ZHUH�VHYHUDO�FRXUVHV�KH�FRXOG�WDNH�LI�KH�UDQ�LQWR�WURXEOH��
which he was grimly certain of as he pressed deeper, inwards and onwards.

o~O~o

+H�IHOW�WKH�SUHVHQFH�EHIRUH�KH�VDZ�RU�KHDUG�LW�
6WLOO� WUHDGLQJ� WKH� FHLOLQJ��6ROH�PRYHG� VPRRWKO\� LQWR� VKDGRZ�DQG� WKHQ�ZHQW�

absolutely still. There was a chilly quality to the aura that was unmistakable to 

VRPHRQH�WKDW�KDG�HYHU�IRXJKW�WKH�XQGHDG��DQG�LI�¿UH�ZDV�LQIXVHG�LQWR�D�GHDG�VSLULW��
it would match this feeling of burning cold exactly.

7KH�JKRVW�FDPH�ULJKW�WKURXJK�WKH�ZDOO��PRYLQJ�ZLWK�VSHHG�DQG�SXUSRVH��6ROH�
REVHUYHG�WKH�VL]H�RI�WKH�KRUQV²D�GRXEOH�VHW��ZLWK�EDQGV�XSRQ�WKHP�WKDW�PDUNHG�
WKH�HIUHHW�RI�WKH�DO�%D]DQ�EORRGOLQH²DQG�WKH�KHDY\�\HW�KDQGVRPH�IHDWXUHV�WKDW�
KDG�EHHQ�GLVSOD\HG�IRU�KLP�YLD�LOOXVLRQ�GXULQJ�WKH�EULH¿QJ�ZLWK�KLV�HPSOR\HU�

-KDYXO� DO�0DUYVDK�� WKH� HIUHHWL� WKDW� KDG� WULHG� WR� URXVH� WKH� UXLQRXV� 6SDZQ�
RI�5RYDJXJ� NQRZQ� DV�;RWDQL� WKH� )LUHEOHHGHU�� KDG� UHWXUQHG� WR� WKH� KDOOV� RI� KLV�
IRUHEHDUV��+H�KDGQ¶W�VXUYLYHG�WKH�6SDZQ¶V�GHVWUXFWLRQ��DQG�\HW�KDG�FRPH�KRPH�
all the same.

7KDW�FRXOGQ¶W�ERGH�ZHOO, Sole considered calmly.

'RXEWOHVV�WKH�JKRVW�ZDV�DWWXQHG�WR�WKLV�GZHOOLQJ��DQG�KDG�VHQVHG�DQ�LQWUXGHU��
HYHQ�LI�LW�FRXOGQ¶W�QDLO�GRZQ�H[DFWO\�ZKHUH�WKDW�LQWUXGHU�ZDV��6ROH�ZDWFKHG�IURP�
VKDGRZ�DV�WKH�JKRVW�DGYDQFHG�WKH�OHQJWK�RI�WKH�KDOO��LWV�VSHFWUDO�IRUP�VKLIWLQJ�ZLWK�
ÀHVKOHVV�HDVH�DV�LW�DWWHPSWHG�WR�ORRN�LQWR�HYHU\�FUHYLFH�

Sole’s crimson skin was much darker now that it wasn’t exposed to the heat 

RXWVLGH��$OFKHPLFDO�PDJLF�ÀRZHG�DFURVV�KLV�ERG\�DQG�EOXUUHG�KLV�RXWOLQH�ZLWK�WKH�
LQWHUSOD\�RI�OLJKW�DQG�GDUN�DURXQG��WKH�ZKLWH�KRW�FUDFNV�LQ�KLV�VNLQ�GLPPLQJ�WR�D�
VXOOHQ�JUD\��+H�PRYHG�DORQJ�WKH�ZDOO�ZLWK�VNLOO�DQG�VLOHQFH��VWD\LQJ�RII�WKH�ÀRRU��
ZRUNLQJ�WKH�DQJOHV��DQG�ZDLWHG�XQWLO�WKH�JKRVW�RI�WKH�GHDG�HIUHHWL�PRYHG�LWV�KHDG�
behind a pillar before he swung himself under the arch of the doorway, onto the 

ZDOO�DERYH�LW��VWHSSHG�EDFN�XS�WR�WKH�FHLOLQJ��DQG�JOLGHG�DFURVV�WKH�GRPH�RI�WKH�
next room.

+H� KDG� QR� GRXEW� WKDW� -KDYXO¶V� VKDGH� ZRXOG� IROORZ� KLP� UDSLGO\��:KLOH� KH�
KDG�QR�IHDUV�RI� WDNLQJ�WKH�JKRVW�RQ�� WKHUH�ZDV�D�VPDOO�SUREOHP��WKLV�JKRVW�ZDV�
weaponless, and certainly didn’t look to be engaged in willful destruction. That 

PHDQW�WKDW�VRPHWKLQJ�HOVH�ZDV�LQVLGH�WKH�PDQRU��+H�GLGQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�EH�HQJDJLQJ�
two foes at once. 

But perhaps two foes engaging one another might not be a bad plan.

+H�YHHUHG�RII�KLV�GLUHFW�SDWK�WRZDUGV�WKH�WUHDVXU\�RI�WKH�DO�%D]DQ��PRYLQJ�WR�
H[SORUH�DQG�¿QG�RXW�LI�DQ\�RWKHU�GHQL]HQV�ZHUH�DERXW��+H�ZRXOG�OLNHO\�KDYH�WR�
¿QG�RXW�LI�WKHUH�ZHUH�DQ\�RWKHUV�LQ�KHUH�UHJDUGOHVV��VR�KH�PLJKW�DV�ZHOO�JHW�SDUW�RI�
WKH�MRE�RXW�RI�WKH�ZD\�DQG�NHHS�KLV�EDFN�WUDLO�FOHDU�

+H�FRXOG�IHHO�WKH�JKRVW�PRYH�LQWR�WKH�VHFRQG�FKDPEHU�MXVW�VHFRQGV�DIWHU�KH�
YDFDWHG�LW��6PLOLQJ�WR�KLPVHOI��KH�PDGH�IRU�WKH�XSSHU�VWRULHV��DQG�ZKDWHYHU�PLJKW�
EH�DERYH�
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o~O~o

A burning undead creature, looking mostly skeletal, its bones wrapped in 

ÀDPHV�DQG�PROWHQ�URFN��ZDV�EHDWLQJ�DW�D�ZDOO�RI�OLYLQJ�EUDVV��WHDULQJ�RXW�JUHDW�
JRXJHV�DQG�KXQNV��7KH�GHWULWXV�ZDV�PHOWLQJ�LQWR�WKH�H[SRVHG�ÀRRUV�DQG�WKH�VFDUV�
VHDOHG� WKHPVHOYHV� DIWHU� HDFK�RI� LWV� DWWDFNV� DV� LW� WRUH� DW� WKH�ZDOOV� LQ� FRQWLQXLQJ�
IXWLOLW\��6ROH�QRWHG�WKH�FUHDWXUH¶V�KHLJKW�DQG�EXLOG��WKH�ZD\�WKH�ÀDPHV�VHHPHG�WR�
gather to form a kilt and headband, and made an educated guess that this entity 

ZDV�WKH�IRUPHU�QHSKLOLP�ZL]DUG�FDOOHG�(]HU�+D]]HEDLP��,W�KDG�DSSDUHQWO\�JDLQHG�
D�PRUH�SHUVRQDO�SXQLVKPHQW� WKDQ� MXVW�EHLQJ� VODLQ�E\�D�GUDJRQ¶V� MDZV��$QRWKHU�
DUURJDQW�VRXO��LQKHULWLQJ�DQ�LURQLF�GRRP��he mused. The efreet were nothing if not 

consistent in how they treated their enemies.

The trail of destruction it had left was quite clear, and quite thorough. Anything 

DQG�HYHU\WKLQJ�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�GHVWUR\HG�LQ�WKLV�PDQRU�KRXVH�KDG�EHHQ�REOLWHUDWHG��
from the plants in the gardens to the pillows in the old harem. This burning 

creature had engaged in an orgy of destruction, seeking to reduce this place down 

WR�QRWKLQJQHVV��DQG�VXFFHHGLQJ�TXLWH�ZHOO�XQWLO�LW�KDG�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�WKH�VHOI�KHDOLQJ�
brass of the building itself.

The ghost was only a couple of rooms behind. Sole thoughtfully dug a simple 

PDUEOH�RXW�RI�KLV�EHOW�SRXFK��DQG�WRVVHG�LW�LQWR�WKH�URRP�KH�KDG�MXVW�YDFDWHG�
It was only a clink on the stone, but it snapped that burning head around 

LQVWDQWO\��:LWK�D�EHOORZ�RI�D�SUHGDWRU�¿QGLQJ�D�QHZ�YLFWLP��WKH�ÀDPLQJ�FRUSVH�
GURYH�WRZDUGV�ZKDW�PLJKW�RQFH�KDYH�EHHQ�D�GLQLQJ�KDOO��MXVW�DV�WKH�JKRVW�RI�-KDYXO�
burst into the chamber through the brazen walls.

The two undead beings locked eyes instantly, and one spectral face contorted 

with hatred for the despoiler of his abode, while the other roared an empty howl 

WKDW�KDG�QR�RWKHU�PRWLYH�WKDQ�GHVWUXFWLRQ�
Sole watched them charge together, ethereal limbs lashing out to score the 

burning bones, which were then seized in great black claws and set to burning 

GHVSLWH�-KDYXO¶V�VSHFWUDO�FRQGLWLRQ��7KH�¿UVW�H[FKDQJH�ZDV�D�SUHWW\�JRRG�LQGLFDWLRQ�
RI�KRZ�WKH�¿JKW�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�JR��DV�WKH�IRUPHU�HIUHHWL¶V�¿UH�VHHPHG�WR�EH�KHDOLQJ�
WKH�EXUQLQJ�WKLQJ��DQG�LWV�ÀDPHV�VHHPHG�WR�EH�VHDULQJ�WKH�JKRVW�VRPHKRZ�

+RSHIXOO\� WKHVH� WZR�ZHUH�DOO� WKDW�ZHUH� OHIW� LQ� WKH�SODFH��6ROH�FLUFXPYHQWHG�
WKH�FRPEDW�DV�WKH�ODYDZLJKW�JUDSSOHG�ZLWK�WKH�ERGLOHVV�SKDQWRP�DQG�ERWK�ZHQW�
FUDVKLQJ� GRZQ� XSRQ� WKH� VKDWWHUHG� WLOHV�� +H� ZDV� QRZ� KHDGHG� IRU� WKH� WUHDVXUH�
chamber, and the secret door to his destination wasn’t far.

o~O~o

7KH�ZLWFK¿UHV�ZHUH�SUREDEO\�VXSSRVHG�WR�EH�D�VXUSULVH��
+RZ�DQ�HIUHHWL�PDQDJHG�WR�FROOHFW�D�KDUHP�ZKLOH�GHDG�DQG�ERGLOHVV�KDG�6ROH�

VKDNLQJ�KLV�KHDG�LQ�DPXVHG�DSSUHFLDWLRQ��:UHDWKHG�LQ�JUHHQ�ÀDPH��WKH�EXUQLQJ�
JKRVW�KDJV�DZDLWHG�WKHLU�PDVWHU¶V�SOHDVXUH�LQ�JXDUG�FKDPEHUV�WR�WKH�VLGH�RI�WKH�
YDXOWV��RQH�ZD\�ZLQGRZV�JLYLQJ�WKHP�D�FOHDU�YLHZ�RI�WKH�KDOOZD\�EHWZHHQ�WKHLU�
rooms. The undead concubines assumed their immateriality would protect them, 
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but Sole’s talonblade, (VWUHO� VOHZ� WKH� ¿UVW� LQ� RQH� VOLFLQJ� FXW�� DQG� VKHDUHG� WKH�
VHFRQG�LQ�KDOI�ZKHQ�VKH�FDPH�JKRVWLQJ�LQ�WKURXJK�WKH�ZDOO�WR�LQYHVWLJDWH�

The guardians in the next chamber were four brass men, possibly repurposed 

IURP�WKH�RWKHU�YDXOWV��7KH�VNLUPLVK�ODVWHG�D�ZKROH�WKUHH�EUHDWKV��DV�(VWUHO sheared 

metal and molten cores clean through and Sole watched them crumple back into 

WKH�HVVHQFH�RI�WKH�OLYLQJ�EUDVV�ÀRRU��OHDYLQJ�QR�WUDFH�EHKLQG��7KH\�KDGQ¶W�HYHQ�
PDUUHG� WKH�YHVW�RI�EODFN�GUDJRQ�ZLQJ�OHDWKHU�KH�ZRUH��DQG�KLV�FDOI�KLJK�ERRWV�
GLGQ¶W�HYHQ�KDYH�VFUDSV�WR�NLFN�DVLGH�

+LV� SDWK� QRZ� FOHDUHG�� KH� WRRN� DQRWKHU� JODQFH� DW� WKH� ZD\¿QGHU¶V� WXUTXRLVH�
shard, pointing directly ahead to the chamber at the far side of this last guardroom. 

Through the doorway, he could see that the fountain was intact.

+H�KDG�EHHQ�VSHFL¿FDOO\�LQIRUPHG�WKDW�LW�KDG�EHHQ�GHVWUR\HG�LQ�WKH�UHOHDVLQJ�RI�
its prisoner. Sole’s eyes narrowed to white slits as he entered the room, humidity 

UHSODFLQJ� WKH�GU\�VWHULOLW\�FRPPRQ�WR� WKH�DWPRVSKHUH�RI� WKLV�¿HU\�UHDOP��$OLHQ�
sounds permeated the air, the slow and steady rhythm of condensation dripping 

from the ceiling and walls, and the gentle murmur of continuously cycling water 

in the fountain itself.

+LV�DUULYDO�GLG�QRW�JR�XQQRWLFHG��
7KH� ZDWHU� EHJDQ� WR� VWLU� DQG� ULSSOH� LQ� WKH� RUQDWH� ZKLWH� FOD\� EDVLQ�� ÀRZLQJ�

XSZDUGV�LQWR�D�IHPDOH�IRUP�RI�D�JLDQW¶V�SURSRUWLRQV��+HU�VNLQ�ZDV�OLNH�SHDUO�DQG�
her hair like ocean foam, a rare combination of marid lineage found only among 

the ancient royal bloodline of the former padishahs of that great genie race. That 

VKH�ZDV�EHDXWLIXO�ZDV�EH\RQG�TXHVWLRQ��FODG�LQ�DSSDUHO�UHPLQLVFHQW�RI�D�4DGLUDQ�
entertainer, her raiment glittered with precious stones and metals, and wispy silks 

PRUH�YDSRU�WKDQ�FORWK�EDUHO\�FRQFHDOHG�KHU�PRGHVW\��6KH�JD]HG�GRZQ�DW�KLP�ZLWK�
D�JUHDW�GHDO�RI�ORQJ�VXIIHULQJ�IRUEHDUDQFH��VSDUNOLQJ�ZLWK�VXGGHQ�LQWHUHVW�DV�VKH�
found herself looking upon an unexpected guest.

+H�IHOW�SUHVVXUH�RQ�KLV�PLQG��DQG�WKH�PDULG¶V�EURZ�IXUURZHG�LQ�FRQVWHUQDWLRQ��
+H�IHOO�WR�RQH�NQHH�LQ�UHVSRQVH�DQG�VXSSOLFDWHG�KLPVHOI�SURSHUO\��JHQLHV�ZHUH�ELJ�
on manners. She smiled in answer, and gestured for him to rise.

6ROH�XQFOLSSHG�WKH�VFUROO�FDVH�IURP�KLV�EHOW��GHOLEHUDWHO\�DQG�REYLRXVO\�GRXEOH�
FKHFNLQJ�WKH�ZD\¿QGHU�RQ�WKH�FDS��,WV�LQVHW�WXUTXRLVH�ZDV�SRLQWLQJ�GLUHFWO\�DW�KHU��
KH�KDG�IRXQG�WKH�LQWHQGHG�UHFLSLHQW�RI�KLV�PLVVLYH��+H�VWHSSHG�FORVHU�WR�WKH�HGJH�
RI�KHU�IRXQWDLQ�SRRO��EURNH�WKH�VHDO�ZLWK�D�SRS��DQG�SXOOHG�LW�RSHQ�DQG�RYHUKHDG�
IRU�KHU�WR�UHDG�ZLWK�D�ÀRXULVK�RI�ERWK�KDQGV�

+HU�RFHDQ�MDGH�H\HV�ZLGHQHG�LQ�GH¿QLWH�LQWHUHVW��DQG�VKH�EHQW�RYHU�WR�SHHU�DW�
WKH�RUQDWH��ÀXLG�VFULSW�WKDW�VZDP�DFURVV�WKH�ORIWHG�VFUROO��6KH�¿QLVKHG�TXLFNO\��DQG�
he hastened to roll it back up as she straightened to consider her response.

:LWK�D�ZDYH�RI�KHU�KDQG��ZRUGV�LQ�WKH�&RPPRQ�WRQJXH�ULSSOHG�XSRQ�WKH�VXUIDFH�
RI� WKH�ZDWHUV� EHVLGH�KHU��6ROH� UHDG� WKHP�RYHU� DQG� FRQVLGHUHG� WKH� LPSOLFDWLRQV�
DV�WKH\�VWDUWHG�WR�VFUROO�SDVW�OLNH�D�PRYLQJ�VWRU\�LQVFULEHG�XSRQ�WKH�FXUUHQW��+H�
VPLOHG�GHVSLWH�KLPVHOI��IRU�6KD]DWKDUHG�WKH�6WRU\WHOOHU�ZDV�LQGHHG�OLYLQJ�XS�WR�KHU�
name. The tale of how she had come to be trapped in the fountain yet again, and 

WKH�UHDVRQ�WKH�JKRVW�RI�WKH�HIUHHWL�-KDYXO�DO�0DUYVDK�KDG�UHWXUQHG�WR�KLV�DQFHVWUDO�
home played out before him. It seemed that she could not be freed until her captor 

KDG�KHDUG�WKH�VWRULHV�GXH�KLP��DQG�-KDYXO�FRXOG�QRW�WUXO\�GLH�XQWLO�KH�KDG�KHDUG�
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them all.

Sole’s lips pursed as he considered a solution to her dilemma, and as an idea 

came to mind he warbled, trilled, clicked and tweeted in quick, precise series. She 

tilted her head to listen to him, clearly intrigued, and her lips parted in a delighted 

VPLOH�DW�KLV�FOHYHUQHVV�
$�FUHDN�RQ�WKH�VWDLUV��D�FUDFNOH�RI�ÀDPHV�DERXW�ERQHV�DQG�WKH�SURWHVW�RI�OLYLQJ�

EUDVV�EHLQJ�UHQW�E\�LQKXPDQ�VWUHQJWK�WXUQHG�KLP�DURXQG��0RWLRQ�DW�WKH�FRUQHU�RI�
his eye made him glance back down at new letters dancing upon the waters of the 

fountain.

+H�FRPHV�WR�NLOO�WKH�JKRVW�RI�WKH�ODVW�DO�%D]DQ�ZKHQ�WKH�VSLULW�UHMXYHQDWHV�KHUH��
,W�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�WHOO�D�VWRU\�ZKHQ�WKH\�DUH�¿JKWLQJ��DQG�WKH�JKRVW�ÀHHV�LI�KH�FDQ, 

the words read.

Sole turned back around as his crimson skin, cracked by molten white lines that 

UHVHPEOHG�FRROLQJ�ODYD��EOXUUHG�DQG�ZDV�UHSODFHG�E\�SDOH�EOXH�VNLQ�FXW�E\�EDQGV�
of cold blackness. The air temperature around him dropped by forty degrees, and 

his eyes went dark as pitch. The speed and ease of the transformation earned him 

a startled look from the lady marid, who had thought him possessed of the blood 

RI�WKH�D]HU��RU�SHUKDSV�D�¿UH�JLDQW�
7KH�ODYDZLJKW�FDPH�WURPSLQJ�LQWR�WKH�URRP��SDXVLQJ�DV�LW�VDZ�WKH�LPSULVRQHG�

genie already risen from the fountain, the great black claws of its hands halting 

WKHLU�EUDVV�UHQGLQJ� IXU\�� WDORQV�ZUHDWKHG� LQ�HERQ�WLQJHG�ÀDPHV��7ZHOYH� IHHW�RI�
KHDY\�ERQHV�ZHUH�FODG�LQ�UHG�KRW�VWRQH��DQG�DQ�XQKRO\�¿UH�EXUQHG�ZLWKLQ�LWV�FKHVW��
GULYLQJ�LW�RQ�ZLWK�DJRQ\�DQG�SRZHU�

Sole glided forward, hand upon the dagger at his waist, each skating step 

FRYHULQJ� WZLFH� WKH� VSDFH� LW� VKRXOG� DV� KH� UDFHG� WR� WKH� DWWDFN�ZLWK�SUHWHUQDWXUDO�
speed.

The creature surged to meet him with inhuman power, seeking to pull him into 

LWV�ÀDPHV��WR�FRQVXPH�KLV�YHU\�VRXO�LQ�LWV�¿UHV��DQG�WR�SHUKDSV��IRU�D�EULHI�LQVWDQW��
sate its own unending pain.

+H�VZD\HG�DVLGH��GUDZLQJ�KLV�EODGH�LQ�WKH�VDPH�PRWLRQ��(VWUHO erupted from 

WKH�WRR�VKRUW�VKHDWK�DQG�JUHZ�LQ�OHQJWK��VZLUOLQJ�IURVW�GULYLQJ�GRZQ�WKH�OHQJWK�RI�
FU\VWDOOLQH�VWHHO�DV�LWV�\DUG�ORQJ�EODGH�FXW�DFURVV�DQG�LQWR�EXUQLQJ�VWRQH�

3XOVLQJ�ODYD�IUR]H�WR�LQVWDQW�EULWWOHQHVV��VKDWWHULQJ�DW�WKH�WRXFK�RI�WKH�EODGH��DQG�
WKH�ERQH�VXSSRUWLQJ�LW�EURNH�DQG�VSOLQWHUHG��:LWKRXW�D�VRXQG��WKH�JUHDW�ODYDZLJKW�
toppled sideways as the real stroke came ripping back. Sole leapt off the ground 

to meet its fall, (VWUHO�FRPLQJ�DFURVV�WR�UHPRYH�WKH�JUHDW�VNXOO�IURP�LWV�VKRXOGHUV�
in a slicing scythe of cold that sent liquid air coursing across the room and froze 

swathes of the water condensed upon the walls into sheets of sparkling ice.

7KH� KHDGOHVV� FRUSVH� KLW� WKH� JURXQG� KHDYLO\�� DQG� ZLWKRXW� SDXVH� 6ROH� GURYH�
(VWUHO¶V�LFH�ZUHDWKHG�OHQJWK�LQWR�WKH�¿UH�LQVLGH�LWV�FKHVW��7KHUH�ZDV�D�PRPHQW�RI�
SURWHVW��DQG�WKHQ�ULPH¿UH��H[SORGLQJ�DORQJ�WKH�LQVLGH�RI�WKH�FUHDWXUH¶V�ULEV��UDJHG�
FROGO\�GRZQ�WKH�OHQJWK�RI�LW��VQXI¿QJ�RXW�WKH�EOD]H�DQG�IUHH]LQJ�PROWHQ�VWRQH�LQ�
an instant.

:KDWHYHU²RU� ZKRHYHU²WKLV� FUHDWXUH� KDG� RQFH� EHHQ�� LWV� WLPH� LV� QRZ� GRQH�
DJDLQ, he thought grimly.

+H� KHZHG� RII� DQG� VWRZHG� DZD\� WKH� WKLQJ¶V� VNXOO� DV� D�PDWWHU� RI� FRXUVH�� DV�
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SRZHUIXO�DQWL�XQGHDG�PDJLF�FRXOG�EH�PDGH�IURP�WKH�UHPQDQWV�RI�RQH�WKLV�VWURQJ��
and left the rest of the corpse where it lay.

,WV�UHPDLQV�ZRXOG�SURYH�D�JUHDW�IRFXV�RI�DWWHQWLRQ�ZKHQ�WKH�JKRVW�UHWXUQHG�

o~O~o

One second it wasn’t there, the next it was rising out of the fountain chamber 

ÀRRU��ÀRZLQJ�WRJHWKHU�RXW�RI�QRWKLQJQHVV�DV�WKH�VSLULW�RI�WKH�HIUHHWL�ZDV�UHVWRUHG�
by the power of its home and wishcraft spun long ago.

$�EUHDWK�ODWHU��6KD]DWKDUHG�URVH�EHKLQG�LW��HYHQ�DV�WKH�JKRVW�WXUQHG�DQG�WHQVHG��
awaiting another attack from its waiting slayer...and froze at the sight of the 

defeated corpse shattered on the stone.

³0DVWHU�RI�%D\W�DO�%D]DQ��VKDOO� ,� WHOO�\RX�D�VWRU\"´�7KH�PDULG¶V�FOHDU�YRLFH�
PDGH�WKH�HQWLUH�FKDPEHU�UHVRXQG�ZLWK�HYHU\�ZRUG��QRZ�WKDW�KLV�SUHVHQFH�IUHHG�KHU�
FDSWLYH�WRQJXH��+H�KDG�ZLVKHG�WR�KHDU�KHU�VWRULHV��DIWHU�DOO��

7KH�HIUHHWL�VSLULW¶V�IRXU�KRUQHG�KHDG�WXUQHG�WR�KHU�KDVWLO\��DQG�WKH�JKRVW�ZLQFHG�
and started to shift towards the exit. The Storyteller smiled, and began to ply her 

craft.

7KXQGHU�UXPEOHG�LQ�RYHUODSSLQJ�ZDYHV�DV�WZR�WKRXVDQG�VHWV�RI�D�VLQJOH�YRLFH�
sang out their stories all together...and at one hundred times the normal speed.

7KH� YHU\� DLU� FRQYXOVHG� DQG� VKRRN�ZLWK� WKH� SRZHU� RI� WKH� VWRULHV� XQOHDVKHG�
WKHUH�� WKH� ZDWHU� FRQGHQVHG� XSRQ� WKH� ZDOOV� ERXQFHG� IUHH� DQG� KXQJ� LQ� WKH� DLU�
LQ� TXLYHULQJ� GURSOHWV�� WKH�ZDOOV� RI� OLYLQJ� EUDVV�ZREEOHG� DV� LI�PDGH� RI� OLTXLG��
Streaks shot through the substance of the efreeti’s ghost, and more and more 

RI� LWV� LQVXEVWDQWLDO� IRUP�ZDV�FRQVXPHG�HYHU\�VHFRQG�DV�HDFK�RI�6KD]DWKDUHG¶V�
DFFHOHUDWHG�WDOHV�EHJDQ�WR�¿QLVK��

,W�RSHQHG�LWV�VHSXOFKUDO�PRXWK�WR�VFUHDP��EXW�LWV�FU\�ZDV�ORVW�LQ�WKH�FXPXODWLYH�
force of the triumphant crescendos, key moments, wry twists of fate, words of 

ZLVGRP��WLPHOHVV�SDUDEOHV��DQG�REVHUYDWLRQV�RI�IRROV� WKDW�FRQYHUJHG�XSRQ�LW��$�
ORRN�RI�SDLQ��RI�GHVLUH�IRUHYHU�ORVW��DQG�SHUKDSV�D�PRPHQW�RI�¿QDO�SHDFH�FURVVHG�
WKH�IDFH�RI�WKH�HIUHHWL�JKRVW��DQG�WKHQ�DOO�WKDW�LW�ZDV�WRUH�DSDUW�LQ�D�FRQYHUJHQFH�RI�
sound, fury, and stories ended.

o~O~o

)URP�RXWVLGH�WKH�IRXQWDLQ�URRP��6ROH�KHDUG�WKH�ZDWHUV�VXGGHQO\�GULSSLQJ�RQWR�
WKH� ÀRRU� LQ� WKH� DEUXSW� VLOHQFH�� DQG� VWHSSHG� EDFN� DURXQG� WKH� DUFKZD\��+H� VDZ�
WKH�/DG\�RI�6WRULHV�VWHSSLQJ�IUHH�RI�KHU�SULVRQ�RQFH�PRUH��D�JOREH�RI�¿UH�KHOG�
FDUHIXOO\�LQ�KHU�ORQJ�¿QJHUHG�KDQGV�

6KH�VPLOHG�VZHHWO\�GRZQ�DW�KLP�DV�KH�UH�HQWHUHG�WKH�FKDPEHU��³$Q�LQVSLUHG�
ZLVK��0DVWHU�6ROH��7R�VSHDN�P\�UHPDLQLQJ�VWRULHV�DOO�DW�RQFH��DQG�DW�D�JUHDW�UDWH�
RI�VSHHG��DOORZLQJ�KLP�QR�FKDQFH�WR�HVFDSH�WKHP��+LV�ZLVK�WKDW�KH�QRW�GLH�XQWLO�KH�
KDG�KHDUG�WKH�VWRULHV�KH�GHPDQGHG�ZDV�VDWLV¿HG��DV�ZDV�P\�ELQGLQJ�REOLJDWLRQ�´

6ROH�ERZHG�ÀDPER\DQWO\�WR�WKH�IUHHG�PDULG��DQG�ZKLVWOHG�SURPSWO\��³'RXEW�
QRW�WKH�SRZHU�RI�WKH�VSRNHQ�ZRUG�´�WR�KHU�GLVWLQFW�DSSURYDO��:LWK�JHQLHV��LW�ZDV�
DOZD\V�EHVW�WR�RYHUGR�WKLQJV��7KH\�ORYHG�WKH�HPRWLRQDO�
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+H�DOVR�XQIDVWHQHG�WKH�VFUROO�FDVH�DJDLQ��SRSSHG�RII� WKH�ZD\¿QGHU�FDS��DQG�
pulled out a rolled sheet of thin brass from within, stepping forward to present it 

WR�KHU��9HU\�FXULRXV��WKH�PDULG�SULQFHVV�VHW�GRZQ�KHU�JORZLQJ�VSKHUH�DQG�WRRN�WKH�
VRPHKRZ�IDPLOLDU�VKHHW�IURP�WKH�FRXULHU�DQG�XQIXUOHG�LW��+HU�VHD�JUHHQ�H\HV�JUHZ�
YHU\�ZLGH�DV�VKH�UHDG�

³0DVWHU�6ROH��WKLV�LV�WKH�GHHG�WR�%D\W�DO�%D]DQ��:KRVRHYHU�FRQWUROV�WKLV�GHHG�
FRQWUROV�WKLV�SDODFH��DQG�D�SODFH�LQ�WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKH�&LW\�RI�%UDVV�´�VKH�LQIRUPHG�
KLP�ZLWK�VXUSULVH��6KH�KDG�WKRXJKW�WKH�GHHG�ORQJ�JRQH��ZLWK�WKH�DGYHQWXUHUV�ZKR�
had once freed her.

Sole shrugged as he shook out the last of the scroll case’s contents, a pale 

aquamarine, and held that out as well, and she took it in a graceful hand that 

dwarfed his own.

$W� KHU� WRXFK�� WKH� VWRQH� EULJKWHQHG� ZLWK� ÀLFNHULQJ� ZDYHV� RI� OLJKW�� DQG� WKH�
LOOXVRU\� OLNHQHVV� RI� D� SRZHUIXOO\�PXVFOHG� PDULG� VSUDQJ� WR� OLIH�� +LV� KDLU� ZDV�
EODFN�DV�WKH�GHHSV��WHHWK�ZKLWH�DV�D�FRUDO�EHDFK��DQG�KH�ZDV�GUHVVHG�LQ�WKH�¿QH��
VKLPPHU\�VFDOH�VLON�WKDW�WKH�PDULG�SUHIHUUHG�LQ�WKHLU�ZDWHU\�GRPDLQV��DORQJ�ZLWK�
a sparkling deepgem or nine.

Sole watched as the image launched into a rambling speech in Aquan, complete 

ZLWK� H[WUDYDJDQW� JHVWXUHV�� ERZLQJ�� NQHHOLQJ�� EHVHHFKLQJ�� FRPSOLPHQWLQJ�� DQG�
ZRRLQJ��DOO�ZLWK�DFFRPSDQ\LQJ�ÀRULG�GLVSOD\V�RI�JUDQGLRVH�HPRWLRQ��7KH�PDULG�
princess took it all in good grace and great amusement, glancing occasionally at 

the deed she held in her other hand.

:KHQ�WKH�PDULG�GRXEOH�ZDV�¿QLVKHG�DQG�WKH�LOOXVLRQ�IDGHG�DZD\��6KD]DWKDUHG�
ORRNHG�GRZQ�DW�KLP��³'R�\RX�NQRZ�ZKDW�ZDV�DVNHG�RI�PH��0DVWHU�6ROH"´�VKH�
inquired, seeing the bored look on his face.

+H�ZKLVWOHG�EDFN��³1R�´�VKRUWO\��OLIWLQJ�DQG�GUDZLQJ�RXW�WKH�QRWH��
Shazathared smiled again, delighted to hear something so musical. “Your 

ZKLVWOLQJ�LQ�$XUDQ�LV�PRVW�FOHYHU��0DVWHU�6ROH�´�6KH�FRQVLGHUHG�KHU�QH[W�ZRUGV��
ORRNLQJ�GRZQ�DW�KLP�WKRXJKWIXOO\��+H�ORRNHG�EDFN�XS�DW�KHU�ZLWKRXW�IHDU�DQG�ZLWK�
knowing patience. 

³,�KDYH�EHHQ�SURSRVLWLRQHG�E\�RQH�RI�WKH�PLJKW\�VKDKV�RI�P\�SHRSOH��WKH�ORUG�
RI�+RXVH�2UL]]DVKDO��\RXU�HPSOR\HU��+H�LV�UHTXHVWLQJ�P\�KDQG�LQ�WURWK��DQG�KDV�
JLIWHG�PH�ZLWK�WKLV�GHHG�KH�DFTXLUHG�WKURXJK�YDULRXV�FKDQQHOV�IURP�WKH�PRUWDOV�
ZKR�RQFH�IUHHG�PH��+H�KRSHV�WKDW�,�ZLOO�VHH�¿W�WR�FODLP�D�QREOH�KRXVH�LQ�WKH�&LW\�
of Brass, and expand my fame and the power of our combined clans together 

ZLWK�WKLV�KROGLQJ��)RU�\RX�VHH��QHYHU�KDV�D�QRQ�HIUHHWL�KHOG�D�SDODFH�LQ�WKH�1REOH�
4XDUWHU�RI�WKLV�ZUHWFKHG�FLW\�´

6ROH¶V�WZHHW�ZDV�QRQ�FRPPLWWDO��EXW�KHU�H\HV�GDQFHG�OLNH�VXQOLW�ZDYHV�ZLWK�WKH�
chance to make history.

³,�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�EULQJ�WKLV�GHHG�EHIRUH�WKH�*UDQG�6XOWDQ�KLPVHOI�LQ�RUGHU�WR�
claim this property. There might well be challengers who would seek the right to 

WDNH�%D\W�DO�%D]DQ�IURP�PH��<RX�DUH�D�VNLOOHG�ZDUULRU��0D\�,�NQRZ�LI�\RX�ZLOO�DLG�
PH�LQ�WKLV�HQGHDYRU"´

³0\�/DG\�´�KH�ZKLVWOHG�EDFN�LQ�WKH�VZRRSLQJ�ODQJXDJH�RI�WKH�HOHPHQWDOV�RI�
DLU�DQG�JHQXÀHFWLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�HDVH�RI�UHFHQW�SUDFWLFH��³,�DP�VZRUQ�WR�IUHH�\RX�IURP�
your binding, and see you home. If you seek to make this place your home, then 
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,�ZLOO�UHPDLQ�XQWLO�WKH�FODQ�RI�WKH�6KDK�2UL]]DVKDO�VHQGV�\RX�VXI¿FLHQW�IRUFHV�WR�
UHQGHU�LW�VHFXUH�DJDLQVW�UDVK�LQWUXGHUV��,�KDYH�QR�RSLQLRQ�RQ�ZKHWKHU�LW�LV�EHVW�IRU�
you to do this or not...but a storyteller claiming a palace will not be seen as the 

WKUHDW�D�PHUFKDQW�SULQFH�ZRXOG���DQG�LW�ZRXOG�FHUWDLQO\�SURYH�D�¿QH�HQGLQJ�WR�WKH�
IDOO�RI�WKH�+RXVH�RI�DO�%D]DQ��,W�LV�QRZ�\RXU�WXUQ�WR�GHFLGH�WKH�WUXH�HQGLQJ�WR�WKDW�
family’s tale.”

6KH� H\HG� KLP�ZLWK� DSSURYDO�� SODLQO\� HQMR\LQJ� WKH� RGGO\�PXVLFDO� ZKLVWOLQJ�
UHQGLWLRQ� RI� WKH� ODQJXDJH� RI� DLU�GZHOOHUV�� KHU� H\HV� OLQJHULQJ� D�PRPHQW� RQ� WKH�
scars crossing his throat which denied him normal speech. “Indeed. Is there aught 

else dwelling within this place, or was the undead thing made of the nephilim by 

WKH�ZUDWK�RI�WKH�*UDQG�9L]LHU�WKH�ODVW"´
³,�GLG�QRW�VFRXW�WKH�HQWLUH�PDQVH��EXW�,�EHOLHYH�LW�WR�EH�FOHDU�RI�DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH��

7KH�SODFH�KDV�EHHQ�UHGXFHG�WR�DVK�DQG�GXVW�E\�WKDW�FUHDWXUH�´�KH�ZDYHG�EDFN�DW�WKH�
FUXPEOLQJ�UHPDLQV�RI�WKH�XQGHDG�JLDQW��³DQG�QRWKLQJ�RI�YDOXH�RU�KLVWRU\�UHPDLQV�
intact.” 

³7KDW�LV�QRW�WUXH�´�6KH�KHOG�IRUWK�WKH�GHHG�DQG�VWRQH�IRU�KLP�WR�UH�LQWHU�LQ�KLV�
FDVH��WKHQ�UHWULHYHG�KHU�FU\VWDOOLQH�VSKHUH�DJDLQ��ZKLFK�KHOG�D�ÀDPH�RI�LQFUHGLEOH�
clarity and purity within it. “There is a secret chamber inside this palace, a retreat 

for the lords of the manor. I was gifted this orb—the key to opening it—by those 

ZKR�¿UVW�IUHHG�PH��RQFH�WKH\�KDG�QR�RWKHU�XVH�IRU�LW��,�KDG�MXVW� WUDQVIHUUHG�WKH�
OLEUDU\�RI�WKH�PDQRU�ZLWKLQ��DORQJ�ZLWK�ZKDW�KLVWRULFDO�REMHFWV�,�FRXOG�VDOYDJH��
when I was abruptly torn away and imprisoned once more. The ghost of the last 

RI�%D\W�DO�%D]DQ¶V�ORUGV�DURVH�WR�KDXQW�WKLV�SODFH�HYHQ�DV�WKH�FXUVH�XSRQ�LW�ZDV�
OLIWHG��EHFRPLQJ�D�FXUVH�RI�KLV�RZQ��)URP�DIDU��WKH�*UDQG�9L]LHU�GLYLQHG�-KDYXO¶V�
return, and worked his will upon the corpse of the nephilim that had so offended 

KLP�� WXUQLQJ� LW� LQWR�VRPHWKLQJ� WKDW�ZRXOG�GHVWUR\� WKH� ODVW�RI� WKH�DO�%D]DQ��DQG�
HYHU\WKLQJ�KH�KHOG�WR�EH�LPSRUWDQW�´�6KH�LQFOLQHG�KHU�KHDG�DW�WKH�EXUQLQJ�XQGHDG�
he had slain.

³$�YLQGLFWLYH�VRXO�IUHH�ZLWK�KLV�FXUVHV��3HUKDSV�WKH�9L]LHU�ZLOO�EH�SOHDVHG�WR�
KDYH�WKLV�HVWDWH�QRZ�ÀRZ�WR�D�PDULG�SULQFHVV��D�WUXO\�LJQRPLQLRXV�HQGLQJ�WR�WKH�
+RXVH�WKDW�RIIHQGHG�KLP�´�6ROH�ZDUEOHG�ZLWK�HYHQ�DUWLVWU\�

³,I�,�FDQ�EXW�WHOO�WKH�SURSHU�VWRU\��,�EHOLHYH�,�FDQ�JDLQ�WKH�SHUPLVVLRQ�RI�ERWK�WKH�
9L]LHU�DQG�WKH�*UDQG�6XOWDQ��EXW�,�KDYH�OLWWOH�GRXEW�WKHUH�ZLOO�EH�FKDOOHQJHUV��(YHQ�
the most distant cousin can attempt a claim to this place, and physical combat 

LV�QRW�P\�JLIW�´�6KH�DGRSWHG�DQ�DUWIXOO\�SHQVLYH�H[SUHVVLRQ�ZKLFK�ERWK�RI�WKHP�
knew to be unneeded to get his aid, but a Storyteller had to play to her audience, 

regardless.

³,�ZLOO�EH�SURXG�WR�VHUYH�DV�\RXU�FKDPSLRQ�LI�UHTXLUHG��P\�ODG\�´�KH�ZKLVWOHG��
LQMHFWLQJ� D� QRWH� RI�PHUULPHQW� DV� WKH� EOXH� RI� KLV� VNLQ� VDQN� EDFN� LQWR� WKH� ¿HU\�
FULPVRQ�RI�WKHLU�¿UVW�PHHWLQJ�DQG�FROG��GDUN�YHLQV�ÀDUHG�WR�ZKLWH�KRW�FUDFNV��³,�
EHOLHYH�,�ZLOO���VXUSULVH�WKHP�´

³,�EHOLHYH�\RX�VKDOO��0DVWHU�6ROH�´�6KH�JHVWXUHG�WR�WKH�GRRUZD\��FKLQ�ULVLQJ�
ZLWK�QHZ�FRPPDQG�DQG�FRQ¿GHQFH��³,I�\RX�ZRXOG�HVFRUW�PH�XSZDUGV��,�EHOLHYH�
ZH�PLJKW�EH�JHWWLQJ�D�YLVLWRU�VKRUWO\�ZKR�FDQ�HVFRUW�XV�WR�WKH�*UDQG�9L]LHU�DQG�
the Court.”

+H�ERZHG�DQG�WXUQHG�WR�OHDG�WKH�ZD\��VWHSSLQJ�SDVW�WKH�VKDWWHUHG�FRUSVH�RI�WKH�
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ODYDZLJKW��WKH�VWRQH�DQG�ERQHV�FUXPEOLQJ�WR�SHEEOHV�DQG�DVK�DW�ODVW�

o~O~o

,W�ZDVQ¶W�WKH�ODUJHVW�UHG�GUDJRQ�WKDW�6ROH�KDG�VHHQ��EXW�LW�ZDV�LPSUHVVLYH�HQRXJK��
+H�VWD\HG�EHWZHHQ�LW�DQG�WKH�PDULG�SULQFHVV��KDYLQJ�QR�IHDU�RI�LWV�¿HU\�EUHDWK�RU�
LWV�EXUQLQJ�JD]H��1R�GRXEW�LW�FRXOG�VPHOO�KLV�FRPSOHWH�ODFN�RI�FRQFHUQ��DQG�ZDV�
considering what that might portend. That a marid would use a far smaller being 

as a bodyguard was an intriguing puzzle.

³'UDJRQ�RI�WKH�)LUHKHDUW��\RX�VHUYH�WKH�*UDQG�9L]LHU��GR�\RX�QRW"´�6KD]DWKDUHG�
DVNHG�FDOPO\��FKLQ�KHOG�SURXGO\�DV�VKH�PHW�LWV�JD]H�H\H�WR�H\H��6KH�ZDV�QRW�PHUHO\�
a marid, she was a noble, and the dragon reacted instantly to her poise and the 

power she radiated.

³,�DP�$EHU]MHUD[��WKH�%XUQLQJ�6FRXUJH�RI�$EGXO�4DZL�´�$QG�VR�WKH�ODSGRJ�RI�
WKH�*UDQG�9L]LHU��WKRXJKW�6ROH�EHKLQG�KLV�LPSDVVLYH�VWDUH���³:KR�DGGUHVVHV�PH"´�
the dragon demanded loftily, yet carefully courteous in his demeanor.

³,�DP�6KD]DWKDUHG��SULQFHVV�RI�WKH�+RXVH�RI�DO�0HOOL]XDU��DQG�QRZ�RZQHU�RI�
WKH�%D\W�DO�%D]DQ��E\�WKH�¿QDO�ZRUGV�RI�WKH�ODVW�RI�WKDW�OLQH�´�6KH�GLVSOD\HG�WKH�
GHHG�WR�WKH�SDODFH�WR�WKH�GUDJRQ¶V�GLVEHOLHYLQJ�JD]H��³,�VHHN�DXGLHQFH�ZLWK�\RXU�
PDVWHU�WR�FRQ¿UP�P\�WLWOH�DV�(PLUD�RI�P\�KROGLQJ��DQG�LQVWUXFW�\RX�WR�FRQYH\�
XV�WR�KLP�ZLWK�DOO�VSHHG�´�VKH�RUGHUHG�KLP�FULVSO\��WRQH�DQG�YRLFH�OHDYLQJ�KLP�
precious little option to refuse.

The burning orbs of the dragon blinked once, surprised by both the claim and 

the extremely illustrious lineage of the marid before him. 

³,� PXVW� ¿UVW� NQRZ� WKH� GLVSHQVDWLRQ� RI� WKH� DO�%D]DQ� DQG� WKH���VHUYDQW� +LV�
Illustrious Wisdom placed here, great lady,” the dragon replied, bowing his scaled 

KHDG��WDNLQJ�QR�FKDQFHV�ZLWK�WKH�VWDQGLQJ�RI�WKLV�JHQLH��7KH�6FRXUJH�GLG�QRW�VHUYH�
WKH�9L]LHU�RI�WKH�JUHDWHVW�RI�WKH�JHQLH�FLWLHV�E\�EHLQJ�D�IRRO�

6KD]DWKDUHG�JLIWHG�KLP�ZLWK�DQ�DSSURYLQJ�QRG��³%RWK�VRXOV�KDYH�OHIW�WKLV�SODFH��
WKH�RQH�ZDV�VODLQ�E\�P\�VHUYDQW��DQG�WKH�RWKHU�JRQH�WR�KLV�HQG�DV�KH�KHDUG�KLV�¿QDO�
VWRU\�´�7KHUH�ZDV�QR�TXHVWLRQLQJ�KHU� WRQH��³<RX�KDYH�P\� OHDYH� WR�H[SORUH�P\�
KROGLQJ�WR�FRQ¿UP�P\�ZRUGV��QREOH�GUDJRQ�´�VKH�LQGLFDWHG��JUDFLRXVO\�JHVWXULQJ�
toward the palace and allowing him to insult her word mightily if he so chose.

³0\�ODG\��WKH�ZRUG�RI�RQH�DV�DXJXVW�DV�\RXUVHOI�ZLOO�EH�HQRXJK�IRU�P\VHOI�DQG�
+LV�8QHQGLQJ�6DJDFLW\��,�DP�VXUH�´�+H�WXUQHG��DQG�KLV�JUHDW�ZLQJV�URVH�DQG�SRLVHG�
in the air, preparing to beat. “If you would care to mount, I will bear you to the 

SUHVHQFH�RI�WKH�$OO�.QRZLQJ�$EGXO�4DZL�´
Shazathared inclined her head regally and stepped forwards, shrinking to 

VOLJKWO\� ODUJHU� WKDQ�KXPDQ� VL]H� HYHQ�DV� VKH� VZXQJ�DERDUG� WR� VSDUH� WKH�GUDJRQ�
her full weight, while Sole scrambled up the dragon’s side and stood between the 

PDVVLYH�ZLQJV�EHKLQG�KHU�
With a roar, the Scourge launched himself into the air, the weight of his 

passengers nothing to his strength. Looking back, Shazathared saw Sole standing 

DV�HDVLO\�XSRQ�WKH�GUDJRQ¶V�EDFN�DV�LI�LW�ZHUH�OHYHO�ÀRRU��QRW�D�QHDUO\�YHUWLFDO�FOLPE�
with mighty pinions beating to either hand. The burning updraft from the molten 

ULYHU�ZKLFK�%D\W�DO�%D]DQ�RYHUORRNHG�FDXJKW�WKH�GUDJRQ¶V�ZLQJV��VHQGLQJ�WKHP�
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KLJKHU�LQWR�WKH�DLU�DV�WKH�FUHDWXUH�WXUQHG�DQG�PDGH�IRU�WKH�JUHDW�PRXQWDLQ�VL]HG�
SDODFH� WKDW�ZDV� WKH�*UDQG�6XOWDQ¶V�DERGH�� WKH�FHQWHU�RI� WKH�JUHDW�FRXUWV�RI� WKH�
efreet, and likely the most dangerous location on the entire plane.

o~O~o

Sole considered that it was probably a good thing that he didn’t speak Ignan, if 

WKH�HIIHFW�6KD]DWKDUHG¶V�ZRUGV�ZHUH�KDYLQJ�RQ�WKH�QDWLYHV�ZDV�DQ\�LQGLFDWLRQ�RI�
WKH�SRZHU�RI�KHU�YRLFH�

7KH�6WRU\WHOOHU�KDG�FKDUPHG�KHU�ZD\�WKURXJK�WKH�UDQNV�RI�WKH�9L]LHU¶V�WRDGLHV��
DQG�ÀDWWHUHG�+LV�3UHHPLQHQW�/HDUQHGQHVV�VR�HIIHFWLYHO\�WKDW�WKH�FXQQLQJ�EDVWDUG�
KDG�YLUWXDOO\�KDQGHG�KHU�KLV�DSSURYDO��GULQNLQJ� LQ�KHU�ZRUGV�ZLWK� WKH� WKLUVW�RI�
D� WUXO\�SROLWLFDO�EHDVW�ZKR�NQHZ�KH�ZDV�EHLQJ�PDQLSXODWHG��DQG�HQMR\HG� LW� IRU�
what it was. Genies being the connoisseurs of excess that they were, the whole 

SURFHVV� KDG� WDNHQ� QHDUO\� WZHQW\� KRXUV�� DQG� KDG� LQFOXGHG� WZR�PDMRU� IHDVWV�� D�
spontaneous recounting of tales that had not been told in hundreds of years, and 

KDG�EHHQ�DWWHQGHG�E\�HYHU\�JHQLH�ZKR�FRXOG�FUDP�LQWR�WKH�DUHQD�VL]HG�KDOO�ZKHUH�
Shazathared spoke. 

$V�KHU�¿QDO� WDOH�¿QLVKHG� WR� D� URDU�RI� VXEOLPH�DQG� VXGGHQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�
VRPH�LQVFUXWDEOH�SRLQW�RI�IDWH��6ROH�VWLÀHG�D�VLOHQW�\DZQ��:KDWHYHU�VKH�KDG�VDLG�
KDG� GUDZQ� WKH�9L]LHU¶V� IDYRU� IURP� WKH� HIUHHWL� DV� VXEWO\� DV�PRRQOLJKW� VWHDOLQJ�
across a mountain lake. It only remained to follow her to the Grand Sultan’s court 

to seal the deal.

:RUG� VSUHDG� UDSLGO\� RI� 6KD]DWKDUHG¶V� FRPLQJ�� WKH� LGHD� WKDW� VR� IDPRXV� D�
personage would come to the Grand Palace and not attend its master was so 

QDWXUDOO\�XQWKLQNDEOH�WKDW�DQ�LQYLWDWLRQ�DUULYHG�EHIRUH�VKH�FRXOG�HYHQ�UHTXHVW�LW��
7KXV�� WKH\�HQWHUHG� WKH�&RXUW�RI�D�0LOOLRQ�:LVKHV�DV�KRQRUHG�JXHVWV� LQVWHDG�RI�
supplicants.

The Court was a small and intimate space the size of a large human town. 

7KH�ÀRRU�ZDV�PDGH�RI�SROLVKHG�RQ\[�WLOHV�FHQWHU�VHW�ZLWK�UXELHV�DQG�PRUWDUHG�LQ�
PLWKUDO��DQG�WKH�FHLOLQJ�SRUWUD\HG�DQ�LOOXVLRQDU\�YLHZ�RI�WKH�ERLOLQJ�VNLHV�DERYH�
the city. Beings of at least forty different races hurried here and there attending 

WKH� KXJH�� RSXOHQW� DQG� JUDQGO\� DWWLUHG� HIUHHWL� VHDWHG� XSRQ� D� ÀRDWLQJ� WKURQH� RI�
adamantine and burning carnelians. The Grand Sultan was the focus of a whirl of 

mephit messengers, fawning courtiers, armored efreeti soldiers, and supplicants 

of more than two score worlds.

1RQH�FRXOG�FRPSDUH�WR�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�6KD]DWKDUHG�WKH�6WRU\WHOOHU��KRZHYHU��
+HU�SHDUOHG�VNLQ�DQG�IRDPLQJ�UXVK�RI�KDLU�VWRRG�RXW�LQ�EHDXWLIXO�FRQWUDVW�LQ�WKLV�
SODFH�RI�GDUNQHVV�DQG�¿UH��7KH�JUHHWLQJV�VKH�VSRNH�WR�WKH�*UDQG�6XOWDQ�+DNLP�
.KDOLG�6XOHLPDQ�;;,,,��/RUG�RI�%XUQLQJ�'UHDPV��.KD�.KDQ�RI�WKH�(WHUQDO�)LUH��
0RVW� 3XLVVDQW� %XUQLQJ�'HDWK� RI� WKH� 3\URFODVP� DQG� VR� IRUWK� DQG� VR� RQ�� ZHUH�
ORQJ�DQG� LQYROYHG��SUREDEO\�PDWWHUV�RI� UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI� IDYRUV�DQG� OLQHDJH� IURP�
many, many generations ago, if Sole remembered his genie etiquette properly. 

+HU� VRDULQJ� LQWURGXFWLRQ� VHJXHG� HIIRUWOHVVO\� LQWR� D� SHUIRUPDQFH� WKDW� KHOG� WKH�
entire court enraptured as she danced through a tale from a thousand years past, 

SOXFNLQJ�RXW�QDPHV�� LPDJHV�DQG� VXE�VWRULHV� IURP�PDQ\�RI� WKRVH� LQ� DWWHQGDQFH�
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ZLWK�D�NHHQ�H\H�DQG�HYHQ�NHHQHU�WRQJXH��+H�PDUYHOHG�DW�KHU�VNLOO��VKH�KDG�WDNHQ�
the measure of the entire court with breathtaking speed, and was playing upon 

WKHLU�SULGH��YDQLW\��DUURJDQFH��DQG�GLVFLSOLQH�OLNH�D�PXVLFDO�LQVWUXPHQW��KHU�YRLFH�D�
swirl of ancient glories, honors, debts and obligations wielded with the power of a 

JUHDWD[H��WKH�GHIWQHVV�RI�D�FRXUWLHU¶V�IDQ��DQG�WKH�VXEWOHW\�RI�D�VLONHQ�YHLO�
6ROH�VKLIWHG�KLV�H\HV�WR�WKH�FRXUW��0RVW�ZHUH�JDSLQJ�DV�WKH�JUHDW�PDULG�GDQFHG�

ZLWK�XQSDUDOOHOHG�JUDFH�DQG�FRQWURO��HYHU\�PRWLRQ�UH¿QHG��HYHU\�WZLWFK�RI�PXVFOH�
DQG� DUF� RI� KDQG� PHDVXUHG� DQG� GLUHFWHG� WR� DFFHQWXDWH� ZKDWHYHU� HSLF� VKH� ZDV�
UHODWLQJ�WR�WKHP��+H�JDWKHUHG�VWRU\WHOOLQJ�ZDVQ¶W�DQ�DUW�IRUP�WKH�HIUHHW�ZLWQHVVHG�
RU�ERWKHUHG�ZLWK�PXFK��(VSHFLDOO\�QRW�ZLWK�WKLV�OHYHO�RI�DELOLW\�

+LV�FRQFHQWUDWLRQ�IRFXVHG�RQ�DQ�HIUHHWL�WR�WKH�ULJKW�RI�WKH�*UDQG�6XOWDQ¶V�GDLV��
PDUNHG�E\�WKH�WZR�ODUJH�KRUQV�DOO�HIUHHW�ERUH��DQG�WKH�WZR�VPDOOHU�JROG�ULQJHG�
ones arcing forwards from his temples in a telling family pattern. This particular 

efreeti was not engrossed in the performance of the Storyteller, and indeed 

VHHPHG� LQIXULDWHG� DW� KHU� PHUH� SUHVHQFH�� +H� ZDV� GLVFRXUVLQJ� PRVW� LQVXOWLQJO\�
LQ� WKH�PLGGOH� RI� KHU� WDOH�ZLWK� D� EODFN�UREHG��ZKLWH�WXUEDQHG� KXPDQ�ZKR�ZDV�
nodding in commiseration.

7KH�EORRGOLQH�RI�DO�%D]DQ�ZDV�QRW�\HW�H[WLQFW��LW�VHHPHG��6KD]DWKDUHG�FRXOG�QRW�
KDYH�IDLOHG�WR�QRWLFH�KHU�FKDOOHQJHU�LQ�ZDLWLQJ��QR�GRXEW�LPPHGLDWHO\�DUUDQJHG�E\�
WKH�*UDQG�6XOWDQ�RQFH�KH�KHDUG�WKH�*UDQG�9L]LHU�KDG�VXSSRUWHG�KHU�FODLP�

7KH�6WRU\WHOOHU¶V�SHUIRUPDQFH�WRRN�D�WULYLDO�VL[�KRXUV��D�GHHG�RI�HQGXUDQFH�DQG�
VNLOO�WKDW�ZRXOG�KDYH�UHGXFHG�D�PRUWDO�WR�D�TXLYHULQJ�ZUHFN��EXW�D�W\SLFDO�WKLQJ�
among immortals. Sole waited patiently and smirked at the suspicious eye of a 

JUHDW�GHYLO�WKDW�VWRRG�VXUURXQGHG�E\�HIUHHWL�FRXUWLHUV��JD]LQJ�DW�6ROH�QDUURZO\�DQG�
wondering who he was.

The Storyteller’s grand saga ended with a bow of sublime grace profoundly 

stirring for a being of her stature, and the entire Court seemed to let out a sigh as 

VKH�¿QLVKHG��UHOHDVHG�IURP�WKH�SRZHU�RI�KHU�WDOH�DQG�WRQJXH��DQG�\HW�VWLOO�VXEMHFW�
to it.

“The beauty of your stories and their speaker remains as true this day as they 

GLG�FHQWXULHV�DJR��3ULQFHVV�´�WKH�6XOWDQ�ODXGHG�KHU��1DWXUDOO\�HQRXJK��DQ\RQH�LQ�
the Grand Sultan’s court could understand his words if he desired it, regardless 

RI�GLVWDQFH�RU�RWKHU�QRLVH��6ROH�REVHUYHG�ZU\O\��³+RZHYHU���WKHUH�LV�D�PDWWHU�RI�
inheritance that I cannot disregard.” A dark smile crept across the Sultan’s face—

WKH�ZKROH�KHDUWHGO\�¿HQGLVK�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�VRPHRQH�FUHDWLQJ�D�GLI¿FXOW�VLWXDWLRQ�
IRU� DQRWKHU� WKDW� SURPLVHG�JUHDW� DPXVHPHQW� IRU� KLPVHOI�� ³+DPDO� DO�%D]DQ�´�KH�
gestured languidly at the efreeti warrior who glared at the upstart marid from 

EHVLGH�KLV�GDLV��³LV�D�GLVWDQW�FRXVLQ�RI�WKH�ODVW�SULQFH�RI�WKH�DO�%D]DQ�OLQH��DQG�OD\V�
claim to his ancestral home. What say you to this, Lady Shazathared?”

³,�FDOO�KLP�OLDU��FRZDUG��DQG�IRRO��<RXU�0DMHVW\�´�VKH�UHSOLHG�VZHHWO\��DQG�WKH�
entire court sucked in a breath of anticipation, as the burning eyes of the Sultan 

RSHQHG�ZLGH�LQ�ZLFNHG�GHOLJKW��³/LDU��IRU�LI�KH�ZDV�RI�WKH�EORRG��KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�
come long ago to claim his home. Coward, for if he was of the blood, he dared not 

test his claim for fear of what dwelt therein. And fool, to think that after he has 

demonstrated his weakness for centuries, I would fear KLP�”
+DPDO�WZLVWHG�DV�LI�KHU�GLVGDLQ�KDG�VWDEEHG�KLP�OLNH�D�NQLIH��DQG�6ROH�KDG�WR�
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KLGH�D�VPLUN��³0\�ORUG��,�EHJ�WKLV�PDWWHU�EH�VHWWOHG�LQ�EORRG�´�WKH�HIUHHWL�VQDUOHG��
drawing a great golden scimitar eight feet long from the sheath at his side. 

$W�OHDVW�LW�LVQ¶W�EXUQLQJ, mused Sole, managing not to roll his eyes.

7KH� IDX[�DSRORJHWLF� ORRN� WKH� *UDQG� 6XOWDQ� VHQW� 6KD]DWKDUHG� ZDV� TXLWH�
FRQYLQFLQJ�� ³0\� ODG\"´� KH� DVNHG� SROLWHO\�� ³:LOO� \RX� DFFHSW� KLV� FKDOOHQJH�� RU�
forfeit your claim?”

+HU�FKLQ�URVH�GH¿DQWO\��³$�UXOHU�LV�NQRZQ�E\�WKH�YDOXH�RI�WKHLU�VHUYDQWV��0\�
champion will accept on my behalf.” 

6ROH�VWHSSHG�IRUZDUG�DW�KLV�FXH��DQG�QDVW\�VPLOHV�EURNH�RXW�DOO�RYHU�WKH�FRXUW��
+DPDO�VHHPHG�HVSHFLDOO\�DPXVHG�DW�WKLV�

³$QG�KDV�WKLV�VHUYDQW�D�QDPH"´�WKH�6XOWDQ�DVNHG��SHHULQJ�ZLWK�LQWHUHVW�DW�WKH�
ODYD�VNLQQHG��VHHPLQJ�QHDU�KXPDQ�

³+LV�QDPH�LV�0DVWHU�6ROH��\RXU�2PQLSRWHQFH�´�6KD]DWKDUHG�VXSSOLHG�VHUHQHO\��
7KHUH�ZDV� D� ULSSOH� RI�PXUPXUV� WKURXJK� WKH�&RXUW�� ODUJHO\� DPRXQWLQJ� WR� ³,¶YH�
QHYHU�KHDUG�RI�KLP��KDYH�\RX"´�IROORZHG�E\�DQ�XQGHUWRZ�RI�LQVWDQW�DQG�HQHUJHWLF�
wagering.

³,� ZLOO� GLVSRVH� RI� WKLV� LQVLJQL¿FDQW� PRWH�� DQG� WKHQ� GHDO� ZLWK� \RXU� OLHV�´�
promised the efreeti warrior, striding forward proudly, his golden scimitar raising 

FUDFNOLQJ�VSDUNV�DV�LW�VWUXFN�WKH�SUHFLRXVO\�WLOHG�ÀRRU�
Sole lifted an eyebrow as he entered his stance, noted the alert and waiting 

H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�WKH�ZKLWH�WXUEDQHG�PDQ�DW�WKH�6XOWDQ¶V�VLGH��DQG�FRQVLGHUHG�ZK\�D�
mortal would be at the right hand of the Grand Sultan.

+H� XQKRRNHG� KLV� VFDEEDUG� IURP� KLV� EHOW�� KROGLQJ� LW� RXW� DQG� DZD\� DV� WKH�
RIIHQGHG�JHQLH�FORVHG�LQ��VHW�KLV�IHHW��DQG�H[SORGHG�IRUZDUG�DV�+DPDO�VWDUWHG�WR�
draw back his blade.

,Q�D�VZLIW�KHDUWEHDW��6ROH¶V�FULPVRQ�VNLQ�IDGHG�WR�SDOH�EOXH��ZKLWH�KRW�FUDFNV�
SOXPPHWHG�LQWR�LQN\�GDUNQHVV��+H�VNDWHG�DFURVV�WKH�ÀRRU�DV�LI�LW�ZHUH�LFH��PRYLQJ�
ZLWK�H\H�EOXUULQJ�VSHHG�XS�DQG�XQGHU�WKH�VFLPLWDU�WKH�VKRFNHG�HIUHHWL�KDG�QRW�\HW�
PDQDJHG�WR�UDLVH��7KHQ�KH�ZDV�LQVLGH�+DPDO¶V�JXDUG�DQG�FXWWLQJ�
(VWUHO came hissing out like a bar of solid ice, slicing across and up through 

+DPDO¶V�GHIHQVH��7KH�HIUHHWL¶V�DUPRU�VXSHU�FRROHG�DQG�EXUQLQJ�ÀHVK�HYDSRUDWHG�
DW�KHU�WRXFK��+DPDO�VFUHDPHG�DV�KH�VWXPEOHG�EDFN��D�IRRW�RI�LFH�DFURVV�KLV�FKHVW�
IURP�KLS�WR�VKRXOGHU��+H�VWDJJHUHG��DQG�VWDUWHG�WR�IDOO��KHDG�VQDSSLQJ�DURXQG�WR�
the watching human.

³,�ZLVK�+DPDO�WR�EH�KHDOHG�RI�DOO�KLV�LQMXULHV�´�WKH�WXUEDQHG�PDQ�VDLG�XQGHU�KLV�
breath, and the wounded efreeti coughed up his agreement.

,FH�VWHDPHG�DQG�ERLOHG�DZD\��DQG�WKH�FURZG�MHHUHG�DW�WKH�XVH�RI�ZLVKFUDIW��ERWK�
LQ�GHULVLRQ�DQG�DSSUHFLDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�WDFWLF��)RUW\�IHHW�SDVW�WKH�HIUHHWL��6ROH�WRRN�D�
bead from his belt and threw it calmly at the man now standing a mere ten paces 

away from him on the Sultan’s dais. The bead burst against his target’s startled 

IRUHKHDG�LQ�DQ�H[SORVLRQ�RI�FOLQJLQJ�GXVW��DQG�WKH�DGYLVRU�GRXEOHG�RYHU�LQVWDQWO\�
LQWR�D�¿W�RI�HQWKXVLDVWLF�VQHH]LQJ�

%XUQLQJ� UD\V�RI�ÀDPH�VKRW� IURP�+DPDO¶V�KDQGV�DV�KH� URVH� LQWR� WKH�DLU��DQG�
6ROH�ZDLWHG�IRU�WKHP�WR�KLW��:KHUH�WKH\�VWUXFN��KLV�VNLQ�ÀDUHG�FULPVRQ��DQG�WKHQ�
UDSLGO\�FRROHG�EDFN�WR�LF\�EOXH��$�VHFRQG�VDOYR�KDG�QR�PRUH�HIIHFW�WKDQ�WKH�¿UVW��
DQG�ZKHQ�WKH�EXUQLQJ�ZDOO�RI�EODFN�UHG�ÀDPHV�URVH�WR�VXUURXQG�KLP��KH�VLPSO\�
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VWHSSHG�WKURXJK�LW��VHDUHG�EDFN�WR�D�¿HU\�KXH�IRU�D�PRPHQW�EHIRUH�IDGLQJ�DJDLQ�WR�
shades of frost.

+H� UHPDLQHG� LQ� KLV� FURXFK� IRU� D�PRPHQW�� VKUXJJLQJ� RII� VRPH� RWKHU� IRUP�
altering magic of the airborne efreeti, and then straightened up, crossed his arms, 

DQG�ZDLWHG��WDSSLQJ�KLV�WRH�DV�KH�ZDWFKHG�KLV�IRH�À\LQJ�RXW�RI�KLV�UHDFK�
7KH�FURZG� MHHUHG�DW� WKH�HIUHHWL¶V� WLPLG� WDFWLFV�� DQG�+DPDO¶V� IDFH�ZULWKHG� LQ�

KXPLOLDWLRQ�� -XGJLQJ� KLV� UHDFK� FDUHIXOO\�� KH� VZRRSHG� GRZQ�� KLV� JUHDW� VFLPLWDU�
SRLVHG�IRU�D�GHYDVWDWLQJ�EORZ�

6ROH�VNDWHG�WR�RQH�VLGH�DV�WKH�EODGH�GURYH�SDVW�KLP��OLJKWQLQJ�FUDFNOLQJ�DQG�
RUQDWH�RQ\[�WLOHV�H[SORGLQJ�DV�LW�FDUYHG�D�GHHS�JRXJH�LQWR�WKH�ÀRRU��7KH�FURZG�
ZKRRSHG�DJDLQ�DV�+DPDO�FLUFOHG�DURXQG��WHHWK�JQDVKLQJ�LQ�IUXVWUDWLRQ��DQG�FDPH�
in more warily, setting up a scything pattern of swings to cut down the icy creature 

that dared to oppose him.

6ROH¶V�IHHW�OHIW�WKH�JURXQG�DV�LI�JUDYLW\�ZDV�KDOI�ZKDW�LW�VKRXOG�EH��7KH�FXWWLQJ�
VFLPLWDU�SDVVHG�XQGHU�KLV�IHHW��DQG�+DPDO�JDSHG�DV�KLV�VPDOOHU�DGYHUVDU\�VSXQ�DW�
the apex of his leap and cut.

(VWUHO¶V� LF\� HGJH� ULSSHG� GRZQ�+DPDO¶V� VLGH�� UDLVLQJ� DQRWKHU� IUR]HQ� OLQH� RI�
WHUULEOH�SDLQ��+DPDO�ODVKHG�RXW�ZLWK�KLV�¿VW��EDFNKDQGLQJ�6ROH�DZD\��ZKLFK�GLG�
OLWWOH�PRUH� WKDQ� JHW� KLP� EH\RQG� WKH� UHDFK� RI�+DPDO¶V� KXJH� EODGH�� 6ROH� UROOHG�
ZLWK�WKH�EORZ��WXUQLQJ�D�FRPSOHWH�ÀLS�EHIRUH�IDOOLQJ�WR�WKH�JURXQG�ZLWK�KLV�IHHW�
under him, sliding away as the staggered genie turned to face him one time more, 

+DPDO¶V�EXUQLQJ�VNLQ�EODFNHQLQJ�DURXQG�WKH�FKLOO�RI�WKH�ZRXQG�6ROH�KDG�OHIW�KLP�
7KH�HIUHHWL�JHVWXUHG�DJDLQ��DQG�DQRWKHU�VFUHDPLQJ�ZDOO�RI�ÀDPH�WZHQW\�IHHW�

WDOO�DQG�VL[W\�IHHW�ZLGH�URVH�WR�VKLHOG�KLP�IURP�6ROH¶V�YLHZ��6ROH�VOLG�WR�WKH�VLGH�
DQG�ZDLWHG��JODQFLQJ�DW�WKH�VQHH]LQJ��IUXVWUDWHG�DGYLVRU�ZKR�FRXOG�QRW�PDQDJH�D�
FRKHUHQW�ZRUG��DQG�ZKHQ�WKH�¿UH�HOHPHQWDO�PDQLIHVWHG�DPLGVW�WKH�ÀDPHV��KH�ZDV�
ready.

+H�ZDV�FXWWLQJ�EHIRUH�WKH�FUHDWXUH�ZDV�IXOO\�DZDUH�RI�LWV�VXUURXQGLQJV��(VWUHO¶V 
icy cold plunging deep into its burning form. Then he was inside its reach and 

OHDSLQJ�XS�DV�WHQWDFOHV�RI�VROLG�ÀDPH�ODVKHG�IRU�KLP��ERXQFLQJ�RII�WKH�URXQGHG�
RUE�RI�LWV�RFWRSRLG�KHDG��DQG�MXPSLQJ�RXW�WKH�IDU�VLGH�RI�WKH�ZDOO�RI�ÀDPH�DV�WKH�
HOHPHQWDO�ÀDLOHG�DIWHU�KLP�

+DPDO�� ZDLWLQJ� WR� FKDUJH� WKURXJK� WKH� ÀDPHV� DIWHU� KLP�� LQVWHDG� WXUQHG� DQG�
OXQJHG�EHVLGH�KLV�FRQMXUHG�SHW�DIWHU�KLV�SUH\�

6ROH�PRYHG� OLNH�ZDWHU�� VHHPLQJ� WR� ÀRZ� DURXQG� WKH� ÀLFNHULQJ� EORZV�ZKLOH�
(VWUHO�WXUQHG�DVLGH�EXUQLQJ�DSSHQGDJHV�DQG�WKH�FUDFNOLQJ��VSDUN�VSLWWLQJ�VWULNHV�
of the great sword, before suddenly digging in his heels and lashing out.

+H�VOLSSHG�EHWZHHQ�KLV�IRHV�OLNH�PHOWLQJ�LFH�IURP�JUDVSLQJ�¿QJHUV��D�JOLWWHULQJ�
VQRZÀDNH�WKDW�ELVHFWHG�WKH�SLOODU�RI�¿HU\�WHQWDFOHV�DQG�VOLFHG�GHHS�LQWR�+DPDO¶V�
side, swirling in his wake.

The elemental writhed in soundless agony and collapsed into black ash as the 

FKLOO�ULSSHG�WKURXJK�LW��DQG�+DPDO�VWXPEOHG��WU\LQJ�WR�WXUQ�DQG�UDLVH�KLV�EODGH�LQ�
WLPH�DV�6ROH�UHYHUVHG�FRXUVH�DJDLQ��+H�FDPH�LQ�DV�ORZ�DV�DQ�HHO��ULVLQJ�LQWR�WKH�
VWULNH�DV�KH�OHIW� WKH�JURXQG��DQG�D�MDJJHG�LFLFOH�VHHPHG�WR�ÀDUH�DQG�HUXSW�IURP�
WKH�ÀRRU�DV�KH�FXW�XS�WKURXJK�+DPDO¶V�PLGGOH�DQG�FRPSOHWHG�WKH�DUF�RI�KLV�EORZ�

7KH� HIUHHWL� TXLYHUHG� IRU� MXVW� D� VHFRQG�� KDQJLQJ� WKHUH� RQ� D� QDUURZ� FROXPQ�
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RI�LFH�WKDW�FORYH�LQWR�KLV�FKHVW�DQG�VSOLW�KLV�IDFH�LQWR�KDOYHV��7KHQ�EXUQLQJ�VNLQ�
EODFNHQHG�DQG�ZHQW�GDUN�DV�WKH�RYHUZKHOPLQJ�FROG�VKRW�WKURXJK�KLP��+LV�JUHDW�
JROGHQ�EODGH�IHOO�ZLWK�D�WLQ\�FUDFNOH�RI�SURWHVW�DV�WKH�ODVW�RI�WKH�DO�%D]DQ�VDJJHG�
against the ice, snapping and melting it with the residual heat of his body, as it, in 

WXUQ��WRRN�WKH�¿UH�IURP�KLP��DQG�KH�FUDVKHG��ZHW�DQG�VWHDPLQJ��XSRQ�WKH�XQFDULQJ�
WLOHV�RI�WKH�ÀRRU�

o~O~o

³,W�ZRXOG�VHHP�WKH�PDWWHU�LV�VHWWOHG�´�WKH�*UDQG�6XOWDQ�ERRPHG�RXW�UR\DOO\��
glancing to his side. The turbaned human scrambled forwards, wiping his nose 

hastily, not daring to disappoint his lord.

“I wish that the damage to the chamber and its furnishings be repaired,” he 

VWDWHG�DORXG�WR�QR�RQH�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��LQ�D�GHHS�DQG�IRUPDO�YRLFH�VSRLOHG�VRPHZKDW�
by the abrupt sneeze at the end.

³*UDQWHG�´�RQH�RI�WKH�QREOH�HIUHHWL�VKRXWHG�EDFN�ZLWK�D�GHHS�ODXJK��7KH�JRXJHV�
LQ�WKH�ÀRRU�ZHUH�XQPDGH�DQG�UHWXUQHG�WR�SULVWLQH�FRQGLWLRQ�LQ�D�ULSSOH�RI�SDVVLQJ�
wishcraft.

%RZLQJ��WKH�:LVKLQJ�+DQG�RI�WKH�*UDQG�6XOWDQ�UHWXUQHG�WR�KLV�SODFH�EHVLGH�WKH�
throne, throwing an irritated look at Sole.

³0\�/DG\�6KD]DWKDUHG��3ULQFHVV�RI�DO�0HOOL]XDU��9RLFH�RI�WKH�2FHDQV��:HDYHU�
RI�7DOHV��LW�LV�P\�SOHDVXUH�WR�DGG�WR�\RXU�WLWOHV�WKDW�RI�(PLUD�RI�%D\W�DO�0HOOL]XDU��
/RQJ�PD\�\RX�KROG� LW� LQ�KRQRU�� DQG�GHOLJKW�RXU� IDLU� FLW\�ZLWK�\RXU� WDOHV�´� WKH�
*UDQG�6XOWDQ�SURFODLPHG�PDJQDQLPRXVO\��+H�VSDUHG�QRW�D�JODQFH�IRU�WKH�IDOOHQ�
FKDOOHQJHU��ZKRVH�FRUSVH�ZDV�EHLQJ�OLIWHG�DZD\�E\�VFXWWOLQJ�D]HU�VHUYDQWV��DQG�KLV�
VPLOH�JUHZ�ZLGHU�DV�KLV�:LVKLQJ�+DQG�WULHG�WR�VWLÀH�DQRWKHU�VQHH]H�

There was polite acclaim from those watching, and great brazen horns blew 

long and low in tribute as a new noble was added to the rolls of the City of 

Brass. Shazathared bowed low to accept the honor bestowed upon her, glancing at 

0DVWHU�6ROH¶V�H[SUHVVLRQOHVV�IDFH�DV�KH�VLPSO\�UHVXPHG�KLV�SODFH�DQG�NHSW�D�ZDU\�
eye upon the crowd.

7KH�DO�2UL]]DVKDO�KDG�FKRVHQ�KHU�SURWHFWRU�ZLVHO\��6KH�ZRQGHUHG�DW�WKH�FRVW�
RI�KLV�VHUYLFHV��DQG�WKHQ�VPLOHG�DV�VKH�FRQVLGHUHG�WKDW�LW�ZDV�QRW�D�FRVW�WKDW�VKH�
was paying.

o~O~o

Word spreads in genie circles with the speed of wishcraft. 

It took little time before Shazathared’s distant kinsmen, friends, allies and 

VXLWRUV� IURP� ORQJ� DJR�ZHUH� DWWHQGLQJ� KHU�� VKRZHULQJ� KHU�ZLWK� JLIWV� RI� MR\� IRU�
her safe return, and congratulating her on her momentous and daring coup at 

becoming a noble of the City of Brass.

+RXVH� DO�2UL]]DVKDO� ZDV� KHUH� LQ� UDWKHU� PRUH� QXPEHUV�� DQG� VKH� UHFHLYHG�
them and their smiling lord graciously. Imprisoned for centuries, her status and 

bloodline still made her his social superior, and the tale of her release was only 

UDLVLQJ�KHU�VWDWXUH�KLJKHU��7KH�6KDK�RI�WKH�2UL]]DVKDO�ZDV�HDJHU�WR�LPSURYH�KLV�
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VWDQGLQJ���DQG�WKH�DLG�KH�KDG�JLYHQ�KHU�ZDV�UHDVRQ�HQRXJK�WR�DOORZ�KLP�XVH�RI�
KHU�QHZHVW�KROGLQJ�DV�D�SODFH�WR�EDUJDLQ�DQG�QHJRWLDWH�LQ�WKH�¿QHVW�WUDGLWLRQV�RI�
geniekind. Whether his wooing would be successful...well, that would be another 

tale of its own.  

0DQ\�IDFWLRQV�VRXJKW�GHDOLQJV�ZLWK�WKH�QHZHVW�QREOH�RI�WKH�FLW\��RQH�ZKR�ZDV�
not entrenched in existing intrigues, nor aware of the full scope and deadly web 

of politics played here. While poisoned smiles were not her specialty, it was they 

ZKR�ZHUH�IRUJHWWLQJ�ZKR�ZDV�WKH�PLVWUHVV�RI�KRQH\HG�ZRUGV��DQG�MXVW�KRZ�PDQ\�
stories one called The Storyteller might know. Already she had new tales to spin 

DQG�VHW�IRUWK��QHZ�ZRUGV�WKDW�FRQYH\HG�DQFLHQW�ZLVGRP��QHZ�GHHGV�WR�SRQGHU�DQG�
praise and mock and laugh at.

+HU�PHSKLW�VHUYDQWV�ZHUH�KDUG�DW�ZRUN��HDJHU�WR�SOHDVH�WKHLU�PLVWUHVV�DV�WKH\�
ÀLWWHG� DERXW� WKH� WRPHV� DQG� VFUROOV� RI� KHU� UH�HVWDEOLVKHG� OLEUDU\�� %RRNV� ZHUH�
DUULYLQJ�E\� WKH� VFRUH�� DV� WKH�ZLVHVW� RI� KHU� VXLWRUV� NQHZ� WKDW� WKH� WDOHV� WKDW� KDG�
passed while she was imprisoned would be far more appreciated than any amount 

RI�OLYLQJ�IXUQLWXUH�IURP�$UFDGLD��VXQVLON�IURP�1LUYDQD��RU�JOLWWHULQJ�MHZHOV�IURP�
the depths of the shaitan’s realms, and they added nicely to the ancient tomes she 

had sequestered within the secret chamber of the former palace lords.

6KH�VPLOHG�DV�KHU�WKRXJKWV�WXUQHG�EDFN�WR�WKH�YROXPH�VKH�ZDV�VFULELQJ�DQG�WKH�
HYHQWV�WKDW�KDG�OHG�KHU�KHUH��WR�KHU�FKDPSLRQ��WKH�VLOHQW�PRUWDO�ZDUULRU��DQG�WR�WKH�
P\VWHU\�RI�ZKDW�PDJLF�KH�KHOG�WR�VWDQG�DV�D�FUHDWXUH�RI�ERWK�¿UH�DQG�LFH��0RVW�
especially of ice.

2I�FRXUVH��VKH�WKRXJKW��KHU�DQJHO�IHDWKHU�TXLOO�PRYLQJ�DFURVV�PRRQÀD[�SDSHU��
DV�VKH�FRQVLGHUHG�WKH�PRUDO�WR�WKH�¿QDO�WDOH�RI�WKH�DO�%D]DQ�DQG�EHQW�WR�¿QLVK�KHU�
story with a knowing smile,

5HYHQJH�LV�EHVW�VHUYHG�FROG� 



Nations
 of 

Treachery

 Cheliax

³,JQRUH�WKH�VZRUG�DW�D�PDQ¶V�VLGH��ZDWFK�IRU�WKH�

GDJJHU�FRQFHDOHG�LQ�KLV�VOHHYH�´

�0DUDOLFWRU�'DUNXV�+DVWLQJ

o~O~o
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By Andrew Crossett

“...B87�)/('�WKH�QLJKW��DQG�FDPH�WKH�OLJKW�
+H�YDQLVKHG�IURP�WKH�JODGH�
$QG�OHIW�QR�VRXQG�EXW�ZLQG�DQG�VWUHDP�
$QG�,��D�ZHHSLQJ�PDLG�´

+HU�VRQJ�¿QLVKHG��/LVK�IROGHG�KHU�KDQGV�DQG�VWRRG�VLOHQWO\�
5HQ]D�FDUHIXOO\�SODFHG�WKH�VWRSSHU�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�QHFN�RI�WKH�OLWWOH�PHWDO�ERWWOH�

VKH¶G�EHHQ�VLQJLQJ�LQWR��DQG�¿VKHG�D�VLOYHU�FRLQ�RXW�RI�KLV�YHVW�SRFNHW�
³7KDW�ZDV�ORYHO\��P\�ODVV�´�KH�WROG�KHU��³'RQ¶W�ÀDVK�WKLV�DERXW��RU�SLFNSRFNHWV�

ZLOO�KDYH�LW�IURP�\RX�´
 Lish smiled gratefully at the payment, displaying as many rotten teeth as 

PLVVLQJ�RQHV��DQG�UDQ�RII�GRZQ�WKH�ODQH�LQ�D�VZLUO�RI�GLUW\�UHG�EORQGH�KDLU�DQG�D�
VKRUW��WDWWHUHG�GUHVV�WKDW�VKRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�WKURZQ�DZD\�DERXW�VL[�UHSDLUV�DJR�
�5HQ]D�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��WKHQ�LQGXOJHG�LQ�WKH�FRXJKLQJ�¿W�KH¶G�EHHQ�KROGLQJ�EDFN�

all through the girl’s song.

�6KH�KDG�WKH�PRVW�EHDXWLIXO�VLQJLQJ�YRLFH�KH¶G�HYHU�KHDUG�LQ�DOO�KLV�ORQJ�\HDUV�
DQG� IDU� WUDYHOV��%XW� VKH�ZDVQ¶W�SUHWW\�RU�FOHDQ�RU�FXOWXUHG�HQRXJK� WR�KDYH�DQ\�
IXWXUH�DV�D�SURIHVVLRQDO�HQWHUWDLQHU��,W�ZRXOG�EH�D�VKDPH�IRU�VXFK�D�ORYHO\�YRLFH�WR�
be lost in obscurity.

�5HQ]D�KDG�WR�VWRS�IRU�EUHDWK�WKUHH�WLPHV�DV�KH�FOLPEHG�WKH�VWDLUV�WR�KLV�DSDUWPHQW�
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in the tower of what was once a nobleman’s townhouse. It was tough going for an 

ROG�DQG�VLFN�PDQ��EXW�KLV�URRP�RIIHUHG�D�VWLUULQJ�YLHZ�RI�:HVWFURZQ��DQG�NHSW�KLP�
KLJK�DERYH�WKH�VKDGRZ�EHDVWV�ZKR�URDPHG�WKHVH�VWUHHWV�DIWHU�GDUN�

 When he reached his room he opened the window for air. Then he took up his 

SHQ��GLSSHG�LW�LQ�WKH�LQNZHOO��DQG�ZURWH�RQ�WKH�ODEHO�RQ�WKH�VLGH�RI�WKH�ERWWOH�

/LVK��PDLGHQ�RI�:HVWFURZQ
6RQJ��³,�:DONHG�D�0LOH�E\�&ODU\�6WUHDP�´

�+H�EOHZ�RQ�WKH�LQN�WR�GU\�LW��WKHQ�FDUHIXOO\�VHW�WKH�VPDOO�PHWDO�ERWWOH�RQ�D�VKHOI�
with many others of its kind, all of them inked with notes of their own.

�5HQ]D�UHPHPEHUHG�ZKHQ�KH�KDG�¿UVW�GLVFRYHUHG�WKHVH�PDJLF�ERWWOHV�WKDW�FRXOG�
FDSWXUH�VRXQGV�DQG�KROG�WKHP�IRUHYHU��DOORZLQJ�WKHP�WR�EH�KHDUG�DJDLQ�ZKHQHYHU�
WKH�VWRSSHU�ZDV�UHPRYHG�
�+H�KDG�EHHQ�D�PXFK�\RXQJHU�PDQ�WKHQ��DQG�VHFRQG�LQ�FRPPDQG�RI�WKH�'LUH�

/DGV��RQH�RI�WKH�PLJKWLHVW�DQG�OHDVW�SULQFLSOHG�PHUFHQDU\�EDQGV�HYHU�WR�WURXEOH�
the lands of the Inner Sea.

�+H� UHPHPEHUHG� WKH�KRXVH� IXOO�RI�JQRPH�FRUSVHV�� WKRXJK�KH�FRXOGQ¶W� UHFDOO�
SUHFLVHO\� ZK\� WKH� 'LUH� /DGV� KDG� VHHQ� ¿W� WR� VODXJKWHU� WKHP�� 1R� GRXEW� LW� ZDV�
VRPH�SUHWH[W�WR�PDNH�RII�ZLWK�WKHLU�WUHDVXUH��VRPH�JHPV�RI�PLGGOLQJ�YDOXH��DQG�
D�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�VRXQG�ERWWOHV��DOO�¿OOHG�ZLWK�FXULRXV�WKLQJV����VWUDQJH�VRQJV��
ZLQG�EORZLQJ�LQ�WUHHV�WKDW�PLJKW�KDYH�VWRRG�XSRQ�WKLV�ZRUOG�RU�DQRWKHU��JQRPHV�
PDNLQJ�ORXG��SDVVLRQDWH�ORYH�WR�HDFK�RWKHU��DQG�PDQ\�RWKHU�IDU�OHVV�LGHQWL¿DEOH�
sounds.

�5HQ]D�KDG�WDNHQ�KLV�IDLU�VKDUH�RI�WKH�VSRLOV��EXW�KLV�IHOORZV�KDG�QRW�VHHQ�¿W�WR�
ORRN�EH\RQG�ZKDW�OD\�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKHP��2QO\�KH�VDZ�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�YDOXH�LQ�WKHVH�
RGG�ERWWOHV��DQG�VR�D�GD\�ODWHU�KH�UHWXUQHG�DORQH�WR�WKH�JQRPH�KRXVH��+H�VHDUFKHG�
until he found a trapdoor leading to a hidden basement, and in it he found what he 

had been looking for.

�7KHUH� ZHUH� GR]HQV� RI� XQ¿OOHG� ERWWOHV� VWRUHG� GRZQ� WKHUH�� DORQJ� ZLWK� RWKHU�
FRQWDLQHUV��PHWDO�ER[HV�RI�PDQ\�VL]HV��¿VW�VL]HG�FXEHV�PDGH�IURP�VROLG�JODVV��DQG�
one cabinet made of glass and brass that was large enough for a man to stand in. 

All of these he had carefully loaded into his cart and carried off.

 It had been his intention to sell all the magic containers, but soon his fascination 

got the better of him, and he began using them to build his own collection.

�+LV� HDUOLHVW� VSHFLPHQV� PDWFKHG� WKH� PDQ� KH� KDG� EHHQ� WKHQ�� WKH� VRXQGV� RI�
YDQTXLVKHG�HQHPLHV�SOHDGLQJ�IRU�OLIH��WKHQ�G\LQJ�DQ\ZD\���D�VWULQJ�RI�¿OWK\�MRNHV�
WROG�E\�D�GZDUYHQ�FRPUDGH�RI�KLV��DORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�GHDGO\�EDU�EUDZO�WKDW�IROORZHG����
WKH�FDSWXUHG�GURZ�KLJK�SULHVWHVV�ZKR�KDG�EHHQ�IRUFHG�WR�VLQJ�DW�4XHHQ�$EURJDLO¶V�
FRURQDWLRQ��WKHQ�EHHQ�VDFUL¿FHG�WR�$VPRGHXV�WKH�PRPHQW�VKH�¿QLVKHG�KHU�¿QDO�
YHUVH��6KH¶G�KDG�D�EHDXWLIXO�YRLFH²HYHQ�WKH�VFUHDP�DW�WKH�HQG�KDG�EHHQ�PXVLF�

 The glass cubes, of which he had only a few, recorded sights rather than sounds. 

One of them recorded the moment he slit his captain’s throat and became leader of 

WKH�'LUH�/DGV�
�+H�KDGQ¶W�OLVWHQHG�WR�RU�ORRNHG�DW�DQ\�RI�WKHVH�ROG�UHOLFV�LQ�PDQ\�\HDUV��,W�GLG�

KLP�QR�JRRG�WR�IHHO�VKDPH�RYHU�WKHP��DQG�KH�VDZ�QR�UHDVRQ�WR�GLVSRVH�RI�WKHP��
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When he died, those who rooted through his things would make of them what they 

would.

�5HQ]D�KDG�VLPSO\�ZDONHG�DZD\�IURP�WKH�'LUH�/DGV�RQH�GD\��7KH\¶G�VHQW�DQ�
DVVDVVLQ�DIWHU�KLP��ZKR�EHFDPH�WKH�ODVW�PDQ�KH¶G�HYHU�NLOOHG�
�7KH�ERRW\�KH¶G�KLGGHQ�DZD\�DOORZHG�KLP�WR�UHWLUH�LQ�UHODWLYH�FRPIRUW��LI�QRW�

RSXOHQFH��+H¶G�WUDYHOOHG�WR�YDULRXV�ODQGV��¿OOLQJ�KLV�UHPDLQLQJ�ERWWOHV�DQG�FXEHV�
ZLWK� WKLQJV� RI� EHDXW\� UDWKHU� WKDQ� KRUURU��1RZ�� WKH� ERWWOHV� ¿OOHG�ZLWK� SOHDVXUH�
RXWQXPEHUHG�WKRVH�¿OOHG�ZLWK�SDLQ��$QG�\HW���
�7KH� PDQ�VL]HG� JODVV� FDELQHW� VWRRG� LQ� D� FRUQHU� RI� KLV� DSDUWPHQW�� D� EODQNHW�

WKURZQ�RYHU�LW��:LWK�D�VLJK��KH�SXOOHG�RII�WKH�EODQNHW�WR�JD]H�RQFH�DJDLQ�DW�WKH�
OLIH�VL]HG�PRYLQJ�LPDJH�LW�FRQWDLQHG�
�6HNKLWK�ZDV�KHU�QDPH��EXW�5HQ]D�KDG�QLFNQDPHG�KHU�%HDXW\��EHFDXVH�WKDW¶V�

ZKDW�VKH�ZDV��+HU�SHUIHFW�VNLQ�ZDV�EURZQ�DV�D�QXW��KHU�KDLU�DV�EODFN�DV�WKH�SLW��DQG�
her eyes as blue as diamonds held up against the summer sky. She was a succubus, 

and he’d often hired her to deal with those enemies he wanted to murder with 

style.

�+H�UHFDOOHG�WKDW�RQ�WKLV�RFFDVLRQ��KH�KDG�KLUHG�KHU�WR�VHGXFH��GUDLQ��DQG�NLOO�WKH�
FDSWDLQ�RI�D�ULYDO�PHUFHQDU\�EDQG��7KH�PDQ�KDG�WKRXJKW�WKHLU�ULYDOU\�D�IULHQGO\�
RQH��DQG�KDG�GLHG�ZLWKRXW�HYHU�NQRZLQJ�WKDW�5HQ]D�ZDV�KLV�HQHP\�
�5HQ]D�KLPVHOI�ZDV�WRR�VPDUW�WR�DYDLO�KLPVHOI�RI�%HDXW\¶V�EHDXW\��RI�FRXUVH��EXW�

he found her a delight to look upon. As she’d assumed her human form and made 

WR�OHDYH�IRU�KHU�PLVVLRQ��KH�KDG�VWRSSHG�KHU��NQRZLQJ�DW�ODVW�ZKDW�KH�ZDQWHG�WR�
immortalize within the glass cabinet.

�6PLOLQJ�DW�KLV�UHTXHVW��WKRXJK�GHPDQGLQJ�H[WUD�SD\PHQW���%HDXW\�KDG�VKUXJJHG�
off the wispy pretense of clothing she’d been wearing, stepped into the booth, and 

danced the Agony for him.

 This dance, she said, was a tradition among succubi, and often used as a tool 

RI�VHGXFWLRQ��,W�FRPPHPRUDWHG�WKH�SDLQIXO�ZULWKLQJ�RI�VRPH�RI�WKH�)LUVW�+DUHP�
RI�KHU�NLQG��ZKR�KDG�KDG�WKHLU�IHHW�QDLOHG�WR�WKH�ÀRRU�IRU�WKH�SHUYHUVH�SOHDVXUH�RI�
WKHLU�GHPRQ�JRGGHVV�FUHDWRU�
�7KH� LPDJH�RI�%HDXW\¶V�JUDFHIXO��PXVFXODU�ERG\�GDQFHG� IRUHYHU�QRZ�ZLWKLQ�

WKDW�JODVV�ERRWK��IHHW�SODQWHG�WRJHWKHU�¿UPO\�RQ�WKH�JURXQG��DQNOHV�WRJHWKHU��EXW�
HYHU\�RWKHU�LQFK�RI�KHU�ERG\�ZULJJOLQJ�DQG�ZULWKLQJ�WR�D�PXVLF�RQO\�VKH�FRXOG�
KHDU��6XFK�D�ORYHO\�NLOOHU�
�³,¶YH�OHG�D�EDG�OLIH�´�5HQ]D�VDLG�WR�KLPVHOI�DV�KH�ZDWFKHG��WKHQ�GRXEOHG�RYHU�LQ�

D�¿W�RI�FRXJKLQJ�
�³0\�ODG\�ZLOO�EH�WKH�MXGJH�RI�WKDW�´�FDPH�D�IHPLQLQH�YRLFH�IURP�EHKLQG�KLP�
�+H�ORRNHG�DURXQG�WR�REVHUYH�D�\RXQJ�JLUO��EDUHIRRW�LQ�D�VLPSOH�ZKLWH�GUHVV��

standing in the room with her eyes closed.

�³,�DP�WR�PLGZLIH�\RXU�¿QDO�MRXUQH\�´�VKH�WROG�KLP�
�5HQ]D�QRGGHG��7KLV��KH�NQHZ��ZDV�WKH�PDWXUHG�VSLULW�RI�D�FKLOG�ZKR�KDG�GLHG�LQ�

KHU�FUDGOH�ZLWKRXW�HYHU�RSHQLQJ�KHU�H\HV��VHQW�E\�WKH�JRGGHVV�3KDUDVPD�WR�FROOHFW�
WKH�VRXOV�RI�WKH�GHDG�DQG�WDNH�WKHP�WR�KHU�IRU�MXGJPHQW�
�³<RX¶UH�LQ�IRU�D�ELWWHU�WDVN��ORRNLQJ�XSRQ�WKH�GD\V�RI�P\�OLIH�´
 She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me—only to my lady.”

�5HQ]D¶V�H\HV�IHOO�XSRQ�D�FHUWDLQ�PHWDO�ER[�RQ�D�VKHOI��RQH�KH¶G�IRXQG�DOUHDG\�



50

anDrew Crossett

¿OOHG�DPRQJ�WKH�JQRPHV¶�WUHDVXUH��+H�NQHZ�ZKDW�KLV�ODVW�DFW�LQ�OLIH�ZRXOG�EH�
�+H�SLFNHG�XS�WKH�ER[��VHW�LW�XSRQ�WKH�ZLQGRZVLOO��DQG�RSHQHG�LW�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�

time.

�7KH� VRXQG� RI� VLQJLQJ� DQJHOV� UDQJ� RXW� RYHU� WKH� URRIWRSV� RI� GHYLO�KDXQWHG�
Westcrown.

�$QJHOV�VLQJLQJ�LQ�FKRUXV�RQ�WKH�KLOOWRSV�RI�3DUDGLVH, according to the runes 

written on the lid.

�5HQ]D�WKUHZ�WKH�OLG�RI�WKH�ER[�GRZQ�LQWR�WKH�VWUHHW�EHORZ��3HRSOH�DOO�RYHU�WKLV�
part of the city were already looking up, wondering at the source of the glorious 

sound.

�,W�ZRXOG�EH�D�ZKLOH�EHIRUH�WKH�'RWWDUL�JXDUGV�WUDFHG�WKH�VRXQG�WR�WKLV�ZLQGRZ��
minutes more before they broke into the apartment, and longer still until they 

GLVFRYHUHG� KRZ� WR� VWRS� WKH� DQJHOLF� VLQJLQJ� DQG� UHWULHYHG� WKH� OLG� IURP� EHORZ��
5HQ]D�ZRXOG�EH�RI�QR�KHOS�WR�WKHP�
�$V�WKH�PLGZLIH�WRRN�KLP�E\�WKH�KDQG��KH�VPLOHG��+H�NQHZ�LW�PLJKW�EH�WKH�ODVW�

VPLOH�KH�RU�KLV�VRXO�HYHU�LQGXOJHG�LQ��EXW�KH�VPLOHG�QRQHWKHOHVV�
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%\�0DJJLH�+R\W

“Y28� 75<� 0<� SDWLHQFH� ZLWK� \RXU� ÀLPV\� HYDVLRQV�´�
the interrogator barked as he paced in front of the 

DVVHPEOHG� WKHDWHU� WURXSH��+LV� KHDY\� ERRWV� UHVRXQGHG�
RQ�WKH�ZRRGHQ�ÀRRU�OLNH�WKH�RPLQRXV�EHDWLQJ�RI�D�JUHDW�
timpani drum.

�³,� ZRXOG� KDWH� WR� UHSRUW� WR� WKH� /RUG� 0D\RU� WKDW� \RXU� FRPSDQ\� UHIXVHG� WR�
FRRSHUDWH�ZLWK�P\�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�´
�,VLGRUD� VFRZOHG�� ,QWLPLGDWLRQ�ZDV�D� IDYRULWH� WDFWLF�RI� WKH�+HOONQLJKW¶V� FUXHO�

RUGHU�RI�HQIRUFHUV��7KH�RI¿FHU¶V�DSSHDUDQFH�ZDV�GHVLJQHG�WR�PDNH�D�IULJKWHQLQJ�
LPSUHVVLRQ��KLV�JULVO\�VFDUUHG�EUHDVWSODWH�DQG�KRUQHG�KHOP�JOHDPHG�PHQDFLQJO\�
LQ� WKH� WKHDWHU� OLJKWV��(YHQ�KLV� SDFH�ZDV�GHOLEHUDWH�� FKRVHQ� IRU� LWV� VORZ�� QHUYH�
shattering tempo.

�³1RZ�� GHVFULEH� \RXU� DVVRFLDWLRQ� ZLWK� /DG\� &DUPLQGLD� 9HULGLXV�� 2PLW� QR�
details.” 

�,VLGRUD�REVHUYHG�WKH�LQWHUURJDWLRQ�IURP�WKH�VKDGRZV�RI�DQ�XSSHU�WLHU�ER[��-XVW�
DQ�KRXU�EHIRUH��WKH�+HOONQLJKW�DQG�KLV�MXQLRU�RI¿FHUV�KDG�EXUVW�WKURXJK�WKH�GRRUV��
marching in lockstep unison down the aisles. Actors, crew members, and musicians 

UXVKHG�RXW�RI�HYHU\�FRUQHU�RI�WKH�WKHDWHU��NQRWWLQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�D�SDQLFNHG�WDQJOH�
DV�WKH\�DVVHPEOHG�LQ�WKH�RUFKHVWUD�OHYHO�VHDWV��7KHQ�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�KDG�LQLWLDWHG�
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his harsh questioning with the troupe’s leaders, the principal members of the 

Bombasts, seated in the front rows of the Lyric Thorn opera house.

�,VLGRUD�KDG�VHHQ�WKH�%RPEDVWV�UHKHDUVH�IRU�ZHHNV�QRZ��DQG�VKH�NQHZ�HYHU\�
PHPEHU� E\� QDPH�� 6WXQQHG� DQG� KRUUL¿HG� E\� WKH� QLJKW¶V� HYHQWV�� VRPH� RI� WKHP�
VDW� LQ�QHDU�K\VWHULD��5HPHL�VREEHG�TXLHWO\�� OLS�TXLYHULQJ��ZKLOH�1HUHLGD�IDQQHG�
WKH� JULHYLQJ� JLUO� IDLWKIXOO\�� ,Q� KHU� HDJHUQHVV� WR� REH\� WKH� +HOONQLJKWV�� 1HUHLGD�
KDG�QHYHU�FKDQJHG�DQG�VWLOO�ZRUH�KHU�ULGLFXORXV��RYHUVL]HG�9DULVLDQ�ZLJ��ZKLFK�
EORFNHG� WKH� YLHZ�RI� WKH�ÀDXWLVWV� VHDWHG� EHKLQG� KHU�� )XOJHQWLXV�� WKH� FRPSDQ\¶V�
leading male HQDPRUHG��ZLSHG�D�WHDU�IURP�KLV�H\H�DV�KH�FRPIRUWHG�VHYHUDO�\RXQJ�
sopranos leaning against his chest. Isidora shook her head at their theatrics.

�7KH�+HOONQLJKW¶V�KDUDVVPHQW�ZDV�PHUHO\�D�QXLVDQFH�FRPSDUHG�WR�WKH�UHDVRQ�IRU�
KLV�YLVLW��WKH�P\VWHULRXV�GLVDSSHDUDQFH�RI�WKH�FRPSDQ\¶V�SULQFLSDO�DFWUHVV�RQ�WKH�
HYH�RI�RSHQLQJ�QLJKW��7KLV�ZDV�QR�WLPH�IRU�K\VWHULFV��7KH�%RPEDVWV�QHHGHG�DOO�
their wits about them.

�7KH�DFWRUV�ZHUHQ¶W�NHHQ�RQ�GLYXOJLQJ�WKH�IXOO�QDWXUH�RI�WKHLU�SUREOHP��HVSHFLDOO\�
WR� WKH�EUXWDOO\�VWULFW�RI¿FHUV�VWDQGLQJ�EHIRUH� WKHP��$W�¿UVW��$SROLQDU�)UDQFLOLXV�
and his wife, Leandra, the founders of the Bombasts, attempted to use the hysteria 

WR�GLVWUDFW�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�DQG�KLV�DUPLJHUV��KRSLQJ�WKH�JULP�LQYHVWLJDWRUV�ZRXOG�
JLYH�XS�LQ�IUXVWUDWLRQ��%XW�WKH�%RPEDVWV�KDG�QHYHU�GHDOW�ZLWK�HQIRUFHUV�OLNH�WKHVH�
EHIRUH��DQG�WKH�RI¿FHU�FRXOG�QRW�EH�GLVVXDGHG��$SROLQDU�DQG�/HDQGUD�VDW�LQ�WHQVH��
stony silence, well aware they’d been backed into a corner. Isidora prayed they 

would think of something, DQ\WKLQJ��WR�WKURZ�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�RII�WKH�VFHQW�
�7KH� RI¿FHU� VWRRG� RYHU� $SROLQDU�� DZDLWLQJ� DQ� DQVZHU�� ZKLOH� WKH� GLUHFWRU�

massaged the bridge of his long, hooked nose and breathed raggedly. Apolinar 

glanced up at Leandra. She gently rested one hand on his shoulder, while her 

RWKHU�VRRWKHG�WKH�VZHOO�RI�KHU�YHU\�SUHJQDQW�VWRPDFK��6KH�QRGGHG�KHU�KHDG�DW�KLP�
slightly. Then cautiously, he began to speak.

�³7KH�%RPEDVWV��DV�\RX�XQGRXEWHGO\�NQRZ�� WUDYHO� WKURXJKRXW�+HU�0DMHVW\¶V�
HPSLUH�WR�SHUIRUP��:KHQ�ZH�DUULYHG�LQ�(JRULDQ�DQG�ZHUH�UHTXHVWHG�WR�SHUIRUP�7ZR�
&KHOD[LDQV�E\�KLV�/RUG�0D\RU��,²LW���EHFDPH�QHFHVVDU\�WR�DXGLWLRQ�D�SHUIRUPHU�
WR�SOD\�WKH�UROH�RI�'DSKQH��/DG\�9HULGLXV�DXGLWLRQHG�´�$SROLQDU�FDUHIXOO\�DYRLGHG�
WKH�+HOONQLJKW¶V�JD]H�DV�KLV�FRPSDQ\�PHPEHUV�VKLIWHG�XQHDVLO\�
�³,�WKRXJKW�\RXU�VRUW�ZHUH�VHOI�FRQWDLQHG�´
�³1RUPDOO\��\HV��%XW�RXU�XVXDO�IHPDOH�HQDPRUHG was unable to perform.”

 “(QDPRUHG?”

�³$� ORYHU��/LHWR� ¿QH� FRPLF� RSHUD� UHOLHV� RQ� VWRFN� FKDUDFWHUV�� WKH� ORYHUV�� WKH�
OHFKHURXV�ROG�PDQ��WKH�9DULVLDQ�VHUYDQW����´

 /LHWR�¿QH�RSHUD�ZDV�E\� IDU� ,VLGRUD¶V� IDYRULWH��1RW�TXLWH�FRPHG\�RU� WUDJHG\��
OLHWR�¿QH presented a perfectly thorny and horrendous situation—right up until the 

happy ending. The Bombasts were famous for it.

 “And who is your ‘HQDPRUHG¶�FXVWRPDULO\"´�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�VQHHUHG��GLVGDLQ�
dripping from his pronunciation. 

�³0\�ZLIH�´�$SROLQDU�VLJKHG�GHHSO\��
 Isidora drew her hand to her heart in sympathy. At this point in the rehearsal 

VFKHGXOH��$SROLQDU¶V�QHUYHV�ZHUH�QHDUO\�EURNHQ��&DUPLQGLD�9HULGLXV�ZDV�WKH�WKLUG�
'DSKQH�FDVW�LQ�WKLV�SURGXFWLRQ��DQG�DOO�WKUHH�KDG�YDQLVKHG��+DG�/HDQGUD�QRW�EHHQ�
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SUHJQDQW��VKH�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�WKH�¿UVW�YLFWLP��
�7KH�%RPEDVWV� LQLWLDOO\� DVVXPHG� WKDW� WKH� DFWUHVVHV� KDG� UXQ� RII�� LW� KDSSHQHG�

RQ�RFFDVLRQ��1RZ��KRZHYHU�� WKHLU� VXVSLFLRQV�ZHUH�DURXVHG��DQG� WKH\�ZHUH� LQ�D�
SUHGLFDPHQW��+RZ� FRXOG� WKH\� SRVVLEO\� ¿QG� DQRWKHU� DFWUHVV� EHIRUH� WRPRUURZ¶V�
RSHQLQJ"�2QO\�/HDQGUD�ZDV�WDOHQWHG�HQRXJK��EXW�KHU�KXVEDQG�ZRXOG�QHYHU�DJUHH�
to endanger her. 

 Apolinar was unable to continue as he struggled to keep his emotions in check, 

EXW�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�ORRPHG�RYHU�KLP��DQ[LRXV�IRU�D�UHSO\�
�/HDQGUD�OHDQHG�IRUZDUG��UHPRYHG�KHU�KDQG�IURP�KHU�KXVEDQG¶V�VKRXOGHU��DQG�

JHVWXUHG�WR�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�WKDW�KLV�DWWHQWLRQ�RXJKW�WR�IRFXV�RQ�KHU��³+H�WROG�/DG\�
9HULGLXV²´
�³6LOHQFH��,�KDYH�QRW�SHUPLWWHG�\RX�WR�VSHDN��<RXU�KXVEDQG�FDQ�WHOO�WKH�VWRU\�´
�/HDQGUD� UDLVHG� RQH� H\HEURZ� DQG� ELW� KHU� OLS�� EDUHO\� FKRNLQJ� EDFN� D� GH¿DQW�

UHSO\��$SROLQDU�WRRN�KHU�KDQG��LQWHUORFNLQJ�KLV�¿QJHUV�LQ�KHUV��DQG�IRXQG�KLV�YRLFH�
again.

�³,�WROG�/DG\�9HULGLXV�WKDW�,�GLG�QRW�WKLQN�KHU�LQYROYHPHQW�LQ�7ZR�&KHOD[LDQV�
ZDV� ZLVH�� :H� FRPHGLF� DFWRUV� KDYH� D«UHSXWDWLRQ� QRW� EH¿WWLQJ� D� QREOHPDQ¶V�
GDXJKWHU��%XW�VKH�WKUHDWHQHG�PH�ZLWK�WKH�ZHLJKW�RI�KHU�IDWKHU¶V�GLVDSSURYDO��DQG�,�
KDG�WR�DGPLW�KHU�DXGLWLRQ�ZDV�RXWVWDQGLQJ��VR�VKH�MRLQHG�RXU�FDVW�´
�7KH�+HOONQLJKW�H\HG�$SROLQDU�VXVSLFLRXVO\�DV�KH�WRRN�QRWHV��$SROLQDU�KXUULHGO\�

continued to speak.

�³7RQLJKW� ZDV� RXU� ¿QDO� GUHVV� UHKHDUVDO�� %HIRUH� LQWHUPLVVLRQ�� &DU²/DG\�
9HULGLXV�H[LWHG�WKURXJK�WKH�WUDSGRRU��6KH�VKRXOG�KDYH�WKHQ�MRLQHG�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�
FDVW�LQ�WKH�JUHHQ�URRP�WR�UHFHLYH�KHU�QRWHV��:KHQ�VKH�GLG�QRW�FRPH��ZH�ZDLWHG�
DERXW�WHQ�PLQXWHV�EHIRUH�VHQGLQJ�VRPHRQH�WR�WKH�WUDS�FHOODU�WR�IHWFK�KHU��$OO�ZH�
found was her costume, ripped nearly to shreds. We informed the house manager 

DQG�KH�FDOOHG�IRU�\RXU�VHUYLFHV��´
�³:KHUH� LV� WKLV� LWHP� RI� FORWKLQJ"�$QG� ZKR� GLVFRYHUHG� LW"´� WKH� +HOONQLJKW�

demanded.

 As the obsequious house manager hustled forward with the tattered gown, 

$SROLQDU�VLJKHG��DQG�ZLWK�SHUIHFW�WLPLQJ��WLOWHG�KLV�KHDG�DQG�UHSOLHG��³5HPHL�´
 All attention turned to the girl sprawled across her seat in the front row. On 

FXH�� VKH� EHJDQ� WR�ZDLO� DQG� WKUHDWHQ� WR� IDLQW� \HW� DJDLQ��+HU� WLJKWO\� FXUOHG� DQG�
FRLIIHG�KDLU�KDG�EHHQ�PXVVHG�MXVW�HQRXJK�WR�IUDPH�KHU�IDFH��KHU�SRXWLQJ�ERWWRP�
OLS�TXLYHUHG�EHWZHHQ�HYHU\�VHQWHQFH��7KH�ZDUGUREH�PLVWUHVV��WZR�YLROLQLVWV��DQG�
1HUHLGD�DOO�KRYHUHG�QHDUE\��PDNLQJ�LQVLSLG��VRRWKLQJ�QRLVHV�� ,VLGRUD�VQRUWHG� LQ�
disgust as she watched the spectacle. One needed actual talent to get away with 

WKLV�VRUW�RI�EHKDYLRU��
�³,W�ZDV�GUHDGIXO�´�WKH�JLUO�VDLG�ZLWK�D�YLROHQW�VKXGGHU�DV�VKH�PDGH�KHU�OLS�ERE�

up and down. “To walk down the stairs and see...the dress, shredded by.... What 

YLOH�FUHDWXUH�FRXOG�FRQWHPSODWH�VXFK�D�GHHG"�3HUKDSV�D�PDQ�HDWLQJ�JULI¿Q��ZLWK�
LWV�WHUULEOH�FODZV��2K��KRZ�FRXOG�,�HYHQ�SXW�LW�LQWR�ZRUGV"�7KH�ZKLWH�KRW�DQJXLVK�
DV�WKH�FODZV�UDNHG²DODV�´�6KH�LQWHUUXSWHG�KHUVHOI�ZLWK�D�EUHDWK\�VRE��SXWWLQJ�D�
¿QJHU�WR�KHU�OLSV��³1R�ODG\�VKRXOG�KDYH�WR�H[SHULHQFH�VXFK�WHUURU�´
�³,W¶V�DOO�ULJKW��GHDU�´�VDLG�1HUHLGD��D�FRQWUDOWR�FDVW�DV�WKH�9DULVLDQ�VHUYDQW��DV�

VKH�RIIHUHG�5HPHL�D�VLS�RI�WHD�
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�³%XW�\RX�IRXQG�QR�RWKHU�VLJQV�RI�YLROHQFH"´�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�SUHVVHG��WXUQLQJ�KLV�
attention back to Apolinar.

 “You saw the site yourself. We found only the costume. But the cellar can be 

DFFHVVHG�IURP�EDFNVWDJH��,Q�WKH�FKDRV�RI�WKH�UHKHDUVDO��ZH�PLJKW�QRW�KDYH�QRWLFHG�
an intruder slipping through the back and into the cellar.”

�7R�,VLGRUD¶V�VXUSULVH��WKH�+HOONQLJKW�QRGGHG��DV�WKRXJK�KH�ERXJKW�$SROLQDU¶V�
excuse. Perhaps he had seen enough to realize that chaos was an understatement. 

)RU�D�PRPHQW��WKH�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�UHDFKHG�D�OXOO²HYHQ�WKH�FDVW�PHPEHUV�KDG�FHDVHG�
WKHLU�ZKLVSHULQJ��$SROLQDU�VHHPHG�WR�KDYH�JDLQHG�WKH�XSSHU�KDQG�
�³,W�ZDV� WKH� JKRVW�´�5HPHL� EXUVW� RXW�� KHU� OLS� TXLYHULQJ��$�ZDYH� RI� VKRFNHG�

murmurs and grunts of skepticism rippled through the crowd of performers as all 

DWWHQWLRQ�VQDSSHG�EDFN�WR�5HPHL��,VLGRUD�UROOHG�KHU�H\HV�
 “Oh, WKDW¶V�D�PDUYHORXV�LGHD�´�D�YRLFH�LQWHUUXSWHG�VDUFDVWLFDOO\�IURP�WKH�EDFN�

RI�WKH�WKHDWHU��³,W¶V�RQO\�WKH�PRVW�RYHUXVHG�SORW�FOLFKp�LQ�GUDPDWLF�KLVWRU\��/HW�PH�
guess, was the butler an accomplice?” Isidora smiled and leaned forward in her 

VHDW�WR�ZDWFK�DV�WKH�QHZ�DUULYDO�VWURGH�GRZQ�WKH�DLVOH�
�³:KR�LV�WKLV"´�$W�DQ�LPSHULRXV�ZDYH�RI�WKH�+HOONQLJKW¶V�KDQG��WKH�DUPLJHUV�

PRYHG�WR�EORFN�WKH�PDQ¶V�DSSURDFK�
�³2XU�FRPSRVHU��RI¿FHU�´�$SROLQDU�UHSOLHG�TXLFNO\�
�³3LHWUR�&ULVWDQRU��DW�\RXU�VHUYLFH��RI¿FHU�´�7KH�QHZFRPHU�ERZHG�DQG�DWWHPSWHG�

to slip past the armigers, who seized him by the arms.

�³(DV\�QRZ�´
 “Why were you not with the company? Was he present at the rehearsal?” the 

+HOONQLJKW�EHOORZHG��VKLIWLQJ�KLV�IRFXV�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK�IURP�3LHWUR�WR�$SROLQDU�
 “Yes, he had been at the rehearsal....”

�³,�ZHQW�ORRNLQJ�IRU�/DG\�9HULGLXV�´
�³$�QREOHZRPDQ�YDQLVKHV�ZKLOH�LQ�\RXU�FDUH��DQG�\RX�DOORZ�D�PHPEHU�RI�\RXU�

FRPSDQ\� WR� OHDYH� WKH� WKHDWHU"� ,� VHH� ,�KDG�JRRG�UHDVRQ� WR�EH�VXVSLFLRXV�RI� WKLV�
FRPSDQ\�´
�³1R��2I¿FHU��,�FDQ�H[SODLQ�´
�³,�ZDV�VHDUFKLQJ�IRU�/DG\�9HULGLXV�´�3LHWUR�UHSHDWHG��7KH�+HOONQLJKW�ZDONHG�

RYHU�WR�ZKHUH�3LHWUR�VWUXJJOHG�LQ�WKH�DUPLJHUV¶�JUDVSV�DQG�¿[HG�KLP�ZLWK�D�SLWLOHVV�
JODUH��,VLGRUD�VWLÀHG�D�JDVS��EXW�3LHWUR�RQO\�VWDUHG�EDFN�GH¿DQWO\�
�³:H� WKRXJKW� VKH�PLJKW�KDYH�EHHQ�NLGQDSSHG�� ,�KRSHG� ,� FRXOG�FDWFK� WKHP�´�

3LHWUR�VDLG�LQ�D�ORZ��HYHQ�YRLFH�
 “And did you?”

�³1R��VLU�´
�7KH� +HOONQLJKW� QRGGHG� DW� WKH� DUPLJHUV�� DQG� WKH\� WRVVHG� 3LHWUR� GRZQ�� +H�

stumbled to his feet and stalked across the front of the theater, taking his seat next 

to Leandra.

�,VLGRUD�H[KDOHG�LQ�UHOLHI�WKDW�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�KDGQ¶W�SXQLVKHG�3LHWUR��6KH�KDG�
EHHQ� VR� LPSUHVVHG�ZLWK� KLV�PRGL¿FDWLRQ� RI� WKH�ÀDZHG� DULDV� DQG� GXHWV� LQ�7ZR�
&KHOD[LDQV, and his wit was as keen as his musical talent. She couldn’t bear the 

thought that his work wouldn’t be heard.

�3LHWUR¶V� QHDU�DUUHVW� OHIW� WKH� SHUIRUPHUV� LQ� VKRFNHG� VLOHQFH�� DQG� QRQH� GDUHG�
VXSSO\�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�ZLWK�IXUWKHU�GHWDLOV��([FHSW��RI�FRXUVH��5HPHL�
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�³,W�KDV�WR�EH�D�JKRVW�´�VKH�VKULHNHG�LQWR�WKH�OXOO��³7KLV�RSHUD�KRXVH�LV�SUREDEO\�
KDXQWHG�E\�VRPH�ROG�GLYD��2K��VKH�PD\�KDYH�VWDUWHG�E\�KLGLQJ�SURSV�RU�VKDWWHULQJ�
glass, but you know she plans to eliminate any woman she deems her competition. 

:K\��,¶P�SUREDEO\�QH[W�´
�,VLGRUD�FKXFNOHG��$GPLWWHGO\��LI�WKH�HDU�VSOLWWLQJ�SLWFK�RI�WKDW�ODVW�VSHHFK�ZDV�

DQ\� LQGLFDWLRQ�� WKH�JLUO� GLG�KDYH�DQ� LPSUHVVLYH�YRFDO� UDQJH��%XW� ,VLGRUD�ZDV� D�
FRQVXPPDWH�MXGJH�RI�WDOHQW��DQG�GHVSLWH�WKH�JLUO¶V�SUHWHQVLRQV��SRRU�5HPHL�ZRXOG�
QHYHU�UHDFK�SULQFLSDO�HQDPRUHG status. 

7KH�+HOONQLJKW�DSSHDUHG�WR�KDYH�VLPLODU�VXVSLFLRQV�RI�5HPHL¶V�WDOHQW��VDQLW\²
RU�ERWK��DQG�PRYHG�WR�ZUDS�XS�KLV�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�E\�FOHDULQJ�KLV�WKURDW�ORXGO\��
�³6LU��MXVW�D�PLQRU�TXHVWLRQ��LI�\RX¶G�LQGXOJH�PH�´�WKH�KRXVH�PDQDJHU�LQWHUUXSWHG��

EOLQNLQJ�KLV�EXJ�H\HV�DW� WKH�+HOONQLJKW��³:RXOG�\RX�SUHIHU�RXU�VKRZ�QRW�RSHQ�
tomorrow?”

�³7RPRUURZ�QLJKW�ZRXOG�EH�GLI¿FXOW���´�$SROLQDU�DGPLWWHG�
 “7ZR�&KHOD[LDQV�LQ�-DOPHUD\²´�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�VWDUWHG�EXW�ZDV�LQWHUUXSWHG�DV�

D�JDVS�ULSSOHG�WKURXJK�WKH�WKHDWHU��$FWRUV�DQG�PXVLFLDQV�DOLNH�WXUQHG�DQG�VSDW�RYHU�
their shoulders.

�³µ/HW�XV�QRW�RIIHQG�WKH�VWDUU\�VKDGHV�ZKR�NHHS�RXU�PLGQLJKW�UHYHOV�¶´�,VLGRUD�
PXWWHUHG��UHFLWLQJ�D�OLQH�IURP�D�GLIIHUHQW�RSHUD��7KH�+HOONQLJKW�KDG�WR�NQRZ�WKH�
RSHUD�ZDV�FXUVHG��1R�RQH�HYHU�VDLG�WKH�IXOO�QDPH�
�7KH�HQIRUFHU�FOHQFKHG�KLV�MDZ�DQG�ORRNHG�$SROLQDU�LQ�WKH�H\HV��³<RXU�VKRZ 

ZLOO�RSHQ� WRPRUURZ�QLJKW�EHFDXVH� WKH�/RUG�0D\RU�ZLVKHV� LW��<RX�ZLOO�¿QG�DQ�
DFWUHVV�WR�UHSODFH�/DG\�9HULGLXV��HYHQ�LI�LW�PXVW�EH�\RXU�ZLIH��$QG�,�ZLOO�VWDWLRQ�
armigers throughout the building, who will escort you and your actors to and 

IURP� WKH� WKHDWHU�´�7KH� RI¿FHU� VWDUHG� SRLQWHGO\� DW� 3LHWUR�� ³1RWKLQJ will escape 

RXU�QRWLFH�´�$W�D�VOLJKW�QRG�RI� WKH�+HOONQLJKW¶V�KHDG��KLV�FRQWLQJHQW�RI�RI¿FHUV�
snapped to attention, then turned in perfect unison and followed their superior 

RI¿FHU�DV�KH�VWRUPHG�RXW�
�:KHQ�WKH�WKHDWHU�GRRUV�VODPPHG��$SROLQDU�¿QDOO\�UHOHDVHG�WKH�EUHDWK�KH�KDG�

KHOG�DOO�WKURXJK�WKH�+HOONQLJKW¶V�¿QDO�LQVWUXFWLRQV��+H�URVH�WR�KLV�IHHW�DQG�EHJDQ�
to pace.

 “Sweet, merciful gods. We’re ruined. The mayor will learn about the others 

HYHQWXDOO\��DQG�WKHQ�����2K��JRGV�´
�³1RZ��$SROLQDU�´�EHJDQ�)XOJHQWLXV��KLV�¿QJHUV�FRPELQJ�KLV�JRDWHH�
�³7KDW�+HOONQLJKW�NQHZ�,�ZDV�KLGLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ��HVSHFLDOO\�ZKHQ�3LHWUR�EXUVW�

in.”

³0\�DSRORJLHV�´
³,I�LW�ZHUHQ¶W�IRU�5HPHL¶V�ULGLFXORXV�GLYHUVLRQ�DERXW�D�JKRVW��KH¶G�QHYHU�KDYH�

OHIW�WKH�WKHDWHU�´�
�³%XW� ,�ZDV� VHULRXV�´�5HPHL�ZKLQHG� VRIWO\��2QFH�PRUH� VKH� IRUFHG�KHU� OLS� WR�

tremble.

 “And how exactly does a ghost shred a costume, hmm?” Pietro muttered.

�³7KLV�LV�ZURQJ��+RZ�FDQ�ZH��LQ�JRRG�FRQVFLHQFH��FRQWLQXH�WR�SXW�DFWUHVVHV�LQ�
this role?” Apolinar fumed.

�³'R�ZH� KDYH� D� FKRLFH"´� 3LHWUR� VQDSSHG�� ³(YHQ� LI� ZH� WROG� WKH� WUXWK²KRZ�
YDOXDEOH�LV�WKH�OLIH�RI�RQH�DFWUHVV�WR�WKH�/RUG�0D\RU"´
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�³$QG�LI�ZH�FDQ¶W�NHHS�D�'DSKQH�WKURXJK�LQWHUPLVVLRQ"´
�3LHWUR� MXPSHG�XS� IURP�KLV� VHDW�� ³%XW� LI�ZH� SHUIRUP�� FRXOGQ¶W�ZH� FDWFK� WKH�

FXOSULW"�6HW�D�WUDS�IRU�KLP"�:H�PXVW�¿QG�WKRVH�RWKHU�JLUOV�EHIRUH�WKH�+HOONQLJKWV�
OHDUQ�WKDW�WKH\�YDQLVKHG�WRR��7KLV�LV�RXU�FKDQFH�´
�³7KHQ�ZH�QHHG�D�'DSKQH�´�$SROLQDU�PRDQHG�
 “Pol, I should sing the role,” Leandra said, a hand still supporting her full 

VWRPDFK��5HOXFWDQWO\�� ,VLGRUD� KDG� WR� DJUHH��7KH� FRPSDQ\� KDG� WR� SHUIRUP�� DQG�
despite the danger, only Leandra had the skill.

�³8QGHU�QR�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��7KHUH�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�VLQLVWHU�DW�ZRUN�KHUH��+RZ�HOVH�
FRXOG�WKUHH�JLUOV�YDQLVK�DW�H[DFWO\�WKH�VDPH�PRPHQW�RI�WKH�SOD\"�:H�KDYH�EHHQ�LQ�
DQG�RXW�RI�WKH�WUDS�FHOODU��\HW�ZKHQ�'DSKQH�JRHV�WKURXJK�WKDW�WUDSGRRU��WKH�DFWUHVV�
YDQLVKHV��,�ZLOO�QRW�H[SRVH�\RX�DQG�RXU�FKLOG�WR�VXFK�GDQJHU�´
�³%XW�\RX�QHHG�D�'DSKQH��,�NQRZ�WKH�UROH��:KR�HOVH�GR�\RX�KDYH"´
�7KHUH�ZDV�D�UXVWOLQJ�LQ�WKH�WKLUG�URZ��IROORZHG�E\�VHYHUDO�IXULRXV�ZKLVSHUV�DQG�

D�SLWLIXO�ZKLPSHU��$OO�H\HV�JUDGXDOO\� WXUQHG� WR�D�ZLGH�H\HG�JLUO��QR�PRUH� WKDQ�
HLJKWHHQ��WHQWDWLYHO\�UDLVLQJ�KHU�KDQG��/HDQGUD¶V�LQFUHGXORXV�JD]H�VQDSSHG�EDFN�
to Apolinar.

 “We hired an understudy when we cast Carmindia. You were not there when....”

�³,�FDQQRW�DOORZ�WKLV�FKLOG�WR�WDNH�WKH�ULVN�´�/HDQGUD�VDLG��MXVW�DV�,VLGRUD�VWLÀHG�
KHU� RZQ�H[FODPDWLRQ��2QH� FRXOG�QHYHU� WUXVW� DQ�XQGHUVWXG\� DW� D� WLPH� OLNH� WKLV��
Ambitious understudies were exactly how this opera’s curse began.

 “And I cannot let \RX�´�$SROLQDU�VKRXWHG��
�³$SROLQDU�´�/HDQGUD�ZDUQHG��VWUXJJOLQJ�RXW�RI�KHU�VHDW�DQG�GUDZLQJ�D�EUHDWK�

only an opera singer’s lungs could house. 

 “I will do it,” the understudy cried out. 

 Apolinar relaxed, although Leandra’s lips pursed tightly.

 Isidora sighed. Silence fell in the theater as the actors considered their 

impossible position.

�³'R�ZH�FRQWLQXH�UHKHDUVLQJ"´�1HUHLGD�DVNHG�
�³1R��WKH�+HOONQLJKWV�ZDQW�XV�JRQH��6OHHS��&DOO�WLPH�ZLOO�EH�WZR�KRXUV�HDUOLHU�

WKDQ�XVXDO�WRPRUURZ��6RPHRQH�¿QG�WKH�XQGHUVWXG\�D�FRVWXPH�´
�7KH�DFWRUV�WUXGJHG�RXW�RI�WKH�WKHDWHU��UHPRYLQJ�WKHLU�ZLJV�DQG�FRVWXPH�SLHFHV��

When the last company member had left, Isidora drifted down from one of the 

boxes in the upper tier, her incorporeal body passing through the wall of the 

proscenium until she emerged in the wings stage right. 

�,VLGRUD�KDG�EHHQ�GHDG�VRPH�¿IW\�\HDUV��6KH�KDG�RQFH�EHHQ�KDLOHG�DV�WKH�PRVW�
WDOHQWHG� GLYD� RI� KHU� DJH��ZKLFK�PDGH�5HPHL¶V� SUHWHQVLRQV� HYHQ�PRUH� GLI¿FXOW�
WR�HQGXUH��+RZ�VKH�ZRXOG�KDYH�OLNHG�WR�VKRZ�XS�WKDW�VKULHNLQJ�FKLOG��2OG�GLYD��
LQGHHG��2QH� RI� ,VLGRUD¶V� UHYLHZHUV� KDG� GXEEHG� KHU� D� ³EULJKW� JHP� LQ� WKH� GDUN�
aftermath of the Thrune conquest.” 

�+H�KDG�GLVDSSHDUHG�VKRUWO\�WKHUHDIWHU��
�$QRWKHU�UHYLHZHU�KDG�VDLG� WKDW�KHU�YRLFH�KDG�³WKH�FODULW\�RI�D�IRXQW�KRO\� WR�

,RPHGDH�� WKH�ZDUPWK� RI� 6DUHQUDH¶V� ÀDPLQJ� VFLPLWDU�� DQG� WKH� NHHQ� HGJH� RI� DQ�
$VPRGHDQ�SHQWDFOH�´�7KDW�KDG�DOZD\V�EHHQ�KHU�IDYRULWH�UHYLHZ�

 Isidora hummed a few bars, and a spectral accompaniment began to play 

3LHWUR¶V�UHYLVHG�PXVLF��6KH�UDQ�RQWR�WKH�VWDJH�IRU�'DSKQH¶V�¿UVW�HQWUDQFH��VLQJLQJ�
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VRIWO\�DV�VKH�UHYLHZHG� WKH�EORFNLQJ�� ,VLGRUD�ZDV� WR�KDYH�EHHQ� WKH�¿UVW�'DSKQH�
in 7ZR� &KHOD[LDQV when the opera debuted in the Lyric Thorn itself, but her 

XQGHUVWXG\��RYHUFRPH�ZLWK� MHDORXV\�DQG�DPELWLRQ��SRLVRQHG�,VLGRUD¶V�EUHDNIDVW�
before opening night.

�$W�¿UVW��KHU�VSLULW�KDG�EHHQ�DQJU\��$QG�YHQJHIXO��%XW�WKH�PXUGHUHVV²,VLGRUD�
stopped singing. What was the woman’s name? She could not recall. Shrugging, 

VKH�FRQWLQXHG�KHU� O\ULFV��7KH�PXUGHUHVV�KDG�GLVDSSHDUHG�DW� WKH�HQG�RI� WKH�¿UVW�
VKRZ�DQG�ZDV�QHYHU�VHHQ�DJDLQ��
5REEHG�RI�KHU�UHYHQJH��,VLGRUD�H[HUFLVHG�KHU�UDJH�RQ�YDULRXV�FRPSDQLHV��EXW�DV�

VKH�ZDV�QRW�UHDOO\�GHYLRXV�HQRXJK�IRU�ODUJH�VFDOH�KDXQWLQJ��VKH�PRVWO\�FRQWLQXHG�
ZKDW� VKH�KDG�DOZD\V�GRQH��ÀLSSLQJ�RYHU� WKH�SURS� WUD\V��EUHDNLQJ�PLUURUV�� DQG�
YHUEDOO\�DEXVLQJ�WKH�ZDUGUREH�FUHZ��

 Then one day, as she watched a rehearsal of 7KH�(YHQKDQGHG� -XGJPHQW—
,VLGRUD�ORRNHG�XS�DW�D�VSRW�RQ�WKH�EDOFRQ\��\HV��VKH�KDG�EHHQ�VLWWLQJ�ULJKW�WKHUH²
VKH�VLPSO\�EXUVW�LQWR�WHDUV��+HU�SHQW�XS�HPRWLRQV�VSLOOHG�IRUWK��DQJHU�DW�KHU�XQGHDG�
entrapment, frustration at the pressure of constant rage, and disappointment at her 

lost career. 

7KH� DFWRUV� KDG� HYDFXDWHG� LPPHGLDWHO\� DW� WKH� VRXQG� RI� KHU� IULJKWIXO�PRDQV��
EXW�ZKHQ�WKH�WHDUV�GULHG��,VLGRUD�¿QDOO\�IHOW�IUHH��6KH�KDG�H[SHFWHG�WR�SURJUHVV�WR�
KHU�HWHUQDO�UHVW�DW�WKDW�SRLQW��EXW�IRU�ZKDWHYHU�UHDVRQ��VKH�ZDV�VWXFN�LQ�WKH�RSHUD�
house.

�,VLGRUD�QRZ�SUDFWLFHG�'DSKQH¶V�¿UVW�UHFLWDWLYH��3LHWUR¶V�LQQRYDWLYH�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�
of the music called for rapid shifts in pace, and the roulades required considerable 

YRFDO�FRQWURO²PRUH�WKDQ�5HPHL�ZRXOG�HYHU�KDYH��$V�GLI¿FXOW�DV�LW�ZDV��LW�ZDV�
D�EULOOLDQW�DGMXVWPHQW��$W�OHDVW�WKH�DXGLHQFH�ZRXOG�KHDU�LW��VLQFH�LW�FDPH�EHIRUH�
intermission. 

 Isidora sighed. 

�'HVSLWH�DOO�3LHWUR¶V�KDUG�ZRUN��WKLV�SURGXFWLRQ�ZRXOG�VXIIHU�WKH�VDPH�IDWH�DOO�
the others had. 

�(YHU\�WLPH�D�FRPSDQ\�SHUIRUPHG�7ZR�&KHOD[LDQV, Isidora grew excited, but 

KHU�HQWKXVLDVP�DOZD\V�WXUQHG�WR�GLVDSSRLQWPHQW��(YHU\�SURGXFWLRQ�ZDV�IUDXJKW�
ZLWK� GLVDVWHU�� 7KH� DFWUHVV� SOD\LQJ� 'DSKQH� QHYHU� VWD\HG� ZLWK� WKH� VKRZ� PRUH�
WKDQ�D�IHZ�UHKHDUVDOV��6RPH�ZHUH�VDLG� WR�KDYH�TXLW��RWKHUV�DOOHJHGO\�UDQ�DZD\��
$OO�FRPSDQLHV�NHSW�WKH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�WR�WKHPVHOYHV��DQG�WKRXJK�WKH�RSHUD�KDG�
been plenty successful elsewhere in Cheliax, it had not been performed without 

incident in the Lyric Thorn since its opening night. After so many years, Isidora 

DJUHHG�ZLWK�$SROLQDU��VRPHWKLQJ�VLQLVWHU�ZDV�DW�ZRUN�KHUH��%XW�WKHUH�ZDV�QRWKLQJ�
VKH could do. 

�6KH�VNLSSHG�VLQJLQJ�WKH�GXHW�DQG�EHJDQ�KHU�¿UVW�DULD��ZKLFK�KDG�DOVR�EHHQ�UH�
LPDJLQHG�E\�3LHWUR��&ORVLQJ�KHU�H\HV��VKH�YLVXDOL]HG�D�SDFNHG�KRXVH�DQG�EHJDQ�
singing a little louder. 

�:KHQ�VKH�¿QLVKHG��,VLGRUD�RSHQHG�KHU�H\HV�WR�VHH�3LHWUR�JDSLQJ�LQ�WKH�DLVOH��
6KH�EOXVKHG�DQG�FXUWVLHG�GHPXUHO\��VKH�ZDV�XVXDOO\�VR�FDUHIXO�DERXW�EHLQJ�VHHQ��
After all, most people were so frightened of ghosts that they would call for a priest 

RI�$VPRGHXV� EHIRUH� WKH\� HYHU� UHDOL]HG� VKH�ZDV� KDUPOHVV�� 6XGGHQO\� D� WKRXJKW�
FDPH�WR�KHU�DQG�VKH�JDVSHG�LQ�KRUURU��KDQGV�FRYHULQJ�KHU�PRXWK��6XUHO\�3LHWUR�
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KDGQ¶W�EHOLHYHG�5HPHL"
6KH� ÀHZ� D� IHZ� VWHSV� WRZDUG� KLP�� EXW� KH� FDXWLRXVO\� EDFNHG� DZD\�� ,VLGRUD�

halted—she hadn’t meant to threaten him. All mortals were frightened of her, 

HYHQ�3LHWUR��6RPHKRZ��VKH�KDG�WKRXJKW�KH�ZRXOG�EH�GLIIHUHQW��6KH�UHWUHDWHG�EDFN�
WR�WKH�VWDJH��GHMHFWHGO\�H[SHFWLQJ�KLP�WR�UXQ�
,QVWHDG��KH�FRQWLQXHG�WR�VWDUH��EURZ�IXUURZHG��+H�VWUXJJOHG�WR�FRPSUHKHQG�KHU�

SUHVHQFH��EXW�VRPHWKLQJ�NHSW�KLP�IURP�ÀHHLQJ�IRU�KHOS��3HUKDSV�KH�UHFRJQL]HG�
KHU�� ,VLGRUD�ZDV� DOZD\V� WHUUL¿HG� WKDW� DV� \HDUV� SDVVHG�� IHZHU� DQG� IHZHU�SHRSOH�
would remember her name, but undoubtedly Pietro knew his musical history. She 

ZDYHG�DW�KLP��DQG�KH�ZDYHG�VK\O\�EDFN�
%XW�KRZ�WR�KHOS�KLP�WUXVW�KHU"�+H�KDG�WR�EHOLHYH�LW�ZDVQ¶W�VKH�ZKR�KDG�FDSWXUHG�

all those actresses. As she thought furiously, she realized that the accompaniment 

was still playing. Smiling, she continued singing the aria. While some of her other 

PHPRULHV�KDG�IDGHG�RYHU�WKH�\HDUV��WKLV�RSHUD�QHYHU�OHIW�KHU��LW�ZDV�PXVLF�WKDW�KDG�
always been meant for her. As she sang, Pietro boldly approached the edge of the 

VWDJH��IHDUV�IRUJRWWHQ��6KH�KLW�WKH�¿QDO�QRWH��DQG�VXGGHQO\�D�ÀDVK�RI�LQVSLUDWLRQ�KLW�
KHU�OLNH�WKH�ÀRRGOLJKWV�FRQMXUHG�E\�WKH�VWDJH�PDJLFLDQ��
�6KH� FRXOG� ULJKW� WKLV�ZURQJ�� 6KH�ZRXOG� UHVFXH� WKH� HQWLUH� FRPSDQ\��$OO� VKH�

needed was opening night. It was time to prepare. Isidora laughed with all her 

FKDUP� DQG� EOHZ� 3LHWUR� D� WUDGLWLRQDO� GLYD¶V� NLVV�� 7KHQ� VKH� ÀRDWHG� WKURXJK� WKH�
EDFNVWDJH�ZDOO�DQG�RXW�RI�VLJKW��OHDYLQJ�3LHWUR�VWDQGLQJ��DVWRQLVKHG��LQ�WKH�HPSW\�
theater.

o~O~o

�7KH� FKHHU\� SUHVKRZ�PXVLF� SOD\HG�� (JRULDQ¶V� XSSHU� FUXVW� ¿OOHG� WKH� SULYDWH�
ER[HV��ZKLOH� WKH� SUHWHQWLRXV�� OHVV� DIÀXHQW�PLOOHG� DERXW� RQ� WKH�ÀRRU��7KH�/RUG�
0D\RU�$OD]DULR¶V� ER[� ZDV� VWLOO� HPSW\�� EXW� WKHUH� ZDV� WLPH� \HW� IRU� KLV� JUDQG�
HQWUDQFH��$FWRUV� ÀLWWHG� DERXW� EDFNVWDJH� LQ� QHUYRXV� DQWLFLSDWLRQ�� DSSO\LQJ� WKH�
¿QLVKLQJ� WRXFKHV� WR� KDLU� DQG�PDNH�XS��$� IHZ� RI� WKH� \RXQJHU� DFWUHVVHV�� PRUH�
UHDGLO\� LQÀXHQFHG� E\�5HPHL�� KDG� VHZQ� VLOYHU� SLQV� LQWR� WKHLU� FRVWXPHV�� DQ� ROG�
superstition followed by operatic companies in haunted theaters. Leandra, stage 

PDQDJHU�IRU�WKH�SURGXFWLRQ��JDYH�RUGHUV�WR�WKH�EDFNVWDJH�FUHZ�IURP�WKH�DUPFKDLU�
she’d placed in the wings. 

 Isidora waited impatiently in the rafters. 

�/DVW� QLJKW�� ,VLGRUD� KDG� GHFLGHG� WKDW�5HPHL¶V� JKRVW� WKHRU\� KDG� EHHQ� DOPRVW�
prophetic. It had been an epiphany, really. Isidora herself was the cause of the 

curse. She realized that her death had created a transcendent imbalance. She was 

VXSSRVHG�WR�KDYH�JLYHQ�WKDW�¿UVW�SHUIRUPDQFH��DQG�ZKHQ�KHU�UROH�ZDV�XVXUSHG��WKH�
IRUFHV�RI�MXVWLFH�SUHYHQWHG�WKH�RSHUD�IURP�HYHU�EHLQJ�SHUIRUPHG�LQ�WKH�/\ULF�7KRUQ�
DJDLQ��,I�VKH�FRXOG�MXVW�FRPSOHWH�D�SHUIRUPDQFH��WKH�ZURQJ�ZRXOG�EH�ULJKWHG�DQG�
balance restored to the cosmos. 

�$�VWULGHQW�IDQIDUH�RI�WUXPSHWV�VLJQL¿HG�WKH�DUULYDO�RI�0D\RU�$OD]DULR�DQG�KLV�
retinue. There was a loud rustling as the audience members stood, waiting for the 

PD\RU�WR�WDNH�KLV�VHDW��+H�JHVWXUHG�PDJQDQLPRXVO\�WR�WKH�WKHDWHU�DW�ODUJH��DQG�WKH�
FURZG�VDW�TXLFNO\�LQ�D�VKXIÀH��2QO\�WKH�PD\RU¶V�FRQWLQJHQW�RI�+HOONQLJKWV�VWLOO�
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stood, watching the stage ominously from the royal box. Then the lights dimmed. 

7KH�SUHVKRZ�PXVLF�JDYH�ZD\�WR�WKH�RYHUWXUH��DQG�,VLGRUD�IHOW�JLGGLO\�QHUYRXV�
�7KH�SHUIRUPDQFH�EHJDQ��$SROLQDU��DV�D�EXIIRRQLVK��OHFKHURXV�WKDNXU�RI�-DOPHUD\�

RSHQHG�WKH�VKRZ��SRPSRXVO\�OHFWXULQJ�5HPHL��ZKR�SOD\HG�WKH�WKDNXU¶V�UHMHFWHG��
RYHUO\�GUDPDWLF� ZLIH�� 7KHQ� 1HUHLGD�� WKH� WULFN\� 9DULVLDQ� VHUYDQW�� HQWHUHG� DQG�
listened patiently to her mistress’ woes—and proposed all manner of ridiculous 

SORWV�DV�VROXWLRQV��,VLGRUD�FRXOG�KHDU�WKH�DXGLHQFH¶V�ODXJKWHU��WKH\�ZHUH�FKXFNOLQJ�
already, a good sign.

 Isidora focused herself. She heard the scenery change and the beginning of the 

pirates’ operatic sea shanty and knew her entrance was at hand. Looking down, 

she could see the understudy waiting quietly in the wings below her. The girl’s 

NQHHV�TXLYHUHG�VOLJKWO\��DQG�VKH�IRXJKW�WR�NHHS�IURP�ELWLQJ�KHU�¿QJHUQDLOV��
At precisely four measures before her cue, Isidora descended at full speed 

GLUHFWO\� LQ� IURQW�RI� WKH�XQGHUVWXG\��7KH�JLUO� VWLÀHG�D�VFUHDP��DQG�,VLGRUD�KHDUG�
the rustle of silks and the pounding of the girl’s feet as she ran in the opposite 

GLUHFWLRQ��)OHHWLQJO\�� ,VLGRUD� IHOW� VRUU\� IRU� WKH�JLUO�� VLQFH� WKH�XQGHUVWXG\�KDGQ¶W�
actually done anything wrong this time, but she quickly abandoned that line of 

WKLQNLQJ��,W�VHUYHG�KHU�ULJKW�DQ\ZD\��WKH�VFKHPLQJ�XSVWDUW�
�7KH�DXGLHQFH�JDVSHG�FROOHFWLYHO\�DV�,VLGRUD¶V�WUDQVOXFHQW�VSHFWHU�HPHUJHG�RQWR�

WKH�VWDJH�LQ�KHU�ROG�IDVKLRQHG�FRVWXPH��7KH�RSHUD�VHHPHG�WR�JULQG�WR�D�KDOW��7KH�
SLUDWHV�IUR]H��DQG�WKH�RUFKHVWUD�SHWHUHG�RXW�VORZO\�DV�WKH�FRQGXFWRU�VWDUHG�VODFN�
MDZHG� DW� WKH� VWDJH��+XVKHG� FRQYHUVDWLRQ� VSUHDG� WKURXJKRXW� WKH� WKHDWHU�� D� IHZ�
QREOHZRPHQ�VFUHDPHG�DQG�IDLQWHG��6RPH�DXGLHQFH�PHPEHUV�HYHQ�GDUHG�WR�ULVH�
from their seats and creep toward the exits. They stopped when Isidora began to 

sing.

�7KH�PRPHQW� VKH� VWHSSHG� LQWR� WKH� OLJKWV� DQG� KHDUG� KHU� ULFK� YRLFH� FDUU\LQJ�
throughout the theater, she knew the stage belonged to her. She had worried that 

the bright lights would wash out her pale form, but instead they seemed to make 

KHU�PRUH�UHDO��EULQJLQJ�EDFN�KHU�IRUPHU�FRORU��KHU�GHHS�EURZQ�KDLU�DQG�KHU�SDOH�
URVH� JRZQ��+HU� HSLSKDQ\� KDG� EHHQ� FRUUHFW�� ,I� VKH�ZHUHQ¶W�PHDQW� WR� VDYH� WKLV�
FRPSDQ\��KRZ�HOVH�FRXOG�VKH�IHHO�VR�DOLYH"

 At a look from Isidora, the conductor snapped back into action, and the 

RUFKHVWUD�UHVXPHG�WKH�RSHUD��'HVSHUDWH� WR�SOHDVH� WKH�PD\RU�� WKH�DFWRUV�SOD\LQJ�
the pirates warily picked up their cue, but their fear dissipated as the strength 

RI�,VLGRUD¶V�O\ULFDO�YRLFH�¿OOHG�WKH�WKHDWUH��$�KXVK�GHVFHQGHG�RYHU�WKH�FURZG�DV�
WKH\� UHDOL]HG� WKH\�ZHUH� OLVWHQLQJ� WR� ,VLGRUD�9HORQQLFD�� DQG� VKH� FRXOG� KHDU� KHU�
QDPH�ZKLVSHUHG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�FURZG��7KH\�ZHUH�VSHOOERXQG��KHOG�FDSWLYH�E\�WKH�
EULOOLDQW�ULFKQHVV�RI�KHU�YRLFH�
7KH�SLUDWHV�FDUHIXOO\�DYRLGHG�WRXFKLQJ�KHU�DV�WKH\�SUHWHQGHG�WR�FDSWXUH�'DSKQH�

DQG� VHOO� KHU� LQWR� VODYHU\� LQ� -DOPHUD\�� ,VLGRUD� WKHQ� SXOOHG� D� JKRVWO\� FORDN� DQG�
bonnet from the folds of her costume, which had been disembodied with her at the 

PRPHQW�VKH�GLHG��6KH�DSSOLHG�'DSKQH¶V�GLVJXLVH�DV�EHVW�VKH�FRXOG�DQG�SUHSDUHG�
WR� EHJLQ�KHU� GXHW�ZLWK�)XOJHQWLXV��ZKR�ZRXOG�SOD\�&HEULDQ��'DSKQH¶V� ORYH� LQ�
disguise.

 ³&UXHO�IRUWXQH��$K��ZKDW�IDWH�LV�PLQH"�1R�UHIXJH��1R�FRPIRUW��1R�KDYHQ�IURP�
WKH�VWRUPV�´�VKH�VDQJ��$�TXLFN�JODQFH�DW� WKH�ZLQJ�WROG�KHU� WKDW�)XOJHQWLXV�ZDV�
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approaching, and she added a little of her signature ornamentation. When his 

PXVLFDO�FXH�FDPH��KRZHYHU��VKH�ZDV�JUHHWHG�QRW�E\�KLV�YRLFH��EXW�ZLWK�D�WKXPS��
�,VLGRUD�DWWHPSWHG�WR�FRYHU�WKH�FRPPRWLRQ�ZLWK�KHU�VRQJ��EXW�WKLV�XQH[SHFWHG�

WXUQ�KDG�EURNHQ�KHU�FRQFHQWUDWLRQ��DQG�VKH�ORVW�KHU�KROG�RYHU�WKH�DXGLHQFH��2QFH�
DJDLQ�� WKH�HQWHUWDLQHG�EHJDQ�WR�JHW�UHVWOHVV��:RQGHULQJ�ZKHQ�)XOJHQWLXV�ZRXOG�
appear, Isidora dared a look offstage and saw that the fool had fainted dead away. 

+RZ� GDUH� KH� UXLQ� KHU� SHUIRUPDQFH�� 6KH� VWUHWFKHG� KHU� ODVW� QRWH� HYHQ� ORQJHU��
ZRQGHULQJ�LI�VKH�ZRXOG�QHHG�WR�VWDUW�DG�OLEELQJ��2UFKHVWUDV�QHYHU�OLNHG�WKDW��

 ³7KH�ODUN�ZLWK�KLV�VRQJ�VR�EULJKW�DQG�IUHH��WKH�ZLQG�ZLWK�KLV�ZKLVSHULQJ�WRQH��
DOO�RI�QDWXUH�FDOOV�WR�PH��ELGV�PH�WR�FRPH�KRPH�´�D�PDQ¶V�YRLFH�VDQJ²EXW�LW�ZDV�
QRW�)XOJHQWLXV¶�

 Isidora wheeled around, her expression changing to surprise as Pietro emerged, 

DGRUQHG�LQ�)XOJHQWLXV¶�KDW�DQG�YHVW��(YHU�WKH�SURIHVVLRQDO��,VLGRUD�VQDSSHG�TXLFNO\�
EDFN�LQWR�FKDUDFWHU�DQG�WKH�WZR�FRQWLQXHG�WKHLU�GXHW��WKH�DFWRUV�MXVW�DV�ZDU\�DV�
their characters. 

�7KHLU�GXHW�ZDV�PRUH�HIIRUWOHVV�WKDQ�DQ\�,VLGRUD�KDG�HYHU�VXQJ��3LHWUR¶V�YRLFH�
ZDV�QRW�QHDUO\�DV�JUDQG�DV�)XOJHQWLXV¶��EXW�KLV�VFUDWFK\��WUHPEOLQJ�WHQRU�VHHPHG�
the perfect counterpoint to the warmth of her mezzo. Together, they lured the 

DXGLHQFH�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH��3LHWUR¶V�KXPRU�ZDV�VR�ZHOO�WLPHG�DQG�VXEWOH�
WKDW�KH�TXLFNO\�SXW�WKH�DXGLHQFH�DW�HDVH��DQG�WKH\�VRRQ�VXUUHQGHUHG�WKHPVHOYHV�
WR�HQMR\PHQW�RQFH�PRUH��,VLGRUD�HYHQ�PRPHQWDULO\�IRUJRW�VKH�ZDV�D�JKRVW��6KH�
DOPRVW� UHDFKHG� RXW� WR� WRXFK� 3LHWUR�� EXW� VWRSSHG� KHUVHOI� MXVW� LQ� WLPH�� VKH� KDG�
WRXFKHG� D� OLYLQJ� SHUVRQ� RQO\� RQFH� E\� DFFLGHQW�� DQG� WKH� GDPDJH� KDG� QRW� EHHQ�
pretty.

  When it came time for them to exit, Isidora saw no reason to return to the 

rafters. So she ignored the stares of her fellow actors and remained in character. 

6KH�SDFHG�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK��RYHU�HQXQFLDWLQJ�KHU�O\ULFV�WR�NHHS�KHU�PRXWK�OLPEHU�
 Pietro exited opposite Isidora and made his way to her side of the stage, ready 

for his next entrance. As soon as he appeared in the wings, Isidora saw Leandra 

EHFNRQ�KLP�RYHU�WR�KHU�FKDLU��
�³7KDW¶V�,VLGRUD�9HORQQLFD�´�/HDQGUD�KLVVHG�
�³,�NQRZ�´�KH�ZKLVSHUHG��³6KH¶V�VLQJLQJ�P\�OLEUHWWR��:LWK�PH�´
 “Is she...responsible?”

 Pietro hesitated. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. If we disappear at intermission, 

keep the show going. Start a different opera, a play within a play, anything.”

 “:H"�$UH�\RX�PDG"�<RX�FDQ¶W�IROORZ�KHU��3LHWUR��\RX�VDZ�ZKDW�KDSSHQHG�WR�
Carmindia’s costume.”

�³$QG�WKH�+HOONQLJKWV� WKLQN�,�GLG� LW�� ,¶P�QRW�PLVVLQJ�RXU�EHVW�FKDQFH�WR�¿QG�
those girls. Promise me—”

�³,¶YH� EHHQ� LPSURYLVLQJ� VLQFH� \RX� ZHUH� GULQNLQJ� \RXU� PRWKHU¶V� PLON�� %H�
careful. She may be a legend, but she’s a cursed apparition who ought to be in 

WKH�DIWHUOLIH�´�/HDQGUD�VQDSSHG�KHU�¿QJHUV�DW�D�JURXS�RI�VWDJHKDQGV��³<RX²¿QG�
ZDUGUREH� DQG� EULQJ� PH� WKH� ELJJHVW� FRVWXPH� ZH¶YH� JRW�� ,¶OO� QHHG� 5HPHL� DQG�
1HUHLGD�DV�VRRQ�DV�WKH\�JHW�RII�VWDJH��,I�)XOJHQWLXV�LV�DZDNH��EULQJ�KLP�WR�PH��
,I�QRW��VODS�KLP�¿UVW�� WKHQ�EULQJ�KLP�´�7KH�FUHZ�PHPEHUV�VFXUULHG�DZD\� WR�GR�
Leandra’s bidding. “Oh, and tell the orchestra to get ready for the second act of 
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7KH�/DPHQWDEOH�&RPHG\�RI�WKH�'LDEROLFDO�7ZLQV,” she called after them.

 “Leandra, you’re not going to—” Pietro frowned.

 “If your ghost disappears, we’ll need a female HQDPRUHG. It’s high time for 

me to be on stage.” Leandra pushed herself out of her chair and marched away 

ZLWK�3LHWUR�LQ�WRZ��³,�KRSH�ZH¶YH�JRW�HQRXJK�PDWHULDO�WR�OHW�WKDW�GUHVV�RXW�D�IHZ�
inches,” she said to the approaching wardrobe mistress.

 “Shouldn’t we tell your husband, madam?” a stagehand asked.

�³1R��WKH�ORQJHU�LW�WDNHV�KLP�WR�¿QG�RXW��WKH�OHVV�WLPH�KH�KDV�WR�DUJXH�ZLWK�PH�´
 The company sprang into action, and the backstage became a whirlwind of 

DFWLYLW\��$� FUHZ� PHPEHU� UXVKHG� E\� ZLWK� DQ� DUPIXO� RI� VWDJH� ZHDSRQV�� 3LHWUR�
returned with a sword buckled at his waist, then stood and tapped his foot 

QHUYRXVO\��,VLGRUD�ZDWFKHG�WKH�EXVWOH�ZLWK�DPXVHPHQW�
�6KH�ZDV�QRW�ZRUULHG��$OO�WKHLU�SUHSDUDWLRQV�ZRXOG�EH�LQ�YDLQ��IRU�VKH�IHOW�FHUWDLQ�

WKH\�ZRXOG� UHWXUQ� DIWHU� LQWHUPLVVLRQ�� 6PLOLQJ�� VKH� WRRN� WKH� VWDJH� IRU� WKH� ¿QDO�
VFHQH��5HPHL¶V�FKDUDFWHU�SURPLVHG�WR�KLGH�'DSKQH�IURP�WKH�WKDNXU��DQG�1HUHLGD�
opened the trap door. 

�,QVLGH� WKH� WUDS�FHOODU�� ,VLGRUD� ZDV� WUHPHQGRXVO\� SOHDVHG� ZLWK� KHUVHOI�� 6KH�
KDG�QRW�YDQLVKHG�DV�WKH�RWKHUV�KDG��VR�KHU�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�KDG�EHHQ�
FRUUHFW�� DQG� WKLV� OLWWOH� RSHUD¶V� SUREOHPV�ZRXOG� VRRQ�EH�RYHU��:KHQ� VKH�¿QDOO\�
ORRNHG� DURXQG� WKH� WUDS� FHOODU�� KRZHYHU�� VKH� UHDOL]HG� KRZ�ZURQJ� VKH�ZDV��7KH�
ERGLHV�RI�WZR�+HOONQLJKW�HQIRUFHUV�OD\�VOXPSHG�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��UDNHG�E\�ODUJH�FODZV��
VKUHGGHG�DV�HDVLO\�DV�&DUPLQGLD¶V�JRZQ��5HYXOVLRQ�¿OOHG�,VLGRUD�DQG�SDQLF�EHJDQ�
WR�RYHUWDNH�KHU��$QRWKHU�WUDSGRRU�RSHQHG�EHQHDWK�KHU�DV�3LHWUR�EXUVW�WKURXJK�WKH�
WUDS�FHOODU¶V�EDFNVWDJH�HQWUDQFH��+H�PHW�KHU�H\HV�ZLWK�VKDUHG�WHUURU�DV�D�FODZHG�
KDQG�ZUDSSHG�LWVHOI�DURXQG�,VLGRUD¶V�LQFRUSRUHDO�IHHW�DQG�SXOOHG�KHU�LQWR�LWV�¿HU\�
lair.

o~O~o

�%HIRUH� WKH� 7KUXQH� FRQTXHVW�� WKHUH� ZHUH� DFWRUV� ZKR� KDG� MRNLQJO\� UHIHUUHG�
WR�D� WKHDWHU¶V� WUDS�FHOODU� DV� ³KHOO�´�+HUH�� WKH�QLFNQDPH�SURYHG�SDUWLFXODUO\�DSW��
7KH�ZDOOV�RI�WKH�ODUJH�FHOODU�VHHPHG�WR�EH�FUHDWHG�IURP�FKDUUHG��PDQJOHG�ÀHVK��
$OO�VRUWV�RI�WKHDWULFDO�PHPRUDELOLD�KXQJ�RQ�VSLNHV�GULYHQ�LQWR�WKH�RR]LQJ�ZDOOV��
grotesque masks, decades of tattered programs, and rotting gowns that had once 

EHHQ�FRVWXPHV� IRU� WKH�/\ULF�7KRUQ¶V�'DSKQHV�� DOO�PHWLFXORXVO\� FDWHJRUL]HG�E\�
show and year.

$W�RQH�HQG�RI�WKH�KLJK�FHLOLQJHG�URRP�VWRRG�D�FUXGHO\�HUHFWHG�VWDJH�GHFRUDWHG�
only with a central throne. Occupying the seat was a grinning monster, his lean, 

PXVFXODU�ERG\�FRYHUHG�LQ�¿QHO\�KRQHG�VSLQHV��+LV�FRVWXPH�GUHVVLQJ�JRZQ�KDG�
once been richly embroidered, but now it hung in tatters, shredded by his barbs. 

Behind his large form gleamed some twenty gems inset in the throne’s back, the 

pinnacle of the room’s collection.

�³,VLGRUD�9HORQQLFD�´�KH�WDXQWHG�ZLWK�D�JXWWXUDO�UDVS��³\RX¶UH�ODWH��7KH�YRLFH�,�
KDG�DOZD\V�LQWHQGHG�WR�FROOHFW��¿QDOO\�LQ�P\�GRPDLQ��6XFK�D�SLW\��2FWDYLD�ZDV�VR�
inferior.”

 2FWDYLD. That had been her name. 
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�³<RX�FDQ¶W�HYHQ�DFFHSW�\RXU�MHZHO�QRZ�´�KH�FRQWLQXHG��UXQQLQJ�D�¿QJHU�DORQJ�
WKH�¿VW�VL]HG� UXE\� VHW� DW� WKH� WRS�RI� WKH� WKURQH�� ³2QH� WRXFK��P\�GHDU�� DQG�\RXU�
VRXO�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�D�SHUPDQHQW�¿[WXUH�LQ�P\�FROOHFWLRQ��7KH�GXHWV�ZH�FRXOG�
KDYH� VXQJ�� ODVWLQJ� LQWR� HWHUQLW\��ZKLOH²´� WKH� ¿HQG� VWRSSHG� DEUXSWO\�� IRFXVLQJ�
his attention behind Isidora. “Who are you, and why are you interrupting my 

moment?”

�,VLGRUD� WXUQHG� WR� VHH� 3LHWUR� UXQQLQJ� GRZQ� D� ZURXJKW�LURQ� VSLUDO� VWDLUFDVH��
sword drawn.

�³$�GHYLO"�+HUH� LQ� WKH�ERZHOV�RI� WKH�/\ULF�7KRUQ"�:KDW�FRXOG�\RX�SRVVLEO\�
want with our company?” Pietro demanded.

�³1RW� MXVW� \RXU� FRPSDQ\�� ER\�� <RXU� EUHHG. You actors make easy targets. 

6R�ZLOOLQJ� WR�SURPLVH� WKH� IXWXUH� IRU�D� OLWWOH�ELW�RI�VXFFHVV�KHUH�DQG�QRZ��QHYHU�
LPDJLQLQJ�WKH�GHEW�ZLOO�HYHU�FRPH�GXH��7KLV�SD\PHQW�LV�D�ORQJ�WLPH�LQ�FRPLQJ��
EXW�,�ZLOO�FODLP�ZKDW�LV�PLQH��¿QDOO\��WKH�VRXO�RI�,VLGRUD�9HORQQLFD�´
�$�VWXQQHG�VLOHQFH�¿OOHG�WKH�URRP��7KH�GHYLO�VDYRUHG�WKH�GUDPDWLF�SDXVH�XQWLO�

WKH�DXGLHQFH�LQ�WKH�WKHDWHU�DERYH�URDUHG�ZLWK�ODXJKWHU��ZDNLQJ�,VLGRUD�IURP�KHU�
stupor.

 $�GHYLO��Isidora had little experience with them, but she remembered the stories 

of the Thrune conquest.

�³%XW�,�KDYH�PDGH�QR�GHDOV�ZLWK�\RX��,�DFKLHYHG�P\�VXFFHVV�ZLWKRXW�DQ\�QHHG�
IRU�WKH�SRZHUV�RI�+HOO�´�
�7KH�GHYLO�FKXFNOHG��³,I�RQO\�LW�ZHUH�WKDW�VLPSOH��'R�\RX�UHPHPEHU�\RXU�OLWWOH�

FRPSRVHU"�%HOYXV"�<HV��,�EHOLHYH�WKDW�VWULNHV�D�FKRUG�´
 Isidora did remember the fawning composer. Short and stammering, he had 

come to rehearsal only once, to reassure the company with grandiose promises of 

RYHUZKHOPLQJ�VXFFHVV�
 “Well, he feared that 7ZR�&KHOD[LDQV�ZRXOG�ÀRS��HYHQ�ZLWK�\RXU�SUHVHQFH��$V�

ZHOO�KH�VKRXOG�KDYH²WKH�PXVLF�KDV�VHULRXV�ÀDZV��6R�ODWH�RQH�QLJKW��LQ�WKLV�YHU\�
URRP�� WKH� IRRO� VXPPRQHG�PH� WR� JUDQW� KLV� JUHDWHVW� GHVLUH�� VXFFHVV� RQ� RSHQLQJ�
QLJKW�� ,Q� UHWXUQ�� KH� RIIHUHG�PH� WKH� VRXO� RI� HYHU\� DFWUHVV�ZKR�ZRXOG� HYHU� SOD\�
'DSKQH�LQ�KLV�RSHUD�DW�WKH�/\ULF�7KRUQ��$Q�DUURJDQW�EDUJDLQ��EXW�YDOLG�DQG�ELQGLQJ�
QRQHWKHOHVV��$QG�QRZ�,�KDYH�D�VKLQ\�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�GLYDV�ZRUWK\�RI�RQO\�WKH�PRVW�
WDOHQWHG�OHDGLQJ�PDQ�´�$V�KH�WDSSHG�HDFK�JHP�LQ�VXFFHVVLRQ��DQJXLVKHG�YRLFHV�
VDQJ�D�WRUWXUHG�VFDOH��:KHQ�LW�ZDV�WLPH�IRU�WKH�KLJKHVW�QRWH��WKH�¿HQG�SRLQWHG�D�
FURRNHG�¿QJHU�DW�,VLGRUD��³<RX�SOD\HG�'DSKQH��<RX�DUH�PLQH�´�
³$QG�\RX��PRUWDO��DUH�D�ZDVWH�RI�P\�WLPH�´�+H�SRLQWHG�WR�3LHWUR��ZKRVH�EURZ�

furrowed as he furiously contemplated their predicament.

�,VLGRUD�UHTXLUHG�QR�WLPH�WR�WKLQN��³0\�VRXO�ZDV�QHYHU�KLV�WR�RIIHU��<RX�KDYH�QR�
FODLP�RYHU�LW�´�

 “6WDWXWHV�RI�WKH�,QIHUQXV��VHFWLRQ������µ,QGLYLGXDOV�PD\�EDUJDLQ�ZLWK�WKH�VRXOV�
RI�WKRVH�RYHU�ZKRP�WKH\�H[HUFLVH�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�¶�([DPSOH��D�IDWKHU�PD\�RIIHU�PH�
WKH�VRXO�RI�KLV�¿UVW�ERUQ�FKLOG��'R�\RX�VHH�ZK\�,�ORYH�DFWRUV"�<RX¶UH�D�JUHDW�ORW�RI�
FKLOGUHQ��QHHGLQJ�\RXU�FRPSRVHUV�DQG�GLUHFWRUV�WR�NHHS�\RX�JRLQJ��%HOYXV�KHOG�
WKH�SRZHU�WR�PDNH�WKH�EDUJDLQ��<RX��P\�GHDU��DUH�MXVW�DQRWKHU�DFWUHVV�ZKR�QHHGV�
KLV�PXVLF�µWR�DFKLHYH�\RXU�VXFFHVV�¶´
�³7KDW¶V� ULGLFXORXV�´� ,VLGRUD�H[FODLPHG��GUDZLQJ�KHUVHOI�XS� IRU�DQ�DUJXPHQW��
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7KHQ�VKH�SDXVHG��³'LG�\RX�VD\�µMXVW�DQRWKHU�DFWUHVV"�¶´
�³+RZ� H[DFWO\�ZDV�%HOYXV¶� HQG� RI� WKH� EDUJDLQ�ZRUGHG"´� 3LHWUR� LQWHUUXSWHG��

brightening suddenly. 

�³7KDW�KH��0DMRUXV�(��%HOYXV��YRZHG�WR�PH�WKH�VRXO�RI�HYHU\�DFWUHVV�SRUWUD\LQJ�
WKH� UROH� RI�'DSKQH� LQ�7ZR�&KHOD[LDQV� LQ� -DOPHUD\�� FRPSRVHG� E\�0DMRUXV� (��
%HOYXV��DW�WKH�/\ULF�7KRUQ�RSHUD�KRXVH��:K\"´
�³<RX�VDLG�KLV�PXVLF�KDG�VHULRXV�ÀDZV��,W�GRHV�´�3LHWUR�VPLOHG�WULXPSKDQWO\��³6R�

,�¿[HG�LW��2XU�SHUIRUPDQFH�LV�DQ�DGDSWDWLRQ��,W�LV�QR�ORQJHU�WKH�RSHUD�FRPSRVHG�E\�
0DMRUXV�(��%HOYXV��DQG�WKHUHIRUH�LV�QRW�FRYHUHG�LQ�\RXU�FRQWUDFW�´
�7KH�GHYLO¶V�JULQ�WXUQHG�WR�D�JULPDFH��³<RX�FDQQRW�SURYH�WKDW�´
�3LHWUR�SUHVVHG�KLV�SRLQW�UHOHQWOHVVO\��³%XW�\RX�KDYH�VXUHO\�OLVWHQHG�WR�WKH�¿UVW�

KDOI�RI�WKH�RSHUD��<RX�FDQQRW�GHQ\�WKDW�,�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�DOWHUHG�WKH�HQDPRUHGV¶�¿UVW�
GXHW�DQG�'DSKQH¶V�¿UVW�DULD�´
�7KH�GHYLO�¿GJHWHG�LQ�KLV�FKDLU��³7KH�FULWHULD�DUH�WRR�VXEMHFWLYH��:KR�LV�WR�VD\�

DW�ZKDW�SRLQW�WKH�RSHUD�LV�QR�ORQJHU�%HOYXV¶"�%HVLGHV��\RXU�RSHUD�LV�LQFRPSOHWH��,�
cannot say that the second half is original at all.”

�³7KHQ�OHW�XV�¿QLVK�LW��/HW�XV�VLQJ�WKH�ODVW�KDOI�RI�WKH�RSHUD��/HW�XV�SURYH�WKDW�P\�
opera is better. If we succeed, you relinquish your right to this woman’s soul.”

�³<RX�PXVW�WKLQN�PH�D�IRRO��,�KDYH�WKH�WZR�RI�\RX�LQ�P\�SRZHU��:K\�VKRXOG�
I bargain with you? What stops me from ending your miserable existence right 

now?”

 “What GRHV stop you?” Pietro asked. “Isn’t interring souls in gems an 

XQXVXDO� SDVWLPH� IRU� D� GHYLO"´� 7KH� ¿HQG� JURZOHG�� UHIXVLQJ� WR� ORRN� 3LHWUR� LQ�
WKH� H\H�� ³,I� \RX� GHVWUR\� ,VLGRUD� 9HORQQLFD� QRZ�� \RX� ZLOO� QHYHU�� HYHU� KDYH�
DQ\� FODLP� RYHU� KHU� VRXO�� %HOYXV¶� EDUJDLQ� ZDV� D� IUDXG�� EXW� IRU� \HDUV� \RX¶YH�
FRQYLQFHG� DFWUHVVHV� WKDW� WKH\� KDG� QR� FKRLFH� EXW� WR� VXEPLW��:HOO�� QR� ORQJHU�´ 
� ³+D�´�,VLGRUD�SXQFWXDWHG�

 “You will obey me, or else—”

�³2U� HOVH�ZKDW"´3LHWUR� FRQWLQXHG�� ³<RX¶OO� VXPPRQ� \RXU� LQIHUQDO� RYHUORUGV"�
,¶P�VXUH�WKH\¶OO�EH�KDSS\�WR�¿QG�WKDW�LQVWHDG�RI�FROOHFWLQJ�VRXOV�IRU�WKH�OHJLRQV�RI�
the damned, you’re indulging your operatic fantasies.”

�³<RX�ZLOO�SD\�IRU�\RXU�LQVROHQFH��PRUWDO�´�7KH�GHYLO�URVH�WKUHDWHQLQJO\�IURP�
his chair, but Pietro held out a hand.

 “You cannot force us to bargain for our souls. But we will offer a deal for our 

OLYHV��D�JHQWOHPDQ¶V�DJUHHPHQW��/HW�XV�SHUIRUP�WKH�VHFRQG�DFW�´
�3LHWUR� DQG� ,VLGRUD� KHOG� WKHLU� EUHDWK� LQ� DQWLFLSDWLRQ� DV� WKH� GHYLO� SDXVHG� WR�

FRQVLGHU�WKH�GHDO��6ORZO\��WKH�YLOODLQ¶V�IXUURZHG�VFRZO�EURDGHQHG�EDFN�LQWR�KLV�
leering smirk.

³9HU\�ZHOO��,�DFFHSW�\RXU�FKDOOHQJH�´�KH�VDLG�ZLWK�D�ORZ�FKXFNOH��³,�VKDOO�SOD\�
WKH�WKDNXU�´�+H�VQDSSHG�KLV�¿QJHUV��DQG�D�FUDFNOLQJ�FULPVRQ�ULIW�RSHQHG��VSLWWLQJ�
out two tiny imps with leathery wings and coiled tails. They turned to Isidora and 

3LHWUR�ZLWK�PLVFKLHYRXV�JULQV��7KH�GHYLO�DVVLJQHG�WKHP�WKH�UROHV�RI�WKH�WKDNXU¶V�
ZLIH�DQG�WKH�9DULVLDQ�VHUYDQW��DQG�WKH\�JOHHIXOO\�GXJ�RXW�ZLJV�DQG�JRZQV�IURP�
his ragged collection.

�:LWK� D�ZDYH� RI� WKH� ¿HQG¶V� KDQG�� WKH� VWDJH�ZDV� KXQJ�ZLWK� URXJKO\�ZRUNHG�
scenery which glimmered in the pale light of the cellar lamps. In response, Isidora 
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KXPPHG�WKH�¿UVW�IHZ�PHDVXUHV�RI�3LHWUR¶V�PXVLF��7KH�QRWHV�OLQJHUHG�LQ�WKH�DLU��
gradually coalescing into a melody, as though a ghostly orchestra accompanied 

the makeshift performance.

�³3ODFHV�IRU�DFW�WZR�´�DQ�LPS�VKRXWHG�
�,VLGRUD¶V�EUHDWK�FDXJKW��DQG�VKH�JODQFHG�QHUYRXVO\�DW�3LHWUR�ZKR�VPLOHG�DV�KH�

QRGGHG��WDNLQJ�KLV�SODFH�EDFNVWDJH��6KH�LQKDOHG�VORZO\��ZLOOLQJ�KHU�QHUYHV�DZD\�
DQG�VXPPRQLQJ�KHU�YRFDO�FRQWURO�
�7KH�GHYLO¶V�VWDJH�ODFNHG�D�WUDSGRRU��VR�,VLGRUD�ÀRDWHG�WKURXJK�WKH�ZRRG�DQG�

VWRQH�ÀRRU��SRUWUD\LQJ�'DSKQH�HPHUJLQJ�IURP�KHU�KLGLQJ�SODFH��+HU�YRLFH�TXDYHUHG�
ZLWK�DQ[LHW\��ZDU\�RI�KHU�DXGLHQFH�DQG�WKH�SUHVVXUH�RI�SUHVHUYLQJ�ERWK�WKHLU�OLYHV��
7KHQ�3LHWUR¶V�YRLFH�FKLPHG�LQ��FDOPLQJ�KHU�IHDUV�ZLWK�LWV�ORYHO\�SODLQQHVV��7KHLU�
FKDUDFWHUV�VKHG�WKHLU�GLVJXLVHV��DQG�DV�&HEULDQ�SURPLVHG�WR�KHOS�'DSKQH�HVFDSH��
Isidora knew that Pietro was not pretending.

�$V�WKH\�VDQJ�WKH�GXHW��,VLGRUD�ZDWFKHG�WKH�GHYLO�FDUHIXOO\��7KLV�GXHW�LQYROYHG�
VRPH�RI�3LHWUR¶V�PRVW�UDGLFDO�FKDQJHV��%HOYXV¶�PXVLF�KDG�EHHQ�VR�FRPSDUDWLYHO\�
VWDOH��WHFKQLFDOO\�ÀDZOHVV�EXW�GLVSDVVLRQDWHO\�XQLPDJLQDWLYH��3LHWUR¶V�PXVLF��RQ�
WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��H[TXLVLWHO\�HYRNHG�WKH�WKULOOLQJ�URPDQFH�RI�WKH�VFHQH�
:KHQ�,VLGRUD�UHDFKHG�WKH�HQG�RI�KHU�IDYRULWH�SKUDVH��KHU�YRLFH�EHFDPH�VRIW��

DQG�DV�VKH�WULOOHG�WKH�¿QDO�QRWH��VKH�QRWLFHG�D�VLQJOH�WHDU�GURSSLQJ�GRZQ�WKH�GHYLO¶V�
cheek. Then his eyes widened in horror, and his expression settled into a hateful 

scowl.

�:KHQ�WKH�GXHW�¿QLVKHG��WKH�GHYLO�WRRN�WKH�VWDJH��8QXVHG�WR�3LHWUR¶V�FKDQJHV��
KH�VWXPEOHG�RFFDVLRQDOO\��ZKLFK�RQO\�LQWHQVL¿HG�KLV�UDJH��+H�PRUH�WKDQ�PDGH�XS�
IRU�KLV�IXPEOHV�ZLWK�WKH�IRUFH�RI�KLV�FKDUDFWHU��KRZHYHU��,Q�D�UHDO�WKHDWHU��KLV�YRLFH�
ZRXOG�QRW�KDYH�SURMHFWHG�SDVW�WKH�¿UVW�URZ��EXW�LQ�WKLV�VPDOO�VHWWLQJ��KLV�WKURDW\�
JURZO�FRQYH\HG�D�KXQJU\��PHQDFLQJ�WKDNXU��D�IDU�FU\�IURP�WKH�W\SLFDO�EXIIRRQLVK�
portrayals Isidora had witnessed.

�³+H¶V� IXULRXV�´�3LHWUR�ZKLVSHUHG� WR� ,VLGRUD�EDFNVWDJH��³,�VXSSRVH�,�FRXOGQ¶W�
DVN�IRU�D�EHWWHU�UHYLHZ��6RPHKRZ�,�GRXEW�WKLV�WKDNXU�ZLOO�ZDQW�WR�VRUW�WKLQJV�RXW�
LQ�WKH�HQG��,�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�KH¶OO�ZDQW�WR�DGPLW�ZH¶YH�ZRQ�´�3LHWUR�WLJKWHQHG�KLV�JULS�
on his sword. Their next entrance would mark the beginning of the chase scene, 

ZKHUH�WKH�WKDNXU�DWWHPSWV�WR�FDWFK�'DSKQH�DQG�&HEULDQ�
 “Please be careful,” Isidora responded. She blushed—until now she had only 

VSRNHQ�WR�KLP�DV�'DSKQH��+H�VPLOHG�JUDWHIXOO\�DQG�QRGGHG�
�7KH�¿QDO�QRWH�RI�WKH�GHYLO¶V�DULD�VLJQDOHG�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�FKDVH��,VLGRUD�

DQG�3LHWUR�FUHSW�RQ�VWDJH��WKHLU�ZDWFKIXOQHVV�ZDV�QR�DFW��
 ³4XLHW�´
�³6LOHQFH�´
�³,�FDQQRW�VHH��P\�ORYH�´
�³3HUKDSV�KHU�SURPLVH�LV�IRUJRW�´
�³%XW�KXVK²´
�³1R�ZRUGV�´
�³4XLHW�´ 

� ³6LOHQFH�´�WKH\�DOWHUQDWHG��FUHDWLQJ�D�V\QFRSDWHG�SLWWHU�SDWWHU�WKDW�PDWFKHG�
their pounding hearts—at least, how Isidora imagined her heart would pound.

 ³+D�´� WKH� GHYLO� EHOORZHG�� DQG� ,VLGRUD� EDUHO\� NHSW� KHUVHOI� IURP� VFUHDPLQJ��
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+H�SRXQFHG�LQ�EHWZHHQ�WKHP��VZLQJLQJ�KLV�VSLNHG�WDLO��³,�VPHOO� WZR�OLWWOH�UDWV��
ZKR�WKLQN�WKH\�FDQ�HVFDSH��/HW�WKHP�WU\��2K��OHW�WKHP�WU\�´ he sang, and his tail 

slammed into Pietro, knocking him off his feet. “Let us test your little opera in the 

7KHDWHU�RI�WKH�5HDO�´
�,VLGRUD�JDVSHG��3LHWUR�KDG�EDUJDLQHG�WKDW�WKH\�ZRXOG�¿QLVK�WKH�RSHUD��DQG�LI�

WKH�GHYLO� KDG� WR� DGPLW� WKDW� WKH�PXVLF�ZDV�QR� ORQJHU�%HOYXV¶�� KH�ZRXOG� VXUHO\�
kill Pietro before they completed the second act. Isidora watched in horror as 

the opera crumbled around her. Clearly, Pietro was wounded, and she knew the 

GHYLO¶V�ODVW�ZRUGV�ZHUH�QRW�LQ�WKH�VFULSW��7KH�GHYLO�ORRPHG�RYHU�3LHWUR�DV�WKH�SRHW�
struggled to get to his feet. It was time for Isidora to take the stage.

 ³0\�ORYH��ZH�DUH�GLVFRYHUHG�´ she sang, rising into the air, and as she hit her 

KLJKHVW�QRWH��VKH�VZRRSHG�GRZQ�XSRQ�WKH�GHYLO��LQÀLFWLQJ�WKH�SK\VLFDO�DQJXLVK�RI�
her ghostly presence upon him. She gasped in shock as his barbs stung her hands, 

WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�VKH�KDG�IHOW�SDLQ�LQ�QHDUO\�¿IW\�\HDUV��7KH�GHYLO�UHFRLOHG�LQ�IDU�ZRUVH�
agony, allowing Pietro to crawl away. 

�7KH�PXVLF�KXUULHG�RQ�DW�D�IUDQWLF�SDFH�WKDW�UHÀHFWHG�WKH�FKDRV�RI� WKH�FKDVH��
EXW�WKH�GHYLO�OHIW�,VLGRUD�DQG�3LHWUR�OLWWOH�URRP�IRU�ÀLJKW��+LV�LPPHQVLW\�¿OOHG�WKH�
VPDOO�VWDJH��VR�3LHWUR�YDXOWHG�RII�WKH�IURQW��7KH�¿HQG�SXUVXHG�KLP�UHOHQWOHVVO\�DV�
,VLGRUD�WUDLOHG�EHKLQG��7U\�DV�VKH�PLJKW��VKH�FRXOGQ¶W�GUDZ�WKH�GHYLO¶V�DWWHQWLRQ��
DQG�KLV�EDUEV�UHSHDWHGO\�IRXQG�3LHWUR¶V�ÀHVK��
�%\�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�WKH�DFW��WKH�GHYLO�KDG�VORZHG�D�VWHS��DQG�KLV�YLFLRXV�WDLO�VZXQJ�

ZLWK�OHVV�YLJRU��%XW�EORRG�VHHSHG�WKURXJK�3LHWUR¶V�FRVWXPH��DQG�,VLGRUD�FRXOG�VHH�
that it pained him to take the deep breaths needed to sustain his higher notes. Only 

KLV�VRQJ�VHHPHG�WR�NHHS�KLP�RQ�KLV�IHHW��+H�GUHZ�VWUHQJWK�IURP�WKH�O\ULFV�DV�WKH�
PHORG\�VKLHOGHG�KLP�IURP�FROODSVH�DQG�UHSHOOHG�WKH�ZRUVW�RI�WKH�GHYLO¶V�EDUEV��
(YHQ�VR��KLV�VWDPLQD�ZDV�IDGLQJ��DQG�HDFK�WLPH�WKH�GHYLO¶V�WDORQV�SLHUFHG�3LHWUR¶V�
ÀHVK��,VLGRUD�IHDUHG�LW�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�IDWDO�EORZ��

 ³$V�FRQVWDQW�DV�WKH�6RQJ�RI�WKH�6SKHUHV��DV�VXUH�DV�HYHU\�ULVLQJ�VXQ��VR�WR�\RX�
,¶OO�DOZD\V�EH��P\�ORYH�´�3LHWUR�VDQJ��UROOLQJ�XQGHUQHDWK�WKH�GHYLO¶V�VZLSLQJ�FODZ��

 ³&DWFK�WKHP��SXQLVK�WKHP��WHDFK�WKHP�WR�GHI\�PH�´�WKH�GHYLO¶V�EDVV�SRXQGHG�
constantly underneath their song as he bounded after Pietro. 

�,VLGRUD�ÀHZ�FORVH�RQ� WKH�GHYLO¶V�KHHOV��³,�DP�D�VKLS�¿[HG�RQ� LWV�FRXUVH��P\�
KHDUW�D�FRPSDVV�SRLQWLQJ�HYHU�QRUWK�WR�WKHH�´

 ³%XW�PLVWUHVV��GRQ¶W�\RX�WKLQN²´the imp gurgled as Isidora grasped it around 

WKH� QHFN� DQG� WRVVHG� LW� WR� WKH� VLGH�� WKH� IRXO� VHUYDQW� VKULYHOHG�XS� DQG�YDQLVKHG��
7KH�9DULVLDQ�VHUYDQW¶V�O\ULFV�KDG�QHYHU�EHHQ�WKDW�LPSRUWDQW��UHDOO\��<HW�DJDLQ��WKH�
GUDLQLQJ�KXQJHU�RI�,VLGRUD¶V�VSHFWUDO� IRUP�LQWHUUXSWHG� WKH�GHYLO¶V�DWWDFN�DJDLQVW�
Pietro.

 ³'HVSDLU� GRHV� FUHHS� LQWR�P\�KHDUW�� ,� IHDU�KH¶OO� QHYHU� OHW� XV� OHDYH²´Pietro 

paused as he impaled the imp playing the thakur’s wife, which had attempted to 

block his path. ³%XW�NQRZLQJ�DV�,�GR�WK\�ORYH�LV�WUXH��,¶OO�QHYHU�IHDU�´
 ³$K��%XW�IHDU�\RX�VKRXOG�´�WKH�GHYLO�VDQJ��
 Isidora swooped in, descending with the force of a tragic opera’s falling 

FKDQGHOLHUV��EXW�WKLV�WLPH�WKH�GHYLO�ZDV�ZDLWLQJ�IRU�KHU��$V�VKH�WRXFKHG�KLV�EDFN��
KLV� VSLQHV� VODPPHG� LQWR� KHU� ERVRP�� DQG� VKH�ÀHZ�EDFNZDUG� IHHOLQJ� DV� WKRXJK�
SLHFHV�RI�KHU�KHDUW�KDG�EHHQ�ULSSHG�RXW��:LVS\�WHQGULOV�RI�PLON\�HWKHU�XQUDYHOHG�
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around the hole in her chest.

�&U\LQJ�RXW��3LHWUR�UXVKHG�WKH�GHYLO�DQG�ZDV�VZDWWHG�DZD\��+LV�VZRUG�VNLWWHUHG�
DFURVV�WKH�ÀRRU��3LHWUR�VWRRG��ZLSLQJ�EORRG�DQG�VZHDW�IURP�KLV�H\HV��FRUQHUHG�DQG�
GHIHQVHOHVV�DJDLQVW�WKH�GHYLO¶V�QH[W�DVVDXOW�
�³:HOO��0DGDP�9HORQQLFD"´�WKH�¿HQG�URDUHG��³,W�LV�\RXU�OLQH��6D\�WKH�ZRUG��DQG�

WKH�PRUWDO�ZDONV�DZD\��<RX�NQRZ�P\�SULFH��<RXUV�LV�WKH�VRXO�,�KDYH�DOZD\V�ORQJHG�
for.”

�,VLGRUD�VWDUHG��VODFN�MDZHG��KHU�KHDUW�VLQNLQJ��+H�KDG�EHHQ�SOD\LQJ�ZLWK�WKHP�
DOO�DORQJ��6KH�KDG�EHHQ�FRQYLQFHG�3LHWUR�KDG�RXWVPDUWHG�WKH�PRQVWHU��EXW�WKH�GHYLO�
KDG�UHDOL]HG�KHU�ZHDNQHVV��ORYH��6KH�ZDQWHG�WR�VRE��ZDQWHG�WR�UDJH�DV�YHKHPHQWO\�
DV�VKH�KDG�ZKHQ�VKH�¿UVW�PDWHULDOL]HG��%XW� WKH�GHYLO�ZDV�ZDLWLQJ��DQG�VKH�KDG�
OLWWOH�FKRLFH��IRU�VKH�ZRXOG�QHYHU�RXWVPDUW�KLP��,VLGRUD�KXQJ�KHU�KHDG�KXPEO\�DQG�
drifted forward.

�7KH�GHYLO�ODXJKHG�WULXPSKDQWO\��³,�ORYH�SHUIRUPHUV�´
 It was true. She was an actress. What else could she do?

�³1R�´�3LHWUR�VKRXWHG��6KH�PHW�KLV�JD]H��H\HV�EULPPLQJ�ZLWK�HWKHUHDO�WHDUV�
 “I will not let him kill you,” she said softly and raised her hand, clearly a 

gesture of surrender. 

�7KH�GHYLO�VORZO\�WXUQHG��JULQQLQJ�PDOHYROHQWO\��KLV�DWWHQWLRQ�IRFXVHG�RQ�KLV�
QHZHVW�DFTXLVLWLRQ��6KH�VPLOHG��:LWK�D�VXGGHQ�ÀLFN�RI�KHU�ZULVW��3LHWUR¶V�VZRUG�
KXUWOHG�WKURXJK�WKH�DLU� LQWR�KLV�ZDLWLQJ�KDQG��7KH�GHYLO�ZKHHOHG�DURXQG�ZLWK�D�
ORRN� RI� VKRFN� WKDW� MXVWL¿HG� HYHU\� DZDUG� ,VLGRUD� KDG� HYHU� UHFHLYHG�� DQG� 3LHWUR�
VZXQJ�ZLOGO\�� LJQRULQJ� WKH�EDUEV� WKDW�SLHUFHG�KLV�DUPV�� ,VLGRUD�¿OOHG�KHU� OXQJV�
with air.

 ³1R�SRZHU��QRW�RI�GHDWK�RU�KHOO�FDQ�EUHDN�WKH�ERQGV�RI�WUXHVW�ORYH�´ she sang 

DQG�GHVFHQGHG�XSRQ�WKH�GHYLO��
�7KH�YLOODLQ�JULPDFHG�LQ�SDLQ�DQG�VWHSSHG�EDFN��PRWLRQLQJ�IRU�WKHP�WR�FRQWLQXH�

singing. 

�'DSKQH�DQG�&HEULDQ¶V�¿QDO�GXHW�KDG�DOZD\V�EHHQ�,VLGRUD¶V�IDYRULWH�SDUW�RI�WKH�
RSHUD��DQG�VKH�VDQJ�LW�QRZ�ZLWK�DOO�KHU�KHDUW��:LWK�XQEULGOHG�MR\�DW�WKHLU�YLFWRU\��
¿HUFH� GHWHUPLQDWLRQ� WR�PDNH� XS� IRU� DOO� WKH� SHUIRUPDQFHV� VKH� KDG�PLVVHG�� DQG�
tenderness for the partner who had so gallantly defended her, she poured what was 

left of her soul into the performance. 

6KH�QHDUO\�PLVVHG�WKH�GHYLO¶V�DSSURDFK�
�$V�WKH\�UHDFKHG�WKH�¿QDO�QRWHV�RI�WKHLU�GXHW��,VLGRUD�FDXJKW�WKH�¿HQG¶V�OXQJH�

out of the corner of her eye. Without breaking her song, she reached out and 

VHL]HG� WKH� GHYLO¶V� IDFH��+H� IRXJKW� DJDLQVW� KHU� JUDVS�� VSLQHV� SLHUFLQJ� KHU� KDQG��
but Isidora would not relent, and she willed her essence—her artistry—into his 

withering form. 

7KH�GHYLO�FROODSVHG�DW�WKHLU�IHHW�DQG�FUXPEOHG�LQWR�DVK�
�7KH� URRP¶V�GLVJXVWLQJ�GpFRU� IDGHG�� UHYHDOLQJ� DQ�RUGLQDU\�� GDPS�� DQG�GXVW\�

FHOODU� RFFXSLHG� E\� DQ� ROG� URWWLQJ� SODWIRUP�� WKH� JHP�HQFUXVWHG� WKURQH�� DQG� WKH�
GHYLO¶V�WKHDWULFDO�FROOHFWLRQ��3LHWUR�VWDJJHUHG�WR�WKH�WKURQH�
�³,�EHOLHYH�LI�ZH�EUHDN�WKHP���´�+H�VWDUWHG�SU\LQJ�RXW�RQH�RI�WKH�VWRQHV�IURP�LWV�

setting.

 “Allow me,” Isidora replied, clearing her throat. She then took in a deep breath 
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and hit the highest note in her range. One by one, each gem cracked and the souls 

contained within were released.

 The oldest souls continued on to Pharasma’s Boneyard, their material bodies 

KDYLQJ�ORQJ�VLQFH�SDVVHG�WKH�ERXQGV�RI�PRUWDO�H[LVWHQFH��7KH\�FXUWVLHG�WR�,VLGRUD�
and Pietro in thanks and drifted up toward eternal rest with expressions of 

WUDQTXLOLW\²H[FHSW�IRU�2FWDYLD��6KH�ÀRDWHG�XQHDVLO\�SDVW�KHU�QHPHVLV��KHU�IDFH�
VWULFNHQ�ZLWK�IHDU��,VLGRUD�VPLOHG�EHDWL¿FDOO\�DQG�ZDYHG�
�³,¶P�MXVW�UHSD\LQJ�WKH�IDYRU��GHDU��<RX�GLG��DIWHU�DOO��VDYH�P\�VRXO�IURP�D�GHYLO�´
�7KH�ODVW�WKUHH�JHPV�VKDWWHUHG�LQWR�D�VPDOO�YRUWH[�RI�VKLPPHULQJ�SDUWLFOHV�ZKLFK�

coalesced into the forms of the Bombasts’ three missing actresses. Souls reunited 

ZLWK�ERGLHV��&DUPLQGLD�DQG�WKH�RWKHU�JLUOV�ZRNH�GD]HGO\��3LHWUR�VLJKHG�LQ�UHOLHI��
WKHLU�SUHVHQFH�ZRXOG�VXUHO\�FOHDU�KLPVHOI�DQG�WKH�%RPEDVWV�RI�DQ\�ZURQJ�GRLQJ�

 Isidora looked on wistfully as Pietro directed the whimpering actresses up the 

staircase. An odd tugging tried to draw her away, and try as she might to remain 

in the Lyric Thorn, she knew she could not resist.

 Pietro paused on the middle of the stairs, waiting for her to follow. She shook 

her head.

�³,�KDYH�¿QLVKHG�P\�SDUW�RI�WKH�RSHUD��,�DP���IUHH�´�VKH�VDLG�ZLWK�D�ELWWHUVZHHW�
smile. 

�3LHWUR¶V�IDFH�IHOO��KH�VZDOORZHG�KDUG�DQG�DWWHPSWHG�WR�UHJDLQ�KLV�FRPSRVXUH��
“Thank you, for...”

�³1R��7KDQN�\RX.” She choked back tears and surrendered to the tugging. Best 

WR�IDGH�DZD\�TXLFNO\��EHIRUH�WKLV�EHFDPH�DQ\�PRUH�GLI¿FXOW��
�³:DLW�´�3LHWUR�FULHG��³<RX²\RX�KDYHQ¶W�WDNHQ�\RXU�FXUWDLQ�FDOO����´
�,VLGRUD�JULQQHG�PLVFKLHYRXVO\��+H�GLG�KDYH�D�SRLQW�

o~O~o

 As soon as Pietro returned backstage, Leandra cornered him, her altered gown 

stretched tightly around her stomach.

�³6ZHHW�JRGV��\RX¶UH�EOHHGLQJ�´
�3LHWUR�VKRRN�KHU�RII��³:H�QHHG�WR�¿QLVK�WKH�VKRZ�´
 “Where is she? The ghost—”

 “Gone.”

�/HDQGUD� ORRNHG�DW�KLP�ZLWK�D�FXULRXV�H[SUHVVLRQ� WKHQ�QRGGHG��³,¶OO�JR�¿QG�
Apolinar.”

 Pietro collapsed into Leandra’s armchair. The thrill of the performance had 

ZRUQ�RII��DQG�KH�FRXOG�IHHO�HYHU\�SXQFWXUH�ZRXQG�WKH�GHYLO¶V�EDUEV�KDG�OHIW� LQ�
KLP��%XW� GHVSLWH� KLV� SDLQ�� KLV�PLQG� FRXOG�RQO\� FRQWHPSODWH� RQH� WKLQJ�� ,VLGRUD�
9HORQQLFD�KDG�VXQJ�KLV�PXVLF��:LWK�KLP��$QG�QRZ��VKH�ZDV�JRQH�
�+H�FRXOG�KHDU�$SROLQDU�LPSURYLVH�DQ�HQGLQJ�WR�WKHLU�FREEOHG�WRJHWKHU�RSHUD��

The music struck, and the actors rushed back onstage for the curtain call. To 

KLV�VXUSULVH��WKHUH�ZDV�DSSODXVH��DQG�KH�KHDUG�WKH�DXGLHQFH�FDOO�IRU�'DSKQH�DQG�
Cebrian. Leandra wrapped a dressing gown around him to hide the blood and 

GUDJJHG� KLP� RQ� VWDJH�� GHVSLWH� KLV� SURWHVWV��+H� ERZHG�ZHDNO\�� FULQJLQJ� DV� KLV�
wounds reopened. 
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 Then, as one, the audience rose to its feet.

�7KH�HQWLUH�FRPSDQ\� WXUQHG� WR�ZDWFK�DV� ,VLGRUD�ÀRDWHG�XS� WKH�PLGGOH�RI� WKH�
VWDJH��RYHU�WKH�SODWIRUP�WKDW�KDG�VLJQL¿HG�WKH�WKDNXU¶V�SDODFH�DQG�GRZQ�LWV�VWHSV��
7KH�PXVLF�RI�WKH�YLROLQV�VRDUHG�DV�VKH�WRRN�FHQWHU�VWDJH��DQG�VKH�FXUWVLHG�GHHSO\�WR�
KHU�VWDQGLQJ�RYDWLRQ��,VLGRUD�KHOG�RXW�KHU�KDQGV�DQG�EHFNRQHG�WKH�HQWLUH�FRPSDQ\�
WR�WDNH�D�¿QDO�ERZ�
�:DYLQJ�DW� WKH�DXGLHQFH��VKH� WXUQHG�WR�3LHWUR�DQG�VPLOHG�VK\O\��6KH�KHOG�KLV�

JD]H�IRU�D�PRPHQW�DV�WKH�LQDGHTXDWH�ZRUGV�ÀRRGLQJ�WKURXJK�KHU�KHDG�GURZQHG�
out the clamor around her. She bowed, only and solely for him, and blew him a 

gentle kiss.

The strings performed a crescendo. Isidora looked up and drifted toward the 

OLJKWV�LQ�WKH�FHLOLQJ�DV�WKRXJK�ERUQH�XSZDUG�E\�WKH�PXVLF�LWVHOI��5HOHDVHG�IURP�
her entrapment, she shed her ghostly body, watching it dissipate in the air below. 

+HU�SXUH�VRXO�UDFHG�WKURXJK�WKH�FHLOLQJ�WRZDUG�WKH�RSHQ�DLU��DQG�¿QDOO\��DW�D�VKDUS�
blast from the horns, she was free.
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“P/((($6("´�1HWK\Q�ZKLQHG�IRU� WKH�KXQGUHGWK� WLPH�
LQ�WZR�GD\V��³,W¶V�D�RQFH�LQ�D�OLIHWLPH�FKDQFH��DQG�\RX�
RZH�PH�IRU�KHOSLQJ�\RX�SDVV�\RXU�QDY\�H[DPV�´

Cade drew a deep, calming breath and leaned back 

LQ�KLV�FKDLU��¿[LQJ�RQ�WKH�IDPLOLDU�EHDPV�RI�WKH�'HYLO¶V�
&URZQ¶V�FHLOLQJ��,W¶G�EHHQ�VL[�PRQWKV�VLQFH�KH¶G�OHIW�%UDVWOHZDUN�IRU�WKH�QDYDO�
DFDGHP\��DQG�WKLV�SXE�ZDV�WKH�RQO\�SODFH�LQ�WRZQ�KH�VWLOO�UHFRJQL]HG��WKH�RQO\�
place that felt like home since Uncle Ellippios died.  

&DGH�KDG�FRPH�KHUH�ZLWK�1HWK\Q��KRSLQJ�WKH\�FRXOG�KDYH�D�TXLHW�SLQW�WRJHWKHU��
but apparently he had other plans. Stupid plans. Cade drew a deep breath, 

VWUXJJOLQJ�WR�EH�SDWLHQW�ZLWK�KLV�IULHQG²EXW�SDWLHQFH�ZDV�SURYLQJ�HOXVLYH�
+H�OHDQHG�IRUZDUG�DEUXSWO\��JUDEELQJ�KLV�IULHQG�E\�WKH�WXQLF�DQG�KDXOLQJ�1HWK\Q�

DFURVV�WKH�WDEOH�XQWLO�WKH\�ZHUH�QRVH�WR�QRVH��³8VH�\RXU�KHDG��PDQ��,¶P�DQ�RI¿FHU�
LQ�WKH�LPSHULDO�QDY\�QRZ��P\�EURWKHU¶V�D�+HOONQLJKW��DQG�\RX¶UH�LQYLWLQJ�PH�WR�WKH�
secret apprenticeship ritual for one of the empire’s most wanted terrorists. Are you 

off your nut? I should probably arrest you for knowing about it.”

:LWK�D�ZDU\�JODQFH��1HWK\Q�UROOHG�KLV�H\HV��PXWWHULQJ��³,�NQRZ��7KDW¶V�ZK\�,�
need your help. After last month’s little...prank, I was put under restrictions to not 

OHDYH�WKH�FLW\��EXW�QR�RQH�ZLOO�WKLQN�WZLFH�LI�,¶P�ZLWK�WZR�RI�WKH�HPSLUH¶V�PRVW�
IDLWKIXO�\RXQJ�VHUYDQWV���´�KH�ZLQNHG�

The Selection

By Kalyna Conrad
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&DGH¶V�MDZ�QHDUO\�KLW�WKH�VWDLQHG�WDEOHWRS��³<RX�FRQYLQFHG�-XQR�WR�JR"�:KDW¶G�
you do, drug him?”

³%HWWHU�´�1HWK\Q�JULQQHG��³,�FDOOHG�LQ�D�IDYRU��+H¶V�HYHQ�DJUHHG�WR�EH�RQ�KLV��
DK�� OHDVW� LQIHUQDO� EHKDYLRU�´�+H� IURZQHG�� ³6SHDNLQJ� RI�ZKLFK�� ,� QHYHU� JRW� WKH�
chance to ask before you scurried off to basic training, but why did you sell out to 

WKH�HPSLUH�DQ\ZD\"�<RX�QHYHU�VHHPHG�DV�NHHQ�RQ�WKDW�ZKROH�µHQIRUFLQJ�WKH�ODZ¶�
thing as your brother.”

Instead of answering, Cade’s hand went to his belt and untied a pouch tied 

WKHUH��+H�GURSSHG�WKH�SRXFK�RQ�WKH�WDEOH�ZLWK�WKH�GLVWLQFWO\�KHDY\�FODQN�RI�PDQ\�
gold coins.

1HWK\Q¶V�H\HV�GURSSHG�WR�WKH�SXUVH�DQG�ZLGHQHG��³1LFH��:KDW¶V�WKDW��D�VLJQLQJ�
bonus?”

³%HWWHU�´�&DGH�JULQQHG��³WKDW¶V�WZR�ZHHN¶V�SD\��<RX�PLJKW�EH�KDSS\�OLYLQJ�RII�
the charity of the town and performing parlor tricks for simpletons, but I wanted 

something more. Who knows,” he shrugged, releasing his friend and reattaching 

KLV�SXUVH��³VRPHGD\�PD\EH�,¶OO�HYHQ�VHWWOH�GRZQ��¿QG�D�ZLIH���´
1HWK\Q� ORRNHG� JHQXLQHO\� GLVJXVWHG�� ³8JK�� � +RZ���QRUPDO�´� %XW� WKH� ORRN�

SDVVHG�TXLFNO\�DQG�KH�EULJKWHQHG��³$OO�WKH�PRUH�UHDVRQ�WR�KDYH�RQH�ODVW�DGYHQWXUH�
ZLWK�\RXU�ROG� IULHQG�1HWK\Q�´�+H�ZDJJOHG�KLV� H\HEURZV�� ³+PP"�:KDW¶G�\RX�
VD\"�<RX�RZH�PH�´

“I don’t know,” Cade frowned. “Seems risky...and treasonous. I don’t really 

ZDQW�WR�MHRSDUGL]H�P\�QHZ�FRPPLVVLRQ�RQ�RQH�RI�\RXU�FUD]\�ZKLPV�´
³<RX¶UH� WXUQLQJ� LQWR� -XQR�� \RX� NQRZ"´� 1HWK\Q� SRXWHG�� ³$OO� JORU\� WR� WKH�

HPSLUH��EODK��EODK��EODK�´�+H�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��³<RXU�8QFOH�(OOLSSLRV�ZRXOG�KDYH�
been so disappointed.”  

Cade shrugged, “I can deal with that.”

³3OHDVH"´�1HWK\Q�EHJJHG�DJDLQ��³<RX�NQRZ�,¶YH�ZDQWHG�WKLV�P\�ZKROH�OLIH��
and this is my only shot. Adronus Thistleclip only takes a new apprentice once 

HYHU\�KXQGUHG�\HDUV�´
³,�NQRZ�´�&DGH�PXWWHUHG��ZLVKLQJ�KLV�IULHQG�ZRXOG�NHHS�KLV�YRLFH�GRZQ��³DQG�

KH¶V�QHYHU�WDNHQ�D�KXPDQ�DSSUHQWLFH��UHPHPEHU"´
³$K�´�KLV�IULHQG�JULQQHG��³EXW�KRZ�PDQ\�KXPDQV�KDYH�WKH�WUDLQLQJ�,�GR"�,W¶V�P\�

GHVWLQ\�WR�EH�D�JUHDW�VRUFHUHU��&DGH��ZK\�HOVH�ZRXOG�,�EH�QDPHG�DIWHU�WKH�JRG�RI�
PDJLF"�/RRN��,¶YH�OHDUQHG�DV�PXFK�DV�,�FDQ�LQ�WKLV�EDFNZDWHU�WRZQ��$SSUHQWLFLQJ�
to the great Adronus is the next logical step.”

7U\LQJ�QRW�WR�JDJ�DW�WKH�VWDU�VWUXFN�H[SUHVVLRQ�LQ�KLV�IULHQG¶V�GDUN�H\HV��&DGH�
VLJKHG��³:HOO��,�VXSSRVH�LW�LV�NLQG�RI�D�RQFH�LQ�D�OLIHWLPH�H[SHULHQFH���DQG�ZKR¶V�
UHDOO\�JRLQJ�WR�¿QG�RXW��ULJKW"´�+H�JODQFHG�XQFHUWDLQO\�DW�1HWK\Q��ZKR�QRGGHG�
HPSKDWLFDOO\��DQG�VFRZOHG��³)LQH��,¶OO�JR�´�+H�FXW�RII�1HWK\Q¶V�WULXPSKDQW�JULQ�
ZLWK�D�JHVWXUH��³%XW�,�KDYH�RQH�FRQGLWLRQ��LI�ZH�JHW�FDXJKW��\RX�KDYH�WR�VD\�\RX�
WULFNHG�PH��RU�IRUFHG�PH��RU���´�KH�ZDYHG�D�KDQG��³ZKDWHYHU��3RLQW�LV��\RX¶OO�WDNH�
WKH�IDOO��,�ZRQ¶W�ORVH�P\�FRPPLVVLRQ�RYHU�WKLV��8QGHUVWDQG"´

³2I� FRXUVH�´� 1HWK\Q� EUHH]HG�� SDWWLQJ� &DGH¶V� FKHHN�� ³,� SURPLVH� \RX�ZRQ¶W�
UHJUHW�WKLV��,¶OO�PHHW�\RX�RXWVLGH�WKH�1RUWK�*DWH�DW�VXQGRZQ�´�+H�VWRRG�WR�OHDYH��
SDXVHG�DQG�VDLG��³2K��DQG�&DGH"�1R�ZHDSRQV�WRQLJKW���DQG�GLWFK�WKDW�VKLQ\�QHZ�
XQLIRUP�RI�\RXUV��RND\"�,PSHULDO�RI¿FHUV�DUHQ¶W�SDUWLFXODUO\�ZHOFRPH�LQ�$GURQXV¶�
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Glade.”

&DGH� RSHQHG� KLV�PRXWK� WR� GHOLYHU� D� VQDSS\� UHWRUW�� EXW�1HWK\Q� KDG� DOUHDG\�
YDQLVKHG�

o~O~o

&DGH� ZDV� QHUYRXV�� +H¶G� PDQDJHG� WR� VFURXQJH� D� QRQGHVFULSW� RXW¿W� DORQJ�
with a hooded cloak that hid most of his features, but he still felt exposed—and 

YXOQHUDEOH��,Q�IDFW��KH�ZDV�FHUWDLQ�WKDW�HYHU\�PHPEHU�RI�WKH�UHEHO�FURZG�DURXQG�
KLP�FRXOG�UHDG�³XQDUPHG�SURSHUW\�RI�KHU�,PSHULDO�0DMHVWUL[´�DOO�DFURVV�KLV�IDFH�

+H�VFDQQHG�WKH�VHD�RI�XQIDPLOLDU�IDFHV��VHDUFKLQJ�IRU�KLV�EURWKHU��³,�WKRXJKW�
\RX�VDLG�-XQR�ZDV�FRPLQJ�´�KH�JURZOHG�WKURXJK�KLV�WHHWK�DW�1HWK\Q�ZKR�VWRRG�
beside him, practicing his magic.

+LV�IULHQG�GLGQ¶W�HYHQ�JODQFH�XS�IURP�WKH�WLQ\��LPSRVVLEO\�FRORUHG�ÀDPH�KH¶G�
FRD[HG�LQWR�GDQFLQJ�RQ�KLV�SDOP��³2K��JHW�ZLWK�LW��7KDW�ZDV�D�MRNH�´�KH�VPLUNHG��
³<RX�NQRZ�,�FRXOGQ¶W�WHOO�KLP�DERXW�WKLV��+H¶G�MXVW�ZDQW�WR�FUDVK�WKH�SDUW\�ZLWK�
DOO�KLV�+HOONQLJKW�IULHQGV�´

&DGH�FOHQFKHG�KLV�¿VWV�DQG�UHVLVWHG�WKH�XUJH�WR�VWUDQJOH�KLV�FKHHN\�EHVW�IULHQG��
7KDW�VRUW�RI�YLROHQW�RXWEXUVW�ZRXOG�VXUHO\�GUDZ�XQZDQWHG�DWWHQWLRQ��³%XW�,�RQO\�´

³6KK�´�1HWK\Q�LQWHUUXSWHG��KROGLQJ�XS�KLV�QRZ�HPSW\�KDQG��³$GURQXV�LV�KHUH�´
Cade grumbled, but fell obediently silent.

$Q�DZHG�KXVK�VHWWOHG�RYHU�WKH�FURZG��$FURVV�WKH�FOHDULQJ��D�ZKLWH�JROG�OLJKW�
appeared from behind the trees, turning them into gnarled silhouettes. It grew and 

VSUHDG�VWHDGLO\��FXUYLQJ�DURXQG�WKH�LQQHU�URZ�RI�WUHHV�OLNH�ZDWHU�ÀRZLQJ�DJDLQVW�
DQ� LQYLVLEOH� VKLHOG�� ,Q� VSLWH�RI�KLPVHOI��&DGH�ZDV� LPSUHVVHG�E\� WKH� VKRZ�� ,Q�D�
heartbeat, the light had completely enclosed the glade and the small gathering of 

gnomes and humans within.

$OO�H\HV�VQDSSHG�WR�WKH�IDU�VLGH�RI�WKH�FOHDULQJ�ZKHUH�DQ�DPHWK\VW�KDLUHG�JQRPH�
ZDV�VWHSSLQJ�RXW�IURP�EHWZHHQ�WZR�SDUWLFXODUO\�PLVVKDSHQ�WUHHV��+H�ZDV�VKRUWHU�
than Cade expected, but that didn’t diminish the air of otherworldly power and 

LQWHOOLJHQFH�WKDW�SXOVHG�DURXQG�KLP��+LV�NHHQ�DPEHU�H\HV�VFDQQHG�WKH�FURZG��DV�
though he were searching for someone he didn’t quite recognize. When his gaze 

UHDFKHG�&DGH�� WKRVH�H\HV�QDUURZHG�� WKHLU�JHP�OLNH�GHSWKV� OLJKWLQJ�XS�ZLWK� WKH�
VDPH�ORRN�8QFOH�(OOLSSLRV¶�H\HV�KDG�ZKHQHYHU�VRPHWKLQJ�QHZ�FDXJKW�KLV�LQWHUHVW��
&DGH�VWDUWHG�WR�ZRQGHU�LI�KH¶G�EHHQ�GLVFRYHUHG�IRU�KLV�OR\DOW\�WR�WKH�0DMHVWUL[�DQG�
tensed, ready for anything—but the moment ended abruptly and the gnome’s eyes 

PRYHG�RQ��KLV�JD]H�VOLSSLQJ�RYHU�1HWK\Q�DQG�JUD]LQJ�DFURVV�WKH�UHVW���
2QFH�KH¶G� VWXGLHG� HDFK�RI� WKH� VHYHQW\�RU�VR� FDQGLGDWHV��$GURQXV� UDLVHG�KLV�

twisted wooden staff high in the air, the gems and metal trinkets tied to it clinking 

RPLQRXVO\�DV�KH�VODPPHG�WKH�EXWW�RI�WKH�VWLFN�LQWR�WKH�HDUWK�ZLWK�D�WRRWK�MDUULQJ�
rumble.

$IWHU�D�EUHDWK��KH�VSRNH�ZLWK�D�YRLFH�WRR�ODUJH�IRU�KLV�VL]H��³7KH�6HOHFWLRQ�KDV�
been made. You may disperse.”

&DGH� ZDV� FRQIXVHG�� DQG� WUXWK� EH� WROG�� D� OLWWOH� GLVDSSRLQWHG�� +H� JODQFHG� DW�
1HWK\Q��³:KDW�MXVW�KDSSHQHG"�:KR�GLG�KH�SLFN"´

1HWK\Q�WRVVHG�D�JODQFH�XS�DW�&DGH�DQG�ZLOIXOO\�WKUXVW�KLV�KDQG�LQWR�WKH�JROGHQ�
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wall. Sighing miserably, he looked back at Cade with hurt in his black eyes, 

GLVDSSRLQWHG�KH�FRXOG�PRYH�KLV�KDQG�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK�WKURXJK�WKH�JROGHQ�OLJKW�MXVW�
EHKLQG�WKHP��³,W¶V�VLPSOH��,I�\RX¶UH�DEOH�WR�OHDYH�WKH�JODGH��\RX�ZHUHQ¶W�FKRVHQ��
&RPH�RQ��,�WKLQN�LW¶V�JRQQD�WDNH�DQ�DOO�QLJKW�YLVLW�DW�WKH�'HYLO¶V�&URZQ�WR�JHW�WKLV�
taste of defeat out of my mouth.”

All around them the clearing emptied, gnomes and humans slipping between 

WKH�WUHHV�LQ�HYHU\�GLUHFWLRQ��SDVVLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�OLQJHULQJ�EDUULHU�RI�JROGHQ�OLJKW�
DQG�GLVDSSHDULQJ�LQWR�WKH�IDGLQJ�KD]H�RI�ODYHQGHU�WZLOLJKW�EH\RQG��&DGH�SDWWHG�
1HWK\Q�RQ�WKH�VKRXOGHU��VWLOO�QRW�VXUH�ZKDW� MXVW�KDSSHQHG�EXW�HDJHU� WR�KHOS�KLV�
friend feel better. “All right let’s go, I’ll buy.”

)ODVKLQJ�KLP�D�EULHI��KDOI�KHDUWHG�VPLOH�1HWK\Q�WXUQHG�DQG�SDVVHG�HIIRUWOHVVO\�
WKURXJK�WKH�JROGHQ�OLJKW��&DGH�WRVVHG�D�¿QDO�ZDU\�JODQFH�DW�WKH�P\VWHULRXV�DPEHU�
H\HG�JQRPH�ZKR�VWRRG��¿[HG�DQG�ZDLWLQJ��LQ�WKH�FOHDULQJ��DQG�WXUQHG�WR�IROORZ�
his friend.  

+H�ZDONHG�VWUDLJKW�LQWR�D�ZDOO�
With a surprised yelp he bounced off the golden light, stumbling backwards 

DQG�ODQGLQJ�¿UPO\�RQ�KLV�UXPS��3DQLFNLQJ��KH�OHDSW�EDFN�WR�KLV�IHHW�DQG�UXVKHG�
WR� WKH� GHFHSWLYHO\� WUDQVOXFHQW�ZDOO� RI� OLJKW�� SXVKLQJ� GHVSHUDWHO\� WR� ¿QG� D�ZD\�
WKURXJK��6RPHWKLQJ�ZDV�YHU\��YHU\�ZURQJ��2Q�WKH�RWKHU�VLGH�KH�FRXOG�VWLOO� MXVW�
EDUHO\�PDNH�RXW�KLV�IULHQG¶V�VKDGRZ\�IRUP�DV�LW�PRYHG�WKURXJK�WKH�ZRRGV��IDGLQJ�
into the darkening night.  

%UHDWKOHVV�ZLWK�IHDU�KH¶G�QHYHU�IHOW�EHIRUH��&DGH�SRXQGHG�WKH�ZDOO�DJDLQ�DQG�
VKRXWHG��³1HWK\Q��ZDLW�´

$�VPDOO�KDQG�IHOO�RQ�KLV�DUP��FDOP�HPDQDWLQJ�IURP�WKH�WRXFK�DV�D�VRIW�YRLFH�
VDLG��³+H�FDQ¶W�KHDU�\RX�´

Cade threw off his hood, fear taking hold as he rounded on the gnome. “What’s 

WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�WKLV"�,�VKRXOG�ZDUQ�\RX��,¶P�D�OLHXWHQDQW�LQ�+HU�,QIHUQDO�0DMHVWUL[¶V�
LPSHULDO�QDY\��,I�\RX�KDUP�PH��\RXU�SXQLVKPHQW�ZLOO�EH�VZLIW�DQG�PHUFLOHVV�´

The gnome laughed, clearly surprised and delighted by Cade’s outburst, “Oh 

\HV��\RX¶UH�SHUIHFW���DQG�VXFK�D�VHQVH�RI�KXPRU�WRR�´
'RLQJ�KLV�EHVW�WR�LQWLPLGDWH�WKH�JLJJOLQJ�OLWWOH�PDQ��&DGH�GUHZ�KLPVHOI�XS�WR�

his full height, threw his shoulders back and boomed, “I command you to stop 

laughing and tell me what’s going on here.”

“You’re my new apprentice, you blustering young braggart, that’s what’s going 

on,” he said, all hint of mirth gone from his countenance, “and you’re going to 

OHDUQ�HYHU\WKLQJ�,�KDYH�WR�WHDFK²�ZKHWKHU�\RX�OLNH�LW�RU�QRW��,�ZLOO�QRW�VLW�E\�DQG�
watch your gifts go to waste.”

³<RXU�DSSUHQWLFH"´�&DGH�IURZQHG��³%XW�����1R��<RX�PXVW¶YH�PDGH�D�PLVWDNH��
1HWK\Q¶V�WKH�RQH�ZKR�ZDQWHG�WKLV�KRQRU����,�FDQ�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�PLVWDNH��ZH�ZHUH�
VWDQGLQJ�ULJKW�QH[W� WR�HDFK�RWKHU��/RRN��,�JDYH�XS�VRUFHU\�D� ORQJ�WLPH�DJR�DQG�
KDYHQ¶W�ORRNHG�EDFN�VLQFH�´��

7KH� JQRPH¶V� H\HV� JOLQWHG� ZLWK� PLVFKLHI�� ³,� NQRZ²EXW� \RX� KDYH� VXFK�
wonderful potential.”

&DGH�JURDQHG��³2K���1HWK\Q¶OO�EH�OLYLG�ZKHQ�KH�¿QGV�RXW�´
$GURQXV�JULQQHG�ZLFNHGO\��³2I�FRXUVH�KH�ZLOO����DQG�ZRQ¶W�WKDW�EH�IXQ�´�+H�

VWDUWHG�WXJJLQJ�&DGH�EDFN�DFURVV�WKH�FOHDULQJ��³1RZ�FRPH�DORQJ�´
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“But—” Cade mumbled.

The gnome stopped and turned to look at him, understanding dawning within 

KLV�JROGHQ�H\HV��³2K��RI�FRXUVH��ZKHUH�DUH�P\�PDQQHUV"�0\�QDPH�LV�$GURQXV�
Thistleclip and you’re Cade, son of Armyn, student of my old friend, Ellippios, 

but you can call me master and I’ll call you apprentice. Yes, that has a nice ring 

WR�LW���VXLWDEO\�RI¿FLDO��,�WKLQN����<RX�KXPDQV�OLNH�WKLQJV�RI¿FLDO��GRQ¶W�\RX"�,�FDQ�
QHYHU�UHPHPEHU���´

:LWK�D�FRQIXVHG�QRG��&DGH�IHOO�IDFH�¿UVW�LQWR�D�QXPE�VHQVH�RI�DFFHSWDQFH�DV�
the gnome resumed walking, leading him down a path that would take him to his 

destiny.
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%\�%�5��%HDUGHQ

“R(9(/�+$67,1*"´�
The young man stood as his name was called. Of all 

WKH�IRON�ZDLWLQJ�LQ�WKH�VXPPRQLQJ�KDOO�RI�WKH�+RXVH�
of Inquisition, he alone showed no sign of fear. In 

DSSHDUDQFH�KH�ZDV�XQOLNH�DQ\�W\SLFDO�&KHOD[LDQ��KH�
didn’t adorn the humble and honest attire of a merchant or tradesman, but instead 

wore gray trousers and shirt, with a dark gray cloak, as if bound for the opera. 

The man calling his name wore somber black robes and turned to lead the way 

GRZQ�WKH�KDOO��5HYHO�IROORZHG��KLV�VRIW�ERRWV�VRXQGLQJ�PXIÀHG�LQ�FRQWUDVW�WR�WKH�
VKDUS�FOLFN�RI�WKH�RI¿FLDO¶V�SROLVKHG�ERRWV���

7KRXJK� WKLV� ZDV� KLV� ¿UVW� YLVLW�� 5HYHO� SUHVHQWHG� DQ� DLU� RI� IDPLOLDULW\� DV� KH�
ZDONHG�LQ�WKH�SODFH��+LV�GDUN�H\HV�DSSHDUHG�XQFRQFHUQHG�E\�WKH�VWDWXHV�RI�¿HQGV�
DQG�GHYLOV�GLVSOD\HG�DORQJ�WKH�ZDOOV��%XW�ZDONLQJ�DORQJ�WKH�KDOOV�RI�WKH�+RXVH�RI�
Inquisition, one had good reason to feel frightened. These statues did not resemble 

WKH� W\SLFDO� RQHV� WKDW� GHSLFWHG� JUHDWQHVV� DQG� EHQHYROHQFH� WKURXJKRXW� WKH� FLW\��
7KHVH�ZHUH�RI�QDNHG�HYLO�XSRQ�VWRQH�IDFHV��LQWHQGHG�WR�FDXVH�IHDU��5HYHO�IHOW�WKH�
LWFK�RI�D�EXUQ�VFDU�RQ�KLV�OHIW�IRUHDUP�DV�KH�SDVVHG�WKH�IHDUVRPH�IRUPV��1RWLFLQJ�
WKH�RI¿FLDO�DKHDG�JODQFLQJ�EDFN��KH�UHVLVWHG�WKH�XUJH�WR�UXE�LW��,QVWHDG��KH�FDVXDOO\�
straightened the front of his shirt, feeling the comforting holy symbol of Iomedae 
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beneath the fabric. 

� 7KH� RI¿FLDO� VWRSSHG� EHIRUH� DQ� RUQDWHO\� FDUYHG� GRRU�� VSRNH� D� ZRUG� LQ� WKH�
,QIHUQDO�WRQJXH�EHIRUH�WRXFKLQJ�WKH�KDQGOH��DQG�VZXQJ�WKH�SRUWDO�RSHQ��+H�VWRRG�
DVLGH�� LQFOLQLQJ� KLV� KHDG� VOLJKWO\�� ELGGLQJ� 5HYHO� HQWU\�� ZKLFK� KH� GLG� ZLWKRXW�
KHVLWDWLRQ��,UULWDWLRQ�DW� WKH�\RXQJ�PDQ¶V�QRQFKDODQW�DWWLWXGH�ZDV�HYLGHQW�RQ�WKH�
RI¿FLDO¶V�WKLQ�IDFH�DV�KH�FORVHG�WKH�GRRU�DQG�ZDONHG�DZD\��

7KH� FKDPEHU�ZDV� ODUJH� DQG�ZHOO� DSSRLQWHG��ZLWK� GDUN�SDQHOHG�ZDOOV�� WKLFN�
EORRG�UHG�FDUSHW��DQG�H[SHQVLYH�IXUQLWXUH��7KH�EODFN�DQG�UHG�ÀDJ�RI�&KHOLD[�KXQJ�
RQ�WKH�ZDOO�EHKLQG�D�JUDQLWH�WRSSHG�GHVN��$W�WKH�GHVN��D�EDOG�PDQ�VDW�LQ�D�KLJK�
EDFNHG�FKDLU�� D�¿YH�SRLQWHG� VWDU�RI�$VPRGHXV� FDUYHG� LQWR� WKH�ZRRG�DERYH�KLV�
head. Like the escort, he wore a black robe with elaborate red stitching worked 

LQWR� WKH� FROODU� DQG� FXIIV�� 7KLQ� H\HEURZV� DUFKHG� DERYH� H\HV� WKDW� JOLQWHG� OLNH�
REVLGLDQ��+H�JHVWXUHG�WR�D�VPDOOHU�FKDLU�EHIRUH�WKH�GHVN�DQG�WKH�\RXQJ�PDQ�VDW��

�³5HYHO�+DVWLQJ��,�DP�3URWHFWRUDWH�1DUYHOLXV�&KXUHO��/HW�PH�H[WHQG�P\�UHJUHW�
at the loss of your father.” 

+LV�YRLFH�ZDV�VLON\�DQG�GHYRLG�RI�DQ\�HPRWLRQ��HVSHFLDOO\�FRPSDVVLRQ��
³+H�ZDV� D� ¿QH� RI¿FHU�� D�PRGHO�+HOONQLJKW��7KH�2UGHU� RI� WKH�*RG�&ODZ� LV�

lessened by his passing. Perhaps you intend to follow in his footsteps?”

³1RW�OLNHO\�´�WKH�\RXQJ�PDQ�VSRNH�UHVROXWHO\��
$�ÀLFNHU�RI�VXUSULVH�VKRQH�LQ�1DUYHOLXV¶V�H\HV��
“You are blunt, as was your father. A useful trait, at the proper time. This is not 

that time.”

³,�DSRORJL]H�´�5HYHO�UHSOLHG��
1DUYHOLXV�ZDYHG�LW�DVLGH��³1R�QHHG��,W¶V�D�PLVVWHS��QRW�D�GHDO�EUHDNHU�”
³+DYH�\RX�IRXQG�P\�IDWKHU¶V�NLOOHU"´
³1R��ZH�KDYH�QRW��7KH�2UGHU�RI�WKH�6FDU�LV�LQYHVWLJDWLQJ��DV�PXUGHU�LV�WKHLU�

UHDOP��<RX�ZHUH� LQIRUPHG�0DUDOLFWRU�'DUNXV�ZDV� DWWDFNHG� IURP�EHKLQG�ZKLOH�
on his way home after his watch. What you were not told I will tell you now. 

7KH�ZRXQGV�ZHUH�MDJJHG��DV�LI�WZR�VHUUDWHG�EODGHV�VWUXFN�LQWR�KLV�EDFN��7KH�5HG�
0DQWLV�LV�VXVSHFWHG�´

5HYHO� IURZQHG�� ³$� 5HG� 0DQWLV"�:K\� ZRXOG� VXFK� H[SHUWLVH� EH� HPSOR\HG�
DJDLQVW�D�PLG�OHYHO�+HOONQLJKW�RI¿FHU"�$UH�WKH\�QRW�H[SHQVLYH�DVVDVVLQV"´

³9HU\��'XNH�.RWDURV�ZDV�NLOOHG�E\�D�5HG�0DQWLV�GXULQJ�WKH�FLYLO�ZDUV�IROORZLQJ�
the death of Aroden, and, so goes the tale, the fee was a castle in Andoran.”

³6XFK�D�IHH�IRU�D�GXNH��SHUKDSV²EXW�D�0DUDOLFWRU"´
³%XW«QRW�DOO�FRQWUDFWV�ZLWK�WKH�5HG�0DQWLV�GHPDQG�VXFK�D�IHH��,Q�SRLQW�RI�

IDFW�� IHZ�GR�� ,I� RQH� KDV� WKH� ULJKW� HQHPLHV�� DQG� WKH\� KDYH� WKH� UHTXLUHG� JROG�� D�
EDUJDLQ�PD\�EH�VWUXFN��'LG�\RXU�IDWKHU�KDYH�HQHPLHV"´

5HYHO�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��³+H�VSRNH�OLWWOH�RI�KLV�GXWLHV��,Q�IDFW��KH�VSRNH�OLWWOH�DIWHU�
my mother passed.”

“Ah, yes. A priestess of Iomedae, was she not? She died in an accident?”

³$�¿UH��6KH�GLHG�WU\LQJ�WR�VDYH�IRON�GXULQJ�D�¿UH�WKDW�VZHSW�RQH�RI�WKH�&KHDSVLGH�
GLVWULFWV��ZKHQ�WKH�KRXVHV�ZHUH�WRUQ�GRZQ�WR�EXLOG�WKH�HDVWHUQ�3URVSHFW�´�5HYHO�
IHOW�WKH�LWFK�RQ�KLV�IRUHDUP�UHWXUQ��DQ�LQMXU\�IURP�WKH�VDPH�¿UH��

1DUYHOLXV�VWDUHG�LQWHQWO\�DW�WKH�\RXQJ�PDQ��WR�UHDG�DFFXVDWLRQ�LQ�KLV�IDFH��0DQ\�
FLWL]HQV�ZHUH�XQKDSS\�ZLWK�WKH�UHPRYDO�RI�WKRVH�ROG�EXLOGLQJV��,Q�WKHLU�SODFH�WKH\�
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EXLOW�EURDG�DYHQXHV��FDOOLQJ�WKHP�7KH�3URVSHFWV��DQG�WKH\�UDQ�QRUWK�WR�VRXWK�DQG�
HDVW�WR�ZHVW�RI�7KUXQH�6TXDUH��1DUYHOLXV�DQG�RWKHUV�SUR¿WHG�KDQGVRPHO\�IURP�WKH�
SURMHFW��WKRXJK�LW�ZDVQ¶W�JHQHUDO�NQRZOHGJH��7KH�3URWHFWRUDWH�VFUXWLQL]HG�5HYHO��
ZDLWLQJ�IRU�VRPHWKLQJ��EXW�LW�QHYHU�FDPH��,I�WKH�\RXQJ�PDQ�KHOG�UHVHQWPHQW��KH�
contained it well, he thought. 

³7KH�UHQRYDWLRQV�RI�WKH�FLW\��DODV��ZHUH�QRW�ZLWKRXW�FRVW��%XW�DV�WR�\RXU�SDUHQWV��
,RPHGDH�DQG�$VPRGHXV�KDYH�LQ�FRPPRQ�WKH�5XOH�RI�/DZ��<RXU�PRWKHU�DQG�IDWKHU�
UHÀHFWHG�WKDW�WUDGLWLRQ�RI�VHUYLQJ�WKH�JUHDWHU�QHHG�´�

The man rose, went to a cabinet, and returned to the desk with a bundle of red 

YHOYHW�FORWK��+H�VSUHDG�WKH�FRQWHQWV�RQ�WKH�WDEOH��D�OHDWKHU�EHOW�SRXFK��D�UHG�VDVK��
and a long sword in a worn scabbard.   

�³7KH�DVVDVVLQ�WRRN�ZKDWHYHU�FRLQ�WKH�SRXFK�KHOG��+LV�DUPRU�ZDV�FODLPHG�E\�
WKH�+HOONQLJKWV�´

5HYHO�VWRRG�DQG�OLIWHG�WKH�VZRUG��VOLGLQJ�LW�D�KDQG¶V�EUHDGWK�IURP�WKH�VFDEEDUG��
,W�KDG�D�VLOYHU�EDVNHW�KLOW�DQG�D�JULS�RI�EODFN�GUDJRQ�KLGH��7KH�EODGH�ZDV�GXOO�JUD\�
with a bright edge, etched with runes. It was an heirloom of his family for many 

generations. 

³:K\�QRW�WDNH�KLV�VZRUG"´�5HYHO�DVNHG��³,W�LV�HQFKDQWHG��WKH�RQO\�WUHDVXUH�RI�
WKH�+DVWLQJ�OLQH�´

1DUYHOLXV�VKUXJJHG��³,W� LV�DOVR�YHU\�GLVWLQFWLYH�DQG�ZRXOG�EH�HDV\� WR�XVH�DV�
D�IRFXV�IRU�WKRVH�ZKR�NQRZ�WKH�DUWV�RI�GLYLQDWLRQ��ZKDW�VRPH�FDOO�µVFU\LQJ�¶�WR�
discern information about the one who possesses it. It is your sword now, sad the 

circumstance that makes it so. If we learn more about your father’s death, I will 

see that you are contacted.”

o~O~o

2XWVLGH�WKH�+RXVH�RI�,QTXLVLWLRQ��5HYHO�ZUDSSHG�WKH�UHG�VDVK�DURXQG�KLV�ZDLVW�
DQG�EHOWHG�WKH�VZRUG�RYHU�LW��,W�KXQJ�QDWXUDOO\�IURP�KLV�KLS��$V�D�FKLOG�DW�WLPHV��KH�
had snatched the sword from where his father kept it when he slept. It had seemed 

KHDY\�DQG�FXPEHUVRPH�ZKHQ�KH�ZDV�D�ER\��EXW�LW�IHOW�OLJKW�DQG�EDODQFHG�WR�WKH�
\RXQJ�PDQ�QRZ��+LV�IDWKHU�XVHG�WR�WHDFK�KLP�VZRUG�SOD\��DQG�GXULQJ�WKRVH�WLPHV�
they used ordinary swords. Only once had his father let him try the sword, fencing 

at shadows on a moonlit night, in the little garden behind their home.

³:K\�WKH�VLOYHU�EDVNHW"´�KH�KDG�DVNHG��
³6LOYHU�KDUPV�GHYLOV�´�KLV�IDWKHU�H[SODLQHG��UXQQLQJ�KLV�¿QJHUV�RYHU�WKH�¿QHO\�

PDGH�EDVNHW�KLOW��³7KRXJK�&KHOLD[�LV�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�+HOO��RQH�PLJKW�KDYH�WR�¿JKW�D�
GHYLO��MXVW�DV�RQH�PLJKW�¿JKW�D�&KHOD[LDQ�WKDW�EURNH�WKH�ODZ�´

³7KHQ�ZK\�QRW�D�VLOYHU�EODGH"´
³6LOYHU�GRHVQ¶W�KROG�DQ�HGJH�´�KLV� IDWKHU�ZLQNHG��³%HVLGHV�� WKHUH�DUH� WKLQJV�

EHVLGHV�GHYLOV�WKDW�UHTXLUH�D�VZRUG��0DQ\�WKLQJV�´
³,V�LW�PDJLFDO"´�5HYHO�DVNHG�DV�KH�WKUXVW�DW�DQ�LPDJLQDU\�IRH�
+LV�IDWKHU�ODXJKHG��+H�KDG�DQ�HDV\�ODXJK��ZKHQ�KLV�PRRG�ZDV�OLJKW��³:KDW�

LV�PDJLF��5HYHO"�'RHV�\RXU�PRWKHU�ZRUN�PDJLF��RU�GRHV�VKH�FKDQQHO�WKH�GLYLQH�
HQHUJ\�RI�,RPHGDH"�,�KDYH�VHHQ�\RX�ZRUN�WKH�OLWWOH�VSHOOV�VKH�WDXJKW�\RX��'R�\RX�
OLNH magic?”
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The boy hesitated before speaking. “Sometimes I call on Iomedae to make 

a light or heal a small scrape or cut. And sometimes I do it without calling on 

anyone.”

+LV�IDWKHU�SODFHG�KLV�KDQGV�RQ�5HYHO¶V�VKRXOGHUV�DQG�VWDUHG�LQWR�KLV�H\HV��³+RZ�
LV�WKDW��5HYHO"�+RZ�GR�\RX�ZRUN�VSHOOV�ZLWKRXW�FDOOLQJ�RQ�,RPHGDH"´

³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�� ,� VWLOO� IHHO� WKH�HQHUJ\�PRYH� WKURXJK�PH��P\�¿QJHUV� WLQJOH�� ,�
KDYHQ¶W�WROG�PRWKHU�´

7KH� ER\¶V� IDWKHU� VKRRN� KLV� KHDG�� ³1R��1R�� \RX� VKRXOGQ¶W��$QG�5HYHO�� \RX�
should only use the spells when calling on Iomedae. Understand?”

The boy had not, but he nodded anyway.

+LV�IDWKHU�WKHQ�WRXVOHG�KLV�KDLU�DQG�VPLOHG��³$QG�WKH�VZRUG�LV�HQFKDQWHG��\HV�´
7KH�PHPRU\�RI�KLV�IDWKHU�PDGH�5HYHO�VPLOH��EXW�LW�TXLFNO\�IDGHG�DV�KH�VWURGH�

DFURVV� WKH�ZLGH�H[SDQVH�RI�7KUXQH�6TXDUH��+LV� IDWKHU�ZDV�GHDG��6RPHRQH�KDG�
KDG�KLP�PXUGHUHG�DQG�SDLG�ZHOO�WR�VHH�LW�WKURXJK��VRPHRQH�ZKR�ZRXOG�OHDYH�DQ�
enchanted weapon untouched, but steal a pittance of coins. 

:KR"�+H� ORRNHG� DW� WKH� SHRSOH� KXUU\LQJ� WKURXJK� WKH� VTXDUH� RQ� D� WKRXVDQG�
HUUDQGV��SURXG�DULVWRFUDWV�LQ�¿QH�FORWKLQJ��KXUU\LQJ�VODYHV�RQ�EXVLQHVV�IRU�WKHLU�
PDVWHUV��FRPPRQ�IRON�GRLQJ�ZKDWHYHU�WKH\�GLG�LQ�D�FLW\��0RVW�ZHUH�&KHOD[LDQV��
EXW�D�IHZ�ZHUH�IRUHLJQHUV��DQG�IHZHU�VWLOO�ZHUH�VKRUW�IRONV�FDOOHG�KDOÀLQJV��³6OLSV�´�
WKH\�ZHUH�GHULVLYHO\�QDPHG�E\�&KHOD[LDQV��ZKR�UHFRJQL]HG�WKHLU�YDOXH�DV�EHLQJ�
EHQHDWK�QRWLFH�� ERWK� LQ� VHUYDQW� DQG� DV� VS\��%XW�ZRXOG� DQ\�RI� WKHP�GDUH�NLOO� D�
+HOONQLJKW��WKH�LURQ�KDQGHG�VROGLHUV�RI�/DZ�ZKR�PRGHOHG�WKHLU�YDULRXV�NQLJKWO\�
RUGHUV�RQ�WKH�/HJLRQV�RI�+HOO"

o~O~o

7ZR�QLJKWV�ODWHU��5HYHO�VDW�DORQH�DW�D�EDFN�WDEOH�LQ�WKH�7HPSHVW�7RVVHG��D�WDYHUQ�
IDYRUHG�E\�KLV�IDWKHU�LQ�WKH�%ULGJHVLGH�'LVWULFW��2IWHQ�IRUHLJQ�VDLORUV�FDPH�KHUH�WR�
GULQN��PHQ�ZKR�SOLHG�WKHLU�FUDIW�XS�WKH�$GLYLDQ�5LYHU�IURP�WKH�,QQHU�6HD�WR�WUDGH�
DW�WKH�FDSLWDO��5HYHO�ZDV�LQWULJXHG�DW�KRZ�HDVLO\�WKH\�ODXJKHG�DQG�KRZ�ORXGO\�WKH\�
talked. Chelaxians, as a rule, laughed less and spoke softer. The foreigners called 

(JRULDQ�³7KH�FORVHVW�SODFH�WR�+HOO�RQ�*RODULRQ�´�\HW�VWLOO�WKH\�FDPH�WR�WUDGH��
+H�NQHZ�WKHUH�ZDV�D�FHUWDLQ�H[DJJHUDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�SKUDVH��EXW�WKH�RUGLQDU\�FLWL]HQ�

NQHZ�LW�WR�EH�WUXH��0RUH�FRPPRQO\�WKH�FDSLWDO�FLW\�ZDV�FDOOHG�7KH�&LW\�RI�7KRUQV��
and not so much for the black roses common to the gardens, but for the spires and 

spikes atop many a building, built after the god Aroden’s death to signify the rise 

RI�$VPRGHXV�DQG�KLV�ZRUVKLSSHUV��7KH�JDUJR\OHV�SHUFKHG�XSRQ�EODFN�VKLQJOHG�
URRIV�DSSHDUHG�WR�EH�PDGH�RI�VWRQH��EXW�WKH�RFFDVLRQDO�GHYLO�KRSSLQJ�IURP�URRI�WR�
roof certainly wasn’t. 

³0D\�,�VLW"´�
5HYHO�ORRNHG�XS��VXUSULVHG�DW�WKH�PDQ�ZKR�VWRRG�DW�WKH�WDEOH��+H�ZRUH�D�KHDY\�

ZRRO�FORDN�SXOOHG�DURXQG�KLP�ZKLOH�WKH�KRRG�OD\�ORZ��REVFXULQJ�KLV�IDFH��5HYHO�
PRWLRQHG� WKH�PDQ� WR� WDNH�D�FKDLU��'XWLIXOO\�� D� VHUYLQJ�JLUO� VWURGH�RYHU�DQG� WKH�
VWUDQJHU�KHOG�XS�WZR�¿QJHUV��SRLQWLQJ�WR�5HYHO¶V�DOH�PXJ��1RWKLQJ�ZDV�VDLG�XQWLO�
she brought the drinks and departed. 

³'R�,�NQRZ�\RX"´�5HYHO�DVNHG��
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³1R��EXW�,�NQRZ�\RX��2U�UDWKHU��,�NQHZ�'DUNXV��\RXU�IDWKHU�´�7KH�PDQ�PDGH�
D�JHVWXUH�RYHU� WKH�FXSV��ZKLVSHULQJ�ZRUGV� WRR�VRIWO\� WR�XQGHUVWDQG�� WKRXJK�WKH�
PHWHU�ZDV�IDPLOLDU��³'R�\RX�NQRZ�WKDW�RULVRQ"´

5HYHO�QRGGHG��+LV�IDWKHU�KDG�WDXJKW�KLP�WKDW�EOHVVLQJ�ZKLFK�SXUL¿HG�GULQN�RI�
ill intent.

“I would suggest using it before tasting anything you did not prepare yourself,” 

the man said. 

³:KR�DUH�\RX"�$QG�ZK\�VKRXOG�,�IHDU�SRLVRQ"´�5HYHO�VLSSHG�KLV�DOH��VOLJKWO\�
concerned about the other ales he had drank before. 

³0\�QDPH�,�ZLOO�QRW�JLYH��DV�,�KDYH�QR�ZLVK�WR�EH�IRXQG�GHDG�LQ�DQ�DOOH\�IURP�
DQ�LQIRUPDO�LQWURGXFWLRQ��DV�ZH�FDOO�LW��6XI¿FH�WR�VD\��\RXU�IDWKHU�ZDV�P\�IULHQG�
DQG�,�DP�KHUH�WR�ZDUQ�\RX�WKDW�WKLV�LVQ¶W�RYHU�´

³<RX¶UH�D�+HOONQLJKW�´
7KH�VWUDQJHU� LJQRUHG�KLP��³,�KDYH�D�ULGGOH�IRU�\RX��,I�RQH�ZDQWHG�WR�NLOO�DQ�

RI¿FHU�RI�WKH�+HOONQLJKWV��DQ�DVVDVVLQ�IURP�DV�IDU�DZD\�DV�SRVVLEOH�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�
LQVWUXPHQW�WR�XVH��:KHUH�LV�LW�WKDW�HYHQ�WKH�,QTXLVLWLRQ�FDQQRW�UHDFK"´

5HYHO� IURZQHG�� ³5LGGOHSRUW"�$EVDORP"�:KHUHYHU� WKH�5HG�0DQWLV� DVVDVVLQV�
are from?”

³:KR�VXJJHVWHG�WKH�5HG�0DQWLV"´�WKH�PDQ�DVNHG��EXW�WKHQ�ODXJKHG�GHULVLYHO\�
DV�LI�KH�¿JXUHG�RXW�WKH�DQVZHU��³1RW�HYHQ�WKH�LVOH�RI�0HGLRJDOWL�LV�VR�IDU�WR�RQHV�
ZKR�WUDI¿F�ZLWK�+HOO��7KLQN�RQ�WKDW�ZKLOH�,�SRVH�\RX�D�VHFRQG�TXHVWLRQ��ZKDW�LV�
WKH�UHDVRQ�ZH�KDYH�ODZV�DQG�D�V\VWHP�RI�SXQLVKPHQW�IRU�WKRVH�ZKR�EUHDN�WKHP"´

5HYHO�VWHHSOHG�KLV�¿QJHUWLSV�DQG�WKRXJKW��³7R�PDLQWDLQ�DQ�RUGHUHG�VRFLHW\�ZH�
need laws. To persuade people to obey those laws, we need punishments.” 

7KH�VWUDQJHU� ODXJKHG�VRIWO\��³<RX�TXRWH�'DUNXV�ZHOO��%XW�FRQVLGHU�� WKH� ODZ�
cannot persuade where it cannot punish.”

“Where can it not punish?” 

³2U�ZKR��$�¿QDO�ULGGOH�´�WKH�PDQ�GLVFUHHWO\�VOLG�D�VPDOO�JUD\�JHPVWRQH�EHKLQG�
5HYHO¶V�FXS��³7KH�FLW\�JXDUG�ZDV�QRW�WKH�¿UVW�WR�¿QG�'DUNXV��$�VOLS�OR\DO�WR�WKH�
Order of the God Claw found him moments after he fell. This was in his hand.”

5HYHO�SDOPHG�WKH�JHPVWRQH�DQG�ORRNHG�DW�LW�LQ�KLV�FXSSHG�KDQG��³:KDW�LV�LW"´
“A shadow stone.”

³,V�LW�YDOXDEOH"´
³1R�´
³:KDW� SURSHUWLHV� GRHV� LW� KDYH"´� ,W� ORRNHG�ZRUWKOHVV� WR� 5HYHO�� WRR� GXOO� IRU�

MHZHOU\��WRR�OLJKW�IRU�D�VOLQJ�VWRQH�
“Only one,” the cloaked man replied as he rose from the table. “It is unique to 

1LGDO�´�

o~O~o

$W� KRPH�� 5HYHO� SRQGHUHG� WKH� PDQ¶V� ZRUGV�� +H� KDG� QR� GRXEWV� KH� ZDV� D�
+HOONQLJKW��DQG�KDG�NQRZQ�KLV�IDWKHU�ZHOO��EXW�ZK\�WKH�ULGGOH�JDPH"�,QVWHDG�RI�
DQVZHUV�KH�GLVFRYHUHG�ULGGOHV�RI�KLV�RZQ��ZKDW�GLG�WKH�+HOONQLJKW�IHDU"�2U�ZKR"�
2Q� WKH�VWUHHWV�ZLWKLQ� WKH�FLWLHV�RI�&KHOLD[�� WKH�+HOONQLJKWV�ZHUH� UHVSHFWHG�DQG�
IHDUHG��,Q�WKHLU�EODFN�ÀXWHG�DUPRU��UHVSOHQGHQW�ZLWK�VSLNHV�DQG�KRUQHG�KHOP��WKH\�
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ORRNHG�PRUH�GHYLO� WKDQ�PDQ��$V�D�VPDOO�FKLOG�5HYHO�ZDV� WHUUL¿HG�RI�KLV� IDWKHU�
when he donned his armor. It protected him though, through most his life, and 

5HYHO�ZRQGHUHG�KRZ�KLV�IDWKHU�PLVVHG�WKH�DVVDVVLQ¶V�DSSURDFK��
+H�UHPHPEHUHG�KLV�IDWKHU�VD\LQJ��³,JQRUH�WKH�VZRUG�DW�D�PDQ¶V�VLGH��ZDWFK�IRU�

WKH�GDJJHU�FRQFHDOHG�LQ�KLV�VOHHYH�´�
:KDW�GDJJHU�KDG�KH�IDLOHG�WR�VHH" 

5HYHO�ZHQW� WR� WKH� VHFUHW� FRPSDUWPHQW�ZKHUH�KLV� IDWKHU�NHSW�KLV� VZRUG�� DQG�
VOLG�LW�RSHQ��&DUHIXOO\��KH�VHDUFKHG�XQWLO�¿QGLQJ�D�IDOVH�SDQHO�WKDW�KLG�D�VHFRQG�
FRPSDUWPHQW��:LWKLQ�ZDV�D�VPDOO�MRXUQDO��

$Q�KRXU� ODWHU� KH� FORVHG� WKH�ERRN� DV� TXLHW� DQJHU� EXLOW� LQVLGH�KLP��+H�NQHZ�
QRZ�ZK\�KLV�IDWKHU�ZDV�NLOOHG��LI�QRW�E\�ZKRP��+H�DOVR�NQHZ�KLV�RZQ�OLIH�ZDV�LQ�
GDQJHU��7KH�MRXUQDO�PHQWLRQHG�D�KDOÀLQJ�LQIRUPHU�ZKR�VHUYHG�D�FUXHO�PDVWHU��ZLWK�
D�WDOH�WR�WHOO�DQG�D�VFRUH�WR�VHWWOH��:DV�LW�WKH�VDPH�VOLS�ZKR�UHWULHYHG�WKH�VKDGRZ�
VWRQH�IURP�KLV�IDWKHU¶V�GHDG�KDQG"�7KH�¿QDO�HQWU\�LQ�WKH�MRXUQDO�FRQFHUQHG�KLV�
IDWKHU¶V�LQWHQW�WR�UHSRUW�WKH�SORW�KH¶G�XQFRYHUHG��7R�ZKRP�LW�ZRXOG�QRW�VD\��EXW�
5HYHO� UHFDOOHG� WKH� ZRUGV� RI� 3URWHFWRUDWH� 1DUYHOLXV�� ³<RX� DUH� EOXQW�� OLNH� \RXU�
IDWKHU�´�+H�WRRN�WKH�VKDGRZ�VWRQH�IURP�KLV�SRXFK�DQG�VWDUHG�DW�LW�OLNH�D�FU\VWDO�
ball, probing for answers.

o~O~o

0RUQLQJ� IRXQG� 5HYHO� LQ� WKH� 7HPSOH� RI� ,RPHGDH� FORLVWHUHG� ZLWK� WKH� KLJK�
priestess.

³1LGDO"�:K\�GR�\RX�DVN�RI�1LGDO��5HYHO"´� WKH�ROG� ODG\�H[FODLPHG��'HVSLWH�
KHU�DJH��VKH�VWLOO�PRYHG�ZLWK�WKH�JUDFH�DQG�VXUHW\�RI�D�ZDUULRU��DV�EH¿W�D�SULHVWHVV�
RI�,RPHGDH��D�JRGGHVV�ZKR�ZDV�RQFH�D�PRUWDO�ZDUULRU�DQG�KHUDOG�RI�$URGHQ��+HU�
forearms beneath her white gown were thick and muscular, and the sword at her 

KLS�ZDV�QRW�IRU�VKRZ��6KH�DOZD\V�UHPLQGHG�5HYHO�RI�KLV�PRWKHU��
³9DULQGLD��,�NQRZ�&KHOLD[�GHIHDWHG�1LGDO�LQ�WKH�(YHUZDU�RYHU�WKUHH�FHQWXULHV�

DJR��EXW�WKH�8PEUDO�&RXUW�KHOSHG�SXW�+RXVH�7KUXQH�RQ�WKH�WKURQH�RI�&KHOLD[�ZKHQ�
Aroden died. I can see across the sea to the other shore, but what lies beneath the 

ZDYHV"´
³6HD"�7KHUH�LV�QR�VHD�EHWZHHQ�1LGDO�DQG�&KHOLD[��RQO\�WKH�0HQDGRU�0RX���´�

the woman let loose a hint of laughter. “Ah, you are using a metaphor. Your mother 

was like that. 7KH�UDYHQ�JRHV�ZKHUH�WKH�FURZV�GRQ¶W�NQRZ��,�QHYHU�XQGHUVWRRG�WKDW�
RQH��WKRXJK�VKH�RIWHQ�FDOOHG�\RX�KHU�OLWWOH�UDYHQ�´

³9DULQGLD"´
³:KDW"�2K�� \HV��ZKDW� OLHV� KLGGHQ� EHWZHHQ�1LGDO� DQG�&KHOLD["´�7KH� VPLOH�

OHIW�KHU�IDFH��³+DWUHG��5HYHO��$�KDWUHG�ÀDPHG�E\�WKH�¿UHV�RI�+HOO��&KHOLD[�QHYHU�
IRUJHWV�DQ�ROG�IRH��QHYHU�IRUJLYHV�D�SDFW�EUHDNHU��'R�\RX�WKLQN�1LGDO�DQ\�GLIIHUHQW"�
%RWK�PD\�ZRUVKLS� WKH�/RUG�RI�+HOO²EXW� WKH� VDPH� ORUG"�&HUWDLQO\��$VPRGHXV�
LV�ZRUVKLSSHG� LQ�1LGDO� RQ� WKH� VXUIDFH�� EXW� EHQHDWK� WKH�ZDYHV"�%HQHDWK� LV� WKH�
0LGQLJKW�/RUG�� =RQ�.XWKRQ�� HYHU�ZKLVSHULQJ� LQ� WKH� HDU� RI� WKH�8PEUDO�&RXUW��
UHPLQGLQJ�WKHP�RI�WKHLU�GHIHDW��UHPLQGLQJ�WKHP�WKDW�VRPHWLPHV�WKH�VODYH�EHFRPHV�
the master.”

“They wish to renew war with Cheliax?”
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7KH�SULHVWHVV�ODXJKHG��³:DU"�2K�QR��WKH\�GRQ¶W�ZDQW�ZDU��7KH\¶YH�WULHG�WKDW�
URDG�DQG�IRXQG�LW�EUXLVLQJ�RQ�WKH�IHHW��:KDW�WKHQ"�$EURJDLO�,,�VLWV�FRQ¿GHQW�RQ�
WKH�WKURQH��EXW�LW�LV�D�WKURQH�KHU�JUHDW�JUDQGPRWKHU�DQG�QDPHVDNH�GLHG�XSRQ�DW�WKH�
hands of her son, Antoninus. In fact, no Thrune ruler has died peacefully in bed 

VLQFH�WKH�+RXVH�WRRN�FRQWURO�RI�&KHOLD[��$QG�VWLOO�WKH\�¿JKW�IRU�WKH�7KULFH�'DPQHG�
7KURQH��7KH�OHVVHU�KRXVHV�VNXON�DW�WKHLU�KHHOV�OLNH�MDFNDOV��EXW�WKH�KHOOKRXQG�IHDUV�
WKHP�QRW��$QG�WKHUHLQ�OD\V�WKHLU�ZHDNQHVV��IRU�WKH�RQO\�WKLQJ�WKDW�XQLWHV�+RXVH�
7KUXQH�LV�VHOI�GHIHQVH�DQG�WKH�RQO\�WKLQJ�WKH\�IHDU�LV�HDFK�RWKHU��6KRXOG�DQ�RXWVLGH�
IDFWLRQ�LQFLWH�D�FLYLO�ZDU�ZLWKLQ�+RXVH�7KUXQH��ZLWK�WKHLU�SHQFKDQW�IRU�PXUGHULQJ�
each other, it is possible that another house could gain control.”

³+RZ�ZRXOG�WKDW�EHQH¿W�1LGDO"´�5HYHO�DVNHG�
“If that house were bound to Asmodeus, not much, but if it were secretly bound 

WR�=RQ�.XWKRQ�DQG�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�1LGDO��WKH�&KXUFK�RI�$VPRGHXV�PLJKW�¿QG�LWVHOI�
cast down along with the Thrune dynasty. And a weaker house might become a 

VHUYDQW�RI�1LGDO�UDWKHU�WKDQ�PDVWHU�´
³,I�VRPHRQH�GLVFRYHUHG�VXFK�D�SORW�SHUSHWUDWHG�E\�RQH�RI� WKH� OHVVHU�KRXVHV��

WKH\�ZRXOG�QRW�ZDQW�KLP�WR�OLYH�WR�WHOO�WKH�WDOH�´�5HYHO�VDLG�
³1DWXUDOO\�QRW�´�9DULQGLD�ORRNHG�KDUG�DW�WKH�\RXQJ�PDQ��³$UH�ZH�WDONLQJ�DERXW�

your father?”

5HYHO� KDQGHG� KHU� WKH� VKDGRZ� VWRQH�� ³2I�ZKDW� XVH�ZRXOG� WKLV� EH� LQ� VXFK� D�
plot?”

7KH�SULHVWHVV�UROOHG�WKH�VPRRWK�VWRQH�EHWZHHQ�KHU�VWURQJ�ROG�¿QJHUV��³7KHVH�
VWRQHV�DUH�IRXQG�RQO\�LQ�1LGDO��DQG�UDUHO\��7KH\�ZRXOG�PDNH�DQ�H[FHOOHQW�WRNHQ��D�
passage to a place or meeting. Where did you get it?”

“It was in my father’s hand when he died.”

9DULQGLD�QRGGHG��³,W�LV�DOVR�UDUH�HQRXJK�WR�VHUYH�DV�D�GLYLQDWLRQ�IRFXV��5HYHO��,I�
LW�ZDV�XVHG�WR�ORFDWH�\RXU�IDWKHU��LW�ZRXOG�OLNHZLVH�VHUYH�WR�EHWUD\�\RX�´

³6R�,�WKLQN�DV�ZHOO�´�+H�GURSSHG�WKH�VWRQH�LQ�KLV�EHOW�SRXFK��
7KH�ROG�SULHVWHVV�UDQ�KHU�KDUG�¿QJHUV�JHQWO\�GRZQ�WKH�\RXQJ�PDQ¶V�IDFH��³,�KDG�

KRSHG��RQFH��WR�VHH�\RX�IROORZ�\RXU�PRWKHU�LQ�WKH�VHUYLFH�RI�,RPHGDH�´
³,�ZHDU�P\�PRWKHU¶V�KRO\�V\PERO�LQ�KHU�KRQRU��0\�IDWKHU�KDG�KLV�EHOLHIV�DV�

well. But I follow my own path with open eyes. I sign no unread contracts, as the 

saying goes.”

o~O~o

5HYHO�VHW�DVLGH�KLV�TXLOO�DQG�UHUHDG�KLV�QRWH��

,� IRXQG�P\� IDWKHU¶V� MRXUQDO�� ,W� GHWDLOV�D�SORW�DJDLQVW�+RXVH�7KUXQH�DQG� WKH�
OHVVHU� KRXVH� EHKLQG� LW�� ,� KDYH� QR� GRXEW� WKLV� OHG� WR� KLV�PXUGHU�� ,� DOVR� IRXQG� D�
VWUDQJH�JHPVWRQH��,�EHOLHYH�,�PD\�EH�ZDWFKHG�VR�,�GDUH�QRW�FRPH�WR�\RX��EXW�,�ZLOO�
PHHW�\RX�LQ�WKH�DOOH\�ZKHUH�P\�IDWKHU�ZDV�VODLQ��DQ�KRXU�EHIRUH�PLGQLJKW��

5HYHO�+DVWLQJ 

5HYHO�VLJKHG�DW�WKH�HYHQWV�WKH�OHWWHU�ZRXOG�VHW�LQ�PRWLRQ��+H�ZDV�O\LQJ�DERXW�
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the knowledge he was hinting at, but he hoped it might draw his father’s assassin 

out, at a time and place of his choosing. It was a dangerous game, but in Cheliax, 

games of high stakes were the only ones worth playing.

+H�IRXQG�D�KDOÀLQJ�PHVVDJH�UXQQHU�D�IHZ�EORFNV�IURP�KLV�KRPH�DQG�JDYH�KLP�
WKH�VHDOHG�PHVVDJH�DQG�D�KDQGIXO�RI�VLOYHU��,W�ZDV�HYLGHQW�WKH�PHVVHQJHU�ZDVQ¶W�
pleased with the destination, but he took message and coins in haste. 

As he watched the small fellow hustle out of sight, he felt another puzzle piece 

drop into place. The assassin hadn’t taken his father’s coins—it had been the slip 

ZKR�JDYH�WKH�VKDGRZ�VWRQH�WR�WKH�2UGHU�RI�WKH�*RG�&ODZ��+H�IHOW�QR�UHVHQWPHQW�
WRZDUGV�WKH�KDOÀLQJ��WKH�PHVVDJH�RI�D�IDOOHQ�+HOONQLJKW�DQG�D�1LGDO�JHP�FHUWDLQO\�
MXVWL¿HG�ZKDWHYHU�WKH�VXP�LQ�FRLQ�KH�SLOIHUHG���

     

o~O~o

�,Q�WKH�DOOH\�ZKHUH�KLV�IDWKHU�GLHG��5HYHO�SXW�KLV�EDFN�WR�WKH�ZDOO�DQG�ZDLWHG��
7KHUH�ZDV�D�VKLPPHU�LQ�WKH�DLU��D�ÀLFNHULQJ�ULIW�LQ�UHDOLW\��DQG�WKH�EULHI�VPHOO�RI�
sulfur as a horrid creature materialized before him. It was tall as a man but thinner, 

ZLWK� URSH�OLNH�PXVFOHV�ZRUNLQJ�EHQHDWK� D� UHG�� OHDWKHU\�KLGH�� VOLFN�ZLWK� DFLGLF�
VHFUHWLRQ��7KHUH�ZDV�D�VLQJOH�KRUQ�DW�WKH�UHDU�RI�LWV�KHDG�DQG�WKUHH�LQFK�VHUUDWHG�
FODZV� RQ� WKH� HQGV� RI� ORQJ�� ERQ\� ¿QJHUV��$� WKLFN� WRQJXH�� URXJK� DV� VDQGVWRQH��
ÀLFNHG�DFURVV�VKDUS�\HOORZ�WHHWK�DQG�D�EDUEHG�WDLO�VZLVKHG�LQ�DQQR\DQFH��/DFNLQJ�
surprise, it hesitated.

“Why do you hold back, spawn of the Abyss? Expected to be behind me?” 

5HYHO�WDXQWHG�DV�KH�VORZO\�ZDYHG�KLV�VZRUG�EHIRUH�KLP��³2U�KDYH�\RX�VHHQ�WKLV�
sword before? 6LOYHU�PDNHV� D� GHYLO� FU\�� FROG� LURQ� D� GHPRQ�ZHHS«�D� QXUVHU\�
UK\PH��EXW�ERXQG�LQ�WUXWK��7KH�FROG�LURQ�EODGH�EXUQV�\RX��GRHV�LW�QRW"�/LNH�WKLV�´

5HYHO�OHDSW��WKUXVWLQJ�VZLIWO\��7KH�GHPRQ�ZDV�IDVWHU��LW�WZLVWHG�DVLGH�DQG�WKH�
EODGH�PLVVHG��7KHQ�LW�YDQLVKHG��5HYHO�EDFNHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZDOO�DQG�ZDLWHG��$ZDUH�
of its ability to shift between the mortal world and the Abyss, he also knew it was 

ERXQG�WR�IXO¿OO�WKH�FRPPDQG�RI�WKH�DE\VVDO�VXPPRQHU�WKDW�EURXJKW�LW� LQWR�WKLV�
world or perish in the attempt. 

7KLUW\� VHFRQGV� ODWHU� LW� DSSHDUHG� DJDLQ�� ¿YH� IHHW� IURP� ZKHUH� LW� KDG� EHHQ��
5HYHO�OXQJHG�DQG�PLVVHG��EXW�IROORZHG�ZLWK�D�EDFNKDQG�VODVK��7KH�EODGH�VWUXFN�
WKH�GHPRQ� LQ� WKH�VLGH��FXWWLQJ�GHHS��7KH� WKLQJ�VFUHDPHG�RXW� LQ�SDLQ�HYHQ�DV� LW�
GLVDSSHDUHG�RQFH�PRUH��5HYHO�DJDLQ�SXW�KLV�EDFN� WR� WKH�ZDOO�DQG�NLFNHG�DZD\�
from it. 

�+H�WKHQ�VZXQJ�LQ�D�FRPSOHWH�FLUFOH�ZLWK�DOO�KLV�VWUHQJWK��VOLFLQJ�WKH�YHU\�DLU�
around him as he had once done on a moonlit night with his father watching. 

7KH�DVVDVVLQ�UHDSSHDUHG�MXVW�DV�WKH�EODGH�URXQGHG�IXOO�VZLQJ��KLWWLQJ�VROLG�LQWR�LWV�
OHDWKHU\�KLGH��FDXVLQJ�WKH�¿HQG�WR�GRXEOH�RYHU��%HIRUH�LW�FRXOG�VKLIW�DZD\��5HYHO�
withdrew the sword, spun around, and came down upon its bowed neck with 

DOO�KLV�PLJKW��GULYLQJ�WKH�EORZ��7KH�GHPRQ¶V�KHDG�OHDSW�IURP�LWV�VKRXOGHUV�LQ�D�
VKRZHU�RI�EODFN�EORRG�DV�WKH�ERG\�IHOO�WKUDVKLQJ�WR�WKH�SDYLQJ�VWRQHV��(YHQ�DV�LWV�
PRYHPHQWV�VORZHG��VPRNH�URVH�IURP�LWV�FDUFDVV��JLYLQJ�RII�DQ�DFLGLF�RGRU��5HYHO�
PRYHG�DZD\�IURP�WKH�VWHQFK�DV�LW�GLVVROYHG��OHDYLQJ�D�GDUN�VWDLQ�RQ�WKH�VWRQHV�WKDW�
would remain for years to come. 
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o~O~o

 “The boy is dead by now,” the noble said calmly as he held the glass of red 

ZLQH�XS�WR�WKH�FDQGOH�OLJKW�DQG�DGPLUHG�WKH�FRORU��7KH�KDOÀLQJ�ZKR�KDG�¿OOHG�WKH�
crystal stepped back into the shadows like a fading tapestry. “Stop worrying and 

HQMR\�\RXU�ZLQH�� ,W¶V�D� UDUH�YLQWDJH��ERWWOHG�EHIRUH� WKH�DFFXUVHG�+RXVH�7KUXQH�
XVXUSHG�WKH�WKURQH��,�VKDOO�EH�NLQJ�DQG�\RX�VKDOO�KDYH�$EURJDLO�IRU�D�SOD\�WKLQJ�LQ�
your ‘confession’ chamber.”

³<RX�FHOHEUDWH� WRR�HDVLO\��/RUG�$ULQLRU�´�3URWHFWRUDWH�1DUYHOLXV� VDLG� VRXUO\��
ORRNLQJ�DJDLQ�DW�WKH�QRWH�IURP�5HYHO�+DVWLQJ��ZRQGHULQJ�KRZ�PXFK�WKH�PDQ�KDG�
NQRZQ��³'HPRQV�DUH�XQUHOLDEOH��$QG�WKH�SXQLVKPHQW�IRU�WKHLU�VXPPRQLQJ�LV�VZLIW�
and terrible.”

³7KH\�DUH� UHOLDEOH�HQRXJK�ZKHQ�\RX�KDYH� WKHLU�QDPH� LQ�D�ERRN�RI�ELQGLQJ��
%HVLGHV�� ,¶G� UDWKHU�QDPH�ELQG�GHPRQV�DQ\�GD\� WKDQ�VLJQ�FRQWUDFWV�ZLWK�GHYLOV��
&DOP�\RXUVHOI�EHIRUH�WKH�RWKHUV�DUULYH��:H�ZLOO�EH�UXOLQJ�&KHOLD[�EHIRUH�ORQJ�´�
$ULQLRU�GUDLQHG�KLV�ZLQH�JODVV��WRRN�D�VLOYHU�EHOO�IURP�WKH�WDEOH�E\�KLV�FKDLU�DQG�
UDQJ� IRU� WKH� KDOÀLQJ� VHUYDQW��$� PRPHQW� SDVVHG� DQG� QR� RQH� UHVSRQGHG�� /RUG�
$ULQLRU�VQDUOHG��³:KHUH�DUH�\RX��\RX�OLWWOH�LPS"�,¶OO�KDYH�\RX�EHDWHQ�WRRWKOHVV�IRU�
letting me wait with an empty glass.”

“Perhaps the absence of drink will help you keep \RXU�senses before our guests. 

1HYHUPLQG�P\�IHDUV�´�1DUYHOLXV�VLJKHG��
³7KH�OHDVW�RI�\RXU�ZRUULHV�´�D�YRLFH�VSRNH�IURP�WKH�ODQGLQJ��%RWK�PHQ�VSXQ�

DERXW�DV�5HYHO�HQWHUHG�WKH�FKDPEHU�WKURXJK�WKH�YHOYHW�FXUWDLQ��
/RUG�$ULQLRU� OHDSW� WR� KLV� IHHW�� ULQJLQJ� WKH� VLOYHU� EHOO� IUDQWLFDOO\�� ³*XDUGV��

*XDUGV��<RXU�PDVWHU�LV�LQ�SHULO�´�
5HYHO�ODXJKHG��³<RX�PD\�ULQJ�DQG�VKRXW�WLOO�$URGHQ�UHWXUQV�DQG�EH�GLVDSSRLQWHG��

7KH�+HOONQLJKWV�KDYH�\RXU�HVWDWH�VXUURXQGHG�DQG�\RXU�VHUYDQWV�FRQ¿QHG��$W�WKLV�
PRPHQW�WKH\�FROOHFW�\RXU�IHOORZ�FRQVSLUDWRUV�DV�WKH\�DUULYH�´

1DUYHOLXV¶�SDOH�IDFH�ZHQW�DVKHQ��³+RZ�FRXOG�\RX�KDYH�IRXQG�XV�VR�TXLFNO\"´
³7KH�UDYHQ�JRHV�ZKHUH�WKH�FURZV�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�´�5HYHO�VDLG��+H�VPLOHG�IDLQWO\�DW�

the man’s perplexed expression, then tossed the shadow stone onto the table. “Or 

more simply, a road that leads north will also lead south. The Temple of Iomedae 

HDVLO\� ORFDWHG� WKH�GHPRQ¶V�PDVWHU� WKURXJK� WKH� VWRQH��+DG�\RX�XVHG� VRPHWKLQJ�
PXQGDQH��VD\�D�FRPPRQ�FRLQ��IRU�D�SDVV�WRNHQ«�EXW�\RX�GLGQ¶W�´�

³$QG�QRZ"�<RX�EHOLHYH� WKH� DUUHVW� RI� D�3URWHFWRUDWH� DQG� WKH� KHDG�RI�+RXVH�
$ULQLRU�ZLOO�VWDQG"´�/RUG�$ULQLRU�VORZO\�SXW�GLVWDQFH�EHWZHHQ�KLPVHOI�DQG�5HYHO��
neither had drawn sword.

� 1DUYHOLXV� VWRRG� DVLGH�� +H� ZDV� QR� ¿JKWHU� DQG� KLV� EXUHDXFUDWLF� VSHFLDOW\�
of coaxing confessions was useless here. Arinior, on the other hand, was an 

accomplished duelist. 

³,I�DUUHVWV�ZHUH�WKH�RSHUD�RI�WKH�HYHQLQJ��LW�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�2UGHU�RI�WKH�6FDU�WKDW�
ZHUH�WKH�SOD\HUV�RXWVLGH��UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�*RG�&ODZ�´�5HYHO�UHSOLHG��

³%\� ZKDW� 5LJKW� RI� /DZ� GR� \RX� DFW"´� 1DUYHOLXV� GHPDQGHG�� ³<RX� DUH� QR�
+HOONQLJKW��DQG�IRU�+HOO¶V�VDNH��QR�,QTXLVLWRU��<RX�KDYH�QR�DXWKRULW\�´

³$QG�LQ�WKDW�GHFODUDWLRQ�\RX�DUH�ZURQJ��3URWHFWRUDWH��µ0\�5LJKW¶�LV�ODLG�RXW�LQ�
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the $VPRGHDQ�'LVFLSOLQHV��DV�WKH�VRQ�RI�D�PXUGHUHG�YLFWLP��$V�WR�DXWKRULW\«´�
5HYHO�SXVKHG�XS�WKH�OHIW�VOHHYH�RI�KLV�VKLUW�DQG�EDUHG�WKH�XQGHUVLGH�RI�KLV�IRUHDUP��
$�¿YH�SRLQWHG�VWDU�ZDV�VHDUHG�LQWR�5HYHO¶V�ÀHVK��³,�ZDV�EXUQHG�WU\LQJ�WR�VDYH�P\�
mother, burned by an iron symbol of Asmodeus that someone nailed to the beam 

WKDW�IHOO�XSRQ�KHU��,�TXHVWLRQHG�HYHU\WKLQJ�WKDW�GD\��WKH�GD\�P\�PRWKHU�GLHG��,�HYHQ�
asked Asmodeus if it had been his desire to tear down those homes and burn those 

WHPSOHV�RI�WKH�IDLWKIXO��+H�DQVZHUHG��<RX�QHYHU�ERWKHUHG�WR�DVN�IRU�µKLV�ZLOO¶�GLG�
you? Your 3URVSHFWV�ZHUH�SDYHG�LQ�EORRG�DQG�\RX�SUR¿WHG�IURP�LW��+H�VSRNH�WR�
PH��LQ�P\�JULHI��RI�WKH�QHHG�WR�SXQLVK�WKRVH�ZKR�SODFH�ULFKHV�DQG�DPELWLRQ�RYHU�
faith.”

Lord Arinior laughed. “You deem yourself chosen by Asmodeus, to teach 

WKRVH�ZKR�VWUD\�IURP�OHVVRQV�RI�IDLWK�DQG�ODZ"�<RX�PD\�¿QG�XV�GLI¿FXOW�VWXGHQWV��
UHTXLULQJ�PRUH�WKDQ�RQH�WXWRULQJ�´�+H�GUHZ�KLV�VZRUG�

5HYHO�GUHZ�KLV�DV�ZHOO��³6RPH�OHVVRQV�QHHG�RQO\�EH�WDXJKW�RQFH�´
The men came at each other with no preamble, no show of dueling etiquette. 

/RUG�$ULQLRU�PHDQW�WR�WDNH�WKH�\RXQJ�PDQ�DW�WKH�¿UVW�SDVV��XVLQJ�D�FRPSOH[�PRYH�
QR�RUGLQDU\� VZRUGVPDQ�ZRXOG�H[SHFW��7R�KLV� VXUSULVH��5HYHO�GHIWO\�FRXQWHUHG��
turning aside his blade and following with a thrust that ripped the rich fabric of 

his shirt. 

³0\�IDWKHU�ZDV�D�VNLOOHG�VZRUGVPDQ�DQG�D�JLIWHG�LQVWUXFWRU��<RXU�GHPRQ�ZRXOG�
KDYH�ORVW�WR�KLP�LQ�DQ�KRQRUDEOH�¿JKW��DV�LW�GLG�WR�PH�´

Arinior made no reply other than another thrust intended to strike his opponent’s 

ULJKW�VKRXOGHU��,W�ZDV�SDUULHG�DQG�5HYHO�IHLQWHG�D�PLG�VHFWLRQ�OLQH�DWWDFN�EHIRUH�KH�
struck lower, taking the noble in the thigh. Arinior cried out and sank to one knee, 

JUDVSLQJ�KLV�ZRXQG��7KH�EORRG�ZHOOHG�XS�EHWZHHQ�KLV�WUHPEOLQJ�¿QJHUV��
³4XDUWHU�´�KH�FULHG��ORZHULQJ�KLV�VZRUG��
³-XGJPHQW�´�5HYHO�UHWXUQHG�DV�KH�GURYH�KLV�EODGH�WKURXJK�WKH�PDQ¶V�KHDUW�
1DUYHOLXV�KDG�UHDFKHG�WKH�GRRU�GXULQJ�WKH�EULHI�FRPEDW�DQG�VQDWFKHG�LW�RSHQ��

RQO\� WR�¿QG�5HYHO�KDG�PDGH�JRRG�RQ�KLV�ZRUGV��$�+HOONQLJKW� LQ�VSLNHG�DUPRU�
VWUXFN�ZLWK�D�KHDY\�JDXQWOHW��VPDFNLQJ�WKH�3URWHFWRUDWH�WR�WKH�ÀRRU��

³,�WKLQN�KH�ZLOO�¿QG�WKH�FKDPEHUV�EHORZ�WKH�+RXVH�RI�,QTXLVLWLRQ�OHVV�WR�KLV�
OLNLQJ�WKDQ�LQ�WKH�SDVW�´�WKH�NQLJKW�VDLG�EHKLQG�KLV�GHYLOLVK�KHOP��

7KRXJK�PXIÀHG��5HYHO�UHFRJQL]HG�WKH�YRLFH�DQG�VPLOHG�JULPO\��VD\LQJ��³7KH�
law cannot persuade where it cannot punish.” 
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I7¶6�5$,1,1*��DQG�GLUW\�JUD\�GURSV�VFDWWHU�GRZQ�LQWR�6RUURZJDWH¶V�
narrow alleys. I press my shoulders against a wall, feeling the wet 

working through my boiled leather. I wish the weather was worse, a 

torrent that would wash Thrune’s crimson away from this accursed 

city. 

,� VWUDLQ� WR� KHDU� WKH� VRXQG� RI� IRRWVWHSV� WKURXJK� WKH� VKRZHU�� ,¶P� QRW� HQWLUHO\�
comfortable with what I’m planning. According to the laws, I’m about to IRUHVWDOO, 
D�WHUP�ZLGH�HQRXJK�WR�FRYHU�RIIHQVHV�IURP�KLJKZD\�UREEHU\�RQ�XS��:KDW�,�KDYH�LQ�
PLQG�WKRXJK��E\�DQ\�IDLU�PHDVXUH��LV�PRUH�DQ�DFW�RI�YHQJHDQFH�
$OO�WKLV�ZD\�WR�DPEXVK��IRU�DVVDXOW�DQG�PXUGHU��D�YRLFH�KLVVHV�LQ�P\�PLQG��
The chorus in my head decides to weigh in, as they often do when I’m under 

SUHVVXUH��7KLV�WLPH�WKH\�VHQG�6NXON�DV�WKHLU�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH��+HU�WHHWK�DQG�FKHHNERQHV�
JOHDP� XQGHU� KHU� KLJK� VFRUSLRQ� KHDG�� ZKLOH� ORQJ�� VKDUS� ¿QJHUV� FRXQW� VDGLVWLF�
SOHDVXUHV��$V�D�SRHW��,�¿QG�LW�GLI¿FXOW�WR�FRQYH\�WKH�GHPRQLF�JOHH�LQ�KHU�ZRUGV�DQG�
the tempestuous chord it awakens in me.

0HPRULHV�RI�WKH�XQDYRLGDEOH�ZDON�WKURXJK�:KLSFUDFN�4XDUWHU�VWLU��GHPDQGLQJ�
D�UHVSRQVH�IRU�WKH�VXIIHULQJ�RI�RQH�RI�P\�SHRSOH��(OYHV�GR�QRW�WDNH�ZHOO�WR�VODYHU\��
PRVW�RI�XV�ZLOW� DQG�ZLWKHU�� HYHQ�ZLWKRXW� WKH� ODVK��DV�GUXGJHU\�GULYHV� VSLULW� IURP�
ÀHVK�ORQJ�EHIRUH�LWV�VHDVRQ��,�VDZ�RQH�RI�P\�EUHWKUHQ�WRGD\��EURNHQ�DQG�SHWLWLRQLQJ�
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3KDUDVPD�HLWKHU�IRU�UHELUWK�RU�IRU�DGPLVVLRQ�WR�WKH�VDORQ�RI�2XU�/DG\�LQ�WKH�5RRP��
7KH�EDVWDUGV�EHDW�KLP�GRZQ�WR�KLV�ODVW�EUHDWK��WRR�WLUHG��WRR�IDU�JRQH�WR�VFUHDP��,�
didn’t dare do anything with the rabble watching, and only narrowly managed to 

HVFDSH�VODYHU\�P\VHOI��
I shake that ghost of the past from my mind and close my eyes, shutting out 

HYHU\WKLQJ�EXW�WKH�VRXQG�,¶P�OLVWHQLQJ�IRU��DQG�WKH�PHPRU\�RI�WKH�VWULSHV�ODVKHG�LQWR�
P\�RZQ�ÀHVK��)RU�ZHHNV�,�KDYH�OLYHG�KDQG�WR�PRXWK��ÀLQFKLQJ�IURP�HYHU\�JXDUG��
GLYLQJ�IRU�FRYHU�IURP�HYHU\�EODFN�UREHG��VWHHO�IDFHG�GHYLO�OLFNHU��7KH�RQO\�KRXVHV�
that would take me in here are full of leering men or the drawn faces of women made 

gaunt by a terrible hunger.

,�VKDOO�QRW�VXIIHU�LW�DJDLQ. ,�KDYH�D�QDPH��QRZ. 

7RQLJKW�� VRPHRQH�SD\V� IRU�HYHU\WKLQJ� WKH\¶YH�GRQH��7RQLJKW�� ,�GRQ¶W�QHHG� WKH�
chorus inside my head to make me go mad. 

Tonight, I put Egorian behind me. 

)LQDOO\��WKURXJK�WKH�UDLQ��,�KHDU�WKH�WHOO�WDOH�VORXFKLQJ�JDLW�RI�0HUULQWLDQ��WKH�ÀHVK�
merchant. 7KH�PXUGHUHU��+H¶V�FRPLQJ�KRPH�DORQH��QRW�ZDQWLQJ�WR�EH�UHFRJQL]HG��

)URP�WKH�QRLVH��,�JXHVV�KLV�IRRWVWHSV�DUH�WZHQW\�ORQJ�SDFHV�DZD\��
5HYHQJH�LV�VZHHWHU�WKDQ�VSLFHG�UHG�ZLQH, I think giddily, as I contemplate what 

WKLV� QR�DFFRXQW� VODYHU²D� VXLWDEOH� SUR[\� IRU� DOO�&KHOLD[²GHVHUYHV��%ORRG� VXUHO\�
FDOOV�IRU�EORRG��DQG�WKHUH�ZLOO�EH�HQRXJK�LQ�WKLV�DOOH\�VRRQ��,�VDYRU�ELWWHU�LURQ\�DV�,�
FRQVLGHU�WKDW��E\�DYHQJLQJ�P\�FRXVLQ��,�ZLOO�EH�GLVDYRZHG�DV�D�ZUHWFKHG�WLHÀLQJ�IRU�
P\�ZLOG��VDYDJH�EORRGOXVW��

Seconds trickle by like the windblown rain down my neck, dripping through my 

SXOOHG�EDFN�KDLU��'RZQ�WKH�DOOH\ZD\��D�PXIÀHG�RDWK�DQVZHUV�WR�D�WLSV\��VWXPEOLQJ�
clatter. 

-XVW�D�IHZ�VWHSV�PRUH�
5DLVLQJ�WKH�VFDEEDUG�KLJK�VR�LW�GRHVQ¶W�VWULNH�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZDOO��,�VOLGH�P\�UDSLHU�

VPRRWKO\�IURP�LWV�HPEUDFH��7KH�VRXQG�LV�JUDWLI\LQJO\�VRIW��OLNH�WKH�UDVS�RI�D�ORYHU¶V�
lips on skin. I brush a stray lock from my eyes with the guard, and the hair’s dark 

ÀLFNHU�FRQ¿UPV�WKDW�P\�IDFH�FKDQJLQJ�HQFKDQWPHQW�VWLOO�KROGV��
1R�RQH�ZLOO�FDOO�PH�³%HDXWLIXO�´�RU�³1LFH�/HJV�´�RU�HYHQ�³5HG´�WRQLJKW�
0\�H\HV�RSHQ�ZLGH�DV� ,�FDWFK�P\�YLFWLP¶V�ZLQH�EXUGHQHG�EUHDWK�� ,�ZKLVSHU�D�

SKUDVH�DQG�WKH�EODGH¶V�EDVH�UHYHUEHUDWHV�ZLWK�SRZHU�WKDW�UXQV�GRZQ�OLNH�D�VLQJOH�QRWH�
ERZHG�¿HUFHO\�RQ�D�¿GGOH��0\�WRHV�FXUO��DQWLFLSDWLQJ�WKH�EDWWOH�GDQFH��

,�VZLQJ�LQWR�WKH�VWUHHW��ULGLQJ�KLJK�RQ�WKH�¿UVW�FKRUGV�RI�WKH�VNLUPLVK��,I�WKH�FKRUXV�
ZDQWV� WR� MRLQ� WKH�FRPPRWLRQ� LQ�P\�KHDG�� OHW� WKHP��7LPH� WR� VWULNH�� IRU�HOYHV�� IRU�
WLHÀLQJV��IRU�WLHÀLQJ�HOYHV��IRU�DQ\WKLQJ�

0HUULQWLDQ¶V�UHÀH[HV�DUH�JRRG��KH¶V�DOUHDG\�JRW�D�KROG�RI�KLV�DFFXUVHG�ZKLS�E\�
WKH�WLPH�P\�DUFLQJ�SDWK�VHWV�PH�EHIRUH�KLP��%XW�EHIRUH�KH�UHFRYHUV�IXOO\�IURP�P\�
XQH[SHFWHG�DSSHDUDQFH��,�WKUXVW�P\�VZRUG¶V�SRLQW�RYHU�KLV�DUP�DQG�KDOIZD\�WKURXJK�
KLV�FKHVW�XQWLO�D�ULE�JHWV�LQ�WKH�ZD\��+H�REOLJHV�PH�ZLWK�D�VSXWWHULQJ��SLHUFHG�OXQJ�
VFUHDP�DV�,� WZLVW�FOHDU��EXW�P\�OXFN¶V�VSRLOHG�� ,¶YH�PLVVHG�KLV�KHDUW��0\�³IRUPDO�
LQWURGXFWLRQ´� LV� RYHU� DQG� WKH� ZUHWFK� EHIRUH� PH� LV� WRR� GHHS� LQ� KLV� FXSV� IRU� WKH�
YLFLRXVQHVV�RI�WKH�ZRXQG�WR�UHJLVWHU��,QVWHDG��EOHDU\�H\HG��KH�VZLSHV�DW�PH�ZLWK�KLV�
ODVK��,�JHW�P\�RII�DUP�XS�LQ�WLPH��EXW�WKH�EORZ�VKUHGV�P\�EUDFHU��

This night’s work will be tricky, after all. 



87

DeMons on the inner sea

0\�DUPRU�DQG�P\�JUDQGPRWKHUV¶�KHULWDJH�VSDUH�PH�WKH�ZRUVW��EXW�VWLQJLQJ�EORRG�
IDOOV�IURP�ZKHUH�WKH�OHDWKHU�ZUDSV�DURXQG�P\�DUP��:LQFLQJ��,�GLVFRYHU�WKH�UD]RUV�
EUDLGHG�WKURXJK�WKH�FRLO��,�PDQDJH�WR�FXW�WKURXJK�WKH�SDLQ�DQG�MHUN�WKH�EODGHG�ODVK�
IURP�P\� RSSRQHQW¶V�ZHDNHQHG� JUDVS��$�PHDVXUH� RI� FODULW\� ¿QDOO\� EUHDNV� DFURVV�
0HUULQWLDQ¶V�IHDWXUHV�DV�KH�EOHHGV��EUHDWKOHVV��UHDOL]LQJ�KH¶V�RXWFODVVHG��,�GURS�P\�
UDSLHU�DQG�JLYH�KLP�WLPH�WR�VWDJJHU�EDFN�ZKLOH�,�ÀLS�KLV�ZHDSRQ�LQWR�P\�KDQG�DQG�WU\�
it, snapping out a crack that fades into the alley as quickly as the raindrops pooling 

on the ground. 

,QWHUHVWLQJO\��OHDUQLQJ�WR�DYRLG�D�ZKLS�JLYHV�RQH�D�VHQVH�RI�KRZ�WKH\�ZRUN��
“)H�I\GGL¶Q�PDUZ��DL�FDV�JHO\Q�I\�” I let him know he won’t walk away from this 

duel, assuming he understands the tongue of those he’s abused.

+H�OXUFKHV�DZD\�IURP�PH�DV�IDVW�DV�WKH�HIIHFWV�RI�YLFH�DQG�YLROHQFH�OHW�KLP��$W�WHQ�
feet, I let loose his scourge again, dropping him to his knees with a deep gash across 

KLV�IDFH��5HWFKLQJ��KH�FXUOV�LQWR�D�WZLWFKLQJ�PDVV�RQ�WKH�FREEOHV��
I could get used to this. 

%XW�EHIRUH�,�EHJLQ�DJDLQ��,�GHFLGH�WR�PDNH�WKLQJV�FOHDU�WR�WKH�¿OWK�
³<RX�NQRZ��0HUULQWLDQ��,¶YH�RIWHQ�ZRQGHUHG�ZK\�W\UDQWV�OLNH�\RX�WKLQN�WKH\�FDQ�

IRUFH�REHGLHQFH�ZLWK�WR\V�OLNH�WKHVH��:KHUHYHU�GLG�\RX�JHW�WKDW�LGHD"�,I�VRPHRQH�ERZV�
beneath the whip, is it because \RX¶UH holding the other end? I don’t think so. You 

VHH��LW¶V�ZKDW¶V�EHKLQG�WKH�ZKLS�WKDW�FRXQWV��$QG�LI�WKDW�PRWLYH�LV�\RXU�XQVSHDNDEOH��
YLOH�KXQJHU�WR�HQVODYH�RWKHUV��WKHQ�SHRSOH�ZLOO�¿JKW�\RX�LQ�DQ\�ZD\�WKH\�FDQ��,I�WKHUH�
is good in that, then scum like you won’t always be able to trample on them.”

$JRQ\�FKRNHV�KLV�DQVZHULQJ�FXUVH��DQG�DV�EORRG�WLQJHG�UDLQ�VWDUWV�WR�SRRO�DERXW�
KLV�ERG\��,�FRPPHQG�KLV�VSLULW�WR�ZKDWHYHU�KHOOLVK�SRZHU�KLV�GHJUDGHG�VRXO�PLJKW�
LPSORUH��,�KDYH�QR�SDWLHQFH�IRU�KLV�ODVW�EUHDWK�SURIDQLWLHV�

-XVW�DV�,�SUHSDUH�WR�VWULNH�D�¿QDO��¿QLVKLQJ�ÀRXULVK��WKH�FKRUXV�PDNHV�LWV�EHODWHG�
DSSHDUDQFH�LQ�IRUFH��6NXON�LV�EDFN��DORQJ�ZLWK�ELUG�6RDU\��WKH�FDJH\�6QHDN��DQG�HYHQ�
6RSS\��WKH�EHVW�DQG�FOHYHUHVW�RI�DOO�P\�FKLOGKRRG�IULHQGV��7KHLU�HQFRXUDJLQJ�YRLFHV�
EUHDN�LQWR�P\�KHDG�OLNH�WKH�UDLQ�IDOOLQJ�RQ�WKH�URRIV�DERYH��GHPRQ�KLVVHV�FXWWLQJ�
WKURXJK�WKH�KHDYHQV¶�ODVKLQJ�EDUEV��,�FDQ�DOPRVW�VHH�WKHLU�YDULRXV�FODZV�DQG�JULQV��
WKHLU�EXUQLQJ�H\HV��DQG�DOO�WKH�EORRG�WKH\�FUDYH��7KH\�FDOO�WR�PH�QRZ�DQG�SDUW�RI�PH�
ORQJV�WR�DQVZHU��0HUULQWLDQ�PRDQV�DW�P\�IHHW��DQG�WKDW�VHWWOHV�LW�

I turn my back on him. 

There has been enough red in this street after all. I can almost pity him as a 

PDQ��DIWHU�GHIHDWLQJ�KLP�LQ�KLV�JXLVH�RI�PRQVWHU��0\�EORZ�WR�KLV�IDFH�KLW�KLP�OLNH�
D�WKXQGHUEROW��DQG�LI�KH�GRHVQ¶W�WDVWH�GHDWK�IURP�WKH�RWKHU�ZRXQG�,�JDYH�KLP��KH¶OO�
QHYHU�VHH�KLV�UHÀHFWLRQ�WKH�VDPH��7KLV�LV�KLV�ZDUQLQJ�DQG��LI�IDWH�VKRXOG�VSDUH�KLP��
SHUKDSV�KH¶OO�KDYH�WKH�VHQVH�WR�KHHG�LW��,�GRQ¶W�H[SHFW�D�VXGGHQ�FKDQJH�RI�KHDUW��EXW�
bitter seeds can sometimes bear sweet fruit. 

$V�IRU�PH��,�KDYH�DFTXLUHG�D�QHZ�VWLQJ��,�FRLO�WKH�VODYHU¶V�ODVK�DQG�KDQJ�LW�RQ�P\�
KLS��WKHQ�WXUQ�P\�VWHSV�DZD\��UHVROYHG�WR�JR�VRXWK��WR�WKH�VHD��

I lift my face into the rain that somehow now feels clean. The falling drops hiss 

and clatter, but underneath, the beating of wings and scraping of angry claws echo 

RQ�IDU�GLVWDQW�JURXQG��7KH�FKRUXV�VHHWKHV��EXW�RQH�E\�RQH�WKH\�¿QDOO\�IDGH�DZD\�DV�
they always do. 

0D\EH�WKLV�QH[W�GD\�,¶OO�KDYH�SHDFH� 
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M,'1,*+7�ZDV�DOPRVW�XSRQ�WKHP��,Q�WKH�VLOHQFH�RI�
the night the sound of the clock’s gears resounded 

OLNH�WKH�KHDUW�RI�D�PRQVWURXV�JRG�WRZHULQJ�DERYH���
 them.

7KH� FKDSHO� ZRXOG� KDYH� EHHQ� SLWFK� EODFN� LI�
QRW� IRU� WKH� UHG�JORZ�FRPLQJ� IURP� WKH�SLOODU�HPEHGGHG� WRUFKHV�ZKHUH� DEVROXWH�
darkness stretched beyond their light. At an altar stood a bishop and his acolyte, 

neither of which could see the others out in the congregation. All waited for the 

midnight bells that would begin the ceremony.

6KH�ZDV�ZHDULQJ�D�EODFN�DQG�UHG�GUHVV��OHDYLQJ�WRR�OLWWOH�IRU�WKH�LPDJLQDWLRQ��
+H�ZDV�ZHDULQJ�D�GDUN�WXQLF�HPEURLGHUHG�ZLWK�WKH�VLJLOV�RI�+HOO�

+HU�KDLU�ZDV�UDYHQ�EODFN�ZLWK�VNLQ�WKH�SHUIHFW�FRORU�RI�LYRU\��GUDZLQJ�DOO�H\HV�
WR�KHU�HOHJDQW�IRUP��+LV�KDLU�ZDV�WKDW�RI�VDOW�DQG�SHSSHU�DQG�KLV�EXLOG�ZDV�VWURQJ�
and maintained. Both their eyes were gray as iron, hers warmer, his colder. Only 

by looking into them could one see the heritage shared by their blood and notice 

the fatherly pride beaming at the girl.

Between them the altar had the form of a star, and upon it was a drugged naked 

JLUO��EDUHO\�ROGHU�WKDQ�WKH�DFRO\WH�KHUVHOI��6KH�KDG�EHHQ�D�7DOGDQ�VODYH�EURXJKW�WR�
the temple with promises of ascension years ago, and the girls became close as 

White Shadows

%\�(UQHVWR�5DPLUH]
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WKH\�JUHZ�XS��%XW�WKH�SURPLVHV�WR�WKH�DFRO\WH�ZHUH�OLHV�WR�WKH�RWKHU��MXVW�VR�WKLV�
GD\�RQH�ZRXOG�EHFRPH�D�VDFUL¿FH�WR�$VPRGHXV��DQG�WKH�RWKHU�D�WUXH�FOHULF�RI�KHU�
dark god’s priesthood.

-XVW�D�IHZ�KRXUV�DJR�WKH\�KDG�EHHQ�FHOHEUDWLQJ�WKH�DFRO\WH¶V�QHDULQJ�DVFHQVLRQ��
They talked about the other girl’s hope for her own rise one day, but the acolyte 

HYDGHG�GHWDLOV�RI�WKH�XSFRPLQJ�FHUHPRQ\��7KHLU�VXSSHU�KDG�EHHQ�D�ODVFLYLRXV�RQH��
DV�KDG�EHHQ�WKH�ZLQH��7KH�GRRPHG�JLUO¶V�JODVV�ZDV�KHDYLO\�GUXJJHG��WKH�DFRO\WH¶V�
was soured by the deed. The essence had been potent, confusing the girl and 

muddling her senses. She had barely registered when her friend had guided her 

from the acolyte’s chambers into the darkness of the chapel. The place was hot, 

EXW�WKH�GUXJ�LQ�WKH�JLUO¶V�YHLQV�PDGH�WKH�KHDW�XQEHDUDEOH��7KH�DFRO\WH�VXJJHVWHG�
she take off her dress and undergarments and her words made perfect sense in the 

PRPHQW��DQG�VKH�GLG�DV�LQVWUXFWHG��+HU�VXSSOH�ZKLWH�VLOKRXHWWH�ZDV�EDWKHG�LQ�WKH�
UHG�OLJKW�RI�WKH�WRUFKHV��DV�ZDV�KHU�VZHDW�FRYHUHG�ERG\�

The acolyte guided the Taldan girl to the altar. “Come, rest here.”

+HU�IULHQG�VPLOHG�DV�WKH�DFRO\WH�KHOSHG�KHU�XS�WR�OD\�RQ�WKH�EODFN�FRRO�VWRQH��
The acolyte spread her out and set to tying her wrists and ankles to compliment 

WKH�HQJUDYHG�VWDU�EHQHDWK�KHU�
“Would you do anything for me?” The acolyte’s cheery words belied the sweet 

poison they hid.

“Yes,” answered the girl with a nod as she was being tied, and the acolyte 

rewarded her friend, caressing her long blond hair and kissing her forehead.

³:K\�DP�,�WLHG"´�VKH�DVNHG��IHHOLQJ�D�OLWWOH�ELW�QHUYRXV�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�DV�KHU�
mind failed to understand the situation.

³6KKK�� ,� QHHG� D� IDYRU��:LOO� \RX� OHW�$VPRGHXV� WDNH� \RX�� VR� ,� FDQ� DVFHQG"´�
The words were a mere whisper, but spoken through trembling lips plagued with 

uncertainty.

The blond girl didn’t understand, but wanted to comfort her distressed friend. 

6KH�KDG�QR�UHDVRQ�WR�GHQ\�KHU�DQ\WKLQJ��VR�VKH�DQVZHUHG�MR\IXOO\�
“Yes, sure. Anything for you.” The girl knew not what she said, but by those 

VLPSOH�ZRUGV�VKH�KDG�GDPQHG�KHUVHOI�DQG�¿OOHG�WKH�DFRO\WH�ZLWK�WHUULEOH�WXUPRLO��
The ritual continued and the acolyte’s father appeared from beyond the 

VKDGRZV��:KLOH�VKH�EDWKHG�WKH�YLFWLP¶V�WRUVR�ZLWK�VHYHQ�XQKRO\�RLOV��KHU�IDWKHU�
ORRNHG�SURXGO\�DW�KHU�ZRUN��6KH�KDG�SURSHUO\�DUUDQJHG�WKH�VDFUL¿FH�LQ�WKH�IRUP�
of the star, $VPRGHXV¶�VWDU. She was also well bound and completely coated in the 

oils, but the girl remained blissfully unaware of her fate.

Around them, hidden by the darkness, dozens of mortal eyes followed the 

DFRO\WH¶V� HYHU\�PRYHPHQW�� DV� GR]HQV� RI� XQERXQG� VSLULWV�PRYHG� DPRQJ� WKHP��
ZDWFKLQJ�DV�WKH�YLUJLQ�VDFUL¿FH�OD\�EDUH�EHIRUH�WKHP��7KH�DFRO\WH�KDG�WR�LJQRUH�
WKH�EX]]�RI�VRXQGV�DQG�WKH�EOXU�RI�PRYHPHQW�DV�VKH�PDLQWDLQHG�KHU�FRQFHQWUDWLRQ�
ZKLOH� SHUIRUPLQJ� WKH� ULWHV�� 6KH� PRYHG� GHOLEHUDWHO\� ZLWK� SUHFLVLRQ�� IROORZLQJ�
HYHU\�VWHS�DV�VKH�KDG�UHKHDUVHG��+HU�IULHQG�VKLIWHG�RQ�WKH�DOWDU��DQG�KHU�KD]\�H\HV�
looked up with some concern. The drug was slowly losing its edge, and all the 

PRYHPHQW�DQG�QRLVH�DURXQG�KHU�KDG�EHJXQ�WR�JHW�KHU�DWWHQWLRQ�
Unseen hands of hellish specters, both monstrous and lustful, explored her bare 

VNLQ��¿OOLQJ�WKH�JLUO�ZLWK�GUHDG��:KHUH�WKH�DFRO\WH¶V�KDQGV�ZHUH�ZDUP�DQG�VRIW��
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WKH�RWKHUV�ZHUH�FROG�DQG�URXJK��WRXFKLQJ�KHU�DV�LQWLPDWHO\�DV�ORYHUV��6KH�ORRNHG�
desperately for her assailants—but there was nothing to see. In answer to her 

SOLJKW��ZKLVSHUHG�YRLFHV�DQG�WKURDW\�ODXJKWHU�PRFNHG�KHU�
³:KDW¶V�JRLQJ�RQ"´�VKH�DVNHG��EHJLQQLQJ�WR�IHHO�VFDUHG��+HU�IULHQG�KRYHUHG�

DERYH��VPLOLQJ�LQ�UHDVVXUDQFH�WR�SXW�KHU�DW�HDVH��EXW�ZLWK�HDFK�SDVVLQJ�PRPHQW�
KHU�GRXEWV�JUHZ�DV�KHU�FRQ¿GHQFH�ZDQHG�

All preparations were set.

The time was right.

'DXJKWHU�DQG�IDWKHU�PRYHG�DV�RQH�EHIRUH�WKH�JLUO��ZKR�¿QDOO\�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�KHU�
PHQWRU�ZDV�ORRNLQJ�GRZQ�DW�KHU�EDUH�ERG\��ZKLFK�PDGH�KHU�EOXVK�YLROHQWO\��%XW�
KH�ZDV�QRW�ORRNLQJ�DW�KHU�ZLWK�OXVW�RU�GHVLUH��KH�ZDV�GHWDFKHG��D�VXUJHRQ�PDNLQJ�
VXUH�WKH�SURFHVV�ZDV�QRWKLQJ�EXW�SHUIHFW��:LWK�KLV�¿QDO�DVVHVVPHQW�FRPSOHWH��KH�
smiled proudly at his daughter and produced a dagger.

,W�ZDV�D�KLGHRXV�EODGH��ERQH�DQG�LURQ�FDUYHG�LQWR�WKH�VKDSH�RI�D�OHDI��WKH�HGJHV�
still caked with the blood of the hundreds it had feasted on. Light receded from it, 

shunning its mere presence.

The bound girl screamed as the bishop offered the grim instrument to his 

daughter.

The bells began to chime. It was a chime so deep and penetrating that both 

VDFUL¿FH� DQG� DFRO\WH� FRXOG� IHHO� LW� LQ� WKHLU� ERQHV��$VPRGHXV� KDG� FRPH�� DQG� D�
JORRP�RYHUVKDGRZHG�WKH�XQKRO\�FKDSHO�

The Taldan girl cried silently, trying to free herself, but her efforts only bruised 

her skin as her bonds tightened more and more with each struggle. She had 

GXWLIXOO\�VHUYHG�WKH�ELVKRS��VKH�KDG�ORYHG�KLV�GDXJKWHU�DQG�WUDLQHG�KDUG�WR�EHFRPH�
one of them...but it all had been a lie so that she could become WKLV.

7KH�DFRO\WH�KHOG�WKH�EORRG\�NQLIH�RYHU�KHU�IULHQG¶V�QDNHG�WRUVR��FKDQJLQJ�KHU�
grip with each new stroke of the bell. She had rehearsed for this moment—she 

was ready for it. She knew how and where to pierce the heart, and she knew what 

would come after. Biting her lip in hesitation, a grim expression crossed her face 

DV�FKLOGKRRG�PHPRULHV�¿OOHG�KHU�PLQG��LQWHUIHULQJ�ZLWK�WKH�WDVN��6KH�KDG�H[SHFWHG�
her friend to plead for her life, but she cried silently. The Taldan girl had been her 

longest friend, her only friend, and after all that, she was about to repay her with 

eternal damnation.

7KH�GDJJHU�ZDLYHUHG�DQG�WLOWHG�ZLWK�XQFHUWDLQW\�DQG�VKH�SDXVHG�ZLWK�D�VLJK�
+HU�HDJHU�IDWKHU�PRYHG�FORVHU��ZDLWLQJ�DQ[LRXVO\�IRU�LW�WR�¿QLVK��7KH�VWURNHV�

continued, and soon his pride turned to impatience. With only a few chimes left to 

VWULNH��VKDPH�ZDVKHG�RYHU�KLP�OLNH�D�ULYHU�WXUQLQJ�LQWR�D�WLGH�RI�UDJH��-XVW�EHIRUH�
WKH�ODVW�FKLPH�UHVRXQGHG��KH�VZHSW�EHKLQG�KLV�GDXJKWHU�DQG�WRRN�D�¿UP�JULS�RI�KHU�
KDQG��VHQGLQJ�WKH�EODGH�GHHS�LQWR�WKH�JLUO¶V�FKHVW��RYHU�DQG�RYHU��$�VFUHDP�RI�SDLQ�
DQG�VXUSULVH�RYHUZKHOPHG� WKH�DFRO\WH¶V�HDUV�DV�KHU�KDQG�ZDV�FUXVKHG�EHWZHHQ�
the blade’s hilt and her father’s grip. She nearly lost her balance and fell as her 

DUP�ZDV�DOPRVW�ZUHQFKHG�IURP�LWV�VRFNHW��+HU�IDWKHU�WZLVWHG�DQG�WXUQHG�WKH�EODGH�
inside the gasping girl as blood shot out of her mouth.

She tried to cry out but a gurgled scream made the acolyte close her eyes.

:LWK�EORRG�VRDNHG�KDQGV��WKH�DFRO\WH¶V�IDWKHU�VWRRG�EDFN��ORRNLQJ�IRU�D�FKDQJH�
in the chapel.
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7KH�VDFUL¿FH�KDGQ¶W�EHHQ�SHUIHFW���EXW�LW�ZDV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�DSSRLQWHG�WLPH�
7KH� WRUFKHV� ÀDUHG� GHHSO\�� WKHLU� FRORU� VXGGHQO\� WXUQLQJ� JUHHQ��7KH� VPHOO� RI�

EULPVWRQH�¿OOHG� WKH�SODFH��7KH�ELVKRS� OHW�JR�RI�KHU�KDQG��EXW�VKH�VWLOO�KHOG� WKH�
blade as her friend’s life ebbed away before her.

Their eyes met one last time.

There was no hate in them.

Only a profound sadness for the betrayal, and something else the acolyte 

couldn’t identify.

With her dying breath the girl silently exhaled a single phrase, but the acolyte 

read it on her friend’s trembling lips.

She was speechless as she understood the words.

,�IRUJLYH�\RX� 
7KH�DFRO\WH¶V�VKRFN�WXUQHG�WR�KRUURU�DV�VKH�VDZ�KHU�IULHQG¶V�ERG\�VWRS�PRYLQJ�

and her eyes expressing sheer terror. She knew that her friend’s soul had been 

ULSSHG�DZD\�DQG�GUDJJHG�WR�+HOO�
“What’s wrong with you?” the bishop snarled as he grabbed his daughter by 

WKH�KDLU�DQG�GUDJJHG�KHU�IURP�WKH�FKDSHO��OHDYLQJ�WKH�OHVVHU�SULHVWV�WR�GLVSRVH�RI�
the corpse. She was in shock, and it showed on her face. Anger got the best of him 

DQG�KH�VODSSHG�KHU�KDUG��OHDYLQJ�D�UHG�SULQW�RQ�KHU�FKHHN�DV�VKH�ÀHZ�WR�WKH�ÀRRU�
³<RX�ZLOO�GR�LW�EHWWHU�QH[W�WLPH��RU�VR�KHOS�PH�,�ZLOO�VDFUL¿FH�\RX�P\VHOI��\RX�

hear me?” he whispered angrily at her, but she only scowled back at him, tears 

forming in her eyes.

³1R�´�VKH�FULHG��³,�ZRQ¶W�´
³:KDW"´�7KH�ELVKRS¶V�H\H�QDUURZHG�LQ�DVWRQLVKPHQW��KLV�GDXJKWHU�KDG�QHYHU�

opposed his will before, and if anyone found out, it would mean death.

³<RX�ZLOO�GR�ZKDW�,�VD\�´
³1HYHU��,¶G�UDWKHU�GLH�´
7KH�ELVKRS�XQGHUVWRRG�KLV�GDXJKWHU�ZDV�EHLQJ�KDVW\��%\�WKLV�VDFUL¿FH��VKH�KDG�

VHDOHG�KHU� IDWH� WR�$VPRGHXV��+HU� OLIH�DQG�VRXO�QRZ�EHORQJHG� WR�KLP�� ,W�ZRXOG�
take time before she would understand that, but her insolence would lead to the 

GRZQIDOO�RI�WKHP�ERWK��+H�FRQVLGHUHG�KLV�RSWLRQV�
She needed a lesson in humility. She needed to ZDQW what she had unrightfully 

earned.

³6R�EH�LW��EXW�\RX�ZRQ¶W�GLH��(YHU\WKLQJ�\RX�RZQ��HYHU\WKLQJ�\RX�KDYH�ZLOO�
EH�VWULSSHG�IURP�\RX��8QWLO�\RX�VHUYH�+LP��\RX�ZLOO�KDYH�QRWKLQJ. When this is 

through, you will come back and beg for him to take you.” The bishop called one 

RI�KLV�SULHVWV��D�WDOO��GDUN�KDLUHG�PDQ�ZLWK�SXUSOH�H\HV��1HLWKHU�ORRNHG�DW�KHU�DV�
KH�JDYH�WKH�RUGHU�

³6KH� LV� QR� ORQJHU� PLQH�� WDNH� KHU� DZD\�� 7DNH� KHU� V\PERO�� KHU� MHZHOV�� KHU�
FORWKHV²HYHU\WKLQJ²DQG� VHOO� KHU� WR� WKH� VODYH� PDUNHW�� QDNHG� DV� WKH� GD\� VKH�
ZDV�ERUQ��'R�LW�QRZ�´�7KH�SULHVW�ERZHG�DQG�ZHQW�DZD\�WR�JDWKHU�WKH�QHFHVVDU\�
HTXLSPHQW�WR�UHVWUDLQ�KHU��7KH�DFRO\WH�GLGQ¶W�HYHQ�ORRN�XS�DW�KLP��VKH�MXVW�VDW��VWLOO�
and silent.

7KH�VRXQG�RI�WKXQGHU�UROOHG�DFURVV�WKH�VN\��5DLQ�EHJDQ�WR�SRXU�GRZQ��DQG�WKH�
ELVKRS�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��³,�QHYHU�ZDQW�WR�VHH�\RX�DJDLQ�XQOHVV�\RX�KDYH�WKH�FRXUDJH�
DQG�WKH�FRQYLFWLRQ�WR�VWDQG�EHIRUH�PH��)RU�LQ�WKLV�ZRUOG�ZKHUH�WKH�VWURQJ�UXOH��WKH�
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ZHDN�FDQ�RQO\�VHUYH�RU�GLH��You understand me?”

The priest returned with chains and shackles. Without remorse, he ripped her 

clothes away and stripped her of her possessions and unholy symbol. The shock 

of killing her friend still lingered in her mind, but more than the deed were her last 

words and that look in her eyes. It was pity. In that moment when her life snuffed 

out, she pitied her friend, and the acolyte knew why.

The realization sank her below the cobblestones with guilt. She showed no 

UHVLVWDQFH�DV�WKH�PDQ�FKDLQHG�KHU�DQNOHV�DQG�ZULVWV��DQG�RQO\�DIWHU�D�KHDY\�LURQ�
collar was put around her neck did she look up at her father. She was prouder 

QDNHG� DQG� LQ� FKDLQV� WKDQ� VKH� KDG� HYHU� EHHQ� LQ� WKH� ¿QHVW� JDUEV� DGRUQHG� ZLWK�
Asmodeus’ sigil. The priest then attached a leash to the collar and pulled her away.

Showing no emotion, he looked down at her, half hoping she would plead for 

KHUVHOI��EHJ�IRU�IRUJLYHQHVV��EXW�LW�ZDV�RQO\�WKH�SULHVW�ZKR�VSRNH�
“What price should I ask for, my Lord?”

³'RHVQ¶W�PDWWHU��WDNH�ZKDWHYHU�WKH\�RIIHU�DQG�JLYH�LW�WR�WKH�WHPSOH�´
The priest tugged on the leash and she followed.

The bishop watched her go.

+LV�GDXJKWHU�VKLYHUHG�LQ�WKH�UDLQ�DV�WKH\�ZDONHG�DZD\��+H�ZLVKHG�IRU�KHU�WR�
WXUQ�EDFN��EXW�VKH�GLGQ¶W��7KH�ELVKRS�VKUXJJHG�DQG�KLV�KHDUW�EURNH�VLOHQWO\��+H¶G�
WKURZQ�KHU�WR�WKH�ZROYHV�DQG�$VPRGHXV�KDG�KDUVK�OHVVRQV�LQ�VWRUH�IRU�KHU�
,I�LW�LV�+LV�ZLOO��VKH¶OO�FRPH�EDFN��UHDG\�WR�VHUYH�DQG�WHPSHUHG�OLNH�QHZ�VWHHO�

o~O~o

Captain Karessa checked the guard routes one more time. She had doubled the 

QXPEHU�RI�SDWUROV�DQG�SRVWV�DURXQG�WKH�WHPSOH�VLQFH�%LVKRS�+HGULQ¶V�DUULYDO��VWLOO��
VKH�ZDV�QRW�VXUH�LW�ZDV�HQRXJK��+LV�VXGGHQ�SUHVHQFH�ZDV�D�GRXEOH�HGJHG�VZRUG��
This was either her opportunity to impress the upper echelons of Asmodeus’ 

church or fall from their graces.

%LVKRS� 0D[IHO� +HGULQ�� ,QTXLVLWRU� RI� $VPRGHXV�� ZDV� RQH� RI� WKH� &KXUFK¶V�
IDYRUHG�DJHQWV�� UHQRZQHG�IRU�KLV�FRQYLFWLRQ�DQG�]HDO� LQ� WKH�KXQW� IRU�&KHOLD[¶V�
KHUHWLFV��7KH�&KXUFK�SURYLGHG�WKH�PDQ�LWV�IXOO�VXSSRUW��DQG�WKDW�PDGH�KLP�ERWK�
powerful and dangerous. It had earned him many enemies, too. And to keep his 

ULYDOV� LQ�FKHFN�� LW�ZDVQ¶W�XQKHDUG�RI� WKDW� WKH� LQTXLVLWRU�PDGH�VXUSULVH�DXGLWV� WR�
both temple and regional authorities, which included her. But unlike his usual 

WHUURUL]LQJ��WKLV�YLVLW�FRLQFLGHG�ZLWK�D�GLVWXUELQJ�HYHQW�
7ZR�GD\V�EHIRUH�WKH�ELVKRS¶V�DUULYDO��VRPH�RI�.DUHVVD¶V�PHQ�KDG�RYHUKHDUG�

D� ZRPDQ� DVNLQJ� TXHVWLRQV� DERXW� WKH� WHPSOH� DQG� LWV� UHVLGHQWV�� +HU� VROGLHUV�
reported the incident, but her sergeant failed to bring the issue to her attention. 

When Karessa found out, she sent her men to apprehend the woman, but she was 

nowhere to be found.

7KH�WLPLQJ�ZDV�WRR�FORVH�WR�WKH�ELVKRS¶V�DUULYDO�WR�EH�PHUH�FRLQFLGHQFH�
She chastised the men, but she herself shouldered the responsibility of their 

negligence. Temple security was her domain, especially during such circumstances.

.DUHVVD�KDG�PHW�WKH�,QTXLVLWRU�ZKHQ�KH�DUULYHG��+H�URGH�LQ�RQ�D�EODFN�VWDOOLRQ�
DQG�ZDV� DFFRPSDQLHG� E\� WZR� KHDYLO\� DUPHG�+HOONQLJKWV�� (YHQ� DV� KH� HQWHUHG�
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WKURXJK�WKH�SULYDWH�HQWUDQFH��KLV�DUULYDO�SURGXFHG�WKH�HIIHFW�RI�VKRFN�WKDW�KH�VXUHO\�
intended. She could feel the fear and expectation in the air as the man dismounted 

KLV� KRUVH�� VD\LQJ�QRWKLQJ��+H�KDQGHG�KLV� UHLJQV� WR�KLV� JXDUGV� DQG�ZHQW� WR� WKH�
chapel to meet the archbishop.

0D[IHO�+HGULQ�ZDV�D� WDOO�DQG�EURDG�VKRXOGHUHG�PDQ��ZLWK� ORQJ� UDYHQ�EODFN�
KDLU�DQG�H\HV�WKH�FRORU�RI�DPHWK\VW��D�VLJQ�RI�WUXH�$]ODQWL�EORRG��+H�ZDV�EHDXWLIXO�
to behold, and Karessa was immediately impressed by the man’s persona and zeal. 

(YHU\�PRYHPHQW�ZDV�FDOFXODWHG�DV�KH�VWULYHG�WR�VXSSUHVV�KLV�WUXH�SRWHQWLDO��6KH�
FRXOG�IHHO�KLV�VRXO�EXUQLQJ�ZLWK�SXUSRVH��KH�ZDV�WKH�FDOP�WKDW�EURXJKW�WKH�VWRUP��
The moment their eyes met, Karessa swore to keep the man safe at all costs.

That had been two days ago, and the Inquisitor still conducted his hunt. 

1RWKLQJ� DODUPLQJ�KDG�KDSSHQHG� DQG�.DUHVVD�ZRUULHG� WKDW� WKH�PHQ�KDG�JURZQ�
OD[��6KH�ZDONHG�DPRQJ�KHU�VHQWULHV��PDNLQJ�VXUH�WKH\�ZHUH�VWLOO�DOHUW��1RQH�KDG�
disappointed her so far, and all that was left was to check one last post before 

returning to the chapel. As Karessa approached, she saw her guard standing, 

ORRNLQJ�WRZDUG�WKH�FLW\��WKH�RWKHU�VDW��VWDULQJ�DW�WKH�ÀRRU��%RWK�IDLOHG�WR�QRWLFH�
Usually, Karessa was nothing but fair to her men. Punishments were only 

JLYHQ�DIWHU�JUHDW�IDLOXUHV��6WLOO��VKH�OLNHG�WR�UXQ�D�WLJKW�VKLS��DQG�ZLWK�WKH�ELVKRS�
XQGHU�KHU�SURWHFWLRQ��HYHQ�WKH�VOLJKWHVW�RYHUVLJKW�EHFDPH�D�VHULRXV�PLVWDNH��7KHLU�
failing to acknowledge her presence was a disrespect, not to mention a breach to 

the whole temple’s security.

She approached the men, ready to berate their negligence as her hand went 

IRU�KHU�ULGLQJ�FURS��%XW�HYHQ�LQ�KHU�DQJHU�VKH�QRWLFHG�VRPHWKLQJ�ZDV�DPLVV��6KH�
VWRSSHG�DQG�REVHUYHG�FDUHIXOO\�EHIRUH�VWHSSLQJ�FORVHU��7KH�PDQ�VWDQGLQJ�KDG�KLV�
neck twisted oddly, while the one sitting had a wet patch at his waist with blood 

SRROLQJ�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU�
Karessa stepped closer, ready to raise the alarm with a whistle. She touched the 

standing soldier’s arm and he lost his balance and collapsed. Only then did she see 

the shimmering bright blue rune hidden behind the body. 

Eyes wide in horror, the Chelaxian captain raced away, trying to outrun what 

ZDV�WR�FRPH��7KH�P\VWLF�ZULWLQJ�ÀDVKHG�HYHU�IDVWHU��DQG�D�PRPHQW�ODWHU�H[SORGHG��
tossing Karessa into the air. The blast hit her on the back, slamming the woman 

against the corridor wall. She tried to stay conscious, remembering her faith and 

GXW\²EXW�WKH�SDLQ�ZDV�WRR�PXFK��'DUNQHVV�HPEUDFHG�KHU�TXLFNO\�DV�VKH�FXUVHG�
herself and the enemy who had bested her.

o~O~o

7KH�WDOO��EURDG�VKRXOGHUHG�PDQ�RSHQHG�WKH�FKDSHO�GRRUV�DQG�VWURGH� WKURXJK�
ZLWK�KLV�ERG\JXDUGV��+H�ZDONHG�GRZQ�WKH�DLVOH�ZLWK�DQ�DLU�RI�SXUSRVH��LOOXPLQDWHG�
E\�WZR�URZV�RI�KHOOLVK�WRUFKHV��7KH�GDUN�UHG�OLJKW�PDGH�OHVVHU�PHQ�DGYDQFH�ZLWK�
DQ[LHW\�� HYHQ� IHDU��7KDW�ZDV� WKH�ZD\�$UFKELVKRS� )RUWXQD� OLNHG� LW�� EXW�%LVKRS�
0D[IHO�+HGULQ�GLGQ¶W�SD\�LW�DQ\�DWWHQWLRQ��+LV�PLQG�ZDV�RQ�WKH�EXVLQHVV�DW�KDQG�

The inquisitor was unhappy.

+LV�LQWHOOLJHQFH�KDG�QHYHU�EHHQ�LQDFFXUDWH��EXW� WKLV� WLPH�LW�ZDV��7KH�UHSRUWV�
had called for immediate and harsh action to punish the heresy crimes committed 
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against Asmodeus, so he had made his way to Egorian and this temple to search 

out the truth.

But his information was wrong.

(YHU\WKLQJ�ZDV�LQ�RUGHU�
2I�FRXUVH�KH�ZRXOG�¿QG�VRPHRQH�WR�WDNH�WKH�IDOO��6RPHRQH�ZKR�ZRXOG��DIWHU�

a couple days of torture, confess the most heinous sins and treacheries against the 

IDLWK��0D\EH�WKDW�SUHWW\�FDSWDLQ�ZRXOG�EH�KLV�VFDSHJRDW��7KH�PHQ�VKH�FRPPDQGHG�
KDG�HQRXJK�HQY\�DQG�UHVHQWPHQW�WRZDUGV�KHU��VR�VXUHO\�KH�ZRXOG�¿QG�RQH�ZLOOLQJ�
WR�EHWUD\�DQG�WHVWLI\�DJDLQVW�KHU��+RZHYHU��KH�DOVR�QRWLFHG�KRZ�VKH�ORRNHG�DW�KLP�
and realized she might make a better asset...for the future.

:KLFKHYHU�KH�GHFLGHG��LW�ZDV�WKH�OHDVW�RI�KLV�ZRUULHV�
+LV�WLPH�KDG�UXQ�RXW��DQG�XQOHVV�KH�FRXOG�¿QG�VRPHWKLQJ�LQ�WKH�QH[W�IHZ�KRXUV��

KH�ZRXOG�KDYH� WR� JR�KRPH�ZLWKRXW� WKH� SUL]H� KH� VRXJKW��$UFKELVKRS�)RUWXQD¶V�
head.

+LV�LQIRUPDQWV�KDG�GLVFRYHUHG�WKDW�$UFKELVKRS�)RUWXQD�KDG�EHHQ�FRQVRUWLQJ�ZLWK�
D�SULHVWHVV�RI�DQ�HQHP\�IDLWK��%XW�RQFH�LQ�WKH�WHPSOH��QHLWKHU�KLV�LQYHVWLJDWLRQV²
QRU�KLV�FRPPXQLRQ�ZLWK�KLV�XQKRO\�PDVWHUV²KDG�UHYHDOHG�D�VLQJOH�OLQN�

,I�WKH�PDQ�KDG�KHOG�D�OHVVHU�SODFH�LQ�WKH�+LHUDUFK\�RI�+HOO��+HGULQ�ZRXOG�KDYH�
DOUHDG\�DUUHVWHG�KLP��8QGHU� WRUWXUH��)RUWXQD�ZRXOG�HYHQWXDOO\�UHYHDO� WKH�QDPH�
DQG�ORFDWLRQ�RI�KLV�ORYHU��HYHQ�LI�VKH�GLGQ¶W�H[LVW��EXW�KH�ZDV�DQ�DUFKELVKRS��DQG�
ZLWKRXW�SURRI��D�IDOVH�DFFXVDWLRQ�ZRXOG�PHDQ�+HGULQ¶V�RZQ�KHDG�

+H�VWRSSHG�VXGGHQO\��WXUQLQJ�LQVWLQFWLYHO\�WRZDUG�WKH�HDVW�
An explosion?

³6LU�*DOODUG��FKHFN�ZKDW�WKDW�ZDV�´�+HGULQ�VDLG�ZLWKRXW�WXUQLQJ��EXW�WKH�RQO\�
response he got was the sound of metal clashing against stone.

+HGULQ�WXUQHG�WR�VHH�KLV�+HOONQLJKWV�FUXPEOLQJ�WR�WKH�ÀRRU��/RQJ�GDJJHUV�KDG�
SLHUFHG�WKH�PHQ¶V�QHFNV��DQG�WKHLU�OLIH�EORRG�SRXUHG�RYHU�WKH�EODFN�VWRQH�ÀRRU��
*DOODUG¶V�KHOPHW�UROOHG�WRZDUG�+HGULQ¶V�IHHW��UHYHDOLQJ�KLV�IDFH��7KH�+HOONQLJKW�
OD\�LQ�WKH�ÀRRU�ZLWK�RSHQ�H\HV��XQDZDUH�RI�KLV�RZQ�GHDWK�

%HWZHHQ�ERWK�PHQ��D�ZKLWH�GUHVVHG�VLOKRXHWWH�VWRRG��FRDOHVFLQJ�LQWR�WKH�¿QH�
form of a woman. She was wearing a tight, short dress tinted red in the light of 

WKH�WRUFKHV��+HU�VWURQJ�DUPV�DQG�WRQHG�OHJV�ZHUH�IUHH�IRU�HDVH�RI�PRYHPHQW��EXW�
ZUDSSHG�DOPRVW�HQWLUHO\� LQ�EDQGDJHV��PXFK�OLNH�WKH�DUHQD�¿JKWHUV�RI�&KHOLD[¶V�
JODGLDWRU�SLWV��+HU�KHDG�ZDV�FRYHUHG�ZLWK�D�KRRG��VKDGRZLQJ�WKH�WRS�KDOI�RI�KHU�
face. But it did nothing to hide the gleam of the metallic collar around her neck, 

identical to the shining gold chain around her waist, both symbols of her Order.

7KH�ELVKRS¶V�H\HV�PRYHG�DORQJ�KHU�ERG\��VWRSSLQJ�RQ�WKH�FROODU��+HGULQ�OLFNHG�
his lips and smiled.

³6R��\RX�GR�H[LVW��,�WKRXJKW�\RX�ZHUH���EXW�D�P\WK�´�+HGULQ�FDXWLRXVO\�PRYHG�
to the woman as she remained eerily still.

She had more daggers sheathed in a belt around her waist, and a fearsome 

UXQH�FRYHUHG�ORQJVZRUG�RPLQRXVO\�KXQJ�IURP�KHU�EDFN��$�VZRUG�ZKLFK�ZDV�WKH�
V\PERO�RI�+HGULQ¶V�PRVW�KDWHG�IDLWK�

4XLFNO\� VKH�PRYHG� WR� GUDZ� LW�� EXW� WKH� ELVKRS� FKDUJHG� EHIRUH� VKH� ¿QLVKHG��
KLWWLQJ�KHU�VTXDUHO\�LQ�WKH�FKHVW�ZLWK�KLV�VKRXOGHU�DQG�VKRYLQJ�KHU�WR�WKH�ÀRRU�

+H�KRSHG�KH¶G�NQRFNHG�WKH�ZLQG�RXW�RI�KHU��DQG�PRYHG�WR�SUHVV�KLV�DGYDQWDJH�
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by pinning her to the ground, but she simply pulled her legs upward and rolled 

LQWR�D�VRPHUVDXOW�WR�ODQG�ZLWK�RQH�IRRW�DQG�NQHH�¿UPO\�SRLVHG��KHU�VZRUG�GUDZQ�
LQ�RQH�KDQG�DQG�KHU�XQZUDSSHG�FKDLQ�ZKLS�LQ�WKH�RWKHU��+H�VDZ�KHU�JUD\�H\HV��
and they deeply set into his.

The inquisitor bit his lip and his eyes narrowed—KH�NQHZ�WKRVH�H\HV.
³%\�$VPRGHXV¶�EDUEV��\RX¶UH�D�OLYHO\�RQH��:HOO��QRW�IRU�ORQJ�´�+HGULQ�H[WHQGHG�

ERWK�KDQGV�IRUZDUG��IRUPLQJ�D�WULDQJOH�ZLWK�KLV�¿QJHUV��+H�KDG�LQWHQGHG�WR�FDSWXUH�
her, but he wasn’t up for any unnecessary risks. If she wouldn’t submit, he would 

kill her and question her soul at his leisure.

+H�EHJDQ�WR�FKDQW��DQG�D�GHHS��FDYHUQRXV�YRLFH�¿OOHG�WKH�FKDSHO��+HGULQ¶V�H\HV�
EXUQHG�ZLWK�KHOOLVK�¿UH�DQG�WKH�VPHOO�RI�EULPVWRQH�SHUPHDWHG�WKH�DLU�DV�ÀDPHV��WKH�
color of blood and death, erupted from his hands toward his foe.

7KH�ELVKRS�VPLOHG�DV�WKH�¿UHV�HQJXOIHG�WKH�FRUULGRU��DQG�ZKHQ�WKH\�VXEVLGHG��
he looked for his assassin’s corpse.

There was no trace.

1R�VLJQ�RI�KHU�FKDUUHG�UHPDLQV��QR�VPHOO�RI�EXUQW�ÀHVK²QRWKLQJ��+H�UHDFKHG�
IRU�*DOODUG¶V�ÀDLO��DQG�WKH�EODFN�PHWDO�YLEUDWHG�ZLWK�$VPRGHXV¶�GDUN�EOHVVLQJ��EXW�
before he could grasp the unholy weapon, a golden chain curled around his arm, 

pulling him back.

She was behind him, staying his hand with her chain while poising her sword 

WR�VWULNH��+HU�EODGH�OLW�EOXH�ZLWK�FHOHVWLDO�¿UH��DZDNHQHG�E\�+HGULQ¶V�HYLO�SUHVHQFH��
+H�KDG�VFRUFKHG�KHU�ULJKW�OHJ��EXW�VKH�ZDV�QRQH�IRU�WKH�ZRUVH�

7KH� LQTXLVLWRU� UHDFWHG� LQVWLQFWLYHO\�� FXUVLQJ� YLOH� REVFHQLWLHV��ZKLOH� KH� GUHZ�
upon his infernal powers. With unholy might he pulled the woman’s chain toward 

KLP��+LV�OHIW�DUP�LJQLWHG�LQ�ÀDPHV�DQG�KH�ODVKHG�RXW�IRU�WKH�ZRPDQ¶V�KHDUW��%RWK�
FROOLGHG�LQWR�HDFK�RWKHU��DQG�D�PDVVLYH�EODFN�DQG�EOXH�ZDYH�H[SORGHG�RXWZDUG��
VKDWWHULQJ�DOO�RI�WKH�FKDSHO¶V�ZLQGRZV�DQG�H[WLQJXLVKLQJ�HYHU\�WRUFK�

Silence remained.

o~O~o

³*HW�XS��0LUDQGD�´�WKH�DVVDVVLQ�ZKLVSHUHG�WR�KHUVHOI�
6KH�KDG�IDOOHQ�KDUG�WR�WKH�ÀRRU��JDVSLQJ�IRU�DLU�DQG�FRQWRUWLQJ�ZLWK�SDLQ�
+HGULQ¶V�SXQFK��UHLQIRUFHG�ZLWK�KLV�JRG¶V�WHUULEOH�PLJKW��VKUHGGHG�WKURXJK�KHU�

ZDUGV�DQG�GLYLQH�SURWHFWLRQV��+HU�GUHVV�ZDV�WRUQ�DQG�VPROGHULQJ�ZKHUH�WKH�SXQFK�
KDG�ODQGHG��UHYHDOLQJ�KHU�ODVW�GHIHQVH��¿QH�VLOYHU�FKDLQPDLO�

6KH� WULHG� WR�PRYH��EXW� D�SLHUFLQJ�SDLQ� LQVLGH�KHU� WRUVR�PDGH�KHU�FU\�RXW� LQ�
agony. She knew it meant broken ribs and possibly worse, but her strategy had 

paid off, and that was enough.

7KH� ELVKRS� KDG� H[SHFWHG� WR� WDNH� KHU� RII�JXDUG�� EXW� KH� PLVFDOFXODWHG�� $V�
KH� SXOOHG� KHU� RYHU�� VKH� MXPSHG� IRUZDUG�� XVLQJ� WKH�PDQ¶V� XQKRO\� VWUHQJWK� IRU�
PRPHQWXP��+HU�VZRUG�VXQN�LQWR�KLV�VNXOO�DV�KLV�¿VW�FRQQHFWHG�ZLWK�KHU�FKHVW�

,I� QRW� IRU� WKH� JRGGHVV¶� EOHVVLQJV� DQG� KHU� KRO\� DUPRU��0LUDQGD�ZRXOG� KDYH�
GLHG�LQVWDQWO\��6KH�VWRRG�ZLWK�VRPH�GLI¿FXOW\�DQG�ZDONHG�VORZO\�WRZDUG�WKH�GHDG�
ELVKRS��7KH�VZRUG�UHPDLQHG�LQ�KLV�KHDG��WKH�EOXH�¿UH�VWLOO�ODSSLQJ�XS�WKH�EODGH��
LOOXPLQDWLQJ�KHU�SDWK�WR�KLP��+H�KDG�IDOOHQ�WR�KLV�NQHHV��KLV�KHDG�EHQW�EDFNZDUGV��
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7KHUH�ZDV�QR�VXUSULVH�RQ�WKH�GHDG�PDQ¶V�H[SUHVVLRQ��RQO\�KDWH��+LV�GDUN�VSLULW�VWLOO�
ZDWFKHG�KHU��7KH�KRO\�VZRUG¶V�EOXH�ÀDPHV�DWWHVWHG�WR�KLV�OLQJHULQJ�VRXO�

³,�SURPLVHG�P\VHOI�ORQJ�DJR�,�ZRXOG�NLOO�\RX�DQG�QRW�UHJUHW�LW�´�0LUDQGD�WROG�
the dead man. “I don’t.”

6KH�ULSSHG�KHU�VZRUG�IUHH�IURP�WKH�JUDVS�RI�+HGULQ¶V�VNXOO��7KHQ��ZLWK�D�¿UP�
grip, she held the man’s bloody and matted hair and pulled his body upright tautly. 

6KH�VODVKHG�ZLWK�KHU�ÀDPLQJ�VZRUG��VHYHULQJ�WKH�PDQ¶V�QHFN��7KH�ERG\�FROODSVHG�
LQWR�D�SLWLIXO�KHDS��DQG�VKH�VWXIIHG�WKH�KHDG�LQWR�D�EDJ��7KH�ÀDPH�ZHQW�RXW�DQG�VKH�
sheathed the blade.

+HU�SHUIHFW�IRUP�IDOWHUHG�DV�VKH�UHVWHG�KHU�EDFN�DJDLQVW�D�SLOODU��JDVSLQJ�ZLWK�
HIIRUW��+HU�KDQG�PRYHG�WR�KHU�FKHVW��DQG�VKH�VDQJ�D�VRIW�SUD\HU��:DUP�VLOYHU�OLJKW�
UDGLDWHG�IURP�KHU�KDQG�DV�VKH�VDQJ�WKH�YHUVHV��7KH�OLJKW�¿OOHG�KHU�ZLWK�VWUHQJWK�
and courage, and she could feel her body strengthening as the pain receded.

³7KDQN�\RX��JRGGHVV�´�VKH�VDLG�EHIRUH�PRYLQJ��6KH�EUXVKHG�KHU�¿QJHUV�DJDLQVW�
KHU�FROODU��WRXFKLQJ�WKH�HQJUDYLQJ�RI�D�VZRUG��&RPIRUWLQJ�FHOHVWLDO�ZRUGV�ZUDSSHG�
around her body as she was embraced by angelic wings that hid her from danger.

0LUDQGD�UHWUDFHG�KHU�VWHSV��OHDYLQJ�WKH�GDUN�DQG�VLOHQW�FKDSHO�

o~O~o

The temple woke to a frenzied state of alarm. Within minutes of the explosion 

DOO�SDWUROV�FRQYHUJHG�DURXQG�WKH�DUHD��¿QGLQJ�D�JULP�VFHQH��7KH�VHUJHDQWV�WULHG�
to decide a course of action as Karessa remained unconscious, dying at their feet. 

$UFKELVKRS�)RUWXQD�HPHUJHG�IURP�KLV�TXDUWHUV�WR�WDNH�FKDUJH�
+H�NQHZ�QR�RWKHU�OLIH�WKDQ�WKH�WHVW�RI�¿UH��DQG�ZLWK�D�TXLFN�JODQFH�KH�VHL]HG�

the situation.

³6HFXUH�WKH�WHPSOH¶V�SHULPHWHU��FKHFN�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�FOHUJ\�´�+H�EDUHO\�UDLVHG�
KLV�YRLFH��\HW�KLV�WRQH�ZRXOG�KDYH�PDGH�D�GHYLO�KHHG�KLV�ZRUGV��$V�WKH�PHQ�EHJDQ�
to obey, the archbishop stopped a sergeant and whispered into his ear, “And you 

see to our JXHVW�´�)RUWXQD¶V�FRQWHPSW�ZDV�FOHDU�LQ�KLV�WRQH�
³:KDW�GR�ZH�GR�ZLWK�RXU�&DSWDLQ��<RXU�+ROLQHVV"´�RQH�RI�WKH�VROGLHUV�DVNHG�

DV�HYHU\RQH�EHJDQ�GLVSHUVLQJ�
³7KURZ�KHU� LQWR�D�FDJH�DQG�VHQG�DQ�DFRO\WH� WR�VHH� WR�KHU�ZRXQGV�´�)RUWXQD�

VQHHUHG�LQ�GLVJXVW��³,I�VKH�VXUYLYHV�,�ZLOO�TXHVWLRQ her myself.”

The soldiers expected the archbishop to ask for protection, but instead he 

UHWXUQHG�WR�KLV�SHUVRQDO�RI¿FH�WR�GRFXPHQW�WKH�LQFLGHQW�IRU�KLV�VXSHULRUV��+H�GLGQ¶W�
need the protection of mortals when he had the unholy blessing of Asmodeus 

himself. And besides, they would hardly be more competent than the dead ones 

O\LQJ�EHVLGH�WKHLU�IDOOHQ�FDSWDLQ��1R��LI�WKHUH�ZDV�DQ\�DWWDFNHU�FRPLQJ�IRU�KLP��
KLV�VROGLHUV�ZRXOG�MXVW�EH�FDQQRQ�IRGGHU�WR�EX\�WLPH��ZKLFK�)RUWXQD�GLGQ¶W�QHHG��
+H�KDG�DOUHDG\�WDNHQ�SUHFDXWLRQV��7KH�DUFKELVKRS�KDGQ¶W�OLYHG�WKLV�ORQJ�ZLWKRXW�
EHLQJ�REVHVVLYH�DERXW�KLV�VHFXULW\��EXW�LW�KDG�VHUYHG�KLP�ZHOO��DQG�WKLV�SDUDQRLD��DV�
LW�ZDV�UHJDUGHG�E\�WKRVH�VHUYLQJ�KLP��KDG�NHSW�KLP�DOLYH�ORQJHU�WKDQ�DQ\�VHFXULW\�
GHWDLO�RU�GLYLQH�PLJKW�HYHU�FRXOG�

$� IHZ� PLQXWHV� ODWHU� WKH� VHUJHDQW� KH� KDG� FRPPDQGHG� WR� FKHFN� RQ� +HGULQ�
entered.
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³<RXU�+ROLQHVV��SHUPLVVLRQ�WR�VSHDN�´�WKH�PDQ�VDOXWHG��VZHDW�SRROLQJ�RQ�KLV�
brow.

)RUWXQD�ZDVQ¶W�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKH�VXEWOHWLHV�RI�GXWLIXO�HWLTXHWWH��DQG�MXVW�QRGGHG�
³+ROLQHVV��ZH�IRXQG�,QTXLVLWRU�+HGULQ�DQG�KLV�PHQ�GHDG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FKDSHO��7KH�

Inquisitor’s head is missing and the chapel is in ruins.”

)RUWXQD¶V�H\HEURZV�URVH�FROGO\��³$QG�WKH�DVVDVVLQ"´
7KH�JXDUG�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��³1RWKLQJ�\HW��+ROLQHVV��EXW�ZH�DUH�FRQ¿GHQW�ZH�ZLOO�

¿QG�KLP��+H�ZRQ¶W�HVFDSH�XV�´
The archbishop eased back in his chair and nodded. “Look for a VKH� sergeant. 

'R�QRW�IDLO�PH�´
³<HV��+ROLQHVV�´�DQG�WKH�VHUJHDQW�OHIW�
)RUWXQD�VLJKHG�DQG�PRYHG�WRZDUG�KLV�ZLQGRZ��+H�GLGQ¶W�WHOO�WKH�VHUJHDQW�RU�

any of the others, but he was sure the assassin had already escaped.

/HW�WKHP�ZRUU\�IRU�WKHLU�IDLOXUH�
+H� UHJUHWWHG� QRW� EHLQJ� DEOH� WR� FDWFK� WKLV� RQH�� 7KH� 6LVWHUV� RI� WKH� 6XEOLPH�

6DFUL¿FH�ZHUH� D� VHULRXV� WKUHDW²\HW� WKH�KLJK�HFKHORQV�ZLWKLQ� WKH�+LHUDUFK\�RI�
+HOO�GLVFRXQWHG�WKHP�ZLWK�DUURJDQFH��7R�WKH�+LHUDUFK\��WKH\�ZHUH�QRWKLQJ�PRUH�
WKDQ�UXQDZD\�VODYHV�WXUQHG�UHQHJDGH�

1RW� WR�)RUWXQD��'HVSLWH�KLV�KDWH� IRU� WKHLU�PRWKHU� IDLWK�� KH� VHFUHWO\� DGPLUHG�
WKHLU�GHGLFDWLRQ�DQG�VNLOOV��+H�DOVR�GLGQ¶W�PLVV�WKH�LURQ\�WKDW�ZKLOH�WKH\�VWULYHG�WR�
IUHH�WKHLU�JRGGHVV¶�KRPHODQG��VKH�GLVDYRZHG�WKHP�IRU�WKHLU�H[WUHPH�WDFWLFV��<HV��
he was rather fond of them.

:KDW�ZRXOG�LW�WDNH�WR�PDNH�RQH�RI�P\�VODYHV�LQWR�VXFK�DQ�DVVDVVLQ"�0D\EH�WKH�
QHZ�JLUO��)RUWXQD�WKRXJKW��WR\LQJ�ZLWK�WKH�LGHD�

The archbishop let out a satisfying exhale. ,QTXLVLWRU�+HGULQ�LV�GHDG. With his 

ROG�DSSUHQWLFH�DQG�ULYDO�UHPRYHG��WKH�EDODQFH�RI�SRZHU�VKLIWHG�LQ�)RUWXQD¶V�IDYRU��
<HV��WKH\�ZRXOG�EODPH�KLP��EXW�KH�NQHZ�KRZ�WR�XVH�WKLV�PRPHQWXP�WR�KLV�EHQH¿W�

1RZ�ZDV� WKH� WLPH²KLV� WLPH²WR� FDOO� IRU� D� FUXVDGH� WR� URRW� RXW� WKLV� VHFUHW�
RUGHU��+LV�SROLWLFDO�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�DGYHUVDULHV�ZRXOG�WUHPEOH�DV�KH�EURXJKW�VZLIW�
YHQJHDQFH�WR�$VPRGHXV¶�HQHPLHV��DQG�LQ�UHWXUQ��+H��+HOO¶V�.LQJ, would gift him 

with such honor and power that no one would be able to oppose him. This was the 

EHJLQQLQJ�RI�D�QHZ�HUD��DQ�HUD�RI�WHUURU��)RUWXQD¶V�(UD�

o~O~o

Close to dawn, one of the sergeants assured the archbishop the temple was 

VHFXUH��)RUWXQD�OHIW�KLV�RI¿FH�DQG�UHWXUQHG�WR�KLV�SHUVRQDO�FKDPEHUV��ZKHUH�KLV�
VODYH�JLUO�ZDLWHG��WHUUL¿HG�DQG�FKDLQHG�WR�KLV�EHG��+H�KDG�MXVW�DFTXLUHG�KHU��DQG�
with all the excitement, he hadn’t had the opportunity to taste her.

'LVWUDFWHG� HQRXJK� E\� GUHDPV� RI� JORU\� DQG� SRZHU�� KH� UHOLVKHG� KLV� QLJKWO\�
SURPLVH�RI� VDYRULQJ�D�QHZ�DQG�EHDXWLIXO� VODYH��$V�KH� FORVHG� WKH�GRRU�� KH�ZDV�
XQDZDUH�RI�WKH�ZKLWH�GUHVVHG�¿JXUH�KLGLQJ�EHKLQG�LW�

0LUDQGD�ZDLWHG�SDWLHQWO\��KHU�KDQG�RQ�WKH�KLOW�RI�KHU�VZRUG��UHDG\�IRU�WKH�NLOO��
She had planned this for a long time and there would be no mistakes, no rushing 

this moment.

+HU�2UGHU��DV�IROORZHUV�RI�,RPHGDH��SUL]HG�YDORURXV�DQG�KRQHVW�FRPEDW��EXW�
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EHLQJ�DVVDVVLQV�PDGH�WKHP�RXWFDVWV�RI�,RPHGDH¶V�WUXH�FKXUFK��0LUDQGD�XQGHUVWRRG��
WKRXJK��WKDW�VRPHWLPHV�RQH�QHHGHG�WR�¿JKW�¿UH�ZLWK�¿UH��DQG�WKDW�GLVKRQRU�FRXOG�
DFKLHYH�HYHQ�JUHDWHU�JRRG��7KH�VRXOV�VKH�KDG�WDNHQ�ZHLJKHG�KHDYLO\�XSRQ�KHU��
EXW�QRQH�PRUH�WKDQ�WKH�¿UVW��6KH�ZDV�WDLQWHG�OLNH�QR�RWKHU�LQ�WKH�2UGHU��DQG�+HOO¶V�
¿HU\�HPEUDFH�ZDLWHG�IRU�KHU�VWLOO�

2QH�PRUH�GDUN�VRXO�ZRXOGQ¶W�PDWWHU��QRW�HYHQ�KLV�
:LWK�+HGULQ¶V�GHDWK��WKH�KXQW�DJDLQVW�LQQRFHQWV�ZDV�FXUWDLOHG��EXW�)RUWXQD�KDG�

DOZD\V� EHHQ�0LUDQGD¶V� SHUVRQDO� JRDO��7KH�PDQ�ZDV�PRUH� GDQJHURXV� WKDQ� DQ\�
RWKHU�RI�KLV�LON��DQG�LW�ZDV�RQO\�D�PDWWHU�RI�WLPH�EHIRUH�KH�HOLPLQDWHG�KLV�ULYDOV�
DQG�UDOOLHG�WKH�RWKHUV�WR�KLV�VLGH��+H�KDG�OHDUQHG�WRR�PXFK�DERXW�WKH�2UGHU��DQG�
she knew what this man would do if he rose any higher to power.

7KH�KLJK�SULHVWHVV�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�SOHDVHG��VKH�KDG�DGYLVHG�DOO�WKH�VLVWHUV�DJDLQVW�
FRQIURQWLQJ�WKH�PDQ��GHHPLQJ�KLP�WRR�SRZHUIXO��WRR�LQÀXHQWLDO�

But soon the man would begin hunting the Order itself like a rabid hound 

RXW�IRU�EORRG��+HGULQ¶V�GHDWK�SURYLGHG�D�XQLTXH�RSSRUWXQLW\��WKH�PDQ¶V�GHIHQVHV�
ZRXOG�EH�ORZHUHG�EHFDXVH�QRW�HYHQ�KH�ZRXOG�H[SHFW�D�VHFRQG�DWWDFN�VR�VRRQ�

Yes, it had to be now.

0LUDQGD�ELW�KHU� OLS� LQ�D�PRPHQW¶V�KHVLWDWLRQ���DQG�EUHDWKHG�GHHSO\��VWHSSLQJ�
IRUZDUG�DV�KHU�EODGH�HQJXOIHG�LQ�EOXH�¿UH��KHU�PXVFOHV�WHQVLQJ�DV�VKH�FORVHG�IRU�
the kill. But as she neared, her body began to tremble...with pain.

&RPH�RQ�
6KH�ZDV�VXUH�VKH¶G�GLVUXSWHG�HYHU\�SURWHFWLYH�HQFKDQWPHQW�WKH�DUFKELVKRS�KDG�

EOHVVHG�XSRQ�WKH�URRP��+H�ZDV�QRW�ZHDULQJ�KLV�DUPRU��QRU�GLG�VKH�IHHO�KLV�GDUN�
god’s unholy presence. And yet, her muscles burned with searing pain.

³6WXSLG�JLUO��\RX�WKRXJKW�,�ZRXOG�EH�OLNH�+HGULQ��WKH�IRRO�´
6KH�ELW�KHU�OLS�XQWLO�LW�EOHG��DQ\WKLQJ�WR�NHHS�KHUVHOI�IURP�FU\LQJ�RXW��+H�WXUQHG�

WR�IDFH�KHU��KLV�GHHS�JUD\�H\HV�PHDVXULQJ�KHU�XS�OLNH�D�VHUSHQW�SUHSDULQJ�WR�GHYRXU�
LWV�SUH\��7KHQ��KH�VWRSSHG��0LUDQGD�ZDVQ¶W�VXUH�ZKDW�VKH�VDZ�LQ�KLV�H\HV��:DV�LW�
VXUSULVH��MR\��DQJHU�RU�D�PL[WXUH�RI�DOO"

+H�FDUHVVHG�KHU�DV�VKH�WULHG�WR�UHVLVW�KLV�WRXFK��KHU�PXVFOHV�EXUQLQJ�DOPRVW�WR�
the point of passing out. She sweated and trembled in desperation, and still she 

glared daggers at her tormentor. The man only smiled at her plight.

“The harder you resist, the more it will hurt, my dear. Surrender and the pain 

will go.”

0LUDQGD�ZRXOG�KDYH�QRQH�RI�LW��VKH�KDGQ¶W�UHDFKHG�VR�IDU�WR�JLYH�XS�KHUH��1RW�
WR�KLP��1RW�WR�$VPRGHXV��+HU�DQJXLVK�LQFUHDVHG�WHQIROG�DQG�)RUWXQD�MXVW�VKRRN�
his head.

³<RX�NQRZ��0LUDQGD��,�KDG�ORVW�KRSH�RI�HYHU�VHHLQJ�\RX�DJDLQ��<RX�DUH�D�VLJKW�´�
)RUWXQD�ZDONHG�DURXQG�KHU��KLV�KDQG�LQVSHFWLQJ�KHU�ERG\�EHIRUH�ORRNLQJ�DW�KHU�
IDFH��,Q�GH¿DQFH�VKH�ORRNHG�LQWR�WKH�GHHS�SRROV�WKDW�ZHUH�KLV�H\HV��QHYHU�ÀLQFKLQJ��
+H�VWDUHG�DW�KHU��VPLOLQJ�SURXGO\��³<RX�KDYH�UHDFKHG�IDU��,�QHYHU�H[SHFWHG�\RX�WR�
EHFRPH�WKLV��6R�\RX�WKUHZ�DZD\�HYHU\WKLQJ�\RX�ZHUH�EHFDXVH�\RX�FRXOGQ¶W�PDNH�
D�VDFUL¿FH��EXW�QRZ�\RX�KDYH�FRPH�EDFN�LQWHQGLQJ�WR�VDFUL¿FH�\RXU�IDWKHU�WR�VRPH�
petty goddess?”

)RU� D� PRPHQW��0LUDQGD¶V� SDLQ� UHFHGHG�� 6KH� ZDVQ¶W� VXUH� LI� VKH� IHOW� MR\� RU�
GLVJXVW�DW�)RUWXQD¶V�SULGH��6KH�NQHZ�WKDW�ZLWKRXW�KLP�VKH�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�VWDQGLQJ�
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WKHUH��+H¶G�JLYHQ�KHU� OLIH�� UHFRJQLWLRQ�DQG�HGXFDWLRQ��6KH�KDG� UHFLSURFDWHG�E\�
IDLOLQJ�KLP�DW�$VPRGHXV¶�DOWDU��%XW�KH�QHYHU�WROG�KHU�WKH�FRVW�RI�WKHLU�IDLWK��VKH�
hadn’t understood until she saw the pity in her friend’s dying eyes. +HU� IULHQG 

understood that real cost.

+HU�H\HV�KDG�EHFRPH�FROG�DQG�GHDG��QRW�XQOLNH�KLV�
�³<RX�KDYH�FKDQJHG��:H�ZLOO�¿[�WKDW��EXW�¿UVW�\RX�DUH�JRLQJ�WR�WDNH�PH�WR�\RXU�

sisters, GDXJKWHU.”
“If that is what you wish, you only needed to ask, IDWKHU�” A slight smile 

crossed her lips despite the pain, and then her eyes closed as a bright light surged 

IURP�KHU�KRO\�V\PERO��6XUSULVHG�E\�WKH�LQWHQVLW\�RI�LWV�EULJKWQHVV��)RUWXQD�WULHG�WR�
extinguish it with his hand, but it suddenly exploded, blinding him.

+DYLQJ� RQH� ODVW� WULFN� XS� KHU� VOHHYH�� 0LUDQGD� KDG� LQKHULWHG� KHU� IDWKHU�V�
preparedness. She too was always ready for anything. While the archbishop had 

been exerting his dark power to paralyze her body, the holy symbol of a sword 

on her collar had been channeling that energy into itself, becoming unstable until 

HUXSWLQJ�LQ�D�SRZHUIXO�ÀDVK��7KH�H[SORVLRQ�EURNH�)RUWXQD¶V�GDUN�KROG�RYHU�KHU�
and he reeled away with his hands reaching for his burning eyes.

%OLQG�DQG�GLVRULHQWDWHG��)RUWXQD�IHHEO\�WULHG�WR�ZLWKGUDZ��EXW�0LUDQGD�JUDEEHG�
her father’s tunic and pushed forward with all her remaining might. The point of 

KHU�ÀDPLQJ�VZRUG�SLHUFHG�WKH�ROG�PDQ¶V�FKHVW�DV�VKH�IHOO�LQWR�KLV�DUPV��6KH�FDOOHG�
DZD\�WKH�ÀDPH�ZLWK�D�VLQJOH�ZRUG�DQG�WZLVWHG�WKH�EODGH�LQVLGH�KLP��PDNLQJ�WKH�
man gasp blood.

)RU�D�PRPHQW�WKH\�DSSHDUHG�DV�IDWKHU�DQG�GDXJKWHU��HPEUDFLQJ�
0LUDQGD�SXOOHG�RXW�KHU�KRO\�VZRUG�DQG�KHU�IDWKHU¶V�OLIH�VSLOOHG�RYHU�KHU�OLNH�D�

IRXQWDLQ�RI�UXELHV��7KH\�ERWK�IHOO�WR�JURXQG��EXW�LPPHGLDWHO\�0LUDQGD�URVH�WR�VLW�
up beside the bed, to watch her father die before her. 

+LV�H[SUHVVLRQ�VHHPHG�XQGHVHUYHGO\�VHUHQH�DIWHU�DOO�WKH�SDLQ�KH�KDG�FDXVHG��
Though he wasn’t dead, the deep wound and the lost blood meant he had little 

WLPH�OHIW��+H�UDLVHG�KLV�KDQG�WRZDUG�KHU��DQG�VKH�NQHOW�EHVLGH�WR�JUDE�LW�
She wanted to scream at him. She wanted to tell him this was his fault, that he 

had pushed her forward into becoming this person she barely recognized. She had 

only wanted to please him, but killing her best friend had been too much. It all 

ZHQW�EH\RQG�EHFRPLQJ�D�VODYH�DQG�ZKDW�VKH�KDG�VXIIHUHG��+HU�KHDUW�KDG�WXUQHG�WR�
stone that day, the day she left and cursed her father’s name. That is until Iomedae 

FDPH�WR�VDYH�KHU²WKRXJK�QRW�FRPSOHWHO\��$QG�DV�VKH�ZDWFKHG�KHU�IDWKHU�ULVH�WR�
power, she knew that one day they would meet.

�³:HOO�GRQH��\RX¶YH�PDGH�PH�SURXG�´�ZKLVSHUHG�)RUWXQD�
Those words shocked her more than anything he could say, almost more than 

WKRVH�RI�KHU�PXUGHUHG�IULHQG��7UHPEOLQJ��VKH�EHQW�RYHU�KLV�ERG\��KHU�IUHH�KDQG�
reaching for the wound as if to stop the bleeding. The thought of healing him came 

unbidden, but she let it pass with a tear slipping along her cheek.

“Why did you force my hand?” she asked remorsefully.

“You were weak, and I needed you to be strong.”

)RUWXQD¶V�H\HV�VWDUHG�DZD\�DQG�KLV�ERG\�VWRSSHG�PRYLQJ��0LUDQGD�UHPHPEHUHG�
KLV�ZRUGV��)RU�LQ�WKLV�ZRUOG�ZKHUH�WKH�VWURQJ�UXOH��WKH�ZHDN�FDQ�RQO\�VHUYH���RU�
GLH�
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6KH�KDWHG�KLP²VKH�ORYHG�KLP²DQG�WKRVH�IHHOLQJV�UDQ�GHHS�DV�KH�GLHG��DQG�
WKHUH�ZDV� QR� MR\�� QR� VDGQHVV�� 6KH� H[SHFWHG� UHVROXWLRQ� DIWHU� KLV� SDVVLQJ�� HYHQ�
happiness. Instead, she was drained and without purpose.

6KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�VWD\HG�WKHUH�XQWLO�GDZQ�RU�WKH�JXDUGV�GLVFRYHUHG�KHU��EXW�VKH�
KHDUG�PRYHPHQW�IURP�EHKLQG��7XUQLQJ�WR�VHH��VKH�IRXQG�KHUVHOI�IDFH�WR�IDFH�ZLWK�
D�ZLGH�H\HG�JLUO��DZDNHQLQJ�IURP�D�WURXEOHG�VOHHS��6KH�ZRUH�QRWKLQJ�H[FHSW�EODFN�
LURQ�FKDLQV�DURXQG�KHU�DQNOHV�DQG�ZULVWV��WKH�VDPH�W\SH�0LUDQGD�KDG�ZRUQ�EHIRUH�
VKH�ZDV�VROG�WR�WKH�VODYHUV��6KH�KDG�EORQG�KDLU�DQG�KDXQWLQJ�EOXH�H\HV�

7KH�JLUO�VWXWWHUHG�VRPHWKLQJ��EXW�VWRSSHG�DV�VKH�QRWLFHG�0LUDQGD�ZDV�EDWKHG�
in her master’s blood.

6LJKLQJ��0LUDQGD�FRQVLGHUHG�ZKDW�WKH�JXDUGV�ZRXOG�GR�WR�WKH�JLUO�ZKHQ�WKH\�
GLVFRYHUHG�KHU�ZLWK�WKH�DUFKELVKRS¶V�ERG\��7KH�PL[WXUH�RI�IHDU�DQG�KRSH�LQ�WKH�
JLUO¶V�H\HV�UHPLQGHG�0LUDQGD�RI�KHUVHOI�ZKHQ�VKH�ZDV�LQ�FKDLQV��DQG�DOVR�RI�KHU�
sweet friend before she died by her and her father’s hands.

7KH�JLUO¶V�QDPH�FDPH�WR�KHU�PHPRU\��LW�ZDV�5RVH.
³3OHDVH�GRQ¶W²´�WKH�JLUO�WULHG�WR�SOHDG�IRU�KHU�OLIH��EXW�0LUDQGD�SXW�D�¿QJHU�RQ�

WKH�JLUO¶V�OLSV�ZKHQ�KHU�YRLFH�FDPH�RXW�WRR�ORXG�
³:KDW�LV�\RXU�QDPH"´�0LUDQGD�ZKLVSHUHG�VRIWO\�
³5L���5LVD�´�VKH�VDLG�WLPLGO\��ELWLQJ�KHU�OLS�DW�KHU�WRR�YRFDO�DQVZHU�
7KH�JLUO�ORRNHG�DW�WKH�ERG\�EHKLQG�0LUDQGD�DV�LI�VKH�KDG�QHYHU�VHHQ�D�FRUSVH�

before.

³'LG�\RX�NLOO�KLP"´
³<HV�� EXW� WKLV� LVQ¶W� TXLWH� RYHU��7XUQ� DURXQG� DQG� GRQ¶W� ORRN� EDFN�´�0LUDQGD�

waited for the girl to obey, and then swung her sword, decapitating her father. The 

ERG\�IHOO�RQ�LWV�VLGH�DV�VKH�KHOG�WKH�KHDG�DORIW��8QDEOH�WR�EULQJ�KHUVHOI�WR�PRYH��
she remembered her father at his best, the man who had tenderly held her as a 

FKLOG��DQG�QRW�DV�WKH�PRQVWHU�VKH�KDG�SXW�GRZQ��6RPHKRZ�WKH�LPDJH�UHLQYLJRUDWHG�
her and she stuffed the head into the bag. Without turning, she knew the girl was 

watching.

)RU� D�PRPHQW� VKH� IHOW� VKDPH� DQG� DQJHU� ULVLQJ� LQVLGH� KHU��7KLV� KDG� EHHQ� D�
PRPHQW� VKH¶G� LQWHQGHG� WR� NHHS� SULYDWH�� %XW� ERWK� IHHOLQJV� HYDSRUDWHG� DV� VKH�
WXUQHG�WR�PHHW�WKH�JLUO¶V�H\HV��ORRNLQJ�XSRQ�KHU�ZLWK�UHYHUHQFH��0LUDQGD�VWXGLHG�
KHU�FKDLQV�DQG�PRYHG�FORVHU�WR�H[DPLQH�WKHP��OLIWLQJ�WKH�JLUO¶V�KDQG�WR�VWXG\�WKH�
manacles.

³5LVD��ZH�QHHG�WR�WDNH�WKRVH�RII�´�VKH�VDLG��WHVWLQJ�WKH�JLUO¶V�ERQGV��7KH\�ZHUH�
VLPLODU�WR�WKH�KXQGUHGV�RI�VKDFNOHV�VKH�KDG�RSHQHG�EHIRUH��:LWK�ZHOO�SODFHG�GURSV�
of acid and the point of her dagger, the bonds released and fell to the ground. The 

JLUO�FDUHVVHG�KHU�VRUH�ZULVWV�OLNH�VR�PDQ\�VODYHV�EHIRUH�KHU�ZKHQ�WKH�ZHLJKW�RI�
their chains no longer pulled them down.

o~O~o

5LVD�ZDV�VWLOO�LQ�D�VKRFN��ZDWFKLQJ�DV�KHU�PDVWHU¶V�DVVDVVLQ�KXUULHGO\�PRYHG�
IURP�RQH�VLGH�RI�WKH�URRP�WR�WKH�RWKHU��7KH�ZKLWH�UREHG�ZRPDQ�EURNH�LQWR�D�GHVN¶V�
KLGGHQ�GUDZHU�DQG� UHFRYHUHG�D�KHDY\�SXUVH��ZKLFK�KHOG�GR]HQV�RI�GRFXPHQWV��
6DWLV¿HG��VKH�ORRNHG�DURXQG�XQWLO�KHU�H\HV�¿[HG�RQ�D�FRDW�UDFN�FRQWDLQLQJ�D�WKLFN�
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GDUN�FORDN��6KH�WRRN�LW�DQG�SXW�LW�DURXQG�5LVD¶V�VKRXOGHUV��VOLGLQJ�WKH�SXUVH�LQVLGH��
7KH�FORDN�ZDV�ORQJ�HQRXJK�WKDW�LW�FRYHUHG�KHU�IURP�KHDG�WR�WRH��7KH�ZRPDQ�WKHQ�
OLIWHG�WKH�KHDGOHVV�ERG\�RYHU�WKH�EHG�DQG�GDPSHQHG�LW�ZLWK�ODPS�RLO�

'DZQ�ZDV�FRPLQJ��7KH�DVVDVVLQ�WRRN�KHU�KDQG�VRIWO\��EXW�ORRNHG�VHULRXVO\�LQWR�
5LVD¶V�H\HV��³:H�DUH�ERWK�KHDGLQJ�RXW�RI�KHUH�ZKLOH�LW�LV�VWLOO�GDUN��<RX�ZLOO�EH�
safe with me, but you must do exactly as I say when I say it. Can you do that?”

5LVD�QRGGHG�QHUYRXVO\��DQG�WKH�NLOOHU�JDYH�KHU�D�KXJ��³,W�ZLOO�EH�DOULJKW��<RX¶OO�
be alright.”

%HIRUH�WKH\�OHIW��WKH�ZRPDQ�WXUQHG�DURXQG�WR�JLYH�WKH�PDQ�RQH�ODVW�ORRN��DQG�
EOHZ�KLP�D�NLVV�ZLWK�KHU�KDQG��D�NLVV�WKDW�VSDUNHG�LQWR�D�EULJKW�ÀDPH�WKDW�LJQLWHG�
him.

They both headed into the darkness as the sky was turning from black to blue. 

'DZQ�ZDV�XSRQ�WKHP�
:KDWHYHU�UHDVRQ�WKH�ZRPDQ�KDG�WR�NLOO�5LVD¶V�PDVWHU��LW�QR�ORQJHU�PDWWHUHG²

VKH�KDG�VDYHG�KHU��1R�RQH�HOVH�KDG�FDUHG�HQRXJK�WR�GR�VR�
)RU�RQFH��5LVD�ZDV�XQDIUDLG�RI�ZKDW�WKH�GD\�ZRXOG�EULQJ��6KH�KDG�KRSH�DQG�

now understood that Cheliax was not only forged by powerful lords preying on 

the weak, but also by others, like this robed woman who fought to bring freedom 

back to their homeland. She had come from the darkness, a white shadow intent 

on slaying the oppressors of Cheliax.

:K\� WKLV�ZRPDQ�GLG�ZKDW� VKH�GLG�ZDV�D�P\VWHU\��EXW� LQ� WKDW�PRPHQW�5LVD�
VZRUH�WR�EHFRPH�OLNH�KHU��WR�SURYH�KHUVHOI�ZRUWK\�RI�WKLV�FKDQFH�

As they raced from the interior of the temple and out into the world, she could 

hear the woman in white whisper to herself,

<RX�ZHUH�ZURQJ�� IDWKHU��7KH�VWURQJ¶V�GXW\� LV� WR�SURWHFW� WKH�ZHDN���DQG�,�ZLOO�
VKRZ�\RX�
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%\�-HVVH�%HQQHU

L$6(77(¶6� &$/9(6� DFKHG� EHIRUH� VKH� ZDV� KDOIZD\� XS�
the tower. Each step was a struggle, but climbing the stairs 

again would be the least of her worries if she dropped the 

Count’s dinner. Propping the tray against an open window, 

she breathed out, letting tension ebb from her exhausted body. 

Standing all day wasn’t new, but since Pira’s departure, her duties had redoubled, 

taking her back and forth throughout the castle all day. (YHQ�D�3DWK¿QGHU¶V�IHHW�
ZRXOG�EH�VRUH, she thought.  

Then she remembered poor Pira, and silenced her complaints.

:LQG� FDPH� WKURXJK� WKH�ZLQGRZ�DQG� WLFNOHG� WKH� YHLQV� RI� VZHDW� LQ� KHU� KDLU��
/DVHWWH�VKLYHUHG��%XW�ORRNLQJ�RXW�DW�WKH�MDJJHG�VSLOO�RI�RUDQJH�VXQOLJKW�RQ�/DNH�
6RUURZ��VKH�WKRXJKW�VKH�FRXOG�VWLOO�KDYH�ORYHG�WKH�FLW\�RI�(JRULDQ��ZHUH�VKH�QRW�
ERUQ�D�VHUYDQW���

:LWK�D�VPDOO�VLJK��VKH�HQGHG�KHU�UHYHULH�DQG�FRQWLQXHG�WR�FOLPE�
A few minutes later, she reached her destination. Lasette paused as she entered 

&RXQW�9DULOOLXV¶V�VWXG\��KHU�H\HV�DGMXVWLQJ�WR�WKH�PXWHG�JORZ�RI�FDQGOHOLJKW��7KH�
¿UH�ZDV�G\LQJ�GRZQ��DQG�VKH�VDZ�9DULOOLXV¶V� IHHW� WKURXJK� WKH�XQGHUVLGH�RI�KLV�
plush chair as she climbed the last steps into the room.  

“Supper, milord,” she murmured. Twisting in an uncomfortable pirouette, she 
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EDODQFHG�WKH�VHUYLQJ�SODWWHU�FDUHIXOO\�DQG�FORVHG�WKH�WUDS�GRRU���
9DULOOLXV�GLG�QRW�DQVZHU�
+RSH�RI�OHDYLQJ�KLV�PHDO�DQG�UXQQLQJ�TXLFNO\�GLVDSSHDUHG��VKH�QHHGHG�WR�EH�

GLVPLVVHG��$�¿VW�VL]HG�NQRW�FRLOHG� LQ�/DVHWWH¶V�EHOO\�DQG�VWDUWHG� WR�ZULWKH��6KH�
ORRNHG�DW�KHUVHOI�LQ�WKH�PLUURU�E\�WKH�GRRU�DQG�WKH�NQRW�JUHZ��+HU�IDFH�ZDV�VZHDW�
streaked and her hair was a rat’s nest. $QG�VKH�KDG�IRUJRWWHQ�WR�FKDQJH��+RZ�FRXOG�
VKH�KDYH�EHHQ�VR�VWXSLG"�+H¶G�PDGH�D�SRLQW�WR�DGPLUH�KHU�ORZHU�FXW�ERGLFH�WKH�
ODVW�WLPH�KH¶G�³GROHG�RXW�KLV�IDYRUV�´�DV�KH�FDOOHG�LW��DOZD\V�ZLWK�D�VPXJ�JULQ����

4XLFNO\��/DVHWWH�UDQ�KHU�¿QJHUV�WKURXJK�KHU�KDLU��ELWLQJ�KHU�OLS�DV�VKH�SXOOHG�
through tangles and spilling her dark curls across her shoulders in a fetching 

manner—or at least fetching enough to distract from her tattered clothes, she 

hoped.  

³1R´�ZDVQ¶W�DQ�RSWLRQ��7KH\�WULHG�WR�WHOO�3LUD�WKDW��EXW�VKH�GLGQ¶W�OLVWHQ��+HU�
ER\��5HQWRQ��QRZ�MXVW�WZR��PDGH�KHU�DSSHDU�PRUH�OLNH�D�PRWKHU�DQG�OHVV�OLNH�D�ODVV�
to the Count she’d said. She’d thought his appetite for her would wane.

It hadn’t.

In his magnanimity, the Count had allowed Pira one refusal. When Pira didn’t 

OHDUQ�IURP�KHU�PLVWDNH��KRZHYHU��KH�DFFXVHG�KHU�RI�WKHIW��/DVHWWH�KDG�KHOG�5HQWRQ�
to her chest, screaming, the night magistrates hauled his mother from the castle.  

The house girls pooled together what coin they had for Pira’s release, raising 

WZR�JROGHQ�VDLOV�E\�WKH�WLPH�WKH�QHZV�FDPH��MXVW�RQH�ZHHN�DIWHU�WKH�DUUHVW��EHFDXVH�
she had fallen en route to her cell and suffered a small but deep cut. Untreated 

LQ�WKH�¿OWK�RI�(JRULDQ¶V�GXQJHRQV��LQIHFWLRQ�FDPH�TXLFNO\��IROORZHG�E\�IHYHU�DQG�
death. 

5HQWRQ�DVNHG��³:KHUH¶V�PRPP\"´�DW�OHDVW�WKUHH�WLPHV�D�GD\��/DVHWWH�NQHZ�VKH�
ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�VWRS�O\LQJ�WR�KLP�VRPHGD\��EXW�OLIH�XQGHU�WKH�&RXQW�ZRXOG�EUHDN�
his spirit long before the truth of his mother’s fate would.

She pushed memories of Pira away and rounded the chair to where the Count 

hunched awkwardly.

$VOHHS��/DVHWWH�WKRXJKW��6KH�FRXOG�VWLOO�UXQ��6HWWLQJ�WKH�VDOYHU�GRZQ��VKH�WXUQHG�
WR�OHDYH�ZKHQ�VKH�JOLPSVHG�WKH�WZLVWHG�DQJOH�RI�&RXQW�9DULOOLXV¶V�QHFN��6KH�GUHZ�
FORVHU�FDXWLRXVO\��WKHQ�VPHOOHG�H[FUHPHQW�DQG�IURZQHG��+LV�ERG\�ZDV�VORXFKHG��
WKLQ�OLPEV�VSOD\HG�OLNH�D�VFDUHFURZ¶V��EXW�KLV�FKLQ�SRLQWHG�RYHU�KLV�VKRXOGHU�DV�LI�
ORRNLQJ�DW�KLV�EDFN��7KH�¿UHOLJKW�UHÀHFWHG�RII�VRPHWKLQJ�LQVLGH�9DULOOLXV¶V�VODFN�
MDZHG�PRXWK��6KH�OHDQHG�LQ�DQG�VDZ�D�VLQJOH�JROGHQ�VDLO�

/DVHWWH� ORRNHG� DURXQG��8QVXUSULVHG� WKDW� VRPHRQH� KDG� ¿QDOO\�PXUGHUHG� WKH�
&RXQW��VKH�IHOW�QR�JULHI��+HU�H\HV�ZHQW�WR�WKH�FRLQ�DJDLQ��1R�RQH�ZLOO�NQRZ, she 

thought, DQG�5HQWRQ�ZLOO�QHHG�WR�EH�SURYLGHG�IRU²DIWHU�DOO��WKLV�EDVWDUG�RZHV�KLP. 

$V�VKH�UHDFKHG�IRU�WKH�JROG�SLHFH��D�KDQG�VWUHDNHG�IURP�WKH�VKDGRZV�E\�WKH�¿UH��
snaring her wrist.

/DVHWWH�VFUHDPHG��EXW�D�WKXPE�MDPPHG�LQWR�KHU�IRUHDUP�DQG�QXPEQHVV�VSUHDG�
through her, killing her scream before it began.

A stranger emerged from the shadows, tall and lean, with faded gray clothing 

ZUDSSHG�WLJKW�DURXQG�KLV�ERG\��)LUHOLJKW�VKDGRZHG�KDOI�KLV�IDFH��EXW�/DVHWWH�VDZ�
VKDUS�FKHHNERQHV��D�ORQJ�FKLQ��DQG�FREDOW�H\HV��+LV�EODFN�KDLU�ZDV�WLHG�EDFN�LQ�D�
EUDLG��UHYHDOLQJ�SRLQWHG�HDUV�



105

the Coin

³1R�´�KH�VDLG�ZLWK�TXLHW�LQVLVWHQFH��³7KDW�VWD\V�´
+LV� VSHHFK� VHHPV� ODERUHG�� /DVHWWH� WKRXJKW�� +H� UHOD[HG� KLV� WKXPE�� OHWWLQJ�

PRWLRQ�DQG�VSHHFK�UHWXUQ�WR�KHU��,W�ZDV�QRW�DQ�DFFHQW��EXW�WKH�YRLFH�RI�VRPHRQH�
unaccustomed to speaking. 

Then she recognized him.

³7KH� GURYHU�´� VKH�ZKLVSHUHG� KRDUVHO\�� ³<RX� FDPH� WKURXJK�ZLWK� WKH�7DOGDQ�
KRUVH�PHUFKDQWV�ODVW�ZHHN�´�+LV�IHDWXUHV�ZHUH�VWULNLQJ�HQRXJK�WR�EH�PHPRUDEOH��
GHVSLWH� WKH� ODUJH� VWUDZ�KDW� DQG� URXJK�FDQYDV�FORWKHV� VKH� UHFDOOHG�KLP�ZHDULQJ�
then.

“Yes. And you should do something about the rats in the wine cellar,” he added 

ÀDWO\�
/DVHWWH�UHFRLOHG��VHQVLQJ�GDQJHU��³:KDWHYHU�KH�GLG��,�KDG�QR�SDUW�LQ�LW��,�VZHDU�´�

she stammered, tears welling.

³,�NQRZ�´�KH�VDLG��³,¶P�KHUH�IRU�KLP��-XVW�KLP�´�+H�ORRNHG�WRZDUG�WKH�ZLQGRZ�
“Because of Pira?” Lasette asked hopefully.

³1R�´�KH�UHVSRQGHG��³EXW�LI�3LUD�VXIIHUHG�OLNH�WKH�RWKHUV�KH�RUGHUHG�GHDG��RU�
NLOOHG�ZLWK�KLV�RZQ�KDQGV��WKHQ�PD\EH�VRPH�MXVWLFH�FRPHV�KHU�ZD\�DV�ZHOO�´

7KH�NQRW�LQ�/DVHWWH¶V�JXW�XQUDYHOHG�DQG�ZHQW�TXLHW²RQO\�WR�FRQVWULFW�DJDLQ���
She’d heard stories as a girl growing up in Cheliax, a bastion of so much 

GLDEROLF� IDLWK�� WDOHV� RI� SRZHUIXO� PDJLF� VR� JUHDW� LW� FRXOG� FRQTXHU� GHDWK� LWVHOI��
UHWXUQLQJ�EUHDWK�DQG�YLJRU�WR�D�FRUSVH�DV�LI� WKH�HQG�RI�OLIH�KDG�EHHQ�OLWWOH�PRUH�
than a brief sleep. Lasette’s own mother had often told her of the orphanage where 

VKH¶G� JURZQ�XS�� XQGHU� WKH� VWULFW� KDQG� RI�$VPRGHXV¶V� FKXUFK��+HU�PRWKHU� KDG�
RQFH�GDUHG�WR�VS\�RQ�RQH�RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�VDFUHG�ULWXDOV�IURP�D�VKDGRZ�VKURXGHG�
EHDP�DERYH�WKH�WHPSOH¶V�FHQWUDO�DOWDU��6KH�KDG�ZDWFKHG�WKH�KLJK�SULHVW�VSULQNOH�D�
VKLQLQJ�SRZGHU�RYHU�ZKDW�KDG�ORRNHG�OLNH�WKH�GXVW\�UHPQDQWV�RI�KDOI�D�MDZERQH�
DQG�LQ�PLQXWHV�WKH�ORQJ�IRUJRWWHQ�VKDUG�RI�OLIH�UHIRUPHG�LQWR�D�SHUVRQ��DOLYH�DQG�
whole.

/DVHWWH�KDG�DVNHG��LQ�FKLOGLVK�LQQRFHQFH��LI�WKH�KLJK�SULHVW�GLG�WKDW�IRU�HYHU\RQH�
who died before their time. She could still see her mother’s sad smile.  

“Sweet girl,” she had said, “only those blessed with the strongest magic could 

perform such rites.” Then she had paused. “And that ‘dust’ I saw them scattering...

it was GLDPRQGV��P\� OLWWOH� ORYH��&UXVKHG� GLDPRQGV�ZRUWK�PRUH� WKDQ�ZKDW� WHQ�
VHUYDQWV�ZRXOG�PDNH�LQ�WHQ�OLIHWLPHV��6R�\RX�VHH��RQO\�WKH�ULFKHVW�DQG�WKH�PRVW�
SRZHUIXO�KDYH�WKH�FKDQFH�WR�XQGR�GHDWK��,¶P�DIUDLG�´
2QO\�WKH�ULFKHVW��+HU�PRWKHU¶V�ZRUGV�HFKRHG�EDFN�LQWR�KHU�HDUV�DV�VKH�WKRXJKW�

RI� WKH�FRXQW¶V�H[WUDYDJDQW�ZHDOWK�DQG� WKH�RUQDWH�$VPRGHDQ� UREHV� WKDW�KXQJ� LQ�
his wardrobe. The respite from his gleeful sadism seemed to dissipate like smoke 

IURP�WKH�¿UH��DQG�VKH�KDG�WR�VZDOORZ�WKH�VRE�WKDW�URVH�LQ�KHU�WKURDW����
³:K\�ERWKHU"´�VKH�DVNHG�WKH�DVVDVVLQ��KHU�H\HV�JOLVWHQLQJ�GHVSHUDWHO\��³+H�KDV�

VR�PXFK�PRQH\��WKH�SULHVWV�KH�UHWDLQV�ZLOO�MXVW�EULQJ�KLP�EDFN��:KDW¶V�WKH�SRLQW"´
The man looked at her and Lasette felt frozen in place.  

“That LV�WKH�SRLQW�´�KH�VDLG�ZLWK�FRQYLFWLRQ��³6RPHWLPHV�ZKHQ�VRPHRQH�VHHV�
the beyond, what is waiting, and then wakes to life again, it changes them.”

“But what if it doesn’t?” Lasette asked, looking back at the Count’s body, 

UHPHPEHULQJ�KRZ�KH�UDQ�KLV�KDQGV�RYHU�KHU��KRZ�KH�NHSW�KLV�QDLOV�ORQJ�HQRXJK�WR�
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gouge.  “What if it doesn’t?” 

³7KHQ�KH¶V�RQH�VDLO�ULFKHU�´�WKH�DVVDVVLQ�VDLG��³1R�PDWWHU�KRZ�PXFK�JROG�KH�
KDV�� VRPH� OLWWOH�SLHFH�RI�KLV�QHZ� OLIH�EHORQJV� WR�PH��$QG� ,�KDYH�D� ULJKW� WR� VHH�
KRZ�P\�PRQH\�LV�EHLQJ�VSHQW�´�+H�VSRNH�WKH�ODVW�ZRUGV�LQ�D�ZKLVSHU�WKDW�PDGH�
her shudder, then reached into his tunic. Lasette tensed, but relaxed again as he 

SURGXFHG�D�VPDOO��EODFN�EDJ��DQG�GURSSHG�LW��MLQJOLQJ��LQWR�KHU�KDQG�ZLWK�D�JUDFHIXO�
turn.  

³+HUH�´�KH�VDLG��³,¶YH�KHDUG�HQRXJK�GXULQJ�WKH�ZHHN�WR�NQRZ�\RX�DQG�5HQWRQ�
could use this.”

She felt the weight and her heart rose until she thought of what he was asking.

³,¶P�QR�JRRG�IRU�O\LQJ�´�VKH�VDLG�DV�KH�PRYHG�WRZDUG�WKH�RSHQ�ZLQGRZ��³,I�
VRPHRQH�DVNV��WKH\�ZRQ¶W�EHOLHYH�WKDW�,�GLGQ¶W�VHH�DQ\WKLQJ�´�+H�VWRSSHG��RQH�IRRW�
on the ledge.

³7KHQ�GRQ¶W�OLH�´�KH�VDLG�VLPSO\��³7HOO�WKHP�HYHU\WKLQJ�\RX�VDZ��7KDW�EDJ�LV�
not to ensure your silence, but to ensure that my coin stays where it is.”

She nodded.

“What’s your name?” she asked, anticipating that she would need to tell the 

Count upon his return.

³,W�ZDV�WKH�ODVW�ZRUG�KH�KHDUG�´�WKH�DVVDVVLQ�VDLG��³+H¶OO�UHPHPEHU�LW�´
+H�GURSSHG�IURP�WKH�ZLQGRZ��'DVKLQJ�WR�WKH�VLOO��/DVHWWH�ZDWFKHG�KLP�VOLGH�

GRZQ�WKH�WRZHU��JULSSLQJ�VWRQHV�DQG�OHGJHV�RQH�DIWHU�DQRWKHU��+DOIZD\�GRZQ��KH�
SXVKHG�RII�ZLWK�ERWK�OHJV��VRDULQJ�DFURVV�RQH�FRUQHU�RI�WKH�FRXUW\DUG�WR�ODQG�DERYH�
the stables, rolling gracefully into a long shadow from which he did not emerge.  

Lasette stowed the bag inside her skirt and waited a moment, then grabbed the 

bell pull with both hands to summon help.

It took less than a week for the Count’s associates to sell some heirlooms and a 

VWDNH�LQ�KLV�YLQH\DUGV�QHDU�5DYHQPRRU��EHIRUH�KH�ZDV�DOLYH�DJDLQ���
And things were different.  

2QH�PRQWK�ODWHU��5HQWRQ�KDG�EHHQ�VHQW�ZLWK�KLV�³LQKHULWDQFH´�WR�OLYH�ZLWK�3LUD¶V�
family in Westcrown, and as Lasette brought dinner to the study, she didn’t worry 

DERXW�KHU�KDLU�RU�WKH�FXW�RI�KHU�ERGLFH��WKH�&RXQW�QR�ORQJHU�GROHG�RXW�³IDYRUV´�DQG�
KDG²VKH�LPDJLQHG²FHDVHG�RWKHU�DFWLYLWLHV�DV�ZHOO�

“Supper, milord,” Lasette said, setting the tray down by the chair where she 

KDG�IRXQG�KLP�WKDW�QLJKW��+H�ORRNHG�DW�KHU�GLVWUDFWHGO\��ZRUU\LQJ�DW�D�JROGHQ�FRLQ�
SLQFKHG�EHWZHHQ�KLV�WKXPE�DQG�FXUOHG�¿QJHUV�

³7KDQN�\RX�´�KH�VDLG��VWDULQJ�EDFN� LQWR� WKH�¿UHOLJKW��+LV�PDQQHUV�ZHUH�VWLOO�
IRUFHG��EXW�OHVV�VR�HYHU\�GD\���

“Will that be all, sir?”

“Yes,” he whispered.  

$V�/DVHWWH� WXUQHG� WR� OHDYH�� D� ORJ� VQDSSHG� ORXGO\� LQ� WKH� ¿UH� DQG� IHOO� WR� WKH�
hearthstone in a thudding shower of sparks.  

“7KDQH�” the Count shrieked, his eyes searching the shadows against the 

¿UHSODFH��+H�KHOG�KLV�EUHDWK� IRU� D�PRPHQW�EHIRUH� VHWWOLQJ� VWLIÀ\�EDFN� LQWR�KLV�
chair.

Lasette closed the door and padded quietly down the steps.  

“So that was his name,” she whispered to herself, cherishing it.
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Council has found you guilty. Your punishment 

IRU�WKHVH�XQODZIXO�DFWV���LV�GHDWK�´�

±�*UD\�*DUGHQHUV¶�H[HFXWLRQ�ZULW
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%\�5REHUW�%HDVOH\

T+(� (1'/(66� GULSSLQJ� RI� ZDWHU� DPLGVW� WKH� GXQJHRQ� ÀRRU�
ZRXOG�KDYH�GULYHQ�PH�FUD]\�ZHUH�,�IUHH�WR�DFW��7KH�ZDWHU�SRROV�
EHQHDWK�PH� DQG� WKH� FROG� VHHSV� LQWR�P\�ERQHV��0\�GUHQFKHG�
clothes are the least of my worries. The uproar from the crowd 

RXWVLGH�VLJQL¿HV� WKH�HQG�IRU�PH�� ,¶P�QRW�VXUH�ZKDW�,�GLG��EXW�
WKH�EORRGWKLUVW\�PDVVHV�KDYH�VSRNHQ��,Q�*DOW��RQFH�VHQWHQFHG��\RXU�IDWH�LV�VHDOHG��
0RUQLQJ��,�ZLOO�EH�GHDG��0\�GHDWK�ZRQ¶W�EH�DV�VLPSOH�DV�GURZQLQJ�RU�EXUQLQJ�DW�
the stake. I will not be hung by the neck until dead. Come the light of dawn, I’ll 

KDYH�QR�VRXO�OHIW�WR�OD\�FODLP�WR��0\�KHDG�ZLOO�EH�JRQH�DV�ZHOO��,�ZLOO�EH�WKH�ODWHVW�
YLFWLP�RI�WKH�¿QDO�EODGHV, guillotines of mystical steel kept tempered and cleaned 

E\�WKH�*UD\�*DUGHQHUV��D�UHOLDEOH�FRQVWDQW�LQ�WKLV�QHYHU�HQGLQJ�UHYROXWLRQ��7KH\�
are the solemn executioners in this tattered land.

,�NQRZ�QRW�ZKDW�DZDLWV�PH�LQ�WKH�DIWHUOLIH��,¶YH�VWRSSHG�SUD\LQJ�WR�'HVQD�IRU�
JXLGDQFH��+HU�OXFN�KROGV�QR�VZD\�LQ�WKLV�VFDUUHG�ODQGVFDSH��7KH�¿QDO�EODGHV do 

QRW�EHOLHYH�LQ�OXFN��DQG�DW�WKLV�SRLQW��QHLWKHU�GR�,��7KH�VFUHDPV�RI�DQJXLVK�IURP�
RWKHU�SULVRQHUV�EHLQJ�XVKHUHG� WR� WKHLU�JUDYHV�SURYLGH�QR�KRSH��7KHLU� DEUXSWO\�
VLOHQFHG�SURWHVWV�MRLQ�WKH�JDWKHULQJ�RI�D�KXQGUHG�KHDGOHVV�FRUSVHV��,�YDJXHO\�KHDU�
WKH�WKXG�RI�DQ�LPSDFW��WKH�EODGH�LQWR�WKH�EORFN��WKH�ORXG�FKHHUV�DQG�MHHUV�RI�WKH�
crowd as another is punished for their presumed crime. I am innocent, but the 
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FDOOV�RI�GLVVLGHQFH�KDYH�DOPRVW�FRQYLQFHG�PH�WKDW�,�DP�D�WUDLWRU�
7KH�ZDWHU�FRQWLQXHV�WR�LQFHVVDQWO\�GULS�DV�WKH�VTXHDNLQJ�UDWV�LQ�WKH�ZDOOV�¿OO�

P\�HDUV��,�ORRN�XS�DW�WKH�IRUWL¿HG�VWRQH�RI�WKH�FHLOLQJ��FORVH�P\�H\HV��DQG�WU\�WR�
summon the images of better days. I cannot. All hopes and thoughts of a better 

OLIH�KDYH�ÀHG��*ULHI�DQG�GHVSDLU�DUH�DOO�WKDW�UHPDLQ��,�KDYH�FULHG�DOO�WKH�WHDUV�,�KDG�
OHIW��0\�ZLIH�DQG�GDXJKWHUV�ZLOO�QHYHU�VHH�P\�IDFH�DJDLQ��,�SUD\�WKH\�DUH�QRW�DW�
P\�H[HFXWLRQ��,�SUD\�WKH�PDVVHV�ZRQ¶W�GR�WR�PH�ZKDW�WKH\¶YH�GRQH�WR�VR�PDQ\�
XQGHVHUYLQJ�RWKHUV��,�KRSH�WKDW�D�ÀDJ�GUDSHG�KHDY\�EDVNHW�GRHV�QRW�UHDFK�WKHP��,�
know it will be the case, though.

7KH�UDWV�VFXUU\�DFURVV�WKH�ÀRRU�WRZDUG�PH��UHDG\�WR�FODLP�DQ�HDUO\�SUL]H��7KH\�
know I will feed their kin in a short time, but they want a taste. I feel nipping 

DW�P\�¿QJHUV�� ELWLQJ� DW�P\� WRHV�ZKLOH� WKHLU� GLVHDVHV� EHJLQ� WR� WDNH�KROG� LQ�P\�
EORRGVWUHDP��:K\�¿JKW�EDFN"�,�KDYH�QR�ZLOO�WR�OLYH��DQG�WKH\�EHFNRQ�IRU�PH�WR�
JLYH�LQ��,I�,�PXVW�GLH��OHW�LW�EH�UDWV��0D\EH�WKHQ�,¶OO�SHULVK�ZLWK�VRPH�VRUW�RI�SHDFH��
knowing my family will not suffer in my stead.

I hear the slide plate open as a tray of food is slid into my cell. The manacles 

SODFHG�DURXQG�P\�DUPV�OHDYH�MXVW�HQRXJK�VODFN�WR�UHDFK�LW��EXW�,�QR�ORQJHU�KXQJHU��
QR�ORQJHU�FDUH��6WDUYDWLRQ��UDWV��GLVHDVH²,�SUHIHU�DQ\�RI�WKHVH�RYHU�WKH�¿QDO�EODGHV. 
,�GRQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�GLH�LQ�WKDW�PDQQHU��EXW�ZLVKHV�DUH�QHYHU�JUDQWHG�WR�FRQGHPQHG�
men, especially in Galt. The slide plate closes, and I no longer feel the nip of the 

UDWV�DW�P\�IHHW��7KH\�KDYH�VPHOOHG�IUHVK�JUXHO�DQG�LQWHQG�WR�IHDVW�RQ�LW��(YHQ�WKH�
YHUPLQ�KDYH�FKRVHQ�WR�OHDYH�PH�WR�P\�IDWH�

I hear the steel door of my cell open, and a guard unshackles my manacles and 

VWHSV�DVLGH��$�ORQH�¿JXUH�VWDQGV�EHIRUH�PH��KLV�JXLVH�RI�JUD\�VLON�IRROLQJ�QR�RQH��
+LV�H\HV�DUH�D�FRPSDVVLRQDWH�EOXH�ZLWK�RQ\[�EODFN�KDLU�IDOOLQJ�GRZQ�WKH�VLGH�RI�
his face. I can see into his eyes. 

+H�NQRZV�RI�P\�LQQRFHQFH��EXW�WKHUH�LV�QRWKLQJ�KH�FDQ�GR��7KH�SHRSOH�KDYH�
spoken and this Gray Gardener, who has seen so much blood, no longer questions 

WKH�OXVW�RI�WKH�PDVVHV��+H�KROGV�D�KDQG�RXW�DQG�,�WDNH�LW�LQ�UHVSRQVH��PXVWHULQJ�
enough strength to stand on my own.

7KH�VLPSOH�DFW�UHVWRUHV�P\�YLJRU��+H�KHOSV�PH�WR�VHH�ZKDW�,�FRXOGQ¶W�OHVV�WKDQ�
D�PRPHQW�DJR��,¶YH�OLYHG�D�IXOO�OLIH�LQ�VHUYLFH�WR�'HVQD�DQG�WKH�SHRSOH�RI�WKH�,QQHU�
6HD��0\�PXVLF�DQG�WDOHV�LQVSLUHG�PDQ\�WR�D�OLIH�RI�VR�PXFK�PRUH��,�ZURWH�VWRULHV�
and sought out the splendors of a world both dangerous, and at the same time, 

EHDXWLIXO��,�WUDYHOHG�WR�7LDQ�;LD�DQG�EDFN�DFURVV�WKH�&URZQ�RI�WKH�:RUOG��1RWKLQJ�
can truly take that away.

:H�ZDON�WR�WKH�EODGH��,W�LV�WR�EH�P\�KRPH�IRU�DOO�HWHUQLW\��EXW�HYHQ�WKRXJK�P\�
VRXO�ZLOO�UHPDLQ�ZLWKLQ��P\�KHDUW�ZLOO�IRUHYHU�EHORQJ�WR�P\�IULHQGV�DQG�IDPLO\��,�
KDYH�IHOW�ORYH�LQ�P\�OLIHWLPH��7KH�GRRUV�RSHQ�DQG�,�VTXLQW�DW�WKH�SLHUFLQJ�EULJKWQHVV�
of a thousand torch lights from the crowd. 

So, they would not be made to wait until morning after all. 

7KH�PRE�URDUV�DJDLQ�DV�WKH\�VHH�\HW�DQRWKHU�YLFWLP�VHQWHQFHG�WR�GHDWK�E\�WKH�
¿QDO�EODGHV��:H�HPHUJH�IURP�WKH�SULVRQ�OHYHOV�RI�WKH�0RQROLWK��7KH�*UD\�*DUGHQHU�
at my lead keeps the crowd from tearing me apart before I reach the platform. I 

ascend the few wooden stairs of the block and come to rest before the grandiose 

EODGH�NQRZQ�DV�0DGDPH�0DUJDHU\��+HU�HOHJDQFH�LV�DV�DEVROXWH�DV�WKH�GHDWK�VKH�
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brings. I kneel before her as my neck rests against her breadth. The charges are 

UHDG�DQG�,�DP�DVNHG�LI�,�KDYH�DQ\�ODVW�ZRUGV��,�ORRN�WR�WKH�*UD\�*DUGHQHU��³3URWHFW�
P\�IDPLO\�´�P\�H\HV�SOHDG��6ROHPQ��\HW�UHVSHFWIXO�LV�KLV�UHVSRQVH��+LV�KHDG�QRGV�
and the blade falls, my fate is sealed.
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%\�'DLQ�1LHOVHQ

I am a Lady.

'HVSLWH�ZKDW�\RX�PLJKW�WKLQN²IURP�WKH�ZKLVSHUV�LQ�WKH�VWUHHWV��
WKH�ZDUQLQJ�RQ�P\�FKDPEHU�GRRU��WKH�KDUVKQHVV�RI�P\�FDSWLYLW\²LI�
there is one thing I am sure of, it is that.

,�VLW�TXLHWO\�LQ�WKH�VKDGRZV��UHÀHFWLQJ�RQ�P\�OLIH�LQ�VROLWXGH��P\�
world for as long as I can remember.

0LQXWHV� SDVV�� 3HUKDSV� KRXUV�� 7LPH� KDV� OLWWOH� UHOHYDQFH� WR� RQH� LQ� P\�
FLUFXPVWDQFH��DZDLWLQJ�WKH�LQHYLWDEOH��7KHQ�,�KHDU�WKH�GRRU�RSHQ�TXLHWO\�DQG�OLJKW�
FUHHSV�RYHU�PH�RQFH�PRUH��

It is him. 

+H¶V�FRPH�DJDLQ�IRU�P\�EDWK��RQH�RI�WKH�IHZ�PHDVXUHV�RI�FRQWDFW�,�DP�DOORZHG��
other than my meals. I let my attention wander luxuriously as he begins his 

ministrations. 

I am sure I am a mess.

:KHQ�KH�¿QLVKHV�ZDVKLQJ�HYHU\�LQFK�� WKH�\RXQJ�PDQ�JLYHV�PH�D�VPLOH�DQG�
D�ZLQN��,W�KDV�EHFRPH�KLV�WUDGLWLRQ��+H�SDFNV�XS�KLV�VLON�WRZHOV��¿QH�VRDSV��DQG�
RWKHU�VXQGULHV�LQWR�D�VPDOO�OHDWKHU�EDJ��7KHQ��JLYLQJ�PH�D�¿QDO�ORRN�RYHU��KH�OHDQV�
in and whispers a farewell.

“You are a beauty, Lady Anne, a true beauty. Smooth as silk, with a face of pure 
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DODEDVWHU��WKH�IDFH�RI�DQ�DQJHO�´�,�IHHO�KLV�KDQG�OLQJHU�RQ�P\�FKHHN��³1RQH�FDQ�
compare to your grace and allure.”

$V�KLV�¿QJHUV�VOLS�DZD\�IURP�P\�VNLQ�DQG�KH� WDNHV�KLV� OHDYH�� WKH�UHDOLW\�RI�
P\�VLWXDWLRQ�FRPHV�EDFN�WR�PH��7KH�EULHI�UHVSLWHV�KH�EULQJV�ZLWK�KLV�YLVLWV�DUH�
ZHOFRPH��EXW�DOO�WRR�ÀHHWLQJ��

Still, I hope I can keep him. After all, some measure of escape is better than 

QRQH��HYHQ�LI�LW�LV�RQO\�ZLWKLQ�P\�RZQ�PLQG�
,¶YH�KDG�PDQ\�DWWHQGDQWV�RYHU�WKH�\HDUV��\RX�VHH²D�QHHG�GLFWDWHG�E\�P\�VHFXUH�

ERQGDJH�ZLWKLQ�P\�TXDUWHUV²EXW�QRQH�ZHUH�DV�FRQVLGHUDWH�RU�SOHDVDQW�DV�WKLV�¿QH�
ER\��0RVW�RI�WKRVH�EHIRUH�KLP�ZHUH�URXJK�DQG�KXUULHG��PLVVLQJ�VRPH�VSRWV�ZKLOH�
GDOO\LQJ�LQDSSURSULDWHO\�LQ�RWKHUV��7KH\�OHIW�PH�IHHOLQJ�UDZ�DQG�YXOQHUDEOH��+LV�
WRXFK�LV�VRIW�E\�FRQWUDVW��PRUH�DNLQ�WR�D�ORYHU¶V�FDUHVV�WKDQ�WKDW�RI�D�FDUHWDNHU��+H�
WUHDWV�PH�OLNH�,�GHVHUYH��

Like a Lady. 

I welcome the thought that I will be in his gentle hands for years to come, but 

LW�VHHPV�XQOLNHO\��DV�QHZ�KDQGV�UHJXODUO\�WDNH�RYHU�WKLV�SRVW��3HUKDSV�KH�ZLOO�KDYH�
more staying power than those who came before him.

8QIRUWXQDWHO\��LW�LV�QRW�XS�WR�PH��)RU�DOO�P\�\HDUV�RI�VHUYLFH�WR�WKLV�FRXQWU\�
DQG�LWV�FLWL]HQV��,�KDYH�EHHQ�LPSULVRQHG�DQG�OHIW� WR� ODQJXLVK�LQ� LVRODWLRQ��,�ZLOO�
QHYHU�KDYH�D�VD\�LQ�WKLV�PDWWHU²RU�DQ\ matter. This is my lot, my reward for all I 

KDYH�GRQH��,�KDYH�QR�YRLFH��QR�ZD\�WR�PDNH�P\�GHVLUHV�NQRZQ�WR�P\�MDLOHUV��P\�
custodians. 

But DZDUHQHVV���\HV��FUXHOO\��,�GR�KDYH�WKDW��,�NQRZ�RI�DOO�ZKR�FRPH�QHDU�PH��
,�FDQ�VHQVH�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�WKHLU�KHDUWV��,�IHHO�WKHLU�DZH��WKHLU�IHDU��WKHLU�UDJH��%XW�WR�
DVN�D�VLPSOH�IDYRU��WKDW�LV�RXW�RI²

You’re doing it again. 

%XUQDOW��7R�WKH�+HOOV�ZLWK�WKDW�PDQ��
)RU�DOPRVW�IRUW\�\HDUV��KH�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�DQQR\LQJ�ZKLVSHU�KHDUG�RQO\�E\�PH��+H�

can always pick up what I...feel. Yes, I suppose that LV the best term for it, though 

I cannot say with total certainty.

(PSDWKLF�YLEUDWLRQV�SHUKDSV��EXW�QRW�IHHOLQJV��P\�GHDU��,¶YH�QHYHU�NQRZQ�\RX�
WR�VKRZ�DQ\�VLJQ�RI�HPRWLRQ�DW�DOO��QRW�WKDW�,�H[SHFWHG�DQ\��,Q�DOO�KRQHVW\��,�DOZD\V�
VDZ�\RX�DV�WKH�VRXOOHVV�DERPLQDWLRQ�\RX�DUH��%XW�WKLV�ER\��ZHOO��KH�KDV�\RX�JLGG\�
DV�D�VFKRROJLUO��UHDG\�WR�VNLS�WKURXJK�WKH�VWUHHWV��WKRXJK�WKDW�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�VWXII�
RI�QLJKWPDUHV���

$OZD\V�WKH�URW�LQ�WKH�ZRRG��WKLV�RQH��7KH�RWKHUV�XVXDOO\�NHHS�WR�WKHPVHOYHV��
TXLHWO\�WXFNHG�DZD\�LQ�WKH�FRUQHUV�RI�P\�PLQG��%XW�QRW�KLP��+H�LV�WKH�ZLFNHG�RQH��
SODQWLQJ�WKH�EDUEV�DQG�JLYLQJ�WKHP�D�WZLVW�LV�KLV�QDWXUH��,W�DOZD\V�KDV�EHHQ��$QG�KH�
LV�DZDUH�RI�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�P\�NHHSHUV�GLUHFW�PH�DV�WKH\�VHH�¿W��WKH\�FRPPDQG�DQG�,�
REH\��,W�LV�QRW�RI�P\�GRLQJ��,�DP�ZKDW�,�DP��MXVW�DV�KH�LV��,�VXSSRVH��

2QH�FDQQRW�¿JKW�RQH¶V�QDWXUH�
2K��\RX�DUH�DQ\WKLQJ�EXW�QDWXUDO��µ/DG\�$QQH�¶�<RX�KDYH�VSLOOHG�PRUH�EORRG�

WKDQ�DQ\�NLOOHU�,�NQRZ��DQG�,�KDYH�NQRZQ�PDQ\�NLOOHUV�LQ�P\�WLPH� %XW�WKH�FRPSDQ\�
\RX�NHHS�LV�QR�EHWWHU��UHJDUGOHVV�RI�KRZ�ÀHHWLQJ�\RXU�DFTXDLQWDQFH�

,�FRQFHGH�WKH�SRLQW��WDNLQJ�VPDOO�FRQVRODWLRQ�LQ�NQRZLQJ�WKDW�,�QHYHU�VHHN�RXW�
these people. They come to me, yet another thing outside the realm of my control.



115

LaDy anne

<RX� NHHS� WHOOLQJ� \RXUVHOI� WKDW����� <RX� OHDYH� EORRG� LQ� WKH� VWUHHWV� DQG� NHHS�
FRPSDQ\�ZLWK�NLOOHUV�RI�DOO�W\SHV�

+H�WULHV�WR�PDNH�PH�IHHO�JXLOW\��WR�SUHVV�PH�LQWR�DQ�DUJXPHQW��EXW�LI�RQH�FDQQRW�
¿JKW�RQH¶V�QDWXUH��RQH�VKRXOG�QRW�IHHO�JXLOW\�IRU�LW��$QG�LQGHHG��,�IHHO�QR�JXLOW���
2I�FRXUVH�\RX�GRQ¶W��<RX�ZRXOG�QHHG�D�FRQVFLHQFH�WR�IHHO�JXLOW��$�PRQVWURVLW\�

VXFK�DV�\RX�KDV�QR�FRQVFLHQFH��%XW�\RXU�GHHGV�ZLOO�FDWFK�XS�WR�\RX�HYHQWXDOO\��
7KH\�ZLOO�FDWFK�XS�WR�\RX�DV�WKH\�FDXJKW�XS�WR�PH��$QG�ZKHQ�WKH\�GR��,�ZLOO�EH�
WKHUH�WR�ZLWQHVV�\RXU�HQG��

(QRXJK��%HJRQH�
Then there is only me... 

...and the deafening silence.

,�ZDLW�VHYHUDO�GD\V��EXW�WKHUH�DUH�QR�IXUWKHU�LQVXOWV�IURP�%XUQDOW��(DFK�HYHQLQJ��
P\�\RXQJ�FRXUWLHU�SD\V�PH�D�YLVLW��EXW�DV�HDFK�VHVVLRQ�SDVVHV�KH�JURZV�PRUH�DQG�
PRUH�GLVWUDFWHG��7RQLJKW�KH�HYHQ�IRUJHWV�WR�REVHUYH�KLV�WUDGLWLRQ��ZLSLQJ�WKH�ODVW�
of the soap from my cheek in a stupor. I can feel him wrestling with himself as 

WKH�ZHLJKWV�RI�GRXEW�DQG�QHUYRXV�DQWLFLSDWLRQ�OLH�KHDYLO\�RQ�KLV�PLQG��³1R�PDWWHU�
what happens, I’ll see you soon, my Lady,” he whispers softly as he collects his 

supplies and quickly shuts the door behind him.

+LV�ZRUGV�SX]]OH�PH��EXW�,�FDWFK�VRPHWKLQJ�LQ�WKH�DLU�DV�KH�OHDYHV��D�GDQJHURXV�
energy buzzing through the streets. 

,�KDYH�IHOW�WKLV�EHIRUH����
$�PRE�LV�JDWKHULQJ�DQG�WKH�WLPH�IRU�MXVWLFH�LV�GUDZLQJ�QHDU��7KLV�WLPH��LW�VHHPV�

D�FRXQFLOPDQ�DQG�VHYHUDO�PHPEHUV�RI�KLV�VWDII�KDYH�EHHQ�IRXQG�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�
murdering dozens of citizens and attempting to topple the current regime.

6XGGHQO\��WKH�GRRU�WR�P\�FKDPEHU�EXUVWV�RSHQ�DQG�VHYHUDO�JUD\�PDVNHG�PHQ�
JUDE�PH�¿UPO\�DQG�ZUHVWOH�PH�RXW�RI�P\�UHVWUDLQWV�� ,�FDQQRW� UHVLVW��7KH\�GUDJ�
me out into a large square where a crowd gathers. The sea of people parts as we 

DSSURDFK��,�FDQ�IHHO�WKHLU�DQJHU��WKHLU�ORDWKLQJ��DQG�WKHLU�EORRGOXVW��$�FKDQW�EHJLQV�
DV�,�DP�EURXJKW�IRUWK��7KH\�FDOO�P\�QDPH��WKHLU�YRLFHV�GULSSLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�YHQRP�
of their hatred. 

³/DG\�$QQH��/DG\�$QQH�´
)URP�EHKLQG�PH�,�KHDU�WKH�PDVVHV�KLVVLQJ�DQG�MHHULQJ�DV�,�DP�FDUULHG�XS�RQWR�

WKH� SODWIRUP� DQG� WLHG� GRZQ�� 6RRQ�� PRUH� LQGLYLGXDOV� DUH� HVFRUWHG� XS� WR� VWDQG�
beside me. I can feel their fear and panic, their hearts straining against the rhythm 

of the frenzied throng. 

$QG�WKHQ�,�KHDU�KLV�YRLFH��
The young one, my caretaker.

+H� LV� VWUXJJOLQJ� DJDLQVW� DQRWKHU� RI� WKH� PDVNHG� PHQ�� +H� LV� EHLQJ� EURXJKW�
EHVLGH�PH��,�IHHO�KLV�SXOVH�EHDWLQJ�DV�LI�LW�ZHUH�P\�RZQ��$QG�WKHQ�HYHU\WKLQJ²KLV�
QHUYRXVQHVV�DQG�XQFHUWDLQW\��KLV�ODVW�KXUULHG�PHVVDJH²PDNHV�VHQVH�

A tall man in a gray hood walks forward in front of me, pulls out a scroll, and 

UHDGV�IURP�LW��7KH�FURZG�LV�KXVKHG�LQWR�PXUPXUV��³)RU�FULPHV�DJDLQVW�*DOW�DQG�
her People, the Council has found you guilty. Your punishment for these unlawful 

DFWV���LV�GHDWK�´
7KH�DXGLHQFH�VKULHNV�WKHLU�DSSURYDO��D�VRXQG�RI�LQVDQH�HFVWDV\��,�IHHO�P\�KHDG�

SXOOHG�EDFN��WKH�URSH�WLHG�WDXW��$�VLQJOH�YRLFH�FULHV�IRU�PHUF\��GURZQHG�RXW�E\�WKH�
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IHUYRU�RI�WKH�PDVVHV��
7LPH�VHHPV�WR�VWUHWFK�IRU�HWHUQLW\�DV�,�DZDLW�WKH�LQHYLWDEOH�
There is a tug on the rope and my head falls quickly with a solid thud. Baron 

+HUUHOQ¶V�KHDG�ODQGV�ZLWK�D�PXFK�VRIWHU�HFKR�LQ�WKH�EDVNHW�EHORZ��,�ORRN�GRZQ�
LQWR�KLV�IDGLQJ�H\HV��LW�LV�D�VPDOO�PHUF\�WKDW�KLV�ODVW�VLJKW�LV�WKH�DODEDVWHU�IDFH�RI�
an angel. 

+H�LV�WKH�¿UVW�RI�WKH�IRXU��DQG�WKH�URDUV�UHVRXQG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�VTXDUH�
³/DG\�$QODFH�KDV�IXO¿OOHG�WKH�ZLOO�RI�WKH�&RXQFLO�DQG�EURXJKW�MXGJPHQW�WR�WKH�

GHVHUYLQJ�´
³/DG\�$QQH��/DG\�$QQH�´
7KHLU� YRLFHV� QR� ORQJHU� KROG�KDWUHG�� EXW� D� VHQVH�RI� MR\�� WZLVWHG� DV� LW� LV��0\�

face—my EODGH²drips crimson, and the baron’s blood pools on the wood by my 

VXSSRUWV��7KH�H[HFXWLRQHU�SXOOV�WKH�URSH��UDLVLQJ�P\�YLVDJH�DJDLQ�WR�WKH�FKHHU�RI�
the crowd. Soon it falls twice more, beheading two others to equal amounts of 

zeal.

But then I feel his presence, followed by his gentle caress upon my skin, and 

time seems to stop.

0\�\RXQJ�DWWHQGDQW�ZLSHV�D�IHZ�UHG�GURSOHWV�IURP�P\�VWRQH�IDFH�DV�D�IHZ�WHDUV�
IDOO�IURP�KLV�RZQ��+LV�KDQG�WUHPEOHV��,�VHQVH�WKH�WRUQ�HPRWLRQV�RI�P\�FDUHWDNHU��
feelings of betrayal, impending loss and...respect.

+H�VZDOORZV�KDUG�DQG�WKHQ�OLHV�DORQJ�P\�ERG\�LQ�RXU�PRVW�LQWLPDWH�HPEUDFH��
+H�IDFHV�PH��RXU�JD]HV�PHHW��DQG�,�UHDOL]H��WKLV�LV�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�DQ\RQH�KDV�ODLG�
willingly across my back, has not fought to escape, has not begged for mercy, nor 

pleaded for anything at all....

³7KH\�JUDQWHG�PH�D�¿QDO� UHTXHVW��P\�/DG\�� WR� FOHDQ�\RXU� DQJHOLF� IDFH�RQH�
ODVW�WLPH�DQG�KDYH�\RXU�EHDXW\�EH�WKH�ODVW�P\�H\HV�HYHU�VHH��$QG�QRZ��ZH�ZLOO�EH�
WRJHWKHU�IRUHYHU�´�

0\�PLQG�UHHOV�DQG�,�KHDU�FRDUVH�ODXJKWHU�WLQJHG�ZLWK�GLVJXVW��
<RX�ZLOO�HYHQ�WDNH�WKLV�\RXQJ�RQH¶V�OLIH"�7KLV�PLVJXLGHG�ER\�ZKR�ORYHV�\RX�VR"�

+HDUWOHVV�GHPRQ�
I drown Burnalt out. The rope goes taut and I am sure the crowd is seething, 

VFUHDPLQJ��EXW�,�FDQ�QR�ORQJHU�KHDU�DQ\WKLQJ�EXW�WKH�ER\¶V�ZRUGV�UHYHUEHUDWLQJ�
within me. 

7RJHWKHU�IRUHYHU�
,�ORRN�XSRQ�KLP�IRU�D�PRPHQW��IHHOLQJ�HYHU\WKLQJ�KH�GRHV��IHDU�DQG�ORYH��PL[HG�

with relief. Then my face rushes to meet his, and I taste a bitter sweetness as our 

¿UVW�NLVV�EHFRPHV�RXU�ODVW�
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%\�3DWULFN�1DSLHU

D$01��,�+$7(�WKLV�ZRUN��
,W�ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�WKRXJKW�3UXQHU�KDG�ZKHQ�WKH�PRUQLQJ�VXQ�

VWDEEHG�WKURXJK�WKH�FXUWDLQV��:LWK�D�JURDQ�KH�UROOHG�RYHU�WR�
DYHUW�KLV�H\HV��EXW�LW�ZDV�WRR�ODWH��$QRWKHU�GD\�ZDV�KHUH��DQG�
he was awake.

�+H�VDW�XS�RQ�WKH�HGJH�RI�KLV�FRW��UXEELQJ�WKH�ODVW�UHPQDQWV�RI�VOHHS�IURP�KLV�
H\HV�� DQG� ORRNHG� RYHU� DW� WKH� HPSW\� EHG� DJDLQVW� WKH� RSSRVLWH�ZDOO��$� WDWWHUHG�
VWXIIHG�WR\�WKDW�PLJKW�KDYH�RQFH�EHHQ�DQ�RZOEHDU�OD\�RQ�WKH�EHG��WKH�RQO\�VLJQ�
that someone else shared his quarters. 

�+HDYLQJ� D� VLJK� KH� VWRRG�� KLV� MRLQWV� FUDFNLQJ� DV� KH� VWUHWFKHG�� +H� VKXIÀHG�
WRZDUG� WKH�SULY\� DQG� UHOLHYHG�KLPVHOI�� WKHQ�SRXUHG�ZDWHU� LQWR� WKH�ZDVKEDVLQ��
+H�VFUXEEHG�KLV�IDFH�DQG�IRUFHG�KLPVHOI�WR�YLHZ�KLV�UHÀHFWLRQ�LQ�WKH�VPDOO�VWHHO�
mirror, the room’s only decoration. The man staring back at him was a haggard 

PHVV��KLV�VDOORZ�FKHHNV�EHFRPLQJ�VXQNHQ��+H�VWDUHG�SDVW�GDUN�FLUFOHV��GHHSO\�
into his own eyes, trying to recognize himself. Trying to remember the last time 

he was happy.

o~O~o
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,W�ZDV�KHU�KDLU�WKDW�¿UVW�GUHZ�KLV�JD]H��+H�ZDV�SXVKLQJ�KLV�ZD\�WKURXJK�WKH�
WKURQJ�RI�RQORRNHUV�ZKR�ZHUH�JDWKHULQJ�LQ�WKH�FRXUW\DUG��,W�ZDV�$OO�.LQJV�'D\��
DQG� WKH� SHRSOH� RI�+DOYRQ�ZHUH� DQ[LRXV� IRU� EORRG�� WKHUH�ZDV� QRWKLQJ� OLNH� WKH�
execution of a traitor to celebrate one’s freedom from tyranny. As he angled 

WKURXJK�WKH�SUHVV�RI�ERGLHV��KH�JOLPSVHG�KHU�RXW�RI� WKH�FRUQHU�RI�KLV�H\H��+HU�
KDLU�ZDV�EODFN�DV�D�UDYHQ��DQG�IHOO�GRZQ�KHU�EDFN�OLNH�D�ULYHU�UXVKLQJ�GRZQ�D�
PRXQWDLQVLGH��6KH�VKRZHG�QR�LQWHUHVW�LQ�WKH�IHUYHQW�FURZG��VWRSSLQJ�LQVWHDG�WR�
VPHOO�WKH�ÀRZHUV�LQ�D�PHUFKDQW¶V�FDUW��$IWHU�D�PRPHQW��VKH�VWUDLJKWHQHG�IURP�WKH�
blooms and turned toward the noise with a look of disdain. Their eyes met. The 

RQORRNHUV�SXVKHG�RQ��D�MRVWOLQJ�DJDLQVW�KLP��EXW�KH�PDQDJHG�WR�FDWFK�D�QRG�RI�
acknowledgement from the girl before he was swept up in the crowd. 

�+H�FDPH�WR�WKH�PDUNHW�HYHU\�GD\�DIWHU�WKDW��VHHNLQJ�RXW�WKH�GDUN�KDLUHG�EHDXW\��
$�ZHHN�ODWHU�KH�IRXQG�KHU�DW�WKH�ÀRZHU�YHQGRU��7KH�ZRUGV�KH�VDLG�WR�KHU�ZHUH�
lost from memory, but they worked, and soon they were meeting regularly in the 

PDUNHW��+H�IHOW�DVKDPHG�KH�FRXOGQ¶W�UHPHPEHU�KHU�IDFH��EXW�KH�GLG�UHPHPEHU�VKH�
ZDV�EHDXWLIXO��DQG�WKDW�KH�KDG�EHHQ�GHHSO\�LQ�ORYH��

 They were wed the following summer, and she soon quickened with child. The 

SUHJQDQF\�ZDV�GLI¿FXOW��VKH�ZDV�EHG�ULGGHQ�IRU�ZHHNV�OHDGLQJ�XS�WR�WKH�ELUWK��
+H�UHPHPEHUHG�WKDW�GD\�LQ�YLYLG�FODULW\��EXW�KH�ZLVKHG�GHDUO\�WKDW�KH�GLGQ¶W��+LV�
VRQ��4XLQWXV��FDPH�HDUO\��DQG�ZLWK�KLP�FDPH� WKH�EORRG�� ,W�ZRXOGQ¶W� VWRS��DQG�
DV�WKH�LQIDQW�VTXDOOHG�LQ�KLV�VZDGGOLQJ��WKH�3KDUDVPLQ�PLGZLYHV�UXVKHG�DERXW��
some bringing fresh bandages, while others took away sheets soaked crimson. 

+LV�ZLIH�FULHG�RXW� LQ�SDLQ�DQG�IHDU� LQ�FRQFHUW�ZLWK� WKHLU�VKRXWLQJ�DQG�SUD\HUV�
EHVHHFKLQJ�WKH�/DG\�RI�*UDYHV�IRU�DLG��7KH�FDFRSKRQ\�ZDV�RYHUZKHOPLQJ��DQG�
KH�OHIW�WKH�URRP�WR�FOHDU�KLV�KHDG��-XVW�DV�KH�VWHHOHG�KLPVHOI�WR�UHWXUQ��KH�UHDOL]HG�
DOO�KH�FRXOG�KHDU�IURP�WKH�FKDPEHU�ZDV�WKH�VRXQG�RI�KLV�VRQ�FU\LQJ��+H�HQWHUHG��
DOO�ZDUPWK�JRQH�IURP�KLV�ERG\��DQG�VWRRG�ZDWFKLQJ�DV�WKH�PLGZLYHV�SUHSDUHG�KLV�
ZLIH�IRU�WKH�JUDYH��+HU�UDYHQ�KDLU�ZDV�WKH�ODVW�WKLQJ�KH�VDZ�RI�KHU�DV�WKH\�ZUDSSHG�
KHU�IRU�KHU�MRXUQH\��DQG�RXWVLGH�WKH�ZLQGRZ��WKH�KDXQWLQJ�FULHV�RI�ZKLSSRRUZLOOV�
lifted to the night sky. 

 The years after her death marched slowly on for the widower. Each day was 

ORQJHU�WKDQ�WKH�ODVW��DQG�WKH�QLJKWV�ZHUH�FROG�DQG�ORQHO\��¿OOHG�ZLWK�EURNHQ�VOHHS��
+H�ORQJHG�WR�KHDU�KHU�ODXJKWHU��WR�IHHO�KHU�VNLQ�DQG�EUHDWKH�LQ�WKH�VFHQW�RI�KHU�KDLU��
7KH�RQO\�ZD\�WR�IXO¿OO�WKLV�ORQJLQJ�ZRXOG�EH�WR�MRLQ�KHU�LQ�GHDWK²EXW�KH�KDG�D�
VRQ��DQG�WKDW�IDFW�JDYH�KLP�D�UHDVRQ�WR�JR�RQ�OLYLQJ�

�$V�KH�ZDWFKHG�4XLQWXV�JURZ��KH�SURYLGHG�DV�EHVW�KH�FRXOG��EXW�WKH�XQUHVW�LQ�
WKH�QDWLRQ�VHHPHG�WR�JURZ�DV�ZHOO��*DOW�ZDV�FDXJKW�LQ�WKH�IHUYRU�RI�UHYROXWLRQ��
WKRVH�ZKR�ZHUH�RQFH�LQ�FRQWURO�RI�WKH�5HYROXWLRQDU\�&RXQFLO�ZHUH�RYHUWKURZQ�
DQG�EUDQGHG�DV� WUDLWRUV��DQG�SXW� WR�GHDWK�XQGHU� WKH�YHU\�EODGHV� WR�ZKLFK� WKH\�
WKRXJKW�WKHPVHOYHV�LPPXQH��6SLHV�DQG�VHFUHW�LQIRUPDQWV�VSUHDG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�
SRSXODFH��DQG�RQH�QHYHU�NQHZ�ZKHQ�D�WUXVWHG�IULHQG�ZRXOG�RQH�GD\�SRLQW�WKHLU�
¿QJHU�DQG�XWWHU�³WUDLWRU�́ �7KH�ZLGRZHU�ZDQWHG�PRUH�IRU�KLV�VRQ��+H�ORRNHG�WR�
WKH�GD\�ZKHQ�*DOW�ZRXOG�RQFH�DJDLQ�EH�D�QDWLRQ�RI�SURVSHULW\�DQG� LQGLYLGXDO�
IUHHGRP��EXW�DV� ORQJ�DV� WKH�5HYROXWLRQDU\�&RXQFLO�KHOG� WKH� UHLQV��KLV�FRXQWU\�
would continue to descend into treachery and blood.

�'HWHUPLQHG� WR� HIIHFW� FKDQJH� DQG� VHFXUH� D� EHWWHU� IXWXUH� IRU� 4XLQWXV�� KH�
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VRXJKW�RXW�FHOOV�RI�GLVVHQWHUV�LQ�+DOYRQ¶V�XQGHUJURXQG��MRLQLQJ�WKRVH�ZKR�VSRNH�
against the wanton executions and the brutality of the ¿QDO�EODGHV��+H�NQHZ�KH�
ULVNHG�HYHU\WKLQJ�IRU�KLPVHOI�DQG�KLV�VRQ��<HW��EHFRPLQJ�SDUW�RI�D�IUHHWKLQNLQJ�
PRYHPHQW�JDYH�KLP�D�QHZ�VHQVH�RI�SXUSRVH��D�GHVLUH�WR�OLYH�DQG�ZRUN�DJDLQ��

+H�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�EH�FDXWLRXV�

o~O~o

+LODV�+HZHU�GLG�QRW�SUD\��EXW�LW�VHHPHG�FOHDU�WR�KLP�QRZ�WKDW�WKH�JRGV�OLVWHQHG��
6WDQGLQJ�EHIRUH�KLP� LQ� VKDFNOHV�ZDV� WKH� DQVZHU� WR� KLV� XQVSRNHQ�SUD\HUV��+H�
VWURNHG�KLV�EHDUG�LQ�FRQWHPSODWLRQ�RI�WKLV�IRUWXLWRXV�HYHQW��/LWUDQ�KDG�QRW�VHQW�
DQ\�QHZ�*UD\�*DUGHQHUV�WR�+DOYRQ�IRU�\HDUV��DQG�+HZHU�ZDV�WLUHG�RI�DFWLQJ�DV�
ERWK�MXGJH�DQG�H[HFXWLRQHU�IRU�WKH�WRZQ¶V�FULPLQDOV�DQG�FRQVSLUDWRUV��

 The man before him was accused of dissension and spreading propaganda 

against the ¿QDO EODGHV��1RW� TXLWH� WUDLWRURXV� HQRXJK� WR�ZDUUDQW� KLV� KHDG�� EXW�
GHVHUYLQJ� SXQLVKPHQW� QRQHWKHOHVV�� 6XFK� FUXHO� LURQ\�� +HZHU� WKRXJKW�� DV� KH�
dispensed the man’s sentence. If Litran wouldn’t send him his Gray Gardener, he 

would make his own. And he had the right tool to force the man’s hand. 

 “Bring in the boy.” 

The bailiff nodded and after a moment a towheaded lad walked in, tears 

running down his freckled cheeks. 

³)DWKHU�´�+LV�YRLFH�ZDV�UDZ�IURP�FU\LQJ�
�³,W¶V�DOULJKW��4XLQWXV��<RX�QHHG�WR�JR�ZLWK�WKHVH�PHQ��7KH\�ZLOO�WDNH�FDUH�RI�

you, and I will see you, from time to time. Be strong, my son.”  

 Tears threatened to spill from the prisoner’s eyes, but he held them back as he 

encouraged his child. 

 “So, you understand the terms of your sentence? I would hate to see any harm 

FRPH� WR� WKH� ODG�́ �7KH� MXGJH� WXUQHG� WR� WKH�EDLOLII��PRWLRQLQJ�IRU� WKH�ER\� WR�EH�
WDNHQ�DZD\��WKHQ�JD]HG�EDFN�WR�KLV�FDSWLYH��³<RX�ZLOO�VHUYH�QR�SULVRQ�WLPH��EXW�
\RX�FDQQRW�VSHDN�RI�WKLV�WR�DQ\RQH��<RX�ZLOO�VHUYH�DV�P\�H[HFXWLRQHU�¿UVW�DQG�
IRUHPRVW��<RX�KDYH�VKRZQ�\RXUVHOI�WR�EH�D�WUDLWRU�DQG�WKH�5HYROXWLRQDU\�&RXQFLO�
KDV�SURYLGHG�PH�D�ZULW�WKDW�DOORZV�PH�WR�H[HFXWH�QRW�RQO\�WUDLWRUV�EXW�WKRVH�ZKR�
FDUU\� WKHLU� WUDLWRURXV�EORRG�DV�ZHOO�́ �$�PDOLFLRXV� VQHHU�FURVVHG�+HZHU¶V� IDFH��
“Should you betray me, the boy will meet the ¿QDO�EODGH�DV�LI�E\�\RXU�YHU\�RZQ�
hand.”

5HOXFWDQWO\��WKH�SULVRQHU�DJUHHG��EXW�LQVLGH��KDWH�EORVVRPHG�LQ�KLV�KHDUW��DQG�
KH�VHW�KLV�PLQG�WR�IUHHLQJ�KLV�VRQ�DQG�HVFDSLQJ�*DOW��+H�KDG�QHYHU�EHIRUH�ZDQWHG�
WR�NLOO�D�PDQ��EXW�LI�+HZHU�ZHUH�WR�JHW�LQ�KLV�ZD\��VR�PXFK�WKH�EHWWHU��

 The man was released that afternoon, and returned home to a hollow and 

HPSW\�KRXVH��+H�WUXGJHG�WR�WKH�EHGURRP�DQG�VWRRG�VWDULQJ�DW�WKH�ZDOOV�IRU�ZKDW�
IHOW�OLNH�KRXUV��+LV�VRQ�ZDV�DOO�KH�KDG��DQG�QRZ�WKH�ER\�ZDV�LQ�-XGJH�+HZHU¶V�
FOXWFKHV��7KH�VLOHQFH�RI�WKH�URRP�PRFNHG�KLP��+H�OHW�RXW�D�GLVPDO�PRDQ��WU\LQJ�
WR� UHOHDVH� WKH� SDLQ� LQVLGH� KLP� DV� KH� FUXPSOHG� WR� WKH� ÀRRU�� /HDQLQJ� KLV� EDFN�
DJDLQVW�4XLQWXV¶�FRW��KH�VWDUWHG�WR�FUDGOH�KLV�KHDG�LQ�KLV�KDQGV�ZKHQ�KH�VDZ�KLV�
VRQ¶V�VWXIIHG�RZOEHDU�VWLFNLQJ�RXW�IURP�XQGHU�WKH�EHG��+H�KDG�JLYHQ�KLV�VRQ�WKH�
WR\� IRU�KLV� ODVW�ELUWKGD\��DQG�4XLQWXV�FKHULVKHG� LW�� LQVLVWLQJ� WR�VOHHS�ZLWK� LW�DW�
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night. 

�+H� FUXVKHG� KLV� KDQGV� DJDLQVW� KLV� H\HV� WR� VPHDU� DZD\� D� EOXU� RI� WHDUV� DQG�
reached for the toy. It had seen better days. Choking back a sob, he placed the 

RZOEHDU�RQ�4XLQWXV¶�SLOORZ��SURSSLQJ�LW�XS�VR�LWV�EXWWRQ�H\HV�VWDUHG�DW�WKH�GRRU��
DV�LI�ZDLWLQJ�IRU�KLV�VRQ¶V�UHWXUQ��+H�WXUQHG�KLV�RZQ�H\HV�WRZDUGV�WKDW�GRRU�WKHQ�
started weeping openly, his frame trembling. 

�:KHQ� WKH� WHDUV�QR� ORQJHU�FDPH��KH�VWRRG�DQG�GULIWHG� WR� WKH�SULY\��KLV� OHJV�
EHFRPLQJ�KHDYLHU�ZLWK�HDFK�VWHS��+H�ORRNHG�LQWR�WKH�PLUURU��SHHULQJ�GHHS�LQWR�
KLV�EOHDU\��EORRG�VKRW�H\HV��WKH�KRQRUDEOH�PDQ�ZKR�KDG�WDNHQ�D�VWDQG�IRU�DQ�LGHDO�
now treaded on his dead wife’s legacy by representing that which she detested.

+H�ZDV�D�IRRO�
+H�KDG�ORVW�WKH�RQH�WKLQJ�KH�KDG�OHIW�LQ�WKLV�ZRUOG�GXH�WR�KLV�VHO¿VK�QHHG�WR�

stand up for a lost cause, and the face that stared back at him now belonged to a 

broken, useless excuse for a man. 

 

o~O~o

�)UHHGRP�ZDV�ZRUWKOHVV�ZLWKRXW�KLV�VRQ��3UXQHU��DV�+HZHU�VR�IRQGO\�FDOOHG�
him, set about his work without emotion. The roar of the implacable throngs 

PHDQW�QRWKLQJ��7KH�EORRG�DQG�WKH�EODQN�VWDULQJ�H\HV�RI�WKH�KHDGV�UHPRYHG�E\�WKH�
¿QDO�EODGH�KDG�QR�HIIHFW�RQ�KLP��+H�ZDV�QXPE��

7KHQ�KH�VDZ�KHU�DW�WKH�HGJH�RI�WKH�FURZG��)RU�D�PRPHQW�KH�WKRXJKW�VKH�ZDV�WKH�
VKDGH�RI�4XLQWXV¶�GHDG�PRWKHU�FRPH�WR�PRFN�ZKDW�KH�KDG�EHFRPH��$V�WKH�KHDG�
of the latest traitor thumped into the basket, he watched her turn away in disgust 

DQG�UXQ�WRZDUG�D�EDNHU\�RQ�WKH�IDU�VLGH�RI�WKH�WRZQ�VTXDUH��+H�GLGQ¶W�XQGHUVWDQG�
why, but he had to meet her, if only to see if she was real. 

+HU�QDPH�ZDV�0\UDQQLHO��

o~O~o

�:KHQ� KH� KDG� ¿QDOO\� PXVWHUHG� WKH� FRXUDJH�� KH� LQWURGXFHG� KLPVHOI� DW� WKH�
bakery where she worked with her mother. As he came to know her, he began to 

feel emotions he thought he had buried with his wife. Part of him began to hope 

KH�PLJKW�¿QG�KDSSLQHVV��EXW�KH�NQHZ�EHWWHU�WKDQ�WR�IRRO�KLPVHOI�
�,Q�WKH�PRQWKV�WKDW�IROORZHG��KH�JUHZ�FORVHU�WR�0\UDQQLHO��+H�NHSW�IURP�KHU�

the fact that he operated the city’s ¿QDO�EODGH, and he felt an incredible guilt for 

harboring such a gruesome secret from someone he was growing to care about. 

+H�QHYHU�EHOLHYHG�KH�ZRXOG�IHHO�ORYH�DJDLQ�EXW�HYHU\�GD\�VKH�DZDNHQHG�D�SDUW�RI�
him he thought long dead. 

�2QH� QLJKW� RYHU� GLQQHU�� WKH� WRSLF� RI� WKH� ODWHVW� H[HFXWLRQV� FDPH� XS�� 3UXQHU�
JUHZ�VLOHQW��OLVWHQLQJ�WR�WKH�SDVVLRQDWH�GLDWULEHV�RI�0\UDQQLHO�DQG�KHU�PRWKHU��+H�
IRFXVHG�KLV�DWWHQWLRQ�RQ�KLV�PHDO��QRGGLQJ�LQ�IHLJQHG�DSSURYDO��

�³7KHUH�LV�D�UHVLVWDQFH�PRYHPHQW�LQ�+DOYRQ��\RX�NQRZ�́ �0\UDQQLHO�EHJDQ�
�³0\UD��\RX�PXVWQ¶W�VSHDN�RI�VXFK�WKLQJV�́ �KHU�PRWKHU�FDXWLRQHG��VKDNLQJ�KHU�

head. 

�³,�WUXVW�KLP��0RWKHU��,�NQRZ�KH�ZRXOG�QHYHU�EHWUD\�XV�́ �0\UDQQLHO�UHDFKHG�
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DFURVV�WKH�WDEOH��³<RX�VKRXOG�MRLQ�XV�́ �VKH�VDLG��VTXHH]LQJ�WKH�KDQG�KH�XVHG�VR�
PDQ\�WLPHV�WR�SXOO�WKH�OHYHU�RI�WKH�¿QDO�EODGH. “We are growing, and soon our 

YRLFHV�ZLOO�EH�KHDUG��7KHVH�EUXWDO�PXUGHUV�FDUULHG�RXW�LQ�WKH�QDPH�RI�IDOVH�MXVWLFH�
PXVW�VWRS�´

�+H�SXOOHG�KLV�KDQG�DZD\�DQG�VWRRG�IURP�WKH�WDEOH��³<RX�DUH�D�IRRO�WR�WKLQN�
DQ\RQH¶V�YRLFH�KDV�PHDQLQJ��-XGJH�+HZHU�DQG�KLV�*DUGHQHU�ZLOO�FDUU\�RXW�WKH�
will of the state regardless of anything that anyone does. To try and change it will 

RQO\�JHW�\RX�DQG�WKRVH�\RX�ORYH�LPSULVRQHG��RU�ZRUVH�́
�³,�DP�QR�IRRO�́ �0\UDQQLHO�FRXQWHUHG��³(YHU\�SHUVRQ��HYHU\�YRLFH�PDWWHUV��7KLV�

QDWLRQ�ZDV�RQFH�IUHH��DQG�SURVSHUHG�ZLWKRXW� WKH� W\UDQQ\�RI� WKH�5HYROXWLRQDU\�
Council and the threat of execution. If we make a stand, they will fall.”

³:HOO��\RX�ZLOO�KDYH�WR�VWDQG�ZLWKRXW�PH�́ �
Pruner pushed back his chair and stalked from the room, catching sight of 

himself in the mirror that hung in their hallway. The man looking back was a 

FRZDUG��+H�ZDQWHG�WR�VWDQG�ZLWK�WKHP��EXW�WKH�ULVN�ZDV�WRR�JUHDW��$QG�WKRXJK�
KH�ZDQWHG�QRWKLQJ�PRUH�WKDQ�WR�VHH�+HZHU�DQG�KLV�LON�EURXJKW�GRZQ��KH�NQHZ�
WKHLU�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RI�LQIRUPHUV�DQG�VSLHV�ZDV�YDVW��%HIRUH�ORQJ��LW�ZRXOG�EH�KLV�
RZQ��KLV�VRQ¶V�DQG�0\UDQQLHO¶V�KHDGV�WKXPSLQJ�LQWR�WKH�EDVNHW��DQG�QRW�WKRVH�WKDW�
GHVHUYHG�LW�WKH�PRVW��

1R��LW�ZRXOG�EH�IROO\�WR�KHOS�KHU²WR�JDPEOH�ZLWK�KLV�VRQ¶V�OLIH��4XLQWXV�GLGQ¶W�
GHVHUYH�WKDW��FHUWDLQO\�QRW�IRU�VRPH�LGHDOLVWLF�PRYHPHQW�WKDW�VWRRG�QR�FKDQFH�

She had followed him from the dining room and put her arms around him. 

Gently, she placed her hand on his cheek and turned his head to look into his 

eyes. 

“Please. We could use stubborn men like you.”

Pruner sighed. Then a dreadful thought came into his head. :KDW�LI�WKH\¶YH�
EHHQ�ZDWFKLQJ�KHU�DQG�WKLQN�,�DP�WXUQLQJ�IURP�WKHLU�FDXVH" 

+H�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��SXOOHG�IURP�KHU�HPEUDFH�DQG�UXVKHG�GRZQ�WKH�KDOOZD\�RXW�
RI�WKHLU�KRPH�DQG�LQWR�WKH�VWUHHWV��1HYHU�RQFH�ORRNLQJ�EDFN��KH�KXQJ�KLV�KHDG�ORZ��
ashamed of his cowardice and what he had to do.

o~O~o

 The sun had barely begun to climb into the sky, but dozens of onlookers were 

already gathered around the ¿QDO�EODGH. Pruner took his place on the platform, 

his eyes the only feature not hidden by the Gray Gardener regalia.

�+LV�EORRG�UDQ�FROG�DV�KH�ZDWFKHG�+HZHU�WDNH�KLV�XVXDO�VHDW�RQ�WKH�EDOFRQ\�
ZLWK�4XLQWXV�VWDQGLQJ�DW�KLV�VLGH�DV�VXQOLJKW�FUHSW�RYHU�WKH�EXLOGLQJV��+H�FRXOG�
IHHO�VZHDW�EHDGLQJ�RQ�KLV�IRUHKHDG��DQG�FOHQFKHG�KLV�¿VWV�DQ[LRXVO\�

 A clamor went up from the spectators in the town center. The bailiff escorted 

WKH�GDUN�KDLUHG�SULVRQHU�WR�WKH�ZRRGHQ�UDPS�WKDW�OHG�XS�WR�WKH�¿QDO�EODGH. As she 

DUULYHG�RQ�WKH�SODWIRUP��VKH�ZDV�SHOWHG�ZLWK�URWWLQJ�IRRG�DQG�RIIDO��EXW�VKH�KHOG�
KHU�KHDG�KLJK�DV�WKH�FURZG�MHHUHG��

3UXQHU�DYHUWHG�KLV�JD]H��DIUDLG�VKH�ZRXOG�UHFRJQL]H�KLP��7KH�EDLOLII�IRUFHG�
her to kneel at the bascule, securing her neck in the lunette. The onlookers went 

quiet in anticipation. 
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�3UXQHU� VXUYH\HG� WKH� FURZG�� ORRNLQJ� WR� +HZHU�� KLV� VRQ�� DQG� ¿QDOO\� WR�
0\UDQQLHO��WKH�ZRPDQ�KH�ORYHG��ERZHG�LQ�WKH�GHYLFH�EHIRUH�KLP��+H�WXUQHG�KLV�
JD]H�EDFN�WR�+HZHU��7KH�PDJLVWUDWH�QRGGHG�ZLWK�D�PRFNLQJ�VPLOH�DQG�OHDQHG�
IRUZDUG�LQ�KLV�FKDLU��SODFLQJ�KLV�KDQG�RQ�4XLQWXV¶�VKRXOGHU�

�3UXQHU¶V�WUHPEOLQJ�KDQG�UHDFKHG�IRU�WKH�OHYHU��DQG�SXOOHG�



123

Staying the Blades

%\�7KRPDV�+RUWK

T+5((�+22'('�¿JXUHV� LQ�ZLGH� WULFRUQ�KDWV�DQG� IXOO�PDVNV�
stood before the crowd. One strode forward to the edge of the 

ZRRGHQ�SODWIRUP��KROGLQJ�D�SDUFKPHQW��2YHUORRNLQJ�WKH�VFHQH�
from a balcony of the courthouse was a man in black robes with 

D�FRZO�FRYHULQJ�KLV�VKRXOGHUV�DQG�FORDN��+H�ORRNHG�UHYHUHQWO\�
XSRQ�WKH�JXLOORWLQH�EHORZ�ZLWK�D�FRQWHPSWXRXV�VPLOH��DQG�JDYH�D�VOLJKW�VQLFNHU�
DV�KLV�KDWFKHW�PDQ�XQIXUOHG�WKH�PLVVLYH�DQG�EHOORZHG�WKH�FRQWHQWV�RI�WKH�VFUROO�
across a sea of snarling citizens.

“You stand here today, good citizens, to bear witness to the execution of one 

Lucan Elthorp, for his crime of high treason against the glorious republic of Galt. 

There can be only one punishment for such a crime, and that punishment is death.”

 The crowd screamed and yelled, and the man in the balcony breathed deeply 

DQG�FORVHG�KLV�H\HV��VDYRULQJ�WKH�PRPHQW�DV�WKRXJK�LW�ZDV�IRU�KLP��7KH�VFUDZQ\�
frames, the haggard faces. They were all a bunch of criminals yet to be tried, 

EXW�WKURXJK�WKHLU�PLVHU\�KH�FRXOG�GLUHFW�WKHP�DQG�VKDSH�WKHLU�GLVFRQWHQW��0HQ��
ZRPHQ�DQG�FKLOGUHQ�DOLNH�VKRRN�¿VWV�DQG�WRUFKHV�LQ�WKH�DLU�DQG�FKDQWHG�IRU�EORRG�

 The executioner with the scroll raised his arm in the air for silence, and when 

all was quiet, he began again. 

�³%ULQJ�IRUZDUG�WKH�SULVRQHU��0D\�WKH�JRGV�QHYHU�NQRZ�KLV�VRXO�´
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�$�PDQ�VWHSSHG�IRUZDUG��KLV�KDQGV�ERXQG�EHKLQG�KLP��+H�GLG�QRW�ZHHS�RU�ZDLO��
VKRXW�RU�VFUHDP��+H�ZRUH�WKH�JDUE�RI�D�VROGLHU��WKH�HPEOHP�RI�WKH�UHYROXWLRQ��7KH�
URVHWWH�RQ�KLV�EUHDVW�ÀXWWHUHG�JHQWO\�LQ�WKH�EUHH]H��

�³7KLV�PDQ�LV�D� WUDLWRU� WR�RXU�FDXVH��KH�SORWV�DJDLQVW� WKH�UXOH�RI� WKH�IUHH�DQG�
SURWHFWV�W\UDQWV��+H�DLGV�IRXO�$QGRUDQ��DQG�EOHHGV�WKH�ZHDOWK�DQG�SURVSHULW\�RI�RXU�
motherland. Any last words before your end, dog?” Two executioners escorted the 

soldier and pushed him down on his knees.

�7KH�FRQGHPQHG�FOHDUHG�KLV�WKURDW�DQG�EHJDQ��³3HRSOH�RI�)UHHIRUG��FLWL]HQV�RI�
*DOW��RQFH��ZH�EOHG�IRU�D�ZRUWK\�FDXVH�¿JKWLQJ�&KHOLD[�DQG�WKHLU�GLDEROLF�SDFWV�
DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�RSSUHVVLRQ�RI�WKH�JUHDW�KRXVH�7KUXQH��7KHVH�ZHUH�QREOH�DLPV��WKH�
FRPPRQ�SHRSOH�WKUHZ�RII�WKHLU�VKDFNOHV�DQG�IRUJHG�D�UHSXEOLF�WKDW�ZDV�WKH�HQY\�
RI�WKH�,QQHU�6HD��%XW�ORRN�QRZ�DW�\RXU�FRXQWU\��P\�IULHQGV��1R�IRRG��QR�IUHHGRP��
QR�JRYHUQPHQW��2QFH�DJDLQ�ZH�PXVW�ULVH��RQFH�DJDLQ�ZH�PXVW���´

�7KH�WZR�HVFRUWV�PRYHG�WR�PXIÀH�KLV�YRLFH�ZKLOH�WKHLU�OHDGHU�VWHSSHG�IRUZDUG�
�³/LVWHQ�WR�WKH�WUHDFKHU\��/LVWHQ�WR�WKH�OLHV��,W¶V�PHQ�OLNH�WKHVH�ZKR�SORW�ZLWK�

$QGRUDQ�WR�VWHDO�\RXU�IRRG��\RXU�OLYHOLKRRG��\RXU�YHU\�QDWLRQ¶V�VRYHUHLJQW\��7UXVW�
LQ�WKH�UHYROXWLRQ��WUXVW�LQ�&LWL]HQ�*RVV�´�+H�WRUH�RII�KLV�KDW�DQG�WKUXVW�LW�XS�LQWR�
WKH�VN\��VLJQLI\LQJ�WKH�UHYROXWLRQDU\�VDOXWH�RI�ROG�

 The crowd cheered once more, some cursing Andoran, some cursing Lucan 

Elthorp, traitor to the people of Galt. The executioners, meanwhile, pressed the 

neck of the prisoner into the wooden block and bolted him in place. The two 

subordinates backed away as the presider prepared to loose the blade. The roar 

of the crowd continued to build, raising the tension and anticipation. The head 

H[HFXWLRQHU�UDLVHG�KLV�OHIW�KDQG�LQ�VDOXWH�WR�WKH�MXGJH�LQ�WKH�EDOFRQ\�DQG�KH�VDOXWHG�
in return with a smile. The man then turned to the crowd.

�³,Q�WKH�QDPH�RI�WKH�UHYROXWLRQDU\�FRXQFLO��DQG�IRU�WKH�JORU\�RI�*DOW�´
�+LV�JORYHG�KDQG�UHDFKHG�RXW�IRU�WKH�OHYHU���

o~O~o

�/XFDQ�ZDV�JHWWLQJ�QHUYRXV��KLV�QHFN�ZDV�ZHGJHG�LQ�WKH�XQFRPIRUWDEOH�VWRFNV�
ZLWK�WKH�VKDUSHQHG�VWHHO�SRLVHG�DERYH�KLP��$OO�DURXQG�KLP�KH�IHOW�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�
something terrible, and it wasn’t the Gray Gardeners or the screaming crowd. The 

EODGH�LWVHOI�ZDV�PRUH�WKDQ�LW�DSSHDUHG���D�¿QDO�EODGH�SRVVHVVHG�E\�D�KXQJU\��VRXO�
VWHDOLQJ�HQWLW\�OXVWLQJ�IRU�WKH�VSLULWV�RI�WKRVH�FDXJKW�LQ�LWV�FOXWFKHV��/XFDQ�SLYRWHG�
his head, seeing the honed edge hanging in his periphery and the handle that held 

it in check. 

 ,W�ZDV�WLPH, he thought. Where in the hells was Tess? She had always had a 

NQDFN�IRU� WKH�GUDPDWLF��EXW� WKLV�ZDVQ¶W� WKH�WLPH��+H�VDZ�WKH�H[HFXWLRQHU�PRYH�
WR�WKH�OHYHU�DW�KLV�VLGH��DQG�VHQVHG�WKH�JORYHG�KDQG�UHDFK�RXW�DERYH�KLP��6ZHDW�
GULSSHG�IURP�KLV�EURZ��KLV�FRPSRVXUH�EHJLQQLQJ�WR�OHDYH�KLP��

Where ZDV she...?

o~O~o

�7HVVHOH� 0RUQLQJGHZ� FUHSW� VORZO\� WRZDUGV� WKH� HGJH� RI� WKH� URRI�� KHU� ERG\�
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REVFXUHG�E\�WKH�FUXPEOLQJ�FKLPQH\�RI�WKH�WRZQ�KDOO��6KH�OHYHOHG�KHU�FURVVERZ�
DQG�JODQFHG�RXW�RYHU�WKH�VWUHHW��2Q�WKH�URRIV�DFURVV�WKH�VTXDUH��KHU�PHQ�VOLG�LQWR�
place as quietly as cats. Already, two were making their way to the smug and 

HJRWLVWLFDO�-XGJH�5HQDUG��6KH�KHOG�KHU�OHIW�DUP�RXW�ZLWK�KHU�KDQG�VSOD\HG�SDOP�XS�
DQG�REVHUYHG�WKH�VFHQH�EHORZ�

�8QVXUSULVLQJO\�� /XFDQ¶V� OLWWOH� VSHHFK� KDG� EHHQ� VZLIWO\� FXUWDLOHG�� WKH� *UD\�
Gardeners had little time for dissent. Keeping order at all costs was their game, 

DUWIXOO\� PDQLSXODWLQJ� WKH� VWDUYLQJ� PDVVHV� DQG� HQGLQJ� WKH� OLYHV� RI� WKRVH� ZKR�
RSSRVHG�WKHP��7KH�PDQ�ZLWK�WKH�VFUROO�PRYHG�EDFN�WRZDUGV�WKH�JXLOORWLQH�DQG�
UDLVHG�D�KDQG�WR�WKH�OHYHU��6KH�ZDLWHG��VTXLQWLQJ�DV�VKH�WRRN�DLP�ZLWK�WKH�FURVVERZ�
LQ� KHU� ULJKW� KDQG�� 7KHQ�� DV� WKH� H[HFXWLRQHU� FORVHG� KLV� SDOP� RQ� WKH� OHYHU�� VKH�
DEUXSWO\�FOHQFKHG�KHU�RSHQ�OHIW�KDQG�LQWR�D�¿VW�

 Bolts streaked forward, striking the three Gardeners before they had a chance 

WR�XWWHU�D�VRXQG��$OO�WKUHH�GURSSHG�WR�WKH�JURXQG��O\LQJ�VWLOO��)RU�D�PRPHQW��WKH�
PRE�PLOOHG�LQ�VLOHQW�FRQIXVLRQ���WKHQ�GLYLGHG�LQVWDQWO\��:RPHQ�DQG�FKLOGUHQ�UDQ�
WHUUL¿HG� WR� WKHLU� KRXVHV�� WKHLU� VFUHDPV� VSOLWWLQJ� WKH� DWPRVSKHUH�� -XGJH�5HQDUG�
VQHHUHG� IURP�KLV�EDOFRQ\�� OLYLG�ZLWK�DQJHU�� WKHQ�ZKLUOHG�RQO\� WR�¿QG� WZR�PHQ�
pointing swords at his belly.

o~O~o

 Lucan sighed in relief as the last Gardener on stage dropped dead on the 

scaffold beside him, his tricorn hat blowing gently into the crowd. The spectators 

WXUQHG�DQG�JODQFHG�WR�HDFK�RWKHU��VWXQQHG��WKHQ�ORRNHG�WR�WKH�URRIWRSV��0RVW�UDQ��
WKHLU�VHQVH�RI�VHOI�SUHVHUYDWLRQ�RYHUULGLQJ�DQ\�UHPDLQLQJ�EORRGOXVW��7KHLU�MRVWOLQJ�
DQG� VWDPSHGLQJ� VKRRN� WKH� VWDJH�ZLWK� YLEUDWLRQ��/XFDQ� FORVHG� KLV� H\HV� WLJKWO\��
KRSLQJ�WKH�WUHPRUV�GLGQ¶W�MDU�WKH�EODGH�DERYH�KLP�IUHH��$�SUHVHQFH�EHQHDWK�KLP�
VXUJHG�DQG�KLV�HQHUJ\�GUDLQHG�DV�WKH�PDOHYROHQFH�VDSSHG�KLV�VWUHQJWK��+H�ORRNHG�
XS�DW�WKH�KDQGOH�RI�WKH�JXLOORWLQH��DQG�VORZO\�KH�VDZ�LW�WZLWFK�DV�LI�DQ�LQYLVLEOH�
hand pulled upon it. It nudged up slightly, and then slowly began to fall of its own 

accord.

�³1R��QR��QR��7HVV��+HOS�´
�3DQLF�URVH�LQ�KLV�EHOO\��DV�WKH�XUJH�WR�ÀHH�SRXQGHG�LQ�KLV�YHLQV��7KHQ�KH�VDZ�

KHU��GURSSLQJ�OLJKWO\�RQWR�WKH�VFDIIROG�EHIRUH�KLP�LQ�NQHH�KLJK�ERRWV�DQG�D�FORVH�
¿WWLQJ�PLOLWDU\�XQLIRUP��6KH�ZLQNHG�DW�KLP�DQG�VPLOHG�KHU�IXOO�ZKLWH�WHHWK��

�7KH�OHYHU�FUHDNHG��
�³+XUU\�´�/XFDQ�EHJJHG��DV�DOO�FRORU�GUDLQHG�IURP�KLV�IDFH��
 Tess swooped in and grabbed an auxiliary beam from the base of the frame, 

OD\LQJ�LW�DV�D�JXDUG�RQ�WRS�RI�WKH�QHFN�UHVWUDLQW��7KH�URSH�JURDQHG�DQG�VKH�ÀHZ�
across the platform and lunged for the slipping handle. Suddenly there was a rush 

of air and a wailing shriek as the blade plummeted loose... 

 ...and bit hungrily into the dense wooden buffer.

�³$DDDJJKKK�´�/XFDQ�KRZOHG�DV�KH�KHDUG�WKH�VROLG�WKXPS�
�7HVV¶�¿QJHUV�UHDFKHG�WKH�OHYHU��FXUOHG�DURXQG�LW�DQG�VKRYHG�LW�EDFN�XS��¿UPO\�

returning the blade to its locked position. She shook her head and smirked. 

“Citizen Elthorpe, you stand accused of wetting your breeches in the course of 
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GXW\��+RZ�GR�\RX�SOHDG"´�6KH�EUXVKHG�D�ORFN�RI�GDUN�UHG�KDLU�DFURVV�KHU�IDFH�DQG�
raised an eyebrow questioningly.

 “Almost guilty, no thanks to you,” Lucan replied, trying to calm his pulse as 

KLV�LQLWLDO�EXUVW�RI�DQJHU�IDGHG�LQWR�D�QHUYRXV�FKXFNOH��³1RZ��JHW�PH�RXW�RI�WKLV�
EODVWHG�WKLQJ�´

�7HVV�UHPRYHG�WKH�QHDUO\�FORYHQ�ZRRG�EHDP��WKHQ�VOLG�WKH�UHVWUDLQLQJ�EDU�EDFN�
IURP�/XFDQ¶V�QHFN��+H�ZLJJOHG�RXW�DQG�VWRRG�XS�VWUDLJKW�DV�7HVV�XQERXQG�KLP��
stretching his back and shoulders, causing them to crack audibly.

 “By all the cursed gods, they could at least let a man lie down properly as they 

FROOHFW�KHDGV�OLNH�DSSOHV�´�KH�VDLG��ÀH[LQJ�KLV�KDQGV��WKHQ�UXEELQJ�KLV�QHFN�
�7HVV�WKUHZ�KLP�D�VZRUG�IURP�D�GHDG�*DUGHQHU��+H�FDXJKW�LW�OLJKWO\��JLYLQJ�LW�D�

twirl a few times.

 “Well, at least their taste in steel is superior to their choice in tailors,” he 

quipped, nudging the dead Gardener with a booted toe.

�7HVV�ORRNHG�WR�WKHLU�VPDOO�EDQG�RI�DOOLHV�DQG�ORFNHG�H\HV�ZLWK�-XGJH�5HQDUG�DV�
he was brought before her.

�³<RX�ZLOO�SD\�GHDUO\�IRU�WKLV�RXWUDJH�DJDLQVW�WKH�ULJKWHRXV�´
 Lucan looked slyly to Tess and then to the guillotine.

 “Strap him in. The crowd came for a show.”

�7KH�MXGJH�UDLVHG�KLV�H\HEURZV�LQ�VKRFN��³:KDW��QR�UDQVRP"´
�7ZR�PHQ�ZUHVWOHG�WKH�MXGJH�RQWR�WKH�EHG�RI�WKH�JXLOORWLQH�DQG�ORFNHG�WKH�WRS�

SLHFH�RI�OXQHWWH�ZRRG�RYHU�KLV�QHFN�
�/XFDQ�WKHQ�VTXDWWHG�QH[W�WR�WKH�PDQ�DQG�VWXGLHG�KLV�IDFH��5HQDUG�ZDV�YLVLEO\�

crying. 

�³7LPH�WR�PRYH�´�7HVV�FRPPDQGHG��³*HW�WKLV�JRGIRUVDNHQ�WRRO�RI�HYLO�FRYHUHG�
in oil.” She gestured to the guillotine at the center of the scaffolding, then looked 

scornfully at the man tied to it.

�/XFDQ�VDW�WKHUH�ZDWFKLQJ�WKH�MXGJH¶V�WHDUV�SXGGOH�RQ�WKH�EORRG�VWDLQHG�ZRRG�
EHQHDWK� KLP� DV� WKH� VPHOO� RI� YRODWLOH� RLO� ZDIWHG� LQ� WKH� DLU�� ,W� SRXUHG� RYHU� WKH�
instrument of death and drenched its prisoner, running down his legs, body, and 

¿QDOO\��RYHU�KLV�KHDG�WR�VWLQJ�KLV�H\HV��
�/XFDQ�VQHHUHG��WKHQ�VWRRG�DQG�SDWWHG�WKH�PDQ¶V�VKRXOGHU��³1LFH�WDONLQJ�ZLWK�

\RX��-XGJH�´
�³1RRR�´
�0HQ�PRYHG�IRUZDUG��WRUFKHV�OLW��DQG�VHW�WR�ZRUN�LJQLWLQJ�WKH�VWUXFWXUH��

5HQDUG�KRZOHG�RXW��DV�ÀDPHV�VQDNHG�XS�WKH�RLO�SDWKZD\V�DQG�HYHU\RQH�FOHDUHG�
WKH�VWDJH�DV�D�PDQ�URGH�LQWR�WKH�VTXDUH�ZLWK�¿IWHHQ�URSHG�KRUVHV�LQ�WRZ��+H�
VWRSSHG�D�GLVWDQFH�IURP�WKH�VWDJH�DQG�HYHU\RQH�EHJDQ�WR�XQWLH�WKHLU�KRUVHV�DQG�
PRXQW�XS��7KHQ�VXGGHQO\��WKH�MXGJH¶V�SLWFK�LQFUHDVHG�DQG�KH�VFUHDPHG�LQ�WHUURU��

The EODGH broke loose and silenced him, sending his head toppling off the 

stage. 

�/XFDQ� UHPHPEHUHG� WKH� UHYROXWLRQ� DV� KH� ZDWFKHG� WKH� JXLOORWLQH� EXUQ�� +H�
UHPHPEHUHG�WKH�KRQRUDEOH�+RVHWWHU�DQG�WKH�RYHUWKURZLQJ�RI�+RXVH�7KUXQH��+H�
UHPHPEHUHG�ORYLQJ�KLV�FRXQWU\�DQG�WKH�SDVVLRQ�KH�KDG�IHOW�VHUYLQJ�LW�

�,W�ZDV�JRQH�QRZ��WKH�UHYROXWLRQ�VXOOLHG�E\�SRZHU�JUDEELQJ�PDQLSXODWRUV�VXFK�
DV�5HQDUG��
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�)LYH�\HDUV�DJR�KH�KDG�ÀHG� WR�$QGRUDQ�DQG� UHWXUQHG�ZLWK�KLV� VPDOO�EDQG�RI�
malcontents, Galtan exiles and Andoran idealists. They came because of their 

cousins, their marriage ties and, most of all, their own families, after so many 

OHWWHUV�WKDW�DQRWKHU�UHODWLYH�KDG�EHHQ�VWUXFN�GRZQ��
�,W�ZDV� WLPH�IRU�RQH�¿QDO� UHYROXWLRQ�� LW�ZDV� WLPH�WR�HQG� WKH�YLFLRXV�F\FOH�RI�

death and fear.

�³*DUGHQHUV��-XGJH�DQG�QRZ�\RX��/DG\�$[HOOH�´
 The burning wood on the stage creaked, and the men behind Lucan began to 

rein in their horses and back up. Lucan looked to his left and then to his right.

�³6RPH�RI�\RX�KHUH�KDYH�QHYHU�VHHQ�RQH�RI� WKHVH�EXUQ�EHIRUH��,�ZLOO� OHW�\RX�
know now, put some wax in your ears.”

 Tess rode up beside Lucan, and the two crammed the malleable stuff in each 

ear.

 The ¿QDO�EODGH� EHIRUH� WKHP�VXGGHQO\� MXPSHG� LQ� WKH�DLU� DV� LI� LWV� OHJV�FRXOG�
WUXO\�PRYH��,W�WZLVWHG�DQG�JURDQHG�DV�D�JXWWXUDO�KRZO�EHJDQ�WR�DPSOLI\�DFURVV�WKH�
square. Lucan and Tess looked to each other and nodded. They turned their horses 

DQG�VWDUWHG�DZD\�IURP�WKH� WRZQ�FHQWHU��$�UDQGRP�KLJK�SLWFKHG�VKULHN�VSRRNHG�
the horses and their pace slightly quickened. Another scream pierced like a knife, 

VKDWWHULQJ�HYHU\�VXUURXQGLQJ�ZLQGRZ��7KH\�FOHDUHG� WKH� WRZQ�DQG�PDGH�IRU� WKH�
open countryside as hundreds of moaning wails all came together in a hideous 

FKRUXV��7KH�¿QDO�VFUHDP�ZDV�WKDW�RI�/DG\�$[HOOH�KHUVHOI��+HUV�HFKRHG�DFURVV�WKH�
landscape, and the horses winced and tossed their heads agitatedly at the sound. 

�7KHQ��DW�ODVW��KHU�YRLFH�ZDV�VLOHQW�
�/XFDQ�WXUQHG�DQG�SRLQWHG�WR�WKH�ZKLWH�SOXPH�FORXG�ULVLQJ�DERYH�WKH�WRZQ�
�³1RZ�WKH�WUXH�YRLFH�RI�WKH�SHRSOH�VKDOO�VSHDN��1R�*DUGHQHUV��QR�-XGJH�DQG�QR�

EODGHV��-XVW�SHRSOH�ZKR�NQRZ�LQ�WKHLU�KHDUWV�ZKDW�QHHGV�WR�EH�GRQH�´
�$OO�WKH�PHQ�DQG�ZRPHQ�WLSSHG�WKHLU�KDWV�DQG�JDYH�D�VDOXWH�WR�WKH�WRZQ��WKHQ�

rode off. 

 

 

 

 





129

For a Short Time

%\�'HUHN�0��-RKQVRQ

I6�7+,6�ZK\�\RX�KDYH�VXPPRQHG�PH"
 “It is.”

�'R�QRW�PLVXQGHUVWDQG�PH��,� ORYH�FRPLQJ�WR�,VDUQ��7KLV�SODFH�
H[KLELWV�WKH�SDVVDJH�RI�WLPH�EHWWHU�WKDQ�DQ\�RWKHU�LQ�WKH�,QQHU�6HD��
(YHQ�EHWWHU�WKDQ�&RUHQW\Q��7KH�PHQ�ZKR�VSLOOHG�VZHDW�DQG�EORRG�

WR�HUHFW�WKHVH�VWUXFWXUHV�EHOLHYHG�WKH\�ZRXOG�VWDQG�IRU�FHQWXULHV��7KH\�IDLOHG�WR�
FDOFXODWH�WKHLU�RZQ�ÀDZHG�QDWXUH²WKHLUV�DQG�WKHLU�IHOORZ�PHQ. 

�³0P�KPP�´
�%XW� �� WKH�%ODGHV���WKH\�DUH�ZK\�\RX�FDOOHG�PH��,¶YH�VHHQ�WKHP�EHIRUH²DOO�RI�

WKHP��7KLV�RQH��3RRU�3DGULDQD��LV�QRW�HYHQ�RQH�RI�WKH�PRUH�FHOHEUDWHG�
�³1R�´
�7KH�%ODGHV�DUH�D�IUXVWUDWLRQ�WR�PH��<RX��NQRZ�WKDW��\HV"
�³<HV��0¶ODG\�´
�7UXH�� WKH\�EULQJ�DQ�HQG� WR�PDQ\��EXW� WKRVH�VSLULWV�VKRXOG�EH�PLQH� WR� MXGJH��

,QVWHDG��WKH\�UHPDLQ�LQVLGH��7KH\�UHVLGH�LQ�WKH�EODGH��,W�LV�QRW�ULJKW�
�³1R�´
�6R�\RX�EULQJ�PH�KHUH�WR�ZDWFK�WKLV"
 “Yes.” 

�:K\"
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�³+LP�´
�7KH�PDQ�VFUHDPLQJ"�7KH�PDQ�KRZOLQJ�DERXW�KLV�LQQRFHQFH"�7KH�PDQ�ZDLOLQJ�

YDLQO\�IRU�UHSULHYH"�
�³1R�´�
�7KHQ�WKH�RQH�EHKLQG�KLP"�7KH�RQH�ZKR�VROHPQO\�PDUFKHV�IRUZDUG"�+H�SD\V�

WKH�SULFH�IRU�KLV�VRQ¶V�DFWLRQV��+H�NQRZV�WKDW�KLV�GHDWK�LV�QRW�MXVW��6WLOO��KH�UHIXVHV�
WR�¿JKW��IRU�KH�EHOLHYHV�KLV�VRQ¶V�DFWLRQV�ZHUH�ULJKWHRXV��+H�ZLOOLQJO\�DFFHSWV�KLV�
VDFUL¿FH�LQ�WKH�SODFH�RI�KLV�VRQ��,�KDYH�VHHQ�PDQ\�VXFK�VDFUL¿FHV���<RXU�VXPPRQV�
LV�EHJLQQLQJ�WR�DQQR\�PH��

�³1R��+LP�´
�+LP"�7KH�RQH�ZKRVH�ERG\�LV�OLPS"�+H�NQRZV�KH�LV�JXLOW\²KH�MXVW�UHIXVHV�WR�

DFFHSW�LW��+H�EURRGV���+H�GRHV�QRW�XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�WKLV�LV�WKH�ZD\�RI�*DOW��6XUHO\��
KH�NQHZ�WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�ZKHQ�KH�GLG�ZKDW�KH�GLG���

�³+H� LV�GLIIHUHQW� IURP� WKH�RWKHUV��0¶ODG\��+LV� VLQ� LV�KLV�RZQ��DW� OHDVW� DV� WKH�
&RXQFLO�PLJKW� FDOO� LW� VLQ�� �+LV� VLQ�� KRZHYHU�� LV� QRW� SULGH��+H�GLG� QRW� VWULYH� WR�
KROG�RI¿FH�WR�EHQH¿W�KLPVHOI��+H�EHOLHYHG�LQ�KLV�KHDUW�WKDW�KH�FRXOG�PDNH�*DOW���
EHWWHU��+H�VXUUHQGHUHG�VR�PXFK�RI�KLPVHOI�DQG�KLV�OLIH�IRU�WKDW�EHOLHI��1HYHU�GLG�KH�
undercut another to attain his position, nor did he defame those who opposed him 

LQ�RUGHU�WR�JDLQ�DQ�DGYDQWDJH��+LV�RQO\�FULPH�ZDV�WKDW�ZKHQ�WKH�ZLQGV�RI�FKDQJH�
blew, he remained steadfast. That he was pushed from his position is unfair. That 

his blood is demanded is worse yet.”

�<HW� \RX� ZLOO� VLW� KHUH� DQG� VLOHQWO\� REVHUYH� KLV� H[HFXWLRQ�� <RXU� SXUSRVH� IRU�
VXPPRQLQJ�PH�WR�ZLWQHVV�WKLV�HYHQW�VWLOO�HOXGHV�PH�

�³7KLV�PDQ��0¶ODG\��KLV�QDPH�LV�9DOZ\Q��+H�LV�VWURQJ��D�¿JKWHU�´
�%XW�QRZ�KH�DOORZV�WKHP�WR�GUDJ�KLV�ERG\��+H�LV�D�GHDG�ZHLJKW��+H�LV�QR�GLIIHUHQW�

WKDQ�WKH�RWKHU�PDQ��UHVLJQHG�WR�KLV�IDWH��
�³1R�´
�1R?

�³1R��0¶ODG\��/RRN�GHHSHU��+H�LV�QRW�UHVLJQHG�WR�KLV�IDWH��RI�FRXUVH�\RX�VHH�LW�´
�6RUURZ��6DGQHVV��)HDU²QR���QRW�IHDU���DQJHU���KDWUHG�
 “Yes.”

�/RVV��/RVV�FDQ�GR�WKDW�WR�D�PDQ��
�³<HV��0¶ODG\�´
�,W�KDSSHQV�KHUH�LQ�*DOW�
�³$V� DOZD\V�� \RX� DUH� ULJKW�� 6WLOO�� WKLV�PDQ�� KH� KDV� ORVW� HYHU\WKLQJ�� 5RGULFN�

9DOZ\Q�ORVW�KLV�SRVLWLRQ�ZKHQ�WKH�&RXQFLO�WXUQHG�RQ�KLP��+H�ORVW�KLV�KRPH�ZKHQ�
WKH\�IRUFHG�KLP�WR�ÀHH�WR�7DOGRU��$QG�ZKHQ�WKH�*UD\¶V�ZHQW�WR�FODLP�KLP�IURP�
Taldor, he lost his wife and son.”

�)DPLO\��IRUWXQH��HYHQ�IDLWK²DOO�RI�LW��<HV��PDQ\�ORVH�LW�DOO��7UDJLF��\HV��
�7UDJLF��EXW�,¶YH�VHHQ�LW��'HDWK��GHVWUXFWLRQ�� WKH\�DUH�SDUW�RI�PDQ¶V� OLIH��SDUW�

RI�ZKDW�PDQ�GRHV�WR�KLPVHOI��&RQVWDQWO\�GR�,�ZLWQHVV�WKHVH�WKLQJV��0HQ�VWULYH�WR�
DYRLG�VXFK�KRUURU��7KH\�SUD\���HYHQ�WR�PH���WR�ZDWFK�RYHU� WKHP��7KH\�SUD\�WKDW�
VXFK�WKLQJV�PLJKW�SDVV�RYHU�WKHP��7KH\�SUD\�WR�EH�VSDUHG�IURP�WKLQJV�WKDW�DUH�
SDUW�RI�WKHLU�FRQGLWLRQ��SDUW�RI�EHLQJ�PHQ��,�KDYH�QR�LQWHUHVW�LQ�VSDULQJ�WKHP�IURP�
WKHPVHOYHV���2K��,�PD\�GHOD\�WKH�FDOO��,�PD\�WDUU\��EXW�,�ZLOO�FRPH���
�,W� LV� VR� IRROLVK�� VR� WULWH�� WKDW� D�PDQ�PLJKW� EHOLHYH� WKDW� KH� KDV� VDYHG� D� OLIH��
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3HUKDSV� KH� KDV� SURORQJHG� OLIH�� EXW� KH� KDV� QRW� VDYHG� LW��'HDWK�ZLOO� FRPH��/LIH�
ZLOO�HQG��³<RX�VDYHG�P\�OLIH�´�,�ODXJK�DW�VXFK�D�VLOO\�VD\LQJ��³<RX�KDYH�SXW�RII�
P\� GHDWK�´� WKDW� LV� VR�PXFK�PRUH� DFFXUDWH��0DQ�PLJKW� EH�PXFK� KDSSLHU� LI� KH�
XQGHUVWRRG�DQG�DFFHSWHG�VXFK�WKLQJV��

�³<HV��0¶ODG\�´�
�6R�\RX�KDYH�VXPPRQHG�PH�KHUH�WR�ZDWFK�WKLV�VDG��DQJU\�PDQ�GLH���
�³<HV��0¶ODG\��EXW���´
�+H�DSSURDFKHV�WKH�%ODGH��<RX�KDYH�EURXJKW�PH�KHUH�WR�ZDWFK�WKH�%ODGH��WKLV�

3RRU�3DGULDQD��WDNH�KLV�KHDG�IURP�KLV�ERG\��WR�FODLP�KLV�VRXO�DQG�NHHS�LW�IURP�PH���
�<RXU�SXUSRVH��WKHQ��LV�PRFNHU\"
�³1R��0¶ODG\��1R��FHUWDLQO\�QRW�´��
�7KH�H[HFXWLRQHUV�GR�QRW�HYHQ�ERWKHU�WR�FOHDQ�WKH�EDVFXOH�RU�WKH�OXQHWWH��7KH\�

GR�QRW�FOHDQ�WKH�EORRG�RI�WKH�SUHYLRXV�YLFWLP�IURP�WKH�FROG�VWHHO��3HUKDSV�VRPH�
PHQ�GR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�GHDWK�LV�D�SDUW�RI�QDWXUH��VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�FDQQRW�EH�ZLSHG�
DZD\�DQG�IRUJRWWHQ�  

�³/RRN��0¶ODG\��KH�GRHVQ¶W�VWUXJJOH�HYHQ�QRZ��7KH�*UD\�&ORDNV�GR�QRW�HYHQ�
appear taxed by the effort.”

�6WLOO��KH�GRHV�QRWKLQJ�WR�DVVLVW�WKHP��+LV�H\HV�VWDUH�DW�D�IDU�RII�SRLQW� ,W�LV�DV�LI�
KH�ZHUH�QRW�HYHQ�KHUH��QRZ�

�³7KHUH� LV� QR� IDQIDUH� RU� FHUHPRQ\� IRU� 5RGULFN� 9DOZ\Q�� D� IRUPHU� &RXQFLO�
member. The Council has forbidden it. Oh, there...do you see it?”

�+XVK��PDQ��2I�FRXUVH�,�VHH�LW��+LV�ERG\�KDV�WHQVHG��+LV�H\HV�DQG�KLV�PLQG�DUH�
QRZ�LQ�WKH�SUHVHQW���+H�LV�KHUH�ZLWK�XV��

�³+H�QR�ORQJHU�GHVSDLUV��+H�UDJHV�´
�<HV��KLV�LV�DQ�XQMXVW�GHDWK�
�³%XW�\RX¶YH�VHHQ�VXFK�EHIRUH�´
�'R�QRW�PRFN�PH. 
�³1R��0¶ODG\�´
�0DQ¶V�MXVWLFH�LV�OLNH�WKH�VKLIWLQJ�2VLULDQL�VDQGV��<RX�KDYH�VDW�KHUH�DQG�ZDWFKHG�

VR�PDQ\�RI�WKHVH�GHDWKV�LQ�WKH�QDPH�RI�MXVWLFH��
�³+LV�FRQFHSW�RI�MXVWLFH�KDV�QHYHU�VKLIWHG��+H�KDV�UHPDLQHG�WUXH�´
�,QGHHG�
 “And for that, he dies.”

�,W�LV�KHUH��7KH�%ODGH�IDOOV��3RRU�3DGULDQD�KDV�FODLPHG�5RGULFN�9DOZ\Q��IRUPHU�
&RXQFLO�PHPEHU���<HW�DQRWKHU�VRXO�UHPDLQV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�%ODGH��RXW�RI�P\�JUDVS��

1RZ���ZKDW�LV�WKDW"�
�³0P"´
�7KH�%ODGH��LW�VKXGGHUV���
 “Yes.”

�,W�VKXGGHUV�YLROHQWO\��,W�DSSHDUV�DV�LI�LW�PLJKW�SXOO�LWVHOI�IURP�WKH�SODWIRUP��7KDW�
VFUHDP��6R�ORXG��VR�KRUULG²LW�ZLOO�FDOO�EDFN�$URGHQ��

 “I expected his death would not be easy. That is why I called. But this...”

�7KH�EODGH�ULVHV��7KDW�VWUDS�KDV�WKH�*UD\�&ORDN�E\�WKH�ZULVW��,W�GUDZV�KLP�LQ�
 “It...it...the Blade...it has broken from its anchors. It’s acting on its own. It 

VHHNV�DQRWKHU��LW�VHHNV�WKH�&ORDNV�´
�,QGHHG���
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 “The screams are horrible.”

�7KH\�DUH�EHDXWLIXO��:LWK�HDFK�&ORDN�LW�WDNHV��D�VRXO�LPSULVRQHG�LQ�WKH�%ODGH�LV�
IUHHG��7KH\�DUH�PLQH���

“It has one of the onlookers now, a woman felled in the stampede to escape. It 

intends to claim her as well. Why would the blade animate like that? What would 

compel Poor Padriana to suddenly claim Gray Cloak and onlooker alike?”

�,W�LV�QRW�3DGULDQD�ZKR�GRHV�WKLV��$V�\RX�VDLG��9DOZ\Q�ZDV�D�¿JKWHU��DQG�KLV�
VHQVH�RI�MXVWLFH�QHYHU�ZDYHUHG��

�³7KDW�LV�QRW�MXVWLFH�´
�<RX�ZHUH�ZLVH�WR�FDOO�PH��DQG�,�VKDOO�UHZDUG�\RX��7KLV�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�,�KDYH�ORQJ�

GHVLUHG�WR�ZLWQHVV�
�³0¶ODG\��WKH�ZRPDQ�ZDV�PHUHO\�D�ZLWQHVV�WR�WKH�H[HFXWLRQ��+HU�GHDWK�LV�QRW�

MXVWLFH�´�
�7KHUH�LV�FXOSDELOLW\�LQ�LGO\�VWDQGLQJ�E\²GRLQJ�QRWKLQJ�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�LQLTXLW\��
�³%XW���0¶ODG\���EXW�VXUHO\���WKHUH�KDV�WR�EH���´
�<RX�DUH�QHUYRXV�� ,�XQGHUVWDQG��<RX�KDYH� ORQJ�ERUH�ZLWQHVV� WR� WKH�&RXQFLO¶V�

MXVWLFH�DQG�WKH�IDOO�RI�WKH�%ODGHV��<RX�KDYH�VLOHQWO\�VDW�E\�DQG�ZDWFKHG��DQG�QRZ�
WKLV�%ODGH��IRUPHUO\�3RRU�3DGULDQD��QRZ�9DOZ\Q¶V�9HQJHDQFH��ZLOO�FODLP�\RX�LI�LW�
FDQ��)OHH��*R��<RX�LQVXOW�PH�QRW��,��KRZHYHU��VKDOO�VLW�DQG�ZDWFK�IRU�D�ZKLOH�
�����2K��EXW�GR�UHPHPEHU��\RX�PD\�JR�QRZ��EXW�LW�LV�RQO\�IRU�D�VKRUW�WLPH��
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%\�&OLQWRQ�-��%RRPHU

I

O/'�:,6+7:,67(5�6KDGLEULUL�ZDV�KDYLQJ�KLPVHOI�
DQRWKHU�WUXO\�ORYHO\�GD\�

It was a morning of smoke and screams and sweat and 

sobs, a morning of the dead and the damned and the doomed 

and the dying, a morning echoing with the clash of steel on 

ZHW�SDLQWHG�ZRRG�DQG�WKH�VKULHNV�RI�WDWWRRHG�ÀHVK�WRUQ�WR�ULEERQV�E\�EHWUD\HUV¶�
EODGHV��7KH�ZRRGV�ZHUH�¿OOHG�ZLWK�\RXQJ�PHQ�FKDVLQJ�DIWHU�KRW��UHG�JORU\��ZLWK�
ROG�PHQ�ZHHSLQJ�RYHU�IHVWHULQJ��DQFLHQW�JUXGJHV�DQG�XJO\�QHZ�ZRXQGV��DQG�ZLWK�
IUHVK�PDGH�FRUSVHV�JURZLQJ�À\�EORZQ�LQ�WKH�GDPS�KHDW�RI�D�KD]\�VXPPHU�GDZQ��

,W�ZDV�D�PRUQLQJ�¿OOHG��LQ�VKRUW��ZLWK�GHOLJKW��UHZDUG���DQG�RSSRUWXQLW\�
$V�KH�VWURGH�GRZQ�WKH�PXGG\��EORRG\�DQG�QLJKW�VRLOHG�SDWK�EHWZHHQ�WKH�

ZDUULQJ�FDPSV��VWHDP�ULVLQJ�µURXQG�KLV�SULHVWO\�JDUEHG�JODPHU��WKH�DJHOHVV�
GHPRQ�FDOOHG�WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU�EHJDQ�WR�IDLUO\�VNLS�DQG�VDQJ�RXW�MXELODQWO\�ZLWK�
WKH�OLWWOH�JLUO�ZKR�SUDQFHG�EHVLGH�KLP�

³2QH�DQG�WZR��%ODFN�DQG�EOXH�´
³7KUHH�DQG�IRXU��*RQH�WR�ZDU�´
³)LYH�DQG�VL[��%RQHV�DQG�VWLFNV�´
³6HYHQ��6HYHQ��*RQH�WR�KHDYHQ�´
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³(LJKW��(LJKW��%XUQ�WKH�JDWH�´
³1LQH�DQG�WHQ��DQG�WHQ�DQG�WHQ��µ5RXQG�DQG�µURXQG�DQG�µURXQG�DJDLQ�´
³+DL�´
:LWK�D�VKULHN��ERWK�RI�WKHP�VSXQ�LQ�SODFH�DQG�MXPSHG�RQFH��7KHQ�WKH�JLUO�

JOHHIXOO\�GURSSHG�D�JODVV�YLDO�RYHU�KHU�VKRXOGHU��,W�ODQGHG�LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�WKH�
trail with a dull plop.

The pair stopped and stooped for a moment to consider the tiny prize. A 

crystalline, bluish hue suffused through the liquid within and caught the sunlight, 

GLP�OLNH�D�FDQGOH��7KH�:LVKWZLVWHU�LGO\�FDOFXODWHG�LWV�YDOXH�DW�VRPHZKHUH�HTXDO�
WR�WKH�SD\�RI�QLQH�\HDUV¶�KRQHVW��EDFN�EUHDNLQJ�ODERU�E\�DQ\�VLQJOH�PHPEHU�RI�
WKH�OLWWOH�JLUO¶V�IDPLO\²SHUKDSV��LQ�IDFW��WKH�YHU\�DJH�RI�WKH�FKLOG�KHUVHOI�

Shadibriri had not yet asked how old she was. Or her name, for that matter.

+LV�OLWWOH�DVVLVWDQW�ORRNHG�WR�KLP��³:KDW¶V�LQVLGH�LW��%LVKRS��VLU"´
³(K"�2K��0DJLF�´
The Wishtwister’s attention was drawn then, for an instant, by another bit 

of mischief. Some hundred yards back up the road, a wounded young man of 

SHUKDSV�¿IWHHQ�VXPPHUV�VWDJJHUHG�IURP�WKH�WUHH�OLQH�WRZDUG�D�VLPLODU�SUL]H�
sparkling in the shifting shadows, only to be cut down a mere hair’s breadth 

IURP�KLV�VDOYDWLRQ�E\�DUURZ�¿UH�IURP�VRPH�XQVHHQ�VQLSHU��
The demon chuckled.

“What magic?”

³+PP²ZKDW"�7KHUH"�'LVWLOOHG�LQVLGH��D�SRWLRQ�RI�DLGLQJ��IRU�WKH�VKUXJJLQJ�
RII�RI�ZRXQGV��,W�ZLOO�PDNH�D�PDQ�EUDYH��DQG�KLV�DUP�VWURQJ��KLV�IHDU�ZLOO�VKULQN�
WR�D�WLQ\�WKLQJ��IDU�LQ�WKH�GLVWDQFH��DQG�KLV�SDLQ�ZLOO�EH�IRUJRWWHQ��(YHQ�D�IHOORZ�
sunk deep upon his deathbed might spring to his feet with a drop of this, and 

¿JKW�OLNH�D�EHDU�LQ�KHDW�ZLWK�LW�VSDUNOLQJ�RQ�KLV�WRQJXH�´
“A medicine, Bishop?”

³2K��QR��QR�QR��,W�LV�D�FRPSXOVLRQ�RI�WKH�PLQG�RQO\��DQG�TXLWH�WHPSRUDU\��
lasting merest moments.”

7KH�JLUO�QRGGHG�DQG�UHDFKHG�XQELGGHQ�LQWR�WKH�FODQNLQJ�OHDWKHU�ERXQG�VDWFKHO�
ZKLFK�KXQJ�IURP�WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU¶V�DUP��6KH�SXOOHG�IRUWK�DQRWKHU�YLDO�

“And in this one?”

³:KLVNH\��PL[HG�ZLWK�D�NLVV�RI�FKHUU\�MXLFH��9HU\�VLPLODU�VWXII��WKRXJK�YDVWO\�
cheaper.”

She tugged forth another from the seemingly endless contents of the bag, and 

he smiled with delighted pleasure at her rude presumption. This little lass was 

D�ZLFNHG�JLUO��FDUHOHVV�DQG�FXULRXV�DQG�PRUH�WKDQ�D�OLWWOH�VHO¿VK²WKRXJK�PRVW�
children so often are.

“And this?”

“That? Ah, poison, and most dreadfully painful.”

The girl gasped, and then a sly smile spread across her face.

The Wishtwister did not bother to hide his grin at her reaction. This girl was 

FUXHO��DQG�DV�FDSULFLRXV�DV�KH��³$K��LQGHHG��0\�WKRXJKWV�H[DFWO\��DQG�VXFK�IXQ��
%XW�EHIRUH�ZH�VHW�LW�GRZQ�IRU�VRPHRQH�WR�¿QG��OHW�XV�ZDON�DQRWKHU�IHZ�SDFHV��
VKDOO�ZH"�2K��IRU�D�����2QH�DQG�WZR��EODFN�DQG�EOXH�´

³7KUHH�DQG�IRXU��*RQH�WR�ZDU�´
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And away the kindred spirits danced.

Their merry, nonsensical song carried far before them along the path as the 

WZR�ZRYH�IXUWKHU�LQWR�WKH�ZRRGV��ZUDFNHG�DV�LW�ZDV�ZLWK�RWKHU��PRUH�EUXWDO�
sounds this morrow—of struggle, suffering, and sorrow.

<HV��LW�ZDV�D�GHHSO\�¿QH�GD\�WR�EH�ZDONLQJ�WR�DQG�IUR�RQ�WKH�HDUWK�

II

7KH�HYHQLQJ�EHIRUH�KDG�EHHQ�OHVV�DXVSLFLRXV��RI�FRXUVH��EXW�WKHUH�KDG�EHHQ�
VRPH�PDG�DQG�JLJJOLQJ�SURPLVH�LQ�WKH�VWRUP�FORXGV�KXQNHUHG�DERYH�DV�WKH�
:LVKWZLVWHU��GUHVVHG�DV�D�FOHULF��DUULYHG�DW�WKH�OLWWOH�WRZQ�KH�KDG�FRPH�WR�QDPH�
³/HVVHU�:HVW�3RGXQN�´�7KH�ROG�¿HQG�KDG�OHDUQHG�WR�WUXVW�WKRVH�OLWWOH�DXJXULHV�
DQG�RPHQV��HYHQ�DV�WKH�DJHV�ZKLFK�KDG�WDXJKW�KLP�WKRVH�LQVWLQFWV�VORZO\�IDGHG�
LQWR�D�FRQIXVLRQ�RI�VKDUS�IUDFWXUHV�DQG�VOLFN�KDOI�PHPRULHV�

+LV�WUDYHOLQJ�FRPSDQLRQ�ODVW�HYH��WKH�ZDQGHULQJ��ZHVW�ERUQ�VHOO�VZRUG�FDOOHG�
'XUQDXU�RI�WKH�/HJLRQ�6HUSHQW��KDG�RI�FRXUVH�UHSHDWHG�WKH�QDPH�RI�WKH�WRZQ�
VHYHUDO�WLPHV�DORQJ�WKH�ZD\��EXW�VLQFH�LW�ZDV�OLWWOH�PRUH�WKDQ�D�ZLGH�FOHDULQJ�
ZKHUH�D�IHZ�GLUW�URDGV�PHW�LQ�WKH�VSDUVH�ZRRG��DQG�D�JRRG�QLQH�GD\V¶�WUDYHO�IURP�
DQ\WKLQJ�DSSURDFKLQJ�DFWXDO�FLYLOL]DWLRQ��:LVKWZLVWHU�6KDGLEULUL�KDG�VWDXQFKO\�
refused to memorize it.

7KH�WRZQ�KDG�OLYHG�XS�WR�LWV�QHZ�QLFNQDPH��DW�OHDVW��,W�ZDV�IRUPHG�RI�RQO\�
two permanent structures, neither rising beyond a single story. One of them 

GRXEOHG�DV�ERWK�D�ORZ�UHQW�WDYHUQ�DQG�WKH�FKHDSHVW�VRUW�RI�EURWKHO��WKH�RWKHU��D�
VDJJLQJ�VKHULII¶V�EDUUDFNV�PDUUHG�E\�VRPH�REVFHQH�JUDI¿WL��SRRUO\�SDLQWHG�RYHU��
denoted the extent of law and order in the region.

7KHVH�ZHUH�QHDU�IHUDO�ERUGHUODQGV�RQ�WKH�IDU�ZHVWHUQ�HGJH�RI�*DOW��VRPH�RQH�
KXQGUHG�DQG�HLJKW\�PLOHV�IURP�HLWKHU�JROGHQ�SDJHG�,VDUQ�RU�WKH�JUD\�EODGHG�
gardens of Litran, and more than a hundred miles upstream from the dissident 

SULQW�VKRSV�RI�:RRGVHGJH��7KLV�ODQG�ZDV�UXOHG�E\�VHYHUDO�IHXGLQJ�VTXDWWHUV��
FORVH�NQLW�FODQV�RI�EDFNZRRGV�KLOOIRON�WUDFLQJ�WKHLU�KRW�.HOOLG�EORRG�EDFN�WR�WKH�
DJH�RI�,REDULD��D�IHZ�LPSRYHULVKHG�OLQHV�RI�ZHOO�DUPHG�IDUPHU�YHWHUDQV�ODWH�RI�
&KDLUPDQ�5DQH¶V�VXLFLGDO�FRQVFULSWLRQ�VFKHPH��VRPH�PDUNHG�PHQ�QR�ORQJHU�
ZHOFRPH�LQ�HYHQ�WKH�PRVW�EUDFNLVK�RI�QRUWKHUO\�5LYHUODQGV�SRUW�FLWLHV��DQG��LQ�
QDPH�RQO\��E\�D�IHZ�ZHOO�LQWHQWLRQHG��LOO�LQIRUPHG�VRXOV�OR\DO�WR�/RFDO�*RYHUQRU�
*UH\WKRUQQH��&LWL]HQ�LQ�+LJK�6WDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�5HYROXWLRQDU\�&RXQFLO�

These squabbling, unwashed hillbillies were united only in a shared hatred of 

&KHOD[LDQV���DQG��DGPLWWHGO\��D�FHUWDLQ�VHHWKLQJ�MHDORXV\�RI�$QGRUDQV�
This was not any particularly important place in the world.

)DU�IURP�LW�
1RUWK��DQG�QRW�WRR�IDU��ZHUH�WKH�5LYHU�.LQJGRPV��DQG�EH\RQG�WKDW��1XPHULD��

DQG�EH\RQG�WKDW���ZHOO��MXVW�0HQGHY��DQG�WKHQ�WKH�LF\�HQG�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��7R�WKH�
VRXWK�ZHUH�UROOLQJ�¿HOGV��VRPH�IDOORZ�DQG�VRPH�IUXLWIXO��DOO�FRQWHVWHG²PDQ\�
by marriage but most through murder—and further south, Taldor, and then the 

,QQHU�6HD�DQG�D�IHZ�LVRODWHG�SODFHV�ZKHUH�DEMHFW��VRFLRSDWKLF�EDUEDULVP�ZDV��
on occasion, the exception rather than the norm. And west, of course, across 

WKH�VXUJLQJ�6HOOHQ��JOLPPHUHG�WKH�JROG�JUHHQ�JORU\�RI�.\RQLQ��DQG�WKH�VKLQLQJ�
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FU\VWDO�WRZHUV�WKHUHLQ�WKDW�QRQH�ERUQ�RI�WKH�PXG�KHUH�ZRXOG�HYHU�¿QG�DQ\�KRPH�
or welcome among. 

And here—here there were games to be had.

,W�ZDV�LQWHQGHG�WR�EH�D�SHDFH�IHVWLYDO��D�IRROLVK�VFKHPH�VHW�LQWR�PRWLRQ�E\�DQ�
DUURJDQW��LQVXIIHUDEO\�HGXFDWHG�DQG�ZLOOIXOO\�LJQRUDQW�PDQ��VHHNLQJ�WR�¿QDOO\�
UHFWLI\�JUXGJHV�ROGHU�WKDQ�WKH�(YHQ�7RQJXHG�&RQTXHVW��%\�KLV�HGLFW��WKHUH�ZDV�
WR�EH�D�JHQHUDO�DLULQJ�RI�JULHYDQFHV��D�GHEDWH�DQG�VRPH�URXQGV�RI�DUELWUDWLRQ��
and then a formal declaration of truce. After that, an honor duel or two would 

perhaps be needed to set a few stubborn things aright, and then the breaking of 

EUHDG�ZRXOG�HQVXH�RQ�WKHVH��WKH�¿QDO�)LUHGD\�DQG�6WDUGD\�RI�'HVQXV���IROORZHG�
E\�D�ORYHO\�6XQGD\�IRU�WUDGH�DQG�D�PHUU\�IHDVW�

,W�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�EH�D�GLVDVWHU��RI�FRXUVH��7KHQ�D�KRUURU�VKRZ��DQG�WKHQ��¿QDOO\��
a bloodbath.

And if the Wishtwister had anything to say about it, it would be a great 

DQG�MDJJHG�EODGH�LQWR�WKH�YHU\�KHDUW�RI�UHDOLW\��DV�ZHOO��ZLWK�D�IHZ�GDPQDWLRQV�
thrown in to boot, as was his liking. That latter part all came down to the tome, 

of course. Shadibriri would be long gone by the time the real damage started 

breaking loose.

%XW�VXFK�ZDV�WKH�FXUVH�RI�*DOW��LW�VHHPHG��LQWHUIHUHQFH��DQG�WKH�LPSRVLWLRQ�
of experimental edicts by sagely and stalwart men upon illiterate and underfed 

PDVVHV��OHG�IRUHYHU�WR�VFUHDPV�DQG�WHUURU�DQG�FDUQDJH��
Good intentions and all of that.

:RUG�KDG�JRQH�RXW�IRU�ZHHNV��WZHQW\�RGG�PLOHV�LQ�HYHU\�GLUHFWLRQ��FDOOLQJ�
IRU�D�JHQHUDO�KROLGD\�DQG�EULHI�IUHHGRP�IURP�LQGHQWXUHG�RU�ERQGHG�VHUYLWXGH��
0XVLFLDQV��SRHWV�DQG�RWKHU�PHQ�RI�OHWWHUV��SLRXV�PHQ�RI�DQ\�YLUWXRXV�DQG�
patriotic faith, and traders and craftsmen, tinkers and players were welcomed to 

attend.

7KH�JRRG�JRYHUQRU��FDOOHG�$EVHQWHH�0DVWHU�6KRUW�6WULGH�WKH�7D[�)DW�E\�
some of his more hostile constituents, especially those most angrily aware 

WKDW�WKH\�ZHUH��LQ�IDFW��WHFKQLFDOO\�JRYHUQHG��VKRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�H[FHSWLRQDOO\�
QHUYRXV�ZKHQ�WKH�RQO\�YHQGRU�WR�DQVZHU�KLV�FDOO�ZDV�D�JULP�ZHDSRQVPLWK��
ORDGHG�GRZQ�ZLWK�DUPV�DQG�DUPRU�DV�LI�IRU�D�ZDU�DQG�WKH�RQO\�SUHDFKHU�WR�DUULYH��
D�VZDJJHULQJ��VPLOLQJ�IHOORZ�LQ�D�ZLGH�EULPPHG�EODFN�KDW�VKDULQJ�WKH�URDG�
with a hired sword and carting clanking casks of sweet spirits and a few cheap 

curiosities.

$OVR�LQ�DWWHQGDQFH�ZHUH�¿YH�KXQGUHG�DQG�¿IW\�VRPH�KDUGHQHG�PHQ�DQG�
ZRPHQ��¿IW\�RU�PRUH�RI�ZKRP�ZHUH�DFWLYHO\�SUDFWLFLQJ�SURIHVVLRQDO�FRPEDWDQWV��
WZR�GR]HQ�FKLOGUHQ�IURP�WKUHH�VXPPHUV�WR�WZHOYH�LQ�DJH��D�KRVW�RI�VFDUUHG�DQG�
VXSHUVWLWLRXV�FDPS�IROORZHUV��DQ�XQHQGLQJ�DEXQGDQFH�RI�KRUVHV��PXOHV�DQG�
WKH�KDOI�ZROI�GRJV�VR�IDYRUHG�E\�1RUWKPHQ²EUHG�IRU�IHURFLW\��DOO��DQG��PRVW�
FXULRXVO\��D�VLQJOH��ORQHVRPH�ODQWHUQ�OLJKW�DQJHO�XQVHHQ�E\�PRVW��KRYHULQJ�KLJK�
DERYH�LW�DOO�

$�PRUH�KRVWLOH�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�XQNHPSW�VDYDJHV�ZDV�VFDUFH�LPDJLQDEOH
'XUQDXU��VOLJKWO\�PRUH�IDPLOLDU�ZLWK�WKH�UHJLRQ¶V�KLVWRU\��GLG�KLV�EHVW�WR�PDNH�

clear to his robed companion the complex lines of allegiances, marriages, feuds 

DQG�YHQGHWWDV�ZKLFK�FULVVFURVVHG�KHUH��DQG�KRZ�KH�KLPVHOI�PLJKW�KRSH�WR�VSLQ�
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VRPH�FRLQ�IURP�WKHP���EXW�LW�ZDV�DOO�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�D�MXPEOH�WR�WKH�ROG�GHPRQ��,Q�
VKRUW��LW�VHHPHG�WKRVH�XQGHU�WKH�EDQQHU�RI�WKH�EOXLVK�UDYHQV�ERUH�JUHDW�HQPLW\�
WRZDUGV�WKRVH�EHDULQJ�WKH�VLJLO�RI�WKH�RUDQJH�UHG�IR[��ZKR�KDWHG�IDPLOLHV�FORWKHG�
in the mantles of the brown bear, who despised the folk marked by the ashen 

owl, whom they considered heretics for some reason or another, and who hated 

HYHU\RQH�HOVH��$QG�EH\RQG�WKHVH�VLJLOV��WKHUH�ZHUH�PHUFHQDULHV�XQGHU�FRXQWOHVV�
RVWHQWDWLRXV�FRORUV�KLUHG�E\�HDFK�FDGUH��VRPH�À\LQJ�ÀDJV�PRVW�UHFHQWO\�VHHQ�
XSRQ�SULYDWHHU�YHVVHOV�RI�/DNH�(QFDUWKDQ��VRPH�KLUHG�RXW�RI�3LWD[�DQG�HYHQ�D�
FUHZ�FODLPLQJ��LOOHJLWLPDWHO\��WR�EH�7HPSODUV�IURP�WKH�IDU�DZD\�:RUOGZRXQG����

Indeed, keeping score of the seething contempt these disparate, desperate 

WULEHV�FODLPHG�WRZDUG�RQH�DQRWKHU�UHTXLUHG�NHHQ�DQG�HYHU�YLJLODQW�H\HV��D�VKDUS�
damn memory, and a dedication to task.

In this instance, the Wishtwister lacked primarily only the capacity to 

GHGLFDWH�KLPVHOI�RYHUPXFK��1RW�WKDW�KH�GLG�QRW�FDUH��EXW�LW�MXVW�VHHPHG�VXFK�D�
ZDVWH�RI�HQHUJ\��+H�ZDVQ¶W�UHDOO\�WKH�QRWH�WDNLQJ�W\SH²DV�KDG�EHHQ�VDLG�EHIRUH��
KH�ZDV�HYHU�WKH�DUWLVW��QHYHU�WKH�HQJLQHHU��DQG�DQ�LPSURYLVHU�DOZD\V��$�VLQJOH�
second’s spark of spontaneity, he liked to think, was worth well more than a dull 

GHFDGH¶V�GXVW\�GHVLJQ��D�PRPHQW�RI�PDGQHVV��LQ�KLV�HVWLPDWLRQ��ZRXOG�DOZD\V�
RXW�SDFH�VHYHUDO�FHQWXULHV�RI�FRQWHPSODWLRQ�

$QG�EHVLGHV��PHPRUL]LQJ�QDPHV�DQG�IDFHV�ZDV�RK�VR�YHU\��YHU\�ERULQJ�
6KDGLEULUL�DQG�KLV�VHOO�VZRUG�KDG�DUULYHG�ZLWK�WKH�FRPLQJ�RI�DIWHUQRRQ¶V�

highest heat, and since the demon was in the guise of an adherent to Cayden 

Cailean, he and his beer were warmly welcomed. They set their camp upon 

WKH�YLOODJH�JUHHQ��DFURVV�WKH�URDG�IURP�WKH�LQQ�DQG�EHVLGH�WKH�ZDJRQ�RI�WKH�
ZHDSRQVPLWK�DV�WKH�VKDGRZV�JUHZ�ORQJHU��DQG�ZDWFKHG�DV�WKH�XQRI¿FLDO�
IHVWLYLWLHV�FRPPHQFHG�LQ�HDUQHVW²ZLWK�WKH�GULQNLQJ�

(YHU�DQG�IRUHYHU��WKH�GULQNLQJ�
7KHQ�WKH�HYHQW�EHJDQ�IRUPDOO\��DV�VXFK�WKLQJV�DOZD\V�GR��ZLWK�D�VSHHFK�
This, the Wishtwister safely ignored, although he did well note the 

QRQVHQVLFDO�FRQ¿GHQFH�EHWUD\HG�LQ�WKH�NQHHV�DQG�H\HV�RI�WKH�VWXEE\�*RYHUQRU�DV�
he spoke, behind an array of armed guards, of peace, prosperity and patriotism. 

The book, which the old demon bore among his robes, cried out for the man. 

+PP��2K��\HV��7KDW��
Well, getting the blasphemous text into the fellow’s hands—and in the right 

way—was going to be both a bother and a chore, that was for damnably well 

FHUWDLQ��)RU�D�WLPH�WKH�¿HQG�FRQWHPSODWHG�WKLV��KLV�FKLQ�WXFNHG�WR�KLV�FKHVW��LGO\�
pondering, pretending to sleep as he and his associate separately counted the 

blades toted by the growing horde.

Then came the swearing of oaths and the shouting of boasts, some general 

PLOOLQJ�DQG�PXFNLQJ�DERXW�DQG�D�EULHI�¿VW¿JKW�RU�WZR��DQG�WKHQ��DV�WKH�VXQ�
lowered and the wine was refreshed yet again, things began to get interesting.

'DUNQHVV�FUHSW�DFURVV�WKH�VFDWWHUHG�FDPSV��DQG�ERQ¿UHV�DQG�WRUFKHV�ZHUH�OLW��
DQG�WKH�*RYHUQRU�UHWLUHG�WR�KLV�OLWWOH�SULYDWH�WHQW�ZLWK�KLV�SDWULRW¶V�SKDODQ[��7KH�
business of the inn grew more secret, sour and sweet, all at once, and cries could 

EH�KHDUG�LQ�WKH�VKDGRZHG�ZRRGV��6RPHZKHUH��LQ�WKH�VWDU�OLW�ZLOGHUQHVV��D�KRUQ�
EHJDQ�WR�EORZ��7KXQGHU�UROOHG�RYHU�WKH�KLOOV��DQG�WKH�KHDW�URVH�DQG�VWDQN��EXW�WKH�
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clouds refused to begin spitting. 

A slow boil seeped into the town.

6KDGLEULUL�UHGRXEOHG�KLV�HIIRUWV�DW�JLYLQJ�DZD\�DOFRKRO�DQG��LQ�WKLV��KH�ZDV�
quite admirably successful.

And then the games began.

+H�ZLWQHVVHG�WKH�¿UVW�PXUGHU�RI�WKH�ZHHNHQG�OHVV�WKDQ�DQ�KRXU�DIWHU�VXQVHW��
ULJKW�LQ�IURQW�RI�KLV�RZQ�PDVVLYH�WHQW��%\�PLGQLJKW��UHSRUWV�KHOG�WKDW�WKH�FDPS�
RI�WKH�EOXLVK�UDYHQV��RU�ZKDWHYHU�WKH\�ZHUH�PRUH�ULJKWO\�FDOOHG��KDG�EHHQ�
assaulted and burned...although none could agree upon who the aggressors were, 

precisely.

6KDGLEULUL�KDG�KLV�LQÀDPPDWRU\�RSLQLRQV��RI�FRXUVH��ZKLFK�KH�ORXGO\�VKDUHG��
DQG�KLV�DFWXDO�VXVSLFLRQV��ZKLFK�KH�NHSW�WR�KLPVHOI��+H�KDG�JLYHQ�DZD\�D�JRRG�
DPRXQW�RI�ODPS�RLO��D�KDOI�GR]HQ�HPSW\�ERWWOHV��D�WLQGHUER[�DQG�VRPH�UDJV�WR�
D�FHUWDLQ�IHZ�LQGLYLGXDOV�ZKR�KDG�EHHQ�TXLWH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�ZKDW�GLUHFWLRQV�WKH�
NLQGO\��GRGGHULQJ�ROG�SULHVW�FRXOG�SURYLGH�LQWR�WKH�ZRRGV���EXW�WKH�GHPRQ�KDG�QR�
GH¿QLWH�SURRI�RI�WKHLU�JXLOW�

,I�RUGHUHG�LQWR�D�FRXUW�RI�ODZ��KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�FODLPHG�LJQRUDQFH�RI�DQ\�PDOLFH�
DQG�LQQRFHQFH�RI�DQ\�ZURQJGRLQJ��EXW�EH\RQG�HYHQ�WKRVH�HDV\�OLHV��KH�FRXOG�
scarcely in good conscience chalk any resultant deaths to his own killing score.

An hour later, the sheriff was dead, knifed in the back, open in the street. The 

GHPRQ�KDG�WR�GR�WKDW�RQH�KLPVHOI��WKRXJK��+H�IUDPHG�D�GHDI�PDQ�IRU�LW��DQG�SDLG�
'XUQDXU�WR�DFW�DV�ZLWQHVV��7KHUH�ZDV�D�VZLIW�O\QFKLQJ�WKHUHDIWHU��RQFH�6KDGLEULUL�
KDG�UHDVVXPHG�KLV�FOHULF¶V�JXLVH�DQG�URXVHG�WKH�FURZG�WR�VXI¿FLHQW�DQJHU�

And then the descent into chaos began in earnest. Anarchy, confusion and 

rage continued into the night.

Two hours before dawn, the delighted Wishtwister had sat in the dark of the 

ZRRGV��KXQFKHG�LQ�KLV�WUXH��JUHDW�DQG�PRQVWURXV�IRUP��DQG�REVHUYHG�D�ODPH�
legged, grossly inebriated man with a single eye and a bloodied shirt spend two 

IXOO�PLQXWHV�VFUHDPLQJ�DW�KLV�VORZO\�WZLWFKLQJ�YLFWLP�EHIRUH�KH�ORRWHG�WKH�FRUSVH�
RI�JROG��OHDWKHU��VWHHO�DQG�HYHU\WKLQJ�HOVH�ZRUWK�KDYLQJ�

7KH�YLFWLP�ZDV��LW�WXUQHG�RXW�ODWHU��WKH�RZQHU�RI�WKH�WDYHUQ��DQG�WKHUH�ZDV�
PXFK�FRPPRWLRQ�DQG�FRQMHFWXUH�DV�WR�ZKR�KLV�PXUGHUHU�PLJKW�KDYH�EHHQ��:KDW�
IXQ�

7KHQ��DW�VXQULVH��WKH�JULQQLQJ�ROG�GHPRQ�EHJDQ�WR�VHW�DERXW�WKH�QH[W�SURMHFW�
of his greater work.

$QG�WKH�ZRUN�ZDV�¿QH��LQGHHG�

III

Old Wishtwister Shadibriri and the little girl were laughing and skipping, 

now, through a perfect early afternoon. 

7KH�GHPRQ�ZDV�GHOLJKWHG�WR�GLVFRYHU�KRZ�PXFK�KLV�\RXQJ�ZDUG�HQMR\HG�
OHDYLQJ�SRLVRQV�DQG�SRWLRQV�VFDWWHUHG�WKURXJK�WKH�ZRRGV��LW�ZDV�UDUH�WKDW�KH�PHW�
a soul with quite his appreciation of mischief.

$QG�WKH�JDPHV�ZHUH�RQO\�MXVW�EHJLQQLQJ��
+H�FRXQWHG�WKHLU�FRPELQHG�ERG\�FRXQW�DW�OHVV�WKDQ�D�GR]HQ��DIWHU�DOO�
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³2QH�DQG�WZR��%ODFN�DQG�EOXH�´
³7KUHH�DQG�IRXU��*RQH�WR�ZDU�´
³)LYH�DQG�VL[��%RQHV�DQG�VWLFNV�´
³6HYHQ��6HYHQ��*RQH�WR²RK��JRRGQHVV��P\�¿QH�ORUGV�´
:LWK�WKDW��WKH�GHPRQ�DQG�WKH�JLUO�FDPH�DURXQG�D�JHQWOH�FXUYH�LQ�WKH�ZRRGODQG�

SDWK��VPLOHV�EHDPLQJ�XSRQ�WKHLU�IDFHV��%HIRUH�WKHP�ZHUH�¿IWHHQ�RGG�PHQ��
JLUGHG�IRU�EDWWOH�DQG�À\LQJ�D�EORRG�VWDLQHG�ÀDJ�ZRYHQ�LQ�WKH�VXQVHW�FRORUV�RI�WKH�
IR[�FODQ��:KDWHYHU�WKHLU�QDPH�RU�WKHLU�SDUWLFXODU�JULHYDQFHV�ZHUH��WKH\�ZHUH�RQ�
WKH�PDUFK��VRPHZKHUH�LQ�WKH�ZRRGV��VRPHRQH�ZDV�H[SHFWLQJ�WKHP��DQG�EORRG�
was soon to be shed.

The demon smiled wider. “...And may I offer to you, then, a draught, a dram, 

a sip, a sup?”

7KHLU�OHDGHU��D�SURIHVVLRQDOO\�HTXLSSHG�PDQ�RXW¿WWHG�LQ�D�OHDWKHU�KHOP��LWV�
IDFH�PDVN�FXQQLQJO\�ZURXJKW�WR�UHVHPEOH�D�IHUDO�KXQWLQJ�FDW��VSRNH�IRU�WKH�
JURXS�ZLWKRXW�SXWWLQJ�KLV�ZHDSRQV�DZD\��³:H�KDYH�QR�FRLQ��SULHVW��QRU�DQ\�
desire to buy your wares.”

7KH�:LVKWZLVWHU�ODXJKHG��³2K���RK��QR²\RX�PLVWDNH�PH��¿QH�FLWL]HQ�DQG�
IULHQG��,�DP�QRW�VHOOLQJ�WKHVH�WULÀHV��7KH\�DUH�D�JLIW�IURP�P\�ORUGO\�PDVWHU�WR�
\RX�JRRG�SDWULRWV��HOL[LUV�DQG�XQJXHQWV�WR�DLG�\RXU�FDXVH��RQO\��<RXQJ�ODG\��
JUDQW�HDFK�PDQ�KHUH�D�YLDO�´�(YHQ�KH�ZDV�VXUSULVHG�DW�KRZ�GLVDUPLQJO\�LQQRFHQW�
he could sound when he really, honestly wanted to.

$�VPLOH�OLNH�VXQVKLQH�OLW�WKH�JLUO¶V�IDFH��³,QGHHG��%LVKRS�´
&KXFNOLQJ��D�WDOO�DQG�VXQEXUQHG�IHOORZ�FODG�LQ�ORRVH��LPSURYLVHG�DUPRU�RYHU�

URXJK�VSXQ�IDUP�FORWK�VKLIWHG�KLV�FUXGH�SROHDUP�WR�KLV�OHIW�KDQG�DQG�VWHSSHG�
forward to claim the offering, a parental grin upon his face. But the man in the 

PDVN�VWRSSHG�WKH�IDUP�KDQG�VKRUW�ZLWK�WKH�WLS�RI�KLV�EODGH���DQG�TXLWH�UXGHO\�WRR��
by the old demon’s estimation.

³+XK��6XFK�WKLQJV�FDQ�EH�GDQJHURXV��,�ZRXOG�QRW�FRQVXPH�DQ\WKLQJ�JLYHQ�VR�
lightly.”

³2K��E\�WKH�KHDYHQV��QR��6XUHO\��P\�JRRG�PDQ��\RX�FDQQRW�VXVSHFW�WKDW�
,�ZRXOG�GLVWULEXWH�VRPHWKLQJ���IRXO"�1R��1R�QR��,�SURYLGH�RQO\�D�SK\VLF��D�
PHGLFDPHQW��D�FXUDWLYH��D�SDQDFHD��,Q�IDFW��\RXQJ�ODG\��WDNH�D�GULQN�RI�RQH�´

The little girl gleefully dug into the satchel at the demon’s side, popped a 

FRUN�DQG�TXDIIHG�GRZQ�WKH�FRQWHQWV�RI�WKH�WKXPE�VL]HG�ERWWOH�VKH¶G�UHWULHYHG���
and as they all watched, the Wishtwister paused and idly wondered, with a wry 

chuckle, what would happen if she suddenly turned gray and cold and then 

GURSSHG�RYHU�GHDG�
+H�ZRXOG�SUREDEO\�KDYH�WR�NLOO�HYHU\RQH�KHUH��KH�PXVHG�DIWHU�D�PRPHQW��DQG�

ZKLOH�WKDW�ZRXOG�FHUWDLQO\�EH�DPXVLQJ��LW�ZRXOG�KDUGO\�VHUYH�KLV�JUHDWHU�SXUSRVH�
Wouldn’t get rid of the book, anyway.

+H¶G�EHHQ�FKDUJHG��E\�PDJLFV�PRVW�IRXO��WR�GHOLYHU�LW��E\�KDQG²DQG�DOO�E\�
powers far greater than himself. And so he would, like it or not. If it had been 

XS�WR�WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU��RI�FRXUVH��KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�VLPSO\�WKURZQ�WKH�WKLQJ�LQWR�WKH�
ZRRGV��ZKHUH�VRPHRQH�VWXSLG�ZRXOG�¿QG�LW�HYHQWXDOO\���EXW�VXFK�WKLQJV�ZHUH�QRW�
to be, it seemed...and so this required subtlety.

%H\RQG�DOO�WKDW��WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�D�ODQWHUQ�OLJKW�FHOHVWLDO�VRPHZKHUH�KHUH�LQ�
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WKH�ZRRGV�ZDV�PRUH�WURXEOLQJ�VWLOO��:KLOH�RI�QR�UHDO�GDQJHU�WR�KLP��QRW�HYHQ�LQ�D�
storm of their gestalts and the glare of their brightest, most stinging light...where 

there are lanterns, there are often harbingers—equally unworthy—and hounds. 

+P��+RO\�KRXQG�VSLULWV�
Yes, yes, of course—the Wishtwister knew himself the match for any dozen 

VXFK�FUHDWXUHV��7KH�VWDOZDUW�GRJV�RI�KHDYHQ�ZRXOG�EUHDN�DJDLQVW�KLP�DQG�GLH��,W�
would be hilarious, in fact. 

But where there are hounds, well...there are often legions and shields.

1RZ��WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU�FRXOG�HQMR\�¿JKWLQJ�D�FHOHVWLDO�OHJLRQ�VSLULW�RU�DQJHOLF�
VKLHOG�EHDUHU��7KH\�KLW�KDUG�DQG�ÀHZ�IDVW��IRU�FHUWDLQ��EXW�WKH\�ZHUH�ZHDN��
Cracking open the little armored being’s defenses and slowly breaking off parts 

RI�WKH�VHOI�ULJKWHRXV�WKLQJ�XQWLO�JROGHQ�EORRG�UDLQHG�RXW��LWV�KHDYHQO\�ZHDSRQV�
IDGHG�LQWR�QRWKLQJQHVV���\HV��7KDW�ZDV�IXQ��DQG�SHUKDSV�HYHQ�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�D�
FKDOOHQJH�IRU�WKH�KDOI�PLQXWH�RU�VR�LW�ZRXOG�WDNH�KLP�WR�FDWFK�DQG�EHVW�RQH�

Yet truly, the Wishtwister did not desire to face a mass of them. Certainly, not 

PRUH�WKDQ�WKUHH�WR�IRXU��1RW�DOO�DW�RQFH��1RW�WRGD\��1RW�XQOHVV�KH�KDG�WR�
And where there are shields and legions, unfortunately, there are often 

trumpets.

Ah, yes.

That.

$JDLQVW�DQ�DQJHOLF�WUXPSHW�VSLULW��ZHOO���LW�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�ÀLS�RI�D�FRLQ��LQ�
honesty. 

The celestial would be faster by a fair margin—more than twice his speed on 

ZLQJ²DQG�KH��XQDEOH�HYHQ�WR�JHW�DLUERUQH��ZRXOG�EH�PXFK�WKH�ODUJHU��VWURQJHU�
DQG�EHWWHU�DUPRUHG��FHUWDLQO\��EXW�OLNHO\�QRW�E\�HQRXJK�WR�PDWWHU�RYHUPXFK��
,Q�VXFK�D�ZHOO�PDWFKHG�HQFRXQWHU��WKH�FUHDWXUH�ZRXOG�QHYHU�DOORZ�LWVHOI�WR�EH�
FRUQHUHG�DQG�FRQIXVHG�E\�D�KRUGH�RI�UHÀHFWLRQ�¿JPHQWV��WKHQ�FDXJKW�XS�DQG�WRUQ�
DSDUW�E\�6KDGLEULUL¶V�PDQ\�FODZV��IDQJV�DQG�SLQFKHUV��1RW�HYHQ�WR�XVH�LWV�VZRUG�

They weren’t stupid, unfortunately. 

1RW�OLNH�KXPDQV�
7KXV��LW�ZDV�ZLWK�VRPH�GHOLJKW�WKDW�WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU�REVHUYHG�WKH�JLUO�IDLO�WR�

die.

,QVWHDG��KHU�IDFH�ÀXVKHG�ZLWK�D�URV\�DQG�KHDOWK\�JORZ�DV�WHDUV�VWUHDPHG�
silently down her cheeks, and her smile grew warm and sweet. She spoke 

quickly and forcefully as the men arrayed before them gaped in awe.

The demon’s mind spun down from the dizzying heights of his calculation, 

and he beamed a broad grin at the fellows arranged before him on the woodland 

SDWK��+H�JHVWXUHG�WR�WKH�OLWWOH�JLUO��DQG�UHVLVWHG�WR�WKH�XUJH�WR�VD\�³,�WROG�\RX�VR�´
³0DJLF��%LVKRS��LW¶V�PDJLF�´
She danced a small circle, between the beats of her heart, more graceful than 

D�FRLOHG�FDW��DQG�KHU�YRLFH�VSXQ�LQWR�WKH�WUHHV�ZLWK�D�ÀXWWHU�DQG�D�WZLQNOH��D�
ORYHO\�O\ULF��JLIWHG�E\�D�WUDQVPXWDWLRQ�RI�VSOHQGRU�

7KH�ROG�GHPRQ�FRXOGQ¶W�KHOS�KLPVHOI��³<HV��GHDU�JLUO��/RYHO\�PDJLF��:K\���
KDYH�DQRWKHU�´

6KH�GLG��DQG�DJDLQ�IDLOHG�WR�GLH���DQG�VR�WKH�FRPSDQ\�RI�IR[HV��VDWLV¿HG�ZLWK�
the cleric’s intentions, took a handful of his brews and went upon their business, 
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none the wiser.

<HV��LW�ZDV�D�ORYHO\�GD\�

o~O~o

The afternoon wore on hot and wet, with whispers of warm wind sliding 

through the cool damp that slunk low in the shade of the trees, when the 

:LVKWZLVWHU�DQG�KLV�\RXWKIXO�ZDUG�FDPH�XSRQ�WKH�TXLHW�FDPS�RI�WKH�DVKHQ�RZO�
marked families.

It had been a bad few hours for this little camp, it seemed, their numbers cut 

IURP�RQH�KXQGUHG�VRPH�WR�URXJKO\�KDOI�WKDW�QRZ��:RXQGHG�DQG�ZHDU\�PHQ�ZHUH�
SURSSHG�QH[W�WR�ZHHSLQJ�ZLGRZV��DQG�OLQHQ�GUDSHG�FRUSVHV�SLOHG�KLJK�LQ�WKH�WKLQ�
VKDGH�RI�WKH�FOHDULQJ��SUHSDUHG�IRU�D�SDXSHU¶V�EXULDO��$QG�HYHU\ZKHUH�D�IHYHUHG�
KXVK�KXQJ�RYHU�WKH�FDPS��VR�WKLFN�ZLWK�JULHI�WKDW�HYHQ�WKH�FKLOGUHQ�DQG�GRJV�KDG�
grown silent. 

So the silly songs of the demon and the little girl echoed among the fallen 

RZOV�LQ�D�MDUULQJ�DQG�PRVW�XQZHOFRPH�ZD\�
Shadibriri was undeterred.

+H�NQHZ�RQH�WKLQJ��DERYH�DOO��DV�KLV�JULQQLQJ�JD]H�IHOO�DFURVV�WKHP��WKHVH�
JULHI�VWUXFN�IDPLOLHV�ZLVKHG�WR�EH�TXLW�RI�WKHLU�VRUURZ��0RVW�VXUHO\��KH�FRXOG�
KHOS�WKHP�LQ�RQH�ZD\�RU�DQRWKHU��$IWHU�LQVWUXFWLQJ�WKH�OLWWOH�JLUO²ZKDWHYHU�KHU�
QDPH�ZDV²WR�GR�FDUWZKHHOV�IRU�WKH�DPXVHPHQW�RI�WKH�LOO�DQG�WKH�LQMXUHG��DQG�
EULHÀ\�RIIHULQJ�HYHU\RQH�SUHVHQW�D�GUDJ�RI�ZKLVNH\�RU�DQ�XQPDUNHG�ERWWOH�IURP�
KLV�FODQNLQJ�VDWFKHO��WKH�GHPRQ�VZLIW�GHGXFHG�WKDW�WKHVH�SHRSOH�ZHUH�GHFLGHGO\�
abstemious...and further, most certainly not amused. 

Teetotalers.

Ew.

Poking about at their dead, his welcome wearing thinner and more frayed 

with each passing second, the Wishtwister determined that they were, as a 

IDPLO\�DQG�WR�D�PDQ��VWULFW�DGKHUHQWV�WR�VRPH�REVFXUH�DQG�XQQDWXUDOO\�VHYHUH�
religion or another.

1RW�WKH�,QKHULWRU��VDGO\��7KH�GHPRQ�NQHZ�DOO�WRR�ZHOO�WKDW�ERULQJ��PRUWDO�
ERUQ�ELWFK�DQG�KHU�FOXQN\�VZRUG�FURVV�V\PEROV���DQG�KH�WUXO\�GHOLJKWHG�LQ�WKH�
ruin of her faithful.

But this, the desecration and slaughter of a small, isolated backwoods faith, 

FRXOG�EH�MXVW�DV�GHOLJKWIXO��,W�PHUHO\�FDOOHG�IRU�VDFULOHJH�
As to whom they worshipped, precisely, he didn’t know and he didn’t care. It 

FRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�DQ\RQH�IURP�5D]PLU�WR�$EDGDU�WR���ZKRHYHU��WKH�RQH�JRG��ZLWK�
WKH�PRQNH\�IDFH��RU�WKH�EXUQHG�RQH��ZKDW¶V�KLV�QDPH��7KDW�ZDVQ¶W�WKH�SRLQW��
7KH�SRLQW��WKH�GHPRQ�6KDGLEULUL�GHFLGHG�ZLWK�D�JULQ�DV�KH�SRNHG�DW�D�SDUWLDOO\�
dismembered body while dribbling holy whiskey on it, was to make them PDG. 

)RU�LW�ZDV�PXFK�PRUH�FRPIRUWDEOH��ZDVQ¶W�LW��WR�EH�DQJU\�WKDQ�VDG"�2K��WKH\�
ZRXOG�ZDUPO\�ZHOFRPH�WKH�VKLIW�KH¶G�VRRQ�SURYLGH�

<HV��1RZ��WR�PDNH�WKHP�UDJH��7R�PDNH�WKHP�IRFXV�WKHLU�XQFRPIRUWDEOH�
aching outwards, upon an outsider. To make them hot and cruel with fury, and 

WR�PDNH�WKHP�WKUHDWHQ�DQ�XQDUPHG�SULHVW�DQG�D�OLWWOH�JLUO�ZLWK�YLROHQFH��DOO�LQ�WKH�
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QDPH�RI�WKHLU�VWXSLG�JRG��7R�IRUFH�WKHLU�KLGGHQ�KDWUHGV�DQG�MXGJPHQWV�RXW�LQWR�
the open.

In short, to make the world a worse place. 

$QG�ZKHQ�WKH\�KDG�FRPPLWWHG�HQRXJK�LQVXOWV��VSDW�HQRXJK�LQYHFWLYHV��
SHUKDSV�VKRYHG�KLP�RQFH�RU�WZLFH�DQG�EUDQGLVKHG�ZHDSRQV�DQG�WROG�KLP�WR�JR�
away as he prayed in his mocking way to the Accidental God he pretended to 

worship...then he would kill them.

%XWFKHU�WKHP�OLNH�FDWWOH��DOO��DQG�ÀLQJ�WKHLU�UXLQHG�SLHFHV�LQWR�WKH�ZRRGV��DQG�
cheat their useless god in the process as their sin was ripe and boiling enough to 

burst, and their souls contaminated with such blind, lashing frustration as to go 

squirting through the Boneyard and down into the Abyss to take deeper root. 

It was nearly a perfect plan, in honesty. 

+H�JODQFHG�DURXQG��WKHQ��DQG�FRQ¿UPHG�DIWHU�D�PRPHQW�WKDW�WKH�OLWWOH�ODQWHUQ�
spirit wasn’t about.

Shadibriri couldn’t help but smile.

Intoning with a loud, mocking slur the name of Cayden Cailean, the Lucky 

'UXQN��DQG�PLVPDWFKLQJ�D�JRRG�GHDO�RI�WKH�EDUNHHS�JRG¶V�DUWLFOHV�RI�IDLWK�LQ�
WKH�SURFHVV��WKH�GHPRQ�XSHQGHG�KLV�ÀDVN�DQG�GXPSHG�WKH�FKHDS�FRQWHQWV�RQWR�
WKH�SLOH�RI�KRQRUHG�GHDG��+H�WKHQ�EHJDQ�ÀLFNLQJ�GURSOHWV�RI�WKH�URWJXW�LQWR�
WKH�EXVKHV��VLQJLQJ�DWRQDOO\��DV�KH�GXJ�LQWR�KLV�SXUVH�IRU�D�ERWWOH�RI�ORZ�JUDGH��
pinkish wine he was nearly certain was stuck in there, too. 

$QG�WKDW¶V�ZKHQ�KH�IHOW�WKH�KDUG�KDQG�RI�D�¿JKWLQJ�PDQ�FODPS�GRZQ�XSRQ�KLV�
JODPHU¶V�VKRXOGHU��5LJKW�DURXQG�WKH�OHYHO�RI�KLV�RZQ�NQHH�

6R�VRRQ"�+X]]DK�
2K��VXFK�JRRG�IXQ�

IV

,W�ZDV�MXVW�SDVW�WKH�ODVW�JDVSV�RI�VXQVHW�ZKHQ�WKH�JRUH�VOLFN�GHPRQ�IRXQG�
himself back upon the winding roads between the camps, his claws and pinchers 

DQG�ZRO¿VK�IDQJV�DOO�D�TXLYHU�ZLWK�WKH�VLPSOH�MR\�RI�PDNLQJ�PXUGHU�
+H�ZDV�LGO\�ORRNLQJ�IRU�WKH�OLWWOH�JLUO��ZKDWHYHU�KHU�QDPH�ZDV��ZKHQ�KH�

happened across a young woman dressed in the colors of the brown bear camps.

6KH�PDGH�D�ERZ��EXW�QR�H\H�FRQWDFW��³(YHQLQJ��%LVKRS�´
³$K��$QG�WKH�ORYHOLHVW�RI�DOO�SRVVLEOH�HYHQLQJV�WR�\RX��DV�ZHOO��+RZ�IDUH�\RX��

DQG�KDYH�\RX�VHHQ�D�OLWWOH�JLUO�DERXW��DQG�ZRXOG�\RX�FDUH�IRU�D�GULQN"´
³,�WKDQN�\RX��%LVKRS��EXW�QR��,�PXVW�EH�JHWWLQJ�DORQJ²DQG�,¶YH�VHHQ�QR�RQH�´
³$K��0RUH¶V�WKH�VKDPH��7KHQ�PLJKW�,�MRLQ�\RX�RQ�\RXU�ZDON"´
6KH�KHVLWDWHG��EXW�HYHQWXDOO\�DFTXLHVFHG²EHWWHU�WR�EH�ZURQJ�WKDQ�WR�VHHP�

rude, the Wishtwister supposed with a smile. “Indeed, Bishop. I would share 

your company...there are dangerous things in the woods tonight.”

³5HDOO\"�/LNH�ZKDW"�0RQVWHUV��GR�\RX�WKLQN"´
³1R���MXVW�PHQ�´
6KH�VRXQGHG�OLNH�VKH�NQHZ�WKHUH�ZDV�OLWWOH�GLIIHUHQFH��JLYHQ�WKH�ULJKW�

circumstances and the wrong sort of hunger. 

That pleased Shadibriri immensely. 
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+H�ZLQNHG�DW�KHU��³2K��FRPH�QRZ��6XUHO\�\RX�FDQQRW�PHDQ�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�PHQ�
in these woods who would—could—PLJKW��HYHQ��DVVDXOW�DQ�XQDUPHG�SULHVW�DQG�
D�ORYHO\�\RXQJ�ZRPDQ�OLNH�\RXUVHOI��FDQ�\RX"´

She stared hard at him and frowned.

To her surprise, the old man laughed.

³+D��2K��DQG�VR��DQG�VR���WKDW�PDNHV�PH�YHU\�KDSS\��\RX�GR�WUXO\�PHDQ�WKDW��
+D�KD��$QG�\RX�NQRZ��,�VXSSRVH�WKDW�\RX¶UH�SUREDEO\�ULJKW�´

She eyed him for a moment, there in the darkening woods as they strolled, 

and something within her balked. She wished, after a moment, that he was not 

DFFRPSDQ\LQJ�KHU�DIWHU�DOO��7KH�GHPRQ¶V�JODPHU�ZDV�FRQYLQFLQJ��FHUWDLQO\��DEOH�
to mask scent and sight and sound and scores of other senses humans simply 

had no word for. But some part of her, in that space of a heartbeat, knew that the 

grinning old man was much more—and much less—than what he seemed.

+H�ZDV�OLNH�D�JUHDW�DQG�JQDUOHG�EXON��VRPHKRZ��KXJH�DV�D�FRWWDJH�DQG�WKLFN�
OLNH�DQ�R[��PDGH�RI�JUHDW�JUHHQ�JUH\�OLPEV�DQG�VKLQLQJ�SLWV�LQ�WKH�VQDUOLQJ�EODFN��
creeping along at the pace of a man.

The Wishtwister saw her fear, and his smile deepened. “The night is a bit...

IULJKWHQLQJ��LVQ¶W�LW"�:K\��\HV��\HV�µWLV²DQG�LW¶V�HYHQ�ZRUVH�IRU�PH��)RU�,¶OO�KDYH�
WR�ZDON�EDFN�DOO�WKLV�ZD\�DORQH�´

o~O~o

Under a bright moon on a perfect, starry night, clean and cold in a dark little 

FOHDULQJ�KH�KDG�IRXQG��WKH�ZKLVWOLQJ�:LVKWZLVWHU�ZDV�WDNLQJ�MR\�LQ�D�VLPSOH�
thing—that is to say, he found himself about the damnably pleasurable business 

of slowly, methodically ruining a corpse.

,W�ZDVQ¶W�RQH�RI�KLV��EXW�RQH�KH�KDSSHQHG�RQ�DV�KH�WUDYHOOHG��
,W�GHVHUYHG�UXLQLQJ��VXUHO\��DQG�DQ\WKLQJ�ZRUWK�GRLQJ�ZDV�ZRUWK�GRLQJ�ULJKW��

7KH�SOHDVXUHV�RI�D�MRE�ZHOO�GRQH��RI�FRXUVH��ZHUH�DOPRVW�HTXDO�WR�WKH�WZLQ�MR\V�
RI�GH¿OLQJ�D�ERG\�DQG�RI�VHWWLQJ�D�YHU\�QDVW\�WUDS�

2K��VXFK�D�¿QH�WDVN�KH�KDG�VHW�KLPVHOI�
The rations the dead man carried had become subtly fouled by his condition, 

VXUH�QRZ�WR�FDUU\�VRPH�JUDYH�GLVHDVH�RU�DQRWKHU��DQG�KLV�ZDWHU�VNLQ�ZDV�PDGH�
XQFOHDQ�ZLWK�GURSV�DQG�VPHDUV�RI�WKDW�FHUWDLQ�¿OWKLQHVV�ZKLFK�RQO\�D�FRUSVH�FDQ�
secrete. Shadibriri had seen to it that the weapons were made unsafe, each in 

one of the myriad little ways such things can snap, break and fall apart, and now 

ZDV�VHW�WR�WKH�WDVN�RI�¿JXULQJ�RXW�KRZ�WR�UXLQ�HYHU\WKLQJ�HOVH��7KLV�ZDV�D�FKRUH�
WR�ZKLFK�KH�EHQW�PXFK�FDUH��:DV�LW�EHWWHU�WR�VKUHG�D�¿QH�OHDWKHU�EHOW�VXFK�DV�
WKLV�LQWR�XVHOHVV��XJO\�ULEERQV�DQG�VWUHZ�WKHP�DERXW�LQ�DQ�HYRFDWLRQ�RI�KRUURU"�
2U�VKRXOG�KH�LQ�IDFW�EUHDN�WKH�WKLQJ�LQ�VRPH�REVFXUHG�IDVKLRQ��WKXV�JLYLQJ�
PRPHQWDU\�KRSH�WR�ZKRHYHU�PLJKW�¿QG�LW��EHIRUH�UHDOL]LQJ�WRR�ODWH�WKDW�LW�ZDV�
useless and that the world truly is a terrible place full of bad people?

+PP�
While he pondered, the Wishtwister idly punched holes in the man’s boots 

ZLWK�KLV�VKDUS�¿QJHUV��DQG�UHPLQLVFHG�ZLWK�D�IRQG�VPLOH�XSRQ�WKH�IDLQW��WDQJ\�
VFHQW�RI�D�JRRH\��WUDQVOXFHQW�QHXURWR[LQ�KH�RQFH�RZQHG��ZKLFK�KH�PLJKW�KDYH�
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applied to the insides of these woolen socks had he still possessed it. If there had 

EHHQ�DQ\�VSLGHUV�RU�VFRUSLRQV�DERXW��KH�PLJKW�KDYH�SXW�RQH�RI�WKRVH�LQ��DV�ZHOO�
7KH�IRRWZHDU�WDVNV�FRPSOHWHG��KH�EHJDQ�LGO\�FDUYLQJ�REVFHQH�UXQHV��VDFUHG�WR�

VRPH�+HOOLVK�EHDVW�RU�DQRWKHU��LQWR�WKH�GHDG�PDQ¶V�VNLQ��7KLV�VHUYHG�QR�SUDFWLFDO�
SXUSRVH�ZKDWVRHYHU��EXW�WKH�LPDJHV�ZHUH�VKRFNLQJ�DQG�GLVTXLHWLQJ�WR�ORRN�XSRQ��
DQG�VXFK�DQ�DFWLRQ�ZDV�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�6KDGLEULUL¶V�FDOOLQJ�FDUG��)XUWKHUPRUH��LW�
PLJKW�FRQYLQFH�VRPHRQH�WKDW�WKH�YLFWLP�KDG�HLWKHU�EHHQ�D�GHYLO�ZRUVKLSSHU�LQ�
life or had been slain by Chelaxians. 

Either way, it roused suspicions and ire, churning up accusations and paranoia 

and general misery and, VRPHWLPHV�delightfully wrongful executions. 

,Q�VKRUW��LW�ZRXOG�SXW�SHRSOH�LQ�D�OHVV�MR\RXV�PRRG��
7KH�GHPRQ�WKRXJKW�D�PRPHQW�RQ�WKH�WRSLF�RI�MR\�DQG�UHFDOOHG�D�VREHU�DQG�

VWDOZDUW�VDJH�E\�WKH�QDPH�RI�0DVWHU�/HZLV��D�ZULWHU�DQG�WKHRORJLDQ�RI�VRPH�
EDFNZDWHU�UHDOLW\�RQ�WKH�IDU�HGJH�RI�IRUHYHU¶V�EXQJKROH��+H�KDG�RQFH�UHPDUNHG�
RI�GHPRQV�WKDW�³EDG�DQJHOV��OLNH�EDG�PHQ��DUH�HQWLUHO\�SUDFWLFDO��7KH\�KDYH�WZR�
PRWLYHV��WKH�¿UVW�LV�IHDU�RI�SXQLVKPHQW��ZKLOH�WKHLU�VHFRQG�LV�D�SULPDO�NLQG�RI�
hunger.”

,Q�WKLV��KH�GHVFULEHG�WKH�2OG�:LVKWZLVWHU�SHUIHFWO\��KLV�RZQ�KXQJHU��DV�KH�
XQGHUVWRRG�LW��ZDV�IRU�MR\�

6KDGLEULUL�ZDV�PDG�IRU�WKH�VWXII��+H�FUDYHG�LW��JREEOHG�LW�GRZQ�DQG�ODSSHG�
LW�XS�OLNH�D�GRJ��HYHU\�FKDQFH�KH�JRW��5LGGOHV��JDPHV��VRQJV��VNLWV��IXQQ\�IDFHV�
DQG�ORYHO\�VPHOOV�DOLNH��$OO�WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�PDNH�OLIH�ZRUWK�OLYLQJ²HVSHFLDOO\�
from millennia to millennia and world to world—and he made damn sure, 

HYHU\�ZKLFK�ZKHUH�KH�ZHQW��WKDW�KH�VXFNHG�DV�PXFK�MR\�RXW�RI�HYHU\WKLQJ�DQG�
HYHU\RQH�HOVH�WKDW�KH�FRXOG�

$�¿QLWH�DPRXQW�RI�LW�PXVW�H[LVW��DIWHU�DOO��$QG�WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU�ZDV�
GHWHUPLQHG�WR�NHHS�DV�PXFK�RI�LW�WR�KLPVHOI�DV�SRVVLEOH��+H�ZDV�KDSSLHVW�
ZKHQ�WKH�SHRSOH�VXUURXQGLQJ�KLP�DQG�WKRVH�UHHOLQJ�LQ�KLV�ZDNH�ZHUH�DEMHFWO\�
miserable to the point of homicide, suicide or regicide—or preferably a uniquely 

bleak combination of all three.

7KH�¿HQG¶V�ZDQGHULQJ�DQG�WXQHOHVV�ZKLVWOLQJ�VORZO\�WXUQHG�WR�DQ�RGG�DQG�
GLVKDUPRQLRXV�KXP�DV�KH�¿QDOO\�VHW�DERXW�V\VWHPDWLFDOO\�VWULSSLQJ�WKH�EHOW�LQWR�
ELWV��+H�VPLOHG��KLV�GHFLVLRQ�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�DUWLFOH�KDG�EHHQ�LGO\�PDGH�ZLWKRXW�
KLV�HYHQ�UHDOL]LQJ��DQG�OLWWOH�VOLYHUV�RI�FRLOHG�OHDWKHU�EHJDQ�WR�FROOHFW�LQ�D�WDWWHUHG�
SLOH�EHWZHHQ�KLV�FODZHG�DQG�FORYHQ�KRRYHV��IDOOLQJ�OLNH�VDG�VKUHGV�RI�VXOOLHG�
snow.

And then, a sound.

A snap.

7KLUW\�¿YH�\DUGV�DZD\��1RUWK�E\�QRUWKHDVW��$�PDQ��SUREDEO\�WKLV�FRUSVH¶V�
killer, garbed in light leather armor adorned with steel—a professional killer, to 

be precise. 

The ageless demon continued about his work and grinned to himself, 

quite truly delighted to hear someone creeping upon him in the quiet, lonely 

blackness.

+H�OHW�WKH�PDQ�JHW�FORVH��$�GR]HQ�DQG�D�KDOI�SDFHV�IURP�KLP��SHUKDSV�
Then the demon turned with a start, and painted a look of startled shock upon 
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his illusory face, pretending to squint in the soft moonlight.

³$K��:KR�JRHV�WKHUH�"´
7KH�DUPHG�PDQ�FUHSW�FORVHU�VWLOO��DOO�FORDNHG�LQ�VKDGRZ��WKH�ZDVKHG�RXW�

FRORUV�RI�KLV�SLUDWH¶V�PRWOH\�FODVKLQJ�DJDLQVW�WKH�EULJKW��RUDQJH�DQG�UHG�IR[�
VKDSHG�EDGJH�SLQQHG�WR�KLV�FRDW��6KDGLEULUL�ZRQGHUHG��HYHU�VR�EULHÀ\��LI�WKH�PDQ�
PLJKW�KDYH�EHHQ�DOO�EXW�LQYLVLEOH�WR�PRUH�KXPDQ�H\HV�

+H�GHFLGHG�WR�UXQ�ZLWK�WKDW�QRWLRQ��(YHQ�LI�KH�KDG�PLVMXGJHG�WKH�GDUN²
which swift parted, like transmutations and illusions alike, before his potent 

GLYLQDWRU\�VLJKW²KLV�IDNH�SULHVW¶V�SHUVRQD�FRXOG�EHOLHYDEO\�KDYH�SDUWLFXODUO\�
SRRU�YLVLRQ�

³*DK��,�VD\�DJDLQ��ZKR�JRHV�WKHUH"�,�DP�EXW�D�VLPSOH�FOHULF��DQG�XQDUPHG��%H�
you friend or foe?”

$JDLQ��WKH�QHDU�VLOHQW�PDQ�PRYHG�FORVHU��KLV�EDUH�D[H�EODGH²SHUIHFWO\��LI�
FUXGHO\��ZURXJKW�IRU�FKRSSLQJ�ZRRG��ERDUGLQJ�VKLSV�DQG�KDFNLQJ�RSHQ�WRUVRV²
catching a brief glint of faint light. The Wishtwister tried to remember if his 

JODPHU¶V�YLVDJH�ZRUH�H\HJODVVHV��+H�ZDV�SUHWW\�VXUH�WKDW�LW�GLG��+H�SUHWHQGHG�WR�
EDFN�DZD\�DV�KH�IHLJQHG�DGMXVWLQJ�WKH�VSHFWDFOHV��DQG�PDGH�D�VKRZ�RI�WULSSLQJ�
RYHU�WKH�FRUSVH�EHQHDWK�KLP�

³2K��,�FDQ�VHH�\RX�WKHUH��HYHU�VR�EDUHO\��3OHDVH��,�RQO\�VHHN�WR�JLYH�WKLV�PDQ�
KLV�ODVW�ULWHV�WR�VHQG�KLP�DORQJ�WR�WKH�%RQH\DUG�WR�PHHW�ZKDWHYHU�JRG�KH�PLJKW�
KDYH�VHUYHG��,�ZLOO�JODGO\�JLYH�\RX�ZKDWHYHU�SURYLVLRQV�KH�KHOG��DQG�PRUHRYHU��
ZKDWHYHU�,�FDUU\�LV�\RXUV�IRU�WKH�DVNLQJ��<RX�QHHG�EXW�DVN�´

With that, the axe man hesitated, still a dozen paces back.

³3OHDVH��RK�SOHDVH��VSDUH�PH�´
7KHQ�WKH�D[H�PDQ¶V�YRLFH�FDPH��PRUH�JURZO�WKDQ�ZRUGV��³6KXW�XS��SULHVW�´
³(K"�$�ZKDW��QRZ"´
7KH�PDQ�DGYDQFHG��¿UPHU�QRZ�LQ�KLV�UHVROYH��³,�VD\�DJDLQ�WR�VKXW�XS��ROG�

man, or I’ll shut you up.”

³2I�FRXUVH��¿QH�VLU��,�PHUHO\�GHVLUH�WR�GR�P\�GXW\��2K��EXW�DOVR²KDYH�\RX�
seen a little girl somewhere around here?”

The man blinked and his eyes narrowed.

The demon smiled and pretended to consider. “I could swear that I left her 

QDLOHG�WR�VRPHWKLQJ��EXW�ZKHQ�,�ZHQW�EDFN��,�FRXOGQ¶W�¿QG�KHU�´
The man blinked once more, and his footing shifted as he became uneasy.

The demon went on. “Ah, perhaps the dogs got to her, come to think of it.”

The man gaped slightly in confusion. “Wha—?”

“Yes...well, I suppose there is that...magic?”

A freezing blight of slick, silent blackness suddenly shattered into the world 

in a choking spray around the man, greasy tendrils oozing and groping in an 

XQKRO\��NLOOLQJ�KRUURU��7KLV�QDPHOHVV��ZRUGOHVV�PDOHYROHQFH�VRXJKW�RXW�NLQGQHVV�
and good will, in its cloying, mindless hunger...and ate it, burning it from skin 

and soul in lethal bites.

It found none.

$IWHU�D�PRPHQW��WKH�EODVSKHPRXV�HYRFDWLRQ�FOHDUHG��DQG�WKH�D[H�PDQ�VWRRG�
unblemished—if, perhaps, slightly startled.

+H�WRRN�D�VWHS�IRUZDUG��EOLQNLQJ�DW�WKH�SULHVW��³���:KD²"´
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³+P��<HV��<RX�VDLG�WKDW�DOUHDG\�´
The demon next unleashed a raw burst of sizzling, unbridled primal energy, 

FDVFDGLQJ�LQ�D�VSDVWLF�WRUUHQW��VFULEEOH�EULJKW�DQG�VZLIW�HQRXJK�WR�VKHHU�ÀHVK�
IURP�ERQH��,W�ZDVKHG�RYHU�WKH�PRUWDO��VHHNLQJ�RXW�RDWKV�DQG�ULWHV��SURPLVHV�DQG�
SUD\HUV��OR\DOWLHV�DQG�IHDOWLHV��RUGHUV�REH\HG��DJUHHPHQWV�NHSW��SODQV�H[HFXWHG�
to the letter, conscriptions faithfully endured. These, it sought out, only to char 

them away into something less than strewn ash.

The man blinked again. “...Wha—?”

³$K�KD��<HV��OHVV�VXEWOH�WKDQ�GLYLQDWLRQV��FHUWDLQO\��%XW�WKRVH�FDQ�EH�WULFNHG��
0RUH�LQWHUHVWLQJ��VWLOO��WKDW�\RXU�KHDUW�LV�XQEULGOHG�DQG�XQULJKWHRXV��ERWK���VR�
\RX¶UH�RQH�RI�PLQH��WKHQ��1RZ�WKLV�JHWV�LQWHUHVWLQJ�´

6KDGLEULUL�WRRN�D�VWHS�IRUZDUG��DQG�FDVW�DVLGH�KLV�LOOXVRU\�YHLO��³7U\�\RXU�
blade against me. Try, try, with all your might, your strength against mine. See if 

\RX�FDQ�VSLOO�D�VLQJOH�GURS�RI�P\�LFKRU�EHIRUH�,�KDYH�\RX�KHOSOHVV��6HH�ZKDW�LW�LV�
you face.”

The man’s eyes went wide, his hand sliding on his axe hilt.

Then a single scream pierced the night.

It was delightful.

o~O~o

7KH�RQH�WLPH�D[H�PDQ��QRZ�EHUHIW�RI�D[H��DUPRU�DQG�FORWKLQJ�DOLNH��WZLVWHG�
VORZO\�LQ�D�QLJKW�EUHH]H�MXVW�FROG�HQRXJK�WR�EULQJ�VKLYHUV�DQG�JRRVHÀHVK�WR�
his naked limbs, hanging about thirty feet from the ground by the pincher of a 

gnarled beast like something spawned, scuttling, at the lightless bottom of an 

unholy and oily ocean.

+H�FRXOG�QRW�VFUHDP�RU�VSHDN��IRU�KLV�PRXWK�ZDV�VWXIIHG�ZLWK�YDULRXV�IUHVK�
cut parts of a corpse, and a strip of leather was tied around his face to keep it 

in...but his rolling eyes, the tremble of his hands and his pale, sweating skin 

bespoke his panic.

,Q�KLV�PLQG��WKH�VLOHQW�YRLFH�RI�WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU�HFKRHG�
³:HOFRPH��ZHOFRPH��OLWWOH�PDQ��<RX¶YH�OXFNHG�LQWR�D�UDUH�RSSRUWXQLW\�´
The man squeaked.

³<HV��3HRSOH�OLNH�\RX²P\�IULHQG��P\�GHDU��P\�GURSOHW��P\�GXOFHW�GRYH²
tend to get scared when no longer in power. That’s the term, isn’t it? Scared? 

<HV��<HV�LW�LV��:HOO��,¶P�KHUH�WR�¿[�WKDW��:K\��LI�LW�ZHUH�XS�WR�PH��\RX�ZRXOG�
QHYHU�EH�VFDUHG�DJDLQ�´

The man gibbered in his own head.

³1R��QR��WKDW�ZLOO�QHYHU�GR��7KLQN�RXW�ORXG��ER\��3UHWHQG�WKDW�\RX�VSHDN²WKDW�
your tongue is not pinned, that your mouth is not bound, that your throat is not 

choked and letting in trickles of foulness no matter what you do. Pretend, as if 

your life depended upon it. Say ‘hello’ for me.”

³+�KHOOR"´
³*RRG��JRRG��1RZ�ZH�VSHDN�DV�LPPRUWDOV�GR��:H�VSHDN�DV�WKH�¿UVW�DQG�

HOGHVW�RI�VRXOV�GLG�LQ�WKH�IRUPOHVV��GDQFLQJ�WLPH�EHIRUH�WLPH��,�KDYH�WDXJKW�\RX�D�
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new language, boy. Say ‘thank you.’”

³7K�WKDQN�\RX�´
Shadibriri shook the man like a leaf. “Say ‘thank you, master’ when you 

thank me.”

³7KDQN�\RX��PDVWHU�´
³$K��DQG�YHU\�ZHOO��DQG�\RX�DUH�PRVW�ZHOFRPH��,W�ZDV�EXW�D�WULÀLQJ�WKLQJ��WR�

RSHQ�\RXU�PLQG�OLNH�VR��1RZ��KRZHYHU��P\�¿QH�ODG��,�PXVW�DSRORJL]H²,�FDQQRW�
JUDQW�\RX�\RXU�KHDUW¶V�GHVLUH�RQ�WKLV�HYHQLQJ��PXFK�DV�,�ZRXOG�OLNH�WR��,W�LV�
promised to another—your better—although he does not know it, yet.”

The man whimpered once more.

³<HV��<HV��LQGHHG��'R�\RX�NQRZ�WKH�PRVW�SRZHUIXO�ZRUGV��ER\"´
The man quailed.

³7KH�PRVW�SRZHUIXO�ZRUGV��WKH\�DUH��TXLWH�VLPSO\�SXW��µ,�ZDQW�¶�7KH\�DUH�
the heart and heat of all power. ‘I want.’ Against these words, there can be no 

GHEDWH��QR�VKLHOG��QR�UHVLVWDQFH��7KHVH�WZR�ZRUGV�PDNH�WKH�EORRG�ÀRZ�DQG�WKH�
JUDVV�JURZ��µ,�ZDQW¶�OHDGV�WR�µ,�WDNH¶��µ,�WDNH¶�OHDGV�WR�µ,�KDYH¶��DQG�µ,�KDYH¶²
ZHOO���LW�OHDGV�WR�DOO�WKH�P\VWHULHV�DQG�PLVHULHV�DQG�PLUDFOHV�RI�DOO�WKH�XQLYHUVHV��
-XVW�WZR�V\OODEOHV²OHVV�WKDQ�D�PRXWKIXO��\HW�VR�PXFK�PRUH�WKDQ�D�KDQGIXO��µ,�
ZDQW�¶�-XVW�VR��'R�\RX�XQGHUVWDQG"´

+H�GLG�QRW�
³2K��GR�\RX�GLVOLNH�KRZ�,�VSHDN�LQ�ULGGOHV��OLWWOH�PRUWDO�WKLQJ"�'R�\RX�ZDQW 

WR�XQGHUVWDQG"�7KHQ�OHW�PH�EH�FOHDU��,�JUDQW�ZLVKHV��$Q\�ZLVK�\RX�OLNH��,�FDQ�FDOO�
forth any spell, I can resurrect the dead, I can rewrite time and space. I can make 

you wealthy beyond your wildest dreams. I can open doors to other worlds. I can 

FDVW�\RX�DFURVV�WKH�LQ¿QLWH�SOHDVXUHV�RI�WKH�SODQHV�DV�\RX�GHVLUH��,�FDQ�WXUQ�OHDG�
to gold, pig farmers to pigs, and day to night. With but a word, I can unmake 

PRXQWDLQV��UHVKDSH�ÀHVK�DQG�WRSSOH�NLQJV���EXW�P\�SRZHUV��WKLV�HYH��DUH�JUDQWHG�
to the local potentate, this “Greythornne.” Am I understood?”

The man, dangling, nodded.

³6SHDN��ER\�´
³<�\HV��PDVWHU�´
7KH�GHPRQ�VPLOHG��+H�OLNHG�WHOOLQJ�KDOI�WUXWKV��³9HU\�ZHOO��<HW�P\�YDVW�DQG�

RWKHUZRUOGO\�SRZHUV�DUH�RWKHUZLVH�PLQH�WR�LPSOHPHQW�DV�,�VHH�¿W��WKHUHIRUH��RQ�
WKLV�QLJKW��,�FDQ�JUDQW�\RX�RQH�RI�WKUHH�UHTXHVWV��GHDWK��PDGQHVV��RU�WKH�SURPLVH�
of power...and of a wish in one year’s time. Which shall it be? What do you 

choose? What do you...ZDQW?”

The man shook, but his mind was shrewd. ³3RZHU"´
³$K��\HV��,�DP�EXW�SRRUO\�ERXQG��DQG�ZLOO�QRW�EH�FRQVWUDLQHG�HYHQ�LQ�WKLV�

way for long. I can teach you potent words, holy to my patron Baphomet. With 

WKHVH�ULWHV�DQG�ULWXDOV��\RX�ZLOO�KDYH�SRZHU²RYHU�WKH�DUFDQH��DQG�RYHU�EHDVWV�
DQG�WKRVH�ZKR�FRQVSLUH�DJDLQVW�\RX��DQG�RYHU�WKH�VHFUHW�VRFLHWLHV�RI�WKH�,YRU\�
Labyrinth who will take you in and make you strong. Be obedient in these, and 

meet me in one year here in this place.”

³,Q�WKLV�SODFH"
³+HUH��DQG�RQO\�KHUH�´
³���DQG�WKHQ"´
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³7KHQ�,�ZLOO�JUDQW�\RX�D�ZLVK��ER\��7KLQN�KDUG�RQ�LW��IRU�\RX�PD\�KDYH�
anything you want. Upon the year after that, then, bring me thirteen human 

KHDUWV��DQG�,�ZLOO�JUDQW�\RX�DQRWKHU��)RU�DV�PDQ\�\HDUV�DV�\RX�KDYH��PRUWDO��WKLV�
shall be our bargain.”

The man considered.

³2QH�ZLVK�D�\HDU��DV�ORQJ�DV�\RX�OLYH��DQG�SRZHU��\RXUV�IRU�WKH�WDNLQJ��7KH�
¿UVW�ZLOO�EH�IUHH���DQG�DIWHU�WKDW��QRW�WRR�GLI¿FXOW�LQ�WKH�SD\LQJ��\HV"�2I�FRXUVH��
my offers of death—or of madness—still stand. So tell me truly, boy...what do 

you ZDQW?”

In the end, man restated. ³3RZHU�´
7HDFKLQJ�KLP�RI�WKH�5LWXDO�RI�+RUQ�DQG�+DXQWHG�(\HV��DV�6KDGLEULUL�OLNHG�WR�

WKLQN�RI�LW��DQG�VHQGLQJ�KLP�RQ�KLV�ZD\�LQWR�WKH�GDUNQHVV�ZLWK�YLVLRQV�RI�ZLVKHV�
and power roiling in his mind, took almost no time at all.

$QG�MXVW�OLNH�WKDW��WKH�ZRUOG�ZDV�D�ZRUVH�SODFH�

V

As the easterly sky began to brighten, and with so many of his errands 

FRPSOHWHG��WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU�IRXQG�KLPVHOI²DW�ODVW²DORQH�ZLWK�WKH�WLQ\�ODQWHUQ�
spirit.

,W�WZLQNOHG�KLJK�DERYH�KLP��VRPH�WZHQW\�PHWHUV�DERYH�WKH�HDUWK��D�JORZ�
like the faintest of candles, shifting between branches and hiding between the 

morning stars, as it watched the comings and goings of men.

³+HOOR��OLWWOH�DQJHO�´
It paused, its featureless light and the dim, attendant runes of righteousness 

that hung about it all but inscrutable. And then the celestial drifted lower. After a 

PRPHQW��LW�VSRNH�ZLWK�D�VWUDQJH��HFKRLQJ�DQG�ODQJXDJH�OHVV�ZKLVSHU�WKDW�VHW�2OG�
6KDGLEULUL�RQ�HGJH�DQG�JUDWHG�DJDLQVW�KLV�PLQG��WKH�WUXHVSHHFK�RI�WKH�(PS\UHDO�
/RUGV��EDQH�RI�OLHV�DQG�WKH�LQYHUVLRQ�RI�KLV�RZQ�VLFNHQLQJ�DQG�VOLWKHULQJ�
telepathy. 

³)DLU�PRUURZ��JRRG�SULHVW��,�DP�VRPHZKDW�WDNHQ�DEDFN�WKDW�,�KDYH�EHHQ�
GLVFRYHUHG²WKRXJK��PLQG�\RX��QRW�GLVSOHDVHG�´

7KH�GHPRQ�FKXFNOHG��³<RX�DUH�VXEWOH��OLWWOH�DQJHO��DQG�PRVW�XQREWUXVLYH�LQ�
\RXU�YLJLODQFH��0\�RZQ�H\HV�DUH�NHHQ��EXW�RWKHU�WKDQ�,��ZKR�KHUH�ZRXOG�WKLQN�WR�
FDVW�WKHLU�JD]H�KHDYHQZDUG��DQG�FKDQFH�WR�VS\�D�JOLPPHU�VR�VRIW�DQG�VR�GLVWDQW�
in these black woods?”

“Please, good priest, speak of me to no one.”

“This, I do promise. So then, if I may ask, why are you in attendance?”

³$�¿QH�TXHU\��RQH�ZKLFK�\RX�PD\�DVN�DQG�,�PD\�DQVZHU��,�DP�PHUHO\�KHUH�
WR�REVHUYH��IULHQG��WR�OHDUQ�ZKDW�,�DP�DEOH�RI�PRUWDO�FKLYDOU\��RI�KRQRU�DQG�RI�
YLUWXH��DQG�RI�WKDW�LQWHJULW\�RQ�FRPEDW¶V�¿HOG�ZKLFK�LV�RIW�VSRNHQ�RI��EXW�UDUHU�
seen.”

³$K��$QG�ZKDW�KDYH�\RX�GLVFRYHUHG��OLWWOH�DQJHO"´
7KH�DQJHO�SDXVHG��³1RWKLQJ�WKDW�KDV�PDGH�PH�SURXG��SULHVW��,�KDG�WKRXJKW�

WR�¿QG�VRPH�JRRG�KHUH��DQG�WR�QXUWXUH�LW�LQ�ZKDW�TXLHW�ZD\�,�FDQ��EXW�QDXJKW�



149

BattLe-Banners oF Lesser west PoDunK

WR�ZKLFK�,�KDYH�EHHQ�SULY\�KDV�EHHQ�YDORURXV�RU�QREOH��LQ�SXUSRVH�RU�RI�GHHG��
7KHVH�FRQÀLFWV�DUH�ZLWKRXW�UHDVRQ�RU�PHULW�ZKLFK�,�PD\�VHH��EDVH�SDVVLRQ�
without temperance, hostility without the barest thought of fair play.”

The demon shook his head in feigned disgust. “It is as you say, little angel. 

,��P\VHOI��KDYH�VHHQ�RQO\�RQH�WUXO\�KRQHVW�DQG�FRXUDJHRXV�DFW�WKHVH�SDVW�IHZ�
days.”

³$K��$QG�ZKDW�ZDV�WKDW��LI�,�PD\�DVN"´
³<RX�PD\��<HW�EHIRUH�,�DQVZHU��OLWWOH�DQJHO��,�PXVW�DVN�RI�WKHH��DUH�\RX�WKH�

RQO\�RI�\RXU�NLQG�LQ�WKHVH�ZRRGV�RQ�WKLV�ORYHO\�PRUQLQJ"´
“Indeed, I am, friend priest.”

“I see. So there are no other angels who might come forth and bear witness 

WR�P\�WDOH�RI�WUXH�FKLYDOU\�DQG�SXULW\�RI�ERWK�UHDVRQ�DQG�DFWLRQ�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�
danger?”

³,�DQVZHU�KRQHVWO\��QRQH�´
³+PP��7KHQ��\RXU�EUHWKUHQ�VKDOO�KDYH�WR�KHDU�RI�WKLV�JRRGQHVV�,�KDYH�

witnessed. Can I trust you to take my tale to them and to be ardent and forthright 

in its telling?”

“You can trust me in all such things, good man.”

³9HU\�ZHOO��,�KDYH�VHHQ��DV�,�VD\��EXW�RQH�QREOH�DFW�WKHVH�SDVW�IHZ�GD\V²DQG�
µWZDV�WKLV�YHU\�PRUQLQJ�´

“What was it?’

7KH�SULHVW�GHPRQ�KHVLWDWHG��KLV�VPLOH�IUR]HQ�RQ�KLV�OLSV��
+H�ZDV�WKLQNLQJ�DJDLQ�RI�WKH�+HDYHQO\�KRVW��RI�WUXPSHW�DUFKRQV�
Against such creatures, it would be a contest of magics...and at range. 

(FK��$�ORVLQJ�SURSRVLWLRQ��WUXPSHWV�ZHUH�ZHOO�IDPRXV�IRU�WKHLU�VSHOO�SRZHU��
DQG�SRVVHVVHG�D�YHUVDWLOLW\�LQ�FDVWLQJ�WKDW�DQ\�PRUWDO�DUFK�PDJH�FRXOG�RQO\�KRSH�
to match.

The Wishtwister did not relish a brawl against such a celestial, in truth.

,I�KH�FDXJKW�LW�XQDZDUH��PD\EH��,Q�WKH�VWXQQLQJ�ZDYH�RI�KLV�WHUULEOH�SRZHU�
ZRUG��ZLWK�WKH�DQJHO�XQDEOH�WR�SLHUFH�KLV�LOOXVLRQV����1R��1RW�SRVVLEOH��1RW�XQOHVV�
LW�ZDV�ZRXQGHG��IRU�LWV�VRXO�EXUQHG�VR�YHU\�EULJKW�

+PP��6R�KH�ZRXOG�EH�RXWJXQQHG��SRVVLEO\��DQG�VORZ�DQG�HDUWK�ERXQG��
certainly, but he might not be RXWQXPEHUHG��DW�EHVW��LW�ZRXOG�EH�HYHQ�RGGV�DV�WR�
whether the Wishtwister could hope to rip reinforcements from the other side of 

the Astral Plane, and another gamble, as to whether he might summon up one or 

D�IXOO�SDLU�RI�ZLQJHG��VFUHHFKLQJ�ZLQG�GHPRQV�
And what use would the things truly be, he wondered, against the paralyzing 

PHQDFH�RI�VXFK�D�JRG�PHVVHQJHU¶V�PLJKW\��FHDVHOHVV�KRUQ�EODVW"�$JDLQVW�PHUH�
PHQ²RU�EHWWHU�\HW��DJDLQVW�XQDUPHG�ZRPHQ�DQG�FKLOGUHQ²WKH�ÀDLOLQJ��ZLQJHG�
YURFN�ZHUH�OLNH�WKH�UHDSLQJ�RI�D�ZKLUOZLQG��D�IUHQ]\�RI�FODZV�DQG�VSRUHV�DQG�
screams and horror.

'HOLJKW��PDGH�GDQFLQJ�ÀHVK�
%XW�LQ�WKLV��WKH�YXOWXUH�KHDGHG��IURWKLQJ�IDYRUHG�RI�3D]X]X�ZRXOG�SUREDEO\�EH�

little more than a distraction, hardly worth the time and effort in calling them.

And then there was the trumpet’s retaliation to consider.

+PP��,WV�EODGH�ZDV�D�FRQFHUQ��WR�EH�VXUH��EXW�WKH�JUHDWHVW�IHDU�ZDV�WKDW�
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the angelic thing might simply choose to banish the Wishtwister back to the 

$E\VV��WUXPSHWV��LQIDPRXVO\��RIWHQ�SUHSDUHG�VXFK�GLYLQH�ZRUGV��WKLFN�ZLWK�
WKHLU�GDPQDEOH�IDLWK��+H�ZRXOG�SXW�KLV�FKDQFHV��LQ�VXFK�DQ�LQVWDQFH��DW�RQO\�
a little better than half that his ensorcelled skin might innately shrug off the 

DIRUHPHQWLRQHG�DEMXUDWLRQ���DQG�WKHQ�RQO\�VOLJKWO\�EHWWHU�DJDLQ�WKDW�KLV�VKHHU�ZLOO�
PLJKW�EH�DEOH�WR�UHVLVW�LWV�P\VWLFDO�SRZHU�LI�KLV�ÀHVK�IDLOHG�

Eugh.

Poor chances, truly. 

$QG�LI�KH�FRXOG�UHVLVW"�)RU�D�PLQXWH�RU�DQ�KRXU��LW�ZRXOG�PDWWHU�QRW��,Q�WKH�HQG��
DOO�OXFN�RI�HYHU\�NLQG�LQ�WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU¶V�IDYRU�DQG�WKH�¿JKW�GHFLGHGO\�KLV²WKH�
celestial perhaps stupid enough to fall into the grip of his rending claws—in that 

HYHQWXDOLW\��WKH�DUFKRQ�PLJKW�VLPSO\�UHWUHDW�DQG�UHJURXS��YDQLVKHG�LQ�D�ZDVK�RI�
WHOHSRUWDWLRQ�DQG�EH�PDGH�ZKROH�ZLWK�KHDOLQJ�FRQMXUDWLRQV�DSOHQW\���WR�VWULNH�
again upon the morrow. 

$QG�DJDLQ�WKH�QH[W��DQG�WKH�QH[W��D�UHOHQWOHVVO\�XQNLQG�KXQWHU��HYHU�
ZHDNHQLQJ�WKH�KDUULHG�¿HQG�

Then there was also the remote but sickening chance that the creature might 

KDYH�VWXGLHG�WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU¶V�EUHHG��PLJKW�KDYH�VRPH�LQVLJKW�LQWR�KLV�VWUHQJWKV�
DQG�WDFWLFV��,W�PLJKW�FDVW�XSRQ�LWVHOI�DQ�DEMXUDWLRQ�RI�VSHOO�LPPXQLW\�WR�ZDUG�
DJDLQVW�WKH�GHPRQ¶V�PLJKW\�FKDRV�KDPPHUV��KLV�YLFLRXV�EOLJKW�EROWV�DQG�KLV�
potent confusion enchantments, all. And from such thoughts were anxious 

nightmares born.

&RXOG�KH�WUXO\�KRSH�WKDW�WKH�FUHDWXUH�KDG�VWXGLHG��SHUKDSV��RQO\�WKH�OLYLQJ��WKH�
GHDG��WKH�XQERUQ�DQG�WKH�XQG\LQJ���\HW�QHYHU�GHPRQV"

1R��QR��QRW�JRRG�RGGV�DW�DOO��1RW�JRRG�HQRXJK�IRU�KLP��DW�OHDVW�
And where there are trumpets, well...let the great and powerful Thirteen 

/RUGV�DQG�DOO�WKHLU�QXPEHUOHVV��QDPHOHVV��QDVFHQW�ULYDOV�IRUELG�LW��PD\�RXU�MHVWV�
DQG�MDSHV��RXU�VFUDSV�DQG�VFUDSHV��DQG�RXU�HWHUQDO�LQYHQWLYH�FUXHOWLHV�IRUHYHU�
amuse them and those who claw and scheme their way to take such rank. By 

ORYHO\�1RFWLFXOD��KLV�GDUN�PXVH��E\�PLJKW\�%DSKRPHW��KLV�SRWHQW�SDWURQ��E\�
EHDXWLIXO��XQFRQTXHUDEOH�/DPDVKWX��KLV�JUHDW�'HPRQ�0RWKHU²PD\�KHU�EODFN�
FHUYL[�HYHU�WZLWFK�DQG�VSLW��DQG�DERYH�DOO��E\�KLPVHOI��6KDGLEULUL��ZKR�ZLOO�RQH�
day make himself king of them all, ruler of the Abyss and all it touches, may it 

EH�IRUELGGHQ�WR�HYHQ�WKLQN....
Where there are trumpets, there are often stars.

$JDLQVW�D�FHOHVWLDO�VWDU��WKHUH�FRXOG�EH�QR�KRSH��QRU�HYHQ�KDWH��1R�YLFWRU\��
1R�FKDQFH��QR�VXFFRU��QR�VWUDWDJHP�QRU�SOHD��,W�ZRXOG�EH�EHWWHU�WR�KDYH�QHYHU�
FUDZOHG�XS�IURP�WKH�0DHOVWURP�DQG�LQWR�WKH�ZRUOG�WKDQ�WR�WKLQN�WKDW�DQ�DQJHOLF�
star, of all things, might cross paths with the Wishtwister.

7KH�GHPRQ�H[KDOHG�VORZO\��OHWWLQJ�KLV�PLQG�ÀLFNHU�EDFN�WR�WKH�PRPHQW�DW�
KDQG��³<RX�DUH�FHUWDLQ��OLWWOH�IULHQG��WKHUH�LV�QR�RWKHU�DUFKRQ�RI�+HDYHQ�\RX�
PLJKW�FDOO�XS"�1RQH�\RX�PLJKW�WHOHSRUW�WR��RU�EHJ�LQWR�RXU�DXGLHQFH"´

³1RQH��1RQH��,�GR�VZHDU��1RZ��SOHDVH��WHOO�PH��ZKDW�JRRGQHVV�\RX�KDYH�
seen?”

³'R�\RX���ZLVK me to tell?”

³%\�DOO�PHDQV��\HV�´



151

BattLe-Banners oF Lesser west PoDunK

7KH�ROG�:LVKWZLVWHU�VPLOHG��³9HU\�ZHOO��,W�ZDV�\RX��DQG�RQO\�\RX��P\�GHDU�
DQJHO��<RX��ZLWK�DOO�\RXU�PDQ\�SRZHUV��ZKR�LQ�\RXU�GHFHQF\�GLG�QRW�YLRODWH�P\�
SULYDF\�ZLWK�\RXU�GLYLQDWLRQV�WR�VHH�LI�P\�KHDUW�ZDV�ZLFNHG�´

$�ZDYH�RI�XQQDWXUDO�YLOHQHVV�HQJXOIHG�WKH�OLWWOH�ODQWHUQ��DQG�LW�ZDV�VXPPDULO\�
snuffed from the world.

“You stupid shit.”

VI

6R�YHU\�QHDUO\�¿QLVKHG�ZLWK�KLV�ZRUN��WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU�IRXQG�KLPVHOI��ODWH�
WKDW�DIWHUQRRQ��LQ�WKH�SURIHVVLRQ�RI�D�ZHDSRQVPLWK�DQG�LQ�WKH�JXLVH�RI�D�PRRQ�
eyed fool.

,W�KDG�WDNHQ�ERWK�VRPH�KHDY\�GULQNV�DQG�VRPH�KHDWHG�ZRUGV��FORDNHG�LQ�
his priestly glamer, about the glory of battle and the righteousness of war 

and the need of stalwart men in these dark times to take up arms against their 

oppressors, to send the man who owned these weapons away and into combat. 

But in the end, he had gone—and had left his wares and tent in the hands of 

Shadibriri.

So that was nice of him.

And, in truth, most damnably necessary...because the Wishtwister had work 

to do.

The Wishtwister thought of himself, primarily, as a creature of open and 

XQIHWWHUHG�VSDFH�IRU�WZR�PDMRU�UHDVRQV�
)LUVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW��KH�ORYHG�WKH�IHHOLQJ�RI�UDZ�VRLO�EHQHDWK�KLV�IHHW���RU�

VWLQJLQJ�VDQG��RU�VKHHU�DQG�VKDWWHUHG�LFH��RU�UDLQ�ZRUQ�VWRQH��+H�DGRUHG�WDQJOHV�
and rust and gnarls, and abandoned and rotting tracts bleached pale by the 

VXQ��VKDGRZHG�E\�RYHUJURZWK�DQG�VPXGJHG�ZLWK�DJHV�RI�JULPH�DQG�GLVXVH��
+H�ORYHG�WKH�VPHOO�RI�ZLQG��DQG�RI�LVRODWLRQ��DQG�WKH�VRXQG�RI�WKXQGHU�SHDOLQJ�
DFURVV�ORQHO\�SODFHV��+H�ZDV�DOZD\V�PRVW�FRPIRUWDEOH�ZDONLQJ�QDNHG�DPRQJVW�
WKH�XQFUHDWHG�WKLQJV�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��WKH�XQFXW��WKH�XQFUDIWHG��WKH�XQZDVKHG��WKH�
unworked, the unshaped and untamed. In the places where men froze, or burned, 

or huddled and wept and then died of exposure and thirst and want, he found 

WKDW�KH�ZDV�PRVW�DW�KRPH�DQG�PRVW�DOLYH�
6HFRQGO\��LQ�KLV�WUXH�IRUP�KH�ZDV�KDOI�DJDLQ�WKH�IXOO�KHLJKW�RI�DQ�DGXOW�

9XGUDQL�EXOO�HOHSKDQW��DQG�ZHLJKHG�QRW�DQ�RXQFH�XQGHU�WKUHH�WRQV��VR�KH�KDG�
WURXEOH�¿WWLQJ�WKURXJK�GRRUZD\V�

Oh, certainly, he had his ways of making himself comfortable around presses 

RI�KXPDQLW\��+LV�SRWHQW�LOOXVLRQV�FRXOG�PDNH�KLP�ORRN�like a man, certainly, or 

GUDZ�KLP�RQWR�WKH�IDEULF�RI�WKH�PLQG¶V�H\H�DV�VPDOO�DQG�VLOHQW�DV�D�¿HOG�PRXVH��
LI�KH�VR�FKRVH��+H�FRXOG�VWHS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�VSDFHV�RI�WKH�$VWUDO�DQG�ZDON�ZLWK�D�
VLQJOH�VLGHZD\V�VWHS�IURP�PRXQWDLQWRS�WR�RFHDQ¶V�ÀRRU��DQG�EH\RQG��$QG�WKHUH�
were no shortage of cathedrals, corridors, catacombs or crypts scattered about 

the world which had been crafted wide and tall enough to accommodate his 

IUDPH��+H�FRXOG�EH�D�FUHDWXUH�RI�FREEOHG�VWUHHWV��FDUQLYDOV�DQG�FRWWDJHV��WRR��
when it suited him.

%XW�GDPQ�LW�DOO��WKHUH�ZDV�QR�ZD\�LQ�KHDYHQ�RU�RQ�HDUWK��RU�DQ\�RWKHU�UHDOLW\�
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KH�FRXOG�UHFDOO��WKDW�2OG�6KDGLEULUL�ZDV�JHWWLQJ�LQVLGH�WKH�SULYDWH�WHQW�RI�*RRG�
*RYHUQRU�*UH\WKRUQQH�WR�JLYH�KLP�WKLV�VWXSLG�KDXQWHG�ERRN��(YHQ�LI�KH�FUDZOHG�
on his belly and tucked his arms to his chest, held his breath and crept along on 

WLSS\�WRHV��WKHUH�ZDV�QR�ZD\�KH�ZDV�JHWWLQJ�LQWR�WKDW�OLWWOH�GHPL�SDYLOLRQ�ZLWKRXW�
NQRFNLQJ�RYHU�HYHU\WKLQJ�LQ�LW��ULSSLQJ�WKH�URRI�RII�DQG�ZUHQFKLQJ�WKH�SHJV�IURP�
the earth as he tore it to shreds.

+H�VWDUHG�DW�WKH�SODFH��DQG�KDWHG��,I�LW�ZDV�PRUH�WKDQ�VHYHQ�IHHW�ZLGH�DQG�
VHYHQ�IHHW�GHHS��WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU�ZDV�D�PRQNH\¶V�GDPQHG�XQFOH��,W�ORRNHG�
OLNH�D�FKLOG¶V�SOD\�WR\��VWLWFKHG�RI�EULJKW�VLON�LQ�WKH�EOXH��ZKLWH�DQG�UHG�RI�WKH�
5HYROXWLRQ��DQG�LW�ZDV�FORVHG�RQ�DOO�VLGHV��WKH�EHWWHU�IRU�WKH�&LWL]HQ�LQ�+LJK�
6WDQGLQJ¶V�SULYDF\��DQG�WR�NHHS�KLP�IURP�KDYLQJ�WR�ORRN�GLUHFWO\�DW�WKH�UDEEOH�KH�
ruled.

The man didn’t like to take walks, either. Ugh and sigh, damn and damn and 

GRXEOH�GDPQ�
The demon knew in his heart of hearts, as he stood and ruminated and fumed, 

D�IHZ�YHU\�LPSRUWDQW�WKLQJV²DQG�WKDW�KH�ZDVQ¶W�JHWWLQJ�LQWR�WKH�WHQW�ZDV�RQH�RI�
them—but, at the top of the list was his suspicion that his time in Lesser West 

Podunk was going to need to come to a satisfying and swift conclusion...and the 

sooner, the better. Already, he had killed too many. Left his maiming, ruinous 

mark in too many places. Shown his face and tipped his hand a few too many 

times.

,Q�VKRUW��KH�KDG�PDGH�D�PLJKW\�PHVV�RI�HYHU\WKLQJ�
And that was all well and good and deeply delightful, as such terrible 

things go...as long as he got the hell out of here, and fast. Let the folk here be 

VXVSLFLRXV��OHW�WKHP�WHOO�WDOHV�RI�D�PRQVWHU�LQ�WKH�ZRRGV�DQG�RI�LQQRFHQW�OLYHV�
stalked and snuffed out, one hot summer night, by something inhuman and huge. 

Let the angels of the Empyreal Lords shift between the planes and waste their 

WLPH�KXQWLQJ�DIWHU�WKH�YDQLVKHG�GHPRQ�WKDW�JOHHIXOO\�VODXJKWHUHG�WKHLU�WLQLHVW��
PRVW�IRROLVK�RI�VWDQGDUG�EHDUHUV��/HW�WKH�ZKLVSHUHG�ZRUG�JR�IRUWK�IURP�NLOOHU�WR�
FUDYHQ��IURP�SLUDWH�WR�KHUHWLF��DERXW�D�ZLVK�JUDQWLQJ�VSLULW�ERXQG�WR�WKH�IRUHVWV�
here.

'XUQDXU�ZRXOG�WHOO�D�IHZ�WDOHV��DQG�LI�WKH\�HYHU�IRXQG�WKDW�OLWWOH�JLUO��VR�ZRXOG�
she.

The Wishtwister, for one, intended to be on the other side of the world by 

QLJKWIDOO��6XQGD\V�DUH�DOZD\V�D�JRRG�WLPH�IRU�WUDYHO��DQG�WKHUH�ZDV�WURXEOH�DQG�
PLVFKLHI�WR�JHW�XS�WR�LQ�HYHU\�SODFH�RQ�HYHU\�JOREH��6SHFL¿FDOO\��WKH�ROG�GHPRQ�
PXVHG��KH�KDG�D�IDPLOLDU�LWFK�WR�SXVK�VRPHRQH�RII�RI�D�EULGJH�LQ�<HQ�6KXDQ��
0D\EH�GLVUXSW�D�WULEDO�ZHGGLQJ�LQ�WKH�UXLQV�RI�$QFKRU¶V�(QG��2U�VSUHDG�D�IHZ�
IDOVH�RPHQV�DQG�NLFN�D�EDE\�RYHU�D�IHQFH�LQ�VRPH�UXVWLF�YLOODJH�VRPHZKHUH�LQ�
the south side of Sarusan.

But he wasn’t going anywhere until this errand was run.

Old Shadibriri admitted to himself, after a humble moment, that perhaps he 

PLJKW�KDYH�SODQQHG�WKLV�RQH�D�OLWWOH�ELW�EHWWHU�
+H�KDG�VSHQW�WKH�ZHHNHQG�OROO\JDJJLQJ��WKHUH�ZDV�QR�GRXEW�
:LWK�WKH�VKDNH�RI�KLV�KHDG�DQG�ZU\�FKXFNOH��WKH�GHPRQ�WVN�WVNHG�KLPVHOI�IRU�

his lack of preparation.
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<HW�LW�KDG�VHHPHG�VR�YHU\�VLPSOH��RQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�LW��EHQHDWK�KLV�UREH�ZDV�DQ�
DEXQGDQWO\�HYLO�WH[W��VHPL�VHQWLHQW�DQG�KXQJU\²D�ORDGHG�DQG�OHWKDO�ZHDSRQ�
RI�VRUWV��SHQQHG�LQ�YLUJLQ¶V�EORRG�E\�D�PDG�QHFURPDQFHU�DQG�ERXQG�LQ�WKH�VNLQ�
of a tortured god from some obliterated world on the forgotten edge of another 

XQLYHUVH��$QG�KHUH��LQ�*RRG�*RYHUQRU�*UH\WKRUQQH��ZDV�D�VPXJ��DPELWLRXV�DQG�
FUXHO�OLWWOH�JXDQR�SV\FKRWLF�SVHXGRLQWHOOHFWXDO�ZLWK�D�FKLS�RQ�KLV�VKRXOGHU²D�
VHHPLQJO\�SHUIHFW�UHFLSLHQW��DOUHDG\�UHYHOLQJ�LQ�WKH�PHDQ�VRUW�RI�SRZHU�WKDW�
FRPHV�WR�VHO¿VK�DQG�VKUHZG�PHQ�ZLWK�D�ELW�RI�SROLWLFDO�LQVWLQFW�DQG�D�ZLOOLQJQHVV�
WR�EHOORZ�IRU�ZLWFK�KXQWV��DQG�ZKLVSHU�IRU�DVVDVVLQDWLRQV�LQ�WLPHV�RI�WXUPRLO�

7KLV�ZDV�WKH�VRUW�RI�SUREOHP�WKDW�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�VROYHG�LWVHOI��+RZ�FRXOG�WKH�
WZR²HYLO�PDQ�DQG�HYLO�ERRN²UHVLVW�RQH�DQRWKHU"

It was exasperating. 

$QG�WKH�ZRUVW�RI�LW�ZDV�WKDW�KH�FRXOGQ¶W�MXVW�WKURZ�WKH�ERRN�LQWR�WKH�PDQ¶V�
WHQW�DQG�EH�GRQH�ZLWK�LW��RU�KLUH�'XUQDXU²ZKHUHYHU�KH�KDG�JRWWHQ�KLPVHOI�
RII�WR²WR�GR�WKH�VDPH��1R��QRWKLQJ�HYHU�VR�VLPSOH�DV�WKDW��7KH�EORRG\�WH[W��
ZKDWHYHU�LW�ZDV�FDOOHG��ZDVQ¶W�LQ�DQ\�ODQJXDJH�WKH�*RYHUQRU�RU�HYHQ�ROG��ZLVH�
Shadibriri was familiar with. 

In fact, the book was quite possibly scribed in a language without any hope of 

translation by any creature in this world.

So, then, this was going to call for the implementation of magic.

Potent magic.

+H�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�KDYH�WR�WULFN�WKH�VWXSLG�PRUWDO�LQWR�ZLVKLQJ he could read the 

book.

It was enough to make a demon want to chew someone’s eyebrows off.

The other thing he was aware of, as the sun glared hot off the weaponsmith’s 

DEDQGRQHG�ZDUHV�WKDW�WKH�GHPRQ�ZDV�DOO�EXW�JLYLQJ�DZD\��ZDV�WKDW�WKHUH�ZDV�
no way in hell he was carting all of this crap around with him once this chore 

ZDV�¿QDOO\�RYHU�DQG�GRQH�ZLWK��6ZRUGV��VKLHOGV�DQG�VFDEEDUGV�ZHUH�KHDY\��GXOO�
things, suspicious and prone to entanglement in legalities. And they were poor 

EDUWHULQJ�FKLSV�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�SODFH²QRW�OLNH�DOHV�DQG�PHDGV�DQG�ZLQHV�DQG�SRWLRQV�
$QG�SRLVRQV��2K��WKRVH�ORYHO\�SRLVRQV��OLJKW��OLTXLG��ORYHO\��(YHU\�GURS�D�

thing of pricelessness, in the right hands and with the right words.

So the demon Shadibriri stood in the sun, and garbled and goggled and 

fumbled at his appointed task of getting good prices for good steel, letting the 

¿QH�IRON�RI�*DOW�JOHHIXOO\�ÀHHFH�D�VLPSOHWRQ�IRU�WKH�IUXLWV�RI�KLV�³IDWKHU¶V´�
RQO\�OLYHOLKRRG��DQG�KH�ZRUULHG��YHU\�TXLHWO\��VRPHZKHUH�LQ�WKH�YHU\�SLW�RI�KLV�
stomach, how long it was going to take for a trumpet angel to show up and 

DYHQJH�LWV�WLQ\�ODQWHUQ�OLJKW�FRXQWHUSDUW�
+LV�FRQFHUQV�DERXW�¿JKWLQJ�WUXPSHWV�DQG�VWDUV�ZHUH�XQDEDWHG��,Q�DOO�KRQHVW\��

they had begun to grow.

7KH�:LVKWZLVWHU�VWDUHG�DW�WKH�WLQ\��WDXQWLQJ�WHQW�RI�WKH�*RRG�*RYHUQRU�DQG�
KDWHG��DQG�ZDLWHG��DQG�UHVLVWHG�WKH�XUJH�WR�NLOO�HYHU\�VLQJOH�SHUVRQ�WKHUH�

o~O~o

,W�ZDV�FRPLQJ�XS�RQ�VXQVHW�ZKHQ�WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU�¿QDOO\�UHDOL]HG�ZKDW�KH�
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needed to do. 

+H�ZDV�VLPSO\�JRLQJ�WR�KDYH�WR�JHW�KLPVHOI�D�GLIIHUHQW�ERG\�
'HPRQLF�SRVVHVVLRQ��XQIRUWXQDWHO\��ZDV�WULFN\��
Oh, it was HDV\, certainly. Though less than a third of the screaming damned 

EHORZ�LQ�WKH�0DHOVWURP�NQHZ�KRZ�WR�GR�LW�SURSHUO\��DQG�OHVV�WKDQ�KDOI�RI�WKRVH�
who had mastered the procedure had any comprehension of how dangerous 

LW�ZDV��LW�ZDV�WKH�VRUW�RI�WULFN�WKDW�DQ\�ZULJJOLQJ�¿HQG�DQ\ZKHUH�LQ�WKH�$E\VV�
might pick up.

Shadow demons were the undisputed masters of the art, certainly, but there 

were a dozen brute force cheats that could accomplish half of the same thing. 

7KH�EOXQWHVW��PRVW�EUDLQ�GHDG�GUHWFK�FRXOG�DWWHPSW�WKH�IHDW��WKH�PRVW�IHHEO\�
XVHOHVV�TXDVLW�FRXOG�WU\�WR�PXGGOH�WKURXJK�LW��,W�ZDV�MXVW�D�VLPSOH�PDWWHU��DIWHU�
all, of exhaling one’s self into smoke and then letting a mortal breathe it in. 

)URP�WKHUH��LW�ZDV�WKH�PHUHVW�SUREOHP�RI�LQWHUWZLQLQJ�ZLWK�WKHLU�VRXO��OHWWLQJ�
your own predilections seep into their bones and then telling them what to do 

from the back of their mind.

:KLFK�ZDV�PXFK�OLNH�VD\LQJ�WKDW�LW�ZDV�YHU\�HDV\�WR�ZLQ�D�FKDULRW�UDFH��LW�
UHTXLUHG�RQO\�WKDW�\RX�PDNH�\RXU�RZQ�KRUVHV�JR�WKH�YHU\�IDVWHVW�DW�SXOOLQJ�\RXU�
chariot, while simply not letting anything bad happen. 

$FFXUDWH�DV�VXFK�D�VWDWHPHQW�ZDV��WHFKQLFDOO\��LW�TXLWH�PLVVHG�WKH�GLI¿FXOW�
parts.

+XPDQ�PLQGV��WKH�:LVKWZLVWHU�ZHOO�NQHZ��ZHUH�DV�VOLSSHU\�DV�D�JUHDVHG�HHO�
and twice as wiggly, when you got right down to it. There were demons bound, 

HQVODYHG��FDSWXUHG�DQG�HQVRUFHOOHG�LQ�DOO�PDQQHU�RI�WHUULEOH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��DOO�
DFURVV�DOO�WKH�PDQ\�ZRUOGV��E\�PRUWDOV�YLUWXRXV�DQG�YLOODLQRXV�DOLNH��ZKR�ZLVKHG�
they had had half the sense not to try such a tricky thing as possession.

There was nothing for it, at the end of the day. It was not as if the tent of the 

*RYHUQRU�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�JHW�DQ\�ELJJHU��DQG�WKHUH�ZDV�PRVW�FHUWDLQO\�QR�ZD\�WKDW�
the Wishtwister was going to be able to tiptoe through a crowd, or collection of 

armed guards, up to Greythornne without VRPHRQH noting that he had shoulders 

HLJKW�IHHW�ZLGH�DQG�FORYHQ�KRRYHV�WKH�VL]H�RI�D�SDUWLFXODUO\�ODUJH�DQG�GHDGO\�
ZDJRQ�ZKHHO�

And so Shadibriri, still in the guise of a simpleton, shouted, “I gotta go 

SRWW\�´�DW�WKH�WRS�RI�KLV�OXQJV��ÀDLOHG�KLV�DUPV�RYHU�KLV�KHDG��DQG�UDQ�LQWR�WKH�
woods as fast as he could.

+H�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�KDYH�WR�¿QG�WKDW�OLWWOH�JLUO��DIWHU�DOO�

o~O~o

+H�IRXQG�KHU�LQ�WKH�ZRRGV��ZDQGHULQJ�DLPOHVVO\�DQG�DORQH��DQG�TXLWH�
possibly, quite deeply in shock.

The demon approached her in the guise of a young woman, close in 

description, but of no precise relation to the nameless woman he had murdered 

somewhere out here in the woods the night before. 

³+HOOR�´
The girl looked up, and Shadibriri was pleased to see she had not been crying. 
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³+XOOR�´
+H�IHLJQHG�NLQGQHVV��³:KDW�DUH�GRLQJ�RXW�KHUH�DOO�DORQH"´
She eyed him warily. “Looking for treasures.”

³$K��,�VHH��$QG�ZKHUH�LV�\RXU�IDPLO\"´
7KH�JLUO�VKUXJJHG��³'HDG�´
7KH�GHPRQ�QRGGHG��³*RRG��6R�LV�PLQH��,�¿QG�WKDW�,�FDQ�KDYH�PXFK�PRUH�IXQ�

this way.”

The little girl seemed surprised at the remark, but showed little other 

HPRWLRQ�DV�VKH�ORRNHG�DZD\�DQG�EDFN�WR�KHU�VHDUFK��³<RX�FDQ¶W�KDYH�DQ\�RI�P\�
treasures.”

6KDGLEULUL�VPLOHG�LQ�VSLWH�RI�KLPVHOI��7KH�JUHHG\�PLQ[��³+PP��$OULJKW��EXW�
perhaps I can show you something else that’s fun?”

o~O~o

'DVKLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�GDUNHQLQJ�ZRRG��WKH�OLWWOH�JLUO¶V�OHJV�SXPSLQJ�ZLWK�D�
fury spurred by a litany of encouraging threats from the back of her mind, they 

PDQDJHG�WR�PDNH�LW�EDFN�WR�FDPS�MXVW�LQ�WLPH�
$EVHQWHH�0DVWHU�6KRUW�6WULGH�WKH�7D[�)DW��ÀDQNHG�E\�D�GR]HQ�DUPHG�PHQ��

VZDGGOHG�LQ�VLONV�EH¿WWLQJ�WKH�ULFKHVW�RI�4DGLUDQ�VSLFH�PHUFKDQWV�DQG�RXW¿WWHG�
in soft, buttery leathers like a Taldan noble set to embark on a carefree fox hunt, 

ZDV�PDNLQJ�KLV�¿UVW�SXEOLF�DSSHDUDQFH�VLQFH�KLV�VWLUULQJ�VSHHFK�DW�WKH�VWDUW�RI�
this disastrous weekend.

$SSDUHQWO\��KH�ZDV�VWLOO�LQWHQGLQJ�WR�KDYH�KLV�PHUU\�IHDVW��WKH�VFRUHV�RI�GHDG�
ZKR�FKRVH�WKLV�LQRSSRUWXQH�HYHQW�WR�JHW�WKHPVHOYHV�VODXJKWHUHG�EH�GDPQHG�

6KDGLEULUL�DGPLUHG�WKH�PDQ¶V�ÀDJUDQW�DQG�FDYDOLHU�FUXHOW\��DW�WKH�YHU\�OHDVW�
+H�DSSURDFKHG�WKH�JRXW\��ULGLFXORXV�DQG�UHG�MRZOHG�¿JXUH�LQ�WKH�ERG\�RI�

the impish little girl. Still, despite his apparent wholesome harmlessness, the 

VROGLHUV�RI�WKH�*RYHUQRU¶V�HOLWH�SDWULRW�JXDUG�EURXJKW�KLP�XS�VKRUW�DV�KH�VNLSSHG�
playfully, near enough to smell the imported liquor, tobacco and cheese lingering 

on the regional ruler’s breath.

([SHQVLYH�WDVWHV��WKLV�RQH�
The Old Wishtwister painted a fresh and beaming look on his face, and 

VRPHZKHUH�LQVLGH�KH�ZDV�WLFNOHG�WKDW�WKH�PHQ�EHIRUH�KLP�ORRNHG�KLP�RYHU��PRUH�
than once, to be certain the little girl, emerging from the throngs, did not conceal 

a grenade, a poisoned dagger, or a coat pistol intended for their master.

³/RUG�*RYHUQRU�*UH\WKRUQQH��PLJKW�,�EHJ�RI�\RX�DQ�LQGXOJHQFH"´
The waddling man stopped and looked blankly at the girl, and then scanned, 

ZLWK�KLV�SLJJ\�H\HV��WKH�VPDOO��\HW�JURZLQJ�FURZG�VXUURXQGLQJ�KLP��+H�ZDV�
checking to make sure this looked good. That it would “play” well among the 

people. And somewhere deep inside, the demon knew that if there hadn’t been 

D�ZLWQHVV�KHUH��WKH�*RRG�*RYHUQRU�ZRXOG�KDYH�WROG�WKHVH�PHQ�WR�NLOO�WKH�JLUO�
ZLWKRXW�D�VHFRQG�WKRXJKW²RU��SHUKDSV��KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�GRQH�KHU�LQ�ZLWK�KLV�RZQ�
bare and pudgy hands.

The Wishtwister nearly did somersaults and clapped with delight.

+RQH\HG�LQVLQFHULW\�GULEEOHG�IURP�WKH�*RYHUQRU¶V�VZHDWLQJ�OLSV��³2I�FRXUVH��
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\RXQJ�SDWULRW��+RZ�PD\�\RXU�IHOORZ�FLWL]HQ�EH�RI�VHUYLFH�WR�\RX�WRGD\"´
The truth—or some element of it—was probably the simplest start, the 

GHPRQ�WKRXJKW��+H�IHG�WKH�JLUO�KHU�GLDORJXH��³0\�IDWKHU�IRXQG�WKLV�ERRN��*RRG�
*RYHUQRU��DQG�SDVVHG�LW�WR�PH��KH�ELG�PH�JUDQW�LW�WR�\RX��$�JLIW�´

A humorless chuckle escaped the rotund man. “I see.”

“Yes, for he knows you as a man of letters, lord, and admires your legendary 

VWXGLRXVQHVV��+H�EHOLHYHG�\RX�ZRXOG�¿QG�WKLV�WH[W��LQ�KLV�ZRUGV��µ,OOXPLQDWLQJ�¶´
³$K��$QG�ZKDW�ERRN��SUD\�WHOO��LV�LW"�,�KDYH�UHDG�PDQ\�´
³,�FRXOG�QRW�VD\��DOWKRXJK�,�NQRZ�LW�WR�EH�XQLTXH²SRVVLEO\�SULFHOHVV��,W�LV�DOO�

TXLWH�EH\RQG�PH��WUXO\²EXW�KH�ZLVKHV�\RX�WR�KDYH�LW�´
7KH�ÀDEE\�OLWWOH�ORUGOLQJ�VFDQQHG�WKH�FURZG�DJDLQ��DQG�JDYH�WKHP�DQ�

LQGXOJHQW�VPLOH��³,�VHH��:HOO�WKHQ��JLYH�\RXU�IDWKHU�P\�GHDUHVW�WKDQNV�´
The old demon inched his borrowed form forward, and set the tome into the 

KDQGV�RI�WKH�FORVHVW�JXDUG��³,�VKDOO��PRVW�JUDFLRXV�*RYHUQRU��6R��WKHQ���GR�\RX�
wish to read it?”

A condescending smirk creased the face of the doughy, spheroid fellow as he 

began to turn to go. “I will read it, little one.”

Ah, here was the annoying part. “Yes, truly? You do wish to read it?”

³2I�FRXUVH��GHDU�JLUO²\RX�PD\�WUXVW�PH�LQ�WKLV��DV�LQ�DOO�WKLQJV��1RZ�UXQ�
along.”

“Yes, but ... do you truly, WUXO\�wish to read it?”

$�SDWURQL]LQJ�VPLOH�DSSHDUHG��DQG�¿W�WLJKW�DQG�¿QH�XSRQ�D�IDFH�EHJJLQJ�IRU�D�
¿VW��³<HV��<HV��RI�FRXUVH�,�GR�´

6KDGLEULUL�GLG�QRW��DW�WKLV�SRLQW��YRPLW�KLPVHOI�IURP�WKH�JLUO¶V�PRXWK�LQ�D�ZDYH�
RI�VPRNH��WDNH�RQ�KLV�WHUULEOH�WUXH�IRUP��DQG�NLOO�HYHU\RQH��

+H�DOVR�GLG�QRW�DVN�WKH�PDQ�WR��SHUKDSV��UH�SKUDVH�WKDW²ZKLFK�ZDV�
VRPHWLPHV�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�D�JLYH�DZD\��KH�KDG�IRXQG�RYHU�WKH�\HDUV��,QVWHDG��
he regrouped, and waited for the chubby man and his retinue to begin their 

departure. 

7KLV�LQVLJQL¿FDQW�OLWWOH�SRWHQWDWH�ZDV�QRW�WKH�RQO\�RQH�ZKR�FRXOG�SOD\�WR�D�
crowd.

-XVW�DV�WKH�VLON�GUDSHG�¿JXUH�ZDV�ORVW�LQ�WKH�VKXIÀH�DQG�SUHVV�RI�ERGLHV��WKH�
old demon nudged his girl to speak again, now in the reediest and neediest of 

pitches. “You GR?”

7KH�DVVHPEOHG�WKURQJ�ODXJKHG��DQG�WKH�*RYHUQRU�WXUQHG�WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�ROG�
demon, wrapped in his borrowed body, in a singularly mocking way. “Yes. I 

wish to read the book.”

³*RRG�´
And with that, in the quietest of ways, a wish was granted.

%\�WKH�VSLQ�DQG�ZHDYH�RI�PLJKW\�PDJLFV��WKH�JUHDWHVW�WULFN�RI�WKH�DUFDQH��
those alien scratches and skitters of the blasphemous text would now be as clear 

DQG�FRQFLVH�DV�QDWLYH�7DOGDQH�WR�*RYHUQRU�*UH\WKRUQQH���DQG�WR�QR�RQH�HOVH��
And that would mean corruption, in time.

$QG�WKDW�OHDGV�WR�WUHDFKHU\��DQG�WR�GHFHLW��DQG�VXEYHUVLRQ��DQG�DOO�WKH�EHVW�
WKLQJV�LQ�DOO�WKH�OLYLQJ�ZRUOGV�

$�MRE�TXLWH�ZHOO�GRQH��LI�WKH�GHPRQ�GLG�VD\�VR�KLPVHOI�
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This called for a celebration, the Wishtwister decided as he wandered off into 

WKH�ZRRGV�WR�¿QG�D�VDIH�SODFH�WR�YDQLVK�
+H�XQFHUHPRQLRXVO\�FRXJKHG�KLPVHOI�IURP�WKH�JLUO¶V�ERG\��DQG�WKHQ�VHQW�

KHU�RQ�KHU�ZD\��JLYLQJ�KHU�WKH�QDPH�µ'XUQDXU�RI�WKH�/HJLRQ�6HUSHQW¶�WR�EH�KHU�
new guide and chaperone, and a few choice secrets of the man, with which to 

EODFNPDLO�KLP�LQWR�VHUYLFH�
There was some question as to how all of that would work out, but the 

Wishtwister had already lost interest.

$V�KH�ZDONHG�DQG�LGO\�FRQVLGHUHG�ZKHUH�KH�ZRXOG�¿QG�KLPVHOI�QH[W��KH�
spotted something glittering, low, in the high glass. There sat a small and 

EURNHQ�ERWWOH��XQVWRSSHG��OHDNLQJ�WKH�ODVW�GURSV�RI�D�VZHHW�DQG�VORZ�DFWLQJ�WR[LQ�
disguised with the tang of an orange liqueur. It had been found, and used, and 

discarded...like so many other things in the world.

2K��VRPHRQH�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�EH�YHU\�VRUU\�WKDW�WKH\�GUDQN�WKDW�
$K��DQG�KD�KD��VXFK�JRRG�IXQ��WKRXJKW�WKH�GHPRQ�
And then he was gone.





Nations
 of 

Treachery

 Irrisen

³4XHHQ�(OYDQQD�KDV�D�EHDXWLIXO�VPLOH�LI�\RX�

don’t think too much about what lies behind it.”

�1LNRO�RI�WKH�-DGZLJD�$Q\D

o~O~o
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A021*�7+(�ZDJRQ�IRON�WKHUH�OLYHG�DQ�ROG�ZRPDQ�GUHVVHG�DOO�
LQ�SXUSOHV�DQG�JUHHQV�ZLWK�VLOYHU�EHOOV�WLQNOLQJ�RQ�KHU�VNLUWV�DQG�
VFDUYHV�DQG�VLOYHU�FRLQV�DGRUQLQJ�KHU�ZULVWV�DQG�VDVK��6KH�VDW�
LQ�IURQW�RI�KHU�ZDJRQ�ZLWK�D�WDEOH�DQG�FDUGV�EHIRUH�KHU��%HVLGH�
KHU��D�VPDOO�¿UH�EXUQHG�XQGHU�D�ODUJH��EODFN�FDXOGURQ��6KH�ZDV�

D�WDOHQWHG�VHHU��JLIWHG�ZLWK�WKH�+DUURZ�DQG�ZLVH�ZLWK�\HDUV��%XW��VKH�ZDV�PRUH�
UHQRZQHG�IRU�KHU�IDQWDVWLF�WDOHV�WKDW�FDSWXUHG�WKH�PLQG�DQG�LQWULJXHG�WKH�VRXO�
³&RPH��OLWWOH�FKLOGUHQ�´�VKH�FDOOHG��
³*DWKHU�URXQG�DQG�KHDU�ROG�9DUXVKND¶V�WDOH��$W�WKH�FRVW�RI�D�UDEELW�IRU�P\�SRW�

RU�D�FRSSHU�LQ�P\�KDQG��,¶OO�WHOO�\RX�D�VWRU\�WKDW¶OO�VHQG�VKLYHUV�GRZQ�\RXU�VSLQH��
&RPH��FRPH��P\�FKLOGUHQ��'RQ¶W�EH�DIUDLG��*DWKHU�URXQG�P\�¿UH��VDIH�DQG�ZDUP��
DQG�OLVWHQ�WR�ZKDW�ROG�9DUXVKND�VD\V�´�
7KH�FKLOGUHQ�PRYHG�DURXQG�WKH�ROG�ZRPDQ��EULQJLQJ�JLIWV�RI�IRRG�IRU�KHU�VWHZ�

DQG�FRSSHUV�IRU�KHU�SXUVH��6KH�FRXQWHG�WKHP�DQG�VPLOHG�
³:KDW�VWRU\�VKDOO�,�WHOO�WRGD\"´�ROG�9DUXVKND�DVNHG�DV�VKH�KREEOHG�RYHU�WR�WKH�

EDFN�RI�KHU�ZDJRQ�DQG�JHVWXUHG�LQVLGH��³&RPH��FKLOGUHQ��5HDFK�LQVLGH�DQG�VKRZ�
PH�ZKDW�\RX�¿QG��,W�FRXOG�EH�D�PDJLF�EHDQ��,W�FRXOG�D�ELUG���´�2QH�EUDYH�FKLOG�
UHDFKHG�LQWR�WKH�ZDJRQ�DQG�SXOOHG�RXW�D�SDLU�RI�GROOV��$QRWKHU�FKLOG�WRRN�RXW�D�
FU\VWDO�MDU��ZKLOH�\HW�DQRWKHU�UHWULHYHG�D�EORRG�UHG�YHOYHW�VDFN��7KH�ROG�ZRPDQ�
VPLOHG�
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³$K��VXFK�WUHDVXUHV�´�VKH�VDLG��³<HV��WKH\�DOO�EHORQJ�WR�WKH�VDPH�VWRU\��P\�SHWV��
6KDOO�,�WHOO�\RX�WKH�WDOH"´�2OG�9DUXVKND�OHG�WKH�FKLOGUHQ�EDFN�WRZDUG�KHU�¿UH��6KH�
VDW�GRZQ�RQ�KHU�VWRRO�ZLWK�D�JURDQ�DV�KHU�ROG�ERQHV�FUHDNHG�DQG�FUDFNOHG�OLNH�WKH�
GU\�ZRRG�EXUQLQJ�EHVLGH�KHU��7KHQ��VKH�UHVWHG�KHU�NQREE\�KDQGV�RQ�KHU�FURRNHG�
FDQH��KHU�VPDOO�GDUN�H\HV�JOHDPLQJ�DV�WKH�FKLOGUHQ�VDW�RQ�WKH�JURXQG�DW�KHU�IHHW��
6KH�OHDQHG�IRUZDUG�RQ�KHU�VWRRO�DQG�EHJDQ�WKH�WHOOLQJ�RI�KHU�WDOH���

o~O~o

)DU�LQ�WKH�QRUWK��LQ�WKH�ODQG�RI�WKH�OLQQRUPV��WKHUH�RQFH�OLYHG�D�SDLU�RI�WZLQV��
7KHLU� QDPHV�ZHUH�(QJOKDUG� DQG� ,QJDKUHG��1RZ�(QJO� DQG� ,QJD�ZHUH� WKH� HQY\�
RI� DOO�ZKR�NQHZ� WKHP�� ,QJD�ZDV� WKH� IDLUHVW�PDLGHQ�E\� IDU� LQ� DOO� WKH� ODQG��+HU�
EURWKHU�(QJO�ZDV�KDQGVRPH�DQG�EUDYH��SHUKDSV�WKH�EUDYHVW�ODG�WKH�OLWWOH�YLOODJH�RI�
.DOGUEUHN�KDG�HYHU�NQRZQ��<HW�(QJO�DQG�,QJD�ZHUH�DV�YDLQ�DV�WKH\�ZHUH�EHDXWLIXO�

(YHU\�0LGVXPPHU¶V�(YH��WKHLU�OLWWOH�WRZQ�KHOG�D�IHVWLYDO�QHDU�WKH�IRUHVW��DQG�
the twins’ sixteenth year began like all others. The young maidens wore ribbons 

LQ�WKHLU�KDLU��DQG�WKH�\RXQJ�PHQ�PDGH�ÀRZHU�FURZQV�IRU�WKHLU�VZHHWKHDUWV��,QJD�
UHFHLYHG�PRUH�WKDQ�DQ\�RI�WKH�RWKHU�JLUOV��DQG�VKH�UHYHOHG�LQ�WKHLU�HQY\��(QJO�ZDV�
VWURQJ�DQG�VNLOOHG�ZLWK� WKH�VZRUG��EXW�DV�FRQFHLWHG�DV�KLV�VLVWHU��+H� WRRN�JUHDW�
delight in beating all the other young men at their games.

'HFNHG�LQ�KHU�ÀRZHU�FURZQ��,QJD�VNLSSHG�DORQJ�WKH�HGJH�RI�WKH�IRUHVW�ZKLOH�
her brother Engl had his fun. As she danced along, something caught the corner 

RI�KHU�H\H��6KH�WXUQHG�DQG�SHHNHG�DURXQG�D�WUHH��MXVW�LQ�WLPH�WR�VHH�D�VPDOO�OLJKW�
ÀXWWHU�RXW�IURP�EHKLQG�D�EXVK�

³$�SL[LH�´�VKH�H[FODLPHG��DQG�WKH�\RXQJ�ZRPDQ�LPPHGLDWHO\�GHFLGHG�WKDW�VKH�
had to catch it.

Inga was a great collector of dolls. She had hundreds lining the walls of her 

URRP�IURP�WKH�ÀRRU�WR�WKH�FHLOLQJ��7KHUH�ZHUH�GROOV�PDGH�RI�ZRRG�DQG�RI�FORWK��
SRUFHODLQ�GROOV��GROOV�PDGH�RI�JODVV�DQG�RI�¿QH�FU\VWDO��DQG�LQ�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKHP�
DOO�ZDV�D�FU\VWDO�MDU�ZLWK�D�VLQJOH�ZRUG�HWFKHG�LQWR�LW��3L[LH. Inga was determined 

WR� FDWFK� D� SL[LH� DQG� SXW� LW� LQ� KHU� OLWWOH� MDU� ZKHUH� VKH� FRXOG� NHHS� LW� IRUHYHU�� D�
OLYLQJ�GROO��6KH�KHDUG�VWRULHV��\RX�VHH��RI�KRZ�KHU�JUHDW�JUHDW�JUHDW�JUDQGPRWKHU�
Adalrhuna caught a pixie once. It kept her young for years and years, until it 

PDQDJHG�WR�HVFDSH�IURP�LWV�FU\VWDO�MDU�ZKHQ�VRPH�FDUHOHVV�FKLOG�UHPRYHG�WKH�OLG��
,QJD�NQHZ�VKH�ZRXOG�RQH�GD\�KDYH�D�SL[LH�WRR��$�OLYLQJ�GROO�ZRXOG�FRPSOHWH�KHU�
FROOHFWLRQ��DQG�LW�ZRXOG�NHHS�KHU�EHDXWLIXO�IRUHYHU��6KH�ZRXOG�VHDO�WKH�OLG�RQ�WLJKW�
WR�HQVXUH�WKH�H[RWLF�IDLU\�FRXOG�QHYHU�HVFDSH�OLNH�$GDOUKXQD¶V�

Inga hiked up her skirts and ran to her brother. She would need his help, for 

SL[LHV�ZHUH�YHU\�IDVW�DQG�FOHYHU��6KH�IRXQG�KLP�SOD\LQJ�LQ�WKH�PLGVXPPHU�JDPHV�
DJDLQVW�WKH�RWKHU�\RXQJ�PHQ�RI�WKH�YLOODJH��(QJO�ZDV�ZLQQLQJ��DQG�PDNLQJ�TXLWH�
D�VKRZ�RI�LW��WRR��7KHUH�ZDV�RQO\�RQH�WKLQJ�(QJO�ORYHG�PRUH�WKDQ�VKRZLQJ�RII�LQ�
.DOGUEUHN��DQG�WKDW�ZDV�KLV�VLVWHU��+H�ZRXOG�GR�DQ\WKLQJ�WR�PDNH�KHU�KDSS\��DQG�
Inga knew he would forfeit the games for her if she but asked. So, of course, that 

is what she did.

³%URWKHU�´�,QJD�FDOOHG�WR�KLP��³%URWKHU�'HDU��,�VDZ�D�SL[LH��&RPH�DQG�KHOS�PH�
FDWFK�LW��,�PXVW�KDYH�LW�´
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³2I�FRXUVH�,¶OO�KHOS�\RX��6LVWHU�´�(QJO�VDLG��+H�OHIW�WKH�JDPHV�DQG�OHG�KLV�VLVWHU�
EDFN�WR�WKH�YLOODJH�

³:H� QHHG� D� QHW�´� KH� WROG� KHU�� ³7KDW� VSHFLDO� QHW� LQ�0RWKHU¶V� URRP�� WKH� RQH�
*UDQGPRWKHU�JDYH�KHU�´

“I’ll fetch it for you,” Inga said before she ran to their mother’s room.

+LGGHQ�XQGHU�WKH�EHG�ZDV�D�ORQJ�FKHVW�ZLWK�D�VLOYHU�ORFN��,QJD�NQHZ�WKH�NH\�
ZDV�XQGHU�KHU�PRWKHU¶V�SLOORZ��6KH�RSHQHG�WKH�FKHVW�DQG�SXOOHG�RXW�D�YHOYHW�VDFN�
the color of rich, red wine. She peeked inside the sack and smiled. Inside was 

DQ�HQFKDQWHG�FU\VWDO�QHWWLQJ�WKDW�KHU�PRWKHU�VDLG�EHORQJHG�WR�JUHDW�JUHDW�JUHDW�
grandmother Adalrhuna.

³+HUH�´�VKH�JDYH�WKH�VDFN�DQG�QHW�WR�KHU�EURWKHU��³7KLV�LV�DOO�ZH�ZLOO�QHHG�´�
Inga took her brother’s hand and grinned.

³:RUU\�QRW��6LVWHU�´�KH�YRZHG��³:LWK�WKLV�QHW��,�VKDOO�FDWFK�LW��DQG�WKDW�SL[LH�
ZLOO�EH�\RXUV�´�$QG�VR��KDQG�LQ�KDQG��WKH�WZLQV�OHIW�WKH�FHOHEUDWLRQV�EHKLQG�WKHP�
as they chased after the little light.

,W�GDUWHG�DORQJ� WKURXJK� WKH�IRUHVW�� OHDGLQJ� WKH�YDLQ� WZLQV�GHHSHU�DQG�GHHSHU�
LQWR�WKH�VKDGRZV��%XW�DV�IDVW�DV�WKH\�UDQ��WKH\�QHYHU�JRW�DQ\�FORVHU�WR�FDWFKLQJ�WKH�
OLJKW��,W�GDQFHG�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKHP��DOZD\V�MXVW�EH\RQG�WKHLU�UHDFK��,I�WKH\�VORZHG��LW�
VORZHG��,I�WKH\�UDQ��LW�ÀHZ�IDVWHU��'HWHUPLQHG�DV�WKH\�ZHUH�WR�FDWFK�WKH�OLWWOH�OLJKW��
Engl and Inga paid no heed to where they were going.

The trees grew thick around brother and sister, blocking out the light of the 

VHWWLQJ�VXQ�DV�WKH\�WUDYHOHG�LQWR�WKH�GDUN�IRUHVW��7KH\�UHDFKHG�WKH�VWDQGLQJ�VWRQHV�
WKDW�PDUNHG�WKH�ERUGHU�RI�,UULVHQ�LQ�WKH�JURZLQJ�WZLOLJKW��5HG�H\HV�IROORZHG�WKHP�
from the long shadows. Somewhere behind them something growled. The twins 

held on to each other, looking around at the surrounding shadows.

³3HUKDSV� ZH� VKRXOG� WXUQ� EDFN�� 6LVWHU� 'HDU�´� (QJO� VXJJHVWHG�� +H� GUHZ� KLV�
sword, ready for any beast or monster that would leap out from the shadows.

³%XW�ZH�DUH�VR�FORVH��%URWKHU�´�,QJD�VDLG�DV�VKH�WRRN�D�VWHS�WRZDUG�WKH�VWDQGLQJ�
stones.

7KH�OLWWOH�OLJKW�ÀRDWHG�MXVW�EH\RQG�WKH�ERUGHU��,W�OHW�KHU�JHW�FORVHU�DV�VKH�KHOG�
out a hand to it. 

“You see, Brother, it tires of the chase.”

There was nothing for Engl to do but follow his sister into Irrisen. As soon as 

he crossed the border, the little light winked out. Inga clung to her brother.

³'RQ¶W�EH�DIUDLG��6LVWHU�´�(QJO�VDLG�DV�KH�WXUQHG�KHU�DURXQG��³,¶OO�JHW�XV�KRPH�
safely. Perhaps the pixie will return, and we can catch it then.”

The twins walked back the way they came in the growing darkness. The 

glowing red eyes continued to follow, sometimes far away, sometimes close. 

(YHU\�VR�RIWHQ��WKH\�KHDUG�D�ORZ�PHQDFLQJ�JURZO��)LUVW�LW�ZDV�EHKLQG��WKHQ�WR�WKHLU�
OHIW��DV�ZHOO�WR�WKHLU�ULJKW��DQG�¿QDOO\��LQ�IURQW�RI�WKHP�

“What are they?” Inga whispered to her brother as they walked along the 

snowy path. “Why are they watching us.”

³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ��6LVWHU�'HDU�´�KH�DQVZHUHG��FOHQFKLQJ�KLV�VZRUG�WLJKW�LQ�KLV�KDQG��
³%HDVWV�RI�WKH�IRUHVW��,�LPDJLQH��-XVW�NHHS�TXLHW�DQG�GRQ¶W�ORRN�DW�WKHP��0D\EH�
WKH\¶OO�OHDYH�XV�DORQH�´�

As night fell, the path before them was lost. Engl and Inga stopped.
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“Brother, what shall we do? We’ll surely be eaten if we spend the night in this 

IRUHVW�´
³'RQ¶W�GHVSDLU��6LVWHU�´�KHU�EURWKHU�DQVZHUHG��³,�VKDOO�SURWHFW�\RX�´�$�VKLQLQJ�

OLJKW�ÀLFNHUHG�WKURXJK�WKH�WUHHV�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKHP�
“What is that?” Inga whispered.

“I don’t know,” Engl answered. “Perhaps it is a hunter’s cottage. Come, let us 

see.”

The trees closed in around them as they walked toward the light. After a few 

VWHSV�� WKH\�FRXOG�QR� ORQJHU�ZDON�VLGH�E\�VLGH��(QJO�ZHQW�¿UVW��ZLWK� ,QJD�FORVH�
behind. At last, they squeezed through a tight ring of trees and into an open 

clearing.

In the middle of the clearing was, indeed, a small cottage. Smoke rose from 

WKH�FKLPQH\��DQG�ÀLFNHULQJ�OLJKWV�JORZHG�LQ�WKH�WZR�VPDOO�ZLQGRZV�RQ�HLWKHU�VLGH�
RI�WKH�GRRU��7KH�WDQWDOL]LQJ�DURPD�RI�URDVWHG�YHQLVRQ��WXUQLSV��DQG�IUHVKO\�EDNHG�
EUHDG�¿OOHG�WKH�DLU��%URWKHU�DQG�VLVWHU�EUHDWKHG�LQ�WKH�VPHOO�RI�IRRG��WKHLU�PRXWKV�
watering and stomachs growling with hunger. The two made their way into the 

cottage.

Inga pushed open the door of the little house and walked right in without so 

much as knocking. Engl sheathed his sword and followed after his sister. It was 

D�WLQ\�OLWWOH�FRWWDJH��MXVW�RQH�URRP�ZLWK�D�WDEOH�LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�DQG�D�¿UHSODFH�VHW�LQ�
RQH�ZDOO��6RPHRQH�KDG�VHW�WKH�WDEOH�ZLWK�D�VHUYLQJ�SODWH�KHDSHG�ZLWK�IRRG��D�ODUJH�
WDQNDUG�¿OOHG�WR�WKH�EULP�ZLWK�KRW�PHDG��DQG�WZR�SODWHV�DQG�FXSV��IRUNV�DQG�NQLYHV�
set before two chairs.

(QJO�DQG�,QJD�LPPHGLDWHO\�VDW�GRZQ�DQG�JRUJHG�WKHPVHOYHV�RQ�WKH�IRRG��$V�
PXFK�DV� WKH\�DWH�� WKH�SODWH�QHYHU�HPSWLHG��$V�PXFK�DV� WKH\�GUDQN�� WKH�WDQNDUG�
QHYHU�UDQ�GU\��%LWV�RI�YHQLVRQ�DQG�FKXQNV�RI�EUHDG�OLWWHUHG�WKH�ÀRRU�DURXQG�WKHP�
DV�WKH\�WRUH�LQWR�WKH�IRRG�ZLWK�YHU\�OLWWOH�UHJDUG�IRU�WDEOH�PDQQHUV�

“I don’t think I can eat another bite,” Inga said with a mouthful of turnip. Engl 

leaned back in his chair with a yawn.

³,¶P�VR�WLUHG�´�KH�VDLG��UXEELQJ�KLV�H\HV��+LV�VLVWHU�DOVR�\DZQHG�
“So am I,” she said.

³:HOO��LW¶V�WRR�ODWH�WR�¿QG�RXU�ZD\�KRPH�´�+HU�EURWKHU�VWRRG�XS�IURP�WKH�WDEOH�
with a stretch. “We should spend the night here.”

³$UH�\RX�VXUH�LW¶V�VDIH��%URWKHU�'HDU"´�KLV�VLVWHU�DVNHG��(QJO�ORRNHG�DURXQG�
WKH�RQH�URRP�FRWWDJH�

³7KLV�PXVW�EH�D�ZLOGHUQHVV�KXW�IRU�KXQWHUV�DQG�ORVW� WUDYHOHUV�´�KH�VDLG��³1R�
need to fear, Sister. We will be safe here.” 

Inga smiled at her brother.

³/RRN�´�VKH�VDLG�DV�WKH\�PRYHG�WR�WKH�¿UH��³,�GLGQ¶W�QRWLFH�WKRVH�EHIRUH�´
2Q�HLWKHU�VLGH�RI�WKH�¿UHSODFH�ZHUH�WZR�EHGV��DQG�RQ�WKH�WZR�EHGV�ZHUH�WZR�

sets of night clothes. There was a long nightgown for Inga on the left bed and a 

shorter nightshirt for Engl on the right. As the twins changed their clothes, Inga 

QRWLFHG� FXUWDLQV� OLQLQJ� WKH�ZDOOV� VXUURXQGLQJ� WKH� ¿UHSODFH� WKDW� VWUHWFKHG� IURP�
FHLOLQJ�WR�ÀRRU��0\VWL¿HG��VKH�ZDONHG�WR�WKH�FXUWDLQV�DQG�SXOOHG�WKHP�EDFN�

³'ROOV�´� VKH� H[FODLPHG�� ,QJD� WKUHZ�EDFN� WKH� FXUWDLQV� WR� UHYHDO� VKHOYHV� DQG�
VKHOYHV�IXOO�RI�GROOV�



165

engL anD inga

7KH\� ZHUH� RUJDQL]HG� E\� KRZ� WKH� GROOV� ZHUH� GUHVVHG�� 7KH� ¿UVW� VHW� ZDV� RI�
wooden dolls with painted eyes and were dressed in furs. They all had axes, traps, 

DQG�RWKHU�ZRRGPHQ�WULQNHWV��7KHQ�WKHUH�ZHUH�GROOV�WKDW�DSSHDUHG�WR�EH�FDUYHG�RXW�
of animal tusks and bone. These ones were beasts and men that looked like beasts. 

&ORWK�GROOV�ZLWK�JODVV�H\HV�¿OOHG�WKH�QH[W�VHW�RI�VKHOYHV��6RPH�ZHUH�VLPSOH�UDJ�
dolls. Others were dressed in silks and furs. Inga ran to the next set of curtains 

DQG�IRXQG�HYHQ�PRUH�GROOV�PDGH�IURP�SRUFHODLQ��JODVV��DQG�FU\VWDO��(DFK�VKHOI�
ZDV�PRUH�ULFKO\�GUHVVHG�WKDQ�WKH�QH[W��)LQDOO\��RQ�WKH�YHU\�ODVW�VKHOI��ZDV�D�VLOYHU�
cage. And in the cage...

“The pixie,” Inga whispered.

³,W¶V�MXVW�D�GROO��6LVWHU�'HDU�´�(QJO�WROG�KHU�DV�KH�SHHUHG�LQWR�WKH�FDJH��³&RPH��
let’s go to sleep.”

Inga climbed into bed with a pout. The collection of dolls in the cabin eclipsed 

her own. The more she thought about it, the more she couldn’t stand it.

³'R�\RX�WKLQN�SHRSOH�OHDYH�WKHVH�GROOV��%URWKHU"�7KH\�DUH�VR�GHWDLOHG�DQG�WKH�
ZRUNPDQVKLS�LV�EHWWHU�WKDQ�DQ\�GROO�,�KDYH�´�

Engl raised an eyebrow as he looked at the dolls. “Sister, they look like real 

people. Some of them, too real.” Engl’s eyes centered on one doll in particular, 

“What an ugly doll.”

Inga looked up from her bed and shuddered when she saw what her brother had 

GLVFRYHUHG��,Q�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�WKH�FORWK�GROOV�VDW�D�KLGHRXV�UDJ�GROO�ZLWK�DQ�HPSW\�
space on each side. The dolls around it were crowded and squished together as if 

cowering from it. It was a withered old crone with scraggily white hair and a large 

nose with a long protruding wart. It wore a tattered dress made from mismatched 

scraps of purple and green fabric and was stained with blotches of what looked 

like dried blood. The doll was leaning on a crooked cane and stared down at them, 

LWV�JODVV�H\HV�JOHDPLQJ�UHG�LQ�WKH�¿UHOLJKW��(QJO�WRRN�WKH�GROO�IURP�WKH�PDQWOH�DQG�
WKUHZ�LW�LQWR�WKH�¿UH�DQG�WXUQHG�WR�VPLOH�DW�,QJD�

³*RRG�QLJKW��6LVWHU�'HDU�´�KH�VDLG�DV�KH�FOLPEHG�LQWR�EHG�
³6OHHS�WLJKW��'HDU�%URWKHU�´�,QJD�UHSOLHG�
7KH�WZLQV�GULIWHG�RII�WR�VOHHS��ZKLOH�WKH�¿UH�VORZO\�GLHG��7KH�URRP�JUHZ�LF\�

cold and frost tickled their noses as their breath steamed into the air. Inga woke 

XS��VKLYHULQJ��6KH�SXOOHG�WKH�EODQNHWV�WLJKWHU�DURXQG�KHUVHOI�WR�NHHS�ZDUP��7KHQ�
she heard a scratching, scrabbling sound that seemed to come from the dead ashes 

LQ�WKH�¿UHSODFH�
“What was that?” Inga whispered.

³1RWKLQJ�´�KHU�EURWKHU�DQVZHUHG��³3UREDEO\�MXVW�D�PRXVH�´
7KH� WZLQV�ZULJJOHG� ORZHU� LQ� WKHLU�EHGV�XQWLO� WKH�KHDY\�EODQNHWV�FDPH�XS� WR�

WKHLU�QRVHV�DV�WKH\�OLVWHQHG�WR�WKH�VRXQGV�FRPLQJ�IURP�WKH�¿UHSODFH��,QJD�KHDUG�D�
VFUDSH�DQG�D�FODWWHU�IURP�WKH�VKHOYHV�OLQLQJ�WKH�ZDOOV��6KH�VWDUHG�KDUG�DW�LW��WU\LQJ�
to see through the darkness.

“Who’s there?” she asked, quaking under the blankets. “Show yourself.”

The scraping and clinking grew louder. She pulled the blankets up as a weight 

landed on her feet. Something scampered up her body. Inga squeezed her eyes 

tight as something brushed up against her cheek. She heard a tinkling as a soft 

EUHH]H�UXIÀHG�KHU�KDLU��6KH�VORZO\�RSHQHG�KHU�H\HV�DQG�SHHUHG�WKURXJK�KHU�ODVKHV�
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DW�D�OLWWOH�OLJKW�KRYHULQJ�LQ�IURQW�RI�KHU�IDFH��6LWWLQJ�XS��,QJD�VPLOHG�
“The pixie,” she whispered as she held out her hand.

7KH�OLWWOH�OLJKW�ÀLWWHG�FORVHU�DQG�VKH�FRXOG�MXVW�PDNH�RXW�WKH�IRUP�RI�WKH�WLQ\�
IDLU\��$QRWKHU�OLJKW�MRLQHG�LW�IURP�EHVLGH�KHU�EHG��WKHQ�DQRWKHU�DQG�DQRWKHU��,QJD�
giggled as the pixies combed her hair and twisted it into beautiful braids. One of 

WKHP�EURXJKW�D�ÀRZHU�DQG�SODFHG�LW�EHKLQG�KHU�HDU��,W�ZDV�EHWWHU�WKDQ�DQ\WKLQJ�VKH�
FRXOG�HYHU�ZLVK�IRU�

“Ow,” she complained as the braids pulled tighter and tighter. “That hurts.” 

The pixies didn’t listen and continued their work, pulling tighter and tighter.

³6WRS�LW�´�6KH�WULHG�WR�ZDYH�WKH�SL[LHV�DZD\��EXW�WKH\�SXOOHG�KDUG�RQ�KHU�KDLU�
until she fell back with a scream. She turned her head to see her brother fast asleep 

in his bed.

³(QJO��ZDNH�XS�´�VKH�VKULHNHG��³+HOS�PH�´�%XW�KHU�EURWKHU�RQO\�VWLUUHG�WR�WXUQ�
away on his side. The pixies continued to pull and tug on Inga’s braids as they tied 

them to the bed. Then Inga saw their faces.

“You’re...you’re not pixies,” she whispered tearfully.

The tiny creatures were shaped like pixies, but their faces had no eyes or nose. 

$OO�WKH\�KDG�ZHUH�JDSLQJ�PRXWKV�¿OOHG�ZLWK�UD]RU�VKDUS�WHHWK��6KH�OHW�RXW�RQH�ODVW�
scream as the tiny creatures drew needles with thread, squeaking horrible shrills 

DV�WKH\�VWDUWHG�VLQNLQJ�WKHP�LQWR�,QJD¶V�EHDXWLIXO�PLON\�ÀHVK���
Engl awoke to the sound of serene humming. In the darkness, he could barely 

PDNH�RXW�WKH�¿JXUH�RI�KLV�VLVWHU�VLWWLQJ�DW�WKH�IRRW�RI�KLV�EHG��7KH�FDELQ�ZDV�IUHH]LQJ�
FROG�DQG�WKH�GRRU�ZDV�ZLGH�RSHQ��6KH�ZRUH�QRWKLQJ�EXW�WKH�ÀLPV\�QLJKWJRZQ�WKH�
FDELQ�SURYLGHG��+HU�KDLU�ZDV�EHDXWLIXOO\�EUDLGHG��VLOYHU\�ZLWK�D�UDGLDQW�JORZ��(QJO�
didn’t recognize the tune.

³6LVWHU�'HDU�� \RX¶OO� FDWFK� \RXU� GHDWK� LQ� WKLV� FROG�´�+H� VDW� XS� DQG�GUDSHG� D�
blanket around her shoulders.

6KH�VWRRG�DEUXSWO\��WKH�EODQNHW�IDOOLQJ�WR�WKH�ÀRRU��³&RPH��%URWKHU�'HDU��,�KDYH�
something to show you,” she said as she walked towards the door.

³,QJD��ZDLW�´�(QJO�SURWHVWHG��DV�KLV�VLVWHU�KHDGHG�RXWVLGH��+H�ZDV�MXVW�DEOH�WR�
pull his boots on as she made her way to the trees beyond the cottage.

(QJO�IROORZHG�KLV�VLVWHU�LQWR�WKH�ZLQWU\�ZRRGV��4XLFNO\��WKH�IURVW�EHJDQ�WR�FKLOO�
KLV�ERQHV��DQG�KH�VKLYHUHG�DV�KLV�EUHDWK�IRJJHG�WKH�DLU��+LV�VLVWHU�GLGQ¶W�VHHP�WR�
notice as she walked through the snow in her thin nightgown, her bare feet caked 

with snow.

“Sister, aren’t your feet cold?”

She didn’t answer as she continued to a clearing. The white snow glowed in 

the full moonlight and Engl could see as though it were day. There, in the middle 

RI�D�ULQJ�RI�WUHHV��VDW�D�VLOYHU�FDJH��,QVLGH�WKH�FDJH��KH�VDZ�D�OLJKW�ÀLWWLQJ�DERXW�
“You caught it?” he asked, slowly approaching the cage behind his sister.

“Yes, Brother, and my collection is DOPRVW complete,” Inga spoke, facing into 

the pitch black woods.

“Almost? Sister?”

³(QJO��GR�\RX�ORYH�PH"´�,QJD�WRRN�D�VWHS�IXUWKHU�WRZDUGV�WKH�GDUN�ZRRGV�
³,�GR��6LVWHU��PR�PRUH�WKDQ�DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH�´
“Then swear to me, Brother, you will always be at my side.”
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³,��,�VZHDU�LW��S�SOHDVH�OHW�XV�J�JR�LQVLGH��,�,�DOPRVW�FD�FDQ¶W�IHHO�P\VHOI�LQ�WKLV�
FR�FR�FROG�´

,QJD�WXUQHG�WR�IDFH�KHU�EURWKHU��³7KHQ�,�DP�FRPSOHWH��+RZ�FRXOG�,�¿QLVK�P\�
collection without my dear, dearest Brother.” 

(QJO�IHOO�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�VQRZ�LQ�KRUURU��+LV�VLVWHU¶V�EOXH�H\HV�ZHUH�UHSODFHG�E\�
JODVV�EHDGV��+HU�VNLQ�ZDV�SDLQWHG�SRUFHODLQ��¿[HG�ZLWK�D�SHUPDQHQW�VPLOH�DQG�
URV\�FKHHNV��6KH�VWUHWFKHG�KHU�DUP�RXW�WRZDUG�KLP��D�SRUFHODLQ�KDQG�ERUH�D�QHHGOH�
and thread.

³7KH�SL[LH�IRXQG�PH��,�ZDV�DIUDLG�DW�¿UVW��EXW�QRZ�,¶P�EHWWHU�´�KLV�VLVWHU¶V�YRLFH�
VSRNH� WKURXJK�D�GROO¶V�PRXWK� WKDW�GLGQ¶W�PRYH��³$QG�\RX�ZLOO�EH� WRR��%URWKHU�
'HDDDUJK�´

,QJD�SRXQFHG�¿HUFHO\�RQWR�(QJO�ZKHUH�KH�VDW�FKLOOHG�WR�WKH�JURXQG��EORRG�DQG�
VQRZ�PL[HG�DV�WKUHDG�DQG�QHHGOH�WRUH�LQWR�KLV�ÀHVK��

o~O~o

7KH�FKLOGUHQ�VLWWLQJ�DURXQG� WKH� OLWWOH�ROG�ZRPDQ� OHDQHG� IRUZDUG��VWDULQJ�XS�
ZLGH�H\HG�DV�VKH�FDPH�WR�WKH�HQG�RI�KHU�WDOH�
³7KHQ�ZKDW�KDSSHQHG"´�RQH�RI�WKHP�DVNHG��³'LG�KH�¿JKW�EDFN"´�
7KH�ROG�ZRPDQ�FKXFNOHG��³$JDLQVW�KLV�EHORYHG�VLVWHU"�1RW�D�FKDQFH�´
³7KH�QH[W�GD\��WKH�YLOODJHUV�RI�.DOGUEUHN�ZHQW�ORRNLQJ�IRU�WKH�WZLQV��$OO�WKH\�

IRXQG��VLWWLQJ�RQ�WRS�RI�WKH�VWDQGLQJ�VWRQHV��ZDV�(QJO¶V�IUR]HQ�VZRUG��$QG�WKDW�LV�
WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�WDOH�´
7KH� ZRPDQ� VKRRHG� DZD\� WKH� FKLOGUHQ� WR� SUHSDUH� KHU� VXSSHU�� $� FKLOG�

RU� WZR� ZDONLQJ� DZD\� JODQFHG� RQH� ODVW� WLPH� DW� ROG� 9DUXVKND�� 7KH\� VDZ� KHU�
FOLPE� LQWR� WKH� ZDJRQ� ZLWK� WKH� FU\VWDO� MDU�� WKH� GROOV�� DQG� WKH� YHOYHW� VDFN��
6KH� SODFHG� WKH� GROOV� LQ� D� ELUGFDJH� WKDW� KXQJ� IURP� WKH� FHLOLQJ� RI� WKH� ZDJRQ� 
7KH�GROOV� VWDUHG�EDFN�DW� WKH�FKLOGUHQ� IURP� WKH�FDJH�DV� LI� VKH�KDG�SXUSRVHIXOO\�
SODFHG�WKHP�WKHUH�WR�ZDWFK�WKH�FKLOGUHQ�OHDYH��$V�WKH�ROG�ZRPDQ�ZDONHG�WR�WKH�
IURQW�RI�KHU�ZDJRQ��WKH�FDJH�KHDYHG�DV�LW�EHJDQ�WR�URFN�IURP�9DUXVKND�VKLIWLQJ��
:KLOH� VZLQJLQJ� EDFN� DQG� IRUWK�� WKH� GROOV� DSSHDUHG� WR� FOLQJ� WR� WKH� FDJH�� XQWLO�
¿QDOO\�IDOOLQJ�RYHU�
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By Andrew Crossett

O1�$1�(9(1,1*� LQ�ZKDW� WKH� FDOHQGDU� FODLPHG�ZDV� ODWH�
spring, I sat at my usual table in the Blue Bottom, a drinking 

barn—WDYHUQ�ZRXOG� EH� WRR� GLJQL¿HG� D� WHUP²LQ� WKH� FROG�
city of Whitethrone. The place was frequented mostly by 

WUROOV�DQG�JREOLQV��DQG�WKH�ELJJHVW�DQG�EUDYHVW�RI�WKH�OHVVHU�
-DGZLJD��RI�ZKLFK�,�DP�RQH��7KH�DOH�ZDV�IRXO��DQG�P\�PRRG�ZDVQ¶W�PXFK�EHWWHU�

7KHUH�ZDV�D�FRPPRWLRQ�RYHU�E\� WKH�GRRU�DV�D�IURVW\�IXUUHG�ZLQWHU�ZROI� WKH�
VL]H�RI�D�SRQ\�FDPH�ORSLQJ�LQWR�WKH�SODFH��+DOIZD\�WR�P\�WDEOH��VKH�FKDQJHG�LQWR�
KXPDQ�IRUP��QRW�HYHQ�EUHDNLQJ�KHU�VWULGH�DV�VKH�VKLIWHG�IURP�IRXU�OHJV�WR�WZR�

³1LNRO�´�VKH�VDLG�WR�PH�WKURXJK�KHU�WKLFN�ZROIHQ�DFFHQW��³,�KDYH�EDG�QHZV�´
1RZ��,�UHDOL]H�WKDW�PRVW�SHRSOH��GUXQN�RU�VREHU��ZRXOG�¿QG�WKLV�FKDLQ�RI�HYHQWV�

UDWKHU�XQVHWWOLQJ²EXW�:KLWH�+HOO�LV�P\�SDUWQHU��7RJHWKHU��ZH�VROYH�SUREOHPV�IRU�
RXU�,F\�4XHHQ��(OYDQQD�RI�,UULVHQ��0RUH�RIWHQ�WKDQ�QRW��WKRVH�SUREOHPV�DUH�EHVW�
VROYHG�WKURXJK�WKH�VKHGGLQJ�RI�EORRG��EH�LW�ZLWK�D�SRLVRQHG�GDJJHU�LQ�DQ�DOOH\��RU�
D�JUXHVRPH�UHQGLQJ�RI�ÀHVK�DQG�ERQH�LQ�IXOO�YLHZ�RI�WKH�VODYHV�DQG�RWKHU�OHVVHU�
beings in need of example.

White—don’t call her that unless you’re her friend, which you’re not—has 

the ability to switch between human and wolf, courtesy of an enspelled pendant 

JLYHQ� WR� XV� E\� (OYDQQD¶V� LFH�PDJHV�� VR� WKDW�ZH�PLJKW� EHWWHU� SXUVXH� WKH� WDVNV�
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HQWUXVWHG�WR�XV�E\�+HU�0DMHVW\��$V�D�KXPDQ��:KLWH�VWDQGV�ZHOO�RYHU�VL[�IHHW�WDOO��
as muscular—and as hairy—as most men. A tangled cascade of white hair hangs 

KDOIZD\�GRZQ�KHU�EDFN��+HU�VWDUWOLQJ�EOXH�H\HV�KROG�D� IHUDO�JOHDP�WKDW�FDQQRW�
HDVLO\�EH�PLVWDNHQ�IRU�KXPDQ��DQG�HYHQ�LQ�WKLV�IRUP��KHU�WHHWK�DUH�ELJ�DQG�VKDUS�
enough to bite through cured leather.

�,�WRVVHG�KHU�WKH�VKRUW�WXQLF�,�DOZD\V�FDUU\�ZLWK�PH�IRU�KHU�WZR�OHJJHG�DUULYDOV���
6KH�FDXJKW�LW�DQG�SXOOHG�LW�RQ��QRW�RXW�RI�PRGHVW\��VKH�KDG�QRQH��RU�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�
FROG��VKH�IHOW�QRQH���EXW�VLPSO\�WR�DYRLG�WKH�LQFRQYHQLHQFH�RI�KDYLQJ�WR�NLOO�DQ\�RI�
the males in the place. To many of them she is the perfect woman, and some might 

be drunk or suicidal enough to say so.

�7KH�EDU�VODYHV�NQHZ�IURP�H[SHULHQFH�WKDW�:KLWH�RQO\�ERWKHUV�WR�WDNH�KXPDQ�
IRUP�LQ�WKH�%OXH�%RWWRP�ZKHQ�VKH¶V�WKLUVW\��VR�WKH\�TXLFNO\�EURXJKW�KHU�D�EXFNHW�
VL]HG�WDQNDUG�RI�WKH�QHDU�FKHZDEOH�DOH�WKH�SODFH�VSHFLDOL]HV�LQ�

�+HU�QHZV�ZDV� LPSRUWDQW�� ,PSRUWDQW�HQRXJK� WKDW�VKH� WROG� LW�HYHQ�EHIRUH�VKH�
drank.

 “I was in the hills a mile or so outside the bone gate, making water, when I saw 

grass.”

�³'DPQ��+RZ�PXFK"´
�³1RW�D�OLWWOH��EXW�D�ORW��$OPRVW�D�ZKROH�¿HOG��$QG�LW�ZDV�QRW�GHDG���LW�ZDV�QHZ�

and fresh.”

�,�VKRRN�P\�KHDG�DQG�WRRN�D�GULQN��³(OYDQQD�LV�JRLQJ�WR�VSLW�VKDUGV�´
 This might be a good time to mention that in Irrisen, the Land of Sweeping 

6QRZ�� VSULQJ� KDV� QRW� DFWXDOO\� DUULYHG� IRU� QHDUO\� IRXUWHHQ� FHQWXULHV²QRW� VLQFH�
my fearsome ancestor, Grandmother Yaga, swept in with might and magic and 

WRRN�WKH�ODQG�IRU�KHUVHOI�DQG�KHU�GDXJKWHUV��7KH�KXPDQ�VODYHV�VHHP�WR�JHW�UHVWOHVV�
DQG�PRUH�SURQH�WR�UHEHOOLRQ�DQG�YLROHQFH�GXULQJ�WKHVH�PRQWKV�RI�/RQJHU�/LJKW��,�
VXSSRVH�VRPHWKLQJ�GHHS�LQVLGH�WKHP��DQG�SHUKDSV�HYHQ�LQ�WKH�ODQG�LWVHOI��\HDUQV�
for the warmth and the green that comes to other places this time of year.

 I really couldn’t care less. They say might doesn’t make right, but it does 

make reality. And reality—not right—is what matters. Through snow and ice, we 

-DGZLJD�UXOH��,�SUHIHU�WKDW�UHDOLW\�WR�WKH�DOWHUQDWLYHV�
�³,�DVNHG�DQ�8OI�VODYH�ZKR�OLYHV�LQ�WKRVH�SDUWV�LI�KH�VDZ�DQ\WKLQJ�´�:KLWH�VDLG���

³:KHQ�KH�FRXOG�VSHDN��KH�WROG�PH�WKDW�D�JUD\�ELUG�LV�DOZD\V�VHHQ�À\LQJ�DERYH��
MXVW�EHIRUH�WKH�VQRZ�PHOWV��$�WHUQ��7KH�*UD\�7HUQ��WKH\�FDOO�LW�´

�³:RQGHUIXO��0DJLF�� WKHQ��$QG�ZLWK� D� QDPH� WKH� VODYHV� FDQ�ZKLVSHU� WR� RQH�
another. Some meddling southern druid on a mission? Or one of the witches, 

PDNLQJ�D�PRYH�DJDLQVW�WKH�4XHHQ¶V�UXOH"´
�³'RQ¶W�NQRZ�´�:KLWH�VDLG�ZLWK�D�VKUXJ��DQG�WRRN�D�KXJH�VZLJ�RI�DOH��³:KHQ�

\RX�¿QG�RXW��WHOO�PH��,�ZLOO�ELWH�LW��DQG�KXUW�LW��DQG�NLOO�LW��,W¶V�EHHQ�WRR�ORQJ�VLQFH�,�
last crunched the bones of anything that can beg for mercy.”

 “I’ll keep that in mind. So, we’re looking for a gray tern in Irrisen. It should 

EH�HDV\�HQRXJK�WR�¿QG�RQH�RI�WKRVH��,Q�IDFW��LW�VKRXOG�EH�HDV\�HQRXJK�WR�¿QG�D�
KXQGUHG���$QG�WKDW¶V�MXVW�RQ�P\�ZDON�KRPH�WRQLJKW�´

 White glowered in frustration, and gulped her drink.

�³,�NQRZ�RI�WKLV�WHUQ��NLQVPDQ�´�VDLG�D�IHPDOH�YRLFH�EHKLQG�PH�
�$�PLGGOH�DJHG� KXPDQ� ZRPDQ� VWRRG� WKHUH�� GUHVVHG� LQ� D� UDWKHU� HOHJDQW� UHG�
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JRZQ��6KH�ZDV�DWWUDFWLYH�IRU�KHU�\HDUV��KHU�EODFN�KDLU�VWUHDNHG�ZLWK�VLOYHU��7KH�
ZRPDQ�ZDV�IDU�WRR�ZHOO�GUHVVHG�WR�EH�D�VODYH��DQG�IDU�WRR�SOHQWLIXOO\�GUHVVHG�WR�EH�
RQH�RI�WKH�XQIRUWXQDWH��VKLYHULQJ�JLUOV�ZKR�DUH�VRPHWLPHV�EURXJKW�LQWR�WKH�%OXH�
%RWWRP�DQG�ODXJKLQJO\�WROG�WR�GDQFH�RQ�WKH�WDEOHV�WR�DYRLG�IUHH]LQJ�WR�GHDWK��7KH�
ZLWFKHV�DQG�RWKHU�UHVSHFWDEOH�SHRSOH�QHYHU�FDPH�LQWR�WKLV�KROH��6R�ZKR�ZDV�VKH"

�³<RX�FDOO�PH�NLQVPDQ��'R�,�NQRZ�\RX"´�,�DVNHG�KHU�
�³1RW�\HW�´�VKH�VDLG��³EXW�\RX�ZLOO��,W¶V�VDLG�DPRQJ�VRPH�RI�WKH�SHRSOH�RI�WKLV�

land that fourteen centuries is long enough for winter to last. They wonder who 

might be powerful enough to bring the springtime back again. It may be that Baba 

Yaga was not the only great witch from her world, they say. Perhaps there were 

others as great as she, less cold and less cruel. And perhaps the gateway she used 

so long ago to come to this world did not close behind her.”

 Well, then. A breakthrough already. I set my drink down carefully. 

³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�ZKR�\RX�DUH��EXW�\RX¶YH�MXVW�VSRNHQ�DERXW�¿YH�GLIIHUHQW�NLQGV�RI�
treason DQG�QRQVHQVH��7KH�QRQVHQVH��,�MXVW�¿QG�IXQQ\��7KH�WUHDVRQ���ZHOO��,¶P�SDLG�
well enough not to see the humor in it.” I reached for my dagger.

 She laughed. It might be accurately said, in fact, that she laughed in my face.

�³:HOO�´�VKH�VDLG��³%DED�<DJD�LV�GXH�WR�UHWXUQ�LQ�MXVW�D�IHZ�\HDUV�� LVQ¶W�VKH"��
3HUKDSV�WKHQ�4XHHQ�(OYDQQD�FDQ�DVN�KHU�DGYLFH�LQ�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�KHU�ELUG�SUREOHP�´

 The woman shimmered, and transformed before my eyes into a beautiful gray 

WHUQ�� ,W� ÀHZ� WZR� FRPSOHWH� FLUFXLWV� DURXQG� WKH� URRP�� OHDYLQJ� VWDUWOHG�PHQ� DQG�
monsters choking on their drinks in its wake, and then darted out the door into the 

night.

�:KLWH�KRZOHG�LQ�UDJH���D�KXPDQ�KRZO�WKDW�WXUQHG�LQWR�D�PXFK�PRUH�LPSUHVVLYH�
lupine one as she transformed back into wolf form, sending shreds of her tunic in 

all directions. She galloped out the door after the bird, in her fury blasting forth 

D� FORXG� RI� GHDGO\� LFH� IURP� KHU�PX]]OH��ZKLFK� VHULRXVO\� LQFRQYHQLHQFHG� WKUHH�
drinkers who had chosen to sit too close to the entrance.

�,�VLJKHG�DQG�¿QLVKHG�P\�DOH��³(OYDQQD�LV�JRLQJ�WR�VSLW�VKDUGV,” I repeated to 

the dazed goblin at the table to my left.

o~O~o

�7KH�4XHHQ��LI�VKH�KDG�LQGHHG�EHHQ�VSLWWLQJ�VKDUGV��KDG�¿QLVKHG�GRLQJ�VR�E\�
WKH� WLPH� ,�ZDV� VXPPRQHG� WR� VHH� KHU� WKH� QH[W� GD\�� 6KH�ZDV� TXLWH� FDOP²HYHQ�
IULHQGO\²DV�ZH�ZDONHG� DORQJ� D�ZLQG\�� H[SRVHG� JDOOHU\� KLJK� XS� LQ� WKH�5R\DO�
Palace.

�(OYDQQD� LV� D� ORYHO\�ZRPDQ�� SURYLGHG� WKDW� \RXU� WDVWHV� UXQ� WR�ZKLWH�� ZKLWH��
DQG�PRUH�ZKLWH��ZLWK� MXVW� D� KLQW� RI� EOXH� KHUH� DQG� WKHUH��7KRXJK� WKH� LF\�ZLQG�
ZDV�KRZOLQJ�KDUG�HQRXJK�WR�VWULS�WKH�VNLQ�IURP�D�QRUPDO�KXPDQ��HYHQ�,�KDG�WR�
VWHHO�P\VHOI�DJDLQVW� LW���VKH�ZDONHG�DORQJ�EHVLGH�PH�LQ�D� OLJKW��DLU\�JRZQ�� OLNH�
D�VRXWKHUQ�SULQFHVV�DW�D�VHDVLGH�SDYLOLRQ�LQ�WKH�VXPPHU��,�ZRQGHUHG�LI�(OYDQQD�
DFWXDOO\�ODLG�RXW�DQG�VQRZEDWKHG�GXULQJ�KHU�SULYDWH�KRXUV�

�³'R�\RX�WKLQN�,�KDYH�EHHQ�D�JRRG�TXHHQ��1LNRO"´�VKH�DVNHG��,W�ZDV�DQ�DEVXUG�
question, and she knew it.

�³<RX�NQRZ�DQ\�DQVZHU�,�FRXOG�JLYH�WR�WKDW�TXHVWLRQ�ZRXOG�EH�PHDQLQJOHVV��
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WHW\D,” I replied. “I am no traitor.”

�6KH�QRGGHG��³)DLU�HQRXJK��%XW�ZKDW�GR�WKH�SHRSOH�WKLQN�RI�PH"´
�³7KH�-DGZLJD�DUH�KDSS\�HQRXJK��H[FHSW�RQ�WD[�GD\V��7KH�PHUFKDQWV�OLNHZLVH��

DQG�WKH\�HQMR\�WKH�SURVSHULW\�WKDW�KDV�FRPH�ZLWK�\RXU�UXOH��7KH�VODYHV�FXUVH�\RXU�
name and spit in the snow when it is spoken, if they think no one is watching.”

 She beamed at me. “See, then? I KDYH been a good queen.”

 “Your mother would be proud, I’m sure.”

�+HU�VPLOH�GLVDSSHDUHG��³,� OLNH� WR� WKLQN�VR��%XW�ZKDW�ZRXOG�VKH� WKLQN�RI�PH�
now?  What about this damnable ELUG��1LNRO"´

 “There are more than four years until Grandmother is due to return. I see no 

ZD\�WKLV�ZRPDQ²VKH�LV�QR�ELUG²FRXOG�VXUYLYH�IRU�WKDW�ORQJ��)URP�WKH�WKLQJV�
she said to me, I think she means to play to the rabble. She won’t be able to help 

showing herself and explaining to the people why she does what she does. As a 

VWHDOWK\�ELUG�VKH�PLJKW�HOXGH�XV��EXW�DV�D�ORXG�PRXWKHG�KXPDQ��LW�ZRQ¶W�EH�ORQJ�
before she makes a fatal mistake.”

�³$QG�ZKDW�RI�\RXU�FRPSDQLRQ��WKH�ZROI"´�(OYDQQD�WHDVHG��³'RHV�VKH�HQMR\�
WKH�WDVWH�RI�SRXOWU\�EHWZHHQ�KHU�MDZV"´

 “She is my partner, WHW\D��$QG�VKH�LV�DV�OR\DO�WR�\RX�DV�,��6KH�HQMR\V�WKH�WDVWH�
RI�WUDLWRU�EHWZHHQ�KHU�MDZV�´

�³,�DP�D�IRUWXQDWH�TXHHQ��WR�KDYH�VXFK�D�FDSDEOH�FKDPSLRQ�WR�SURWHFW�PH��$QG�
ZLWK�VXFK�DQ�LPSUHVVLYH���DKHP...partner.”

 I rolled my eyes when she wasn’t looking. “We will keep you safe from all 

WKUHDWV��P\�4XHHQ��EH� WKH\� WKH�EDUEV�RI�D� WUHDFKHURXV�PRUWDO�RU� WKH�ZUDWK�RI�D�
demanding mother.”

�6KH�VPLOHG�DW�PH�DJDLQ��+HUV�UHDOO\�LV�D�EHDXWLIXO�VPLOH��LI�\RX�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�WRR�
much about what lies behind it.

o~O~o

 In the days that followed, I rounded up the best archers in the city and set them 

to work patrolling the streets, the walls, and the surrounding countryside, with 

RUGHUV�WR�VKRRW�IURP�WKH�VN\�DQ\�JUD\�WHUQ�WKH\�VSRWWHG��QR�PDWWHU�KRZ�LQQRFHQW�
ORRNLQJ��(OYDQQD�KDG�DXWKRUL]HG�D�ERXQW\�RI�RQH�VLOYHU�IRU�HDFK�RQH�EURXJKW�LQ�

 As if in response, the number of gray terns sighted around Whitethrone 

LQFUHDVHG�DV�QHYHU�EHIRUH��7KH\�VHHPHG� WR�EH�DUULYLQJ� LQ�ÀRFNV��DQG� WKH�FLW\¶V�
nights and days soon became blighted by their screeching and their rasping, 

JREEOLQJ�VTXDZNV��6RRQ��DQQR\HG�FLWL]HQV�ZHUH�MRLQLQJ�LQ�WKH�DWWHPSWHG�PDVVDFUH��
ZLWK�VOLQJV�RU�KXUOHG�URFNV�RU�ZKDWHYHU�HOVH�WKH\�FRXOG�¿QG�DW�KDQG�

�,W�GLG�QR�JRRG��)RU�HYHU\�ELUG�EURXJKW�GRZQ��LW�VHHPHG�WKUHH�PRUH�DUULYHG�WR�
WDNH�LWV�SODFH��2QH�RI�P\�DUFKHUV�HYHQ�VZRUH�KH�VKRW�D�WHUQ��RQO\�WR�ZDWFK�LW�VSOLW�
LQ�PLGDLU�LQWR�WZR�WHUQV��ZKLFK�ÀHZ�DZD\�VFUHHFKLQJ�LQ�RSSRVLWH�GLUHFWLRQV�

�7KH� VLJQL¿FDQFH� RI� WKLV�ZDVQ¶W� ORVW� RQ�PH�� QRU� RQ�(OYDQQD�� 6RPHRQH�ZLWK�
JUHDW�SRZHU�ZDV�EHKLQG�WKLV��DQG�ZH�JRW� WKH�GH¿QLWH�VHQVH� WKDW�ZH�ZHUH�EHLQJ�
taunted.

 The White Witches could make no headway in trying to catch the guilty party, 

RU�HYHQ�XQFRYHU�KLV�RU�KHU�LGHQWLW\��:DV�LW�WKH�ZRPDQ�ZKR�KDG�WUDQVIRUPHG�EHIRUH�
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us in the Blue Bottom, or was that merely a messenger? One of many enemies? 

:DV�VKH�HYHQ�UHDO��RU�MXVW�DQ�LOOXVLRQ�VHQW�WR�XQVHWWOH�XV"
 All I could do was keep killing birds, and hope that more information would 

fall in front of me. Little did I know that would happen quite literally.

�$V� ,�ZDONHG� WKH� VWUHHWV� RQ� DQ� HYHQLQJ� FKLOOLHU� WKDQ�XVXDO�� ,�ZDV�EHVHW� E\� D�
SDUWLFXODUO\�ORXG�DQG�LUULWDWLQJ�WHUQ��,W�FLUFOHG�DQG�VZRRSHG�WHQ�\DUGV�DERYH�P\�
head, as if its aim were to trouble me in particular. I looked around, cursing the 

lazy archers who let this bird gad about so freely, and raised my crossbow to take 

it down myself.

 I hit it squarely, and it fell. But instead of landing in the road with a solid 

thump, as dead birds do, it hit with a strange rustling sound, bounced a few times, 

and came to rest.

�&XULRXV��,�ZDONHG�RYHU�WR�H[DPLQH�LW��:LWK�FRQVLGHUDEOH�VXUSULVH��,�GLVFRYHUHG�
that it was no true bird at all, but an artfully done simulacrum, made from thin 

paper.

 As I nudged it with the toe of my boot, I noticed that its paper wings had 

writing on them.

�7R� 1LNRO� RI� WKH� -DGZLJD� $Q\D�� JUHHWLQJV�� ,� KDYH� HQMR\HG� RXU� JDPH�� EXW�
QRZ�WKH�WLPH�KDV�FRPH�IRU�LW�WR�UHDFK�LWV�JUDQG�¿QDOH���DQ�HQGLQJ�DQG�D�JUHDW�
EHJLQQLQJ��$QG�ZKDW�EHWWHU�SODFH�IRU�VXFK�D�VSHFWDFOH�WKDQ�D�WKHDWHU"�<RX�VKDOO�
¿QG�PH�EHIRUH�WKH�GRRUV�RI�WKH�)URVWKDOO�DV�WKH�VXQ�ULVHV��WKUHH�PRUQLQJV�KHQFH��
,�WUXVW�\RX�VKDOO�KDYH�WKH�JRRG�WDVWH�WR�KROG�\RXU�DSSODXVH�XQWLO�WKH�EUHDN�EHWZHHQ�
DFWV��:LWK�IRQGHVW�UHJDUGV��<RXU�.LQVZRPDQ�

 White came trotting up to me as I stood there in the middle of the street, reading 

WKH�QRWH�IRU�WKH�WKLUG�WLPH��7KHUH�ZDV�D�JUD\�IHDWKHU�VWXFN�LQ�KHU�MDZV��ZKLFK�VKH�
was trying to dislodge, making funny SDK�QRLVHV��,W�GLG�KHU�QR�JRRG��VLQFH�ZROYHV�
can’t spit. I plucked it out for her.

�³7KDQNV�´�VKH�VDLG��³,¶YH�FRPH�WR�KDWH�WKH�WDVWH�RI�WHUQ�PRUH�WKDQ�,�FDQ�HYHU�
tell.”

�³$V�KDYH�,�´�,�DJUHHG��DQG�WROG�KHU�ZKDW�WKH�QRWH�VDLG�
 “Three days, then,” she said darkly. “Poultry on the menu one last time?”

 “So it seems,” I replied. But I knew that fanatics infused with such smug 

FRQ¿GHQFH�DUH�VHOGRP�JRRG�QHZV��$�JUHDW�GHDO�RI�SUHSDUDWLRQ�ZRXOG�QHHG�WR�EH�
done before then.

o~O~o

 The next morning, as White and I walked the streets—she in her wolf form—I 

FRXOGQ¶W�NHHS�P\�H\HV�RII� WKH�PDGGHQLQJ�ÀRFNV�VFUHHFKLQJ�RYHUKHDG��:KDW� LV�
WKH�PDUN�RI�VXVSLFLRXV��WUHDVRQDEOH�EHKDYLRU�LQ�D�ELUG"�6KRXOG�,�ORRN�IRU�RQH�WKDW�
GURSV�LWV�WXUGV�PRUH�IUHTXHQWO\�RQ�-DGZLJD�KHDGV�WKDQ�RQ�RWKHUV"

�³$�SX]]OH�´�,�VDLG��³$�GLOHPPD��+RZ�GR�ZH�ÀXVK�RXW�D�WUDLWRU�ZKR�OLYHV�LQ�
WKH�VNLHV�DQG�RQ�WKH�URRIWRSV��DQG�QRW�LQ�WKH�DOOH\V�DQG�VOXPV"�,�KDYH�QR�ZLQJHG�
LQIRUPDQWV��0\�DVVHWV�DPRQJ�WKH�FORXGV�DUH�ZRHIXOO\�LQDGHTXDWH��%XW�WKH�UDEEOH�
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this Gray Tern means to rouse is here on the ground. Can we afford to wait for one 

of her disciples to slip up?”

 “We could start interrogating people,” White suggested.

 “What people?”

 “People at random. I chew on them while you put them to the question, and 

sooner or later one of them will scream the right answer.”

�,�JODQFHG�VLGHORQJ�GRZQ�DW�KHU��³<RX¶UH�MRNLQJ��DUHQ¶W�\RX"´
 “Yes. As far as you know.”

 I shook my head. “A wolf with a sense of humor is...a disturbing thing.”

�³'LVWXUELQJ�LV�JRRG��7HUULI\LQJ�LV�EHWWHU��6SHDNLQJ�RI�ZKLFK��VKRXOGQ¶W�ZH�EH�
KXQWLQJ�GRZQ�VRPH�0XGIHHW�DQG�PDNLQJ�WKHP�VTXHDN"´

�7KH�0XGIHHW²RU�WKH�+HUDOGV�RI�6XPPHU¶V�5HWXUQ��DV�WKH\�SUHIHU�WR�EH�FDOOHG²
DUH�D�EDQG�RI�PLV¿WV�DQG�PDOFRQWHQWV�ZKR�KDYH�OXUNHG�DURXQG�WKH�HGJHV�RI�,UULVHQ�
IRU�FHQWXULHV��GXULQJ�ZKLFK�WLPH�WKH\�KDYH�QRWDEO\�IDLOHG�WR�KHUDOG�WKH�UHWXUQ�RI�
HYHQ�D�VLQJOH�VXPPHU��:H�FDOO�WKHP�0XGIHHW�EHFDXVH�RI�WKHLU�IDYRULWH�ULWXDO�RI�
melting the snow in some small clearing, using torches or temporary weather 

magic, and dancing barefoot in the “spring grass.” This earns them muddy feet, 

congested sinuses, and little else.

�³$V�PXFK� IXQ� DV� WKDW�ZRXOG� EH�� LW¶V� QRW�0XGIHHW� EHKLQG� WKLV��7KH\�KDYH� D�
IHZ�UDJ�WDJ�GUXLGV�DPRQJ�WKHLU�QXPEHU��EXW�HYHQ�WKH�PRVW�SRZHUIXO�GUXLGV�GRQ¶W�
KDYH�WKH�SRZHU�WR�SHUPDQHQWO\�EDQLVK�%DED�<DJD¶V�ZLQWHU�IURP�HQWLUH�¿HOGV�DQG�
KLOOVLGHV��:KR�ZRXOG�KDYH�WKH�SRZHU�WR�GR�VR��EHVLGHV�*UDQGPRWKHU�KHUVHOI"�2U���
VRPHRQH�YHU\�PXFK�OLNH�KHU�´

 “You think that bird wench was telling the truth? That she’s from the same folk 

as Baba Yaga? Seems ridiculous to me. If it’s true, why didn’t she come with an 

army and a withering storm of magic, rather than riddles and a silly disguise?”

�³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ��1R�RQH�NQRZV�DQ\WKLQJ�DERXW�%DED�<DJD�RU� WKH�SHRSOH�DQG�
ZRUOG�VKH�FRPHV�IURP��H[FHSW�IRU�(OYDQQD�DQG�SHUKDSV�D�IHZ�RI�WKH�HOGHVW�-DGZLJD��
3HUKDSV�,�VKRXOG�WDON�ZLWK�WKH�4XHHQ�DQG�¿QG�RXW�ZKDW�VKH�NQRZV��IRU�WKH�JRRG�RI�
the realm.”

�³)RU�WKH�JRRG�RI�DOO�RXU�QHFNV��\RX�PHDQ�´
 “Yes, that was what I meant to say.”

�³:HOO�� ,�ZLOO� JR� EDFN� WR� WKH�+RZOLQJV� DQG� VHH� LI� RWKHUV� RI�P\� NLQG� NQRZ�
anything. If we unmask this traitor and her minions, there will be a great 

RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�EORRGVKHG��7KDW�VKRXOG�EH�HQRXJK�RI�DQ�LQFHQWLYH�WR�JHW�WKHP�WR�
tell me anything they know.”

�³7KHQ�,�ZLOO�KHDG�WR�WKH�3DODFH�WR�DVN�WKH�4XHHQ�IRU�VHFUHWV��,�KRSH�VKH¶V�LQ�D�
good mood.”

�³6KH¶V�DOZD\V�LQ�D�JRRG�PRRG�ZKHQ�\RX�FRPH�WR�YLVLW�´�:KLWH�VDLG�
 “What do you mean?”

�%XW�:KLWH�ZDV�DOUHDG\�ORSLQJ�RII�LQ�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�+RZOLQJV¶�GHQ�
�,�VKRRN�P\�KHDG��DQG�WKRXJKW�WKDW�LI�VKH�DQG�(OYDQQD�GLGQ¶W�VWRS�PDNLQJ�WKHVH�

VO\�FRPPHQWV�DERXW�HDFK�RWKHU��,�PLJKW�KDYH�WR�NQRFN�WKHLU�KHDGV�WRJHWKHU�DQG�
ZDLW�WKH�WKUHH�VHFRQGV�WR�VHH�ZKLFK�RI�WKHP�NLOOHG�PH�¿UVW�

o~O~o
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�7UDGLWLRQ� KROGV� WKDW� (OYDQQD�� OLNH� DOO� 4XHHQV� RI� ,UULVHQ�� LV� WKH� GDXJKWHU� RI�
%DED�<DJD��7KLV�LV�D�SLRXV�¿FWLRQ��RI�FRXUVH��(OYDQQD¶V�DFWXDO�ODWH�PRWKHU�ZDV�D�
ZHOO�NQRZQ�:KLWH�:LWFK��TXLWH�DGPLUHG�IRU�KHU�IDFLOLW\�LQ�FUHDWLQJ�GHFRUDWLYH�LFH�
VFXOSWXUH��$Q\RQH�PHQWLRQLQJ�WKLV�RSHQO\��KRZHYHU��ZRXOG�QRW�OLYH�ORQJ�HQRXJK�
WR� UHDOL]H� WKH�HQRUPLW\�RI� WKHLU�EOXQGHU��7R�DOO�RI�(OYDQQD¶V� VXEMHFWV� LQWHUHVWHG�
in remaining on this side of the ground, she was born and bred the daughter and 

FRQ¿GDQWH�RI�WKH�0RWKHU�RI�:LWFKHV�
�:KDW� LQWHUHVWHG�PH�ZDV� WKDW�� DV�4XHHQ�� VKH�KDG�PHW�%DED�<DJD�SHUVRQDOO\�

DQG�ZDV�SULY\�WR�VHFUHWV�QR�RQH�RI�P\�OHVVHU�UDQN�ZRXOG�HYHU�EH�HQWUXVWHG�ZLWK��
8QOHVV��,�KRSHG��WKH�JRRG�RI�WKH�UHDOP��DQG�RI�(OYDQQD¶V�UHLJQ��VWRRG�DW�VWDNH�

�(OYDQQD�ZDV�UHDGLQJ�DQG�VLJQLQJ�GRFXPHQWV�ZKHQ�,�DUULYHG���SUREDEO\�UDLVLQJ�
taxes on somebody or other. She wore a remarkable dress made of what seemed to 

be pliable ice. It was opaque where it had to be, and in a few other random places, 

but transparent in rather more places than that. I had a hard time taking my eyes 

off her long, shapely white legs, which were somehow free of goosebumps.

 “Thank you,” she said, without looking up.

�³)RU�ZKDW��WHW\D?”

 “This dress took a great deal of effort to make. I am happy to be reassured that 

it was worth it.”

�,�FOHDUHG�P\�WKURDW��³,�WKRXJKW�,�ZDV�EHLQJ�GLVFUHHW��P\�4XHHQ�´
�³<RX�ZHUH��:KDW�EULQJV�\RX�KHUH��1LNRO"´
 “In my search for the notorious Gray Tern, I need some information that I 

EHOLHYH�\RX��RI�DOO�SHRSOH�LQ�,UULVHQ��PLJKW�EH�DEOH�WR�SURYLGH�´
�³5HDOO\"�$QG�ZKDW¶V�WKDW"´
�(OYDQQD�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�LPSUHVVHG�E\�IDOVH�GLI¿GHQFH��VR�,�ZHQW�ULJKW�DKHDG�ZLWK�

my impertinence.

�³'R�\RX�NQRZ�LI�%DED�<DJD�KDV�DQ\�VLVWHUV"´
�)RU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��VKH�WRRN�KHU�H\HV�RII�KHU�GRFXPHQWV�DQG�JDYH�PH�D�VKDUS�

ORRN��)RU� D� ORQJ�PRPHQW� ,� WKRXJKW� VKH�PLJKW� FDOO� IRU� WKH� H[HFXWLRQHU�� EXW�KHU�
H[SUHVVLRQ�QHYHU�TXLWH�PDGH�LW�DOO�WKH�ZD\�WR�DQJHU�

�³,�FDQ¶W�UHFDOO�DQ\�DXQWLHV�HYHU�WXUQLQJ�XS�WR�DQ\�RI�RXU�FR]\�IDPLO\�GLQQHUV�´�
she said at last, turning back to her work.

�³)RUJLYH�PH��WHW\D. I know my comprehension of the complexities of your...

family situation must seem ridiculous to you.”

�³9HU\�WUXH��,¶P�DIUDLG��%XW�GRQ¶W�IHHO�WRR�EDGO\��1LNRO��'LG�\RX�NQRZ�\RX�DUH�
RQH�RI�WKH�YHU\��YHU\�IHZ�SHRSOH�LQ�WKLV�NLQJGRP��DSDUW�IURP�P\�RZQ�GDXJKWHUV��
who can ask me such questions without being killed right where you stand?”

�$�FKLOO�SDVVHG�WKURXJK�PH��DQG�QRW�MXVW�GXH�WR�WKH�XQJRGO\�WHPSHUDWXUH�KHUH�LQ�
the palace. “I am grateful, WHW\D, for your forbearance and your knowledge that I 

press my luck only out of desire to keep you, and Irrisen, safe.”

�³<RXU� KLJK� IDYRU� FRPHV� ZLWK� KLJK� H[SHFWDWLRQV�� ,¶P� D� ZRPDQ� ZKR� OLNHV�
UHVXOWV��1LNRO��$QG�,�GRQ¶W�UHDOO\�FDUH�KRZ�\RX�JHW�WKHP��ZLWKLQ�UHDVRQ�´

�³2Q�WKDW�SRLQW��ZH�XQGHUVWDQG�HDFK�RWKHU�SHUIHFWO\��P\�4XHHQ��,�ZLOO�UHVXPH�
P\�LQYHVWLJDWLRQV�´

�³<RX�GR�WKDW��)LQG�RXW�ZKDW�QHHGV�¿QGLQJ�RXW��DQG�NLOO�ZKDW�QHHGV�NLOOLQJ��ZLWK�
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P\�EOHVVLQJ�´�6KH�IDYRUHG�PH�ZLWK�DQRWKHU�ZDUP��FROG�VPLOH��,�JODGO\�OHIW�

o~O~o

�³,�WKLQN�´�,�VDLG�WR�:KLWH��³WKDW�D�YLVLW�WR�WKH�/LWWOH�*LUO�PD\�EH�LQ�RUGHU�WRQLJKW�´
 “I was thinking the same thing,” she said. “But you’ll go without me. Those 

cats of hers...”

 I nodded, understanding her reluctance completely. There are a few things we 

KDYH�QR�ODFN�RI�LQ�WKLV�KDUVK�ODQG��VQRZ��LQWULJXH��DQG�IULJKWHQLQJ�IHPDOHV�
�=R\D��WKH�/LWWOH�*LUO��LV�MXVW�WKDW²D�SUHWW\�\RXQJ�JLUO�RI�SHUKDSV�HLJKW�RU�WHQ�

\HDUV��ZKR�OLYHV�DORQH� LQ�D�FRWWDJH�RXWVLGH�RI� WRZQ�ZLWK�KHU� WKUHH�FDWV��%HIRUH�
you express your righteous indignation at such a small child being left to fend for 

KHUVHOI��\RX�VKRXOG�NQRZ�WKDW�VKH�KDV�EHHQ�OLYLQJ�WKHUH�IRU�ORQJHU�WKDQ�DQ\RQH�LQ�
,UULVHQ�FDQ�UHPHPEHU��DQG�KDV�QHYHU�DJHG�VR�PXFK�DV�D�\HDU�LQ�DOO�WKDW�WLPH��7KRXJK�
PRVW�SHRSOH�NQRZ�EHWWHU��HYHU\�VR�RIWHQ�VRPH�ZRXOG�EH�WKLHI�RU�KRXVHEUHDNHU�RU�
molester of children tries his luck with the helpless little girl alone in the cottage. 

7KH�SLHFHV�RI�WKHP�WKDW�UHPDLQ�DUH�LQYDULDEO\�VWDFNHG�QHDWO\�LQ�WKH�VQRZ�LQ�IURQW�
of the cottage the next morning, to be picked up by the meat wagon.

�,�DSSURDFKHG�KHU�KRPH�ZLWK�OHVV�IHDU�WKDQ�PRVW��,�KDYH�GHDOW�ZLWK�KHU�EHIRUH��
respectfully, and she and her cats know me.

�+HU�FRWWDJH�KDV�EHHQ�WKHUH�DW�OHDVW�DV�ORQJ�DV�VKH�KDV��,W¶V�D�QHDW��KDOI�WLPEHUHG�
OLWWOH�GZHOOLQJ�EXLOW�DPRQJ�WKH�UXLQV�RI�D�VPDOO�IRUWL¿HG�NHHS�WKDW�ZDV�VXSSRVHGO\�
destroyed by Baba Yaga’s armies at the time of Irrisen’s founding. The only bit of 

that original building still standing, more or less, is a crooked stone tower about 

twenty feet high, attached to one end of the newer cottage. At the top of the tower 

is an open cupola that resembles a stone lantern. Although it strains credulity that 

anyone could climb up the inside of that tower without sending it crashing to the 

JURXQG��D�ZDUP�OLJKW�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�JORZLQJ�IURP�WKH�FXSROD�HYHU\�QLJKW�ZLWKRXW�
fail.

�7KH�ODVW�WLPH�,�YLVLWHG�=R\D��VHYHUDO�PRQWKV�DJR��KHU�VQRZ�VKRYHO�KDG�EHHQ�
SODQWHG�XSULJKW�LQ�WKH�VQRZ�EDQN�QH[W�WR�KHU�IURQW�VWRRS��D�VHYHUHG�JREOLQ�KHDG�
SHUFKHG�HOHJDQWO\�DWRS�LW���WKH�ODWHVW�ZRXOG�EH�WKLHI��7KLV�WLPH��WKRXJK��WKH�VPHOO�
of gingerbread wafted out of the cottage’s chimney. The Little Girl was baking.

�7KH�PRPHQW�,�NQRFNHG�RQ�KHU�IURQW�GRRU��LW�ÀHZ�RSHQ��,�FDXJKW�D�JOLPSVH�RI�
=R\D¶V� IDFH�� H\HV�ÀLQW\�ZLWK�GHWHUPLQDWLRQ�� DV� VRPHWKLQJ�ZDV� VKRYHG� LQWR�P\�
mouth.

�1RUPDOO\��,�ZRXOG�KDYH�WKH�FRPPRQ�VHQVH�WR�VSLW�RXW�D�P\VWHULRXV�SLHFH�RI�
food crammed into my mouth by any witch, white or otherwise, but... it was 

delicious, so I swallowed.

 “Sorry about that...” she said. She showed me a platter stacked with gingerbread 

FRRNLHV�VKDSHG�OLNH�ZROYHV��³%XW�,¶YH�EHHQ�EDNLQJ�DOO�GD\��DQG�QRERG\�HOVH�HYHU�
FRPHV�WR�VHH�PH��,W¶V�EDG�OXFN�WR�HDW�JLQJHUEUHDG�DOO�E\�\RXUVHOI��,¶G�JLYH�VRPH�WR�
my kitties, but they can’t taste sweet things. They prefer salty.”

�,Q�YDULRXV� ORFDWLRQV�DURXQG� WKH� URRP�� ,� VSRWWHG� WKUHH�RUDQJH� WDEE\�FDWV�� DOO�
¿[HGO\� VWDULQJ�DW�PH�� ,�PXQFKHG�FDOPO\�RQ�P\�FRRNLH�DQG�KRSHG�=R\D�GLGQ¶W�
happen to want me dead.
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�³<RX�GLGQ¶W�EULQJ�:KLWH�+HOO�ZLWK�\RX"´� VKH� VDLG��ZDYLQJ�RQH�RI� WKH�ZROI�
cookies. “I was hoping to make a cannibal of her.” She ate the gingerbread wolf’s 

head with a smile.

 “She sends her regards, to you DQG your kitties,” I said.

 The inside of Zoya’s cottage seemed to be a world apart from the rest of 

,UULVHQ��7KH� SODFH�ZDV� D� WUHDVXUH� WURYH� RI� KHUEV� DQG� VSLFHV��7KH�ZDUP��¿UH�OLW�
IURQW�URRP��DQG�WKH�VXQOLW�NLWFKHQ�EHKLQG�LW��ZHUH�¿OOHG�ZLWK�VKHDYHV�RI�GULHG�DQG�
GU\LQJ�YHJHWDWLRQ�WKDW�,�FRXOG�QHYHU�KRSH�WR�SXW�D�QDPH�WR��%HDXWLIXOO\�FDUYHG��
JDLO\�SDLQWHG�WDEOHV�DQG�VKHOYHV�KHOG�D�FRQVWHOODWLRQ�RI�SRWWHU\�ERZOV��MDUV��DQG�
ÀXWHG�ERWWOHV�RI�FRORUHG�JODVV��DOO�¿OOHG�ZLWK�SRZGHUHG�KHUEV��7KH�HQWLUH�ZDOO�RI�
the short passageway into the kitchen was full of tiny drawers, each containing 

some ingredient that Zoya could identify by memory, or failing that, by smell or 

taste.

 It was a mystery where she came by all these things. There was no sign she 

KDG�WKHP�LPSRUWHG�IURP�RXWVLGH�,UULVHQ��QRU�GLG�VKH�KDYH�D�JUHHQKRXVH�WR�JURZ�
them in. Some claimed she had stored them all up in the time before Baba Yaga 

FDPH��EHIRUH�WKH�ODQG�ZDV�EODVWHG�ZLWK�LFH��7KH�0XGIHHW�KHOG�=R\D�LQ�DZH²IURP�
D�VDIH�GLVWDQFH²DQG�FODLPHG�WKDW�ZKHQ�VKH�¿QDOO\�UHDFKHG�ZRPDQKRRG��VSULQJ�
would return to the land. The one time I’d mentioned that legend to Zoya, she had 

snarfed mulled cider out her nose in laughter.

�%XW� WKH� VPHOO� RI� DOO� WKRVH� VSLFHV�� PL[HG� ZLWK� WKH� VFHQW� RI� IUHVK�EDNHG�
JLQJHUEUHDG��ZDV�OLNH�D�FKLOG¶V�LGHD�RI�KHDYHQ��,�ZRQGHUHG�IRU�WKH�WKRXVDQGWK�WLPH�
who the Little Girl really was, where she came from, and why the White Witches 

tolerated a powerful spellcaster in their midst who wasn’t one of them. But this 

day, I had come in search of another bit of ancient history.

�³$UH� \RX� KHUH� DERXW� WKH� WHUQV"´� =R\D� DVNHG�� WDNLQJ� D� VHDW� E\� WKH� ¿UH� DQG�
ZDYLQJ�PH� LQWR� WKH�RQH�RSSRVLWH��+HU� IHHW� VZXQJ� LQ�PLGDLU�DV� VKH�SHUFKHG�RQ�
WKH�HGJH�RI�WKH�FKDLU��³,�ZRQ¶W�KHOS�\RX�NLOO�WKHP��,�QHYHU�NLOO�DQLPDOV��H[FHSW�WR�
defend myself, and I don’t think these birds are threatening anyone with anything, 

except maybe poop bombs.”

�,�VQRUWHG��³1R�NLOOLQJ�´�,�DVVXUHG�KHU��³1RW�E\�\RX��DW�OHDVW��,�ZDV�KRSLQJ�\RX�
FRXOG�JLYH�PH� VRPH� LQIRUPDWLRQ� WKDW�PLJKW� EH�RI� JUHDW� VHUYLFH� WR� ,UULVHQ�� DQG�
HVSHFLDOO\�WR�4XHHQ�(OYDQQD�´

�³$K��6R�WLPH�WR�HDUQ�P\�NHHS��SD\�P\�UHQW�LQ�NLQG��DQG�NHHS�WKH�ZROYHV�IURP�
my door, so to speak.” She bit into another cookie from the plate in her lap.

 “The Gray Tern made claims that she is kin to Baba Yaga. I need to know about 

the time before Irrisen. Who Grandmother was before she came here with her 

'DQFLQJ�+XW�DQG�KHU�$UPLHV�RI�,FH��7KLV�ZLOO�WHOO�PH�LI�WKH�7HUQ�PLJKW�EH�WHOOLQJ�
the truth, and if so, what we are dealing with.”

�=R\D�VDW��FKHZLQJ�KHU�FRRNLH�IRU�PDQ\�ORQJ�PRPHQWV��JD]LQJ�LQWR�WKH�¿UH�DV�
LI�FRQWHPSODWLQJ�P\�UHTXHVW��,W�ZDV�REYLRXV�,�KDG�DVNHG�D�TXHVWLRQ�WKDW�ZRXOGQ¶W�
EH�DQVZHUHG�LQ�FRPIRUWDEOH�¿UHVLGH�FKDW�

�)LQDOO\�� VKH�KRSSHG�RXW�RI�KHU�FKDLU��FURVVHG� WKH� URRP��DQG�RSHQHG� WKH� ORZ�
wooden door that led into the stone tower. She climbed the stairs inside, and a 

moment later reappeared carrying a book almost too large for her to manage.

 “Let’s go in the kitchen, the light’s better there.” I got up and followed her.
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�=R\D�EUXVKHG�DVLGH�VHYHUDO�ERZOV��XWHQVLOV��DQG�VKHDYHV�RI�KHUEV�WKDW�KDG�EHHQ�
sitting atop her kitchen table, and laid the book down before us. As I examined it, 

,�FRXOG�VHH�WKH�FRYHUV�ZHUH�PDGH�RI�LQFK�WKLFN�RDN�SODQNV��7KHUH�ZHUH�FDUYHG�DQG�
SDLQWHG�GHVLJQV�RQ�WKH�FRYHU��EXW�QR�WLWOH���DW�OHDVW�QRW�RQH�,�FRXOG�UHDG�

�7KH�SDJHV�ZHUH�PDGH�RI�WKLQ�VKHHWV�RI�LYRU\��7KH�ZRUGV�ZHUH�VFUDWFKHG��LQ�¿QH�
calligraphy, into the surface of the pages, with black ink or dye rubbed in. They 

VHHPHG�WR�EH�DUUDQJHG�LQ�YHUVH��EXW�ZHUH�LQ�QR�ODQJXDJH�,�KDG�HYHU�VHHQ��7KHUH�
were pictures, too, etched into the pages like the words, and picked out in full, 

YLYLG�FRORU��7KH\�VKRZHG�WZR�EHDXWLIXO�ZRPHQ��RQH�GUHVVHG�LQ�ZKLWH�¿QHU\�DQG�
WKH�RWKHU�LQ�UHG��(YHU\�GHWDLO�RI�WKHLU�VXPSWXRXV�FORWKLQJ�DQG�JOLWWHULQJ�MHZHOU\�
ZDV�UHQGHUHG�LQ�IDQWDVWLF�GHWDLO��:KRPHYHU�KDG�FUHDWHG�WKLV�ERRN�KDG�EHHQ�D�WUXH�
master.

 “I can’t understand this writing,” I told Zoya, but she was already standing 

QH[W�WR�PH�ZLWK�D�VPDOO�VSRRQIXO�RI�VRPH�SHSSHU\�ORRNLQJ�EODFN�VSLFH�VKH�KDG�
fetched from one of the many little drawers in her kitchen.

�³7KLV�ZLOO�JLYH�\RX�WKH�JLIW�RI�ODQJXDJH�VLJKW�IRU�D�IHZ�PLQXWHV�´�VKH�VDLG�
 “What do I do, swallow it?”

�³1RW�XQOHVV�\RX�ZDQW�WR�WKURZ�XS�DOO�RYHU�P\�QLFH�FOHDQ�NLWFKHQ��:KLFK�\RX�
GRQ¶W��1R��\RX�VQLII�LW�XS�\RXU�QRVH��WKHQ�FRXQW�WR�WZHQW\��$QG�WU\�QRW�WR�VQHH]H�LW�
out...this stuff is hard to get.”

�,�¿JXUHG�WKDW�LI�=R\D�KDGQ¶W�SRLVRQHG�PH�ZLWK�WKH�JLQJHUEUHDG��LW�ZDV�XQOLNHO\�
she was foisting poisoned snuff on me either. I did as she instructed, holding in the 

urge to sneeze, with some effort.

�7ZHQW\�VHFRQGV�ODWHU�,�ORRNHG�EDFN�GRZQ�DW�WKH�SDJHV��)RU�D�SDQLFNHG�PRPHQW�
I thought the Little Girl had drugged me, for the writing had gone out of focus 

DQG�VHHPHG� WR�EH�PRYLQJ�DERXW� WKH�SDJH��0\�YLVLRQ�ZDV�FOHDU�ZKHQ� ,� ORRNHG�
DQ\ZKHUH�HOVH�LQ�WKH�URRP��WKRXJK��DQG�SUHVHQWO\�WKH�ZRUGV�DUUDQJHG�WKHPVHOYHV�
into a form that I could understand.

 The translating effect of the powder apparently didn’t replicate such niceties 

as rhyme, meter, or scansion...or else the writer had had a far different concept of 

poetry than we do. In any case, I could grasp the meaning well enough.

3DOH�-DG]LD��EDWWOH¶V�PLVWUHVV�
5HG�JDUEHG�0LUD��ORYLQJ�VLVWHU�
:DUULRUV�UDLVH�WKHLU�H\HV�WR�VHH�WKHP
,Q�FKDULRWV�RI�ZRRG�DQG�JLOGLQJ�
)HDUVRPH��¿FNOH��FKRRVLQJ��VOD\LQJ���

 As I read the words the pictures seemed to spring to life around them, and 

FRPELQHG�ZLWK�WKH�ZRUGV�WR�IRUP�D�VRUW�RI�PHQWDO�QDUUDWLYH��:LWKLQ�PRPHQWV��,�
ZDV�QR�ORQJHU�FRQVFLRXV�RI�UHDGLQJ�WKH�YHUVH�DW�DOO��EXW�LQVWHDG�VHHLQJ�WKH�VWRU\�
told before me like a waking dream.

�-DG]LD��WKH�EHDXWLIXO�ZRPDQ�LQ�ZKLWH��URGH�KHU�À\LQJ�ZRRGHQ�FKDULRW�DERYH�
DQG�DPRQJ�WDOO�ZDUULRUV��ZKR�ORRNHG�UDWKHU�OLNH�HOYHV��EXW�VWLOO�GLIIHUHQW�LQ�VRPH�
ways. When she saw one she fancied she would fall upon him with an exultant 

FU\�� DQG� UXQ� KLP� WKURXJK�ZLWK� KHU� VLOYHU� ORQJVSHDU�� WKHQ�PRYH� RQ� WR� KHU� QH[W�
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conquest.

�%XW� ULJKW�EHKLQG�KHU� FDPH�KHU� UHG�UREHG�DQG�HTXDOO\�EHDXWLIXO� VLVWHU��0LUD��
who would touch the body of the slain warrior with the golden sword she carried, 

whereupon he would stir again to life, none the worse for his goring.

�'HVSLWH�VHHPLQJ�WR�ZRUN�DW�FURVV�SXUSRVHV��WKH�WZR�VLVWHUV�H[SUHVVHG�QR�DQJHU�
or annoyance at each other, but rather laughed together as if this strange sport 

was the most exciting and exhilarating pastime they could imagine. Snow and ice 

VHHPHG�WR�IDOO�IURP�-DG]LD¶V�UREHV�DV�KHU�FKDULRW�ÀHZ��EXW�WKHVH�ZHUH�UHDOO\�SHD�
VL]HG�GLDPRQGV��/LNHZLVH�GURSV�RI�EORRG��RU�SHUKDSV�WLQ\�URVHV��IHOO�IURP�0LUD��
7KHVH�ZHUH�UXELHV��FDUYHG�WR�UHVHPEOH�URVH�EORVVRPV�

�)RU�DJHV��-DG]LD�DQG�0LUD�SXUVXHG�WKHLU�RGG�ULWXDO��7KH�WLPH�FDPH��KRZHYHU��
ZKHQ�D�GDUNQHVV�IHOO�RYHU�WKH�UDGLDQW�-DG]LD��1HLWKHU�WKH�YHUVH�QRU�WKH�SLFWXUHV�
were terribly clear on the nature of the trouble, but the words SRLVRQHG�ZRPE were 

mentioned.

�0LUD�WULHG�KHU�EHVW�WR�FRQVROH�KHU�GHYDVWDWHG�VLVWHU��EXW�HYHQWXDOO\�IRXQG�KHUVHOI�
VKXW�RXW�RI�-DG]LD¶V�OLIH�DV�WKH�ZKLWH�ODG\�VKXW�KHUVHOI�XS�LQ�KHU�FRWWDJH�DQG�VDQN�
GHHSHU�DQG�GHHSHU�LQWR�GHVSDLU�DQG�UHVHQWPHQW��7KH�GD\�HYHQWXDOO\�FDPH�ZKHQ�
0LUD�DUULYHG�WR�DWWHPSW�D�YLVLW��RQO\�WR�¿QG�KHU�VLVWHU��DQG�WKH�FRWWDJH�ZKHUH�VKH�
dwelled, missing entirely.

���'DUN�-DG]LD��LF\�KHDUWHG�
6RXO�DQG�ERG\�ZLWKHUHG��WZLVWHG�
6WLOO�GRHV�0LUD�MRXUQH\�HYHU�
7R�TXHOO�KHU�VLVWHU¶V�ZUDWK�ZLWK�PHUF\�

�7KH�¿QDO�SLFWXUH�LQ�WKH�ERRN�VKRZHG�D�GDUN�KDLUHG�ZRPDQ�LQ�D�UHG�JRZQ��ZLWK�
feathery gray wings spreading from her shoulders to touch both edges of the page.

�,�JUDGXDOO\�EHFDPH�DZDUH�DJDLQ�RI�WKH�VLJKWV�DQG�VFHQWV�RI�WKH�NLWFKHQ��-XGJLQJ�
by the light, rather more than an hour had passed. But Zoya still sat by me, 

watching with interest.

�³'LG�\RX�JHW�WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�\RX�ZDQWHG"´�VKH�DVNHG�
�,�VLJKHG��³1R��EXW�,�JRW�WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�,�QHHGHG��7HOO�PH��LV�WKLV�PDUYHORXV�

book a true account, or merely folk stories?”

�³,W�LV�D�WRPH�RI�YHUDFLW\�´�VKH�UHSOLHG�VROHPQO\��³7KH�SDJHV�FDQ¶W�EHDU�DQ\�ZRUG�
RU�LPDJH�WKDW�LVQ¶W�WUXH��,W¶V�ROGHU�WKDQ�,UULVHQ��,I�(OYDQQD�NQHZ�,�KDG�LW��VKH¶G�PRVW�
likely want to kill me.”

 “:DQW�WR"�1RW�WU\ to?”

�6KH�JDYH�PH�DQ�LQGXOJHQW�VPLOH�
�6KH�DOVR�JDYH�PH�WKUHH�JLQJHUEUHDG�ZROYHV�WR�WDNH�ZLWK�PH��%XW�P\�DSSHWLWH�

was quite gone.

o~O~o

�7KH� VXQ� URVH� WR� ¿QG�PH��:KLWH�� DQG� WZR� GR]HQ� KHDYLO\� DUPHG� FLW\� JXDUGV�
ZDLWLQJ�LQ�WKH�VPDOO�FREEOHVWRQHG�VTXDUH�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKH�)URVWKDOO��:KLWHWKURQH¶V�
IDPRXV�WKHDWHU���6LQFH�WKH�*UD\�7HUQ�KDGQ¶W�JLYHQ�DQ\�LQGLFDWLRQ�WKDW�D�VWHDOWK\�
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RU�VHFUHW�PHHWLQJ�ZDV� LQWHQGHG�� ,�¿JXUHG�KHU�SXUSRVH�ZDV�VRPH�VRUW�RI�SXEOLF�
VSHFWDFOH�RU�VKRZGRZQ���7ZR�:KLWH�:LWFKHV��ERWK�GDXJKWHUV�RI�(OYDQQD��VWRRG�RQ�
the steps of the theater, while two others waited at either end of the little plaza.

�,�KDGQ¶W� WROG�DQ\RQH²QRW�:KLWH��QRW�HYHQ�(OYDQQD²RI�ZKDW�,¶G�OHDUQHG�LQ�
Zoya’s book. If what I’d read was true, it wouldn’t really matter anyway.

�2Q�WKH�RWKHU�VLGH�RI�WKH�VTXDUH�IURP�WKH�WKHDWHU�ZDV�D�VPDOO�DUHD�ZLWK�VHYHUDO�
large, ancient larch trees standing in it. Like all the other trees in Irrisen, these 

larches had gone permanently dormant when Baba Yaga imposed the rule of 

ZLQWHU�RQ�WKH�ODQG���7KH\�KDG�GURSSHG�WKHLU�QHHGOHV�DW�WKDW�WLPH��ZKLFK�KDG�QHYHU�
grown back.

�7KH�EDUH�WUHHV�RI�:KLWHWKURQH�ZHUH�QHYHU�FXW�GRZQ��LW�ZDV�VDLG��EHFDXVH�%DED�
<DJD�ZDQWHG�WKHP�WR�VWDQG�IRUHYHU�DV�D�WHVWDPHQW�WR�KHU�SRZHU²WR�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�
nature itself bowed before her might. She had not simply killed the trees in some 

VKRZ�RI�EUXWH�IRUFH��6KH�KDG�IRUFHG�WKHP�WR�OLYH�RQ��IRUHYHU��RQ�KHU�WHUPV�
�-XVW�DV� WKH�¿UVW� OLJKW�RI�GDZQ�VWUXFN� WKH�XSSHU�EUDQFKHV�RI� WKH�EDUUHQ� WUHHV��

the familiar screech of a tern rang out, and we all looked up to see it descend 

gracefully into the copse. A moment later, the mysterious woman in red stood in 

LWV�SODFH��7KH�DUFKHUV�DQG�WKH�ZLWFKHV�WRRN�DLP�DW�KHU��,¶G�LQVWUXFWHG�WKHP�WR�¿UH�
RQO\�RQ�P\�FRPPDQG�RU�XSRQ�DQ�DWWDFN�IURP�KHU��7KH�UHDVRQ�,�JDYH�WKHP�ZDV�
WKDW�,�ZDQWHG�KHU�DOLYH�IRU�LQWHUURJDWLRQ��LI�SRVVLEOH��%XW�WKH�WUXH�UHDVRQ�ZDV�WKDW�
I wanted to delay our probable mass suicide for as long as possible, at least until 

we knew what her intentions were.

�6PLOLQJ��WKH�*UD\�7HUQ�VXUYH\HG�WKH�IRUFHV�,¶G�EURXJKW�WR�EHDU�DJDLQVW�KHU�
 “Why, kinsman,” she called, “all of this for me? You see I’m unarmed.”

�³<RX¶UH�D�ZLWFK��RU�VRPHWKLQJ�FORVH�HQRXJK��<RX¶UH�QHYHU�XQDUPHG�´�,�UHSOLHG��
“And why do you call me your kinsman?”

 She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’m used to being a family embarrassment. 

6R�WHOO�PH��ZK\�GR�\RX�WURXEOH�\RXUVHOI�VR�DJDLQVW�RQH�ROG�ZLWFK�LQ�D�ODQG�¿OOHG�
with them?”

 “And why do you trade words with me when you know the answer as well as 

,"��<RX¶YH�GHFODUHG�\RXUVHOI�DQ�HQHP\�RI�WKLV�ODQG��LQ�GH¿DQFH�RI�LWV�ODZIXO�TXHHQ�
and her mother, Baba Yaga, who rules here by right of conquest and magic. I 

WURXEOH�P\VHOI�EHFDXVH�,�ORYH�P\�ODQG��DQG�,�ORYH�P\�4XHHQ�´
 “You GR� ORYH�KHU��GRQ¶W�\RX"´�VKH�DVNHG�ZLWK�ZKDW�VHHPHG�WR�EH�D�SRVLWLYH�

VSDUNOH�LQ�KHU�H\HV��³,� WKLQN�\RX�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�D�¿QH�PDWFK�IRU�KHU�� LI�RQO\�
WKHVH�TXHHQV�ZHUH�DOORZHG�WR�WDNH�WUXH�KXVEDQGV��,W¶V�D�FUXHO�ODQG�\RX¶YH�FUHDWHG�
here, to deny an aunt the simple pleasures of a nice family wedding. So much 

needs to change.”

 “Why do we talk?” White snarled to me. “Why do we not kill?”

�³%H� SDWLHQW�´� ,� WROG� KHU�� ³6KH� PD\� KDYH� VWURQJ� GHIHQVHV��$QG� ZH� QHHG� WR�
question her if we can.”

�³/HW�WKH�:LWFKHV�TXHVWLRQ�KHU�VHYHUHG�KHDG��7KH\�FDQ�GR�WKDW��,�KHDU��,�SURPLVH�
not to crush it. And if she has defenses, let us PDNH�KHU�XVH�WKHP.”

�0\�RQO\�WKRXJKW�ZDV�WKDW�,�PLJKW�EH�DEOH�WR�VWDOO�WKH�ZLWFK��DQG�SHUKDSV�WKLQN�
RI�VRPH�ZD\�WR�GLVVXDGH�KHU�IURP�GRLQJ�ZKDWHYHU�LW�ZDV�VKH�LQWHQGHG�

�³,I�\RX¶UH�ZKR�\RX�FODLP�\RX�DUH�´�,�FDOOHG�WR�KHU��³ZK\�KDYHQ¶W�\RX�NLOOHG�XV�
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all? Why the display? The theatrics?”

 “If I am who I claim I am, then you know I’m not here to kill anyone. That is 

WKH�SURYLQFH�RI�P\�VLVWHU�´
�³7KDW�GRHVQ¶W�PDNH�DQ\�VHQVH��:KLWH�LV�IRU�OLIH��UHG�LV�IRU�GHDWK�´
�³1R��1LNRO��5HG� LV� IRU� EORRG��%ORRG� LV� OLIH�� ,FH� LV� GHDWK�� ,Q�*RUD�� WKH�2OG�

World, my sister bore the touch of death and I the touch of life. This was good, 

XQWLO�VKH�DOORZHG�GHDWK�WR�EHFRPH�PXUGHU�DQG�VRPHWKLQJ�HYLO��$QG�QRZ��LW�IDOOV�WR�
me to set that right. It works out well for all of us, you see. I’m sure you can guess 

what my sister’s ultimate plans are for this land and its people. If I succeed, you 

JHW�WR�OLYH��$QG�SHUKDSV��,�JHW�P\�VLVWHU�EDFN�´
�³<RX�NQRZ�ZH�KDYH�WR�VWRS�\RX�´
 “Yes, I do. And the beauty of it is, in doing so, you help me.” She turned to 

look at White. “You’re a beautiful creature,” she said. “It will be an honor to be 

rent asunder by you.”

�3HUKDSV�:KLWH�IHOW�VKH�ZDV�EHLQJ�PRFNHG��,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ��,¶YH�QHYHU�DVNHG�KHU��
But at that moment, she let out a bloodcurdling bay and charged across the square, 

VWUDLJKW�WRZDUG�WKH�SRZHUIXO�ZLWFK��,�PLJKW�DV�ZHOO�KDYH�WULHG�WR�NHHS�D�PLGZLQWHU�
blizzard bottled up in the mountains.

 Two of the archers, apparently thinking White’s charge was the signal for a 

JHQHUDO�DWWDFN��OHW�À\�WKHLU�DUURZV��2QH�VWUXFN�WKH�*UD\�7HUQ�LQ�WKH�VKRXOGHU��ZKLOH�
WKH�RWKHU�FDXJKW�:KLWH�LQ�WKH�ÀDQN��1HLWKHU�RQH�RI�WKHP�VHHPHG�WR�QRWLFH�

 The Gray Tern threw her arms wide and laughed as White bore down upon 

her. She looked like a farm wife ready to wrestle and play with a pet hound. 

2UGLQDULO\��,�ZRXOG�KDYH�WKRXJKW�WKH�ZRPDQ�PDG��,I�VKH�KDG�EHHQ��LW�ZRXOG�KDYH�
EHHQ�HDVLHU��7KHUH�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�DQ�HQG�RI�LW�

 White barreled into the woman with enough force to kill any normal human 

RXWULJKW��7KH�WZR�RI�WKHP�VRPHUVDXOWHG�WRJHWKHU�D�IHZ�SDFHV�LQWR�WKH�JURYH��XQWLO�
White came up on top of her.

�7KH�ZLWFK�ODXJKHG�JDLO\��HYHQ�DV�WKH�WHUULEOH�ZROI�VDYDJHG�KHU��6KH�ODXJKHG�DV�
long as she still had a throat to laugh with.

�,W�ZDV�D�JUXHVRPH�NLOOLQJ��(YHQ�,�KDG�WR�ORRN�DZD\�DV�P\�SDUWQHU�WXUQHG�WKDW�
stand of trees into an outdoor slaughterhouse. I saw that some of the assembled 

DUFKHUV�DQG�:LWFKHV�ZHUH�ZDWFKLQJ�ZLWK�GHOLJKW��VPLOLQJ�DQG�FKXFNOLQJ�DW�D�MRE�
ZHOO�GRQH��2WKHUV�¿GJHWHG�QHUYRXVO\�ZKHUH�WKH\�VWRRG��DQG�,�QRWLFHG�TXLWH�D�IHZ�
rising gorges being swallowed back down.

�7HQ�PLQXWHV�ODWHU��:KLWH��¿QDOO\�VDWHG��FDPH�WURWWLQJ�EDFN�RXW�WR�P\�VLGH�
�³,� ORYH� SUREOHP� VROYLQJ�´� VKH� WROG�PH�� KHU� IHDVW� KDYLQJ� SXW� KHU� LQWR� D�¿QH�

PRRG���³$�UHG�PX]]OH�DQG�D�IXOO�EHOO\���WKDW¶V�OLYLQJ��,�KRSH�QRERG\�ZDQWHG�WR�NHHS�
KHU�KHDUW�DV�D�WURSK\�IRU�WKH�4XHHQ"�,W�WDVWHG�WRR�JRRG�WR�SDVV�XS�´

�,�VXUYH\HG�WKH�VWDWH�RI�WKH�ODUFK�JURYH��7KHUH�ZHUH�ELWV�DQG�SLHFHV�RI�HUVWZKLOH�
ZLWFK� VSUHDG� RYHU� DQ� LPSUHVVLYHO\� ZLGH� DUHD�� 0RVW� RI� WKH� WUHH� WUXQNV� ZHUH�
spattered with blood.

�,�VLJKHG��³<RX¶UH�VDYDJH�´�,�WROG�:KLWH�JUXGJLQJO\��³EXW�HIIHFWLYH�´
 She chuckled. “Sometimes I wish you were a wolf, with sweet talk like that.”

�,� FRQIHUUHG� EULHÀ\� ZLWK� WKH� VHUJHDQW� RI� WKH� DUFKHUV� DQG� WZR� RI� WKH�:KLWH�
:LWFKHV�� WR�DUUDQJH�IRU� WKH�FOHDQ�XS�RI� WKH�DUHD��7KH�:LWFKHV�ZDQWHG�WKH�*UD\�
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Tern’s head for questioning, but it was nowhere to be found. I turned back to the 

JURYH�WR�KDYH�D�FORVHU�ORRN�
 As I stepped gingerly into the killing ground, I saw that things weren’t quite as 

JRU\�DV�,�KDG�¿UVW�WKRXJKW��7KHUH�VHHPHG�WR�EH�PXFK�OHVV�EORRG�RQ�WKH�WUHH�WUXQNV��
and on the dirt and snow beneath the trees. But it was hard to see clearly, since the 

morning sun had apparently gone behind a cloud bank.

 I looked up. There was no cloud bank.

 Before my eyes, green needles sprang forth from all the branches of the larches, 

where no needles had been in fourteen hundred years.

 I smelled sap. Sweet, pleasant and terrible.

 The archers stood around, their mouths agape, as the square rapidly grew dark 

from the shade of the trees.

 I could feel the eyes of the guardsmen and the four Witches on me, and on 

White.  She changed into her human form, which was better equipped for looking 

up.

�³'LG�,�GR�WKDW"´�VKH�DVNHG��³'R���GR�\RX�WKLQN�DQ\RQH�VDZ"´
 I almost laughed at that. Almost.

o~O~o

�,�GLGQ¶W�KHDU�IURP�(OYDQQD��RU�DQ\�RI�KHU�VHUYDQWV��XQWLO�KHU�¿UVW�PHVVHQJHU�
DUULYHG� WZR�GD\V� ODWHU��7KH�PHVVDJH� KH� WULHG� WR� GHOLYHU� URGH� RQ� WKH� SRLQW� RI� D�
SRLVRQHG�GDJJHU��+H�ZDVQ¶W�YHU\�JRRG�DW�KLV�MRE��DQG�,�NLOOHG�KLP�HDVLO\��7R�WKLV�
GD\��,�VWLOO�OLNH�WR�WKLQN�(OYDQQD�LQWHQGHG�IRU�KLP�WR�VLJQDO�D�WHUPLQDWLRQ�RI�P\�
employment rather than of my life.

�7KH�FRSVH�RI�ODUFK�WUHHV�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKH�)URVWKDOO�7KHDWHU�ZDV�LQ�IXOO�IROLDJH�
by then and the ground beneath it fully clear of snow. I heard rumors concerning 

what the authorities intended to do about it. All attempts to force the trees back 

LQWR�GRUPDQF\�KDG�IDLOHG���HYHQ�(OYDQQD¶V�RZQ�PDJLF�ZDV�XVHOHVV�DJDLQVW�LW�
�7KH�FKRLFHV�VHHPHG�WR�EH�OHDYLQJ�WKH�WUHHV�DV�WKH\�ZHUH��ZKLFK�PHDQW�(OYDQQD�

ZRXOG� KDYH� WR� H[SODLQ� WR�%DED�<DJD� LQ� D� IHZ�\HDUV� KRZ� VKH� KDG� DOORZHG�KHU�
PRWKHU¶V�PDJLF� WR�EH�GHIHDWHG���RU�FKRSSLQJ�GRZQ�WKH�HYLGHQFH�DQG�OHWWLQJ�WKH�
PLJKWLHVW�RI�ZLWFKHV�UHWXUQ�WR�¿QG�EDUH�JURXQG�ZKHUH�WKH�HYLGHQFH�RI�KHU�SRZHU�
KDG�RQFH�VWRRG��1HLWKHU�VHHPHG�OLNH�D�YHU\�JRRG�LGHD��DQG�QHLWKHU�ERGHG�YHU\�ZHOO�
IRU�(OYDQQD¶V�IXWXUH�ZKHQ�%DED�<DJD�FDPH�WR�WDNH�KHU�DZD\�WR�DQRWKHU�ZRUOG��DQG�
an unknown fate.

�6SHFXODWLRQ�DERXW� WKH� LGHQWLW\�RI� WKH�*UD\�7HUQ�ZDV�YDULHG�DV�ZHOO�� ,�KHDUG�
some claim that she was merely a southern fanatic who sought to loosen the 

JULS�RI�ZLQWHU�RQ�,UULVHQ�LQ�RUGHU�WR�PDNH�LW�PRUH�YXOQHUDEOH�WR�FRQTXHVW��2WKHUV�
VSHFXODWHG�VKH�ZDV�D�ULYDO�RI�%DED�<DJD¶V�IURP�WKH�VDPH�IRUJRWWHQ�ZRUOG��ZKR�KDG�
come to challenge her dominion here. The most outlandish rumor I heard claimed 

she had been Baba Yaga herself, returned early in disguise, to test us.

�2QH�WKLQJ�ZDV�FHUWDLQ��WKH�QXPEHU�RI�WHUQV�LQ�:KLWHWKURQH�GLG�QRW�GHFUHDVH�
DIWHU�WKH�LQFLGHQW�DW�WKH�)URVWKDOO��$V�IDU�DV�,�NQRZ��WKH\�SODJXH�WKH�FLW\�WR�WKLV�GD\��
OLNH�À\LQJ�UDWV�

 And within days, there were reports of a woman in red, standing in the midst 



183

the gray tern

RI�JUHHQ�¿HOGV�EORRPLQJ�ZLWK�KHDWKHU�DQG�JRUVH��/LIH��LW�VHHPV��FDQQRW�EH�NLOOHG�
�7KH�VHFRQG�DVVDVVLQ�WKDW�FDPH�IRU�PH�ZDV�VOLJKWO\�PRUH�VNLOOHG�WKDQ�WKH�¿UVW��

Still not much of a challenge, but the message he represented was crystal clear.

�$QG� VR� :KLWH� DQG� ,� OHIW� ,UULVHQ� IRUHYHU�� WR� VDYH� RXU� OLYHV� IURP� D� EDGO\�
LQFRQYHQLHQFHG�DQG�XQTXHVWLRQDEO\�IULJKWHQHG�TXHHQ�

�,�VXSSRVH�,�FRXOG�KDYH�VDYHG�P\�FDUHHU�E\�EODPLQJ�LW�DOO�RQ�:KLWH��6KH�KDG��
after all, disregarded my orders by attacking the Gray Tern as she did. But she is 

P\�SDUWQHU��QRW�P\�VHUYDQW��DQG�,¶YH�NQRZQ�IURP�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�WKDW�IROORZLQJ�
RUGHUV� LV�QRW�ZKDW�ZLQWHU�ZROYHV�GR�EHVW�� ,W�FRXOG� MXVW�DV�HDVLO\�KDYH�EHHQ�P\�
mistake that ruined the both of us. Anyway, I think I prefer the company of a wolf 

who doesn’t hide her bite behind billowing gowns and friendly words.

�:H�OHIW�XQGHU�WKH�FRYHU�RI�QLJKW�LQ�WKH�EDFN�RI�D�FRYHUHG�KD\�ZDJRQ��=R\D�KDG�
SURFXUHG�VHFUHW�SDVVDJH�IRU�XV��DOWKRXJK�,�QHYHU�DVNHG�IRU�KHU�KHOS��,�KDG�DFTXLUHG�
for White a full suit of clothes—breeches and a tunic, boots, and a hooded coat. 

She still didn’t look particularly human if you looked her full in the eyes, or if she 

RSHQHG�KHU�PRXWK��EXW�LW�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�GR��2XWVLGH�RI�,UULVHQ��D�ZLQWHU�ZROI�LQ�LWV�
QDWXUDO�IRUP�ZRXOG�EH�DWWDFNHG�RQ�VLJKW�E\�HYHU\�DUPHG�SDUW\�ZH�PHW�

 I remember the night we left, sitting side by side in the straw in the back of 

that wagon. She kept clutching the magical pendant that hung around her neck, 

WKH�RQO\�WKLQJ�WKDW�FRXOG�OHW�KHU�SDVV�IRU�KXPDQ�DQG�NHHS�KHU�DOLYH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�
RXWVLGH��,�ORRNHG�DW�KHU��DQG�,�VDZ�VRPHWKLQJ�LQ�KHU�H\HV�,¶G�QHYHU�VHHQ�EHIRUH��
IHDU.

 I took my life in my hands by daring to put my arm around her shoulders, 

SXOOLQJ�KHU�FORVH��7R�P\�VXUSULVH��VKH�UHIUDLQHG�IURP�UHPRYLQJ�P\�DUP�IURP�KHU�
VKRXOGHU��DQG�IURP�LWV�VRFNHW��6KH�VOLG�RYHU�WR�PH�ZLWKRXW�D�ZRUG�DQG�DFFHSWHG�WKH�
FRPIRUW��,W�ZDV�D�WLPH�IRU�¿UVWV�LQ�,UULVHQ��DQG�IRU�:KLWH�DQG�PH�WRR�

o~O~o

�$QG�QRZ�\RX�NQRZ�WKH�WUXH�VWRU\�EHKLQG�1LNRO�DQG�:KLWH��WKH�IDPRXV�³EURWKHU�
DQG�VLVWHU´�PHUFHQDULHV��OHDGHUV�RI�WKH�:KLWH�%DQG��SUDLVHG�DQG�FXUVHG�LQ�HYHU\�
WDYHUQ�DQG�FRXQFLO�KDOO�WKURXJKRXW�KDOI�D�GR]HQ�NLQJGRPV�RI�WKH�,QQHU�6HD��.HHS�
WKH�VWRU\�WR�\RXUVHOI��DQG�\RX�ZLOO�OLYH�ORQJHU�
�%XW�LI�\RX�KDYH�DQ\�QHZV�RI�ZKDW�EHFDPH�RI�WKH�ODUFKHV�RI�:KLWHWKURQH��,¶OO�

PDNH�\RX�ULFKHU�IRU�WKH�WHOOLQJ�RI�LW�
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%\�&U\VWOH�6WHYHQVRQ

H(� 72/'� PH� KH� UHFRUGHG� HYHU\WKLQJ�� ZHDWKHU� SDWWHUQV��
GLVWDQFH�WUDYHOHG��ÀRUD�DQG�IDXQD��QRWHV�RI�SHRSOH�KH�PHW��
VNHWFKHV� RI� ZKDW� KH¶G� GRQH²HYHQ� D� PDS� RI� KLV� MRXUQH\�
from Absalom.

 All done for posterity, so others like him could read 

about his experiences, his FKURQLFOHV. 
The more he talked, the less he wrote and the more excited he became. I 

FRXOG�VHH�ZDQGHUOXVW�LQ�KLV�H\HV�DQG�DQ�HDJHUQHVV�WR�VHH�WKH�ZRUOG��+H�WKUHZ�KLV�
ZULWLQJ�WR�WKH�JURXQG�DQG�VWRRG�XS��ZLWKGUDZLQJ�D�PDJQL¿FHQWO\�FDUYHG�SDQSLSH��
*ULQQLQJ��KH�FORVHG�KLV�H\HV�DQG�EHJDQ�WR�SOD\�D�EDOODG��$W�¿UVW�LW�ZDV�ZKLPVLFDO��
but then it lingered on a soft note. The frail sound created a terrible longing within 

PH��D�VDGQHVV�,¶G�QHYHU�EH�ULG�RI�
I turned away to load supplies on our pack animal, concealing my tears. I 

didn’t want him to see how his playing affected me. Though I desired to praise 

KLP��,�FRXOGQ¶W��,�ZRUULHG�KH�PLJKW�VHH�PH�DV�EHLQJ�QDLYH�
7KH�VRQJ�ZDV�D�FUHDWLRQ�RI�KLV��VRPHWKLQJ�XQLTXH�RQO\�WR�KLP��,�EHOLHYH�P\�

silence implied that I didn’t appreciate his music, so I decided to say something. 

+RZHYHU��EHIRUH�,�FRXOG�VSHDN��WKH�ZLQWHU�IRUHVW�VZD\HG�DV�D�WHUULEOH�JXVW�VKRW�
through the area. The wind rustled the trees and the woods made their own song. 
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7KH�ZLQG¶V�WXQH�EHFDPH�ORXGHU�WKDQ�-DLN¶V��DQG�KLV�ZKLWH�VNLQ�FORDN�OLIWHG�XS�DQG�
ÀHZ�RII��%HWZHHQ�WKH�FUHDNV�RI�WKH�EUDQFKHV�DQG�WKH�DLU�UXVKLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�SLQHV��
I heard a subtle feminine laughter.

“Well, someone’s always a critic,” he exclaimed, chasing after his cloak.

,W�ZDV�DW�WKDW�PRPHQW�,�NQHZ���,�IHOW�VRPHWKLQJ�IRU�-DLN�
,�KDG�¿UVW�PHW�KLP�LQ�P\�KRPH�WRZQ�RI�$OJLGKHDUW��+H�UHWDLQHG�P\�VHUYLFHV�IRU�

D�MRXUQH\�WR�WKH�RXWVNLUWV�RI�&URZWRS��D�IDEOHG�YLOODJH�ZKRVH�SHRSOH�PLUDFXORXVO\�
GLVDSSHDUHG�IURP�KLVWRU\��1RUPDOO\�,�ZRXOG�UHIXVH�VXFK�D�IRRO¶V�UHTXHVW��EXW�-DLN�
KDG�D�FHUWDLQ�JXLOH�ZKLFK�PDGH�LW�KDUG�WR�UHVLVW��6RPHZKHUH�LQ�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�
he mentioned my eyes, saying how beautifully different they were. I scoffed at 

KLV�FRPPHQW��IRU�,¶G�EHHQ�ULGLFXOHG�PRVW�P\�OLIH�IRU�KDYLQJ�WZR�GLIIHUHQW�FRORUHG�
H\HV��+H�SXW�KLV�KDQG�RXW�EHIRUH�XV�WR�FRYHU�KDOI�P\�IDFH��PRYLQJ�LW�VOLJKWO\�OHIW�
DQG�ULJKW�WR�REVHUYH�WKH�FRQWUDVW�RI�P\�RQH�JUHHQ�DQG�WXUTXRLVH�H\H��+H�PDUYHOHG�
DW� WKH� GLIIHUHQFH� DQG� ,� FRXOG� WHOO� KH� DSSUHFLDWHG� WKHP��4XLWH� WKH� FKDUPHU�� KLV�
ÀDWWHU\�HQGHDUHG�PH�WR�KLP��EXW�LW�ZDVQ¶W�HQRXJK�WR�VZD\�PH�WR�KLV�FDXVH��,�GLG��
KRZHYHU��ZDQW�WR�H[SHULHQFH�WKH�GHHSHU�ZLOGV��,�ZDV�WXUQLQJ�QLQHWHHQ�DQG�KDG�D�
GHVLUH�WR�VHH�VRPHWKLQJ�EH\RQG�P\�WRZQ��0\�ULVH�LQ�WKH�&LUFOH�RI�GUXLGV�SURYHG�,�
ZDV�UHDG\��DQG�WKH�(OGHUV�DJUHHG��-DLN¶V�RIIHU�FRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�FRPH�DW�D�EHWWHU�WLPH�

We set out with my pack animal, Tayla and my owl, Ademir to lands few 

WUDYHOHG��7KH�¿UVW�ZHHN�RI�RXU�WUHN�KDG�EHHQ�SOHDVDQW�DQG�WKH�ZLQGV�FDOP��,�WDXJKW�
-DLN�DERXW�WKH�WHUUDLQ��SRLQWLQJ�RXW�HGLEOH�SODQWV��DQG�LQVWUXFWHG�KLP�RQ�QDYLJDWLQJ�
by the stars. It was common knowledge, something the elders of my Circle taught 

HYHU\�FKLOG��EXW�RXU�FKLOGUHQ�OHDUQHG�LQ�WKH�VDIH�FRQ¿QHV�RI�RXU�YLOODJH��)RU�DQ�
RXWVLGHU� VXFK� DV� -DLN�� LW� ZDV� LPSHUDWLYH� KH� PDVWHU� LW� TXLFNO\�� 8QIRUWXQDWHO\��
he wasn’t the fastest learner, so I kept on him, making sure he repeated my 

instructions. If he failed to remember, I reminded him the consequence was death. 

,�ZDV�D�GHPDQGLQJ�WHDFKHU��EXW�QRW�DV�KDUVK�DV�QDWXUH�ZRXOG�EH�LI�-DLN�IDLOHG�
to heed my lessons. As he chased after his cloak, I couldn’t help but smirk. I had 

WROG�KLP�D�VLPSOH�VKRH�WLH�ZRXOG�QRW�VXI¿FH�LQ�WKH�ZLOGV�RI�,UULVHQ��EXW�LW�VHHPHG�
he preferred to learn the hard way. 

7KH�ZLQG�FDOPHG�DQG�-DLN�UHDFKHG�KLV�FORDN��+H�EUXVKHG�WKH�VQRZ�RII�LW�DQG�
WKUHZ�LW�EDFN�RQ��,�UHPRYHG�P\�VPLOH�DV�KH�WXUQHG��VWHUQO\�VWDULQJ�KLP�GRZQ��

6HQVLQJ�DQRWKHU�UHSULPDQG��KH�ZDONHG�XS��KROGLQJ�RXW�KLV�SLSHV��³+HUH��OHW�PH�
WHDFK�\RX�KRZ�WR�SOD\��DQG�KRSHIXOO\�WKH�ZLQG�ZLOO�KDYH�QR�REMHFWLRQV�´

,�VDZ�WKURXJK�WKLV�GLYHUVLRQ�EXW�GHFLGHG�WR�JR�DORQJ��,�WRRN�WKH�SDQSLSHV�DQG�
blew—but despite my effort, I couldn’t blow hard enough to make a sound. I 

impatiently tried again, but banged my tooth against his pipes. 

,�H[SHFWHG�D�UHEXNH��EXW�-DLN�ZDV�JUDFLRXV��VLPSO\�WHOOLQJ�PH�KRZ�WR�KROG�WKH�
instrument properly and exhale using my diaphragm. I was about to try once more 

when he asked to see his pipes. I handed them back, noticing a deep scratch where 

my tooth had connected. 

³:RZ��LW¶V�OLNH�\RX�WRRN�D�ELWH�RXW�RI�LW�´�KH�VDLG��P\VWL¿HG��
I apologized, and he accepted.

The depth of the graze surprised me and I ran my tongue along my teeth 

WR� GLVFRYHU� WKH� HGJHV�ZHUH� VKDUSHU� WKDQ� ,� UHPHPEHUHG�� ,W�ZDV� RGG� WR� IHHO� WKH�
protruding ends, but it didn’t feel any sharper than before. 
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This was the beginning of my�FKDQJH��DQG�WKH�¿UVW�VLJQ�RI�ZKDW�ZDV�WR�FRPH��
I chose to ignore it.

I tried to study my teeth further with a hand mirror, but another strong wind 

EOHZ�WKURXJK�WKH�IRUHVW��DQG�WKH�VN\�ZHQW�IURP�FULVS�EOXH�WR�GXOO�JUD\��,�JDYH�XS�P\�
VWXG\�DQG�GHFLGHG�ZH�KDG�WR�PRYH�EHIRUH�PRUH�FORXGV�DSSHDUHG��:H�VWUXFN�FDPS�
DQG�PDGH�RXU�ZD\�RXW��KRSLQJ�WKH�ZHDWKHU�ZRXOG�UHPDLQ�RYHUFDVW��EXW�WKH�FRPLQJ�
VWRUP�KDG�RWKHU�LGHDV��WKH�ZLQGV�SLFNHG�XS��WXUQLQJ�WR�JXVWV�DQG�XVKHULQJ�LQ�GDUN�
FORXGV��6RRQ��KHDY\�IDOOLQJ�VQRZ�VORZHG�RXU�SURJUHVV�DV�D�EUXWDO�JDOH�EODVWHG�XV�
across the open landscape while we trudged through its wake. Our breathing turned 

into thick misty clouds and the temperature plummeted. I thought it couldn’t get 

ZRUVH�XQWLO�P\�HDUV�SRSSHG�IURP�D�PDVVLYH�SUHVVXUH�EORZLQJ�VWUDLJKW�GRZQ�RQ�XV��
All sounds were drowned out as a blizzard descended upon us. 

We couldn’t see each other anymore, and our ropes tied to Tayla were the only 

thing keeping us from being separated. 

$V�HYHQLQJ�GUHZ�QHDU�� WKH�ZLQG�UDJHG�DJDLQVW�RXU� IDFHV�DQG�VQRZÀDNHV�FXW�
like blades slicing our skin. This was not a problem for me because I was gifted 

at birth with indifference to the cold, but I could still tell this was the kind of chill 

WKDW�NLOOHG��-DLN�VWXPEOHG�ZLWK�HYHU\�VWHS�DQG�WULHG�WR�NHHS�KLV�FORDN�WLJKWO\�DURXQG�
him. I huddled close to Tayla, doing my best to shield her from the brunt of the 

VWRUP��,W�GLG�OLWWOH�JRRG��DQG�HYHQ�P\�RZO��$GHPLU�KLG�LQ�D�VDFN�RQ�7D\OD¶V�VLGH�
7KRXJK� ELJ�KHDUWHG� DQG� VWXUG\� E\� QDWXUH�� EUDYH� 7D\OD� FRXOGQ¶W� WDNH� PXFK�

more. I wasn’t surprised when she abruptly stopped, preparing to lie down in the 

snow, to die.

³-DLN"�+HOS�PH�JHW�7D\OD�PRYLQJ�´�,�\HOOHG��EXW�KH�QHYHU�FDPH��,�WXJJHG�-DLN¶V�
URSH��EXW�KH�GLGQ¶W�SXOO�EDFN��4XLFNO\��,�IROORZHG�KLV�OLQH�PDNLQJ�P\�ZD\�WR�KLP�
XQWLO�,�VDZ�KLV�ERG\�O\LQJ�LQ�WKH�VQRZ��7HUUL¿HG��,�ÀLSSHG�KLP�RYHU�WR�VHH�KLV�IDFH�
had turned completely blue. Tayla had been dragging him.

³-DLN�´�,�\HOOHG�EXW�KH�GLGQ¶W�UHVSRQG�
,�ORRNHG�EDFN�DW�7D\OD�DQG�VKRRN�P\�KHDG��VKH�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�FDUU\�KLP��
I tried to lift him up but between his gear and the snow sticking to him, I could 

EDUHO\�FDUU\�KLV�ZHLJKW��/LIWLQJ�KLP�VORZO\��,�WRRN�RQ�WKH�KHDY\�ORDG�DV�WKH�ZLQG�
tried to topple me. I made my way back to Tayla and gently placed his body on top 

of her. She sighed from the extra weight and I hugged the animal with icy tears. 

+HU�WDLO�ÀLFNHG��UHWXUQLQJ�WKH�VHQWLPHQW��VKH�IHOW�WKH�GLUHQHVV�RI�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�
,�SUD\HG�IRU�GHOLYHUDQFH�IURP�WKH�VWRUP��WDNLQJ�GHHS�VORZ�EUHDWKV�
³7KLV�ZD\�´�,�KHDUG�D�OLWKH�YRLFH�ZKLVSHU�WR�P\�ULJKW�
In the distance the snow cleared, and I could see further than before. I spotted 

D�FDYH�ZLWK�D�PDUNLQJ�RI�DQ�HOGHU¶V�UXQH�DERYH�LWV�HQWUDQFH��,PSRVVLEOH�WR�¿QG�LQ�
WKH�VTXDOO��,�NQHZ�WKH�YRLFH�ZDV�DLGLQJ�XV��
³+XUU\�´ it said. 

,�WXUQHG�7D\OD�WRZDUGV�WKH�FDYH��KHDGLQJ�IRU�D�FRSVH�RI�WUHHV�WKDW�ZRXOG�VKLHOG�
DQG�JXLGH�XV�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�ZD\��+DVWLO\��ZH�UXVKHG�IRUZDUG�DV�-DLN�VORZO\�EHJDQ�
to slip off. We barely made it to the trees as he hit the ground. I lifted him upon 

7D\OD�RQFH�PRUH�DV�WKH�EOL]]DUG�UHWXUQHG�LQ�IXOO��:H�WKHQ�PRYHG�IURP�WUHH�WR�WUHH��
XQWLO�QRQH�UHPDLQHG��,�KRSHG�WKH�FDYH�ZDV�QHDU��DQG�,�EOLQGO\�SXW�P\�DUPV�RXW�
XQWLO�,�IHOW�URFN��,�SXOOHG�P\�URSH�DQG�7D\OD�IROORZHG��+XJJLQJ�WKH�URFN��,�VOLG�WR�
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my right until I came to an opening. We had made it. 

,�SLFNHG�XS�ZKDWHYHU�GHDG�ZRRG�,�FRXOG�¿QG�DW�WKH�HQWUDQFH�DQG�GUDJJHG�LW�LQ��
SXOOLQJ�7D\OD�EHKLQG��4XLFNO\��,�EXLOW�D�¿UH�DQG�WKHQ�WHWKHUHG�7D\OD�FORVH�WR�WKH�
ÀDPHV��$GHPLU�PDGH�D�WHUULEOH�UDFNHW��VFUDWFKLQJ�7D\OD�WKURXJK�KLV�VDFN��,�SXOOHG�
KLP�RXW�DQG�KH�ÀXWWHUHG�WR�WKH�¿UH��7D\OD�OLPEHUHG�DQG�EUHDWKHG�ZLWK�D�JXUJOLQJ�
EUHDWK��,�IHDUHG�VKH�ZRXOG�FROODSVH�LQ�KHU�GHOLFDWH�FRQGLWLRQ��VR�,�XQORDGHG�-DLN�
DQG�KH�JURJJLO\�EHJDQ�WR�VKLYHU�DV�KLV�WHPSHUDWXUH�EHJDQ�WR�ULVH��,W�ZDV�D�UHOLHI�WR�
VHH�KLP�EUHDWKLQJ��6PRNH�VWDUWHG�WR�EXLOG�LQ�WKH�FDYH�DQG�-DLN�FRXJKHG�DV�LW�KXQJ�
KHDYLO\�LQ�WKH�DLU�

)RU�DQ�KRXU�,�UXEEHG�-DLN�GRZQ��¿QDOO\�GUDSLQJ�KLP�LQ�D�ZDUP�EODQNHW��,�WKHQ�
VHW�DERXW�WKDZLQJ�WXUQLS�URRWV�WR�IHHG�7D\OD��,�PDGH�D�VWDQG�RYHU�WKH�¿UH�DQG�WRRN�
out the remains of some potato leek soup, dropping the frozen clump into a pot. I 

KXQJ�WKH�NHWWOH�RYHU�WKH�ÀDPHV�DQG�ZDONHG�RXWVLGH�WR�JDWKHU�PRUH�ZRRG�DQG�IHWFK�
VRPH�VQRZ�WR�WKDZ��-DLN�KXGGOHG�EHWZHHQ�7D\OD�DQG�WKH�¿UH��UXEELQJ�KLV�KDQGV�
LQFHVVDQWO\��(YHQ�$GHPLU�FUHSW�FORVHO\�HQRXJK�WR�WKH�ÀDPHV�WR�FDWFK�¿UH���

7ZR�GD\V�SDVVHG�ZLWK�HYHU\RQH�FROG�DQG�PLVHUDEOH��VDYH�P\VHOI��:H�KXGGOHG�
WRJHWKHU�LQ�WKH�FDYH�ZKLOH�WKH�ZHDWKHU�UDQ�LWV�FRXUVH��,W�ZDV�QDWXUH¶V�EOHVVLQJ�WKDW�
none of us suffered frostbite or pneumonia.

7KH�KRZOLQJ�ZLQGV�HYHQWXDOO\�GLHG�DQG�ZH�GXJ�RXU�ZD\�RXW��¿QGLQJ�WKH�VTXDOO�
had calmed to a light snowfall. 

2QFH�DJDLQ��,�WHWKHUHG�RXU�URSHV�WR�7D\OD�DQG�OHW�$GHPLU�WDNH�ÀLJKW�WR�VFRXW�
ahead. 

The snow was incredibly deep and we proceeded slowly. By late afternoon we 

had barely trudged a few miles, but we had reached one of our landmarks and the 

VQRZ�KDG�EHJXQ�WR�WKLQ��)URP�WKHUH�RQ�LW�ZDV�DOO�QHZ�WHUULWRU\�IRU�PH��
The druids of my Circle warned of the many dangers in that region, but the 

ZRUVW�ZDV�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�)UR]HQ�)RJ��7KH\�RIWHQ�WDONHG�DERXW�LW�ZLWK�ZKLVSHUHG�
YRLFHV��FDOOLQJ�LW�DQ�DERPLQDWLRQ�RI�QDWXUH�DQG�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�EH�DYRLGHG��%XW�WKH�
)UR]HQ�)RJ�ERUGHUHG�RQ�D�SDWK�WKDW�ZDV�WKH�TXLFNHVW�ZD\�WR�RXU�GHVWLQDWLRQ��,W�ZDV�
DOVR�NQRZQ�WR�PDNH�VXGGHQ�VKLIWV�DQG�VZDOORZ�XS�XQZDU\�WUDYHOHUV�ZKR�ZDONHG�
WKH�SDWK��,�ZDV�ZDUQHG�WKDW�RQH�KDG�WR�RXWZHLJK�WKH�ULVNV�RI�DQ�H[WHQGHG�MRXUQH\�
DURXQG�WKH�IRJ�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�WUDYHOOLQJ�D�VKRUWHU�GLVWDQFH�QHDU�LW�

,�WROG�-DLN�ZKDW�,�NQHZ�DQG�KH�FKRVH�WKH�VKRUWHU�SDWK��EXW�ODWHU�,�UHDOL]HG�KH�
FKRVH�WKH�)RJ�LWVHOI��

“We must not stop while we are near the fog,” I demanded.

+H�DJUHHG�EXW�ZDV�RGGO\�GLVWDQW�
:H�WUDYHOHG�IRU�WKUHH�PRUH�GD\V�XQWLO�ZH�UHDFKHG�WKH�PLVW�RI�WKH�IRJ��7UXH�WR�

ZKDW�,�KDG�KHDUG��LW�QHYHU�PRYHG��EXW�DV�ZH�ZDONHG�IXUWKHU�GRZQ�WKH�WUDLO��LW�UHVWHG�
closer to our path. A breeze blew against it from our direction, but it remained 

VWLOO��XQQDWXUDOO\�¿[HG�LQ�SODFH��-DLN�VPLOHG�ZKHQ�KH�ORRNHG�XSRQ�LW��H[FLWHG�WR�VHH�
a wonder he could write about.

“I want to go closer to see what all the fuss is,” he stated seriously.

³1R��-DLN�´
+H�VLJKHG�DQG�ORRNHG�WR�WKH�PLVW�ORQJLQJO\�DQG�ZH�FRQWLQXHG�RQ��$IWHU�D�IHZ�

hours I could see the mist receding behind us, and I slowly exhaled a sigh of relief.

“Are we clear of it?” he said disappointedly.
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³<HV��ZH�DUH�VDIH�WR�PRYH���´�
-DLN�WXUQHG�EDFN��ZDONLQJ�WRZDUGV�WKH�IRJ��
³3OHDVH�-DLN��GRQ¶W�JR�´
“It’ll be alright,” he replied, not looking back.

,W�KXUW�WR�VHH�KH�GLGQ¶W�UHVSHFW�PH��$V�KLV�JXLGH��,�NQHZ�,�KDG�IDLOHG�WR�FRQYH\�
the risk he was taking. I doubted my credibility and contemplated how I had failed 

WR�FRQYH\�WKH�GDQJHU��
*LYHQ�KLV�EHKDYLRU�� ,� FRQVLGHUHG� WXUQLQJ�EDFN� WR�$OJLGKHDUW�EHIRUH� -DLN�JRW�

XV�ERWK�NLOOHG�� ,W� DOVR�KDG�EHFRPH�FOHDU� WR�PH� WKDW� -DLN�ZDV�SODQQLQJ� WR� HQWHU�
&URZWRS�LWVHOI�� ,�ZDQWHG�WR�ZDON�RQ�DQG�OHW�ZKDWHYHU� WKH�JRGV�KDG�LQ�VWRUH�IRU�
KLP�RFFXU��EXW�,�IHOW�UHVSRQVLEOH�DQG�WXUQHG�DURXQG��NHHSLQJ�D�UHVSHFWIXO�GLVWDQFH�

$V�KH�QHDUHG�WKH�IRJ��,�ZDLWHG�IRU�WKH�ZRUVW��+H�SDXVHG�D�PRPHQW�WR�VWXG\�DQ�
LFH�HQFUXVWHG�WUHH��,�FRXOG�VHH�IUR]HQ�VDS�WKDW�KDG�OHDNHG�IURP�JDSLQJ�ZRXQGV�LQ�
WKH�EDUN��2EOLYLRXV�WR�KLV�GDQJHU��KH�SDLG�QR�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�IRJ��,�PRYHG�D�OLWWOH�
FORVHU�WR�ZDWFK�RYHU�KLP��NHHSLQJ�P\�H\HV�¿[HG�RQ�WKH�PLVW��
$UH�DOO�3DWK¿QGHUV�WKLV�IRROLVK"�I thought.

&ORXGV�GDUNHQHG�DV�HDUO\�WZLOLJKW�IHOO��3DOH�IURVW�UHÀHFWHG�RII�WKH�VXQ¶V�IDGLQJ�
glow and an eerie beauty settled in. 

�³6ZHHW�6KHO\Q�´�KH�FULHG��
In a slight depression, closer to the mist laid the corpse of a lacerated bull elk. 

-DLN�ZDONHG�RYHU�WR�H[DPLQH�LWV�GHHS�FXWV�ZKLFK�ZHUH�ULPPHG�ZLWK�IUR]HQ�EORRG��
³7KH�)UR]HQ�)RJ�GLG�WKLV"´
³<HV��\RX�IRRO�´�,�ZKLVSHUHG�KDUVKO\�IURP�D�VDIHU�SODFH�GRZQ�WKH�SDWK��
0\�KHDUW�UDFHG�IRU�P\�ODVW�ZKLVSHU�VHHPHG�XQEHDUDEO\�ORXG��EXW�,�KDG�WR�EH�

VXUH�-DLN�KHDUG�PH��,I� WKH�IRJ�PRYHG�MXVW�D�IHZ�IHHW�� LW�ZRXOG�WDNH�KLP��,�KHOG�
Tayla’s rope tightly with sweaty palms and dared to open my mouth again, “It 

LVQ¶W�VDIH�KHUH��-DLN��7KH�IRJ¶V�FKLOO�NLOOV�HYHU\WKLQJ�LW�WRXFKHV�´�
+H�QRGGHG�LQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��ORRNLQJ�DW�WKH�PLVW�ZLWK�QHZ�UHVSHFW�DQG�VWHSSHG�

back.

�5HOLHYHG��,�WXUQHG�DZD\�SXOOLQJ�7D\OD��-DLN�IROORZHG�D�IHZ�VWHSV�EHKLQG��EXW�
ZLWKRXW�D�ZRUG��WXUQHG�LPSXOVLYHO\�EDFN��+H�SXOOHG�RXW�D�NQLIH�WR�VFUDSH�D�ELW�RI�
FU\VWDOOL]HG�EORRG�IURP�WKH�HON��,�IURZQHG�DV�KH�SODFHG�D�VDPSOH�LQ�D�WKLQ�YLDO��
6DWLV¿HG��KH�SXW�WKH�VDPSOH�LQWR�D�EHOW�ORRS�

“Is this worth dying for?” I whispered furiously as he stepped away from the 

corpse.

+H�\HOOHG�EDFN�WR�PH�DERYH�P\�ZKLVSHULQJ��³,�ZDQW�WR�VWXG\�LW��DQG�,�GLVDJUHH�
WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�GDQJHU�´�,�ZLQFHG�IURP�WKH�LQGLVFUHWLRQ�RI�KLV�UDLVHG�YRLFH��,W�FDPH�
RII�RGGO\�DV�D� WDXQW� WR� WKH�)UR]HQ�)RJ�� ,�FRXOG�IHHO�P\�EORRG�ERLOLQJ�DV�DQJHU�
FRXUVHG� WKURXJK�P\�YHLQV��$OPRVW� LPPHGLDWHO\� ,�ZDV�RYHUFRPH�ZLWK� WKRXJKWV�
RI�KRZ�,�ZRXOG�EXU\�-DLN¶V�ERG\�RQFH�KLV�FXULRVLW\�KDG�JRWWHQ�WKH�EHVW�RI�KLP��,�
GLGQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�FDUH�DERXW�KLP�DQG�,�ZRQGHUHG�LI�KH�ZRXOG�HYHQ�JHW�WKH�FKDQFH�WR�
apply anything I taught him.   

,� UHPDLQHG�VLOHQW� LQ�P\� WKRXJKWV��HYHQ� WKRXJK� ,�ZDQWHG� WR� VFUHDP�� ,�ZRXOG�
QHYHU�XQGHUVWDQG�ZK\�KH�GLG�WKHVH�WKLQJV�LQ�WKH�QDPH�RI�KLV�UHVHDUFK��

$V�KH�ZDONHG�FORVHU�WR�PH��KH�JLQJHUO\�WDSSHG�WKH�YLDO�KH�KDG�VOLSSHG�LQWR�KLV�
EHOW�� ,� ORRNHG�RYHU�KLV�VKRXOGHU�DW� WKH�PLVW�DQG�QRWLFHG� WKH�EXOO�ZDV�QR� ORQJHU�
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YLVLEOH��
7KH�PLVW�KDG�PRYHG��
6KRFN�FURVVHG�P\�IDFH�DQG�-DLN�FKDQJHG�KLV�FDYDOLHU�DWWLWXGH�WR�RQH�RI�FRQFHUQ��
6WUDQGV�RI�WKH�)UR]HQ�)RJ�VXGGHQO\�VKRW�WKURXJK�WKH�DLU��PRYLQJ�IDVW�WRZDUG�

XV��,�FRXOG�VHQVH�PDOHYROHQFH�LQ�LWV�LQWHQW�DQG�WKHUH�ZDV�OLWWOH�WLPH�WR�UHDFW��
³5XQ��-DLN�´�,�VODSSHG�7D\OD�RQ�WKH�UXPS�DQG�UDFHG�GRZQ�WKH�SDWK�� ORRNLQJ�

EDFN� WR� VHH�KLP� WXUQ� WR� IDFH� WKH� IRJ��0LVW\� IHHOHUV� IURP� WKH� VWUDQGV� VHW�RXW� WR�
VXUURXQG�-DLN��DQG�,�ZRQGHUHG�LI�KH�ZRXOG�UHPDLQ�WKHUH�ORQJ�HQRXJK�IRU�WKHP�WR�
kill him. They displaced the air and coiled about, erratically twisting in a rhythmic 

motion.

-DLN�WXUQHG�DQG�UDQ�MXVW�DV�WKH\�WULHG�WR�HQYHORSH�KLP��,Q�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�IDLOHG�
DWWHPSW�� WKH�ZKROH�IRJ�PRYHG�DW�XV��HQYHORSLQJ�HYHU\WKLQJ�LQ� LWV�SDWK��6WUDQJH�
sounds began to erupt from behind as trees, once brown, turned crystal white, 

cracking and popping. The sound wasn’t only behind us, but to our left and right, 

growing louder all around as the fog attempted to encircle us.

,�ORRNHG�DKHDG�WR�VHH�WKH�VHWWLQJ�VXQ�LQ�WKH�GLVWDQFH��7KH�IDU�RII�OLJKW�EHJDQ�WR�
JURZ�VWURQJHU�DV�LW�QDUURZHG��VKLQLQJ�ZLWK�HYHU�PRUH�LQWHQVLW\��,W�HFOLSVHG�RQ�WKH�
horizon and its brightness seemed to ebb out. As the sun disappeared, I saw one 

more ray of light slip out from behind the hills. It blasted forth, knocking me off 

P\�IHHW��¿OOLQJ�P\�YLVLRQ�ZLWK�EULJKW�ZKLWHQHVV��,�KLW�WKH�GLUW�ZLWK�D�KD]\�JORZ�
DOO�DURXQG��O\LQJ�RQ�WKH�VQRZ��IHHOLQJ�QRWKLQJ��RYHUZKHOPHG�E\�D�SRZHUOHVV�VWDWH��
-DLN�SXOOHG�PH�WR�P\�IHHW�DQG�ZH�FRQWLQXHG�UXQQLQJ��EXW�,�IHOW�P\VHOI�EHFRPLQJ�
PRUH�ÀXLG�DQG�OHVV�LQ�FRQWURO�

+H�JULPDFHG�DV�ZH�PRYHG�RQ�DQG�7D\OD�SUDQFHG�DKHDG�IDVWHU�WKDQ�ZH�FRXOG�
NHHS�XS��2Q�P\�SHULSKHULHV�,�FRXOG�VHH�WKH�IRJ�ÀRZLQJ�DKHDG�RI�XV��DQG�,�GLGQ¶W�
dare look behind. 

“Why did I agree to this trip?” I said as I staggered to the ground. 

-DLN� GLG� QRW� DQVZHU�� KLV� VWXSLGLW\�ZDV� WRR� FOHDU��+H� KHOG� RXW� KLV� KDQG� DQG�
helped me up, but I wobbled forward into his arms. Sighing, he felt how weak I 

was and put my arm around his neck as he helped me along. 

I still wonder how I allowed myself to get into that situation. Up to that point in 

P\�OLIH�,�KDG�OLYHG�FDUHIXOO\��$OJLGKHDUW�ZDV�D�VDIH�SODFH�WKDW�,�ORYHG��,�ZRXOG�KDYH�
EHOLWWOHG�DQ\RQH¶V�VXJJHVWLRQ�RI�P\�OHDYLQJ�WKH�SODFH��QR�PDWWHU�KRZ�DWWUDFWLYH�WKH�
PDQ�SD\LQJ�PH�ZDV�RU�ZKDW�LQÀXHQFH�,�ZRXOG�JDLQ�LQ�P\�&LUFOH��

�1R��-DLN�ZDVQ¶W�HQRXJK�WR�JHW�PH�WR�OHDYH��DQG�QRZ�,�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�P\�&LUFOH¶V�
ZLVKHV�ZHUHQ¶W�HQRXJK�HLWKHU��6R�ZK\�ZDV�,�DERXW�WR�GLH�LQ�WKH�)UR]HQ�)RJ¶V�SDWK"

-DLN�FRQWLQXHG�WR�WU\�WR�VDYH�XV��WR�NHHS�PRYLQJ��,�FRXOG�IHHO�P\�IHHW�GUDJJLQJ�
on the ground as he sometimes picked me up. I remember thinking what a fool he 

KDG�EHHQ�WR�VTXDQGHU�RXU�OLYHV�RYHU�D�YLDO�RI�HON�EORRG�
,�WKRXJKW�EDFN�WR�ZKHQ�ZH�KDG�¿UVW�PHW��,�UHPHPEHU�VHHLQJ�KLP�VWDQGLQJ�QH[W�

WR�KLV�ERDW�RQ�WKH�GRFN�DW�$OJLGKHDUW��+H�KDG�FRPH�RQ�WKH�¿UVW�VKLS�RI�WKH�VHDVRQ�
DQG�EHIRUH�KH�HYHQ�VDLG�DQ\WKLQJ��,�NQHZ�KH�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�WDNH�PH�VRPHZKHUH��
Somewhere I wanted to go. 

+DG�KH�QRW�FRPH��ZRXOG�,�KDYH�JRQH�DQ\ZD\"�
,W¶V�GLI¿FXOW�WR�UHFDOO�ZK\�,�GLG�ZKDW�,�GLG�GXULQJ�WKH�FKDQJH. I try to piece it 

WRJHWKHU��KRZ�,�IHOW�EHIRUH�PHHWLQJ�-DLN��EHIRUH�KH�KLUHG�PH��,�WU\�WR�UHPHPEHU�LI�
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I was excited at all when he mentioned our destination.

'LG�,�HYHQ�KDYH�D�JHQXLQH�GHVLUH�WR�KHOS�KLP��RU�ZDV�LW�MXVW�IDWH�WKDW�ZH�ZHUH�
heading in the same direction?

:KHQ�GLG�,�IHHO�WKH�QHHG�WR�OHDYH"�
When did I feel the need to care for him?

-DLN� GHVSHUDWHO\� GUDJJHG�PH� DORQJ�ZLWK�P\� DUP�RYHU� KLV� VKRXOGHU�� ,� FRXOG�
smell the sweat on his neck and recognized the terror in his eyes. It tempted me, 

H[FLWHG�PH��+H� ORRNHG� LQWR�P\�H\HV�DQG�,�FRXOG�VHH�KH�ZDV�FRPSOHWHO\�VSHQW��
DQG� ,� VPLOHG� DW� WKH� WKRXJKW� RI� IHHOLQJ� WKH� )UR]HQ� )RJ¶V� FKLOOLQJ� HPEUDFH��0\�
WROHUDQFH� WR� WKH�FKLOO�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�HQRXJK� WR�VDYH�PH��DQG�VHFUHWO\� ,�ZLVKHG� WR�
feel the sensation of cold. I put strength under my foot so I could stand. I wanted 

WR�ZLWQHVV�P\�GHDWK�ZLWK�P\�H\HV�ZLGH�RSHQ��-DLN�PLVWRRN�WKLV�DV�D�VLJQ�,�FRXOG�
FDUU\�P\VHOI�DQG�ORRVHQHG�KLV�JULS��EHOLHYLQJ�,�KDG�P\�VWUHQJWK�EDFN�

�0\� OHJV�FROODSVHG�EHQHDWK�PH�� ,�KLW� WKH�JURXQG�RQ�P\�EDFN�DQG�VWDUHG�XS�
LQWR�WKH�SDWWHUQV�RI�VQRZ�ODGHQ�WUHH�EUDQFKHV��-DLN¶V�ZRUULHG�IDFH�WRZHUHG�DERYH�
yelling something I couldn’t hear as all turned dark. A giant forest appeared before 

PH��,�NQHZ�LW�ZHOO�DQG�LW�VSRNH�WR�PH�WKURXJK�VHYHUDO�YRLFHV�RQ�D�JHQWOH�EUHH]H��
I couldn’t make out any distinct sounds, but I did hear one word which assaulted 

P\�YHU\�VRXO��
,�VFUHDPHG�ORXGHU�WKDQ�,�HYHU�KDG�EHIRUH�DV�HYHU\�SDLQIXO�V\OODEOH�LQYDGHG�P\�

PLQG�ZLWK�RSSUHVVLYH�IRUFH��$OO�UHDVRQ�DQG�WKRXJKW�YDQLVKHG��0\�ERG\�UHDFWHG�
ZLWK�QR�VHOI�FRQWURO�

³(DV\��5XQD��(DV\�´�P\�DUPV�ÀDLOHG�DERXW�DV�P\�ERG\�VKRRN�YLROHQWO\��-DLN�
JUDEEHG�P\�DUPV�DQG�KHOG�PH�WLJKWO\��PRUH�WKDQ�DQ\RQH�HYHU�KDG�

³,W¶V�RND\��5XQD��LW¶V�RND\�´�+H�URFNHG�PH�LQ�KLV�DUPV�DV�,�OD\�LQ�WKH�VQRZ��$OO�
around, an intense light made it hard to keep my eyes open. I winced and my head 

hurt as I tasted colors. All along, the terrible popping and cracking of the trees 

echoed around us.

7KH�ZRUG��
:KDW�ZDV�WKH�ZRUG"
�,�KDG�IRUJRWWHQ��
-DLN�KHOSHG�PH�WR�P\�IHHW�DQG�ZH�PRYHG�IRUZDUG�DV�WKH�IRJ�VXGGHQO\�FDPH�DW�

XV�IURP�WKH�OHIW�DQG�ULJKW��)UXVWUDWHG��-DLN�SLFNHG�PH�XS�DQG�UDQ�ZLWK�PH�LQ�KLV�
arms. The fog changed direction again, racing along our sides to get ahead of us. 

As he ran with me I could see the fog banking inward, trying to close the gap in 

IURQW�RI�XV��-DLN�LQFUHDVHG�KLV�VWULGHV��UXQQLQJ�DW�DQ�XQFRQWUROOHG�JDOORS�XQWLO�KH�
made a mad leap. The fog shut behind us and we rolled down a hill out of control, 

WXPEOLQJ�DQG�VOLGLQJ�XQWLO�ZH�FDPH�WR�D�VWRS��$ERYH��WKH�IRJ�KHVLWDQWO\�VZLUOHG�
before quickly pulling back.

I didn’t want to go on anymore. I couldn’t make any sense of the purpose of 

RXU�MRXUQH\��
,�GLGQ¶W�IHHO�OLNH�-DLN¶V�HTXDO��HLWKHU��+H�ZDV�VHHLQJ�PH�LQ�D�VWDWH�,�KDG�QHYHU�

H[SHULHQFHG��DQG�,�FRQVLGHUHG�DVNLQJ�KLP�LI�KH�ZDV�ZLOOLQJ�WR�WXUQ�EDFN�LI�,�JDYH�
him what remained of his payment.

+RZHYHU��,�NQHZ�ZKDW�WKH�RXWFRPH�ZRXOG�EH��HYHQ�LI�KH�DJUHHG�
+H�ZRXOG�¿QG�DQRWKHU�ZD\�WR�&URZWRS�ZLWKRXW�PH�
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5HDOL]LQJ�WKDW�WUXWK��,�ZLVKHG�IRU�-DLN�WR�DEDQGRQ�KLV�IRROLVK�LQIDWXDWLRQ�ZLWK�
&URZWRS��EXW�ZH�ERWK�JRW�XS�DQG�PRYHG�IRUZDUG��

+H�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�VDWLV¿HG�JLYLQJ�XS��DQG�,�ZDQWHG�WR�NHHS�KLP�DOLYH��LI�,�FRXOG��
,�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�VHH�KLP�WR�KLV�MRXUQH\¶V�HQG�

+HDGLQJ�EDFN�WR�WKH�SDWK��ZH�ERWK�ZDWFKHG�WKH�PLVW�UHFHGH�DQG�WKH�VRXQGV�RI�
FUDFNLQJ�� IUR]HQ� WUHHV�VORZO\�IDGHG��-DLN�FRQWLQXHG� WR�KROG�P\�DUP�DURXQG�KLV�
QHFN��FDUU\LQJ�P\�ZHLJKW��'L]]\�DQG�WLUHG��,�OHW�P\�KHDG�GURRS�XQWLO�,�EHJDQ�WR�
VPHOO�YRPLW�LQ�WKH�DLU�DQG�KHDW�ULVLQJ�RYHU�P\�KHDG��$QRWKHU�VXUJH�RI�LQWHQVLW\�
VKRW� WKURXJK�PH��EXW� WKLV� WLPH� LW�ZDV� D� ODQFLQJ�SDLQ�� ,� UHHOHG�DV�P\�¿QJHUWLSV�
SXOVHG�DQG�LW�IHOW�OLNH�SLHUFLQJ�UD]RUV�KDG�EHHQ�VKRYHG�LQWR�P\�ÀHVK��,�FRXOG�WDVWH�
blood on my tongue and I wondered if I had bit myself. 

³5XQD��DUH�\RX�RND\"´�-DLN�ODLG�PH�GRZQ�DQG�H[DPLQHG�PH��+H�JHQWO\�EUXVKHG�
my hair from my face to feel my forehead.

³<HV�´�,�QRGGHG��ZDYLQJ�KLP�DZD\�
+H�PRYHG�EDFN��VWDULQJ�DW�PH��³$UH�\RX�VXUH�\RX¶UH�DOULJKW"�3HUKDSV�,�FDQ�JR�

RQ«´
³,¶P�¿QH�´�,�VDLG��NQRZLQJ�KLV�QH[W�ZRUGV��³,�MXVW«´
“What?”

³1RWKLQJ�´
+H�GLGQ¶W�VD\�PRUH��EXW�KLV�FRQFHUQ�ZRUULHG�PH�
Glaring, I feigned feeling better, but he seemed deep in thought as I lay in the 

VQRZ��,�SXOOHG�P\�JORYHV�RII�WR�VHH�P\�¿QJHUV��7KH\�DSSHDUHG�DV�WKH\�DOZD\V�GLG�
and the pain was no more.

³/RRNV� OLNH� ZH¶OO� MXVW� FDPS� KHUH�´� KH� VDLG�� ,� ORRNHG� XS� DQG� VDZ� WKH� VWDUV�
coming out between the clouds and closed my eyes. 

-DLN�XQORDGHG�7D\OD�DQG�EXLOW�P\�WHQW�LQ�WKH�IDLOLQJ�OLJKW�ZKLOH�,�IHOO�IDVW�DVOHHS��
I think I thanked him for doing so but I can’t remember.

�$V�D�FKLOG��,�KDG�D�GUHDP�,�ZRXOG�H[SHULHQFH�RYHU�DQG�RYHU��,�FDOOHG�LW�P\�
IDYRULWH�GUHDP��,Q�LW��,�ZRXOG�EH�À\LQJ�KLJK�DERYH�WKH�FORXGV��ORRNLQJ�GRZQ�DW�
WKH�5LPHÀRZ��7KHUH��WKH�DLU�ZRXOG�FDUHVV�P\�IHDWKHUHG�ZLQJV�XQWLO�,�GHFLGHG�WR�
GURS�WRZDUGV�WKH�ULYHU��7KHQ�,�ZRXOG�SXOO�P\�ZLQJV�WRJHWKHU��GLYLQJ�DW�WKH�ZDWHU�
XQWLO�WKH�¿QDO�PRPHQW��ZKHUH�,�ZRXOG�VSUHDG�P\�ZLQJV�RQFH�PRUH�WR�FUXLVH�DORQJ�
WKH�EDQN��,F\�GURSOHWV�VSUD\HG�XS�IURP�WKH�WXPEOLQJ�ULYHU�ZDWHUV��DQG�IURP�WKHUH�
I spied my prey coming to drink on the embankment. Seeing me, they would run 

IRU�FRYHU�DV�,�SOXQJHG�DW� WKHP��,�SXW�P\�WDORQV�EHIRUH�PH�DQG�VFRRSHG�RQH�XS�
by piercing its skin. It screeched as I made broad strokes of my wings, lifting us 

KLJKHU�DQG�KLJKHU�LQWR�WKH�VN\�ZKHUH�,�FRXOG�¿QG�D�FOHDULQJ��7KHQ��ZKHQ�,�ZDV�
sure there were no predators to be seen, I retracted my talons and my prey fell to 

its death. 

It had been years since I experienced that dream, but that night it happened 

exactly the way I remembered it.

:KHQ�,�DZRNH��LW�WRRN�VHYHUDO�PRPHQWV�WR�UHDOL]H�,�ZDV�QR�ORQJHU�À\LQJ��,�ZDV�
KXPDQ��EXW�VRPHWKLQJ�ZDV�GLIIHUHQW��0\�KDQGV�DFKHG�RQFH�PRUH�DQG�WKH�WLSV�RI�
P\�JORYHV�ZHUH�ZHW�ZLWK�D�UDQN�VPHOO��,�WRRN�WKHP�RII��WR�H[DPLQH�P\�¿QJHUV��

There are many things about WKH� FKDQJH� WKDW� DUH� WHUULI\LQJ�� EXW� WKHUH� LV� QR�
PRPHQW�WKDW�LV�ZRUVH�WKDQ�WKDW�¿UVW�UHDOL]DWLRQ�VRPHWKLQJ�LV�KDSSHQLQJ��DQG�\RX�
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don’t know why, or if it will stop.

,� JDVSHG�� XQDEOH� WR� KROG� ZKDW� ZDV� LQ� P\� VWRPDFK�� 9RPLW� ÀHZ� IURP� P\�
PRXWK��0\�SUHWW\�¿QJHUV�KDG�JURZQ�WKLFN��EODFN�WDORQV��DQG�SXV�ZHSW�DURXQG�WKH�
HUXSWLRQV��,�ZDV�VFDUHG���ZRUULHG�ZKDW�-DLN�ZRXOG�VD\�LI�KH�VDZ�WKHP��4XLFNO\��,�
SXW�P\�JORYHV�RQ�DQG�FUDZOHG�IURP�P\�WHQW�WR�VHH�LI�KH�ZDV�DZDNH��

,�ORRNHG�DURXQG�WKH�FDPS�DQG�QRWLFHG�-DLN¶V�WHQW�KDG�IDOOHQ�GXULQJ�WKH�QLJKW��,�
FRXOG�PDNH�RXW�KLV�¿JXUH�EHQHDWK�LW��DQG�IRU�D�PRPHQW��,�ZDV�WHUUL¿HG�VRPHWKLQJ�
KDSSHQHG�WR�KLP��,� OLIWHG�KLV� WHQW�ÀDS��+H�GLGQ¶W�VWLU��EXW�,�VDZ�KLV�FKHVW�ULVLQJ�
DQG�IDOOLQJ��,�VKRXOG�KDYH�GURSSHG�WKH�ÀDS�EDFN�GRZQ��EXW�,�OHIW�LW�RSHQ��OHDYLQJ�
KLP� VOLJKWO\� H[SRVHG�� +H� ZDV� EHDXWLIXO� LQ� KLV� VOHHS�� DQG� ,� UHPHPEHU� FU\LQJ��
IRU�,¶G�QHYHU�JHW�WKH�FKDQFH�WR�WRXFK�KLV�WDQQHG�VNLQ��0\�KDQGV�ZHUH�QR�ORQJHU�
LQVWUXPHQWV�RI�DIIHFWLRQ��EXW�XQVLJKWO\�FODZV��7KH�WKRXJKW�RI�-DLN�VHHLQJ�WKHP�ZDV�
UHSXOVLYH�DQG�,�ZHQW�WR�VWULNH�P\�WHQW�WR�NHHS�P\�PLQG�RII�WKHP�

+H�DZRNH�ODWHU��DIWHU�,�KDG�SDFNHG�7D\OD�IRU�WKH�GD\¶V�WUDYHO�DKHDG��+H�ZURWH�
LQ� KLV� MRXUQDO� DQG� DWH� GULHG� IUXLW�� DIWHU�ZKLFK� KH� SDFNHG� KLV� JHDU��'XULQJ� WKDW�
WLPH�,�ZHQW�EHKLQG�7D\OD�DQG�WRRN�RQH�RI�P\�JORYHV�RII��0\�VNLQ�KDG�EHFRPH�
wrinkled and tough around the talons. I ran its sharp edge along Tayla’s harness, 

adding pressure as I slid it across. Slowly, it cut deeper into the leather, almost 

HIIRUWOHVVO\��-DLN�ZDONHG�XS�WR�PH�DQG�,�VKHDWKHG�P\�KDQG�RQFH�PRUH�
“You ready?” he said, turning to the path.

I nodded.

o~O~o

We reached Kallagard a few days later. It was a small town, nestled beside the 

0DUEOHÀRZ�5LYHU��,�GLGQ¶W�NQRZ�PXFK�DERXW�LW��EXW�WKH�SODFH�ZDV�NQRZQ�IRU�LWV�
ULYHU�FURVVLQJ��DQG�ZH�KDG�WR�FURVV�

7KH�WRZQ�ZDV�PXFK�VPDOOHU�WKDQ�P\�KRPH�RI�$OJLGKHDUW��DQG�RQ�HYHU\�EXLOGLQJ�
WKH�HDYHV�ZHUH�GHFRUDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�JLQJHUEUHDG�ZRUN�XVHG�LQ�:KLWHWKURQH��
We had little time to appreciate the architecture, as it was late in the day and I’d 

KRSHG�WR�JHW�D�JRRG�VWDUW�WRZDUGV�+RDUZRRG�EHIRUH�QLJKWIDOO��EXW�-DLN�FKDQJHG�KLV�
PLQG�DERXW�KXUU\LQJ�WR�&URZWRS�ZKHQ�KH�OHDUQHG�WKH�WRZQ�KDG�DQ�LQQ��+H�ZDQWHG�
D�QLJKW�LQ�D�ZDUP�EHG��VR�,�DJUHHG��:H�VSOLW�XS��,�ZHQW�WR�EX\�SURYLVLRQV�DQG�-DLN�
set out to procure our room. 

I found a decent supply store owned by a man named Lars. We haggled a little 

RYHU� UDWLRQV��EXW�KH�FOHDUO\�FRQWUROOHG� WKH� WRZQ¶V�SULFHV� IRU� IRRG�� ,�FDPH�DZD\�
with some dried meats, berries, roots, and bone meal bread—of which I assume 

WKH�WRZQ�KDG�DPSOH�VXSSO\��,W�ZDV�PRUH�H[SHQVLYH�WKDQ�LW�RXJKW�WR�EH��DQG�ZKHQ�
the transaction was completed the man laughed me out of his store.  

)XPLQJ��,�SXW�WKH�WUDGH�RXW�RI�P\�PLQG�DQG�VHW�RXW�WR�¿QG�-DLN��,�KHDGHG�WR�WKH�
LQQ��ZKLFK�DOVR�ZDV�WKH�WRZQ¶V�WDYHUQ��7KH�VRXQG�RI�-DLN¶V�SLSHV�ZDV�HDV\�WR�KHDU�
from the streets, and I tied Tayla to a post and headed in to ask for the innkeeper’s 

KRUVH�VWDOOV��,W�ZDV�DQ�XSURDULRXV�FURZG�DQG�-DLN�ZDV�SOD\LQJ�WR�WKHP��%HWZHHQ�
his sets, he told me the main road was mostly clear, despite the recent storm. I 

asked if he had made our accommodations and he mentioned the inn had plenty 

of rooms, so we could decide later. I listened to a few songs played by the local 
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minstrels, but constant mutterings from the patrons distracted me. I looked at 

WKHP��DQG�WKH\�JODUHG�EDFN�DW�PH��,�KDG�WKRXJKW�-DLN�ZRXOG�KDYH�ZRQ�WKHP�E\�WKDW�
point, but it seemed none were too happy I was there.

3HUSOH[HG��,�PHQWLRQHG�WR�-DLN�WKHLU�UHDFWLRQV�DQG�KH�IURZQHG�
³:H�KDYH�WR�OHDYH��-DLN�´
+H�VLJKHG�DQG�SXW�KLV�SLSHV�DZD\�
,W�ZDV�FOHDU�KH�SUHIHUUHG�WKH�ZDUPWK�RI�WKH�WDYHUQ�FRPSDUHG�WR�WKH�FROG�RI�WKH�

URDG²EXW�WKH�ORFDOV�ZRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�XV��7KH\�ZDWFKHG�DV�ZH�WRRN�WKH�IHUU\�RXW�RI�
.DOODJDUG�WR�WKH�RWKHU�VLGH�RI�WKH�ULYHU��2YHU�WKH�ZDWHU��,�KHDUG�D�IHZ�ZKLVSHUV��EXW�
then all was quiet. We paid the ferryman and he said nothing in return.

$V�WKH�EDUJH�ZHQW�RXW�RI�VLJKW��-DLN�WXUQHG�WR�PH��³,W�ZDV�JRLQJ�VR�ZHOO�XQWLO�
\RX�DUULYHG��,V�WKHUH�VRPHWKLQJ�,�VKRXOG�NQRZ"´

³'LG�\RX�WHOO�WKHP�ZKHUH�ZH�ZHUH�JRLQJ"´
“Yes.”

“Then that’s why.”

-DLN�WKRXJKW�D�PRPHQW��³%XW�ZKHQ�,�WROG�WKHP�,�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�&URZWRS��WKH\�
didn’t seem to care.”

,�VWRSSHG�ZDONLQJ��³7KH\�NQHZ�\RX�FRXOGQ¶W�PDNH�WKH�MRXUQH\�ZLWKRXW�D�JXLGH��
Look at yourself, you’re completely foreign. But after I walked in, they saw you 

KDG�D�FRPSHWHQW�QDWLYH��WKH\�NQHZ�\RX�ZRXOG�PDNH�LW�WKHUH�WKHQ��7KH\¶UH�DIUDLG��
-DLN��DIUDLG�WKDW�ZH�ZLOO�GR�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�ZLOO�FRPH�EDFN�WR�KDXQW�WKHP��$QG�,�
can admit I’m afraid of what you will do there too, after that stunt you pulled back 

ZLWK�WKH�)UR]HQ�)RJ�´
-DLN�UROOHG�KLV�H\HV��³6WXSLG�VXSHUVWLWLRQV��$V�IDU�DV�WKH�IRJ��ZH�ZRXOG�KDYH�

EHHQ�¿QH��KDG�\RX�QRW�KDG�WKDW�IUHDN\�HSLVRGH�´
I blew my hair out of my face and stormed off. 

:H�FRQWLQXHG�GRZQ�WKH�+RDUZRRG�5RDG��WUDYHOOLQJ�HDVW�RI�WKH�ULYHU��UHDFKLQJ�
WKH�IRUHVW�LQ�WZR�GD\V��7KH�ZRRGV�ZHUH�VWUDQJH�WR�PH�DW�¿UVW��XQWLO�,�VDZ�D�JURYH�
RI�YHU\�ODUJH�WUHHV�

$IWHU�WKDW��,�UHFRJQL]HG�HYHU\WKLQJ��QRW�IURP�D�GHVFULSWLRQ�,�KDG�UHDG�RU�KHDUG��
EXW� IURP�P\�GUHDPV��7KLV�ZDV�+RDUZRRG�IRUHVW�DQG� LW� IHOW� OLNH�KRPH�� ,�GLGQ¶W�
NQRZ�ZK\�,�IHOW�WKDW�ZD\��EXW�LW�GLVWXUEHG�PH��,�KLG�WKLV�UHYHODWLRQ�IURP�-DLN�DQG�
WKDW�ZDV�D�PLVWDNH��EXW�,�GRXEW�HYHQ�WRGD\�LW�ZRXOG�KDYH�FKDQJHG�KLV�SODQV�

We set up camp at the entrance of the forest. The day had been long and we 

ZHUHQ¶W�LQ�WKH�PRRG�IRU�WDONLQJ��-DLN�KDG�EHFRPH�JOXP�VLQFH�.DOODJDUG�DQG�KDG�
started keeping a count as to how many days it had been since he slept in a warm 

EHG��7KDW�QXPEHU�ZDV�VL[WHHQ��DQG�HYHU\�QLJKW�WKHUHDIWHU�KH�UDLVHG�LW�E\�RQH��,�
WULHG�WR�LJQRUH�WKLV�EHKDYLRU��EXW�LW�VHHPHG�KH�ZDV�EHQW�RQ�WRUWXULQJ�KLPVHOI��

After dinner I went to celebrate the coming moon, and though I needed my 

VOHHS��,�KDG�WR�VWD\�XS�WR�FDUU\�RXW�P\�RIIHULQJ�SURSHUO\��)URP�WKH�PRPHQW�WKH�
PRRQ�EHFDPH�YLVLEOH�WR�WKH�WLPH�LW�ZHQW�DZD\��,�FKDQWHG�P\�EOHVVLQJ��:KHQ�WKH�
ULWXDO�ZDV�FRPSOHWH��,�FUDZOHG�LQWR�P\�WHQW�WR�JHW�ZKDWHYHU�VOHHS�,�FRXOG�IRU�WKH�
MRXUQH\�DKHDG��

'UHDPV�FDPH�TXLFNO\�WKDW�QLJKW��DQG�,�NQHZ�WKH\�ZHUH�ZDLWLQJ��
I slept with the taste of blood on my tongue and a sweet aroma came into 

WKH�DLU�� ,�FRXOG�IHHO�GDUN�KDLU�EUXVKLQJ�RYHU�PH�ZKLOH�D�VRRWKLQJ�KDQG�WRXFKHG�
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my back and ran along my spine. It tingled painfully but also itched as the hand 

satisfyingly scratched. I recognized the touch, and it made delicate swirls on my 

spine which brought a smile to my face. The hand that touched me knew me well. 

I fell into a deeper sleep still and the hand grew. It grew so large that it held my 

HQWLUH�EDFN��,QVWHDG�RI�D�KDQG�RQ�P\�VSLQH��LW�ZDV�MXVW�D�¿QJHU��7KH�¿QJHU�WRXFKHG�
me and rubbed the same twirls. In an instant, I was no longer held but stood before 

P\�SDUHQWV��7KH\�ZHUH�ODXJKLQJ�DQG�WHOOLQJ�VWRULHV�E\�WKH�¿UH��EXW�WKHLU�ODXJKWHU�
rang hollow and their smiles wore thin. 

I blinked and they were gone. I rustled my feathered wings as I feasted on 

URGHQW�LQ�D�FOHDULQJ��,�SLFNHG�DQG�WRUH�DW�LWV�ÀHVK��VZDOORZLQJ�HDFK�PRUVHO�XQWLO�
,¶G�KDG�P\�¿OO��,�ZDWFKHG�WKH�ODQGVFDSH��QRWLQJ�WZR�IR[HV�FUHHSLQJ�XS�RQ�RSSRVLWH�
VLGHV��,W�ZDV�WLPH�WR�OHDYH��VR�,�WKUXVW�P\VHOI�LQWR�WKH�DLU�DV�WKH�VFDYHQJHUV�FORVHG�LQ�
WR�¿QLVK�WKH�UHPDLQV��2YHU�WKH�5LPHÀRZ�,�ÀHZ��JUDWL¿HG�IRU�KDYLQJ�H[SHULHQFHG�D�
VXFFHVVIXO�NLOO��$QG�DV�,�ORRNHG�EH\RQG��WKH�KRUL]RQ�LW�KLW�PH��,�KDG�QHYHU�VHHQ�WKLV�
SDUW�RI�P\�GUHDP�EHIRUH��$KHDG�,�FRXOG�VHH�WKH�PDJQL¿FHQW�WUHHV�RI�+RDUZRRG�
)RUHVW��DQG�EH\RQG�WKDW��D�FOHDULQJ�VXUURXQGHG�E\�WUHHV�ZLWK�UXQHV���
³:DNH�XS��5XQD²WKH�GD\�ZDLWV�´
...chiseled into...

³<RX�XVHG�WR�EH�DKHDG�RI�PH�RQ�WKLV��EXW�QRZ�LW�VHHPV�,¶P�DOZD\V�DKHDG�RI�
\RX�´

The dream slipped away and I could no longer hold myself under. I opened my 

H\HV�DQG�RYHU�P\�VKRXOGHU�VWRRG�D�VWHDPLQJ�WHD�FXS�ZKHUH�P\�WHQW�ÀDS�KDG�EHHQ�
UDLVHG��,�FRXOG�VHH�-DLN�VWDQGLQJ�RQ�WKH�RWKHU�VLGH�RI�D�VPDOO�¿UH��IHHGLQJ�JUDLQV�WR�
Tayla. I smiled and held the tea cup close, breathing in its aroma. Greedily, I took 

a drink, but realized too late I wasn’t fully awake. It poured too quickly, running 

down my chin and into my shirt. It wasn’t too hot, but the liquid had slightly 

soaked me. I had made a damp spot on my bedding as well. I felt along the spill 

to see how far the tea went, but the more I felt the more wet it became. I lifted my 

WRS�VKHHW�WR�UHYHDO�FOHDU�\HOORZLVK�VWDLQV��,�WXUQHG�WR�VHH�LI�-DLN�ZDV�ZDWFKLQJ��EXW�
D�VXGGHQ�SDLQ�VKRW�XS�P\�EDFN��IROORZHG�E\�D�GHHS�DFKH��,QVWLQFWLYHO\��,�SXW�P\�
KDQG�WRZDUG�WKH�SDLQ��,�IHOW�DORQJ�WKH�EDFN�RI�P\�VRDNHG�VKLUW�PRYLQJ�P\�¿QJHUV�
along my spine, to where an odd lift of my shirt began that ended in...protrusions. 

)HDUIXOO\��,�GURSSHG�P\�WHQW�ÀDS�
³'RQ¶W�EH�OLNH�WKDW�´�-DLN�NLGGHG�
³,¶P�MXVW��MXVW�FKDQJLQJ�-DLN�´�,�IHOW�DORQJ�P\�VSLQH�PRUH�FDUHIXOO\��IHHOLQJ�WKH�

SURWUXGLQJ�QXEV�RI�P\�YHUWHEUDH�SRNLQJ�WKURXJK�P\�VNLQ��,�WRRN�P\�VKLUW�RII�DQG�
studied the yellowish stains blotting along the fabric. It was horrifying. I used my 

VRLOHG�VKLUW�WR�ZLSH�DORQJ�P\�EDFN��VSRQJLQJ�XS�ZKDWHYHU�ZDV�RR]LQJ�IURP�WKH�
SURWUXVLRQV��DQG�EXULHG�WKH�IDEULF�LQ�WKH�VQRZ�RXWVLGH�P\�WHQW�ZKHUH�-DLN�FRXOGQ¶W�
see. 

³:H�VKRXOG�EH�JRLQJ�´�-DLN�VDLG��WU\LQJ�WR�EH�KXPRURXV�
,�SXW�RQ�D�IUHVK�VKLUW�DQG�WKUHZ�P\�FORDN�RYHU�
³&RPLQJ�´�,�DQVZHUHG�

o~O~o



196

CrystLe stevenson

:H�FRQWLQXHG�GRZQ�WKH�URDG�XQWLO�ZH�UHDFKHG�D�MXQFWLRQ�ZKHUH�D�SDWK�KHDGHG�
to Crowtop. The path went deeper into the forest following a trail, but the further 

ZH�ZHQW�WKH�OHVV�REYLRXV�LW�EHFDPH��
1R�RQH�WUDYHOOHG�LW�DQ\PRUH��
Ademir scouted for trouble ahead, but as the day went on, I felt the need to 

VWRS�DQG�UHOD[��,W�ZDV�QRW�HYHQ�DIWHUQRRQ�EHIRUH�,�ZDV�IHHOLQJ�WLUHG��0\�EDFN�ZDV�
soaked and my shirt had been ripped. I had twisted too abruptly and the fabric 

FDXJKW�RQ�P\�SURWUXVLRQV��,�GDUHG�QRW�UHPRYH�P\�FORDN��
:H�PDGH�FDPS� LQ�D�GHQVH�JURYH�RI�ROG� WUHHV� WKDW�$GHPLU�KDG�IRXQG��0DQ\�

RI�WKH�WUHHV�KDG�IDOOHQ�DQG�D�PDVVLYH�WKLFNHW�KDG�JURZQ�DURXQG�WKHP��PDNLQJ�LW�
ideally secluded. 

,�GHFLGHG�WR�PDNH�D�ODUJH�URDULQJ�¿UH�DQG�-DLN�ZDV�WKULOOHG��
“At last, real heat for a change,” he bellowed. 

2XU�FDPS�ZDV� LQ�D� VPDOO�GHSUHVVLRQ� MXVW� LQVLGH� WKH�JURYH�� DQG� ,�ZDONHG� LWV�
SHULPHWHU�PDNLQJ�VXUH�WR�EORFN�DQ\�VLJQ�RI�RXU�¿UH��SOXJJLQJ�KROHV�ZLWK�EUDPEOHV�
and snow.

7KH�VN\�DERYH�ZDV�VWHHO�JUD\�IURP�RXU�YLHZ�WKURXJK�WKH�IRUHVW�FDQRS\��EXW�WKH�
ZHDWKHU�¿QDOO\�ERUH�VQRZ�DV�ZH�DWH�GLQQHU��7KH�IRUHVW¶V�WDOO�FRQLIHUV�VKLHOGHG�XV�
IURP�PRVW�RI�WKH�LQLWLDO�ÀDNHV��EXW�LQ�WKH�HQG�ZLQWHU�FDPH��IDOOLQJ�LQ�ODUJH�FOXPSV�
DV�WKH�ZHDNHU�EUDQFKHV�OHW�JR�RI�WKHLU�DFFXPXODWHG�VQRZ��)ODNHV�IHOO�RQ�P\�KDQG�
and I watched as their crystalline form slowly changed to water. 

A sudden gust ripped through our campsite and the trees swayed and creaked 

DV� WKH� LF\�ZLQG�KRZOHG�DURXQG�XV��-DLN�SXOOHG�KLV�KHDY\�IXUV�RYHU�KLP�DV�FROG�
PLVHU\� UHWXUQHG�ZLWK� D� YHQJHDQFH�� ,� KHOG� RXW�P\� DUPV�� ODXJKLQJ� DV� WKH� VQRZ�
WRSSOHG�IURP�WKH�WUHHV�OLNH�D�WLQ\�DYDODQFKH��:LWK�P\�PRXWK�RSHQ��WKH�WXPEOLQJ�
VQRZ�ODQGHG�RQ�P\�WRQJXH��DQG�,�UHPHPEHU�VDYRULQJ�WKDW�XQPLVWDNDEOH�ÀDYRU�RI�
LFH�DQG�SLQH��6LOHQFH�UHWXUQHG�DQG�WKH�ZLQG�GLHG�PRPHQWDULO\��OHDYLQJ�SHDFHIXO�
GULIWV�RI�ÀDNHV��,�VOLG�VORZO\�GRZQ�DJDLQVW�DQ�ROG�MXQLSHU�XQWLO�,�VDW�RQ�LWV�ODUJH�
gnarled roots. The stillness in the air held me softly.

³,W¶V�D�JRRG�WKLQJ�ZH�PDGH�RXU�FDPS�ZKHQ�ZH�GLG�´�-DLN�VDLG��SDWWLQJ�WKH�VQRZ�
off him. “Looks like it’ll be quite a storm.”

³+DK��WKLV�LV�QRWKLQJ�OLNH�WKH�¿UVW�VWRUP�WKDW�QHDUO\�NLOOHG�\RX�´�,�DWH�D�IHZ�PRUH�
ÀDNHV��³$QG�HYHQ�WKDW�VWRUP�ZDV�QRWKLQJ�FRPSDUHG�WR�D�PRUR]NR²D�³VKULHNLQJ�
blizzard”—now WKDW¶V a storm.”

³,�WKRXJKW�WKRVH�RQO\�KDSSHQHG�RQ�WKH�&URZQ�RI�WKH�:RUOG�´�-DLN�VDLG�DV�KH�
began to rub his hands.

,�VKRRN�P\�KHDG��³1R��WKH\¶YH�EHHQ�PRYLQJ�VRXWK�IRU�\HDUV��2QH�KLW�$OJLGKHDUW�
ZKHQ�,�ZDV�YHU\�\RXQJ��,W�WHUUL¿HG�HYHU\RQH��EXW�,�ZDVQ¶W�DIUDLG��,�ZDV�PHVPHUL]HG�
by its raw fury.”

I closed my eyes, remembering the raging winds that shrieked like a thousand 

PHQ�EHLQJ� WRUQ�DSDUW�E\�ZROYHV�� ,�ZDV� LQVLGH�P\�SDUHQWV¶�KRPH��KXGGOHG� LQ� D�
basement corner with my mother. I could hear the creaking of the rafters, the 

VDJJLQJ�RI�WKH�URRI�XQGHU�WKH�ZHLJKW�RI�WRQV�RI�ZHW�VQRZ��0RWKHU�ZDV�VKLYHULQJ�
XQFRQWUROODEO\�DQG�,�KHOG�KHU�FORVH��:H�KDG�D�¿UH� LQ� WKH�EDVHPHQW�UDJLQJ�RQO\�
a few feet from her, but I could still see the chill stealing the warmth from her 

breath.
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-DLN�WUHPEOHG�MXVW�DV�P\�PRWKHU�KDG��,�VWHSSHG�DZD\�IURP�WKH�WUHH�DQG�FDPH�
RYHU�WR�EH�QHDU�KLP��+H�ORRNHG�LQWR�P\�H\HV�DQG�,�PHW�KLV�JD]H��6LWWLQJ�GRZQ��,�
SXW�P\�DUP�DURXQG�KLV�EDFN��SODFLQJ�P\�ERG\�DJDLQVW�KLV��+LV�DUP�ZHQW�WR�P\�
VKRXOGHU�DQG�,�OHW�KLP�SXOO�PH�FORVHU��:LWK�P\�JORYHG�KDQGV�,�GHOLFDWHO\�UHDFKHG�
out to touch his face and pulled his lips to mine. We tasted each other and I longed 

WR�H[SHULHQFH�PRUH��+LV�KDQGV�EHJDQ�WR�UXQ�GRZQ�P\�EDFN��DQG�,�NQHZ�KH�ZRXOG�
soon feel my protrusions. 

,�SXVKHG�DZD\�ZLWK�P\�SDOPV�DQG�-DLN�GLGQ¶W�KROG�RQ��
I smirked cautiously and then rested my head on his shoulder.

³8K���RND\�´�KH�EULHÀ\�ODXJKHG�
+H�WKHQ�VWURNHG�P\�KDLU�IRU�D�ZKLOH�EHIRUH�KH�HDVHG�PH�RII�KLV�VKRXOGHU��+H�

OLQJHUHG�IRU�D�PRPHQW��¿QDOO\�VLJKLQJ�DV�KH�EHJDQ�WR�VKLYHU�
�³,�KDYH�WR�JHW�XQGHU�P\�EODQNHWV�´�
+H�ZDONHG�DZD\��ORRNLQJ�EDFN�RQFH�DV�KH�FUDZOHG�LQWR�KLV�WHQW��$�WHDU�VOLSSHG�

from my eye, but I didn’t know how to tell him. If he had learned what was 

happening, I knew he would see me differently. But had he known, would things 

KDYH�HQGHG�GLIIHUHQWO\"�,�ZLOO�DOZD\V�ZRQGHU�LI�LW�ZDV�,�ZKR�GHFLGHG�-DLN¶V�IDWH�
that night. Each time I withheld that truth from him, it was a wasted moment to 

VDYH�KLV�OLIH�
There were no stars in the sky, and I added a few more fallen branches to the 

¿UH��,�DVNHG�IRU�D�EOHVVLQJ�IURP�*R]UHK��WKH�JRG�RI�QDWXUH��WR�SURWHFW�XV�DQG�ELG�
-DLN�JRRGQLJKW��,�VHW�DERXW�SXWWLQJ�XS�P\�WHQW�DQG�FOLPEHG�LQ��

 There is a difference between a dream you expect and one you don’t. I was 

full of questions at this point, and I knew my dreams could answer them. But 

VRPHKRZ��,�ZDV�VXUH�WKH�DQVZHUV�,¶G�UHFHLYH�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�WR�P\�OLNLQJ�
I remember landing in the snow and thinking I was still a bird, but I was not. 

I walked in a deeply wooded forest and stopped, waiting for what I knew would 

come.

$�YRLFH�VSRNH��DQG�,�WXUQHG�WR�VHH�D�VLOKRXHWWH�VWDQGLQJ�DKHDG�LQ�D�FOHDULQJ��,�
FRXOG�VHH�UXQHV�FDUYHG�RQ�WUHHV�DQG�WKH�¿JXUH�KHOG�RXW�LWV�DUPV��ZHOFRPLQJ�P\�
presence. 

She was my blood, P\�NLQG.  

³5XQD��ZDNH�XS�´�-DLN�VKRRN�PH�DQG�,�MXPSHG�ZLWK�D�VWDUW��EUHDWKLQJ�TXLFN�
with a panic. It was still dark outside. 

³6RPHWKLQJ¶V�RXW�WKHUH��5XQD��,�KHDUG�LW�PDNLQJ�D�KLGHRXV�VRXQG�OLNH�KRDUVH�
FKLOGUHQ¶V�YRLFHV��EOHQGHG�WRJHWKHU�´��

I looked out of my tent to a branch where Ademir sat. I nodded and he took 

ÀLJKW�� EULHÀ\� À\LQJ� DERYH� RXU� FDPS�� +H� WKHQ� ODQGHG�� PDNLQJ� QR� VLJQ� WKDW�
something was amiss. I looked up into the night sky, noticing the stars were fading 

as a shade of dark blue slowly grew lighter. It was early.

³,�GRQ¶W�VHQVH�DQ\WKLQJ��-DLN�´
³<RX�GRQ¶W�EHOLHYH�PH"´�KH�UHWRUWHG�DQJULO\��,�WKHQ�QRWLFHG�WKURXJK�WKH�GDUNQHVV�

WKDW�-DLN�KDG�GUDZQ�KLV�VZRUG�
³,�GR�EHOLHYH�\RX��-DLN��EXW�LW�LVQ¶W�KHUH�DQ\PRUH�´�
+H� ORRNHG� DURXQG� P\� WHQW� DQG� WKHQ� VOLG� KLV� VZRUG� EDFN� LQ� LWV� VKHDWK��

'LVEHOLHYLQJ��KH�ORRNHG�DURXQG�WKH�FDPS��VKDNLQJ�KLV�KHDG��)LQDOO\��KH�EUHDWKHG�
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RXW�ZLWK�D�KHDY\�H[KDOH�DQG�VSRNH��³$OO�WKH�VDPH��OHW¶V�SDFN��%\�WKH�WLPH�ZH¶UH�
GRQH��LW�ZLOO�EH�GD\OLJKW�DQG�ZH�FDQ�PRYH�RQ�´

7KLV�ZDV�RXU�ODVW�GD\��7KH�GD\�,�ZRXOG�¿QDOO\�PHHW�KHU�DQG�-DLN�ZRXOG�OHDUQ�
WKH�VHFUHW�RI�&URZWRS��(YHU\WKLQJ�HQGHG�WKDW�GD\�

,Q�VLOHQFH��ZH�EURNH�FDPS�DQG�PRYHG�RXW��WUDYHOLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�DQFLHQW�ZRRGV��
,�ZDV�LPSUHVVHG�DW�WKH�VKHHU�VL]H�DQG�EHDXW\�RI�+RDUZRRG¶V�SULPHYDO�WUHHV��,WV�
DQFLHQW� FRQLIHUV� WRZHUHG� DERYH� XV� DQG� LWV� GHQVH� ZHE� RI� QHHGOHV� NHSW� XV� LQ� D�
shadowy gloom beneath. Some of the trunks were as wide as a house, and one 

exposed stump contained more rings than I could count. 

(DFK�VWHS�IRUZDUG��,�FRXOG�IHHO�D�JURZLQJ�FKLOO�ÀRZLQJ�LQ�P\�YHLQV�DQG�WKH�
VXUURXQGLQJV�GUHZ�PH�LQ�� ,�ZDV�GULYHQ��DQG�P\�KHDUW�SRXQGHG�PRUH�DQG�PRUH�
DV�WKH�VXQ�PRYHG�DFURVV�WKH�VN\��%\�GXVN��WKH�SUHVVXUH�ZDV�HQRUPRXV��DQG�,�IHOW�
QRWKLQJ�IRU�P\VHOI��-DLN�ZDQWHG�WR�UHVW��EXW�,�LJQRUHG�KLP��SXVKLQJ�RQ��

I had to see what I was being led to. 

([KDXVWHG� IURP� P\� XQHQGLQJ� REVHVVLRQ�� -DLN� IHOO� WR� KLV� NQHHV�� EUHDWKLQJ�
KHDYLO\��,�DP�VXUH�KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�VWD\HG�WKDW�ZD\�KDG�KH�QRW�VHHQ�WKH�DEDQGRQHG�
YLOODJH�KH�VR�GHVSHUDWHO\�VRXJKW�

³,V� WKDW� LW"´� +LV� H\HV� ZLGHQHG�� ¿[HG� RQ� WKH� FURZV� URRVWLQJ� RQ� WKH� GLVWDQW�
rooftops.

But I was not looking at Crowtop—I was looking at a clutch of trees, one I had 

VHHQ�LQ�P\�GUHDPV��(DFK�FXUOHG�EUDQFK�DQG�HDFK�KLJK�ERXJK�ZDV�FOHDUO\�GH¿QHG�
in my mind. 

1R�ORQJHU�ZRXOG�,�ZRQGHU��
,�UDQ�ZLWK�QR�KHVLWDWLRQ��QR�VHOI�FRQWURO�DQG�QR�FKRLFH�
-DLN�IDOWHUHG�DQG�VWXPEOHG�DV�,�ZHQW�DKHDG�ZLWK�$GHPLU�À\LQJ�DERYH�
³5XQD�´�,�KHDUG�-DLN�FDOO��³5XQD��ZDLW�´
,�GLGQ¶W�VWRS��DQG�-DLN�IHOO�EHKLQG��
Thinking back, I am not ashamed of what happened. It was too late by then, too 

late for anything to happen differently.

,�OHIW�KLP��UXQQLQJ�KDUGHU�WKDQ�,�HYHU�WKRXJKW�SRVVLEOH��$QG�LQ�D�ZD\��,�KRSHG�
he wouldn’t follow.

I skidded to a halt as I came to a clearing. 

There she stood, beautiful with long black hair. She was beside a crackling 

EOXH�¿UH�ZLWK�D�EODFN�EODQNHW�O\LQJ�RQ�WKH�VQRZ��7KH�PDWHULDO�ZDV�FRYHUHG�ZLWK�
PXVKURRPV��QXWV��DQG�GULHG�PHDW��0\�RZO�DOLJKWHG�RQ�D�EUDQFK� IDU�DERYH�KHU��
FDXWLRXVO\�H\HLQJ�WKH�VXUURXQGLQJV��%HORZ�KLV�EUDQFK�ZHUH�UXQHV�FDUYHG�LQWR�WKH�
tree. She stepped forward with her arms held out.

³:HOFRPH��GDXJKWHU��,¶YH�EHHQ�ZDLWLQJ�IRU�\RX�´
'DXJKWHU"�
7KH�ZRUG�KLW�DV�KDUG�DV�VWRQH��0\�PRWKHU�ZDV�LQ�$OJLGKHDUW��EXW�DV�,�ORRNHG�

into this woman’s face I saw myself staring back. It didn’t escape me that she had 

WZR�WXUTXRLVH�H\HV��OLNH�P\�RQH��6KH�ORRNHG�MXVW�OLNH�PH��,�WKRXJKW�EDFN�WR�WKH�
mother I’d known all my life, realizing she looked nothing like me.

,�GLGQ¶W�KDYH�WLPH�WR�FRQVLGHU�ZKDW�ZDV�KDSSHQLQJ�ZKHQ�WKH�UXVWOH�RI�7D\OD�DQG�
-DLN�VWLUUHG�EHKLQG�PH��7KH\�VORZHG�WR�VWDQG�E\�PH��

�³'R�\RX�NQRZ�KHU"´�-DLN�VDLG��ORRNLQJ�DW�PH�LQ�VXUSULVH�
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³0\�QDPH�LV�6DWHOOD��-DLN��,¶P�5XQD¶V�PRWKHU��$QG�,�WKDQN�\RX�IRU�EULQJLQJ�
her here.”

/HDQLQJ�IRUZDUG��-DLN�ZKLVSHUHG�ZLWK�XQFHUWDLQW\�LQWR�P\�HDU��³'LG�\RX�SODQ�
this all along?”

I couldn’t answer him. It felt like a design, but one I did not make. Inside 

though, I knew I had failed to tell him the truth. I stared at my real mother and she 

VPLOHG�EDFN�ZDUPO\��:KDWHYHU�P\�SDVW�ZDV�LQ�$OJLGKHDUW��LW�QR�ORQJHU�PDWWHUHG�
now.

³&RPH��FKLOG��,W¶V�WLPH�ZH�OHDYH�´
,�VQDSSHG�RXW�RI�P\�UHYHULH�
³:KDW�GR�\RX�ZDQW"´� ,�XQFRQVFLRXVO\� UXEEHG�P\�JORYHG�SLQN\�DJDLQVW�P\�

WKXPE��7KH�FODZV�EHQHDWK�P\�VXSSOH�OHDWKHU�SRNHG�WKURXJK��,�ORRNHG�DW�-DLN�WR�
see if he had noticed, but he only looked at her. 

6DWHOOD�VPLUNHG��³$K��\RX�DUH�¿QDOO\�DFFHSWLQJ�\RXU�WUXH�VHOI��7R�DQVZHU�\RXU�
question, I want to help you through this transition you are going through.”

³5XQD"´�-DLN�DVNHG�VXVSLFLRXVO\��
$� WHDU� IHOO� IURP�P\�H\H�DQG� ,� UHPRYHG�P\�JORYHV� WR� UHYHDO�P\� ORQJ�EODFN�

FODZV��:LWKHUHG� DQG� VKUXQNHQ� VNLQ�ZUDSSHG� DURXQG� ERQH\�¿QJHUV�� -DLN¶V� IDFH�
FXUOHG�LQ�UHYXOVLRQ�DQG�KH�ORRNHG�LQWR�P\�H\HV��WKHQ�EDFN�DW�P\�PRWKHU��WDNLQJ�
careful steps away. 

³<RX¶UH���,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�ZKDW���,¶P���QRW�VXUH�´�+LV�H\HV�UHWXUQHG�WR�P\�KDQGV��
“Why didn’t you...” The shock he felt was hard to take, and I wished I had told 

him sooner.

³:HOO�´� 6DWHOOD� UHOD[HG�� ³\RX� DUH� DOPRVW� FRPSOHWH�� +RZ� EHDXWLIXO� \RX� DUH�
becoming.”

³%HDXWLIXO"´�,�FULHG��³,¶P�KLGHRXV�´
³2K�QR��FKLOG��1R��QR��\RX�PXVW�QRW�WKLQN�OLNH�WKDW��7KDW�LV�WKH�ZD\�WKH\�WKLQN��

7KHUH�DUH�PDQ\�NLQGV�RI�EHDXW\��'R�\RX�WKLQN�,�ORRN�EHDXWLIXO"´
Inside, I felt compelled to say she was beautiful, but there was something more 

to her question. If I was related to her then she was like me, FKDQJHG��,QWXLWLYHO\��
I realized her question was rhetorical.

³%XW��\RX�DUH�EHDXWLIXO�´�-DLN�UHSOLHG�
,�ZRXOG�KDYH� WXUQHG� WR�VODS�-DLN� IRU�KLV�XQZDQWHG�DQVZHU��EXW�P\�PRWKHU¶V�

expression turned to a hateful glare that made me fear for him.

“In that, boy, you are sadly mistaken. It is no wonder I dislike you and your 

NLQG�VR�PXFK��-XGJH�PH�E\�P\�DSSHDUDQFH��GR�\RX"�<RX�NQRZ�ZKDW�WKH\�VD\��
EHDXW\� UXQV�RQO\�VNLQ�GHHS�´�$�ZUDWKIXO�YLVDJH� UHSODFHG�P\�PRWKHU¶V�SOHDVLQJ�
facade and she ripped her clothes off, exposing herself with no modesty.

At that moment, I knew she was going to kill him.

³5XQ��-DLN�´
0\�KHDUW�EHDW�IDVW�DV�VKH�ULSSHG�DW�KHU�EDFN�DQG�KHU�VSLQ\�SURWUXVLRQV�ODQFHG�

RXW��$�JDQJO\�SDOH� FRORU� DSSHDUHG� IURP�KHU� UHYHDOHG� VSLQH� DQG� VKH� WRUH� DW� WKH�
separated skin, shedding off her silky exterior. The skin pooled at her feet and she 

GLVFDUGHG�LW�OLNH�FORWKLQJ��,Q�SODFH�RI�WKH�ORYHO\�ZRPDQ�ZLWK�GDUN�KDLU��D�ZLWKHUHG�
¿JXUH�ZLWK�ZKLWLVK�EOXH�VNLQ�JULQQHG�ZLFNHGO\��+HU�PRXWK�ZDV�¿OOHG�ZLWK�UD]RU�
VKDUS�WHHWK��DQG�KHU�YLEUDQW�WXUTXRLVH�H\HV�VSDUNOHG�ZLWK�PDOHYROHQW�JOHH��
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7D\OD�UHDUHG�LQ�WHUURU��EROWLQJ�LQWR�WKH�ZRRGV��-DLN�JUDEEHG�P\�VKRXOGHU��DQG�,�
FRXOG�KHDU�KLV�VZRUG�FOHDU�LWV�VKHDWK��,�VWUXJJOHG�WR�UHPDLQ�REMHFWLYH��EXW�HYHQWV�
were unfolding too quickly to comprehend.

�³5XQD�´�-DLN�\HOOHG�DV�KH�WRRN�D�VWHS�EDFN��³:H�KDYH�WR�UXQ�IRU�&URZWRS��6KH�
ZRXOGQ¶W�GDUH�IROORZ�XV�LQ�WKHUH�´

�6DWHOOD�ODXJKHG��D�GHHS�FDFNOH�WKDW�FDXVHG�HYHU\�KDLU�RQ�P\�ERG\�WR�VWDQG��6KH�
WRRN�D�IHZ�VWHSV�FORVHU��KHU�H\HV�ORFNHG�RQ�-DLN¶V�VZRUG��

³)RRO�´�VKH�VSDW��³6NROGKHLP�ZLOO�JLYH�\RX�QR�UHIXJH��,WV�RULJLQDO�LQKDELWDQWV�
fared no better in our wake.”

&RQÀLFWLQJ�HPRWLRQV�FDPH�DFURVV�-DLN¶V�IDFH�DV�KLV�EXUQLQJ�FXULRVLW\�KHOG�KLV�
WHUURU�LQ�FKHFN��+LV�H\HV�GDUWHG�EDFN�WR�&URZWRS��EXW�UHWXUQHG�WR�P\�PRWKHU�

³:KDW²ZKDW�GR�\RX�PHDQ"´�+H�KHVLWDQWO\� VWRRG�KLV�JURXQG�DV� VKH� VORZO\�
closed the gap. 

“Curious little thing, aren’t you?” She took another step closer, “We killed 

them all—not directly, mind you, but when we crossed the barrier to this world 

where Crowtop stands, the rift took them all. The opening closed, and a handful 

of us—and our crows—were brought through.” 

She smiled cruelly, “I fear my world wasn’t too hospitable to your kind.” 

-DLN�VZDOORZHG�KLV�VSLW��XQDEOH�WR�WDNH�KLV�H\HV�RII�WKH�GLVJXVWLQJ�YLVDJH�EHIRUH�
him. I myself was taken aback by her hideous appearance. I looked at the ground, 

KRUUL¿HG��NQRZLQJ�VRRQ�,�ZRXOG�EHFRPH�OLNH�KHU��-DLN�QRZ�NQHZ�ZKDW�,�ZDV��,�
FRXOG�VWLOO�IHHO�P\�RZQ�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�ZDQWLQJ�WR�EUHDN�IUHH��DQG�LW�WHUUL¿HG�PH��

I lifted my hand to wipe away tears, but all I could see were terrible claws. 

³-DLN��SOHDVH�JR�´�,�FURDNHG�
+H�ORRNHG�DW�PH��DQG�,�VDZ�UHDOL]DWLRQ�LQ�KLV�H\HV��D�IHDU�IRU�KLV�RZQ�VXUYLYDO��

$W�ODVW��LW�VHHPHG��KH�KDG�OHDUQHG�KLV�OHVVRQ��EXW�LW�ZDV�WRR�ODWH�WR�VDYH�KLV�OLIH��+H�
WXUQHG�DQG�UDQ��OHDYLQJ�PH�EHKLQG��$V�KH�OHIW��P\�KHDUW�VDQN�DQG�P\�PRWKHU�VDZ�
I felt for him.

Sneering, she darted after him, striking with her black claw against his delicate 

WKURDW��+H�VWXPEOHG�IRUZDUG��FUDVKLQJ�WR�WKH�JURXQG��$�VSXUW�RI�EORRG�ÀHZ�RXW�
RQ� WKH�SULVWLQH�VQRZ�DV� ,�JDYH�D� WHUUL¿HG�VKULHN� WKDW�TXLFNO\� WXUQHG� LQKXPDQO\�
JXWWXUDO��$GHPLU�HFKRHG�P\�FU\��KLV�ZLQJV�ÀDSSLQJ�DV�KH�ODXQFKHG�LQWR�WKH�DLU��,�
UDQ�WR�VWDQG�EHWZHHQ�-DLN�DQG�P\�PRWKHU�

³1R�SOHDVH��SOHDVH�GRQ¶W�NLOO�KLP��,�EHJ�\RX�´�
³6LOHQFH��GDXJKWHU�´�6KH�DGYDQFHG��³<RX�DUH�WRR�\RXQJ�WR�GHFLGH��+H�NQRZV�

WRR�PXFK�DQG�FDQQRW�OLYH�´
´+H¶V�PLQH��PRWKHU�´� -DLN� ORRNHG�XS� DW�PH��KLV� KDQG� DJDLQVW� WKH� VOLW� LQ�KLV�

throat. Blood oozed out in spurts, spraying for a moment. 

³+H�FDQ¶W�EH�DOORZHG�WR�JR�RQ�OLNH�WKDW��GDXJKWHU��,¶YH�QLSSHG�KLP�LQ�WKH�MXJXODU�
DQG�KH�ZLOO�EOHHG�RXW�XQWLO�KH�LV�GHDG��<RXU�WLPH�ZLWK�KLP�LV�RYHU��/HW�PH�HQG�KLV�
suffering.”

I could feel the ground swirling beneath me, the light in the distance growing 

EULJKWHU�DV�WKH�WDVWH�RI�FRORUV�FDPH�IURP�ZKDWHYHU�,�ORRNHG�DW��,W�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�
VR�HDV\�WR�IDOO�DQG�OHW�LW�WDNH�PH�DZD\��¿QLVK�RII�ZKDW�OLWWOH�ZDV�OHIW�

+RZHYHU��,�ZDV�D�GUXLG�RQFH��D�FKLOG�RI�QDWXUH�DQG�D�JXLGH�RI�WKH�IRUHVW�ZLOGV�
I swore to protect and keep those under my watch safe. 
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,I�-DLN�GLHG�DQG�,�GLG�QRWKLQJ��,�ZRXOG�KDYH�QR�KRQRU��QR�ORYH��
+H�VWUXJJOHG��G\LQJ�LQ�IURQW�RI�PH��,�VKUXJJHG�RII�P\�FORDN�DQG�SHHOHG�EDFN�

P\�VKLUW��¿QDOO\�GURSSLQJ�P\�WURXVHUV�WR�WKH�JURXQG�DQG�VWHSSLQJ�RXW�RI�WKHP�
,�ZRXOG�¿JKW�IRU�KLP�
Until my last breath, if need be.

³'DXJKWHU��VWDQG�DVLGH��,��,�GRQ¶W²,�ZLOO�QRW�¿JKW�\RX��<RX�DUH���´
I charged, reaching for her head and pulled out a chunk of her dark hair. She 

reeled to the ground with a horrible shriek that made the trees shake.

,� FRXOG� IHHO� LW� QRZ��0\� H[WHULRU� ZDV� QRWKLQJ�PRUH� WKDQ� D� VOLSSHU\� VKHDWK��
Within me, untold power grew, and I was ready to release it. I popped the skin on 

my back and it slipped away from my body, sloughing off in gory, bloody chunks. 

0\�JDQJO\�VNLQ�JOLVWHQHG�IUHVKO\�ZLWK�SXV�DQG�SXOS��$W�P\�IHHW�ZDV�WKH�KROORZ�
face of a child, one I had seen many times in the mirror. She was dead now, and 

,�QHYHU�ZDQWHG�WR�KHDU�KHU�QDPH�DJDLQ��7KH�ZRUG�,�KDG�IRUJRWWHQ�ZDV�5XQD and 

LW�KXUW�WR�KHDU�LW��7KH�UXQH�FDUYHG�WUHHV�VSRNH�ZLWK�YRLFHV��SDLQIXOO\�SOHDGLQJ�IRU�
my mother.

5XQD��GRQ¶W�GR�WKLV��5XQD��
,�QHYHU�ZDQWHG�WR�KHDU�that name again.

7KH� VQRZ� VRSSHG� XS� -DLN¶V� EORRG� DV� D� SRRO� IRUPHG� DURXQG� KLV� QHFN�� +LV�
KDQG�TXLYHUHG��WU\LQJ�WR�NHHS�SUHVVXUH�RQ�WKH�ZRXQG��EXW�LW�VOLSSHG�DZD\�DV�KLV�
DUP�JUHZ�WRR�ZHDN��7KH�FXW�RSHQHG�DQG�KLV�OLIHEORRG�ÀRZHG�OLNH�D�VWUHDP��7KH�
certainty of death was before him, and his eyes drifted towards me. 

0RWKHU�QR�ORQJHU�VKRZHG�DQJHU�RU�SDLQ�DV�VKH�URVH��6KH�ZDV�VROHPQ�DV�D�WHDU�
ran down her face. 

³,�QHYHU�ZDQWHG�WR�KXUW�\RX��GDXJKWHU��,� MXVW�ZDQWHG�WR�VKRZ�\RX�RXU�ZD\�´�
She shuddered while looking at me, and pity crossed her face as she turned away 

WR� YLHZ� WKH� UXQHV� RQ� WKH� WUHHV�� 6KH� EUHDWKHG� RXW� VORZO\� DQG� ORRNHG� XS� DW� WKH�
darkening sky and put her hands to her head and then to her waist.

³2K��FKLOG��LW�LV�D�VDG�WKLQJ�\RX�ZLOO�KDYH�WR�OHDUQ�WKLV���DOO�DORQH��,�VR�ZDQWHG���
to share it with you.”

:LWK� VDYDJH� DEDQGRQ�� ,� ODVKHG� RXW� ZLWK� P\� FUHVFHQW�VKDSHG� WDORQV� DQG�
ULSSHG�WKURXJK�KHU�ÀHVK��0XVFOHV�DQG�WHQGRQV�SDUWHG�DV�KHU�WKURDW�VHYHUHG��+HU�
H[SUHVVLRQ�WXUQHG�WR�KRUURU��EXW�VKH�PDGH�QR�DWWHPSW�WR�VDYH�KHUVHOI��,�OHDSW�XSRQ�
her, knocking her down, slashing repeatedly at her innards. I didn’t stop until I 

was certain she was dead. 

,� VWHSSHG� IURP�P\�PRWKHU¶V� EORRG�FRYHUHG� FRUSVH� DQG� UDQ� WR� -DLN¶V� VLGH�� ,�
IXPEOHG� IRU� D� SRXFK� RQ� KLV� EHOW�� UHPRYLQJ� KHUEV� WR� VWDXQFK� KLV� EOHHGLQJ��+H�
ZDYHG�PH�RII�ZHDNO\�� SDLQ� DQG� VDGQHVV�EHLQJ� DOO� KH� FRXOG� H[SUHVV��7KH�SXOVH�
beneath his skin began to slow and he became pale. 

³:KDW�KRUURU�KDYH�,�EHFRPH��-DLN"´�,�FULHG�
+LV� IHHEOH�KDQG� WRRN�PLQH�� ORZHULQJ� LW� WR�KLV�EORRG�VRDNHG�FKHVW�� ³1R�´�KH�

FURDNHG��³5XQD���,¶P���´�
+LV�H\HV�VWDUHG�DZD\��DQG�KH�VKXGGHUHG�ZLWK�D�ORQJ�H[KDOH��
,�OHDQHG�RYHU�VORZO\��NLVVLQJ�KLP�JRRGE\H��
Lowering his eyelids, I closed my own, hoping when I opened them we would 

be back at our campsite. Safe. Together. I would sit beside him and kiss his lips. 
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+H�ZRXOG�SOD\�PH�D�VRQJ�ZLWK�KLV�SLSHV��DQG�,�ZRXOG�VKRZ�KLP�P\�WHDUV�
I opened my eyes, but nothing had changed. Ademir let out a mournful screech 

DQG�,�OLIWHG�P\�JD]H�XS�WR�ZDWFK�KLP�À\��6ORZO\��,�VWRRG�XS�DQG�UHDFKHG�IRU�WKH�
sky.

One last time my body rippled with a surge, and the creature within me sealed 

LWV�KROG�IRUHYHU��,�FRXOG�IHHO�LWV�SRZHU��QRW�IURP�WKH�ZRRGV�RU�QDWXUH��EXW�IURP�
somewhere else, somewhere XQQDWXUDO. A wind blew in from the forest, circling 

DURXQG�PH��:KLVSHUV�DQG�YRLFHV�VSRNH��7KHUH�ZHUH�PDQ\��EXW�RQH�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�,�
KHDUG�DERYH�DOO�RWKHUV�

³7DNH�FDUH��P\�VZHHW��\RX�DUH�WKH�ODVW�RI�XV��<RX�DUH�EHDXWLIXO�QRW�E\�ZKDW�WKH\�
see, but because of who you are and where you come from.” 

7KH�ZLQG�IDGHG�DZD\��DQG�,�EUHDWKHG�WKH�FROG�DLU�LQ�GHHSO\��)RFXVLQJ��,�NQHZ�
ZLWK�FHUWDLQW\� ,�ZRXOG�À\��3DLQOHVVO\��P\�ERQHV� WZLVWHG�DQG� UHVKDSHG�DV�ZKLWH�
feathers erupted from beneath my skin. I looked up and spread my wings, taking 

D�IXOO�VZDWK�RI�DLU��SURSHOOLQJ�P\VHOI�DERYH�WKH�WUHHV��
+LJKHU�DQG�KLJKHU�,�ÀHZ��ULVLQJ�WR�WKH�FORXGV�DV�ZLQG�FDPH�EHQHDWK�P\�ZLQJV�

to carry me west, toward Whitethrone. Ademir followed, trying to keep up, but I 

was too fast. 

:KDWHYHU�OLQN�$GHPLU�DQG�,�KDG�VKDUHG�ZDV�JRQH�
,�ÀHZ�DZD\��QHYHU�WR�VHH�KLP�DJDLQ��,�UHJUHW�WKDW�,�OHIW�7D\OD�WR�GLH�LQ�WKH�IRUHVW��

but she was always meant to fall to a predator, as I was meant to become one.

)RU� \HDUV� ,� WUDYHOHG�� VHHLQJ� WKH� ZRUOG� DV� D� ELUG�� ,� VWXGLHG� HYHU\WKLQJ� DQG�
HYHU\RQH�DQG�OLYHG�VLPSO\�RII�WKH�ODQG�DQG�WKH�ZLQG��(YHQWXDOO\��,�WUDYHOHG�EDFN�
WR�EXU\�-DLN¶V�UHPDLQV�DQG�UHWULHYH�WKLV�ERRN��

,W�ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�,¶G�ZDONHG�LQ�KXPDQ�IRUP�VLQFH�KLV�GHDWK��7KH�WUHHV�DQG�
runes of my mother and grandmothers then taught me more about who I am.

)RU�\HDUV�,�WUHDVXUHG�WKH�PHPRULHV�DQG�VHQWLPHQWV�-DLN�ZURWH�DERXW�PH�LQ�KLV�
ERRN��,�PHPRUL]HG�HYHU\�ZRUG��HYHU\�SLFWXUH�DQG�HYHU\�VWURNH�RI�KLV�TXLOO�

7KDW�LV�ZK\�,�DP�VHQGLQJ�LW�WR�\RX��KLV�IHOORZ�3DWK¿QGHUV��
-DLN�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�KDSS\�WR�NQRZ�KLV�MRXUQDO�ZDV�¿QDOO\�FKURQLFOHG���
)RUJLYH�PH�IRU�QRW�EHLQJ�KRQHVW�ZLWK�KLP��,�OHDG�KLP�WR�KLV�GHDWK��DQG�,�ZLOO�

QHYHU�IRUJLYH�P\VHOI�IRU�WKDW��$QG�SHUKDSV��EHFDXVH�RI�ZKDW�,�DP��QR�RQH�HYHU�
will.



203

The Crowtop 
Murders

By Elaine Betts

“A1'� 67$<� 287�´� 7+( hulking doorman roared 

as he tossed a couple of brawling drunks out into 

WKH�VWUHHW��QDUURZO\�PLVVLQJ�D�SURVSHFWLYH�SDWURQ��,�
VLJKHG�DV�,�NQHOW�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��WU\LQJ�WR�FOHDQ�XS�WKH�
PHVV�WKH\�OHIW�LQ�WKHLU�ZDNH��,�ZUXQJ�RXW�P\�¿OWK\�

UDJ�DQG�QRWLFHG�WKH�ZDWHU�LQ�P\�EXFNHW�ZDV�TXLFNO\�WXUQLQJ�LQWR�D�JUHHQLVK�EURZQ�
sludge.

$QRWKHU�W\SLFDO�QLJKW�DW�WKH�*REOLQ�'HQ��I thought.

*UXPS��WKH�KDOI�EUHHG�PXVFOH�ZKR¶G�EHHQ�KLUHG�WR�SUHYHQW�EDU�¿JKWV�ZDV�VWLOO�
busy throwing people around the room and out the door. Like most brawls, this 

one had started when some drunken imbecile challenged Grump to a contest of 

VWUHQJWK�� DQG� WKH� KDOI�RUF�ZDV� RQO\� WRR� KDSS\� WR� SURYH� KLPVHOI�� ,W� GLGQ¶W� WDNH�
PXFK�WR�SURYRNH�WKH�RWKHUV�WR�MRLQ�LQ��DQG�WKH�VNLUPLVK�ZDV�VWLOO�LQ�IXOO�VZLQJ�DV�,�
FUDZOHG�DURXQG�WKH�ÀRRU��DWWHPSWLQJ�QRW�WR�JHW�FUXVKHG�DV�,�FOHDQHG�XS�DIWHU�WKHP�

,W�ZDV�GDQJHURXV�ZRUN��EHLQJ�WKH�³SXNH�ER\´�RI�WKH�'HQ��D�ZUHWFKHG�GULQNLQJ�
HVWDEOLVKPHQW�WXFNHG�LQ�WKH�VHHG\�KHDUW�RI�$EVDORP��%XW�LW�ZDV�EHWWHU�WKDQ�VWDUYLQJ�
WR�GHDWK�RQ�WKH�VWUHHWV��VR�,�NHSW�P\�KHDG�GRZQ�DQG�GLG�DV�,�ZDV�WROG��7KH�WDYHUQ�
RZQHU��D�FUXHO�PDQ�QDPHG�$KPHG��QHYHU�OHW�PH�IRUJHW�WKDW�KH�ZDV�P\�PDVWHU�DQG�
the only reason he kept me was because my parents had been some of his best 
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SDWURQV�ZKHQ�WKH\�ZHUH�DOLYH�
1RW� ZLVKLQJ� WR� LQFXU� KLV� ZUDWK�� ,� IRFXVHG� RQ� P\� WDVN� ZKHQ� D� IHZ� RI� WKH�

ZUHVWOLQJ�SDWURQV�IHOO�RYHU�PH�LQ�WKH�PLGVW�RI�WKHLU�GUXQNHQ�UHYHOU\��,�VSUDZOHG�
forward into a mess of spilled ale, tobacco spit, and something that I really hoped 

was stew, and closed my eyes tightly. The drunks rolled off of me, laughing. I 

pushed myself upright and tried to ignore the smell, swallowing back my bile as 

,�FRQWLQXHG�P\�ZRUN��6XGGHQO\��D�KDQG�FODPSHG�RQWR�P\�VKRXOGHU�DQG�,�ÀLQFKHG��
expecting a strike from Ahmed or Grump.

,QVWHDG��DQ�XQIDPLOLDU�YRLFH�VSRNH�P\�QDPH�
³5DVK\\G"�5DVK\\G�-D]LN�6MDUSVRQ"´
I looked up.

7KH�PDQ�VWDQGLQJ�RYHU�PH�ZDV�WDOO�DQG�SDOH��+LV�ORQJ��EUDLGHG�KDLU�DQG�EHDUG�
ZHUH�DOPRVW�FRPSOHWHO\�ZKLWH�H[FHSW�IRU�WKH�VLON\�EODFN�IHDWKHUV�ZRYHQ�LQ��+LV�
FORWKLQJ�ZDV�VWUDQJH�WR�PH�WRR��KHDY\�DQG�GDUN�DQG�FRYHUHG�LQ�D�IHDWKHU\�VKHHQ��
+H�KDG�D�VKDUS�QRVH�DQG�ZHOO�FKLVHOHG�IHDWXUHV��EXW�KLV�H\HV�����,�KDG�QHYHU�VHHQ�D�
SHUVRQ�ZLWK�H\HV�OLNH�KLV�EHIRUH��WKH\�ZHUH�DV�EHDG\�DQG�EODFN�DV�D�UDYHQ¶V�

“Who are you?” I asked warily. The man pulled me to my feet and looked me 

hard in the face.

“You look like your mother,” he whispered in Skald, the language of my father. 

0\�H\HV�ZLGHQHG��,�WKUHZ�D�JODQFH�DW�WKH�EDU�DQG�VDZ�$KPHG�EXV\�KDUDVVLQJ�RQH�
RI�WKH�VHUYLQJ�ZHQFKHV��,�ZDV�IUHH�WR�WDON�IRU�D�PRPHQW�

“You knew my parents?” I whispered eagerly to the stranger. “Are you a 

3DWK¿QGHU"�'R�\RX�NQRZ����´�,�KHDUG�IDPLOLDU��KHDY\�IRRWVWHSV�DQG�ORRNHG�RYHU�DW�
WKH�EDU�DJDLQ�WR�VHH�WKDW�$KPHG�KDG�OHIW�WKH�VHUYLQJ�ZHQFK�DQG�ZDV�QRZ�ZDONLQJ�
WRZDUG�PH��+H�ZDV�DQJU\�WR�VHH�PH�WDONLQJ�WR�D�SDWURQ��KLV�KDQG�UHVWHG�RQ�WKH�
handle of the whip he wore coiled at his belt.

³,�KDYH�WR�JHW�EDFN�WR�ZRUN�´�,�VDLG�LQ�D�ORZ�YRLFH��7KH�PDQ�OHW�JR�RI�P\�DUP�
EXW�GLGQ¶W�OHDYH��,�NQHOW�GRZQ�DQG�JUDEEHG�P\�UDJ�WR�FRQWLQXH�FOHDQLQJ�

³0\�QDPH�LV�5HJLQ�´�KH�VDLG��ULJKWLQJ�D�VWRRO�DQG�VTXDWWLQJ�GRZQ�EHVLGH�PH��
³,QGHHG��,�NQHZ�\RXU�PRWKHU�DQG�IDWKHU��7KH\�ZRXOG�EH�KRUUL¿HG�WR�VHH�WKHLU�VRQ�
LQ�D�SODFH�OLNH�WKLV�´�+H�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG�DQG�,�SDXVHG�IRU�D�PRPHQW�

³7KHQ� WKH\� VKRXOG¶YH� FRPH� KRPH�´� ,� PXWWHUHG�� GURSSLQJ� P\� FORWK� LQ� WKH�
EXFNHW��³,¶G�UDWKHU�EH�D�VODYH�KHUH�WKDQ�RXW�WKHUH�EHJJLQJ�DQG�VWDUYLQJ�WR�GHDWK�´

³:RXOG�\RX�QRZ"´�WKH�PDQ�TXHVWLRQHG��,�ORRNHG�XS�DW�KLP��+H�WKUHZ�DQ�DQJU\�
glare at Ahmed, which surprised me. Ahmed narrowed his eyes, but he stopped 

KLV�DGYDQFH�DQG�UHWXUQHG�WR�WKH�JLUO�DW�WKH�EDU�
³$UH�\RX�KDSS\�WR�VHUYH�WKLV�PDQ��RU�GR�\RX�ZDQW�VRPHWKLQJ�PRUH�IURP�\RXU�

OLIH"´�WKH�VWUDQJHU�DVNHG��WKHQ�VWXGLHG�PH�DJDLQ��³+DYH�\RX�HYHU�ZRQGHUHG�ZKDW�
you’re UHDOO\ capable of?”

I stared at him quizzically, and he leaned closer.

³,�FDQ�KHOS�\RX�GLVFRYHU�ZKDW�EHFDPH�RI�\RXU�PRWKHU�DQG�IDWKHU�´
0\�H\HV�ZLGHQHG�DJDLQ��WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�KDG�SODJXHG�PH�VLQFH�FKLOGKRRG�ZKHQ�

my parents disappeared and presumably perished on some unknown quest. I threw 

a glance at Ahmed and looked down, shaking my head.

³,�FDQ¶W�MXVW�OHDYH�´�,�ZKLVSHUHG��UHWULHYLQJ�P\�FORWK�DQG�IXULRXVO\�VFUXEELQJ�
WKH�ÀRRU��³,�DP�LQGHEWHG�WR�$KPHG��8QWLO�WKDW�GHEW�LV�SDLG��KH�RZQV me.”
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³+RZ�PXFK�ZRXOG�\RXU�IUHHGRP�FRVW"´�WKH�ODUJH�PDQ�DVNHG�PH��DQG�,�KHDUG�
a clinking sound as he pulled out a sack of coins. “What more do you owe him?”

,�ORRNHG�EDFN�XS�DW�WKH�8OIHQ�LQ�VKRFN��³,���,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�´�,�VWDPPHUHG��³,¶YH�
VHUYHG�KLP�IRU�VR�ORQJ���¿IW\�PHDVXUHV�PD\EH"´

³*LYH�WKLV�WR�\RXU�PDVWHU�´�KH�VDLG�ZLWKRXW�KHVLWDWLRQ��OHWWLQJ�WKH�FRLQ�SXUVH�
GURS�LQWR�P\�KDQGV��³,�WUDYHO�QRUWK�WR�WKH�:LQWHUODQGV�DW�VXQGRZQ��,I�\RX�ZLVK�
WR�EH�IUHH��\RX�ZLOO�¿QG�PH�DW�WKH�VWDEOHV��,�ZLOO�ZDLW�XQWLO�GXVN�IRU�\RXU�DQVZHU�´�
Then he stood and walked away.

I glanced around the common room then stealthily opened the pouch underneath 

D�WDEOH��WKHUH�ZDV�HDVLO\�PRUH�WKDQ�HQRXJK�WR�SD\�P\�GHEW�WR�$KPHG�
,�IHOW�P\VHOI�VWDUW�WR�VPLOH��,�FRXOG�KDUGO\�EHOLHYH�ZKDW�ZDV�KDSSHQLQJ��)LQDOO\��

someone had come to take me away from this place. I would be free again. I 

hadn’t felt happiness in such a long time that it frightened me. I quickly pushed it 

GRZQ�DV�,�VWRRG�DQG�ZDONHG�VKDNLO\�RYHU�WR�WKH�EDU�ZKHUH�P\�PDVWHU�ZDV�RJOLQJ�
WKH�EDUPDLG¶V�WLJKW�¿WWLQJ�EORXVH��$KPHG�JODUHG�DW�PH�DV�,�DSSURDFKHG�DQG�WRVVHG�
him the sack. The gold chinked together inside and his eyes lit up.

³0\�GHEW�LV�SDLG�´�,�WROG�KLP�DV�HYHQO\�DV�,�FRXOG��7KHQ�,�WXUQHG�DQG�ZDONHG�WR�
my meager quarters, which were huddled in the back corner of the kitchen.

,�VWULSSHG�RII�P\�¿OWK�FRYHUHG�WXQLF�DQG�EHQW�GRZQ�WR�JDWKHU�P\�EHORQJLQJV��
KLGGHQ�XQGHU�D�ORRVH�ÀRRUERDUG�EHQHDWK�P\�FRW��,�GLGQ¶W�KDYH�PDQ\�SRVVHVVLRQV²D�
FRXSOH�VHWV�RI�FORWKLQJ��D�VPDOO�KXQWLQJ�NQLIH��DQG�D�SODWLQXP�DQG�RQ\[�ULQJ�WKDW�
once belonged to my father, strung on a leather cord. As I pried the board loose, I 

heard footsteps behind me.

³*HW�EDFN�WR�ZRUN��ER\�´�$KPHG�EDUNHG��³RU�KDYH�\RX�IRUJRWWHQ� WKDW�,�RZQ�
\RX"´�,�EULVWOHG�DW�KLV�WRQH��)HDU�URVH�LQ�P\�FKHVW�EXW��IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��LW�ZDV�DOVR�
accompanied by anger. I thought of my mother and father then stood up straight 

and turned to face the innkeeper. Ahmed was a bigger man than me, but I was 

VHYHUDO�LQFKHV�WDOOHU��,�PXVWHUHG�P\�FRXUDJH�DQG�JODUHG�GRZQ�DW�KLP�IURP�P\�IXOO�
height.

³7KH�KHOOV�\RX�GR�´�,�VDLG�DV�P\�KDQGV�FOHQFKHG�LQWR�¿VWV�DW�P\�VLGHV��³,�SDLG�
\RX�PRUH�WKDQ�HQRXJK�WR�FRYHU�P\�GHEW��,¶P�QRW�\RXU�µSXNH�ER\¶�DQ\PRUH�´

$KPHG�VFRIIHG��³<RX�WKLQN�\RX�FDQ�WKURZ�D�IHZ�FRLQV�DW�PH�DQG�ZDON�DZD\�"�
)RU�WZHOYH�\HDUV�,�IHG�\RX��FORWKHG�\RX��DQG�JDYH�\RX�D�URRI�RYHU�\RXU�KHDG��,�
SURWHFWHG�\RX�ZKHQ�QR�RQH�HOVH�ZRXOG��<RX�GRQ¶W�JHW�WR�VD\�ZKHQ�\RX¶UH�GRQH�´

+H�WKUHZ�D�SXQFK�DW�P\�KHDG��,�PDQDJHG�WR�GXFN��EXW�KLV�VHFRQG�¿VW�FDPH�RXW�
RI�QRZKHUH��VWULNLQJ�PH�LQ�WKH�VWRPDFK��,�UHHOHG�DQG�GRXEOHG�RYHU�DV�,� WULHG�WR�
UHJDLQ�P\�EUHDWK��EXW�EHIRUH�,�FRXOG�UHFRYHU��$KPHG¶V�ZKLS�FDPH�GRZQ�DFURVV�
my shoulder blades with a sharp crack. I bit back a cry of pain and tried to stand, 

but he lashed me again with such strength that I was forced to my knees. As the 

EORZV�UDLQHG�GRZQ��,�FRYHUHG�P\�KHDG�ZLWK�P\�DUPV�DQG�VTXHH]HG�P\�H\HV�VKXW��
gripping my hair tighter with each stroke that fell. And as the whip cut deeper and 

GHHSHU�LQWR�P\�ÀHVK��P\�KHDUW�VDQN�ORZHU�DQG�ORZHU��KH�ZRXOG�NLOO�PH�EHIRUH�KH�
ZRXOG�OHW�PH�OHDYH��,�ZDV�QHYHU�JRLQJ�WR�EH�IUHH�

,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�KRZ�PDQ\�ODVKHV�,�HQGXUHG��EXW�MXVW�ZKHQ�,�WKRXJKW�,�FRXOGQ¶W�
take any more, the blows mysteriously stopped. I slowly lowered my aching arms 

and gingerly turned to look up. Ahmed’s whip was raised, poised to strike another 
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blow, but a strong hand held his arm immobile.

The stranger who had bought my freedom was standing between me and the 

whip.

“Are you alright?” he asked without taking his eyes off Ahmed.

³,¶OO�OLYH�´�,�FURDNHG��EHWUD\LQJ�P\�IHDU�DQG�SDLQ�
“Get your things, then. We’ll walk out of here together.”

$KPHG�SURWHVWHG��³7KDW�ER\�LV�P\�SURSHUW\�´
³5DVK\\G�EHORQJV�WR�QR�RQH�´�WKH�PDQ�FDOOHG�5HJLQ�JURZOHG��EDUHO\�FRQWDLQLQJ�

his rage. I was trembling as I dug my things out from beneath my cot and rolled 

WKHP�XS�LQWR�D�EXQGOH��7KHQ�WKH�ZKLS�FUDFNHG�DQG�,�ÀLQFKHG��H[SHFWLQJ�DQRWKHU�
EORZ��:KHQ�,�WXUQHG��,�VDZ�$KPHG�EOHHGLQJ�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU�DQG�5HJLQ�VWDQGLQJ�RYHU�
him with the lash in his hands.

“If you follow us, I ZLOO� NLOO� \RX�´�5HJLQ� VSDW� DW�$KPHG�� ,� VDZ�P\� IRUPHU�
PDVWHU�QRG��KLV�DUPV�UDLVHG�RYHU�KLV�KHDG��FRZHULQJ�LQ�VXUUHQGHU�

,�VXUYH\HG�P\�TXDUWHUV�RQH�ODVW�WLPH��PDNLQJ�VXUH�,�KDG�HYHU\WKLQJ�,�QHHGHG��
5HJLQ�WRRN�RII�KLV�FORDN�DQG�FDUHIXOO\�GUDSHG�LW�DURXQG�P\�VKRXOGHUV�

³/HW¶V�JR�´�KH�VDLG��+H�KHIWHG�P\�SDFN��H[WHQGHG�KLV�DUP��DQG�KHOSHG�PH�WR�WKH�
VWDEOHV�ZKHUH�WZR�KRUVHV�VWRRG�ZDLWLQJ��0\�VKUHGGHG�EDFN�EXUQHG�DQG�WKUREEHG�
DV�,�PRXQWHG��EXW�,�OHDQHG�IRUZDUG�DQG�GLG�P\�EHVW�WR�KDQJ�RQ��5HJLQ�FOLPEHG�
onto his steed and took my horse’s reins. Then he clicked his tongue and we were 

off.

Through the pain, I allowed myself one glance back and felt a smile creep onto 

P\�IDFH�DV�WKH�*REOLQ�'HQ�IDGHG�LQWR�WKH�GDUNQHVV�
,�ZDV�EDUHO\� FRQVFLRXV�ZKHQ�ZH� UHDFKHG� WKH�SLHU� DQG� WKH�EODFN�VDLOHG� VKLS�

called the &RUYLV��6HYHUDO�SDLUV�RI�VWURQJ�DUPV�KHOSHG�PH�IURP�P\�PRXQW�DQG�
KDOI�FDUULHG�PH�DERDUG�

³*HW�KLP�EHORZ�´�,�KHDUG�5HJLQ�VD\�WKURXJK�WKH�KD]H��³,¶OO�IHWFK�WKH�VXUJHRQ�´
0\�EHDUHUV�EURXJKW�PH�WR�D�FDELQ�DQG�ODLG�PH�IDFH�GRZQ�RQ�D�ODUJH�FRPIRUWDEOH�

bed. I heard someone else enter and felt the cloak peel away from the seething 

ZRXQGV�RQ�P\�EDFN��,�FOHQFKHG�WKH�EODQNHWV�LQ�P\�¿VWV�DQG�EXULHG�P\�IDFH�LQ�D�
SLOORZ�WR�VWLÀH�P\�FULHV�DQG�KLGH�WKH�WHDUV�RI�SDLQ�WKDW�UROOHG�GRZQ�P\�FKHHNV��
6RRQ�� WKH�ZRUVW�RI� LW�ZDV�RYHU�DQG�D� VRRWKLQJ�VDOYH�ZDV�DSSOLHG� WR�P\�VNLQ�� ,�
closed my eyes, feeling drowsy now as my back was swaddled in cool, clean 

EDQGDJHV��$V�P\�EUHDWKLQJ�VORZHG��5HJLQ�DQG�WKH�RWKHU�PHQ�PXVW�KDYH�WKRXJKW�
I was asleep because they began talking in hushed tones in a corner of the room.

“Who did this to him?” a man asked with surprising disdain.

³+LV�µPDVWHU�¶´�5HJLQ�UHSOLHG�ZLWK�YHQRP��³,�IRXQG�KLP�OLYLQJ�LQ�D�VWLQNLQJ�
KROH�FDOOHG�WKH�*REOLQ�'HQ��7KH�RZQHU�RI�WKDW�ZUHWFKHG�SODFH�NHSW�KLP�DV�D�VODYH��
I paid for his release, but the man refused to set him free.”

6HYHUDO�RI� WKH�YRLFHV�PXUPXUHG� LQGLJQDQWO\� LQ� UHVSRQVH�� ,� WULHG� WR�NHHS�P\�
breathing relaxed so I could listen. Why would they care about how I was treated? 

,�ZDV�MXVW�D�VWUHHW�NLG�
³:HOO��WKDW¶V�DOO�RYHU�QRZ��+H�VKRXOG�KHDO�XS�MXVW�¿QH�´�DQ�ROGHU�YRLFH�VDLG��

³SURYLGHG�WKDW�KH�GRHVQ¶W�PRYH�DURXQG�WRR�PXFK�WKH�QH[W�IHZ�ZHHNV�´
³+RZ�PXFK�GLG�\RX�WHOO�KLP"´�DQRWKHU�PDQ�DVNHG�
³1RWKLQJ�´�5HJLQ�DQVZHUHG��³7KHUH�ZDVQ¶W�WLPH��,�KDG�WR�JHW�KLP�DZD\�IURP�
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that place as quickly as possible. Their reach is getting wider, and it wouldn’t 

VXUSULVH�PH�LI�WKH�WDYHUQ�RZQHU�ZDV�DQ�DJHQW�RI�WKH�ZLWFKHV�´
“If that were the case, though, he would be dead,” the old man stated.

0\�H[KDXVWHG�PLQG�VWXPEOHG�RYHU�WKH�UHYHODWLRQ��6RPHRQH�ZDQWHG�PH�GHDG"�
Why? What was going on?

³7DNH�FDUH�RI�KLP�´�5HJLQ�VDLG��³,�ZDQW�D�JXDUG�RQ�WKLV�GRRU�DW�DOO�WLPHV��:H�
PD\�EH�LQ�IRU�D�¿JKW�EHIRUH�ZH�DUULYH�´

I heard footsteps, and then the door to my room creaked closed. I tried to 

UHPHPEHU�WKHLU�ZRUGV�� WR�¿JXUH�RXW�ZKDW�WKH\�PHDQW��EXW�P\�EUDLQ�ZDV�IRJJ\��
The rocking of the ship was soothing, and my back was pleasantly numb from 

WKH�KHUEV�LQ�WKH�ROG�PDQ¶V�EDOP��0\�UHVROYH�IDOWHUHG��,W�ZDVQ¶W�ORQJ�EHIRUH�,�IHOO�
asleep.

o~O~o

2YHU�WKH�QH[W�IHZ�ZHHNV��LW�VHHPHG�DOO�,�GLG�ZDV�HDW�DQG�VOHHS�DV�ZH�VDLOHG�RQ��
The men guarding my door were polite and brought me anything I asked for, and I 

ZDV�WUHDWHG�OLNH�DQ�KRQRUHG�JXHVW�E\�HYHU\RQH�DERDUG��WKRXJK�QRQH�RI�WKHP�ZRXOG�
WDON�WR�PH�IRU�ORQJ��ZLWK�WKH�H[FHSWLRQ�RI�5HJLQ�

+H�HQWHUHG�P\�FDELQ�RQH�PRUQLQJ�DV�,�VWRRG�E\�D�SRUWKROH��ORRNLQJ�RXW�RYHU�WKH�
VHD��³+HUH��,�EURXJKW�\RX�VRPHWKLQJ�´

“What is it?” 

+H�PRWLRQHG�PH�RYHU�WR�VLW�DW�WKH�WDEOH�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZDOO��7KHQ�KH�VHW�D�ERRN�
between us, turning it to face me. I stared at the worn brown leather in disbelief. 

7KH�FRYHU�ZDV�HPERVVHG�ZLWK�WKH�LPDJH�RI�D�UHDULQJ�KRUVH��LWV�ORQJ�PDQH�DQG�WDLO�
ÀRZLQJ�EHKLQG�LW�DV�LI�EORZQ�E\�D�GHVHUW�ZLQG��,�UDQ�P\�¿QJHUV�RYHU�WKH�PDMHVWLF�
FUHDWXUH��,�UHFRJQL]HG�P\�PRWKHU¶V�KRUVH�DV�HDVLO\�DV�P\�RZQ�KDQG�

“Khismei,” I whispered. 

³7KLV�LV�P\�PRWKHU¶V�MRXUQDO�����:KHUH�GLG�\RX�¿QG�LW"´
³,Q� WKH� VQRZ� RXWVLGH�P\� YLOODJH�´� 5HJLQ� VDLG�� ³%RRNV� DUH� QRW� FRPPRQ� LQ�

the Winterlands so I knew it was important. Your mother wrote in an unfamiliar 

tongue, and it took me some time to decipher it, but it led me to you. I only wish I 

KDG�IRXQG�\RX�VRRQHU��<RXU�IDWKHU�DQG�PRWKHU�ZHUH�JUHDW�SHRSOH��5DVK\\G��7KH\�
ZRXOG¶YH�ZDQWHG�\RX�WR�KDYH�WKLV�´

,�PHW�5HJLQ¶V�GDUN�H\HV��³'R�\RX���NQRZ�ZKDW�KDSSHQHG"´�
+H�UHPDLQHG�VLOHQW�IRU�D�PRPHQW�
³2XU�HQHPLHV�ZLOO�VWRS�DW�QRWKLQJ�WR�NLOO�\RX�´�KH�VDLG�¿QDOO\��³<RX�QHHG�WR�EH�

prepared.”

“Why?” I asked in confusion.

5HJLQ�VPLOHG�VDGO\��
³5HDG� \RXU�PRWKHU¶V� MRXUQDO�� ,W�ZLOO� JLYH� \RX� VRPH� LGHD� RI�ZKDW�ZH¶UH� XS�

against.” Then he stood and left me with the book.

,� RSHQHG� WKH� ZRUQ� FRYHU� DQG� VWDUHG� DW� P\� PRWKHU¶V� VFUDZO�� ,W� WRRN� PH� D�
PRPHQW�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�VTXLJJOHV�RI�KHU�QDWLYH�WRQJXH��0\�PRWKHU�ZDV�IURP�WKH�
6XPPHUODQGV�IDU�WR�WKH�VRXWK��DQG�VKH�DOZD\V�ZURWH�LQ�4DGLUDQ�XQOHVV�VKH�PHDQW�
IRU�P\�IDWKHU�WR�UHDG�LW��7KH\�WUDYHOOHG�RIWHQ��ZULWLQJ�LQ�MRXUQDOV�DQG�WKHQ�VHQGLQJ�
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WKHP�DZD\�WR�D�SODFH�LQ�$EVDORP�FDOOHG�WKH�3DWK¿QGHU�*UDQG�/RGJH��:KHQ�P\�
SDUHQWV�GLGQ¶W�FRPH�EDFN�IURP�WKHLU�ODVW�MRXUQH\��VRPH�IULHQGV�RI�WKHLUV�WRRN�PH�
in for a while. But then the money ran out, and they left me to fend for myself. I 

wondered if my parents knew what would happen when they didn’t come back. I 

sighed and picked up the book, turning to the last pages and hoping my mother’s 

ZRUGV�ZRXOG�SURYLGH�VRPH�DQVZHUV�

���6DUHQLWK������
,� KDYH� ¿QDOO\� FDXJKW� XS� ZLWK� 6MDUS� MXVW� LQVLGH� ,UULVHQ�� WKDQN� WKH� JRGV�� ,�

GHPDQGHG�WR�NQRZ�ZKDW�PDGQHVV�GURYH�KLP�WR�FRPH�KHUH�DORQH��EXW�KH�UHIXVHG�WR�
DQVZHU��,W�PXVW�KDYH�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�GR�ZLWK�WKDW�ROG�ZRPDQ�ZH�PHW�LQ�WKH�PDUNHW�
D�IHZ�PRQWKV�DJR��WKRXJK�RI�FRXUVH�KH�GHQLHV�LW��+H¶V�EHHQ�DFWLQJ�VWUDQJHO\�HYHU�
VLQFH��$OO�KH�VD\V�QRZ�LV� WKDW�KH�PXVW�JHW� WR�:LQWHUKHDUW��+H�KDV�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�
JLYH�WR�KLV�IDWKHU��KH�ZRQ¶W�WHOO�PH�ZKDW��,�HYHQ�WULHG�UHPLQGLQJ�KLP�RI�ZK\�KH�OHIW�
,UULVHQ�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�SODFH��EXW�KH�UHPDLQHG�DV�VLOHQW�DV�WKHVH�VQRZ�FRYHUHG�ZDVWHV��
,�VZHDU��LI�KH¶V�WU\LQJ�WR�JHW�KLPVHOI�NLOOHG��KH�ZRQ¶W�KDYH�WR�ZDLW�IRU�WKH�-DGZLJD�
WR�GR�LW�����7KH�PDQ�LV�LQIXULDWLQJ�

��(UDVWXV������
%\�WKH�JRGV��LW�LV�FROG��,W¶V�VXPPHU�HYHU\ZKHUH�LQ�WKLV�QRUWKHUQ�FRUQHU�RI�WKH�

ZRUOG²HYHU\ZKHUH�EXW�KHUH�� ,W� VHHPV�6DUHQUDH�KDV� IRUJRWWHQ�,UULVHQ��(YHQ� WKH�
VKHOWHU�6MDUS�EXLOW� GRHV� OLWWOH� WR�EORFN�RXW� WKLV�ELWLQJ��XQQDWXUDO� FROG��:H�KDYH�
QRWKLQJ�WR�GR�WRQLJKW�EXW�VLW�DQG�ZDLW�IRU�WKH�VXQ��WKHUH�LV�D�ZLQWHU�ZROI�WUDFNLQJ�
XV��D�VS\�IRU�WKH�-DGZLJD��7KH\�NQRZ�ZH¶UH�FRPLQJ��WKRXJK�,�VWLOO�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�ZK\��
DQG�6MDUS�LV�DV�FORVHG�RII�DV�HYHU��,I�LW�ZHUHQ¶W�IRU�WKH�YHU\�UHDO�GDQJHU�KH¶V�SXW�
KLPVHOI�LQ��,�ZRXOG�EH�WHPSWHG�WR�JR�EDFN�WR�$EVDORP�DQG�OHW�KLP�IUHH]H�KHUH�E\�
KLPVHOI��'DZQÀRZHU��SURWHFW�P\�VWXEERUQ�KXVEDQG�

I puzzled at the meaning of these entries. Why had my father gone back to his 

KRPHODQG�ZLWKRXW�P\�PRWKHU"�7KH\�KDG�DOZD\V�MRXUQH\HG�WRJHWKHU�EHIRUH��:K\�
not this time? What was he trying to protect her from?

A cacophony of awful caws and shrieks broke into my thoughts, followed by 

VKRXWV�DQG�UXQQLQJ�IRRWIDOOV�RQ�WKH�GHFN�DERYH�PH��&URZV�DJDLQ"�,�UHPHPEHUHG�
KHDULQJ�WKHP�VHYHUDO�WLPHV�RYHU�WKH�SDVW�ZHHNV��EXW�,�FRXOGQ¶W�EHJLQ�WR�JXHVV�ZKDW�
LW�PHDQW��,�VKXGGHUHG�LQYROXQWDULO\��,�ZDV�EHJLQQLQJ�WR�WKLQN�WKHVH�SHRSOH�ZHUH�
hiding something sinister from me.

,�OLVWHQHG�D�IHZ�PRUH�PLQXWHV�DQG�WKH�VRXQGV�HYHQWXDOO\�GLHG�DZD\��,�WXUQHG�
EDFN�WR�P\�PRWKHU¶V�MRXUQDO��VHHNLQJ�GHVSHUDWHO\�IRU�VRPH�ZD\�WR�PDNH�VHQVH�RI�
LW�DOO��+RZ�,�ZLVKHG�VKH�DQG�P\�IDWKHU�ZHUH�KHUH�ZLWK�PH��WR�KHOS�PH�XQGHUVWDQG��
to tell me what was happening. But deep down I wondered if they hadn’t come to 

P\�DLG�EHFDXVH�WKH\�ZHUH�EH\RQG�DLG�WKHPVHOYHV�
'HHSO\�WURXEOHG��,�FRQWLQXHG�UHDGLQJ�

���(UDVWXV������
7RGD\�ZH�UHDFKHG�:LQWHUKHDUW��2Q�¿UVW�JODQFH��WKH�SHRSOH�KHUH�DSSHDU�EURNHQ��

GHIHDWHG�� DQG� KRSHOHVV�� (YHU\WKLQJ� DERXW� WKH� SODFH� LV� GLVPDO�� IURP� WKH� JUD\�
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WLPEHU�KRXVHV�WR�WKH�FRORUOHVV�IDFHV�RI�PHQ�DQG�ZRPHQ�GUHVVHG�LQ�GLQJ\�IXUV�DQG�
XQWDQQHG� OHDWKHU��7KHUH�ZHUH�QR�FKLOGUHQ� WR�EH� VHHQ�� ,� OHDUQHG� ODWHU� WKDW� WKHLU�
PRWKHUV�DQG�IDWKHUV�NHHS�WKHP�LQVLGH�DV�PXFK�DV�SRVVLEOH��DV�QRWKLQJ�DWWUDFWV�WKH�
DWWHQWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�ZLWFK�PDVWHUV�PRUH�WKDQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�D�SUHWW\�FKLOG�
<HW�EHQHDWK�WKLV�IUR]HQ�VXUIDFH��,�IHHO�WKH�KHDW�RI�DQJHU�DQG�GH¿DQFH��:LQWHUKHDUW�

KDV�QRW�JLYHQ�XS��7KRXJK�RXWZDUGO\�WKH\�DSSHDU�WR�EH�REHGLHQW��GXWLIXO�VODYHV��
EHKLQG� FORVHG� GRRUV� WKH\� VWLOO� REVHUYH� WKHLU� ROG�ZD\V� DQG� UHPHPEHU� WKHLU� ROG�
NLQJV�� 7KH\� DUH�PHUHO\� ELGLQJ� WKHLU� WLPH��ZDLWLQJ� IRU� VRPHWKLQJ�� ,� ORQJ� WR� DVN�
6MDUS�ZKDW�WKDW�VRPHWKLQJ�LV��EXW�,�IHDU�YRLFLQJ�LW�DORXG�IRU�,�DP�WROG�WKH�-DGZLJD�
KDYH�VSLHV�HYHU\ZKHUH��0\�EHORYHG¶V�µVHFUHW�PLVVLRQ¶�XQGRXEWHGO\�KDV�VRPHWKLQJ�
WR�GR�ZLWK�LW�WKRXJK��DV�VRRQ�DV�ZH�UHDFKHG�:LQWHUKHDUW��KH�VRXJKW�RXW�KLV�IDWKHU�
8QIRUWXQDWHO\��-DUO�*XQWKHU�LV�YHU\�LOO��+H�ZDV�SOHDVHG�WR�KHDU�WKDW�ZH�KDYH�D�

VRQ��EXW�ZDV�HYHQ�PRUH�SOHDVHG�WKDW�5DVK\\G�LVQ¶W�KHUH�ZLWK�XV��7KH�YLOODJH�KHDOHU�
GRHVQ¶W�H[SHFW�KLP�WR�ODVW�PXFK�ORQJHU��(YHQ�P\�SUD\HUV�WR�WKH�'DZQÀRZHU�VHHP�
RQO\�WR�RIIHU�PRUDO�FRPIRUW��6MDUS�VLWV�EHVLGH�KLP��KROGLQJ�KLV�IDWKHU¶V�KDQG�ZKLOH�
WKH�ROG�MDUO�JDVSV�IRU�EUHDWK��7KH�DLU�VHHPV�WR�WLQJOH�ZLWK�LF\�DQWLFLSDWLRQ�����7KLV�
ZLOO�OLNHO\�EH�P\�ODVW�FKDQFH�WR�ZULWH�XQWLO�WKLV�LV�RYHU��,�DP�DQ[LRXV�WR�EH�KRPH�
ZLWK�P\�VRQ�

,�ÀLSSHG�WKURXJK�WKH�UHPDLQLQJ�SDJHV�EXW��H[FHSW�IRU�VRPH�UXVW�FRORUHG�VWDLQV��
WKH\�ZHUH�EODQN��,�VLJKHG�DQG�FORVHG�WKH�MRXUQDO��KXJJLQJ�LW�WR�PH�DV�D�KHDYLQHVV�
¿OOHG�P\�FKHVW��,�KDG�DOZD\V�KHOG�RXW�KRSH�WKDW�WKH\�ZHUH�RXW�WKHUH�VRPHZKHUH��
EXW�QRZ�,�ZRQGHUHG�LI�P\�SDUHQWV�UHDOO\�ZHUH�GHDG��,�JRW�XS�DQG�PRYHG�WRZDUG�
my bed, then closed my eyes and fell back onto the mattress with a mournful 

VLJK�� ,� ODLG� WKHUH� IRU� D� ORQJ� WLPH� DQG� HYHQWXDOO\�PDQDJHG� WR� IDOO� DVOHHS�� EXW� ,�
ZDV�UHVWOHVV�DQG�P\�GUHDPV�ZHUH�KDXQWHG�E\�YLVLRQV�RI�PRQVWHUV��FODZV��DQG�P\�
parents bleeding out in the snow. They reached out to me, and I could almost feel 

their cold hands on my skin.

I awoke with a start...and felt something beside me in bed.

³:KD²"´� ,� VWDPPHUHG��PRYLQJ�TXLFNO\� DZD\� IURP� WKH�SUHVHQFH��7ZR� VRIW�
hands stopped me.

³6KK���´�D�VRRWKLQJ�IHPDOH�YRLFH�VDLG�� OLJKWO\�FDUHVVLQJ�P\�FKHVW��³'RQ¶W�EH�
afraid. I’m here to help you.” I sat up and a beautiful woman propped herself up 

on one arm beside me, smiling serenely.

³:KR�DUH�\RX"´�,�DVNHG��P\�YRLFH�FUDFNLQJ�DV�D�IRJ�RI�FRQIXVLRQ�VWLOO�OLQJHUHG�
from my nightmare. I shook my head to clear it.

“A friend,” she whispered. “I’m here to take you away from this place. You 

can’t trust these people.”

,�QDUURZHG�P\�H\HV�DQG�VWXGLHG�KHU�IDFH��³%XW���WKH\�VDYHG�P\�OLIH�´�,�VFRZOHG�
³$UH�\RX�VXUH"´�VKH�DVNHG��UDLVLQJ�KHUVHOI�XS�IXUWKHU�DQG�PRYLQJ�FORVHU�WR�PH��

³+RZ�ORQJ�KDYH�WKH\�NHSW�\RX�ORFNHG�LQ�WKLV�URRP"�7KH\�SDLG�\RXU�GHEW��EXW�QRZ�
\RX�DUH�WKHLU�SULVRQHU��$�QHZ�VODYHU\�DZDLWV�\RX�LI�\RX�VWD\�ZLWK�WKHP��5DVK\\G�´

³,�EHORQJ�WR�QR�RQH�´�,�DVVHUWHG��³5HJLQ�VHW�PH�IUHH�´�,�UXEEHG�P\�EURZ�DV�,�IHOW�
my head begin to swim. Something about her was intoxicating.

She laughed. “Are you VXUH?” she asked again. “Or was it all a lie? A trick to 

JHW�\RX�WR�WUXVW�KLP"�:KDW�GR�\RX�UHDOO\�NQRZ�DERXW�WKHVH�SHRSOH��5DVK\\G"�:KR�
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are they?”

She leaned closer. Uncertainty and disorientation paralyzed me. I recalled 

5HJLQ¶V�FRQFHUQ�IRU�PH�ZKHQ�KH�WKRXJKW�,�ZDV�DVOHHS��WKH�NLQGQHVV�RI�WKH�VKLS¶V�
surgeon, the care of the guards. She had to be wrong.

³1R�´�,�VDLG��SXVKLQJ�KHU�DZD\�DQG�VWDQGLQJ�XS��³,W¶V�QR�WULFN��,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�
ZKR�RU�ZKDW�\RX�DUH��EXW�,�GRQ¶W�EHOLHYH�\RX�´

)RU�D�PRPHQW��KHU�IDFH�WZLVWHG�ZLWK�UDJH��EXW�KHU�IHDWXUHV�TXLFNO\�VPRRWKHG��
“I am only trying to help you, pet.” She rose from the bed and glided toward me, 

GLDSKDQRXV�IDEULF�FOLQJLQJ�WR�KHU�SHUIHFW�ERG\��,�FOHQFKHG�P\�MDZ�DQG�JODUHG�DW�
her. I felt a chill that I couldn’t quite explain.

³7KLV�LVQ¶W�UHDO�´�,�VDLG�ZLWK�PRUH�FRQYLFWLRQ��
“You shouldn’t be here. <RX�DUH�WKH�OLH�´�+HU�VPLOH�IDOWHUHG��³:KDW�DUH you? 

6KRZ�PH�ZKDW�\RX�UHDOO\�DUH�´
+HU� IDFH� FKDQJHG� WKHQ� DQG� EHDXW\� ZDV� UHSODFHG� E\� XJOLQHVV�� KHU� VRIW� KDLU�

WUDQVIRUPHG�LQWR�URWWHQ�VWULQJV�RI�VHDZHHG��DQG�KHU�DOOXULQJ�IRUP�VKULYHOHG�DZD\��
OHDYLQJ�D�VNHOHWDO�¿JXUH�FRYHUHG�LQ�VDJJLQJ��JUHHQLVK�VNLQ��6KH�OHW�RXW�D�KLVV�DQG�
swiped at me with black claws. I twisted away from her and ran to the door. She 

lunged again, and I cried out as her talons raked my back. With unnatural speed, 

she seized my arms and threw me away from the door. I hit the wall and slid down 

with a grunt. She was on me in an instant.

³*HW�RII�´� ,� VKRXWHG�� VWUXJJOLQJ�DJDLQVW�KHU��EXW� WKH� IRXO� WKLQJ�ZDV�VWURQJHU�
WKDQ�,�ZDV��6KH�SLQQHG�PH�WR�WKH�ÀRRU�DQG�OHDQHG�VR�FORVH�,�FRXOG�IHHO�KHU�UDQFLG�
breath on my face. It was enough to make me gag.

³/RRN�DW�PH��SHW�´�VKH�KLVVHG��³,�KDYH�D�MRE�WR�GR��DQG�WKH�ZLWFKHV�ZRXOG�KDYH�
\RX�UHWXUQHG�WR�WKHP�DOLYH�´�,�WXUQHG�P\�KHDG�DZD\�DQG�FORVHG�P\�H\HV�

She gripped my chin hard with her claws, digging them into my skin.

“I VDLG, look at me,” she whispered in my ear. She increased her pressure, 

forcing my head to turn toward hers.

³5HJLQ�´�,�VFUHDPHG��NHHSLQJ�P\�H\HV�VTXHH]HG�VKXW��6KH�KLVVHG�DJDLQ�DQG�KHU�
hand let go of my face.

,�RSHQHG�P\�H\HV�MXVW�LQ�WLPH�WR�VHH�KHU�¿VW�FRPH�GRZQ�DV�VKH�VWUXFN�PH�KDUG��
7KH�IRUFH�RI�WKH�EORZ�GURYH�P\�KHDG�LQWR�WKH�ÀRRU��DQG�DOO�,�FRXOG�GR�ZDV�OLH�WKHUH�
in daze as the room spun around me. The next thing I knew, she was dragging me 

toward an open porthole near the corner.

³1R�´�,�VWUXJJOHG�DQG�NLFNHG��EXW�,�ZDV�XQDEOH�WR�EUHDN�IUHH�
,�FOHQFKHG�P\�¿VWV�DQG�FORVHG�P\�H\HV��WU\LQJ�GHVSHUDWHO\�WR�WKLQN�RI�D�ZD\�

to escape. Then I felt it—a heat that started in the pit of my stomach and coursed 

WKURXJK�P\�ERG\��,�RSHQHG�P\�H\HV�DQG�HYHU\WKLQJ�KDG�D�UHGGLVK�DXUD�DURXQG�LW��,�
NLFNHG�KDUG��KDUGHU�WKDQ�,�KDG�EHIRUH��DQG�WKH�FUHDWXUH�OHW�JR�RI�P\�OHJV��,�MXPSHG�
WR�P\�IHHW�DQG�LQVWLQFWLYHO\�VKRW�P\�KDQGV�RXW�WRZDUG�KHU�DV�D�ZRUG�FDPH�UXVKLQJ�
to my lips.

³(OGXU�´ I shouted.

Warmth engulfed my body, boiling up from my core and running like magma 

GRZQ�P\�DUPV�XQWLO�D�MHW�RI�ÀDPH�VKRW�IURP�P\�¿QJHUV��7KH�XJO\�ZRPDQ�OHW�RXW�D�
shriek as her hideous green skin burned. Then the door burst open behind me, and 

5HJLQ�UXVKHG�LQ��VZRUG�GUDZQ��IROORZHG�E\�VHYHUDO�DUPHG�JXDUGV��,�OHW�P\�KDQGV�
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drop to my sides, feeling cold and utterly drained as the creature writhed.

³7DNH�WKDW�WKLQJ�XS�WRS�DQG�GLVSRVH�RI�LW�´�5HJLQ�RUGHUHG��DQG�WKH�PHQ�VXUJHG�
forward to subdue her. Powerful as she was, the creature was no match for their 

combined strength.

³$UH�\RX�DOULJKW"´�5HJLQ�DVNHG�PH�DV�WKH\�GUDJJHG�KHU�SDVW�
“I think so,” I replied. “She tore my back a bit, but it doesn’t feel too deep.” 

+H�JODQFHG�RYHU�DQG�QRGGHG��
³-XVW�VFUDWFKHV�´�KH�DJUHHG��³,�FDQ�¿[�\RX�XS�´
,�OD\�GRZQ�RQ�P\�VWRPDFK�DQG�WKRXJKW�DERXW�ZKDW�KDG�MXVW�KDSSHQHG�
“What was that thing?” I asked, gritting my teeth while he cleaned the cuts.

³6HD�KDJ��,W�PXVW¶YH�VOLSSHG�LQ�WKURXJK�WKDW�SRUWKROH�´�5HJLQ�ZLSHG�WKH�ODVW�RI�
the blood from my back. “There, all set.” Then he went to the portholes and made 

sure they were latched securely before turning back to me.

“Get your things and follow me.”

I nodded, wondering where we were going, and reached under the bed for my 

small bundle of belongings. As I picked it up, something hard clattered to the 

ÀRRU��5HJLQ�EHQW�GRZQ�DQG�SLFNHG�XS�P\�IDWKHU¶V�ULQJ�
³2K��WKDQN�\RX�´�,�VDLG��KROGLQJ�P\�KDQG�RXW�IRU�WKH�ULQJ��5HJLQ�VWXGLHG�LW�IRU�

a moment before handing it back to me.

“You should put that on. It’ll help protect you,” he said, turning to the door.

,�VWDUHG�DW�WKH�SODWLQXP�EDQG�IRU�D�PRPHQW��WKHQ�VOLSSHG�LW�RQWR�P\�LQGH[�¿QJHU�
and followed him into the narrow passage and down to a room deep in the bowels 

of the ship. The cabin looked much like the last one, only a bit smaller and with 

QR�SRUWKROHV��$�ZDUP��LQYLWLQJ�ODPS�EXUQHG�RQ�D�WDEOH�EHWZHHQ�WZR�VPDOOLVK�EHGV��
one of which had clearly been slept in.

³7KH\� NQRZ� WKDW� URRP� QRZ�´�5HJLQ� VDLG�� ³EXW� \RX� VKRXOG� EH� VDIHU� KHUH²
or harder to reach at least. There’s only one way in, and I’ll be here to watch 

RYHU� \RX�´� D� VPLOH� VSUHDG� DFURVV� KLV� IHDWXUHV�� ³DOWKRXJK� LW� VHHPV�\RX¶UH�PRUH�
WKDQ�FDSDEOH�RI�SURWHFWLQJ�\RXUVHOI�´�+H�QRGGHG�ZLWK�DSSURYDO��³<RX¶OO�QHHG�WR�
FXOWLYDWH�WKDW�¿UH�LQ�\RXU�EORRG�

,�PDQDJHG� D�ZHDN� VPLOH�� ³6R���WKLV� LV� \RXU� FDELQ"´� ,� DVNHG��PRYLQJ� WR� WKH�
XQFODLPHG�EHG�DQG�VWXI¿QJ�P\�VPDOO�EXQGOH�XQGHU�WKH�SLOORZ�

“It is,” he said, crossing to a small table against the far wall. It had a simple 

supper laid out on it, and he motioned to one of the two chairs.

³+XQJU\"´
“Thank you.” I sat down as he ladled steaming soup from a pot into two bowls 

and set one before me.

,W�ZDV�D�KHDUW\�PHDO��D�VDOWHG�¿VK�VWHZ�ZLWK�EDUOH\��D�KDUG�ELVFXLW�DQG�D�OXPS�RI�
VPRNHG�FKHHVH��PXFK�EHWWHU�WKDQ�WKH�VORS�$KPHG�KDG�SURYLGHG��:H�GHYRXUHG�WKH�
food in hungry silence, washing it down with warmed mead. After it was gone, 

5HJLQ�VDW�EDFN�DQG�¿VKHG�D�SLSH�RXW�RI�KLV�WXQLF�
I stared down at my hands on the table, trying to think. There was so much I 

didn’t understand. Why had the witches sent their forces against me? What could 

,�SRVVLEO\�GR�WR�FKDOOHQJH�WKH�SRZHU�RI�WKH�-DGZLJD"�,�ZDV�MXVW�DQ�RUSKDQ��D�VODYH�
who ran away from his master.... What awaited me in the frozen north?

³:KDW¶V�RQ�\RXU�PLQG"´�5HJLQ�DVNHG��EUHDNLQJ�P\�UHYHULH��$�SXII�RI�EOXLVK�
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VPRNH�GULIWHG�LQ�IURQW�RI�P\�IDFH�DQG�,�VWLÀHG�D�FRXJK�
“I’m trying to understand what’s happening,” I said, not looking up at him. 

³1R�RQH�KDV�WDNHQ�PXFK�LQWHUHVW�LQ�P\�OLIH�IRU�D�ORQJ�WLPH��,�MXVW�FDQ¶W�VHH�ZK\�D�
VODYH�OLNH�PH²´�,�MXPSHG�ZKHQ�KLV�¿VW�KLW�WKH�WDEOH�

³6WRS�WKDW�´�KH�VDLG��³'R�\RX�WKLQN�WKH�PHQ�RQ�WKLV�VKLS�ZRXOG�ULVN�WKHLU�OLYHV�
IRU�D�VODYH"�'R�\RX�WKLQN�,�ZRXOG�IDFH�GHDWK�WR�EULQJ�D�VODYH�LQWR�WKH�:LQWHUODQGV"�
'RQ¶W�HYHU�FDOO�\RXUVHOI�D�VODYH��GR�\RX�KHDU�PH"�´

I looked up at him, bewildered.

“Then what DP�,"�+HOS�PH�XQGHUVWDQG��0\�PRWKHU�DQG�IDWKHU�QHYHU�KDG�WKH�
FKDQFH� WR� H[SODLQ� DQ\WKLQJ� WR�PH�� WKH\�ZHUH� JRQH�PRUH� RIWHQ� WKDQ� WKH\�ZHUH�
KRPH��$QG�DIWHU�WKH\�OHIW��QR�RQH�UHPHPEHUHG�WKDW�,�H[LVWHG��0\�FDUHWDNHUV�ZHUH�
more interested in my parents’ wealth than me. When the gold ran out, they left 

PH�RQ�WKH�VWUHHWV��$KPHG�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�D�FUXHO�EDVWDUG��EXW�KH�VDYHG�P\�OLIH�´�
,�VLJKHG��³6R�WHOO�PH��5HJLQ��ZKR�DP�,"�:K\�DUH�WKH�-DGZLJD�WU\LQJ�WR�NLOO�PH"�
What am I supposed to do?”

5HJLQ�VWDUHG�KDUG�DW�PH��WLOWLQJ�KLV�KHDG�DQG�SXI¿QJ�RQ�KLV�SLSH�
³,¶P�VRUU\� WKDW� OLIH�KDV�QRW�EHHQ�HDV\�IRU�\RX��5DVK\\G��<RX�KDYH�GHVHUYHG�

better, but your parents thought only of your safety when they left you behind. 

7KH\�ZDQWHG�D�EHWWHU�OLIH�IRU�\RX����´�+H�VDW�VLOHQW�IRU�VHYHUDO�PLQXWHV��UXPLQDWLQJ�
until his pipe smoldered to tiny embers.

“Alright,” he said. “You wish to know who you are? I will tell you what I 

NQRZ��<RX��5DVK\\G��VRQ�RI�6MDUS��DUH� WKH� ODVW�RI�DQ�ROG�EORRGOLQH��SURSKHVLHG�
DW� WKH� IDOO� RI�9DULNVYHOGH� WR�EULQJ� VXPPHU�EDFN� WR� WKH�:LQWHUODQGV��<RXU�YHU\�
H[LVWHQFH�WKUHDWHQV�WKH�-DGZLJD�DQG�WKHLU�LF\�KROG�RYHU�RXU�ODQG�DQG�SHRSOH��<RX�
KDYH�WKH�EORRG�RI�NLQJV�LQ�\RXU�YHLQV��5DVK\\G��(YHU\�PDQ�RQ�WKLV�VKLS�ZRXOG�
JLYH�KLV�OLIH�IRU�\RX�LQ�D�KHDUWEHDW�´

,�ORRNHG�GRZQ�DW�P\�KDQGV��,W�ZDV�D�ORW�WR�WDNH�LQ��0RVW�RI�P\�OLIH�,�KDG�WKRXJKW�
VR�OLWWOH�RI�P\VHOI��WKLV�QHZV�ZDV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�DFFHSW��,�VRDNHG�LQ�WKH�VLOHQFH�IRU�
D�ZKLOH�� UXQQLQJ�VFHQDULRV�RYHU� LQ�P\�KHDG��)LQDOO\�� ,� ORRNHG�EDFN�XS� WR�PHHW�
5HJLQ¶V�JD]H�

³,I�ZKDW�\RX�VD\� LV� WUXH�� WKHQ� WKH\�GRQ¶W� MXVW�ZDQW�PH�GHDG²WKH\�ZDQW�PH�
utterly broken.”

³:KDW�PDNHV�\RX�WKLQN�WKDW"´�KH�DVNHG�LQ�D�VRPEHU�YRLFH�
,�VPLOHG�ELWWHUO\��³,¶YH�EHHQ�D�VODYH�PRVW�RI�P\�OLIH��,�NQRZ�ZKDW�D�WKUHDW�KRSH�

LV�WR�D�PDVWHU¶V�SRZHU��7KH�RQO\�ZD\�WR�HQVXUH�REHGLHQFH�LV�WR�ZULQJ�HYHU\�GURS�
RI�LW�RXW�RI�D�VODYH²WR�VKRZ�WKHP�WKHLU�ODVW�SURPLVH��FUXVKHG�DQG�EURNHQ�RQ�WKH�
ground before them.”

³7KH\¶G�KDYH�WR�NLOO�HYHU\�RQH�RI�XV�EHIRUH�ZH¶G�OHW�WKHP�WDNH�\RX�´�5HJLQ�
YRZHG��³$QG�\RX�KDYH�¿UH�HQRXJK�WR�¿JKW�WKHP�WRR��,�FDQ�VHH�LW�LQ�\RXU�H\HV��
tinged red like those of the wild crow.”

5HJLQ�ORRNHG�PH�RYHU�IRU�D�PRPHQW��WKHQ�VWRRG�DQG�WDSSHG�RXW�KLV�SLSH�RQ�WKH�
bottom of his boot.

“We should rest.” 

,� QRGGHG�� OLIWLQJ�P\VHOI� IURP�P\� VHDW� DQG� KHDGLQJ� WR� EHG��$�KHDY\�ZHLJKW�
VHWWOHG�LQ�P\�VWRPDFK��$V�VRRQ�DV�,�ZDV�XQGHU�WKH�FRYHUV��5HJLQ�EOHZ�RXW�WKH�ODPS�
and stretched on his cot.
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³*RRGQLJKW��5DVK\\G�´
,�FORVHG�P\�H\HV�DQG�WULHG�WR�VOHHS��EXW�YLVLRQV�RI�LFH�DQG�WRUPHQW�ZUDFNHG�P\�

PLQG��,�OD\�DZDNH�VKLYHULQJ�IRU�D�ZKLOH�LQ�WKH�FROG�FDELQ��OLVWHQLQJ�WR�P\�8OIHQ�
JXDUGLDQ¶V�JHQWOH�VQRULQJ��ZRQGHULQJ� LI� ,�ZRXOG�HYHU�DJDLQ�IHHO�DW�SHDFH��7KHQ�
I felt a pleasant glow creeping across my hand. I touched my father’s ring and 

warmth spread throughout my body. I sighed. It was comforting, almost as if I 

was a small boy again, carried in his arms. The night no longer seemed so cold. I 

FRXOG�DOPRVW�KHDU�KLP�WHOOLQJ�PH�WKDW�HYHU\WKLQJ�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�EH�DOULJKW��,�GULIWHG�
off into a peaceful, dreamless sleep.

o~O~o

)URP�WKDW�QLJKW�RQ��WKH�UHVW�RI�P\�YR\DJH�RQ�WKH�&RUYLV�ZDV�XQHYHQWIXO��7KRXJK�
the crows were still with us, I heard their unsettling caws much less acutely in my 

UHORFDWHG�TXDUWHUV��5HJLQ�ZDV�P\�FRQVWDQW�FRPSDQLRQ��+H�ZDV�VWHUQ�DQG�TXLHW��
EXW�,�OLNHG�KLP�DQG�UHVSHFWHG�KLP�IRU�KLV�FDQGRU��+H�UHPLQGHG�PH�RI�P\�IDWKHU²
what I remembered of him, anyway. The last time I’d seen him was on my sixth 

birthday, the last happy one I could recall.

,�IRXQG�P\VHOI� WKLQNLQJ�RI�KLP��RI�WKDW�GD\��YHU\�RIWHQ��,W�ZDV�ZKHQ�KH�KDG�
JLYHQ�PH�KLV�ULQJ��SDVVHG�GRZQ�IURP�KLV�IDWKHU��DQG�KLV�IDWKHU¶V�IDWKHU�EHIRUH�KLP��
I remembered how important it had made me feel to carry it on the cord around 

my neck.

³0DNH�VXUH�\RX�QHYHU�ORVH�LW�´�KH¶G�VDLG��³.HHS�LW�RQ�DOZD\V��DQG�RQH�GD\�\RX�
ZLOO�EH�ROG�HQRXJK�WR�XVH�LW�SURSHUO\�´�,�VWXGLHG�WKH�ULQJ��QRZ�VLWWLQJ�RQ�P\�¿QJHU�
DV�KH�LQWHQGHG��7KH�RQ\[�VWRQH�ZDV�HQJUDYHG�ZLWK�WKH�LPDJH�RI�D�UDYHQ�DQG�ZRUGV�
ZHUH�HWFKHG�LQWR�WKH�SODWLQXP�EDQG��6HP�L�EHLQL�OLQX��6HP�YHLGLU�EHLJMXP� As the 

FURZ�ÀLHV��DV�WKH�ZLOORZ�EHQGV�
6XFK�DQ�H[FHSWLRQDO�JLIW� IRU�D�\RXQJ�FKLOG�����+H�PXVW�KDYH�VXVSHFWHG�ZKDW�

awaited him when he left that day. And it was becoming clear to me now that it 

ZDV�PRUH�WKDQ�MXVW�D�VHQWLPHQWDO�KHLUORRP��DV�5HJLQ�KDG�VDLG��LW�DOVR�SRVVHVVHG�
SURWHFWLYH�DELOLWLHV��,�ZRQGHUHG�LI�LW�FRXOG�KDYH�PDGH�WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�RYHUFRPLQJ�
his struggles, and I scoured my mother’s writings for clues, but found none. 

6WLOO��WKLQNLQJ�RI�WKHP��LW�PDGH�PH�VPLOH�D�OLWWOH�ZKHQHYHU�,�UHFDOOHG�KRZ�,�KDG�
FKDQQHOHG� WKH�ZDUP� UD\V�RI�¿UH� IURP� LQVLGH�PH� WRZDUGV�P\�KDJ� DWWDFNHU��0\�
SDUHQWV�ZRXOG� KDYH� EHHQ� SURXG��P\� IDWKHU� KDG� EHHQ� D� VNLOOHG�PDJH�� DQG� DV� D�
SULHVWHVV�RI�WKH�'DZQÀRZHU�DQG�D�GDXJKWHU�RI�WKH�6XPPHUODQGV��P\�PRWKHU�KDG�
QR�GRXEW� LQÀXHQFHG�WKH�¿HU\�QDWXUH�RI�P\�GHYHORSLQJ�VNLOOV�� ,W�DSSHDUHG�,�KDG�
taken after them both, and as I continued to think of them, I could feel the subtle 

ÀXVK�RI�KHDW�GHHS�LQ�P\�FRUH�
,�WRRN�WR�UHDFKLQJ�IRU�WKDW�IHHOLQJ�PRUH�DQG�PRUH��,W�ZDV�LQYLJRUDWLQJ��3HUKDSV�,�

FRXOG�IRUP�LW�LQWR�WDQJLEOH�ÀDPH�DJDLQ��HYHQ�ZKHQ�P\�OLIH�ZDVQ¶W�LQ�GDQJHU"�,�VDW�
RQ�WKH�HGJH�RI�P\�EHG�DQG�IDFHG�WKH�VPDOO�WDEOH�ZKHUH�5HJLQ�DQG�,�DWH��UHFDOOLQJ�
ZKDW�P\�IDWKHU�KDG�VDLG�DERXW�XVLQJ�KLV�DELOLWLHV��³,�FOHDU�P\�PLQG�DQG�IRFXV�RQ�
what I want to accomplish. I feel that desire deep inside and then let the words and 

the motions come naturally.” 

A few hardtack biscuits sat in the middle of the table. They would be much 
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more pleasant warm, I decided. I took a deep breath then looked at the stony lumps 

RI�GRXJK��SLFWXULQJ�WKHP�WRDVWLQJ�ZLWK�KHDW��:DUPWK�URVH�WRZDUG�P\�¿QJHUV��
³1HLVWL�´�,�VDLG��ÀLFNLQJ�P\�ZULVW�RXW�DQG�XWWHULQJ�WKH�¿UVW�WKLQJ�WKDW�FDPH�WR�

mind.

1RWKLQJ�KDSSHQHG�
I took another breath and focused harder. ³1HLVWL�´
$�EULHI�VKRZHU�RI�VSDUNV�GDQFHG�RYHU�WKH�VXUIDFH�RI�RQH�ELVFXLW��WKHQ�GLHG�
)UXVWUDWHG��,�QDUURZHG�P\�H\HV�DQG�VWRNHG�WKH�¿UH�LQ�P\�FRUH�
³%UHQQD�´ I shouted, extending both hands out toward the table.

,�IHOW�KHDW�VXUJH�LQVLGH�PH�DV�D�IXQQHO�RI�ÀDPHV�URDUHG�IURP�P\�SDOPV��7KH�
ELVFXLWV�EODFNHQHG�DQG�FDXJKW�¿UH��,�KDG�GRQH�LW��

Then I realized half the room was ablaze. 

:LWK�P\�KHDUW�SRXQGLQJ��,�JUDEEHG�D�EODQNHW�DQG�EHJDQ�VPRWKHULQJ�WKH�ÀDPHV�
WKDW�KDG�LJQLWHG�WKH�WDEOHWRS��FKDLUV�DQG�VHYHUDO�ERDUGV�LQ�WKH�ÀRRU���

7KDW� QLJKW�� 5HJLQ� SXOOHG� RXW� WZR� FDQGOHVWLFNV�� ³,� WKLQN� LW�PLJKW� EH� D� JRRG�
idea for you to focus your training on something a little smaller,” he encouraged, 

dusting a few charred splinters from the rim of the table.

,�SUDFWLFHG�FDOOLQJ�RQ�P\�JLIW�IRU�WKH�UHPDLQGHU�RI�RXU�YR\DJH��OLJKWLQJ�FDQGOH�
wicks as he’d suggested, until I at last felt comfortable with the growing warmth 

that smoldered within me. 

+RZ�,�ZLVKHG�P\�SDUHQWV�FRXOG�VHH�PH�QRZ�

o~O~o

,W�ZDV�QLJKW�ZKHQ�ZH�¿QDOO\�UHDFKHG�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�FLW\�RI�.DOVJDUG��$V�VRRQ�DV�
WKH�VKLS�SXOOHG�LQWR�SRUW��,�IROORZHG�5HJLQ�XS�WR�WKH�GHFN��,�VWDUHG�XS�DW�WKH�VWDUV��
JUDWHIXO�WR�VHH�WKH�VN\�DJDLQ��WR�IHHO�WKH�ZLQG�RQ�P\�IDFH��HYHQ�DV�,�VKLYHUHG�XQGHU�
a fur blanket. We left the &RUYLV behind, boarding a smaller longboat designed 

WR�QDYLJDWH�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�ULYHUV��$�VPDOO�HVFRUW�DWWHQGHG�XV��DQG�DV�5HJLQ�OHG�PH�
DERDUG�,�KHDUG�ÀDSSLQJ�ZLQJV�DFFRPSDQ\�XV�DV�ZHOO��5HG�H\HV�VWDUHG�GRZQ�DW�
PH�IURP�WKH�ULJJLQJV�RI�WKH�YHVVHO�DV�D�PXUGHU�RI�FURZV�VLOHQWO\�VHWWOHG�LQ�DQG�
ZDWFKHG�PH�GHVFHQG�EHORZ�GHFNV�� ,� VKLYHUHG� DJDLQ� DQG� WXUQHG� DZD\� IURP� WKH�
accursed birds.

This new “prison” was named the .UDKWH��DQG�LW�VHW�VDLO�LPPHGLDWHO\��XS�ULYHU�
WRZDUG�WKH�IUR]HQ�ODQG�RI�,UULVHQ��0\�ZLQGRZOHVV�FDELQ�ZDV�WLJKW�EXW�FRPIRUWDEOH��
DQG�5HJLQ� VWD\HG�ZLWK�PH�DV�EHIRUH�� VR� ,� GLGQ¶W� ODFN� IRU� FRPSDQ\��7KH�FURZV�
FRQWLQXHG�WR�IROORZ�XV�WRR��WKHLU�FULHV�HFKRLQJ�IURP�WKH�WUHHV�DORQJ�WKH�ULYHUVLGH�

2XU�MRXUQH\�E\�ULYHU��KRZHYHU��ZDV�PHUFLIXOO\�VKRUWHU�WKDQ�RXU�VHD�YR\DJH��DQG�
we soon left the .UDKWH behind us.

5HJLQ�PDGH�VXUH� ,�KDG�ZDUP�FORWKLQJ�DQG�D�FORDN�PXFK� OLNH�KLV�EHIRUH�ZH�
disembarked. The longboat was anchored close to the eastern shore of a wide, 

UXVKLQJ�ULYHU��,W�ZDV�GDUN��ZLWK�QR�PRRQ�RU�VWDUV�WR�EH�VHHQ��$�ODQWHUQ�JXLGHG�XV�
along a wide plank that extended to the shore, where our horses already waited.

³:HOFRPH�WR�,UULVHQ�´�5HJLQ�ZKLVSHUHG�DV�WKH�FUHZ�RI�WKH�.UDKWH pulled up the 

SODQN�DQG�URZHG�DZD\�ZLWK�WKH�RWKHU�8OIHQ�JXDUGV��³&RPH��ZH�PXVW�JHW�PRYLQJ��
7KHUH�DUH�VSLHV�HYHU\ZKHUH�QHDU�WKH�ERUGHU�´
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:H� URGH� IRU� KRXUV� WKURXJK� WKH� GDUN�� RXU� KRUVHV¶� KRRI� EHDWV�PXIÀHG� E\� WKH�
packed snow of the game trail we followed through the bush. It was dawn when 

ZH�¿QDOO\�VWRSSHG��:H�FKRVH�D�FDPSVLWH�LQ�D�VSDUVH�JURYH�RI�WUHHV��DQG�5HJLQ�GXJ�
a shelter out of a dense mound of snow while I saw to the horses, draping a few 

EODQNHWV�RYHU�WKHP�IRU�ZDUPWK�DQG�IHHGLQJ�WKHP�KDQGIXOV�RI�RDWV�
Once they were settled and tethered loosely to two pines, I gathered fallen 

EUDQFKHV�DQG�GHFLGHG�WR�SXW�P\�QHZO\�GLVFRYHUHG�VNLOOV�WR�WKH�WHVW�RXWGRRUV�E\�
PDNLQJ�D�FDPS¿UH��,�SODFHG�WKH�ZRRG�LQ�D�SLOH�ZLWK�VRPH�WLQGHU�LQ�WKH�FHQWHU�DQG�
stared at it. Then I closed my eyes and held my hands out, picturing the branches 

igniting like the candles I’d practiced on.

³1HLVWL�´ I whispered, putting all of my will into my thoughts.

,�IHOW�ZDUPWK�ÀRZ�WKURXJK�P\�KDQGV�DQG�ODXJKHG�DV�,�RSHQHG�P\�H\HV��,�NQHZ�
LW�KDG�ZRUNHG��WKH�WLQGHU�KDG�FDXJKW�¿UH��HYHQ�RXW�KHUH�LQ�WKH�FROG�

³:HOO�GRQH�´�5HJLQ�VDLG�IURP�EHKLQG�PH��³,W¶V�JRRG�WR�UHDG\�\RXU�VNLOOV��QRZ�
that we draw nearer to our enemies. But you’d better stamp that out now before 

we draw too much attention. We’ll be eating cold rations from here on.”

+H�SXW�KLV�DUP�DURXQG�P\�VKRXOGHUV�DQG�VKRZHG�PH�WR�WKH�VQRZ\�FDYH�KH�KDG�
PDGH�IRU�XV��,�FUDZOHG�WKURXJK�WKH�ORZ�KROH�WKDW�VHUYHG�DV�D�GRRU��WKHQ�XS�LQWR�D�
domed space where furs were laid down for our sleeping rolls. A lantern burned 

RQ�D�OHGJH�EHWZHHQ�WKHP��,W�ZDV�VXUSULVLQJO\�FR]\��5HJLQ�SXOOHG�RXW�VRPH�GULHG�
meat and berries and a chunk of bread from his supplies. When we had both eaten 

and rested, he sat back and lit his pipe, then drew a map out of his cloak and laid 

it between us.

“This is where we crossed the border,” he told me, pointing to a spot near 

D�ULYHU� WKDW�VHSDUDWHG�,UULVHQ�IURP�WKH� ODQGV�RI� WKH�/LQQRUP�.LQJV��$QG� WKLV� LV�
:LQWHUKHDUW�KHUH��\RXU�DQFHVWUDO�KRPH�RQ�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�HGJH�RI�WKH�+RDUZRRG��,W�
ZLOO�WDNH�XV�WKUHH�QLJKWV�WR�JHW�WKHUH��7KH�ZLQWHU�ZROYHV�WKDW�VHUYH�WKH�-DGZLJD�
DUH�PRUH�DFWLYH�LQ�WKH�GDUN�WLPHV��EXW�ZH�DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�EH�VHHQ�DQG�UHSRUWHG�
E\�WKH�ZLWFKHV¶�VSLHV�GXULQJ�WKH�GD\��:H�DOVR�PXVW�DYRLG�DQ\�HQFDPSPHQWV�ZH�
HQFRXQWHU��DQG�VWD\�RXW�RI�WKH�GHHS�ZRRGV�LI�ZH�FDQ�KHOS�LW��$QG�QR�¿UHV��LW�LV�VDLG�
WKH�ZLWFKHV�DUH�GUDZQ�WR�¿UHV�WKDW�EXUQ�ZLWKRXW�SHUPLVVLRQ�LQ�WKHLU�ODQG�´

³'R�\RX�WKLQN�WKH\�NQRZ�ZH¶YH�DOUHDG\�FURVVHG�LQWR�,UULVHQ"´�,�DVNHG��$�ZROI�
howled somewhere in the distance, as if in answer, and was echoed by another cry 

VRPHZKDW�FORVHU�WR�XV��,�VKLYHUHG�
³<HV�´�5HJLQ�UHSOLHG��³DQG�,�EHOLHYH�WKH\¶UH�WUDFNLQJ�XV��%XW�ZKLOH�\RX�ZHDU�

WKDW�ULQJ��WKH\�ZLOO�KDYH�D�GLI¿FXOW�WLPH�ORFDWLQJ�\RX��:H�ZLOO�KDYH�WR�ULGH�VZLIW�
LQ�RUGHU�WR�UHDFK�:LQWHUKHDUW�EHIRUH�WKHP�´�)URP�MXVW�DERYH�RXU�VKHOWHU��D�FURZ�
FDZHG�ORXGO\��PDNLQJ�PH�MXPS��,�ZDV�EHJLQQLQJ�WR�KDWH�WKRVH�ELUGV��WKH\�ZHUH�
DOZD\V�DURXQG�DQG� ,�ZDV�JURZLQJ�PRUH�DQG�PRUH� VXVSLFLRXV�RI� WKHLU�PRWLYHV��
3HUKDSV�WKH\�ZHUH�WKH�VSLHV�UHSRUWLQJ�RXU�HYHU\�PRYH�WR�WKH�-DGZLJD"

5HJLQ�VHHPHG�WR�VHQVH�P\�XQHDVH��³*HW�VRPH�UHVW�´�KH�VDLG��³,¶P�KHUH�WR�NHHS�
\RX�IURP�KDUP��<RX¶OO�QHHG�DOO�\RXU�VWUHQJWK�LI�ZH�UXQ�LQWR�WURXEOH�´�,�DGMXVWHG�WKH�
furs and crawled into my bedroll. I was quickly lulled to sleep by the warmth and 

VPHOO�RI�5HJLQ¶V�VZHHW�SLSH�VPRNH��0\�GUHDPV�ZHUH�¿OOHG�ZLWK�¿UH�DQG�PDJLF�
and crows.

5HJLQ�ZRNH�PH�MXVW�DIWHU�WZLOLJKW��:H�ZHUH�VRRQ�SDFNHG�DQG�VDGGOHG��$IWHU�
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GHVWUR\LQJ�DOO�HYLGHQFH�RI�RXU�FDPS��ZH�URGH�RQ��7KURXJKRXW�WKH�QLJKW��ZH�KHDUG�
WKH�KRZOLQJ�RI�ZROYHV�DFURVV�WKH�RSHQ�SODLQ�DQG�WKH�FDZLQJ�RI�FURZV��EXW�VDZ�
QRWKLQJ��7KH�ELUGV�VWD\HG�FORVH��EXW�WKH\�GLGQ¶W�KDUDVV�XV��,W�VHHPHG�WKH\�ZHUH�MXVW�
marking our passage, while the more frightening howls were always much more 

GLVWDQW��:KHQ�ZH�¿QDOO\�VWRSSHG�DV�WKH�VXQ�URVH��,�ZDV�H[KDXVWHG��$V�VRRQ�DV�WKH�
shelter was dug, I fell asleep among the furs.

I awoke with a start to a loud chorus of cawing.

³*HW�RII�PH�´�,�VKRXWHG��ZDYLQJ�RII�WKH�EODFN�ELUG�WKDW�KDG�EHHQ�SHUFKHG�RQ�P\�
KHDG��$W�OHDVW�¿YH�PRUH�URRVWHG�RQ�WKH�OHGJHV�LQ�RXU�OLWWOH�LFH�FDYH��DQG�WKH\�ZHUH�
making a terrible racket.

³5HJLQ"´�,�UXEEHG�P\�H\HV�DQG�ORRNHG�DURXQG��EXW�WKH�8OIHQ�PDQ�ZDV�QRZKHUH�
WR�EH�VHHQ��,�JODUHG�DW�WKH�FURZV�DQG�KXUULHG�WKURXJK�WKH�HQWUDQFH�RI�RXU�FDYH�

³5HJLQ"´�,�FDOOHG�DJDLQ��VWLFNLQJ�P\�KHDG�RXWVLGH��7KH�VXQ�ZDV�MXVW�EHJLQQLQJ�
WR�VHW��7KHUH�ZDV�D�ÀXUU\�RI�PRYHPHQW��DQG�D�VKDGRZ\��FORDNHG�¿JXUH�DSSURDFKHG�
the hole. I quickly ducked back inside.

³7URXEOH�´�5HJLQ�VDLG�DV�KH�VFUDPEOHG�LQ�DIWHU�PH��³:H�DUH�QHDU�+RDUZRRG�
)RUHVW�QRZ��DQG�WKDW�FDQ�KDUERU�DQ\�QXPEHU�RI�RXU�HQHPLHV��:H�QHHG�WR�PRYH��
1RZ�´

³%XW�ZKDW�DERXW�DOO�WKHVH�FURZV"´�,�DVNHG��ZDWFKLQJ�WKH�ELUGV�QHUYRXVO\�
³7KH\¶OO�À\�DZD\�DV�VRRQ�DV�ZH¶UH�RXW�RI�KHUH�´�KH�VDLG��KDVWLO\�JDWKHULQJ�WKH�

last of his supplies. “They should be safe enough. It’s not after them.”

³:KDW"´�,�DVNHG�LQ�FRQIXVLRQ��EXW�5HJLQ�GLGQ¶W�DQVZHU��+H�¿QLVKHG�SDFNLQJ�
then slipped back outside.

(YHU\WKLQJ�ZDV�KDSSHQLQJ�VR�IDVW��DQG�,�IHOW�GLVRULHQWHG��6RPHWKLQJ�ZDV�DIWHU�
us? I rushed to keep up, and when I emerged from the icy dome, the crows hopped 

out after me and took to the trees. We broke down the hut and loaded the last of 

our gear onto the agitated horses. They clearly sensed something as well. Then we 

mounted and rode hard through the darkening snows.

$�IHZ�PLQXWHV�ODWHU��,�UHDOL]HG�ZKDW�5HJLQ�KDG�PHDQW��,�KHDUG�WKH�VRXQGV�RI�
large, running feet and a deep growl somewhere nearby. I whipped my head 

DURXQG�DV�,�XUJHG�P\�KRUVH�WR�UXQ�IDVWHU��EXW�DOO�,�FRXOG�VHH�ZDV�WKH�EOXH�ZKLWH�
landscape of frozen Irrisen to my left and the gathering darkness of the forest 

looming on my right.

7KHQ��RXW�RI�QRZKHUH��D�KXJH�¿JXUH�OHDSW�IURP�WKH�WUHHV�ZLWK�D�JUHDW�URDU�DQG�
tackled me off my horse.

,�ÀHZ�WKURXJK�WKH�DLU�DQG�KLW�WKH�VQRZ�ZLWK�VXFK�IRUFH�WKDW�LW�GD]HG�PH�DQG�
NQRFNHG�WKH�DLU�RXW�RI�P\�OXQJV��$Q�HQRUPRXV�ZKLWH�VKDSH�ORRPHG�RYHU�PH��EXW�
DOO�,�FRXOG�PDNH�RXW�ZDV�D�EOXU�RI�PRYHPHQW�XQWLO�LWV�JLDQW�¿VW�ZDV�MXVW�D�IHZ�IHHW�
IURP�P\�IDFH��,�UROOHG�RXW�RI�WKH�ZD\�MXVW�LQ�WLPH�DQG�IHOW�WKH�JURXQG�WUHPEOH�DV�LW�
hit the snow where I had been lying. It let out another thunderous roar that shook 

the ice from the frozen pines.

7KHQ�D�YRLFH�FXW�WKURXJK�WKH�FKDRV��³5DVK\\G��PRYH�´�5HJLQ�VKRXWHG�
I rolled again as a monstrous foot stomped down. Then I scrambled to my feet 

DQG�UDQ��5HJLQ�URGH�WRZDUG�WKH�FUHDWXUH��VZRUG�GUDZQ��,�KHDUG�WKH�EHDVW�KRZO�DV�
KH�FKDUJHG�SDVW��FXWWLQJ�LQWR�LWV�ÀHVK��,W�WRRN�D�VZLSH�DW�KLP��EXW�PLVVHG�E\�VHYHUDO�
feet.
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³$UJK��<RX¶UH� IDVW�� OLWWOH�PRUVHOV�´� ,WV� ERRPLQJ� YRLFH� VHQW� FKLOOV� GRZQ�P\�
VSLQH��³%XW�VR�LV�0RUGUXXP�WKH�0HUFLOHVV�´

7KH�EHDVW�OXQJHG�DW�PH��,�GRGJHG�RXW�RI�WKH�ZD\��EXW�LWV�LFH�FROG�¿QJHUV�VWLOO�
managed to catch my cloak. Its other hand clamped around my legs, and I found 

P\VHOI�GDQJOLQJ�DW�OHDVW�WHQ�IHHW�DERYH�WKH�VQRZ�
,W�KHOG�PH�XS�WR�LWV�ZKLWH�H\HV��DQG�,�VWDUHG�ZLWK�KRUURU�DV�,�¿QDOO\�JRW�D�JRRG�

look at its face. It resembled a man, though one of huge proportions, and its skin 

was pale with long hair tinged blue like deep arctic ice. As a child, my father had 

WROG�PH�VWRULHV�RI�VXFK�JLDQWV��DQG�,�UHPHPEHUHG�WKH\�KDG�D�WDVWH�IRU�KXPDQ�ÀHVK��
,�VKLYHUHG�LQ�LWV�IUR]HQ�JUDVS�DQG�WULHG�WR�ZUHVWOH�IUHH�

“Are you the princeling that has to die?” It squinted as it studied me. “Or is 

LW�WKH�RWKHU�RQH"�%DK��,¶OO�WHDU�\RX�ERWK�DSDUW��MXVW�WR�EH�VXUH�´�,W�VZXQJ�LWV�JUHDW�
empty hand and tried to seize my arms, but I frantically swung out of reach, 

certain it could make good on its claim. It grunted with annoyance as it missed 

PH��QH[W�WLPH�,�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�VR�OXFN\��,�KDG�WR�GR�VRPHWKLQJ��VR�,�GLG�WKH�RQO\�
WKLQJ� ,� FRXOG� WKLQN� RI�� ,� UHDFKHG� GRZQ� WR� WKH� ¿UH�ZLWKLQ�PH� DQG� SLFWXUHG� WKH�
FUHDWXUH¶V�KHDG�EXUVWLQJ�LQWR�ÀDPHV�
³%UHQQD�´ I called, thrusting my swaying arms toward it.

)LUH�EODVWHG�IURP�P\�KDQGV�DQG�RYHU�LWV�ERG\��WUDFLQJ�FKDQQHOV�WKURXJK�LWV�ORQJ��
WDQJOHG�PDQH��,W�KDG�MXVW�WKH�GLVWUDFWLQJ�HIIHFW�,�ZDV�KRSLQJ�IRU��7KH�KDLU�FDXJKW�
¿UH��DORQJ�ZLWK�VRPH�RI�WKH�FUHDWXUH¶V�FORWKLQJ��DQG�WKH�EHDVW�GURSSHG�PH�ZLWK�D�
EHOORZ�RI�VKRFN�DV�LW�EHDW�DW�LWV�¿HU\�SDWH��,�ODQGHG�KDUG�RQ�P\�EDFN�LQ�WKH�VQRZ��
DQG�IRU�D�PRPHQW�P\�YLVLRQ�ZDV�FORXGHG�DJDLQ��EXW�,�ZDV�IDLUO\�FHUWDLQ�QRWKLQJ�
ZDV�EURNHQ��,�ORRNHG�DURXQG�IRU�DQ\�VLJQ�RI�5HJLQ��WKHQ�ZDWFKHG�DV�WKH�ÀDPHV�
VSUHDG�DQG�FKDUUHG�WKH�ÀDLOLQJ�FUHDWXUH¶V�KDQGV��,W�URDUHG�DJDLQ�LQ�IUXVWUDWLRQ�DQG�
SDLQ��VKDNLQJ�LW�DUPV�DURXQG��ZKLFK�RQO\�FDXVHG�WKH�¿UH�WR�FUHHS�IXUWKHU�XS�LWV�
OLPEV��'HVSHUDWHO\��LW�GURSSHG�WR�LWV�NQHHV�DQG�WKUXVW�LWV�KHDG�DQG�IRUHDUPV�LQWR�
D�VQRZEDQN��7KHUH�ZDV�D�KLVV�RI�VWHDP�DV�WKH�ÀDPHV�ZHUH�H[WLQJXLVKHG��7KHQ�,�
KHDUG�PXIÀHG�KRRI�EHDWV�DSSURDFKLQJ�DQG�5HJLQ¶V�VZRUG�VZXQJ�GRZQ��VHSDUDWLQJ�
the bent creature’s head from its shoulders. Without watching it die, he rode to my 

VLGH�DQG�MXPSHG�RII�KLV�KRUVH�WR�KHOS�PH�XS�
“Are you alright?” 

³,¶P�DOLYH�´�,�JUXQWHG��JHWWLQJ�WR�P\�IHHW��³-XVW�D�ELW�EUXLVHG�´
7KH�8OIHQ�JDYH�PH�DQ�DSSURYLQJ�QRG��³7KDW�ZDV�D�JRRG�XVH�RI�\RXU�¿UH��)URVW�

JLDQWV�DUH�WRR�PXFK�RI�WKH�VQRZ�DQG�ZLQWHU��VR�¿UH�KXUWV�WKHP�NHHQO\��DV�LW�ZRXOG�
a statue of ice.”

5HJLQ�ZLSHG�KLV�EODGH�FOHDQ�LQ�WKH�VQRZ�DQG�WKHQ�ZH�VFDQQHG�WKH�YLFLQLW\�IRU�
my spooked horse.

Crows called to each other in the trees as we found him, snorting and stamping 

QHUYRXVO\�EHKLQG�D� VWDQG�RI�¿UV� D� IHZ�KXQGUHG� IHHW� DZD\��EXW�ZLWK� D� IHZ� VRIW�
ZRUGV�DQG�UHDVVXULQJ�SDWV��,�ZDV�VRRQ�DEOH�WR�PRXQW��5HJLQ�DQG�,�FRQWLQXHG�RQ�
our way once more as the cawing of crows echoed across the snow, following 

RXU�PRYHPHQWV��7KH�DGUHQDOLQH�IURP�EDWWOH�KDG�PH�RQ�HGJH��DQG�,�NHSW�P\�H\HV�
trained on the towering trees.

³,�WKLQN�,�NQRZ�KRZ�WKH�-DGZLJD�DUH�NHHSLQJ�WUDFN�RI�XV�´�,�VDLG�DIWHU�D�IHZ�
PLQXWHV�ZKHQ�DQRWKHU�FURZ�FDOOHG��³7KHVH�FURZV�KDYH�EHHQ�ZLWK�XV�DOO�WKH�ZD\�
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here.”

5HJLQ�WXUQHG�KLV�KHDG�WR�JODQFH�DW�WKH�WUHHV�
³7KH\� KDYH�´� KH� UHSOLHG�� ³$OO� ZH� FDQ� GR� LV� ULGH� KDUG� DQG� KRSH� WR� UHDFK�

:LQWHUKHDUW�LQ�WLPH�´�,�IURZQHG��EXW�5HJLQ�REYLRXVO\�KDG�PXFK�RQ�KLV�PLQG��DQG�
,�ZDV�WRR�WLUHG�WR�SUHVV�KLP�IXUWKHU��:H�URGH�LQ�VLOHQFH�WKURXJK�WKH�QLJKW��HYHQ�
stretching a little past dawn to make up for lost time. By the time we stopped, 

I was stiff, sore, and barely had the energy to dismount and crawl into the ice 

shelter.

:H� ERWK� VOHSW� KDUG� WKDW� GD\��0\� GUHDPV�ZHUH� D�PXGGOH� RI� ÀDSSLQJ�ZLQJV�
DQG�EODFN�IHDWKHUV��DQG�,�FRXOG�YDJXHO\�UHFDOO�5HJLQ¶V�KDOI�FUD]HG�YRLFH�VD\LQJ�
something unintelligible about the crows keeping watch. By the time we awoke, 

QLJKW�KDG�VHWWOHG�RYHU�WKH�ODQG��:H�EHJDQ�WR�SDFN�XS�FDPS�DQG�,�ZDV�VHFXULQJ�
my bedroll to my pack when a crow once more found its way into our shelter. It 

hopped twice then began cawing incessantly.

³*R�DZD\�´�,�VKRXWHG�DQG�WULHG�WR�VKRR�LW�RXW��EXW�LW�QLSSHG�DW�P\�¿QJHU�DQG�
FURDNHG�HYHQ�ORXGHU��,�ORRNHG�WR�5HJLQ�DV�DQ�XQHDV\�IHHOLQJ�VHWWOHG�LQ�P\�VWRPDFK��
7KHQ�WKH�ELUG�ÀHZ�XS�DQG�SHUFKHG�RQ�5HJLQ¶V�VKRXOGHU�

³5HSRUW�´�KH�FRPPDQGHG��DQG�P\�H\HV�JUHZ�ZLGH�DV�WKH�FURZ�PDGH�VRXQGV�
WKDW� FRXOG� DOPRVW� EH� FDOOHG� VSHHFK�� $VWRXQGHG�� ,� ZDWFKHG� DV� 5HJLQ� QRGGHG��
OLVWHQLQJ�WR�LW��WKHQ�VLJKLQJ�KHDYLO\�

“Your murder will stay with us until it passes,” he said to the crow. It squawked 

in what I could only describe as a contradictory manner and twisted its head from 

side to side.

³<RX�FDQ¶W�À\�WKURXJK�WKDW�´�5HJLQ�DVVHUWHG��³<RX�ZLOO�VWD\�KHUH�ZKHUH�LW�LV�
VDIH�DQG�ZDUP��*R�UHWULHYH�WKH�RWKHUV�TXLFNO\��7KHQ�ZH�ZLOO�VHDO�WKLV�HQWUDQFH�´�
I blinked a few times and stared at him, wondering if he had gone mad, but the 

crow bobbed its head as if it understood and made its way back out the sunken 

entrance hole.

³$�VWRUP�LV�FRPLQJ�´�5HJLQ�WROG�PH�ZKHQ�LW�KDG�JRQH��³7KH�FURZV�FDPH�WR�
ZDUQ�XV��:H�QHHG�WR�EORFN�WKH�HQWUDQFH�FRPSOHWHO\�WR�VKLHOG�RXUVHOYHV�´

7KH�8OIHQ�EHJDQ�VKLIWLQJ�WKH�VQRZ�WR�UHLQIRUFH�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�DQG�¿OO�LQ�DQ\�JDSV�
DV�,�VOLSSHG�RXWVLGH�DQG�JDWKHUHG�HYHUJUHHQ�ERXJKV�WR�KHOS�ZLWK�WKH�EORFNDGH��,W�
EULHÀ\�FURVVHG�P\�PLQG�WKDW�SHUKDSV�P\�JXDUGLDQ�UHDOO\�KDG�JRQH�PDG�DQG�WKDW�
he was now helping the crows seal us in an icy tomb so they could peck us to 

GHDWK��7KHQ�WKH�¿UVW�ORQJ��XQHDUWKO\�PRDQ�ZKLSSHG�WKURXJK�WKH�GDUN�WUHHV�DQG�,�
abandoned the thought.

Before long, I had a heap of stout branches piled next to the doorway. I slid 

back into the snowy dome and one by one the group of crows hopped in after 

PH��5HJLQ� KXUULHGO\�ZRYH� WKH� ERXJKV� LQWR� D� GHQVH� EDUULHU� DQG�ZHGJHG� LW� LQWR�
WKH�VWUXFWXUH��ZKLOH�WKH�ELUGV�WRUH�RII�VPDOO�SLHFHV�DQG�¿W�WKHP�LQWR�WKH�JDSV��:H�
SLOHG� VQRZ� DJDLQVW� WKH� EUDQFKHV� DQG�¿OOHG� WKH� DQJOHG� HQWUDQFH� FKXWH�ZLWK� RXU�
packs. Then we secured those with more snow and waited, huddled around the 

dim lantern.

:LWKLQ�PLQXWHV�WKH�DVVDXOW�EHJDQ��,�KDG�QHYHU�KHDUG�D�VWRUP�OLNH�LW�EHIRUH��LW�
sounded like rushing breath and wheezing groans, and I swore that there were 

YRLFHV�LQ�WKH�DLU��7KH�ZD\�LW�PRYHG��LW�DOPRVW�VHHPHG�DOLYH�WRR��WKH�ZLQGV�VZLUOLQJ�
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around our shelter, pushing at potential weak spots in the walls. I shuddered, 

pulling my cloak tightly around myself and lowered my head to my knees, praying 

WR�WKH�'DZQÀRZHU�IRU�WKH�VWRUP�WR�SDVV��7KH�FURZV�WXFNHG�WKHLU�KHDGV�XQGHU�WKHLU�
wings.

³,W¶OO�HQG�VRRQ�´�5HJLQ�UHDVVXUHG�PH��,�ORRNHG�XS�DW�KLP�DQG�QRGGHG��EXW�GLGQ¶W�
IHHO�FRQ¿GHQW�

³5DDDD�VK\\\\\\G�´�D�PXIÀHG�YRLFH�VFUHDPHG�WKURXJK�WKH�ZLQG�
I gasped. It wasn’t possible.... It couldn’t be.

³5DVK\\\\\\\\\\\\G�´�
³0RWKHU"´�,�ZKLVSHUHG��$�VRUW�RI�IRJ�FDPH�RYHU�PH��DQG�,�NQHZ�,�KDG�WR�JHW�

outside.

I scrambled to the entrance to pull down the snow and ice separating us. I hadn’t 

KHDUG�KHU�LQ�WKLUWHHQ�\HDUV��\HW�,�NQHZ�WKDW�ZDV�P\�PRWKHU¶V�YRLFH��6RPHKRZ�VKH�
was out there in that storm, and she was in terrible pain. I felt powerful hands pull 

me back before I could do any damage.

³,W¶V�QRW�KHU�´�5HJLQ�VDLG�¿UPO\��³,W¶V�WKH�VWRUP��,W¶V�WU\LQJ�WR�OXUH�\RX�RXWVLGH��
,W¶V�QRW�KHU�”

³/HW�PH�JR�´�,�VKRXWHG��VTXLUPLQJ�DZD\�IURP�KLP�³0RWKHU�”
³5DVK\\\\G���´�KHU�YRLFH�IDGHG�DZD\�WR�D�ZKLVSHU��,�VWDUHG�DW�WKH�HQWUDQFH��P\�

breath ragged.

“She’s in pain,” I pleaded, reaching out toward the snowy obstacle.

³,W� LVQ¶W� UHDO�´� 5HJLQ� VDLG�� VRIWHU� QRZ�� ³,W¶V� QRW� KHU�� 5DVK\\G�� ,W¶V� MXVW� WKH�
VWRUP�´�+H�SODFHG�KLV�KDQGV�JHQWO\�RQ�P\�VKRXOGHUV��7KH�ZKLPSHU�IDGHG�LQWR�WKH�
URDULQJ�ZLQG�ZKLOH�ZH�VDW�WKHUH�LQ�VLOHQFH��0\�IDFH�IHOW�ZHW��DQG�,�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�
tears were streaming from my eyes. I twisted away and angrily wiped my cheeks. 

The fog in my head cleared as I realized that he was right. It couldn’t possibly be 

her. She was dead and gone.

“What kind of storm is this?” I demanded.

“It’s called a PRUR]NR�´� 5HJLQ� DQVZHUHG�� GRXEOH�FKHFNLQJ� WKH� HQWUDQFH�� ³,W�
FRPHV� GRZQ� IURP� WKH� IDU� QRUWK� DQG� VZHHSV� DFURVV� WKH� FRXQWU\� ZKHQHYHU� WKH�
ZLWFKHV�FDOO�IRU�LW��,W¶V�PRUH�WKDQ�MXVW�D�EOL]]DUG��LW¶V�DOLYH��DQG�LW¶V�SXUH�HYLO���EXW�LW�
FDQ¶W�ODVW�IRUHYHU��7KLV�IDU�VRXWK��LWV�SRZHU�IDGHV��,W�ZLOO�EH�IRUFHG�WR�UHWUHDW�QRUWK�
again. As long as we don’t listen to it, we should be able to ride it out.”

³5HJLQ�´�$QRWKHU� YRLFH� QRZ� FDOOHG� RXW� IURP� WKH� VWRUP�� ³+XVVV�EDQG�� KHOS�
PH�´�7KLV�WLPH�LW�ZDV�WKH�YRLFH�RI�DQ�8OIHQ�ZRPDQ��3X]]OHG��,�ORRNHG�DW�P\�JXLGH�
DQG�VDZ�KLP�FORVH�KLV�H\HV�WLJKWO\�DQG�EDOO�KLV�¿VWV�

³1R�´� KH� JURZOHG�� DQG� UHPDLQHG�PRWLRQOHVV� DV� WKH� YRLFH� VFUHDPHG� IRU� KLP�
DJDLQ�EHIRUH�IDGLQJ�DZD\�LQWR�WKH�ZLQG��MXVW�OLNH�P\�PRWKHU¶V�KDG�

,�ORZHUHG�P\�KHDG�WR�P\�NQHHV�DJDLQ�DQG�FRYHUHG�P\�HDUV�ZLWK�P\�KDQGV��7KLV�
RQVODXJKW�ZDV�QHUYH�ZUDFNLQJ��2QH�RI�WKH�FURZV�ÀHZ�WR�P\�VKRXOGHU�DQG�QX]]OHG�
P\�¿QJHUV��,W�IHOW�VWUDQJH��EXW�WKHUH�ZDV�VRPHWKLQJ�FRPIRUWLQJ�DERXW�LW��DV�WKRXJK�
it understood. Perhaps I had been wrong about them all along.

The shrieks, cries, and howls continued into the night, followed occasionally 

E\�WKH�PRDQLQJ�ZKLVSHUV�RI�RXU�ORYHG�RQHV��EHJJLQJ�IRU�XV�WR�MRLQ�WKHP�LQ�WKH�
ZLQWHU\�ZDVWHV��(YHU\�WLPH�WKH\�GLG��,�VKXGGHUHG��LPDJLQLQJ�P\�PRWKHU�VXIIHULQJ�
DQG�G\LQJ�DOO�RYHU�DJDLQ��
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“I don’t think I will be able to rest if this keeps happening,” I confessed, gritting 

P\�WHHWK�DV�DQRWKHU�KRZO�SLHUFHG�WKH�DLU��IUHH]LQJ�WKH�EORRG�LQ�P\�YHLQV�
As a child, my father had told me terrifying tales of wendigos that stalked 

KXQWHUV� RQ� WKH� FROGHVW� QLJKWV�� EULQJLQJ� WKHP� QLJKWPDUHV� DQG� GULYLQJ� WKHP� WR�
PDGQHVV� DQG� FDQQLEDOLVP�� ,� KRSHG� QRWKLQJ� OLNH� WKDW� OLYHG�ZLWKLQ� WKLV� VWRUP�� ,�
VKLYHUHG�DQG�SXOOHG�WKH�FORDN�WLJKW�DURXQG�P\VHOI��5HJLQ�DOVR�ORRNHG�XQQHUYHG�DV�
KH�JODQFHG�XS�DW�WKH�URRI�RI�RXU�VKHOWHU��VWXG\LQJ�LW��WKHQ�ORRNHG�RYHU�DW�PH�

³7XUQ�XS�WKH�ODQWHUQ�OLJKW��5DVK\\G�´�KH�UHTXHVWHG��WKHQ�IXPEOHG�LQ�KLV�FORDN�
IRU�D� VPDOO�ER[�DQG�JDYH�PH�D�FRXSOH�RI�EDOOV�RI� VXSSOH�ZD[� IURP� LQVLGH��:H�
VWXIIHG� RXU� HDUV� WR� GURZQ� RXW� WKH�ZLQG��7KHQ�5HJLQ� GXJ� GHHS� LQWR� RQH� RI� KLV�
SRFNHWV�DQG�WRVVHG�PH�D�ÀDVN�RI�PHDG�

³1RZ�GULQN�´�KH�VDLG��³,¶OO�VFURXQJH�VRPHWKLQJ�WRJHWKHU�IRU�XV�WR�HDW��7KLQJV�
usually seem a little better in the light and on a full stomach.”

,� WRRN�D�ORQJ�GUDXJKW�IURP�WKH�ÀDVN�DQG�FRXJKHG�D�OLWWOH�DV� WKH�SRWHQW�EUHZ�
ZDUPHG�P\�WKURDW�DQG�EHOO\��5HJLQ�KDQGHG�PH�VRPH�VDOWHG�¿VK�DQG�GULHG�IUXLW��
$IWHU�ZH�DWH�DQG�GUDQN��WKH�YRLFHV�LQ�WKH�ZLQGV�VHHPHG�WR�IDGH��,�FXUOHG�XS�LQ�P\�
cloak, and a large crow perched like a sentry on my shoulder. Then I closed my 

H\HV��GHWHUPLQHG�WR�VOHHS�DV�5HJLQ�SXOOHG�RXW�KLV�SLSH��+XGGOHG�WRJHWKHU�LQ�WKH�
warmth of our small burrow, the morozko wasn’t nearly as horrifying.

7KH�VWRUP�UDJHG�IRU�D�GD\�DQG�D�KDOI��%\�WKH�WLPH�LW�ZDV�RYHU��ZH�KDG�WR�GLJ�
RXUVHOYHV�RXW�RI�D�GHHS�VQRZGULIW��2XU�KRUVHV�ZHUH�QRZKHUH� WR�EH� IRXQG��$Q\�
WUDFH� RI� WKHLU� IDWHV� RU�ZKHUH� WKH\�PLJKW� KDYH�ÀHG� KDG� EHHQ� REOLWHUDWHG� E\� WKH�
blizzard. 

³:H�PXVW�FRQWLQXH�RQ�IRRW�´�5HJLQ�VLJKHG��VTXLQWLQJ�DJDLQVW�WKH�JODUH�DV�KH�
looked for their tracks in the brilliant morning sunshine.

)RUWXQDWHO\��WKHUH�ZDV�QR�VLJQ�RI�RXU�HQHPLHV�HLWKHU��VR�ZH�GHFLGHG�WR�ULVN�WKH�
GD\OLJKW�DQG�SDFNHG�XS�TXLFNO\�� ORDGLQJ�HYHU\WKLQJ�ZH�QHHGHG�RQWR�RXU�EDFNV��
7KHQ�ZH�PDGH�IRU�:LQWHUKHDUW�DORQJ�WKH�HGJH�RI�WKH�YDVW�IRUHVW�

$V�ZH�WUXGJHG�WKURXJK�WKH�VQRZ��,�ZHQW�RYHU�ZKDW�OLWWOH�,�NQHZ�RI�WKH�SODFH�
IURP�P\�PRWKHU¶V�MRXUQDO��0\�JUDQGIDWKHU�KDG�EHHQ�MDUO��WKH�FKLHI�RI�WKH�YLOODJH��
EXW�KH�ZDV�YHU\�LOO�ZKHQ�P\�SDUHQWV�KDG�YLVLWHG��DQG�KH�ZDV�PRVW�FHUWDLQO\�GHDG�
E\�QRZ��,�ZRQGHUHG�ZKR�ZDV�MDUO�LQ�KLV�SODFH�DQG�KRSHG�WKDW�WKH\�VWLOO�PDQDJHG�
WR�TXLHWO\�GHI\�WKH�ZKLWH�ZLWFKHV�DV�KH�KDG��$�SDUW�RI�PH�ORQJHG�WR�¿QG�P\�IDWKHU�
DV�MDUO��WR�GLVFRYHU�WKDW�KH�KDGQ¶W�FRPH�KRPH�EHFDXVH�KH�KDG�D�GXW\�WR�RXU�SHRSOH��
But I knew this was unlikely, and I soon pushed this hope away.

Our progress was slow and discouraging. I felt as if we had only gone a mile 

RU�WZR��ZKHQ�5HJLQ�VLJQDOHG�WR�VWRS�
“There’s something in the forest ahead,” he whispered, gesturing to a wall of 

VQRZ\�¿UV�WKLUW\�\DUGV�DZD\��$�IHZ�FURZV�FDZHG�IURP�WKH�WUHHV��DQG�,�ZDWFKHG�
VHYHUDO�ORZ�ERXJKV�WUHPEOH�

0\�JXDUGLDQ�VLOHQWO\�GUHZ�KLV�VZRUG�DQG�PRWLRQHG�IRU�PH�WR�VWD\�SXW�DV�KH�
DGYDQFHG�

A branch snapped among the trees. I focused on the warm glow that smoldered 

LQ�P\�FHQWHU��UHDG\LQJ�P\VHOI�IRU�D�¿JKW��$�ZKLWH�VKDSH�VKLIWHG�EHKLQG�WKH�IROLDJH�
Then there was a pronounced snort.

5HJLQ�OHW�RXW�D�ODXJK�DQG�VKHDWKHG�KLV�EODGH��³7KDQN�WKH�FURZV��$QGROHWWD�LV�
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ZDWFKLQJ�RYHU�XV�´�KH�FKXFNOHG�DV�KH�VWURGH�IRUZDUG��+H�FOLFNHG�KLV�WRQJXH�DQG�
RXU�KRUVHV�QHUYRXVO\�HGJHG�RXW�RI�WKH�WUHHV��WKHLU�FRDWV�FUXVWHG�ZLWK�VQRZ��,W�WRRN�
XV�KDOI�DQ�KRXU�WR�EUXVK�RXW�WKH�ZRUVW�RI�WKH�LFH�DQG�JLYH�WKHP�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�HDW�
before we set off again. 

:H�UHDFKHG�WKH�WRZQ�MXVW�DKHDG�RI�WKH�VXQVHW�
³+HOOR"´� ,�FDOOHG��GLVPRXQWLQJ�DQG�ZDONLQJ� WKURXJK� WKH�JDWH��7KHUH�ZDV�QR�

answer, no challenge, so I headed down the main road that wound toward the 

central square.

³+HOOR"´� ,� FDOOHG� DJDLQ�� (HULH� VLOHQFH� HFKRHG� LQ� UHVSRQVH�� ,� FRQWLQXHG� SDVW�
JUD\�WLPEHUHG�EXLOGLQJV��VWDEOHV��DQG�VKRSV��FKHFNLQJ�KRXVHV�DV�,�ZHQW��

They were all empty.

5HJLQ�URGH�EHKLQG�PH�IRU�D�PLQXWH��WKHQ�¿QDOO\�VSXUUHG�KLV�KRUVH�RQ�DKHDG��
By the time I neared the square, the large Ulfen man stood facing me, blocking 

my path.

³<RX�GRQ¶W�QHHG�WR�VHH�WKLV�´�KH�VDLG�LQ�D�JULP�YRLFH��VWUHWFKLQJ�KLV�DUPV�ZLGH�
and attempting to intercept me.

“See ZKDW��5HJLQ"´�,�DVNHG��VLGHVWHSSLQJ�KLP�DQG�KXUU\LQJ�IRUZDUG��$�SLW�RI�
GUHDG�RSHQHG�GHHS�LQ�P\�VWRPDFK��EXW�,�VZDOORZHG�DQG�VKRYHG�P\�IHDU�GRZQ��
This was supposed to be our sanctuary—my ancestral home. If something had 

happened....

,�URXQGHG�WKH�¿QDO�EHQG�WKHQ�JDVSHG�DV�WKH�¿UVW�ERG\�FDPH�LQWR�YLHZ�
$�\RXQJ�UHG�KDLUHG�PDQ� OD\�PRWLRQOHVV��JD]LQJ�DW� WKH�VN\�ZLWK�ZKLWH��GHDG�

H\HV��+LV�VNLQ�ZDV�EOXLVK�DQG�IURVW�FRYHUHG��DQG�WKH�VQRZ�DURXQG�KLP�ZDV�WLQJHG�
red where his torso had been ripped open, spilling his entrails onto the frozen 

JURXQG��,�VWXPEOHG�EDFN�DJDLQVW�D�ZDOO��KRUUL¿HG�DV�,�WRRN�LQ�PRUH�RI�WKH�VFHQH��
the men, women, and children of Winterheart were all gathered there, frozen in 

VFDWWHUHG�SLOHV�LQ�WKH�PDQQHU�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�KDG�GLHG��0DXOHG�DQG�EURNHQ�ERGLHV�
FUXPSOHG�DJDLQVW�WLPEHUV��GDUN�UHG�VWDLQV�VSODWWHULQJ�WKH�ZDOOV�DQG�LF\�URDG��KHDGV��
OLPEV�DQG�FKXQNV�RI�UHQW�ÀHVK��SLHFHV....

,� WXUQHG� DZD\� DQG� GRXEOHG� RYHU�� WKURZLQJ� XS� LQ� WKH� GRRUZD\� RI� DQ� HPSW\�
shop front. The images of that dead man’s tortured grimace and mutilated remains 

EXUQHG�LQWR�P\�EUDLQ��+H�KDG�EHHQ�DERXW�P\�DJH��0\�VWRPDFK�OXUFKHG�DJDLQ�DQG�
,�IHOW�5HJLQ¶V�KDQG�RQ�P\�EDFN�DV�,�FRQWLQXHG�WR�KHDYH��:KHQ�WKHUH�ZDV�QRWKLQJ�
left to empty, he steered me away from the square.

³7KHUH¶V�QRWKLQJ�ZH�FDQ�GR�IRU�WKHP�QRZ�´�KH�VDLG��³:H�KDYH�WR�FDUU\�RQ�DQG�
FRPSOHWH�RXU�TXHVW��,Q�WKDW�ZD\��ZH�FDQ�DYHQJH�WKHP�´�,�WULHG�WR�QRG��EXW�IHDU�DQG�
UHYXOVLRQ�PDGH�KLV�ORJLF�GLI¿FXOW�WR�FRPSUHKHQG�

³7KH�FKLOGUHQ���´�,�ZKLVSHUHG��³(YHQ�WKH�FKLOGUHQ����´�,�QHYHU�NQHZ�KRZ�FUXHO��
KRZ�WUXO\��LQKXPDQO\�HYLO�RXU�HQHP\�ZDV�XQWLO�WKDW�PRPHQW�

³,W¶V�D�EHWWHU�IDWH�WKDQ�LI�WKH\�KDG�OLYHG�´�5HJLQ�DQVZHUHG��³7KH�ZLWFKHV�VKRZ�
QR�PHUF\�WR�WKRVH�ZKR�GHI\�WKHP��QRW�HYHQ�WR�FKLOGUHQ��7KH\�DUH�DV�OLNHO\�WR�OHDYH�
OLWWOH�RQHV�WR�IUHH]H�RU�VWDUYH�WR�GHDWK�DV�WKH\�DUH�WR�WDNH�WKHP�DQG���DQG���ZHOO���DW�
OHDVW�WKH\�DUH�IUHH�´�+H�VWXGLHG�P\�IDFH��³%XW�QRZ��5DVK\\G��ZH�PXVW�JR��,�GLVOLNH�
being so exposed and the enemy is sure to be watching for us here. When this is 

RYHU��ZH�ZLOO�EXLOG�D�S\UH�IRU�WKH�IDOOHQ��EXW�IRU�QRZ�ZH�PXVW�PRYH�RQ�´
³0RYH�RQ"´�,�DVNHG�DV�KH�OHG�PH�WR�WKH�KRUVHV��³0RYH�RQ�ZKHUH? I thought WKLV 
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was our destination. Where do we go from here?”

5HJLQ�KHVLWDWHG�
“There is more to do...I can take you to your mother and father,” he said. “If 

you think you can tolerate seeing them—seeing their bodies—after all this.”

I stared at him in stunned silence for a moment as his words sank in.

And then my anger exploded.

“You NQHZ"´�,�GHPDQGHG��³$OO�WKLV�WLPH��\RX�NQHZ�ZKDW�KDSSHQHG�WR�WKHP��
:KHUH�WKH\�GLHG��+RZ�WKH\�GLHG��<RX�NQHZ�´�,�JODUHG�DW�KLP�ZLWK�¿UH�LQ�P\�H\HV��
³:K\�GLG�\RX�NHHS�WKLV�IURP�PH"�:K\�GLGQ¶W�\RX�WHOO�PH"�´

“You weren’t ready. I’m still not sure you’re ready QRZ�� EXW� ZH� KDYH� QR�
FKRLFH�OHIW��7KH�HQHP\�GHVWUR\HG�RXU�DOOLHV�ZKHQ�WKH\�PDVVDFUHG�WKH�SHRSOH�RI�
:LQWHUKHDUW�´�5HJLQ�VLJKHG�WKHQ�FDVW�D�TXLFN�JODQFH�DURXQG�WKH�VQRZ\�VWUHHW�DV�
the shadows lengthened. “Time is running short and we are all that remains. All 

WKDW�PDWWHUV�QRZ�LV�\RX��<RXU�GHVWLQ\��$UH�\RX�ZLWK�PH��5DVK\\G"´
I stared at him hard, feeling wounded and betrayed. But I knew he was right. 

,I� KH� KDG� WROG�PH� HYHU\WKLQJ� ,� NQHZ� QRZ� DW� WKH� EHJLQQLQJ�� ,�ZDVQ¶W� VXUH� LI� ,�
ZRXOG¶YH�HYHU�OHIW�WKH�*REOLQ�'HQ��,�H[KDOHG�DQG�QRGGHG��5HJLQ�VPLOHG�JULPO\��
DQG�ZH�OHIW�WKH�UDYDJHG�WRZQ�EHKLQG��KHDGLQJ�GHHSHU�LQWR�WKH�+RDUZRRG�

/HVV�WKDQ�DQ�KRXU�ODWHU��ZH�VORZHG�EHIRUH�D�GHQVH�SLQH�JURYH�
³:H¶UH�KHUH�´�5HJLQ�VDLG��GLVPRXQWLQJ��,�VZDOORZHG�ZLWK�QHUYRXV�DQWLFLSDWLRQ�

then followed his lead, and we scrabbled through the dimness of the tight thicket 

before emerging into a small, circular clearing.

There I saw them, my mother and father, lying side by side on a gleaming bier 

RI�LFH�WKDW�EDWKHG�WKHLU�WUHH�OLQHG�WRPE�ZLWK�D�VRIW�VLOYHU�JORZ��$�OLWWOH�FURZ�VDW�DW�
WKHLU�KHDGV��ZDWFKLQJ�DV�ZH�DSSURDFKHG��,W�FODFNHG�LWV�EHDN�WKHQ�ÀHZ�WR�5HJLQ¶V�
shoulder and watched me as I drew closer.

They were facing each other, holding hands. I turned away for a moment and 

FRYHUHG�P\�IDFH�DV�WHDUV�VSLOOHG�GRZQ�P\�FKHHNV��,�KHDYHG�D�KHDY\�VLJK��IHHOLQJ�
IUHVK�JULHI�ZDVK�RYHU�PH��7R�VHH�WKHP�O\LQJ�FROG�DQG�SDOH�DV�VWRQH�EHIRUH�PH���
WKHLU�GHDWKV�ZHUH�QHYHU�WUXO\�UHDO�XQWLO�WKDW�PRPHQW��,�IHOW�P\�FRPSDQLRQ¶V�KDQG�
RQ�P\�VKRXOGHU�� ,� VKRRN�ZLWK�TXLHW� VREV�EXW�GLGQ¶W�ÀLQFK�RU�SXOO� DZD\�� ,W�ZDV�
comforting, knowing I wasn’t alone.

“Tell me how this happened,” I requested, hoarse with emotion.

³7KH�HQHP\¶V�IRUFHV�ZHUH�WRR�JUHDW�´�5HJLQ�DQVZHUHG��³7KH�QLJKW�DIWHU�-DUO�
Gunther died, they amassed outside Winterheart and demanded our surrender. 

<RXU�IDWKHU�KDG�EHFRPH�WKH�QHZ�MDUO��DQG�KH�ZRXOG�QRW�\LHOG��+H�ZDV�SRZHUIXO²
DQ�HTXDO�PDWFK�IRU�DQ\�RQH�RI� WKH�-DGZLJDV¶�FKDPSLRQV²DQG�D�QDWXUDO� OHDGHU��
HYHQ�WKRXJK�KLV�JULHI�ZDV�IUHVK��+H�EROVWHUHG�XV��JDWKHULQJ�D�JURXS�RI�ZDUULRUV��
including myself...and your mother too.... She was something to behold. I could 

VHH�WKH�VXQ�LQ�KHU�H\HV�DV�VKH�URGH�WKURXJK�WKH�EDWWOH¿HOG�RQ�D�JORZLQJ�ZKLWH�VWHHG��
(YHQ�DIWHU�KHU�PRXQW�IHOO��VKH�GDQFHG�WKURXJK�WKH�HQHP\�ZLWK�EXUQLQJ�EODGHV����´�
5HJLQ�ERZHG�KLV�KHDG��GUDJJLQJ�D�¿QJHU�DORQJ�WKH�LF\�SODWIRUP�EHIRUH�FRQWLQXLQJ��
³7KH\�ERWK�IRXJKW�YDOLDQWO\��EXW�LQ�WKH�HQG��WKH\�ZHUH�VXUURXQGHG��$�ULGHU�FODG�
in ice—an ancient fey lord with terrible power—came against them with a pack 

RI�ZLQWHU�ZROYHV�DW�KLV�EDFN��%RWK�\RXU�SDUHQWV�ZHUH�JUDYHO\�ZRXQGHG��DQG�\RXU�
father...he knew there was no escape.... I heard the roar of the explosion echo 
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DFURVV�WKH�¿HOG�DV�KH�XQOHDVKHG�D�¿QDO�¿HU\�EXUVW�WKDW�WRUH�WKURXJK�WKH�WUHHV�ZKHUH�
WKH\�IRXJKW��,�FKDUJHG�WR�WKHLU�DLG��WKH�ULGHU�ZDV�JRQH��WKH�ZROYHV�� LQFLQHUDWHG��
%XW�LW�ZDV�WRR�ODWH�����,�ZDV�WRR�ODWH���WR�VDYH�WKHP��6R��ZH�EURXJKW�WKHP�KHUH��WR�
this sacred bower, to honor them and keep them safe. We could think of no better 

resting place.”

6LOHQFH�IHOO�DV�ZH�VWRRG��UHPHPEHULQJ�P\�SDUHQWV¶�VDFUL¿FHV��,�NLFNHG�WKH�VQRZ�
at my feet, deep in thought, and watched it skitter across the ground in tiny beads, 

OHDYLQJ�WUDLOV�DV�LW�ZHQW��0\�PRWKHU�DQG�IDWKHU�KDG�QRW�DEDQGRQHG�PH�RU�GLHG�LQ�
VRPH�DFFLGHQW�ZKLOH�RQ�D� URXWLQH� MRXUQH\� IRU� WKH�/RGJH��7KH\�ZHUH�PDUW\UHG��
murdered by the witches here in faraway Irrisen. But the reason escaped me. Why 

was Winterheart so important? I didn’t understand.

I turned to my guide and found that he had again been studying me with his 

keen dark gaze.

³+HUH�´�KH�VDLG��KDQGLQJ�PH�D�EODFN�OHDWKHU�ERRN�FRYHUHG�ZLWK�VLOYHU�UXQHV��
³,� WKLQN�LW¶V� WLPH�\RX�KDG�WKLV�´�,� ORRNHG�RYHU�WKH�FRYHU��7KH�UXQHV�ZHUH�RGGO\�
IDPLOLDU�� EXW� ,� NQHZ� ,� KDGQ¶W� VHHQ� WKH� ERRN�EHIRUH�� ³,W¶V� \RXU� IDWKHU¶V� MRXUQDO��
5DVK\\G��7KH�DQVZHUV�\RX�VHHN���DUH�LQ�WKHUH�´

0\�¿QJHUV�VKRRN�DV�,�WRRN�WKH�ERRN�IURP�KLP��
7KHQ�,�VDQN�GRZQ�RQWR�P\�NQHHV�DQG�RSHQHG�WKH�MRXUQDO�WR�WKH�ODVW�HQWU\�

���(UDVWXV������
0\�6RQ�
,�IHDU�,�PD\�QRW�UHWXUQ�WR�\RX��VR�,�SUD\�WKLV�ERRN�¿QGV�\RXU�KDQGV��,�ZLOO�OHDYH�

LW�ZKHUH�RQO\�WKH�FURZV�FDQ�¿QG�LW��7KH\�ZLOO�WDNH�LW�WR�\RX��LI�WKH\�FDQ��7KH\�ZLOO�
JXLGH�\RX�WR�\RXU�IDWH�
7KHUH�LV�PXFK�,�QHYHU�WROG�\RX��5DVK\\G��<RX�DUH�\RXQJ�DQG�,�ZDQWHG�WR�SURWHFW�

\RX��EXW�LI�,�VKRXOG�IDLO��RQH�GD\�LW�ZLOO�EH�\RX�ZKR�PXVW�FDUU\�RXW�P\�TXHVW����
2XU�SHRSOH�ZHUH�RQFH�IUHH��9DULNVYHOGH�ZDV�RXU�UHDOP��DQG�LW�ZDV�UXOHG�E\�WKH�

PLJKWLHVW�RI�WKH�OLQQRUP�NLQJV��8OIHQ�ZDUULRUV�ZKR�SURYHG�WKHLU�EUDYHU\�DQG�WKHLU�
ULJKW�WR�OHDG�E\�VOD\LQJ�D�GHDGO\�Z\UP�FDOOHG�D�OLQQRUP��5HPHPEHU�WKH�VWRULHV�,�
WROG�\RX�RI�WKHP��DQG�RI�WKH�FUHDWXUHV�RI�WKH�:LQWHUODQGV��WKH�ZLWFKHV�DQG�KDJV��
WKH�IURVW�JLDQWV�DQG�WKH�ZHQGLJRV��7KH\�DUH�DOO�UHDO��DQG�WKH\�ZLOO�VHHN�WR�VWRS�\RX�
DW�DQ\�FRVW�
2XU� IRUHIDWKHUV� ZHUH� NLQJV� RYHU� 9DULNVYHOGH�PDQ\� FHQWXULHV� DJR�� 7KHQ� WKH�

:LWFK�0RWKHU��%DED�<DJD��FDPH��2XU�IDWKHUV�WXUQHG�WR�DQ�DQFLHQW�SRZHU�WR�KHOS�
WKHP²D�EHLQJ�DV�JUHDW�DV�WKH�:LWFK�0RWKHU�KHUVHOI��LI�QRW�JUHDWHU��$QGROHWWD��RXU�
*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ�
8QGHU�WKH�OHDGHUVKLS�RI�WKHLU�NLQJ�DQG�WKH�SURWHFWLRQ�RI�*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ��

RXU�SHRSOH�VWRRG�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZLWFKHV�IRU�\HDUV��%XW�WKH�ORQJ�ZDU�ZHDNHQHG�RXU�
*UDQGPRWKHU�� ,Q�GHVSHUDWLRQ�� WKH�TXHHQ�RI�9DULNVYHOGH��DORQJ�ZLWK�KHU�SULQFHV�
DQG� PDQ\� RWKHUV�� ÀHG� LQWR� WKH� ZLOGHUQHVV�� SURWHFWLQJ� RXU� UR\DO� OLQH�� 7KHQ�
*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ�XVHG�WKH�ODVW�RI�KHU�VWUHQJWK�WR�WUDQVIRUP�DOO�ZKR�UHPDLQHG�LQ�
WKH�FLW\�LQWR�PXUGHUV�RI�FURZV��6KH�ZRYH�D�VSHOO�WKDW�KLG�WKH�FLW\�IURP�RXU�HQHPLHV��
D�SRZHUIXO�FXUVH�WR�SURWHFW�RXU�RQH�UHIXJH��$Q\�HQHP\�WR�¿QG�WKH�FLW\�ZDV�PDUNHG��
DQG�WKH�PXUGHUV�HQVXUHG�QRQH�HVFDSHG�
([KDXVWHG�IURP�KHU�VWUXJJOH��*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ�ODLG�GRZQ�WR�VOXPEHU�DW�WKH�
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URRWV�RI�KHU�EHORYHG�ZLOORZ��7KH� WUHH�KLG�KHU� IRUP�GHHS�ZLWKLQ� LWVHOI�ZKLOH�VKH�
UHFRYHUHG��7KH�FXUVH�DQG�WKH�FURZV�NHSW�DQ\�IURP�GLVWXUELQJ�KHU�WUHH�ZKLOH�VKH�
VOHSW��2QO\�KHU�VDFUHG�:LOORZ�6WDII��HQWUXVWHG�ZLWK�WKH�UR\DO�IDPLO\��FRXOG�DZDNHQ�
KHU��,W�ZDV�SURSKHVLHG�WKDW��RQH�GD\��ZKHQ�KHU�SRZHU�KDG�EHHQ�UHQHZHG�DQG�RXU�
QHHG�ZDV�JUHDW��D�GHVFHQGDQW�RI�WKH�NLQJ¶V�EORRG�FRXOG�UHWXUQ�LW�WR�KHU�WUHH�DQG�VKH�
ZRXOG�DULVH�WR�KHOS�XV�RQFH�DJDLQ�
7KH�NLQJ¶V�HOGHVW�VRQ��,YDUQ��WRRN�WKH�VWDII�ZLWK�KLP�ZKHQ�KH�OHG�KLV�UHPDLQLQJ�

IDPLO\�DQG�VXEMHFWV�IURP�WKH�UR\DO�FLW\��,YDUQ�IRXQGHG�WKH�WRZQ�RI�:LQWHUKHDUW��
DQG� WKH�SHRSOH�DVVXPHG� WKH� UROHV�RI�GXWLIXO� VODYHV� WR� WKH�ZLWFK�TXHHQV��DOO� WKH�
ZKLOH�KLGLQJ�WKH�PHDQV�RI�WKHLU�GHPLVH�
,YDUQ�LV�RXU�IRUHIDWKHU��5DVK\\G��<RX��VRQ��DUH�WKH�ODVW�RI�KLV�EORRG�
0\�IDWKHU��*XQWKHU��VHQW�PH�DQG�P\�PRWKHU�RXW�RI�,UULVHQ�ZLWK�WKH�VWDII�ZKHQ�,�

ZDV�D�\RXQJ�ER\��SURWHFWHG�DQG�KLGGHQ�E\�DQ�RQ\[�ULQJ²WKH�ULQJ�WKDW�,�JDYH�\RX�
RQ�\RXU�VL[WK�ELUWKGD\��7KDW�GD\��\RXU�JUDQGPRWKHU�FDPH�WR�PH�ZLWK�WKH�ZLOORZ�
VWDII�DQG�WROG�PH�LW�ZDV�WLPH��2XU�SHRSOH�QHHGHG�PH��$QG�VR�,�KDG�WR�OHDYH�\RX�
DQG�\RXU�PRWKHU�
%XW�RI�FRXUVH�\RXU�PRWKHU�IROORZHG�PH��,�VKRXOG¶YH�NQRZQ�VKH�ZRXOG��,�ZLOO�GR�

DOO�,�FDQ�WR�VHQG�KHU�EDFN�WR�\RX��EXW�LI�VKH�LV�QRW�ZLWK�\RX�ZKHQ�\RX�UHDG�WKLV��\RX�
ZLOO�NQRZ�WKDW�VKH�VWRRG�E\�P\�VLGH�XQWLO�WKH�ELWWHU�HQG��<RXU�PRWKHU�LV�D�EUDYH�
ZRPDQ��WKH�EHVW�,�KDYH�HYHU�NQRZQ��DQG�VKH�ORYHV�\RX�ZLWK�DOO�KHU�KHDUW��EXW�WKHUH�
LV�D�¿UH�LQVLGH�KHU�WKDW�EXUQV�KRW�DQG�EULJKW��$QG�WKH�KRWWHVW�ÀDPHV�DUH�WKH�RQHV�
WKDW�EXUQ�WKHPVHOYHV�RXW�EHIRUH�WKHLU�WLPH����
,�QHYHU�ZLVKHG�WR�EXUGHQ�\RX�ZLWK�WKLV��5DVK\\G��EXW�,�IHDU�IDWH�PD\�KDYH�RWKHU�

SODQV��,I�,� IDLO��¿QG�ZKHUH�WKH�FURZV�KDYH�KLGGHQ�WKH�:LOORZ�6WDII�DQG�UHWXUQ�LW�
WR�*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ¶V� WUHH��6KH�ZDLWV� LQ� WKH� ORQJ�DEDQGRQHG�FLW\�QRZ�FDOOHG�
&URZWRS��7KH�ELUGV�ZLOO�JXLGH�\RX�WKHUH��EXW�\RX�PXVW�WDNH�FDUH��IRU�LI�WKH�-DGZLJD�
¿QG�\RX��WKH\�ZLOO�GHVWUR\�\RX�DQG�WKH�ODVW�KRSH�RI�RXU�SHRSOH��
,�EHOLHYH� LQ�\RX��5DVK\\G��<RX�KDYH� WKH�VWUHQJWK�RI�RXU� IDWKHUV� LQ�\RX��6WD\�

VWURQJ��DQG�NQRZ�WKDW�\RXU�PRWKHU�DQG�,�DUH�DOZD\V�ZLWK�\RX��,�DP�SURXG�RI�\RX��
P\�VRQ�
/RYH�DOZD\V�
<RXU�)DWKHU��6MDUS

,�FORVHG�WKH�FRYHU�DQG�FRQWLQXHG�WR�NQHHO�EHIRUH�P\�SDUHQWV¶�ERGLHV��VWDULQJ�
GRZQ�DW�WKH�VQRZ��5HJLQ�VWRRG�EHKLQG�PH��JXDUGLQJ�PH��,�FRXOG�KHDU�WKH�FURZV�
gathering in the trees around us, watching for danger, calling back and forth to 

HDFK�RWKHU��,�ORRNHG�XS�DQG�VDZ�WKH�VLOHQW�OLWWOH�FURZ�RQ�5HJLQ¶V�VKRXOGHU�VWDULQJ�
GRZQ�DW�PH��ZDLWLQJ��DQG�,�WKRXJKW�RI�DOO� WKH�SHRSOH�ZKRVH�OLYHV�ZHUH�EUXWDOO\�
ripped away by the witches of Irrisen. I did not wish to disappoint them.

³:KHUH�LV�WKH�VWDII"´�,�DVNHG�DV�,�WXFNHG�P\�IDWKHU¶V�MRXUQDO�LQWR�D�SRFNHW�RI�
my cloak.

7KH�OLWWOH�FURZ�FODFNHG�LWV�EHDN�DJDLQ�DQG�ÀHZ�WR�WKH�IDU�VLGH�RI�WKH�ERZHU��,W�
landed on a low branch and turned its head, looking into a hollow in the trunk of a 

JUHDW�RDN��,�URVH�DQG�DSSURDFKHG�WKH�WUHH��VTXLQWLQJ�LQWR�WKH�GDUNQHVV��,�FRXOG�MXVW�
make out a tall, pale shape hidden in the shadows.

5HJLQ�WRRN�KROG�RI�P\�ZULVW�DV�,�UHDFKHG�RXW��³$�ZRUG�RI�FDXWLRQ��5DVK\\G��
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the enemy already knows we’re here. Once you possess the staff, there is no going 

back. They will come after us in full force.”

+H�GUHZ�KLV�VZRUG�DQG�SODFHG�LW�EHIRUH�PH��³,�ZLOO�SURWHFW�\RX�DV�ORQJ�DV�,�DP�
DEOH��DV�ZLOO�HYHU\�FURZ�LQ�WKHVH�ZRRGV��EXW�\RX�QHHG�WR�SUHSDUH�\RXUVHOI�IRU�ZKDW�
will come. If you fail, Andoletta’s refuge will become her prison, and our people 

ZLOO�EH�HQVODYHG�IRUHYHU�´
“Then I won’t fail,” I told him, and I reached into the tree and closed my hand 

around the staff.

The wood was cool and smooth against my skin, and as I pulled it from the 

darkness, I could see it was white and twisted, warped with natural knots. The 

KHDG�RI�WKH�VWDII�ZDV�FDUYHG�LQWR�WKH�VKDSH�RI�D�FURZ�DQG�LQODLG�ZLWK�RQ\[�IRU�LWV�
feathers, beak, and talons, and two glittering rubies for eyes. It was beautiful.

,�FDUULHG�LW�WR�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�JURYH�DQG�VWRRG�RQH�ODVW�WLPH�EHIRUH�P\�SDUHQWV�
³,�FDQ�GR�WKLV�´�,�VDLG��ORRNLQJ�RYHU�WKHLU�ERGLHV�DV�P\�JULS�WLJKWHQHG�RQ�WKH�

SROLVKHG�ZRRG��³,�NQRZ�ZKDW�LW¶V�OLNH�WR�EH�D�VODYH��EXW�,�ZLOO�QHYHU�EHQG�P\�NQHH�
LQ�VHUYLWXGH�DJDLQ��2XU�SHRSOH�KDYH�VXIIHUHG�ORQJ�HQRXJK��:H�ZLOO�DOO�EH�IUHH��,�
swear it. I will do this for our people. I will do this...for you.”

Caws and squawks answered my pledge from the trees. Then there was a great 

ÀDSSLQJ�VRXQG�DV�KXQGUHGV�RI�FURZV�OLIWHG�RII�IURP�WKH�VXUURXQGLQJ�EUDQFKHV��,�
WXUQHG�WR�5HJLQ�DQG�KH�EHQW�KLV�HDU�WRZDUG�WKH�OLWWOH�FURZ�RQ�KLV�VKRXOGHU�WKHQ�
nodded once.

³7KH�ZROYHV�DUH�FORVH�´�KH�WROG�PH��³:H¶UH�VDIH�IURP�WKHP�KHUH��WKH\�FDQ¶W�
enter the bower. We will rest here for the night and continue on to Crowtop in 

WKH�PRUQLQJ�´�+H�TXLFNO\�GXFNHG�RXWVLGH�DQG�WKH�OLWWOH�FURZ�ÀHZ�WR�P\�VKRXOGHU�
I stroked its feathers as I looked down at my parents, a few more warm tears 

¿QGLQJ� WKHLU� ZD\� GRZQ� P\� IDFH� DQG� IUHH]LQJ� LQ� WKH� VWXEEOH� JURZLQJ� RQ� P\�
chin. The little crow tucked its head under its wing as I reached out to stroke my 

mother’s hair. It was as silky as I remembered, but icy cold. 

,W�ZDV�KDUG�WR�EHOLHYH�KHU�¿UH�ZDV�JRQH�
,�KHDUG�5HJLQ�¿JKW�KLV�ZD\�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�ERZHU�DQG�KDVWLO\�WXUQHG�DZD\��ZLSLQJ�

P\�H\HV�DV�WKH�OLWWOH�FURZ�ÀHZ�EDFN�WR�KLV�VKRXOGHU��$�ZDUP�UXVK�RI�DLU�DQG�D�VQRUW�
TXLFNO\�IROORZHG�DQG�,�ZKLSSHG�DURXQG�WR�¿QG�D�VRIW�JUD\�PX]]OH�MXVW�LQFKHV�IURP�
P\�IDFH��0\�VKDJJ\�KRUVH�QX]]OHG�P\�VKRXOGHU�DQG�,�VPLOHG�VOLJKWO\�

“Alright, alright,” I said, reaching into my cloak pocket and pulling out a 

handful of dried berries. “There you go, pest.”

³:H¶OO�KDYH�WR�NHHS�WKHP�FORVH�WRQLJKW�´�5HJLQ�VDLG�DV�P\�KRUVH�OLFNHG�P\�
palm clean and then tried to get at the rest of my pocket stash. “Otherwise they’ll 

DWWUDFW�WKH�ZROYHV�DQG�ZH¶OO�ORVH�WKHP�´
³+H\��6DYH�VRPH�IRRG�IRU�PH��JUHHG\�´�,�ODXJKHG��SDWWLQJ�WKH�KRUVH¶V�QHFN�DV�,�

SXVKHG�LWV�QRVH�DZD\��5HJLQ�FKXFNOHG�
³6LIUHULQ�´�KH�FDOOHG��+H�FOLFNHG�KLV�WRQJXH�DQG�WKH�KRUVH�ZDQGHUHG�WR�WKH�VLGH�

RI�WKH�ERZHU�ZKHUH�5HJLQ¶V�VWHHG�QLEEOHG�RQ�D�WUHH�EUDQFK�
,�ZDWFKHG�WKHP�IRU�D�PRPHQW��NQRZLQJ�5HJLQ�ZDV�ULJKW��EXW�VLJKLQJ�QRQHWKHOHVV�

as I turned back to my parents’ bodies. The brief smile slowly faded from my face.

5HJLQ� WRRN� D� IHZ� VWHSV� WRZDUGV�PH�� ³7KLV� LV� KDUG�� ,� NQRZ�´� KH� VDLG�� ³EXW�
WRPRUURZ�ZLOO�EH�HYHQ�KDUGHU��7KLV�LV�WKH�RQO\�VDIH�SODFH�IRU�XV�´
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“I know,” I muttered, kicking the snow at my feet. I watched it skitter across 

the ground again. “I’ll be alright.” 

5HJLQ�JDYH�PH�D�QRG��
³<RX�FDQ�OLJKW�D�VPDOO�¿UH�KHUH��WKRXJK�´�KH�DGGHG�KRSHIXOO\��³7KH�WUHHV�ZLOO�

EORFN�RXW�WKH�VPRNH�DQG�OLJKW�IURP�ZDWFKIXO�H\HV��DQG�WKH�SURWHFWLYH�PDJLF�RI�WKH�
bower will keep us hidden from the witches.”

I felt a little of my smile return at this news and I gathered sticks and branches 

ZKLOH�5HJLQ�SUHSDUHG�D�VSRW�IRU�XV�DORQJ�WKH�HGJH�RI�WKH�ERZHU��DZD\�IURP�P\�
parents’ resting place. Within a few minutes I had a decent pile, and with a quick 

“1HLVWL�´�D�VPDOO�VKRZHU�RI�VSDUNV�JRW�WKH�¿UH�JRLQJ�
³+RZ�IDU�WR�&URZWRS"´�,�DVNHG�DV�,�ZDWFKHG�WKH�ZRRG�FDWFK��
³6HYHUDO�KRXUV�´�5HJLQ�UHSOLHG��³/RQJHU�LI�ZH�UXQ�LQWR�WURXEOH�´�+H�JDWKHUHG�

VQRZ�LQ�D�VPDOO�SRW�DQG�SODFHG�LW�LQ�WKH�¿UH�WR�ERLO�DORQJ�ZLWK�VRPH�GULHG�PHDW��
RDWV�DQG�EHUULHV�DV�,�¿VKHG�RXW�P\�IDWKHU¶V�MRXUQDO�IURP�P\�FORDN�DQG�UH�UHDG�WKH�
ODVW�HQWU\��+DOI�DQ�KRXU�ODWHU��ZH�KDG�D�KRW�PHDO�WRJHWKHU�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�VLQFH�
entering Irrisen.

³*HW�VRPH�UHVW�QRZ�´�5HJLQ�VDLG�DIWHU�ZH�KDG�¿QLVKHG��DQG�VKDUHG�WKH�ÀDVN�RI�
mead. “I’ll keep watch a while.”

$V�KH�¿VKHG�RXW�KLV�SLSH��,�FXUOHG�XS�LQ�P\�IXU�EHGUROO�DQG�WULHG�WR�VOHHS��EXW�
WKH�JORZ�RI�WKH�¿UHOLJKW�ÀLFNHUHG�RII�WKH�LFH�RI�P\�SDUHQWV¶�WRPE��,�UROOHG�RYHU�
DQG�VKLYHUHG��WZLVWLQJ�P\�IDWKHU¶V�ULQJ�RQ�P\�¿QJHU��$�SOHDVDQW�ÀXVK�SXOVHG�IURP�
the band and spread throughout my body, bathing me in warmth. I held the staff 

close and sighed.

³7KDQN�\RX��)DWKHU�´�,�ZKLVSHUHG��OHWWLQJ�P\VHOI�GULIW�RII�WR�VOHHS�
,�DZRNH�KRXUV�ODWHU�WR�WKH�KRZOLQJ�RI�ZROYHV��,�VDW�XS�WR�VHH�5HJLQ�SDFNLQJ�XS�

camp.

³,W¶V�WLPH�WR�JR��5DVK\\G��7KRVH�ZROI�VFRXWV�ODVW�QLJKW�GLG�WKHLU�MREV��DOUHDG\��
the enemy approaches. We must make haste to the city.” I rolled up my bedding 

and quickly saddled my horse.

Without another word, we left the bower and rode toward Crowtop, following 

a dark cloud of birds. It was a bright morning, the sun glinting off the blinding 

ZKLWH�VQRZ��,�EHQW�ORZ�RYHU�WKH�VDGGOH�DQG�KHOG�WKH�VWDII�WLJKW�LQ�P\�IUHH�KDQG��,�
NHSW�P\�H\HV�IRFXVHG�RQ�WKH�WUDLO�DQG�WKH�VPDOO�VLOHQW�FURZ�WKDW�KDG�ZDWFKHG�RYHU�
P\�SDUHQWV�DQG�QRZ�ÀHZ�MXVW�LQ�IURQW�RI�PH��VKRZLQJ�XV�WKH�ZD\��$V�WKH�PLQXWHV�
DQG�KRXUV�ZRUH�RQ��,�IHOW�D�KHDY\�EXUGHQ�VHWWOH�RQ�P\�VKRXOGHUV��DV�WKRXJK�,�ZDV�
leading an army into an uncertain battle.

+RZ�ULJKW�,�ZDV�
)URP�VRPHZKHUH�DPRQJ� WKH� WUHHV�EHKLQG�XV� FDPH�D� VHULHV�RI�ERQH�FKLOOLQJ�

KRZOV�� IROORZHG�E\� D�EDUUDJH�RI� IHUDO� YRLFHV� DQVZHULQJ�ZLWK� D�GHDIHQLQJ� URDU��
0\�KRUVH� UHDUHG�EDFN� LQ� DODUP�� DQG� ,�ZDV�QHDUO\� WKURZQ� IURP� WKH� VDGGOH�� EXW�
5HJLQ�ZDV�DW�P\�VLGH�TXLFNO\��JUDEELQJ�WKH�UHLQV�DQG�\DQNLQJ�KDUG�WR�VWHDG\�WKH�
panicked beast.

³,W�EHJLQV��5DVK\\G�´�+LV�H\HV�PHW�PLQH�IRU�D�PRPHQW��7KHQ�KH�ORRNHG�XS�DW�
WKH�FURZV�DERYH�XV�

“7R�ZDU�” he shouted, sweeping his arm across the sky.

)RU� D�PRPHQW��ZH�ZHUH� HQJXOIHG� E\� D� FDFRSKRQRXV� EODFN� FORXG��7KHQ� WKH�
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PXUGHUV�ZKHHOHG�DQG�ÀHZ�RII�WRZDUG�WKH�DUP\�DGYDQFLQJ�RQ�RXU�ÀDQN�
³7KH\�ZLOO�EX\�XV�WLPH��1RZ��ULGH�´
I needed no encouragement. We sped through the branches and across the snow 

WRZDUG�&URZWRS��RXU�OLWWOH�FURZ�JXLGH�ÀDSSLQJ�XUJHQWO\�DKHDG��:H�ZHUH�QHDUO\�
WKHUH��,�FRXOG�MXVW�VHH�WKH�ZDOOV�RI�WKH�FLW\�WKURXJK�WKH�WUHHV��,�SUHVVHG�P\�PRXQW�
forward, eager to reach the site, but an icy fog rolled in around us and my horse 

VORZHG�DQG�FDPH�WR�D�QHUYRXV�VWRS��WRVVLQJ�LWV�KHDG�LQ�DJLWDWLRQ�
“Easy,” I said, patting its side and peering into the mist to see what was 

spooking it.

³%H�RQ�\RXU�JXDUG�´�5HJLQ�VDLG��HGJLQJ�LQ�IURQW�RI�PH�DQG�GUDZLQJ�KLV�VZRUG��
“There is something in this fog. The horses sense it.” I nodded and closed my eyes 

IRU�D�PRPHQW��IHHOLQJ�WKH�¿UH�LQVLGH�PH�EXLOG�DQG�EXUQ�ZLWK�HDFK�EUHDWK�
We proceeded slowly, keeping wary eyes on the surrounding fog. We hadn’t 

gone far when I heard a whoosh as something slashed out of the mist, missing me 

E\�D�KDLU¶V�EUHDGWK�
“6NMROGXU�%U\QMD�” I cried, and threw my empty hand in front of me out of 

UHÀH[�
The mist swirled and condensed around my hand, and I felt a bit of warmth 

go out of me as the fog seemed to glow and shimmer. It coalesced to form a thin 

layer of soft candlelight around my body. Another strike came, but this time it was 

GHÀHFWHG�DZD\�E\�WKH�ÀLFNHULQJ�DUPRU�VKHOO�
³5DVK\\G�´�5HJLQ�VKRXWHG�DV�WKH�IRJ�EHJDQ�WR�FOHDU�
$�GDUN�¿JXUH�ORRPHG�RXW�RI�WKH�SDUWLQJ�KD]H��DQG�P\�KRUVH�QHLJKHG�DQG�UHDUHG��

QHDUO\�XQVHDWLQJ�PH�DJDLQ��7KH�¿JXUH�UHVHPEOHG�D�PDQ�ZLWK�WKH�DQWOHUV�RI�D�VWDJ��
DQG�LW�ZDV�FRYHUHG�IURP�KHDG�WR�WRH�LQ�DUPRU�RI�SODWHG�EODFN�LFH��7ZR�VWHDPLQJ�
UHG�H\HV�VWDUHG�RXW�IURP�LWV�KHOP��PDWFKLQJ�WKRVH�RI�LWV�ORQJ�GHDG�VWDJ�PRXQW��7KH�
VLJKW�RI�LW�¿OOHG�PH�ZLWK�GUHDG��LW�ORRNHG�OLNH�WKH�ULGHU�WKDW�KDG�NLOOHG�P\�SDUHQWV��

7KH�LF\�ZDUULRU�VWUHWFKHG�RXW�D�IUR]HQ�EODFN�JDXQWOHW�DQG�VSRNH�LQ�D�GHHS�YRLFH��
7KH�ZRUGV�ZHUH�VWUDQJH�WR�PH��KHDY\�DQG�RPLQRXV��DQG�P\�H\HV�VWDUWHG�WR�GULIW�
closed with the hypnotic sounds it made. I shook my head and focused on my 

LQWHUQDO�¿UH�� ¿JKWLQJ� WKH� XUJH� WR� VOHHS��0\�KRUVH�ZDV� QRW� VR� OXFN\�� ,W� VZD\HG�
beneath me and started to fall. I managed to leap free, rolling when I hit the snow 

DQG�FOXWFKLQJ�WKH�VWDII�FORVH�ZLWK�ERWK�KDQGV�DV�5HJLQ�PDQHXYHUHG�KLV�KRUVH�WR�
SURWHFW�PH��7KH�VLQLVWHU�¿JXUH�UHDGLHG�LWV�MDJJHG�EODGH�DQG�VWUHWFKHG�RXW�LWV�KDQG�
DJDLQ�DV�IURVW\�YDSRU�FRLOHG�IURP�LWV�PRXQW¶V�GHFD\LQJ�QRVWULOV�

³5DVK\\G��PRYH�´�5HJLQ�VKRXWHG�DJDLQ�DV�KH�SUHSDUHG�WR�FKDUJH��,�FRXOG�KHDU�
D�WLQJH�RI�SDQLF�LQ�KLV�YRLFH�

7KHQ�WKHUH�ZDV�D�EOXU�RI�EODFN�DV�RXU�OLWWOH�FURZ�HVFRUW�GRYH�WRZDUG�RXU�IRHV¶�
KHDGV��ÀDSSLQJ�LWV�ZLQJV�DQG�SHFNLQJ�DW�WKH�VWDJ¶V�H\HV��7KH�ELUG�ZDV�WU\LQJ�WR�
GLVWUDFW�WKHP��,�IRUFHG�EDFN�D�VKLYHU�DV�,�UHDFKHG�RXW�WRZDUG�WKH�LFH�NQLJKW�DQG�
summoned the gift of my mother’s heritage.

“%UHQQD�´�,�VDLG��7KH�OLWWOH�FURZ�ÀHZ�WR�WKH�WUHHV�DV�D�FRQH�RI�VZLUOLQJ�ÀDPHV�
leapt from my hand and rushed to engulf my opponent and its undead steed. The 

FUHDWXUHV� VKULHNHG�DV� WKH�KHDW�RI� WKH�¿UH�ZDVKHG�RYHU� WKHP��EXW� WKH� VSHOO�RQO\�
FUHDWHG�D�SOXPH�RI�PLVW�DV�D�VNLQ�WKLFN�OD\HU�RI�LFH�PHOWHG�IURP�LWV�DUPRU�

³,W¶V� WRR�SRZHUIXO�´�5HJLQ�ZDUQHG�� ULGLQJ�SDVW� DQG�FKLSSLQJ�D� FKXQN�RI� LFH�
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IURP�WKH�NQLJKW¶V�VLGH�ZLWK�KLV�VZRUG��³*HW�RXW�RI�KHUH�´
I shook my head and stood my ground, drawing in a deep breath and pouring 

HYHQ�PRUH�KHDW�IURP�P\�FRUH�WR�P\�KDQGV��,�ZRXOG�QRW�ÀHH��,�ZRXOG�QRW�OHW�P\�
SDUHQWV�GRZQ��$QG�,�ZRXOG�QRW�OHDYH�5HJLQ�WR�IDFH�WKLV�WKLQJ�DORQH�

“(OGXU�” I screamed, concentrating on the creature. I imagined its glacial armor 

PHOWLQJ�DZD\�LQ�D�MHW�RI�OLTXLG�¿UH�DV�D�VWUHDP�RI�KHDW�LVVXHG�IURP�P\�¿QJHUV�DQG�
HYHU\WKLQJ�WRRN�RQ�D�UHG�ULPPHG�KXH��7KH�ÀDPHV�VSODVKHG�RQWR�LWV�FKHVW��OHDYLQJ�
D�¿VW�VL]HG�FUDWHU�RI�VPRRWK�LFH�RYHU�LWV�KHDUW��EXW�ZLWKLQ�VHFRQGV�LW�ZDV�DOUHDG\�
IURVWLQJ�RYHU�DJDLQ��,�IHOW�P\�VWRPDFK�GURS�DV�,�UHDOL]HG�5HJLQ�ZDV�ULJKW�

The knight’s eyes focused on me. It thrust a hand toward the sky and called out 

ZLFNHG�ZRUGV�LQ�D�ERRPLQJ�YRLFH��7KH�DLU�ZDV�SHUPHDWHG�ZLWK�ELWLQJ�FROG�DV�D�
GDUN�FORXG�IRUPHG�DERYH��GULYLQJ�VQRZ��VOHHW��DQG�¿VW�VL]HG�KDLOVWRQHV�WRZDUG�XV��
,�FRYHUHG�P\�KHDG�ZLWK�P\�DUPV�DV�WKH�WRUUHQW�RI�KHDY\�LFH�EOXGJHRQHG�PH�WR�WKH�
JURXQG��DQG�ÀDVKHV�RI�$KPHG¶V�EHDWLQJ�FDPH�WR�P\�PLQG�ZKLOH�EODFNQHVV�FUHSW�
WR�WKH�HGJHV�RI�P\�YLVLRQ�
7KLV�LV�LW��,�DP�JRLQJ�WR�GLH�KHUH� I thought, cowering on my knees.

The ground was caked in ice, and I was close to losing consciousness. I crawled 

EDFN� WRZDUG� WKH� WUHHV�� KRSLQJ� WKH\�ZRXOG� SURYLGH� VRPH� FRYHU�� 7KH� KDLOVWRUP�
stopped seconds later, but I knew I could not withstand an assault of that strength 

DJDLQ��1HDUE\��,�KHDUG�5HJLQ�JUXQW�DV�KH�ZKHHOHG�KLV�PRXQW�DQG�VZXQJ�KLV�EODGH��
WZR�KDQGHG��LQWR�WKH�ORLQ�RI�WKH�XQQDWXUDO�VWDJ��7KH�WKLQJ�VKULHNHG�DV�LWV�VSLQH�ZDV�
VHYHUHG�E\�WKH�EORZ�DQG�EODFN�EORRG�SRXUHG�IURP�WKH�JDVK��,WV�UHDU�OHJV�EXFNOHG��
sending our foe to the ground.

Another chorus of howls issued from deep in the woods as the thick snow 

FRQWLQXHG�WR�IDOO��)RU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�VLQFH�OHDYLQJ�$KPHG��,�IHOW�D�WUXO\�KRSHOHVV�
SDQLF�ULVH�LQ�P\�FKHVW��+RZ�ZDV�,�VXSSRVHG�WR�GR�WKLV"�(YHQ�P\�PRWKHU¶V�JLIW�
hardly seemed to affect our enemies. They were so powerful. I groaned as my 

FROG��EDWWHUHG�OLPEV�SURWHVWHG�DV�,�VWRRG��,�ZDV�QR�UR\DO�KHLU��-XVW�DQ�RUSKDQHG�
VODYH�IURP�$EVDORP�

³*R��5DVK\\G�´�5HJLQ¶V�YRLFH�EURNH�WKURXJK�P\�VHOI�SLW\��³<RX�PXVW get to 

WKH�FLW\�´
I could see now that the ice warrior had not been defeated and was rising from 

the remains of its dying mount to pursue us once more. It seemed to curse in its 

foul tongue, training its black blade on me. I stepped back further into the trees, 

IHDU� ULVLQJ�XS� LQ�P\� WKURDW��5HJLQ�SRVLWLRQHG�KLPVHOI� EHWZHHQ�XV��+H�GURSSHG�
IURP�KLV�VDGGOH�DQG�VODSSHG�KLV�KRUVH¶V�ÀDQN��VHQGLQJ�LW�WRZDUG�PH�

³7DNH�P\�KRUVH��6DYH�RXU�SHRSOH��P\�NLQJ�´�KH�FULHG��7KHQ�P\�JXDUGLDQ�WXUQHG�
DQG�JULSSHG�KLV�ZHDSRQ�WLJKWO\��+H�SRLQWHG�WKH�VZRUG�DW�RXU�DUPRUHG�DGYHUVDU\��
and their duel began.

6WHHO�DQG�LFH�FODVKHG�DJDLQ�DQG�DJDLQ�ZLWK�KRUUL¿F�JUDWLQJ�VWULNHV�DV�5HJLQ¶V�
steed ran to me through the sleet and snow. Shrill, unearthly screams and shouts 

RI� SDLQ� DQG� H[HUWLRQ� ¿OOHG� WKH� DLU�� ,� VKLYHUHG�� DQWLFLSDWLQJ� ZKDW� PLJKW� FRPH��
$QRWKHU�ZDLOLQJ�PRDQ�LVVXHG�IURP�WKH�¿HQGLVK�NQLJKW�DV�WKH�8OIHQ�VZRUGVPDQ�
KDFNHG�DQRWKHU�¿VVXUH�LQWR�LWV�LF\�VLGH��,�NQHZ�,�VKRXOG�OLVWHQ��ULGH�ZLWK�WKH�VWDII�
WR�&URZWRS��EXW�VRPHKRZ�,�FRXOGQ¶W�EULQJ�P\VHOI�WR�OHDYH�5HJLQ�EHKLQG��+H�ZDV�
WKH�RQH�SHUVRQ�ZKR�KDG�IDLWK�LQ�PH��+H�EHOLHYHG�,�ZDV�WKHLU�NLQJ��$QG�KH�ZDV�
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protecting me with his life.

I felt rustling on my shoulder and a tap on my ear as the little crow returned. 

,W�QX]]OHG�P\�QHFN�ZLWK�LWV�KHDG��LWV�ZLQJV�ÀXWWHULQJ��6XGGHQO\��VRRWKLQJ�ZDUPWK�
blossomed through my chest and spread in ripples down my limbs, chasing away 

WKH�SDLQ�IURP�WKH�GHHS�EUXLVHV��,W�VHHPHG�5HJLQ�ZDVQ¶W�P\�RQO\�VXSSRUWHU�
,�ORRNHG�DW�WKH�ELUG�LQ�DPD]HPHQW��³'LG�\RX�GR�WKDW"´
The bird tilted its head as if to nod.

³:KDW�DUH�\RX"´�,�ZKLVSHUHG��7KHQ�,�UHPHPEHUHG�P\�IDWKHU¶V�OHWWHU�
³*UDQGPRWKHU� &URZ� XVHG� WKH� ODVW� RI� KHU� VWUHQJWK� WR� WUDQVIRUP� DOO� ZKR�

UHPDLQHG�LQ�WKH�FLW\�LQWR�FURZV�´�
7KH�IDOO�RI�9DULNVYHOGH�ZDV�QHDUO\������\HDUV�DJR��,�FRXOGQ¶W�IDWKRP�KRZ�WKH�

SHRSOH�FRXOG�VWLOO�OLYH��HYHQ�DV�FURZV��(VSHFLDOO\ as crows. And yet, I knew that 

healing energy had not come from within me. Somehow the little crow had done 

LW��7KH�ELUG�QX]]OHG�P\�QHFN�DJDLQ�DQG�ÀDSSHG�LWV�ZLQJV��,�IHOW�DQRWKHU�OD\HU�RI�
ZDUPWK�VSUHDG�RYHU�P\�ERG\��DQG�WKH�DLU�LWVHOI�GLGQ¶W�VHHP�QHDUO\�DV�FROG�WR�PH�
anymore.

“Thank you,” I whispered with a smile.

A keening shriek echoed among the trees. I turned and watched as the headless 

ERG\�RI� WKH�DUPRUHG� LFH�FUHDWXUH� IHOO� WR� WKH�VQRZ��5HJLQ�JURDQHG�DQG�KXQFKHG�
RYHU�LW��OHDQLQJ�KHDYLO\�RQ�KLV�EURDG�VZRUG��7KH�OLWWOH�FURZ�ÀHZ�IURP�P\�VKRXOGHU�
DQG�SHUFKHG�RQ�5HJLQ¶V�DUP�DV�WKH�VQRZ�DQG�VOHHW�VXGGHQO\�VWRSSHG�

“Are you alright?” I asked, hurrying towards him.

5HJLQ�GLGQ¶W�UHVSRQG�
0\�VWRPDFK�GURSSHG�DV� ,� UXVKHG� WR�KLV�VLGH�� ,�FRXOG� WHOO�ZLWKRXW�VHHLQJ� WKH�

ZRXQG� WKDW� LW� ZDV� EDG�� +LV� IDFH� ZDV� DVKHQ�� DQG� XQGHUQHDWK� KLV� VOHHN� EODFN�
feathered cloak, his tunic was soaked with blood.

“This crow can heal you, can’t it?” I asked, feeling panicked once more as I 

WULHG�WR�WKLQN�RI�KRZ�WR�KHOS�KLP��³,W�KHDOHG�PH�VRPHKRZ��:H¶YH�FRPH�DOO�WKLV�
way and we’re so close to the city now.... We can get you somewhere safe and 

warm, and it can heal you.”

5HJLQ�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG�DQG�SODFHG�D�EORRG\�KDQG�RQ�P\�VKRXOGHU��,�IHOW�P\�H\HV�
start to burn as I saw the horrible gash across his torso leaking red through the 

¿QJHUV�RI�KLV�RWKHU�KDQG�
³7DNH�P\�KRUVH�´�KH�VDLG�LQ�D�VWUDLQHG�YRLFH��³<RX�PXVW���JHW�WR�WKH�FLW\�����)UHH�

$QGROHWWD���VKH�FDQ�SURWHFW�\RX�´�(YHU\�ZRUG�ZDV�DQ�HIIRUW�IRU�KLP�
³1R��5HJLQ����´�,�WULHG�WR�WXUQ�KLP�WRZDUG�WKH�KRUVH�EXW�ZHDN�DV�KH�ZDV��KH�VWLOO�

ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�PRYHG�
³*R��5DVK\\G�´
³1R���´�,�SURWHVWHG��³<RXU�KRUVH�FDQ�FDUU\�XV�ERWK��,¶P�QRW�OHDYLQJ�\RX�RXW�KHUH�

to....”

“*R�´�KLV�YRLFH�ZDV�JURZLQJ�KRDUVH��³,�VZRUH���WR�JLYH�P\�OLIH���WR�SURWHFW�P\�
king. I am prepared to die...” he wheezed and drew a deep, painful breath “but...

\RX�PXVW�JR�QRZ��0RUH�DUH�FRPLQJ�����,�FDQ�NHHS�WKHP���IURP�IROORZLQJ�\RX�´
The little crow hopped up to his shoulder and buried its head in his neck.

+H�UHDFKHG�XS�DQG�VWURNHG�WKH�FURZ¶V�IHDWKHUV�ZLWK�D�EORRG\�KDQG�
³6WD\�ZLWK�KLP��+DOHHQD�´�KH�ZKLVSHUHG��³+H�QHHGV�\RX��P\�JLUO�´
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³5HJLQ���´� ,�VWDUWHG� WR�DUJXH�EXW�KH� WRRN�D�VKXIÀLQJ�VWHS�DZD\�IURP�PH�DQG�
KHIWHG�KLV�VZRUG�DJDLQ�ZLWK�VXSUHPH�HIIRUW�� ,�FOHQFKHG�P\�MDZ�DQG�VZDOORZHG�
hard as he struggled, considering all he had done for me.

³*R�´� 5HJLQ� VKRXWHG� RQFH�PRUH�� 7KH� OLWWOH� FURZ� ÀHZ� WR� P\� VKRXOGHU� DQG�
tucked her head under one wing. I closed my eyes, choking back the tears that 

ZHUH�WU\LQJ�WR�IRUP��$JDLQ��WKHUH�ZDV�QR�WLPH�WR�JULHYH��,�WRRN�RQH�ODVW�ORRN�DW�WKH�
PDQ�ZKR�KDG�GHOLYHUHG�PH�VDIHO\�DOO�WKLV�ZD\��WR�PHHW�P\�GHVWLQ\�

³,�ZLOO�QHYHU�IRUJHW�\RX��5HJLQ�´�,�YRZHG��³,�ZRQ¶W�OHW�\RX�GRZQ�´�
7KHQ�,�MXPSHG�LQWR�WKH�VDGGOH�DQG�GXJ�LQ�P\�KHHOV��VSXUULQJ�5HJLQ¶V�KRUVH�LQWR�

a run.

%HKLQG�PH��WKH�KRZOLQJ�UHVXPHG�IURP�WKH�ZRRGV��WKLV�WLPH�PXFK�FORVHU��5HJLQ�
issued a roaring challenge, and I turned my head to see him one last time, standing 

DORQH�DQG�GH¿DQW�LQ�WKH�VQRZ��EHIRUH�WKH�SDWK�GLVDSSHDUHG�DURXQG�D�EHQG�
We reached Crowtop as the sun sank toward the horizon. The forgotten city 

was as quiet as a tomb, without so much as a breath of wind running through it. 

,�UHLQHG�LQ�WKH�KRUVH�DQG�VWXGLHG�WKH�ZDOO�EHIRUH�PH��,W�ZDV�KLJK��ZHOO�RYHU�WKLUW\�
IHHW�� DQG�PDGH�RI�PDVVLYH� VWRQHV� VXSSRUWHG�E\�JUHDW� WUHHV� WKDW� IRUPHG� D� KXJH�
IRUWL¿HG�ERZHU�DURXQG�WKH�FLW\��7ZR�DUFKLQJ�RDNV�IRUPHG�WKH�ZHVWHUQ�JDWHZD\��
sealing a thick wooden door behind the bulk of their wide branches. A brisk ride 

DURXQG�WKH�SHULPHWHU�FRQ¿UPHG�WKDW�WKH�RWKHU�JDWH�WR�WKH�HDVW�ZDV�FORVHG�WLJKW�DV�
well.

7KH� OLWWOH� FURZ�ÀHZ� IURP�P\� VKRXOGHU� DQG� ODQGHG�RQ� D� VPDOO� OHGJH� MXWWLQJ�
out from the wall. She tapped the rock with her beak. I dismounted and sighed, 

UHDOL]LQJ�VKH�ZDV�ULJKW��,�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�FOLPE�
I slid the staff through the back of my cloak and tied the sash tightly around 

my waist to secure it in place. The fearless little crow hopped from stone to stone 

EHVLGH�PH��JXLGLQJ�P\�KDQGV��7KRXJK�WKH�VXUIDFHV�ZHUH�FROG�DQG�VQRZ�FRYHUHG��
EHWZHHQ�WKH�JQDUOHG�EUDQFKHV�DQG�WKH�URFN\�KDQGKROGV�WKDW�P\�DYLDQ�FRPSDQLRQ�
UHYHDOHG��,�VORZO\�UHDFKHG�WKH�WRS�DQG�ORRNHG�RXW�RYHU�WKH�DEDQGRQHG�FLW\�FDOOHG�
Crowtop.

Compared to the sprawling metropolis of Absalom, the ramshackle settlement 

before me could hardly be called a town, let alone a city. I could easily see across 

WKH�ORZ�URRIWRSV�WR�WKH�HDVWHUQ�JDWH��QR�PRUH�WKDQ�D�PLOH�DZD\��5RDGV�UDQ�IURP�
each cardinal direction to a smaller circular wall at the center of the town, and in 

HDFK�TXDUWHU��WZHOYH�ORQJKRXVHV�IRUPHG�D�VTXDUH�ZLWK�VPDOOHU�EXLOGLQJV�VFDWWHUHG�
LQ�WKH�VSDFH�EHWZHHQ�WKHP��$�JUDQG�KDOO�ZDV�VHW�RQ�D�QDWXUDO�ULVH�LQ�WKH�YHU\�KHDUW�
RI�WKH�YLOODJH��1R�GRXEW�WKDW�ZDV�P\�GHVWLQDWLRQ�

I carefully descended the inner face of the wall most of the way before my 

eagerness got the better of me, and I slipped and fell the last few feet to the frozen 

ground. I landed in a snowdrift and took a moment to catch my breath. Then I 

UROOHG�RXW�RI�LW�DQG�EUXVKHG�P\VHOI�RII��7KH�OLWWOH�FURZ�ÀHZ�WR�P\�VKRXOGHU�DQG�
nuzzled my cheek.

³,¶P�DOULJKW�´�,�VDLG��VWURNLQJ�KHU�IHDWKHUV�EHIRUH�UHDFKLQJ�EDFN�WR�UHWULHYH�WKH�
staff. I studied it for a moment, checking for damage. It seemed unscathed, so I 

JDYH�WKH�ELUG�D�QRG��$V�VRRQ�DV�,�ZDV�EDFN�RQ�P\�IHHW��VKH�ÀHZ�GRZQ�WKH�PDLQ�
road and perched on the peak of an abandoned home, leading the way.
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The setting sun gleamed on the white snow ahead as I walked cautiously 

WKURXJK�WKH�HHULH�TXLHW��,W�ZDV�VR�VWUDQJH�WR�VHH�DOO�WKH�WUDSSLQJV�RI�OLIH�MXVW�VLWWLQJ�
KHUH��VWLOO��ZLWK�QR�SHRSOH�DURXQG��,W�ZDV�DV�LI�DOO�WKH�SHRSOH�KDG�YDQLVKHG��7R�P\�
right, a blacksmith’s shop stood wide open, with forging tools and a bucket of 

IUR]HQ�ZDWHU�VWLOO�SRLVHG�E\� WKH�DQYLO��$�EORFN� IXUWKHU��FORWKLQJ�KXQJ�VWLII�RQ�D�
ZDVKLQJ�OLQH��(YHU\ZKHUH��OLIH�KDG�MXVW�EHHQ���LQWHUUXSWHG��,�ZDV�DJDLQ�UHPLQGHG�
of my father’s letter.

³9DULNVYHOGH�´�,�ZKLVSHUHG��³7KLV�ZDV�RQFH�9DULNVYHOGH�´
I continued on, gazing in bewilderment at this strange place as I approached the 

LQQHU�FLUFOH��7KH�FHQWHU�RI�&URZWRS²RI�9DULNVYHOGH²ZDV�PRUH�FURZGHG�WKDQ�WKH�
outskirts, and the snow blanketed all manner of household items. I soon realized 

WKDW�,�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�SD\�FDUHIXO�DWWHQWLRQ�KHUH��DV�P\�IHHW�FDXJKW�RQ�D�URXJK�ULGJH�
LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�WKH�URDG��,�VWXPEOHG�IRUZDUG��UHDFKLQJ�RXW�UHÀH[LYHO\�ZLWK�WKH�
ZLOORZ�VWDII�DQG�WKH�ZRRGHQ�SROH�MDEEHG�LQWR�WKH�JURXQG��VWRSSLQJ�P\�IDOO�

Then I watched in horror as the snow and ice began to writhe before my eyes.

A white icy coil as thick as a tree slowly emerged from the ground and a terrible 

rasping growl echoed between the buildings from somewhere nearby.

“)UHHHHH�´�D�SRZHUIXO�YRLFH�KLVVHG�
7KH�EORRG� LQ�P\�YHLQV� WXUQHG� WR� LFH�� ,� VFUDPEOHG�EDFN�� ORRNLQJ� IRU�D�TXLFN�

place to hide, but I was too slow. With a twitch of its monstrous coils, a colossal 

ZKLS�OLNH�WDLO�VHQW�PH�À\LQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�DLU��,�SDVVHG�RYHU�VHYHUDO�KRXVHV�EHIRUH�
crashing through a thatched roof.

6HYHUDO�RI�P\�ULEV�VQDSSHG�DV�P\�ERG\�ODQGHG�RQ�D�ZRRGHQ�EDQTXHW�WDEOH��,�
struggled for breath, but all I could manage was a painful rasp. The glowing armor 

SURWHFWLQJ�PH�ÀLFNHUHG�DQG�ZHQW�RXW��(YHU\WKLQJ�DSSHDUHG�WR�EH�VXUURXQGHG�E\�D�
ZKLWH�KD]H��DQG�P\�HDUV�ZHUH�¿OOHG�ZLWK�D�ORXG�ULQJLQJ�WKDW�GURZQHG�RXW�DOO�RWKHU�
sound. The world around me began to fade away....

I closed my eyes and whispered a prayer, but to my surprise I did not reach out 

WR�WKH�'DZQÀRZHU�
³*UDQGPRWKHU��SOHDVH��'RQ¶W�OHW�PH�GLH��1RW�\HW��,�FDQQRW�IDLO�WKHP��3OHDVH���´�

I prayed to Andoletta, the protector of my people.

7KH�ULQJLQJ�IDGHG�IURP�P\�HDUV��EXW�WKH�ZKLWH�KD]H�SHUVLVWHG��DOO�,�ZDV�DZDUH�RI�
were my own ragged breaths, the laboring of my heart, and my whispered pleas. I 

heard the rustle of wings and opened my eyes. The little crow looked like an angel 

DV�VKH�ÀHZ�WKURXJK�WKH�JDS�LQ�WKH�URRI�DERYH�DQG�ODQGHG�RQ�PH��6KH�ORZHUHG�KHU�
KHDG��DQG�,�IHOW�D�ZDUP�SUHVVXUH�JURZLQJ�LQ�P\�FKHVW��7KHUH�ZDV�D�ÀDVK�RI�SDLQ�DV�
VHYHUDO�ERQHV�SRSSHG��7KHQ�WKH�SUHVVXUH�HDVHG�DQG�,�FRXOG�EUHDWKH�DJDLQ��

I sat up carefully and pressed my back against the cold wall. The little crow 

ÀHZ�WR�P\�VKRXOGHU�DV�D�VKDGRZ�SDVVHG�RYHUKHDG��,�ORRNHG�XS�WKURXJK�WKH�KROH�
my body had made in the roof, trying desperately to come up with a plan. The 

monstrous serpentine creature was circling the town, searching for me from 

DERYH��,�UHDFKHG�WR�P\�EHOW�DQG�GUHZ�WKH�VPDOO�KXQWLQJ�NQLIH�P\�PRWKHU�KDG�JLYHQ�
PH�� VHDUFKLQJ� IRU� DQ\� SRVVLEOH�ZHDSRQV� ,�PLJKW� KDYH� DJDLQVW� WKH� JLDQW� EHDVW��
Perhaps the staff might—

0\�KHDUW�QHDUO\�VWRSSHG��,�WULHG�QRW�WR�SDQLF�DV�,�UHDOL]HG�,�QR�ORQJHU�IHOW�LW�LQ�
my hands.



232

eLaine Betts

³,�KDYH�WR�JHW�LW�EDFN�EHIRUH�LW�JHWV�EXULHG�RU�GHVWUR\HG���EXW�DV�VRRQ�DV�,�OHDYH�
here, that thing will see me,” I pondered aloud. “What do I do now?”

³<RX�ZDLW�´�,�KHDUG�D�VRIW�YRLFH�VD\��,�ZKLSSHG�P\�KHDG�DURXQG�DQG�ORRNHG�IRU�
WKH�VRXUFH�RI�WKH�YRLFH��EXW�WKH�ORQJKRXVH�ZDV�HPSW\�RI�DOO�OLIH��VDYH�IRU�PH�DQG�
the silent little crow.

³'LG�\RX���"´�,�VWDUWHG�WR�DVN��7KH�FURZ�ORZHUHG�KHU�KHDG�
³)RUJLYH�PH��P\�SULQFH�´�KHU�YRLFH�VDLG�LQ�P\�PLQG��³,�GLG�QRW�LQWHQG�WR�GLVWXUE�

\RX��,�ZLOO�ZDWFK�IRU�WKH�EHDVW��:DLW�IRU�P\�VLJQDO�´ I watched in amazement as 

VKH�ÀHZ�EDFN�WR�WKH�KROH�LQ�WKH�URRI�
³0\�QDPH�LV�5DVK\\G�´�,�ZKLVSHUHG�DV�,�VORZO\�VWRRG��³+RZ�GLG�\RX���"´
The bird turned to look down at me. “$�EOHVVLQJ�IURP�*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ��DV�,�

DP�PXWH��,�PD\�FKRRVH�D�SHUVRQ�WR�KHDU�P\�YRLFH�DQG�VSHDN�IRU�PH��0\�IDWKHU�LV�
QR�ORQJHU�ZLWK�XV��VR�,�KDYH�FKRVHQ�\RX�´

³<RXU� IDWKHU²5HJLQ"´� ,�ZRQGHUHG�� ,� IHOW� D�ZDYH� RI� VDGQHVV� IURP� WKH� OLWWOH�
FURZ�DQG�NQHZ�,�ZDV�ULJKW��³%XW«KH�ZDVQ¶W�D�FURZ�´
³+H�ZDV�UHVWRUHG�WR�DLG�\RXU�IDWKHU�´ she replied. “1RZ��ZH�PXVW�NHHS�PRYLQJ��

,�ZLOO�JXLGH�\RX�IURP�WKH�DLU���5DVK\\G��$QG�SOHDVH��FDOO�PH�+DOHHQD�´
I readied myself, looking for a way out of the longhouse as she took to the 

VNLHV��,�FORVHG�P\�H\HV�VR�,�FRXOG�IRFXV�RQ�OLVWHQLQJ�IRU�KHU�YRLFH��,W�ZDV�VWUDQJH��
I could still feel her presence in my head. It was comforting in a way, like nothing 

,�KDG�HYHU� H[SHULHQFHG²DV� WKRXJK�ZH�ZHUH�EHFRPLQJ�RI�RQH�PLQG��7KRXJK� ,�
didn’t understand how it was possible, I was grateful for the companionship. I 

knew I couldn’t do this alone.

³*HW�UHDG\�´
I crept along the wall to the door of the longhouse.

³*R��1RZ�´
I threw open the door and ran across the snow, scanning the ground as I headed 

IRU�FRYHU�LQ�WKH�VKDGRZ�RI�WKH�QH[W�EXLOGLQJ��$ERYH�PH��WKH�Z\UP�URDUHG��,�FRXOG�
hear the sound of a rushing wind as it wheeled in the air and I crouched low inside 

WKH�GRRUIUDPH�DV�WKH�WKLQJ�VZRRSHG�RYHU�WKH�VWUHHW�
³,W¶V� JRLQJ� WR� FLUFOH� EDFN�´�+DOHHQD�ZDUQHG��³*HW� WR�ZKHUH� \RX� DZRNH� WKH�

EHDVW��7KH�VWDII�LV�WKHUH�´
Then I was up and running again. I slipped down a narrow alley and sidled 

along the wall of the next longhouse. Another frustrated roar pierced the air. I 

VWXFN�WLJKW�XQGHU�RYHUKDQJV�DQG�ZDLWHG�DV�WKH�VHUSHQW�SDVVHG�RYHUKHDG��,�GXFNHG�
behind wagons and barrels, sneaking my way along. After only a few minutes, 

ZLWK�+DOHHQD¶V�KHOS��,�PDQDJHG�WR�¿QG�P\�ZD\�EDFN�WR�ZKHUH�,¶G�EHHQ�KLW�E\�WKH�
monstrous tail. The Willow Staff lay in the snow in the middle of the street further 

DKHDG��MXVW�RXWVLGH�WKH�DUFKZD\�WR�WKH�LQQHU�ZDOOHG�FRXUW��,W�DSSHDUHG�WR�EH�LQWDFW�
7KH�EHDVW�HYLGHQWO\�KDGQ¶W�VHHQ�LW��RU�GLGQ¶W�NQRZ�ZKDW�LW�ZDV�
I scanned the area and listened for the little crow’s counsel in my mind. There 

was at least forty feet of open ground between myself and the staff, and another 

twenty more before I would reach the protection of the central wall. A single 

ORQJKRXVH�VWRRG�DV�P\�RQO\�FRYHU�DORQJ�WKH�URDG��LWV�GRRU�DMDU��,�PRYHG�VORZO\�
DORQJ�WKH�IDFH�RI�WKH�EXLOGLQJ��WKHQ�VTXHH]HG�LQVLGH�WKH�SDUWLDOO\�RSHQ�HQWU\ZD\�
³/RRN�RXW�´�+DOHHQD�VFUHDPHG�LQ�P\�PLQG�
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,� NLFNHG� WKH� IUR]HQ� GRRU� VKXW� MXVW� DV� WKH�PDVVLYH� KHDG� RI� WKH� JUHDW� VHUSHQW�
GRYH�DW�PH��LWV�JDSLQJ�MDZV�ZLGH�DQG�LWV�IDQJV�GULSSLQJ�ZLWK�D�EUDFNLVK�OLTXLG��
It slammed into the door, splintering the wood with a dreadful roar. I was sent 

VSUDZOLQJ�DV�WKH�PDVVLYH�ERG\�WZLVWHG�DQG�MHUNHG��WU\LQJ�WR�IRUFH�LWV�EXON�LQWR�WKH�
longhouse. I got to my feet and faced the creature. It was a dragon of some kind, 

with a long, white, horned muzzle and large eyes the color of deep ice. It snarled, 

EDULQJ� LWV�JOHDPLQJ� IDQJV�DV� LW�JULSSHG� WKH�GRRU� IUDPH�ZLWK� WZR�PDVVLYH� IURQW�
FODZV��,�GUHZ�D�GHHS�EUHDWK��P\�YLVLRQ�JURZLQJ�UHG�DV�,�VXPPRQHG�DOO�RI�P\�¿UH�
³(OGXU�´ I said forcefully, throwing both hands out toward its face. I poured 

P\�KHDW�LQWR�P\�KDQGV�DQG�VHQW�D�ZDYH�RI�ÀDPH�DW�WKH�FUHDWXUH¶V�KHDG��7KH�¿UH�
rolled off its scales like drops of water. Then, to my horror, it started to laugh.

³3DWKKK�HWLF�´�LW�MHHUHG��,�VWXPEOHG�EDFNZDUG�DV�LW�WRUH�WKH�GRRU�IUDPH�DSDUW�DQG�
came at me with another dreadful roar.

³5XQ�´�+DOHHQD¶V�YRLFH�SLHUFHG�WKURXJK�P\�GLVWUHVV�
,�VFUDPEOHG�RYHU�WKH�IUR]HQ�IXUQLWXUH�RI�WKH�HPSW\�GZHOOLQJ�WR�D�VWDEOH�DUHD�DW�

the back. I ducked out a small door as horrible sounds of destruction followed on 

P\�KHHOV��7KH�FUHDWXUH�ZDV�VR�ODUJH�WKDW�LW�NQRFNHG�RYHU�WKLFN�VXSSRUW�EHDPV�DQG�
tore through the walls. The whole building was crashing down around it.

³,W¶V�VWXFN��EXW�LW�ZRQ¶W�EH�IRU�ORQJ�´�+DOHHQD�DGYLVHG�
I knew what I had to do. I dashed across the open plaza and scooped up 

Andoletta’s staff, then bolted as fast as I could through the deep snow to the stone 

archway of the inner circle. Inside, there were six more longhouses laid out in a 

WLJKW�ULQJ�DURXQG�WKH�ERWWRP�RI�D�KLOO��5RZV�RI�FDUYHG�ZRRGHQ�FURZV�VWRRG�ZDWFK�
RQ�WKH�DSH[�RI�HDFK�URRI��ORRNLQJ�GRZQ�RQ�PH��,�PDUYHOHG�IRU�D�PRPHQW�DW�WKHLU�
JUDQGHXU��WKHVH�ZHUH�RQFH�WKH�KDOOV�RI�P\�SHRSOH��DQG�WKH\�ZRXOG�EH�DJDLQ��,�MXVW�
QHHGHG�WR�VWD\�DOLYH�
³.HHS�PRYLQJ��5DVK\\G��*HW�WR�WKH�WUHH��2QFH�*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ�DZDNHQV��

VKH�FDQ�KHOS�\RX�´
I hurried through the snow drifts to the base of the rise. The faint outline of 

VWHSV�ZDV�YLVLEOH�LQ�WKH�FRQWRXUV�RI�WKH�VQRZ��DQG�DERYH��RQ�D�VWRQH�GDLV��ORRPHG�
WKH�JUDQG�+DOO�RI�.LQJV��,W�ZDV�D�ORQJKRXVH��OLNH�PRVW�RI�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�EXLOGLQJV��
but it was much larger than any of the others, with stone walls and a thick shingled 

roof instead of thatch. I clambered up the hewn rock stairs, using the Willow Staff 

to guide my feet.

A great crack rent the air, followed by a bellowing roar. The creature was free.

,�UHDFKHG�WKH�VWRQH�GDLV�MXVW�LQ�WLPH�WR�VHH�P\�IRH�WDNH�WR�WKH�DLU��DQG�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�
WLPH�,�ZLWQHVVHG�LWV�IXOO�IRUP��7KH�KRUUL¿F�VHUSHQW�ZDV�QHDUO\�RQH�KXQGUHG�IHHW�
ORQJ��ZLWK�D�ULGJH�RI�MDJJHG�VSLQHV�GRZQ�LWV�EDFN��,W�ÀHZ�ZLWKRXW�ZLQJV��LWV�ERG\�
undulating through the air like a swimming eel, and I was already well acquainted 

ZLWK�LWV�WZR�YLFLRXV��FODZHG�DUPV�DQG�LWV�JLDQW�PDZ�¿OOHG�ZLWK�FXUYHG�IDQJV�
“What kind of dragon is that?”

³,W¶V� D� OLQQRUP�� 5DVK\\G�´� +DOHHQD� DQVZHUHG�� VZRRSLQJ� SDVW� TXLFNO\� DV� LW�
approached. ³*HW�LQVLGH�´

:LWKRXW� D� WKRXJKW�� ,� SXVKHG� RSHQ� RQH� RI� WKH� KHDY\� GRRUV� DQG� HQWHUHG� WKH�
KDOO��WKHQ�VODPPHG�DQG�EDUUHG�LW�VKXW�EHKLQG�PH��6HFRQGV�ODWHU�,�KHDUG�D�KHDY\�
splattering noise as the front of the building was bombarded with a coat of icy 
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OLTXLG� ZKLFK� VHHSHG� VORZO\� XQGHU� WKH� GRRUV� DQG� VROLGL¿HG� ZLWK� D� FUDFNOH��$�
FU\VWDOOLQH�FKLOO�VKLYHUHG�WKURXJK�WKH�DLU��7KH�HQWU\ZD\�ZDV�VHDOHG�WLJKW�

Along with my fate.

:LWK�QR�LPPHGLDWH�H[LW�DYDLODEOH��,�SXVKHG�GHHSHU�LQWR�WKH�EXLOGLQJ��SDVW�WKH�
inner doors, and entered the great hall. I gasped at the grandness of my ancestors’ 

WKURQH� URRP�DQG� WHPSOH��$�PDVVLYH�� OHDÀHVV�ZLOORZ� WUHH� DWRS� D� UDLVHG� HDUWKHQ�
PRXQG�¿OOHG�WKH�IDU�DSVH�RI�WKH�ORQJ�URRP��ÀDQNHG�RQ�HLWKHU�VLGH�E\�WKLFN�RDN�
colonnades easily sixty feet high. The willow’s limbs twisted ornately as they 

VSDQQHG�WKH�URRI�DQG�VXSSRUWHG�WKH�YDVW�QHWZRUN�RI�DUFKLQJ�EHDPV��6WRQH�VWHSV�
led up to a dais that circled the mound, like a giant planter built to contain the 

soil. I stumbled down a few steps that led from the outer chamber into the grand 

hall, feeling small in the presence of my forefathers’ legacy. I approached the dais 

UHYHUHQWO\��FUDGOLQJ�$QGROHWWD¶V�VWDII�LQ�P\�KDQGV�
Then I saw the throne. Wrapped beautifully within the willow’s ancient trunk, 

D�VHDW�RI�GHOLFDWHO\�WZLVWHG�DQG�FDUYHG�ZRRG�PHOGHG�VHDPOHVVO\�ZLWK�WKH�VOHHSLQJ�
tree. The back of the throne fanned out along the trunk like the tail feathers of a 

ELUG��LQODLG�ZLWK�VXEWOH�VOLYHUV�RI�RQ\[�DQG�WLSSHG�ZLWK�UXELHV�
Another roar shook the hall and panic surged in me anew as I remembered 

+DOHHQD��,�VHDUFKHG�IRU�WKH�OLWWOH�FURZ¶V�SUHVHQFH�LQ�P\�PLQG�
³+XUU\�´ came her exhausted reply.

I looked at the staff in my hand and studied the tree. There was a channel in 

WKH�WUXQN�WKDW�UDQ�EHWZHHQ�WZR�RI�WKH�FDUYHG�IHDWKHUV�GRZQ�WR�WKH�EDVH�RI�WKH�VHDW��
,W�ORRNHG�MXVW�ODUJH�HQRXJK��&DUHIXOO\��,�OLIWHG�WKH�VWDII�DQG�ZKLVSHUHG�DV�,�VOLG�LW�
into the hollow.

“Arise, Grandmother.”

7KH�UXE\�H\HV�RI�WKH�FURZ�WRSSHG�VWDII�JOHDPHG�
I held my breath as a soft ripple trickled through me like a summer breeze.

A pulse seemed to throb at the base of the throne. The boughs of the willow 

UXVWOHG�DQG�WKH�HDUWK�EHJDQ�WR�VKLIW�DV�D�VOHHS\��VLQJ�VRQJ�UK\PH�\DZQHG�LQ�P\�
HDUV�
2QH�IRU�VRUURZ�
7ZR�IRU�PLUWK�
7KUHH�IRU�D�ZHGGLQJ�
)RXU�IRU�ELUWK�
)LYH�IRU�VLOYHU�
6L[�IRU�JROG�
6HYHQ�IRU�D�VHFUHW�
1RW�WR�EH�WROG����
A furious feral scream shattered the tranquility.

Then a section of the roof disappeared as two mighty claws tore it asunder. I 

VKUDQN�EDFN�DJDLQVW�WKH�WUHH�DV�D�ORQJ�VHUSHQWLQH�WRQJXH�ÀLFNHG�WKURXJK�WKH�DLU�DQG�
the beast’s muzzle poked through the rent roof.

³,�WDV�VVWH�\RX�´�LWV�KLGHRXV��KLVVLQJ�YRLFH�EUHDWKHG��,�VKLYHUHG��IHHOLQJ�WKH�DLU�
around me grow colder.

I crept around the tree, thinking of a plan of attack. I had already seen what the 

thing could do with its freezing breath. Somehow I had to get behind its head. I 
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clutched my little knife tightly and grimaced. I knew I couldn’t kill the thing, but 

,�FRXOG�NHHS�LW�IURP�WKH�WUHH�XQWLO�*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ�UHYLYHG��,�WKRXJKW�RI�5HJLQ��
P\�SDUHQWV��WKH�SHRSOH�RI�:LQWHUKHDUW��,�ZRXOG�QRW�DOORZ�WKHLU�VDFUL¿FHV�WR�EH�LQ�
YDLQ��2XU�SHRSOH�ZRXOG�EH�IUHH��HYHQ�LI�LW�FRVW�PH�P\�OLIH�

³0\�WXUQ�´�,�ZKLVSHUHG�DQG�FLUFOHG�WKH�WUHH�FDXWLRXVO\�WR�IDFH�WKH�OLQQRUP�
7KDW¶V�ZKHQ�,�VDZ�LW��'HHS�LQ�WKH�URRWV�DW�WKH�EDVH�RI�WKH�WUXQN��D�KLQW�RI�UHG�

gleamed amongst the earth. I knelt down and dug into the cold soil with my bare 

hands as the room darkened and a cacophonous black cloud engulfed the hall and 

swooped down on the linnorm.

³7KH�PXUGHUV�UHWXUQ�´�+DOHHQD�WROG�PH��³6WD\�KLGGHQ��:H�ZLOO�GLVWUDFW�LW�XQWLO�
*UDQGPRWKHU�IXOO\�DZDNHQV�´

³'R�ZKDW�\RX�PXVW�´�,�ZKLVSHUHG��³DQG�,�ZLOO�GR�ZKDW�, must.”

6RPHWKLQJ�KDUG�DQG�EODFN�ZDV�VXUIDFLQJ�XQGHUQHDWK�P\�¿QJHUV��DQG�,�JHQWO\�
EUXVKHG�WKH�GLUW�DZD\��UHYHDOLQJ�WKH�KLOW�RI�D�VZRUG��,�SXW�P\�KDQGV�DURXQG�WKH�
JULS�DQG�GUHZ�LW�RXW�RI�WKH�WUHH�URRWV��,�IHOW�WKH�WUHH�VKXGGHU�DQG�UHVLVW�IRU�MXVW�D�
moment before releasing the sword to me. The blade sang as I held it out before 

P\�H\HV��7KH�KLOW�ZDV�RQ\[�DQG�VLOYHU�ZLWK�D�FURVVJXDUG�VKDSHG�OLNH�RXWVWUHWFKHG�
ZLQJV�FRYHUHG�LQ�RQ\[�IHDWKHUV��7KH�SRPPHO�ZDV�D�FURZ¶V�KHDG�LQVHW�ZLWK�WZR�
ruby eyes.

“‘%ORGOLQQRUP�’” I whispered, reading the Skaldic runes etched into the cold 

iron blade. It glowed with a cool blue light, chasing away the dark gloom of the 

HDUO\�HYHQLQJ�
The linnorm roared again and I heard a terrible rending sound as it tore through 

PRUH� RI� WKH� URRI�� 6KLQJOHV� DQG� KHDY\� EHDPV� WXPEOHG� GRZQ� DV� WKH�PRQVWURXV�
beast crashed into the hall, besieged by thousands of crows. It inhaled deeply and 

exhaled a stream of liquid ice into the air which shot toward the cloud of birds. 

The murders parted as the thick ooze splattered against a large section of columns, 

ceiling and supporting tree limbs, but dozens of them didn’t make it. They fell to 

the ground and shattered.

³+DOHHQD�´�,�VKRXWHG��SUD\LQJ�VKH�ZDVQ¶W�RQH�RI�WKH�IDOOHQ��7KH�PDVVLYH�KHDG�
of the linnorm turned sharply, its glacial eyes glaring menacingly.

³5DVK\\G��JHW�GRZQ�´ I heard her shout.

The tiny crow swooped to circle the wyrm’s head, trying to distract it as I 

GRGJHG� IRU� FRYHU� EHKLQG� WKH� QHDUHVW� RDN� SLOODU�� FOXWFKLQJ� WKH� VZRUG�� %XW� WKH�
OLQQRUP�¿[HG�LWV�FROG�H\HV�RQ�PH��LWV�VHUSHQWLQH�WRQJXH�ÀLFNLQJ�WKH�DLU��,W�VORZO\�
WZLVWHG�LWV�PRXWK�LQWR�ZKDW�,�FRXOG�RQO\�GHVFULEH�DV�D�KLGHRXV�JULQ��)HDU�JULSSHG�
P\�KHDUW�DQG�SDUDO\]HG�PH�MXVW�DV�HIIHFWLYHO\�DV�WKH�LFH�,�NQHZ�ZRXOG�VRRQ�LVVXH�
IURP�LWV�MDZV��,�VWRRG�WKHUH��WUDQV¿[HG��VWDULQJ�LQWR�WKH�IDFH�RI�'HDWK�

%HIRUH�,�NQHZ�ZKDW�ZDV�KDSSHQLQJ��+DOHHQD�ÀHZ�VWUDLJKW� IRU� WKH� OLQQRUP¶V�
head. I saw her talons and beak dig into one of the creature’s eyes, and it roared 

in pain. It tried to twist away from her, but she dug in deeper, rolling with it as it 

ÀDLOHG��WKHQ�À\LQJ�RYHU�LWV�VQRXW�WR�WDNH�RXW�WKH�RWKHU�H\H��7KH�OLQQRUP�PDGH�D�
sound like a scream as her black claws blinded it. It tossed its head and writhed 

forward, smashing through a few of the oak columns and swinging its great front 

DUPV�DV�LW�WULHG�WR�JHW�LWV�EHDULQJV��$�UD]RU�VKDUS�FODZ�FDXJKW�+DOHHQD¶V�ZLQJV�DV�
VKH�WULHG�WR�GLYH�RXW�RI�WKH�ZD\�
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³1R�´�,�VKRXWHG�DV�LW�VQDWFKHG�WKH�OLWWOH�FURZ�RXW�RI�WKH�DLU�DQG�WRVVHG�KHU�LQWR�
the wall in front of me. She hit hard and fell to the ground limp.

³+DOHHQD�´�,�FULHG��WDNLQJ�D�IHZ�VWHSV�WRZDUG�KHU��,�VWRSSHG�VKRUW�DV�WKH�PDVVLYH�
head lowered toward me. The torn, bloody craters of its ruined eyes made it seem 

all the more menacing.

³,� FDQ� V�VWLOO� V�VPHOO� \RX�´� LW� KLVVHG�� ³V�VWLOO� WDV�VVWH� \RX�´� ,WV� ORQJ� WRQJXH�
ÀLFNHG�WKH�DLU�

³2QFH�,�NLOO�\RX��,�WKLQN�,¶OO�WHDU�RXW�\RXU�SHW¶V�VV�IHDWKHUV��RQH�E\�RQH�E\�RQH�´�
it taunted, “if it’s not dead already.”

,W� OXQJHG�DW�PH��DQG� ,�GRYH�RXW�RI� WKH�ZD\�� VZLQJLQJ� WKH� VZRUG�ZLOGO\�DQG�
slashing its thick white hide. The linnorm roared furiously and twitched its tail, 

knocking me back and sideways into the throne. Wood splintered as my body 

slammed into it and my head cracked against the side of the chair. I lay there 

for a moment, stunned. Then I felt a tingling rush of warmth spread through my 

VKRXOGHU�DQG�GRZQ�P\�DUP��,�ORRNHG�EHKLQG�WKH�FUDFNHG�ERXJKV�RI�WKH�WKURQH��
KLGGHQ�LQVLGH�ZHUH�WKH�DUWLIDFWV�RI�D�NLQJ��D�FURZQ�RI�EUDLGHG�ZRRG�VHW�ZLWK�H\H�
shaped rubies, and a wooden scepter miniature of the Willow Staff tipped with a 

large ruby and inlaid onyx feathers. The power I felt pulsing from the scepter was 

intoxicating.

A hiss drew my attention back to the linnorm. It was coiled in the middle of the 

KDOO��LWV�KHDG�VZD\LQJ�IURP�VLGH�WR�VLGH�DV�LWV�WRQJXH�ÀLFNHG�PDGO\�WKURXJK�WKH�DLU��
OLNH�D�EOLQG�FREUD�WU\LQJ�WR�FDWFK�WKH�VFHQW�RI�LWV�SUH\��,�FORVHG�P\�¿QJHUV�DURXQG�
WKH�VFHSWHU�DQG�JDVSHG�DV�WKH�¿UH�LQ�P\�FRUH�NLQGOHG�DQG�EOD]HG�WKURXJKRXW�P\�
body. The linnorm snapped its head around at the sound and lunged at me with 

GULSSLQJ��LF\�IDQJV��,�UROOHG�WR�WKH�VLGH�DQG�WKUXVW�WKH�VFHSWHU�IRUZDUG��HQYLVLRQLQJ�
WKH�OLQQRUP¶V�VQRXW�ZUHDWKHG�LQ�ÀDPH�
³%UHQQD�´�,�VKRXWHG��SRXULQJ�P\�¿UH�LQWR�WKH�VFHSWHU��)ODPHV�EOD]HG�IURP�WKH�

ruby point and rushed toward the linnorm.

7KLV�WLPH��WKH�¿UH�GLGQ¶W�MXVW�UROO�RII�WKH�FUHDWXUH¶V�VFDOHV��7KLV�WLPH��LW�VZLUOHG�
around the beast in an inferno, scorching its hide and burning its nostrils. The 

wyrm reared back with an anguished scream, and I picked up my blade and 

scrambled behind the tree as it charged after me again in retaliation, tracking me 

ZLWK�LWV�VLQJHG�WRQJXH��,�VOLSSHG�EHKLQG�LWV�PDVVLYH�KHDG�DQG�KDFNHG�D�GHHS�¿VVXUH�
into its passing body. It whipped around the tree to face me with another roar and 

drew a deep breath. 

I knew what that meant.

In desperation, I tried to spring out of the way, but I knew I wouldn’t be fast 

enough. A stream of liquid ice poured from the linnorm’s mouth. I shielded my 

KHDG�ZLWK�P\�DUPV�RXW�RI�UHÀH[�DQG�IHOW�D�ZDYH�RI�FROG�ZDVK�RYHU�PH�DV�WKH�DLU�
VKLYHUHG�DQG�FU\VWDOOL]HG��%XW�,�IHOW�QR�SDLQ��,QVWHDG��,�ORRNHG�XS�WR�VHH�D�EODFN�
cloud splinter as hundreds of frozen crows fell to the ground at my feet.

,�FORVHG�P\�H\HV�IRU�D�PRPHQW�DV�,�UHDOL]HG�ZKDW�MXVW�KDSSHQHG��$�PXUGHU�RI�
FURZV�ÀHZ�EHWZHHQ�PH�DQG�WKH�LF\�EUHDWK�RI�WKH�OLQQRUP��7KH\�JDYH�WKHLU�OLYHV�
for me, like so many others. So many....

0\�YLVLRQ�WLQJHG�UHG��GHHS�DV�WKHLU�EORRG�
³.YLNQDGK�´�,�VKRXWHG�DQJULO\��SRXULQJ�HYHU\�ELW�RI�P\�IXU\�DQG�VWUHQJWK�LQWR�
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the scepter.

7KH�ÀDPHV�OHDSW�IURP�WKH�UXE\�DQG�HQJXOIHG�WKH�OLQQRUP��,W�WZLVWHG�DQG�ZULWKHG�
in agony as its hide started to burn. It screamed an unearthly, hideous shriek, 

UROOLQJ�DQG�WKUDVKLQJ�DJDLQVW�WKH�ÀRRU�DQG�WKH�WUHH�DQG�WKH�ZDOOV�LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�
SXW�RXW�WKH�ÀDPHV��

,�VKXGGHUHG��IHHOLQJ�ZHDN�DQG�HPSW\�DV�WKH�FROG�VHHSHG�LQ�DQG�P\�¿UH�IDGHG�
Then, as if awakened by the heat, the willow tree stirred. It stretched out its 

roots and shook its branches, showering the linnorm with the ice it had meant for 

me and the crows. Icicle spears rained from the ceiling and skewered the beast’s 

WDLO�DQG�FODZV��SLQQLQJ�LW�PRPHQWDULO\�WR�WKH�ÀRRU�RI�WKH�KDOO��7KH�EOXH�JORZ�RI�
%ORGOLQQRUP�JUHZ�DV�DQ�XQIDPLOLDU�YRLFH�UHVRQDWHG�IURP�ZLWKLQ�WKH�DQFLHQW�WUHH�
³1RZ��5DVK\\G�´
Without hesitation, I ran underneath the great wyrm and slashed its belly open 

with the sword. The linnorm roared and twisted around, tearing itself free of the 

IDOOHQ�LFH�EDUEV��,W�WULHG�WR�FDWFK�PH�LQ�LWV�ODVKLQJ�WDLO��EXW�,�KLW�WKH�ÀRRU�DQG�UROOHG�
under it. I leapt to my feet and ran up the dais toward the throne as the linnorm 

recoiled to strike at me again. When I reached the top, I threw myself backward, 

ÀLSSLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�DLU�DV�LWV�PDZ�ODXQFKHG�DW�P\�OHJV��
I brought the sword down on the linnorm’s neck. With a surge of power, 

%ORGOLQQRUP�TXLYHUHG�LQ�P\�KDQG�DQG�VHYHUHG�WKH�FUHDWXUH¶V�KHDG�IURP�LWV�VSLQH�
ZLWK�D�PHWDOOLF�ULQJLQJ��7KH�ERG\�RI�WKH�OLQQRUP�IHOO�KHDYLO\�WR�WKH�JURXQG�DQG�
WKUDVKHG� DV� LW� EOHG� RXW� GRZQ� WKH� VWRQH� VWHSV� LQ� IURQW� RI�PH�� D� YDVW� UHG� FDUSHW�
VSLOOLQJ�RQWR�WKH�ÀRRU�RI�WKH�JUHDW�KDOO��

0\�KDQGV�IHOO�OLPSO\�WR�P\�VLGHV�DV�H[KDXVWLRQ�VZHSW�RYHU�PH�
7KHQ�P\�H\HV�ZHQW�ZLGH��³+DOHHQD�´�,�VXGGHQO\�UHPHPEHUHG�WKH�OLWWOH�FURZ�

DQG�UXVKHG�EDFN�WR�ZKHUH�VKH�KDG�IDOOHQ�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZDOO��+HU�H\HV�ZHUH�JODVV\�
DQG�KHU�EUHDWKLQJ�YHU\�VKDOORZ��,�ERZHG�P\�KHDG�DQG�VZDOORZHG�EDFN�WKH�HPRWLRQ�
rising in my throat. Again, someone had put my life ahead of their own, and was 

SD\LQJ�WKH�XOWLPDWH�SULFH�IRU�WKHLU�GHYRWLRQ�
³*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ�´�,�ZKLVSHUHG��³6R�PDQ\�VDFUL¿FHV�����3OHDVH�GRQ¶W�OHW�KHU�

die too....” Then I felt a hand on my shoulder and I turned. An old woman dressed 

in simple homespun clothes was standing behind me, with black crow feathers 

DGRUQLQJ�KHU�VQRZ�ZKLWH�EUDLG�RI�KDLU�DQG�D�VRIW�VPLOH�RQ�KHU�IDFH�
³*LYH�KHU�WR�PH�´�VKH�VDLG�
I picked up the little bird as carefully as I could and placed her in Grandmother 

Crow’s weathered hands. She turned away from me and I saw her lower her head 

for a moment. She whispered something, but I couldn’t make out the words. 

:KHQ�VKH�WXUQHG�EDFN�WR�PH��VKH�VWHSSHG�WR�RQH�VLGH��D�\RXQJ�ZRPDQ�ZLWK�SDOH�
golden hair and striking blue eyes knelt in front of her. She was dressed much like 

Grandmother Crow herself, with black feathers in her hair and a black cloak like 

mine. She smiled at me, and I saw a long scar across her throat.

³+DOHHQD"´�,�ZKLVSHUHG��
She nodded and reached for my hand as she rose. 

³<RX�GLG�LW��5DVK\\G�´ she said happily in my mind as I took her small hand in 

PLQH��6KH�SODFHG�KHU�RWKHU�KDQG�RYHU�P\�KHDUW�DQG�FORVHG�KHU�H\HV�IRU�D�PRPHQW��
:DUPWK�¿OOHG�P\�FKHVW�DQG�VSUHDG�WKURXJKRXW�P\�ERG\��FKDVLQJ�DZD\�DFKHV�DQG�
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bruises.

³7KDQN� \RX�´� ,� ZKLVSHUHG�ZKHQ� VKH� RSHQHG� KHU� H\HV�� 6KH� MXVW� VPLOHG� DQG�
nodded. Then we both turned to Grandmother Crow.

7KH� ROG�ZRPDQ� VWRRG� EHIRUH� WKH� WKURQH�� VXUYH\LQJ� WKH� FDUQDJH� EHIRUH� KHU��
6KH�KHDYHG�D�KHDY\�VLJK�DQG�ERZHG�KHU�KHDG�IRU�D�PRPHQW��:KHQ�VKH�ORRNHG�XS�
again, her black eyes gleamed with purpose.

³)HWFK�P\�VWDII��FKLOG�´�VKH�VDLG�WR�+DOHHQD��³DQG�KHOS�PH�JDWKHU�WKH�IDOOHQ��
:H�KDYH�ZRUN�WR�GR��$QG�\RX��P\�ER\²\RX�QHHG�WR�FOHDQ�\RXU�VZRUG��/HDYH�WKH�
VFHSWHU��,¶OO�ZDWFK�RYHU�LW�´�,�JDYH�KHU�D�ERZ�DQG�KDQGHG�KHU�WKH�VFHSWHU�EHIRUH�
hurrying to obey.

The linnorm occupied a large section of the hall, and with all the debris, ice and 

EORRG�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��LW�WRRN�PH�VHYHUDO�PLQXWHV�WR�QDYLJDWH�D�VDIH�SDWK��$QGROHWWD�
DQG�+DOHHQD�FRQWLQXHG�WR�VSHDN�LQ�P\�DEVHQFH��

“I’m sorry, my dear,” I heard Grandmother say as I climbed around the tip of 

WKH�OLQQRUP¶V�WDLO��³<RXU�IDWKHU�KDV�DOUHDG\�SDVVHG�WR�WKH�ODQG�RI�WKH�GHDG��+H�LV�
ZLWK�\RXU�PRWKHU�QRZ��+LV�¿JKW�LV�RYHU��KH�KDV�HDUQHG�D�ZDUULRU¶V�UHVW�´�7KRXJK�,�
knew they weren’t intended for me, I pondered her words as I left the hall.

7KH�LFH�VHDOLQJ�WKH�GRRU�KDG�YDQLVKHG��DQG�,�ZDV�DEOH�WR�IRUFH�P\�ZD\�RXWVLGH��
As I descended from the dais and bent down to clean the sword off in the snow, 

LW�VWUXFN�PH�WKDW�,�ZDVQ¶W�WKH�RQO\�RQH�WR�ORVH�VRPHRQH�,�ORYHG��,�VFUXEEHG�WKH�
linnorm blood from the blade then carefully dried it off with my cloak. 

%\�WKH�WLPH�,�FOLPEHG�WKH�VWHSV�EDFN�WR�WKH�KDOO��+DOHHQD�ZDV�ZDLWLQJ�IRU�PH��
standing between two blazing torches. When she saw me, she extended her hand 

with a smile.

³*UDQGPRWKHU�LV�DW�KHU�ZRUN�´ she stated as I smiled back and took her hand 

again. ³:DLW�ZLWK�PH�D�PRPHQW�´
%HIRUH�,�FRXOG�DVN�ZKDW�VKH�PHDQW��WKH�GDUNHQLQJ�VN\�ZDV�¿OOHG�ZLWK�WKH�VRXQG�

RI�EHDWLQJ�ZLQJV�DQG�WKH�FDZLQJ�RI�VHYHUDO�WKRXVDQG�FURZV��7KH�FDZV�JUDGXDOO\�
JDYH�ZD\�WR�FKHHUV�DV�IHDWKHUV�PHOWHG�DZD\�DQG�ZH�ZHUH�VXGGHQO\�VXUURXQGHG�E\�
WKH�SHRSOH�RI�9DULNVYHOGH��,�ORRNHG�RXW�RYHU�WKH�JDWKHULQJ�FURZG�PLOOLQJ�RQ�WKH�
GDLV��VWHSV�DQG�SDWK�OHDGLQJ�WR�WKH�JUHDW�KDOO��IHHOLQJ�TXLWH�RYHUZKHOPHG�DV�VKRXWV�
RI�³/RQJ�/LYH�WKH�.LQJ�´�UHDFKHG�P\�HDUV��,�WXUQHG�WR�+DOHHQD�DQG�VKH�QRGGHG�
and squeezed my hand.

³,W�LV�WLPH�´ she said. ³,�ZLOO�EH�ULJKW�EHVLGH�\RX�´
 I turned as the doors to the hall were opened by two large Ulfen warriors in 

IHDWKHUHG�EODFN�FORDNV�DQG�FORWKLQJ�WKDW�UHPLQGHG�PH�RI�5HJLQ¶V�DWWLUH��,�GUHZ�D�
GHHS�EUHDWK�DQG�HQWHUHG�WKH�KDOO�ZLWK�P\�KHDG�KHOG�KLJK��&KDQWV�RI�³/RQJ�/LYH�
WKH�.LQJ�´�IROORZHG�PH�DQG�,�IHOW�D�GHHS�SULGH�ULVH�LQ�P\�FKHVW�

7KH� HQWUDQFH� KDOO� JORZHG�ZLWK�ZDUP� OLJKW� DQG� WKH� ÀRRU�ZDV� FDUSHWHG�ZLWK�
black feathers. The outer room was full of people, all chanting with the throng 

outside. Another pair of warriors in feathered black garb opened the inner doors 

to the great hall.

+XQGUHGV� RI� WRUFKHV� EXUQHG� LQ� JROGHQ� VFRQFHV� RQ� WKH� ZDOOV�� DQG� LQ� WKH�
WRUFKOLJKW��,�FRXOG�VHH�WKDW�WKH�RDN�FRORQQDGHV�ÀDQNLQJ�WKH�DQFLHQW�ZLOORZ�ZHUH�
UHVWRUHG�DQG�JOHDPHG�ZLWK�JROG�UHOLHIV�GHSLFWLQJ�FURZV�LQ�ÀLJKW��,�ZDONHG�DORQJ�
WKH� FDUSHW� RI� IHDWKHUV� DQG� ZLOORZ� OHDYHV� SDVW� WKH� FURZGV� ¿OOLQJ� WKH� KDOO�� 7KH�
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body of the linnorm was gone, as were the fallen crows and the debris from the 

GDPDJHG�URRI��,�ZRQGHUHG�KRZ�PDQ\�*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ�ZDV�DEOH�WR�VDYH��DQG�
KRZ�PDQ\�KDG�GLHG�WR�SURWHFW�PH��,�FOHQFKHG�P\�MDZ�DW�WKH�WKRXJKW�RI�KXQGUHGV�
RU�HYHQ�WKRXVDQGV�VODLQ�
,�VZHDU ,�ZLOO�KRQRU�\RXU�VDFUL¿FH��I pledged silently to the fallen.�<RXU�GHDWKV�

ZLOO�EH�DYHQJHG�
,�DSSURDFKHG�WKH�VWRQH�VWHSV�OHDGLQJ�XS�WR�WKH�ZLOORZ�WUHH��$ERYH�PH��,�FRXOG�

see the twisted limbs had sprouted leafy branches that formed a cascading green 

dome across the broken roof, closing out the cold night air. The foliage was so 

WKLFN�,�FRXOGQ¶W�VHH�HYHQ�D�VSHFN�RI�VN\�WKURXJK�WKH�EUDQFKHV��,�WXUQHG�P\�DWWHQWLRQ�
back to the dais where Grandmother Crow stood before the throne, leaning on her 

staff with the colossal head of the linnorm sitting at her feet. She watched me with 

KHU�JOHDPLQJ�H\HV�DV�,�PRXQWHG�WKH�VWHSV�ZLWK�+DOHHQD�E\�P\�VLGH�
³*LYH�PH�WKH�VZRUG��LI�\RX�ZRXOG�´�+DOHHQD�VDLG��³,�ZLOO�KROG�LW�IRU�\RX�´ I 

JDYH�KHU�D�QRG�DQG�KDQGHG�%ORGOLQQRUP to her before turning my attention back 

to Andoletta.

³5DVK\\G�-D]LN��VRQ�RI�6MDUS��JUDQGVRQ�RI�*XQWKHU��ODVW�KHLU�RI�.LQJ�9DULN�´�
*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ� VDLG� LQ� D� VWURQJ�YRLFH� WKDW� HFKRHG� WKURXJKRXW� WKH�KDOO� DQG�
VLOHQFHG�WKH�FKDQWLQJ��6KH�SDXVHG�IRU�D�PRPHQW��³'R�\RX�FRPH�WRGD\�WR�FODLP�
your birthright?”

³,�GR�´�,�VDLG�¿UPO\�
³+DYH�\RX�SDVVHG�WKH�WHVW�RI�NLQJV"´�VKH�DVNHG�ZLWK�D�VPLOH�
³,�KDYH��,�KDYH�VODLQ�WKH�OLQQRUP��DQG�,�SUHVHQW�LWV�KHDG�LQ�WULEXWH�WR�WKRVH�ZKR�

JDYH� WKHLU� OLYHV� LQ�VHUYLFH� WR� WKLV� WKURQH�´� ,�JHVWXUHG� WR� WKH�KHDG�EHORZ�XV�DQG�
*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ�JDYH�PH�D�QRG�

³.QHHO�� 5DVK\\G� -D]LN�� VRQ� RI� 6MDUS�´� ,� NQHOW� EHIRUH� WKH� ROG� ZRPDQ� DQG�
+DOHHQD�NQHOW�EHVLGH�PH��VWLOO�EHDULQJ�WKH�VZRUG��*UDQGPRWKHU�&URZ�WXUQHG�WR�WKH�
WKURQH��6KH�OHDQHG�KHU�VWDII�DJDLQVW�LW�DQG�EHQW�WR�UHWULHYH�WKH�FURZQ�DQG�VFHSWHU�
which rested upon the seat.

³,Q� WKH� VLJKW� RI� DOO� \RXU� SHRSOH�� ,� QDPH�\RX�.LQJ�5DVK\\G�RI�9DULNVYHOGH��
The Summer King. King of the Crows.” Andoletta set the crown on my head and 

presented the scepter to me. Then she gestured for me to stand.

I turned to face the assembly and they let out a loud cheer. I felt myself smile 

DJDLQ��7KLV�WLPH��,�GLGQ¶W�VWLÀH�WKH�KDSSLQHVV�WKDW�,�IHOW��,�JODQFHG�DW�+DOHHQD�DQG�
she grinned and presented %ORGOLQQRUP to me. I took it and stepped forward to 

VKRXWV�RI�³+DLO�.LQJ�5DVK\\G��/RQJ�/LYH� WKH�.LQJ�´�,�KHOG�XS� WKH�VZRUG�DQG�
VFHSWHU�DQG�IHOW�D�ZDYH�RI�MR\�DV�WKH�FKDQWLQJ�JUHZ�ORXGHU��7KHQ�,�SDVVHG�WKHP�WR�
+DOHHQD�DQG�UDLVHG�P\�KDQGV�WR�VSHDN��7KH�SHRSOH�IHOO�VLOHQW�

³3HRSOH�RI�9DULNVYHOGH�´�,�VDLG�LQ�D�VWURQJ�YRLFH��³0\ people. This day I pledge 

P\�OLIH�WR�\RX��DV�VR�PDQ\�RI�\RX�KDYH�JLYHQ�PH�\RXUV��:H�DUH�IUHH��$QG�,�ZLOO�
not rest until DOO our lands, DOO our people are free once again. Let the witch who 

VLWV�XSRQ�KHU�VWROHQ�WKURQH�KHDU�WKLV�DQG�WUHPEOH��WKHUH�LV�D�NLQJ�RQFH�PRUH�RYHU�
9DULNVYHOGH��DQG�KLV�PXUGHUV�DUH�FRPLQJ�IRU�WKH�8VXUSHU�´�$�URDU�ZHQW�XS�IURP�
WKH�SHRSOH�DQG�UHVRXQGHG�WKURXJK�WKH�KDOO��D�FKHHU�VR�GH¿DQW�DQG�ORXG�WKDW�,�ZDV�
sure our enemies could hear it all the way to Whitethrone.





Tales 
of

Golarion

³7KDW¶V�LW��:H¶UH�KLULQJ�PRUH�SHRSOH�´�

±�'RQDYDQ�+DUSHU��H[SORUHU

 
o~O~o
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%\�5REHUW�*UHVKDP

A 5('�$5025('�0$1�ZHDULQJ�DQ�LQVHFWRLG�KHOP�PRYHG�
soundlessly through the back alleyways of Westcrown. 

7KH�FLW\��ZLWK�LWV�MDJJHG�PRQXPHQWV�WR�GHYLOU\�DQG�GRRP��
SURYLGHG� WKH� SHUIHFW� EDFNGURS� IRU� DQ� DVVDVVLQ� VXFK� DV�
himself to hide. But this night, his usual allies of shadows 

DQG�GDUNQHVV�SURYLGHG�QR�FRPIRUW�DQG�LQVWHDG�¿OOHG�KLP�ZLWK�GUHDG�
Tonight he was not the hunter, but the hunted, and it was no ordinary foe that 

stalked him. 

,Q�DQWLFLSDWLRQ��KH�ZLWKGUHZ�KLV�WZLQ�VDZ�WRRWKHG�VDEUHV�DQG�VLGHVWHSSHG�GRZQ�
a narrow passage. But after only a few yards, the alley abruptly opened up to a 

large street with shops and an inn on the corner. A large wooden sign displaying a 

FRSSHU�FRLQ�KXQJ�RYHU�LWV�HQWU\ZD\��
$�SRVVLEOH�UHIXJH.
+H�H[LWHG�VWHDOWKLO\��KLV�EODFN�PDQWLFRUH�VNLQ�FORDN�ÀXWWHULQJ�VRIWO\�EHKLQG�KLP�

DV�KH�UDQ��$�KRZO�LQ�WKH�GLVWDQFH�JDYH�KLP�SDXVH��KDOWLQJ�KLP�LQ�KLV�WUDFNV���
6KDGRZ�EHDVWV��+H�VKXGGHUHG��UHDOL]LQJ�KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�HYDGH�WKHP�DV�ZHOO�
,Q� WKH� DOOH\ZD\�EHKLQG��KH�KHDUG� D� IRRWVWHS� VSODVK� LQWR� D�SXGGOH��+H�EURNH�

into a hard run straight for the inn on the corner and crashed into the wooden 

IURQW�GRRUV��*UDEELQJ�WKH�KDQGOH��KH�WZLVWHG�LW��EXW�LW�ZRXOG�QRW�WXUQ��+H�JODQFHG�
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RYHU�KLV�VKRXOGHU�WR�JDXJH�KLV�GLVWDQFH�IURP�KLV�SXUVXHU��RQO\�WR�VHH�KLP�VWDQGLQJ�
directly behind.

³+RZ"´
“You are far too loud, 6OLHQW�´�WKH�KXQWHU�DQVZHUHG�LQ�D�YHOYHW\�YRLFH��
6OLHQW� EURXJKW� KLV� VHUUDWHG� VDEUHV� XS� LQ� DQ� DUF�� EXW� WKH� PDQ� HYDGHG� KLP�

HIIRUWOHVVO\�� VWHSSLQJ� DVLGH� DQG� GUDZLQJ� D� WKLQ�� JROG�SRPPHOHG� UDSLHU� IURP� D�
white leather scabbard. The assassin slammed his twin sabres down on the man, 

imitating an attacking praying mantis. The man blocked the blades with ease, 

ÀRXULVKLQJ�KLV�VZRUG�ZLWK�OD]\�GLVGDLQ�IRU�WKH�DVVDVVLQ¶V�HIIRUW�
An oily, golden tongue unfurled from the man’s mouth as he held his rapier 

before his prey. The morbid thing dangled to his waist, and thin needles protruded 

from the tip, while two barbed pincers spread apart on either side. The assassin 

ORRNHG�RQ�LQ�GLVJXVW�DQG�WKHQ�PDQHXYHUHG�KLV�WRRWKHG�VDEUHV�LQ�D�ZKLUOLQJ�SDWWHUQ�
DW�KLV� VLGHV� LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW� WR�RXWÀDQN�KLV�RSSRQHQW��7KH� WRQJXH� WKUXVW� IRUZDUG��
VPDVKLQJ� WKURXJK�6OLHQW¶V� UHG� OHDWKHUV�� WKH�SLQFHUV�EXU\LQJ� WKHPVHOYHV� LQWR�KLV�
chest. It undulated grotesquely as it pumped a paralyzing toxin into his body. 

Slient slumped to the ground. 

The golden tongue curled back into the attacker’s mouth like a retreating 

VHUSHQW��+H�VWRRG�RYHU�WKH�IDOOHQ�PDQ��OLVWHQLQJ�WR�WKH�VRXQGV�RI�DQ�DSSURDFKLQJ�
FDUULDJH��$IWHU�D� IXOO�PLQXWH�� WKH�FRDFK�DUULYHG�DQG�VWRSSHG�QH[W� WR� WKH�SDLU��$�
EOHDFKHG�ZKLWH�JQRPH�ZLWK�VKRUW�SODWLQXP�KDLU�KRSSHG�GRZQ�IURP�WKH�GULYHU¶V�
SODWIRUP� DQG� DSSURDFKHG�� VXUYH\LQJ� WKH� VFHQH�� %HQGLQJ� GRZQ�� KH� UHPRYHG�
6OLHQW¶V�KHOP�DQG�JODQFHG�XS�ZKLOH�UXQQLQJ�KLV�¿QJHU�DFURVV�KLV�RZQ�WKURDW�

7KH� PDQ� ZLWK� WKH� JROGHQ� WRQJXH� VKRRN� KLV� KHDG� DQG� VKHDWKHG� KLV� JROG�
pommeled rapier.

�³1R��+HNWRU��,�ZDQW�KLP�DOLYH���IRU�QRZ��+LV�VXIIHULQJ�KDV�\HW�WR�EHJLQ�´�+H�
turned and walked to the carriage. 

7KH�JQRPH�QRGGHG��SURGXFLQJ�D�MDU�¿OOHG�ZLWK�EOXLVK�SDVWH��+H�VFRRSHG�RXW�
D�WKLFN�JRE�DQG�VPHDUHG�LW�RYHU�6OLHQW¶V�QRVH�DQG�PRXWK��WKHQ�SORSSHG�GRZQ�D�
VHFRQG�JRE��FRDWLQJ�WKH�UHVW�RI�KLV�IDFH��6DWLV¿HG�� WKH�JQRPH�ZLSHG�WKH�H[FHVV�
on Slient’s cloak and then grabbed the collar of his armor and, with some effort, 

GUDJJHG�WKH�KHDY\�ERG\�WRZDUG�WKH�ZDLWLQJ�FDUULDJH�ZKHUH�D�URSH�GDQJOHG�IURP�
EHKLQG��+H� WLHG� LW� WR�6OLHQW¶V� WRUVR�DQG� WKHQ�FUDQNHG�D� OHYHU��ZKLFK�KRLVWHG� WKH�
paralyzed man into the luggage compartment.

Another shadow beast howled in the night, causing the gnome to smile with 

manic glee.

The sound was much closer than before.

o~O~o

3XUYLV�:DGH��VHFUHW�DJHQW�IRU�7DOGRU¶V�/LRQ�%ODGHV��HQWHUHG�WKH�KLGGHQ�RI¿FH�
RI�6LU�'RPLQLFXV�5HOO�� KLV� IDFH� UHG�ZLWK� DQJHU��/DG\�&KDVLW\�)OX[JROG��5HOO¶V�
SHUVRQDO�VHFUHWDU\��KDG�QHYHU�VHHQ�WKH�PDQ¶V�HPRWLRQ�VR�XQJXDUGHG��+LV�EOXH�H\HV��
always warm and tender to her, had become like icy steel. The hard edge of his 

MDZ�OLQH�VXJJHVWHG�WLJKWO\�FOHQFKHG�WHHWK��DQG�VKH�FRXOG�WHOO�E\�WKH�XQNHPSWQHVV�
RI�KLV�QRUPDOO\�LPPDFXODWH�EODFN�KDLU�WKDW�KH�KDG�QR�SDWLHQFH�IRU�WKHLU�XVXDO�ÀLUW\�
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UDSSRUW��6KH�VWHSSHG�DVLGH�DQG�SHUPLWWHG�KLP�HQWU\�LQWR�5HOO¶V�SHUVRQDO�TXDUWHUV�
without a word of protest. As Wade went in and closed the door behind him, Lady 

)OX[JROG�OHW�RXW�WKH�EUHDWK�VKH¶G�EHHQ�KROGLQJ�
³:KHQ�ZHUH�\RX�JRLQJ�WR�WHOO�PH�$JHQW�)RXU�KDG�JRQH�PLVVLQJ"´�:DGH�DVNHG�

DQJULO\��RQ�WKH�YHUJH�RI�VKRXWLQJ�
³*RRG�PRUQLQJ�WR�\RX�WRR��&RPPDQGHU�´�5HOO�UHSOLHG��7KH�LPSRVLQJ�KHDG�RI�

the Lion Blades military schools sat behind his large mahogany desk, besieged by 

SLOHV�RI�VFUROOV�DQG�SDSHUZRUN��$�VTXDUH�JODVV�¿OOHG�ZLWK�GDUN�OLTXRU�UHVWHG�ZLWKLQ�
DUP¶V�UHDFK��WKH�LFH�FXEHV�ZLWKLQ�DOPRVW�FRPSOHWHO\�PHOWHG��+LV�YLROHW�H\HV�VWDUHG�
XQÀLQFKLQJO\�EDFN�DW�:DGH�

³,� KDYH� VRPHRQH� ORRNLQJ� LQWR� LW� DOUHDG\�´� 5HOO� VDLG�� ³DQG� ,� GLGQ¶W� ZDQW� WR�
interrupt your KROLGD\.”

“With all due respect, sir, consider my holiday at an end. I’d like to be assigned 

WR�$JHQW�0LFKDHOV¶�GLVDSSHDUDQFH�´
³,V� WKHUH�VRPH�UHDVRQ� ,� VKRXOG�GR� WKDW�ZKHQ� ,�DOUHDG\�KDYH�$JHQW�(LJKW�HQ�

URXWH�WR�:RRGVHGJH"�<RX�GR�NQRZ�KH¶V�FDSDEOH��&RPPDQGHU�:DGH��+H¶OO�¿QG�
$JHQW�)RXU�´

³,�NQRZ�0LFKDHOV�´�:DGH�FRQWLQXHG��³6KH�KHOSHG�PH�RQ�DVVLJQPHQW�LQ�3LWD[�
ODVW�\HDU��,�DOVR�KDYH�FRQWDFWV�LQ�*DOW�ZKR�FDQ�PRYH�PH�DURXQG�WKDW�EORRG�VRDNHG�
state quicker than Agent Eight, I’m sure.”

³,V�WKDW�DOO"´�5HOO�DVNHG��UDLVLQJ�KLV�WKLQ��ULJKW�H\HEURZ�TXL]]LFDOO\�
³1R��VLU��$JHQW�0LFKDHOV�VDYHG�P\�OLIH�LQ�3LWD[��,�RZH�LW�WR�KHU�WR�WU\�WR�VDYH�

KHUV�LQ�UHWXUQ��$QG�LI�,�IDLO�KHU��,¶OO�PDNH�GDPQHG�VXUH�WKDW�ZKRHYHU¶V�EHKLQG�KHU�
disappearance suffers.”

5HOO� QRGGHG� DQG� VWRRG��+H� JUDEEHG� KLV� OLTXRU� JODVV� DQG� D� VFUROO� FDVH�� WKHQ�
rounded his desk and handed them both to Wade.

³7KHQ�\RX¶G�EHWWHU�KXUU\�WR�*DOW��$JHQW�)RXU¶V�PLVVLRQ�ZDV�WR�PRQLWRU�WURRS�
PRYHPHQWV� DORQJ� RXU� QRUWKHUQ� ERUGHU�� 6KH� GLVJXLVHG� KHUVHOI� DV� D� VROGLHU� DQG�
LQ¿OWUDWHG� WKH�*DOWDQ� DUP\��%\� DOO� DFFRXQWV�� WKDW� SRUWLRQ�RI� KHU�PLVVLRQ�ZDV� D�
VXFFHVV��<HW��KHU�ODVW�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�ZDV�QHDUO\�D�PRQWK�DJR��2QH�WKLQJ�LV�FHUWDLQ��
LI�VKH¶G�EHHQ�GLVFRYHUHG�DV�D�VS\�WKH\�ZRXOG¶YH�SXEOLFO\�H[HFXWHG�KHU��7KH�PRE�
is hardly quiet about whom they bring to the ¿QDO�EODGHV, and that information 

ZRXOG�KDYH�UHDFKHG�XV�E\�QRZ��*R�WR�:RRGVHGJH��$JHQW�6HYHQ��DQG�EULQJ�RXU�
cub back home.”

o~O~o

3XUYLV�:DGH� KDWHG� *DOW�� :KHQHYHU� KH� HQWHUHG� WKH� FRXQWU\�� ZKLFK� ZDV� DV�
VHOGRP�DV�SRVVLEOH��WKH�GHYDVWDWLRQ�WKDW�FOXQJ�WR�WKH�SODFH�DOZD\V�VWUXFN�KLP��+LV�
Taldan sense of grandeur simply couldn’t accept that the Galtan people, most of 

WKHP�7DOGDQ�GHVFHQGDQWV�� FRXOG� OD\�ZDVWH� WR� WKHLU�RQFH�EHDXWLIXO� DQG�HQYLDEOH�
cities, turning them into crumbling ghettos of political terror. It didn’t make sense 

to him.

'UHVVHG� LQ� D� GDUN� JUD\� FORDN�ZLWK� D� WULFRUQH� KDW� RQ� KLV� KHDG��:DGH� KDUGO\�
looked fearsome until one saw the silk face mask he used to conceal his identity. 

7KLV�DWWLUH�ZDV� WKH�YHU\�VDPH�DV� WKH�2UGHU�RI�*UD\�*DUGHQHUV��KDWFKHW�PHQ�RI�
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Galt who were synonymously known as symbols of terror and distributors of the 

PRE¶V�³MXVWLFH�´�:DGH�PRYHG�WKURXJK�WKH�GD\WLPH�VWUHHWV�RI�:RRGVHGJH�ZLWKRXW�
comment or second glance. The dread these enforcers wrought made their hated 

uniform the perfect disguise for the Lion Blade agent. But despite the anonymity 

WKH�FRVWXPH�SURYLGHG��:DGH�GLG�QRW�ZDQW�WR�OLQJHU�ORQJ�RQ�WKH�VWUHHWV��DQG�TXLFNO\�
IRXQG�KLV�WDUJHW��WKH�:RRGVHGJH�3DWK¿QGHU�ORGJH���

/RFDWHG� MXVW�RXWVLGH�RI� WRZQ�� WKH� OX[XULRXV�PDQRU�KRXVH�VSRUWHG�QHZ��ZHOO�
groomed hedges, but the building itself was marred by missing windows, rotting 

shingles, and peeling plaster. Wade instantly hated the structure, seeing it as yet 

DQRWKHU� V\PERO� RI� *DOW¶V� VORZ� VXLFLGH�� +H� SXVKHG� RSHQ� WKH�PDVVLYH� ¿OLJUHHG�
IURQW�GRRUV�DQG�ZDONHG�LQWR�D�VSDFLRXV�JUHDW�URRP�ZLWK�DQ�HQRUPRXV�¿UHSODFH�VHW�
against the opposite wall. A sweeping staircase ascended to the mansion’s second 

ÀRRU�EDOFRQ\��ZKLOH�HOHJDQW�XSKROVWHUHG�FKDLUV�DQG�FRXFKHV�VDW�VFDWWHUHG�DERXW�
the room. A tattered, stuffed owlbear stood menacingly in one corner and an old 

red carpet ran up the center of the stairs. Two men, one wearing a necklace of bird 

skulls, lounged lazily in the great room, drinking aromatic black coffee. A handful 

RI�VHUYDQWV�ZHDULQJ�SRUFHODLQ�PDVNV�ZLWK�UHG�ULEERQV�WLHG�DURXQG�WKHLU�QHFNV�VHW�
about performing cleaning tasks. The masks were symbolic and meant to protect 

WKH�LGHQWLWLHV�RI�WKH�VHUYDQWV�IURP�YHQJHIXO�*DOWDQ�UHYROXWLRQDULHV��'HVSLWH�WKDW��
Wade found their blank, eerie countenances disturbing.

$�GRRU�RQ�WKH�ULJKW�ZDOO�RSHQHG�WR�D�ORQJ�FRUULGRU�DQG�OHG�WR�D�¿QHO\�DSSRLQWHG�
meeting room with a long oak table set for a dozen guests. Inside the room, 

KDQJLQJ�D�VPDOO�SDLQWLQJ�RI�D�\HOORZ�ÀRZHU��VWRRG�(OL]D�3HWXOHQJUR��7KH�YHQWXUH�
captain of the Woodsedge lodge was as beautiful as Wade remembered, though 

KHU�ÀRZLQJ�UHG�ORFNV�KDG�JURZQ��6KH�WXUQHG��KHU�SDOH�JUHHQ�H\HV�VWDUWOHG�DV�:DGH�
HQWHUHG�WKH�URRP��EXW�WKH\�UHOD[HG�DV�KH�UHPRYHG�KLV�WULFRUQH�DQG�JUD\�PDVN�

“Eliza. Long time,” Wade said.

³1RW�ORQJ�HQRXJK�´�VKH�UHSOLHG��ZDONLQJ�RYHU�WR�ZKHUH�KH�VWRRG��6KH�OHDQHG�
in and kissed him passionately, then reared back and slapped him hard across the 

face.

³,�KDYHQ¶W�VHHQ�\RX�LQ�¿YH�\HDUV�DQG�\RX�MXVW�ZDOW]�LQ�KHUH�ZHDULQJ���WKDW��WKDW�
symbol of hate and fear? Tell me it’s a disguise.”

“And a good one,” Wade said rubbing his cheek, a red welt already forming 

where she’d stung him. “I need your help, Liz.”

Eliza sighed and walked to the head of the table, then sat down. She grabbed a 

VPDOO�JROG�FDVH�DQG�WXUQHG�LW�RYHU�DQG�RYHU�LQ�KHU�KDQGV��³<RX¶UH�OXFN\�,¶YH�QHYHU�
IRUJRWWHQ�KRZ�\RX�NLVV�´� VKH� VDLG�� ³,¶YH�KDG� VRPH� WURXEOH�ZLWK�GRSSHOJDQJHUV�
UHFHQWO\��,�FRXOG�KDYH�NLOOHG�\RX��,�SUREDEO\�VWLOO�VKRXOG�´

³/L]�� ,¶P� ORRNLQJ� IRU� VRPHRQH�´�:DGH� WRRN� D� VHDW� QHDU� KHU�� ³+HU� QDPH� LV�
0DJHQWD�0LFKDHOV�EXW�\RX�NQRZ�KHU�DV�7ZLOD�RI�$EVDORP��6KH¶V�D�7DOGDQ�DJHQW�
and she’s my friend.” Wade realized he was pleading and he didn’t like the feeling.

Eliza laughed.

“So you came back here looking for another woman? I should be enraged. I 

knew Twila ––ahem, 0DJHQWD was a spy,” she laughed again. “I didn’t know she’d 

JRQH�PLVVLQJ��KRZHYHU��,�VLPSO\�WKRXJKW�VKH¶G�JRQH�RQ�DQRWKHU�WDVN�IRU�KHU�WUXH�
PDVWHUV��,�FRXOG�WHOO�VKH�ZDVQ¶W�D�3DWK¿QGHU��RU�D�*DOWDQ�VROGLHU�IRU�WKDW�PDWWHU��
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she was a tad too snobby.”

³:H�7DOGDQV�SUHIHU�WKH�WHUP�µSULYLOHJHG�¶´�:DGH�VDLG�
“Of course you do,” she replied with a smirk. “Okay, how can I help?”

³:HOO��IRU�VWDUWHUV��\RX�MXVW�VDLG�WKDW�\RX�WKRXJKW�VKH¶G�JRQH�RQ�DQRWKHU�WDVN�IRU�
her true masters. What makes you think that?”

(OL]D�UHPRYHG�D�WKLQ�EODFN�FLJDU�IURP�WKH�JROG�FDVH�DQG�OLW�LW�RII�D�FDQGOH�RQ�
the oak table while staring deeply into Wade’s eyes. She slid the case to him and 

KH�FDXJKW�LW��UHPRYLQJ�D�FLJDU�IRU�KLPVHOI�
³$W�¿UVW��0DJHQWD�MXVW�KXQJ�DURXQG�WKH�ORGJH�´�VKH�EHJDQ��³QHYHU�DFFHSWLQJ�

DQ\�MREV��7KHQ�,�UHFHLYHG�ZRUG�WKDW�D�5HG�0DQWLV�KDG�EHHQ�DVNLQJ�DURXQG�$EVDORP�
IRU�D�3DWK¿QGHU�QDPHG�%R]UHK��ZKR¶G�ZULWWHQ�DW�OHQJWK�DERXW�WKH�KDJV�RI�,UULVHQ��
6RRQ�DIWHU��D�PDQ�FDPH�WR�PH�VHHNLQJ�WKRVH�YHU\�FKDSERRNV��,�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WKHP��
QHYHU�KDYH�� ,�RQO\�KDYH�D�IHZ�PDSV�RI� WKH�UHJLRQ��:KHQ�KH�OHIW�HPSW\�KDQGHG�
0DJHQWD�EHFDPH�PRUH�DQLPDWHG�WKDQ�,¶G�HYHU�VHHQ�KHU��6KH�JULOOHG�PH�DERXW�WKH�
man and then purchased all of the maps and healing tonics I could gather. Then 

she left. That was about a month ago.”

³,UULVHQ�´�:DGH�UHSHDWHG��³7KLV�PDQ�ZKR�FDPH�WR�\RX��GLG�KH�KDYH�D�QDPH"�
+RZ�GLG�\RX�NQRZ�KH�ZDV�5HG�0DQWLV"´

Eliza blew out a thick cloud of tobacco smoke.

³+H�GLGQ¶W�FRQFHDO�KLV�VDZWRRWK�VDEUH�YHU\�ZHOO��+LV�DFFHQW�JDYH�KLP�DZD\�
DV�ZHOO��WKH�*DUXQGL�OLOW�LQ�KLV�YRLFH�UDQJ�FOHDUO\�RI�0HGLRJDOWL�,VODQG��,¶YH�EHHQ�
there in the past so I recognized it immediately. I think his name was something 

OLNH�µ4XLQW�¶�RU�µ4XLHW�¶´
Wade’s stomach dropped and a chill gripped his chest.

³'R�\RX�PHDQ��µ6OLHQW"¶´
³6OLHQW��<HV��WKDW¶V�LW�´
³'DPQ�WKH�JRGV¶� OXFN�´�:DGH�VDLG��SXWWLQJ�KLV�PDVN�EDFN�RQ��³6OLHQW�NLOOHG�

0LFKDHOV¶�IDWKHU�LQ�=LPDU�DQG�VKH¶V�KXQWHG�KLP�IRU�WKH�SDVW�WHQ�\HDUV��+H¶V�JRRG��
Liz, KH¶V�YHU\�JRRG. If she went after him then she’s in real trouble. You say you 

sold her all of your maps of Irrisen?”

“I did.”

³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�P\�ZD\�DURXQG�WKHUH�YHU\�ZHOO�´
³'HVSHUDWLRQ�GRHVQ¶W�VXLW�\RX��3XUYLV�´
Wade took a long drag off his cigar as he stood to look out the window. A 

EURRGLQJ�VWLOOQHVV�IHOO�RYHU�WKH�URRP�IRU�VHYHUDO�PLQXWHV�
³2ND\�� ,¶OO�KHOS�´�(OL]D�VDLG��EUHDNLQJ� WKH�VLOHQFH��³,W� MXVW� VR�KDSSHQV� WKDW� ,�

KDYH�D�FRQWDFW� WKHUH��-DFRELV�5HQDDUG��,�VHQW�0DJHQWD�WR�KLP�DV�ZHOO��,¶OO�VHQG�
ZRUG�DKHDG�WKDW�\RX�DUH�FRPLQJ�DQG�VHH�LI�KH�FDQ�KHOS�\RX�¿QG�\RXU�PLVVLQJ�VS\�´

“Thank you, Eliza,” Wade said.

(OL]D�ZDONHG�RYHU�DQG�HPEUDFHG�:DGH��OLIWLQJ�KLV�PDVN�DQG�NLVVLQJ�KLP�VRIWO\��
her hands tracing the muscles of his chest beneath his cloak.

³3XUYLV����GRQ¶W�ZDLW�DQRWKHU�¿YH�\HDUV�WR�FRPH�EDFN�´�

o~O~o

'HVSLWH� LW� EHLQJ� WKH� KHLJKW� RI� VXPPHU�� ,UULVHQ� UHPDLQHG� ORFNHG� LQ� HWHUQDO�
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ZLQWHU�� WKH�:KLWH�:LWFKHV�PDGH� VXUH� RI� WKDW�� 3XUYLV�:DGH� KDG� QHYHU� WUDYHOHG�
WR�WKH�IUR]HQ�FRXQWU\�EHIRUH�DQG�LPPHGLDWHO\�SURPLVHG�KLPVHOI�KH�QHYHU�ZRXOG�
DJDLQ��7KH�FROG�ZHDWKHU�ERUH�WKURXJK�KLV�FORWKLQJ��JLYLQJ�KLP�D�FKLOO�KLV�ERQHV�
FRXOGQ¶W�VKDNH��+H�WUDYHOHG�LQ�D�FDUULDJH�GUDZQ�E\�WZR�ZKLWH�ZROYHV�WKH�VL]H�RI�
KRUVHV��/HLWKROIU��KLV�8OIHQ�GULYHU��KDG�DUPV�DV�WKLFN�DV�WUHH�WUXQNV��VSDW�JREV�RI�
IRXO�WREDFFR�WKDW�VWUHDNHG�KLV�VQRZ�ZKLWH�EHDUG�UHG��DQG�VPHOOHG�ZRUVH�WKDQ�WKH�
EHDVWV� WURWWLQJ�DKHDG��7KH�VLFNO\�VFHQW�FOXQJ� WR�:DGH��PDNLQJ�KLP�TXHDV\��+H�
fantasized about a soapy, scalding bath as soon as he returned from this task. 

Leitholfr had been recommended by Eliza to be his guide, but Wade soon 

GLVFRYHUHG�PXFK� WR� KLV� OXFN�� WKDW� WKH�PDQ� DOVR� FUDIWHG� D� SRWHQW� FDULERX�EORRG�
whiskey and had a reputation throughout Irrisen as a bardic champion. Leitholfr 

DOVR�NQHZ�5HQDDUG��ZKLFK�PDGH�:DGH¶V�WULS�WKURXJK�WKH�VQRZ\�ODQGV�WR�WKH�FLW\�
RI�+RDUZRRG�IDU�OHVV�ERWKHUVRPH�

$V�WKH�FDUULDJH�PDGH�LWV�ZD\�WKURXJK�WKH�PHWURSROLV��ZKLFK�ZDV�FDUYHG�IURP�
WKH�WUXQN�RI�D�WLWDQLF�WUHH��:DGH�PDUYHOHG�DW�LWV�LQJHQXLW\��:KHQ�KH�DUULYHG�DW�KLV�
¿QDO�GHVWLQDWLRQ��PDUYHO�WXUQHG�WR�RXWULJKW�DZH�DV�KH�GLVFRYHUHG�WKH�PDQRU�KRPH�
was sculpted completely from ice.

“This is the home of the White Witch Anelisha and her brother, Ghrathis. 

7RQLJKW�WKH\�DUH�IHDVWLQJ�DQG�FHOHEUDWLQJ�´�/HLWKROIU�LQIRUPHG�KLP��³5HQDDUG�LV�
KHUH��<RX�ZLOO�¿QG�KLP�LQVLGH�´

³$UULYLQJ� GXULQJ� D� GLQQHU� SDUW\"� +RZ� FRQYHQLHQW�� ,W� DSSHDUV� P\� OXFN�
FRQWLQXHV�´�:DGH�VDLG��DGMXVWLQJ�WKH�H[SHQVLYH�EODFN�GLQQHU�VXLW�KH¶G�SXUFKDVHG�
on Leitholfr’s recommendation. “You’re not coming?”

³1R�´�WKH�8OIHQ�VDLG�ÀDWO\��³DQG�LW�LV�QRW�OXFN�DW�DOO��$QHOLVKD�KROGV�WKHVH���SDUWLHV 
HYHU\�IHZ�GD\V��7KH�WUXO\�XQOXFN\�VRPHWLPHV�GR�QRW�VXUYLYH�WKH�FHOHEUDWLRQV��$V�
long as you mind your manners and don’t look as if anything you witness disgusts 

\RX��\RX�VKRXOG�EH�¿QH��+HUH�´�+H�KDQGHG�:DGH�WZR�EODFN�ZLQH�ERWWOHV��³2QH�LV�
IRU�WKH�PLVWUHVV�RI�WKH�KRXVH��7KH�RWKHU�LV�IRU�5HQDDUG��,¶OO�ZDLW�IRU�WZR�KRXUV��,¶OO�
DVVXPH�\RX¶OO�KDYH�ORVW�DOO�\RXU�OXFN�DIWHU�WKHQ�´

:DGH�QRGGHG�DQG�H[LWHG�WKH�FDUULDJH��7KH�GLUH�ZROYHV�JURZOHG�DW�KLP�DV�KH�
SDVVHG� E\�� VQDUOLQJ� DQG� EDULQJ� WKHLU� GDJJHU�OHQJWK� WHHWK��$�ZLGH� LFH� VWDLUFDVH��
FDUSHWHG�ZLWK�DQ�H[TXLVLWH�YLROHW�UXJ��OHG�WR�WKH�HQWUDQFH�RI�WKH�PDQRU��8OIHQ�PHQ�
ZHDULQJ�KHDY\�IXUV�OLQHG�ERWK�VLGHV�RI�WKH�ODVW�IRXU�VWHSV��WKHLU�KHDGV�XQLIRUPO\�
VKDYHQ�DQG� WDWWRRHG�ZLWK� VWUDQJH� UXQHV��$�EHQW�ROG�ZRPDQ�VWRRG� LQ� WKH�FHQWHU�
RI�WKH�ODVW�VWHS��KHU�LYRU\�JRZQ�GUDSLQJ�RII�KHU�IUDPH�OLNH�D�VKURXG��6KH�KHOG�DQ�
unfurled scroll before her like a shield.

³:HOFRPH�WR�WKH�KRPH�RI�0LVWUHVV�$QHOLVKD�DQG�0DVWHU�*KUDWKLV��:KRP�PD\�
,�VD\�KDV�WKH�SULYLOHJH�RI�HQMR\LQJ�+HU�5DGLDQFH¶V�KRVSLWDOLW\"´

³:DGH��3XUYLV�:DGH�´
The crone scanned the scroll, shaking her head and clacking her tongue against 

the roof of her mouth. Before she could utter a rebuke, Wade handed her one of 

the bottles.

³)RU�+HU�5DGLDQFH�´�KH�VDLG�
7KH�FURQH�VPLOHG�D�EODFN�WRRWKHG�JULQ�
³3OHDVH�JR�LQ�DQG�HQMR\�WKH�IHVWLYLWLHV�´�VKH�VDLG��VWHSSLQJ�DVLGH�
:DGH� HQWHUHG� WKH� PDQRU�� (ODERUDWH� LFH� VFXOSWXUHV� ¿OOHG� HYHU\� FRUQHU� DQG�
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WRSSHG�WKLFN�LFH�VODE�WDEOHV��7UDLQHG�SRODU�EHDUV�PDUFKHG�FRQ¿GHQWO\�WKURXJKRXW�
WKH�URRP��0HQ�DQG�ZRPHQ�LQ�H[SHUWO\�WDLORUHG�IXU�JDUPHQWV�ZLWK�JDULVKO\�SDLQWHG�
IDFHV�PLQJOHG�DQG�GDQFHG�WR�WKH�VRXQGV�RI�KDOÀLQJ�PXVLFLDQV�SOD\LQJ�YLROLQV�DQG�
ÀXWHV��-XJJOHUV�WRVVHG�VQRZEDOOV�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK�LQ�WKH�DLU�WKURXJK�D�ODUJH�ZUHDWK�
RI�KHDWOHVV�EOXH�ÀDPH��7KH�HQWHUWDLQHUV�DOO�ERUH�WKH�VDPH�VKDYHQ�KHDGV�DQG�UXQH�
tattoos of the Ulfen guards out front. 6ODYH�EUDQGV� Wade surmised.

$�VFUHDP�SLHUFHG�WKH�DLU��FDXVLQJ�:DGH�WR�MXPS��+H�WXUQHG�DQG�VDZ�D�ZRPDQ��
KHU�KHDG�HQFDVHG�LQ�LFH��VXUURXQGHG�E\�D�JDJJOH�RI�RQORRNHUV��+HU�VNLQ�KDG�WXUQHG�
blue and black in places from frostbite. The terror in her eyes pleaded for help 

IURP�HYHU\RQH�ZDWFKLQJ�KHU�VXIIHU�
³'RQ¶W�ORRN�DODUPHG�´�D�YRLFH�VDLG�IURP�EHKLQG�KLP��³,W�LQYLWHV�WKH�ZURQJ�VRUW�

of attention.”

:DGH�WXUQHG��FRPLQJ�IDFH�WR�IDFH�ZLWK�D�9DULVLDQ�PDQ�ZLWK�D�WKLQ�PXVWDFKH�
DQG�ORQJ��FXUO\�EODFN�KDLU��+H�VPLOHG�DQG�SRLQWHG�WR�WKH�ERWWOH�WKDW�:DGH�KHOG�LQ�
his hands.

³/HLWKROIU¶V�¿QH�EORRG�ZKLVNH\��,�VHH��-DFRELV�5HQDDUG�DW�\RXU�VHUYLFH��(OL]D�
3HWXOHQJUR�VD\V�JRRG�WKLQJV�DERXW�\RX��0LVWHU�:DGH�´

“All lies.”

³6KH� WHOOV� PH� \RX� DUH� LQ� VHDUFK� RI� D� IHOORZ� ,PSHULDOLVW�� +RQHVWO\�� ,� GRQ¶W�
KDYH�JRRG�QHZV�IRU�\RX��,�KDG�KRSHG�WR�JHW�ZRUG�EDFN��VDYH�\RX�D�WULS�WR�WKLV���
wonderful place.”

“It is rather scenic,” Wade said, preparing himself.

³,W�LV�WKDW��6DGO\��WKLV�IULHQG�RI�\RXUV�PD\�KDYH�PHW�D�WHUULEOH�HQG�ZKHQ�VKH�
DUULYHG�LQ�+RDUZRRG��,¶P�DIUDLG��0\�VRXUFHV�VD\�D�OLJKW�KDLUHG�7DOGDQ�ZRPDQ�GLG�
FRPH�KHUH�D�PRQWK�DJR��EXW�DIWHU�D�FRXSOH�RI�GD\V�VKH�YDQLVKHG��OHDYLQJ�EHKLQG�
DOO�KHU�EHORQJLQJV�LQ�D�WDYHUQ�URRP�DV�ZHOO��,¶P�WUXO\�VRUU\�´

$�VHUYDQW�FDUU\LQJ�D�WUD\�PDGH�IURP�LFH�ZDONHG�E\�:DGH�DQG�5HQDDUG��ZKR�
GHIWO\�SOXFNHG�WZR�JODVVHV�¿OOHG�ZLWK�GDUN�JUHHQ�OLTXRU�IURP�LW��+H�SDVVHG�RQH�WR�
Wade and held the other in the air between them.

³3URVW�´�5HQDDUG�VDLG��³D�WRDVW�IRU�WKH�PLVVLQJ�´�
The pair clanked glasses and drank deeply.

³1RZ�WKLV�5HG�0DQWLV��6OLHQW��KLP�,�GR�KDYH�VRPH�EHWWHU�QHZV�DERXW��+H¶G�
been employed recently by Lord Ghrathis to handle a trio of troublesome hags 

that had been spreading some rather scandalous gossip about our incestuous 

KRVWV��1HHGOHVV� WR� VD\�� WKRVH� KDJV�ZHUH� DOO� IRXQG� FKRSSHG� WR� ELWV�� SHUKDSV� E\�
D�VHUUDWHG�VDEUH��:RUG�RQ�WKH�VWUHHW��KRZHYHU��LV�WKDW�DIWHU�FRPSOHWLQJ�WKDW�WDVN��
/RUG�*KUDWKLV�ZDQWHG�WR�NHHS�6OLHQW�RQ�UHWDLQHU²EXW�WKH�0DQWLV�UHIXVHG�DQG�OHIW�
+RDUZRRG�LQ�D�ELJ�KXUU\��,W¶V�D�VKDPH��WRR��

I hear the Lord offered Slient’s handler a king’s fortune, but she refused. This 

all coincides with the period your friend went missing. If I gambled, I’d bet that 

the two are linked.”

³+LV�KDQGOHU"�,�DVVXPHG�RQO\�5HG�0DQWLV�OHDGHUV�GHDOW�ZLWK�FRQWUDFWV�´
³,�WKLQN�WKH\�GR��%XW�6OLHQW�LV�RXW��+H�JRW�EXUQHG�GXULQJ�D�ERWFKHG�PLVVLRQ�LQ�

.RUYRVD�D�FRXSOH�RI�\HDUV�EDFN��<RX�NQRZ�WKDW�SODJXH�EXVLQHVV"�,W�VHHPV�KH�ZDV�
LQYROYHG�´

“The monster,” Wade said, shocked.
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³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�DOO�WKH�GHWDLOV�´�5HQDDUG�UHSOLHG��³EXW�DIWHU�WKDW��KH�DSSDUHQWO\�
ZDVWHG�WZR�GLIIHUHQW�0DQWLVHV�ZKR�WULHG�WR�PDNH�VXUH�KH�ZDV�SHUPDQHQWO\�UHWLUHG��
7KH\� VWRSSHG� KXQWLQJ� KLP� WKHQ� DQG� KH� VWDUWHG� WDNLQJ� SULYDWH� FRQWUDFWV���KLJK�
SUR¿OH��KXVK�KXVK�RQHV��,W�WRRN�VRPH��VKDOO�ZH�VD\��LQGLVFUHWLRQV on my part, but 

,�OHDUQHG�WKDW�6OLHQW¶V�KDQGOHU�LV�6DHOD�'DUTXVHW��SULHVWHVV�RI�WKH�+RXVH�RI�6WROHQ�
.LVVHV��,W¶V�D�&DOLVWULDQ�WHPSOH�ORFDWHG�LQ�4XHQW��,W¶V�EDVLFDOO\�D�EURWKHO��6DHOD�LV�
the most connected person throughout the isles of the Shackles. She’ll know how 

to get in touch with Slient.”

Another scream stabbed the air. Wade could feel the liquor in his stomach 

threatening to erupt.

³,�KDYH�WR�JHW�RXW�RI�WKLV�SODFH�´�:DGH�VDLG�WR�5HQDDUG��³7KLV�LV�HQWLUHO\�WRR�
much celebration for me to endure.”

³,PDJLQH�KRZ�,�IHHO��,�KDYH�WR�HQGXUH�WKHVH�DWURFLWLHV�HYHU\�ZHHN��7KH�WUDJHG\�
RI�P\�SRVW��,¶P�DIUDLG��7KH�'HFHPYLUDWH�FDQ�EH�FUXHO�LQ�WKHLU�SXQLVKPHQWV��&RPH��
P\�IULHQG��,�KDYH�PDGH�P\�DSSHDUDQFH��/HW�PH�VKRZ�\RX�VRPH�PRUH�SOHDVLQJ�
+RDUZRRG�QLJKWOLIH�´

“Will there be more Leitholfr whiskey?” Wade asked.

³(QRXJK�WR�IRUJHW�WKLV�SODFH�´�5HQDDUG�VDLG��KROGLQJ�XS�KLV�ERWWOH�

o~O~o

In a small section of a red light district, a church stood for those in need of 

UHVSLWH��+RZHYHU��LW�ZDV�QRW�D�FKXUFK�RQH�ZRXOG�QRUPDOO\�DVVRFLDWH�ZLWK�SUD\HU�
DQG�VRQJ��EXW�UDWKHU�RQH�GHYRWHG�WR�GHEDXFKHU\�DQG�SOHDVXUH��7KH�FKXUFK��DV�LW�ZDV�
NQRZQ��ZDV�WKH�+RXVH�RI�6WROHQ�.LVVHV��DQG�LWV�WULEXWH�WR�WKH�JRGGHVV�&DOLVWULD�
was paid in information, gold and lust. The town was a dirty, seedy place located 

RQ�WKH�WURSLFDO�0RWDNX�,VOH�LQ�WKH�FRQWHVWHG�DUHD�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�6KDFNOHV��7KRXJK�
WKH�WHPSOH�VWRRG�LQ�WKH�UHG�OLJKW�GLVWULFW��PRVW�YLVLWRUV�WR�4XHQW�ZRXOGQ¶W�VHH�DQ\�
difference from one part to another. The building itself was one of the few in 

WRZQ�WKDW�ZDVQ¶W�EDGO\�UXQGRZQ�DQG�WKH�LQWHULRU�GpFRU�FDWHUHG�WR�WKH�URXJK�SLUDWH�
FOLHQWHOH�WKDW�IUHTXHQWHG�WKH�UHJLRQ��7KH�ZDOOV�GLVSOD\HG�¿QH�DUWZRUN�GHSLFWLQJ�
VHDVFDSHV� DQG� KHURLF�ORRNLQJ� SLUDWH� VKLSV��$� KDOI�GR]HQ� KXPDQRLG�ZRPHQ�� DOO�
wearing alluring attire, lounged in the central salon, while an iron, spiral staircase 

OHG�WR�WKH�VHFRQG�ÀRRU�EDOFRQ\��6HYHUDO�GRRUV�RQ�WKH�VHFRQG�ÀRRU�OHG�WR�SULYDWH�
³SOHDVXUH� FKDPEHUV�´�$� FRXSOH� RI�ZRPHQ� VWRRG� RQ� WKH� EDOFRQ\� VXUYH\LQJ� WKH�
OREE\�EHORZ��7KH\�DOO�SHUNHG�XS�DV�:DGH�HQWHUHG��VWDQGLQJ�VWUDLJKW�DQG�KHDYLQJ�
out their ample bosoms.

$�KDOI�HOYHQ�ZRPDQ�ZLWK�EULJKW�EORQG�KDLU�SUDQFHG�WRZDUG�:DGH�DQG�SODFHG�
her hands on his chest.

³2K�� D�7DOGDQ�´� VKH� VDLG� SOD\IXOO\�� ³,� KDYHQ¶W� KDG� D� URRVWHU� LQ� \HDUV��<RXU�
FRXQWU\PHQ�DOZD\V�WDNH�VXFK�JUHDW�FDUH�RI�WKHLU�ERGLHV�DQG�WKH\�UHWXUQ�WKH�IDYRU���
'R�\RX�WDNH�FDUH�RI�\RXU�ERG\��7DOGDQ"�,�FDQ�IHHO�\RXU�FKHVW��,W¶V�D�JRRG�FKHVW�´�
She ran her hands up Wade’s torso and then stroked his face.

³,¶P� ORRNLQJ� IRU� 6DHOD� 'DUTXVHW�´� :DGH� VDLG� FROGO\�� ³-DFRELV� 5HQDDUG�
recommended her.” 

“Oh, did he now?” a woman called down from the balcony. She wore a tight 
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EODFN�DQG�\HOORZ� OHDWKHU� FRUVHW�� D� VKRUW� VKHHU� EODFN� VNLUW�� DQG� EODFN� ¿VKQHW�
VWRFNLQJV�WKDW�UDQ�WR�KHU�PLG�WKLJKV��%ORRG�FRORUHG�KDLU�VSLOOHG�RYHU�PLON�ZKLWH�
shoulders and black makeup accentuated her striking blue eyes. A barbed whip 

UHVWHG�LQ�D�KROVWHU�DW�KHU�VLGH��6KH�H[XGHG�GDQJHURXV�VHQVXDOLW\��DQG�HYHQ�:DGH�
felt slightly intimidated in her presence.

³,I�5HQDDUG�VHQW�\RX�´� WKH�ZRPDQ�RQ� WKH�EDOFRQ\�FRQWLQXHG��³WKHQ�\RX�FDQ�
UHWXUQ� DQG� WHOO� KLP� KLV� EXVLQHVV� LV� QR� ORQJHU�ZHOFRPH� DW� WKH�+RXVH� RI� 6WROHQ�
.LVVHV��+H�ZLOO�KDYH�WR���DFFHSW�D�OHVVHU�FKXUFK�´

³0\�EXVLQHVV�FRPHV�IURP�WKH�HPSHURU�RI�7DOGRU��+LV�,PSHULDO�0DMHVW\�*UDQG�
3ULQFH� 6WDYLDQ� WKH�7KLUG�´�:DGH� UHVSRQGHG� LPSDWLHQWO\�� ³DQG� ,¶P� QRW� KHUH� RQ�
holiday.”

The woman glowered down on Wade, and for a moment he thought he’d taken 

WKH�ZURQJ�DSSURDFK�DQG�LFHG�KHU�RYHU��,QVWHDG��VKH�H[WHQGHG�KHU�DUP�DQG�PDGH�D�
EHFNRQLQJ�JHVWXUH�ZLWK�KHU�IRUH¿QJHU��:DGH�FOLPEHG�WKH�VSLUDO�VWDLUFDVH�DQG�PDGH�
his way toward her.

³,I�\RX�ZDQW�WR�WDON�WR�PH�LQ�SULYDWH��LW¶V�JRLQJ�WR�FRVW�\RX�´�VKH�VDLG��³DQG�,¶P�
DQ�H[SHQVLYH�GDWH�´

:DGH�UHPRYHG�D�VPDOO��VSDUNOLQJ�D]XUH�JHP�DQG�KHOG�LW�EHIRUH�KHU��,W�PDWFKHG�
KHU�H\H�FRORU��+H�SODFHG�LW�LQ�KHU�KDQG�

“It’s a good thing I’m not cheap,” he replied.

³'R�\RX�KDYH�D�QDPH��7DOGDQ"´
“Wade.” 

³:HOO�� :DGH�� ,¶P� 6DHOD� 'DUTXVHW�´� 6KH� MXGJHG� WKH� VWRQH¶V� ZHLJKW� LQ� KHU�
hand. “This is a good start. This way, Wade.” Saela turned and led him toward 

WKH� ODVW�GRRU�RQ� WKH�EDOFRQ\��6KH�HQWHUHG� LQWR�D�¿QHO\�IXUQLVKHG�EHGURRP�ZLWK�
D�EODFN��FUXVKHG�YHOYHW�FKDLVH�ORXQJH�VLWWLQJ�RSSRVLWH�D�NLQJO\��RDN�IUDPHG�EHG��
$� VFXOSWXUH�RI�&DOLVWULD��/DG\� LQ� WKH�5RRP�DQG�*RGGHVV�RI� WKH�6DYRUHG�6WLQJ�
RFFXSLHG� D� SODFH� RI� KRQRU� LQ� DQ� DOFRYH� RQ� WKH� IDU�ZDOO�� 6HYHUDO� \HOORZ� URVHV�
decayed at the statue’s feet. Church paintings and a collection of barbed scourges 

adorned the walls. Saela sat on the edge of the bed and gently patted the spot next 

WR�KHU��LQYLWLQJ�:DGH�WR�MRLQ��
+H�GLG�QRW�GLVDSSRLQW�
³6R��:DGH��ZKDW�W\SH�RI���WU\VW�DUH�\RX�WU\LQJ�WR�QHJRWLDWH"�)URP�\RXU�PHQWLRQ�

RI�5HQDDUG��,�FDQ�RQO\�DVVXPH�\RX�KDYH�D�VSHFL¿F���WDVWH in mind.” She began to 

WUDFH�D�FLUFXODU�SDWWHUQ�RQ�KLV�WKLJK�ZLWK�WKH�UHG�SDLQWHG�QDLO�RI�KHU�IRUH¿QJHU�
“Slient. I want him.”

Saela exhaled, a look of satisfaction on her face.

“And you think that some token gem worth maybe a few hundred gold is going 

to get me to sell out one of my best?” Saela laughed. “You’re more arrogant than 

I’d imagined.”

³0D\EH��EXW�WKDW¶V�EHFDXVH�,�NQRZ�ZKDW�,¶P�ZRUWK�´
:DGH� UHDFKHG� LQWR� KLV� FRDW� DQG� UHPRYHG� D� SHUIHFWO\� FXW�� ¿VW�VL]HG� \HOORZ�

sapphire, streaked with onyx, and handed it to Saela. 

³7KH�TXHVWLRQ�LV��GR�\RX�NQRZ�ZKDW�\RX¶UH�ZRUWK"´
She took the gem, gasping with surprise at its weight.

“This,” she said, gazing at the gem hungrily, “this is—”
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³0\�¿QDO�RIIHU�´�:DGH�LQWHUUXSWHG�
6DHOD�VWDUHG�PLVFKLHYRXVO\�DW�:DGH�
³'LG�6OLHQW�NLOO�VRPHRQH�LPSRUWDQW�WR�\RX�RU�\RXU�HPSHURU"´�6KH�VPLOHG�FR\O\�

DV�VKH�VSRNH��KHU�¿QJHU�WUDFLQJ�XS�:DGH¶V�WDLORUHG�YHVW��6KH�ZDV�HQMR\LQJ�KHUVHOI���
³<HV�´�:DGH�UHSOLHG�ÀDWO\��PDNLQJ�FOHDU�WKDW�KH�GLG�QRW�HQMR\�WKHLU�WULWH�EDQWHU��

“+H�GLG.”

³,�VHH��:HOO��LW¶V�RQO\�EXVLQHVV��\RX�NQRZ��%XW��0LVWHU�:DGH��,¶OO�WHOO�\RX�WKLV��
,¶P�QRW�VXUH�ZKHUH�6OLHQW�LV��WKRXJK�,�KDYH�P\�VXVSLFLRQV��7KH�RQO\�UHDVRQ�,¶P�
JRLQJ�WR�GLVFORVH�WKHP�WR�\RX�LV�WKDW�LI�\RX�¿QG�KLP��DQG�LI�KH�VWLOO�OLYHV��KH�ZLOO�
certainly kill you.”

³:KDW�PDNHV�\RX�WKLQN�KH�PLJKW�QRW�EH�DOLYH"´
³2K�P\��VR�IXOO�RI�JULW��DUH�ZH"�*RRG��<RX¶OO�QHHG�LW��+DYH�\RX�KHDUG�RI�WKH�

*UHDW�+XQW��0LVWHU�:DGH"�,W¶V�D�WUXH�FRQWHVW�EHWZHHQ�DVVDVVLQV��FUHDWHG�WR�¿QG�WKH�
unparalleled best. Slient heard about it and, after he returned from Irrisen, decided 

to enter the game.”

³,¶YH�KHDUG�RI�DVVDVVLQ¶V�JXLOGV�LQ�'DJJHUPDUN�KROGLQJ�VLPLODU�FRPSHWLWLRQV�´�
Wade said, “but I didn’t know that independent assassins did so as well.”

³:HOO��WKH\�GR��,Q�PDQ\�ZD\V�WKH�WRXUQDPHQW�LV�YHU\�VSLULWXDO��LW�LV�D�GLYLQH�
ULWXDO�RI�SXUVXLW�DQG�PXUGHU��7KH�RUJDQL]HU�RI�WKH�JDPH�LV�D�9DULVLDQ�QDPHG�-REU\�
7U\YDQQLVK�� IRUPDOO\�RI�0DJQLPDU��+H�RSHUDWHV�RXW�RI�1LGDO�� ,� NQRZ�RI� VRPH�
smugglers who make regular trips from here. I can arrange passage for you, if you 

ZLVK��&RQVLGHU�LW�D�IDYRU��LQ�IDFW��<RX�FDQ�UHSD\�PH�E\�QRW�PHQWLRQLQJ�WR�6OLHQW�
that we spoke.”

³)DLU�HQRXJK�´�:DGH�VDLG��VWDQGLQJ��³:KHQ�GR�WKHVH�SLUDWHV�VDLO�IRU�1LGDO"´
³)LUVW�OLJKW�´
+H�QRGGHG��WKHQ�WXUQHG�DQG�ZDONHG�WR�WKH�GRRU�
“Where are you going in such a hurry?” Saela asked, stretching out like a cat 

on the bed. “The room’s paid up.” 

Wade smirked and turned back to Saela.

“I paid for the information. This next part I do for free.

o~O~o

The pirate ship :D\ZDUG�5RJXH�SORZHG�RYHU�WKH�KDUVK�ZDWHUV�RI�WKH�$UFDGLDQ�
2FHDQ�RQ�FRXUVH�IRU�WKH�SRUW�FLW\�RI�1LVURFK��1LGDO�KDG�EHHQ�FXUVHG�GXULQJ�WKH�
$JH�RI�6KDGRZ��D�GDUN�SHULRG�LQ�*RODULRQ¶V�SDVW��DQG�LW�KDG�QHYHU�IXOO\�UHFRYHUHG��
,W�ZDV�D�KRUUL¿F�FRXQWU\��RQH�RI�WKH�IHZ�:DGH�GUHDGHG��+H�FRXOG�XQGHUVWDQG�SODFHV�
like Geb or Belkzen, where the undead and the monstrous walked the streets like 

PHQ��EXW�1LGDO�PDGH�KLV�VNLQ�FUDZO�DQG�KLV�EUDLQ�UHEHO��:KLOH�VHHPLQJO\�FLYLOL]HG�
RQ�WKH�VXUIDFH��VDGLVP�OXUNHG�EHKLQG�HYHU\�VPLOLQJ�IDFH�DQG�PDVRFKLVP�WRSSHG�
most agendas. Why anyone, humanoid or otherwise, would search for ecstasy and 

enlightenment through pain and torture was greatly disturbing to contemplate, 

DQG�LW�KRUUL¿HG�:DGH�
1R�ZRQGHU�6OLHQW�KLG�VR�ZHOO�IRU�WHQ�\HDUV, Wade thought. +H�ZHQW�WR�SODFHV�

RQO\�D�FUD]\�SHUVRQ�ZRXOG�GDUH�WR�VHDUFK��+H�VPLOHG�DV�KH�UHDOL]HG�WKDW��E\�KLV�
own logic, he’d lumped himself in with the insane.
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+RZ�KLV�WUDQVSRUW�PDQDJHG�WR�VDLO�DW�DOO�DOVR�P\VWL¿HG�KLP��7KH�FUHZ�RI�WKH 
:D\ZDUG�5RJXH� ORXQJHG�OD]LO\�DERXW�ZKLOH�WKH�FDSWDLQ��D�KDOI�&KHOD[LDQ��KDOI�
9DULVLDQ�KDUURZHU��NHSW�WKHP�ZHOO�VXSSOLHG�ZLWK�DOFRKRO�DQG�D�FDGUH�RI�³FOHULFV´�
IURP�WKH�+RXVH�RI�6WROHQ�.LVVHV��7KH\�KHOG�RUJLDVWLF�FHOHEUDWLRQV�RQ�GHFN�HDFK�
QLJKW�DIWHU�VXQGRZQ��WKHLU�ORXG�UHYHOU\�ODVWLQJ�XQWLO�GDZQ��:DGH�GLGQ¶W�MRLQ�WKH�
IHVWLYLWLHV��¿QGLQJ�WKHP�WRR�GHEDVHG�DQG�GHFDGHQW�IRU�HYHQ�KLV�7DOGDQ�VHQVLELOLWLHV��
,QVWHDG��KH�FKRVH�WR�UHPDLQ�VHTXHVWHUHG�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WZR�GD\V�LQ�WKH�VPDOO�TXDUWHUV�
below deck designed for smuggling the desperate.

/LNH�WKH�¿UVW�WZR�HYHQLQJV��:DGH�UHWLUHG�HDUO\�RQ�WKH�WKLUG��SUD\LQJ�WR�'HVQD�
WKDW� KH� ZRXOGQ¶W� VXIIHU� DQRWKHU� UHVWOHVV� QLJKW� RI� VHDVLFNQHVV�� +H¶G� RQO\� EHHQ�
sleeping for an hour when his trained ears registered a snapping sound as the 

WZLQH�KH¶G�IDVWHQHG�RYHU�WKH�GRRU¶V�ORFN�EURNH��,QVWLQFWLYHO\��:DGH¶V�KDQG�VOLSSHG�
to his side and readied his wand.  

The door opened slowly and Wade narrowed his eyes to slits, trying to spot the 

intruder while still appearing asleep.

$� IHPDOH� KDOI�HOI�� RQH� RI� WKH� SURVWLWXWHV� IURP� WKH� +RXVH� RI� 6WROHQ� .LVVHV��
FUHSW�IRUZDUG�KROGLQJ�DQ�HYLO�ORRNLQJ��FXUYHG��EODFN�GDJJHU��6KH�PRYHG�VLOHQWO\��
DSSO\LQJ�PLON\�ZKLWH�RLO�WR�KHU�EODGH�ZLWK�SUDFWLFHG�SUHFLVLRQ��:KHQ�VKH�UHDFKHG�
Wade, she raised the weapon high for a killing blow, aiming straight for his heart.

:DGH�EURXJKW�WKH�ZDQG�XS�IURP�EHORZ�WKH�FRYHUV�ZLWK�D�TXLFN��ÀXLG�PRWLRQ��
DFWLYDWLQJ�LW�DQG�VHQGLQJ�WZR�VWUHDNLQJ�EOXH�ZKLWH�EXUVWV�LQWR�WKH�EORQG�ZRPDQ¶V�
face.  She screamed and dropped her dagger, then clutched her cheeks in pain and 

IHOO�WR�WKH�ÀRRU����
$� VHFRQG� SURVWLWXWH�� D� VWRFN\� 8OIHQ� ZRPDQ� RU� D� KDOI�RUF²:DGH� FRXOGQ¶W�

WHOO²�UXVKHG�LQWR�WKH�URRP�ZLHOGLQJ�DQRWKHU�FXUYHG�EODFN�EODGH��6KH�VZXQJ�RXW�
LQ�DQ�DUF�DQG�:DGH�GXFNHG�EDFN��DYRLGLQJ�WKH�ZHDSRQ�E\�PHUH�LQFKHV��7KHQ�KH�
ODVKHG�RXW�ZLWK�D�NLFN�WR�KHU�SHOYLV��GRXEOLQJ�KHU�RYHU��+H�PRYHG�LQ�WR�IROORZ�
ZLWK�DQ�XSSHUFXW��EXW�WKH�EXUO\�JLUO�MDEEHG�IRUZDUG��FDWFKLQJ�:DGH�KDUG�LQ�WKH�OHIW�
H\H�ZLWK�WKH�SRPPHO�RI�KHU�NQLIH��+H�KHDUG�D�VLFNHQLQJ�FUXQFK�DV�KLV�RUELWDO�ERQH�
shattered. A second blow from the woman struck him in the side of the head and 

sent him reeling.  

+LV�¿UVW�DWWDFNHU�FRQWLQXHG�WR�ZDLO�DQG�ZULWKH�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU�
:DGH¶V� OHIW�H\H�¿OOHG�ZLWK�EORRG�DQG�WKH�VXUURXQGLQJ� WLVVXH�VZHOOHG� LW�VKXW��

+LV�IDFH�WKUREEHG�ZLWK�VKDUS�SDLQ�DV�KLV�IRRWLQJ�ZHDNHQHG�EHORZ�KLP��,Q�YDLQ�
KH� UHDFKHG� IRU� WKH� ZDOO� WR� VWHDG\� KLPVHOI�� EXW� IHOO� IRUZDUG�� WULSSLQJ� RYHU� WKH�
VFUHDPLQJ�EORQG��+HU�PXVFXODU�FRXQWHUSDUW�UXVKHG�LQ�IRU�WKH�NLOO��EXW�:DGH�UROOHG�
WR�KLV�EDFN�DQG�NLFNHG�XSZDUGV�ZLWK�DOO�KLV�PLJKW��FDWFKLQJ�KHU�XQGHU�WKH�MDZ��+HU�
thick neck snapped straight back.

She laughed, unfazed by the attack.

Wade used the momentary respite to bring his wand to bear, pointing it right at 

WKH�ODUJH�ZRPDQ��7ZR�EROWV�HUXSWHG�IURP�WKH�GHYLFH��FUDVKLQJ�LQWR�KHU�WRUVR�DQG�
knocking her back. She hit the wall in a daze and blanched with nausea, gasping 

to replace the wind that had been struck from her lungs. Wade tumbled awkwardly 

to his feet and unleashed two more bluish missiles of force at his struggling foe. 

)LQDOO\��VKH�GURSSHG�LQ�D�KHDS���
7KH�SDLQ�LQ�:DGH¶V�IDFH�WKUHDWHQHG�WR�RYHUZKHOP�KLP�
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7KH�KDOI�HOI�VWLOO�PRDQHG��UROOLQJ�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��KROGLQJ�KHU�MDZ��:DGH�FDVXDOO\�
VKRW�D�YROOH\�RI�JORZLQJ�EXUVWV�LQWR�KHU��VLOHQFLQJ�KHU�FULHV�

Within moments three crewmen appeared in the doorway of Wade’s small 

FDELQ��RQH�PDQ�KROGLQJ�D�ÀLQWORFN�SLVWRO��7KHLU�H\HV�VFDQQHG�WKH�FDUQDJH��VHHLQJ�
the two dead prostitutes and the dagger the burly girl still held. Wade sat gingerly 

down on the edge of the bed.

“They liked to play rough,” he grimaced, collapsing in pain, exhausted. 

+H�EODFNHG�RXW�EHIRUH�KLV�KHDG�KLW�WKH�SLOORZ�

o~O~o

:DGH�DZRNH�ZLWK�D�VWDUW��VWLOO� O\LQJ�RQ�WKH�EHG�RI�KLV�FDELQ��$�GDUN�VNLQQHG�
Garundi man applied a cold rag to his face and dabbed carefully where his cheek 

had been broken. It still throbbed angrily, but the bone had been set and Wade 

could see out of his eye again. Seeing Wade return to consciousness, the Garundi 

PDQ�LQFOLQHG�KLV�KHDG�DQG�RIIHUHG�WKH�7DOGDQ�D�VOLJKW�VPLOH��WKHQ�SUHVVHG�D�¿QJHU�
against his lips.

 “I’m glad to see you are okay,” he whispered, “but we must be quiet now.”

:DGH�QRGGHG�DQG�JLQJHUO\�H[SORUHG�KLV�OHIW�FKHHNERQH�ZLWK�KLV�¿QJHUWLSV��,W�
had indeed healed, but a thin waxy scar now circled the outer rim of the socket. 

Outside the cabin a commotion erupted. The sounds of wooden crates being 

thrown about, followed by loud protests, echoed against the hull.

“What’s going on?” Wade asked quietly.

³:H�KDYH�GRFNHG�LQ�1LGDO�´�WKH�*DUXQGL�ZKLVSHUHG��³$V�ZH�VSHDN��WKH�VKLS�LV�
EHLQJ�LQVSHFWHG�E\�WKH�6LOHQW�(QIRUFHUV���,I�WKH\�¿QG�XV�KHUH��EH�SUHSDUHG�WR�¿JKW�
WR�WKH�HQG��LI�WKH\�WDNH�XV��WKH�KRUURUV�WKH\�LQÀLFW�ZLOO�EH�WRR�JUHDW�WR�LPDJLQH�´

“I know of the Silent Enforcers, men who cut out their tongues to ensure their 

secrets are kept. They scour the city, hunting down alleged criminals for the brutal 

HQWHUWDLQPHQWV�RI�WKLV�IRXO�ODQG��<RX�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WR�WHOO�PH�DERXW�1LVURFK�´
³1R��RQO\�WR�UHPLQG�\RX�WR�EH�TXLHW�´�WKH�*DUXQGL�PXWWHUHG��/RRNLQJ�QHUYRXV��

KH� VWHDOWKLO\�PRYHG� WR� SLFN� XS� KLV� VSHDU� E\� WKH� GRRU�� WKHQ� UHWXUQHG� WR�:DGH��
VFDQQLQJ�KLV�IDFH��³<RX¶YH�KHDOHG��EXW�WKH�LQMXULHV�ZHUH�YHU\�EDG��(YHQ�P\�VNLOOV�
FDQQRW�SUHYHQW�WKH�VFDU�´

³4XLWH�DOULJKW�´�:DGH�VDLG��¿QJHULQJ�WKH�ZD[\�QHZ�VNLQ��³,�OLNH�VFDUV�´
The disturbance outside began to quiet down, and after a few minutes, ceased 

FRPSOHWHO\��6DWLV¿HG��WKH�*DUXQGL�VHW�KLV�VSHDU�EDFN�GRZQ�DQG�EHJDQ�JDWKHULQJ�
the rest of his belongings, including some ointments he’d laid out on Wade’s bed.  

+H�SXW�RQ�D�OLJKW�JUD\�FORDN�DQG�WKUHZ�WKH�KRRG�RYHU�KLV�KHDG�
“Why heal me?” Wade asked, softly.

³,�ZRXOG�QRW�OHW�DQ\�PDQ�GLH�WKDW�,�FRXOG�VDYH��7KH�FUHZ�ZDQWHG�\RX�WR�GLH��,�
could IHHO�LW��EXW�,�ZRXOG�QRW�DOORZ�LW�DQG�QHLWKHU�ZRXOG�&DSWDLQ�'UDJQDYDU��,W�ZDV�
the right thing to do.”

³<RX�KDYH�P\�HWHUQDO�JUDWLWXGH�´�:DGH�VDLG�DV�KH�VWRRG�DQG�JDWKHUHG�KLV�RZQ�
things.

Ten minutes passed before the door of the cabin unlocked. A gangly Chelaxian 

man with half his upper teeth missing stood by the open door and gestured for 
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:DGH�DQG�WKH�*DUXQGL� WR�H[LW��7KH�GDUN�VNLQQHG�PDQ�ZDVWHG�QR�WLPH�FOLPELQJ�
WKH�ODGGHU�WR�WKH�GHFN�DQG�OHDYLQJ�WKH�VKLS��GLVDSSHDULQJ�TXLFNO\�LQWR�WKH�FURZGV�
swarming the docks. Wade reached the deck and immediately saw a group 

RI�FUHZPHQ�PDNH�D�EHHOLQH� IRU�KLP��+H�ZHQW� IRU�KLV�ZDQG�� UHOLHYHG� WR�¿QG� LW�
holstered in its usual place at his hip. 

The group parted and the captain of the :D\ZDUG�5RJXH continued forward, 

KLV�KDQG�RXWVWUHWFKHG�WR�:DGH��ZKR�VFRZOHG�VXVSLFLRXVO\�DW�WKH�SLUDWH��'UDJQDYDU�
ORRNHG�PRUH� OLNH�D� W\SLFDO�9DULVLDQ�ZDQGHUHU� WKDQ�D�6KDFNOHV�SLUDWH��+H�KDG�D�
EULJKW�FRORUHG�VFDUI�WLHG�DURXQG�KLV�KHDG�DQG�D�JROG�FKDLQ�WKDW�UDQ�IURP�KLV�QRVH�
WR�KLV�ULJKW�HDU��+H�ZRUH�QR�VKLUW��UHYHDOLQJ�D�JDOOHU\�RI�H[RWLF�WDWWRRV�DFURVV�KLV�
chest and back. 

After an awkward pause, Wade accepted the pirate’s hand.

³0\� DSRORJLHV� IRU� \RXU� H[SHULHQFH� DERDUG�P\� YHVVHO�´� &DSWDLQ� 'UDJQDYDU�
began. “I may be a pirate, but I’m not in the business of murdering passengers 

ZKR¶YH� SDLG� IRU� VHFXUH� SDVVDJH�� ,¶P� QRW� SOHDVHG� ZLWK� 3ULHVWHVV� 'DUTXVHW� IRU�
attempting such a thing aboard my ship, and I will let her know of my displeasure.”

³1RW�LI�,�WHOO�KHU�¿UVW�´
³,QGHHG�´�'UDJQDYDU�VDLG��VPLOLQJ�LQ�DJUHHPHQW��³1RZ��WKLV�-REU\��KH¶OO�EH�HDV\�

WR�VSRW��KH¶V�9DULVLDQ��OLNH�PH��EXW�DOZD\V�ZHDUV�URVH�FRORUHG�JODVVHV��+H�OLNHO\�
GRHVQ¶W�H[SHFW�\RX�DQ\PRUH��+H¶OO�EH�RXW�DW�WKH�RSHUD�WRQLJKW��+H¶V�DQ�HQWKXVLDVW�
RI�WKH�WRUWXUH�GUDPDV�DW�WKH�1RFWXUQDO�7KHDWHU��'R�\RX�NQRZ�WKH�SODFH"´

³,�GR�´�:DGH�VDLG�ZLWK�UHYXOVLRQ�
“Wonderful. That makes it all the easier. So then, I bid you farewell.”

Wade thanked the captain and walked down the gangplank to the docks.  It 

KDG�EHHQ�D�ZKLOH�VLQFH�KH¶G�EHHQ�WR�1LVURFK��EXW�KH�UHPHPEHUHG�WKH�SODFH�ZHOO��
+H¶G�EHHQ�KHUH�EHIRUH�IRU�WKH�/LRQ�%ODGHV�DQG�IRU�WKH�3DWK¿QGHU�6RFLHW\��0\�ODVW�
PLVVLRQ�DV�D�3DWK¿QGHU, Wade recalled, ZKHQ�,�ORVW�KHU. 

:DGH�VKRRN�RII�WKH�PHPRULHV�DQG�PDGH�KLV�ZD\�WRZDUG�WKH�1RFWXUQDO�7KHDWHU���
+H�GLG�QRW�VHH�WKH�DOELQR�JQRPH�DSSURDFK�&DSWDLQ�'UDJQDYDU�IURP�WKH�VKDGRZV�
of the�:D\ZDUG�5RJXH¶V deck, nor witness him handing the pirate a sack full of 

coins.

³,�WROG�KLP�H[DFWO\�ZKDW�(YLFHUFXV�ZDQWHG�PH�WR�VD\��+HNWRU�´�'UDJQDYDU�VDLG�
JLYLQJ�WKH�SRXFK�D�VKDNH��³WKRXJK�LI�\RX�ZDQWHG�KLP�GHDG�LW�GRHVQ¶W�PDNH�VHQVH�
WR�KLGH�KLP�IURP�WKH�6LOHQW�(QIRUFHUV��:H�FRXOG�KDYH� MXVW�KDQGHG�KLP�RYHU� WR�
those ghouls, if that was your intent.”

7KH�JQRPH�DQJULO\�VWRPSHG�KLV�IHHW�DQG�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��+H�ZDYHG�KLV�¿QJHU�
threateningly back and forth at the pirate.

³2ND\��RND\�´�'UDJQDYDU�VDLG��WKURZLQJ�KLV�KDQGV�XS�LQ�VXUUHQGHU��³QRQH�RI�
my business.”

The gnome exited the ship, following Wade at a distance.

:DGH�QDYLJDWHG�WKH�VWUHHWV�HDVLO\��WKH�RFFDVLRQDO�VLJKWLQJ�RI�D�IDPLOLDU�EXLOGLQJ�
RU�ODQGPDUN�WULJJHULQJ�EULHI�UHFROOHFWLRQV�RI�KLV�ODVW�WLPH�LQ�1LVURFK��7U\�DV�KH�
PLJKW��WKH�KDXQWLQJ�WKRXJKWV�ZRXOGQ¶W�UHOHQW��+H�SXOOHG�XS�WKH�FROODU�RI�KLV�EOXH�
OHDWKHU�FRDW� DQG� UHDGMXVWHG� WKH�YLROHW� VFDUI�KH�ZRUH�DURXQG�KLV�QHFN�� ,W�ZDVQ¶W�
SDUWLFXODUO\� FROG�� EXW�:DGH� IHOW� JRRVH� ÀHVK� QRQHWKHOHVV��0RUH� WKDQ� RQFH� WKDW�
IHHOLQJ�WUDQVODWHG�LQWR�SDUDQRLD��DQG�KH�IRXQG�KLPVHOI�FRQVWDQWO\�JODQFLQJ�RYHU�
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KLV�VKRXOGHU��'DUNQHVV�VORZO\�HQFURDFKHG�XSRQ�WKH�FLW\��FDXVLQJ�WKH�EXV\�VWUHHWV�
to grow silent and the shadows to stretch from the alleys and corridors. By the 

WLPH�KH�UHDFKHG�WKH�1RFWXUQDO�7KHDWHU��QLJKW�KDG�FRPSOHWHO\�IDOOHQ�RYHU�1LVURFK�
+H�DSSURDFKHG�WKH�WKHDWHU�GRRUV�DQG�ZDV�VWRSSHG�DW�WKH�WLFNHW�ZLQGRZ�E\�D�

pale, bald usher. Scars marred the usher’s face like a road map, destroying any 

REYLRXV�VLJQV�RI�HWKQLFLW\�RU�JHQGHU��
³7KXU��WKDWK�¿YH�FURZQWK�IRU�D�WLFNHW��WHQ�IRU�WKH�IURQ¶�RI�WKH�KRXWK�´�7KH�XVKHU�

VDLG�ZLWK�D�OLVS��7KH�WLS�RI�LWV�WRQJXH�KDG�EHHQ�EDGO\�PXWLODWHG�E\�ÀDPH�DQG�VWHHO�
“Of course, how silly of me. I’ll take a seat in the front.” Wade reached for 

KLV�FRLQ�SXUVH��QRW�¿QGLQJ�LW��+H�FKHFNHG�IUDQWLFDOO\�LQ�KLV�RWKHU�SRFNHWV��MDFNHW�
and belt, but came up empty. 'DPQ�SLUDWHV��KH�FXUVHG�XQGHU�KLV�EUHDWK��WKH\¶G�
HYHQ�IRXQG�WKH�WHQ�SODWLQXP�FRLQV�KH¶G�VHZQ�LQWR�WKH�OLQLQJ�RI�KLV�FRDW�LQ�FDVH�RI�
an emergency. Wade sighed and realized with annoyance that he was stranded in 

1LGDO�ZLWKRXW�DQ\�PRQH\�
A tugging at his side caused Wade to whirl about. An albino gnome stood 

KROGLQJ�D�&KHOLVK�SODWLQXP�SLHFH�LQ�KLV�RXWVWUHWFKHG�KDQG��+H�VPLOHG�DW�:DGH�DQG�
offered the coin up as high as he could reach.  

Wade accepted it.

“Why thank you, good sir.”

7KH�JQRPH�FODSSHG�KLV�KDQGV�KDSSLO\��ÀDVKHG�KLV�WLFNHW�WR�WKH�DWWHQGDQW��DQG�
walked through the doors of the theater. Wade slid the platinum across the counter 

DQG�UHFHLYHG�KLV�WLFNHW��D�WKLQ�SLHFH�RI�VKDUS��EODFN�PHWDO��,W¶V�D�PXWLODWLRQ�GHYLFH 
WR�EH�XVHG�GXULQJ�WKH�VKRZ��:DGH�UHDOL]HG�ZLWK�UHYXOVLRQ��+H�ZDONHG�DKHDG�LQWR�
the theater.

/RQJ� EHQFKHV� URVH� XS� LQWR� WKH� KLJKHU� UHDFKHV� RI� WKH� EXLOGLQJ�� JLYLQJ� WKH�
auditorium a feel more like an arena than a traditional opera house. Tapestries 

hanging from the ceiling depicted a skull with manacles inserted through its 

HPSW\�H\H�VRFNHWV²WKH�V\PERO�RI�WKHLU�GDUN�JRG��=RQ�.XWKRQ��2Q�WKH�VWDJH��WZR�
KDLUOHVV�QXGH�ZRPHQ��SDLQWHG�MHW�EODFN�IURP�KHDG�WR�WRH��VOLFHG�DW�D�KXPDQ�PDQ�
KDQJLQJ�XSVLGH�GRZQ�RQ�D�ODUJH�ZURXJKW�LURQ�ZKHHO��$V�KLV�SOHDVXUH�¿OOHG�FULHV�
UHYHUEHUDWHG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�WKHDWHU��PDQ\�LQ�WKH�DXGLHQFH�MRLQHG�LQ�WKH�FKRUXV��
cooing and writhing in their seats with ecstasy.

:DGH�VFDQQHG� WKH�URRP�� ORRNLQJ�IRU�DQ\RQH� WKDW�¿W�-REU\¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ��EXW�
IRXQG�QRQH��1DWLYH�1LGDOHVH�WHQGHG�WR�EH�SDOH�ZLWK�KDZNLVK�IHDWXUHV��OLNH�WKHLU�
&KHOD[LDQ�QHLJKERUV��ZLWK�D�SURFOLYLW\�IRU�VKDYLQJ�WKHLU�KHDGV�RU�NHHSLQJ�ORQJ��
singular braids. With his Taldan tan, Wade was easily the darkest man in the room. 

+H�WRRN�KLV�VHDW�LQ�IURQW��PDWFKLQJ�WKH�QXPEHU�WR�KLV�PXWLODWLRQ�WLFNHW��2Q�VWDJH��
WR�:DGH¶V�GLVJXVW��RQH�RI�WKH�FOHULFV�RI�=RQ�.XWKRQ�FRQWLQXHG�WR�ÀD\�WKH�ZLOOLQJ�
SDUWLFLSDQW��7KH�RWKHU�ZDIWHG�VPRNH�IURP�D�EXQGOH�RI�VPROGHULQJ�UHGGLVK�EURZQ�
OHDYHV�RYHU�KLP��EHVWRZLQJ� WKH�EOHVVLQJV�RI� WKHLU� IRXO�JRG�DQG� IRUHVWDOOLQJ� WKH�
LQHYLWDEOH��:DGH�ORRNHG�DZD\��KLV�PLQG�DJKDVW�ZLWK�KRUURU�

$�GHHSO\�WDQQHG�.HOLVKLWH�PDQ�VDW�GRZQ�QH[W�WR�:DGH��+H�KDG�VWURQJ�QREOH�
IHDWXUHV��DQG�WKLFN�OLJKW�EURZQ�KDLU��VOLFNHG�EDFN��$Q�H[SHQVLYH�ZKLWH�VXLW�WDLORUHG�
from cotton and silks hugged his body like a second skin, while a light pink, 

VSLGHU�VLON�VFDUI�ZDV�GUDSHG�QHDWO\�DURXQG�KLV�QHFN��+H�ZRUH�WKLQ�JROG�MHZHOU\�
around both wrists, and Wade could see the chain of a gold pocket watch tucked 
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LQWR� KLV� YHVW��+LV� VW\OH� LPSUHVVHG�:DGH��ZKR� IRXQG� KLPVHOI� HQDPRUHG� E\� WKH�
ensemble.

³*RRG� HYHQLQJ�� 0LVWHU�:DGH�´� WKH� .HOLVKLWH� PDQ� VDLG� LQ� D� YHOYHW\� YRLFH��
VKDWWHULQJ�:DGH¶V�PRPHQWDU\�DGPLUDWLRQ��³(QMR\LQJ�WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH"´

³+DUGO\�P\� WDVWH� LQ� HQWHUWDLQPHQW�´�:DGH� VQDSSHG� EDFN�� ³)RUJLYH�PH� LI� ,�
sound rude, but who in the hells are you? You know my name, but I don’t know 

\RXUV��+DUGO\�VHHPV�IDLU�´
³,W¶V�QRW�´�WKH�PDQ�UHVSRQGHG�LQ�KLV�YHOYHW�SXUU��³VR�OHW¶V�UHPHG\�WKDW��VKDOO�ZH"��

0\�QDPH�LV�=DQGRU�(YLFHUFXV��,¶P�DQ�DVVRFLDWH�RI�D�IULHQG�RI�\RXUV�´
³-REU\"´
“Yes, and Slient’s too,” he said with a slight chuckle.

Wade turned his whole body towards the Kelishite man and slowly reached 

IRU�KLV�ZDQG��EXW�D�VKDUS�SDLQ� LQ�KLV� ORZHU�EDFN�PDGH�KLP�ZLQFH��+H�JODQFHG�
EHKLQG�KLP�DQG�VDZ�WKH�SKLODQWKURSLF�DOELQR�JQRPH�ÀDQNLQJ�KLP��KROGLQJ�D�WKLQ��
JROG�EODGHG�VWLOHWWR��7KH�JQRPH�VOLG�WKH�ZHDSRQ�RXW�RI�:DGH¶V�VLGH��DQG�D�VSXUW�RI�
EORRG�IROORZHG��:DGH�UHDOL]HG�ZLWK�WHUURU�WKDW�KH�FRXOGQ¶W�PRYH�

³,¶P�SOHDVHG� WR� VHH� WKDW�\RX� VXUYLYHG� WKH� DWWHPSW�E\�6DHOD¶V�JLUOV��+X]]DK��
0LVWHU�:DGH��WKDW�ZDV�P\�¿UVW�WHVW��,W¶V�DOZD\V�P\�¿UVW�WHVW. Oh, and don’t mind 

WKH�SRLVRQ�+HNWRU¶V�VWDEEHG�\RX�ZLWK��LW¶V�MXVW�D�SDUDO\WLF��<RX�ZLOO�EH�¿QH�DIWHU�
a few minutes as long as you don’t bleed out by then. I didn’t want you doing 

VRPHWKLQJ�UDVK�OLNH�LQWHUUXSWLQJ�RU�DWWDFNLQJ�PH��7KDW�MXVW�ZRXOGQ¶W�GR�KHUH�´
7KH�DXGLHQFH�VXUURXQGLQJ�WKHP�JDYH�RXW�D�FROOHFWLYH�PRDQ�RI�SOHDVXUH�DV�WKH�

participant on stage screamed his death cry. A torrent of blood erupted from a deep 

JDVK�LQ�KLV�WKURDW�DQG�GRXVHG�WKH�IURQW�URZ��:DGH�DQG�(YLFHUFXV�ZHUH�ERWK�FDXJKW�
in the spray. The man then slumped motionless, held up only by his restraints. The 

painted priests pushed the large wheel off stage and brought in a new one with 

twin girls strapped down to it.

³1RZ�WKDW¶V�D�VKRZ�´�(YLFHUFXV�VDLG�ZLWK�GHOLJKW��PDUYHOLQJ�DW�WKH�UHG�GURSOHWV�
WKDW�VSDWWHUHG�KLV�ZKLWH�FORWKLQJ��³<RX�VHH��0LVWHU�:DGH��,¶P�D�JDPHVPDQ��PRUH�
JDPEOHU�WKDQ�WUXH�KXQWHU��,�EHOLHYH�\RX�NQRZ�WKH�EDVLFV�IURP�6DHOD��,�KXQW�GRZQ�
DVVDVVLQV��$QG�\RX��0LVWHU�:DGH��EHKLQG�\RXU�VWDXQFK�PDQWOH�RI�LPSHULDOLVP�DQG�
EOLQG�OR\DOW\�WR�\RXU�FRUUXSW�JRYHUQPHQW��\RX are nothing more than a hired killer. 

-XVW�OLNH�WKH�RWKHU�OLWWOH�OLRQ�WKDW�FURVVHG�P\�SDWK�´
:DGH¶V�H\HV�JUHZ�ODUJH�ZLWK�UDJH��³<HV��,�KDYH�KHU�DQG�VKH�OLYHV��:HOO��VRUW�

RI�´�(YLFHUFXV�FRQWLQXHG��$V�KH�¿QLVKHG�VSHDNLQJ��D�EORDWHG�DQG�JURWHVTXH�WRQJXH�
crawled out of his mouth and slid down his chest, snaking its way toward Wade’s 

SDUDO\]HG� ERG\�� 1HHGOHV� FRYHUHG� WKH� WLS� RI� WKH� VLFNO\� ZRUP�OLNH� DSSHQGDJH��
and the mandibles protruding from its sides clacked hungrily together. It probed 

:DGH¶V�FKHVW��OHDYLQJ�D�IHWLG�WUDLO�RI�VDOLYD�DQG�WKHQ�VOLWKHUHG�EDFN�LQWR�(YLFHUFXV¶�
open mouth.

“She brought me a little challenge with Slient, and now she brings me you. 

2K�KRZ�XVHIXO�P\�WUDSSHG�OLRQHVV�LV��,�ZRQGHU�LI��EHFDXVH�RI�KHU��,�ZLOO�DGG�\RXU�
HQWLUH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�WR�P\�FROOHFWLRQ"�:H�VKDOO�KDYH�WR�VHH��&RPH�WR�P\�IDPLO\¶V�
QREOH�HVWDWH��0LVWHU�:DGH��:H�ZLOO�KDYH�RXU�OLWWOH�FRQWHVW²WKH�PRVW�GDQJHURXV�RI�
JDPHV²ZKHUH�WKH�ZLQQHU¶V�UHZDUG�LV�D�OLIH�ZHOO�HDUQHG��<RX��RI�FRXUVH��KDYH�QR�
FKRLFH�EXW�WR�DFFHSW�P\�FKDOOHQJH��,I�\RX�WU\�WR�ÀHH�DQG�KLGH�OLNH�0LVWHU�0DQWLV�
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GLG��,�ZLOO�¿QG�\RX��DQG�WKHQ�,�ZLOO�NLOO�\RX�´
7KH�SLQFHUV�RQ�WKH�VLGHV�RI�(YLFHUFXV¶�WRQJXH�VQDSSHG�WRJHWKHU��DFFHQWXDWLQJ�

his point.

(YLFHUFXV�VWRRG�DQG�VWUDLJKWHQHG�KLV�ZKLWH�VXLW��VPHDULQJ�WKH�UDSLGO\�GU\LQJ�
blood droplets down the front.

“Outside of Graydirge, in Geb, there is an oasis. It is my family’s estate. 

Come to me within the fortnight and we will begin our game. Bring any weapon, 

PDJLFDO�RU�PXQGDQH��1RWKLQJ�\RX�SRVVHVV�ZLOO�FRQFHUQ�PH��P\�VNLOO� LV� WRR�IDU�
DERYH�\RXUV��*RRG�HYHQLQJ��0LVWHU�:DGH��DQG�RI�FRXUVH��HQMR\�WKH�VKRZ�´

(YLFHUFXV� WXUQHG� DQG� ZDONHG� DZD\�� 7KH� DOELQR� JQRPH� VPLOHG� ZLGHO\� DQG�
FODVSHG�:DGH�RQ�WKH�VKRXOGHU��WKHQ�JDYH�KLP�D�ZLQN�EHIRUH�VFDPSHULQJ�RII�DIWHU�
the man with the golden tongue.

o~O~o

³,W�DSSHDUV�\RX�ZHUH�SRLVRQHG�ZLWK�VRPH�VRUW�RI�GHUUR�WR[LQ�´�WKH�ROG�KDOI�HOI�
said to Wade, wrapping thick, linen bandages around his waist. “It seems it was 

designed to paralyze you and not to kill. There’s an alchemical compound in it 

as well...perhaps if the engineer had used more potent strains of the fungus it’s 

GHULYHG�IURP��LW�PLJKW�EH�FDSDEOH�RI�NHHSLQJ�VRPHRQH�SDUDO\]HG�IRU�KRXUV��HYHQ�
days.”

³7KDW¶V� D� QLJKWPDULVK� WKRXJKW�´�:DGH� VDLG�� SXOOLQJ� D� VKLUW� RYHU� KLV� WDQQHG��
PXVFXODU� ERG\�� +H� VWUHWFKHG� RXW� RQ� WKH� PHGLFDO� FRW�� UHOD[HG�� (YHQ� ZLWK� D�
SRLVRQRXV�NQLIH�ZRXQG�LQ�KLV�VLGH��EHLQJ�EDFN�RQ�7DOGDQ�VRLO�LQ�2SSDUD�JDYH�KLP�
more peace than all the religion in the world.

“I think I can make something out of what was left in your wound—hopefully 

HYHQ�DQ�DQWLGRWH�� ,W�PLJKW� WDNH�D� FRXSOH�RI�GD\V��EXW� ,¶P�SUHWW\� VXUH� LW� FDQ�EH�
GRQH�´� WKH� KDOI�HOI� VDLG�� PRYLQJ� VORZO\� WRZDUG� D� ZRUNVWDWLRQ� ZKHUH� D� GR]HQ�
EHDNHUV�FROOHFWLYHO\�EUHZHG�D� UHGGLVK�FRQFRFWLRQ��1R[LRXV� VWHDP�SRXUHG� IURP�
VHYHUDO�RI�WKH�JODVV�YLDOV�DQG�D�VQDNH�VKDSHG�WXEH�EHDNHU�ORRNHG�UHDG\�WR�EXUVW�
IURP�WKH�SUHVVXUH�RI�WKH�ÀXLG�SDVVLQJ�WKURXJK�LW�

“What would I do without you, Llewwllynn?” Wade asked from the cot.

³3UREDEO\� GLH� LQ� D� GLWFK� RXW� LQ� WKH� ¿HOG� VRPHZKHUH�� XWWHUO\� XVHOHVV�´� 7KH�
KDOI�HOI�DGMXVWHG�DQ�DUUD\�RI�YDOYHV�DQG�NQREV�RQ�WKH�EHDNHUV��ZKLFK�VHHPHG�WR�
H[DFHUEDWH�WKLQJV���7ZR�RI�WKH�YLDOV�EHJDQ�RYHUÀRZLQJ�ZLWK�YDSRU�DQG�ZKLVWOLQJ�
WZR�GLVWLQFWO\�GLIIHUHQW�KLJK�SLWFKHG�VFUHDPV��:DGH�JRW�RII� WKH�FRW�DQG�ZDONHG�
RYHU��ORRNLQJ�FXULRXVO\�DW�WKH�GHYLFH�

³'LG�\RX�EUHDN�LW"´�KH�DVNHG��UHDFKLQJ�RXW�WR�WRXFK�RQH�RI�WKH�EHDNHUV�
Llewwllynn slapped Wade’s hand away.

³1R��,�GLGQ¶W�EUHDN�LW��'RQ¶W�WRXFK�DQ\WKLQJ��$JHQW�6HYHQ��RU�\RX¶OO�EH�WKH�RQH�
JHWWLQJ�EURNHQ�DURXQG�KHUH��1RZ�IROORZ�PH�� ,�KDYH� VRPH� LQIRUPDWLRQ� IRU�\RX�
from some deep sources.” 

7KH�KDOI�HOI�OHG�:DGH�WKURXJK�D�EULJKWO\�OLW�FRUULGRU�LQWR�D�YDVW�ODERUDWRU\�DQG�
FUDIWLQJ�URRP��6HYHUDO�JQRPHV�PRYHG�DERXW�WKH�URRP��ZRUNLQJ�RQ�D�YDULHW\�RI�
VWUDQJH�ORRNLQJ� GHYLFHV�� 6RPH� DSSHDUHG� TXLWH� GDQJHURXV�� VSRUWLQJ�PHFKDQLFDO�
VZRUG�DUPV�DQG�IRQWV�GHVLJQHG�WR�VSHZ�ÀDPH��:DGH�DQG�/OHZZOO\QQ�SDVVHG�D�SDLU�
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of gnomes working on what appeared to be an ordinary helmet, but it suddenly 

sprouted spikes pointing inward and obliterated the head of the straw dummy they 

KDG�SODFHG�LW�RYHU��:DGH�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�KH�GLG�QRW�KHDU�ZKDW�/OHZZOO\QQ�KDG�MXVW�
said.

³&DUH�WR�OLVWHQ��RU�DP�,�NHHSLQJ�\RX�IURP�VRPHWKLQJ"´�WKH�KDOI�HOI�DVNHG�ZLWK�
annoyance, noting Wade’s distraction. They had come to a stop in front of an oak 

table set before an archery range. Two straw dummies with red circles painted 

RYHU�WKHLU�IDFHV�DQG�EHOOLHV�VWRRG�GH¿DQWO\�DW�WKH�IDU�HQG�RI�WKH�UDQJH��$WRS�WKH�
WDEOH�UHVWHG�IRXU�ÀLQWORFN�SLVWROV��2QH�KDG�D�JROGHQ�F\OLQGHU�DQG�D�VHW�RI�PLUURUV�
FRYHUHG�LQ�DUFDQH�V\PEROV�DWWDFKHG�XQGHU�WKH�EDUUHO��

³<RX¶UH�GRLQJ�¿QH��ROG�FKDS��,¶P�DQ�DSW�SXSLO�EDFN�KHUH�´
³$OZD\V�ZLWK�WKH�VDUFDVP��,W�UHDOO\�GRHVQ¶W�EH¿W�DQ�DJHQW�RI�WKH�(PSLUH��1RZ�

SD\�DWWHQWLRQ�´�/OHZZOO\QQ�SLFNHG�XS�WKH�¿UVW�SLVWRO�DQG�SRLQWHG�LW�GRZQ�UDQJH��
³7KLV� LV� \RXU� VWDQGDUG�ÀLQWORFN��7LDQ�PDGH��ZLWK� FROG�LURQ�DPPXQLWLRQ�� DQG�D�
WZR�VHFRQG�GHOD\�´�7KH�KDOI�HOI�SXOOHG�EDFN�WKH�KDPPHU�DQG�¿UHG�WKH�ZHDSRQ��,W�
VSDUNHG�WKH�JXQSRZGHU�DQG��D�EULHI�PRPHQW�ODWHU��¿UHG�WKH�LURQ�EDOO�DQG�KLW�WKH�
GXPP\�LQ�WKH�KHDG���/OHZZOO\QQ�QHYHU�PLVVHG�GXULQJ�RQH�RI�KLV�GHPRQVWUDWLRQV�

³,�NQRZ�DERXW�SLVWROV�´�:DGH�VDLG��³EXW�,�GR�HQMR\�KDYLQJ�D�PDJLF�ZDQG�WKDW�
KLWV�D�WDUJHW�,�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WR�DLP�DW��,�GLGQ¶W�KDYH�D�KXQGUHG�\HDUV�WR�SUDFWLFH�OLNH�
you did. And besides, those things corrode after you use them enough. The energy 

in my wand recharges.”

³<RX¶UH�FRQIXVLQJ�PH�ZLWK�DQ�HOI�DJDLQ��$JHQW�6HYHQ�´
³1R��,¶P�VD\LQJ�\RX¶UH�RYHU�D�KXQGUHG�\HDUV�ROG�´�:DGH�VDLG�ZLWK�D�VPLUN���
“Your wand may recharge, but you will be coming across more powerful 

enemies, and down in Geb a couple of bursts from that stick aren’t going to drop 

anything. You’re going to need four, six, eight—and they won’t make a bit of 

GLIIHUHQFH��<RXU�SUHFLRXV�UHVRXUFHV�ZLOO�EH�XVHG�XS�LQ�QR�WLPH��6R��6LU�5HOO�KDV�
decided that you need to upgrade your personal armory.”

“With a pistol?”

³3D\� DWWHQWLRQ�´� /OHZZOO\QQ� SLFNHG� XS� WKH� IRXUWK� SLVWRO�� WKH� RQH� ZLWK� WKH�
JROG� F\OLQGHU� DQG� WKH� VWUDQJH�PLUURUV�� ³7KLV� FRQWUDSWLRQ� LV� D� UHYROYHU�� ,W� ¿UHV�
DPPXQLWLRQ� GLIIHUHQWO\�� DQG�ZLWKRXW� WKH� QHHG� IRU� EODFN� SRZGHU�� LW¶V� FRQWDLQHG�
LQVLGH�HDFK�LQGLYLGXDO�EXOOHW�´�7KH�ROG�KDOI�HOI�SURXGO\�DLPHG�WKH�ZHDSRQ�GRZQ�
UDQJH��/LJKW�UHÀHFWHG�IURP�WKH�PLUURUV�XQGHU�WKH�JXQ��FUHDWLQJ�D�WDUJHWLQJ�SRLQW�
on the dummy’s torso.

³,¶YH�VHHQ�WKRVH�WRR��IURP�$ONHQVWDU�´�:DGH�VDLG��XQLPSUHVVHG�
³%XW� WKLV�RQH¶V�EHHQ�DOFKHPLFDOO\�PRGL¿HG�´�/OHZZOO\QQ�¿UHG�WKH�UHYROYHU��

DQG�QR�VRXQG�HVFDSHG�WKH�JXQ�DW�DOO��7KH�KDOI�HOI�SXOOHG�WKH�WULJJHU�DJDLQ�DQG�DJDLQ��
KLWWLQJ� WKH� GXPP\� DQ� DGGLWLRQDO� ¿YH� WLPHV�� 7KH� ZHDSRQ� UHPDLQHG� DEVROXWHO\�
VLOHQW��:KHQ�/OHZZOO\QQ�¿QLVKHG��YHU\�OLWWOH�UHPDLQHG�RI�WKH�VWUDZ�¿JXUH�

“By Gorum’s hand,” Wade whispered in awe, “that LV interesting.”

“Silencing oil. Apply it to your ammunition and it will radiate perfect silence 

ULJKW�WR�\RXU�WDUJHW��7KH\�DUH�VWDQGDUG�LVVXH�QRZ��$JHQW�6HYHQ�´
³+RZ�ORQJ�GRHV�WKH�HIIHFW�RI�WKH�RLO�ODVW"´
“An hour, so use it only when you need it.”  Llewwllynn palmed the empty 

UHYROYHU��WKHQ�SLFNHG�XS�D�VPDOO�LWHP�IURP�WKH�WDEOH��³$QG��ODVW�EXW�QRW�OHDVW��ZH�
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KDYH�WKLV�OLWWOH�VSLGHU�´�+H�KHOG�RXW�D�WLQ\�FU\VWDO�DUDFKQLG�¿JXULQH��:DGH�WRRN�LW�
and studied it closely.  

“This little fellow rides on the end of your barrel there,” Llewwllynn continued.   

“After each shot, it scampers inside the barrel and cleans it of any residue, thus 

SUHYHQWLQJ�LW�IURP�H[SORGLQJ�LQ�\RXU�KDQG�´
³([WUDRUGLQDU\�´�:DGH�VDLG��WRXFKLQJ�WKH�¿JXULQH�WR�WKH�JXQ��,W�VSUDQJ�WR�OLIH�

DQG�FODPEHUHG�RQWR�LW�� IUHH]LQJ�OLNH�D�VWDWXH�DW� WKH�EDUUHO¶V�HQG��³:KDW� LI�,�¿UH�
while it’s inside?”

Llewwllynn smirked. “It doesn’t go to work unless the barrel is cool and there 

LV�QR�YLEUDWLRQ�´
:DGH�WRRN�WKH�HPSW\�ZHDSRQ�IURP�WKH�KDOI�HOI��DORQJ�ZLWK�D�ERRW�VL]HG�ZRRGHQ�

ER[�¿OOHG�ZLWK�DPPXQLWLRQ��+H�WKHQ�DLPHG�LW�DW�D�SUDFWLFH�GXPP\�DV�/OHZZOO\QQ�
continued.

³1RZ��DV�WR�WKH�LQWHOOLJHQFH�,�PHQWLRQHG��ZH¶YH�EHHQ�DEOH�WR�FRPSLOH�D�GRVVLHU�
IRU�\RX�UHJDUGLQJ�=DQGRU�(YLFHUFXV��7KH�PDQ�LV�LQGHHG�*HEELWH�UR\DOW\�DQG�KH¶V�
KXPDQ��+LV�SDUHQWV�ZHUH�OR\DOLVWV�DQG�JRYHUQHG�IDLUO\��EXW�WKH\�WXUQHG�GRZQ�WKH�
RIIHU�RI�XQGHDWK��&DQ¶W�VD\�,�EODPH�WKHP��,�SHUVRQDOO\�FDQ¶W�ZDLW�µWLO�,�VHH�P\�JRGV��
,¶YH�OLYHG�ZHOO�´

³<RX¶OO�OLYH�DQRWKHU�KXQGUHG�\HDUV��\RX�ROG�IRRO�´�:DGH�VDLG�ZLWK�D�FKXFNOH�
³*UDYHODG\��,�KRSH�QRW�´�7KH�KDOI�HOI�VPLOHG��UROOLQJ�KLV�H\HV��³$Q\ZD\��LI�,�PD\�

SURFHHG���LW�VHHPV�WKDW�XSRQ�WKH�QDWXUDO�GHDWK�RI�KLV�SDUHQWV��(YLFHUFXV�LQKHULWHG�
ERWK�WKH�WLWOH�DQG�HVWDWH��EXW�VWHSSHG�DZD\�IURP�SROLWLFV��+H�EHFDPH�D�KXQWHU��DQG�
at one time had the largest collection of exotic animals stuffed and displayed in 

PXVHXPV�WKURXJKRXW�1RUWKHDVWHUQ�*DUXQG��$QG�QRW� MXVW�QDWXUDO�DQLPDOV�HLWKHU��
$JHQW�6HYHQ�� EXW� FUHDWXUHV� OLNH�JULIIRQV��PDQWLFRUHV²HYHQ� D� GUDJRQ��7KHQ�KH�
abruptly sold the collection to some wealthy Tian lord and retreated completely 

from public life. It appears he began hunting a different prey, as you well know.”  

“So it seems.” 

³1RZ� WR� WKH� EXVLQHVV� RI� WKDW� WRQJXH� \RX� GHVFULEHG�� 6RXQGV� OLNH� D�PRKUJ¶V�
WRQJXH��0RKUJV� DUH� KRUULEOH�PRQVWHUV�� XQUHSHQWDQW� DQG� YLFLRXV� NLOOHUV� EURXJKW�
EDFN�IURP�WKH�GHDG�WR�FRQWLQXH�WKHLU�IRXO��PXUGHURXV�ZRUN��7KH\�HQMR\�SDUDO\]LQJ�
WKHLU�YLFWLPV�XVLQJ�WKHLU�SRLVRQRXV�WRQJXH��ZKLFK�DUH�DFWXDOO\�H[WHQVLRQV�RI�WKHLU�
bloated entrails.”

Wade shuddered.

�³,¶P�JXHVVLQJ�(YLFHUFXV�KDV�KDG�D�JUDIW�RI�VRPH�NLQG�´�WKH�KDOI�HOI�FRQWLQXHG��
“It isn’t unheard of for human Gebbites to apply the limbs of the undead to their 

ERGLHV��,W¶V�H[SHQVLYH�DQG�GDQJHURXV��EXW�LW¶V�MXVW�WKH�VRUW�RI�WKLQJ�D�QREOH�WKHUH�
might do.”

Llewwllynn grabbed an additional box of ammunition from the table and 

KDQGHG�LW�WR�:DGH��DORQJ�ZLWK�D�PDUNHG�ÀDVN�RI�FOHDU�OLTXLG�
³+RO\�ZDWHU"´�:DGH�DVNHG��³,�WKRXJKW�\RX�VDLG�KH�ZDV�KXPDQ"´
³-XVW�EHFDXVH�KH�LV�GRHVQ¶W�PHDQ�\RX�ZRQ¶W�QHHG�WKLV�LI�\RX�UXQ�LQWR�VRPH�VRUW�

of undead. You are going to Geb after all.”

“True.”

Wade stared at the destroyed dummy at the end of the range for a moment, his 

PLQG�VWXFN�RQ�VRPHWKLQJ�HOVH�WKH�ROG�KDOI�HOI�KDG�VDLG�
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“You mentioned that he had the largest collection of taxidermy animals in 

1RUWKHDVWHUQ�*DUXQG��ULJKW"´�:DGH�DVNHG�
“At one time,” Llewwllynn said, not following.

³(YLFHUFXV�WROG�PH�WKDW�6OLHQW�DQG�0LFKDHOV�ZHUH�KLV���WKDW�KH¶G�DGG�RXU�ZKROH�
organization to his collection. You told me that derro toxin he used on me could 

SRWHQWLDOO\� EH�PRUH� SRWHQW�� �'R� \RX� WKLQN� LW� FRXOG� EH�PDGH� VWURQJ� HQRXJK� WR�
permanently paralyze someone?”

7KH�KDOI�HOI�WKRXJKW�LW�RYHU�
“Of course, anything’s possible with magic,” Llewwllynn said. “There are 

lesser spells that, when used in combination with a stronger alchemical paste, 

could undoubtedly accomplish that.”

³'URS�HYHU\WKLQJ�HOVH�DQG�JHW�ZRUNLQJ�RQ�WKDW�DQWLGRWH�´�:DGH�VDLG��QRGGLQJ��
WKHQ�WXUQLQJ�RQ�KLV�KHHO�DQG�KHDGLQJ�WRZDUG�WKH�H[LW��³,�WKLQN�$JHQW�)RXU�LV�VWLOO�
DOLYH��DQG�,¶P�JRLQJ�EDFN�WR�JHW�KHU�´

o~O~o

*HE�FDQ�EH�DQ�XQQHUYLQJ�NLQJGRP�WR�WKRVH�ZKR�KDYH�QHYHU�YHQWXUHG�WKHUH��LW�
LV�D�GHVHUW�UHDOP�ZKHUH�WKH�XQGHDG�ZDON�WKH�VWUHHWV�DQG�KDYH�WKH�VDPH�ULJKWV�DV�
WKH�OLYLQJ��3XUYLV�:DGH�GLG�QRW�OLNH�WKH�ODQG�RI�WKH�GHDG��EXW�KH�GLG�QRW�IHDU�LW��7KH�
GHQL]HQV�RI�WKDW�SODFH�WRRN�H[WUD�HIIRUW�WR�DFFRPPRGDWH�WKH�OLYLQJ��WR�SURYH�WKDW�
HYHQ�WKH�GHDG�FDQ�EH�FLYLOL]HG��:DGH�GLGQ¶W�EX\�LQWR�WKH�IDoDGH��EXW�KH¶G�QHYHU�
H[SHULHQFHG�LOO�ZLOO�GXULQJ�DQ\�RI�KLV�YLVLWV��+H�WUDYHOHG�WR�WKH�FRXQWU\�E\�FDPHO��
KDYLQJ�¿UVW�ÀRZQ�IURP�2SSDUD�WR�1H[�LQ�WKH�FRORVVDO�LPSHULDO�DLUVKLS��WKH�*ROGHQ�
'DZQ��7KH�YHVVHO�ZRXOG�UHPDLQ�GRFNHG�LQ�WKH�FLW\�RI�4XDQWLXP�IRU�WKUHH�GD\V��
Wade understood he had until then to return or face a long trip home on his own.

$UULYLQJ� DW� WKH� RDVLV� RXWVLGH�*UD\GLUJH�� KH� DSSURDFKHG� FDXWLRXVO\�� DOHUW� IRU�
GDQJHU��+H�VFDQQHG�WKH�GHVHUW�VDQGV�IRU�VLJQV�WKDW�WKH�PDQ�ZLWK�WKH�JROGHQ�WRQJXH�
KDG�EHJXQ�KLV�WHUULEOH�JDPH��$�ZLGH��FOHDU�ODNH�VXUURXQGHG�E\�WDOO�FRFRQXW�¿OOHG�
trees marked the beginning of the oasis. Lush green lands offered respite from the 

VDQG�GXQHV�RI�WKH�VXUURXQGLQJ�ZDVWHV��DQG�:DGH�VDZ�D�KDOI�GR]HQ�LEH[�JUD]LQJ�
LQ�WKH�WDOOHU�JUDVVHV��$�RQH�VWRU\�PDQRU�RFFXSLHG�D�VPDOO�KLOO�LQ�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�
RDVLV�� VXUURXQGHG�E\�D�ZDLVW�KLJK��ZKLWH�SLFNHW� IHQFH��$�SDWK��ÀDQNHG�RQ�ERWK�
VLGHV�E\�ORQJ�EODQNHWV�RI�ZLOGÀRZHUV��OHG�XS�WR�WKH�KRPH��0RYLQJ�FORVHU�VWLOO��KH�
VSRWWHG�WKH�DOELQR�JQRPH�VWDQGLQJ�SDWLHQWO\�RQ�WKH�HOHJDQW�IURQW�SRUFK��+H�VWRRG�
perfectly still, dressed quite dapperly in a black nobleman’s suit and holding a 

VLOYHU�WUD\�EHIRUH�KLP��:DGH�FOLPEHG�RII�KLV�FDPHO�DQG�DSSURDFKHG�XS�WKH�SDWK��
XQ�KROVWHULQJ�WKH�QHZ�UHYROYHU�DQG�FDUU\LQJ�LW�RSHQO\�IRU�WKH�JQRPH�WR�VHH�

5HDFKLQJ� WKH� YHUDQGD��:DGH� VDZ� WKDW� WKH� DOELQR¶V� VLOYHU� SODWWHU� KHOG� D� ¿VW�
VL]HG�JROGHQ�NH\��:DGH� WRRN� LW� DQG� WKH�GHPL�KXPDQ�GURSSHG� WKH�SODWWHU� WR�KLV�
side, holding it under his arm, and pointed towards the front of the manor. Two 

ODUJH�EURQ]H�GRRUV�JUHHWHG�:DGH��FRYHUHG�ZLWK�FDUYLQJV�RI�ORQJ�WRQJXHG��XQGHDG�
QREOHV�EHLQJ�VXSSOLFDWHG�E\�WKURQJV�RI�OLYLQJ�DFRO\WHV��7KH�PRXWK�RI�D�FDUYHG�VNXOO�
VHUYHG�DV�WKH�NH\KROH��+H�SODFHG�WKH�NH\�LQWR�WKH�PRXWK�DQG�WXUQHG�LW��KHDULQJ�D�
satisfying click as it unlocked.  Wade turned back to face the gnome, but the little 

PDQ�KDG�YDQLVKHG��OHDYLQJ�EHKLQG�WKH�VLOYHU�SODWWHU���:DGH�SLFNHG�LW�XS�DQG��DIWHU�
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a moment of thought, doused it with holy water and slid it under his shirt.

Pushing open the ornate bronze entrance, Wade found himself in the lobby of 

DQ�LPSUHVVLYH�VWUXFWXUH��,Q�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�URRP�D�ZLGH�VWDLUFDVH�ZRXQG�GRZQ�
WRZDUGV� WRZDUG� D� YDVW� ORXQJLQJ� DUHD��/DUJH�ZLQGRZV� VHW� LQ� WKH� URRI� OHW� LQ� WKH�
QDWXUDO�GD\OLJKW��+H�DSSURDFKHG� WKH� VWDLUV� VORZO\��KLV�¿UHDUP�KHOG�EHIRUH�KLP��
The lake from outside the manor fed in from an underground tunnel, creating a 

pool in the lower lobby. A skeletal statue stood in the center of the pool, its ribcage 

¿OOHG�ZLWK�WKH�FDUYLQJ�RI�D�ORQJ��XQGXODWLQJ��ZRUP�OLNH�FUHDWXUH�WKDW�WZLVWHG�XS�
WKURXJK�WKH�MDZ�RI�WKH�VNHOHWRQ�DQG�RXW�RI�LWV�PRXWK�OLNH�D�JURWHVTXH�WRQJXH��7LOHV�
ZLWK�D�FRORUIXO��UHSHDWLQJ�PRVDLF�SDWWHUQ�FRYHUHG�WKH�ÀRRUV�DORQJ�ZLWK�GR]HQV�RI�
PDQ�VL]HG�SRWWHG�IHUQV��/RQJ�UHFOLQLQJ�FKDLUV�VDW�FORVH�WR�WKH�SRRO��D�WDEOH�ZLWK�
a pitcher of clear liquid nestled between them. Wade could see the table top held 

another golden key, and three sets of bronze doors lined the walls to the left, right 

and far opposite side of the lower lobby.

:DGH�UHDFKHG�WKH�ERWWRP�ÀRRU�DQG�KHDGHG�VWUDLJKW�IRU�WKH�WDEOH�DQG�WKH�VHFRQG�
NH\��+H�SXOOHG�LW�IURP�WKH�VXUIDFH�RQO\�WR�GLVFRYHU�WKDW�D�WKLQ�FRUG�NHSW�LW�WHWKHUHG�
WR�WKH�WRS��$�ORXG�ZKLVWOH�¿OOHG�WKH�DLU�DV�WKH�ZLUH�WULSSHG�DQ�DODUP��7ZR�VNHOHWRQV�
URVH�IURP�KLGLQJ�SODFHV�LQ�WKH�ZDWHU�DQG�PRYHG�IRUZDUG��UXVW\�IDOFKLRQV�LQ�WKHLU�
bony hands. 

,�VHH�ZH¶UH�SOD\LQJ�LW�WKLV�ZD\, Wade thought with disdain. :LWK�WUDSV.  
:DGH� DLPHG� KLV� ZHDSRQ�� DQG� WKH� PLUURUV� VKRQH� SULVPDWLFDOO\�� SURMHFWLQJ�

D� WDUJHWLQJ� VSRW��+H� ¿UHG� DW� RQH� RI� WKH� VNHOHWRQV�� FRQQHFWLQJ�� DQG� WKH� XQGHDG�
guardian fell back into the pool with a splash. The other skeleton rushed forward 

DQG�VZXQJ�LWV�UXVW\�EODGH��PLVVLQJ�KLP�E\�D�KDLU��:DGH�¿UHG�DW�KLV�VHFRQG�DVVDLODQW�
and its hollow skull exploded in a fountain of bone shrapnel as the rest of its body 

IHOO�EDFNZDUGV�LQWR�WKH�SRRO��+H�VWDUHG�GRZQ�DGPLULQJO\�WRZDUG�WKH�ZHDSRQ���7KH�
UHYROYHU¶V�RLOHG�EXOOHWV�NHSW�KLV�VKRWV�VLOHQW��2QFH�DJDLQ��/OHZZOO\QQ¶V�JDGJHWV�
KDG�SURYHQ�KDQG\�

³1RZ� ,� NQRZ� ZKDW� \RX¶YH� EURXJKW� DV� \RXU� ¿UVW� ZHDSRQ�´� D� YHOYHW� YRLFH�
SURMHFWHG�IURP�WKH�SRRO�VWDWXH��:DGH�ZKLUOHG�DQG�DLPHG�WKH�JXQ�DW�LW�UHÀH[LYHO\��
³%HIRUH�\RX�DUH�WKUHH�GRRUV�´�(YLFHUFXV¶V�GLVHPERGLHG�YRLFH�FRQWLQXHG��³0DNH�
your choice, for now our game begins.”

Wade took a dagger from his belt and cut the cord tethering the golden key then 

ZDONHG�WRZDUGV�WKH�IDU�ZDOO��$QRWKHU�VNXOO�IDFHG�ORFN�JUHHWHG�KLP��+H�VFDQQHG�
the threshold for hidden wires and then gingerly inspected the lock with the thin 

PHWDO�WLFNHW�KH¶G�UHWDLQHG�IURP�WKH�1RFWXUQDO�7KHDWHU�LQ�1LGDO��6DWLV¿HG�WKDW�QR�
hidden dangers lurked, Wade inserted the gold key and opened the door.

,QVLGH��D�VPDOO�SDVVDJH�SDVVHG�EHWZHHQ�WZR�DOFRYHV�DQG�OHG�WR�D�VTXDUH�FKDPEHU��
A lifelike statue stood within each recess. One wore only a loincloth and held a 

KXJH�WZR�KDQGHG�VZRUG�RYHU�LWV�KHDG��WKH�RWKHU�KDG�GDUN�EODFN�FORWK�FRYHULQJ�LWV�
entire body with only its eyes exposed. It carried a Tian katana and held some sort 

RI�URXQG�GHYLFH�LQ�LWV�IUHH�KDQG��,Q�WKH�VTXDUH�URRP�EH\RQG�VWRRG�D�GR]HQ�PRUH�
VWDWXHV��DOO�RXW¿WWHG� LQ�YDULRXV� UHJLRQDO�DUPRUV��$�FDUYLQJ�RI� WKH�SRRO� VNHOHWRQ�
GRPLQDWHG�WKH�FHQWUDO�IDU�ZDOO��LWV�KRUUL¿F�WRQJXH�H[WHQGLQJ�RXW�WR�WKH�URRP��1HDU�
LW��WKH�VWDWXH�RI�D�PDQ�LQ�IXOO�5HG�0DQWLV�DUPRU�VWUXFN�DQ�LQWLPLGDWLQJ�SRVH�ZLWK�
his twin serrated sabres. A black fur cloak hung from his body, bristling with what 
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ORRNHG�OLNH�TXLOOV��2SSRVLWH�WKH�0DQWLV�VWDWXH�VWRRG�D�ZRPDQ�LQ�EOXH�DQG�JUHHQ�
OHDWKHU�DUPRU�KROGLQJ�D�JROG�SRPPHOHG�IDOFDWD��+HU�OLJKW�EURZQ�KDLU�ÀRZHG�LQ�
ZDYHV�GRZQ�KHU�EDFN�ZKLOH�VWUD\�ORFNV�GDQFHG�LQ�WKH�DLU�DURXQG�KHU�IDFH�

³0DJHQWD�´�:DGH�ZKLVSHUHG���
+H�ORRNHG�DJDLQ�DW�WKH�VWDWXHV�DQG�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�WKH\�ZHUH�DOO�SDUDO\]HG�YLFWLPV���

+H�UXVKHG�RYHU�WR�ZKHUH�0DJHQWD�VWRRG�DQG�WRXFKHG�KHU�IDFH��¿QGLQJ�LW�ZDUP��
“I’ll get you out of this,” Wade said, throwing his arms around her waist and 

trying to lift her.

³1R�DEVFRQGLQJ�ZLWK�P\� WURSKLHV�´�(YLFHUFXV¶V�YHOYHW�YRLFH�FDPH�IURP�WKH�
FDUYLQJ�LQ�WKH�ZDOO��³1RW�XQOHVV�\RX�GHIHDW�PH�´

The bronze doors at the end of the small passage slammed shut and stone holes 

in the ceiling burst open, showering Wade with sand. The force threw him to his 

EDFN�DQG�NQRFNHG�WKH�ZLQG�IURP�KLV�OXQJV��+H�UROOHG�RXW�RI�WKH�JULWW\�VKRZHU�DQG�
VWRRG��VKDNLQJ�WKH�GLUW�IURP�WKH�UHYROYHU��$ERYH�WKH�VNHOHWDO�ZDOO�FDUYLQJ��D�VPDOO�
SDQHO�KDG�VOLG�DVLGH��UHYHDOLQJ�WKH�SDOH�JQRPH�VLWWLQJ�EHKLQG�D�WKLFN�VKHHW�RI�JODVV��
happily clapping his hands. Wade shot at the glass, but the bullet ricocheted off 

DQG�VRDUHG�DURXQG�WKH�URRP��¿QDOO\�LPSDFWLQJ�LQWR�WKH�VDQG��ZKLFK�ZDV�UDSLGO\�
rising.

³%H�FDUHIXO�ZLWK�\RXU�ZHDSRQ��0LVWHU�:DGH�´�WKH�ZDOO�FDUYLQJ�WHDVHG��³<RX�
PLJKW�KLW�RQH�RI�P\�WURSKLHV��DQG�,�GR�VR�KDWH�SUHVHUYLQJ�WKHP�WKH�ROG�IDVKLRQHG�
way.”

:DGH�WXUQHG�WKH�JXQ�WRZDUG� WKH�FDUYLQJ�DQG�VKRW� WKUHH� WLPHV��HPSW\LQJ�WKH�
gold cylinder of its rounds. The stone skeleton shattered, the tongue falling and 

burying itself in the sand.  

7KH� WLQ\�JUDQXOHV�FRQWLQXHG�SRXULQJ� WKURXJK� WKH�KROHV� LQ� WKH�FHLOLQJ��¿OOLQJ�
WKH�URRP�NQHH�GHHS��:DGH�FRXOG�EDUHO\�PRYH�WKURXJK�WKH�KHDY\�VWXII��DQG�KLV�
ERRWV�WKUHDWHQHG�WR�SXOO�IUHH�ZLWK�HYHU\�VWHS��+H�VWDJJHUHG�GRZQ�WKH�KDOO�WR�WKH�
EURQ]H�GRRUV�DQG�VHDUFKHG�IRU�D�ORFN��EXW�IRXQG�QRQH�RQ�WKLV�VLGH��'HVSHUDWHO\��KH�
SUREHG�WKH�ZDOOV�IRU�DQ\�OHYHU�RU�SDQHO�KH�FRXOG�RSHUDWH��KRSLQJ�WR�¿QG�VRPH�ZD\�
WR�VWRS�WKH�VDQG�RU�UHRSHQ�WKH�GRRUV��+H�IRXQG�QRQH��+H�PDGH�KLV�ZD\�EDFN�LQWR�
the chamber and saw the gnome up behind the glass, laughing in silent hysteria.

7KH� VDQG� UHDFKHG�:DGH¶V� FKHVW�� VORZLQJ�KLV�PRYHPHQWV� WR�PHUH� LQFKHV�� ,Q�
OHVV� WKDQ�D�PLQXWH� LW�ZRXOG� UHDFK�SDVW�KLV�KHDG�� ,I� LW�GLG�� WKHQ�HYHU\RQH� LQ� WKH�
URRP�ZRXOG�VXIIRFDWH��LQFOXGLQJ�KLPVHOI�DQG�$JHQW�0LFKDHOV��:DGH�VKHDWKHG�WKH�
UHYROYHU�DQG�UHPRYHG�D�VPDOO�PHWDO�F\OLQGHU�IURP�KLV� MDFNHW��+H�XQFRUNHG�WKH�
WRS��UHOHDVLQJ�D�QR[LRXV�YDSRU�LQWR�WKH�FUDPSHG�URRP��+RSHIXOO\�/OHZZOO\QQ¶V�
DQWLGRWH�ZRXOG�ZRUN�� WKRXJK�:DGH�IHOW�DSSUHKHQVLYH�DW� WKH�WKRXJKW�RI�D�GR]HQ�
QHZO\�IUHHG� DVVDVVLQV� MRLQLQJ� WKH� JDPH��+H� UHPRYHG� KLV�ZDQG� DQG�ZKLVSHUHG�
a command word, feeling the magical stick grow clammy and oily in his hands 

and aimed it towards the gnome, who danced and gestured mockingly behind the 

JODVV��7ZR�JUHHQLVK�EODFN�EROWV�ÀHZ�IURP�WKH�WLS�DQG�VSODVKHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�JODVV��
in front of the gnome’s face. The albino stopped dancing as he saw the glass 

EHJLQ�WR�EXEEOH�ZKHUH�WKH�ZDQG¶V�DFLG�KDG�VWUXFN��+H�VFRZOHG�DQJULO\�DQG�KRSSHG�
EDFNZDUGV��GLVDSSHDULQJ�LQWR�WKH�URRP�DERYH�WKH�VNHOHWRQ�FDUYLQJ��7KH�DFLG�DWH�
away the foggy glass until it collapsed.

The pouring sand slowed and then ceased all together, burying Wade up to 
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KLV�QHFN��+H� VPLOHG��2I�FRXUVH, he realized, (YLFHUFXV�GRHVQ¶W�ZDQW� WR� NLOO� KLV�
“WURSKLHV.”  Luckily, the antidote hadn’t yet taken effect and the dozen paralyzed 

assassins remained motionless in the sand.

 Wade struggled to climb out of the grit, using the window’s ledge to gain some 

OHYHUDJH��+H�SXOOHG�KLPVHOI�LQWR�WKH�REVHUYDWLRQ�URRP�WKDW�WKH�JQRPH�KDG�EHHQ�
VLWWLQJ� LQ��$� WDEOH� RFFXSLHG� WKH� VPDOO� VSDFH� DORQJ�ZLWK� D� FRPIRUWDEOH� YLHZLQJ�
chair. A stone box with a wheel and axel sat nearby. Wade turned the wheel, 

causing a loud, clockwork noise to echo in the chamber. Slowly, the sand began 

WR�GUDLQ�WKURXJK�KLGGHQ�JUDWHV�LQ�WKH�ÀRRU��$�SDVVDJH�LQ�WKH�URRP�OHG�RXW��GHHSHU�
into the manor.

$UWL¿FLDO�FULPVRQ�OLJKW�LOOXPLQDWHG�WKH�GHHSHU�UHFHVVHV�RI�WKH�SDVVDJH��:DGH�
UHORDGHG�KLV�UHYROYHU�ZLWK�VL[�IUHVK�EXOOHWV�IURP�D�SRXFK�DW�KLV�ZDLVW�DQG�FRQWLQXHG�
IRUZDUG��$KHDG�KH�FRXOG�KHDU�D�IDLQW�VRQJ�SOD\LQJ�IURP�D�ZLQG�XS�PXVLF�ER[��+H�
pressed on, exiting the passage and coming into a diamond shaped chamber.  

7KH� URVH�FRORUHG� OLJKW� ¿OOHG� WKH� URRP�� DOORZLQJ� KLP� WR� VHH� ZLWK� VRPH�
GLI¿FXOW\���6WDWXHV��DOO�WZLQV�RI�WKH�VNHOHWDO�SRRO�VWDWXH��VWRRG�PHQDFLQJO\�DURXQG�
WKH�FKDPEHU��WKHLU�KRUUL¿F�WRQJXHV�H[WHQGHG�DQG�UHDG\�WR�VWULNH��:DGH�SUD\HG�WR�
'HVQD�WKH\�ZHUH�SXUHO\�GHFRUDWLYH�

$�VPDOO�FURVVERZ�EROW�ZKLVWOHG�WKURXJK�WKH�DLU�DQG�VDQN�LQWR�KLV�VKRXOGHU��+H�
felt intense heat as the liquid coating the bolt’s head seeped into him.  

³7KDW�ZHDSRQ� LV� UHPDUNDEOH�´�(YLFHUFXV¶V�VPRRWK�.HOLVK�DFFHQW�FDPH�IURP�
VRPHZKHUH�LQ�WKH�VKDGRZ\�URRP��³EXW�XQIRUWXQDWHO\��LW�ZRQ¶W�VDYH�\RX�´

Another whistle shot towards him. Wade turned his head, but the bolt bit into 

WKH�VLGH�RI�KLV�QHFN��OHDYLQJ�D�ORQJ�VFUDWFK��DQ�LQFK�FORVHU�DQG�LW�ZRXOG�KDYH�KLW�KLV�
MXJXODU���:DGH�VFDQQHG�WKH�UHG�OLW�URRP�IRU�PRYHPHQW²EXW�VDZ�QRQH�

7KHQ�WKH�OLJKW�VZLWFKHG�IURP�PXUN\�EORRG�UHG�WR�EULJKW�SODWLQXP��7KH�VXGGHQ�
ÀDVK�EOLQGHG�KLP��DQG�KH�LQVWLQFWLYHO\�GURSSHG�WR�KLV�NQHHV�IRU�SURWHFWLRQ��7KH�
OLJKW�EHJDQ�WR�SXOVDWH�DQG�VWUREH��JLYLQJ�HYHU\WKLQJ�D�GHOD\HG��VXUUHDO�ORRN��:DGH�
VWUXJJOHG�EDFN�WR�KLV�IHHW�DQG�VDZ�D�IRUP�FKDUJLQJ�KLP�WKURXJK�KLV�KD]\�YLVLRQ��
+H�SRLQWHG�KLV�ZHDSRQ�DQG�¿UHG��EXW�PLVVHG�KLV�WDUJHW��6HFRQGV�ODWHU��(YLFHUFXV�
VODPPHG�LQWR�KLP��NQRFNLQJ�KLP�GRZQ��:DGH�WULHG�WR�OLIW� WKH�UHYROYHU��EXW� WKH�
man brought his foot down on his wrist.

³(YHQ�\RXU�SRZHUIXO�ZHDSRQV�FDQQRW�ULYDO�D�IHZ�JQRPLVK�LOOXVLRQV�´�(YLFHUFXV�
VDLG��+H�UDPPHG�KLV�NQHH�LQWR�:DGH¶V�VWRPDFK�DQG�SLQQHG�KLP�WR�WKH�JURXQG��
Blood leaked from the bolt wounds, and the toxin coursing through his body 

VDSSHG�KLV�VWUHQJWK��(YLFHUFXV�ODXJKHG�DV�KH�VDZ�WKH�OLIH�GUDLQLQJ�IURP�:DGH¶V�
form.

³7KLV�ZDV�VXFK�D�GLVDSSRLQWPHQW��0LVWHU�:DGH��,�KDG�VXFK�KLJK�H[SHFWDWLRQV��
JLYHQ�\RXU�QRWRULHW\��,�ZRQGHU�ZKR�WKH\�ZLOO�VHQG�IRU�PH�QH[W"�:KRHYHU�WKH\�DUH��
,�WUXO\�KRSH�WKH\�DUH�PRUH�FDSDEOH��6WLOO��LW�ZDV�D�SOHDVXUH��,�VKDOO�HQMR\�\RX�LQ�P\�
trophy chamber.”  

6ORZO\�� WKH�JROGHQ�PRKUJ� WRQJXH�XQUDYHOHG� IURP�WKH�.HOLVKLWH¶V�PRXWK�DQG�
crept toward Wade. The mandibles snapped together hungrily, appearing to 

PRYH�LQ�VORZ�PRWLRQ�IURP�WKH�HIIHFW�RI�WKH�VWURELQJ�OLJKW��7KH�WRQJXH�FRLOHG�DQG�
slithered like a snake and then slammed into Wade’s chest, its pincers eager for his 

ÀHVK��(YLFHUFXV¶V�H\HV�VKRQH�ZLWK�SXUH�KDWH�DQG�WULXPSK��
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7KHQ�FRQIXVLRQ�UHSODFHG�WKHLU�SUHYLRXV�JOHDP���
7KH�WRQJXH�GXJ�LQHIIHFWLYHO\�LQWR�:DGH¶V�FKHVW��WKH�PDQGLEOHV�ZHGJHG�LQ�WLJKW��

XQDEOH�WR�UHWUDFW�IURP�LW��(YLFHUFXV�SXOOHG�EDFN��VWUXJJOLQJ�WR�IUHH�KLV�ORQJ��JLOGHG�
appendage, and momentarily losing his hold on Wade’s wrist. The Lion Blade 

EURXJKW�KLV�ZHDSRQ�XS�DQG�SUHVVHG�LW�DJDLQVW�WKH�VLGH�RI�(YLFHUFXV¶V�IDFH��7KH�PDQ�
ÀDLOHG�GHVSHUDWHO\�WR�IUHH�KLV�JROGHQ�WRQJXH�IURP�:DGH¶V�FKHVW��:DGH�SXOOHG�WKH�
UHYROYHU¶V�WULJJHU�DQG�WKH�KDPPHU�IHOO��VLOHQWO\�VHQGLQJ�D�EXOOHW�LQWR�(YLFHUFXV¶V�
skull, blowing a huge chunk out the other side of his head, and spattering blood, 

ERQH�� DQG�EUDLQ� DOO� RYHU� D�PRKUJ� VWDWXH��(YLFHUFXV� VOXPSHG� DJDLQVW�:DGH�� KLV�
JROGHQ�WRQJXH�GHÀDWLQJ�OLNH�D�ZLWKHULQJ�YLQH��ZKHH]LQJ�DQG�URWWLQJ�DZD\�WR�GXVW��
6WLOO�SRLVRQHG�DQG�ZHDN��:DGH�UROOHG�(YLFHUFXV¶V�FRUSVH�RII�RI�KLP�

The light in the room stabilized, turning bright white. Wade stood with 

WUHPHQGRXV�GLI¿FXOW\�DQG�UHPRYHG�WKH�VLOYHU�WUD\�IURP�EHQHDWK�KLV�VKLUW��$Q�XJO\�
GHQW� WHVWL¿HG�WR�ZKHUH�WKH�WRQJXH¶V�PDQGLEOHV�KDG�DWWDFKHG��+H�WRVVHG�WKH�WUD\�
DVLGH� DQG� WKHQ� IHOO� IRUZDUG� KDUG�� VPDVKLQJ� RQWR� WKH� JURXQG��+H� ODLG� WKHUH� IRU�
what felt like hours before regaining the strength to stand. Carefully, he made 

KLV�ZD\�EDFN�WRZDUGV�WKH�URRP�ZKHUH�WKH�DVVDVVLQV�KDG�EHHQ�WUDSSHG��0RVW�RI�
WKHP�UHPDLQHG�FUXPSOHG�RQ�WKH�WLOHG�ÀRRU��WRR�ZHDN�WR�VWDQG��$JHQW�0LFKDHOV�VDW�
against the far wall, unconscious and breathing slowly.  

Slient and a few of the others were gone.

o~O~o

The airship, the *ROGHQ�'DZQ��OHIW�1H[�RQ�VFKHGXOH�ZLWK�:DGH�DQG�0LFKDHOV�
aboard. Both were exhausted from their ordeal, and glad to be back in Taldan luxury, 

away from the harsh deserts of Geb. The *ROGHQ�'DZQ afforded the wealthiest 

WUDYHOHUV�SULYDWH� FDELQV�ZLWK� VWHDP�KHDWHG�EXEEOH�EDWKV��7KH�DJHQWV� UHOD[HG� LQ�
RQH�RI�WKH�¿QHVW�WXEV��HDWLQJ�IUHVK�IUXLWV�DQG�HQMR\LQJ�7DOGDQ�FKDPSDJQH��/LJKW�
¿OWHUHG�LQ�WKURXJK�ZLGH�JODVV�ZLQGRZSDQHV�DQG�EULJKWHQHG�WKH�URRP��FUHDWLQJ�D�
GD]]OLQJ�YLHZ�RI� WKH�ZRUOG�EHQHDWK��%HDUGHG�SRUFHODLQ�VWDWXHV� VWRRG�DERXW� WKH�
FDELQ�OLNH�ZDWFKIXO�VHQWULHV��HPERG\LQJ�7DOGDQ�ZHDOWK�DQG�H[WUDYDJDQFH�

$JHQW�0LFKDHOV� SRXUHG� WKH� ODVW� VZDOORZ� RI� FKDPSDJQH� LQWR� KHU� JODVV� DQG�
frowned, holding it up for Wade to see.

“Looks like we’ll need another bottle,” she said, “and some more fruit and 

cheese.”

“Good thing the galley’s fully stocked. I’ll be right back.” Wade rose, dripping 

IURP�WKH�HOHJDQW�EDWKWXE��DQG�SXW�RQ�D�ZKLWH�FRWWRQ� UREH��+H�ZDONHG�IURP�WKH�
cabin and went to the galley, whistling as he did. Pushing open the swinging 

doors, he found it strangely empty. An assortment of beef cuts laid prepared on 

D�ZRUNWDEOH�ZKLOH�WKUHH�ODUJH�SRWV�ERLOHG�QRLVLO\�RQ�D�PHWDO�VWRYH�DJDLQVW�WKH�OHIW�
wall.  

³+HOOR"´�:DGH�FDOOHG��ORRNLQJ�DURXQG�WKH�URRP��+LV�H\HV�ZHUH�GUDZQ�WR�WKH�
EXWFKHUHG�PHDW�DJDLQ��DQG�KH�QRWLFHG�QR�NQLYHV�RU�FOHDYHUV�OD\�DQ\ZKHUH�QHDUE\��
³+HOOR��DQ\RQH�LQ�KHUH"´�KH�FDOOHG�DJDLQ���

1R�RQH�DQVZHUHG���
Bothered, Wade opened all of the ice closets and searched the meat larder for 
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a member of the kitchen staff. Still, he found no one. In the distance beyond the 

kitchen, soft music began. 7KH\�PXVW�DOO�EH�RII�VHUYLQJ�GLQQHU, Wade surmised.  

6KUXJJLQJ��KH�UHDFKHG�LQWR�WKH�QHDUE\�ZLQH�UDFN�DQG�UHPRYHG�D�YLQWDJH��WZR�
FHQWXU\�ROG�FKDUGRQQD\��+H�UHVXPHG�ZKLVWOLQJ�DQG�GHSDUWHG�IRU�KLV�FDELQ�

“Last of the 4500 right here,” he said as he entered, “though I forgot to look 

for fruit and cheese.”

2Q�WKH�FDELQ�ÀRRU��$JHQW�0LFKDHOV�OD\�ZLWK�KHU�KDQGV�WLHG�EHKLQG�KHU�EDFN��D�
ZKLWH�JDJ�FODPSHG�DURXQG�KHU�PRXWK��7KH�DOELQR�JQRPH�VWRRG�DERYH�KHU��KROGLQJ�
D�EORRG\�PHDW�FOHDYHU�LQ�HDFK�KDQG��)ODPHV�GDQFHG�DURXQG�WKH�ÀRRU��WKUHDWHQLQJ�
to engulf the entire room. 

%HIRUH�:DGH�FRXOG�UHDFW��D�FOHDYHU�FDPH�ZKLUOLQJ�DW�KLP��+H�GRGJHG�DVLGH��
and it buried itself into the wooden doorframe. Wade lunged for the gnome, who 

WRVVHG�KLV�VHFRQG�FOHDYHU��KLWWLQJ�WKH�7DOGDQ�PDQ�LQ�WKH�FKHVW��7KH�EODGH�ELW�GHHS��
but not enough to stop him. Blood began to pour down the front of his white 

EDWKUREH��+H�ZUHQFKHG�WKH�FOHDYHU�IUHH�IURP�KLV�FKHVW��KLV�IDFH�FRQWRUWLQJ�IURP�
the pain.

Wade swung at the gnome, who ducked and tumbled forward, rolling to his 

IHHW� E\� WKH� GRRU��+H� SXOOHG� WKH� FOHDYHU� IURP� WKH� IUDPH��:DGH� FORVHG� WKH� JDS��
VZLQJLQJ�KLV�EXWFKHU¶V�EODGH��EXW�+HNWRU�SDUULHG�ZLWK�KLV�RZQ��:DGH�MDEEHG�KDUG�
ZLWK�KLV�RII�KDQG�DQG�WKH�JQRPH�ORZHUHG�KLV�KHDG��+H�KHDUG�D�FUXQFK�DQG�SRS�DV�
WZR�RI�KLV�NQXFNOHV�VKDWWHUHG��+H�ZLQFHG��
'DPQ�JQRPHV� ,�NHHS�IRUJHWWLQJ�KRZ�KDUG�WKHLU�KHDGV�DUH. 
+HNWRU� WRRN� DGYDQWDJH� RI� WKH� UHSULHYH� DQG� WXPEOHG� DFURVV� WKH� FDELQ� ZLWK�

DFUREDWLF� ÀDLU�� EXW� DV� KH� VRPHUVDXOWHG� WKURXJK� WKH� ÀDPHV��:DGH� QRWLFHG� WKDW�
WKH\�GLGQ¶W�UHDFW�WR�WKH�JQRPH¶V�VXGGHQ�PRYHPHQWV��+H�EUHDWKHG�ZLWK�UHOLHI��$Q�
LOOXVLRQ�

7KH�JQRPH�UROOHG�WR�KLV�IHHW�RQ�WKH�IDU�VLGH�RI�WKH�FDELQ��SRLQWLQJ�KLV�RII�KDQG�
DW�:DGH��$�EULOOLDQW�UD\�RI�OLJKW�VKRW�IURP�WKH�JQRPH¶V�IRUH¿QJHU��¿OOLQJ�:DGH¶V�
H\HV��7KH�7DOGDQ¶V�YLVLRQ�ZHQW� LQVWDQWO\�EOXUU\�� DQG�KH�FRXOG�RQO\�PDNH�RXW� D�
VLOKRXHWWH� WKURXJK� WKH� KD]H�� DV�+HNWRU� WXPEOHG� WRZDUG� KLP� VZLQJLQJ�ZLWK� WKH�
FOHDYHU��:DGH�VWHSSHG�EDFNZDUG��KLWWLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�ZLWK� WKH�EDFN�RI�KLV�ERRWV��
The albino attacked again and clipped Wade across the torso, his dual chest 

wounds now forming a bloody cross. 

7KHQ�VXGGHQO\��WKH�LOOXVRU\�ÀDPHV�YDQLVKHG�IURP�DURXQG�WKHP�
Wade chopped downward, missing the gnome and narrowly throwing out his 

VKRXOGHU��6WHSSLQJ�EDFN�DJDLQ��KH�UHDOL]HG�KLV�IHHW�KDG�KLW�$JHQW�0LFKDHOV��DQG�KH�
VWXPEOHG�RYHU�KHU�ERXQG�IRUP��IDOOLQJ�KDUG�RQ�KLV�WDLOERQH��+HNWRU�SRXQFHG�RQWR�
:DGH��DQ�LQVDQH�ORRN�RI�SOHDVXUH�DQG�MR\�FURVVLQJ�KLV�EOHDFKHG�IDFH��+H�WULHG�WR�
SLQ�:DGH��EXW�WKH�7DOGDQ�UHVSRQGHG�ZLWK�D�KHDG�EXWW�WR�KLV�IDFH��7KH�VDWLVI\LQJ�
VRXQG�RI�WKH�JQRPH¶V�QRVH�EUHDNLQJ�VHHPHG�WR�KHOS�FOHDU�:DGH¶V�YLVLRQ��$V�WKH�
OLWWOH�PDQ�UHHOHG��:DGH�VKRYHG�+HNWRU�RII�KLP�DQG�FOLPEHG�WR�KLV�IHHW���

+HNWRU� UROOHG� OLNH�D� ORJ� WRZDUGV�:DGH¶V�FORWKLQJ�SLOHG�E\� WKH�EDWK�� FRPLQJ�
XS�ZLWK� KLV� UHYROYHU��+H� DLPHG� LW� DW� WKH�/LRQ�%ODGH�� EXW�:DGH�KXUOHG�KLPVHOI�
forward, slamming the gnome against the glass window of the airship cabin. A 

ORXG�VQDS�VRXQGHG�DV�ORQJ�FUDFNV�VSLGHU�ZHEEHG�EHQHDWK�KLP��7KH�JQRPH�¿UHG�
WKH�ZHDSRQ��EXW�:DGH�PDQDJHG�WR�NQRFN�WKH�¿UHDUP�IURP�KLV�JUDVS�MXVW�DV�D�EXOOHW�
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sailed silently through the air, smashing into a porcelain statue. Wade swung the 

FOHDYHU�DJDLQ�DW�WKH�SLQQHG�JQRPH�EXW�PLVVHG��KLWWLQJ�WKH�ZLQGRZ�DQG�VKDWWHULQJ�LW�
FRPSOHWHO\��*ODVV�ÀHZ�RXW�DQG�ZLQG�EOHZ�WKURXJK�WKH�FDELQ��EXIIHWLQJ�:DGH�DQG�
the gnome through the opening. Wade held tightly onto the window frame forcing 

his whole body against it, while the gnome latched onto Wade’s left foot, dangling 

in the air. Slowly, the gnome began to crawl up Wade’s back in an effort to reenter 

WKH�FDELQ��+LV�IDFH�ZDV�D�PL[�RI�UDJH�DQG�PDQLF�JOHH��7KH�H[SUHVVLRQ�IHOO�DZD\�
from the gnome suddenly as he peered through the window.

$JHQW� 0LFKDHOV� KDG� HVFDSHG� KHU� ERQGV� DQG� KHOG� :DGH¶V� UHYROYHU� DLPHG�
VWUDLJKW�DKHDG��6KH�¿UHG�DQG�WKH�EXOOHW�ULSSHG�WKURXJK�+HNWRU¶V�WRUVR��7KH�JQRPH�
ORRNHG�GRZQ�DW�KLV�ZRXQG�LQ�GLVEHOLHI�MXVW�DV�DQ�HDU�VKDWWHULQJ�VHFRQG�ERRP�¿OOHG�
the cabin. The shot hit him in the center of his forehead, the force of the impact 

tearing his small body off of Wade’s. 

+H�YDQLVKHG�LQWR�WKH�FORXGV�EHORZ�
³$UH�\RX�DOO�ULJKW"´�:DGH�PDQDJHG�WR�VD\�WKURXJK�VKDOORZ�EUHDWKV��0LFKDHOV�

braced herself and hauled Wade back through the window frame.

“Am ,�DOO�ULJKW"´�0LFKDHOV�JDVSHG��³<RX¶UH�D�EORRG\�PHVV�DQG�\RX�DVN�PH�LI�
,¶P�DOO�ULJKW"�2K��3XUYLV���´�VKH�OHDQHG�LQ�DQG�NLVVHG�KLP�VRIWO\�RQ�KLV�OLSV��

The door to the cabin burst open and the ship’s captain entered, pistol drawn, 

IROORZHG�E\�WZR�EOXH�DQG�JUHHQ�XQLIRUPHG�7DOGDQ�VROGLHUV�DUPHG�ZLWK�IDOFDWDV��
³%\� WKH� JRGV�� &RPPDQGHU�:DGH��:H� KHDUG� WKH� FRPPRWLRQ��0HQ�� IHWFK� D�

KHDOHU�LPPHGLDWHO\��%\�$EDGDU¶V�JUDFH��\RX¶UH�EOHHGLQJ�HYHU\ZKHUH��VLU�´�
7KH�FDSWDLQ�SODFHG�D�WKLFN�ZKLWH�WRZHO�WR�:DGH¶V�FKHVW��9RLFHV�LQ�WKH�KDOO�JUHZ�

ORXGHU�DV�WKH�JXDUGV�UHWXUQHG�WR�WKH�URRP�ZLWK�D�GLPLQXWLYH�PDQ�ZHDULQJ�ZKLWH�
DQG�JROG�UREHV�ZLWK�D�KDQG�VL]HG�JROG�NH\�RQ�D�JROGHQ�FKDLQ�DURXQG�KLV�QHFN�

The healer approached and began to pray under his breath in old Taldane. A 

ZDUP�JORZ�EHJDQ�WR�FRDW�KLV�ERG\��+H�NQHHOHG��SODFLQJ�KLV�KDQG�XSRQ�:DGH¶V�
wounded chest, and the warmth passed from him to the Lion Blade. Slowly, the 

agent’s pain relented and the blood began to ebb as the slashes diminished and the 

captain wiped Wade’s chest clean.

³7KH�WKLQJV�,�GR�IRU�7DOGRU�´�WKH�KHDOHU�VDLG�ZLWK�DQQR\DQFH�LQ�KLV�YRLFH��+H�
DQG�WKH�VROGLHUV�OHIW�WKH�FDELQ�OHDYLQJ�WKH�FDSWDLQ��0LFKDHOV��DQG�:DGH�DORQH��

“I’ll get someone from the crew to repair the window posthaste, Commander,” 

the captain said, apologetically.

³7KDW�ZRQ¶W�EH�QHFHVVDU\�´�:DGH�UHSOLHG��³,�UDWKHU�HQMR\�WKH�IUHVK�DLU�´�+H�WRRN�
$JHQW�0LFKDHOV�LQ�KLV�DUPV�DQG�NLVVHG�KHU�SDVVLRQDWHO\��7KH�DLU�FDSWDLQ�QRGGHG��
VXGGHQO\�ÀXVWHUHG�DQG�WKHQ�KDVWLO\�H[FXVHG�KLPVHOI�DV�KLV�FKHHNV�UHGGHQHG��

7KH�WZR�/LRQ�%ODGHV�KHOG�HDFK�RWKHU�DQG�ORVW�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�WKHLU�NLVV�
³7KDW¶V�DQRWKHU�RQH�\RX�RZH�PH��3XUYLV�´�0LFKDHOV�VDLG��D�ZU\�VPLOH�RQ�KHU�

lips. “I think we’ll skip the fruit and cheese.”

The End

3XUYLV�:DGH�ZLOO�UHWXUQ�LQ�³6SKHUH�RI�$QQLKLODWLRQ´
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By Todd Stewart

“F25� $� <281*� 7DOGDQ� PHUFHQDU\�� WKH� PDUNHWV� RI� .DWDSHVK�
KROG� JUHDW� SURPLVH�� DGYHQWXUH�� JORU\�� JROG�� IRRG�� ZLQH�� DQG�
ZRPHQ��%DFN�DOOH\ZD\V�DOVR�KDYH�WKHLU�VKDUH�RI�GHOLJKWV�WRR��$�
ZKRUH¶V�WRXFK�OHDYHV�\RX�JUDWL¿HG�DQG�VSHQW��\HW�DOO�EXW�WKH�PRVW�
H[FOXVLYH�JUDQW�\RX�D�ZLWKHULQJ��OLQJHULQJ�FXUVH�DOO�WKHLU�RZQ�WR�

PDUN�\RXU�YLVLW�OLNH�D�EXUQLQJ�NHHSVDNH�WULQNHW��%XW�ZRPHQ��KLUHG�RU�QRW��FDQQRW�
grant you the pleasure that comes from pesh, nor do they extract such a price from 

WKH�ZHDN��3HVK�EXUQV�KRW�LQ�\RXU�YHLQV��KRWWHU�WKDQ�WKH�PLGGD\�VXQ��$QG�ZKHQ�LW�
burns, it takes some of you with it.”

5DYHQ�KDLUHG� DQG� YLROHW�H\HG�� &RULQ� 6DODYRQ¶V� FRQ¿GDQW� ORRNHG� XS� DW� WKH�
7DOGDQ�IURP�KHU�DSRWKHFDU\¶V�WDEOH��+HU�OLSV�SXUVHG�LQ�D�VPDOO��DSSUHFLDWLYH�VPLOH��
'HVSLWH�WKH�.DWDSHVKL�KHDW��,QXVDOLD�GUHVVHG�LQ�EODFN�VLON�DQG�YHOYHW��6KH�ZRUH�
none of the cosmopolitan city’s cosmetics, and her exotic features and accent had 

GH¿HG�KLV�DWWHPSWV�WR�SODFH�KHU�RULJLQV�
³'LG�LW�EHJLQ�ZLWK�SHVK"´�VKH�DVNHG��JULQGLQJ�FDUHIXOO\�PHDVXUHG�KHUEV�LQ�KHU�

PRUWDU��+HU�LQWHQVH�JD]H�QHYHU�OHIW�KLV�IDFH��GHVSLWH�WKH�GHOLFDWH�QDWXUH�RI�KHU�WDVN�
&RULQ� VWUXPPHG� KLV� ¿QJHUV� LPSDWLHQWO\� RQ� WKH� DUP� RI� KLV� FKDLU� EHIRUH� KH�

FRXOG�VWRS�KLPVHOI��'HVSLWH�KLV�QHHG��KH�GLGQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�DSSHDU�OLNH�VRPH�FRPPRQ�
DGGLFW��+H�PHUHO\�KDG�D�SUHGLOHFWLRQ�IRU�WKH�VXEVWDQFH��D�UH¿QHG�WDVWH�IRU�LWV�¿QHU�
aspects. She was an artist, and he appreciated her skills. She was hardly one of the 
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JUHHG\�SDFN�RI�FRPPRQ�GHDOHUV�ZKR�VXSSOLHG�GLUW\��KDOI�UH¿QHG��RIWHQ�FXW�ZLWK�
VRPHWKLQJ�HOVH�SHVK�

+HU�GXOFHW�YRLFH�EURXJKW�KLP�EDFN�IURP�KLV�VHOI�DEVRUEHG�WKRXJKWV��³3OHDVH��
do continue. It won’t be long before I’m ready, and once I am, you won’t be nearly 

so eloquent.”

+H�VDYRUHG�WKH�VZHHW�VPHOO�ULVLQJ�RQ�WKH�DLU��GLIIHUHQW�IURP�DQ\WKLQJ�VKH�KDG�
HQWLFHG� KLP�ZLWK� EHIRUH�� ³<HV�� ,W� ZDV� SHVK�� 5H¿QHG� SHVK�� QRW� WKH� UDZ��PLON\�
JDUEDJH�WKH�ORFDOV�XVH��,W�ZDV�QR�PRUH�WKDQ�D�WDVWH�WKDW�¿UVW�WLPH��EXW�,�UHPHPEHU�
HYHU\WKLQJ�IURP�WKRVH�IHZ�PLQXWHV��7KH�IDLQW�KLQW�RI�ODYHQGHU�LQ�WKH�YLDO��WKH�EXUQ�
LQ�P\�QRVH��DQG�WKH�PRPHQW�,�LQKDOHG��,�HYHQ�UHPHPEHU�WKH�QDPH�RI�WKH�PDQ�ZKR�
JDYH�LW�WR�PH��$PDUXV��LI�LW�PDWWHUV�´

6KH� VPLOHG�� JLYLQJ� HYHU\� HYLGHQFH� RI� LQWHQVH� SHUVRQDO� LQWHUHVW�� ³$OO� RI� LW�
PDWWHUV��%XW�OHW�PH�JXHVV��<RX�UHPHPEHU�QRWKLQJ�HOVH�DIWHU"´�%ULHÀ\��VKH�SDVVHG�
D�ÀDPH�RYHU�D�YLDO�WKDW�ZDV�VLPLODU�WR�WKH�RQH�HWFKHG�LQ�KLV�PHPRU\��6KH�KHOG�LW�LQ�
KHU�KDQG�OLNH�D�SULHVWHVV�RI�6DUHQUDH�FDOOLQJ�GRZQ�WKH�VXQ¶V�¿UH�

“I woke up the next morning knowing nothing, except that I wanted another 

taste. It was a moment of ecstasy more poignant than the touch of the most skilled 

concubine.”

“It made you happy.”

“It did. But it didn’t last.”

She nodded. “And here we are.”

&RULQ�VWDUHG�DW�WKH�HPSW\�YLDO��WKH�WLS�RI�KLV�WRQJXH�MXVW�ZHWWLQJ�KLV�OLSV��³,W¶V�D�
slow spiral. You need the pesh. You—need—it. In my case, I could afford it, and 

LW�ZDV�RQ�HYHU\�VWUHHW�FRUQHU��,�KDG�LW�ZKHQ�,�ZDQWHG�LW��%XW�\RX�DOZD\V�QHHG�PRUH��
So I took more, but it wasn’t the same religious experience. The light fades to a 

shadow of itself, and you need more and more...”

³���PRUH�UH¿QHG�DQG�H[RWLF�WKLQJV�´
+H�ORRNHG�DZD\��ORVW�LQ�PHPRU\�
³(YHQWXDOO\�FRVW�FHDVHV�WR�EH�WKH�OLPLWLQJ�IDFWRU��,W�LV�WKH�SRWHQF\�ZKLFK�IDLOV�

WR�VXI¿FH�´�
,W�ZDV�WUXH��+H�KDG�GHVSDLUHG��EXW�DV�GHVSHUDWLRQ�VHW�LQ��RQH�RI�KLV�FRPSDQLRQV�

RQ�WKLV�URDG�KDG�JLYHQ�KLP�D�QDPH��7KH�PDQ�PDGH�D�ZDUGLQJ�VLJQ�DIWHU�VD\LQJ�LW��
DQG�KXUULHG�DZD\�TXLFNO\��KLV�IDFH�DVKHQ�SDOH��&RULQ�QHYHU�VDZ�KLP�DJDLQ��

*ROG�PRWLYDWHV�PDQ\�PHQ��DGGLFWLRQ�PRWLYDWHV�RWKHUV��EXW�&RULQ¶V�VRXUFH�ZDV�
PRWLYDWHG�E\�QHLWKHU�RI� WKRVH��+H� WUDZOHG� WKH�SHVK�GHQV� IRU�SDUWLFXODU�DGGLFWV��
looking for those with coin and with QHHG�haunting their eyes and crawling along 

WKHLU�YHLQV�OLNH�SDUDVLWHV��$PRQJ�WKH�PDVVHV�WKH\�ZHUH�VR�YHU\�HDV\�WR�VHOHFW�E\�
that look, and further selected almost as an afterthought with a list of other traits 

WKDW�KLV�PLVWUHVV� ,QXVDOLD�KDG�SURYLGHG��+H�GLG� VR�QRW� IRU� WKH�PHDJHU�FRLQ� VKH�
JDYH�KLP��EXW�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�JHDV�VKH¶G�EXUQHG�LQWR�KLV�EUDLQ��+H�¿VKHG�IRU�KHU��
FDVWLQJ� D� IXULRXVO\� VHOHFWLYH� QHW�� DQG� LQ� WXUQ�ZDV� VSDUHG� WKH�PDJLFDO� SDLQ� WKDW�
ZRXOG�KDYH�GULYHQ�KLP�WR�VXLFLGH��KDG�LW�DOORZHG�KLP�WKDW�RSWLRQ��6KH�JDLQHG�KHU�
FOLHQWV�DQG�ODUJHO\�DYRLGHG�WKH�QRWLFH�RI�.DWDSHVK¶V�UXOHUV�WKDW�WKH�RWKHU�PDQQHUV�
RI�VROLFLWDWLRQ�LQYDULDEO\�JDLQHG�

2QFH�&RULQ�IRXQG�KHU²RQFH�KH¶G�EHHQ�VHOHFWHG²VKH�KDG�EHHQ�KLV�VDOYDWLRQ��
his enabler and his messiah. And like a faithful worshipper, he always returned.
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³,QXVDOLD��SOHDVH�KXUU\�´�+HU�QDPH�ZDV�KRQH\�RQ�KLV�OLSV�
³,W� ZLOO� EH�ZRUWK� LW� &RULQ�� ,� SURPLVH�´�+HU� VPLOH� EHFDPH� SUHGDWRU\� DV� VKH�

SURFHHGHG�DW�DQ�HYHQ�VORZHU�SDFH��PDNLQJ�KLP�¿GJHW�DQG�VTXLUP�� ,W�ZRXOG�EH�
HYHQ�EHWWHU�LI�VKH�ZDLWHG��SURORQJLQJ�KLV�\HDUQLQJ�DQWLFLSDWLRQ�

³,�MXVW�KDYH�RQH�TXHVWLRQ��LI�\RX�GRQ¶W�PLQG�´�7KH�WKLFN��VZHHW�IUDJUDQFH�JUHZ�
HYHQ� PRUH� SRWHQW� DPLG� WKH� KLVV� DQG� EXEEOH� RI� KHU� DOFKHPLFDO� DSSDUDWXV�� +LV�
¿QJHUV�WZLWFKHG�DJDLQ��DQG�KH�VKRYHG�KLV�KDQGV�LQ�KLV�SRFNHWV�WR�UHVWUDLQ�KLPVHOI�

“Ask. I might answer.”

³7KH�3DFWPDVWHUV��<RXU�VKRS¶V�QRW�OLFHQVHG��,¶YH�VHHQ�ZKDW�KDSSHQV�WR�WKRVH�
ZKR�ÀRXW�WKHLU�DXWKRULW\�´�+H�JULPDFHG�

+HU�UHVSRQVH�ZDV�GU\��XQFRQFHUQHG�DQG�DUURJDQW��³7KH\�KDYH�WR�¿QG�PH�¿UVW��
And if they do, they’re welcome to try.”

+H�EOLQNHG�DW�KHU�FDVXDO�GLVPLVVDO��(LWKHU�VKH¶G�EHHQ�VDPSOLQJ�KHU�RZQ�ZDUHV��
RU�VKH�KDG�SRZHU�DQG�SROLWLFDO�FRQQHFWLRQV�EH\RQG�KLV�LPDJLQLQJ��(YHU�VLQFH�KH¶G�
come to her, she’d been cool and unconcerned with such worries as she practiced 

KHU�FUDIW��XQOLNH�HYHU\�RWKHU�LOOLFLW�PHUFKDQW�VHHNLQJ�WR�SUR¿W�DW�WKH�DXWKRULWLHV¶�
H[SHQVH��$V�IRU�VDPSOLQJ�KHU�RZQ�ZDUHV��KH¶G�QHYHU�VHHQ�KHU�WDNH�VR�PXFK�DV�D�
taste.

$�VXEWOH�VPLUN�SOD\HG�DFURVV�KHU�IDFH�DV�VKH�UHDVVXUHG�KLP��³0\�VKRS�LV�PXFK�
WRR�VPDOO�IRU�WKH�3DFWPDVWHUV¶�QRWLFH��,�VHUYH�VHOHFW�FOLHQWV�RI�P\�RZQ�FKRRVLQJ��
those who can appreciate my wares, and QHHG�them enough to be discreet.”

6KH�ZDV�SUREDEO\� ULJKW��+H¶G�FHUWDLQO\�QHYHU�KHDUG�RI�KHU�EHIRUH� WKDW�RWKHU�
DGGLFW� KDG� WROG� KLP� KHU� QDPH�� 1R�� QRW� DGGLFW�� &RQQRLVVHXU�� &RULQ� PDGH� D�
GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�KLPVHOI� DQG� WKRVH�RWKHUV� DORQJ� WKH�ZD\��+H�KDG� WRR�PXFK�
FODVV�DQG�WRR�PXFK�¿QH�7DOGDQ�EORRG�UXQQLQJ�LQ�KLV�YHLQV�WR�EH�OLNH�WKH�VWUHHW�UDWV�
EHJJLQJ�IRU�PRQH\�WR�JHW�MXVW�RQH�PRUH�KLW��+H�SULGHG�KLPVHOI�RQ�EHLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�
VSHFLDO��PXFK�PRUH�UH¿QHG�WKDQ�WKH�FRPPRQ�VRUW�

Yet here he was, the yearning QHHG�EXUQLQJ�KLP�WR�D�GU\�KXVN��+H�FOHQFKHG�KLV�
¿VWV�DV�KH�JODQFHG�DW�WKH�ZLOWHG�ÀRZHUV�DQG�G\LQJ�SRWWHG�KHUEV�RQ�WKH�ZLQGRZVLOO��
+H�NQHZ�KRZ�WKH\�IHOW��7KH\�QHHGHG�ZDWHU��KH�QHHGHG�VRPHWKLQJ�WRR�

+H¶G�ZDONHG�WKDW�VWUHHW�D�KXQGUHG�WLPHV��EXW�KH¶G�QHYHU�VHHQ�KHU�VKRS�DQG�LWV�
sickly pale purple frontage. It simply hadn’t been there. It was as if it didn’t exist 

until he knew to look for it. Like the delusional hallucinations of tainted pesh, 

VXGGHQO\�LW�KDG�MXVW�EHHQ�WKHUH�IRU�KLP�WR�ULQJ�WKH�EHOO�DQG�SUHVHQW�KLPVHOI��KLV�
money, and his QHHG.  

7KH�¿UVW�WLPH�KH�ZHQW�ORRNLQJ�IRU�KHU�VKRS�ZDV�FRQIXVLQJ��³1RUWK�IURP�WKH�
*UDQG� &ROLVHXP�� RQH� EORFN� VRXWK� RI� =DQGUHN¶V� VR�FDOOHG� SDODFH� ZKRVH� GRPH�
VKRXOG�EH�YLVLEOH�RYHU�WKH�URRIWRSV�RI�WKH�EORFN�RQ�\RXU�OHIW��7KHUH�LV�QR�VLJQ�XSRQ�
WKH�GRRU��EXW�QR�RWKHU�VKRS�LV�EXLOW�RI�SXUSOH�VWRQH�´�+H¶G�VSHQW�D�PRQWK�SXUFKDVLQJ�
IURP�WKH�3HVK�3DODFH�EHIRUH�WKDW�VRUFHUHU¶V�YDXQWHG�DELOLW\�WR�VDWLVI\�KLV�SDWURQV¶�
needs with new and delightful substances ran dry. Yet in all those times walking 

DORQJ�WKDW�URDG��KH¶G�QHYHU�VHHQ�,QXVDOLD¶V�XQLTXH�VKRS��+H¶G�ZDONHG�XS�WR�WKH�
GRRU�DQG�VKLYHUHG��SHUKDSV�ZLWK�DQWLFLSDWLRQ�RU�MXVW�IURP�WKH�VXGGHQ�VKULOO�ZKLVWOH�
RI�WKH�:DLOLQJ�2EHOLVN�D�GLVWULFW�DZD\��EXW�KH�VKLYHUHG�QRQHWKHOHVV�DV�KH�VWHSSHG�
out of mundane Katapesh and onto her stoop.

+H�VWUXPPHG�KLV�¿QJHUV�DJDLQ��HDJHU�IRU�WKH�EOLVV��JODQFLQJ�DFURVV�WKH�ZLOWHG�
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ÀRZHUV�DQG�KHUEV�RQFH�PRUH��,W�EURXJKW�EDFN�D�PHPRU\�RI�WKH�RZQHU�RI�WKH�VKRS�
QH[W�GRRU��$Q�ROG�ZRPDQ��VKH�ZDWHUHG�KHU�ÀRZHUV�HDFK�GD\�DV�WKH�VXQ�URVH�LQ�WKH�
VN\��YDLQO\�WU\LQJ�WR�NHHS�WKHP�DOLYH��6KH¶G�VFRZOHG�DQG�FXUVHG�DW�WKHP��ZLWKHUHG�
and stunted at best, inexplicably wasting away as they resisted all of her efforts 

WR�SURYLGH�D� VSDUN�RI�FRORU� WR�KHU�RZQ�VKRS¶V� IURQWDJH��:KDW� VWUXFN�KLP�PRVW�
WKRXJK��ZDV�KRZ�VKH�QHYHU�VHHPHG�WR�QRWLFH�KLP�VWDQGLQJ�WKHUH�D�IHZ�IHHW�DZD\�
DV�KH�ZDONHG�XS�WR�,QXVDOLD¶V��6KH�ZDV�REOLYLRXV�WR�KLP�MXVW�DV�KH�ZDV�WR�KHU��DQG�
WKH�IDFW�WKDW�KLV�VKDGRZ��ZKLFK�VKRXOG�KDYH�IDOOHQ�XSRQ�KHU��GLGQ¶W��EHLQJ�LW�ZDV�
truncated and cut off at the edge of the stoop.

%XW�LW�ZDV�DQ�LGOH�PHPRU\�WR�GLVWUDFW�KLPVHOI�DV�KH�ZDLWHG�IRU�KLV�DUWLVW�VDYLRU�
WR�¿QLVK�KHU�ZRUN�

³%HIRUH�LW¶V�UHDG\�´�KH�VDLG��³,�VKRXOG�WKDQN�\RX��IRU�PRUH�WKDQ�MXVW�WKH�GUXJ�´
6KH�JDYH�D�VPDOO��VDUGRQLF�FKXFNOH��ZDYLQJ�DZD\�KLV�JUDWLWXGH�
³1R�� UHDOO\�´� WKH�7DOGDQ� LQVLVWHG�� ³(YHU\� WLPH� ,¶YH� FRPH��\RX¶YH�XSSHG� WKH�

DQWH�ZLWK�D�PRUH�SRWHQW�H[WUDFW��RU�D�PRUH�H[RWLF�VXEVWDQFH��RQH�,�GLGQ¶W�KDYH�D�
WROHUDQFH�IRU��<RX�QHYHU�PHUHO\�JDYH�PH�D�ODUJHU�GRVH��DQG�\RX�DOZD\V�WDNH�FDUH�
of me during the experience. I owe you.”

(YHU\�WLPH�KH¶G�VFUHDPHG�DQG�WKUDVKHG��ODXJKHG�DQG�ZHSW�WKURXJK�WKH�WKURHV�
of each ecstatic episode, she had been there, her eyes locked on him.

She gazed at him intently. “Oh, yes. And I will be paid in full.”

+H�UHDFKHG�LQWR�KLV�EHOW�SRXFK�IRU�D�JHQHURXV�KDQGIXO�RI�JROG��EXW�VKH�LJQRUHG�
it. As if she was the one who could no longer wait, she decanted the apparatus 

LQ�D�VLQJOH�VZLIW�PRYHPHQW�DQG�RIIHUHG�KLP�WKH�ÀDVN��7UHPEOLQJ��KH�JD]HG�DW�LWV�
JROGHQ��VZLUOLQJ�LULGHVFHQFH��+LV�GHVSHUDWH�H[SUHVVLRQ�ZDV�UHÀHFWHG�EDFN�DW�KLP�
in the brief, dark moment before he swallowed.

$�UXVK�RI�SOHDVXUH�HFVWDV\�WHUURU�EOLVV�PHPRULHV�QRW�KLV�RZQ�ZDVKHG�RYHU�KLV�
VHQVHV��,W�ZDV�DV�LI�KH�ZHUH�GULQNLQJ�WKH�SXUL¿HG�EOLVV�RI�D�GR]HQ�RWKHU�SHRSOH��+H�
shuddered, hardly able to stand.

A silken whisper, much too close to his ear. “I know how you feel.” Inusalia 

ZDV�WRXFKLQJ�KLV�FKHHN�ZLWK�D�EDUH�KDQG��+H�KDGQ¶W�VHHQ�KHU�UHPRYH�KHU�JORYHV��
7KHUH�ZDV�D�ORW�KH�KDGQ¶W�VHHQ�GXULQJ�WKH�PRPHQWV�RI�KLV�ÀRZHULQJ�REVHVVLRQ��
+H¶G�QHYHU�QRWLFHG�KHU� WDNLQJ�QRWHV��ZULWLQJ�HYHU\�GHWDLO� IHYHULVKO\� LQ�D�KHDY\�
EODFN�ERRN��+H�KDGQ¶W�VHHQ�KHU�VDOLYDWLQJ��GLJJLQJ�KHU�QDLOV�LQWR�WKH�WDEOH�ZLWK�WKH�
shrill shriek of breaking stone. And he hadn’t seen her twice stumble towards him, 

eyes wet with QHHG, before stopping, inhaling, and holding herself back.

³1R��1R��1R�´�&RULQ�ZDV� WUHPEOLQJ��³<RX�FDQ¶W�KDYH�DQ\� LGHD�KRZ� LW� IHHOV�
XQOHVV� \RX¶YH� WDNHQ� LW� \RXUVHOI�� DQG�\RX�QHYHU� SDUWDNH�RI� \RXU�ZRUN��1RWKLQJ�
FRPSDUHV��1RWKLQJ��<RX�FDQ¶W�NQRZ�´

“I know how you feel.” She spoke with an intense certainty. “You ride that 

edge. You need, you hunger. Each time you catch a glimpse of that moment, it 

fades, and becomes harder to reach. You need more.”

&RULQ�WZLWFKHG�DQG�JDVSHG��EDUHO\�KHDULQJ��+H�QHYHU�VDZ�KHU�IHDWXUHV�EOXU��WKH�
KXPDQ�YLVDJH�PHOW�DZD\�OLNH�FDQGOH�ZD[��HYDSRUDWH�OLNH�DQ�RDVLV�PLUDJH��,QXVDOLD��
the Lady of Wasting Intoxication, resumed her true form, baring her fangs and 

¿OOLQJ�WKH�DLU�ZLWK�DQ�DOFKHPLFDO�FKORULQH�VWHQFK�PL[HG�ZLWK�EORRG��YRPLW��DQG�
RIIDO��&ODZV�WRXFKHG�KLV�IDFH�DQG�EXUQLQJ�H\HV�RI�YLROHW�ÀDPH�VWDUHG�EDFN�DW�KLP��
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helpless in his ecstasy.

³,� NQRZ�KRZ�\RX� IHHO�´� VKH�ZKLVSHUHG�� GURROLQJ� LQ� KHU�¿QDOO\� XQUHVWUDLQHG�
hunger. “Lesser, more prosaic souls simply will not do any longer. You become 

inured to them, to the high of their consumption. You need...more. You need souls 

ZKR�KDYH�H[SHULHQFHG�WKH�KHLJKWV�RI�VHQVDWLRQ��H[SHULHQFH��DQG�EOLVV��6RXOV�WKDW�
ride that edge.”

“I know how you feel, Corin. Because I hunger MXVW�OLNH�\RX«´
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Blood in the Water

By Alex Lindsay

I7�:$6�-867 another day. 

I woke to scratch the week’s stubble on my face and seek out 

DQRWKHU�FXS�WR�IDOO�EDFN�LQWR��D�ELWWHU�VHD�WR�GURZQ�P\VHOI�LQ��VHQGLQJ�
me to a place enshrouded in darkness and mist. Only when it all 

GLPPHG��OLNH�D�FDYH�VZDOORZLQJ�D�ORQH�FDQGOH��GLG�,�¿QG�SHDFH�
I didn’t hear them whispering. 

I didn’t hear the screams. 

,�GLGQ¶W�KDYH�WR�FDUH�DERXW�ULJKW�RU�ZURQJ��
$OO�,�KDG�WR�GR�ZDV�EH�GHYRXUHG�DQG�OHW�P\VHOI�IDOO�SUH\�WR�WKH�GULQN��
The dull thud of my heart beating in my ears disguised his footsteps on that 

PRVW�LQDXVSLFLRXV�GD\��&DSWDLQ�-DHQ�:HLPDU��$EVDORP¶V�¿QHVW��KDG�FRPH�WR�PXFN�
about with the rest of us sewer rats, down in the Puddles. I recall him laying 

down a paper with a name and a face, and a bag of coins falling onto the bar with 

D�KHDY\�WKXG��,�SXOOHG�WKH�SDSHU�WRZDUG�PH��¿QJHUV�QXPE��VFUDSLQJ�LW�DFURVV�WKH�
worried wood. 

0DWKLDV��
7KH�SRVWHU�ZDV�D�SLFWXUH�RI�D�FUXHO�ORRNLQJ�PDQ�ZLWK�D�VQHHULQJ�VFDU�WKDW�ELW�

XS�WKURXJK�KLV�H\H�DQG�FUHVWHG�KLV�VKRUW�VKRUQ�KDLU��,¶G�KHDUG�DERXW�KLP��ZLFNHG�
ZLWK�D�NQLIH��FROG�DV�D�FRUSVH��,W�ORRNHG�WR�PH�OLNH�KH¶G�¿QDOO\�DQJHUHG�WKH�ZURQJ�
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SHUVRQ��VRPH�WKLHYHV¶�JXLOG�SHUKDSV��RU�FULPH�ORUG��7KH\ didn’t like a loose blade 

UXQQLQJ�DURXQG��VR�WKH\�WXUQHG�KLP�RYHU�WR�WKH�ZDWFK��DQG�WKH�ZDWFK�WXUQHG�KLP�
RYHU�WR�PH���

Weimar left my gloom the same way he came, masked by my thuddin’ beater. 

,� WRRN� WKH� MRE��'RQ¶W� DVN�PH�ZK\��<RX� OLVWHQ� WR� \RXU� KHDUW� HQRXJK�� DQG� LW�
reminds you how things used to be. What they could be. 

0\�KHDUW�ZDV�WKH�EHVW�OLDU�,¶G�HYHU�PHW�
0\� VHDUFK� EHJDQ�ZLWK� SHRSOH�� 6RPHRQH� KDG� KHDUG� VRPHWKLQJ�� LW� ZDV� DOO� D�

PDWWHU�RI�¿QGLQJ� WKDW� VRPHRQH�� DQG�HQFRXUDJLQJ� WKHP� WR� VSHDN�� ,� VWDUWHG�ZLWK�
WKH�UHJXODUV��$QDQLDV�%HOÀHXU��WKH�SLPS��+HVV�0DLQHU��WKH�WKLHI��DQG�-DGH�6WHUQ��
the enforcer, to name a few. All of them old, but old friends too, from the old 

days long gone. They all spoke to me. They remembered what I used to be. They 

UHPHPEHUHG�WKH�ORRN�,�JDYH�WKHP��P\�JUD\�H\HV�JD]LQJ�LQWR�DQG�WKURXJK�WKHLUV��
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKHP�DQG�NQRZLQJ�WKHP�EHWWHU�WKDQ�DQ\�IULHQG��IDPLO\�RU�ORYHU��

They remembered me pronouncing their guilt. 

To my misfortune I learned there was little to EH� OHDUQHG�DERXW�0DWKLDV��DOO�
DFFRXQWV�GHVFULEHG�KLP�DV�D�YHU\�VOLSSHU\�¿VK��$QG�VOLSSHU\�¿VK�FDQ�EH�EORRG\�
near impossible to track in Puddles. 

%HOÀHXU�FDPH�WKURXJK��WKRXJK��
+H�WROG�PH�D�VWRU\�
+H� WROG�PH�DERXW�KLV�JLUOV�DQG�KRZ�VRPHRQH�KDG�EHHQ� WDNLQJ� OLEHUWLHV�ZLWK�

WKHP�� SHUPDQHQW� OLEHUWLHV� What his men had found was near impossible to 

identify. 

)DQF\�EODGH�ZRUN��KH�UHPLQGHG�PH��:LFNHG�ZLWK�D�NQLIH��FDUYLQJ�ZLWK�LQKXPDQ�
hands—with a demon’s mind. 

,W�PDGH�QR�VHQVH��1R�RQH�ZRXOG�PHVV�XS�%HOÀHXU¶V�JDPH�ZLWK�VR�PXFK�WR�ORVH��
DQG�QR�RQH�OLNHG�OLJKWHU�SXUVHV��0DWKLDV�GLGQ¶W�FDUH�DERXW�SUR¿WV��QRU�GLG�KH�FDUH�
DERXW�WKH�ZRUNLQJ�RUGHU��)RU�KLP�LW�ZDV�MXVW�IRU�WKH�FDUYLQJ��

It wasn’t much of a hunch, but it was enough to plan on.

o~O~o

The streets of the Puddles were unfortunately, as the name implied, wet. The 

UDLQ�SUREDEO\�ZDVQ¶W�KHOSLQJ��HLWKHU��1LJKW�KDG�IDOOHQ��DQG�,�IRXQG�P\VHOI�ZDGLQJ�
ZDLVW�GHHS�LQ�P\�XVHG�KDXEHUN��P\�VZRUG�SURSSHG�RQ�RQH�VKRXOGHU��7KH�PRUH�UXVW�
,�FRXOG�DYRLG��WKH�EHWWHU��,W�PDGH�PH�JODG�,¶G�VROG�P\�SODWH�DUPRU�D�ZKLOH�EDFN��
DOWKRXJK� ,� GLG�PLVV� WKH� LQFK�RI� VWHHO� FRYHULQJ� WKH� VSDFH�EHWZHHQ�P\� VKRXOGHU�
blades. 

,�SRVLWLRQHG�P\VHOI�RQ�WKH�FRUQHU�RI�6DOO\¶V�6WUHHW��:LWK�LWV�ORZHU�ZDWHU�OHYHOV�
and lack of street lamps it was a decent set up for the cheaper and more desperate 

RI�GLVUHSXWDEOH�ZRPHQ��,�LPDJLQHG�KLV�RSWLRQV�IRU�YLFWLPV�KDG�VWHDGLO\�GHFUHDVHG��
WKDQNV�WR�%HOÀHXU�DQG�KLV�ER\V��7KLV�SODFH�ZDV�KLV�EHVW�DQG�RQO\�RSWLRQ��

,�QHYHU�UHDOO\�IUHTXHQWHG�VXFK�DUHDV�
+LGLQJ�EHKLQG�D�VWDFN�RI�¿OWK��,�ZDV�DEOH�WR�ZDWFK�WKH�FRPLQJV�DQG�JRLQJV�RI�

men of ill repute, creeping and slinking amongst the pools. All were brigands, but 

none was P\ brigand. 
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A few hours of watching my fellow lowlifes, and I was beginning to lose faith 

in the plan. That is, of course, when things got interesting.

A scream echoed across the moldy planks, then suddenly cut off. 

+RZ�GLG�KH�JHW�E\�PH"�
,�GXFNHG�IURP�P\�FRYHU�DQG�SXOOHG�RXW�P\�VZRUG�DV�,�UDQ�WKURXJK�WKH�VKLQ�

GHHS�PXG�DQG�ZDWHU��ZRUNLQJ�KDUG�QRW� WR�VOLS�RQ�D�VOLFN�FREEOHVWRQH��0LGZD\�
down the street, a rope hung from a building, swinging. Climbing it was a darkly 

dressed man with shorn hair and an unmistakable scar marring his features. An 

XQPRYLQJ�ZRPDQ�OD\�DFURVV�KLV�VKRXOGHU��,�\HOOHG�IRU�KLP�WR�VXUUHQGHU��EXW�RQO\�
got a curse in reply as he quickened his pace up the rope. 

7KH�FOHYHU�GHYLO�KDG�EHHQ�XVLQJ�WKH�URRIWRSV��
I caught up and was able to begin scrambling after him. Again, I was thankful 

for my lack of plate armor. I wasn’t as skilled at climbing as he was, but he was 

carrying a whole person, so I slowly gained on him. 

With a grunt of effort, he hurled the woman atop the building before pulling 

his own self up. 

A chill ran up my spine as I saw the knife in his hand unmistakably cutting at 

the rope. 

Panicked, I worked my arms and legs, pumping and pulling furiously to reach 

WKH�WRS��,¶G�MXVW�PDGH�LW�WR�WKH�OHGJH�ZKHQ�,�VDZ�D�ORRN�FRPH�DFURVV�KLV�VFDUUHG��
PLON\�H\H��+H�UDLVHG�KLV�NQLIH�DQG�VWDEEHG�PH�WKURXJK�WKH�VKRXOGHU��$�FROG�SDLQ�
lanced into my arm as my grip weakened on the rope. I grabbed at his wrist and 

PDQDJHG�WR�WDNH�KROG�RI�KLV�FXII���:LWKRXW�KHVLWDWLRQ��,�SXOOHG�KLP�RYHUKHDG��
7KH� VXGGHQ� MHUN� DQG� ZHLJKW� FDXVHG� WKH� URSH� WR� VQDS�� DQG� ,� IRXQG� P\VHOI�

plummeting with him.

I didn’t remember the impact. 

$OO�,�UHPHPEHUHG�ZDV�KDXOLQJ�P\VHOI�IURP�WKH�VKLQ�GHHS�ZDWHU��DQG�JDVSLQJ�
for a breath as my whole body burned numb with pain. 

I saw him stumbling, knife in hand, sputtering and cursing as blood coursed 

GRZQ�KLV�IDFH�LQ�ULYXOHWV²D�QHZ�VFDU��,�UHFNRQHG��+LV�JOD]HG�H\HV�IRFXVHG�RQ�PH�
EULHÀ\��WKHQ�EHFDPH�DOHUW��DQG�KH�OLPSHG�WRZDUG�PH�ZLWK�D�PDG�JULQ�RQ�KLV�IDFH�
DQG�H\HV�WKDW�EXUQHG�ZLWK�PDQLF�¿UH��

,�VWRRG��P\�OHJV�KROGLQJ�¿UP��DQG�UHDFKHG�IRU�P\�VZRUG�
,W�ZDVQ¶W�WKHUH��
)LQH�E\�PH��
+H�VXUJHG� IRUZDUG��NQLIH� UDLVHG��DQG� ,�JUDEEHG�D�QHDUE\�ELW�RI�ÀRWVDP��+LV�

DWWDFN�ZDV�FXW�VKRUW�DV�,�VZXQJ�WKH�KHDY\�SODQN�XSZDUGV��,�KHDUG�WKH�SRS�RI�KLV�
MDZ�GLVORGJLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�LPSDFW��+H�VSDW�EORRG�DQG�UHHOHG�EDFN��QHDUO\�IDOOLQJ�RYHU��
I felt a moment of satisfaction until the plank cracked and fell to pieces. Cursing, 

I rummaged through the water for my sword. 

Then he was on me, and on top of me. 

+H�ODWFKHG�RQWR�P\�WKURDW�ZLWK�KLV�VSDUH�KDQG�DQG�EHJDQ�WR�EULQJ�KLV�EODGH�
down. I lost my balance, grabbing for his knife hand. I fell, but managed to stop 

WKH� DGYDQFLQJ� EODGH�� &RXJKLQJ� DQG� JURZOLQJ�� ,� WRRN� D� GHHS� EUHDWK� EHIRUH� KH�
VKRYHG�P\�KHDG�XQGHUZDWHU��,�FRXOG�IHHO�WKH�KHDW�ULVLQJ�LQ�P\�IDFH��WKH�SUHVVXUH�
building behind my eyes, and my lungs burning. I grunted as my head impacted a 
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F\OLQGULFDO�REMHFW���P\�VZRUG��$�ÀDVK�RI�KRSH�FDXVHG�P\�KHDUW�WR�DFKH�DV�,�WKUHZ�
RQH�KDQG�EDFN�IRU�D�ZLOG�JUDE��0\�ZHDNHQHG�DUP�VWRSSHG� WKH�NQLIH�VKRUW�DV� ,�
whipped the hilt across his face. I felt his hand on my throat loosen as he recoiled, 

DQG�URDULQJ�IURP�WKH�ZDWHU��,�ERUH�XSZDUGV��DLU�¿OOLQJ�P\�OXQJV�DV�,�VZXQJ�P\�
sword in a downward arc. Warmth splashed my face and a shudder ran up my 

blade, followed by stillness.

,�NQHOW�IRU�D�PRPHQW��EUHDWKLQJ�KHDYLO\��P\�ERG\�D�VLQJOH�GXOO�DFKH��WKH�FRSSHU�
WDQJ�¿OOLQJ�P\�QRVWULOV��,�GLGQ¶W�ZRUU\�DERXW�VRPHRQH�¿QGLQJ�PH�WKHUH�RU�UDLVLQJ�
DQ�DODUP��LW�ZDVQ¶W�WKDW�NLQG�RI�SODFH��,W�ZDV�WKH�NLQG�RI�SODFH�ZKHUH��GHVSLWH�WKH�
money in your purse and the woman lying unconscious on the roof, there was no 

MXVWLFH��
-XVW�EORRG�LQ�WKH�ZDWHU��
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The Dance

By Ted Thompson

“Y28¶5(� 7$/.,1*� DERXW� P\� GDXJKWHU�� DUHQ¶W� \RX"´�
Presina looked away from the cards, doing her best to hide 

the horror she felt. 

2Q� WKH� RWKHU� VLGH� RI� WKH� WDEOH�� WKH� RQH�H\HG� ZRPDQ�
furrowed her brow in contemplation. She had coldly 

ÀLSSHG�XS�WKH�PRVW�UHFHQW�FDUG��WKLQNLQJ�LW�ZDV�IRU�3UHVLQD��EXW�KHU�JXHVW¶V�WHOO�
WDOH�UHDFWLRQ�SURYHG�LW�ZDV�IRU�VRPHRQH�IDU�PRUH�GHDU��

6KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�FKRRVH�KHU�ZRUGV�FDUHIXOO\�
³<HV��LW¶V�XQIRUWXQDWH��EXW�,¶P�QRW�¿QLVKHG��2QH�PRUH�FDUG�KDV�\HW�WR�VSHDN�´
3UHVLQD�WXUQHG�EDFN�WR�WKH�IRUWXQH�WHOOHU��1LQH�FDUGV�ZDLWHG��DOO�UHYHDOHG�EXW�

RQH��7KH�'DQFH�ODLG�IDFH�XS�LQ�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�ERWWRP�URZ��,W�ZDV�LQ�WKH�ZURQJ�
position, a serious danger. 

7KH�ROG�ZRPDQ�XQYHLOHG�WKH�ODVW�FDUG��
“The Keep. It’s a good sign. There’s a FKDQFH.”
Presina placed her offering of wild mushrooms on the table.

³<RX�KDYH�P\�WKDQNV��ROG�RQH�´�
6KH�VWHSSHG�RXW�RI�WKH�KDUURZHU¶V�ZDJRQ�DQG�EUHDWKHG�GHHS�WKH�FRRO�8VWDODYLF�

air. 

,W�ZDV�PRLVW��E\�QLJKWIDOO��D�PLVW�ZRXOG�VHWWOH�RYHU�WKH�FDPS��
6KH�ZDONHG�WR�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�YDUGR�FDUDYDQ��6HYHUDO�KHDUW\�PHQ�ZHUH�EULQJLQJ�
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LQ�ZRRG�IRU�D�ODUJH�¿UH��7KH\�KDG�FDXJKW�D�ZLOG�ERDU�WR�URDVW�DQG�HYHU\RQH�ZDV�
EXV\�JHWWLQJ�UHDG\�IRU�WKH�IHDVW��$Q�HOGHUO\�PDQ�QDPHG�-DQJOHU�SUHSDUHG�WR�SOD\�
KLV�YLROLQ��3UHVLQD�VDZ�WKH�LQVWUXPHQW�DQG�LPPHGLDWHO\�DOWHUHG�KHU�FRXUVH�

“This is no place for such mockery,” she growled under her breath, heading 

straight for him. 

6XGGHQO\�� 3UHVLQD¶V� UDYHQ�KDLUHG� GDXJKWHU� UDQ� IURP� WKHLU� ZDJRQ� XS� DKHDG��
VNLSSLQJ� WRZDUG� WKH� YLROLQLVW�� )RU� D�PRPHQW� WKH�PRWKHU� SDXVHG��ZDWFKLQJ� WKH�
VFHQH�DQG�FRQVLGHULQJ�WKH�HYHQWV�EHLQJ�VHW�LQ�PRWLRQ�

-DQJOHU�¿QLVKHG�DGMXVWLQJ�WKH�SHJV�DQG�OLIWHG�WKH� LQVWUXPHQW� WR�KLV�VKRXOGHU��
UHVWLQJ�KLV�¿QJHUV�RQ�LWV�QHFN��+H�WKHQ�WRRN�XS�WKH�ERZ�DQG�KHDGHG�LQWR�D�VRQJ�
DV�KHU�GDXJKWHU�DUULYHG��3UHVLQD� ORRNHG�WR� WKH�ZRRGV�EH\RQG��IHHOLQJ�D� WHUULEOH�
urgency to stop him. She came swooping in as some of the men dropped their 

NLQGOLQJ� WR� ZDWFK�� 7KH� PXVLF� GURYH� KHU� GDXJKWHU� LQWR� D� GDQFH�� DQG� -DQJOHU�
quickened his pace. She twirled her dress, spinning it into a wondrous red plume.

3UHVLQD�FXW�WKURXJK�WKH�FLUFOH�RI�PHQ�DV�WKH\�EHJDQ�WR�FODS��KHU�H\HV�¿[HG�RQ�
-DQJOHU��:LWK�D�IDFH�RI�VWRQH��VKH�VQDWFKHG�WKH�¿GGOH�IURP�KLV�KDQGV��LQWHUUXSWLQJ�
WKHLU�UHYHOU\��

The man stood quietly, dumbfounded. A bit of anger and humiliation reddened 

his cheeks, but he yielded to her in respect. Presina handed the instrument back 

DQG�SXW�RQH�¿QJHU�WR�KHU�OLSV�WR�VKRZ�KHU�GHVLUH�IRU�VLOHQFH��6KH�VWRRG�RPLQRXVO\�
before the camp, and then looked fearfully to the forest.

³1R�VRQJV�WRQLJKW��<RX�HDW�DQG�JR�WR�EHG��:H¶OO�EH�OXFN\�WR�FRXQW�RXU�VDPH�
QXPEHU� LQ� WKH� PRUQLQJ�� :H� FDPS� LQ� WKH� VKDGRZ� RI� 9LUOLFK�� DQG� HYHQ� QRZ�
something in the forest eyes our wagons. This is a cursed place with harsh lessons 

WR� WHDFK�� LW� LV�D� WHUULEOH�EXW�XQDYRLGDEOH�GDQJHU�DV�ZH�WUDYHO�EHWZHHQ�9LJLO�DQG�
&DQWHUZDOO��+DG�ZH�JRQH�IXUWKHU�WR�WKH�ZHVW��RUFV�ZRXOG¶YH�VXUHO\�EXWFKHUHG�XV��
So don’t think for a minute we can celebrate out here with food in our bellies, 

ZKHQ�QRW�HYHQ�RUFV�ZRXOG�GDUH�KXQW�WKH�SOHQWLIXO�JDPH�´�
Presina took her daughter’s hand and marched to their wagon, shutting the 

door and locking it tight. Inside, she grabbed a nearby lantern and looked her 

daughter sternly in the face, preparing a lecture, but then decided to wait. She 

VLJKHG�DQG�KHOSHG�KHU�VOLS�WKH�UHG�GUHVV�RII��DQG�SXOOHG�D�ZKLWH�VOHHSLQJ�JRZQ�RYHU�
the young dancer’s lithe body.

³1R�VOHHSLQJ�RXW�XQGHU�WKH�VWDUV��6HOLQGD��:H¶UH�LQ�KHUH�XQWLO�PRUQLQJ�´
The girl nodded. “I understand.” 

Presina also got comfortable, and then the two laid their beds down. Each 

snuggled under their blankets, and when the woman saw her daughter was tucked 

in, she cut the oil to the lantern’s wick and the light dimmed. Outside they heard 

WKH�RFFDVLRQDO�YRLFH��EXW�WKH�PXVLF�GLG�QRW�UHVXPH��
Presina sighed again, thinking her daughter saw her as a witch. “I know how 

much you like to dance, Selinda. I’m sorry for interrupting you.” 

+HU�GDXJKWHU�WXUQHG�RQ�KHU�VLGH��IDFLQJ�DZD\��³,W¶V�RN��0RWKHU��,�MXVW�JRW�ORVW�LQ�
the moment. I forgot we are in a dangerous place.”

³'DQFLQJ�LV�JRRG��GDXJKWHU��LW�VKRZV�PHQ�WKDW�\RX�DUH�VWURQJHU�WKDQ�WKHP��<RX�
DUH�WKH�PRVW�EHDXWLIXO�GDQFHU�WKLV�IDPLO\�KDV�HYHU�VHHQ��DQG�,�GRQ¶W�EODPH�-DQJOHU�
IRU�ZDQWLQJ�\RX�WR�RUQDPHQW�KLV�SOD\LQJ��+H�LVQ¶W�YHU\�JRRG�ZLWK�WKH�LQVWUXPHQW��



281

the DanCe

but somehow when he sees you, he gets a lot better.”

³+LV�YLROLQ�WDNHV�PH�DZD\��0RWKHU��6RPHWLPHV�ZKHQ�KH�LV�SOD\LQJ��,�MXVW�ZDQW�
to become the music, and when I dance, it feels like I’m in control of it. I can’t 

HYHQ�UHDG�D�QRWH��EXW�,�FDQ�GDQFH�WR�WKHP�´
3UHVLQD�VKHG�D�WHDU��EXW�VZDOORZHG�KDUG��³<RX¶UH�DOO�,�KDYH��6HOLQGD��5HPHPEHU�

WKDW�,�ORYH�\RX�´
³:KDW�DUH�\RX�DIUDLG�RI��0RWKHU"´
“The unknown, child.”

“You lead the whole camp and you attend the harrowings. You must know 

something of what lies ahead?”

“I counsel them, Selinda—not decide for them. Sooner or later, each lamb 

VWUD\V� IURP� WKH� ÀRFN�´� 3UHVLQD¶V� YRLFH� VKXGGHUHG� DQG� 6HOLQGD� FRXOG� KHDU� KHU�
crying.

³'RQ¶W�EH�VDG��0RWKHU��<RX�FDQ¶W�VWRS�HYHU\WKLQJ��DQG�ZH�DOO�KDYH�D�JRRG�OLIH�
under your guidance.”

“Sleep, daughter.”

7KH�WZR�VSRNH�QR�PRUH��DQG�VLOHQFH�JDYH�ZD\�WR�UHVWIXO�EUHDWKV�

o~O~o

Selinda stirred to the sound of musical strings. She swayed back and forth 

in her bed, as if dancing with the mattress she slept upon. When she awoke, her 

IHHW�ZHUH�FROG�DQG�KHU�EODQNHWV�ODLG�LQ�D�EDOO�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��+HU�VOHHSLQJ�JRZQ�ZDV�
VRDNHG�LQ�VZHDW��2XWVLGH��VKH�VDZ�WKH�FRRO�IRJ�DQG�WKH�ERQ¿UH�ZKHUH�WKH�SLJ�KDG�
been roasted. The smell of meat permeated the air and her stomach growled.

6KH�ORRNHG�WR�KHU�PRWKHU��ZKR�ZDV�UHVWLQJ��DQG�WKHQ�WR�WKH�GRRU��+HU�VWRPDFK�
protested more loudly and she stirred with hunger. She unhitched the lock and 

JXLOWLO\� VOLG� RXW� RI� WKH�ZDJRQ�� KHDGLQJ� IRU� WKH� ¿UH��$� JXDUG� VWRRG� QHDUE\� DQG�
QRGGHG�WR�KHU�LQ�DFNQRZOHGJHPHQW��+H�KDQGHG�KHU�D�SODWH�RI�SHSSHUHG�SRUN�DQG�
WKHQ�NHSW�KLV�H\HV�RQ�WKH�ORRNRXW��5DYHQRXVO\��VKH�DWH�WKH�URDVWHG�PHDW��DQG�WKHQ�
turned to head back to her mother...until she saw the animal pen. 

7KH�FDUDYDQ¶V�R[HQ�KDG�JUD]HG�DOO� WKH� WDOO�JUDVV� LQ� WKH�HQFORVXUH�DQG�HYHU\�
EODGH�WKH\�FRXOG�UHDFK�RXWVLGH��7KH�EHDVWV�ORRNHG�ORQJLQJO\�DW�WKH�JUDVV�MXVW�RXW�
RI� UDQJH��6HOLQGD�ZHQW�QHDU� WKH�ZRRGV� DQG�JUDEEHG� VHYHUDO� ODUJH�¿VWIXOV�� WKHQ�
UHWXUQHG�WR�WKH�SHQ��7KH�DQLPDOV�VWDUWHG�PRYLQJ�WRZDUGV�KHU��VPHOOLQJ�WKH�IUHVK�
scent. She stuffed green mouthfuls into each one and they chewed greedily, 

swallowed, then looked up for more. Selinda laughed as she patted their rough 

noses, and then glanced at her feet, noticing they were wet and dirty.

³<RX�VXUH�DUH�D�GHPDQGLQJ�ORW��/RRN�DW�ZKDW�,�KDG�WR�GR�WR�JHW�WKLV�IRU�\RX�´�
6KH�KDG�QRW�PHDQW�WR�EH�RXW�VR�ORQJ��EXW�VKH�IRXQG�WKH�KXQJU\�DQLPDOV�WRR�ORYDEOH�
to ignore. She went for more grass and then returned, but the oxen stirred and 

PRYHG�DZD\�IURP�WKH�IHQFH�VKH�VWRRG�EHVLGH��XQZLOOLQJ�WR�FRPH��
“Lost your appetite, eh? What’s the matter with you boys?” The herd stayed 

away, oddly quiet. Selinda held out the grass, and then looked behind her to the 

VWULS�RI�SDVWXUH�DQG�WKH�GHQVH�IRUHVW�MXVW�EH\RQG�
7KH�HFKR�RI�D�YLROLQ�EURNH�WKH�VWLOOQHVV�
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³-DQJOHU�´�6HOLQGD�UHFRJQL]HG�LQ�VXUSULVH��
The strings resounded with tantalizing notes, calling her into the woods. She 

ZRUULHG� IRU� WKH� PDQ¶V� VDIHW\�� IHHOLQJ� FRPSHOOHG� WR� JR� DIWHU� KLP�� +LV� SOD\LQJ�
resonated deep within her being, reminding her of the fond memories they had 

VKDUHG��6KH�QHHGHG� WR�¿QG�KLP�� WR�EULQJ�KLP�EDFN� WR� WKH�FDUDYDQ��:LWK�D� ORRN�
EDFN�WR�KHU�ZDJRQ��VKH�KHDGHG�LQWR�WKH�IRUHVW��VWUDLJKW�IRU�-DQJOHU�DQG�KLV�YLROLQ�

6KH�VWHSSHG�SDVW�WKH�JUDVV��DQG�WKH�FRRO�PLVWV�SDUWHG�LQ�KHU�ZDNH�DV�VKH�PRYHG�
WRZDUGV�WKH�FULVS�VRXQGV�RI�D�ERZ�VWULNLQJ�VWULQJV��4XLFNO\��WKH�PXVLF�JUHZ�PRUH�
ÀDPER\DQW� DQG� DXGDFLRXV� DV� VKH� FDPH� XSRQ� D� FOHDULQJ� ZKHUH� WKH� PRRQOLJKW�
illuminated a silhouette. 

The melody stopped at her approach. 

³-DQJOHU"�<RX�VKRXOGQ¶W�EH�RXW�KHUH�´�7KH�SOD\HU�WXUQHG�WR�KHU��DQG�VKH�UHDOL]HG�
it was not the man she knew.

7KH�¿GGOHU¶V�ERZ�VOLG�OLJKWO\�DFURVV�D�VWULQJ�
She walked towards him, and with each footstep he plucked a note.

³7KLV�LV�9LUO²´
7KH�YLROLQLVW�ZKLUOHG�DQG�EHJDQ�D�EULVN��KHDWHG�SLHFH�
6HOLQGD�IHOW�WKH�JUDVV�XQGXODWH�DURXQG�KHU�IHHW��DQG�WKH�GHVLUH�WR�PRYH�WR�WKH�

melody became...irresistible. The music coursed through her muscles, imbuing 

her body with unusual grace.

6KH�IRXJKW�VRPHZKDW�DW�¿UVW��KHU�EDUH�IHHW�JHWWLQJ�PXGGLHG�LQ�WKH�ZHW�JUDVV��
but soon embraced the tempo as the stranger tipped his head to her. The serenade 

HQGHG�VXGGHQO\�ZLWK�D�ERPEDVWLF� WZLVW�� DQG�6HOLQGD� VPLOHG�DW�KLV�PDVWHU\��+H�
bowed, and then changed to something more whimsical. She let the moment slip 

between her steps and closed her eyes, taking in the sweet sounds as she exerted 

her body to new limits. The dance went on as the moon continued its arc across 

WKH�PLGQLJKW�VN\��(DFK�SLHFH�PRYHG�6HOLQGD�PRUH��DQG�VKH�UHVSRQGHG�ZLWK�VWULGHV�
DQG�PRWLRQV�PRUH�VHQVXDO�WKDQ�VKH�HYHU�LPDJLQHG��DOO�WKH�ZKLOH�ZRQGHULQJ�KRZ�LW�
would feel to EH�WKH�YLROLQ

7KH�QLJKW�ZHQW�RQ��DQG�WKH�EODFNQHVV�ZDQHG��WKH�PXVLF�KDG�VWRSSHG��6HOLQGD¶V�
ERG\�GULSSHG�ZLWK� VZHDW�� KHU� IDFH�ÀXVKHG� DV� KHU� KHDUW� SRXQGHG�ZLWK�\RXWKIXO�
exuberance. This was it, all her life she had waited for this moment to feel total 

release.

6HOLQGD�WRRN�D�GHHS�EUHDWK�DQG�DVNHG�LI�KH�ZDV�WKH�RQH��+H�VPLOHG�VDGLVWLFDOO\��
WKHQ�SOD\HG�WKH�YLROLQ�DW�D�IUDQWLF��WRUWXURXV�SDFH��6XGGHQO\��6HOLQGD¶V�IHHW�PRYHG�
with a will she did not control.

³6WR²6WR²6WRS�S�´�7KH�PXVLF�SOD\HG�RQ��DQG�KHU�ODFN�RI�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�KXUW�
more and more as her body was thrown about by the melody. She closed her eyes, 

focusing on her steps. 

7KH�VRQJ�ZDV�DJLWDWLQJ��DQG�HDFK�VWURNH�DFURVV�WKH�VWULQJV�UHTXLUHG�D�PRYH�WKDW�
was more outrageous than the last.

7KH� GDUN� YLROLQLVW¶V� H\HV� JOHDPHG� DV� WKH� VWDUU\� VN\� WXUQHG� D� GHHS� VKDGH� RI�
SXUSOH�� +H� HQGHG� WKH�PXVLF� DEUXSWO\� ZLWK� D� VFUHHFK� XQEHFRPLQJ� RI� KLV� VNLOO��
FDXVLQJ�6HOLQGD�WR�FROODSVH�PLG�VWULGH�

³<RXU�GHVLUH��LV�LW�WUXH"´�KLV�ZKLVSHULQJ�YRLFH�HFKRHG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�FOHDULQJ�
“Who DUH you?” Selinda asked between winded breaths.
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³,�DP�KHUH�WR�IXO¿OO�\RXU�GDUNHVW�ZLVK��<RX�ZLOO�EHFRPH�P\�EHDXW\��WKH�VRXQG�
RI�JUDFHIXO�SHUIHFWLRQ��DQG�,�\RXU�GHOLYHUHU�´

7KH� YLROLQLVW� VWUXFN� KLV� ERZ�� RSHQLQJ� D� UHTXLHP�� 7KH� VRXQG� PHVPHUL]HG�
6HOLQGD��UHSODFLQJ�DOO�ORYH�VKH�IHOW�IRU�DQ\WKLQJ�RU�DQ\RQH��7KH�PXVLF�IRQGOHG�KHU�
LQ�SODFHV�VKH�KDG�QHYHU�H[SORUHG��7KH�NLVV�RI�OLSV��D�WDVWH�RI�ZHWQHVV��WKH�ZDUPWK�
RI�EUHDWK²DOO�VKH�KDG�HYHU�ZDQWHG�WR�IHHO�

7KH�EDOODG�KDOWHG�DQG�WKH�YLROLQLVW�XVHG�KLV�ERZ�WR�FDUHVV�KHU�QHFN��7KH�ERZ¶V�
VWULQJ�JOLGHG�GHOLFDWHO\�DFURVV�KHU�VNLQ��LWV�XQXVXDOO\�NHHQ�HGJH�OHDYLQJ�D�OLJKW�UHG�
PDUN��6KH�ORRNHG�LQWR�WKH�IDFH�RI�KHU�PXVLFLDQ�ORYHU�DV�KLV�JD]H�OLQJHUHG�XSRQ�
KHU�VLONHQ�IRUP��OXVWIXO�DQG�KXQJU\��+H�UDQ�WKH�ERZ�IXUWKHU�WRZDUGV�KHU�ZKLOH�VKH�
stared trustingly into his mesmerizing eyes. 

+H�VPLOHG��DQG�WKHQ�YLFLRXVO\�SXOOHG�EDFN��UHOHDVLQJ�D�ZDUP��FULPVRQ�JH\VHU�
into the dawn. 

+H� FRQWLQXHG� WKH� EDOODG� DV� WKH� JLUO¶V� EORRG� GULSSHG� IURP� KLV� ERZ�� 6HOLQGD�
FROODSVHG�WR�WKH�JUDVV��D�UHG�SRRO�JXVKLQJ�IURP�KHU�IDGLQJ�IRUP��+HU�ERG\�WZLWFKHG�
to its own dying dance and her pulse slowly lost its rhythm. And when the last of 

KHU�EORRG�GUDLQHG��KHU�VSLULW�URVH�WR�HPEUDFH�KHU�NLOOHU¶V�ERZ��7KH�YLROLQLVW�ZDYHG�
KLV�PXUGHULQJ�WRRO�VHGXFWLYHO\�LQ�WKH�DLU�DQG�6HOLQGD�ZUDSSHG�KHUVHOI�DURXQG�LW��
+H�WKHQ�VWUXFN�WKH�YLROLQ�DQG�ZRYH�KHU�VRXO�LQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�VWULQJV��XQLWLQJ�KHU�
with the instrument and bringing the ballad to a close.

6HOLQGD�EOLQNHG�DQG�WKH�VFHQH�UHWXUQHG�DV�EHIRUH��7KH�YLROLQLVW�VWRRG�ZLWK�KLV�
weapon poised at her throat. 

“I refuse,” she said, raising her hands to push the bow away, knowing what 

was to come. 

7KH�YLROLQLVW�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG�LQ�GLVEHOLHI��UHDOL]LQJ�KLV�YLFWLP�QR�ORQJHU�DFWHG�
OLNH� WKH�RWKHUV�� VKH�GLGQ¶W� ORRN�DW�KLP�DQ\PRUH��EXW�JD]HG�DW� WKH�YLROLQ�RQ�KLV�
VKRXOGHU��-XVW�D�PRPHQW�HDUOLHU��VKH�ZDV�UHDG\�WR�EH�ULJKWIXOO\�SOXFNHG��EXW�QRZ�LW�
ZDV�DV�LI�VKH�NQHZ�KLV�SODQ�WKURXJK�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�DQRWKHU�

³:KDW�WULFNHU\�LV�WKLV"´�7KH�YLROLQLVW�VQHHUHG�DQG�SXOOHG�WKH�ERZ�KDUG��VOLGLQJ�
it back against her neck. 

+LV�ERZVWULQJ�EURNH��
In shock, the player looked to the sun creeping across the clearing, and then to 

6HOLQGD��)ULJKWHQHG��KH�ORRNHG�¿QDOO\�WR�KLV�YLROLQ�
³0DVWHU��,�RQO\�ZLVKHG�WR�VHUYH�\RX��'R�QRW�IRUVDNH�PH�IRU�KHU�´�
7KH�YLROLQLVW�WKUHZ�RII�KLV�FORDN�WR�UHYHDO�KLV�WUXH�VHOI��DQG�6HOLQGD�JDVSHG��+H�

UHVHPEOHG�WKH�VKDGRZ�RI�D�KLGHRXV�FUHDWXUH��PLVVKDSHQ�DQG�JURWHVTXH��+H�WXUQHG�
his attention to her, his eyes glowing in hatred.

³,�FDQ�NLOO�\RX�DW�D�ZKLP��&KDVH�GRZQ�\RXU�ZKROH�SXQ\�FDUDYDQ�DQG�OHDYH�
QR�WUDFH�EHKLQG��$QG�,�ZLOO�GR�LW�´�7KH�WKLQJ�PRYHG�WRZDUGV�KHU�ZLWK�WKH�YLROLQ�
closely tucked at his side. 

%XW�GHVSLWH�WKH�FUHDWXUH¶V�WKUHDWV��6HOLQGD�IHOW�DW�HDVH��7KH�YLROLQ¶V�PXVLF�VWLOO�
OLQJHUHG� LQ� KHU� KHDG�� SOD\LQJ� DQRWKHU� VRQJ� VKH� KDG� QHYHU� KHDUG�� %HWZHHQ� LWV�
VHGXFWLYH�QRWHV�LW�VDQJ�ZLWK�D�YRLFH�WKDW�PDGH�KHU�ZHHS��6KH�FRXOG�QRW�WHOO�LI�LW�
was male, female or cherub.

³'DQFH��GDQFH��P\�ORYH��<RX�DUH�PLQH�DQG�,�DP�\RXUV��7RJHWKHU�ZH�DUH�RQH��
IRUHYHU�WR�HQGXUH�´
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6HOLQGD� VWRRG� EHIRUH� WKH� FUHDWXUH� GH¿DQWO\� DQG� VKRXWHG�� ³<RX� ¿GGOH� WR�P\�
GDQFH�QRZ�´�

+HU�IHHW�VWHSSHG�OLJKWO\�WR�WKH�VRQJ�VKH�KHDUG��7KH�VKDGRZ\�FUHDWXUH�JULPDFHG��
XQDEOH�WR�PRYH�IURP�ZKHUH�LW�VWRRG��,WV�DUP�ZRYH�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK��ZLHOGLQJ�WKH�
broken bow to a lament it couldn’t hear.

³+RZ"´�LW�FURDNHG��³1R�RQH�FDQ�UHVLVW���´�
³,�FDQ�´�6HOLQGD�PRFNHG��³EHFDXVH�WKH�YLROLQ�ZDQWV�PH��QRW�\RX�´
The thing howled as the sun cut through its shadowy exterior. It dropped the 

ERZ�DQG�YLROLQ��WKHQ�FULHG�RXW�LQ�KRUURU�DV�WKH�EULOOLDQW�UD\V�VHW�LWV�ERG\�DÀDPH��
FRYHULQJ�WKH�LQVWUXPHQW�LQ�DVKHV��6HOLQGD�ZDONHG�RYHU�DQG�SLFNHG�XS�WKH�YLROLQ��
6KH�WRRN�WKH�ERZ�ZLWK�KHU�RWKHU�KDQG�DQG�ZDYHG�LW�LQ�WKH�DLU��WKH�¿EHUV�PHQGLQJ�
through her delicate touch.

6KH�KHOG�WKH�YLROLQ�ORYLQJO\��IRQGOLQJ�WKH�SULVWLQH�ZRRG�ZLWK�D�FRYHWRXV�JULQ��
DQG�WKHQ�ODLG�GRZQ�LQ�WKH�JUDVV�EHVLGH�LW��PRYHG�E\�LWV�LQDXGLEOH�QRWHV��6KH�WLOWHG�
her head and writhed in the morning dew with sensual longing. As the birds 

EHJDQ�WR�FKLUS��VKH�WXUQHG�WR�WKH�YLROLQ��FDUHVVLQJ�LWV�QHFN�ZLWK�D�ORYHU¶V�WRXFK�
and whispered,

“I will do your bidding.”

o~O~o

Presina awoke with a gasp.

Immediately, she looked to her daughter’s bed. The girl slept contentedly, 

exhaling a small sigh. Presina put her hand to her heart and thanked the gods.

She was VDIH.
Looking back, she noticed Selinda had muddied the bottom of her sheets. The 

JLUO�KDG�JRQH�RXWVLGH��GHVSLWH�KHU�ZDUQLQJV��6KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�EH�SXQLVKHG�
6KH�VWRRG�XS� WR�SUHSDUH�KHU�PRUQLQJ� WHD��EXW�ZDV�VKRFNHG� WR�¿QG�D�VWUDQJH�

YLROLQ� VLWWLQJ� SURPLQHQWO\� RQ� WKH� WDEOH�� 7KH� LQVWUXPHQW� ZDV� EHDXWLIXO� DQG� WKH�
craftsmanship without equal. She looked back at her daughter, wondering how 

VKH¶G�DFTXLUHG�LW��3UHVLQD�RSHQHG�D�FDELQHW�GRRU�WR�KLGH�WKH�YLROLQ��)RU�QRZ�VKH�
would put it away, so Selinda might learn her lesson. She reached out and touched 

the bow, but pulled back immediately as a lancing pain shot up her arm. Blood 

ZHOOHG�DQG�WULFNOHG�GRZQ�KHU�¿QJHU��
The sharpness of the string had cut her deeply.
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O55,6�0$11�VDXQWHUHG� IURP�XQGHU�D� VKRS¶V�DZQLQJ�DQG�
IHOW�WKH�RSSUHVVLYH�KHDW�RI�WKH�SUH�QRRQ�VXQ�SUHVV�GRZQ�RQ�
KLP�� OLNH�¿UP�KDQGV� UHVWLQJ�KHDYLO\�RQ�KLV� VKRXOGHUV��+H�
paused, watching the crowd gathering around the market 

VTXDUH��WKHQ�ZDYHG�DQG�FRQWLQXHG�ZDONLQJ�WR�D�FOHDU�DUHD�
QHDU� WKH� FHQWHU� RI� WKH� FREEOHG� SDYHPHQW�� 7KH� FRQ¿GHQW� JHVWXUH� ZDV� UHWXUQHG�
KDOI�KHDUWHGO\�E\�D� IHZ�LQ� WKH�FURZG��EXW�ZDV�EROVWHUHG�HQWKXVLDVWLFDOO\�E\�KLV�
HQWRXUDJH��ZKR�IROORZHG�KLP�IURP�WKH�WDYHUQ�DQG�VSUHDG�DPRQJ�WKH�VSHFWDWRUV��

+H� VWRSSHG�DQG� VWDUHG�GRZQ�KLV�QRVH�DW� WKH�GDUN�VNLQQHG� OLWWOH�PDQ�KH�KDG�
FRPH�WR�PHHW�DQG��DVVXUHGO\��NLOO��+H�ÀLFNHG�DQ�LPDJLQDU\�SLHFH�RI�OLQW�IURP�WKH�
VOHHYH�RI�KLV�VLON�EORXVH�DV�KLV�WDUJHW�UHJDUGHG�KLP�HYHQO\�IURP�DFURVV�WKH�VTXDUH��
7KH�PDQ¶V�FORWKLQJ�ZDV�D�MXPEOH�RI�FRORUV�DQG�VW\OHV�IURP�YDULRXV�ODQGV��JLYLQJ�
KLP�D�ZHOO�WUDYHOOHG�LI�WKUHDGEDUH�ORRN��$�SDLU�RI�ZRUQ�NXNULV�KXQJ�IURP�KLV�KLSV��
DORQJ�ZLWK�YDULRXV�SRXFKHV�DQG�EXQGOHV��+LV� VKRXOGHU�OHQJWK�EODFN�KDLU�ZDV�D�
ELW�XQNHPSW��ZLWK� ORQJ�EDQJV�WKDW�NHSW�GURRSLQJ�RYHU�RQH�H\H�RU� WKH�RWKHU��+H�
appeared to be in his late twenties, perhaps early thirties, but his eyes seemed 

much older. 

2UULV�ZDV�QRW� LPSUHVVHG�ZLWK�KLP��DQG�KDGQ¶W�EHHQ�VLQFH� WKHLU�¿UVW�PHHWLQJ�
DW� WKH� WDYHUQ¶V� JDPLQJ� WDEOH��7KH� OLWWOH�PDQ�KDG� DVNHG� WR� MRLQ� WKHLU� JDPH� DQG��
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VHQVLQJ�DQ�HDV\�PDUN��WKH�SOD\HUV�LQYLWHG�KLP�LQWR�WKH�QH[W�URXQG��$Q�KRXU�ODWHU�
WKH�VWUDQJHU�ZDV�ZHOO�DKHDG�DQG�2UULV�ZDV�WKH�RQO\�RQH�VWLOO�JLYLQJ�KLP�D�UXQ�IRU�
the winnings. 

³<RX¶UH�FKHDWLQJ�´�2UULV�DFFXVHG��¿QDOO\�JLYLQJ�YRLFH�WR�KLV�IUXVWUDWLRQ�
³7KDW¶V�D�OLH�´�WKH�VPDOO�PDQ�VDLG�FRROO\��KLV�YRLFH�FDUU\LQJ�DFURVV�WKH�LQQ¶V�

main hall. 

6LOHQFH�IROORZHG�DV�WKH�WDYHUQ¶V�SDWURQV�IUR]H�DQG�DOO�DWWHQWLRQV�WXUQHG�WR�WKH�
table. The small dark man remained seated, but his weathered eyes absorbed the 

PRYHPHQWV�RI�HYHU\WKLQJ�DURXQG�KLP��LQFOXGLQJ�2UULV��7KH�\RXQJ�7DOGDQ�GDQG\�
URVH�IURP�KLV�FKDLU�DQG�OHDQHG�RYHU�WKH�WDEOH��OLJKWO\�UHVWLQJ�KLV�NQXFNOHV�RQ�LWV�
ZLQH�VWDLQHG�VXUIDFH�

“What was that you said?” he asked.

“I said, ‘that’s a lie.’”

Orris smirked. “You’re actually calling me a liar?” 

“Well, if you say I am cheating, then yes, you are a liar.” 

2UULV�VSUHDG�KLV�KDQGV�ZLGH��³'LG�\RX�DOO�KHDU�WKDW"´�+H�WXUQHG�VORZO\�DV�KH�
DGGUHVVHG�WKH�FURZGHG�KDOO��³7KLV�GLVKHYHOHG�OLWWOH�FUXG�MXVW�LQVXOWHG�P\�KRQRU��
What does that demand?”

³6DWLVIDFWLRQ�´�KLV�IULHQGV�DW�WKH�WDEOH�FULHG��DOPRVW�LQ�XQLVRQ��
“And what say you all, my fellow patrons?”

 The crowd murmured their assent out of what seemed more habit than actual 

DJUHHPHQW��7KH\�KDG�VHHQ�WKLV�EHIRUH��2UULV�0DQQ�ZDV�D�FRQVXPPDWH�GXHOLVW²D�
GHYLO�ZLWK�D�FURVVERZ²DQG�WKDW�KRUULG�VNLOO�DORQH�NHSW� WKH�SHRSOH�RI�<DQPDVV�
IURP� VSHDNLQJ� RXW� DJDLQVW� KLP� RU� KLV� IULHQGV�� +H� IDQFLHG� KLPVHOI� WKH� WRZQ¶V�
champion, but didn’t care what they really thought. 

2UULV�VSXQ�WR�IDFH�WKH�XSVWDUW��³6R��LW�FRPHV�WR�WKLV��\RX�PHHW�PH�LQ�WKH�PDUNHW�
VTXDUH��¿YH�PLQXWHV�WLOO�KLJK�VXQ��WR�UHPHG\�\RXU�WUDQVJUHVVLRQ²´

“Or?” The little man asked, calmly keeping his seat. 

2UULV� FKXFNOHG�� ³2U��P\� FRPSDQLRQV� DQG� ,�ZLOO� VFUDSH� LW� IURP� \RXU� ÀD\HG�
hide.” 

+LV� IULHQGV� URVH� IURP� WKHLU� FKDLUV�� FUDFNLQJ� WKHLU�NQXFNOHV� DQG�JULSSLQJ� WKH�
pommels of their sheathed blades in an effort to look menacing, or so the smaller 

man assumed.

“What will it be, friend?”

³:HOO�´�WKH�OLWWOH�PDQ�VDLG��WLSSLQJ�EDFN�LQ�KLV�FKDLU��³LW�DSSHDUV�WKDW�,�KDYH�OLWWOH�
choice...so satisfaction it will be.”

³([FHOOHQW�´�2UULV� FULHG�� ³,W�ZLOO�� RI� FRXUVH�� EH� FURVVERZV�� UDLVHG� DQG� ¿UHG�
when the clock tower strikes midday.”

³([FXVH� PH�� EXW� ,� WKRXJKW� WKH� FKDOOHQJHG� SDUW\� ZDV� JLYHQ� WKH� FKRLFH� RI�
weapon?” 

2UULV� FKXFNOHG� \HW� DJDLQ�� D� VO\� JULQ� VTXLUPLQJ� DFURVV� KLV� IDFH�� ³1RW� LQ�P\�
WRZQ��OLWWOH�PDQ��+HUH�LW¶V�WKH�RIIHQGHG�SDUW\�WKDW�FKRRVHV��6HH�\RX�LQ�WKH�VTXDUH�´�
$QG�ZLWK�WKDW�WKH�7DOGDQ�VSXQ�RQ�KLV�KHHO�DQG�VWRUPHG�RXW�RI�WKH�WDYHUQ�LQ�IHLJQHG�
indignation, his compatriots in tow, all laughing at the prospect of the dark man’s 

skewering. 

$�TXDUWHU�RI�DQ�KRXU�ODWHU�WKH\�ZHUH�LQ�WKH�SOD]D��¿IWHHQ�SDFHV�DSDUW�DQG�VWDULQJ�
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DW�HDFK�RWKHU��2UULV�ZDV�WKH�SLFWXUH�RI�FRQ¿GHQFH��UHVSOHQGHQW�LQ�KLV�VLONV�DQG�¿QH�
OHDWKHUV��+H�WXUQHG�DQG�UDLVHG�D�KDQG�EHKLQG�KLP�WRZDUG�KLV�IULHQGV�DQG�PDGH�D�
beckoning gesture, not once taking his eyes from his opponent. A gangly youth 

with an admiring smile plastered on his face walked briskly to Orris and offered 

D�¿QH�FURVVERZ��
³+HUH�\RX�DUH��0LORUG�0DQQ��2LOHG�DQG�UHDG\��DV�DOZD\V�´�
7KH�ER\�KDQGHG�WKH�ZHDSRQ�RYHU��2UULV�LQVSHFWHG�LW��FRXFKHG�WKH�VWRFN�RQ�RQH�

KLS�DQG�FRFNHG�LW�ZLWK�D�GHIW��SUHFLVH�PRWLRQ��+H�ORRNHG�RYHU�WR�WKH�OLWWOH�PDQ��
³.DWDSHVKL"´�+H�DVNHG�VLPSO\��
The man nodded. 

³+PSK��<RX¶YH�FRPH�D�ORQJ�ZD\�WR�GLH��WKHQ�´�
The man shrugged. 

³:KHQ�WKH�FORFN�EHOO�VWULNHV�KLJK�VXQ��ZH�UDLVH�DQG�¿UH��$Q\�TXHVWLRQV"´
³2QH��GRQ¶W�7DOGDQ�GXHOLVWV�XVH�VZRUGV"´�
2UULV�QRWLFHG�WKH�PDQ�ZDV�VWLOO�DV�FDOP�DV�HYHU�
It was becoming...unsettling. 

7KH�OLWWOH�PDQ�DFWHG�DV�LI�WKLV�ZHUH�QRWKLQJ�PRUH�WKDQ�DQ�LQFRQYHQLHQFH��2UULV�
shook his head, thinking it ridiculous the Katapeshi wasn’t taking this seriously. 

'LGQ¶W�KH�NQRZ�KLV�OLIH�ZDV�DERXW�WR�HQG"�'LGQ¶W�KH�NQRZ�ZKR�KH�IDFHG"�
2UULV¶�IDFH�FRORUHG�EULHÀ\�
³1R�´�KH�VDLG��³,�OLNH�WKH�FURVVERZ��7KDW¶V�ZKDW�ZH�XVH�´�$JLWDWLRQ�ZDV�FUHHSLQJ�

LQWR�KLV�YRLFH��+H�JODQFHG�DW�WKH�FORFN�WRZHU��³<RX�KDYH�RQO\�IRXU�RU�VR�PLQXWHV�WR�
OLYH��$Q\�ODVW�ZRUGV"´�+LV�IULHQGV�FKXFNOHG�EHKLQG�KLP��7KH�JULP�FURZG�UHPDLQHG�
VLOHQW��'XHOV�ZHUH�HQWHUWDLQLQJ��EXW�H[HFXWLRQV�ZHUH�DQRWKHU�PDWWHU�

“Yes. I need someone to lend me a crossbow.” 

Scattered chuckles emanated from the audience. Orris shook his head. Pathetic, 

he thought. 

“Will someone please lend this fool a crossbow?” he requested loudly from the 

gathered masses.

³,�KDYH�RQH�´�D�YRLFH�FDOOHG�RXW��$�WDOO��ZLU\�PDQ�ZDONHG�XS�WR�WKH�VPDOO�PDQ�
ZLWK� D�PHDVXUHG� VWULGH�� &XULRXVO\� HQRXJK�� 2UULV� REVHUYHG�� WKLV�PDQ�ZDV� DOVR�
Katapeshi. This fact was not lost on some in the audience, and murmurs arose here 

and there. The tall one handed his countryman a battered crossbow and a single 

EROW��WKHQ�VPLOHG��WXUQHG��DQG�MRJJHG�OLJKWO\�IURP�WKH�RSHQ�VTXDUH��HDVLQJ�LQWR�WKH�
crowd and out of sight. The little man readied the weapon.

A minute passed, and Orris began to feel as if something was happening that he 

ZDV�QR�ORQJHU�LQ�FRQWURO�RI��+LV�IULHQGV�ZHUH�H[FKDQJLQJ�XQVXUH�JODQFHV��DQG�KLV�
palm was beginning to sweat around the grip of his crossbow. 

Another minute went by. 

Only two minutes left.

2UULV� VZLWFKHG� KLV�ZHDSRQ� IURP� KDQG� WR� KDQG�� ÀH[LQJ� KLV� ¿QJHUV� DV� VZHDW�
EHDGHG� RQ� KLV� EURZ�� 7KH� OLWWOH� .DWDSHVKL� ORRNHG� LQIXULDWLQJO\� FRPSRVHG�� +H�
should be sobbing— like a child, begging for help. That’s what all the others did. 

7KDW¶V�ZKDW�ZDV�VXSSRVHG�WR�KDSSHQ��1RW�WKLV�XWWHU���GLVUHJDUG�
7KH�7DOGDQ�ULVNHG�D�ORRN�DW�WKH�FORFN¶V�IDFH��7KH�ORQJ�KDQG�FOLFNHG�WR�MXVW�D�

minute before. Ah, Orris thought, only a—
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Bong. 

“Wha—?” he began, but something slammed into his throat and pain exploded 

through his neck and head. 

2UULV�VDW�KHDYLO\�RQWR�WKH�FREEOHV��FUDFNLQJ�KLV�WDLOERQH��+H�PDQDJHG�D�ZHDN��
ZHW�JXUJOH�DQG�GURSSHG�KLV�FURVVERZ��+H�ZDQWHG�WR�VZDOORZ�DZD\�WKH�OXPS�LQ�KLV�
WKURDW�EXW�VXFNHG�EORRG�LQWR�KLV�OXQJV�LQVWHDG��5DLVLQJ�KLV�KDQGV�WR�KLV�QHFN��KH�
IHOW�WKH�TXDUUHO�EXULHG�GHHS��LWV�ÀHWFKLQJ�WLFNOLQJ�DW�KLV�FKLQ��7KH�VPDOO�GDUN�PDQ�
ZDONHG� WRZDUG�KLP��FDVXDOO\� UHVWLQJ� WKH�FURVVERZ�RYHU�KLV� VKRXOGHU��2UULV� IHOO�
RQWR�KLV�EDFN��JDJJLQJ�DV�WKH�OLWWOH�PDQ�SDXVHG�DERYH�KLP��

³<RX�ZHUH�ULJKW�´�KH�ZKLVSHUHG��³,�GLG�FKHDW��,� MXVW�ZDQWHG�WR�VHH�ZKDW�\RX�
ZRXOG�GR�DERXW�LW�´�+H�EHQW�RYHU�DQG�VQDWFKHG�2UULV¶�SXUVH�IURP�KLV�EHOW��³)RU�
my troubles.”

7KH�FORFN�WRZHU�¿QDOO\�VRXQGHG�RXW�WKH�KRXU�RI�KLJK�VXQ��2UULV�0DQQ�ZKHH]HG�
RQFH�DQG�GLHG��+LV�NLOOHU�WXUQHG�DQG�ZDONHG�FDOPO\�IURP�WKH�VTXDUH��KLV�SDVVDJH�
PDUNHG�RQO\�E\� WKH�VWXQQHG�VLOHQFH�RI� WKH�FURZG�DQG� WKH�¿QDO� WROOV�RI�PLGGD\�
pealing across the town.

o~O~o

A mile outside Yanmass he met up with his fellow Katapeshi. 

³1LFH�VKRW��2PDV�´�WKH�WDOO�PDQ�VDLG�ZLWK�D�VPLUN��SDVVLQJ�KLP�D�VKRUW�ERZ�
³<RXUV�KLWWLQJ�WKH�EHOO�ZDV�EHWWHU��5XOKRU�´�+H�KDQGHG�WKH�FURVVERZ�EDFN�WR�

its owner. 

³,I�\RX�VD\�VR��1H[W�WRZQ��WKHQ"´�
Omas nodded “There’ll probably be one like him there, too.”

³$\H�´�5XOKRU�DJUHHG��³DQG�WKH\¶OO�SD\�D�¿QDO�WROO��DV�ZHOO�´�
Omas chuckled, hefting the dead man’s purse then tucking it away in a pouch.

The open road beckoned, and on they walked.
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H,66667��7+,1 slices of raw red gar sizzled as they dropped 

RQWR� WKH� ¿UH�EODFNHQHG� VKLQJOH� RI� VWRQH�� HPLWWLQJ� FORXGV�
of delicious, oily smoke. The boy leaned forward as his 

VWRPDFK� JURZOHG�� DQG� KH� UHDFKHG� RXW� D� ¿QJHU� WR� VQHDN� D�
WDVWH��+LV�XQFOH¶V�DQQR\HG�JUXQW�PDGH�KLP�IUHH]H��³&DUHIXO��

-RTXDLN�´�KLV�IDWKHU¶V�HOGHU�EURWKHU�ZDUQHG��³RU�\RX¶OO�NQRFN�RYHU�WKH�VWRQH�´�7KH�
ER\�ZLWKGUHZ�KLV�KDQG�DQG�VWUDLJKWHQHG�EDFN�IURP�WKH�ÀDPHV�LQ�GHIHUHQFH��WKH�
FRRNLQJ�VODWH�KDG�EHHQ�XVHG�VLQFH�EHIRUH�KLV�JUDQGIDWKHU¶V�WLPH��+H�ZDWFKHG�KLV�
IDWKHU�¿QLVK�VNLOOIXOO\�GHERQLQJ�WKHLU�PHDO��OD\LQJ�WKH�ODVW�VWULSV�GRZQ�WR�VHDU��7KH�
PRXWK�ZDWHULQJ�DURPD�RI� VL]]OLQJ�¿VK�¿OOHG� WKH� OHDWKHU� WHQW� DV� -RTXDLN�ZDLWHG�
impatiently.

7KH�KXQWLQJ�SDUW\�ZDV�IRXU�GD\V�RXW�IURP�WKHLU�VWHDGLQJ��WUDYHOLQJ�WR�WKH�KXQWLQJ�
JURXQGV� WKDW� OD\� WZR�ZHHNV� QRUWKZHVW� RI� WKHLU� VODWH�URRIHG�KRPH� LQ� WKH� URXJK�
WXQGUD�QRUWK�RI�.DOVJDUG��7KH�ÀLFNHUVFDOH�HHOV�ZHUH�VZDUPLQJ�XS�WKH�FKDQQHOV�
to their spawning beds, and their passage meant the large redbelly gar would be 

VZLPPLQJ�XS�IURP�WKH�GHSWKV�WR�KXQW��5HGEHOO\�JDU�PHDQW�WKH�UHWXUQ�RI�WKH�VHDOV��
DQG�-RTXDLN¶V�IDPLO\�ZDV�LQ�WKH�VHDOLQJ�EXVLQHVV��7KLV�ZDV�-RTXDLN¶V�WKLUG�WULS�WR�
WKH�KXQWLQJ�JURXQGV��DQG�KH�KDG�HYHQ�VSHDUHG�KLV�¿UVW�NLOO�ODVW�VHDVRQ��-RTXDLN¶V�
VWRPDFK�UXPEOHG�DJDLQ��KH�QHHGHG�D�GLVWUDFWLRQ��+H�JULQQHG�PLVFKLHYRXVO\�DFURVV�
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WKH�VHDO�IDW�ÀDPH�RI�WKH�FRRN�¿UH�WR�KLV�OLWWOH�EURWKHU��.RQJLTXR��ZKR�KXGGOHG�LQ�
his new furs, looking bored and hungry. 

“Kongi, do you hear the whisper of the witchlights outside?”

Kongiquo scowled across at his older brother. “There are no witchlight spirits 

outside, icebrain.”

-RTXDLN�JULQQHG�ZLGHU��³2I�FRXUVH�WKHUH�DUH��:K\�GR�\RX�WKLQN�ZH�EULQJ�WKH�
EOXH�FDQGOH"´�+H�JHVWXUHG�RYHU�WR�WKHLU�IDWKHU¶V�SDFN�ZKHUH�WKH�ORQJ�EOXH�WLQWHG�
candle was lashed to the frame.

+LV�OLWWOH�EURWKHU�H\HG�WKH�FDQGOH�VXVSLFLRXVO\��³7KDW¶V� MXVW�D�VWXSLG�VWRU\��,I�
witchlights came, the dogs would bark and scare them away.”

-RTXDLN� JODQFHG� RYHU� DW� KLV� XQFOH� DQG� IDWKHU��ZKR�ZHUH� VWUXJJOLQJ� WR� NHHS�
VWUDLJKW�IDFHV�ZKLOH�WKH\�FRRNHG��7KH\�KDG�WROG�KLP�WKH�OHJHQG�KLV�¿UVW�KXQWLQJ�
trip, and now it was Kongiquo’s turn to hear the scare tale.

³1R��EHDU�VFDW��WKH\�GRQ¶W�ZDON�RQ�WKH�VQRZ��DQG�WKH\�GRQ¶W�KDYH�D�VFHQW��+RZ�
ZRXOG�WUDFN�GRJV�HYHQ�NQRZ�WKH\�ZHUH�WKHUH"�'RJV�MXVW�VOHHS�LQ�WKHLU�VQRZ�GHQV�
ZKLOH�WKH�ZLWFKOLJKWV�ÀRDW�LQWR�RXU�WHQWV�DQG�VXFN�RXU�VRXOV�RXW�´

.RQJLTXR�ORRNHG�LQWHUHVWHG�QRZ��HYHQ�D�OLWWOH�VFDUHG��-RTXDLN�FRQWLQXHG��³7KH�
witchlights are the spirits of hunters lost in the white who froze to death when they 

FRXOGQ¶W�¿QG�VKHOWHU��RU�GLHG�RI�KXQJHU�EHFDXVH�WKH\�FRXOGQ¶W�FDWFK�IRRG��6RPH�
HYHQ���´�-RTXDLN�NQXFNOHG� WKH�GRXEOH�WKLFN� OHDWKHU�RI� WKHLU� VKHOWHU��³���ORVW� WKHLU�
ZKDOHERQH�WHQWV��RU�WKHLU�GRJV�UDQ�DZD\�ZLWK�WKHLU�VOHG��OHDYLQJ�WKHP�WR�ZDQGHU�
until they died.” 

-RTXDLN�OHDQHG�FORVHU�WR�KLV�OLWWOH�EURWKHU��³$QG�ZKHQ�WKH\�GLHG��WKHLU�VSLULWV�
ZHUH�VXFNHG�RXW�RI�WKHLU�PRXWKV�E\�WKH�:LQWHU�:LWFK�WR�IRUHYHU�ZDQGHU�WKH�WXQGUD��
looking for other hunters to kill to keep their witchlights glowing.”

.RQJLTXR�JDYH�D�QHUYRXV�VKLYHU��DQG�KLV�H\HV�ÀLFNHG�WRZDUGV�WKHLU�IDWKHU��ZKR�
steadfastly ignored his sons.

-RTXDLN�UHDFKHG�RYHU�DQG�GUHZ�RXW�WKH�EOXH�FDQGOH�IURP�WKHLU�IDWKHU¶V�SDFN��³,W�
was my duty as youngest and smallest to hold the candle and keep watch, since I 

FRXOGQ¶W�GR�DQ\�KXQWLQJ��7KLV�LV�\RXU�¿UVW�KXQW��OLWWOH�EURWKHU��7KDW�PHDQV�LW¶V�\RXU�
turn to watch and keep us safe from the Winter Witch’s lights.”

7KHLU� IDWKHU�¿QDOO\�KDQGHG� WKHP�HDFK�D�SLHFH�RI� WKH� VWRQH�FRRNHG�¿VK�� DQG�
-RTXDLN�FKHZHG�KLV�KDSSLO\��FORVLQJ�KLV�H\HV�DV�WKH�ULFK�ÀDYRU�RI�WKH�VHDUHG�JDU�
exploded between his teeth. Kongiquo seemed uninterested in his dinner until 

their uncle nudged him with a serious look on his face. “Eat, little Kongiquo. You 

need the food to help keep you awake tonight.”

The smaller boy looked at their uncle, fear plain on his face as he took a big 

mouthful.

.RQJL¶V�IDWKHU�SRLQWHG�DW�KLP�ZLWK�WKH�ORQJ�¿VK�NQLIH��³*RRG��.RQJL��,W¶V�\RXU�
turn to watch for the lights. You are old enough now.” 

The rest of the gar was shared around until nothing but a pile of bones and 

VFDOHV�UHPDLQHG��-RTXDLN�VQXJJOHG�XQGHU�KLV�EODQNHW��H\HV�UHÀHFWLQJ�WKH�UDQFLG�
OLJKW�RI�WKH�WDOORZ�ÀDPH�DQG�JOLWWHULQJ�LQ�DPXVHPHQW�DV�KH�ZDWFKHG�KLV�EURWKHU�
FOXWFK� WKH�EOXH�FDQGOH�� ORRNLQJ�DERXW�IRU� WKH�ZLWFKOLJKWV��7KH\�ZRXOG�¿QG�KLP�
WRPRUURZ��DVOHHS�VLWWLQJ�XS�ZLWK� LW�FOXWFKHG� LQ�KLV�FROG�¿QJHUV� OLNH� WKH\� IRXQG�
-RTXDLN�WKUHH�\HDUV�DJR�RQ�KLV�¿UVW�VHDO�KXQW��-RTXDLN�IHOW�KLV�H\HV�GULIWLQJ�VKXW��
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7KH�ODVW�WKLQJ�KH�VDZ�ZDV�KLV�EURWKHU¶V�QHUYRXV�IDFH��KLV�H\HV�GDUWLQJ�EDFN�DQG�
forth at each creak of the leather in their snug tent.

o~O~o

,W�VHHPHG�PHUH�PLQXWHV�KDG�SDVVHG�ZKHQ�-RTXDLN�KHDUG�KLV�QDPH�ZKLVSHUHG�
KDUVKO\��+H� VDW�XS��EOLQNLQJ� VOHHS� IURP�KLV� H\HV� DV�.RQJLTXR�KLVVHG�KLV�QDPH�
again. 

“I’m awake, Kongi. What is it?”

+LV� OLWWOH�EURWKHU�SRLQWHG�RYHU� WR� WKHLU� IDWKHU�ZKR�ZDV�SXOOLQJ�RQ�KLV�KHDY\�
RXWHU�MDFNHW��-RTXDLN�ORRNHG�DURXQG�DQG�GLG�QRW�VHH�WKHLU�XQFOH��2XWVLGH��WKH�WUDFN�
GRJV�ZHUH�ZKLPSHULQJ�DQG�\LSSLQJ��DQG�D�TXLFN�JODQFH�UHYHDOHG�WKDW�WKHLU�XQFOH¶V�
short spear was missing. “Papa?”

/HDWKHU\�.RTXD�KXVKHG�KLV�VRQ��³7KHUH�PLJKW�EH�D�EHDU�RU�VRPH�RWKHU�QLJKW�
hunter. Your uncle went outside to check, and I had better go out too, or I will 

QHYHU�KHDU�WKH�HQG�RI�LW�´
+H�JUDEEHG�KLV�VSHDU�DQG�VOLG�WKURXJK�WKH�WKLFN�OHDWKHU�WHQW�ÀDS��RXW�LQWR�WKH�

night.

.RQJL�PRYHG�DURXQG�WKH�¿UH�VWRQH�XQWLO�KH�ZDV�QH[W�WR�KLV�ROGHU�EURWKHU��7KH�
EOXH�ZLWFK�FDQGOH�VKRRN�LQ�KLV�KDQGV�ZLWK�KLV�QHUYRXVQHVV��-RTXDLN�WRRN�RXW�KLV�
ORQJ�JXWWLQJ�NQLIH�DQG�ODLG�LW�RQ�WKH�VWRQH�ZLWKLQ�HDV\�UHDFK��+H�VWLÀHG�D�\DZQ�
and scrubbed at his eyes, pausing when the whining of the dogs outside became 

snarling. When the growling rose to a crescendo, his eyes met his brother’s and he 

took up the knife, holding it as their father had taught him.

2XWVLGH�WKH�KXW��WKH�WUDFN�GRJV�VHHPHG�WR�EH�DWWDFNLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ��DQG�-RTXDLN�
wondered what it was, for it fought without a sound. Sudden yelps made both 

ER\V� MXPS�� DQG� -RTXDLN�ZDV� FHUWDLQ� KH� KHDUG� UHSHDWLQJ� VSHDU� WKUXVWV� VWDEELQJ�
LQWR�ÀHVK��7KH�MLQJOH�RI�VOHG�WDFNOH�JUHZ�IDLQWHU�DV�VRPH�RI�WKH�GRJV�UDQ�IURP�WKH�
FDPSVLWH��6HYHUDO�PRUH�FULHV�RI�SDLQ�FDPH�IURP�WKHP��WKHQ�IHZHU��XQWLO�¿QDOO\�DOO�
was quiet outside but for the moaning wind spattering snow against the tent.

The brothers strained to hear the familiar sounds of their father or uncle 

UHWXUQLQJ��EXW�QR�FDOO��LQVXOW��QRU�MRNH�HFKRHG�RXWVLGH��QRU�GLG�DQ\�FXUVH�HUXSW�KDG�
HLWKHU�EHHQ�KXUW��-RTXDLN�ORRNHG�DW�KLV�EURWKHU��VZDOORZLQJ�D�VXGGHQ�OXPS�LQ�KLV�
throat, his knife tip shaking as much as the blue candle in Kongi’s hands. They 

both trembled at the crunch of footsteps in the snow outside, which began near 

the back and slowly walked widdershins around the whalebone tent. An eerie blue 

OLJKW�VHHSHG�DURXQG�LWV�HGJHV��GHVSLWH�WKH�PXOWLSOH�OD\HUV�RI�OHDWKHU��-RTXDLN¶V�H\HV�
grew wide.

“Kongi. Kongi, light the candle.”

“What?”

“Light it—the candle.”

.RQJL�GLSSHG�WKH�ZD[�FRYHUHG�ZLFN�LQ�WKH�ÀDPH��DQG�LW�VSLW� LWV�ZD\�WR�OLIH��
¿OOLQJ�WKH�WHQW�ZLWK�D�FRRO�ZKLWH�OLJKW�WKDW�LOOXPLQDWHG�PXFK�PRUH�WKDQ�WKH�VHDO�
IDW�¿UH�HYHU�FRXOG��7KH�VRXQG�RI�IRRWVWHSV�VWRSSHG�RXWVLGH�WKH�HQWU\��DQG�-RTXDLN�
ZDWFKHG�DV�D�PLWWHQHG�KDQG�UHDFKHG� WKURXJK� WKH�ÀDSV�� WU\LQJ� WR�¿QG�D�ZD\� LQ��
.RQJL� VOXPSHG� LQ� UHOLHI�� EXW� -RTXDLN� UHPDLQHG� WHQVH�� KLV� NQLIH�SRLQWLQJ� DW� WKH�
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HQWU\ZD\�DV�WKH�KDQG�ZLWKGUHZ��.RQJL�EHJDQ�WR�VD\�VRPHWKLQJ��EXW�-RTXDLN�KLVVHG�
KLP�LQWR�VLOHQFH�DV�D�GLIIHUHQW�KDQG�UHDFKHG�WKURXJK�WKH�WHQW�ÀDS��7KLV�RQH�ZDV�
ZLWKRXW� D�PLWWHQ�� WKH� VPDOOHVW� ¿QJHU�PLVVLQJ� DQG� GULSSLQJ� EORRG� RQ� WKH� KLGHV�
EHORZ��7KH�PDQJOHG�KDQG�SXOOHG�DW�WKH�ÀDSV��FOXPVLO\�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�UHPRYH�WKHP��
and the blue light outside grew stronger still.

.RQJL�EHJDQ�VKDNLQJ�DJDLQ��DQG�-RTXDLN�SXOOHG�KLP�FORVH�XQGHU�RQH�DUP��7KH�
\RXQJHU�ER\�KHOG�WKH�FDQGOH�EUDYHO\��ELWLQJ�KDUG�RQ�KLV�ORZHU�OLS�

-RTXDLN�VSRNH��³&ORVH�\RXU�H\HV��OLWWOH�EURWKHU��&ORVH�WKHP��DQG�GR�QRW�OHW�WKH�
candle fall.”

-RTXDLN�SUHSDUHG�WR�GHIHQG�KLV�EURWKHU�DV�WKH�ORQJ�GUDZQ�IDFH�RI�WKHLU�IDWKHU�
VORZO\�ZRUPHG�LWV�ZD\�WKURXJK�WKH�WHQW�ÀDSV��7KH�PDQ¶V�FKHHNV�ZHUH�KROORZ�DQG�
WLJKW�ZKLOH�EOXH�OLJKW�OHDNHG�OLNH�EORRG�IURP�KLV�H\HV��KLV�MDZ�JQDVKLQJ�DV�VPRNH�
slithered though blackened teeth.

.RQJLTXR�FODPSHG�KLV�H\HV�VKXW�DQG�KHOG�WKH�FDQGOH�WLJKW��ZKLVSHULQJ�FKLOG�
SUD\HUV�ZKLOH�WU\LQJ�WR�LJQRUH�KLV�IDWKHU¶V�FKDWWHULQJ�WHHWK��+H�VTXHH]HG�KLV�H\HV�
WLJKWHU�DV�KLV�EURWKHU�PRYHG�DZD\��+H�KHDUG�-RTXDLN¶V�JUXQW�DQG�WKH�VRXQG�RI�KLV�
NQLIH�VWULNLQJ�ÀHVK��IROORZHG�E\�WKH�VSDWWHU�RI�EORRG�RQ�WKH�OHDWKHU�ZDOOV�

7KH� WHQW� VKRRN� YLROHQWO\�� DQG� WKH� EUXWDO� ULSSLQJ� RI� OHDWKHU� ÀDSV� UHOHDVHG� D�
VXGGHQ�EXUVW�RI�IUHH]LQJ�ZLQG��PDNLQJ�.RQJLTXR�VKLYHU��+H�IRXJKW�WKH�LQVWLQFW�WR�
open his eyes, but he followed his brother’s last command and kept praying, lips 

IRUPLQJ�ZRUGV�DV�KLV�PLQG�JUHZ�LFH�ZKLWH�ZLWK�IHDU��
4XLHW�VHHPHG�WR�VHWWOH�LQ�WKH�WHQW�OLNH�VRPH�JUHDW��FROG�EHDVW��.RQJLTXR�VWUDLQHG�

WR�KHDU�KLV�EURWKHU��FODVSLQJ�WKH�EOXH�FDQGOH�DQG�LWV�SURWHFWLYH�OLJKW��+LV�ZKLVSHUHG�
prayers continued, and his eyes clenched shut as tears froze on his lashes, the 

VRXQG�RI�FUDFNLQJ�WHHWK�VWLOO�ORRPLQJ�DERYH�KLP�

o~O~o

7KH�¿YH�KXQWHUV�FDPH�RYHU�WKH�ULVH��WKHLU�VOHHN�VOHGV�SXOOHG�E\�SDQWLQJ�JUD\�
GRJV�DV�WKH�PRUQLQJ�VXQ�VKRQH�ZLWK�DFLGLF�EULJKWQHVV�RQ�WKH�QHZ�VQRZ��7KH�HDVW�
PRVW�VOHG�GULYHU�VDZ�WKH�WHQW�¿UVW�DQG�JDYH�D�ZDUEOLQJ�FDOO�WKDW�HFKRHG�DFURVV�WKH�
WXQGUD��7KH�RWKHU�IRXU�VOHGV�VNLGGHG�DQG�VORZHG��KDYLQJ�KHDUG�WKH�VLJQDO��7KH\�
unlimbered their spears as they drew near, for the site before them was deserted, 

ZLWK�RPLQRXV�OXPSV�RI�VQRZ�VFDWWHUHG�DERXW�D�VLQJOH�KDOI�RSHQ�WHQW��LWV�OHDWKHU�
ÀDSSLQJ�LQ�WKH�ZLQG��

0DJQX�DSSURDFKHG�¿UVW��
+H�ZDV�WKH�EROGHVW��JLIWHG�ZLWK�EUDYHU\�WKDW�KHOG�OLWWOH�UHJDUG�IRU�KLV�RZQ�OLIH��

+H�WURWWHG�WRZDUGV�WKH�WHQW�DV�KLV�FRXVLQ�.DZDL�DSSURDFKHG�RQH�RI�WKH�PRXQGV��
.DZDL�SRNHG�DW�WKH�OXPS�DQG�VKRXWHG�D�FXUVH�DV�LW�UHYHDOHG�D�GHDG�VOHG�GRJ��LWV�
blood glittering like rubies in the bright morning light. The dog’s face was curled 

LQ�D�ULFWXV�VQDUO��WKRXJK�QR�VFDYHQJHU�RU�EHDVW�VHHPHG�WR�KDYH�IHDVWHG�XSRQ�LW��$�
EURDG�JDVK�KDG�EHHQ�WKH�¿QDO�EORZ��RSHQLQJ�LWV�QHFN�DQG�FDXVLQJ�WKH�DQLPDO�WR�
bleed out.

0DJQX�DQG�.DZDL�H[FKDQJHG�D�ORRN�IURP�DIDU�DV�WKH�ODUJHU�PDQ�PRYHG�WRZDUGV�
WKH�WHQW��VSHDU�UHDG\��+H�XVHG�WKH�ZHDSRQ�WR�VORZO\�OLIW�WKH�WHQW�ÀDS��WKHQ�FULHG�
out. The men behind twitched, and the sled dogs began barking madly. The other 
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VOHG�GULYHUV�SUHSDUHG�WR�¿JKW��EXW�SDXVHG�DV�WKH\�VDZ�0DJQX�FRPH�IURP�DURXQG�
WKH�WHQW��KLV�VSHDU�ÀLFNLQJ�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK�LQ�D�FUXGH�SUD\HU�WR�ZDUG�RII�EDG�VSLULWV��
.DZDL�PRYHG�WRZDUGV�KLV�FRXVLQ��H\HV�URXQG�ZLWK�IHDU��7KH�FUHDN�RI�ZRRG�DQG�
leather from the manned sleds echoed across the frozen dunes. 

7KH�HOGHVW�KXQWHU�ZKLVSHUHG�LQWHQWO\�IURP�KLV�SHUFK��³:KDW�GLG�\RX�¿QG"´
0DJQX�DQVZHUHG��³%R\V²WZR�RI�WKHP��DQG�D�PDQ�ZLWK�D�VODVKHG�QHFN�´�+H�

JHVWXUHG�ZLWK�KLV�VSHDU�LQ�D�FLUFOH��³%ORRG�HYHU\ZKHUH��HYHU\RQH¶V�GHDG�´
The elder slumped on his sled, as if a terrible weight had landed on his 

shoulders.

0DJQX�ORRNHG�DW�KLV�FRXVLQ��³7KH�ERG\�LQ�WKH�WHQW�EHORQJHG�WR�D�KXQWHU��KLV�
eyes are burned out, his mouth full of ash. The children’s faces were frozen, 

WHUUL¿HG��:KDW�NLQG�RI�WKLQJ�GRHV�WKDW"´
The other men looked at each other, saying nothing, and turned to the elder. 

5HOXFWDQWO\��WKH�ROG�PDQ�VWHSSHG�DZD\�IURP�KLV�VOHG�DQG�DSSURDFKHG�WKH�WHQW�
0DJQX�PRYHG�WR�ZDON�DORQJVLGH�KLP��H\HV�VFDQQLQJ�WKH�KRUL]RQ��+H�SRXQGHG�

WKH�EXWW�RI�KLV�VSHDU�LQWR�WKH�VQRZ��³7KHVH�DUH�WKH�KXQWHUV�IURP�WKH�+DGDZD�WULEH��
who count us as friends. We should take the bodies back for the singing ceremony.” 

7KH�ROG�PDQ�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG�DQG� WXUQHG� WR�0DJQX��³7KHLU�VSLULWV�KDYH�EHHQ�
consumed. We burn them here.”

0DJQX�VSXWWHUHG�LQ�LQGLJQDWLRQ��DQG�HYHQ�.DZDL�GUHZ�QHDU�DQG�VSRNH�XS��³%XW�
their families would want t—”

The old man interrupted.

³1R��7R�FDUU\�EDFN�WKHLU�VKHOOV�ZRXOG�LQYLWH�GHDWK�DQG�KRUURU�LQWR�WKHLU�KRPHV��
7DNH�WKH�RLO�IURP�P\�VOHG�DQG�GRXVH�WKHP�WKRURXJKO\��/HDYH�WKH�GRJV��WKH\�DUH�RI�
no consequence, but those three bodies must be burned.”

.DZDL�DQG�WKH�RWKHUV�H[FKDQJHG�ORRNV��DQG�0DJQX�EDUNHG�D�ODXJK��7KH�ROG�
PDQ�VORZO\�WXUQHG�WRZDUGV�0DJQX�ZLWK�D�IULJKWIXO�JODUH�WKDW�ZDUQHG�WKH�RWKHUV�
LQWR�VLOHQFH��0DJQX�VWRRG�KLV�JURXQG��VQHHULQJ�DW�WKH�HOGHU¶V�VXSHUVWLWLRQ��

³7KRVH�DUH�MXVW�IH\�WDOHV��\RX�ROG�IRRO��6FDUH�VWRULHV�IRU�FKLOGUHQ�´�%XW�.DZDL�
shook his head at his cousin and pulled him aside. 

³6WRS��'R�\RX�IRUJHW"�7KDW�PDQ�LV�EOHVVHG��FKRVHQ�E\�WKH�VKDPDQV�DQG�VFDUUHG�
E\�\HDUV�RI�¿JKWLQJ�LQ�WKH�KRW�ODQGV�WR�WKH�VRXWK��'R�QRW�PRFN�KLP�´�0DJQX�MHUNHG�
away from his cousin, scowling and cursing as he headed back to the old man. 

+H� SDXVHG�� ZDWFKLQJ� KLV� KXQWHUV� DQG� IHOORZ� WULEHVPHQ� KXUULHGO\� IHWFK� WKH�
bodies with fearful glances at the elderly warrior, and his brow furrowed with 

increased frustration as they stacked them according to the elder’s wishes. 

(PRWLRQ�EHWUD\HG�WKH�HOGHU¶V�ZULQNOHG�IHDWXUHV�DV�KH�VORZO\�UHDFKHG�LQWR�D�ZHOO�
ZRUQ�SRXFK�DW�KLV�EHOW��ZLWKGUDZLQJ�D�EOXH�FDQGOH��+H�FODVKHG�¿UHVWHHO�DJDLQVW�
ÀLQW�VHYHUDO�WLPHV�WR�VWDUW�D�VSDUN�DQG�FDUULHG�WKH�FDQGOH�WRZDUGV�WKH�FRUSVHV��7KH�
PDQ�LQFHVVDQWO\�UXEEHG�ULYXOHWV�RI�EXUQLQJ�ZD[�IURP�KLV�KDQGV��ZKHUH�IDGHG�VFDUV�
of other burns marred his skin.

0DJQX�WXUQHG�WR�ORRN�DW�KLV�FRXVLQ�LQ�GLVJXVW��³+H¶V�PDG��:K\�GR�\RX�UHVSHFW�
him?” 

%XW�.DZDL�RQO\�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG�DQG�ZDONHG�DZD\��PDNLQJ�0DJQX�DOO�WKH�PRUH�
furious.

7KH�ROG�PDQ�JDYH�D�EOHVVLQJ�DQG�ORZHUHG�WKH�EOXH�FDQGOH�WR�WRXFK�RII�D�PDVVLYH�
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blaze that engulfed the anointed remains. The enraged hunter walked up to the 

elder to stand beside him, ignoring the pyre.

“Kongiquo?” he bellowed.

The old man did not look up at him, but instead began to chant another prayer.

³.RQJLTXR��WKHUH�DUH�QR�VXFK�WKLQJV�DV�ZLWFKOLJKWV��7KH\�GRQ¶W�H[LVW�´�
7KH� IXU� SDUNDV� DQG� SDOH� IUR]HQ� ÀHVK� EODFNHQHG� DQG� FKDUUHG��.RQJLTXR� GLG�

QRW� ORRN�DZD\�� HYHQ�DV�0DJQX�FXUVHG�KLV�QDPH��+H�RQO\�PXWWHUHG� WR�KLPVHOI��
*RRGE\H�DJDLQ�� IDWKHU��XQFOH��EURWKHU��,�SUD\�\RX�DUH�DVK�DQG�ERQH��6OHHS�QRZ�
DQG�IRUHYHU�LQ�WKH�VXQ�
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Along the Final Path

By Laura Sheppard

“T+$1. YOU�IRU�VDYLQJ�PH��6HHQULF���´
+HU� VRIW�2VLULDQL� YRLFH� HFKRHG� LQ� KLV� WKRXJKWV�

as Cynric rode his steed to a slow canter and 

approached a copse of trees. The sun had already 

dipped below the horizon, and the western skies had 

WXUQHG�WR�EORRG��1RUPDOO\��KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�PDGH�FDPS�EHIRUH�WKLV�ODWH�KRXU��EXW�
WKLV�ZDV�QR�RUGLQDU\�QLJKW��WKH\ were coming for him.  

+H�VOLSSHG�IURP�KLV�VDGGOH�DQG�VHW�KLV�IHHW�KHDYLO\�RQ�WKH�JURXQG��%H\RQG�ZDV�
D�FOHDULQJ�ZKHUH�KLV�KRUVH�FRXOG�JUD]H�DQG�KH�ZRXOG�PDNH�D�¿UH�

+LV�PLQG�GULIWHG�WLUHGO\��LW�KDG�EHHQ�D�ORQJ�GD\��,Q�IDFW��LW�KDG�EHHQ�D�ORQJ�IHZ�
PRQWKV��*HQWO\��KH�WRRN�GRZQ�WKH�VKURXG�ZUDSSHG�IRUP�IURP�DFURVV�WKH�VWDOOLRQ¶V�
shoulders and laid it on the ground. The body was so light... 

+LV�JD]H�OLQJHUHG�RQ�LW�D�PRPHQW�
The sun was gone and the darkness began to stretch out, reaching with shadowy 

¿QJHUV� WR� WKH�RSSRVLWH�KRUL]RQ��+H�ZHQW� LQWR� WKH� IRUHVW� WR�FROOHFW� WKH�ZRRG�KH�
ZRXOG� QHHG� WR� VHH� KLV� DGYHUVDULHV�� WKHUH�ZRXOG� EH� QR� VHFRQG� FKDQFH� WR� JHW� LW�
WRQLJKW��7KH�OLJKW�IURP�WKH�¿UH�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�PXFK��EXW�LW�ZRXOG�EH�HQRXJK�

“I was a fool to think they wouldn’t follow me,” the Ulfen grumbled as he 

threw an armful of dry tinder down. “I promised to bury you among your own. 

<RX�WUXVWHG�PH��,�VZRUH�DQ�RDWK��EXW�,�FDQ¶W�HYHQ�GR�that�ULJKW��DQG�QRZ���´�+H�
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NLFNHG�WKH�VWLFNV�LQWR�D�URXJK�PRXQG�DV�KLV�WKLFN�MDZ�VHW�LQ�IUXVWUDWLRQ��
³,I�RQO\�,¶G�WKRXJKW�WKLV�RXW�EHWWHU�´�
)XPLQJ��KH�VSRWWHG�D�ODUJH�IDOOHQ�ORJ�QHDUE\�DQG�KHIWHG�LW�ZLWK�D�URDU��KXUWOLQJ�LW�

HQG�RYHU�HQG�WRZDUGV�KLV�JURZLQJ�SLOH��7KHQ�KH�ZLSHG�D�KRW�WHDU�IURP�KLV�FKHHN��
(YHQ�QRZ�KH�WKDQNHG�*RUXP�IRU�VPDOO�PHUFLHV��DW�OHDVW�-HQHVVD¶V�ERG\�ZDV�VWLOO�
with him...

...but WKH\ wanted it. 

7KHUH�ZRXOG� FHUWDLQO\� EH� D� IHZ� VFRUHV� WR� VHWWOH��+H� JULWWHG� KLV� WHHWK� DV� KLV�
WHPSHU�ÀDUHG�DJDLQ��

³2K��OHW�LW�EH�D�ERQ¿UH��1HVVD��,�ZRQ¶W�KLGH�IURP�P\�IDWH�´�
&\QULF�WKUHZ�D�ÀDVN�LQWR�WKH�SLOH��VKDWWHULQJ�WKH�YHVVHO�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZRRG��%ODFN�

ÀXLG�VHHSHG�WR�WKH�ERWWRP�DQG�KH�VWUXFN�D�WLQGHUWZLJ�DQG�WRVVHG�LW�LQ��,QVWDQWO\��WKH�
RLO�VRDNHG�WLPEHU�HUXSWHG�LQWR�ÀDPHV��ÀXVKLQJ�KLV�VNLQ�ZLWK�LQWHQVH�KHDW��DQG�KH�
\HOOHG�RXW�LQWR�WKH�QLJKW��³&RPH�DQG�JHW�PH�´�

+H�ZDLWHG�IRU�DQ�DQVZHU�DV�D�FKXUQLQJ�SLW�URLOHG�LQ�KLV�EHOO\��EXW�WKH�IRUHVW�ZDV�
VLOHQW��5HDFKLQJ�IRU�KLV�ZLQHVNLQ��KH�WRRN�D�VLS�WR�TXHOO�WKH�IHHOLQJ��WKHQ�EUHDWKHG�
deeply and resigned himself to what was ahead. 

7KLV�ZDV�QRW�KRZ�LW�ZDV�VXSSRVHG�WR�EH��1HVV.
+LV� H\H�PRYHG� WR� KHU� VWLOO� ERG\� DQG� KH�ZDWFKHG� DV� WKH� OLJKW� RI� WKH� ÀDPHV�

GDQFHG�RYHU�KHU�JHQWOH��IDPLOLDU�FXUYHV�ZKLOH�FRXQWOHVV�PHPRULHV�RI�WKHLU�VKDUHG�
¿UHV�ÀLFNHUHG�WKURXJK�KLV�PLQG��+H�VZDOORZHG�KDUG�WR�¿JKW�D�OXPS�LQ�KLV�WKURDW�

“You used to warn me that I was too reckless to become an old man...” a hint 

RI�D�VPLOH�FURVVHG�KLV�IDFH��³���DQG�WRQLJKW�\RX¶YH�SURYHQ�\RXUVHOI�ULJKW�´�&\QULF�
closed his one eye a moment, almost able to hear the echoes of her laughter.

3HUKDSV�WKLV�LV�ZK\�\RX�OHIW�PH��<RX�NQHZ�,�ZRXOG�HQG�XS�OLNH�WKLV����
+H�VLJKHG�DQG�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG�
³/RUG�NQRZV��,�QHYHU�VDZ�WKLV�FRPLQJ��$QG�QRZ���VLQFH�\RX¶UH�JRQH�DQG�,�DP�

alone... I will die alone.” 

$�VKDUS�FUDFN�IURP�WKH�XQGHUEUXVK� WRRN�KLP�RXW�RI�KLV�UHYHULH��³+PP���QRW�
HQWLUHO\�DORQH�´�+H�WXUQHG�KLV�EDFN�WR�WKH�¿UH�DQG�JULSSHG�WKH�KLOW�RI�KLV�VZRUG�

A raccoon wandered out of the woods. It was curious but kept a respectful 

GLVWDQFH�� 6PDOO� DQLPDOV� GLGQ¶W� YHQWXUH� RXW� ZKHQ� WKH\ were nearby. Cynric 

EUHDWKHG�D�VLJK�RI�UHOLHI��ZDWFKLQJ�WKH�LQTXLVLWLYH�FULWWHU��DQG�SODQWHG�KLV�EODGH�LQ�
the dirt behind him. 

+H�XQGHUVWRRG�
7KLV�ZDV� WR� EH� KLV� ¿QDO� KRXU��+H� WXUQHG� WR� ORRN� LQWR� WKH� ÀDPHV�� EXW� DJDLQ�

KLV�JD]H�GULIWHG�WR�WKH�YHLOHG�VLOKRXHWWH�RQ�WKH�JURXQG�DQG�DQ�XQVHWWOLQJ�WKRXJKW�
nagged at him. 

,W�ZDV�QRW�ZLWK�KLPVHOI�KH�QHHGHG�WR�PDNH�SHDFH��EXW�ZLWK�-HQHVVD�
6KH�KDG�EHHQ�WKH�UHDVRQ�KH¶G�ULGGHQ�IURP�5HVWRY�VR�PDQ\�PRQWKV�DJR�LQ�HDUO\�

3KDUDVW��DV�WKH�%UHYLF�VQRZV�EHJDQ�WR�PHOW��6KH�KDG�EHHQ�WKH�RQH�WKDW�VHW�DOO�RI�
WKHVH�HYHQWV�LQWR�PRWLRQ�E\�KHU�GHFLVLRQ�WR�JR�DORQH��

³%\�*RUXP��1HVVD��ZK\�GLG�\RX�OHDYH�PH�EHKLQG"´�&\QULF�FXUVHG��+H�ZRXOG�
KDYH�IROORZHG�KHU�WR�WKH�QLQH�KHOOV�KDG�VKH�DVNHG�KLP��

0D\EH� LW�ZDV� WKH�UHFHQW� ORVV�RI�KLV� OHIW�H\H� WKDW�KDG�JLYHQ�KHU�SDXVH��7KHLU�
last expedition had been a harrowing one at best, and many didn’t make it back 
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DOLYH��+H�FRXOGQ¶W�EH� VXUH�RI� DQ\WKLQJ²KH¶G� VHHQ�KHU� OHVV�DQG� OHVV�GXULQJ�KLV�
UHFRYHU\²EXW�DV�XVXDO��LW�KDG�EHHQ�KHU�LGHD�WR�JR�DQG�VKH�WRRN�WKHLU�ORVVHV�KDUG��

&\QULF�JULPDFHG�DQG�WXUQHG�IURP�KHU��ORRNLQJ�EDFN�DW�WKH�JUDVV�EH\RQG��LW�ZDV�
impossible for him to know her mind. 

+H�ZDWFKHG� WKH� UDFFRRQ� FURVV� WKH� FOHDULQJ� JLQJHUO\� DV� WKH� ERQ¿UH� JUHZ� LQ�
LQWHQVLW\�ZLWK�HDFK�EUDQFK� WKDW� WXUQHG� WR�ÀDPH��)HHOLQJ�XQFRPIRUWDEO\�KRW��KH�
ZDONHG�RYHU�WR�KLV�KRUVH��JLYLQJ�LW�D�JHQWOH�SDW�DV�KH�ZLWKGUHZ�D�QRWH�IURP�KLV�
VDGGOH��*UXGJLQJO\�KH�UHDG�LW��KRSLQJ�WR�¿QG�VRPH�FOXH�KH�KDG�QRW�VHHQ�EHIRUH�
&\QULF�
1R� GRXEW� \RX� DUH�ZRQGHULQJ�ZKHUH� ,� KDYH� JRQH�� ,� DP� VRUU\� \RX�PXVW� ¿QG�

RXW�WKLV�ZD\��EXW�,�NQRZ�\RX�ZRXOG�KDYH�GHPDQGHG�WR�FRPH�KDG�,�UHYHDOHG�P\�
LQWHQWLRQV��,�DP�WUDYHOLQJ�ZHVW�LQ�VHUYLFH�WR�P\�RUGHU��IROORZLQJ�D�OHDG�IURP�WKH 
GLYLQHUV�DW�WKH�WHPSOH��,W�LV�D�PHUH�VFRXWLQJ�WULS�DQG�WKH�IDLWKIXO�DQG�,�ZLOO�EH�EDFN�
EHIRUH�KDUYHVW¶V�HQG��3KDUDVPD�ZLOOLQJ��5HFRYHU�\RXU�VWUHQJWK��ROG� IULHQG��DQG�
KDYH�D�IHZ�DOHV�XQWLO�,�UHWXUQ�

J.

+DG�KH�RQO\�NQRZQ���
+H�WKUHZ�WKH�QRWH�LQWR�WKH�¿UH�
2YHU�WKH�\HDUV�VKH�KDG�EURXJKW�KLP�LOO�WLGLQJV�LQ�PDQ\�D�WDYHUQ��EXW�VKH�DOZD\V�

did it with a smile and a tankard. She would tease him, hinting at details as he 

SUREHG�KHU�IRU�LQIRUPDWLRQ��+HU�FKHVWQXW�H\HV�ZRXOG�JOHDP�DQG�WKHQ�VKH�ZRXOG�
place her hand on his bearded cheek, staring tenderly into his eyes, and ask him 

WR�JR�RQ�RQH�PRUH�DGYHQWXUH�
6XUH��KH�ZRXOG�JUXPEOH�DQG�PDNH�REMHFWLRQV��EXW�LQ�WKH�HQG�KH�ZRXOG�UHOHQW�WR�

KHU�ZKLPV�DQG�OHDYH�KLV�PHDG�WDQNDUG�IXOO�DV�WKH\�UDQ�RII��
:K\�FRXOGQ¶W�VKH�KDYH�DVNHG�KLP�OLNH�WKDW�DJDLQ"�&\QULF�VDW�GRZQ�GHMHFWHGO\�

DQG�NLFNHG�WKH�GLUW�EHQHDWK�KLV�KHHO�RYHU�DQG�RYHU�DV�KH�VWHZHG��IHHOLQJ�EHWUD\HG��
Somehow, he had lost the right to be at her side. She had left him.

³'DPQ�LW��1HVV�´�KH�FKRNHG�DV�JULHI�FOLPEHG�XS�KLV� WKURDW��+H�ELW�KLV� OLS� WR�
FRQWDLQ�D�ZKLPSHU�DQG�UHÀH[LYHO\�PRYHG�KLV�¿QJHUV�DFURVV�KHU�VKURXG��VHDUFKLQJ�
to feel her delicate hand. 

:KHQ�KH�KDG�IRXQG�RXW�DERXW�-HQHVVD¶V�GHSDUWXUH��LW�KXUW�KLP�GHHSO\��DQG�HDFK�
GD\� WKDW�ZHQW�E\�IXUWKHU�VDGGHQHG�KLP��+H�GUDQN�PRUH�DQG�VWDUWHG� OHDYLQJ�KLV�
URRPV�LQ�VKDPEOHV��HYLGHQFH�RI�KLV�JULHI�ULGGHQ�UDJHV�IXHOHG�E\�GZDUYHQ�VSLULWV��
+LV�GHEDXFKHULHV�FRQWLQXHG�DV�DXWXPQ�SDVVHG��JLYLQJ�ZD\�WR�WKH�VQRZV�RI�1HWK��
then Kuthona. It was not until the middle of that cold, dark month that another 

OHWWHU�DUULYHG��ODLG�RQ�KLV�VFUXII\�IDFH��+H¶G�UHDG�LW�ZKHQ�KH�ZRNH�XS�ZLWK�D�ELWWHU�
KDQJRYHU�LQ�D�EDUQ��KXGGOHG�EHWZHHQ�WZR�SLJV��+H�GLGQ¶W�NQRZ�LW�DW�WKH�WLPH��EXW�
LW�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�ODVW�WKLQJ�KH�ZRXOG�HYHU�UHFHLYH�IURP�KHU�
0\�GHDU�&\QULF�
,�PLVV�\RX��DQG�,�IHHO�,�PXVW�FRQIHVV�WKH�WUXWK�\RX�GHVHUYHG�WR�NQRZ�PRQWKV�

DJR��RXU�PLVVLRQ�ZDV�WR�VHHN�RXW�D�YDPSLUH�FRYHQ�EHQHDWK�.DUFDX�LQ�8VWDODY��,W�
LV�PXFK�ODUJHU�WKDQ�WKH�RUDFOH�IRUHWROG��DQG�WKHLU�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�YH[HV�PH����,�DP�
UHPLQGHG�RI�WKH�DWWDFNV�RQ�+RXVH�2UORYVN\�LQ�WKH�VXPPHU�RI�������7ZR�RI�RXU�
VFRXWV�QRZ�ZDON�WKHLU�)LQDO�3DWKV�RQ�WKH�HQGOHVV�VSLUDO��7KH\�IRXJKW�EUDYHO\��EXW�
,�FRXOG�QRW�VDYH�WKHP��,�ORVW�7DODWKHO�LQ�D�UDLG�RQO\�\HVWHUGD\�DV�ZHOO����
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0XFK�PRUH�ZRUN�UHPDLQV�LQ�P\�VHUYLFH�WR�WKH�/DG\�RI�*UDYHV��,�KDYH�WR�H[SRVH�
WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKLV�FDEDO�IXUWKHU�
,Q�FDVH�,�GRQ¶W�UHWXUQ���IRUHZDUQ�WKH�+RXVHV�
,�NQRZ�WKH�FROG�WKLV�WLPH�RI�\HDU�UHPLQGV�\RX�RI�KRPH«�3OHDVH�EH�ZHOO��DQG�

GR�QRW�FRPH�IRU�PH��WKRXJK�,�NQRZ�\RX�ZLOO�GR�ZKDW�\RX�PXVW��,�ZLOO�OHDYH�ZKHQ�
P\�WDVN�LV�¿QLVKHG��
-HQHVVD
$IWHU�UHDGLQJ�WKDW�OHWWHU��&\QULF�KDG�RQO\�RQH�WKRXJKW��WR�GHSDUW�LPPHGLDWHO\��

2XWVLGH� WKH�EDUQ��D�EOL]]DUG�UDJHG�DV�KH�VDGGOHG�KLV�KRUVH��KDOI�GUHVVHG�� ,W�KDG�
WDNHQ�WKH�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�RI�IULHQGV��DQG�VHYHUDO�SLQWV�RI�6WURQJKDPPHU�VWRXW�DW�7KH�
$LOLQJ�$OFKHPLVW�EHIRUH�KH�ZDV�FRQYLQFHG�WR�ZDLW��6RPHKRZ�WKH�ORQJ�QLJKWV�RI�
ZLQWHU�FUHSW�E\��JLYLQJ�ZD\�WR�WKH�¿UVW�ÀXVK�RI�VSULQJ��2Q�WKH��WK�RI�3KDUDVW�KH�
SDFHG��ZDWFKLQJ�WKH�WHPSOH�JDWH�IRU�DQ\�VLJQ�VKH�ZDV�DPRQJ�KHU�IHOORZ�SULHVWV��KH�
NQHZ�VKH�ZRXOG�QRW�PLVV�REVHUYLQJ�KHU�/DG\¶V�)HDVW�RI�%RQHV��$QG�ZKHQ�DW�ODVW�
the sky dimmed and the shadows lengthened, he departed, mounted and charging 

WRZDUG�WKH�VHWWLQJ�VXQ�DQG�WKH�OXUH�RI�8VWDODY��
It took him three weeks to reach the outskirts of Karcau, and only another 

IHZ�GD\V�WR�VHDUFK�IRU�KHU��GHHS�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FLW\¶V�VXEWHUUDQHDQ�ODE\ULQWKV��+H¶G�
followed a trail of ash and blood, where scorch marks charred the walls, and staked 

GHFDSLWDWHG�ERGLHV�ÀRDWHG�LQ�VWDJQDQW�FDQDOV��WHOO�WDOH�VLJQV�RI�KHU�XQPLVWDNDEOH�
work. Yet for all the destruction she had wrought in her goddess’ name, when 

KH¶G�¿QDOO\�IRXQG�KHU�VKH�ZDV�GUDLQHG�RI�DOO�OLIH��GHDG��+HU�DUPV�DQG�QHFN�ERUH�
WKH�PDUNLQJV� RI� YDPSLUHV�� DQG� WKHLU� LQWHQW� WR�PDNH� KHU� RQH� RI� WKHLU� RZQ�ZDV�
abundantly clear. 

+H�VQDWFKHG�KHU�DZD\��FUDGOLQJ�KHU�ERG\�DJDLQVW�KLV�FKHVW�XQWLO�KH�IRXQG�KLV�
ZD\�EDFN�WR�WKH�VXUIDFH��+H�WKHQ�VRXJKW�RXW�D�SULHVW�WR�XQGR�WKHLU�IRXO�GHVLJQV�DQG�
SXULI\�KHU��VR�VKH�FRXOG�EHJLQ�KHU�MRXUQH\�WR�WKH�%RQH\DUG�

³2K��1HVVD���´�&\QULF�EUXVKHG�D� VWUD\�FXUO�JHQWO\� IURP�KHU� IDFH�DV� WKH� ULWHV�
¿QLVKHG��³%\�WKH�/RUG¶V�%ODGH��ORRN�DW�\RX�´�+H�VKLYHUHG�DV�KH�IHOW�KHU�FROG�FKHHN�
against his hand, then swept her tattered shell into his arms and carried her away 

in a daze. A few unbidden tears escaped as he walked, yet he managed to curb his 

emotions long enough to reach his horse. There, he tenderly draped a cloth around 

KHU��ZHHSLQJ�DV�KH�VHFXUHG�KHU�ERG\�WR�KLV�VDGGOH��0RXQWLQJ�RQFH�PRUH��KH�URGH�
TXLHWO\�RXW�RI�WKH�FLW\��QHYHU�ZDQWLQJ�WR�VHH�LW�DJDLQ��

&\QULF�VWDUHG�DW�WKDW�ODVW�OHWWHU��WXUQLQJ�LW�RYHU�LQ�KLV�KDQGV�DQG�FDUHVVLQJ�KHU�
signature with his thumb. The paper was weathered soft like her skin and the worn 

creases reminded him of the lines that gathered around her eyes when she smiled.

$�IHZ�VSDUNV�VSXWWHUHG�IURP�WKH�¿UH��FOLPELQJ�XS�LQWR�WKH�FRRO�QLJKW�DLU��+LV�
H\H�IROORZHG�WKHP�LQWR�WKH�KHDYHQV�DQG�OLQJHUHG�WKHUH�ZKLOH�KH�VORZO\�FUXPSOHG�
WKH� SDSHU� DQG� WRVVHG� LW� XQFHUHPRQLRXVO\� LQWR� WKH� G\LQJ� ÀDPHV�� +H� QR� ORQJHU�
QHHGHG�WR�ORRN�DW�LW��LWV�KROG�RYHU�KLP�ZDV�QR�PRUH��:KHQ�KH�ZRXOG�IDLO�WR�UHWXUQ��
PHVVHQJHUV� ZRXOG� EH� GLVSDWFKHG� WR� DOO� WKH� +RXVHV�� +LV� GLVDSSHDUDQFH� ZRXOG�
compel them to take action. It would be enough for her.

³7KDQN�\RX�IRU�VDYLQJ�PH��6HHQULF���´ 

7KH�ZRUGV�WRUWXUHG�KLP��+H�ORQJHG�WR�KHDU�WKHP�ZKLVSHUHG�LQ�KLV�HDU��EXW�WKH\�
ZRXOG�QHYHU�FRPH��6KH�ZDV�JRQH�
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7KH�PDMRULW\�RI�KLV�ZRRG�KDG�VWDUWHG�WR�FROODSVH�LQWR�JORZLQJ�HPEHUV�ZKHQ�
&\QULF�IRFXVHG�EDFN�RQ�KLV�VXUURXQGLQJV��+H�ORRNHG�IRU�VLJQV�RI�WKH�UDFFRRQ�EXW�
the clearing was empty and deathly quiet. It meant only one thing.

7KH\ were here. 

+H� SXOOHG� RXW� KLV�ZLQHVNLQ� DQG� WRRN� D� YHU\� ORQJ� GUDXJKW� EHIRUH� VSLWWLQJ� LW�
EHIRUH�KLP��+H�WKHQ�WKUHZ�GRZQ�KLV�IXU�FORDN��UHNLQGOHG�WKH�EOD]H�DQG�WRRN�RXW�D�
VPDOO�NQLIH��UXQQLQJ�LW�DORQJ�KLV��FKHVW�XQWLO�LW�EOHG��+H�ZLQFHG�D�VPLOH��NQRZLQJ�
the smell of blood would try his foes’ patience. 

-XVW�WKH�QLJKW�EHIRUH��KH¶G�KDG�D�UXQ�LQ�ZLWK�RQH�RI�WKHLU�VFRXWV��+H�ZDV�RXW�
RI�¿UHZRRG�DQG�KDG�EHHQ�VHDUFKLQJ�IRU�GU\�EUDQFKHV�ZKHQ�D�FKLOO�UDQ�GRZQ�KLV�
spine. The lone creature had attempted to ambush him, perhaps trying to secure 

LWV�PDVWHU¶V�IDYRU��%HIRUH�LW�KDG�D�FKDQFH��KH�LQFDSDFLWDWHG�LW��WKHQ�QLFNHG�RSHQ�
KLV�SDOP�DQG�WDXQWHG�WKH�EHDVW�ZLWK�KLV�EORRG�� WHPSWLQJ�LW� WR�UHYHDO� WKH�FDEDO¶V�
LQWHQWLRQV��7R�KLV�VXUSULVH��LW�WROG�KLP�HYHU\WKLQJ�DV�LI�LW�GLGQ¶W�PDWWHU��WKH�HQWLUH�
FRYHQ�KDG�PRELOL]HG�WR�UHFODLP�WKH�FOHULF¶V�FRUSVH�DQG�GHDO�ZLWK�KLP��7KH�WKLQJ�
WULHG�WR�EDUWHU�ZLWK�&\QULF��SURPLVLQJ�VDIH�SDVVDJH�LQ�H[FKDQJH�IRU�-HQHVVD¶V�ERG\��
+H�VSXUQHG�WKH�SURSRVDO�DQG�GUHZ�D�ZRRGHQ�VWDNH��EXW�WKH�FUHDWXUH�ZDUQHG�KLP�
he couldn’t kill it, for if it failed to return, the whole group would know precisely 

ZKHUH�LW�ZHQW�PLVVLQJ��5HFRQFLOLQJ�KLPVHOI�WR�WKH�QHZV��&\QULF�QRGGHG�DQG�WKHQ�
GURYH�WKH�VWDNH�LQWR�LWV�KHDUW�

7RQLJKW�WKHUH�ZRXOG�EH�PRUH�WKDQ�MXVW�RQH��7KH�RGG�VLOHQFH�DURXQG�KLP�SHUVLVWHG�
DV�KLV�EORRG�GULSSHG�IURP�KLV�FKHVW�GRZQ�KLV�DEGRPHQ��+H�FLUFOHG�ZDULO\�WR�KLV�
greatsword and reached out to grasp its hilt. Still, there remained only the crackle 

RI�WKH�¿UH��7KH�ZLQG�EUHDWKHG�WKURXJK�WKH�WUHH�EUDQFKHV�DQG�&\QULF�FRFNHG�KLV�
head toward his left, listening hard.

A few unsuppressed hisses came from the woods.

³<RX�ZDQW�KHU"´�KH�VKRXWHG�DW� WKH�VXUURXQGLQJ�WUHHV��³:HOO��\RX�FDQ¶W�KDYH�
KHU��<RX¶OO�KDYH�WR�WDNH�PH�LQVWHDG�´�

,Q� WKH� ERQ¿UH�� D� ODUJH� ORJ� VWLOO� EXUQHG�� &\QULF� NLFNHG� LW� WRZDUG� -HQHVVD¶V�
shrouded body, catching her garments ablaze and igniting a small pyre he had 

IDVKLRQHG�EHQHDWK�KHU��+H�ZDWFKHG�DV�VKH�EHJDQ�WR�JORZ�DQG�WKH�ÀDPHV�WXUQHG�WKH�
FORWK�IURP�ZKLWH�WR�EODFN��+HU�DVKHV�ZRXOG�EH�XVHOHVV�WR�WKHP��EXW�WKLV�ZDV�QRW�
the burial she’d wanted.

,¶P�VRUU\��1HVV����%H�DW�SHDFH��,¶OO�VHH�\RX�VRRQ��GHDU�IULHQG��
Angry howls and curses rose from the woods, but nothing entered the clearing.

Cynric drew his sword, then quickly swiped his dampened eye with the back 

of his hand as he wheeled to scan the increasing gloom. “Today I die on the 

1XPHULDQ�SODLQV�´�KH�JURZOHG��³EXW�,�GR�QRW�GLH�LQ�YDLQ�´
A dozen hungry red eyes glinted at him from the shadows, lusting for blood.

³7DNH�PH��LI�\RX�GDUH�´�&\QULF�FKDOOHQJHG�GH¿DQWO\��DQG�D�KDWHIXO�SDLU�RI�H\HV�
FKDUJHG�IURP�WKH�EUXVK��&\QULF¶V�PLJKW\�WZR�KDQGHG�EODGH�VODVKHG��VHYHULQJ�WKH�
VQDUOLQJ�FUHDWXUH�LQ�KDOI��7KH�8OIHQ�VPLOHG�DV�LWV�EORRG�FRDWHG�KLV�IDFH�DQG�FKHVW��
D�JRRG�RPHQ. 

Enraged and snarling, the frenzied creatures swarmed in, biting and slamming 

LQWR�KLP�IURP�DOO�GLUHFWLRQV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�DLU��&\QULF�URDUHG�DQG�WRRN�D�PDVVLYH�
swing, sundering multiple creatures and littering the earth with their appendages. 
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A bite on his arm and at his thigh drew blood as the towering man still swung. 

This night, his Path to Elysium would be coated with their blood, and by 

*RUXP¶V�ZLOO�KLV�/RUG�ZRXOG�EH�ZHOO�SOHDVHG�
³)RU�1HVVD�´�KH�\HOOHG�WULXPSKDQWO\��DQG�WKHQ�KXUOHG�KLPVHOI�LQWR�D�FOXVWHU�RI�

WKH�¿HQGV��FDVWLQJ�WKHP�DERXW�DV�KLV�JUHDWVZRUG�FRQWLQXHG�WR�VLQJ�ZLWK�XQGHDG�
EORRG��+H�UHPHPEHUHG�HYHU\WKLQJ�DERXW�KHU�LQ�WKDW�PRPHQW��WKH�ZD\�KHU�GDUN��
EUDLGHG� KDLU� ZRXOG� IDOO� LQ� FRLOV� DURXQG� KHU� VKRXOGHUV�� WKH� KLQW� RI� KHU� PXVN\�
SHUIXPH��WKH�ZD\�VKH�XVHG�WR�JD]H�LQWR�KLV�H\HV�ZLWK�DQ�XQVSRNHQ�UHDVVXUDQFH�
built by years of camaraderie.

And somewhere he knew...

-HQHVVD�ZDLWHG�IRU�KLV�UHWXUQ�WR�WKHLU�WDYHUQ��UHDG\�ZLWK�D�VPLOH�DQG�D�WDQNDUG�
WR�FRQYLQFH�KLP�LW�ZDV�WLPH�IRU�DQRWKHU�DGYHQWXUH��
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Stirring Shadows

By Arthur Boyd

D21$9$1�+$53(5�VLJKHG�GHHSO\�DQG�VDW�RQ�D�ODUJH�PRVV�
FRYHUHG�URFN��UXQQLQJ�KLV�KDQGV�RYHU�KLV�VWXEEOH�FRYHUHG�FKLQ��
2YHUKHDG��WKH�VXPPHU�VXQ�EHDW�GRZQ�WKURXJK�D�FOHDU�EOXH�VN\�
RQWR�WKH�&XUFKDLQ�+LOOV��)URP�WKLV�ZLQGVZHSW�YDQWDJH�SRLQW��
KH�FRXOG�DOPRVW�VHH�DOO�WKH�ZD\�WR�WKH�9DULVLDQ�*XOI�

“What’s wrong, dear?”  

³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ���LW¶V�MXVW���WKLV�ZKROH�WKLQJ�KDV�EHFRPH�IDU�PRUH�FRPSOLFDWHG�WKDQ�
,�SODQQHG�´�+H�SXOOHG�RII�KLV�ZLGH�EULPPHG�KDW�WR�ZLSH�WKH�VZHDW�IURP�KLV�EURZ��
exposing pointed ears.

³:RUWKZKLOH�WKLQJV�XVXDOO\�DUH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�DFKLHYH��P\�ORYH�´�*Z\QHWK�+DUSHU�
knelt behind him on the rock and began rubbing his shoulders. Wearing leather 

EUHHFKHV��DQG�D�ZKLWH�VKLUW�FRYHUHG�E\�D�OLJKW�EURZQ�FRWWRQ�YHVW��VKH�VHHPHG�FRP�
pletely unaffected by the heat. Smiling softly, she gently kissed the top of his head.

“I hadn’t really intended to seek fame and fortune by running about the country�
VLGH�FKDVLQJ�UXPRUV�DQG�EX\LQJ�IDNH�PDSV�IURP�FUD]\�ROG�9DULVLDQ�ZRPHQ�WHOOLQJ�
fortunes in a painted wagon.”  

6KH�¿QJHUHG�WKH�EULJKWO\�FRORUHG�VFDUI�DFTXLUHG�DW�WKH�J\SV\�FDPS��³:RXOG�\RX�
SUHIHU�ZH�VHWWOH�GRZQ�LQ�VRPH�EDFNZRRGV�WRZQ�DQG�HDUQ�D�UHVSHFWDEOH�OLYLQJ"���

³2K��\RX�PHDQ�WKH�ERULQJ�NLQG�RI�OLIH�VSHQW�GLJJLQJ�LQ�WKH�GLUW�IRU�D�OLYHOLKRRG"�
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The kind where it takes a year to earn enough coppers to replace the pig you bought 

WKH�\HDU�EHIRUH"�/LYLQJ�LQ�D�SODFH�ZKHUH�HYHU\RQH�LQ�WRZQ�NQRZV�\RX�DQG�\RX�NQRZ�
HYHU\RQH"�/LYH�WKHUH�XQWLO�WKH�GD\�ZH�GLH"�$QG�RXU�FKLOGUHQ�OLYH�WKHUH�DOO�WKHLU�OLYHV��
DQG�GLH�WKHUH��DQG�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ��DQG�VR�RQ"�/LYLQJ�DW�WKH�PHUF\�RI�WKH�ZHDWKHU��
ZKHUH� WKH�ZRUN�RI� DQ�HQWLUH�\HDU�YDQLVKHV� DW� WKH�¿UVW� HDUO\� IURVW�� RU�GURXJKW��RU�
ÀRRG�´�7KH�KDOI�HOI�VLJKHG�GHHSO\��OHWWLQJ�DOO�KLV�IUXVWUDWLRQ�RXW�LQ�RQH�ORXG�H[KDOD�
WLRQ��³7R�KHOO�ZLWK�WKDW��*Z\QHWK��,�ZRQ¶W�GR�LW��,�FDQ¶W�´

“I know, dear, I know.” The Ulfen woman stood up, tying her long red hair back 

into a single ponytail to keep it out of the way.

+H�VWRRG�DQG�KHOSHG�KHU�XS�RII�WKH�URFN�
“You should stay out here this time.”

*Z\QHWK�SXW�KHU�KDQGV�RQ�KHU�KLSV�DQG�JDYH�KLP�D�VWRQ\�JODUH��³5HDOO\�´�7KH�LF\�
WRQH�RI�KHU�YRLFH�OHW�KLP�NQRZ�WKDW�WKDW�RQH�ZRUG�ZDVQ¶W�D�TXHVWLRQ�

'HIHDWHG�E\�WKH�XSUDLVHG�H\HEURZ�RI�KLV�ZLIH��WKH�+DUSHUV�HQWHUHG�WKH�FDYHUQ�
WRJHWKHU�WKURXJK�WKH�FDUYHG�VWRQH�DUFKZD\���

'RQDYDQ� SXVKHG� EDFN� KLV� ORQJ� EURZQ� GXVWHU� FRDW� DQG� UHDFKHG� GRZQ� WR� KLV�
waist to feel the reassuring handle of his sidearm. With his right hand he opened a 

SRXFK�RQ�WKH�EDQGROLHU�DFURVV�KLV�FKHVW�DQG�SXOOHG�RXW�D�VPDOO�FRPSDVV�OLNH�GHYLFH��
+ROGLQJ� LW� DORIW�� WKH� LQVWUXPHQW� EHJDQ� WR� JORZ�� LOOXPLQDWLQJ� WKH� FKDPEHU� DKHDG��
&DUHIXOO\��KH�FOLSSHG� WKH�GHYLFH� WR�KLV� IURQW� VKLUW�SRFNHW�DQG�SURFHHGHG�RQZDUG��
(DFK�ZDOO�ZDV�PDGH�RI�VWRQH��HQJUDYHG�ZLWK�UXQHV�DQG�VLJLOV�WKDW�FRYHUHG�QHDUO\�
HYHU\�LQFK��,PPHGLDWHO\��*Z\QHWK�SXOOHG�D�ODUJH��OHDWKHU�ERXQG�QRWHERRN�IURP�KHU�
pack and began to sketch. 

³7KLV� LV�DPD]LQJ�´�*Z\QHWK�PDUYHOHG�RXW� ORXG�ZKLOH� VFULEEOLQJ�DQG�GLSSLQJ�
LQWR�DQ�LQN�ERWWOH�¿[HG�RQ�KHU�ZDLVW�VWUDS��³/RRN��WKHVH�JO\SKV�SUHGDWH�WKH�$JH�RI�
'DUNQHVV��,�WKLQN�WKH\�PLJKW�EH�7KDVVLORQLDQ��WKRXJK�WKDW�ZRXOG�PDNH�WKHVH�ZULW�
LQJV�RYHU�WHQ�WKRXVDQG�\HDUV�ROG�´��

³([SORUDWLRQ�¿UVW��GRFXPHQWDWLRQ�VHFRQG��&RPH�RQ�´�6ORZO\��WKH�GXR�GHVFHQGHG�
GHHSHU��*Z\QHWK�VNHWFKHG�IXULRXVO\�DV�'RQDYDQ�SXVKHG��SURGGHG��DQG�SXOOHG�KHU�
further into the ruins.

$�IHZ�KDOOZD\V�DQG�VHYHUDO�URRPV�ODWHU��WKH\�UHDFKHG�D�VXEWHUUDQHDQ�FKDPEHU�
WKDW�KDG�RQFH�EHHQ� WKH� VWDJH� IRU�D� VFHQH�RI�JUHDW�YLROHQFH��SOD\HG�RXW�E\�DFWRUV�
whose desiccated remains littered the rooms. Stone pillars draped with cobwebs ap�
SHDUHG�DV�VLONHQ�FXUWDLQV��VFDWWHUHG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�URRP��/HDWKHU�ZUDSSHG�VNHOHWRQV�
VWLOO�FOXWFKHG�WKHLU�UXVW�SRFNHG�EODGHV��JDSLQJ�MDZV�OHQW�WKH�DSSHDUDQFH�RI�ODXJKWHU�
DW�D�MRNH�WKDW�WKH�OLYLQJ�ZRXOG�QHYHU�XQGHUVWDQG���

³6KRXOG¶YH�ZDLWHG�RXWVLGH�OLNH�,�WROG�\RX�WR�´�KH�PXWWHUHG�GDUNO\���
“Then who would keep you out of trouble?” she riposted while lighting a lantern 

from her pack.

+H�FOHQFKHG�KLV� WHHWK� WR�NHHS� IURP�VD\LQJ� VRPHWKLQJ�KH¶G� ODWHU� UHJUHW��:HOO��
maybe he wouldn’t regret it, but he’d regret letting her use it in an argument against 

KLP�ODWHU��+LV�ZLIH�KDG�D�SDUWLFXODU�NQDFN�IRU�GUHGJLQJ�XS�KLV�FDUHOHVV�ZRUGV�DQG�
XVLQJ�WKHP�DJDLQVW�KLP�LQ�D�¿JKW�\HDUV�ODWHU��'RQDYDQ�QDUURZHG�KLV�H\HV�DQG�SHHUHG�
IRUZDUG�LQWR�WKH�JORRP�MXVW�VR�KH�ZRXOGQ¶W�JLYH�KHU�WKH�VDWLVIDFWLRQ�RI�VHHLQJ�WKH�
look on his face.  

*Z\QHWK�NQHOW�QH[W�WR�RQH�RI�WKH�FRUSVHV��UXEELQJ�D�¿QJHU�DFURVV�WKH�VNXOO�
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“Take a look at this.” 

“I don’t see anything”

³([DFWO\�´�6KH�VWRRG�DQG�GXVWHG�RII�KHU�KDQGV��³7KHUH�DUH�QR�YLVLEOH� LQMXULHV�
of any kind. There are no scratch marks on the bones to indicate claws or sword 

ZRXQGV��1R�EURNHQ�ERQHV��HYHU\�VNHOHWRQ�LV�VWLOO�PRUH�RU�OHVV�LQ�RQH�SLHFH�´
“So what killed them?”

³,¶P�QRW�HQWLUHO\�VXUH��6RPHWKLQJ�REYLRXVO\�WKUHDWHQHG�WKHVH�PHQ��ORRN�DW�KRZ�
WKH\�FOXWFK�WKHLU�ZHDSRQV��HYHQ�LQ�GHDWK��,I�LW�KDG�EHHQ�SRLVRQ��WKH\¶G�KDYH�GURSSHG�
WKHP�WR�JUDE�WKHLU�DFKLQJ�VWRPDFKV�RU�WKURDWV��,I�LW�KDG�EHHQ�PDJLF��ZH�VKRXOG�KDYH�
felt the effects by now. I’m certain these people were murdered by something,” she 

GHFODUHG��³'R�\RX�WKLQN�µZKDWHYHU�LW�PD\�EH¶�VWLOO�LQKDELWV�WKH�VLWH"´�VKH�ZRQGHUHG�
out loud as she began rummaging through her pack.

'RQDYDQ�GUHZ�KLV�SLVWRO��,W�ZDV�DOO�WKH�DQVZHU�VKH�QHHGHG��$�GHOLFDWH�KDQG�RQ�
KLV�VKRXOGHU�JDYH�KLP�D�UHDVVXULQJ�VTXHH]H��+H�SDXVHG�IRU�D�PRPHQW�DQG�ORRNHG�
back at his wife. 

“Be careful,” she said.

As he disappeared into the darkness, Gwyneth set her lantern on a broken pillar 

and sat down to sketch the pictographs inscribed on the walls.

'RQDYDQ�PRYHG�DV�TXLHWO\�DQG�TXLFNO\�DV�KH�FRXOG�� VWUDLQLQJ�KLV�H\HV� WR� VHH�
DKHDG��'HVSLWH�KLV� OLJKW�� WKH�KDOO� UHPDLQHG�RGGO\�GDUN�� DQG�KH� UXEEHG�RQH�SDOP�
DORQJ�WKH�VWRQH�VXUIDFH�RI�WKH�ZDOO�WR�JXLGH�KLPVHOI��$V�KH�WUDYHUVHG�WKH�KDOOZD\��KH�
KHDUG�D�IDLQW�VNLWWHULQJ�QRLVH��OLNH�OHDYHV�UXVWOLQJ�LQ�WKH�EUHH]H�

The darkness pressed in closely, resenting light’s intrusion into dark’s domain. 

8QVHHQ�FREZHEV�FDUHVVHG�KLV�IDFH�ZLWK�ZUDLWK�OLNH�¿QJHUV��$�VRIW��VLELODQW�YRLFH�
VXJJHVWHG� VOHHS�� +H� FORVHG� KLV� H\HV� DQG� VWRSSHG�PRYLQJ�� WKLQNLQJ� KRZ� HDV\� LW�
would be to rest. Whispers reminded him how tired he was, urging him to lay down 

IRU�MXVW�D�IHZ�PRPHQWV��
Shadows bore down on him as if they had physical weight. Another low murmur 

UHPLQGHG�KLP�KRZ�KHDY\�KLV�SDFN�ZDV��VXJJHVWLQJ�WKDW�KH�VKRXOG�UHOHDVH�KLV�EXU�
GHQV��OLH�GRZQ��DQG�OHW�WKH�GDUNQHVV�FRYHU�KLP�OLNH�D�WKLFN��EODFN�EODQNHW��+LV�EUHDWK�
DQG�SXOVH�EHJDQ�WR�VORZ�DV� WKH�GDUNQHVV�EHJDQ�WR�VXUURXQG�KLP��'RQDYDQ�FRXOG�
feel the shadows gently enfolding him and enshrouding him in an eternal damning 

ORYHU¶V�HPEUDFH�
Angrily, he shook his head in an attempt to physically shake his thoughts loose, 

WR�EUHDN�IUHH�RI�WKH�PDOLJQDQW�ZLOO�GLJJLQJ�GHHSHU�LQWR�KLV�PLQG��+LV�H\HV�VQDSSHG�
RSHQ�MXVW�LQ�WLPH�WR�VHH�WKH�VKDGRZV�SHHO�WKHPVHOYHV�RII�WKH�ZDOOV�DQG�VWDUW�UHDFKLQJ�
RXW�IRU�KLP�ZLWK�ORQJ��FODZ�OLNH�¿QJHUV�

³7LPH�WR�UXQ��7LPH�WR�UXQ�QRZ�´�*Z\QHWK�KHDUG�KHU�KXVEDQG¶V�ZRUGV�HFKRLQJ�
from the blackened corridor.

6KH�URVH�WR�KHU�IHHW��DQG�VKRYHG�KHU�JHDU�EDFN�LQWR�KHU�EDJ��³'RQDYDQ��:KDW�LV�
it?” she shouted back.

³/HVV�WDONLQJ²PRUH�UXQQLQJ�´�+H�HPHUJHG�IURP�WKH�GDUNQHVV�DQG�JUDEEHG�KHU�
by the arm, pulling her with him.

6KH�FRXOG�KHDU�LW�QRZ��VRPHWKLQJ�ZDV�PRYLQJ�EHKLQG�WKHP��VRPHWKLQJ�ODUJH��
something loud, something faster than them.  

³.HHS�UXQQLQJ�´�+H�VSXQ�RQ�KLV�IHHW��KLV�SLVWRO�RXWVWUHWFKHG�WRZDUGV�WKH�FRUULGRU��
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¿ULQJ�EOLQGO\�EDFNZDUGV�
³:KDW�DUH�\RX�VKRRWLQJ�DW"�´
³,¶P�DWWDFNLQJ�WKH�GDUNQHVV�´
“Are you hurting it?”

+H�¿UHG�WZLFH�PRUH��EXW�WKLV�WLPH�WKH�JXQVKRWV�ZHUH�DQVZHUHG�ZLWK�D�GHDIHQLQJ�
roar, as if an angry tornado was bearing down on them in the subterranean shade.

³(QRXJK�WR�PDNH�LW�PDG�´
+H�UDQ�DIWHU�KHU��KLV�ORQJHU�VWULGHV�SXWWLQJ�KLP�QH[W�WR�KHU�LQ�D�PRPHQW��7KH�SDLU�

SXPSHG�WKHLU� OHJV�UDSLGO\�� WKHLU�FKHVWV�KHDYLQJ�LQ�DLU�ZLWK�JUHDW�VXFNLQJ�EUHDWKV��
Light from the outside was a small circle ahead.

³+RZ�IDU�WR�WKH�H[LW"´�VKH�DVNHG�
³1RW�IDU�´
³+RZ�IDU�LV�QRW�IDU"´
³����SDFHV�´
6DUGRQLFDOO\��VKH�\HOOHG�EDFN��³2K�JUHDW�´�
They leapt through the open archway into the daylight. Tendrils of darkness 

UHDFKHG�EH\RQG�WKH�FRQ¿QHV�RI�WKH�FDYHUQ��DQG�ZHUH�EXUQW�E\�WKH�XQIRUJLYLQJ�VXQ��
The shadows howled in frustrated rage, lamenting the failure to add two more souls 

to their dark chorus.  

'RQDYDQ�JDVSHG�IRU�DLU�DQG�DQJULO\�EUXVKHG�JUDVV�DQG�GLUW�IURP�KLPVHOI�
Gwyneth stared up at the midday sun. “Well, scratch one lantern from the sup�

plies.”

³7KDW¶V�LW��:H¶UH�KLULQJ�PRUH�SHRSOH�´
³'HDU��,�EHOLHYH�\RX�ZHUH�WKH�RQH�ZKR�H[SODLQHG�DW�OHQJWK�VHYHUDO�WLPHV�WKDW�PRUH�

SHRSOH�PHDQ�PRUH�VKDUHV�RI�WKH�ORRW��0RUH�VKDUHV�PHDQV�VPDOOHU�VKDUHV��6PDOOHU�
shares mean waiting longer to reach our goal of fame and fortune. Waiting longer 

PHDQV�GRLQJ�PRUH�MREV��0RUH�MREV�PHDQ�PRUH�GDQJHU��ZKLFK�\RX�KDWH��%HVLGHV��
more people mean less stealth. Less stealth means more danger. Which you hate.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say I hated it per se...” he muttered.

³2K�\HV�\RX�ZRXOG��:KHQ�ZH�¿UVW�GLVFXVVHG�WKLV�ZKROH�µDGYHQWXULQJ¶�LGHD�\RX�
VDLG�µ:K\�ZRXOG�,�ZDQW�WR�ULVN�OLIH�DQG�OLPE"�,�KDWH�GDQJHU�¶´

³'R�\RX�KDYH�WR�XVH�WKH�TXRWH�¿QJHUV�ZKHQ�\RX�GR�WKDW"´
+LV�JUHHQ�H\HG�ZLIH�JULQQHG�DW�KLP��UHPLQGLQJ�KLP�RI�WKH�ZD\�D�WLJHU�PXVW�JULQ�

before it pounced on its prey. “Yes dear.”

+H�WKUHZ�KLV�KDQGV�XS�LQ�WKH�DLU��³)LQH��%XW�ZKDW�,�PHDQW�ZDV�WKDW�,�KDWH�SXWWLQJ�
you in danger, which is exactly why we’re going to hire a few extra hands to keep 

\RX�VDIH��1R�PRUH�VSOLWWLQJ�XS��QR�PRUH�UXQQLQJ�IURP�HYHU\�¿JKW�´
³<HV��GHDU�´�6DWLV¿HG�ZLWK�EHLQJ�ULJKW��VKH�ZDV�ZLOOLQJ�WR�EH�FKDULWDEOH���
In his heart, he secretly noted that she was gracious enough not to tell him that 

H[WUD�FUHZPHPEHUV�KDG�EHHQ�KHU�VXJJHVWLRQ�IURP�WKH�YHU\�VWDUW�RI�WKHLU�HQGHDYRU���
³$QG�WKDW¶V�¿QDO�´�KH�KXIIHG��IROGLQJ�KLV�DUPV�RYHU�KLV�FKHVW�
“Yes, dear.”

³,W¶V�YHU\�DJJUDYDWLQJ�WR�KDYH�DQ�DUJXPHQW�ZLWK�VRPHRQH�ZKR�DJUHHV�ZLWK�HY�
erything you say,” he told her.

+HU�JULQ�ZLGHQHG�
“Yes, dear.”
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T+(�%(//6�2)�$EDGDU¶V�WHPSOH�FKLPHG�WZLFH�LQ�WKH�PDUNHW��
echoing off the buildings as a lone woman reclined on a high 

EDOFRQ\��RYHUORRNLQJ�WKH�YLHZ��6KH�VZLUOHG�WKH�VWHHSHG�OHDYHV�
LQ�KHU�WHDFXS�DV�VKH�VWDUHG�DW� WKH�YDVW�PHWURSROLV�RI�$EVDORP�
that spread before her feet. 

+H�ZRXOG�EH�KHUH�VRRQ��
7KH\�ZRXOG�NLVV��DQG�WKHQ�PDNH�ORYH��$QG�WKHQ�KH�ZRXOG�OHDYH��(DFK�SDVVLQJ�

day he seemed quieter, more distant. She chewed her lip, watching the murky 

OLTXLG�ZKLUO��+RZ�PXFK�ORQJHU�FRXOG�VKH�HQGXUH�WKLV"
7KH�GRRU�EHKLQG�KHU�RSHQHG��)LQDOO\��KH�KDG�FRPH�
$� ¿JXUH� HQWHUHG� DOPRVW� UHOXFWDQWO\� DQG� VWRRG� IRU� D� PRPHQW�� 7KH� ZRPDQ�

noticed his signature blue robes and concealing black mask, but he still did not 

VSHDN��³0DUFXV"´�VKH�DVNHG��WXUQLQJ�KHU�KHDG�WRZDUGV�KHU�JXHVW�
7KH�GRRU�ORFNHG�DQG�KH�SURFHHGHG�WR�UHPRYH�KLV�IDFDGH��³<HV�´
6KH�H[KDOHG�LQ�UHOLHI�DQG�SXVKHG�KHU�FXS�DVLGH�DV�WKH�PHQDFLQJ�OHDYHV�JDWKHUHG�

DORQJ�WKH�EULP��³,�KDYHQ¶W�WKH�VWRPDFK�IRU�WKLV�´�6KH�JODQFHG�RYHU�DW�KLP�DQG�URVH�
IURP�WKH�EDOFRQ\�WDEOH�DV�KH�UDQ�KLV�¿QJHUV�WKURXJK�KLV�VKRUW�GDUN�KDLU�

³,W¶V�RND\��9LYLDQD�´�0DUFXV�ZDONHG�XS� WR�VWDQG�EHVLGH�KHU��³,¶P�KHUH�QRZ��
And I know how we can make this right.” 
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9LYLDQD¶V�JUHHQ�H\HV�QDUURZHG��³:KDW�GR�\RX�PHDQ"´�
+H�UHDFKHG�IRU�KHU�KDQG�DQG�FUDGOHG�KHU�FKHHN�ZLWK�KLV�RWKHU��³'R�\RX�ORYH�

me?”

She chuckled softly. “Such a silly question. I am KHUH.” 

³)DLU�HQRXJK��7KHQ��GR�\RX�WUXVW�PH"´
She hesitated and then nodded. “Yes, but—”

³*RRG��7KHQ�ZH¶UH�OHDYLQJ�´�
$� VFUROO� VOLSSHG� IURP� KLV� VOHHYH� DQG�9LYLDQD� JDVSHG�� 6KH� VHQVHG� WKH� DXUD�

DURXQG�LW�ULSSOLQJ�ZLWK�SRZHU��LW�KDG�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�VFULEHG�E\�D�PDVWHU�RI�WKH�DUWV��
$�PHUH�JODQFH�DW�WKH�SDUFKPHQW¶V�UXQHV�FRQ¿UPHG�KHU�VXVSLFLRQV��,W�FRXOG�WDNH�
them anywhere in the world.

Curious about the intent behind the scroll, she studied the man she thought 

VKH�NQHZ��+LV�EURQ]H�*DUXQGL� IHDWXUHV� VWLOO� WRRN�KHU�EUHDWK�DZD\�DQG�VKH�ZDV�
RYHUFRPH�E\�WKLV�VXGGHQ�QRWLRQ��+H�KDG�EHHQ�VR�UHVHUYHG�UHFHQWO\�����<HW��9LYLDQD�
SOD\HG� ZLWK� WKH� WKRXJKW� WKDW� KHU� \RXQJHU� ORYHU� ZDV� ZLOOLQJ� WR� WKURZ� DZD\�
HYHU\WKLQJ���IRU�KHU�

A rush of excitement tingled through her body. Perhaps he was right. She dared 

WR�FRQVLGHU�WKH\�ZRXOG�QHYHU�UHWXUQ�DQG�WXUQHG�WR�WKH�ZLQGRZ�RQH�ODVW�WLPH��6KH�
ZRXOG�PLVV�WKH�YLHZ��EXW�LW�PHDQW�YHU\�OLWWOH�ZLWKRXW�KLP��4XLFNO\��VKH�JUDEEHG�
KHU�EDJ�E\�WKH�WDEOH�DQG�SDFNHG�XS�HYHU\WKLQJ�WKDW�ZRXOG�WUDFH�KHU�WR�WKH�URRP��
+HU�KDQG�OLQJHUHG�RQ�WKH�FRROLQJ�WHDFXS��:LWKRXW�D�VHFRQG�WKRXJKW��VKH�WRVVHG�WKH�
FRQWHQWV�RYHU�WKH�EDOFRQ\�DQG�ZDONHG�WR�EH�DW�0DUFXV¶�VLGH��+H�KHOG�RXW�KLV�KDQG�
and she took it, feeling a thrill as they touched.

+H�HQWZLQHG�KLV�¿QJHUV�ZLWK�KHUV�DQG�VPLOHG��XQIXUOLQJ�WKH�VFUROO�DQG�UHDGLQJ�
the mystic letters that shone on the page. The words sounded like eloquent poetry 

FRPLQJ� IURP� KLV� OLSV��ZKHUH� RWKHUV�ZRXOG� KDYH� EXWFKHUHG� WKHP��+HU� OLIH�ZDV�
VDIHO\�LQ�KLV�KDQGV��9LYLDQD�VPLOHG�DQG�ORRNHG�WR�WKH�ZDOOV�LQ�WKH�URRP�DV�WKH\�
EHJDQ�WR�IDGH�DQG�EOXU��$�EULHI�WZLQJH�RI�IHDU�¿OOHG�KHU�DV�WZR�VSDFHV�EHJDQ�WR�
merge into one...and then they were gone.

o~O~o

7KH�MXQJOH�ZDV�KRW��(YHQ�DW�QLJKW�WKH�WURSLFDO�IRUHVW�ZDV�XQFRPIRUWDEO\�ZDUP�
DQG�KXPLG��9LYLDQD�PRSSHG�KHU�IRUHKHDG�DQG�QHFN�ZLWK�D�FORWK�DV�0DUFXV�VZXQJ�
his machete again and again, hacking the relentless wild growth from their path. 

'UHQFKHG�ZLWK�VZHDW��KH�VWRSSHG� WR�FKHFN�KLV�FRPSDVV�DQG�JHW� WKHLU�EHDULQJV��
+H�SUHVVHG�D�MHZHO�RQ�LWV�IDFH�DQG�D�VRIW�OLJKW�VSUHDG�IRUWK��SURYLGLQJ�PRPHQWDU\�
FODULW\��+DQGLQJ�WKH�GHYLFH�WR�9LYLDQD��KH�UHDFKHG�LQWR�KLV�VFUROO�FDVH�IRU�D�PDS��
+H�FRQVXOWHG�LW�FDUHIXOO\�EHIRUH�UROOLQJ�LW�XS�DQG�UHWXUQLQJ�LW�WR�LWV�FRQWDLQHU��7KHQ�
KH�SXW�D�¿QJHU�RYHU�KLV�OLSV�DQG�VKXVKHG��9LYLDQD�UHPDLQHG�DEVROXWHO\�VWLOO�DQG�
ZDWFKHG�DV�0DUFXV�VWUDLQHG�WR�OLVWHQ�

“You hear that rumble off in the distance?” 

³<HV�´�9LYLDQD�VDLG��JHVWXULQJ�VRXWK��³,W�VRXQGV�OLNH�UXVKLQJ�ZDWHU�´
0DUFXV�QRGGHG��³7KDW¶V�D�ZDWHUIDOO��:H¶UH�FORVH�QRZ�´�+H�KHOG�RXW�KLV�KDQG�

IRU�KLV�ZD\¿QGHU�DQG�9LYLDQD�SDVVHG� LW�EDFN��+H�VKRQH� WKH� OLJKW�RQ� WKH� MXQJOH�
IROLDJH�DKHDG��&XWWLQJ�D�IHZ�PRUH�VWXEERUQ�YLQHV��KH�UHYHDOHG�ZKDW�DSSHDUHG�WR�
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be a path and smiled. 

³7KLV� LV�ZKDW�ZH¶UH� ORRNLQJ�IRU��6HH�WKRVH�ZKLWH�URRWV�DKHDG"�1R�DUFDQH�RU�
GLYLQH�DUWV�KDYH�SRZHU�EH\RQG�WKHUH�´�+H�WRVVHG�WKH�FRPSDVV�RQWR�D�SLOH�RI�OHDYHV�
within the white region and the light went out.

³+DK��6HH"´�0DUFXV�KHOG�RXW�KLV�KDQG�WR�9LYLDQD��EXW�VKH�KHVLWDWHG�DV�KHU�H\HV�
DGMXVWHG�WR�WKH�GDUNQHVV�RQFH�DJDLQ��³:KDW�LV�WKLV�SODFH��0DUFXV"´

³,W¶V�DOULJKW��9LYLDQD��LW¶V�D�GHDG�]RQH��1RWKLQJ�ZH�GR�KHUH�FDQ�EH�VHHQ²QRW�
E\�WKH�JXLOG��RXU�HQHPLHV�RU�HYHQ�WKH�JRGV��7KLV�SODFH�ZLOO�SURWHFW�XV�´�+H�GUHZ�
closer and looked into her eyes. “Trust me?”

9LYLDQD� UHWXUQHG� KLV� JD]H� LQFUHGXORXVO\�� ³<RX� FDQ� EH� VR� PHORGUDPDWLF�
sometimes. What if I said no?”

0DUFXV¶�IDFH�IHOO�DQG�9LYLDQD�LPPHGLDWHO\�UHJUHWWHG�KHU�ZRUGV��EXW�VKH�ZDVQ¶W�
RQH�WR�DSRORJL]H��HYHQ�ZKHQ�VKH�ZDV�ZURQJ��6KH�VWXGLHG�WKHLU�VXUURXQGLQJV�DQG�
ELW�KHU�OLS��ZDLWLQJ�IRU�KLV�QH[W�PRYH�

7KH� *DUXQGL� PDQ� VLJKHG�� VWHSSLQJ� LQWR� WKH� SDOH�� YLQH�FRYHUHG� JURZWK� DQG�
UHWULHYHG� KLV� FRPSDVV�� +H� KHOG� RXW� KLV� KDQG� WR� KHU� RQFH�PRUH�� D� JHVWXUH� VKH�
LQWHUSUHWHG�DV�IRUJLYHQHVV��ZKLFK�VKH�JODGO\�DFFHSWHG����

+H� SXVKHG� DVLGH� VRPH� RYHUKDQJLQJ� EUDQFKHV� VR� 9LYLDQD� FRXOG� SDVV� XQGHU�
them. “So your plan is to truly be free of them?” she smiled as it slowly sunk in, 

³���DQG�QR�RQH�FDQ�¿QG�XV�´�
,W�PDGH�PRUH�VHQVH�QRZ��WKH�LPSXOVLYHQHVV��KLV�RGG�EHKDYLRU��6KH�HQWHUWDLQHG�

the thought of throwing away all those years of secrecy and responsibility. But, 

they would let so many people down. When they didn’t turn up, some would 

KDWH�WKHP�DQG�RWKHUV�ZRXOG�VXIIHU��PD\EH�HYHQ�GLH��%XW�WKH�OLIH�WKH\¶G�VKDUH��WKH�
WHQGHUQHVV� WKH\�ZRXOG�KDYH��7KHUH�ZRXOG�EH�QR�PRUH�VQHDNLQJ�DURXQG�LQ�IHDU��
KLGLQJ�WKHLU�DIIDLU��WKHLU�IHHOLQJV��'LGQ¶W�WKH\�GHVHUYH�WKLV�FKDQFH"�

6KH�JULSSHG�0DUFXV¶�KDQG�WLJKWO\��³6R��DUH�ZH�UXQQLQJ�DZD\�WRJHWKHU"´
0DUFXV�KDOWHG��³5XQQLQJ�DZD\"�:KDW�JDYH�\RX�WKDW�LGHD"´�
9LYLDQD¶V� EORRG� UDQ� FROG�� 6KH¶G� DVVXPHG� ZURQJ�� 0DUFXV� KDG� VRPHWKLQJ�

different in mind. Uncertainty crept into her thoughts and suddenly she felt 

HPEDUUDVVHG�IRU�KHU�PRPHQW�RI�QDLYHWp��+HU�FRPSRVXUH�UHWXUQHG�DQG�VKH�EDFNHG�
DZD\�IURP�0DUFXV��³:K\�DUH�ZH�KHUH"´

+H�FODVSHG�KHU�KDQG�WLJKWO\��³,�IRXQG�D�VROXWLRQ�LQ�DQ�ROG�WRPH��7KLV�KDV�JRWWHQ�
PXFK�PRUH�FRPSOLFDWHG�WKDQ�HLWKHU�RI�XV�HYHU�LQWHQGHG�DQG�ZH�UHDOO\�KDYH�QR�LGHD�
RI�WKH�GDQJHU�ZH�IDFH�LQ�$EVDORP�´�+H�SRLQWHG�GRZQ�WKH�SDWK�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKHP��
³-XVW�D�OLWWOH�IXUWKHU�LV�VRPHRQH�ZKR�FDQ²´

³,�VHH�´�9LYLDQD�LQWHUUXSWHG��SXOOLQJ�KHU�KDQG�DZD\�IURP�KLV�� �
0DUFXV�FORVHG�KLV�H\HV�DQG�WRRN�LQ�D�IUXVWUDWHG�EUHDWK��³9LY��,¶P�WU\LQJ��,�DP�

doing the best I know how under the circumstances.”

9LYLDQD�VKRRN�KHU�KHDG��³:KDW�LV�\RXU�SODQ"´
0DUFXV� VZDOORZHG� KDUG�� ³7KLV� SODFH� LV� QRW� RQO\� D� GHDG� ]RQH²LW¶V� VSHFLDO��

(YHU\WKLQJ�ZH�GR�KHUH��ZH¶OO�IRUJHW��,W¶OO�EH�OLNH�DOO�WKLV�QHYHU�KDSSHQHG��,W¶V�WKH�
RQO\�ZD\�WR�SURWHFW�RXUVHOYHV��7R�EH�VDIH�´�

9LYLDQD�IHOW�WLJKWQHVV�GHYHORSLQJ�LQ�KHU�FKHVW�DV�VKH�EUHDWKHG��³0DUFXV����´
A low beat pulsed through the air.

“What’s that?” she gasped. 
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0DUFXV�WXUQHG�KLV�KHDG�WRZDUG�WKH�VRXQG��³,W¶V�IRU�\RX�´
³:KDW�KDYH�\RX�DUUDQJHG"´
“You’ll see.”

³7HOO�PH�´
³<RX�NQRZ� WKH� DQVZHU� DOUHDG\�´� KH� VDLG�ÀDWO\��ZDONLQJ�RQ�ZLWKRXW� ORRNLQJ�

back.

9LYLDQD�ORRNHG�XS�DW�WKH�PRRQ�DQG�VHDUFKHG�IRU�D�VLJQ��IRU�VRPH�LQGLFDWLRQ�RI�
what to do, but all she felt was its cold light. Sighing, she clenched her teeth and 

dashed forward to catch up.

:KHQ� VKH� UHDFKHG� KLV� VLGH��0DUFXV� VWRRG� DW� WKH� HGJH� RI� D� FOHDULQJ��ZKHUH�
D� ZLOG�ORRNLQJ� ZRPDQ� ZDLWHG� VLOHQWO\� ZLWK� D� URDULQJ� ¿UH� EHKLQG� KHU�� :KLWH�
DQG�EODFN�SDLQW�DGRUQHG�KHU�HERQ�VNLQ�LQ�H[RWLF�SDWWHUQV�WKDW�PDVNHG�H[WHQVLYH�
VFDUULQJ� IURP�EXUQV��(QJUDYHG� UXQH� VWRQHV�KXQJ� IURP�KHU� UHHG� VNLUW� DQG�GDUN��
WDQJOHG�KDLU�ÀRZHG�GRZQ�KHU�EDFN�DQG�VKRXOGHUV��6KH�VWUHWFKHG�RXW�KHU�KDQG�DV�
9LYLDQD�ZDONHG�XS�WR�VWDQG�ZLWK�0DUFXV�

“We been expectin’ you,” the witch leered. 

7KH�¿UH�EHKLQG�KHU�ÀDUHG�DV�WKUHH�PHQ�SRXQGHG�GUXPV�ZLWK�LQFUHDVLQJ�LQWHQVLW\�
“I feel you both are powerful outside, but in here, I am more powerful still.” 

7KH�ZRPDQ�ORRNHG�9LYLDQD�RYHU�WKHQ�SRLQWHG�WR�KHU�EHOO\��³<RX�FRPH�WR�PH�ZLWK�
a problem.” The drums changed to a low somber pulse. “I can make it go away. 

But, you might not be ready for what it costs.”

³:H�DUH�SUHSDUHG�´�0DUFXV�DVVHUWHG��+H� WRRN�RXW�D�SXUVH�DQG� ODLG� LW�RQ� WKH�
MXQJOH�ÀRRU��XQW\LQJ�D�FRUG�DQG�SDUWLQJ�WKH�YHOYHW�WR�UHYHDO�D�VKLQLQJ�PRXQG�RI�
UXE\�MHZHOV��³:KHUH�ZH�FRPH�IURP��WKHUH�LV�DOZD\V�DQ�H[FKDQJH�IRU�VHUYLFHV�´

7KH�SDLQWHG�ZRPDQ�JORZHUHG�DW�0DUFXV�DQG�VKRRN�KHU�KHDG�
³%DK��<RX¶YH� OHDUQHG�YHU\� OLWWOH�RXW� WKHUH��7KDW� LV�QRW� WKH�SULFH� , be talkin’ 

DERXW�´�6KH�WKXPSHG�KHU�FKHVW�DQG�VPLOHG�VDGO\�DW�9LYLDQD�
0DUFXV¶�H\HV�QDUURZHG��³:HOO��ZH�ZLOO�SD\�QR�RWKHU�SULFH��=HQM�ZLWFK�´
The dark woman’s gaze snapped back to the Garundi man.

³7KH�PRVW�SUHFLRXV�WKLQJ�\RX�EURXJKW��\RX�ZLVK�WR�WKURZ�DZD\�´�VKH�UHWRUWHG��
“This price you mention ZLOO�be paid��EXW�QRW�WR�PH���µFDXVH�,�KDYH�QR�LGHD�KRZ�
you will repay yourself.” 

9LYLDQD�VFRZOHG��KHU�FKHHNV�ÀXVKLQJ�ZLWK�KHDW��³7KLV�LV�LQVXOWLQJ�´
³7KLV�EH�WKH�ULWXDO��JLUO��DQG�LW�EH�VHULRXV�EXVLQHVV��VR�,�VSHDN�LW�SODLQO\��,�PDNH�

murder here, murder of the foulest kind. You outsiders think this a cure for what 

WURXEOHV�\RX��:HOO��LI�\RX�FDOO�NLOOLQJ�LQQRFHQFH�D�FXUH��,�EHOLHYH�\RX�IRXOHU�WKDQ�
,��6WLOO�� VRPHRQH�VKRXOG� ORRN�DIWHU� WKH�FKLOG��6R� ,�GHOLYHU� WKDW� LQQRFHQW� VRXO� WR�
Pharasma’s arms and she take it the rest the way.”

The witch crouched down to put her hands into the earth and pulled up white 

GLUW��³,Q�WKLV�SODFH�QR�RQH�VHH�LQ�RU�RXW���µFHSW�PH��<RX�ZRQ¶W�HYHQ�UHPHPEHU�\RX�
EHHQ�KHUH��:KHQ�\RX�JR�KRPH��WKLV�EDE\�IDOO�RXWWD�\RX�OLNH�URWWHQ�IUXLW�RII�D�YLQH�´�
VKH�VWRRG�DQG�OHW� WKH�VRLO�VOLS�WKURXJK�KHU�¿QJHUV�DQG�¿OWHU� WR�WKH�JURXQG��³EXW�
EHIRUH�,�PDNH�WKDW�KDSSHQ��,�QHHG�VRPHWKLQJ�´�+HU�GDUN�H\HV�PHW�9LYLDQD¶V��³,�
need the name of the child I take this night.”

³:KDW"´�9LYLDQD�JDVSHG��SXWWLQJ�KHU�KDQG�WR�KHU�EUHDVW�DV�KHU�VWRPDFK�ÀLSSHG�
nauseously. This was already a night of disappointment, but it was quickly slipping 
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LQWR�RQH�RI�WRUWXUH�DV�ZHOO��6KH�ORRNHG�WR�0DUFXV�ZLWK�GLVJXVW�
³,W¶V�MXVW�WKDW�VLPSOH��JLYH�PH�WKH�FKLOG¶V�QDPH��,�KDYH�DOO�HOVH�,�QHHG�´�
9LYLDQD�KHVLWDWHG�DV�KHU�HPRWLRQV�VSLUDOHG��³:K\"´
“Because, no god takes a mortal soul without a name. What I do is not easy. 

,�KDYH�WR�JHW�UHDO�FORVH�WR�VRPHWKLQ¶���PD\EH�HYHQ�PRUH�SRZHUIXO�WKDQ�WKH�JRGV�
WKHPVHOYHV��6RPHWKLQ¶�WKDW�UHYHDOV�WKH�OLIH�,�DP�JRQQD�WDNH��WKH�OLIH�WKDW�ZLOO�QHYHU�
EH��,W�ZLOO�EH�D�KDUG�WKLQJ�WR�KHDU��EXW�MXVW�UHPHPEHU�WKDW�\RX¶OO�IRUJHW�LW�DOO��<RX�
understand? If you do, we begin.”

9LYLDQD� ORRNHG�WR�0DUFXV��VWXG\LQJ�KLP�RQH� ODVW� WLPH��+H�JDYH�KHU�D�VOLJKW�
smile and put his hand on her back and rubbed it slowly in encouragement. 

9LYLDQD�VWLIIHQHG�DW�KLV�WRXFK��6KH�EHQW�KHU�KHDG�DQG�FORVHG�KHU�H\HV�WLJKWO\�DV�D�
ball of hatred and resentment swelled inside her. Then she slowly nodded.  

³*RRG��1RZ��P\�JLUO��JLYH�PH�\RXU�VRQ¶V�QDPH�´
7HDUV�VSUXQJ�XS�LQ�9LYLDQD¶V�H\HV�LQVWDQWO\��$�VRQ��7KH�ZLWFK�VDLG�VKH�KDG�D�

VRQ� She swallowed hard. 

³0\�IDWKHU�GLHG�LQ�WKH�FUXVDGHV�EHIRUH�,�ZDV�ERUQ��,�QHYHU�NQHZ�KLP���,�QHYHU���
NQHZ�´�0DUFXV�PRYHG�KLV�KDQG�RQWR�9LYLDQD¶V�VKRXOGHU��EXW�VKH�VKUXJJHG�LW�DZD\��
“‘Suri’ was his name. 6XUL�´�9LYLDQD�OLIWHG�KHU�KHDG�DQG�WXUQHG�WR�0DUFXV�ZLWK�
dead eyes, neither acknowledging nor seeing him.

“And family name?”

9LYLDQD�IUR]H�DV�KHU�VWRPDFK�URLOHG�DJDLQ��³)DPLO\"´
“Yes,” the witch whispered.

³:HOO���P\�ODVW�QDPH�LV�7LOGHQ��RI�7DOGRU�����$QG�0DUFXV¶�LV�$PDU��7RJHWKHU����´�
9LYLDQD� IRFXVHG� RQ� WKH� GUXPEHDW� SXOVLQJ� EHKLQG� WKH� ZLWFK�� ³7RJHWKHU�� WKDW�
makes...Tilmar.”

³$OULJKW��JLUO�´�WKH�GDUN�ZRPDQ�QRGGHG��³MXVW�RQH�ODVW�WKLQJ��:KDW�JRG�VKRXOG�
,�WHOO�3KDUDVPD�WR�GHOLYHU�6XUL�WR"´

9LYLDQD�ORRNHG�WR�WKH�KHDYHQV��³$EDGDU�´
7KH�UK\WKPLF�WHPSR�TXLFNHQHG�DQG�WKH�GUXPPHUV�DURXQG�WKH�¿UH�VWRRG�XS��VWLOO�

EHDWLQJ�WKHLU�GUXPV��7KH\�EHJDQ�WR�OHDYH�WKH�FOHDULQJ��VLQJLQJ�
³&RPH�QRZ��:H�JR�WR�WKH�VKULQH�´
7KH�SURFHVVLRQ�VQDNHG�LQWR�WKH�MXQJOH�DQG�0DUFXV�DQG�9LYLDQD�IROORZHG��7KUHH�

GDUN�VNLQQHG�ZRPHQ�PRYHG�LQ�IURP�WKH�VKDGRZV�WR�ZDON�EHVLGH�9LYLDQD��7KH\�
smeared swirls of paint on her face and arms. The path ahead was wide and the 

MXQJOH�EH\RQG�GHQVH�ZLWK�GDUNQHVV��$KHDG��9LYLDQD�VDZ�D�ZKLWH��WKDWFKHG�KXW���
“Go inside.” The witch pointed to her.

6KH�VWHSSHG�IRUZDUG�DQG�0DUFXV�EHJDQ�WR�ZDON�ZLWK�KHU��EXW�WKH�ZLWFK�WKUXVW�
out her arm, separating them. 

“1RW�you. <RX�KDYH�QR�PRUH�SDUW�KHUH��/HDYH�WKLV�SODFH�DQG�ZDLW�RXW�EH\RQG�WKH�
SDOH�JURXQG��,�EH�ZDWFKLQ¶�\RX��'R�ZKDW�,�VD\��,�NQRZ�ZK\�\RX¶UH�UHDOO\ here....” 

9LYLDQD�ZDV�XVKHUHG�IRUZDUG�E\�KHU�HVFRUWV�DV�WKH�ZLWFK�DQG�0DUFXV�FRQWLQXHG�
to talk in heated whispers. She stepped ahead uneasily, and when she reached the 

KXW¶V�HQWUDQFH�VKH�ORRNHG�EDFN�WR�VHH�0DUFXV��EXW�KH�ZDV�DOUHDG\�ZDONLQJ�DZD\��
MRWWLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�GRZQ�LQ�D� MRXUQDO��7KH�ZLWFK� WXUQHG� WRZDUG�KHU�DQG�9LYLDQD�
DYHUWHG�KHU�H\HV�

:LWK� D� GHHS� VLJK�� VKH� WRXFKHG� KHU� EHOO\� DQG� WKHQ� SXVKHG� WKH� WKLFN�ZRYHQ�
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curtains aside, ducking under the low doorway. Inside, the room was dimly lit and 

WKH�DLU�WKLFN�DQG�VWHDP\��$�EHQW�ROG�ZRPDQ�ZLWK�EODQN��PLON\�H\HV�WHQGHG�D�¿UH�
SLW�LQ�WKH�FRUQHU��6KH�SXOOHG�KRW�FRDOV�IURP�D�SRW�ZLWK�KHU�WZLVWHG��ERQ\�¿QJHUV��
then reached into a water pail and withdrew wet cloths, which she laid upon the 

FRDOV��$�IUHVK�FORXG�RI�YDSRU�ELOORZHG�DURXQG�WKHP��7KH�ZRPHQ�ZKR�KDG�SDLQWHG�
9LYLDQD�JXLGHG�KHU�WR�OLH�GRZQ�RQ�D�PDW�LQ�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�URRP��WKHQ�VXUURXQGHG�
KHU�ZLWK�VPRRWK�GLVNV�RI�HERQ\�DQG�LYRU\��RYHUODSSLQJ�DQG�DOWHUQDWLQJ�WKHP�LQ�D�
FLUFXODU�SDWWHUQ��7KH�GUXPPHUV�DUUDQJHG�WKHPVHOYHV�DORQJ�WKH�ZDOOV�DQG�VWDUWHG�
a spirited beat.

7KH�ZLWFK�VZHSW� WKURXJK�WKH�GRRUZD\�DQG�HQWHUHG� WKH�FLUFOH� WR�VWDQG�DERYH�
9LYLDQD��³7KLV�EH�LW��JLUO��$IWHU�WKLV��WKHUH�EH�QR�JRLQ¶�EDFN�´

9LYLDQD�WKRXJKW�RI�0DUFXV�DQG�KLV�WUXH�PRWLYH�LQ�EULQJLQJ�KHU�KHUH��³+H¶V�D�
coward,” she whispered. She looked at her belly. :KDW�ZRXOG�D�FRZDUG¶V�FKLOG�
EHFRPH"

9LYLDQD�FOHQFKHG�KHU�¿VWV�WLJKWO\��³'R�LW�´�
³7KLV�FLUFOH�ELQGV�WKH�SRZHU�,�EH�FDOOLQ¶�DQG�SURWHFWV�XV��/HDYLQ¶�EHIRUH�ZH¶UH�

done is a bad thing. You understand?” 

“Yes.”

The drum tempo increased and the witch began to dance within the circle. The 

drummers pounded and the tribeswomen chanted as the witch started to sing. 

9LYLDQD�FRXOGQ¶W�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�ZRUGV��EXW�WKH�PHODQFKRO\�WRQH�EURXJKW�WHDUV�WR�
KHU�H\HV��6KH�VWDUHG�DW�WKH�WKDWFKHG�VWUDZ�FHLOLQJ�DERYH�KHU��IRFXVLQJ�RQ�WKH�GHWDLOV�
RI�WKH�ZHDYLQJ��WKH�VPHOO�RI�WKH�¿UH��WKH�VWHDP�LQ�WKH�DLU²RQ�DQ\WKLQJ�RWKHU�WKDQ�
ZKDW�ZDV�KDSSHQLQJ��7KH�ZLWFK�NQHHOHG�EHVLGH�KHU�DQG�SODFHG�ORQJ�¿QJHUQDLOV�RQ�
her abdomen.

9LYLDQD¶V�VWRPDFK�FKXUQHG�DV�JXLOW\�WKRXJKWV�UDQ�WKURXJK�KHU�PLQG��6KH�ELW�KHU�
lip, hoping pain would bring clarity. She was stunned when it came in the form of 

a small kick from inside instead. 

7KH�ZLWFK�UHWUDFWHG�KHU�KDQG�IURP�9LYLDQD¶V�EHOO\�DQG�UHWXUQHG�WR�KHU�VRQJ��$Q�
XQFRQWUROODEOH�XUJH�WR�SURWHFW�KHU�XQERUQ�FKLOG�VXUJHG�LQWR�9LYLDQD¶V�WKRXJKWV��

³+HUH�ZH�JR��JLUO��+LV�VSLULW�EH�FRPLQ¶�XS�WR�PHHW�PH�´�7KH�ZLWFK�VPLOHG�DQG�
FORVHG�KHU�H\HV��³0PP��VXFK�ORYH��+H�JHWV� LW� ULJKW�ZKHUH�HYHU\RQH�HOVH�KDV� LW�
ZURQJ��+H�ZDQWV�WR�EH�OLNH�WKHP��EXW�QHYHU�ZLOO�EH��+H¶V�QR�JRRG�DW�WKHLU�JDPHV�
DQG�VFKHPHV�´�7KH�ZLWFK¶V�YRLFH�TXLYHUHG�DV�WHDUV�ÀRZHG�GRZQ�KHU�IDFH�

³+H¶V� JRLQ¶� RQ� KLV� RZQ� MRXUQH\� QRZ��+H�¿QGV�ZKDW�PDNHV� KLP� VR� VSHFLDO��
but they punish him for it. They see their pride bein’ knocked and not the boy’s 

SRWHQWLDO��+H�ORVHV�VRPHWKLQ¶�KH�WUXO\�ORYHV��+H�FDQ¶W�IRUJHW�KLV�SDVVLRQ�WKRXJK��
so he goes back to where it began, but there it feels emptier still. With that not 

ZRUNLQ¶��KH�GHFLGHV�WR�SURYH�KLPVHOI��+H¶V�JRLQ¶�WR�D�SODFH���´�9LYLDQD�QRWLFHG�D�
twitch in the woman’s face.

“...a bad place.”

7KH�ZLWFK¶V�EUHDWK�IUR]H�LQ�WKH�DLU��GURSSLQJ�WLQ\�LFH�FU\VWDOV�RQWR�9LYLDQD¶V�
VWRPDFK�DV�D�VHHSLQJ�FKLOO�VZHSW�RYHU�KHU�DQG�WRZDUG�WKH�ZLWFK¶V�KDQG��IURVWLQJ�
WKH�=HQM�ZRPDQ¶V�¿QJHUV��7KH�VZHOWHULQJ�KHDW� LQ� WKH� URRP�GLVVLSDWHG�DV�ZKLWH�
ULPH�FRDWHG�HYHU\WKLQJ��7KH�GUXPPHUV�VWRSSHG�DQG� WKH�FKDQWLQJ�FHDVHG�DV� WKH�
ZRPHQ�ORRNHG�DW�HDFK�RWKHU�LQ�FRQIXVLRQ��7KH�VLJKWOHVV�ROG�FURQH�E\�WKH�¿UH�SLW�
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cried out as a wind blew the curtain door open and extinguished the oil lamps.

2QO\�WKH�GLP��VPROGHULQJ�FRDOV�LOOXPLQDWHG�WKH�ZLWFK��+HU�OLSV�SDUWHG�DQG�D�
VPDOO� EODFN� EHHWOH� UDQ� RXW� RI� KHU�PRXWK��7KHQ� WKH�ZLWFK¶V� KDQG� OHIW�9LYLDQD¶V�
DEGRPHQ�DQG�FRQWRUWHG�EDFNZDUGV��+HU�H\HV�VQDSSHG�RSHQ�DV�KHU�DUPV�DQG�OHJV�
SRSSHG�IURP�WKHLU�VRFNHWV�ZLWK�WKH�RGG�EHQGLQJ�RI�KHU�MRLQWV��6WDULQJ�GLUHFWO\�DW�
9LYLDQD¶V�ZRPE��WKH�ZLWFK�VKULHNHG��VKDNLQJ�WKH�YHU\�JURXQG�ZLWK�WKH�WLPEUH�RI�
KHU�FU\���+HU�MDZ�GLVORFDWHG�ZLWK�DQ�DXGLEOH�FUDFN�DV�D�KROORZ�YRLFH�HUXSWHG�IURP�
her maw.  

³7KLV�VRXO�LV�PLQH��6XUL�LV�PLQH�´
9LYLDQD�UHFRLOHG�IURP�WKH�GHIRUPHG�ZLWFK��EXW�ZDV�SXVKHG�EDFN�E\�WKH�¿UP�

KDQGV�RI�WKH�ROG�EOLQG�¿UH�WHQGHU�
7KH�RQFH�FKDQWLQJ�ZRPHQ�KXGGOHG�ZLWK�WKH�GUXPPHUV�LQ�IHDU�DV�WKH�HFKRLQJ�

YRLFH�FRQWLQXHG��³<RX�FDQQRW�VWHDO�P\�WULXPSK�IURP�WKLV�SDVW��,�ZLOO�WDNH�ZKDW�LV�
PLQH�QRZ�´�

The witch lifted off the ground, her appendages hanging like a limp doll.

³7KLV�GRPDLQ�LV�PLQH��<RXU�ZRUOG¶V�IDWH�LV�VHDOHG��<RX�ZLOO�DOO�GLH�´
7KH�ZLWFK¶V�OHYLWDWLQJ�ERG\�WZLVWHG�DQG�WXUQHG�LQWR�LPSRVVLEOH�SRVLWLRQV��%RQHV�

FXW�WKURXJK�ÀHVK��VSLOOLQJ�GDUN�UHG�EORRG�RQWR�WKH�ZKLWH�HDUWK��+HU�IDFH�EXOJHG��
as the muscles and tendons underneath were torn away from bone, molding into 

D�KLGHRXV�IRUP��7KHQ�KHU�IUDPH�MROWHG�HUHFW��OLNH�D�PHUH�SXSSHW�EHLQJ�SXOOHG�E\�
powerful strings. 

9LYLDQD�ORRNHG�LQWR�WKH�ZLWFK¶V�H\HV��
Only black emptiness stared back.

She got to her feet as the witch’s body slammed down into the circle with 

weight that belied her size.

³,�GLG�QRW�WKLQN�ZH�ZRXOG�KDYH�WKH�SOHDVXUH�RI�PHHWLQJ�DJDLQ��'HFHPYLUDWH�´�
WKH�JXWWXUDO�YRLFH�WHDVHG�

³:H¶YH�QHYHU�PHW��¿HQG�´�9LYLDQD�VSDW��VWDQGLQJ�GH¿DQWO\��
$�KLVVLQJ�ODXJKWHU�MHHUHG�DW�KHU�DQG�VKH�IHOW�DQ�LQYDVLYH�SUHVVXUH�SXVKLQJ�LQWR�

KHU�WKRXJKWV��9LYLDQD�UHDFKHG�IRU�D�SHQGDQW�WKDW�KXQJ�DURXQG�KHU�QHFN��,W�VKLHOGHG�
KHU�IURP�LQWUXVLRQV�RI�WKH�PLQG��EXW�WKH�GH¿OLQJ�SUHVHQFH�FRQWLQXHG�WR�ÀRZ�LQWR�
her. She could see a form manifesting in her head as an immense headache began 

WR�SRXQG�DW�KHU�VDQLW\��6KH�FORVHG�KHU�H\HV�WLJKWO\�DV�WKH�GHVLUH�WR�YRPLW�SHUPHDWHG�
KHU��,Q�WKDW�PRPHQW��VKH�VDZ�LW��WKH�YLVDJH�RI�D�PDQ�ZLWK�GUDJRQÀ\�ZLQJV��(YHU\�
moment she looked upon it, the details became clearer as her ability to think 

slipped further away. 

9LYLDQD�VKRRN�KHU�KHDG�DQG�RSHQHG�KHU�H\HV�WR�VHH�WKH�ZLWFK¶V�WZLVWHG�KDQG�
outstretched, touching her belly. The woman appeared to be withering more and 

PRUH�DV�9LYLDQD¶V�SDLQ�LQFUHDVHG��
:K\�KDV�P\�DPXOHW�IDLOHG"�9LYLDQD�WKRXJKW��
Then she remembered where they were.

7KH�GHDG�]RQH� 
,¶P�H[SRVHG� 
7KH� ZLWFK¶V� KDQG� OLIWHG� IURP� 9LYLDQD¶V� DEGRPHQ�� ³7KLV� ERQG� EHWZHHQ� XV�

FURVVHV�VSDFH�DQG�WLPH��1RZ�,�ZLOO�SDVV�LQWR�\RX��'HFHPYLUDWH��<RXU�ORYH�IRU�WKLV�
child cannot deny me.” 



312

teD thoMPson

9LYLDQD�WXUQHG�DQG�VKRYHG�WKH�VLJKWOHVV�ROG�ZRPDQ�DVLGH�DQG�OHDSW�IURP�WKH�
ULQJ��7KH�ZLWFK� VKULHNHG� DV�9LYLDQD¶V� IRRW� WRXFKHG� WKH� JURXQG� RXWVLGH��$� GXOO�
UXPEOH�VKRRN� WKH�HQWLUH�KXW��JURZLQJ� LQ� LQWHQVLW\�XQWLO�D�PDVVLYH�IRUFH�EODVWHG�
RXWZDUG�IURP�WKH�FLUFOH��7KH�EXLOGLQJ�H[SORGHG�LQ�DOO�GLUHFWLRQV��'HEULV��ZUHFNDJH�
and mangled bodies were hurled hundreds of feet away.

6WLOO�VWDQGLQJ�DW�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�EODVW��9LYLDQD�UHPDLQHG�XQWRXFKHG��
7KH�LQYDGLQJ�SUHVHQFH�ZDV�JRQH��
In the moonlight at her feet lay the witch, coughing and gurgling in her own 

blood. She spat out a mouthful of red and struggled to speak.

“When you see your son...you’ll spend your whole life...tryin’ to protect him. 

<RX¶OO� KDYH� QR� UHJUHWV���EXW� KLV� GHVWLQ\� LV� WLHG� WR� WKDW� WKLQJ���DV� LV� \RXUV�´�7KH�
EURNHQ�ZRPDQ�JDVSHG�DQG�LQKDOHG�SDLQIXOO\��³,�KH[HG�LW�VRPHWKLQ¶�JRRG���JDYH�
it...a weakness. What will come, will come...but it...has plans.” The witch spoke a 

prayer with her last breath, then her shattered body shuddered and was still.

9LYLDQD�GXJ�LQWR�KHU�EDJ�DQG�VWUXFN�D�VXQURG�WR�H[DPLQH�KHU�VXUURXQGLQJV��6KH�
FKHFNHG�IRU�VLJQV�RI�OLIH�DPRQJ�WKH�RWKHUV��EXW�QRQH�VXUYLYHG�

:LWK�D�JDVS��VKH�UHPHPEHUHG�0DUFXV��+H�ZDV�ZDLWLQJ�DQG�KDG�WR�KDYH�KHDUG�
the blast. She hiked back to the clearing where they had met the tribes people, but 

VLOHQFH�ZDV�DOO�WKDW�JUHHWHG�KHU��WKH�¿UH�KDG�EHHQ�VQXIIHG�RXW��MXVW�OLNH�WKH�OLYHV�
that had tended it. 

6KH�PRYHG�WR�FRQWLQXH�GRZQ�WKH�SDWK�WRZDUG�KLP��EXW�WKHQ�VWRSSHG�KHUVHOI��
:KDW�ZDV�VKH�JRLQJ�WR�VD\"�7KH�WUXWK�ZDV�D�GLI¿FXOW�WKLQJ�WR�SXW�LQWR�ZRUGV��DQG�
this place assured she wouldn’t remember any of it. 

6KH�ORZHUHG�KHUVHOI�WR�WKH�JURXQG�E\�WKH�¿UHSLW��VWXFN�WKH�VXQURG�LQ�WKH�HDUWK��
WKHQ�SXOOHG�RXW�DQ�LQNSHQ�DQG�SDSHU�DQG�EHJDQ�WR�ZULWH�D�OHWWHU���WR�KHUVHOI��0DUFXV�
had done the same, she presumed, the last act she had witnessed before entering 

the hut.

She considered her words carefully. 

+HU� VRQ¶V� IXWXUH� ZDV� XQFHUWDLQ� EXW� LW� KDG� PHDQLQJ�� KH� VRPHKRZ� EHFDPH�
important enough for a powerful entity to desire his soul. And then there was 

KLV� OLIH��9LYLDQD�ZRQGHUHG�DERXW� WKH�HYHQWV� WKH�=HQM�ZLWFK�KDG�DOOXGHG� WR�� WKH�
ORYH� WKH�ER\�ZRXOG� IHHO�DQG�KRZ� LW�ZRXOG�EULHÀ\�PDNH�KLP�KDSS\��+LV� IXWXUH�
VRXQGHG�VR�PXFK�OLNH�KHU�SDVW��6KH�WRR�VKDUHG�WKH�GHVLUH�WR�ORYH�DQG�EH�ORYHG��
despite the rules and her formidable position on the Council. She closed her eyes, 

UHPHPEHULQJ�0DUFXV¶�VPLOH�DQG�KLV�VRRWKLQJ�WRXFK��WKH�VRIW�¿UPQHVV�RI�WKH�KDQGV�
that had held her safe. It had been worth it, if only for an instant. 6XFK�DQ�LOOXVLRQ�
FRXOG�EH�PRUH�LPSRUWDQW�WKDQ�WKH�WUXWK�

,Q�WKH�SLW�RI�KHU�VWRPDFK��VKH�NQHZ�VKH�ZRXOG�QHYHU�EH�WUXO\�KDSS\�ZLWKRXW�
0DUFXV��%XW�KH�KDG�PDGH�KLV�FKRLFH�WR�UHMHFW�WKHLU�FKLOG�DQG�VKH�QRZ�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�
ZDV�VRPHWKLQJ�VKH�FRXOG�QRW�IRUJLYH��6KH�KDG�WR�FDUU\�RQ�ZLWKRXW�KLP��

She would raise Suri alone. 

9LYLDQD�WKRXJKW�IRU�D�PRPHQW�ORQJHU�DQG�WKHQ�¿QLVKHG�KHU�OHWWHU��6LJKLQJ��VKH�
heated a stick of wax with a smoldering ember from the dying coals and dripped 

it on the folded paper, pressing her signet ring against the puddle. She watched 

as it hardened, then slipped the letter into her pocket and withdrew a small glass 

YLDO�IURP�KHU�VDWFKHO��
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6KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�UHPLQG�KHUVHOI�RI�ZKDW�ZDV�WR�FRPH��
6KH�ZRXOG�WHVW�0DUFXV¶�ORYH�DQG�OR\DOW\��WR�VHH�LI�KH�ZDV�D�WKUHDW�WR�KHU�FKLOG��

6KH�H[DPLQHG�WKH�GHHS�EOXH�OLTXLG�LQ�WKH�YLDO��6KH�XVHG�WR�XVH�WKLV�ZLWK�KHU�IULHQGV�
long ago to indicate that danger was nearby. The paint was usually thrown against 

D�ZDOO��EXW� WKLV� WLPH�9LYLDQD�ZDV�JRLQJ� WR�KROG� LW� FRQFHDOHG� LQ�D�KDQGNHUFKLHI�
inside her pocket. 

Exhaling a long breath, she continued through the brush until she spotted 

0DUFXV�VWDQGLQJ�E\�D� ODUJH�IHUQ�� UHDGLQJ�D�ERRN�E\� WRUFKOLJKW��6KH�ZDLWHG� MXVW�
inside the edge of the dead zone until he noticed her, then she dropped her sunrod 

DQG�EDJ�DQG�OHDQHG�KHDYLO\�DJDLQVW�WKH�WUXQN�RI�D�WUHH�
³$UH�\RX�RND\��9LYLDQD"�7KHUH�ZDV�DQ�H[SORVLRQ��DQG�,�ZDV�ZRUULHG�´�+H�WRRN�

a few steps toward her.

³7KHQ�ZK\�GLGQ¶W�\RX�FRPH"´�$�VOLJKW�WDSSLQJ�IURP�ZLWKLQ�9LYLDQD¶V�VWRPDFK�
emboldened her.  

0DUFXV�JULPDFHG�DQG�VKRRN�WKH�ERRN�KH�FDUULHG��³7KLV�QRWH�LQ�P\�RZQ�KDQG�
VWDWHG�,�KDG�WR�VWD\�RXW�KHUH�XQWLO�LW�ZDV�RY²´

³&RPH�KHUH��0DUFXV�´�6KH�PHW�KLV�H\HV��KROGLQJ�KLV�JD]H�LQWHQVHO\�
Surprised at her tone, he walked to her, stepping inside the pale dead zone. 

³<RX�DUHQ¶W�LQ�ORYH�ZLWK�PH��DUH�\RX"�<RX�MXVW�ZDQWHG�WR�JHW�ULG�RI�RXU�VRQ�´�
0DUFXV¶�IHDWXUHV�VODFNHQHG�ZLWK�VKRFN��WKHQ�VORZO\�WUDQVIRUPHG�LQWR�D�GHYLRXV�

grin. 

³,W¶V�WUXH�´�KH�DJUHHG��WRVVLQJ�GRZQ�KLV�WRUFK�DQG�WKH�MRXUQDO��³,�EURXJKW�\RX�
here to protect myself, my position among our ranks. We’re good together, but 

WKDW���WKDW�FKLOG�\RX�FDUULHG�KDG�WR�JR��,W�WKUHDWHQHG�HYHU\WKLQJ�,�VWDQG�IRU��1RZ�
WKDW�WKH�OLQN�EHWZHHQ�XV�KDV�EHHQ�VHYHUHG��ZH�FDQ�JR�RXU�VHSDUDWH�ZD\V�´

9LYLDQD�UHDFKHG�LQWR�KHU�SRFNHW�DQG�SRSSHG�WKH�FDS�RII�WKH�JODVV�YLDO��OHWWLQJ�
the pigment stain the cloth around it.

1RZ�LW�ZDV�KHU�WXUQ�WR�VPLUN��
³%XW�WKDW�ERQG�LVQ¶W�EURNHQ��0DUFXV��7KH�ULWXDO�ZDV�QHYHU�¿QLVKHG��<RXU�FKLOG�

VWLOO�OLYHV�ZLWKLQ�PH�´
³:KDW"´�0DUFXV�EODQFKHG�DV�KH�DEVRUEHG�WKH�QHZV�DQG�WKHQ�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��

³:HOO���ZH�ZLOO�KHDG�EDFN�WR�$EVDORP�WKHQ��DQG�\RX�ZLOO�¿QG�D�ZD\�WR�EH�ULG�RI�LW�
there or else....”

“Or else�ZKDW��0DUFXV"´
³:H¶UH�'HFHPYLUDWHV��9LYLDQD��:H�VZRUH�RDWKV�WR�KROG�WKHVH�SRVLWLRQV�IRU�OLIH�

LQ�RUGHU�WR�NHHS�WKH�GDUNHVW�VHFUHWV�XQFRYHUHG�E\�WKRXVDQGV�RI�3DWK¿QGHUV��7KHVH�
UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV�SUHFOXGH�RXU�KDYLQJ�D�FKLOG�´�+H�SDFHG�IUDQWLFDOO\�LQ�WKH�FOHDULQJ��
running his hand through his short hair as he continued to rant. “I got too close 

DQG�WKDW�ZDV�D�PLVWDNH��%XW�,�ZRQ¶W�OHW�D�OLWWOH�LQGLVFUHWLRQ�UXLQ�HYHU\WKLQJ��,W�PXVW�
EH�WDNHQ�FDUH�RI��$QG�LI�\RX�UHIXVH�WR�GR�LW��WKH�SULFH�WKDW�ZLOO�EH�SDLG�LV�GHDWK�´

³7KHQ�ZH�VWD\�KHUH�ZKHUH�WKH\�FDQQRW�¿QG�XV��RU�ZH�GLH��0DUFXV�´�9LYLDQD�
asserted as a few tears escaped down her cheeks. “I’m not afraid, are you?” 

She huffed and turned her back to him.

0DUFXV�VLJKHG��³$UH�\RX�VXUH�DERXW�WKLV"´�
9LYLDQD¶V�KHDUW�VDQN�DQG�VKH�WXUQHG�KHU�KHDG�VOLJKWO\�WR�FDWFK�0DUFXV�VOLSSLQJ�

KLV�KDQG� LQWR�KLV�EHOW�SRXFK��6KH�QRGGHG�DV�KHU�¿QJHUV�FUHSW� WR� WKH�KLOW�RI�KHU�
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GDJJHU��³<HV��0DUFXV��,¶P�VXUH�´
“So be it.” 

0DUFXV� ÀLFNHG� KLV�ZULVW� DQG� WRVVHG� D� EODFN� LULGHVFHQW� SRZGHU� XSRQ� KHU� DV�
KH�XWWHUHG�WKUHH�ZRUGV�LQ�KLV�VPRRWK�DUFDQH�WRQJXH��+LV�KDQGV�PRYHG�LQ�DUWIXO�
gestures as his whole body tensed with his intent to do malice. The forces he 

FDOOHG�XSRQ�GLG�QRW�KHHG�KLV�UHTXHVW��KRZHYHU��DQG�0DUFXV¶�H\HV�JDSHG�ZLGH�LQ�
KRUURU�DV�KH�QRWLFHG�WKH�ZKLWH�YHJHWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�GHDG�]RQH�XQGHU�KLV�IHHW�

 ³<RX�´�9LYLDQD�URDUHG��6KH�FKDUJHG�DQG�VKRXOGHUHG�KLP�LQWR�D�WDOO�MXQJOH�WUHH��
her knife slamming up into his throat. The blade entered messily as hard and soft 

WLVVXH�JDYH�ZD\�EHQHDWK�WKH�NHHQ�HGJH�DQG�KHU�H[SHUW�KDQG��
6KH� VWDUHG� LQWR� KLV� ZLGH� H\HV�� KHU� YLVLRQ� EOXUULQJ� ZLWK� DQJU\� WHDUV�� %ORRG�

ÀRZHG�GRZQ�WKH�EODGH�DQG�EHWZHHQ�KHU�¿QJHUV�DV�LW�WULFNOHG�IURP�WKH�ZRXQG�
³,W�KXUWV�PH��0DUFXV��,W�KXUWV�PH�GHHSO\�WKDW�\RX�ZRXOG�XVH�VXFK�D�KRUUHQGRXV�

spell against me, against RXU�EDE\.” She rammed the dagger deeper and turned it, 

WKHQ�ZLWKGUHZ�WKH�EODGH�DV�D�VSUD\�RI�UHG�VKRZHUHG�WKHP��0DUFXV�OXUFKHG�WR�WKH�
EDVH�RI�WKH�WUHH��VSOXWWHULQJ�DQG�JXUJOLQJ�LQ�WKH�ZKLWH�GLUW�XQWLO�KH�VOXPSHG�RYHU�
on his side and lay still.

9LYLDQD�VWXPEOHG�EDFN�DQG�GURSSHG�KHU�ZHDSRQ��FUDVKLQJ�LQWR�WKH�WUXQN�RI�D�
tree. She slid down its smooth bark, trembling with fury as she wrapped her arms 

around her middle.

She closed her eyes and took a few deep gulps of air, trying to calm her rapid 

SXOVH��7KHQ�VKH�UDQ�KHU�KDQGV�RYHU�KHU�IDFH�WR�FOHDU�KHU�PLQG²EXW�TXLFNO\�IHOW�WKH�
KRW�VWLFNLQHVV�RI�EORRG�FRDW�KHU�VNLQ��6KH�UHFRLOHG�LQ�UHYXOVLRQ��RQO\�WR�VHH�0DUFXV¶�
WZLVWHG�DQG�PRWLRQOHVV�IRUP�VWLOO�KXQFKHG�RYHU�LQ�D�GDUN�VSUHDGLQJ�SXGGOH��

6KH�ORYHG�KLP��
6KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�OHIW�HYHU\WKLQJ�IRU�KLP��$QG�WKRXJK�KH�GLG�QRW�GHVHUYH�LW��KH�

ZDV�WKH�IDWKHU�RI�WKHLU�XQERUQ�VRQ��%ULHI�PRPHQWV�ZLWK�KLP�ÀDVKHG�WKURXJK�KHU�
PLQG��KDSSLQHVV��WHQGHUQHVV��DQG�ZDUPWK�

1RZ�WKHUH�ZDV�RQO\�KLV�EORRG��
9LYLDQD�UHHOHG�LQ�KRUURU�DQG�VKH�OHDQHG�RYHU�DQG�YRPLWHG��KHDYLQJ�UHSHDWHGO\�

until there was nothing left. She got up and pushed her hair from her face, then 

JUDEEHG� KHU� ZDWHUVNLQ� WR� ULQVH� KHU� KDQGV� DQG� ÀXVK� WKH� WDVWH� RI� ELOH� IURP� KHU�
mouth. Closing her eyes again, she inhaled deeply, concentrating on calming the 

TXHDVLQHVV�DV�VKH�OLVWHQHG�WR�WKH�VRXQGV�RI�WKH�MXQJOH�QLJKWOLIH�DQG�WKH�FRQVWDQW�
rumble of the nearby waterfall. 

+HU�SXOVH�TXLHWHG�DQG�KHU�HPRWLRQV�VHWWOHG��
$�VPDOO�NLFN�ÀXWWHUHG�LQVLGH�KHU�DQG�VKH�LPSXOVLYHO\�PRYHG�KHU�KDQG�WR�KHU�

JRUH�VSDWWHUHG�EHOO\��7KDW�EORRG�ZRXOG�DOZD\V�EH�ZLWK�KHU����
9LYLDQD�VLJKHG��UHDOL]LQJ�ZKDW�PXVW�EH�GRQH��³,�GLG�WKLV´�VKH�VDLG�DORXG�WR�WKH�

trees, “but perhaps I don’t need to know I did....”

o~O~o

9LYLDQD�ORRNHG�DURXQG��GLVRULHQWHG��
2QH�PRPHQW�LW�KDG�EHHQ�GDUN��DQG�WKH�QH[W��WKH�EULJKW�VXQ�ZDV�¿OWHULQJ�GRZQ�

WKURXJK�WKH�GHQVH�MXQJOH�IROLDJH��
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³0DUFXV"´�
She waited a moment to get her bearings. The last she recalled, he’d been 

right in front of her. She was following him into this place, where they would be 

protected from the outside world. And now he was gone.

+H�KDG�DVNHG�KHU�LI�VKH�WUXVWHG�KLP�
9LYLDQD� VFDQQHG� WKH� DUHD� IRU� DQ\� VLJQV� RI� ZKDW�PLJKW� KDYH� KDSSHQHG�� EXW�

QRWKLQJ� VHHPHG� DQ\�GLIIHUHQW�� 6KH� ORRNHG�KHUVHOI� RYHU�� DVVHVVLQJ�KHU� VXSSOLHV��
6KH� KDG� KHU� VDWFKHO�� KHU�ZDWHUVNLQ� DQG� KHU� GDJJHU²EXW� VKH� DOVR� KDG�0DUFXV¶�
scroll case. Searching for more clues, she rummaged in her pocket and pulled out 

D�OHWWHU�VHDOHG�E\�KHU�RZQ�VLJQHW��,Q�WKH�RWKHU�SRFNHW�VKH�IRXQG�D�FORWK�FRYHUHG�LQ�
EOXH�G\H��,W�ZDV�ZUDSSHG�DURXQG�0DUFXV¶�ZD\¿QGHU��+HU�KHDUW�GURSSHG��

6RPHWKLQJ�PXVW�KDYH�KDSSHQHG��
³,� WKLQN�\RX�PDGH�D�PLVWDNH�� ORYH�´�VKH�VDLG�VRIWO\��³���D�PLVWDNH� LQ� WUXVWLQJ�

this place.” 

9LYLDQD�IRXQG�D�VKDGHG�SODFH�WR�VLW��WRRN�D�GHHS�EUHDWK�WR�VWHDG\�KHUVHOI��WKHQ�
broke the letter’s seal and began reading its contents. When she reached the last 

word, her face creased with pain. 

+H�ZDV�JRQH²GHDG—and nothing could bring him back.

9LYLDQD� JURDQHG� DV� KHU� H\HV� EULPPHG� ZLWK� WHDUV�� 7KLV� ZDV� QRW� KRZ� VKH�
imagined it would be. And in response, the life within her kicked at her side. 

Surprised, she looked down at the spot that had been delicately touched. A second 

WKXPS�GUXPPHG�DJDLQVW�KHU�DEGRPHQ�DQG�D�WKULOO�RI�DZH�DQG�JUDWLWXGH�VKLYHUHG�
through her.

The child inside her was right. 

0DUFXV�ZRXOG�DOZD\V�EH�ZLWK�KHU�����+H�OLYHG�RQ�LQ�WKH�OLIH�RI�WKHLU�VRQ�
6KH�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�KDYH�WR�GLVDSSHDU�
She opened the scroll tube at her side and pulled out a single piece of parchment. 

7KH�VSHOO�LW�FRQWDLQHG�ZDV�MXVW�OLNH�WKH�RQH�0DUFXV�KDG�XVHG�LQ�$EVDORP��LW�FRXOG�
take her anywhere she wished. She began to speak the words slowly, her tongue 

OHVV�ÀXHQW�DQG�SUDFWLFHG�WKDQ�0DUFXV¶�KDG�EHHQ��<HW��DV�EHIRUH��KHU�VXUURXQGLQJV�
began to blink in and out around her.

³$EDGDU��VDYH�PH�´�$�WHDU�HVFDSHG�DQG�UDQ�GRZQ�9LYLDQD¶V�FKHHN�DV�VKH�SUD\HG�
and focused on her destination.

7KHQ�ZLWK�D�ÀDVK��VKH�ZDV�JRQH��
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%\�0�&��6KHOE\

T+(� %2'<�&5803/('� OLNH� DQ� ROG� VDFN� RI� ODXQGU\� LQ� WKH�
YDPSLUH¶V� JUDVS�� +H� OLFNHG� KLV� OLSV� DQG� VWDUHG� LQWR� WKH� IDVW�
GZLQGOLQJ� OLJKW�RI� WKH�PDQ¶V�H\HV��7KLV�SDVVLQJ�RI� OLIH�QHYHU�
IDLOHG�WR�FDSWLYDWH�KLV�DWWHQWLRQ��7KH�YDPSLUH�VXVSHFWHG��GXULQJ�
his brief moments of sobriety after feeding, that he had once 

EHHQ�OLNH�WKLV�PDQ�LQ�KLV�DUPV��%XW�WKDW�ZDV�ORQJ�DJR��DQG�WKH�YDPSLUH�FRXOG�QRW�
remember if it was so. When the life at last passed from the body, when all tension 

KDG�HDVHG�IURP�WKH�FRROLQJ�PXVFOHV��WKH�YDPSLUH�OHW�WKH�KXVN�IDOO�WR�WKH�JURXQG��
2QH�PRUH�� MXVW�RQH�PRUH�� DQG� WKH�ELWWHU� FROG�ZLWKLQ�ZRXOG�EH�GULYHQ�EDFN� IRU�
another night.

³6DVKD�´�FULHG�RXW�D�VPDOO�YRLFH�
7KH� YDPSLUH¶V� KHDG� VQDSSHG� XS��+LV� KDQG� WRXFKHG� WKH� UDSLHU� WKDW� KXQJ� E\�

KLV�VLGH�E\�VRPH�ROG�KDELW��HYHQ�WKRXJK�KH�FRXOGQ¶W�UHPHPEHU�WKH�ODVW�WLPH�KH�
KDG� GUDZQ� WKH� EODGH��+HUH� LQ� WKH� JORRP�� EDFN� LQ� D� QDUURZ� DOOH\� EHWZHHQ� WZR�
houses, the night encompassed him in an abyssal pitch. The homes here were old, 

WKHLU�ZRRG� WKUHDWHQLQJ� URW�� WKHLU� URRIV�ÀDNLQJ�VKLQJOHV� OLNH�GHDG� OHDYHV� IURP�D�
WUHH��%HKLQG�WKH�KRXVHV��DQ�D[H�VWRRG�FOHDYHG�LQWR�WKH�ÀDW�URXQG�RI�DQ�HYHQ�ROGHU�
KHZQ�WUHH�WUXQN��7KH�YDPSLUH�IHOW�FRPIRUWDEOH�KHUH��DQG�LW�KDG�EHHQ�KHUH�WKDW�KH�
GLVFRYHUHG� WKH�PDQ� EUDYLQJ� WKH�&DOLSKDV� QLJKW� WR� SURFXUH�PRUH� IXHO� IURP� WKH�
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ZRRG�SLOH��+H�KXJJHG�RQH�ZDOO��ZRRG�VSOLQWHUV�WXJJLQJ�DW�KLV�FORDN��7KH�VPDOO�
YRLFH�FDOOHG�RXW�DJDLQ��DQG�WKH�YDPSLUH¶V�EORRG�KXPPHG�

�$�VPDOO�JLUO��KHU�IRUP�D�SDOH�ÀRZ�LQ�WKH�QLJKW��WRRN�VHYHUDO�WHQWDWLYH�VWHSV�LQWR�
the deeper dark. She called, more softly this time, “Sasha?”

�7KH�YDPSLUH�ZDWFKHG�KHU�IURP�EHQHDWK�GDUN�ORFNV�RI�KDLU�ZKLFK�VSLOOHG�GRZQ�
his forehead. The moonlight cast her form in perfect silhouette, and she glided 

XS� WKH�GULYHZD\�DV� LI� D� VKDGRZ��+HU� DSSURDFK�EHFDPH�PRUH� FDXWLRXV�� DQG� WKH�
YDPSLUH� FRXOG� VHH� KHU� FOHDU� QRZ�� DQG�ZDWFKHG� DV� KHU�ZRUQ� QLJKWJRZQ� WUDLOHG�
WKH�JURXQG�HYHU�VR�VOLJKW�DERXW�KHU��+H�FRXOG�VPHOO�KHU�LQ�WKH�DLU��OLNH�D�WRXFK�RI�
MDVPLQH��$QG�KH�FRXOG�VPHOO�KHU�\RXQJ��IUHVK�EORRG��6KH�FDPH�FORVHU�VWLOO��EURZQ�
eyes skittering here and there.

 “Sasha, where are you?”

�6KH�ZDV�DOPRVW�RQ�WRS�RI�KLP�QRZ��EXW�HYHQ�KHU�\RXQJ�H\HV�FRXOGQ¶W�SLFN�RXW�
WKH�YDPSLUH¶V�GDUN�IRUP�IURP�WKH�GHHS�RSDFLW\��+H�FRXOG�VHH�WKH�YHLQ�SXOVLQJ�LQ�
KHU�QHFN��FRXOG�KHDU�WKH�UK\WKPLF�WKXG�RI�KHU�UDFLQJ�KHDUW��+LV�VKDUS�WRQJXH��EODFN�
DQG�GU\��ÀLFNHG�RYHU�RQH�IDQJ��DQG�KH�SUHSDUHG�WR�WDNH�KHU�MXVW�DV�WKH�JLUO�VSXQ�DQG�
faced squarely towards him.

�³<DDK�´�VKH�VTXHDOHG��DQG�IHOO�EDFNZDUGV�RQ�KHU�UXPS��6KH�VFUDPEOHG�WR�KHU�
KDQGV�DQG�NQHHV�DQG�VWRRG�XS��³*RGV��PLVWHU��\RX�VFDUHG�PH��:KDW�DUH�\RX�GRLQJ�
out here?”

�7KH�YDPSLUH�KHVLWDWHG�
 “Are you a nobleman?”

�7KH�YDPSLUH�JODQFHG�EDFN�ZKHUH�WKH�FRUSVH�OD\�IROGHG�LQ�GDUNQHVV��+H�KDG�
once been a man, hadn’t he? Or was that the dream? Sometimes, though, it felt as 

LI�LW�PXVW�KDYH�EHHQ�UHDO��7KH�\RXQJ�JLUO�ORRNHG�DW�KLP��EUDYH��EXW�KH�FRXOG�KHDU�
how her hopeful heart now beat faster with the fear of an unknown stranger.  

“I am no nobleman.” 

7KH�ZRUGV�IHOW�VWUDQJH�RQ�KLV�OLSV��WKH�VRXQG�RI�KLV�YRLFH�DQ�ROG�IULHQG�ORQJ�
IRUJRWWHQ�� %XW� WKH� YDPSLUH� IRXQG� LW� SOHDVXUDEOH� WR� VSHDN�� DQG� WKH� ZRUGV� DQG�
WKRXJKWV�VR�GLVXVHG�FDPH�HDVLO\�WR�KLP�ZKLOH�WKH�GHDG�PDQ¶V�EORRG�ZDV�VWLOO�DOLYH�
within him.

�³2K��0\�QDPH¶V�(OOH��:KDW¶V�\RXUV"´
�1DPH"
�³9DULF�´�WKH�YDPSLUH�DW�ODVW�UHSOLHG��$QG��SHUKDSV�LQ�VRPH�IRUJRWWHQ�WLPH��WKDW�

was true.

 “I’m looking for my cat, Sasha,” Elle explained, looking around. “Sometimes 

KH�JHWV�RXW�DW�QLJKW��DQG�,�ZDQW�WR�¿QG�KLP�VR�KH�GRHVQ¶W�JHW�KXUW��+H¶V�DOO�EODFN�
ZLWK�RQH�ZKLWH�SDZ��+DYH�\RX�VHHQ�KLP"´

�³/LWWOH�JLUOV�VKRXOGQ¶W�EH�RXW�VR�ODWH�DW�QLJKW��LW�LV�GDQJHURXV�´�+RZ�ORQJ�KDG�
it been since anyone faced him with such fearlessness, much less spoken to him? 

7KLV�FKLOG�ZDV�WRR�\RXQJ�WR�VHH�KHU�GDQJHU��RU�WR�DSSUHFLDWH�WKH�IHDU�RI�WKH�8VWDODY�
QLJKW�LQVWLOOHG�E\�\HDUV�RI�QLJKWPDUH�DQG�VXSHUVWLWLRQ��+HU�EROGQHVV�VWUXFN�D�FKRUG�
within him.

�³,�RQO\�OLYH�MXVW�GRZQ�WKHUH��%HVLGHV��,¶P�DOPRVW�WR�P\�VHYHQWK�QDPH�GD\��,�FDQ�
WDNH�FDUH�RI�P\VHOI�´�(OOH¶V�H\HV�VFDQQHG�WKH�YDPSLUH��³$UH�\RX�VXUH�\RX¶UH�QRW�D�
QREOHPDQ"�<RX�KDYH�D�VZRUG�´



319

Last viCtiM

 “I am not. We had best take you home now.”

 “What about Sasha?”

 “Your animal will return. Come, now, you must go home.”

�7KH� YDPSLUH� QXGJHG� WKH� JLUO� IRUZDUG�� KLV� ¿QJHUV� WRXFKLQJ� OLJKW� XSRQ� KHU�
VKRXOGHU��+H� FRXOG� IHHO� WKH�YLEUDWLRQ�RI�KHU�EORRG� FRXUVLQJ�EHQHDWK�KLV� WRXFK��
Already, the cutting cold was crawling back into his extremities and his conscious 

PLQG�IUD\LQJ�HYHU�VR�DW�WKH�HGJHV��6RRQ�WKDW�FROG�ZRXOG�EHJLQ�WR�EXUQ��KLV�OXFLGLW\�
crumble, and he would be forced to feed. The little girl’s heart continued to beat 

LQ�KLV�KHDG��DQG�KLV�OLS�WUHPEOHG�LQ�DQWLFLSDWLRQ��+H�VTXLQWHG�DV�WKH\�VWHSSHG�RXW�
into the brighter moonlight.

�+H�NHSW�KLV�H\HV�IRFXVHG�VKDUSO\�RQ�WKH�JURXQG�SDVVLQJ�EHQHDWK�KLV�ERRWV��KLV�
H\HV�SHHULQJ�LQWR�LWV�PDQ\�FUDFNHG�FDQ\RQV�DQG�MXQJOHV��%XW�WKH�WKXG�WKXG�RI�WKH�
girl’s heart grew stronger, more persistent, with each passing step. The strange 

DIIHFWLRQ�KH�IHOW�ZRXOG�VRRQ�PHOW�DZD\�WR�UDZ�GHVLUH��+H�ZRQGHUHG�LI�KH�ZRXOG�
remember her when his splintered thoughts coalesced and her body lay before 

him.

�³<RX� ZULQJ� \RXU� KDQGV� D� ORW�´� FRPPHQWHG� (OOH�� KHU� YRLFH� FKLPLQJ� LQ� WKH�
YDPSLUH¶V�HDUV��³,�KDYH�D�JUDQGPRP�ZKR�GRHV�WKDW�WRR��6KH�VD\V�LW�KHOSV�NHHS�KHU�
hands warm.”

�7KH�YDPSLUH�JODQFHG�RYHU��EXW�VDLG�QRWKLQJ�
�(OOH�VNLSSHG�EHVLGH�KLP��DQ\�LQLWLDO�IHDUV�RU�VWDUWOHV�VKH�PD\�KDYH�KDG�ZDVKHG�

away. “I’m glad it’s summertime. I hate the winter, don’t you? I don’t like cold 

weather.”

�³(YHU\WKLQJ�KDV�LWV�RZQ�WLPH�´�UHSOLHG�WKH�YDPSLUH��KLV�WRQJXH�WUDYHOLQJ�DERXW�
WKH� LQVLGH� FXUYH�RI�KLV� ORZHU� OLS��$�SDUW� RI�KLP�ZLVKHG�KH� FRXOG� OLQJHU� ORQJHU�
ZLWK�(OOH��,W�ZDV�WKHQ�WKDW� WKH�YDPSLUH�UHDOL]HG�KH�ZRXOG�EH�GLVDSSRLQWHG�ZLWK�
WKLV�FKLOG¶V�UHMHFWLRQ²WKLV�FKLOG�KH�GLG�QRW�NQRZ²ZKHQ�VKH�UHDOL]HG�WKH�WUXWK�RI�
ZKDW�KH�ZDV��+H�ZRXOG�PLVV�KHU�ZKHQ�VKH�ZDV�JRQH��DV�PXFK�DV�KH�FRXOG�PLVV�
anything, as all his past experience was a fog. Once, he imagined, he had been a 

PDQ�RI�FXOWXUH��(YHQ�D�IDWKHU��³$UH�ZH�QHDU�\RXU�KRPH�\HW"´
�³:H¶UH�KHUH�´�(OOH�VDLG��VPLOLQJ�EDFN�DW�KLP�
�7KH�YDPSLUH�JD]HG�DERXW� WKHP��1R�VRXQG�FDPH� IURP�DQ\�RI� WKH�KRXVHV��$�

FDQGOH�EXUQHG�KHUH�DQG�WKHUH��DQG�WKH�PRRQOLJKW�FDVW�DOO�LQWR�VLOYHU�DQG�VKDGRZ��
7KH�YDPSLUH� OHDQHG�KLV� KHDG�EDFN�� WKH� VWDUV� SLQSRLQWLQJ�GLDPRQGV� LQ�KLV� GDUN�
SXSLOV��EHIRUH�UHWXUQLQJ�KLV�DWWHQWLRQ�RQFH�PRUH�WR�WKH�JLUO��+HU�ERG\�ZDV�D�WLQ\�
IXUQDFH��WKH�RQO\�VRXUFH�WKDW�FRXOG�UHOLHYH�WKH�FROG�WKDW�ZDV�QRZ�D�PLOOLRQ�QHHGOHV�
SLHUFLQJ�KLV�EHLQJ��3HUKDSV�KH�FRXOG�WDNH�MXVW�HQRXJK�RI�KHU�WR�PHOW�DZD\�WKH�FROG�
IRU�D�OLWWOH�ZKLOH��DQG�VWLOO�VSDUH�WKH�FKLOG¶V�OLIH��1R��1R��WKDW�ZRXOG�QHYHU�EH��2QFH�
KH�VWDUWHG��KH�ZRXOG�QRW�VWRS��(YHU\WKLQJ�KDG�LWV�RZQ�WLPH�

�³7KDQNV�IRU�ZDONLQJ�PH�KRPH��9DULF��.HHS�DQ�H\H�RXW�IRU�P\�FDW��RND\"´
�7KH�YDPSLUH�FOHQFKHG�RQH�¿VW��WKH�QDLOV�GLJJLQJ�GHHS�LQWR�KLV�SDOP��+LV�WHHWK�

JURXQG�WRJHWKHU�DQG�KH�SRLQWHG� WR�KHU�KRPH��³*R�LQVLGH�QRZ��FKLOG��DQG�QHYHU�
come out at night alone again.”

�(OOH�WXUQHG�DQG�UDQ�WRZDUGV�KHU�KRPH��+HU�KHDUWEHDW�JUHZ�IDLQWHU�DQG�IDLQWHU�
LQ� WKH�YDPSLUH¶V� HDUV�� DQG�ZKHQ� WKH�ZHDWKHUHG�GRRU� WR�KHU�KRPH�VKXW��KH�ZDV�
OHIW�RQO\�ZLWK�WKH�FROG�¿UH�ZRUPLQJ�LWV�ZD\�GHHSHU�DQG�GHHSHU�LQWR�KLV�ERG\��+LV�
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thoughts dissipated, words lost in mad scrambles until they became words not at 

DOO�EXW�DQLPDO�KXQJHU��+H�IHOW�VRPHWKLQJ�EUXVK�DJDLQVW�KLV�OHJV��+H�ORRNHG�GRZQ�
to see a black cat bearing a single white paw winding itself between his legs. It 

ORRNHG�XS�DQG�JDYH�D�KRSHIXO�PHRZ��,Q�DQ�LQVWDQW�WKH�FDW�ZDV�LQ�KLV�JUDVS��DQG�KLV�
WHHWK�VDQN�LQ�DURXQG�WKH�VRIW�EODFN�IXU��0RPHQWV�ODWHU��WKH�YDPSLUH�OHW�WKH�FDUFDVV�
fall to the ground and took one step towards the house.

�+H�VWRSSHG�WKHQ��DQG�ORRNHG�GRZQ�DW�WKH�FDW�O\LQJ�VWLOO��2QH�ZRUG��OHVV�WKDQ�D�
whisper, escaped his lips. “Elle.”

�7KH�YDPSLUH�WXUQHG�DZD\�DQG�GLVDSSHDUHG�LQWR�WKH�QLJKW�
 

. 
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%\�%M¡UQ�(YHQVHQ

R86.�:+,))('�WKH�DURPD�RI�URDVWHG�RQLRQ��+H�WKRXJKW� LW�
morbid how pleasant the smell was, as he watched the life 

dwindle from the eyes of the woman next to him. 

*R�WR�WKH�6WROHQ�/DQGV� the Swordlords had ordered.   

 )LQG�WKH�LQWHUORSHUV��(OLPLQDWH�WKHP�
+LV�WDUJHWV�KDG�EHHQ�¿YH�EULJDQGV��$Q�XQXVXDO�FURZG��KH�WKRXJKW��WKRXJK�QRW�

RQH�KH�ZDV�ZRQW� WR� FDUH� DERXW��7KH�RUGHU�JDYH�QR�QDPHV�� DQG�QDPHV�ZHUHQ¶W�
LPSRUWDQW��+H�FKHFNHG�WKH�NHWWOH�DQG�FRDWHG�WKH�RQLRQ�LQ�JUDY\��DV�KH�ORRNHG�DERXW�
DW�KLV�YLFWLPV��

7KH�PDUNV�KDG�EHHQ�FDXWLRXV��ZKHQ�KH�DUULYHG�� WZR�ZHUH�DZDNH��SDWUROOLQJ�
the area while the others slept. They didn’t watch each other, and that was their 

XQGRLQJ��5XVN�VQXFN�XS�EHKLQG�WKH�KDOI�RUF�JXDUG�DQG�VOLW�KLV�WKURDW��%\�WKH�WLPH�
WKH�RWKHU�QRWLFHG��5XVN�VWRRG�LQ�KLV�VKDGRZ��WKURZLQJ�WKH�JDUURWH�RYHU�KLV�KHDG��

1HLWKHU�SUHVHQWHG�D�FKDOOHQJH�
7KH�KDOÀLQJ�ZDV�WKH�RQH�WR�EUHDN�KLV�PRPHQWXP��$W�¿UVW��5XVN�FRYHUHG�KLV�

mouth and sunk a dagger into his belly. A soft, pitiful gasp issued forth. 

Then his eyes opened wide.

7KH\�UHPLQGHG�5XVN�RI�KLV�GDXJKWHU¶V��EOXH�OLNH�WKH�VN\�DQG�WKH�VHD�
%XW�KH�GLGQ¶W�KHVLWDWH�DQG�PRYHG�RQ��
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+H�VQXFN�RYHU�WR�WKH�GZDUI�DQG�VSRWWHG�WKH�EDWWOHD[H�WKDW�OD\�QH[W�WR�KHU��,W�¿W�
VQXJO\�LQ�KLV�KDQGV�DQG�KH�H[DPLQHG�WKH�EODGH��7KH�HGJH�ZDV�D�OLWWOH�GXOO��KH¶G�
QHHG�VHYHUDO�VWULNHV�WR�¿QLVK�WKH�MRE�

6XGGHQO\��KH�ORRNHG�WR�WKH�WUHHV��WKH�PRUQLQJ�ELUGV�KDG�EHJXQ�WR�FDOO��
+H�ZDV�RXW�RI�WLPH��
7KH�VOHHSLQJ�GZDUI�DW�KLV�IHHW�\DZQHG�DV�5XVN�GURYH�WKH�HGJH�LQWR�KHU�QHFN�

RQFH��WZLFH��DQG�WKULFH��+HU�KHDG�UROOHG��FRDWLQJ�WKH�JURXQG�LQ�EORRG��$V�KH�WRVVHG�
WKH�D[H�DZD\��5XVN�ORRNHG�RYHU�KLV�VKRXOGHU��

7KH�¿QDO�WDUJHW�KDG�DZRNHQ��KHU�IDFH�ÀXVKHG�LQ�DQJHU��
$QG�IHDU�
5XVN�GUHZ�D�VHFRQG�GDJJHU��7KH�ZRPDQ�\DQNHG�IRUWK�D�ORQJVZRUG��DGYDQFLQJ�

swiftly. 

+H�REVHUYHG�KHU�VWDQFH�DQG�SRLVH��QRWLQJ�KHU�HUUDWLF�EUHDWKLQJ�DQG�WKH�WHQVLRQ�
LQ�KHU�PXVFOHV��6KH�GHVFHQGHG�XSRQ�KLP��D�IXU\�RI�VWHHO��+H�GRGJHG�HYHU\�IXWLOH�
strike, watching intently for the opportunity to retaliate. And when she misstepped, 

KH� VHL]HG� WKH�PRPHQW� DQG� GHOLYHUHG� D� GHFLVLYH� QLFN� XSRQ� KHU� WHQGHU�� H[SRVHG�
throat. She fell to one knee and clamped her hand on the wound to stem the 

bleeding, then collapsed. 

5XVN�VKHDWKHG�KLV�GDJJHUV�DQG� UHNLQGOHG� WKHLU�FDPS¿UH��+H�EDUHO\�SDLG� WKH�
FRUSVHV�DQ\�KHHG�DV�KH�IHDVWHG�RQ�WKHLU�EXUQW�YHQLVRQ�DQG�URDVWHG�RQLRQ��7KH�VPHOO�
of death added a spice of its own, the aftertaste of which grew more bitter with 

HYHU\�SDVVLQJ�PLQXWH��
+H�ZLSHG�KLV�FKLQ�RQ�WKH�G\LQJ�ZRPDQ¶V�FORDN��WKHQ�WKUHZ�WKH�ERGLHV�WR�WKH�

¿UH��$W�WKH�EUHDN�RI�GDZQ��KH�EHJDQ�KLV�WUHN�EDFN�WR�5HVWRY��
+H�DUULYHG�DW� WKH�ULYHU�FURVVLQJ�DV� WKH�VXQ�EURNH�SDVW� WKH�IDU�RII�PRXQWDLQV��

7KHUH��KH�NQHOW�RQ�WKH�HGJH�RI�WKH�ZDWHU�WR�TXHQFK�KLV�WKLUVW��EXW�VDZ�KLV�UHÀHFWLRQ��
'DUN�H\HV�SHHUHG�IURP�XQGHU�DQ�XQNHPSW�WDQJOH�RI�KDLU��DQG�KLV�XQUXO\�EHDUG�VWLOO�
could not hide that part of his nose and lip were missing. A gray moleskin cloak 

KXQJ�DURXQG�KLV�VKRXOGHUV�DQG�VHYHUDO�GDJJHUV�ZHUH�VWUDSSHG�WR�KLV�EHOW��WKH�KLOWV�
RI�ZKLFK�ZHUH�DGRUQHG�ZLWK�GLIIHUHQWO\�FDUYHG�ZULWLQJV��

Old memories. 

$Q�HOI¶V�PRXWK�FRYHUHG�E\�D�KDQG��$�EODGH�GULYHQ�WKURXJK�KHU�KHDUW��1R�VRXQG��
1R�JDVS��2QO\�WLFV�DQG�WZLWFKHV��$�GDJJHU�SXOOHG��D�ERG\�SXVKHG��D�VSODVK��
³,¶P�VRUU\�´
7KH�PRRQ�FDVW�D�SDOH�VKDGRZ�DFURVV�WKH�ZDWHU��
)LIW\�VSKLQ[HV��IRU�D�OLIH�
7KH�ERG\�VXQN�VORZO\��
+H�KLG�WKH�VDFN�LQ�KLV�FORDN��DQG�PDGH�KLV�ZD\�WR�WKH�HGJH�RI�WKH�GRFNV��,Q�WKH�

PRRQOLJKW��KH�VDZ�KLV�UHÀHFWLRQ��KLV�QRVH�ZDV�FURRNHG��KLV�OLSV�ZHUH�WKLFN��+LV�
EHDUG�ZDV�WULPPHG��
+H�KHDYHG�KLV�KHDG�RYHU�WKH�VLGH�DQG�KXUOHG��

Old stains. 

5XVN�ZDVKHG�KLV�GDJJHUV�FOHDQ�RI�EORRG�EHIRUH�KH�FRQWLQXHG��,Q�WKH�GLVWDQFH�
KH�FRXOG�VHH�WKH�URDG��DQG�IXUWKHU�VWLOO�WKH�ZDOOV�RI�WKH�FLW\��+H�FURVVHG�WKH�QHDUE\�
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EULGJH�DQG�VWUDJJOHG�DFURVV�KLOOV�DQG�XQHYHQ�VWUHWFKHV�RI�VXQ�EDWKHG�SODLQV��+H�
ORZHUHG�KLV�KRRG�RYHU�KLV�IDFH�WR�VKLHOG�KLPVHOI�IURP�WKH�VWDXQFK�VXQOLJKW��,W�ZDV�
past midday when he stepped upon the dirt roads. 

+H�ZDONHG�WKURXJK�WKH�JDWHV�DV�DQ\�WUDYHOHU�ZRXOG��KLV�ZHDSRQV�ZHOO�KLGGHQ�
by his cloak, garnering no attention. Immediately, he set toward the grand plaza. 

A boy, no older than sixteen, approached him, his face hidden in the shadow 

RI�D�EURZQ�KRRG��:LWKRXW�D�ZRUG��KH�KDQGHG�5XVN�D�PLVVLYH��DQG�D�WKLFN�OHDWKHU�
EDJ�WKDW�UDWWOHG�ZLWK�FRLQ��+H�WKHQ�GLVDSSHDUHG�DV�TXLFNO\�DV�KH¶G�DUULYHG��7ZR�
hundred dragons, as agreed upon. 

5XVN�QRWHG�WKH�DPRXQW�TXLHWO\�DQG�SHHOHG�RII�WKH�ZD[�VHDO�RI�WKH�PLVVLYH�
(OLPLQDWH�WKH�VRQ�RI�/RUG�0D\RU�,RVHSK�6HOOHPLXV�
+LV�KHDUW�VWLUUHG��
+H�SXW�WKH�PLVVLYH�LQWR�WKH�SRFNHW�RI�KLV�FORDN�DQG�ZDONHG�RII�
1DPHV�DUHQ¶W�LPSRUWDQW�
7KH�GHDG�KDOÀLQJ¶V�H\HV�ZHUH��WKRXJK��%OXH��HYHU\�WLPH�KH�EOLQNHG��,W�ZDV�DV�LI�

they had been stolen from his daughter, staring into his soul. 

+HU�OHWWHUV�KDG�VWRSSHG�FRPLQJ�IRU�RYHU�D�\HDU��
%HFDXVH�\RX�QHYHU�ZURWH�EDFN��KH�WROG�KLPVHOI�TXLHWO\��3DOH�¿QJHUV�JUDVSHG�DW�

WKH�EDFN�RI�KLV�PLQG�DV�KH�ZDQGHUHG�WR�WKH�QHDUE\�LQQ��+H�QHHGHG�D�GULQN��D�PHDO��
and some sleep.

7KH�WHPSOH�JXDUGV�VKRYHG�5XVN�RXW�WKH�GRRU�
&XUVLQJ� ORXGO\�� KH� GDPQHG� DOO� WKH� JRGV� DV� KH� GHVFHQGHG� WKH� VWDLUZD\�� 7KH�

KHDOHU� LQVLVWHG�RQ�D�³GRQDWLRQ´� IRU�KLV� VHUYLFHV��REOLYLRXV� WR�5XVN¶V�SOHDV��+H�
VWRUPHG� WKURXJK� WKH� FLW\�� WRZDUGV� WKH� GRFNV�� VHHWKLQJ� ZLWK� DQJHU�� +H� SDVVHG�
WKURXJK�DQ�DOOH\ZD\�ZKHQ�VRPHRQH�WRVVHG�D�VFUROO�LQ�IURQW�RI�KLV�IHHW��
$QJHU�VKLIWHG�WR�FRQIXVLRQ��DQG�WKHQ�EHFDPH�FXULRVLW\��
+H�SLFNHG�XS�WKH�VFUROO��,W�ZDV�D�GHDWK�ZDUUDQW��)LIW\�VSKLQ[HV��IRU�D�OLIH��
&RXOG�KH�GR�WKLV"
+H�FKHFNHG�KLV�VXUURXQGLQJV��WKHQ�IROGHG�WKH�VFUROO�LQWR�KLV�VOHHYH�
)LIW\�VSKLQ[HV��$�OLIH�IRU�D�OLIH��

:KHQ�QLJKW�FDPH��KLV�WKRXJKWV�KDG�EHHQ�SXW�DVLGH��5XVN�ZDV�D�VKDGRZ��7KH�
guards, few as they were, patrolled the streets, lighting up their routes with 

ODQWHUQV�DQG�WRUFKHV��7KH\�DYRLGHG�WKH�DOOH\V��5XVN�GLGQ¶W�PLQG��
+H� FDOPO\� FRXQWHG� WKHLU� VWHSV�� WKHLU� EUHDWKV�� WKHLU� KHDUWEHDWV�� DQG� FURVVHG�

unseen from one street to another. 

Watchmen were predictable.

:KHQ� KH� DUULYHG� LQ� WKH� QREOH� GLVWULFW�� KRZHYHU�� LW� ZDV� D� GLIIHUHQW� RUGHDO��
7KH�RWKHU�GLVWULFWV�RI�5HVWRY�KDG�IHZ�JXDUGV��DQG�IHZHU�OLJKWV��+HUH��WKH�JXDUGV�
VZDUPHG�OLNH�EHHV��WKHLU�WRUFKHV�DQG�ODQWHUQV�LOOXPLQDWLQJ�HYHU\�FRUQHU��QRRN�DQG�
cranny. 

5XVN�WRRN�D�GHHS�EUHDWK��6WHSV��EUHDWKV��KHDUWEHDWV��+H�VQXFN�LQWR�WKH�VWUHHWV��
6ORZO\��VXEWO\�WKH�OLJKW�SDUWHG�DW�KLV�ZKLP��+H�FOXQJ�WR�ZDOOV�DQG�ODQWHUQ�SRVWV��
making his way through shadows. 

7KH�PDQRU�KH�ZDV�KHDGHG�IRU�ZDV�ZHOO�SURWHFWHG��7HQ�IRRW�ZDOOV�ZLWK�VSLNHV�
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RQ�WRS�SUHYHQWHG�PRVW�IURP�HQWU\��DQG�WKH�JDWHV�ZHUH�QHYHU�XQPDQQHG��:KHQ�KLV�
LON�ZDV�VXVSHFWHG��HYHU\�VKDGRZ�FDVW�ZDV�WKDW�RI�DQ�HQHP\��

+H�VWHSSHG�XS�WR�WKH�PDQRU�ZDOO��7KH�EULFNZRUN�ZDV�VPRRWK��GLI¿FXOW�WR�FOLPE��
5XVN�SUHVVHG�KLV�¿QJHUV�LQWR�WKH�KDUG�VWRQH��KLV�QDLOV�FUDFNLQJ�IURP�WKH�SUHVVXUH��
%XW�KH�IRXQG�ZKDW�KH�VHDUFKHG�IRU��JURRYHV�LQ�WKH�SROLVKHG�VWRQHZRUN��HQDEOLQJ�
KLP�WR�DVFHQG��+H�FDVW�D�JODQFH�DW�WKH�VWUHHWV��DQG�EHJDQ�FRXQWLQJ�
6WHSV��EUHDWKV��KHDUWEHDWV��+H�VHW�WR�FOLPELQJ��
It was tedious and demanding of his attention, but it wasn’t long before he 

UHDFKHG�WKH�LURQ�VSLNHV��:LWK�RQH�¿QDO�SXOO��KH�ZDV�RQ�WRS�RI�WKH�ZDOO��
The manor grounds were unguarded, and the guards by the gate kept their eyes 

RXWZDUGV�WR�WKH�VWUHHWV��5XVN�SXOOHG�RXW�D�EODFN�VLON�URSH�IURP�XQGHU�KLV�FORDN��
DQG�WLHG�LW�DURXQG�RQH�RI�WKH�VSLNHV��+H�WKHQ�GHVFHQGHG�VZLIWO\��ODQGLQJ�RQ�VRIW��
dry grass. 

'DUNQHVV�HDVHG�KLV�SDVVDJH��ZLWK�HDFK�VWHS�VXUHU�WKDQ�WKH�ODVW��$�TXLHW�JURDQ�
¿OOHG�WKH�DLU�ZKHQ�KH�SXVKHG�WKH�GRRU�RSHQ��DQG�KH�JODQFHG�DW�WKH�JDWH��7KH�JXDUGV�
still looked out to the streets. 

7KH�PDQRU�ZDV�ODUJH��WKH�ZRRGHQ�ÀRRU�ZHOO�NHSW��1RW�D�VLQJOH�ERDUG�ZRXOG�
FUHDN�LI�5XVN�FRXOG�EH�FDUHIXO��+H�ZDONHG�VORZO\��VKLIWLQJ�ZHLJKW�DV�QHFHVVDU\��+H�
checked one doorway after another, looking for his mark. The sound of scribbling 

caught his attention. Up ahead, soft light poured from the slit of a barely open 

door. 

+H�SHHUHG�LQ��$�FDQGOH�ÀLFNHUHG�RQ�D�GHVN��DQG�WKH�VFULEEOLQJ�ZDV�ORXGHU��7KH�
ER\�ZDV�VWLOO�DZDNH�DW�WKLV�KRXU��FODG�LQ�D�¿QHO\�WDLORUHG�GRXEOHW�RI�FORWK�RI�JROG�
DQG�IHYHULVKO\�SHQQLQJ��2Q�WKH�EDFN�RI�KLV�FKDLU�KXQJ�D�GXHOLQJ�EODGH��VKHDWKHG�
LQ�D�MHZHOHG�VFDEEDUG��

The scribbling ended abruptly, and the boy rose from his seat. There was 

WHQVLRQ�LQ�WKH�DLU��5XVN�SULHG�D�¿QJHU�EHWZL[W�WKH�GRRU�DQG�WKH�MDPE��SXOOLQJ�LW�
open. 

 The soft sigh of steel being drawn from its sheath resonated in the room. 

“Who’s there?”

5XVN�FOXQJ�WR�WKH�ZDOO��D�GDJJHU�LQ�KLV�KDQG�
The boy had blue eyes, blue like the ocean.

³6KRZ�\RXUVHOI�´
5XVN� VWHSSHG� LQWR� YLHZ� DQG� WKH� ER\� QDUURZHG� KLV� H\HV�� WU\LQJ� WR� VHH�ZKDW�

wasn’t there.

<RXWK�KDG�DOZD\V�EHHQ�SURQH�WR�IHDU��KH�PXVHG��)RU�KLP��WKRVH�GD\V�ZHUH�ORQJ�
gone.

7KH� ER\¶V� H\HV� JUHZ� ODUJHU� DQG� 5XVN� SUHSDUHG� KLPVHOI� IRU� WKH� FKDUJH�� KLV�
dagger concealed behind his back. 

The boy gripped his blade with both hands, frightened of what was to come, as 

his muscles  twitched.

5XVN�WRRN�D�VWHS�IRUZDUG�LQWR�YLHZ�DQG�WKH�ER\�FKDUJHG��OHWWLQJ�ORRVH�D�EDWWOH�
FU\�ORXG�HQRXJK�WR�ZDNH�WKH�HQWLUH�PDQVLRQ��$OO�5XVN�KDG�WR�GR�ZDV�DGYDQFH��
break the rhythm, and thrust. 

+H�ZDQWHG�WR�PRYH�IRUZDUG��WR�WLJKWHQ�KLV�¿QJHUV�DURXQG�WKH�KLOW�RI�KLV�EODGH��
%XW�KH�UHPDLQHG�VWLOO��+LV�QRVWULOV�ÀDUHG��WDNLQJ�LQ�WKH�VPHOO�RI�WKH�ER\¶V�VZHDW��
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� 5DSLG� VWHSV� DSSURDFKHG�� WKXQGHULQJ� DJDLQVW� WKH� ÀRRU�� +H� FRXOG� KHDU� WKH�
ODERUHG�EUHDWKLQJ��+H�FRXOG�IHHO�HDFK�VHSDUDWH�KHDUWEHDW�

%XW� WKH� ER\¶V� IDFH� ZDVQ¶W� WKHUH�� ,Q� LWV� SODFH� ZDV� WKH� IXULRXV� YLVDJH� RI� KLV�
GDXJKWHU��VKH�KDG�QHYHU�ORRNHG�VR�¿HUFH���QHYHU�LQ�KHU�OLIH�

³:DLW²´�5XVN�EHJDQ��KLV�YRLFH�KRDUVH��
+H�OHW�KLV�GDJJHU�IDOO�WR�KLV�VLGH��7KH�ER\�EXULHG�KLV�VWHHO�LQWR�5XVN¶V�ÀHVK��KLV�

H\HV�EXUQLQJ�ZLWK�DQJHU�DQG�IHDU��D�YRUWH[�RI�UDJH��
7KH�GDJJHU�VOLSSHG�IURP�5XVN¶V�¿QJHUV�
The wound didn’t hurt.

$V�WKH�GDJJHU�FUDVKHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�GDUN�ZRRGHQ�ÀRRU��5XVN�VSRNH�VRIWO\�WR�WKH�
ER\��³$�OLIH�IRU�D�OLIH��0\�GDXJKWHU¶V���´

³3DSD��ZK\�GR�\RX�KDYH�WR�JR"´�
6KH�ZDV�VHYHQ��+HU�GDUN�KDLU�FRPSOHPHQWHG�WKH�VWRXW�IHDWXUHV�RI�KHU�KHULWDJH��

+HU�H\HV�ZHUH�EULJKW�DQG�EOXH��+HU�VNLQ�ZDV�JUD\��6KH�FOXWFKHG�KHU�SLOORZ��5XVN�
FRXOG�KHDU�WKH�VRIW�VQRULQJ�RI�KHU�PRWKHU�LQ�WKH�EHGURRP��+H�ZDV�EXV\�FRXQWLQJ�
KLV�GDJJHUV�RQ�KLV�EHOW�DQG�FKHFNLQJ�KLV�YLDOV�LQ�KLV�SRFNHWV�
³,¶P�VRUU\��VZHHWOLQJ��,�KDYH�WR�´�+H�NQHOW�LQ�IURQW�RI�KHU�DQG�NLVVHG�KHU�EURZ��

³,¶OO�ZULWH�\RX��<RX�UHPHPEHU�\RXU�OHWWHUV��ULJKW"´�
³<HDK��EXW���EXW���FDQ¶W�\RX�WDNH�PH�DQG�PRWKHU�ZLWK�\RX"´�
5XVN�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��³,¶P�VRUU\��VZHHWOLQJ��WKH\�RQO\�QHHG�RQH�GZDUI��7KH\�VD\�

%UHYR\�LV�FROG��WRR��,�FRXOGQ¶W�EHDU�\RX�JHWWLQJ�VLFNHU�´�
³2ND\���´� 6KH� VLJKHG� DQG� WKHQ� JDYH� D� FRXJK�� VSDWWHULQJ� EORRG� LQWR� D�

KDQGNHUFKLHI��³,¶P���,¶P�KXQJU\��IDWKHU�´�
5XVN�IHOW�KLV�VWRPDFK�UXPEOH��DQG�VPLOHG�VRIWO\�ZLWK�FRQFHUQ��
+LV�ODVW�VPLOH��
³,�DP�WRR��VZHHWOLQJ��*R�IHWFK�VRPH�RQLRQV��,¶OO�ZDUP�XS�WKH�NHWWOH���´

And all he could smell was roasted onion. 









i

Gods a nd 

Mon st er s

%\�0LFKDHO�:DOODFH

A 
/$7(�$87801 wind blew across the countryside, plucking 

\HOORZHG�OHDYHV�IURP�WKH�WUHHV��,W�NLFNHG�GXVW�RII�D�GU\�DQG�ZHOO�
kept road that wound through the landscape toward a rocky 

expanse. The packed dirt was replaced by cobblestones as the 

WUDLO�ZLGHQHG��OHDGLQJ�WKURXJK�D�VWXUG\�DUFKZD\�ÀDQNHG�E\�WZR�
EDVWLRQV�� D� FKRNHSRLQW� HQWUDQFH� OLQHG�ZLWK� HQRXJK�PXUGHU�KROHV� IRU� GR]HQV�RI�
crossbowmen. Beyond the arch, the road ascended further still to a gargantuan 

JDWH�EXLOW�LQWR�VWRQH�ZDOOV��*XDUGV�ZDONHG�DORQJ�LWV�SDOLVDGHV��FDOOLQJ�RXW�WKH�DOO¶V�
well into the crisp morning air.

%H\RQG� WKH�JDWH��DQ�HQWLUH� WRZQ�EXVWOHG� LQ� UHODWLYH�VDIHW\�HYHQ�DW� WKH�SUH�
dawn hour. Butchers chopped meats from fresh kills and the smell of bread wafted 

from bakers’ chimneys. A castle stood in the middle of the town, a small fortress 

WKDW�OHQW�WKH�WRZQ�D�UHJDO�DLU��$�PRDW�VXUURXQGHG�WKH�VWUXFWXUH��ZLWK�IRXU�DGMRLQLQJ�
WRZHUV�DW�LWV�FRUQHUV�UHDFKLQJ�XS�WR�WKH�VN\��6HQWLQHOV�ZDWFKHG�WKH�YDVW�KRUL]RQ�
IURP� HDFK� WRZHU��PLQGIXO� RI� DQ\� VLJQ� RI� VLJQDO� ¿UHV� WKDW�ZRXOG� DOHUW� WKHP� WR�
danger leagues away. 

2Q�D�WKLUG�ÀRRU�EDOFRQ\�RI�WKH�PDLQ�NHHS��WZR�¿JXUHV�VWRRG�ORRNLQJ�RXW�DW�WKH�
YLHZ��7KH�WDOOHU�DQG�ROGHU�RI�WKH�WZR�FODVSHG�KLV�KDQG�RQ�KLV�\RXQJHU�FRXQWHUSDUW¶V�
VKRXOGHU�DV�WKH\�ZDWFKHG�WKH�¿UVW�UD\V�RI�WKH�VXQ�SHHN�RYHU�WKH�KRUL]RQ�

³1RW�OLNH�GDZQ�EDFN�DW�WKH�PRQDVWHU\��LV�LW��(YDQH"´
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The boy nodded. “It’s beautiful. Calend has so few trees, I feel like I’m on 

WKH�HGJH�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�VRPHWLPHV�´�+H�UXEEHG�KLV�KDQGV�WR�NHHS�RII�WKH�FKLOO��³3OXV�
Confessor Baltus isn’t around to scold me for being out of bed.”

³,�WKRXJKW�WKDW�ROG�EDGJHU�ZRXOG�KDYH�UHWLUHG�E\�QRZ�´�WKH�ROGHU�PDQ�ODXJKHG��
³+H�ZDVQ¶W�WRR�KDUG�RQ�\RX��ZDV�KH"´

³$�ELW�DW�¿UVW��+H�YRZHG�QRW�WR�SOD\�IDYRULWHV��QRW�HYHQ�WR�WKH�VRQ�RI�5HGGDN�
Orrest, heir to the Empire,” he smirked. “But I did what I had to. I promised 

0RWKHU�,�ZRXOG�QHYHU�PLVV�D�VLQJOH�GDZQ�´�+H�VTXHH]HG�KLV�¿VWV�DQG�VTXLQWHG�
into the rising sun.

7KH�WDOO�PDQ�QRGGHG��³<RXU�PRWKHU�QHYHU�DSSURYHG�RI�P\�VHQGLQJ�\RX�WR�7RU�
0DNDU��:H�DUJXHG�RYHU�LW�HYHU\�QLJKW��%XW�LW�ZDV�D�WLPH�RI�ZDU��DQG�,�ZDQWHG�\RX�
to be safe. I...am ashamed that she, that you—”

(YDQH�WXUQHG��³,W¶V�DOULJKW��)DWKHU��7KH�7RPHV�RI�7UXWK�VD\�GHDWK�LV�RQO\�D�
UHOHDVH��QRW�DQ�HQG��6KH�ZDWFKHV�RYHU�XV�VWLOO��ZLWK�WKH�*RGV�´

5HGGDN�VPLOHG�VDGO\��³7KHQ�,�NQRZ�VKH�LV�SURXG�RI�\RX��DV�,�DP�´
7KH\�ZDWFKHG� WKH� VXQ� XQWLO� LW�ZDV� D� SHUIHFW�PROWHQ� RUE� RYHU� WKH� KRUL]RQ��

DQG�WKHQ�(YDQH�ORRNHG�RXW�EH\RQG�WKH�IRUWUHVV�ZDOOV�WR�VHYHUDO�SLOHV�RI�GHFD\LQJ�
ZUHFNDJH��³)DWKHU��ZKDW�LV�DOO�WKDW�MXQN�LQ�WKH�¿HOGV�RYHU�WKHUH"´

³:DU�VKULQHV��:KHQ�ZH�PDUFKHG�LQWR�&DOHQG��WKLV�IRUWUHVV�ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�ZH�
attacked.”

(YDQH�IURZQHG��³:H�ZHUH�DW�ZDU�ZLWK�&DOHQG"�:DVQ¶W�0RWKHU�&DOLVK"�$UHQ¶W�
I—?”

³<HV�´�5HGGDN�VDLG��³%XW�WKRVH�ZHUH�GLI¿FXOW�WLPHV��&DOHQG�ZDV�UXOHG�E\�D�
tyrant who thought himself a god.”

³%ODVSKHPHU�´�(YDQH�VDLG�
+LV�IDWKHU�VPLOHG��³<HV��EXW�KH�ZDV�TXLWH�SHUVXDVLYH��+H�KDG�ZRUVKLSHUV��D�

FXOW��DQG�WKRXVDQGV�RI�PHUFHQDULHV�LQ�KLV�VHUYLFH��7KH\�DUH�ZKR�ZH�IRXJKW��QRW�
WKH�&DOLVK�WKHPVHOYHV��7KH�VLHJH�HQJLQHV�\RX�VHH�RQ�WKH�SODLQ�GUHZ�¿UVW�EORRG�
for our crusade, but many were destroyed by spells. Their husks are now shrines. 

7UDYHOOHUV�SODFH�SUD\HUV�XSRQ�WKHP��DVNLQJ�WKH�*RGV�DQG�WKH�IDOOHQ�WR�ZDWFK�RYHU�
WKHLU�MRXUQH\V�´

(YDQH�ZDV�VLOHQW�IRU�D�ORQJ�PRPHQW��KLV�EURZ�IXUURZHG�
“What is troubling you, Son?”

“A few students in the monastery resent me. They say that I am not a true 

+DHJHQ��7KDW�,�GRQ¶W�GHVHUYH�WR�EH�WKHUH�´
5HGGDN�VLJKHG��³,�KRSH�\RX�NQRFNHG�WKHP�RQ�WKHLU�DUVHV�IRU�VXFK�WDON��7KH�

&DOLVK�DUH�RXU�IULHQGV��RXU�QHLJKERUV��:H�+DHJHQ�DUH�EXOO�KHDGHG�WKXJV�DW�WLPHV��
EXW�ZH�KDYH�QR�UHDVRQ�WR�KDWH�WKHP��7KDW¶V�ZK\�,�PDUULHG�\RXU�PRWKHU��7KDW��DQG�
WKH�WKRXJKW�WKDW�SHUKDSV�D�KDOI�&DOLVK��KDOI�+DHJHQ�KHLU�ZRXOG�FHPHQW�WKH�XQLW\�
of our Empire, once he took the throne.”

³0H"´�(YDQH�VPLOHG��³1R�WKDQNV�´
5HGGDN�WRXVOHG�KLV�VRQ¶V�EORQG�KDLU��³,�FDQ�DOZD\V�KRSH����6RPHRQH�KDV�WR�GR�

it, and your grandfather has it in his head to select me, of all people.”

7KH�WZR�FKXFNOHG�TXLHWO\��5HGGDN�ZLWKGUHZ�IURP�WKH�EDOFRQ\�LQWR�KLV�SULYDWH�
TXDUWHUV�� OHDYLQJ�KLV�VRQ�ZLWK�KLV� WKRXJKWV��)RRWVWHSV�HFKRHG�IURP�WKH�KDOOZD\�
DQG�5HGGDN�RSHQHG�WKH�GRRU�WR�DGPLW�DQ�HOGHUO\�PDQ�KROGLQJ�D�VWDFN�RI�IROGHG�
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cloth in his hands.

“Come to rouse me, Samel?”

“At your request, m’lord.” 

7KH�WZR�PHQ�ZHUH�SLFWXUH�RSSRVLWHV��6DPHO�ZDV�&DOLVK��ZLWK�ROLYH�VNLQ�DQG�
WKLQQLQJ�JUD\�KDLU��VKRUW�DQG�DOPRVW�PRXVH�OLNH��ZKLOH�5HGGDN�ZDV�WDOO�DQG�EURDG��
ZLWK�FURSSHG�EORQG�KDLU�DQG�D�KHDY\�MDZ��7KH�YDOHW�ERZHG�DQG�RIIHUHG�WKH�QHDW�
bundle. “Your dress uniform, m’lord.”

“You didn’t stay up all night on this, I hope?” 

6DPHO�VKUXJJHG��³,�VZRUH�,¶G�ORVH�D�¿QJHU�LI�,�HYHU�IDLOHG�LQ�P\�GXW\��EXW�DV�
you can see”—he held up his free hand—”eight years and not a scratch.”

³,¶YH�PHW�SULHVWV�ZKR�ZRXOGQ¶W�HYHQ�FRXQW�WKDW�KLJK��6DPHO��1RW�LI�WKH\�KDG�
WR�OLYH�E\�\RXU�FRGH�´

5HGGDN�WRRN�WKH�EXQGOH�IURP�WKH�PDQ�DQG�XQIROGHG�LW��UHYHDOLQJ�D�ORQJ�ZKLWH�
PLOLWDU\�WXQLF�DQG�WDEDUG�ZLWK�JROG�¿OLJUHH��³,�KDWH�WKH�HPEURLGHU\�´

“The Emperor desired a Calish aesthetic for his armies,” Samel explained. 

“To promote unity.”

“Well, it looks like a woman’s dress.”

“If you’d prefer, I could fetch your old uniform.”

5HGGDN�VLJKHG��³1R��1R��,¶OO�ZHDU�LW�´
6DPHO�ERZHG�KLV�KHDG�DQG�VPLOHG��5HGGDN�ZHQW�EHKLQG�KLV�GUHVVLQJ�VFUHHQ�

and slipped out of his trousers. 

³<RX�KDYH�P\�ERRWV�DQG�ZHDSRQV�SROLVKHG�DV�ZHOO��,�DVVXPH"´�KH�DVNHG�RYHU�
his shoulder.

³$OO�LV�SUHSDUHG��P¶ORUG��,�HYHQ�KDG�0RUHQVWDO¶V�scabbard oiled and polished. 

The parade begins at—”

³1RW�0RUHQVWDO, Samel.”

“But, m’lord, it is—”

“It’s a weapon of war. The Gods consenting, I want this to be a day of peace. 

(VSHFLDOO\ today.” 

“Of course.”

“Thank you.”

Samel inclined his head. “As I was saying, the parade begins at noonsun. Your 

fath—excuse me—the (PSHURU�ZLOO�JLYH�D�VSHHFK�DW�WKH�WKLUG�EHOO��7KH�EDQTXHW�LV�
DW�¿IWK�EHOO��,�WRRN�WKH�OLEHUW\�RI�KDYLQJ�D�SHHN�DW�WKH�VHDWLQJ�DUUDQJHPHQWV��<RX¶OO�
EH�VHDWHG�QH[W�WR�WKH�(PSHURU��ZLWK�&DSWDLQ�+HULVVD�7DUHN�WR�\RXU�ULJKW�´

5HGGDN�SDXVHG��³7DUHN"�2I�=HONNRV"´
³7KH�YHU\�VDPH�´
³+RZ�GLG�VKH�PDQDJH�DQ�LQYLWDWLRQ"´�5HGGDN�VWLIIHQHG��³7KDW�FLW\�RI�KHUV�LV�

D�SLW�RI�EULJDQGV�DQG�'DHOV�´
“I cannot question the Emperor’s whims. But out of habit, I inquired with one 

RI�+LV�0DMHVW\¶V�PHVVHQJHUV��,W�VHHPV�&RXQW�9HUVDOH�RI�QHLJKERULQJ�3RUW�:HVW�
ZLVKHV� WR�VHH�PRUH�,PSHULDO�SUHVHQFH�RQ� WKH�IURQWLHU��2QH�PLJKW�FRQMHFWXUH�KH�
VSRQVRUHG�KHU�DWWHQGDQFH��WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�LVVXH�GLUHFWO\�ZLWK�+LV�0DMHVW\�´

5HGGDN�HPHUJHG�IURP�EHKLQG�WKH�VFUHHQ��VWUDLJKWHQLQJ�KLV�QHZ�WXQLF�WLJKW��
³+PSK��,�IHHO�OLNH�DQ�RYHU�GUHVVHG�WKURZ�SLOORZ�´

³<RX� ORRN� GLJQL¿HG� DQG� DXWKRULWDWLYH�´� 6DPHO� FRUUHFWHG�� +H� DGMXVWHG�
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5HGGDN¶V�EHOW��³,�EHOLHYH�+LV�0DMHVW\�ZRXOG�DSSURYH��:KDW�GR�\RX�WKLQN��0DVWHU�
(YDQH"´

The boy came in from the balcony and smirked, then burst out into a laugh.

5HGGDN�IURZQHG��³7KLV�GRHVQ¶W�ERGH�ZHOO«´
$�EHOO� VRXQGHG�RYHU�)RUW�&DURXV�DV� H[FLWHG� VKRXWV� FDPH� IURP�RXWVLGH� WKH�

keep.

“Too late to change anything now,” Samel grinned, “But I could try to—”

5HGGDN�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��³1R��6DPHO��WKLV�ZLOO�EH�¿QH��7LPH�WR�JR��6RQ��<RXU�
JUDQGIDWKHU�KDV�DUULYHG�´

d a d 

7KH� JDWHV� RI� )RUW�&DURXV�ZHUH� WKLFN�� WHPSHUHG� VWHHO�� DV� UHVLVWDQW� WR� VLHJH�
as they were to the weather. With a shout from their commanders, two teams of 

VWURQJ�EDFNHG�PHQ�SXVKHG�WKH�JUHDW�ZKHHOV�RQ�HLWKHU�VLGH�RI�WKH�JDWH��SXOOLQJ�WKH�
PDVVLYH�FKDLQV�WKDW�KXQJ�IURP�LW��6ORZ�DV�WKH�VXQULVH��WKH�KHDY\�GRRUV�EHJDQ�WR�
swing open.

5HGGDN� DQG�(YDQH� URGH� XS� DV� WKH�¿UVW� JORZLQJ� UD\V� SHHNHG� WKURXJK��7KH�
father dropped from his saddle beside his son and smiled into the glaring light. 

³%DFNV�LQWR�LW��6KRZ�WKH�(PSHURU�\RXU�EHVW�´�KH�HQFRXUDJHG�
7KH� JDWHV� JURDQHG� DQG� WKH� PHQ� VWUDLQHG�� DQG� ¿QDOO\� GDZQ¶V� OLJKW� EDWKHG�

WKH� FREEOHVWRQHV�� 6ROGLHUV� GUHVVHG� LQ� ZKLWH�DQG�JROG� WDEDUGV� PDUFKHG� RXW� RI�
WKH� VXQULVH� LQ�SDUDGH� OLQHV��PRXQWHG�FDYDOU\�¿UVW��ZLWK�EDQQHUV�ÀXWWHULQJ�� WKHQ�
infantry marching to the beat of a drum. 

7KH�,PSHULDO�(VFRUW²WZR�KXQGUHG�RI�WKH�(PSLUH¶V�¿QHVW�FOHULFV��SDODGLQV�DQG�
warriors—entered the fort clad in gilded plate mail, the horns of their warhorses 

SROLVKHG�DQG�FDSSHG�LQ�JROG��7KH\�VXUURXQGHG�VHYHUDO�RSHQ�FDUULDJHV�RI�+DHJHQ�
QRELOLW\�ZKR�REVHUYHG�WKH�IRUW��VSHDNLQJ�LQ�FDVXDO�ZKLVSHUV��

)LQDOO\�D�PDVVLYH�FDUULDJH�VTXHH]HG�WKURXJK�WKH�JDWHV��,W�ZDV�DOPRVW�WKH�VL]H�
of a house, drawn by a team of three dozen horses. Crossbowmen sat in armored 

WXUUHWV�DWRS�WKH�OXPEHULQJ�KXON�DQG�WKH�HQWLUH�FRQWUDSWLRQ�ZDV�SODWHG�LQ�JROG�KXHG�
shieldoak, a testimony to the Empire’s wealth.

%HOOV�ZLWKLQ� WKH�JUHDW�FDUULDJH� UDQJ�DQG� WKH� WKUHH�PDQ�GULYH� WHDP�EURXJKW�
LW�WR�D�VWHDG\�KDOW��7KH�UHVW�RI�WKH�FRQYR\�KXUULHG�WR�GR�WKH�VDPH��(VFRUW�.QLJKWV�
dismounted and rushed to the doors of the great carriage, and a small army of 

VHUYDQWV²IROORZLQJ�EHKLQG�WKH�FRQYR\�RQ�IRRW²ODLG�RXW�D�IUHVK�UHG�FDUSHW�DQG�
produced trumpets and bells from their packs.

7KH�FDUULDJH�GRRUV�ÀHZ�RSHQ�WR�D�UXVKHG�FODULRQ�FDOO��.QLJKWV�IHOO� WR� WKHLU�
NQHHV��¿VWV�FOHQFKHG�RYHU�WKHLU�KHDUWV��DQG�WKH�FDYDOU\�UDLVHG�WKHLU�ODQFHV�RYHUWRS�
WKHP�LQ�DUFKHG�VDOXWH��5HGGDN�WRRN�KLV�SODFH�RQ�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�FDUSHW�ZLWK�KLV�
son behind him.

7KH� (PSHURU� VWHSSHG� RXW� RI� WKH� FDUULDJH�� GUHVVHG� LQ� ÀRZLQJ� UREHV� WKDW�
PDWFKHG�5HGGDN¶V�RZQ��$V�WDOO�DQG�EURDG�DV�5HGGDN�KLPVHOI��WKH�(PSHURU�ZDV�
IDU� KHDYLHU� WKDQNV� WR�GHFDGHV�RI� FRPIRUWDEOH� HDWLQJ�� DQG�KH� OHDQHG�RQ� D� UXE\�
FDSSHG� FDQH��+H� FDUULHG� KLV� JLUWK�ZHOO� KRZHYHU�� DQG� KLV� H\HV� WZLQNOHG�ZLWK� D�
father’s pride and a beaming smile that made him seem decades younger than his 
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VHYHQW\�WKUHH�\HDUV�
$V� WKH�(PSHURU� DSSURDFKHG��5HGGDN� GURSSHG� WR� RQH� NQHH� DQG� ERZHG�KLV�

KHDG��DV�GLG�KLV�VRQ��³,��5HGGDN�2UUHVW��/RUG�0DUVKDO�RI�WKH�3URWHFWRUDWH�$UPLHV�
RI�&DOHQG��ZHOFRPH�\RX��+LV�,PSHULDO�0DMHVW\�(PSHURU�2UUHVW�WKH�6L[WK��0DVWHU�
RI�DOO�+DHJ��0DVWHU�RI�DOO�&DOHQG��&KRVHQ�/RUG�XQGHU�WKH�6LOHQW�*RGV��0D\�WKH�
+DHJHQ�(PSLUH�OLYH�IRUHYHU�´

7KH�(PSHURU� SXW� KLV� KDQG� RQ�5HGGDN¶V� VKRXOGHU�� ³,W¶V� EHHQ� WRR� ORQJ��P\�
VRQ�´�7KH�ROGHU�PDQ�WKHQ�ORRNHG�EH\RQG�5HGGDN�WR�WKH�ER\��³$QG�\RX��*UDQGVRQ��
,�FRXOG�KHDU�\RXU�UHVWOHVVQHVV�LQ�WKH�PRQDVWHU\�IURP�WKH�SDODFH��+DV�D�ZHHN�LQ�WKLV�
dusty place been enough for you?”

“It is always a reward to be with family,” the boy said.

7KH�(PSHURU�DQG�KLV�VRQ�H[FKDQJHG�SURXG�JULQV��³+H¶OO�RXW�KXPEOH�XV�DOO�DW�
WKLV�UDWH��)DWKHU�´�5HGGDN�ODXJKHG�

³:HOO��RII�\RXU�NQHHV� WKHQ��ERWK�RI�\RX��(YDQH��\RX�DUH� LQ�&DOHQG�QRZ��,W�
is not their custom to bow. Calish grasp arms like this”—the Emperor gripped 

(YDQH¶V�DUP�MXVW�EHORZ�WKH�HOERZ²´DV�HTXDOV�´
(YDQH�URVH�DQG�GLG�WKH�VDPH��³$V�HTXDOV�´�KH�VPLOHG��
³+RZ�ZDV�\RXU�MRXUQH\"�+RZ�LV�0RWKHU"´�5HGGDN�DVNHG�DV�KH�JRW�WR�KLV�IHHW�
³)LQH�� ¿QH��<RXU� PRWKHU� VHQGV� KHU� ORYH�� DQJU\� DV� VKH� ZDV� IRU� EHLQJ� OHIW�

EHKLQG��6KH�PLVVHV�\RX��5HGGDN��$QG�VKH�KDV�QRW�VHHQ�(YDQH�VLQFH�KH�ZDV����RK���´�
+H�KHOG�KLV�KDQG�DW�ZDLVW�KHLJKW�

³,W¶V�EHHQ�WKLUWHHQ�VXPPHUV�´�(YDQH�VDLG��
“Thirteen already?” the Emperor gaped.

“I counted.”

5HGGDN�FKXFNOHG��³+HU�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�GLG�KDYH�VRPH�¿UH�WR�LW��6RPHWKLQJ�
DERXW�VKRYLQJ�\RXU�KHDG�LQWR�WKDW�YDVH�,�VHQW�KHU�IRU�KHU�ELUWKGD\�´

The three Orrest men shared a laugh. “I see the fortress is in good form,” the 

Emperor noted, studying the battlements and narrow buildings as they walked. 

³$UH�WKH�ZDOOV�VWLOO�QHFHVVDU\"�7KH�ZDU�LV�ORQJ�RYHU�´
³7KH\�NHHS�RXW� WKH�ZLQG��&DOHQG�LV� OLWWOH�PRUH�WKDQ�JUDVV�DQG�RSHQ�¿HOGV��

unlike the forests back home. And besides, it would be a crime to see such 

FUDIWVPDQVKLS�GHVWUR\HG�´�5HGGDN�JHVWXUHG�WR�WKH�JDWHV��³,W�WRRN�IRXU�PRQWKV�WR�
GUDJ�WKRVH�GRRUV�DOO�WKH�ZD\�IURP�.RO�'LU��1RW�HYHU\RQH�KDV�WKUHH�GR]HQ�.RUGLF�
horses to haul them around, you know.”

³7RR�WUXH�´�7KH�HOGHU�2UUHVW�ODXJKHG��+H�FODSSHG�5HGGDN�RQ�WKH�EDFN�DQG�WKH�
three continued further into the stronghold.

d a d

The time between sunrise and noonsun was too brief. The Imperial Escort 

KDG� WR� EH�PRYHG� LQWR� WKH� NHHS� LWVHOI��7KH� WRZQ¶V�PHUFKDQWV²DQWLFLSDWLQJ�+LV�
0DMHVW\¶V�DUULYDO²KDG�SUHSDUHG� WKHLU� VKRSV�DQG�ZDUHV� LQ� VPDOO� DQG�DFFHVVLEOH�
ERRWKV�RXW�RI�WKH�ZD\�RI�WKH�SDUDGH�OLQHV��/RFDO�&DOLVKPHQ�DQG�+DHJHQ�QDWLRQDOV�
JDWKHUHG� LQ� WKH�VWUHHWV�ZLWK� WKHLU� IDPLOLHV��FRUGRQHG�EHKLQG�SURWHFWLYH� UDQNV�RI�
ZKLWH�GUHVVHG� VROGLHUV�� 0LOLWDU\� SURFHVVLRQV� PRYHG� WKURXJK� WKH� VWUHHWV�� DQG�
cheers rose up from the crowds as armored knights tossed white rose petals before 
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WKHP��7KURQJV�RI�IROORZHUV�JDWKHUHG�EHKLQG�WKH�SDUDGH��SUHVVLQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�LQWR�
the courtyard with hundreds more gathered outside.

(PSHURU�2UUHVW� VWRRG�RQ� WKH�NHHS¶V� ODUJHVW�EDOFRQ\²MXVW�EHORZ�5HGGDN¶V�
own quarters—with the assembled lords and ladies who had attended him on his 

MRXUQH\��$V�ZDV�KLV�GXH��5HGGDN�VWRRG�FORVHVW� WR� WKH�(PSHURU�RQ�KLV�GDLV�DQG�
KDG�D�JRRG�YDQWDJH� WR� ORRN�XSRQ� WKH�RWKHUV��+H� UHFRJQL]HG�PDQ\�RI� WKH� IDFHV�
EH\RQG��QREOHV�IURP�ERWK�&DOHQG�DQG�+DHJ�ZKR�KDG�SURYHQ�WKHLU�DOOHJLDQFH�WR�
the Imperial Crown. 

+H�FRQWLQXHG�WR�VFDQ�WKH�FURZG�XQWLO�KLV�H\HV�FDPH�WR�D�ZRPDQ¶V�VLOKRXHWWH��
+HULVVD�7DUHN�VHHPHG�D�W\SLFDO�+DHJHQ�ZRPDQ²WDOO��EORQG��ZLWK�VHDIRDP�JUHHQ�
H\HV�DQG�D�PXVFXODU�EXLOG²EXW�HYHU\WKLQJ�HOVH�IHOW�RXW�RI�SODFH��+HU�FKLQ�DQG�
cheekbones were too sharp, and without her helmet, her long hair—far too long 

IRU�PLOLWDU\�ODZ²JDYH�KHU�D�UHJDO��DUURJDQW�DSSHDUDQFH��5HGGDN�SRLQWHG�KHU�RXW�
to his father. 

³0\�DGYLVRU�PHQWLRQHG�&DSWDLQ�7DUHN�KDG�MRLQHG�\RXU�HVFRUW��)DWKHU��,�KDYH�
WR�VD\�WKDW�,�GLVDSSURYH�´

The Emperor looked out to the assembled dignitaries and nodded. “Count 

9HUVDOH�KDV�EHHQ�VHQGLQJ�PH�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�RYHU�WKH�SDVW�PRQWKV��,�DP�VRUU\�LI�
VKH�ZHQW�RYHU�\RXU�KHDG�EXW�WKH�QRELOLW\�KDYH�EHHQ�FODPRULQJ�IRU�LPSURYHG�VDIHW\�
VR�FORVH�WR�RUF�WHUULWRU\��7U\�QRW�WR�EHJUXGJH�WKHP�IRU�LW��5HGGDN��7KH�IURQWLHU�LV�D�
bit more wild and unorthodox than life here on the border.” 

5HGGDN� VWDUHG� DW� +HULVVD� DV� VKH� VSRNH� ZLWK� D� EDOG�� DORRI� JHQWOHPDQ� KH�
DVVXPHG�ZDV�&RXQW�9HUVDOH��6KH�FDXJKW�5HGGDN¶V�JD]H�DQG�RIIHUHG�D�FXUW�QRG�
before turning back to the masses, a strange smile on her lips.

(PSHURU�2UUHVW�9,� UDLVHG�D�KDQG� WR� VLOHQFH� WKH�FURZG�EHORZ��³&LWL]HQV�RI�
&DOHQG��&LWL]HQV�RI�+DHJ��RI�WKH�(PSLUH��,W�LV�P\�JUHDW�KRQRU�WR�VWDQG�DPRQJVW�
\RX�RQ�WKLV�GD\�RI�GD\V��,�KDYH�WUDYHOHG�IDU�IURP�KRPH��DQG�\HW�,�¿QG�P\VHOI�LQ�
the company of friends. I look out from this balcony and I see brothers and sisters, 

fathers and mothers, sons and daughters—all freed from tyranny, comrades united 

in a common cause. It is fortunate that our children grow in an age free from the 

VKDGRZ�RI�WKH�W\UDQW��;HQD[LV�´
3HRSOH�H[FKDQJHG�XQHDV\�JODQFHV�DQG�D�VLOHQFH�IHOO�RYHU�WKH�FURZG��
2UUHVW�QRGGHG�DQG�JULPQHVV�FURVVHG�RYHU�KLV� IDFH�� ³$OO�RI�&DOHQG� IHOW�KLV�

FODZV��KLV�ÀDPH��)RU�FHQWXULHV�KH�UXOHG�DQG�HQVODYHG�\RX��<RXU�DQFHVWRUV�ZHUH�
FUXVKHG�XQGHU�KLV�ZKLPV��YLFWLPV�WR�VDWLDWH�KLV�GHVLUHV�´

The Emperor paused, letting his words sink in. “The Church of the True Gods 

speaks to us. It tells us that long ago, the Gods walked at our side, spoke in our 

dreams, and raised us up to become their champions. But there were those who 

ZRXOG�QRW�ERZ��7KH�PRVW�SRZHUIXO�FUHDWXUHV�RI�2YDVVD��WKH�Z\UPV��GDUHG�WR�ZDJH�
ZDU�DJDLQVW� WKH�KHDYHQV��)RU� WKHLU�KXEULV�� WKH�*RGV�VWUXFN�WKHP�GRZQ��)RU�RXU�
weakness, the Gods turned their backs on us.”

5HGGDN�ERZHG�KLV�KHDG�KXPEO\��+H�FRXOG�DOPRVW�IHHO�WKH�MXGJPHQWDO�H\HV�RI�
the Silent Gods on his back.

³:H�KDYH�HQGXUHG�WKH�6LOHQFH�IRU�XQWROG�\HDUV�´�2UUHVW�FRQWLQXHG��³%XW�RXU�
SHQDQFH�LV�QRW�HWHUQDO��7KH�&KXUFK�WHDFKHV�WKDW�PDQNLQG�FDQ�UHGHHP�LWVHOI�WKURXJK�
SLRXV�VHUYLFH��7KH�(PSLUH�RI�+DHJ�ZDV�ERUQ�IURP�WKDW�WUXWK��WKH�NQRZOHGJH�WKDW�
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DOO�PRUWDO� UDFHV� FDQ� SURYH� WKHPVHOYHV� ZRUWK\�� :KHQ� ZH� ZLWQHVVHG� &DOHQG¶V�
VXIIHULQJ�XQGHU� WKH�5HG�)LHQG��ZH�NQHZ� LW�ZDV�RXU�GXW\��RXU�KRQRU� WR�¿JKW�DW�
\RXU�VLGH��$QG�LW�LV�WKH�ZLOO�RI�WKH�*RGV�WKDW�P\�VRQ�DQG�JUDQGVRQ�VWDQG�EHIRUH�
\RX�WRGD\��VHYHQWHHQ�\HDUV�WR�WKH�GD\�DIWHU�WKDW�KRUULEOH�W\UDQW�ZDV�VWUXFN�GRZQ�´

Cheers broke out among the crowd, rising to a deafening cacophony. The 

Emperor winked at his grandson and the boy beamed. The Emperor then put his 

DUP�DURXQG�KLV�VRQ�DQG�SXOOHG�KLP�IRUZDUG��5HGGDN�VWLIIHQHG�XQGHU�WKH�DSSODXVH�
and reluctantly stepped in front of his father. After a moment of suffering their 

UHYHOU\��5HGGDN�JDYH�D�EULHI�QRG�RI�DFNQRZOHGJHPHQW�DQG�VOXQN�EHKLQG��DV�KLV�
son slipped next to him.

Excitement ripped through the assembly, spreading through the town as cries 

RI�³5HGGDN��5HGGDN�´�UHYHUEHUDWHG�WKURXJK�WKH�VWUHHWV��
(YDQH�JULQQHG�DW�WKH�VSHFWDFOH��³7KH\�FDOO�\RXU�QDPH��)DWKHU�´
(YHQ� WKH� LPSHULDO� VROGLHUV� DQG� WKH� HOLWH� LPSHULDO� NQLJKWV� EURNH� WKHLU� VWRLF�

GHPHDQRU�DQG�WKUHZ�XS�WKHLU�¿VWV�RIIHULQJ�SUDLVH�WR�WKH�(PSHURU¶V�KHLU��

d a d

7KH�VSHHFK�ZHQW�RQ�IRU�QHDUO\�DQ�KRXU�DV�WKH�(PSHURU�VSRNH�RI�PDQ\�WKLQJV��
unity between the two nations, ending the wars between feuding Calish merchant 

houses in the west, fortifying the defenses of the frontier, dealing with Sarkaszi 

goblin raids to the north, and on and on. Each promise from the Emperor’s lips 

SURPSWHG�D�ÀXUU\�RI�DSSODXVH��7KH�VSHHFK�HQGHG�ZKHQ�WKH�(PSHURU¶V�ZL]DUGV²
standing by throughout the courtyard—summoned a rainfall of sweet candies that 

fell into the hands of laughing adults and children. 

5HGGDN�ZDLWHG�LQ�WKH�KDOOZD\�DV�WKH�QREOHV�¿OHG�IURP�WKH�EDOFRQ\��FKXFNOLQJ�
WR�HDFK�RWKHU��+HULVVD�7DUHN�VWUROOHG�RXW�RQ�&RXQW�9HUVDOH¶V�DUP��

“Prince Orrest,” she acknowledged, her lyrical tone barely masking a 

VDUFDVWLF�HGJH��³8QFRPIRUWDEOH�LQ�FURZGV"�1RW�WR�RIIHQG��P¶ORUG��EXW�,¶YH�VHHQ�
YLUJLQV�ZLWK�PRUH�FRQ¿GHQFH�´

6KH� WXUQHG�KHU�JD]H�RQ�(YDQH�DQG�VPLOHG��EDULQJ�ZKLWH� WHHWK�EHWZHHQ�KHU�
UXE\�OLSV��(YDQH�ORRNHG�GRZQZDUG��VKXIÀLQJ�KLV�IHHW�DV�KH�WULHG�WR�ZLOO�DZD\�WKH�
redness on his cheeks.

³<HV��MXVW�VR�´�+HULVVD�ODXJKHG�DV�VKH�XVKHUHG�WKH�ÀDEEHUJDVWHG�&RXQW�DZD\�
5HGGDN�JURZOHG�XQGHU�KLV�EUHDWK��+H� VWDUWHG� WR�JR�DIWHU�KHU��EXW�(PSHURU�

2UUHVW�FODSSHG�KLV�KDQG�RQ�5HGGDN¶V�VKRXOGHU�DQG�VWD\HG�KLV�DGYDQFH�
“I daresay they applauded best for my son,” he said.

³1RQVHQVH��WKH\�URDUHG�ORXGHVW�IRU�WKH�FDQG\��<RX�SURPLVHG�\RX�ZRXOGQ¶W�GR�
that to me.”

³,�SURPLVHG�QR�VXFK�WKLQJ��,W¶V�EHHQ�VHYHQWHHQ�\HDUV��5HGGDN��<RX�QHHG�WR�
UHPLQG�WKHP�RI�ZKDW�\RX¶YH�GRQH�´�7KH�(PSHURU�ORRNHG�DW�5HGGDN¶V�VFDEEDUG�
WR� VHH� WKH� GHFRUDWLYH� EODGH� KH� KDG� FKRVHQ� IRU� WKH� FHUHPRQ\�� ³$QG� ZKHUH� LV�
0RUHQVWDO"”

5HGGDN�VKRRN�KLV�KHDG��³,�GLG�QRW�ZLVK�WR�EH�YDLQ��7KH�*RGV�EOHVVHG�PH�WR�
wield 0RUHQVWDO, and I will not dishonor it by brandishing it like a trophy.”

³7KH�*RGV� IDYRUHG� \RX�� 6RQ�� EXW�0RUHQVWDO was also crafted through the 
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KDQGV�RI�SLRXV�PHQ��5HGGDN��7KHUH� LV�QRWKLQJ�PRUH�KXPEOLQJ� LQ�P\�H\H� WKDQ�
that.”

³µ3ULGH� GDPQV� WKH� VRXO� WKDW� FODLPV� GLYLQLW\� DV� GHHG�¶´� 5HGGDN� UHFLWHG�
solemnly. “You know the Tomes of Truth as well as I.”

7KH�(PSHURU¶V�VPLOH�ÀDWWHQHG�D�OLWWOH��³$�JRRG�UXOHU�NQRZV�ZKHQ�WR�EH�OHG��
DV�ZHOO�DV�ZKHQ�WR�OHDG��5HPHPEHU�WKLV�WRR��<RX¶OO�PDNH�D�¿QH�HPSHURU�RQH�GD\��
5HGGDN�´

³7KHUH�ZLOO�QHYHU�EH�D�PRUH�ZRUWK\�HPSHURU�WKDQ�\RX��)DWKHU�´
Orrest grunted. “I’m not good for much other than candies and speeches.” 

+H�SXW�KLV�DUP�DURXQG�(YDQH�DQG�JDYH�KLV�JUDQGVRQ�D�VPLOH��³&RPH��/HW¶V�JHW�
WR�RXU�EDQTXHW��<RXU�JUDQGIDWKHU¶V�WKURDW�IHHOV�OLNH�D�KRRNHG�¿VK��SLHUFHG�DQG�IDU�
too dry.”

d a d

7KH�EDQTXHW�KDOO�ZDV�TXLHW�VDYH�IRU�WKH�SROLWH�KXP�RI�GLQQHU�FRQYHUVDWLRQ��
The nobles rose and bowed as father, son and grandson entered the room. Soldiers 

VWDWLRQHG�DORQJ�WKH�ZDOOV�VDOXWHG��7KH�(PSHURU�QRGGHG�DQG�ZDYHG�WKHP�DOO�EDFN�
into their seats.

³)ULHQGV�´�KH�GHFODUHG��UDLVLQJ�KLV�JREOHW�IURP�WKH�WDEOH��³%HIRUH�ZH�VHWWOH�
down to a most excellent feast, let us offer a toast to my son, Lord Orrest. Truly 

&DOHQG�DQG�+DHJ�DUH�EURWKHUV�WRQLJKW�WKDQNV�WR�KLV�FRXUDJH��VWUHQJWK��DQG�IDLWK�´�
+H�GUDQN�GHHS��HPSW\LQJ�KLV�FXS�

5HGGDN�RIIHUHG�D�PHHN�ZDYH�DV�KH�VDW��+H�EULHÀ\�VXUYH\HG�DOO�RI�WKH�DVVHPEOHG�
QREOHV�DQG�FDXJKW�+HULVVD�VPLOLQJ�DW�KLP�LQ�WKH�QHLJKERULQJ�FKDLU��6KH�WXUQHG�DQG�
JUDVSHG�(YDQH¶V�DUP�DV�KH�WULHG�WR�SDVV��OLNH�DQ�HDJOH�SOXFNLQJ�XS�D�IDZQ��

“Why don’t you sit here, young prince. I do not bite.”

³0LQG�\RXUVHOI��&DSWDLQ�´�5HGGDN�VDLG��³<RX�DUH�VSHDNLQJ�WR�\RXU�EHWWHU�´
³,W¶V� DOULJKW�� )DWKHU�� ([FXVH� PH�´� (YDQH� ZLWKGUHZ� KLV� KDQG�� EXW� 5HGGDN�

didn’t like the way the two continued watching each other as his son found his 

seat further down the table.

³6XFK�D�JRRG�ER\�´�+HULVVD�VDLG��WRDVWLQJ�KHU�JREOHW�WR�5HGGDN�DQG�WXUQLQJ�WR�
VSHDN�ZLWK�&RXQW�9HUVDOH�

$OO�DURXQG�WKHUH�ZDV�TXLHW�ODXJKWHU�DQG�LGOH�FKDWWHU��5HGGDN�VLJKHG��+H�KDG�
no stomach for noble gossip. The Emperor had fallen silent to sip from his goblet. 

5HGGDN� KDG� WR� DGPLW� WKDW� KLV� IDWKHU� ORRNHG���WLUHG�� ,W� KDG� DOUHDG\� EHHQ� D� ORQJ�
GD\�� WKRXJK�� DQG�DW�RYHU� IRUW\� VXPPHUV�ROG�KLPVHOI�� WKDW� IDWLJXH�ZDV�FHUWDLQO\�
understandable. 

&KXFNOHV� UROOHG� GRZQ� WKH� WDEOH� IURP�(YDQH¶V� VHDW�� FDWFKLQJ� KLV� DWWHQWLRQ��
5HGGDN�WXUQHG�WR�VHH�KLP�WDONLQJ�ZLWK�D�SDLU�RI�\RXQJ�QREOHV��

+LV�VRQ�ZDV�DOPRVW�HLJKWHHQ�VXPPHUV�DQG�5HGGDN�IHOW�D�SDQJ�RI�UHJUHW��+H�
KDG�VHQW�(YDQH�RII�ZKHQ�KH�ZDV�EDUHO\�ROG�HQRXJK�WR�VSHDN��+RZ�PDQ\�PRPHQWV�
KDG�KH�PLVVHG�ZLWK�KLV�RZQ�VRQ"�+DG�KH�UHDOO\�H[SHFWHG�D�IRXU�\HDU�ROG�ER\�WR�
DUULYH�DW�)RUW�&DURXV�D�ZHHN�DJR"�7KH�ZRUOG�VHHPHG�WR�EH�PRYLQJ�E\�VR�IDVW��

+HULVVD¶V�KRQH\VXFNOH�YRLFH�SLHUFHG�KLV�UHYHULH��³<RX�ORRN�OLNH�D�PDQ�LQ�QHHG�
of confession, my lord.”
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³%H�VLOHQW��&DSWDLQ�´�5HGGDN�JURZOHG��³XQOHVV�\RX�ZLVK�WR�GLVFXVV�KRZ�\RX�
bribed your way into the royal escort without speaking to your commanding 

RI¿FHU�´�
+HULVVD�MXVW�VPLOHG�DW�KLP�RYHU�KHU�JREOHW��ORRNLQJ�OLNH�D�YLSHU�
%HOOV�FKLPHG�DQG�VHUYDQWV�ÀXWWHUHG�LQWR�WKH�URRP�OLNH�EXWWHUÀLHV��DGRUQLQJ�

plates with food. An appetizer of pickled asparagus wrapped in aged cheese and 

thin slices of seasoned pork was followed by a main course of tender roast bear 

WKDW�KDG�PDULQDWHG�RYHU�D�ZHHN�LQ�&DOLVK�YLQHJDUV�DQG�VSLFHV��5HGGDN�ZDLWHG�IRU�
+HULVVD�WR�FRQWLQXH�KHU�VQLGH�UHPDUNV��EXW�VKH�UHPDLQHG�IRFXVHG�RQ�KHU�IRRG�

7KH� VHFRQG� FRXUVH� DUULYHG�� SODWWHUV� RI� ELWWHU�.RUGLVK� FKHHVHV� DQG� VPRNHG�
PHDWV��5HGGDN�VPLOHG�DV�WKH�QREOHV²DFFXVWRPHG�WR�VRIW��VDOW\�+DHJHQ�FKHHVHV²
PDGH�IDFHV�RYHU� WKH�KDUVK��VRXU�ÀDYRUV�DQG� WXFNHG� LQWR� WKHLU�ZLQH��)LQDOO\� WKH�
VHUYDQWV� EURXJKW� RXW� VPDOO� ERZOV� RI� FKLOOHG�� VZHHWHQHG� OHPRQ� WR� FOHDQVH� WKHLU�
palates. 

³<RXU�0DMHVW\�´�+HULVVD�VSRNH�XS��KDOI�ZD\�WKURXJK�GHVVHUW��³LI�,�PD\�EH�VR�
bold?”

7KH�(PSHURU²ZKRP�5HGGDN�VXVSHFWHG�KDG�JRQH�KRDUVH�IURP�KLV�VSHHFK²
merely nodded and continued to eat.

+HULVVD�WXUQHG�WR�5HGGDN��EXW�VSRNH�ORXG�HQRXJK�IRU�WKH�HQWLUH�GLQLQJ�KDOO�WR�
KHDU��³7KH�(PSHURU�VSRNH�TXLWH�KLJKO\�RI�\RXU�YLFWRU\�RYHU�;HQD[LV��/RUG�2UUHVW��
$OO�RI�XV�DWWHQGLQJ�WKLV�GLQQHU�KDYH�KHDUG�WKH�WDOH��LQGHHG��LW�LV�RQH�ZH�HDJHUO\�WHOO�
RXU�FKLOGUHQ�EHIRUH�EHGWLPH��WKH�KHLU�RI�WKH�(PSLUH�VOD\LQJ�D�¿HQG�ZKR�IDQFLHG�
KLPVHOI�D�JRG��%XW�QRQH�RI�XV�KDYH�KHDUG�WKH�ZKROH�WUXWK��,�ZRXOG�EH�YHU\�JUDWHIXO�
if you could regale us with a story of the deed.”

&RQYHUVDWLRQV�LQ�WKH�KDOO�FHDVHG��FXWOHU\�ZDV�ODLG�GRZQ��DQG�VLOHQFH�UHLJQHG�
DV�WKH�RWKHU�GLQHUV�WXUQHG�WKHLU�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�KHDG�RI�WKH�WDEOH��5HGGDN�VHW�KLV�
bowl down. 

“The Captain would again be mindful of her place. She is here as a guest.” 

(PSHURU�2UUHVW�FRXJKHG�LQWR�KLV�ERZO��DQG�5HGGDN�PHW�KLV�H\HV�
:LWK�D�VLJK��KH�FOHDUHG�KLV�WKURDW��³,�WDNH�QR�SULGH�LQ�P\���DFWLRQV��0\�SODFH�DV�

heir, as the son of my father, is one I was born into. But the Gods set a path for me, 

one I was honored to walk. I make no secret of my priesthood. I studied among 

WKH�EDWWOH�SULHVWV�DQG�FOHULFV�RI�7RU�0DNDU��6RPH�WKHUH�FRQVLGHUHG�PH���D�SURGLJ\��
blessed for greatness. I do not. It is not for me to decide or boast.”

+HULVVD�SXUVHG�KHU�OLSV�DQG�ZKLVSHUHG��³7UXO\"´
5HGGDN� FOHQFKHG� KLV� WHHWK�� ³,W� ZDV� VHYHQWHHQ� \HDUV� DJR�� DW� WKH� SODFH�

ZH� QRZ� FDOO� WKH�%ODFN� )LHOG��0\�PHQ� KDG� IRXJKW� KDUG� IRU�ZHHNV� DJDLQVW� WKH�
DUPLHV�RI�;HQD[LV��ZDUULRUV�RI�KLV�FXOW�ZKR�KDG�VZRUQ�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�WKHLU�µJRG�¶�
PHUFHQDULHV�SXUFKDVHG�IURP�'XQZHDOG�DQG�ODQGV�EH\RQG��RUFV�DQG�JREOLQV�IURP�
the wild frontier. A despicable, cowardly, dishonorable force. But one that had a 

wyrm leading it.”

³6XUHO\�VXFK�D�FUHDWXUH�ZRXOG�EH�QR�PDWFK�IRU�WKH�+DHJHQ�ZDU�PDFKLQH�´�D�
nobleman declared.

³2QO\�D�IRRO�GLVPLVVHV�WKH�WKUHDW�RI�VXFK�HYLO�´�5HGGDN�VDLG��³$QG�WKH�UHG�
Z\UPV�DUH�PRUH�ZLFNHG�WKDQ�WKH�UHVW��;HQD[LV�ZDV�D�PRQVWHU��D�EODVSKHPHU��D�
blight on all Gryan. But he was old and powerful. Where his shadow fell, men 
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GLHG�E\�WKH�KXQGUHGV��KLV�EUHDWK�FRXOG�PHOW�HQWLUH�OLQHV�RI�FDQQRQV��D�ÀLFN�RI�KLV�
WDLO�ZRXOG� OHYHO� D� FRPSDQ\� RI� LQIDQWU\��+LV� DUP\²IRUFHV� WKDW�ZRXOG� QRW� DOO\�
XQGHU�DQ\�RWKHU�FLUFXPVWDQFH²EDVNHG�LQ�KLV�SUHVHQFH�´�+H�SDXVHG�WR�WDNH�LQ�D�
long breath. 

³7KH�GHFHLYHU�SOD\HG�PLQG�JDPHV�ZLWK�XV��+H�ZRXOG�DSSHDU� LQ� WKH�QLJKW��
URDULQJ�DQG�VSHZLQJ�KHOO¿UH��WKHQ�VOLS�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�GDUNQHVV��6RPHWLPHV�KH�ZRXOG�
DSSHDU� LQ� WKH�JXLVH�RI�D�PDQ²D�UHG�KDLUHG��ZLOG�H\HG� IRS�� IURP� WKH� UHSRUWV²
DQG�EXWFKHU�RXU�RI¿FHUV�OLNH�ODPEV��0DQ\�RI�P\�PHQ�UHIXVHG�WR�VOHHS��EHOLHYLQJ�
WKH\�ZRXOG�QHYHU�DZDNHQ��:KHQ�WKH�GDZQ�FDPH�ZH�ZRXOG�FRXQW�WKH�GHDG��WDNHQ�
without a sound, their eyes boiled out of their skulls.”

7KH�GLQQHU�FURZG�JUHZ�XQFRPIRUWDEOH��VTXLUPLQJ�LQ�VLOHQFH��(YHQ�+HULVVD�
KXQJ�RQ�5HGGDN¶V�HYHU\�ZRUG��

³2Q� WKH�¿IWHHQWK�GD\�� ,� DQG�P\� IHOORZ�FOHULFV� JDWKHUHG� WR� SUHSDUH� D� JUHDW�
ZDUG��RQH�WKDW�ZH�KRSHG�ZRXOG�NHHS�KLV�HYLO�DW�ED\��%XW�ZH�ZHUH�XQDFFXVWRPHG�
to such rituals. We were young, and the Gods demanded payment for arrogantly 

JUDVSLQJ�DW�SRZHU�ZH�KDG�QRW�HDUQHG��7ZR�RI�XV²,VKZDU�DQG�-DKDLQ²IHOO�DV�WKH�
magic we summoned burned out of control. But our ritual worked...somewhat. 

;HQD[LV�ZDV�DOUHDG\�KLGGHQ�DPRQJ�XV��+H�IHOW�WKH�VWLQJ�RI�RXU�ZDUG�DQG�FKRVH�WR�
HQG�XV�DOO�ULJKW�WKHQ��+H�VKHG�KLV�KXPDQ�JXLVH��DQG�VXGGHQO\�D�EHDVW�WKH�VL]H�RI�
WKLV�FDVWOH�VWRRG�LQ�RXU�PLGVW��:LWK�D�PHUH�VKXIÀH�RI�KLV�ERG\�KH�NLOOHG�PRVW�RI�
my camp. I...I could not...”

Emperor Orrest cleared his throat. “It’s alright, Son—”

5HGGDN� SXW� XS� KLV� KDQG�� ³,� FRXOG� QRW� EHDU� WKH� GHDWK� RI� VR�PDQ\��$W� WKDW�
PRPHQW��,�QR�ORQJHU�FDUHG�LI�,�OLYHG�RU�GLHG��,�IDFHG�KLP�DORQH��ZLWK�QRWKLQJ�EXW�
P\�UDJH�DQG�WKH�ZUDWK�RI� WKH�*RGV��+H�ODXJKHG�DW� WKH�VLJKW�RI�PH��%XW� MXVWLFH�
ZRXOG�QRW�EH�GHQLHG��)RU�KRXUV�ZH�EDWWOHG²KRXUV��,�DGPLW��WKDW�ZHUH�PRVWO\�VSHQW�
DYRLGLQJ�WKH�¿HQG¶V�EUHDWK�DQG�FODZV��%XW�DW�ODVW��P\�KDQG�IRXQG�P\�PDUN�DQG�,�
struck the beast in the throat with my glyphblade, 0RUHQVWDO. With a great crack 

WKH�PRQVWHU¶V�VFDOHV�UHQW�DQG�KLV�QHFN�VSOLW��+H�IHOO��DQG�KLV�FDUFDVV�KDV�URWWHG�RQ�
WKH�%ODFN�)LHOG�HYHU�VLQFH�´

5HGGDN�OHDQHG�EDFN�LQ�KLV�FKDLU��SLQFKLQJ�WKH�EULGJH�RI�KLV�QRVH��7KH�EDQTXHW�
JXHVWV� VDLG� QRWKLQJ��2QH� RU� WZR� WRXFKHG� WKHLU� KHDUWV�ZLWK� WKHLU� ¿QJHUWLSV� DQG�
mouthed prayers to the Gods. 

+HULVVD�ZDLWHG��KHU�IDFH�WZLVWLQJ�LQWR�D�VFRZO��³7KDW¶V�LW"´�
“The details are...unimportant. When I look back, I see the Gods working 

WKURXJK�P\�EODGH��,�VKRXOG�KDYH�GLHG�WKDW�GD\��,�ZDV���D�ÀHD�IDFLQJ�D�PRQJUHO�´
+HULVVD�VZLUOHG�KHU�JREOHW��³$QG�\HW�\RX�NLOOHG�KLP�´�,W�ZDV�QRW�D�TXHVWLRQ�
“0RUHQVWDO�LV�D�EODGH�OLNH�QR�RWKHU��7KH�*RGV�KDYH�EOHVVHG�LW��,I�WKH\�ZLOOHG��

0RUHQVWDO�FRXOG�SLHUFH�HYHQ�D�GUDJRQ¶V�KLGH�´
³$�PLUDFOH�´�$�QREOHZRPDQ�FULHG��³7UXO\�\RX�DUH�RXU�FKDPSLRQ��ZLHOGLQJ�

WKH�VZRUG�RI�WKH�*RGV�´
³1R�´�5HGGDN�VDLG��³,W�ZDV�QR�DFW�RI�JORU\��7LQ\�DQG�XQVHHQ��GLVPLVVHG�E\�KLV�

YLFWLP�XQWLO�KH�SLHUFHV�D�VRIW��YXOQHUDEOH�VSRW�OLNH�WKH�H\H�RU�WKURDW��1R��PDGDP��,�
ZDV�QRW�D�FKDPSLRQ��,�ZDV«DQ�DVVDVVLQ�´

+HULVVD�VPLOHG��³$�TXDLQW�FKRLFH�RI�ZRUGV��P\�ORUG�´
5HGGDN�IHOW�WKH�FROGQHVV�RI�KHU�YRLFH��³2I�ZKDW�DUH�\RX�VSHDNLQJ��&DSWDLQ"´�
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&RXQW�9HUVDOH�FOHDUHG�KLV�WKURDW�
³$VVDVVLQDWLRQ��RI�FRXUVH�´�+HULVVD�VDLG��LJQRULQJ�WKH�&RXQW��³,W�ZDV�D�ZRUG�

we heard most often on our trip here.” She cast her eyes amongst the nobles in the 

FURZG��LQFOXGLQJ�&RXQW�9HUVDOH�ZKR�VKUDQN�EDFN�LQ�KLV�VHDW��³7KHUH�DUH�VRPH�ZKR�
IHDUHG�WKDW�WKH�(PSHURU�ZRXOG�QRW�PDNH�WKH�MRXUQH\��7KH\�VSRNH�RI�WKH�;HQD[DU�´

³7KH�;HQD[DU²´�
+HULVVD�FOHQFKHG�KHU�¿VWV�DQG�OHDQHG�RYHU�RQ�WKH�WDEOH��³,�KDYH�D�WDOH�RI�P\�

RZQ�WKDW�\RX�DOO�PLJKW�ZDQW�WR�KHDU��;HQD[LV��DV�VRPH�KHUH�NQRZ��ZDV�UHQRZQHG�
IRU�KLV�JUHHG�DQG�GHSUDYLW\��EXW�ZKDW�PDQ\�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�LV�WKDW�KH�KDG�D�OXVW�IRU�
PRUH�WKDQ�JROG��WKH�ÀHVK�RI�KXPDQ�ZRPHQ��7KH\�H[FLWHG�KLP�OLNH�QRWKLQJ�HOVH�´

³,¶YH� KHDUG� HQRXJK� RI� \RX�´�5HGGDN� UHDFKHG� IRU�+HULVVD� EXW� VKH� VWHSSHG�
RII�KHU�FKDLU�DQG�FOLPEHG�WKH�WDEOH��PDUFKLQJ�GRZQ�LWV�FHQWHU��5HGGDN�QRGGHG�WR�
KLV�PHQ�DQG�WKH\�PRYHG�WR�FRYHU�WKH�H[LWV��7KH�,PSHULDO�(VFRUW�XQVKHDWKHG�WKHLU�
EODGHV��7KH�QREOHV� EHJDQ� WR�SXVK� DZD\� IURP� WKH� WDEOH��(YDQH�ZLWK� WKHP��7KH�
(VFRUW�.QLJKWV�KHUGHG�WKHP�EHKLQG�WKHLU�SURWHFWLYH�VWHHO�

³&DSWDLQ���´�5HGGDN�ZDUQHG�
+HULVVD�LJQRUHG�KLP��³7KH\�VD\�KH�EHGGHG�WKRXVDQGV�RI�ZRPHQ�GXULQJ�KLV�

UHLJQ��+XQGUHGV�D�\HDU��7KRVH�KH�VLUHG�ZHUH�KXPDQ���DW� OHDVW� LQ�IRUP��%XW� WKH\�
FDUULHG�D�VKDGRZ�RI�KLV�EORRG��WKH�¿HU\�ZLOO�RI�D�GUDJRQ��0DQ\�VHUYHG�LQ�KLV�FXOW��
VRQV�DQG�GDXJKWHUV�WR�D�OLYLQJ�JRG�´

&RXQW�9HUVDOH�URVH�WR�KLV�IHHW��³:KDW�DUH�\RX�GRLQJ��+HULVVD"�0DMHVW\�SOHDVH��
I apologi—”

+HULVVD� NLFNHG� D� JREOHW� LQWR� WKH� &RXQW¶V� IDFH�� VKRZHULQJ� KLP�ZLWK�ZLQH��
³&DOHQG�GRHV�QRW�EHORQJ�WR�WKH�+DHJHQ��7KHUH�DUH�WKRXVDQGV�RI�;HQD[DU�OXUNLQJ�
DOO�DURXQG�\RX��<RX�NQRZ�WKLV��5HGGDN��<RX�PDUFKHG�\RXU�DUP\�WR�WKH�JDWHV�RI�
:\UPKROG²WR�WKH�GRRUV�RI�;HQD[LV¶�ODLU²DQG�ZKDW�GLG�\RX�¿QG"�(PSW\�YDXOWV��
EXUQHG�UHFRUGV��<RX�KDYH�VODLQ�RQH�GUDJRQ��DQG�QRZ�\RX�IDFH�WKRXVDQGV�´

5HGGDN�UHDFKHG�WR�WKH�VFDEEDUG�DW�KLV�KLS�DQG�GUHZ�KLV�RUQDPHQWDO�ZHDSRQ��
WKHQ�WRVVHG�LW�XQFHUHPRQLRXVO\�DVLGH��+H�IRFXVHG�KLV�ZLOO�LQWR�WKH�HPSW\�VKHDWK��
+LV�VNLQ�VKLYHUHG�DV�DQ�LYRU\�KLOW�DGRUQHG�ZLWK�JROG�IRUPHG�ZLWKLQ�KLV�JULS��DQG�
KH�ZLWKGUHZ�D�VHFRQG�EODGH��D�ORQJVZRUG�PDUNHG�ZLWK�VKLPPHULQJ�EOXH�JO\SKV�
DFURVV�LWV�ÀDW�HGJH��,W�KXPPHG�ZLWK�SRZHU�DV�LW�VHWWOHG�LQWR�LWV�RZQHU¶V�KDQG�

+HULVVD�OHDQHG�IRUZDUG��JULQQLQJ�DW�WKH�VLJKW�RI�WKH�EODGH��³6XFK�WR\V�´
(PSHURU�2UUHVW�VWRRG��KLV�IDFH�GDUN�ZLWK�UDJH��+H�ZDYHG�WKH�JXDUGV�IRUZDUG��

DQG�WKHLU�VSHDUV�WUDLQHG�RQ�+HULVVD��³<RX�KDYH�RQH�FKDQFH�WR�VXUUHQGHU�´�KH�VDLG��
KLV�YRLFH�FROG�ZLWK�WKH�DXWKRULW\�RI�D�WUXH�UXOHU�

+HULVVD�ODXJKHG�DV�KHU�IRUP�EHJDQ�WR�VKLIW�DQG�WKH�LOOXVLRQV�RI�KHU�PXVFXODU�
+DHJHQ�IDoDGH�HYDSRUDWHG�LQWR�WKH�DLU��7KH�ZRPDQ�WKDW�HPHUJHG�ZDV�WDOOHU��ZLWK�
D�VOLPPHU�EXLOG��EOD]LQJ�VFDUOHW�KDLU�DQG�H\HV�WKH�FRORU�RI�PROWHQ�EUDVV��5HG�VLON�
UREHV�FOXQJ�WR�KHU�ERG\�OLNH�¿UH��:LWK�D�ÀLFN�RI�KHU�ZULVWV�KHU�KDQGV�ZDUSHG�LQWR�
UHG�VFDOHG�FODZV�ZLWK�WKLFN�EODFN�WDORQV��DQG�VKH�OHW�RXW�D�VDYDJH��MR\IXO�FU\�DQG�
pounced at the Emperor. 

5HGGDN�KXUOHG�KLPVHOI�DW�KHU��VPDVKLQJ�KLV�VKRXOGHU�LQWR�KHU�WKLJKV�MXVW�DERYH�
KHU�NQHHV��+HU�VZLSH�PLVVHG�WKH�(PSHURU¶V�WKURDW�E\�D�KDLUVEUHDGWK��5HGGDN�WULHG�
to hold her down and strike with 0RUHQVWDO but she turned on him and released a 

VZLUOLQJ�FRQH�RI�ÀDPH�IURP�KHU�OLSV�WKDW�VHW�¿UH�WR�WKH�WDEOH�DQG�IRUFHG�KLP�DZD\��
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6KH�UROOHG�WR�WKH�ÀRRU��KHU�FODZV�VFUDSLQJ�WKH�VWRQH�
The nobles exploded into panic as the guards attempted to close in on the 

draconic assassin. She leapt upward with a snarl, landing further down the table, 

DQG�5HGGDN�UHDOL]HG�ZKR�KHU�QH[W�WDUJHW�ZDV�
(YDQH�IDFHG�WKH�GDQJHU�ZLWKRXW�IHDU��7KH�ER\�KHOG�5HGGDN¶V�GLVFDUGHG�VZRUG�

LQ�D�VROGLHU¶V�JULS��WKRXJK�LW�ZDV�QRW�EDODQFHG�IRU�FRPEDW��+H�VZXQJ�WKH�EODGH�DV�
+HULVVD�OHDSW�DW�KLP��EXW�KH�PLVMXGJHG�KHU�SRZHU�DQG�VKH�VDLOHG�RYHU�KLV�KHDG��
2QH�RI�KHU�FODZV�ÀDVKHG�RXW�DQG�D�JXDUG�IHOO��JDUJOLQJ�IURP�WKH�JDVK�LQ�KLV�RSHQHG�
throat. 

(YDQH�VSXQ��WUDFNLQJ�+HULVVD¶V�PRYHPHQW�DQG�WU\LQJ�WR�FRUUHFW�KLV�VWDQFH�DV�
5HGGDN�SXVKHG�IRUZDUG�LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�UHDFK�KLV�VRQ��+HULVVD�JUDEEHG�WKH�G\LQJ�
JXDUG�DQG�KXUOHG�KLP�LQWR�KLV�FRPSDQLRQV��(YDQH�OXQJHG�IRUZDUG�DQG�VWUXFN��EXW�
she slapped the thin blade aside with a laugh and wrapped her claws around his 

neck.

³6WRS�´�VKH�VKRXWHG��KHU�H\HV�RQ�5HGGDN��6KH�SULHG�WKH�EODGH�IURP�(YDQH¶V�
hand and tossed it under the table. “One more step, SULQFH, and your son meets 

\RXU�JRGV�´
5HGGDN�FXUVHG��³<RX�GDUH��DQG�,�ZLOO�VHH�\RX�EXUQ�IRU�DOO�HWHUQLW\�´
She sneered. “Empty threats to one of my blood.” She ran a talon down 

(YDQH¶V�FKHHN��DQG�KH�JURDQHG�DV�EORRG�URVH�WR�WKH�VXUIDFH�
³<RX�FDQQRW�HVFDSH�´�5HGGDN�VDLG��
The guards began to regroup, discarding their spears for short swords. They 

FLUFOHG�DURXQG�+HULVVD��EXW�QRQH�GDUHG�DSSURDFK�
³:KHUH�LV�WKH�UHDO�+HULVVD�7DUHN"´
The imposter’s grin was sadistic. “Ash in the wind, poor girl. You may call 

me Zeltrice.” 

5HGGDN�OHW�WKH�QDPH�EXUQ�LQWR�KLV�PLQG��³:KDW�GR�\RX�ZDQW��GUDJRQVSDZQ"´
=HOWULFH�VPLOHG��³0H"�2K��PDQ\�WKLQJV��D�PRXQWDLQ�RI�JROG��D�QDWLRQ�WR�UXOH��

an army of strong Arlikan men to oil my...EDFN. But today I’ll settle for your 

blade, prince.”

5HGGDN�IURZQHG��³0\�EODGH"´
³7KH�VZRUG�WKDW�NLOOHG�P\�IDWKHU�´�VKH�VQDUOHG��³$�IDLU�WUDGH�IRU�\RXU�VRQ¶V�

life, isn’t it?”

³<RX�FDQQRW�KDUQHVV� LWV�SRZHU��D�JO\SKEODGH�DQVZHUV�RQO\�WR� LWV�ZLHOGHU�´�
5HGGDN�VDLG�

“Owners change,” Zeltrice said, “But if it can’t be turned, then at least it 

ZLOO�QHYHU�GUDZ�Z\UP�EORRG�DJDLQ��+DQG�LW�RYHU�RU�,�ZLOO�ULS�KLV�KHDG�IURP�KLV�
VKRXOGHUV�� ,� VZHDU� LW��/RRN� LQWR�\RXU�VRQ¶V�FXWH�EURZQ�H\HV�DQG� WHOO�PH�\RX¶G�
FKRRVH�IDLWK�RYHU�EORRG�´

5HGGDN� FXUVHG� DJDLQ�� +LV� ¿QJHUV� VTXHH]HG� WKH� KLOW� RI�0RUHQVWDO, but the 

VLOHQW�EODGH�RIIHUHG�QR�PRUH�DGYLFH�WKDQ�WKH�*RGV�WKHPVHOYHV��)LQDOO\�KH�VHW�WKH�
sword on the table and backed away, growling.

³)DWKHU�´�(YDQH�VDLG��³'RQ¶W�OHW�KHU�GR�WKLV�´
“Shh, boy,” Zeltrice said. “One day when you are a father, you will understand 

how something as simple as blood controls us. Think then of how, when your 

father had a choice between the Gods and his heir... he chose you.”
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6KH� VKRYHG� (YDQH� IRUZDUG� DQG� 5HGGDN� FDXJKW� KLP�� 4XLFN� DV� OLJKWQLQJ��
Zeltrice grabbed hold of 0RUHQVWDO. 

³6WRS�KHU�´�WKH�(PSHURU�VKRXWHG�
Laughing, Zeltrice leapt onto the smoldering table once more and rushed for 

WKH�HQWUDQFH��7KH�JXDUGV�SUHVVHG�LQ�WR�EORFN�KHU�EXW�VKH�YDXOWHG�RYHU�WKHP�DQG�
EOHZ�D�NLVV�WKDW�HUXSWHG�LQWR�D�KRZOLQJ�FROXPQ�RI�ÀDPH��VHDULQJ�WKHLU�ÀHVK�DQG�
sending them recoiling in pain.

Samel emerged from the doorway, eyes wide, a kitchen knife in his trembling 

KDQGV��³0¶ORUG��LV�WKH�GDQJHU²´
Zeltrice barreled past and backhanded him, the force sending Samel spinning 

LQWR�WKH�ZDOO�DQG�RQWR�WKH�ÀRRU��7KHQ�VKH�ZDV�JRQH�GRZQ�WKH�FRUULGRU�
³$ODUP�´�VHYHUDO�PHQ�VKRXWHG�
7KH�,PSHULDO�(VFRUW�VXUURXQGHG�WKH�(PSHURU��DQG�5HGGDN�EURXJKW�(YDQH�WR�

him. The three generations of Orrest men embraced.

³:H¶UH�XQKDUPHG��5HGGDN´�WKH�(PSHURU�VDLG��³'R�QRW�OHW�KHU�HVFDSH�´
³)DWKHU�´�(YDQH�UHWULHYHG�WKH�RUQDPHQWDO�VZRUG�DQG�KDQGHG�LW�WR�5HGGDN��
³,¶P�SURXG�RI�\RX��6RQ�´�5HGGDN�WROG�KLP��7KHQ�KH�ZHQW�WR�6DPHO�DQG�KHOSHG�

KLP�RII�WKH�ÀRRU��³6DPHO��WDNH�P\�IDPLO\�WR�P\�TXDUWHUV�´
7KH�VPDOO�PDQ�VQLIIHG�WKURXJK�D�KHDY\�QRVHEOHHG�EXW�QRGGHG��³,�ZLOO�JXDUG�

WKHP�ZLWK�P\�OLIH�´
5HGGDN�WXUQHG�WR�WKH�JXDUGV��³(VFRUWV��6HH�WR�WKH�(PSHURU�DQG�P\�VRQ��7KH�

UHVW�RI�\RX��ZLWK�PH�´
+H�GDVKHG�ZLWK�D�KDQGIXO�RI�WKH�FDVWOH¶V�JXDUGV�RXW�WR�WKH�FRXUW\DUG��ZKHUH�

WKH�;HQD[DU�DVVDVVLQ�ZDV�OHDSLQJ�RQWR�D�KRUVH�
³*RGV�VWULNH�\RX�GRZQ�´�5HGGDN�VQDUOHG��+H�FKDUJHG�KLV�IXU\�LQWR�KLV�IUHH�

hand, and the magic warped the air into a lance of crackling light, a bolt of solid 

OLJKWQLQJ��+H�KXUOHG� LW� OLNH�D� MDYHOLQ��=HOWULFH� OHDSW� IURP�KHU�PRXQW�DQG� UROOHG�
DZD\�DV�WKH�KRUVH�ZDV�VWUXFN�DQG�H[SORGHG�LQ�D�EXUVW�RI�JROGHQ�¿UH�

She rose into a fencer’s crouch, 0RUHQVWDO�DLPHG�DW�5HGGDN¶V�WKURDW��³7VN��
tsk, stupid boy.”

5HGGDN�FOHQFKHG�WKH�RUQDPHQWDO�VZRUG��KLV�NQXFNOHV�FUHDNLQJ�RYHU�LWV�KLOW��
+LV�PHQ�EHJDQ�WR�FLUFOH�WKH�FRXUW\DUG��EORFNLQJ�DQ\�HVFDSH��³'DPQHG�ZLWFK��\RX�
dare strike at the Emperor? $W�P\�IDPLO\"�”

Without waiting for an answer he charged in, swinging for her stomach. 

=HOWULFH� JDYH� JURXQG�� QLPEO\� DYRLGLQJ� KLV� EORZV� DV� VKH� GDQFHG� DFURVV� WKH�
courtyard with him. She gripped the glyphblade like a practiced duelist, but did 

not strike back.

³7KLV�ZDV�DOPRVW�WRR�HDV\�´�VKH�VDLG��³&RXQW�9HUVDOH�DQG�\RXU�IDWKHU�DWH�XS�
P\� OLHV� DERXW� LPSURYLQJ� FRQGLWLRQV� LQ�=HONNRV��$�KDQGIXO� RI� EULEHV� DQG� ,� JRW�
WR�ULGH�LQ�WKDW�ORYHO\�FDUULDJH�ZLWK�KLV�HQWRXUDJH��ZDWFKLQJ�WKDW�RD¿VK�SLJ�RI�DQ�
HPSHURU�VWXII�IULHG�EUHDG�DQG�ZLQH�LQWR�KLV�JXOOHW�´

³'LG�\RX�EHOLHYH�\RX�FRXOG�VQHDN�LQWR�WKLV�SODFH�DQG�PXUGHU�P\�IDWKHU"´
“Is that rhetorical?”

³,�DVN�EHFDXVH�\RX�KDYH�IDLOHG�´
=HOWULFH¶V�UXE\�OLSV�FXUOHG�LQWR�D�VDYDJH��GUDJRQ�OLNH�VQDUO��³+DYH�,"´
5HGGDN�UXVKHG�KHU��+H�VWUXFN�0RUHQVWDO�with a resounding clang, batting the 
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weapon aside. She lashed out with her free hand, her talons tearing three gashes 

WKDW�VWDLQHG�KLV�ZKLWH�XQLIRUP�FULPVRQ��5HGGDN�URDUHG�WKURXJK�WKH�SDLQ��JUDEEHG�
a handful of her blazing red hair and yanked her backward. Zeltrice was taken 

RII�KHU�IHHW�ZLWK�D�KLVV��+H�EURXJKW�KLV�VZRUG�GRZQ�DQG�LPSDOHG�KHU�WKURXJK�WKH�
stomach, pinning her to the cobblestones. She let out a shocked gasp, coughing up 

blood as her eyes went wide.

5HGGDN�WRRN�LQ�D�VORZ�EUHDWK��³,W�LV�RYHU��DVVDVVLQ�´
Zeltrice’s expression paled then turned to amusement. She threw her head 

back and sputtered a laugh. “I am not... an assassin.”

She clutched 0RUHQVWDO� tight. “I am the GLVWUDFWLRQ, stupid boy,” she 

ZKLVSHUHG��DQG�YDQLVKHG�ZLWK�WKH�VZRUG�EHIRUH�KLV�H\HV�
5HGGDN�JDSHG�DW�WKH�HPSW\�VSDFH�LQ�IURQW�RI�KLP��KLV�RUQDPHQWDO�EODGH�OHIW�

QDNHG�DQG�VNHZHUHG�LQWR�WKH�VWRQH��+H�WXUQHG�EDFN�WR�WKH�NHHS�DQG�ORRNHG�XS�DW�WKH�
EDOFRQ\�RI�KLV�SULYDWH�TXDUWHUV��%ODFN�VPRNH�ZDV�ELOORZLQJ�RXW�RI�WKH�ZLQGRZV��

³'DPQ�WKH�6LOHQFH��7R�P\�TXDUWHUV��DOO�RI�\RX��7KH�(PSHURU²DQG�P\�VRQ²
DUH�VWLOO�LQ�GDQJHU�´

d a d

8QHQFXPEHUHG�E\�DUPRU��5HGGDN�UDFHG�DKHDG�RI�KLV�PHQ��+H�UHDFKHG� WKH�
GRRU� WR�KLV�FKDPEHU�DQG�QRWHG� WKH�DEVHQFH�RI� WKH�(VFRUW��+H�JUDVSHG� WKH�GRRU�
handle and cursed as it seared his palm. With a snarl he slammed his shoulder into 

WKH�ZRRG�DQG�LW�VSOLQWHUHG�XQGHU�KLV�ZHLJKW��+H�HQWHUHG�FDXWLRXVO\��JDWKHULQJ�KLV�
ZLOO�LQWR�D�SRWHQW�VSHOO�DV�D�WKLFN��DFULG�VPHOO�¿OOHG�KLV�QRVWULOV�

The Escort lay dead in heaps before him, their bodies burned to ash within 

their own armor. Blackened skulls smoldered behind their helms.

³&RPH�LQ��5HGGDN�´
Samel stood near the bed. The Emperor was on his knees before him, clutching 

DW�D�ZRXQG�RQ�KLV�DUP��7KH�TXLHW��XQDVVXPLQJ�JXLVH�WKH�VHUYDQW�KDG�ZRUQ�LQ�DOO�WKH�
\HDUV�5HGGDN�KDG�NQRZQ�KLP�KDG�YDQLVKHG��UHSODFHG�E\�FROG�H\HV�WKDW�VKRZHG�
QRWKLQJ�EXW�KDWH��+H�KHOG�D�VWLOHWWR�WR�WKH�(PSHURU¶V�WKURDW�

³7KDW�ORRN�RQ�\RXU�IDFH����\HV��7KDW�LV�ZKDW�,�KDYH�EHHQ�GUHDPLQJ�RI�´�6DPHO�
sneered.

5HGGDN�FRXOG�RQO\�VWDUH��³+�KRZ"�:KHQ"´
³$OZD\V��<RX�PXUGHUHG�)DWKHU��,I�P\�EURWKHUV�DQG�VLVWHUV�KDG�DVNHG��,�ZRXOG�

KDYH�FDUYHG�RXW�\RXU�WKURDW�WKH�GD\�ZH�PHW��%XW�VKH�ZDQWHG���PRUH�´
“She?”

A woman rose from the bed behind Samel, barefoot and dressed in a plain 

UHG�UREH��6KH�VZHSW�KHU�FXUO\�EODFN�KDLU�RII�RQH�VKRXOGHU�VR�5HGGDN�FRXOG�VHH�KHU�
better in the waning light.

³+HOOR��P\�ORYH�´�VKH�VPLOHG�
5HGGDN�VWXPEOHG�DV�WKH�VWUHQJWK�WKUHDWHQHG�WR�OHDYH�KLV�OHJV��³/�/LYLD"´�KH�

stammered.

³,W�KDV�EHHQ�WRR�ORQJ��KXVEDQG�´�/LYLD�SDWWHG�6DPHO¶V�DUP��³'LG�6DPHO�WUHDW�
you well?”

³<RX�GLHG�´�5HGGDN�JDVSHG��7KH�ZRUGV�VRXQGHG�GLVWDQW�LQ�KLV�HDUV�
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³1RW�TXLWH�´�/LYLD�VDLG��³$�IHYHU�LV�D�VLPSOH�GHFHSWLRQ�IRU�VRPHRQH�ZLWK�¿UH�
in her blood. As for the delirium and hurling myself into the sea, well... Acting 

runs in the family, doesn’t it, brother?”

6DPHO�VPLUNHG��³)LQLVK�WKLV��/LYLD��,�DP�WLUHG�RI�ZDLWLQJ�´
/LYLD�VLJKHG��³$�PLQXWH�PRUH��6DPHO��,¶YH�SODQQHG�WRR�ORQJ�IRU�WKLV�WR�HQG�

prematurely.”

5HGGDN�IHOW�WHDUV�RQ�KLV�FKHHNV��³:K\"´
“You NQRZ�ZK\�´�/LYLD�VDLG��³<RX�NQRZ�DOO�WKH�DQVZHUV��5HGGDN��<RX�ZHUH�

always wise.”

+H�VWUXJJOHG�WR�VZDOORZ��³<RX�ZDQW�WR�NLOO�P\�IDWKHU�´
She shook her head. “A murder of opportunity.”

“You wanted 0RUHQVWDO.”
“A bonus.”

“You want to kill me, for killing... your father?”

/LYLD¶V�VPLOH�IDGHG��³1R�´
5HGGDN�IURZQHG��³7KHQ�ZK\"´
/LYLD�ORRNHG�GRZQ�DW�WKH�(PSHURU��³+H�NQRZV�ZK\�´
6DPHO�MDEEHG�WKH�(PSHURU�ZLWK�WKH�WLS�RI�KLV�EODGH��³6SHDN�XS��IDW�PDQ�´
7KH�(PSHURU�JURDQHG��³7KH\�ZDQWHG�(YDQH��5HGGDN��7KH\�FRXOGQ¶W�JHW�WR�

him in the monastery..”

³(YDQH"´�5HGGDN�DVNHG��+H�ORRNHG�DERXW��SDQLF�ULVLQJ�LQ�KLV�FKHVW��³:KHUH�"´
³*RQH�´�/LYLD�VDLG��³%XW�VDIH��:LWK�KLV�NLQG�QRZ�´
³+LV«NLQG�´�5HGGDN�VDLG��7KH�ZRUGV�WDVWHG�OLNH�YHQRP��³<RX�DUH�;HQD[DU����

and so is he.”

³5HGGDN²´�7KH�(PSHURU�VSRNH��EXW�6DPHO�MDEEHG�KLP�DJDLQ�
“:K\"”

/LYLD�VPLOHG��KHU�H\HV�ÀDVKLQJ�OLNH�PROWHQ�EUDVV�LQ�WKH�GDUN��³)DWKHU�ZLVKHG�
LW��+LV�RZQ�EORRG�RQ�WKH�WKURQH�RI�+DHJ��,W�ZRXOG�KDYH����LW�ZLOO�EH glorious.”

5HGGDN�FOHQFKHG�KLV�¿VWV��³<RX�ZHUH�P\�ZLIH��'LG�\RX�HYHU�ORYH�PH"´
³$OZD\V�´�VKH�VDLG��³$QG�QHYHU��,�FKRVH�WR�EH�\RXU�ZLIH��%XW�\RX�KDWH what 

I am. Your... IDLWK�KDWHV�ZKDW�,�DP�´�6KH�FOHQFKHG�KHU�¿VWV�LQ�IURQW�RI�KHU�FKHVW��
KHU�H\HV�VKLPPHULQJ��³,�UHDOL]HG�,�FRXOG�QHYHU�WXUQ�\RX�WR�RXU�FDXVH��EXW�IRU�WKH�
VDNH�RI�(YDQH�,�WKRXJKW���´�6KH�JODUHG�DW�KLP��³%XW�WKHQ�\RX�PXUGHUHG�P\�IDWKHU�´

Samel plunged the dagger into the Emperor’s throat. The elder Orrest’s eyes 

ZHQW�ZLGH�DV�KH�FROODSVHG�RQWR�KLV�EDFN��5HGGDN�OHW�RXW�D�KRZO�RI�DQJXLVK�
³$�GHDWK�IRU�D�GHDWK��DQ�H\H�IRU�DQ�H\H�´�/LYLD�VDLG��³7KH�IDOO�RI�WKH�+DHJHQ�

EHJLQV�WRQLJKW�´
5HGGDN¶V�UDJH�H[SORGHG��+H�KXUOHG�KLPVHOI�DW�KLV�ZLIH�DQG�IRUPHU�VHUYDQW��

VFUHDPLQJ�KDWH��/LYLD�GDUWHG�WR�WKH�VLGH�ZLWK�D�GDQFHU¶V�JUDFH��EXW�5HGGDN�FDXJKW�
6DPHO�E\�VXUSULVH��7KH�VSU\�DVVDVVLQ�ODVKHG�RXW��VLQNLQJ�WKH�VWLOHWWR�LQWR�5HGGDN¶V�
IRUHDUP��EXW� LW� GLGQ¶W� VORZ� WKH�+DHJHQ�PDQ��+H� VTXHH]HG�6DPHO¶V�KHDG� LQ�KLV�
JUDVS��\DQNLQJ�WKH�EXWOHU�LQWR�WKH�DLU��:LWK�D�VQDUO�KH�FKDQQHOHG�KLV�GLYLQH�PLJKW�
LQWR�KLV�KDQGV��IHHOLQJ�WKH�DUF�RI�SRZHU�ULSSOH�LQ�KLV�ÀHVK�DV�LW�VKDSHG�KLP�LQWR�D�
ZHDSRQ�RI�SXUJDWLRQ��+H�FRXOG�VPHOO�6DPHO¶V�EORRG��VHQVHG�WKH�WDLQW�RI�WKH�Z\UP�
ZLWKLQ�KLP�� DQG� UHOHDVHG�KLV�PDJLF� WR�EXUQ� DZD\� WKH�¿OWK��6DPHO� VFUHDPHG�DV�
JROGHQ�OLJKW�HUXSWHG�IURP�KLV�PRXWK��QRVH��DQG�¿QDOO\�KLV�H\HV��VFRXULQJ�KLV�ÀHVK�
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like water sweeping away sand.

5HGGDN�ZKLUOHG��\DQNLQJ� WKH�GDJJHU� IURP�KLV� DUP��/LYLD� VWRRG�RXW�RQ� WKH�
EDOFRQ\��WHHWK�EDUHG��+HU�H\HV�GDUWHG�IURP�6DPHO¶V�FRUSVH�WR�5HGGDN�

“A blade for a blade,” she conceded. She turned and leapt off the balcony, 

her robe slipping off her shoulders as leathery red wings sprouted from her back. 

6KH�VRDUHG�RXW�RYHU�WKH�FRXUW\DUG�DQG�JOLGHG�RYHU�)RUW�&DURXV��YDQLVKLQJ�LQWR�WKH�
dark of night.

5HGGDN�FOHQFKHG�KLV�¿VW�RYHU�WKH�VWLOHWWR�DQG�VFUHDPHG�WR�WKH�6LOHQW�*RGV��
Breathless and hoarse, he stumbled back to kneel beside his father, forgotten tears 

running down his face.

³0¶ORUG"´�
7KH� JXDUGV� KRYHUHG� QHDU� WKH� GRRUZD\�� GXPEIRXQGHG� E\� DOO� WKH\� KDG�

witnessed. One of them had composed himself enough to approach.

³/RUG�5HGGDN�´�KH�VDLG��³:H����:KDW�GR�ZH�GR"´
5HGGDN�VWRRG��³6HQG�ZRUG�WR�HYHU\�FRUQHU�RI�WKH�(PSLUH��:H�KDYH�VXIIHUHG�

WKLV�FRUUXSWLRQ�IRU�WRR�ORQJ��:H�DUH�JRLQJ�WR�FOHDQVH�WKLV�ODQG�RI�;HQD[LV¶�EORRG�
LI�,�KDYH�WR�EXWFKHU�HYHU\�KHUHWLF�P\VHOI��6XPPRQ�WKH�,QTXLVLWLRQ��7RPRUURZ��ZH�
JR�WR�ZDU�´




