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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    A loud, angry whine came from the completed key in S’nash’s hand. The ruby light shining from it was blinding, bathing the whole area in lurid hues. The three white-skinned Ichthalids and Lowellin shielded their eyes against its glare. 
 
    “Lazaria, my Queen, you are free!” S’nash yelled, throwing the key on the ground. 
 
    The key sputtered and went out. 
 
    The Ichthalids stared at the lifeless key in confusion. 
 
    “What happened?” S’nash demanded. “Why didn’t it work?” 
 
    Lowellin laughed. The three of them looked at him angrily. He shrugged. “Like I said, unforeseen complications.” 
 
    S’nash wrapped his huge hand around Lowellin’s neck and lifted him into the air. The muscles in his arm bulged as he squeezed. “What do you know that you are not sharing?” 
 
    “It would be easier to talk if you weren’t squeezing my throat,” Lowellin said, his words barely intelligible. S’nash flung him down. Lowellin stood up and dusted himself off calmly. “You know, being Stone and all, suffocating me is somewhat pointless.” 
 
    “Do not anger me further,” S’nash snapped, purple power flaring around his hands. “Tell me what you know.” 
 
    “Not much, really.” Lowellin held up his hands as S’nash reached for him once again. “Hold on. I said not much. I didn’t say nothing.” 
 
    “Stop delaying.” 
 
    “There is one of my brethren who is…different. He doesn’t shape Stone, Sea, or Sky. It was he who first discovered the vaults containing the key fragments. He spent centuries studying them. Afterwards, he said something.” Lowellin’s lips curled up in a faint smirk. “He said he thought there was something else, something besides the three pieces, that was needed to make the key work.” 
 
    “You’re lying to save your own skin,” S’nash growled. The blue veins crisscrossing his face stood out against the stark whiteness of his skin. 
 
    “Am I?” Lowellin pointedly looked at the lifeless key. “It doesn’t look like it to me.” 
 
    “Where is this other piece?” Thresh demanded. 
 
    “I have no idea. I hardly ever listened to him. Crazy, that one was.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either. He’s a shy one.” 
 
    “Then we have no need of you,” Thresh said, a dark look in his sole remaining eye. 
 
    “Hold on. I wouldn’t say that. I have some ideas. Given time, I’m sure I can find him.” 
 
    “Bah!” S’nash erupted. “As always, you stall. You cannot be trusted.” 
 
    “Of course, I can. We have a deal, and I have stuck to it faithfully.” 
 
    “By lying to us about Fen’s death?” 
 
    “I didn’t lie. I really thought he was dead. You saw the crater. No one could have known he would survive that.” 
 
    “I think that you play both sides.” 
 
    “What? Me?” Lowellin looked into their angry faces with wide eyes, then nodded. “Okay. So maybe I could have been more diligent about ensuring he really was dead. But I definitely did not fake his death, so I could bring him along without you realizing it.” 
 
    “I think that’s exactly what you did,” Thresh said. 
 
    “I assure you that is not the case. Think about it. If I brought him along to use against you, wouldn’t I have joined in when he attacked? Why would I stand by and let him get himself killed? It makes no sense.” 
 
    “Nothing you do makes any sense,” Gnath said. 
 
    “It seems that way sometimes, doesn’t it? I admit, I get confused sometimes too. It happens when you’re as old as I am. But in this case, you can trust me.” He tapped his chest. “Remember the ingerlings? I do. I’m not going to risk doing anything that will get me devoured by them.” He smiled at them. “See? There’s no betrayal here. Only a humble servant trying to do his best.” 
 
    “Listening to you makes my head hurt,” Thresh said. “I want nothing more than to never listen to you again.” 
 
    “It does seem as though we have some difficulty working together, doesn’t it?” Lowellin said. “Different personalities, I think.” 
 
    S’nash turned on him with bared teeth. “Prove to me that there is a reason to keep you alive. Give me something useful.” 
 
    Lowellin nodded. “Fair enough. As I said, I have some ideas where we can find the Shaper I spoke of. But first, I think we ought to check on the three children. They may not be dead after all, and if not, they may know something useful.” 
 
    S’nash turned around and looked down. 
 
    The girl’s body was gone. 
 
    “Where did she go?” Thresh asked. “She was right here.” They all looked around, wondering if she had recovered enough to run away. But she was nowhere to be seen. It didn’t take long to determine that the other two were gone as well. 
 
    The ground shook, cracks appearing in it. From the cracks came wisps of purplish smoke. 
 
    “It is our queen,” Thresh said to S’nash, “expressing Her displeasure. You called Her, but the Abyss is still closed.” 
 
    Lowellin did not miss the thinly-veiled criticism in his words. Nor did S’nash, who tensed. 
 
    Then S’nash turned on Lowellin. “Do you know where they are? How did they flee without us seeing?” 
 
    Lowellin held up his hands. “I’m as surprised as you are.” Privately, Lowellin had a good idea how they’d fled—though not where—but he wasn’t telling them that. Knowledge was power. He would keep it until he found a way to use it. “But they have shown surprising abilities so far, so I am not too surprised.” 
 
    “If you know anything, it would be wise to share it,” S’nash threatened, raising his hand and curling his fingers. 
 
    Lowellin took a step back as the ingerlings within him stirred. “Okay, okay. There’s no need for that. Best guess, it was Fen who took them away. I wouldn’t have thought him capable of it yet, but he must have learned how to pass through the Stone.” It wasn’t what he thought had really happened, but it was plausible enough that they would probably believe it. 
 
    “Shapers can move through stone?” Thresh asked. 
 
    “Only the pelti, the Shapers of Stone, and only if they are strong enough. If they’re not strong enough, well, the Stone crushes them.” 
 
    “And they can take others with them?” 
 
    “It’s possible. It’s not pleasant for the ones taken, but it can be done.” 
 
    “Yet something else you have withheld from us,” S’nash said. 
 
    “I didn’t think it was important,” Lowellin protested. “Did you want me to waste your time telling you every little thing about my world? Did you want my family history perhaps?” 
 
    “What I want is for you to stop playing games.” S’nash twitched his fingers, and the ingerlings responded. 
 
    “You can have your pets devour me if you want, but then I won’t be able to help you,” Lowellin said, wincing a little at the sudden pain. 
 
    “What help are you now? You are an irritation at best. At worst you are a traitor.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea where to find the Shaper I spoke of? How long do you want to stumble around this world looking, while your queen gets madder and madder?” 
 
    S’nash flinched the tiniest bit when Lowellin said the last part, a reaction that Lowellin didn’t miss. It wasn’t much leverage, but it was something. And he was so very, very good at using leverage. He began to think he might yet survive this day. 
 
    “As much as I hate him, I think we should keep him alive for now,” Gnath said. “He is no threat to us, and he may be useful.” 
 
    “See? That’s exactly what I was saying,” Lowellin said. 
 
    “He might still become one,” Thresh said. “I don’t believe he was unaware of the boy’s presence.” 
 
    “Yet you defeated him, you defeated all three of them, easily enough. Is anyone on this world really a threat to you?” Lowellin asked. 
 
    “Trading words with this one is like swatting gnats,” Thresh said. “It is pointless. There are always more.” 
 
    “You have gnats in the abyss?” Lowellin asked. “I bet they are wonderful creatures.” 
 
    “The other soldiers who came with us,” S’nash said. “They are Fen’s companions. They may be useful.” He turned to look, but the other soldiers were gone. Lowellin had freed them while he and the Ichthalids were talking, giving them a chance to escape. But he’d thought there was a good chance that they would throw their lives away in a meaningless attack instead. Apparently, they retained some small measure of intelligence. Every now and then humans surprised him. 
 
    “Are we going to chase them?” Gnath asked. 
 
    “No,” S’nash replied. “They have no value to us.” 
 
    “You mean to pursue the three we fought then,” Thresh said, crossing his thick arms. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Will we stand around and do nothing then? Is that your plan?” Thresh demanded. 
 
    Lowellin could sense the violence in him, how close it was to breaking free. Would he challenge S’nash now? And if he did, how could he use that to his advantage? 
 
    “My plan is to free our queen,” S’nash said through gritted teeth. The orange flecks in his dark eyes flared. 
 
    “So far your plan is a failure.” Thresh uncrossed his arms. His hand drifted near the hook-bladed weapon hanging at his side. 
 
    “Go ahead,” S’nash said, baring his teeth. “Try me. I will take your other eye.” 
 
    Thresh stared at him for long moments, then moved his hand away from his weapon. “She will not tolerate much more delay.” 
 
    “She will not have to. We will find this other Shaper Lowellin speaks of, and he will tell us where the final piece is.” 
 
    “So you will ignore the three who challenged us here today?” Thresh said. “You will give them a chance to regroup and attack us again?” 
 
    “No. I will send the driz’cal after them. They will find those children soon enough and kill them.” 
 
    Lowellin wondered what the driz’cal were. Some other unpleasant creature from the Abyss, no doubt. 
 
    “You plan to open a breach now?” Thresh said. “So soon after the failed summons of our queen?” 
 
    “Unless you are ready to challenge me, you will not question me further,” S’nash snarled. “I make the decisions here. The driz’cal will find them. There is nowhere they can go where the driz’cal cannot sniff them out.” 
 
    S’nash drew his hook-bladed sword and walked to the center of the blackened area where the column of magenta flame had erupted. Noticing that the other two Ichthalids were moving back, putting distance between themselves and their leader, Lowellin did too. 
 
    Purple fire sprang up around S’nash’s hand. The flames slid down the blade until the entire weapon was engulfed. He began carving lines in the ground. At first they looked random, then Lowellin could see a pattern emerge. He finished the pattern and stepped back. 
 
    Blackness began to ooze up from the pattern, like smoke, only thicker, darker. It soon covered the entire pattern, rising up to about waist height, where it hung, seething. Flashes of purple light came from the depths of the darkness. Figures appeared, how many of them it was hard to tell because their outlines were indistinct. 
 
    The blackness faded gradually, sucked into the creatures and revealing them for the first time. There were a dozen of them. Something about them reminded Lowellin of hounds, but they were twice the size and had glowing purple eyes, needle-like teeth, and scales. The pack surged as one toward S’nash, who brandished his weapon. 
 
    “I am not your prey,” he said. 
 
    They halted, glowing eyes fixed on him. Growls arose from them, and they trembled, eager to unleash the violence within them. 
 
    Near S’nash’s feet was the blackened outline where Aislin had been lying. S’nash tapped the spot with his blade. “This is your prey. This is the one you are to find. Her and the two who travel with her.” He stepped back, and the driz’cal moved forward. They clustered around the spot, sniffing the ground. After a few moments, the creatures’ heads swiveled up, eyes fixing on S’nash once again. 
 
    “Go!” S’nash yelled. “Find them!” 
 
    The pack spun and charged east. As they ran, they began to howl. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Fen felt like he was climbing out of a deep, dark hole with no bottom. He knew there was a surface somewhere, but for the longest time he couldn’t seem to find it. 
 
    At last he made it though and opened his eyes to see fading daylight. He rolled over onto his side. He hurt everywhere. His skin felt hot, like he’d been roasted in an oven. He sat up, groaning as he did so. 
 
    Standing there, wreathed in shadows, was Ilsith. The Devourer was staring at him, his face expressionless. 
 
    Fen tried to summon Stone power, but he was weak, and it responded only sluggishly. He looked around for the other Devourers, but they were nowhere to be seen. Instead, lying nearby, were the young girl they had been chasing and a boy. A moment later he realized that he was no longer on the plains west of Qarath. He was on the beach, the waves crashing nearby. He looked back at Ilsith. 
 
    “What happened?” he said. 
 
    “I brought you here,” Ilsith replied. 
 
    Fen stared at him, confused. None of this made sense. He remembered the flash of purple fire. In his last moments of consciousness, he’d thought for sure he was going to die. “Why?” 
 
    “There is a final piece,” Ilsith replied. “The key will not work until it is placed into it.” For the first time expression showed on his shadowed face, an expression of hatred. “I will not let S’nash have it.” 
 
    The girl was stirring. She sat up and looked about her, blinking in confusion. Then she saw Ilsith, and she jumped to her feet and backed away. Green power flickered around her, building quickly. 
 
    “Hold on,” Fen said, putting out his hand and climbing to his feet. “He brought us here. He saved us from the others. I don’t know why.” 
 
    “I don’t trust him,” she spat. Her voice was oddly deep and rough. “It’s some kind of trick.” 
 
    “It might be,” Fen agreed. His head hurt terribly, and it was hard to think. “But we should hear him first.” 
 
    She looked at him. “Who put you in charge? Who are you?” 
 
    “We’ll have time for that later, don’t you think? For now…” He turned back to Ilsith. “We need some answers.” 
 
    “You still have time,” Ilsith said. “S’nash doesn’t know where the final piece is. Find it and destroy it. It’s your only chance.” The shadows began to envelop him. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” Fen said. “I want to know…” But it was too late. Ilsith was gone. 
 
    Fen turned back to the girl. Her hair was so blond it was almost white. Her eyes had a strange, yellowish hue. She was tiny, probably no more than ten or eleven. But when he looked into her eyes, he saw something looking out that was far older than her years, something ancient and inhuman. 
 
    “Who are you?” she said. 
 
    “I’m Fen.” 
 
    “You’re the one Ya’Shi spoke of, the one with the power over stone.” Her head turned, and she regarded the third member of their little party, still lying unconscious on the ground. “And he is the one with the power over the sky.” She shifted back to Fen. “The three with the power to save the world.” 
 
    “And you are…?” 
 
    She hesitated and seemed to be going through some inner struggle. “Golgath,” she said finally. The way she said it made him think she’d been about to say a different name. He wondered at her, so much power in such a small body. 
 
    Fen looked around. “Do you know where we are?” The coastline was rocky, huge, sharp boulders jutting up from the narrow ribbon of sand. Waves pounded against the rocks, throwing spumes of water high into the air. The air was cold. There was a tall mountain range to the west, stark, rocky peaks with snow on them. 
 
    “I do not know this place,” she said, “but I know the sea. It is all one, everywhere.” She walked over to the surf, letting the waves break over her legs. 
 
    There was a groan from the other one, and Fen walked over to him. He was only a boy, though in the process of becoming a man, his frame broadening, chest and arms starting to fill out. Fen judged him to be a couple of years younger than he was. But, as with the girl, his face was marked by the events of his life, making him seem older. 
 
    Fen helped him sit up. He looked at Fen blearily, trying to focus. “What happened?” 
 
    Golgath came walking back over to them. “We lost,” she said curtly. “The Devourers defeated us.” 
 
    He rubbed his eyes and looked around. “Where are they? Where are we?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen said. 
 
    “How did we get here?” 
 
    “Ilsith brought us,” Fen said. He saw the question in the other’s eyes and added, “Ilsith is one of them. A Devourer, an Ichthalid. Somehow, he is able to travel through the shadows. I guess he used them to bring us here.” 
 
    “That brings up a lot more questions than it answers, you know.” 
 
    Fen held out his empty hands. “I’m short on answers right now.” 
 
    “I guess I should be glad I’m not dead. I really thought I was,” the youth said, getting shakily to his feet with Fen’s help. He was wearing a hooded coat that hung down to mid-thigh and soft leather breeches. Wrapped around his neck was a long scarf. Fen was struck by how light he was. He might have been a bird. His hand went to his head. “I have a terrible headache.” 
 
    “It will pass,” Fen said. “Mine is already getting better.” 
 
    “So, the real question is why,” the youth said. “Why did Ilsith bring us here?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind knowing that either,” Fen said. “I’m Fen, by the way. She’s Golgath.” 
 
    The youth nodded, then winced at the motion. “I’m Karliss, of Spotted Elk Clan. I’ve been looking for you two, or two with the power over earth and water anyway.” He added a faint smile. “You’re them, right? You must be. There can’t be too many people walking around who can do what you can. I was kind of busy during the battle, but what I saw was pretty impressive.” 
 
    “It was not enough, and that is all that counts,” Golgath said curtly. “We will have to do better next time.” 
 
    “If there is a next time,” Karliss said. “They already have two pieces of the key. We have to make sure they don’t get the third one.” 
 
    “They already have it,” Golgath said. “I was carrying it. They must have taken it while I was unconscious.” 
 
    “Then we have to attack them before they have a chance to use it,” Karliss said excitedly, looking around. “I don’t know where we are, but if one of you does and knows how to get back to where we were, I can fly us there quickly.” 
 
    “Take it easy,” Fen said. “They have the key, but it’s not complete so we still have time. At least a little of it.” 
 
    “There’s a fourth piece to the key? How do you know that?” 
 
    “Ilsith told me.” 
 
    “You trust him?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “No. But I do believe what he said about the key not working yet. There’d be no reason to lie about that. Besides that …” He spread his hands to encompass everything around them. “The world doesn’t seem to have ended yet. Also, I think he hates S’nash.” 
 
    Karliss’ brow furrowed as he thought. Then he looked up and snapped his fingers. “It makes sense now,” he said. 
 
    “What does?” 
 
    “The shaman gave me a vision,” Karliss said. “It was after the scarred man showed up and took the piece of the key from me. In the vision I saw the completed key with a glowing, yellow corona around it. I didn’t understand what it meant before, but now I think that’s the last piece Ilsith was talking about.” 
 
    “And all we have to do is find it first and destroy it,” Fen said. 
 
    “Sounds simple to me,” Karliss said, rubbing his hands together. “We should have that taken care of in no time.” 
 
    “We don’t know where it is,” Golgath said. “Was there anything in your vision about that?” She was standing with her arms crossed, looking from one to the other. 
 
    “I saw other things in my vision,” Karliss said, “but none of it makes any sense to me.” 
 
    “What things?” Fen asked. 
 
    “Only glimpses. It was all jumbled up. I’m not sure what to make of it. I did see the two of you though.” He broke off, a troubled look crossing his face. 
 
    “Keep working on it,” Fen said. “Anything you can tell us might help. In the meantime, we need to learn more about each other’s abilities. If we’re going to defeat the Ichthalids next time, we’re going to have to fight better than we did.” 
 
    Karliss grinned broadly. “I have something that will help with that.” He reached inside his shirt and took out a folded parchment. He knelt and spread it out on the sand. 
 
    “What is it?” Fen asked, kneeling down to look at it. Golgath crouched down as well. 
 
    “These are the words of power. They were left by the masters.” 
 
    “You know about the masters?” Golgath asked him. 
 
    “I’ve seen one. He was dead,” he added hastily when he saw the expressions of the other two. “But when I touched…well, it’s not important now. They are the ones who imprisoned the Devourers in the Abyss. They hid the pieces of the key. And they put the Shapers here on this world to protect the key.” He jabbed the parchment with his finger. “That’s where these come in.” 
 
    “Where did you get these?” Golgath asked. 
 
    “In a cave—” 
 
    Golgath interrupted him before he could finish. “What do they do?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you if you give me a chance,” Karliss said. Golgath gave him a dark look but did not reply. “They’re for controlling the Shapers. I think the masters meant to use them if things ever got bad.” He pointed at the first set. “These are for controlling the aranti, the Shapers of the Sky. The first one allows you to control one aranti. The second one allows you to control all the aranti nearby, though it’s a little harder than that actually. They don’t like being controlled and try to break away, so really it only lets you control as many as you’re strong enough to.” 
 
    “And the third one?” Fen asked. 
 
    “It lets you control all of them. Except that’s not really accurate. It’s not just control. You become them. All of them. At once.” 
 
    “You’ve used them,” Fen said. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “And these three words?” Fen pointed at the next set. 
 
    “Those are for the stone. I tried the first one. I felt something in the earth respond when I did. I let it go right ago. I felt like I was going to be torn in half. I’m guessing the other three are for the sea. I wasn’t brave enough to try any of them.” 
 
    “These will help a lot when we go up against the Ichthalids next,” Fen said. 
 
    “You should know something first, though,” Karliss said. The other two looked at him. “When I used the third one…I almost didn’t come back. I don’t know if it would be the same for you two, but it probably is.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you almost didn’t come back? Were you trapped somehow?” 
 
    “No. I almost didn’t come back, because I didn’t want to. I wasn’t myself anymore. I was the wind. No responsibilities, no worries. I was free. I would have stayed there if my friends hadn’t pulled me back.” His expression grew grim. “If we use these, we only get one chance. And we might end up lost forever.” 
 
    “If that is what it takes to defeat the Ichthalids, then I’ll do it,” Fen said instantly. “I would consider it a small price to pay.” 
 
    Golgath didn’t respond. She was still staring at the words, a hungry look on her face. Fen had the feeling she looked eager. 
 
    She stood up suddenly and walked over to the water’s edge. Fen and Karliss exchanged looks and followed her. She pointed out into the waves. 
 
    “Oben-dai!” 
 
    Fen felt the power radiate out from her as she said the alien word, and he instinctively took a step back. He reached out to Stone power, reassuring himself of its presence, wanting to be ready in case there was a new danger arising. 
 
    They didn’t have long to wait. There was movement out in the water, and then something broke the surface and began moving toward them. 
 
    Semi-translucent tentacles wreathed its head. Its eyes—huge, covering half its face—were the color of the deep sea. It rose from the water as it came closer, a huge thing easily twice Fen’s height. Water streamed off it constantly, yet it was not diminished. 
 
    It came to a stop in front of Golgath and loomed over her, looking down at her. She stared up at it calmly, utterly unafraid. Her voice was even more alien when she said, “Trelnin. It has been long.” 
 
    “I was asleep,” the Shaper replied. “I had forgotten the world. Why do you call me?” 
 
    “To make sure you were still there,” she said. “There is battle coming.” 
 
    “We war against the pelti once again?” Trelnin asked, looking toward Fen and Karliss. Hooked claws formed on the ends of the watery tentacles. 
 
    “Not this time.” 
 
    “Better to withdraw. The world no longer interests me.” 
 
    “There is no choice, none that I will give anyway.” 
 
    “Before I gave you my loyalty willingly,” the creature said. “This time you compel me.” 
 
    “It is my right. It will not be the last time.” 
 
    “How did you manage this?” the Shaper asked. 
 
    “The makers. The power came from them.” 
 
    “Nothing came from the makers.” The Shaper’s voice was bitter. “They abandoned us.” 
 
    “They were betrayed. The power was left behind. It is mine now.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” the Shaper asked. 
 
    “The Abyss opens.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Can I go now?” 
 
    Golgath waved one small hand. The creature receded into the water and was gone. Golgath remained there, staring out into the water. 
 
    Karliss gave Fen a sidelong look. In a low voice he said, “Okay, before I thought she sounded…well, strange. Not like a little girl. At least not like little girls where I come from. But now she sounds truly scary. Am I the only one who noticed that?” 
 
    “I noticed it too. She appeared to know that Shaper.” 
 
    “And it knew her. I don’t know any Shapers on a first-name basis. Do you?” 
 
    “I have spoken to one of them,” Fen said. “But I did not know him.” 
 
    “She’s going to be pretty frightening once she calls a legion of those things,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Hopefully she calls them up to help us.” 
 
    “You don’t trust her,” Karliss said. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Something in my gut.” 
 
    “Her people fought yours, long ago.” 
 
    Fen looked at him curiously. “My people?” 
 
    “The Shapers of Stone. They warred with the Shapers of the Sea.” 
 
    Fen thought about this. “It’s true. I don’t know how I know that, but I do.” 
 
    “Are we becoming them?” Karliss asked. “Shapers, I mean. Is that where all this leads?” 
 
    “Speak for yourself. I am not becoming a Shaper, and I don’t intend to.” 
 
    “Then what’s going on with your arms?” 
 
    Fen looked down at his arms. His sleeves were pushed up partway, revealing several large patches of dark, reddish brown skin. “It happens when I use Stone power.” He scratched at one with his fingernails and managed to flake off most of it. The skin underneath was reddened and raw looking. The fingers of the hand he’d encased in stone to punch Lowellin were stiff. They looked a lot more like stone than flesh. 
 
    “You’re slowly turning into stone.” 
 
    Fen sighed and rubbed his eyes. “It sure seems like it.” 
 
    “Any other spots?” 
 
    Fen’s hand went to his chest. One whole side felt hard to the touch. “Some,” he admitted. “I guess you’re not the only one in danger of losing himself to his power.” 
 
    “I nearly became the wind when I used the third word of power. Next time I probably will. The worst part is I kind of want to.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “When I’m up there,” Karliss said, pointing skyward, “everything is different. All the things I worry about down here look so small and unimportant. I feel so free. I can go anywhere, do anything.” 
 
    “Turning to stone scares me. If I survive this war, I will never use my powers again.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Karliss said in disbelief. “How could you even consider not using your powers?” 
 
    “I never asked for them. I don’t want them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…it’s who you are.” Karliss was clearly having trouble believing Fen. 
 
    “They’re not who I am. They’re something that was done to me. 
 
    Karliss looked at him askance. “And you wish you didn’t have them.” 
 
    “I wish I didn’t have them.” Fen paused, thinking. “But I’ve come to accept that they are a necessary evil. Without them I’d have no way of fighting the Ichthalids.” 
 
    “Without my powers I wouldn’t have been able to defeat Kasai.” 
 
    “Kasai?” 
 
    “A Stone Shaper. He attacked my people. I killed him.” 
 
    Fen looked at the slightly-built youth with new respect. “You defeated a Stone Shaper?” 
 
    Karliss held up two fingers and smiled. 
 
    “You defeated two Stone Shapers?” 
 
    “I’m tougher than I look.” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    Karliss looked back at Golgath, who was still standing there motionless. “I wonder what she is turning into.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, I hope it’s not until after we’ve defeated the Ichthalids and their queen.” 
 
    “Look at us,” Karliss said. “It’s almost enough to make you think people aren’t supposed to have these powers.” 
 
    “It killed my father,” Fen said. 
 
    “It killed my mentor.” Karliss grew somber. “In a sense.” There was a troubled look in his eyes. Fen didn’t push him. He understood having memories he didn’t want to share. 
 
    Golgath walked over to them. The shadow passed from Karliss’ face, and he turned to her. “How about you? Anyone you love killed by your power?” 
 
    “I am the sea,” she said in a booming voice. “The sea does not love.” She walked into the sea and swam away. 
 
    “That was a strange answer,” Karliss said, staring after her. “‘The sea does not love.’ What does that even mean?” 
 
    “I think it means don’t anger her.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to.” Karliss looked up. “We have some daylight left. Are you going to try one of your words now?” 
 
    “Later,” Fen said, picking another stone flake off his arm. “It’s too soon after the battle. I want to wait until I feel more like myself.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” Karliss looked around. Nearby a large pile of driftwood lay at the base of a low cliff, deposited there by a past storm. “Look at all this wood lying around. There’s a huge pile of it right there.” 
 
    “So? It’s driftwood.” 
 
    Karliss grinned at Fen. “You say that like it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Because it is nothing.” 
 
    “Maybe to you. But I’ve never seen so much firewood at one time.” He looked down the beach. “It’s everywhere.” He looked back at Fen, a wicked gleam in his eye. “You know what I’m going to do? I’m going to gather the biggest pile of wood that’s ever been and build a fire that can be seen from the stars.” He saw the odd look on Fen’s face and laughed. “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet.” 
 
    That made Karliss laugh again. “Where I come from trees are scarce, too scarce to waste by burning them.” 
 
    “You don’t have wood for burning where you come from? What do you burn?” 
 
    “Poop.” 
 
    “What? You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “Nope. We burn dried poop from yaks and horses.” 
 
    “That sounds horrible.” 
 
    “It is horrible,” Karliss said. “Until my friends and I journeyed to find the words of power I’d never seen a fire made of wood outside the annual Ritual of Appeasement. We burned wood in the mountains, but there wasn’t much of it. Only little chunks. Nothing like this.” He’d picked up a piece of wood while he was talking, and now he stopped as a thought struck him. 
 
    “Hulagu and Batu. I forgot all about them.” 
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    “My friends. My best friends. They came with me when I headed for Qarath to join up with you two. I put them down when I saw the battle.” He looked around, as if trying to fix his direction. Fen noticed that the wind began picking up, stirring the sand around his ankles. Karliss’ long hair tossed in the wind. 
 
    “Wait. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I have to go get them. They’re my friends.” 
 
    “But it’s getting dark, and you don’t know where they are.” 
 
    “I’ll find them.” The wind blew harder. 
 
    “No,” Fen said, a tone of command creeping into his voice. 
 
    Karliss frowned at him. “What was that?” 
 
    “Don’t do this.” 
 
    “You’re telling me what to do? When did you become our leader?” 
 
    Fen hesitated. Karliss was right. This was not Wolfpack squad. He didn’t lead here. “Sorry. Habit, I guess. I meant to say I think it’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave them there.” 
 
    “Say you go find them. What then? Are you going to bring them here?” 
 
    “I hadn’t really thought that far ahead.” 
 
    “Well you need to. This is a big responsibility we have. We have to work together. We have to consider the results of our actions. Follow this through. Say you get your friends and bring them here. Then what? Are they going to come with us on our quest for the final piece?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “You’re not thinking. They’ll only hold us back. They have no powers like we do.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of things they can do,” Karliss protested. 
 
    “And what about when we do fight the Ichthalids? You saw how powerful they are. We’ll be lucky to defeat them and not get ourselves killed. How are we supposed to protect your friends?” 
 
    “As long as they stay back…” 
 
    “There’s one more thing you haven’t thought of. The first piece of the key Lowellin got? I’m the one who got it for him. It was in the vault, but I took it out.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because he threatened to kill the woman I love, that’s why.” 
 
    Realization dawned on Karliss’ face. “They could use my friends against me.” 
 
    “Anyone you care about.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” Karliss kicked a piece of wood by his foot. The wind was already receding. “I don’t like it, but you’re right.” 
 
    “If we’re going to do this, we’re going to have to start working together,” Fen said. “It’s the only way we’ll have a chance.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right.” 
 
    “I am right.” 
 
    “I got it. You can stop now. It’s getting irritating.” 
 
    “You sound like my friend Cowley now.” 
 
    “What about our sea god friend? You think she’ll buy in too?” 
 
    Fen shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope so.” 
 
    “I wonder what my friends are doing right now. I hope they’re not too worried about me.” 
 
    “Try not to think about it. Here, I’ll help you get the fire going. It’ll be nice to have. I think it’s going to get cold tonight.” 
 
    “You think this is cold?” 
 
    Fen rubbed his arms. “I don’t have a coat.” 
 
    “On the steppes, where I’m from, this is a fine summer evening.” 
 
    “Really? I’d hate to be there in the winter then.” 
 
    “Snow covers everything for months. The winds howl down from the north.” 
 
    “That sounds terrible. Now I want a fire more than ever.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    They built a big fire on the beach. Karliss couldn’t help himself. He kept adding more and more wood. Finally, Fen said, “Don’t you think that’s enough? I’m roasting here.” They were both standing a dozen paces back and still the fire was too hot. 
 
    “You’d think so,” Karliss said, “but I’m not sure. I need to find out.” So saying, he picked up another limb, dragged it over and threw it onto the blaze, then ran back from it. He rubbed his face and hands. “A little warm over there.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” Fen replied. “It’s a little warm over here too.” He’d managed to catch two small fish that he found in a tidal pool. They were cleaned and ready for cooking, but he couldn’t get close enough to the fire to cook them. “I’d cook us some dinner, but it’s me who’d end up being cooked.” 
 
    “You’re too tense, you know that? You need to learn how to have fun. We can eat later after the fire dies down.” 
 
    “How is this fun?” 
 
    “Watch.” Karliss channeled some wind, directing it into the fire. A column of flames and sparks lifted high into the sky. Adroitly shaping the wind, he kept feeding more and more fire into the column while at the same time compressing it, narrowing the column. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Are you trying to let everyone in five days’ ride know where we are? Because if that’s what you’re trying to do, it’s working.” 
 
    Karliss paused. He hadn’t thought of that. He was only having fun. He’d never had this much fire to play with. Then he shrugged it off. “We’re so far away from where we saw them last. There’s no way they could see this.” 
 
    “Even if they don’t, everything else can.” 
 
    “Who cares? Aren’t we heroes? What can anyone out here do to the three of us?” 
 
    “Right now it’s only the two of us,” Fen said, looking out to sea. Golgath still hadn’t returned. “Is she going to sleep out there?” 
 
    “Don’t you get it? She is the sea, remember?” 
 
    As if summoned by them talking about her, the small form of Golgath emerged from the water and walked over to the fire. 
 
    “There she is,” Karliss said. “We were wondering where you were.” 
 
    “This is too much,” she said, looking up at the towering column of fire. She gestured, and a wave rose up from the quiet sea and crashed down onto the fire, extinguishing it and soaking the two of them at the same time. Karliss and Fen jumped back, but it was too late. 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” Karliss spluttered. Fen was coughing from the clouds of smoke coming off the smoldering remains of the fire. 
 
    “I did not like it.” Her voice still sounded oddly deep and harsh. 
 
    “You could have said something instead of throwing half the ocean on it.” 
 
    “This was easier.” 
 
    “Now we’re all wet. Fen’s going to get cold.” 
 
    “Next time he will not build such a big fire.” 
 
    “I didn’t build it,” Fen said. “It was Karliss.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to build another one,” Karliss said. Golgath turned her head toward him, a cold look in her eyes, and he held up his hands. “A small one. We don’t want Fen freezing to death. And we still have to cook the fish.” 
 
    Golgath looked around, saw the fish lying on the rock and scowled at them. “My children will not feed you without my permission. This was part of the treaty I agreed to when the war ended.” 
 
    “Treaty?” Karliss asked, thoroughly confused. “War?” 
 
    “The war between Sea and Stone,” she growled. “I would not expect you to remember. The aranti are useless at such things. But you,” she said, jerking her chin at Fen, “the Stone is many things, but it has never been forgetful.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you are talking about.” 
 
    She looked him up and down, gauging his truthfulness, then grunted. “Then I will remind you. The humans that you so love invaded my domain. They went too far. They took from the sea without my permission. We went to war. In the end there was no winner, but the Stone agreed that humans would stay out of my domain henceforth.” 
 
    “Really?” Karliss said. “That’s interesting.” 
 
    “It’s not ‘interesting.’ It is a fact. One it seems I will have to remind the humans of once I return. They have grown bold again. Some even venture across my seas.” 
 
    “Once you return?” Fen asked. 
 
    “When I have my power back and shed this form for my true one.” Golgath gestured at herself. 
 
    “Is that close to happening?” Fen asked. 
 
    “Very close.” She hesitated then and seemed to be going through some internal struggle. When it passed, she didn’t sound quite as confident. “A few more times using her power. That is all it will take.” 
 
    With that she walked over, sat down on a rock and lapsed into silence. 
 
    Karliss and Fen rebuilt the fire, much smaller this time. They cooked the fish and ate them hurriedly, the whole time throwing sidelong glances at Golgath to see if she was reacting to it, but she seemed oblivious to them. 
 
    When they were finished with the fish, they sat around the fire picking their teeth. It was Karliss who spoke first. 
 
    “What do we do next?” 
 
    “We find the last piece,” Fen said. “Make sure S’nash doesn’t get it.” 
 
    “You make it sound so easy. It’s a big world. Where do we start?” 
 
    “That I don’t know. Any ideas?” 
 
    “I guess we could go back to the mountains. Maybe the shaman would give me another vision.” 
 
    “That seems pretty thin.” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Can you fly us across this sea?” 
 
    “Fen, I can fly us anywhere you want to go.” Karliss grinned as he said it. This was someone who was proud of his power. “What’s across the sea?” 
 
    Ravin, is what Fen wanted to say, but he realized how that would sound. The truth was that there was no reason to go back to Samkara now except for her. He tried to tell himself that she was fine. Most likely she’d gotten her position back at the palace. Now that he was allied with Lowellin and the Ichthalids were gone, there was no reason for anyone to come after her. But it still didn’t stop him from worrying about her. He had a nagging feeling that she was in danger, and it wouldn’t go away. 
 
    “Forget it,” Fen said. 
 
    “There’s one other possibility we haven’t talked about yet,” Karliss said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “What if it’s a trick? What if Ilsith only pretended to rescue us? Maybe he’s watching us right now, waiting for us to lead him to the last piece.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that,” Fen admitted. “The truth is I haven’t really thought through very much yet. There’s been a lot happening.” 
 
    “Why should Ilsith help us anyway?” 
 
    “I’ve seen the way the others, especially S’nash, treats him. I think he hates them.” 
 
    “Enough to betray what he’s worked for all this time? How many thousands of years has he been here, working to open the Abyss? Why would he throw that all away?” Karliss looked around, saw that Golgath wasn’t watching, and threw another piece of wood on the fire. “Maybe his plan is to follow us secretly and take the piece when we find it. If he did, and he freed his queen, he’d be the one she favored. He could take over for S’nash.” 
 
    “Then why did he say to destroy it?” 
 
    “What else would he say?” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Fen said. “But what’s the alternative? Do nothing and hope they never find it?” 
 
    “When you say it that way, it doesn’t sound like much of a plan. Hey, Golgath,” Karliss called. “You haven’t said anything. What do you think about this?” 
 
    Golgath looked up. “We have to find the last piece before we can destroy it.” Then she looked away and went back to her own thoughts. 
 
    “That was helpful,” Karliss said in a low voice. 
 
    “She’s right, though. None of this matters unless we find the set piece. It’s sure to be protected at least as well as the other pieces were.” 
 
    “If it is, we have to make sure none of us gets it for them. If I hadn’t let the scarred one trick me, they’d still be missing one of the pieces,” Karliss said, a shadow crossing his face as he spoke. 
 
    “The one you’re talking about is named Lowellin. He’s been helping the Ichthalids.” 
 
    “Is he a Shaper too?” 
 
    Fen nodded. “There’s something inside him; he called them ingerlings. They’re like parasites or something. It’s how the Ichthalids control him.” 
 
    “Great. Another enemy. Just what we need.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. He didn’t help them when we fought them today. I think he’s waiting.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “To see who’s winning.” 
 
    “Lowellin was ever treacherous,” Golgath said. “I should have crushed him eons ago.” 
 
    “Eons?” Karliss raised an eyebrow. “I have to say, you don’t look that old.” 
 
    “You see only the surface.” She pointed to the sea. “You look out there and you see waves, a few fish, nothing else. But the real majesty is underneath. You have no idea. Down there are mountains bigger than anything found on land, canyons deeper, colors and wonders to stagger your mind.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am its god.” She stood up then, walked out into the sea and was gone. 
 
    “Is she going to be like this the whole time?” Karliss asked. He turned back to Fen, who shrugged. “After we find the last piece. What then?” 
 
    “Set an ambush. Use the final words of power. Wipe them out.” 
 
    “What if we fail?” 
 
    “We won’t fail. We can’t.” 
 
    “Saying we can’t doesn’t mean we won’t,” Karliss pointed out. 
 
    “We won’t,” Fen repeated. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    In the morning, Karliss awakened first. He saw that during the night the girl had returned and was sleeping on the other side of the dead fire. Fen was sleeping a short distance down the beach. He got up quietly, not wanting to disturb the girl, and walked down to the shoreline. 
 
    He’d seen the sea from above, many times, but this was the first time he’d stood beside it. It seemed even more awesome this way. He thought about what the girl had said the night before, about the wonders beneath its surface. It was something he’d never even considered. 
 
    He turned and looked back at the other two. Was it really possible that the three of them would save the world? How? He’d witnessed the Devourers’ power up close. It seemed impossible that they could ever defeat them. But then, it had seemed impossible that he would defeat Kasai and yet somehow he did. He had to stay positive, keep his eyes open, and hope that something would show itself, some answer when they most needed it. 
 
    When he walked back to the camp, he saw that the girl was awake. She saw him coming and sat up quickly. She looked around wildly, her expression one of confusion and agitation. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked her. She glanced over at Fen, who rolled over onto his side, then looked back at Karliss. “Don’t you remember us?” he asked her gently. 
 
    “A little,” she said. It was not the deep, harsh voice of the day before that came from her lips, but the high voice of a young girl. 
 
    “I’m Karliss,” he said. “Over there is Fen.” 
 
    Her gaze switched back to Fen. “I was losing. He attacked the Devourers from behind.” Her eyes flicked back to Karliss. “You’re the one who flew up and attacked them with lightning.” 
 
    “That’s right. What else do you remember?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed as she thought. “We lost. Purple fire came up from the ground. I was knocked out. When I opened my eyes next, I was here.” She frowned. “How did I get here?” 
 
    Fen sat up but stayed where he was, listening. Karliss said, “Ilsith brought us.” 
 
    “Ilsith?” 
 
    “He can travel through the shadows, I guess. He’s one of the Devourers, but he’s been here all along, working to free them.” 
 
    Her expression darkened. “I know who he is. He helped Lowellin kidnap me. They tried to force me to get the piece of the key for them.” Her eyes grew very wide, and she grabbed at her chest. “It’s gone! They took it.” 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    She looked around at the horizon. “They have all three pieces. Why haven’t they used the key yet?” 
 
    “Ilsith said there’s another piece,” Karliss said. 
 
    “There’s another piece?” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    Fen got up and walked over to them. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Aislin.” 
 
    “Aislin. That’s a pretty name.” Aislin shrugged. “You’re different today than you were yesterday. Do you remember?” 
 
    Aislin frowned. “A little. But it’s like a dream, all broken up into pieces.” 
 
    “You had a different voice yesterday. Why?” 
 
    She sighed. “That’s Golgath. I was born with some of him inside me. That’s what the Lementh’koy say anyway. He’s their god, and he was devoured by the ingerlings. Except for the part of him they saved and put into me. They want to bring him back.” 
 
    Karliss sat back on his heels, stunned by her revelation. That really was a sea god they’d been speaking to yesterday? Not a sea god, he realized immediately. Obviously a Sea Shaper. But still… It was definitely not something he’d expected. 
 
    “Have you had him talk through you before?” Fen asked. 
 
    “After I fought the ships,” Aislin said. “It went away after I slept.” She looked around. “Where are we? I need to find Randel, make sure he’s okay. He’s not a fighter.” 
 
    “I don’t know where he is now,” Fen said. “But you sent him away before the battle, so I think he’s okay. There’s no reason for the Ichthalids to go after him.” 
 
    “The Ichthalids? Who are they?” 
 
    “You call them the Devourers. They came from the Abyss.” 
 
    “They’re close to winning now, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Not as close as they might think,” Karliss put in, sticking his chest out. “They haven’t defeated us yet. They have no idea what they’re up against.” 
 
    “They beat us yesterday,” she pointed out. 
 
    “That’s because we weren’t fighting together,” Fen said. “Next time we will be. Next time it will be different.” 
 
    Aislin stood up, her expression determined. “Let’s go. Let’s fight them now.” 
 
    “Hold on. We don’t want to rush in until we’re ready.” 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” Karliss said. “I’m still pretty beat up from yesterday.” His whole side was bruised, and his knee hurt terribly. He also felt thin, stretched out, the aftereffects of letting so much Sky power blow through him. He needed time to become himself again. 
 
    “Karliss brought us a new weapon,” Fen said. “Something we can use against them.” 
 
    Aislin sat back down. She looked at Karliss. “What is it? You should know I’ve never used a weapon before, other than playing with Liv.” 
 
    “It’s not that kind of weapon,” Karliss replied with a smile. He took out the parchment and unfolded it. 
 
    Aislin looked at it, and her nose wrinkled. “Words? What good are words?” 
 
    “They’re not just any words. They’re words of power. They came from the masters.” 
 
    When Karliss mentioned the masters, Aislin’s whole demeanor changed. She looked at the parchment with renewed interest. “You got these from the masters? What do they do?” 
 
    “They let you control Shapers. Do you know what the Shapers are?” 
 
    “Creatures that the masters put here to protect the key. Golgath is a Shaper. So is Lowellin. You don’t have to treat me like a little kid, you know. I know some things too.” Her look darkened. “I’d like to use one of these on Lowellin. He thinks he has scars now. I’d give him a lot of new ones.” 
 
    “You did that to him?” Fen asked, clearly surprised. 
 
    “Not me, exactly. It was Gaz who did it. But I told her to. He threatened Mama and Liv. I’m going to make sure he never does that again.” 
 
    “Right now, let’s focus on the Devourers,” Fen said hastily. “We can worry about Lowellin later. He’s kind of, well, he’s kind of an ally.” 
 
    “No,” she said, suddenly angry. “You can’t trust him. Not at all.” 
 
    “That’s funny. He said the same thing,” Fen said. “But he hates the Devourers too. They put the ingerlings in him. That’s how they forced him to work for them.” 
 
    “You’re talking about those black things inside him, aren’t you?” Aislin asked. “He said he would let them eat me. I hope they eat him.” 
 
    “I hope they do too,” Fen said. “But not right away. I think he might still help us. Anyway, we should be focused on the Devourers and the last piece of the key right now. We have to stop them from getting it.” 
 
    “What do they want the key for? They already escaped the Abyss, didn’t they?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s not for them,” Fen said. “It’s for their queen. The Queen of Chaos.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of her.” 
 
    “Neither had I, until I saw the ritual.” 
 
    “Ritual?” Karliss asked, his ears perking up. 
 
    “After battling Aislin, they were weak. That night they did this ritual. They opened some kind of portal to the Abyss, and the Queen gave them power.” 
 
    “Did you see her?” Karliss asked, thinking about the vision the old shaman had given him. 
 
    Fen shook his head. “Not really. Only a glimpse. I saw a huge eye. And then teeth when she opened her mouth. She’s huge, I’ll tell you that. Incredibly huge.” He shuddered, reliving the memory. “The power I felt coming off her was…I don’t know how to describe it. We’re all bugs next to her.” He raised his head and looked at each of them in turn. “If she comes into our world, we’re doomed. There’s no way we can defeat her.” 
 
    “I think I saw her in my vision,” Karliss said. “Huge? Black scales? Breathing purple fire?” 
 
    “That sounds like her,” Fen said grimly. 
 
    “I don’t think we want her getting free.” 
 
    Fen looked at Aislin. “We’ve been thinking that if we can get to the last piece before the Ichthalids do, we can try to destroy it.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to. Rome already tried,” she said. 
 
    “If that doesn’t work, then we set a trap for them. When they show up, we use the words of power and hit them with everything we have.” 
 
    Aislin looked down at the parchment. She put her finger on one of the groups of words. “These are the ones, aren’t they? The words to control the Sea Shapers.” 
 
    “They are,” Fen said. “You used one yesterday. You don’t remember at all?” 
 
    She frowned as she thought. “Maybe a little.” 
 
    Karliss pointed at the third word on the list. “That one lets you control all the Sea Shapers. The masters made the Shapers to defend the key, with their lives if necessary, but they must have also realized that there might be a time when they would need to step in and take control. That’s what I think the words are for.” 
 
    “It’s a good plan,” Fen said. “An army needs to be controlled, or it’s not going to be very useful.” 
 
    “Too bad they didn’t plan on all being dead,” Karliss said. “It would be nice to have their help right now.” 
 
    “Instead there’s just the three of us,” Fen replied. 
 
    “And all the Shapers in the world. If we can control them.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Aislin interjected, her tone irritated. “You’re talking like I’m not here. I don’t like that.” 
 
    “No, we’re not.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean anything by it,” Fen said. “I just thought—” 
 
    “You thought, she’s only a little kid. She’ll do what we tell her. That’s what you thought,” she said. “Right?” 
 
    Fen shifted uncomfortably and looked to Karliss for support. “She asked you,” Karliss said with a smirk. 
 
    “Okay,” Fen said. “I did. But you are very young. What are you, ten?” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “I’m almost twelve. But I’m not some dumb little girl. I’ve known my whole life that I had this destiny waiting for me, that someday I would have to fight to save the world. My power has been a part of me since I can remember. What about you? Can you say that? How long have you known what your power is for?” 
 
    “Not that long, really,” Fen said, scratching at one of the hard spots on his arm. “I thought I was sick. I kept hoping it would go away. If I would have accepted it sooner, I might have done things differently. Maybe I would have moved against the Ankharans. Maybe the Ichthalids would never have come through into our world.” 
 
    “See?” Aislin said. 
 
    “She’s got you there,” Karliss said, chuckling. 
 
    “We’re all kids,” Aislin said. “But we’re all we have.” 
 
    Karliss had to admit that she had a point. She was certainly nothing like the twelve-year-olds in his clan. There was something clearly different about her, obvious even if he didn’t know about her abilities. A sense of self-possession maybe? But it was more than that. A lack of fear. Was that it? What she’d been through recently would have turned any girl—actually, almost any person, no matter what their age was—into a quivering wreck. But there she sat looking at them like she was ready to do battle right then. 
 
    “I won’t do it again,” Fen said. “I promise.” 
 
    “I won’t either,” Karliss said. “Besides, I only saw a little bit of what you can do, but it was enough to know that I definitely do not want you mad at me. I have a feeling you’re pretty terrifying.” 
 
    For some reason his words got through to her and Aislin smiled, actually smiled. It lit up her whole face. For a moment she looked like a normal kid. 
 
    “Mama says I get pretty grumpy,” she said. “She might be right.” 
 
    “I’m glad to have you on our side,” Fen said. “Now we need to figure out where the last piece is.” 
 
    “Ya’Shi might know,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Who’s he?” 
 
    “He’s this crazy Lementh’kal who lives in the sea. He’s the one who brought me to Mama. He said there was something bad coming and the only ones who could fight it were me and two other kids. That’s you two, I guess.” 
 
    “Let’s ask him,” Fen said. 
 
    “Only one problem,” Aislin said. “I don’t know where to find him. He’s…weird. He doesn’t do anything normally.” 
 
    “You said he lives in the sea,” Karliss said. “Can’t you, I don’t know, talk to the fish or something? Ask them to look for him?” 
 
    Aislin shook her head in irritation. “Talk to the fish? That’s dumb. Fish don’t talk.” 
 
    “All right, it was only an idea. Maybe you could use the second word on that list and send a bunch of Shapers to look for him.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She went quiet for long moments, thinking. Then she said, “It might work, but I think nobody finds Ya’Shi unless he wants to be found. I think he shows up only when he wants to, when he thinks it’s important.” 
 
    “The end of the world seems pretty important.” 
 
    “To you and me. But my mother met him during the war against Melekath. She says there’s no way to tell what’s important to him.” 
 
    “Even the whole world?” 
 
    “Even the whole world.” 
 
    “It can’t hurt to try, though,” Karliss said. “Maybe he wants to be found today.” 
 
    “I’m with Karliss on this,” Fen said. “It’s worth a try.” 
 
    They shared some food that Karliss had in his pack and then walked down to the shore. There was a stiff wind blowing in off the water, and it was cold, cold enough that there was a rime of frost on some of the rocks. Karliss noticed that Aislin was barefoot. Her dress was thin too, far more suited to a hot climate than where they were. But she seemed completely unaware of the cold, and when a wave splashed over her feet she didn’t back up or react at all. This was definitely an unusual girl, Karliss decided. She was so thin and frail looking, but he knew that was an illusion. He had a feeling that he would break before she did. 
 
    “How do I say this word?” she asked him, pointing to temo-velanthay on the parchment. 
 
    He hesitated, uncomfortable with saying it. He remembered all too well how it felt to say the word of Stone power before, and that was only the lowest word. This was the second one. Maybe if he broke it into pieces. 
 
    “Tem. Oh. Vel. Ant. Hey.” 
 
    She whispered the word under her breath a couple of times, then gave him back the parchment and strode out into the water until she was up to her knees. Just watching her out there in the icy water was enough to make Fen shiver and move back. He looked at Karliss and rubbed his arms. 
 
    “Temo-velanthay!” she cried. 
 
    Karliss immediately felt a wave of prickly cold wash over him, strong enough that it made him shiver. His skin crawling, he swallowed and looked at Fen, who was rubbing his arms. 
 
    “Does it always do that?” Fen asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I never tried one of the Sea words before.” 
 
    Fen looked around. The beach as far as they could see was empty. There was no sign of movement on the steep slopes of the mountains looming over them. “It’s a good thing we’re far away from the Ichthalids,” he said. “They’d be sure to feel that.” 
 
    Aislin was standing motionless in the water. She’d moved in further, and it was up to her waist. She had her hands in the water and her head tilted to one side as if listening to something far away. Far out to sea, Karliss saw movement in the water, like something surfacing. 
 
    More than one something. 
 
    Aislin looked over her shoulder at them. “They’re coming.” 
 
    Despite himself, Karliss took a step back. He had to resist the urge to summon an aranti and flee. Those that were coming frightened him. He could sense their malice. They had no love for him or those like him. For them the war between Stone and Sea might still be going on. 
 
    “I’m sure glad she’s on our side,” Fen said. Karliss thought he saw a faint reddish glow around Fen’s arms. He could feel the faintest vibration through the soles of his shoes, as if something shifted beneath them. 
 
    “I’m glad both of you are on my side,” he said. 
 
    The Shapers began to rise up around Aislin, a half dozen at first, then more and more until there were probably two score. It was astonishing to Karliss. Aislin showed no sign of strain. For him to hold onto forty aranti was a difficult feat. He would have been sweating already. 
 
    They were gray and green and blue and tan and every imaginable variation of those colors, hulking creatures with water streaming off them and cold, yellow eyes. They varied as widely in shape as they did in color. Some had fins and looked like fish with gaping mouths and tough bristles instead of teeth. Others looked like no creature that had ever existed, with a profusion of bulging eyes and lipless mouths. One was a mass of tentacles. Another was as shapeless as a jellyfish, its body partially translucent, its form shifting steadily. 
 
    They paid no attention to the two standing on the shore. All their attention was fixed on Aislin. 
 
    “You are not Golgath,” one of them rasped. Its words were almost unintelligible, sliding up and down the scale. “But you smell of him.” 
 
    “I speak with his voice sometimes, it is true,” she replied. “It is not your concern. You are here to answer to me.” 
 
    “We do not answer to humans,” another said. This one had two thick arms that ended in suckers. The arms moved constantly. It had no mouth that Karliss could see, unless the hole in the center of its torso was its mouth. He couldn’t tell where its voice was coming from. 
 
    “You do to me, shlikti,” she said. 
 
    Karliss winced as he felt her exert her power. It wasn’t directed at him, and so it was more uncomfortable than painful, but it gave him some idea of the strength that was behind her words. 
 
    The one she had spoken to shuddered. Three more eyes opened on its head. It lowered its head in acquiescence. 
 
    “Apologies,” it muttered. “I did not know it was you.” 
 
    “Why do you call us here? Why do you disturb our slumber?” another asked. An appendage that was more tentacle than anything waved in the direction of Karliss and Fen. “Is it them? Do they trouble you?” 
 
    Karliss took a step back. If they started coming this way, he was definitely getting out of here. Surely none of them could fly. Hopefully. 
 
    “This has nothing to do with them. I have a task for you.” 
 
    “Only ask, and then leave us be.” 
 
    “Find Ya’Shi. Tell him Aislin needs to speak with him.” 
 
    A variety of noises passed between them, sounds that Karliss assumed were language, though he had no way to know for sure. Then the last one that had spoken spoke again. 
 
    “We will try. But if Ya’Shi does not wish to be found…” 
 
    “Do your best. Call me when you know something. I will hear.” 
 
    “As you wish,” the shlikti replied. The others echoed it. They began to disappear back into the sea. Aislin turned and walked back to shore. 
 
    “Wow,” Karliss said. “That was incredible. Scary too. Maybe more scary than incredible.” 
 
    “They’re angry,” she said. “We all are.” Her voice sounded deeper, and Karliss felt a chill run up his spine. He exchanged a look with Fen. 
 
    “Is it still you, Aislin?” Fen asked. 
 
    She looked up at them. At first, her eyes were empty of humanity. Then she blinked, and it was Aislin again. “He wants to take over.” Her voice was once again that of a young girl. 
 
    “Are you…can you stop him?” 
 
    She frowned. “I’m stronger than he thinks. I’m stronger than anyone thinks.” 
 
    Karliss held up his hands. “I believe you.” 
 
    “What are they angry about?” Fen asked. “The war?” 
 
    “Yes. But more than that,” she replied. “They hate all Life. They want to go back to when the Sea was empty and pure.” 
 
    “And how about Golgath?” Fen asked. “Does he hate Life too?” 
 
    She paused, her gaze unfocused. Karliss had the feeling she was caught up in some inner struggle. Then she said, “Golgath hates Life too, but he uses it when it helps him. Like he used Gaz and her people during the war. He doesn’t care how many of them die.” She sounded angry.  
 
    “I think—” Fen began, but Karliss cut him off with a sharp gesture. 
 
    “Shh.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Karliss didn’t reply. The wind had brought him a sound. He extended his senses, listening through the nearby aranti. It wasn’t easy. There were only a couple of them in the area. 
 
    The sound came again. It was closer now. 
 
    “I hear howling,” he told the others. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Wolves?” Fen asked, looking around. 
 
    “More like hounds.” Angry Bear Clan roamed the northeastern edges of the steppes, where the Sertithian territory bordered the Chin lands. From the Chin they’d acquired hounds, which they used in their hunts. Karliss had only heard them baying once, but it had sounded much the same as this. 
 
    “You said there’s no people living anywhere out here,” Fen said. “Why would there be hounds?” 
 
    “They’re not normal hounds,” Karliss said. It was strange. Normally, when something different was happening, the aranti gathered, drawn to it. But instead the only two in the vicinity were moving away. Their voices were uneasy. Then he understood something and turned to Fen. 
 
    “They’re hunting us.” 
 
    Fen drew his sword. “Where are they? How long until they get here?” 
 
    Karliss pointed south. “It won’t be long. They’re moving fast.” He hurried over and picked up his pack, stuffing his things into it. If they had to run, he didn’t want to leave anything behind. 
 
    Morning fog still shrouded much of the rocky beach. They spread out in a line, facing south. Karliss summoned the wind, and it began to blow around him. Beside him he could feel the other two awakening their powers. The hounds bayed again. They were near enough now that all of them could hear the sound. It was a chilling sound, cold and unyielding. Karliss looked at his companions. Fen was in a crouch, his sword up and ready, flames flickering up and down the blade. Aislin had moved into the water. Waves were breaking around her ankles, and the air around her was glowing green. 
 
    It felt good to not be fighting alone, Karliss thought. To have no one he had to protect. He realized he was smiling. He was actually looking forward to this. 
 
    “There,” Fen said, pointing with his sword. 
 
    Out of the fog came a half dozen creatures, running at full speed toward them. 
 
    “I never saw any hounds like that before,” Aislin said. 
 
    Other than the sound they made as they came on, they didn’t resemble hounds at all. They were at least twice the size of any normal hound. Instead of fur, they were covered in black scales. Their mouths were filled with long, needle-sharp teeth. Their eyes glowed purple. More purple light leaked from beneath the scales. 
 
    “They’re from the Abyss,” Fen said. 
 
    They closed fast, feet barely seeming to touch the ground. Mixed in with the howls now were shrieks and high-pitched cries that sounded like insane laughter. 
 
    “Then they came a long way for nothing,” Karliss said. “Let’s send them back in pieces.” 
 
    Fen gestured with his free hand and several stones rose out of the sand into the air, all of them bigger than a strong man could have lifted. He flicked his fingers, and the stones shot at the hounds. They scattered at the stones’ approach, but one wasn’t as quick as the others. A stone hit it square on, smashing the creature into a mangled mess. 
 
    Karliss reached into the wind and summoned a cyclone. Instantly a whirling, hissing funnel appeared above the creatures. The tip snaked downward and touched on one of the hounds. It was jerked up into the air, spinning around madly. Karliss pointed and the hound was flung violently against a large boulder. A single yelp, and it fell to the ground and lay still. 
 
    Aislin had not been idle while they attacked. From the sea came a foaming, watery arm. It swept over and gathered up two of the hounds. They were lifted off their feet and swept out to sea. A gesture and they were sucked underwater and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Fen caught a hound between two rocks and turned it into paste, while Karliss dashed the last one on another rock. 
 
    “Well, that was easy,” Karliss said with a grin, dusting his hands. “I hope next time the Devourers send us a real challenge—” 
 
    The rest of what he was going to say was lost as Fen shoved him hard to the side. An instant later a hound leapt through the spot where Karliss had been, jaws gaping wide. Karliss recovered his balance and turned in time to see the creature land on Fen. 
 
    Fen managed to get his sword arm up in time so that the hound’s jaws closed on his forearm rather than his throat. The two went down and began thrashing around on the ground, the hound whining eagerly as it bit down on Fen’s arm, its clawed feet throwing up sand as it scrabbled at the ground. 
 
    Before Karliss could go to Fen’s aid, several more hounds appeared out of the rocks around them and flung themselves at him and Aislin. 
 
    Two charged at Aislin, but before they could get to her the sea flowed up in front of her in a sudden, watery wall. The creatures plunged into it, but once in it their momentum was lost, and they could get nowhere. The water foamed, and they were tumbled upside down and around, limbs flailing uselessly as they struggled for traction. Aislin pointed out to sea and the wall of water moved away from shore, taking the two hounds with it. Once it was a stone’s throw out, it sank beneath the surface. 
 
    One leapt at Karliss. The only thing he had time for was a blast of compressed air. He was almost too late. The hound’s jaws snapped shut almost on his face. Its shoulder struck Karliss, knocking him sideways. As it twisted and tried to come at him again, he hit it with a stronger blast, flinging it down the beach and crushing its rib cage. 
 
    Karliss didn’t have time to finish it off though, as several more hounds jumped over the remains of their campfire and hurtled at him. 
 
    “Not this time,” he said, hitting them with a burst of wind that lifted all the beasts into the air, a snarling mass of snapping teeth and wild growls. 
 
    “Throw them in the water,” Aislin said. “I’ll take care of them.” 
 
    Karliss turned and threw the whole mass out into the sea. When they hit the water, the sea erupted. Shark fins and gaping jaws met the swimming creatures. There was a frenzy and then nothing. 
 
    Karliss turned to help Fen, then saw he needed no help. With the beast locked onto his sword arm, Fen threw out his other hand. A fist-sized rock shot toward his hand, and he shaped it in mid-air into a stone dagger that he slammed into the creature’s ribs repeatedly until it went limp. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Karliss asked him as he got to his feet. 
 
    Fen looked at his arm. His shirt sleeve was shredded, but his arm showed only light scratches. “It was close, but I’m okay.” He looked around at the dead hounds. “I should have expected that. The ones that were howling were a diversion. We were meant to focus on them while the main body of the pack closed in on us from behind.” 
 
    “I’m glad you were paying attention,” Karliss said. “If it wasn’t for you…” 
 
    “They’re coming back to life,” Aislin said. 
 
    Karliss looked down and saw purple light playing over the nearest mangled form lying on the sand. Where the light touched, wounds closed, and broken limbs straightened. The same thing was happening to the others. 
 
    Fen hefted his sword. “How many times are we going to have to kill these things before they don’t come back?” 
 
    “Maybe we should leave,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Without horses, there’s no way we can outrun them,” Fen said. 
 
    “Who said anything about running? I have a better way.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Fen asked, hacking at one of the hounds as it stood up. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Karliss reached out with his will, corralling three nearby aranti. They weren’t close, and they resisted him, not liking the idea of going nearer the chaos power. For a moment he thought he might have to use a word of power, but then he overcame their resistance, and they acceded to his command. 
 
    “Either of you ever fly before?” he called out. “You’re going to like this.” He thought of Batu’s response and added, “Maybe. Hopefully.” 
 
    The aranti arrived, and he commanded them to take hold of the three of them and pick them up. “What are you doing?” Aislin yelled, the sea roiling around her as she felt the aranti’s touch. It managed to lift her slightly, but then a wave rose up and wrapped around her, pulling her back down. 
 
    Fen’s hair blew, but he didn’t move at all. He stood rooted to the ground, looking around to try and see what was touching him. 
 
    “I’m trying to get us out of here,” Karliss said. He was already floating above their heads. “It would help a lot if you’d quit fighting me.” He looked around. Two of the hounds were back on their feet and were limping toward them. “We’re running out of time.” 
 
    Aislin scowled, but after a moment the water around her slid back into the sea, and the aranti was able to lift her into the air. At first Karliss thought Fen would keep fighting, but then he relaxed and let himself be picked up. As he lifted into the air, one of the hounds leapt for Fen, missing him by a hand’s breadth. 
 
    They rose still higher. The rest of the dead hounds were on their feet now. Others were crawling out of the sea. The creatures looked up at them and began howling. 
 
    “Not bad, huh?” Karliss asked. “I really think it’s the only way to travel.” 
 
    “It’s better than being bitten,” Fen said, rubbing his arm where the hound had bitten him. He didn’t look very happy. Neither did Aislin. There was no pleasing some people. 
 
    “You can thank me later. Where to now?” Karliss asked, flying over closer to the other two. 
 
    “Somewhere far away from those things,” Fen said. He was looking at his arm. 
 
    “Stay near the sea,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Far away but near the sea. I can do that,” Karliss said. “Anyone want to do some sightseeing along the way? Who’s up for flying through some clouds?” There was no answer from the others, though he did get a dark look from Aislin. “Okay, then. We’ll do the clouds later.” Karliss laughed. He felt good, really good. They’d defeated those hounds so easily. Once they figured out how to really fight together, the Ichthalids wouldn’t have a chance. 
 
    Since the hounds came from the south, he figured the best thing to do was go north. He flew them inland, toward the mountain range that ran parallel to the sea. 
 
    “I said I wanted to stay near the sea,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll circle back once we’re out of sight. I don’t want those things seeing which way we’re going.” He increased their speed and took them up higher so they could clear the mountains. The mountains were snow-covered black rock, with thick stands of tall trees crowding the lower slopes. 
 
    “How are you doing this?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “Impressive, isn’t it?” 
 
    She shot him a look. “You didn’t answer me.” 
 
    “It’s not me, really. It’s the aranti. They’re Sky Shapers.” 
 
    “How come I can’t see them?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess it’s because they are creatures of the wind. You can’t see the wind either.” 
 
    “How do you know they won’t drop us?” 
 
    “Because I won’t let them.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear you use one of the words of power to call them,” she said. 
 
    “Nope,” Karliss said with false modesty. “I don’t need the words for little things like this anymore.” 
 
    “Are you always like this?” she asked him. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Mama would say you’re full of yourself.” 
 
    Karliss thought about this, not sure what the expression meant. But after a moment he nodded. “I think I am.” They were far enough inland by then that he felt comfortable turning north. Far to the east he could see the sun reflecting off the sea. 
 
    “How do you think those things found us?” he asked Fen. Fen didn’t reply. He was looking at his arm again. “You okay?” 
 
    Fen looked over at him. “Something’s wrong. We need to put down soon.” 
 
    Karliss nodded, his smile disappearing, drained away by the seriousness in Fen’s tone. He increased their speed even more, shaping the air around them to form a barrier so the wind didn’t batter them too much. The ground below them sped by. 
 
    As they flew, he took them in a gentle arc that brought them back to the coast. Even if Aislin hadn’t insisted, he would have taken them somewhere near the sea. Since the sea was the source of her power, he meant to keep her near it as much as he could. 
 
    They flew to a large bay with a wide river emptying into it. Chunks of ice floated in the bay. A knot of black-trunked trees choked the mouth of the river, snow coating their branches. Most of the bay was bordered by jagged cliffs, a narrow beach separating water and cliffs. Karliss estimated that they’d gone far enough that even if the hounds were able to follow them, it should take them at least a day to get there. Hopefully, they’d be long gone by then. 
 
    He set them down on the beach and released the aranti, who flew away babbling amongst themselves. The sand was thick with big, flat seashells the size of his hand that crunched underfoot with each step. There was also a great deal of driftwood on the beach. If they spent the night here, he planned to build another big fire. 
 
    Fen peeled back his shredded sleeve. What Karliss saw shocked him. 
 
    Fen’s forearm was streaked with thin, black lines. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “What are those?” Karliss asked. “Did the hound do that to you? I don’t see a wound.” 
 
    “There isn’t one. Its teeth didn’t break the skin,” Fen said. There was sweat beaded on his forehead, and his face was pale. He touched his forearm. “My skin is hot.” 
 
    “It poisoned you,” Aislin said. 
 
    Fen pulled up his shirt sleeve further. The black lines ran almost to his shoulder. “It’s not poison. It’s chaos power.” 
 
    “That’s the power of the Abyss, isn’t it?” Karliss asked. “Kasai said something about it.” 
 
    “Ilsith infected me with it before. He used it to block me from reaching my power.” Fen grimaced. “It’s different this time, I think.” 
 
    “What’s different?” 
 
    “It hurts, and the pain is getting worse. I’m starting to feel dizzy, and my heart is pounding. If I don’t stop it…” He left the rest unsaid. 
 
    “If I was poisoned, I would go into the sea,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Why?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “The sea would wash the poison out of me. Maybe the stone can do the same for Fen.” 
 
    “The stone isn’t like the sea,” Fen said. “I can’t simply jump into it.” 
 
    “Maybe you just need to try,” Aislin said. 
 
    “There’s nothing to try. Stone is different from water and air.” 
 
    “Not for you it isn’t,” Karliss said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I saw Kasai rise up out of a rock. He was able to go into the stone. That means you can too.” 
 
    Fen paused, struck by his words. “It’s really possible? But how? Stone is solid. I’m solid. There’s no way…” 
 
    “I think to do it you have to become the stone. If that makes any sense.” 
 
    “No. It doesn’t.” 
 
    “The Devourers were about to kill me,” Karliss said. “I was too weak to fight back, and I was out of time. So I did the only thing I could. I went into the wind.” 
 
    “You mean you flew away.” 
 
    “No. I became the wind. I was no longer here, you understand?” He pointed upwards. “I was up there, in the sky. I don’t know how to really explain it better. It was like I dissolved into the wind.” 
 
    “How did you do it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was going to die. I had no other choice.” 
 
    Fen looked down at his arm. The black lines were thicker. A whole section of his forearm was almost completely black. He looked back at Karliss. “A little more detail would help.” 
 
    Karliss thought back to that moment. What did he do? “I let go.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “Of everything.” 
 
    “That’s not very helpful.” 
 
    “My whole life I’ve kept the wind out, only letting some of it into me. But at that moment I dropped all my barriers. I let myself be the wind, and I let it be me.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “How many other choices do you have?” 
 
    Fen looked at the nearby cliffs and shrugged. “It’s worth a try.” When he started walking, he stumbled, and Karliss caught his arm. Fen’s skin was so hot that he jerked his hand away. He could see a faint burn on his palm. 
 
    “You better hurry. You’re running out of time.” 
 
    “I know.” Fen made it to the cliff and put his hands on it. He was burning hot and shivering at the same time. He leaned against the cliff, closed his eyes and lowered his head. Karliss and Aislin looked at each other, then took a step back. 
 
    For long moments nothing happened, then his hands began to glow a dull red. Soon the stone under his hands was glowing as well. The stone began to soften, and Fen’s hands sank into it. He grimaced as the stone closed over his infected forearm, his teeth gritted against the pain. He was past his elbows now, sweat running down his face. “I don’t know if I can do this,” he said, panting. 
 
    “You have to,” Aislin said. 
 
    Fen nodded. Gradually, he pushed further in until he was in the stone up to his shoulders. “I hope I can breathe in there,” he said, trying to force a smile. “It seems dumb to go through all this and suffocate inside the stone.” 
 
    “You’re stone. You don’t need to breathe,” Aislin told him. Karliss saw a faint, green glow around her hands a moment before she suddenly shoved Fen. 
 
    Like a man falling over the edge of a cliff, Fen toppled forward and disappeared. Small waves rippled across the cliff face, then faded away. There was no sign of Fen. He might never have been there at all. 
 
    “Was that a good idea?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She walked down to the sea and dove in. 
 
    Left alone, Karliss began to pace. Fen had taken the attack meant for him. If he died… He didn’t want to think about it. But it was difficult. The scene kept replaying in his mind. He should have been paying better attention. He should have been listening through the wind. He should have suspected that there would be more of them. 
 
    He walked away, down the beach, and opened himself to the wind, letting it blow through him. He told himself he was only doing it to be prepared if another attack should come, but deep down he knew the truth of it. The wind took the bad feelings away. The wind set him free. 
 
    The sun tracked across the sky, and still Fen did not return. Aislin didn’t either. He’d seen no sign of her since she dove into the water. The aranti had nothing to say about either of them. Neither did they speak of the hounds or anything else. He might have been alone in the world. It was hard for him to stay there. He wanted to fly away, leave all this behind and look down on strange vistas, but he knew he had to stay in case Fen returned and needed him. 
 
    And if Fen didn’t return? What then? 
 
    It was early afternoon when he heard a sound and turned to see Fen stumble from the stone and fall to his knees. Karliss hurried over and crouched next to him. 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    Fen nodded. “It’s gone.” His arm looked normal once again. Well, not normal. His skin had a reddish cast to it. Not only his arm, but all of him. He looked more like stone than ever before. But the black streaks were gone. 
 
    “Thank the winds. When you didn’t come out, I thought…” Karliss didn’t finish. The truth was, he’d been trying not to think. 
 
    Fen leaned against the cliff face. “It didn’t take long for the Stone to…I guess scrape away the chaos power. But then I couldn’t find my way back. For a while I couldn’t even find my way to the surface.” His voice was a dry rasp. Karliss handed him his water skin, and he took a long drink. 
 
    When he handed the skin back, he met Karliss’ eyes directly for the first time. Karliss saw that his gaze was haunted. “It’s…different in there. I don’t know how to explain it. The pressure was incredible. It crushed me over and over. But at the same time, I felt like I belonged. Part of me didn’t want to leave. You know what I’m saying, don’t you?” 
 
    Karliss nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “It’s black and empty, and yet it’s colorful and alive also. It was so strange. There was no time, no sense of place. How many days was I in there?” 
 
    “Less than half a day.” 
 
    Fen nodded and rubbed his fingers together. “My body feels strange. I don’t know if it’s mine anymore.” 
 
    Karliss remembered how he’d felt after the shaman brought him back from the wind. Even though that had been days ago, he still didn’t feel completely like himself. There were times when he looked down at his hands and had no idea who they belonged to. 
 
    “The thing that brought me back was a feeling that there was something I hadn’t finished yet. It nagged at me. Finally, I had no choice but to follow it. All at once there was light, and I fell out of the stone. But I was in a place that was different from anything I’ve ever seen. There was water everywhere and huge, knotted trees that blocked out the sun. It was hot, the air full of strange insects. I went back into the stone and twice more I came out in the wrong place. I thought I would never find my way back here.” 
 
    “How did you find your way?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It felt kind of like someone or something pushed me in this direction.” 
 
    “A Shaper?” 
 
    “I don’t know what else it could have been.” 
 
    “You’re back and that’s what counts, right?” 
 
    Fen’s reply was a wan smile. 
 
    Aislin emerged from the water and walked over to them. She looked at Fen’s arm. “It worked,” she said. 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “Have you heard anything from the Shapers you sent to look for Ya’Shi?” Fen asked. 
 
    “No.” Aislin looked out across the water. “They’re old and stupid. I don’t think they’re trying.” 
 
    “What about the aranti?” Fen asked Karliss. 
 
    “They’re like children,” Karliss replied. “They’re drawn to excitement. If the Ichthalids find the last piece and use it, I’ll hear about it.” 
 
    “What good will that do?” Aislin asked. “It will be too late then.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Fen said. “I can ask Bereth.” 
 
    “Who’s he?” 
 
    “A Stone Shaper I spoke to once. He helped me before. Maybe he can help me again.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try.” 
 
    Fen started getting to his feet. Karliss took hold of his arm to help him, noticing as he did so that his skin felt like stone. “Are you sure you are okay to do this?” 
 
    Fen nodded. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Karliss didn’t bother to tell him that he didn’t look fine. 
 
    Fen turned to the cliff face once again. He set his hands on the stone and closed his eyes. Once again, his hands began to glow, but this time they did not sink into the stone. 
 
    “Bereth!” he called. “Bereth!” 
 
    Nothing, then Karliss felt the ground vibrate. Fen pulled his hands away and stepped back. The cliff shook, and flakes of stone cracked away and fell to the ground.  
 
    As the flakes of stone fell away, features began to form, sunken hollows suggesting eyes, a wide gash for a mouth, an indentation for a nose. The face was large, wider than he could have spanned with his arms. 
 
    “You again,” a voice said. The mouth moved as he spoke, more flakes of stone cracking off. The voice was old and scratchy, rusted from disuse. “I do not like being troubled. My sleep is uneasy enough as it is.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Fen said. “I would not trouble you if it wasn’t important.” 
 
    “The Devourers have come.” 
 
    “Then you have noticed.” 
 
    “Of course, I have. They are a scream in the darkness. But I cannot help you in your fight. I told you this already.” 
 
    “I don’t need your help. Not to fight anyway. I need your knowledge.” 
 
    “If I know it, I will tell you. Ask.” 
 
    “The key is complete, and the Devourers have it. But there is a fourth piece that the key must be set into before it will work. Where is it?” 
 
    “I know nothing of a fourth piece. In my searching I discovered the three vaults, but never another. I cannot help you with this.” 
 
    “You must have some idea,” Karliss interjected. “We can’t let the Devourers find it first.” 
 
    The stone eyes shifted to him and Karliss wondered if he should have kept his mouth shut. “I hear the wind in your voice,” Bereth said. “And the other one smells of the sea. It is a strange time, that humans now seek to master power that was once only for the Shapers. In my time, you would have been crushed instantly for such presumption.” 
 
    “What other choice do we have?” Karliss asked. “Should we do nothing and let them win?” 
 
    Bereth sighed. “I do not care. It was only an observation. You may do what you wish.” The face went still as the ancient Shaper began to withdraw. 
 
    “Wait!” Fen said. “There must be something, anything. If you don’t know, maybe there is someone else who does.” 
 
    “Try Othen,” Bereth said. The voice was faint now, barely intelligible. “He was ever a collector of secrets.” 
 
    “Is Othen a Shaper?” Fen asked. 
 
    “Yes. But he is not like the rest of us. He Shapes light and sound. It is something I never understood.” Bereth’s voice was distant, nearly unintelligible. 
 
    “Where do we find him?” 
 
    “Ask one of those who follow him. Find a Musician.” 
 
    Then he was gone, and the cliff was only rock once again. 
 
    “Who is Othen?” Karliss asked. “What’s a Musician?” 
 
    “I never heard of them,” Fen said. 
 
    Aislin spoke up. “Musicians play music. But it’s not normal music. It does something to you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Karliss asked. “What does it do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied. “It’s something Randel said. We met this old man who told us that the songs Musicians play have history in them or something. I didn’t really pay attention.” 
 
    “But they’re people?” Fen asked. Aislin nodded. “How do we find one?” 
 
    She shrugged. “The old man said you don’t. They find you.” 
 
    Fen sagged against the cliff face. “Then we’re right back where we started.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Karliss said. “You said that Musicians play a special kind of music, right? If it’s that different, the aranti will be drawn to it.” 
 
    “And they’ll tell you when they hear it?” Fen asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t quite work like that. The aranti aren’t what you’d call reliable. They’re not really anything. Kind of like scatterbrained children maybe. They sort of chatter on about anything that interests them. A lot of times they don’t make any sense at all.” 
 
    “I think I would hate them,” Aislin said. 
 
    “They’re a lot of fun, though. They don’t take anything too seriously.” Aislin’s scowl told Karliss how she felt about that. 
 
    “I don’t see how they’re going to help at all,” Fen said. 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” Karliss grinned at the other two, already looking forward to what was coming. “I going to have to take a little trip, though.” 
 
    “We need to stay together,” Fen said. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “But you said…” 
 
    “I didn’t say it right. I’m not actually going anywhere.” 
 
    “You don’t make any more sense than the aranti,” Aislin said. 
 
    “That’s true sometimes. But not this time. I’m going away, but my body isn’t. I need you to keep an eye on it for me while I’m gone.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Fen said. 
 
    “I can let the aranti carry me away if I want. Not my body. My spirit, or whatever you want to call it, is what goes with them.” He made little flying motions with his hands. 
 
    “I think you’re crazy,” Aislin said. 
 
    “How long will you be gone?” Fen asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. As long as it takes.” Karliss looked at the sun. “I’ll make sure I’m back by sundown.” 
 
    “What do we do if you don’t come back?” 
 
    “Uh…there’s not really anything you can do.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    “I’ve done it lots of times. I’ll be fine.” He thought about Kasai grabbing for him that one time but decided not to say anything about it. There was no point in worrying them. Fen might try to stop him from going, and he really wanted to go. He wanted the freedom, up above it all, no body to hold him down. 
 
    He sat down and closed his eyes. He whistled for an aranti and lowered his barriers. It didn’t take long before a nearby aranti swooped down and raced through him. He grabbed on, there was a lurch, and he was pulled out of himself and up into the air. He looked down on the other two. Fen was still looking at his body. Aislin, however, looked up and straight at him, as if she could see him. Who knew? Maybe she could. At this point there wasn’t much he would put past her. 
 
    The aranti carried him away and for once he didn’t try to guide it, but let it go where it pleased. Instead he put all his effort into listening. Soon his hearing broadened. One voice became many. He didn’t try to focus, but simply let the constant babble of the aranti wash over him. 
 
    Time passed. How much, he didn’t know. As always when he was with the aranti, time lost all meaning. With the aranti there was only now. He drifted with the aranti, enjoying himself. 
 
    But at some point, he noticed something and started to listen closer. A number of aranti were exclaiming about some sounds they were hearing. Those nearby were racing to find out what was happening. 
 
    Karliss exerted his control and sent his mount that way. It didn’t take much urging. The aranti he rode was interested in what was happening too. 
 
    As the sun drifted down to the horizon, he found himself looking down on a simple hut beside a stream. Nearby was a lone, black mountain and in the distance a small city. Sitting by the stream was a small child. A man was standing nearby, holding what looked like a flute to his lips. Except that when Karliss looked closer, it didn’t look like a flute anymore. He couldn’t tell what it really looked like. It was like his gaze kept sliding off it. 
 
    Then he heard it, and he no longer cared what it looked like. The sound coming from the flute was magical. Strong emotions arose within him, accompanied by childhood memories of one of the annual Gatherings. He was running with some other boys, chasing a chicken that had gotten out of its cage. They were all laughing hysterically, because two older women were chasing the chicken too, and every time one of them reached down to grab the errant fowl, it ducked under a wagon or into a crowd of people. 
 
    It was a beautiful moment and Karliss lost himself in it. It was the greatest feeling ever. 
 
    And then all at once it stopped. 
 
    The memory, and the feelings it evoked, disappeared, shattered by a sudden discordance, a shriek that pierced him to his core. The sound cut through him like a knife, and if he’d had hands, he would have pressed them over his ears. It was a terrible sound, filled with despair and hopelessness, and he thought he was crying or screaming, but he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    All the aranti in the area, including the one carrying him, bolted and fled in all directions. Karliss made no effort to control the creature, letting it carry him where it wanted to, wanting only to get away from the sound. 
 
    Behind him, the sound abruptly cut off. Its absence was a relief. Was that a Musician? he wondered. But if so, what happened to the song? Karliss took control of the aranti once again, turning it to head back to where he’d left the others. This time, as he flew, he paid attention to the terrain down below, knowing he’d have to fly them all back here. 
 
    A short while later he was back in his body. He opened his eyes and stood up. 
 
    “Did you learn anything?” Fen asked, looking him over as if to make sure he was uninjured. 
 
    “I did. I think so, anyway.” He told them what he’d experienced. 
 
    “Is that normal?” Fen asked Aislin. 
 
    Aislin shrugged. “I don’t know. But it doesn’t sound right. Maybe something happened to him.” 
 
    “Did you go back and look?” Fen asked. Karliss shook his head. “Why not?” 
 
    “I…couldn’t. You don’t understand. As wonderful as the Music felt, what happened after hurt even more.” He rubbed his arms and shuddered. “If I couldn’t get away from that sound, I think I’d go crazy.” 
 
    “It’s getting late,” Fen said, looking at the sky. “We’ll camp here and go looking for the Musician first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “You like to tell people what to do. You ever notice that?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Did you have a better idea?” 
 
    “No. I was just saying.” 
 
    They all heard it at the same instant. 
 
    The sound of hounds baying in the distance. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Lowellin paused before emerging from the Stone, making sure none of the Ichthalids were nearby, watching for him. The clearing was empty. They probably hadn’t even noticed his absence. Their arrogance was really remarkable. They seemed to believe that no one on this world could possibly threaten them, including Lowellin. Therefore, there was no reason to take others seriously. Which was fine with him. It allowed him a great deal of freedom to come and go. 
 
    He emerged from the Stone. It closed behind him with a faint snick. No sign of his passage remained. He stood there for a moment, gathering himself. Entering the Stone—not merely passing through rock, but going into the heart of the Stone, the inner sanctum where space and distance held no sway—seemed to grow harder and harder. Once he’d given it no more thought than a person would diving into a pool of water. Now it seemed almost to resist him. Maybe it was. Maybe he was less a pelti with each passing year. 
 
    Which meant that he was becoming what? 
 
    He didn’t like the direction those thoughts led. He was not the insipid fools that the other Stone Shapers were, growing lost and forgetful and lazy. He was not delusional about the humans in the way that Xochitl and Melekath were. He did not hate them the way Golgath did. In a way, he actually appreciated them. They kept him sharp, engaged. Because of them, he, who was not First Ring—the small group of most powerful Shapers—was now the most powerful Shaper still standing. 
 
    He didn’t intend to let the Ichthalids ruin that for him. 
 
    He meant to see the Ichthalids fail. Any hope he’d had that they would leave this world with their queen had vanished the night he glimpsed her for the first time. In that moment he’d realized that above all else she could not be allowed to enter their world. She would devour all. He felt that in his inner being. 
 
    Which was why, since Ilsith whisked the three children away, he’d bent all his efforts into delaying and confusing the Ichthalids. He meant to give the three children time to find the final piece first. 
 
    He’d felt Fen’s presence in the Stone, bumbling around lost. He’d known that if he didn’t help the boy, he would probably never emerge. He’d stay in there until he died or merged completely with the Stone. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to go any further north, Karliss took them south. Down below they saw the unnatural hounds stop as they flew over, heads turning up to follow them. Then they set off running after them. 
 
    “They don’t give up very easily, do they?” Karliss said. Fen rubbed his arm where he’d been infected and didn’t reply. 
 
    They camped that night on a deserted stretch of beach bordered by a thick forest. Spires of weathered stone jutted up from the sea. Some kind of seabirds with red beaks nested thickly on the spires, staring at them with bright eyes. 
 
    Fen got up early the next morning, before the sunrise. “Get up. I want to put some more distance between us and the hounds.” 
 
    “What are you worried about?” Karliss said, rolling over in his blanket and yawning. “I can fly, remember? They’ll never catch us.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “I am.” Karliss closed his eyes again. “I’ll tell you what. You stay awake and listen for them. When they get close, let me know, and I’ll get us out of here. How does that sound?” 
 
    Fen walked over and looked down at him. “Is this some kind of game to you?” 
 
    Karliss opened one eye and looked up at him. “Everything’s a game, if you think about it.” 
 
    Feeling suddenly irritated, Fen yanked the blanket off Karliss and threw it down. 
 
    Karliss squawked and sat up. “What did you do that for?” 
 
    “I saw the Queen,” Fen said. “I know what we’re facing. You need to start taking this seriously.” 
 
    “I tried serious. I didn’t like it.” Karliss reached for his blanket, but Fen kicked it away. 
 
    “Get up. Right now.” 
 
    Karliss groaned. “All right, all right. Are you always so grumpy in the morning?” 
 
    “Just get ready. I want to find that Musician.” 
 
    While they were talking, Aislin got up. Despite how chilly the morning was, she didn’t seem bothered by the cold at all. Without a word, she headed for the sea and dove in. 
 
    “There. We can’t leave now anyway,” Karliss said, reaching for his blanket again. “Let me know when she comes back.” 
 
    Fen made an exasperated sound. “And I used to think keeping Wolfpack squad in line was hard.” 
 
    Karliss rubbed his eyes. “Wolfpack squad?” 
 
    “My squad in the army.” 
 
    “What’s it like, being in the army?” Karliss frowned, thinking. “Firehair talked about them, but I’m not sure I really even know what an army is, now that I think about it. Is it like a raiding party?” 
 
    “No,” Fen said. “We’re professionals.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “That’s all we do. It’s our job.” 
 
    Karliss’ brow wrinkled. “It’s all you do? Every day?” Fen nodded. “That sounds awful.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Fen said, his exasperation rising. Something about this boy got under his skin. He was so frivolous. “It’s a noble calling. We protect our people from invaders.” 
 
    “But surely that doesn’t take all your time.” 
 
    “No. Most of the time is spent training. And sometimes we help with other problems,” Fen said, thinking of the riots in Samkara. 
 
    “Training to do what?” 
 
    “What kind of question is that? Are you trying to make me mad?” 
 
    “I’m trying to make sense of your world. It sounds like everyone where you live is crazy.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Just get up already.” Fen walked off. Behind him he heard Karliss laugh. The sound rankled. He tried telling himself to ignore it. He was only a boy, after all. 
 
    At that age I had already joined the army, was the thought that came next. I was dedicated. Committed. 
 
    Fen walked to a small creek that emerged from the thick trees and emptied into the sea. He might as well use this opportunity to clean up a little. His own smell was getting hard to overlook. He unbuckled his leather armor and dropped it on the sand. The half-helm he’d been wearing when he left the ship was long gone. Then he pulled off his tunic. It was the same one he’d gotten from his old neighbor in Samkara, and its stench was almost painful. He laid it over a rock. He wanted to wash it, but he didn’t want to put it back on soaking wet. He didn’t feel like spending the rest of the morning shivering. 
 
    He knelt by the creek and dunked his head, then splashed water on his chest and arms. The water was icy cold, and goosebumps rose up immediately. Shaking water from his hair, he reached for his tunic… 
 
    But a gust of wind came up right then and blew it off the rock, just out of reach. Grumbling, Fen crawled over and reached for it again. 
 
    Once again, a gust came up, and the tunic blew a couple more paces away. 
 
    This time Fen lunged for it, but he was too slow, and it blew away again. 
 
    That’s when he heard Karliss laughing behind him and suddenly realized what was going on. He stood up, his face burning, and turned on Karliss, who was bent almost double, helpless with laughter. Fen stomped over to him. Still laughing, Karliss held up his hands. 
 
    “That was too funny!” he gasped. “You should have seen yourself.” The rest of his words were lost in a fresh gale of laughter. 
 
    His laughter stopped when Fen grabbed him by the shoulders and started shaking him. He was so angry. It was all he could do not to punch the boy. He would have too, except that his innate sense of fairness wouldn’t let him. He’d probably break the boy in half. 
 
    “This isn’t a game!” Fen shouted. “You need to start taking this seriously! You need to focus. The whole world is at stake here. Don’t you understand that?” 
 
    Anger flashed behind Karliss’ eyes. He thrust one hand out, and though he didn’t actually touch Fen, Fen felt a hard blow strike him in the chest. It was like the kick of a mule, lifting him off his feet and throwing him backwards on the sand. He sat up gingerly, knowing that only his Stone power had kept him from a broken rib. 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again,” Karliss said. There was no sign of the lighthearted boy in his face. He suddenly looked like what he was: a young man who’d been forced to grow up fast, who’d been through trials that would have broken many adults. “I took it easy on you this time. Next time I won’t.” 
 
    Fen got to his feet. Already he was feeling ashamed about his loss of control. What was he thinking, turning on his ally like that? 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was wrong.” 
 
    The anger in Karliss’ eyes held for a few more heartbeats, then was gone as if it had never existed. He waved it off. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “No. It’s not. We’re on the same side. I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    Karliss shrugged. “It happens. And I am pretty good at making people mad.” 
 
    Fen came over and stuck out his hand. “We can put this behind us?” 
 
    Karliss nodded and clasped his hand briefly. His touch was as light as a bird’s wing. “You’re something else, you know that?” he said. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You’re almost not real. Are all soldiers like you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “I mean…I don’t even know you all that well, but you’re so…so…” His face squinched as he thought. “Do you always do the right thing?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I just shook you. I almost punched you.” 
 
    “Yeah, true,” Karliss said, as if he’d already forgotten it. “That’s reassuring.” He patted Fen on the shoulder. “Try not to set an example the rest of us can’t live up to, okay?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I do either. Forget about it.” He started to turn away, but Fen stopped him. 
 
    “I want to make sure we’re all marching in the same direction here,” Fen said. 
 
    “There’s no need to march when we can fly,” Karliss said, a twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    “I need to be sure,” Fen said. “You joke and play around a lot.” 
 
    “Not a lot.” 
 
    “Yes. A lot. I need to be sure I can count on you, that you really understand what is at stake here.” 
 
    The twinkle disappeared. “I do. More than you realize.” There was real sorrow in his voice, along with something else Fen couldn’t quite place. “That’s why I fool around so much.” 
 
    “That’s all I need to know. Let me get my shirt, and once we get Aislin out of the water we can get going.” 
 
    “Wait. Let me.” Karliss waggled his fingers in the direction of Fen’s tunic, which was still lying on the sand. The tunic lifted into the air in a gust of wind and settled down towards Fen’s reaching hand. Karliss chuckled. “That was the best laugh I’ve had in a while. Thanks.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “There it is,” Karliss said, pointing. “That’s where the Musician lives.” 
 
    They were flying over low, steep-sided hills. To the south was a lone, black mountain, a small city visible in the distance. The farm was on the bottomland beside a thin, rocky stream crowded with aspen. A beaver dam had made a pond in front of the farmhouse, which was a simple, one-room, stone and mud affair, the rough-hewn door standing open. Beside the farmhouse was an animal pen crudely made of aspen trunks. Several fields bordered the stream, the plants waving in the faint breeze. Though harvest season was coming on fast, the crops were spindly, and a number of the plants looked close to dying. A man was on his knees working in one of the fields. 
 
    Karliss set them down behind a thicket of aspen. “I’d fly right up to him,” he told the others, “but I found out that some people get scared when they see you flying around. Also,” he added, “try not to trample around in his field. They don’t seem to like that either.” 
 
    “Why were you trampling around in—” Fen shook his head. “Don’t answer. I don’t want to know.” He’d learned from experience that Karliss loved to talk, and once he got started, it was hard to shut him up. 
 
    The man sat back on his heels and watched them approach. When it was clear they were headed for him, he pushed himself wearily to his feet and came over to meet them at the edge of the field. He was wearing a floppy cloth hat, and he pushed it back and wiped his forehead. 
 
    “What brings you out this way?” he asked. He was an unassuming man, about average height and build, brown skin, brown hair, brown eyes. There was nothing about him that seemed unusual. Fen detected no power of any kind. He seemed completely ordinary. Had he not known otherwise, he would have walked right by the man and never suspected a thing. 
 
    “We need your help,” Fen said. 
 
    “If it’s food you’re looking for, I’ll share what I have. But it’s little enough.” He gestured at his fields. “This is poor soil, and I’m an even poorer farmer.” He frowned as he said the words, and Fen saw a deep sadness in his eyes. 
 
    “It’s not food we’re looking for,” Fen said. 
 
    The man’s gaze went to the sword at Fen’s side, and he got a guarded look in his eyes. “I’m a poor man. I don’t have much. Even that donkey over there is borrowed from a neighbor.” 
 
    “It’s the Music. That’s what we’ve come for,” Fen said. 
 
    The man clamped his hat back down on his head, his mouth tightening. “Then you’ve wasted your time. I don’t have the Music anymore. It abandoned me long ago.” 
 
    “Yet I heard you play only yesterday,” Karliss said. 
 
    The expression in the man’s eyes was a mix of sorrow and smoldering rage. “You did, did you? Then you also heard how it ended.” Karliss nodded. “You’re lucky. When it goes bad like that, it can kill a man. Or drive him to kill himself, which is the same thing in the end.” 
 
    “Music can kill you?” Karliss said. “How?” 
 
    The man looked him up and down, noting his strange dress. “I can see you’re not from around here. I’d say you’re a Sertithian, but they don’t go anywhere without a horse, so you must be from somewhere else. Somewhere the Musicians don’t get to, or you’d know better.” 
 
    His gaze shifted to Fen. “You’re a soldier by the look of you, but that’s no uniform I’ve ever seen. I’m guessing you’ve also come from far enough away that you don’t know any better.” 
 
    He looked around. “Where did the girl go?” 
 
    Fen realized then that Aislin was no longer standing beside him. He turned as the man suddenly called out, “Hey! Don’t go over there!” He brushed past Fen and ran after Aislin, who was walking toward the beaver pond. 
 
    Fen and Karliss ran after him. Fen was worried the man would do something rash and anger Aislin—and he had no idea how Aislin would respond. She was still almost a complete mystery to him. 
 
    The man caught up to Aislin when she was still a few paces from the pond and put his hand on her shoulder. “Leave her alone.” 
 
    That’s when Fen realized there was a small girl, probably no more than four or five, sitting beside the beaver pond with her back to them. 
 
    Aislin looked from him to the girl and back. “Why?” 
 
    “She’s…fragile. I don’t want her upset.” 
 
    Fen came to a stop a few paces away and put his hand out for Karliss to stop as well. 
 
    Aislin looked back at the girl. Long moments passed. Then, without looking at the man again, she said, “She is already upset.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you need to be making it worse.” 
 
    Aislin glanced at him, then away. “She’s your daughter.” 
 
    The man crossed his arms as if defending himself. “She is.” 
 
    “But Musicians don’t have families, do they?” 
 
    At her words, the defiance went out of him, and his shoulders slumped. One hand rubbed his eyes. “We’re…they’re not supposed to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s the Pact.” From the look on the man’s face, he found the words bitter. “Othen demands complete dedication to the Music.” 
 
    “But you had a child anyway.” 
 
    He slumped further. “I did.” Then he gathered himself and drew himself up again. “I’d do it again. I’d pay ten times the price for my Emily.” 
 
    Aislin was staring at the child, who still hadn’t moved. She seemed completely oblivious to their presence. “She doesn’t talk.” 
 
    The man sighed. “No. And she won’t look at me. Not for years. Not since…” His voice caught. 
 
    Aislin glanced at him again, then away. “You think the Music can help her.” 
 
    The man’s face twisted then, the sorrow and rage surfacing together again. “It should, but it won’t. I understand being punished for what I’ve done, but why her? She’s only an innocent child. She should be spared this.” His shoulders shook with suppressed emotion. 
 
    “It’s not the Music. It won’t matter unless she’s ready to come out. She’ll stay inside until then.” 
 
    “Come out? What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “She lives inside. You live outside. That’s why you can’t reach her.” 
 
    “What? What do you…how do you know this?” The man shot a look at Fen, who shrugged. 
 
    “I’ve been there,” Aislin said. “I know where she is.” She started walking toward the little girl again. 
 
    The man grabbed her shoulder and spun her back around. Fen saw the skin tighten around Aislin’s eyes and felt her power coming to life. Over her shoulder he saw the water in the pond begin to swirl slowly. 
 
    Before he could act, the man pulled his hand back, an odd look on his face. He rubbed his hand as if it pained him. “I don’t want her to be hurt anymore,” he said to Aislin. 
 
    “I won’t hurt her,” Aislin said, and turned away again. 
 
    This time the man let her go. He turned a mute appeal to Fen. 
 
    “She may be able to help,” he told the man. 
 
    “Othen knows I’ve tried everything else,” the man said. “I even had a Tender look at her. She couldn’t help either.” He rubbed his eyes. “I could use a miracle.” 
 
    Aislin sat down by the little girl, not too close, but not too far away either. The girl didn’t respond to her at all, only kept staring into the water. Aislin stared into the water as well. 
 
    The three of them stood there watching the two girls. Fen caught himself holding his breath and released it. 
 
    Time passed. Fen felt the urgency of their mission and wanted to press the man, but he sensed that the man was fragile. The wrong move and he might order them away and refuse to help them at all. Fen was mindful of a lesson he’d learned from Sergeant Flint: 
 
    Sometimes the best thing a warrior can do is nothing. Some things can’t be rushed. They have to be waited for. 
 
    The water in the pond began to move again. Three or four little disturbances out near the middle, right in the little girl’s line of sight. The disturbances took shape, morphing into the shape of ducklings, though brightly colored. The ducklings began to swim in little circles around each other. 
 
    The man’s eyes grew very wide, and he started forward, but Fen laid hold of his arm. 
 
    “Aislin won’t hurt her. Trust me on this.” 
 
    The man looked from Fen to his daughter and back again. “Who are you people?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m Fen. This is Karliss. She’s Aislin.” 
 
    “Those are only names. I want to know who you are. There’s something unusual about all three of you. I can sense it. Why are you together? Why are you here?” 
 
    “We’re on a quest,” Karliss said. “We’re searching for something vitally important. That’s why we’re here, to ask for your help.” 
 
    The man’s look grew guarded once again. “I told you, I am no longer a Musician. I lost my power when I married and had a child.” His jaw bunched. “I can summon the notes, but it always goes wrong in the end.” 
 
    “Can Music really heal?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “It can. Music heals people of all kinds of things. Why doesn’t it heal my own daughter?” His voice had turned bitter again by the end, though whether the bitterness was directed at himself for his failure, or at his god for taking away his gift, Fen couldn’t tell. 
 
    “What happened yesterday?” Karliss asked. “Why did the Music do that at the end?” 
 
    “You want to know what happened? Here, I’ll show you.” The man led them over to the farmhouse. Outside was a crude wooden chair and beside it a stump used as a table. Lying on the stump was a wooden flute, probably the one he’d been playing the day before. It didn’t look much like a flute any more. It had split in several places and most of it was blackened, as if it had been through a fire. 
 
    The man picked it up and regarded it sadly. “The same thing happens every time. At first the instruments work, but then the Music goes bad, and they are destroyed. Every instrument I ever made is ruined now, except for one.” He tossed the ruined flute aside and looked at them. “That’s why I can’t help you. I have only one instrument left, and I won’t spend it on someone else. It’s my last hope for healing my daughter. Nothing could convince me to give that up.” He thrust his chin out as if expecting Fen to argue with him. 
 
    “Nothing should,” Fen agreed. “In your place I’d feel the same. I won’t ask you again.” 
 
    The man seemed surprised to find Fen so agreeable, and his defiance disappeared again. He looked over at his daughter, satisfied himself that she was still okay—the ducklings were now playing, dunking each other in the water, leaping over each other—and turned back to Fen. 
 
    “What do you need the Music for?” he asked. “What is this quest you’re on?” 
 
    Fen looked at Karliss, unsure how much he should reveal. Karliss held up his hands. “I think we should tell him everything.” 
 
    Which Fen did. It took some time, even though he left out a lot of details he didn’t think were important, and by the time he finished, the man had sagged down onto the chair. 
 
    “So they’re finally here,” he said. “The Devourers.” 
 
    “You know of them?” Fen asked, surprised. 
 
    “I’ve heard them in the Music. Mostly during the war against Melekath. The Music was greatly troubled during those times. I hoped it wasn’t real. There was a great deal of falsehood during those times. I am Zay,” he said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help.” 
 
    “Even after learning all that you still won’t help?” Karliss asked, clearly surprised. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to understand,” Zay said. 
 
    “I do understand,” Fen said, remembering when Lowellin had held Ravin prisoner and threatened her life if he didn’t retrieve the key fragment. “We’ll find another way.” 
 
    “But—” Karliss said. 
 
    Fen cut him off, saying firmly, “We’ll find another way.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t help you anyway,” Zay said. “It might even cause you to injure yourselves.” 
 
    “Maybe you could point us toward another Musician?” Fen asked. 
 
    “I would if I could. I used to be able to sense the others, few as they are. But I lost that along with everything else.” 
 
    “Could you at least tell us where you saw one last?” Karliss asked. “We came a long way.” 
 
    Zay pointed southeast. “A lot of days that way is a city named Qarath. But I wouldn’t bet on there being one there now. All but one of the Musicians left before the Children arrived.” 
 
    “Aislin’s from Qarath,” Karliss said glumly. “If there was one there, she would have heard about it.” He looked at Fen. “What are we supposed to do now?” 
 
    Before Fen could respond, they all heard a sound. Zay reacted as if he’d been stabbed with a needle. He leapt up out of his seat, all the color draining from his face. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” he gasped. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    “It sounded like a child laughing…” Fen trailed off as he realized what that must mean. 
 
    Zay headed for the pond. Fen caught up to him after a couple of steps and stopped him. “Don’t rush in. You might make it worse.” 
 
    Zay started to argue, then relaxed and nodded. He looked at the two girls. 
 
    Neither one of them had moved, but Emily’s posture was different. She was leaning forward, watching the conjured ducklings play. One of them leapt into the air, its tiny wings flapping madly, and landed on another, dunking it underwater. 
 
    Emily laughed again, then put her hand over her mouth as if surprised by it. Aislin looked over her shoulder, saw them all standing there, and shook her head. 
 
    “Come on,” Fen whispered to Zay. “We need to leave them alone.” 
 
    Still looking over his shoulder as he walked away, Zay let Fen lead him back to the house. He collapsed onto his chair, a stunned look on his face. 
 
    “She laughed.” There was wonder in his voice. “Twice.” He looked up at Fen. “What did she do?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Is she a healer?” 
 
    Fen remembered Aislin as Golgath. “No. She’s not.” 
 
    “It’s a miracle. She hasn’t laughed since…” His words died off. 
 
    “What happened?” Fen asked, his voice gentle. 
 
    Zay wrung his hands. “I can’t…” he said several times. Then he cleared his throat and tried again. “She was only a toddler. She’d only started walking a few days before it happened.” He looked out across his little farm. “I wasn’t so hopeless at farming then. We had good crops the first few years. We did well enough that Phantra—she was my wife, the woman I left the Musicians for—convinced me that we should buy a mule or a bull shatren to pull the plow. 
 
    “I left early in the morning to go to the market in the city. I spent most of the day looking, but I couldn’t find one we could afford. Near the end of the day I started back home.” He stopped and wiped his eyes. In a hoarse voice he continued. 
 
    “I found her lying half out the front door of the house. Her throat had been cut, and there was…there was blood everywhere. Emily was kneeling beside her. She had blood all over her face and hands. I picked her up. She wasn’t crying. She wouldn’t look at me. She seemed to…to stare right through me. She’s been that way ever since. My baby is still there, but she’s not there.” He put his head in his hands, and his shoulders shook. 
 
    Fen realized he was gripping the hilt of his sword tightly and made himself let it go. “Did you ever find out who did it?” 
 
    Zay shook his head. “There were tracks. It looked to me like two men. But I didn’t try to follow them. I couldn’t leave Emily alone and what could I do against two armed men? I’m not a fighter. Some food was stolen from the house, along with the necklace my Phantra was wearing. I guess they were robbing us, and she surprised them or something. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I lost my family that day.” 
 
    His head rose, and he looked at the two girls sitting by the pond. “Only now it seems there is hope for one of them.” He pointed suddenly. His mouth worked, but for a moment nothing came out. Then, in a whisper, he said, “Look at that.” 
 
    Emily was sitting closer to Aislin now. It looked like she was holding her hand. 
 
    “She is a healer,” he breathed. 
 
    Time passed, and the sun climbed toward the zenith, passed it, and headed toward the horizon. The three of them sat there without talking, as if witnessing a spell they were all afraid to break. Finally, late in the day, Aislin stood up. Emily stood up too. Holding hands, they walked over to the farmhouse. Zay stood up, trembling, watching them approach. Emily walked with her head down. He swept her up into his arms when she got to him and squeezed her tightly, pressing his face into the top of her head, silent tears running down his face. After a bit she started squirming, and he set her down. She stared at the ground as if studying her feet. 
 
    “She’s going to come out now,” Aislin said. “It will take time, but she’ll do it.” 
 
    He looked at her in stunned disbelief. “How do you know that? She didn’t say a word to you.” 
 
    “She didn’t have to,” Aislin said carelessly. “You’re like everyone else. You think words are the only way to say things, but they’re not. Words get in the way.” 
 
    “I have no idea what that means,” Zay replied. “And I don’t care.” 
 
    Emily looked up at him then. There was a question in her eyes. 
 
    “Okay,” he told her. He turned and looked at Fen. “I’ll do it. I’ll play for you.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Zay went into his home. He emerged carrying what looked like a short-handled broom. But when Fen blinked and looked at it again, he realized it wasn’t a broom at all, but some kind of horn with a flared end and holes spaced along its length. It was exquisitely made, the dark, ebony wood flowing so naturally that it was as if it had grown in that shape. 
 
    Zay sat down and cradled the horn in his lap. “This was the first instrument I ever made,” he said, stroking it gently. “No instrument I ever made afterwards came close to it. Truly, Othen guided my hands that day.” He ran his fingers down its length, a sad smile on his face. “I’ve been saving it until the end. It was meant to be my last attempt at reaching my Emily.” He looked over at his daughter. She was sitting in the dirt, her arms wrapped around her legs. She didn’t return his look, but from her posture Fen thought she was alert, waiting for her father to play. 
 
    “How does it work?” Karliss asked. “What is it you do that’s different from ordinary music?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly,” Zay admitted. “The Music is all around me, all the time. The songs come from every person, from every animal and every plant. They’re in the water. They’re in the wind. There are times when I even think I hear them coming from the rocks. When I play, it’s like I draw in the Music I hear and pass it back to the world through my instrument.” He stroked the horn gently as he spoke. His tone was reverent; his eyes fairly glowed. “Each person thus hears his or her own song played back to them. It is the deepest expression of themselves made pure and available for them to hear. People are often changed by the Music. I believe it reveals to them something fundamental about who they are, something they weren’t able to see before.” 
 
    “How did you learn how to do this?” 
 
    Zay shook his head. “I’m sorry. Even though I broke the Pact and Othen has turned his face away from me, I still won’t share that. It is a secret only for the Musicians.” He placed his fingers over the holes and looked at each of them in turn. “When I play, close your eyes. The Music reveals what is closest in your heart. Focus on what it is you wish to know. Let nothing else enter your thoughts, no thoughts of loved ones or your past, your dreams or your hopes. If you do, the Music will carry you that way and you won’t find what you’re looking for. Hopefully you will find what you need quickly. This is my last song,” he said sadly. “I doubt it will last long.” 
 
    The three of them settled themselves. Fen sat down, leaned against the wall of the house and rested his head against it. He pictured the last piece of the key in his mind, imagining it as Karliss had described it to him. 
 
    He thought he was ready, but when the Music started, it was like a sudden flood swept across his mind, lifting him up and sweeping him away. He fought to hang onto the image of the last piece of the key, but it was futile. In an instant it was gone, and in its place came Ravin. 
 
    He saw her in a room. She had tears in her eyes, and she was shaking. Then the image shifted, and he saw what was making her cry. It was Ely. One hand was wrapped around the back of her neck. He pulled her face closer and pressed his lips to her mouth. She closed her eyes but did not fight, the tears running freely now. 
 
    The Music grew discordant. The vision of Ravin shattered into hundreds of pieces. Fen spiraled down after them, chasing them, trying to put them back together, trying to hang onto Ravin for one more moment. He called her name into the blackness over and over, but it did no good. 
 
    Then someone was shaking him and saying his name. He opened his eyes. He was lying on his side. Karliss was kneeling over him, speaking to him. He struggled and managed to sit up with Karliss’ help. 
 
    “You were yelling something,” Karliss said. “I think it was a name.” 
 
    “It was Ravin,” Fen said. His hands were knotted into fists, and he sought unsuccessfully to unclench them. “That bastard Ely has her. He’s going to…” He couldn’t finish the words. He fought to get to his feet. “I have to go to her. Take me there right now,” he told Karliss. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Karliss took a step back. 
 
    “I don’t care what you think,” Fen snarled. “She needs me. You have to take me.” 
 
    “What you saw may have already happened,” Zay said. In his lap were the remains of his last instrument. The elegant, beautiful horn was gone. All that was left were twisted, shattered pieces. “Or it might not happen at all. There’s no way to know for sure. What happened is between the Music and you.” 
 
    “She’s in danger,” Fen insisted. “I know it. I can feel it.” 
 
    “What you feel is the Music.” 
 
    “Everyone’s in danger,” Aislin said. She was standing a few paces away. Her voice sounded unusually harsh. “You can help her, or you can help them. But not both.” 
 
    “The rest of the world can rot for all I care,” Fen said. His adrenaline was racing. He ripped his sword free. “She’s the only one I care about.” 
 
    Karliss put his hands up and backed away. Aislin didn’t move, but green light began to flicker around her hands. 
 
    “It’s the Music,” Zay repeated. “It will pass. Don’t do anything rash.” 
 
    “You have no idea what I saw!” Fen yelled. “I have to save her!” 
 
    “You can’t,” Aislin said, her voice still cold. “There’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say. You don’t care about anyone.” 
 
    Aislin’s expression darkened. “You’re wrong.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know what he’s saying,” Zay said. “It’s the Music.” 
 
    “Stop and think about this, Fen,” Karliss said. “Just this morning you were telling me that we have to stay focused, that we can’t let anything interfere with what we need to do. Remember that?” 
 
    Fen lowered his sword. Sweat was running down his face. Some of it might have been tears. “I left her alone, unprotected.” He could hear the anguish in his voice. 
 
    “She’s not unprotected,” Aislin said. “She has hands and feet, doesn’t she? She has a brain? She can think?” 
 
    “But she needs me.” 
 
    “The whole world needs you,” Karliss said. 
 
    Fen sheathed his sword and wiped the sweat from his face. “I can’t do this,” he said brokenly. 
 
    “You can,” Karliss said. “And you will. It’s who you are.” 
 
    Fen looked around. “I hope one of you two was able to see what we needed. I hope one of you did better than me.” He felt ashamed, knowing he had forgotten his duty and let his heart choose for him. 
 
    Aislin turned away without speaking. 
 
    Fen looked at Karliss. “Karliss?” 
 
    “I saw something,” Karliss said. His look was somber. “I don’t know if it was anything, though.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “It looked like an island. An island in a gray sea filled with huge, floating pieces of ice. The waves were very high. There was a man on the island. At least I think it was a man. He kept changing. There were times I thought he was a giant bird. But I didn’t see the final piece, so I guess I failed too.” 
 
    But while he was talking, Zay stood up, the pieces of his ruined instrument falling unnoticed onto the ground. “You saw…you saw…” 
 
    “What?” Karliss asked. “What did I see?” 
 
    “You saw Othen.” There was awe in Zay’s voice. 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    “Even Musicians only rarely receive the faintest glimpse of Othen,” Zay said. “And you saw not just him, but his home.” 
 
    “So? What good does that do us? I was trying to see the last piece.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. Othen is the keeper of secrets. His song contains the whole of the world within it. He will know where the final piece is.” 
 
    “Okay,” Fen said. “That sounds good. Do you know where this island is?” 
 
    Zay lowered his head. “I am sorry. I cannot help you there. Othen has never revealed that to his followers. It is his secret.” 
 
    “So we’re right back where we started,” Fen said. Then his face brightened somewhat. “You said you can see through the aranti, Karliss. Can’t you use them to search for it?” 
 
    Before Karliss could reply, Zay spoke. “They won’t find him. Othen doesn’t just shape sound, he shapes light. His followers have this ability as well, to an extent. It is how we hide ourselves and our instruments in plain sight. The aranti won’t be able to find him unless he wants to be found.” 
 
    The four of them stood there then, the hopelessness of it all nearly choking. “What do we do now?” Karliss asked. 
 
    It was Fen who recovered first. Duty drove him when nothing else would. “We need to leave. We don’t have any idea how long it will be before the hounds show up, and we don’t want to bring them down on Zay and Emily.” He turned to Zay. “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    Zay bowed. “Thank you for yours. Because of you, for the first time I have hope. You have no idea what this means to me.” 
 
    Fen remembered the young woman and her daughter that he’d saved from the thugs in Samkara. Though helping one or two people might not seem like much against the vastness of what was coming, still it was not inconsequential. Especially not to those who were helped. 
 
    “Then our journey here has not been wasted.” 
 
    “Don’t lose hope,” Zay said, clasping his hand. “Othen allowed you to see him through the Music. That was no accident. He may still reveal himself to you. Don’t give up.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Fen replied. 
 
    “We don’t really have any choice, do we?” Karliss said, grinning. “There’s nowhere to go but forward.” 
 
    Far in the distance came the sound of hounds baying. “Time to go,” Fen said. 
 
    Aislin crouched down before the little girl and looked into her eyes. The little girl stared back. Aislin stood up. “I’m ready.” 
 
    The wind began to blow around them. 
 
    “I’m sure glad those hounds can’t fly,” Karliss said, raising his voice a little as the aranti he had summoned grew noisier. “It would make running away a lot harder.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Karliss set them down by a small lake in a narrow valley in unknown mountains. The lake was bordered by huge, thick trees, part of the forest that blanketed the mountains. It was getting dark by then, and Fen began gathering wood while Karliss went through his pack and took out the last of the food he had, some crumbled flatbread and a few slivers of dried meat. 
 
    “This is the last,” he said, portioning out what he had to the others. “We need to find a village tomorrow and get some more.” 
 
    “I don’t have any coin,” Fen said. “Do either of you?” Aislin shook her head. 
 
    Karliss said, “My people don’t use coins. I’ve only seen one once. Firehair had one.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to find some way to earn our food,” Fen said. 
 
    “Why?” Aislin asked. “We can take what we need. They can’t stop us.” 
 
    “Because it’s wrong,” Fen snapped. His words came out harsher than he’d intended. He was still worried about Ravin, and it was weighing heavy on him. 
 
    “I could have told you he’d say that,” Karliss told Aislin. “I have a friend like him. He’s always being difficult.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it right now, okay?” Fen said. “We’ll figure something out. We could try asking people for food.” 
 
    “You want to beg?” Aislin said, her tone making it clear what she thought of that. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Fen said firmly. “We’ll talk about it tomorrow.” He stomped away from the others and into the trees, needing to be alone, needing to come to grips with the thoughts and feelings swirling inside him. 
 
    Ravin was in danger. He was sure of it. That was no random vision the Music showed him. It wasn’t the past, and it wasn’t the future. It was now. He leaned against a tree, his hands curling into fists. He should have left her in Shantytown. No, that place wasn’t safe either. He should have gotten her somewhere safe before he left Samkara. He should never have told her she could go back to the palace. He’d seen the way Ely looked at her when she came to the door of the temple. His hands ached with the desire to plunge his sword into the fat soldier’s black heart. 
 
    Wild schemes ran through his head. He’d make Karliss fly him back to Samkara. It wouldn’t take that long probably. He just needed to be there long enough to deal with Ely and put Ravin somewhere safe. Then he could go back to searching for the final piece of the key. 
 
    But even as he thought these things, he knew he couldn’t do them. He had a larger duty to perform. Saving Ravin might mean condemning the whole world—and ultimately Ravin along with it. He knew what she would tell him to do if she were there right then. She’d tell him that she’d made her choices, and she would live with them. That he couldn’t protect her from the world. 
 
    He clasped his hands together, trying to stop them from shaking. He needed to put Ravin out of his mind and focus on the key. He recalled his brief glimpse of the Queen, remembering her vast power, the malice he’d felt coming off her. Stopping her was all that mattered. Everything else would have to wait. 
 
    Wiping tears from his eyes, he muttered an apology to Ravin and started back to the others. Karliss was waiting for him when he came out of the trees. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No,” Fen said, brushing past him. 
 
    Karliss caught his arm and stopped him. “Hey. I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t help, but I am. I can see you care about her a lot. It must be hard.” 
 
    Fen’s first impulse was to yell at him, to take out the turmoil he felt on the youth. But he knew that was wrong, and he swallowed it. “You have no idea.” 
 
    Karliss looked away. “No. Probably not. I’ve never loved anyone the way I can see you love her. I’m not sure I can love someone like that. I’m a little too wrapped up in me, you know?” 
 
    “Is that all?” Fen asked, wanting to be left alone. 
 
    “Not quite. I want you to know that as soon as this is over, I’m taking you to Ravin as fast as I can. And I’m staying to help. Whatever you need, I’ll do it.” 
 
    His words touched Fen. He took a deep breath and put his hand on Karliss’ shoulder. “Thank you. I’m probably overreacting. Ravin’s smart. If anyone can handle Ely, she can.” He started to turn away, then had an idea. 
 
    “About that offer of help…” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Can you look in on her for me? Using the aranti?” 
 
    Karliss hesitated. “This might make you hit me, but I have to ask. What if I see that she’s in danger? What are you going to do? What I’m saying is, are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    “No. But I have to know. I need something to hold onto.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my first question.” 
 
    “I won’t try to make you fly me there,” Fen said. “I give you my word.” 
 
    “Somehow I think your word is worth more than just about anything. I’ll see what I can find out. I have to warn you, though. It might not work.” 
 
    “Why not? I thought you could see through any aranti anywhere.” 
 
    “I can. But there are a lot of them. It would take a long time to check through all of them.” 
 
    “Well, how did you find the Musician, then?” 
 
    “I found him because of the Music he was playing. The aranti are drawn to anything unusual and exciting.” 
 
    “Can’t you just fly and go check in on her?” 
 
    “I could if I knew where she was.” 
 
    “I can tell you.” 
 
    “Can you? Really? You live across the sea, right?” 
 
    “In Samkara.” 
 
    “Is there a big sign above Samkara that I can look for?” 
 
    Fen slumped, suddenly realizing what Karliss was saying. “Even if I described it to you, it would take a long time to search through every city by the sea.” 
 
    “It might not. I might get lucky. But probably…” 
 
    “I see.” The hope he’d discovered shriveled as quickly as it arrived, leaving Fen feeling tired and despondent. 
 
    “But I will look tonight before I go to sleep. And tomorrow morning too. And every chance I get.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Fen said. He walked back to their camp, Karliss following. 
 
    “How are we going to find Othen?” Karliss asked. “That’s what we need to figure out next.” 
 
    “You saw where he lives. Are you sure the aranti can’t find it?” 
 
    “You mean describe it to them and see if any of them know what I’m talking about?” Fen nodded. “See, here’s the thing about the aranti,” Karliss said. “They’re like small children. Getting them to hold still and focus on something, anything, is almost impossible. They’re drawn to excitement. They run from what frightens them. They love to play, and they talk endlessly about mostly nothing. Do you see what I’m saying?” 
 
    “That they’re useless?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sometimes, anyway.” 
 
    Aislin was standing there watching them. Fen turned to her. “How about the Shapers you sent looking for Ya’Shi? Maybe one of them has found him by now.” He looked over at the small lake. “Do we need to be by the sea for you to reach them?” 
 
    Aislin shook her head. “All water is connected.” She walked over to the lake and waded in up to her waist. She put her hands in the water and yelled, “Oben-dai!” 
 
    For some time, nothing happened. Then the water stirred, and a large shape rose up out of it and loomed over the tiny form of Aislin. Fen recognized it as one of the shlikti that Aislin had summoned before, when she first sent them to find Ya’Shi. It was dark green, its eyes a baleful yellow. When it spoke, its mouth was a long, horizontal slit across the tapered dome of its head. 
 
    “What?” Its voice was silt and decay. There was anger there. 
 
    “What have you learned? Did you find Ya’Shi?” Aislin asked, clearly unfazed by the creature, even though it looked like it could crush her effortlessly. Fen noticed that her voice sounded deeper than usual and wondered if Golgath was present. 
 
    Something that might have been a tongue, but had suckers on it, emerged from its mouth and slid across its face, then retracted. “Yesss.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    It bent over her, but she did not flinch. “You did not call me back. I am not your servant.” 
 
    Aislin raised one hand. Green power flared around it, bright enough that Fen had to put his hand up to shield his eyes. A moment later the power erupted from her hand and wrapped around the Shaper. There was a sizzle, as of grease in a hot pan, when the power contacted the Shaper’s skin, eliciting a bellow of pain. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked. There was no mistaking the harshness in her voice now. 
 
    “He is at Lementh-home. Release me. Now.” 
 
    Aislin lowered her hand, and the power flickered out. “Next time, remember.” 
 
    The shlikti slid into the water without replying and disappeared. Aislin turned to the others. 
 
    “I’m sure glad we’re on the same side,” Karliss said. “We are on the same side, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Is that you, Aislin?” Fen asked, worried that Golgath was back. 
 
    “Lementh-home is at the bottom of the sea,” Aislin said. 
 
    “So we’re going to the bottom of the sea now. That sounds fun,” Karliss said. “And by that I mean it sounds horrible.” 
 
    “You will die down there,” Aislin said. “Unless you know how to breathe water.” 
 
    “Kind of used to breathing air, actually,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Tomorrow you will take me to the sea, and I will go speak to Ya’Shi.” 
 
    “No,” Fen said. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Aislin raised her face to look at Fen. Her eyes were glowing faintly. Her expression was dark. “You will not tell me what I can and cannot do.” 
 
    Fen took a deep breath. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m only worried that something could happen to you without us there to help you.” 
 
    “I do not require your help.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because the last time you fought the Ichthalids you seem like you needed help.” 
 
    “That was different. I was far from the sea. They cannot touch me in my domain.” 
 
    “You were in your domain when they attacked you from the ships. They defeated you then.” 
 
    “It will be different next time,” she insisted. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It will.” 
 
    Fen tried to find another way to approach this. “I’m not saying you aren’t strong enough, Aislin. But I believe in my heart that we must stay together at all times. It’s our only hope.” 
 
    “I agree with him,” Karliss said. “In case either of you were wondering.” They both ignored him. “Okay, I can see that you weren’t. I’m glad we got that cleared up.” 
 
    “Remember, Ya’Shi said it will take all three of us to defeat the Devourers,” Fen added. 
 
    “This is true. But it does not change the truth that you cannot come with me. How else will we get the information from Ya’Shi?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Karliss said, “and I may have a solution to that.” Neither one of them answered him or looked at him. 
 
    “There must be another way,” Fen said. “Maybe one of the shlikti can carry a message to Ya’Shi.” 
 
    “You do not know Ya’Shi. That will not work,” Aislin replied. 
 
    “There is another way! I just said I have an idea about this,” Karliss said, exasperated. “Is anyone listening to me or am I talking to myself here?” They both looked at him then. 
 
    “What is it?” Fen asked. He had his doubts, but it was clear Karliss wasn’t going to shut up until he got to say his piece. “This better not be a joke.” 
 
    “It’s no joke. Trust me.” 
 
    “Get on with it,” Aislin growled. 
 
    “I can do things with air, right? Watch.” Karliss walked over to the edge of the water. He did something with his hands, then put them down into the water. He grinned and turned to the others. “Look at that! It works.” 
 
    Fen peered into the water. “I don’t see anything. What is it?” 
 
    “It’s an air bubble.” 
 
    “An air bubble.” Fen shook his head. “Look, Karliss, we don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “You don’t get it. I can make one big enough to go around the two of us. That way we can breathe underwater and go with Aislin.” 
 
    Aislin picked up a stick and poked the bubble, which instantly popped. “You will die.” 
 
    “I need to work on it a little bit.” 
 
    “I think you need to work on it more than a little bit,” Fen said. 
 
    “I need to make it stronger is all. The hard part is how.” Aislin shook her head in disgust. Fen sighed and started to turn away. 
 
    “Wait,” Karliss said. “I have an idea.” He looked at Aislin. “When I showed up during the battle, you had this glowing, green energy shielding you. What was that?” 
 
    “It was Seaforce.” 
 
    “Seaforce?” 
 
    “The raw power in water.” 
 
    “You’re able to take power out of the water and make a shield out of it?” Karliss was clearly impressed. “That’s incredible. Can you do other things with it?” 
 
    “I can make it into little orbs that explode when they hit something.” 
 
    Karliss looked at Fen. “Can you do that too?” 
 
    “I’ve never tried using Stone power that way, but I can make a sword from it.” 
 
    Karliss’ eyes got big. “I have to see that.” 
 
    “Maybe later. Now’s not really the time.” 
 
    “If there’s raw power in the sea and in the ground, there must be some in the wind. All I need to do is learn how to use it,” Karliss said. “Then I’d probably be able to make an air bubble strong enough to protect us.” 
 
    “You said ‘probably.’ That’s the word that bothers me,” Fen said. 
 
    “Can you teach me?” Karliss asked Aislin, ignoring Fen. The look on her face said she didn’t want to, but when he repeated his wish, she shook her head and said okay. 
 
    “You have to see the power first,” she said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Look into the air.” 
 
    Karliss looked up, then all around. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “You’re not looking,” Aislin said crossly. “It’s there. Look behind what you normally see.” 
 
    “Look behind? That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “That’s what I told Treylen, but it’s true.” 
 
    Karliss began staring fixedly at one spot. “Like this? Am I doing it right?” 
 
    “Don’t stare so hard. Unfocus your eyes.” 
 
    “How about now?” 
 
    “Now you’re crossing your eyes. That won’t work.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s no power in the air after all,” Karliss said. 
 
    “There has to be,” Fen said. He still wasn’t sure he wanted to put his life in Karliss’ hands—the boy was undoubtedly powerful, but he was also reckless and foolish—but this was the only idea they had. It was either this or let Aislin go alone, and he thought that was a terrible idea. If something happened to her down there, they wouldn’t be able to help her. They’d never even know what happened. “It’s the same power you use to do…whatever it is you do.” 
 
    Karliss blinked. “I think that comes from the aranti.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Fen said. “The aranti are Shapers. What makes them powerful is their ability to control the power in their Spheres. That’s what Aislin and I are doing when we make a sword or a shield. We’re able to shape the raw power. You must be able to do the same.” 
 
    “I never really thought of it like that. I guess I didn’t really think about where the power comes from at all. Can you also see the power, Fen?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never tried to.” 
 
    “Then how do you make a sword out of it?” 
 
    “The first time it happened by accident. After that I kind of pictured it in my mind and willed it to be there.” 
 
    “That’s not very helpful. Picture it in your mind? Look for it by not focusing your eyes? You two are terrible teachers, you know.” 
 
    “It’s all I have,” Fen said. Aislin shook her head and turned away. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll figure it out.” Karliss wandered off, talking to himself as he went and now and then waving his arms at the sky as if that would help him conjure power from thin air. 
 
    “He talks a lot,” Aislin said. 
 
    “I noticed,” Fen said. “Maybe this will shut him up for a while.” 
 
    “You’re not going to trust him to take you under the sea, are you?” 
 
    “Not yet. But I’m hoping he will surprise me.” 
 
    “I could go alone.” 
 
    “No. We’re not talking about this. We stick together. We all go or none of us go.” 
 
    Aislin made an irritated noise, walked over to the lake and dove in. Fen rubbed his arms. It was getting chilly. They were going to need a fire. It took him a while, but he finally managed to get it started, and it was burning pretty well when Karliss returned. 
 
    “I got it,” Karliss said triumphantly. “Look at this.” He snapped his fingers. Nothing happened. “Come on,” he muttered, and snapped his fingers again. A few faint blue sparks appeared this time. 
 
    “Sparks,” Fen said. “That would have been helpful when I started this fire.” 
 
    Karliss gave him a suspicious look. “Are you mocking me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because it’s okay if you are. You’re too serious. It would be good for you.” 
 
    “And I think you’re not serious enough.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what’s serious. I think if we don’t watch her, Aislin will go under the sea without us.” 
 
    “No, she won’t. I already made it clear that—” 
 
    “And you haven’t noticed how little she thinks of your orders?” Karliss said with a half-smile on his face. “That girl does what she wants. I don’t think anybody tells her what to do.” 
 
    Fen looked over at the lake. He’d seen no sign of Aislin since she dove in. It wasn’t that big of a lake. She was still in the lake, wasn’t she? A terrible thought occurred to him. What if she’d gone to the sea? He wanted to believe she couldn’t have—they were a long way from the sea, after all—but the shlikti had come from the sea. Was it possible to travel through water like he traveled through Stone? 
 
    “Still, I don’t believe she did that. She wouldn’t just run off.” 
 
    “I think she’s used to doing things her way. Think about it. With her power, who’s going to tell her otherwise? Who’s going to stop her?” 
 
    “You need to get better with your power quickly.” 
 
    “Oh, I can do more than make sparks,” Karliss assured him. 
 
    “Really?” Fen said, not believing him at all. 
 
    “Of course. I’m the greatest wind shaman ever. Don’t you know anything?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Karliss grinned. “It’s something my friend Batu says. I miss him. He knows how to laugh. Anyway, I can also do this.” He concentrated, holding one hand out, palm up. After a few moments the air above his hand began to glow blue. The glow grew stronger quickly and formed into the shape of a flat, circular disk that shimmered. A soft hum came from it. 
 
    Fen was surprised. “That’s impressive. It really is. You learn fast.” 
 
    Karliss’ smile faded. “I have to. There’s been a lot going on in my world. A little slower and my whole clan would probably be dead.” 
 
    “It’s been that bad?” 
 
    “Worse.” Karliss’ eyes were haunted. He looked away, and Fen did as well, wanting to give him his privacy. For all his lighthearted manner, it was clear Karliss carried some scars. 
 
    Out of nowhere, a breeze began to blow. It gusted around them for a few moments, and when it passed, the shadows were gone from Karliss’ face, and he was smiling once again. “But hey, they aren’t dead, and here I am with the other two heroes getting ready to save the world.” 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t say that. I don’t think of myself as a hero.” 
 
    “Really?” Karliss said, looking him up and down. “Because I think you look exactly like a hero should. I mean, look at me. I’ve got the bones of a bird. I’d probably snap in half if you punched me. But you, you’ve got the broad shoulders and the big muscles. You even have the sword! Every hero has to have a sword if they want people to take them seriously.” 
 
    “Aislin doesn’t have a sword.” 
 
    “She doesn’t need one. She’s plain old scary.” He held up the glowing disc. “I’m going to try and throw this. What should I throw it at?” 
 
    “Something way over there,” Fen said, pointing off into the darkness. “Let me get behind you first. I don’t want you taking a piece out of me by accident.” 
 
    “How do I throw it? I don’t see any way to grab onto it. Probably that would be a bad idea.” 
 
    “I think you use your mind. That’s what I do when I want to make the sword. I will it to appear, and it does.” 
 
    “Okay. Here goes nothing.” Karliss stared at the glowing disc. It didn’t move. “It’s not moving,” he said. 
 
    “I noticed that,” Fen said. “Try harder.” 
 
    “Think harder? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “I guess. I don’t really know either.” 
 
    Karliss’ brow wrinkled, and his tongue stuck out a little as he stared at the glowing disc. 
 
    All at once it shot across the campsite in a blue blur and struck one of the massive pine trees. There was a burst of blue light, a groan of tortured wood, and the tree began to lean… 
 
    Right toward them. 
 
    “It’s going to fall on us!” Fen cried, jumping back. 
 
    “No, it won’t,” Karliss said. The tree swayed. There were sounds of wood cracking. The tree tilted further toward them. “Okay, maybe you’re right.” 
 
    “Move before it falls on you, you fool,” Fen said. He’d moved a good dozen paces back and was watching the tree closely, ready to run if it fell toward him. 
 
    “No. It’ll put the fire out you worked so hard to build.” Karliss threw out his hands. Fen felt air rushing by him, then a concentrated blast of air struck the shivering tree, and it was knocked the other way and fell. “There. Fire safe.” 
 
    Fen came walking back to the fire. “That’s a relief. And I didn’t work that hard to build the fire, by the way.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. I saw you. You were really struggling. I was about to come help you when you finally got it. Haven’t you ever built a fire before?” 
 
    “I’ve built fires before,” Fen protested. “Lots of times. Just not in the wind and not with wet wood.” It had rained earlier in the day, and the whole area was soaked. 
 
    “So, practically never then. Because, you know, wind and rain are the kinds of things that make you wish you had a fire. Maybe this is the first one you ever built outside?” 
 
    “I’m not having this conversation with you. From now on you can build the fires.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll start now. The cute little fire you built has already gone out.” 
 
    “That’s because I was busy worrying that you were going to drop a tree on me or blow me up with your power.” 
 
    “Sure,” Karliss said, going over and crouching beside the dying embers. He broke off some kindling from the wood Fen had gathered, and with the help of some gentle puffs of wind soon had a substantial fire going. “I can’t tell you how much easier it is to get wood to burn than dung,” he said. “You really have no idea.” 
 
    “Stop rubbing it in. You made your point.” 
 
    Karliss’ answer was a wicked smile. 
 
    Fen looked over his shoulder to make sure Aislin hadn’t emerged from the lake and then sat down by the fire. “There’s something we need to talk about.” 
 
    “Do we have to?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I can see on your face that it’s going to be something serious. Can’t we talk about something fun instead? I could tell you about the time I—” 
 
    “Stop. Now isn’t the time for a story.” 
 
    Karliss crossed his arms. “I don’t agree. I think now is always a good time for a story.” 
 
    Fen resisted the urge to rub his temples. He reminded himself that Karliss was young and yelling at him probably wouldn’t do any good. “Just listen, okay.” 
 
    Karliss sat down, a pouty look on his face. 
 
    “Do your parents yell at you a lot?” Fen asked him. 
 
    Karliss looked surprised by the question. “Not so much anymore. But they used to.” 
 
    “I wonder why.” 
 
    “Was this what you wanted to talk about?” 
 
    “No.” Fen looked over at the lake again. Still no sign of Aislin. “It’s about Aislin. Actually, it’s about Golgath.” 
 
    “You heard it too, after she talked to the Shaper.” 
 
    “I did.” Fen shifted to a more comfortable position. “We need to talk about what we’re going to do if…” 
 
    “If that thing takes her over for good.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t know what we can do. She’s stronger than me, I think. Probably stronger than you too. I think all we could do then was try not to make her angry at us.” 
 
    “She said before that it went away after she slept.” 
 
    “Are you saying we should knock her out if Golgath takes over?” 
 
    “I don’t know. All I know is, it could happen, and if it does, we need to have a plan.” 
 
    “Maybe it doesn’t have to happen. Golgath gets stronger when she uses her power, right? All we have to do is keep her from using it.” 
 
    “And what about when we come up against the Ichthalids again? We’re going to need her help.” 
 
    “From what I saw, Golgath hates them too. Remember, she wanted to go fight them straight away. When it comes time, I say we let her fight and deal with Golgath afterwards.” 
 
    “That’s not much of a plan,” Fen said. 
 
    “It’s good enough,” Karliss said, lying back and staring up at the sky. “We’ll probably be dead after the battle anyway, so it won’t matter to us then.” 
 
    “Is everything a joke to you? Even dying?” 
 
    “That’s the biggest joke of all.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    They were getting ready to go to bed when Aislin emerged from the lake and joined them. 
 
    “There’s something I’ve been wondering,” Karliss said to her when she walked up to the fire. “How do you do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “You just got out of the water, and you’re practically dry already. Even your dress. And don’t you ever wear shoes?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Which question do you want me to answer?” 
 
    “The first one.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Okay, how about the second one?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know why you don’t wear shoes? Or you don’t know if you want to answer the question?” 
 
    Aislin shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t your feet get sore?” 
 
    “Doesn’t your mouth get tired from talking so much?” 
 
    Karliss nodded, unperturbed by her comment. “Fair enough. I’m hungry. Surely, I’m not the only one. Aislin, why don’t you catch us some fish?” 
 
    Aislin froze. The temperature seemed to drop noticeably. 
 
    “Did I say something wrong?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “I don’t eat fish.” 
 
    “Why not? They taste good.” 
 
    “Do you eat your friends?” 
 
    “Fish are your friends?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Don’t eat any of the fish while I’m around. I’m warning you.” 
 
    “Warning received. No fish eating. I hope we can get some food tomorrow.” 
 
    “No stealing,” Fen said. 
 
    “Yeah, you said that already. Aislin says we can’t eat fish. You say we can’t steal food, even though we’re trying to save those people in that village, and we really need some food. I wonder if the last verse of this song will be ‘and then the heroes starved to death’?” 
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic,” Fen said. “We’re not going to starve to death.” 
 
    “He says, after eating the last of the food that I brought.” 
 
    Fen rubbed his face tiredly. “This is pointless. We’ll figure something out when we get to a village tomorrow.” 
 
    “I have an idea how we can get some food. Not by stealing, before you remind me again.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I was thinking you could tell funny stories. Aislin could dance and sing.” 
 
    The look Aislin turned on him was withering. Fen wanted to smack him. “Why do I bother listening to you at all?” 
 
    “Lighten up. It was only a small joke to cheer you up.” 
 
    “A very small joke,” Aislin said. 
 
    “I’m tired, Karliss. We’re all tired. Are you going to tell us this plan of yours or not?” 
 
    “I’m going to earn us some food by doing this.” Karliss leaned forward and blew on the fire. Sparks began to dance, bouncing around madly as if they had a life of their own. He twirled his fingers, and the sparks began to coalesce into the shape of a face. 
 
    “Hey,” Fen said after a moment. “Is that…?” 
 
    “That’s you,” Karliss said proudly. 
 
    “It kind of does look like me,” Fen said grudgingly. 
 
    “Kind of? Your own mother wouldn’t know the difference. So, what do you think? Will it work?” 
 
    “I’ve seen people give money to the entertainers in the park,” Aislin said. “It might work.” 
 
    “I have to admit it’s a good idea,” Fen said cautiously. He was suspicious. He had a feeling Karliss would end up doing something that would cause trouble. 
 
    “Good? It’s a great idea,” Karliss said. While talking he was idly forming another glowing blue disc above his hand. 
 
    “Do you have to do that again right now?” Fen said. “Maybe you should wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    “I need all the practice I can get.” The disc was bigger than the last one, more than twice the size. 
 
    Fen shifted back to put distance between them. “One thing’s for sure,” he told Aislin. “If we’re attacked by trees, Karliss will take care of them.” 
 
    “Hilarious,” Karliss said. “My control is already better. Watch this.” 
 
    The disc suddenly shot off into the darkness. Fen winced, waiting for the explosion. Then he saw the disc come flying back towards them, and he yelped and ducked. 
 
    “Get down, Aislin!” 
 
    “You’re being dramatic,” Karliss said as the disc came to a stop above his hand again. He pointed into the darkness. “Wait for it.” 
 
    There was a creaking sound, and a large limb fell out of a tree out at the edge of the campfire’s light. 
 
    “I did that,” he said proudly. “I used Sky power to cut through that limb.” He frowned. “Sky force? Sky power?” He looked at the other two. “Which sounds better to you?” 
 
    “Who cares?” Fen said. 
 
    “I do.” Karliss looked at Aislin. “What do you say?” Aislin shrugged. Karliss pursed his lips and shook his head. “You’re not very helpful either.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The morning after Fen and the others left with Ely, Ravin climbed up to the small room at the top of the ruined temple. The room was high enough to give her a view of the harbor. She stood there looking out the small window, sick at heart as the three ships sailed out of the harbor, taking her beloved away. She wondered if she would ever see him again, and a few tears started to flow. She wiped them away fiercely, telling herself that she needed to be strong. Fen would return. She would make sure he didn’t return to find her a quivering wreck. 
 
    When she could no longer see the ships, she climbed down and left the temple, heading for the castle. As she walked through the city streets, she saw a Samkara that was the same city she’d known her whole life, same buildings, the same people, the same streets. But at the same time it was changed, maybe forever. It had been scarred by riots, poisoned by the sorcerers, held captive by the Ichthalids. Numerous buildings were gutted by fire. People hurried by, their faces turned down, eyes darting to watch for the next danger. Nearing the castle, she came on a huge crater. It looked like a whole city block had collapsed into a massive sinkhole. 
 
    There were only two soldiers guarding the gates of the castle, a far cry from the full squad that had been in place ever since the army returned victorious from Marad. How long ago that all seemed now. 
 
    The guards recognized her and waved her through without comment. They were too busy arguing with each other to pay much attention to anyone passing through anyway. 
 
    “And I say it’s General Tomes,” one said. 
 
    “You’re forgetting,” the other replied. “He was killed by King Lowellin when he took over.” 
 
    “Then who’s in charge?” the first one asked, scratching his head. 
 
    “Maybe it’s me,” the second one replied. “I almost made lieutenant last year, you know.” 
 
    The first one snorted. “As if I could forget. You talk about it constantly.” 
 
    Ravin left them behind and walked across the grounds toward the palace. It felt strange being here, walking around in the open. The last time she’d been here she was on the run, trying to escape before Lowellin caught her. The castle looked different also. It took a moment to realize it was she who was different. She’d lead a sheltered life, here in the confines of the castle, cut off from most of what passed for daily life for the great majority of Samkara’s citizens. And she’d never even dreamed of what life was like for the denizens of Shantytown. 
 
    How terribly foolish and nearsighted she’d been. 
 
    And now? she wondered. What was she now? How had the recent scars changed her? Had they made her stronger or weaker? 
 
    She passed into the palace through one of the servants’ entrances and made her way toward the cubby that was her room. She passed a few servants along the way, but all of them were either deep in a conversation and paid no attention to her, or they hurried by with their heads down, lost in their own thoughts. 
 
    Her room looked the same. The tiny chest holding her few belongings was still at the foot of her narrow cot. An old crate turned on its end to become a table was still against the wall below the polished piece of tin she used as a mirror. 
 
    She opened the chest. On top was the peach-colored dress she’d worn the first time she and Fen went out into the city together, when they went to see the puppet show. She remembered how hard she and Amma had worked on it, how nervous she’d been. It all seemed so silly and far away now, and yet at the same time painfully important and nostalgic. 
 
    Underneath the dress she found one of her old dresses, plain and faded, but clean. She looked at the hand holding the dress. There was dirt crusted under her fingernails. It had been so long since she’d been clean. That first day out in Shantytown she’d felt miserable being so dirty, but it wasn’t long before being dirty was merely another unavoidable part of life. 
 
    She gathered up the dress and a pair of stockings and went to the servants’ baths. No one had heated the water yet this morning—from what she could see none of the servants were doing much of anything besides gossiping—but even the cold water felt wonderful. She emerged awhile later feeling like a new person. The dress she’d been wearing was torn beyond repair, and part of the hem was missing where she’d torn it off to use as a bandage, so she threw it away. 
 
    She got back to her room just as Amma emerged from it. Amma looked up, saw her, did a double take, then cried out and threw her arms around Ravin. 
 
    “You’re okay! You’re back! Oh, it’s so good to see you.” 
 
    They hugged for a while, and Amma cried a little. Ravin felt a little strange that she wasn’t crying. In a way she felt like she was just acting along, playing the part she was expected to play. It wasn’t that she wasn’t happy to see her old friend, but she felt so different now. It felt like there was a gulf between them. She could see across it, but she couldn’t quite reach across it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Amma asked her, and Ravin realized it was the second time she’d asked. 
 
    “Sure. I’m fine.” 
 
    “You look different somehow.” 
 
    I am different, she wanted to say. Instead, she said, “I’ve been out in the sun a lot lately.” Which was true, but it sounded odd to her even as she said it, as if she’d merely gone for a long walk on the beach or something. 
 
    Amma looked perplexed. “Where have you been all this time? You disappeared right after the Ichthalids arrived, and I was afraid they’d done something to you.” 
 
    “I had to leave. I was worried Lowellin would use me against Fen again. His squad helped me get out of the castle and they…” She hesitated, not sure she wanted to tell Amma about Shantytown. Her friend would turn up her nose in horror at the thought of living with such scum, and she didn’t feel up to explaining to her that there was more to Shantytown than that. So instead she said, “One of them found me a place to stay with his grandmother. I’ve been hiding out since then.” 
 
    “It must have been terrifying,” Amma said with a little shiver. “I’m so glad you’re safe. I had no idea what had happened to you, and there’s so many awful things happening in the city these days that I feared the worst. I’ve been coming to your room most every day to clean out the spider webs and make sure no one was bothering your things.” She gave Ravin another quick hug. “But really I was coming because I was hoping that you’d returned. I’ve been lost without you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ravin said, touched by her friend’s admission. Amma liked to present a tough, careless attitude, but she knew her better than that. “I really mean that.” 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go see if we can scrounge up some food for you from the kitchen,” Amma said, taking her arm and pulling her down the hallway. “You look positively starved. I guess that grandmother didn’t feed you all that much.” 
 
    Ravin let herself be pulled along without resisting. Being in Amma’s company meant the end of keeping her head down, though. Every servant they passed, Amma exclaimed, “Look who’s back!” It was rather tiresome. She preferred to draw as little attention as possible. 
 
    “Is it true that the Ichthalids have sailed away?” Amma asked her. Ravin nodded. “Good. I hope they never come back. Maybe now that they’re gone, Cowley will show up again. I miss him.” Amma stopped and turned to her. “That day they were all arrested and dragged down into the dungeon was terrible. It was the worst day of my life. It was all anybody in the whole castle was talking about. I was out of my mind worrying about Cowley, about all of them. I snuck out there after dark. I knew it was crazy, but I had some idea that maybe I could surprise the jailer and help them escape. I think I’ve been around you and Fen too much, thinking like that. But I found the door unlocked, and when I went in there was no sign of them anywhere, though I saw some horrible things for torturing and fresh blood, which made me frightened all over again. I thought for sure they had been tortured and killed. I went straight to find Jerit. You know him, right?” 
 
    Ravin did. Jerit took care of those who died in the castle, cleaning them up and burying them. It was a task he’d been handling since she could remember. 
 
    “Jerit said he’d taken no bodies away recently, so I figured Cowley and the others must be alive.” Her expression grew clouded. “I pray every day that they are. I wish I knew.” 
 
    Ravin looked up and down the hallway, making sure no one was within earshot. “They are alive.” 
 
    Amma sagged against the wall. “Thank the gods. I’m so relieved. That’s the best news you could give me.” 
 
    “So is Fen.” 
 
    “Fen’s alive? Really?” 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Amma said with a fierce smile. “Even though they said he was dead, I knew they couldn’t kill him that easily. But how do you know all this?” 
 
    “I saw them. Yesterday.” 
 
    “You did? Where are they? Can we sneak out and see them tonight?” Amma looked like she wanted to go right then. 
 
    Ravin checked the hall again and lowered her voice still further, though she wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t as though anyone here could do anything about it if they knew the truth. 
 
    “They snuck on board one of the ships, disguised as slaves.” 
 
    “But…why?” 
 
    “To try and stop the Ichthalids. They’re working with Lowellin now and before you say anything, I know how that sounds.” 
 
    “Working with Lowellin? The king?” 
 
    “The same.” 
 
    Amma looked her over. “You sure you didn’t hit your head? That sounds kind of crazy.” 
 
    Ravin sighed. “It did to me too. But it’s the truth. They’re out there on one of those ships right now.” 
 
    “That Cowley,” Amma said. “I should’ve known he’d find a way to leave without saying goodbye.” She said the words half-jokingly, but there was frustration there too. Things were generally rocky between the two of them. “I’m sorry for you, Ravin. You barely got Fen back, and already he’s off again. I hope you got to spend some time with him at least.” 
 
    “Hardly any,” Ravin said, feeling sadness drape over her, along with a sudden urge to cry. 
 
    Amma took her hand and squeezed it. “If I know Fen, he’ll figure out how to defeat them and return safely. I mean, they tried to chop his head off, and we all know that didn’t work, right?” Seeing Ravin’s pained expression, she clamped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that last part. It sounded bad, didn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s all right.” 
 
    “Let’s get you that food.” 
 
    In the kitchen they found Hannah, the plump older woman who supervised all the female servants. She was sitting at a table working on a heel of bread and a bowl of soup. 
 
    “Look who I found,” Amma said. 
 
    Hannah looked up. She was nearsighted and at first didn’t realize who it was. Then her face lit up. “Ravin!” She stood and gave Ravin a big hug. She smelled of lavender and soap. “It’s good to see you again, child.” Though she was probably only in her fifties, Hannah called all the female servants child, even the ones older than she was. 
 
    “It’s good to be back. I…was wondering if I could still have my position?” Ravin wasn’t sure she wanted it. Life in the palace seemed terribly stuffy to her already. But where else could she go? What else could she do? 
 
    “Says the girl who waited on the Fist when no one else would,” Hannah clucked. “Child, I’d give you your job back if I had to sack everyone else to do so.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Ravin asked. There at the end she’d spent all her time serving the Fist, and with him gone she wasn’t sure what her duties were now. “The king left on the ships too, didn’t he?” 
 
    Hannah nodded. “He did. I’m not sure what to tell you yet. The whole place is in an uproar. No one knows what’s going on and everyone is lolling around, skipping their work. I was fixing to call all the girls together and give them a good tongue lashing—just because the king left doesn’t mean the palace is going to go to the dogs—but Ketrick told me a few minutes ago he’s calling the whole servant staff together, so I figured I’d wait and see what he had to say.” 
 
    Hannah smoothed her apron. “Let’s see about getting you something to eat first, child. The heavens know you look like you could use it. What’ve you been living on anyway, turnip peelings and bread mold?” 
 
    Ravin was finishing her hastily-prepared meal when a boy came running into the kitchen. “It’s the chamberlain,” he said breathlessly. “He’s calling everyone to meet in the royal audience chamber. Gotta go.” He left at a run to spread the word. 
 
    “And there it is,” Hannah said, sitting back down at the table. “Run along now.” 
 
    “You’re not going?” Amma asked. 
 
    The stout lady shook her head. “Ketrick will tell me what needs telling later. I’m too old and fat to go running off all over the palace.” 
 
    They left Hannah and made their way to the royal audience chamber. Along the way they encountered a number of other servants, all headed that way. There was a great deal of speculation as to what Chamberlain Ketrick was going to say, but no one Ravin overheard actually seemed to know anything concrete. 
 
    The royal audience chamber was smaller and less ornate than the royal throne room, with friezes on the walls and a pair of large statues of forgotten kings flanking the seat where the king sat to hear petitions and grievances from his subjects. Chamberlain Ketrick, a thin, severe man who’d lost nearly all his hair, was standing in front of the throne. His colorless lips were pursed, and he looked extremely irritated with every single servant who stood before him. But then, he always looked irritated, so that didn’t necessarily mean anything. 
 
    “Close the doors,” he instructed after the stream of servants trickled off. A page hurried to close them. “Bar them. Those who show up late will deal with me personally.” His cold gaze swept the room. “The slothfulness I witnessed this morning will not continue. That is the first item I wish to make clear. Whether the king is here or not makes no difference. Nothing will interfere with the smooth functioning of this place, not while I still draw breath. Are there any here who doubt that?” 
 
    None of the servants spoke. They didn’t so much as move. Ketrick was infamous for his temper, and no one wanted to bear the brunt of it. 
 
    “Now, onto the other matter I called you here for. As you know, our king and his allies—” He might have hesitated a touch on the last word, but he covered it by hurrying on. “—have sailed away. King Lowellin’s absence will be for an indefinite period of time. It is up to us to carry on until then, ensuring that he returns to a palace suitable for him. In the meantime, I have been informed that he has appointed a castellan to run this castle, indeed, the entire city, in his absence. Servants of the palace, I present to you Castellan Rouk.” 
 
    A door opened in the wall behind Ketrick and two figures emerged. In the front, wearing his army uniform, his sword at his hip, was General Rouk. A step behind him was Captain Ely. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Ravin said softly. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Ravin felt trapped. Her first instinct was to flee, but there was no way she could. Even moving back would draw attention to her. She wished she wouldn’t have stood so close to the front. She remembered Ely’s words, the way he’d looked at her back at the ruined temple. His look had promised nothing good. She’d assumed he was sailing with the rest of the army, but here he was in person. She shouldn’t have come back to the palace without finding out first. 
 
    The two men strode up onto the dais. Rouk took a seat on the throne, while Ely planted himself to his right and stood with his hands clasped behind him. Ely was still wearing a soldier’s uniform, but he had a red sash over his shoulder, a sash the old seneschal had worn, as a symbol of his office. The man had died shortly after the Fist took the throne, and the Fist never bothered to replace him. It looked like he’d been replaced now. 
 
    Rouk looked out over the gathered servants, his sharp features pinched with unhappiness at what he saw. 
 
     “Things have been allowed to slip around here lately,” Rouk said. “That will not continue. The king did not trouble himself with details. I do. I will not tolerate sloth or slovenliness. I expect the palace to be perfect, and I expect you who stand here before me to make it that way.” 
 
    The room was dead silent as he stared at them, his belligerent gaze seeming to dare them to gainsay him. 
 
    He continued. “As I will be mostly engaged in overseeing the ruling of the city and such of the army as I have been left with, I will leave the day-to-day running of the palace to my aide, Captain Ely.” He gestured at Ely, who beamed and stuck his chest out. “Captain, do you have anything you’d like to say?” 
 
    “Yes, castellan,” Ely said, stepping forward. His heavy jaw jutted as he stared down at them. Ravin saw that he’d missed a button, and though he’d clearly shaved recently, it was a poor job. There was a scab on his chin from where he’d cut himself, and he’d missed a patch of beard on one cheek. 
 
    “I’m a generous man,” he said. “I don’t take things to heart like a lot of folks do.” He scowled, and his face grew dark. He pointed at them. “But cross me, and you’ll see that I bite. Hard. And once I get my teeth into you, I don’t let go. You’d do well to remember that.” 
 
    He stepped back. 
 
    “Thank you, captain,” Rouk said. “I trust you all got his message? Let me make it extra clear in case you are still unsure: Captain Ely is the in charge of the palace. Bring all matters to him and yield to his judgment in all things. Do not trouble me with them. You may go. Heed my words.” 
 
    Ravin’s heart lifted. Neither man had noticed her. She could still get out of here. She would flee the castle again. There must be some work she could find in the city. Even if she had to go back and live with Argid in Shantytown, it would surely be better than remaining here. She hadn’t missed the threat—or the darker promise—in Ely’s eyes yesterday outside the temple. Whatever it took, she had to get far away from that man. 
 
    She was leaving with the rest, when she heard Ely call her name. With a sinking heart she turned back. Amma turned back too, and Ravin loved her for it, but Ely frowned at her. 
 
    “Not you,” he said gruffly. “Her. Her only.” 
 
    Amma gave Ravin a sympathetic look and followed the rest of the servants out of the room. 
 
    Ravin stood with her hands clasped before her so that they wouldn’t betray her by shaking. The door closed behind the last of the servants. Rouk stood up and left the room. It was only the two of them now. 
 
    “Come closer,” he said. 
 
    With feet of lead, she took two steps closer. She didn’t want to, but she made herself look up and meet his eyes, determined not to show fear. 
 
    He came down off the dais, his footsteps heavy. Up close she could smell the sour rum on him, could see his bloodshot eyes and the broken veins in his bulbous nose. 
 
    “You’re a pretty one, aren’t you?” 
 
    She said nothing, only stared at him, hating him. 
 
    “I can see why Fen took such a shine to you.” He reached out to touch her hair, and she jerked back. 
 
    “You better not touch me,” she said. 
 
    “Fen’s not here. You remember that part, don’t you? You were right there when we talked about it. He got on a ship and sailed away.” 
 
    “He’ll be back,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe. Probably not. Lowellin has plans for him, see? In the meantime, it’s just you and me here. That’s nice, isn’t it?” 
 
    He reached for her again, and when she tried to pull back, he lunged and grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her forward. “Make me mad, and you’ll see why it’s a bad idea,” he rasped. His breath smelled like onions and rotted meat. His small eyes were slitted down. “You’ll keep that in mind, won’t you?” 
 
    When she didn’t reply, he pulled on her hair to force her to nod. “There. That’s better,” he said, releasing her. “Now run along and go about your duties. They’ll be changing soon, of course. Once I speak to Ketrick and have you reassigned to me. Won’t that be fun?” He waved her away. 
 
    Ravin stumbled away unseeing, her heart sick with dread. Dimly she heard him call after her. 
 
    “Don’t bother trying to run. I’ll make sure every soldier and servant knows you’re not to leave the castle, no matter what. Not unless they want to answer to me.” 
 
    His laughter chased her from the room. 
 
    Amma was waiting for her out in the hall. “What is it? Why did he tell you to stay?” she asked. Ravin told her. Amma got a sick look on her face. “We have to get you out of here. There has to be a way.” 
 
    Ravin’s next words surprised her even as she said them. 
 
    “No. I’m done running. This is my home, and I’m going to fight for it.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Fight? Are you serious?” Amma looked at her in surprise. 
 
    Ravin nodded, her face grim. “Deadly serious.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re planning on doing, but count me in.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that. It’s my fight.” 
 
    “Now you sound like Fen. No, it’s not. It’s everyone’s fight. Everyone knows Ely lied about Fen in court. They know what scum he is. It’s not just that, either. There are stories around about him, things women say he’s done. You remember that one girl, Emily, who worked here about seven or eight years ago? She worked in the laundry?” 
 
    “Yes. I always wondered what happened to her.” 
 
    “He propositioned her, and when she said no, he beat her. Badly. Her jaw didn’t work right after that. She had to go back to the farm where she grew up.” 
 
    “What? Why wasn’t anything done about it?” 
 
    Amma gave her a skeptical look and crossed her arms. “And who would that be? You know how the old king was. He didn’t care. To him it was just a soldier getting a little carried away. Emily’s father caught up to Ely one day in the city, but Ely had a couple of his thug friends with him, and they beat him badly too. He had to be carried away in a cart. There are other stories too, but you get the point.” 
 
    “I’m not going to be his next victim,” Ravin said. 
 
    “No, you’re not.” Amma regarded her. “You know, Ravin, there’s something different about you. I’m not sure what it is. It’s like the softness is gone.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether that’s an insult or a compliment.” 
 
    “I think it means Ely better watch himself. You’re not another helpless little girl.” 
 
    “Fen’s not the only one who can fight for what he loves.” 
 
    Amma gave her a quick side hug. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “I might need a little bit to come up with something. I only just decided to fight, you know.” 
 
    “Let me know what you come up with. I’ll talk to some of the other women. You’re not the only one who hates Ely.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ravin said, not sure how she felt about bringing others in on it. She didn’t want anyone getting themselves in trouble on account of her. Which, she suddenly realized, was exactly what Fen would say in her position. After all the times she’d chastised him about taking everything on by himself, how had he rubbed off on her like that? “But be careful. We don’t want anyone to hear who will run and tell.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I know who I can trust and who I can’t. We better not stand here any longer. Neither of us needs Ketrick coming down on us.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    That afternoon Ravin got the word. She was washing dishes from the midday meal when Hannah called her over. The portly woman had a sorrowful look on her face. 
 
    “I spoke to Ketrick. You’ve been assigned to wait on Captain Ely. Gather up your things. You’re moving to another room as well. You’ll be living in the servant’s room attached to his apartment, so you can be on call whenever he needs you.” Her chin quivered a little as she finished. It was clear she knew at least some of the stories about Ely, because next she said, “I’m sorry, child. I argued against it. I told him it wasn’t proper, that if Ely wants a personal servant it should be a man, but Ketrick said Ely told him you were to be in your place by the end of the day, or he would leave the palace without a job, and he’d come down and drag you up by your hair.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ravin said. 
 
    “No, it’s not. That man…” She lowered her voice and looked around. “He’s a brute, is what he is. And you a pretty little thing. I shudder.” 
 
    “He won’t find it that easy to take advantage of me, I promise you that,” Ravin said. 
 
    Hannah wiped her eyes and looked her over. “You know, the way you said that…I’m inclined to believe you.” 
 
    Ravin went to gather her things, her mind racing. She’d been thinking about this all day, discarding one plan after another. Her first plan, and the one she still liked the best, although there was no chance of implementing it, was to get Argid in here and have him twist Ely’s head off. The big man would do it for her too. Too bad he was out there, and she was in here. 
 
    The problem was, even though she’d had all day to think about it, she still didn’t know what to do. Ely was bigger than she was, stronger, meaner. He had weapons, including a sword. He had men at his command. He had the castellan’s full backing, and Rouk was essentially the king of Samkara until, and if, Lowellin returned. 
 
    As the day passed, and she still didn’t come up with anything, she began to seriously consider running after all. For all her bold words earlier, this was a fight she probably couldn’t win. Unless she was willing to sneak into his room one night and slit his throat, and she really couldn’t imagine doing that. 
 
    Finally, she went outside and, under the guise of carrying a bucket of wash water, she roamed around the castle grounds for a few minutes, looking for soldiers that she knew were friends of Fen’s, someone she could trust to help her. But not only did she not find any of Fen’s friends, she saw hardly any men she recognized. It seemed that Lowellin had taken the best soldiers with him and left the dregs of the army behind. She was on the receiving end of many leers and coarse, suggestive comments, until ultimately she fled back into the palace. 
 
    Now she was out of time, and she had nothing. 
 
    With everything packed into the small chest, she lugged it out of her room. Except for when she was younger and had served as a playmate for the children of the nobles, it was the first time she’d lived anywhere but in the general servants’ quarters in the basement. No one was around to see her go. Everyone was too busy working. She felt very alone and vulnerable. 
 
    The apartment Ely had taken was on the third floor, near the end of one of the wings. The door to the adjoining servant’s quarters was ajar, and she went in, putting her chest at the foot of the narrow cot. She closed the door, noticing that that it had no lock or even a bar, making her heart sink a little further. The room had a small window which let in some light, but it was too high up for her to see out. She couldn’t even reach it. The only other thing in the room was the door that led to Ely’s apartment. 
 
    For a moment she stood there, unable to move, feeling utterly overwhelmed. The apartments on this wing had been occupied by nobility, but since Fist had them all killed, it had mostly stayed empty. No one would hear her cries for help. Not that anyone would intervene anyway. Rouk had made it clear that the castle was Ely’s personal fief. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and went into Ely’s apartment. The room she found herself in was the bedroom. A large bed with four posts stood near the window, a chamber pot underneath it. There was a heavy wardrobe of dark wood and a table with drawers sitting before a sizable mirror. Dirty clothes were strewn everywhere, as if Ely had made a deliberate attempt to make as much of a mess as possible. A half-eaten plate of food was on the table, an empty goblet beside it. 
 
    Reluctantly, Ravin began the task of cleaning up, knowing if she didn’t do so that Ely would take it out on her when he returned. Most of the clothes smelled as awful as they looked. She put them in a pile to take down to the laundry. Some were not as bad as the others and those she folded and put into the wardrobe. She straightened the blankets on the bed and patted the pillows. She picked up the pile of dirty laundry and walked through a doorway into the sitting room. She was halfway to the door leading out to the hallway when it opened. 
 
    It was Ely. 
 
    Her mouth went dry, and her heart started thumping painfully. 
 
    “It’s about time you showed up,” he said. “I thought maybe I was going to have to come looking for you.” He gave her a dark grin. “Which doesn’t sound so bad for me, but it wouldn’t have been good for you at all. Not once I found you.” 
 
    “I was just taking these clothes down to the laundry.” She held up the armload of laundry as if maybe he hadn’t already seen it. 
 
    “There’s time enough for that later, don’t you think?” He winked and walked toward her. 
 
    “I…if I don’t get them down there soon, they won’t get washed today.” She was disgusted by how weak and frightened her voice sounded, but it was all she could manage. She was surprised that she was still able to hold onto the clothes and hadn’t already dropped them all. 
 
    “No one cares about clean clothes. It’s what’s under them that makes the man, don’t you think?” He’d come closer in the last few moments, and he made a little lunge for her as he finished speaking. 
 
    But Ravin was already moving. Using the pile of dirty laundry as a sort of makeshift shield, she managed to keep him off her. His grubby hand missed its target and got tangled up in a pair of fouled undershorts instead. He swore and tossed the undershorts aside, then reached for her again. 
 
    But Ravin was still moving. Instead of backing away when he came for her, she’d sidled to the side. His lunge gave her the opening she needed. She scurried for the door, dropping a couple pieces of clothing in her haste. Fortunately, he’d left the door open, and she was able to get out into the hall before he could get hold of her. 
 
    “I’ll just take these down then,” she called over her shoulder as she hurried away. 
 
    He came to the door and yelled after her. “Bring me something to eat and a bottle of rum when you come back up. And don’t make me wait! Waiting makes me angry.” 
 
    Ravin made it around the corner of the hallway and then stopped and leaned against the wall. She was panting and sweating hard. That was too close. And she’d barely even started working for him. She felt the tears start in her eyes and tried to fight them back. How could she ever hope to beat this man? He’d almost had her there. Next time she probably wouldn’t be so lucky. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut. She had to think. She had to come up with something. She couldn’t let him win so easily. 
 
    But nothing came to her and she stumbled off down the hall, blinking against the tears. He didn’t have every advantage, she told herself. She was smarter than he was. Her brain was her weapon. She just had to use it, and she couldn’t do that if she wasted her time crying. She had to stay calm and clear-headed. 
 
    She dropped the clothes on the table in the laundry. Marta, the old woman who ran the place, poked one of Ely’s shirts with one finger, a look on her face like Ravin had dropped a dead rat on the table. “Wouldn’t it be better to burn these?” 
 
    “They belong to Captain Ely.” 
 
    “Then they should definitely be burned. And the ashes scattered.” She cackled. “I’d say that man is a pig, but that’s an insult to pigs.” 
 
    Ravin felt a little better as she headed for the kitchen. There was a way out of this. There had to be. 
 
    Timmen, the head cook, was stirring a large pot on the stove when she got there. “I need a plate of food for Captain Ely,” she told him. “And a jug of rum.” 
 
    Timmen unhooked a key from his belt and gave it to her. It was the key to the liquor storage room. “Take the rum from the bottom shelf, not the top shelf. I’m not wasting the good stuff on him. He won’t know the difference anyway.” 
 
    Ravin went to the store room and got the rum. When she got back, Timmen pointed at some pots on a counter across the room. “There’s some stewed lamb there. Potatoes in the pot at the end. That should take care of him.” 
 
    At the end of the counter was a bowl with some meat in it, and Ravin started to reach for it, but he stopped her. “Not that. It’s gone off. The pigs are getting that. Use the meat in that big pot.” 
 
    Just like that, Ravin got an idea. 
 
    She put some meat from the big pot on a plate and added potatoes. Then, shifting her position so what she was doing was blocked from Timmen’s sight, she quickly took a chunk of the spoiled meat and put it in with the good, using a fork to mash it in. Would it work? Would he be able to taste the spoiled meat? She didn’t know, but it was worth a try. 
 
    She took the plate of food, a cup, and the rum and headed back upstairs. She felt a little better now, not much, but a little. At least she had a plan. There were still many things that could go wrong with it, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    She stopped outside Ely’s apartment and gathered herself. Then she turned the knob and entered. Ely was sitting at the table, his feet up on it. He’d thrown the seneschal sash onto the table. He gave her a nasty smile and wagged a finger at her. 
 
    “That was close to taking too long. I was about to come looking for you.” 
 
    She saw that he’d taken his boots off and unbuttoned his shirt, so she doubted that, but she kept that thought to herself. Keeping her eyes down, she walked across the room and put the plate and the jug of rum in front of him. Once she’d set it down, she pivoted and started to leave. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. “Not so fast.” 
 
    She turned slowly. He pointed to a chair across the room. “Pull that up and come sit here with me awhile.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she dragged the chair over and sat down, staying as far back from the table as she could. He uncorked the rum and took a long drink straight out of the bottle, then smacked his lips. “Ah, that’s the good stuff,” he said appreciatively. He held the bottle up to get a closer look at it. “Very good.” He took another drink. “A long sight better than the rot I’m usually stuck with.” 
 
    Ravin clasped her hands in her lap and tried to appear calm. 
 
    “You know what? You’re too tense. Here.” He splashed some rum in the cup she’d brought and slid it across to her. 
 
    “I don’t really drink,” she said. 
 
    “Now you do. Go on. Drink it.” 
 
    She took a sip and nearly gagged. It tasted awful, like she imagined lamp oil would taste. But she managed to make a grimace that could have been taken for a smile. 
 
    “It takes some getting used to.” He took another drink off the bottle. He pointed at her glass. “Now you.” 
 
    She took another sip. It was even worse the second time. It occurred to her that if she acted like she liked it, maybe he would drink faster. Maybe he would get drunk enough that he wouldn’t notice what she’d done to his food. Maybe he would pass out. 
 
    “I’m starting to see why you like it,” she said. 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” he said and sloshed some more rum into her cup. His nose and cheeks were starting to take on a ruddy glow. 
 
    When the bottle was half empty, he turned to the plate of food. “What is this, lamb?” he said. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    He took a bite and wrinkled his nose. “Tastes a little different.” 
 
    She went cold inside. 
 
    He took another bite. “I don’t know. I’m not sure if I like it.” He gave her a suspicious look. 
 
    Not sure what to do, Ravin took another sip off her cup, and had a sudden inspiration. “The king’s cook uses exotic spices that come from all over the island. Probably what you’re tasting is one that you haven’t had before.” 
 
    He brightened somewhat. “I bet that’s it.” The rum was definitely improving his mood. “I’m not used to fancy foods, being only a lowly soldier and all. But if I’m going to be living here in the palace, I guess I better learn how to live like the fancy folk. That means drinking their top quality spirits and learning to like their food.” He took another bite. “It’s getting better.” 
 
    He finished the food quickly and set to work on the remainder of the rum. He was starting to look a little bleary, which was good, but Ravin knew it was also dangerous. She’d been around drunken nobles enough to know that when they were drunk they could be manipulated more easily, but at the same time they were also more unpredictable, more dangerous. 
 
    He finished the bottle, belched and looked around. “You shoulda brought two. I’m a thirsty man, you know.” 
 
    She stood up. “Right away, captain.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. You stay here. I like looking at you.” He stood up and made his way ponderously around the table. “You’re awful pretty, you know that?” 
 
    She took a step back. 
 
    He saw, and his face darkened. “Why?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You just moved away. Why? Do you find me disgusting, is that it?” 
 
    She went still, knowing she was on dangerous ground. “No. That’s not it at all.” 
 
    “Then what? I’m in charge of the whole palace now. I’m not some nobody sergeant anymore. I’m somebody. You could do worse than me. I could make things very good for you, you know. Make it so you don’t have to work anymore, give you nice dresses and things that women like.” He was noticeably slurring his words. 
 
    “It’s not that,” she said quickly. “It’s…I’m betrothed.” She wasn’t, not really. At least, Fen hadn’t asked her. But in her heart, she was. 
 
    He waved off her words. “Bah! He’s just a kid. What do you want with him when you could have a real man.” He straightened and tried to puff out his chest. It only succeeded in making his belly look larger. Ravin fought to keep the revulsion she felt from showing on her face. 
 
    “I promised him,” she said. 
 
    “That was stupid. He’s going to die.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, actually I do. Lowellin has plans for him, plans he knows nothing about.” 
 
    Ravin went cold inside. Oh, Fen, be careful! she cried out inside. 
 
    “He’s as good as dead, girl. Forget him. Take up with me. That’s the smart play.” He reached for her, and again she pulled away. 
 
    His lip lifted in a snarl. “Think you’re too good for me, is that it?” 
 
    “I don’t think that at all.” 
 
    He lunged for her, and this time she couldn’t get away. One meaty hand clamped down on her wrist, and he jerked her close. “I’m trying to be nice here. Why won’t you let me be nice?” 
 
    “I told you, I’m betrothed,” she said, trying to squirm away. His grip was terribly strong, and she felt a wave of panic rush over her. There was nothing she could do against his strength. She felt so helpless. 
 
    “And I told you I don’t care.” He pulled her close and wrapped both arms around her. He smelled like a wet dog. His breath was hot against her face. “How about a little kiss at least?” His lips parted, and he came for her. She fought desperately, and all at once his hold slipped, and she started to get free. 
 
    A sudden burst of pain as he slapped her hard on the side of the face. The force of the blow knocked her to her knees. He stood over her, his face dark with fury. 
 
    “I tried to be nice, the gods know I did. I tried to woo you proper. I offered to lift you up and set you beside me. I could have saved you from all this. But you wouldn’t have it. No, you think you’re too good for me, too good for fat old Ely. Just like all the other girls, laughing at me, putting me down. Well, I’m going to show you and when I’m done, you’ll change your tune. Right you will.” 
 
    He began unbuckling his pants. Ravin scurried backwards, trying to get away, but he followed, and she came up against the wall, and there was nowhere to go. Terror surged up inside her. 
 
    “Please, please don’t do this,” she begged. “I’ll go get more rum, and we can sit down and drink as much as you like.” 
 
    “Too late for that.” His pants were open now, and he leaned down, reaching for her. One hand closed on her wrist. She screamed and slashed the back of his hand with her fingernails. Still he didn’t let go. He jerked her to her feet. Desperate, she sank her teeth into his hand, biting as hard as she could. 
 
    He roared and backhanded her. She flew back and hit the wall, falling to the floor once again. 
 
    “So that’s how it’s going to be,” he said. There was a savage, bestial look on his face. “Good. I like it better this way anyway.” 
 
    He took a step toward her, and then a strange look crossed his face. A moan escaped his lips, and he bent over, holding his gut with both hands. “What’s…?” 
 
    He fell to his knees and began vomiting. Ravin got up. Her first instinct was to run from the room, but she suppressed it. This was only the first battle in what was going to be a war. She couldn’t think only about today. She had to think about the future. If she ran, when he sobered up, he would find her, and then he would take her and there would be nothing she could do about it. 
 
    But she’d learned some things about him this night, things she hadn’t realized existed. Despite his crudeness, his savagery and brutality, there was more to him. A hint of vulnerability had leaked out. She’d seen it in his desperate need for her approval in the moments before her rejection of him turned that vulnerability into rage. There must be some way she could use that against him. 
 
    But to do that she must care for him now. 
 
    She went into the bedroom and got the chamber pot. Squatting down next to him, she stroked his greasy hair. “Here. Use this,” she said, helping him get himself up enough that he could throw up in it. Then she went to the side table, where a basin and a pitcher of water were standing. She poured some water into the basin, picked up a cloth lying there, and went back over to him. She crouched down and began wiping his face clean, making soothing noises as she did so. 
 
    “Gods, it hurts,” he groaned. “What happened to me?” The look in his eyes was disoriented and confused. 
 
    “It was the rum,” she told him. “It’s stronger than you’re used to, that’s all. You had a little bit too much.” 
 
    “My guts hurt something awful.” 
 
    “It will pass,” she told him. “Give it time.” She stood up and took his arm. “Come on. Let me help you into your bed.” 
 
    It was difficult, and he fell down twice, but she managed to get him to his bed. She pulled a blanket over him and left the room, closing the door behind her. After cleaning up his vomit, she headed back down to the kitchen. Timmen was sitting in a chair, leaning back against the wall, smoking his pipe. 
 
    “Captain Ely wants more run,” she said, holding her hand out for the key. 
 
    “More?” he said, raising an eyebrow. “I knew he was a drunk but…” 
 
    “And he wants you to order more,” she said when she came back from the store room with two more bottles. “Cases of it.” A plan was starting to form in her mind, and for it to work she needed lots of rum. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    It was well after sunrise before Ely moved. Ravin was there, watching, waiting. She’d been sitting there beside his bed since before dawn, thinking about her plan. 
 
    He rolled onto his side and sat up. Right away he clutched his head. Then he wrapped his arms around his stomach. “Gods, I feel bad,” he moaned. His mouth worked, and his nose wrinkled. “Did I get sick last night?” 
 
    Ravin had a damp cloth ready. She moved over and dabbed his forehead with it. “It’s okay. I cleaned it up. No one knows.” 
 
    He snatched the cloth from her and scrubbed his face with it, then tossed it aside. “I don’t ever get sick,” he growled. His skin was pasty, and his hands were shaky. “I don’t ever feel this bad.” 
 
    “It’s those fancy foods that the rich eat,” Ravin said, retrieving the cloth and rinsing it in the wash basin. “When I was younger, I swiped some, and I was sick for two days.” 
 
    He gave her a dark leer. “You swiped some, eh? Not quite as perfect as you make yourself out to be, are you?” 
 
    Ravin lowered her head, smiling a tiny bit as she did so, as if he’d caught her at something. “Probably that rum you drank had something to do with it too. The quality stuff has a bigger kick.” 
 
    He belched. The stench that accompanied it made her stomach turn, but she was careful not to show it. 
 
    “That must be it,” he said. “Just not used to the stuff.” 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t happen again,” she told him earnestly. “A strong man like you will adapt fast.” 
 
    “Strong as an ox,” he said, banging on his chest. That set off some coughing, which made his pendulous gut wobble noticeably. 
 
    She went to the wardrobe. “Here are your clothes. I cleaned them for you last night.” She put them on the bed. “There’s water for washing up in the basin.” 
 
    “Naw,” he said, looking out the window. “I’m running late as it is, and Rouk is going to ride me up and down if I don’t get to his office soon.” He pulled on the shirt and then the pants. The effort left him panting, and he slumped back onto the bed. He looked bad. There was a greenish hue to his skin that Ravin didn’t think was completely due to the color of the drapes. 
 
    She’d been waiting for this. “You know what would help?” She went to a cabinet and took a bottle of rum from it. She came over and handed it to him. “This will make you feel better.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t.” He swallowed heavily and licked his lips. 
 
    She hesitated. She had to be careful here. If she pushed too hard, she’d shame him, and he’d turn on her. Striving for the right tone, she said, “You’re the seneschal now. Who can tell you no?” 
 
    He was looking longingly at the rum. “Rouk, that’s who.” There was bitterness in his voice, the bitterness of the common soldier for the privileged officer. “He’s a stickler for rules. No drinking on duty, he says.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ravin said, reaching for the bottle. “I’m sorry. I just thought because the last seneschal drank all the time and pretty much all the nobility did, back before the Fist…” 
 
    He jerked the bottle away from her. “It will help me feel better. Clearer. Which means I’ll do my job better. How hard can it be anyway, bossing around a bunch of servants? Not like being a sergeant at all.” He pulled the cork and took a long drink. He smacked his lips. “Better already.” 
 
    But he groaned as he put his boots on and Ravin had to help him when he almost toppled over. “That’s a serious ache in my guts,” he said. “Probably going to blow up the chamber pot later.” He took another long drink off the jug. 
 
    He had trouble standing, and she took his arm and helped haul him upright. He looked around blearily. It was clear he was still drunk from the night before. “Where’s that…the whatever that shows I’m the seneschal?” 
 
    “Your sash,” she said, snatching it off the table. “It’s right here.” She stood up on her tiptoes and draped it over his head. He patted it into place, one thick hand lingering on it as if reassuring himself that it was real. 
 
    “You’ll want this too,” she said, pressing a leather flask into his hand. It was bulging with rum. “It’s not so noticeable as a bottle,” she whispered, as if sharing a secret with him. 
 
    He took it and frowned. He gave her a suspicious look. “What happened? Why are you being so nice?” 
 
    This was it. She’d been expecting this question. She figured if he wasn’t a total idiot, he’d ask it sooner or later, and she’d been preparing for it. She lowered her head and clasped her hands demurely before her. “I had a lot of time to think during the night,” she said humbly. “About what you said. I’m all alone now, with Fen gone and probably never coming back.” She let a tremor come into her voice. “I’m afraid you’ll put me out of the palace, kick me down into the streets. I’d starve out there. This is the only home I’ve ever known. It’s the only home I have. I’ll do anything to keep from losing it.” The words were truer than he knew, though not in the way he would doubtless think. She would do anything. 
 
    A dark glint came into his eyes. “You would too. Starve I mean. What’s a little thing like you without a strong man to protect you?” 
 
    She let a tear run down her face. “Nothing.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.” With his thumb, he roughly rubbed the tear away. “Enough of that. I don’t like my women crying. A little fight is fine, but not the crying. Not unless I want you to cry. But you’ll know it when I do. There won’t be any mistake about it.” His thick hand went to her neck. He pushed her hair back and stroked her shoulder. “Later,” he said in a husky voice. “Later.” 
 
    When he was at the door, she called after him. “I put another bottle in your desk. It’s a long day. You don’t want to go thirsty.” 
 
    When he was gone, she hurried to the wash basin. Using soap, she scrubbed her face and neck where he’d touched her, wanting the foulness of him off her. Then she sat down in a chair and clenched her hands in her lap. She was shaking, and her pulse was racing. If she didn’t play this just right, if she made any mistake… 
 
    She shuddered at the thought. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    After cleaning his room and making his bed, she went looking for Amma. She found her sweeping a hallway on the top floor of the palace. Without a word, Ravin threw her arms around her friend, and they hugged for a long moment. 
 
    “What is it?” Amma asked, looking her up and down. “Did he…?” 
 
    Ravin shook her head. “He got sick.” She told Amma what she’d done. 
 
    Amma was cackling by the time she finished. “Serves that pig right. I only wish it was poison.” 
 
    “I’d like to poison him, but I think I’d get caught.” 
 
    “No need for poison when you have a brain, right? It helps that he’s as dumb as a headless chicken.” 
 
    Ravin told her about the rum, and Amma nodded approvingly. “He has a real weakness for drink.” 
 
    “But I’m worried about it not being enough,” Ravin said. “I’m worried there will be a day when he doesn’t drink and then…and then…” She broke off and wrapped her arms around herself. 
 
    “What you need is something to take the steel out of his sword,” Amma said. 
 
    Ravin blinked at her. “Is there such a thing? I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “Honey, there’s lots of things you’ve never heard of. But I guarantee you that you’re not the first woman to face this problem. Some wise woman long ago figured out a way to handle it. You have to be careful, of course. If he even dreams that you’re giving it to him, he’s likely to get violent. Very violent. Men get pretty whiny when it comes to that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Where do I get some?” 
 
    “You know Zalna, the old lady who collects and dries the herbs and spices for the cook?” Ravin nodded. “Talk to her. She should have some.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Ely was at his desk in his office when she brought him food around midday. When she opened the door, he slammed the desk drawer and sat up, a guilty look on his face. The look faded when he saw it was her. 
 
    “It’s you,” he said. 
 
    “I brought you some food. I thought you might be hungry.” She came over and set the tray on his desk. Before she could pull back, he grabbed her wrist. His hand was clammy. 
 
    “You know what I’m really hungry for, don’t you?” he said with a leer. 
 
    Ravin felt sick. She faked a smile. “Pie?” she said innocently. 
 
    “Pie!” He laughed. “Not quite.” He belched, and a cloud of rum-soaked fog wafted over her. “I’ve been sitting here thinking about you all morning. It’s the only thing that’s been keeping me going, between the ache in my gut and the mess on my desk.” There were a handful of parchments scattered across his desk. They looked like official records, tallies of food and drink, bills for work done in the palace, requests for money for various supplies like blankets and wood polish. He glared down at them. “I hate these things. They make me crazy. So many numbers.” With an angry sound he suddenly shoved them all off his desk onto the floor. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit down on my lap and cheer me up for a bit?” He yanked her wrist so that she half fell across him. She fought, trying to stand up, but he held her down easily. He settled her on his lap and put his free hand on her leg. 
 
    The door opened, and a steward came in, carrying a fresh stack of parchments. He’d taken several steps before his brain registered what he was seeing, and he froze. “I have those tallies for you, seneschal, but if this is a bad time…?” 
 
    “It is,” Ely growled. 
 
    The steward took a step back. “What shall I tell the castellan then?” 
 
    “Why do you have to tell him anything?” 
 
    The steward got a pained look on his face. “He gave me these with express orders that you were to finish them today.” 
 
    Ely shoved Ravin off his lap. “Fine. Bring them here,” he said through his teeth. 
 
    Ravin fled. The steward gave her a sympathetic look on the way by. 
 
    Out in the hallway, she ducked into a darkened alcove and stood there, collecting herself. Her heart was pounding wildly. That had been far too close. She prayed that the herbs Zalna had given her worked. The old lady swore by them. She’d put some in his food. Hopefully he ate all of it. Unfortunately, Zalna had also told her that usually it took a couple of days before the herbs started to work, and she wasn’t sure she had even one. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    It was the end of the day, past dark, and she was in her room when she heard his heavy tread in the hall. What she wanted to do most was shove all her furniture in front of the door and hide. But she knew that would only enrage him and crush the small amount of trust she was starting to build with him, so she hurried through the door into his apartment and was waiting with a bottle of rum in hand when he entered. 
 
    She noticed that his eyes went first to the bottle, then to her, and she felt hope. As long as he was fixated on the rum, she had a chance. 
 
    He took a long drink and threw himself down on the chair. “I hate that man.” 
 
    She brought him a glass, which he ignored. “Who?” she asked. 
 
    “Rouk. I finished all the reports like he wanted. It took forever, thought I was going to go mad. But was that good enough for him? No.” He took another drink. The veins in his nose were swollen, and his eyes were red. “The bugger rousted my ass anyway. In front of everyone! He said it looked to him like a donkey had done the work.” He clenched one meaty fist. “What I’d give to plant one in his smug face.” 
 
    Instantly Ravin saw a new angle, another direction she could take her plan. Up till now, she’d been playing a defensive game, hoping to keep him drunk enough, and with enough of the impotence herbs in him, that he couldn’t really bother her. Now she saw a way to take the fight to him. If it worked, she could get rid of him for good, and he’d never bother her again. 
 
    She stroked his hair. It was greasy, and she felt revulsion when she touched it. “He’s jealous of you,” she murmured. 
 
    He looked up at her, incredulous. “You think so?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m sure of it. Look at how scrawny he is. Like a bantam rooster. He’s not strong like you are.” 
 
    Ely took another drink of rum. “I could snap him in two with one hand.” 
 
    “That’s why he stuck you here, running the palace, instead of giving you a real job.” This was the hook. She held her breath, wondering if he would take the bait. 
 
    “You don’t think being seneschal is a real job…?” He looked down at the sash. He’d spilled food on it. 
 
    “Oh, it’s a fine job. For one of those floppy little courtier types,” she said. “You know the ones I’m talking about, the ones running around wearing silk pants and velvet slippers.” 
 
    “I hate those guys,” he said. “They all think they’re better than me.” 
 
    “It’s you who’s better than they are. Not a one of them is half the man you are,” she cooed, still stroking his hair. She felt ill. “This isn’t the job for a strong man like you. You should have one that uses your unique talents.” 
 
    He thought about this while taking another drink. He frowned. “You’re right. I felt that way from the beginning. Rouk’s just another flaming officer. I hate all of them.” 
 
    She leaned close. His stench was incredible. “You should be castellan, not him. You’re a real soldier who came up through the ranks. You fought for where you are. It wasn’t handed to you like it was to him.” 
 
    He smiled at her, showing his brown teeth. “I like the way you talk.” 
 
    “It’s only the truth,” she said. 
 
    “Sure enough.” He took another drink. “There’s something special about you too. I knew it the first time I saw you. Not just another pretty face, I told myself. There’s steel there.” 
 
    She smiled and batted her eyelashes at him. “You say the sweetest things.” 
 
    He turned serious. “You keep this talk between us, okay? No one else can hear this.” 
 
    “I’ll take it to my grave.” 
 
    He grinned again. There was something black stuck in his teeth. “Not that long, the gods willing.” One hand locked onto her arm. “Now I want to see if you’re really as sweet as you look.” He tried to wink, but he was so drunk that he couldn’t close only one eye. He kept closing both of them. 
 
    He staggered to his feet. He finished the bottle and tossed it aside. Then he dragged her over to the bed. 
 
    Ravin wanted to fight him. She wanted to claw his eyes out. As drunk as he was, she could probably get away and flee before he could stop her. 
 
    But she also knew it would undo all the work she’d already done. 
 
    He grabbed at her blouse and tried to rip it away, but she was wearing her stoutest wool dress, and the fabric didn’t give up that easily. He growled with frustration and fumbled with his belt with one hand while keeping hold of her with the other. His pants fell to the floor and pooled around his feet. He looked at her with dark hunger. 
 
    He pulled her close and pressed his lips to her mouth. She fought the urge to turn away. His lips were rubbery, his tongue raspy. She forced herself to stay still. 
 
    “I’ll show you what a strong man is,” he said, and pushed her onto the bed. 
 
    He dropped down on top of her. His weight forced the air from her lungs, leaving her without enough to even cry out. 
 
    A moment later she realized he wasn’t moving. Deep, throaty snoring began to issue from him. 
 
    When she tried to push him off, she couldn’t budge him at all. It took a lot of squirming to crawl out from under him. Once she got back on her feet, she spit on him. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    She was prepared when she woke him up the next morning. On the table beside his bed was a tray with a plate of food on it—liberally dosed with the impotence herbs—and a fresh bottle of rum. She sat down on the bed beside him and stroked his forehead. He opened his eyes, winced, and shut them again. 
 
    “Gods, I feel terrible,” he groaned. 
 
    “It will pass,” she assured him. 
 
    He took her hand and pressed it to his cheek. She resisted the urge to pull away. His other hand moved to her waist, and he pulled her down on top of him. Instinctively she turned her face when he tried to kiss her and his tongue, dry and raspy, found her ear instead. She shuddered, and he misunderstood it. 
 
    “You like that don’t you?” 
 
    “It’s…yes, I do.” She twisted away a little. “It’s almost eight bells,” she said. 
 
    “It is?” He pushed her away and sat up. “I’m supposed to meet with Rouk at eight bells.” 
 
    Ravin knew that. It was why she’d awakened him at the time he did. She’d had a lot of time to think about her plan during the night. 
 
    “Here, I’ll get your boots,” she said, jumping off the bed, eager for any excuse to get away from him. When he swung his legs over the edge of the bed, she knelt down and began wrestling the boots onto his feet. 
 
    “I’m supposed to give the bastard a budget,” Ely said. He snorted. “A budget. Hell, I didn’t even know what one was. I had to ask my aide. You should have seen the smug look on that bastard’s face when I did. He thinks he’s so much smarter than I am. We’ll see how smart he is when I plant my fist in his face.” 
 
    Ravin finished with his boots and helped him stand up. He swayed there for a moment, pressing his fingers into his temples. “My head feels like there’s a blacksmith inside there, banging away.” 
 
    Ravin had been expecting this. “I thought you might have one this morning,” she said, hurrying over to the table. “So I went to talk to the apothecary and got you a headache powder.” She handed him a cup of water that she’d stirred a spoonful of the impotence powder into. There was no telling if he would eat the food she’d prepared or not, but she felt certain he would leap at the chance to relieve his headache. 
 
    She was right. He took the cup from her without question, cradling it with his trembling hands while he poured it down his throat quickly. He tossed the cup aside and made a sour face. 
 
    “That tastes terrible.” 
 
    She was ready for this too. She picked up the bottle of rum, pulled the cork, and handed it to him. “Wash it down with this.” 
 
    He took the bottle from her, but hesitated. “Rouk is a stickler about drinking on duty.” 
 
    “This isn’t drinking. It’s only a couple of swallows to wash down the medicine. He won’t know.” 
 
    “Yeah, a little can’t hurt. I need it to make the shakes go away is all. Rouk doesn’t understand.” He lifted the bottle to his lips and took a long drink. He sighed and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 
 
    Ravin picked up the plate of food and held it out to him. “You should have something to eat.” 
 
    “You’re starting to nag me like a wife. You’re not my wife,” he growled. 
 
    She lowered her head. “I’m only looking after you. You need to eat to keep your strength up.” 
 
    He grunted and took a turkey leg off the plate. He bit into it and scowled. “All I can taste is that damned medicine.” 
 
    “It’s already working though, isn’t it?” she asked him. 
 
    He nodded. “I do feel a little bit better.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “That’s what I was hoping to hear. I want to take care of you. Am I doing well?” 
 
    “Well enough, I suppose. Next time wake me earlier, so we have some time to…you know.” He grabbed her with one arm and pulled her close. She closed her eyes and tried not to retch when he kissed her roughly and shoved his tongue into her mouth. An involuntary moan came from her. 
 
    “You like that, don’t you?” he rasped. 
 
    She had to swallow before she could speak. “You’re so strong,” she said. 
 
    The bells marking the time began to ring then, and Ely swore. “You’ll find out how strong once I’m done working.” He pushed her away and took another drink off the bottle. He set the bottle down and stumbled toward the door. She hurried after him and handed him a flask that she’d filled with rum. 
 
    “For later. You might need this after putting up with Rouk.” 
 
    He tucked the flask away inside his shirt. “Good thinking. I always want a drink after dealing with that taskmaster.” 
 
    As he turned back for the door, she laid her hand on his forearm and stopped him. “Don’t let him push you around, Ely,” she told him, looking him in the eyes. “Remember, he’s not half the man you are.” 
 
    He thought about this for a bit, then nodded. “Damn right he’s not.” 
 
    She waited at the door until he’d rounded the corner, then she hurried after him. She needed to know how things went so she could plan her next move. 
 
    Ravin made her way into a servants’ corridor and chose the one that took her to Rouk’s office. It opened onto his office via a small, curtained doorway. A servant was waiting there, ready if the castellan should summon him. It was a young man Ravin knew more by sight than personally. He looked at her quizzically. She held a finger to her lips. 
 
    In a low voice she said, “The seneschal will be here soon. He bade me wait here in case he needs something.” 
 
    The young man nodded and moved aside. She went to the curtain and pulled the edge back ever so slightly, so she could see. 
 
    Rouk was in his office. It wasn’t the office the last castellan had used, which was a huge room with a thick rug on the floor and a desk made of wood imported from the far northern end of the island. It was relatively small and spartan, like the man himself. Rouk was sitting at his desk, studying a parchment covered with figures. 
 
    Ely showed up a short while later. He swaggered into the room, pulled out the chair sitting in front of Rouk’s desk and sat down without waiting for an invitation. 
 
    Rouk gave him a flinty look. “You’re late. Our meeting was for eight bells.” 
 
    “Well I was delayed, wasn’t I?” Ely said truculently. “I had to get these.” He leaned forward and dropped a handful of parchments on the desk. “The budget you wanted.” 
 
    “Sir,” Rouk said in a frosty voice. Ely gave him a confused look. “The budget you wanted, sir.” 
 
    Ely scowled. “We ain’t in the army now, are we?” 
 
    Rouk leaned across his desk. “Sir.” 
 
    Ely crossed his arms. “Sir.” He made no effort to sound respectful. 
 
    “You smell of alcohol,” Rouk said. “Have you been drinking?” 
 
    Ely shook his head. “I’ve been sick is what I’ve been, and you can see by that budget I’ve been working anyhow. Any rum I drank was for medicinal purposes only.” 
 
    Rouk gazed at him, tapping his fingers on his desk while he assessed Ely’s words. “You had better not be drinking while you are fulfilling your duties.” 
 
    “Else what?” Ely said insolently. 
 
    “You know what,” Rouk replied. He waited to see if Ely would reply. When all Ely did was continue to stare at him, he said, “Don’t push it, soldier. I am aware of the services you have rendered in the past. But don’t let that make you think you’re invincible now. I can bust you back down to private in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Okay. You made your point. Sir.” 
 
    Rouk’s thin lips turned down. “Stand up, soldier,” he snapped. 
 
    Ely stood up. He kept his arms crossed. 
 
    “Stand at attention.” 
 
    Ely dropped his arms and straightened up somewhat. He’d missed a button when buttoning up his shirt, and there was an opening over the bulge of his belly. His trousers were dirty, his hair a knotted mess, stubble covered his cheeks and neck. 
 
    “Look at you,” Rouk said disdainfully. “You look like you crawled out of a gutter. For all I know you probably did.” He stood up and came around the desk. He walked around Ely, looking him up and down. “You stink of liquor. Your clothes are filthy. You have not shaved in days. This is not how an officer comports himself and certainly not one who is also seneschal of the palace. In fact, this is not how even the lowest private comports himself. Not in my army.” 
 
    He stopped in front of Ely and thrust his face forward until it was almost touching Ely’s. “I will not stand for this. Shape up, or I will have you digging out the latrines. Am I clear?” 
 
    Ravin saw the way Ely’s eyes turned red. She thought for a moment he was going to challenge Rouk right then, and her heart sang with hope. 
 
    But Ely bit back on his anger and nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Rouk walked back to his desk and sat down. “Be back here tomorrow morning at eight bells, not a moment later. When you get here, I want to hear a plan to cut a tenth of the cost from this,” he said, gesturing at the papers Ely had brought. “I don’t care how you do it. Cut servants. Eliminate the alcohol purchases. Whatever it takes. Don’t fail me, or it will be your last day in this capacity.” He waved Ely away and bent over his work once again. 
 
    Once Rouk wasn’t looking at him anymore, Ely’s eyes narrowed. Rage twisted his face, and his hands clenched by his sides. 
 
    “Why are you still here?” Rouk said without looking up. “Get out of my sight.” 
 
    Ely spun on his heel and stalked out of the room. Ravin pulled back from the curtain. 
 
    “The way he’s going, he’s going to be out of a job soon,” the other servant whispered. “I can’t believe Rouk didn’t sack him already.” 
 
    “Me either,” Ravin said. She felt despondent as she walked away and headed back to Ely’s rooms. She’d been so close. She’d been so sure Ely was going to lose his temper and get himself fired. If only she’d gotten a little more rum down him. 
 
    She told herself it was early in the campaign, too early to expect victory already. She’d made significant progress. Rouk was clearly displeased with Ely and probably wouldn’t need much else in the way of irritation before he would rid himself of the man. Ely, for his part, was furious with Rouk. She shouldn’t need to encourage him much before his anger caused him to make an irredeemable mistake. 
 
    But despite all that, she’d couldn’t rid herself of how helpless and afraid she’d felt last night when he shoved her down onto the bed and threw himself on top of her. She’d been lucky. But she might not be lucky the next time. She was playing a dangerous game with a mad dog. If he so much as sniffed what she was doing, things were sure to turn ugly. There was no telling what he might do then. She knew from other women how violent men could become when they felt their pride and vanity threatened. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    That evening she awaited him in his quarters with a lump of fear in her stomach. Though she’d stayed away from him all day, she’d heard stories from other servants about the blackness of his mood. He’d shouted furiously at his aide when the man questioned one of his decisions, and then struck the man in the face, sending him from the room bleeding profusely from his nose. He threw a small statuette at a servant who he said made too much noise while cleaning, and barely missed hitting her in the head with it. 
 
    Was he still that angry? she wondered. Would he come in and take it out on her? She thought she’d rather be beaten than raped, but from what she’d heard about him he might do both. She looked at the tray on the table. Beef stew with a liberal amount of the powdered herbs stirred in, along with two bottles of rum. Her hands were shaking, she realized, and she clenched them together, trying futilely to get them to stop. 
 
    The door swung open, smashing back against the wall, and she jumped. Ely stormed in, his face dark with anger. She felt her heart drop and braced herself for what might come next. 
 
    He took off his sash of office and threw it on the floor. Ravin stood there, frozen, not sure if she should pick it up or not. 
 
    “I hate him,” he said. 
 
    “Rouk?” 
 
    “Who else?” He stomped over to the tray, pushing her aside as he went by. She stumbled but righted herself. He snatched up one of the bottles, tossed the cork across the room, and drank deeply. When he was done, he belched and wiped his mouth. “He’s a right bastard. He’ll get what’s coming to him.” 
 
    His words made hope spring up inside her. Her eyes went to the dagger that he still wore on his belt, though he’d quit carrying his sword once he was made seneschal. Would he actually go so far as to try and stab Rouk? 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked, poking his finger into the stew. 
 
    “It’s lamb stew.” 
 
    He licked his finger off and made a face. “It tastes like horse dung. It has that same bitter flavor the medicine you gave me this morning had.” He looked at her suspiciously. “Did you put that stuff in my food without telling me?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” she protested, thinking fast. “I mean, some may have gotten spilled in there while I was mixing some in your mug, but if so it was a mistake.” She started to reach for the bowl. “I’ll go get you some fresh stew right now.” 
 
    “Forget it. I’m not hungry.” 
 
    He took another drink off the bottle while she stood there and tried not to let her anguish show on her face. It was like the old woman had warned. She shouldn’t have given him any this morning mixed in water. Now he knew the flavor and was watching for it. And if she couldn’t get any more of it down him… 
 
    Ely flung himself down into his chair and took another drink off the bottle. It was nearly half gone already. “He humiliated me,” he said blackly. He gave her a black look. “But you know that already, don’t you? I know how you servants talk.” 
 
    She felt like she was standing on the edge of a cliff. She could practically smell the violence waiting inside him. He was angry and all he wanted, all he really wanted, was someone to take it out on. 
 
    She tried the only thing she could think of. “What I heard is that he treated you poorly, like he treats everyone poorly. The servants all hate him. They say he is too demanding, that he’s impossible to please.” 
 
    He looked at her suspiciously. “They say that?” 
 
    She nodded. “He is always berating them about how they look, how fast they do their work, how well they do it. They say he is even worse than the old king, before the Fist.” 
 
    He relaxed fractionally. The darkness receded the tiniest bit. Ravin tried to take a breath into her lungs. 
 
    “He’s let the position go to his head,” Ely said. “He thinks he’s the king now, that he can treat everyone like they’re dirt.” He took another drink. “Not me he can’t. He’ll learn that.” 
 
    Ravin forced herself to go over to him. She stroked his hair, ran her fingers over his cheek. “You know why he’s so hard on you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s afraid of you.” 
 
    He frowned, trying on this new idea she’d given him. “You think so?” 
 
    “It’s obvious. You’re stronger than he is. More powerful. He feels threatened by you.” 
 
    His familiar truculence returned. “He should be. I don’t know how much longer I can tolerate him.” He took another drink. 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    He looked up at her. She noticed that his eyes were already slightly unfocused. “Don’t what?” 
 
    “Tolerate him. You’re twice the man he is. Who is he to treat you this way?” 
 
    He swallowed. His tongue emerged, and he licked his lips, trying to wet them. His tongue was gray. “What are you saying?” he said hoarsely. 
 
    She took a deep breath. Time for her biggest gamble of all. Gripping her courage as tightly as she could, she said, “Kill him. Kill him and take his place.” 
 
    He pushed her away and stood up suddenly. He strode away from her, looking around the room somewhat wildly, as if expecting someone to rush at him from some shadowed corner. 
 
    “You can’t…you can’t say that,” he croaked. 
 
    “But I did, and I’m not sorry.” 
 
    “Someone might hear you.” 
 
    “So what?” She went to him and took his hands. He was trembling, but not all of it was fear. Her words had excited him. “You should be castellan, not him. You know that as well as I do. I’m only saying what we’re both thinking.” 
 
    “You go too far.” He pushed her away, but she came right back. 
 
    “Kill him and the city is yours. No one will challenge you. They will know that the rule is yours by right.” 
 
    He was nearly panting now. He looked at her, but he wasn’t seeing her. He was seeing something else, a grand vision he’d never dreamed of. 
 
    “You can do it,” she said. “I believe in you.” 
 
    “But what about Lowellin? Lowellin put him in charge, not me.” 
 
    “Lowellin respects strength. He doesn’t care about Rouk. If you’re stronger than he is, then you are more deserving.” 
 
    “Do you really think that?” 
 
    “I know it. Lowellin is one who will do whatever is necessary to achieve his goals. If you do the same, he will respect you for it.” 
 
    “It could…it could be.” There was wonder in his voice. 
 
    She had one more card to play. The time was now. She went to him and put her hands on his shoulders. He stared into her eyes. 
 
    “To win it all, you must be willing to risk it all.” He would have no idea how true the words were to her at that moment. “Do this, and when Lowellin returns, I believe he will make you king.” 
 
    “King?” He could barely get the word out. 
 
    “King. But not just of Samkara.” She paused and lowered her voice. In a whisper she said, “Of the whole island.” 
 
    “The whole…island?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Think about it. The Ichthalids will give him the entire world to rule. That’s why he is helping them. The whole world. Do you think he will be able to rule it all by himself?” 
 
    Ely shook his head. 
 
    “Of course not. He will need men to rule areas in his name. Men who are strong, who aren’t afraid to seize what they desire.” She brushed his lips with hers, though it made her ill to do so. In a hoarse voice she said, “Men like you.” 
 
    “It could be so.” 
 
    “It will be so.” She decided to try one last gambit. He was still hesitating, but he was close. He needed something to push him over the edge. 
 
    She pulled away. “Do this. Or spend the rest of your life under Rouk’s heel. Which will it be? Will you rule men? Or will you be ruled?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. He rose up to tower over her, and at first she feared she’d gone too far, wounded his pride too deeply. His lip twisted in a snarl. He grabbed her shoulders roughly and pressed his mouth to hers hard. She forced herself to return his kiss. 
 
    He let her go. His eyes were fierce. “I will not live under his heel,” he growled. “I will take what is rightfully mine.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. 
 
    He grabbed her again, pulling her hair painfully so her head was tilted back. He bent and bit her on the neck and nuzzled her shoulder. Panic blossomed inside her. Inflamed by her words, he was going to force himself on her now. She wanted to scream. She wanted to claw his eyes out and run away. 
 
    But she couldn’t. She was too close. She would have to submit to whatever he did to her, hoping that it would all be worth it. 
 
    He began kissing her again, at the same time grinding his hips against hers. Her eyes flooded with tears. She made a vow to herself never to tell Fen what she had done in order to survive. She would keep it a secret to her grave. 
 
    She realized it at almost the same time he did. He pulled away, shame and hatred on his face. 
 
    “I can’t…something is wrong.” 
 
    It was the powder, she realized. It was working. 
 
    A moment later she understood that she was in more danger than ever. Already he was looking at her blackly, perhaps working himself around to blaming her for his failure to perform. She had to act quickly. 
 
    She all but threw herself around him, wrapping her arms around him tightly. “It’s okay,” she said into his ear. “It’s okay. This is no small thing that you do. You must preserve all your strength for what you have ahead of you. Once Rouk is dead and you are king, you will have me any time you want.” 
 
    He pulled away. His face was still frightening to look upon, but the instant of sudden violence was gone for now. 
 
    “Don’t distract me again. I have to think how I will do this.” 
 
    He went to his chair, sat down and took another drink off the bottle. She saw that it was almost empty and opened the second one for him. Then she went across the room and waited, wondering if she would sleep that night at all. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    He finished the second bottle before passing out face down on the bed, snoring loudly. His breathing was discordant. He snorted, wheezed, gurgled and gasped. There were times when he seemed to stop breathing altogether, only to thrash around and start up again moments later. It occurred to her how easy it would be to put a pillow over his face and smother him. 
 
    Could she do that? 
 
    It surprised her not at all to realize that she could. Once she would have said no, but no longer. If this failed, if he forced himself on her and there was no end in sight, then she would kill him. 
 
    But for now, she judged it better to see how her plan would play out. Besides, killing him might draw suspicion. If it was found out what she had done, her punishment would be severe. She would face execution as any murderer would. 
 
    No, this way was better, cleaner. If it worked, and that was a big if, she would be rid of him forever, and there would be no guilt cast on her. Even if he were to say that she’d told him to do it, it would make no difference. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    She slept hardly at all, she was so filled with anxiety about her plan. She was up long before dawn. He was still snoring on the bed, in the same position she’d left him in. A trip down to the kitchen secured two more bottles of rum. She didn’t get him any food. The rum would hit him harder on an empty stomach, and it was unlikely she could get any more of the powdered herbs down him. 
 
    This morning she planned to wake him up earlier than she did the day before. Then, she’d wanted to foster hostilities between Ely and Rouk by making Ely late for his meeting with Rouk. She’d planned to move slowly, but Ely’s clumsy attempt at rape the night before had caused her to change her timeline and move things more quickly. By awakening him early, it gave him more time to get drunk—an essential part of her plan—and more time for his nerves to kick in. 
 
    When she heard seven bells ring, she went over to the bed and woke him. Ely groaned and rolled over onto his back. He had to rub his eyes to get them to open. 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “You have to meet with the castellan this morning. I didn’t want you to be late.” 
 
    She helped him stand up. He almost fell back onto the bed, and she had to steady him. He wobbled over to the chair and collapsed into it. She handed him a bottle of rum. He eyed it askance. 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t drink before doing this. I want my wits about me.” 
 
    “I agree,” she said, still holding the bottle out. “It’s only for the shakes. You want to have a steady hand.” 
 
    He pondered this, then took the bottle. “You’re right.” He was shaking so badly he had to hold the bottle to his mouth with both hands. Even then some spilled down the front of his shirt. He lowered the bottle and cradled it against his belly. 
 
    “Would you like some more of the headache powder?” she asked him. 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I hate the taste of that stuff.” He raised the bottle again and took a bigger drink this time. “This will make it go away. I just need a few moments.” 
 
    She was worried, looking at him. Where was his usual belligerence? He seemed hesitant, unsure of himself. She feared he would back out of this, and she cast out for a way to rile him up, to rouse his usual aggrieved hostility. Her concerns grew when he spoke next. 
 
    “What we talked about last night. I don’t know now. I think it would be best to wait for a while.” 
 
    Ravin’s breath caught. If he lost his nerve now, he might never act. There was still the chance he would anger Rouk enough to get fired anyway, but it was a risk she couldn’t take. She had to get him to act now. Her mind raced as she thought of different things she could do. Then an idea came to her. It was risky, but then everything was. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if I should say anything, but…” She paused, hoping he would look up. He didn’t. “Some of the servants were talking in the kitchen this morning,” she said. 
 
    He sat there slumped in his chair, staring down at the bottle in his lap, not saying anything. 
 
    “One of them waits on Rouk in the evenings. He said that Rouk was furious last night.” She paused, hoping this would draw his attention. At last he looked up. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    She waited a few moments, as if fearful to say more. “About you.” 
 
    He sat up a little. “Me?” 
 
    “He said that Rouk was talking about how it was a mistake to make you seneschal.” 
 
    “He said that?” There was the beginning of an angry gleam in his eyes. 
 
    She nodded. “He said he was going to replace you, that he was done with you.” 
 
    Ely took a long drink off the bottle. His hands were already steadier. “So already he is thinking of replacing me.” 
 
    “Are you surprised?” she asked him. “You know he fears you. Every day he leaves you in your position he has reason to fear you more. What else did you expect him to do?” 
 
    Ely scowled and took another drink. “He’s stabbing me in the back and after all I did for him. For Lowellin. They needed me,” he said darkly. “I’m the one who testified against Fen. Without me they’d have had nothing.” 
 
    Hearing him say that made her hate him even more. It renewed her belief that she had to do this. 
 
    “It has to be today,” she said. “If you wait until he sacks you, it will be too late.” 
 
    He took another drink. “You’re right.” He took a deep breath. “It’s a big risk.” 
 
    She went to him, crouched down and looked up at him. “Yes, it is. But think of the rewards. King Ely. How does that sound?” 
 
    His lips curled upward. “It sounds perfect. It sounds right.” 
 
    “You’ll never be under Rouk’s heel again.” 
 
    “I’ll never be under anybody’s heel. I’ll be in charge. Me.” 
 
    “There’s only one thing standing in your way.” 
 
    “Rouk. But not for long.” 
 
    “You’re strong. You can do this.” Even as she said these things, she marveled at them. How was it possible that he did not see how he was being manipulated? Amma had long spoken of how easy men were to manipulate with flattery and appeals to their manhood, but Ravin had never really believed her. Now she did, and she thanked whatever gods there were for it. 
 
    “I am strong. I was born to lead.” He stood up, and she rose with him. He wrapped her in his thick arms and pressed his face into her hair. “I’ll show you how strong.” 
 
    “No.” She pushed against him, but his strength was too much. “It’s nearly eight bells. You don’t want to be late. It will anger him, and he’ll be suspicious.” 
 
    He was breathing hard when he let her go. “You’re right. Time enough for this later. Once I’ve killed Rouk and taken over, there will be plenty of time for us.” 
 
    She went cold at the thought. What if he actually succeeded? It was something that hadn’t occurred to her before. If somehow he did, what would she be unleashing on the people of Samkara? He would be a terrible king, a brute ruled by animal lusts. 
 
    She made a sudden decision. 
 
    If he succeeded, she would kill him in his sleep, she promised herself. She would clean up the mess she had made. 
 
    He drained a great deal of the bottle in one long swallow, then looked around. “Where is my dagger?” 
 
    “It’s here.” She hurried over to the wardrobe and retrieved it. He belted it around his waist. 
 
    “Come with me. I want you to see this.” 
 
    She followed him through the halls of the palace. She was so frightened she could barely breathe. There were a hundred ways this could go wrong, so many things she hadn’t planned for, couldn’t plan for. It froze her heart to think of them. 
 
    So she did her best not to think. She realized she was wringing her hands and forced herself to stop. She took deep breaths and composed herself, wiping all expression off her face. 
 
    Rouk was waiting in the audience hall, where the king received supplicants and dispensed justice. He was not sitting on the throne, but at a small table to the side. There were two soldiers at the door, but none near him, Ravin saw. She noticed that Ely took note of that as well. 
 
    Rouk looked up as they approached. He paid no attention to Ravin but focused on Ely. 
 
    “At least you are on time today,” he said. “I suppose that is something.” His gaze traveled over Ely. “You still look like shit, though.” He stood up and came around the table. “You’re filthy. I don’t—” 
 
    He didn’t get any further than that. With an inarticulate roar, Ely ripped the dagger from his belt and hurled himself at Rouk. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” he screamed, stabbing overhand at Rouk. 
 
    It might have worked. He had the element of surprise on his side, and Rouk was unarmed. But the drink was taking its toll, too many days of drunkenness and the rum he’d had that morning slowed him, made him clumsy. 
 
    Rouk easily deflected the blow with his left arm. He smashed his right fist into Ely’s face. Blood sprayed. He hit Ely again, and the heavyset man staggered backwards. 
 
    Already the guards were coming at a run. Sensing that his time was running out, Ely threw himself at Rouk again, slashing wildly with the knife. Rouk fell back. One of the attacks laid open his arm, but he made it to the other side of the table. When Ely lunged at the table, he kicked it into him, knocking him back. 
 
    It was all the delay he needed. The two guards arrived, and they grabbed Ely’s arms. 
 
    “Don’t kill him,” Rouk said, holding his injured arm. “I want him to stand trial. I want him to taste justice. Take him away.” 
 
    As the guards dragged the struggling man away, he turned to Ravin. “You did this! This is all your doing, you witch!” 
 
    Ravin smiled at him but didn’t say a word. She had won. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    When Fen woke up the next morning, he saw Karliss standing off a little way. He had three of the glowing discs floating around him. Fen rubbed his eyes and sat up in time to see Karliss send all the discs shooting off rapidly one after the other. They disappeared into the trees. Karliss stared intently after them. Fen got up and walked over to him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Startled, Karliss jumped a little. “I didn’t hear you come up,” he said. Right then there was a small explosion from back in the trees, and Karliss winced. “Hold on.” He closed his eyes, concentrating. “Got them.” A moment later all three discs came flying out of the trees straight at them. Fen got ready to jump out of the way, but the discs slowed and came to a stop, hovering over Karliss’ outstretched hand. 
 
    “I’m getting a lot better at using Sky power,” he said. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    “It looks like it.” 
 
    Fen saw that Aislin was nowhere to be seen. “Do you know where Aislin is?” 
 
    “I think she went swimming,” Karliss replied. He was focusing on the spinning discs. Another one came into existence then. Fen took a step back. He still wasn’t all that confident about Karliss’ control. Karliss waved his hand, and the discs dissipated. 
 
    “When she returns, I want to head out and find a village.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Fen gave him a look. “It’s your plan. Now you’re saying you don’t like it?” 
 
    “I never said that. It’s my plan. That means it’s a great one. But we’re probably going to waste a whole day doing it. It would be a lot faster to—” 
 
    “No. We’re not discussing that anymore. We’re not stealing and that’s that.” 
 
    Karliss put up his hands. “I was only checking. I thought we were in a hurry to find the last piece.” 
 
    “We’re not stealing.” 
 
    “You keep saying that. Don’t you have anything else to say?” 
 
    “I’m not the one who wanted to talk about it.” 
 
    Aislin emerged from the lake then and walked over to them. “What are you arguing about now?” 
 
    “We’re not arguing,” Karliss said. “Fen is giving orders again.” 
 
    “I’m not giving orders,” Fen said irritably. “I’m only reminding you of what I already said: that I’m not okay with stealing.” 
 
    “How about if I steal and you wait here?” 
 
    Fen crossed his arms. 
 
    “What about you, Aislin?” Karliss asked. “Do you really want to waste a day and risk the Devourers finding the last piece before we do?” 
 
    “They’re not going to find it before we do,” she said. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    Fen was curious too. She’d sounded so positive. 
 
    “Lowellin has been here for a long time, and he’s never found it,” she said. “The Stone Shaper you called doesn’t know where it is. The aranti don’t know where it is. The Devourers aren’t going to find it in a few days.” 
 
    “You sound awfully sure about that,” Karliss said. 
 
    “You know what I think?” she asked. “I think they’re waiting for us to find it, and then they’re going to try and take it from us. It’s better that we don’t find it right away. It will give you two time to get better at using your power.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Karliss said. “That sounded kind of like you insulted Fen.” He gave Fen a wicked grin. 
 
    “You’re the one who didn’t know there was raw power in the Sky until yesterday,” Fen said. 
 
    “Yeah, right. Now I’m hurt.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Aislin said. “You’re trying to be funny again. It’s not working.” 
 
    “So you think Ilsith is only pretending to betray the other Ichthalids?” Fen asked her. “Do you think this is some kind of trick, that as soon as we find it, he’s going to pop up?” 
 
    “If he does,” she said, “he’s going to be sorry. I’ll kill him.” 
 
    Fen felt a chill when she said this, and he found himself wondering how close Golgath was to the surface. “I think it’s more likely he will try to steal it from us than attack us,” he said. 
 
    “Do you think he’s really betraying the others?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “My gut feeling says yes. I saw a little bit how they treat him. But I don’t think that matters right now. I think Aislin is right. If it’s going to be found, we’re the ones who will find it. Which means it’s probably better if it takes us a little while. That will give us a chance to come up with a plan of what we’re going to do with it.” 
 
    “I was thinking it would make a nice necklace,” Karliss said. 
 
    Fen rubbed his forehead. “Can we go find a village now?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Karliss said. But he didn’t do anything, only stared at Fen with a mischievous smile on his face. 
 
    “What now?” Fen asked with a smile. “Are you going to call some aranti or what?” 
 
    “No,” Karliss said, his smile broadening. “I’ve got something better in mind.” Aislin gave him a dark look, which he ignored. 
 
    “Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like it?” Fen said. 
 
    “Because you’re one of those people who always think the worst is going to happen.” 
 
    “Around you it usually does.” 
 
    “Really? Name one thing that’s gone wrong.” 
 
    “You almost dropped a tree on us.” 
 
    Karliss waved it off. “That could have happened to anyone.” 
 
    “Just tell me what you’re planning to do so I can skip right to the part where I tell you it’s a bad idea,” Fen said. 
 
    “We’re going to fly.” 
 
    Fen groaned. “What’s different about that?” 
 
    “I’m not going to use the aranti.” 
 
    Fen suddenly had a bad feeling about where this was going. “What are you going to use then?” 
 
    “Sky power.” Karliss frowned. “I still don’t like the way that sounds, but I feel like if I call it Sky force, I’m copying Aislin. Sky magic?” 
 
    “No,” Fen said firmly. “No, no, no. You barely know how to use it.” 
 
    “I’ve been practicing all morning.” 
 
    “All morning? Well, now I feel better, I really do.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Karliss said. “Sarcasm doesn’t work for you. You’re too…” He waved his hands while he searched for the word. “Proper? Boring?” 
 
    Fen shook his head. “It’s not happening.” 
 
    “Fine,” Karliss said, crossing his arms and turning away. “But I’m not calling any aranti. I feel bad about using them like horses. I don’t think they like it.” 
 
    “Karliss…” Fen said, putting as much warning as he could in his voice. 
 
    “How long do you think it will take us to walk to the nearest village?” Karliss said. “Five or six days?” 
 
    “You’re going to kill us,” Fen said. “You’ve only started learning how to use it.” 
 
    “I’m a fast learner. You worry too much.” 
 
    “I think I don’t worry enough.” 
 
    “Stop arguing and let’s go,” Aislin said irritably. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “It’s up to Fen,” Karliss said, tapping his foot and looking off into the distance. 
 
    “Aren’t you stone or something?” Aislin said. “Even if he drops you, you’ll be okay.” 
 
    Which was true, but that didn’t make Fen any happier about it. He didn’t like that Karliss had him over a barrel like this. “That doesn’t mean it won’t hurt.” 
 
    “I’ll stay low,” Karliss said. “Who knows? You might even enjoy it.” 
 
    “Why? I don’t enjoy flying when the aranti are carrying us.” 
 
    “You really don’t enjoy it? There must be something wrong with you. I bet any normal person would love to fly. That’s what I should do when I get to the village, give people rides in the air. We’d make a lot coin then.” 
 
    Fen had a sudden vision of Karliss fooling around and dropping someone’s child. “Okay, okay. We’ll do it your way. But I want you to promise you won’t fly anyone else anywhere.” 
 
    “Maybe around in circles a little?” Karliss had a twinkle in his eye as he said it. 
 
    “No. Flying.” 
 
    “It’s a deal.” Karliss stuck out his hand, but Fen ignored it. Karliss looked at his hand, then up at Fen. “Am I doing this wrong? I thought shaking hands is how you people seal deals. I learned it from Firehair.” 
 
    “I’m thinking about knocking you out and dragging you to the village,” Fen said. 
 
    “You sure are grumpy today. Stand still. This will only take a moment.” Karliss closed his eyes, concentrating. 
 
    Fen could feel something happening in the air around him. His own power awakened in response. He could feel tingling in the soles of his feet as Stone power flowed up into him. 
 
    Karliss rose into the air, followed by Aislin. Fen could see a faint blue glow around each of them. He was still on the ground. 
 
    “Don’t forget me,” he said. 
 
    Karliss was frowning. “You should be lifting off too. What’s wrong?” He looked down at Fen’s feet. “You’re holding on! That’s why you’re not moving. You have to let go of the Stone if you want me to pick you up.” 
 
    Fen looked down and saw a reddish glow around his feet. “Sorry. Instinct, I guess.” He made a conscious effort and released the Stone power. The glow disappeared. 
 
    He began to rise into the air. Immediately, he started feeling anxious, and though he tried to tell himself he had nothing to fear, he couldn’t help himself. “This is a bad idea.” 
 
    “Don’t be scared. Look, Aislin’s not scared, and she’s only a little girl,” Karliss said. 
 
    Aislin glared at him. Waves started rising on the surface of the lake. 
 
    Karliss saw the waves. “Joking, Aislin. Joking. You’re actually very large. Huge, even.” He looked at Fen. “Stop fighting me. You’re making this harder.” 
 
    All three rose higher. They were now high enough that the fall would definitely hurt. Fen felt himself wobble a little. “Are you sure you can do this?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing to it,” Karliss said lightly, though the look of intense concentration on his face said otherwise. “I could do this in my sleep.” 
 
    “Stop talking and pay attention,” Aislin said. 
 
    They began to fly toward the lake. Fen felt himself wobble again, and he had to fight the urge to reach for Stone power to anchor himself. “Maybe we should go around the lake,” he said. “Just in case.” 
 
    “There you go worrying again. You’re really good at it, you know? Everything’s going to be all right. You’ll see.” 
 
    Fen glanced over at Aislin to see how she was handling this. She didn’t look happy, but it was hard to tell. He took a deep breath. It was best to resign himself and hope that Karliss really did know what he was doing. After all, he needed to learn how to master his power sooner or later. If they were going to have any chance against the Ichthalids, they all needed to be at their peak. 
 
    They flew out over the lake, picking up speed. 
 
    “See?” Karliss said, turning to Fen triumphantly and spreading his arms. “Nothing to it.” 
 
    And then Fen was falling. He plummeted into the lake. The water was icy, and he sank like a stone. He went down deep and had to fight to get back to the surface. But he didn’t know how to swim, and all he could do was thrash around, swallowing a surprising quantity of water as he did so. Then he felt something take hold of him, and he was pulled to the shore. He hauled himself out of the water. Karliss was waiting for him with a sheepish look on his face. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said. “I slipped a little.” 
 
    “A little?” Fen said, wringing water out of his shirt. 
 
    “Okay. A lot. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I told you I didn’t want to fly over the lake,” Fen said. “That happened because you were showing off. It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you all along. You don’t take anything seriously. Sooner or later something bad is going to happen because of it.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry. Don’t worry. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “No, it won’t. Because we’re walking now.” 
 
    “You’re angry because you’re wet. I can take care of that.” 
 
    “Wait,” Fen said, holding up his hand, but it was too late. 
 
    Suddenly it was like he was standing in the center of his own little tornado. Wind was buffeting him from every side. Startled, he yelled at Karliss to stop, but his voice was lost in the sound of the wind. He tried to get away from it, but that didn’t work either. It was too strong, and it moved with him. It was all he could do to stay on his feet. 
 
    Finally, it died away. 
 
    “There,” Karliss said. He touched Fen’s shirt. “Almost completely dry. You’re welcome.” 
 
    “You expect me to thank you?” 
 
    “It would be the nice thing to do.” 
 
    “You’re the one who dropped me in the water in the first place!” 
 
    “Only because you kept fighting me. You’ll notice I had no trouble with Aislin.” 
 
    “I’m not going to thank you for nearly beating me to death with the wind after nearly drowning me,” Fen said, taking out his sword and wiping the blade dry. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Karliss asked Aislin. “There’s no pleasing some people, is there?” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Fen said, sheathing his sword and walking away. 
 
    “You’re not serious about walking, are you?” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Fen said without turning back. It didn’t help his mood that he heard Aislin laughing softly as he stomped away. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    It was afternoon before they made it to a village, which sat beside a river. There was a good road and a stout, wooden bridge over the river. The river was swift and rocky, the bridge the only way across it as far as they could see. The village appeared to have sprung up around the river crossing. Around the village was a stout wooden wall. The gate was open, and the guard who was manning it stopped them. 
 
    “What’s your business in Riverside?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re travelers, passing through,” Fen said. 
 
    The guard looked them over. “A little young to be out on your own, aren’t you?” 
 
    “We’re old enough,” Karliss said. “Can we come in or what?” 
 
    “No begging,” the guard said. “If you’re planning on begging, move along.” 
 
    “What makes you think we’re here to beg?” Karliss asked. 
 
    The guard took a bite of the apple he was holding and chewed it before replying. “Traveling awful light. Got that hungry look of people with no coin.” 
 
    “I don’t beg,” Aislin said. The guard barely glanced at her before looking back at Fen, which made her small hands curl into fists. 
 
    “Probably best if you keep on going,” the guard said, crunching on the core. 
 
    “We won’t be begging,” Fen said. “You have my word on that.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s worth a lot.” 
 
    Aislin glared at him and took a step forward. Fen put his hand on her shoulder to stop her. “I’m asking you to reconsider,” Fen said. “We’ve come a long way.” 
 
    The guard thought this over. “You have the look of someone who knows how to use that sword,” he said after a bit. “And from that uniform you’re wearing I’d say you served in someone’s army, though I don’t recognize the colors. Whether that makes you a deserter or what I don’t know. Nor do I care. Unless there’s going to be someone chasing you. There’s not going to be someone chasing you, is there?” 
 
    Fen hesitated. The truth was they were being chased, and this man had no idea how much worse their pursuers were than he imagined. He hated the thought of bringing the Ichthalids down on this peaceful village, but what choice did he have? They had to have more supplies if they were going to continue on. 
 
    “There’s no one chasing us.” 
 
    “I have your word on that?” 
 
    Fen swallowed. “You have my word.” 
 
    The guard gestured at Aislin. “I’m letting you in because of her. Poor little thing looks like she’s wasting away. You need to get some food into her.” 
 
    He missed the murderous look Aislin gave him. Fen felt a surge of power around her and knew he needed to get her away from the guard quickly, before she did something they’d all regret, the guard most of all. He moved so that he was between Aislin and the guard. 
 
    “We will,” Fen assured him. 
 
    The guard stepped aside. “Welcome to Riverside. You’ll find the inn down the first street to your left. Whatever old Rubby tries to charge you, haggle down to half. Don’t take it personally. He overcharges everybody.” 
 
    Fen thanked him for the information, and they entered the village. They drew a few looks as they made their way down the street, but no one stared too openly. Karliss was the one who was doing all the staring. He was trying to look every direction at once, his eyes wide. 
 
    “It still seems strange to me,” he said, “all these people living in one place like this. Don’t they get tired of being so cramped?” 
 
    “If you think this is cramped, you better not visit Samkara,” Fen said, thinking of Ravin then. “It’s a lot more crowded than this.” 
 
    They found the inn easily. It was a three-story affair built of thick logs with leaded glass windows and a weathervane on the top that squeaked in the wind. The common room was empty except for one old man nursing a mug of something in the corner and a bald, heavyset man who was wiping tables. He looked up when they entered. 
 
    “Are you Rubby?” Fen asked. 
 
    “That’s me.” The man looked them over with the practiced eye of a veteran innkeeper. “It’s eight coppers for the three of you for the night. If you share a room. Money up front.” 
 
    “That’s the thing…” Fen said. 
 
    Rubby was already shaking his head. “I don’t do charity. If you haven’t the coin, there’s the door. Don’t let it hit you on the way out.” He turned away. 
 
    “We don’t have any coin, but we have something you want,” Karliss said. 
 
    Rubby turned back. “I don’t have time to waste. What is it?” 
 
    “We’re entertainers,” Karliss said. “Well, I am anyway. What if I told you I could pack this place tonight? Would that be worth a room and meals?” 
 
    “It would if you could deliver, but I have my doubts. I don’t see any instruments or costumes or anything. Riverside is out of the way, but we’re not rubes. If you think a bit of juggling will fill this place, you’re wrong. Dead wrong. People around here are thrifty. They’re not parting with their hard-earned coin for nothing.” 
 
    “They will once they see what I can do,” Karliss said confidently. 
 
    “And what is it you can do?” 
 
    “Tricks and illusions,” Karliss said. 
 
    “That doesn’t tell me much.” 
 
    “I don’t want to give it all away. You don’t want to spoil the surprise, do you?” 
 
    “Will you give us a chance?” Fen asked. 
 
    The man shrugged. “Why not? Things have been slow lately. Maybe you can deliver, maybe you can’t. But no room and no food until I see the proof with my own eyes, you understand?” 
 
    “That sounds fair,” Fen said. “It’s a deal.” 
 
    “One thing,” Karliss said. “I’ll need a fire.” 
 
    “It’s not cold enough yet to waste wood on a fire,” Rubby said. 
 
    “I have to have it for my act,” Karliss said. 
 
    Rubby stared at him, weighing him. Then he sighed. “I’m getting soft in the head. You’ll get your fire. But if this doesn’t work out, you owe me.” 
 
    “We don’t have any way to pay you,” Fen said. 
 
    “A day of work from the three of you then. There’s plenty of jobs need doing around here.” 
 
    Fen looked at Karliss, worried he would refuse, but Karliss nodded. “Okay,” Fen said. “We agree.” 
 
    “There’s still a while until sunset,” Rubby said. “Might want to use that time to spread the word around town. Besides, I don’t want you hanging around in here if you’re not going to buy anything. This room is for paying customers only. You hear that, Jeck?” he said, raising his voice so the old man in the corner could hear. “You can’t buy one sour wine and sit here all day.” Jeck nodded without looking up. 
 
    “Everyone wants something for free,” Rubby said, looking at Jeck with disgust. “It’s like they all want me to go under.” 
 
    “Go under?” Karliss asked. “Under what?” 
 
    Rubby looked him up and down. “Not from around here, are you?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “It means go out of business. I don’t like people who try to put me out of business.” He patted Aislin on the head. “Cute kid.” Aislin glared at him, but he didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “She’s our sister,” Fen said quickly. 
 
    “Sure.” His tone indicated what he thought of that. “Not my business.” He walked away. 
 
    “I’m getting tired of that,” Aislin said in a low voice. 
 
    “I don’t think he meant anything by it,” Fen said. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll show him how little I am.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Fen said sharply. Realizing how he sounded, he added, “Please?” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Karliss said. 
 
    Fen turned on him in surprise. “Are you saying…?” 
 
    “Not that. What Rubby said. We should tell people about what I’m going to do tonight.” 
 
    Fen breathed a sigh of relief. He only hoped he could get both of them out of this village without any problems. He made a promise to himself that when Wolfpack squad got back together, he wouldn’t complain so much about them. They were a lot easier to manage than these two. At least they didn’t have the power to destroy an entire village. 
 
    They left the inn and went back into the street. A man and his wife were walking by, and Karliss said to them, “Be sure and come by the inn tonight. We’re going to be putting on a show for you.” 
 
    The two of them looked over the three youths, lingering on Karliss and his strange clothing. Without saying a word, they hurried away. 
 
    “That was a good start, don’t you think?” Karliss said. 
 
    The next few times didn’t go all that well either. “What am I doing wrong?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “They don’t trust you,” Aislin said, surprising both of them. “Let me try.” 
 
    She walked up to a woman who was walking along carrying a basket filled with vegetables. It looked like she’d come from the market. She spoke to the woman for a moment. They were too far away to hear what she said, but not too far to see something that stunned both of them. 
 
    Aislin smiling. 
 
    The woman nodded and walked away. Aislin came back to them. The smile was gone. 
 
    “Aislin!” Karliss cried loudly when she was still several paces away, loud enough that a couple of people nearby heard and turned to look. “You smiled!” 
 
    Aislin glowered at him. 
 
    “I didn’t know you could do that,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I’m hungry and your way wasn’t working.” 
 
    “So all we have to do to get you to smile is make sure you’re hungry enough,” Karliss said. “And to get you to laugh, I only need to dunk Fen in a lake.” 
 
    Aislin gave him a disbelieving look and turned away. 
 
    “I know how you feel,” Fen told her. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    By dark the inn was full, every chair and bench taken. There was a festive atmosphere in the common room, people talking loudly and laughing. Serving staff scurried here and there, bringing tankards of ale, mugs of wine and steaming bowls of rich stew. Rubby was busy filling glasses as fast as he could, a pleased smile on his face the whole time. 
 
    Fen, Karliss and Aislin were standing together near the hearth, where a crackling fire was burning. 
 
    “I didn’t think there’d be this many people,” Karliss admitted. 
 
    “Feeling nervous, are you?” Fen asked. 
 
    “No. I was only pointing it out.” 
 
    “Then why are you wadding up your scarf?” Fen asked with a grin. It was nice to see Karliss uncomfortable. He was going to enjoy this. 
 
    Karliss let go if it quickly. “It’s only because it’s so crowded. I don’t like feeling trapped.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not nervous? They’re all going to be looking at you. What if they don’t like the show?” 
 
    “They’re going to like it.” But Karliss didn’t sound quite as confident as he usually did. 
 
    “You know what people do when they don’t like the show?” Fen asked. 
 
    “Leave?” 
 
    “They throw rotten vegetables at you.” 
 
    Karliss looked around with wide eyes. “That’s not true. I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Fen looked at Aislin and winked. A faint smile touched her lips. She was enjoying this too. 
 
    One of the serving girls came by. She had curly black hair and dark, serious eyes. She looked to be a little bit younger than Fen. Twirling her curls nervously with one hand, she asked Fen, “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    “I’d take some water,” Karliss said. “My mouth is really dry for some reason.” 
 
    She didn’t respond to him at all, her attention remaining fixed on Fen. 
 
    “We haven’t earned any coin yet,” Fen said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She looked around, making sure Rubby wasn’t nearby. “That doesn’t matter. I can get you something, and you can pay for it later. Maybe a mug of ale?” She batted her eyelashes at him. 
 
    “That’s all right. I can wait.” She was between Fen and Karliss. Over her shoulder he could see Karliss grinning hugely at him. Glaring at him only made it worse. 
 
    “You look very strong,” she said. Fen had no idea what to say to that. “If you would be so kind, I could really use some help bringing up another cask of wine from the cellar.” As she spoke, she moved a little closer to him. Fen was suddenly acutely aware that he could see down the front of her blouse, and he quickly averted his eyes. His mouth was dry now too. 
 
    “Um…I’m sorry,” Fen stammered. “I need to…I have to help Karliss with his show.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. I don’t need any help,” Karliss said with a wicked grin. “Go with her.” He started pushing Fen to go. “He loves helping people. He’s always telling me that. And he is very strong. Look at these muscles.” He squeezed Fen’s bicep. Fen shook him off. The girl took hold of his hand and pulled on it. 
 
    “Right now?” he asked, desperately. He felt his face burning. 
 
    “Father said I need to bring it up right away. He’s almost out of wine, and if I don’t get him more, I’ll get in trouble. You don’t want me to get into trouble, do you?” She gave him a winsome look. 
 
    Fen didn’t believe her, but he wasn’t going to call her a liar either. She tugged a little harder on him. 
 
    “Oh, go on,” Karliss said, pushing Fen again. 
 
    “It won’t take very long,” she said. “As strong as you are, you won’t have any trouble getting it down off the stack.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need any help with the show?” Fen asked Karliss desperately. 
 
    “I’m sure. Now go. Don’t worry about a thing.” Karliss chuckled. Fen wanted to slug him. 
 
    Fen gave up and followed her through the crowd. She led him to a door at the back of the room. It opened onto a short hallway. At the far end wooden stairs led down into darkness. 
 
    “Are you sure your father is okay with this?” Fen asked, looking over his shoulder. He was half expecting to see Rubby headed for him with a club, but the man was busy pouring drinks and seemed completely unaware of what his daughter was doing. 
 
    “You’ve met him,” she said. “His inn is the most important thing to him. At lot more important than me. The only thing that’s going to make him angry is if I don’t get that wine for him soon. You don’t want him to be angry at me, do you?” She put her hand on his arm and gave a little squeeze. 
 
    “No, no, of course not,” Fen said. His mind was racing. He was trying to find some way to bring up Ravin, to tell her that he was in love with someone else, but he couldn’t seem to find a good way to say it. It was getting harder and harder to think. 
 
    “It won’t take long.” She took an oil lamp down from a wall bracket and pulled Fen through the door. She led him down the stairs, not once letting go of his hand. The cellar had an earthen floor and brick walls. The ceiling was low, and Fen almost smacked his forehead on a wooden beam as she led him across the room. The light from the lamp showed stacks of kegs of various sizes. There were also crates filled with potatoes and carrots and fat sausages hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    “Here it is,” she said, pointing at a small, wooden cask that was lying on the floor next to a stack of similar casks. “When I went to pick it up earlier it just slipped out of my hands. It’s too heavy for me.” 
 
    Fen stared at the cask. It wasn’t a very large one. He had no doubt she could lift it easily. “Back home I have a…” His voice cracked, and he had to stop and swallow. 
 
    “Actually, I see now that it’s the wrong kind of wine. I’m supposed to bring up a cask of the plum wine. Would you be so good as to put it back on the stack and get that one down for me instead?” she asked. 
 
    Fen bent and picked up the cask, placing it back onto the stack. “There,” he said, turning around. “Which was the one you wanted?” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, moving very close to him. 
 
    Fen tried to step back, but he was backed up against the stack of casks and there was nowhere to go. He realized he’d been completely outmaneuvered by this girl. “It’s okay,” he said. His words didn’t sound right. His mouth felt suddenly very dry. “I’m glad to help.” Immediately he regretted his words. They sounded terribly stupid to him. “I mean I…your father has been so kind. Anything I can do to help him.” 
 
    “Shh.” She put a finger on his lips, startling him. “This isn’t about helping him.” Before Fen could react, she took his face in her hands and kissed him. 
 
    “I…uh…I…” His thoughts were racing. She was very close, so close he could feel the heat coming off her. He struggled to swallow. “You should know that I have a sweetheart.” 
 
    “So?” she said. “I don’t see her here anywhere.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t…it wouldn’t be right.” 
 
    “It was only a kiss.” 
 
    “Still…I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    “I’m Helene. You’re Fen.” 
 
    He gaped at her stupidly. Why was he having so much trouble thinking? “How do you know that?” 
 
    She smiled at him. “I have my ways.” She put her hand on his chest. It felt incredibly warm. “I saw you when you first got here. I knew right away that we were going to be friends.” 
 
    “Friends? Do you always kiss your friends?” 
 
    She ran her fingers across his chest. “Only my special ones.” She leaned in for another kiss, but this time Fen was ready. He twisted and ducked to the side. Now he wasn’t backed up against the casks. He had room to maneuver once again. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You’re really nice and all, but I can’t do this. I’m in love with Ravin.” 
 
    Her smile left. “Is she your betrothed, then?” 
 
    “No. I mean, I hope someday…” 
 
    “Then what’s the harm? She won’t ever know.” 
 
    “No, but I will. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and gave him a dark look. “You don’t know what it’s like, living here. I hate it. I wish I could leave.” 
 
    Fen gaped at her. “Why? Riverside seems like a nice place, and you have a good home here.” 
 
    “You think I want to spend my whole life in this inn, working for my father? I deserve more than that, don’t you think?” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem so bad.” 
 
    “That’s because you don’t know.” She turned away and looked at the floor. “Am I really so ugly to you?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it at all. I think you’re very pretty.” 
 
    She turned back to him with a smile. “Really?” 
 
    “We should go back upstairs,” Fen said. “Your father is probably wondering where the wine is.” He snatched up one of the casks and held it between them like a shield. 
 
    She tapped the cask. “This isn’t over.” 
 
    Fen hurried for the stairs, feeling strangely vulnerable the whole way. He set the cask on the end of the bar and made his way back to his friends. 
 
    “Hey, you made it back,” Karliss said with a grin. 
 
    “I hate you,” Fen said. 
 
    “I think what you hate is having fun.” 
 
    His words struck Fen. More than once he’d heard Cowley say almost the same thing. 
 
    “What’s the fire for?” a man called out of the crowd. He was a burly man in rough homespun with dirt under his fingernails and the weathered look of one who spent his days outside. “It’s too hot for a fire.” He fanned himself with a kerchief. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Don’t make me wait too long, boy. I’m apt to melt here.” But the burly man had a smile on his face when he said it. 
 
    Fen felt a hand on his shoulder and turned. It was Rubby, and he was scowling. Fen’s heart sank. Did he know about the kiss? He was opening his mouth to explain, when Rubby said, “I haven’t had the chimney cleaned yet from last winter. I don’t want my place burning down. I’ve a well out back. There’s a bucket there. Fill it and bring it in.” He pointed. “I want you up there by him the whole time, ready with that bucket. I’m making you responsible, understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Fen said. Fen headed through the door that led to the kitchen. A weary-looking woman wearing a shapeless dress, her hair hidden under a huge scarf, was stirring a pot while around her ankles two small girls played. She gave Fen a disinterested look as he passed through. 
 
    He filled the bucket and turned to go back inside, freezing when he saw Helene standing by the back door. “You helped me. Can I help you?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “No. I’ve got it.” He was distressed to realize that his cheeks were burning again. What was wrong with him? He walked up to the door. She moved to block his way, and he had to stop. “I can’t get by.” Still she didn’t move. “Your father told me to get this, in case there’s a fire.” 
 
    She waved this off. “He worries too much.” 
 
    “Still, I told him I would.” 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m Fen. You already know that.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t tell me anything. The three of you? You don’t fit together at all. What are you doing way out here in the middle of nowhere? Where are you going? Why?” 
 
    “We’re going to…” Fen hesitated, thinking fast. He wished Cowley were here. Cowley was good at coming up with stories. “…see my mother,” he finished lamely. 
 
    “Your mother. I see.” Clearly, she didn’t believe him. 
 
    He held up the bucket. “I really have to get this inside.” 
 
    “You’re in the army. In some army, anyway.” 
 
    “I was. I don’t know if I am anymore, though.” 
 
    “You deserted?” She looked excited by the thought. 
 
    “It’s a long story. Will you move, please?” 
 
    She stepped aside. “We’ll talk more later.” 
 
    Karliss was just starting the show when Fen got back to the common room. He was standing on the brick lip of the hearth. People in the room were still talking and laughing, only a few looking at him. Karliss whistled loudly, and a sudden gust of wind blew through the open window. The lanterns flickered and went out, every one of them at once. Now the only light in the room came from the fire. The room went silent, everyone stopping what they were doing and turning to look at him. 
 
    Karliss gestured, and the fire flared up, tongues of flame licking out of the hearth, startling the audience so they leaned back. Fen gripped the bucket and moved closer, praying that Karliss knew what he was doing. 
 
    Karliss started tapping his foot and clapping. As he did, the flames began to dance in time to the rhythm. A sound of approval arose from the crowd. Karliss smiled. It looked to Fen like he was getting over his nervousness. He picked up the pace, and the flames went crazy, flickering and darting like snake tongues. Seeing that the flames were in control, the people in front leaned forward again. Fen wished he felt as confident as they did. A number of people in the crowd clapped and stomped their feet in time with Karliss. 
 
    Karliss abruptly stopped. The flames died down to normal. The crowd went still, wondering what was coming next. 
 
    “Did you ever stare into a fire and think you saw a face?” Karliss asked the crowd. “It happens to me all the time.” He pointed at the burly, bearded man who’d spoken to him earlier. “I think I see this man’s face in there right now. Look.” 
 
    Everyone leaned forward. A boy sitting on his mother’s lap at the front yelled, “I don’t see a face! Where is it?” 
 
    “Maybe you’re not looking closely enough,” Karliss said. “Try harder.” He wiggled his fingers. 
 
    A bearded face began to appear in the flames. It grew more solid and detailed by the moment. A gasp went up from the crowd. 
 
    “That’s you, Lew!” the boy crowed. 
 
    “Not quite,” a man next to Lew said. “The real Lew is lots uglier!” This brought a laugh from the crowd as Lew turned on the man with a feigned look of outrage on his face. 
 
    “Do me, do me!” the boy cried. 
 
    Karliss moved his fingers, and Lew’s face dissolved. “Oh no, now we got to go back to looking at the real Lew,” one man said to more laughter. 
 
    Gradually the boy’s face appeared. The crowd applauded. 
 
    “That’s not my boy,” the boy’s mother said. “Which of you has ever seen Jemmy with his mouth shut like that?” She winked at Karliss. “The boy’s never got his mouth closed for that long. He’s always yapping about something.” 
 
    The townsfolk laughed, Jemmy along with them. 
 
    Then it seemed like everyone wanted Karliss to make their face appear in the flames, and for some time he was kept busy responding to their requests. More people began to arrive as word of the show spread through the village, wedging themselves into the room until it was too full for anyone else to enter. Those turned away gathered at the windows and peered through. Drinks flowed faster than ever, and the room got very warm. Fen began to relax a little. It looked like this was going to work out okay after all. 
 
    He felt a cup pressed into his hand and looked down to see Helene standing there. She stood up on her tiptoes and whispered in his ear. “You look thirsty.” 
 
    “But I don’t—” he began. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s on the house.” 
 
    “But your father said—” 
 
    “He’s too busy making money to notice,” she replied. And it was true. Rubby was frantically busy behind the bar, pouring ale and wine and collecting money as fast as he could. “You want my advice?” she asked Fen. “Go around with a hat or something to collect money.” Fen looked at her blankly for a second. 
 
    “We never got permission to do that from your father.” 
 
    “Just do it. You’re a fool if you don’t. Here. Use this.” She handed him a cloth bag. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be here with the water,” Fen said. 
 
    “Not you, you dummy. Send the girl. With that face and that hair, who can say no to her?” 
 
    When Fen still hesitated, she walked over to Aislin, who was sitting on the edge of the hearth, her back against the wall, looking bored. She crouched down beside her and handed her the bag. At first Fen thought Aislin was going to refuse, but then she took the bag and got to her feet. 
 
    Helene was right. Aislin barely got five steps before people started dropping coins into the bag. She was so tiny, and the crowd so tightly packed that Fen was worried she would get stepped on or knocked down. But there was something about her, something that made her bigger than she was. A path seemed to magically open before her as she went. He wondered if she was using her power to do that, or if it was natural. 
 
    Eventually Karliss moved on to other things. He recreated the village itself in the flames. He made an image of the inn. He made winged figures out of smoke that swooped and darted around each other. 
 
    Karliss stopped to take a break, and Helene made her way back to them, carrying a tray with three drinks on it. She handed a mug to Fen and another to Karliss. “Before you say anything,” she told Fen, “these were bought for you by Lew.” She handed a cup to Aislin. “It’s apple cider,” she told the girl. 
 
    Fen and Karliss took their mugs and turned to Lew. Lew held up his mug, and they toasted him. Fen took a drink from his. The ale had a slightly nutty flavor, and it was delicious. 
 
    Karliss took a cautious sip, then smiled. “Hey, this is good. It’s a lot better than achai.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Fermented yak’s milk.” 
 
    “That sounds terrible,” Fen said. 
 
    “It is terrible.” Karliss took another drink. “We’ve been missing out.” 
 
    Karliss finished his ale and went back to entertaining the crowd. Somehow even more people managed to wedge themselves in through the door. The crowd outside the windows grew larger. Fen thought this was probably the most customers Rubby had ever had. 
 
    It was while looking out at the crowd pressed around one of the windows that Fen saw something unexpected. 
 
    A shadowy figure, indistinct in the weak light. 
 
    He blinked, and the figure was gone. Was that Ilsith? he wondered. He’d been watching for him, but this was the first time he’d seen him, though there were a couple of times at night when he thought he saw movement in the darkness beyond their campfire. He’d have to remember to bring it up to the others later. 
 
    Soon another mug was pressed in Fen’s hand, this one coming from a lean man with a narrow, pointed beard. He pressed another one on Karliss. 
 
    “This…this is the best thing I’ve ever seen,” he said. He was weaving noticeably and slurring his words. 
 
    “I think I’ve had enough,” Fen protested. He already felt lightheaded. 
 
    “Of course not!” the man yelled, clapping him on the back. “You’ve barely started.” 
 
    Not wanting to be rude, Fen took a drink. It was hard cider, and it was delicious too. 
 
    “Good, isn’t it?” the man said. “It was made from my apples. No one grows apples like Del.” He thumped his chest. 
 
    After that things started to get a little blurry. Karliss did ever more outrageous tricks. Gusts of wind blew through the room, knocking people’s hats off, which then flew around the room and settled on different people’s heads. He created figures in the smoke from the fire, tiny men that battled huge creatures that breathed fire. More drinks were pressed on them. Fen managed to avoid most of them, begging off or passing them to someone else, but Karliss eagerly accepted every one. 
 
    Fen started to feel worried about Karliss. At the next break he pulled Karliss aside. Karliss stumbled a little bit. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to stop.” 
 
    “Stop what?” 
 
    “No more ale.” 
 
    “Okay. No more ale. I’m getting tired of the ale anyway.” Karliss seemed to be having trouble focusing on Fen. “Only hard cider from now on.” 
 
    “No hard cider either.” 
 
    Karliss looked confused. “Wine?” 
 
    “Water.” 
 
    Karliss wrinkled his nose. “Everyone is having fun. How come you don’t want to have any fun?” 
 
    “You’re drunk.” 
 
    “Maybe a little.” Karliss put one hand on the wall to steady himself. 
 
    People were beginning to yell for Karliss to start up again. 
 
    “Loosen up, Fen. It’s okay to have fun once in a while, you know.” Karliss headed back to the hearth. 
 
    “No more drinking!” Fen yelled after him. 
 
    He refused another offered ale and watched with increasing nervousness as Karliss grew ever more daring with his tricks. If he injured someone, they’d be lucky if all that happened was being run out of town. 
 
    Gradually, the crowd thinned as people remembered they had tasks to perform early the next day and began to stumble on home. Rubby pushed the last few out the door and barred it behind them. He turned to the three companions, rubbing his hands together. 
 
    “That was incredible!” he boomed. “The best night I ever had. Once word gets out, we’ll be full like that every night. People will come from all around to see you do your thing, boy.” 
 
    Fen started to tell him that wouldn’t happen, that the three of them would be moving on the next day, but he didn’t have the strength. He felt too tired, too tipsy. He’d deal with it in the morning. Aislin was curled up on the side of the hearth, asleep. 
 
    “Can we have our room now?” Fen asked Rubby. 
 
    “You can have more than one,” Rubby said. “After what you did? You can each have your own, the best rooms in the house.” 
 
    Fen started to accept, then shook his head. It would be better if they stuck together. “We will share one, thank you.” 
 
    Rubby shrugged, reached into a pocket and took out a key. “Top floor. Last room at the end of the hall.” He turned and headed back to the kitchen. 
 
    Aislin woke up when Fen tapped her on the shoulder. She rubbed her eyes and stood up. 
 
    “That was incredible, wasn’t it?” Karliss said. He was hoarse, and his eyes were red. There was a big smile on his face. “They loved it. They loved every bit of it. That was so much fun.” 
 
    “Let’s go to the room,” Fen said. 
 
    “Hang on,” Karliss said, poking around in a clutter of cups and mugs on a table. “I don’t think I finished my drink yet.” 
 
    “You’re finished,” Fen said, taking his arm. 
 
    Karliss tried to pull away, but his strength was nothing against Fen. “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Oh, I do. I’m positive you’re finished. Do you want to walk up the stairs on your own, or do you want me to drag you?” 
 
    “Drag me?” Karliss snorted. “You’re actually funnier than you think, Fen. Ow, you’re hurting my arm!” This last as Fen began dragging him toward the stairs. “I’ll walk! I’ll walk!” 
 
    Twice on the way Karliss stopped, wanting to talk about something that had happened. The second time Fen wasn’t very gentle about making him move on. 
 
    There were two beds in the room. Aislin immediately fell into one, curled up and went to sleep. Fen helped Karliss into the other, pushing him over until he was only taking up one side of the bed. Karliss began to snore almost immediately. 
 
    Fen lay down, then remembered he’d left the door unlocked. It was harder than he’d expected to stand up—he probably should have said no to that glass of brandy at the end of the night—but he managed after a couple of tries. He locked the door and staggered back to bed. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Fen awakened to a strange sound. At first, he lay there, halfway between sleep and wakefulness, trying to figure out what it was. Gradually he realized it was a scratching sound. He sat up. Someone was scratching at the door. 
 
    He swung his legs off the bed and stood up, wincing at the pain in his head. He definitely should have said no to the brandy. On wobbly legs he walked over to the door. He put his hand on the lock, then paused. 
 
    “Who is it?” he asked. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Who’s out there?” 
 
    The door began to shake. Purple light spilled under it. Fen fell back, then ran to the other two and shook them awake. 
 
    “Get up! We need to get out of here!” 
 
    The door was shaking madly now, and it was outlined in purple light. Strange animal noises were coming from the hallway. 
 
    “What is it?” Karliss mumbled sleepily. 
 
    “It’s the Ichthalids. They found us again.” 
 
    Karliss leapt out of bed, his sleepiness gone in an instant. Unfortunately, he hadn’t had time to sober up the whole way yet, and he put his foot wrong and fell on his face. Aislin was already up, green light gathering around her hands. She raised them and pointed at the door. 
 
    “Hold on,” Fen told her. “Let’s go out the window. Maybe we can run from them.” 
 
    Suddenly the door exploded inward in a spray of wood splinters. Fen threw up his arm to shield his face. The glowing red sword appeared in his other hand. He lowered his arm and stared, aghast, at what he saw. 
 
    There in the doorway stood Rubby, Helene and the woman Fen had seen in the kitchen. But it was no longer them. Their skin was utterly pale, and their eyes were glowing with purple light. They howled and charged forward. 
 
    “Try not to hurt them!” Fen yelled. He called Stone power, shaping it instinctively as it flowed into him. In his free hand a glowing red shield appeared. He got it up just as Rubby threw himself at him. There was a crackle of discharged energy as Rubby hit the shield. He scrabbled at it, trying to throw it aside. His mouth opened and closed as he tried to bite Fen. Teeth and fingernails had turned completely black. 
 
    Fen planted himself and gave a shove that threw Rubby backwards, but instantly he flung himself forwards again, clawing madly at the shield, trying to get around it. His strength was astonishing. Fen was pushed back until he felt the bed behind him. 
 
    From the corner of his vision he could see Helene battering at the glowing shield of Seaforce Aislin had thrown up around her. She couldn’t get through, but where she scratched, she left glowing lines of black chaos power which laced across the shield and began eating into it. Her teeth and fingernails were black as well. 
 
    Fen realized that the same thing was happening to his shield. The chaos power was eating through it. It was only a matter of moments before the shield collapsed. He’d be poisoned with chaos power again, and this time he might not be able to burn it away. 
 
    Karliss was doing better than either of them. The window exploded inwards in a rain of glass shards, and a huge gust of wind blew in. The woman attacking him was lifted off her feet and thrown backwards into the hall. Snarling, she scrambled to her feet and raced forward again. This time Karliss lifted her into the air and pinned her to the wall, where she continued to fight madly, but the wind offered no opponent that she could attack. 
 
    Fen had no time to see more. He was out of options. He was going to have to counterattack. Staying on defense would inevitably lead to losing. He hated the thought. These people didn’t deserve this. They’d been nothing but kind to him and his friends. But what choice did he have? 
 
    Before he could act, Karliss yelled, “Get down! Right now!” 
 
    Fen dropped to the floor and saw that Aislin did the same. 
 
    Karliss clapped his hands together. There was a blinding flash of blue light, and a terrific concussion that felt like it would blow out Fen’s eardrums. Rubby and Helene were flattened. The woman slumped to the floor and toppled onto her side. 
 
    Fen stood up. Karliss was saying something, but he couldn’t hear him over the ringing in his ears. Next to him Aislin was getting to her feet shaking her head. 
 
    Karliss shouted something else and pointed to the window. He snatched up his pack, ran and jumped through the window. Their attackers were already beginning to stir once again. Fen yelled at Aislin to get out and turned to protect her while she did. Once she was out, he jumped through after her, preparing for the hard fall when he hit the ground, hoping he landed right and didn’t sprain or break anything. 
 
    But Karliss was ready with the wind, slowing his fall enough that his landing was soft. Karliss spoke again. This time the ringing had faded enough that Fen could understand him. 
 
    “I don’t think I can fly us out of here. Too much ale. And there’s no aranti around. They all fled.” 
 
    “Then we’ll go on foot.” 
 
    Fen saw movement from the corner of his eye and spun. A handful of villagers were racing down the street toward them. All of them had the same glowing eyes, the same blackened fingernails and teeth. 
 
    “Maybe we should go a different way,” Karliss said. 
 
    They ran the opposite way, but they hadn’t gone far when Fen saw another group of villagers come around a corner up ahead and run at them. 
 
    “Is the whole town turned?” Karliss said. 
 
    They skidded to a halt, unsure what to do. The green nimbus around Aislin grew brighter. Thunder rumbled overhead, and flashes of lightning split the darkness. 
 
    “We’re not slaughtering these people,” Fen said. 
 
    “I don’t think we have a choice,” Karliss replied. “Unless we want to end up like them.” 
 
    “There’s always a choice,” Fen said grimly. He called to the power in the Stone, and it answered. With a groaning sound the earth split open between them and the nearest villagers. The crack lengthened quickly, crossing the whole street. A few of those in the lead were too close to stop and fell into the crack. 
 
    He turned and did the same in front of the other oncoming villagers. Those who didn’t fall in hissed and snarled at them, clawing at the air with their black fingernails, gnashing their black teeth. Then, as if responding to some command that only they could hear, they began to fall back and leave. 
 
    “They’re going to circle around and come at us from the sides,” Karliss warned. 
 
    “Then we better be gone when they get here.” 
 
    “I can try and fly us out, but I’m afraid I’ll drop one of you,” Karliss said. 
 
    “They are weak,” Aislin growled. The harshness in her voice told Fen that Golgath was back, though whether he was in control he couldn’t be sure. “They cannot threaten us if we use our powers.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to slaughter a whole village,” Fen said. “There has to be another way.” 
 
    “And if they infect one or more of us?” she snapped. “You would risk the whole world for a handful of meaningless lives?” 
 
    “There are no meaningless lives,” Fen said stubbornly. 
 
    Aislin hissed in disgust and turned away. 
 
     “She may be right,” Karliss said. Fen turned on him, and he put up his hands. “Don’t look at me like that. You saw what’s happened to them. I don’t think they’re coming back from that. I don’t want to kill these people. I don’t want to live with that. But if we die here…” 
 
    “This way,” Fen said, leading them down a narrow alley. They hadn’t gone far when Fen saw more villagers appear at the far end of the alley and come running toward them. He looked quickly around. To their left was the back of a two-story building. There were no windows on the bottom floor and only one door of thick, solid wood banded in iron. To their right was a low, stone wall about chest high, vines growing thickly over it. 
 
    “Over the wall,” he said. He grabbed Aislin around the waist and practically threw her over it. 
 
    Karliss made it halfway up before the alcohol betrayed him, and he slipped and fell. “I got it,” he mumbled and jumped to his feet. “It’s no problem.” Fen snatched him up and tossed him over as well, then jumped over himself. 
 
    On the other side was a garden, thick with tomatoes, corn, peppers and such. Karliss stumbled into a tomato plant heavy with fruit and fell down. 
 
    “Am I going to have to carry you?” Fen grumbled, pulling him to his feet. 
 
    “Not my fault,” Karliss said. “That plant tripped me.” 
 
    “Come on. We have to keep moving.” 
 
    They were halfway across the garden when the back door of the house opened, and a man and a woman came running out and chased after them. They veered off at an angle, forcing their way through the thick vegetation. 
 
    On the far side of the garden was a wall made of wooden stakes driven into the ground. Fen didn’t even slow down, but simply barreled into it, dragging Karliss along with him. The wooden stakes snapped off. Fen almost fell. Karliss did, and Fen lost hold of him and had to stop to lift him to his feet. The two who had come out of the house were almost on them by then. Fen paused long enough to fling a wall of dirt at them, knocking them down and buying him and his friends some much-needed time. 
 
    The next yard had a chicken coop in it, two dogs chained up nearby to guard the chickens. The dogs flung themselves at the three of them, their eyes glowing with the same feral light, saliva dripping from their blackened fangs. 
 
    Their chains brought them up short, but not before Karliss staggered sideways in alarm and fell down again. As Fen pulled him back to his feet, Karliss said, “I used to like dogs.” 
 
    There was a narrow gate on the side of this house. Once through, they found themselves onto another street that was, for the moment at least, deserted. Fen slowed, trying to get his bearings. 
 
    “That way,” Aislin said, pointing. Down at the end of the street, only a couple of blocks away, was the wall that guarded the village from attackers. 
 
    They took off running for it, their footsteps and panting breaths sounding terribly loud to Fen, who kept expecting another attack with every step they took. 
 
    There was a cross street up ahead. They were almost to it when a whole crowd of the infected villagers came rushing out into the intersection. The three companions skidded to a halt. Fen’s first thought was to open a crack in the ground again, but they were too close, and he wasn’t certain he and his friends wouldn’t fall into the crack as well. On top of that the buildings on both sides were several stories tall and likely to collapse, crushing anyone below them. 
 
    “Turn back!” he said. 
 
    But when they turned, he saw doors opening all down the street and infected people emerging from every building, closing off their escape in that direction. 
 
    There was no other choice. He was going to have to kill some of them. Aislin was already summoning Seaforce, streamers of green power arrowing in to her from all directions. He reached for Stone power, his hands beginning to glow red. 
 
    “I got this,” Karliss said. “I know what to do. You two get down when I say.” He put his hands in the air. Instantly there was the rumble of thunder overhead. 
 
    “Don’t—” Fen yelled. 
 
    “Down!” Karliss yelled. 
 
    Dragging Aislin down with him, Fen hit the ground. 
 
    There was a tremendous burst of light, blinding even through his eyelids, as a massive lightning bolt lanced down and struck Karliss’ upraised fist. Immediately after came the crash of thunder, and a shock wave that knocked the wind from Fen’s lungs. 
 
    A few moments passed while Fen tried to draw breath once again. He sat up, his vision marred by the afterimages of the bolt. Karliss was standing there grinning. 
 
    “It worked!” he yelled. At least that’s what Fen thought he said anyway. It was hard to tell since his ears were ringing so badly. 
 
    Every single person was sprawled on the street. Fen and Aislin stood up. 
 
    “Are they…?” Fen asked. 
 
    “They should be fine,” Karliss said. “But we better go quick. They won’t be down long.” 
 
    It was true. Already some of them were stirring. The three companions took off running, picking their way through the fallen villagers. One man grabbed hold of Aislin’s ankle, but Fen kicked him, and he lost hold. Another lunged at Karliss, but Karliss knocked him back with a blast of wind. 
 
    Then they were through and running for the wall. There was no gate here, no ladder or any other way to climb it. Already Fen could hear the footsteps and growls of their pursuers behind them. 
 
    “I will take care of this,” Aislin said. The light around her grew brighter. Water flowed up out of the ground and up the side of the wall. In the time it took them to take two more steps the water sank into the heavy logs. 
 
    “What did you do that for?” Karliss said. 
 
    With an explosive crack the water froze, shattering a whole section of the wall, and opening a hole big enough for them to run through. 
 
    Once they were through, Aislin turned back around and raised her hands again. Water flowed back up, filling the hole she’d made. Once again it froze. Through the ice Fen could see their pursuers. They swarmed the ice, striking it with their fists, but not marring it in any way. 
 
    “It won’t be long before they figure out how to go over or around,” Fen said. “We need to keep moving.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was exciting,” Karliss said. They were in a thicket on top of a ridge overlooking the village, all of them breathing hard from their flight. Faint purple glows were visible down below, but none were leaving the immediate area of the village. 
 
    Fen whirled on Karliss. “That was completely irresponsible and dangerous. You could have gotten us all killed.” 
 
    Karliss blinked at him, confused. “What are you talking about? The…?” He clapped his hands together. “The bang? I thought that went pretty well. They all fell down, and we got away.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about the ale. How much ale did you drink?” 
 
    Karliss looked at his hands, went through his fingers. “A lot. It was good ale.” Karliss burped. “Not as good now though.” He peered at Fen. “Didn’t you like it? It’s a lot better than fermented yak’s milk, I have to say. Did I tell you that already? Because it really is. I think—” 
 
    “This isn’t about how the ale tasted,” Fen burst out. “It’s about how much of it you drank. You got drunk and when we needed you, you weren’t there for us.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” Karliss said carelessly. “I probably should’ve had a little less. Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s all you have to say? Sorry?” 
 
    Karliss looked confused. “What else do you want me to say?” 
 
    “How about that you won’t do it again?” 
 
    “All right, all right. I won’t do it again. Probably.” 
 
    “This isn’t some joke.” 
 
    “Did I say it was?” 
 
    “You need to start taking this seriously.” 
 
    “Really?” Karliss’ smile disappeared. “You think I’m not taking this seriously?” He jabbed Fen in the chest. “I have been taking this seriously. It’s all I’ve done for the past year and a half! I don’t know what you’ve been doing in your world, running around with your little soldier friends, but I’ve been fighting to save my people. Against Kasai, who is, who was…” He was stumbling over his words now in his haste to get them out. “You have no idea what it’s like to be thirteen and have your whole clan depending on you, do you? Knowing that if you make a mistake everyone you know will die? And then when you manage not to get anyone killed, when you actually win some battles, you know what your reward is? You know what you get in return? Well, do you?” He stopped, breathing hard. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen said, abashed. He’d never suspected such strong emotions were inside Karliss. 
 
    “They exiled me,” Karliss said. “They exiled me! Told me to get out and never come back.” He choked back a sob angrily, gritting his teeth. “So forgive me if I slip up for a little while. Forgive me for actually taking a little bit of time to enjoy myself. I’m still a kid, you know.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Fen said in a low voice. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” Karliss straightened himself and wiped at a tear that had escaped one eye. “I know what the stakes are. Believe me, I know. But I also know I have to laugh at it. My friends reminded me about that. It gets too heavy if I don’t. Do you understand that? Can you understand that?” 
 
    Fen lowered his head. “Cowley is always telling me I’m too serious.” 
 
    “You are,” Aislin said. 
 
    Fen looked at her. “You too?” 
 
    “You asked.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” She shrugged. Fen looked closer at her. “Are you…?” His words trailed off. 
 
    “Am I what?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you feeling like yourself again?” 
 
    “You mean am I still me, or am I Golgath?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “Not Golgath.” 
 
    “I’m me.” 
 
    “What’s it like?” Karliss asked. “When Golgath…you know.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” She turned away and walked into the shadows under the trees. 
 
    Fen and Karliss stared after her for a moment. “Do you think she can stay in control?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “She has to.” 
 
    Karliss turned and looked down at the village. “Will they get better, do you think? Or will they stay like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen replied. “I wish we could help them, but I think the only thing we can do is find that last piece before the Ichthalids do.” He shifted his sword to a more comfortable position. “I think I saw Ilsith earlier tonight.” 
 
    “You saw Ilsith? Where?” 
 
    “Outside the inn. It was while you were performing.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Maybe because you were drunk.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. Again.” 
 
    “What’s done is done.” 
 
    “Do you think he did that, made all those people go crazy?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “It must have been him. He infected me with chaos power before.” 
 
    “Did you go crazy like that too?” 
 
    “No. But it might be because of the Stone Shaper in me.” 
 
    “Why did he do that? I thought he was helping us.” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering the same thing,” Fen replied. “All I can think is maybe he did it to push us.” 
 
    “How is getting us killed supposed to push us?” 
 
    “He knows what we’re capable of. He probably figured we could handle them. He must be worried that the others are going to get the last piece before we do, and this is his way of making us hurry up.” 
 
    “Next time I hope he shows up and tells us to hurry instead. This way was more exciting, but I’m starting to think I don’t need any more excitement in my life.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with you there. Come on.” Fen started in the direction Aislin had taken. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I want to put some more distance between us and the village. I don’t want any surprises during the night.” 
 
    Karliss caught up to him. “Are you talking about walking?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I think I can fly us now.” 
 
    “Think? That doesn’t sound very reassuring.” 
 
    “Pretty sure. Almost positive.” 
 
    “No. We’ll walk. You can fly us tomorrow when you’re sober.” 
 
    “I don’t like walking. I like flying.” 
 
    “And I like not being smashed against a tree or dropped in a lake because you’re drunk.” 
 
    “Where’s Aislin? We should vote on this.” 
 
    “We’re not voting. We’re walking and that’s that.” 
 
    “You’re doing it again. Bossing everyone around.” 
 
    “I’m not bossing everyone around! I’m trying to keep us safe.” 
 
    “We were just attacked by a whole village. Whatever you’re doing, it’s not working.” 
 
    “Just stop,” Fen said, unable to keep the aggravation out of his voice. “I’m not arguing about this with you.” He peered into the blackness under the trees. “Are you there, Aislin? I want to get moving. I want to get further away from that village.” 
 
    She emerged into the moonlight. “I’m here.” 
 
    “Good,” Karliss said. “I want to hear what you have to say. Captain Fen is ordering us around again.” 
 
    “I’m not a captain. I’m a lieutenant. Or I used to be, anyway.” 
 
    “Who cares? What matters is you trying to take charge again. Tell him, Aislin.” 
 
    “I’m not going to tell him anything,” she said. “I think we should get further away.” 
 
    “There you go, Karliss. Are you happy now?” 
 
    “That’s not the part I don’t like,” Karliss protested. “It’s the walking.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with walking?” she asked. “Are you too tired?” 
 
    “No, of course not. It’s not me I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Who, then?” she asked. 
 
    Karliss bit his lip. “You?” he said hesitantly. 
 
    The air seemed to get colder suddenly. 
 
    “What are you saying?” she said. “Are you saying I’m too little to keep up with you two?” 
 
    “I wasn’t saying that,” Karliss stammered. “It’s…this hill we’re on. It’s very steep. I don’t want you to trip in the dark and fall down.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re complaining this much about a little walking,” Fen said. 
 
    “I’m not complaining. I’m only pointing out that we’re doing this the hard way and we don’t need to. Besides, it’s not really me I’m worried about. I already said that.” 
 
    “Really.” Fen didn’t bother to keep the skepticism out of his voice. 
 
    “It’s Aislin. Her legs are so short. It’s going to be hard for her. I guess maybe you could…” 
 
    Aislin’s voice was thick with suppressed anger. “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    “Think about what?” Karliss said. 
 
    “You were going to say he could carry me. I won’t be carried. I’m not a little kid.” 
 
    “I never said you were.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to. Only babies need to be carried.” 
 
    “I definitely never said you were a baby.” 
 
    “I can walk anywhere you can. Probably further, I bet.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Karliss said. “That hurts.” He mimed being struck by an arrow. 
 
    “You’re not funny,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t let Fen hear you say that. He thinks I’m hilarious.” 
 
    “Can we go already?” Fen said. “I want to get some sleep tonight.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Wolfpack squad stared in horror as S’nash took the final piece of the key from the fallen girl and pressed it to the other pieces. There was a click, audible even from this distance, and the completed key began to glow red, a loud hum coming from it. 
 
    “At least we’ll finally get to find out what the Abyss is really like,” Cowley said. “I know you’ve all been wondering as much as I have.” 
 
    No one responded to his attempt at humor. 
 
    “I thought it would end differently,” Gage said. 
 
    S’nash yelled and threw the key down, and they all flinched. 
 
    The hum of the key grew louder. The red light coming from it was bright enough to hurt their eyes. The brothers lowered their heads. Lukas whispered what sounded like a prayer. Noah was muttering under his breath. 
 
    Then the key went dark. 
 
    A moment later Cowley realized the earthen bonds trapping him in place was gone. He turned and saw that the others were free as well. 
 
    “I say we get the horses and get out of here,” Strout said. 
 
    “We can’t leave Fen,” Lukas protested. 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do for him right now except get ourselves killed. But if we stay alive, we might be able to help him still,” Strout said. “Now stop arguing for once and let’s go.” He grabbed hold of Lukas while he talked and gave Gage a shove. “Help me out here, Cowley,” he growled. “Maybe they’ll listen to you.” 
 
    Cowley shot a last look at the spot where Fen lay, then turned to the others. 
 
    “He’s right. If we stay alive, we might still be able to help. Let’s go.” 
 
    Lukas resisted the longest, but finally, he too ran for their horses. 
 
    They found the horses clustered together on the far side of a low hill. The animals stared at them wide-eyed, backing away nervously as they approached. Gage motioned for them to stay back and went forward alone, speaking in low, soothing tones. 
 
    Whatever he said, worked, because he was able to take the reins of his horse, and the others allowed themselves to be caught by their riders. Lukas caught Fen’s horse as well, then stood there, his face turned away, his shoulders shaking. 
 
    Cowley went over and put his hand on Lukas’ shoulder. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Lukas shoved his hand away and whirled on him. “No! It’s not okay! Fen’s…” He choked on the words, tears in his eyes. “He’s dead. We were supposed to protect him, but we didn’t do anything. Nothing’s okay now.” 
 
    “What else were we supposed to do?” Cowley asked gently. 
 
    “I don’t know. Something.” Lukas stood with his fists knotted. There was anger in his tears. 
 
    “I still can’t believe it,” Gage said. “It doesn’t seem possible. Fen was so…solid. I thought he would survive anything.” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure that he’s dead,” Strout said. 
 
    “You saw the fire,” Gage protested. 
 
    “I did, but that doesn’t mean he’s dead. If anyone can survive that, it’s Fen.” He climbed on his horse and looked down at them. “If he’s dead, we’ll bury him and mourn him then. But I’m not mourning until I know for sure. Who’s coming with me?” 
 
    Noah fairly leapt on his horse. “There’s no way you’re leaving me behind.” 
 
    Soon all of them were mounted except for Lukas. He glared up at Strout, as if blaming him somehow. Abruptly, his anger broke, replaced by something desperate. “Do you really think…?” he asked Strout. 
 
    “Let’s find out.” 
 
    They rode around the hill and cautiously approached the scene of the battle. Once they saw that the Ichthalids and Lowellin were gone, they spurred their horses forward, every eye fixed on the pile of stones that marked Fen’s fall. 
 
     When they got there, they received a surprise. 
 
    Fen was gone. 
 
    “What happened to him?” Noah asked, throwing rocks aside. “He was right here. I saw him.” He tried to move one of the larger stones, failed, and motioned others to join him. 
 
    “You’re wasting your time,” Strout said. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make any sense,” Gage said. 
 
    “You know what this means, don’t you?” Cowley said. “It means Fen is still alive.” 
 
    “You really think so?” Lukas asked, his eyes very wide. He looked terribly young right then. 
 
    “If he was dead, why would the Ichthalids take him?” 
 
    “Do you really think they took him?” Lukas scanned the horizon. “I don’t see them anywhere. They couldn’t have gone that far this fast. We have to find them.” 
 
    Wallice and Eben had gone to check on the other two who had fought with Fen, and now they returned. 
 
    “The other two are gone too,” Wallice said. 
 
    “We don’t know for sure that the Ichthalids took Fen and the others,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Then how come they’re not here?” Lukas sounded accusatory. 
 
    “We should look for tracks,” Gage said. “Figure out which way they went.” 
 
    He trotted away, scanning the ground. The others spread out and did the same, Cowley included, though he had a feeling they weren’t going to find any. 
 
    When they met up again a short while later, Gage said, “I didn’t find anything. It’s like they disappeared into thin air.” 
 
    “Ilsith must have taken them away,” Strout said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to follow them now?” Lukas demanded. He spoke directly to Cowley, as if blaming him for their failure. 
 
    “We can’t,” Strout said. 
 
    “You sure give up easy,” Noah said. 
 
    Strout turned on him, his face dark. “I’m not giving up. I’m being sensible.” 
 
    “You never really—” Noah began, but Cowley cut him off. 
 
    “Fighting each other isn’t going to help anything. We need to stick together, now more than ever.” 
 
    Strout and Noah glared at each other for a moment longer, then Strout shook his head and turned away. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Head back to Qarath,” Lukas said. His face was still red, but he looked like he had himself under control once again. “That’s where the army is. Maybe the Ichthalids will go there too.” 
 
    “But why would they?” Gage asked. “They have the key now. They don’t need anything else.” 
 
    “We still haven’t talked about that,” Cowley said. “What happened to the key? Why didn’t it work?” 
 
    “Maybe they used it wrong,” Noah said. 
 
    “It sure looked like it was working,” Gage said. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Cowley said. “What matters is that it didn’t work. That means we still have some time. Probably the Ichthalids took Fen and the others because they think they can help them make the key work.” 
 
    Lukas started to say something else, but was cut off by Wallice pointing and saying, “Someone is coming.” 
 
    They looked and saw a lone rider coming toward them. 
 
    “I think it’s that guy that was riding with the girl,” Noah said. 
 
    “Maybe he knows something,” Lukas said. 
 
    The rider came to a halt a short distance away. He put his hands in the air and called out to them. “I mean no trouble.” 
 
    He was wearing a sword, but Cowley could tell by the way it sat on his hip, along with how awkward he seemed on the horse, that he was no real threat. He knew the others saw it as well, because hands moved away from weapons and muscles relaxed. 
 
    “I’m Randel,” the young man said. He was a few years older than they, with a goatee and shaggy, straw-colored hair. He was wearing some sort of uniform, with an unfamiliar symbol sewed to the breast of his tunic. “I was riding with Aislin.” 
 
    Cowley rode over closer, the others following. “Did you see what happened?” 
 
    “I saw the battle, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “I mean after. Do you know where they went?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Randel said. “Not really, I mean. I saw them looking at…” He had to stop and swallow. “At the bodies. Then Lowellin touched the Devourers, and it was like they slid down into the ground and disappeared.” 
 
    “So it wasn’t Ilsith after all,” Strout said. 
 
    Randel was looking at the spot where Aislin had fallen, standing in his stirrups to see better. “Can I go to her?” he asked. “I have to bring her back to…her mother will want to see…” His voice cracked. He blinked rapidly. 
 
    “She’s not there,” Cowley said. 
 
    Randel looked confused. “What do you mean she’s not there?” 
 
    “She’s gone,” Noah said. “All of them are. We think the Ichthalids took them.” 
 
    Randel’s brows drew together. “I didn’t see them pick any of them up or anything.” 
 
    Sudden hope blossomed in Cowley’s chest. “Wait. Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Yes. They were talking, and then they gathered together and slid down into the ground.” 
 
    Cowley looked at the others. “Do you know what this means?” 
 
    “Not really,” Noah said irritably. “Where’d they go, then?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cowley said, feeling excited suddenly. “But they’re not in the hands of the Ichthalids, we know that much. And that’s no small thing. They’re gone, which I think means they’re alive.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t tell us where they are,” Noah said. 
 
    “If we could figure out who took them…” Lukas said. 
 
    “Let’s look at this logically,” Cowley said. “Other than Lowellin, the only one we know of who could have taken them is Ilsith. It must have been him.” 
 
    “But why take them away from the other Ichthalids?” Gage asked. “Aren’t they on the same side?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re not,” Strout said. When the others looked at him, he said, “I didn’t see him a single time after we left the ships. Maybe he turned on the others and was just waiting for his chance.” 
 
    “But why?” Gage persisted. 
 
    “Who knows? They argued about something probably. Maybe Ilsith wants the key for himself so he can get all the credit for freeing the Queen.” 
 
    “I bet you’re right,” Cowley said. 
 
    “What good is all this?” Noah complained. “It’s not getting us any closer to Fen.” 
 
    “No, but it means Fen is most likely still alive. It means Ilsith took him and the others. Probably to use them to help him get the key.” 
 
    “Which doesn’t work,” Gage pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe Ilsith thinks they can tell him why the key doesn’t work.” 
 
    “I don’t see how this is any better,” Lukas said. “Fen is still a prisoner, either way.” 
 
    “Yes, but now he has allies, and there is only one of Ilsith.” Cowley banged on his saddle horn. “Three against one. My money’s on Fen. He’ll escape.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” Lukas admitted. He looked more hopeful already. 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Noah asked. 
 
    “I think we should still head back to Qarath. It’s the most likely place for Fen to show up,” Cowley said. 
 
    “That’s where I’d like to go,” Randel said. “Mind if I tag along?” 
 
    “Sure,” Cowley said. “Unless someone has a better idea, I think we should head out.” 
 
    “More coming,” Wallice said, pointing north this time. 
 
    Two figures were running toward them. 
 
    “This is a popular spot,” Cowley said. “What’s next? A parade?” 
 
    As the two grew closer, Cowley could see that they were a few years younger than they were, though one of them was quite large, almost as tall as Strout and broader. Sticking up over his shoulder was the hilt of a very large sword. The shorter one was carrying two spears. Both had unstrung bows. They wore no armor, only loose-fitting, hooded coats that hung down to mid-thigh, leather leggings and felt moccasins. Each had a long scarf wrapped loosely around his neck. 
 
    They stopped when they were a few dozen paces away. “We’re not here to fight you,” the shorter one said. His accent was strange, but his words understandable. “We only want to find out what happened to our friend.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Cowley said, taking his hand away from his sword. He moved closer and looked them over. They were young, but he could see in their eyes and the way they carried themselves that they’d been through enough that they were older than their years. “You have any idea what happened here?” 
 
    “All we saw was flashes in the sky,” the big one said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Karliss dropped us off as soon as he saw there was a battle and went on ahead.” He looked over at the spot where Karliss fell. 
 
    “We already checked,” Cowley said. “There’s nothing there. No sign of the girl either.” 
 
    “Karliss is gone?” the shorter one said. He sounded disbelieving. “Where?” 
 
    “We don’t know. We think maybe Ilsith took them.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “He’s an Ichthalid, but he can move through the shadows somehow.” Cowley went on to explain the rest of their reasoning. 
 
    “What will you do now?” the larger of the two strangers asked. 
 
    “We’re heading back to Qarath.” 
 
    “That’s where Karliss was going,” the shorter one said. “Can we come with you?” 
 
    Cowley shrugged. “It’s fine with me. You’re going to need horses though. You can have Fen’s, but you’ll need one more.” 
 
    “I should be able to track down one of the Ichthalids’ horses no problem,” Gage said. 
 
    “Can you ride?” Cowley asked them. 
 
    “We’re Sertithians, horse warriors from the steppes,” the shorter one said, puffing out his chest a little. “We are born into the saddle.” 
 
    “But you don’t have any horses. Did you lose them?” Noah asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Karliss wanted to fly,” the shorter one said. 
 
    “You flew here?” Noah’s mouth hung open. 
 
    “What else would we do?” the shorter one replied, as if it should be obvious to everyone. “Karliss is the master of the wind and sky.” 
 
    “Don’t say it like that,” the larger one said. 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    “You still don’t need to say it like that. It sounds dumb.” 
 
    “I am Batu,” the shorter one said. “The dull one here is Hulagu.” 
 
    “I can speak for myself, you know,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “See, I think of you more as the strong, silent type. That leaves me to do the talking.” 
 
    “You do enough for both of us, that’s for sure.” 
 
    The Wolfpack introduced themselves. 
 
    “Karliss can do just about anything,” Batu boasted. “He’s pretty much the greatest hero ever.” 
 
    “The lightning was a nice trick,” Noah said. “But Fen can turn himself into stone. Your friend can’t top that.” 
 
    Batu shook his head and pursed his lips, but before he could say anything else, Hulagu put his hand on his shoulder and squeezed. Batu winced. “Ow. What did you do that for?” 
 
    “I want to hear from him.” Hulagu nodded toward Randel. “He hasn’t told us who he is yet. I do not think he is with the others.” 
 
    “I’m Randel. I’m not a horse warrior or a soldier. I’m only a guard. I was supposed to keep an eye on Aislin, but it doesn’t look like I did such a good job of that.” 
 
    “Aislin is the little girl?” Strout asked. 
 
    “She’s not that little,” Randel protested. 
 
    “She looked pretty little to me. Tiny even.” 
 
    “Don’t let her hear you call her that. She’s got a fierce temper. You don’t want to see what she can do when she’s mad.” 
 
    “We were on the ships,” Strout pointed out. “I think we got a pretty good idea.” 
 
    “Aislin is the one who can Shape the Sea then,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “You know about Shapers?” Cowley asked him. 
 
    “Stone, Sea and Sky. That’s why we’re here. Karliss was looking for the other two so he could join them in the fight against the Devourers. Firehair told us the king in Qarath was trying to find the three who could defeat them,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “It didn’t go so well the first time,” Strout said. 
 
    “That’s because Fen wasn’t ready,” Noah piped up. “Next time will be different.” 
 
    “Let’s hope there is a next time,” Cowley said. “Let’s hope they’re somewhere right now planning how to beat the invaders and send them back to the Abyss.” 
 
    “Now that he has Karliss to help him, I’m sure it won’t be a problem,” Batu said confidently. “Karliss beat Kasai by himself. I’m sure he won’t have any trouble with the Devourers.” 
 
    “You’re awfully confident, aren’t you?” Strout said. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “If you’d seen what we’ve seen, you might feel a little different.” 
 
    “Nope. I’m sure I’d feel the same.” Hulagu elbowed Batu. “Ow. Why do you keep doing that?” 
 
    “Why do you keep running your mouth?” 
 
    “We’re Karliss’ sidekicks. We’re supposed to support him.” 
 
    Hulagu shook his head, looking irritated. “What is it with you and the sidekick thing?” 
 
    “What’s a sidekick?” Noah wanted to know. 
 
    “Don’t ask him that,” Hulagu said. “You’ll only get him started, and then you’ll be sorry.” 
 
    “When are we leaving for Qarath?” Batu asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure we still want to go there,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “We do,” Batu said confidently. “It’s what Karliss would have wanted.” 
 
    “You say the most foolish things,” Hulagu said. “You don’t know what he would have wanted. Maybe he wants us to go home.” 
 
    “We want to come with you,” Batu said to Cowley. 
 
    “If you’re coming with us, you need to be able to follow orders,” Cowley said to the Sertithians. “We need to work together as a team.” He looked at Randel. “That goes for you too.” 
 
    “That works for me,” Randel said quickly. “I don’t want to be out here on my own.” He looked over his shoulder as if something might be sneaking up on them right then. 
 
    Batu and Hulagu exchanged looks. Batu started to speak, but Hulagu took hold of his arm. “We need to talk for a moment,” he said, and pulled Batu away. They walked off a dozen paces and began talking in low voices. 
 
    “Are you really going to let them come with us?” Noah asked Cowley. “I don’t trust them.” 
 
    “Why not?” Lukas asked. “Their friend helped Fen in the fight.” 
 
    “Still,” Noah said with a dark look, “we don’t know them.” 
 
    “Be as suspicious as you like, Noah,” Cowley said. “But I say they’re coming with us.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Strout interjected. “Since when did you get promoted? Lukas here is the corporal.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that means much anymore,” Lukas said, sounding almost apologetic. “I’m not sure we’re even still in the army after getting arrested and tortured and all.” 
 
    “Either way, that still doesn’t mean Cowley gets to call the shots,” Strout said, crossing his arms. 
 
    “We could vote on what to do,” Gage, ever the peacemaker, said. 
 
    “Sure, we can vote,” Cowley said. “But we may end up riding into a fight. When that happens, we’re not going to be able to stop and vote over every little thing. Someone needs to be in charge.” 
 
    “I agree with Cowley,” Noah said. 
 
    “Who’s that going to be?” Strout asked Cowley. “Why does it have to be you?” 
 
    “Let’s vote on that then,” Gage said. 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” Lukas said. “But I don’t want to be in charge. Don’t vote for me.” 
 
    “Me either,” Gage said, and Noah echoed him. The brothers shook their heads. 
 
    “Looks like it’s just you and me,” Cowley said to Strout. 
 
    “Who votes for Cowley?” Gage asked. Lukas and Gage both stuck their hands up. “Who votes for Strout?” 
 
    Noah put his hand up. “Sorry, Cowley,” he said. “Strout is a better fighter.” 
 
    “Looks like it’s Cowley, then,” Gage said. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Strout said. He pointed at the brothers. “You two didn’t vote.” 
 
    The brothers shared a look. Something unspoken passed between them. In a low voice Wallice said, “Cowley.” 
 
    Strout scowled, but then nodded. He turned to Cowley. “I guess you’re in charge then. What do we do first?” 
 
    Cowley was surprised. He’d been sure Strout would argue the point further. He’d been prepared to fight back. Now he felt a little off balance. “Gage, go round up another horse for them.” 
 
    “But they haven’t decided if they’re coming with us or not,” Gage said. 
 
    “Either way, they need horses. We don’t want to leave them out here on foot. It’s a long way to anything.” 
 
    Gage rode off. The Sertithians came walking back over. “We’re with you,” Batu said. “But our first loyalty is to Karliss.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Gage went to get you another horse. We’ll start out as soon as he gets back.” Cowley wondered what they would find in Qarath when they got there. Would the city be under siege? What would he do then? It seemed pointless to attack Qarath. They weren’t the real enemy. Would they rejoin the Samkaran army? Technically they were still criminals. They might simply be arrested as soon as they arrived. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Rome was sitting on his horse, watching wagons laden with food rumble through the main gates of the city. His daughter Liv was with him, sitting on her own horse, a spirited palomino mare. The wagons were heading for the Samkaran forces encamped outside Qarath. They’d been badly undersupplied, so Rome had ordered the granaries opened and started sending them food. 
 
    “It’s expensive, feeding a whole other army,” he’d said when he gave the order. “But it’s a whole lot cheaper than a war. Any day I can feed an enemy rather than fight him is a good day.” 
 
    He’d come down this morning to personally see how the effort was going, but also to get out of the palace for a while. He spent too much time sitting around these days, stuck in one meeting after another. It was also a good opportunity to separate his wife and daughter, who were currently at war with each other. Liv had been even more difficult than usual. She’d been that way ever since Aislin fled. Rome thought it was probably because she was worried about her friend, and he’d said the same to Bonnie, something along the lines of going easy on the child because she was having a rough time. But that hadn’t exactly helped the situation, and for some reason now Bonnie was mad at him too. Even after all this time together she still confused him. 
 
    “This is boring, Daddy. Can we go out and ride through the Samkaran camp? I’ve never seen enemy soldiers up close before.” 
 
    “They’re not our enemies anymore,” he reminded her. “You did notice the wagons full of food, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Come on! I’m not blind. You know what I mean. They were our enemies.” She lowered her voice. “They still could be. What if there’s a rebellion?” 
 
    “You sound like you like that idea. Is that really what you want?” 
 
    “No,” Liv said, reverting to the sullenness that was her trademark these days. “I’m just bored. Everything seems dull with Aislin gone.” 
 
    “She’ll be back before you know it.” Rome said the words confidently, but privately he had his doubts. A small girl and an incompetent guard against powerful sorcerers from the Abyss? The world hadn’t ended yet, so he supposed she was managing to stay out of their hands, but how long could she keep that up? He wished there was something he could do to help. It was maddening sitting here feeling helpless while earth-shattering events went on without him. Sometimes it was all he could do not to mount up, take a few squads of his best soldiers, and charge out to find her. But not only was there no chance he would be able to help, but it was likely he wouldn’t even be able to find her. 
 
    Still, he was doing better than Netra was, he supposed. He looked up. She was standing on the wall, looking out to the west. She spent most of her time there since Aislin left. He glanced over at Liv, wondering how he’d feel if it was his daughter out there. Actually, he knew how he’d feel. He’d have the whole army out there turning over every stone looking for her. He wouldn’t sleep until she was safe. 
 
    “Can we at least leave the city?” Liv asked. She was standing in her stirrups, trying to see through the gateway passage. “I can’t even see the Samkaran army from here.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that can hurt,” he replied. “You’re not going to try and wander off, are you?” Allies or not, he didn’t trust the Samkarans enough to let his daughter fall into their hands. 
 
    “Would I do something like that?” she asked him sweetly. 
 
    “That’s exactly the sort of thing you’d do.” 
 
    She grinned at him. “You’re right. It is. But not this time, I swear.” 
 
    They waited for a break in the wagons, and then rode under the raised portcullis, through the gateway passage, and out through the open main gates. It was late morning, fall in the air, only a few clouds in the sky. As always when he was outside the city on horseback, Rome felt the urge to just keep riding and see where he ended up. He didn’t get away from the city much anymore. Too many duties and responsibilities. He sometimes wished Brecken were older, so he could turn the crown over to him. Even though he didn’t really want to do that to the boy. Let the boy have his freedom for a few more years at least. Being king wasn’t really all that it was cracked up to be. 
 
    “They don’t look all that scary to me.” Liv was staring at the Samkaran troops disapprovingly. “Poor discipline,” she noted. “Their camp is sloppy. There’s no breastworks at all. We’d break them in no time.” Though she didn’t get the martial training that Brecken did, still Rome had made sure she got a fair bit of it. After all, if something happened to Brecken, she would be queen, and she’d need to know how to wage war. Rome hoped it never came to that, but he knew how quickly death could come. 
 
    “They’re our allies now,” he said. “They don’t need to defend themselves against us.” 
 
    “Alliances change, Daddy. You taught me that,” she sniffed. 
 
    “That I did.” 
 
    “It still doesn’t excuse the sloppiness.” 
 
    “No. It doesn’t. But their officers are mostly all very young and inexperienced. When the old king died, a lot of the officers were purged from the army.” 
 
    “So they didn’t get enough training to know how to properly set up a camp? I suppose they don’t know enough to put the latrines far away from the cook wagons?” 
 
    “Maybe we should ride over, and you could give their general a few pointers,” Rome said with a chuckle. 
 
    “You mean it?” 
 
    “No. No, I don’t. That would be a terrible idea.” He could just see it now, the young general being lectured by the twelve-year-old girl. “Are you trying to start a war?” 
 
    “I’d be nice about it.” 
 
    “Still, I—” 
 
    Liv looked at him. “What is it?” She turned to follow his gaze. 
 
    “Where’s that coming from?” he wondered aloud. 
 
    To the south, along the road that led to Thrikyl, was a large cloud of dust. It appeared to be drawing closer. 
 
    “Only an army could raise that much dust,” she said. 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he replied. He heard some shouts in the distance. A rider was coming along the same road, galloping hard for the city. It was a Qarathian soldier. “Stay close to me,” he told Liv, and spurred his horse to meet the rider. 
 
    When the soldier saw who was coming out to meet him, he veered toward his king. He reined his horse to a stop before Rome and Liv and saluted. 
 
    “What is it, soldier?” Rome asked him. 
 
    “There’s an army headed this way,” the soldier said. 
 
    “I can guess that for myself. Where’s it from? How big is it?” Thrikyl was in that direction, but why would Thrikyl be marching on Qarath? At the end of the war against the Children, Rome had disbanded his fledgling empire, so Thrikyl was a sovereign kingdom, but they were close allies, partly because many of the new inhabitants of the city—the original residents had all died during the war—were residents of Qarath who had moved there. 
 
    “It’s not Thrikyl,” the soldier said. “But I don’t recognize their banners. They’re purple and black, with some kind of lizard or something on them. I’d say that have about five thousand men, including about eight hundred cavalry.” 
 
    All at once Rome knew where the army was from. He remembered Quyloc’s briefings about a kingdom far to the south, past the Gur al Krin desert, a place called Ankhara. He didn’t know much about the place, since the spies Quyloc sent there kept disappearing. 
 
    “Head on into the city,” he told the soldier. “Get this news to Quyloc. Tell him I think it’s the Ankharans.” The soldier saluted and clattered off. 
 
    “Stay close,” Rome said to Liv as he reined his horse toward the Samkaran camp. 
 
    “You already said that.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” They trotted into the Samkaran camp, heading for the large tent in the middle with the Samkaran banners flying over it, all bearing a white fist on a red background. 
 
    General Kemp was waiting outside the command tent when Rome and Liv pulled up. He wasn’t wearing armor, but he had his sheathed sword in his hand. “Macht Rome. What is it?” 
 
    “There’s an army approaching.” Kemp looked, saw the dust cloud on the horizon, and swore. “I don’t know who they are. They have purple and black banners with a lizard on them.” 
 
    Kemp paled. “It’s not a lizard, Macht. It’s a dragon.” 
 
    “What in the hell is a dragon? Never mind. It doesn’t matter. Who are they?” 
 
    “The same flag was flying over the black ship when it arrived,” the young general said. “They’re Ankharans. That means sorcerers.” 
 
    Rome suddenly realized that he was alone with his daughter in the midst of an army that only recently had been under the command of sorcerers from the same kingdom. If Kemp was to suddenly rethink his alliance with Qarath… 
 
    Kemp seemed to know what he was thinking because he quickly said, “Don’t worry. I’d rather die than be under the heel of those damned sorcerers again, and I think I speak for my men when I say that.” 
 
    There were a handful of soldiers nearby, and his words were greeted with dark looks and mutters of agreement. 
 
    “These sorcerers are powerful?” Rome asked. 
 
    “Three of them brought down Marad. All we did was mop up after.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rome said, making a sudden decision. “We need to get your men inside the city before they get here.” 
 
    The young general wiped his forehead. “I was hoping you’d say that. I don’t like the idea of facing them alone out here.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “I want to attack them before they get settled,” Rome told Quyloc. “Give them a bloody mouth before they know what hit them.” 
 
    He and Quyloc were on top of the wall, looking to the south. Quyloc had only just arrived. Down below, in the big square inside the main gates, mounted soldiers were forming up. Rome had given the order for a regiment of mounted soldiers to prepare for battle as soon as he’d gotten back to the city. 
 
    Most of the Samkaran soldiers were already inside the city. Only a few hundred were still left outside. Rome and General Kemp had agreed that speed was more important than supplies, so the Samkarans had essentially grabbed their armor and their weapons and headed for the city, leaving everything else behind. 
 
    Quyloc didn’t answer right away. He was staring out at the advancing army, studying it. “I’m worried about the sorcerers. We don’t know how many there are or what they’re capable of.” He looked at Rome. “But I agree with you. We might get lucky and scatter this army if we hit them hard and fast enough.” 
 
    “Good,” Rome said, a smile parting his thick beard. “I was worried you’d argue with me like you always do.” 
 
    “Only when you’re being foolish, which is most of the time.” There was no hint of a smile to indicate Quyloc was joking. There never was. It was hard to tell with him. 
 
    Near the head of the advancing army was a huge, black wagon drawn by a dozen horses. Purple and black banners flew from the four corners of the wagon. Two of them had the dragon head on them. The other two had lightning bolts. The wagon was a huge, boxlike thing, ugly and ungainly and windowless. No one rode on the top, and there was no sign of a driver, no way to tell how the horses were controlled. “You think that’s where the sorcerers are?” 
 
    “I think that’s a good bet.” 
 
    “Then I say we focus our attack there. We punch through the soldiers guarding it and maybe we can take the sorcerers out before they get ready. General Kemp said before they attacked Marad they first drained the lives from a bunch of prisoners. He says that’s where their power comes from.” 
 
    “They drained prisoners?” Quyloc asked. He didn’t have to say what he and Rome were both thinking, that this was a little too close to what the Children had done. “My apologies, Rome. I should have gone out earlier and spoken with the Samkaran general, learned more about these sorcerers and what they’re capable of.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. How were you supposed to know we were about to attacked by them?” 
 
    “It’s my job to know. That’s what the spies are for. But I never heard a thing.” 
 
    “Which means the Ankharans were able to get them all.” 
 
    “That is my conclusion.” 
 
    Netra came hurrying up then. “There’s something you should know about this army, Rome. They have someone with them. I don’t know what he is, or what he’s capable of, but he feels…poisonous. He’s dangerous, very dangerous.” 
 
    “That would be their sorcerer,” Rome replied. “Are you sure there’s only one of them?” She nodded. He looked at Quyloc. “All the more reason to hit him hard and fast. We could get lucky and stick an arrow in his throat. It would make all our lives a lot easier.” 
 
    “Or a spear.” The spear was Quyloc’s preferred weapon. 
 
    “That would work too.” 
 
    “What can I do?” Netra asked. 
 
    “Right now, nothing. Stay up here and keep an eye on things. Learn whatever you can about that sorcerer. Maybe say a prayer to Xochitl for us.” 
 
    “Sure, except for that last part. I think Cara’s the one you want for that.” She hurried away. 
 
    “You ready?” Rome asked Quyloc. Quyloc was wearing leather armor with chain mail over it and a half helm. Quyloc favored mobility over bulk when it came to armor. He carried a pair of spears. 
 
    “I am. Are you?” 
 
    Rome usually wore full plate armor into battle, but there hadn’t been time to send for it and then put it on, so he was wearing only the hauberk and leather vambraces that he’d been wearing when he left the castle. His double-bladed axe was down on his horse, strapped to his saddle. He carried that with him always. “Ready enough,” Rome said. “I’ve got someone looking for a helmet for me right now.” Rome had an unusually large head, so it wasn’t that easy to find a helmet that fit him. 
 
    A short while later he and Quyloc were sitting on their horses in front of the portcullis. The mounted soldiers were drawn up in ranks, awaiting orders. They wore breastplates and open-faced helmets with cheek guards. Their horses wore heavy leather breastplates. 
 
    “We’re going to focus on the black wagon,” he told them. “Stay close together. Don’t get peeled off. All that matters is the wagon, and the one riding in it. He’s a sorcerer and no, I don’t know what he’s capable of, but if we can kill him, I think this whole thing goes away. The Samkaran general told me we’d recognize him by the blue tattoos on his face. Those of you with bows, if you get a shot, take it. Let’s bring him down quick, and we’ll all be celebrating over ale come the end of the day.” 
 
    No cheer greeted his words. The men were silent and grim. Rome looked them over. They were good men, many of them veterans of the war against the Children, which meant they wouldn’t break when things got weird, which Rome had a feeling was going to happen. He missed the old days when cold steel was enough for any enemy. 
 
    “Remember, fast and hard. Keep moving. Take down the sorcerer.” 
 
    He and Quyloc turned their horses and trotted down the gateway passage, the others following along behind. They paused just inside the gates, which had been left ajar enough that Rome and Quyloc could see out and watch the enemy’s progress. Foot soldiers waited by each gate, ready to swing them wide at Rome’s order. 
 
    The Ankharan army came closer. There were about a hundred foot soldiers in front of the black wagon, Rome saw. They were heavily armed and armored, but there was nothing to indicate they were elite troops. The rest of the army trailed along behind the wagon. Their discipline was sound, and they looked well-equipped, but he didn’t think they were trained nearly as well as his army was. 
 
    “This almost looks too easy,” he told Quyloc. “We should be able to break through those soldiers and hit that wagon before they can bring up reinforcements. That’s not much to have defending their leader. Is this sorcerer really that big of a fool?” 
 
    “Or he’s confident enough in his own strength that he sees no need for more,” Quyloc replied, still staring at the approaching army. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    Quyloc looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “Afraid?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” Rome could feel his adrenalin building, that nervous tension that he always felt before battle gathering. He wiped his palms on his horse, drying the sweat from his hands. He knew that once the battle started, the nerves would go away, but in the buildup, he was always jumpy. 
 
    “What do you think?” Rome said. “Now?” 
 
    “Let them get a little bit closer,” Quyloc said. The lead soldiers were close enough that they could see faces now. The horses would close the distance quickly. The moments passed. The enemy drew nearer. Then Quyloc nodded. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Rome raised his axe and yelled a command, spurring his horse forward at the same time. His horse leapt out of the gates as the soldiers swung them open, and with Quyloc by his side he charged at the Ankharan army, Qarath’s finest mounted soldiers streaming along behind him. 
 
    The vanguard of the Ankharan army looked up in stunned surprise as the Qarathians bore down on them. For several long moments they didn’t react at all. It was as if they couldn’t conceive of the possibility that their opponent would actually attack them. 
 
    Then orders rang out, horns blew, and they began to scramble to form ranks. The black wagon came to a halt and soldiers from the rear ran to form up around it. 
 
    The Qarathian cavalry hit them like a hammer blow. Steel flashed as Qarathians swung swords and axes. Screams rose, and blood sprayed. The wave of mounted soldiers barely slowed when they hit the enemy ranks, slicing fast through the heart of the defense. 
 
    Rome struck one soldier on the top of the head with his axe, pulling his blow so as not to risk burying the blade too deep and getting it yanked out of his hand. The man dropped instantly. The soldier next to him swung at Rome’s horse, but the horse’s breastplate turned the blow and then the horse’s shoulder struck him hard enough that he spun off and went down. 
 
    Beside him Quyloc’s spear was flashing, so fast it was difficult to follow with the eye. He aimed for the vulnerable points, the weaker coif between helmet and armor, the eye slits in the helmet. Enemies went down before they could fully bring their weapons to bear. 
 
    The Qarathians quickly drew close to the black wagon. There were only a dozen or so ranks between them and it, and those soldiers were already starting to scatter. Rome allowed himself to hope that this would be easy, that his soldiers could return to Qarath almost completely intact. It might get a little sticky if the wagon was armored and the sorcerer didn’t come out, but he was confident they could break the thing open before the Ankharans could mount a serious counterattack. 
 
    They were almost to the black wagon, less than a short spear’s throw away, when the tall doors in the side swung open. Rome looked up from dropping another foe in time to see a tall figure in a black cloak step down out of the wagon. The man wore black trousers and a long-sleeved black shirt. Black gloves and high-topped black boots finished his ensemble. Only his face and head were bare. He was bald, his skin unnaturally white. His entire face was covered with blue tattoos, hundreds of them. He turned back to the doorway and gestured. 
 
    Then something jumped down beside him. 
 
    It looked like a wolf, but only if a wolf could grow to the size of a small horse. The wolf’s head came up nearly to the sorcerer’s shoulder. It was thick-chested, its ears tiny and flattened against its head. Huge canines curled out of its mouth, and its eyes were a bestial, yellow color. 
 
    The sorcerer looked straight into Rome’s eyes— 
 
    And smiled. 
 
    He raised one hand and pointed. From his fingertip came a hissing ball of oily blackness. Rome jerked his mount’s head to the side, only his adrenalin-heightened reflexes saving him and his horse from being struck by it. Quyloc peeled off the other way and the oily blackness shot between them, barely missing them. 
 
    The soldiers behind Rome and Quyloc weren’t as lucky. Part of the attack struck one in the shoulder, the rest continuing on and striking the soldier behind him square in the chest. There was a loud sizzling noise, and both men started screaming. Nearly instantly the first soldier’s shoulder was eaten away to nothing, the arm falling to the ground, sword still clutched in the hand. The second soldier was eaten completely in two. His lower body remained in the saddle for several moments longer, while his upper half fell off backwards. 
 
    Then the wolf hit them. The creature was shockingly fast, covering the distance so swiftly that Rome was still recovering from dodging the sorcerer’s attack when it leapt at his horse. The horse tossed his head, fighting to get away, with the result that the wolf’s huge jaws closed on the horse’s neck instead of on Rome. 
 
    The wolf bit down, the horse went berserk, and Rome was thrown to the ground. He managed to tuck and roll as he hit and came quickly back to his feet, unharmed except for bruising. Horse and wolf rolled on the ground, the horse already dead when the wolf let go and came back to its feet. 
 
    Quyloc stabbed it in the neck, once, twice in quick succession, but the attacks seemed to have no effect. The brute shook them off and threw itself at Quyloc. Quyloc was ready for it though, and his horse danced to the side, avoiding the creature’s leap. 
 
    Then the rest of the mounted soldiers arrived. Arrows were unleashed at the wolf, bristling out of its hide in a half dozen places. More arrows were fired at the sorcerer, but he simply waved his hand before his face, and they burned away to ash in the air before striking him. Quickly he unleashed another of the oily black attacks, this one aimed at Quyloc. 
 
    But Quyloc was busy dodging the beast and the attack missed him, tearing a bloody swath through the soldiers around him. 
 
    The huge wolf turned from chasing Quyloc and leapt on the nearest soldier. The man swung his sword at the thing, but the blow clanged off the gaping jaws of the beast, and a heartbeat later its jaws closed on his head. There was a crunch, and the soldier fell headless to the ground. 
 
    Rome quickly assessed the situation. Between the sorcerer’s attacks and the maddened beast, their charge was in shambles. A dozen of his men were already down, and Ankharan reinforcements were coming fast, weapons drawn. An arrow flew by him, striking another Qarathian soldier. 
 
    But for the moment, the sorcerer wasn’t looking at him. He was busy loosing attacks on the mass of Qarathian soldiers, most of whom were focused on the wolf as it battered its way through their ranks with brute force. If he was lucky, he might get one chance at the sorcerer. But he had to act now. 
 
    He looked over at Quyloc. As had happened so many times before in battle, his old friend seemed almost to be reading his mind, because right then Quyloc glanced over at him. Rome made a little gesture with his chin, and Quyloc nodded. No more than that needed to pass between them. Both knew what they needed to do. 
 
    Rome took off at a run for the sorcerer. He dodged an enemy soldier, knocked another one to the ground with the force of his rush, and just like that he was only half a dozen paces from the man. He drew back his arm— 
 
    And let fly with his axe. 
 
    The axe flew true, but right before it reached its target, the sorcerer turned. He threw up one hand, there was a small flash of purple light, and the axe was deflected harmlessly past him. 
 
    Which was exactly what Rome had expected to happen. Fortunately, his attack had only been a diversion. 
 
    As the sorcerer was raising his hand, another of the black, oily blotches forming above it, Quyloc’s first spear struck him in the side with enough force behind it that the tip protruded from his back. A second spear followed hard behind the first. The sorcerer staggered back against the wagon, his attack dissipating harmlessly, blood spouting from him. Rome whooped and threw his fist into the air in triumph. 
 
    But his triumph was short-lived. 
 
    The sorcerer straightened himself, his smile bloody. He touched the spears, and they disintegrated. His wounds closed up instantly. 
 
    Rome swore. 
 
    Then he looked at Rome and laughed. “Time to die!” he yelled. Between his hands another ball of blackness began to grow. He pointed, and the thing shot at Rome. 
 
    But right then one of the Qarathian soldiers broke free of the mass of struggling bodies and spurred his horse directly at the sorcerer, interposing himself between the sorcerer and Rome. 
 
    The attack struck him squarely. Horse and man went down in a bloody, mangled mass. He had enough momentum that his horse ran into the sorcerer as it died, knocking the man down. The sorcerer came quickly to his feet but wasn’t able to attack Rome again right away because a number of other Qarathian soldiers, seeing their macht in trouble, had given up on the huge wolf and were firing arrows and throwing spears at the sorcerer wildly. 
 
    Quyloc came racing by on his horse. Rome grabbed his outstretched arm and was swung up onto the back of Quyloc’s horse. 
 
    “Retreat!” Rome yelled. “Fall back to the city!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s strange,” Lukas said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    They had just come to the crest of a low rise. There in the distance was Qarath. But instead of the siege they were expecting, they saw the Samkaran army marching through the open gates into the city. 
 
    “Did the city fall already?” Gage asked. 
 
    “No way those walls fell that fast, not without siege engines,” Strout declared. “And even then it would take longer than this, unless the king of Qarath is a complete idiot.” 
 
    “Macht Rome is the greatest leader we’ve ever had,” Randel said. 
 
    “Maybe Qarath surrendered,” Noah said. 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “And who is that?” Gage asked, pointing at the large dust cloud to the south. 
 
    “That has to be another army,” Strout said. “The question is who.” 
 
    “It looks like our army is hurrying to get into the city before they get here,” Lukas said. He looked at Cowley. “Do you think that means we’re allies with the Qarathians now?” 
 
    Cowley shrugged. “It sure looks like it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Gage said. “Lowellin told the general to besiege the city. Why would Kemp go against his orders?” 
 
    “Maybe because whoever is coming poses a bigger threat,” Cowley said. 
 
    “We can sit here and talk about this all day,” Strout said, “but if we don’t get moving, we’re going to get left outside.” He spurred his horse forward, but Cowley put up a hand to stop him. 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    Strout gave him a dark look. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cowley said. “I want to think about this some more.” 
 
    “What’s there to think about? Our army is marching into the city. We came here to join up with them, but we’re going to lose our chance.” 
 
    “No. We came here to see if we could find Fen and the others and help them.” 
 
    “They might already be in the city,” Lukas said. He looked like he wanted to get into the city too. Cowley didn’t blame him. The thought of being trapped out here with an unknown enemy wasn’t a pleasant one. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Cowley said. 
 
    “But you don’t know.” Strout wheeled his horse and came back to Cowley. “We’re running out of time. You need to make a decision. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    Cowley nodded. “We’re staying out here.” 
 
    “Based on what?” Strout demanded. 
 
    “I don’t think Fen is in there. If we go in, we’re stuck. We won’t be able to help Fen and the others.” 
 
    “I agree with Cowley,” Batu piped up. “I think being trapped in the city is a bad idea.” 
 
    Strout gave him a dark look, then turned back to Cowley. “I hope you’re sure about that.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Cowley admitted. “I wish I was, but I’m not. But I’ve made my decision.” 
 
    “If Fen is in there,” Noah said, “he won’t be bothered by a little siege. He can crush that whole army by himself.” 
 
    “With help from Karliss,” Batu added. 
 
    “And Aislin,” Randel said. 
 
    “I want to get closer, though,” Cowley said. “Let’s head for the patch of trees over there.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “Damn,” Noah said. “I was hoping they’d kill that bloody sorcerer. I’m glad he’s still alive, though. This way I get to kill him.” 
 
    They were in a small copse of trees on a low hill to the northwest of Qarath. They’d seen the Qarathian defenders sally out and attack the newcomers, and they’d seen them retreat to the city. 
 
    “And how are you planning on doing that?” Strout asked. “Is there something special about your blade that makes it so you can kill sorcerers?” 
 
    “They bleed, don’t they? That means there’s a way to kill them,” Noah shot back. 
 
    “What are the Ankharans doing here?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “They must have come to help Samkara besiege Qarath. But for some reason Kemp decided to ally with Qarath instead,” Cowley said. 
 
    “I’m glad,” Gage said. “I don’t want anything to do with those Ankharans.” His words were met with sounds of agreement from the others. 
 
    “We have to help them,” Cowley said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Noah asked. 
 
    “We’ve seen what the Ankharan sorcerers can do. I won’t let that happen again.” 
 
    “But I thought we were going to help Fen,” Noah said. 
 
    “Look,” Cowley said. “We don’t know where Fen is. He could be on the other side of the world, for all we know. But right here, right now, there is something we can do.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” Strout said. “There’s ten of us. What are we going to do against a sorcerer and a whole army?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But we’re Wolfpack squad. We’ll come up with something.” 
 
    “We’ll get ourselves killed, is what you mean,” Strout grumbled. 
 
    Cowley turned on him, suddenly angry. “Is this how it’s going to be? Are you going to fight every decision I make?” 
 
    Strout muttered something under his breath. 
 
    “Not good enough,” Cowley said, stepping up until he was right in Strout’s face. “You’re either in, or you’re out. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    Strout’s eyes narrowed down. “Are you threatening to kick me out of the squad?” 
 
    “It’s not a threat,” Cowley said, his anger fading as fast as it arrived, replaced by a grim sort of determination. “It’s a fact. If you want to stay in the squad, you follow my orders. Otherwise, get on your horse and get out of here.” 
 
    The others watched silently, wondering how this would go. 
 
    Strout drew himself up, and Cowley braced himself for a fight. But then Strout nodded. “I’m staying.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Cowley said. And he meant it. “We need you.” He looked at the others. “We need all of you. Whatever ideas you have, however crazy they might seem, I want to hear them. If we’re going to do this, we’re going to have to use our brains.” 
 
    “That leaves Noah out,” Lukas said with a grin. 
 
    “I got as many brains as anyone,” Noah shot back. “I’ll show you.” 
 
    “The first thing we need,” Cowley said, “is a place to hole up.” 
 
    “I think I can help with that,” Randel said, moving forward. 
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
    “When I was a kid my friends and I spent a lot of time playing in Old Qarath. We could hole up there.” 
 
    “Old Qarath?” 
 
    “It’s abandoned now, has been forever practically. Here. Look.” He motioned Cowley to follow and led him through the trees to a spot where they could see better. “See there, where the mountains end?” He pointed. “That’s Old Qarath.” 
 
    “I see it,” Cowley said. To the north of Qarath was a mountain range. Old Qarath was located on the lower reaches of the mountain. Much of the city had collapsed into rubble, but there were still quite a few buildings that looked mostly intact. He’d missed seeing the ruins earlier because all his attention had been on the battle. Also, the stone buildings had weathered long enough that they blended into the natural stone of the mountains, so they weren’t that obvious. “You think there are buildings there that are sound enough for us to use? I don’t much like the idea of being crushed under a pile of stone.” 
 
    “There are,” Randel said, nodding. “I can point out which ones you want to stay out of. One of my friends was nearly killed when one of the old buildings we were playing in collapsed. It was close.” 
 
    “Good job.” Cowley noticed the look of pride Randel got on his face when he said the words and filed it away. As leader, he needed to remember to do that. They went back to where the others waited. “It looks good,” he told them. “Let’s go. I want to get up there and out of sight quick, before the Ankharans get settled and start putting out patrols.” 
 
    They circled wide, taking advantage of all the cover they could find to stay out of sight of the invaders. Batu and Hulagu were invaluable in this, seeing cover where Cowley would have thought there was none. Finally, he simply let them choose their path. 
 
    Before too long they were riding up the pitted road that led to the ruined city. “I’m impressed,” Cowley told them. “The land around here is so flat. I was worried they’d see us.” 
 
    Batu made a dismissive sound. “What are you talking about? This isn’t flat. Not like where we come from. And there’s trees everywhere.” 
 
    There were scattered copses of trees, mostly on top of low rises. There were also some growing along the small streams that meandered toward the coast, as well as some clustered around farmhouses, but most of the land was open farmland. There was no way Cowley would have thought of it as “trees everywhere.” 
 
    “So not that many trees where you come from, I guess?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Batu said cheerfully. “Just grass and more grass, as far as you can ride in every direction.” He sat his horse with a natural ease that not even Gage could match. Cowley considered himself a pretty good rider, but he knew he couldn’t hold a candle to either of the Sertithians. That was something to keep in mind, if they came to a situation that required horsemanship. 
 
    Much of the outer wall of Old Qarath had fallen down. Lichen spread in orange and yellow patterns on the rocks. The main gates had fallen to dust. One of the gate towers was still mostly intact, though it looked wobbly to Cowley. The rubble from the other gate tower had choked the gateway enough that they had to ride in the shadow of the wobbly tower in order to enter the city. Cowley wasn’t the only one who looked up at it nervously as they went by. 
 
    They rode into the city as darkness began creeping up from the corners. There were piles of rubble everywhere. The cobblestoned street was broken and pot holed. Whole streets were choked off by collapsed buildings. Roofs had fallen in. Doors and windows were empty, dark holes. Bats wheeled in the sky, and rodents scurried along the edges of their vision.  
 
    Yet Randel led them unerringly through the maze. “I know a building that’s still solid. We’ll have cover for both us and the horses on the bottom floor, and from the top floor we can get a view of the invaders.” 
 
    They followed him in single file, picking their way through the rubble. Every sound seemed to echo loudly off the stone. The silence felt oppressive. It was clear that the city was very old, far older than anything Cowley had ever seen. He wondered about the people who had lived here. What had caused them to abandon this place? 
 
    Randel led them to a building that was three stories tall. It was built up against a steep part of the hillside. The bottom floor was half dug into the earth, which was probably why it had remained standing when most of the buildings around it had collapsed. The second floor looked mostly solid, but one whole corner of the third floor had fallen, leaving a pile of rubble in the street below. 
 
    “We can go up on the third floor,” Randel said. “But stay back from the edge. It might collapse under you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Noah said, looking uneasily up at it. 
 
    They dismounted and led their horses into the bottom floor. The doorway was very wide, making Cowley think the building might have been used for storage. There was easily enough room inside for them and their horses. They unsaddled them and made their camp. 
 
    “Why’d they abandon this place if they were only going to build another city so close by?” Noah wondered aloud, tossing his saddle down with the others in a pile against one wall. “Makes no sense to me.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Randel replied. “Most people think it’s haunted.” 
 
    Noah froze. Then he scoffed. “That’s plain old dumb. Just because it’s old doesn’t make it haunted.” His voice trailed off. “Right?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Gage said. He was standing by the doorway, looking out into the gathering darkness. “It feels like there’s something here, watching us.” 
 
    “Cut it out!” Noah cried. “Damn it, are you trying to make me nervous or what?” 
 
    “Only saying what I feel.” 
 
    “Don’t say it anymore. I don’t like it.” Noah grumbled something else under his breath. 
 
    “Not afraid of ghosts, are you?” Strout teased. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of anything,” Noah said. “But that don’t mean I like them either.” 
 
    “I’m going up and take a look at the Ankharan camp,” Cowley said. “Noah, Lukas, go see if you can find any wood for a fire. Wallice, Eben, I want you two on sentry duty. Take up positions a couple of buildings away, overlooking access routes. Gage, you start working on some chow.” 
 
    The last part brought groans from the others. Gage was terrible at cooking. Randel spoke up. “If you want, I could make the food. I’m a pretty good hand at cooking.” 
 
    “Fine. Gage will help you. Strout, you’re with me.” It felt strange giving orders, and even stranger that people listened to him. He wasn’t sure he liked it, though. He’d be happy to hand it all over to Fen again. 
 
    At the rear of the building, stone stairs led up. He took his time, not wanting to put a foot wrong in the darkness. A few of the stairs shifted underfoot, but they seemed sound enough. The second floor wasn’t open like the first. There was a hallway bisecting it, rooms off to either side. Cowley bypassed it and followed the stairs to the top floor. Most of the roof over the third floor had collapsed, along with almost all of the interior walls. They walked down the hallway, Cowley paying close attention to the floor underfoot. Randel said it was solid, but that didn’t mean he was going to take stupid chances. He’d come too far to die under a pile of stone. 
 
    The hallway ended suddenly, the floor simply disappearing. Cowley backed up a couple of steps. The outer walls were completely gone, the inner walls no more than knee high here. Loose stone lay everywhere. A few small chunks, dislodged by his passage, fell off the edge and clattered to the street below. 
 
    But he was high enough up to see over the city wall. The Ankharan camp was visible as concentric rings of cookfires wrapping around Qarath. The city itself was quiet, though he could see a large number of soldiers on top of the wall, visible in the torches that flickered all along the wall as they moved back and forth. 
 
    “It looks like the Ankharans know what they’re doing,” Cowley remarked. 
 
    “They haven’t started digging breastworks yet,” Strout said. 
 
    “Which, if that sorcerer can do what the others did to Marad, they won’t need.” 
 
    “If we’re going to do anything, we’ll need to act fast,” Strout said. 
 
    “That sounds good. You have any ideas?” 
 
    “You’re the general. Don’t you have any?” 
 
    “Really, Strout? You’re still mad because they chose me?” 
 
    Then Strout said something that surprised Cowley. 
 
    “I doubted you.” 
 
    “Really? Because I hadn’t noticed.” Cowley didn’t bother to hide the sarcasm. 
 
    “Are you going to be stupid about this, or are you going to let me finish?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “I just wanted to say that I think you made the right decision. Out here we’ve got a chance to do something. In there, we’d only be trapped along with everyone else.” 
 
    “Then why did you brace me?” 
 
    Strout surprised him again. “I don’t know, exactly. It kind of comes out when I’m not expecting it.” 
 
    “So you think we have a chance to make a difference then?” 
 
    “No. Anything we do will probably only get us killed. And it will be your fault, because you’re in charge.” 
 
    Cowley could see Strout’s smile. “Thanks, Strout. I’m glad we could have this talk.” 
 
    “Any time.” 
 
    Cowley headed back down the stairs. The others began showing up with firewood, and soon there was a small blaze crackling in one corner. Randel had the food ready shortly after that. 
 
    “Wow,” Lukas said after one bite. “This is really good.” 
 
    “It is,” Noah agreed. “It actually has flavor.” 
 
    “How’d you do this?” Gage asked. 
 
    Randel lowered his head modestly. “I’ve been keeping my eyes open over the past couple of days. I picked a few herbs and such I found along the way.” 
 
    “I vote we have Randel cook all the food from now on,” Noah said. A chorus of agreement met his words. 
 
    “I’d be happy to. I’m glad there’s some little thing I can do to help.” 
 
    “If you’d ever tasted Gage’s cooking, you’d know this is a lot more than a little thing,” Noah snorted. 
 
    “And you knew where this place was,” Lukas added. “We’d still be wandering around out there in the dark.” 
 
    When they were done eating, Cowley said, “It’s time to talk about what comes next. Strout and I were talking, and we both agree that the sorcerer will probably strike fast. Which means we don’t have a lot of time. We have to come up with something, and we need to come up with it now.” 
 
    “I say we kill him in his sleep,” Noah said. “Sneak in and cut his throat.” 
 
    “Well, that’s it then,” Strout said. “I didn’t realize how easy it would be. Go right ahead, Noah. Let us know how it goes.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Cowley said, before Noah could get too worked up. “I think Noah is right about one thing. The sorcerer is the one we need to focus on. If we can kill him, maybe the Ankharan army will leave. Those soldiers might not be any happier about this war than we were when the sorcerers were running our city.” 
 
    “Only a few problems with that idea,” Strout said. “One, I don’t know if we can kill the sorcerer. And two, I don’t think we can even get to him. Assuming we manage to sneak through their camp, we still have to get past that wolf.” The others shivered at the mention of the wolf. Even from a distance, the creature was terrifying. 
 
    “They stuck a lot of arrows in that thing and it didn’t seem to make any difference,” Gage observed. “I don’t think it’s going to be any easier to kill it than it will be to kill the sorcerer.” 
 
    “That thing’s got to have a weakness. Everything has a weakness,” Batu said. 
 
    “We need more information,” Lukas said. “We don’t know enough yet.” 
 
    “I agree,” Cowley said. “I think a couple of us should infiltrate their camp tonight and see what we can learn.” 
 
    “We’ll go,” Hulagu offered. Batu nodded. “We have a lot of practice with stealth.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Cowley replied, “but we have more experience with armies. We know how the camps are laid out, where to expect patrols, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “We’re going to need more food,” Batu said. “We could go out and set some snares.” 
 
    “Do that. Check the farms you come across too. There should be some livestock you can get a hold of.” 
 
    “The problem as I see it is,” Lukas said, “that both the sorcerer and the wolf have chaos power. That’s how they’re able to heal from those wounds. We have to find some way to overcome that.” 
 
    “Cut their heads off,” Noah said. “I bet they won’t heal from that.” 
 
    “Do you ever say anything intelligent?” Strout asked. “Or do you simply blurt out whatever pops into your head?” 
 
    “I think we should focus on killing the wolf first,” Gage said. “Then we can go after its master.” 
 
    “I agree,” Cowley said. “First we need to know more about it. That’s why I’m sneaking into that camp tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Lukas said. 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m taking Noah this time.” 
 
    “Why Noah?” Strout wanted to know. 
 
    “Because I said so, that’s why,” Cowley snapped. “If I’m going to lead, let me lead. I don’t have time to explain every decision.” 
 
    Strout grumbled but subsided after a few moments. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    “How are you planning to get in?” Noah asked as they set out through the ruined city. 
 
    “We need a disguise.” 
 
    Noah nodded. “We’ll take out two sentries. And try not to get too much blood on the uniforms, right?” 
 
    “How about we don’t get any blood on the uniforms?” 
 
    “That would be best, but it’s not easy killing a man without spilling blood everywhere.” 
 
    “Who said we have to kill them? I was thinking we’d knock them out and tie them up.” 
 
    “And what happens if they get free? We’ll have the whole place looking for us.” 
 
    Cowley sighed. He knew Noah was right, but that didn’t mean he liked it. It was one thing to face an enemy across bared steel, but sneaking up on someone and stabbing him in the back? 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Noah said. “But you’re wrong. This is war, and they’re the enemy. It doesn’t matter how we kill them, so long as we do. It’s us or them.” 
 
    “You’re a bloodthirsty bastard, you know that?” 
 
    Noah shrugged. “Where I grew up, being nice only got you killed.” 
 
    When they got to about where Cowley figured the sentry line should be, he motioned to Noah to stay quiet, and they made their way cautiously through the darkness in a crouch. They’d left helmets and armor back in the ruins and tied rags around the sheaths of their swords, so they wouldn’t make any noise while they were sneaking around. 
 
    They went slowly, not wanting to accidentally slip past the sentries. The night was very still. Fortunately, there was no moon to reveal them. Voices from the Ankharan camp floated to them on the night air. At one point a man started shouting. Others cursed at him, and he shut up. 
 
    At the edge of a field that had already been harvested and was covered only with a stubble of dead plants, Noah touched Cowley’s elbow and pointed. Off to the right was the dark silhouette of a man. They hunkered down and watched him. He passed by without noticing them. They followed. 
 
    He continued, unaware of their presence. They drew closer, until they were only a dozen or so paces away. Much closer and they risked him hearing them coming. It was time to act. 
 
    Cowley stopped, but when he turned to Noah, suddenly Noah leapt up and took off running. He moved silently, making hardly any noise as he darted forward. Still, as silent as he was, the sentry heard something at the last moment, reaching for his sword and turning. 
 
    He was only halfway through his turn when Noah reached him. Cowley saw the merest glint of steel as Noah stabbed the man in the throat with his knife. The man gagged, clawing at his throat as he stumbled backwards. Noah jumped on him and rode him to the ground. 
 
    Cowley ran over to them, the whole way wincing inwardly, expecting at any moment to hear a shout of alarm go up. But the night stayed quiet. He found Noah on the ground, the man still. Noah wiped his blade and his hands on the dead man’s pants. 
 
    “One down, one to go,” he whispered grimly. 
 
    Cowley sheathed his knife, glad he hadn’t had to do the deed. When Cowley bent over the dead man, Noah padded off into the darkness. Cowley started to call him back, then changed his mind. Noah knew what he was doing. The enemy soldier was wearing a black surcoat over leather armor and a steel helmet with a nose guard. Cowley pulled them off and put them on. The sentry was also wearing black leggings, and he considered putting them on, then discarded the idea. The man was shorter than he was, so they would have been small on him. Also, he didn’t think his trousers, which were almost as dark, would really be noticeable in the darkness. 
 
    Finished, he headed off after Noah, and found him a short while later, wrestling with the surcoat on another sentry. “We should come back this way when we leave,” Noah whispered. “If we drag the bodies away and hide them, they might think they deserted.” 
 
    It was worth a try anyway. If the Ankharan army didn’t know any enemies were out here spying on them, so much the better. 
 
    They started toward the camp, staying low until they reached the outermost fires. Then Cowley straightened. “Try to look like you belong,” he said. “Tell yourself this is your camp and you belong here.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me,” Noah said. “I’ve done my share of sneaking around. I was thieving before I could walk.” 
 
    They strode past the first fire they came to without slowing down or looking around. There were a half dozen soldiers around the fire, talking in low voices, weapons and gear piled nearby. From the corner of his eye Cowley saw at least as many already sprawled in their blankets, asleep. None of the enemy soldiers so much as glanced at them. 
 
    Once past the fire Noah whispered, “That wasn’t so hard.” 
 
    “We’ve got a long way to go still.” 
 
    Nearby was a farmhouse. Lights showed inside. Cowley guessed some officers had taken it over to use as their quarters. Two soldiers were on guard outside. Both were yawning, shifting from one foot to the other as they tried to stay awake. A number of soldiers had set up camp inside the barn nearby. The remains of a fresh calf carcass provided evidence that they’d eaten some of the farmer’s stock that night. Cowley wondered if the farmer and his family had managed to flee into the city. 
 
    Cowley and Noah moved deeper into the camp, keeping their heads down and ears open. Cowley saw one fire that was larger than the others they’d seen. A dozen or more soldiers were sitting around it, passing clay jugs between them and talking loudly. He veered that way. At the edge of the firelight, he held up a hand to stop Noah, and they stood there listening. 
 
    Soon another soldier came walking up. He flopped down on the ground by the fire and took off his helmet with a sigh of relief. “I hate this thing,” he said, tossing the helmet down. “There’s this sharp piece that jabs me in the head the whole time.” 
 
    “Did the wolf head out yet?” one of the other soldiers asked the newcomer. 
 
    Someone passed the jug, and the newcomer took a drink and wiped his mouth before answering. “A little while ago.” He took another long drink before passing the jug on. “The beast ran right by me. I had a bad moment there when I thought it was coming for me this time. Almost pissed myself.” 
 
    None of the others laughed or even smiled at this admission. Heads were shaken, and anxious looks were cast out into the darkness. 
 
    “I hate that beast,” one of the other soldiers, an older man with gray hair, said. “I wish the Qarathians would have killed it today.” 
 
    “Not much chance of that, is there?” another one said. “No weapon can kill that thing.” This one had dark skin and long, black hair woven in an elaborate braid. 
 
    “You don’t think that’s really true, do you?” a young soldier said. He had a pink face and chubby cheeks. “That no weapon can kill it?” 
 
    “It might as well be,” the black-haired one said. 
 
    “Me, I’m hoping it finds prey. And if it doesn’t, I’ll give thanks I’m not on sentry duty tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t think I could do it,” the pink-cheeked soldier said with a shudder. “Standing out there in the dark, knowing that thing was hunting nearby.” 
 
    “You’d do it or be hanged for disobeying orders,” the gray-haired soldier said. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound as bad as being torn apart,” the pink-cheeked soldier replied. 
 
    “So long as it finds prey you’re all right,” the black-haired one said with a dark chuckle. “At least we’ve got that going for us. Nice of the king to give us that much. It won’t eat the sorcerer’s own men unless it can’t find anyone else.” 
 
    “He’d have a rebellion on his hands if he didn’t,” the gray-haired man said. “Men will only tolerate so much.” 
 
    “That what you think, Merlen?” the black-haired soldier said. “You think you’d rebel otherwise?” He laughed mockingly. “I don’t believe it. You’ve seen what he can do, what kind of power he has. You know what happens to those who aren’t loyal. You want to know what I think?” 
 
    “Not especially,” the one he’d called Merlen said. “But it won’t make no difference, will it?” 
 
    “I think he could feed soldiers to that thing every day and still no one would rebel. Ain’t a whole backbone in this entire army.” 
 
    “I don’t see you standing up to him,” Merlen growled. 
 
    “And I won’t, neither. I’m as loyal as they come. He says charge that wall, I’ll charge that wall. He says do sentry duty and maybe my pet wolf eats you, well…” He shrugged. “I’m a realist is all. The smart move is to go along and keep your head down. That, and when you’re on sentry duty, hope the beast finds prey that night so he don’t eat you.” He laughed harshly. 
 
    Not wanting to stay longer and draw attention, Cowley motioned, and they moved on, cutting across a field that hadn’t been harvested yet. Something burst out of some plants right in front of them, causing them both to jump and reach for their weapons. But it was only a dog, a regular-sized one. 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that,” Noah whispered. “I hope that thing doesn’t come up into the ruins while it’s hunting. I have a feeling it could give us some trouble.” 
 
    “By that do you mean it could kill and eat us all?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Noah admitted. 
 
    It took some time to get to the center of the camp. Cowley didn’t head straight for it, for one thing. He didn’t want anyone taking undue notice of them. He led them on a wandering path that took them into the darkness between the campfires as much as possible. It wasn’t easy, sneaking around without looking like they were sneaking. He kept to the shadows wherever possible, but not tight enough that it would look to anyone like they were doing it deliberately. 
 
    Once a squad of soldiers came jogging toward them, armor and weapons jangling, and Cowley’s heart fell as his hand went his sword hilt, but they ran right on by without paying any attention to them, heading out on some unknown duty. 
 
    “Wonder what their hurry is,” Noah said, looking over his shoulder at them. 
 
    “So long as it doesn’t concern us, I don’t care,” Cowley replied. 
 
    Another time a pair of large dogs charged out from underneath a wagon as they walked by, barking and lunging at them. Noah practically fell down as he tried to spin and back up at the same time, and Cowley’s sword got hung up while he was trying to draw it. The dogs hit the ends of their chains, their jaws snapping on empty air. 
 
    A man sat up in the back of the wagon, brandishing a polearm. “Who’s out there!” he yelled. “Don’t try stealing from my wagon, or I’ll have the lads chew on you!” 
 
    Hearts pounding, Cowley and Noah hurried on. “That one took ten years off my life, I swear,” Noah muttered once they were away from the wagon. 
 
    “You and me both. Look, there’s the sorcerer’s wagon.” 
 
    Up ahead, sitting on a round-topped hill, was the black wagon. 
 
    “What’s with these sorcerers and black?” Noah said. “Haven’t they ever heard of other colors?” 
 
    “Shh,” Cowley said. “Don’t say anything.” They paused in the shadow under a dead tree and stared up at the wagon. No light came from it. Cowley didn’t see any sentries around it. 
 
    “No guards,” Noah whispered. Cowley saw that he had his knife out and was fingering the blade. “Probably so sure of his power he figures he doesn’t need any. That’s good.” 
 
    Should they try to sneak closer? Cowley wondered. It was pretty late by then and not too many people were moving in the camp. He looked around. There was no one nearby to see them. It was risky, but maybe they could learn something else that would help them. 
 
    “Come on,” he whispered. “Slowly now.” He stepped out of the shadows and started up the hill, Noah close on his heels. 
 
    Only to whirl as he heard something coming, breaking through a patch of brush down near a small stream. He and Noah drew their swords and crouched as whatever it was came racing closer. 
 
    It was the giant wolf. It had to be. Options raced through Cowley’s mind, none of them good. There was no high ground, nothing they could put their backs to, nowhere to run, not even a tree to climb. 
 
    The wolf burst out of the darkness a stone’s throw away. This close the thing was even bigger than he’d thought, as tall as most horses and a lot broader. Big enough to bite a man clean in half. Cowley braced himself, hoping he could at least land one good blow before it killed him. 
 
    Only to realize a moment later that the creature wasn’t coming toward them. It was heading straight for the wagon. It reached the wagon, the doors swung open, and it disappeared inside. 
 
    “You know, this isn’t as much fun as I thought it’d be,” Noah whispered. “I might have crapped myself a little there.” 
 
    “I think it’s time to go,” Cowley said. 
 
    “I’m with you on that.” 
 
    They turned and made their way back across the camp. It was hard not to run. Cowley kept imagining he heard the wolf behind them, coming for them. Based on how many times Noah looked over his shoulder, he thought he did too. 
 
    “I guess it must have eaten already,” Noah said once they were out of the camp. “That’s probably why it didn’t notice us.” 
 
    “After seeing it up close, I know why the sorcerer doesn’t have any guards. With that thing around, who needs a guard?” 
 
    “You know what this means, don’t you?” Noah asked. 
 
    “That this whole thing is hopeless?” 
 
    “What? Don’t talk like that. You’re the officer now. You’re not supposed to talk like that. Don’t you know anything?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Cowley said. “It’s not hopeless, it’s futile. That’s a much better word.” 
 
    Noah snorted. “Some officer you are.” 
 
    “Didn’t you have something to say?” 
 
    “Uh…oh, yeah. This means we have to kill the sorcerer when the hound is out hunting.” He whacked Cowley on the shoulder. “And thanks to our skill in spying, we now know the hound goes out every night. We got that sorcerer right where we want him now.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” Cowley said. “We don’t have anyone or anything right where we want it.” 
 
    “You’re too negative, that’s your problem,” Noah said. 
 
    “I think I know why Strout is always threatening to hit you.” 
 
    “He just doesn’t know how to use his words, is all,” Noah said. “Fighting is about the only way he knows how to deal with people.” 
 
    “You realize how that sounds, coming from you, don’t you?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “How what sounds?” 
 
    “What you said about…forget it. Let’s get back to camp.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “The thing goes out every night hunting,” Noah said the next morning while they were eating breakfast. The Sertithians had managed to snare three rabbits, and Randel had fried them up. It wasn’t a lot of food for ten people, but it was good. Randel did have a knack for cooking. “All we have to do is hit him when the wolf is gone. No problem.” 
 
    “I can think of several very large problems,” Lukas said. “Two, at least.” 
 
    “You sound like Cowley now,” Noah scoffed. “You’re supposed to sound more like an officer, you know. You were one, after all.” 
 
    “I was a corporal,” Lukas said. “You know that’s not an officer, right?” 
 
    “It’s best if you don’t answer him,” Strout said. “That’s what I’ve found.” 
 
    “We’re really not any closer to a solution, are we?” Gage asked. “We still don’t know anything about the sorcerer’s weaknesses, or if he has any. We know the wolf goes hunting every night, but since the thing can return at any time…” He trailed off, shaking his head. 
 
    “We can’t fight both of them,” Lukas said.  
 
    All conversation stopped abruptly as horns blew in the distance. “What now?” Cowley said, jumping to his feet and heading for the stairs. He went up to the third floor, the others following. “Stay back,” he told them. “I’m not sure how many people this floor can hold before it breaks.” He moved forward. 
 
    They looked down at the Ankharan camp. The Ankharan soldiers were forming up, preparing to attack Qarath. But that wasn’t what made Cowley’s blood run cold. It was what he saw out in front of the soldiers. 
 
    It was the sorcerer. In front of him were a couple dozen people. From the way they moved it was clear they were shackled. As he watched, they all went to their knees. 
 
    “He’s going to do it,” Strout said. He’d followed Cowley out to the edge. “He’s going to bring down the walls of Qarath.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Rome asked. He, Quyloc and Netra were standing on the wall, looking out at the Ankharan sorcerer. He was approaching the city, the huge wolf by his side, though he was still well out of range of even the ballistae. Behind him several soldiers were shepherding several dozen people who were all chained together.  
 
    “I don’t know. But we knew this was coming,” Quyloc said. At dawn the Ankharan soldiers had begun forming up for an attack. Which didn’t bother Rome much. Without siege engines there wasn’t any chance of them cracking Qarath’s wall. But he’d also figured that the sorcerer leading them had something else in mind, which was why he and Quyloc were up here and why he’d summoned Netra to join them. 
 
    “Where’s Kemp?” Rome bellowed. He’d sent his aide looking for the Samkaran general a while ago, hoping the man could shed some light on what the sorcerer was planning. 
 
    General Kemp came hurrying up the stairs, strapping on his sword as he came. He hurried over to join them at the battlements. When he saw what was happening, his face grew pale. 
 
    “You’re going to have to get everyone off the wall,” he said. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “He’s going to drain all those prisoners and use the power to rain death down on us. The sorcerers did the same thing when we besieged Marad.” 
 
    Rome groaned. “Didn’t we get enough of this with the Children? I thought we were finished with this kind of thing. Doesn’t anyone fight with swords anymore?” 
 
    “Tell me what they did,” Quyloc asked Kemp. “What form did the attack take?” 
 
    “A big cloud of something came off the people when they drained them. They sent it over the city wall. Lightning came down out of it, not normal lightning, purple. Soon all the soldiers were dead. Then the cloud moved out into the city, killing everyone it came across.” 
 
    “That’s bad,” Rome said. “Definitely bad.” He looked at Quyloc and Netra. “You two are my experts when it comes to the weird stuff. How do we stop him?” 
 
    “Kill the prisoners so he can’t draw on them,” Quyloc said. 
 
    “There’s a whole lot of reasons that won’t work.” 
 
    “I know. The next best thing I can think of is to fall back, take cover and wait for the attack to pass. Hopefully we won’t take too many casualties. They’ll still have to come over the wall.” 
 
    “That’s better. It’s risky, though, and there’s nothing to stop him from doing it again and again until we’re beaten. What do you have, Netra?” 
 
    Netra had been staring out at the sorcerer with an unfocused gaze and now she shook her head, blinked a few times and turned to Rome. “I have a few ideas I can try, but there’s a good chance they won’t work. Which means you should proceed with Quyloc’s idea. Get your soldiers under cover as much as possible.” 
 
    Rome stared at her for long moments, gauging her, then he nodded. “Okay.” To his aide, “Sound the horns. Get everyone off this wall. Now!” 
 
    The aide took off running. The horns began to blow. Officers shouted commands and soldiers started running for the stairs. Rome spoke to Quyloc, who nodded and headed for the stairs as well. 
 
    Rome came over and stood by Netra, who looked at him. “What are you doing?” she asked him. 
 
    “This is the best view,” he replied, leaning his forearms on the battlements. “I can’t see from down there.” 
 
    “I told you this probably won’t work. You’re going to get yourself killed.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten the last war,” he said. “There was no way you were going to manage that either. Yet you did and here we are.” He patted her on the shoulder. “I have confidence in you.” 
 
    “If I fail, Qarath loses its king.” 
 
    “Then don’t fail.” He squinted out at the sorcerer. “Compared to some of those Children we fought, especially the big, red one, he doesn’t look so tough. I’m sure you’ll take care of him.” 
 
    Netra turned away, shaking her head. Rome’s confidence in her, while flattering, was also troubling. She had only a vague idea of what she was going to do. The sorcerer had a score of people to draw on. That was a lot of LifeSong. Briefly she wished she had the old FirstMother, Nalene, and a cadre of Tenders with sulbits to help her. They’d make short work of this sorcerer. But Nalene was retired to one of the outlying Havens, and the sulbits had returned to the River. She was on her own. 
 
    The prisoners were in place, all of them on their knees. The soldiers escorting them trotted back and rejoined the massed soldiers. The wolf was circling around the prisoners, sniffing them, showing its teeth. 
 
    The sorcerer spread his arms and began chanting. His words were faint, but she could hear them well enough to know they were in no language she’d ever heard. It sounded harsh, like he was chewing gravel. A chill went through her as she realized it was the language of the Abyss. 
 
    As he chanted, what looked like steam began to seep out of the earth around his feet. It billowed up until it was hiding the lower half of his body, then began to flow out to the prisoners. Very quickly it spread throughout their ranks. Cries of alarm rose from the prisoners, and some tried to leap up and run, but the chains attaching them to the others stopped them and the looming threat of the wolf made escape impossible anyway. 
 
    The fog rose and thickened until the prisoners were completely obscured. Streaks of purple light flickered through it. Screams began rising from it and it roiled as those caught within it fought frantically to escape, all to no avail. 
 
    Netra had seen enough. It was time to act. 
 
    She closed her eyes and went beyond, to the inner landscape where the physical world disappeared and was replaced by a deeper world. The mists of beyond billowed up around her, but she quickly passed through them, diving deeper. 
 
    Once past the mists, LifeSong became visible. The mass of Ankharan soldiers showed as thousands of glowing, white shapes. The Song of animals had a brownish hue, that of plants was green. All of them, from the people down to the tiniest bit of grass, had golden threads of pulsing light connected to them. 
 
    That was the raw LifeSong, entering them, sustaining them. The golden threads all came from the River, the source of all LifeSong. 
 
    She could see the Life-energy of the prisoners being drawn out of them, gathering into a mass overhead, a mass that had purple stripes laced throughout it. 
 
    The sorcerer and the wolf were different, though. Their akirmas were covered with purple and black blotches, which had to be the chaos power. No golden threads connected them to the River, which meant her first idea wouldn’t work. She’d been hoping she could pinch off the Song sustaining them and possibly stop them that way. 
 
    The distance was long, but she thought she might be able to drain the LifeSong from the sorcerer, in essence do to him what he was in the process of doing to the prisoners. But when she reached out to him, opening herself to the hunger that waited always within her, she found nothing she could take hold of. Even brushing up against his akirma left her feeling cold and sick to her stomach. 
 
    She grew frantic. The cloud of Song gathering above the prisoners was getting brighter as the glow of their akirmas grew weaker. Several had already gone dark as the people within them fell dead to the ground. It wouldn’t be long before the sorcerer launched his attack. 
 
    There was one more thing she could try. It might not work. She might kill herself. But she had nothing else. She’d have to try. 
 
    She pushed deeper into beyond. All LifeSong came from the River. From the River it flowed first into thick branches the Tenders called trunk lines. From the trunk lines smaller branches came off, continuing to branch more and more until it got down to the tiny flows that connected directly to each living thing. 
 
    For what she planned, she needed for more power than what she could gather from an individual thread. She pressed deeper into beyond. The threads of golden light began to come together in thicker flows. There was considerably more power here, each flow carrying enough Song for several hundred people. But still she didn’t think that would be enough, so she pressed even deeper. 
 
    Finally, she came to the trunk lines, flows of Song as big around as the trunk of a large tree. Within each one pulsed enough power for thousands of people, enough for a small forest and all the creatures that lived within it. 
 
    The power was dangerous. It was raw, nearly uncontrollable. The first time she’d touched one, back during the war, it had nearly killed her. She hadn’t touched one since. And she’d certainly never tried to do what she was planning to do now. 
 
    She braced herself, picturing Aislin in her mind, whispering goodbye to her just in case she didn’t survive this. 
 
    Then she took hold of the trunk line. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Rome watched as Netra closed her eyes. For some time she stood there, leaning against the battlements. It didn’t look like she was doing anything, but he knew that looks could be deceiving. He’d seen her in action before. 
 
    “Come on, Netra. You can do it,” he whispered. 
 
    He looked out at the battlefield. The eerie fog gathered around the prisoners was completely opaque. Flashes of white and purple light came from within it, along with hair-raising screams. His hands tightened on the battlements. Those were his people being killed down there, people who looked to him to protect them. Even though he knew there was nothing realistically that he could do to stop it, still it went against every instinct to stand here and watch it without trying to save them. 
 
    Above the fog a cloud of pulsing energy began to coalesce. Spikes of purple shot out from it periodically and eerie thunder came from it. The Ankharan army shifted back, away from it. 
 
    The fog dissipated. The bodies of the prisoners lay sprawled lifelessly, their corpses shrunken and withered. The cloud of energy rose into the air and began drifting toward the wall. 
 
    “Running out of time, Netra,” he said. “Whatever you’re going to do, you need to do it soon.” 
 
    The cloud came closer, spreading out as it did. Soon it was long enough to encompass most of the west-facing wall of Qarath. Blotches of purple and black floated within it. Rome glimpsed shapes flitting around inside it. His hands began to itch, and he looked down at them. Blisters were beginning to appear. He felt a deep ache in his joints. His skin felt terribly hot. 
 
    Still Netra stood there, head down, eyes closed. He could see her skin blistering as well, but she did not respond to it. 
 
    The cloud was very close now. Rome looked at it and knew he was staring at his death. His instinct for survival told him to run, but there was nowhere to run from this. This was not lightning that a person could seek shelter from. This was pure poison. It would seep into every nook and cranny. There would be no running from it, no hiding. 
 
    He looked down. The grasses and weeds that had been touched by the cloud were all dead, blackened and curling. 
 
    “I really hope you don’t take too much longer,” he told Netra. He tried to say something else but started coughing. It felt like he was breathing fire. He spat out a thick wad of phlegm, but still it felt like he was suffocating. At least it wouldn’t take long to die. 
 
    Then Netra straightened. She stared out at the battlefield. Her eyes were open, but she was seeing a different world. A ripple passed over Rome. He felt his knees buckle and had to grab onto the battlements to keep from falling. From the corner of his eye he saw soldiers down in the square below also stagger. He knew it meant Netra was gathering up a huge quantity of LifeSong for whatever she was doing. The fact that he any of them were still upright meant that she wasn’t taking it directly from them, but from the Song that sustained them. It didn’t feel good—he felt like he was standing on the edge of a vast cliff overlooking a bottomless pit that was trying to suck him down—but he could survive it. At least for a while. 
 
    Rome turned to Netra. “Now show him who he’s messing with.” The cloud was almost close enough to reach out and touch. They were out of time. 
 
    Netra threw her arms up. A wall of bright, white light blazed into existence before the cloud. A moment later the poisonous cloud contacted it. There was a huge crackling, popping noise. 
 
    An instant later there was a flash of light and a silent concussion. Rome was thrown backwards, far enough that he was almost thrown off the wall. He clung to the edge of the wall, his grip slipping, fighting to keep from falling to the ground. 
 
    He managed to claw his way back up and hurried back to the battlements. 
 
    Netra was lying on the ground, blood coming from her nose. The sorcerer was flat on his back, arms outstretched, blood coming from his mouth and eyes. Hundreds of enemy soldiers were down as well. The massive wolf was biting and snapping at itself. 
 
    Rome lifted Netra to her feet. Her eyes opened. 
 
    “Did it work?” she whispered. 
 
    “That it did,” he said with a smile. “It looks like the sorcerer got the worst of it too.” 
 
    “I tried to…to direct that blast outwards as much as I could,” she said, raising her head to look out at the battlefield. 
 
    “And you did. I was almost thrown off the wall, but that’s a small thing.” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s nothing. The important thing is that I think it’s going to be awhile before our sorcerer friend launches another attack. He doesn’t look so good.” 
 
    “I hope not,” she said weakly. “I don’t know if I can survive another one of those.” 
 
    “Hang on. We’ll get you to the Tenders. They’ll fix you right up.” He scooped her up and carried her over to the stairs leading down off the wall, yelling for assistance as he went. As he went, he noted that most of his men were on their knees. A number were curled up on their sides. He wouldn’t be launching a counterattack anytime soon. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “What just happened?” Lukas asked. They’d watched as a bright white light appeared out of nowhere, followed by an explosion. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Batu said breathlessly, “but that was incredible! It’s that woman on the wall who did it. It has to be.” 
 
    “That’s Netra,” Randel said. “She’s Aislin’s mother. She was one of the heroes of the war against Melekath.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Noah said. “I was sure they were all goners.” 
 
    “With any luck, the sorcerer is dead,” Cowley said. 
 
    “He’s not,” Strout said. 
 
    “Why?” Lukas asked him. “Why do you always have to be so negative?” 
 
    “You call it negative. I call it being realistic. Look. He’s already moving.” He pointed. Sure enough, the sorcerer had rolled onto his side and was trying to sit up. 
 
    Noah swore bitterly. Cowley wanted to throw up his hands and swear too, but he remembered what Noah said the night before, about how a leader was supposed to stay confident. “Okay, so he’s still alive. But she hurt him. She bought us some time. Now let’s make good use of it.” 
 
    Glumly they filed downstairs. Everyone was subdued, feeling the weight of what lay before them. They sprawled around the room, sitting and leaning against the walls, some putting their heads on their arms. 
 
    “I know it looks bad,” Cowley told them. He was the only one still standing. 
 
    “Try impossible,” Gage said. 
 
    “Nothing is impossible. Not really. What did Flint always tell us to do when we’re faced with an impossible task?” 
 
    “Don’t think about the whole problem. Break it into pieces,” Lukas said, looking up. “Start with something you can do and work your way on up.” 
 
    “Right. Killing the sorcerer looks impossible right now. Fine. We’ll tackle that problem later. For now, let’s focus on what we can do.” He pointed at them. “We’re going to kill the wolf.” 
 
    They all stared at him, dumbfounded. Gage was the first to speak. “Are you serious? How are we supposed to kill that thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I haven’t gotten that far. But I know we can do it. We’re Wolfpack squad, right?” No one responded. He turned on Noah. “Come on, Noah. I said Wolfpack squad. Where’s the growl? Where’s the forearm thing you do?” 
 
    Noah raised one arm and gave a weak growl. 
 
    “Wolfpack squad?” Hulagu said. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s what they call themselves,” Batu said. “Haven’t you been paying attention?” 
 
    Cowley took a deep breath. More and more he wished Fen was here. Fen had a way of inspiring people. When he said they were going to do something, there was something about him that made others feel like it was possible. 
 
    “What did Flint say about defeating a superior force?” Cowley asked. No one answered. 
 
    “Who’s Flint?” Batu whispered loudly to Hulagu, who shushed him. 
 
    “Lukas?” Cowley asked. “You remember, don’t you?” 
 
    “We lure it onto the battlefield of our choosing. Set an ambush. Hit it fast and hard and knock it out,” Lukas replied. 
 
    “Then that’s what we do,” Cowley said. 
 
    “You make it sound so easy,” Gage said, his head in his hands. 
 
    “It won’t be. I know that much. But we can do it.” 
 
    “But how?” Gage asked. “How do we kill something like that? They shot it so many times and didn’t really slow it down at all.” 
 
    “There has to be a limit,” Cowley said. “There has to be a point where it’s taken so much damage that it can’t recover.” 
 
    “We cut its damn head off,” Noah said. 
 
    “Uh…I think I have an idea,” Randel said hesitantly. 
 
    Cowley looked at him, surprised. He hadn’t expected anything from the guard. It was obvious he was no kind of fighter. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “A lot of these buildings are in really bad shape. Some of them would be pretty easy to knock down. What if we dropped one of them on the wolf?” 
 
    “That’s actually a good idea,” Cowley said. Randel looked pleased with himself. 
 
    “Except for one problem. How do we get the thing into a building?” Noah asked. 
 
    Hulagu looked at Batu, then at Cowley. “We get it to chase us.” Batu’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “No way,” Lukas said. “That thing is too fast. Even on horseback it will catch you.” 
 
    “No offense,” Hulagu said, “but I’ve seen you all ride. Except for Gage, who’s all right, none of you are worth a piece of dried yak dung when it comes to riding.” 
 
    “You’re not that much better than we are,” Noah said. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Hulagu said. “Give us your fastest horses. Tonight, we’ll be waiting when the wolf goes out to hunt. We’ll lead it back here where you’ll be waiting.” He slammed his fist into his open hand. “It will work. Trust me.” 
 
    “You really think you can do it?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “I think we can,” Hulagu said. “I’m willing to try. How about you, Batu?” 
 
    Batu looked kind of sick. “I think it’s a terrible idea.” He swallowed visibly. “But I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Let’s do it then,” Cowley said. “Get up. We have a lot to do. We need to find the right building. One as close as possible to the front gates. The less distance they have to ride through the city, the better. Then we need to figure out exactly what we have to do to bring it down. We might have to knock out a few stones to weaken it enough that it will fall right when we need it to.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “You really think we can do this?” Batu asked Hulagu while they were looking over the horses, picking out the ones they would use. 
 
    “I’d feel better if we had horses from home, but I think we can.” 
 
    “Think? That doesn’t make me feel too good.” 
 
    “It’s all I’ve got.” 
 
    “You saw the size of that thing, how fast it moved.” 
 
    Hulagu stopped and looked at him. “Both of us don’t need to go. I can do it alone, you know.” 
 
    Batu shook his head. “No,” he said sorrowfully. “I better come along. I can’t have you getting all the credit when the songs are sung.” 
 
    “You and your songs. No one is going to sing songs about us.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Who cares about being in a song anyway?” 
 
    “You don’t?” Batu asked. 
 
    “Not even a little bit.” 
 
    “Where do you think Karliss is right now?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I hope he’s killing the Devourers,” Batu said. “Or finding the fourth piece. Or finding the fourth piece while killing the Devourers. Yeah. I like that one best.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    “Now that it’s dark, and we’re actually doing this, I’m starting to think that maybe this isn’t such a good idea. No, what I’m thinking is that it’s a terrible idea. Am I the only one who realizes this?” Batu asked. He and Hulagu were riding through the gates of the ruined city. The others were all in position at the building they were going to try and lure the wolf into. The two Sertithians had spent much of the morning familiarizing themselves with the exact route they would take to the building, making sure they could find their way in the dark. 
 
    “We’re riding out to see if we can get a monster that eats people to chase us,” Hulagu replied. “What is there to worry about?” 
 
    Batu stared at the silhouette of his friend for a moment. “You should leave the jokes to me. You’re no good at them.” 
 
    “Neither are you.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. Ask Nergui, he’ll tell you. I’m hilarious.” 
 
    “Nergui laughs at your jokes because you share your food with him. That’s the only reason.” 
 
    Batu was silent for a bit. “Well, that hurts. I won’t lie. I’m about to get bitten in two and you’re being cruel for no reason. Why would you do that?” 
 
    “It’s better than thinking about being eaten.” 
 
    “You’re right. Go on, say something else mean.” 
 
    “You’re short.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I only look short because I have a little extra padding on me. And because I spend too much time around you, and you’re way too tall.” 
 
    “It’s not working. I’m still thinking about being eaten,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Me too. You know, we don’t have to do this. These aren’t our people. We could simply turn north and keep riding.” 
 
    “You know there’s no way I’m doing that. Not after I told them I would.” 
 
    “I know,” Batu said glumly. “And I wouldn’t do it either. Probably.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you even suggested it.” 
 
    “Knowing I’m about to be eaten is screwing up my thoughts.” 
 
    “Try not to let it bother you. Maybe the beast will only chew off your legs or something.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Batu said. “Why doesn’t it make me feel any better?” 
 
    “Maybe because you don’t want your legs chewed off.” 
 
    “I don’t. I need them every day.” 
 
    “Then let’s make a pact not to get eaten or chewed to pieces.” 
 
    “A blood oath.” 
 
    “You don’t think that’s too much?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Nothing is too much when you’re talking about being eaten.” 
 
    “A blood oath it is, then. But let’s skip the part where we cut ourselves.” 
 
    “The blood might make it easier for the monster to find us,” Batu said. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.” 
 
    “A blood oath without the blood. Okay.” Batu rode in silence for a while, then said, “Do you think the monster knows about blood oaths? How serious they are?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “That makes me feel better.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    In the afternoon they’d ridden out to scout the terrain and find a good spot to wait for the wolf. Now they circled around the enemy camp, heading for the spot. It was in the bottom of a low swale. There was a small stream and a narrow road that led to a cluster of farms. They both agreed it looked like a logical way for a predator to go, between the water and the farms. It was also fairly centrally located, so if the beast didn’t go that way, they might still hear it and be able to get over to it quickly. 
 
    They got into place and settled down to wait. It was early in the evening, so the beast most likely hadn’t gone out yet. There was nothing to do but sit there quietly. The waiting was terrible for Batu. The whole time he kept imagining the thing leaping out of the bushes at him, fangs gaping, yellow eyes fixed on him. He was dying to talk, to try and keep his mind off of it, but at the same time he wanted to be able to hear the monster if it was getting close. 
 
    It seemed like they were there for half the night, though Batu could see from the stars that it wasn’t even midnight yet. He was torn between hoping they would encounter the beast tonight, so he wouldn’t have to go through this fear again, and hoping they never encountered the thing, so he wouldn’t get eaten. He couldn’t tell if Hulagu was going through the same thing. His friend sat there like a stone, unmoving, in stark contrast to Batu, who kept shifting around, unable to sit still. 
 
    Suddenly, both horses threw up their heads and turned to look off into the darkness. 
 
    Batu froze, gripping the reins tightly. Was it the wolf, or was it something else? He realized that he badly needed to pee. He felt cold, and yet there was sweat dripping down his back. Coming out here was the worst idea ever. Someone should have realized that and stopped them. 
 
    Then he heard it. Something large was coming their way through the brush and trees bordering the stream. It was moving stealthily, but he could hear the crackle of leaves under its feet, the tree limbs being shouldered aside. His heart was pounding so loudly he was sure the monster could hear it. It was all he could do not to bolt right then. His horse sidestepped, tail whipping side to side. 
 
    The wind shifted, bringing the musky scent of the beast to them. There was a low growl. 
 
    “Go!” Hulagu yelled. 
 
    The horses bolted. Behind them, the night air was split by a howl that turned Batu’s guts to ice. His mount crashed through a thin row of bushes, Hulagu’s mount close behind. There came the sound of cracking branches as the wolf charged after them. 
 
    They broke free of the marshy land near the stream and took off across a field that had been left fallow. Hulagu caught up to him, and they raced side by side, bent low over their horses’ necks. They made it across the field and into open countryside. Batu risked a look over his shoulder. What he saw nearly made his heart stop. 
 
    The wolf was coming on with the speed and brute force of a boulder crashing down a mountainside. It was huge, far bigger than he’d thought, its body limned in a faint purple glow. Its yellow eyes were the size of dinner plates; its teeth gleamed wickedly in the moonlight. It would crash over them and sweep them away without even slowing down. 
 
    And it was catching up quickly. Their horses were running flat out, driven by terror, but the wolf was gaining on them rapidly, howling as it came. 
 
    Batu turned back. He could see the looming mass of the ruined city, but it was still too far away. “We’re not going to make it!” he cried, fighting against the panic that threatened to overwhelm him. 
 
    Hulagu glanced back. “We’ll have to outmaneuver it, then.” They’d talked about this during the day, planning for what they would do in various circumstances. “Be ready and move when I give the word.” 
 
    Batu nodded, afraid to say anything because he thought he might start screaming if he tried to. He shifted his grip on the reins and prayed his horse wouldn’t lose its footing. 
 
    They flashed past a smoldering farmhouse that had been set on fire after being raided by Ankharan foragers and pounded across a faint road. 
 
    The wolf drew closer. It had stopped howling and was now growling as it ran, a murderous sound that promised death. Batu thought that the growling was even worse than the howling had been. It seemed like a sign that the monster was about to attack. It was practically right behind them. It would surely jump any moment now. His back itched for some reason. He was sure he could feel the exact spot on the back of his neck where the beast’s jaws would clamp onto him. 
 
    “Now?” he gasped. 
 
    Hulagu glanced back again. “Almost. Wait.” 
 
    The landscape flashed past them. Time stretched out. Batu felt like he was trapped in a nightmare, everything simultaneously happening at lightning speed and with excruciating slowness. 
 
    There was a grunt from the wolf it leapt. At almost the same moment, Hulagu shouted, “Now!” 
 
    Batu reined his horse to the left as Hulagu reined his to the right. The wolf tried to correct, twisting in mid-air. Batu felt the puff of air as one huge paw swiped right by his face, barely missing. 
 
    The wolf hit the ground hard. It lost its footing and rolled over and over. 
 
    Batu veered back to rejoin Hulagu, looking back at the beast as he did so. He was horrified at how quickly the wolf was back on its feet and after them again. They’d opened up a little bit of a lead, but not much. Worst of all, they wouldn’t be able to use that trick again. The monster would be ready for it the next time. 
 
    “It’s limping,” Hulagu said. 
 
    He was right. It wasn’t much—too bad it hadn’t broken its leg—but the wound might slow it enough for them to stay ahead of it. 
 
    “How’s your horse?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “She’s tiring,” Batu replied. The mare’s breathing was hoarse, and her pace had slackened slightly. Even terror couldn’t keep an animal going forever. Sooner or later the muscles gave out. 
 
    “I think we’re going to make it.” 
 
    Batu looked up and saw that the ruined city was close now. He looked back at the wolf, gauging how far away it was and how fast it was gaining on them. 
 
    “It’s going to catch us before we make it to the building,” Batu said. 
 
    Hulagu glanced back again. “Maybe we can get ahead of it a bit once we’re in the city.” 
 
    Batu didn’t believe that. He wondered if Hulagu did, or if he was just saying that to make him feel better. The city streets were treacherous, filled with holes and loose rock. They had a pretty clear path to the building where the others waited—they’d moved a few rocks on the route earlier and tossed debris into the worst holes—but if they started dodging around, trying to lose the wolf by going a different way, the likelihood was that one or both of the horses would break a leg. 
 
    And then they would get eaten. 
 
    They crossed the last of the farmland and headed up the slope that led to the front gates, their horses’ hooves throwing up gravel. The city loomed over them, close, but not close enough. The wolf was only a couple of dozen paces back now and gaining fast, seeming to grow stronger even as their horses grew weaker. 
 
    Batu pressed himself tighter against his horse’s neck, silently urging the mare on, his eyes fixed on the gateway. From the corner of his eye he saw Hulagu’s horse fall behind a step. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he cried. 
 
    “My horse is stronger,” Hulagu called out. “Veer off once we get through the gates. The wolf will follow me. I’ll meet you at the building.” 
 
    Batu started to argue with him but gave it up quickly. Once Hulagu made a decision, he didn’t change his mind easily. Or at all. By falling back, he was making sure the beast would follow him instead of taking off after Batu. Batu felt an overwhelming sadness. His friend wasn’t going to make it. Whether his horse was stronger or not, it was tired as well. The beast would catch them before they got to the building. 
 
    They were moments from the gates now. One more look back. The beast was mere paces behind. Soon the mighty muscles would bunch for the leap that would carry it onto Hulagu. Batu wished he had a spear, anything to throw at the thing that would slow it down even a tiny bit. But they’d left their weapons behind, not wanting to carry any extra weight that would slow the horses down. 
 
    He and his horse flashed through the open gateway, Hulagu half a length behind. Batu looked back one last time, saw the wolf gather itself and leap— 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “Is everyone clear on where they’re supposed to be?” Cowley asked. The Sertithians had ridden out a little while before and the Wolfpack and Randel were at the building that would hopefully be the killing ground for the wolf. 
 
    “You still haven’t told me where you want me,” Randel said, drawing his sword. 
 
    Or tried to anyway. It got caught up while he was pulling it out of its sheath, he lost his grip on it, and the weapon clanged to the ground, almost hitting Cowley’s foot. 
 
    “Oops,” Randel said, giving Cowley a sheepish grin. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” Cowley said, picking up the sword and handing it back to him. “Why don’t you keep that in its sheath and wait over there.” He pointed to a small building across the street. “If we need you, we’ll call you.” 
 
    Randel looked where he pointed, then back at him. “Are you sure? The more swords the better, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s sure,” Noah said. “So am I. I don’t want you stabbing me by mistake in the excitement.” He’d been sharpening his sword all day, and he was fingering the edge as he spoke. 
 
    “Probably for the best,” Randel said, putting his weapon away. “I’m really not very good with this thing.” 
 
    “No shit,” Noah muttered under his breath. 
 
    The plan was simple. The Sertithians would run into the building through the front doors—they’d cleaned all the rubble out of the doorway—through the building, and out the hole in the back wall. As they did, Strout, Cowley, Lukas and Gage would heave on the levers that had been placed at weak points in the building, and the building would fall down. 
 
    Simple, and yet there were a dozen things that could go wrong, Cowley knew. What if the building didn’t fall right away? What if the Sertithians weren’t far enough ahead of the thing? 
 
    What if it caught them, and they never made it here at all? 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Randel walked across the street to where Cowley had told him to wait. He didn’t blame the others for not wanting him around when the battle came. He’d be as likely to hit one of them as the wolf. He wished he’d spent at least a little time learning how to handle a blade. One of the older guards at the Tender estate had offered to teach him, but he’d always said no. The truth was that he wasn’t that coordinated, and he didn’t feel like making a fool of himself, which he was sure he would end up doing. 
 
    Time passed, and he began to fidget. He wanted to help, to do his part. It felt like he owed it to Aislin, for some reason. Cooking for everyone was nice, but it really wasn’t much. 
 
    Then an idea came to him. 
 
    He considered telling Cowley about it but decided not to. He was a grown man now. It was time to step up and make his own decisions. Besides, it wasn’t like there was any reason for him to stay here. 
 
    He slipped away, making his way to the front gates. As he got there, the night was split by the sound of a howl in the distance. It was a terrifying sound, even from this far away. He couldn’t imagine being right next to it. 
 
    There was no time to waste. 
 
    One of the gate towers was still standing, though it was not in good shape. The other tower had fallen, and the rubble from it choked off the gateway to the point that anyone, or anything, that wanted to go through had to pass right next to the tower that still stood. 
 
    Carefully, he picked his way through the debris to the stairs leading up the outside of the tower. Some of them had fallen, leaving wide gaps that he had to step across. He hugged the side of the stairs nearest the tower, reasoning that the stone would be more secure there. He made it to the second floor and then the third with no problem, but partway to the fourth he had to step across an open space onto the next stair, and when he did, the stair collapsed under his foot. 
 
    Suddenly he was falling. Instinctively, he threw himself forward and fell heavily against the next stair, knocking most of the wind out of himself. He scrabbled wildly at the stair, trying to find a grip on the weathered stone. There was a flash of pain as he ripped one of his fingernails off, but the fear of falling made it nothing. 
 
    For a heartbeat he was sure he was going to fall, but then his fingertips found a faint crack in the stone, and he stopped himself. 
 
    He hung there, breathing hard, his heart racing. When he had enough of his breath back, he pulled himself up onto the next stair. It shifted under him, and he lunged for the next one up as it gave way. 
 
    The top of the tower was gone, fallen in long ago. There were large stones lying across the stairs. Randel’s finger was starting to hurt badly now, but he ignored it and pushed one of the stones over to the edge. He looked down. With a little luck, he should be able to do this. He sat back and waited. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Batu was through the gateway, Hulagu right behind him, bent low over his horse’s neck. Batu was looking back. He saw the wolf leap— 
 
    And then out of nowhere a large stone fell on it. 
 
    The wolf yelped, the stone knocking it sideways and down. 
 
    Even though Batu saw it happen, he still had trouble believing it. He glanced up and saw Randel standing on the stairs on the side of the tower, yelling in triumph. 
 
    But there was no time for celebrating. Randel had bought them some time, but not a lot. The wolf was already staggering to its feet. 
 
    Batu and Hulagu urged their weary mounts through the darkened streets, horseshoes striking sparks off the remaining cobblestones. They came upon the side street that led to the building and took the turn far too fast for safety. Batu felt his horse’s hooves slipping, the footing bad on the old, rotten stone, and for a moment he was sure the mare was going to go down, but somehow she managed to keep her feet. They bounced off the wall of a building and continued on, now slightly behind Hulagu. 
 
    The wolf came around the corner after them and gained some ground, its clawed feet finding better purchase on the stone. It raised its head and howled. The sound was deafening. The mare’s stride faltered slightly. 
 
    Then ahead Batu saw the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen: the building, the dark shapes of their allies visible on the outside. 
 
    He leaned lower over the mare’s neck. “Almost there. You can do it. Come on.” 
 
    She laid her ears back and squeezed out a last burst of speed. They galloped through the gaping doorway, right behind Hulagu, then across the floor toward the exit. The wolf was only a few strides behind them. Cowley yelled a command. 
 
    There came the sound of stone on stone as Wolfpack squad plied the levers. The walls teetered, then fell, both sides at nearly the same time. 
 
    It was almost too soon. A stone struck the hindquarters of Batu’s mare, and she slewed sideways, running into Hulagu’s mount. Somehow both horses managed to keep their feet and a heartbeat later they were out of the collapsing building, chased by the sound of falling rock. 
 
    Batu dragged hard on the reins, stopping the mare and turning to look back. The entire building had collapsed. The wolf was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “It worked!” he yelled. He hopped down off his horse and began jumping up and down, throwing his fist in the air. “It worked, it worked!” 
 
    Hulagu dismounted and looked back. Batu saw Hulagu tilt his head to the side. He stopped shouting. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “I heard…” Suddenly Hulagu swore and took off running for the spot nearby where he and Batu had left their weapons, in case they needed to help Wolfpack squad kill the wolf. 
 
    A moment later Batu heard the sound of grating stone and knew they weren’t out of danger yet. 
 
    The wolf was still alive. 
 
    Hulagu snatched up the giant tulwar, grabbing one of Batu’s spears with his other hand and tossing it to him. They ran back to the collapsed building. The stones were visibly moving. The squad all had their weapons out and were watching closely, ready to run in as soon as the wolf showed itself. 
 
    The stones shifted some more. Growling came from under the pile of rubble. 
 
    “What does it take to kill this thing?” Lukas yelled. “It should be dead.” 
 
    “It will be,” Noah said grimly, clambering up onto the pile of rubble with his sword in his hand. “Just let me find its throat.” 
 
    Cowley shouted a warning, too late as some of the stones burst upwards suddenly. Noah was knocked down and slid off the pile back into the street. The wolf stood up, more debris sliding away. It looked bad. One front leg was badly broken, hanging at an odd angle. The side of its head was caved in, the eye a pulpy mess. 
 
    But it still had three good legs and one eye, and now it was angry. 
 
    It leapt out of the rubble at Noah, who was still getting to his feet. He looked up and raised his sword, but it was too late. The creature was too close. Its massive jaws gaped. 
 
    At the last moment it was knocked sideways by a charging Strout, who bull rushed the wolf and hit it in the shoulder. Had the wolf still had two good front legs, Strout’s charge would have accomplished nothing except to get him killed, but without the use of the one leg the creature couldn’t maintain its balance. It toppled over onto its side. 
 
    It was upright again nearly instantly, lips drawn back in a bestial snarl, but the delay was all the Wolfpack squad and the two Sertithians needed. 
 
    They charged the beast, weapons flashing. Wallice and Eben went for the hindquarters. Wallice slashed one hamstring, and Eben got the other. The wolf’s rear legs went out from under it. 
 
    Gage and Lukas hit the sides, stabbing into the wolf’s flanks, each blow piercing deep into the unprotected innards. The wolf’s huge head slewed sideways, and it snapped at them. 
 
    But that opened it up to Batu, who stepped forward and jammed his spear into its lone, remaining eye. It swung back to him, ripping the spear from Batu’s hands. Cowley, Strout and Noah descended on it, hacking and stabbing wildly as the wolf snapped at them. 
 
    It was Hulagu who finished the thing off. With an agility belied by his size, he climbed up onto one of the fallen pieces of stone, leapt, and brought the tulwar down on the back of the thing’s neck with all his might. 
 
    The heavy blade landed between two vertebrae, cutting through the spinal cord and deep into the neck. The wolf collapsed, its body no longer obeying its commands. Hulagu ripped the tulwar free and swung again, cutting nearly the whole way through this time. 
 
    The light in the wolf’s eyes went out as it died. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    They stood around the corpse, panting, marveling at this thing they had done. Noah was the first to speak. 
 
    “Meh, it wasn’t so tough after all.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” Lukas cried. “Why’d you do that? You almost got yourself killed.” 
 
    “An idiot is what he is,” Strout said. 
 
    Noah turned to him. “You saved my life.” He didn’t sound happy about it. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Strout said. 
 
    Noah glared at him. He mumbled something that might have been a thank you. 
 
    “Stop talking about it already,” Strout said. “We’re Wolfpack squad. That’s what we do, remember?” 
 
    “Wolfpack squad!” Gage yelled, throwing up his forearm. The other members of the squad, Strout included, swarmed around him, banging forearms and growling. 
 
    Batu and Hulagu exchanged surprised looks, then went over and joined in, growling and banging forearms and yelling “Wolfpack squad” over and over again. 
 
    Randel came running up a moment later and got in on the tail end of it. “What’s a wolfpack squad?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s us!” Noah yelled. “We’re the greatest squad ever!” 
 
    When they’d settled down, Lukas held up his hand to speak. “What you two did,” he said to Batu and Hulagu, “going out there and letting that thing chase you…I can’t…I have no words. You are either two of the dumbest men to ever live, or you’re two of the craziest.” He looked around at his fellow squad members. “I’m going to pull rank one last time. As your corporal—” Noah groaned loudly, but Lukas ignored him and continued on. “As your corporal, I’m using my authority to label you two as honorary members of Wolfpack squad.” 
 
    There followed another round of growling and banging forearms. When it had died down, Randel said, “Uh…” 
 
    “Oh, hell,” Strout said, “we might as well make you an honorary member too. You did save all our lives after all.” 
 
    Randel frowned, not sure what he was saying. 
 
    “I mean with your cooking,” Strout added. “If we’d had to eat Gage’s cooking any longer, we’d have all died for sure.” Gage yelped and tried to defend himself, but he was quickly shouted down by the others. Noah went so far as to stagger around pretending to throw up. Even the brothers got involved. 
 
    “Okay,” Cowley said finally. “Back to business. It’s time to go after the sorcerer.” 
 
    “Right now?” Gage asked. “Tonight?” 
 
    “Yes and yes.” 
 
    “But we barely…are you sure?” 
 
    “This is our best chance. For one thing, the sorcerer is wounded. We should attack him before he has a chance to heal.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure he hasn’t already healed?” Strout asked. 
 
    “I’m not,” Cowley said grimly. “But that’s not the only reason. We killed the wolf. Once the sorcerer realizes his pet isn’t coming back, he’s going to be extra alert. He might have a hundred soldiers guarding his wagon. Or something worse. And we don’t want to take the chance that he’ll attack Qarath again tomorrow and maybe this time succeed. Who knows if Netra can hold him off again.” 
 
    They went quiet as his words soaked in. Strout was the first to respond. “You made your point. I’m in. How do you want to do this?” 
 
    “That’s where it gets a little fuzzy. Rush him all at once and see if we can take him down? Is that a plan?” 
 
    “I like it,” Noah said. “Simple. Not a lot of things to go wrong.” 
 
    “It’s a terrible plan,” Strout said. “It’s not a plan at all.” 
 
    “What do you have?” Cowley asked. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything better,” Strout admitted. 
 
    “Do you think we can do this?” Lukas asked. “We’ve all seen how these guys heal. Even if we make it there and manage to surprise him, won’t he just heal?” 
 
    “Not if we cut his head off,” Noah said. “I bet he can’t heal from that.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Lukas agreed. “But it’s not a lot to go on. It sounds like we’re all probably going to die.” 
 
    “I know that.” Cowley looked them all over. “This is strictly volunteer. There’s a good chance we’ll die. No one has to—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Strout said. 
 
    “You didn’t let me finish.” 
 
    “You don’t need to. We’re coming.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Gage said. “Maybe we are going to die, but if we don’t do something a whole lot of people in that city will die. Maybe all of them. I can’t live with myself if I stand by and do nothing.” 
 
    Cowley looked at the Sertithians. “You don’t have to—” 
 
    “Save it,” Batu said. “We’re coming too.” 
 
    “Um…” Randel said. 
 
    “No,” Cowley said firmly. “You’re staying here. It’s not up for discussion.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Randel said with a wan smile. “I can’t think of anything more terrifying. I’ll be here cheering you on, if that’s worth anything.” 
 
    “It’s not, but thanks,” Cowley said with a grin. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” Strout growled. “I don’t want to stand here and listen to you all yap anymore.” 
 
    “How are we getting in?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “I saw some supply wagons near the edge of the camp when we went in last night,” Cowley said. “One of them is sure to have spare uniforms in it. Noah and I will go in first and get some for the rest of you. Once we’re outfitted, we double time it for the wagon. You saw that squad moving through the camp last night, Noah. If we act like we’re following orders, I think we can do the same and no one will bother us.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    The moon was nearing the western horizon by the time they made it to the wagon. They stood there in a semi-circle, weapons in hand, staring at it. Its bulk loomed blackly before them, utterly dark, utterly silent. The Ankharan camp was silent as well, eerily so. Once past the sentries, they’d seen no one awake the whole way there. 
 
    “It looks bigger,” Noah whispered. “It’s not, is it?” 
 
    “It’s the same size as always,” Strout whispered back, irritation in his tone. “Don’t start talking like that.” 
 
    “I hope he’s asleep,” Gage said. “He could be asleep, right? Even sorcerers have to sleep sometimes, don’t they?” 
 
    “That door looks really stout,” Cowley said. “If we can’t pry it open with our swords, we’ll have to hack it open. There’s no way he won’t hear that.” 
 
    Lukas surprised them then. Before anyone could stop him, he stepped forward, laid his hand on the heavy iron doorknob and turned it. The door swung silently inwards. 
 
    Lukas stepped through and was gone from sight. 
 
    “Shit,” Strout muttered, hurrying after him. 
 
    The rest followed close behind. They almost ran into Lukas, who was standing right inside, staring openmouthed. 
 
    “Damn it,” Noah said. “Why does everything have to be weird?” 
 
    They were standing on a broad, stone landing. To both sides the edges of the landing were swallowed up by thick, alien vegetation. The air was hot and thick. On the far side of the landing, stairs led upward. The whole area was lit by dim purple light that seemed to have no source. 
 
    “It’s the hold of the black ship all over again,” Lukas said. 
 
    The door swung shut behind them, the sound making them all jump. Gage tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “This just gets better and better,” Wallice said. He and his brother were standing almost back to back, eyes moving, weapons held out defensively. 
 
    “Let’s go kill him already,” Noah said, heading for the stairs. 
 
    “Slow down,” Cowley said, hurrying over to him. “We need to stick together.” 
 
    “He’s still human,” Noah said. “He bleeds. That means he dies.” His words were bold, but Cowley heard the tension in his voice and saw how tightly he gripped his sword. 
 
    They went up the stairs in a loose bunch. Cowley and Noah led, Strout right behind them, followed by Gage and Lukas. After them were Batu and Hulagu. The brothers brought up the rear, turning every couple of steps to look behind them. 
 
    Cowley saw that the stairs were carved with bizarre images of nightmarish creatures and people in torment. From some of the carvings black smoke trickled upwards. He couldn’t tell how far the stairs extended to either side. The edges were lost in darkness, untouched by the purple glow. Sounds were muffled. The sound of their boots on the stone was distant and faint. He could hear his own breathing, sounding harsh, labored. 
 
    Still they climbed. At one point Cowley realized there was a new sound. He hadn’t noticed it at first, thinking it was his own heartbeat. 
 
    A deep, rhythmic thudding. 
 
    “Am I the only one hearing that?” Lukas whispered. 
 
    “I hear it too,” Gage said. 
 
    “I remember hearing the same sound in the hold of the black ship,” Strout said. 
 
    “Maybe it’s the sorcerer’s heart we’re hearing,” Noah said. No one replied to that. 
 
    How long they climbed the stairs, Cowley couldn’t say. He was having trouble thinking. Everything felt unreal, disconnected. He had to check to make sure his sword was still in his hand. He looked around at his comrades. They seemed wavery, indistinct, more ghost than human. He shook his head, trying to dispel the feeling. It was a trick of some kind. 
 
    Something appeared in the dimness ahead. It looked like the trunk of a vast tree, but it had grown over the stairs like an arch. Some kind of grayish moss hung down from the arch in a thick sheet that nearly reached the floor. The moss was lit from behind by an amber glow, reminding Cowley of the glowing amber sphere they’d found in the hold of the black ship. Was that still there? he wondered. What was it anyway? 
 
    With his sword, Cowley pushed the moss aside. The amber glow grew stronger. He couldn’t see anything, but he felt an almost palpable sense of wrongness. 
 
    “No fear,” Noah whispered, and ducked through the opening Cowley had made. 
 
    Cowley followed close behind him, careful to keep the strange moss from touching him. 
 
    He found Noah standing on the far side, staring. At first he couldn’t see what Noah was staring at. The amber glow was too bright, and he blinked, waiting for his eyes to adjust. The others came through and clustered around the two of them. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Batu said in a hushed voice. 
 
    They were standing on a broad, stone platform consisting of huge squares of carved stone. Thick trees crowded the edges of the platform, their branches hanging clear to the floor. Their knotted trunks formed nearly a solid wall. The tree limbs nearly blotted out the sky, but there was one opening and through that could be seen the moon. But it was not the moon they were used to. It was jagged, like a shard from broken crystal, and it glowed an unhealthy yellow color. 
 
    In the middle of the expanse was a raised slab of stone. On the stone lay the sorcerer king on his back. The tattoos on his face looked livid in the strange light. Suspended in the air above him was a huge, amber orb, several arm spans across. From it came a glowing line that stretched down to the top of the sorcerer’s head. Purple-black drops slid down the line and were absorbed into his skull. Chaos energy, healing him, Cowley thought. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Noah said, moving forward stealthily. 
 
    They followed him, spreading out into an arc as they went forward. The sorcerer’s eyes were closed. Asleep or unconscious, Cowley couldn’t tell. 
 
    Noah paused when he was a couple of paces from the man and waited. The rest of them closed the circle around him. Cowley shifted his grip on his sword, eyeing the spot where he would strike first. They tensed for the attack. 
 
    Suddenly, Cowley heard the sounds of clawed feet on the stone behind him, and he spun, raising his sword. Others turned with him. They saw a surprising sight. 
 
    Two little creatures had emerged from the foliage. They weren’t much more than waist-high, their skin gray and heavily wrinkled. Their heads were bald, their ears long and drooping. White tufts of hair grew from the ends of their ears. The one in the lead was carrying a bowl of something steamy. The one behind him was holding a rolled-up parchment in his clawed hands. 
 
    They both skidded to a stop at the sight of the youths, their eyes going wide. 
 
    Then the one in front uttered a high-pitched shriek and dropped the bowl, which smashed on the floor. He turned to run and banged into the trailing one. Both barely managed to stay upright. They fled back into the foliage. 
 
    “Welcome,” said a deep voice behind Cowley. 
 
    Wincing inwardly, he turned to see the sorcerer king sitting up. 
 
    For several heartbeats they all just stared at him. Cowley could feel the power radiating off him, and he knew with utter certainty that they were all doomed. There was nothing they could do against this man who was, perhaps, no longer a man. 
 
    The sorcerer king swung his legs over the side of the slab. His eyes glowed with a fey purple light. Sparks danced across his chest. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you,” he said. 
 
    Noah was the first to break the paralysis that gripped all of them. He was on the far side of the sorcerer. The man’s back was to him. With a howl, he charged, swinging his sword. 
 
    Without turning, the sorcerer king made a negligent motion with his hand, like waving away a gnat. Noah was lifted off his feet and flung backwards. He struck one of the massive tree trunks and slumped to the floor, his sword falling from his grasp. 
 
    The rest attacked in the next moment. Batu’s spear got there first, but it struck some sort of barrier a hand’s breadth from the sorcerer king and sizzled away to nothing. Strout swung for his neck. The sorcerer king lifted his chin a little as if inviting the blow, and Strout’s blade clanged as if it had struck a stone and shattered. 
 
    The brothers descended on him, blades whirling in a coordinated attack that would have broken most enemies. The sorcerer king put up one hand, intercepting both blades as they flashed toward his head. The blades froze in place. He flicked his fingers, and the brothers were thrown backwards, swords spinning away from them. 
 
    Lukas jabbed at his head, while Gage came in from the side with a slash below the man’s ribs. The sorcerer king seemed to shrug. A ripple of power came off him, like heat waves seen over a fire, and both froze into place. He pointed down and both went to their knees with a sigh, swords falling from their hands. 
 
    Hulagu’s tulwar struck the sorcerer king hand on the back of the head as he stood and turned toward Gage and Lukas. He staggered slightly from the impact of the blow. One hand shot out and caught the blade as Hulagu swung again. He wrested the blade away from Hulagu, then smacked him with the hilt of the weapon, knocking Hulagu to his knees. He kicked him away as if he were nothing. 
 
    Through it all Cowley strained to move, to do something, but he was frozen, completely helpless. He couldn’t seem to even blink. He stood there, panting, straining against whatever it was that held him. 
 
    The sorcerer king walked over to him. The brothers charged at his back, knives appearing in their hands. He barely acknowledged them beyond a twitch of his head which sent them flying once again. They landed hard and were slow getting up. 
 
    The sorcerer king picked Cowley up by the throat and held him in the air. “You’ve made a terrible mistake. You see that, right?” 
 
    Cowley fought to do something, anything. He couldn’t breathe. Blackness was starting to close in. 
 
    “It all belongs to the Queen now. When She comes, She will cleanse it, make it all perfect. Too bad you won’t get to see it.” 
 
    Over the sorcerer king’s shoulder, Cowley saw Batu raise his other spear. He wanted to tell him to run, that there was nothing he, or anyone, could do. They’d failed. He wished he could see Fen one last time to say goodbye. 
 
    Batu threw the spear— 
 
    It flew true, striking the glowing amber orb squarely. 
 
    There was a sudden, ear-piercing wail and cracks appeared across the face of the orb. The sorcerer king staggered, releasing Cowley. 
 
    “What did you…?” he said as he turned. His face had gone ashen, his eyes wild and staring. His gaze fixed on Batu, who looked like a bird frozen by a viper. “You don’t know what you’ve done,” he rasped. He wobbled forward, reaching for Batu, who seemed incapable of moving. 
 
    The cracks in the orb were widening. The thing was vibrating. The entire stone platform was shaking madly, the limbs of the trees whipping back and forth as if caught in a powerful storm. 
 
    The line of power leading from the orb into the sorcerer king was sparking. The man’s body jerked with each one. Blood leaked from the corners of his mouth. He reached for the line, his hand closing on it, his arm flexing as he prepared to rip it free. 
 
    From his knees, Cowley saw Hulagu run forward then, the tulwar once again in his hands. As the sorcerer king tore the line free, Hulagu struck. 
 
    The blow landed true, the keen edge slicing through the sorcerer king’s neck. His head went flying. His body slumped to the floor. 
 
    Cowley staggered to his feet. “You…you did it,” he croaked. 
 
    Batu looked stunned. “I did. Huh.” 
 
    The others were moving, except for Noah, who was either unconscious or dead. Strout limped over and helped Gage stand up. Eben pulled Wallice to his feet. Lukas stood, holding his head in pain. 
 
    The shaking was getting worse. Cracks appeared in the stone. The slab the sorcerer had been lying on broke in half. Viscous purple light was shining from the cracks in the orb. 
 
    “Time to get out of here,” Cowley said. 
 
    Hulagu sheathed the tulwar in the scabbard on his back and headed for Noah, but Strout pushed him aside and picked him up. He slung Noah over his shoulder and headed for the stairs. 
 
    By the last few stairs it was nearly impossible to stay upright, everything was shaking so badly. Whole chunks of the stairs were breaking and falling away. A large piece broke free right at Cowley’s feet. In the opening he saw only a bottomless blackness that he knew to be the Abyss. 
 
    The door was still closed, but Hulagu chopped at it with his tulwar until all at once it gave way and collapsed into splinters. They ran out into open air, turning when they were a safe distance away to look back. 
 
    The whole wagon was shuddering violently. Cracks branched everywhere, widening quickly, purple light spilling from them. Unearthly howls and screams filled the air. With a sudden, loud crack, the top split open. A huge, ghostly hand emerged, reaching upwards, fingers grasping… 
 
    Then the entire thing simply crumpled, collapsing in on itself. The ghostly hand dissipated. It collapsed into a roiling ball of seething energies and flashing light, growing ever smaller. 
 
    With a last pop, the black wagon disappeared. Wind blew past them as air rushed in to fill the void. 
 
    Noah sat up from where Strout had laid him on the ground. “What happened? Did we win?” 
 
    “Yeah, we won,” Lukas said. “Barely.” 
 
    Cowley looked at Batu. “What gave you the idea to do that?” 
 
    Batu shrugged. “I didn’t know what else to do. It didn’t seem to make much sense to throw my spear at the guy. It didn’t work the first time.” 
 
    “It was brilliant, that’s what it was,” Gage said. 
 
    “What?” Noah demanded. “What did he do? How did I get out here?” 
 
    “Maybe if you’d spend less time sleeping, you wouldn’t miss all the fun parts,” Strout told him. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Wallice said. “Look.” 
 
    Cowley turned, noticing for the first time that it was no longer fully dark. The sun was rising, blotching the eastern sky and bringing the world around them into focus once more. 
 
    All around them, in a large ring, stood Ankharan soldiers, ranks and ranks of them, more arriving every moment. 
 
    “This could get ugly,” Noah said. “Where’s your sword, Strout?” He patted his empty sheath. “Where’s mine?” 
 
    They drew together in a loose circle, facing outwards. “Hell of a way to go, after all that,” Strout observed. 
 
    “I wish Karliss would show up and fly us away,” Batu said mournfully. “I won’t even get to enjoy being a hero.” 
 
    The ranks of Ankharans parted and a figure emerged. From the look of his uniform and the sigil on his breast, Cowley took him to be a general or something similar. He looked at the spot where the wagon had been. He looked at the youths, watching him with grim expressions. 
 
    Then he turned to the watching soldiers and said something in a language Cowley didn’t understand. 
 
    The soldiers began to move away silently. The leader glanced at the youths once more, then turned away as well. 
 
    “And don’t come back!” Noah yelled after them, earning a cuff from Strout. “What did you do that for?” he demanded. 
 
    “I’m trying to knock some of the idiot out of you. Did it work?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Karliss flew them to the coast the morning after they fled the village of Riverside. The beach was bordered by low sand dunes that stretched far inland. The dunes were topped with clumps of spiky grasses thick with small, white birds flitting about. They were far south of where they’d last seen the sea, and the weather was warm and humid. Mosquitos buzzed around them hungrily. 
 
    “What are these things?” Karliss said, slapping at them. He’d barely gotten here and already he had three bites. 
 
    “They’re mosquitos. Don’t they have them where you come from?” Fen asked. 
 
    “No.” He killed one on his arm. “It was sucking my blood!” 
 
    “That’s what they do,” Fen said. “Ignore them. You’ll get used to them.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” His first bites were already beginning to itch. “Maybe we should go somewhere else.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t even answer. She simply shook her head and walked into the surf. 
 
    “I hope you’re not going for Ya’Shi without us,” Fen called after her. She waved a hand and dove into the water. Fen stared at the spot where she had disappeared. “Sometimes I don’t know which one of you is more irritating.” 
 
    “Probably me,” Karliss said. 
 
    Fen gave him a sour look. “Probably.” He’d been surly all morning. Karliss had asked him about it and nearly got bitten as a result. Whatever was bothering him, he wasn’t sharing it. “Well?” Fen said. 
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “The air bubbles? Are you planning on working on them today or did you want to wait until after the Ichthalids destroy the world?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was thinking about taking a nap first. I didn’t get that much sleep last night.” Karliss knew right away he shouldn’t have said that, and the dark look on Fen’s face reaffirmed it. 
 
    “Work on the bubbles already.” It wasn’t a request. It was a command. 
 
    “I’m not one of your soldiers, you know, and you’re not my terl. I don’t like being ordered around.” 
 
    Fen looked for a moment like he was going to start yelling, and Karliss braced himself, but then he stalked off down the beach, grumbling. Karliss watched him go, wondering if he was still worrying about Ravin. “Do you want me to try and find Ravin?” he called after Fen. 
 
    Fen spun around. “What I want you to do is figure out how to make a bubble strong enough so that we can go with Aislin to find Ya’Shi. Do you think you can manage that?” Without waiting for an answer, Fen turned and continued walking away. 
 
    “What a fun crowd,” Karliss said. He swatted another mosquito and looked at the thing. “I guess it’s just you and me, then.” He flicked it away. “Now it’s just me.” He rubbed his hands together. 
 
    By the end of the day, he was frustrated and covered in mosquito bites, and he still hadn’t managed to make an air bubble that could hold the two of them. He could make air bubbles that were strong, strong enough that he couldn’t pop them with his hands. But they were all small, and once he made them large, they were too weak. 
 
    The problem was that he couldn’t seem to keep hold of the Sky power once it got beyond a certain size. Every time it simply got away from him. 
 
    “Still no luck, huh?” Fen said, right at his elbow, startling Karliss so that he jumped. 
 
    “Don’t sneak up on me like that!” 
 
    Fen grinned. “I thought you could, you know, hear everything through the wind.” 
 
    “Not when I’m concentrating.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Karliss looked him over. “You’re more cheerful than you were this morning.” 
 
    “Yeah. I think I just needed some time to sit and think. It’s been awhile since I had a chance to. There’s been a lot going on.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Karliss said. “Except that part about sitting and thinking. That doesn’t work for me. What I want to do most is fly far away.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Once I try to make it big enough to fit around me, it breaks.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Karliss walked out into the water until it was up to his ankles. The waves were small here, and they lapped against his shins. He summoned Sky power, bringing in more and more until he had a glowing mass about the side of his head hovering above his outstretched hands. 
 
    He directed it downward until it was resting on the water. It rocked slightly as he stepped onto it, but it didn’t submerge or tip over like it did the first time he’d tried this. He began shaping it, first flattening it out into a broad disc, then drawing the sides upward around him. The daylight turned bluish as the ethereal sphere enclosed him. He winced as it sealed off overhead with a faint pop. He didn’t like being enclosed like this. 
 
    “That looks good,” Fen said, his voice muted somewhat by the glowing sphere of Sky power. 
 
    “This part isn’t the problem,” Karliss replied. He moved the sphere across the surface of the water until it was deep enough, then paused. This was the worst part. Being enclosed was bad enough. Going underwater was worse. He gritted his teeth and forced the sphere underwater. He made it about halfway before the sphere popped and dropped him into the water. 
 
    He thrashed his way back to shallow water and trudged back to the beach. “See?” he told Fen. “It does that every time. I can’t seem to make it strong enough.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the problem?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. What else could it be? I need to draw more power to make it stronger, but when I do, it gets hard to control.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s the amount of power that’s the problem.” 
 
    “Then what is it? You’re so smart, you tell me what I’m doing wrong.” 
 
    Fen gave him a direct look. “It’s you.” 
 
    “That’s helpful,” Karliss said, putting as much sarcasm as he could into his words. 
 
    “You’re afraid of going underwater, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid. What makes you say that?” Karliss could hear how much he sounded like a little kid, and he frowned. 
 
    “I saw the way you tensed up before you went under.” 
 
    “So, you’re an expert on Sky power now.” 
 
    “Nope. But I’ve learned something about reading people.” 
 
    “This time you’re wrong. I’m not afraid of going underwater. I just haven’t had as much practice with my power as you two have.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I don’t want to argue about it.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing.” 
 
    Karliss glared at him, trying to figure out what to say next. The truth was that Fen was right. The thought of going under the sea was terrifying. But he sure wasn’t going to admit that, especially not to Fen. He didn’t want to see that smug look on his face. 
 
    Aislin emerged from the water then. “There’s no need for this. I can go. You two don’t need to.” 
 
    “We’ve been through this already,” Fen said. “We’re sticking together.” 
 
    “For once I agree with grumpy here,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Don’t call me grumpy. I’m not grumpy.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Maybe grumpy means something different where you’re from.” 
 
    “If you can’t hold the bubble, you’ll both die,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Not much for coating things in honey, are you?” Karliss said. 
 
    “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “I know that. It doesn’t mean you can’t be a little more positive. Try saying, ‘I’m sure you can do it, Karliss.’” 
 
    Aislin scowled at him. “That’s silly. Why would I say that?” 
 
    “You’re right. No reason. We’ll probably both die. There, that sounds lots better.” 
 
    “Keep trying,” Aislin said. “I’ll give you until morning. If you haven’t figured it out by then, I’m going alone.” She walked past him and up onto the beach. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin sat down on one of the dunes and stared out at the sea. Fen and Karliss were still standing at the edge of the surf, talking. She could faintly hear their voices. 
 
    She felt completely, utterly alone. 
 
    She was used to being alone. Most of the time she preferred it. But that was different. It was something she chose, something she could end whenever she wanted to. There was no way to end this. 
 
    She lowered her head and looked at her hands. There was one way. 
 
    She could give in. 
 
    As always, Golgath was there, pushing. It was like a wrestling contest that never ended. She couldn’t tell the other two. They already looked at her with suspicion, as if she might attack them at any moment. If she told them the truth, how bad it really was, they’d never trust her again. 
 
    She found herself shaking and couldn’t seem to make it stop. She wished Mama were there. For once, she actually wanted her mother to hug her, to hold her and tell her it was going to be all right. 
 
    Because she didn’t think it would be. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold out. Golgath never tired, never let up, never went away. Every time she raised her hand, she wasn’t sure at first if it was her choice or not. Every time she opened her mouth, she wasn’t sure whose voice would come out. How long until the choices weren’t hers anymore? The thought of losing control horrified her. 
 
    And drew her at the same time. 
 
    She was tired. Not just from the struggle with Golgath, but everything. Her whole life. Trying to make sense of that which made no sense. Trying to fit in with people who looked like her on the outside but were completely alien on the inside. 
 
    Giving in to Golgath would end all that. She could sink down deep into her little corner and hide there. She would never have to struggle again, never have to make a decision. It would all be over, and she could rest. 
 
    What frightened her the most was how much she thought about doing just that every day. There were times when it was all she thought of. She tried to fight back by telling herself that she had to stay in control to fight against the Devourers, but that held little weight anymore. Golgath hated and feared them as well. He would fight them as hard as she did and probably with more effectiveness. 
 
    All that really kept her hanging on was those few people she truly cared about, her mother, Treylen, Liv, Randle. But with each passing day it was harder and harder to picture their faces. They were receding from her, a haze rising between her and them. Soon they would be completely obscured. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around her legs and buried her face in them. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “Why don’t you give it a break and let’s build a fire and have something to eat,” Fen said to Karliss. 
 
    Karliss turned and looked back at him. The sun was setting in a fiery ball that turned the sea to lead. He looked pale, and there were new furrows on his face. The battle with his fear was taking a toll on him, that much was obvious. It was a battle Fen didn’t understand—he had no problem with enclosed places—but he knew what it felt like to fight an implacable enemy. In a way, what Karliss fought against was not so different from what he’d gone through in prison, after Ilsith infected him with chaos power. 
 
    “I need to keep trying,” Karliss said. 
 
    “You’ll do better after a break,” Fen said. “Trust me on this.” 
 
    “Is that an order, captain?” Karliss asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “If it helps, then yes.” 
 
    Karliss’ shoulders slumped. “It shouldn’t be this hard.” He paused, and Fen waited quietly, knowing he had more he needed to say. “After all that I’ve faced—Kasai, Tharn—to be defeated by my own fear. It’s not a good feeling.” 
 
    “You’re not defeated. Not until you give up. And I see no quit in you.” 
 
    “You might not see it, but I can feel it. All I want to do is fly away.” 
 
    “But you won’t. I know that. You’re a fighter, and you’ll beat this. You just need to get over the hump.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” Karliss raised his eyes and looked at Aislin, who was still sitting on the dune, her head buried in her arms. “Think she’s okay?” 
 
    Fen turned to look at her too. “I don’t know. Let’s go find out.” And with that he started toward her. After a moment, he heard Karliss’ footsteps behind him. 
 
    Aislin looked up as they drew near, and Fen was struck again by how young she was. They were both young, far too young for the ordeals they faced. Aislin should be giggling over boys, and Karliss should be causing mischief in his clan. 
 
    Though now that he thought that, he realized how completely unlikely it was that Aislin would ever giggle over a boy, with or without the end of the world looming. That was not who she was. And Karliss was still causing mischief, only here instead of with his people. 
 
    It wasn’t fair, none of it was fair, but they would deal with it. They were all fighters. None of them would back down. The thought filled Fen with an odd sort of pride, as if they were his siblings only recently met. As different as they were from him, they were also more like him than anyone else in the world. Who else understood what it was like to carry the power of the Shapers within them? It was a bond that held them together. It would make them into the powerful force that would defeat the Queen. 
 
    He vowed it would be so. 
 
    “How about a fire and some food?” he asked Aislin. 
 
    “Is there still any left?” she asked. 
 
    “Enough for tonight anyway.” While Karliss was entertaining the people in the inn, Fen had taken the opportunity to squirrel away some food in his pack, which meant they hadn’t left completely emptyhanded. 
 
    Aislin stood up. Fen noted that her eyes were their normal green color. That meant Golgath was pushed back for now. She was as strong as anyone he’d ever known. She wouldn’t give in easily. He was sure of it. 
 
    “I thought I heard the hounds a little while ago,” Aislin said. “But now I can’t hear them.” 
 
    “If they show, I’ll get us out of here,” Karliss said. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking, wondering how they track us,” Fen said. “I think it’s our power. When we use it, they can sense it.” 
 
    “That makes sense. It doesn’t really change anything, does it?” 
 
    “Not that I can see.” 
 
    Karliss spun around suddenly and looked down where the dunes gave way to hard-packed sandy beach. “Can you hear that?” 
 
    They all went still and listened. At first Fen heard nothing, but then, very faintly, there was a scraping sound. 
 
    “It sounds like it’s coming from over there,” Karliss said. 
 
    A crazy quilt of jagged cracks suddenly radiated across a whole section of beach. It was as if the ground was a clay plate that had been dropped, breaking into hundreds of pieces. From every crack shone a sickly purple light. 
 
    “Chaos power,” Fen said, stepping back. As he spoke, he summoned Stone power. From his right hand sprang a sword that glowed the deep red of the forge. Flames ran up and down its length. In his left hand a shield appeared, its edges indistinct in the flames that circled it. He felt the twin surges as the other two summoned their power as well. 
 
    To one side he saw Aislin, sheathed in emerald fire. Between her hands was a coruscating ball of green energy that spat and crackled. 
 
    To the other side Karliss was whistling, sharp and clear. He raised his hands and short, wicked bursts of lightning crackled between his fingers. 
 
    The broken pieces shriveled away to dust, exposing a black opening like midnight glass, the edge limned in crackling purple fire. 
 
    For a moment there was nothing. Fen held his breath, knowing something was coming. 
 
    Then there was the sound of thousands of scurrying feet and from out of the opening scuttled creatures from a nightmare. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    They looked somewhat like spiders, but they were the size of small dogs, and they had too many legs, long and thin and segmented. Their bodies were gray, ridged, dotted with dozens of irregularly-spaced eyes. Their mouths were narrow slits, from which jutted barbed fangs sparking with chaos power. 
 
    They poured out of the ground in waves, scores of them, fangs clacking together as they ran. 
 
    “Stay close together!” Fen yelled. “We have to keep them in front of us!” 
 
    The Stone power sword carved a blazing arc in the air, slicing through three of the spidery things as they leapt for him. Legs spun away, and bodies were sheared in half. He caught two more on his shield. They sizzled and popped like water on a hot frying pan, but they clung to it, fangs piercing the shield. 
 
    Marble-sized orbs of emerald Seaforce shot out from Aislin in a steady stream. The orbs exploded on impact, obliterating dozens of the creatures. 
 
    Two glowing discs of cerulean blue spun above Karliss’ hands, sparks flickering across them. He threw them almost simultaneously. The discs scythed through the massed creatures, hissing as they made contact. Flames sprang up in the discs’ wake, the burning creatures uttering a high-pitched squeal as they died. 
 
    The discs passed clear through their attackers, then arced and shot back to Karliss’ waiting hands, carving a fresh path through the creatures as they did. 
 
    They’d killed scores of the things in mere heartbeats, but more were coming up out of the ground every moment, replacing them. The ground was blotted out by them, their numbers were so great. 
 
    “Fall back!” Fen shouted. He was swinging the sword furiously, killing four or five with every swing, but it wasn’t enough. There were too many. Without his shield he’d have been overrun already and now it was covered with the things, all of them gnawing at it. Lines of purple-black chaos power laced across it, devouring it. Their fangs were beginning to break through, clacking together as they strove blindly for him. 
 
    Aislin threw an orb the size of her head into the midst of them. When it exploded it killed hundreds of them, clearing an open space. Pieces of the spidery creatures rained down around the three companions. 
 
    But the breathing room it bought them was short-lived as more and more of the things poured out of the ground and surged into the opening. Nor were they all charging blindly at them now. Fen saw that many of them were spreading out, trying to flank the three of them. It was only a matter of time before they were surrounded. 
 
    “I think it’s time to run,” Karliss gasped. He’d given up on the discs of Sky power and Shaped two long, curving blades of energy instead. He was swinging them wildly, carving up whole swathes of the spidery things. “If you two can hold them off for a bit, give me a chance to get us in the air.” 
 
    “Not sure we can do that,” Fen replied. One got past his defenses, and he stomped on it. Another one made it onto his leg, but before it could drive its fangs into him, he drew sand up around his leg, turning it into glass with a thought. The fangs glanced harmlessly off the glass, and a moment later Fen sliced it in half with his blazing sword. 
 
    “Blast the opening!” Aislin yelled. From her came a wave of green power that washed over the creatures, killing scores of them and buying them a brief respite. “You have to close it so no more can get through!” She slapped away one that jumped on her arm and took another step back. 
 
    Karliss reacted instantly. He released the glowing blades and called a storm as Fen and Aislin launched a fresh counterattack to keep the spidery things off him. Thunderclouds boiled up out of nothing, blotting out the dying sunlight. 
 
    “Now!” he yelled. 
 
    A half dozen lightning bolts stabbed down simultaneously, striking the opening. There was an explosion. The shockwave lifted Aislin and Karliss from their feet and threw them backwards onto the dunes. Only Fen’s connection to the Stone kept him anchored in place. Huge numbers of the creatures were blasted to bits. 
 
    Fen peered through the cloud of bits falling down around him and saw that the black opening was gone. A torn hole in the beach was all that remained. 
 
    Karliss got up and shook sand off him. “That was close,” he said, wiping his forehead. 
 
    Fen stomped on one by his foot that was still moving. He turned to Aislin. “How are you?” 
 
    She was getting to her feet. “I’m okay.” 
 
    Fen saw movement behind her, and he yelled a warning. 
 
    But he was too late. 
 
    The spidery thing had already reached her. It scurried up her leg and sank its fangs into her calf. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin turned to Fen, a curious look on her face. “What…?” she said, reaching one hand toward him, before collapsing with the faintest of sighs. 
 
    Fen caught her as she fell. She was curiously light in his arms, like a butterfly. He laid her gently on the ground. 
 
    Karliss knelt beside them, his face pale. “Is she…?” 
 
    Fen pressed his fingers to Aislin’s throat. Her pulse was there. It seemed to him it fluttered, but he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Karliss ran and got his blanket from his pack, folded it and put it under her head. Fen pulled her dress up to expose her calf. Two angry red spots marked where she had been bitten. Stretching upward from the spots were faint black lines. They seemed to grow visibly as Fen watched. 
 
    “It’s moving too fast. What are we going to do? Why is it moving so fast?” Karliss asked, looking to Fen in confusion. He sounded very young right then. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let me think.” Fen could feel Karliss’ eyes on him as he tried to focus his thoughts. “We have to get her to Lementh-home, to Ya’Shi. Maybe he can help her.” 
 
    Karliss clenched his fists helplessly. “But how are we going to get her there? We don’t even know where it is. There must be something else we can do. The Stone cured you. Maybe the Sea will cure her.” 
 
    “She’s unconscious,” Fen pointed out. “It won’t work.” 
 
    Karliss turned to look at the sea. It had been calm before the attack, but now whitecaps were visible in the growing twilight. It seemed to him that it was a hungry beast waiting for them to approach. “What are we going to do?” He felt so helpless. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Fen said. “But first, I need to know if you can really make an air bubble strong enough to get us to the bottom of the sea. Can you?” 
 
    Karliss had been dreading this moment. Part of him had been secretly hoping that Aislin would simply go on her own to Lementh-home, thus eliminating the need for him to go under the water. He took a deep breath. “I have to.” He managed a wan smile. “Isn’t that what you’re always saying?” 
 
    “You’re strong enough. You know that, right?” Karliss nodded. “The only one holding you back is you.” 
 
    “I know that. Don’t say it. I don’t want to hear it.” He swallowed. “You figure out where Lementh-home is, and I’ll get us there. What’s your plan?” 
 
    “I’m going to use a word of power to summon a Sea Shaper.” 
 
    Karliss looked at him in alarm. “You don’t know what you’re saying. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    Now it was Fen’s turn to attempt a smile. “And going under the sea in an air bubble isn’t?” 
 
    “I told you what happened to me when I tried the first Stone word. It almost tore me apart.” 
 
    Fen clapped him on the shoulder. “But that’s because of how spindly you are.” 
 
    “And if it kills you? And Aislin dies too? What then?” 
 
    “You’ll have to defeat the Ichthalids by yourself.” 
 
    “This isn’t a good time to joke around.” 
 
    Fen raised an eyebrow. “Now I’ve heard everything. Go. Get me the parchment. I need that word.” 
 
    Karliss looked away. “You sure there’s nothing else we can do?” 
 
    Fen looked down at Aislin’s leg. The poison had spread visibly. One of the black streaks was already past her knee. “We’re running out of time, Karliss.” 
 
    Karliss dug the parchment out of his pack and spread it out on the sand. Squinting in the poor light, Fen read the word silently. He handed the parchment back to Karliss. “Okay. I’m ready.” 
 
    Fen walked over to the water’s edge. 
 
    “It’s going to hurt,” Karliss said. “A lot.” 
 
    “I’m ready for it.” Fen set his shoulders. “Oben-dai!” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Did it work?” Karliss asked. “It doesn’t seem like it.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    Karliss felt the power radiate outwards at the same moment that Fen bent over suddenly, his words choked off by a strangled cry of pain. He clutched his chest. 
 
    Karliss grabbed hold of his shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Fen nodded, but Karliss thought he would have fallen if he hadn’t been holding onto him. Fen was heavy, and Karliss lowered him to his knees. He knelt there, swaying, breathing hard. 
 
    How much could he take? Karliss wondered as the time passed. Fen had already held onto the power of the word far longer than he’d thought possible. Maybe it was the Stone within him that was protecting him. Karliss hoped so. 
 
    Finally, he had to speak up. Fen was burning up and shivering at the same time. He looked moments from passing out. “Stop. You need to let it go before it kills you.”  
 
    “No,” Fen grunted, barely able to get the word out through clenched teeth. “I can take it.” 
 
    “No, you can’t. This power isn’t meant for you. We have to try something else.” 
 
    Fen tried to push him away. “There is…nothing else.” The words were interrupted by a grunt of pain. 
 
    “Please, Fen. If the Shaper doesn’t appear soon, you have to let it go. We’ll find something else. I can’t lose both of you.” 
 
    Fen spasmed, and Karliss almost lost his hold on him. The spasm passed, and Fen went limp. Karliss thought he had passed out. What would happen now? Had he released the word, or was its power still attached to him, killing him? He shook him. “Fen. Fen!” 
 
    “I’m okay.” Fen’s words were faint, not much more than a breath of air. 
 
    “You aren’t. You have to release the word before it kills you.” 
 
    “No.” Without raising his head or opening his eyes, Fen raised a shaky hand and pointed. “It’s coming.” 
 
    Karliss stared out into the water. Beyond the breakers he saw something appear, a dark silhouette with glowing eyes and a flattened head. It moved toward them, rising out of the water as it came. It was roughly human-shaped, but the torso was too long, the legs too short and too thick. Its eyes were yellow and huge, taking up much of its face. 
 
    “Take us to Ya’Shi!” Karliss cried, not sure Fen would be able to get the words out. 
 
    The flat head swiveled his way, the lambent eyes regarding him, then it turned back, and the eyes once again fixed on Fen. 
 
    “You dare summon me, land crawler?” Its voice was old and dark with hatred, its words difficult to understand. “For this you will die.” It took a step toward Fen, who still hadn’t raised his head. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” Karliss said. He called the Sky, and it answered. Electricity flickered around his hands. 
 
    The shlikti stopped and looked at him. “I smell the Sky on you. Your kind has never cared about the hatred between Sea and Stone. Why now?” 
 
    “He is my friend,” Karliss said. “We fight a larger enemy, one who threatens you too.” 
 
    The shlikti looked around. “I see no sign of this enemy.” 
 
    “The enemy comes from the Abyss. If we don’t stop it, it will break free. Everyone will suffer, no matter the Sphere they come from.” 
 
    “This I do not believe. It is some trickery from the land crawler. You stand with him. Then you will pay too.” It started forward again. 
 
    “Wait,” Fen gasped, raising his head. “I called you for our friend.” He gestured toward the still form of Aislin lying on the sand. “She needs help.” 
 
    The Shaper’s head turned to look. It seemed to be sniffing the air. “What is this?” There was confusion in its voice. “I do not understand. The small land crawler smells of the Sea. How is this possible?” 
 
    “The spark of Golgath lives within her,” Karliss said. 
 
    “She stands in both Spheres,” Fen added. 
 
    The Shaper sniffed again. Fen stifled a groan of pain. Karliss knew he could not hold the word much longer. He was trembling badly. 
 
    “If you don’t help her, she’ll die,” Karliss said. “When she does, the last of Golgath dies with her.” 
 
    The Shaper tilted its head. “She is poisoned. I smell the Abyss on her. I cannot help her. My power cannot stand against chaos. Nothing can.” 
 
    “We’re not asking you to cure her. We seek Ya’Shi. We think he can help her.” 
 
    The shlikti considered this. “It would take time to find the Seeker. She does not have time.” 
 
    “He is at the Lementh-home. That much we know. But we don’t know how to get there. We need you to show us the way. That’s why we called you,” Karliss said. 
 
    Small stones on the beach were rattling, some starting to slide closer to Fen. The heat coming off him was tremendous. Karliss felt like he was going to scorch his fingers. Fen’s skin was glowing a dull red. Surely, he couldn’t hold up much longer. 
 
    “I do not like being coerced,” the shlikti said. 
 
    “Then I won’t.” With a gasp, Fen released the word. 
 
    Karliss tensed. If the shlikti left now… 
 
    “You could not have forced me anyway,” the Shaper said. “That much power would have killed you.” The creature stood there looking down on them. Water seemed to flow over its skin constantly. 
 
    “Are you going to help us or not?” Karliss asked. 
 
    Instead of answering, the shlikti lumbered toward them. Karliss tensed, wondering if it was going to attack. It was even larger up close, towering over the two of them. Fine scales covered its body. 
 
    It passed by them and walked to Aislin. It picked her up and slung her over its shoulder, then headed back to the sea. “This I do for Golgath, first among my kind. Not for the land crawlers.” It waded into the water. 
 
    “Wait!” Karliss cried. The Shaper didn’t pause. Karliss looked at Fen. “There’s one other problem. Even if I can make us an air bubble, I don’t know how to move us through the water.” 
 
    “I never thought of that,” Fen said weakly. 
 
    “Me either. I thought Aislin would, I don’t know, tow us or something. Call a fish maybe.” 
 
    The shlikti was waist deep in the water and not slowing. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Fen said. “Make the bubble. Hurry.” 
 
    Karliss helped Fen to his feet, and they moved out into the water. He whistled and drew Sky power to him, Shaping it into a thick disc and helping Fen to step up onto it. Guided by Karliss’ will, the power rose up around them, giving the world a blue tint. He drew in more power, making it thicker and thicker, the whole time trying not to think about what came next, the cold, dark water closing around them, cutting them off from air and life. 
 
    The Shaper’s head disappeared under the water. “I hope this works,” he muttered. 
 
    “Me too,” Fen said. As the bubble closed around them, he knelt and put his hands on the surface under their feet. Karliss felt Stone power gather. 
 
    The bubble began to slide across the water, slowly at first, then faster. They reached the spot where the Shaper had disappeared, and the bubble stopped. 
 
    “Let go, Karliss,” Fen said. “I can’t fight you too.” 
 
    Karliss realized then that he was holding onto the Sky, though he had no idea how. It was purely instinctive. He made a conscious effort and let go. 
 
    The bubble bobbed along on the surface for a moment, then slipped beneath the surface. Darkness closed in around them. 
 
    As it did, Karliss experienced a rush of sheer terror. He almost broke the bubble right then and clawed his way back to the surface. He felt trapped, unable to breathe. He put his hands on the walls. They felt unbearably thin. 
 
    “This is bad,” he said, feeling sweat start on his forehead. “I don’t know how much of this I can take.” 
 
    “Stop thinking about it,” Fen said. “Look around. Do you see Aislin?” 
 
    Karliss pushed the panic away with an effort and peered through the translucent wall of the bubble. It was so dark under the sea. There was no way they were going to be able to find Aislin in this. They were going to drift down here forever, never again to see the light. 
 
    Then, up ahead, he saw a faint green glow. “There. I think that’s her.” 
 
    Fen looked, then nodded. “I see her.” 
 
    The bubble altered course. Karliss saw that they were practically scraping along the bottom of the sea. He could see a faint, reddish glow under Fen’s hands and guessed that Fen was using his power to hold onto the sea floor and pull them along it. They picked up speed and gradually closed the distance between them and the Shaper. The hulking form of the Shaper took shape, lit by the faint glow that was emanating from Aislin. 
 
    “Why is she glowing?” Karliss wondered. He needed something to think about other than the weight of the water pressing on them. “It’s almost like she’s doing it on purpose, so we can follow her. But she’s unconscious, so that doesn’t make any sense. What do you think, Fen?” 
 
    “That you talk too much.” His voice was weary. Karliss looked at him. He had a look of intense concentration on his face. His face looked ghostly in the unnatural light. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Karliss asked, crouching down beside him. 
 
    “Using that word hurt. I feel like something tore inside me,” Fen said. Karliss nodded. He remembered that feeling, and he hadn’t held onto the power of the word for nearly as long. 
 
    “Are you going to be able to keep…?” He gestured around them. 
 
    “I think so. Using Stone power so soon after the word is aggravating whatever I hurt inside myself. It’s like trying to walk on a sprained ankle. It hurts pretty bad, but I don’t think it’s anything to worry about.” He made a sound that might have been a chuckle. “It’s not as bad as some of the training Sergeant Flint put us through. There were plenty of times I thought I was going to die.” His voice sounded paper-thin. 
 
    He glanced over at Karliss. “How about you?” 
 
    “The bubble is holding all right,” Karliss said. “It’s not that hard to keep it intact, though I can feel the pressure building as we get deeper.” The sea floor was sloping downwards fairly steeply. “I still have hold of a small current of Sky power, so I can continue to reinforce it, but it’s not much of a current. I can’t draw very much through it. There’s too much water between me and the open air.” 
 
    “What about the other part of it? Being down here, underwater?” 
 
    “I can feel the sea pushing on us from all sides. It wants in. It wants to tear through and…” With an effort he broke off, knowing he was heading down a slippery slope. He couldn’t allow himself to focus on his fear, or he’d lose control. He took a couple of deep breaths and pulled at his janu. Though it was only loosely wrapped around his neck, it felt like it was choking him. He touched the sides of the bubble. They were rubbery and gave under his hand. He didn’t push very hard. He didn’t think it would be that easy to shove his hand through the side, but he didn’t want to find out. 
 
    “Does it feel to you like the bubble is getting smaller?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s not funny,” Fen said. 
 
    “Believe me, I wouldn’t joke about this.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you’ve never been in tight spaces before.” 
 
    “You could say that. There’s not even any real hills where I come from. On the steppes it’s nothing but open space in every direction.” He took another deep breath. “And there’s always at least a little wind. It’s so still in here.” 
 
    “You have to stop thinking about it.” 
 
    “Sure. No problem. It’s easy to forget that I’m under the sea, probably about to be drowned and crushed to paste.” 
 
    “Why would you even say that?” 
 
    “I was hoping to get you to laugh.” 
 
    “Sorry. I don’t feel a lot like laughing right now.” 
 
    “Me either. Say, Fen.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you ever sort of step back and look at your life and think, how did I get here?” 
 
    “These days…practically all the time.” 
 
    “I keep thinking that there must be lots and lots of people who’d be better at saving the world than I am.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Karliss gave him a sharp look. “Aren’t you supposed to encourage me, tell me how I’m the right person to do this?” 
 
    “You want me to lie to you?” 
 
    “I sure hope you’re joking.” 
 
    “Look, Karliss. It’s pointless to wonder if you can do this or not. You’re here, you’re the only one who can do it, and that’s all there is to it. All you can do is tackle each problem as it comes up.” 
 
    They didn’t talk for some time then, as the inky blackness of the deep sea slid past them and light and air drew further and further away. It was like being swallowed by some huge, monstrous creature, Karliss thought. They were in its belly now, and they were never getting out. 
 
    “You feel that?” Fen asked out of nowhere. “The sea bottom is steep. We’re getting deeper quickly now.” 
 
    “I know. The pressure on the bubble went up a lot.” Karliss drew more Sky power through the thin current he was holding onto, feeding it into the bubble, reinforcing it. 
 
    “How far down does it go, do you think?” 
 
    Karliss remembered Golgath saying there were taller mountains under the sea than above it and felt sick. “Too deep. Let’s not talk about it.” 
 
    More time passed. It was hard to tell how much more, down here in the darkness with no movement of sun or stars. He imagined how it would feel to have the sun on his skin, the wind blowing in his hair, then decided that was a dead end. Better to focus on the important things at hand, like making sure the bubble was strong enough to withstand the steadily increasing pressure. He had to keep feeding more power into it at regular intervals. He still felt plenty strong enough, but he wasn’t sure how much longer that would be true. He was so focused on it that it startled him when Fen spoke next. 
 
    “Does the air in here seem kind of stale to you?” 
 
    “I hadn’t noticed anything.” Karliss took a deep breath. “It seems fine to me.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m just tired.” Fen peered at the shlikti’s back. “That thing never seems to get tired, does it? I hope we get there soon. At least we don’t seem to be getting any deeper. We haven’t for a while, anyway. That should—” 
 
    “Hey,” Karliss said, interrupting him. “Where did it go?” The creature had abruptly disappeared from sight, like it dropped off the edge of the world. 
 
    Before Fen could reply, they went over an unseen cliff. 
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    Suddenly the bubble was dropping like a stone, swaying side to side as it went down. The sudden increase in pressure caused it to bulge inward dangerously. There was a hiss as a tiny hole formed. Water began to spray in, hitting Karliss in the eyes. He fell back, throwing up his hand to block the spray. 
 
    “Karliss!” Fen cried. 
 
    “I’m working on it!” Karliss yelled back, wiping water out of his eyes. But he’d lost his hold on the current of Sky power. He flailed around, trying to find the current again, but there was so much water between him and the Sky. 
 
    “Now would be a good time,” Fen said. 
 
    “I know, I know!” The hole was bigger now. Water was spraying through with so much force that it hurt when it hit his skin. It was pooling in the bottom of the bubble, already ankle deep and rising fast. “I can’t find it. I can’t find the current anymore.” Karliss could feel the immense pressure all around, how close it was to overwhelming him. At this depth if that happened, they’d be crushed instantly. They wouldn’t have time to drown. Panic loomed. He couldn’t seem to think straight. He felt a powerful, irrational desire to break the bubble and flee for the surface. 
 
    “Take it easy,” Fen said, his voice steady. “You just need to be calm.” 
 
    “I’m trying!” But he was becoming more agitated. A new hole appeared in the bubble. The water was coming in faster. It was almost up to their knees. 
 
    “Breathe.” Fen’s voice was calm, commanding. “You can do this. I know you can. You just need to get a hold of yourself.” 
 
    “Okay.” Karliss fought back against the panic, forcing himself to take deep breaths. He reached again for the current of Sky power. 
 
    All at once he found it. He grabbed for it wildly, missed, then caught it on the second try. Sky power flowed into him, as sweet as life and air, and he fed it into the bubble. The hole closed up. He pushed back against the crushing force and the bulges disappeared, the bubble returning to its spherical shape. 
 
    “See?” Fen said. “I told you that you could do it.” 
 
    “I never doubted myself for a moment,” Karliss said, his heart still pounding wildly. “I was only playing, you know. It was getting boring, and I thought I’d liven things up a little.” He tried to laugh but couldn’t. “That was way too close,” he said. 
 
    “Can you get rid of all this water?” Fen asked. “It’s making this thing a lot heavier and harder to move. And it really feels like it’s getting hard to breathe in here.” 
 
    “You think so? Because the air seems fine to me. You must be imagining it.” He looked down at the water. It was up to his waist. “I’ll try and get it out, but I’m not really sure how to do it.” He glanced at Fen, then peered closer at him. “You don’t look so good.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. There’s not enough air.” 
 
    Karliss cast about, trying to figure out what was happening. He felt fine. There seemed to him to be plenty of air. “Maybe you’re just tired.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” Fen’s breathing was clearly becoming labored. “I think our air is running out.” 
 
    “Then how come I don’t notice it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe because you have the Sky within you. But I don’t think I’m going to last much longer.” 
 
    Karliss looked ahead, hoping they were getting close to their destination. He thought he saw something, figured it was his imagination, and rubbed his eyes. It was still there. 
 
    “What is that? Do you think that’s Lementh-home?” 
 
    Fen looked. Ahead was a dull, yellowish glow. Whatever it was, it was large, the size of a small range of hills. “It better be.” 
 
    The Shaper was clearly heading for it. Both of them went silent, straining to see more. 
 
    Gradually, it emerged from the gloom and took shape. It looked like a huge cluster of crystals radiating outward from a central mass. The crystals were all different thicknesses and lengths. Some of the crystals were very long, yellow fingers reaching up into the blackness. Despite their dire situation, Karliss found himself mesmerized by it. It was breathtaking. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Karliss said. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    But Fen didn’t answer, and Karliss realized the bubble had slowed down. It began to rise off the sea floor. “What are you doing?” He turned toward Fen right as the young man leaned forward and slid down into the water. 
 
    Karliss grabbed the back of his leather armor and pulled his head out of the water. Fen was limp, unmoving. “Wake up, Fen! We’re so close.” He shook Fen, but Fen didn’t respond. The bubble was continuing to rise. Lementh-home was getting fainter. Soon it would be swallowed by the blackness once again. 
 
    Desperately, Karliss tried to find something he could do to force the bubble down again. At first, he could think of nothing. Knowing his friend was dying, perhaps already dead, only made it harder. 
 
    Then an idea came to him. It was terribly risky, but not as risky as doing nothing. 
 
    He opened a tiny hole in the top of the bubble and began forcing air out through it. It was hard. It required fine control and a precise application of his power, while at the same time he had to hold Fen’s head out of the water and keep the rest of the bubble intact. 
 
    The bubble slowed, then stopped rising. It hung there, unmoving. Karliss forced still more air out the hole, aware that he didn’t have that much to work with. 
 
    The bubble began to descend, slowly at first, then faster. Lementh-home drew closer. 
 
    But it wasn’t getting closer fast enough. The air inside the bubble was running out. And a new problem had arisen. Without the air, the bubble was getting hard to maintain. The sea was pressing harder and harder against it, as if the sea was a ravenous creature that sensed their weakness and was closing in for the kill. Karliss had no choice but to let the bubble contract around them. He simply didn’t have access to enough Sky power to do everything at once. 
 
    The walls of the bubble were closing in. The water was up to his chest now. It was all he could do to keep Fen’s head out of the water. He desperately hoped Fen wasn’t already dead. 
 
    “Hang in there, Fen,” he gasped. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    As they drew closer to the place, their progress still painfully slow, Karliss scanned it, trying to find a way in. It all looked the same. He could see no sign of Aislin or the Shaper. Were they going through all this only to die so close to their destination? 
 
    All at once he saw it. There. Down low and to the right. An area that glowed brighter than the rest. It might be nothing, but it was all he had. He only hoped that there was air inside the place. Aislin had told them that ki’Loren, the floating home of the Lementh’kal, had breathable air inside it. Hopefully this place did too. 
 
    The water was up to his chin, the walls of the bubble pressing down on the top of his head now. Their momentum was slowing. The brighter glow appeared to be coming from underneath a ledge which was still a little way below them. He forced the last of the air out of the bubble, praying it was enough. 
 
    They scraped the edge of the ledge, hung up there for a moment, then bobbed past. There was a moment of resistance, then they broke through, and the crushing pressure was suddenly gone. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss released the power, and the bubble dissolved. They were in a pool of water inside some kind of chamber. He scrabbled for the lip of the pool, got hold of it and pulled Fen over to it. His feet found a ledge under the water and with an effort he was able to get the leverage to push Fen up and out of the pool and onto the floor. Weakly, he climbed out after him and knelt beside him, water streaming off him. 
 
    He rolled Fen onto his side and pounded on his back. “Come on, breathe!” he whispered hoarsely. Nothing. He hit him again and again. 
 
    All at once Fen convulsed and drew in a choking breath. 
 
    “Thank the winds,” Karliss said. He helped Fen sit up. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Fen nodded slightly. He raised his head and opened his eyes. He was looking over Karliss’ shoulder. 
 
    His eyes widened. 
 
    “What is it?” Karliss turned. 
 
    And saw a ring of spears surrounding them, all pointing steadily at them. His gaze moved from the spears to those holding them. 
 
    They were hairless, tall and very slender. Their eyes were wide-spaced and bulbous, their fingers long. The slits of gills were visible on the sides of their necks. Their skin was dark yellow, streaked here and there with varying quantities and shades of blue. From Aislin’s description, they were clearly Lementh. The blue streaks marked them as Lementh’koy rather than Lementh’kal. That probably wasn’t good. She’d said the Lementh’koy were more hostile. Of course, the spears indicated that. They were made of some whitish material, almost like bone but lighter in color. 
 
    One of them said something. He—or she, it was hard to tell—didn’t sound happy. 
 
    Karliss held his hands out to show that they were empty. “I don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    The Lementh’koy repeated himself, louder this time, punctuating his words with little jabs of his spear that came too close for comfort. 
 
    “I don’t think he wants us here.” Karliss looked over at Fen to see his reaction and was startled to see the reddish glow of Stone power forming around Fen’s hands. “What are you doing?” he whispered. 
 
    “Get ready. We might have to fight our way out,” Fen said grimly. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Karliss said. “Fight our way out to where? There’s nowhere to go. And I can barely find a small current of Sky power. I won’t be much use at all. There has to be a better way to handle this.” 
 
    He turned back to the Lementh’koy who had spoken. They all wore what appeared to be armor, made of overlapping scales of an iridescent hue. The one who’d spoken had an emblem on his chest, which Karliss guessed marked him as some kind of leader. He decided to focus on him. 
 
    “We aren’t here to fight,” he said slowly, trying to push Fen’s hands down as he did so. “We are friends.” He tried a placating smile. There was no way to tell if it had any effect. The creatures might not know what a smile was. Hopefully it wasn’t some kind of terrible insult to them. 
 
    The leader responded by stretching his mouth wide, showing off a mass of bristles that filled his mouth instead of teeth. 
 
    “That’s right,” Karliss said. “Friends. We’re all friends here. There’s no need to start stabbing anyone.” 
 
    The Lementh’koy spoke again, and this time Karliss was surprised to realize that he understood the words, though it wasn’t easy. The pitch was all wrong, and he put the stress in the wrong places. 
 
    “That one stinks of the Stone. Not friend.” He jabbed with his spear at Fen. 
 
    “Sure he is,” Karliss said. “It’s Fen. He’s a great friend.” From the side of his mouth he said to Fen, “It would help a lot if you’d stop with the power.” Back to the Lementh’koy. “It’s the spears that are making him nervous is all. Maybe you could lower them a little?” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this.” Fen stood up suddenly. The Lementh’koy reacted instantly, drawing back their spears, moments from attacking. The glow around Fen’s hands blazed brighter. 
 
    Karliss jumped to his feet and got between Fen and the Lementh’koy, careful to keep his hands up. “There’s no need to fight. We don’t want to fight you.” 
 
    Fen pushed him aside and stepped forward. The leader stopped him by pressing his spear to Fen’s chest. Fen turned his head. Aislin was lying on the floor off to the side. The Shaper was standing over her, watching them silently. Fen pointed at Aislin. 
 
    “She’s our friend. She’s been poisoned by the Abyss and she needs your help. That’s why we’re here.” He tried to move toward Aislin, but the spear at his chest moved to his throat and was joined by two more. 
 
    “Let me try,” Karliss pleaded. “He clearly doesn’t like you.” 
 
    Fen was staring at the leader unblinking. “I don’t like him much either.” 
 
    Karliss felt Stone power gathering. “Hold on.” He pushed down on Fen’s arms. Reluctantly, Fen yielded. Karliss turned to the leader and pointed at Aislin. 
 
    “She needs help. Understand? Help.” 
 
    The leader stared at him expressionlessly. 
 
    Karliss remembered what worked with the Shaper. Hopefully it would with the Lementh’koy. “If she dies, that’s it for Golgath. He’ll be gone forever. Isn’t he your god?” 
 
    “Golgath?” The leader glanced over at Aislin. One of the others spoke to him in their language, and he replied without looking at him. 
 
    “That’s Aislin,” Karliss said. “Have you heard of her? She said you people tried to kidnap her, so you must have. The last of Golgath is within her. If she dies, he dies.” 
 
    Still the leader hesitated. 
 
    “Why don’t you get someone in here with the authority to make decisions, since you clearly can’t,” Fen said with a sneer. 
 
    The leader glared at him. His eyes changed color slightly, flecks of red appearing in the midst of the brown. 
 
    “Are you trying to get us killed?” Karliss said to Fen. 
 
    Fen shrugged. “I don’t trust these things.” 
 
    “We’re a little past that, don’t you think? Or a lot past. Geez, what’s gotten into you? Since when did you get all ‘fight first, talk later’?” He turned back to the leader. “She needs help. She’s been bitten, and I don’t think she has very long. Let me show you.” 
 
    Swallowing, he took a chance and pushed his way through the clustered spear points, heading for Aislin, hoping none of them would stab him. He thought how nice it would be to have Fen’s stone skin right about now. 
 
    The others looked to the leader, who gestured to let Karliss pass. 
 
    Karliss crouched beside Aislin and pulled the hem of her dress up to show her leg. It was almost completely black. “See this?” He pulled the hem back down and lifted one of her arms. Veins of black traced down it. “It’s spreading. If you’re going to save Golgath, you better act now. Soon it will be too late.” 
 
    The leader turned to one of the others and spoke to him rapidly. The Lementh’koy ducked his head in acknowledgement, and the leader hurried away, his bare feet slapping against the floor. 
 
    Fen came over and crouched down beside them. He put the back of his hand to her forehead. “She’s feverish.” He turned her head, revealing more black lines reaching up her throat to her jaw. 
 
    “I hope they can help her,” Karliss said. “Because she isn’t going to last much longer.” 
 
    Fen looked over his shoulder at the remaining Lementh’koy, who were watching them alertly, spears at the ready. “Ya’Shi. Do you know where Ya’Shi is?” 
 
    The effect on the Lementh’koy was immediate. All of them tensed. One of them hissed. Two looked over their shoulders as if he might be sneaking up on them right then. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like they like Ya’Shi very much,” Karliss noted. 
 
    “From what Aislin said, I think he’s from a different tribe or something. But I don’t think it’s about whether they like him or not. I think they’re afraid of him.” 
 
    “What does that mean for us? Did that just make us their enemies?” 
 
    “I have no idea. It sure doesn’t help.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s better if they don’t find out we’re here to see him.” 
 
    “What makes you think they don’t already know? Maybe the leader isn’t the only one who speaks our language.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I should keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    While waiting for the leader to return, Karliss got a chance to look around at their surroundings. They were in a room forty or fifty paces across with a high ceiling. Floor, walls and ceiling all seemed to be made of crystal, and all glowed with a soft, yellow light. It didn’t look like the crystal had been carved or worked in any way. All the surfaces were perfectly smooth, the angles all precise. There were no decorations. He saw no doorways other than the opening that the leader had disappeared through. Like the rest of the place, it appeared to be naturally occurring. What sort of place was this? Did all the Lementh live here, or only the Lementh’koy? Did they Shape it somehow? 
 
    The leader returned then. With him was another Lementh’koy. This one was taller and instead of wearing armor, he was wearing a long robe made of gauzy material unlike anything Karliss had ever seen. On his forehead was a deep blue tattoo, a stylized symbol of some sort. Hanging around his neck was a large medallion on a braided thong. Karliss guessed he was a priest or shaman. 
 
    His expression was cold and haughty. He didn’t so much as glance at either Karliss or Fen, as if they were too far beneath him to be noticed. As he approached, he made a slight gesture with his hand. The guards instantly sprang into action, grabbing Karliss and Fen by the arms, lifting them to their feet and hustling them off to the side out of the way. 
 
    He bent over Aislin and began prodding her with his long, knobby fingers. He opened her mouth and looked inside. Then he moved down to where she had been bitten. When he touched the spot, he jerked back with an exclamation. A rapid exchange with the leader of the guards followed. Karliss didn’t understand a single word, but his impression was that the priest was alarmed by what he’d learned. It was around this time that the Shaper walked over to the pool, slid into it, and disappeared. None of the Lementh’koy paid any attention to it, except to move out of its way. 
 
    The priest placed his fingers on either side of Aislin’s head and closed his eyes. The Lementh’koy went still, watching him. After a time he took his hands away. He spoke to the leader again. Karliss caught the name “Golgath” twice and moved closer to Fen. 
 
    “I think they believe us now.” 
 
    “Took long enough,” Fen growled. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you? You don’t sound like the Fen I know. You sound like you’re about ready to attack all of them.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just don’t like these creatures for some reason. There’s…something about them that’s wrong. Don’t you feel it?” 
 
    “I don’t feel anything one way or the other. I’m thinking if someone crashed into my camp, I’d point a spear at them too.” 
 
    Fen grunted. “Be ready. We still might have to fight our way out of this.” 
 
    “I sure hope not. I’m not going to be much use to you down here.” He could barely sense a small current of Sky power, and he wasn’t sure how much it would yield. 
 
    The priest stood up and spoke to the guards, one of whom picked Aislin up and slung her over his shoulder, following the priest as he started to walk away. Fen started after her, Karliss following. The guards bunched up and leveled their spears at them. 
 
    “I’m following her,” Fen said to the leader. “You’ll have to stab me to stop me.” His eyes glittered, and he leaned forward slightly. “I’ll tell you this. It’s not going to end well for you if you do. I’m not easy to stab.” 
 
    The guards exchanged looks. The leader’s eyes widened. He glanced over his shoulder at the departing priest, saw no help there. He lowered his spear and stepped aside. The other guards looked at him, then did the same. 
 
    “I have to tell you, this new Fen is kind of scary,” Karliss said. “How did you know they’d back down?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    Karliss got the feeling that part of Fen wished they hadn’t. “It probably makes it easier knowing they wouldn’t actually be able to stab you. Next time try to remember that I don’t have the same ability.” 
 
    Fen’s reply was a noncommittal grunt. 
 
    “Okay, then,” Karliss said. “I’m glad we could have this talk.” 
 
    Aislin was carried down a narrow, angular hallway that began to descend. The floor was as smooth as glass, but even as the angle grew steeper it never felt slippery at all. The hallway opened up into a vast chamber after a time, the ceiling and walls receding. Clumps of crystals sprouted from the walls and ceiling. 
 
    They made their way deeper into the chamber, and the structure began to change. No longer was the floor smooth. Here and there chunks of coarse black stone jutted up from the floor, some of them quite large. The precise angles gave way to randomness. The light changed also, becoming first orange, then red. It grew hotter and soon Karliss was sweating freely. 
 
    Then the crystal ended completely, and they were walking on raw stone. Some kind of dark green moss grew on the stone in huge clumps. Beetles crawled over the moss and scuttled into holes in it. 
 
    The chamber ended at a large pool of water that was ringed by mineral deposits. There was a strong smell of sulfur, and the pool was bubbling. The water was an unhealthy-looking yellow color. 
 
    The priest gestured, and the guard carried Aislin up to the pool. The guard set Aislin in the pool, where she floated on her back, her white-blond hair swirling around her. The priest knelt on the edge of the pool and bowed his head. The other Lementh’koy all did the same, though the guards kept their spears trained on the two of them. The priest held his hands up and began chanting. The chant echoed off the walls and ceiling, doubling back on itself until it sounded like a dozen priests instead of one. Karliss felt a cold prickle on the back of his neck. There was power here, of a kind he wasn’t familiar with, and it was waking up. 
 
    The priest took a long, thin knife from his sleeve. Fen tensed. It looked to be made of the same white material as the spears. Taking Aislin’s leg in one hand, he made a long, shallow cut on Aislin’s calf, through the bite marks. 
 
    Fen hissed, and Karliss put his hand on his arm. “We’ve come here for their help. We have to trust them now.” Fen gave him a dark look but said nothing. 
 
    Black fluid began to run out of Aislin’s leg. The water roiled as something toothy and eellike rose to the surface. It was about as long as a man’s arm, pale and eyeless. Its jaws clamped onto Aislin’s leg, drawing another hiss from Fen. 
 
    The black veins in her neck receded first as the venom was sucked out. The ones in her arms followed. Gradually even her leg cleared up. The eel grew darker and darker as it drank the venom in. 
 
    When the venom was gone, the eel released its hold on her. Its body was completely black and swollen. It tried to swim away, then rolled over onto its back and died. The guards shifted uncomfortably, and Karliss saw a few of them making a sign with their fingers. 
 
    The guard lifted her out of the pool and laid her gently on the ground. She shuddered, her eyes opened, and she sat up. 
 
    “See?” Karliss said to Fen. “I told you there was nothing to worry about. I knew it would all work out.” He waved to Aislin. “Hey, Aislin! We’re over here. It’s good to have you back. You gave us quite a scare.” 
 
    Slowly Aislin turned her head to look at them. Karliss felt a sinking feeling in his gut. 
 
    Her eyes were yellow. 
 
    As one the Lementh’koy dropped to their knees, including the priest. “We give thanks for your return, mighty Golgath,” the priest said. 
 
    Golgath stood. He looked down at himself and frowned in disgust. 
 
    “Uh…Aislin?” Karliss said. “You in there?” 
 
    The yellow eyes lifted and fixed on him. They narrowed. In a voice of the dead sea he said, “Kill them.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    The Lementh’koy sprang to their feet and turned on them. Spears were raised. Ripples of green power rolled down their lengths. 
 
    Fen and Karliss took a step back. “You don’t mean that,” Karliss said. “Come on, Aislin. It’s us. You remember us, don’t you?” 
 
    Golgath raised a hand, and the guards stopped their advance. “I remember you,” he said. 
 
    Karliss sighed. “That’s a relief.” 
 
    To the guards, Golgath said, “They are dangerous. Do not hold back. Throw their bodies to the krillen once they are dead.” 
 
    “It looks like we fight after all,” Fen said grimly, settling himself into a battle crouch. His hands began to glow deep red. The glow spread quickly up his forearms and clear to his shoulders. Small flames crackled across his skin. 
 
    “You don’t have to sound so happy about it,” Karliss said, backing away. He was desperately seeking a current of Sky power he could tap into but there was so little around. He had a feeling this was going to get ugly. 
 
    The Lementh’koy guards spread out and began to close in. Coming in behind them was the priest, chanting loudly, his hands weaving intricate patterns in the air, a green nimbus building around them. Karliss was certain whatever he was cooking up was going to be bad. He shifted to the side, placing himself somewhat behind Fen, who was glowing brighter by the moment. Hopefully, he could stay alive long enough to at least do a little damage. 
 
    “Any thoughts about running?” Karliss asked. Fen didn’t answer. It was a dumb idea anyway. There was nowhere to go, was there? Finally, Karliss managed to tap into a meager current of Sky power. It wasn’t much, but he managed to make up a couple of discs from it. It was a lot better than nothing anyway. 
 
    There was a disturbance in the pool, and a figure emerged from it. He looked similar to the Lementh’koy, the same slight build and bulbous eyes, but his yellow skin was streaked with faded green and white instead of blue. His hands were empty, and he wore only a simple shift of some thin material, hanging to mid-thigh, belted at the waist. 
 
    “Am I too late for the fun?” he said brightly. 
 
    Golgath cursed and hisses rose from the guards, half of which turned to face him. The priest moved to put himself between Golgath and the newcomer. 
 
    The newcomer frowned. “It doesn’t look like you’re happy to see me. Am I in the wrong place?” He looked around. “No, this is definitely the right place.” 
 
    “Leave,” the priest warned. “You’re not wanted here, Ya’Shi. You interfere in matters that do not concern you.” 
 
    “How do you know what concerns me? Even I don’t know most of the time.” 
 
    “By the terms of the treaty with our brethren, the Lementh’kal, this is our home now. You risk war between our people by coming here.” 
 
    Ya’Shi waved him off. “Foo on your treaty. I never signed any treaty. What is a treaty anyway but silly words? Besides, I’ll only be here for a short while. I came to collect my friends.” 
 
    Golgath pushed the priest aside and faced Ya’Shi. “This is sacred ground. They cannot be allowed to leave.” 
 
    “Sacred? To who? You?” Ya’Shi put his hands on his hips and tilted his head to the side. “There’s something different about you, Golgath. You’ve changed something since the last time I saw you. What is it? Is it your hair?” His lipless mouth turned up in a smile. “That must be it. Last time I saw you, you didn’t have any hair. Now you seem to have a lot. It’s good for you, makes you look more…” He searched for the word. “Human?” 
 
    “You dare to insult our god?” the priest snapped, flinging out his hands. A crackling, snapping web of energy flew out, spreading wide in mid-air, heading right for Ya’Shi. 
 
    Ya’Shi seemed barely to move, but the web missed him completely and fell into the pool. He glanced over at it. “Was that for me?” 
 
    The priest snarled and rushed at him, knives appearing in both hands. Ya’Shi sidestepped him and, though it happened so quickly Karliss couldn’t tell exactly what happened, somehow the priest tripped and ended up falling into the pool. 
 
    Golgath drew himself up. “You should know better than to challenge me, Ya’Shi. I am the god of the Sea, old before you were born.” The pool foamed as bizarre, toothy creatures surfaced in it. Shadowy things coiled down from the ceiling. “I will—” 
 
    Before he could finish, Ya’Shi moved. Once again, he appeared to barely exert himself, yet somehow he ended up standing right in front of Golgath. 
 
    “Hush, Golgath,” he said softly. “It’s too soon for you.” He reached out and tapped Golgath lightly on the forehead. 
 
    Golgath staggered backwards, putting his hands up to his forehead… 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin blinked and found herself standing on an alien shore. The sand was black, the waves high and fierce. Thick trees with long, sickle-shaped fronds ringed the beach, water dripping from them. The sun seemed too large, too low overhead. The air was hot and hazy. Except for her, the beach was deserted. 
 
    “What am I doing here?” she wondered aloud. Her voice sounded muted to her, unfamiliar. 
 
    She thought back, trying to recall what came before. She remembered fighting the spidery things and being bitten. She looked down at her leg and saw no wound. After that, nothing. 
 
    But there was more. She was sure of it. She closed her eyes, concentrating. Fragmented images came to her. 
 
    Waking up in a pool of water that was unlike any water she’d ever known. It fairly seethed with Seaforce. She knew somehow that it was one of the Source Pools, those places where Seaforce gathered. She’d been healed by it. 
 
    But it was no longer her. 
 
    “Golgath took over,” she said. 
 
    “You figured it out!” a voice said cheerfully. 
 
    Aislin turned and saw a Lementh’kal standing there with a big smile on his face. Though she had seen him only once before, he was familiar to her. “Ya’Shi.” 
 
    He bowed. “At your service.” 
 
    She frowned. “Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    The smile disappeared. “Now you’re making me sad.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I didn’t bring you here. You brought yourself.” He shook his head. “No, that’s not right. Better to say neither of us is here.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she demanded, feeling herself grow angry. Something important was happening, and he was being foolish. 
 
    He leaned close, which was odd, because a moment ago he’d been standing several paces away. “There is no here, here.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense.” 
 
    “Really? How about now?” 
 
    She stomped her foot. “Where are we?” 
 
    He looked around. “Some place you made up. It’s rather pretty.” 
 
    Aislin bent and took up a handful of sand, letting it run through her fingers. “You’re crazy. I didn’t make this up.” 
 
    “Sad,” he said, hanging his head. “I thought you’d figured it out. Oh well, I’ll be going then.” He turned and started to walk away. 
 
    “Wait!” She ran after him, suddenly desperate not to be left here alone. He ignored her and kept walking. Though he seemed to be taking his time, she found that she couldn’t catch up to him, no matter how hard she ran. Finally, she stopped and stood with her hands on her knees, breathing hard. 
 
    “Don’t leave me,” she said. 
 
    He turned back around. His eyes looked very bright. They were almost blinding. She blinked. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked her. 
 
    “One of those things bit me.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    She felt suddenly angry. “You don’t know what it’s been like!” she yelled. “He never stops. He’s always pushing. I can’t take it anymore.” 
 
    “So you…?” 
 
    Her anger evaporated. In its place was a great sadness. She’d lost something important. But her stubbornness remained. “It’s not my fault.” 
 
    “So you…?” 
 
    She buried her face in her hands. “I gave up.” 
 
    She felt him patting her on the shoulder, his touch as light as a butterfly. “You gave up. It’s what you wanted to do all along, isn’t it?” 
 
    She pushed his hand away. “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Back to that, are we? Well, whatever makes you unhappy.” He turned away again. 
 
    She reached after him desperately. “It is what I wanted to do!” she cried. “I’m so tired. I’m so afraid.” 
 
    “Letting go is so much easier, isn’t it?” he asked. “Everything becomes so simple.” He gestured at the sea. “You can swim here endlessly. All alone. No one will ever bother you again. It’s what you always wanted, to be left alone. No more trying to understand people. No more feeling like a stranger. No more worrying about those you love. You’re free forever.” 
 
    At his words a great loneliness fell over her like a thick blanket. She could barely stand. Feelings too raw and uncertain to grasp raced around inside her. 
 
    “No,” she said brokenly. “I don’t want to lose them.” She felt tears running down her face. “I don’t want to be alone.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked her, cocking his head to the side, studying her intently. “Because I remember you saying those same things many times. I remember you running from those who tried to love you many times. This must have been where you were running to.” 
 
    She swallowed. “You’re right. I was running.” She raised her eyes to his and clenched her fists. “But I’m done running. I know what I want now.” 
 
    “Great! Such good news,” he said brightly. “I’ll see you back with the others then.” Once again, he turned away. 
 
    “Wait! I don’t know how to get back.” 
 
    He turned back, an irritated look on his face. “You’re being very difficult today, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not,” she protested. “I really don’t know how to get back. Tell me how.” A moment later she added, “Please?” 
 
    “It’s very simple. It’s your body. Take it back from him. Put Golgath back where he belongs.” 
 
    “You make it sound so easy.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. It looked very strange on him. “It is easy.” 
 
    “He’s the god of the Sea! He’s too powerful. His grip is too strong.” 
 
    “He’s old, that’s what he is. Old and foolish and weak. You, on the other hand, are young and strong. It’s all very simple. The choice is yours and yours alone.” 
 
    With that, he faded away and was gone. 
 
    Aislin stood there, knowing he was right. Golgath was the past. She was the future. It was her body, not his. She raised her face to the sky. 
 
    “That’s enough,” she said firmly. “I told you I would let you out when this was over. Not before. Give me back my body!” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    For a long moment everyone stood there as if frozen, watching as Golgath stood there with his eyes closed, swaying. 
 
    When the eyes opened, they were no longer yellow. It was Aislin again who stood there. She blinked as she looked around the room. 
 
    “Where am I?” she asked. 
 
    “It worked!” Ya’Shi cried. “You’re not Golgath anymore!” He threw out his arms and moved toward her as if to hug her. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she said, putting her hand out to stop him. 
 
    “But I thought you’d be happy to see me again,” he said, drooping visibly. “After the way I helped you.” He sniffled a little. It sounded very odd coming from him, a human affectation that he hadn’t mimicked quite correctly. 
 
    “You really didn’t help very much,” she said. “Mostly you said nonsense. Mama said that’s what you always do.” 
 
    He brightened. “Yes, your mother. The estimable Netra.” 
 
    Aislin regarded him skeptically. “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “It means that she’s…well, it means that she is the sort of person who…” He waved his hands in dismay and looked over at Karliss and Fen. “A little help here?” 
 
    “I don’t think now is a good time for this,” Fen said. 
 
    “You don’t? Why not?” 
 
    “Because…them.” Fen gestured at the guards, all of them holding their spears at the ready. They looked uncertain, eyes moving from Ya’Shi to the priest, who had clambered out of the pool and was standing there dripping. 
 
    “Don’t pay any attention to them,” Ya’Shi said. “They’re grumpy a lot.” In a loud whisper he said, “Their god died, got eaten by worms from the Abyss. They still haven’t gotten over it.” 
 
    The priest’s face darkened. “You do not belong here. You have interfered in matters that do not concern you.” 
 
    “Don’t get fussy. I’m here to see my friends.” Ya’Shi took Aislin’s arm and guided her over to where Fen and Karliss stood. 
 
    “You will regret this,” the priest said. There was the sound of running feet and dozens of Lementh’koy came running up behind them, all of them armed. 
 
    “That’s unpleasant,” Ya’Shi said, ducking behind Fen. “Send them away, will you?” 
 
    “What?” Fen asked. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “No, he isn’t,” Aislin said irritably. “He’s clowning. That’s what he does.” 
 
    “What else do you want from me?” Ya’Shi asked. “I’m so old.” He stepped out from behind Fen. If Karliss hadn’t known better, he’d have thought Ya’Shi had been replaced by someone else altogether. He was bent over, his skin nearly white, leaning on a cane. He looked so feeble Karliss nearly reached out to help him. 
 
    His transformation had the opposite effect on the Lementh’koy. Their gill flaps flared out from the sides of their necks. Hissing, they fell back and dropped into defensive crouches, spears up and ready. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Karliss asked Fen. “Do you know?” 
 
    “They’re afraid of him,” Fen said. 
 
    “Please,” Ya’Shi said to the priest as he hobbled toward him, one shaking hand held out. “We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “Leave here,” the priest ordered, backing away. The guards on either side stepped back too. “You can take those two with you if you want, but she stays with us. She belongs to us.” 
 
    “No!” Aislin said sharply, stepping forward. “I don’t belong to anyone. I told you I would return to you when this is over. It is not yet over.” 
 
    “This is not for you to dec—” 
 
    Aislin stamped her foot. “ENOUGH!” she roared. The sound of her voice was deafening. Karliss flinched and put his hands to his ears. The whole cavern shook with the power of it. Stones fell from the ceiling, and geysers of water shot up out of the pool. The hair on Karliss’ arms stood up. He felt like a fly before the power of the storm. As one the Lementh’koy went to their knees once again, heads bowed. 
 
    Aislin walked up to stand over the priest. “Do you doubt me?” she growled. Hints of Golgath were in her voice. 
 
    “Forgive me, lord,” the priest said. 
 
    “Go, and trouble us no more.” 
 
    The Lementh’koy rose and hurried from the room. The priest glanced back once but said nothing. 
 
    Ya’Shi looked at Aislin and nodded appreciatively. “Neat trick, making everything shake like that. What else can you do? Can you teach me how to do that?” All sign of old age was gone. Karliss didn’t even know what he’d done with the cane. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Aislin said irritably. 
 
    “Of course, we do. We have plenty of time.” 
 
    “Are you always like this?” Fen asked him. 
 
    “Like what?” Ya’Shi asked innocently. 
 
    “This…” Fen waved his hands. “Irritating. Confusing.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s irritating,” Karliss said. “I think he’s funny.” 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Aislin told him. 
 
    “We have to find the fourth piece before the Ichthalids do,” Fen said. 
 
    “The fourth piece of what?” Ya’Shi asked. 
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t know.” 
 
    Ya’Shi crossed his arms and looked up at the ceiling. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “The fourth piece of the key,” Aislin said. 
 
    “It’s a key you’re looking for?” Ya’Shi asked. “You should have told me sooner. I love finding things. I’m very good at it. Do you think you lost it here?” As he spoke he was moving around, looking under rocks, poking around in the moss, peering into the pool. “You should be more careful with your things. Especially keys. They’re very important for unlocking locks.” 
 
    He hurried over to Fen and began patting him down. “Did you check your pockets? I often lose things in my pockets.” 
 
    “Stop that,” Fen said, trying to push him away. But he couldn’t seem to get his hands on Ya’Shi no matter how he tried. “I don’t have the key. And it’s not that kind of key anyway.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ya’Shi said, sounding hurt. He hung his head and kicked at the floor. “You don’t know until you look, though. I once lost my lunch in my pockets for days. I didn’t know it was there until I finally remembered to look.” 
 
    “Are you going to help us or not?” Fen snapped. 
 
    Ya’Shi held his hands up helplessly. “I want to, but what else can I do?” 
 
    “You could try being serious. This is very important, you know.” 
 
    “Is it? Is it really?” 
 
    Fen looked at him in disbelief. “If the Queen of Chaos gets free, she will devour everything. I think that’s pretty important.” 
 
    “It’s kind of important, I guess.” 
 
    “What could be more important than that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Lots of things.” Ya’Shi frowned. “I feel like I’ve had this conversation before.” He looked at Aislin. “With your mother, I think.” 
 
    “This is a waste of time,” Fen said. “He’s crazy.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing. It works very well for me. Look how happy I am.” He smiled broadly and did a little dance to show them. “And look at you. You’re very serious and angry. You get worked up over things that aren’t very important.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Fen’s face was getting red. “Everyone will die. How is that not important?” 
 
    Ya’Shi made a dismissive sound. “It could be worse.” 
 
    “What could be worse than that?” 
 
    “Never dying.” 
 
    “What? That doesn’t make any sense. How could that be worse?” 
 
    “Ask the Children what it’s like to never die.” 
 
    “You’re making my head hurt,” Fen said. “Talking to you is pointless.” 
 
    “But I thought you wanted my help.” 
 
    “We do,” Fen said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “All you had to do is ask. There’s no need to get so angry. It’s bad for you.” 
 
    “Just tell us where we can find Othen. That’s all we need.” 
 
    Ya’Shi shook his head sadly. “Sorry. I can’t help you there. I can’t find Othen. He shapes light, you know.” He frowned. “I’ve always wondered how he does that. He’s not like the other Shapers at all.” 
 
    “So we’re at a dead end,” Fen said to his companions. “What are we supposed to do now?” 
 
    “Wait,” Karliss said, walking over to Ya’Shi. “You said you can’t find him. That doesn’t mean you don’t know someone else who can.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ya’Shi said, holding up one finger as if a great idea had come to him. Then he faded and lowered it. “No. I don’t know anyone who can.” 
 
    Karliss thought about this. There was something there, something he was missing. Then he got it. “Do you know something that can help us?” 
 
    Ya’Shi brightened instantly. “I do! I do!” He clapped his hands and danced around a little more. Both Fen and Aislin scowled at him, but Karliss found himself smiling broadly. There was something infectious about Ya’Shi. He felt an urge to dance right along with him. 
 
    “Now I know why Mama frowns when she talks about you,” Aislin said. 
 
    “It’s a happy frown, I’m sure,” he replied. “Why, I remember a time when—” 
 
    “The help?” Fen interrupted. 
 
    “But I was about to tell a story.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure? It’s an exciting one about another time when the world was going to end.” 
 
    Fen crossed his arms and fixed him with a stern look. “I’m sure.” 
 
    “It might help you, since you’re also worried about the world ending. You humans sure worry about that a lot.” 
 
    “Just tell us how to find Othen!” Fen barked. 
 
    When he yelled, Ya’Shi threw his arms up and jumped behind Karliss, then peered over his shoulder. In Karliss’ ear he whispered, “He frightened me.” 
 
    Karliss was chuckling by then, and a glare from Fen only made him laugh harder. He did his best to keep it in, but it was difficult. 
 
    “You’re not going to yell anymore, are you?” Ya’Shi asked Fen. 
 
    Fen put his head in his hands and said something under his breath. 
 
    Ya’Shi came out from behind Karliss and crooked his finger for them to come closer. When they did, he looked around to make sure no one was listening, then spoke in a low voice. “I have a friend. She can take you.” 
 
    “What?” Fen burst out. “I thought you said no one could find Othen because he shapes light. How would your friend be able to find him?” 
 
    “Because…” Ya’Shi said proudly, standing up very straight and holding up one finger. “Because she doesn’t use her eyes. She uses this.” He tapped his nose. 
 
    Fen made a disgusted noise. “You’re playing games with us again.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m very serious, like you told me to be. Because this is very important.” He winked at Karliss as if they shared a private joke. Karliss hid another smile when Fen shot him a dark look. 
 
    “Can we go meet your friend already?” Aislin said. 
 
    “Okay, but you’ll have to promise to be quiet. She’s very old and easily startled.” 
 
    Aislin gave him a suspicious look. “Are you talking about the Ancient One? Is that who you’re taking us to see?” 
 
    “Her?” Ya’Shi snorted. “As if she ever goes anywhere. She’s still sleeping on her mountaintop. She wouldn’t be any help. She couldn’t find Othen if she was sitting on him. No, this friend is lots better. You’ll see.” 
 
    There was a narrow passage through raw stone off to the side of the pool that Karliss hadn’t noticed before. It was dark in the passage, but that didn’t seem to matter to Ya’Shi. He skipped on ahead. Fen, following him, soon bumped his head on a rock. He muttered an oath, then promptly bumped his head again. 
 
    “Here,” Aislin said. She summoned a small orb of Sea power and sent it floating ahead of them for light. 
 
    The passage opened onto another cavern, this one even larger than the last. The ceiling and far wall were lost to sight in the distance. Most of the cavern was filled by the sea. Small waves lapped a broad, curving beach of red sand. 
 
    Sitting on the sand was a giant turtle, easily fifty paces long. Its shell was crusted with barnacles and mollusks and mineral deposits. The head and the legs had been drawn into the shell and were not visible. The opening where the head would emerge was large enough that Karliss could have walked into it without bending over. 
 
    “This is her.” Ya’Shi stroked her shell. “If anyone can find Othen, she can. But you must be gentle with her. As I said, she is very old.” He rapped softly on the shell. “Hello, Annalin. Wake up. I brought some people to see you. They’re on a very important and serious mission.” 
 
    He waited. Nothing happened. He gave them an apologetic look. “You have to be patient with her. Did I mention that she’s very old? It takes her a little while to wake up sometimes.” He rapped on her shell again, a little louder this time. “Wake up, Annalin.” 
 
    Still nothing. “Are you sure she’s still alive?” Fen said. He had a point. The shell looked like it had been there for a very long time. 
 
    “Of course, she’s still alive.” Ya’Shi hesitated. “I think.” He sniffed the shell and made a face. “Nope, still alive. Only very old. I mentioned that, didn’t I?” 
 
    “More than once,” Fen grated. 
 
    “We just have to be patient and gentle with her,” Ya’Shi said. “But it will be worth it. You’ll see.” He rapped on her shell again and called out her name. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    All at once Ya’Shi seemed to snap. He began kicking her shell and beating on it with his fists. “Wake up, you dumb old turtle!” he yelled. “Wake up! We’re in a hurry. This is terribly important and serious, and you need to wake up!” 
 
    This went on for a bit until he ran out of steam and collapsed against her side, breathing hard and sweating. 
 
    “Maybe she is dead. That would explain a lot. Like why she didn’t eat the treats I brought her.” 
 
    “This is a waste of time. It’s only another one of his games,” Fen said. “We should go.” 
 
    “But you’ve come so far,” Ya’Shi protested. “At least let me feed you before you go. You must be hungry, traipsing around on all this serious business.” Over his shoulder hung a pouch that Karliss hadn’t noticed before. He reached into it and pulled out a handful of squirming beetles. They looked like the same kind of beetles he’d seen earlier, crawling around on the moss. He held out the beetles to them. 
 
    “Ugh. No,” Aislin said, turning her face away. 
 
    Ya’Shi offered them to Karliss, who said, “Thanks, but I’m not hungry.” 
 
    Suddenly what looked like a long, pink worm snaked up from behind Ya’Shi and into his outstretched hand. Ya’Shi yelped and jumped, spilling the beetles on the ground. 
 
    The turtle’s head appeared out of the gloom behind Ya’Shi. Her tongue snaked over the ground, scooping up the beetles and pulling them into her mouth. 
 
    “There you are!” Ya’Shi cried. “You shouldn’t scare me like that, you know. I’m very old, and it could be too much for me.” 
 
    The beetles gone, the turtle lifted her head, turning it to the side so she could look at them with one eye. Her eye was huge, black and depthless. Her head turned slowly as she regarded each of them in turn. Karliss had a feeling of ancient intelligence looking out from in there. This was far more than a simple animal. 
 
    “They’re friends of mine,” Ya’Shi said, “especially the big, grumpy one. They need a ride somewhere.” 
 
    A strange sound came from the turtle, a hollow, hornlike sound. 
 
    “No, they’re not good to eat,” Ya’Shi said, shaking his finger at the turtle. “What kind of question is that? You’re going to frighten them, talking like that.” 
 
    “She’s not really going to eat us, is she?” Fen asked, taking a step back. The turtle was large enough to swallow them in one gulp. 
 
    “No,” Ya’Shi said. “Most of the time she’s harmless. Unless she’s hungry.” He eyed the turtle. “You aren’t hungry, are you? You ate all the beetles.” 
 
    Another hollow horn sound. 
 
    “You better be joking. This is very serious.” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s joking,” Aislin said, walking over to the turtle and stroking her cheek. The turtle crooned when she did so. “Annalin would never hurt anyone. She’s a gentle soul.” The pink tongue emerged and touched Aislin’s cheek. She giggled. “That tickles.” 
 
    Aislin looked at the others. “Annalin is the oldest animal in the sea. There is nothing she hasn’t smelled. She’ll find Othen for us.” 
 
    “There you have it,” Ya’Shi said. “Climb on and off you go.” 
 
    “Onto her back?” Karliss said. 
 
    “Unless you’d rather ride in her stomach.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t. But I’m going to need a moment. I have to make another bubble.” Privately he wondered if he was up to it. He was still worn thin from the last one, and Sky power wasn’t easy to come by down here. 
 
    “You can do that if you want to, but you won’t need it,” Ya’Shi said. 
 
    “How could we not need it? We’re at the bottom of the sea,” Karliss said. 
 
    Ya’Shi cocked his head to the side and regarded Karliss curiously. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Because that’s where we are!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “What?” Karliss looked at Fen, who held up his hands. “Of course, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Don’t you remember leaving?” Ya’Shi asked. When Karliss looked at him blankly, he added, “The passage? The dark one you followed me down?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s…” 
 
    “Look around,” Ya’Shi said. “What do you see?” 
 
    “It’s just another big cavern.” Then Ya’Shi pointed and Karliss looked up. Instead of the cavern ceiling he saw stars. Thousands of them. He looked out over the water and faintly visible was a light on the horizon. The rising sun. He experienced a moment of extreme disorientation. He felt dizzy. Fen took hold of his arm. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know. How did we get here?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Fen said. “But here we are.” 
 
    The light was growing rapidly. Karliss looked down the shoreline and saw low hills in the distance, a large, curving bay and a small island. He turned to Ya’Shi. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. I brought you to my friend for help is all.” 
 
    “You’re something else,” Karliss said. “I’m glad I met you.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” Ya’Shi said, patting his arm gently. “But I think your friend is ready to get going. You don’t want to keep him waiting.” 
 
    Karliss turned and saw that Fen was climbing onto the turtle’s back. Aislin was already up there, sitting at the base of Annalin’s neck. He looked back at Ya’Shi. “Someday I’d like to have a chance to talk to you some more.” 
 
    “It could happen,” Ya’Shi replied. “But you still have to save the world.” 
 
    “Can we, you think?” 
 
    “No one else can.” 
 
    “Not even you?” 
 
    “Maybe. If I could be bothered. But I gave up important things long ago. Serious things too.” 
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    Aislin found a spot right at the base of Annalin’s neck where there was a little indentation that seemed made for her. She could sit there and lean against the turtle’s neck. The leathery skin was oddly cool. It felt comfortable. It felt safe. She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she’d felt safe. For some time, she simply sat there, enjoying the feeling, the sun on her face, the breeze in her hair. Fen and Karliss were at the other end of the turtle, sitting together, talking about something. The sun climbed high into the sky. 
 
    At some point, without really meaning to, she began talking to Annalin. The words, once they started coming out, simply kept coming, tumbling over each other like small stones at the bottom of a swift stream. 
 
    “I’m scared. I don’t know what I’m going to do. If we survive the Devourers, I’m supposed to go back to the Lementh’koy and give them their god back. If I don’t, they will die out. But if I do, what happens to me? Will there be any of me left, or will I die out too?” Her voice broke a little at the end, and she wiped at her eyes, annoyed with herself for crying. 
 
    Annalin’s head swiveled, and one depthless eye fixed on Aislin. 
 
    “I can feel him inside me right now. He’s trying to get out, to take over. I’m tired of fighting him. He never gives up. He never goes away. Sometimes I want to give up. It would be so easy.” 
 
    She pulled her knees up and rested her forehead on them. “What am I fighting for anyway? I don’t belong anywhere. I can’t live in the sea anymore. Not all the time anyway. I can’t live in Qarath. It’s so confusing and noisy. I don’t understand people, and they don’t understand me. I went to a party, and I almost killed everyone there. What if I had? Would they kill me then?” 
 
    A low crooning sound came from Annalin. Aislin looked up at her. “Does any of this make sense to you?” Another croon. “Mama and Liv seem so far away now. They almost don’t seem real, like they’re people someone told me about one time.” She looked at Fen and Karliss. Karliss was lying on his back, sleeping. Fen was staring into the water. “I’m not sure they’re real either. Fen is so stern. Something is bothering him, but I don’t know what it is. I don’t even know how to ask. And Karliss, well, he’s like a butterfly. I can’t get a hold of him.” 
 
    She sighed. “I don’t know who I am. I don’t know what I want. No one ever seems to ask me. All they care about is what I can do to stop the Devourers. The Lementh’koy want something from me too. But no one seems to care what I want. 
 
    “Sometimes I don’t care at all. I feel like the Devourers can just eat everything. What difference does it make to me? Other times they make me really angry. This isn’t their world. They don’t belong here. I want to crush them all.” 
 
    She stopped, her words all spent. Annalin crooned, and the pink tongue emerged and swiped across her face. Aislin wiped her face. “That’s gross, you know.” 
 
    Another croon. Aislin leaned against the leathery neck. “I wish Treylen was here. He’d know what to say. He always knows what to say.” 
 
    The next croon was questioning. 
 
    “What would he say? Something confusing probably. How I care about people more than I want to admit or something stupid like that. Then I’d get mad and stomp off, but after a while it would make sense, and I’d come back. He’s almost as irritating as Ya’Shi.” She stroked Annalin’s beak. “I guess it’s something I have to figure out, isn’t it? I’m on my own.” 
 
    Annalin turned her head to look at Fen and Karliss. Aislin, following the motion, sighed and said, “Okay. Not completely alone.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin awakened early the next morning with Annalin nuzzling her. “What is it?” she asked, sitting up. Annalin crooned and turned her head to face forward. The faint glow of sunrise was building in the east. To the north, dimly visible, was a thick fog bank. Aislin stared at it for a while. Something about it seemed unusual. Could this be their destination? 
 
    She went and awakened the other two. Fen sat up, instantly alert. Karliss groaned and tried to push her away. 
 
    “I think we’re here.” When she said that, Karliss sat up right away, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “You really think Othen is in there?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aislin said. “But there’s something weird about it.” 
 
    Fen looked around. There was no sign of land, but there were a number of large pieces of ice floating in the sea. “The fog bank is big enough to hide a small island. And didn’t you say in your vision you saw ice floating in the water?” he asked Karliss. 
 
    “I did.” Karliss looked around. “This looks right, I guess.” 
 
    “Either way, it’s where Annalin is taking us,” Aislin said. 
 
    The fog bank drew closer. Without talking about it, the three of them gathered closely together in the middle of the turtle’s shell, all of them staring as the first tendrils of fog snaked around them. 
 
    The sun began rising as they entered the fog bank. The fog was like a thick, wet blanket. Soon water glistened on the turtle’s back. It dripped from Aislin’s hair. The fog was so thick that the edges of the turtle shell were lost, the huge head only dimly visible. Karliss said something, but the fog muffled his words, and Aislin wasn’t paying attention anyway. 
 
    A loud splash came from off to their right. At least that’s where she thought it came from. The fog distorted sounds, making them hard to pinpoint. Aislin considered slipping into the water to investigate. She felt vulnerable and exposed up here on the turtle’s back. But she had an uneasy feeling that if she left the turtle’s back, she’d never find her way back. There were cries of unseen birds overhead, though they weren’t any birds that Aislin was familiar with. 
 
    “What’s that?” Karliss said, pointing. 
 
    “I didn’t see anything,” Fen replied. Aislin didn’t either. “Are you sure you’re not imagining things?” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Karliss said, looking around worriedly. “I don’t like this fog. I should have flown over it before we entered it. Maybe I could have seen something.” 
 
    “And maybe you would have gotten lost. It’s best we stay together,” Fen said. 
 
    “You say that a lot,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Because I believe it. If we’re going to win this war, it’s going to be as a team. I think we’ve all seen the limits of fighting alone.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you two followed me under the sea,” Aislin said. She poked Karliss. “I was sure he would be too afraid to go.” 
 
    Karliss scoffed. “I was never afraid.” 
 
    “That’s not true. Even I could see you were afraid. That was why your bubbles kept popping.” 
 
    “Did everyone realize that but me?” 
 
    “It wasn’t that hard,” Fen said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Aislin said. 
 
    They both looked at her, surprised. “Did you just say what I think you said…?” Karliss began. 
 
    “Don’t make a big deal about it,” she said crossly. “I’m glad you came after me is all. I might not have…made it back without you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Fen said. 
 
    “I’d say it was my pleasure,” Karliss added, “but I hated it. I never want to go down there again.” He shivered at the memory. 
 
    “How did you know where Lementh-home was?” Aislin asked. 
 
    Karliss smacked Fen on the shoulder. “This big idiot summoned a Sea Shaper. He led us to it.” 
 
    “You were able to use a word of power?” she asked. “I thought that was dangerous.” 
 
    Fen waved it off. “It wasn’t that—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Karliss said. “You don’t get to do the modest thing this time. The truth is that it nearly killed him. I tried to make him stop, but you know how he is.” 
 
    “You did all that for me?” Aislin asked, struck suddenly by the magnitude of what they’d done. 
 
    “I would do it again in a heartbeat,” Fen said seriously. “For both of you. I want you to know that. You can count on me.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “You’re being all noble and self-sacrificing, and it makes me look bad.” 
 
    “I think you make you look bad.” 
 
    “Which means I don’t need any help.” 
 
    Fen replied, but Aislin had stopped listening. She felt on the verge of grasping something Treylen had tried to explain to her, something that had never really made sense. She’d never really understood why people did things for other people when it didn’t directly benefit the one who was doing. But now it was as if something had shifted somewhat and what had been hidden was now partially visible. 
 
    “Now I’m sure I see something,” Karliss said. “Right there.” As Karliss pointed, the fog parted slightly, giving them a brief glimpse of black rocks with waves crashing against them. “It’s hard to be sure, but I think that’s the same island I saw in the Music.” 
 
    “Annalin did it,” Aislin said, coming out of her thoughts. “I never doubted her.” She patted the turtle’s shell. Now that they were getting close, she was reluctant to get off. She was going to miss the old turtle. There was something calming about her. She felt comfortable around her in a way she never had before. 
 
    The fog closed, once again hiding the island, but the sound of waves crashing against rocks grew louder and closer. All at once it was like they passed through a curtain. They broke through into sunlight. Ahead of them was a small island of jagged black rock, rising sheer from the water. Cliffs surrounded it on all sides, and a sharp spire jutted up in the center. There appeared to be no plants on the island, the only sign of life large birds with brilliant orange beaks, circling the peak. Two of the birds spotted them and flew their way. They swooped low, beady yellow eyes staring at them. 
 
    “I don’t see anywhere to land,” Karliss said. “I’ll have to fly us.” 
 
    “Don’t do anything just yet,” Fen said. “Let’s see what the turtle does first.” 
 
    “Annalin,” Aislin said. “That’s her name.” 
 
    Annalin turned left and began to circle the island. The waves were high, but they only barely rocked the huge turtle. Mist sprayed over them as waves broke against the shell. Partway around the island an opening in the cliffs appeared, water foaming around it. 
 
    “It’s going to be a tight fit,” Karliss observed. “I don’t know if she can make it through there.” 
 
    “She’ll make it. Don’t worry,” Aislin said. “Annalin knows exactly what she’s doing.” 
 
    There were only a few hand widths to spare on either side, but the turtle did fit into the opening. It was dark in there, the ceiling low overhead. Aislin could hear something scurrying around in the rocks. A hundred paces ahead watery sunlight marked the far end of the passage. They made it through without incident and emerged into a small, circular bay, surrounded on all sides by sheer cliffs, a narrow beach on the far side. 
 
    Walking along the beach with his head down, his hands clasped behind his back, was a man. He had long, flowing white hair and was wearing a gray robe that brushed the ground. A moment later Aislin changed her mind. His hair wasn’t long after all. It was very short and black. He looked like he was wearing leather trousers, and there was a long scarf around his neck. 
 
    “This might sound kind of strange,” Karliss said. “But I can’t tell what he looks like. Can either of you?” 
 
    “At first I thought he was dressed like a soldier. He was even wearing a sword,” Fen said. “But now I think he looks more like a farmer.” 
 
    “It must be Othen then,” Karliss said. “Who else could do that?” 
 
    “Who else would live here?” Aislin said. 
 
    Othen looked up as they approached, and his expression clouded. Confusion warred with consternation as the turtle glided up to him and crunched to a stop on the sand. The three companions clambered down off her back. 
 
    “How came you here?” Othen said. “My dwelling is hidden.” 
 
    “Not from Annalin,” Aislin said, moving over to stand beside the turtle’s head. The turtle was regarding Othen placidly. 
 
    “You must leave at once. There is no place for mortals here.” 
 
    “We will,” Fen said. “But we need some information first.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything for you,” Othen replied. “Goodbye.” Mists began to swirl up from the ground around his feet, obscuring him. 
 
    “Wait!” Karliss cried. “Please. This is important. Everything depends on it.” 
 
    The mists slowed. His upper body was still visible. “What information could I possibly have and why should I share it with you?” 
 
    “A great danger threatens,” Fen said. 
 
    Othen waved his hand. “Bah. Dangers come and go. They mean less than the wind.” He gave Karliss an odd look as he said this. 
 
    “It will consume you too. The Devourers leave nothing in their wake,” Fen said. “Chaos devours all.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to frighten me into helping you?” 
 
    “Maybe frighten isn’t the right word,” Fen admitted. 
 
    “You don’t understand. If the Devourers bring oblivion, I welcome it.” 
 
    “You…welcome it?” Karliss asked, confused. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “This world has no meaning to me anymore. Check that. It has never had any meaning to me. There is no purpose, no point to it all. I have no purpose here. I want nothing from it but to be free of it.” 
 
    Aislin was finding it hard to look at him while he talked. It was like her eyes kept sliding off him. It took real effort to keep turning her attention back to him. From their peculiar expressions, she guessed the other two were experiencing the same thing. And every time she looked back at him, he looked different. Now he was a hunched-over old man. Moments later he was little more than a child, defiant and angry. 
 
    “Yet once you did,” Karliss said. “Before Ilsith stole your memories and robbed you and all the Shapers of your purpose.” 
 
    “Ilsith? The shadow creature which clings to Lowellin?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    For the first time a flicker of interest showed in his eyes. “What do you know of Ilsith?” 
 
    “He is a Devourer from the Abyss. He was here from the beginning. He murdered the masters and stole your memories.” 
 
    Othen walked toward them. Now he looked like a tall, broad-shouldered man with dark, bushy hair. His expression was grim. “How come you to know these things, if they are true at all?” 
 
    “I saw it in a vision,” Karliss said. “The masters put the Shapers on this world to protect the key. You do have a purpose. You just had it stolen from you.” 
 
    Othen stared hard at Karliss, then shook his head. “No. I do not believe it.” 
 
    “Yet, it is true,” Fen said. “And now the Devourers have come. They have broken free of the Abyss. They seek the key.” 
 
    Othen closed his eyes, listening to something. He opened his eyes. “There is something there. Songs I have never heard before. Songs that moan of the Abyss.” 
 
    “There are three of them,” Fen said, “along with creatures they have loosed into our world.” 
 
    Othen turned sharp eyes on him. “This key. What does it do?” 
 
    “It unlocks the Abyss. With it they will free the Queen of Chaos.” 
 
    Othen’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Reclaim your purpose,” Fen said. “Help us stop them. As you were meant to do.” 
 
    Emotions flickered across his face, his visage changing with each one. In the span of heartbeats, he went from demure young girl, to fiercely-bearded warrior, to ancient crone. “So be it,” he said at last. “What is it you need from me?” 
 
    “We need to find the fourth piece, the piece that the key fits into. But it’s hidden, and we don’t know where it is.” 
 
    “This world has no secrets that I cannot find. Follow me.” Othen led the way to a faint trail that climbed up the cliffs. The trail was narrow and slippery from the mists, but passable. They reached the top of the cliffs and followed the trail along a narrow escarpment with a steep drop on both sides. The wind picked up and howled around them. Once it felt to Aislin as if it was trying to grab her, to carry her away. Karliss put his hand on her shoulder, and the wind receded to a frustrated hiss. 
 
    The trail led to the sharp spire at the center of the small island and then wound around and up it. The trail grew very steep, and the stone underfoot was slippery with moisture. Aislin stumbled and nearly fell. Fen, walking in front of her, said, “Take hold of my belt.” 
 
    Aislin did so, knowing she’d never make it to the top on her own. Fen never so much as slipped, though after a time the trail seemed to lead straight upwards. His feet seemed almost glued to the stone, and Aislin supposed that in a way it was true. She wondered what it would be like to feel such connection to stone. It seemed so heavy to her, unimaginable in its weight. 
 
    At the top of the spire, there was a small, flat area. The fog was thinner up here and Aislin could see in every direction. The sun had risen. Thick clouds massed to the south, lightning flickering in their depths. 
 
    “How does this work?” Karliss asked Othen. “How will you find the last piece?” 
 
    “Everything in this world, every stone, every tree, every person, has its own song,” the Shaper replied. “You just have to know how to listen for it.” 
 
    He took up a spot in the center and closed his eyes. The three companions moved back, not knowing what it was he was going to do and not wanting to interfere. He stood motionless for some time, head tilted to one side, then turned slightly and repeated the process. Again he turned slightly and listened. The sun rose higher into the sky and disappeared behind some clouds. A pattering of rain swept across them. 
 
    Othen had gone about halfway around the circle before he grunted and opened his eyes. He pointed west and somewhat south. “It lies that way.” He looked at them as if wondering why they were still there. 
 
    “We’ll need a little more than that,” Fen said. 
 
    “I could show you,” Othen said, “but it would mean nothing to you.” He pointed at Karliss. “It might to you. Come here. I will show you.” 
 
    Karliss glanced at the other two, then approached the Shaper. Othen reached out and touched his forehead. At the contact, a vision burst into his mind with utter clarity. 
 
    He saw a place of thick, heavy growth, huge trees draped with vines, water everywhere. In the midst was a stone structure, all but swallowed by the jungle, a pyramid, with a stone statue on the top. 
 
    “It is in there,” Othen said, taking his hand away. 
 
    Karliss blinked as the vision faded. 
 
    “Can you find it?” Fen asked. 
 
    Karliss nodded. “Now that I’ve seen it, the aranti can.” 
 
    “Then I have served my purpose in this,” Othen said. “I trust you will be gone soon.” He started down the trail. The mists swirled and before he had gone a dozen steps he had disappeared from sight. 
 
    “What did you see?” Aislin asked. 
 
    Karliss started to tell them what he had seen, but Fen stopped him. He looked around, then motioned the other two to come closer. “Since I saw Ilsith outside the inn that night, I’ve been thinking. We don’t know where he is, or how closely he is watching us, but I think we should assume the worst. He might be listening at this very moment. If we can keep him from finding out what we know, so much the better.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Here’s what I think we should do. Don’t tell us what you saw. Just find the place and take us there as fast as you can. With luck, Ilsith won’t be able to keep up. We’ll have some time to get hold of the piece and figure out what to do with it.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Aislin said. 
 
    “How do you think he follows us?” Karliss asked. “I get that he can move through shadows, but doesn’t he need to know where to move to?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know how the hounds keep following us either. What matters, though, is that we probably won’t have the last piece for very long before someone shows up and tries to take it. That means we need to decide what we’re going to do before we get there.” He looked at Aislin, then at Karliss. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Not really,” Karliss said. “I’m not really much for planning. I usually sort of keep moving and see what happens.” 
 
    “Aislin?” 
 
    “It would be best if we broke it.” She frowned, remembering what happened when Rome tried to destroy the piece she had. “But I don’t know if we can.” 
 
    “Let’s hope we can. It’s going to get ugly is we can’t.” 
 
    “How are you going to break it?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “First, I’ll try to crush it with stone. If that doesn’t work, I’ll hit it with raw Stone power.” 
 
    “Maybe we should all hit it at once,” Karliss suggested. 
 
    “I think we should try that last. We don’t know what will happen if we combine all three powers at once. They might react violently to each other.” 
 
    “You mean we could cause a big bang,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I don’t know what we might cause. These are the three fundamental powers that underlie our whole world. Who knows what would happen if we brought them all together.” 
 
    “There’s another possibility,” Karliss said. The other two looked at him. “We run.” 
 
    “Be serious.” 
 
    “I am. We could leave it where it is and run. I can take us to the other side of the world. We can practice, get stronger, and when we’re ready, come back and take on the Ichthalids.” 
 
    “And what if they find it during that time?” 
 
    “What if they find it because we lead them to it? I still don’t trust Ilsith. This might be a trick. Maybe everything—him rescuing us, the hounds, the weird spider things—is all just to keep us so busy running that we don’t have time to stop and wonder if we’re doing the right thing.” 
 
    “I’ve wondered that too,” Fen admitted. “It does seem like every time we slow down, something shows up and attacks us.” 
 
    “If they want a fight, I say we fight them now,” Aislin said. “This place you saw, is it near the sea?” 
 
    Karliss shook his head. “But there is a lot of water there.” 
 
    “Then if we can’t destroy it, get me to the sea,” she said fiercely. “I won’t lose to them again.” 
 
    Fen looked at them. To Karliss, he said, “You want to run.” He turned to Aislin. “And you want to fight.” 
 
    “I guess it comes down to what you want to do,” Karliss said. “Look at that. You get to tell us what to do after all, captain.” 
 
    Fen thought about it, then said, “I don’t like the idea of leaving it there unprotected. I say we find it and try to break it. If that doesn’t work, we leave, head for the sea, find a good spot to make a stand. Don’t forget, we have allies this time.” 
 
    “All the Shapers in the world,” Karliss said, and grinned. 
 
    “Now that’s settled, Karliss, why don’t you send out the aranti to find this place?” 
 
    Karliss’ smile widened. “I already did.” He waved his hands in the air. “Part of me is out there with them all the time. I can take us there whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    Fen looked at Aislin. “Are you ready?” She nodded. He turned back to Karliss. “How fast can you get us there?” 
 
    “I think I can have us there before the end of the day.” He hesitated. “But at that speed you two will…well, it won’t be pleasant. You might not survive it. But I have an idea…” 
 
    Fen groaned. “I’m not going to like this, am I?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    “You worry too much. This one’s going to work perfectly.” 
 
    “Now I feel even worse.” 
 
    “I think if I put up a bubble around you, similar to what I used to travel underwater, it will protect you.” 
 
    “You think.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t work, you can always tell me to stop.” Karliss tried to stifle a grin. 
 
    “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” Fen accused. 
 
    “It’s a problem I have.” 
 
    “Let’s get it over with. Are you ready, Aislin?” 
 
    With a gesture Karliss drew Sky power. The air around the two of them shimmered and became a hazy blue. He drew more Sky power and lifted the three of them into the air, higher by far than he had taken them before. Higher up the air was thinner and would provide less resistance. 
 
    He flew them in the direction Othen had pointed, pushing faster and faster. The speed was exhilarating, and he found himself laughing out loud from the sheer joy of it. They were above the clouds, and the sun was a hard disc. They were so high he could clearly see how the world curved. The far horizon was a hazy blue. He knew that one day he would chase that horizon. He would fly clear around the world and see everything. 
 
    Their flight drew the attention of several aranti, who raced around them, shouting and laughing. Karliss opened himself to them, seeing through their eyes, and through them to the rest of the aranti. Images flickered by one after the other, so fast they were almost a blur. Deserts, mountains, lakes, forests, cities, vast swathes of ice. Then a flash of thick, tangled vegetation with a familiar feel. He pulled his attention away from the rest and narrowed his focus to the aranti in that area only, flicking through their perspectives until he saw the stone temple from the vision. He locked in on that, altering their course to head straight for it. 
 
    Karliss wondered at the paths his life had taken. He thought of the person he’d been back when this all started. He’d been little more than a child then. His life before the war with Kasai seemed like a life lived by someone else. He missed it, and yet it didn’t fit him anymore. He’d come too far, changed too much. He remembered when the steppes had seemed limitless. Now they seemed small and cramped. They could never contain the whole of his life again. Assuming he survived this, he couldn’t imagine himself settling back with his clan and living their day-to-day life. He’d spread too far for that. 
 
    They left the sea and flew over the land. He saw a broad swath of red and orange sand dunes like a scar on the land and wondered at it. After that came low, eroded mountains, then broad plains with wide, shallow rivers curling lazily. Farms and cities dotted the plains. They came to an inland sea, bordered by tall, white cliffs. A storm was blowing over it, but they passed above the storm and were untouched by it. Beyond the sea, the land grew sharper and steeper, rising into tall, snow-topped mountains. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon by the time they crossed the mountains. On the far side the clouds hung thick, obscuring the lower slopes. Numerous rivers snaked out from the mountains, draining into a vast swath of flat land that was thickly covered in trees and all manner of vegetation. The turgid rivers flowed sullenly through it all, like broad, watery avenues cut out of the rampant plant growth. They were into the jungle that he’d seen in the vision. There was no sign of human habitation at all. No homes, no roads or clearings of any kind. The jungle ruled supreme. 
 
    Then, as the sun was beginning to slide toward the horizon, Karliss saw it. Stone, peeking up out of the trees. He pointed it out to the others and began their descent. 
 
    The blocks of stone making up the pyramid were huge, making of the place a stairway for giants. The pyramid was draped in blankets of moss, its edges rounded by time. Massive trees crowded around it, their grasping limbs clutching at its sides like an invading army besieging a city. Thick vines as big around as a person’s body snaked across the huge stone blocks and here and there a tree had found purchase between two blocks of stone, reaching up for the sunlight while its roots slowly pried the blocks apart. 
 
    What civilization had built such a thing? Karliss wondered. Where did the stone come from, and how did they bring it to this place? Was this the only thing they built, a temple alone in the middle of the wilderness, or was there a city here too, sunken beneath the mud, devoured by the voracious trees? He thought of the fur-clad people who lived by the place where he’d found the words of power. Had the piece that was hidden here drawn worshippers as that one had? Why else build a temple, if not? 
 
    At the top of the pyramid was a stone statue, twice the height of a man, depicting a fanged creature with a long tongue that wrapped halfway around its body. It had three eyes, all of them covered with a layer of moss. A tree grew crookedly from the base, tilting the statue to one side. Karliss set them down near it. 
 
    “Look at those teeth,” Karliss said. Two canines protruded from the statue’s upper jaw, curling down almost to its stomach. “I’m glad we don’t have to fight it too.” 
 
    Fen circled around the statue and rejoined them. “I don’t see any sign of the fourth piece. Where to now?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss admitted. “Othen was a little vague on anything besides this much.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s down here,” Aislin said. She was standing at the edge of the pyramid, looking down. The others joined her. A sunken stone stairway led down the side of the pyramid. 
 
    “It’s a good place to start,” Fen said, starting down the stairs. The stones were slippery with moss, and they went cautiously. Soon they passed beneath the jungle canopy, and the day grew darker. Water dripped on them from the trees overhead and pooled on the steps. Centipedes scurried from their path, squeezing between the stones and out of sight. Something ran across a tree limb right over their heads, making a whuffing sound as it went. 
 
    Fen was in the lead, and he stopped suddenly. Karliss was staring into the overhead gloom and almost ran into him. “There’s something back here.” Fen put his hands on the stone to the side and closed his eyes. “This stone is thinner than the others, and there’s an opening behind it.” 
 
    Red light glowed at his fingertips as he sank his fingers into the stone. He pulled, and the stone slid back with a crunching sound, revealing a narrow passageway, stone stairs leading steeply downward. 
 
    “Perfect,” Karliss said. “Another tight space. I can’t wait to go down there.” 
 
    “At least we got here first,” Aislin said. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Fen said. He set his hands on the wall and closed his eyes again. A moment later he opened them. “There’s someone down there.” 
 
    “Ilsith?” 
 
    “That’s my guess.” 
 
    “How did they get here before us?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen said, “but it doesn’t really matter. What matters is we’re not first. That means our plans change. We’re going to have to be ready for a fight.” He looked at the other two. “I’ll take the lead. Remember, we don’t know that it’s only Ilsith down here. The others could be with him. Once we engage, stay close together. We can shield each other that way and keep them from flanking us. Follow my lead.” 
 
    Karliss felt the rumble of Stone power. The forge-red sword appeared in Fen’s hand, flames trickling up and down its edges. In his other hand the glowing shield appeared. “Stay close,” he said, stepping through the doorway. 
 
    The air around Aislin was glowing emerald green as she followed Fen. With the huge river nearby combined with the moisture in the plants and the air, she would have no shortage of power to draw on. 
 
    “I guess this means I’m last,” Karliss said to no one. He took a deep breath. Already the thought of being enclosed in the stone was making him feel sweaty. “Come on, Karliss. Am you really going to let a little girl show you up?” 
 
    From the darkness came Aislin’s voice. “I heard that.” 
 
    Muttering, he passed through the opening. “Can our next adventure please be somewhere not under rocks or water?” 
 
    Narrow steps led steeply downwards. “Of course,” Karliss grumbled. “It’s not enough to be trapped in stone. Why not go underground too?” He could see the glows from Aislin and Fen, already a dozen steps down. He hurried to catch up to them, summoning Sky power as he went. Blue glowing discs appeared in his hands. 
 
    The stairway was narrow, the ceiling low, and Karliss hadn’t gone far before he started having trouble breathing. He tried telling himself it was his imagination—of course there was plenty of air down here; the other two weren’t having any trouble breathing—but it didn’t seem to help much. Or at all. 
 
    The stairs went straight down without deviation. No landings, no turns. Eventually, Karliss was sure they’d gone far enough to be beneath the pyramid itself, and indeed the cut stone walls gave way to rough-hewn limestone that dripped with water. The stairs became even more treacherous, badly eroded, pitted, slick with water and mold. 
 
    Karliss stayed close to the others and tried to focus on keeping his footing and listening. Anything to avoid thinking about how much stone was all around him. There were no air currents down here, and of course no aranti—they didn’t like enclosed places any more than he did—so he wasn’t able to hear much beyond his own breathing, which seemed unnaturally loud to him. 
 
    Fen held up his hand and stopped. His sword and shield disappeared abruptly, and he hissed at the others to do the same. The glow around Aislin disappeared, and Karliss reluctantly released the discs. He felt terribly vulnerable without them. He didn’t like how dark it was at all. He wondered how fast he could fly back up these stairs in the darkness. Most likely he would smash his head open on a rock. 
 
    Fen whispered for the others to stay put and crept forward. After a time, he returned and told them to follow him. 
 
    They didn’t go far before a dim glow emerged up ahead. Shortly thereafter, the stairs ended at a natural landing. Below them was a natural cavern. Thick stalactites hung from the ceiling, in many places connecting with stalagmites reaching up from the floor. The dim glow was coming from them. Water pooled and trickled everywhere. A rough path led down from one side of the landing. 
 
    Below them, about a stone’s throw away, was Ilsith.  He was bent over a large, rectangular stone that was lying on its side, apparently unaware of their presence. Set into the back wall of the cavern about a dozen paces from Ilsith, only partially visible—as if the stone had grown around it—was the familiar, glassy black shape of a vault. The door of the vault was standing open. The interior was dark. 
 
    The stone Ilsith was examining was thickly carved with grotesque creatures, many of them devouring or dismembering people. Ilsith put his hands on one edge of the stone and gave a push. There was a grating sound of stone on stone, and the top of the stone slid to the side. Inside, it was hollow. From inside came a deep, golden glow. It bathed Ilsith’s face, almost lighting up his shadowy features. Ilsith glanced around. The three of them ducked lower. He turned back to the stone and reached inside. 
 
    It took a moment for Karliss to make sense of what he saw in Ilsith’s hands. Then he realized it was a mummified body, the cloth bindings crumbling to powder under Ilsith’s touch. Clasped in the mummy’s withered hands was the final piece of the key. Ilsith took hold of the piece and twisted. The skeletal fingers broke with a sound of dried twigs, and he dropped the mummy back into its coffin. 
 
    The ancient people who built this temple had somehow managed to open the vault and remove the piece. Somewhere along the way their chief priest or king had himself buried with it. Here it had lain all this time, forgotten by the world. 
 
    “Okay,” Fen whispered, turning to the two of them. “Here’s what we’re going to do. Karliss—” But before he could continue, there was a new arrival. 
 
    There was a cracking sound from the wall of the cavern. The stone split open and Lowellin emerged, followed by the three Ichthalids. Ilsith made a sound of surprise and backed away, the final piece clutched to his chest. 
 
    “I see you found the last piece, Ilsith,” S’nash said. He approached Ilsith, Gnath and Thresh spreading out to flank him. S’nash held out his hand. “Well done. Now hand it over and let us be done with this miserable world.” 
 
    Ilsith took another step back and fixed him with a baleful gaze. “How did you follow me here?” 
 
    “Is that really important?” S’nash crossed his arms. “What matters is we finally have the last piece. Hand it over, and I will free our queen.” 
 
    “And steal all the credit for yourself,” Ilsith hissed. “I will never let that happen.” 
 
    S’nash frowned. “I knew you would say that. You always were terribly predictable.” 
 
    “The credit should be mine. I’m the one who did this, not you.” 
 
    “And yet you won’t get the credit. I will. You know why? Because you’re weak. You’ve always been weak, and you’ll always be weak. The Queen despises weakness. She will never favor you.” 
 
    “We will see about that,” Ilsith snapped. “You’ve no idea what I’m capable of now.” The shadows swirled up around him, and he began to fade from sight— 
 
    Only to be snapped back abruptly as purple light flashed behind him. The shadows fled, and he pitched forward, nearly falling. 
 
    “What…?” he cried, twisting, trying to reach behind him. As he turned, Karliss could see something on his back, something that looked like a spider, though it was hard to be sure at this distance. The thing darted away from his grasping hands, racing around and around him with blinding speed. As it went it laid down a line of chaos power like a spider spinning its web. Ilsith tried to keep his arms free, but soon they were pinned tightly to his sides as the creature continued binding him. The fourth piece fell from his hands and landed on the ground. 
 
    Karliss’ gaze fixed on the piece and an idea occurred to him. If he was subtle enough, he might be able to pull this off. He began gathering the wind to him. The faintest breeze wafted down the stairs, tickling the hairs on the back of his neck. 
 
    “What’s this?” S’nash said in mock surprise. “Did you just try to use your shadow power, the power that She gave you, to steal the final piece of the key from me?” 
 
    “What is this thing?” Ilsith grunted, still fighting against the web of power encasing him. 
 
    “A little friend I brought with us,” S’nash said, as he and the other two Ichthalids moved closer. All three were looking at Ilsith. None had moved yet to pick up the fourth piece. 
 
    Karliss hesitated. He could grab the fourth piece now, but they would see. It would be better if there was a distraction, anything to divert their attention for a few moments. Any head start he and the others could get would be invaluable. 
 
    “I knew all along that you would try to steal the key for yourself, Ilsith. Which is why I planted that bug on you. It is an interesting denizen of the Abyss, and one you are not familiar with, since I discovered it only recently. Its venom is extremely painful, and it spreads fast. One bite from it, and you’ll be dead before a day has passed. There’s no running from that, no matter how many shadows you run through. There also the matter of its web, which has its own surprises.” 
 
    He crooked his finger and the web wrapped around Ilsith tightened, bringing a cry of pain from him. 
 
    “You have no idea what I’ve been through in the thousands of years I have spent on this miserable planet,” Ilsith hissed, hatred evident in his voice. “To see you come in and take it, after all I have suffered? I could never allow that.” 
 
    “That’s very sad,” S’nash said. “But it is only further proof of your weakness. You received a great honor when our queen chose you for this task. You should be happy to suffer a thousand times this for Her.” He lifted one hand and pointed at Ilsith. “More important is to ask why it took you so long. What were you doing here all this time? With the power She gave you, with every advantage over these miserable Shapers, you should have accomplished your task in half the time. Believe me, She has noticed the delay and Her anger over it is fierce.” 
 
    “And I would suffer a thousand times for Her, but not so you can steal my glory. You are not the only one who has prepared for this moment.” 
 
    A thick cloud of shadows boiled off Ilsith then. The web crackled and was devoured by the shadows. The spider-thing spattered like oil in a hot frying pan and fell to the ground, its legs curled up. 
 
    Ilsith disappeared. 
 
    The three Ichthalids ripped their hook-bladed swords free and shifted into a loose circle facing outwards. There was a blur and Ilsith appeared before Thresh, who growled and attacked. But Ilsith flickered away before the attack could land, leaving a trail of dissipating shadow and a mocking laugh. 
 
    A heartbeat later he appeared before Gnath, who also failed to land his blow in time. Before disappearing, Ilsith flung one hand out. A patch of shadow, like a handful of black sand, flew from his hand and struck Gnath in the face. Gnath threw up his free hand, clawing at his eyes. But whatever Ilsith had thrown at him had no substance and he reeled, blinded. 
 
    S’nash stepped forward and swung, anticipating that Ilsith would appear before him. But instead, Ilsith appeared once again before Thresh. He gestured, and thick shadows like smoke spun up, wreathing around his face. His head and shoulders lost in shadow, Thresh attacked blindly, but Ilsith easily dodged the blow. 
 
    But his movement had brought him closer to S’nash, who saw his opportunity and attacked viciously, his sword a flashing blur. Ilsith turned, too late to dodge the blow— 
 
    Which passed right through him without effect. 
 
    Ilsith appeared behind S’nash. In his hand was a long, jagged, black blade that seemed carved from pure darkness. He brought the blade up in an underhanded blow. It entered S’nash’s back under the edge of his ribcage and continued up, the tip probing for his heart. Grunting in pain, S’nash rose up on his toes, as if trying to flee that sharp point. 
 
    “How do you like my weakness now?” Ilsith said in his ear, driving the blade still deeper. A bubble of black blood appeared in S’nash’s mouth and ran down his chin. 
 
    But Ilsith savored his moment too long. Thresh was blinded, but he could hear. He followed the sound of Ilsith’s voice in and swung the heavy blade. 
 
    It took Ilsith high on the shoulder, shearing his arm half away. He spun away, losing his hold on his blade. S’nash sagged to his knees, coughing blood on the ground. 
 
    Thresh swung again, but Ilsith flickered out before the blade could reach him, leaving a patch of blood behind on the dirt. 
 
    The battle lasted only moments, but it was enough for Karliss. By the time Ilsith fled, the final piece was settling into his hand. He quickly tucked it into his pack. There was a shout from below, and he looked down to see that Gnath had cleared his sight and was pointing at him. 
 
    “Time to go,” he said. 
 
    “You two first,” Fen said. “I’ll bring up the rear.” 
 
    A blast of chaos power struck the cavern wall near Karliss’ head, flinging dirt and rock everywhere. There was a flash of emerald light and a muffled explosion as Aislin answered, then he was running up the stairs. More flashes of purple light and a roar of rage from S’nash, but he did not look back. Ilsith had bought them their head start. He did not intend to waste it. 
 
    He slowed partway up and turned to make sure the others had made it out safely. He saw Aislin running up the stairs, behind her Fen. Fen was dragging his fingertips along the walls as he ran, leaving glowing red lines in his wake. 
 
    A moment later there came a massive crash as the cavern collapsed, followed by the stairway. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    They reached daylight as the last of the stairway collapsed. Fen put his hand out to Karliss. “Give it to me.” 
 
    Karliss handed it over. Fen took it. His hands began to glow. He dropped it onto the stairs and brought one fist down on it in a mighty blow. There was a loud crack, and the whole pyramid shook underfoot. The stone beneath the piece was shattered. 
 
    But the piece was unharmed. 
 
    Fen snatched it up and wrapped both hands around it. The glow around his hands grew brighter, so harsh that Karliss had to turn his face away. The power rippling out from Fen was enough to stagger him. 
 
    But again the piece was untouched. 
 
    “So we fight after all,” Aislin said. She sounded oddly eager. 
 
    “You don’t have to sound so happy about it,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Take me to the sea,” she said. “I’m strongest there.” 
 
    A rumbling sound, and the pyramid began to shake. The rumbling quickly grew louder. Stones cracked in half. Pieces clattered down the sides of the pyramid. 
 
    “Get us out of here,” Fen said. 
 
    Karliss didn’t need to be told twice. He wanted to get as far from the Ichthalids as he could. If he had his way, he’d run to the other side of the world. 
 
    He summoned his power and lifted them into the air. They were still rising when there was an earsplitting boom, and the entire pyramid exploded. Instantly the air was filled with flying shards and chunks of rock. Desperately, Karliss sought to throw up a barrier to protect them, but he needn’t have worried. Fen put up his hands and the stones were diverted around them. 
 
    Out of the rubble rose the three Ichthalids. Each stood on a disc of chaos power. S’nash showed no sign of his wounds. Briefly, Karliss wondered where Lowellin was as he wrapped them in a bubble to protect them from the wind and flew them away. 
 
    “The sea is that way,” Aislin said. There was a fey light in her eyes and at first Karliss was afraid that Golgath had taken over once again, but her voice sounded normal and her eyes were as green as ever. 
 
    “It’s time to use the final words of power,” Fen said. 
 
    “I agree,” Aislin said. 
 
    They looked at Karliss. “You know what’s going to happen if we do,” he said. 
 
    “What other choice do we have?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “None that I can see. I just want to be sure you know what this means. Whatever happens, whether we win or lose, there’s no second chance for us,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Not sure I do either,” Karliss said. “Fen?” 
 
    “There is no sacrifice I will not make.” But he had an odd look on his face, as if he was thinking of something that he would not yet share. Then he raised his face to the other two. 
 
    “I will not let you go. This I vow to you.” 
 
    Karliss and Aislin looked at each other in bemusement. “Um…” Karliss said. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    “Getting ready to die makes people say strange things, I guess.” 
 
    Behind them the three Ichthalids were coming on fast, but Karliss felt certain he could stay ahead of them. Below, the jungle slid by rapidly. He took out the parchment with the words on it and held it out so the others could see it too. 
 
    “S’nash is mine,” Fen said. 
 
    “He’s the big one, right?” Karliss asked. Fen nodded. “He’s all yours. Is there a small, weak one for me? Maybe a baby Ichthalid?” 
 
    “You never stop, do you?” Aislin said. 
 
    “I did for a while. It didn’t work out.” 
 
    “However this ends,” Fen said. “I’m proud to fight beside you both. I’m glad I finally got to meet you.” 
 
    Aislin glanced at him and nodded, then turned back to look at their pursuers. 
 
    “That sounds a little too much like a goodbye to me,” Karliss said. “I plan on surviving this.” 
 
    Karliss set them down on a long, curving beach that was crowded with thick trees. A cloud of brightly-colored birds flew up at their approach. 
 
    Aislin immediately walked out into the surf and stood there waiting. Fen stood with his legs spread wide, his arms crossed, watching the Ichthalids approach. Karliss moved off to the side, but didn’t set down, choosing to hover a few hand spans above the ground. He wanted to be able to move fast. 
 
    The Ichthalids set down about fifty paces away, the discs they’d been riding on winking out. S’nash strode toward them, flanked by the other two. S’nash appeared completely recovered from the wound Ilsith had given him. All three looked supremely confident. No power crackled around them. They took no defensive measures at all. 
 
    They halted a couple dozen paces away, and S’nash spoke. “You can still survive this,” he said. 
 
    “You can’t,” Fen replied. 
 
    One of S’nash’s hairless brows rose in surprise. “You show teeth. Consider my offer first, though. You three have proven yourselves to be powerful foes. My Queen can use people like you. Hand over the final piece and—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it,” Fen said. “I don’t want to hear anything from you, ever again.” 
 
    S’nash nodded. “Good. It is better this way.” 
 
    There was a grating sound from off to Karliss’ right. A moment later the ground opened up and Lowellin climbed out and stood on the beach a hundred paces away. “I didn’t want to miss the excitement,” he called. 
 
    “You arrived just in time. I’m about to do what you and Ilsith failed to do,” S’nash said. He glanced at Gnath. “Take care of the girl. Thresh, you handle the boy. I’ll finish Fen.” 
 
    Gnath peeled away from the others and headed for Aislin, who stood there, shin-deep in water, watching him come. Chaos power flickered around his hands. 
 
    Thresh started for Karliss, summoning his power as he did so. Karliss rose higher into the air. 
 
    Violet power bloomed suddenly around S’nash. “This is going to hurt,” he said. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Fen replied. “Now!” he said. 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai-ne-haran!” Karliss shouted. 
 
    “Temo-velanthay-kri-shen!” Aislin yelled. 
 
    “Resh-nee-plarin-tai!” Fen yelled. 
 
    The echoes of the words died away as the three Ichthalids paused, exchanging looks. 
 
    “This is going to be interesting,” Lowellin said. “I’m glad I didn’t miss it.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    As soon as Karliss said the word, the world changed. He still looked on the day with his own eyes, but he also saw it from countless others. He saw Thresh from every angle at the same time. It should have been disorienting, but somehow it all made sense. Thresh turned his head side to side, trying to find the threat he felt but couldn’t see. 
 
    In that instant, Karliss felt all the power of the Sky. It was at his fingertips, to do with as he pleased. He was every aranti in the world, and they were him. But it was his will that drove them, his will that they would answer to. He felt the pull to let go, to allow himself to dissolve into them, to fly away and be free forever. 
 
    But he was expecting it this time, and he did not give in to it. 
 
    “I’m really sick of you,” he said. 
 
    The first aranti arrived, and they flung themselves shrieking at Thresh, ethereal creatures that glowed faintly blue, faces appearing and disappearing with each moment. Thresh barked out a harsh word, an oath perhaps, or a command. Instantly in his hand there appeared a blazing whip of purple and black fire. 
 
    He cracked the whip at the nearest aranti, and the burning tail passed through the Shaper easily. There was a pop and a flash. The aranti screamed and pinwheeled away, chaos power chewing through it. Karliss felt it die, felt its surprise that it could die, and he flinched, its pain his. 
 
    The whip was still moving, so fast it was only a glowing blur as Thresh spun in place. He tore through their ranks as if they were nothing. Everywhere the whip struck, aranti died screaming. Karliss felt every death and screamed along with them. 
 
    But he did not forget what he was there for. 
 
    He pulled the aranti back and instead used them to reach into the Sky and tap the awesome power that waited there. It filled him. It became him. It answered to his thoughts. Vaguely he was aware that he’d risen higher into the air and flung his arms outward. 
 
    Then he screamed, this time in rage at the deaths he had suffered. 
 
    He slammed Thresh with a bolt of sapphire energy. Not lightning, but pure Sky power. Thresh was thrown across the beach and landed on his back. 
 
    Instantly, Karliss attacked again, pummeling him with bolt after bolt of blazing sapphire power. Thresh was blown about like a leaf in a storm. The bolts tore holes in him, faster than his power could heal him. 
 
    At the same time, Karliss picked him up, lifting him high into the air, tumbling him head over heels. Lances of chaos power shot out from Thresh, but he had no chance to aim them and none came near Karliss. 
 
    Still Karliss continued to hammer him mercilessly. A bolt tore one of Thresh’s hands completely off. Another opened a hole clear through his torso. His skin was blackened everywhere. One leg was ripped away. 
 
    “Die,” Karliss said. 
 
    He gathered Sky power around Thresh in a huge, blazing sapphire sphere— 
 
    And slammed it on him. 
 
    The sphere contracted, crumpling Thresh under its force like a scrap of parchment, smaller and smaller until all that was him was no larger than Karliss’ fist. 
 
    Then Karliss let the power go. 
 
    There was a brilliant flash of sapphire light so bright it burned white as the sphere expanded and exploded. 
 
    The torn scraps of flesh that had once been Thresh drifted to the earth. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Gnath walked out into the sea. Aislin stood motionless, watching him come. The aranti were shrieking around Thresh, and Gnath glanced over at his comrade, then turned back to Aislin. His eyes moved over the sea, which had gone curiously still. Not the slightest wave was visible. 
 
    “Where’s yours?” he asked. “Did they refuse your call?” 
 
    “Come closer and see,” Aislin said. She felt the shlikti all around her, hundreds already and more arriving every moment. They hated her for waking them, but they had no choice. She was every one of them. They could no more refuse her than her arm could refuse a command from her brain. 
 
    Gnath was a dozen paces away, his flat, orange-flecked gaze fixed on her. Purple chaos power rippled around him, the waves from it distorting vision, so it was like looking at him across a raging bonfire. 
 
    “There’s no running away this time,” he said. 
 
    “No, there isn’t.” 
 
    Now, Golgath, she said silently. See what I can do with your power. 
 
    A flick of her will and a sudden wave boiled up beneath Gnath, snatching him off his feet and pulling him out to sea. Aislin followed, riding the waves out after him. The sea had turned black as ink. He was dragged down under the surface, power flaring off him in all directions as he tried to strike back. Huge quantities of sea water turned to vapor at the touch of his alien power. 
 
    Aislin followed him below the surface. She saw him through the massed Shapers, a hundred different perspectives at once as he fought to free himself. 
 
    And then she unleashed them. 
 
    The water all around Gnath erupted suddenly in a snarl of teeth and limbs as the massed Shapers attacked him from all sides. They swarmed over him like frenzied sharks, tearing at him ruthlessly. Dozens of them died in moments, their bodies disintegrating in the waves of chaos power that spiked off him. The others wanted to flee, but although Aislin felt the stab of pain as each one died, still she drove them forward ruthlessly. This was what they—what she—had been created for. Nothing mattered but destroying this implacable enemy. She would suffer any pain for this. In this, Golgath helped her, for his hatred of the Devourers was even stronger than hers. She harnessed that hatred and turned it loose on Gnath. 
 
    Gnath’s power ebbed, and the attacks began to get through. Razor-sharp claws scored his flesh and tore away pieces. Teeth ripped away more. One tore away most of his leg. Another bit a gaping hole in his side. 
 
    A huge shlikti that looked like a prehistoric shark rose up from beneath him and swallowed him whole. 
 
    For a moment, the sea was calm. 
 
    Then a burst of chaos power sliced the Shaper open, and Gnath emerged. 
 
    Aislin took hold of him and bore him deeper, down into the darkness and crushing pressure. Scores more shlikti arrived, answering her summons, and she turned them loose on Gnath. He was completely obscured by them. 
 
    Gnath changed tactics. The blackness was lit by a violet flash as two barbed, spinning rings of chaos power bloomed from his hands. The rings bit into the massed Shapers, tearing violent swathes through them, breaking the force of Aislin’s attack. 
 
    Aislin fell back, hurting everywhere. There was blood in the water around her, and she did not know how much of it was hers. 
 
    The blood drove her to a new frenzy, and she started to throw herself and the shlikti at him once again, but a moment of clarity intruded. It was as if she could hear Treylen’s voice: 
 
    Use Seaforce. 
 
    She reached out, gathering Seaforce to her, more and more of it. It swelled her, and she felt herself grow huge. Every Shaper there was but one part of her body, and Seaforce was the blood that ran through her veins. Between them they commanded vast quantities of Seaforce, and she commanded them. 
 
    She Shaped the Sea’s power around Gnath. Where it touched his chaos power it was devoured, but she had limitless quantities at her disposal, and she simply fed more and more into it. 
 
    The spinning rings of chaos power slowed and flickered out. Gnath’s defenses faded and died. 
 
    She massed the power around him— 
 
    And then she unleashed it. 
 
    The explosion lifted a mighty spout of water high into the air. Gnath’s shredded body rode the top of the spout. The water fell back into the sea, and he fell with it. A wave picked him up and carried him to shore. It withdrew, leaving his motionless form lying there. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “This will be interesting,” S’nash called out to Fen, as the echoes of the words of power faded away. “You cannot win. Your Shapers will not avail you, not when we are backed by the might of the Queen of Chaos Herself, but it will be something to behold.” The air around him began to flash with purple sparks. “Are you ready now?” 
 
    Fen didn’t answer. He needed more time. The pelti were coming. He could feel them drawing closer in answer to his call, but they would need more time. Their slumber was deep, and they were sunk far into the stone, too far to answer with the speed of the aranti or the shlikti. As if to punctuate this thought, he heard the shrieks of the aranti as they swarmed around Thresh. 
 
    But he could already tap into their power. The word had given him that. With a thought, he took hold of the earth underneath the Ichthalid. He turned it molten, then caused it to spew upwards, packing it around his enemy. There was a loud hissing as the molten rock contacted the Ichthalid, and S’nash cried out in pain as skin and flesh were burned away. Another touch of his will and the stone cooled and hardened nearly instantly, encasing S’nash. 
 
    From within the semi-translucent stone came a flash of chaos power, and the stone exploded in thousands of fragments, some of them bouncing off Fen. 
 
    From S’nash came a writhing, twisting rope of chaos power that struck him in the chest before he could deflect it. Fen staggered backwards, only his innate defenses keeping him from being killed on the spot. As it was, the pain was intense. A large hole was burned through the front of his leather armor, the flesh underneath raw and reddened. Fen knew he couldn’t survive another direct hit like that, but he’d accomplished what he’d set out to do, which was to delay until the Shapers could arrive and the first ones had. 
 
    Thick, stone hands reached up out of the sand, clamping onto S’nash’s legs and pulling him off balance so that his next attack went wide, missing Fen. In the next moment the first pelti climbed up out of the ground, lumbering creatures dragged from their sleep, answering the call written into their very being, a handful at first, with more and more emerging by the moment. They were crude, brutish creatures, their features only dimly formed, more resembling animated blocks of stone that anything that had ever walked the earth. They converged on S’nash. 
 
    “It begins!” S’nash cried, laughing. He casually blasted off the hands gripping his legs with a burst of chaos power. He flung his arms wide. There was a bright flash, and a wave of power erupted from him, passing through the pelti, reducing them to dust. They crumbled to the ground, and S’nash gestured Fen to come forward. “It’s not enough!” he cried. “They can’t touch me. I can kill them all day!” 
 
    Now the pelti were arriving in force and Fen turned them loose on S’nash, who continued to blast them to rubble. Fen gritted his teeth. The Shapers were poor soldiers, cumbersome creatures that answered his commands slowly. It was like fighting while wearing chains on his limbs. He couldn’t do much beyond brute force, and that was not working. 
 
    He switched tactics abruptly. If he could not use the pelti directly, he would take the power they could tap into and use that instead. 
 
    He reached through them and deep into the heart of the Stone, tapping the vast reserves of power that lay waiting there. 
 
    Instantly, everything changed. The power that swept through him was vast, far greater than anything he had ever imagined. Before such power any normal human would have been reduced to ashes in a heartbeat. But Fen was far from normal now. The power was exhilarating. It washed away all the weaknesses of the body he’d carried his whole life. It made him anew, something beyond human, beyond pelti even. He was as vast as the mountains, and more powerful than an earthquake. 
 
    “See what you think of this,” S’nash said. He’d blasted yet another knot of pelti and the space around him was empty for the moment. He pointed at Fen and screaming, whirling gouts of chaos power streaked out of his fingers. The power contained within them was enough to tear Fen to pieces. 
 
    But Fen had the power of the Stone in his grasp, and he was expecting the attack. In fact, he was counting on it. 
 
    He pulled stone from the earth, deflecting the attack. Before S’nash could launch another attack, he raised more stone, packing it around himself and infusing it with Stone power. In moments he was huge, towering over S’nash, his entire body glowing like iron in a red-hot forge. 
 
    He threw out his arms as the gouts of chaos power splashed against him. There was a hissing sound as the chaos power devoured the Stone power, but he was constantly feeding more Stone power into the stone around him and eventually S’nash’s attack fizzled and died. 
 
    “Not bad,” S’nash said. “It seems you’ve been practicing. No matter. You will fail again.” He shouted something in his coarse, native tongue, and instantly his entire body was sheathed in a violet inferno of chaos power. With a shout, he threw himself at Fen. 
 
    In that moment, Fen stopped holding back and gave himself over to the power of the word. He gave up who he was and let himself become Stone. Its merciless power swept through him in a burning wave, clearing away all that he had been and leaving something ancient and primeval in its place. 
 
    He ran at S’nash, feeling the savage thrill of battle fill him. It was an animal thrill, and he forgot who he was or what he was doing there, all of it lost beneath a desire to crush and destroy this being before him. 
 
    They smashed together in a cataclysmic impact that cracked the ground and rocked the entire area. 
 
    S’nash slashed diagonally across Fen’s chest. The power engulfing him cut through the stone like it was made of dead leaves, but before he could cut all the way through to Fen’s body, Fen was countering. 
 
    He brought both fists over and down, hammering S’nash’s shoulders. The weight of a mountain was behind the blow, and S’nash was driven to his knees. He cut at Fen’s legs with a blade of pure chaos power, but Fen had limitless Stone power at his command, and he called forth a blazing shield of Stone power to block the attack. 
 
    The shield didn’t hold for long. The chaos power sliced through it in moments. But it gave Fen the time he needed. 
 
    He drove his fist into S’nash’s face, pouring every bit of Stone power he could muster into the blow. S’nash staggered back, his power protecting him from much of the blow, but not all of it. 
 
    Fen hit him again and again, raining blows on him mercilessly. The power around S’nash flickered and went out. Fen’s next blow caved in the side of his head and broke his neck. But still he was on his feet, his Queen’s power sustaining him somehow. 
 
    Fen battered him twice more, driving him to his knees. Wobbling, he looked up and gave Fen a crooked smile. 
 
    “It’s not enough,” he said through the ruins of his mouth. “She sustains me. I will simply heal.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Fen growled. 
 
    He clamped a massive, stone hand on S’nash’s shoulder and lifted him, wriggling, into the air. 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    His other hand closed around S’nash’s head, and he ripped it from his body. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Fen dropped the motionless remains on the sand and stood there for a moment. Nothing he saw looked familiar. He barely remembered the surface world at all. He looked down on the mangled remains at his feet and gave them a kick. Now that his foe was gone, there was nothing left for him here. He would return to the deep Stone, and there he would stay. 
 
    Without his will to sustain it, the word of power slipped away. Weak and empty suddenly, he sagged to his knees, then toppled over onto his side. 
 
    He felt himself falling, sinking down beneath the earth, returning home. It felt comforting. He wanted to go. There was nothing up here for him anymore. 
 
    In the barest of moments before darkness claimed him, he remembered something. 
 
    Aislin. 
 
    Karliss. 
 
    Their faces appeared in his mind, as vague as dissipating smoke. He remembered something he’d promised them. 
 
    I will not let you go. 
 
    He had forgotten who he was, yet still the oath clung to him. He could not break it, even if he wanted to. 
 
    With the last of his conscious will, he reached out for them… 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    As the power of the word drained from her, Aislin drifted, sinking slowly in the sea. She was empty. There was nothing left of her. She was glad to be in the sea. It felt soothing, calming. It was where she belonged, the only place she had ever belonged. It was mother and creator in one. 
 
    She would never leave again. 
 
    Vaguely she remembered a past that might or might not have been hers. A woman smiling down at her, brushing her hair. A little girl laughing loudly, tugging on her hand. An old man who was always there, who waited, never pushing. 
 
    Two others, a boy a couple of years older than she was, always smiling. Another who was more serious, reminding her of her purpose. They had been like her in some way she could no longer remember. There was something they were all going to do together, but when she tried to remember it escaped her grasp like foam after the crashing wave. 
 
    The currents were taking her now, carrying her deeper under the sea. Down where it was always dark, where the world never intruded, where no one put demands on her. She would sleep down there and never awaken. The light would never trouble her again. She would be empty. She could rest. 
 
    She longed for that darkness, the eternal embrace of the sea. She nestled into its watery embrace, slipping further and further away. 
 
    Except that something was stopping her. 
 
    She was no longer sinking. Something was fixed onto her. She struggled against it, but it wouldn’t let go. It became heavier, as heavy as a stone. It was an anchor, but instead of one that pulled her down into the sea, it was pulling her back to the surface. 
 
    Angered, she fought back, but it wouldn’t let go, no matter how she tried to get away. The light was returning, bringing with it memories and feelings, things she wanted to leave behind forever. 
 
    She remembered her body. She remembered her life, Mama, Liv, Treylen and all the others. She thrashed in the water, the surface getting closer and closer, knowing that once she broke through into the light again, she would have to return to her old life. 
 
    There was something clamped around her ankle, a hand, its grip like stone. She could not budge it. 
 
    I will not let you go. 
 
    She broke the surface, and she was Aislin again. Wearily, she swam to the shore and pulled herself up onto the sand. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss drifted among the clouds. His body was fading to nothing. His life was fading with it. He was the wind now, and it was better this way. All the fears, all the pains, the struggles, the hopes and the dreams, it would all soon be gone. He would finally be free, and it felt good. 
 
    This was how it should be. Faces slid across his memory, each one with memories attached to it. People he called mother, father, friend. But they brought pain with them, so he puffed, and they blew away like wisps of smoke. 
 
    Vaguely he remembered a titanic struggle, something he’d thought was vitally important, but he couldn’t remember what it was. Nor did he care. It no longer mattered. The aranti, his brethren, were calling. He was going to join them, and together they would run free across this world forever. He would never know trouble again. He would see everything there was to see. He would race the wind and play with the storm. He would never tire, never be held down by the cares of the ordinary world. 
 
    This was his existence now. This was where he belonged, up in the sky. The world below was not his. He had never belonged there. He belonged here, eternally free. 
 
    He let go for the last time, eager to feel the dead weight of his old life shuffling off for good… 
 
    But he couldn’t. Something heavy and painful had clamped onto him. He tried to fly from it, but its grip was stone. He thrashed and fought to get away, but it was implacable. 
 
    He felt himself being drawn back to the surface, down to the hard ground, and he redoubled his efforts, but still it did no good. He was too weak, and it was too strong. 
 
    The ground was nearing fast. He reached for the aranti, but they couldn’t help him. His body had returned, along with his memories. He hated them. He wanted to be free of them for good. 
 
    Twisting, he looked down and saw a hand like stone clamped onto his ankle. 
 
    I will not let you go. 
 
    Where had that come from? He didn’t want to go back. He raged and fought against it, but it did no good. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he was kneeling on the sand. He felt unbearable heavy. He hurt everywhere, every nerve scraped raw and bleeding. 
 
    “It’s Fen. We have to help him.” 
 
    Karliss looked up and saw Aislin standing over him. 
 
    “I don’t want to be here,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t either,” she replied. “We have to help Fen.” She reached out her hand. 
 
    Karliss stared at it for a moment, then took it reluctantly and let her help him to his feet. His body barely remembered him, and at first he could not stand without her help. 
 
    “I was free,” he whispered. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She led him over to a large pile of stones on the sand that he didn’t remember seeing before. A moment later he realized it wasn’t a pile of stones, but Fen. He could see vague hints of features, arms, legs, a piece with indentations that could be a face. 
 
    “It was the third word,” she said. “He is lost in the Stone.” 
 
    “But somehow he brought me back,” Karliss breathed. “How?” 
 
    “He brought me back too. I don’t know how. But now we have to save him.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do.” There was no sign of human flesh, only stone. 
 
    “I don’t either.” Karliss saw tears in her eyes, and he wondered at this. “But we’re going to. He didn’t let us go. We’re not letting him go.” She knelt and put her hands on a block of stone that could have been Fen’s arm. “Fen, can you hear me? Don’t leave. Come back to us.” 
 
    Karliss did the same, kneeling beside and trying to take one of Fen’s hands. It was heavy, almost more than he could lift, but he managed to pick it up and hold it in his lap. “Come on, Fen. You can do this. Break free.” 
 
    For some time, there was nothing. Aislin cried openly, and Karliss felt tears in his eyes. Then Karliss felt the stone in his lap shift slightly. It wasn’t much, but it was something. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” Karliss asked, and Aislin nodded. 
 
    “Keep trying, Fen. We’re here. We’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    Fen shifted again. Karliss felt a tremor run through the stone. The tremor was building quickly. 
 
    “Move…back,” Fen said weakly, his head turning so that one eye fixed on Karliss. It was a human eye, no longer stone. 
 
    “I think we should do what he says,” he told Aislin. She hesitated, but when an even stronger tremor passed over him, she let go and stood up. 
 
    They backed up a dozen paces and stood near each other, watching him. With an inhuman groan, Fen pulled himself up to a sitting position. He was shaking noticeably now. Cracks appeared in the stone. The cracks widened and grew longer. The ground underfoot was shaking now too. 
 
    With a final, convulsive heave the stone encasing Fen blew off. Karliss and Aislin ducked, pieces whistling by them. They hurried over to their friend. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Karliss said, taking Fen’s arm and helping him to his feet. 
 
    “You frightened me,” Aislin said. 
 
    Fen smiled wanly. “I frightened myself. I didn’t know I was still in there. I was no longer me. I was only stone.” He flexed his hands and stretched his arms. 
 
    “I thought I was the wind,” Karliss said. “I didn’t hate it.” 
 
    “And I was the sea,” Aislin said softly, a distant sadness in her eyes. 
 
    Lowellin came walking up then. His shirt was torn, and there were scratches on his face. “I didn’t really like that, you know. Tore my shirt and everything.” 
 
    They looked at him, confused. 
 
    Lowellin shook his head at their foolishness. “That word you used, Fen? The one that let you control all the pelti? I’m one too, you know. Next time warn me, okay? I swear, you’re more dangerous to me than S’nash is.” Lowellin turned. “I don’t want to ruin this moment,” he said, “but your problems aren’t over. Look.” 
 
    They turned. The mangled bodies of the three Devourers were sprawled on the beach. They only vaguely resembled what they had once been. 
 
    Under each body a portal of purple light had appeared. Tendrils of chaos power spilled out of the portals, wrapping around and piercing the bodies. Waves of light began to pass down the tendrils, pumping power into the three they had just sacrificed so much to defeat. 
 
    Before their eyes, the damage began to repair itself. Torn flesh was knitted back together. Broken limbs straightened. 
 
    “Really?” Karliss said. “What do we have to do to defeat these guys?” 
 
    “As long as their queen can feed them her power, I don’t think you can,” Lowellin said. “She’ll only keep healing them, over and over.” 
 
    “Don’t you have anything useful to offer?” Fen asked. 
 
    “Actually, I do. The barrier between our world and the Abyss has become weakened, doubtless from all those people whose lives were drained into it.” He tapped his chin, thinking. “Having the Ichthalids pass through it probably weakened it even more. And then with all the power they’ve been drawing from their queen…” 
 
    “Would you get to it already?” Fen demanded. 
 
    Lowellin looked like he would retort, then he shrugged and said simply, “Destroy the key.” 
 
    “We already tried,” Karliss said. “It didn’t work.” 
 
    “Then you have to try harder. Maybe this time you should combine your powers. Who knows what you might be able to do then? That’s how Life was created, right? When Melekath combined power from the Spheres of Stone, Sea, and Sky.” 
 
    Karliss reached into his pack and took out the final piece. When he held it out to Fen, there was a blur in the air, and the piece disappeared. 
 
    “What happened?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss said. “It’s just gone.” 
 
    “I imagine that was Ilsith’s doing,” Lowellin observed. “Wait for it.” 
 
    A moment later Ilsith appeared beside the figure of S’nash. He bent over him, and then stood upright, holding the rest of the key. 
 
    “Stop him!” Fen yelled, power swirling up around him. Karliss and Aislin were only a heartbeat behind. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    “For you my queen!” Ilsith yelled. “You’re free!” He set the ruby disc into its base and flung the completed key on the ground. 
 
    There was a blinding flash of light. When Karliss could see again, the key was hovering in the air, spinning rapidly. Arcs of light sprang from it, radiating in all directions. 
 
    The ground groaned as if in mortal pain. Wind shrieked fearfully around them, throwing up clouds of sand. The sea cried out in fear. 
 
    The ground peeled back, revealing pure, crystalline blackness, a vast portal into the Abyss. The portal grew rapidly, forcing them back. From the portal a huge column of magenta light shot skyward, the force of it staggering them. 
 
    There was a bestial roar from the opening and then a voice that shook the heavens. 
 
    “I AM FREE!” 
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    Lazaria came through in a rush, a furious behemoth of black scales and flashing teeth. Fen had glimpsed her before, that night out on the plains when the Ichthalids summoned her, but even he was not prepared for her size. She dwarfed them. She dwarfed their world. 
 
    In moments she was through. Her powerful legs flexed, and she leapt into the air. Her wings, when she spread them, blotted out the sun. Her roar was deafening, a challenge to all of creation, a warning that she was a force that could not be denied. 
 
    “This is going to be bad,” Karliss said. “Should we start running now?” 
 
    “We’re not running,” Fen said grimly. “We’re going to fight. We’re going to send her back.” 
 
    Karliss gave him a look of disbelief. “You’re seeing what I’m seeing, right?” He looked at Aislin. “How about you?” 
 
    “There’s nowhere to run to,” she said without looking at him. She was staring at the dragon, a strange, distant look on her face. 
 
    “Okay,” Karliss said. “You have a point there, I guess.” To Fen, “What do we do now, captain?” 
 
    “We fight.” 
 
    “You said that already. As plans go, it’s kind of vague.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you do. None can stand against the Dragon Queen of Chaos.” 
 
    Ilsith was standing on the far side of the portal, a dark smile on his shadowed face. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Fen said, without looking at him. 
 
    In the sky, Lazaria was banking, coming back around toward them, her head stretched out, mouth gaping wide, wings pumping. 
 
    “That’s my cue to go,” Lowellin said, sinking down into the sand and disappearing. 
 
    “Whatever we’re going to do, we better do it now,” Karliss said nervously. 
 
    “Moments ago we were the Shapers. Through them we controlled all the power in the Spheres,” Fen said, bringing his hand up and clenching his fist. Red light flared around his fist. He gave them a fierce look. “That power is still ours. We control it. This is what the masters made the Shapers for. Use it. Hit her hard.” 
 
    “Uh…” Karliss began. 
 
    But Fen wasn’t listening. He thrust his fist into the air and shouted. A beam of crimson Stone power as bright as the sun shot out, striking the Queen in the face, tearing away a handful of black scales and bringing from her a scream of rage. 
 
    A moment later Aislin’s face contorted, and she joined in with a feral scream. Hissing emerald power lanced out from her hands, striking the Queen on the shoulder. More scales were torn away, and smoke rose from the spot. 
 
    “Let’s do it then,” Karliss said, summoning all the Sky power he could and directing it at the oncoming behemoth. Sapphire blue and achingly bright, the beam of power shot out of his hand, hitting the Queen in the belly, bringing from her a fresh howl and scoring a burned line of scales. 
 
    But she didn’t slow. If anything, she seemed to be coming faster. 
 
    “I told you!” Ilsith cried. “There’s nothing you can do.” He was practically dancing with delight. 
 
    “Hit her again!” Fen yelled. He gritted his teeth, and Karliss felt him summoning a new surge of Stone power. 
 
    Lazaria drew her head back. Karliss could see her drawing a breath. He didn’t know what she was about to do, but he knew it was going to be bad for them. 
 
    “We have to move!” Karliss yelled. He grabbed Fen’s arm. “Come on!” He shifted his power, starting to lift them all into the air. 
 
    Before he could, though, Fen pulled free and slid down in the earth. Aislin turned and dove into the sea. As she struck the water she changed, her body becoming water. 
 
    Karliss was suddenly left alone to face the Queen. 
 
    “Great,” he said, and launched himself into the air as fast as he could. 
 
    Not a moment too soon either, as a cone of magenta fire burst from the Queen’s maw. Karliss barely managed to avoid it. Even though it didn’t actually hit him, the force of its passing sent him pinwheeling through the air. 
 
    When he was able to right himself and look back, what he saw stunned him. 
 
    Where they’d been standing was a huge hole. Everything was gone. Not turned to dust. Gone. Only the portal remained, a glassy black disc at the bottom of the crater. 
 
    He saw something else too. Things were coming through the portal, scores of them. Creatures of teeth and claws, squirming, flapping, hopping. 
 
    There was no sign of Ilsith. 
 
    “Probably not the reward he was hoping for,” Karliss said. He looked around but saw no sign of Fen or Aislin. “Now what?” 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long to find out. The Queen pulled out of her dive, massive wings flapping as she started to gain altitude once again. As she did, Fen rose up out of the ground further down the beach and fired two more blasts of crimson power at her. She shrieked and breathed magenta fire at him. It looked to Karliss like Fen slipped back underground before it hit him, but he couldn’t be sure. Where he’d been was a new crater. 
 
    There was movement out to sea, and Aislin rose up to stand on the waves. She looked different, though, somewhat translucent, as if she was water instead of flesh. Which she probably was, he decided. 
 
    She fired a long blast of emerald Seaforce at Lazaria, punching a hole in the dragon’s wing. Lazaria whirled, changing direction astonishingly fast for such a large creature, and belched chaos power at her. Aislin slipped back down into the water right before the attack struck. A great quantity of steam rose into the air, and for a moment there was an empty hole in the water before the sea rushed back in and filled it. 
 
    “Well, Karliss, what are you waiting for?” Karliss muttered. “Do you want to miss out on all the fun?” 
 
    Lazaria was turned away from him, so he took the opportunity to fly up behind her, getting to within a hundred paces before he attacked. This time he drew in even more Sky power, marveling at the way it responded to him. Using the third word of power again had changed him somehow. Taking hold of Sky power felt much more natural, and he was able to control a great deal more than he ever had before. He thought he might get to liking this new power. 
 
    Assuming he survived long enough to use it. 
 
    He hit Lazaria in the back of the head with a bolt of sapphire energy bigger around than his body. It was a solid, square hit, catching her completely unprepared. 
 
    And it did almost nothing. 
 
    At best he knocked off a few scales, but she seemed unscathed. 
 
    The bad feeling in his gut got a whole lot worse. 
 
    Was she getting stronger? 
 
    But there wasn’t time for thinking about it as she folded her wings and rolled in the sky. It happened so fast he almost didn’t react in time. One moment she was facing away from him, and the next moment she was facing toward him. 
 
    Her mouth stretched wide— 
 
    Karliss flung himself violently to the side, barely in time to avoid the gout of magenta fire that shot out at him. The turbulence from its passing flung him head over heels once again. He managed to right himself and take off at full speed even as she launched yet another attack. 
 
    “Chaos devours all!” she screamed after him. “The air, the sea, the stone. None of it stands against me.” 
 
    He wasn’t going to argue with her. He’d felt the void in the sky after her attack. She didn’t just destroy, she eliminated. What she attacked simply ceased to exist. 
 
    He was beginning to understand why the masters locked her away in the Abyss. 
 
    What he didn’t understand was why they’d left a key behind to let her out. Some things made no sense at all. There should be no way for a monster like this to slip its chains. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder and was shocked to see that she was gaining on him. 
 
    That should not be possible. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be faster than you!” he yelled. Then he dodged as she unleashed another torrent of magenta fire. He spun in the air and let her have another blast of sapphire Sky power, not because he thought it would actually injure her, but because he had to do something. Even a rabbit could bite when it was cornered. 
 
    His attack punched a hole through one of her wings, but almost immediately the hole closed up. 
 
    Which was plain old discouraging. 
 
    Lances of emerald and ruby struck her a heartbeat later, knocking her sideways a little, but not seeming to accomplish anything else. He didn’t even see any scales fall off. 
 
    “We’re going to need another plan, Fen,” he muttered as he zigzagged across the sky, evading her counterattacks. As he did so he made sure to make his way back towards the shore. He didn’t want to draw the Queen away from the others to where she had only him to focus on wrath on. 
 
    A moment later he had a nasty realization. 
 
    The portal was bigger now. It was at least twice its former size, a good bowshot across. It stretched out into the sea, up and down the beach, and back into the encroaching jungle. He could see it growing larger before his eyes. The edge of it was limned in black flames. It was as if the flames were consuming the very earth. 
 
    Which is probably what was happening. 
 
    Was there a limit? Or would it grow and grow until it consumed the entire world? 
 
    Making things worse: hundreds of misshapen creatures were swarming out of it and spreading across the land. 
 
    Could this day get any worse? 
 
    There was a blast of emerald power from the sea, and Lazaria peeled off to chase it down, giving Karliss a bit of breathing room. Think! he told himself. Use your head. There’s something you’re missing. 
 
    He saw Fen surface not far from the edge of the portal. A moment later he blasted the Queen with a really impressive bolt. For the first time she actually looked injured, though she didn’t seem weakened at all, considering how quickly she left off attacking Aislin and hurtled at Fen. 
 
    Fen fired at her again, a smaller bolt this time, just a fraction before Karliss and Aislin hit her again as well. 
 
    And that’s when it clicked into place. 
 
    Triggered by the sight of all three bolts at once, sapphire, emerald and ruby. 
 
    He knew what to do. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin fired again and again at the black-scaled behemoth. She was feeling frustrated. How could the Queen be this strong? 
 
    “Chaos is a fundamental element of the universe, you know,” a voice said from beside her. 
 
    She turned and saw with disbelief that Ya’Shi was standing beside her on the waves. Or maybe he wasn’t. She could see through him. 
 
    “Are you here to help?” she asked him. 
 
    “I can’t,” he replied without looking at her. He was watching Lazaria chase Karliss through the sky, his head cocked to one side as if it was a fascinating spectacle. “I’m not really here.” 
 
    “Then go away,” she growled. “I’m busy.” 
 
    “I can see that. The question is, why?” 
 
    She gathered more Seaforce and fired again. “I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “I don’t think you have time for much of anything. Look, she’s coming back.” 
 
    And she was. The Queen’s wings were flapping hard, and she was barreling at them with surprising speed. From her mouth came another blast of fire, and Aislin was forced to abandon her attacks and dive into the water. She dove fast and deep, her speed beyond anything with a physical body could have attained. It was only possible because she was no longer completely physical. Somehow, since using the third word of power, she seemed to be able to become the Sea. 
 
    Even so, she was almost too slow. The chaos power chewed through the water, obliterating it from existence, drawing closer and closer— 
 
    Before fizzling out only moments before catching her. 
 
    I thought you three were supposed to fight her together. 
 
    Aislin turned. Ya’Shi was there in the water beside her. Or he was standing on top of a mountain under a strange, pale yellow sky. Or he was standing on an alien shore with red sand and skeletal trees. 
 
    She couldn’t be sure. She seemed to be seeing all of them at once. 
 
    We are fighting together. Are you blind? 
 
    He touched his face. I don’t think so. I can see you fine. 
 
    Is there a point to this? 
 
    Not if you keep doing what you’re doing. 
 
    Why don’t you tell me what to do, then? If she could have screamed, she would have. 
 
    Chaos is a fundamental element. 
 
    You said that already. 
 
    It can only be opposed by its opposite. 
 
    What? That doesn’t make any sense! What is the opposite of chaos? 
 
    Order, he replied with a big smile. Now go put her away before she causes more trouble. 
 
    With that he was gone. Aislin hung there for a moment in confusion. Order? What kind of answer was that? 
 
    Then she remembered something Lowellin had said, right before Ilsith freed Lazaria, and a smile lit her face. She headed back for the surface. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen held off as long as he could, drawing in ever more Stone power. He was determined that this time he was going to hurt her. When he was so swollen with power that he thought he might burst, he headed back to the surface. 
 
    It was surprisingly easy to move through the stone now. When he first did it, right before Lazaria unleashed her first attack, it was purely instinctive. He simply acted. And it was no more difficult that passing through a doorway into another room. An open doorway even. 
 
    There was a brief moment of transition, and then he was simply somewhere else. It was darker inside the stone, but not black. More like pre-dawn, but with all the colors washed out. He could see through the barrier too, back into the surface world, though it was hazy. It must have been using the third word of power that did it. Something fundamental had changed about him. He wondered if this meant he’d turned completely to stone now. 
 
    But there wasn’t time to consider that now. Now there was only time for battle. 
 
    He surfaced, and the first thing he noticed was that the portal was huge now. He was almost at the edge of it now, but when he’d gone under the last time, he’d been a stone’s throw away. Nightmarish creatures were streaming out of it. Sensing his power, they veered around him, but he ignored them. If they somehow managed to defeat the Queen, there would be time to deal with them later. 
 
    He saw the Queen out over the sea, belching magenta fire downwards. Presumably Aislin was down there somewhere. 
 
    Fen threw out both hands and unleashed the Stone power he had gathered. A blazing column of ruby power shot out and struck the Queen full-on. She was knocked sideways. A whole section of scales were torn away, and the flesh underneath smoked. 
 
    Screaming with rage, she righted herself and came flying at him. 
 
    He moved back—the black flames at the edge of the portal were getting uncomfortably close and moving way too fast—and considered his options. There weren’t many. He needed more Stone power. That was his only hope. He could feel it thrumming beneath him, enough to tear this whole world apart if it was all triggered at once. 
 
    That wasn’t what it would take to stop her, was it? 
 
    The thought was horrifying, and he immediately rejected it, but it stuck around. Once she devoured this world, she would move on to others. Could he stand by and let her do that, if it was in his power to stop her? 
 
    He hit her with another bolt of Stone power. At almost the same instant emerald Seaforce and sapphire Sky power struck her as well. The sapphire bolt came from nearby. 
 
    It slowed her only slightly. 
 
    Fen was about to dive back into the earth when there was a gust of wind, and Karliss raced up to him. 
 
    “Come with me!” he yelled, picking Fen up and carrying him away moments before another blast of magenta flame struck the spot. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fen yelled. “I need to be on the ground. I need more Stone power!” 
 
    “It won’t work! We can’t beat her that way. Trust me.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss needed to pick Aislin up, but the Queen was too close. He needed to shake her loose a bit first, so he turned inland, directly away from Aislin, dodging side to side so Lazaria couldn’t get a good shot at them. 
 
    He was almost too slow, as a gout of fire shot by on their right, sending them tumbling. 
 
    “You’re going to get us killed,” Fen said. 
 
    “I’m trying not to. Boy, you weigh a lot. Did you eat rocks for breakfast or what? Stop squirming. You’re making this harder.” 
 
    Fen was looking back over his shoulder. “Here comes another one.” 
 
    This time Karliss did something different. Instead of dodging to one side or the other, he pushed them down in a steep dive. The tree-choked ground raced up at them. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Fen said. 
 
    “Me too. Stop talking. I need to concentrate.” 
 
    They reached the jungle moments later, but Karliss barely slowed. He flew them down into the trees and then took a hard turn and headed back toward the shore, concentrating hard as he dodged the thick branches. He wasn’t quick enough for one, and there was a crunching sound as Fen struck a thick limb. The limb was torn away. Fen was unfazed. 
 
    “Nicely done,” Fen said. 
 
    “I knew you’d be okay. What’s a tree to a stone?” 
 
    He smacked Fen into another tree branch. 
 
    “You’re doing that on purpose now,” Fen growled. 
 
    “Of course I am.” 
 
    “Put me down. This isn’t accomplishing anything.” 
 
    “Not yet. I need to pick up Aislin.” It was hard to talk and dodge all the trees at the same time, so he ignored the next things Fen said. Behind him he heard a hissing, crackling sound as Lazaria vaporized a whole section of jungle. 
 
    A short while later they broke out of the trees and were racing across the sea. Ahead, Karliss could see Aislin standing on the waves, waving her arms to get their attention. 
 
    Fen looked back. “She sees us. This is going to be close.” 
 
    “Can you slow her down a little?” 
 
    “Maybe. But I can’t summon Stone power as easily up in the air like this.” 
 
    Karliss put on extra speed. “Do what you can.” 
 
    He felt the jolt as Fen unleashed a bolt of Stone power, and then they were coming up to Aislin. She jumped into the air, and he scooped her up. She weighed hardly anything, especially compared to Fen, and he barely had to slow down. A heartbeat later he was accelerating back into the sky. 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to stay ahead of her for very long,” Fen said. “What’s your crazy idea?” 
 
    “I’m going to need a moment,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I don’t think she’s going to give it to you.” 
 
    Karliss had an idea then. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but it was worth a try. 
 
    He reached into the sky and Shaped some clouds. Thick, black clouds appeared nearly instantly. Lazaria was still partially visible through them. 
 
    “It didn’t work,” Fen said. “She still sees us.” 
 
    “I’m not done,” Karliss said. He’d known the clouds wouldn’t obscure them. He only needed them to buy a few precious moments while he tried something harder. 
 
    He took hold of the Sky— 
 
    And pulled it around them, obscuring them. 
 
    Immediately, he changed direction, veering off at a sharp angle and climbing. As he did so, he looked back. 
 
    It had worked. Lazaria was still headed in the same direction, her huge head swinging side to side as she searched for them. She was powerful enough that he suspected she would see through his cloaking soon enough, but for now they were effectively invisible to her. 
 
    Karliss flew them still further out of her path and then turned to look at the other two. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Fen said. 
 
    “I know what we’ve been doing wrong,” Aislin said. 
 
    “I just realized what the last part of the old shaman’s vision means,” Karliss said, nearly at the same time. 
 
    “We’re not fighting together, not really,” Aislin said. 
 
    “The three beams of light, red, blue and green, meeting and turning to gold,” Karliss said. 
 
    “The only answer to chaos is order,” Aislin said. “And order comes from life.” 
 
    Fen’s eyes went wide as he suddenly got it. “Lowellin said that Melekath took from Stone, Sea and Sky and created Life.” His face lit up. “I think that’s it.” 
 
    “We need to combine our powers,” Karliss said. 
 
    “We’ll kill her,” Fen said, making a fist. 
 
    “I don’t think we can,” Aislin said. “Ya’Shi said that chaos is a fundamental part of the universe. I’m not sure what that means, but I think it means we can’t kill her.” 
 
    “We have to drive her back into the Abyss,” Karliss said. 
 
    “And seal it up after her,” Fen finished. “Karliss, get us into position.” 
 
    “Sure thing, captain.” 
 
    “One more thing, Karliss.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Stop calling me captain.” 
 
    Karliss’ answer was a huge grin. Still holding the concealment around them, he headed back to Lazaria. 
 
    She was circling the portal, looking for them. The portal was still growing fast, the flames around the edge taller than a person now. Karliss flew them up above Lazaria, positioning them so that she was between them and the portal. He looked at the other two. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    Fen nodded. Aislin gave a dark smile. 
 
    Karliss dropped the concealment. The Queen spotted them quickly and whirled to face them. 
 
    “Goodbye, Queen!” Karliss yelled. 
 
    “Aim for a spot just in front of her face,” Fen said. “Now!” 
 
    Three beams of pure energy shot out simultaneously, sapphire, emerald and ruby. They intersected, and there was a brilliant flash of light. 
 
    When Karliss could see again, he saw that the three beams had formed one large, golden column of light. Lazaria belched magenta fire, but when it struck the golden light, it scattered harmlessly. 
 
    The golden light struck her, knocking her backwards. She screamed in fury and attacked again. The golden light shivered, but the three companions fed more power into it, and a moment later it steadied, and once again she was borne backwards. 
 
    She fought with everything she had, blazing away with her power, flapping her mighty wings, but she was no match for this power she faced. 
 
    The ground, and the waiting portal, grew closer. She redoubled her efforts, now putting everything into simply fleeing, but the golden light had hold of her now. Wings beating, the air rent with her screams, she was pushed back and back. 
 
    Then she was at the portal. She clamped onto the edge of it with her powerful claws, but the three bore down on her mercilessly. 
 
    With a final scream of defiance, she tumbled backward and down into the blackness. 
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    “We have to close the opening now,” Fen said. “Keep it together.” 
 
    Slowly, they swept the column of golden light around the perimeter of the portal. The black flames went out. With a hissing sound, the portal began to shrink. Those creatures still clinging to the edge fell shrieking into the darkness. 
 
    The portal closed with a pop and disappeared. 
 
    They released their combined power, and Karliss flew them down closer. Dimly visible at the bottom of the crater was something that glittered. The key. 
 
    They landed, and Fen picked it up. 
 
    “Destroy it,” Karliss said. “Make sure she can never threaten us again.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” a voice said behind them. 
 
    They whirled to see Ya’Shi standing there. 
 
    “Now you show up,” Fen said. “After we don’t need you anymore.” 
 
    “May I have that?” Ya’Shi asked, holding out his hand. 
 
    “It should be destroyed,” Fen said, making no move to hand it over. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Ya’Shi said, shrugging. “I thought you wanted to save the world, not destroy it. But you’re the hero. You know best.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Give it to him,” Aislin said. 
 
    Fen hesitated and looked at Karliss. “I agree with her,” Karliss said. Fen handed it over. 
 
    Ya’Shi held the key up and looked at it. “It’s not really a key.” 
 
    “What is it then?” Fen still looked like he wanted to snatch it back. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain. It’s more like a…connecting point.” 
 
    “That means almost nothing,” Karliss said. “Just so you know.” 
 
    “The masters didn’t just create the Shapers,” Ya’Shi said. “They created all this.” He gestured at the world around them. “And in creating it, they created the Abyss, as a place to contain the Queen.” 
 
    “Why?” Fen asked. 
 
    “They knew they couldn’t destroy her.” 
 
    “If they had the power to create a whole world, surely they were strong enough to kill her.” 
 
    “Lazaria is old. Older than you can imagine. She’s been here since the beginning.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “When the universe was created, two mighty beings came into existence. You can think of them as dragons, though they are much more than that. One was Lazaria, Queen of Chaos. The other was Hamnet, Lord of Order. It was their struggles, as they battled over the eons, that led to the creation of all the stars you see in the sky, and all the worlds that circle around them. Neither could ever gain the upper hand for long. A balance was achieved. A balance that lasted for uncounted millennia.” Ya’Shi flipped the key like a coin and snatched it out of the air. 
 
    “But something happened to Hamnet. He went away. None know where. Left unchecked, the Queen would have reduced all existence to pure chaos. That was when the masters stepped in. They were an ancient, powerful race, with powers no other species in existence can yet dream of. They knew the Queen could not be killed—in fact, they knew if they did, they would destroy any chance of a balance ever again—so they created the Abyss in which to contain her. 
 
    “This world that you see around you is the flip side of the Abyss, brought into being when the Abyss was created, as a way of maintaining the balance. This here…” He held up the key. “…is the focal point at which the two places connect. It’s the fulcrum on which they balance. Destroy it, and you destroy both places at the same time.” 
 
    “If she threatens the whole universe, maybe that wouldn’t be so bad,” Fen said. 
 
    “Except that you have no idea of the unintended consequences of such an action.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do with it then?” Karliss asked. “We can’t leave it lying around.” 
 
    “No. That would not be wise.” Ya’Shi snapped the key into its four pieces and slipped them into a pouch. “I have an idea what to do with it.” He turned to leave, but Aislin stopped him. 
 
    “Why didn’t you help more? You would have died too.” 
 
    “A good question,” he said, tapping his chin. “Maybe because I am crazy. There are those who think that.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer,” she said. 
 
    “No, not really. Probably it was simply because I am so very old and frail.” As he said this, he changed, deep lines appearing in his face, is back becoming hunched, his eyes rheumy. “So. Very. Old.” Producing a cane out of nowhere, he limped away, one hand to his back. Within a few steps he had disappeared. 
 
    “That’s still not an answer!” Aislin yelled after him. 
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    They all stood there in silence for a while then, looking at each other. Karliss was the first to speak. 
 
    “Is it really over? What do we do now?” 
 
    “Not completely over,” Fen replied. “A lot of things came through into our world. We should hunt down and destroy as many as we can.” 
 
    “After fighting the Ichthalids and the Queen, it’s going to be like stomping on cockroaches.” 
 
    “Cockroaches that can kill you.” 
 
    “Okay, not quite like cockroaches. How do you want to do this? I guess I can fly around and see how many I can spot from the air.” 
 
    “Many went into the sea,” Aislin said. “I’ll make sure they don’t live long.” 
 
    Fen knelt and put his hand on the ground. “I can feel them walking,” he said. “Not very many are going to get away. Or none.” He stood and started climbing up out of the crater they were standing in. 
 
    “Hang on. I’ll give you a lift out,” Karliss said. 
 
    Fen waved him off. “I’ve had enough of flying for a little while, thanks.” 
 
    They emerged from the crater and split up. Karliss flew away. Fen could see him zigzagging above the jungle, now and then firing bolts of Sky power. Aislin swam away. Something thrashed in the water, there was a squeal of pain, and then whatever it was went still. He wouldn’t want to be any creature she caught up to. 
 
    He was heading for the jungle when Lowellin came sliding up out of the ground in front of him. Fen stopped and looked at him suspiciously. 
 
    “You did it,” Lowellin said. “I never doubted you.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. You said over and over we probably couldn’t defeat them.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now, though. What matters is you defeated the Queen and sent her back to the Abyss. That was something to see.” 
 
    Fen crossed his arms. “Is there something you want? I have things to do.” 
 
    “Nope. I just came to make sure it worked out all right.” Lowellin looked around. “Not anything left of the Ichthalids, I suppose.” 
 
    Fen pointed into the crater. “They were somewhere around there. Ilsith might still be alive.” 
 
    “I figured as much.” Lowellin gave him a smile that looked entirely false. “Well, let me shake your hand in congratulations on a job well done, and I’ll be off.” 
 
    Fen simply stood there, staring at his outstretched hand. 
 
    “Come on. Be the bigger man.” 
 
    Grudgingly, Fen put out his hand. Lowellin took it in a firm grasp. His smile faded. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this, Fen. I really am. But it’s you or me.” 
 
    Fen looked at him in confusion. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Then he saw the bulges under the skin on Lowellin’s arm, the toothy maws of the ingerlings as they broke the surface. He tried to pull his hand back, but Lowellin reached over with his other hand and clamped down tight. He roared and struck Lowellin, knocking him staggering backwards. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    The ingerlings had already leapt onto his arm. In a heartbeat, they gnawed through into the flesh of his forearm. Pain shot through him as they wriggled inwards. He tried to grab the last one, but he was too slow. 
 
    He stared in horror at his arm, then looked at Lowellin. “What have you done?” 
 
    “What I had to do. With the Ichthalids gone, there is no way for me to get them out, you see. Most likely now they’re going to give in to their natural hunger. I’ve seen what they do to Shapers, and I’ve no wish to have that happen to me. Sorry. It’s not personal.” 
 
    Fen flinched as the pain increased. He could feel them moving up his arm, chewing as they went. 
 
    “I did tell you not to trust me,” Lowellin said. 
 
    All at once Fen knew what to do. 
 
    He looked down at his arm. For years now, he’d feared this. Now he embraced it. 
 
    He willed his arm to turn to stone. 
 
    A ripple passed up his arm. In its wake, flesh was replaced by reddish stone. 
 
    The ingerlings tried to escape, but there was nowhere to go. In moments his entire arm to the shoulder was stone. The ingerlings were crushed to paste. Another exertion of will and their bodies were forced to the surface and fell to the ground, dead. 
 
    Lowellin’s eyes grew wide, and he took a step back. For the first time, he looked truly flustered. 
 
    “How did you do that? It’s not possible.” 
 
    “I’m different than you. Shaper and human. You shape stone. I am Stone.” 
 
    “Sure,” Lowellin said, nodding, still moving back. “I was counting on that.” 
 
    He tried to slide down into the ground, but Fen caught him halfway. His stone hand clamped onto Lowellin’s shoulder, and he pulled him out of the ground. Lowellin writhed in his grasp, but he could not break free. 
 
    Fen brought up his other hand. It was glowing so brightly it was hard to look at. “I can tear you into pieces and scatter you across the world. You won’t die, but you’ll never reform. You’ll have forever to think about what you’ve done.” 
 
    “But you won’t, right?” Lowellin gave him a sad look. “You’re one of the good guys, Fen. Good guys don’t do things like that.” 
 
    “Like what? Like eliminate a pest who has caused suffering for thousands of years?” 
 
    “Oh, now, that’s an exaggeration. I’ve done a lot of good, too. I helped Rome and the others defeat the Children. And you would never have had a chance against the Ichthalids without my help.” 
 
    He tried to say more, but Fen shook him until he went silent. Still gripping him in his stone hand, Fen took his left hand, which was still glowing brightly, and pressed his palm to Lowellin’s forehead. There was a sound like that of sizzling flesh, and when he took his hand away there was a handprint burned into his forehead. 
 
    “So you won’t forget,” Fen said grimly. “If I hear anything, the slightest bit of trouble you’ve caused, I’ll come looking for you. There’s nowhere you can hide from me. I’ll make you regret every bit of your miserable life.” 
 
    “Regret. Exactly,” Lowellin said, nodding vigorously. “I won’t forget that.” 
 
    Fen dropped him. Lowellin straightened his shirt. He tried a half smile. “No hard feelings?” 
 
    “Go away, Lowellin.” 
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    It took the whole following whole day, but they managed to hunt down most of what had come through the portal. It was near nightfall when they met back on the shore. 
 
    “It’s a little late to head out now,” Karliss said. “What say we camp here again tonight and head back to Qarath in the morning?” 
 
    “That sounds fine to me,” Fen said. “I’m tired. I don’t feel like going anywhere else today.” 
 
    “How’s the arm?” Karliss asked. 
 
    Fen flexed it and held it up to the fading light. “Still the same.” 
 
    Karliss rapped on it. It sounded like stone. “I still can’t believe you turned your arm to stone.” 
 
    “I didn’t have a lot of choice.” 
 
    “It’s weird that it works. You know, being stone and all.” 
 
    “It’s not really stone,” Fen said. “I mean, it’s stone, but it’s part of me. I don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
    “But you can still feel things with it?” 
 
    “I can, but it’s different. I don’t feel things with it the same way.” Fen searched for a way to explain it. “It’s like how you say you can hear through the aranti, but I bet it’s not the same as what you hear with your ears.” 
 
    “No. It’s not.” 
 
    Later, sitting around the fire, looking at the stars, Karliss asked, “What now? What are you two planning on doing next?” 
 
    “I’m going back to Samkara,” Fen said. “I can’t wait to see Ravin.” He said nothing for a time. “I hope she’s all right.” 
 
    “I can fly you there tomorrow.” 
 
    Fen looked away. “I’d like that, but…I think I have to go to Qarath first. There’s a lot of my people there. I can’t just abandon them. Hopefully there are still some Ankharan sailors around to sail us back to our land.” 
 
    “Are you sure? After all you’ve done, maybe you deserve to think about yourself for a while.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Fen said thickly. “I have a duty to them. And my squad is out there somewhere, hopefully still alive.” He smiled a little at the thought of them. 
 
    “How about you, Aislin?” 
 
    “I’m going home,” Aislin said. 
 
    “To Qarath? Or to the sea?” 
 
    “To Qarath. My home is there. People I…” She hesitated. “People I love. But then…” She trailed off. 
 
    “What?” Karliss asked. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “The last remains of Golgath are inside me. I told the Lementh’koy that when this was over I would go with them so he could be reborn to them.” 
 
    Karliss sat forward. “That’s crazy. You know that’s crazy, right? You’re talking about the same Lementh’koy who tried to kill us?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because without Golgath, they’ll die out.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She explained it to them then. When she finished, Karliss was shaking his head. “I still don’t think you owe them anything. And what if you don’t survive?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around her knees and rested her head on them. “That’s what I’m afraid of. I wasn’t before. Before, I…kind of wanted to die. But I don’t anymore.” 
 
    “Talk some sense into her, Fen. She didn’t go through all this—saving the world and all—just to sacrifice herself for some old sea god.” 
 
    “It’s Aislin’s choice,” Fen said. “I will say this. Talk to your people, Aislin. Maybe there’s a way to honor your word without risking your life.” 
 
    “You’re not a lot of help,” Karliss grumbled. 
 
    “We don’t see the world the same way, Karliss.” But Fen said it affectionately. “How about you? Are you headed back to your people?” 
 
    Karliss nodded. “I promised my father I would go see my mother one last time.” 
 
    “One last time? You’ll never go back after that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think I belong there anymore.” Karliss’ voice caught and now it was his turn to look away. “I’m not even sure they want me there.” 
 
    “Of course, they do.” 
 
    “You say that, but you don’t really know. Anyway, there’s a whole world out there waiting for me. Why should I be tied down in one place when I can fly anywhere?” 
 
    “That sounds pretty lonely to me.” 
 
    “What would you know about anything? You’re basically a walking rock.” 
 
    There was silence for a long while, each lost in their own thoughts. It was Fen who broke it this time. 
 
    “It was quite a journey, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was,” Karliss agreed. 
 
    “You think anyone will believe it?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “Look at us,” Fen said. “We couldn’t be more different, yet somehow we managed to work together and kind of save the world.” 
 
    “Kind of?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Okay. Not kind of. We did. It feels weird to say it. Like I’m bragging or something.” 
 
    “I think when you save the world, you’re allowed to brag. Or required to. One or the other,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I want to say that I’m honored to have fought alongside both of you. I will remember you both always.” 
 
    “I know you’ll remember me, because I’m going to come visit you,” Karliss said. “You too, Aislin.” 
 
    Aislin gave him a look that made him laugh. 
 
    “A man could not ask for better companions,” Fen said. “I had my doubts in the beginning, but you proved me wrong.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Karliss said with a groan. “Is this the part where we all hug and start weeping?” 
 
    “You know what…” Fen said, and before Karliss could react, he grabbed him and picked him up. He carried the struggling boy over to the shore and threw him into the water. 
 
    Choking and laughing, Karliss stumbled out of the water. “You don’t know what you’ve started. You are so going to get it.” 
 
    He advanced on Fen, who motioned him forward. They both stopped at an unfamiliar sound. 
 
    It was Aislin, laughing. 
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    It was afternoon, and they were approaching Qarath. Fen had been afraid that he’d arrive to find a battle going on. Instead, things looked peaceful. The Samkaran army was still camped outside the city, but it was clear they were making no attempt to besiege it. The gates of the city were open, farmers and merchants streaming through like any normal day. There were some men were working on the sole remaining ship anchored just offshore. The masts of the ship that Aislin had sunk were visible sticking out of the water. There was no sign of the black ship. 
 
    Clearly, there had been a battle, though. He could see the mound that marked a mass burial, and there was a blackened spot where something had been piled and burned. Hopefully not too many soldiers had died. He wondered what had happened. 
 
    He pointed at a cluster of tents near the center of the Samkaran encampment. “Put me down over there.” 
 
    “You want a fancy entrance?” Karliss asked with a grin. 
 
    Instead of answering, Fen gave him a look. 
 
    “Plain and boring it is, then. As plain and boring as flying can be anyway.” 
 
    Karliss brought them in to a cleared space in front of the largest tent and set Fen down, then took off with Aislin for the city itself. Fen slapped dust from his trousers and nodded at the soldiers nearby, all of whom were staring at him openmouthed. 
 
    “Now I seen everything,” one of them said. 
 
    The flap of the tent opened, and Sergeant Flint emerged. He walked over to Fen and looked him up and down. “You sure know how to make a splash, don’t you?” 
 
    Fen saluted him. “It’s good to see you, sergeant.” 
 
    “Stuff that,” Flint said, grabbing him in a rough hug. “I’m glad to see you alive, lad.” There was a brightness to his eyes. “I’d wager you have a hell of a story to tell.” 
 
    “It was something, all right.” 
 
    “Did it come out all right?” 
 
    “The Ichthalids are dead. Lowellin is gone.” 
 
    Flint grinned. “Did you hear that?” he called out to the soldiers who were rapidly gathering around. “Fen here took care of those alien bastards! We got our city back!” 
 
    A cheer went up from the soldiers, and Fen felt his face redden. “I had a lot of help,” he said. 
 
    “Sure. Whatever.” Flint whacked Fen on the arm, then frowned. “What happened to your arm? Is it…?” He bent and looked closer. “It looks like stone.” 
 
    “Sort of. It’s part of the story.” 
 
    “When we get back home, I’m buying you an ale and you’re telling me that story. Come on. Let’s get you to the general. He’s going to have plenty of questions for you.” 
 
    By the time Fen finished briefing General Kemp, a messenger had arrived from Qarath informing the general that there would be a feast that night at the palace to celebrate their victory. 
 
    “Permission to go get cleaned up, sir?” Fen asked. Kemp nodded, and Fen left the tent. 
 
    Wolfpack squad was waiting outside. Cowley got to him first, throwing his arms around him and whooping. The others weren’t far behind. Lukas threw himself into the mix. Gage was laughing and crying at the same time. Strout’s hug was almost painful. Noah howled like a wolf and basically jumped on Fen’s back. 
 
    When they finally let Fen go, he turned to see the brothers standing there. Wallice put his hand on Fen’s shoulder, looked into his eyes and nodded. Eben looked like he might speak but settled for a brief smile that instantly transformed his face. 
 
    “I knew you weren’t dead,” Noah exclaimed loudly. “I kept telling everyone that!” 
 
    “Don’t act like you’re the only one who thought that,” Strout said with a growl, but he was smiling. 
 
    “I bet you have an amazing story to tell,” Cowley said. 
 
    “We’ve got a pretty good one too,” Lukas said, almost shyly. 
 
    “I want to hear it,” Fen said. “I’ve got a feeling I’m going to get tired of telling mine pretty fast.” 
 
    “Did you take care of them?” Cowley asked. “Did you kill the Ichthalids?” 
 
    “Yeah, we did.” 
 
    “I knew they were no match for you,” Noah said. “I hope you pounded them good.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with your arm?” Gage asked. 
 
    “Lowellin had one last surprise for me,” Fen said. 
 
    “I hope you pounded him too,” Noah said. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll see him around anymore.” Fen looked off toward the shore, where the masts of the last ship could be seen. “I saw men working on the ships. Tell me we’re close to sailing. I’m ready to get back to Samkara.” 
 
    “We are,” Cowley said. “After we defeated the Ankharans, we captured some of their men. They’ve been helping the sailors repair the ship. Word is the ship is almost ready. I think Kemp has been stalling to see if you’d return.” 
 
    “What happened to the black ship?” 
 
    “No one knows. A couple days ago purple light started flashing from it, and then it kind of crumpled in on itself. There was a flash and it was gone.” 
 
    “That must have been when we sent the Queen back.” 
 
    “You look worried,” Lukas said, looking closely at Fen. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Noah chimed in. “The bad guys are dead. They’re throwing us a party. We’re all heroes. What could be wrong?” 
 
    Fen’s expression clouded. “It’s Ravin.” He told them about meeting the Musician and what he’d seen in the Music. 
 
    “Ely,” Noah said, making the name a curse. “When I see him, I’m shoving my sword so far up his ass…” 
 
    Cowley put his hand on the back of Fen’s neck and pulled him close to look in his eyes. “Ravin’s a smart girl. She’s going to be okay. I’m sure of it. And if Ely laid a hand on her…we’ll make him pay.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Fen said. “But I can’t stop worrying.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to the general,” Lukas said. “I’m sure he’ll agree to sail tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Fen gave him a surprised look. “You’ll talk to the general? Did you get a jump in rank I haven’t heard about?” 
 
    “I told you already. We’re heroes,” Noah said. “We haven’t been sitting on our butts while you were off flying around like a bird. We killed a giant hound and a sorcerer king. And we can’t turn into stone, either. We had to do it the hard way.” 
 
    Fen shook his head in amazement. “I have to hear this. You can fill me in while I get cleaned up.” 
 
    With the others clustered around him, talking two and three at a time, Fen walked away. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “Where do you want to go?” Karliss asked Aislin after they dropped off Fen. 
 
    For a moment, Aislin couldn’t answer. She had a sudden glimpse of what was come and felt trapped and frightened. Her first impulse was to go to the sea, dive in and swim away. Come back after things had settled down. 
 
    But that made her feel sad. And she realized that she wanted to see her mother. She missed her. She missed Liv. She wanted to see Treylen. She needed to know if Randel was all right. 
 
    It seemed that Fen wasn’t the only one who came out of this changed. 
 
    They were flying over the city, and Karliss was looking around. He pointed at the palace. “There?” 
 
    Aislin shook her head. “No. I want to go home.” And it was her home. She knew that now. 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “It’s not too far from the palace. Slow down.” She scanned the city. It looked so different from above. Then she saw the Tender estate and pointed. 
 
    Karliss flew her up to the front gates of the estate and set down in the street. The guards manning the gates and the people passing by on the street gaped at them. Karliss gave them a little bow. 
 
    Aislin hurried over to the gates. Before she got there, Randel came walking out, talking with another guard. Then his eyes fell on Aislin, and he broke off in mid-sentence. 
 
    “Aislin!” he cried. He charged toward her with his arms flung wide. Then he skidded to a halt and lowered his arms. He stood there awkwardly. “It’s great to see you again.” 
 
    Aislin bit her lip and held her arms up, already wincing inwardly. 
 
    Randel’s smile turned up a few notches, and he swept her up in a hug and spun her around. “I’m so glad you’re okay! When the purple fire came out of the ground, I thought…” His words choked off. 
 
    “I was worried about you too.” Aislin could feel eyes on her, and it was making her uneasy. “Put me down now, please.” 
 
    “What? Oh, of course.” He set her down and stepped back. “I’m dying to hear everything that happened, but if I don’t get you to your mother straight away, she’ll kill me. Come on.” He led her to the gate. “Make way, make way,” he said to the guards, who were still standing there in a cluster, staring. “The young miss wants to see her mother.” 
 
    Word had spread fast, and they’d only gone a few steps when they heard a cry and looked up to see Netra sprinting toward them. 
 
    “It’s good to have you back,” Randel said, backing away and returning to the gate. 
 
    Aislin suppressed a brief, powerful urge to flee. But it passed as soon as it arose, and she ran to meet her mother. Her mother swept her up and squeezed her so tightly that Aislin couldn’t breathe right. The whole time Netra was making a little sound that was like sobbing and laughing mixed together. It was terribly confusing for Aislin. But it also felt right in a way she couldn’t have explained to anyone. 
 
    Netra set her down at last, but she couldn’t seem to stop touching her, as if to make sure she was really there. 
 
    “It’s good to be home, Mama,” Aislin said. 
 
    Netra looked down at her. “I’m so glad.” She wiped at the tears streaming down her face. “I was so worried. Thinking about you out there all alone…it made me crazy.” 
 
    “But I wasn’t alone, Mama. I had Randel with me. And then it was Fen and Karliss. I wasn’t alone once.” 
 
    “I guess I didn’t think about it that way,” Netra said, stroking Aislin’s hair. 
 
    “Are you okay, Mama?” 
 
    “I am now, honey. I am now.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    After Aislin went through the gates, Karliss stood there for a moment feeling kind of lost and lonely. Where was his excited welcome? If he was to go back to the clan right now, how would they act? He looked around, wondering what had become of Batu and Hulagu. Were they okay? Had they gone back to the steppes? 
 
    “You’re Karliss, right?” 
 
    He turned to see the young guard who’d welcomed Aislin back. “Yes.” 
 
    “That was a dumb question. Who else can fly? I’m Randel.” Karliss nodded, wondering where this was going. “I know where your friends are.” 
 
    “You do?” Just like that Karliss’ day brightened. “Where?” 
 
    “They’re here. They’ve been waiting for you. Come on. I’ll take you to them.” 
 
    Karliss followed him through the gates into the estate. Instead of heading for the estate manor, Randel led him off to the side. “The Tenders offered them rooms in the big house, but they said they’d rather stay in a tent in the trees. Something about feeling trapped inside stone walls. Is that a Sertithian thing?” 
 
    “You could say that. What are they doing here anyway? The last I saw them they were days that way.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one having adventures,” Randel said with a grin. “We all joined up after you three disappeared, me, Batu, Hulagu, and Wolfpack squad. I’ll let them tell you the details, but I’ll say this.” His smile disappeared, and a solemn look took its place. “I don’t ever want to have that much excitement again. I’m happy with being a plain old guard, thank you very much.” 
 
    There was a small patch of woods behind the estate house. Under a large oak tree was a tent. His friends were sitting outside. Randel said goodbye and went back to his duties. 
 
    As he got close, Karliss realized that he had a huge, uncontrollable smile on his face. He’d never thought he could be this happy to see anyone. Batu looked up when he was a dozen paces away. With a yell, he jumped to his feet and ran at Karliss. 
 
    “You’re back! Hulagu, Karliss is back!” 
 
    Then the three of them were jumping around, hugging, laughing, all talking at once. When things had settled down somewhat, Hulagu said, “Did you take care of them?” 
 
    “We did. Got the Queen too.” 
 
    “The Queen?” 
 
    “She was the one we really needed to worry about, not those other three.” 
 
    “You sure have a nose for trouble, don’t you?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Karliss said earnestly. “I’m ready for things to be quiet for a while.” 
 
    “Sure, I believe that,” Batu snorted. “You’ll be off flying into some storm before you know it.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Karliss said. “How did you two end up here?” 
 
    “We fell into some excitement ourselves,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Why would you say it like that?” Batu asked. “You make it sound so boring.” 
 
    Hulagu sighed and shook his head. “Forget I said anything.” 
 
    “We’re heroes too, now,” Batu said proudly. “You might have to get yourself some new sidekicks after this.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Karliss asked with a grin. “What happened?” 
 
    “We only killed a monster hound and a sorcerer king is all. The macht is throwing us a party.” 
 
    “You’re impossible, you know that?” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I know,” Batu replied. 
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    The great banquet hall of the palace was filled to overflowing. There were rows of tables everywhere, all of them groaning with food and drink. Music was playing, liveried servants were scurrying here and there, and voices were raised in laughter and conversation. 
 
    The revelry overflowed into the streets of Qarath and out into the Samkaran encampment. Macht Rome had thrown open the royal stores and put a serious dent in the royal treasury. Tables filled with food and casks of wine and ale were everywhere. When Quyloc dared to question the expense, Rome simply told him, “I don’t want to hear it, Quyloc. The last time we survived the end of the world we were too beat up for a proper party. This time we’re not. Spare no expense!” Then he laughed and clapped his advisor on the back. 
 
    Wulf Rome was roaming about the banquet hall now, tankard in hand, his booming voice rising over the din easily. With him was his queen, Bonnie. 
 
    The guests included soldiers from the Samkaran army and everybody who was anybody in the city. But the places of honor at the front of the room were reserved for Fen, Karliss, and Aislin, along with Wolfpack squad, Batu, Hulagu and Randel, who sat there was a stunned smile plastered on his face, seemingly unable to believe he was really there. 
 
    Aislin didn’t stay long in her spot. Uncomfortable with having so many people look at her, she eagerly accepted Liv’s invitation to flee and now the two of them were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Fen didn’t look all that comfortable either. He sat there in a new uniform, his hair slicked down, picking at his food and pulling at his collar. He smiled and nodded at the comments and jests of Wolfpack squad, but he didn’t really join in. 
 
    Of the three of them, Karliss was clearly the happiest to be there. He’d had several cups of wine and his face was flushed. He was loudly telling tales of their adventures to anyone who would listen. 
 
    After the food had been cleared away and desserts brought out, Rome held up his tankard and bellowed for quiet. The room slowly hushed, and faces turned his way. 
 
    “We’re here tonight to honor, well, I was going to say a bunch of kids who saved us, but now I think I can’t say that. They might be young, but they’re not kids anymore. Not after what they’ve been through.” He turned to the table at the front and held up his tankard. “We owe you a debt we can never repay. If there is ever anything you need, don’t be afraid to ask. If it’s within my power, you’ll have it.” 
 
    Noah, who’d had more than a few mugs of ale, held his mug up and shouted, “How about a refill then?” His words were greeted with laughter. Strout smacked him on the back of the head. 
 
    “Spoken like a true soldier,” Rome said. “A sharp blade and a full mug is all we need, right? Would any of you like to say something?” 
 
    “I would,” Karliss said, standing up. Hulagu groaned audibly. Fen started shaking his head. “What?” Karliss said. He was swaying visibly. 
 
    “Once you start, you never shut up,” Fen said. 
 
    “You noticed that too?” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Noticed? For a while there I was considering just letting him talk the queen to death.” 
 
    This brought more laughter. Karliss tried to make himself heard over it, but Hulagu took hold of his arm and pulled him back down. 
 
    “But I wanted to show them some tricks,” Karliss protested. 
 
    “How about when you haven’t been drinking?” Hulagu replied, still holding onto him. 
 
    “You’re hurting my arm,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Let’s have a big cheer for our young heroes,” Rome shouted, thrusting his tankard into the air. Everyone stood and cheered, stamping their feet and whistling. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    It was nighttime and Cara, Netra and Aislin were sitting on the balcony on the top floor of the Tender estate. They were seated around a small table, eating dinner, bread, cheese and a small bowl of olives. The Samkarans had sailed that day. Half of them anyway. They hadn’t been able to get all of the surviving Samkarans onto the ship, so the rest were still camped outside the city until the ship could return for them. 
 
    Aislin heard a faint whisper of sound behind her. She turned in time to see three Lementh’koy climb up over the railing and step onto the balcony. Netra saw them at the same moment, and with a harsh intake of breath she stood up, tipping her chair over as she did. Aislin and Cara got up as the Lementh’koy walked toward them. 
 
    There were three of them. Aislin recognized the one in the middle as the one who had led them when they tried to kidnap her. 
 
    “It is time,” he said. 
 
    Netra’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not taking her,” she said before Aislin could respond. 
 
    “We come unarmed,” the Lementh’koy said, holding his hands out to show they were empty. “We do not wish to fight you.” 
 
    “I have to go, Mama,” Aislin said. “I promised.” 
 
    “Only after they threatened you,” Netra said. She was crouching slightly, looking like she was about to spring on the Lementh’koy. Aislin could feel her beginning to draw LifeSong to her. It was like everything nearby tilted toward her. She felt the steepness of the cliff before them, and it frightened her. Something was about to happen, something there was no turning back from. She couldn’t allow it. 
 
    “They’ll all die if I don’t,” Aislin said. 
 
    “You’ll die,” Netra said in an anguished voice, glancing at her. “That’s all I care about.” She turned to the Lementh’koy again. “You can’t have her. I won’t allow it and that’s final.” 
 
    Their leader’s gaze looked expressionless, but Aislin could sense that there was much beneath the surface he was hiding. “You would condemn our species to die.” 
 
    “Better you than my daughter.” 
 
    “I have a question,” Cara said. 
 
    Reluctantly, the Lementh’koy and Netra broke off their staring match and looked at her. 
 
    “How is it that the Lementh’kal can still reproduce and the Lementh’koy cannot? Aren’t you the same species?” 
 
    The leader exchanged a look with the others. They spoke among themselves in their own language. Then he turned back to Cara. “When the war between Stone and Sea came, Golgath summoned all within his domain to fight at his side. Those who came to be known as the Lementh’kal refused, saying they would not make war on those whose only crime was being alive. Golgath turned his face from him in anger.” His gill flaps flared. “But we were loyal. We answered the call. In exchange, Golgath shared his power with us. We became first among his warriors, second in power only to him.” 
 
    “But it changed you,” Cara said. 
 
    The leader seemed to wilt slightly. “After that, there were no more children. It was a high price, but one we have never regretted paying.” 
 
    One of the others said something to him in their language, and he replied curtly, clearly angered by it. The blue streaks on his skin grew slightly darker. 
 
    “Then how are you still alive?” Cara asked. 
 
    “I do not know. Something in the power he shared with us keeps us alive. But since the ingerlings devoured him, it has begun to change. We are dying, and there are none to replace us.” 
 
    “And with Golgath returned…?” 
 
    “He can renew us. Before it is too late.” He looked at Netra. “This is why we must have your daughter. We have honored our side of the agreement. Time for you to honor yours.” 
 
    Netra shook her head. “Never.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Cara said, putting her hand on Netra’s arm. “There may be another way.” She looked at the Lementh’koy leader. “What if we could change you back to the way you were?” 
 
    The leader blinked at her, his alien features conveying his confusion. “This is not possible.” 
 
    “Leave that aside for a moment. If we could do it, would you accept it?” 
 
    “You mean, once again we would have offspring?” 
 
    “Yes. But you would also die as living creatures do.” 
 
    Something peculiar came over the leader’s face. He blinked several times, rapidly, then withdrew with the other two to the far end of the balcony. They began talking in low voices and gesturing. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Netra asked. 
 
    “Golgath changed them. Surely you saw the difference in their flows.” 
 
    “I…I’m ashamed to say I hadn’t noticed,” Netra admitted. “I was too upset.” She turned to look at the Lementh’koy, and Aislin saw her eyes become unfocused. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Aislin asked Cara. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “It’s not something you can see with your eyes,” Cara said. “Seeing is something Tenders can do. We go beyond, to where the mists are. There we can see the flows of LifeSong that nurture and sustain all living things.” 
 
    Netra blinked, and her eyes regained their focus. She looked at her old friend. “Song enters them, but it does not leave. He did…something to their akirmas.” 
 
    “Isn’t an akirma the thing that keeps Song inside us?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “So you did pay attention to some of what I told you,” Netra said with a small smile. “Yes, it is. The akirma filters raw LifeSong, changes the energy to Selfsong. Selfsong is what keeps us alive. After we’ve used it, it radiates away, which is why we must always be replenished by more. But there is something different about the Lementh’koy. No Song radiates from them, and their akirmas…there’s something different about them. They’re crusted over. It looks something like those little things that grow on the rocks on the seashore.” 
 
    “You mean barnacles.” 
 
    “Yes, that.” Netra looked at Cara. “Do you really think…?” 
 
    “You’re the woman who entered the River. A few days ago, you diverted the power of a trunk line and used it to save the city. You tell me.” 
 
    Netra thought about this for a moment, her brow furrowed. “It might be possible.” 
 
    “It has to be better than slaughtering them all,” Cara said. 
 
    “Or letting them die,” Aislin said. 
 
    “What about you, Aislin?” Netra asked. “You still have some of Golgath inside you. Treylen told me what happened to you during the battle against the Devourers, how he took you over. Is that going to happen again?” 
 
    Aislin shook her head firmly. “Never again. I settled that.” 
 
    Netra gave a relieved sigh. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear that.” She looked at the Lementh’koy. “Now I guess we’ll see what they have to say.” 
 
    The three Lementh’koy came walking back over to them. Aislin could sense how upset they were. They were confused, frightened and hopeful, all mixed up together. It surprised her that she saw all this, considering how confusing she’d always found people. 
 
    “I cannot speak for all my people,” the leader said, “but we three accept your offer. I would…” He broke off. A shiver passed over him that Aislin knew was like tears for a person. “I would like to see children again.” 
 
    Netra nodded. “I’ll need to sit down for this.” She pulled out her chair and sat. 
 
    Aislin went to her. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to see if I can divert enough raw Song to cleanse their akirmas. Think about how a flood scours away dirt and debris, washing it away.” 
 
    Aislin felt a sudden fear, for her mother and for the Lementh’koy. “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “It is if I lose control of it. All power is dangerous. You’ve learned that.” 
 
    “But you can do this. You’re the greatest Tender ever.” 
 
    Netra brushed the hair back from Aislin’s face, and Aislin didn’t even mind. “Will you hold my hand while I do it? I may need you to hold onto.” 
 
    Aislin nodded and held out her hand. Netra took it and squeezed it gently. “I love you, Aislin.” 
 
    “I love you too, Mama.” The words popped out unexpectedly, and Aislin put her hand to her mouth. She realized with surprise that the words felt surprisingly good to say. The tears started in her mother’s eyes, and for a moment Aislin couldn’t understand why she was sad. Wasn’t that what her mother had always wanted her to say? Then she remembered that people cried when they were happy sometimes too. Her vision grew blurry, and when she rubbed her eyes, she got another surprise. 
 
    She was crying too. 
 
    “Oh, Aislin,” Netra said softly. 
 
    “I’m here, Mama.” 
 
    Netra smiled at her, then looked at the Lementh’koy. “You might want to sit too,” she told them. She sat back in the chair and closed her eyes. The Lementh’koy sat on the floor, their legs crossed. 
 
    Aislin felt her mother’s grip on her hand loosen as her breathing became very deep and regular. After that, nothing happened for a while. Finally, Aislin looked at Cara, a question in her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cara said. “She’s gone too deep. I can’t follow her.” 
 
    More time passed. Then Netra’s grip on Aislin’s hand tightened painfully. Though she didn’t move, Aislin had a sense that her mother was falling over an edge. She grabbed onto her with her other hand as well. 
 
    “She’s falling,” she said. 
 
    Cara moved to Netra’s side and took her other hand. “Hold on,” she whispered. “Hold on.” Aislin didn’t know if she was taking to her or her mother. 
 
    A sound drew her attention and she looked over to see that the Lementh’koy were convulsing. Two fell over on their sides. The leader remained upright, but a greenish fluid leaked from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Aislin looked back at her mother. She was sweating, her face was flushed, and her breathing had become ragged. “You can do it, Mama,” she said to her, stroking her brow. When she did, a faint smile appeared on Netra’s face, and her breathing steadied. The flush receded. 
 
    The Lementh’koy’s convulsions stopped, and they went still. Netra’s eyes opened. 
 
    “You’re back,” Aislin said. 
 
    Netra looked at her, her eyes shining. “I had you to hold onto, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Did it work?” Cara asked. 
 
    Netra nodded. “I think so. See for yourself.” 
 
    Cara turned to them. Her eyes unfocused for a few moments, then she turned back. “I’m not sure what a normal Lementh’koy akirma looks like, but they look completely different.” There was awe in her voice. “Is there anything you can’t do?” 
 
    “I’m not good at doing nothing when my daughter is in danger,” Netra said, squeezing Aislin’s hand. 
 
    The Lementh’koy got to their feet and came over to the table. “I feel…different,” their leader said. 
 
    “You are different,” Cara said. 
 
    “And we will be able to have offspring again?” he asked Netra. 
 
    “I believe so. Only time will tell for sure.” 
 
    “Then we will take our leave.” He inclined his head. “You have the gratitude of my people.” 
 
    “Send the others a few at a time,” Netra said. “Spread them out a little. I will need to rest between times. But now that I know what needs to be done, it will be easier.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next morning Aislin got up early. Her mother stirred when she crawled out of bed and rolled over to face her. 
 
    “I’m going down to the sea for a bit,” Aislin said. “I want to see Treylen.” 
 
    Netra reached out from under the blankets and squeezed her hand. “I’m still tired from last night. I need to sleep more. When do you think you’ll be back?” 
 
    “In time for the noon meal, I promise. I know you don’t want me gone a lot right now, after everything that happened.” 
 
    Her mother smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    At the gate, Randel said, “To the sea, then?” He set down the mug of tea he was drinking. “Give me a moment and I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Aislin put her hands on her hips and gave him a look. “After everything that’s happened, you still think I need protecting?” 
 
    Randel looked around to make sure no one was close enough to hear. In a low voice, he said, “Nope. But don’t tell them that. It’s an easy job, and I don’t want to give it up. It’s a lot nicer sleeping on the sand than standing around here.” Aislin just shook her head. 
 
    True to his word, when they reached the beach, Randel walked away by himself and sprawled out on the sand. Treylen was sitting underneath his favorite tree. Aislin walked over and sat down beside him. 
 
    He glanced sidelong at her. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “It’s good to be here.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, meaning it. “This is where I belong.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m glad to hear that. It feels good to belong.” 
 
    “It does. I may still go away now and then, but I’ll always come back.” 
 
    “And I’ll be waiting here for you.” 
 
    “I know that,” she said, laughing a little. “You don’t ever do anything.” 
 
    “It is what I’m best at,” he said gravely, then laughed too. 
 
    She turned serious. “Thank you.” 
 
    He raised one eyebrow. “For what?” 
 
    “Being patient. Being there. Just…being you.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.” 
 
    Aislin looked over at Randel. “Look at him,” she exclaimed. “He’s already asleep! That’s so lazy!” 
 
    “Guarding is hard work,” Treylen said. 
 
    “Let’s see how he likes this,” she said, an impish smile on her face. She raised one finger, and a wave rose up from the sea and crashed down on Randel. He jumped up with a spluttering cry, and they both laughed. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready for this?” Hulagu asked. He, Batu and Karliss were nearing Spotted Elk Clan’s camp, which sat in the lee of a low rise, a small stream running through it. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” Karliss asked, feigning nonchalance. 
 
    “You don’t have to pretend with us, you know,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “He’s right,” Batu added. 
 
    “I’m not pretending anything.” 
 
    “Do I have to beat it out of you?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I’ll help,” Batu said. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Karliss said. “I admit it. I’m a little nervous. I don’t know what they’re going to say.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Batu crowed. “I heard you tossing around all night.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Karliss said. “You couldn’t have. You were too busy snoring the whole time.” 
 
    “I’m a loud breather, is all.” 
 
    “Just remember we’re here for you,” Hulagu said. “We’re sticking by you no matter what. And we’re not the only ones. You have more support than you know.” 
 
    Karliss took a deep breath. “I appreciate that. I really do. Maybe it will…I hope it will be different.” Maybe it wouldn’t be different, he thought. But for sure he was different. He was a long way from the careless kid he’d once been. “Is this what growing up is?” he asked the other two. “Because I don’t like it all that much.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It happens anyway,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Batu said. “I’m not done being a kid yet.” 
 
    Hulagu gave him a sardonic look. “What do you think Sube would say to that?” 
 
    Batu groaned. “You’re not going to say anything, are you? She’s already mad because I left with you.” 
 
    “You told her you were going with me?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Yes. Don’t look so surprised. It’s what you’re supposed to do,” Batu said defensively. 
 
    “She about twisted his ear clear off when we got back from our quest to find the words of power,” Hulagu said. “She was practically spitting fire, she was so mad.” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know that she’d want to know I was leaving?” Batu said. “I never had…you know…” 
 
    “Someone sweet on you?” Karliss asked. 
 
    Batu looked away. “You don’t have to say it like that.” 
 
    “How should I say it?” 
 
    “Weren’t we talking about you?” 
 
    “I prefer talking about you.” 
 
    “Why are we going so slow?” Hulagu asked. “I’m ready to get home already.” 
 
    “Since when did you become so impatient?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Since when did you turn into a chicken?” Hulagu countered. “You can face the Queen of Chaos, but not your own people?” 
 
    “You’re making me sound bad,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Stop delaying. I’m ready to be back on the ground again. Flying is for birds.” 
 
    Karliss spotted his parents’ yurt and headed for it. Ganzorig, his father, was sitting outside sharpening his knife. He looked up at the sudden wind and called out to Munkhe, Karliss’ mother. She burst out of the yurt like she’d been waiting for his call. 
 
    Karliss had barely set them down when his mother got to him. She threw her arms around him and squeezed him so tightly he thought his ribs might crack. Ganzorig had a huge smile on his face as he put his arms around the two of them. Now Karliss was sure his ribs would crack. Batu and Hulagu hurried away. 
 
    “I can’t breathe,” he said. 
 
    They released him, and his mother said, “Then you know how I’ve been feeling ever since you left.” She was still holding onto his hand, as if afraid he might blow away if she let go of him. “I was so worried about you.” 
 
    “I told you not to.” 
 
    “What difference does that make?” 
 
    Karliss considered this. “None, I guess.” 
 
    “Did you finish it?” Ganzorig asked. 
 
    Karliss looked at him. His father was watching him calmly. “I did. Well, we did. All three of us. I couldn’t have done it alone.” 
 
    Ganzorig’s face split with a big smile. “Then you’ve learned something very valuable. All of us are stronger when we work together.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Karliss said. “We were losing before that. If we’d lost…” He shook his head, remembering the awesome might of the Queen of Chaos. 
 
    “And now?” Munkhe asked. “Will you stay? Or are you going to leave again?” 
 
    Karliss sighed. This was it, the question he’d been wrestling with since the Queen’s defeat. Would he return home? Could he? He looked around at the camp. It looked so different now, unfamiliar, smaller. Though they were careful to stay back and give him privacy with his parents, he could see how many people were nearby, carefully keeping their gazes averted, acting like they were engrossed in other tasks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m not sure I still belong here.” 
 
    “This is your home,” Munkhe said. “That will never change.” 
 
    Karliss saw Henta then. She was standing between two yurts. Unlike the others, she was openly staring at him. Her look was dark. It seemed she hadn’t changed at all. 
 
    His parents followed his gaze. “She burrows into her anger like a spotted tick,” Munkhe said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Some people can’t change,” Ganzorig added. “Some you just have to live with.” 
 
    Could he live with her? Karliss asked himself as he met that stony look. 
 
    “Only a few still share her views,” Ganzorig said. “This deepens her anger, I think.” 
 
    Standing there, staring at his old enemy, all at once something changed inside Karliss. It was like a dam that had built up inside him suddenly let go. 
 
    “I didn’t run from Kasai,” he said. “I didn’t run from the Queen…well, I did, but only to keep from getting blasted to nothing.” 
 
    “Are you saying…?” There was so much hope and fear in his mother’s eyes that it almost hurt to look at her. 
 
    Karliss waved at Henta and gave her a big smile. “Hi, Henta! Did you miss me?” 
 
    Henta glared at him for a moment longer, then spun on her heel and stalked away. Karliss turned back to his parents. 
 
    “I’m staying.” 
 
    That brought on another long hug from his mother, though this time his father settled for patting him on the back. “I’m still going to go places,” Karliss said. “I have some friends to visit, for one thing. And there’s a lot of this world I still want to see.” 
 
    There came the pounding of hooves, and Ganbold came racing up. He jumped down from his horse before the animal had fully come to a stop. Munkhe stepped back, and Ganbold grabbed Karliss up in a hug and swung him around. “You made it back, baby brother!” he cried, setting Karliss down. 
 
    “Obviously,” Karliss said, feeling a little dizzy. He looked up at his brother. “Did you get bigger or what?” 
 
    “I think you shrank,” Ganbold said with a grin. 
 
    Karliss’ reply was interrupted by a whirlwind that hit him from behind. It was Narantse. His little sister threw her arms around him and buried her face against him. “Speaking of shrinking,” Karliss said. “Aren’t you supposed to be growing?” 
 
    Narantse yelled and punched him with one of her little fists. 
 
    “Okay. Ouch. I guess I deserved that.” 
 
    She held up her fist. “I can give you another if you like.” 
 
    He held up his hands in surrender. “No. That was enough.” 
 
    Others began to come forward then, welcoming him back. Karliss had to blink back tears.  It felt good to be home. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    “Here’s something I’ve been wondering, general,” the captain asked. The Samkaran army—at least those who could fit on the ship—was sailing back home. It was their first night at sea. The weather was calm, the stars hanging low overhead. General Kemp had come on deck to smoke his pipe and was leaning on the railing amidships. A number of soldiers were loitering nearby, talking amongst themselves, making plans for when they got back home. 
 
    “What’s that, captain?” Kemp asked, turning to regard the soldier, a burly man with a long, drooping mustache. 
 
    The captain scratched his chin. “Who’s the king now? I mean, now that Lowellin isn’t coming back?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kemp said, banging the ashes out of his pipe. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.” 
 
    “Might be time to do some thinking about it. We’ll be home in a few days. Someone’s got to take charge.” He hesitated, seemingly not sure if he should continue, then hitched up his trousers and said, “What about you, being a general and all?” 
 
    Every soldier within earshot suddenly went quiet, as everyone strained to hear what the general would say in reply. 
 
    Kemp snorted derisively. “I’m the last man who wants to be king. I’m a soldier, and that’s all I want to be.” 
 
    “Maybe you should rethink that.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “It’s just…well, if it isn’t you, then it’s probably going to be Rouk, since he’s the only other general and Lowellin made him castellan. And I won’t speak ill of an officer, no sir, but I think I speak for a lot of the men when I say I don’t want Rouk to be my king.” 
 
    That’s when Noah pushed his way closer and blurted out, “What about Fen?” As usual with Noah, he spoke very loudly, and his words carried far. 
 
    “Hold on there,” Fen said, getting up from the coil of rope he’d been sitting on and hurrying over. The rest of Wolfpack squad moved in his wake, and many of the other soldiers edged closer as well. “I never said anything about wanting to be king.” 
 
    “No,” Strout said, “but you’d be a good one.” 
 
    Fen looked around, suddenly aware of how many people were listening and looking at him. “That’s crazy talk. I’m only a lieutenant, and I had my commission stripped when I was arrested.” 
 
    “I think you got your commission back when the Fist freed you from prison to help him fight the Ankharan sorcerers,” Cowley said. 
 
    “And everyone knows he thought of you as his son,” Lukas added. 
 
    “Maybe,” Fen conceded, “but it’s a long way from that to being king. My apologies, general. I don’t know what’s gotten into them.” 
 
    The general sucked on his empty pipe and looked at him without saying anything. 
 
    “Who better than you?” Noah said, almost angrily. He turned to those watching as if defying them. “Fen killed the sorcerers who were poisoning the Fist. Then he killed the cursed Ichthalids and drove off Lowellin, who wasn’t no kind of king anyhow. And if that ain’t enough, he defeated a dragon!” 
 
    Voices rose in agreement, but Fen quelled them, saying loudly, “I didn’t do all that by myself. I had lots of help every step of the way.” 
 
    “And he’s modest too,” Cowley piped up. “That’s another good trait.” 
 
    Fen turned on him. He was starting to feel a little desperate. “You’re not helping, Cowley.” He turned back to the others. “Can we just let this go?” 
 
    There was movement in the gathered soldiers as someone made his way closer. The men stepped aside, and Sergeant Flint walked up to Fen, stopping right in front of him. “I’d be proud to call you my king, Fen. I’ll follow you anywhere.” 
 
    With that, he went to one knee. 
 
    Fen gaped at him. Was this really happening? Surely this was crazy. 
 
    Wolfpack squad was first to follow Flint. “You got my sword,” Noah said. 
 
    “Mine too,” Lukas and Gage said almost simultaneously. 
 
    “Come on, that’s enough,” Fen said. “Get up.” 
 
    But it was too late. All the soldiers were taking a knee. In desperation, he turned to the general, only to see him grin and follow suit. 
 
    “I’m too young,” Fen said to him in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “Don’t I know that feeling,” the young general said. 
 
    “Stop fighting it, lad,” Flint said. “It’s what the Fist would have wanted.” 
 
    Fen turned slowly, looking at all the kneeling men. This wasn’t at all how he’d thought the night would go. He ran a shaky hand through his hair. 
 
    “I think you’re supposed to give some kind of speech or something,” Noah said. Then: “Ow, what did you do that for?” This to Strout, who’d elbowed him in the side. 
 
    “Trying to get you to shut up for a bit.” 
 
    “He’s right, though,” Cowley said. 
 
    Fen’s mouth was suddenly very dry. “Um…well, I still don’t know about this. Maybe it’d be best to wait and see what the other soldiers say…” 
 
    “Stuff that,” Flint said. “I already know what they’ll say. Get on with your speech already.” 
 
    Fen swallowed. “I’m…I’m honored. Beyond words. I only ever wanted to be a soldier and protect and serve my people. I don’t know anything about being king, but I’ll do my best. I give you my word on that. It’s not much, but it’s all I’ve got.” 
 
    “Every man here knows the value of your word,” Flint said. “We know the honor and duty that drive you. That’s why we’re kneeling.” Scattered chuckles met his words. 
 
    “Thank you,” Fen said. “I won’t let you down.” He stood there for a moment. They all remained kneeling. 
 
    “Can you get up now?” he said finally. “This is getting really awkward.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “I still can’t believe that happened,” Fen said. It was late, and most of the ship was asleep. He was sitting with Wolfpack squad on the poop deck, above the general’s cabin, which was now his cabin, though he hadn’t been in there yet. He and the others were passing around a flask of wine. 
 
    “Not me,” Cowley said. “It should have been you all along, once the Fist died.” 
 
    “I only went along with it so I could get a promotion,” Noah said, taking a drink off the flask. “I always wanted to be a general and do nothing all day.” 
 
    “Nobody’s making you a general,” Strout said, taking the flask from him. “The day you’re a general is the day Samkara slides off into the sea.” 
 
    “I’d make a good general.” 
 
    “Fen’s not making any of us generals,” Lukas said stoutly. “He’s going to do it like the Fist did. If you want to be general, you have to earn it, right, Fen?” 
 
    “Right, Lukas. Rank has to be earned in my army.” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Cowley said. “He said it. He said my army. Oh, lord, what have we done here this day? We’ve created a monster.” 
 
    Laughter met his words, Fen joining in. 
 
    “I will make you my royal guard though,” Fen said. “If you want. Every one of you has earned that. There aren’t any better or truer friends in the world.” 
 
    “If that means I get out of the barracks and get my own room, I’m in,” Strout said. “I’ll do anything to get out of listening to Gage snore.” 
 
    “I don’t snore! That’s Lukas!” Gage yelped. 
 
    There followed a general argument about who was the worst snorer and who had the stinkiest feet. When it died down, Noah spoke up again. 
 
    “There is one thing I’d like from you, Fen.” Groans and protests met his words, but he said, “I’m serious here.” He turned to Fen. His voice was cold when he spoke next. “I want to be the one to arrest Rouk.” 
 
    They all went quiet for a moment. 
 
    “I want to help with that,” Lukas said. There was something chilling in his tone, and Fen remembered how he’d sounded that night after he’d been tortured. 
 
    “Me too,” Strout said. “I hope he resists.” 
 
    “I want to put him down in the dungeon and see how he likes it,” Noah said. 
 
    “Stop right there,” Fen said. “There will be no torture in Samkara. It’s against the law.” 
 
    “That didn’t stop Rouk and Ely,” Gage said. 
 
    At the mention of Ely, Fen’s heart speeded up a little. He didn’t want to think what he’d do to the man if he’d hurt Ravin. “They’ll get a fair trial, just like everyone,” he managed to say, though it was hard. 
 
    Cowley knew instantly what he was feeling. He put his hand on Fen’s shoulder. “She’s okay,” he said. “In my heart I know she is.” 
 
    “I pray you’re right,” Fen said. “That’s all I want in this world now.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    Fen was standing at the prow of the ship as it sailed into the harbor on a perfect, sunny morning, fall crisp in the air. The ship’s progress felt unbearably slow, and he wanted to scream at the sailors to pack on every available sail, though he well knew how poorly that would end. Instead he was forced to stand there, drumming his fingers nervously on the railing, straining to pick out one, particular face in the crowd of citizens and soldiers that were gathered on the docks to welcome them home. 
 
    She could be there, he told himself. Waiting somewhere in the crowd. Probably as worried as he was. He shaded his eyes and stood on his tiptoes. None of it did any good. He could see no sign of her. 
 
    What he did see was Rouk. The man was standing on the dock in full dress uniform, flanked by several aides. A score of soldiers waited behind him, drawn up in tight formation. 
 
    Slowly, slowly, the ship glided closer. Fen could see the faces in the crowd clearly now, and none of them were Ravin. He felt sick to his stomach. His legs were weak, and he had to clutch the railing tightly for support. 
 
    Cowley put his hand on his shoulder. “She’s probably up in the palace, working. She has duties, you know, preparing for the return of the king. They’re not going to let the palace servants take the day off when it’s important like this.” 
 
    Fen knew he was right, but that didn’t make him feel any better. He tried to brace himself for the worst, but all he could see was blackness. She had to be okay. She had to be, he kept telling himself. 
 
    When the ship bumped against the dock, Fen was the first one onto the gangplank, Wolfpack squad close behind. The neutral expression on Rouk’s face changed once he recognized Fen. 
 
    “What are you doing there?” he barked, as Fen made it to the dock and stopped in front of him. “You’re supposed to be in chains.” His eyes fell on the rest of the squad, and his face darkened. “You’re all criminals. Where’s the king?” 
 
    He turned to the soldiers waiting behind him. “Arrest these men at once!” 
 
    The lieutenant in charge of the soldiers saluted and started forward. When they did, Cowley and Strout stepped past Fen and put their hands on the hilts of their swords. “I wouldn’t try that if I were you,” Cowley said. 
 
    They hesitated, looking from him to Rouk. 
 
    “I said arrest them!” Rouk yelled. “Or you’ll find yourselves in chains too.” 
 
    But now the rest of Wolfpack squad was spreading out to either side of Fen, and more soldiers were disembarking, led by General Kemp and Sergeant Flint. Flint looked at the lieutenant and shook his head. The man stopped and took his hand away from his weapon. 
 
    “Lieutenant,” Fen said. “Arrest this man.” 
 
    Rouk was apoplectic, spluttering in fury. The lieutenant looked stricken. “By…whose authority?” he stammered. 
 
    General Kemp came forward. “By your king’s authority,” he said, gesturing toward Fen. 
 
    “This is outrageous!” Rouk squawked. “Kemp, have you lost your mind? Where is King Lowellin?” 
 
    “He’s gone,” Noah piped up. “King Fen sent him packing.” 
 
    It finally began to dawn on Rouk that he was really in trouble. He paled and took a step back. “But…but how…?” 
 
    “Arrest him,” Fen told the lieutenant, who saluted and moved to comply. 
 
    Rouk regained some of his bluster. “On what charge? I’ve only followed my orders as any good soldier should.” 
 
    “On a charge of torture,” Fen said. 
 
    “You remember torturing us, don’t you?” Lukas said. He looked on the edge of drawing his sword and ramming it through Rouk’s heart. 
 
    “But I…I was following the king’s orders,” Rouk said as soldiers grabbed his arms and removed his sword. 
 
    “You mean the usurper,” Cowley said in a hard voice. 
 
    “I had no choice,” Rouk said brokenly. 
 
    “You always have a choice,” Fen said. “Take him to the prison to wait for his trial.” 
 
    “You’re lucky he’s a better man than I am,” Noah said venomously. “I’d gut you on the spot and hang you from your entrails.” 
 
    “I was only following orders,” Rouk repeated. 
 
    Fen stopped the soldiers as they were about to take him away. “One question, Rouk. Where’s Ravin? Is she okay?” 
 
    Rouk looked at him in confusion. “Who?” 
 
    “His girl,” Noah snapped. “You remember. You tried to arrest her too.” 
 
    “I…” Rouk thought, then nodded. “Yes. I remember now. She’s…in the palace somewhere, with all the other servants.” 
 
    “Unharmed?” Fen asked, his heart in his mouth. 
 
    “As far as I know.” 
 
    Fen felt such an overwhelming sense of relief that his knees nearly buckled. 
 
    “Count yourself lucky for that,” Cowley told Rouk. “That might just be enough to save your life.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen found Ravin in one of the apartments. The door was open, and as he caught sight of her, he came to a halt and simply stood there looking at her. She was folding linens and putting them in a wardrobe. The curtains had been pulled back, and she was standing in a pool of morning sunlight, frowning slightly as she focused on her task. She was wearing a yellow dress, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. 
 
    His heart filled up almost unbearably, and he felt he could stand there all day staring at her, as if she were an image in a pool of still water, an image that would break up if he tried to touch her. 
 
    Though he made no sound, she felt his eyes on her and looked up. At first, she looked puzzled, but then her eyes widened as she realized it was him. 
 
    Her hand went to her mouth. “Oh…oh, Fen,” she said hoarsely. 
 
    They ran together and threw their arms around each other. Fen’s heart felt like it would burst. Tears flooded his eyes as he held her. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much,” he managed to say. 
 
    “I never gave up hope,” she said. She was trembling all over, her tears wetting his shoulder. 
 
    “I saw you in a vision and you were in danger,” he said. “I was afraid for you every day.” 
 
    She pulled back then and looked up at him. There was a firm set to her jaw as she said, “I took care of it.” 
 
    He brushed her hair back from her face. “Is this real?” he asked. “I’m afraid I’m going to wake up and find this is all a dream.” 
 
    “If it’s a dream, then we’re both having the same one.” She hugged him again. “Is it finally over?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “And you won’t be leaving again?” 
 
    “I’m never leaving you again, Ravin. I promise you that. I mean, if you’ll have me.” 
 
    She took his hands in hers, an impish smile on her face. “Why, Fen. Did you just propose to me?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    One eyebrow lifted, and she tilted her head to the side. 
 
    “Yes,” he said hastily, and went to one knee. “Will you marry me, Ravin?” 
 
    That brought fresh tears, this time mixed with laughter. She pulled him to his feet and flung her arms around him. “I will!” she cried. “I want nothing more than to be your wife and have you as my husband. We can build a little house of our own and plant flowers in the garden. Lots and lots of flowers.” 
 
    “About that…” Fen said. 
 
    She broke off. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Would a big house be okay instead? Like a really, really big house?” 
 
    Her forehead crinkled in the way he loved so much. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “How about this house?” he asked, spreading his arms, a smile on his face. 
 
    “You want to have an apartment in the palace? I don’t think the king will allow that.” 
 
    “You might be surprised what the king will allow,” he said, his grin broadening. 
 
    “What are you up to, Fen?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips and giving him a mock frown. “Tell me and stop playing games.” 
 
    “I’m…well, I’m kind of the king now, I guess.” It sounded funny saying it, and Fen realized it was the first time the words had come from his mouth. 
 
    “You’re…? Are you teasing me?” 
 
    “On my word.” He held up one hand. 
 
    “But what about King Lowellin?” 
 
    “I sent him away.” 
 
    “And then you made yourself king?” 
 
    “No. It was Noah’s idea, actually. Then others chimed in, and before I knew what was happening, the soldiers were all kneeling. It was awkward, I have to tell you. I tried to refuse, but they wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    She stood there with her mouth partly open, absorbing his words. She recovered quickly and gave him a deep curtsy. “Sire.” 
 
    He bowed. “My lady. Sorry. My queen.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to marry a lowly palace servant?” she asked, a playful look in her eye. 
 
    “Only if you’re sure you want to marry a lowly soldier.” 
 
    “Who’s also the king.” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?” she asked him. She noticed his arm for the first time. “What happened to your arm?” 
 
    He sighed. “It’s a long story. How about we go for a ride out in the countryside and I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
    “Go for a ride?” she said, puzzled again. 
 
    “If I remember right, you said one time how much you’d love to ride a horse through the countryside. And I promised to take you someday. That someday is today.” 
 
    “But…you just got back. Don’t you have, I don’t know, king things to do?” 
 
    “Lots of them, probably, but they’re going to have to wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    “If you’re sure…” 
 
    “I am. It can all wait. It’s not like the world will end, right?” he said with a laugh. 
 
    She took his hand, and they went out into the hall. The hall was lined with servants, maybe every servant in the palace, Fen thought. 
 
    “Welcome home, sire,” the first one said, an elderly maid in a long, black dress, her hair wrapped in a white cloth. 
 
    They walked down the hall, the servants welcoming them with bows, curtsies and smiles. The unreality of it all struck Fen hard then, how much his life was about to change. It was like a curtain pulled back, giving him a glimpse of the difficulties and trials that awaited him. It was terrifying. He squeezed Ravin’s hand. So long as she was with him, he thought he’d manage it. 
 
    Wolfpack squad was waiting outside the front doors of the palace. 
 
    “I see you found your queen, Fen,” Cowley said with a wink. He looked at Ravin. “He did, didn’t he? Don’t tell me I have to pull him aside and thump some sense into him.” 
 
    “He did,” she said. 
 
    “Do you think you can put up with him? He can be awfully dull. I say this as his best friend.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” She smiled up at Fen, then looked back at Cowley. “Thank you, Cowley.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “For the strange, wonderful night when you introduced us. You remember?” 
 
    “How could I forget? He almost ruined everything, sitting there tongue-tied, staring at you like a moon-eyed calf the whole time.” 
 
    “I did not stare the whole time!” Fen burst out. 
 
    “You pretty much did,” she said, patting his arm. “But it was very charming.” 
 
    “I didn’t stare that much,” Fen grumbled. 
 
    Ravin looked at the rest of the squad. “Thank you too,” she said. “All of you. For bringing my Fen back to me safely.” 
 
    “It was nothing,” Noah said. “Except he has a real problem of trying to do everything himself, you know?” 
 
    She nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “Once we got him past that, it was pretty smooth,” Lukas said. 
 
    “I have to warn you, he gets pretty stubborn,” Strout put in. 
 
    “Hey. I’m standing right here,” Fen said. 
 
    “He could stand to loosen up a little,” Gage added. 
 
    “I’m king now,” Fen said. “I could have you all thrown in the prison.” 
 
    They were still laughing when a groom came up leading two horses. “The horses you asked for, sire,” he said, touching his forehead. 
 
    “You’re still going for a ride?” Cowley asked. “You just got back.” 
 
    “If there’s one thing I’ve learned,” Fen said, taking the reins from the groom, “it’s that you never know what tomorrow will bring, so you have to grab what you can today.” He helped Ravin mount up, then mounted his own horse. 
 
    “You sure you don’t need your royal guard to protect you?” Cowley called after him as they headed for the front gates. 
 
    Without turning to look back, Fen made a rude gesture over his shoulder. 
 
    The soldiers working the gates swung them wide as Fen and Ravin approached. Shinn, the old guard who’d helped Ravin escape when Rouk was looking for her, was standing there. 
 
    “It does my old heart good to see the two of you back together,” he said with a smile. “I always knew you were meant to be.” 
 
    They rode through the gates and got another surprise. 
 
    “Word spreads fast,” Ravin said. 
 
    The Royal Plaza was filled with people. A mighty cheer went up as the two of them appeared. A lane opened for them to ride through, then everyone went to one knee. Looking past the plaza, Fen could see that the main boulevard leading to the gates of the city was lined with citizens as well. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked her. 
 
    “Are you?” she replied. 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    They rode through the throng and into their new lives together. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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