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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Karliss floated above the man with the scarred face who had just taken the key fragment and ordered his death. No, not a man, only something that wore the shape of a man. A Shaper, like Kasai. 
 
    With the Shaper were two black-robed, tattooed companions. All three of them were looking at the spot where Karliss had been only moments ago. 
 
    “I have to say, I wasn’t expecting that,” the Shaper said. “That kid has learned a lot. Well, the important thing is that he did what I needed him to. And then he went even further by removing himself as a threat. If he ever was. Stone is stronger than Sky,” he said loudly, looking up at the sky. “If you return, remember that. Though I doubt you will return. You will find that putting yourself back together is more difficult than taking yourself apart.” 
 
    He held up the fragment. The sunlight glinted redly off it. “Thank you for this. You’ve been very helpful.” He took out a pouch and dropped the fragment into it. There was a clinking sound as it struck the piece already in there. 
 
    “Goodbye. Wherever you are.” 
 
    The black staff he held began to lose shape, widening, growing taller, dissolving into shadow. 
 
    It occurred to Karliss that he should try to stop him, that the key should be protected. But he could do nothing. He had no will to control the wind. He was nothing. He was helpless. 
 
    Did he really care anyway? What were the concerns of the world to him? 
 
    The Shaper and his tattooed companions stepped into the shadow. The shadow wrapped around them, rippled, then faded away. Karliss was left alone. 
 
    Karliss drifted. He had no center. He was nobody. An aranti blew through him, but he had no voice to speak to it, no way to order it to serve him. He was a ghost. 
 
    He was dissolving, the essence of what made him Karliss drifting further and further apart. If he did not stop it, if he could not find some way to hold himself together, soon there would be nothing left of him. Already he could feel his thoughts becoming disjointed, breaking up into pieces and slipping through his grasp. His vision was splintering as well. He no longer saw one view of the world, but many. And those views were steadily diverging. 
 
    At first, he was unable to summon the will to resist. Why should he? Life brought only pain. Soon he would be nothing, and the pain would go away. 
 
    He remembered losing himself in the third word of power. That had been enjoyable, blissful even. This was something else altogether. He felt as if he were being pulled apart and scattered to the winds. He would still remember who and what he once was, but only in scattered fragments that were mostly disconnected from each other. It was a truly frightening feeling. 
 
    He fought back, trying frantically to hold himself together. But it was futile, like trying to catch the smoke with his hands. The pieces escaped his clutches over and over. There was nothing he could do. 
 
    Then it was all gone, leaving only a simple animal awareness. He forgot the struggle for the key. He forgot his family, his friends. He forgot himself. He was as empty as the wind, as mindless as a cloud. 
 
    In some fragment of his splintered awareness, motion caught his eye. In that fragment he was looking down on a high, mountain valley with a pond in its center, a few copses of ragged trees hugging its edges. Near the pond was a bizarre collection of bone sculptures, some as small as a bird, the one in the center huge. 
 
    Standing amongst the bone sculptures, looking up, was a man. On his head, large enough that he could wear it like a helmet, was the bleached skull of some nameless creature. Two long canine teeth curved down from the upper jaw of the skull, framing the sides of his face. He was clad completely in bones. Bones of all sizes had been strung together with sinew, covering his torso and upper arms and legs. All of his exposed skin was painted white, except for the areas around his mouth and eyes, which were blackened. 
 
    He spoke, but Karliss had already forgotten words. His awareness that this thing below him was a man was fading. Soon he would count no more than a tree or a rabbit. Karliss drifted further away. 
 
    The bone-clad man took up a long, forked stick from the ground. The twigs and leaves had been stripped from it. The two ends of the fork had been lashed together, forming a roughly circular area. Cords of dried gut crisscrossed the circular area, forming a web. Tiny bones and feathers were tied into the web. 
 
    He swung the web through the area where Karliss was. As he did, something peculiar happened. Whole sections of disjointed vision disappeared. After several more passes, his vision narrowed into a single focus once again. His thoughts regained cohesion at the same time. That is, they were focused now on this one area. They still did not make sense to him, but they were no longer scattered. 
 
    The bone-clad man swung the web again, and for the first time Karliss felt something. He was reminded that he’d once had a body. Around him the hazy outline of it appeared. It was little more than mist still, but it was undeniably him. He could again feel the wind on his skin, along with something unpleasant, a sense of confinement. He was trapped in the web. He tried to struggle against it, but he couldn’t remember how to move his body. 
 
    The bone-clad man headed for the center of the strange boneyard. Still trapped in the web, Karliss was pulled along with him. As he walked, the man placed two fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle. The whistle was answered from several places around the small valley, and then others began to appear. 
 
    They emerged from behind bushes which should have been too thin and sparse to hide them. They stood up from behind rocks too small to crouch behind. They rose up from seemingly bare ground. Their skin was the color of dust. 
 
    The bone sculpture in the center of the boneyard was huge, more than twice the height of a person. Its legs were the thigh bones from some unknown creature, the bones longer and thicker than a human leg. It had four arms, each one different. One was tiny and appeared to be the skeletal remains of a child’s arm. One was a bird wing, though from a bird larger than any seen on the steppes. One of the others was the leg of a deer. The last one, the largest of them all, ended in long claws. 
 
    Perched at the top was a monstrous skull with a pointed snout and teeth the length of a hand. Painted stones were set in the empty eye sockets. 
 
    The bone-clad man pointed at the ground a dozen paces from the huge bone sculpture and said something to the others. Using sharpened sticks and flakes of stone, several men began to dig a shallow trench in the stony soil, a trench about the length and width of a body. 
 
    While they were doing this, the women and children gathered wood and dried grasses. They piled these at one end of the shallow trench. When the wood was in place, they lit it. Soon a fire was blazing. 
 
    The bone-clad man removed a leather pouch from inside his clothing and upended it over the fire. The powder contained in it flared up when it hit the flames, clouds of white smoke rising from it. He thrust the web into the smoke and held it there. 
 
    Karliss could feel the smoke immediately. It was the most peculiar feeling, as if the smoke was adhering to him. He disliked the feeling, and he struggled to get away, but the net held him fast, and the smoke made him heavy. 
 
    Karliss felt himself begin to change. He was becoming more substantial. The last bits of his scattered perception coalesced around a specific point. In the clouds of smoke, the dim outlines of his body became clearer. The bone-clad man stared at him, his gaze piercing. Karliss tried to move but was only able to make his limbs twitch a little. 
 
    The smoke from the powder faded away. The bone-clad man held the web down to the trench the men had dug. He began to chant, a single line over and over. Karliss felt as if the man were calling him. He had a sudden memory of himself as a small boy, standing beside a river while someone called his name in the distance. He felt the weight of his body against the bottom of the trench, faint, but undeniably there. When the bone-clad man raised the web, Karliss’ body stayed in the trench, a thing of smoke and haze, still not really a body. 
 
    From another pouch, the bone-clad man poured some black powder into his palm. He spat on it and mixed it in with his finger until he had a thick paste. Crouching beside the trench, he daubed some of the paste on Karliss’ forehead. 
 
    A sudden pain lanced through Karliss, and he screamed, though he could make no sound. He tried to get away, but he had no control over this insubstantial body. The shaman took more of the paste and drew a line down the center of Karliss’ face, along his neck, and down his torso. The pain was incredible. It felt like thousands of tiny needles were stitching the pieces of his body back together. Karliss fought to get away and this time managed a feeble twitch. The bone-clad man repeated the process for both arms and legs, spreading a line of paste down the center of each. The whole time Karliss writhed helplessly. 
 
    When he was finished, the bone-clad man stood and said something to the others. Two men began piling small bones on Karliss. His body was substantial enough by then that the bones didn’t pass through him. Soon he was completely covered in bones, at which point two others began throwing dirt over him. 
 
    Horror gripped Karliss—his lifelong fear of tight, enclosed places returning—and he renewed his efforts to get away. His limbs moved more than before, but he still had no strength. The dirt kept coming. The sunlight grew dimmer and finally faded to black. 
 
    How long he lay there he had no idea. All was blackness. There was no sound. He might have been dead, a spirit tethered to a body that no longer lived. But gradually, so slowly that at first he didn’t notice it, his awareness began to crystallize. Who he was began to return. 
 
    More memories appeared in his mind: being cradled in a woman’s lap, someone touching his cheek and saying something to him, someone hugging him. The memories accumulated like layers of sediment at the bottom of a lake. Learning how to swim, running after some boys, catching frogs in the river, hiding in the grass. 
 
    As the memories accumulated, they pushed away the creature of animal instinct that he had been and left in its place a living human filled with fear and regret and guilt. He had failed at something. He couldn’t remember what it was, only that it was vitally important. He didn’t like these feelings, and he tried to flee from them, but it was no use. They clung to him like an unbearable weight, dragging him down, always down. 
 
    Then, all at once, he was himself again, his body and thoughts whole and knit back together. He tried to draw breath but couldn’t. There was no air, only dirt and bone. It pressed down on him with terrible weight. 
 
    Panic filled him, and he thrashed around. At first he was as weak as a newborn and could do nothing, but he didn’t give up, and finally one arm broke through to sunlight and air. The other arm followed, and he managed to lever himself into a sitting position. He sat there, his chest heaving, his eyes tightly closed. His skin felt raw, as if the outermost layer had been peeled away. His whole body hurt. His brain hurt. His thoughts were painful things that burned as they passed through his mind. 
 
    He felt something touching him. Though he tried to pull away, it held him fast. His head was tilted back, his mouth forced open. Something thick and bitter was poured into his mouth, then a hand clamped over it. He fought, but he had no choice finally except to swallow the stuff. It burned its way down his throat and into his stomach. 
 
    He was let go and fell over on his side, retching violently. Most of the stuff came back up, but not all of it. Some was still inside him. He could feel its fingers spreading throughout his body, completing the work of knitting him back together. 
 
    When the sickness had faded somewhat, he sat up and opened his eyes. The sun was high overhead, the light bright. He blinked against it, his eyes watering and refusing to focus. 
 
    Crouching in front of him, staring into his eyes, was the bone-clad figure. A smile stretched the old man’s loose lips. Small bones pierced each of his ears and his forehead above his eyes. Another bone pierced his nose. He sprinkled something into his palm, then blew it in Karliss’ face, causing him to cough. The man said something and stood up. 
 
    Karliss raised his head and saw that the man had turned to others who were standing behind him in a loose group. They were barefoot and dressed in roughly-tanned animal hides stitched together with gut and sinew. Bones of different sizes were attached to their clothing and woven into their hair. The children only had a few bones attached to them, the young adults more. The oldest of them were nearly covered in bones. 
 
    One of them, an old woman who was barely visible under all the bones attached to her, emerged from the group and walked toward Karliss. She carried a small blanket. Bird wings were sewn all over it. She placed the blanket around Karliss’ shoulders and stepped back. 
 
    “Who are you?” Karliss asked them. 
 
    The bone-clad man—probably the tribe’s shaman—replied, but Karliss did not understand his words. 
 
    The tribe began to leave then, walking away in ones and twos. The shaman was among the last to leave. As he turned away, Karliss became alarmed. 
 
    “Where are you going? Don’t leave!” he called after the man. He tried to stand and follow, but he was too weak, and he fell immediately. 
 
    The shaman turned back. He motioned Karliss to stay and said something. 
 
    Karliss felt a sudden terror at being left alone. “Are you coming back? When?” He was on his hands and knees looking up at the man. 
 
    The shaman nodded. He pointed at the sun. With his finger he traced an arc across the sky, stopping at the western horizon. He looked at Karliss to see if he understood. 
 
    Karliss shook his head. The shaman nodded and turned away. Karliss stared after him, marking where he went in case he didn’t return. Before his eyes the shaman slowly faded and was gone. It didn’t seem possible. There wasn’t enough cover to hide him, only scrubby bushes and some short yellow grasses. Karliss rubbed his eyes, unsure if his vision was misleading him. 
 
    Looking around, he saw that almost the whole tribe had disappeared from sight already. The wind was blowing quite hard, he noticed. For a moment it seemed to him like the wind was blowing them away, as if they were people of dust, and the wind was scattering them. 
 
    Soon only one woman was still visible, walking toward the eagle rock formation. She reached the base of the scree slope leading up to it, the wind gusted, and then she was gone as well. 
 
    Karliss felt terribly alone. He was frayed, his thoughts a tattered blanket that fell to pieces when he tried to grab them. He had memories, but he didn’t think they all belonged to him. The deepest and oldest of the memories spanned eons: watching a nascent world slowly take shape, wild primordial seas, stark, lifeless rock, howling winds. It was all very confusing. 
 
    He heard a high-pitched voice behind him and turned his head to see a small girl standing there. She wore the same crude furs as the rest of them, though only two small bones hung from her clothes. Her hair was wild and matted, her arms and legs brown like old leather and skinny. But it was her eyes that drew his attention. They were bright blue and piercing. She spoke again, her teeth very white against her face. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re saying,” Karliss said. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    She walked up to him. She was tiny, a mere wisp of a thing. Even sitting down, he was taller than she was. But she carried herself with the assurance of one much older, and when she walked, her gait was not that of a small child. 
 
    She stopped right in front of him. Her head tilted to the side as she spoke again. Karliss held up his hands to show he didn’t understand. She made a soothing sound and stroked his hair with one small hand. 
 
    “I don’t know—” he began, but she shushed him. She patted his head and gestured around the small valley. He followed her gesture with his eyes but saw nothing that stuck out. 
 
    She turned and walked away. 
 
    Alarmed that he would be alone again, Karliss called after her. She looked over her shoulder and said something but didn’t slow. He watched her go with dread, sure she would disappear as the others had. 
 
    But she didn’t. Instead she walked over to the huge bone sculpture. She knelt at the foot of it and looked up at it. She looked so small next to it. She said something to it that sounded like a question. Then she waited. Time passed. Finally, she stood up, made a dismissive gesture, and walked back toward Karliss. 
 
    Karliss looked from her to the bone sculpture, then to all the other, smaller sculptures gathered around. There must have been a hundred of them. “What is this place?” he asked. 
 
    She looked at him and said something. He shrugged. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    She laughed. Then she began to whirl around in a circle, her arms out, singing as she did so. Puffs of dust rose from her bare feet as they slapped the ground. 
 
    The wind began to blow. Movement caught Karliss’ eye, and he turned his head, taking his eyes away from the little girl. The wind was blowing through the boneyard, and it was making the bone sculptures move. All of them, from the tiny ones the size of mice, to the large ones as tall as a man. For a moment he was sure she was bringing them to life, that they would climb down off the stakes that held them up and walk. But they didn’t walk. Their arms rose into the air, as if in supplication. 
 
    He realized something else. They were all oriented so that they faced inward, toward the huge one in the middle. They looked like they were beseeching the huge one for something. 
 
    Then the sound started. 
 
    It was an eerie, high-pitched wail that rose and fell. It was not a mindless sound. It was a song. There were words contained in there. Almost he could understand them. He strained for comprehension, but it eluded him. Where the song was coming from he couldn’t tell. 
 
    His gaze traveled to the huge bone sculpture. It was moving too, though its movements were more subdued. Its arms were not raised over its head as the smaller ones’ arms were. Instead, they were lifted only slightly, as if bestowing a benediction. And that was when he realized something else. 
 
    The huge bone figure had four arms. 
 
    Into Karliss’ mind came the memory of the corpse inside the cave. It also had four arms. More pieces slid into place then. He remembered coming here with two others, finding the cave, the mysterious chambers within it, the tablets, the body lying on the bed. 
 
    The blue gem. He remembered taking it from the hand of the dead master. His hand went automatically to the pouch where he carried the gem. It wasn’t there. He patted himself down but could find it nowhere. The loss worried him. Though he couldn’t remember why, he knew the gem was important somehow. He needed to find it. 
 
    The little girl ceased her twirling and singing. The wind died down, and the sculptures went back to lifelessness. She walked over to him. The words she spoke to him sounded like a question. 
 
    “How did you do that?” he asked her. 
 
    She smiled and patted him on the head again, then turned and went running off. She headed for the pond and was soon out of sight. 
 
    Left alone, Karliss looked around again. He looked at the shallow trench he’d crawled out of and shuddered, remembering the darkness and confinement. 
 
    He looked at the high peaks and ridges that enclosed the small valley. Vaguely he remembered flying over them, looking down at them from above. Then his gaze turned to the eagle rock formation and the dark opening at its base. The cave. More memories of what lay within returned. He remembered a glowing yellow crystal and felt again the prickly heat on his skin, the nausea in his stomach. He fought to remember. Something important had happened in there. 
 
    He could sit there no longer. Laboriously, he hauled himself to his feet. He stood there for a moment, wobbling. When he felt stable enough, he took a step. It took all his concentration not to fall. He was a newborn, just learning to walk. He bit his lip, concentrating. 
 
    Another step and another. With each step more returned, his body remembering what it had long known. He looked down at himself. His skin looked oddly smooth, unmarred. Was this really his body? But how would he know, when he couldn’t remember who he really was? 
 
    He continued walking. At some point the ground began to slope upwards sharply. It was covered with loose stones. He stopped and looked upwards. He was at the foot of the scree slope that led up to the eagle rock formation. It looked impossibly far away, but he knew he needed to get up there, that once he was up there, he would learn more. 
 
    He took another step and fell, barking his shin painfully. The pain was distant, belonging to another, and it did not deter him for long. When he stood up again, he only made it a couple of steps before a rock slid underfoot, and he fell again. 
 
    He gave up trying to walk then and crawled. It was slow going, and the sun had moved a long way across the sky by the time he reached the base of the rock formation. He rested there for a time, staring into the dark depths of the cave. Working himself up to entering, he turned and looked down below one last time, like a man about to dive into deep water. 
 
    The small girl was standing at the foot of the scree slope, looking up at him. She twirled in circles, and the wind blew around him. The suddenness of the wind startled him, and he instinctively drew back from it, shielding himself against it. 
 
    He stood up and walked into the cave. He stumbled blindly in the darkness for a time, tripping over the fallen stones which choked the entrance. Whole sections of the ceiling seemed to have fallen in recently. He had a memory of rocks falling on him and bent and touched his ankle. It had been injured, but there was no soreness now. 
 
    He came to a polished, black stone wall with a door set in it. The door was open. On the other side was a room. The ceiling glowed, illuminating the room. There was a table with three metal tablets on it. He stopped, struck by more memories. He remembered copying something from those tablets. His hand went to his shirt, searching for the parchment he’d copied them onto, but it wasn’t there. Another important thing he’d lost, though he couldn’t say why it was important. 
 
    Guided by slowly emerging memories, he walked toward one wall. A section of the wall slid back as he approached, revealing another room, which lit up as he entered. He found himself staring down at a mummified body lying on a bed. 
 
    The master. 
 
    One of the master’s hands was broken off and was lying on the floor. That was where he’d found the blue gem, the gem he’d lost. 
 
    He left the room and went to the other side of the main room. Standing before a blank wall, he tried to remember how to open the door that his memory told him should be there. There was another room beyond this; he was sure of it. But how to get in there? He ran his hands over the wall. Nothing. Finally, in frustration, he banged on the wall. 
 
    A section of the wall slid back. A short corrido led to another room, smaller than the others. On the far side of the small room was a door, standing open. His pulse picked up. He was close now, close to remembering something very important. He was tempted to leave, to flee from the memory. He didn’t want to know. This path led to pain and the weight of responsibility. 
 
    But his feet carried him forward of their own volition, and he passed through the door. Beyond was a pedestal. There was nothing on it. When he saw the pedestal, it all came rushing back. 
 
    The key. There’d been a fragment of the key here, inside this vault. He’d removed it. 
 
    But why? 
 
    And what did the key do? 
 
    He remembered taking the key and leaving the cave. But where was he going with it? And why? 
 
    He retraced his steps and left the cave. He emerged into afternoon sunlight and stood there at the mouth of the cave. More memories were returning with every moment. 
 
    He remembered standing in this spot before, something emerging from the stone to his right. 
 
    Kasai. 
 
    An image of the grim, white-skinned creature appeared in his mind, and his pulse began to pick up. The Shaper had attacked him, trying to get the key fragment. He turned and looked at the spot where he remembered leaving the glowing crystal. Somehow, he’d used it to attack and defeat Kasai. He’d destroyed the creature. 
 
    So how come he didn’t have the key fragment? 
 
    Because there’d been another. A gray-haired man with a badly scarred face. Two others with him. They’d stepped out of a shadow and taken the key fragment from the dying Kasai. Karliss had been so weak from his battle with Kasai that he couldn’t lift a hand to stop them. 
 
    They’d been about to kill him, but he’d let go. He’d let the wind blow through him freely, and he’d dissolved into it. 
 
    He looked down at his hands. 
 
    “My name is Karliss,” he said. 
 
    All the other pieces began to make sense then. He remembered fighting the stone soldiers by the river, then deciding he’d had enough, that he was going to take the key for himself and use it to defeat Kasai. 
 
    The strength drained from him suddenly, and Karliss staggered, too much hitting him at once. He’d been used, manipulated. The scarred Shaper had set him and Kasai against each other so that he could get the fragment. 
 
    So that he could give it to the Devourers. 
 
    Karliss shuddered and went to his knees, as the full import of his mistakes hit him. What had he done? How could he have been so stupid? Had he not been blinded by anger and fear, the key would still be safe in the vault. Instead, he took it out and all but handed it over to the Devourers. Guilt and fear and remorse rose up inside him in a wave, so big and powerful that it would undoubtedly drown him. Everything was black. His guilt would tear him to pieces. 
 
    Distantly he realized that the wind had begun to blow. Within it he could hear aranti, murmuring in their myriad voices. They raced around him, laughing as they went. 
 
    They weren’t sad. They weren’t burdened by guilt. They were free. 
 
    He dropped his inner barriers, painstakingly built over the past couple of years. Simply let them go. 
 
    Laughing with delight, the aranti blew through him. He offered no resistance, letting them go where they willed. He wanted everything to blow away. 
 
    And it worked. The pain and guilt lifted, debris blown away by the wind. He felt lighter immediately. He could still feel traces of his suffering, but they were distant, unimportant. 
 
    Why should he care about the key? What did it have to do with him anyway? Was he not wind-touched? He was above it all. He was free. 
 
    He caught hold of an aranti and let it carry him away. 
 
    Up they raced, into the sky, the aranti laughing and cavorting. They flew around the highest peaks of the mountains, then down through the thick forests on the north side. Then further north, to a place where there were no trees, only unbroken tundra, dotted with thousands of lakes and ponds, around which fed herds of antlered creatures. Still further, until the tundra gave way to open sea covered in ice. Mountains of ice stuck up from the sea. Huge creatures surfaced, cracking through the ice, blowing water high into the sky. 
 
    He made no attempt to control the aranti. He let it have its head, content with the speed and excitement of the journey and the feeling of freedom. How long he rode the aranti he didn’t know, but at some point he began to feel sick and dizzy. He realized that he had been gone too long, that his body was too weak still to be left alone like that. 
 
    But when he willed the aranti to take him back, nothing happened. The creature ignored him, intent on its play. He pushed harder and still was not able to control the aranti. 
 
    Then, from a great distance, he heard a whistle, sharp and piercing. 
 
    The aranti responded to it instantly, spinning and flying back south at a high speed. The sun was close to setting when he saw familiar terrain down below once again. He saw the eagle rock formation, the blackness of the cave mouth, and his body slumped there. Standing next to him was the little girl. 
 
    The aranti dove for his body, and a moment later Karliss felt the thump as he returned to it. He opened his eyes and saw the girl looking down at him, smiling. She shook her head and wagged her finger at him, remonstrating him. 
 
    “I know,” Karliss said. “I don’t care.” 
 
    He tried to stand, but his body was like wood. He could hardly summon the strength to lift his limbs, and his joints wouldn’t work right. The girl took his hand and helped him to his feet. He stood there, swaying, looking down at his body as if he’d never seen it before. 
 
    Looking at his hands, he noticed something. When he was a child, playing with one of his father’s knives, he’d cut the back of his left hand deeply, and it had scarred. But now the scar was gone. His skin was unmarred. He looked for other scars, the puckered one on his bicep, the one on his stomach. They were all gone. 
 
    Was this actually his body? He’d been scattered to the winds like particles of dust. What did the shaman use when he put him back together? What was he made of now? 
 
    Did it really matter? 
 
    The little girl patted his arm and pointed down the slope. Karliss could see the rest of her tribe gathering down by the pond. Someone was building a fire. Several of them were cleaning rabbits and birds for the evening meal. 
 
    Karliss’ stomach rumbled at the sight. The little girl laughed, and the wind skipped around her ankles. 
 
    She was the one who called the aranti back, he realized. He supposed that he should not be surprised. After all, this was where Unegen, the Sertithians’ first tlacti, had come to learn how to control the wind. These people had dwelled here for who knew how many centuries. It only made sense that they should learn some of the same things during that time. 
 
    He remembered when he and his friends traveled here searching for the words of power. At first these people had attacked them. They’d only left Karliss and his friends alone after Karliss put on a display of power one night. Karliss had assumed they left them alone because they were frightened. Now he saw that the real reason they’d left them alone was because he’d demonstrated to them that he belonged here. 
 
    It was difficult making his way down the scree slope, and the little girl had to help him, but by the time he reached the bottom, his body was starting to feel like his own once again. It was still sluggish, but it answered his commands. It was also terribly hungry. He wondered how long it had been since he’d eaten. The morning that the stone soldiers attacked maybe? No, he’d had no food that morning. The night before, then. And how many days ago was that? 
 
    It angered him that he was hungry. It angered him that he’d had to return to his body at all. He felt so slow and heavy. 
 
    The people paid little attention to him when the little girl led him into the camp. Karliss was given a haunch of rabbit, which he devoured, wishing he had more. He sat there, licking his fingers, and saw the little girl talking to the shaman on the other side of the fire. She pointed at the cave and at Karliss. He wondered what she was telling him. 
 
    The shaman came over and sat down beside him. Karliss looked at him. “I was scattered.” He spread his hands and fluttered his fingers. “You brought me back.” He brought his hands together and made a ball with them. 
 
    The shaman nodded. 
 
    “I’m not sure whether to thank you or curse you.” Now that the worst of his hunger had been sated, Karliss was feeling extreme weariness. He was so tired he wanted only to topple over and go to sleep on the spot. 
 
    The shaman reached into a pouch and pulled out something that Karliss couldn’t quite see at first, something small and round. When he held it up, Karliss saw the sparkle and realized it was the blue gem. 
 
    “That’s mine,” Karliss said, reaching for it. “I thought I lost it.” 
 
    But the man shook his head and pulled the gem away with a frown. He said something and pointed up the slope at the rock formation. 
 
    Karliss pulled his hand back. It occurred to him that these people probably worshipped the masters, that the cave was a shrine to them. Old Henta was right about one thing at least. He’d defiled something sacred, maybe not to the gods, but to these people anyway. He should be glad they hadn’t killed him for it. 
 
    The shaman was saying something else, gesturing with the gem. Karliss struggled to understand, but he could make no sense of it. It was hard to think. His brain felt like it was wrapped in wool. “I don’t know what—” 
 
    He broke off as the shaman thrust the gem at his face. He tried to pull away, but his weary body betrayed him. He wasn’t able to react fast enough. 
 
    The gem touched his forehead. 
 
    Lights sparked behind Karliss’ eyes, and the world around him disappeared, replaced by visions that flitted by him rapidly, so fast as to be nearly undecipherable. 
 
    A red disk with a glowing, yellow corona around it. 
 
    A young man whose skin was a deep, dark red color, like molten rock. The stone underneath him was bucking and heaving. 
 
    A young girl with white-blond hair, standing on a stormy sea. Dimly visible around her was a huge, hulking, bestial form. 
 
    A black-scaled creature rising into the sky, leathery wings flapping, so huge it blotted out the sun. The head turned toward him, black eyes fixing on him. A maw that could swallow mountains opened and from it came a torrent of magenta fire. 
 
    Three beams of intense light shooting into the sky, one emerald green, one sapphire blue, one crimson. The beams intersected in a violent explosion of power. 
 
    The visions ended. The shaman tucked the blue gem away and looked at him expectantly. Karliss sat huddled by the fire while he waited for his thoughts to stop whirling and settle down, for his vision to return to normal. It seemed to take a long time. When he felt somewhat normal again, he looked over at the shaman. “What did you do that for?” 
 
    The shaman said something. Then he picked up a stick and drew something on the ground. It was crude, but Karliss recognized the black, winged creature he’d seen in one of the visions. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Karliss asked. “How do you know about it?” 
 
    The shaman tapped Karliss on the chest, then took Karliss’ hand and wiped the drawing away. 
 
    “Are you saying I’m supposed to wipe out that thing?” Karliss asked. 
 
    The shaman nodded. 
 
    “You’re crazy, you know that? If that thing actually exists, I’m going to be flying away as fast as I can, not fighting it,” Karliss said. 
 
    The shaman laughed and slapped him on the back as if he’d told a particularly funny joke. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s hilarious,” Karliss said. “I’m going to sleep now.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss awakened early the next morning, while it was still dark. He lay there looking up at the stars. What now? Despite the strangeness of the shaman and his people, he felt comfortable here. They put no demands on him. They did not look to him to save them, nor did they condemn him. Amongst others who could also control the wind, he was not an oddity. He liked that. 
 
    But he also knew that he could not stay here. He’d had enough of this valley. It held within it too many bad memories. He needed to leave. 
 
    And go where? 
 
    His first thought was simply to have an aranti carry him far away, to some distant land where no burdens were put on him. Where he could be free. 
 
    But first he should return home. His family would want to know if he was okay. He owed them that much. That was what he would do first. After that… 
 
    After that he had no idea. He would figure that out when he came to it. For now, it was enough that he knew where he was going next. 
 
    He left shortly after sunrise. The tribe gathered round and watched while he uttered the first word of power, focusing it on a nearby aranti, willing the Sky Shaper to lift him into the air. 
 
    He looked down as he was borne away. The little girl was dancing again, twirling in a circle, dust rising up around her.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    It was a calm, cloudless morning as Karliss flew south toward his clan and family. The air was so clear he felt he could see clear to the sea. The wind rushing past his face was invigorating. Several aranti accompanied him, and they and the one that was carrying him babbled on unceasing, like small children caught up in the excitement around them. 
 
    The thought of where he was going was the only damper on the day. There were so many feelings tangled up there. Sorrow for the deaths he’d caused, whether inadvertently or not. Guilt over being the tool that the scarred Shaper used to get control of the key fragment. Mixed hurt and anger at the others in the clan for exiling him. 
 
    How would he be greeted? How would he face them? 
 
    Thinking about it made him feel awful. It made him want to run away. How badly he wanted to simply keep on going. Even burdened with his body, there was still so much to see and do. Every corner of the world lay open to him, and even the least of it appealed to him more than going back and facing his clan. He felt heavy and tired just thinking about it. 
 
    Not wanting to face his conflicting feelings anymore, Karliss opened himself and let the aranti blow through him. As before, they excitedly raced into him. And, as before, the bad feelings faded quickly. They were still there, but they were far away. They couldn’t reach him. They couldn’t touch him. 
 
    Karliss left himself open the rest of the flight, only sealing the aranti out once he saw the camp in the distance, not wanting them to distract him. 
 
    It was near the end of the day when he reached his clan. They were still camped on top of the low hillock beside the bend in the Yanu River, the wagons drawn up in lines, the yurts staked firmly in place. The herds of yaks, goats and horses were grazing in the distance, watched over by warriors on horseback. It was all completely ordinary, no different from thousands of other days. 
 
    So why did he dread going down there so much? 
 
    Karliss took a deep breath and willed the aranti lower. He thought about putting down outside camp and walking in but then dismissed the idea. Walking was for those who did not control the winds. 
 
    He came in fast and set down right beside the communal fire where it appeared quite a few of the clan had already gathered. The wind from his arrival stirred up a little cloud of dust and scattered sparks from the fire. Karliss slapped dust off his pants and coat, then looked up to see everyone staring at him in surprise. He threw his arms wide and grinned. 
 
    “I’m back!” 
 
    Dead silence at first. Some people looked happy to see him back. Others didn’t look so happy. 
 
    “So you are,” Henta said. The grim-faced, old woman stood with her arms crossed, scowling at him. Karliss turned toward her. 
 
    “Henta! I can tell you’re happy to see me.” 
 
    Her scowl deepened. “What have you been doing? Did you anger the gods even more?” 
 
    “Maybe…” Karliss said, pretending to inspect his fingernails. “I mean, I fought Kasai. He seemed pretty angry about it.” He hesitated for effect. “Before he died.” 
 
    An audible gasp arose from the onlookers. Henta’s lined face twisted. “Impossible. You’re lying.” 
 
    Karliss gave her his most innocent expression. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “To get out of your exile.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” He waved it aside like it was nothing. “I don’t care about that.” And right then he honestly didn’t. The wind had taken care of that. 
 
    “This changes nothing. Even if I believed what you say, and I don’t, you’re still a danger to this clan. We won’t be safe until you’re gone.” 
 
    Karliss surveyed the clan. He could see from their faces that many of them agreed with her, mostly the older people. It hurt. Even the wind couldn’t completely blow the pain away. But he kept how he felt hidden. 
 
    “You have that backwards, old woman,” he said with a mocking smile. “You’re safe because of me. Kasai will never bother you again.” 
 
    “Don’t you speak to your elder that way!” she hissed. 
 
    “But I’ve been exiled from the clan. You didn’t already forget that, did you? What difference does it make how I talk now?” 
 
    Munkhe, Karliss’ mother, came running up then, pushing her way through the clan. “You’re back,” she said, throwing her arms around him and squeezing him tightly. 
 
    Karliss soon started to feel uncomfortable. She was triggering too many feelings that he was trying to stay away from. He shifted in her grasp, then pushed her away. She looked at him with sorrow in her eyes. 
 
    “Karliss?” she said. 
 
    “It’s okay, Ana. I’m okay.” 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I said I’m okay.” The words came out a little harsher than he’d intended, and he saw her wince slightly. He felt bad about it, but there wasn’t time for that right now. 
 
    Munkhe turned on Henta. “Why don’t you go away? He only just returned. Can’t you leave him alone?” 
 
    Henta’s eyes narrowed. “He should not have returned at all. Exile is permanent.” 
 
    “Still you want to exile him? Even after he saved us from those stone soldiers?” 
 
    The old woman looked at her coldly. “Still.” 
 
    “What is wrong with you? Why do you hate my son so much?” Munkhe stepped forward while she talked, her hands curling into claws. By the last words she had her face right up to Henta’s and was practically yelling. 
 
    Henta never blinked. “This is not about how I feel about him. This is about the safety of the clan. If you weren’t blinded by your feelings for him, you’d see that I’m right.” 
 
    Karliss was sure for a moment that his mother would strike the old woman. He grabbed her wrists and pulled her back. “Don’t do this,” he told her. “It’s not worth it.” 
 
    “Looks like you’re finally showing a little bit of wisdom,” Henta said. “Too little, too late.” 
 
    Karliss spun on her, his anger spilling out finally. “Don’t push me,” he said in a low voice. A twitch of his will, and a small dust devil sprang up around her feet. “I’ve already been exiled. What more can you do to me?” 
 
    She swallowed. “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She took a step back. “You’ll never be allowed to come here again,” she spluttered. 
 
    Karliss kicked the dust devil up a little. “You already said that. Don’t you have anything else to say?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to say something else, but before she could, Karliss lifted the dust devil enough to blind her and make her cough. Rubbing her eyes, she hurried away, followed by some of her friends. 
 
    Terl Dashin came hurrying up then. He looked at Henta’s departing back, then at Karliss. “I assume you did not make peace with her,” he said to Karliss 
 
    “She started in on him as soon as he got here,” Munkhe said indignantly. “He didn’t—” 
 
    “Stop,” Karliss told her. “Let me fight my own battles.” 
 
    She gave him a startled look but said no more. 
 
    “What happened?” the terl asked. 
 
    “I got the key. Then Kasai showed up.” 
 
    The terl’s eyes traveled over Karliss. “You look uninjured.” 
 
    “About that…” Karliss hesitated, not sure how much he wanted to share. “It was close, but I defeated him. He’s dead.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Dashin asked. Karliss nodded. “This is great news.” 
 
    “Not to Henta,” Munkhe said. She put her hands up when Karliss turned to her. “I won’t say anything else.” 
 
    “Where is the key?” 
 
    Karliss looked away. “I had it, but I lost it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It was after I defeated Kasai. Someone else showed up. I couldn’t stop him. I was lucky to escape alive.” 
 
    “You don’t know who it was?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Is he a threat to the clan?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. He was only after the key.” 
 
    “What does the key do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He said something about getting it for the Devourers, but I don’t know who that is.” 
 
    The terl considered this. “It sounds like it went well overall. The foe who threatened us is dead. The other one got what he wanted and left.” He looked around at the gathered clan. “So why does everybody look so unhappy?” 
 
    “I say we have another vote,” Munkhe said loudly. “My son has saved us from an enemy who already destroyed another clan. Maybe those who voted against him before will change their minds now.” 
 
    There were murmurs and a few exclamations at her words. Karliss looked over the crowd. It was hard to tell who was for him and who was against. Honestly, except for Henta, who he knew had voted for exile, and his family and friends who were opposed to it, he wasn’t sure about anyone else. 
 
    Not that it mattered, he told himself. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” he said. 
 
    His mother turned to him, her mouth opening in shock. 
 
    “I’m leaving anyway.” 
 
    “No,” she said, her voice barely audible. “No.” 
 
    She tried to hold onto him, but he pushed her hands away and faced the terl. “I’m going to Qarath. I’m going to talk to their king, as Firehair asked me to. I’m going to help them in their war.” Until the words came out, he hadn’t been sure if that was what he was going to do or not. 
 
    “Why?” Munkhe asked. “Their war is not ours.” 
 
    Why indeed? Karliss wondered. He agreed with his mother. Qarath’s problems were not his. Was he doing it because of guilt over losing the key? But that didn’t feel right either. Why was he doing this? 
 
    The words popped out without warning. 
 
    “It sounds exciting,” he said. 
 
    His mother frowned at him, as did the terl. “Exciting?” she said. 
 
    He winced. He hadn’t meant to say that out loud. He knew it didn’t sound right. But it felt right. Big events were going on down south. He knew this not just from Firehair, but from the aranti. He wanted to go see what was happening. 
 
    He wanted to get away from here. How much of it was that? 
 
    “Their king said he would reward the clan if I went,” Karliss reminded the terl. 
 
    “No reward is worth losing our tlacti,” the terl replied. 
 
    “But you don’t need me anymore. Kasai is gone.” 
 
    “What can I say to change your mind?” the terl asked. 
 
    Karliss glanced out at the watching people. This time he felt certain he could interpret most of their expressions. Most of them—not all, but most—looked frightened. The thought of losing their tlacti was starting to sink in. How many had voted to exile him in a moment of fear, and since then had regretted that decision, now that they faced a future without a shaman to guide them? There was no way to know, but in a way Karliss was grateful to them now. He wanted to leave here. He wanted to be free of the endless burdens that came with being clan tlacti. Their votes had given him the courage to do what he really wanted to. 
 
    “Nothing,” Karliss said. “I’m leaving in the morning.” 
 
    “I will not compel you. You are not our prisoner. Are you going to return?” 
 
    A hush as everyone waited for his answer. 
 
    “I don’t know.” A sigh went up from them. Karliss turned away and headed for his yurt. He could hear his mother’s footsteps behind him, and he frowned. She wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    They broke away from the rest and into a quiet area between the yurts. She took his arm and pulled him to a stop. 
 
    “You’re not really going to leave, are you?” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” he replied. 
 
    Her face tightened. “It’s Henta. That evil old witch. She’s always hated you, always had something against you. She poisoned them, made them turn on you. If you would just wait one day, give me a chance to—” 
 
    He cut her off. “Stop.” She looked at him, so many emotions tangled together in her expression. “It’s not Henta. Or not only her.” 
 
    “Then what is it? Why are you leaving us?” 
 
    He looked into her eyes and knew that while she said “us”, she meant “me.” 
 
    “It’s not you either,” he reassured her. 
 
    “Is it the war? Because that’s not your war. You don’t have to make it yours.” 
 
    “That’s not it. It’s part of it, but not all.” 
 
    Her breath caught. “I need to know why. Please.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He tried to turn away, but she grabbed his arm. 
 
    “That’s not good enough,” she said fiercely. 
 
    He said the words knowing that they would hurt her. But he didn’t know what else to do, and he felt he owed her the truth. “I don’t think I belong here anymore.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. This is your home. We’re your family.” 
 
    “Maybe not anymore.” 
 
    She seemed to crumple in on herself then, as if all the air had left her body. It hurt him to see, and he reached out to her. 
 
    This time it was she who pushed his hands away. “I’m okay.” She took a deep breath and visibly straightened, pulling her shoulders back and wiping a stray tear from her eye. “I won’t stand in your way. I want to, but I won’t.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He tried again to hug her, and this time she did not resist. 
 
    “I’m always here for you,” she said in a husky voice. “I want you to know that.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She let him go. With one hand she brushed a stray hair from his eyes. “I want you to promise that you’ll come back someday.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Come by the yurt later. Your sister will want to say goodbye.” With that she walked away. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Nergui was waiting at Karliss’ yurt, a big, loose-lipped smile on his face. He was holding his shapeless felt hat in his hands, crumpling it over and over. 
 
    “I took good care of everything while you were gone,” he said. “You’ll see. Everything is there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I heard you say you’re leaving again.” Nergui shifted from one foot to the other and back again, unable to keep his feet still. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I wish I could go with you,” Nergui said. “Maybe I can drive the wagon for you? I’m good at driving a wagon.” 
 
    “You’re the best at driving a wagon, Nergui,” Karliss said honestly. “But I won’t be taking a wagon when I leave.” 
 
    “You’re going to fly again?” There was awe in his voice. “I wish I could fly.” 
 
    “Maybe someday I can take you.” 
 
    “That would be great!” he cried. Then he seemed to realize what he’d said, and he blinked, a sheepish look on his face. “I don’t know what I’m saying. That sounds too scary. I might scream like a little girl, and I think I’m too old to scream like that.” 
 
    “Maybe we won’t go very high. That would help.” 
 
    Nergui nodded enthusiastically. “Maybe just high enough to make me the tallest person in the clan. Even taller than Weg!” 
 
    “That’s no problem. How about right now?” Karliss called the wind, and a breeze sprang up around Nergui’s ankles. 
 
    Nergui squealed and waved his arms around. “Not now! Not now! I’m not ready.” 
 
    Karliss grinned and let the wind go. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” Nergui said. 
 
    “You can help me the same way you always have.” 
 
    “By watching your things?” 
 
    “No,” Karliss said, putting his hand on Nergui’s shoulder. “By being my friend.” 
 
    Nergui frowned. “That sounds hard. I’m not sure I know how to do that.” 
 
    “Believe me, you’re the best at that too. Just keep doing what you’ve been doing.” 
 
    “Even if I don’t know what I’ve been doing?” 
 
    “Even then.” 
 
    Nergui’s face lit up. “That sounds easy. One thing I’m good at is doing the same thing I’ve always done. When you get back, you’re going to have so many great stories. I can’t wait to hear about all the adventures you had. That’s going to be something.” He got a serious look on his face. “Can I tell you something? A friend thing?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I’m glad I’m not going. It sounds awfully scary. I want to hear about it, but I don’t think I want to see it happen.” 
 
    “That makes sense to me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make me a bad friend?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Whew. That’s a relief. Can I get you some food? I know where they hid some progis if you want. I know you love those things.” 
 
    “That sounds great.” 
 
    Nergui hurried away, whistling. Karliss went into his yurt. As Nergui had said, everything was in its place. He wondered what he should bring. Both the krysalas, the old and the new, were hanging on a thong from the ceiling. But he didn’t think he would need either of them. He’d outgrown them. Maybe Spotted Elk Clan would have a new tlacti someday, and the new shaman would need them. He opened the trunk containing the scrolls and took out the parchment he’d written the words of power on. This he would bring. Hopefully he would find the two others who could use the words for water and stone. 
 
    Batu stuck his head into the open door of the yurt. “We’re glad to see you too,” he said. 
 
    Karliss went outside and found both Batu and Hulagu there. “I was going to come find you. You know that.” 
 
    “How did it go?” Hulagu asked, a concerned look on his face. 
 
    Karliss grew somber. “Kasai nearly killed me. It was close.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “You remember that yellow crystal? The one you said I shouldn’t touch?” 
 
    “You touched it?” Batu said in disbelief. 
 
    Karliss shook his head. “I’m not that dumb. I used the wind to pick it up.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Batu said. “I should have thought of that. I guess that’s why I’m not the hero.” 
 
    “You’re not the hero because the only thing you can do is wave a spear around,” Hulagu said with a grin. 
 
    “And eat. He’s good at that too,” Karliss said. 
 
    “We’re not here to talk about my eating,” Batu said. “We’re here for a story. Tell us what happened next.” 
 
    Karliss recounted his battle with Kasai. They both followed with awe on their faces. He got to the part where Kasai had him trapped in the rock, unable to speak, and said, “I thought I was dead for sure. Then I remembered the crystal.” 
 
    “Which was lying on the ground right there!” Batu said excitedly. 
 
    “It turns out those crystals explode,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Good thing you didn’t touch it,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “There wasn’t much left of Kasai after that. If I hadn’t made it into the cave, I’d be dead too.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Batu said. “You know, I was never worried at all. Not the littlest bit. I knew you’d take care of Kasai. He never had a chance against the greatest tlacti ever.” 
 
    Hulagu held up his hands. “Don’t include me. I was worried the whole time.” 
 
    “Only because you worry about everything. Don’t feel bad, though. That’s kind of your place in this little team. Karliss is the hero. I’m the plucky sidekick who keeps things light. And you’re the big worrier.” 
 
    “You should be worried that I’m going to throw you down and sit on you.” 
 
    “I’ll poke you with my spear.” 
 
    “You’ll try.” 
 
    Batu turned back to Karliss. “He does have a little reason to be worried. He knows how you get when you don’t have someone along to make sure you don’t do anything foolish.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Before Batu could say anything else, Ganzorig, Karliss’ father, came walking up. 
 
    “We’ll talk to you later,” Hulagu said. “Come on, Batu.” 
 
    “Yeah, we don’t want to miss the meal.” 
 
    The two left. Ganzorig stopped a few paces away and looked at his son. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me not to go, are you?” Karliss asked. 
 
    Ganzorig chuckled. “The terl wants me to. But I know once you make up your mind about something, there’s no stopping you.” 
 
    “I’m not that bad.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” Ganzorig came closer and put his hand on Karliss’ shoulder. “I don’t know what to say. I think I have used up all my fatherly wisdom already.” He chuckled softly. “My son, I always knew you were destined for great things in your life. I knew you would be a tlacti who was spoken of for generations to come. But I must confess, I never expected anything like this.” 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    “You’ve proven yourself over and over.” Karliss started to object, but he held up his hand to stop him. “I don’t want to hear it. I know you’ve made mistakes. We all do. It happens. The important thing is that you didn’t give up. You kept fighting, and finally you defeated the enemy you weren’t sure could be beaten. You saved your clan from the greatest danger it has ever faced.” 
 
    Karliss shifted uncomfortably. “A lot of it was luck.” 
 
    “I know. Luck always plays a part. Don’t distract me from what I was saying.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “If you want to go away, then go. You’ve earned it. No one can say you haven’t done your duty by your clan.” 
 
    “You’re not worried that I’m leaving you without a tlacti?” 
 
    “If you say we don’t need to fear the gods, then I believe you.” 
 
    Karliss took a deep breath. “I’m glad to hear you say that. I don’t know if anyone else believes it though.” 
 
    Ganzorig shrugged. “So? That’s their problem. You know, I think I always knew the day would come when you would fly away from us.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really. I didn’t think you’d actually fly like a bird. But you’re different. You’ve always been different. Even when you were here among us, you weren’t really here. You were off somewhere up there.” He gestured toward the sky. “I knew there would come a day when you’d go.” 
 
    “I have to.” 
 
    Ganzorig nodded. “Birds leave the nest, do they not?” He squeezed Karliss’ shoulder, then let him go. “One thing I need you to promise me. Come back and see your mother. This is hard for her.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Come on. Your sister wants to see you. I’ll warn you, she’s going to be a problem. She doesn’t want her big brother to leave.” 
 
    Narantse was outside the family yurt. She saw them coming, and with a cry she charged Karliss. “Ana says you’re leaving! Don’t leave, don’t leave!” she wailed, wrapping her little arms around his waist. 
 
    Somehow her grief was harder for him than his mother’s was. Karliss had to fight back his own tears. “I have to,” he managed to say, trying to disentangle her enough that he could give her a hug. Munkhe stood nearby, her arms crossed, watching them with sad eyes. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Narantse said. “We should exile stupid old Henta instead. She’s the worst, and I hate her.” 
 
    “Don’t hate her,” Karliss said. “She’s doing what she thinks is best.” The words kind of surprised him. He hadn’t known they were in there. But his anger toward the old woman had gone cold, the flames blown out by the wind. What she’d done seemed far away. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you,” Narantse said, her words muffled because her face was pressed into his shirt. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you too. All of you.” His gaze took in his parents. Ganzorig had his arms around Munkhe. She had her head on his shoulder. “I’ll come back and see you.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    It was well after dark. Karliss had everything ready for his departure. Not that there had been much to it. The words of power. A pouch of food, enough for a few days. His belt knife, his janu, a water skin, his coat and blanket. While getting ready, he’d been interrupted quite a few times by people coming by the yurt. None of them said much. Mostly they touched their foreheads in respect and thanked him for all he’d done. It was touching, and there were a few times he’d found himself doubting his decision. Somehow he’d gotten to thinking that nearly everyone in the clan was against him. Finding out they weren’t made his departure a lot harder. When they finally quit coming by, he was relieved. 
 
    He was about to lie down when he heard hoofbeats, and there came yet another scratching at the door flap. Karliss opened it and stepped out. It was Ganbold, his brother, his horse standing behind him. 
 
    “I came as soon as I could,” Ganbold said. “I was on duty, guarding the goats.” 
 
    “I wondered where you were. I thought maybe you were asleep. I know how you like to sleep.” It was an old joke between them. Ganbold loved his sleep, and he could sleep through almost anything. 
 
    “You’re really leaving?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “That’s…” Ganbold scratched the back of his neck, thinking. “That stinks.” His voice was thick. 
 
    “Not you too,” Karliss groaned. 
 
    “What do you mean, not me too?” 
 
    “Everyone is so sad. It’s not like I’m dying, you know. Why is everyone acting like I am?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe because we don’t want you to leave?” 
 
    “Uh…I’m exiled. Remember?” 
 
    “I’ve heard some things. I think they would vote to not exile you this time,” Ganbold said. 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “It would be nice not to be exiled,” Karliss said. He was surprised to find he meant it. 
 
    “Then we’ll call for another vote in the morning. Our father is on the council. He can call for a new vote.” 
 
    “No. Not while I’m here, anyway. I don’t want to see the vote. I can’t…I don’t want to go through that again.” 
 
    “I guess it would be hard.” 
 
    “Harder than you know.” Karliss felt the pain of that moment—when he saw all those hands go up against him—all over again. He didn’t like it. It made the desire to fly away, to be free, so strong he wanted to leave right that moment. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    They stood there in silence for a time. What was there to say? They’d grown up together, as close as any brothers, but their lives were leading them down far different paths now. 
 
    Ganbold’s horse nickered and pushed her nose into his back. “I think she’s ready to have her saddle off,” Ganbold said. “And I need to get some sleep. I’m leaving on a hunt first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure I got to say goodbye.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did.” Ganbold gathered his little brother up in a quick hug, then hurried away. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss went to bed, but he was restless and had trouble sleeping. The aranti called to him the whole time. Finally, he gave up and got up. Dawn had to be getting close, and he wanted to leave before that. He’d said goodbye to everyone last night. He wasn’t going through that again. He wasn’t strong enough for it. 
 
    Outside his yurt, he found his friends waiting. The faintest bit of light was appearing on the eastern horizon. 
 
    “I told you,” Batu said. “I told you he’d try to sneak out.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. I knew it too,” Hulagu said. 
 
    Karliss sighed. “What are you doing here?” He knew the answer. 
 
    “We’re coming with you.” Their packs were lying on the ground by their feet, unstrung bows sticking out of them. The hilt of Hulagu’s tulwar—the big weapon Ganbold gave him before they left to search for the words of power—was sticking up over his shoulder, and Batu was gripping a spear. 
 
    “No,” Karliss said, stepping back. “No way.” 
 
    Batu looked at Hulagu. “Does he really think that will work?” 
 
    “I want to say he can’t be that dumb, but…” Hulagu crossed his arms. 
 
    “We’re not talking about this,” Karliss whispered, looking around to make sure no one else was up yet. “You’re not coming with me.” 
 
    They continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “How long do you think it will be before he realizes he can’t win and gives up?” Batu asked Hulagu. 
 
    “It depends on how stubborn he’s feeling. You know how he gets,” Hulagu replied. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not that stubborn,” Karliss said. 
 
    Again, they ignored him. “Remember that time he was so determined to prank Otgon that he wouldn’t give up even though it turned out he was lying on an anthill?” Batu said. 
 
    Hulagu chuckled. “He got a lot of bites that day.” 
 
    “And there was that time when he wanted the last bowl of birsch so bad that he snuck into the food wagon after dark, only Henta caught him.” 
 
    “No. That was you,” Hulagu said. “You get that way about food.” 
 
    Batu paused, blinking. “Oh. You’re right. How did I forget that?” 
 
    “We were talking about Karliss, and how long it will take him to realize that we’re going along with him, remember?” 
 
    “I thought we’d moved on from that. Hasn’t he realized it yet?” 
 
    “I’m right here, you know,” Karliss said. “I can hear you.” 
 
    Hulagu looked at him. “Do you have something to say?” 
 
    “I’m going alone.” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t,” Batu said. “I thought he would. It’s sad.” 
 
    “He can’t help it,” Hulagu said. “He’s touched by the wind.” 
 
    “I’m not changing my mind on this,” Karliss said. “It’s too dangerous. I’m going alone.” 
 
    “He’s been getting us to follow him our whole lives,” Batu said. “I think I’m just in the habit now. I can’t help myself. Do you have the same problem?” 
 
    “I do,” Hulagu said somberly. “It’s a bad problem to have.” 
 
    “This whole thing you’re doing, where you talk like I’m not here, it’s not going to work,” Karliss said. “It’s not funny either.” 
 
    Batu shook his head sadly. “Nothing but gibberish from him.” 
 
    “I’m done talking about this. I’m leaving now.” Karliss started to say the first word of power. As soon as he did, both of his friends clamped onto an arm. Karliss tried to shake them off, but he couldn’t. 
 
    “When did you two get so strong?” he grumbled. 
 
    “Since we started training, while you sit around and stare at scrolls all day,” Batu said proudly. 
 
    “Let go of me.” 
 
    “We’re going with you,” Hulagu said. “Get that through your thick head.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re getting into.” 
 
    “Neither do you.” 
 
    “I don’t need you.” 
 
    “But you do,” Batu said. “Without us you get into all sorts of trouble.” 
 
    Karliss gave up trying to get free. Dawn was coming fast. He needed to get out of here soon. He could always take them along and then ditch them somewhere. That would solve the problem. 
 
    “Okay. But you have to do what I say.” 
 
    “As long as we agree with it,” Hulagu said calmly. 
 
    “I kind of hate you guys,” Karliss said. 
 
    “That’s all right,” Batu said. “What are friends for?” 
 
    “You have a strange idea of what friendship is.” 
 
    “I have lots of strange ideas. Tonight, when we’re camping, I’ll tell you some of them,” Batu said. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    “You’re going to hate this,” Karliss said with a wicked smile. “I’m going to take you higher than I’ve ever gone before.” 
 
    Batu’s smile faded, and his face went pale. “You’re going to…higher?” he said weakly. 
 
    “To where people look like dots.” 
 
    “That’s mean.” 
 
    “You can change your mind,” Karliss said. 
 
    Batu took a deep breath and straightened his shoulders. “Not a chance. I’m plucky, remember?” 
 
    Hulagu picked up both packs and handed Batu his. Karliss spoke the second word of power. 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai.” 
 
    He focused the power on three aranti. They came willingly, and in moments the three friends were rising into the air. 
 
    “I’m glad I didn’t eat yet,” Batu said. He was gripping his spear so tightly his knuckles were white. “I feel sick already.” 
 
    “Don’t put me below him,” Hulagu said. “I didn’t bring any clean clothes to change into.” 
 
    “You forgot to bring another shirt?” Batu asked in disbelief. 
 
    “I didn’t forget. I don’t have another one that fits me. I outgrew all of them.” 
 
    “If you keep growing, we’re going to have to go north and hunt mammoths to make your clothes,” Batu said. Then, to Karliss, “Hey, slow down, would you? This is too fast.” 
 
    Karliss laughed. “You haven’t seen anything yet.” 
 
    “Karliss,” Hulagu said, pointing. “Look.” 
 
    Hulagu was pointing at the yurt belonging to Karliss’ family. His parents, brother and sister were standing outside, looking up at him. All of them had their fists in the air. Ganbold yelled something. 
 
    “We weren’t the only ones who knew you were going to try and sneak away,” Batu said. 
 
    “Everyone knew,” Hulagu added. 
 
    All over the camp people were spilling out of their yurts. They were thrusting their fists into the air, and from their throats came what might have been a roar and might have been a cheer. 
 
    Karliss got a sudden lump in his throat. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    They rose into the air. Soon they were high enough that it was hard to pick out individuals in the clan. 
 
    “Okay, I think this is high enough,” Batu said. “You can stop now.” 
 
    Karliss gave him a grin and kept going higher. 
 
    “Stop! What are you doing?” Batu wailed, squeezing his eyes shut. “You know how I am about heights.” 
 
    “You have trouble with heights?” Karliss asked, fake surprise on his face. “I didn’t know that.” Which wasn’t true. Batu had complained about it when they’d climbed into the mountains looking for the words of power. 
 
    “This isn’t funny anymore. Take me down!” Batu cried. 
 
    “You want down? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure, I’m sure!” 
 
    “All you had to do was ask.” 
 
    At a thought from Karliss, the aranti carrying Batu went into a steep dive. Batu howled as he plummeted, flailing his arms wildly. 
 
    “Karliss!” Hulagu yelled. 
 
    Karliss stopped Batu’s aranti and flew them down so they were alongside him. Batu was moaning softly, his arms wrapped around his head. “Did you change your mind?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “That wasn’t funny!” Batu yelled. “That wasn’t funny at all. I think I peed myself.” 
 
    “You peed yourself?” Hulagu asked, trying not to smile. 
 
    “You’d pee yourself too, if you thought you were falling to your death.” 
 
    “I thought you said you trusted me,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Not anymore,” Batu grumbled. “You’re a terrible person, you know that?” 
 
    “Nobody made you come along,” Karliss said. “I remember trying to get you to stay behind. I told you it was going to be dangerous.” 
 
    “The danger isn’t supposed to come from your own friend.” 
 
    “You never know where danger can come from.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk to you anymore.” Batu frowned and turned his face away. 
 
    Karliss looked at Hulagu. “Do you think he’ll be angry for long?” 
 
    Hulagu shook his head. “He likes to talk too much.” Overall, he seemed pretty calm about the height, which surprised Karliss. 
 
    “Being way up here doesn’t bother you?” he asked Hulagu. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t realize we were high up.” Hulagu had his gaze fixed on the horizon. 
 
    Karliss understood then. “You haven’t looked down yet, have you?” 
 
    “And I’m not going to,” Hulagu said. “As far as I know, the ground is right there. That was kind of mean, you know.” 
 
    “Dropping Batu? It was an accident.” 
 
    Batu muttered a curse that would have gotten him an ear pull from his mother. 
 
    “You’re very tense, Batu. You need to learn to relax,” Karliss said. 
 
    Another curse from Batu. 
 
    “You seem awfully happy,” Hulagu said to Karliss. “I mean, after what you just went through and all.” He gave Karliss a sharp look. “You are happy, aren’t you? Not faking it?” 
 
    Karliss thought about it for a moment. “I’m not faking it. I feel good. I feel a lot…lighter. This will sound bad, but I’m glad to leave the clan. I feel like a huge weight has been taken off me.” 
 
    Hulagu nodded. “You went through a lot lately.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Karliss replied, his smile fading. “There were so many things happening, and the whole time I knew that if I made a mistake, people would die. Maybe everyone.” 
 
    “And then we exiled you.” 
 
    “Don’t say ‘we’. You didn’t.” 
 
    “I didn’t either,” Batu said. “I think we should have exiled Henta.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” Karliss said. He didn’t want to ever talk about it again. He didn’t want to even think about it. He wanted to leave all that behind him. He was free now, and he meant to enjoy it. 
 
    They flew in silence then. Karliss enjoyed the feel of the wind on his face, the sun on his skin. Eventually Batu opened his eyes and began looking around. Hulagu even glanced at the ground a couple of times. Karliss took his time, not pushing the aranti to go too fast. He was in no rush. Once they got to Qarath, things would get complicated again. Why hurry toward that? 
 
    Near sunset they put down by a small stream, and Karliss released the aranti, who flew away quickly, glad to be free once again. Hulagu built a small fire, more for the comfort than to cook food, since what they’d brought with them was already cooked. They talked about little things, things of no importance, how much Batu already missed Sube’s cooking, the new yurt that a young couple was making for their new family, how hot the day had been. 
 
    “I’m glad you saw reason and decided to bring us,” Batu said. It was dark, and they were all lying on their backs, looking up at the stars. “You need us.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Karliss said. “I know you’re slowing me down.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s true,” Karliss said with a chuckle. “The aranti carrying you was exhausted by the time I let it go. I’m surprised it didn’t drop you.” 
 
    “Ha ha. You’re so funny. I’m not that fat. Besides, Hulagu weighs a lot more than me.” 
 
    “Mine is spread out better,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “You know what?” Karliss said. “I don’t think I’m going to leave you two behind after all.” 
 
    Batu sat up and turned toward him. “You were going to leave us?” 
 
    “I was thinking about it.” 
 
    “Some friend you are.” 
 
    “Why?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Why was I thinking about leaving you? Because you forced me to bring you along, and I wanted to go alone.” 
 
    “No. Why did you change your mind?” 
 
    “Because I like this. It reminds me of our journey to find the words.” 
 
    “Those were good times,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “What?” Batu interjected. “Have you forgotten about almost starving, almost getting eaten by wolves and almost getting killed by those savages?” 
 
    “They’re not savages,” Karliss said. “Not really.” 
 
    Batu made a skeptical sound. “They sure looked like savages to me. Who ties bones all over themselves?” 
 
    “And this time we don’t have to worry about going hungry,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Hulagu replied. “We only have enough food for a couple of days. We’ll need to stop and hunt.” 
 
    “No, we won’t.” 
 
    “Does this mean you finally figured out how to have the aranti fetch food for you?” Batu asked, excitement in his voice. 
 
    “I’m not using the aranti to fetch food,” Karliss said. “I already told you that.” 
 
    “Then what’s your plan?” 
 
    “Don’t you want to be surprised?” Karliss asked playfully. 
 
    “When it comes to food, I don’t like surprises,” Batu said. “Food is serious business. You should know that by now.” 
 
    “How do you plan on getting us food?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I’ll take it.” 
 
    “From who? We’re in Angry Bear Clan territory now. I don’t want to tangle with them if we don’t have to.” 
 
    “Not them. Farmers and such.” 
 
    “Farmers?” 
 
    “People who live in one place all the time and grow their own food. I heard Firehair talking about them. Once we get down off the steppes, he says there are farms all over the place. Towns too. They have markets that are full of food. With what I can do, it should be easy to get as much food as we need. Like when we stole those progis at the Gathering. Only this time there’s no mothers to catch us.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe because people get mad when you steal their food? And mad people shoot arrows and such?” 
 
    Karliss laughed. “I defeated Kasai. We don’t have to worry about a few arrows.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about taking someone’s food and leaving them without enough? I don’t want to be responsible for someone’s kids not getting enough to eat this winter,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “You worry too much. They grow their own food. They have their own animals that they can eat whenever they want to. It’s not like how we live, where you have to search all the time for food. They have as much as they need right there. They have so much they won’t notice. They don’t even have to ride a long way to get it.” 
 
    “I don’t know. That doesn’t sound right,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “You’re being difficult, that’s all. Batu, you’re in, aren’t you? This is going to be fun.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Batu said, but he didn’t sound all that convinced. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The second day after leaving the clan the three companions reached the Alon Mountains, the mountain range which formed a natural barrier between the steppes and the lower lands to the south. They were forbidding mountains, tall, shattered granite peaks covered in snow and stretching east and west as far as the eye could see. The mountaintops were obscured by thick clouds, and it looked like fresh snow had fallen the night before. 
 
    “We’re not flying through that, are we?” Batu asked, shivering. “I’m going to freeze.” 
 
    “I think there’s a pass over there,” Hulagu said, pointing. 
 
    Karliss flew that way. Part way up the side of the mountains was a narrow, rocky pass. A faint wagon trail wound up to it, making its way around rock outcroppings. The mouth of the pass was framed by cliffs on either side. The threatening clouds were only a little bit higher than they were, so Karliss kept them low to the ground as they entered the pass. Visibility was poor, with streamers of clouds obscuring some areas. 
 
    Partway through, the pass narrowed to the point that a strong warrior could have thrown a spear across it. At the narrowest point they came upon the ruins of an ancient stone fortress. A crumbling wall stretched across the pass, half-fallen towers at each end. Crows flew up from the towers as they approached. Everywhere were scattered huge, moss-covered stone blocks that had fallen from the towers and wall. Trees had grown up through the towers, their roots breaking the foundations. The gates had completely rotted away, rust-colored mounds showing where the hinges and iron bands had been. 
 
    “Wow,” Batu said. “That looks amazing. Can we stop? I want to see it.” 
 
    Karliss nodded. He’d been planning on it anyway. He’d never seen anything like this before. Not up close, anyway. He’d seen the city Kasai ruled when he went there searching for information. Stone was rare on the steppes, far too rare to be building walls with, not that the Sertithians had any use for them anyway. He set them down on top of the wall. 
 
    “It’s huge!” Batu yelled. His voice didn’t echo, the sound deadened by the thick clouds, which seemed to be getting even lower. “How did they even build something like this?” 
 
    “I’ve heard Firehair tell stories about things like this, but I never really believed them,” Hulagu said, turning to take it all in. 
 
    “What’s it for?” Batu asked. 
 
    “This is the only good way through the mountains,” Hulagu said. “Whoever built this wanted to control the pass.” 
 
    “But why? Why would anyone want to go through here?” 
 
    “Raiding?” Hulagu ventured. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Batu said doubtfully. “It seems like a long way to go to raid.” 
 
    Rain mixed with flakes of snow began to fall, and they left, Karliss picking up speed to get them out of the moisture sooner. The pass was filled with twists and turns, some of them sharp. Karliss had to make some hard turns to keep from running into the cliff walls that flashed by on either side. 
 
    “You’re going too fast!” Batu yelped. “We’re going to die!” 
 
    “You worry too much,” Karliss shot back. “I got this.” He was enjoying himself. He’d gone faster through narrower defiles while riding the wind, but this was the first time he’d gotten a chance while in his body. It was exciting. Everything went by so fast. 
 
    “Karliss…” Hulagu said in a warning tone. 
 
    “You too?” 
 
    “You said we didn’t need to hurry.” 
 
    “But it’s raining.” 
 
    “I’d rather get wet than splattered against a cliff,” Batu said. 
 
    “You know I wouldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    “My head might know it, but the rest of me doesn’t. Slow down!” 
 
    “You two are no fun at all,” Karliss grumbled, reducing his speed. 
 
    In the afternoon they made it out the other side. They left the clouds behind and flew through sunshine once again. The landscape on the south side of the Alon Mountains was far different from that on the north side. Instead of the gently undulating steppes, they found themselves in the foothills of the mountains, hilly country filled with sharp ridges and small peaks, all of it thickly wooded with huge pine and fir trees. Rivers and streams were everywhere. 
 
    Karliss flew them just above the tops of the trees, and all three of them stared down in awe at the sight. The trees were taller than what passed for hills on the steppes. 
 
    “Look how straight the trunks are,” Batu said. “Like spears made for gods.” 
 
    “There’s more wood in one tree than in every wagon in the clan,” Hulagu said. 
 
    As they passed over one especially tall tree, they startled a flock of birds with red-spotted wings. The whole flock took flight, chirping in alarm. Suddenly the air around them was filled with birds, so thick it was hard to see. 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” Batu called to them. “We’re birds too. Just like you.” 
 
    The flock peeled off and flew away. 
 
    “That was incredible,” Batu said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Hulagu replied, rubbing at his coat sleeve. “One of them pooped on my arm.” 
 
    “I guess you bring that out in people.” Batu looked at Karliss. “Can you put us down? I want to see what it’s like on the ground.” 
 
    The trees were so thick that it wasn’t easy finding a clear way down to the ground. Both Batu and Hulagu got smacked by tree limbs on the way. 
 
    “You did that on purpose,” Batu said, once they were standing on the ground. 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Then why are you laughing? And how come none of the limbs hit you?” 
 
    “I’m paying more attention than you are?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything? I can’t tell my aranti where to go. You control it, not me.” 
 
    “You’ll get better at it. It takes time.” 
 
    It was dark under the trees, most of the sunlight blocked by the thick foliage, and the tree trunks were so thick they couldn’t see very far. The ground underfoot was spongy with moss and fallen pine needles. A squirrel chattered at them from a limb, and a bright-eyed jay landed nearby, tilting its head to the side as it studied them. The sound of a stream could be heard nearby. 
 
    “Ugh, this is terrible,” Batu said. “How do people live in this?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss said. 
 
    “It’s terrible. I can’t see at all. You could hardly even get a horse through here.” 
 
    “And it’s so dark,” Hulagu said. “I can’t even see the sun.” 
 
    Karliss didn’t like it much either. It was too enclosed, too restrictive. When Batu said, “I’m ready to leave. Can we go now?” he was happy to take them airborne once again. 
 
    They flew back up above the trees and continued descending through the foothills. The wagon path turned into a small road. The terrain flattened somewhat, the giant trees giving way to oak and beech and other hardwoods. The forest was still thick, but no longer impenetrable. 
 
    “Why are there no trees in that area over there?” Batu asked, pointing at an area a short distance back from the road. 
 
    “It might be a farm,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Why’d they cut down all the trees?” 
 
    “I guess to make room to grow things.” 
 
    “That still sounds crazy to me. Who would want to spend all their time in one place waiting for plants to grow? That sounds so boring. Why not just move and find other plants?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Maybe they like it better.” 
 
    “Let’s go over there. I want to see the farm,” Batu said to Karliss. 
 
    “You’re like a little kid, you know that?” Karliss said. “I want to see this, I want to see that.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you don’t want to see it too.” 
 
    “I never said that.” Karliss flew them over to the cleared area. It was a few hundred paces across, most of it covered in plants growing in straight lines. That looked strange to Karliss. What kinds of plants grew in rows like that? 
 
    Even stranger were the two buildings in the middle of the clearing. They were made of logs. Smoke came from a hole in the top of one. From Firehair he knew that one of them must be the farmer’s home—probably the one with smoke coming out the top—and the other must be the barn, where animals were kept. The idea of building a home that you couldn’t pack up and move seemed strange to him, but not as strange as building one to put animals in. They had fur, didn’t they? Why did they need a home? 
 
    His friends stared around with big eyes as he set them down not far from the farmer’s home. They were standing there taking it all in when the door of the house opened, and a man came out. 
 
    He was wearing frayed breeches, a thick wool shirt and heavy leather boots. He had a large axe in one hand and an unfriendly glint in his eyes. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he demanded. Behind him, in the open doorway, was a young woman. She was holding back three small boys who were all trying to get past her and see what the excitement was. 
 
    “Uh…” Karliss hesitated, not sure what to say. It would probably sound weird to tell the man they’d come to look at his farm because they’d never seen one before. But Batu jumped right in. 
 
    “We’re lost. We wandered in here by accident. We’re not from around here.” 
 
    “Sure. That’s why you’re carrying a spear, and the big one has a sword. I’m warning you, you won’t find us easy prey. I know how to use this thing.” He gestured menacingly with the axe. 
 
    Hulagu held up his hands. “We don’t want problems.” 
 
    “Then move along. Don’t make me tell you again.” 
 
    They backed slowly away. But while doing so, they accidentally walked into one of the farmer’s fields. 
 
    “Get out of there!” the farmer yelled. “You’re trampling my melons!” 
 
    “Sorry!” Hulagu cried. Trying to get out, he caught his foot on one of the vines and ripped the plant out of the ground. 
 
    “Watch where you’re going!” The man took several steps forward, waving the axe. “Look what you did.” His face was bright red. 
 
    Karliss decided this had gone on long enough. He exerted his will, and the aranti began to lift them into the air. 
 
    When he saw that, the farmer’s eyes bugged out, and he moved backward so fast he fell. “Get inside!” he yelled to his wife, clambering to his feet and running for the house. His wife corralled the three boys and pulled them inside. The door slammed behind them. 
 
    “I think that went well,” Batu said. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Hulagu replied. “He wanted to chop us into pieces.” 
 
    “Maybe if you hadn’t stomped all over his melons,” Karliss pointed out. “Things were going okay before then.” 
 
    “They were not going okay before then. And I didn’t mean to. I got my feet tangled is all.” 
 
    “Maybe if they weren’t so big,” Batu said. 
 
    “I’m big. What good would little feet do me?” 
 
    “The important thing is we saw our first farm. I don’t know what melons are, but probably you can eat them,” Karliss said. “I say we go back after dark and help ourselves. We’re going to run out of food tomorrow.” 
 
    “No,” Hulagu said firmly. 
 
    “Why? He has lots of them,” Karliss said. 
 
    “It’s not right. You saw how skinny his children are. I’m not stealing food from children.” 
 
    “What if we find a farmer with fat children? Can we take food from him?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “We’re not taking food from anyone. We’ll hunt.” 
 
    “It’ll waste too much time. We have a war to fight.” 
 
    “It won’t hurt us to go hungry.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Batu protested. “I don’t like being hungry. It bothers my stomach.” 
 
    “We’re not stealing food from children.” 
 
    “Was he always this dull?” Karliss asked Batu. 
 
    “No. He’s been getting worse.” 
 
    “The two of you act like little kids, you know that?” Hulagu said. “You should try growing up a little.” 
 
    “Nope,” Karliss said. “I tried that, and I hated it. No more growing up for me.” 
 
    “You’re not really going to turn your back on your clan once this is all over, are you?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I’m not turning my back on them.” 
 
    “What do you call it then?” 
 
    “I call it being done!” Karliss snapped, angry suddenly. “I did everything for them, nearly got myself killed over and over, and what do they do? Are they grateful? Do they say, ‘Good job, Karliss’?” Hulagu started to reply, but Karliss stopped him. “Don’t answer. Let me. They exiled me. All I’m doing is going along with it.” 
 
    “They were scared is all. They were afraid you had angered the gods.” 
 
    “So let them be scared,” Karliss said, turning his face away. “Let them be however they want. I’m done.” 
 
    “You’d leave your own family without a tlacti?” 
 
    “Weren’t you paying attention? They don’t need a tlacti. There are no gods to keep happy.” 
 
    “There are other dangers.” 
 
    “Which they can handle without me.” 
 
    “Hey, guys?” Batu cut in. “Can we talk about this later? We’re going really fast now, and I’m kind of freaking out a little.” 
 
    Without Karliss realizing it, the aranti had increased their speed significantly while he argued with Hulagu. He slowed them down. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Hulagu said. “It should be your choice.” 
 
    “Yes, it should,” Karliss replied, not yet mollified. 
 
    They traveled for a time in silence. The forest beneath them grew thinner, the land flatter. More farms appeared, roads connecting them. Then, in the distance, they saw a cluster of buildings, a high, wooden wall around them. 
 
    “Is that a city?” Batu asked. “I think that’s a city.” 
 
    Karliss thought of how big Kasai’s city was. This place would fit into that a hundred times. “It’s not a city.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because it looks like a city.” 
 
    “What would you know about cities?” 
 
    “Firehair talked about them. He said thousands of people live in them.” 
 
    Karliss flew them closer. There were probably forty or fifty buildings in the village altogether, most only one story tall. Fields surrounded the village. 
 
    “Does it look to you like thousands of people live there?” Karliss asked Batu. 
 
    “No.” Batu looked around. At most he could see a few score people on the streets, along with more working in the fields. “They could all be inside.” 
 
    “Doing what?” Hulagu asked. “Why would all those people be inside?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe they’re sleeping.” 
 
    “During the day?” The sun was nearing the horizon. 
 
    “I don’t know what city people do!” 
 
    “Even if they were, there aren’t that many buildings. They’d have to be packed in pretty tight,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Firehair said cities are crowded.” 
 
    “I think it’s a village,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Me too,” Karliss added. 
 
    “Does it really matter?” Batu asked. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Karliss said, slowing them and taking them lower. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “We’re going into that village. I want to land before they see us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want anyone threatening us with axes,” Karliss said. 
 
    “No, I mean why are we going into this village?” 
 
    “For food.” 
 
    “I told you we can get all we need by hunting. We don’t need to risk something bad happening by going into this village. Remember the farmer.” 
 
    “Then maybe I just want to go for fun,” Karliss said, setting them down in a patch of woods. He released the aranti and straightened his clothes. “You remember fun, don’t you?” 
 
    “Is there really time for this? We have important things to do. We’re not here to have fun.” 
 
    “There’s always time for fun,” Karliss said with mock severity, a twinkle in his eye giving him away. He turned to Batu. “Don’t you think so?” Hulagu turned to Batu also. 
 
    Batu put up his hands. “Don’t look at me like that, Hulagu. I’ve never been in a city or a village. I want to go.” 
 
    “What about the war? Shouldn’t we be focusing on that?” Hulagu asked, his hands on his hips. 
 
    “You know what my problem has been lately?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “A monster kept attacking you and your clan?” 
 
    “Well, that too. But that’s not what I’m talking about. I’ve been too serious. That’s my problem. I forgot how to have fun.” 
 
    “Sometimes fun has to wait.” 
 
    “Not this time,” Karliss said lightly. “You can stay here if you like. I’m going into the village and look around.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Batu said. “I hope I made that clear to everyone.” 
 
    Hulagu was still standing there with a grim look on his face. “What about you, Hulagu?” Karliss asked. 
 
    Hulagu sighed. “I’m coming. Someone has to keep you two out of trouble.” 
 
    “He could be duller, but it would be hard,” Karliss said to Batu. 
 
    The three friends left the trees and made their way out onto the road. The fields around the village all had people working in them. This late in the season, the plants were thick with produce. Karliss didn’t see a single plant that he recognized, but he saw plenty of things that looked like they’d probably be good to eat. 
 
    “What do you think those are?” Batu asked, staring at one field as they walked by it. The field was thick with yellow squash about the size of a person’s head. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Hulagu replied. 
 
    “They’re so big. That’s a lot of food,” Batu said. 
 
    “Who cares?” Karliss said. “Let’s get to the village. That’s what I want to see.” 
 
    The village had a high, wooden palisade around it. The ends of the logs had been sharpened. The road led to a heavy, wooden gate that was open. 
 
    “They must have a lot of problems with raiders here,” Hulagu said, eying the wall. 
 
    There was a man on guard at the gate, sitting on a stool in the shade. He was older, mostly bald and stooped over. But his shoulders were broad, his hands thick, and his forearms corded with muscle. He wore a short sword on one hip and club on the other. He gave them a long look as they approached, then stood and held up his hand to stop them before they could enter. 
 
    He strolled over and looked them up and down, taking in their unusual clothing, their packs, and most especially, their weapons. Pinned to his shirt was a metal emblem, a circle with a sword across it. “You boys aren’t from around here.” 
 
    “No, we’re from…up north,” Karliss said. 
 
    The man crossed his arms. “What’s your business here?” 
 
    “Business?” Karliss looked to his friends for help but saw none. 
 
    “What I’m saying is, what brings you to Hafin?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re just looking around,” Batu said, trying to look past the man into the village. 
 
    “You’re sure that’s all?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “This is a quiet place,” the man said. “And the people here pay me to keep it that way. Am I making myself clear?” 
 
    “You mean we should keep our voices down?” Karliss asked, pretending not to understand. 
 
    The man’s gaze moved to Karliss. There was no amusement in his eyes. “I’m of a mind to turn you around and send you on your way.” 
 
    “No,” Batu cried. “I really want to see the village. I’ve never been in one before. We won’t cause any problems. I promise.” 
 
    “Huh,” the man said. His eyes moved to Hulagu. “How about you? You look like the sensible one in this group. Are you planning on keeping that damned big sword sheathed while you’re here?” 
 
    “I will,” Hulagu said. “Unless we are threatened.” 
 
    “If you’re threatened, you talk to me. That’s my job.” 
 
    “We can come in then?” 
 
    “You’ll keep your friends in line?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Okay.” The man stepped aside. “Welcome to Hafin, gentlemen. I’m Constable Willus. Stay out of trouble.” 
 
    “That was close,” Batu said after they’d made it through the gate. He glanced back over his shoulder. Willus was still staring after them. “I didn’t think he was going to let us in.” 
 
    “We would have gotten in anyway, one way or another,” Karliss said loftily. “You can’t keep the wind out.” 
 
    “You two aren’t going to cause any problems, are you?” Hulagu asked. “I gave my word.” 
 
    “You worry too much,” Karliss said. “Everything will be fine. You know me.” 
 
    “I do know you. That’s why I’m worried.” 
 
    “We’re only going to have a little fun is all. Look around. See what we see. What could go wrong?” 
 
    Hulagu groaned. “He shouldn’t have let us in.” 
 
    Batu was staring at the buildings, most of which were made of logs like the farmer’s house. “It’s still hard to believe people really live in these things,” he said. “They’re so…solid. The good part is I don’t think they have to worry about a big wind blowing them away.” 
 
    On one corner was a two-story stone building with a green door and a slate roof. A woman was leaning out of one of the upstairs windows, shaking out a rug. She gave them a curious look, then drew back and closed the window. 
 
    “A stone house,” Batu said in awe. “Think how long that took to put up. How do they even move stones that big?” 
 
    A man and a woman approached them. They were both portly and dressed very well, the woman in voluminous skirts of yellow and white, with a bonnet tied down over her hair and a gold necklace, the man in a black coat that reached almost to his ankles and a tall hat with a narrow brim. They both stared at the boys as they drew nearer, the man with narrowed eyes, the woman with a curled lip. They altered their path to stay well away from the boys. The woman whispered something to the man as they passed. She meant to keep what she said private, but Karliss heard the words clearly on the wind. 
 
    “Look at those savages,” she said. “I can’t believe the constable let them in.” 
 
    “It’s an outrage, is what it is. What do we even pay him for? Don’t look at them,” he told her. 
 
    When Karliss heard this, he stopped and turned to look after them. 
 
    “What are you stopping for?” Hulagu asked worriedly. 
 
    “She called us savages,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Who cares?” 
 
    “I do. I’m going to show her what savages we are.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Hulagu warned him. “I promised the constable.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt them.” Karliss raised the wind with a thought. 
 
    A sudden gust lifted the woman’s skirts. They flapped madly around her face like living things. She shrieked, the sound muffled by her skirts. 
 
    The man tried to help her by grabbing at the flapping skirts, but then Karliss directed some of the wind at him. His hat blew off, exposing his shiny bald scalp. He grabbed at it and missed. The hat blew up onto the roof of a nearby house. 
 
    “Stop, Karliss,” Hulagu hissed. “Let the wind go.” 
 
    “All right,” Karliss said, laughing. Batu was laughing too. “I was only having a little fun.” He released the wind. The woman’s skirts stopped flapping around. Her hat had slipped and was partially covering her eyes. She pushed it back, then set about frantically patting her skirts into place. The man’s black coat was covered in dust, and he stared up at the rooftop where his hat sat. 
 
    Hearing the laughter, the two of them looked at the boys. Karliss tried to give them an innocent look, but it was spoiled by recurring giggles from Batu. 
 
    “That wind. It’s really something, isn’t it?” he called out. “You never know what it’s going to do.” 
 
    They glared at him in silence. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Hulagu said, taking Karliss’ arm and pulling him away. 
 
    Karliss and Batu were still chuckling as they walked on down the street. 
 
    “Did you see the look on her face?” Batu said. 
 
    “He’s going to have fun getting his hat back,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I need new friends,” Hulagu said. 
 
    The street they were on led to the middle of town. “What’s going on up there?” Batu asked. Where several streets came together there was a small square filled with people. 
 
    “Let’s go see,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Hulagu said, but the other two ignored him and hurried forward. 
 
    Shops ringed the square, all of them with their doors and windows open. Many of the shopkeepers had set up their wares on tables out front, some with awnings over them to keep the sun off. In the middle of the square were a number of wooden stalls, simple wooden affairs that looked like they were taken down at the end of the day. A babble of voices arose from the market, buyers and sellers arguing, persuading, laughing. 
 
    The boys stopped at the edge of the market, awestruck. 
 
    “Look at all that stuff,” Batu said, his head turning as he tried to take it all in. “It’s unbelievable.” 
 
    He walked over to the nearest shop, the others following him. On the table out front were piles of pottery, cups, bowls, plates, jugs. But this was not simple pottery like the Sertithians used, which was mostly simple, sturdy and unadorned. The items for sale were glazed in a variety of colors, greens and reds and blues. Also, the workmanship was much finer. Some had designs carved into them. Others had ornate handles. 
 
    Batu picked up a light blue vase with flowers painted on the side. “What is this even for? It’s too tall to be a mug, and there’s no lid so you couldn’t carry water in it. I don’t think you could use it for cooking.” 
 
    “Put that down before you break it,” Hulagu said. 
 
    Right then the shop keeper emerged. He assessed them with one look, and the corners of his mouth turned down. “Don’t touch anything!” he snapped. “Put that down at once!” 
 
    “I only wanted to know what it is,” Batu said. 
 
    “If you have to ask, then you have no use for it. And from the looks of you, no coin to pay for it either. Now be gone, before I call the constable.” 
 
    “Okay, sorry,” Batu said, setting the vase back down. 
 
    “We’re good friends with the constable, you know,” Karliss told the man. 
 
    “I seriously doubt that. Move along now. You savages are hurting my business.” 
 
     Hulagu all but pushed the two of them away from the shop. 
 
    “Why does everyone keep calling us savages?” Batu asked. 
 
    “Look at how we’re dressed. Then look at them,” Hulagu said. “Why do you think?” 
 
    The boys wore tanned-leather pants and knee-high felt boots. Their coats were coarse hemp, their janus long and colorful. All of them wore their hair tied back in long braids. None of the people around were dressed anything like them, and none of the men had their hair braided. Most didn’t have hair long enough to be braided. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I guess I didn’t notice,” Batu said. 
 
    “Why did you tell him we were friends with the constable?” Hulagu asked Karliss. 
 
    “I don’t know. I thought he would be nicer if he knew we had important friends.” 
 
    “The constable isn’t our friend. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Are you sure? He seemed pretty glad to see us.” 
 
    Batu was still looking back at the pottery shop. “Whatever it was, it was pretty,” he said. “I bet my mother would like something like that.” 
 
    “Too fragile,” Karliss said. “It would break the first day. Besides, shouldn’t you be thinking of gifts for Sube instead?” Sube was a girl who was sweet on Batu. 
 
    “Maybe,” Batu said. “Probably. She was pretty angry when I left. She didn’t like it that I was going.” 
 
    “All the more reason to get her a gift.” 
 
    The next shop had dozens of bolts of cloth in a rainbow array of colors. “This is nice,” Batu said, fingering some blue cloth. “Sube could make herself a new dress with this. It would cheer her up maybe.” 
 
    “Too bad you don’t have any money to pay for it,” Hulagu said, trying to pull the cloth away from Batu’s clutches. 
 
    “Money?” 
 
    “You know, like everyone else is using?” Hulagu gestured. Batu looked around and saw people handing over coins in exchange for goods. 
 
    “People take little pieces of metal in trade for things?” he wondered. “But that’s crazy. They’re so small. What do they do with them? They’re way too small to make anything with.” 
 
    “Maybe they use them to make jewelry,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone using them as jewelry. Maybe they just like how they look.” 
 
    “You might be onto something there,” Hulagu said, still trying to pull Batu’s hand away from the cloth. “Would you let go of this already?” 
 
    “I wonder where you get some of those coins,” Batu said. “It would be nice to buy something for Sube so she’s not so mad.” 
 
    The shopkeeper came bustling out of his shop and rapped Batu hard on the knuckles with his cane. “Take your hands off that,” he snapped. 
 
    “Ouch!” Batu said, jerking his hand back. “What did you do that for?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want your grubby paws on my merchandise, that’s why,” the shopkeeper said. He raised the cane. “Run along before I crack you on the head.” 
 
    Batu started to make an angry reply, but Hulagu grabbed his arm and pulled him away. “Can you try not to touch anything for a little while?” Hulagu asked him. He looked around. “Where did Karliss go?” 
 
    “He’s over there.” Batu pulled away and trotted that way. Karliss was watching a man who was juggling knives. Batu stopped beside him, but it wasn’t long before he forgot all about the juggler. He started sniffing the air. “What is that amazing smell?” he asked. “I have to know where that is coming from.” He hurried off into the throng. 
 
    “Come on,” Hulagu said to Karliss. “Who knows what kind of trouble he’ll get into if we’re not there.” 
 
    They found Batu standing in front of one of the food stalls. A woman with frizzy red hair and thick arms was standing over a skillet filled with hot oil. She had a large bowl filled with batter. She was dunking pieces of chicken in the batter, then dropping them into the oil, where they hissed and spat. She took out a piece that was cooked golden brown and set it on a wire rack to drain. 
 
    “I don’t know what that’s called, but I have to have some,” Batu said. “Nothing else matters.” 
 
    “It does smell good,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Good? Good doesn’t even start to describe it. It smells…” He searched for the word. “Heavenly.” 
 
    “You’re not going to start drooling, are you?” Karliss asked, wrinkling his nose. 
 
    “I might. I’m not sure.” 
 
    Karliss looked around. Though the sun had gone down, the square was pretty crowded. There were people all around, but none of them seemed to be paying attention to him and his friends. “If you want one that badly, I can—” 
 
    He cut off as Hulagu grabbed his arm and yanked on it. “Don’t,” he growled. 
 
    “But you don’t know what—” 
 
    “Yes, I do. You’re not stealing from her.” 
 
    “Only one piece.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Think about poor Batu.” 
 
    “There is no ‘poor Batu’. There is greedy Batu. There is chubby Batu. But no ‘poor Batu’.” 
 
    “When did you get so heartless?” Batu asked. 
 
    “Since I gave the constable my word we wouldn’t cause any problems.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Karliss is pretty good with the wind. I’m sure he could get us a few pieces without any problems.” 
 
    Hulagu grabbed the front of Batu’s coat and pulled him close. “No. Stealing.” He turned on Karliss. “That goes for you too.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Karliss said. “I hear you.” 
 
    “If only I had some coins,” Batu said, staring wistfully at the chicken. 
 
    “Let’s move along,” Hulagu said. “There must be something else to look at.” 
 
    “That stand over there is selling pastries,” Batu said, starting that way. 
 
    Hulagu stopped him. “Don’t do it. You’re only torturing yourself.” 
 
    Under Hulagu’s watchful eye, they roamed the market for a while without incident. They passed stalls filled with fruits and vegetables in quantities and varieties none of the boys had ever seen or even imagined. Another stall was filled with breads and rolls. One of the shops had racks of glassware, everything from delicate wine glasses to tiny figurines. Hulagu didn’t let Batu get within ten paces of that one. 
 
    It was while Batu was exclaiming over a candlemaker’s wares that Karliss saw the man. He was skinny, with a patchy beard and a threadbare coat, wearing gloves with the fingers cut off. He was standing on a corner, a wooden crate upended in front of him. On top of the crate he had three wooden cups turned upside down. He was sliding the cups back and forth, keeping up a steady patter as he did so. 
 
    “Step right up, good people!” he called out. “Find the bead and win easy money. Nothing to it. Even a child could do it.” 
 
    “Hey,” Karliss said, plucking at Batu’s elbow. “I know how you can get some coins.” 
 
    The other two followed him as he headed toward the man, Hulagu already shaking his head. “This is a bad idea,” he said. 
 
    “You think everything is a bad idea,” Karliss retorted. 
 
    “No, I think leaving here would be a good idea. A great idea, really.” 
 
    “What is it?” Batu asked the man. 
 
    “It’s a game, friend,” the man boomed. “A simple game.” He got a glint in his eye. “But it’s better than most games, because this one you can win money at.” 
 
    “What do you do?” Batu asked. 
 
    “All you have to do is find the bead.” The man flipped one of the cups over to reveal a glass bead. He flipped the cup back over, slid the cups around a few times, then stopped. “Which one is it under?” Batu pointed. The man flipped the cup over, and there was the bead. “See how easy it is?” 
 
    “And I can win money if I pick the right one?” 
 
    The man smiled, showing a lot of missing teeth. “That is the point, friend.” 
 
    “I want to play,” Batu said. 
 
    “No,” Hulagu said firmly. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Is he your dad?” the man asked Batu. 
 
    “No. He’s my annoying friend.” 
 
    “Everyone has friends like that. Don’t listen to him. You can trust me. They don’t call me Honest Ernie for nothing.” 
 
    Hulagu snorted. 
 
    “What?” Batu said. “They call him Honest Ernie.” 
 
    “Or he calls himself that. I wouldn’t trust anyone who was named that.” 
 
    The man looked Batu over. “I’m going to make a stretch here and say you don’t have any money to play with, do you?” 
 
    “No,” Batu said, crestfallen. “I don’t have any at all.” He started to turn away. 
 
    “Not so fast, friend. How about that knife on your belt?” 
 
    Batu put his hand on his belt knife. He’d traded with Firehair for the blade. The handle was made from elk horn, carved and sanded by him over the last winter. “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t want to win?” the man said. He reached into a pouch hanging from his belt and pulled out a handful of silver and copper coins, which he began pouring from one hand to the other. “Think what you could buy with this,” he crooned. 
 
    Batu looked at his friends. 
 
    “You can’t be that dumb,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Why not give it a try?” Karliss said. 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Hulagu said to Karliss. 
 
    “Come on. We’re young, and we’re out seeing the world for the first time. How is Batu going to experience any of it if he doesn’t take any chances?” 
 
    “Batu…” Hulagu said. 
 
    But Batu had already decided. He drew the knife and laid it on the crate. 
 
    “Excellent,” the man said. He stacked three silver coins and four copper ones next to it, then laid his hands on the cups. 
 
    “No,” Hulagu said, putting one big hand over his wrist. “That’s not enough. I saw someone at a stall over there pay twice as many coins for a knife that wasn’t as good as his.” 
 
    The man gritted his teeth for a moment, then his smile returned. “They don’t call me Honest Ernie for nothing.” 
 
    “You already said that,” Hulagu said. 
 
    The man added more coins to the stacks. “There. Now let us begin.” 
 
    He held up the glass bead for Batu to see, then put it under one of the cups. He began sliding the cups around, his hands moving faster and faster. The whole time he kept up a steady patter, his words nearly as mesmerizing as the movements of his hands. 
 
    Even though he’d encouraged Batu to play, Karliss didn’t trust the man. Because of that, he was watching closely, and he saw the man palm the bead instead of putting it under the cup. 
 
    The man stopped. “Which one is it under?” 
 
    Batu smiled. “I can already taste that chicken.” He pointed. “That one.” 
 
    Ernie grinned and flipped the cup over. There was no bead. “Sorry, friend,” he said, reaching for the knife. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Karliss said. “You’re cheating. I saw you.” 
 
    Ernie’s smile disappeared instantly, and he got an ugly glint in his eye. “Are you impugning my word?” 
 
    “If that means I’m calling you a cheater, then I am,” Karliss shot back. “I saw you. You never put the bead under the cup. It’s in your sleeve or something.” 
 
    “This doesn’t have to happen,” Hulagu said hastily. “You take your coins back, Batu takes his knife back, and we move along. We don’t have to have a problem.” 
 
    “I won the knife,” Ernie said. “Don’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s about to do something stupid,” Batu said. “Do you have any idea who my friend here is? What he can do to—ouch!” He turned a frown on Hulagu. “Why’d you kick me?” 
 
    Ernie turned his head. “Farel, we got a problem over here.” 
 
    A big man, his leather shirt straining across the muscles of his chest and shoulders, stood up from where he was sitting on the steps of a building and started toward them. 
 
    Hulagu put his hands up. “We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “But I do,” the big man said, cracking his knuckles, a dark smile on his face. 
 
    “They’re trying to steal my knife,” Ernie said. “Explain to them why that’s a bad idea, will you?” He gave the boys a triumphant look. “Farel will teach you what happens when you try to steal from an honest businessman like me.” 
 
    “I don’t see anyone honest here,” Batu said, his voice rising. “I see a cheater. You cheated me!” 
 
    Drawn by the commotion, people were turning toward them. A few drifted closer to catch the excitement. 
 
    “Get out of here,” Farel rumbled, “and I won’t hurt you. You won’t get another chance.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving without the knife,” Karliss said. “And the money he owes us.” 
 
    Farel’s smile grew broader. “Good. I like it when they struggle.” He lunged at Batu, one big fist swinging for his head— 
 
    But Hulagu was quicker. He got between them and blocked the punch, knocking it downwards. Then he grabbed Farel’s wrist, pivoted, and threw him. The big man landed on his back with a loud thud and an explosive hiss as the air was knocked from his lungs. Hulagu jumped on him and started punching him in the head. 
 
    “No. One. Punches. My. Friend,” he said, accenting each word with another blow. 
 
    Karliss and Batu were staring at the two in surprise. Neither had ever seen Hulagu truly angry before. Seeing his chance, Ernie snatched up the crate and smashed it over Karliss’ head. Karliss crumpled to his knees. Ernie followed up by kicking him in the ribs. 
 
    With a howl, Batu threw himself at the man, knocking him backwards. He landed two punches before Ernie recovered enough to fight back. Batu had righteous anger and surprise on his side, but Ernie was bigger and more experienced. He ducked the third punch and landed a hard right to Batu’s ribs. Batu staggered backward, a look of pain and surprise on his face. 
 
    On his knees, Karliss tried to summon the wind to help him, but his head was still spinning, and he couldn’t manage much beyond a weak blast of air. 
 
    Meanwhile, Farel managed to pull a sap from his belt, and with it he clubbed Hulagu on the side of the head. Hulagu tilted to the side, giving the big man the opportunity to throw him off. Hulagu kicked at him, but Farel slapped the kick aside and hit him hard with his left hand on the side of the head. Blood flew from Hulagu’s mouth. 
 
    “Karliss!” Batu yelled as Ernie advanced on him. 
 
    Karliss tried to get to his feet, but the world was still swaying madly, and he fell down again. He reached again for the wind, felt it respond, but couldn’t gather his will enough to direct it. It didn’t help that his vision was still blurred. 
 
    Ernie lunged at Batu, who tripped and fell down when he tried to run. Ernie tried to hit him again, but Batu kicked out frantically with his legs and kept him back. 
 
    There were shouts, and the sound of someone blowing a horn. Ernie stopped trying to hit Batu and turned to Farel. “Time to go!” he yelled. He ran away. Farel punched Hulagu one last time, then ran after him. 
 
    This time Karliss was able to get to his feet. A moment later Hulagu staggered over to him. “Are you okay?” Hulagu asked. He had blood running down his chin. 
 
    “Just a little dizzy.” 
 
    Batu joined them. He was holding his side. “We have to go after them. He has my knife.” 
 
    Before Karliss could reply, he felt a heavy hand fall on the back of his neck. “You boys aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    It was Constable Willus. “Why am I not surprised to find you three in the middle of all this?” he said. 
 
    “You have to stop those men,” Batu cried. “They’re getting away. They stole my knife.” 
 
    Willus looked after the two fleeing men. They were a couple of blocks away, running hard. They turned and went down a side street. “I know where to find them. I’ll catch up to them.” 
 
    “That man cheated my friend,” Karliss said. His vision was starting to settle down, and now the pain was setting in. 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you boys to stay out of trouble?” Willus asked. 
 
    “We didn’t do anything,” Batu protested. 
 
    “I see blood on two of you,” Willus observed. “You were rolling around in the street fighting. I don’t see how that means nothing.” 
 
    “He was cheating,” Batu said. 
 
    “Of course he was. You’re not that dumb, are you, boy? You can’t realize that when something is that easy there has to be a catch?” 
 
    “I…uh…” Batu’s words dwindled away. 
 
    “You’re lucky things didn’t get a whole lot worse.” 
 
    “I don’t feel lucky,” Karliss said. His headache was getting a lot worse quickly. 
 
    “You are. He could have stabbed you. That would have been a whole lot worse.” 
 
    “We’re sorry, constable,” Hulagu said. “We won’t cause any more problems.” 
 
    “I know you won’t. You want to know why?” 
 
    From the look on his face, Karliss was pretty sure he didn’t want to know why. 
 
    “Because you boys are going to spend the night locked up.” 
 
    “No,” Karliss said. “We’ll leave.” 
 
    “When I let you out, you will. Not till then.” 
 
    “No,” Karliss repeated. He wanted to say more, but he was still having trouble stringing his thoughts together. 
 
    “We’ll come with you,” Hulagu said. 
 
    Willus looked at him. “I knew you were the sensible one when I saw you. How’d you get mixed up with these two?” 
 
    Hulagu gave him a wan smile. “I kind of grew up with them.” 
 
    “Bad friends lead to bad problems, that’s what my ma always said.” He looked at Karliss and Batu. “Are you boys going to come along peacefully?” 
 
    “They will,” Hulagu said. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “Wait a moment,” Batu said. “We’re not the ones who did something. They tried to cheat us. They did cheat us.” 
 
    Willus raised an eyebrow at Hulagu. 
 
    Hulagu turned on Batu. “Don’t say anything else. Not another word.” 
 
    Batu picked up his spear, which he’d dropped during the melee, and they followed the constable out of the square. As they walked down a quiet street, Willus talked, more to himself than to them. “Last year when the village council told me they were going to build a jail, I told them they were damned fools. Why waste good coin building a jail? And then waste more coin feeding prisoners? Kick your average troublemakers out of town, I told them. Whip or hang the worst ones, then kick them out. Why complicate things? But they didn’t listen to me, which is why Hafin now has its own jail.” 
 
    He paused then, enough for Batu to get some words in. “What’s a jail?” 
 
    Willus gave him an amused look. “You boys are far from home, aren’t you?” He grunted. “It’s a place to lock up those who don’t have the good sense to do what they’re told.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be locked up,” Karliss said, alarmed. He didn’t like the sound of that at all. 
 
    “Only for overnight. To make sure you don’t get into any more trouble. I’ll let you out in the morning, see you all the way to the exit. And then watch while you leave and never come back,” he said calmly. “There it is,” he said, pointing. 
 
    The jail wasn’t too far from the palisade that surrounded the village, standing by itself at the edge of a garden. It was a small, log building, stoutly built. There were no windows. 
 
    “It looks awfully small,” Karliss said. 
 
    “It ain’t meant to be spacious,” Willus agreed. “That would be counter to the purpose, don’t you think?” 
 
    He opened the door and ushered them inside. There was a small outer room, big enough for a tiny desk and a chair and not much else. Standing partway open was the solid oak door of the cell itself. 
 
    “Drop your gear over there in the corner,” Willus said. “Don’t worry. No one will bother it. You’ll get it back in the morning with everything still there.” 
 
    Batu and Hulagu entered the cell, but Karliss paused at the door. “No.” 
 
    Willus raised one eyebrow. “No?” 
 
    “We’ll leave town right now,” Karliss said. “You’ll never see us again.” 
 
    “You got the second part right. The first part is out of your hands. Go on in, son. I don’t want to hurt you. It’s going to take you a bit to get over that knock on the head you took as it is. You don’t need other injuries to go with it.” 
 
    “Come on, Karliss,” Hulagu said. He took Karliss’ arm and pulled him into the cell. 
 
    Willus stood in the doorway. “I’ll be back in a bit with some chow. You boys hold tight.” 
 
    Karliss’ head hurt terribly and stepping into the cell had made it worse. “This isn’t right,” he said. “We didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “Said every prisoner ever,” Willus replied. “Settle down. It’s only one night.” He turned and left the cell, locking the heavy door behind him. 
 
    Hulagu sat down in the corner and leaned against the wall. “I’m never listening to either of you ever again.” 
 
    “You’re blaming us?” Batu exclaimed. “How is this our fault?” 
 
    Hulagu held up one hand and ticked the points off on his fingers. “I said, ‘Let’s not go into that village.’ I said, ‘Don’t play that game.’ Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know that man would cheat me?” Batu asked. 
 
    “Because no one just gives money away!” Hulagu said. 
 
    Batu looked at Karliss. “Can you believe him?” 
 
    But Karliss wasn’t listening. As soon as the door slammed closed, his headache grew worse. He put his hands on the door. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Batu asked. 
 
    “This room…it’s so small.” 
 
    “It’s no smaller than a yurt,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “It feels a lot smaller.” 
 
    “On the bright side—” Batu began, but Hulagu interrupted him. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    “On the bright side, we can now say we’ve been to a village. No one else in the clan can say that. Wasn’t that market amazing? I’ve never seen so many different things. Who would have thought?” Batu shook his head, still awed by it all. 
 
    “Also on the bright side,” Hulagu added sarcastically, “I can now say I know what the inside of a jail looks like. I want to thank you two for this. It’s definitely something I didn’t want to miss. It’s so beautiful. Who would have thought?” 
 
    “Don’t,” Batu said. “You don’t do sarcasm well.” 
 
    “What should I do then? Because I really want to know.” 
 
    “There. You just did it again. It doesn’t sound right, coming from you. I suggest you stick to being dull. That’s what you’re really good at.” 
 
    “I should have let that man slug you.” 
 
    “But you didn’t. See, that’s what I’m talking about. You’re dull, but you’re steady. Reliable. You always do the right thing.” 
 
    “Now I want to slug you.” 
 
    “But you won’t,” Batu said confidently. “You’re predictable that way.” 
 
    “I think you should stop talking.” 
 
    Batu ignored him. “The only problem is that wasn’t much of a fight. Not really. If they’re going to put that in the song about us, they’re going to have to exaggerate a little. After all we’ve been through, no one will believe that two thugs caused us this much trouble. We should work on that right now, so we can get our story straight. I’m thinking there were a dozen of them instead of only two, and they were carrying giant axes. The mighty Karliss was taken out by a sneaky surprise attack. You and I had to save the day. That’s it! We stood over him and protected him. We drove the attackers off.” He smiled, happy with his ideas. 
 
    “Do you ever listen to yourself?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I used to. But it only confuses things.” 
 
    Karliss was barely listening. His discomfort was steadily increasing. “Does it feel hard to breathe to you two?” 
 
    “What?” Batu asked. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s enough air in here.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? There’s plenty of air.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that.” 
 
    “Are you feeling okay?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “It’s too small. There’s not enough air.” Karliss banged on the door. “I have to get out of here.” 
 
    “You will. The constable said it’s only for one night,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I can’t make it a whole night. I have to get out of here.” Karliss banged harder on the door. Outside, the wind began to blow, the sound audible even through the thick, log walls. 
 
    Hulagu stood up and came over to Karliss. “You’re sweating. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I told you already,” Karliss snapped. “Weren’t you listening?” 
 
    “Calm down,” Hulagu said. “You’re getting all worked up.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me to calm down. I can’t. I feel dizzy. I have to get out of here.” Karliss gave up pounding on the door and began pacing frantically. 
 
    Batu and Hulagu exchanged worried looks. The wind was growing stronger. They could hear blowing dirt hitting the outside of the jail. 
 
    “Don’t do anything crazy,” Hulagu said. “We don’t want to get into any more trouble.” 
 
    But Karliss wasn’t listening. It was getting harder and harder to breathe. He clawed at his throat, loosening his janu. “I can’t be in here anymore,” he muttered. 
 
    Hulagu tried to take hold of his arm, but Karliss shook him off. “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    “Just take it easy,” Hulagu said. “The constable said he’d be back with some food for us. When he gets here, we can…I don’t know. Work something out.” 
 
    “I can’t wait that long,” Karliss said. He could hear aranti outside, calling to him, wanting to know why he was shut away from them. He felt trapped. Desperate fear boiled up inside him, an immense pressure clamoring for release. 
 
    “Karliss…” Hulagu said. 
 
    Suddenly it was all too much. “I have to get out of here!” Karliss yelled. 
 
    He reached for the wind— 
 
    And the wind answered. 
 
    The howl of the wind turned into a roar. The whole jail shuddered. Hulagu was yelling something, but his words were lost in the maelstrom. 
 
    “Free me!” Karliss screamed. 
 
    With a terrible groaning sound, the roof of the jail was torn off. It shot up into the sky, tumbling end over end into the darkness. 
 
    Aranti raced into the cell, shouting their glee at being reunited with Karliss. Wordlessly he commanded them to pick him up, and the nearest one obeyed without hesitation. He began to rise into the air. 
 
    “Karliss!” Hulagu bellowed. 
 
    Despite the din, his voice got through to Karliss, who looked down and remembered his friends. A touch of his will, and two aranti peeled off from the rest and picked up his friends as well. They rose higher. They were above the walls of the jail now. 
 
    Karliss heard Hulagu shouting something. His friend was pointing down into the jail, into the outer room. Abruptly, his meaning became clear to Karliss. A thought dispatched another aranti, who gathered up their packs and their weapons and brought them along. 
 
    Karliss flew them away then. The last thing he saw before he turned away was the constable, standing in the street outside the jail, bowls of food in his hands, staring up at them openmouthed. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    They slept that night on top of a small, bald peak. The wind blew hard the whole night, every gust carrying away a little bit more of Karliss’ anxiety. By morning, he felt like himself again. 
 
    “You look better today,” Hulagu said when he woke up. The sun was just rising. The countryside in all directions was empty, not a sign of a village or even a farm. 
 
    “I feel better.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” Karliss said. “I just…I couldn’t stay in there any longer. It felt like it was killing me.” 
 
    Hulagu thought about this for some time, while Batu grunted in his sleep and rolled over. Then Hulagu said, “It’s not surprising, I guess. You’re the wind. You can’t trap the wind.” 
 
    Karliss blinked, surprised. “I never thought of it that way before. I thought maybe it had something to do with getting hit on the head.” 
 
    Hulagu eyed him. “You look a little bruised.” 
 
    Karliss touched the top of his head. He had a good-sized lump there, and it was sore. “He got me good.” 
 
    “He defeats Kasai and is brought down by a wooden box,” Hulagu said with a small smile. 
 
    “Not very heroic,” Karliss replied. “Probably best to leave it out of the song.” 
 
    Batu sat up. “It’s going in the song. It will get a good laugh.” 
 
    “Look, it’s awake,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Batu said, rubbing sleep out of his eyes. 
 
    “Which part?” Hulagu asked. “Getting beat up or getting thrown in jail?” 
 
    “The way Karliss ripped the roof off the jail. And then he just flew us away! The whole village is going to be talking about that for a long time.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re going to love rebuilding the jail,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “It’s their own fault,” Batu said seriously. “They shouldn’t have tried to cage the wind.” 
 
    Hulagu sighed and rubbed his forehead. 
 
    “One thing I was thinking about,” Batu said. 
 
    “What now?” Hulagu asked tiredly. 
 
    “I never heard you say the word of power, Karliss, when you had the aranti pick us up.” 
 
    “It was pretty noisy,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I know. But when he used it before, I could feel something happen. I didn’t feel that this time. Why?” he asked Karliss. 
 
    “Because I didn’t use it,” Karliss replied. 
 
    “Then how did you make them pick us up?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just…told them.” 
 
    Batu got a look of awe on his face. “Wow. You don’t even need to use the words now.” He whistled. “The legend keeps getting bigger and bigger.” 
 
    “Legend?” Hulagu said with a pained look. 
 
    “What would you call it?” 
 
    “You overdoing everything. Like you always do.” 
 
    “Don’t be grumpy. Just accept it. You’ll feel better.” 
 
    Hulagu groaned and lay back down. 
 
    “Does this mean you don’t need the words anymore at all?” Batu asked Karliss. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I’ll find out.” Karliss stood and began rolling up his blanket. “Let’s go. I want to try this.” 
 
    Soon they were packed and ready to go. Karliss closed his eyes and called to the aranti, telling them that he and his friends needed a ride. 
 
    The aranti answered willingly, lifting the three of them into the air. Batu whooped, and even Hulagu smiled. 
 
    “Let’s go find this war!” Batu yelled. “The enemy doesn’t stand a chance. Not once Karliss the Great gets there!” 
 
    They flew through the morning and into the afternoon. The terrain changed as they flew south. The choppy hills receded, replaced by gently rolling plains not so different from the steppes, though much lower and warmer. There were still hills and now and then small mountain ranges in the distance. 
 
    In the early afternoon they saw a city off to the east. It had a high, stone wall around it, flags flying proudly from the towers. As soon as he saw it, Batu started clamoring to go visit. 
 
    “We have to go there,” he cried. “We can’t pass by without at least taking a little look around.” 
 
    Hulagu’s expression told Karliss what he thought of the idea. Normally, Karliss would have agreed with Batu. There was sure to be a great many new things to see and do in there. But for some time he’d had an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach, and it was gradually getting worse. At first he’d thought it was only the aftereffects of getting hit on the head, but as it grew stronger, he began to doubt it was that. 
 
    “There’s something up ahead,” he said finally, overriding Batu’s continuing complaints as the city receded behind them. 
 
    “What is it?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. There’s some kind of energy flowing around. Whatever it is, it’s strong.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go around it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You don’t want to run into trouble headlong,” Hulagu warned. 
 
    “I don’t plan to. But I want to know what it is. Maybe it’s exactly what we’re looking for.” 
 
    “We don’t know that. We don’t actually know anything. I think we need to talk to the king in Qarath before we do anything.” 
 
    “I agree. But I want to have a look first.” 
 
    Karliss increased their speed. The aranti were becoming more excited, even fearful. They were all babbling at once, and he wasn’t able to understand much of what they were saying, but he understood enough to know that they were frightened. Thunderclouds began to build overhead. 
 
    Then, ahead on the horizon, he saw a brilliant flash of green light. 
 
    “I’m putting you down,” he told his friends. 
 
    “I don’t think we should split up,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I agree with him,” Batu added. 
 
    “I’m doing it anyway,” Karliss said. “I have to see what’s happening, and I don’t want to have to worry about you two.” It was true. He did feel as if he had to see what was happening. The need to see was so strong it was almost a compulsion. The aranti’s excitement was contagious. 
 
    They dropped quickly and within moments were on the ground. The aranti carrying Batu and Hulagu released them and raced away chattering. 
 
    “Stay back!” Karliss called as he rose into the air once more. “I’ll come back for you soon.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Batu and Hulagu stood there, watching their friend fly away. The sky had grown quite dark, and lightning was flashing in the clouds. There were more flickers of light to the south, a rusty red as well as green. 
 
    Hulagu looked at Batu. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not standing here waiting for him. I’m going to see if I can help.” 
 
    “That’s the most sensible thing you’ve said all day,” Batu replied. 
 
    Hulagu drew the tulwar, Batu hefted his spear, and they began to run toward the flashes. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Fen stared in stunned disbelief as the first Devourer began to emerge from the Abyss. Thick, powerful fingers ending in blunt claws appeared. Then the creature’s head, large and hairless, with a broad, flattened nose, deep set eyes and prominent canines. The ears were slightly pointed and tilted back. The face was bestial, the skin so white it was nearly translucent, the blue network of veins clearly visible underneath. Broad shoulders and thickly-muscled arms followed as he pulled himself up. The eyes, dark and flecked with orange, fixed on Fen. 
 
    Fen didn’t wait to see any more. He reached up into the ceiling of the cavern and triggered Stone power. Cracks zigzagged rapidly across the ceiling as he jumped to his feet. He glanced down at Barik’s torn body, wishing he was able to give the man who’d been both father and mentor a proper burial. Then he ran for the tunnel. 
 
    He reached the safety of the tunnel and spun around in time to see the ceiling of the cavern come crashing down. Right before it hit, the Devourer threw up one hand and barked out a single harsh, guttural word. A crackling shield of energy sprang up, indigo laced with veins of black. 
 
    Shield and Devourer were buried under a massive pile of stone. 
 
    Fen stood there, breathing hard, blinking in the dust that filled the air. Did it work? Had he killed the Devourer? 
 
    He realized a moment later that he could hear a faint crackling sound. It quickly grew louder. Hundreds of rays of purple light shot upwards from the area where he’d last seen the Devourer, speckling the ceiling. Through his feet he could feel the broken stone vibrating. The rays of light grew brighter, the crackling sound louder. Fen took a step back. 
 
    The stone began to disintegrate, turning into dust before Fen’s eyes. Soon all that was left of the pile of rock was dust. The dust shifted, and a powerful hand emerged, followed by another. 
 
    What did it take to kill these things? 
 
    Fen waited to see no more. He fled down the tunnel, pulling down the stone as he went, collapsing it. It wouldn’t stop that thing, but it should buy him some time. 
 
    He made it back outside and paused on the narrow strip of beach, his thoughts in turmoil. Despite everything he and Barik had done, the sorcerers had succeeded in opening the portal to the Abyss and releasing the Devourers. But how was that possible? Lowellin didn’t have all the pieces of the key yet, did he? Without the key, he shouldn’t have been able to open the Abyss. 
 
    Unless the key was for something else. 
 
    The implications of that were staggering, too much to think about right now. He could ponder it later. Right now he needed to come up with a way to defeat that creature he’d seen. 
 
    But how? He’d dropped the ceiling on the creature, and the Devourer was unscathed. What could he possibly do against such power? What was the point in still trying? 
 
    Before the hopelessness could get a foothold, he shook it off. He could not afford to indulge in it. He was still alive, and that meant there was still hope. There wasn’t time to grieve over Barik’s death. There wasn’t time for self-recrimination over all the things he could have done differently. There wasn’t time for weakness. For his people to have any chance at all, Fen knew he had to think like a soldier. He had to use his training. 
 
    He remembered something Sergeant Flint had constantly reminded his charges of: 
 
    Every enemy, no matter how invincible he first appears, has a weakness. 
 
    So it must be with the Devourers, he told himself. They must have a weakness. 
 
    And what came next? Discovering that weakness. 
 
    He ran to the warehouse where he and Barik had fought the leathery-winged minions of the Ankharan sorcerers and ducked around the corner. He stood in the darkness and waited. He needed to learn everything he could about his enemy. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long. The crackling sound appeared again. The ground vibrated, and purple light began to leak out through the open door of the shack that had been built up against the hillside to hide the tunnel. All at once the stone crumbled. A puff of rock dust floated out into the night air. Fen wormed his way deeper into the shadows. Hopefully the Devourers couldn’t see in the dark. 
 
    The first of the Devourers emerged from the shack, taller than Fen by a head and significantly broader. He stood on the sand and looked around. Small waves lapped the beach. The light from the lanterns surrounding the half-built Ankharan ships reflected off the armor he wore, overlapping scales of dull, black metal that extended to mid-thigh and left his arms bare. Around his waist was a wide belt, from which hung a heavy weapon with a hooked blade, the likes of which Fen had never seen before. 
 
    He turned his head toward Fen. Fen resisted the urge to shrink back when those eyes fell on him, knowing how movement drew attention. But the creature’s gaze passed over him, apparently without seeing him. 
 
    Another Devourer emerged from the shack, this one slightly shorter and thicker-bodied. Behind him was a third. That one was missing an eye, a ruined hole showing where it had been. 
 
    The first one spoke to the others, and Fen caught scraps of a harsh, alien language that sounded similar to what he’d heard the Ankharan sorcerers use when they summoned chaos power. The one missing an eye gestured off into the darkness and replied. The first one made a fist and showed his canines. The other two looked down. Clearly the first one was their leader. 
 
    The leader took a step in Fen’s direction, and Fen tensed to run, but the creature came no closer. 
 
    Apparently tired of waiting, the leader yelled something. A single word repeated twice. To his surprise, Fen realized he understood the word. 
 
    Lowellin. 
 
    They were waiting for Lowellin. Fen wanted to run then, but the Devourers were too close. They’d be sure to see him. He remembered the poison Lowellin’s shadowy ally, Ilsith, had injected into him. He would die before he allowed that thing to do it to him again. 
 
    A patch of shadow appeared near the Devourers. The shadow swirled, and out of it stepped Lowellin and two Ankharan sorcerers in billowing black robes. The two Ankharans went to their knees immediately and pressed their faces into the sand. Lowellin looked down at them and shook his head. 
 
    Then something Fen didn’t expect happened. Instead of taking the shape of a black staff, as he’d seen Ilsith do before, the thing billowed and turned into something else. 
 
    A Devourer. 
 
    Yet though he was clearly a Devourer, Ilsith was not the same as the other three. He remained shadowy, insubstantial, as if so long spent as a shadow had made it difficult for him to be completely solid. And he did not stand straight, but was hunched over. 
 
    “You’re here,” Lowellin said to the three newcomers. “Let me be the first to welcome you to my world. How was the trip?” 
 
    The leader of the Devourers said something in his harsh tongue, and Lowellin shook his head. 
 
    “Please. My command of your tongue is weak at best. Why don’t we speak in mine?” 
 
    The leader made a hissing sound. Then he said, “Where is it?” His accent was thick and difficult to understand. 
 
    “I have it right here, S’nash,” Lowellin replied. Reaching inside a pouch tied to his belt, he drew out what looked like a piece of smooth red crystal. It was semi-circular on one side and jagged on the other, as if broken from a disc. He handed it to S’nash. “That’s the one I got from Marad.” He reached inside the pouch again and withdrew another piece, similar to the first. “And here is the piece I recently retrieved from the steppes.” He handed it over as well. 
 
    “This is not all of it,” S’nash said harshly. “The key is not complete.” 
 
    Lowellin put up his hands. “No, it’s not. But I know where it is, and I have a plan to get it.” He gestured at the partially-completed ships. “Once these are finished, my army will board them, and we will go retrieve the final piece.” He looked over at the ships. “Why are the slaves not working on them? I left orders that they were to work day and night.” 
 
    To the two kneeling Ankharans he said, “Where are the other two sorcerers?” 
 
    It was Maphothet who answered, their leader. The blue tattoos on his face were very similar to the veins on the Devourers’ faces. “I don’t sense them anywhere near.” 
 
    “There was a battle,” S’nash growled, “as we were preparing to come through the portal. When we arrived, a human attacked us.” Once again, his gaze fell on the shadows where Fen was hidden. “The other two sorcerers are most likely dead, killed by the human.” 
 
    “Fen,” Lowellin said. “And here I thought that two of them could handle him. No matter. There is nothing he can do now.” 
 
    We’ll see about that, Fen thought grimly. 
 
    “So be it,” S’nash said. “We will take control now, and there will be no more mistakes. We will go to this other place and obtain the final piece. Perhaps you will be of some use in this,” he said to Lowellin. 
 
    “I got you two pieces already,” Lowellin observed. “And I broke open the vault containing the third. Given a little more time I would have had it for you.” 
 
    “Yet a little girl defeated you.” 
 
    Lowellin flared. He grew taller suddenly, and from him Fen could feel Stone power radiating, power as old as the world. “I am not a servant to be bullied,” he said. “I am—” 
 
    “I know very well who you are, Shaper,” S’nash said. “I think it is you who have forgotten who I am.” The Devourer raised one hand. His fingers curled. 
 
    Something moved under Lowellin’s skin, a bulge that moved up his neck towards his jaw. Another bulge appeared under his shirt. Lowellin grimaced and stepped back. When he spoke next, it was through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Enough. I remember.” 
 
    “See that you do not forget again.” S’nash lowered his hand. The creatures under Lowellin’s skin sank back out of sight. 
 
    “I’m glad we could have this talk,” Lowellin said, rubbing the side of his neck. “It’s always surprising how much those things hurt.” 
 
    “They have their uses,” S’nash said. He looked toward the city. Fen didn’t know if the riots were still going, but clearly the fires were not yet out. Flames lit up the night sky in several different areas, and smoke boiled upwards. “Your city burns, Lowellin. If it is to be any use to us, it would be better if it did not burn down. Take control.” 
 
    “It will be done,” Lowellin said, lowering his head slightly in acknowledgement of the order. 
 
    “You have some quarters, I presume,” S’nash said. “Take us there.” 
 
    “A whole palace, in fact. Ilsith could take us. It would be faster,” Lowellin said. 
 
    “I am the chosen of the Queen of Chaos,” S’nash sneered. “I will not sneak around in the shadows.” 
 
    When he said that, Fen thought he saw Ilsith stiffen, but the light was poor, and it was hard to tell. 
 
    They walked away, none of them noticing Fen hidden in the shadows, though the one-eyed Devourer paused and looked back over his shoulder. 
 
    Who was the Queen of Chaos? Fen wondered. If the Devourers answered to her, she must be unbelievably powerful. 
 
    And then it hit Fen, what the key was for. 
 
    They needed it to free the Queen of Chaos. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Light was growing in the east as Fen moved through the city. The riots had died down, and the streets were mostly quiet, with only a few people still out and about. Those few he encountered either slunk away or stared at him belligerently until he passed. He turned down one street and saw a soldier crouched beside a body on the ground. The soldier was going through the man’s pockets. Fen saw a flash as he found a gold coin. Seeing Fen approaching, he stood and drew his sword. 
 
    “Move along, and I won’t cut you,” he growled. 
 
    Fen felt his anger rise. This man was a soldier. He’d taken the same oath as Fen had. To see him turn his back on it as soon as Samkara was vulnerable was unbearable. He didn’t slow down, only kept walking straight at the man, who gave him a grim smile. 
 
    “Are you drunk or stupid?” the man asked, stepping forward and swinging his blade at Fen’s head. 
 
    But Fen saw the way the man’s weight shifted in the instant before he swung, and he was already moving. He stepped inside the blow and caught the man’s wrist in one hand. He twisted and pulled down, using the man’s own momentum against him. The man stumbled forward, and Fen struck him in the jaw. The soldier lost hold of his weapon and fell to the ground. Fen picked up his sword. 
 
    The soldier looked up at him in fear, rubbing his jaw with one hand. Fen pointed the sword at his chest. 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Get out of Samkara. This city doesn’t need people like you. If I see you here again, I’ll kill you.” He jabbed the man in the chest as he spoke, hard enough to draw a little blood. 
 
    The man scrambled to his feet and ran away. 
 
    Fen looked around. Until now he’d been wandering more or less aimlessly, his thoughts filled with the events of the night, along with doubts and fears as to what to do now. He realized that he needed somewhere to go. Obviously, he couldn’t go to the castle. Lowellin would be looking for him. 
 
    His gaze fell on something painted crudely on the side of a building in red paint. 
 
    Fen lives! it said. 
 
    It was as Cowley had said. He’d become a rallying figure for those who opposed the foreign sorcerers and their hold over the Fist. After the failed execution, too many people knew his face. He needed a place to hole up and get off the streets. He needed a disguise. 
 
    He remembered a place then, an abandoned temple near where he’d grown up. It should serve, assuming it hadn’t been torn down or occupied. 
 
    He picked his way through the streets, moving faster as the day grew brighter. The light showed him things he didn’t want to see. Buildings gutted by fire and still smoking. Ash-covered survivors picking through the wreckage. Bodies lying twisted on the cobblestones, men, women, even children, many of them looking like they’d been torn by wild animals. Shops that had been looted, doors kicked in, goods scattered in the street. It was hard to believe that only a short time ago the city had been jubilant about the victory over Marad. Samkara had fallen fast and hard. 
 
    He tried to turn down one street only to find it barricaded by overturned wagons and broken crates. Three men and two women were manning the barricade. The men held old swords that had probably been lying in attics, forgotten until a few days ago. The women held pitchforks. 
 
    “Nothing here for you,” one of the men said. “You’ll not come into our neighborhood.” 
 
    Fen put his hands up and backed away. One of the women squinted at him. 
 
    “Say, aren’t you that guy, the one whose head they tried to chop off?” 
 
    Fen jogged away without replying. One of them shouted after him, but he ignored them. 
 
    The city was coming to life. Fen worked his way down side streets and alleys, sticking to the remaining shadows, keeping his head down. Fortunately, most people seemed as eager to avoid him as he was to avoid them. 
 
    It had been years since he’d spent any time in his old neighborhood, and he took a few wrong turns before managing to find the street that led to the temple. It was narrow and winding, more an alley than a street, climbing as it went. To either side were tenements several stories tall, old, rotten buildings that leaned over the street as if planning on collapsing into it at any moment. The few windows that faced the street were tightly shuttered. No one was out. 
 
    At the end of the street, on top of a small hill, was the old temple. It was three stories tall, a crumbling building of weathered gray stone with a tall spire on top. On the frieze above the arched front door were the remains of some forgotten god, the face gone, hands outstretched. Many of the slate roof tiles were missing, and the stained-glass windows in the front had been smashed in long ago. A low, iron fence enclosed the front yard, which was covered with dead, yellowed weeds and scattered debris, a child’s shoe, a dead cat, some rags. 
 
    When Fen was growing up, the children in the neighborhood all believed the temple to be haunted. They frightened each other by whispering stories about how the last priest to inhabit the place had been brutally murdered, his body hung on a hook above the front door. The stories also said that when the men of the neighborhood went to take the body down, it was missing, but they heard footsteps inside the temple and saw the bloodied face of the dead priest at one of the windows. 
 
    He and his friends had dared each other many times to go into the building, but none of them had ever been brave enough to. 
 
    Fen looked around to make sure no one was watching. The street was still deserted. He opened the squeaking gate and hurried across the yard. Once again looking around, he pushed on the front door. At first it wouldn’t move, but then it opened grudgingly. 
 
    It didn’t look like anyone had been inside in years. There was a small vestibule, the door separating it from the nave fallen off its hinges. From the high, arched ceiling an iron chandelier hung, the stumps of old candles still in their sockets. The pews had been taken. The floor was wood planks. On one side the wood had rotted away, revealing a dark hole into the basement. The altar was gray stone, the moldering remains of a book open upon it. Thick dust covered everything. 
 
    He walked through the nave, dust rising with each step. Dim sunlight filtered in through a window high in the back wall above the altar. There was a doorway to his right, and one in the far corner. He chose the one in the far corner. The door collapsed when he opened it, and when the dust settled he could see narrow stairs twisting upwards. He climbed the stairs to the second floor and found himself in what must have been the priest’s living quarters. A simple cot, the thin mattress nothing but shreds and mouse droppings. Two trunks. A basic desk with a chair that was tipped on its side. There was a shelf with tattered books on it. 
 
    An circular iron stairway led upwards to a small room in the base of the spire. There were windows front and rear, the glass still intact. The floor creaked alarmingly when he stepped onto it, but it held his weight as he crossed to the front window. From here he had a good view back the way he’d come. No one seemed to have noticed his passage. 
 
    He went to the back window. There were no buildings behind the temple. The hill fell away steeply into a narrow, brush-choked ravine with a stream at the bottom. To the right, downstream, he could see a rope-and-plank footbridge crossing the ravine. 
 
    Fen went back downstairs, checking the rooms out a little more closely this time. There was no back door to the temple, but there was a small back window on the second floor. That was good. He could hang a rope out it and leave that way if necessary. Another one of Flint’s lessons: never leave yourself with no line of retreat. 
 
    The other door on the ground floor opened onto stairs leading down to the cellar. The cellar was low-ceilinged, the brick walls crumbling badly, one corner collapsed. There was a good deal of debris scattered around, including a couple of wooden crates that were mostly intact. 
 
    Fen took two of the crates back upstairs with him and stacked them inside the front door. There was no bar for the door, but with the crates there, if someone opened the door, he’d hear it. Then he went back to the living quarters on the second floor, scraped away the mouse droppings littering the cot and lay down. Always rest when you can, was another of Flint’s lessons. He was tired, and there wasn’t much he could do now. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Ravin was exhausted. She hadn’t slept much in the past two days. Two nights ago—the night before Fen’s execution—she hadn’t slept at all. After she got back from visiting him at the prison, she’d spent the whole night pacing her room, crying and praying to whatever gods would listen to intervene and save her beloved’s life. 
 
    When dawn came she’d been brittle and ragged from tears and exhaustion. She’d gone about her daily tasks as usual, but the whole time she’d been somewhere else. She couldn’t stop picturing Fen kneeling and placing his neck on the chopping block. 
 
    After she dropped a second glass that shattered all over the kitchen floor, the head cook took pity on her and sent her to her room. But she didn’t go. The thought of being cooped up in there, after spending the whole night in there worrying, was unbearable. Instead she wandered the halls of the palace unseeing, waiting for the horrible news that was sure to come, while still hoping against hope that some miracle would occur. 
 
    When the sun was fully up, and she knew his execution must have been carried out by then, she collapsed onto a chair in a quiet hallway and poured forth fresh new tears. A bell or more had passed when she heard her name called and looked up to see Amma hurrying toward her, a big smile on her face. 
 
    “Fen’s alive!” her friend cried, and the two women clung to each other and cried some more as Amma recounted how the executioner’s axe had melted when he tried to behead Fen. 
 
    After that the city erupted into chaos. The king and most of the army went out in the streets, fighting mobs and trying to put out fires. Violence raged across the city the entire day and into the night while Ravin waited breathlessly for news. It was agony not knowing what had happened after the guards hustled Fen back into the prison. Was he still there, or had he escaped? Would the Fist forgive Fen now? Or would he simply find a different way to execute him? 
 
    Another sleepless night passed, and when morning came she went to set the table for the king’s breakfast as she always did, though she doubted he would show up. One of the servants came into the room and hurried over to her. 
 
    “Have you heard?” she asked Ravin. She was an older woman and a known gossip who spent more time spreading rumors than working. Usually Ravin avoided her. But not this time. 
 
    Her heart in her mouth, she turned to the woman. “No. What happened?” 
 
    “It’s only a rumor…” 
 
    “I don’t care. Tell me.” Ravin had to resist the urge to shake the woman. 
 
    “Last night the Fist went to the prison. He came out a while later with Fen. They told a crowd of people they were going to kill the Ankharans.” 
 
    “That’s…wonderful,” Ravin said, her knees going weak suddenly. A vast sense of relief flooded her. She sat down on one of the dining chairs. 
 
    “That’s not all. They were seen later down at the docks, where they’re building those new ships. There was a huge battle. At least one of the sorcerers was killed.” 
 
    “Where are Fen and the Fist now?” Ravin asked. “Are they okay?” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “No one knows. They haven’t been seen.” 
 
    The door to the dining room opened, and the two servants turned toward it. Ravin got up from the chair, hoping that it would be Fen and the Fist who came walking through, but the man she saw turned her blood to ice, and she fell back a step involuntarily. 
 
    It was Lowellin. Behind him were two Ankharan sorcerers. 
 
    Ravin backed away from the table, her thoughts whirling. Had Fen and the Fist been defeated after all? Then she realized that the sorcerer in the lead was Maphothet. He and the other sorcerer had been gone from the city for some days, though no one knew where they had gone or why. That probably meant these sorcerers were not the ones Fen and the Fist had been fighting. 
 
    Following them were three others who were clearly not human. They were tall, heavily muscled, and wearing unusual-looking armor made of metal plates that looked like scales. Their skin was deathly white, their veins showing clearly through. Ravin had never seen these creatures before, but she knew who they were, and she knew that their appearance here meant that Fen had lost. 
 
    They were Devourers. The portal to the Abyss had been opened. 
 
    Last to enter was one who was roughly the same size as the Devourers, though hunched over as if deformed. Shifting shadows wreathed him, making it hard to see his features clearly. Even though she had never seen him in this form, Ravin knew without a doubt that the shadowy figure was Ilsith, and that this was his natural form. 
 
    She realized instantly that she needed to get out of here before Lowellin or the sorcerers saw her and recognized her. If Fen was somehow still alive, still out there somewhere, then she couldn’t let Lowellin get his hands on her. He’d use her against Fen like he did last time. 
 
    The other servant was already beating a hasty retreat for the door. Ravin snatched up a dish from the table and fell in behind her, keeping her head down and her face turned away from Lowellin. Each step was agony. She wanted to run, but she was afraid it would attract too much attention. She could feel eyes on her, or at least thought she did. She hoped that they would only see a faceless servant clearing away a dish. 
 
    After what seemed an eternity, she made it through the servants’ door and closed it behind her. For a moment she leaned against the wall, weak with relief at her narrow escape. From the other side of the door she could hear voices, Lowellin’s, followed by a harsh one that was probably one of the Devourers. When she’d collected herself, she started to walk away, then turned back. She had to listen in. It was a terrible risk, but she had to know what they were talking about. Maybe they would say something about Fen. 
 
    Her pulse picking up, she eased the door open a crack and peeked through. Lowellin was sitting at the table, one of the Devourers standing over him. The others were out of sight. 
 
    “I want him found,” the Devourer said in his gravelly voice. “I want him killed.” 
 
    “I’ll find him, don’t worry,” Lowellin said. 
 
    Ravin’s heart soared. They had to be talking about Fen. That meant he was still alive. 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    “Soon,” Lowellin agreed. “I don’t know what you’re so worried about, though. He’s only a pup. He’s no real threat to you.” 
 
    “Even a weak enemy can get lucky,” the Devourer said. “I will take no chances with this one.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command and all that,” Lowellin said. 
 
    “Do not take this lightly. I am already angry with you for not having completed your mission in time.” He crooked a finger. Something bulged under Lowellin’s skin, and he hunched over in sudden pain. 
 
    “I wish you’d quit doing that,” Lowellin said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Ilsith moved into Ravin’s line-of-sight and spoke up then. “We were close. Soon the final piece of the key would have been ours.” 
 
    The armored Devourer looked at him. “You have been saying that for centuries, Ilsith. Why our queen tolerated your ineptitude for so long is beyond me.” 
 
    “Because I was the only one who could do it,” Ilsith replied. With the shadows that swirled constantly around him, it was hard to see the expression on Ilsith’s face, but Ravin could hear the rage in his voice. “You could not have done better, S’nash.” 
 
    “A child could have done better,” S’nash replied. 
 
    “You will not speak to me this way,” Ilsith rasped, his voice hoarse. “I made the ultimate sacrifice for my queen. You have no inkling of what I have been through, the price I have paid.” 
 
    S’nash’s hand dropped to the hilt of the hook-bladed weapon he carried. “I will speak however I want. Unless you think you are strong enough to stop me?” 
 
    Ilsith made a hissing sound but did not otherwise reply. He looked frail and insubstantial next to S’nash’s powerful form. Even through the shadows that cloaked him, Ravin could see that his face was badly ravaged by time. It was a face shaped by millennia of hardship and suffering. 
 
    “Just as I thought,” S’nash said. “Your time here has made you weak.” He laughed. It was an unpleasant sound. Ilsith’s ravaged features twisted, then he turned and walked away. 
 
    S’nash looked Ravin’s way. It was hard to tell, but he seemed to be looking right at her. Her heart pounding, she pulled back from the crack. It was time to get out of here. Walking as softly as she could, she fled down the hall. 
 
    There was no longer any question that she had to get out of the palace, maybe out of the city itself. Fen was the city’s only hope of fighting back against Lowellin and those creatures. She wouldn’t allow herself to be used against him again. Whatever might happen to her paled in comparison to that. 
 
    She considered going to her room to fetch some things but decided against it. They might send someone there to look for her at any moment. She needed to run. 
 
    She moved quickly through the kitchen. The head cook called out to her, but she pretended she didn’t hear him and kept going. She passed a few other servants, but no one paid any attention to her. She reached a door to outside and opened it a tiny bit to look out. The sun was close to rising. Everything seemed normal. There were a few workers walking by, a gardener watering some plants. If Lowellin was starting to look for her, the news hadn’t spread this far yet. 
 
    In her pocket was a scarf. She tied it over her hair, hoping it would help conceal her identity somewhat. Taking a firm grip on her courage, she stepped outside. Only a few people were about, none of them looking her way. She headed for the castle gates, trying to move slowly, to act like she was only another servant headed somewhere on an errand. Definitely not like someone fleeing. She wished she had a basket or a sack or anything to help complete the disguise. 
 
    She neared the gates without drawing any attention. There were no cries of alarm behind her. She relaxed a tiny bit. It looked like she was going to make it. She had no idea where she was going to go once she got out of the castle, but right now all that mattered was that she got out of here. 
 
    She heard running footsteps behind her, and her heart stopped. A dozen responses occurred to her simultaneously: fighting, fleeing, begging. All of them seemed equally useless. The footsteps drew nearer, and she braced herself, waiting for the hand to fall on her shoulder. 
 
    The man ran on by without slowing. It was one of the royal messengers. He ran to the gates and spoke earnestly to the guards stationed there. The sergeant in charge nodded to him, then gave an order. A soldier pulled the gates closed. The other soldiers on duty fanned out to block the gates off. 
 
    Ravin veered off, her thoughts in turmoil. How was she going to get out now? She was trapped. Once they started searching the castle, it was only a matter of time until they found her. In her mind she ran through possible hiding places and knew none of them would work for long. Plus, she would have to come out for food and water, and anyone she asked for help would be at risk. 
 
    She stopped behind a wagon and tried to figure out what to do next. Could she hide somewhere until it was dark, then get a long rope and climb down the wall? She discarded that idea almost instantly. The castle wall was patrolled all night long. One of the soldiers would see her for sure. Even if they didn’t, she wasn’t sure she was strong enough to climb down a rope without losing her hold and falling. 
 
    She looked at the wagon. Maybe she could stow away in a wagon that was leaving, hide under some stuff in the back. It might work. Wagons came and went all day long. 
 
    There was a commotion over by the gates, and she peeked around the end of the wagon. A merchant was standing outside the gates arguing with the guards. Behind him was a wagon laden with crates. He shook his head and climbed back onto the wagon. He snapped the reins, and the wagon began to back up. 
 
    So much for that idea. Ravin realized she needed to find someplace to hide while she came up with a plan. Her gaze fell on the jumble of stones left from when Fen collapsed the tower, saving them both from the giant crab-thing. She might be able to crawl into a gap between some of the stones and hide there. They might not look there for a while. 
 
    She was planning which route she would take that would give her as much concealment as possible, when she heard familiar voices. She peeked around the wagon again. What she saw flooded her with relief. 
 
    It was Wolfpack squad. 
 
    They looked tired. Their faces and arms were blackened with soot. They’d probably been fighting fires all night. Cowley was in the lead, a grim look on his face. He had a long scratch on one cheek. Behind him Noah was talking. 
 
    “He’s still alive, I’m telling you. No way Fen lost to the likes of those foreigners.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Lukas said. He looked stricken. 
 
    “I hate to say it, but I agree with Noah this time,” Strout said. “If they’d killed him, they’d be parading his body around to show everybody. He must still be alive, holed up somewhere.” 
 
    Ravin leaned out from behind the wagon and whispered Cowley’s name as loudly as she could. Noah was saying something else, and she wanted to yell at him to shut up for a moment, but then Cowley turned his head. She motioned him to come closer and ducked back behind the wagon. 
 
    Cowley headed over to her, the rest of the squad following. 
 
    “What are you doing hiding back there, Ravin?” Noah said loudly. 
 
    Cowley was a little quicker on the uptake, and he cuffed Noah. “Hold it down,” he whispered, looking around to see if anyone noticed. No one was looking their way. 
 
    “I have to get out of the castle,” Ravin said. “They’re looking for me.” 
 
    Cowley didn’t waste time asking for details or if she was sure. He only nodded. “Okay.” To Gage he said, “Go get your cloak. Hurry, but don’t look like it. Meet us behind the barracks.” Gage hurried off, and Cowley turned to the rest of the squad. “We need a diversion.” 
 
    “Got it,” Noah said, and walked away. 
 
    The rest of the squad screened Ravin with their bodies and waited. A bit later they heard shouts across the yard, over by the stables. Noah and another soldier were yelling at each other. Noah threw a punch, and the two began fighting. 
 
    “At least he’s good for something,” Strout said. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Cowley said. “Keep her in the middle.” 
 
    They headed for the barracks, Ravin concealed in their midst as much as possible. They made it around behind the barracks without difficulty. Gage was waiting there with his cloak, and Ravin put it on. 
 
    “Who’s working the north gate today?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “I’ll go check,” Lukas said, and trotted off. He was back quickly. “It’s Shinn.” 
 
    “Perfect. Spread out and run interference. Let’s move.” The squad members spread out. Only Cowley remained with Ravin. A soldier walked around the edge of the barracks and looked at them curiously. Before he could say anything or come closer for a look, Strout intercepted him. “Jarvis,” he said. “I’ve been looking for you. Come here.” He led the soldier away. 
 
    Cowley smiled at Ravin reassuringly. “This will be as easy as spending silver in a tavern,” he said softly. “You ready?” She nodded. “Come on, then. Let’s get you out of here.” He started walking, tucking his hands in his belt and whistling a little tune. 
 
    Ravin stayed close to him, her eyes moving, looking to see if anyone was watching her. She’d never felt so vulnerable, so exposed before. She’d walked around these grounds hundreds of times and never thought a thing of it. But now every step felt fraught with danger. 
 
    The first part, picking their way through scattered sheds and equipment huts, was easy. It was when they neared the gate that things got more difficult. Past the last hut there was a broad swath of open ground. Two officers were off to one side, talking, and a handful of soldiers were standing at attention nearby, waiting for orders. 
 
    “Just act like you’re supposed to be here,” Cowley said. “Don’t look at them.” 
 
    Ravin hunched deeper into Gage’s cloak and pressed close to Cowley. They stepped out into the open area and began crossing it. Ravin fought the urge to look and see if either of the officers were looking at her. With each step she expected one of them to call out, for someone to come running toward her. 
 
    There were nearly across the open area when a soldier popped out from behind a pile of hay bales and walked toward them. “Hey, Cowley,” he said as he got near. His eyes fell on Ravin, and he got a big smile on his face. “Got a new friend there?” he asked with a leer. As he spoke he was trying to look under her hood to see who it was. Ravin turned her face away and shrank deeper into the cloak. 
 
    “You know me,” Cowley replied, grinning. 
 
    “You’re unbelievable. How do you do it?” 
 
    “It’s a gift,” Cowley said, shrugging. 
 
    “You better get her out of here quick. There’s something sure enough stirring,” the soldier said, casting a glance at the officers. 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to do if you’d quit drawing attention to us.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” The soldier peeled off and walked away. 
 
    “Is this something you’ve done before, then?” Ravin asked Cowley, trying to force a smile through her nervousness. 
 
    He got a pained look on his face. “Long ago. But not anymore. I’m loyal to Amma now. You’re not going to say anything about this to her, are you?” 
 
    “I’ll try not to.” 
 
    “I guess that will have to do.” 
 
    There was only one guard at the north gate, an older man nearing retirement, with a large, bushy beard and big belly. He smiled when he saw Cowley. “Good morning to you, young master Cowley,” he said, pretending to doff his hat and bow. “What brings you over here?” 
 
    Cowley glanced around. There was no one in sight other than Wolfpack members casually closing in. “I have someone I need to get out of the castle quietly.” 
 
    Shinn’s smile disappeared, and he nodded. He peered at Ravin. She didn’t turn away from him. He’d spoken to her kindly a few times when she and Fen were heading out. 
 
    “Ah, it’s you, Fen’s lass. Ravin, is it?” She nodded. He unbarred the gate and swung it open. “Quickly now.” 
 
    Cowley followed Ravin through the gate. “You’ll forget this happened, right?” he asked Shinn. 
 
    “Forget what?” the man said, scratching his head. 
 
    “Thanks,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    As the gate swung shut behind them, Ravin heard a shout and running footsteps. “No one is to go in or out that gate!” someone yelled. 
 
    “Now it’s time to hurry,” Cowley said. Outside the gate was a broad boulevard that followed the castle wall. They hurried across the boulevard and ducked into a narrow alleyway. “That was a little closer than I wanted,” Cowley said, once they were out of sight. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Ravin said. “I’m sorry. I know it was a lot to ask, but I didn’t know what else to do, who else to turn to.” 
 
    He held up a hand. “Stop right there. Don’t be sorry. Fen’s my best friend. I’d do anything for him. That extends to you too.” 
 
    “You could have gotten into real trouble.” 
 
    “It was nothing. Things have been getting boring around here lately. Come on. I have a hundred questions, but we need to keep moving.” He took hold of her hand and led her deeper into the alley. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked. 
 
    “A little place I know nearby. We’ll meet the rest of the squad there.” 
 
    They took the smaller streets, keeping their heads down. Cowley led them to a small restaurant with no sign out front, only a ceramic owl stuck on the end of a post. Inside was a small room with a bar along one side and several rickety tables. Cowley nodded to the man behind the bar and led Ravin through a narrow doorway in the back of the room, down a low-ceilinged corridor, and then back outside, into a small garden with several tables scattered about. The garden was surrounded by the high walls of the buildings on either side. There was a stout wooden gate that led back to an alley. Several large trees grew there, their limbs hanging down over the tables, providing a great deal of privacy. 
 
    They sat at a table in the corner. A waiter followed them out, and Cowley ordered a pitcher of ale and mugs. The waiter left, passing the two brothers, Wallice and Eben, on their way in. He gave them a wide berth. They sat down, nodding at Ravin, but not saying anything. 
 
    In quick succession Strout, Lukas and Gage arrived. Last to show up was Noah, who had a scratch on his cheek and a new rip in his surcoat. 
 
    Cowley turned to Ravin. “What’s going on? We’ve been hearing all kinds of crazy stories. Is it true that Fen and the Fist were down at the docks fighting with the Ankharan sorcerers?” 
 
    “It’s true,” she said, taking his arm, her voice rising in her excitement. “He’s free, and he’s alive.” 
 
    Cowley grinned and everyone, except the two brothers, started talking at once. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in days,” Cowley said. 
 
    “I told you they couldn’t kill him. This calls for a drink.” Noah splashed some ale in a mug and raised it. 
 
    “Where is he?” Lukas asked Ravin. 
 
    “I don’t know. I only know what I do because I heard Lowellin and the…and the others talking about it in the palace. Once I heard he was alive, I knew I had to get out of there as fast as I could.” 
 
    “That’s smart thinking,” Cowley said. “Otherwise he could grab you and use you to trap Fen.” 
 
    “He’s already looking,” Gage said. “They’re locking the castle down right now. We nearly didn’t get out in time.” 
 
    “It really was him and the Fist down at the docks,” Lukas said. “I was afraid to believe it was true.” 
 
    “I think they killed two of the sorcerers,” Ravin said. “At least, I only saw two of them this morning in the palace, and they were the two who left awhile back.” 
 
    “That must’ve been some fight,” Noah said with a dark grin. “I wish I could’ve been there. I’ve been wanting to see how their magic holds up to good old steel in the gut.” 
 
    “What about the Fist?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. He wasn’t with them. But I don’t think he made it.” 
 
    Cowley swore. “And now the sorcerers are going to take over. They won’t find that so easy,” he said grimly. “If they think the city is in turmoil now, just wait. People will fight.” 
 
    “There’s only two of them,” Noah said. “We’ll cut them down easy.” 
 
    “But it’s not just them,” Ravin said. “There’s Lowellin too. I think he is even more powerful than they are.” 
 
    “He doesn’t scare me,” Noah said. 
 
    “I’m not finished,” Ravin said. “There are…others.” She described the creatures she’d seen. 
 
    “What the hell are those things?” Strout said. 
 
    “I think they’re the Devourers,” Ravin replied. “The sorcerers must have succeeded in opening the portal.” 
 
    “Damn,” Gage said. It was the first time Ravin had ever heard him curse, a sure sign of how agitated he was. 
 
    “So, we got some others to fight,” Noah said, draining his ale and reaching for the pitcher. “But only three of them. No problem.” 
 
    “Right, no problem,” Strout said sarcastically. “It’s only some monsters from the Abyss, from the place where the sorcerers get their power, the same sorcerers who defeated Marad’s army easily, by the way. But no, you’re right, Noah. They’ll be no problem.” 
 
    “Are you going to whine the whole time?” Noah said. “What are you here for anyway?” 
 
    “Maybe I’m here to keep you from getting your thick head split open,” Strout growled. 
 
    “Knock it off, you two,” Lukas said. Though he hadn’t been their corporal for that long, he’d grown into the role, and his voice had enough authority in it that the two soldiers stopped. Lukas looked around the table. “We need to stay focused on what’s important here. Fen is the only one with a chance of stopping them. That means they’re going to try hard to find him. They’ll try hard to find Ravin too.” 
 
    “Which means we need to find a safe place for her,” Cowley said. “Someplace they’ll never look.” 
 
    Then Wallice, the older of the two brothers, spoke up, surprising them all. “Shantytown.” He looked at his brother, who nodded. 
 
    “I thought Shantytown burned,” Lukas said. 
 
    “It has burned many times,” Wallice said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cowley said. “No offense, I know that’s where you two are from and all, but isn’t it really dangerous there? It might be worse than turning her over to Lowellin.” 
 
    Once again Wallice looked at his brother. The two shared some unspoken information, then Wallice looked at Cowley. “We know someone. He can be trusted.” 
 
    “What happens when the army looks there?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “No one ever searches Shantytown,” Wallice said. “Those who are there are dead.” 
 
    Ravin knew what he meant by that. Shantytown was for the lowest of the low. The meanest beggar on the streets of Samkara looked down on the residents of Shantytown. It was the place where people went to die, a place for the diseased of Samkara, both in body and mind. A chill went through her at the thought of going there. 
 
    “Are you sure it will be safe?” she asked Wallice. 
 
    “Nowhere is safe,” he replied. His face was like stone. “It is as safe as you will get now.” 
 
    “There’s gotta be someplace else,” Noah said. 
 
    “There isn’t,” Cowley said. “They’re going to search this city top to bottom. We have to get her out.” He looked at the brothers. “You better know what you’re doing.” They looked at him impassively. He turned to Ravin. “You should go.” 
 
    “Right now?” Ravin asked. 
 
    Cowley nodded. “The sooner the better. Before they start questioning everyone who leaves the city.” 
 
    “Thank you all so much.” Ravin felt tears in her eyes. “I wouldn’t have made it out of the castle without your help.” 
 
    “Aw, it was nothing,” Noah said. “You’re Fen’s girl. We can’t let nothing bad happen to you. He’d kill us.” 
 
    “Did anyone ever tell you that you have quite the way with words?” Cowley asked Noah. 
 
    “What? You think so?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Noah punched him in the arm. Cowley stood and helped Ravin to her feet. “Go out the back way.” He gave her a quick hug. “Don’t worry. We’ll find Fen and keep him safe.” 
 
    Ravin followed the two brothers out the back gate and into a narrow, dingy alleyway. The brothers must have decided that speed was more important than stealth—how, she didn’t know, for neither spoke to the other—for they led her out onto the main boulevard that led straight to the front gates. 
 
    The boulevard was much emptier than it normally would have been at this time of morning. On any other day it would be thronged with people hurrying to their jobs, carrying food, hauling carts filled with wares to the market. Instead the street was mostly empty, and those who were on it kept their eyes down and faces turned away. There was still smoke in the air from the night before, and the promise of more to come. 
 
    They weren’t the only ones looking to get out of Samkara. A steady stream of people was passing through the gates. The guards were standing back, making no effort to check anyone or slow the flow. It looked like they’d made it down here in time. 
 
    With the brothers flanking her, they passed through the gates and shortly thereafter left the road, taking the foot path that led to Shantytown. Ravin glanced back over her shoulder at the city. It felt unreal, being out here. She’d only left the city a handful of times in her life. It was the only home she’d ever known. Would she ever be able to go back? 
 
    She faced forward once again. There was no way to know what the future held. She needed to focus on today, on surviving it. She would tackle tomorrow when it came. The trail led up over a small rise and below in the distance she got her first glimpse of Shantytown, a welter of garbage and crude shelters. The sight of the place sent a chill through her. She’d never dreamed that she’d set foot in the place someday. Shantytown was the place children used to frighten each other, the place a little girl would end up in if she was bad. 
 
    Despite the brothers’ assurances that there was someone here who would protect her, she was frightened. How could they possibly be sure she would be safe there? There was no law in Shantytown; it was pure anarchy. She’d heard that people killed each other over a cup of clean water there. 
 
    She told herself firmly that Fen trusted these two young men, and if he did, then so would she. She’d known something like this could happen ever since Fen told her about his powers, and yet she’d chosen to stay with him anyway. Now that time had come, and she was determined to be brave and endure whatever must be endured. Even if terrible things happened to her here—and she shuddered at what those might be—even if she were killed, it would be better than being used to harm Fen. She would never allow that to happen again. If not for her, Fen would never have gotten the key piece for Lowellin. He would have let himself be killed first. She would show him that she could make the same sacrifice. 
 
    Fen was alive. He was out there somewhere, and the Wolfpack would find him. She had to hold fast to that. Was it really only a day ago that she’d sat crying in her room, waiting for the terrible news that he’d been executed? Yet somehow, miraculously, he’d survived. That had to mean something. It had to mean they would be together again someday. All she had to do was survive until then. 
 
    Trash littered the ground around Shantytown, scraps of rags, gnawed-on bones, dead dogs, excrement. The smell was bad, and with each step forward it got worse. Ravin tried not to breathe through her nose, but that didn’t really make things better as then she felt she could taste it instead. 
 
    They came up on the first shelters, built from scraps of wood, cloth, broken bricks, stacked rocks. Any materials that were deemed too broken or too useless by the people of Samkara ended up here. It looked like most of the huts would collapse in the first gust of wind. Most were no more than waist-high, a place to crawl into and nothing more. 
 
    There were no streets, only narrow paths that wound through the huts and around the larger piles of garbage. The buzzing of flies was like the sound of a storm in the distance. The ground underfoot squelched with each step. Ravin tried not to think about what she was stepping in, tried not to look too closely at anything. 
 
    A toothless old man emerged from one of the hovels that was no more than a lean-to made of a couple of warped boards leaning against a low wall of stacked rocks. He leered at her and beckoned her with long, skinny fingers. Eben hissed at him, and when the old man looked up and saw who was escorting her, he scuttled backwards into his home like some demented crab. 
 
    An old woman with milky eyes and only one leg was sitting in front of a pile of scraps and brush that only vaguely resembled a shelter. She turned her face up as they approached and gave them a gnarled smile. 
 
    “It’s the brothers or I’m the queen of Marad,” she said. Most of her nose was gone, eaten away by some nameless disease, and air whistled through the ruins of it as she spoke. “But who else is with them? Who?” 
 
    Wallice brushed past her without speaking. Ravin recoiled as the old woman caught hold of the hem of her dress. 
 
    “She smells like bread and perfume, she does,” she cackled. In the next moment Eben rapped his knuckles on the back of her hand, and she squealed and let go of Ravin’s dress. “You always were a rotter, Eben,” she said. “That hasn’t changed.” 
 
    A man passed them going the other way. He had two chickens on a string and was carrying a rough club. He glared at Ravin as if expecting her to try and steal his chickens. Up close, she saw that his other arm was withered and bent at a strange angle. Two of the fingers on that hand were missing. He saw her looking at his withered arm and waved it at her. 
 
    “Torture does wonders for a man. Breaks him down and makes him something new. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Ravin turned her face away without replying. 
 
    “Too good for the likes of me, then?” he called after her and laughed, a dry, rasping sound. 
 
    They came to a hut that was like a palace compared to the rest of them. Some posts had been driven into the ground at the corners and rough boards nailed between them for walls that were mostly solid. The roof was a piece of badly-rusted metal, and the door had a single hinge holding it in place. 
 
    Wallice stepped up to the door and rapped on it twice. Eben turned, scanning the area, his hand on his sword. Ravin saw that word of their coming had already spread for several people had gathered and were staring at them, their faces showing everything from simple curiosity to naked hostility. Ravin shivered and moved closer to Wallice. She felt like a kitten among wolves. Almost she told them that she’d changed her mind. There was no way she was staying here. They would have to take her somewhere else. 
 
    The door creaked open, and a man emerged. He was huge, easily one of the largest men Ravin had ever seen. He had wild, bushy, brown hair and a beard and mustache to match. One of his eyes was missing, a ruined patch of scar tissue in its place. His hands were the size of hams, his shoulders the width of an axe handle. He crossed his arms and looked down at the brothers. He never even glanced at Ravin. 
 
    “We need you to keep her safe,” Wallice said. 
 
    Only then did the monster of a man swivel to Ravin and look her up and down. She held her breath. He looked like he was trying to decide if she would be good to eat. Then his huge head turned to Wallice. There was a question in his one good eye. 
 
    In a low voice Wallice said, “They’re looking for her.” 
 
    The shaggy giant nodded. He held the door open and motioned her inside. Ravin hesitated, turning to Wallice. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Wallice said. “We’re alive because of Argid. You can trust him.” He patted her arm awkwardly. Obviously comforting people was not something he had much practice with. 
 
    Ravin took a deep breath, set her shoulders, and walked into the giant’s home. She turned and looked back once she was inside. Wallice was handing Argid some coins. 
 
    “Make sure she has clean food and good water,” he said. “I’ll bring more later.” Argid took the money and rumbled something that Ravin couldn’t make out. “I’ll come back tomorrow,” Wallice said to Ravin. “Don’t leave the house without Argid.” 
 
    That was something Ravin definitely didn’t need to be told. The others who had gathered to watch were staring at her like starving dogs eying a scrap of meat. 
 
    Wallice and Eben turned to face them. Both put their hands on the hilts of their swords. “No one touches her,” Wallice said in a loud voice. “Anyone does, we cut him to pieces. You know we mean it.” He and his brother stared at the onlookers, who shifted uneasily for a bit, then began shuffling away. 
 
    Wallice turned back, gave Ravin a small wave, and then they left, and Ravin was alone in Shantytown. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    After Ravin and the brothers left the restaurant, Gage looked at Cowley. “What about us? Do you think Lowellin will come after us?” 
 
    “He might,” Cowley admitted, “but I don’t think so. Why would we know where Fen is? We’re just loyal soldiers.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean he won’t have us arrested and tortured,” Strout said. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe we should cut out now, go to ground,” Noah said. “I know some places.” 
 
    “You can run if you want,” Cowley said, “but I’m going back to the castle.” 
 
    “Why?” Strout asked. 
 
    “For one, we don’t know where Fen is. If he’s lying low, and we’re lying low, it could take a long time to find him. If we stay out in the open, he’ll find us easy enough.” He finished his ale and set his mug down. “For another, I want to know more about these Devourers and about Lowellin. If we’re going to defeat them, we need to learn their strengths and their weaknesses. That’s a lot easier to do if we’re on the inside.” 
 
    They all thought about it for a bit. Strout spoke first. “Fair enough. I’ll stay.” 
 
    Noah stuck his chin out. “I’m not scared.” 
 
    “Again, proving your stupidity,” Strout said, but he clapped the smaller man on the shoulder as he did so. It was the closest he got to showing approval. 
 
    “I’m scared,” Lukas admitted. The soft, chubby merchant’s son had been replaced by a seasoned fighter, but he was not a natural soldier. Unlike Noah, who seemed to be able to find a fight nearly everywhere he went, Lukas was the sort to try and figure things out, to only reach for his sword when there was no other way. “But I’ll stay too. For Fen and Samkara.” 
 
    “Wolfpack squad,” Noah said, banging forearms with Gage and Lukas and Cowley. They looked at Strout, who reluctantly joined them. 
 
    “You know I think this is dumb, right?” Strout said. 
 
    “You said so about a hundred times,” Noah said. “But say it again. Maybe we forgot.” 
 
    “If we’re not running, then we need to get back. We don’t need anyone noticing that we’re missing.” Cowley stood up and put a coin on the table for the ale. “If we have to run, don’t come here. We might have been seen. Meet at the secondary place.” 
 
    He didn’t need to give details. All of them knew where he meant. They’d been planning for this ever since Fen was arrested, and they’d picked out a half dozen places around the city where they could meet up quietly. In addition, they had two stashes of weapons, each with a handful of coins and some food. There was also a stable outside the city where they could lay their hands on horses at any time of the day or night if they had to run. 
 
    “We’re ready for this,” Cowley said. “We can do this.” 
 
    “I’m not letting those Devourers take my city without a fight,” Noah said grimly. 
 
    They left the restaurant and headed straight for the castle. One of the guards at the gate looked at them strangely. “Didn’t you come through here a little while ago…?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cowley replied. “We’re just getting back.” 
 
    “Another fun night of putting out fires and breaking up mobs,” Noah said. “Something you wouldn’t know anything about, with your soft job hiding behind the gates.” 
 
    The guard glared at them and waved them through. 
 
    “Did you have to antagonize him?” Cowley asked Noah. 
 
    “I hate that guy. I always antaga—antagonize him,” Noah replied, stumbling over the unfamiliar word. “If I didn’t do it this time, he’d get suspicious.” 
 
    “Why someone hasn’t suffocated you in your sleep, I don’t know,” Strout said. 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” Gage asked. A number of officers were leaving the palace. 
 
    “It looks like all the officers were called in to a meeting with our new king,” Cowley said. “Lowellin’s not wasting any time.” 
 
    “That’s not all of them,” Strout said. “I don’t see General Lukin, for one.” General Lukin was a tall man with long, white hair. He was a difficult man to miss. 
 
    It was Lukas who figured it out first. “I think Lowellin called all the officers in and gave them a choice. Bend the knee or die.” 
 
    Strout swore. “Lukin was a good man, even for an officer.” 
 
    “We’re going to be given the same choice,” Lukas said. “All of us soldiers.” 
 
    “I won’t do it,” Noah said sullenly. “I won’t kneel to that bastard.” 
 
    “Yes, you will,” Lukas said firmly. “We made the decision together, and we’re sticking with it. We’re going to play along. We’re going to keep our eyes and ears open and wait for our chances.” He looked around at them all. “Understood?” 
 
    “Look at you, being a corporal and all,” Strout said, then added, “I’m in.” One by one the rest nodded, even Noah, though he didn’t look happy about it. 
 
    “I’d rather fight,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “But you won’t, right?” Lukas pressed him. “Not yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Noah said grudgingly. 
 
    They made their way back to the barracks, and then headed over to the mess hall. Outside the mess hall, Sergeant Flint caught up to them. 
 
    “We’re mustering out front of the palace.” 
 
    “Right now?” Noah complained. “Can’t we get some breakfast first?” 
 
    Flint ignored him. “You’ve heard, I guess,” he said. “About the Fist.” 
 
    “We heard,” Cowley said. “What do you think about it, Flint?” 
 
    “I think if you’re smart, you’ll keep your mouth shut and go along. For now, anyway.” 
 
    “And later?” Cowley asked. 
 
    Flint looked at them all in turn. “When later comes, I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “You’re not really going to bend the knee to Lowellin, are you?” Noah asked. 
 
    “I will, and you will too, if you know what’s best for you,” Flint answered grimly. 
 
    “But you taught us—” 
 
    “I taught you to use your heads.” Flint looked around, making sure no one was listening. “You boys know me. You know where my loyalties lie. But there will be a lot of soldiers who will flip, just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “You have to be careful who you trust. Remember what I taught you. Pick your time. When it comes, don’t just run in swinging your swords. Use your heads. Outthink your enemy.” 
 
    “Will do, sergeant,” Lukas said. 
 
    “Now get going. I’ll see you over there.” 
 
    The squad headed for the palace. Many of the soldiers had already gathered. On the front steps of the palace stood a cluster of officers. Cowley saw no high-ranking officers among them, no one above major. Had that many officers refused to swear fealty to Lowellin? It was possible. They were all the Fist’s handpicked men, after all. Another, more chilling possibility occurred to him. Maybe Lowellin had put them all to death. It made sense. In one fell swoop he could wipe out any who might try to lead a rebellion against him. 
 
    “I hope the brothers get back soon,” Gage said, looking over his shoulder. “It’s going to look bad if they’re not here.” 
 
    “They’ll be here,” Lukas said. “They’ll see the soldiers from the other barracks coming in, and they’ll put it together.” 
 
    One of the officers moved to the front and began calling for attention. It was Captain Rouk, the officer who’d had Fen whipped. 
 
    “I’m not surprised to see him still alive. He’s a cockroach is what he is,” Strout said sourly. 
 
    “Cockroaches should be stomped on,” Noah said. 
 
    It took a bit, but finally Rouk had their attention. The wiry man looked out over them. He wasted no time getting to the point. “By now you all know the Fist is dead. What you don’t know is that we have a new king. King Lowellin has taken his place.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Lowellin?” a soldier yelled. “I never heard of him.” 
 
    “You’ll know who King Lowellin is soon enough,” Rouk said. “He’s on his way.” 
 
    “He’s not my king!” another soldier yelled. A few others yelled their agreement with him. 
 
    “I don’t blame you for not liking it,” Rouk continued. “I don’t like it either.” 
 
    “Looks to me like he does,” Noah said under his breath. “He looks all kinds of happy. I bet Lowellin made him a general.” 
 
    “But the Fist is dead,” Rouk continued. “We can’t change that. He’s dead, and a new king has taken his place. What can we do about it?” 
 
    “We can fight!” Noah yelled. 
 
    Cowley elbowed him and hissed at him to shut up. 
 
    “I figured someone would say that,” Rouk said. “You’re soldiers. You want to fight. But you need to be reasonable. They’re…” His voice faltered. “It’s not just Lowellin. There are others. They’re more powerful than you realize. There’s nothing we can do against them. Our old king is dead. What point is there in getting killed over it?” 
 
    “You gonna be general now, Rouk?” Noah yelled. “Is that it?” 
 
    “Who said that?” Rouk yelled, his face darkening. There was no response. The soldiers all stared at him stone-faced. 
 
    “Swear to the gods,” Cowley muttered to Noah, “if you don’t shut your mouth I’m going to knock you out.” 
 
    “I’m not going to stand here and listen—” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Lukas snapped. “Shut up!” 
 
    Rouk was talking again. “You have a choice, and it’s a simple one. Resist and die. Or be part of what will happen no matter what you do. You’re upset now, but Samkara has a bright future ahead and so do her soldiers, those who are smart enough to see which way the wind is blowing. I’m talking of conquest. Right now, in the harbor, ships are being built. When they are finished, we will sail across the sea. With the power our king and his new allies have, we’ll conquer every nation we fight. None will stand against us. I can promise you that. This world will be ours. Loyal soldiers will be richly rewarded. There will be plunder beyond what you can imagine. There—” 
 
    “You’re a traitor!” a soldier yelled. 
 
    “I’m not a traitor!” Rouk yelled back at him. “I served my king loyally while he was alive. But now he’s dead. I can’t serve a dead man, and he has no heir.” 
 
    “What about Fen?” the soldier yelled. 
 
    “Fen is dead. He and the Fist were killed together.” 
 
    But no one was listening. Others joined in and began chanting Fen’s name. Rouk shouted, but they shouted louder, drowning him out. He’d lost control. To Cowley it seemed that the soldiers were about a heartbeat away from charging Rouk and the other officers and cutting them down where they stood. The officers realized it too, as they were edging backwards, looking over their shoulders at the palace doors. 
 
    The palace doors opened. Maphothet emerged first, followed by the other sorcerer. At the sight of them, the soldiers’ frenzy increased. Curses and howls of rage rose, and there was a general surge forward. Maphothet smiled coldly and waved them to come on. There was a stirring under his sleeve, and the winged, leathery creature emerged and hissed at the crowd. The whole situation was moments away from turning into a bloodbath. 
 
    The palace doors opened again. Out stepped three alien figures, tall, powerfully muscled, wearing armor like the scales on a snake. Behind them came a man wearing a long, red cloak and the crown, their new king. The officers and the sorcerers instantly went to one knee and pressed their faces to the ground. The three figures strode to the front of the top step and looked down on the massed soldiers, who began backing away, muttering uneasily. King Lowellin stood watching, his hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    “I am S’nash, leader of the Ichthalids,” the tallest of the aliens said in a harsh, rasping voice, looking them over. “We are your new rulers. Kneel.” 
 
    The soldiers began going to their knees. But not quickly enough for S’nash, whose face twisted with anger. 
 
    He held up one hand. Purple sparks crackled around it. The soldiers in the front ranks began trying to move back, their efforts hampered by the soldiers behind them who were still pressed close. 
 
    S’nash pointed at one of the soldiers near the front who was still standing. A look of alarm came into the soldier’s eyes as he rose up off the ground. 
 
    “Hey, let me go!” he yelled. He was now high enough to be clearly visible to all the soldiers, his head turning, arms and legs moving as he tried to break free of whatever it was that held him. 
 
    “You will obey me,” S’nash said, “or you will suffer.” 
 
    S’nash clenched his fist. 
 
    There came the loud crack of bones breaking, and the soldier crumpled, his skull crushed, his rib cage caved in. Blood spurted everywhere. 
 
    S’nash opened his fist. The soldier fell to the ground, a bloody mess. 
 
    “Kneel,” S’nash said. 
 
    The soldiers went instantly to their knees. S’nash surveyed them for a moment, then turned and went back into the palace, followed by the other Ichthalids, Lowellin, and the sorcerers. 
 
    In the stunned silence that followed the closing of the palace doors, Rouk spoke up once again. “Now you see. Now you understand why I took their offer. Follow them or die horribly. It’s your choice. You are dismissed.” 
 
    The soldiers began to leave. No one spoke. There were no words. 
 
    Cowley turned around and saw that the brothers had rejoined them at some point. Sticking closely together, the seven of them headed back to the barracks. All of them looked pale. Even Noah was shaken, his normal bluster deserting him. They went inside and closed the door behind them. Wallice took up a position at the door, watching through the cracks to make sure no one was eavesdropping. 
 
    “What was that?” Gage said, slumping down onto his cot. “I never…how did he do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cowley said, sitting down. He felt sick to his stomach. Over and over in his mind he kept seeing the soldier crumpling. He’d known the man, played dice and drank with him more than once. 
 
    “How did they get through?” Lukas asked. “I thought they had to have the rest of the key. They don’t have the other pieces, do they?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cowley said. “I don’t know any more than you do.” 
 
    “It’s hopeless,” Gage said. “How do we fight something that can do that?” 
 
    “It’s not hopeless,” Lukas said stoutly. “Fen can defeat them.” But from the look in his eyes he was trying to convince himself. 
 
    “He better be able to, because it sure as hell isn’t going to be us,” Strout said. “There’s nothing we can do.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Noah shot back. “There’s always a way.” But there was no conviction in his voice. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Gage asked. 
 
    “We keep moving forward,” Cowley said. “We find Fen, and together we find a way to kill those things.” 
 
    “You’re talking about foolishly throwing our lives away. You know that, right?” Strout said. 
 
    “It ain’t foolish to die fighting,” Noah said, glaring at him. 
 
    “It is when there’s no chance.” Strout was leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. He looked them all over. “No one wants to hear it, but it has to be said. Why don’t we just give in? So, we serve a different king. What difference does it make?” 
 
    “You better shut your mouth,” Noah exploded, looking like he was close to throwing himself at Strout. “I don’t want to hear this kind of talk from you.” 
 
    “Let him talk,” Cowley said. “He’s Wolfpack. He’s earned that right.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is, what are we really fighting for? Rouk was right about one thing. You can’t be loyal to a dead man. We’re soldiers. We fight for who pays us, we go where we’re told to, and do what we’re told to do.” 
 
    “You’d serve those monsters?” Gage said. He looked confused, like he couldn’t quite believe what was going on. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I asked why we are doing this. Why die in a hopeless battle? Why not go along and stay alive?” 
 
    “Because we’re fighters. We don’t give up, no matter what!” Noah spat, rising up off his cot. Lukas grabbed onto his shoulder and pushed him back down. 
 
    “You want to live under those…things?” Gage asked. 
 
    “No. I don’t. But I sure don’t want to die under them either.” 
 
    “He makes a good point,” Cowley said. 
 
    “What?” Noah burst out. “You’re siding with him now?” 
 
    “No, I’m not. But he makes a good point. Why should we fight?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re going to just give up,” Noah said sullenly. 
 
    “To be clear,” Cowley said, “that’s not what I mean to do. I mean to fight. But in every other barracks right now soldiers are asking themselves these same questions. I guarantee it. A lot of them, probably most of them, are going to decide that dying uselessly makes no sense. If we’re going to do this, we need to be sure. We need to know why. We need to make sure every one of us is completely in.” He looked around the room. “Who’s in?” 
 
    Wallice immediately said, “We are.” His brother, Eben, nodded. 
 
    “You know I’m in,” Noah said. 
 
    “I am,” Lukas said. 
 
    “Me too,” Gage added. 
 
    Everyone looked at Strout. “I’m in,” he said. 
 
    “Then why’d you go make such a fuss?” Noah demanded. 
 
    “Because you lot want to run off like headless chickens and get yourself killed without giving it a second thought. If I’m going to die, I want to think about it first. And just so you all know, I still don’t think this is a good idea.” 
 
    “But you’re going along with it anyway?” Lukas asked, looking confused. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You know why,” Strout said, angry suddenly. “Don’t make me say it.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. Why?” 
 
    “Because you idiots all said you’re in. I don’t know what gods hate me or why, but I’m part of this squad and where you go I go.” 
 
    “Wolfpack squad!” Noah yelled, throwing his fist in the air and grinning darkly. 
 
    “Yeah, Wolfpack squad,” Strout muttered. “Now let’s go get some chow.” 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” Wallice said. “It’s Rouk.” He stepped back from the door. 
 
    The door opened, and Rouk entered. He stood there with his hands on his hips, looking at them. “Done plotting already?” he asked. 
 
    “No one’s plotting here,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Rouk replied. “Where’s the girl?” 
 
    Noah looked under his bed. “What girl?” 
 
    “You know very well what girl,” Rouk snarled. “Fen’s doxie.” 
 
    “You better not let that word come out of your mouth again when you’re talking about Ravin,” Cowley said, laying his hand on his sword. Others did the same. 
 
    Rouk took a step back, but Wallice pushed the door shut with his foot, and he could go no further. His eyes moved nervously side to side. “Lowellin wants her. That means he’s going to have her. It’ll do no good, but I’ll tell you anyway. He’ll pay. You want to be general? Hand her over and it’s done.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t want to be a general?” Noah asked the others. “I know I do. I think I’d make a great general.” 
 
    “I do,” Lukas piped up. 
 
    “Me too,” Gage added. Strout raised his hand. The brothers nodded. 
 
    “This is serious,” Rouk said. 
 
    “So are we,” Cowley replied. “But we don’t know where she is.” 
 
    “You’re Fen’s squad. You have to know.” 
 
    “We only got back from fighting fires and mobs a little while before you started talking,” Cowley said. “You can ask the guards at the gates.” 
 
    Rouk glared at them in turn. “Fine. Have it your way. But I’ll be watching you. You put so much as one toe out of line, and I’ll turn you over to the Ichthalids.” 
 
    “You wipe their asses after they crap too?” Noah asked. 
 
    Rouk smiled at him. “I’m going to enjoy it when you die.” He opened the door. 
 
    “Wait! Don’t go!” Noah jumped up, turned around and dropped his pants. “Wipe my ass before you leave.” 
 
    Rouk slammed the door. 
 
    “You just can’t stop, can you?” Cowley said. 
 
    “It’s how I am,” Noah replied seriously, pulling his pants back up. “There’s no point in fighting it.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    When Fen awakened, he could see by the angle of the light coming into the room that it was early afternoon. He got up and went to look out the front window. The street below was empty. He went back to the cot and sat down. It was time to assess his situation, figure out what he had and what he needed. 
 
    He had a sword. It wasn’t much of a sword. The hilt was loose, and the blade was nicked, but it was a lot better than nothing. Other than that, he didn’t have much. He needed food. He needed information. To get those things, he needed a disguise, if he wanted to move around the city without being recognized. A cloak with a hood would be best. It would also be a good idea to ditch his uniform and get normal clothes. The uniform would mark him as a deserter. And it smelled pretty bad after his days in prison. 
 
    And he needed allies. This war was too big to fight alone. He had to find a way to talk to Wolfpack squad. 
 
    He realized something suddenly and cursed himself for not thinking of it sooner. 
 
    Ravin was in danger. It was only a matter of time until Lowellin thought to take her prisoner and use her against Fen again. How had he not thought of this already? 
 
    He jumped up, ready to run to her right then. But he forced himself to stop and think. He couldn’t help her if he ran off half-cocked. He needed to think clearly. He needed to use his head. 
 
    First priority was still to acquire a disguise. He went to the front door of the temple and peeked out. Seeing no one around, he hurried out. Keeping his head down and staying close to the wall, he moved down the street. When the street intersected with another, he paused to look around. 
 
    This street was wider, the buildings fronting it in better shape than the ones around the temple. He saw only one person on it, an old woman hurrying as best she could, lugging a heavy, bulging bag. He started to dismiss her, then realized she looked familiar and took another look. 
 
    It was Elace, the old woman who’d been his neighbor when he was a child. He and Cowley had talked to her one time to find information on his father’s illness and death. Could he trust her? Though he didn’t know her that well, she’d been kind enough to him and his mother, several times watching him when his mother had work that she couldn’t bring a small child along on. It didn’t mean he could trust her, but at least he knew her, and it wasn’t like he had a lot of options at this point. 
 
    Making a sudden decision, he hurried after her, catching up to her before she reached the next corner. She glanced over her shoulder as he approached and struggled to move faster. 
 
    “Elace,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    She glanced back again. “How do you know my name? Who are you?” 
 
    “It’s me, Fen.” Still she showed no sign of recognition. “I lived next door with my mother, Deerna.” 
 
    Recognition dawned. “It’s you.” Then her eyes went wide. “You’re him.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “‘Free Fen.’” She pointed. Across the street the words were painted on the wall. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, looking around to make sure they were still alone. 
 
    “I wondered if it was you they’ve been carrying on about.” She looked him up and down. “You don’t look so good.” Her nose wrinkled. “You stink. Better than being dead, I guess, which is what you should be, from what I heard.” 
 
    “Can you help me?” 
 
    Her wrinkled old hand clenched into a fist. “You’re going to fight those damned sorcerers?” 
 
    “The Fist and I killed two of them last night.” 
 
    “That’s a good start. All the bad things happened once they showed up. Come on. I’m headed home. I’m sure you don’t want to stand out here on the street waiting for someone to notice you. In case you’re not aware of it, you’re pretty famous now.” 
 
    “I have some idea.” He took the heavy bag from her, and they continued down the street. The few people they passed kept their heads down and hurried by without making eye contact. Fen could feel the tension in the air, as the Samkarans braced themselves to deal with whatever nightmare was coming next. He wondered how people would react once word of the Fist’s death got out, and people learned of the arrival of the Devourers. 
 
    “It’s quite a story you have, I’m sure,” Elace said. 
 
    “It’s a long one,” Fen admitted. “It might have to wait.” 
 
    “I expect you’re right. Here, let me take your arm. Anyone looking for you won’t expect to see you with an old woman hanging off you.” She took hold of Fen’s arm and leaned on him. “I wasn’t there when they tried to execute you. I hate that stuff, and I knew it wouldn’t be safe anyway, the way things are these days. But I’ve heard stories about it. Lately people hardly seem to talk about anything else. Did the axe really explode?” 
 
    “It didn’t really explode, so much as it partly melted.” 
 
    She whistled softly, showing her missing front teeth. “I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised. You were always an unusual child, and then there was that business with your father.” She peered up at him. “Did you find the answers you were looking for?” 
 
    “Sort of. I’m still figuring it all out.” 
 
    “Don’t take too long. Samkara needs you, I think.” 
 
    They came to another intersection. This one had quite a few people on it, along with wagons and carts. There was a commotion up the street to their left, a man on a horse yelling something. He trotted toward them. He was wearing a uniform and carrying a horn. He pulled up in the middle of the intersection and blew the horn. Everyone stopped and looked at him. 
 
    “People of Samkara!” he called. “You are ordered to appear at Castle Plaza in two bells for an announcement. Any who do not appear are subject to arrest and severe punishment.” He went on down the street, repeating the message as he went. 
 
    “A lot of bother,” Elace said with a dismissive gesture once he’d moved away. “I won’t be going. What do you think it’s about? What foolish idea has gotten into the Fist’s head now?” 
 
    “It’s not the Fist who ordered this,” Fen said grimly. “Not anymore.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “What do you know?” 
 
    “He died last night, fighting the sorcerers.” 
 
    “The Fist is dead?” She looked around to make sure no one had heard and lowered her voice. “I thought the man had fallen off his stump, but dead?” She sighed and shook her head at the foolishness of it all. “Who’s in charge now?” 
 
    “Two of the sorcerers are still alive,” Fen said, wondering how much he should tell her. 
 
    “Is that what you’re doing, then? Coming up with a way to fight back against them? I had my problems with the Fist, the gods know, but at least he was one of us. Those sorcerers, I’m not even sure they’re still human.” 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Fen said. “Some things came through from the Abyss last night, things that are definitely not human. They’re the ones we really have to worry about.” 
 
    “The Abyss, is it? I thought that was just a place to frighten children with.” 
 
    “It’s not. It’s real, and I’m afraid things are about to get a whole lot worse.” He stopped, worried that he’d said too much. There was no point in panicking people. 
 
    “I knew it,” she said. “I knew the Fist should’ve never taken up with those Ankharans. This is what comes of consorting with foreigners.” She sighed and shook her head. “I’m glad I’m old. Whatever comes, I won’t have to put up with it long. But I pity the rest of you. We’re not leaving much to you it looks like.” 
 
    “I’m trying to fight back, but I need some help.” 
 
    “If I can do it, I will.” 
 
    “I need some clothes, some way to disguise myself.” 
 
    She thought about it. “I don’t have anything for you, but I have a neighbor who does. Her boys died a few years ago, crushed when a stone got loose down at the quarry. There must be something in her home that will serve.” 
 
    They made it to the tenement where Elace lived without trouble. She led Fen up to her floor, the same floor he’d grown up on. But she went left instead of right at the landing and knocked on a door halfway down. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Fen asked, looking up and down the hallway. “How much do you trust this neighbor? Maybe I should wait outside.” 
 
    “Trust me. Debs is not a risk. You’ll see.” She banged on the door some more. “She doesn’t hear so good,” she told Fen. She banged again. 
 
    The door opened, and a tiny old woman leaning on a cane peeked out. “Who is it?” 
 
    “It’s your neighbor, Elace. Let me in.” 
 
    The woman moved back, and they entered the apartment. It was small, only the one room. There was a brazier by the window for cooking and heat, an old table, and a sleeping mat. But that wasn’t what drew Fen’s attention. It was the clothes. There was a large pile of them in one corner. 
 
    “Who’s this you’ve brought with you, Elace?” Debs asked, peering up at Fen. He noticed the cloudiness in her eyes and realized she could barely see. That explained why Elace wasn’t worried about bringing him here. 
 
    “No one, Debs. Only someone who could use some clothes.” While she was talking, Elace walked over to the pile and began digging through them, tossing clothing aside. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Debs said, shuffling after her. “I haven’t any to spare. I quite need them all. The boys will be back any day now, and they’ll need something to wear.” She batted at Elace’s hands with her cane, but Elace brushed her off and didn’t slow down. 
 
    “Nonsense, Debs. You’ve enough clothes here for an army. He only needs a few. There will be plenty for your boys when they get back. It won’t take but a moment.” 
 
    Debs continued to fuss, and Elace continued to ignore her while she picked out a tunic, trousers and a hooded cloak. Tucking them under her arm, she nodded to Fen, indicating it was time to go. 
 
    “Thank you, dear,” she said as she opened the door. “I knew you could help.” 
 
    “No, there’s simply not enough. I’m afraid you can’t take any today,” Debs said. 
 
    Elace closed the door on her before she could say any more. “She’s quite sweet. Hasn’t been able to accept that her sons are dead. They were all she had.” As she talked, she walked down the hall to her apartment. She opened the door and motioned Fen in. When he didn’t move, she asked him, “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “I should go. I don’t want to put you at any more risk.” 
 
    “Bah,” she said, waving her hand. “I’m old enough to take any risks I like, thank you. Now come inside. You need something to eat. That much is clear. And the longer we stand out here…” She looked meaningfully at the other doors along the hall. 
 
    Fen gave in and followed her inside. 
 
    “Go ahead and change. I’ll see what food I can scrape together for you.” She turned away and began rummaging on the shelves. Fen remained standing, the clothes in his hands, feeling highly uncomfortable. She looked back at him. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “There’s…uh…nowhere to change. Maybe I’ll just put the cloak on and change into the others later.” 
 
    A wicked smile lit up her face. “You’re afraid to take off your drawers in front of me.” She chuckled. “I changed your dandies when you were a baby. It’s nothing I haven’t already seen. Stop being so shy and get it over with. Here, I’ll even turn away.” Still chuckling, she turned back to the shelves. 
 
    Fen hurriedly stripped off his uniform. Before he could put the fresh clothes on though, she turned back. “I almost forgot.” 
 
    Fen snatched at the cloak and held it in front of him. 
 
    “You’ll want to clean up too, I’m sure.” She put a bowl on the table and poured some water from a clay jug into it, then tossed a rag and a bar of soap down beside it. “There.” She went back to preparing food. 
 
    Fen had to admit that getting cleaned up and putting on fresh clothes helped a lot. He felt sharper, more clear-headed, when he was done. The food she set out helped even more. It was simple fare, barley cooked to a mush and a small bowl of beans, but it tasted better than anything he could remember. He finished and stood up. 
 
    “I don’t know how to thank you,” he said. 
 
    “I do.” Her face darkened. “Kill those Ankharans and whatever came through from the Abyss. Clean up our city.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    With the hood pulled up over his head, Fen felt pretty confident moving around the streets. What he saw was a population that looked stunned. The fall from being victorious conquerors to near anarchy had been swift and painful. They were no longer sure of anything. 
 
    What they didn’t realize was that it was about to get a lot worse, Fen thought. 
 
    After leaving Elace’s, Fen headed for the castle. He had no idea how he was going to get Ravin out of the there. Lowellin might have already taken her prisoner. Hopefully, once he got there, he’d find an opportunity. Maybe he could sneak into the castle in the back of a merchant’s wagon or something. Once again, he cursed himself for not thinking of her sooner. He should have gone after her first. If Lowellin had harmed her… 
 
    He couldn’t think of that right now. He had to continue on as if he could still rescue her. He had to believe. 
 
    Castle Plaza was huge, hundreds of paces across. The castle wall formed one side of the plaza. The other three sides were bordered by imposing stone buildings, all several stories tall, mostly businesses catering to the wealthy and powerful. 
 
    People were already beginning to gather in the plaza to hear the announcement. There were a few hundred there, gathered in small groups, talking in low voices. Fear and worry were etched on every face. One man stood out. He was talking loudly and excitedly, telling everyone who would listen that during the night he’d seen inhuman creatures walking with the foreign sorcerers, heading for the castle. He was red-eyed and stumbling, obviously very drunk, but no one was challenging his story. After all that had happened so far, the Samkarans were not so quick to be skeptical. 
 
    Fen made his way through the crowd, trying not to draw attention to himself, taking his time and keeping his head down as he gradually edged closer to the castle gates. As he got near them, he saw that it was going to be even more difficult than he’d feared. The gates were heavily guarded, a score of soldiers manning them. Very few people were entering, and those that did were checked thoroughly. He didn’t see anyone leaving. 
 
    How was he going to get in there? And even if he managed it, how was he going to get Ravin out? He needed the help of Wolfpack squad. But he didn’t see them anywhere. 
 
    He stood there with clenched fists, feeling desperate. He was afraid for Ravin’s safety, and he felt so helpless. He badly wanted to unleash Stone power, smash this wall that stood between him and his beloved, and march in there and save her. Distantly, he realized that he was burning up, sweat running down his face. 
 
    The ground began shuddering. Loose pebbles on the street slid and rolled toward him. One of the soldiers manning the gates turned and looked at Fen. 
 
    Fen turned and walked away, losing himself in the growing crowd, fighting to get his emotions under control. Doing something rash would for sure make things worse. He had to calm down and think. He couldn’t let himself get too upset. He took deep breaths and unclenched his fists. The Stone power receded. He began to cool down. 
 
    A commotion in the crowd drew his attention back to the gates in time to see them swing open. Ranks of soldiers carrying spears and shields began to march through them. The gathered citizens melted back from them, some falling down in their haste and fear. The soldiers wheeled once they’d cleared the gates and moved over to stand in formation at the foot of the castle wall. More and more soldiers poured out of the castle, until Fen became convinced that the entire castle garrison was turning out. Fen was careful to keep his hood pulled down low and his face in shadow. He was far too well known amongst the other soldiers, the risk of being spotted too high. 
 
    But he didn’t move away. He needed to stay close. Sooner or later Wolfpack squad would emerge. If he could catch the eye of one of his squad mates, he might be able to arrange a meeting with them. 
 
    Wolfpack squad was among the last to march out of the castle. They took up a position in the front ranks of the soldiers. Fen drifted closer. Unfortunately, he couldn’t get too close to them, as the nervous citizenry was staying back, keeping an open swath of ground between them and the soldiers. Fen remembered when Samkara’s soldiers had been trusted by the populace, not feared. How bad had things gotten while he was in the prison? 
 
    Fen got as close as he could without standing out. He was relieved to see that all of them were there, and they were uninjured. He focused his attention on Cowley, willing his friend to meet his eye. Cowley was standing at attention along with the rest of them, but his eyes were constantly moving, assessing the crowd for threats. When his gaze passed over Fen, Fen flashed a hand sign at him. It was one of the signals they’d learned for communicating when it was too dangerous to talk. It meant Danger ahead. 
 
    Cowley saw the sign and stiffened slightly. He looked at Fen questioningly. Fen nodded. Cowley nodded back. Fen made a small circle with his index finger, a sign that meant Rally point. 
 
    Cowley jerked his chin off to the right and mouthed the words tavern dock, followed by sunset. Fen knew instantly what he meant. There was a quiet tavern on a forgotten street not too far from the docks. They’d gone there a number of times. Cowley had to be talking about that place. 
 
    Fen nodded and mouthed Ravin. 
 
    His relief was tremendous when Cowley quickly replied with the hand sign for All clear. 
 
    Fen replied with the signal that meant Understood. By then several other members of the squad had noticed him, and some other soldiers were looking at him curiously. It was time to go. Fen melted back into the crowd and moved across the plaza. 
 
    He was so relieved that his legs felt weak. Somehow, Wolfpack squad had known Ravin was in danger and got her out of the castle. He should have known he could count on them. He had no idea how they’d done it, or where she was now, but the important thing was that she was safe. 
 
    The plaza continued to fill. It looked like most of the population of Samkara was going to show up. The soldiers from the city’s other two barracks arrived and formed up across the two main boulevards that led into the plaza, allowing people to continue entering the plaza, but not leave. Some of them peeled off and took up positions across the smaller streets and alleys feeding into the plaza. That worried Fen. What did Lowellin have planned that he wanted to make sure no one could leave? Surely, he didn’t intend a mass slaughter. What would be the point of it? Nor could Fen believe the soldiers would follow such orders. Fen wondered if the army already knew that the Fist was dead. 
 
    Fen saw people pointing. He turned and saw activity on top of the castle wall overlooking the plaza. The remaining Ankharan sorcerers appeared. They stood at the battlements looking down over the crowd, arms crossed over their chests. A few curses were shouted up at them, and there was a great deal of angry muttering. 
 
    The next to appear was Lowellin, stepping up to stand between the sorcerers. He was wearing a long, red cloak, a cloak that Fen had seen the Fist wear sometimes for royal audiences. But what drew the people’s attention and made them go silent was the glint of gold on his head. He was wearing the crown, not the narrow circlet that the Fist favored, but the heavy, gem-encrusted one that the old king had used. 
 
    The crowd stared up at Lowellin in shock for a few long moments. Here stood a stranger on top of the castle wall, wearing the crown. It could only mean one thing. 
 
    Near Fen a middle-aged woman turned to her husband, tears in her eyes, and said, “That’s it, then. The bastards have gone and killed the Fist.” Her husband put his arm around her and shushed her. 
 
    An angry murmur began to rise from the crowd. A few people waved fists in the air and shouted. Someone threw a rock that bounced off a soldier’s helmet. 
 
    “Kneel before your new king,” Lowellin said. His voice carried easily across the plaza. A few people went to their knees, but most remained standing. Some shouted curses at him. 
 
    “Kneel before King Lowellin!” Lowellin yelled, his voice so loud that people winced. But still only a few people knelt. Catcalls rose. 
 
    Lowellin leaned on the battlements. “That’s not very good at all,” he said. “When your king gives an order, he expects it to be obeyed. I might be new at this, but I know that much.” The words were not spoken in a threatening manner. He sounded almost conversational. The people looked at one another in confusion, then back at Lowellin. 
 
    Lowellin looked over his shoulder. “Here come the Ichthalids. You’re not going to find them as friendly as I am.” 
 
    The three Devourers appeared at the battlements. The crowd recoiled from them, anger quickly turning to fear. 
 
    “Kneel,” S’nash growled. Though he did not speak loudly, his voice carried easily across the plaza. All across the plaza people began kneeling, Fen among them. 
 
    But not all of them. 
 
    “You will learn what happens when you do not obey at once,” S’nash said. He held up one hand. Black smoke laced with purple began swirling above his open palm. People began edging backward. A few tried to leave the plaza but were stopped by the soldiers, who shoved them back roughly. 
 
    He turned his gaze on a group of people near Fen who were still standing. The smoke streamed from his hand and gathered above them, then began to settle. Alarmed, they tried to wave it away, but to no avail. 
 
    At first it was only wisps of smoke, but it thickened as it lowered. One of the women caught in it began to cough. Others joined in, and soon all of them were coughing. Coughing turned to retching and choking. But even worse was what happened when the smoke settled on bare flesh. Previously healthy skin changed rapidly, streaks of black and green appearing. Cries of pain came from the victims as a powerful stench of rotting flesh filled the air. They reached out to those around him for help, but everyone nearby backed away in horror. As their flesh decayed, so did their clothing. Cloth fell to pieces. Leather curled and cracked. Their hair fell out, and their stomachs bloated. 
 
    The cries turned to screams as rotted flesh began sloughing off their bodies. 
 
    One by one they fell writhing to the ground. One man reached up toward Fen, mute pleading in his eyes. His face was a horror. One cheek was completely gone, the white bone of the jaw showing. The flesh on his forehead had fallen away. Before Fen’s eyes the flesh fell from his reaching hand, leaving only bone. He tried to speak, but no words came out. His eyes dimmed, and his hand dropped as he died. But death did not stop the decay, which continued to spread. Soon there was nothing left but raw bone and a soupy mess that had been his flesh. 
 
    “Kneel,” S’nash said again. 
 
    There were no holdouts this time. Everyone still standing knelt instantly. 
 
    “Much better,” Lowellin said. He looked at those who’d been killed and winced. “I wanted to avoid that. You are my subjects, after all, and I don’t want you all dead. What point is there in being king over no one?” He paused, took off the heavy crown and rubbed his forehead. “This thing is uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Get on with it,” S’nash said. He crooked his finger, and Lowellin staggered as the ingerlings inside him awakened. 
 
    “All right, all right,” Lowellin said, putting the crown back on. “I didn’t know you were in such a hurry.” He looked out over the crowd. 
 
    “As you probably already guessed, the Fist is dead. The details of his death are unimportant, though I’d like to have it known that it wasn’t me who killed him.” He gestured at the three aliens. “These are the Ichthalids. Why they are here isn’t something you need to know. What you do need to know—and I think you just learned it—is that they are not patient. Obey them at once and without question and all will be well. Anger or delay them and, well…” He looked at the bodies. “You know.” 
 
    He put his hands on the battlements. “You are wondering what comes next. Those ships we are building will be finished soon. Once they are, the army will board them. We will sail across the sea and begin our conquest. Someday the whole world will know of Samkara. This city will be the heart of an empire beyond anything this world has ever seen!” 
 
    He threw up his hands when he finished, as if expecting the crowd to cheer. The crowd remained silent. He lowered his hands. “Nothing?” 
 
    “Finish it,” S’nash grated. 
 
    “There you have it,” Lowellin said. “I’m your new king, and these are our new allies. You can go along willingly and be part of a great empire, or they can do something terrible to you. It’s your choice. What will it be?” 
 
    A few ragged cheers went up. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the best you can do?” Lowellin said, looking meaningfully at S’nash, who was standing with his arms crossed. “Let’s try again, with a little more spirit.” 
 
    The cheering was much louder this time. 
 
    S’nash held up one hand, and the cheering stopped. “There is no greater power than chaos,” he said. “Chaos is decay. Decay comes for all things. Nothing can stand against it. When our queen arrives, when you see the Queen of Chaos for yourselves, you will understand then Her ultimate power.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Fen was standing on a street corner, killing time until sunset when he could meet with his squad mates, when the people around him all went quiet. As those around him began hurrying away, he turned, wondering what was going on. A moment later he saw why. 
 
    Coming down the street was one of the Ichthalids, the one who was missing an eye. Fen’s first instinct was to move away with everyone else, but he saw that this was an opportunity to get close to one of the Devourers for the first time, so pulled his hood down a little more and moved back against the building. He leaned against the building, watching the creature under the edge of his hood as he drew closer. 
 
    The first thing that struck him about the Ichthalid was his arrogance. He walked like a conqueror, out to look upon his new conquest and see if there was anything interesting to be found. He did not scan for threats. He did not keep his hand near his blade, which was huge, big enough that most men would need two hands to swing it. 
 
    It was hard to interpret those alien features, but it looked to Fen as if there was a hint of a smirk on his thin lips and amusement in his eye. He was enjoying the people’s fear. 
 
    The Ichthalid was only a half dozen paces away when something happened that Fen didn’t expect. 
 
    Fen’s power awoke. He could feel it thrumming through his veins, tingling in his muscles. The heat built inside him as the power sought outlet. He tried to hold it back. There was no way he was fighting this creature here, now. Not until he knew more about him, what he was capable of, what his weaknesses were. 
 
    But his power resisted. Instead of receding, it grew stronger, as if it was reacting to the Ichthalid’s presence. Fen gritted his teeth and fought the power. The ground shifted slightly, pebbles rattling across the street toward him. 
 
    Fen realized he had made a mistake. He should have gone when he had the chance. He wanted to leave right then, but it was taking all his effort to keep his power from flaring up and giving him away. The desire to fling everything he had at the creature, to attack him mercilessly until he was dead, was nearly overwhelming. It felt as though he was facing an ancient enemy, one he had hated for millennia, one he would do anything to destroy, even if it cost him his own life. 
 
    The Ichthalid paused as he sensed Fen’s power. His head swung side to side as he tried to locate its source. His gaze fell on Fen. 
 
    Fen trembled, torn between fleeing and fighting. In moments the Ichthalid would realize the power was coming from him. He needed a diversion. He needed to release some of the pent-up power before it got away from him. 
 
    He turned his head. Halfway down the block was an old stone building. He focused on it and released a surge of Stone power. 
 
    The building began to shake violently. Tiles slid off the roof and smashed in the street. Walls cracked, and one corner collapsed. 
 
    The Ichthalid spun toward it, then started walking that way, purple energy flaring around his hands as he summoned his power. 
 
    Fen breathed a sigh of relief and headed in the opposite direction. Once he got around a corner, he stopped and put his hands on his knees. He was sweating, and his hands were shaking badly. 
 
    What happened? he wondered. The urge to attack the Devourer had been nearly overwhelming. A thought occurred to him. It must have had something to do with the Shaper essence inside him. Somehow the mere presence of the alien creature was enough to awaken that part of him. It made sense. The Shapers were put on this world to protect the key from the Devourers. 
 
    Fen peeked around the corner. The Devourer was still standing in the street, looking up at the building. Fen could feel the creature’s presence. His power stirred once again, the desire to attack rising with it. Fen turned and walked away. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen got to the tavern near the docks around sunset and took a seat in the corner. There were only a handful of other people there, and the mood was subdued. Every conversation, of course, was about Lowellin and the Ichthalids. 
 
    “Bugger them, I say,” said a thick-chested man at the next table, wiping ale from his beard. “I’m not serving those things or the new king. I’m loyal to the Fist.” 
 
    “Brave words,” said his companion, a short man with dark skin and a long mustache. “Would you say the same if one walked in here right now, I wonder?” 
 
    The thick-chested man shot a look over his shoulder. “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “Then you should keep your trap shut. Could be an informer listening right now, squirreling your words away to report to the city watch.” 
 
    “That isn’t going to happen. No one would turn another person over to those things.” 
 
    The short man laughed. “You should know better than that. There’s a new dog at the top of the heap. Plenty of curs will be sniffing around, looking to find themselves a good spot in the new regime. They’ll happily step on you to get there.” 
 
    “Oh, hells.” The thick-chested man looked suspiciously around the tavern. 
 
    Fen lowered his head, so his face was hidden. The short man was right. There were sure to be plenty of people who would seize the opportunity to rise higher, even if it was at the expense of their fellow humans. Even if most of the people were waiting to follow Fen and rebel against their new masters, there were plenty who would run carrying tales. 
 
    The door opened, and Cowley came walking in, followed by the rest of the squad. They carried weapons and wore chain mail over leather armor, but no surcoats or anything that might identify them as soldiers. At the sight of them Fen felt a powerful surge of emotion. Knowing they were behind him, that they would fight for him, that he could trust them…it meant everything. 
 
    Gage went to the bar to order drinks. The rest came over and sat down. 
 
    “Damn, Fen, but it’s good to see you again,” Noah said, a little too loudly. 
 
    “Hold it down,” Strout hissed. 
 
    Noah clapped his hand over his mouth. “Sorry. I got excited.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you too. It’s been too long,” Fen said. 
 
    “I thought we’d lost you,” Lukas said. “I didn’t sleep at all the night before the…the…you know.” 
 
    “I didn’t sleep much either,” Fen admitted. 
 
    “I saw what happened when the axe hit you,” Noah said. “Sparks everywhere. It was incredible. But I thought you lost your power. Were you faking it? Is that why you wouldn’t let us break you out of prison?” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t faking it. My power was gone. It didn’t help me when the prison guards beat me.” 
 
    “You thought your power was gone, but you put your head down on the block anyway?” Noah was incredulous. “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “That’s what I told him,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you let us break you out?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “I was hoping that the Fist would come around.” 
 
    “You were hoping?” 
 
    “I had a feeling.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to risk on nothing but a feeling,” Noah said. “What if it wasn’t a feeling, just some gas?” 
 
    “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Strout said. “And I’ve heard you say a lot of stupid things. Gas? Really?” 
 
    “Sometimes I get it clear up here.” Noah tapped his chest. “It’s powerful uncomfortable.” 
 
    Strout shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “And then the Fist came and let you out and you went on a rampage together,” Gage said. “That would have been something to see, the two of you fighting side by side. What happened to the Fist? No one knows.” 
 
    “He saved me,” Fen said. “We’d killed one of the sorcerers, but the other one got the better of me. He was about to kill me when Barik stabbed him in the back.” 
 
    “How did the Devourers get out of the Abyss?” Cowley asked. “I thought they needed the key for that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was wondering that too,” Lukas said. 
 
    “I’ve spent some time thinking about it and I’m still not sure. The sorcerers were draining people’s lives into that pool of light. I thought they were feeding the power to the Devourers, kind of like the Fist was feeding on slaves. But now I think they were using that power to open a portal into the Abyss. The Fist and I got there right about the time they finally had enough.” 
 
    “Then what is the key for?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “I think I know,” Strout said. “The Ichthalid leader said something about when the Queen of Chaos arrives. I bet the key is to free her.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Fen said. “We can talk about it some more in a bit, but right now I have to know where Ravin is. How did you get her out of the castle?” 
 
    “She was already trying to get out when we ran into her,” Cowley said. “That girl of yours is no dummy, that’s for sure. She knew once she saw Lowellin that she had to run.” 
 
    “We got her out the north gate,” Lukas said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Fen said. “You gave me the all clear signal, but I’ve still been worrying about her all day. I can’t tell you how happy I am that she’s safe.” He noticed that the others were avoiding his eyes. “She is safe, right? Where is she?” 
 
    More shifting and looking away. “Now don’t freak out,” Cowley said. 
 
    “About what? What aren’t you telling me?” Fen realized that he’d come halfway out of his chair and made himself sit back down. 
 
    The squad exchanged looks. “She’s kind of in Shantytown,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Shantytown!” Fen yelped. Two men at a nearby table looked over at him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Cowley said. “Wallice and Eben took her. They know a guy.” 
 
    Fen whirled on the brothers. “And you trust this guy?” He didn’t bother to keep the skepticism out of his voice. Shantytown? The place was filled with murderous lunatics. She was probably in danger right then. 
 
    “We’re alive because of Argid,” Wallice said softly. Eben nodded. 
 
    Fen immediately felt bad for doubting the brothers. “I’m sorry. I should have trusted you. I know you wouldn’t have taken her anywhere that wasn’t safe.” 
 
    “No place is safe right now,” Cowley said. “Not really.” 
 
    “That’s the truth,” Fen said. He told them about his encounter with the Ichthalid on the street. 
 
    “Maybe you should have attacked him,” Noah said. “Be one less we have to worry about.” 
 
    “Or one less of me,” Fen said. “When the first Devourer came through the portal, I dropped the entire cavern ceiling on him. He turned all the stones to dust. It didn’t hurt him at all.” 
 
    They stared at him wide-eyed. “That’s not good,” Lukas said. “Not good at all.” 
 
    Noah waved it off. “You weren’t ready is all. I bet next time will be different.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. But I don’t know.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re part Shaper, right?” Cowley said. 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s that simple.” 
 
    “Whatever. The point is the masters put the Shapers here to fight the Devourers. They wouldn’t do that if you weren’t strong enough for it.” 
 
    “For one thing, I’m not really a Shaper,” Fen pointed out. “And for another, there were supposed to be hundreds or thousands of Shapers to fight the Devourers. Not one.” 
 
    “You think there’s that many?” Gage asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m only guessing. But if the masters were going to go to all this trouble, why would they only put a few Shapers here? If you had a prison you wanted to be absolutely sure the prisoners couldn’t break out of, wouldn’t you put a lot of guards around it? Like thousands of them?” 
 
    “If the prisoners were that dangerous, I’d kill them rather than put them in prison,” Noah said. “Why’d the masters do that anyhow?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen said. “Maybe they had no choice. Maybe the queen was too powerful to kill, and the best they could do was trap her in the Abyss.” 
 
    “Is there any good news here?” Gage asked. “I don’t want to sound like I’m giving up, but we already had more than we could handle with the sorcerers, and now we have the Devourers to deal with and some queen who’s probably the most powerful of them all. It looks kind of hopeless.” 
 
    “They don’t have the whole key yet,” Fen said. “Without that, no queen.” 
 
    “That’s what the ships are for, I think,” Lukas said, sudden comprehension dawning. “The other piece of the key must be across the sea, probably under a city like in Marad. We need to burn those ships. That will at least slow them down, buy us some time.” 
 
    “Look at you, talking like an officer,” Noah said. 
 
    “Stuff it,” Lukas said. He looked at Fen. “I vote you should be our lieutenant again. I’m tired of trying to keep these jokers in line.” Others nodded in agreement. 
 
    Fen felt himself oddly choked up again. He swallowed quickly, trying to hide it. “I’d be happy to, but I’m an escaped prisoner, you know. A traitor.” 
 
    “Here’s to traitors,” Cowley said, raising his glass in a toast. The others raised theirs as well. “Welcome back to Wolfpack squad, Lieutenant Fen.” 
 
    “Thank you. You guys are the best, you know that?” His voice was thick with emotion. 
 
    Noah’s lip curled. “You’re not going to get all mushy now, are you? Don’t do that.” 
 
    “What? Do feelings make little Noah uncomfortable?” Cowley asked, faking a suppressed sob and flinging his arms around Noah. 
 
    “Stop it,” Noah protested, pushing him away. 
 
    “When do you want to hit the ships, lieutenant?” Lukas asked Fen. 
 
    “Why not tonight?” 
 
    “So soon?” 
 
    “We need to strike fast, while our new rulers are still consolidating their power.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Strout said. 
 
    “I’m in,” Noah said. “I’m ready to fight back.” 
 
    “Once we take care of the ships, we go after the Ichthalids,” Fen said. “The one I saw today was arrogant. I don’t think they think we are a threat to them.” 
 
    “They’re overconfident,” Lukas said, nodding. “We can use that against them.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Fen said. “We ambush one of them, see if we can kill him. But we need to be careful, make sure we have a retreat planned if the battle goes against us.” The truth was that he thought it would. He was worried about the Ichthalids, much more worried than he wanted to admit to the others. He’d felt their power. There was something wild and uncontrollable about it. He wasn’t sure Stone power could prevail against it. But he kept his concerns to himself. 
 
    “Let’s talk about how we’re going to burn those ships,” Noah said. “I like burning things.” 
 
    Half a bell later they had the details of the plan worked out and were leaving the tavern. Fen noticed that Eben was looking around strangely, as if he’d just noticed something. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked him. 
 
    Eben whispered something to Wallice, who said to Fen, “There was a man sitting at the table right there. Eben didn’t see him leave.” 
 
    Fen looked at the table he pointed to. He vaguely remembered a man sitting there. Had he overheard and gone to inform on them? Or did he simply get tired and head home? 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do about it now,” Fen said. “To be safe, we won’t meet here again.” 
 
    Outside, Noah said to Fen, “I brought you something.” He unbuckled his belt. In the dim light Fen could see that he had a second scabbard hanging from his belt. Noah took it off and handed it to him. “Here’s your sword. Give me that one you’re carrying.” 
 
    Fen took out the sword he was carrying and handed it over. Noah made a disgusted sound. “Pure crap.” He tossed it aside carelessly. “You’ll need one of these too.” He handed over a dagger. 
 
    Fen strapped the weapons to himself. While he was doing that, Gage produced a bag of charcoal and handed it around. Wordlessly, the squad began blackening each other’s faces. 
 
    Fen looked at them and felt a swelling of pride. He’d forgotten how efficient they were, how well they worked together. They were Wolfpack squad. More than that, they were his family. He felt fortunate. Whatever happened, he knew he could count on them. He wasn’t in this fight alone. 
 
    Once they were ready, the squad members broke up into pairs and spread out so as not to draw as much attention as they began making their way toward the docks. Cowley walked beside Fen. 
 
    “You were kind of quiet back there,” Fen said. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Cowley gave him an incredulous look. “The man returns from the dead, and he wants to know if something is wrong. Unbelievable.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was there, Fen. I was there. I saw the axe coming down. If Strout hadn’t held onto me, I’d have charged the stand, even though they’d have killed me. I thought you were dead, and I’d failed to save you.” His voice broke. “You have no idea what that felt like. I hope you never find out either. It’s the worst feeling in the world.” 
 
    He gripped Fen by the back of the neck. “And yet here you are. Forgive me, Fen, but words fail me. What am I supposed to say in this situation? Gosh, it’s sure good to see you again, my friend? Am I supposed to act like you’ve simply been away on a trip, instead of locked in a dungeon, waiting to be executed and refusing, refusing, to let your friends save you?” He gave Fen a shake. “I don’t know whether to kiss you or knock you out.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of either one,” Fen said. 
 
    Cowley laughed and ruffled his hair. “Listen to you, making jokes right before we all go off to die. Maybe I’m rubbing off on you after all.” 
 
    “No one’s dying tonight.” 
 
    “You’re right. This will be easy.” 
 
    “I hate when you say that.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “‘This will be easy.’ Whenever you say that, it never is.” 
 
    “I take it back then. We’re all going to die bloody deaths. Is that better?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “There’s no pleasing you, is there?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The streets were thick with patrols, trying to keep the city from descending into chaos as it had the two previous nights. But there were almost no citizens out. What they’d seen of their new rulers had frightened them indoors. Wolfpack squad had no difficulty staying unnoticed, since they were familiar with the routes the patrols took. They all turned up at the rendezvous point within a short while of each other. 
 
    The street running along the docks was deserted, no lights showing in any of the shops and warehouses lining it. The only light came from the far end of the street, where the new ships were being built. The sounds of hammers and saws drifted to them on the breeze. The squad advanced cautiously, silent shadows in a night filled with them. 
 
    The debris from the palisade that Fen had shattered had been cleared away, but there hadn’t been time to erect a new one. Instead, crates had been stacked to form a barricade about as tall as a man. Two wagons served as a gate. Stationed on top of the crates were guards. Fen counted eight total. Behind the barricade looked to be another dozen or so in reserve. All of the guards were Ankharans, wearing knee-length hauberks and helmets with nose- and cheek-guards, carrying single-edged swords with curved blades or crossbows. Fen was glad of that. He’d prefer to avoid fighting Samkarans for as long as possible. It was bound to happen, but if he could avoid it, he would. 
 
    When planning the raid, Fen had told them he was going to try not to use his power except as a last resort. He was concerned that doing so would draw the attention of the Ichthalids—if he could sense their power, it was likely they could sense his—and they weren’t ready for that yet. 
 
    Fen scanned the other squad members, and when they were all in position, he gave them the hand signal to attack. 
 
    As one, the squad burst from cover and charged the barricade. Not wanting to alert the guards, they ran silently, with none of the shouts or howls that soldiers use to pump themselves up for battle. If they managed to get even a few extra steps before being noticed, it could mean the difference between success and failure. 
 
    They’d covered about half the distance when one of the guards spotted them and shouted a warning to the others. Blades were drawn, and crossbows hastily raised. Crossbow bolts hissed through the air, but the light was poor, and they fired too quickly. None struck their targets, though Fen heard one whistle by his head. 
 
    A moment later the squad hit the barricade. Fen’s foe grunted as he swung a vicious, overhand blow at Fen’s head. Fen deflected it easily. Thrown off balance by his swing, the man staggered slightly. Fen’s sword flicked out and caught the man right above the ankle. The man yelled in pain, swinging his sword around in a backhanded blow that Fen ducked. The attack left the man’s side unprotected. Fen stabbed up, under his ribcage, a quick thrust and withdrawal. The man stumbled forward and fell off the barricade. 
 
    Fen grabbed onto the top of the barricade and swung himself up onto it, rolling when he got to the top to avoid the attack from the next guard. The man’s sword struck the wood crate, sending up flying chips, but leaving Fen unharmed. 
 
    Fen slashed at the man’s feet, causing him to jump to avoid the blow and giving Fen a chance to stand up. He swung at Fen, but Fen stepped inside the blow, grabbed his wrist with his free hand, wrapped his sword arm around him, and used a hip throw to toss the man off the barricade, right into one of the reserves who was climbing up to join the fight. The guard struck his comrade, knocking him sprawling on the ground. 
 
    A quick glance to either side showed Fen that his squad mates had had equal success. Every guard on top of the barricade was down. He saw Strout grab his opponent, lift the struggling man over his head, and throw him down into a knot of reserves clustered behind the barricade. 
 
    Noah was the first one off the far side of the barricade, jumping down on top of a guard who was already backing away. Noah struck him in the chest with both feet, knocking him down. The enemy’s helmet came flying off when his head struck the ground, and he lay still. 
 
    The rest of the squad followed, swiftly dispatching the remaining reserves, except for one who had the good sense to flee, shouting an alarm as he went. Lukas snatched up one of the dropped crossbows, dropped to one knee to steady his aim, and fired. The bolt struck the man in the back. He staggered on for a few more steps, then fell to his knees. 
 
    “Injuries?” Fen called out. A chorus of negatives came back to him. “Let’s go then.” 
 
    To get to the ships, the squad had to pass down a narrow lane between two long, low sheds. They were halfway through when the far end was suddenly blocked by a dozen or more men. These were more heavily armored than the barricade guards had been, wearing plate mail and bearing two-handed swords. Even as Fen took this all in, noting their numbers, weapons, armor and placement, he heard the clatter of steel behind him and knew they’d stumbled into a trap. The other end of the lane had been sealed off behind them. 
 
    The two forces had Fen and his men pinned between them. Shouts of victory arose from both enemy forces. 
 
    At that point most squads would have slowed down, uncertain whether to turn back, keep going, or take up defensive positions. Which would have led to death for most or all of them. It simply wasn’t possible to fight against a foe with superior numbers and armor who was attacking from two directions at once. 
 
    But this was Wolfpack squad. 
 
    There was no need for Fen to shout orders. They’d faced this scenario and numerous others countless times under Sergeant Flint’s tutelage. They’d been drilled until the right response was second nature, requiring no thought at all. 
 
    Instead of slowing or turning back, Wolfpack squad increased their speed. They knew their best chance was to hit the force in front of them fast and hard. They had to break through their line before the enemies in the rear could close the distance and engage. 
 
    The victory cries faded and were replaced by uncertainty as the young men charged silently at the armored Ankharans. They shuffled their feet uneasily, exchanging looks with each other. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. One of the Ankharans actually took a step back. 
 
    But their leader, a big man who stood in the middle of the line, his feet spread wide, yelled at them to hold. “Cut them to pieces!” he yelled. 
 
    “That one’s mine,” Strout, who was on Fen’s left, grunted. 
 
    Fen veered slightly to allow Strout a clear path. As the last few paces between them closed, Fen could almost hear Flint in his ear. 
 
    Plate makes a man hard, but it makes him slow. Use speed against him. Go for the soft spots. 
 
    The big man stepped forward at the last second and with a bellow swung a vicious blow at Strout. From the edge of his vison Fen saw Strout deflect the blow with his sword, and then there was no time to see anything but the man in front of him. 
 
    His foe’s first swing came with all the man’s power and weight behind it. Rather than meet the blow directly, and risk shattering his sword or having it knocked from his grasp, Fen turned it with his blade, directing it down and into the ground. Quick as a flash he stomped down on the tip of the man’s blade, pinning it to the ground. It was only for a heartbeat, and already the man was twisting it free, but that was all Fen needed. 
 
    He brought his sword up and stabbed at the man’s hip, aiming for the crease in the armor. The tip of his blade bit into flesh, and the man cursed and leaned away in a futile attempt to protect himself. 
 
    But Fen’s blade was still moving. He took advantage of the man’s lean to swing hard at the side of his head. The helmet kept the blade from cutting into flesh, but it didn’t stop the force of the blow. The helmet caved inward from the impact, and the man staggered sideways into Strout’s opponent, disrupting his next swing. 
 
    Instantly, Strout pressed his advantage. His blade flashed, its tip finding the soft spot below his chin and driving into his throat. Blood sprayed, and the big man gurgled and clapped both hands to the wound as he fell backwards. 
 
    And now Strout was into their line. He spun to his left and attacked the unprotected flank of the man who was fighting Eben. The man turned to fend him off and left himself open. Eben’s blade punched through his cheek. He screamed horribly and pitched onto his back. 
 
    Meanwhile, Fen was doing the same in the other direction, attacking the man who was trying to fend off Cowley’s flurry of attacks. Fen stabbed him under the arm, and when he turned, Cowley finished him off. 
 
    That quickly the enemy’s line was broken. With Strout rampaging down the line like a mad bull in one direction, and Fen and Cowley rolling it up in the other direction, it was only moments before the enemy was all down or fleeing. 
 
    The Ankharans charging from the rear had only made it about halfway to them. Their progress faltered as they absorbed the impact of what had happened to their fellows. Noah raised his bloody sword and took two steps toward them. 
 
    “You want some of this?” he yelled. “Come on!” 
 
    The Ankharans turned and fled. 
 
    “Anyone hurt?” Fen asked. 
 
    “A scratch,” Cowley said. “Nothing to worry about.” Eben was wrapping up a shallow wound on Wallice’s arm. 
 
    “Let’s go get those ships,” Fen said. 
 
    Horns were blowing now, summoning the remaining guards. Fen and the others came around the end of a shed at a trot. There before them, fifty paces away, was the nearest of the new ships. All over the place were poles stuck in the ground, the lanterns hanging from them providing illumination for the work. On the scaffolding surrounding the ship were dozens of Maradi slaves, carrying tools and wood planks, frozen in place as they stared at the scene unfolding below them. 
 
    The bloody remnants of the armored force Wolfpack squad had just defeated ran stumbling to the dubious safety of a score or so Ankharans who were drawn up in front of the nearest ship. Though they outnumbered the Samkarans by more than three-to-one, the Ankharans looked nervous as Wolfpack squad bore down on them, more than one darting glances off to the side as if about to flee. 
 
    It wasn’t surprising, really. Twice the Ankharans had faced Wolfpack squad, and twice Wolfpack squad had sliced through them like a hot knife through tallow. They didn’t expect to do any better. A couple of the Ankharans tried to raise the spirits of their fellows with war cries, but the cries faded quickly. An officer raised his sword and called out an order to charge. No one moved. They looked at each other uneasily. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you all!” Noah yelled, charging forward waving his sword. 
 
    “That idiot,” Strout grumbled, running after him. 
 
    Fen and the rest of the squad were close behind. With Noah and Strout forming the tip of the wedge, they slammed into the Ankharans, cutting a bloody swath through their loose ranks. Fen parried a clumsy attack and hacked at the side of the man’s neck, dropping him instantly. Beside him the two brothers were like two men possessed of the same brain. They fought in effortless rhythm, each seeming to know what the other was going to do before he did it. Wallice feinted high at an Ankharan wielding a double-bladed axe. As the man raised his weapon to parry, Eben darted in and stabbed him in the groin. Wallice cut halfway through his neck, and then whirled to swing backhanded at another foe, who went down to Eben’s blow without even seeing it coming. 
 
    Fen dropped two foes in short order. Seeing that the fight was going their way, he snatched one of the lanterns off its pole and threw it at the side of the ship. Glass shattered, and flaming oil sprayed. Flames licked eagerly at the wood planks. Gage grabbed another lantern and did the same. The slaves threw down their tools and began fleeing. 
 
    Fen rejoined the fighting, but there wasn’t much left to do. The Ankharans were already fleeing, leaving half a dozen of their number writhing on the ground. Noah started to chase them. 
 
    “Let them go. We’re here to burn ships,” Fen called out to him. “Everybody start grabbing lanterns and tossing them.” The others ran to obey, but he noticed that Strout was just standing there, looking upwards. 
 
    “Trouble,” Strout said. The big man was covered in blood, though Fen didn’t think any of it was his. 
 
    Fen turned and looked. Standing on the deck of the ship, looking down through the flames and the smoke, seemingly impervious to them, was the one-eyed Ichthalid he’d encountered earlier that day. 
 
    “I knew this was too easy,” Strout said. 
 
    “Time for you to do your thing, Fen!” Noah cried. His eyes were lit up, there was a spray of blood across his face, and he sounded wild and eager. “Let him have it!” 
 
    Before Fen could act, the Ichthalid put his hands out, palms down. Chaos power streamed out of his hands. When it touched the deck, it turned to ice. Frozen fingers of purple ice laced with black spread quickly across the deck and down the side of the ship. 
 
    The young men backed away, Fen summoning Stone power to him as he went. Before they’d gone three steps the ice had spread most of the way down the ship’s side. When it touched the flames, they were snuffed out instantly. Even the remaining lanterns seemed affected, their flames flickering and nearly going out. A vicious cold emanated from the ice, noticeable even from a distance. 
 
    As the unnatural ice reached the ground, Fen dropped to one knee, put his palm on the ground, and released a wave of power. The ground buckled upwards as the wave of power raced toward the ship. It struck the ice… 
 
    And sputtered out. 
 
    A moment later it was simply gone. 
 
    “What happened?” Cowley yelled. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Fen yelled back. “Everybody get back. I can’t stop this.” 
 
    The strange ice spread rapidly across the ground. One of the wounded Ankharans was struggling to get to his feet, blood running freely down one leg. A finger of ice reached him. He screamed, his eyes bulging out of his head, as the ice spread up his leg. His scream died out moments later as the ice encased him completely. 
 
    “Not good!” Lukas was yelling. “Not good!” He was backing away, his sword in his hand. 
 
    To Lukas’ right was Gage. Gage was staring in horror at the frozen Ankharan and didn’t see the finger of ice that came out of the darkness on his far side. Fen caught a glimpse of it and yelled a warning, but it was too late. 
 
    The ice flowed over his foot and encased his ankle. Gage cried out and tried to jerk away, but the ice held him fast. 
 
    Fen reached for Stone power, already knowing he wasn’t going to be fast enough, that there was no way he could do anything in time to save Gage. 
 
    But Lukas was closer, and he was already reacting. Even as the ice touched Gage, he was swinging his sword. 
 
    The sword struck the ice. The blade shattered with the sound of breaking glass. 
 
    But the ice shattered as well. Gage staggered and would have fallen, but Lukas dropped the remains of his sword and grabbed him. Supporting him under one shoulder, he began dragging his friend away. 
 
    “Fall back!” Fen yelled. 
 
    As Wolfpack squad fled the scene, Fen could hear the Ichthalid laughing behind them. 
 
    “Your power is nothing against chaos!” the Ichthalid yelled. “You can’t defeat us!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    They fled past the docks. Ahead a mass of soldiers, Samkaran soldiers, was approaching, responding to the alarm. 
 
    “This way,” Cowley said, and led them into a narrow alley. They ducked behind a pile of broken crates and watched as several squads of soldiers clattered by. None of them looked into the alley. Fen was grateful for that. He wasn’t ready to fight against his own people. Not if he could avoid it. 
 
    When they had gone by, Fen turned to Gage. “How’s your foot?” 
 
    “Not too bad,” Gage said, but his words came out of clenched teeth, and he looked pale. 
 
    “We need somewhere where we can lay low and take a look at his foot,” Fen said to Cowley. No one in the squad knew the city better than Cowley. 
 
    Cowley nodded. “I know a place only a few blocks away.” He led them further up the alley until it intersected with a street. They followed the street, ducking into another alley to let a squad of soldiers go by, and shortly arrived at a large building several stories tall. There were no windows on this side of the building and only a single door. Cowley looked both ways to make sure no one was in sight, then led them around the side of the building to the back. He moved some debris, revealing a narrow door that was unlocked. 
 
    Inside, once the door was closed, they stood in complete darkness until Cowley lit a lantern. They were in a large room filled with bales of cloth and rolls of wire. 
 
    “How do you do that?” Noah asked. “How do you always know a place to go?” 
 
    “I talk to people,” Cowley replied. “I poke around.” He barred the door and then carried the lantern over to Gage, who was sitting on the floor, grimacing. 
 
    Lukas was the one who had the most healing experience, and he knelt down beside Gage. “Let’s see it.” 
 
    Gage’s boot and trouser leg were frozen solid. When Lukas tried to pull off the boot, it cracked into pieces. Gage managed not to cry out, but his face had a ghastly hue to it. His foot was blue, his toenails black. 
 
    “Can you move it?” Lukas asked him. 
 
    “I can try.” Gage’s breath hissed through his teeth as he gradually moved his ankle. “I can’t move my toes,” he said. “I can’t feel my foot at all.” 
 
    “We need to warm up your foot,” Lukas said. “Someone break up those boxes and get a fire going.” 
 
    Cowley motioned Fen to follow him. “We can get up on the roof and maybe see what’s going on.” Fen followed him up the stairs. They climbed several stories and then up a ladder that led through a trapdoor in the ceiling. 
 
    The neighborhood was quiet. There were a few shouts off in the direction of the docks, but they weren’t getting closer. A squad of soldiers passed by. None of them looked up.  
 
    “I don’t think we have to worry too much about being found,” Cowley said. “Someone tried to burn the Ankharan ships. What soldier is going to try very hard to find the culprits? Right now, they’re just going through the motions. But it’s going to get tricky if we can’t get Gage back on his feet soon. Sooner or later some officer is going to notice we’re not in our patrol area. Even if none do, there’s still the morning. We have to be there for muster.” 
 
    “You think it’s smart to go back to the castle?” Fen asked. 
 
    “I do. No one we know saw us. Once we wash off this charcoal and put our surcoats back on, we’re just another squad of soldiers.” 
 
    “It might not be worth the risk.” 
 
    “Of course, it is. We’re your eyes and ears on the inside. You need us there.” 
 
    Fen had to admit that Cowley was right, but he didn’t like it. “I didn’t expect to find an Ichthalid there. I’m surprised I didn’t sense him sooner.” 
 
    “Probably he wasn’t close enough,” Cowley said. “Or maybe it had something to do with him not standing on the ground. Maybe you can’t sense them as well when they’re off the ground like that.” 
 
    “You might be right.” 
 
    “We survived. That’s what counts.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “What happened back there?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It was like the ice swallowed the Stone power. I didn’t think that was possible. I’m worried, Cowley. I’ve fought them twice now, and both times they shrugged off my attacks. I don’t know what to do next. I’m worried there’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    Cowley clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re tired. If I remember right, you’ve been through a lot lately. Being imprisoned, almost getting your head chopped off, fighting sorcerers, those things take a toll on a man. Go get some sleep. It’ll look better in the morning. Don’t worry. We’ll figure out something.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Fen rubbed his eyes. He was exhausted. Cowley was right. He needed to get some sleep. He wasn’t thinking clearly. 
 
    They went back downstairs. Gage had his foot near the fire and was rubbing it. 
 
    “I can move my toes a little now,” he said with a rueful smile. 
 
    “I knew you were faking it,” Cowley said. “Pretending to be hurt so we’d have to carry you around.” He started pushing Fen toward the door. “Fen is leaving now to get some sleep. Everybody say, ‘Goodnight, Fen.’” 
 
    “Wait,” Fen said, resisting him. “How will we meet up again? How do I get word to you and you to me?” 
 
    “Tell us where you’re holed up,” Cowley said. “We’ll come find you.” Fen started to describe the temple, but Strout stopped him. 
 
    “Forget he said that. Don’t tell us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If you don’t tell us, we can’t betray you,” Strout said. 
 
    Fen nodded. “What if I need to get a message to you?” 
 
    “You remember Willem, the old servant I said was kind of like a grandfather to me growing up?” Cowley asked. “He has a grandson who works for a woodcutter. He brings a load of firewood to the castle nearly every day. Just give him a note and tell him to get it to me. He’s solid. He won’t ask any questions.” He started pushing Fen toward the door again. 
 
    “One last thing,” Fen said, looking at the brothers. “I’m going out to see Ravin today. How do I find her?” 
 
    “Argid,” Wallice said. “You can’t miss him.” 
 
    Fen passed out into the night. It wasn’t quite midnight yet. He’d sleep until the sun came up, and then he’d figure out a way to get out of the city and go see Ravin. Maybe it was a foolish thing to do. Maybe it was selfish. He should instead be spending his time figuring out how to defeat the Ichthalids, not going to see Ravin, but he was going to do it anyway. He told himself he owed it to her, that she deserved to see for herself that he was all right. 
 
    But that was only part of the reason. The main reason was that he needed to see her. He needed to hold her. He needed to know she was safe. From her he’d be able to draw the strength to continue this fight that was looking increasingly grim. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Lowellin was sitting on the throne, shifting around in his seat, morning sun streaming in the windows behind him. S’nash, Ilsith and the other two Ichthalids were standing nearby. “Who designed this thing? It really isn’t very comfortable,” Lowellin complained. “It’s not comfortable at all, actually.” 
 
    “Stop talking about the chair,” S’nash growled. 
 
    Lowellin held up a finger. “It’s not a chair. It’s a throne. Even I know that.” 
 
    “It’s not important.” 
 
    “It is if you’re a king.” 
 
    S’nash’s face darkened. He grabbed the front of Lowellin’s cloak and lifted him up into the air. “You risk much, angering me.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to anger you. I’m trying to get comfortable on this horrible throne. I’m going to have to sit on it, you know, when I hold audience for my people.” 
 
    S’nash threw him back down onto the throne and pointed a clawed finger at him. “We nearly lost the ships last night,” he snarled. “If Thresh hadn’t been there to stop the attack, they would all be ashes now.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing Thresh was there,” Lowellin said calmly, straightening the front of his cloak. It was the same red one he’d worn when introducing himself to the people of Samkara. “What was he doing there?” he asked innocently. “Out for a walk and happened to stumble on some people with torches?” 
 
    “Your flippant attitude angers me.” S’nash curled his fingers. 
 
    Answering his command, the ingerlings rose to the surface inside Lowellin, who grunted in pain and hunched over. “Again, S’nash? Don’t you ever get tired of doing that? I know I’m tired of it.” 
 
    “You do not seem to understand what I am saying.” 
 
    “I understand all right,” Lowellin said, his nonchalance fading away, replaced by tight-lipped anger. “You want the last piece of the key, so you can run off and free your queen to terrorize the universe and get revenge on the masters. You’ll stop at nothing to accomplish this, even if it means having your little friends devour me from the inside. You made it clear the first hundred times you tortured me with them.” 
 
    “Yet still you thwart me.” 
 
    “I don’t think you know what thwarting means. Who got you the two pieces you have in your pocket there? Who got these—” He pointed at the scars on his face. “—trying to get you the third?” 
 
    “Given to you by a little girl,” S’nash sneered. 
 
    “Yes, a little girl. One who I think will surprise you. But that’s not the point here. The point is that I have done everything you asked. Now you want Fen taken care of. I will do that too.” 
 
    “I don’t want Fen taken care of. I want him killed. You should have killed him when he was in your power.” 
 
    Lowellin raised an eyebrow. “We talked about this already. We want him alive. We might need him to get into the last vault. Those vaults are a real problem. Even you, with all your power, can’t get into one of those things. Only Shapers can.” He snapped his fingers as if a thought had suddenly occurred to him. “We don’t need Fen. I could get the last piece for you. But you’d have to take these things out of me.” 
 
    “Once we have the key, then I will remove the ingerlings. Not before. I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t trust me either. But it was worth a try.” 
 
    “This problem wouldn’t exist if either you or the gromdin were the least bit competent. The gromdin is even more useless than you are,” S’nash said. “Thousands of years he’s been here, and he’s accomplished nothing. Now I cannot even contact him. Both he and the hunter have gone silent.” 
 
    “See? There you have it. I’m your best ally here. I took care of all these little problems before you got here, and I’ll take care of Fen. You just need to be a little patient.” 
 
    “I am out of patience,” S’nash grated. 
 
    “That’s not my problem.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” S’nash’s fingers flexed, and Lowellin grunted again. 
 
    “Stop doing that! I have a plan for Fen. Almost, anyway. Soon.” 
 
    “This plan of yours. It had better work.” S’nash bent over him. “Or maybe I will decide I no longer need you and rid myself of you.” 
 
    “You really need to work on your threats, you know. I could show you some things. When I was goading Rome and Quyloc into war against Melekath, I—” 
 
    “Silence!” 
 
    “Okay. Okay.” 
 
    S’nash straightened and strode away, muttering in his harsh, alien tongue. 
 
    Lowellin went back to shifting around on the throne. “Maybe a pillow or two would help. What do kings see in these things, anyway?” 
 
    As the door closed behind S’nash, Lowellin stopped his fidgeting. A secretive smile crossed his face. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Fen awakened well after the sun had risen, later than he’d intended. He stood up and stretched. He was still tired, but he no longer felt dead on his feet. He hoped Gage’s foot was okay. 
 
    He sat down and finished off the food that Elace had given him and started planning how he was going to get out to see Ravin. He was sure that the guards at the gates were searching everyone coming and going. If he tried to get through just counting on his cloak for his disguise, he would probably get caught. Which meant he needed a different way to get out of the city. 
 
    He could try to find a farmer or a merchant who was leaving and hide in his wagon. But even if that worked to get him out, how would he get back in? He couldn’t very well sneak up on a moving wagon and hide in the back without the driver noticing. He considered tying off a rope to the top of the wall and lowering himself, but he’d have to wait until darkness to do that. Besides that, he’d run a substantial risk of getting caught by one of the soldiers patrolling the wall. 
 
    What he needed was a disguise. But it needed to be a good one. He needed to be someone that no guard would take a close look at. A moment later it hit him, and he had to smile at the irony of it. 
 
    He needed to look like one of the denizens of Shantytown. Quite a few of them entered the city regularly, coming in to beg, to dig through the garbage. The guards always waved them through without really checking them. 
 
    He had a handful of coins that the squad had given him last night. Before he went out to Shantytown he wanted to buy Ravin some food and maybe some clean clothes to wear. Then he’d go figure out his disguise. 
 
    He started to leave the ruined temple by the front door but changed his mind. Every time he walked up and down that street he risked being noticed by someone and turned in. If Lowellin hadn’t already, he was sure to put a reward on Fen’s head. No doubt there would be plenty of people who would try to collect on it. 
 
    He went to the second story window that overlooked the ravine behind the temple. It would be easier if he had a rope, but enough of the mortar had fallen out from between the stones that he thought he could climb down the wall without any problems. 
 
    He made it to the ground safely, then fought his way through the brush down to the water. He drank his fill, then followed the stream. He only had to go a few hundred paces before he came to the small footbridge that crossed the ravine. He made his way up the side and crossed the footbridge. 
 
    After buying the supplies for Ravin, he went looking for his disguise. He found a beggar sitting up against a wall in a dim alley, his legs splayed out before him. Patches of the man’s hair had fallen out, and he was missing an arm. Fen crouched down beside him. The beggar looked at him suspiciously. 
 
    “I want to buy your clothes.” 
 
    “What?” the man said, his voice a croak. “Sell my finest rags? Never.” He turned his face away. 
 
    Surprised, Fen started to stand up, but the man caught hold of his cloak. “I wasn’t serious,” he said. He looked Fen over. “I’d ask why, but I don’t want to know. Two silvers and you can have the hat as well.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Fen said. “I’ll give you two coppers.” It was still far too high, but Fen felt for the man. He looked pretty bad. 
 
    “All right, all right,” the man grumbled. “What’s the world come to when strapping young lads are robbing beggars?” 
 
    “Do you want me to talk to someone else?” Fen asked him. “I bet that man over there would sell me his clothes.” 
 
    “No, no,” the man said hastily. He began shucking his clothes. Fen handed over the coppers, pulled off his shirt, and pulled the beggar’s shirt on. The smell was so bad it made his eyes water, but after his time in prison he knew he’d get used to it quickly. Besides, he wanted to smell bad, and he had a plan in place to smell even worse. The trousers followed, and then he pulled the beggar’s shapeless hat down low over his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll take those clothes if you don’t want ‘em,” the beggar said, pointing at the clothes Fen had taken off. 
 
    “They’re yours for two coppers.” 
 
    “That’s robbery!” 
 
    “You’re telling me.” 
 
    Fen left the man sitting in his smallclothes and went further down the alley until he found a deserted stretch. He hid his clothes under a pile of bricks that had fallen from a wall. He’d purposely left his sword in the ruined temple, knowing it was too big a risk to carry it, but he still had his dagger on him. He rummaged through a pile of debris until he found an old burlap sack that was more or less intact. He tucked it under his arm and went looking for the last piece of his disguise. 
 
    He found it under the stoop of a tenement building, a small dog that had been dead for some days. Flies buzzed thickly around it, and its belly was bloated. It leaked a noxious fluid when he picked it up. He put the dead dog into the old burlap sack. The final touch was rubbing dirt into his face and arms. 
 
    It was about midday when he headed for the gates. He saw right away the effectiveness of the disguise. People took one look at him and moved away. Some, when the smell of the dead dog hit them, actually crossed to the other side of the street to avoid him. No one, not even the street urchins out roaming for pockets to pick, looked him in the eye. He’d become effectively invisible. 
 
    Partway to the gates, he had to retrace his steps and choose another route when he saw one of the Ichthalids. It wasn’t the one-eyed one they’d tangled with the night before, and it wasn’t the leader, S’nash. It was the shorter, thicker-bodied one. He was standing on a busy street corner, staring at the crowds of people as they passed by. 
 
    Fen wasn’t the only person to turn back after seeing the Ichthalid. Lots of others were doing the same. Those who chanced the intersection stayed as far away from the invader as they could, keeping their faces turned away. 
 
    The Ichthalid turned as Fen doubled back, his gaze passing over the small crowd of people Fen was concealed in.  He wasn’t sure if it was chance, or if the Ichthalid had sensed his presence, but he didn’t wait around to find out, ducking quickly into a narrow, twisting street and hurrying down it. 
 
    He reached the gates and paused to reconnoiter. There were four guards working the gates. As he’d expected, they were checking everyone coming and going pretty thoroughly. A wagon approached the gates, the back of it filled with straw and manure. It was exactly the sort of wagon that Fen would have tried to hide himself in. The driver was an old man, and he reined his horse to a stop as the guard approached. The guard said something to him, and the old man made a weary gesture of acceptance. 
 
    Then the guard did something that made Fen glad he hadn’t hidden under the manure. 
 
    He took up a spear that was leaning against the wall and began stabbing it into the manure over and over. Fen shuddered at the thought of being stabbed with that spear. Even if the wound was minor, with all that manure his wound would most likely turn septic. He wouldn’t need Lowellin or the Ichthalids to kill him if he contracted the rot. 
 
    Fen waited until the crowd at the gates was fairly thick, then he took a deep breath and started forward. The other people in line gave him sidelong looks and jostled each other to stay as far from him as they could. Fen walked with his head down, his shoulders slumped. As he got up close to the gates, he could feel like the bundle of supplies he had wrapped up under his clothes slipping. He prayed it wouldn’t slip completely out right when he got up to the guards. 
 
    Then it was his turn. He shuffled forward, in his mind seeing himself as only another hopeless beggar. 
 
    “What’s your business?” the guard said, wrinkling his nose. He put the back of his hand to his nose and gave Fen a surly look. 
 
    “Shantytown,” Fen said, barely glancing at the guard. The glance was enough to show him that he knew the man. He’d sat in the mess hall and talked with him, sweated on the practice field with him. He winced inwardly, fearing that the man would recognize him. 
 
    “Gods, what’s that rotten smell?” the guard said, his mouth twisting in distaste. There was no sign that he recognized Fen. “What’s that you’re carrying?” 
 
    Fen thrust the dead dog toward the guard and pulled back the edge of the sack. “Dinner.” 
 
    “Oh, ugh…that’s horrible. That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen,” the guard choked, backing away. He waved Fen on through. “Go on. Get out of here before I get sick.” 
 
    He was still complaining as Fen walked through the gate. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Once on the path to Shantytown, Fen tossed the dead dog away. The smell was getting to him too. Shantytown loomed before him, a welter of ramshackle dwellings and suffering humanity. He’d never been in Shantytown before. It wasn’t the sort of place anyone went to if they didn’t have to. Wild stories about the place’s degradation, violence and pestilence were commonplace. He touched the dagger hidden under his clothes, making sure he could get to it quickly if he needed to. 
 
    The foot path led to a twisting lane of sorts that led through the rubble. The first dwelling he passed looked like a pile of garbage, all rotted boards, pieces of torn cloth, and broken bricks. He wouldn’t have known it was a dwelling at all if he hadn’t seen the feet sticking out of it. A closer look showed a tiny open space under the pile. One of the feet twitched and a moan issued from under the pile, so the man wasn’t dead. 
 
    He stepped over someone who was stretched out across the path, face down in the dirt and snoring loudly. A broken clay pot lay by his outstretched hand, a dribble of sour wine staining the dirt. 
 
    Beyond, sitting with her back against a broken wagon wheel, was an old woman with scraggly white hair. She wore the remains of a dress with a large, faded bloodstain on the side. She was chewing on something that looked like a piece of hide, fur still attached to it. 
 
    “Where’s Argid?” he asked her. 
 
    She paused in her chewing and looked up at him. There were no teeth in her mouth. No comprehension showed in her eyes. 
 
    “Argid?” he prompted her. 
 
    She pointed with a bent finger deeper into the morass and went back to chewing. 
 
    Fen walked in the direction she pointed. How had Wallice and Eben survived growing up in a place like this? No wonder they were so different. He tried to imagine surviving out here and couldn’t. He’d always thought of himself and his mother as poor, but now he saw that they weren’t poor at all. There was a lot further down they could have fallen. 
 
    Twice more he asked for directions. One man only stared at him blankly, his mouth hanging open. While waiting for an answer, Fen saw a fly crawl out of his mouth. The other one was a boy about the age he’d been when the Fist took him in. The boy smiled at him witlessly, grinning and chuckling as if he’d said something funny. Finally, he pointed at a structure that was taller than pretty much anything else in Shantytown, most of which wasn’t much more than waist-high, as though the whole village was a wounded animal huddled on the ground waiting to die. 
 
    As he made his way toward the place, he realized something. He’d come here afraid, like a child going to confront the monsters hidden behind a partially-open door. But now that he was here, he felt more sad than anything. These were people, not animals, yet they lived worse than any animal did. It wasn’t right. 
 
    He stepped out into a bit of an open area in front of the taller structure and got a surprise. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting to find—Ravin huddled inside in fear, maybe—but it wasn’t this. 
 
    Sitting in front of the hovel, leaning against it, was a giant of a man. He was picking his teeth with a long splinter. He had to be Argid. His eyes rose to Fen, then shifted off across the clearing. Fen turned, and there was Ravin. 
 
    She was kneeling beside an old man, talking softly to him. The old man had his eyes closed, and he was nodding as if agreeing with her. 
 
    Fen walked over to her. “Ravin?” She turned her head. Her eyes lit up, and she jumped to her feet and threw her arms around him. 
 
    “You’re here,” she kept saying over and over as if she couldn’t quite believe it. “You’re here. You came.” 
 
    “I would have come sooner, but—” 
 
    She put a finger over his lips. “It doesn’t matter. I know you came as soon as you could.” Her eyes searched his. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m good. I got my power back.” 
 
    “I know. I heard Lowellin and that thing talking. That’s when I knew I had to run. I didn’t want him to grab me and use me against you again. I won’t let that happen.” Her lips pressed together stubbornly. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry you had to leave everything and come here.” His eyes swept the place and returned to her. 
 
    “I don’t care. What you’re doing is far more important than anything that happens to me. As for this place…well, it’s not so bad once you get used to it.” 
 
    “Not so bad?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way. It is bad. It’s terrible that people have to live here. I meant that it’s not as scary as I always imagined it would be. It’s mostly sad. The people here have nothing. There’s so much suffering.” Her voice caught, and she leaned her head against his shoulder. She sniffed. “Even for this place, you smell.” 
 
    “It’s dead dog.” She gave him a questioning look. “Part of a disguise. I’ll tell you about it someday.” He held out the food he’d brought her. “I brought you some things.” 
 
    “That’s great,” she said. She knelt by the old man, broke off a piece of bread and pressed it into his hand. “It’s bread. Eat it.” His eyes flicked open, fixed on her for a moment, then closed again. His eyes were very red and caked with dried discharge. 
 
    Fen crouched down beside Ravin. “I brought the food for you,” he said awkwardly. He knew it sounded bad as soon as he said it, but he couldn’t deny that he was worried about her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she replied. “I’ll get by. But I’m worried about Poll. He hasn’t eaten in days.” She glanced over at Fen. “This is Poll, by the way. Poll, this is Fen.” The old man nodded but didn’t open his eyes. “Poll served in the army too, Fen. Until he got too old and had to retire.” She looked back at Poll. “Fen’s in the army, Poll. He’s the one I was telling you about.” 
 
    Poll turned his face toward Fen, and something that might have been a smile creased his lips. “She’s proud of you, you know,” he said in a whisper. 
 
    “Don’t take it wrong that he doesn’t look at you,” Ravin said. “It hurts him to open his eyes. He has some kind of infection. I wish there was a way to get a healer out here.” 
 
    She managed to get the old man to eat a little more bread and a dried fig, then she stood up. Fen stood up too. “I also brought you some different clothes.” 
 
    “That’s great,” she said, taking the dress he handed her and holding it up to the light. 
 
    “I hope it fits,” he said. 
 
    “It doesn’t need to.” To his surprise she began tearing strips of cloth off it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Bets needs bandages,” she said. “She was set on by wild dogs last night, and they chewed her up pretty badly. Come on. You learned how to bind wounds in the army, didn’t you? You can probably do this better than I can.” 
 
    She started walking away. When she did, Argid levered himself up and made as if to follow. She turned to him. “It’s okay, Argid. Fen’s here now. He’ll protect me.” 
 
    Argid looked Fen up and down suspiciously. He grunted and sat back down. 
 
    “Argid basically raised Wallice and Eben. Their mother brought them out here when they were really small. She died soon after. He took them in and looked after them.” 
 
    “Really? You’d never think that, looking at him. I mean, he looks like…” 
 
    Ravin turned around suddenly. “That’s the problem, isn’t it? We see only how people look on the outside and forget there’s anything else. I’ve spent my life serving people with money and power, people who wear the finest clothes and eat the finest foods. They have their hair cut and styled just so. Their nails done. Makeup. Corsets. Everything you can imagine to make them more beautiful. And yet most of them were so ugly on the inside, bitter, hateful people who see others only as obstacles or stepping stones to get where they want to go.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed slightly as she spoke, so intense was her passion. Fen thought she’d never looked more beautiful than she did right then. 
 
    “Out here,” Ravin said, “all that gets stripped away. The people here don’t have any falseness left. Are there ugly people here too? Of course, there are. Without Argid’s protection, I don’t know if I’d make it through a single night. But there are also beautiful people here too, people who fell to the bottom of life’s barrel and can’t get back up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Fen said. “I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t,” she said, touching his arm and smiling briefly at him. “It’s just…I’ve had some time to think. You know, when you’re king, you need to do something about this. You need to help these people.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Fen was startled by her statement. She’d said it so matter-of-factly. “When I’m king? What about Lowellin and the Ichthalids? Won’t they have something to say about that?” 
 
    She squeezed his hand. “You’ll defeat them.” Her voice was earnest. It was like she was willing him to believe. “I know you will.” 
 
    “Okay, say I do.” Privately Fen couldn’t imagine how that was going to happen, but he wasn’t going to argue with her. “Still, king? I’m pretty much just a peasant. If things had gone a little bit differently, I might have ended up here too.” 
 
    “Who else?” she asked him, putting her hands on her hips. “Who else would be a better king? You’re strong. You’re a born leader. You care about people. You don’t seem to realize this, Fen, but people look to you for direction. If you gave them half a chance, they’d follow you.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Well, I do. You’d be a great king.” 
 
    “Maybe we can talk about this later. There was someone who needed bandaging?” The truth was that this talk made Fen very uncomfortable. He wasn’t sure he was even a very good lieutenant. The thought of being king made his head spin. 
 
    He bandaged the woman as best he could, then followed Ravin back to Argid’s home. Along the way Ravin spoke to two more people who were sick, sharing her food with them and comforting them as best she could. Fen had to admit that he was surprised. He’d never seen this side of Ravin before. There was a strength about her, a renewed purpose. It made him love her all the more. 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “What?” Fen realized she’d been talking to him. 
 
    “I asked you if that was all the food you brought.” 
 
    “It is. I’m sorry. I would have brought more, but I was afraid the guards at the gate would search me, and it would look like I stole it.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Argid said he could get some more later.” 
 
    “You didn’t eat any of what I brought you.” 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” she said, smoothing her dress. “I just—” 
 
    She stopped talking as he suddenly took her in his arms and kissed her. For a long moment they clung to each other. Fen could feel her warmth radiating through him, renewing him. When they pulled apart, his legs felt unsteady. 
 
    Ravin looked up at him, her eyes shining. “Well…that was…well…” She grabbed him and kissed him back. This one went on even longer. When they parted, she said, “I don’t know what brought that on, but I’m glad of it.” 
 
    “I love you,” Fen said. “More than anything.” 
 
    She took his hands in hers. “I love you too, Fen.” He wrapped her in a hug, and they stood there, pressed together. “Will this ever be over?” she asked him. “Will we ever get to just be together?” 
 
    “It will. I promise you that.” 
 
    “You can defeat them, can’t you? With your power?” 
 
    “Sure. I only have to wait for the right time.” 
 
    She pulled back and looked up at him. “Don’t lie to me, Fen. Don’t ever lie to me. I chose this, remember? I chose you. I chose us. And you told me you’d stop trying to protect me and tell me the truth.” 
 
    Fen lowered his gaze and sighed. “The truth is that I don’t know. I don’t think so. Twice I’ve tried, and twice I’ve failed.” He told her briefly what had happened. 
 
    “You can’t fight a war by yourself,” she said when he was finished. “You need to find others to help you.” 
 
    “I wish I could, but I don’t think there are any. The squad will help as much as they can, but the Devourers are too powerful for them.” 
 
    “You’ve seen those scars on Lowellin’s face? When I was his prisoner, I heard him say he got them when he was trying to get the piece of the key that’s across the sea in Qarath.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    She nodded. “I bet there’s someone else, someone like you over there.” 
 
    “You could be right.” 
 
    “It’s the only thing that makes sense. Why else wasn’t he able to get it?” 
 
    “Others like me…” Fen mused. 
 
    “Whoever it is must be pretty powerful, if they were able to do that to him.” 
 
    “That’s…I hope you’re right,” Fen said, feeling excited. “If there really is someone over there with powers like mine, and he and I can fight together…” 
 
    “What makes you so sure it’s a he? Maybe it’s a she. Why not?” 
 
    “Uh…I didn’t mean…well, that is…” 
 
    She smiled at him. “I’m only teasing you. It doesn’t matter, does it? What matters is you have allies out there. You just haven’t met them yet.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Fen spent much of the rest of the day after he left Ravin sitting up against the wall of a building across the plaza from the front gates of the castle, watching who came and went. He didn’t see any of the Ichthalids. Squads of soldiers came and went regularly, none of them Wolfpack. His disguise continued to serve him well. People either completely ignored him or went out of their way to avoid him. 
 
    His thoughts kept returning to what Ravin had said about there being someone else like him in the kingdom across the sea. The idea excited him. It helped lift the creeping despair that he’d been struggling with ever since the Devourers first appeared, a despair that only intensified after last night’s defeat. Your power is nothing against chaos, the Ichthalid had said. And so far, after two attempts, those words felt true. Both times they’d shrugged him off like he was nothing. 
 
    But if there was another one out there with power, one strong enough to defeat Lowellin, then things might be very different. The two of them together could be a serious force. If there was one, could there be others as well? he wondered. It was an intriguing thought. 
 
    It also changed his plans. Burning the ships no longer seemed like as high of a priority. What was important was to be on one when they sailed and make every attempt to join up with any new allies he could find over there. 
 
    But that didn’t mean he was going to sit around and do nothing. He still wanted to learn more about the Ichthalids, what they were capable of, what their strengths and weaknesses were. There was also the chance that if he could attack one of them alone, with all the force he could muster, that he might be able to kill him. 
 
    Which meant he needed a plan. He needed to set a trap. As the day passed, and he sat there waiting, a plan began to form in his mind. 
 
    Late in the afternoon the one-eyed Ichthalid came walking out of the gates. He was alone. He walked across the plaza without looking around, seemingly oblivious to the citizens who scurried to get out of his way. Fen stayed where he was, watching. He realized that he could sense the Ichthalid. His presence was like an angry insect whine just at the edge of hearing. As he came closer, Fen felt his palms begin to itch. His skin grew warm. 
 
    The feeling receded as the Ichthalid reached the other side of the plaza and headed down a street. Fen closed his eyes, focusing his attention on the distant whine. As the time passed it grew fainter and fainter, but he could still sense it. He could tell what general direction it was coming from. 
 
    As his inner senses became attuned to it, he realized that he could sense the other two as well. They were still in the castle, not moving. 
 
    Finally, he opened his eyes. This was good. Knowing where his enemy was would make it a lot easier to ambush him. 
 
    After the sun set, he moved to a spot closer to the gates, so that Wolfpack squad wouldn’t slip by him in the dark. He felt certain they would be sent out on patrol again tonight. Other squads were issuing forth regularly, replacing weary squads who returned, having finished their patrols. Sooner or later it would be his friends who emerged from the castle. 
 
    But the time passed, and they didn’t show up. Fen began to worry that they’d been caught, that they were in chains while Lowellin tried to force them to talk. What should he do? he wondered. Should he try to sneak into the castle? Or should he continue waiting? It was with great relief that he finally saw them emerge, Lukas leading them. Fen stood, stretching to remove the kinks in his back and legs, and shadowed them as they walked down a street, gradually closing the distance. 
 
    He was about to call out to them when Wallice, who was in the rear, looked over his shoulder and nodded at Fen. Lukas led them down a quiet side street, and the squad stopped. 
 
    “I’m sure glad to see you guys,” Fen said. “I was starting to think something bad had happened to you.” 
 
    “Nothing worse than the food in the mess hall,” Cowley said. “I told you that you didn’t need to worry.” 
 
    “Gods, what’s the smell?” Noah asked. “It smells like a dead dog.” 
 
    “That’s because it is,” Fen said. “It’s part of my disguise.” 
 
    “It’s disgusting.” 
 
    “I take it you made it out to see Ravin,” Cowley said. “How is she doing?” 
 
    “Better than I expected. Thanks for taking her out there,” Fen said to the brothers, who nodded. 
 
    “What’s the plan for tonight?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “One of the Ichthalids is out in the city. I’m going to try and take him down.” 
 
    “Finally,” Noah said, rubbing his hands together. “I can’t wait to see how that bastard feels to have an arm’s length of steel sticking out of his chest.” 
 
    “Wait a moment,” Cowley said. “I don’t like the way you said that. It sounded like you’re planning on doing this on your own.” 
 
    “That’s because I am.” 
 
    “Oh, no you’re not,” Lukas said instantly. “We talked about this, remember? No running off on your own without any backup.” 
 
    “I know we did, but this is different. You’ve seen what these things can do. I don’t want you all getting killed for no reason.” 
 
    “And we don’t want you getting killed for no reason,” Lukas said. 
 
    “We’re soldiers. We know the risks,” Gage said. 
 
    “You can’t get close to him,” Fen protested. “He’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Who said anything about getting close?” Strout said. “Every one of us is carrying a crossbow. We can hit him from a distance.” 
 
    “But as soon as he’s down, I’m going in with my sword,” Noah said. 
 
    “Crossbows aren’t going to do any good against him,” Fen said. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Lukas argued. 
 
    “He’s right,” Cowley said. “We haven’t tried it yet.” 
 
    “Have you forgotten how the Fist healed when that soldier stabbed him through the chest?” Fen said. “Do you really think the Devourers are less powerful than that?” 
 
    “That just means we need to stab him a whole lot of times,” Noah said. 
 
    “You’re still not going alone,” Cowley said. 
 
    “As your lieutenant, I’m ordering you to stay out of this.” 
 
    “As your friends, we’re ignoring that,” Cowley replied. 
 
    “You’re not keeping us out of this,” Gage said. 
 
    “You shouldn’t even be out here,” Fen told him. “Didn’t you hurt your foot?” 
 
    “It’s better now.” 
 
    “We’ll stay back,” Lukas said. “You do your thing, and while he’s trying to fight you off, we’ll stick him with some crossbow bolts. You never know. It might make the difference.” 
 
    “Okay,” Fen said. The truth was he didn’t want to go up against the Ichthalid alone. But he also didn’t want to see his friends die. “But you’ll stay back, far back, and let me deal with him. And when I say run, you run. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Noah said sarcastically. 
 
    “I don’t like your tone,” Fen told him. 
 
    “And I don’t like your smell. But we all have things we have to live with. Now let’s go kill ourselves a baldy. That’s what I’m calling them now, Fen, on account of them being bald, you see.” 
 
    “You’re a goddamned genius,” Strout said. 
 
    “You’re jealous is all,” Noah replied. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    They found the Ichthalid—Cowley had told Fen this one’s name was Thresh—in a section of the city that was mostly warehouses, storerooms, and shops. There were very few residences in this area, which was a relief for Fen. It meant there was less chance of innocent people getting hurt. 
 
    Thresh was standing in the middle of an intersection. In the dim light of the stars Fen could see his head turning this way and that. What was he doing out here? Was he searching for Fen? Fen wished he could question him. But the creature was far too dangerous. The smart thing would be to hit him as hard as he could and try and kill him. Just managing that would answer a great many questions. 
 
    Another thing that made this a good spot for the attack was all the tall stone buildings. The one Thresh was closest to was a good four stories tall, perfect for what he had in mind. He motioned the squad to fall back. They moved back up the street out of earshot. 
 
    “Take up your positions,” Fen said. “I’ll give you some time to get into place, but if he starts to move, I’m attacking. He’s in a good spot right now.” 
 
    “Gonna drop that building on him?” Noah asked. 
 
    Fen shook his head. “We already know crushing them doesn’t work. I’m going to see how they like burning. Stay well back from that big building.” 
 
    “Burning?” Cowley asked. “Did you learn something new or what?” 
 
    “You can light stone on fire?” Lukas asked incredulously. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Fen replied. “Go get into position.” 
 
    The squad took off, and Fen moved quietly back down the street toward Thresh. The Ichthalid was still in the same place. He waited for the squad to get into position, using the opportunity to gather his strength. When he felt they’d had enough time, he acted. 
 
    He reached into the tall stone building, but instead of summoning the Stone power within it, he woke it. 
 
    All of the Stone power contained within the stone walls of the building blazed into life at the same moment. The building suddenly glowed red, holding its shape for long enough that the Ichthalid turned and looked up at it in surprise… 
 
    Then it collapsed, molten stone flooding outward in a wave. Thresh only had time to raise one hand before he was engulfed by the molten stone and knocked down. 
 
    The wave of molten stone died out, its furthest reach almost lapping at Fen’s feet, leaving a large pool of cooling rock. Only a few remnants of walls remained to show where the building had been. Here and there doors, furniture, and other wooden objects that had been in the building flared briefly before burning away to nothing. 
 
    Lying in the middle of the pool of still-molten rock was the fallen form of Thresh. Much of his flesh had been burned away. 
 
    Whoops came from down one of the streets, and Noah came into view around the corner of a building, waving his crossbow over his head. “You did it, Fen! You killed the bastard!” Other cheers broke out. 
 
    But their triumph was premature. 
 
    A violet glow surrounded the Ichthalid. Within it, Fen could see movement. It looked like burned flesh was being regenerated. Thresh sat up. 
 
    “I was getting tired of standing around, waiting for you to build up the courage to attack,” the Ichthalid said, getting to his feet. 
 
    A volley of crossbow bolts flew at him. Every one of them hit. 
 
    And did nothing at all. 
 
    Thresh laughed, and they all turned to ash, the wounds closing instantly. “My turn,” he said, pointing at Noah, who was cranking the winch on his crossbow to reload. Lukas shouted a warning, and Noah leapt around the corner of the building right as a purple bolt of chaos power struck the corner. There was a loud boom, and a whole section of the building was ripped away. Chunks of stone flew everywhere. When the debris settled, Fen could vaguely see Noah lying in the street, pieces of stone jumbled across his legs, Strout pulling on his arms to free him. 
 
    Chaos power flickered around the Ichthalid’s hand as he readied his next attack. There was no way either Noah or Strout would survive the next blast. 
 
    Fen stepped out into the street, yelling and waving his arms. “Hey! It’s me you want. I’m over here!” He waved a hand, calling Stone power as he did. A large stone ripped free from the wall of a building and shot at the Ichthalid. 
 
    The stone struck Thresh squarely, sending him staggering, but not knocking him down. He regained his balance and turned slowly toward Fen. 
 
    “That’s right. Over here.” Beyond Thresh, Fen could see that Strout had Noah free and was helping him stumble away. Fen triggered another burst of Stone power, this time directly underneath the Ichthalid. 
 
    Stones erupted upward. Thresh was thrown up into the air in a spray of broken stone. 
 
    But he landed on his feet, unscathed. He cocked his head to the side. “You have the power of a Stone Shaper, but you are human. Interesting.” He raised his hand, chaos energy crackling purple in his palm. “Too bad it is not enough. Even if you had other Shapers to fight with you, still it would not be enough.” 
 
    Fen dove around the corner of the building as chaos power streaked toward him. There was a boom, and a huge hole appeared in the side of the building. The building groaned and sagged to the side. The concussion knocked Fen down, and broken rocks rained down around him, some of them large enough to crush a man. But he was of the Stone, and rocks held no danger for him. He felt them strike him, but there was no pain. He sat up—a push from his power easily shifted the rocks that pinned his legs—and got to his feet. 
 
    A glance showed him that Thresh was running toward him, more purple bolts already streaking from his hands. Quickly Fen raised the loose stones that surrounded him into the air. They crumbled when the bolts struck them but absorbed most of the attack. 
 
    Not all of it, though. Some made it through, striking Fen in the side. 
 
    Fen felt a sudden, searing pain and looked down to see that his clothes had burned away in an area about the size of his hand. Purple energy was dancing across his skin, eating away at his flesh. 
 
    Once again Stone power saved him. He channeled a sudden rush of it into the area, embracing that which he’d fought against for the past several years. 
 
    The injured flesh turned to stone. The pain stopped. The chaos energy died away. 
 
    Another bolt snapped by Fen’s head. This time Fen changed tactics. Instead of trying to block the attacks, he lifted up a cloud of pebbles and loose dirt and threw it at the Ichthalid’s head, trying to blind him. 
 
    The Ichthalid slowed, his hands coming up to shield his eyes, giving Fen a brief respite from the attacks. 
 
    Fen took off running. There was a side street only a dozen paces away, and he ran toward it. Two more bolts, fired blindly by Thresh, flashed by him as he ran, missing narrowly. One tore a chunk out of the wall by his head, spraying pieces of rock everywhere. 
 
    Fen turned onto the narrow street. It also was bordered by stone buildings, which was what he was counting on. Knowing there was every chance his attack would fail, he’d planned his escape. 
 
    He ran hard down the narrow street, throwing up a cloud of debris behind him as he went, counting on it to shield him long enough for him to get past the first two buildings. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to run!” Thresh yelled as he came around the corner and entered the street. 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Fen muttered as he reached the edge of the building on his right and dove around the corner. He slapped his hand against the side of the building and triggered Stone power. Cracks radiated throughout the building and it collapsed, burying Thresh. 
 
    Fen stood there for a moment, breathing hard. A moment later he felt a vibration through his feet, and the pile of rubble began shaking. Rays of purple light appeared from under the rubble. Shaking his head, Fen turned and ran away. 
 
    He made no attempt to circle around and join up with his squad. They would be moving as fast as they could in the opposite direction. All that mattered now was to get as far from the Ichthalid as he could. 
 
    He ran down darkened streets, his footsteps echoing in the darkness. He heard no sounds of pursuit. Finally, he slowed and came to a halt. He leaned against the wall of a building, suddenly too exhausted to continue on. 
 
    He slumped to the ground and leaned against the wall. What else was he supposed to do? He’d thrown his best shot at Thresh, and he shrugged it off. It truly was hopeless. The only thing he could think of trying that he hadn’t tried already was the glowing sword he’d manifested that last night in prison, the one he’d used to smash the barrier keeping him from his power. The problem was that even if he could manifest it again, he’d have to get close to an Ichthalid to use it, and that meant if it didn’t work, he’d probably get himself killed. 
 
    Despair loomed up around him. There was nothing he could do. There was no way he could win this war. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered to the darkness. 
 
    “For what?” a nearby voice said, startling him so that he jumped to his feet. 
 
    Fen looked around. “Who’s there?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    Fen was able to locate him this time. A half dozen paces away, leaning against the steps of a building, was the dim shape of a man. 
 
    “I know all about being sorry,” the man continued. “Believe me. You have no idea the things I’ve done.” He whistled softly. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell,” Fen said, angry suddenly. “I failed. They’re all counting on me, but there’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    “Ah, well, then,” the man replied. “Failure’s an old friend of mine. Not so bad once you get used to him. And when you do, the only thing left is to give up. Here, this helps.” 
 
    There was a clinking sound as he rolled a bottle over to Fen. The bottle came to a rest against Fen’s foot. “Thanks, but that won’t help.” Fen rolled it back. 
 
    “Then you don’t know failure well enough yet.” There was the sound of a cork being pulled. The man took a drink. “Otherwise you’d see how this helps.” 
 
    Fen looked up at the sky. “I can’t give up. Too much is depending on me.” 
 
    “Sure. That’s what it feels like. Until you do—give up I mean—and the world goes on fine without you.” 
 
    “This is different.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not.” 
 
    “I’m the only one who has a chance to stop this.” 
 
    “Sure, you are.” 
 
    Fen started walking away. “I hope I never end up like you.” 
 
    “Glad I could help,” the man called after him and laughed. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    When Fen got back to the temple, he climbed the stairs to the second story where he fumbled around in the dark until he found his flint and steel. He lit a candle and pulled up his shirt, so he could get a look at his injury. 
 
    The area where Thresh’s attack had hit was dark red, and there was no feeling when he touched it. He rapped it with his knuckles. It sounded like stone. The flesh around it looked bruised. He’d come close to dying tonight, he realized. If he hadn’t thought to flood the wound with Stone power, he’d be dead right now. 
 
    He remembered how afraid he’d been that he was going to turn to stone. That didn’t seem nearly as scary anymore. Not after what he’d been through, and what he feared was still to come. If it would allow him to defeat the Devourers, he’d willingly turn his whole body to stone. 
 
    He blew out the candle and lay down on the bed. He’d told the man on the street that he wasn’t going to give up, but he really didn’t know if there was any point in continuing to fight. They were too strong for him. He was out of options. 
 
    The masters had planned for the possibility that the Devourers would get free and come for the key. It was why they had planted the Shapers here. They would be the last line of defense against the enemy if he made it through the barrier between worlds. 
 
    How many Shapers were there? Hundreds? Thousands? How was he, alone, supposed to stand in their stead? And they understood their power in a way he did not. He sensed that he was still barely scratching the surface of what he was capable of. He could feel the earth pulsing with vast, unimaginable quantities of Stone power, enough, perhaps, to rip the entire world apart if it was all unleashed at once. 
 
    But the human body wasn’t meant to contain such power. It was too fragile. Was that why he was gradually turning to stone? 
 
    With these questions and many more swirling around in his thoughts, Fen finally drifted off to sleep. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Lowellin was in the throne room, looking out the window, when S’nash came stomping in, his eyes flashing. 
 
    “Good morning?” Lowellin said. 
 
    “Fen attacked Thresh last night.” 
 
    “I heard there was a commotion. Young Fen is quite ambitious, isn’t he? But your comrade survived, so all is good, right?” 
 
    “That is not the point.” 
 
    “Then what is the point?” 
 
    “The boy has become troublesome. You want to prove your worth? Kill him.” 
 
    “I told you. We still need him for the vault—” 
 
    “I will find another way to break the vault.” 
 
    “You’re upset. Take some time and calm down. It will all look—” Lowellin’s words broke off with a strangled sound of pain as S’nash triggered the ingerlings again. “Quit doing that!” Lowellin gasped. 
 
    “Kill him. I give you two days.” S’nash whirled and left the room. 
 
    Lowellin stared after him. Once the door had closed behind him, he said, “But I have my own plans for Fen, and for that I will need him alive.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “All right let’s head on back,” Lukas said. Wolfpack squad had spent the time since the failed attack on the Devourer patrolling the streets as their orders required. But the truth was that there wasn’t much for them to do. The arrival of the Devourers had cut the heart out of the simmering rebellion. Between their frightening powers, and the fact that most people believed Fen was dead, the populace of Samkara had given up. They waited now in fear to see what new horror would emerge next. 
 
    “I’m starving,” Noah said as they headed up the street toward the castle. “I don’t care how bad the grub is this morning, I’m eating twice.” 
 
    “I mostly want to sleep,” Gage said. “I’m worn out. These night patrols are rough, and my foot is killing me. How many nights in a row have we gone out now? Ten? Eleven?” 
 
    “Just be glad we’re still on them,” Lukas said. “Otherwise it’d be a lot harder to get out and help Fen.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Strout snorted. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “You really think we’re helping Fen?” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “Uh, no. I know we aren’t. We were nothing more than dead weight last night. We didn’t do anything. It would have been better if we weren’t there at all.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “Because I was there.” Strout pointed at Noah. “You nearly got yourself killed. To save you, Fen nearly got himself killed.” 
 
    “That was only because—” 
 
    “Because there’s nothing we can do to help Fen in this fight.” 
 
    “That’s brutal,” Cowley said, “even for you.” 
 
    “Not as brutal as getting killed,” Strout said. “And that’s what’s going to happen, sooner or later. The Ichthalids are too powerful. There’s nothing we can do against them.” 
 
    “You’re saying we shouldn’t go out with Fen again?” Gage asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying.” 
 
    “No way,” Noah said. “We’re Wolfpack squad. We stick together. Fen needs us to watch his back.” 
 
    “No. Fen needs us out of the way, so he can concentrate on what he needs to do, rather than babysitting us.” 
 
    “No one babysits me,” Noah said angrily. 
 
    “Really? What would you call it then?” 
 
    “It’s not babysitting.” 
 
    “We filled that creature with crossbow bolts, and he shrugged them off. What else do you think we can do, except get ourselves killed and maybe Fen at the same time?” 
 
    “There has to be something we can do,” Cowley said. “We can’t just abandon him.” 
 
    “We’re not abandoning him. What we’re doing is not bogging him down anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Cowley said. 
 
    “But you know I’m right.” 
 
    Cowley hated when Strout got this way, hardheaded and practical. What he hated most though, was that Strout was right. There was nothing they could do against the Devourers. He knew it. Everyone knew it. They’d avoided talking about it all night, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. 
 
    “We can still provide support,” Lukas said. “Information. Supplies.” 
 
    “See? That’s why he’s the corporal,” Strout said. “Because he uses his head once in a while for something other than a place to hang his helmet.” 
 
    “When we meet with Fen tonight we’ll talk about it,” Lukas said. 
 
    He didn’t sound happy about it, and Cowley didn’t blame him. He didn’t feel happy about it either. The war had barely begun, and already they were pulling out to let Fen fight alone. Strout could reason all he wanted to, but it still felt like they were abandoning their friend. 
 
    “Let’s get some food and some rest,” Gage said. “Like Flint always said, things look better after grub and shut eye. Maybe we’ll think of something else we can try. There has to be something. We’re just too tired to think of it.” 
 
    Soon they arrived at the gates of the castle. Other foot-weary squads were filtering in as well, and they had to wait in line. At first Cowley didn’t pay much attention to what was going on. He was tired and only wanted to get to the barracks. When he got up close, though, he saw the reason it was taking so long was because the guards were checking names against a list. 
 
    Suddenly, Cowley was suspicious. Were the guards looking for them? He looked around. None of his squad mates had noticed yet. Noah and Gage were arguing about something. Strout was picking at his fingernails. The others looked half asleep. What should he do? If he shouted an alarm, the squad could still flee. 
 
    But what if he was mistaken? Then he’d only be giving them away. 
 
    Cowley decided he was being paranoid. The guards were only checking for deserters. There’d been quite a few of them so far. The best thing to do was to act as if everything was normal. 
 
    He gave his name to the guard, who checked him off the list, and motioned him through. Cowley, waiting inside the gates for the others, saw the guard who’d taken his name nod at a messenger boy waiting off to one side. The boy took off at a run. Instantly, he knew he’d made a mistake. 
 
    The last of his squad had been checked off and allowed to enter. As they started walking toward the barracks, Cowley said in a low voice, “They’re coming for us.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Lukas asked, looking around. 
 
    “Because I saw a messenger running for the palace. We don’t have time to talk about it right now. Stay cool. We’ll act like we didn’t notice and head for the north gate. We might still get out that way.” 
 
    They hadn’t gone far when they heard the sound of running feet and shouted orders. 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    They drew their weapons and started running. They hadn’t gone far when a squad of soldiers appeared from behind a building, weapons drawn, and blocked their path. 
 
    “This way!” Cowley shouted, veering off to take a different route. 
 
    More soldiers appeared, blocking off that route as well. Dozens of soldiers came running up behind them. They were surrounded. They clustered together in a circle facing outwards, swords up. 
 
    The ranks parted, and Rouk stepped through, Ely at his side. He had a dark smile on his face. “Surrender,” Rouk said. “You’ve got no chance.” He gestured, and a number of the soldiers surrounding them raised loaded crossbows. 
 
    “Lower your weapons,” Lukas said to the squad. 
 
    “Just like that we’re giving up?” Noah hissed. 
 
    “Just like that,” Strout said, tossing his sword down. One by one the rest did as well. Noah was last, and for a moment Cowley thought he would refuse, that he would go down fighting. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Rouk said. “I’m supposed to take you alive, but I don’t believe that means I need all of you alive.” 
 
    Scowling, Noah threw his sword down as well. 
 
    “Bind them,” Rouk said. Soldiers hurried forward carrying manacles. 
 
    “What’s this about, Captain Rouk?” Noah asked. “Did someone steal bread from the mess hall again?” Lukas hissed at him to be quiet, but Noah ignored him. 
 
    “It’s not captain anymore,” Rouk said, tapping the badge on his chest. “It’s general.” 
 
    Noah made of show of peering at the man as a soldier pulled his hands behind his back and began putting on the manacles. “So it is. You bent over pretty fast for the invaders, didn’t you?” 
 
    Rouk’s face darkened. “Captain Ely, strike that man.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Ely stepped forward, rolling up his sleeves. 
 
    “They made you a captain?” Noah said with a laugh. “What’s next? Will they make a donkey king?” He made a braying noise. “A donkey would make a better king than you will a captain, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Ely doubled up his fist and hit Noah in the stomach. The air whooshed out of him, and Noah bent over, fighting to draw breath. 
 
    “You’re a damn idiot,” Strout said. 
 
    “Not bad,” Noah managed to gasp out. “I’ve had little girls hit me harder, but not bad.” 
 
    Ely struck him in the face twice, the second time in the nose. Cowley heard a crack and was pretty sure the man had broken Noah’s nose. 
 
    “Just shut the hell up,” Cowley said to Noah. “You want him to kill you?” 
 
    Noah ignored him, spitting out blood. “Better. Still weak, but better.” 
 
    Ely drew back for another punch, but Rouk stopped him with a gesture. “There will be time enough for that in lock up.” To the soldiers he said, “Bring them.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Lukas said, and there was enough authority in his voice that the soldiers paused briefly in act of taking hold of them. “Under the laws of Samkara and the military code of justice, we are entitled to know why we are being arrested.” 
 
    Slowly Rouk swung back around and fixed a cold look on Lukas. Cowley wondered what Rouk would say. He couldn’t charge them with aiding Fen. Not when Fen was officially dead. For sure his masters didn’t want that getting out. 
 
    “You’ll be read the charges once you’re locked up,” Rouk grated. 
 
    “Stop,” Lukas snapped at the soldier who was trying to take his arm. “You know as well as I do that the law states our charges are to be read when we are arrested. The Fist implemented that rule early on, to stop people being hauled away and locked up for no reason.” He glared at Rouk. “Are you saying, General, that you have the power to supersede the law?” 
 
    Cowley had to hand it to him. Lukas was pulling it off. It wouldn’t stop the inevitable, of course, but it would start the soldiers thinking. Men who thought didn’t follow orders blindly. 
 
    Rouk walked over and stood in front of Lukas. “Fine. You want to know the charges? You’re being arrested for attempting to burn the ships and for murdering those guarding the ships.” He stuck his face in close to Lukas’. “Is that good enough for you?” 
 
    “Not really,” Lukas replied steadily. “But we’ll see at the trial. You have no witnesses who can say we were there.” 
 
    “Yes, he does,” Ely put in. “I saw you.” 
 
    “Like you saw Fen attack the sorcerers?” Noah said sarcastically. 
 
    “I’m everywhere,” Ely said, giving Noah an open-handed slap on the ear. 
 
    Noah gave him a murderous look. “You’re going to be sorry for that.” 
 
    “I already am. Sorry I didn’t hit you harder. Why are you still talking?” He smacked Noah again. 
 
    “Captain!” Rouk said sharply. “Bring the prisoners.” He turned on his heel and strode away. 
 
    The soldiers closed in around the squad and herded them after Rouk. 
 
    “I really hate that guy,” Noah said. “Once we get out of this, I’m going to gut him like a pig.” 
 
    “Shut up already,” Strout said. “You’re making me want to hit you too.” 
 
    “I know most of you are still loyal soldiers of Samkara,” Cowley said, speaking quietly enough that Rouk and Ely couldn’t hear. “Maybe all of you. I hope it’s all. You need to know that today it’s us, but tomorrow it might be you. Think on that. Our only chance is to stand together.” 
 
    “Ain’t no chance at all,” one of the soldiers muttered. He was an older man, his hair turned mostly gray. Cowley had played dice with him one night. “You’ve seen what the alien bastards can do, same as I have.” 
 
    “There is a chance,” Cowley said, “because Fen is still alive.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” the soldier replied. 
 
    Cowley could feel the other soldiers around listening in. “Because we’ve seen him. That’s why we’re being arrested. They’re going to torture us to tell them where he is.” 
 
    “Fen’s alive?” one of the other soldiers said softly. 
 
    “Any of you hear about those buildings that collapsed last night?” 
 
    “I did,” a soldier said. “I heard one of them melted.” There was awe in his voice. 
 
    “Who else could do that?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “Captain Ely said it was the Ichthalids.” 
 
    “That’s a lie. It was Fen. He nearly killed one of them last night. Next time he will. He’s going to kill all of them. He’s going to take our city back.” At his words, the soldiers began to mutter amongst themselves. 
 
    “No talking to the prisoners!” Ely yelled. The mutterings of the soldiers died out. 
 
    They were passing the mess hall now. Soldiers were outside it, waiting in line. Others were approaching. 
 
    “They’re trying to silence us because Fen is still alive!” Cowley called out, loud enough for all of them to hear. “They’re going to try and force us to tell them where he is, but it won’t work.” He saw Ely coming, his face dark, and yelled, “Fen lives!” He managed to turn enough that Ely’s punch didn’t catch him square, but it still hurt plenty. 
 
    “Shut up,” Ely said. “Or I’ll knock you out, and they can carry you to your cell.” 
 
    “I’m done,” Cowley said. “I said what I needed to say.” 
 
    “You’ll say a lot more before you’re really done. I promise you that.” Ely’s smile was ugly. 
 
    They continued on. Cowley realized they weren’t heading for the stockade where prisoners were normally held. There was one other place Rouk could be taking them. Cowley hoped he was wrong, but he had a sick feeling he wasn’t. 
 
    “I think you missed a turn,” Cowley called up to the two officers. 
 
    “Nope,” Ely said over his shoulder. “Got somewhere better for you.” 
 
    As they swung around to the back of the palace, Cowley knew he hadn’t been wrong. 
 
    They were being taken to the dungeon. 
 
    It hadn’t been used in years, not in Cowley’s lifetime anyway. The late king preferred his enemies be tortured at the prison, where he wouldn’t have to hear the screams or smell the blood. And the Fist didn’t torture people. He’d outlawed it. 
 
    Cowley’s blood ran cold. When he was a child, he and the other children used to scare each other with stories about the dungeon. He’d never been in there. Nor did he know anyone who had. But that only made the stories that much more frightening. That much more fun. They’d speculated endlessly about what was in there. 
 
    Now he was going to get to find out firsthand. 
 
    He looked around at his mates. Gage had a sickly look on his face. Lukas’ jaw was set, but it was trembling. Strout looked angry. Noah looked like he was about to make a break for it. The brothers’ expressions were unreadable. 
 
    Stone steps were set into the earth, leading down. At the bottom of the steps was an iron door. Ely swung it open with a flourish, bowing to the prisoners. The door opened silently. Someone had been preparing for this. 
 
    Rouk passed through the doorway, Ely on his heels. Six soldiers in front of the prisoners, six behind. The rest went back to their duties. As Cowley stepped through the doorway, the first thing he noticed was the smell, mingled odors of cold earth, rusted metal, and blood. 
 
    The door slammed shut behind them. The sconces lining the passageway were already lit. The walls were rough-cut stone. The ceiling was low, and Strout had to duck to avoid hitting his head. Huge spiderwebs clung to the corners. A rat stared at them malevolently before scurrying through a crack in the wall. 
 
    The passageway led downward. On each side appeared iron doors with tiny, barred windows. Water seeped down the nitre-encrusted walls. The smell of blood and pain grew stronger, and under it was an odor of rot and feces. 
 
    Cowley expected them to be locked away in the cells and was surprised when Rouk did not slow but led them to the end of the passageway, where stone stairs led down. At the bottom of the stairs was another door. Ely opened it and swung it wide. 
 
    Lanterns were burning in the large room beyond, revealing a room filled with things that turned Cowley’s guts to water. 
 
    There was a small forge in the middle of the room, a fire burning in it. Metal rods rested in the flames, their ends glowing red hot. There were two tables covered in thick, leather straps. Metal cages hung from the ceiling on heavy chains. One whole wall was covered in implements of torture, hanging on metal hooks driven into the stone. Another wall had chains attached to it. In one corner was a rack. A man was bent over it, dripping oil onto the mechanism. He looked up, startled, as they came in. 
 
    “Is it ready?” Rouk asked him. 
 
    “Still binding a bit, but it’ll turn now,” the man said. 
 
    “Leave.” The man scurried out, giving the squad a wide-eyed look as he passed. 
 
    Cowley envied him, envied him more than any man alive. He wasn’t sure how well he would hold up under torture. He was glad he didn’t know where Fen was hiding out. For all he knew he would break right away. At least this way he couldn’t betray his friend. In the ballads and the plays the hero was always brave under torture. Usually he had something bold and defiant to say to the villain too. For sure the hero never screamed. 
 
    Cowley thought it likely that he was the screaming type. He could hardly bear to even look at the implements of torture in the room. Since he’d begun his soldier training, he’d been hurt plenty of times, and several times fairly seriously. Pain didn’t bother him that much, at least no more than anyone else in the squad. He could suffer quite a lot and continue to function. 
 
    But it was one thing to take a sudden injury in the midst of a fight and find a way to overcome it and keep going. It was quite another to know it was coming, that there was no way to stop it, and that it would keep on coming. 
 
    “Chain them over there,” Rouk said, pointing to the chains on the wall. The soldiers hauled them over there and began chaining them. When they were done, Rouk dismissed them. Only Ely remained behind. 
 
    “When I came in here yesterday,” Rouk said, clasping his hands behind his back and walking down the line of them, “I was happy to see that there were exactly seven sets of chains here. It was as if whoever put them here knew that someday you would all be imprisoned down here. See, I knew you were helping Fen. I knew it all along. I was just waiting for the orders to come down. Imagine my happiness when they finally did this morning. I’m going to enjoy breaking you. You’re the Fist’s pet soldiers, his golden boys. You got the best of everything, and it made you think you could do whatever you wanted, that the normal rules didn’t apply to you. But I knew there would come a day when you’d go too far. I promised myself that when it did, I’d be there.” He reached the end of the line and turned on his heel. “It looks like that day is today, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Is this the torture?” Noah said. “You talking? Because if it is, I want to confess right now. This is worse than anything I ever imagined.” 
 
    Rouk walked over to him and looked him up and down. “Good. You still have some spunk left. It will be fun ripping it out of you.” 
 
    “The fun part will be when I drive my sword through your face,” Noah said. 
 
    “You’re like one of those little dogs that never stops yapping, all fierce and bold. At least, until someone kicks its ribs in. Then it’s just another broken little dog. I’m going to break you. I promise you that.” 
 
    Noah spit on him. Rouk wiped it off. “How predictable. What did you think that would accomplish, little man?” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d get mad and come close enough that I could break your teeth with a head butt.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you. Not everyone is as dumb as you are. Captain Ely, take that one first.” He pointed to Gage. “I think he’ll break quickly.” 
 
    “General Rouk,” Lukas said. His eyes were wide, and he was sweating, but his words came out surprisingly calmly. “None of us knows where Fen is. He didn’t tell us in case…in case this happened. We can’t tell you what we don’t know.” 
 
    Rouk nodded. “That sounds reasonable. I think it’s probably even true.” To Ely he said, “Captain, the prisoner please.” 
 
    “You believe we don’t know, but you’re going to torture us anyway?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “That is true.” 
 
    “What kind of monster are you?” 
 
    “Monster? I’m not a monster. I’m a soldier, doing his duty. Not asking questions, not causing a fuss. Not getting too big for my place. Simply doing what I’m told, when I’m told, the way I’m told. The way a soldier is supposed to.” His words rose in volume as he spoke, and by the end he was nearly shouting. He stopped and got himself under control. “Do you understand now? The difference between you and me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Noah said, “you’ve got your nose stuffed up the Ichthalids’ asses and we don’t.” 
 
    Rouk glanced at him but didn’t respond. “The difference is that I am a real soldier, something you are not. You are only boys playing at being soldiers. None of you should ever have been allowed to join the army.” He picked up a long, sharp knife off a table. “Now we’re going to fix that.” 
 
    Gage tried to fight, but Ely took a sap out of his belt and struck him hard on the side of the head, twice. Gage slumped unconscious, only the chains holding him up. He moaned as Ely carried him over and strapped him to one of the tables. Ely took a dipper of water out of a bucket and threw it on his face. Gage blinked and came back to consciousness. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Ely asked, taking one of the glowing metal rods out of the fire. The screams started soon after. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Cowley came slowly out of unconsciousness. He didn’t want to. He wanted to stay down there in the darkness where the pain was far away. He opened his eyes. It wasn’t easy. One of them was crusted shut with dried blood, and the other was swollen so badly he could hardly see out of it. He was hanging in the air, suspended by his arms. He’d been hanging there for what seemed like forever, high enough that he couldn’t reach the floor and take any weight off his shoulders, which hurt terribly. His feet were chained so that he couldn’t kick. He couldn’t do anything but hang there while Ely worked on him. 
 
    Ely had started with body punches, “softening you up” as he’d put it. He’d followed with a number of punches to the face, so many Cowley lost count. Still, none of that was so bad. What was worse was when Ely ripped his shirt away and went to work with one of the heated metal rods. 
 
    He remembered telling Rouk everything they’d done, the attacks on the ships and on the Devourer. He told Rouk where they met with Fen. He told them things he and Fen did when they were just becoming friends. He said anything and everything he could to make the hurting stop, but none of it did. 
 
    At some point he blacked out. Apparently, Ely had moved on to someone else, because there were no new pains being inflicted on him. He could hear someone screaming, but he couldn’t seem to turn his head to see who it was. He wished he cared more, but truthfully all he cared about at that moment was that it wasn’t him. 
 
    The screaming stopped. He heard the door open and footsteps crossing the floor. 
 
    “My king,” Rouk said. Cowley opened his eyes and saw Lowellin standing there. 
 
    “Take a break,” Lowellin said. “Both of you.” 
 
    “I have learned the places where they meet with Fen,” Rouk said. “Soldiers have been dispatched to watch them. But I have not yet learned where Fen is hiding out. My apologies, sire.” 
 
    “You’ve done well. Now go.” The two men left. Lowellin walked around the room, looking at them. The brothers, Wallice and Eben, were chained to the wall as Cowley was. Both were bleeding in numerous places. Wallice had a large purple bruise on one side of his face. A piece had been cut out of his ear. They gave him baleful looks. 
 
    Strout was strapped to the rack. He was bleeding from his chest, and there was a large burn on his neck. Gage was slumped unconscious in one of the cages hanging from the ceiling. Blood dripped from the cage in slow, steady drops. Lukas was strapped over a large barrel, his breath coming in gasps. His back was a bloody nightmare. 
 
    Noah looked the worst. He had cuts all over his face and chest and dozens of burn marks. One finger stuck out at a weird angle, broken. The fingernail was missing. His face was a mask of blood. 
 
    Lowellin came to stand in front of Cowley. “This has not gone well for you.” 
 
    Cowley didn’t manage much beyond a groan. Hopefully it sounded defiant at least. 
 
    “I have an offer for you. Accept it, and I will stop this.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Cowley said. “I don’t know where Fen is.” 
 
    “No, but I’ll bet you could make some guesses. You’re his oldest friend. You know things about him no one else does. For instance, you probably know where he grew up. Rabbits run to familiar holes when they run. Perhaps Fen ran to ground somewhere around there.” 
 
    That was something Cowley hadn’t thought about. He did know where Fen had grown up. He’d gone with him that time when he went to speak to the old woman about the strange things that were happening to him. Fen might be somewhere in that area. He immediately wished he wouldn’t have thought of it. 
 
    “See?” Lowellin said. “You just had an idea. Share it with me, and the torture will stop.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “I assure you I am telling you the truth.” 
 
    “I won’t help you capture him.” Cowley licked his lips. The next words were hard to say. “I’d rather die.” 
 
    “Capture him? I don’t want to capture him. I want to help him.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Noah yelled, fighting weakly against his chains. 
 
    Lowellin’s eyes flicked to him, then back to Cowley. “It’s true.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. You’re a tool of the Ichthalids. You belong to them.” 
 
    At his words, a deep rage shone in Lowellin’s eyes. “Appearances can be deceiving,” he hissed. “You may not always know who your true enemies are.” 
 
    Cowley was having trouble keeping up. The pain fogged his mind. He fought to clear it. “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “I’m saying I want to ally with Fen. Against the Ichthalids.” 
 
    Cowley stared at him in disbelief. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “But I’m not.” 
 
    “Why would you betray the Ichthalids?” 
 
    “Let’s say I don’t trust them.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you either. You’re trying to trick me into giving up my friend.” 
 
    Lowellin leaned in close. “Let me tell you something. You should definitely not trust me. I don’t care about you, about any human. You are less than a bug to me. I’ve lived thousands of years. I’ve seen countless numbers of your species die, and I haven’t cared a single time. But that does not mean we cannot work together when our interests align. This will not be the first time I have worked with humans against a common enemy.” 
 
    Cowley hesitated. He badly wanted to believe Lowellin. He wanted the torture to end. But he didn’t want to betray his friend. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Lowellin said. “I’m offering you an easy way out. Take it.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Cowley shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool. You really have no other choice. If you turn me down, I will tell them to carry on. I assure you that Rouk and his ape will torture you until you are dead. But it doesn’t have to happen like that. You can save yourselves.” 
 
    “Don’t take it,” Gage said weakly. “He’s trying to trick you.” 
 
    Lowellin looked over at him, then back at Cowley. “If you don’t care about saving yourselves, then what about your friend? If you don’t take my offer, Fen will surely die before this day is over.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. He’s too strong for you,” Noah said. 
 
    “It’s not me you should be worried about. It’s the Ichthalids. He barely survived facing one Ichthalid. How well do you think he will do against all of them?” 
 
    “He’s too smart to fight all of them at once,” Cowley said. 
 
    Lowellin shook his head. “You still don’t get it, do you? All this,” he gestured at the room, “has more than one purpose. Right now, soldiers are going to every place you have ever met with Fen. They’re going every place he has been known to go to. They’re being very loud about it too. You see, our enemy wants Fen to know you are here being tortured. For him. They want him to know.” 
 
    Realization dawned on Cowley. “It’s a trap. You want Fen to try and rescue us, so you can capture him.” 
 
    “Now and then your species shows a glimmer of intelligence,” Lowellin said. “But this was not my doing. This was the Ichthalids’ idea. They are hidden away, waiting for him to show himself. Once he does, they will attack. He won’t have a chance.” 
 
    Cowley hesitated. His gut told him there was a kernel of truth in what Lowellin was saying, but there was something else here that he couldn’t figure out, some hidden game that Lowellin was playing. 
 
    “Even if we wanted to help you, I already told you we don’t know where Fen is. We can’t lead you to him.” 
 
    “No, but you know enough about him that if you were set free you might be able to find him.” 
 
    “You’ll set us free?” Cowley tried not to lunge at the sudden glimmer of hope Lowellin offered. 
 
    “How else will you search for him?” 
 
    “And what if we then betray our agreement with you? What if we run and hide with him?” 
 
    “You could. But frankly, you’d be stupid to. Fen needs my help. There’s no way he can defeat the Ichthalids by himself. Surely even you have figured this out by now.” 
 
    Cowley had to admit that he sounded reasonable. 
 
    “Don’t trust him,” Noah said. “He’s lying.” 
 
    “I will leave and give you some time to talk to your friends about my offer. Do not take too long. As you know, your friend does not hesitate once he decides to act. He may already be planning his attack on this place.” Lowellin turned and left the room. 
 
    As soon as the door closed, Noah said, “You’re not seriously thinking about taking his offer, are you? You know it’s a trap, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is,” Cowley said tiredly. “It’s hard to think. I hurt everywhere.” 
 
    “I say we take his offer, and once we’re free we jump him,” Noah said. 
 
    “Just when I think you can’t be any dumber,” Strout said, “you go and prove me wrong.” 
 
    “I’d rather go down fighting than hanging here while Ely cuts me into little pieces,” Noah said. 
 
    “I think the part about the trap is true,” Gage said. “We have to warn Fen.” 
 
    “We can’t lead Lowellin to Fen,” Noah said. “I don’t believe that he’s suddenly turning on them. It’s too easy. He’s lying.” 
 
    “I believe he hates them,” Cowley said. “It was in his voice, in his eyes. He would turn on them if he could.” 
 
    “Which doesn’t mean he will,” Noah retorted. 
 
    “What do you think, Strout?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “I say we take his offer,” Strout said. 
 
    “I knew you’d say that!” Noah shouted. “You’re always talking about giving up. You wanted to give up earlier too.” 
 
    “Giving up and knowing when to stop fighting because you can’t win are two different things,” Strout snapped. “You’re just not smart enough to tell the difference.” 
 
    “You’re a traitor, that’s what you are!” 
 
    Strout ignored him. “What other choice do we have?” He rattled his chains. “Stay here and die? Wait for Fen to walk into a trap? What good will that do Fen?” 
 
    “I want to take the offer,” Gage said. 
 
    “Me too,” Lukas said dully. “I can’t…I can’t take this anymore. I’d rather be dead.” 
 
     “Once we’re free, we’ll have options,” Strout said. “We could try to escape. We could try to warn him. At least we’ll be able to try something.” 
 
    “Free, we may be able to find a way to fight,” Wallice said. “Here we can do nothing.” His brother nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Noah?” Cowley asked. “I want everyone to agree to this.” 
 
    Noah scowled. “I still think it’s a trick, but at least if I was free I might be able to do something.” 
 
    “We’re agreed then,” Cowley said, trying not to sigh in relief. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid once they unchain you,” Strout said to Noah. “Can you manage that?” 
 
    Lowellin came back into the room almost immediately. He was carrying a bundle that he tossed down on a table. Cowley suspected he’d been listening in. “I see you decided to be reasonable,” he said. 
 
    “We still don’t trust you,” Noah piped up. 
 
    “Nor should you. But trust is not what we need most, is it?” He tapped the chains locked around Cowley’s wrists. The links he touched crumbled instantly to powder. Cowley collapsed to the floor. Gods, but he hurt everywhere. His arms felt like they’d been pulled out of his shoulder sockets. But the burns on his chest and stomach were the worst. 
 
    Lowellin touched the bottom of the cage that Gage was held in. It disintegrated, and Gage slid out and landed on the floor. Lowellin walked around the room, freeing them all. 
 
    “Thanks, I guess,” Cowley said, struggling to get to his feet. 
 
    “I don’t care for your thanks,” Lowellin said. He opened the bundle. It was filled with clothes. “Put these on. Hurry.” 
 
    “Clothes?” Noah asked. He limped over to the table and poked at them. “What do we want clothes for?” 
 
    “Use your head. If you walk out looking like that, you’re not going to get very far. Use the water in that bucket to clean off some of the blood first.” 
 
    “These pants are too short,” Noah complained. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Strout retorted. “Just put them on.” He was already stripping off the tatters of his tunic and tossing it aside. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Lowellin was sitting on the front steps of the palace when Maphothet came hurrying up. The sorcerer looked angry. “Where are the prisoners?” 
 
    “You know,” Lowellin said. “I think these steps are more comfortable than the throne. I really do.” 
 
    “What?” Maphothet said, confused. 
 
    “I think I’m going to have that throne burned.” 
 
    “Why are you talking about a throne?” 
 
    Lowellin shrugged. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I don’t care about the throne. I want to know what happened to the prisoners. Fen’s friends.” 
 
    “Oh, them.” Lowellin waved a hand. “I let them go.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Lowellin looked up, raising an eyebrow. “Are you really questioning me? I’m king, hence the crown, remember?” He tapped his forehead, then frowned when he realized he wasn’t wearing the crown. “What did I do with that thing? I must have left it somewhere. It’s even more uncomfortable than the throne.” 
 
    “The Ichthalids will be angry,” Maphothet said. 
 
    “They’re always angry.” 
 
    “You should not anger them,” the sorcerer said. “You risk much.” 
 
    “Maybe. But when you’ve been alive for as long as I have, you need to take some risks now and then. It keeps things interesting. Let me tell you something, Maphothet. Boredom is the number one enemy of immortality. Remember that.” 
 
    “You will regret playing the fool.” 
 
    “Who says I’m playing? Look, here comes S’nash now.” Lowellin waved at him. 
 
    “Why did you let the prisoners go?” S’nash demanded. He stood over Lowellin with his fists on his hips. 
 
    Lowellin looked calmly up at him. “I convinced them I was helping them, knowing that once they were free they would lead me to Fen.” 
 
    S’nash barked a harsh laugh. “Why would they believe that?” 
 
    “I persuaded them that I was betraying you before you could betray me.” 
 
    “And it worked?” 
 
    “They were desperate to believe.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “Somewhere down in the city.” 
 
    “You better not have lost them.” 
 
    “I didn’t. You can trust me.” 
 
    “I do not. That is the problem.” S’nash clamped one big hand on Lowellin’s shoulder and lifted him to his feet. “What game are you playing?” 
 
    “No game. I have been loyal. I have done everything you demanded of me. And more, I might add.” He looked into S’nash’s eyes. “I can see you’re still angry. Is this the part where you torture me again?” 
 
    “You will go too far one day, Shaper.” 
 
    “Once I dispose of Fen, you’ll be sorry you didn’t trust me.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” 
 
    “By the end of the day, I’ll have him. You can count on that.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Fen woke up in the morning feeling like he hadn’t slept at all. His brain felt foggy, his limbs leaden. When he sat up, there was a cracking sound, and a chunk of stone flaked off his side where the Ichthalid had injured him. He looked at the wound. The flesh around the stone was still angry and red, but it didn’t seem to be spreading. He tapped on the stone. It seemed as thick as ever. He wondered if there was any chance of reversing what was happening to him. 
 
    He was hungry, and there was no food in the temple. He dressed and slipped out the back way, making his way down the ravine and climbing up onto the footbridge. He went to a different food market than he’d gone to last time. He wanted to make sure he didn’t go to the same places often enough that he drew attention. 
 
    It was a gray day. Rain drizzled down steadily from a featureless sky. The day perfectly suited Fen’s mood. He felt hopeless and helpless. It was ironic. He had so much power, and yet it did him no good against the enemy that really counted. He couldn’t defeat a single Ichthalid even when he ambushed him. What could he possibly do against three of them? Not to mention Lowellin and the sorcerers. Maybe he should change tactics, try to get his hands on one of the pieces of the key and see if he could destroy it. Then at least they wouldn’t be able to free the queen. 
 
    But that seemed as impossible as anything else. S’nash had the pieces, and Fen hadn’t seen him outside the castle a single time. How was he going to get in there, find him and steal the pieces from him? 
 
    Maybe there was some way he could get his hands on the final piece and destroy that. If only there was a way he could get across the sea. Maybe he could stow away on one of the ships when it sailed, and then somehow get to it before the Devourers did. 
 
    He got to the market and bought a hard roll stuffed with cabbage and spiced pork. While he was eating it, he saw a squad of soldiers approaching. He pulled his hood down, and they went by without noticing him. Two of them stopped at the next booth, where a woman was frying balls of pastry. Fen was starting to move away, when he heard something that made his ears prick up. 
 
    “You heard about them arresting Wolfpack squad, didn’t you?” one of the soldiers said. 
 
    “I did, but I don’t know anything about it. What did they get arrested for?” the other soldier said. 
 
    “I wasn’t there when it happened,” the first one replied. “Tobbs said officially it’s because they tried to burn the ships. He thinks the real reason is because they were Fen’s squad mates.” 
 
    “Tobbs is an idiot.” 
 
    “You’ll get no argument from me.” 
 
    “Where’d they take them? Are they in the stockade?” 
 
    “No, that’s the strange thing. They were taken down into the old dungeon.” 
 
    “The dungeon? Are you sure?” The first soldier nodded. “That means they’re torturing them.” 
 
    Fen felt sick. His friends were in the dungeon? He moved closer, needing to hear more. 
 
    “But why torture them?” the second soldier said. 
 
    Lowering his voice, the first soldier said, “To make them give up Fen.” 
 
    “But Fen’s dead. He got killed when he and the Fist were fighting the sorcerers.” 
 
    The first soldier leaned closer, his voice barely above a whisper. “Maybe he’s not dead.” 
 
    “You’re not going to start on that foolishness too, are you? The whole hillside collapsed. No one could survive that.” 
 
    “He survived the executioner’s axe. You don’t know what he’s capable of.” 
 
    The second soldier paid for his pastry, bit into it and winced at how hot it was. “Still…it’s hard to believe.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one who thinks he’s alive,” the first soldier said defensively. “As they were taking him away, Cowley was trying to tell everyone who would listen that Fen was still alive.” 
 
    “I guess he could be.” 
 
    “What would you do if, you know, you found out he was still alive?” the first soldier said. 
 
    The second soldier looked around, worried someone was listening. “What I wouldn’t do is stand out here on the street and talk about it. You hear what I’m saying? You want to join them in the dungeon?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” the first soldier said. “I didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    “Those poor buggers,” the second soldier said. “I wouldn’t want to be them right now.” 
 
    The soldiers moved off, and Fen stumbled away, his mind reeling. His friends had been taken to the dungeon and were being tortured. 
 
    All because of him. 
 
    He was going to rescue them. He didn’t know how, but he was going to get them out of there. 
 
    He took off at a run, heading for the castle. He made it to the edge of Castle Plaza and stood in an alley, looking up at the castle wall. As big and imposing as it was, he knew without a doubt that he could tear it down in heartbeats. He could unleash a wave of Stone power that would shake the wall to rubble. In his mind’s eye he could see it happening, the cracks forming, the sentries on the wall running for cover, and the satisfying crash as tons of stone collapsed. Before they could recover, he would be at the entrance to the dungeon. Its heavy iron door would pose no real obstacle. He’d have his friends out of there before the dust had even begun to settle. 
 
    But at the same time, he knew he couldn’t do it that way. Too many innocent people would get hurt, for one thing. Not just from the falling wall, but from the aftershocks of releasing that much power. Part of the palace would probably collapse. Other buildings too. 
 
    And there was every chance he would be walking into a trap. He could sense all three Ichthalids inside the castle. For all he knew they were lying in wait for him, using his friends as bait. He’d have to be a fool to go after them. He’d get killed or captured, and the world’s last hope for stopping the invaders would die with him. Fighting an enemy on his turf when a soldier knows it is a trap is the height of stupidity. The smart thing would be to turn and walk away. 
 
    He wasn’t going to do the smart thing. 
 
    He was going to rescue his friends or die trying. They’d never leave him in enemy hands, and he wouldn’t leave them. He was going to get them out, no matter what it took. 
 
    He turned and headed back toward the ruined temple, thinking furiously as he went. He needed another way to approach the dungeon, an unseen way. If he could get close enough undetected, and if he had a clear means of escape, he might just pull it off. 
 
    But how? He considered disguising himself and sneaking in. If he succeeded in making it past the guards, he could get close to the dungeon before he acted. But the odds of that working in the day time were slim, especially if this was a trap. It would be smarter to wait until after dark. But that meant leaving his friends to be tortured for the whole day. One or more of them could be dead by then. 
 
    He passed a vendor selling cured ham and sausages from a cart. “Cave aged!” the man yelled. “It’s the cold air of the caves that makes the difference!” 
 
    All at once Fen got an idea. 
 
    The hills the city of Samkara sat on were riddled with limestone caves. There were hundreds of them. Workers often dug into one while excavating to lay the foundations for new buildings. Houses sometimes collapsed into them. Sinkholes opened up on the streets every now and then. Many people dug into them deliberately, using the chill air in the caves to store food. It was rumored that the wealthy used them for secret ways to escape, connecting with other caves and passages leading clear out of the city. 
 
    If he could get into one of the caves, he should be able to make his way underneath the castle unnoticed. It was entirely possible that the ruined temple he was holed up in had access to them. 
 
    He took off running for the temple. He was in a hurry, so he didn’t enter through the ravine, but made his way up the narrow street. Inside, he hurried downstairs into the cellar. Debris covered the floor, and one corner was buried knee-deep in dirt and stones. If there was an entrance, it could be buried anywhere. Searching for it in all this mess could take a long time. But Fen had an idea to find it quickly. 
 
    He knelt, brushed away the loose dirt, and placed his hand on the flagstone floor of the cellar. He closed his eyes and reached out into the stone, seeking. 
 
    Nothing. The ground felt solid for some distance down. He shifted his position and tried again. Still nothing. On the fourth try he got something. It wasn’t much, only a sense of emptiness where everywhere else was solid stone and earth. Quickly, he tossed bits of old wood and cracked bricks aside, clearing off a sizable section of the floor. He still couldn’t see the trap door, but by feeling around he was able to find the boundaries of the hollow area. It was an area about an arm’s length wide and roughly square. 
 
    He could find no handle or other way to pull up the flagstone trap door, so he pushed with his fingers along one side, releasing a tiny amount of his power as he did so. The flagstone grew soft, allowing him to push his fingers into it. He yanked the stone up and tossed it aside. 
 
    An opening led down into darkness. He couldn’t see how far down it went. The remains of an old wooden ladder leaned against the side, but when he touched it, it collapsed. He thought about getting a rope. He thought about getting a candle. 
 
    He thought about his friends being tortured. 
 
    He took a moment to summon the innate power that was inside him. A deep red glow began to emanate from his hands. He pressed one hand into the side of the shaft, creating a handhold, then the other hand. He lowered himself into the shaft and worked his way down, shaping holds where he needed them. 
 
    The shaft ended. In the glow from his hands he could see that he was in a limestone cave, water dripping from the ceiling, the floor covered with fallen chunks of stone. A faint path wound through the debris. He paused, verifying the direction he needed to go. The path was going in roughly the direction he needed to go, so he followed it. It led to a narrow, rough-hewn passage that was clearly man-made. He had to duck and turn sideways to enter it. 
 
    At first, he moved slowly. The light coming from his hands was poor, and he worried he would fall over a sudden cliff or bash his head open on a low-hanging rock. But as time passed, he became more comfortable in his surroundings. He discovered that he could sense the rock around him better than he could actually see it. He could sense the contours of the passage, where the stone was loose and where it was stable. 
 
    The passage made a hard right and led down. He paused, checking his internal compass. If he went that way, he would be heading directly away from the castle. Which made sense, since whoever built it would have been seeking to flee the city, not go deeper into it. 
 
    He needed a new path. 
 
    He placed his hands on the stone and closed his eyes, delving deeper into his connection with the stone, picturing the earth around him. He discovered that he could “see” the hollow spaces that were the caves and passages. Gradually a three-dimensional map began to form in his mind. He studied it, looking for those caves which would lead him quickest to his destination. After a bit he’d figured out what looked like the most direct route to his destination. There were a few places where he would have to make his own passages, but not too many. 
 
    Stone power answered his call readily. The stone under his hands softened, taking on the consistency of clay. He scooped out a double handful and flung it aside. He repeated it a few times, before realizing this way was too slow. He needed a faster method. 
 
    He channeled more power, softening a whole stretch between him and the next cavern he needed to get to. Then he flexed his will and pushed. 
 
    The softened stone blew out with a dull thump, leaving a roughly oval opening. The edges of the opening glowed softly. 
 
    Now he would be able to make better time. He ducked and ran through the passage he had created. He would be underneath the castle soon, and the Ichthalids would never see him coming. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “Okay,” Cowley said. “Right around here is where Fen grew up. My guess is he found somewhere to hole up somewhere nearby. We’ll pair up, fan out and find it.” 
 
    “When you’re looking, remember what Flint taught us about choosing a camp,” Lukas said, “about the importance of being able to easily watch the approaches, and how there must always be an escape route. Fen will have—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you don’t have to tell us,” Noah said. “Flint knocked it in our heads too. If Fen’s here, we’ll find him.” 
 
    “How’s your finger?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “Still broken,” Noah said. “Still hurts like hell. Thanks for asking.” 
 
    “That’s not what he’s asking,” Lukas said. “He wants to know if—” 
 
    “I know what he wants to know, and the answer is yes. Yes, I can still do my job.” 
 
    Lukas looked around at the rest of them. “How about the rest of you? Anybody have a wound that’s going to keep him from pulling his weight? I need to know now.” 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. Gage asked, “How is your back? It looks like you’re still bleeding.” Quite a bit of blood had soaked through the back of Lukas’ shirt. 
 
    “And I will be for a while,” Lukas said, “but I can tolerate it.” 
 
    “Should we bandage it?” 
 
    Lukas shook his head. “Maybe later, after we find Fen and make sure he’s not doing anything foolish.” 
 
    “Which we all know he is,” Strout said. “If we’re done holding hands, can we get started on this already?” 
 
    They broke up into pairs and set off in different directions, with an agreement to meet back there in half a bell to report what they’d found. 
 
    It was Lukas and Gage who found him. “It’s a ruined temple,” Lukas said, “and it backs onto a narrow ravine with cover. When we poked our heads in we could see that someone has been there recently. There was no one there, but I’m sure it’s where he’s hiding out.” 
 
    They hurried over to the temple and split up to search it. Soon Strout was calling from the cellar. The others hurried down there. Strout was standing beside a hole in the floor. Fresh dirt was strewn around it. 
 
    “He found his own way to storm the castle,” Strout said. 
 
    “We can still catch him if we hurry,” Lukas said. 
 
    “There’s no need for that,” a new voice said. They looked up to see Lowellin coming down the stairs into the cellar. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    “Where did you come from?” Noah asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Out of thin air,” Lowellin said. “I’m sneaky like that.” He walked over to the hole and looked down. 
 
    “We’re going with you,” Lukas said. 
 
    “Do what you want,” Lowellin replied. “It makes no difference to me. But I won’t nursemaid you. If you get lost and collapse a tunnel on your head, that’s your problem. I won’t help you.” 
 
    “We don’t care,” Cowley said. “We care about being there in case Fen needs our help.” The others all nodded. 
 
    Lowellin looked them over. “I see. You think I will go back on our agreement and attack Fen.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I think,” Noah said. 
 
    “And if I was to do so, what, exactly, would you do?” Lowellin said. 
 
    Noah reached for a sword that wasn’t there, and his look turned sour. None of them had weapons. Lowellin had given them clothes but nothing more. “I’ll find a way to stop you. I’ll use my teeth if I have to.” 
 
    “While the idea of being gnawed on by you does have a certain appeal,” Lowellin said, “it won’t be necessary. I was being truthful when I said I want to strike a bargain with Fen, one that benefits both of us.” He searched their eyes, then shook his head. “Still so untrusting. You people are no better than the Ichthalids. It’s so hard to find good allies.” 
 
    “So the Ichthalids don’t trust you either,” Cowley said. “I wonder why.” 
 
    “It’s something I’ve never understood.” Lowellin seemed to glide, rather than climb, down the shaft and was soon gone from sight. 
 
    “We’re going to need a light,” Strout said. “Stumbling around down there in the darkness isn’t going to get us anywhere.” 
 
    Noah swore. “It’s going to take forever to go to the market and buy candles, and I don’t have any money anyway. I bet none of us do.” 
 
    Gage spoke up. “I saw a couple of candles upstairs. I’ll go get them.” He took off at a limping run and came back a few moments later with two candles and a flint and steel. 
 
    Cowley looked around at the others while Gage lit the candles. “You realize this is probably incredibly stupid, right?” 
 
    “Not probably,” Strout said. “It is.” 
 
    “So what?” Noah said. “You want to live forever?” He flashed them a cocky grin. 
 
    “Not if it means putting up with you,” Strout said. 
 
    As the others began to drop down into the hole, Cowley noticed that Lukas was hanging back. His face was pale, and he was biting his lip. “What is it?” he asked him. 
 
    Lukas took a deep breath. “It’s small places. They’ve always terrified me.” 
 
    “Then wait here. Guard our exit.” 
 
    Lukas shook his head. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Yes, you can. No one will think less of you.” 
 
    “I will.” Lukas gave him a sickly smile. “Besides, I’m your corporal, right? Who’s going to tell you what to do if I don’t go?” He went over to the hole and started climbing down. “How bad can it be, anyway?” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen stood with his hands pressed to the stone. He sensed a large cavern up ahead, bigger by far than any he’d yet been through. If he was reading his interior map correctly, it would take him most of the rest of the way to the castle. It was also a good hundred paces from where he now stood. It would be the longest tunnel he’d carved out yet. But it wasn’t the distance that made him hesitate. He could feel that the rock overhead was badly fractured. There was a good chance he would cause a cave-in if he wasn’t careful. Maybe even if he was careful. He wasn’t really worried about himself. He figured his power would allow him to survive almost any cave-in. His fear was that he would cause the huge cavern to collapse. If it did, a couple of blocks of the city would suddenly disappear into a sinkhole. A lot of people could die. 
 
    The smart thing to do would be to go around. There were other possible routes he could take. But they would cost him time, time his friends might not have. He’d have to risk it. 
 
    Again, it occurred to him that he was being foolish. He was heading straight into a trap. If he failed, if he was killed in the attempt, the world’s last hope to defeat the Devourers would probably die with him. Against such a cost, the lives of his squad mates were nothing. They were acceptable losses. No good soldier would take such a risk. 
 
    He didn’t care. He simply could not stand by and let his friends be tortured. He couldn’t live with himself if he did. Some prices were too high. 
 
    He pushed the thoughts out of his mind. The time for thinking was past. It was time to act. 
 
    Most of the tunnels he’d made so far, he’d simply softened the stone and blasted it out the other side. But he couldn’t do that here. The length of the tunnel was such that if he expended the kind of power necessary to blast it out, he would almost certainly trigger the collapse of the large cavern. Which meant he was going to have to do this the slow way. He hated the thought, but he had no other real choice. It was still faster than going around. 
 
    He began softening the stone and scooping it out with both hands. He purposefully made this tunnel smaller, so he wouldn’t have to move so much rock. It only needed to be big enough for him to crawl through anyway. The tunnel progressed steadily. Eventually he broke through into the cavern, crawled out of the tunnel and stood up. What he saw surprised him. 
 
    The cavern was lit by a soft blue, shimmering glow. The glow appeared to come from the stone itself. By its light he could see that this was no raw cavern formed by natural forces. The floor, walls and ceiling were solid stone and smooth as glass. But what drew his attention were the hundreds of stone creations that jutted up from the floor or hung down from the ceiling. Some were as small and delicate as spider webs, others were huge. A few resembled living creatures—Fen saw one that looked very much like a panther, another that looked like a bird in flight—but most were simply fantastic shapes of incredible complexity. They were eerie, otherworldly in their beauty. As he watched, the light in the cavern shifted gradually from blue to green, growing stronger in some areas and weaker in others as it did so. The changed light revealed creations that had been hidden before, while casting others into shadow. 
 
    It was something no human hands could have done. Which meant that it had to have been done by a Shaper. It was clearly very old. Water had worn away some of the creations. Others had fallen from the ceiling and lay shattered on the floor. Despite the hurry he was in, Fen could not help but feel awe at what he saw. How many other amazing creations had the Shapers left behind, hidden away from the world? 
 
    He touched a section of wall that was glowing, wondering what the source of the glow was. The light seemed to emanate from within its depths. He could sense Stone power, a tiny flicker of it, in motion within the stone. The Shaper who made this place must have triggered some kind of ongoing reaction which caused the light. 
 
    But those mysteries would have to wait for another time. Fen started across the cavern, picking his way through the chunks and slabs of stone that littered the floor. He hadn’t gone far when he heard a voice from behind him. 
 
    “Don’t do it. It’s a trap.” 
 
    Fen spun and saw the scarred face of Lowellin. 
 
    He reacted instantly, without thinking. With his power he lifted two slabs of stone from the floor and hurled them at Lowellin. 
 
    He felt Lowellin exert his will— 
 
    Both stones crumbled to dust in mid-air. 
 
    “We really need to talk,” Lowellin said. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Fen said, reaching into the stone all around him for more power, his next attack already formulating. 
 
    An irritated look crossed Lowellin’s face. “I didn’t come here to fight you. If you’d just listen.” 
 
    Fen ripped open a sudden chasm beneath Lowellin’s feet, but Lowellin skipped nimbly aside. “I can see you’re going to be difficult.” He raised a hand. 
 
    The stone around Fen went liquid and flowed upward suddenly, forming into a giant hand and then returning to its solid state. Fen was gripped tightly in a stone fist. 
 
    “That’s better. Now we can talk,” Lowellin said, moving toward Fen. 
 
    “You have nothing to say that I want to hear,” Fen replied. He flexed his power, and the stone hand shattered, fragments flying in every direction. 
 
    Fen pulled stone from the wall, shaping it quickly into a massive, crude stone hammer and swinging it at Lowellin’s head. 
 
    But just as quickly Lowellin drew stone from the floor and formed it into a giant shield, intercepting the attack. Hammer and shield shattered. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” Lowellin said. “But I will if you make me.” 
 
    Lowellin stretched his arms wide, then swept his hands forward. Stone flowed up from the floor, forming into two stone axes, each larger than a man. They hurtled end over end at Fen. 
 
    Instinctively, Fen scooped stone from the floor and shaped it into a huge, two-handed sword. It must have been tremendously heavy, but it felt no heavier than a standard sword in his hands. He poured extra power into it, and its edges glowed red. He caught the closest axe on the edge of his blade, slapping it aside. It flew past him harmlessly. He spun and struck the next axe squarely, shattering it into pieces. 
 
    He ran at Lowellin, the sword drawn back for his next attack. 
 
    Lowellin made a motion with his hand. A whole section of the floor beneath Fen tilted upwards at a steep angle suddenly. Fen lost his balance and slid down the slab, going to one knee and having to put a hand down when he struck the floor. 
 
    The slab tilted until it was vertical, then tipped over on top of him. But Fen brought his stone sword around in a whistling arc. The sword cut cleanly through the slab and the pieces fell harmlessly around him. 
 
    “You’ve come a long way, I’ll give you that,” Lowellin said. “But you are only a child when it comes to power. You are no match for me.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Fen said grimly. He fed more power into the stone sword and charged Lowellin again. Red and orange flames flickered up and down the blade. 
 
    Nearing Lowellin, he leapt up into the air and brought the sword over and down in a wicked overhand blow. 
 
    Lowellin raised his hands and crossed his forearms. The stone sword struck his arms— 
 
    And snapped in half. 
 
    Fen saw an opening and kicked him in the knee, then grunted in pain. It felt like kicking a stone wall. 
 
    “I am as old as this world,” Lowellin said. “You cannot hurt me.” 
 
    He stomped his foot. The floor underneath Fen bucked hard, and he fell. Before he could rise, Lowellin gripped his shoulder and lifted him into the air, shaking him like a misbehaving puppy. 
 
    Fen fought to get free, but he was helpless. The power in Lowellin’s grip went beyond flesh and blood. He flexed his power, thinking to break Lowellin’s grip the same way he’d broken the stone hand. 
 
    “That won’t work,” Lowellin said. “Are you ready to talk now?” 
 
    Fen realized he would have to change tactics, do something Lowellin wasn’t expecting. He remembered the sword he’d manifested while still in the prison. With it he’d managed to break through the barrier that Ilsith had erected inside him. If he could call on that power again now… 
 
    Fen reached past the stone and into the raw Stone power that lurked within it. It was there, all around him, quiescent, waiting. He drew it into himself, focusing it. 
 
    A flaming crimson sword of raw Stone power sprang into life in his hand. He swung hard at Lowellin, putting everything he had into the blow. 
 
    There was a muffled thump as the sword struck Lowellin’s midsection. Lowellin gave a cry of pain and lost his hold on Fen, who quickly followed up his advantage, raining blows down on him as fast as he could. 
 
    Lowellin yelled and a wave of power exploded from him, radiating in all directions. Fen was lifted into the air and thrown backwards. He landed hard and was slow getting back to his feet, noticing as he did so that he’d lost the sword. 
 
    Lowellin’s face had gone dark with fury. “You want to play rough then? Good. Time to show you what I can really do.” He raised his arms. The whole cavern began to shake. 
 
    Fen reached out and drew in more Stone power, taking in far more than he had the first time. Flames flickered around his torso and down his arms as he braced himself for Lowellin’s attack. 
 
    “Wait!” someone yelled. “Stop!” 
 
    Fen glanced over and saw a figure emerging from the tunnel he’d made. It was Cowley. “Stand down, Fen!” Cowley yelled. 
 
    Fen hesitated. The power rippled through him, clamoring for release. He couldn’t hold it much longer. “You shouldn’t be here, Cowley,” he said. “You’re going to get hurt.” 
 
    There was movement behind Cowley, and the other squad members began to emerge. Cowley held up his hands and walked between Fen and Lowellin, keeping his gaze on Fen the whole time. 
 
    “You need to listen to him,” Cowley said. “He has something to say that you need to hear.” 
 
    “Yeah, we didn’t bring him all this way just to have you kill him,” Noah said. 
 
    “You told him where to find me?” Fen said, stunned. None of this was making any sense. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I set them free,” Lowellin said. He lowered his arms. The shaking stopped. 
 
    “It’s a trick,” Fen said through gritted teeth. “Move, Cowley. I can’t control this power much longer.” 
 
    “Probably it is a trick,” Cowley admitted. “But you should listen to him anyway.” 
 
    Fen stared at him a moment longer, trying to understand what was going on. Had Lowellin threatened his friend with something, forcing him to say what he did? But Cowley did not look to be under duress, though he was clearly injured and in pain. One eye was swollen almost shut. There was dried blood on his face. All of them were battered. 
 
    Fen made a sudden decision and released the power into the ground. There was a rumbling sound, and the cavern shook a little. Pebbles and dust cascaded from the ceiling. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Fen asked Cowley. 
 
    “The time—” Lowellin began, but Fen cut him off. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you. I asked him.” 
 
    Lowellin’s eyes flashed, and he looked like he was about to say something angrily, but with an effort he mastered himself and gestured to Cowley to speak. 
 
    Quickly Cowley told Fen what had happened, about the offer Lowellin had made. 
 
    “And you trust him?” Fen said in disbelief. 
 
    “Of course not,” Strout said. “None of us are that stupid.” 
 
    “He did stop the torture,” Lukas said. “Personally, I have to say that counts for a lot.” He rubbed one of his arms gingerly and winced. 
 
    “I thought it was a bad idea all along,” Noah said, “but I got outvoted.” 
 
    “He kidnapped Ravin and used her to make me get him the key fragment,” Fen said to Cowley. “He’s the reason the Ichthalids are here. He’s been working for them for years. He’s a manipulator who will do anything to get what he wants. For all we know, he ordered you tortured so he could step in and be the one who set you free. He’s doing this for himself. Once he gets what he wants, he’ll turn on us.” 
 
    “I know,” Cowley said. “We all know that. We talked about it. But I still think you should listen to him.” 
 
    “Nothing good can come from allying with him.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But it’s not like we have a lot of choices,” Cowley pointed out. 
 
    “Why are you doing this? What game are you playing?” Fen said, turning on Lowellin. 
 
    “You want to know why I’m doing this? This is why.” Lowellin tore open his shirt. Buttons flew off and rolled on the floor. There was no musculature like a human would have. His torso was strangely flat, unlined. He looked as if he had been carved from stone. Fen saw something move under the skin, low down on Lowellin’s abdomen. The skin bulged, the bulge moving upward. 
 
    “Yeah, you showed me those already. Some things from the Abyss that you made serve you. That doesn’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “Only because you are missing one key fact. The ingerlings do not serve me. They are the reason I serve S’nash. He uses them to control me. If I do not do as he says, I will suffer the same fate as my late brethren. But if I do as he says, once he has freed his queen, he will remove them from me. Let me tell you something else. You think you know what pain is? You don’t. You’ve never experienced pain.” He drew the pieces of his shirt together. 
 
    “So you lied about that too.” 
 
    Lowellin shrugged. “You expect me to go around telling people that I’m nothing more than a servant? It’s not something to be proud of. Besides, when I told you that, I was trying to get you to retrieve the key fragment for me. I said what I thought would make you do what I wanted.” 
 
    “That’s the same thing you’re doing right now.” 
 
    “But this time it’s the truth.” 
 
    “I don’t think you know what that word means.” 
 
    A hard glint came into Lowellin’s eyes. “Don’t push me too far, boy. I can put up with a great deal, but I have my limits, and I do not like being spoken to that way by a mere human.” 
 
    “As you yourself said the first time we met, I am no mere human,” Fen said. “Not anymore. Thanks to you.” 
 
    “True. And I am impressed by what you did during our little battle. You’ve come quite far. Now, about our alliance.” 
 
    “There is no alliance. I don’t know that I believe a single word you say.” 
 
    “Overall, not a bad decision on your part. I am not all that trustworthy. But you can believe this.” He tapped his chest. “I want these things out of me. I’ll do anything I can to be rid of them.” 
 
    Fen thought about this. Lowellin seemed sincere, but that didn’t mean much. Every instinct he had told him not to believe anything the Shaper said. He could not be trusted. But at the same time, it was true what Cowley said. They didn’t have a lot of options. 
 
    “Let’s say I agree to this. What would we do first? How do you plan to attack them?” 
 
    “You’re jumping ahead here, Fen. We’re not going to attack them. Not unless we have to. Which I hope we don’t. No, what we’re going to do is let them free their queen and leave our world.” 
 
    “You want me to stand by and do nothing while they get the key? That will never happen. I’ll die before I let them get that last piece of the key.” 
 
    Lowellin sighed and rubbed his forehead. “I knew you would say that. Noble Fen and his righteousness. It’s very tedious, you know, this insistence you have on always doing the right thing.” 
 
    “That will never change. I won’t stand by and do nothing while people suffer.” 
 
    Then Lowellin surprised him. “Why?” he asked. 
 
    Fen frowned. “Why what?” 
 
    “Why is it so important to you that they don’t get the key?” 
 
    “Because then they’ll…they’ll open the Abyss. They’ll release their queen. And then…” 
 
    “And then what? You don’t have all the information here, Fen. You don’t know much of anything, really. Let’s go over a few things. A long, long time ago, a race of beings you know as the masters imprisoned the Ichthalids and their queen in the Abyss. The key to that prison was left here on this world, in pieces, and the masters also left the Shapers here to defend it, in case the Ichthalids should start to free themselves. Do you agree with me so far?” 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about why? As in, why did the masters go to all that trouble to lock up the Ichthalids and their queen?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Neither do I. Nor is it important. The war between the masters and Ichthalids happened ages ago. It was over long before the first human opened its eyes. Who knows why the masters imprisoned the Ichthalids? Who cares? Whatever these two races fought over is long gone. As far as we know, the masters have all died out. So, why should we care if the Ichthalids get out of their prison and go on their way?” 
 
    “Because they’re evil.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that?” 
 
    “I am. Look at the suffering they have caused, the people who have died, all so that they could break free.” 
 
    “Is that really evil? Let me ask you this. If your people were locked away in the Abyss, wouldn’t you do the same things in order to free them?” 
 
    That struck Fen. He’d never thought of it that way. “No,” he said after a moment. “I wouldn’t. I won’t do evil in order to stop evil.” 
 
    “No, of course not. The tedious noble thing again.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure they will leave once their queen is free anyway?” 
 
    “Because they told me they would. They’re going to leave and let me rule this world. After first removing my little, toothy friends.” 
 
    “Why would you believe them?” 
 
    “The ingerlings, remember? I don’t have a lot of choice. But there is something else. They hate this world. They truly do. They want only to return to their world, some place whose name I can’t pronounce. That part I believe. It’s the part about them removing the ingerlings first that I’m not so sure of. That’s why I want to ally with you. You’re the card hidden up my sleeve.” 
 
    Fen looked at the others in his squad. 
 
    “Kings start the wars, but we soldiers are the ones who end up doing most of the dying,” Strout said. 
 
    Noah gave him a squinty look. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I’m saying this key isn’t our fight,” Strout said. “Let them free their queen and go.” 
 
    “What about the rest of you?” Fen asked. 
 
    “I’ll follow your lead,” Lukas said. “You know that.” Gage and the brothers both nodded at his words. 
 
    “We can’t let them march into our world and get away with it,” Noah said. “I say we fight.” 
 
    “Cowley?” 
 
    “What choice do we have? I mean, we can’t even hurt them. Maybe they really will go.” 
 
    Fen turned back to Lowellin. “But if they decide not to leave, then we attack them?” 
 
    Lowellin smiled. “Now you’re getting it. Between us I believe we could defeat them.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “You keep saying that. And I keep saying that you shouldn’t trust me. Say something new.” 
 
    “How can I ally with someone I can’t trust?” 
 
    “You don’t know much about alliances, do you? Kings form alliances all the time without trusting each other. They do it knowing that their ally will turn on them the moment it’s in his best interest to do so. But usually that comes after their mutual enemy is defeated.” 
 
    “Unless one ally betrays the other sooner.” 
 
    “You still think this is all some elaborate trap, don’t you? Yet there is no need for such a trap. I easily followed you down here. I could just as easily have brought the Ichthalids with me. You’d be dead right now, and I wouldn’t still be having this argument with you. An argument that I must say is becoming very irritating.” 
 
    “He has a point,” Strout said. 
 
    “Still…” Fen said. 
 
    “You want further proof of my good intentions? The girl you value so highly. I know that she is hiding out in Shantytown. Yet I have not turned her over to the Ichthalids.” 
 
    His words hit Fen hard. Without realizing it, he began to summon his power. The ground shook slightly. “You know? How…?” 
 
    “I had her followed, naturally. I know all about your friends here helping her escape. I thought she would lead me to you, but that didn’t work out. Still, none of that matters. What matters is I could have used her against you, and I didn’t. That must mean something.” 
 
    Fen looked at his friends, then back at Lowellin, weighing his words. He knew better than to trust the Shaper. He was certain to turn on Fen and break their alliance as soon as it benefitted him. 
 
    But what choice did he have? He knew in his heart he could not defeat Lowellin in battle. Nor could he defeat the Ichthalids. He’d been thinking that he needed aid if he was to have any chance at all against them, and here was Lowellin, as if in answer to his prayers. 
 
    It was all too convenient. 
 
    “You haven’t said no yet,” Lowellin said. “That’s a good sign. But I don’t want to stand down here all day. I have things to do. I need your answer, boy.” 
 
    “I still don’t like it. Every instinct I have says letting them get the key is a bad idea.” 
 
    “That’s the word: instinct. That’s why you’re so determined to protect the key, you know. Instinct. It’s not your choice, boy. It was programmed into you.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “There’s Shaper in you. The masters created the Shapers to protect the key. You’re like a dog who was bred to protect his master without ever having a choice in the matter.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that.” 
 
    “Yet it’s still true. Don’t feel too bad. I feel the same instinct. But I’ve had more practice ignoring it. What’s your answer?” 
 
    “Okay,” Fen said grudgingly. “I’ll do it. I’ll ally with you.” 
 
    “Good. You can see reason after all,” Lowellin said. “It’s hard to tell. You humans are so emotional. You hardly ever make a decision that makes sense.” 
 
    Fen stuck out his hand to clasp on it. 
 
    Lowellin looked at his hand and shook his head. “If you don’t mind, I really don’t like touching you people. You’re very greasy. I think we can cement our alliance without it.” 
 
    “What comes next?” Fen asked. 
 
    “You pretend to be dead. That means stay low and don’t cause any more problems. No attacking the Ichthalids or trying to burn the ships.” 
 
    “Pretend to be dead?” 
 
    “I’m going to tell them I killed you. You’re going to hide out until the ships are ready to leave. Then I’ll sneak you onto one of them, and we’ll go with the Ichthalids while they fetch the last piece of the key.” 
 
    “If he goes, we go,” Cowley said immediately. 
 
    Lowellin gave him a look. “I don’t need any of you. There’s nothing you can do against the Ichthalids.” 
 
    “We’re Wolfpack squad,” Noah said. “Where one goes, we all go.” 
 
    Lowellin looked at Fen, who said, “He’s right.” 
 
    Lowellin threw up his hands. “Okay. I’ll get you all on the ships somehow. Are we done talking about this?”  
 
    Fen looked at his squad, wondering if he’d made the right decision, wondering if there even was such a thing as a right decision. They looked confused, angry, defeated. He could relate. He felt the same things. Fen sighed inwardly. Was this what command was? Never sure if the decisions you made were right or wrong? He looked back at Lowellin. “We’re done.” 
 
    “Time to go then. Don’t dawdle. It’s going to get dangerous around here soon.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Fen asked, suspicious. “What are you planning on doing?” 
 
    “I’m planning on making the news of your death believable.” 
 
    Fen wanted to know more, but Cowley was pulling on his arm. “We need to go,” Cowley said. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    Fen followed them back into the tunnel. They’d just made it out of the tunnel when he heard a distant whump! The ground shook and a huge cloud of dust poofed out of the tunnel. 
 
    “What was that?” Gage asked. 
 
    Fen reached out with his inner senses. “He collapsed the cavern, the whole thing.” He looked upward, his expression grim. “People died in the collapse.” 
 
    “Maybe we should keep moving,” Cowley said, looking up at the ceiling. “Something else could come down.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    They arrived back at the ruined temple and climbed wearily up to the second floor where they spread out, everyone sitting down wherever they could find a spot. Only Fen remained on his feet. He walked to the front and looked out the window onto the street below. Cowley leaned against the wall and yawned, then winced. Gage touched one of the cuts on his cheek. Strout rubbed a sore spot on his knee. 
 
    No one spoke for a bit, then Lukas said, “Is that it? Are we going to pretend that didn’t just happen?” 
 
    Fen turned around and looked at him but didn’t reply. 
 
    “What do you want?” Cowley touched his swollen eye and winced. 
 
    Lukas was too upset to sit. He got to his feet and looked around at all of them. “We just agreed to work with that…whatever he is.” 
 
    “Looks like it,” Strout said. 
 
    “But…he’s one of the bad guys. He brought the Ichthalids here!” He glared at Fen as if blaming him. 
 
    “And now we’re allies,” Gage said. “It feels like a bad dream.” 
 
    “I don’t like it either,” Fen said. 
 
    “That’s not an answer,” Lukas said. He was agitated. It seemed like he might cry. “You have to do better than that.” 
 
    Fen sat down and leaned his head against the wall. “I wish I could. I wish I had an answer. But the truth is, I don’t.” 
 
    “In war, alliances shift all the time,” Strout said. 
 
    Lukas whirled on him. “Shut up! Just shut up for once! You don’t know as much as you think you do.” 
 
    Strout raised an eyebrow but didn’t respond. 
 
    “We can’t help him,” Lukas said. 
 
    “What choice do we have?” Cowley asked. “We can’t beat him. We can’t beat the Ichthalids. The way I feel right now, I’m not sure we could beat a pack of grandmas with broomsticks.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe take it easy,” Noah said. “We’re all pretty beat up.” He held up his hands as Lukas turned on him with clenched fists. “Take it easy. I don’t feel much like fighting right now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Fen said. “I just…I don’t know how to win this fight. We have to have some help from somewhere.” 
 
    “We were…tortured,” Lukas said. He started shaking then, trembling violently. Tears ran down his cheeks. “I can’t…I can’t pretend that didn’t happen.” 
 
    “Hey,” Cowley said, the first one to his feet. He limped over to Lukas and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. Lukas shook him off and turned away. 
 
    Fen got there a moment later. “It’s okay,” he said. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Lukas wailed. “It’s not okay. Don’t say that it is.” 
 
    The rest of them began gathering around Lukas. It was Cowley who threw his arms around Lukas first. Lukas struggled, but Cowley held onto him tightly. Fen grabbed on next, followed by Gage. Noah stood there unsure, then scowled and muttered, “Screw it.” He threw his arms around the rest. 
 
    Strout swore and grabbed on too. “I hate every one of you,” he said. 
 
    The brothers stood there, looking at each other. Wallice jerked his chin at them. Eben shrugged. They both reached in and put a hand on Lukas’ head. 
 
    They stood that way for a while. Then Lukas said in a muffled voice. “That’s enough.” He pushed them away. 
 
    As they broke apart, it was clear he wasn’t the only one who had tears running down his face. Noah wiped at his cheeks and scowled furiously at Strout when the tall young man looked at him. “Don’t say nothing,” he growled. 
 
    “Better?” Cowley said, ruffling Lukas’ hair. 
 
    “No,” Lukas said rubbing his eyes and slumping back down onto the floor. “I don’t know if I ever will be again.” 
 
    Gage sat down and buried his head in his arms. “It was awful. I can’t even…” His words choked off. 
 
    Lukas looked at Fen. “It went on and on forever.” He turned his face away. 
 
    Fen stared at them. He felt as if he was choking on his guilt. “I’m sorry.” The words were far too small, too useless, but he had nothing else. 
 
    Cowley sat back down with a sigh. “What are you sorry for?” 
 
    “That I couldn’t save you. That I let you—” 
 
    Cowley held up a hand. “Stop right there. Let’s get one thing straight. You didn’t ‘let’ us do anything.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Noah said. “This is our fight too.” 
 
    “We’re soldiers,” Gage said, but there was a haunted look in his eyes. 
 
    “I should have—” Fen began, but again Cowley cut him off. 
 
    “Should have what?” For the first time he sounded angry. “Defeated the Ichthalids by yourself? Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    “I could have done things differently,” Fen insisted. “I failed to save Barik. I failed to stop the sorcerers. I failed to protect you all.” 
 
    “Go to hell,” Strout growled. “I’m a grown man. I don’t need you to protect me.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that,” Fen protested. 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Strout said. “You always do that, act like you’re our mother or something. Guess what? All our mothers are dead, and we don’t need new ones. Knock it off, or so help me I’m going to slug you.” 
 
    “What he said,” Cowley said. “We’re all in this together.” He looked over at Lukas, who still had his head down. His lips drew in a thin line. “We’re not going to lose. We’re going to win this fight.” 
 
    Fen ran his hand through his hair. “I hope you’re right. I just…I have all this power, but it feels like I still can’t do anything with it.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Noah said. “I saw you do some pretty awesome things back there. I don’t know how you call that nothing.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Not sure I do. Whatever. You’re an officer. You don’t have to make sense I guess.” 
 
    “I don’t think I am an officer anymore,” Fen said. “I don’t think any of us are anything.” 
 
    “We’re still Wolfpack,” Noah said. “They can’t take that away from us.” 
 
    Lukas raised his head. “No, they can’t.” He swallowed and wiped his cheeks with his sleeve. He looked at the others. “You guys are the only family I have. I just want you to know that I’d do anything, give up my life even, for any of you.” 
 
    “Me too,” Gage said. 
 
    “If you idiots start hugging again, I’m leaving,” Strout said. “Enough is enough.” 
 
    “Know this,” Wallice said suddenly. “Eben and I will always fight for you. We will always protect your back.” Eben bared his teeth. The ferocity in the younger brother was chilling. 
 
    Silence followed his words. Then Noah said, “Now I heard everything.” He cracked his knuckles and winced. Looking around the room, he said, “You got anything to drink around here, Fen? I could use something to take the edge off.” 
 
    “Sure,” Fen said, waving his hands at an imaginary table. “I have a fine roast goose too, and all the apple tarts you can eat. Help yourself.” 
 
    For some reason that struck Cowley as funny, and he started to laugh, only a few chuckles at first, then becoming a full belly laugh. The others looked at him like he was crazy, but gradually smiles appeared and first Gage, then Noah and Fen and finally even Lukas started to laugh. Strout shook his head. The brothers smiled. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we eat the ham first?” Noah said between gales of laughter. “We don’t want it to go bad.” 
 
    The laughter bordered on maniacal, and Fen sensed there was something going on here besides laughter, but right then he didn’t care. It felt good to let it out. He needed something good to hang onto. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Lowellin emerged from underground in an alley a block or so from the destruction he’d just caused. He did so with no more difficulty than a swimmer emerging from water. The ground showed no sign of his passage. He stood and wiped his hands on his trousers. 
 
    Watching him from a few paces away was a man lying against a pile of garbage. His clothes were rags, his beard and hair wild, his eyes bloodshot. In one hand was a clay jug. The man stared from Lowellin, to the spot where he’d emerged, then back at Lowellin. He looked at the jug in his hand. Shaking his head, he upended the jug and poured out the rest of its contents. 
 
    A substantial crowd had already gathered by the time Lowellin left the alley. They were standing around the huge sinkhole that had swallowed most of a city block. In the bottom of the sinkhole were several buildings, or what had once been buildings. They were little more than broken bricks, shattered timbers and various debris. Perched precariously around the rim of the sinkhole were pieces of buildings, some with no more than a single wall remaining. One of them trembled and tumbled into the sinkhole as well. 
 
    From the depths of the sinkhole came a few cries. Here and there could be seen movement as survivors struggled to free themselves. 
 
    Lowellin barely glanced into the sinkhole as he skirted it and headed for the castle, which was only a couple of blocks away. The guards at the gates looked at him in surprise, then went to their knees, heads bowed. 
 
    “My apologies, sire,” the captain said. “I did not realize you’d left the castle.” 
 
    Lowellin ignored him and strode toward the palace. He found the Ichthalids in the throne room. S’nash was seated on the throne—his throne—Thresh and Gnath standing around him. The two sorcerers were kneeling nearby, their heads bowed. 
 
     “I did it,” Lowellin said, striding up to the dais. “I took care of the troublemaker. As I said I would.” 
 
    S’nash spared him only the briefest glance. “Were you seeking a reward?” he growled. 
 
    “I thought you’d be happy to know he is dead.” 
 
    “I’m happy to see that there are some tasks which you can handle.” S’nash turned back to Thresh. 
 
    “I did not see you having any luck finding him,” Lowellin said. 
 
    S’nash waved off his words. “He was no more than an annoying insect,” he said. “He was never worth serious effort. Besides, that is what we have you for, to take care of the nuisances so we can focus on the larger problems.” 
 
    Lowellin licked his lips while he considered what he would say next. S’nash had turned back to Thresh. Clearly, he’d been dismissed. 
 
    “I want those ships finished. I grow tired of this place. Feed the slaves on Her Majesty’s nectar,” S’nash said to Thresh. “That will give them the strength to work harder, faster, without rest.” 
 
    “These humans are weak. They will not live long once I do that,” Thresh said. “Less than a day, I think. And we do not have many slaves left.” 
 
    “It is no matter,” S’nash said. “If you run out of slaves, take what you need from the city’s population.” 
 
    “Hold on there,” Lowellin interjected. “If you do whatever it is that you’re planning on doing, the people will rebel.” 
 
    S’nash gave him a look that said he was surprised to still see him standing there. “That is of no consequence to me. Surely you can handle them if they do. After all, what sort of king cannot rule his own subjects?” He leaned forward, a dark smile on his savage face. “How will you rule a world if you cannot rule one city?” 
 
    Lowellin seethed inwardly, but he took care to keep it hidden. “It was only a reminder that there is no need to cause unnecessary problems—” 
 
    “Enough. I have no need of you now. Leave.” He looked down at the Ankharan sorcerers. “You leave as well. We have matters to discuss.” 
 
    Lowellin stood there a moment longer, but S’nash ignored him. Abruptly, he turned on his heel and stalked from the throne room. From the corner of his eye he could see the smirks on the faces of the sorcerers, further inflaming him. Once they were out of the throne room, and the doors had closed behind them, he turned on them. 
 
    “What is it you find so funny?” he hissed. 
 
    “To see you humbled, treated as you have treated us,” Maphothet said, amusement in his deep-set eyes. 
 
    “They’re gods to you, aren’t they?” Lowellin sneered at them. “For all your talk to the Fist about the uselessness and futility of gods, they are gods to you.” 
 
    “Of course, they are,” Maphothet said. 
 
    “We only told the Fist what he wanted to hear,” the other chimed in. “He would have resisted the truth. It was a failing of his.” 
 
    “And what is it you imagine your gods will reward you with once they are finished using you?” 
 
    “That is for them to decide,” Maphothet said calmly. 
 
    “Do you think they will hand over this world to you instead of me? Is that where your sudden humor comes from?” Lowellin was drawing in Stone power as he spoke, looming larger and larger until he fairly towered over them. The two guards on duty outside the doors shrank away and looked to be close to fleeing. 
 
    “This I do not know,” Maphothet said. “But I will be happy with whatever reward they choose to bestow.” 
 
    “Maybe you think they will take you with them when they go. Is that it?” 
 
    “Perhaps. But I believe that they have other rewards in mind for their loyal servants.” 
 
    “It would be a shame if you did not survive long enough to collect those rewards.” He advanced on them. Power shimmered around him. 
 
    “You cannot threaten us,” Maphothet said. “You know what you risk if you anger them.” 
 
    “And you should know what you risk in angering me. I could crush the two of you with no more than a thought.” He brought one hand up before Maphothet’s face and pinched his thumb and forefinger together. 
 
    Maphothet was unmoved. “Are you done yet?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m only getting started,” Lowellin said. He walked away, vowing to himself that even if his plans went wrong, and he failed, he would make sure they died first. They would know at the end that he was not one to be made an enemy of. 
 
    He went to his quarters. These were not the royal quarters. They were small and cramped and out of the way, and they suited him. Lowellin preferred to work from the shadows. 
 
    General Rouk and Captain Ely were waiting there for him. They jumped to their feet when he entered and saluted him. He ignored them and went to his desk and sat down. The two men exchanged glances. Then Rouk screwed up his courage enough to ask, “We did as you ordered us, sire, tortured them enough to frighten them, but not enough to disable them.” 
 
    Lowellin glanced up at him but did not reply. His face was expressionless. 
 
    Rouk took this as a good sign. “If I may, sire, can I assume all went well? I saw you leave with the prisoners, and I heard about the sinkhole.” 
 
    “It went as expected,” Lowellin replied. “Your methods went a long way toward convincing them.” His cold eyes flicked to Ely. “Though you came dangerously close to going too far. I thought I was explicit in explaining that their torture not leave any of them maimed. Hurting one of them too much, or worse yet, killing one, would have cost me any chance I had of winning Fen to my side.” 
 
    Ely ducked his head. “My apologies, sire. I got a bit carried away.” 
 
    “Fortunately for you, you did not go too far. Or you would not be here to have this conversation. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sire,” Ely said meekly. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Tempus was stuck guarding the slaves who were building the ships. He hated this duty, hated it even more than he’d hated those crazy nights when it seemed half the city was on fire, and the other half was rioting. He cursed Lieutenant Gril under his breath for sticking him with this duty. Ever since Tempus won his entire pay off him in cards, the lieutenant never missed a chance to make Tempus’ life miserable. 
 
    The reason Samkaran soldiers had to guard the slaves was because most of the Ankharans who’d been doing the job were dead. A bunch of them were killed the night Fen and the Fist went on their rampage, and most of the rest were killed a few nights ago when someone attacked the ships and tried to burn them. 
 
    Tempus was glad the Ankharans were dead. He hated the filthy foreigners. He wished the ships had burned. King Lowellin had said that Samkara’s army would be putting out to sea on them as soon as the ships were finished, sailing west to conquer kingdoms he’d never known existed. Tempus had never been in a boat of any kind. He’d never so much as put his feet in the sea. The idea of getting onto a ship and sailing so far out that he couldn’t even see land filled him with dread. 
 
    “Move along there. Keep working,” he said to one of the slaves, who’d stopped and was leaning against the side of the ship, panting. She was a woman in her early twenties, just about the same age as Tempus’ daughter would have been if she hadn’t been killed when the Maradi sacked Samkara. When she didn’t move right away, he shook his whip at her. 
 
    He carried the whip because the Ankharans in charge of this operation insisted on it, said the slaves would do nothing without the steady application of one. But he didn’t like the thing, and he hadn’t used it a single time so far. This wasn’t out of love for the Maradi. The bastards had killed his wife the same night they killed his daughter, and he hated them almost as much as he hated the Ankharans. It was more that the whole idea of slavery struck him as wrong. Killing a man who’d wronged you was one thing. Enslaving him was another thing entirely. And enslaving women who’d surely never wielded a weapon against a Samkaran in their lives, well, that was wrong times two. 
 
    “C’mon, lass,” he said, looking over his shoulder. One of the few remaining Ankharan overseers was approaching. He hadn’t noticed the young woman yet, but he would soon enough. “Get a move on. There’s one of them ugly bastards coming this way. You know what that means.” 
 
    With a moan she pushed herself away from the side of the ship and lifted the heavy bucket filled with pitch once again. She was stumbling away when the overseer arrived. 
 
    “Speed it up!” he snapped, laying his whip across her shoulders and causing her to cry out. 
 
    Tempus glared at the man’s back, his jaws aching from the suppressed desire to whip out his sword and cut the man in two. The man was a brute, no getting around it. The kind who didn’t deserve to be alive. 
 
    But he knew what the consequences of that would be. The officers had made it very clear that finishing the ships was the invaders’ highest priority. Any who jeopardized that would pay dearly. 
 
    He wished Fen were still alive. Fen would tear these buggers down and show them what was what. But he wasn’t. And without Fen and his abilities—Tempus had been there the day of the execution, and he’d seen some of that ability with his own eyes—what chance did the rest of them have? His squad mates had tried to carry on his work when they set fire to the ships and look where that had gotten them. Down in the dungeon being tortured, the poor bastards. For their sake he hoped they were already dead. Can’t hurt a man anymore, once he’s dead. 
 
    A commotion behind him made Tempus turn. What he saw caused him to swear under his breath and take a step back. Two of the Ichthalids were approaching. He recognized first the one with only one eye, a great, hulking brute he was. That was Thresh. That made the other one Gnath. They were huge. He reckoned either one of them could about snap him in two with their bare hands. Which they wouldn’t need to use anyway, on account of the fearsome magic they had. He’d seen that magic at work before. He didn’t want to see it again and surely not up close. 
 
    They strode by Tempus without deigning to so much as glance at him, which was just fine with him. The last thing he wanted was to be noticed by them. 
 
    “Gather the slaves,” Thresh said to the overseer, who was bowing repeatedly and looked about to wet himself. “They are to drop what they are doing and come at once.” The overseer ran off without a word and began shouting orders. 
 
    Tempus moved to obey, rounding up the slaves who were making their way to and from the tar pots, carrying buckets of pitch. “Leave them there,” he ordered. “Hurry now.” 
 
    There were five of them, all women in their twenties and thirties. As he shepherded them to where the two Ichthalids stood waiting, he felt a strong sense of unease. Something unpleasant was about to happen. Not that most of the last month hadn’t been unpleasant, but he had a feeling that something especially unpleasant was coming. He felt a strong desire to throw his weapons down and run. 
 
    But that would be mighty foolish. A dozen or more soldiers had tried to desert since the Ichthalids arrived. Their bodies were hanging on the castle walls, a grim reminder to others who had the same thoughts. 
 
    Soon the slaves were gathered in a loose group beside the one of the ships. There were about a hundred of them. This wasn’t all of the slaves. There were others in the big warehouse, those who worked the night shift. Their numbers had been dwindling fast. Some dropped dead on the job. Others had been taken away by the sorcerers and never seen again. Everyone knew what happened to them, but no one liked to talk about it. 
 
    Thresh looked at the overseers and soldiers. “If you let them run, you will take their place.” 
 
    Tempus’ sense of unease turned into something very close to panic. It had the same effect on the slaves, who shrank back against the hull of the ship, fighting each other to get as far away from the Ichthalids as possible. 
 
    At an order from the head overseer, Tempus and the rest of the soldiers drew their weapons and closed in, forming a solid wall around the slaves. Tempus’ stomach flipped. He really, really wished he wasn’t on duty today. 
 
    The two Ichthalids strode forward. Thresh reached out with one huge hand and clamped down on the head of a brown-haired woman in a torn dress. She bleated and tried to get away, but her struggles were no more effective than if she’d been a kitten. His eyes turned milky and began to glow pale purple. Tempus felt power radiate off him, the same as he felt when S’nash crushed one of the soldiers. He didn’t like the feeling. It was like there was something crawling over his skin. 
 
    Flickers of chaos power, like nearly colorless flames, rolled down Thresh’s arm. The woman fought more desperately. 
 
    The chaos power reached her. She screamed once and went limp. 
 
    He dropped her. Her flesh rippled as the chaos power engulfed her. Her hair burned away in a flash. Her skin turned red, then began to burn away with a sizzling, popping sound. Tempus stared at her in horror, unable to take his eyes off her. The power continued its work once the skin was gone, devouring muscle and fat as well. A horrible odor filled the air. Soon the bones themselves were visible. Arms, legs, skull. Her ribs were the white branches of a tree. 
 
    But she was not dead. New flesh began to grow. Muscles covered the raw bones, more and more until her arms, chest and legs bulged with them. Raw, new skin grew back over her muscles, hairless and pink. She spasmed a few times, then rolled onto her side and pushed herself upright. 
 
    Her clothes had burned completely away, but they no longer mattered. She only vaguely looked human. Her eyes had turned pure white. She stood there, arms hanging down at her sides, veins standing out starkly on bulging new muscle. 
 
    Tempus realized he’d taken a step back and forced himself to move forward, plugging his spot in the line. And not a moment too soon either, as the paralysis gripping the slaves broke suddenly, and they surged forward, fighting to escape. 
 
    The Ichthalids waded into the slaves and snatched two each out of the mob. The rest of the panicking Maradi slammed into the line of soldiers. Tempus hit the man who came at him with the flat of his sword right above the ear, laying him out flat. The next one got past his weapon and lowered his head and hit Tempus in the chest, hard enough that he lost his balance and started to fall over backwards. Grunting, he forced the man back, hammering him in the teeth with the fist gripping the hilt of his sword. 
 
    Then it was all a blur of screaming, terrified faces and bodies. He struck at them over and over, knocking them back, kicking their legs out from under them. He gave up using the flat of his blade and simply fought to stay upright. Every blow sickened him, especially since so many were women, and all of them were thin and weakened from their ordeal. But neither did he want to suffer the fate that awaited them, so he fought his hardest. He might never sleep well again, but he was going to live. 
 
    At length he realized that no more were coming. At his feet lay a number of bloodied figures, some moaning softly and writhing. He raised his eyes and looked on the horror that the Ichthalids had wrought, were still wreaking. 
 
    Dozens of the slaves were down, thrashing on the ground as flesh burned away, and flesh returned. Some were already climbing to their feet and were waiting, jaws slack, eyes white. There were no expressions on those faces. Their humanity was gone. 
 
    Tempus lowered his head, unable to look anymore. A thin hand reached out and took hold of his ankle. Looking up at him was the young woman he’d spared the whip. Tears filled her eyes. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered. “Please.” 
 
    Tempus looked around. The Ichthalids had their backs to him. None of the other soldiers were looking at him. 
 
    With a feeling that he would never be the same again, he pressed the tip of his sword against her neck and pushed. Blood flowed, and she sagged to the ground, her eyes closing. 
 
    When it was over, the Ichthalids looked on their creations dispassionately. 
 
    “Return them to work,” Thresh said. “They will follow any orders you give them. We will return after these die and make more for you.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “I just heard,” Lukas said, a little breathless after his run. He and Strout had just arrived on the second floor of the ruined temple. “They’re putting the ships in the water today.” 
 
    “So soon?” Fen said, surprised. “But I thought it would be a few more days at least.” 
 
    “It’s the slaves, whatever the Ichthalids have been doing to them,” Lukas replied, his eyes haunted. “They never stop. They just keep going and going.” 
 
    “Until they die,” Strout said. The squad took turns spying on the ships, recording their progress. That morning had been his and Lukas’ turn. “That stops them.” He sounded angry. He was angry. For all that he pretended not to care, what he’d seen had taken its toll on him. 
 
    Lukas went to the area where he made his bed and sat down, putting his head in his hands. 
 
    “You okay, Lukas?” Gage asked. He had the spot next to Lukas, and he leaned closer, concern in his eyes. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” he said dully. “I can’t…I don’t think I’ll ever be okay.” 
 
    Strout went to his spot and savagely kicked a clay pot that had been left there. It flew across the room and shattered on the wall. “Don’t leave your shit in my spot!” he yelled to no one in particular. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Cowley asked Fen, who was putting on his cloak. 
 
    “If they’re putting the ships in the water, then that probably means we’re sailing tomorrow. I’m going to go get Ravin and bring her into the city. She should be safe here now, especially once the Ichthalids and Lowellin are gone.” Over the past few days he’d nearly gone to retrieve her several times. He hated leaving her out there, wanted nothing more than to have her near, but he didn’t trust Lowellin. And there was still a chance that the Ichthalids would find him and the squad. He wanted her nowhere near if that happened. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Cowley said, jumping up and coming over. 
 
    “No, it’ll be easier if I go alone. One person is less noticeable than two.” 
 
    “They’re not really paying that much attention anymore, now that the search for you has been called off,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Still, I think it’s safer this way.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cowley grumbled, sitting back down and returning to the dice game he and Wallice were playing. He’d been losing steadily to Wallice all morning. Fen didn’t think he’d won a single throw. He probably owed Wallice the next two years of his pay…if he ever got paid again. But still he wouldn’t quit. Fen knew it was because he was going crazy from sitting around. Sitting around and doing nothing wasn’t something Cowley was good at. 
 
    They were all feeling more than a little crazy. Except for recon and to acquire supplies, Fen kept them in the ruined temple where they were less likely to attract trouble. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a couple of bells,” Fen said, pulling the hood over his head and climbing out the back window that looked down over the ravine. “Someone keep an eye on Noah.” 
 
    “What?” Noah cried from his spot at the window overlooking the street in front of the house. “Why me? What am I doing?” 
 
    Fen paused and gave him a look. “Besides looking for trouble, you mean?” 
 
    “I’m not looking for trouble,” Noah said with a glower. Fen looked pointedly at the long knife in his hand. Noah had been messing around with it all morning, flipping it, holding it up to the light, stabbing the wall. Where he’d gotten it, Fen didn’t know. Weapons were not something Lowellin had supplied them with. But somehow Noah had gotten hold of one yesterday, and since then he had it in his hands nearly every waking moment. 
 
    Noah looked down at the knife. “It’s best to be ready,” he said. 
 
    “She’s only an old woman,” Fen said. “She’s not a spy for Lowellin.” He was referring to the old woman who was up on the roof of one of the nearby buildings, hanging up laundry. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Noah said, returning to staring out the window. “She sure goes up on that roof a lot, is all I’m saying. Pretty suspicious if you ask me.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s using the chickens as spies,” Cowley said, throwing the dice and wincing at yet another bad throw. The old woman had a small chicken coop on the roof. “You’re cheating, Wallice. I don’t know how, but I know you are.” 
 
    Wallice said nothing, only collected the dice and another one of the homemade debt markers that Cowley had made from scraps of cloth he’d found. 
 
    “Sure, make fun of me,” Noah replied. “But I’m not going down because of carelessness. Always vigilant, that’s me.” 
 
    “Always crazy, you mean.” 
 
    Fen lowered himself to the ground and hurried off through the brush. He climbed up beside the footbridge and headed for the city gates. He was glad the ships were finished, glad to finally be leaving the city. The Ichthalids were quickly burning through the Maradi slaves. Once they were out, he knew they’d start using Samkarans. He’d seen what was done to the Maradi. He didn’t think he could continue to stand by if they did that to Samkarans. Nor did he think his squad would either. 
 
    But he was uneasy as well. Once they were on those ships, they would be completely at the invaders’ mercy. There’d be nowhere to run to, no place to hide. Nor did he really trust Lowellin yet. His gut told him that Lowellin was playing a deeper game, and he and his squad mates were walking right into it. But if he was, Fen couldn’t figure it out, try as he might. What was Lowellin’s end game? What did he stand to gain from all this? 
 
    Fen still didn’t know if he was going to stand by and let the Ichthalids take the last piece of the key without doing anything. Every instinct he had rebelled against it, but maybe it was as Lowellin said. Maybe those instincts were simply instructions implanted in him by the masters. Maybe the key really was a relic of an ancient war between two alien races, and it had nothing to do with Fen’s world. 
 
    Once again, as he had so many times over the past few days, Fen told himself he’d simply have to wait and see. He’d go along, keep his eyes open, and stay ready. He might still find a way to stop the Ichthalids. What would he do? he wondered, if he found himself with a chance at the last piece of the key. Would he try to destroy it? Once before he’d tried to destroy a piece of the key and failed, but he hadn’t used his power that time. This time he would. He could crush a rock in his bare hand now. Would that be enough to crush the key if he got hold of it? But what if that simply meant the Ichthalids were trapped here on this world, with no way to leave? Then he’d be dooming his world to suffer under them. 
 
    He had one other hope, one he was almost afraid to think about too much, since he had no idea if there was any truth to it. And that was Ravin’s idea that on the other side of the sea he would find someone else like him, someone strong enough to defeat Lowellin and give him those terrible scars on his face. If he could join forces with that person, together they might be able to defeat the Ichthalids and Lowellin. 
 
    It was maddening, the same thoughts chasing each other around and around in his brain. He’d been over the same old ground so many times now, and he always ended up in the same place. He had no real idea what the best thing was to do. He was a pawn in someone else’s game. All he could do was wait. 
 
    Except for today. Today he could go get Ravin. The thought of her cheered him greatly. He missed her so badly. He couldn’t wait to see her again, even if they wouldn’t have long. He wondered if there would ever come a day when they could have normal times together again. What would it be like to be able to see her every day? 
 
    The guards at the gate waved him through with hardly a look, just as Cowley had predicted. Soon he jogged up to the edge of Shantytown. He passed quickly through the welter of ramshackle huts and piles of garbage until he got to Argid’s home. No one answered when he banged on the door, and when he looked inside the place was empty. Trying to fight down the sudden clench of fear in his gut, Fen looked around. She’d gone somewhere to help someone who was sick or injured was all, he told himself. Argid was with her. He didn’t need to worry. 
 
    It did no good at all. All his attempts at staying calm shuddered like a house of sticks before a sudden gale. 
 
    He saw an old man tottering down one of the lanes that wound through the debris and ran after him. The man spun as he came up, a makeshift knife in one hand, suspicion on his face. 
 
    “I ain’t got nothing worth stealing,” the old man said. He waved the knife. “I’ll cut you.” 
 
    Fen held up his hands. “I only want information.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s a young woman staying here with Argid.” 
 
    To his surprise, a smile lit up the man’s face. “You’re talking about our angel,’ he said. “The one what the gods sent to help us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Fen said, feeling mightily relieved. “Do you know where she is?” 
 
    “Down at the south edge, I reckon. There was an outbreak of the blue shakes there two days ago. She’s been down there a lot, giving what help she can.” 
 
    “The blue shakes?” Fen said, his relief turning quickly to alarm. The blue shakes was a terrible disease. Those who got it suffered uncontrollable tremors, and their skin took on a bluish hue. Most who got it died. 
 
    “Don’t fret!” the old man called after him as he ran off. “The gods love her. She’ll be safe!” 
 
    As he ran, Fen couldn’t decide if he was proud of her or angry at her. It was good that she cared enough to risk herself to help others, but foolish to risk herself like that. He made it to the south edge of the makeshift village a little while later. It wasn’t hard to find the area where the outbreak had happened. The moans of the afflicted were loud in the still air, and he had only to follow them. 
 
    He found Ravin kneeling beside a young woman lying on the ground out in the open. The young woman was shaking violently, and the bluish tinge to her skin was obvious even from a distance. 
 
    “There you are,” Fen said. “I was worried. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Ravin glanced up at him briefly before turning her attention back to the young woman. “I’m doing what I can,” she said. “It’s not much, but it’s all I can do.” 
 
    “I’ve come to take you back into the city,” Fen said, taking her arm and trying to pull her to her feet. “We need to go.” 
 
    “Not yet,” she said, yanking her arm away from his grasp. She looked around. “Where is Argid with that water? This woman is burning up.” 
 
    “He’s supposed to stay close and guard you,” Fen said. He knew he sounded peevish, but he couldn’t help it. He’d expected to find Ravin excited to see him and ready to flee this place, not insisting on staying longer. 
 
    “I need that water more than I need guarding,” she said. “This poor woman is burning up.” 
 
    Argid came lumbering up then, an old, dented pail of water in his huge hands. He set it down beside Ravin, who quickly dunked a cloth into it and applied it to the woman’s forehead. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do for her,” Fen said, as the woman’s back arched with a new spasm, and her fingers dug into the ground. 
 
    Ravin took the woman’s hands in hers and squeezed them tightly. Without turning her head, she snapped at him, “Don’t you think I know that?” In a low, soothing voice, she said to the woman, “Easy there. Easy.” 
 
    “You could get sick yourself,” Fen said. He knew he should shut up, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. 
 
    “Again, I already know that,’ she replied. “If you’re going to stand there, why don’t you make yourself useful? Wring out that cloth and bathe her face. It seems to help ease her some.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Fen crouched and did as he was told. Up close the odor of the illness was undeniable, a smell of rotting meat that made his stomach rebel. 
 
    “I’m here,” Ravin said to the woman softly. “I’ve got you. I’m here.” She kept repeating herself, the words becoming almost a chant. 
 
    They stayed there for some time, Ravin gripping the woman’s hands and speaking softly to her, Fen bathing her face with water, and Argid standing a short distance away, looking down at them, his broad face impassive. A couple of times Fen tried to speak to Ravin, but each time she shut him down quickly, refusing to listen at all. Eventually, Fen realized he had no choice except to kneel there and let what would happen play out. 
 
    The young woman let out an anguished groan, her back arched, and her heels drummed against the hard ground. Then she sort of sighed, and her life left her all at once. Her head rolled to the side. 
 
    Gently, Ravin disengaged her hands from the woman’s death grip. She straightened her limbs and closed her staring eyes. For a moment she stayed there, her head bowed, a whispered prayer coming from her lips. 
 
    When she looked up at Fen, her eyes were wet with tears. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    “So am I.” She stood up suddenly, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Seven.” 
 
    Fen stood up too. “What?” 
 
    “Seven dead of the blue shakes since last night.” 
 
    “I…that’s terrible.” 
 
    “Out here it’s called just another day,” she said, her voice harsh. She turned to Argid. “You’ll carry her out with the others?” she asked. He nodded silently. She looked at Fen. “That’s all of them. We can go now.” 
 
    She walked over to Argid. “Thank you,” she said, holding up her arms. Fen felt a new sense of alarm as the huge brute of a man bent and folded her in arms that could have snapped her in two without difficulty. “I’ll be back,” she told him once he let her go. “I won’t forget.” 
 
    Argid stood motionless, watching as Fen and Ravin walked away. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Fen said again, after some time had passed, and she hadn’t so much as looked at him. 
 
    “For who? For the woman who died? Or for all the others who died and will die here?” 
 
    Fen sighed. “I’m sorry that I tried to make you leave. I was just…I was worried about you. It scares me when—” 
 
    She stopped suddenly and turned on him. “I worry about you too, you know. All the time. But I know you have to do it, and so I don’t try and stop you. Couldn’t you do the same for me?” 
 
    “But it’s different,” Fen protested. “You and I both know there’s nothing you could have done for that woman. When people get the blue shakes they either live or die. No nursing can change that.” 
 
    “Nothing I could do?” she said in a dangerous voice, her eyes flashing. “I stayed with that woman during her final moments. I stayed with all of them. Are you really trying to tell me that was nothing?” Her fists were clenched by her sides as she bit off each word. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that.” He tried to touch her, but she pulled away from him, her posture rigid. 
 
    “Then how did you mean it? Is killing the only way to help people? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. Not at all.” He tried to find some words to make it all better. “I think what you did was noble.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it to be noble. I did it because it’s the right thing to do, at least if you’re a human being with a shred of decency in you. What sort of person would I be if I simply turned away and let them die without at least trying to comfort them?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Fen said, what she was trying to say finally sinking in for him. “It was the right thing to do, and I’m an idiot for not realizing it right away. And you deserve more. I should be supporting you instead of telling you what you can and can’t do.” 
 
    He noticed then that her shoulders were trembling, and he felt a sudden stab of panic that she was getting sick too. But then the tears began to stream down her face, and he saw how hard she was working to keep herself under control. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ravin.” This time she didn’t pull away but let him hold her. After a moment she wrapped her arms around him and clung to him while she sobbed. He wisely kept his mouth shut and simply let her cry. 
 
    When she was done, she wiped her eyes on her sleeve and started walking again. “We have to do something to help these people,” she said. “No one should have to live like this.” 
 
    “We will,” Fen said. “I promise.” But it was a promise he didn’t know if he could keep. He had too many people to help and no idea how he was going to help them. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    “Is she still asleep?” Cowley asked as Fen came down the stairs to the ground floor of the ruined temple. The squad had cleared out of the second floor when Fen brought Ravin back a few bells earlier, giving the two of them some privacy. Ravin had fallen asleep almost instantly—she’d told Fen she hadn’t slept in two nights while she tended to the sick people—and Fen went back up periodically to check on her. 
 
    “She is,” Fen said. 
 
    “Poor girl,” Lukas said sympathetically. “It must have been terrible for her living out there like that. I imagine she was terrified the whole time.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Fen said. He hadn’t told any of them what had really happened out there. He didn’t feel like answering their questions. 
 
    “At least you were finally able to rescue her from that place,” Gage said. 
 
    “I didn’t rescue her, okay?” Fen snapped. “It wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Gage mumbled. “I didn’t mean to…whatever I did.” 
 
    “I know,” Fen said. “I’m sorry too.” He slumped down on the floor and put his head on his knees. 
 
    “Did you tell her we’re leaving soon?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance,” Fen said. “I wanted her to get some rest first.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll still have a couple of days,” Cowley said. “Maybe it will take more time to get the ships ready.” 
 
    Fen didn’t answer. He didn’t believe that, and he knew Cowley didn’t really either. His friend was only trying to help him feel better. Gage had brought back a report that the ships had been launched and supplies and weapons were being loaded. 
 
    “What’s he doing here?” Noah exclaimed. He was stationed by the front door, looking out through a crack in the wall, keeping an eye on the street. 
 
    “Who?” Lukas asked. He and several other members of the squad crowded around to see what Noah was talking about. 
 
    “It’s that pig, Ely,” Noah said, drawing the long knife out of his belt. His face was grim. “He’s going to be sorry he came here.” 
 
    Cowley shoved him aside. “Lowellin probably sent him. Why don’t we hear what he has to say before you gut him?” 
 
    Noah’s lips peeled back in an ugly smile. “So long as I get to gut him after.” 
 
    Cowley unbarred the door and swung it open as Ely got up close. The pot-bellied soldier jerked back, his hand going to his sword. Then he saw who it was, and he nodded. 
 
    “So, you are here,” he said. His eyes scanned the building. “Nice rathole you found.” 
 
    Before Cowley could stop him, Noah had squirmed by him. He lunged at Ely and shoved the blade up under his chin. Ely flinched, but didn’t fight back. 
 
    “Call off your mad dog if you want to hear my message,” he said, the tremor in his voice giving away his nerves. “If he kills me, you won’t make it on the ship. That’s what you want, isn’t it?” 
 
    Fen pushed past Cowley, grabbed Noah’s shoulder and pulled him back. When Noah resisted, he snapped, “Stand down, soldier! Now.” 
 
    Grumbling, Noah lowered his knife. But he didn’t tuck it away, and he kept his eyes fixed on Ely. 
 
    “You should keep that one on a leash,” Ely said, rubbing his throat. 
 
    “Don’t push it, Ely,” Fen said. “I want to cut you down as badly as he does.” 
 
    “Still sore about the whole trial thing?” Ely said innocently. “You know they were going to find you guilty either way, don’t you? They needed a witness to keep things looking proper. Plus, it seems like you took no harm from it.” 
 
    “Get on with it,” Fen said, crossing his arms. “Say what you came to say and get out of here.” 
 
    Ely splayed his pudgy hands. “I’ve come to fetch you. It’s time.” 
 
    “For what?” Noah asked suspiciously. 
 
    “For your dance with the king, what else?” Ely snapped. “To take you to the docks. Gods, you’re dumb.” 
 
    In a flash, Noah was at his throat again. “Let me cut his throat, Fen. Please?” 
 
    Ely’s eyes grew wide as the blade pressed into his fleshy neck. “You need me,” he said. “Without me you’ll never get on a ship.” 
 
    “It’s not even dark yet,” Fen said. The sun had set, but true darkness was still some time away. “Wouldn’t we have a better chance of getting onto a ship unseen if it was late?” 
 
    “I’m not taking you to a ship.” 
 
    “Then where the hell are you taking us?” Noah snarled, pressing harder with the knife. 
 
    “Back up, Noah,” Fen ordered. “I won’t tell you again.” 
 
    Grumbling, Noah let Ely go. 
 
    “I’m taking you to the slave pen,” Ely said, his eyes fixed on Noah. 
 
    “I’m not going into any slave pen,” Noah said. 
 
    “Then you won’t get on board a ship.” Ely tried to sound unconcerned, but there was sweat on his brow. 
 
    “Why?” Fen asked him. “Why do we have to go into the slave pens?” 
 
    “Because that’s how you’re getting across the sea. You’ll be disguised as slaves.” 
 
    “We’re going as slaves?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “You got any other ideas?” Ely responded. “What? Did you think you’d go disguised as soldiers? Or maybe you thought you could go disguised as Ichthalids? I’m sure they wouldn’t notice a thing.” 
 
    “I was thinking we’d be crew,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Know anything about sailing a ship?” Ely chuckled. “I thought not. Plus, all the sailors are Ankharans. You ain’t got the complexion to pass as one of them. You can’t go as soldiers, on account of everyone thinks you were all tortured to death. There might be some questions were you to pop up again out of nowhere. Slaves is all that’s left.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Fen said. “It’s our only real option.” 
 
    “Finally, one of you said something that wasn’t brainless. Let’s go already. I want to get this over with and get back to my fancy new room in the palace. Being a captain has its benefits.” Ely had recovered some of his swagger, and his dark smile returned. 
 
    “Captain now, is it?” Noah said, jabbing him with the knife. “Is that what you got for betraying your people?” 
 
    “Who’s betraying anyone? The old king is dead. I swore fealty to the new king. What else was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe not torture your fellow soldiers,” Lukas spat suddenly. He’d come out, unnoticed, while they were talking. He looked like he was about to spring on Ely. “How about trying that one?” 
 
    “Easy,” Cowley said, putting out his arm to hold Lukas off. “Let’s get through this. You can kill him later.” 
 
    “No, he can’t,” Noah said. “I’m killing him.” 
 
    “That’s it. I’m done being threatened. If you want to follow me and get on a ship, then do. Or don’t. I don’t care.” Ely started to turn away. 
 
    A voice came from behind them. “Ship? You’re leaving now? Why are you talking to him?” It was Ravin, standing in the doorway. 
 
    Ely saw her and turned back around. “I wondered where you’d got off to,” he said. “We spent time looking for you.” He gave her a leer. “It’s good to see you back. I’m hoping we get to spend some time together real soon.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth,” Noah rasped. “You don’t talk to her. You don’t even look at her.” He brandished his knife at Ely. 
 
    Fen went to the doorway and pulled Ravin back inside. “It’s a long story, but we’re kind of allies with Lowellin now. He’s sneaking us onto one of the ships, so we can get across the sea.” He winced as he said the words, imagining how they would sound to her. 
 
    “What? You’re working with Lowellin? After everything he did?” 
 
    “I know. It sounds crazy to me too.” 
 
    “You can’t seriously trust him.” 
 
    “No. I don’t. But I think this is our only chance. I tried, but I can’t defeat Lowellin. I can’t defeat even one of the Ichthalids. And Lowellin has his reasons to hate them too. I think he means what he says…at least for now.” 
 
    “And you’re leaving now? Were you planning on telling me before you go?” 
 
    “I was. I didn’t expect Ely to show up so soon.” 
 
    “Oh, god, Fen,” she said, putting her arms around him. “I was hoping to have a little time together.” 
 
    “Me too. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to go.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go either.” He had a terrible feeling about all this. Over the past few bells he’d wrestled with a growing feeling that he was leading the whole squad into a trap, but he couldn’t see any way out of it. “But I have to. If there’s any chance at all…” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that. You have to survive, and you have to come back to me,” she said fiercely, staring into his eyes. “Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    She kissed him. Fen returned the kiss, letting himself melt into the moment. 
 
    How long they stood there he didn’t know, but then Cowley was clearing his throat. “Sorry, Fen, Ravin. But if we wait any longer I think Noah is going to kill Ely and then…” 
 
    Ravin looked up at Fen. “I’m getting awfully tired of saying goodbye to you.” 
 
    “It does seem to happen a lot,” he said, trying his best to smile. 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    “I think the time to do that passed a long time ago.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, fighting back the tears. Fen felt tears in his eyes too. “But I don’t know what else to say.” 
 
    “Once we’re gone, you should be able to return to the palace safely. When I get back, I’ll come find you there.” 
 
    “I’m holding you to that.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “No weapons,” Ely said. Noah was tucking his long knife away, and they were getting ready to follow the former sergeant into the growing twilight. 
 
    “That’s what you’d like, isn’t it?” Noah sneered. “You want us helpless.” 
 
    “I do like the sound of that,” Ely replied. “But if you want to get onto that ship tomorrow, you better not have a weapon on you. You think they won’t search you first?” His smile was triumphant. “What do you think they’d do to you if they found you carrying that?” 
 
    Noah started to fire back at Ely when Cowley intervened. “I hate to agree with this traitor on anything, but he’s right. You can’t bring that. It’s too risky.” 
 
    “We’re going to be helpless,” Noah protested. 
 
    “I think that’s what being a slave means,” Cowley replied. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Strout told the smaller man. “See these?” He pointed to his biceps. “I’m never helpless.” 
 
    Seeing that no one was going to come to his aid, Noah pulled the knife out of his belt. Grumbling under his breath, he walked back to the door of the temple, where Ravin was standing, and handed the knife to her. “Keep it close,” he warned her. “Don’t trust a one of them.” 
 
    “One last thing,” Ely said to Fen. “The king said it’s the most important. You’re not to use your power, no matter what happens. Not even a whisper, hear? Because if you do, the Ichthalids and the sorcerers will notice for sure, and then the game is up.” 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me that,” Fen said. “I know.” 
 
    They followed Ely down the street. “Let’s see, we’re going to sneak on board the enemy ship disguised as slaves, which means we’ll be locked up with the slaves, and unarmed like the slaves. But somehow, we’re going to save the world. Does this strike anyone else as the dumbest plan ever?” Cowley asked no one in particular. 
 
    “We’re a bunch of bloody idiots,” Strout agreed. 
 
    “I wonder what Sergeant Flint would say if he could see us right now,” Lukas said. 
 
    “Dumbest soldiers I ever trained,” Noah said. “That’s what he’d say.” 
 
    “He won’t get any argument from me,” Gage said. 
 
    Fen listened to their banter with only half an ear. He knew their talk was only a way to cover up the anxiety they were all feeling, now that they were actually going through with this. He didn’t feel good about it either, but mostly he was feeling heartbroken from saying goodbye to Ravin. They’d barely gotten back together, and here he was already taking off again. The chances of him returning weren’t good, to say the least. Any of hundreds of things could go wrong. Even if they somehow survived all that was coming, there was no guarantee they would be able to find a way back across the sea. The ships might be destroyed, or there might be no one left who knew how to sail them. 
 
    All of which his squad mates knew. It was why they bantered. It was better than despair. 
 
    They were near the docks, and it was nearly dark when Ely held up his hand for them to stop. He peered around a corner, then turned to them. “The warehouse they use to hold the slaves is across the way. I’ll go first and make sure our man is working at the door. When I whistle once, you come. On the double. I don’t want any patrols to see you. It will raise questions none of us can answer.” 
 
    He rounded the corner and disappeared. 
 
    “I hope whatever happens that I at least get to kill that guy,” Noah said. “That would make everything okay, I think.” 
 
    A whistle came out of the darkness, and they ran across the street. Ely was standing next to another soldier who was holding open a heavy wooden door. 
 
    “Have a great trip,” Ely said to them mockingly, as they filed past him into the dark interior of the warehouse. “I’m sure you’ll love Qarath. Don’t drown or anything before you—” 
 
    His words cut off as Strout punched him hard in stomach on the way by. He sagged to his knees, and Noah kicked him in the head, knocking him sprawling. 
 
    “That was pretty satisfying,” Noah said as the door swung shut behind them. “Sometimes you have good ideas, Strout.” 
 
    The room they found themselves in was large, and dimly lit by candles. Fen was shocked at how few people there were in there, no more than a couple score, all huddled in small groups scattered across the room. Was this all that were left after the thousands that had been taken from Marad? The thought sickened him. How many had died to open the portal that allowed the Ichthalids to come through? How many had died to power the chaos magic the sorcerers used? How many had died building the ships? 
 
    And to think he had once looked on them as the enemy. 
 
    The slaves looked at the newcomers, but their expressions were dull, and none spoke to them. These were people who had seen their lives utterly destroyed. Details beyond pure survival no longer interested them. 
 
    The squad found themselves a spot in one corner and arranged themselves for sleep. “I hope Ely doesn’t get himself killed before I get a chance to,” Noah said. 
 
    “I hope you shut up, so I can get some sleep,” Strout said. 
 
    “I’m too wound up to sleep.” 
 
    “Keep yapping, and I’ll help you with that,” Strout said. 
 
    “Shut up, both of you,” Cowley said. “I want to lie here and think about my untimely demise. I haven’t decided if I’d rather drown at sea or be fried by one of the Devourers.” 
 
    “I’d like to go in the arms of a tavern wench,” Lukas said. 
 
    Cowley sat up, his expression incredulous. “Did you just say what I thought you did?” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Cowley shook his head and lay back down. “Now I know we’ve reached the end of the world. When Lukas says something like that, the whole world has turned upside down.” Lukas was very shy around girls, and in the past when talk of tavern wenches had come up, he’d always been upset by it, often trying to get the others to stop what they were saying. 
 
    “You’re an idiot, Cowley,” Lukas said. 
 
    “An idiot surrounded by idiots,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Why are you still talking?” Strout said. 
 
    “It helps me relax,” Cowley replied. “It’ll help you too, if you stop fighting it.” 
 
    Strout growled at him. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Morning came early. It was still mostly dark when the door swung open, and a soldier entered, banging two pots against each other and yelling at the slaves to get up and line up. 
 
    “Keep your heads down,” Fen warned as they moved to join the line. “Don’t look anyone in the eye.” 
 
    As it turned out, Fen didn’t need to worry. The soldiers guarding them expected to see slaves, and that was what they saw. As they moved out into the predawn light, one of the soldiers jabbed Fen in the shoulder. Fen turned and for a moment looked straight into the man’s eyes. He realized that he knew this soldier. He’d patrolled with him, eaten in the mess hall with him. The man had gone along when they raided the Maradi village and took all its people prisoner. 
 
    He winced, waiting for the look of surprise. But instead there was nothing. The man looked at him coldly. “Pick that up,” he said, pointing at the ground. “I don’t want to be tripping over your garbage.” 
 
    Fen looked down and saw that it was the scarf that Ravin had given him, what seemed like a lifetime ago, when he marched off to war against Marad. Fen bent and retrieved it. 
 
    The sun was nearing the horizon as they reached the docks. There was a light, cool breeze coming off the sea. Seagulls wheeled overhead, crying their interminable song. The ships loomed over them, somehow larger now, riding easily on the light chop, waves lapping against their hulls. 
 
    The docks were a hive of activity. Sailors and soldiers hustled about, carrying crates, wheeling barrels. A man hurried by carrying a thick coil of rope. Another had a bundle of spears over his shoulder. Two men were carrying a slat-sided box with chickens in it. The birds stared incuriously at the morning with their beady eyes. 
 
    The soldiers marched them through the crowd, one in the lead calling out to make way. The pier the soldier led them toward had two ships moored at it, one of the new ships and the black ship that had first brought the Ankharan sorcerers to Samkara. Fen remembered the night he and his squad had gone down into the bowels of that ship. Was the huge, glowing orb still down there? What was that thing anyway? 
 
    In contrast to the three new ships, which had men scurrying all over them in preparation for leaving, the black ship was deserted except for the three hulking figures of the Ichthalids, who stood on the foredeck, arms crossed, watching the activity closely. Fen felt a sudden chill at the sight and hoped they were not being taken to that ship. If he was penned up that close to the Ichthalids, they would be sure to notice him. 
 
    It was a relief when the soldier led them to the other ship. A gangplank led from the pier to the ship, men streaming across it, carrying last-minute stores. Ankharan sailors scurried about in the rigging, securing lines, beginning to unfurl sails. 
 
    Their boots sounded hollowly on the gangplank. Standing by the railing, watching the slaves intently, was Maphothet. Fen tensed when he saw him. Would the sorcerer see through his disguise? He slumped his shoulders even more and kept his face turned down, trying his best to appear as nothing more than yet another broken slave. 
 
    But it wasn’t working. Though he didn’t look up, as he drew near, he could feel the man’s eyes on him. Any moment now he would demand a halt, and then he would be discovered. Tentatively, he reached for Stone power. If he would die here, it would not be without a fight. 
 
    Then he heard Lowellin’s voice. “Sorcerer, I need to speak with you.” 
 
    Fen risked a glance and saw Lowellin near the stern, gesturing at Maphothet. The sorcerer gave Fen one last look, then turned and made his way to where Lowellin was waiting impatiently. In front of him, Fen heard Cowley breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    “That was too close,” he said softly. 
 
    They were led to a hatch amidships. Wooden steps led down into the dim interior of the hold. As the slaves began to make their weary way down, Fen turned to look at the city that had been his home for his entire life. It was all achingly familiar and precious to him. He wondered if he would ever see it again. 
 
    “Here now, no dawdling. We’ve a schedule to keep,” a soldier said, prodding Fen to keep moving. 
 
    Fen lowered his head and made his way below. The deck just below had been partitioned off at each end by thick, iron grates, forming two cells. The cell in the stern was full and soldiers were swinging the door shut and locking it. Fen and his squad were directed to the one in the bow, along with the remaining slaves. The door was closed and locked behind them. All the soldiers filed up the stairs except for one, who remained behind to guard them. He sat down on a wooden box and leaned back against the hull. 
 
    “Easier than marching to war, I guess,” he said to no one in particular. “But I’d rather be on my own two feet just the same.” 
 
    “Step one is concluded successfully,” Cowley said in a low voice. “We managed to get ourselves locked up in a cell without anybody noticing. That’s a win, isn’t it?” 
 
    None of the others answered him. They found places to sit down. It was crowded, but not too bad. Fen leaned against the hull and listened to the sounds of the ship readying for departure. He could feel as well as hear the thump of cargo being stowed in place, running feet, the rattle of a chain somewhere. Shouted orders were given to unfurl the sails. Then came the creak of rigging and the flap of canvas as the sails were lowered and caught hold of the wind. 
 
    The ship began to move. Moans came from a few of the slaves. Most had probably never even seen the sea before being taken prisoner, much less ridden in a boat of any kind. 
 
    Fen had lived near the sea his entire life, but he’d never been on a boat either, nor had any of his squad mates, judging by their expressions. By the light coming in through the open hatch, Fen could see that Strout was gripping the bars of the iron grate so tightly it looked like he was trying to rip them free. Gage was running the links of the chain he wore around his neck through his fingers over and over. Lukas had his eyes squeezed tightly shut, and Fen thought he might be whispering a prayer. 
 
    They crossed the bay, left its shelter, and moved out onto the open water. The gentle rocking of the ship became a great deal stronger as more sails were spread, and the heavier chop of the open water took hold of the ship. Fen didn’t like it much at all. The feeling of having the ground move under him wasn’t a pleasant one. On top of that, he felt strangely untethered. It was like his foundation was gone, and there was nothing below him but emptiness. It was the water, he guessed, blocking his connection to the Stone. 
 
    “I don’t feel so good,” Lukas said. “My stomach feels funny.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Noah asked mockingly. “Big, tough soldier can’t take a little bit of sea? Just ignore it. That’s what I’m doing.” 
 
    Soon enough Fen discovered that his stomach didn’t feel so good either. The hold began to feel stiflingly hot and close, though it had seemed cool only moments before. His hands grew clammy, and he began to feel nauseated. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” Cowley said. 
 
    “It’s seasickness,” Gage said. “I’ve heard sailors talking about it. They said it passes eventually. You get used to it.” 
 
    “I hope it passes soon,” Lukas moaned. “I feel really bad.” 
 
    “I feel like my gut is full of worms,” Cowley said, and was immediately met by a chorus of condemnation. 
 
    “Why’d you have to say worms?” 
 
    “Now I feel even worse.” 
 
    Noah chimed in again. “You’re acting like a bunch of babies. Stop your whining and remember who you are.” 
 
    “Talking about it is only making it worse,” Strout said. 
 
    Silence for a while as each of them wrestled silently with how they felt. Fen began to find it hard to breathe. The hold felt very close. There wasn’t enough air. 
 
    “You know, the movement isn’t so bad when you think about it,” Gage said out of nowhere. “It’s kind of like riding a horse in a way. The best thing is to roll with it, if that makes any sense.” 
 
    “No, not really,” Cowley said. “But thanks for sharing that with us.” 
 
    The hold grew darker, and Fen realized that the clouds he’d seen massing to the west must have moved in and blotted out the sun. The wind picked up, and the sea grew rougher. The ship began to pitch and roll unpredictably. Fen’s nausea grew a great deal worse. 
 
    Noah said, “Now I’m starting to feel—” 
 
    Whatever he’d planned to say next was lost as he suddenly bent over and threw up noisily. 
 
    “Now you’ve done it,” Strout growled. “You’ve gone and pushed the cart down the hill. There’ll be no stopping it now.” 
 
    Sure enough, Lukas was sick almost immediately after Noah. And he wasn’t the only one. Everyone in the squad except for the brothers and Gage was sick, along with most of the slaves. The stench grew bad. The soldier guarding them was cursing them loudly, even as he also got sick. 
 
    The squall didn’t last long, but it felt like forever to Fen, huddling miserably in the cell, holding his stomach. When it finally passed, and the sea grew calm once again, he sat up and wiped his mouth. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m cut out to be a sailor,” Cowley said. “After this, I’m sticking to land. If you want to go off on any more adventures across the sea, Fen, you’re going to have to go by yourself. Don’t try talking me out of it. I won’t change my mind.” 
 
    In the afternoon, their guard was replaced. Buckets of thin soup were brought down and portions ladled out to all of them. By then everyone was parched. The soup helped, but they were still thirsty. 
 
    At nightfall the guard changed again, the new one bringing a lantern with him. Fen had kind of sunk into himself by then. He was drifting in and out of a half doze, and he paid no attention to the new guard until a familiar voice spoke nearby. 
 
    “I saw the slaves being brought on board this morning, and I thought, that one looks like Fen. But how can that be? Fen is dead. Thought I’d come and see for myself. Guess I’m not going blind after all.” 
 
    Fen sat up, blinking against the light of the lantern that the man carried. His sleepiness disappeared immediately, washed away in a rush of fear. They’d been discovered. Someone had recognized him. It took him a moment to realize that it was Sergeant Flint who was peering through the bars at him. 
 
    The others in his squad sat up as well. “Sergeant Flint,” Lukas cried. 
 
    “Shh.” Flint held a gnarled finger to his lips. “Let’s keep this between us.” He looked them over. “Looks like we got the whole lot of you. How did that happen I wonder? Last I checked, none of you were Maradi, nor were you slaves.” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Fen said. 
 
    “I bet.” He looked at Fen. “You’re supposed to be dead, lad. Or don’t you know that?” His gaze traveled over the rest of them. “And you were all down in the dungeon being tortured. Most figure you’re dead too. It’s a long way from there to here.” 
 
    “Well, we ain’t dead,” Noah said. “You can see that.” 
 
    Flint turned back to Fen. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s a long story. But the short of it is we’re working with Lowellin.” 
 
    Flint raised a gray eyebrow. “That’s a strange bedfellow.” 
 
    “It’s a strange story too.” 
 
    Flint looked around. “It looks like I’ve got the time.” He went over and picked up the box that the previous guards used as a seat. He sat down and took a pipe out of his pocket. “I hope you don’t mind if I have a little smoke. The smell down here isn’t too friendly, in case you haven’t noticed.” He took out a pouch of tobacco and began packing the bowl. 
 
    Helped now and then by his squad mates when he left out something they thought important, Fen poured out the whole story to Flint, leaving nothing out. 
 
    “You could break out of there right now?” Flint interrupted to ask. “Turn the bars to clay or something?” 
 
    “I could,” Fen said. “But it might take a bit. I can still feel Stone power in the distance, and I have some inside me of course, but it’s far away. It’s probably the sea, blocking me. The further I am from the ground, the less I can feel it.” 
 
    “And you say Lowellin did this to you?” 
 
    “To my father. Somehow it was passed down to me.” 
 
    Flint puffed on his pipe. “He’s been planning this for a long time then.” 
 
    “It seems like it.” 
 
    Flint took the pipe out of his mouth and pointed at Fen with the stem. “How do you know this isn’t also part of his plan?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Fen admitted. 
 
    “Once before he tried to control you and use you for his own ends, when that shadow thing bit you. But it didn’t work. You got away. Maybe he figures this is an easier way of controlling you.” 
 
    Fen exchanged a look with Cowley. “It could be.” 
 
    Flint tapped out his pipe and put it away. “What’s the plan going forward?” 
 
    Fen sighed. “There isn’t one. Lowellin got us in with the slaves so we could get on this ship. He said to wait until we hear from him.” 
 
    Flint shook his head. “He’s a sneaky one. On the surface the Ichthalids are the power behind the throne, and Lowellin is nothing but a puppet. But things aren’t always what they seem. That one’s playing a long game. He’s working plans inside plans.” 
 
    “I told them it was a bad idea,” Noah said. “They wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “You wanted out of that dungeon as bad as anyone,” Cowley retorted. “Don’t act like you didn’t.” 
 
    “We didn’t have a lot of choices, Sarge,” Fen said. 
 
    “Not so many,” Flint agreed, “but probably more than you realized. Lowellin and the others have you jumping and fetching so much I’m surprised you can think at all.” 
 
    Flint looked them all over as if taking the measure of each one. Fen realized he was sitting up straighter and saw he wasn’t the only one. There wasn’t one of them who wanted to disappoint the man who’d been almost a father figure to them. 
 
    “You know I’ll do anything I can to help you lads, right?” Nods all around. “And I’m not the only one. The men don’t like what’s happening, not at all. There’s a few who are all in with the invaders of course.” He waved them off as if they were nothing. “But we know how to take care of them. What I’m saying is, when the time comes, we’ll rise up and follow you.” He was looking at Fen as he finished. 
 
    Fen swallowed past the lump in his throat. “I don’t know if I’m the right man for—” 
 
    “Of course, you don’t. No great leader ever does. It’s the idiots who are sure of themselves, sure they’re right even as they lead their men over a cliff. It’s okay to doubt yourself until it’s time to act. Then you let all that go and just do. You hear me?” 
 
    Fen nodded slowly. 
 
    “I’ll spread the word around real quiet to men I’m sure I can trust, mostly sergeants and such. We’ll be there when you need us.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “Have you noticed?” Strout said in a low voice to Fen. It was late in the day by the angle of the sunlight that slanted in through the hatch. The slaves were speaking to each other in low, urgent voices. Eyes kept going to the open hatch. One woman was crying. 
 
    “They’re afraid of something,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Something’s about to happen,” Fen said. “Maybe we should ask one of them about it.” 
 
    But before they could, there was the sound of booted feet at the top of the stairs. The slaves all jumped to their feet and bunched up in the backs of the cells, a frightened babble coming from them. 
 
    “I think we’re about to find out,” Cowley said. He and the rest of the squad rose and moved away from the cell door. “Get behind me,” Cowley told Fen. 
 
    When Fen started to protest, Strout gave him a hard shove and also positioned himself between Fen and the door. 
 
    “It’s not the time to be a hero, you idiot,” Strout hissed. “Whatever happens, you have to live or none of this is for anything.” 
 
    Fen started to argue, then subsided. It rankled, but Strout was right. 
 
    A half dozen soldiers came down the stairs. The one in the lead was a burly corporal carrying a big iron key. “Dinner time!” he called, a big, ugly grin on his face. “Who wants to be next?” 
 
    Fen knew then why the slaves were so frightened. The realization made him feel sick. 
 
    “C’mon, Slats,” one of the other soldiers said. “That’s pretty bad, even for you. This isn’t funny.” 
 
    “Oh, what do you care?” the corporal replied. “They’re just dirty Maradi.” 
 
    “They’re still people, ain’t they? And feeding them to those bastards…it ain’t right.” From the looks on the other soldiers’ faces, Fen could see most felt the same way. The thought that more people were going to die to feed the unnatural powers of the sorcerers made him wish he would have had a chance to kill all of them. 
 
    “Since when did you get so soft anyway, Ronie?” Slats said. “I didn’t know they were recruiting little girls for the army now.” 
 
    Ronie gave him a dark look but didn’t reply. 
 
    The corporal stood in the middle of the hold, swinging his head side to side. “Who’s going to be on the menu tonight?” With one thick finger he pointed fore and aft alternately, at the same time chanting a children’s rhyme. “‘Tittle, tattle, who’s it going to be? Tittle, tattle, you or me?’” At the end he turned toward the cell holding Fen and his friends. “Guess a couple of you are the lucky ones tonight. Don’t everyone crowd around now.” 
 
    Moans arose from the slaves in Fen’s cell as the heavy door was unlocked and swung open. The corporal entered the cell, his sword in his hand. Several of the soldiers followed him, their weapons out as well. He approached the cowering slaves, his eyes glinting in the lantern light. There were stifled cries as everyone jostled to get further away from him. 
 
    “Come now,” he cried with false good humor. “Don’t be so upset. Think of yourselves as the suckling pigs chosen for the All Saint’s Feast. You should be honored.” His laugh was an ugly, braying sound. “Now, who’s it going to be?” 
 
    There was sudden movement to Fen’s left, and he turned his head in time to see one of the slaves push a woman toward the corporal. She lost her balance and stumbled forward, hands reaching. Instinctively, Fen grabbed her arm to keep her from falling, but her momentum carried the two of them out in front of the burly corporal. 
 
    Slats grinned at them through missing teeth. “What have we here? Volunteers!” His men started forward. 
 
    Cowley jumped between the soldiers and Fen. “Take me instead,” he said. 
 
    The corporal stared at him in confusion. “What?” 
 
    “I’ll go in his place,” Cowley said. 
 
    “I will too,” Strout said, stepping forward. 
 
    The man looked side to side, his eyes narrowing. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Cowley said. “We’ll go with you. No problem, no struggle.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “What do you care?” Strout said. “Just two more slaves, right?” 
 
    Slats’ lower lip stuck out as he pondered this. He frowned. “Something don’t smell right.” He motioned with his sword. “You two move aside. We’re taking the first two.” 
 
    At that the rest of the squad took a step forward as well, spreading out a bit to give themselves fighting room. Slats and the other soldiers raised their weapons. 
 
    “You want me to cut you all down right now, is that it?” Slats asked, his face going dark. “I’ll soak this floor with your blood.” 
 
    The two sides faced off, about a heartbeat away from a paroxysm of violence. Fen put his hand on Cowley’s shoulder and pushed him aside. “No,” he said. He looked at the corporal. “There’s no need for trouble. I’ll go.” 
 
    The look Cowley gave him was pleading, but Fen shook his head. 
 
    “It will be okay,” he said to the young woman. He desperately hoped it would be. It had occurred to him that Lowellin was probably near the sorcerers. He didn’t believe the Shaper would stand by and let Fen be killed. At least, he hoped so. If not, then he intended to fight. He at least would have a chance against the sorcerers. None of his friends would. 
 
    He stepped forward. The young woman followed. She was shaking, and tears were running down her face, but she had her head up. “It’s almost a relief,” she said under her breath. “No more wondering when it will be my time.” 
 
    Fen patted her arm, and side by side they left the cell. With the soldiers following, they headed for the stairs. At the bottom step, he looked back. His friends were staring at him with stricken looks on their faces. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, Corporal Slats said, “To the back.” 
 
    “It’s called the stern,” one of the other soldiers said. “Haven’t you learned anything yet?” 
 
    Slats cursed at him. “I don’t care what it’s called. Once I get off this boat I’m never setting foot on another one as long as I live.” 
 
    The captain’s cabin was in the stern. There was a short flight of stairs that led down to a small deck. Across the deck was the wooden door that led into the captain’s cabin. Corporal Slats opened the door and waved them through. Beyond was a short hallway, a door on each side, and a door at the end. Sunlight showed under the door at the end. Slats pointed with his sword. 
 
    “Right through there.” 
 
    Now that they were close, his bluster had disappeared. His face looked pasty, and Fen noticed a tremor in the sword. It would be easy to disarm him now, he thought. The other soldiers guarding them weren’t prepared. He could probably take them down before they recovered. 
 
    And then what? Fight the whole ship? 
 
    He strode toward the door, the young woman following him. It occurred to him that he was putting a lot of faith in Lowellin. Which was starting to look more and more foolish. 
 
    Fen opened the door. The corporal said, “The prisoners as requested, sirs,” shoved them inside and jerked the door shut. The impact shook the cabin. 
 
    Large windows on the far side of the room bathed the cabin in late-afternoon sunlight. Anchored to the floor to keep it from moving during rough seas was a desk. There was a bed, shelves, and a cabinet, but the room was otherwise oddly empty. All the furnishings were clearly hastily constructed and made of rough, unfinished wood. Maphothet was sitting at the desk, reading from a scroll. Sitting in a chair against one wall was the other sorcerer. Lowellin was standing with his back to the windows, his hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    The sorcerers looked up as the two entered the cabin. “Ah, good, you’re here,” Maphothet said in his sibilant voice. He stood, his movements very like a cat, stretching as he rose. He moved around the desk. The other sorcerer stood and moved closer as well. 
 
    Fen looked at Lowellin. The Shaper made no motion to intervene. His expression was neutral. Fen began to wonder if he’d made a very big mistake. Had Lowellin decided his usefulness was at an end? 
 
    Fen pushed the young woman behind him. At the same time, he reached for Stone power. He didn’t think there was any way he could defeat both sorcerers, but with a little luck he might kill one. He wanted that one to be Maphothet. He owed the man for what he’d done to Barik. 
 
    “Pointless bravery,” Maphothet said, taking a step forward. His smile showed pointed canines. The tattoos on his face seemed to writhe. “I like that.” 
 
    He stopped, a quizzical expression crossing his face. “Who is doing that?” he wondered aloud, looking around. 
 
    Then he looked closer at Fen, and his eyes widened. “It’s you!” 
 
    The other sorcerer realized who Fen was at the same time, and he froze in his advance. A hiss came from him, and he crouched slightly. 
 
    “I will enjoy this,” Maphothet said. “You will pay for the death of my brothers.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Fen said, taking a step back. He glanced over at Lowellin. The Shaper had turned away and was looking out the window, as if nothing that happened in the room was of any interest. He was on his own then. Unfortunately, Stone power wasn’t responding very well to his summons. It felt sluggish and far away, the sea depths interfering with his power. 
 
    “You are weak here,” Maphothet said. “Your power is too far away. Unlike mine, which has never been closer.” He held up one hand. Purple corruption crackled across his palm. “Chaos power,” he breathed. “It is beautiful, is it not?” 
 
    “Why?” Fen asked. He needed to stall for time, to give Stone power a chance to arrive. “Why would you betray your world to those monsters?” 
 
    “You know nothing,” Maphothet said. “You have not seen the majesty of the Queen of Chaos as I have.” His eyes lit up as he spoke of the queen, as if he were beholding her at that moment. “If you had, you would know that serving Her is not betrayal. It is the highest honor a man could aspire to.” 
 
    Stone power was drawing closer, but so were the sorcerers. Fen took a step back. “You sold out your world to an Ichthalid queen. There is no honor in that.” Fen wished Cowley were here to do the stalling. He was better at this sort of thing. 
 
    “She is no Ichthalid,” Maphothet answered, taking another step forward. “They serve Her as we do.” 
 
    “If she’s not an Ichthalid, then what is she?” Fen took another step back. He was running out of space. Behind him the young woman sobbed quietly. 
 
    “She is powerful beyond anything you can imagine. She is the Devourer of worlds. She is the emptiness at the end of time, the harbinger of blackness.” There was awe in Maphothet’s voice, and his face shone. Chaos power writhed around both sorcerers’ hands, moments from release. 
 
    Fen was liking the sound of this queen less and less. But she didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was that he was out of time. He’d only managed a tenuous hold on Stone power, but it would have to be enough. 
 
    He crouched in a battle stance and called forth his power. 
 
    A blazing crimson sword shimmered to life in his hand. Ghostly flames flickered up and down its length. 
 
    The sorcerers paused. A faint smile played across Maphothet’s face. “Impressive, don’t you think?” he said to his companion. “He couldn’t do that last time, could he?” His smile widened. “It won’t be enough to save you.” 
 
    He flicked his fingers and a coruscating sphere of chaos power shot out of his hand at Fen’s head. Fen was ready for it, though, and he intercepted it with the blazing sword. There was a loud pop when the chaos power struck the sword. Purple sparks spattered the room, each one burning a small hole in the wood where it struck. Smoke trickled up into the air. 
 
    Two more spheres followed the first in rapid succession. Fen’s sword was a blur as he spun and whirled. The first one he connected with cleanly, dispersing it into mostly-harmless sparks, though he heard the young woman yelp as some landed on her. 
 
    The second one he only partially connected with. A sizable piece of it made it past his sword and struck him in the shoulder. The impact knocked him back, the pain a fire that spread across his chest in an instant. 
 
    “Not bad,” Maphothet said. 
 
    Fen faced him, settling back into his stance. The pain was still intense, but it was beginning to recede. He could feel the stiffness in his shoulder as the flesh there turned to stone, the stone absorbing the remnants of the chaos power. A whole section of his tunic had burned away. 
 
    “But I don’t think you’ll survive another one. Your power is already beginning to falter.” 
 
    It was true. The flaming sword was flickering. The tiny amount of Stone power that Fen was able to draw in wasn’t enough to repair the damage it had taken. 
 
    “Time to die, Fen,” Maphothet said. More sparking spheres appeared above his hands. The other sorcerer called forth two spheres of his own. He’d moved off to the side while Fen was battling Maphothet, and now Fen would be caught in a cross fire. 
 
    Fen tensed. He was going to die, that much he knew. But he wasn’t going down without attacking at least once. He needed to act in the split second before Maphothet’s next attack. He could picture it in his mind, ducking under the spheres as they shot out of Maphothet’s hand, rolling, coming up underneath the sorcerer, the look of surprise in his eyes as Fen jammed the sword up under his ribcage. 
 
    As Fen leaned forward, muscles readying for the attack, Maphothet staggered forward suddenly. Something punched out of his chest in a spray of blood and bone fragments. 
 
    Fen blinked, not sure at first what he was seeing. It took him a moment to make sense of it. 
 
    A blade was sticking out of Maphothet’s chest, a blade that appeared to be made of… 
 
    Stone? 
 
    Maphothet tried to speak, but all that came out of his mouth was bloody froth. The chaos power in his hands faded and went out. He looked down in surprise at the blade. One hand came up to grasp weakly at it. 
 
    Fen looked past the dying sorcerer. Lowellin was still over by the window, but now he was turned toward them. The stone blade was his arm. He’d turned his whole arm into a sword. 
 
    The other sorcerer shrieked and spun toward Lowellin, the spheres of chaos power rising up off his palms. 
 
    Lowellin swung his arm. Still impaled on the stone blade, Maphothet was lifted into the air and smashed into the other sorcerer, knocking him down. Swiftly, Lowellin retracted the blade, freeing it from Maphothet’s body. Then he extended it again, stabbing the other sorcerer through the face. 
 
    Lowellin retracted the stone blade again. A moment later his arm was back to normal, the same as always except for some blood on it which he shook off. 
 
    “Crude, but admittedly effective,” he said, looking at his arm. 
 
    Fen released the flaming sword. He touched his shoulder, feeling the roughness of stone under his fingertips. The pain was almost gone. “I was beginning to think you were going to let them kill me,” he told Lowellin. 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Because they almost killed me.” 
 
    Lowellin shook his head and moved closer. “That would be stupid. I already told you I need you. Why let you die now?” 
 
    “Maybe you changed your mind.” 
 
    “I wanted to see what you were capable of.” 
 
    “It would be easier if I wasn’t on this ship.” 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    “That was a neat trick you did, turning your arm into a sword. I never thought of that.” 
 
    “I’m a Shaper, right? Hence the shaping. You could probably do it too.” 
 
    “If you can shape your body, then why the scars?” 
 
    Lowellin touched his face. “I can make them go away, but as soon as I’m not thinking about it, they return. I’ve been in this form too long. It’s a habit now, I guess.” He moved to stand over the dead sorcerers. “I serve the Ichthalids because I have no choice. But these…” He kicked Maphothet’s body. “…they actually chose to. How stupid is that?” He looked at Fen. “Killing them feels surprisingly good. I should have done it long ago.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I try not to kill my allies until I’m sure I won’t need them again.” 
 
    A chill went through Fen at his words, but he tried not to let it show. “What about the Ichthalids? What will they say when they find out you killed their followers?” 
 
    Lowellin shrugged. “I doubt they will care. The sorcerers had mostly outlived their usefulness. There’s more of them in Ankhara anyway. What I don’t want is for them to find out about you. That will be somewhat harder to explain, since I told them I killed you already.” His eyes went to the young woman, who was huddled by the door, her eyes big and round. 
 
    “She’s a loose end,” Lowellin said. “I should probably kill her now too.” He raised one arm. It began to change into a blade. 
 
    “Hold on,” Fen said, moving between them. “She isn’t going to say a word. Are you?” he asked her. She shook her head violently. 
 
    Lowellin looked puzzled. “Why would you care? Her people sacked your city and killed your mother, after all.” 
 
    “Because it’s not right.” 
 
    Lowellin nodded. “It’s that tedious noble thing again, isn’t it? I keep forgetting how dull and predictable you are,” Lowellin said. “Very well. I will let her live. The risk is minimal. But I expect I’ll be getting a visitor soon. The Ichthalids are sure to have noticed all the fireworks. You need to get back into your cell.” 
 
    Lowellin strode over to the door and opened it. “Guards!” he yelled. “Come take these two back to their cell.” 
 
    Running footsteps and Corporal Slats entered the cabin, followed by two others. They skidded to a halt when they saw the bodies of the sorcerers lying on the deck. Slats looked from them to Fen, then to Lowellin. “What…?” 
 
    “It turns out they weren’t hungry after all,” Lowellin said. “But then they went and made a big mess in my cabin. Send someone to clean it up, will you?” He turned and walked over to the windows and stared out at the sea. 
 
    Slats gestured with his weapon. “Move along, you two.” 
 
    “What happened in there?” one of the soldiers asked as they crossed the deck. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Slats said. “I don’t want to know. But it looks like we don’t need the slaves anymore. We should toss these two over the side and be done with them.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” the other soldier said. “The king said—” 
 
    “I know what the king said. I heard him too.” Slats made an irritated sound. “What happened to the days when things made sense?” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Lowellin didn’t have to wait long. Shortly after Fen and the slave girl left, a shadow appeared in the air before the desk. It swirled, then solidified into the hunched form of Ilsith. 
 
    Lowellin said, “What took you so long? Don’t tell me you’re slowing down.” 
 
    Ilsith looked at the bodies. “What happened here?” 
 
    “We had a disagreement. But we’re over it now. We came to an understanding. I don’t think we’re going to have any more problems.” 
 
    “S’nash was not finished with them. He will be angry.” 
 
    “Is he ever not angry?” 
 
    Ilsith turned to look at him. As always, it was hard to see if there was any expression on that shadowy, ravaged face. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no,” Lowellin said. “You’ve known him longer than I have.” 
 
    “He will want an explanation.” 
 
    Lowellin leaned forward, sudden anger in his ancient eyes. “I am not accustomed to suffering insolence. They were insolent one time too many. I killed them. That is all there is to it.” 
 
    “So be it.” The shadows wreathing Ilsith began to swirl. 
 
    “Before you leave, I have one question: why?” Lowellin asked. 
 
    The swirling slowed. “Why what?” 
 
    “Why do you take orders from S’nash? You should be in command here. It was you who killed the masters and crippled the Shapers set to guard the key. It was you who was responsible for the first crack into the Abyss. And what a price you’ve paid. Look at you. Is there anything solid left of you, or are you only shadow now? You even had to put up with being my servant! I ask again. Why? Why settle for being an errand boy, after all you have done?” 
 
    Ilsith drew himself straighter. His tone was ice when he spoke. “I am no errand boy.” 
 
    “What are you then?” 
 
    “I am a loyal servant of the Queen of Chaos.” 
 
    “I knew you’d say that. I’ve been wondering. Once your precious queen is free, who will get the credit? Who will she reward?” 
 
    “My queen knows the sacrifices I have made on Her behalf.” 
 
    “You say that, but I think what’s going to happen is that S’nash will hog all the glory for himself. She’ll make him her consort or supreme general or something. But I wouldn’t worry about it. I’m sure there will be some scraps left for you too.” 
 
    Ilsith flashed forward, and Lowellin felt his claws at his throat. “You go too far,” Ilsith hissed. 
 
    “Do I? You forget, I already have your poison inside me. What more will you do?” 
 
    “I will rip out your throat.” 
 
    “Which will be uncomfortable, but it won’t kill me. You know that. You better than anyone, after all the years we have spent together. Those were good times, weren’t they?” 
 
    Ilsith withdrew. “This conversation serves no purpose.” 
 
    “One last question,” Lowellin said. “How is it that you have these powers that the others do not? Did your queen give them to you? And did you know at what cost they would come?” 
 
    Ilsith did not answer. The shadows swirled, and he was gone. 
 
    Lowellin turned back to the stern windows. He looked out at the sea and thought there was nothing he enjoyed nearly so much as confusing people and manipulating them. It made the tedium of life almost bearable. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    The soldiers shoved Fen and the young woman back into their cell and locked the door behind them. Fen’s friends clustered around him. Cowley threw his arms around him and hugged him, then kissed him on the cheek for good measure. 
 
    “Okay, I didn’t need that,” Fen said, pushing him away and wiping his cheek. 
 
    “How else will you know how happy I am to see you again?” Cowley asked with a grin. 
 
    “You could try telling me.” 
 
    “Not as much fun.” 
 
    “You sure do almost end up dead a lot,” Noah observed. “More than anyone I ever knew. Even more than Crazy Eddie, and that guy almost died every other day it seemed like.” 
 
    “It’s not a good habit to have,” Fen said. 
 
    “What happened?” Lukas wanted to know. 
 
    “Lowellin saved my life.” He recounted the events. 
 
    “That was close,” Cowley said when he’d finished. “Too close. That could have gone either way.” 
 
    “But it worked out, and now two more of our enemies are out of the way.” 
 
    “Still, that was luck. You can’t count on that all the time. You never should have put yourself in that position.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” Fen said. “I acted on instinct. You saw what that man did.” 
 
    “You mean that man?” Strout said, pointing at the man who was lying on the deck with blood on his face. 
 
    “You didn’t kill him, did you?” Fen asked. 
 
    “I wanted to,” Strout said. 
 
    “So did I,” Noah put in. 
 
    “But Lukas made me stop.” 
 
    “Samkaran soldiers don’t just kill unarmed civilians,” Lukas said, crossing his arms and giving the two of them a stern look. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Fen said. “You were right to stop them.” 
 
    “He almost got you killed,” Noah protested. 
 
    “It was my choice that almost got me killed,” Fen replied. “Not his.” 
 
    “Stop,” Cowley said. “Don’t say another word, Noah. You know how he is, disgustingly noble and everything. You won’t get anywhere with him.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Noah replied. “Not so much as a thanks.” He went and sat back down. 
 
    “Any chance Lowellin could let us out of here, now that the sorcerers are dead?” Cowley asked. “I wouldn’t say no to some fresh air. It stinks pretty bad down here.” 
 
    “Actually, I didn’t think to ask him.” 
 
    “You forgot to ask if you and your friends could get out of their cell?” Cowley asked, a look of incredulity on his face. “What else did you forget? Your shoes? Your name?” 
 
    “Lay off,” Gage said. “He almost died. That’s kind of an important thing. Important enough that other stuff gets forgotten.” 
 
    “He wanted me out of there. He said the Ichthalids must have sensed the battle, and they’d be checking up on it.” 
 
    “If we could get those ingerlings out of him, he’d be pretty useful against the Ichthalids, I’m thinking,” Lukas said. 
 
    “I think if he didn’t have the ingerlings any more, he’d just take off I bet,” Gage said. “He’d have no reason to help us.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Lukas conceded. 
 
    “I wonder how much longer it’s going to take to reach land,” Noah said. “I’m starting to really hate the sea.” The others had mostly gotten over their seasickness, but Noah was still suffering from it. 
 
    A soldier came down the stairs and walked over to their cell. “Sergeant Flint says we’re to let you up on deck for a few. Get you some air.” He paused with the key in the lock. “Are you going to give us trouble?” He winked at Fen as he said this, and Fen realized he must be one of the soldiers that Flint had confided in. 
 
    “No, sir,” Fen said. 
 
    As they and the slaves who were imprisoned with them filed out onto the deck, the soldier called out to two soldiers who were standing nearby, “Hey, Hobbes. You and Gurney get some swabs and buckets and get down there and muck that cell out.” Grumbling, the men moved to do as they were told. 
 
    “Fresh air,” Cowley said, standing next to Fen at the railing. “I forgot what it was like.” 
 
    Fen looked around. There was no land to be seen in any direction. To the west was a bank of thick clouds. The other two new ships and the black ship were spread out around them on the water, the black ship in the lead. There was no sign of the Ichthalids on its deck. 
 
    “You think there’s another one like you where we’re going?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “Someone gave Lowellin those scars.” 
 
    “I sure hope so. We can use all the help we can get. I wonder what he’s doing right now.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure it’s a he?” Fen asked, remembering Ravin’s words. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The day was coming to an end. Treylen was sitting under his favorite tree, Randel lying on his back snoring nearby, oblivious to the high tide that was licking at his feet. Days had passed since the gromdin’s attack, and nothing new had happened. Lowellin had not appeared out of the shadows to try and steal the fragment. No Devourers appeared on the horizon. Aislin spent her days practicing with Seaforce or swimming far off the coast. She spoke little or not at all. Summer was sliding into fall with no hint that anything out of the ordinary would ever happen. 
 
    Yet Treylen knew something was coming. It was like a buzzing deep in his bones. The calm days were like the moments of stillness before a tornado struck. The storm was coming, and it looked more and more like Aislin would have to face it alone. He wished the boy to the north, the one with power over the wind, was here. He wished they had some idea where the other child was, the one who could Shape the stone. He knew such wishes were pointless, but that didn’t make them go away. 
 
    Every day he asked Aislin if she’d sensed the Devourers’ presence on the sea yet, and every day she either shook her head or ignored him. But the last few days he’d felt something different in her response. She was covering something up. He’d thought to send word to the macht, but what was he supposed to say? That she wasn’t being truthful with him? What good would that do? If she wouldn’t tell him about it, she wouldn’t tell the macht either. He’d thought about speaking to her mother about it but didn’t think that would help either. As always, the only thing to do with Aislin was be patient and wait. She would speak when she wanted to, and not before. 
 
    Even if they did have forewarning of the Devourers’ arrival, Treylen couldn’t see what good it would do. No power found in muscle or steel would stand against the power of the Abyss. Only Aislin had any chance, and she was already doing all she could to prepare. 
 
    All that was left was to wait. Fortunately, Treylen was good at waiting. 
 
    Footsteps on the sand as someone approached. Treylen turned his head and saw a servant approaching, a young boy with the Reminder emblem of the Tenders embroidered on his tunic. He cast uneasy glances at the sea as he drew near. Probably this was the closest he’d ever been to it. It always amazed Treylen how suspicious and fearful of the sea most of the people of Qarath were. They all knew the legends of the great War of Sea and Stone, of course, but their fear of the sea was deeper than that now, almost an animal instinct. 
 
    “What word do you bring?” he asked the lad. 
 
    “A message from Netra,” the boy replied, stopping when he was still a bit far away for normal conversation. He frowned, concentrating on remembering the message precisely. “She wishes me to say that she will not be returning tonight. There is an outbreak of the rose fever in the Warrens, and her help is needed there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Treylen replied. 
 
    “Do you wish me to carry a reply?” the boy asked. 
 
    Treylen briefly considered it, then shook his head. There was no way to tell how close the danger was. It might still be days away. But the danger posed by the rose fever was all too real. Without the help of Netra and the other Tenders, scores of people might die. 
 
    As the boy ran off, Randel snorted and sat up, blinking sleepily. 
 
    “You look rested,” Treylen told him. 
 
    Randel rubbed his eyes. “I am.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’re not letting the stress of the job wear you down.” 
 
    Randel laughed. “This is the greatest job ever. I mean, guarding the Tender estate was easy, mind you, but this is a whole new level of easy. Nothing to do but lie around all day and sleep.” 
 
    “I thought you were supposed to be guarding Aislin. Where’s your sword?” 
 
    Randel felt around him in the sand, then said sheepishly, “I guess I forgot it at your place.” 
 
    “You’re getting sloppy.” 
 
    “I can’t do much with it anyway. I’ll try to remember to bring it tomorrow, though.” 
 
    “You’re not going to go get it right now?” Treylen asked with a faint smile. 
 
    “It’s getting late. There’s no point in walking clear over there now.” The roof of the hut was visible from where they sat, only about a hundred paces away. 
 
    Aislin came out of the sea around dark. She nodded to the two of them and headed for the tiny hut the four of them shared. Randel and Treylen got up and followed her. 
 
    While they were chopping potatoes and carrots for dinner, Randel asked Treylen, “What do you actually do?” 
 
    “As little as possible,” Treylen responded. 
 
    “I said that wrong. I meant before. When you weren’t so old. What did you do?” 
 
    “How do you know I haven’t always been old?” 
 
    Randel grinned. “Are you going to tell me or not?” 
 
    “When I was young I tried being a thief for a spell.” 
 
    Randel stopped chopping to look at him in surprise. “You were a thief?” 
 
    “Not a very good one. I have clumsy fingers. I kept dropping the purses.” 
 
    “Did you get caught?” 
 
    “Don’t all thieves get caught sooner or later?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never been one.” 
 
    “Then I spent some time as a dancer. That didn’t work out too well either. It turns out I have clumsy feet as well.” Randel chuckled. 
 
    Aislin spoke up suddenly, surprising them both. “You’re doing that thing again, where you think you’re funny but you’re not.” She was sitting by the tiny fireplace, and she actually looked over at them when she spoke. 
 
    Treylen stuck his chin out. “Randel thinks I’m funny.” 
 
    “What does he know? He’s not funny either.” 
 
    “I’ve made you laugh before,” Randel protested. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Then you forgot my old, blind merchant act.” Randel squinted his eyes almost shut and began to stumble around the room, swatting at imaginary children. “Get out of here, you young pests! Hands off the wares!” he screeched in a squeaky old man’s voice. 
 
    “I only laughed so you wouldn’t be sad.” 
 
    “You young scalawags are all the same. I’m going to get you this time.” Randel lurched toward her. Aislin scooted away when he reached for her. Treylen saw the faintest smile on her face. 
 
    “Maybe you should put the knife down before you stick yourself,” Treylen said. Randel still had the chopping knife in his hand. “Like you did that time with your sword.” 
 
    “I didn’t stick myself,” Randel said in mock indignation. “I was testing the edge for sharpness.” 
 
    “On your foot? By dropping it?” 
 
    Randel hung his head, pretending remorse. He glanced over at the short sword he had been issued when he became a guard. It was leaning against the wall of the hut. “I should probably practice with it more. I’m not very good with it.” 
 
    “You’re the worst,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Ouch. That’s mean.” Randel considered it. “Probably true, though. I think I’d be a better dancer than a swordsman.” He tried a clumsy jig then, nearly stepping on Aislin’s leg as he did so. 
 
    “Do that outside!” Aislin yelped. 
 
    “You better hope the guard thing works out,” Treylen told him. “I think your options are limited.” 
 
    “That’s why I wanted to learn your secrets. Look at you. You have everything, and yet you never do anything.” 
 
    “You want to know my secret?” Treylen asked, beckoning him closer. In a whisper he said, “I don’t do anything. That’s my secret.” 
 
    “That’s not a secret,” Aislin said. “Everyone knows that.” 
 
    They carried on in this vein for a while, everyone enjoying the respite afforded by the general silliness. It was the first time since the gromdin’s attack that Aislin had been a part of the conversation, and it saddened Treylen to think that her mother was missing it. Though whether she would have relaxed this much with her mother there, he couldn’t have said. 
 
    After the meal, they were sitting around in companionable silence when Aislin sat up suddenly, tilting her head as if listening to something in the distance. 
 
    “What is it?” Treylen asked her. 
 
    Without answering, she got up and left the hut. Thinking he might have a better chance of getting her to talk if they were alone, Treylen motioned Randel to stay behind and slipped out after her. 
 
    Clouds dappled the moonlight across the sand. Aislin was standing at the edge of the water, looking out over the sea. 
 
    Far out Treylen saw the huge form of a whale surface. It blew water high into the air and dove lazily. Storm clouds were building in the east, and a strong wind was blowing. There was the smell of rain. 
 
    “Is it them?” he asked. “Does the storm bring the Devourers?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure she was going to answer. When the words came, they surprised him. 
 
    “It is not your concern. This is not your fight.” The words came in a deep, rough voice, not Aislin’s voice at all. Whose voice was it? he wondered. It had to be Golgath. Was the ancient Shaper stirring within her? Was it because of how much she was using Seaforce these days? Or did it mean the Devourers were close? He wondered again if he should send word to the macht. 
 
    They stood there for some time. “Maybe you should come inside and get some rest. In case it is them,” Treylen suggested. 
 
    Aislin’s head turned toward him. He noted with some concern that her eyes were glowing slightly, like the phosphorescent seaweed that washed up on the beach sometimes. She regarded him for a moment, then looked back out to sea. Finally, Treylen went back inside. 
 
    “What is it?” Randel asked, his eyes big. “Is it the Devourers?” 
 
    “I don’t know. There’s a storm coming anyway.” 
 
    “I almost wish they would go ahead and show up. The waiting is killing me,” Randel said. 
 
    “I can tell it’s affecting your sleep. You only took two naps today.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “They’ll get here when they get here. There’s nothing we can do until then,” the old man replied, rolling out his sleeping mat. 
 
    “And nothing we can do after they get here either,” Randel replied. 
 
    “Now you’re starting to get it.” 
 
    “Get what?” 
 
    “When there’s nothing you can do, do nothing.” 
 
    “You’re a strange old fellow, you know that?” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Treylen woke up in the dim light of morning with a certainty that the Devourers had arrived. Aislin was not in the hut. Randel was snoring softly in his corner. Treylen put his shoes on quickly and knelt by Randel. 
 
    “They’re here. Go saddle the horse. Make ready.” 
 
    The dawn was coming, though it was hidden by the storm clouds that blanketed the sky. Treylen hurried down to the shore and found Aislin standing at the water’s edge. He looked out to sea and saw a thick fog bank, ghostly white in the poor light. 
 
    A black ship emerged from the fog, streamers of mist swirling around it. Standing on the foredeck were three figures, human-like, but taller, bald, with ghastly white skin. They were broad-shouldered, and their arms were thick with muscle under the sleeveless scale armor they wore. 
 
    Behind the black ship came three more in a V formation. Men climbed in the rigging, furling sails. Randel came running up. 
 
    “Should I go tell the macht?” he asked breathlessly. 
 
    Treylen glanced up at the castle. Did the macht know yet? It made no difference. “If he doesn’t know yet, he will soon.” An idea occurred to him, one he hoped he wouldn’t have to use. “I want you here.” He turned his attention back to Aislin. Her expression was grim. 
 
    “Aislin.” She gave no sign of hearing him. He called her name again. Still nothing. He moved closer. The air around her crackled with power. He reached out to touch her arm. 
 
    “Don’t touch me.” Her voice was harsh, not her own. This time he was sure it was Golgath. 
 
    She threw up her arms. 
 
    A wave the size of a small mountain rose up in front of the ships and raced toward them. The wave crashed down on the ships in a massive spray of foam. When it faded away, there was no sign of the ships. Randel whooped and threw his fist into the air. 
 
    Then the ships bobbed to the surface like ducks, water sluicing off them. The sails that had not been furled had been ripped away, and on one of the trailing ships the foremast was snapped off and hung tangled in rigging. Men were already racing to cut it away. But the ships were otherwise unscathed. For the first time Treylen noticed a faint purple glow limning the ships. 
 
    He turned and saw a faint smile on Aislin’s face. Or it might have been a snarl. It was hard to tell. Golgath was here, but there was nothing Treylen could do, nothing anyone could do. 
 
    Aislin held up one hand, circling it over her head. 
 
    Huge, boiling waterspouts shot up out of the sea, one, two, then a dozen. One surfaced directly beneath a ship, causing it to heel over so far that the crosstrees nearly touched the water. The others were tossed madly, but through it all the purple light around the ships remained unbroken, and the vessels emerged unharmed once again. 
 
    “Aislin,” Treylen said. “You’re going about this all wrong.” 
 
    Aislin ignored him. She spread her arms. 
 
    On both sides of the small armada the sea drew back, rising to watery mountains, so tall they cast the shore where the three of them stood in shadow. The ships dipped down out of sight as the water beneath them was drawn out and up. Not even the tops of their masts were still visible. If they were not sitting on the sea floor, they were close. 
 
    Aislin smacked her hands together. 
 
    With a mighty roar, the sea rushed back in to fill the channel she’d made, flinging foam high into the sky. The sea boiled and foamed, an enraged animal snarling and clawing at its prey. 
 
    Randel shot Treylen a frightened look and started backing away, worried about the wave that would result from such a massive displacement of water. 
 
    He was right to be concerned. A towering wave rushed toward them. Randel yelped. “Don’t drown us, Aislin!” 
 
    Aislin didn’t appear to hear him, but she waved her hand, and the wave split in half before it reached the shore, breaking harmlessly to either side of them. 
 
    Once again, the ships bobbed back to the surface. They’d taken more damage. Two more masts were down. One of the trailing ships was listing badly and seemed to be taking on water. The black ship was untouched. 
 
    Treylen moved over to her and put his hand on her shoulder. “Aislin, I think—” he began, but got no further. 
 
    “Do not interfere!” she said in the harsh voice of the deep sea, backhanding him. Treylen staggered backwards from the force of the blow, almost falling down. 
 
    She bent over and put one hand in the water. The sea around her hand froze instantly. The ice spread quickly from her hand toward the black ship, faster than a fired arrow. The ice reached the ship, and the ship came to a stop, held fast. Ice spread up the sides, gripping the hull in its frozen grasp. 
 
    Aislin clenched her fist, and the ice began to squeeze. Even from this distance Treylen could hear the timbers groaning and cracking. At any moment the hull would crack like an eggshell. 
 
    But the Devourers were reacting. They had their arms in the air, crackling purple fire spouting from their hands. The flames spread across the deck and down the sides of the ship. When it touched the ice it flared up, oily black smoke coming from it. The ice melted in moments. 
 
    Aislin had already moved onto her next attack. She threw up a new wave on one side of the black ship. It curled over the ship as it crested and broke. Then she froze it, turned it to ice a heartbeat before it crashed down onto the ship. Aislin shouted and swung her arm. The wave shattered into thousands of pieces. Razor-sharp shards of ice, each longer than the height of a man, shot down at the three figures. 
 
    A shimmering shield of purple and black light sprang up around the Devourers. The ice spears melted harmlessly when they struck it. But the rest of the ship took damage—holes punched in the deck, rigging torn down—and the screams of dying sailors filled the air. 
 
    Then the Devourers attacked for the first time. One of them threw a handful of something in the air, what looked like small stones. But they flew far higher and faster than they should have, hundreds of paces into the air in the blink of an eye. 
 
    They hung there for a moment, spinning in place, growing larger. Then they burst into black flames and streaked down at Aislin. 
 
    Randel bolted. Treylen backed up in alarm. Aislin raised both hands and shouted something in a language Treylen had never heard. Spouts of water rose up in front of her, spreading as they did so to form a solid wall, a translucent shield of glowing green water. The fireballs struck the watery shield with loud booms. The booms died away, leaving a loud hissing sound and a thick cloud of steam that filled the air. 
 
    When the steam cleared enough to see, Aislin was still standing there, untouched. But to Treylen’s eye she looked noticeably weary now, bent over a little bit, breathing hard. The battle was beginning to take its toll. 
 
    The Devourers had been busy while Aislin was fending off their attack, moving to the bow of the ship and leaning over the side. From their hands a thick, viscous black fluid poured down into the sea. 
 
    Treylen felt something happening down there under the water, something that set off alarms, though he didn’t know what it was. 
 
    Suddenly the water in front of Aislin was roiled from underneath as a huge, toothy creature that had once been a shark and yet was all wrong now—fins bent at strange angles, hide mottled gray and purple, eyes turned cloudy—leaped out of the water at her. 
 
    Treylen felt the tug as Aislin drew Seaforce and threw it at the creature. A jagged bolt of it met the warped shark at the height of its leap, slicing it cleanly in two. The pieces fell into the water before her. 
 
    Already more and more things were boiling up out of the water, attacking from every side. Crabs grown to fantastic sizes, their pincers larger than her whole body. A squid, its skin blotched with black rot, tentacles waving as it sought to wrap her up and bear her down. And numerous other things Treylen could no longer identify, things that had been ordinary sea creatures but were now all gnashing teeth and crazed ferocity. 
 
    They swarmed over her. Treylen could no longer see her through the mass of them, they were so thick. But he knew she was still alive by the glowing arcs of green Seaforce as she slashed at them furiously, her counterattacks a blur. 
 
    Then the last of the warped creatures were dead, floating in the water around her. Treylen saw that she was clearly tiring now. For a moment she put her hands on her knees as she caught her breath. He saw something else too, something he thought at first was his imagination. Around Aislin was a dimly-visible shape, a hunched, thick-limbed creature with a bestial face and green, scaly skin. 
 
    Golgath. 
 
    “Use Seaforce in your next attack,” Treylen said. “Like we practiced.” 
 
    Aislin’s lips pulled back from her teeth in a silent snarl. Then she turned her attention back to the black ship. She put both hands in the sea. The water began to glow intensely, the glow racing toward the black ship. Tentacles of pure emerald Seaforce burst up all around the black ship, snaking up the sides and wrapping around the hull. Sparks flew as Seaforce contacted the chaos power limning the ships. The tentacles tightened, starting to pull the ship under. 
 
    The Devourers ran to the tentacles, chaos power flaring around their hands. They hacked at the tentacles, each blow causing small explosions as the two powers came in contact with each other. Soon all of them had been severed. Aislin pulled her hands from the water and let the Seaforce go. She sagged, breathing hard. 
 
    While Aislin recovered her strength, the Devourers went on the attack once again. They moved back into the bow of the ship and began firing at Aislin, bolt after bolt of crackling chaos power like purple lightning. Treylen yelled a warning, and Aislin managed to throw up a shield of Seaforce. The shield stopped the bolts from hitting her, but the force of them knocked her back, one step, then another, slowly being driven back to the shore. 
 
    Treylen looked back at the black ship and saw that one of the Devourers was not engaging in the attack. Instead, he was channeling chaos power upwards into a central point, where it gathered, forming a seething ball of energy. Alarmed, Treylen shouted at Aislin, but she was preoccupied fending off the other attacks and didn’t seem to hear him. The wavery outline of Golgath was stronger now, Aislin partially obscured by it. 
 
    The Devourer shouted and pointed at Aislin, unleashing the ball of energy, which streaked at Aislin. Aislin’s shield thickened noticeably in the heartbeat before the attack struck. There was a tremendous explosion when the energy contacted the shield, and Aislin was knocked clear back onto the shore. Her shield flickered and went out. Treylen was knocked down as well. 
 
    Treylen struggled to his feet and ran to her, bolts of power slicing the air around him, one burning his arm, another passing so close by his face that it briefly blinded him. He reached her mostly unharmed, but when he bent down to help her up, her face was almost completely obscured by an inhuman mask of rage and fear. She slapped him aside and leapt to her feet with a roar, the Seaforce shield returning as she did so. 
 
    The purple bolts continued firing at her, but her renewed shield held them at bay. She threw her head back and spread her arms wide. Power began to leach from the sea in a broad area, her pull so strong that Treylen felt it in his chest and put his hand to his heart. 
 
    As the power was drawn from it, the water left behind turned gray. The sphere of Seaforce she summoned was already far larger than Treylen had ever seen her try to control before, and still she pulled more and more power into it. He could see her gritting her teeth, eyes wide and staring, as she fought to control it. Even the shadowy, hunched form of Golgath was straining to contain the power. If she lost control of it, he knew none of them would survive. 
 
    His attention switched to the attackers, and he saw that they were doing something new. 
 
    They stood in a line at the bow of the black ship. The air around them was glowing brightly. A circular opening appeared in front of them, a hole in the air, the edges crackling with chaos power. Inside the opening was liquid blackness. Treylen had a sense of a vast maw, gaping wide, wide enough to swallow the world. 
 
    Aislin flung the huge sphere of Seaforce at the black ship. 
 
    Treylen braced for the impact. 
 
    The maw stretched wider— 
 
    And swallowed her attack whole. Nothing. Gone as if it had never existed. 
 
    Treylen looked at Aislin, who was almost completely obscured by the huge form of Golgath.  She was bent over gasping, her hands on her knees. There was an incredulous look on her face. She’d poured everything she had into the attack, and it was swallowed without even a ripple. 
 
    A glowing dot appeared in the center of the maw. It grew larger quickly. Suddenly a column of magenta fire erupted from it. It struck Aislin squarely, and she was thrown back across the beach, landing on her back. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    “Aislin!” Randel yelled, running for her. Treylen hobbled toward her still form as quickly as he could, glancing back over his shoulder at the ships as he did. Fortunately, Aislin wasn’t the only one showing wear from the battle. The Devourers were visibly exhausted, leaning against the ship’s railing. One was on his knees. No chaos power flickered around them. They would have a little bit of time to act hopefully. 
 
    Randel was kneeling beside Aislin when Treylen got there. The shadowy form of Golgath was gone. “She’s still breathing,” he said, looking up at Treylen, worry etched into his face. “But she’s not responding.” 
 
    Treylen patted her cheek and called her name. Other than reddened skin, as if she had a bad sunburn, there was no sign of injury. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t injured internally. If she was, moving her could kill her. Best would be if her mother examined her first. But the ships were getting closer by the moment. Best was not a luxury they had. 
 
    “Go get your horse. Run!” 
 
    Randel nodded and ran for his horse. He was back quickly, struggling to control the mare, which was prancing nervously, her ears laid back, her eyes rolling in her head. 
 
    “Listen to me, Randel,” Treylen said. “Everything depends on you now.” 
 
    Randel frowned, not understanding what Treylen was saying. 
 
    “You’re going to mount up and run as fast and as far as you can.” 
 
    “What are you saying? I just need to take her into the city, don’t I?” 
 
    Treylen shook his head. “You saw how powerful they are. The walls won’t hold them out. Qarath will fall, and then they’ll have the last piece of the key.” He gestured at the key fragment hanging around Aislin’s neck. 
 
    “Maybe I should take the fragment and run?” Randel suggested, his expression showing how little he liked the idea. “I could go faster if I wasn’t carrying her.” 
 
    “No. Aislin is still the only one with a chance of defending it.” 
 
    “But what if she’s seriously injured? What if she doesn’t wake up?” Randel’s voice was rising, and he was becoming more agitated. “I’m not a healer. I can’t help her.” He looked at the approaching ships, and his dismay increased. “I’m not a fighter either. I can’t defend her if they catch us.” 
 
    “Even if you were the greatest warrior in the world, there is nothing you could do with a sword that would make any difference. Look at me, Randel.” Treylen had to tug on Randel’s arm to get the young man to look at him. “Maybe you’re not the right man for this task. I don’t know. But you’re the only one here. You’re all we have.” 
 
    Randel took a deep breath and made a visible effort to get hold of himself. “Okay. I’ll do it.” He mounted, patting the mare on the neck to try and calm her. “Can you hand her up to me?” 
 
    Treylen picked Aislin up. He was surprised at how little she weighed. She didn’t move or make any sound when he did so, and once again he worried that she was injured internally. What if she didn’t wake up? What if he was dooming her by sending her away from the only healers with a chance of helping her? But what choice did he really have? Qarath would surely fall to the invaders, and Aislin had already been defeated by them. The only chance was to keep her out of the Devourers’ hands until she could join up with the other two children Ya’Shi had spoken of. 
 
    It was a very slim chance. 
 
    Randel settled Aislin on the saddle in front of him. The mare pranced, tossing her head, eager to be away. 
 
    “Take the road north toward Karthije,” Treylen told the young man. “Among the Sertithians there is a boy by the name of Karliss with powers like she has, only over the wind instead of the sea. There is a third child as well, one with power over the stone, but I don’t know where he is. If you can get her to Karliss, the two of them may have a chance against the Devourers.” 
 
    “Karthije? I don’t know where that is. I’ve never left Qarath in my life.” 
 
    “Just follow the road. The way is clear.” 
 
    Still Randel hesitated. “What about you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. Just go.” 
 
    Randel nodded and kicked the horse, which willingly broke into a gallop. 
 
    Treylen watched them go, hoping he’d made the right choice. This wasn’t something he and Rome and Netra had planned for. 
 
    He looked back out to sea. The black ship was almost within bowshot. It was time for him to get out of here as well. He began walking toward the city, going as fast as he could. The walls might not provide much safety, but they would provide far more than staying out here by himself. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    “There’s something strange about this fog,” Cowley said. It was early morning, and Wolfpack squad and the other slaves were out on deck, getting air. 
 
    “I agree,” Fen said. “It’s different, but I can’t say how.” 
 
    “It feels wrong,” Noah said. “Kind of oily on my skin, if that makes any sense.” 
 
    “I bet the Ichthalids are causing it,” Lukas said, leaning out over the railing to peer down at the water. The fog was so thick that the sea was barely visible. The other ships were completely concealed. The air was wet and heavy. Lukas looked at Fen. “This means we’re getting close to land.” 
 
    “They’re hiding our approach,” Cowley said. “Qarath will never see us coming.” 
 
    A pair of soldiers approached then. “Time to head back below,” one of them said, the corporal who had released them the first time. Though he didn’t address Fen by name, it was clear he knew who he was. All the soldiers on the ship knew by then, but they kept up the pretense. No one knew when Ilsith would show up unannounced. He’d done it several times already, meeting with their new king to relay orders from the other Ichthalids. There was also the Ankharan sailors to worry about. They stayed to themselves, watching the Samkaran soldiers with suspicious eyes. Any one of them would turn Fen over to the Ichthalids in an instant if they knew the truth about him. 
 
    Fen and the rest headed back down into their cells. They were still locked up, but conditions were considerably better now, the cells cleaned regularly, the food they were served the same as the soldiers got. 
 
    Back in the cell they settled down to wait. Through the open hatch Fen could see that the fog was thicker than ever. Sounds were muted. People spoke in low voices, as if afraid to awaken something. 
 
    “I wish I had a sword,” Noah said. “I hate sitting here defenseless.” 
 
    “You said that a hundred times already,” Cowley replied. “We got the point. You can stop now.” 
 
    The light gradually grew stronger, and Fen realized that the fog was thinning. He was about to say something about it to the others when he felt a sudden, unusual sensation, as if some strange energy danced in his veins. He jumped to his feet and looked up at the open hatch. The others jumped up too. 
 
    “What is it?” Cowley asked. 
 
    Fen started to reply when he caught a brief glimpse of a towering wall of water that blotted out the sky. He yelled a warning to the others and grabbed onto the bars of the cell. 
 
    The ship was flung violently downwards. His squad mates and the other prisoners were tossed around their cell. Cries and screams erupted from the slaves. Water poured down through the open hatch. From up on deck came loud cracking sounds as something gave way. 
 
    Fen was still looking up at the open hatch, and so it was that he saw what happened next. A faint purple light flared across the hatch. The sea water stopped pouring in. The water was still there—there was no sign of fog or sky, only water—but it was being held out. 
 
    The ship slowed in its downward plunge, then reversed and began to rise. They broke free of the sea’s grip and once again floated on its surface, water replaced by sky. The fog was mostly gone. 
 
    Moans and whimpers of pain as the prisoners untangled themselves. At least one of the prisoners appeared to have broken a bone, but Fen’s squad reported themselves okay except for some bruises. The hold was ankle-deep in water. 
 
    “What was that?” Lukas asked. “Is there a storm?” 
 
    “That was no storm. Someone just attacked us. I felt power being drawn, a kind of power I’ve never felt before.” All at once Fen felt it again. “Hold on! Here it comes again.” 
 
    This time most of the squad managed to hold onto the metal grate, and they weren’t thrown about as badly when the ship suddenly lurched upwards violently. It rolled onto its side and fell back to the surface of the sea, striking with a loud cracking sound. The hull groaned, and water sprayed between the boards. At first Fen thought the ship wouldn’t right itself. Through the hatch he could see the wave-tossed sea, a huge cliff dim in the background. 
 
    Gradually, the ship rolled upright once again. 
 
    “That’s enough!” Noah yelled, untangling himself from the pile of prisoners lying against the hull. He waded over to the rest of the squad. “Get us out of here, Fen. I don’t want to drown down here. I want to get up on deck.” 
 
    “Count yourself lucky,” Strout said. “Anyone on deck is probably dead by now, swept overboard.” 
 
    “I don’t feel lucky,” Noah grumbled, rubbing his shoulder. “I want out of here. Now!” 
 
    “Okay,” Fen said. With them being under attack he didn’t think the Ichthalids would notice the small amount of power he’d need to break the lock. But before he could act, he felt another attack coming. “Hang on!” he yelled. 
 
    At first it seemed like nothing was happening. Then Fen realized they were dropping. Through the hatch he could see a wall of water blotting out the sky. The water rose ever higher as they continued to drop. 
 
    “This is going to be bad,” Gage said. 
 
    The ship’s descent stopped. For a moment all was still. There was the shriek of a gull in the distance. 
 
    Then it was like all the water in the world hit them at once. The ship screamed like a living thing, its screams echoed by the prisoners. Gaps big enough to stick a hand into appeared between the boards of the hull and water flooded in. There were cracking sounds as the masts were torn away. 
 
    Fen was sure that this time they were done for, but slowly the ship began to rise once again. The water’s grip fell away, and sunlight returned. The water in the hold was up to their waists. Fen sensed the acrid tang of chaos power and knew that they’d survived only because of the Ichthalids’ power. 
 
    “Fen!” Noah yelled. “It’s getting deeper!” 
 
    Reaching through the bars, Fen grasped the heavy lock and released Stone power into it. The lock cracked, and he shoved the door open. His squad mates waded through and headed for the stairs. 
 
    Fen started to follow them, then heard the panicked cries of the prisoners held in the cell at the other end of the hold. He waded over and broke that lock as well. Moments later he climbed out onto the deck. His squad mates were staring at the destruction around them. All the masts were snapped off, only jagged stumps remaining. Snarls of rigging and shattered wood covered the deck, the bodies of dead sailors and soldiers caught in the tangle. 
 
    Fen looked around. To the northwest was a city, a castle sitting on top of a high cliff overlooking the sea. The black ship looked largely intact. One of the three new ships was listing badly. The other new ship had a hole in the side. 
 
    Fen felt a new attack building. This one was different than the others. The power being summoned felt rawer somehow. 
 
    “There’s another one coming!” Everyone scattered, grabbing onto whatever they could. Fen wrapped his arms around a piece of railing that was still intact. 
 
    From where he was he had a clear view forward. On the beach was the tiny figure of what looked like a young girl. He knew instantly that the power being wielded came from her, and he wondered if she was the one responsible for Lowellin’s scars. 
 
    Ice spread across the sea, covering the distance between the girl and the black ship quickly, and encasing the hull in ice. Cracking sounds came from the black ship’s hull as the ice tightened its grip. 
 
    Lowellin walked up then. He looked completely untouched by everything that had happened. He wasn’t wet. His white hair wasn’t messed up. From the expression on his face, he might have been out for a stroll, rather than picking his way through the wreckage of his ship. 
 
    “She’s strong, isn’t she?” he said. “She’s come far.” 
 
    “She’s the one who gave you the scars, isn’t she?” 
 
    Lowellin touched a scar on his face and nodded. 
 
    Purple fire spread outwards from the Ichthalids, and the ice melted away. 
 
    “She’s tiring,” Lowellin noted. “How much longer can she keep it up, do you think?” 
 
    “Her power comes from the sea, doesn’t it?” Fen asked. 
 
    “Hey, you’re paying attention.” 
 
    A wave rose and loomed over the black ship. The wave froze, and spears of ice fell down on the ship, melting when they struck the Ichthalids’ shield. 
 
    The Ichthalids threw things into the air that burst into black flames and shot at the girl. She threw up a hasty shield in time, but the explosion knocked her back. 
 
    More attacks and counterattacks followed. Fen leaned over the railing, gripping it so tightly his fingers ached. Without realizing it, he was summoning Stone power. The sea was shallower here, and it was already answering his call, rising through the water toward him. 
 
    Suddenly, Lowellin struck him on the side of the head, hard enough to make his ears ring. Fen whirled on him. 
 
    Lowellin said, “Now is not the time.” 
 
    “They’re going to kill her. I can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “No, they’re not. She’s stronger than you think.” 
 
    “You want them to kill her. You hate her for defeating you.” 
 
    “Of course, I don’t,” Lowellin said, but Fen saw the flicker of rage in his eyes and knew it wasn’t true. “There’s nothing you can do to help her anyway. You’re barely drawing any Stone power at all. And you’re too far away. All you’d manage is to get yourself killed next, and I’d lose someone who might still turn out to be useful.” 
 
    Fen subsided, realizing he was right. He gritted his teeth, wishing he was back on land, where his real strength was. 
 
    “Are you going to be a problem?” Lowellin asked him. Fen glared at him. “What am I saying?” Lowellin continued. “Of course, you are. You’re worse than Quyloc, you know that?” 
 
    “I don’t know who that is.” 
 
    “No, because you don’t know anything. Now settle down and watch. This girl is strong. You could learn something from her.” 
 
    Thresh and Gnath were hammering the girl with bolts of chaos power while S’nash was gathering a huge sphere of it overhead. 
 
    “The girl holds the last piece of the key,” Lowellin said out of nowhere, sounding surprised. 
 
    “She has the piece on her?” Fen asked. 
 
    “Around her neck. I caught a glimpse of it. That means I won’t need you to remove it from the vault.” 
 
    Alarms went off in Fen’s mind, and he shifted away. Lowellin saw his reaction and said, “Calm down. I have other uses for you still.” He looked back at the girl. “It seems whatever the gromdin attempted succeeded at least that much.” 
 
    “Gromdin? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The gromdin is…I suppose he is an Ichthalid, though his time here has changed him even more than it has changed Ilsith. He lives in the Pente Akka, which is sort of a bubble of the Abyss that leaked into this world. It’s complicated. I overheard the Ichthalids saying the gromdin was planning some sort of attempt on the key. I didn’t hear any details except that they assumed his plan had failed, since they were no longer able to contact him. This changes everything, you realize. The girl is going to lose. The last piece is within their grasp.” He gave Fen what might have been a smile, except that it never reached his eyes. “With luck, our alien friends will be gone by dinner. How does that sound?” 
 
    Fen didn’t like the sound of that at all. He ached with the desire to join the battle on the side of the girl. Before now, he’d been somewhat able to convince himself that he could stand by and let the Ichthalids take the key and go, but now he knew there was no way he could do that. He would fight them to the death. But at the same time, he didn’t want Lowellin to know that, so he tried to keep it off his face. 
 
    “I believe we’re about to see the end of this battle,” Lowellin remarked. 
 
    The girl was gathering a huge sphere of green power. As strong as the Ichthalids were, Fen didn’t see how they could survive it. He was pretty sure none of the ships would survive it. 
 
    “It’s not going to work,” Lowellin said, as if reading his mind. “They have an answer.” He pointed. A black nothingness was opening in front of the Ichthalids. “That’s the Abyss in there. Take a good look. This is as close as you ever want to get, believe me.” 
 
    Moments later the sphere streaked toward the gaping hole and was swallowed. Then the column of purple fire shot out and knocked the girl flying across the beach. She didn’t move. 
 
    “And there it is. So far, so good,” Lowellin said. “It is time that we talked about what comes next, what we will do if the Ichthalids decide not to honor their end of the agreement.” 
 
    He continued talking, but Fen was barely listening. He was watching what was unfolding on the shore. He saw the man run and bring back a horse. He saw the other man lift the girl up to him. The horse galloped away. 
 
    “That’s foolish,” Lowellin said. “The city wall will not keep out the Ichthalids. Our friends over there will make short work of their defenses. They’ll root her out, wherever Rome and Quyloc try to hide her. By running, she is only delaying the inevitable and ensuring the suffering of a great many more people. The Ichthalids are entirely unconcerned with how many they kill to get what they want. The smart thing would be to wait on the beach for what must be inevitable.” 
 
    “This time it’s you who’s wrong,” Fen said. “He’s not taking her to the city.” The horse had turned left, following the road inland. 
 
    “Really?” Lowellin said. “Are they really going to drag this out?” He sounded angry. “This changes things somewhat.” He turned to Fen. “Go find a soldier’s uniform and put it on. A helmet too, to cover your face.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Ichthalids are going to chase the child. We’re going with them.” 
 
    “My squad is coming too.” 
 
    “Nonsense. There’s no reason for them. Go. We do not have much time. Ilsith might show up at any time.” 
 
    “You’re going to have only one soldier with you?” Fen asked him. “No king travels with only one attendant.” 
 
    “I don’t care about that.” 
 
    “It will look strange. And you think the Ichthalids—Ilsith especially—won’t ever be curious and take a look at the one soldier who is with you, see that the one you told them you killed is actually alive and traveling beside them?” 
 
    Lowellin regarded him for a moment before nodding. “You make a point. Very well. Prepare my personal guard. See if you can find my crown too.” Fen started away. “On second thought, forget about the crown. I hate that thing.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    “Get me a boat!” Lowellin ordered. “Your king wants to go on shore.” With so many of the Ankharan sailors dead, it took some time to get a longboat lowered over the side. Two soldiers got in to row, followed by Fen and his squad, who were now wearing leather armor, half helms, and carrying swords. As the soldiers rowed them to shore, Lowellin looked around. 
 
    The new ship that was listing had taken on so much water that its decks were awash. It was clear it would sink soon. It was complete chaos on the ship as the desperate survivors fought to lower the lifeboats and then fought to get aboard them. One of the boats’ tackle was snarled and soldiers were hacking at its lines to free it. Once free, it fell on top of several of them. Another one launched well enough, but so many people tried to climb into it that it promptly capsized. The other new ship wasn’t faring much better. Only the black ship seemed calm and orderly. 
 
    “Not a great beginning to our glorious conquest, is it?” Lowellin said. He glanced up at the castle on top of the cliff. “They’re probably laughing at us right now.” He shrugged and turned back to face the shore. A boat carrying the Ichthalids had already beached, and the invaders were getting out. Fen noticed that Ilsith was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Once their boat had landed, Lowellin strode over to the Ichthalids, who were talking amongst themselves. Wanting to hear what was said, Fen trailed along, being careful to stay back so as not to draw attention. When Lowellin reached them, S’nash turned on him. 
 
    “Do you know where Ilsith is?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you had misplaced him. Have you checked the shadows?” 
 
    S’nash grabbed the front of Lowellin’s shirt and lifted him up onto his toes. “I am not in the mood for your foolishness.” 
 
    Lowellin patted S’nash’s hand. “I’m being serious. When Ilsith is not to be found, he is somewhere in the shadows. Unfortunately for you, that means he could be anywhere. Wouldn’t he most likely be chasing the girl? She has the final piece of your precious key, you know.” 
 
    S’nash let him go with a growl. “I know that, you idiot. He should have returned with it by now.” 
 
    “Hmm. Good point. Maybe he’s simply waiting for the right time.” 
 
    “She is unconscious and helpless. What better time could there be?” 
 
    “Another good point,” Lowellin said, scratching his head. “I guess we’ll have to wait for him to return and ask him then.” 
 
    “Find him.” 
 
    “You think I can find him because we spent so much time together? Is that what you think? I’m afraid I’ll be no help to you there. Ilsith kept to himself during our years together. I didn’t even know he could talk until you showed up. I simply thought he was a wooden staff with some unique abilities.” 
 
    “Not even you could be that stupid.” 
 
    “I do feel foolish, now that I think about it. Next time I will be more suspicious of my allies.” 
 
    “If you have nothing to say, then say nothing.” 
 
    “But I do have something to say. I can’t give you Ilsith, but how about some horses?” 
 
    “Horses?” 
 
    “Big four-legged creatures? People use them to get around?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why do they ride them?” Lowellin asked. S’nash glared at him. “Oh, that’s not what you meant. You meant why do you need them. It’s simple. We can use them to chase her. Don’t they have horses where you come from?” 
 
    “They would be eaten where I come from.” 
 
    “They won’t take you very far if you eat them.” 
 
    “Stop talking. Procure horses for us. If you are capable of such a difficult task.” S’nash turned away. 
 
    Lowellin gave him a deep, mocking bow, then turned to Fen. “You heard him. Fetch us some horses.” 
 
    When Fen and his squad returned with horses, he saw that most of the army had made it ashore. The sinking ship rested on the bottom, only part of it still visible above the water. The officers were yelling, mustering the soldiers into formation. A young man, barely into his thirties, but with the rank of general, came up to Lowellin, saluted, and said, “Orders, sire?” 
 
    Lowellin looked at him without understanding. “Orders?” 
 
    The young general looked uncertain how to proceed. “Your army, sire. What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “Stay out of the way.” 
 
    Now the young general looked even more uncertain. “Sire?” he managed. “Can you…?” He scratched his neck. “A bit more detail maybe?” 
 
    Lowellin nodded. “I suppose you should have something to do.” He pointed at Qarath. “See that city? Besiege it.” 
 
    The general saluted. “Very well, sire. But, sire?” 
 
    Aggravated, Lowellin turned back to him. “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “We won’t be able to breach those walls without siege engines. Shall I put men to work building them?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never besieged anyone before. I guess so. No, forget that. Just keep them bottled up. Above all, don’t let the king get away. I have something I want to take up with him. When I get back, I’ll open the walls for you. Is that good? Do you have enough orders now?” 
 
    “We’ll make do, sire.” The young general saluted and hurried off to speak with his officers. 
 
    Fen watched him go. He knew the man. Kemp wasn’t a bad officer. In fact, he was pretty competent. But until a few days ago he was only a major, and now he was in command of an entire army. He looked a little overwhelmed by the responsibility. 
 
    The Ichthalids were mounting their horses. Or trying to. The animals were frightened of the Ichthalids, and Thresh’s horse reared up when he was trying to get on, nearly knocking him down. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be nice if the horses went ahead and kicked a couple of them to death for us?” Cowley observed in a low voice to Fen. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Rome heard the footsteps before the pounding started at his door. He’d slept poorly, bothered by the storm clouds on the horizon and what they might portend. He sat upright, instantly awake. Beside him, Bonnie stirred sleepily. 
 
    “Ships!” the man at the door cried. “They’re here!” 
 
    It didn’t take long for Rome to dress. He’d prepared for this, and what he needed was draped over a stand by the bed. He pulled on a thick, wool gambeson, then chain mail and a tabard embroidered with the black wolf shield. Trousers and steel-shod boots came next. Leaning against the stand was a harness with his battleaxe. Bonnie was up by then, her face pale. She helped him buckle on the harness. 
 
    “Be safe,” she implored him. He gave her a quick hug and ran out the door. Rather than head downstairs, he went the opposite direction, making for Quyloc’s quarters. It wasn’t to awaken Quyloc—he wouldn’t be surprised if his old friend had been the one to send the man to wake him—but to get a look at what was going on. Quyloc’s quarters overlooked the sea. He’d get a good view from there. 
 
    Quyloc’s door was open. He was out on the balcony, looking down. Rome saw a flash of green light, then a flicker of purple. He stopped beside Quyloc and got his first look at the enemy ships. 
 
    “She appears to be holding her own,” Quyloc observed. He sounded calm, almost detached. 
 
    Rome saw the water around Aislin boil with bizarre creatures, saw her scything through them with raw Seaforce. “Has she hurt them?” he asked. 
 
    “Their ships took some damage. The Devourers themselves seem fine.” Quyloc pointed at the three hulking figures standing on the foredeck of the black ship. 
 
    “What’s your assessment so far?” 
 
    Quyloc’s expression was grim. “She’s going to lose. She is already tiring.” 
 
    Rome gripped the railing tightly. “There must be something we can do.” 
 
    Quyloc shook his head. “I don’t think there is.” 
 
    “Maybe she’ll get lucky, land a blow they’re not expecting.” 
 
    “So far they’ve handled everything she does. I’d say they were prepared. They knew ahead of time what she was capable of.” 
 
    “You think they’ve been spying on her?” 
 
    “With Ilsith, Lowellin can travel anywhere. It makes sense.” 
 
    Rome swore. “We’re not going to stand up here and watch. We’re going down there. We’ll take whatever men have managed to assemble.” He’d left orders that the soldiers quartered in the castle were to be mustered the moment the Devourers’ ships were seen, with runners sent to the other barracks around the city. While dressing he’d heard the horns sound, rousting the soldiers. He ran from the room. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Knowing that there would be some delay before Rome and the soldiers actually rode out, Quyloc stayed to watch the battle for a little longer. He was still watching when Aislin fell. His mouth tightened. He snatched up his spear and ran after Rome. 
 
    He caught up to him outside. Rome was already mounted, shouting orders to his soldiers. A soldier was waiting with Quyloc’s horse. He mounted up and rode over to Rome. 
 
    “Aislin fell,” he told the macht. 
 
    Rome swore. “Is she still alive?” 
 
    “I can’t be sure, but I think so.” 
 
    “What about Randel? Is he still alive?” 
 
    “He is. Treylen too. I saw him running for his horse.” 
 
    Rome breathed a sigh of relief. “Let’s hope he can get her into the city safely.” 
 
    Quyloc didn’t respond, though he was thinking that it wouldn’t do any good. City walls wouldn’t hold against the kind of power he’d seen displayed. 
 
    Soon the two were galloping through the gates of the castle, followed by a score of mounted soldiers. Behind them streamed ranks of foot soldiers, many still buckling on armor and weapons, clamping helmets down onto their heads. 
 
    As they made their way down the boulevard that led to the city gates, Quyloc had a sudden intuition of danger. He’d experienced such intuitions his entire life, and he’d learned not to ignore them. He slowed his horse, calling to Rome to do the same, and looked around, trying to figure out where the danger was. 
 
    “What is it, Quyloc?” Rome asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    Rome didn’t press him but instead began scanning the area. He’d learned to trust Quyloc’s intuitions too. 
 
    Up ahead to his left, Quyloc saw a hunched, shadowy figure appear on top of a flat-roofed, one-story building. The figure held out his hands, palms down. 
 
    “Up there!” Quyloc cried, as what looked like thick oil began spilling from the figure’s hands. Purple sparks danced over the surface of the oil as it flowed swiftly down the wall and spread across the street in front of the soldiers. The horses pranced and reared, frightened by the strange, oily substance, which had begun bubbling ominously. The mounted soldiers behind them milled about, most struggling to get their frantic horses under control. 
 
    Rome turned to a soldier on his left, a muscular, compact man who’d already gotten his horse under control and was stringing his bow with sure, practiced movements. “Put an arrow in him, Nicandro.” 
 
    Nicandro stretched his bow and loosed an arrow in the same motion. The arrow flew true— 
 
    The shadows shifted, and the figure was gone before the arrow got there. 
 
    Then there was no more time to spare as one of the mounted soldiers yelled, “What in all the names of Gorim are those things?” and pointed with his sword. 
 
    From the oily liquid scores of creatures were rising, misshapen things the size of large dogs, but thick-bodied and with two extra legs, mouths gaping with too many teeth. Their eyes gleamed with purple fire. In moments they were whole as the oily liquid was drawn up into them, fleshing them out. 
 
    Growls and yips arose from them as they launched themselves at the mounted soldiers. 
 
    The lead one leapt at Quyloc. His spear met it midair, stabbing it in the chest. It snapped and bit at the spear as it died. Once dead, its body lost form and splashed to the street, once again oily fluid. 
 
    Rome’s axe took the next one out of the air, cutting it in half. It dissolved into nothingness before the pieces struck the ground. 
 
    Then the eldritch creatures were in among them, teeth tearing into the horses’ flanks and the arms and legs of the soldiers. A soldier behind Quyloc was too slow with his blade, and the creature dodged his swing. It clamped onto his forearm and dragged him from his saddle. Other creatures swarmed over him in an instant. He screamed once before they tore him to pieces. 
 
    The fighting dissolved into chaos as men swung and stabbed wildly at the creatures. More than one soldier was wounded by his comrade’s blade as the men flailed about, trying desperately to keep the nightmarish things off them. Two more soldiers were dragged from their saddles. A horse went down with a slashed hamstring, then another, their riders swarmed over instantly. 
 
    Quyloc stabbed one, the blade of the spear tearing out its throat. Another leapt at him from the other side. He spun his spear, stabbing it in the face. Right behind it was another, too close for him to use the spear again. He dropped the spear and got his hands around its throat. A jolt of pain went through him as he touched its greasy, hairless skin. Its momentum was such that he came near to losing his balance and toppling over backwards. Its slavering jaws snapped at the air a hairsbreadth from his face. The teeth were longer than his fingers and tilted crazily in all directions. 
 
    He managed to get one hand free—the thing was clawing at his arm with its forelegs, scoring his flesh, trying madly to get at him—and ripped his dagger free. He slashed its throat once, then again. It went limp, and a moment later dissolved back into liquid. 
 
    Taking advantage of a moment of calm around him, he leaned down from the saddle and managed to snatch up his dropped spear. Another of the creatures lunged for his horse’s haunch, and he stabbed it in the ribs, then brought the spear back up, looking for his next attacker. 
 
    As he turned, looking for Rome in the melee, he saw a knot of gathering shadows behind his old friend’s shoulder and reacted instantly. 
 
    He flung the spear before the shadowy figure had fully materialized. There was a brief glimpse of an alien countenance and bared teeth, a hand that ended in what looked like a snake’s fang, glistening with purple venom—and then the spear buried itself in the shadowy figure’s chest. He staggered backward as Quyloc yelled a warning to Rome. Rome turned and swung in the same motion. 
 
    The shadows seethed, and the figure disappeared the merest instant before Rome’s axe blade cut through where he had been. 
 
    After that, all that was left was mopping up. More mounted soldiers had come up during the brief, fierce battle and with their help the rest of the creatures were cut down one by one, dissolving as they died and leaving puddles of oily fluid behind. 
 
    “What were those things?” Rome said to Quyloc, wiping the blade of his axe on his trouser leg. 
 
    “The power of the Abyss brought to life is my best guess,” Quyloc said. 
 
    “And the shadowy figure?” 
 
    “I think that was Ilsith.” 
 
    “Wasn’t that the name of Lowellin’s staff? How sure are you?” 
 
    “What else do we know of that can move through shadows like that? And we know Ilsith can change shape.” 
 
    “Which means Lowellin is around here somewhere,” Rome said, looking around. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. Something else I noticed. I’m not sure, but I think Ilsith looked similar to the three figures on the deck of the black ship.” 
 
    “Meaning that was one of the Devourers.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “I hope you killed him. Once less enemy to plan for.” 
 
    “I hope so too, but I have a feeling the Devourers are a lot harder to kill than that.” 
 
    “Of course you’d say that.” Rome turned to some soldiers nearby. “You two, stay here and help the wounded. You, get up to the Tenders and get a healer down here. The rest of you follow me.” 
 
    Once again, they galloped for the gates. The city walls were thick with soldiers. A number of squads of foot soldiers were formed up in the square inside the gates awaiting orders. The portcullis had been raised in anticipation of a sortie, but the outer gates were still closed and barred. 
 
    “Where’s Aislin?” Rome roared as they clattered to a halt. He leapt down off his horse, Quyloc right behind him. “Is she okay?” When no one answered immediately, he swore. “I need answers! Where is the girl?” 
 
    From a knot of soldiers by the entrance to the gateway passage a captain came running toward them. He saluted and said, “She hasn’t arrived at the gates yet, Macht.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Rome said, turning to Quyloc. “Even if he had to carry her on foot, Randel has had plenty of time to get her here. What’s wrong with him? I thought I made my orders clear.” 
 
    He ran for the stairs leading to the top of the wall, Quyloc following. At the top they saw a cluster of soldiers talking excitedly and gesturing. 
 
    “What is it?” Rome yelled, running over to the battlements. “What’s going on out there?” 
 
    “I…she’s there, Macht,” a soldier said, pointing. 
 
    Far out on the road leading away from the city was a horse running at a full gallop. It was hard to tell at this distance, but it looked like the rider was bent over, one arm curled around someone small, someone with blond hair. 
 
    “Is he addled?” Rome said. “Why in blazes is Randel taking her away from the city?” 
 
    The soldier backed away. 
 
    “When I get my hands on him…” Rome growled. He glanced over at the Devourer ships. They had anchored a short distance off shore, and the soldiers on board were being ferried to the beach. The three Devourers were standing on the sand. Those squads of enemy soldiers already on the beach were forming up. “There’s no way we’re going to be able to catch up to him and get her back here before they besiege the city. We’re going to have to attack to buy time.” 
 
    Before he could shout the order to issue forth and attack, Quyloc stopped him. “Don’t,” Quyloc said. “He’s doing the right thing.” 
 
    Rome shot him a look. “Are you addled too?” 
 
    Quyloc pulled him aside where the nearby soldiers couldn’t hear. In a low voice he said, “There’s no way we can hold out against the Devourers. You saw how powerful they are. If he brought her here, it would only be a matter of time—a short time—before Qarath fell and then they’d have the last piece of the key. I think Treylen realized that and told Randel to run with her.” 
 
    Rome ran his fingers through his hair, thinking. “You’re right as usual. But I’m not leaving her out there without protection. I’m sending some soldiers after her.” 
 
    “You saw the same thing I did. There’s nothing steel can do against their power. You’d only be sending soldiers to their deaths pointlessly.” 
 
    He saw that the last point had struck home. Rome was a fearless and daring leader, but he loathed wasting men’s lives. 
 
    Rome glared at him. “You’re right again, damn you. But we can’t just let her run off alone. Everything depends on her, and she’s only a little girl.” 
 
    “A little girl with a great deal of power,” Quyloc reminded him. “She can take care of herself. She doesn’t need us. She needs to find the Sertithian boy. I’m sure Treylen told Randel to seek him out. Those two together can do more than the combined might of every army in Atria.” 
 
    “Okay. Enough already. I said you’re right,” Rome growled. “You don’t have to rub it in. You know how I hate sitting here on my hands.” 
 
    “I know. But sometimes that’s all you can do. This war isn’t ours to win.” 
 
    “Begging your pardon, sirs,” a soldier said, approaching quickly. “There’s something happening I think you’ll want to see.” 
 
    “I bet it’s nothing good,” Rome said as they followed the man back over to the battlements. 
 
    Horses had been brought to the Devourers, and they were mounting up, along with a handful of soldiers and a familiar-looking figure. 
 
    “Isn’t that Lowellin?” Rome asked, squinting. 
 
    “It is,” Quyloc confirmed. 
 
    As the two men watched, the little group rode out onto the road and began following Aislin and Randel. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    There was a commotion down by the gates, a woman’s voice raised in anger. Rome and Quyloc moved over to where they could see what was happening. 
 
    “I knew this was coming,” Rome said. 
 
    The commotion was Netra. She was standing in front of the gateway passage, clearly intent on going through. Soldiers were blocking her way, and she was haranguing them. 
 
    “I better get down there,” Rome said, heading for the stairs. 
 
    When he got there, Netra was saying, “I’m not going to ask you again. Open the gates and let me out. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.” 
 
    Rome had to give the captain credit. He looked pale—everyone knew what Netra was capable of—but he wasn’t backing down. He had his orders, and he was going to follow them. 
 
    “My apologies, ma’am, but I can’t do it. There’s an enemy out there. I can’t open the gates without the macht’s direct say so.” 
 
    Rome felt it as soon as he got close, that sinking feeling in the gut that happened whenever Netra started to do her thing. He could tell by the sick looks on the soldiers’ faces that they were feeling it too. One man was holding his stomach like he was about to be sick. 
 
    “Netra,” he said gently. “What’s going on?” 
 
    She whirled on him, her eyes flashing. “Your idiot soldier won’t open the gates. My daughter is out there, possibly injured. I have to go to her.” Her fists were clenched, and she bit off each word. “Order him to open the gates.” 
 
    “First off, he’s not an idiot. He’s following my orders. As well as using common sense. You might not care about this, but there is an enemy out there, even now taking up positions. It’s not safe.” 
 
    “I don’t care if it’s safe!” she snapped at him. “Aislin is out there. I have to go to her. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “You won’t get to her. They’ll stop you.” 
 
    Her face darkened. “They can try.” 
 
    “And when they do, what then? Will you kill them all?” 
 
    “If I have to,” she grated. 
 
    “No. I won’t let you do that.” 
 
    “You can’t stop me.” 
 
    “Probably not. But I’ll sure enough try.” 
 
    “Why do you care? You said it yourself. They are the enemy. They belong to the Devourers.” 
 
    “I doubt that. They look like men to me, ordinary men. I’ve served under a tyrant. I know what it’s like to be given orders and to have no choice but to follow them.” 
 
    “What are you saying? Would you side with them against me?” 
 
    “Of course not. Listen, I know about the hunger you carry inside you. If you go out there and slaughter those men with your power, you’ll never be you again. You’ll be lost forever, and you know it. Are you really going to do that, take Aislin’s mother away from her? Because if you do that, that’s what you’ll be doing. Even if we manage to survive this, you’ll never be yourself again. You might even turn on us.” 
 
    Her face contorted. Rage and despair flickered back and forth there. Her hands came up, fingers curled into claws. She grabbed his tabard, fingernails digging in. He truly had no idea whether she would cry or attack him. 
 
    Abruptly Netra’s rage left her, and she crumpled against him. “She’s my little girl. I have to go to her,” she said brokenly. “I have to protect her.” 
 
    “I know how you feel, believe me I do. If that was Liv out there, I’d be going crazy. But I don’t think you can protect her, no matter how hard you try. You didn’t see what I did. Those things out there are powerful, far more powerful than we’d imagined. And they’re not human, which means you can’t use your power on them.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave her out there.” She was trembling now, eyes searching his, looking for answers. 
 
    “You have to. For now, anyway. Maybe later we can find a way to help her. But right now, there’s nothing you can do but either get yourself killed, or become a monster trying to save her. And I don’t know which is worse.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “She’s strong, stronger than any of us realize. The Devourers won this battle, but they haven’t won the war. Have some faith.” 
 
    Cara came running up then. “Netra!” she cried. “I heard what happened. I came as fast as I could.” 
 
    Netra turned to her. “She’s gone, Cara. My little girl is…” She trailed off, unable to say more. 
 
    Cara wrapped her in her arms and squeezed her tightly. From her came murmured words of shared pain. Netra hugged her back. Rome signaled and a nearby wagon was brought around. The two women climbed into it, and the wagon rolled away. 
 
    “That was close, sir,” the captain said. “For a moment I thought we were all done for.” 
 
    “You followed your orders. Good job.” Rome looked at Quyloc. “Let’s go see about this siege.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “I failed her,” Netra said, holding her hands to her face. 
 
    “That’s not true,” Cara said. “It seems that way now, but in time—” 
 
    “Don’t say it! Don’t try to make me feel better. My little girl is out there somewhere, being chased by monsters who want to kill her. And I’m not there to help her. What else would you call that but failure?” 
 
    “I call it you being unreasonable,” Cara said, her voice turning sharp for the first time. “I’m tired of it. I won’t sit here anymore and listen to you hammer yourself over things that are outside your control.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. You’re not a mother.” 
 
    “I may not be a mother, but I understand love and commitment and sacrifice. I’ve watched you. You love that child with all your heart. You’ve done everything in your power for her. Well guess what? Maybe you can’t save her. You’re not a god. You can’t save everyone. But you did everything you could. That’s all anyone can do. However much you love someone else, there comes a time when you have to say, I’ve done all I can. You can’t live Aislin’s life for her. You can’t fight her battles for her.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Netra repeated. 
 
    “You think I don’t? When we were growing up, I practically worshipped you. Do you know how much it hurt watching you go through what you did, when you were learning about your mother and questioning your faith? And then to have you leave? Just run off like that? I would have done anything for you. I would have given my life to save yours. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t help at all. All I could do was love you and wait. It’s the same thing here. All you can do is watch from a distance. I know it hurts. It won’t stop hurting. But you can stop beating yourself up over it. You can stop adding to your own pain.” 
 
    Netra stared at her, struck by the intensity of her old friend’s words. “I guess you might be right,” she said reluctantly. 
 
    “I know I’m right. And you know it too, at least if you’d stop being stubborn long enough and use your head.” 
 
    “I’m not really that stubborn, am I?” 
 
    “You make a donkey look easy-going.” 
 
    Netra wiped her eyes. “It’s hard.” 
 
    “I know it’s hard. But I’m here for you. There are lots of people who are here for you. You can lean on us. It’s okay to lean, Netra. You don’t have to carry everything by yourself, you know.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I know how to do that.” 
 
    “Then learn. I’ll be happy to teach you.” 
 
    “What if something happens to her? How do I live with that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But if you don’t try to do everything alone like you always do, you’ll figure out a way.” 
 
    “I don’t do that.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. Have you forgotten how it went last time, during the war, when you tried to do everything alone?” 
 
    Netra lowered her head. “No.” 
 
    “It didn’t work out so well, did it?” 
 
    “In the end it did,” Netra protested. 
 
    “After you accepted help and started working with the rest of us.” 
 
    “There’s that.” 
 
    Cara held out her hand. “Come on. Come with me.” 
 
    Netra took her hand. “What? Where are we going?” 
 
    “You might not be able to help your child, but there are other people’s children you can help. There’s still fever in the Warrens. A lot of people need healing, and no one is better at it than you.” 
 
    Netra hesitated. 
 
    “It will help you take your mind off it.” 
 
    Netra gave in and followed her friend. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    “They’re tired,” Cowley said. He and Fen were riding side by side, the rest of the squad strung out behind them. A stone’s throw ahead rode the three Ichthalids, followed by Lowellin. They’d been riding for several bells now, and they hadn’t gone all that far. Now and then S’nash kicked his horse in the ribs and snapped at his comrades in their harsh tongue, leading to a faster pace for a little while, but for the most part he and the others rode slumped over in their saddles, making no real attempt to urge their mounts to go faster. “At this rate the girl will die of old age before we catch her.” 
 
    “I noticed,” Fen said. “It’s good to see there are limits to their power.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I feel…complete. I’m glad to have Stone underfoot again. I never realized how much a part of me it was until it wasn’t there. I felt like I was drifting, if that makes any sense. Like there was nothing for me to hold onto.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Fen looked at his friend. “So, what?” 
 
    Cowley jerked his chin at them. In a low voice he said, “Maybe now’s the time.” 
 
    “What? Attack them now?” 
 
    “Sure. You’re back on land. You’re strong. They’re worn out from the battle. They won’t be expecting it.” 
 
    Fen had already considered the idea. Considered, and rejected. He shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The truth? I still don’t think I can defeat them.” 
 
    “But look at them. I swear the one-eyed one almost fell off his horse a little while ago.” 
 
    “And what if I fail?” 
 
    “You won’t. You can do this. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Fen asked. Cowley nodded. “Based on what? How close I came to getting killed when I attacked just one of them before?” 
 
    “He was waiting for you. And he hadn’t just fought a major battle,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Look at it this way. If I attack them now, and I fail, they’ll kill me. After that, they’ll catch the girl and kill her. It’ll be over, and they’ll have won. That’s too great of a risk.” 
 
    “War is about taking risks,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Not stupid ones. Not unless there are no other options.” 
 
    “You’re being too cautious. There’s a time for boldness.” 
 
    Fen sighed. The thing was, he’d been having this same argument with himself since they rode out. “I don’t think this is the time.” 
 
    “I hope you’re sure about that.” 
 
    “Of course, I’m not sure,” Fen snapped. “I’m not sure of anything.” His voice rose a little, causing his horse’s ears to twitch. “I can’t remember the last time I was sure. I’m in the dark here. I don’t know what the best thing is to do. I wish I did, but I don’t.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cowley shot back. “Don’t jump on me. If that’s your final decision, I accept it.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like you accept it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.” Cowley started rummaging through the saddlebags on the back of his saddle. They’d grabbed the saddles without paying much attention to what was tied to them. “What’s this?” He pulled out a small silver flask, and his expression lit up. “This looks promising.” 
 
    But when he uncorked it and upended it over his mouth, nothing came out. With a disgusted sound he tossed the flask off into the grass beside the road. 
 
    “What was that?” Noah called from behind them, spurring his horse to catch up. “Did you drink that without sharing?” 
 
    “Relax. It was empty when I found it.” 
 
    Noah gave him a suspicious look, then turned to Fen for confirmation, who shook his head. Noah swore. “Nothing worth a fig in my saddlebags either. This day is going nowhere fast.” He looked at the Ichthalids. “Say, Fen. You given any thought to, you know, jumping them while they’re down? Say the word and we’re with you.” 
 
    “Not you too,” Fen said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Cowley has already been on me about it.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your time,” Cowley said. “He’s made up his mind, and he’s too stubborn to change it. You know how he gets.” 
 
    “Flint always said—” Noah started, but Fen cut him off. 
 
    “Stop! I’m not going to discuss it anymore. I’ve made my decision.” 
 
    “What’s got you so sore?” Noah asked. 
 
    “I’m mad because I don’t know what to do,” Fen said, his voice rising once again. “You think it’s easy making decisions when so much is at stake? Knowing that if you choose wrong thousands and thousands of people will die? Do you have any idea what that’s like?” 
 
    He stopped, his glare going from one of them to the other, daring them. 
 
    “Sorry,” Noah said finally. “I didn’t think of it that way.” 
 
    “I’m sorry too,” Cowley said. “Whatever you decide, I’ll back you. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Fen replied. “Sorry I got so mad. I’ve been through a lot lately.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Noah said. “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.” 
 
    “I have been thinking about it,” Fen said. “Attacking them, I mean. I think my mistake before was attacking them with stone.” 
 
    Noah looked confused. “Isn’t that what you do?” 
 
    “It is, but I can do more.” 
 
    “Really?” Cowley said, his usual gleam in his eye. “Is there anything you can’t do?” 
 
    Fen ignored him and continued. “At the end, the girl was attacking them with raw power.” 
 
    Noah still looked confused. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Don’t you see? She switched from using water to attack them and started using the raw power in the sea. I think that’s the answer. Instead of hitting them with rocks, I need to use raw Stone power.” 
 
    “Like when you made the flaming blade to fight the sorcerers,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Exactly. It’s a lot less limited, I think. More than that. I don’t think there’s any limit to it.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Noah asked. 
 
    “The ground under our feet is filled with Stone power. All of it. A bottomless well, just waiting to be tapped. I get this feeling…” He trailed off. 
 
    “What?” Cowley asked. “Don’t leave me hanging like this. Tell me.” 
 
    “I get this feeling that there’s enough there I could crack the world if I wanted to.” 
 
    They both stared at him in stunned silence. Noah spoke first. “Did you hit your head? Because that sounds crazy.” 
 
    “I know. But I think it’s true. I think…I think maybe the masters meant the Stone Shapers to be the last line of defense.” 
 
    “The last line of defense?” 
 
    “If all else was lost, the Stone Shapers could trigger all that Stone power, every bit of it, and destroy the whole world, destroying the Queen of Chaos at the same time.” 
 
    “Wow,” Noah said. “But you’re not going to do that, right? Because…where would we live then?” 
 
    “No, I’m not going to do that.” 
 
    “Just wanted to make sure.” 
 
    “I still think it sounds crazy,” Cowley said. “Where’d you even come up with something like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s a feeling I have.” Cowley’s expression said what he thought of Fen’s feeling. “It might not be as crazy as you think,” Fen continued. “There is Stone Shaper in me. Lowellin said the Shapers were created to defend the key against the Queen. Certain things are built-in, like orders that go clear down to the bone. I think this is one of those things.” 
 
    “But you’re not going to follow those orders, right?” Noah asked. 
 
    “You already asked me that.” 
 
    “I want to make sure.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry. I don’t think I could do it by myself anyway. I’m not powerful enough.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you never are,” Cowley said. “That’s terrifying.” 
 
    Noah fell back, and they rode in silence for a while. Fen spent the time probing the depths of the Stone power around him, like a man testing the edge on his blade, taking the sense of it, mentally going through the steps of wielding it. The sheer quantity of it was frightening. It was like standing on a volcano that was about to blow. He saw, in a way he never had before, how really easy it would be to trigger, not all of it, but a great deal anyway. The problem with doing that, though, was that what he released would be completely uncontrolled. 
 
    He had a mental image of all the land for a day’s ride in every direction just exploding simultaneously. It was a thought that was both horrifying and exciting. 
 
    He was so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t realize Lowellin had ridden back to them until the Shaper spoke. 
 
    “Are you trying to get us both killed?” 
 
    Fen snapped out of it. Lowellin was sitting there on his horse, glaring at him. “I’m not doing anything,” he protested. 
 
    “Yes, you are. You’re poking around in Stone power. If I can feel it, then they can. You’re lucky they’re tired. Otherwise you’d be a burned husk right now. I thought you were smarter than that. Fiddling around this close to them. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize,” Fen said. 
 
    “That’s a terrible excuse, you know.” 
 
    “What about attacking them now, while they’re weak?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “They’re not as weak as you think.” 
 
    “But with the two of you together…” 
 
    “Did you forget about the ingerlings?” Lowellin barked. “The moment I raise a finger against them, those things start chewing.” 
 
    “If you hit them hard enough, you might be able to kill them before—” 
 
    “But if we don’t—and we almost surely won’t—I’ll be the one rolling around on the ground while those things devour me. I’m not ready for that. We stick to my plan.” 
 
    “Your plan seems like a whole lot of doing nothing,” Cowley said. 
 
    Lowellin gave him a look like he was a small dog that had started chewing on his ankle. He looked back at Fen. “We wait, and we watch. If there is an opportunity, I will let you know. Until then, you do nothing. Is that clear?” The foppishness he often cloaked himself in was gone then, only deadly seriousness remaining. 
 
    “Clear,” Fen said. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “My king. Or sire. Something like that. It’s how you’re supposed to address your king, you know.” 
 
    “Accept our deepest apologies, sire,” Cowley said, sketching an awkward bow in the saddle. 
 
    Lowellin turned back to him again. “Don’t think I don’t know sarcasm when I hear it, pup. I was there when your foolish species invented it.” 
 
    “Was it the bow that gave me away?” 
 
    “I should have left you in the dungeon.” Lowellin spurred his horse and moved on ahead. 
 
    “Angering him isn’t very smart,” Fen remarked. 
 
    “Probably not. It’s a problem I have,” Cowley agreed. “I can’t help it.” 
 
    “He could crush you in an instant.” 
 
    “And yet he didn’t. It makes you wonder, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “How you stayed alive this long?” 
 
    “Something like that.” Cowley gave him one of his signature grins. 
 
    Fen only shook his head. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    It was nearly dark before Aislin finally regained consciousness. Randel had her on the saddle before him, one arm wrapped around her to keep her in place. She stirred and opened her eyes. “Where am I?” Her voice was oddly deep and inhuman. 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure. Somewhere on the road to Karthije. I’ve never been out of Qarath before, so I don’t really know.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “You…lost.” Randel winced a little at the memory. “Do you feel okay?” 
 
    “I am well,” she said gruffly, still in the same harsh voice. She turned her head, trying to see in every direction. “Where is the sea? Why have you taken me away from the sea?” 
 
    “Treylen said I needed to take you to meet up with some kid who lives in Sertith, wherever that is. Also, the Devourers were coming out of the sea. I wanted to get you away from them.” 
 
    “Return me to the sea at once.” 
 
    “Treylen said—” 
 
    “I do not care what this Treylen said. Take me back to the sea.” 
 
    Randel looked over his shoulder. He hadn’t seen the Devourers all day, but he could feel them back there. He shuddered at the thought of what they would do to the two of them if they caught them. “The Devourers are back there. I don’t think you’re ready—” 
 
    “I do not care what you think.” Aislin twisted suddenly, and a wave of power came off her. Randel was nearly knocked off the horse and lost his hold on her. She toppled off the horse and landed hard. Randel jumped down and saw that she was unconscious once more. 
 
    It took some effort, but he managed to get the two of them mounted up again. He peered off into the growing darkness, worried that the Devourers might have caught up to them. He saw movement, and his heart began racing, but then he realized it was only two deer crossing the road. 
 
    They continued, Randel wondering what he was going to do if Aislin didn’t return to herself. There was no chance he could stop her if she decided to head back toward the coast. If she did that, he had no doubt the Devourers would capture her. He couldn’t let that happen. He wouldn’t let that happen. 
 
    Night fell, and the moon rose, casting a strong light over the rolling hills. Randel wondered if he should stop or keep going. Not being much of a horseman, he was sore everywhere, but the real problem was he was getting tired. He couldn’t ride all the way to Sertith without rest. How long could he go before he fell asleep in the saddle and then fell off? And how long could the horse go before she collapsed? The mare was moving a lot slower than she was before. He wished he knew whether the Devourers were stopping or not. 
 
    Aislin stirred in his arms. Her head lifted. 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief that her voice sounded normal again. “We had to run away,” he told her. “We’re on a horse.” 
 
    “Run away?” 
 
    Randel’s heart fell. What if she didn’t remember anything? “The Devourers came, remember? You fought them.” 
 
    No answer at first and his fear increased. Then, hesitantly, “It’s foggy. I can only see bits of it. Someone else was there. I think…he took over.” She sounded very small and lost. 
 
    “It was Golgath,” Randel said. “I could even see him a little. I thought…I was afraid you weren’t you anymore.” 
 
    “He’s strong. And so angry. He hates…almost everything, I think.” 
 
    “He’s not as strong as you are, though, right? You’re Aislin, and he’s only some old sea god. You can handle him, no problem.” Randel tried to say it in a playful tone, but he didn’t really succeed. 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s there right now, pushing, trying to take over again.” 
 
    “But you won’t let him. Right?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s hard. I feel so tired. I want to get down.” 
 
    “We’ll stop in a little while. I want to make sure the Devourers don’t catch up to us.” 
 
    “They’re so powerful,” she replied. “It didn’t matter what I did. Even Seaforce didn’t work. Everything—” She broke off suddenly and struggled in his arms. Randel, fearing that Golgath was trying to take her over again, braced for the worst. Then she went still. 
 
    “I still have it. I was afraid…” 
 
    It took a moment before he realized what she was talking about. “That’s why we had to run,” he said. “It was so they couldn’t get it. Treylen knew the city would fall to them.” 
 
    Aislin pulled out the fragment and clasped her hands around it. “All that matters is they don’t get it.” She looked up at him. “No matter what.” 
 
    “You can count on me,” Randel said, drawing himself straighter in the saddle. “I know I’m not good at much, but I’ll do everything I can. I promise you.” 
 
    She leaned back against him with a sigh. “I know.” 
 
    “Sorry I can’t be more help.” 
 
    “You help a lot. When I get…black inside, you say something stupid and make me laugh.” 
 
    “You like my jokes? Because you always act like—” 
 
    “I didn’t say I like them. They’re dumb, and you’re dumb too. Not always, but a lot of the time.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or not.” 
 
    “Do we have to keep talking about this?” she said with a touch of her old exasperation. 
 
    “We could talk about how we don’t have any food and our water is all gone,” Randel said. “If you’d rather.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about that either.” 
 
    “Me either.” Randel’s stomach rumbled right then, and he chuckled. “That’s what my stomach has to say about it.” 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” 
 
    “There’s a boy who lives in the north. His name is Karliss.” 
 
    “I heard Mama and Rome talking about him.” 
 
    “We’re going to meet him. Together you’ll be able to beat those Devourers.” 
 
    “How are we going to find him?” 
 
    “That I don’t know. I guess we can ask people we meet if they are him.” 
 
    “That could take a really long time.” 
 
    “Not too long, I hope,” Randel said. 
 
    “There’s supposed to be another boy who has power over stone,” she said. “I wish we could find him. I think I’m going to need lots of help against the Devourers.” 
 
    “I don’t know where he is. Maybe Karliss will know.” 
 
    Silence for a bit, then, “I bet Mama is worried. She always gets worried.” 
 
    “I’m sure she is.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll come looking for me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A lot of soldiers came with the Devourers. They’ll probably try and stop her.” 
 
    “They’ll be sorry if they do. When she gets angry, she gets pretty scary.” 
 
    “I’d never want her angry at me.” 
 
    “I hope she doesn’t hurt too many of those soldiers.” 
 
    “I’m sure the king will stop her from doing anything she’ll regret later.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. He can’t stop her if she doesn’t want to be stopped.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then why did you say that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It seemed like it would make you feel better.” 
 
    “Getting off this horse would make me feel better,” she said irritably. “I’m sore.” 
 
    “We should keep moving, I think. We don’t want the Devourers to catch us.” 
 
    She was silent for a bit. It almost seemed to Randel like she was listening for something, so he stayed quiet. 
 
    “No,” she said finally. “They stopped.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I can feel them back there, sort of.” 
 
    “Do you want to stop right here?” Randel asked dubiously, looking around. He didn’t see any place that looked good for camping. Of course, since he’d never even spent a night outside the city, he didn’t really know what to look for in a campsite. He supposed they could simply sleep on the road. “Maybe let’s just go a little farther.” 
 
    They rode on. “I wish we were at the sea,” Aislin said. “I’d swim so deep they’d never find me.” 
 
    Randel thought about this. “Running only works for so long. Sooner or later they’d catch you. You’re going to have to fight them.” 
 
    “I can’t! You saw what happened. Even with Seaforce I couldn’t stop them.” 
 
    “It will be different next time.” Randel wasn’t sure it would be, but it seemed like the right thing to say. 
 
    “Randel,” Aislin said softly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
    Randel had never heard her admit she was scared before. It jolted him. “I am too. I have to tell you, Aislin. I’m not the hero type. It would be better if you had someone else to help you.” 
 
    “I don’t think I am either.” Aislin thought some more, then said something else unusual for her. “I miss Mama. I wish she was here.” 
 
    “Me too.” Randel sincerely meant that. Netra seemed so strong and capable. She frightened him more than a little. 
 
    “She’d know what to do.” 
 
    “You know what I think we should try to do when we’re feeling scared?” Randel asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We should tell ourselves that this is nothing but a big adventure, like the bards sing about or like the puppet shows.” 
 
    “What good will that do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe it won’t seem so bad then.” 
 
    “That’s a dumb idea.” 
 
    “You haven’t even tried it yet,” he protested. “Here, I’ll start. First, we have to give our adventure a name. How about ‘The Brave Adventures of Aislin the Hero’?” 
 
    Despite herself, Aislin giggled a little at his words. “That’s a terrible name.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll come up with a better one later.” 
 
    “And it doesn’t mention you at all.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re the hero. I’m only the foolish—but brave—servant. My role is to get a few laughs from the audience. I think that’s important to a good story, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Usually those parts aren’t funny,” she said. “Everyone laughs, but I don’t see why.” 
 
    “We’ll have to work extra hard to make sure my parts are funny then. But that’s not important. What’s important is the hero and that’s you.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like a hero.” 
 
    “And I don’t feel brave.” Randel shifted his position on the saddle, groaning as he did so. “I can’t believe I used to think that riding horses was so glamorous. I hurt in places I didn’t know I had.” 
 
    “I like swimming better.” 
 
    “I like walking better.” 
 
    “How come in the puppet shows they never say anything about being sore and tired and hungry? I’m all those things.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess they don’t think that stuff is exciting enough.” 
 
    A short while later Aislin pointed. “I see a light over there.” 
 
    Randel looked and saw a faint flicker a few hundred paces off the road. Probably a farmhouse. The thought of food and a place to get indoors, out of the night, made him feel a little giddy. He’d never really been afraid of the dark, but knowing the Devourers were out there somewhere made him profoundly uneasy. Logically he knew that the farmhouse wouldn’t give them any protection against the Devourers, but it would sure make him feel a lot better. 
 
    “I think I see the road that leads to it up ahead,” he said. “Should we go?” 
 
    “I think so. I’m awfully hungry. Mama would say I need to eat something to keep my strength up.” 
 
    “That sounds like the kind of thing a mother would say. Mine did.” 
 
    They rode down a narrow, winding wagon track toward the light. The mare seemed to realize the possibility of rest nearby, and her lagging pace increased. 
 
    “What are we going to tell him?” Randel wondered aloud. 
 
    “Tell who?” 
 
    “The farmer. He’s going to want to know what we’re doing out here. It is a little strange, you know.” 
 
    “It is? Why?” 
 
    Randel shifted, trying to find a spot on his butt that wasn’t quite as sore as the rest. He wasn’t sure he ever wanted to get on a horse again. “It just is. I’m not your father. Obviously, I’m not your husband. He’ll probably want to know what we’re doing out here.” 
 
    “I don’t see why we have to tell him anything. It’s not his business, is it?” 
 
    “Maybe not. But if we want him to let us in, we should have something to tell him. A story.” 
 
    “You do that. I don’t know how to tell stories.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him you’re my little sister.” 
 
    “Not that little.” 
 
    “My younger sister,” Randel corrected. 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    “And we’re out here because we’re trying to find our brother, Karliss. That works because then if he’s seen Karliss or heard of him he’ll be sure to say something. What do you think?” 
 
    He could feel her shrug. “I don’t care. I just want something to eat. You talk as much as you want. You do anyway.” 
 
    “I do like to talk. I’ve always been that way, ever since I was little. That’s what my ma always said, anyway.” 
 
    “See what I mean?” 
 
    She had that tone she got when he was starting to irritate her, so he shut up for the rest of the ride. 
 
    The farmhouse sat in a low spot beside a small stream, with a copse of cottonwood and willow trees nearby, and a dilapidated barn. They were crossing the yard, heading for the front door, when a dog burst out from underneath the porch and launched itself at them, barking frantically. 
 
    Fortunately, the mare was as gentle as Rome had promised. All she did was sidestep a little. She didn’t bolt or buck them off. Randel’s heart nearly stopped, and he thought he might have uttered a little shriek in the excitement, but he told himself that was probably Aislin. Either way, he’d never mention it. 
 
    The dog was on a chain that brought it up short a few paces from them. It strained against it, barking madly the whole time. 
 
    “Shut up,” Aislin said crossly. “I’m too tired to listen to you.” 
 
    Randel almost thought he heard a little Golgath in her voice, but whether he did or not, the animal stopped barking suddenly and slunk back under the porch. 
 
    The door swung open, and someone stuck their head out. 
 
    “Who’s there? What do you want?” 
 
    Randel realized the voice was a woman’s, and he relaxed a little. He seemed to get along a little better with women than men. “We’re two tired travelers,” he said. “We’re looking for…we need help.” 
 
    “There’s two of you?” she said suspiciously. He realized then that she was holding a pitchfork. She looked like she wouldn’t hesitate to use it. “Come over here where I can get a look at you.” 
 
    Randel urged the mare forward, up to the edge of the light that spilled from the open door. The woman peered up at them. Her hair was nearly white and poofed out in every direction. She had a tattered old robe wrapped around her. 
 
    “I don’t have much,” she said. “I’m only an old woman all alone and I can’t be—” She broke off as she finally saw Aislin clearly. She barely glanced at Randel. All her attention fixed on Aislin. 
 
    “My word,” she breathed. “Why, you’re naught but a little thing.” 
 
    “Not that little,” Aislin grumbled under her breath. 
 
    The old woman switched to Randel. “What’re you sitting there for? You waiting for a sign from the gods? Get down and come inside.” 
 
    Randel dismounted. He was so stiff and sore he nearly fell on the spot. Then he helped Aislin down. The old woman crouched in front of her. 
 
    “You’re a sight, aren’t you?” she breathed. 
 
    “Can we come in or not?” Aislin asked irritably. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “Of course, of course.” The woman stood, her knees popping, and gestured toward the open door. Aislin started for the door. The old woman looked at Randel. “You can put your horse in the barn. There’s hay in the rick, but don’t use too much.” 
 
    Randel did as he was told. A short while later he walked hesitantly into the farmhouse. The old woman was hovering over Aislin, who had a cup of tea in her hands, steam rising from it. 
 
    “The stew will be warm in a bit,” the woman said. “It’s fresh. I only made it tonight.” 
 
    Randel stood there, not sure what to do. Aislin sat in one chair. There was only one more in the room. It was pulled up by the stone fireplace with a blanket over it. He didn’t think he should sit there and leave the old woman with nowhere to sit. His gaze went longingly to the pot that was hanging over the fire. 
 
    “Did you come from a place where they don’t close the doors at night?” the old woman said abruptly, startling him. 
 
    “Uh…no. Sorry.” He hastened to close it. 
 
    The old woman had already turned back to Aislin. “You’re an adorable little thing, aren’t you?” she said softly, more to herself than to Aislin. One hand reached out to stroke Aislin’s hair. 
 
    Aislin jerked her head away and gave the woman a look. 
 
    “Sorry,” the woman said. “It was forward of me. It’s only…I had a daughter about your age. She died. My sons died when they were still babies. My husband died last year. It’s only me now, and I don’t see others much. I forget how things are sometimes.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Randel said. 
 
    The woman gave him a sharp look. “It wasn’t your hair I was touching, was it? Why are you still standing there? Sit down already. You’re making me antsy.” 
 
    Randel sat down on the spot. The woman started to say something, then changed her mind and shook her head. “That’s as good a spot as any, I suppose, even if I will be tripping over you.” 
 
    “I’m Randel, and this is my sister Aislin. We’re looking for our brother Karliss.” 
 
    “Are you now?” She looked from one to the other. “You don’t look much alike.” 
 
    “Different mothers?” Randel ventured. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. You’re here now.” 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Randel said. 
 
    “What kind of person would I be if I turned away a helpless little thing like her?” 
 
    “I’m not helpless,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Of course, you’re not, dear,” the woman said. 
 
    “I don’t think you mean that,” Aislin said. “I think you’re only saying that.” 
 
    The woman looked at Randel. “Your sister speaks her mind, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “She always has.” 
 
    The woman loaned her a blanket, and Aislin curled up on the floor. She fell asleep almost immediately. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    By the time the sun set, the Ichthalids were clearly having trouble staying in the saddle. Finally, when it was almost dark, S’nash called a halt. The three invaders climbed down and leaned against their mounts. 
 
    “Why are we stopping?” Lowellin said loudly, riding up to them and hopping lightly down to the ground. “The girl is getting away. You’re not tired, are you?” 
 
    “We will catch her. Only we must…recharge first,” S’nash said. 
 
    “About that. How do you recharge? It’s something I’ve wondered about for some time. I haven’t seen you sucking people dry the way the sorcerers do…I mean the way they used to do.” 
 
    S’nash turned to look at Lowellin. The blue veins winding across his face seemed almost luminescent. A spark of anger glittered in his eyes. “I will not discuss this with you.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I don’t need to know all your secrets, I guess.” Lowellin made a show of looking around. “I noticed the other member of your cheery crew still hasn’t shown up. What do you think happened to him? Maybe the girl put up a fight when he tried to take the piece from her.” 
 
    “You know I do not know this. You only ask to anger me. And it is working.” S’nash curled his fingers. Lowellin twitched and bent over in sudden pain. He held up one hand in surrender. 
 
    “Okay. Sensitive topic. Forget I said anything.” 
 
    S’nash released him. The three Ichthalids walked away into the growing darkness. Fen rode up to Lowellin and dismounted. 
 
    “Where do you think Ilsith is?” Fen asked. He’d been wondering about the shadowy Ichthalid’s absence all day. 
 
    “I don’t know. During our time together, he disappeared for long periods of time, and I never knew where he went or what he did. It didn’t matter. He seemed to show up when I most needed him.” 
 
    “Maybe he already stole the key piece from the girl.” 
 
    “What good would it do him? He’s not strong enough to take the other pieces from S’nash.” 
 
    “You know something that you’re not telling.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that your loyal ally is withholding from you?” 
 
    “The loyal ally who almost let the sorcerers kill me?” 
 
    “Alliances are tricky. You never know when they will change. One day I was Rome and Quyloc’s only hope against Melekath, and the next…this.” He pointed at his own chest. “I will tell you this. I think Ilsith is feeling what you call disgruntled. Maybe even slighted. It’s possible I helped him feel that way.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I only said aloud what everyone was thinking.” 
 
    The rest of the squad rode up. Lowellin waved them off. “What’s with all the standing around? Is this how you take care of your king? Set up a command tent or something, a place where I might sit on my throne and ponder my empire.” 
 
    “We don’t have a tent,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Or a throne,” Noah added. 
 
    “No, I suppose not. It seems I forgot to tell you to bring one. I’m still new at this king business. I forget these things. Well, build a fire then. And take care of my horse. Feed it or whatever you do with them. And leave me alone. I need time to think.” So saying, he wandered off by himself. 
 
    They were out on the plains that stretched for days west of Qarath, rolling hills covered with long grasses. The only trees were scattered clumps here and there, growing alongside the streams that snaked across the landscape. Once Lowellin was out of earshot, Noah moved over next to Fen. 
 
    “Now?” he said. 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    Noah gestured in the direction the Ichthalids had gone. “You saw how they were walking. They’re tired. They’re weak. Let’s follow them and kill those bastards. I’m dying to see how they feel about a sword in their guts.” 
 
    “Dying being the important word there,” Cowley said. “They’d roast you before you took a step toward them.” 
 
    “Not if I sneak up behind them when they’re not looking,” Noah said. 
 
    “What a great plan,” Strout said scornfully. “Did you think that up all by yourself?” 
 
    “I don’t see you coming up with anything better.” 
 
    “We’re not attacking them,” Fen said. 
 
    “Why not? We’re never going to get a better chance.” 
 
    “We’re going to join up with the girl first,” Fen said. 
 
    “The girl,” Noah said in a disgusted voice. “What’s she going to do out here? There’s no sea. Is she going to make waves in that little stream over there? That will be terrifying.” 
 
    “Who do you think she is?” Lukas asked Fen. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that,” Fen said. “If there are Shapers in the Stone, then maybe there are some in the sea as well.” 
 
    “A Sea Shaper.” Lukas considered this for a moment. Then, he said, “Why not in the sky too?” 
 
    “Really?” Noah asked him. “The sky? What about in the bread? Or how about in rabbits? You’re being dumb.” 
 
    “I ought to punch you in the mouth,” Lukas said. 
 
    “But you won’t.” 
 
    “Don’t push me.” 
 
    Fen cut in. “Stop it. Maybe there are Shapers in the sky, maybe there aren’t. What we do know is there is power in the water, and there’s at least one person who knows how to use it.” 
 
    “We know you got your power because Lowellin gave it to your father. How did she get hers?” Gage asked. 
 
    “Does it really matter?” Strout asked. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Fen said. “What matters is that she’s also trying to keep them from getting the key. That makes her an ally, and from what we saw earlier, a powerful one.” 
 
    “Does this mean we’re not attacking them?” Noah asked. “I still say we should attack them.” 
 
    “Be quiet,” Strout said. “No one cares what you have to say.” 
 
    “The decision is made. I’m not talking about it anymore.” Fen looked around. There was no sign of Lowellin. “Cover for me, will you?” he said to the others. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “I’m going to follow the Ichthalids, see what they’re up to.” 
 
    “We’ll come with you,” Lukas said. 
 
    “No. You’ll stay here. If Lowellin sees us all gone, he’ll stop us. With the rest of you here, maybe he won’t notice I’m not. If he asks, tell him I’m looking for firewood or something.” 
 
    “You’re not going to do anything foolish like attack them by yourself, are you?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “Why would I do that? I just said it would be dumb to attack them before I can ally with the girl.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lukas replied. “But you have a habit of going off on your own and getting into trouble.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Gage said. 
 
    “It’s recon. That’s it.” 
 
    The squad headed off to hobble the horses and build a fire, while Fen started after the Ichthalids, leaving his sword behind so he could move more quietly. 
 
    He walked to the top of a low hill, where he stopped to listen. In the distance he could faintly hear chanting. Knowing they wouldn’t be able to hear him over the noise they were making, he increased his pace. When he was a stone’s throw away, he slowed and began creeping forward. 
 
    He found the Ichthalids standing in a circle on a wide, flat spot, their hands over their heads. They were still chanting. From the sound of it, Fen had the feeling that they were beseeching someone or something, though he didn’t understand any of the words. One of the words kept getting repeated. He thought it was probably a name. The chant made the hair on the back of his neck stand up and left him feeling nauseated. His gut told him something awful was coming, that he should flee as far and as fast as he could. 
 
    The ground underneath the Ichthalids began to glow with a soft, cloudy light that was tinged purple. The light grew steadily stronger, until it was hard to look at. Fen held up a hand to shield his eyes against it. He wasn’t sure, but it looked like the normal ground was gone. In its place was a smooth, circular surface, almost like a sheet of glass. The light was shining through it from the other side. 
 
    They must be making an opening into the Abyss, he realized. Were they going to bring through more Ichthalids? If that was the case, then maybe he should attack them now, before they brought in reinforcements. 
 
    While he hesitated, the chant grew louder, the light stronger, until it was a solid beam of light shining up into the sky, illuminating scattered clouds overhead. The light was a milky purple, shot through with streaks of swirling black. Chaos power radiated outward from it, so strong that Fen’s stomach heaved. 
 
    Squinting against the glare, Fen saw shapes moving on the other side of the opening, tentacled things with teeth and bulbous heads. They crowded close, looking like they were trying to come through. Fen had a feeling that they were very close to doing so. 
 
    The chant changed. Now it was only the single word that he thought might be a name, over and over. 
 
    “Lazaria! Lazaria! Lazaria!” 
 
    Fen felt something approaching the opening, something vast and terrifying. The tentacled creatures all fled before it. Its presence grew ever stronger as it came closer. He felt like he was slowly being crushed beneath it. He was an insect under the foot of a giant. Nothing he did, nothing he could ever do, would make the slightest difference against power such as this. 
 
    Something black and scaled swept past the opening, too fast to identify. He caught a glimpse of a claw that was the yellow of old bone and filigreed with runes. It was also huge. Terror gripped him at the sight of the creature, and if he could have made his muscles work, he would have fled in terror. 
 
    Then, in the opening, an eye appeared. It was far bigger than the window, the pupil filling most of it, with only a little bit of the iris visible. In that depthless blackness Fen saw the doom, not just of his world, but of every world. A scaled eyelid closed and opened. Fen clawed at the ground, biting his tongue to keep from crying out. The Ichthalids fell to their knees, and now their chant sounded like a moan of fear. 
 
    The eye moved away. It was replaced by a lip with enormous, curving teeth. The lip pulled back, and the mouth opened. Far down in the depths of the maw Fen could see a churning, fiery ball of magenta flame. The mouth seemed to be swallowing everything. Fen felt like he was falling into it, and he threw out his arms, trying to stop himself, but there was nothing he could do. 
 
    The chanting stopped. The Ichthalids rose unsteadily to their feet. 
 
    From the maw came a gout of incandescent magenta fire. The fire engulfed the Ichthalids, so bright that they could no longer be seen. The light seared Fen’s eyes, and he clapped his hands over them in pain. He might have cried out, but he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    The magenta fire shut off suddenly. The opening disappeared. Blinking against the afterimages burned into his eyes, Fen looked upon the Ichthalids in awe. They were transformed. No longer did they look gaunt and worn down. They glowed with inner radiance and rippled with fresh muscle. They were fierce and terrifying, capable of grinding all resistance to dust beneath their feet. S’nash turned toward Fen. His eyes were glowing so brightly it was hard to look at them. 
 
    In a booming voice he said, “Now you have looked on the Queen’s glory, human. Be glad the sight did not shatter your mind and shred your flesh from its bones.” 
 
    Fen made it to his feet and staggered blindly away. His mind reeled before the implications of what he’d seen. He had no awareness of where he was until he felt someone shaking him and heard his name being said over and over. He blinked, and the queen disappeared, replaced by Cowley’s face. 
 
    “What happened? What did you see?” 
 
    “The end of…of everything,” Fen replied. 
 
    The others all stared at him in shock. 
 
    “Uh…you’re speaking metaphorically, right, Fen?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “Meta what?” Noah asked. “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “I wish I was,” Fen said. He pushed his way through them and sat down next to the fire, putting his head in his hands. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Noah insisted. 
 
    “It means I really did see the end of the world,” Fen said, raising his head and looking at them. “I was wrong. I should have attacked them when I had the chance. Now it’s too late.” 
 
    They sat down around him. “Tell us what you saw,” Strout said. 
 
    Fen told them. They looked sick when he was finished. 
 
    “I don’t think I like metaphors,” Noah said. 
 
    “This isn’t a metaphor, you dummy,” Strout said. 
 
    “At least now we know who their queen is,” Cowley said, trying a weak smile. “That’s something, isn’t it?” 
 
    “We are so screwed,” Lukas said. 
 
    “Hey, the queen isn’t free yet,” Gage pointed out. “We’re still in this fight.” 
 
    “You’re only saying that because you didn’t see her,” Fen said glumly. 
 
    The rest went silent then, sobered by Fen’s despair. None of them had ever seen him like this. A couple of times Cowley started to say something, but each time he gave up and clamped his mouth shut. What was there to say, really? 
 
    Lowellin came sauntering up. When Fen saw him, he jumped to his feet, ran to him, grabbed him by the throat and lifted him into the air. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” he yelled. Fen’s hand and forearm were glowing the red of molten stone from the power pulsing through him. Though he gripped Lowellin’s neck with power enough to crack stone, Lowellin showed no discomfort. 
 
    “First of all, if the Ichthalids show up and see you doing this, I think they’re going to be a little suspicious. You’re supposed to be a common soldier, remember?” 
 
    Shaking with suppressed anger, Fen tossed Lowellin down. “I want answers,” he growled. 
 
    “You’ll keep wanting, then, because I don’t have any for you. I’m as surprised about this queen as you are. I was kind of expecting something a little more…smaller.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “That makes no difference.” 
 
    “Our alliance is at an end.” 
 
    “Are you sure you aren’t just upset? Maybe you should think it over.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to think over. You can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “Are you only now figuring that out? Surely you can’t be that slow. Of course, I can’t be trusted. I’ve been saying that all along. But, once again, you have no real options. Your best bet is still to tag along and see how it all unfolds. Unless you were planning on attacking them tonight, while you’re all angry?” 
 
    Fen started to reply, then realized he didn’t know how to answer. He didn’t have any choices. Then something occurred to him. “I’ll take a horse and go after her right now. I’ll catch up to the girl before they do. Together we might have a chance.” 
 
    “Um…” Gage said hesitantly. “The horses sort of bolted when that fire shot up into the sky. I’ll be able to catch them again, but not in the dark.” 
 
    Fen muttered a curse and kicked at a saddle lying on the ground. 
 
    “This doesn’t really change anything,” Lowellin said. 
 
    Fen whirled on him. “You said they would take the key and leave us alone.” 
 
    “No, that’s what they said. It’s what they told me.” Lowellin shrugged. “They still might. Maybe their queen will find this world too insignificant to bother with.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that.” 
 
    “Not sure I do either. But our best bet is still to bide our time and wait for our chance.” 
 
    Fen glared at him for long moments. Finally, he said, “Okay. But I make my own decisions next time. I won’t listen to you again.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you actually have been listening to me at all, but okay. That sounds reasonable. The important thing is you don’t run off all crazy right now and do something you’ll regret. Are we agreed on that?” 
 
    Fen ignored him and went and sat down. 
 
    “I’m glad we could have this talk,” Lowellin said. “You know, it’s times like these I miss my fellow Shapers. A couple hundred of them would come in handy right about now.” He cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled at the ground. “Wake up! Get up and do your job!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think they’re planning to attack. I think their orders are to keep us bottled up,” Rome said to Quyloc. It was the next day, and they were standing on the wall overlooking the besieging army. No enemy soldiers had yet come within bow range. No one had attempted to get a closer look at Qarath’s walls. “I’m not surprised. The thing they came for isn’t here anymore. Their job now is to keep us from interfering.” 
 
    “It appears that way,” Quyloc replied.  
 
    “Discipline looks good. The camp is laid out right. I’d say their commander knows what he’s doing,” Rome noted, looking the enemy camp over critically. The tents were pitched in orderly lines, cook tents set up, latrines dug. Breakfast was being served, and the men were standing in orderly lines for their food. “He knows what he’s about with the trenches too. He should have the first line finished by midday.” The invaders had begun on the trenches soon after encircling the city, and there’d been men working on them all night. The trenches were still shallow, but they would provide cover in the event of a sally from the defenders. They had spears planted in the defensive earthworks, making it harder for a mounted force to break through their lines. 
 
    Rome turned to Quyloc. “What do you think? Has it been long enough?” 
 
    Quyloc shrugged. They’d already talked about this. “It’s hard to tell.” 
 
    “It can’t hurt to try.” 
 
    Quyloc gave Rome a sidelong look. “Unless he doesn’t honor the truce flag and sticks you full of arrows.” 
 
    “That’s the thing about war. There’s always risks,” Rome said agreeably. 
 
    “You could send out a general first. That would be the smart thing to do.” Quyloc had already suggested this twice, and his tone indicated how low he thought the chances were it would be accepted this time around. 
 
    “If I do that, I don’t look serious. If I go in person, he’ll be able to see that I’m a man of honor.” 
 
    Quyloc sighed. “What if he takes you hostage?” 
 
    Rome grinned and patted him on the shoulder. “Then you’ll come save me.” 
 
    “Or maybe not. I have to admit I’m curious what it would be like to be king.” 
 
    Rome looked at him in surprise. “Why, Quyloc, did you just make a joke? Was that a joke I heard?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Rome laughed. “Now I’ve seen everything.” He knew Quyloc had no interest in being king. Quyloc was one of those rare men with no desire to rule. “I’ve decided. I’m going out there.” 
 
    “I know that,” Quyloc replied. “I knew that the moment you came and asked my advice about it.” 
 
    “I’m that obvious?” 
 
    “Yes.” Quyloc rubbed his forehead like he had a headache. “Sometimes I wonder why you have an adviser. Maybe you should get a life-size doll or a dog or something to advise you. You’d take their advice more often than mine, I’m thinking.” 
 
    “But it wouldn’t be as much fun,” Rome said, still grinning. He started for the stairs. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    “You’re the last person who needs more luck,” Quyloc replied, turning back to stare out once more at the enemy. 
 
    Rome reached the bottom of the stairs. Nicandro was waiting there, leaning up against the wall. “You up for a little adventure?” he asked the man. 
 
    Nicandro smiled broadly, showing off his white teeth. “Are we going to take them on by ourselves?” While speaking he pulled on his black, kid-leather gloves. He claimed they gave him a better grip on his sword hilt. 
 
    “In a sense.” 
 
    “I’m in. It’s not fair to them though. I don’t think they’re ready for both of us.” 
 
    “What’re you planning on doing?” General Harvis asked, walking over to them. He was a good leader, if a bit unimaginative. And he had a tendency to worry. 
 
    “I’m going out to have a little chat with their commander. Someone get me a white flag.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” Harvis replied. “We don’t know anything about these barbarians. What if they don’t recognize a truce flag?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out. Don’t worry so much.” 
 
    Brecken came up then. The prince was wearing the new armor he’d only had made recently, and it was clearly not riding right because the whole morning he’d been shifting and tugging at it. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Rome shook his head. “Nope. Your mother would kill me if I took you along.” 
 
    “She’s going to kill you when she finds out you did this instead of sending someone else.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell her, are you?” 
 
    “No. But she’ll hear. You know that.” 
 
    It was true. There was no way Bonnie wasn’t going to hear about it, and when she did, she was going to pitch a fit. But she didn’t understand. He had a feel for these things. Something about this…he couldn’t put a finger on it, but he had a feeling he could talk to their commander, get him to see reason. 
 
    Rome winced. “You’re right.” He brightened up. “I can always hope they stick me with an arrow or something. Assuming I’m still alive, she’ll take pity on me if I’m injured.” 
 
    “That’s not funny,” Harvis said. 
 
    Rome laughed. “It’s war. Everything is funny. That’s how you keep your mind when others are losing theirs.” He turned to the gate. “Open up! I’m going out!” 
 
    The gates slowly creaked open and Rome strode out, accompanied by Nicandro, carrying the white flag. “Hold it up nice and high,” Rome told his aide. “We don’t want there to be any confusion. Now come on. Follow me. Chin up. Walk like we’re out for a stroll.” 
 
    It wasn’t like he needed to tell Nicandro any of those things. Nicandro had confidence oozing out of him. His normal walk was a swagger. Whatever they faced—and they’d faced some dire situations in the past, during the war— Nicandro rarely so much as blinked. 
 
    As they approached, Rome studied the enemy, waiting behind their defensive earthworks, watching him silently. No one was nocking arrows, so that was good. But neither were they rushing out with open arms. Despite his words, there really was no way to be sure what they would do. They came from across the sea. The rules of warfare might be completely different there. Maybe a white flag was a deep insult there. All he really had to go on was a gut feeling that the commander facing him wasn’t all that keen on having a fight. It wasn’t much, but then he’d gotten where he was by following his gut feelings. He saw no reason to stop now. And if he pulled this off, a lot of men who would have died would get to go home to their wives and children. 
 
    He did wonder if maybe he should have followed Brecken’s lead and worn full plate armor. It would do a lot more to stop an arrow than the leather armor and chain mail he was wearing. But he really hated walking in the stuff. It was so cumbersome. Plus, he thought it might make him look scared, and that would make the parley a lot harder. 
 
    He stopped within hailing distance of their defensive line. “I’ve come to parley,” he called out, holding up his hands to show that they were empty. He was carrying his axe, strapped to his back, but he’d made sure to keep his hands far away from it the whole walk out here. 
 
    At first there was no response, and he began to wonder if they didn’t understand him. But then a soldier came walking up from the rear, followed by another soldier. Judging by the silver and red cuirass and the knee-length cape the one in the lead wore, he was some kind of officer, though he looked a little young to be more than a captain. A broadsword hung at his side, and his knee-high, black boots were highly polished. He wore no helmet. 
 
    As he reached the defensive line, the soldier following him—an aide by the look of him—took his arm and spoke urgently to him. The officer hesitated, then shook his head and continued walking forward. 
 
    “Stay here,” Rome said to Nicandro and walked forward. Up close the officer was even younger than he’d thought at first, barely thirty, if that. He had a thick, sandy mustache and shoulder-length hair, cut straight. He might not even be a captain. There was no way to tell from his badge, which Rome didn’t recognize at all. It wasn’t the rank he was hoping for, but Rome knew he had to start somewhere. 
 
    “I’m Wulf Rome,” he said, “macht of the city of Qarath. Do you understand me?” 
 
    The young man’s eyebrows drew together as he pieced together what Rome was saying. Then, in a thick accent that was difficult to understand, he replied, “I am General Kemp, of Samkara. I am the commander of this army.” 
 
    That surprised Rome. How did he get to be in charge of an entire army at such a young age? He glanced at a cluster of other officers who had moved forward while his attention was fixed on the young general. All of them looked terribly young as well. 
 
    Just like that he understood. There’d been some kind of purge recently, probably when the Devourers arrived. He should’ve thought of that. Purging those officers loyal to the previous ruler was a good way to keep rebellions from cropping up. 
 
    Feeling a lot better about his decision, Rome continued, “Let’s talk peace.” 
 
    That surprised the young general. He looked from Rome to Qarath’s walls and back. Rome knew what he was thinking. General Kemp clearly did not have enough men to take the city, especially without siege engines, so there was no way Rome was there to surrender. But neither was his force weak. Rome’s soldiers would be hard-pressed to ride out and defeat him. Which made it unlikely, from his point of view, that Qarath was offering to surrender. 
 
    Finally, he said, “We will not surrender.” 
 
    Rome smiled. “I’m not asking you to.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to fight you.” 
 
    “You wish to surrender?” 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    “I am confused.” 
 
    “Look, I have a feeling you don’t really want to be here. I’m thinking those…things showed up, killed your king, took over, and then told you that you were sailing off to attack a place you’d never heard of.” 
 
    The young general looked at him in surprise. “How do you know all that?” 
 
    “I’ve been at this a long time.” Rome hooked his thumbs in his belt. “Here’s another thing. I’m betting you’re not all that happy with your new leaders.” 
 
    Kemp scowled. “First the Ankharan sorcerers, now the Ichthalids and their puppet, Lowellin. They are a stain on Samkara.” 
 
    “In your place, I’d feel the same way.” 
 
    “What do you propose?” 
 
    “There’s no reason for us to be enemies. Those things, the Devourers, they’re your real enemy. Not Qarath. And they’re our real enemy too, not Samkara.” 
 
    “The Devourers?” 
 
    “The big, white-skinned guys.” 
 
    “The Ichthalids.” 
 
    “Is that what they call themselves? Whatever. It doesn’t matter. What matters is us, here. Your men don’t want to die for no reason. I know my men don’t. So instead of fighting each other, I offer an alliance.” 
 
    General Kemp shook his head. “I cannot betray my king’s orders.” 
 
    “I respect that. I really do. Who’s your king? Is it Lowellin?” 
 
    Kemp nodded. 
 
    “He’s not human. You know that, right?” 
 
    Kemp scowled again. “I do.” 
 
    “Is that really who you want to be loyal to?” 
 
    Kemp looked doubtful. “Even if I were to agree, the Ichthalids and King Lowellin are very powerful. When they return…” 
 
    “I know that. But we’re not helpless. You saw what the young girl did? There are others like her. We’re not done fighting back, not by a long shot. All I’m saying is, let’s not make a bad situation worse by killing each other.” 
 
    “We will not lay down our arms.” 
 
    “And I’m not asking you to. You keep your swords, I’ll keep mine. But let’s work together. You know, I just got an idea. You stay out here, make it look like you’re besieging us, but we agree not to attack each other. Meanwhile, we’ll make plans. Maybe when they return, we’ll have a chance to attack them, surprise them.” 
 
    Slowly a smile grew on the young man’s face. “It is a good plan.” 
 
    Rome’s grin grew broad. “Of course, it is.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    In the morning the old woman kept trying to talk to Aislin, but Aislin had nothing to say. She could see that the old woman was sad, and it bothered her a little, but she couldn’t do anything about it. There wasn’t room inside her for the old woman’s feelings. Finally, she left the farmhouse and went to stand by the horse, which Randel had already saddled. 
 
    The old woman followed Randel out the door. Randel was carrying some food that she’d pressed on him. As they came closer, Aislin turned away and closed them out, willing herself not to hear either of them. Once they were on the horse, the old woman touched Aislin’s knee and said something else, but Aislin didn’t reply or look at her. She thought this might be a day where she had no words, a day when other people all seemed very far away. She hoped it was. There were too many things going on inside her. She couldn’t make sense of them all. 
 
    They rode away, and Aislin sank into herself. Emotions she didn’t understand swirled within her. Only one thing felt clear, and that was her desire to protect the piece of the key that she carried. She wished she didn’t feel that way. She wished she could throw it away and sneak back home. It all seemed terribly dear to her right now, the little hut where she and Mama lived, playing with Liv, swimming in the sea. She even missed the things that had always irritated her so much, her mother trying to brush her hair, all the people she didn’t understand. 
 
    She should have tried harder to enjoy it all. She should have tried to be a better daughter. Now maybe she would never see Mama again. Maybe she would never see Treylen or Liv again either. 
 
    “Are you crying, Aislin?” Randel asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It sounded like it.” 
 
    “I’m not crying. I’m mad. I want to show those Devourers they shouldn’t have come here.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Randel said, patting her on the shoulder. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” he admitted. 
 
    “And stop patting me on the shoulder. It doesn’t help.” 
 
    He stopped. “I want you to feel better, but I don’t know how. I feel a lot like crying myself.” 
 
    That surprised her. “I thought boys don’t cry.” 
 
    “Most of the time we don’t, but sometimes we do. Usually when no one is watching.” 
 
    “If you don’t tell anyone…about me,” she said, unable to openly admit that she had been crying, “I won’t tell anyone about you.” 
 
    “It’s a deal,” he replied. “It wouldn’t go very well in the story anyway. ‘The hero and her servant cried for no reason.’ That doesn’t seem to be the sort of story people would like.” 
 
    “Are you going to keep pretending this is an adventure story?” 
 
    “At least until I stop being terrified. So probably yes, the whole time.” 
 
    “Is it making you feel better?” 
 
    “Not really. Maybe a little. But it’s better than panicking and running around crazily until I hit my head on something and knock myself out.” 
 
    The image she got when he said that made her smile. “That would actually be kind of funny. In the story I mean.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll try it out later, during a boring part.” 
 
    “If this is a long trip, we’re going to need coins to buy food,” Aislin said. “Do you have any?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “You’re not very well prepared, are you?” 
 
    “Not even a little bit. When I left home yesterday morning I didn’t know I was going on an adventure.” 
 
    “Do you at least have your sword?” 
 
    “I do. It’s tied to the saddle. It kept banging against my leg. I have to tell you, I’m not very good with it. I just wear it because that’s what guards are supposed to do.” 
 
    “Maybe you could use it to get us some food.” 
 
    “You mean, like hunting? I know even less about hunting than I do about using a sword. I’ll say this much though: I don’t think a sword is a good thing to hunt with.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Aislin agreed. 
 
    “Maybe you could use your power to get us some food.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that would work.” 
 
    “It was worth a try. You’re the hero of this adventure, after all.” 
 
    “Stop saying that. You’re not helping anything.” 
 
    “I’m making you laugh.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re laughing on the inside.” 
 
    “Now is not the time for your nonsense,” Aislin said firmly, echoing something her mother had said to her many times. 
 
    Randel held up one finger. “I disagree completely. I’m terrified, sore, tired and also very, very scared. That means it’s the perfect time.” 
 
    “You said terrified and very scared. They mean the same thing.” 
 
    “Not to me.” 
 
    “It would be better if you stopped talking.” 
 
    “Before I stop, can I ask one thing? Can you tell how far away the Devourers are?” The sun was close to rising. The road was deserted in both directions. 
 
    “They aren’t closer than they were last night,” Aislin said. 
 
    “That’s good. Maybe I’ll change very, very scared to just very scared.” 
 
    They rode most of the day in silence. Randel pushed the mare as hard as he dared, always aware of their pursuers. Around midday they encountered a small merchant wagon train that was stopped for a break. When Randel headed for them, Aislin asked him what he was doing. 
 
    “I want to ask them about Karliss. Maybe they’ve seen him. Also, I think we should warn them about the Devourers.” 
 
    “They’re going to think you’re crazy.” 
 
    “Probably. But I have to try.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t reply. She retreated back into herself. 
 
    Randel reined the mare to a halt by the lead wagon, where a man wearing a large, floppy hat was inspecting the harness. The man looked up at them. “Something I can help you with?” he asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Randel said. “We’re looking for our brother. His name is Karliss. Have you seen him?” 
 
    The man scratched his chin. “Could be. What’s he look like?” 
 
    Randel froze. “Um…he’s from Sertith?” 
 
    The man squinted at him suspiciously. “He’s your brother, and he’s from Sertith?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Randel said weakly. 
 
    “I’m sure it is. No, I ain’t seen him.” The man went back to checking on the harness. 
 
    “This is going to sound kind of crazy,” Randel ventured. The man turned back to them. His expression said he wasn’t going to put up with much more of their foolishness. “There’s some…people chasing us. Not really people. They’re big, with white skin.” The man looked openly hostile now, and Randel faltered. That’s when Aislin got tired of it all and decided to get involved. 
 
    “They’re called the Devourers. You better stay away from them. Hide or something. They might kill you.” 
 
    The man glowered at them. “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Randel said quickly. 
 
    “What kind of nonsense are you on about then? Big men with white skin? Devourers?” 
 
    “They’re not men,” Aislin said. “They’re from the Abyss.” 
 
    “The Abyss, huh? Is that somewhere south of Qarath?” 
 
    “No,” Randel said. “It’s…” He winced. “Kind of like another world.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this. I don’t know what you’re playing at, and I don’t care.” The man was wearing a long dirk strapped to his side, and he put his hand on the hilt. “Move along now.” 
 
    “But you—” Randel began. 
 
    “I said, move along.” 
 
    “I told you,” Aislin said as they rode away. 
 
    “We had to try,” Randel said. He looked back over his shoulder at the wagon train. The man was staring after them. “I hope they’re going to be okay.” 
 
    “It’s their fault if they’re not,” Aislin grumbled. 
 
    They rode until dark, and then Randel brought the horse to a halt. “I think we should stop. She’s getting pretty tired,” he said, patting the mare on the neck. She’d stumbled several times already. “Can we do that? Are they far enough behind us?” 
 
    “I think so,” Aislin said. “I can’t sense them anyway. But I don’t want to stop here. Couldn’t we find another farm?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen one since this afternoon. I don’t think there are any out here.” 
 
    “Let’s ride a little bit further then. Maybe we’ll find something. I’m hungry.” They’d finished the little bit of food the old woman gave them. 
 
    They continued on. The moon rose and climbed into the sky. Finally, up ahead, they saw the light of a fire. 
 
    “I hope whoever that is will let us share their camp,” Randel said. 
 
    “I’m not going to talk to them. I don’t feel like talking to a stranger.” 
 
    “You let me handle that. Talking is something I can do.” 
 
    They rode up to the fire, Randel calling out before they got there so as not to alarm the man sitting beside it. 
 
    It was an older man they found camped there, a mule hobbled off to the side, a pot hanging over the flames. He was bald but made up for it by having a thick fringe of white hair jutting from his jaw. He jumped to his feet when Randel called out, and was standing there, holding a hammer in one hand and staring at them suspiciously, his thin-lipped mouth drawn down in a frown. 
 
    Then his gaze fell on Aislin, and his demeanor changed completely. He lowered the hammer. His frown turned into a smile, and his eyes lit up. “Who is this, then?” 
 
    Aislin stared at him without replying. She was confused. One moment he was angry looking, and the next he was smiling. She hated when people did that. It didn’t make sense. 
 
    “She’s Aislin, and I’m Randel.” 
 
    “Welcome to my humble camp, Aislin and Randel. I’m Dav.” He tossed the hammer behind him and showed them his empty hands. “What I have isn’t fancy, but I’ll share. Are you hungry? You look hungry.” He rummaged through his gear and produced two extra bowls, which he began filling with beans from the cook pot. “It’s only beans. That’s mostly what I eat. They’re cheap, which is good when you don’t have much money like me.” 
 
    They took the bowls and sat down to eat. 
 
    “I have to know,” Dav said. “What are the two of you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
    Aislin turned her face down, letting Randel respond. Randel said, “We’re looking for our brother.” 
 
    “That’s a good reason. Where does your brother live?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Randel said. “That’s why we’re looking.” 
 
    Aislin noticed he didn’t say Sertith this time. Maybe this man wouldn’t act like they were crazy. 
 
    “It’s a big world. You must have some idea where to start. Unless you plan to wander around and hope for dumb luck.” 
 
    “He lives in a village.” Aislin gave Randel a look when he said that. Even she knew that wasn’t a very good answer. 
 
    Dav chewed his lip while he looked them over. Aislin thought he didn’t look so friendly anymore, but she couldn’t be sure. “What’s the name of the village? Could be I know where it is.” 
 
    Randel hesitated. Aislin knew he didn’t know the name of any villages out here, any more than she did. So, she blurted out the only village name she knew, the name of the village where she used to live with her mother. “Seaside.” 
 
    Dav scowled a little. “Never heard of it. Be strange to find a village called Seaside way out here, so far from the sea and all.” 
 
    Randel forced a little laugh. “Well, it’s a strange little village. From what I hear anyway.” 
 
    Dav’s face hardened. “I’ve gone and shared my food with you, welcomed you to my camp. The least you owe me is the truth, don’t you think? You look like two people in trouble. That much I can tell. I’m not a fool. Don’t treat me like one.” 
 
    Randel looked at Aislin. He looked like he was asking her something. Suddenly tired of pretending, Aislin said simply, “The Devourers are chasing us.” She pulled the key fragment out of the front of her dress and showed it to Dav. “They want this.” Randel hissed a warning at her as she did so, but she ignored him. This man was confusing, but she wasn’t afraid of him. If he tried to take the fragment, he’d be sorry. 
 
    Dav’s hostility disappeared. He stared at the fragment in surprise. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s part of a key,” Aislin said. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like a key. What does it go to?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Did you steal it?” 
 
    “No,” Aislin said. “They’re the ones who are trying to steal it.” 
 
    “The Devourers.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who are the Devourers?” 
 
    “You ask a lot of questions.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Some people don’t. But I don’t let that stop me. I’m a…historian of sorts. I seek out things other people have forgotten.” He pointed to a bulging leather sack lying nearby. “That’s filled with books I’ve collected here and there.” 
 
    “Nothing in there about how to outrun Devourers, is there?” Randel asked. “That would be handy.” 
 
    “No. Unless they’re referred to by a different name. Do you know any other names for them?” 
 
    Randel looked at Aislin, who shook her head. 
 
    The man leaned forward. “You don’t know what the key is for. You don’t know much about who’s chasing you. What do you know?” 
 
    “Not much,” Randel admitted. “Except that if they get the key, it will be really bad.” 
 
    “Are you really looking for your brother?” 
 
    “We’re looking for someone,” Randel admitted, “but he’s not our brother. We need his help to fight the Devourers.” 
 
    “No offense, but you two don’t look like you’d put up much of a fight.” 
 
    “Not me,” Randel said hastily. “Her.” 
 
    The man raised an eyebrow. “If I was anything but an old fool, I’d say you two are spinning a yarn and ignore every word you said. But something tells me you’re not. Something tells me you’re in real trouble. Tell me about it. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    Randel looked at Aislin, who shrugged. 
 
    “The Devourers came from the Abyss,” Randel said. “They’re really powerful. Strong enough to wipe out Qarath by themselves. We have to stop them. Well, Aislin really. There’s not much I can do.” 
 
    “It sounds like you don’t know much.” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “I wish I could help you, but I never heard of any of these things. I can tell you this, though. If you’re looking for answers to the really hard questions, what you need is a Musician.” 
 
    Randel looked confused for a moment, but then he said, “You’re talking about Music, aren’t you? Real Music.” The old man nodded. 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Aislin said. “Real music? What good would a song do?” 
 
    “We’re talking about Music,” Randel said. He put emphasis on the word. “Real Music. It’s magic, the best kind.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” 
 
    “Neither do I. No one does. I’ve only heard a Musician play once, back when I was a child. It…did something to me. It changed me. I’ve never forgotten it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Aislin said. 
 
    “I can’t explain it to you,” Randel said. “All I can say is that it was incredible. I wanted it to never end.” 
 
    “I can’t explain it either,” Dav said. “And I’ve been studying Music for a long time.” 
 
    “You’re not…are you a Musician?” Randel asked. 
 
    Dav laughed and shook his head. “Far from it, boy.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how a Musician could help,” Randel said. “Don’t they just play to make people feel better?” 
 
    “That’s what most people think,” Dav replied. “But in a way, Musicians are also historians. In their songs is captured the story of the world, everything about it, how it smells, how it tastes, how it looks, how it feels. Each song is like a reflection, but one with depth, if that makes any sense. All the forgotten and hidden bits.” 
 
    “Which means if we could find one, he might be able to tell us more about the Devourers and the key.” 
 
    “That’s what I think.” 
 
    Randel frowned. “Too bad they’re almost impossible to find.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk anymore,” Aislin said. “I’m tired, and I want to go to sleep.” 
 
    Randel unsaddled the mare and gave her the blanket that was underneath the saddle. Aislin curled up in it and closed her eyes. As she drifted off to sleep, she could hear Dav and Randel still talking. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Aislin awakened the next morning with the feeling that something was wrong. It took her a moment to place where the feeling was coming from, but once she did, she bolted upright. Randel was curled up nearby, snoring softly. She shook him. 
 
    “Wake up! We have to leave. Right now!” 
 
    Randel sat up groggily. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Aislin was already standing, and she pulled on his arm. “It’s the Devourers. They’re coming. I can feel them. Hurry!” 
 
    Randel’s eyes opened wide, and he scrambled to his feet. Dav rolled over and got up too. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we have to leave,” Randel said to him. He put the bridle on the mare and began saddling her. “We have to get out of here. You should go too. Get far off the road and hide. You don’t want to meet them.” 
 
    Soon they were headed down the road at a canter. “How far away are they?” Randel asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Not far. Make the horse go faster.” 
 
    “I’m trying,” Randel said, “but she won’t do it. I think she’s tired.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before the canter turned into a trot. Nothing Randel did made any difference. The mare was clearly exhausted. She kept the trot up for quite a long time, as the sun climbed toward the zenith, but eventually she couldn’t sustain that either, and then she slowed to a walk. 
 
    For probably the hundredth time, Aislin turned to look back the way they’d come. Every time she expected to see them back there, and so far every time the road was empty. 
 
    But not this time. 
 
    In the distance was a small cloud of dust, hanging over the road. Randel saw it too. 
 
    “They’re getting closer.” He kicked the mare in the ribs, but it made no difference. 
 
    “It’s no good,” Aislin said. “They’re going to catch us.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Randel said. “Something could happen. We just have to keep going.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t argue with him, though she knew he was wrong. There was no getting away. She was going to have to fight them again. 
 
    She was going to lose. 
 
    The thought made her angry, and she clenched her fists. She wasn’t going to give up without fighting, she knew that much. She needed to find the best spot she could, which meant the place with the most water. 
 
    Unfortunately, there wasn’t a lot of water out here. The stream that ran beside the road was small and shallow, containing nothing like the power that lay within the depths of the sea. If only she could find a lake at least. 
 
    She looked back over her shoulder. The dust cloud was already noticeably closer. 
 
    Randel kept trying, but he couldn’t get any more speed out of the mare. She was too run down even to trot. The whole time their pursuers drew steadily closer. For the first time they could see the Devourers and the men following them. They weren’t pushing their horses very hard. Their prey was in sight, and there was nowhere to run. 
 
    Up ahead, Aislin saw that beaver had built a dam across the stream, forming a decent-sized pond. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. 
 
    “This is far enough,” Aislin said. “Stop here.” 
 
    “What?” Randel asked. “We can’t stop now. They’re right behind us!” 
 
    “There’s no way we can get away,” she said. 
 
    “You can’t just give up,” Randel said. 
 
    “I’m not going to give up. I’m going to fight.” 
 
    She squirmed away from his grasp and dropped to the ground. Randel jumped down too. “If you’re staying, then I am too. I won’t leave you.” He drew his sword. 
 
    Aislin looked back down the road. She could see their faces now. It wouldn’t be long. She pushed Randel toward the horse. “You can’t help. You have to go.” 
 
    Randel shook his head stubbornly. He looked to be near tears. “No. I won’t. I promised your mother I’d stay with you.” 
 
    Suddenly, Aislin started yelling and hitting him with her small fists. “I don’t care! You have to go!” When still he refused, she suddenly broke down. “Don’t you see? If you stay, you’ll die. I don’t want to see you die, Randel. I can’t…” Tears were running down her face. 
 
    Now Randel was crying too. “It’s not right. I can’t. You’re only a—” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” she told him fiercely, smiling a little through her tears. “I’m almost twelve, remember?” 
 
    He managed to smile back. “How could I forget? You never let me.” 
 
    She pushed him again. “Go, Randel. Get somewhere safe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For not being a…I don’t know, a hero. I wish I could save you.” 
 
    “You can’t. No one can. Now go.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Randel climbed onto his horse. “I’m going to stay close.” 
 
    “Not too close.” 
 
    Randel wiped his eyes. “You can do this. I believe in you.” He nudged the weary mare with his heels and rode away. 
 
    Aislin turned to face the oncoming Devourers. She could see their white skin, the tracings of their veins against the whiteness. She touched the key fragment, hanging on its chain, and her jaw clenched. 
 
    She would show them that they should fear the sea, even this far from it. 
 
    She began drawing Seaforce from the pond, from the stream that fed into it, and the stream that drained away from it. She drew from the water in the soil underfoot, and the water in the air around her. 
 
    The air around her began to glow a deep, emerald green. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    “She’s decided to fight,” Fen said. Up ahead they could see the small figure of the girl standing alone in the road. The man was riding away alone on the horse. Fen had been wondering if she would decide to make a stand once it became clear that eventually they would catch up to her. 
 
    “She’ll be weak without the sea to draw on,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Not as weak as you think. Look.” There was a pond near the girl. The water in it was swirling and foaming, and the disturbance was spreading up- and downstream. The air around the girl began to glow. Soon after the grass and all the plants in a widening circle around the girl began turning brown. 
 
    The horses began to snort and throw their heads. They pulled against the reins, trying to get away. 
 
    “Does anyone else feel that?” Lukas asked. “It’s like there’s something inside me, trying to get out. And why am I so thirsty all of a sudden?” 
 
    “She’s not just taking power out of the stream,” Fen said. “She’s drawing it from all around her. Everything with water in it.” 
 
    The horses were growing ever more frantic. Gnath’s reared suddenly, and he fell off. The other two Ichthalids barely managed to dismount before they were thrown as well. Their horses bolted. Lowellin jumped off his mount a moment later. 
 
    Fen dismounted and handed his reins to Cowley. Cowley’s horse neighed and reared up, lashing at the air with its hooves. “Fall back. Whatever happens, don’t get involved.” 
 
    “You know I can’t—” 
 
    “That’s an order!” Fen snapped. “Even if I’m losing, don’t try to be a hero. Don’t get yourself killed for no reason.” His gaze traveled over the rest of the squad. “Promise me you’ll stay out of it.” 
 
    There were mumbled replies. None of them looked happy about it. 
 
    “Promise me,” Fen said. 
 
    Cowley said, “Just don’t lose, okay?” 
 
    “I don’t intend to,” Fen said grimly. “Now get out of here.” His squad mates rode away, and he turned back to the fight. 
 
    The Ichthalids spread out in a line facing the girl and began their attack. The air around them distorted, as if from the heat on a summer day, and orbs of crackling indigo power appeared above their palms. The orbs shot out in rapid sequence. Before they reached their target, the glow right around the girl grew stronger. The orbs struck the shield and exploded. The flash of the explosions was blinding, bright enough that the girl was obscured for a moment. The Ichthalids paused, waiting to see if their attacks had worked. 
 
    But when the flashes had faded, she was still there, her shield intact. 
 
    Before they could resume their attack, the girl dropped her shield and threw her arms forward. Whips of emerald power like tentacles lashed out, wrapping around S’nash and pinning his arms to his sides. The whips tightened, and he was jerked up into the air, then slammed hard against the ground, once, twice. Blood leaked from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Thresh came to his rescue, unleashing a burst of chaos power at the whips, severing them. The power disappeared, and S’nash fell back to the earth. Meanwhile, Gnath resumed firing orbs of chaos power at the girl, forcing her to raise her shield once again. 
 
    She fell back a step, then another. She didn’t attempt another attack, putting everything she had into simply surviving. It was clear she wasn’t going to be able to hold out for long. 
 
    It was time to join the battle. 
 
    Fen started forward, wanting to get closer to the Ichthalids before he attacked. As he did so, he began drawing in Stone power. Lowellin, standing nearby, sensed it and turned. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool,” he snapped, holding up a hand for Fen to stop. “This isn’t the right time. Remember our agreement.” 
 
    But Fen was past talking. Lowellin was to his left. Fen’s right hand was shielded from the Shaper’s view, so he didn’t see the glow as Fen focused all his power in it. 
 
    “Here’s what I think of our agreement,” Fen said, spinning and punching Lowellin square in the chest with everything he had. 
 
    The blow could have shattered a boulder. Caught off guard, Lowellin was knocked flying, looking like he’d been shot out of a catapult. 
 
    Before Lowellin had even landed, Fen turned back to the Ichthalids. Lowellin was out of the way for at least a few moments, and he intended to make them count. 
 
    The Ichthalids were focused on Aislin and hadn’t noticed Fen’s approach. Fen drew deep on Stone power and then threw it forward. The ground between him and the enemy rippled upward in a wave that rolled toward them with frightening speed. Right before it got to them, Thresh looked over his shoulder and shouted a warning to the others, but it was too late for them to react in time. 
 
    The wave of earth struck, engulfing the three Ichthalids in a dense mound of stone and earth. Fen brought his hands together like he was packing a snowball, and as he did the mound formed into a large sphere which steadily grew smaller, crushing the Ichthalids. Fen gritted his teeth, putting everything he had into it. He knew it wouldn’t hurt them, but his hope was to incapacitate them, at least long enough for the girl to mount a counterattack. 
 
    Moments later lances of shimmering purple power shot out of the sphere in a dozen places. The lances vibrated, a shrieking sound coming from them. 
 
    The earthen sphere exploded. 
 
    The Ichthalids turned toward Fen. S’nash unleashed a searing wave of purple fire at him, but Fen managed to throw up a hasty shield of stone and earth and deflected it, the shield shattering in the process. Thresh and Gnath summoned orbs of chaos power and fired them at him. Fen drew on Stone power and manifested the glowing sword, slapping away two of the orbs and ducking the other two. 
 
    As he fought, Fen called the stone to him. Stones of all sizes ripped from the ground all around him and flew toward him. As they came, he shaped them, then packed them around his body. In moments he was completely encased in stone armor. More and more stones flew toward him, adding their mass to his armor until he was huge, a giant twice the height of a man. 
 
    S’nash launched another wave of purple fire, but it splashed harmlessly against the stone armor. Several orbs of chaos power struck him. Fen wobbled but took no damage except for the chunks of stone that flaked off and fell away, which he quickly replaced. 
 
    Fen crouched and slammed his fists into the ground. The ground bucked, and the Ichthalids were tossed into the air like rag dolls. 
 
    Cheers arose from Fen’s squad mates, watching from a distance. 
 
    While the Ichthalids were regaining their footing, the girl lowered her shield and began raining spears of ice on them. Gnath was spun around as one took him in the shoulder, passing all the way through and sticking in the ground. Thresh took one through the leg and was momentarily pinned to the ground by it. 
 
    A burst of chaos power from S’nash melted the remaining ice spears. Then he began hammering the girl with bolts of chaos power, forcing her to raise her shield and go on defense once more. 
 
    Thresh ripped the ice spear from his leg and turned to deal with Fen. His pale face showed surprise when he saw that Fen was running straight at him and was only a few paces away. Thresh just had time to throw up an arm before Fen swung a massive stone fist and struck him in the face. The force of the blow lifted Thresh off his feet and threw him backwards. In mid-air, Thresh managed to fire a line of power that lanced out from his hand and hit Fen on the shoulder. The line snapped taut, stopping Thresh’s flight abruptly. Thresh brought his other hand around and fired another line at Fen. This one struck Fen in the torso. Where the lines attached to Fen, sparks rose from the stone as the chaos power began to chew through it. Hand-sized pieces cracked and broke off. 
 
    Fen grabbed at one of the lines and tried to rip it free, but it sizzled and spat when he touched it, burning his hand even through the stone, and he had to let go. The lines began to branch out, spreading across his chest and shoulder like some bizarre growth. Where they touched, stone cracked and fell away. 
 
    By then Gnath had recovered enough to reenter the fight. From a crouch, he fired two lines at Fen. But instead of holding onto the ends, he let them go. They wrapped around Fen’s legs and began to tighten, sizzling and eating through the stone. 
 
    While this was happening, S’nash summoned an undulating wave of power and threw it at the girl. It sailed through the air and landed on the girl’s shield, draping over it like a net, almost completely covering it. Sparks and flashes of light arose as the chaos power began to eat through her shield. Desperately, she fed more power into it, but it was clear she was fighting a losing battle. 
 
    Fen tried to close on Thresh, to hit him again, but the lines wrapped around his legs tightened, and he toppled over. Gnath shot two more lines at him that snaked around his torso and his arms and began to tighten. Fen fought wildly, but the chaos power was having a curious deadening effect on him, and his limbs felt unbearably heavy. Stone power was plentiful all around him, but he couldn’t seem to make it obey him. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Cowley and the rest of the squad saw Fen go down, and their cheering died out. 
 
    “I don’t care what he said,” Noah said. “I’m not going to stand here and do nothing.” He ripped out his sword and held it up. Around him the rest of Wolfpack squad did the same. 
 
    “Wolfpack!” Noah yelled, and charged. 
 
    Or tried to. He couldn’t move his feet. Neither could Cowley. He looked down and saw that his feet and ankles were encased in earth. Sounds of frustration arose from the rest of the squad as they realized the same thing had happened to them. 
 
    Lowellin came walking up, looking none the worse for the blow Fen had dealt him. 
 
    “Let me go!” Noah yelled. “I’ll cut you!” He waved his sword at Lowellin, but the Shaper was out of his reach. 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Lowellin said. “Even if you could reach me, which you can’t. You really are foolish, even for a human. You should be thanking me, you know. I’m saving your life. Do you really think you could harm them with your pathetic swords? Have you not been paying attention at all?” 
 
    “Let us go and we’ll find out,” Cowley said, fighting futilely to free himself. 
 
    “I’ll probably regret it, but no. I won’t let you go. You’d be dying for no reason. If killing them was as easy as shoving a sword through them, don’t you think I’d have already done it? I would have killed them all the first day.” Lowellin shook his head at their stupidity. “Even if you managed to stab them, the chaos power would simply heal their wounds.” 
 
    “We’ll see how well they heal after I cut their heads off,” Noah said. He was hacking at the earth encasing him now. He didn’t appear to be accomplishing anything. 
 
    “It might work, but probably not. Now, settle down, and let’s enjoy the show.” Lowellin looked off to the north suddenly. “What’s this?” 
 
    Cowley realized then that the sky to the north was filled with huge thunderheads, which was odd because the sky had been clear all day. 
 
    Lowellin’s eyes widened in surprise. “I didn’t expect to see him here. I didn’t think he’d make it back out of the clouds.” 
 
    Cowley squinted. He could barely see a small black dot silhouetted against the clouds. The dot was getting closer fast. 
 
    “This is really the most impressive timing, don’t you think?” Lowellin said. “I mean, look at our two heroes. They’re nearly defeated.” 
 
    It was true. Fen was down on the ground, a dozen of the glowing lines of chaos power wrapped around him, steadily eating through his stone armor. He was still fighting, but his struggles were weakening. 
 
    The girl could no longer be seen. Her shield was completely engulfed by the blanket of chaos power, the hissing and popping coming from it as it ate through her shield audible even from this distance. Her shield appeared to have contracted and was now so small it was unlikely she was still on her feet. 
 
    “This should be interesting,” Lowellin said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    As he flew toward the commotion, Karliss saw a flash of purple light. A moment later a wave of power rippled outward and passed over him. There was something familiar about the power. A moment later he realized what it was. 
 
    He’d sensed the same power coming off the scarred man’s two black-robed companions, though not nearly as strong as this was. 
 
    Did that mean the Devourers were up ahead? But who were they fighting? 
 
    They had to be fighting one of the young people Firehair had spoken of, one of the ones Karliss was heading to Qarath to join up with. 
 
    There was another flash of green light, followed by purple. Karliss willed the aranti to fly faster, and soon he could see several groups of figures on the road. Closest to him was a small form crouched beneath a glowing, green shield that was almost completely obscured by purple energies that were slowly consuming it. Beyond her were three huge, white-skinned figures that could only be the Devourers. Chaos power flickered and spat from them. Near them was a stone creature that reminded him of Tharn. Purple lines were wrapped around him, and as Karliss watched, he toppled to the ground. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The flying figure was close enough to make out now. It was a boy, a few years younger than Cowley and the others, his black hair and colored scarf flying in the wind. 
 
    “I’m glad now I didn’t kill him,” Lowellin said. “With his help they might actually beat the Ichthalids.” 
 
    Cowley whirled on him. “Why don’t you help them?” 
 
    Lowellin held up his hands. “Hey, ingerlings, remember? I’m not going the way of Golgath and Tu Sinar.” 
 
    “You don’t care about anything,” Lukas said. 
 
    Lowellin held up one finger. “Not true. I care about me. Which is why I’m waiting to see who wins. Then I’ll know which side to be on.” 
 
    “I hate you,” Lukas said. 
 
    “I can’t think of anything I care less about,” Lowellin said. “Stop wailing and let’s watch. This is going to be good, I think.” 
 
    The Ichthalids were still intent on Fen and the girl and hadn’t noticed the approaching figure. The clouds grew thicker and darker, building quickly to a terrifying dark mass. Thunder rumbled within their depths. 
 
    The whole sky was suddenly lit up as a dozen lightning bolts lanced down out of the clouds at once. S’nash staggered backwards as three struck him almost simultaneously, each one blasting away fist-sized chunks of flesh and bone. Thresh was blown off his feet as one hit him in the side of the head, tearing away his cheek. Gnath went to the ground, a gaping wound in his side. 
 
    The chaos power engulfing Fen and the girl flickered. Somehow, Fen managed to get one arm free. In his hand appeared the crimson sword, flames running up and down its length. He slashed, cutting through the lines wrapping around him, then climbed to his feet. Whole chunks of the stone armor fell away as he did so. Blood showed in more than one place. With a shout, he hurled himself at S’nash. 
 
    At the same time the girl acted. 
 
    There was a flash from inside the shield. Power exploded outwards, shredding the blanket of chaos power. Her small form was suddenly visible. She stood and advanced on the Ichthalids, hurling orbs of emerald power at them with each step. Gnath, trying to stand up, took one to the face and was hurled violently to the ground. He lay unmoving, his face a bloody mess. Another struck Thresh in the legs, throwing him back down and tearing one leg partially away. 
 
    S’nash got one arm up as Fen swung the flaming sword. The weapon sliced cleanly through it. The Ichthalid’s arm fell to the ground. Fen whirled and swung again, a blow S’nash barely managed to parry with a flash of chaos power. 
 
    All the while Karliss circled overhead, raining lightning bolts down on all three of them, most of them hitting their targets. 
 
    “I think they might actually win,” Lowellin said. “Who would have thought that?” He sounded like someone who truly didn’t care which side won. 
 
    But then S’nash yelled and from him came a flash of power that shoved Fen back, causing his next swing to miss. Instantly, S’nash dropped to one knee and raised his fist to the sky. 
 
    “Lazaria!” he shouted. 
 
    And the day changed. There was an instant in which everything seemed to freeze. It was like the color leached out of the world. Spitting tongues of black and purple flame spouted from the ground in a circle that encompassed all the combatants. The ground inside the circle rippled and became something else. 
 
    Now it looked like a smooth pane of black glass. 
 
    “And, now it’s over,” Lowellin said. “It was fun while it lasted.” He looked at Cowley. “This is why you don’t pick your side too soon.” 
 
    A column of incandescent magenta flame erupted from the ground, completely engulfing the Ichthalids, Fen, the girl and reaching up to swallow Karliss as well. Nothing could be seen within the maelstrom. 
 
    As quickly as it appeared, the flame disappeared. Fen and the girl collapsed. Karliss fell to the earth with an audible thud. 
 
    “You never know until the end how it will go,” Lowellin said. 
 
    “Let us go,” Cowley begged him. “We have to help our friend.” 
 
    “How? By dying? I really don’t see how that will help. No, for now I think I’ll keep you alive. You might still be useful later on.” 
 
    “When I get out of here, I’m coming for you,” Noah yelled. 
 
    “You don’t have enough enemies already? Now you want to fight me too? Are you sure about that?” Lowellin twitched his fingers. The earth around Noah’s legs tightened, and he cried out in pain. “I could as easily have crushed your bones to powder, you know,” Lowellin said. “That’s something you might want to keep in mind.” 
 
    He turned toward the Ichthalids. “Time for some damage control. I hope S’nash’s victory has put him in a good mood.” He started toward them. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Lukas asked Cowley, his voice cracking slightly. 
 
    Cowley was staring at Fen’s fallen form. The rest of the stone he’d armored himself in had fallen away. His skin was completely blackened. He looked very small lying amongst the shattered stone. Cowley could see no sign of movement. None of them were moving. “I don’t know,” he said. A sudden wave of grief rose up within him, choking him. It wasn’t supposed to go like this, was all that came into his thoughts, over and over again. 
 
    It wasn’t supposed to go like this. 
 
    “He can’t be dead,” Wallice said suddenly. “Not like that.” He sounded as disbelieving as Cowley felt. His brother Eben’s face was twisted with pain. Cowley heard a stifled sob from Gage. Lukas had tears running down his face. 
 
    “I don’t see how he could have survived that. Either way, there’s nothing we can do right now,” Strout said, his tone impassive. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Cowley yelled at him, suddenly furious with him. “Don’t you have any feelings? Don’t you care?” 
 
    Strout’s lip curled. “How dare you? Just because I’m not moaning and crying it means I don’t care? Fen was my friend too, whatever you might think. But standing here whimpering won’t help him. We should be figuring out what we’re going to do next.” 
 
    “I really hate you sometimes,” Lukas said, wiping tears from his face. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “He’s a bastard, but he’s right,” Cowley said, fighting back his sorrow. “There will be time to mourn later. Right now, we need to free ourselves and figure out what we’re going to do next. Fen might still be alive. We have to find a way to help him.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Lowellin walked up to the three Ichthalids, noticing as he went that they were already healing. S’nash’s severed arm had mostly grown back. Gnath’s face, while still covered in blood, looked whole. Thresh’s leg was bearing his weight. Their armor had suffered, but they looked as strong as ever. Lowellin’s gaze passed over the three young people. None of them were moving. All were blackened, apparently burned to a crisp. 
 
    S’nash turned on Lowellin as he approached. “You said you killed Fen,” he growled. 
 
    “I thought I did. You saw the hole. How was I supposed to know he could survive that?” 
 
    “He was traveling with us this whole time! You expect me to believe that he spent that much time near you, and you never noticed? How stupid do you think I am?” S’nash advanced on Lowellin as he spoke. Purple sparks crackled up and down his forearms menacingly. Chaos power began to ripple around the other two as well. 
 
    Lowellin held up his hands. “Hold on for a moment. I don’t think we should go throwing blame around. Let’s not forget that you didn’t notice him either.” 
 
    S’nash glared at him. “You have deceived me for the last time.” 
 
    “I did not deceive you. It was an honest mistake. I’ve been a loyal servant all this time. That has to mean something.” 
 
    “You have no loyalty,” Thresh hissed. 
 
    “Let the ingerlings devour him,” Gnath added. 
 
    “I will enjoy watching you die. Slowly,” S’nash said. He raised one hand. Instantly the ingerlings inside Lowellin responded. The pain followed a moment later. Lowellin winced. 
 
    “No, wait,” Lowellin gasped. “You still need me.” 
 
    “For what? I have the last piece now.” 
 
    “I…that is…the Abyss is not yet open. There could be an unforeseen complication, and you might need my help.” 
 
    “What complication could there possibly be?” S’nash rasped. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lowellin replied. “That’s why it’s called ‘unforeseen’.” 
 
    “Your constant dissembling and scheming have enraged me from the beginning,” S’nash said. “How glad I am to know that I will never have to—” 
 
    “I say we let our queen have him,” Thresh said, interrupting him. “It will be a fitting gift to Her, one of the defenders of the key for Her first meal in this world.” 
 
    S’nash scowled, considering this. 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Lowellin gasped, bent over now as the pain increased. “Killing me will be like striking a blow at the masters. I’m sure she’ll appreciate that. Besides, shouldn’t freeing your queen be your top priority now? Can’t other details, like punishing a loyal servant who made an honest mistake, wait until that is taken care of?” 
 
    “The fool is right about one thing,” Thresh said. “What matters is releasing our queen. Finish the key and open the Abyss. He can be dealt with later.” 
 
    “Do you think to order me now?” S’nash said, turning on the one-eyed Ichthalid. 
 
    “I recall you to your duty, is what I do,” Thresh replied, not giving any ground. “The last piece is right over there, yet you stand here arguing with one who is less than an insect.” 
 
    S’nash looked at Lowellin. “You will wish I had killed you. Our queen is far less gentle than I.” 
 
    He stalked toward the still form lying huddled on the ground, the other two Ichthalids following. Lowellin felt the pain ease as the ingerlings settled back down. “I may have miscalculated,” he said to no one, then followed. He’d of course expected that Fen would try to intervene once they caught up to the girl, and he’d planned to restrain him. But Fen had surprised him. The boy was stronger than he’d expected. 
 
    Or perhaps he’d allowed Fen to surprise him. He wasn’t entirely sure on that point. Fen wasn’t the only one who’d spied on the Ichthalids the night they summoned their queen. After what he’d seen, he had to admit that he felt a lot more doubtful about the Ichthalids’ claim that once they freed her they would leave this world and go away. Since then he’d been somewhat less interested in helping them acquire the key. If the Queen of Chaos devoured this world, what would become of him? Where would he live? 
 
    The girl looked very small, lying huddled on the ground. It was hard to imagine one so small had fought so hard. Would she and the other two have been able to defeat the Ichthalids if she’d been near the sea, where her power was greatest? Lowellin wondered. Not that it mattered now. 
 
    S’nash bent over the girl, fished out the last piece of the key, and ripped it from around her neck. Gripping it in one fist, he stood and held it up. It shone like the blood of a dying world. From a pouch at his waist he took the other two fragments. 
 
    “Finally, after so long, the Queen of Chaos will be free once again,” Gnath said. 
 
    S’nash pressed the piece against the other two. It snapped into place with an audible click. 
 
    Ruby-red light flared from the completed key, and it began to hum. 
 
    The End 
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