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I SAT QUIETLY BEHIND the desk in the Temple office,
blowing on my hands to keep them warm as I pored over the thick ledgers that
Reevie had prepared the previous day, making sure nothing had been left out. It
was a routine we had established sometime after Spats’s involuntary
disappearance and Hurricane’s hard-fought mission to keep its status amongst
the Tribal Guild.


It was hard to believe nearly two years had passed since
Prince Dakaran had shown up with a fake copy of his father’s signet to save us.
There were still times I found myself chuckling when I recalled the looks on
the other chiefs’ faces when they saw the royal guard march into the Guild
Hall.


That moment changed everything for us.


Hurricane was no longer viewed as the outcast. We were still
just as hated by Kore and Cutter, even more so with my newly acquired
friendship with the prince, but we no longer had to fear every time we sent out
our pickers that they might not return.


Closing the leather-bound book, I set the quill back in the
jar and stretched, finding my eyes had grown weary from staring at all of
Reevie’s figures. There were records for incoming food and provisions, records
for outgoing food and provisions, records for new recruits, records tabulating
the month’s pickings, projections for what we would need the following month,
records to show the ever-changing number of our members and the stations they’d
been assigned to. There were lists for the watchers, for the pickers, for the
cleaners, beaters, fixers, and even one for the Guard. Each of these lists gave
a tally by name, along with any reassignments that had occurred over the course
of the previous month. There were inventory records, including: medical
supplies and herbs, weapons, clothing, bedding, food stores, cleaning utensils,
and everyday items like candles and the stash of apples Reevie kept hidden
somewhere inside the infirmary. 


Who knew running a tribe of street kids could be so
difficult? By the time I finished mulling over each and every column, I was
ready to take a nap—or go join a traveling band of troubadours. 


Yawning, I pushed my chair away from the desk just as the
door to the office burst open and Mouse came running in, looking more worried
than I’d seen him since the day I’d brought Tubby home. He was panting, hands
on his knees, and barely able to catch his breath.


“What is it?” I asked. “Has something happened to the
pickers?”


Ever since our excursion into the Rockslide compound to
rescue our people from Kore, Mouse had been unofficially labeled the head of the
pickers. They all looked up to him, even though he stood a head or two shorter
than the rest. His charismatic leadership and talent for getting in and out of
confined spaces without being spotted had earned him his place, not to mention
greatly increased the tribe’s coffers.


“It’s Master Fentin . . . and Mistress
Orilla!” Mouse managed between gasps of breath.


“What? Are they all right? Did something happen to the
orphanage?”


After Lord Gerrick had sent his men to destroy Master
Fentin’s book shop, following my midnight raid of Gerrick’s home, the king had
ordered him to pay for the damages, including a rather hefty additional sum as
a reprimand and warning against any further action. However, instead of
rebuilding, Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla had decided to put the funds to
better use and opened an orphanage to help keep as many children off the
streets as possible by finding them good homes. 


It had worked surprisingly well. Too well, in fact. Ever
since its opening, there had been a noted decrease in tribal recruitment, and
more than one workhouse had already voiced their complaints about a lack of raw
labor. The worst of those was Master Sil’foren’s Workhouse, where they were
known to treat their workers with the same respect as they did their animals:
little rations and a long switch.


“I’m not sure what’s happened,” Mouse said, his breathing finally
stable enough for him to speak in full sentences. “I think they’re in trouble.
Bull told me to get you and be quick about it.”


Bull, the former Avalanche beater who’d been rejected by his
own tribe because of injuries sustained during battle, was now the head of the
Hurricane Guard, which was a position of respect in the tribe. 


Those who wished to be on a tribe’s Guard normally had to
undergo a test of skill in the Pit. Once every six months, the tribes would get
together to hold combat trials, letting their warriors try out for the
privilege of wearing the coveted black vest. Bull had won his easily enough,
having spent months training with me, but after the other tribes’ fighters
attempted to single him out, we decided to no longer participate in the ritual
fight and instead elect our Guards based on who we believed would best fit the
task. 


I didn’t care what the other chiefs’ might have thought
about it. I wasn’t about to let them dictate who I wanted to promote in my own
tribe.


I ran to the side wall where I kept my rack of weapons and
quickly strapped my sword to my waist, grabbing a second sword and slinging it
over my shoulders to hang on my back. Ever since our battle at the Pit, I found
I preferred using two swords. One was a typical shortsword, the other a bit
smaller, almost short enough to be considered a long dagger. What I didn’t
like, though, was strapping them both to my waist. It cut down on my mobility and
made running with them more cumbersome. 


Thankfully, Sapphire came up with the idea of wearing one on
my back and had even gone so far as to sew me a carrying sleeve to wear over my
shoulders.


The flush in Mouse’s cheeks was starting to fade when I
raced by and out the door. “Wait for me!” he shouted, chasing me down the hall
and out onto the veranda of the main building. 


Snow covered most of the walk as it fell faster than the
sweepers could keep up with, which was somewhat rare this late in the winter.
We were reaching the end of Sòl, and with Nùwen just around the corner, it
would hopefully be one of the last flurries we saw for a while.


The inside of the compound seemed empty. Master Fentin and
Mistress Orilla’s orphanage had taken its toll on us as well. Not that I was
complaining. I was always happy to see a child find a new mother and father,
but even still, the place seemed unusually quiet this late in the afternoon.


“Protector, is everything all right?” Muriel hurried up the
steps to meet us on the wide veranda in front of the building, her freckled
face covered by long strands of disheveled brown hair that cupped her cheeks
like a couple of curtains just starting to open. She was holding Redwing on her
gloved hand. The hawk gave me and Mouse a sharp looking-over, then shrieked out
a greeting.


“I’m not sure, Muriel. There might be trouble at the
orphanage. Do you think you and Redwing can guard the Temple while we’re gone?”


She nodded eagerly. “We will make sure no one sneaks in. And
if they try, Redwing will pluck out their eye.” She smiled. “Hey, that rhymed.”


“That’s good,” I said as I took off down the steps, not
having the time or patience to stop and chat about her gift of verse. I ran
through the garden, past the frozen pools and snow-covered shrubs, toward the
main gate. 


It had taken us nearly a year, but we’d managed to bring the
Temple’s gardens back to their former glory. Before, there had been nothing but
gnarled branches, withered shrubs, and dried-up fountains. Now, each spring the
gardens would burst to life.


Petal and Squeaks, and even Muriel, had had a lot to do with
the transformation, having spent almost every day working in it, doing their
best to mimic the landscaped images of what the gardens had looked like from
the carvings found in several of the doorways around the Temple, including the
chiefs’ office.


“Where is everyone?” I called back to Mouse, whose short
legs were struggling to keep up.


“Out, I guess.”


Well, that isn’t helpful. We stopped just in front of
the gate, and I shouted up at the top. “Is anyone up there?”


A curly-haired boy stuck his head over the top of one of the
two gate towers we’d built beside the main doors. “Protector?”


“Toots. You mind opening the gate for me?”


Toots saluted with a quick bump of his fist to his chest and
shouted at the others to release the pulleys. Soon enough, the weights were
dropped, and the arm lifted. I darted through the crack between the doors as
soon as it was wide enough to fit through, Mouse right behind me.


“Should we leave it open for you?” Toots shouted down from
the wall as I raced up the brick drive for the street ahead.


“No!” I shouted back without slowing, leaving a clear trail
behind me in the fresh snow. Toots needed to keep the gates closed. Even in as
remote a place as the Temple, one could never be too careful.


Once we reached the main road that ran along the bottom of
the Temple compound, I followed it left past the Temple’s outer wall before
slowly turning north for King’s Way East. Master Fentin’s new orphanage was
located on the opposite end of the city’s main thoroughfare. Thankfully, it
fell within Sandstorm’s territory, and Noph, Sandstorm’s chief, had seen to it
that none of his people bothered the orphanage or those coming or going from
it.


It was a safer district than the one Master Fentin’s
bookstore had been in, but it was also farther away, which meant unless we were
willing to spend good coin on a sedan chair or carriage that would be willing
to travel through the Maze, which bordered the Temple, then we were stuck
running. As much running back and forth as we seemed to do, I needed to talk to
Reevie and Sapphire once more about setting aside some funds to purchase a
horse for the tribe. However, talking Reevie into additional expenses often
proved difficult. 


We reached the top of the Maze in good time, and I turned to
find Mouse was no longer there. Once again, my mind had wandered off, and I
hadn’t thought to slow my pace for the little picker to keep up. I found I was
distracted more often of late. It seemed the responsibilities of keeping up
with a tribe were beginning to weigh heavily on my shoulders. There were times
I found myself dreaming of being back aboard the Wind Binder, loosening
the sails with the crew, standing alongside Captain Treygan and Ismara as we
coursed the rivers.


“I’m coming, Protector. I’m coming.” Mouse rounded the
corner and hobbled over to where I was waiting. His face was flush and his legs
wobbly. I had to keep reminding myself that the little picker had already made
this trip once.


“I can’t wait long,” I said, taking the time to blow some
warmth back into my hands. “If they are in trouble, we need to go.”


“I can do it,” he said, gasping. “Don’t worry about me.”


I nodded and started back up again, doing my best to keep a
slower pace this time. My earlier exhaustion while studying the ledgers had
dissipated, replaced with a nervous energy that grew the closer we got to the
orphanage. I couldn’t imagine what might have happened that would have had Bull
sending for my help. I ran through the possible scenarios I could be facing,
the worst of which had my feet pounding the cobbles all the harder, afraid that
by the time I arrived the orphanage would have burnt down.


It wouldn’t take much. A single candle being tipped over had
been known to do serious damage. 


We crossed over King’s Way East. It was as busy as ever with
throngs of people, most heading either to the East Gate or from it. I could see
the city’s white walls in the distance rising high above the buildings.


I reached the other side of the main thoroughfare and turned
to see if Mouse was still on my heels. It seemed he was struggling just to keep
his feet under him as he dodged and weaved through the wagons and carriages. 


“Look out!” I shouted, and my heart leaped into my throat as
a carriage with four horses swerved to miss a vegetable cart, putting Mouse
directly in its path.


Mouse squealed and dove underneath, somehow managing to miss
the wheels as the carriage rode straight over him. He scrambled back to his
feet and dashed to where I was standing on the corner of the next road, his
face white as a sheet. Mine probably was as well. “Always wondered what one of
those things looked like underneath,” Mouse said, his voice trembling as he
wiped the sweat from his brow and brushed the snow from his ragged cloak. “Now
I know.”


I took a moment to slow my own heart, as it was racing
harder than it had my entire run through the city. “I just lost three years of
my life.”


Mouse looked up at me. “Imagine how many I just lost.”


I grabbed him by the collar and dragged him after me. “Come
on.” 


We headed north up Circle Drive. It was one of the only
roads to run a complete loop around Aramoor. Starting at King’s Way East, it
ran north all the way to the white cylindrical towers that held the Guild
meeting hall, then cut west through the Business District. Once it passed the
Senate, the road slowly curved south over King’s Way West, skirting Bayside
before turning toward Cheapside and the Maze. From there it ran as far south as
the Temple before turning back north once again to complete the loop at King’s
Way East.


By the time we left Circle Drive and were jogging east down
Bailey Street toward the wall, the sky had already begun to fill with color.
Getting from one side of town to the other was no swift task. I pulled us to a
stop a few buildings down from where we were heading, which was a large
four-story residence on the right side of the road. 


“I don’t smell any smoke,” I said as I slowly started down the
sidewalk, passing the other homes without giving them a second glance. The
residences on the north side of the city were in much better shape than those
on the south, albeit nothing compared to those in the northwest quarter, and
certainly not compared to the grand estates in Bayside.


“Smoke?” Mouse looked at me funny. “Why would there be
smoke?”


“I was afraid one of the kids might have accidentally set
the place on fire by the way you were talking.” I stopped at the corner of the
next residence and stared at the orphanage. “I don’t see any movement inside.” 


“That is strange,” Mouse said.


I looked down the single alley leading between the two
homes. “Let’s go in through the back.”


“But don’t you want to—”


I pulled Mouse along with me as we kept to the shadows,
moving around to the back of the house. So far, I’d seen nothing amiss, but I
also hadn’t seen any of the orphans, which had me even more worried. If there
was one thing I’d learned from being the head of a tribe of street kids, it was
that they were never just not around. They were certainly never quiet. And so
far, there wasn’t a single sign that a child even lived in the building.
Normally, they were all over the place.


I put my ear to the back door leading into the kitchen and
waited. No sound coming from inside. “I don’t like this.” 


I drew the sword from my waist and tried the handle. It was
open. Quietly, I slipped inside, nearly landing on my backside as my
snow-covered soles hit the smooth floor and began to slide. I grabbed the table
before I went down completely. Mouse was on my heels, and I pushed him back. It
wouldn’t do me any good to swing my sword and accidentally take his arm or head
off in the process. 


“Maybe the sword is a bit much,” Mouse whispered with a
nervous gulp.


I put my finger to my lips, and he nodded.


We crossed through the kitchen, which was messier than
normal, flour and sugar all over the countertops and table. Mistress Orilla
would have never left the kitchen in such a state. We stopped just inside the
hallway leading toward the front of the house. I thought I heard movement
ahead: the squeak of boards, a slight grunt. But other than that, the place
seemed completely deserted. 


We started down the hall, keeping to the outer edges where
there was less chance of causing the boards to creak. Thankfully, so far, we’d
seen no bodies. I was half afraid the place had come under attack by one of the
rival tribes and we would find the orphanage littered with dead children. 


We reached the corner of the stairs, and I looked up toward
the second level. There was no one here. What happened to everyone? I tightened
the grip on my sword and motioned for Mouse to follow. He had his belt knife
out and at the ready, eyes darting. I hoped he didn’t startle easy and stab me
in the back with it.


Without a sound, we slid by the stairs and over to the
doorway leading into the main sitting room, where I thought I had heard the
sounds coming from. There was a faint light coming from inside. I was almost
afraid to go in, afraid of what I might find, my imagination getting the better
of me once again. Raising my blade, I glanced over my shoulder at Mouse with a
nod, then charged into the room with a shout.


The entire room turned into utter chaos as kids screamed,
running in all directions. Master Fentin shouted, and Mistress Orilla went down
with a cake in her hands, taking out three kids as she did. 


Bull charged in from a side room with lanterns. “What’s
going on? Did I miss it?” It took me a moment to realize who it was. I still
wasn’t used to seeing him with short hair.


Everyone turned and looked at me and then glared at Mouse.


Mouse gulped at all the angry faces. “Don’t blame me. You
just told me to get him here.”


I lowered my blade. “What in the flying faeries is going on
here? I could have killed someone.”


“Surprise!” Bull said, a little late, his smile looking
awkward against his nearly shaved head. I had to admit, though, it did make him
look older and tougher.


“You were supposed to come in through the front door,”
Master Fentin said, shaking his head in frustration. He turned and looked at
his wife, who was now wearing a rather large hunk of cake on her own head, and
burst out laughing. The other kids started laughing as well. The whole room was
shaking with laughter by the time they managed to get Mistress Orilla back to
her feet.


Sapphire walked over to stand beside me. “It was supposed to
be a surprise to celebrate your birthyear.” She turned and looked at the mess.
“I guess the joke’s on us.”


Sadly, I had forgotten all about it. “Mouse acted as though
the orphanage was under attack.” I put my sword away, feeling more than a
little stupid and half ready to strangle the little picker for getting me so
worked up. 


“Hey, I never said any such thing. I just said that Bull
told me to run get you, and that something might be wrong.” He thought a
moment. “I guess I can see how that could have been taken differently.”


“What do you mean taken differently? There’s only one
way to take that.”


“Regardless of how he got you here, Ayrion,” Master Fentin
said, retrieving his fallen spectacles. “We are glad you’re here.” 


He turned to all those gathered and raised his hands as if
directing a choir and started to sing. Everyone joined in, belting out a couple
rounds of birthyear blessings before having me sit to open some gifts. While I
did, Mistress Orilla and Sapphire busied themselves scraping what remained of
the cake off the floor and the top of her head.


“That one’s from me,” Reevie said, limping over with a piece
of unspoiled cake in his mouth and pointing to a small package. 


I opened the wrapping paper and pulled out a new set of
quills. I looked up. “How thoughtful. You shouldn’t have.” 


He smiled.


“And this is from all of us,” Mistress Orilla said, handing
me a large package to unwrap. I opened the wax paper to find a new black
leather coat. It was one of the nicest coats I’d ever seen, not a single stitch
from mending previous rips or tears. The color was still fresh, no fading from
age. The five straps that buckled along the front had even been embellished
with an embroidered design.


“We all pitched in,” Reevie said.


“Even me,” Mouse chimed in, helping himself to some smooshed
pieces of frosting from the cake tray.


“And me,” a voice growled from the next room just before a
large head stuck itself through the doorway. Tubby smiled with a childlike grin
that would have frightened most because of his unusual size, but for those of
us who knew and loved the huge boy, it was heartwarming. 


I stood and tried it on. It fit perfectly. It hung loose,
stopping just below the waist, leaving plenty of room for my sword. It also had
several pockets inside, which I was sure to make good use of as well. I smiled.
“I love it! It’s exactly what I needed.”


“We know how much you enjoy your nightly trips around the
city.” Reevie grunted. It was one of many activities he wished I would give up.
“So, we figured a black coat to help hide your comings and goings would be the
right choice.”


“I couldn’t have asked for better,” I said, running my
fingers over the soft leather. It was a very nice coat and wouldn’t have been
cheap, even if it had been secondhand, which it didn’t look like it was. I
wondered how much it had cost them. Then I wondered how Sapphire and the others
had talked Reevie into purchasing it.


Bull lit the rest of the candles around the room and the
hall outside, then joined us and the rest of the orphans as we finished off the
leftover pieces of Mistress Orilla’s hard work. She chuckled as Master Fentin
dipped out a glob of frosting from her hair with his finger and stuck it in his
mouth.


“You are very tasty, my dear. Very tasty indeed.”


“It would have been a whole lot tastier if I hadn’t tossed
it on my head.”


I couldn’t help but smile as I sat in the special seat in
front of the fire, usually reserved for Master Fentin or honored guests, which
Master Fentin had insisted I take. I studied the faces of all those gathered
around. Petal, Squeaks, Mouse, and Tubby sat together in the corner. Their
little group had not changed since the day Tubby arrived at the Granary. They
were as close as me, Reevie, and Sapphire.


Bull helped Mistress Orilla dish out plates of flattened
dessert before taking a seat himself. Most of the orphans sat on the floor
around the room chatting quietly, and some not so quietly, as they relived the
excitement of my surprise entrance.


It truly was one of the best parties I’d had.


After I finished my slice of the cake, I stepped outside on
the front porch to get a breath of fresh air. My breath misted in front of my
face before rising into the air to join the hundreds of streams of chimney
smoke up and down the lane. A little while later, the door behind me opened,
and Sapphire stepped outside. “Fifteen going on thirty,” she said as she shut
the door and walked over to join me on the bench.


“I feel thirty,” I agreed. “I feel like I’ve aged at least
twenty years since first arriving in the city.”


“You look older, Ayrion,” she said. “I remember when you
first walked through the Temple’s gates.” She chuckled. “I was taller than you.
Now you’ve outgrown me.” She bumped my arm with hers.


“And yet, you will always be older and wiser.”


“I don’t call sixteen being that much older.”


“Sixteen.” I shook my head. “You’re an old woman, indeed.”


She punched my arm playfully, then looked out at the
snow-covered street in front of the orphanage. The colors in the sky had faded,
stars filling their place. There was a freshness in the air that said winter
was almost over and spring was just around the corner.


I pulled out my father’s ring from its chain around my neck
and held it up, staring at the glistening white crest around the center of the
black onyx. The rune symbolized clan Orpa, my Upakan heritage. I sighed as I
slid the ring around my finger, and it slid right back off without any help
from me. 


“Fifteen, and still not old enough to keep it on.” I
remembered my father’s last words the day I left the Lost City: “Every time
you see this ring, I want you to remember your family. I want you to remember
who you are. No matter what the council says, you are an Upakan. And the day
this ring fits your finger is the day you’ll be old enough to claim your right
as an Upakan warrior.” 


Claiming my own ring had always been my dream.


Sapphire smiled. “It’ll fit soon enough, don’t you worry.
Oh, I almost forgot. I was hoping to get you alone to give you my gift.”


I tucked the ring back inside my shirt. “Your gift? You
bought me this coat,” I said, hugging it to me. “What more could I ask for?” It
really was warm. Much better than the threadbare cloak I’d been wearing.


She pulled out a small package from under her own coat and
handed it to me. It was wrapped in brown paper and tied with a colored ribbon.
I untied the bow on top and pulled back the paper.


“It’s not much,” she said as I pulled a dark piece of cloth
out and held it up to the moonlight. “It’s to tie around your head to hold your
hair out of your eyes when fighting.” 


She leaned forward and tucked my shoulder-length hair back
behind my ears, then tied the cloth strap around my head. The material was
soft, almost to the point I didn’t even realize it was there.


“That should do it.” She smiled. “Give it a try.”


I stood and drew one of my swords and ran through one of my
routines across the porch, flinging my head around as much as I could to test
how well the band worked. It worked very well. Not once did my hair block my
sight when spinning from one side to the other. Finally, I sheathed the sword
and walked over to the bench and sat down. “It’s perfect. Kept my hair out of
my eyes the whole time. Thank you.”


“Oh, I almost forgot. Here’s the other half of your gift.”


“The other half of my—”


Before I could finish, she leaned forward and kissed me,
stealing my breath as she did. My heart felt ready to beat out of my chest by
the time she finally pulled away.


She gave me one of her cheeky grins. “Now you can’t say I
never give you anything.” 


I barely had time to catch my breath, let alone speak when
she leaned forward and fiddled with the ends of the headband. 


“I figured it would come in handy tomorrow during your
training session at the palace.”


My head shot up. “Training session. Tomorrow? Drat! I forgot
what day it was.”


Sapphire smiled as she stood and walked to the front door.
“You usually do. Better get some sleep tonight. You’ve got a long day
tomorrow.”


The door shut behind her, and I stared out at the road. I
couldn’t believe it had already been two weeks. Ever since I had sneaked into
the king’s study to filch the royal seal and found myself battling a couple
dozen armed men for my troubles, the prince had requested I be his personal
trainer. Most would have jumped at the opportunity, but over the last year and
a half, I’d found Dakaran to be quite the demanding handful. Worse was Captain
Tolin’s ever watchful eye. He had never forgiven me for using him as a way to
gain entrance into the king’s study, or at the least, having him show me where
it was.


However, the generous amount of compensation I received for
my services was enough to keep me coming back, not that an order from the royal
family wouldn’t have been enough, but it helped to know that I was getting
something in return.


Standing, I took a deep breath and adjusted the strap down a
little further on my forehead. Sapphire was right. I was going to need to get
plenty of rest, which meant spending the night at the orphanage so that I
didn’t have to walk back across town. With one final glance down the street, I
turned and headed back inside.







Chapter 2
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DAWN CAME EARLY, and I rolled out of bed, taking a
moment to get my bearings. It took me a few seconds to remember I had spent the
night at the orphanage. I had slept in one of the few empty rooms on the fourth
floor, only to discover why it had remained empty. Besides it being quite
drafty, the rafters had a tendency to creak and groan, keeping me in a
permanent state of half-sleep.


I yawned and stretched, then yawned again, my teeth
chattering as I did. I could already tell this was going to be a rough day.
After pulling on my clothes, I stuffed Sapphire’s headband into one of the
inner pockets of my new coat and headed downstairs to see if Mistress Orilla
had breakfast cooking.


By the time I reached the third floor, I could smell bacon,
and by the second floor, hot bread. My mouth was watering by the time I reached
the bottom of the stairs and started down the hall toward the kitchen, where I
found Mistress Orilla slaving over a hot stove. She must have been up for
hours. She didn’t normally cook like this for every meal, which left me
wondering if she was doing this special for me. Regardless, it smelled divine,
and I had no doubt it was exactly what I needed to help me get through the day.


“Good morning,” I said as I swept into the kitchen to enjoy
the aroma of baked apples, adding rather nicely to all the other smells. 


Mistress Orilla turned and smiled, as did her four little
helpers, who were scurrying about the kitchen grabbing hot mats and spatulas
and arranging all the plates and cups and dinnerware out on the counters. “Good
morning to you, as well,” Mistress Orilla said, sparing a quick glance my way
before turning back to her oven. She stuck in a paddle, pulling out two very
delicious-looking pies, each with a thinly layered crust that had turned a
golden brown. “Was wondering whether or not we should wake you.”


“I told them to let you sleep.” Sapphire walked in and
tucked one side of my hair back behind my ear. “It really is getting long. You
should let me cut it.”


“I prefer to keep my ears,” I said, trying to keep a
straight face. The last time Sapphire had attempted to cut someone’s hair, she
had nicked the top of Mouse’s ear. Thankfully it had grown back, mostly.


“Don’t remind me,” Mouse said, appearing from under the
table and snatching a slice of apple before racing back out the door before
Mistress Orilla could nab him. 


She shook her head, her grey hair tightly wound into a bun.
“That little runt is too quick for his own good.” Mistress Orilla tried to act
tough, but I could see the corners of her mouth lift as she turned to tend to a
couple of very large pans of eggs. “How about doing me a favor and helping set
the tables? Food will be ready shortly, and we have hungry mouths to feed.”


I looked at Sapphire, and she smiled, her bright-blue eyes
sparkling in the early morning light streaming through the windows. Her
dirty-blonde hair was pulled back into a braid and tied off with red cord. As
many times as I had asked her, she still didn’t like wearing it free,
preferring to keep it out of her face than to look good for others.


Scooping up as many of the plates as I could carry, with
Sapphire loading on a few more once they were in my arms, I started for the
dining room. It wasn’t quite as large as the main sitting room, but it was long
enough to fit four tables laid out in two rows. A second sitting room beside it
had been converted into a makeshift overflow with two more tables and an open
door that conveniently allowed passage between both.


With help from several of the orphan kids—many of whom I
didn’t recognize, as they hadn’t come from Hurricane—we managed to get the
dishes set around the six tables. By the time the last fork had been placed,
Mistress Orilla and her rather young staff were just walking in with the food
platters.


Reevie was one of the first up to the table, his eyes
beaming at the bacon and fresh-baked pies. A set of heavy footsteps announced
Tubby, who was too big to sit with the others and instead remained in the
foyer, where he sat on the staircase waiting for someone to bring him a dish. 


“I’ve got it, Mistress,” Mouse said, and he took Tubby’s
plate to him. He came back and filled his own, then he, Petal, and Squeaks
joined Tubby in the hall. The little band was inseparable. The only time they
were ever apart was when Mouse was out on picking duty. When he was away, Petal
and Squeaks would tend to their garden. Tubby would sit and watch, helping
where he could, which generally meant transporting buckets of compost and
tilling the ground with his big hands.


“How did the books look?” Reevie asked, a mouthful of eggs
showing through his teeth.


It took me a moment to realize what he was talking about.
“Good,” I said, “as far as I could tell. Didn’t see anything that needed
changing at least. Well, one thing.”


Reevie’s fork paused halfway between his plate and his
mouth. “Oh. What’s that?”


I glanced at Sapphire and almost winked. “We could really
use a horse.”


Reevie choked, spraying pieces of egg and half-chewed apple pie
across his plate. “Brain fever, we do! Do you know how much one of those beasts
costs? Not only do you have to purchase it, then you have to house it and feed
it and muck out its droppings. I’m no dung hauler.”


“We can use the manure for the garden,” Petal chimed in, her
head suddenly appearing in the doorway.


“There,” I said. “You see? Even its poop can be useful.” I
tried my best not to wrinkle my nose at the thought. Last thing I wanted was to
sit down by my favorite spot beside the faerie fountain, only to find it
hijacked by the smell of horse dung. But right now our need for the horse
outweighed the smell. With the orphanage on the other side of the city, I
couldn’t simply rely on Noph to look after them.


“We can discuss it later,” Sapphire said, taking a sip of
her tea. She gave us each a sharp look that said she wanted to enjoy her meal,
so we wisely left it at that.


After breakfast, while Mistress Orilla was busy overseeing
the cleaning of the tables, Master Fentin organized a cleaning party for the
main room, where there were still pieces of cake and frosting scattered across
the floor. The lighting had been too poor to see it the previous night, but
with the rising sun, it was becoming all too apparent how much had been left
behind.


“Quickly now,” he said, pointing at the worst spots while
directing some of the kids to help move the furniture back to their normal
places. “We need to make sure everything is good and tidy in case we have visitors.”
And by visitors, he meant potential parents looking for a child to adopt.
“Let’s get this place shining, shall we?”


After a quick thank-you to our hosts, I left the orphanage
and walked down the porch steps to the street out front. The cobbled lane was
already bustling with activity as those living up and down the street were on
their way to work or to market. 


Reevie, Sapphire, and Bull joined me out front.


“Brrr. It’s cold out here.” Reevie groaned. “I’ll be glad to
see the warmer weather return.”


“You and me both,” I said. “Much harder to train with the
sword when your hands are frozen stiff.”


“I can walk with you if you want,” Bull said, ever the guard.
He was wearing his signature black vest—which he never left the Temple
without—over a woolen jacket.


“No,” I said. “I’m sure I can manage. No telling how long it
might take. I could get there and find Dakaran waiting and ready.” 


Sapphire hmphed. 


“Or—”


“Or he might still be in bed with no intentions of getting
out,” she said. “Like the time before last. How long did you wait until the
chamberlain finally told you to go home?”


I sighed. “It was a while.”


“It was a loooong while,” Reevie added. “All day if I
recall. Haven’t seen you that mad since Kore locked you inside the Rockslide
compound.”


I smiled, or did my best to, at least. They were right. With
the prince, there was no telling what I might find. Still, the palace staff was
always very friendly, and if I was asked to wait, they were very good about
seeing to my needs, mainly keeping my glass of spiced cider filled and making
sure there was a tray of goodies for me to snack on. 


Of course, I generally left those little details out when
sharing my story with the others. I preferred their pity instead, which
generally led to me getting one of Reevie’s apples when I returned to the
Temple.


“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I get paid either way.”


Reevie nodded. “And it’s a good thing too. Supplies aren’t
cheap, especially now that we have the orphanage to worry about as well. It’s
not like it can completely support itself. If you ever lost your position, I’m
not sure what we’d do.”


“It’s always the bottom line with you,” I said jokingly.


“Well, when I have co-chiefs like the two of you talking
about buying horses of all things, someone has to be there to put their foot
down.”


“A rather dainty foot at that,” Sapphire said with a smirk,
causing Reevie to cross his arms with a glare. 


“Joke all you want, but if I wasn’t keeping a close eye on
our books, we’d all have starved to death a long time back. Bet your flaming
diarrhea on that!”


“Eww!” The more I tried not to think about what he’d just
said, the more graphic the image in my head became.


“That’s disgusting,” Sapphire said, turning up her nose.


Bull just smiled.


As much as we enjoyed picking on our third co-chief, he
wasn’t wrong. Reevie did a fantastic job of keeping everything running. “I’m
just glad you saw fit to loosen the purse strings enough to get me this coat.”
I rubbed the leather, which was smooth to the touch. “Best-looking coat I’ve
ever had.”


Reevie tried to hold his scowl, but it eventually faded.
“Well, I knew how much you needed one. And since you keep insisting on running
about the city all willy-nilly, best you had some proper attire to do it in.”


I leaned over and gave him a hug, nearly toppling him off
his already unstable feet. I knew how much he hated being hugged, which made it
even more enjoyable.


“Enough,” he said, doing his best to unwrap my arms and pull
himself free. “If I’d known this was what was coming, I’d have taken the coat
right back.”


The other two chuckled when I finally released him, and
Reevie straightened his good suit. It was the only suit he had, and he only
wore it for special occasions. He readjusted the medical bag on his shoulder
and tried to look annoyed. “Get on with you. You’re going to be late.”


I looked up at the sun. It was just breaching the top of the
city wall behind us. “Where are you three heading?”


“We’ll collect the others,” Sapphire said, “and make our way
back to the Temple.” She looked at Bull, then nodded toward the orphanage, and
he headed back inside to round up the rest of the tribe.


“I’ll see you later,” I said with a quick wave over my
shoulder. “Don’t wait up.”


“Never do,” Reevie shouted back.


I couldn’t help but smile as I jogged down the street, my
shoes crunching in the ankle-deep snow as I went. I headed back toward Circle
Drive, which I took north, following it all the way around to King’s Way West,
and from there to the palace bridge.


I stopped at the guard towers and gave them my name. By now
most of the guards knew me on sight. They were friendly enough but still very
strict to protocol, which meant no one crossed without giving their name and
purpose for being there. Thankfully, this wasn’t one of King Rhydan’s days for
holding open court, where he allowed the citizens of Elondria full access to
the throne room to share their grievances. If it had been, I would have
certainly been late, as the lines on those days tended to stretch a quarter of
a mile down the city’s main thoroughfare.


As annoying as it could be to get stuck in one of those
lines, I always reminded myself that if it wasn’t for the king making himself
available in such a way, my life and the lives of those at Hurricane would have
turned out much differently. I would have never been able to sneak into the
palace to steal the king’s seal, and I would never have met the king and queen
or Dakaran. Hurricane would have had to forfeit its place in the Guild and its
members turned out in the streets to starve, not to mention Master Fentin and
Mistress Orilla having their life’s work destroyed with no way to compensate
for it. They, too, would have been turned out on the streets, living in a
poorhouse or working for Master Sil’foren. I shivered at the thought. It was
amazing how just one single event could change so many lives.


I only hoped my luck continued to shine.


“You’re good,” the lancer officer said as he finished
jotting down my name. I believe he had said his name was Jolin at one time or
another, but I wasn’t sure enough to use it. 


“Thanks,” I said with a friendly smile and started through.
I stopped about halfway across, as was my usual routine, and stared over the
side of the huge bridge and down at the ever-flowing waters of the Shemoa River
as it fed into the Bay of Torrin. I hocked up a wad of spit and launched it
over the side, watching to see how long it took to hit the bottom. Most of the
time I lost sight of it before it ever reached. This was one of those times, as
a strong breeze picked it up and carried it off under the bridge.


Having wasted enough time watching my spit soar through the
air like a wayward seagull, I continued on across the bridge, nodding at the
lancers on the other side as I passed. No one stopped to ask me if I knew the
way, most recognizing me on sight. There was, however, one unhappy face waiting
for me as I passed through the gates and into the lower bailey. 


“Captain Tolin,” I said with an overly bright smile. “How
good of you to come and welcome me yourself. Did you lose a bet, or was everyone
else just too busy to be bothered with escorting me around the palace?”


I hated that we had gotten off on such a wrong foot. Of all
the people at the palace, the captain had been the most kind, even going so far
as to show me around, introducing me to the king’s study and his private
chambers. Of course, at the time, he thought I was one of the new palace
runners, but even when he had discovered my Upakan heritage, he hadn’t turned
me over to the palace guards. 


Unfortunately, he’d blamed himself for what happened
afterward. It also didn’t help that I bested several of his men before they
finally overpowered me. And to add insult to injury, the king had then not only
pardoned my actions but had actually hired me to be his son’s personal trainer.


All in all, I liked Tolin. He was honest to a fault, as
straight an arrow as you could ever hope to pull from your quiver, which was
making it all that much harder to get on his good side.


“If I had my way,” Tolin said with a sneer, “I’d toss you
over the bridge just to see how big a splash you make at the bottom.”


I held my smile. “And to think the palace staff believes you
to have a sour disposition.” I shook my head. “I’ll have to tell them they are
mistaken.”


Tolin blew out his lips with a huff and spun, his mantle
whipping out around him as he marched in quickstep toward the front courtyard
and the main entrance. 


I rushed to keep up with his longer legs. “So, I take it the
prince is actually out of bed this time?”


Tolin grunted. “Hardly.”


“Then why are you here?”


“Because it’s not the prince you will be meeting with this
morning. It’s the king.”


I gulped. “The king wants to see me?” 


Tolin smiled back over his shoulder. “I guess he has finally
seen reason and will be letting you know that your services are no longer
required.”


I clenched my fists. Hurricane needed this funding. I
couldn’t afford to lose my job now, not with the opening of the new orphanage
and all. Reevie was going to wring my neck. At least this time it wasn’t
because of something I’d done. At least, I didn’t think so. 


I tried going back over in my head what had happened on my
last visit. Had anything out of the ordinary taken place? No. I’d met with
Dakaran in our usual spot in the west garden, and we had spent the time
training. Well, most of it. The prince had decided to sneak into the kitchens
and pilfer some food. My heart raced. Was that the reason? I moaned. I knew
Dakaran was going to get me into trouble.


Passing through the tunnel to the inner courtyard, we
skirted the enormous fountain and started up the front stairs. Several lancers
stood at attention at the top, waiting on our arrival. On either side of the
great doors stood a row of stone sentinels, giant warriors standing watch over
the palace, protecting those inside. Their faces were fierce, the stonemasons having
done an incredible job of capturing a sense of command and power with
surprising realism. The second warrior from the end on the right actually wore
a deep scar down the left side of his face. Then again, on better inspection,
it might have just been a split in the rock. Either way, it worked. 


At the top landing, a couple of the lancers fell out of
position to open the doors, allowing entrance inside, all clapping fists to their
chests as Tolin passed. The main entrance always seemed to take my breath away.
No matter how many times I saw it, the splendor was overwhelming. I wondered
what it was like for those living there, who saw it every day. Was there a
point when they stopped looking, no longer noticing the grandeur?


I followed the ornery captain across the checkered tiles and
up the grand staircase on the other side of the foyer, getting off on the
second floor, where I then followed him around to another set of stairs leading
up to the third. I didn’t need to be told where we were heading. I’d been there
before. We walked down the hall and stopped in front of the king’s study,
guarded on either side by two lancers, each with a sword at their waist and a
halberd in their hand.


“Your weapons,” the guard on the right said, looking at me,
or more to the point, my two swords.


I unhooked the sleeve over my shoulder and the one at my
waist and handed them over. The guard placed them against the wall. 


“You can collect them on your way out.”


I stepped back and waited for Captain Tolin to knock,
clasping my hands in front of me so he didn’t see them quivering. All my
thoughts were on the man behind the door. He quite literally held my life and
the lives of those I cared for in his hands. If the king cut off my training,
and consequently my funding, Hurricane and the orphanage were going to be in
trouble.


Tolin stepped between the two guards and rapped on the door
three times, forcefully enough that anyone inside would have had no trouble
hearing. 


A voice called out from the other side. “Come in.”


Tolin opened the door and then turned and looked at me with
a glad-to-finally-be-rid-of-you grin.


I swallowed, steeled my nerves as best I could, and walked
inside.







Chapter 3
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THE KING’S STUDY HADN’T changed much since I was last in
it. Of course, I’d spent most of that time hiding in the large chifforobe on
the far-left wall behind the king’s desk. Surprisingly, it was still there.


King Rhydan looked up from the papers on his desk when I
walked in. “Ah, just the lad I wanted to see. Please, take a seat,” he said,
pointing to one of the cushioned chairs in front of the fire. “I’ll be with you
shortly.”


“Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said, making sure to add a
flourishing bow. Well, that didn’t sound so bad. I doubted the king would have
acted so friendly if he were about to sack me. I walked across the room and sat
down in the chair on the left of the hearth, the fire both warm and inviting.


“And you, Captain,” the king said to Tolin. “What I wish to
discuss concerns you as well. Please shut the door behind you.”


Tolin bowed. “Yes, Your Majesty.” He shut the door and
joined me over by the fire, taking one of the seats on the right, notably the
one farthest from me. I could feel the captain watching me, so I busied myself
with getting reacquainted with the room. 


The same map of Elondria hung on the wall just to the left
of the main door. I was still just as fascinated by the enormous painting and
the amount of detail it contained as I had been the day I’d first broken in.
The king’s bookshelves on the rightmost wall were filled to overflowing, even
more than before, some shelves stacked two or three volumes high. Several
spines poked out from the rest, which led me to believe that the king had been
busy with some sort of research and wanted to make sure he remembered which
books he’d been perusing.


Other than a collection of weapons arranged against the
front wall just below the map and a few other pieces of furniture, there wasn’t
much in the way of decorations. The king seemed to prefer to keep his place of
work free from distractions. He was a man of simple tastes, which I found
refreshing.


The king stood from his desk, laying his quill aside, and
walked over to join us in front of the fire. His hair, like Tolin’s, was
chestnut, though a touch lighter, and with the faintest coloring of grey around
the temples. His face was strong but kind. Much different from Tolin’s, which
was just strong, made even more noticeable by how tightly he tied his
hair back, which pinched the skin around his eyes and gave him an overbearing
appearance.


Tolin stood on the king’s approach, prompting me to do the
same. Once Rhydan took his seat in the center, we sat. 


“How’s Dakaran’s training progressing?” the king asked.


Was the king trying to find fault as a way to let me down
more easily? “It’s going well,” I said. At least, I thought it was going well.
As well as could be expected with a student of Dakaran’s caliber and lackluster
dedication. He wasn’t without talent, just lazy when it came to drills and practicing
his moves between lessons. Each time I arrived, I found myself having to
reteach him everything we’d gone over during the previous session. “I believe
the prince will make a fine swordsman one day,” I added, bending the truth as
far as I needed to in order to keep my job.


I noticed the tilt of Captain Tolin’s right brow at my
depiction of Dakaran’s future abilities.


In truth, Dakaran was skilled enough to do rather well with
the blade, if he would just put his mind to it. His moves were fluid. He picked
up on the principles fairly quickly, adapting naturally when I changed things
up, a sign of someone capable of thinking on their feet. Unfortunately, it
seemed the young prince’s heart wasn’t in it, other than for the attention it
gave him from the girls at court, and even some of the older women. Our
sessions had begun to draw a notable crowd, all the mothers wanting to make
sure their daughters were present to get noticed by His Highness. It made
teaching Dakaran all the more difficult for me.


“That’s good to hear,” the king said as he leaned back in
his seat. “I’ve been trying and failing for years to get him interested in the
sword, a necessary skill for any ruler to possess. Unfortunately, those that
have tried in the past,” he said, casting a very quick glance in Tolin’s
direction that had Tolin’s mouth tightening, “have found the young
prince . . . well, a very difficult student to train.” 


“So, I’m not losing my position, then?”


The king looked confused. “No. Why would you think that?”


I breathed a short sigh of relief, then looked at Captain
Tolin and cocked my brow, making sure the king saw it. Rhydan looked at Tolin
as well. Tolin did his best to remain poised, but there was a fire in his eyes
that had me quite thankful for the king’s presence. 


“Oh, I see,” Rhydan finally said. He shook his head with a
mischievous sort of grin that had both me and the captain squirming in our
seats. “Then I’m sure you’ll enjoy this next bit of news. I want the two of you
to work together.”


My mouth dropped. 


Tolin actually choked. “Together?” He fought to regain his
composure as he scooted forward in his seat. “Your Majesty,
I . . . I can’t possibly.” His eyes widened, clearly surprised
by his own outright refusal of his king. “What I mean to say is . . .”
He cleared his throat and looked at me, and I was sure my own shock was still
visible. “I can’t possibly imagine what benefit it would be to anyone to have
me working with . . . with him in training your son.”


“Oh, you mistake me, Captain. I don’t wish you to train my
son.”


“Oh?” The tension in Tolin’s shoulders eased slightly.


“No. I wish you to train Ayrion.”


Tolin’s face went blank. “Him?” he asked, pointing an
accusatory finger in my direction. “I don’t understand. Why would you want me
to train him? He seems capable enough on his own.”


I smiled at the underhanded praise.


“I don’t want you to train him how to fight. I want you to
train him how to be a lancer.”


I felt the blood drain from my face. A lancer? The king
wanted me to be a lancer? “But . . . but, Your Majesty,” I said,
fumbling for my words as poorly as Tolin. “I . . . I have
responsibilities elsewhere. I couldn’t possibly . . .” 


“Did it sound like I was giving either of you a choice? The
last I checked, I’m the king, am I not?”


I gulped right alongside Tolin. “Yes, Your Majesty,” we both
quickly chimed in chorus.


“Good. My reasoning is twofold, not that it should matter.
First, I would like to see our young Ayrion here trained in the ways of
Elondrian combat. I want him familiar with how our lancers work as a unit,
which, from what I’m told, is somewhat contradictory to Upakan training.” He
looked at me, waiting on confirmation.


I nodded. “Upakans are trained to work alone. It’s what
gives us our edge. Quick, silent, deadly.”


“I thought as much.”


“But why would you want me to train as a lancer?”


“So you can then take that knowledge and use it to train my
son. Dakaran likes you, and of all his instructors, you seem to be the only one
he’ll listen to. The harder I put my foot down with that boy, the more willful
he becomes. One day he will be king, which means he needs to understand how our
military works. The only way that is going to happen, it seems, is to throw him
in and force him to swim.”


“How do you plan on doing that?” I asked.


“By conscripting him into a lancer regiment like my father
did me.”


“At fifteen, Your Majesty?” Tolin’s face was growing pastier
by the minute. “He’s still a bit young for lancer duty.”


I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The thought of the
king forcing Dakaran to take on the role of a simple lancer was hilarious, but
the thought of him making me join him was terrifying.


The king chuckled. “Not at this time, Captain. You can
breathe. I don’t plan on tossing him in quite yet. He will need preparation.
But when I do, in perhaps a year or two, I want him under your command.” Rhydan
looked at me. “That is where you come in. I want you to be the one to prepare
him, to teach him what he needs to know to get him through. And that won’t be
possible until you learn yourself.” 


Again, I was left wondering if I should laugh or cry. The
thought of working alongside the man glaring at me from across the fireplace
was disturbing.


“But, Your Majesty,” Tolin said, looking more desperate than
I’d seen him before, “wouldn’t it be more fitting for someone of a higher rank,
say, Overcaptain Weller, to be in charge of your son’s education?”


Rhydan looked at Tolin. “You’re one of the best recruit trainers
we have, which is why I’ve chosen your regiment. Which reminds me.” The king
turned and looked at the door on the left wall that led to an adjoining room.
“Commander Goring, would you come in, please?”


A grey-haired man dressed in full regimental garb, including
a white sash over his crimson-and-gold uniform, opened the door and stepped
into the room. He wasn’t quite as tall as Tolin, but he was every bit as thick
in the chest and arms. He held his head high as he crossed the room. His sash,
which hung from his shoulder to his waist, was covered in medals, displaying
not only his rank but also the many times he had been recognized for his valor
in battle. 


I found the Elondrian penchant for medals rather foolish.
Decorating yourself for the luck of surviving a skirmish that others did not
seemed ridiculous. Upakans didn’t need such reminders of our own skills. The
fact that we were alive was proof enough. 


Tolin stood and briskly saluted the commander before Goring
reached the front of the fire.


Commander Goring saluted in turn and then offered a very
deep bow to the king. “Your Majesty.” The man had a surprisingly high-pitched
voice for someone so big.


Rhydan stood, and I hopped up to join them, not exactly sure
what protocol dictated in such circumstances. The king turned to Tolin.
“Captain Tolin, you have served the throne and your king with honor during your
time as captain with the Elondrian lancers, showing exemplary service.”


During his time with the lancers? Was he about to get
sacked himself? Wouldn’t that be a twist. There was a note of apprehension in
Tolin’s eyes.


Rhydan nodded at Goring, and the commander stepped in front
of Tolin. “At attention.” Tolin snapped to, his posture stiffening even further,
if that was possible. Commander Goring then proceeded to strip Tolin of his
captaincy patches by cutting around the edges of each with a sharp belt knife. 


I couldn’t believe it. Was this because of his unwillingness
to train me? I enjoyed badgering the man, but I certainly didn’t wish to see him
lose his commission. “Your Majesty, if I may,” I said, trying not to squeak as
I spoke, “I’m sure the captain wasn’t purposefully trying to disobey orders.
I’m partly to blame in this. You see, I might have hassled him a bit harder
than usual today. He’s an ornery cuss, I grant you, but I’d hate to think I was
to blame for you stripping him of his commission.”


The king smiled.


Tolin actually looked stunned by my sudden bout of
generosity. Well, at least his eye twitched, which I took to mean he was
stunned.


“You misunderstand,” Rhydan said, motioning for Goring to
continue, who then reached inside his formal jacket and produced a different
set of patches, these with the insignia of three white stars on a field of red,
not too dissimilar to Tolin’s former patches, which were three stars on a field
of blue. “I’m not demoting Captain Tolin. I’m promoting him to the rank of overcaptain.”


Tolin’s face flushed. He was fighting to keep from grinning,
but even from where I was standing, he looked like a young boy on his last day
of school before summer planting.


Commander Goring, whose own insignias were three white stars
on a field of gold, placed a patch on each of Tolin’s sleeves with a temporary
pin. The commander took a step back and struck his fist to his chest, and Tolin
did the same, just before they clapped arms. 


“Congratulations, Overcaptain Tolin,” Goring said.
“It’s been an honor serving as your commander.” Commander Goring turned and
bowed once more to the king. “If I may, Your Majesty, I have pressing matters
that need my attention.”


Rhydan nodded. “Of course, Commander.”


Goring spared one more congratulatory nod to Tolin, then
left the room.


Rhydan smiled. “It’s been a long time coming, Cap— I mean Overcaptain.”


Tolin beamed with pride. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I will
strive to make myself worthy of your trust.”


“I’m sure you will.” He motioned to our seats. “Please.”


I joined Tolin in sitting once more. “Your Majesty, as
honored as I would be to get the privilege of studying under Overcaptain
Tolin.” I cleared my throat. “If I were to up and join the lancers, I would be
putting people that depend on me in a very bad way.” I didn’t want to come
right out and say I had a tribe of street kids who needed me, even though I was
pretty sure the king was already aware of the fact. “There is an orphanage on the
east side of the city that requires my help. If I were to suddenly be taken
away, I’m not sure what would happen to them. The thought of orphaned kids
going hungry . . .” I shook my head.


Overcaptain Tolin shook his as well, clearly not believing a
word of it.


“Of course,” I added, “if you were able to set aside a
monthly stipend to ensure the ongoing security of that orphanage, that would
certainly go a long way toward easing my conscience.”


Tolin nearly came out of his seat in protest. “He’s trying
to cheat you out of your coinage, sire.” 


The king, on the other hand, studied my face. “I’ll tell you
what. If you agree to spend four days a week in the overcaptain’s service,
listening and obeying like any other lancer, wearing the uniform, even sleeping
in the barracks with the other men, then I will agree to your stipend, provided
I visit this orphanage first and see it for myself.”


My hands clenched tightly in my lap. “You want to visit the
orphanage?”


“Yes. And if what you say is true, then you will have your
coin.”


Tolin smirked at me from his seat, almost daring me to take
the king’s offer.


“Then I accept,” I said with a nod and a smile, though
smiling was about the last thing I wanted to do. The king wanted me to join the
lancers. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how Tolin was going to seek his
revenge on me. 


The man actually had the gall to smile at me from his seat.


The king stood. “Wonderful. Then I will meet you in the
courtyard directly after lunch, and we will ride over together.”


“What? Ride where?”


“To visit this orphanage you speak of.”


I gulped. I thought he’d at least give me fair warning
enough to prepare Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla. What would they do when
the royal entourage pulled up outside their home? Probably keel over from fright.


Tolin cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, I, too, would like to
accompany you. As you know, my father was an orphan. If I can be of service,
I’d like to be there.”


Likely story, I thought. The man was more devious
than I gave him credit for. He was just hoping to catch me in another lie.


“I would be glad to have you along, Overcaptain. I suggest
you get our young recruit situated before then.”


“Yes, Your Majesty.” There was an eagerness in the overcaptain’s
voice that had my knees wanting to knock. “I will be sure to get him settled in
by then.”


I bowed to the king, offering a weak smile, and followed the
overcaptain out. The guard in the hall handed me my weapons.


“I’ll take those,” Tolin said, reaching over to grab my
swords. 


I pulled back. “These are mine.”


“And they are too dangerous for you to play with, recruit.
Now, stand at attention.”


What was this fool going on about? “I’m not your recruit
yet,” I said defiantly, realizing it was probably going to cost me. But no one took
an Upakan’s weapons. “The king didn’t say which days I was expected to be under
your command. And as you can see, I’m not wearing a uniform.” 


Tolin’s face hardened. “Fine. We can sort that out real
quick. This way.” He turned and headed back down the hall toward the stairs
leading down to the front entrance.


I knew I was going to regret it, but I turned and followed him
down, reminding myself over and over that I was doing this to help save the
orphanage. 


It didn’t help.
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THE MARCH THROUGH the palace and out into the
courtyard was a quiet one, both of us seething, both for different reasons. A
horse was waiting for the overcaptain by the fountain when we arrived. Tolin
ordered the young ostler holding his horse to fetch another from the stables,
and we waited. The overcaptain wasn’t about to have me sharing a ride with him.
Not that I would have, had he offered. I would have rather run the distance
than crawl up on the back of his horse and put my arms around his waist.


While we were in the king’s study, I hadn’t thought to ask
whether I was still expected to give the prince his lessons for the day. In all
the excitement, it hadn’t even occurred to me to consider that possibility. One
look at the strained face of the overcaptain and I decided now wasn’t the best
time to bring it up. Dakaran would just have to fend for himself. Most likely,
he was still in bed.


I was just trying to picture what it must be like to have
such few responsibilities weighing on my shoulders as the prince when my
curiosity was stifled by the sound of hooves crunching across the snow-covered
cobbles. I had only ridden a horse a few times in my life, and the last had
been over two years ago. I hoped I didn’t make a fool of myself.


I looked at the horse, and he looked at me, neither of us
impressed. I had no idea what kind of horse it was, other than brown.
Regardless, I was Upakan. No animal was going to best me.


The young stable hand held my horse’s reins as I stuck my
foot in the stirrup and swung myself up. Thankfully, I had remembered to mount
from the left side so as not to completely humiliate myself. The horse he’d
brought was smaller than Tolin’s, which suited me just fine, as the overcaptain
was nearly a head taller than I was. My legs hung comfortably over the sides,
just long enough to fit the saddle and ensure I didn’t fall off. I grabbed the
reins from the young man, who looked to be no older than myself, and sat up
straight, wanting to appear completely in control.


Tolin didn’t say a word. He simply nudged the back of his
horse with his boot, and off they went. It took me two or three good kicks, as
well as some encouraging clicks of my tongue, before my own steed decided to
take me seriously enough to do the same. When it did finally manage to move its
ornery backside, it barely made it out of a slow walk.


By the time we made it across the bridge and were heading
down King’s Way West toward Lancer Avenue, I was already feeling the weight of
my new assignment bearing down on me. By the time we took Lancer Avenue north
toward the west barracks, I was all but determined to make a run for it. And by
the time we passed through the garrison’s main gate and I found myself
completely surrounded by men in uniforms bearing the royal crest of a high sun
overshadowing a golden crown with a sword piercing its center, I knew I was in
trouble. Even more so than going to the Pit to fight Flesh Eater, or sneaking
into the palace to steal the royal signet, or any one of a thousand other
terrible things that had happened to me to get me to this point.


I was now in Tolin’s world, and there was no getting out.


The back of the garrison butted up against the city’s
monumental wall, with its great white stone blocks rising up high enough to
touch the sky. Unlike the Rockslide compound, where most of the buildings had
been constructed from wood, this barracks was all stone. It was almost like
being back home in the underground ruins of the Lost City, where everywhere you
looked there was nothing but rock, except here, I had to contend with the sun.


The stone wall barricading the front of the garrison was
rough and strong, a crenulated fortification as imperious as any I’d seen
illustrated. It was thick enough for a full walkway on top with turrets
between. There were steps leading up and down with guard stations and archers
standing watch. I would have thought we were about to go to war by the
readiness of the place.


Even the buildings seemed designed for battle use, made with
the same grey stone blocks as the surrounding wall. They almost felt like a
second line of defense as they stretched around nearly the entirety of the
barracks. The longest parts stood two stories with covered porticos that ran
between each. The larger sections near the middle stood three and four stories high,
all with overlapping clay-tile roofs and towers. It was a most impressive and
unnerving sight.


We rode slowly through the crowded yard, meandering through
what felt like city streets as parades of men on foot and horseback marched in
time from one side of the garrison to the other. Many who saw the overcaptain
and spotted the new insignias pinned to his shoulder nodded or saluted or
pointed and smiled. Tolin seemed not to notice, as though having just been
promoted by the king meant nothing to him, but from the way the overcaptain sat
his saddle, with a back so straight it might snap in half, I was sure he was
savoring the moment.


On the far right, the clash of steel drew my attention to
what looked like the practice yard. Rows of fighters stood off against each
other performing routine movements. It was actually quite impressive how
organized they were, as a redheaded man with a ducktail beard and a boisterous
set of lungs led them in their rounds. Beside them were spearmen practicing
their lunges. Behind both, pressed against the wall at the back, were a dozen
targets with archers taking their turns, trying to land their arrows in the
red.


The place seemed in chaos at first, but on second look, it
was an orderly sort of chaos. Men and horses moved as one, no one colliding
with anyone else. Small groups of soldiers stood in clumps around each of the
porticos that connected one building to the next, keeping the weather off their
heads as they traveled around the garrison. I wondered which barracks I would
be stuck in.


Tolin reined in before what appeared to be the main
structure. Dismounting, he tied off his horse to one of several long hitching
rails and started for the front doors with not so much as a look back to see if
I was coming or not. He just expected it, doing his best to make sure I knew
who was in charge. 


I slid out of my saddle with about as much finesse as a
blind soldier swinging his sword. Though to be fair, one of my favorite
instructors in the Lost City had been blind, and she’d had a way of seeing and
doing things that had always left me scratching my head. With my feet planted
firmly back on the ground, I quickly tied off my horse and ran to catch up. The
overcaptain was just walking through the front door by the time I slid into
position behind him. 


“What about the horses?” I asked. “Do we just leave them in
the cold?”


“I’ll have one of the stable hands see to them.”


The lancers we passed stared, nudging to others standing by
and pointing at me like I was some sort of curiosity. I don’t know if it was
the fact that I was fully armed, or my brand-new black leather coat, or my
eyes, or a combination of all three. Either way, they clearly weren’t expecting
to see someone like me walking around their barracks. I tried not to let it
bother me, focusing instead on the back of Tolin’s big head as we marched
across the main hall to a wide set of stairs at the back that led up to the
second floor.


The interior, unlike the palace, seemed constructed more for
function than for comfort. Several broad chandeliers hung down from the open second-floor
ceiling. However, the majority of the light came from the set of windows that
ran along the front behind us. Banners with the Elondrian crimson and gold hung
along the walls, adding a splash of color to the light-grey stone. There were
no paintings of any sort, but there were several statues on either side, each
in full battle armor. Some looked to be archers with their bows held ready;
others, polemen with their long spears up. Most were footmen carrying swords
and axes and flails. There were even a couple of horsemen sitting atop their
steeds.


Tolin never turned once to see if I was still following as
he headed up the stone steps to the next landing and down the balcony to the
right. He took the second corridor on the left and stopped outside a wooden
door on the right. He didn’t bother with knocking, and instead opened it and
stepped inside. I waited for him to invite me in, but he never did, so I
defiantly waited in the hall.


From what I could see of the room, it looked like an
officer’s study, with displayed weapons on the left wall, including plaques
with crests and miniaturized weapons that seemed almost like trophies of some
sort. There were several shelves of books and scrolls, along with a couple of
older maps on the wall at the back. I couldn’t see what was on the right side
of the room, since the door was blocking my view, and I was determined not to
budge, but I would guess the overcaptain’s desk was there, since I couldn’t see
him either.


I waited for a good five minutes, my curiosity nearly
overpowering my resolve, tempting me to walk inside, but I held firm. I kept
waiting for him to grow frustrated enough to come find out why I was still
standing in the hall, but he never did. Finally, after what sounded like papers
being shuffled and a book being dropped on his desk, Tolin reappeared. 


“Excellent. I see that living on the streets hasn’t tempered
your manners.” He shut the door and started back up the hall toward the front.


I nearly bit my tongue. If I’d known he was actually going
to appreciate my waiting in the hall like a dullard, I would have marched right
on in. I followed him back down the steps, where we took one of the corridors
underneath into the back, passing uniformed men as we went. 


We stepped into a sitting room that held nothing more than a
couple of benches along the outer walls and a desk with stacks of paper. A set
of double doors behind the desk stood open just enough for me to see rows of
shelving, each filled with an assortment of items, most of which seemed to be
bedding, at least from what I could see from those shelves nearest the front.
It reminded me of the storerooms in the palace that Master Tripkin and his
daughter Elfia had been in charge of.


An older lancer about Master Fentin’s age looked up from
behind the desk and over a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles. “Can I help you,
Cap . . .” His eyes widened when he spotted the new insignia on
Tolin’s arm. “My apologies, Overcaptain,” he said with a smile. The man’s
own uniform bore the insignia of three white stars on a black field.


He turned and looked at me, and the smile dropped, then he lifted
his spectacles to get a better look. “Well, that’s something you don’t see
every day.” He grunted, then turned to Tolin. “What can I do for you this
morning, other than the obvious?” he said, pointing at Tolin’s arm. “I take it
you’ll want your new patches added as soon as possible.” Tolin nodded, and the
man grabbed a piece of paper from the stack and started scribbling something
down, clearly a reminder for the work.


“Actually, Sergeant, I’m here for a uniform for this new
recruit.”


My back stiffened. 


“Ah, then let’s have a look, shall we?” The older man stood
and walked around the desk and over to where I was standing. Tolin moved out of
the way to give him room. The sergeant had me spin in a circle, then went back
to his desk and started scribbling once again. Once finished, he laid his quill
in the jar and headed through the back doors into the storeroom. “I should have
something that will fit. I’ll be back shortly,” he said, his words fading as he
disappeared into the shelves.


He was gone a while, and I had almost made up my mind to go
take a seat on one of the benches to wait when he suddenly reappeared with not
only a set of folded clothing, belt, and boots, but a set of bedding as well,
including sheets, a blanket, and a pillow. 


“Sorry for the wait. I figured I’d go ahead and kill two
birds with one stone. Save you a trip back, or me a trip to you.”


He handed me the stack, nearly dropping the boots that were
resting on top. 


I did my best to balance them in my arms. “Thank you. I
think?”


The sergeant smiled. “I remember my first day like it was
yesterday. I—”


“Pardon us, Sarge,” Tolin said, backing toward the door,
“but we have to be going. I have an appointment with the king directly after
lunch, so I need to get this recruit settled in before then.”


“Yes, I see,” the sergeant said, fiddling with his glasses.
“No time to dillydally. Work to be done.” 


“I’ll be sure to get you my uniform no later than tomorrow,
so you can have the patches sewn on.”


“Very good.” The sergeant walked back to his desk, and I
followed Tolin out into the corridor beyond, where he turned and started for
the front of the building. The stack in my arms was high enough that it made
looking over it difficult, forcing me to peek out from the sides just to make
sure I didn’t run into something, or someone, as the halls seemed to be flooded
with lancers.


Reaching the main room with the grand staircase on our left,
Tolin headed right, and we exited through a door that led out into one of the
long covered porticos that connected the main building to a smaller two-story
structure on the side. The front of the portico was open to the garrison itself,
the roof held up by a row of pillars and a waist-high wall with periodic
openings to let those underneath out, and those out, in. The lancers we passed
continued to salute, most casting curious looks my way. I did my best to use
the pile in my arms to keep them from seeing my eyes, which was proving
difficult, as the strong winds whipping through the yard and into the portico
kept threatening to topple my stack. 


The first building had two stories with a long open hallway
that ran the entire length. Apart from a guardrail to keep people from falling
off, the second floor seemed much like the first, each lined on either side by
doors. Several were open, and I could see lancers milling about inside,
reclining on their cots, of which I counted six to a room. It appeared to be
the lancer quarters.


Halfway through, we passed a guard station on the left and a
set of stairs leading up to the second floor. The man at the desk never looked
up, and we continued on without stopping. Leaving the first building, we walked
through another portico toward the second. 


“This is my barracks here,” the overcaptain stated, pointing
to the building ahead. “Barracks Two.”


One of the lancers sitting on the waist-high wall walked
over and opened the door for Tolin. “Captain,” he said, saluting proudly, not
noticing Tolin’s new rank. Tolin didn’t call him out on it. Thankfully, the
lancer had the courtesy to keep the door open for me as well, and I rushed
through, doing my best to keep up with Tolin’s longer strides.


We walked down the first half of the corridor, stopping at
the station on the left, which to me appeared to be a replica of the one we’d
just walked through earlier. Even the man sitting at the desk looked similar.
At least the top of his head did, as that was all we could see with him leaning
over his work.


Tolin cleared his throat, and the man looked up, quickly
standing and saluting when he saw who it was. “Captain, my apologies. I wasn’t
expecting . . .” His eyes widened just like the rest when he
noticed the temporary insignia. “Congratulations, sir.” The man had a patch of
his own: three white stars on a brown field.


“Thank you, Lieutenant Huckly. I’m looking for an empty
bed.”


The lieutenant looked at me as though not having noticed I
was standing there with an armful of supplies. “We are pretty filled up, sir,
but let me take a look.” He pulled a book from a pile on the left and opened it
over the one he had been working through. He scanned the pages with his finger.
“I believe we have a bed or two available in rooms eight, eleven, and
twenty-five.”


“Eleven?” Tolin pursed his lips. “I thought they were
filled.”


“No, sir. Wallace did a runner last night. Couldn’t cut it.”


Tolin smiled. “Perfect.”


The lieutenant frowned. “You’re not wanting to put a new
recruit in with that lot, are you, sir? Especially not one of
his . . . youth?” 


Tolin’s smile never faltered as he turned. “This way. You
can meet your new cotmates.”


The look of pity on the lieutenant’s face as I left the
station was enough for me to know I was about to be thrown into some deep
water. How could one person be this unlucky?


It seemed we didn’t have far to go, as I nearly bumped into
the back of Tolin, who had stopped at the first door on the right, just past
the guard station. There was noise coming from the inside that sounded like a
scuffle. Tolin didn’t bother knocking and simply opened the door. Three men
were rolling across the ground, four of the beds having been stacked on top of
each other to open up a little more room for the brawl.


The two men on top were suddenly thrown backward as a third
man leaped to his feet with a roar. He was one of the biggest men I’d ever
seen. “Who wants some more?” 


The excitement on the big man’s face quickly shifted as he
spotted Tolin standing in the doorway. With an unhappy grunt, he came to
attention, and the other two men climbed to their feet and did the same. I noted
their lack of salute. One of the two who’d been fighting the big man had a
black eye, and the other one a busted lip, blood seeping from the corner.


There were two additional men, who’d been sitting on the
beds, cheering the three on. They, too, stood when they saw Tolin and saluted,
though weakly. Unlike the other lancers we’d passed on our walk through the
barracks, these men didn’t seem quite so eager to show their respect for
Tolin’s rank.


The overcaptain took a step inside and shook his head. “It’s
not even the weekend and you’re already causing me grief.”


“Anything to be of service, sir,” the big man said with a
defiant grin. 


I almost smiled.


“Save it for the taverns, Barthol, or you’ll have me to deal
with.”


“Yes, sir.” Barthol looked to be about ten years my senior.
He was certainly a man you couldn’t miss in a crowd. He was head and shoulders
above the rest, beard as thick as a boxwood shrub, with chest and arms hairier
than my legs. One look at the man and I knew why Wallace had cut and run.


Tolin turned and motioned me inside. It took everything I
had to force my legs to move. This was certainly not how I had expected the day
to turn out when I woke that morning. If I had, I’d have never gotten out of
bed. Reluctantly, I stepped into the room, my arms filled with my new uniform
and bedding.


“Let me introduce you to Barracks Two’s newest recruit,”
Tolin said. “I know you’ll do your best to make sure he feels welcome.” Tolin’s
smile sent a shiver down my back.


“Since when did the Elondrian lancers start child-rearing?”
Barthol growled, doing his best to try to see over my bedding.


Compared to Barthol, I did look like a child, but having
grown considerably over the last year and a half, I was now just as tall as
some of the other men in the room, if not quite so thick in the chest and
arms . . . or gut. 


“Straighten these beds,” Tolin said, ignoring Barthol’s
comment. “I won’t have Barracks Two looking like the inside of the Tipsy Gull
on an Eighthday.”


The men were slow to respond.


“Get a move on,” Tolin said, “or I’ll have you in the stocks
by lunch.”


I wouldn’t have said they exactly hopped to it, but four of
the five men did manage to move the beds back into their proper places. Barthol
held back, directing the others more than doing the work himself. 


Great, I thought. I was being stuck with the dregs of the
lancer corps, the ones who didn’t want to be there but were either too proud or
too poor to leave. And by the look on the desk lieutenant’s face when
discussing Room Eleven, it was clear they weren’t the only ones who didn’t want
them there. I wondered why Tolin kept them around. He seemed like the kind of
man who didn’t put up with anything. Either you toed the line or you were
thrown out on your ear.


Tolin pointed to the first bed on the left, the one bed that
seemed to be missing its top blanket. “You can take that one.”


I walked over and gladly emptied my arms of my bedding and
clothing, then turned and got my first good look at the room. It wasn’t much to
look at: six beds pressed tight against wood-slat walls, leaving a single aisle
down the middle from the door to a small fireplace at the back. The hearth was
flanked on either side by windows that looked out on the great stone blocks of
the city wall, which was so close I could have reached out the window with my
sword and nearly touched it. Each bed had a single shelf on the wall beside it
and a small trunk at the foot. Between the beds were racks for storing weapons.


“He’s . . . he’s one of those Upakans,” the
man with the busted lip said. Two of the men drew their swords.


“Sheathe your weapons!” Tolin barked. “I’ll not have
bloodshed in my barracks unless I’m the one doing the shedding.”


The men were slow to respond as they stared at me from
across the room. 


“I said sheathe those weapons, before I change my mind and
let you duel it out! Then again, go ahead. Save me from having to fill out your
eventual forms of discharge anyway.”


The two men looked at Tolin, then at me, then back to Tolin.


“What’s wrong?” Tolin asked. “I’m sure two strapping men
like yourselves should have no difficulty with one young lad. Of course, that’s
probably what that company of palace guards thought as well right before he
attacked them inside the king’s study.”


The lancer with the black eye pointed my way. “That was him?
He’s the one who broke into the palace and tried to steal the king’s signet?”


“The very same.” I could hear the edge in Tolin’s voice, the
sharp reminder of his failure, probably the one and only ding in his otherwise
stellar military career.


The two men quickly sheathed their swords.


“It seems,” Barthol said with a mischievous grin, “that we
just might have found a recruit worthy of filling Room Eleven’s ranks. Welcome.
I’m Barthol.” He turned to the three men on the right side of the room. “That’s
Gellar,” he said, pointing to the man with the busted lip as he worked his way
down the beds toward the door. Fipple was the second man Barthol had been
brawling with, the man with the black eye. “And Waylen. And over here,” he said,
pointing at the cot between his and mine, “we have Mjovic, but everyone calls
him Stumpy.” The dark-skinned man standing beside the cot next to me held up
his right arm. He was missing his hand.


The men stared at me in silence, until I realized they were
waiting on me to introduce myself. I cleared my throat. “My name is Ayrion. I
look forward to joining your ranks.” I wasn’t exactly sure what else to say. I
only hoped my voice hadn’t shaken too much when I said it. The way these men
were looking at me, I doubted I would be getting much sleep during my four days
a week with them.


“Excellent,” Tolin said. “Now that introductions have been
made, I’ll let you get situated.” He turned to me. “Don’t forget we have to be
back at the palace for our meeting with the king by first bell. You can have
them show you where the mess hall is. Meet me in my office as soon as you
finish eating, and we’ll ride over.” Tolin took one last look around the room,
and with a pleased smile, he turned and walked out, shutting the door behind
him and leaving me alone with my new roommates, or cotmates as Tolin
called them.


I gulped. My meeting with the king and our trip to the
orphanage was the least of my concerns. I suddenly began to question whether
the compensation was really worth it.







Chapter 5
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“SO, A MEETING WITH THE king, is it?” Barthol said
with a look of contempt. “Well, aren’t we the popular one. I’ve been a lancer
for nearly twelve months, and I’ve yet to even step foot on that bridge.
You . . . you break into the palace, rifle through the king’s
belongings, and next thing you know you’re being summoned back for a personal
meeting with the big man himself. Doesn’t seem quite fair, now does it,
fellas?”


The others shook their heads. “Not fair at all,” Gellar
echoed, wiping the blood from his fat lip. Gellar looked older than Barthol, at
least thirty. Apart from his cut lip, he also had a crooked nose and was
missing part of his right eyebrow, a scar running through its middle, giving
him the appearance of having three. He wasn’t much taller than myself, but he
was certainly broader in the chest and arms.


“The only reason he wants to see me,” I said, hoping to calm
the situation, “is to find out how his son is doing.”


“The prince?” Barthol cocked his head. “And why, pray tell,
would the king need to meet with the likes of you to learn about his own son?”


An uneasy feeling was rising in my gut. “Because I’ve been
tutoring the prince in his swordsmanship over the last year.”


Barthol laughed. “Would you get a load of this? Not only
does he hold meetings with the king, but he gets to spend personal time with
the royal whelp as well. Tell me, does the queen tuck you in at night?” 


The others laughed.


“I wouldn’t mind her tucking me in at night,” one of the men
on the right said. I think his name was Waylen. He had the first cot on the
right, directly across from mine. He looked to be the oldest in the room, apart
from perhaps Mjovic. Waylen was shorter than me, with a rather girthy waistline
for a lancer, and a long braided beard that ran from the bottom of his chin
down to his navel. The rest of his face was kept clean-shaven.


Waylen’s remark drew a few other lustful comments I wouldn’t
care to repeat. 


“Watch your mouths,” I said. “I’ve met the queen, and she’s
a proper lady. A far sight better than any of you lot, and I’ll thank you for
keeping your opinions to yourself.”


“Oh, you would, would you?” Fipple said from the second cot
on the right, directly across from Mjovic’s. 


Fipple was about my height but thicker in the chest. His
skin was more olive than the others. He had a long braid as well, but unlike
Waylen, his was a topknot that ran from the back of his head down below his
shoulders and was tied off with a leather cord. The rest of his head was clean-shaven.
I could count on one hand the number of people I’d seen wearing topknots, and
most of them came from Cylmar.


Fipple looked at the others, mainly Barthol, then drew his
sword. “They say Upakans are deadly with a blade, a sword in their hand while
still sucking their mother’s paps.” He stepped out to the center aisle. “I say
it’s all talk.”


“Actually,” I corrected, “it’s not just the sword we are
deadly with.” If I stood any chance of surviving this lot, I was going to need
to gain their respect, and quickly. I pulled my new birthyear gift from
Sapphire out of my coat pocket and tied it around my forehead. It actually worked
surprisingly well to hold back my hair. Who knew I would be forced to use it so
soon? Keeping my eyes on Fipple, I drew the shortsword on my back, and then the
one at my waist. I had no intention of spending every night with one eye open.


“What’s wrong, Upakan?” Fipple said. “Can’t face me with
just one? Or is that how your people win their fights, by cheating?”


I looked down at the two blades. “I don’t plan on using
either one.” I placed the swords down on my bed beside the pile of folded
sheets and grabbed the two boots lying on top and stuck one hand in each. Some
of the others snickered as they watched me walk out to the center to meet
Fipple. 


Barthol stayed where he was at the back, one arm leaning
against the mantel. “You sure about this, Fipple? I’d hate to see the white
eyes embarrass you with a pair of boots.”


Fipple growled his answer, and the others quickly scooted
out of the way to keep from getting struck by a stray swing or a flying boot.


Fipple did look hesitant at first. It was a good bet no one
had ever challenged him to a duel with nothing but their shoes.


I readied myself. “Let’s make this quick, shall we? I’m kind
of hungry.”


Fipple swung for my head. The man was clearly not holding
back. He was taking this duel seriously. 


I didn’t even bother blocking. The man swung so wildly, I
didn’t need a vision to tell me where it was going. I ducked and spun to the
left, deflecting the second swing with the bottom of my boot while smacking
Fipple upside the head with the other. Laughter erupted, and Fipple grew angry.
He swung left. He swung right. He stabbed and thrust and chopped all over the
room, climbing over beds, hopping over trunks, hitting nothing but air and hard
sole. The others rushed to the back corners to get out of the man’s way, as
they were just as likely to get hit as I was. 


In a last-ditch effort, Fipple leaped off his bed, swinging
his sword like an axe to split a piece of wood, but I deflected the steel with
one of my boots and kicked one of the chests up under his feet, and he toppled
over it. He tried to catch himself as he went down, but his sword flew from his
hand just before he planted his face into the floorboards. 


Before he had a chance to grab his weapon, I kicked it under
one of the beds and leapt on his back. I snatched his topknot, pressing the
sole of my boot against the back of his head. “Call it, or I’ll beat you to
death right here.”


“I’ve seen enough,” Barthol said, laughing. “Get up, Fipple,
and get your sword before the kid embarrasses you further.”


I climbed off the man’s back and walked over to my bed and
placed my boots back on the pile, collecting my swords in case Fipple lost all
sense of reason and decided to attack again. 


“I don’t know how you did that,” Barthol said, “but clearly,
the skill of your people is more than just talk.” He looked over at Fipple,
whose backside was sticking out from under Waylen’s bed as he tried to recover
his sword. “Wouldn’t you say, Fipple?”


Fipple retrieved his weapon and stood. He looked at me, and
for a moment I was afraid he was going to charge again, but instead he sheathed
his sword and nodded. “Aye. I say he’s worthy of Room Eleven.” Fipple walked
back over to his cot and began straightening his sheets.


“What was all that about?” I asked.


“We had to make sure you were worth keeping around,” Barthol
said. “We don’t just let anyone stay in Room Eleven.”


“You were testing me?”


“Catches on quick, doesn’t he?” Gellar said from the back-right
corner as he started putting his uniform back on. His lip had stopped bleeding from
where it had met Barthol’s fist, but it was going to be swollen for several
days. 


“That worked up my appetite,” Waylen said, giving his long braided
beard a good tug. “I’m hungry enough to eat Fipple.”


“Probably taste better than whatever they’ve got cooking in
the mess,” Gellar said.


Mjovic chuckled as he went about straightening his own cot
beside mine, where Fipple had marched across it. The tall dark-skinned man
seemed to have an almost driven need to keep things in order. From the look of
the perfectly placed items on the shelf by his bed and the crisp way his sheets
and pillow were tucked in place, I bet if I looked in his trunk, everything
would be folded to exact proportions and placed in its own perfectly laid-out
space.


I wondered how he had managed to get himself placed in Room
Eleven. It was clear this room was meant for the outcasts of Barracks Two,
those who didn’t fit in, mostly because of their attitude. Mjovic didn’t seem
to belong.


I almost chuckled as I began sorting through my pile of
bedding. It seemed this was my lot in life, to go from one group of rejects to
another. Unlike Mjovic, I seemed to fit right in.


“What are you waiting for?” a voice by the door asked. “You
hungry or not?” I looked up to find that the room had emptied. Barthol was
standing in the doorway. “We’re heading to lunch. You coming?”


“Yes.” I swung my shoulder sleeve on and untied my headband,
stuffing it back inside my coat, then followed the others out into the hall,
shutting the door behind me. “Do we need to lock it?”


They laughed, and Barthol slapped me on the back with one of
his meaty hands. “No one would dare try to steal anything from our room.”


I smiled. He had a point. From the way the other lancers
moved to the sides of the hall when we passed, it was clear my new roommates
had a reputation. Whether that would work in my favor was still to be seen.


We left Barracks Two through the front entrance behind the
guard station. Lieutenant Huckly was still manning his post when we passed. He
shook his head sympathetically when I walked by, and I did my best not to
appear worried by the situation. 


Once outside, we headed left across the garrison’s main
yard. The colder winter gusts had my teeth chattering. We passed the same
buildings Tolin and I had walked through earlier, including the one that held Tolin’s
office. Apparently, the one we were headed to was located directly beside it. 


I could smell the cooked meat coming from the chimney stack.
We headed inside, the smell even more pervasive, causing my mouth to water.
This building, like the barracks, was quite long and had two stories. Unlike
the barracks, however, it was completely open all the way to the ceiling, like
a large warehouse, reminding me in a way of the Granary. Except this building
wasn’t made from wood or brick, but stone, with wooden rafters running its
length. 


The kitchen was on the left at the back, with a long line of
lancers stretching halfway around the back wall, waiting their turn to grab
whatever was being served.


“Smells like we’re having chops today,” Waylen said, patting
his stomach as we walked toward the back to get in line. Waylen had a gut that
didn’t quite match his occupation, perhaps one of the reasons why he’d been
consigned to Room Eleven in the first place—his inability or flat-out refusal
to lose weight. Our instructors in the Lost City had been very harsh with some
of the younger students who had a tendency to be on the heavier side, pushing
them hard to get the weight off. Extra pounds could mean failure when it came
to contracts. It could also mean death when you were hanging off a rock halfway
up Howler’s Gorge. 


We passed rows of tables that stretched the entire length of
the mess hall, with benches on either side. The line moved a lot faster than I
would have thought. Those doing the serving clearly had a good grasp on how to
get the food out to the lancers in a timely fashion.


I grabbed one of the already-dished plates of meat and
potatoes and followed my roommates to a table in the middle of the first row.
Several lancers who were already seated there looked up, and without a word
gathered their plates and moved down. I guess being a part of this lot meant
not having to worry about finding a seat for meals.


I took my place on the end next to Mjovic, or Stumpy, as the
others had been calling him. I wasn’t sure I could get used to Stumpy. Seemed a
little insensitive. Then again, sensitivity was about the last thing the guys
seemed to care about. Besides, Mjovic didn’t seem to mind. If he had, I’m sure
he would have said something before now.


One look at my grey eyes and the sword on my back, and those
sitting at the table beside ours scooted down even further. Barthol smiled and
nodded approvingly in my direction. The others talked quietly amongst
themselves, mostly focusing on their food and the weather and the thought of
yard duty out in the cold. I didn’t bother with chiming in, content at the moment
with devouring my piece of pork and boiled potatoes. 


I had no idea what time it was, but I was sure it was
getting close to the time that I needed to be back at Tolin’s office. “What do
we do with our plates?” I asked, quickly finishing. 


Gellar looked at me with his three eyebrows, then pointed
across the kitchen to a long counter where several of the cleaners were busy
gathering up dishes from the lancers.


“Thanks. I’ve got to run if I plan on meeting the
overcaptain.”


“Just don’t let him get to you,” Stumpy said. “He’s a tough
one, shell like iron, but he’s fair, and has a good head on his shoulders,
unlike some of these other nincompoops running around here with patches on
their sleeves. Most of their commissions were purchased by some rich family
member.”


I was surprised by the high regard he held Tolin in. “I
thought you didn’t like the overcaptain. Why do you give him such a hard time,
then?”


The others looked at each other and smiled. None so much as
Barthol. “’Cause that’s what we do.”


I left the table and handed off my dishes to one of the
cleaners, then made my way out the side door and around to the front of the
next building. I could have probably gone in through one of the side doors, but
I wasn’t exactly sure where they’d take me, so I went with what I knew. After
crossing the open lobby, the echoes from my boots adding to the chorus of
dozens of others, I started up the grand staircase, taking a right at the first
landing and a left at what I believed was the same corridor I’d passed down
earlier. 


Stopping outside the overcaptain’s door, I raised my hand to
knock but heard voices inside and stopped. I recognized Tolin’s voice but
wasn’t quite sure about the other.


“Eleven? You put him in with those ruffians? Have you lost
your mind? Or are you trying to get him killed?”


Whoever the other man was, I liked him.


“The Defiler’s short ones, Tolin. You’re gonna have the king
on your backside if you up and get his son’s favorite instructor killed.”


“I have my reasons.”


The room on the other side grew quiet. I pressed my ear to
the door. What were they saying? Suddenly, the door flew open, and I nearly
toppled into the room. I grabbed the doorjamb to regain my balance and smiled
impishly. Tolin stared down at me with an I-caught-you look in his eyes.


I cleared my throat. “I’m ready to go when you are.” I
looked past him to the other man in the room. It was the same stocky man with
red hair and ducktail beard that had been shouting out the drills to the
lancers in the yard when Tolin and I had first ridden in. I was surprised I
didn’t recognize the voice earlier, but then again, he hadn’t been shouting
this time.


“I see what you mean,” the other man said. He had a set of
patches on his arms as well, his with three white stars on a field of green. I
wasn’t sure what rank that signified, but the way he seemed to defer to Tolin,
I guessed it was just under the rank of captain, since Tolin’s original
captain’s patches had been blue. “Quite the feisty one you have here. Perhaps Eleven
is exactly where the young pup belongs.”


My earlier assessment of the man was swiftly diminishing.


“So, how did you find your accommodations?” Tolin asked with
a spark of humor in his voice. “Were they to your liking?”


I wasn’t going to let him think he’d won. “Actually, I found
them quite satisfactory. And I think I will rather like my new roommates.
Pleasant fellows, once you get to know them.”


“Ha!” the man with the red beard barked. “I take it back.
It’s the others you’ll need to worry about.” He gave his beard a quick tug,
then started for the door. “I’ve got men to train. Nothing like running drills
on a full stomach.” 


I moved out of the way to let him pass, and he marched down
the hall, whistling out a tune I didn’t recognize before disappearing around the
corner.


By the time I turned, Tolin had shut the door. “Where’s your
uniform?” he asked, finally noticing I wasn’t wearing one.


“On my cot where I left it.”


“Why aren’t you wearing it?”


“Because I don’t plan on starting my unfortunate sentence
until Firstday.”


“That’s not how the lancers work. You don’t get to pick and
choose when you want to be one.”


“It is if the king wants me to do this. I have
responsibilities to take care of first.”


“What, to your street rabble?”


“Yes, if you must know. They depend on me. I can’t just up
and disappear for four days without telling anyone or making arrangements for
them while I’m gone. Besides, I don’t have time to change now anyway. We have a
meeting to get to.”


Tolin’s jaw tightened before he turned and headed down the
hall, leaving me to catch up. It seemed that no matter what I did, it was never
going to be enough for Tolin. But his displeasure at me not being in uniform
was the least of my concerns. I was about to give the High King a tour of our
little orphanage. I couldn’t imagine how poor Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla
were going to react. Suddenly, the only thought running through my head was
whether they had managed to clean the cake off the floor.







Chapter 6
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PUSHING MY WORRIES ASIDE, I followed Tolin down the
stairs, across the main foyer, and out into the cold. Our horses were waiting
on us. Tolin must have ordered someone to have them ready. I had to admit, the
place operated like a well-oiled mill, the parts all moving in unison for a
common purpose. In a way, it reminded me of life in the Lost City—structured,
orderly, and efficient. There was a familiarity to it that was enticing, but I
couldn’t let it tempt me. 


I was supposed to hate the lancers. Well, not the lancers in
general, but what they represented to those of us living on the streets. To us,
they were no better than the patrollers: there to make our lives miserable, to
keep us from earning our livings, to snatch us up and send us to the
workhouses. They were to be feared.


What was Reevie going to say when he found out I was to be
one of them? I didn’t want to think that far ahead. One thing at a time. 


I mounted, this time without the assistance of a stable hand
to hold my animal, and with a kick, turned my lazy steed around and started
after the overcaptain, who was already halfway to the main gate. I bounced up
and down in the saddle, leaving my backside none too happy, and me rather
thankful that the horse never made it out of a slow trot. If the crazy thing
went any faster, I wouldn’t be sitting for a week.


We reached the palace in good order, before the bells in the
harbor sounded first hour’s arrival. Riding into the front courtyard outside
the main entrance, we found the king’s carriage had already been pulled around
with a company of the king’s own guard waiting on horseback. I peeked through
the opened windows of the carriage as we passed, but I didn’t see the king
inside.


Hopping down off my horse like a seasoned rider—meaning my
foot didn’t get stuck in the stirrup this time—I followed Tolin up the stairs
and into the main entry. “What do we do now?”


“We wait.” Tolin walked over to a set of long red
velvet-cushioned benches resting against the wall and took a seat.


Not wanting to sit that close to the overcaptain, I made a
point of sitting in one of the chairs farther down. My backside had barely
managed to sink into the very welcome padding when Tolin hopped to his feet. I
looked up to see the king making his way down the grand staircase, and to my
surprise, he wasn’t alone. Queen Ellise was gliding down the stairs beside him,
one hand on the rail, the other holding up the hem of her green-and-gold dress,
which matched the king’s green-and-gold outer coat. 


I started to sweat. Poor Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla.
I was about to show up on their stoop with the royal family. The only one
missing was Dakaran. I looked around to make sure he wasn’t slinking in from
one of the other passageways to join us. I shook my head. I hoped I wasn’t
about to be responsible for killing the only couple in the city who actually
treated me like family, because as soon as the royal carriage pulled up in
front of their home, they were sure to die from fright.


Standing, I quickly scooted over beside Tolin, but not too
close, and waited as the king and queen made their way across the polished
marble, their shoes clicking on the large square tiles. Those around bowed as
they approached, including Tolin, and I did my best to mimic the gesture.


The king and queen stopped a few feet in front of us, and I
finally rose. Queen Ellise smiled warmly. 


“If it isn’t our young burgle master,” she said with a
chuckle. “The boy who won’t be stopped. It seems every time I turn around, your
name is being floated around the palace walls. Now, here we are to pay visit to
another one of your many so-called ventures. The last was a bookshop of sorts,
I believe.” She released her husband’s arm and walked over to take mine. I
nearly swallowed my tongue when she did. “Tell me of this orphanage,” she said,
as she walked me toward the doors.


I opened my mouth, but nothing came out, making me look the
complete fool, I’m sure. I spared a quick glance over my shoulder at Tolin as
if to ask for help, but he was busy in a private conversation with the king,
leaving me to walk the queen down to the carriage on my own.


“I don’t remember you ever being at a loss for words
before,” the queen said, her brow raised.


“Yes . . . I mean, no, Your Majesty. I just
wasn’t expecting . . .” I had to pull myself together. I was
making it look like I had something to hide. If they hadn’t doubted the
legitimacy of the orphanage before, they surely did now. “It’s not a big place,
Your Majesty. My, uh . . . my grandparents have only been
running it for about a year.” My throat cracked at the use of the word grandparents.


The queen smiled as she pulled us to a stop beside the
carriage door, where a footman was standing ready to receive us. “They aren’t
really your blood, are they?”


I lowered my head. “No, ma’am. I mean, Your Majesty. Although,
I think of them that way.” I bowed and started to step back to let the footman
help her into the carriage.


“Where are you going?” she asked.


“I, uh . . . I was going to find my horse.”
Suddenly, I was worried I had missed some important piece of protocol that I
hadn’t been made aware of. Was I supposed to have bowed again? Or perhaps
waited until the king and queen had climbed inside before leaving?


“Hop in,” she said. “You’ll be riding with us.” She glanced
over her shoulder to Tolin. “That is, if the overcaptain is able to part with
you?” 


Tolin cleared his throat and bowed his head. “I would be
only too happy to part with him, Your Majesty. In fact, I encourage you to hold
on to him for as long as you like.” 


The queen snickered, and with help from the footman, she
lifted her dress and climbed into the carriage. “Well, are you coming?” she
called back behind her.


Was she talking to me or the king? I looked at the king, and
he gestured with his head. “You heard her. In you go.”


I started for the carriage door but was stopped by a hand on
my arm.


“Not wearing those,” Tolin said sharply, pointing at
my swords. “What’s wrong with you, boy? You can’t climb into the royal carriage
with Their Majesties while armed.”


The king put his hand on Tolin’s shoulder. “It’s fine,
Overcaptain. I have a feeling if our young Master Ayrion here had any ill
intent, it would have manifested some time ago.”


Sparing a quick glance at Tolin, where I was very tempted to
smirk, I climbed into the carriage, nearly tripping on the step as my boot
slipped in the snow.


“You can sit there,” the queen said, pointing to the seat
opposite hers. 


The king climbed in after me and sat next to his wife, and
the footman closed the door. There was nothing like sharing a carriage ride with
the two most powerful people in Aldor to put one on edge. I clasped my hands in
my lap to keep them from shaking. 


The inside of the carriage had just as much gold inlay as
the outside, with crimson leather seats and white velvet cushions. It even had its
own sconces, though they weren’t lit at present, and there were several thick
blankets to wrap our legs with. The queen had one tucked comfortably around
her. I, on the other hand, followed the king’s example and went without.


The king watched me from across the carriage as if expecting
me to do something. I racked my brain to think what it could be, growing more
uncomfortable the longer he stared. 


“The driver is waiting on you,” the king finally said,
pointing to the side door, where a man in a wide-brimmed hat with a feather
plume stood looking through the window.


“What?”


“He doesn’t know where to go.”


“Oh.” Now I really felt foolish. “Do you know where Bailey
Street is? Just off Circle Drive on the east side.”


The driver nodded and disappeared around the front. The
carriage shook as the man climbed aboard, and a moment later I heard the sound
of a whip, and the carriage started moving.


“Now, tell me all about this orphanage and your
not-so-grandparent grandparents,” the queen said. “Have they had much
experience with running an orphanage?”


“Well, they have experience working with children, if that’s
what you mean.”


“Their own?” the king asked.


I shook my head. “Not exactly. Though, most of us think of
them that way.” 


The king pursed his lips.


This didn’t seem to be helping. I needed a different
approach. “They owned and managed a shop for a very long time, so they know how
to keep their records.” 


The king and queen nodded slowly, looking even less
impressed than before.


This was not going well at all. I was doing a terrible job
at building the orphanage up. At this rate, by the time we got there, the king
was sure to never agree to a stipend. “Here’s the truth: Master Fentin and Mistress
Orilla love working with the street kids, and the kids love them, but there’s
been some complaints from some of the workhouses.”


“The workhouses?” the queen asked.


“The orphanage seems to be having a negative impact on their
workforce. Many of those that would have ended up there have found their way
into proper homes instead.”


The queen nodded but didn’t speak, leaving me to carry on
the conversation.


The rest of the ride was spent with me talking about the
children at the orphanage, tossing in hints at how much better it would be if
they had a dependable patron to rely on for food and proper bedding, not to
mention clothes. I felt I might have at least repaired the damage from my
earlier attempts to describe the orphanage by the time the carriage finally
turned off Circle Drive and we slowly made our way down Bailey Street. In fact,
I thought I’d actually done a fair job of describing what kind, caring people
Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla were, finally easing some of the tension from
my shoulders. 


I scooted over to the right-side window to let the carriage
driver know when we had arrived. Those walking down the street stopped and
gawked, mouths open as they quickly bowed once they recognized the carriage and
those seated inside. Of course, it would have been pretty difficult not to
figure it out with a full parade of armed guards riding at the front and back.


I smiled at those we passed, tempted to wave like I’d seen
the king do before. 


I remembered my first few weeks in the city. I remembered
Reevie taking me down to King’s Way West to watch the royal parade from the
streets lined with citizens, all wanting to see the king and queen as they
passed. From as far back as we had been standing, the most I’d been able to see
was the driver, but I remembered how excited everyone was. They even had
trumpeters to announce when they rode by.


I couldn’t believe how far I’d come. If only my family could
see me now.


I spotted the orphanage ahead and called out the door. “It’s
up here on the right.”


The horses slowed, and the carriage pulled to a stop just
outside the front of the orphanage steps. There were kids sitting on the porch,
most too afraid to move, while more peeked through the windows at the front.
There were even a couple in the lane leading around the side. 


I started to reach for the door, but the king stopped me
just as one of the footmen appeared in the window. The footman opened the door
about the time that Tolin made it around, waiting for us to exit. The king
nodded, and I was the first out the door, making as grand an exit of it as I
could, what with everyone watching. Up and down the street, people were coming
out of their homes to see what was happening. Faces lined the windows of the
residences nearby, people watching in wonder.


Mistress Orilla’s face appeared in the front window for just
a moment then quickly disappeared, followed by some very high-pitched shrieks.


Behind me, the king and the queen were just being helped out
of the carriage when the front door of the orphanage opened and Master Fentin
swiftly shuffled out. He motioned for those sitting on the porch to quickly get
inside. As soon as the last of the children had made it in, Master Fentin
straightened his necktie and started down the steps to greet us.


It was the first time I’d seen the old man in a proper suit,
which in the little amount of time he had to put one on meant a necktie and
coat overtop whatever he had been wearing. He looked dressed up enough for a
burial or a bonding ceremony. He reached the bottom of the steps and was
stopped by a pair of lancers, where he remained, looking rather pale as they
felt around his jacket, inside and out.


I walked alongside the king and queen. Tolin tried to pull
me back, but I needed to be there to introduce Master Fentin. The poor old man
looked positively frightened. “Your Majesties, may I present Master Fentin,
proprietor of the . . .” I suddenly realized the orphanage
didn’t have an official name. “. . . the Bailey Orphanage.”


“Your Majesties.” Master Fentin offered a very deep bow, one
I was afraid he wouldn’t be able to right himself from, seeing as how he wasn’t
carrying his cane. “It is a great honor to have you outside our humble
establishment.” Master Fentin did finally manage to make it back up, doing his
best to hide the pain. “Although I am quite without words as to the unexpected
visit.” He looked at me over his glasses. I could see the frustration in his
eyes.


The queen was the first to speak. “We thank you for your
welcome, Master Fentin. Our apologies for not providing you with ample warning.
We were only just made aware of your situation this morning. Our young Ayrion
speaks very highly of you and your wife’s work here with the children, and we
are considering arranging for a permanent stipend to be set up in care of your
orphanage, depending on our visit.”


Master Fentin’s mouth dropped open, and he bowed once more.
“Please, please come in from the cold and share the warmth of our fire. We
don’t have much, but what we do have, you are most welcome to.”


The king and queen smiled and started up the steps, Master
Fentin scurrying up in front to get the door for them. He opened it and bowed,
but before the king and queen entered, Tolin and a couple of his lancers
stepped in ahead to secure the living area. A few moments later, Tolin
returned.


“It’s safe, Your Majesties.”


The king and queen walked inside. I followed just behind
with several more of the king’s guard in tow.


Inside, Mistress Orilla was hustling down the stairs. She
was wearing her finest dress. It, too, was green, though not as vibrant or as
elegant as the queen’s, made from a heavier material for keeping out the cold,
tied with a soft brown waist belt that hung halfway to the knee.


Most of the children, it looked like, had been sent
upstairs. Their heads were poking through the banister railings, trying to get
a look.


“Your Majesties,” Master Fentin said, closing the door and
scooting around to the front. “Might I present my wife and lady of the house,
Orilla.”


Mistress Orilla offered a very deep curtsy and held it for
an uncomfortable amount of time, which I finally realized was because her knee
had become stuck, like it sometimes did in the colder weather, and she was
having a difficult time getting back up. She did eventually manage it without
appearing too terribly awkward. “Your Majesties, it is our greatest honor to
have you gracing our humble establishment.” She motioned to the main room on
the left. “Will you join us by the fire?”


I could see they had arranged the furniture to circle the
fireplace, moving the sofa and rug and end table from in front of the windows to
be closer to the hearth, while adding a couple of the taller wooden seats from
the dining room. They must have had the kids scrambling to set this up while we
were outside. I also noticed they had lit the candles, something they rarely
did before dark to keep the cost down.


The king and queen walked into the next room and took their
seats on the sofa. To their credit, neither gave even the smallest hint that
they felt uncomfortable at having their exquisite clothing pressed against such
dirty and frayed cushions. In fact, they didn’t appear put off in the least
with the home’s quaint surroundings. Apart from the sofa and chairs, there was
a well-worn reading table in the corner—missing one leg but propped up with a
stick—that was used sometimes for a dining overflow when they had an
overabundance of kids, a tarnished cabinet on the right side that held extra
dishes and place settings for the overflow, and a couple of marred chests on
the left that were presently being used to hold vases with a simple selection
of winter daisies. 


I walked over to stand beside Master Fentin and Mistress
Orilla, scanning the floor to see if any leftover remnants of my cake remained.
Thankfully, it seemed to have all been cleaned this morning.


“Please,” the king said, pointing to the chairs opposite the
sofa, “don’t feel you need to stand on our accounts. This is your home, after
all.”


“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Master Fentin said as he and
Mistress Orilla and I took three of the seats. I could hear Tolin over by the
door, grumbling. I knew he didn’t like me being so friendly with Their
Majesties, but they were here because of me, and I needed to be there for
Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla in case they needed my help.


“Would you care for a cup of tea, Your Majesties?” Mistress
Orilla asked, trying her best not to stare at the armed guards standing in the
front entrance. Two of the lancers stayed by the stairs, keeping an eye on the
children, as if worried they might come rushing down and attack the royal
family.


“A cup of tea would be lovely,” the queen said. 


The king merely shook his head.


Mistress Orilla stood and scuttled out the open doorway,
staying well clear of the armed guards as she did, and hurried down the hall
toward the kitchen. I could hear the floorboards creaking as she went.


“Perhaps something a little stronger?” Master Fentin said
over his spectacles with a cheeky grin at the king. 


The king waved it off with a smile. “None for me, thank
you.”


Master Fentin nodded. “Very good.” 


Everyone sat in silence for an uncomfortable moment until
the queen finally spoke. “How long have you and your wife been running the
orphanage, Master Fentin?”


“About a year, Your Majesty. Not long at all. We sold our bookshop
over on Meadow Way and used that coinage, and the generous compensation from
Lord Gerrick, to purchase this place.” He smiled and adjusted his spectacles
higher on his nose as he took a look around the room. “It’s not much to look
at, I know, but it meets our needs.”


“We’ve heard there has been some pushback from the local
workhouses,” the king said. “Is that a frequent occurrence?”


“They’d like nothing better than to see us shut down, Your
Majesties,” Mistress Orilla said with a huff as she entered the room, balancing
a tray in her hand. 


I got up and helped her place it on the reading table. I
wondered how she had managed to steep some tea so quickly. Then again, she’d
probably had some of the kids brew a pot as soon as they saw the royal carriage
outside their home. Mistress Orilla quickly went about filling two cups from
her best, and only, porcelain dishes, and had me hand the first to the queen.


“Your Majesty,” I said as I offered her the steaming cup.


The queen took it appreciatively in both hands and blew
softly on the top to help it cool. “It smells wonderful. What is it?” 


Mistress Orilla poured a cup for herself, and we rejoined
the group. “It is a blend my mother passed down to me, and her mother before
her. It’s made from wild juniper and white cranberry bark with just a touch
of—”


“Cinnamon,” the queen said. “Yes, I can smell it.” She
waited until Mistress Orilla had taken the first sip before helping herself. It
occurred to me that she was being cautious, a sad way to live your life when you
couldn’t even trust what you were eating and drinking. The queen smiled. “It’s
quite soothing going down.”


Mistress Orilla smiled. “Along with some honey, of course.”


“I would like to add the recipe to the palace kitchens if
you don’t mind?”


Mistress Orilla looked like she was about to tip out of her
seat. “I would be honored.” She nudged Master Fentin with her elbow. “Did you
hear that? My tea, being served at the palace.”


“I’m sure it will make a wonderful addition, my dear,”
Master Fentin said, trying not to appear overly excited.


The queen held her nose over the steam still rising from her
cup and sighed. Taking another sip, she turned to look toward the entryway. “I
would very much like to see the children, if you don’t mind. It is partly why
we are here, after all.”


“Very good, Your Majesties,” Master Fentin said, rising from
his seat. He left the room, and a few moments later, the pitter-patter of feet
could be heard rushing down the stairs. 


The king and queen stood, as did Mistress Orilla and I, and
turned to greet the children, who ranged from young enough to need carrying to
old enough to be looking for an apprenticeship. There were around twenty
altogether. Some of the faces I recognized as coming from Hurricane. One of the
little girls waved my way. 


“Protector.”


I smiled and waved back. “Hello, Ayla. Have you been helping
Mistress Orilla in the kitchens?”


Ayla smiled and nodded. Flour dusted the front of her plain
brown dress, not to mention her hair and cheeks. Mistress Orilla looked
embarrassed as she shook her head with a huff.


The king looked at me. “Protector?”


I smiled. “It’s just a name they’ve given me in the tribes.”


The king nodded. “Interesting.” He followed the queen over
as they inspected the children, stopping to talk to each of them. All of the
kids stood in awe, some too nervous to say anything back, some going so far as
to hide behind the skirts of the older girls. 


After taking a moment to greet each child, the king turned
to Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla. “A very well-mannered group of children
you have here. Yes, fine looking, indeed.”


“I’m afraid we must be going,” the queen said as the lancers
moved to open the door. “It has been a pleasure meeting you and your children.
The king and I do hope you will continue your work. Here is something from us.”
She handed Mistress Orilla a small pouch. “And you can expect to receive a
monthly stipend hereafter.”


“Your Majesties are too kind,” Mistress Orilla said. “Your
generosity is greatly welcome.”


“May the Creator’s blessing shine on you both,” Master
Fentin added.


Tolin was the first out the door. The other half of the
king’s guard were standing beside their mounts, enjoying the warmth of the high
sun. I felt sorry for them being forced to stand out in the cold while the rest
of us were inside, but I guess it was their duty, and duty, to a lancer, was
everything.


Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla, along with most of the
children, walked the king and queen out to the front, remaining on the porch as
Their Majesties headed down the stairs to their carriage. Faces reappeared in
the windows of the surrounding buildings, doors opening as neighbors came out
to wave at the royal family.


I walked the king and queen down, staying just behind,
alongside Tolin. The footman opened the door, and the queen turned. “Will you
be riding back with us?”


I shook my head. “No, Your Majesty. I have quite a few
things to prepare for before starting my lancer duty on Firstday. Do you think
His Highness the prince will be upset with me missing his lessons today?”


The king actually laughed. “I have a feeling he’ll survive.
Be sure to keep Overcaptain Tolin informed of your progress.”


“I will, Your Majesty.” I bowed as they stepped into the
carriage and the footman shut the door.


Tolin walked over to where I was standing on the sidewalk.
“I will expect you in the barracks on Firstday morning sharp.”


“Yes, sir,” I said, pounding my fist to my chest, while
doing my best to sound as lancer-like as possible.


Tolin’s right brow rose. He saluted as well, then walked
back to his horse and mounted.


I waved as the driver snapped the reins and the carriage
rolled down the street. I continued to watch, as did everyone else on the
block, until the final lancer had disappeared from view. Turning, I headed back
up the front steps to fill Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla in on all that had
taken place. 


After that, I was going to need to get back to the Temple as
soon as possible. I had a lot to do between now and Firstday. The most pressing
was figuring out how to break the news to Reevie and Sapphire and still manage
to keep my head.
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I DIDN’T KNOW WHICH WAS more unnerving, the eerie
silence I was getting from Reevie, or the way Sapphire kept flicking the tip of
her dagger with her finger. Both stared at me from opposite ends of the sofa
while I sat in the high-back chair across from them. The chief’s study rarely
was this quiet, especially when all three of us were there to discuss something
of importance. I felt like I was sitting in front of the Peltok tribunal,
waiting for my sentencing. I was even holding my breath.


“A lancer?” Reevie’s face had gone red. “You plan on
becoming a lancer? Have you lost what little brains you were birthed with?
Liver bile! You couldn’t have picked a worse time to go fever-raving mad!”


“What do you mean a worse time?” I asked. “Things are
actually going pretty well for us right now. Is there something you’re not
telling me?”


“No. But when things start going well for us, that’s usually
when the other boot drops. What about your responsibilities in the Temple, huh?
What about your training with the prince? What about your work with the Guard
and the beaters? And the orphanage.” Reevie was out of breath and panting by
the time he finished as he glanced at Sapphire. “Are you going to say something
or just sit there like an apoplectic mute?”


“How about letting me say something?” I said, barely having
been able to even start my story.


“I think you’ve said quite enough,” Reevie pronounced, still
trying to catch his breath.


I sighed. “This could be a good thing, you know.”


“A good thing?” Reevie came out of his seat. “You have lost
your mind! Where’s Ayrion, and what have you done with him? I want him back.”
He walked over and grabbed the eyelids on my right eye and stretched them open
to peer inside. “Nope, he’s not in there. All I see is a nincompoop.”


I pushed him back. “All right, enough’s enough. Now sit down
and let me finish.” In fact, I’d barely said anything at all, apart from the
fact that I was going to be a lancer. I didn’t get a chance to say why or how
it happened or anything about it before Reevie started into his tirade.


Reevie glared at Sapphire. “I thought you were the one with
the level head. Why aren’t you telling him how completely brain-mad he’s
become?”


Sapphire’s finger stopped tapping the butt of her dagger. “I
suggest we listen to the rest of it first, then decide how far gone he is. Like
you always say: cure the problem, not the symptoms.”


Reevie stared at her a moment, then hmphed. “Oh, now she
decides to listen.” He walked back over to his side of the sofa and plopped
down, crossing his arms as he glared at me in deafening silence.


“Thank you,” I said, mainly to Sapphire. Her face was
emotionless, the kind of blank stare I’d expect from an assassin about to stick
a knife in their target. It was a calculating quiet that put me on edge. What
was she thinking? Was she really just as angry as Reevie?


“Perhaps I should have started with how this all came about.
Just so you know, this wasn’t my decision. It was the king’s.”


“The king?” Reevie’s arms unfolded. “What does the king have
to do with you running off to join the lancers? What in the flaming tar pits
happened? You were just supposed to go teach the prince how to fling his
sword.”


“And that’s what I went to do, but before I made it to the
palace, Tolin was waiting on me.”


“The captain who doesn’t like you?” Sapphire asked.


“Actually, he’s an overcaptain now. Promoted right in front
of me in the king’s study.”


“Wait, you were in the king’s study again?” Reevie asked.
“Hopefully not trying to pick anything. Or is that why you are being sent to
the lancers?” He shook his head, mumbling something about a nincompoop once
again.


“No, I didn’t try picking anything. Tolin met me on my way
in to train with Dakaran and told me that the king wanted to see me. I thought
I was about to lose my job.”


“You didn’t, did you?” Reevie asked. “We need the coin.” 


“Now, hold on. You’re upset with me for joining the lancers,
but you’re fine with me going to the palace every couple of weeks to train the
prince?”


“Yeah, well, one of those things is keeping Hurricane’s
coffers full.”


“Then you might want to let me finish to hear what me being
a lancer is going to bring us.”


Reevie’s head lifted. “Oh?” A sudden glint of interest sparked
in his eyes.


“As I was saying, we made it to the king’s study, and I
thought I was there because the king wasn’t satisfied with Dakaran’s progress.”


“I wouldn’t be either with a lazy no-account like that,”
Reevie interrupted again.


I gave him a harsh look, and he raised his hands. “Fine,
fine. Continue.”


“As it turns out, the king did want to hear how Dakaran was
progressing, but that wasn’t why he had called me there. He wants Dakaran to
learn the ways of a lancer. He feels every future ruler should know how to
handle himself in battle. Apparently, Rhydan’s father sent him to train with
the lancers when he was younger, and now he wants to do the same with Dakaran.”


“He’s your age, isn’t he?” Sapphire asked. “Seems kind of
young to be trained as a lancer.”


“I’d pay good coin to see Dakaran being forced to march up
and down the street.” Reevie laughed. “Can you imagine the prince in his little
uniform, taking orders and shouting, ‘Yes, sir! Right away, sir!’”


Sapphire chuckled as well. Even I couldn’t help but smile at
the image.


“The problem is,” I said, “he’s too young to join right now,
which is why the king wants me to.”


Reevie cocked his head. “That makes about as much sense as
putting a tourniquet on someone’s head because they have an itch.”


“The king wants me to familiarize myself with the lancer
ways so that when the time comes for Dakaran to be placed there, he will have
me to help guide him.”


“This sounds like a terrible idea, Ayrion,” Sapphire said.
“What do you get out of it?”


“It’s the king. It doesn’t matter if I get something out of
it or not. When he requests something, you do it.”


Sapphire and Reevie both shared a sympathetic glance.


“But,” I said, hoping to brighten their moods, “as it turns
out, I will be getting something from this arrangement. The king didn’t
exactly make it a demand, so I set a couple of conditions.”


Reevie’s eyes widened. “You tried negotiating with the king?
Are you wanting to go to the dungeons?”


I smiled. “Actually, he can be quite reasonable when he
wants to be. I told him I could only train four days a week, since he is
wanting me to live in the barracks.”


“You didn’t ask him, you told him?” Reevie
shook his head. “How did I raise such an imbecile? Someone please tell me.”


“I also mentioned that I would like a stipend to be set up
in care of the orphanage, on top of my lancer salary.”


Reevie gaped.


“What did he say?” Sapphire asked, anxiously leaning forward
in her seat.


“He told me he wanted to see the orphanage first.”


“See the orphanage!” Reevie stood once more, his hand to his
forehead. “We need to warn Master Fentin. When is he planning his inspection?
We need to help them get the place ready.”


“No need. The king already went.”


“He what?” Reevie paced the floor. “This is a
disaster. How could you have let this happen? Poor Mistress Orilla. The king
showing up on her doorstep. Are they still alive? I should probably go check on
them.”


“Reevie. The sun’s almost down. It’s too late to do anything
about it now. Besides, the visit was fine. The queen enjoyed meeting the kids,
even had a cup of tea with Mistress Orilla.”


Now, Sapphire gaped. “The queen was there as well? What did
they say?”


“They said that they were quite satisfied with what they saw
and will be setting up a monthly stipend to keep the orphanage running for as
long as Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla can manage it.”


Reevie sat back down. “Will you also still be getting paid
to train Dakaran?”


“As far as I know.”


Reevie’s face brightened. I could already see the
calculations running through his head at the additional coin coming in.


“My question,” Sapphire said, “is how do you plan to juggle
all of this and still keep up with your duties at the Temple?”


“I, uh . . .” My shoulders slumped. “I don’t
know. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Give me some credit, though, I just had
all of this land in my lap today.”


The other two nodded.


“How soon do you start?” Sapphire asked.


I sighed. “First of the week.”


“That’s not much—”


There was a knock on the door, and Bull stuck his head in.
“Sorry, messenger just arrived for you.”


“Messenger?” I wondered if the king or Tolin was sending for
me early. I hated the thought that they knew where I lived.


“From Noph,” Bull added. “Her name is Camilla.”


“Noph?” Sapphire crossed her legs. “Haven’t heard from
Sandstorm in nearly half a year. Show her in.”


Bull opened the door the rest of the way, and a tall
well-dressed girl stepped inside and bowed. She had straight black hair that
fell below her shoulders, soft brown eyes, and a button nose. Her dress was of
a purple and black fabric—Sandstorm’s colors—and the cuffs, sash, and
decorative trim were worked in soft lavender. She even wore a black hat with a
purple ribbon in the same fashion as Noph’s, where the short brim curled up
around the sides.


Bull stood off to the side, wiping his dirty-blonde hair
from his face to keep an eye on the girl, though from the expression on his
face, it didn’t seem that it was because he feared her trying to attack the
three of us. His half-crooked smile and goggled eyes said he was smitten.


“Thank you for seeing me,” she said. “My chief requests your
attendance for a meal tomorrow night at seventh bell.”


“A meal?” Reevie was almost salivating. Noph was known for
his lavish parties. He looked at me, and his smile withered. “Bad timing, what
with everything else going on. Should we reschedule?”


I almost laughed. “I’ve already got half a dozen balls in
the air. What’s one more?” Reevie’s face brightened, and I turned to the
messenger. “Does Noph say why he requests the meeting and who else will be in
attendance?”


She shook her head. “He didn’t say. Although, I believe
Hurricane’s chiefs were the only ones sent for.”


“Interesting,” Sapphire said. “I’ll be curious to know the
reason. You can tell Noph that we accept.”


The tall girl bowed and started for the door.


I looked at Bull. “You might want to escort her back to
Sandstorm. Getting dark out. Best to make sure she gets back safely.”


Bull’s head shot up, his smile widening. “Yes, Chief. Right
away.” He disappeared out the door, barely managing to shut it on his way by. I
could hear him hollering down the hall for the messenger to wait.


“You saw that too?” Sapphire asked with a smirk.


I nodded.


Reevie looked at us. “Saw what?”


Sapphire and I laughed.
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ONLY TWO DAYS MORE, and I’d be a lancer. I struggled
with that thought as Reevie, Sapphire, and I rode in style across the city.
Noph had sent his carriage to pick us up. A street tribe with a carriage.
Sandstorm had always been the wealthiest of the tribes, not so much because of
its location—everyone knew Wildfire was the best situated for the ripest
picking—but because Noph was one intelligent chief. He had a head on his
shoulders for business, though you wouldn’t think it by the pompous way he
dressed.


Noph had built quite the network over the years. He was the
oldest of us at nineteen. His tribe’s earnings came more from the aristocracy
and the wealthy elite than from what their pickers managed to nab, though that
wasn’t anything to scoff at either. He was a shrewd negotiator. Even some of
the more notable merchants had begun to request his services for trade
negotiations with fellow merchants.


It was also one reason why Rockslide and Avalanche wished
him gone. They wanted his territory for themselves, thinking that with the
territory would come his arrangements with the nobles of the city—his network. 


So far, Noph had been able to hold the other tribes back,
what with his deal with the patrollers. He had actually petitioned the blue
capes to set up a station right in the middle of Sandstorm’s territory, working
out some kind of arrangement with them that would allow Sandstorm’s members, and
Sandstorm’s members alone, to walk about freely. All of the chiefs were anxious
to learn that secret, including the three of us, since our orphanage happened
to be located right smack in the middle of Sandstorm’s territory.


“What do you think he wants to talk with us about?” Reevie
asked, pulling me from my musings as he ran his hands across the soft cushioned
seats of the covered carriage.


“You know Noph,” I said. “He never does anything without a
reason.”


“And you can bet that reason will somehow benefit him,”
Sapphire said.


Reevie and I nodded.


“I wonder if he’s heard of my upcoming posting to the lancer
corps?”


Reevie shook his head. “I don’t know how. Apart from Master
Fentin and Mistress Orilla, who else have we told?”


“Bull,” Sapphire said, but not until after Noph’s messenger
had shown up.


I nodded. “True. Maybe we should keep that information to
ourselves for now.”


Reevie rolled his shoulders. “Bull’s the head of the Guard,
so he needed to know, especially now that Ayrion will no longer have the time
to continue their training.”


I felt the blunt end of Reevie’s accusation and looked up.
“Sorry. There’s only so much I can do. My responsibilities are going to have to
be delegated for now.”


Reevie grunted. “Don’t remind me.”


Sapphire passed me a sympathetic smile, then busied herself
with staring out the side window at the passing buildings.


The rest of the ride over was endured in silence. It was
more than apparent that my co-chieftains were not liking my new
responsibilities.


By the time we reached the northeast side of Aramoor, the
sky had turned a dark blue as the last of the sun’s rays disappeared over the
mountains. There were clouds, but not the kind that had me worried about more
snow, just the typical billows of fluff that one would expect to see this close
to the ocean. Out the window, we passed several larger estates as we made our
way to the end of the street. The homes in the northeast quarter weren’t as grand
as those in Bayside, like Lord Gerrick’s, but they were hardly anything to turn
one’s nose up at either. 


Up ahead, I could see torches marking Sandstorm Manor as we
pulled off the street and onto the brick drive, stopping at the gate. Several
kids out front quickly moved to open the iron doors, and the carriage started
forward once again.


The Sandstorm compound was an older estate Noph had
purchased from a wealthy spice merchant when the man had decided to move his
family to the Blue Isles. According to Noph, most of the spices the man sold
came from the islands, and he was looking at expanding his distribution outside
of Aramoor. Noph said the merchant always came to visit whenever he was in town
on business, seemingly unconcerned with the fact that his estate had been taken
over by a tribe of street kids.


The main house as well as the outbuildings and surrounding
wall were made of brick. Not the reddish bricks one would find in the old city,
but a more yellow color that warmed during the day when the sun shone directly
on them. Like many of the houses nearby, the roofs were made of red clay tiles,
dotted with brick chimneys that filled the evening sky with singular plumes of
smoke.


The metal gates behind us closed, forming a giant “S” in the
middle. I wondered if it stood for Spice or Sandstorm. Several older kids stood
guard on either side in black-and-purple capes. They almost looked like
lancers. I tried picturing what Toots and our watchers at the Temple would look
like in fancy uniforms and almost laughed. I doubted even upmarket clothes such
as that would have made much of a difference. They were street rats through and
through, and proud of it. I looked down at my wrist and rubbed my thumb across
the scar. The skin around the branded “X” had healed nicely. It was a mark I
was highly proud of, a mark that forever sealed me to Hurricane and my fellow
street rats.


Our carriage rode up the cobbled lane and curved around to
the front courtyard of the large manor house, where there were several more
kids waiting to usher us in. I had only been to the estate twice before, both
times in response to a dinner party Noph had been hosting. The last party had
seen several of the merchant class and even a couple of the nobility in attendance.
Very few in the way of street kids, however. Those that were, found themselves
serving drinks and food.


Once the carriage came to a complete stop and the door was
opened, I followed the other two out, making sure to lean forward far enough to
keep from catching the sword on my back on the top of the door. The snow had
been swept from the walkway, leaving a clear path through the courtyard from
the drive to the grand entrance at the front of the house.


Noph waited just inside the doorway. “Welcome!” he said with
open arms. “We at Sandstorm extend to our brothers and sister from Hurricane
our warmest salutations.”


We stopped just outside the entrance and bowed formally.
“And Hurricane graciously accepts your generous hospitality,” Reevie replied.


Noph, who was wearing what looked like a black lounge jacket
with turned-up purple cuffs and a roll collar, stepped to the side and extended
his arm for us to come in. “No need to stand on ceremony, especially when there
is a warm fire and hot drinks waiting on us inside.”


Reevie was the first across the threshold, doing his best
not to let his limp slow him down from the promise of hot drinks. The rest of
us followed, letting him set the pace.


The entrance led to a long open gallery that stretched from
the east wing of the manor all the way to the west, to a heavily decorated
passageway that seemed to connect most of the rooms in the house, at least
those on the bottom level. The walls and furnishings were filled with dark wood
and accented in various colors of lavender with finely woven draperies and
richly colored murals, adding a strange, mysterious sort of elegance.


Our Temple was stylish in its own right, but with softer
undertones. The wood in the Temple was lighter, the curves and shapes and
layout more friendly and appealing, demonstrating both natural beauty and
vulnerability. Sandstorm, on the other hand, felt lavish to the point of
decadence, a home that was built for evening revelry.


“Is that a new jacket?” Noph asked, reaching over to feel
the leather on my new birthyear gift. He was always very observant.


“Yes,” I said with a smile, not wanting to share the details
of how or why I had received the coat. I always felt uncomfortable discussing
things like that with Noph, knowing his morning breakfasts were probably more
extravagant than any of the parties we were capable of throwing. Yet I wouldn’t
have traded them for all the wealth of Sandstorm. True friends and family were
far more valuable than gold.


Noph pursed his lips a moment as he looked the coat over,
then nodded. “Very nice.” 


He led us down the gallery toward the west wing, past the
grand hall where he held his evening get-togethers, past his dining room, his
sitting room, his reading room, and all the other unnecessary living quarters
that no one seemed to use but everyone was forced to keep up. There were
several kids in the library when we passed. Noph was a firm believer in
learning your numbers and letters. Knowing him, he probably had a schoolmaster
or two available to help educate. 


The gallery ended, and we took a smaller corridor to the
left, one I had not been down before. It ended outside what appeared to be a
large study. Like the rest of the house, the walls were lined with dark wood.
There was a black walnut desk sitting on the far side with books stacked around
it. In fact, the entire wall behind the desk was one large shelving unit filled
with books. A warm fire crackled in a large open hearth on the right.


Around the fireplace was an arrangement of several plush
settees and sofas, each made from the same black walnut as the desk, each
upholstered with dark velvet cushions with intricate purple designs. There were
a couple of sofa tables as well, each with trays of drinks and light snacks.


“Please take a seat,” Noph said, walking over to sit on the
sofa closest to the fireplace. “Help yourselves.” He pointed at the
refreshments. “Dinner will be served shortly, so don’t spoil your appetites.”
He poured himself a glass of something red from one of the pitchers, then sat
and waited on us to do the same.


I waited for the others to pour their drinks first before
choosing one of my own. I wasn’t used to drinking from an actual glass chalice.
It was certainly a step or two up from the wooden and tin mugs we used at the
Temple. The pitcher I poured from produced a dark amber liquid, which turned
out to be a heavily spiced cider that had me feeling just a little light-headed,
so I limited myself to the occasional sip.


I joined Noph on the sofa to the left of the fire, while
Reevie and Sapphire took the one on the right.


“Snows are becoming less frequent,” Noph said, his arm
resting comfortably on the end of the sofa. “Spring is just around the corner,
which means more people on the streets and more pockets to pick.” He raised his
glass with a smile.


I raised mine as well. Reevie was too busy drinking his to
notice, or care. Sapphire simply nodded politely. 


“So, why are we here, Noph?” I asked, unable to take the
awkward silence any longer as we all sat there staring at one another.


Noph chuckled. “Direct and to the point, as always. However,
I find that discussing business before, or during, a meal generally leads to a
loss of appetite. So I prefer waiting until after I’ve indulged myself to a
satisfactory standard before turning my attention to things of a more serious
nature.”


“Very wise,” Reevie said, raising his glass in salute.


Even the way Noph talked made him sound like a pompous
know-it-all. I wanted to roll my eyes, but I took another sip of the very sweet
cider instead, doing my best to hide my disapproval. Noph never did anything
without a carefully thought-out reason, and I was anxious to find out what the
reason for our invite this evening was. If it was anything like how the rest of
this week had gone, it was sure to leave me wishing I’d never gotten out of
bed. I could barely breathe as it was with all the extra responsibilities. If
Noph was to add one more thing to my plate, I’d drown for sure.


A bell rang somewhere down the hall, and Noph stood. “Dinner
is served.”


We followed him out and down the narrow corridor to the main
gallery, and from there over to the east wing, where we navigated through
several rooms and at least two corridors before finally arriving at a formal
dining room, where four places had been set on the far end of a very long
table. Like everything else in Sandstorm, the setting was immaculate, from the
gold-trimmed porcelain dishes and the decoratively etched stemware to the
strings of fresh winter-grown ivy—interlaced with dark-purple flowers—that
circled each of the candelabras. Noph never did anything halfway. There was no
telling where he found blooms this time of year. But if anyone could, it would
be Noph.


“Where is everyone?” I asked as a couple of older gentlemen
stepped in from a side door, carrying our food. Apart from the guards at the
gate, those greeters at the door, and the kids in the library, I’d seen little
in the way of Sandstorm’s members.


“They tend to remain upstairs whenever there are formal
gatherings.” Noph waited patiently for the server to place one of the roast
pheasants on his plate and drizzle some of the sauce it had been sitting in on
top. “I find it’s easier to entertain when my guests aren’t feeling so
underfoot with dozens of kids roaming about, staring at them from all corners
of the house.”


“Don’t they get upset about not being included?” Reevie
asked, his mouth stuffed so full of bird he had to catch the juice with his
napkin before it ran down his chin.


Noph smiled. “They know that the comfort afforded them here
is directly tied to my being able to hobnob with Aramoor’s elite in order to
garner patronage for our humble establishment.”


Sapphire stabbed a piece of fruit garnish with her fork.
“Establishment, perhaps. But humble it most certainly is not. Look at this
place. You live like kings.”


Noph smiled, taking her assessment as a compliment rather
than a show of contempt. “And none of this would be possible if not for these
casual galas. The networking I’m able to achieve from even one of these events
will sustain us for months to come.”


Reevie pointed his fork at me, a piece of boiled potato
stuck on the end. “Clearly we’re doing this all wrong. Instead of breaking into
these great lords’ homes in the middle of the night and rousing them from the
beds at knifepoint, perhaps we should be inviting them to dine with us
instead.”


I swallowed my flavorful piece of wing down with a small
swig of the red wine, followed by an even larger gulp of water. “And what do
you suppose we feed these guests, hmmm? Cook’s famous meatless stew? Served on
our not-so-matching tin and wooden dishes? And then maybe for entertainment, we
can take them on a stroll through the garden to enjoy a tour of Egla’s statue?”


Reevie chuckled, trying to keep his food on one side of his
mouth so it didn’t spill out. “They might actually enjoy seeing the former
faerie in all her glory.”


I smiled, then noticed Sapphire glaring at me over her
glass, and my smile disappeared. “The point is, we wouldn’t know the first
thing about entertaining guests like that. Nor would we want to.”


“That’s too bad,” Noph said. “You’d be surprised how helpful
it can be, the favors one can accrue.”


“Like what?” Sapphire asked.


“For one, street kids make the best couriers, especially if
you have something that needs transporting without going through official
channels. Who’s more likely to draw attention, a carriage with an armed guard
or a couple of kids walking down the street? If some nobleman wishes to have a
secret rendezvous, where better to arrange such an event than with a completely
objective third party?”


I lowered my spoon before I got the chance to try the
blackberry pudding. “Are you saying you’re running a . . . a
brothel out of here?”


Noph smiled. “Not that kind of rendezvous. Although, it has
been known to happen from time to time. I like to think of it as you scratch
my back and I’ll keep your infidelities under my hat.” He tipped his just
for show. “But let’s be honest, it doesn’t matter how cautious they think they
are. The spouse always finds out, especially when said philanderer decides to
forgo my payment.” He smiled viciously.


“I think I’ve lost my appetite,” Sapphire said, placing her
napkin on the table.


“That’s too bad,” Noph said. “Chef has whipped up a
delicious mound of sticky buns for dessert.”


“What types of rendezvous were you talking about?” I asked.


“You know, the usual. Two merchants wanting to form a
partnership without letting the other merchants or their guilds know. Two
nobles conspiring to take down another and confiscate what they possess. We
even get the occasional runner, those hiding from the law who have no desire to
be sent to the salt mines.”


Reevie, who seemed to be little affected by most of the
conversation, continued to munch on his second helping of boiled potatoes and
carrots. “How much of your business is operated off your . . .”
He cleared his throat. “Questionable activities?”


“We can discuss all of that shortly,” Noph said, waving one
of the paid staff over. “We’ll take dessert in the study. Make sure to have a
couple of fresh pitchers of cream available as well.”


The man bowed and left the room.


I still couldn’t believe that a band of street kids could
live like this, even have their own servers and butler and chef. It was little
wonder that Kore and Cutter both desired Noph’s territory. And they didn’t know
the half of it. Neither of them had ever seen the inside of Sandstorm or the
way its members lived. If they had, they’d probably have gone to war a long
time ago, city patrollers be hanged.


Noph stood from his seat, looking more anxious than I’d seen
him since the battle at the Pit. There was clearly something more to this
summons than just being neighborly. There was a tingling in my neck that had me
worried I wasn’t going to like it.
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NOPH LEFT THE ROOM, and we followed, Reevie going so
far as to carry his plate with him, not willing to give it up until he’d
finished every last morsel. We headed back to the study and retook our seats in
front of the fire. It looked like our glasses from earlier had been replaced by
a new set, with fresh pitchers to fill them.


I poured another glass of the cider and let it warm my
hands.


“Now, where were we?” Noph said. “Oh, yes, Reevie was asking
how much of Sandstorm’s business was due to our less-reputable services.” He
smiled. “Very little, actually. We do get the occasional overnighters, but only
from those who have done an exceeding amount of business with us before.” Noph
took a pull from his glass.


“As interesting as it is to listen to your success,” I said
impatiently, “why don’t you tell us why you’ve asked us here. I doubt it’s so
that you can fill us in on all of Sandstorm’s little secrets.”


“Actually,” Noph said, crossing one leg, “that’s exactly why
I’ve called you here.”


Sapphire’s glass stopped halfway to her mouth. She looked
about as confused as I felt. Even Reevie set down his plate long enough to
listen, though that might have been because he’d finished off everything on it,
including the drippings.


I shook my head. “I don’t understand. Why would you want to
tell us how Sandstorm is making its earnings? Aren’t you afraid we might try to
do the same?”


Noph laughed. Admittedly, for good reason. The thought of us
opening the Temple for secret rendezvous and formal galas was a bit absurd. The
elite of Aramoor wouldn’t be caught dead traveling through the Maze; most
wouldn’t step foot south of the Tansian River. “Quite the opposite,” he said.
“The reason I tell you this is because I want you to do the same.”


I looked at the other two. Reevie shrugged, and Sapphire
simply shook her head. “You want us to try forming relationships with the
city’s upper classes? Why?”


Noph sat back in his seat, seemingly enjoying the suspense.
He even took a sip of his drink before finally answering. “Because I plan on
retiring.”


Retiring? This was the last thing I ever expected to
hear from Noph. I didn’t even look at the other two. They were no doubt as
stunned as I was. Noph retiring? What would that look like? What would that
mean for the tribes? 


“Well,” he said, a smirk on his face, “aren’t one of you
going to say anything? Perhaps congratulate me?”


“Congratulate you for what?” Reevie asked. “Walking out and
leaving us to deal with your mess? What’s going to happen to Sandstorm with you
gone? Do you have a successor here who can take your place and keep the order?
You’ve lost your fever-ridden mind if you think Kore and Cutter are going to
just sit back and watch as you pack your bags and leave. They’ll descend on
this place like blow flies on a corpse.”


“I have no intention of seeing what I’ve created destroyed
by either of them. You’ve known me for years,” he said, looking at Reevie and
Sapphire. “When was the last time you’ve ever seen me do anything without
thinking it through, without having a plan, and three more in case the first
didn’t work?”


Neither Sapphire nor Reevie said anything.


“The reason I’ve asked you three to be here is because I do
plan on turning Sandstorm over to someone who I believe can keep my legacy
intact. And I want you to be here to witness it, since yours is the only tribe
I trust not to attempt laying claim to it as soon as I leave.” He turned to the
closed door. “Peta. You may come in.”


A young boy, probably around eleven or twelve, walked into
the room, carrying a book. He was short and wiry, with brown hair that hung
just over his eyes. He was dressed in a suit, nothing fancy, but certainly
better quality than what the three of us had.


“This is who you plan on turning Sandstorm over to?”
Sapphire looked aghast. “Kore will eat him for lunch, and then use what’s left
for an afternoon snack.”


“Lay it over here,” Noph said, pointing to the table at the
end of the sofa where he was sitting.


Peta walked over and placed the book down on the table.


“I’ve spent a great deal of time pondering over a
successor,” Noph said, “knowing how difficult it would be for them to step into
my shoes.” He looked up at the boy. “And I believe I’ve found the perfect
individual. Someone strong enough and smart enough to keep Kore, and even
Cutter, at bay. I need someone who can keep the peace, and maintain, if not
expand on, what I’ve been able to accomplish.”


I looked at the boy. He certainly wasn’t much to look at. He
actually looked a little frightened, especially each time his eyes met mine.
There was no way this kid would be able to stand against someone like Kore.
Then again, there was no way Noph could have either. But Noph had something
Kore and Cutter did not—a methodical mind. When it came to logic and strategy,
Noph was far superior. Perhaps this boy had that same spark of ingenuity. Had
Noph been training him?


Reevie started laughing. “You think this kid is going to
stand up against the likes of Kore or Cutter? And I thought you were smart.”


“Reevie’s right,” Sapphire said. “I don’t care how much you
think you’ve trained this kid, there’s no way he’s going to be able to stand up
to Rockslide and Avalanche.”


Noph just sat there with a nonchalant look on his face.
“You’re right. He won’t. But you will.”


“What do you mean you will?” Sapphire asked, setting her
glass aside, looking angry enough to throw it. “I’m not going to war with Kore
or Cutter so your kids can live high on the hog over here in the lap of
luxury.”


Noph smiled. “Yes, you will.”


Noph was playing a very dangerous game, but I kept my mouth
shut, because I could see he had another card to play. Sapphire, on the other
hand, was a different story.


“Hang your legacy! How in the name of Aldor do you think
you’re going to get me to risk my life to keep your kids well fed?”


“By giving Sandstorm to you.”


This time I wasn’t the only one with a gaping jaw. Both
Reevie and Sapphire had mirrored looks of complete bewilderment.


Noph looked up at Peta and nodded toward the entrance. “Have
them bring the sticky buns in on your way out.”


Peta nodded and scurried out the door, shutting it behind
him, leaving the rest of us wondering what had just happened.


“What do you mean you’re giving Sandstorm to us?” I asked,
barely able to get the words out. This was quite literally the last thing I was
ever expecting to hear when coming over here this evening.


There was a knock on the door, and Noph held up his finger
for me to wait. “Come in.”


The same two servers who had brought us our meals walked in
with two trays. The first had a dish overflowing with hot rolls covered in
glaze. The second had a couple pitchers of dairy, with fresh glasses for us to
use. Noph waited for the two to leave the room and shut the door before
answering. In fact, he got up and poured a glass of the cream and sank his
teeth into a moist bun first.


“I don’t think I could have spoken more plainly,” Noph said,
retaking his seat before taking another bite out of the delicious-looking
pastry. He dabbed at his mouth with one of the napkins that had been provided.
“I’m leaving Sandstorm to you.” 


“You can’t leave Sandstorm to us!” Reevie said, his face
expressionless as he stared at the now unevenly stacked pile of sticky buns. I
could see the gears turning. The thought of getting sticking buns every night
had his mind racing.


“The Guild would never allow it,” Sapphire said, grabbing a
bun from the top and taking a bite before pouring a fresh glass of dairy for
herself. “It’s unheard of.” She didn’t even bother swallowing. “No chief has
ever just given their tribe to another tribe. At least none that I’m aware of.”
She sat and took a sip from the glass, which left a thin line of white above
her top lip.


Noph leaned over and grabbed the book that Peta had brought
in and set it in his lap. “You are correct. Guild law does not allow me to give
a tribe away to another tribe.” He opened the book to a marked page. “I am,
however, allowed to name a successor, and since it doesn’t regulate who that
successor must be, I name you.”


All three of us looked at each other. “Who?”


Noph shrugged. “That’s the beauty of it. It doesn’t matter.
Hurricane has three chiefs, which is something that, as far as I know, has not
been done before, either. But since there were no rules against it, the Street
Guild had to allow it. You only get one vote, but all three of you have been
given the title of chief and all that title affords. What I’m saying is that,
even though Guild law would deny me the right to simply transfer Sandstorm to
the protection of Hurricane, I can get around this by simply naming my
successor as one of you.” He took another bite of his bun and sat back in his
seat with a smile. “Of course, that would mean that one of you would have to
give up their right as chief of Hurricane.”


Reevie snatched his first glazed bun off the pile and
stuffed it in his mouth, barely chewing before swallowing it down. Then he
poured a large glass of the cream and drank it in one long chug, wiping his
mouth with his sleeve. “This isn’t some elaborate prank, is it? You actually
want one of us to become the new chief of Sandstorm?”


Noph nodded. “That’s the idea.”


Again, I could see Reevie’s mind working out all the
possibilities.


“Why us?” I asked, finally deciding to try one of the sticky
buns for myself. It was warm and soft and absolutely tasty, with a hint of
cinnamon. Nearly as sweet as Master Endle’s cheese tarts.


“Because you lot are the only chiefs I’ve seen who actually
care about their own members.” He pointed at me. “You went so far as to break
into another tribe’s compound to rescue a group of pickers. No one else would
have done that. Pits, I wouldn’t have done that. Stupid risk. But it paid off
for you. Also, what fool of a chief is going to attempt breaking into the royal
palace just to keep their tribe?” He shook his head. “No, of all the choices
I’ve had to make, this one was the easiest.”


Noph held my eyes to the point I was starting to get
nervous. “Just don’t go naming me,” I said.


Both Reevie and Sapphire looked surprised.


I shrugged. “What? You think I want the responsibility of
Sandstorm suddenly dropped in my lap, along with everything else that has just
happened? No way in the Pits.”


Reevie and Sapphire looked at each other, exchanging
competitive glances, as if trying to decide which of the two of them would get
the privilege of running Sandstorm.


I could see this was going to lead to a potential problem if
not handled correctly.


“I’ll make this easy,” Noph said. “My choice for successor
was determined as soon as I began considering retirement. And that person is
you,” he said, turning to Sapphire.


Reevie grunted. “Why her?”


“A couple of reasons. First, whoever takes on this role is
going to have to be strong enough to face down Kore and Cutter both, possibly
even Red. As smart as you are, Reevie, you are someone who likes to work in the
background. Sandstorm needs someone who can stand face-to-face with someone
like Kore and make him back down. Also, whoever takes this job will have to be
willing to entertain and pamper the elite. No offense, but of the three of you,
I’d rather see her in evening wear talking up the nobles.”


“Hey,” Sapphire cut in, not liking the implication.


Noph shrugged. “It’s true. Look at you. What noble isn’t
going to let down their guard when someone as beautiful as you decides to
engage them in conversation? I can just imagine the kind of deals you’ll be
able to procure.”


Sapphire straightened in her chair, a smile creeping around
the corners of her mouth. Noph had said exactly what she needed to hear. Her
smile disappeared when she looked at me. “Why wouldn’t you want Ayrion? There’s
no one better suited to stand against the likes of Kore and Cutter than him.”


“True,” Noph said, “but as you’ve already heard, he doesn’t
want the job. More importantly, and I don’t mean any offense, but with your
eyes and heritage, I don’t see that many of the nobles willing to sit down
across the table from you and discuss business.” He looked at Sapphire. “But with
you, that’s a different story. Red would have made a fantastic negotiator for
her own tribe, if she could have ever controlled her temper. I tried to get her
more involved at one point. But her first reaction was to stick a blade under
the noble’s nose, which in turn led to never seeing them or their business
again.”


“This is a lot to take in,” I said. “To be honest, we have a
lot on our plates at the moment. How soon are you thinking about leaving?” 


Noph cleared his throat. “The sooner the better.”


“Why now? Where are you going to go? Seems like you have it
pretty good here.”


Noph hesitated a moment. “It’s time. I have some ventures
I’m interested in pursuing, which I can’t so long as I’m tied to this place.
There comes a time when a man’s got to strike out on his own.”


A man? It was hard to think of any of us being
labeled as an adult, but Noph was nineteen, one of the oldest in the tribes.
Most of the street kids, by the time they reached that age, had either found an
apprenticeship—which was few and far between, since those cost good coin to
procure—or, depending on their crimes, had been swept up by the patrollers and
shipped off to the salt mines. The rest ended up in the Warrens. 


The Underground was always seeking new recruits, and where
better to pick from than the Street Guild? Spats’s older brother, Kerson, one
of the former heads of Hurricane, had left his title as chief to join the
Warrens.


“What sort of ventures did you have in mind?” Reevie asked,
licking the glaze off his fingers.


Noph smiled, but again, I could sense a hesitation to his
answers. “Nothing definitive to speak of yet,” he said, “but there are some
things in the works that if all goes well will be very favorable for me.”


It was unlike Noph to do anything irrationally, to make
decisions based on chance, which had me all the more curious, though I was
polite enough not to keep poking. Whatever it was Noph was wanting to do really
wasn’t our concern. What was our concern was when and how he planned on doing
it.


“We will need to consider your offer before making a
decision,” I said.


Noph seemed surprised.


“It’s just such a big decision being dropped on us all of a
sudden. How soon do you need an answer?”


Noph leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “As I
said, the sooner the better. My . . . my arrangements are of a
more immediate nature. I have a limited window of time to act on them. Could
you let me know by Firstday? That will give you the weekend to confer.”


Wow, he wasn’t kidding. I looked at Reevie, and he looked at
Sapphire, and they both nodded. 


“I guess you’ll have our answer on Firstday.”


Noph smiled and stood. “Excellent. I know you’ll make the
right decision. I couldn’t find more capable hands to leave Sandstorm in than
yours.”


Noph walked us out, but not before Reevie had snatched a
couple more buns to eat on the way. Outside, we found his carriage waiting to
escort us back. 


“I almost forgot,” I said, stopping at the door. “If we do
decide to take over the responsibility of running Sandstorm, how do you suggest
we handle this with the other tribes?”


Noph looked at me and smiled. “Carefully.”
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THE RIDE HOME WAS EVEN quieter than the ride over. All
three of us sat in our seats, staring out the windows at the passing
streetlights and the lit windows in the homes with curtains and shutters not
yet drawn. The carriage stopped outside the Temple gates, and we got out.


“Chiefs?” Toots stared down at us from the guard station on
the left of the gate. The kid certainly took his duties as head watcher
seriously. There was hardly a time I could recall when his freckled face wasn’t
there to greet us. “Was wondering when you was coming back.” He pointed at the
watchers, and they quickly set about raising the bracer and opening the gates.


We headed down the brick path that led to the main complex,
passing between the winter-barren garden as we did. The bushes were still green
underneath the snow, but everything else seemed almost lifeless, similar to how
I was feeling at that moment. I wished I could crawl into bed and hibernate for
the next few months and leave all this mess behind.


“Protector’s back!” A loud thumping was all the warning I
was given before I was lifted into the air by a pair of monstrous arms.


I wheezed as I tried to catch my breath. “Tubby, you can put
me down.”


The huge boy smiled childishly and lowered me back to the
front steps. Mouse and Petal and Squeaks came running out from around the side
of the building. “Sorry. He got away from us.”


“Why aren’t the four of you in bed?” Sapphire asked.


They all looked at each other.


“Had to relieve ourselves,” Squeaks said in his previously
high-pitched voice, which had now begun to drop. 


Sapphire crossed her arms. “All at once?”


Mouse smiled. “We’ll be getting back to bed now.” He looked
up at Tubby. “Come on, big guy, time to go.” 


Tubby smiled, and they disappeared around the side of the
building before any further explanation was required.


Sapphire looked at me and shook her head, and the three of
us walked up the steps and headed inside, following the main hall back to the
chiefs’ study. Reevie opened the door, and we walked in. 


The cleaners had seen to the room before going to bed,
because there was a fire in the hearth on the right, providing just enough
light to see by. We didn’t even bother lighting the candles, just pulled up a
couple of chairs and sat in front of it, letting the warmth melt off the chill.


My eyes seemed glued to the hearth as I watched the
mesmerizing sway of the flames as they danced across the wood. I felt numb
inside, and it was more than just the cold. I closed my eyes and took a deep
breath, exhaling slowly, hoping that I could release this overwhelming anxiety
as I felt my life slipping from my own control.


“What do you think?” I asked, realizing that if I didn’t say
something, we were all probably going to sit there until one or all of us fell
asleep.


“I think it’s a lot to take in,” Sapphire said.


“Would you even want to take on that responsibility?”


She didn’t say anything for a long while, slowly tugging on
the end of her braid. “I don’t know.”


“I don’t know how we can,” Reevie said. “We are barely
getting by as it is, and now with Ayrion being drawn away to join the lancer
corps, and keeping up with the prince’s training, and the new orphanage, that
leaves all the day-to-day operations dropped in my lap. I can’t do all of this
on my own. I have my own work, patients to see, and not just here in
Hurricane.” He sighed and shook his head. “I never wanted any of this in the
first place.” He leaned his head forward far enough to look at me. “You’re the
one who dragged me into this, bringing all those rejects to the Granary.”


“Rejects? Are you referring to Bull and Mouse and Petal and
Squeaks and Toots and Tubby and—”


“Stop,” he said, raising his hand. “You know what I meant.
I’m just saying I can’t be responsible for running all this by myself.”


“He has a point,” Sapphire said. “With you being gone so
much and me no longer here, Reevie’s going to need help.”


I nodded. “We could give Bull more responsibilities. He
understands how things are run, and the kids respect him as head of the Guard.”


“How would any of this even work?” Reevie said, turning
first to Sapphire. “If you became the head of Sandstorm, you would no longer be
a part of Hurricane. Where will your allegiance lie?”


I looked at Reevie. “What are you trying to say?”


“It needs to be addressed,” Reevie said. “If she is no
longer a part of Hurricane and goes and lives over there with servants and
sticky buns, how long will it be before she becomes one of them and forgets
us?”


“I will always be one of you,” Sapphire stated angrily,
holding up her left hand to show off her own branded “X” on her wrist. “It
doesn’t matter where I live, Hurricane will always be my family. You
will always be my family.” She got up from her seat and stormed out of the
room.


Reevie looked at me. “What?”


“Are you trying to push her away? Stupid comments like that
will bring about exactly what you fear will happen.”


“You can’t say you hadn’t thought about it. If you were to live
over there with all that wealth and high society, wouldn’t it change you?”


“No. It wouldn’t.”


“You say that now, but just you wait.” 


“Don’t worry. I’m never going to have to find out.” I yawned
and slowly stood. “I’m going to bed. We can talk about it all tomorrow.” 


I left Reevie to enjoy the fire, knowing he’d probably fall
asleep in his chair. There was many a morning I’d find him passed out in the
study, having spent most of the night working on the books.


I passed Sapphire’s room on the way to mine and saw light
under the door, so I stopped. I listened, but I couldn’t hear anything inside,
so I knocked. 


“Who is it?” she asked.


“It’s me.”


“Wait a minute.”


A few moments later, the door opened. Sapphire was wearing
her nightgown, which was nothing more than a long white shirt that hung to her
knees. “What is it?”


“I saw the light and wanted to talk.”


“The light was me starting my fire.” She slid the door open
further, and I saw where she had pulled the quilts and pillows off her bed and
had placed them on the floor in front of her hearth. “Too cold on the bed. The
cleaners forgot to light my room.”


“Again?”


She nodded, then moved to the side to let me in. I strolled
past and over to the fire, pulling off my boots before sitting down on the foot
of her bedding. She shut the door and joined me. 


“What did you want to talk about?” she said somewhat
briskly, letting me know she was still angry.


“Reevie didn’t mean anything by what he said. He’s just
scared. You know how he is with change, and we are upending all our lives in
one week.” I chuckled. “I’m waiting to wake up one morning and find he’s moved
back to the Granary.”


She sighed and looked at the fire. “It still hurt.”


“I know. But neither of us believes you’re going to suddenly
turn into another Noph and forget about us.”


“No. I wouldn’t. In fact, on the ride back over, I was
thinking about ways we might use this to Hurricane’s advantage as well.
Clearly, Sandstorm has all the gold it could need. I don’t see why we couldn’t
funnel coin back to the Temple.”


“That would be a very good thing. I know it would certainly
help Reevie with what we are placing on his fragile shoulders. I just don’t
like the thought of you being so far away now.”


Sapphire smiled, then leaned forward and kissed me. 


“I didn’t mean like that,” I said, still feeling a little
awkward about Sapphire’s forwardness. Not that I didn’t enjoy it. “I meant, if
you were to get into trouble, we wouldn’t be there to help. I’ve got no idea
how capable Sandstorm’s guards or beaters are. I’ve never seen them in combat.
Have you? If I had more time, I could come and try to help train them.”


She laughed. “You don’t have time to keep up with our own
beaters and Guard. How are you going to train another tribe’s, especially now
that your time will be divided between Hurricane, and the orphanage, and the
lancers, and the prince’s training, and—”


“Fine,” I said with a depressed chuckle. “I get your point.”
I stared at her a moment. “Be honest. Do you want this? Cause if you don’t, we
can say no.”


“We can’t say no, and you know it. If Noph were to leave,
Kore would descend on that place before Noph’s carriage reached the end of the
drive.”


“But if you had the option, would you still take it?”


She thought a moment. “I’m not sure. Maybe.”


“Why?”


“I think I can do a lot more good for Hurricane as the head
of Sandstorm than I can as a co-chief here. Your extra salary from the lancers
and what you get for training Dakaran is nice, but let’s face it, it won’t keep
everyone clothed and fed indefinitely.”


“Let’s not forget the stipend I just arranged for the
orphanage out of that deal,” I said proudly.


“True, that will be really good for Master Fentin and
Mistress Orilla and will go a long way to getting more kids off the streets,
but if I can continue in Noph’s shoes and find a way to keep his network alive,
then I should be able to keep enough gold coming in to take care of all our
needs.”


“You aren’t going to keep all of Noph’s endeavors, are you?”


Sapphire knew what I meant, and her face twisted. “No. That
will be the first thing that goes. I certainly won’t be running a bawdy house
out of my home.”


“Good.” I grabbed a couple pieces of wood from the stack
beside the hearth and tossed them in the fire. “I still don’t know why we can’t
just merge the two tribes. There’s not much left for us here at the Temple. We
seem to be on the opposite end of the city from everything. Master Fentin’s
bookshop is no longer here. The Granary is no longer in use. The orphanage is
now in Sandstorm’s territory, not to mention it would be a much closer run for
me to get to the lancer garrison. The Temple has always been Hurricane’s home,
but it seems that all the reasons we had for staying have moved on and left us
behind.”


Sapphire tugged on her braid, which had come partway undone.
“Noph said that the Street Guild law states that a chief can’t give his tribe
to another chief, but I know of tribes that have been beaten in battle so badly
that they were no longer able to hold a seat on the Guild, and what was left
afterward was awarded to the victor.”


“You aren’t suggesting we go to war with Sandstorm, are
you?” I asked.


“No. I’m just saying that tribes have absorbed other tribes
within the Guild before. It’s never looked on favorably, but as long as it’s
not a sneak attack by one tribe in an effort to lay claim to another tribe’s
territories, then it has been allowed. Two tribes going to war is nothing new.
What generally hinders it is the threat of the other tribes getting involved.”


I scratched my head. “It still sounds like you’re saying you
want us to go to war.”


She hmphed. “What I’m saying is that, as far as I know,
there’s nothing that says the members of one tribe can’t join another. But the
only way I see that working would be if we get rid of Hurricane altogether.
Basically, everything we went through, you went through, nearly two
years ago to make sure Hurricane had a seat at the table, would be for
nothing.”


Just hearing the words get rid of Hurricane sent a
shiver down my back. So much of my life here in Aramoor was tied up with this
tribe, and as much as I would hate seeing everything we built be left to ruin,
or worse, to scavengers like Cutter, I knew it was something to give serious
consideration to. “It wouldn’t exactly be for nothing,” I said. “We did it to
save our members, and if getting rid of Hurricane would be in their best
interest, then we need to consider it.”


There was a knock on the door, and soon after, a head poked
inside. “Oh, good,” Reevie said, opening it and limping on in, “you’re both
already here.” He shut the door and shuffled over to where we were seated by
the fire and sat down. “I just had the craziest thought. What if we all moved
to Sandstorm?”


Sapphire and I looked at each other and started laughing.
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We spent the rest of the night sitting on the floor in front
of Sapphire’s hearth, talking about how we could pull off a full merge of the
two tribes. We determined that the only way would be to dissolve Hurricane once
and for all. Cutter and Kore would both be extremely happy with that news,
Cutter especially, since his tribe would be the only one operating south of
King’s Way East, and he’d had his eye on the Temple for years.


The thought of Cutter getting his grubby hands on our home
and everything we had built it into turned my stomach, but I knew in the long
run it would be better for our tribe and the orphanage. Sandstorm didn’t have
the natural fortifications that the Temple did, but it did have a strong wall
around the place, and the estate itself was made of solid brick and arranged in
a very defensible pattern with its U-shaped front. Perfect for cover fire from
all sides.


The problem we were going to run into was how to present
this to the Guild. Noph wanted to step down and turn it over to someone, but we
needed to make sure that we were able to get rid of Hurricane before he did.


“We can talk to him about it on Firstday,” Sapphire said,
yawning as the first hint of the new day poked through her shuttered window.


“Noph should be overjoyed,” Reevie said, yawning himself.
“He won’t just be getting one of us. He’ll be getting all three of us. I can’t
wait to see the look on his face when we tell him we are going to get rid of
Hurricane. He will never have expected us to go that far.”


I tried my best not to yawn as well, but watching the two of
them pulled it right out of me. “The question now is how soon can we call a
Guild meeting? We can’t just dissolve Hurricane and in the next breath have
Noph hand us Sandstorm. The other tribes would never go for that. However, if
we started by pulling Hurricane’s membership from the Guild, there’s no doubt
in my mind they would jump at that chance.”


“Red won’t be happy about that,” Sapphire said with a slight
hint of a smile at the thought of Red unhappy.


“True,” I said. “I should probably talk with her first.”


Sapphire frowned. “Why? You don’t owe her anything.”


“No, but we are going to need her vote.”


“I don’t see why,” Sapphire said. “Every other tribe in
there will be thrilled to see us gone. Even if Wildfire voted against us, we
would still hold the majority vote.”


“Yes, but I’m not talking about that vote. I’m talking about
the one after that when Noph announces his retirement and decides to name us
his successors.”


“We still don’t need her vote for that,” Sapphire said, “or
any vote for that matter. Who a chief elects as their successor is solely left
up to that chief. The Guild doesn’t get a say, other than to be told it is
happening so they can make sure it’s within Guild regulations.”


“She’s right,” Reevie said. “There is no vote needed for the
handoff of title. Best we keep this as close to us as we can, at least until
after that first vote. We don’t want this getting back to the other tribes. You
know how fast word around here travels.”


I pursed my lips. Reevie had a point. “I’ll at least let
Bull know, since a lot of the extra duties that come with this transition will
be placed on him. I trust him to keep a tight lip.”


The other two nodded.


“We need to let Noph know our decision,” I said, “and that
we will need to wait to declare it to the Guild until after we have first
officially pulled Hurricane’s membership.”


“Which will also pull our protection from the other tribes,”
Reevie said, a point I hadn’t thought about until right then.


“He’s right,” Sapphire added. “What will we do with the
tribe in the meantime?”


“I guess we’ll have to move them to Sandstorm while we
wait,” I said. “If Noph lets us.”


Reevie yawned and stood. “I’ll have Muriel send out a pigeon
as soon as she wakes. We should hear an answer back by later tonight. But for
right now, I’m going to throw some cold water on my face and see what Cook is
whipping up for breakfast.”


I looked out the window on the right and noticed the slate
grey seeping through. I couldn’t believe we’d spent the entire night talking.
“I need to wash first,” I said. “Then I’ll meet you there.”


Sapphire pinched her nose. “I wasn’t going to say anything,
but . . .”


I smirked. “Very funny.” I followed Reevie out of the room
and headed back to my own for a change of clothes. Two days, and I would be
reporting to Overcaptain Tolin. Two days, and my life was going to change
forever. 


Noph couldn’t have picked a worse time.







Chapter 11
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I WALKED UP THE PORCH steps of the orphanage and took
a moment to catch my breath, adjusting the sword on my back, as its weight
pulled it down. Dawn had yet to arrive, and the streets were mostly empty. I’d left
the Temple early, since I wanted to stop by to see how Master Fentin and
Mistress Orilla were doing before meeting Overcaptain Tolin at the garrison. I
was also hoping to catch a decent breakfast before my fated first day as an
Elondrian Lancer recruit.


The weekend had come and gone with the speed of a cavalry
charge. After hearing back from Noph and discussing our plans with him to dismantle
Hurricane, he had spoken with the other tribes and set up a Guild meeting for
Fifthday. He kept insisting we set it for earlier in the week, but I told him I
had prior commitments that would require my attention the first four, and we
couldn’t very well disassemble Hurricane without all three of its chiefs in
attendance for voting.


Noph didn’t seem happy, but at this point he didn’t have
much of a choice since everything was in Hurricane’s lap.


I could hear movement inside the orphanage. Figuring it was
Mistress Orilla already in the kitchen, I scooted around the side of the
building and headed for the back door. There were candles in the windows,
letting me know she was up, though the smell seeping out from around the door
was enough to determine that.


I knocked, and a moment later a little boy poked his head
out. Meelis. “Protector!” He still had his nightshirt on, which hung all the
way to the floor, his bare toes poking out from the bottom. “Why you out so
early?”


I blew on my hands. “How about letting me in so I don’t
freeze to death.”


He quickly opened the door and scooted out of the way. I
closed it behind me with a shiver, then turned and let the warmth from the oven
help melt the chill from my bones. My half walk, half jog across the city had
been a cold one. The snow had stopped, but the gusts off the bay were just as
cold as ever.


“You’re just in time,” Mistress Orilla said, her long apron hanging
down over a simple light-grey dress. “I’ll be pulling the bread out shortly.”
Her hair was up and covered with a faded maroon cap, probably the same she used
for sleeping in.


Meelis walked over to the table and began organizing the
dishes. I moseyed over to see what Mistress Orilla had in the skillet. By the
smell, it had to be bacon. Sure enough, I barely made it over before the hot
grease spattered out across my arm and bare hands.


“Careful now,” Mistress Orilla said. “Don’t get too close or
you’ll get burned.”


“Too late,” I added, wiping the spots on my hand, and more
importantly the ones on my new leather jacket, where the hot grease had landed.


The long strips of sliced pork looked delicious, as did the
eggs in the next skillet over. “How long till the bread is ready?” I asked,
knowing I didn’t have much time. I wanted to be at the garrison as early as
possible in order to start off on the right foot. The overcaptain already
disliked me. I didn’t want to make it worse by showing up late on my first day.


“It should be ready shortly,” she said. Though, to Mistress
Orilla, “shortly” could mean the next few minutes or an hour from now.


“Reevie, Sapphire, and I have some interesting news, which
might prove very helpful for the orphanage.”


“Oh?” Mistress Orilla spared a passing glance over her
shoulder while continuing to flip the eggs. “And what news would that be?”


I turned to find Meelis and two other kids listening in on
the conversation. “It’s nothing we can discuss at present, but as soon as we
can, yours will be the first ears we tell.”


“Son, you’ve already done more for us than you know,” she
said. “I’m sure whatever it is, it will work itself out.”


“I hope you’re right.” I grabbed one of the plates Meelis
had stacked on the table to be taken into the dining room and walked over to
the oven. “I’m afraid I can’t wait on the bread, but I’d be mighty grateful for
some of those eggs and bacon.” Mistress Orilla knew how to cook bacon right,
making sure it was good and crispy on the outside. The rare times that Cook
served bacon back at the Temple, it was generally soggy, and as limp as a well-buttered
string of pasta.


Mistress Orilla smiled and plopped a ladle of the eggs on my
plate, along with two strips of the bacon. “And grab an apple before you go,”
she said, pointing to a small barrel in the corner. “Can’t let a growing lad
like yourself go hungry on your first day.”


I found a spoon and quickly shoveled the food into my mouth,
barely taking time to chew. The eggs were hot and warmed me from the inside out
as they slid down. I finished them and the bacon off with a swallow of cider Meelis
had poured. Placing the dishes in the wash bucket, I gave Mistress Orilla a
quick hug then scooted out the door, grabbing an apple on the way. “Wish me
luck.”


“You won’t need it,” she called out. “I’ll tell Master
Fentin you stopped by.”


I waved and shut the door behind me. The sky overhead was
beginning to lighten to the point that the stars were becoming harder to see,
so I quickly made my way back to Bailey Street and headed west at a good jog. I
wanted to get there before the sun had fully risen.


The normally busy streets in the northeast quarter were
practically empty this time of morning. There were a few people making their
way to work, most of which were probably employed by the nobles who lived in these
wealthier sections of the city. Even North Avis, which was typically crowded
with wagons and carriages, was deserted. A few costermonger carts were being
rolled out onto the sides of the street in preparation for the coming day’s
selling.


If I’d been coming from the direction of the Temple, I would
have been tempted to stop by Endle’s to see if the pastry baker and his wife
had any of their cheese tarts ready to be pulled out of the oven. Ever since my
training with the prince had landed me a steady flow of coin, I had begun
paying for my tarts instead of picking them. It gave me a good feeling, purchasing
something with my own, hard-earned coin, a sense of self-worth.


I rounded the corner and caught my first glimpse of the
garrison wall ahead. By the time I reached Lancer Avenue, my hands and feet had
grown numb from the cold all over again. Even with my teeth rattling, I had
sweat pouring from my brow. The stars had disappeared at some point from the
orphanage to here, but the sky was still a slate grey, the sun not yet up
enough to add its mix of color to the clouds floating in off the bay.


The main gate was already open, which I was thankful for. I
was afraid I was going to be too early and find it closed, and be forced to
wait out in the cold until the officer on duty decided to let me in. As it was,
the guards at the tower stopped me as I tried to follow a couple other
uniformed men inside.


“What are you looking for, lad?” the lancer asked. He had no
patch on his arm to indicate rank. He did have a sword at his side and a pad of
paper similar to that of the ones used by the guards standing watch at the palace
bridge. Clearly, he was there to mark those coming in.


“I’m here to see Overcaptain Tolin . . .
sir,” I said, adding the sir in case someone of my low rank was required
to. I also kept my head lowered slightly, hoping it was still dark enough that
he didn’t notice my eyes. The last thing I needed was for the garrison to
suddenly go on alert because they thought an assassin had just shown up to kill
one of their officers. “I’m a new recruit.”


The man looked at me, surprised. “A new recruit? Growing
them kind of young, aren’t they?” He looked me over. “Is the overcaptain
expecting you?”


“Yes, sir.”


The lancer walked over and talked to another man in uniform,
who took off at a fast jog toward Barracks Two. “You can wait over there,” the
man said and pointed to a spot beside the garrison wall. “I’ve sent word to the
overcaptain.”


I nodded and moved out of the way of the gate, allowing a
wagon behind me to pass. It looked to be laden down with food supplies, which
was no surprise. Feeding an entire garrison was sure to take an enormous amount
of resources. I walked over to the wall and leaned against the stone, blowing
on my hands to loosen my fingers.


Before long, I heard what sounded like Tolin speaking to one
of the guards.


“He’s over there, sir,” the guard said. “Wasn’t sure if he
was speaking the truth, young lad and all.”


Tolin stepped around the side of the tower and spotted me.
“Where’ve you been? Running late, aren’t you?”


“Late?” I made a point of looking back toward the city’s
wall and the sun, which still had not risen high enough to even be seen.


“We start things early around here,” he said. “Now, get a
move on. Half the morning’s already gone.”


Great. All this, and I was still late. I just
couldn’t win with this man. I guessed if I just resigned myself to the fact
that there would be no pleasing him, perhaps my time here would be a little
more bearable.


I rushed to catch up, as the overcaptain didn’t seem to want
to wait. He’d already turned around and was walking back through the gate
toward the barracks, looking like he’d missed breakfast and the last three
nights’ sleep.


“Go get your uniform on,” he said, sparing a glance over his
shoulder. “If you’re quick enough, you might still make it for morning mess.” 


“Yes, sir.” I headed left toward Barracks Two, and he
continued on toward the main building.


“And leave those swords in your room,” he called out.


“Yes, sir.” I ran to the second building on the left, this
time entering through the front, where I found the same officer, Lieutenant
Huckly, standing watch at the desk. 


“Late, are we, on our first day?” He clicked his tongue.
“Wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.”


I smiled and continued around his desk and into the left
corridor, stopping outside the first door on the right. Room Eleven. I knocked.


“What are you knocking for?” the lieutenant asked. “It’s
your room.”


Feeling a little foolish, I smiled and then opened the door.
The room was empty. Breathing a small sigh of relief, I stepped in and closed it
behind me. My bed didn’t appear to have been touched since I’d left it the
previous week. My clothes and bedding were still stacked in a pile on the lumpy-looking
mattress. 


I undressed quickly and placed my clothes, including my new
jacket, into the trunk at the foot of my bed. My swords wouldn’t fit in the
trunk, so I hung them on one of the pegs between my bed and the front wall. I
hoped no one stole them. They were the only weapons I had. They weren’t much to
look at, but they were mine.


Placing my bedding aside, I assembled my new uniform across the
mattress. There was more to it than I expected. I started with the dark pants,
socks, and white tunic, which tied at the front. 


Then there was a black gambeson that had four leather buckles
up the front to hold it in place. The sleeves were tied on at the shoulders in
similar fashion to the way one would lace up a shoe, perhaps so the sleeves
could be worn in the winter and taken off in the summer. The gambeson was quite
long on me, hanging halfway down my thigh, but once on, it felt comfortable
enough, not too heavy. 


Next, I had the tabard, which hung down past my knees and
looked similar to the center four squares on a batmyth board. Two squares were
gold, and the two opposing squares were crimson, the official colors of
Elondria. 


By this time, I was finding it more difficult to move
around. I sat on the bed to get my new boots on. They rose above the calf and
had a long cuff that hung halfway down the boot, reminding me a bit of the
boots Captain Treygan and Ismara wore. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to tuck
my pants legs inside or leave them out. I decided that with the fancy cuff,
they were probably supposed to be tucked in. 


To finish the ensemble, I had a sword belt, a pair of suede
gloves, and a hooded crimson cape, with the lancer insignia on the back in
gold—a high sun overshadowing a gold crown being pierced by an upright sword.


Standing, I wondered how anyone managed to fight in all of
this, especially knowing that many of the lancers tended to wear chainmail just
under their tabards. This was certainly not the Upakan way. They would have
laughed if I had shown up to train in something like this. I wished the room
had a mirror for me to see how ridiculous I must have looked.


I started to grab one of my swords and place it in my new
belt holder, but thought better of it, especially after the overcaptain had
specifically told me to leave them in the room. Should I leave the empty
sword belt as well? I wondered. After a minute of back and forth, I finally
decided to keep it on. I did, however, sneak my belt knife into the back, where
there was a convenient loop catch for it.


Not wanting to be late, I left the room and headed for the
dining hall. Lieutenant Huckly nodded in approval from behind his desk as I
passed, making me feel at least a little better about the burdensome clothing. I
headed across the yard, drawing a few awkward stares as I passed. What were
they looking at? I glanced down at my outfit to see if something was out of
order, but it looked like everything was there.


“Runner!” someone shouted, but I kept walking.


“I said you there, runner!”


I slowed to see who was speaking. A man with a captain’s patch
of three white stars on a blue field was looking right at me. I stopped and
walked over.


“Sir?”


“Did you not hear me the first time?” 


I kept my head lowered. “I didn’t know you were speaking to
me, sir.”


“Why are you wearing a lancer uniform, son? Where’s your
runner’s uniform?”


“I . . . I’m a new recruit, sir.” The only
type of runner I’d ever heard of was the younger kids in the palace who
delivered the messages.


“Look at me when I address you.”


I raised my head, and the man took a step back and drew his
sword. “Guards!”


Several nearby lancers drew their swords as well and rushed
over.


Apparently, Tolin hadn’t yet informed the garrison of my
arrival. I held up my hands submissively and took a step back, trying to clear
the captain’s sword range. “I’m not here to hurt anyone. I’m here for the king.
The king wants me—”


“He’s here for the king!”


“No, that’s not what I—”


The captain shoved his sword in my face. “On your knees!
Now!”


I took another step back. “You don’t understand. Get
Overcaptain Tolin. He can—”


“I said, on your knees, assassin!”


By now there was quite the number of lancers standing behind
the captain as he kept his sword leveled at me, continuing to demand that I
kneel.


I glanced behind me, but there was no sign of that flaming overcaptain.
If I let them lock me up, and word never got back to Tolin, I’d be stuck in the
cells to rot. I had too many people depending on me to let that happen.


“I’m not going to tell you again. Get on your knees!”


I raised my hands even higher and slowly lowered myself down
to my knees, a difficult task when wearing what felt like the equivalent of a
dress, although I did appreciate the extra padding on my knees against the
stone cobbles.


The captain started toward me cautiously, the others a few
steps behind. It wasn’t like they had to worry I was going anywhere. There
wasn’t anywhere to go. I was completely blocked in by lancers who’d come to see
the excitement. The captain stopped in front of me, the tip of his blade only a
couple inches from my chest, which wasn’t a very smart place to hold a weapon
on someone who’d been trained as I had.


I was on my feet before the captain had a chance to react.
Using the extra padding of my uniform, I batted the sword away and spun behind
the captain, kicking his legs out from under him as I did. Before any of the
other lancers could reach me, I had my belt knife out and up to the captain’s
throat.


“Stand back!” I shouted. “Drop your swords, or he bleeds
right here.”


The captain was the first to release his, and it landed on the
snow-packed cobbles beside me. The others weren’t so compliant.


I lifted the captain’s head higher with my blade. “Do it!”


The other lancers slowly began to lower their blades.


“What’s going on?” someone called out behind me. “Move out
of the way.”


I glanced over my shoulder to see Barthol and the rest of
Room Eleven pushing their way through to where I was standing. “Well, kid, you’ve
certainly stepped in it this time,” the huge gruff-looking man said as he
stared down at me with my knife to the captain’s neck. 


“They wouldn’t believe me when I told them I was a new
recruit.”


Barthol looked at the captain and smiled. “That’s because
Henzlow here is a donkey. Oh, excuse me, Captain Henzlow, sir!” he said as he
brought his fist to his chest in salute.


The captain growled. “I should have known he was with you
lot. Saddest excuse for lancers I’ve ever seen. I’ll have you up on charges.
Now release me!”


I looked at Barthol. “What should I do?”


“Let me through!”


I didn’t even need to turn to recognize Tolin’s voice.


“Sir.” Barthol stood at attention. “It seems the young whelp
here has bagged a boar.”


Tolin’s eyes widened when he saw me. “Release Captain
Henzlow immediately!”


I withdrew my dagger and stepped back. “I tried telling him
that I was a new recruit, but he drew on me and threatened to lock me up. I’ve
heard what happens to others of my kind that’ve been locked away.”


Overcaptain Tolin looked at Henzlow. “Explain yourself.”


“He’s . . . he’s Upakan, sir. I just thought
he was here to . . . you know.”


Tolin shook his head. “I had planned to let the officers
know about him this afternoon. I had hoped he could have stayed out of trouble
for at least that long.” He glared at me. “Guess I was wrong.” He leaned down
and picked up Henzlow’s sword by the blade and handed it to him. “I’ll fill you
and the others in after lunch.”


The captain sheathed his sword and saluted. “Very good, sir.
My apologies for the misunderstanding.” Henzlow headed for the main building,
shooting me a hard look on the way by.


“Back to your duties,” Tolin said to all those that had
gathered to watch. He looked at me. “You certainly know how to make friends.
Captain Henzlow isn’t known for having a short memory.” He looked at Barthol.
“And what are you doing letting something like this happen in the first place?”


Barthol rolled his shoulders. “We were eating.”


“He’s right, Overcaptain,” Gellar added. “We didn’t know the
kid was out here till just before you showed up.”


Tolin looked at the other three, and they nodded.


“Fine. Go clean your cots. You have patrol duty in an hour.”


The five men saluted and started for Barracks Two. I turned
to follow them.


“No, you’re with me,” Tolin said and headed back for the
main building.


With a heavy sigh, I placed my knife back in my belt and fell
in line behind him. 







Chapter 12
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WE HEADED INSIDE AND up to his office, where he had me
take the seat opposite his desk. He sat there for a long moment staring at me.
I couldn’t tell if he was trying to calm the fire in his eyes I’d seen earlier,
or just trying to figure out what to say. 


“I know this isn’t going to be easy,” Tolin started, “for
either of us, and whether I agree with the king or not, he is my liege and I
obey. But inside these walls, I am king. To you, my word is law.” He leaned
forward, his elbows resting on the faded wood. “I never want to see you
threatening another officer again. You do, and I’ll have you in irons so fast
it’ll make your head spin. I’ll hang you upside down from the city wall and let
the crows pick at your flesh. You got me?”


I wasn’t sure what to say after that, other than to nod.


“What’s that? I didn’t hear you.”


“Yes, sir.”


He motioned toward the door. “Now get out of here before I
change my mind and throw you in the stocks.”


I stood and half bowed, half saluted before rushing out the
door.


Was that it? He brought me all the way up here just to
threaten me? He could have done that down in the yard. Then again, as angry as
he had looked down there, it might have been more than just threatening. 


So much for me trying to set a good example on my first day.
The morning wasn’t half over, and I’d already shown up late, held a knife on an
officer, and had the overcaptain threaten to hang me from the city wall. 


Lancer life was clearly not for me.


I left the main office building and headed over to Barracks
Two, keeping my hood up over my head so I wouldn’t be recognized. I passed
Lieutenant Huckly on the way in. He clicked his tongue, a sound I was growing
all too familiar with. I guess news traveled fast in the garrison. I ignored it
and went straight to my room. The others were already there, three sitting on
their beds, Barthol and Gellar standing around the fireplace at the back.


“Yep, you are going to fit in here nicely,” Waylen said from
the first cot on the right, across from mine. He played with the long braid of
hair hanging from his chin.


“I’ll say,” Gellar said in the far-right corner. “Not even
Barthol would have pulled a knife on an officer.”


“There was the time he knocked that sergeant out,” Stumpy
said, tucking the bottom end of his blanket under his mattress for the third
time. “What was his name?”


Barthol laughed. “Tog. Good ol’ Sergeant Tog. The man just
wouldn’t stop picking. Thought he was gonna make a name for himself by using me
as an example. He thought wrong.”


“As I recall,” Fipple said, standing to warm himself by the
fire, “Tog was reposted to the east garrison after that. Never saw hide nor
hair of him again.”


Barthol scratched at his dark beard. “And even I wasn’t
crazy enough to pull a blade and threaten to gut him in the middle of the
garrison.” He looked at me and grinned. “I have a newfound respect for the
Upaka. Yes, you’ll fit in here nicely.”


I smiled and went about getting my bedding on my cot. By the
time I was finished, the others were getting into their chainmail, which they
wore over their gambesons just under the gold-and-crimson tabards.


“Why the armor?” I asked Stumpy, who was seated next to my
bed.


“Patrol day,” he said, then looked up and frowned. “We need
to get you a set before we go. And a regulation sword and shield.” He looked at
my shortswords hanging on the peg beside my bed and pursed his lips. “Afraid
those won’t do.”


“Where can I get some? How much do they cost?”


A few of the others chuckled. 


“It won’t cost a thing,” Stumpy said. “Each lancer is
assigned his own equipment. You’ll find them in the armory. Do you know where
that is?”


“Is that the same place where I got my uniform and bedding?”


Stumpy shook his head. He finished strapping on his blade
and looked at the others. “I’m going to take the kid to the armory and see if
we can’t find him something that will fit.”


“Better hurry,” Gellar said, raising his brow that had been
split in the middle. “Our shift starts shortly.”


“We’ll be swift as hinds’ feet, won’t we?”


I nodded and followed him out the door. 


Mjovic seemed the friendliest of the lot. He was only the
second dark-skinned man I’d ever talked to. In a way, he did remind me a little
of Bones from the Wind Binder. They were both tall. Stumpy wasn’t quite
as tall as Bones, but he was thicker in the chest. He also had a kind face.
Bones kept his covered with white paint, which left most people feeling uneasy
when around him, the same way people felt around me when they saw my eyes.


“How did you end up in Room Eleven?” I asked as we headed out
of the building. “You don’t seem . . . Well, you don’t act like
the others.”


Stumpy hmphed. “I’ve made my own share of mistakes. Trust
me. I was quite headstrong in my youth. Rather willful when I wanted to be.
I’ve since learned there’re advantages to keeping one’s mouth shut and head
down. Something that unfortunately took me a while to learn and cost me this.” He
held up his arm with the missing hand. “I left home ’cause I was tired of being
told what to do, and I joined the lancers to see the world.” He chuckled. “That
was a mistake.”


“The not wanting to be told what to do or the seeing the
world?”


“Both.”


Stumpy led us to a stone block building on the far-east side
of the garrison. 

We stepped inside, and I shut the door. The walls were lined with racks of
weapons, more weapons than I’d ever seen in my lifetime, and I was an Upaka.
One entire wall was nothing but swords. Most were very similar in make. The
pommels were round, the grips fashioned with black and brown leather, the
crossguards curved slightly upward to protect the hands. The blades themselves,
however, came in a variety of sizes, the shortest on the left, moving all the
way to the longer two-handed swords on the right. 


The left wall was lined with polearms, the right with battle-axes
and flails and a variety of other single-handed weapons. Half the front wall
was nothing but bows and quivers and arrows. The other half was filled with
rows of shields, all bearing the Elondrian crest.


I had no idea where to even start.


“Go find you a sword while I talk with the weapons clerk
about getting you a set of chainmail.”


I nodded and started for the back wall, working my way left
toward the shorter blades. Bigger wasn’t always better. I found a couple that I
liked, far better quality than what I’d been carrying. When I held them both
up, Stumpy raised a single finger. 


“Only one.” 


I looked at them, then opted for the sword with the black
leather grip over the brown.


“Come try this on,” Stumpy said, and I walked over to where
he and the man in charge of the armory stood waiting with a shirt of chainmail.
The armory clerk was taller than I was, with broad shoulders and a dark beard
that hung to his chest. It was every bit as thick as Barthol’s, except this
man’s had a streak of grey running down the center. 


“Looks a bit big, don’t you think?” I asked as the man held
up the shirt. It looked long enough to reach my knees.


“Won’t know till we try it,” Stumpy said and stood to the
side while the armory clerk helped me get my tabard off so we could try getting
the chainmail on. It was surprisingly light for being made of metal. The hem of
the shirt hung to the middle of my knees, and the man pursed his lips.


“Yep, too big. I think I have some shorter ones in the back.
Wait here.”


While he went into the back storeroom, Stumpy inspected my
sword. After a nonchalant nod of his head, he had me lay it on the front
counter and follow him over to the shields. Most were quite enormous, covering
half my body. They reminded me of many of the shop signs in town. But while the
signs were made of wood, these were thin metal plating. They were shaped very
similarly, almost like an upside-down broadhead arrow. The fronts had been
split down the middle with two colors—gold on one side, and crimson on the other—with
the royal crest painted at the center. Strangely enough, the crest, too, was
painted in gold and crimson. The half of the crest that rested over the gold
field was painted in crimson so as to be seen, while the other half that rested
over the crimson field was painted gold.


“Why would you ever want to carry something like this?” I
asked. “It gets in the way of your swing, cuts off half your field of range.”


Stumpy chuckled. “You’re thinking like an Upakan, not a
lancer. There’s a difference when facing just one opponent, or even a dozen, and
standing off against thousands with swords and spears and axes and flails
swinging wildly all around you. How could you ever be expected to block your
opponents and attack at the same time?”


“Easy,” I said. “With two swords, which will also allow me
to attack from more than just one side, or with one arm.”


Mjovic nodded. “Again, a good strategy for small arms
combat, and if you are skilled enough to be able to wield a sword with both
hands. It’s not as simple as one may think. But when you are in battle, you
will thank the creator for that shield when a volley of arrows rains down on
your head.”


I started to open my mouth to disagree but stopped. “I hadn’t
thought about that.” Upakan training wasn’t the same as military training. We
weren’t prepared for large-scale campaigns. Our skill was stealth, getting in
and out without being seen, more one-on-one combat. The closest I’d come to
what Stumpy was talking about was the battle Spats had instigated between
Hurricane and Avalanche, and the battle at the Pit between all five tribes.


Those had been complete chaos. I remembered getting clubbed
in the head by one of my own people. Ultimately, it didn’t matter what I
wanted. I had been sent here to learn how to be a lancer, which meant learning
to fight like them as well.


I grabbed one of the smaller shields and hooked my arm through
the straps to test the weight. Like the chainmail, it wasn’t as heavy as I was
expecting. The metal, though light, was durable. When I held it up, the top of
the shield rested just above my shoulder, while the bottom came to a point
below my waist. 


“I’ll take this one.”


“Let’s add it to the rest,” Stumpy said, walking back over
to the counter where the armory clerk was waiting with a new set of mail.


“What about a bow?” I asked. “Do I get to pick one of
those?”


“No. Those are only for the archers. Lancers don’t use
bows.”


“Why not? We don’t seem to use lances either. What’s the
point in calling ourselves lancers?”


Stumpy smiled. “I asked the same question when I first came.
Apparently, we used to, at least those of the mounted regiments did. Seems that
practice fell away some time ago, long before I ever joined, or was even born.
But the name stuck.”


I shrugged. “I still don’t know why we wouldn’t use a bow.”


“You can bring it up with the overcaptain later,” Stumpy
said, “but for right now, we need to get a move on.”


“This one should do you right,” the armory clerk said and slung
the chainmail shirt over my head, letting it drop down. This time it stopped
about halfway up my thigh. “Much better,” he said, sliding his hand down his
beard. He then handed me a set of forearm and shin guards to strap on. 


I tried just one of each. They seemed to fit, though they
weren’t the metal guards I’d seen some of the other lancers wearing. These were
made of thick leather, nearly as thick as the soles of my boots.


“We need to be going,” Stumpy said, casting anxious glances
out the window. No doubt looking to see if the others were heading out on patrol
yet. “We’ll give them a try. You’ll know by the time we return from patrol
whether they fit or not. We can always exchange them later.”


“Let me get you signed out,” the clerk said, jotting down my
name and which barracks and room I belonged to, along with what weapons and
gear I had been assigned.


I slid my new sword into the loop sheath on my belt, and we
left the armory at a brisk jog, making it back to the barracks just as the rest
of Room Eleven was leaving.


“Do I need to bring my shield?” I asked, noticing that none
of them were carrying theirs.


“Not on patrol,” Barthol said and headed out the door.


I tossed my new shield on my bed and waited while Stumpy
helped me with my new arm and leg guards, cinching the straps tight enough so
they didn’t fall off, but loose enough not to restrict the blood. 


“They feel awkward,” I said, taking a moment to move about,
simulating a couple of parries and thrusts. They also felt constricting. But,
like anything new, it was going to take some getting used to.


We ran after the others, catching them just outside. From
there we walked as a group across the garrison toward the stables, which were
located on the southwest side of the garrison, directly across from our
barracks. I frowned. I hadn’t even considered that they would be taking horses
on patrol. 


“Where exactly is it that we are patrolling?” I asked. I had
thought we were just going to be walking around the garrison or possibly the
palace bridge.


“Don’t know yet,” Waylen said, his long braided beard
bouncing on his gut as he walked. “Won’t find out till we reach the patrol
officer on duty at the gate.”


“Like we need to guess,” Fipple said, checking to make sure
the cord holding his topknot was snug. “We always get the worst assignments.”


The others grunted.


“It’s just because they know we’re the only ones brave
enough to go,” Gellar said gruffly, his three brows shelving the tops of his
eyes.


“Or expendable enough,” Barthol grumbled from the front.


I couldn’t tell if they were being serious, or just having
me on as some kind of initiation.


We reached the stables and waited while the ostlers rushed
to get six horses saddled. The stables were enormous. Three long aisles
stretched from the front of the warehouse-sized building to the back, all three
flanked with stalls, most with horses’ heads poking out to get a look at what
was happening. The floor was cobblestone. Several groomsmen moved up and down
the aisles with large brooms, sweeping up loose straw and grain while others
mucked out the stalls and carted off the refuse. 


“What do they do with the dung?” I asked.


Waylen glanced at one of the passing carts and turned up his
nose. “It goes outside the gate for local farmers to haul off and throw on
their fields.”


The sides of the stable had rooms built in for the groomsmen
so they could be close to the horses at all times. Suddenly, my room in
Barracks Two wasn’t looking so bad. At least I didn’t have to sleep smelling of
horses each night. My roommates were bad enough.


It didn’t take the groomsmen long to have the horses saddled
and waiting. One held my horse as I mounted, which I found a little easier. I
did have trouble lining it up with the rest of my roommates, though. It kept
wanting to turn and look at something on the right, possibly the stables.


I patted the side of its big neck. “Don’t worry. I
understand. If I were you, I’d rather be back in my stall trying to sleep as
well, not wandering about the city on patrol.”


We came to a stop in back of several other rows of mounted
lancers, all of whom were waiting at the gate. I leaned in my saddle to see
what they were waiting on. “What’s going on up there?”


Stumpy turned. “They are getting their orders. The patrol
officer is in charge of where each company is sent.” 


I peeked around Barthol, who was riding directly in front of
me, and cringed. The man standing in front of the line, directing the men where
to go, was none other than Captain Henzlow. I leaned back and pulled my hood up
over my head. 


Mjovic chuckled on my right when he realized what I was
doing.


We waited patiently as one group after another was given
their assignments and rode off, leaving Room Eleven last in line. I sat
quietly, hoping not to be seen behind Barthol. No such luck. In fact, Henzlow
stepped out of line just to find me. He smirked when he did, then looked down
at his papers. “I have the perfect place for you. The old city.”


“That ain’t right, sir,” Gellar complained, making
sure to stress the sir in contempt.


Barthol sat up in his saddle. “We’ve been sent on Warrens
duty three times more than any other company in the garrison.”


Henzlow looked down at his papers. “Needs to be done. Orders
from the top.”


“Then why us?” Fipple asked, swinging his topknot back over
his shoulder. “Oh, right. Because we’re your favorites. Only the best
assignments for us.”


“Let’s just get it over with,” Waylen said, patting his
midriff. “The sooner we get back, the sooner we get lunch.”


Barthol didn’t say a word. He didn’t salute or nod or even
look in Henzlow’s direction as he kicked his horse and started out the gate. The
rest of us followed quickly. Henzlow glared at me as I went by. I tried not to
look, but it was hard not to. 


“Good luck,” he said, then laughed as he walked back inside
the gate.


I caught up with the others and we rode in twos down Lancer
Avenue. Barthol and Gellar were in the front, followed by Fipple and Waylen,
and then me and Stumpy. Barthol kept us at a slow trot, not in too much of a
hurry as we moved down the street. Once we reached King’s Way West, we followed
it down to Circle Drive, taking care to keep out of the vendors’ way. 


Those on the street moved to the sides to give us room, some
even nodding respectfully as we passed. The citizens of Aramoor seemed to admire
the lancers, something I hadn’t really paid that much attention to, mostly
because, as a street rat, our job wasn’t to stop and stare and wave at the
uniformed men. It was to run and hide.


The sun was up and warm on the side of my face as we slowly
headed toward the Tansian River. Instead of crossing, though, Barthol took us
right, in the direction of the upper docks. We crossed there and slowly made
our way past the old shipping yards where the Granary was located. I could see
it from the road.


Barthol pulled us to a stop at the far corner of the old
yard and twisted in his saddle to look at me. “This is Mora,” he said, pointing
at the road ahead. “It runs directly along the old city.”


I smiled. “Yes, I know. I used to live right over there.” I
pointed toward the Granary.


“Then you know about the Warrens?”


I wanted to laugh. “Who doesn’t?”


“You’ve been inside the old city, then?” Fipple asked,
drawing his sword and laying it on his lap.


“Are you crazy? Of course not. No one goes in there.”


Barthol smiled. “Apparently, we do.” He lifted his sword
partway on his side and let it slide back into place. The others did the same, then
checked their forearm and leg guards.


I checked mine as well, not really sure what I was checking
for, but wanting to look like I fit in. I basically made sure they were snug. I
glanced back toward the abandoned warehouses to see if I could spot any of Hurricane’s
members roaming about, but if they were there, they were doing a good job of keeping
themselves hidden. They weren’t likely to have recognized me in a lancer
uniform anyway.


Barthol waved us forward, and we started down the brick wall
on the right that had been the original fortification of Aramoor back in the
time of King Torrin. Now it was a simple barrier separating the Warrens from
the rest of the city. At the first break in the wall, we started in.







Chapter 13
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IT ALMOST SEEMED AS though the sun didn’t shine quite
so brightly in the Warrens, which I was sure was just my imagination getting
the better of me. The buildings were made of stone and brick, chipped and
weathered and cracked from age, but still standing strong. The streets were
missing even more cobbles than those in the Maze. 


The hollow crunch of the horses’ hooves on the snow and
loose rock followed us down the narrow empty streets, giving me a sense of being
completely isolated from the rest of the city, along with the expectation that
something was waiting for us around each corner. 


The streets were narrower than those in the rest of the
city, the houses more compact, very similar to the Maze. Many of the windows
were missing not only their glass but their shutters as well, empty eye sockets
staring down at us as we passed. Every now and then I thought I saw movement in
the windows, a flash of color in the darkness beyond, but it could have just
been my imagination.


“Why do we ride through here?” I asked Stumpy, lowering my
voice as I stared up at the empty windows and roofs of each building. 


“To let them know we are still here. Without the lancers and
the city patrollers, the Warrens would have overrun the Maze by now. They tried
taking Cheapside some years back, but the lancers were there to hold them off
and push them back behind their walls.”


“I didn’t know that.”


Stumpy chuckled. “People have short memories.”


I hadn’t thought about the lancers and patrollers in that
way before. To me and to those of us living on the streets, they were the
enemy, the ones trying to hunt us down and ship us off to the workhouses, or
salt mines for those that had committed more violent offenses. They were what
every street rat feared. But the thought of the Warren Underground taking over
that much of the city was far, far worse. The very people we had been taught to
hate were the ones keeping us from being swallowed up by the truly dangerous.


We continued slowly through the empty streets. Every so
often Barthol would bring us to a halt, spotting some vagabond shuffling into
an empty doorway. We would then keep a close eye on that building as we passed,
making sure there weren’t others. I could almost feel the emptiness of the
place. It crawled up my skin like a spider, making me want to slap my arm. 


The Warrens was bigger than I thought. We’d been riding for
a good half hour, and it didn’t feel as though we were halfway through. Of
course, Barthol had been taking us on a very winding tour of the place, at
least until we reached the back, where there was a larger road that seemed to
run the entire length of the old city.


We passed a street on our left and quickly pulled to a stop
when we spotted two men in the distance, about three streets down. They looked
to be pulling a woman into an abandoned building on the left. She was crying
out for help. Barthol drew his sword, as did all the others, except Fipple, who
already had his sword drawn, letting it balance in his lap.


“This is an obvious trap,” I said, remembering my first day
inside the city when I’d been taken by the very same ruse.


“True,” Barthol said. “But it doesn’t mean we can just
ignore it. That would make us no better than them.”


“It would certainly keep us alive much longer,” I mumbled.


By the time I’d drawn my sword, Barthol and Gellar were
already turning down the left road. There didn’t seem to be any street signs,
so there was no telling where we were, other than to try keeping the city’s white
walls in view behind us. I kicked my horse, trying to catch up with the others.
My horse seemed to have a mind of its own, and its mind was determined to be
anywhere but here.


“In there,” Barthol said, pointing to the building where it
looked like the men had taken the woman. It was one of a group of taller
buildings, four or five stories, all but two windows missing their glass. The
two that didn’t were on the uppermost floors. This appeared to be one of the
old merchant districts back in the early years of the city’s existence.


I studied the windows of the surrounding buildings but
didn’t see anything of note. Granted, it was hard to tell, since the sun was
bright over our heads, blinding me as I tried to look up. We heard a shriek
coming from the building on our left, and Barthol signaled for us to stop.


I heard what sounded like the flutter of a hummingbird’s
wings and turned just as an arrow ripped through the top of my shoulder. I
screamed, as did several of my roommates, as arrows rained down on us from a
rooftop on the adjacent side of the street. Mjovic turned and looked at me, an
arrow sticking from the side of his face. He fell, lifeless, onto the cobbles below,
as did Gellar and Waylen, each with at least three or four arrows sticking from
their chests and backs.


I threw myself backward off my horse to keep from getting
hit by a second barrage, but I never hit the ground. Everything spun, and I was
suddenly back in my saddle again as Barthol lifted his hand for us to stop. A
vision!


“Get down!” I shouted, grabbing Stumpy by his cloak and
yanking him sideways off his horse while leaping off mine. “Archers on the
roof!”


The others turned and looked up instead of immediately
getting off their horses. As soon as they spotted the bowmen, they began jumping.
Gellar shouted from the front as he slid off his horse, an arrow buried in his
leg. Waylen struggled to get off his, but his girth slowed him down, and he
took an arrow to his upper back. He didn’t do much more than grunt as he hit
the ground. 


Several of the horses were hit as well, and they all
immediately bolted. One of them didn’t make it far before dropping.


“Get inside!” Barthol shouted, practically lifting Gellar
and carrying him toward the building behind us. I grabbed one of Waylen’s arms,
and Fipple, Stumpy, and I dragged him backward. We’d barely made it through the
empty doorway when a group of armed men and women charged us from inside.


Barthol and Fipple released Gellar and hit the front line,
cutting down three at once. Gellar hobbled forward, the arrow still sticking
from his leg, and began fighting alongside the other two.


“Watch Waylen,” I told Stumpy, as we lowered him back
against the side wall. I grabbed Waylen’s sword since he wasn’t going to be using
it, and I rushed to help Barthol, Fipple, and Gellar, who were being overrun. 


Our attackers were dressed in a hodgepodge of clothing,
similar to that of street rats who’d picked a shirt from one shop and a pair of
trousers from another. The only unifying factor was that they each wore
something with blue and gold in it. Not exactly uniforms, but enough to know
they were a group.


One of the women at the front looked awfully similar to the
one who had been screaming for help earlier. She came at me with two long
daggers, her teeth bared like a wild animal as she swung and slashed for my
throat. Upakans didn’t have the same standards of chivalry that many of the
other cultures had adopted when it came to striking a woman. In our culture,
the women were trained to be just as deadly as the men. Chivalry would only get
you killed.


“Why are you attacking us?” I asked as we circled each other
a moment.


She looked at me like I’d spoken in a foreign tongue. “The
crown has no business here,” she spat, “and it’s high time we made you remember
that.” She came at me once more, and I repelled each attempt, her eyes growing
more intense with each new strike.


Unable to break through my defenses, she retreated, then threw
one of her daggers, which I batted away at the last second just before it found
its home in my gut. She shrieked and ran and dove for my chest. Stupid move on
her part, as she found nothing but my sword waiting. There was a surprised look
on her face as her eyes went lifeless. I felt a twinge of guilt at having
killed her, but I wasn’t fighting children here. These were bloodthirsty
Warrens cutthroats whose sole purpose was apparently to kill us all for the
sake of proving a point.


I grabbed her remaining dagger and threw it at one of the
men about to flank Fipple. It buried in his side, and he went down. I leaped at
the next man in line, making sure not to get hit by Fipple as he and Barthol and
Gellar swung wildly to hold the others back. Gellar went down to his knee a
couple of times because of the arrow but managed to fight his way back up each
time.


I circled to the left, drawing several away from the main
group. They didn’t fight with any kind of organization. Instead, it was every
man for themselves, which was good for me. I cut the first’s legs out from
under him with my new sword, while blocking a swing for my head with Waylen’s
longer one. One of the men near the back threw another dagger, and I spun to
the right but didn’t turn far enough, and it caught my side. The only thing that
saved me was my chainmail shirt.


I cut down the man directly to my right with a quick slash
to his midsection, then deflected and stabbed the one on the left, sidestepping
the man on the ground, who I’d cut the legs out from earlier. A flick of my
wrist and his neck was open. The next two were more hesitant than the first
three, and I danced between their strikes and lunges with little effort,
burying a sword in each as I passed, on my way to help the others.


Fipple shouted as one of the men managed to drive a sword
through his shoulder. He kicked the man backward, then pulled the sword out and
killed him with it.


By the time I reached the fight, the cutthroats were pulling
back. I cut down two more before they finally decided we weren’t worth the trouble
and retreated into some of the empty rooms in the back. 


Barthol, who was sporting an injured arm, turned and looked
at the pile of bodies I’d left in my wake, then looked at me. 


He didn’t say anything, but I could see curiosity in his
eyes as he helped Fipple and Gellar over to the side wall where Stumpy was examining
the arrow in Waylen’s back. Waylen grunted and groaned and slapped at Stumpy’s
hand each time he got too close.


“Best to leave it in,” I said. “You pull it now, and it’ll
cause even more damage and he could bleed to death.” 


“There!” Waylen said, his face pale. “You see? Don’t touch
it.”


Stumpy blew out his lips in frustration. “I wasn’t going to
pull it. But if you give me any more of your lip, I might.”


I looked at Gellar, who had just grabbed hold of the arrow
buried in his leg. He looked at me and let go, but not before snapping off most
of the shaft.


Leaving the others, I headed for the front doors and peered
out. I didn’t see any movement, so I stepped out and looked up at the roof of
the adjacent building, using my hand to block the sun. Nothing there but empty,
hollowed-out shells of brick and stone. I headed back inside. “Whoever they
were, we scared them off for the time being.”


“Did you see any of the horses out there?” Barthol asked.


I shook my head. “Only the dead one. Here.” I grabbed my
belt knife and cut off a piece of my crimson-and-gold tabard and handed it to
Fipple. “Use this to slow the bleeding.” 


Barthol took the cloth and shoved it up under Fipple’s
shirt, who winced and nearly hit him for his trouble. “You oaf. Are you trying to
kill me yourself?”


“We need to leave—now,” Barthol said. “I guarantee they’re
on their way to warn the others, and they’ll be back with more. A lot more.”


“Without the horses, that’s going to be difficult,” Gellar
said, leaning against the side wall to help take the weight off his injured leg.


“How long till the lancers send help?” I asked.


“Too long,” Waylen said, the arrow sticking out of his back
as he did his best not to accidentally bump it against the wall. “We need to
get out of here.”


“Can you walk?” Stumpy asked Waylen.


Waylen nodded. “I’ll dance the rufty tufty if it means being
free of this place.”


“Then we better get going,” Fipple said. “The last thing I
want to see is you dancing.”


With Stumpy’s help, Barthol managed to get Waylen to his
feet. Gellar and Fipple supported each other, one with a hole in his upper
chest, the second with an arrow in his right leg, which left me and Barthol
free to defend them if necessary, and he looked to be favoring one of his arms.


“Give me my sword,” Waylen said, and I handed it to him. He
tried holding it in his right hand, but every time he moved his arm, the arrow in
his back shifted, and he nearly dropped it. He did manage to hold it with his
left arm, though.


I walked over and grabbed one of the swords from the dead.
It wasn’t as nice as my new lancer sword, but the grip was tight, and the blade
wasn’t too dull. I met the rest of the group at the door. “Should we go out
this way or find a way out the back?”


“You mean the same direction our attackers went?” Gellar
asked. “I think I’ll stick to the front.”


“Then let me go first,” I said. “I’m smaller and faster. I
can see if there is anyone waiting for us.”


Gellar looked at Barthol. “We could use a scout.” 


Barthol nodded. “Keep your eyes open for more archers.”


I nodded and slipped out the open doorway, working my way down
the left side of the building, watching all the windows and doors and roofs for
signs of movement. Once I reached the end, which rested at the corner of
another street, I turned and motioned for the others to follow, keeping a close
watch on the surrounding buildings for more archers.


“We need to get off this main road,” I said. “Stick to the
alleyways.” Something I was used to doing, but the lancers probably weren’t.
“We pose too easy a target out here.”


Barthol pointed ahead. “Lead the way.”


I peered around the corner, once again studying the windows
and open doorways and tiled roofs. I didn’t see anyone, so I motioned for them
to follow as I pressed myself against the side of the building and started
down. We worked our way past three buildings before finding a narrow alleyway
on the other side of the street that looked to be heading back in the direction
of the front wall of the old city.


We quickly crossed the street and headed into the narrow
space between. We followed it down several buildings, crossing two more streets
as we continued on. Every now and then, the alley would disappear ahead, and I
was forced to find an alternate route. There were noises all around us, but
none close enough to make out where they might have been. We stopped in one
particularly tight space and rested on top of some old barrels. We had to
redress the three men’s wounds, the rest of us cutting off pieces of our
garments to use for bandaging.


“If we can reach Mora,” I said, “I can get us to a healer.” 


I couldn’t believe I was actually considering taking them to
the Temple, but if we didn’t get these men help soon, they weren’t going to
make it. Both Fipple and Gellar were having a difficult time keeping to their
feet. Gellar had fought with an arrow in his leg, forcing him to lose even more
blood, and the only thing keeping Fipple from completely bleeding out was the
blood-soaked cloths stuffed under his clothing.


Waylen was doing the best of the three, as he hadn’t been
forced to fight, and with the arrow in his back and not his leg, there wasn’t
as much pressure being placed on it. Still, there was no telling what sort of
damage it might be doing internally. Thankfully, it wasn’t buried too deep, as
it had quite a lot of muscle and fat to get through.


We started forward once more, stopping at the next road and
listening. Shouts rose from several streets to the east, but I never saw
anyone. 


“They’re looking for us,” Barthol said with a growl as he tightened
his grip on his sword.


We hobbled across the road as fast as we could and into the
next passageway. These buildings looked like former residences. Some even had
clotheslines still hanging between windows further up. I wondered briefly if
they were still being used. We crept down a narrow side street and were nearing
the end when voices ahead had us frantically searching for cover. 


There were a couple of old barrels on one side, and we
quickly helped Waylen, Fipple, and Gellar down behind them. The rest of us
dropped to the ground against the buildings as a group of armed men and women
strode past.


A couple stopped and looked down.


I held my breath. We were pushed up against the side of the
building, half covered by debris, but not enough that we couldn’t be seen if
anyone looked directly at us. One shout would have the rest of the Warrens
clans down on our heads, ensuring we never left alive. I didn’t move, keeping
my head perfectly still as I lay behind a splintered crate. 


After what felt like hours, the two moved on. 


I breathed a sigh of relief, my head spinning from having
held my breath for so long. We waited for the voices to fade before moving. 


“I’ll take a look,” I said to Barthol and crept my way down
the side of the alley. I’d barely reached the corner when another group
suddenly walked past. All five turned and looked right at me. It took them a moment
to realize I was standing there, and then to figure out that whoever I was, I
wasn’t with them.


By the time they thought to reach for their swords, mine
were in my hand and I was swinging. I lunged, killing the first before his hand
reached his grip. I barreled into the second, knocking him off balance, while stabbing
through the sword arm of a woman on my left. She grabbed her arm and ran.


I could hear Barthol shouting behind me, his voice getting
louder as he ran to help. I dodged and weaved through the remaining three,
blocking and parrying each sword, deflecting them just enough to keep them from
catching me, but not enough to overexert myself. I caught the man on my right
in his thigh. As soon as he went down, I finished him with a kick to the face
that left him unconscious on the snowy cobbles, all the while blocking the
other two.


I swept aside the last two with little difficulty, as their
swings were wide, their stances long. I didn’t even need my visions to put them
on the ground beside their comrade. Barthol ran up beside me and lowered his
sword when he realized there wasn’t anyone left to fight.


“One got away,” I said. “We need to go.”


Barthol took one last look at the four men and grunted. We
left the men in the street and rushed back into the alley to help Stumpy get
the other three up on their feet.


“One of them got away,” Barthol said. The others didn’t need
to be told why that was a bad thing.


As quick as possible, we were out of the alley and rushing
into the next. Barthol kept back to help Stumpy support the others. Gellar
shoved him off, demanding he didn’t need help. Fipple, on the other hand, could
hardly keep his legs under him with the loss of blood from his stabbing.


My job was simple, scout ahead and warn if anyone was
coming.


We passed through several more streets, cutting back and
forth till we found an alley large enough and clear enough for us to fit through.
There were shouts all around us now, it seemed, coming from all directions. The
entire Warrens was coming alive to hunt down the wounded lancers. I had to keep
us moving. By all accounts, getting caught here would no doubt mean a very
unpleasant death.


My imagination continued to get the better of me as I
scurried down the dark passageways, picturing all the grotesque things these
people would do to us if they found us, all the stories I’d heard about this
place over the last couple years. I stopped at the next street and caught my
first glimpse of the old city’s wall overtop the backs of the buildings in
front of us. I wanted to shout for joy, but I kept my excitement to a wide grin
as I turned and waved them forward.


Not wanting to get too close to the open window on my left, I
scooted out to the middle of the alley before peeking around the corner. I
immediately spotted a large group of armed men on my right, working their way
down the street in our direction. Spinning around, I frantically waved at the
others to hide. Barthol and Stumpy helped the other three up against the side
of the building on the right, behind a pile of broken crates and old doors. I,
on the other hand, had nothing to hide behind. The armsmen were getting closer.
I could hear the crunch of their footsteps in the snow.


Desperation taking over, I dove through the open window on
my left into the next building over and prayed I didn’t land on any
unsuspecting members of the Warrens clans. I landed with a jolt and crawled to
the front wall just below the windows and pressed myself up against the brick.
I could hear them passing, a couple mumbling between themselves about not
wasting their time on patrol.


I held my breath as their shadows moved across the empty
window. One of the shadows stopped. I could hear him breathing just above me as
they peered in the window.


“See anything?” someone farther down called back.


The shadow stood there a moment longer. “Nah. Empty like the
rest.” The tall dark blotch on the floor turned and continued on, appearing and
disappearing each time he reached a new window.


I exhaled slowly and pushed my way up to my knees to peek
out. The street was empty. I glanced around the corner of the window in time to
see the group turn south at the next street up. I turned to leave and found
Barthol staring at me through the side window, startling me momentarily. He
moved back to give me room to crawl out.


“They’re gone,” I whispered. “Headed that way.” I pointed
south.


“We’re almost out,” Gellar said, his face slick with
perspiration as he stared longingly at the tall brick wall rising up behind the
buildings.


Making sure no one else was coming, we stumbled out of the
alley and started down the side of the building. Thankfully, we didn’t have to
go too far. Three buildings down, there was an alley that opened all the way to
the wall, and we took it, increasing speed as we went, desperate to make it
out. It wasn’t far now. The wall was directly in front of us, so close I could
see the individual stones.


I ran through the debris, dodging broken barrels and
splintered crates, torn shutters and broken glass, as I rushed to keep ahead of
the others, wanting to make sure the way ahead was safe. I was nearing the end
of the alley, which stopped at a single-lane road in front of the old city’s
wall, when I heard noises ahead. I skidded to a stop at the edge of the building
and peered around the corner.


My heart sank. I could see the opening in the wall on the
left, about two buildings down, but it was being guarded by at least a dozen watchers.
How were we ever going to get through?







Chapter 14


[image: A gated entrance to a building  Description automatically generated with low confidence]


 


THE SOUND OF FOOTSTEPS behind me had me spinning
around and raising my finger to my lips in warning. Barthol stopped a few feet
away and set Fipple down against the side of the alley. 


“What is it?” he whispered.


I moved back. “See for yourself.”


Barthol leaned forward to take a look. All I heard was a
grunt before he stepped back and shook his head. “That’s not good.”


Stumpy moved past to take a look as well. His face said it
all as he turned and walked back to where the rest of us were huddled at the
side. It was a rather depressing look. One that said we had made it right to
the finish but were unable to cross.


“Any ideas?” Barthol asked.


No one said anything.


“What if we tried a different opening?” Gellar said, wincing
as he spoke. His pants leg was stained red all the way to the knee.


“We aren’t going to be able to fight them all,” Barthol agreed.
“Not with three men already down.”


Gellar tried to stand. “I can still fight.” He made it about
a quarter of the way up, then collapsed beside Fipple.


“If we can’t fight them,” I said, “then we need to move
them.”


“And how do you propose we do that?” Barthol asked, the rest
looking at me like I’d lost my mind.


I looked down at my lancer uniform. “I have an idea.”
Without explaining, I began to strip down to my pants, leaving the rest of the
uniform, including the chainmail, lying in a pile on the street.


“What are you planning on doing?” Waylen asked. “Frightening
them with your hairless chest?” He tried laughing, then stopped under the pain
of the arrow in his back.


“No. I have a better idea.” I untied the bloody wrap from
around Gellar’s leg, replacing it with one of the sleeves from my own shirt.
“Wait for my signal.” 


I rushed up the long alleyway toward the street we’d entered
from, keeping my ears open for possible patrols. My teeth were all but
chattering by the time I made it to the end. I blew on my hands to warm them as
I waited. Glancing around the corner and not seeing anyone coming, I ran back up
the street, keeping as close to the fronts of the buildings as possible.


Ahead were the bodies of the men I’d killed in the last
attack. The man I’d kicked in the head was still sprawled on the ground
unconscious. Quickly, I began undressing one of the men, who looked to be about
my size. I pulled on the man’s shirt and kept the cape loose about my shoulders
so the blood could be easily seen. Leaving the hood down, I tied Gellar’s
bloody bandage around my head and ran back down the street the way I’d come.


I couldn’t believe I was attempting this. It was crazy. If
it didn’t work, I was likely to be left fending off all twelve by myself, which
meant making a run for it and hoping I could find a place to hide before they
caught me. At the very least, I could possibly keep them distracted long enough
for the others to get away.


I passed the side alley where my roommates were waiting but
didn’t take the time to stop. Instead, I kept going to the next street down,
which was the street that ended at the opening in the wall. I looked around the
corner. All twelve were still there, their weapons drawn as they cast about,
seemingly waiting on someone to show up.


Taking a moment to make sure the bandage on my head was good
and tight and the bloody shirt was on straight, I held the sword I’d taken from
the fallen cutthroat and stumbled out from around the corner, limping my way toward
the guards as fast as I could. “We’ve got them cornered!” I shouted, looking as
desperate as I could manage. “We need help!”


Those standing at the opening stared just a moment, a couple
starting my way cautiously. 


“Come on! What are you waiting for? We’ve got to stop them!”


All but two ran in my direction. I stumbled back to the
street corner and pointed back down the road with my sword, toward the bodies.
“There. They ambushed us! They just ran back up the alley! Hurry!”


Seeing their fallen brethren, the men and women charged down
the street. As soon as their backs were turned, I ran toward the opening in the
wall and the two men standing in front. I barely made it halfway when Barthol
and Stumpy flew out from behind the last building and attacked. By the time I
got there, Barthol had one of the men down and Stumpy was working on the
second. Barthol clobbered the second man in the back of the head with his
pommel, and he collapsed beside his comrade.


“Quick!” I urged. “We need to get through the wall before
they return.” I ran back to the narrow alley where the other three men were
waiting. Gellar and Waylen had managed to somehow make it to their feet and
were trying to help Fipple to his, but the man was delirious from blood loss
and couldn’t be moved. “Hurry. They could be back at any moment.”


I gathered up my uniform and turned to help Fipple, but Barthol
pushed me out of the way and grabbed the injured man himself, lifting him off
the ground and throwing him over his shoulder. There was certainly no time to
argue, so Stumpy and I got an arm up under the other two, and we made a break
for the opening. 


We were almost there, stumbling down the narrow lane as fast
as we could. I glanced over my shoulder as we passed the final building,
half-expecting to see the watchers returning. But as luck would have it, the
street was empty, at least for the moment. 


Quickly, we stumbled through the wall and out onto Mora.


“Which way to your healer?” Barthol asked, already rushing
across the street and into the old merchant district on the other side.


I breathed a heavy sigh of relief as we cut down the first
road that took us out of sight of the old city. “We need to go that way,” I
said, nodding straight ahead. I had my shoulder up under Waylen for support. 


We disappeared into the shops, doing our best to get as far
away from the Warrens as possible in case those living there decided to give
chase. Hopefully, they would think that we would head northwest up Mora and try
reaching the Tansian. We were lancers after all. It wouldn’t make much sense
for lancers to head into one of the only places outside the Warrens that
provided little to no shelter.


I kept our route to the backstreets even though it would
have been faster to take the main avenues. Even in the Maze, one had to be
careful. There were still those who didn’t have much love for the patrollers
and lancers. The street tribes were one of them. Mine included. It might not
have been as dangerous as the Warrens, but there was still a number of toughs
that roamed the streets. Even us street rats didn’t walk about alone.


“How much farther?” Barthol asked, hefting Fipple up a
little higher on his shoulder, receiving a fevered groan from the wounded man
for his efforts. 


“Not far.” I suddenly had a terrible thought. What if Reevie
wasn’t there? Was it his day to visit Wildfire? Red paid him to come by every
couple of weeks to see to any of their more serious medical needs. If this was
his day, Gellar and Fipple were going to be in trouble.


We crossed out of the old merchant district and onto Circle
Drive without running into more than the odd shopper, and from there we shuffled
our way down to the brick drive, which led back to the Temple’s gates.


I could hear Toots shouting for help before we’d made it
within throwing distance of the wall. Heads were popping up all along the inside
of the gate, mostly around the newly built towers. 


“Open the gate!” I shouted up at them.


“You better get out of here, if you know
what’s . . .” Toots paused. “Protector? Is that you?”


“Yes, it’s me. Now open the gate!”


“Are we under attack?”


“No!” I shouted. “But you will be if you don’t let me in.”


He pointed down at the other men. “But . . .
but those are . . .”


“I know what they are. Now get that gate open.”


Toots’s head disappeared back behind the wall. “It’s the Protector!
Open the gate!”


I could hear the large bracer inside being lifted, and soon
enough the two doors split apart. Sapphire and Bull were standing at the front,
along with the entire Guard, swords drawn and at the ready. I was actually
quite proud of the way they looked.


“Ayrion, what happened?” Sapphire asked as she and Reevie
came running over, Reevie trailing behind with his bad leg. “You’re wounded.”
He snarled at the lancers. “Did they attack you?”


“No, they didn’t attack me.” I looked down, realizing I was
wearing the dead man’s shirt. “I’m fine. It’s not my blood.”


“Your head.” Reevie reached for Gellar’s old leg bandage and
peeled it back. He looked puzzled.


“I told you. It’s not my blood. We need to get these men
inside.” I turned to those behind me. “Let’s go.” I started for the gate,
supporting Waylen as I did. We were about halfway when I realized we were the
only two. I stopped and turned. Barthol and the others had remained right where
they were, staring at all the armed children waiting on the other side. “You
don’t need to worry. This is my tribe.” I smiled. “Welcome to Hurricane.” I looked
back at the gate and the armed kids standing around it. “It’s fine. You can put
your weapons down.”


“But, Protector, them is lancers,” Mouse said, peeking out
from behind Bull. “Why did you bring them here?”


“Because they’re injured.”


“So, what’s that to us?”


I didn’t have time to explain. “Am I chief of Hurricane or
not?”


Mouse shrunk back behind Bull.


“Now move aside so we can get these men medical attention.”
I looked at Reevie. “I’m going to need your help.”


“Me? But I—”


Barthol moved up alongside me, Fipple hanging from his
shoulder. “I thought you said you were taking us to see a healer?”


“I am.” I pointed at Reevie. “You’re looking at one of the
best healers this side of the Tansian.”


Barthol scoffed. “Is this a joke? We need a real healer. These
men are dying.”


“Then stop arguing with me and carry them inside.” I turned
and started through the gates, Waylen stumbling along with his arm over my
shoulder. 


The crowd parted at the gate, and we passed through, the
members of Hurricane staring in wide-eyed wonder at the uniformed men breaching
their walls. The members’ weapons had been lowered, but they were still in
their hands. 


We started through the gardens leading to the main building.
Behind us, I heard Toots shouting, and soon after, the gates closed.


“What have you led us into?” Stumpy asked, supporting Gellar
as they hobbled just behind Barthol and Fipple.


“This is my home. You have nothing to fear here, unless of
course you decide to start some trouble. Then, Creator help you.” I smiled
inwardly.


We’d passed through the last of the winter shrubs and
started for the main building when Tubby suddenly burst out the front door and
charged down the steps.


“Holy Pit fire!” Barthol said, nearly flinging Fipple off
his shoulder as he tried reaching for his sword. “What in the name of the Dark
One is that?”


Waylen looked up and actually squealed when he saw the
enormous boy charging down the stairs toward us, the ground shaking as he came.
Tubby was wearing his Flesh Eater mask. He must have left it in his room and
run back to get it.


Barthol was a big man, one of the biggest I’d seen, but he
barely reached Tubby’s shoulders.


“Stop,” I said, holding up my hand. “You don’t need the
mask, Tubby. These are friends.”


Tubby stopped in front of me and growled through the thick
leather as he looked the lancers over. I thought Waylen was going to pass out
from the way his knees were buckling. I grabbed the man’s arm before he did.


Tubby’s shoulders lowered, and he reached up and unfasted
the straps and pulled it off, his hair hanging partway over his eyes. “They’s
friends?” he asked in his deep booming voice.


“Yes, now move aside so we can get them to the infirmary.”


Tubby stepped back and watched anxiously as we passed and
headed up the steps and into the main building. Sapphire and Bull moved past us
in the hall. 


“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Sapphire said as she reached
the infirmary before we did and opened the door. Bull stood just to the side,
his sword still drawn as he kept a close eye on the five men.


I helped Waylen inside and sat him down on a bench on the
right, just behind a couple of empty cots. “Don’t move.”


“Don’t plan on it,” Waylen said. “And if you can scrounge up
some food, I’d be mighty appreciative. We’ve gone and missed our lunch.” Reevie
walked over and grabbed an apple off his desk and tossed it to Waylen, who
caught it with a painful groan. “Much obliged,” he said with a smile and bit
down. 


I never knew where Reevie always managed to get his apples.
Even during the winter, he seemed to have a never-ending supply. I shook my
head and went to help Barthol with Fipple. “You can put him here,” I said to
Barthol, pointing at the first of three cots that had been placed against the
side wall.


Barthol eased Fipple off his shoulder and carefully laid him
down. Fipple was talking but not making any sense, like someone speaking in
their sleep. Behind us, Stumpy helped Gellar over to the second cot and sat him
down, swinging his leg up and over before laying him down altogether.


“What happened?” Reevie asked, pushing his way through to
get to his patients. “Bloody Vomit. Are those arrows?” He looked over at me.
“How were you shot by arrows? I thought you were in the garrison. Are your
archers such poor marksmen that they shoot each other? How has Aramoor survived
for so long?”


“Those aren’t lancer arrows, boy,” Barthol said angrily. “We
were attacked by Warrens cutthroats.” 


Reevie’s head shot up from where he was examining the broken
shaft in Waylen’s back. “What in flaming cholera were you doing in the
Warrens?”


“We were on patrol,” I said.


Reevie moved around to Fipple. “What idiots patrol the
Warrens?”


“Ones looking to keep you and your little friends alive,”
Barthol growled.


Reevie shied away. “What happened here?” he asked, pulling
Fipple’s shirt and cloak back to get to the bandage and wound. 


“He was stabbed with a blade,” I said.


Reevie examined the wound, made a few remarks too muffled to
understand, then moved over to Gellar and looked at the shaft sticking out of his
leg. Finishing his initial examination, he turned. “Get me Muriel. We have work
to do.”


“Why Muriel?” I asked.


“She’s been helping me in the infirmary of late. Fast
learner. She has a keen interest in how the herbs and tonics work.”


I looked at Bull. “Do as he says.”


Bull looked reticent to leave, what with a room full of
lancers, but Sapphire nodded that they’d be fine, and he took off out the door.
The hallway beyond was packed with kids all wanting to get a look at the
uniformed men in the room.


Sapphire shut the door and turned. “What can I do?” 


“Help me get their clothes off,” Reevie said, already
rummaging through his standing shelves of jars and vials. “Shirts for those
two,” he said, pointing to Waylen and Fipple, “and trousers for the other one.”


“Great,” Gellar grumbled. “Aren’t I the lucky one.”


“Ah, quit your complaining,” Barthol chimed in. “At least
you get a bed to lay in.”


Gellar hmphed. “I’d be more than happy to trade you.”


Barthol smiled and helped the three-eyebrowed man get his blood-soaked
pants off, which took a while since Gellar refused to let Barthol cut them off.


“I want to start with that one,” Reevie said, motioning with
his head to Fipple as he carried an armful of jars over to a long mixing table.
“He’s lost a lot of blood, and I don’t like the redness spreading around the
wound.”


“Can you help them?” Barthol asked, still not sounding all
that enthused at the prospect of a teenage healer.


“Of course,” Reevie said. “You heard him. I’m the best this
side of the Tansian.”


Barthol frowned. “Why doesn’t that fill me with confidence?”


“Because your head’s full of rocks. Now stand aside so I can
see to my patients.”


Gellar smiled from his cot. “I like this boy.”


Stumpy laid his arm on Barthol’s shoulder. “Come, let’s get
out of their way.” He directed Barthol over to a couple chairs on the other
side of the room, and they sat down. Stumpy noticed Sapphire staring. “Don’t
worry, deary,” he said, patting the stump where his arm ended. “It didn’t happen
today. Been gone for years.”


Sapphire’s cheeks reddened, and she quickly turned away.


The door opened, and Bull walked back in, followed by Muriel,
Redwing perched on her arm. The hawk screeched, and Barthol came out of his
seat. “What’s this?”


I groaned. Why hadn’t she left that crazy hawk outside? I
glanced at Bull, and he shrugged.


“What’s wrong?” Reevie asked. “Haven’t you ever seen a hawk
before?” He turned to Muriel. “I’ve told you about bringing that wretched bird
into my infirmary.”


“Her name is Redwing,” Muriel said. “And she’s fussy today.”


“Fine,” Reevie said. “I don’t have time to argue. Give her
to Bull. I need your help.”


Muriel pulled a thick glove from her pocket and handed it to
Bull. He didn’t look too happy with being relegated to bird duty, but he pulled
the glove on anyway, and Muriel coaxed Redwing over to him. She then washed her
hands in a pail of soapy water before rubbing some kind of ointment over them
from a large container on the side of the table.


I’d seen Reevie lather his hands in the same clear liquid
before working on other patients in the past, but I’d never taken the time to
ask what it was.


I stood back with Sapphire and watched the two of them get
to work, Reevie calling out ingredients while Muriel’s quick hands found them
and passed them over. Soon enough, they appeared to have their tonics and balms
in order, and Reevie grabbed a clay jar beside the bowls he’d just finished
mixing. 


He carried the jar over to Fipple, who was lying shirtless on
his back, still mumbling incoherently. Reevie opened the jar.


“What are those?” Gellar asked, from the next cot over.


Reevie smiled and picked up a small handful of what looked
like thick pieces of white rice and held them out. The rice was moving.
“Maggots.”


“You aren’t sticking those things on me,” Gellar said, attempting
to sit up in his cot.


“I will if you want to keep your leg.”


“I’m not that far gone.”


“No. But one can never be too careful.”


Gellar’s eyes narrowed, but he finally lay back down.


Reevie went about placing the maggots in Fipple’s wound
first, while Muriel placed a cool compress to his forehead, using a bucket of
snow one of the kids had filled for them. Once finished, Reevie walked back
over to the table and placed the lid back on the maggot jar and looked at
Gellar. “Your turn.”


“Hey, what about me?” Waylen said, still sitting in his
stool on the other side of Fipple, trying his best not to move.


“I’ll get to you next, but this man here is in worse shape.”


“The arrow’s in his leg,” Waylen said. “How bad can it be?
Mine’s in my back.”


“And by the small stain on the back of your shirt compared
to his pants, I’d say his is worse.” Reevie grabbed a dark-colored glass bottle
from the table, and with Muriel’s help, he tied a cloth around his face to keep
from getting dosed himself. With the protective material firmly in place, he uncorked
the bottle and poured its contents onto a thick sponge. I could smell it from
the other side of the room. 


Opium. There was also a mixture of other ingredients,
including hemlock and henbane, and even mandragora leaves.


“What’s that?” Gellar asked, his eyes widening the closer
Reevie got with the sponge. 


“Something to keep you still and to cut the pain.”


“Then give it here,” he said. “If this gets any worse, I’m
about ready to cut the leg off myself.”


Reevie carried the sponge over to Gellar and placed it up
under his nose. “Breathe in deep.”


“Oh, that burns. I donnn liii . . .” Gellar
went completely still, his eyes closing, his arms drooping to the side.


“Where can I get some of that?” Barthol asked. “That’s the
quietest that man has been since I’ve met him.”


“Grab the knife,” Reevie said to Muriel, pointing to the
small blade that was currently resting tip down inside what looked like the
same clear solution they had lathered on their hands. 


She took the knife, dried the blade with her cloth, then
carried it over and handed it to Reevie. Reevie sat on a stool beside Gellar’s
cot, where he could get to the wound. Everyone waited quietly as he went about
slowly cutting back the flesh around the arrow, digging deep enough to get the
head out. “It wasn’t deep enough to hit bone,” he said. “That’s good.” 


Muriel soaked up the blood with fresh cloths so Reevie could
better see what he was doing. It took a while, but he eventually pulled the
arrow free.


“Now hand me that second bowl,” he said, motioning with his
head toward the table.


Muriel placed the broken arrow on the table and grabbed the
second bowl. She handed it to Reevie, and Reevie scooped out a helping of whatever
he’d been mixing, some kind of balm extraction, and rubbed a large portion over
the wound, even packing some inside before stitching up the hole with some fine
thread. He then grabbed several cloths and placed them overtop, then tied them
around the leg to hold them in place.


He looked over at Waylen, who was staring rather wide-eyed
at the whole process. “Next.”


Waylen frowned, then slowly stood and hobbled over to the
third cot and lay down.


Reevie poured more of the strong mixture on his sponge and
placed it under Waylen’s nose. “Huh, it actually doesssn’t smellll tooo . . .”
His head dropped to the side. Reevie had Muriel bring him the knife once more,
and they began the process all over again.


Once Waylen’s arrow was out and the wound cleaned, gooped, sewn,
and bandaged, Reevie walked over to where Sapphire and I were standing against
one of the shelves on the other side of the room. Barthol and Stumpy stood and
walked over.


“How does it look?” Barthol asked.


Reevie nodded. “The wounds were clean, no internal damage
that I could see, though I’d like to keep an eye on that one,” he said,
pointing to the second cot where Fipple was lying, still unconscious. “Once the
maggots do their job and clean out the wound, I can begin treating it.”


“How long?” I asked.


“Several days at least.”


“Can he be moved?” Stumpy asked. 


“Not anytime soon. Maybe in a couple days, depending on how
he responds to treatment. He lost a lot of blood, and the wound does look
infected.”


Stumpy looked at Barthol. “We need to get word to the
garrison. I’m sure they’ve already sent riders out to look for us. They were
expecting us back hours ago.”


Barthol nodded and turned to me. “Do you have a horse?”


I looked at Reevie and cocked my brow. “You see?”


“Fine,” he said, raising his hands. “We need a horse.”


“We might be able to rent one from Dolfer if he has any to
spare,” I said. “We passed his stable in the old merchant district on the way
here.”


Barthol turned to Stumpy, who nodded. “I’ll bring back a
wagon in the morning for Gellar and Waylen.”


“Then I’ll stay here with them tonight,” Barthol said, rubbing
a hand through his dark beard. 


I turned to Bull, who was standing quietly beside the door,
making sure Redwing didn’t squawk. “Escort Mjovic to Dolfer’s and see that he’s
able to get a horse.” I grabbed my purse from my trousers and handed Bull a
couple of coins. “And don’t let him overcharge you.”


Bull smiled and stuffed the coins in his pocket, then
carefully placed Redwing on the back of one of the chairs and took off the
bird’s glove. He looked at Stumpy. “You coming?”


Stumpy took one last look at the three men lying on the cots,
then followed Bull out the door.


“They’ll be asleep for a while,” Reevie said. “You might as
well go wash up and get something to eat.”


“And when you’re done,” Sapphire added, tugging on her long
blonde braid. “I want to hear all about what happened.”


Reevie glared at me and shook his head. “Only you could join
the lancers and end up in a battle in the Warrens on your first day.” He turned
and headed back to his table, where Muriel was busy cleaning and organizing the
jars and vials and bowls.


I looked down at the bloody shirt I’d borrowed from the man
I’d killed and sighed. It had been a long day. A wash would certainly do me
some good.
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I SHOWED BARTHOL TO the washroom, where we both spent
a good half hour cleaning other men’s blood from our skin. Unfortunately, I
didn’t have a clean set of clothes for him to wear, so he redressed in his
uniform. We walked over to the dining hall and managed to catch Cook before he’d
packed up what was left from supper. The stew wasn’t hot, but it was thick and
seasoned, and even had a couple chunks of meat.


Neither of us seemed particularly interested in
conversation, so we ate quietly and walked back to the infirmary to check on
Fipple, Gellar, and Waylen. Waylen was awake and asking for another apple.
Gellar was just coming to, his face pale.


“What happened?” Gellar asked, trying to sit up and not
quite making it. Reevie was there to push him back down.


“I cut that arrow out of your leg.”


Gellar looked up. “Who are you?”


Reevie shook his head. “I’m the healer.”


Gellar looked at him funny. “Where am I?”


“What’s wrong with him?” Barthol asked.


Reevie waved it off. “It usually takes them a little while
to fully wake. He might not recognize you immediately or remember what
happened. Just give it a few minutes.”


Muriel was gone, and so was Redwing, the hawk’s glove no
longer sitting on the seat where Bull had placed it. I pulled two chairs over
for Barthol and me to sit on, while Reevie walked to the back and sat behind
his desk, where he began scribbling notes in one of his many journals.


Before long, the door opened, and Sapphire and Bull came
strolling in. Bull stayed near the door, but Sapphire grabbed a spare seat and
carried it over beside mine and sat down. 


“Were you able to get a horse for Stum—” I caught myself.
“Mjovic?”


Bull nodded. “Fastest negotiation I’ve ever had with Dolfer.
One look at the lancer’s bloody uniform, and he was more than happy to accept
the going rate.”


I smiled.


“How are they doing?” Sapphire asked, staring at the three
men, mainly Fipple, who was still asleep.


“Fine, so far.”


“Speak for yourself,” Gellar said, trying to twist around so
he could see what had been done to him. “My leg feels like it’s on fire.”


“That’s ’cause you keep moving it,” Reevie barked at him
from his desk, looking up from his papers.


I looked at Sapphire. “Reevie seems to think it will take a
day or two before they are strong enough to get about on their own.”


“I don’t think it, I know it,” Reevie replied, not even
bothering to look up from his work.


“So, what exactly happened out there?” she asked.


I sat back in my seat. Where to start? I didn’t want to give
them a complete rundown of my entire day, so I started with our assignment to
patrol the Warrens, and everything that had happened since.


Barthol pitched in some details when he thought I was being
too vague, but mostly he just listened, nodding occasionally as he kept an eye
on the three injured men.


By the time I finished our heroic tale, Fipple began to
stir, drawing everyone’s attention. Reevie left his desk and walked over. He
lifted the cold compress on the man’s forehead and dipped it back in the bucket
of melted snow beside the cot. Wringing it out, he replaced it back on his head
and took a peek at the wound, or more accurately the maggots inside and around
it.


“Lie still,” Reevie said, putting a hand to the man’s
shoulder and holding him down.


“What’s going on?” Fipple asked, looking about as confused
as Gellar had when he’d first woken.


Barthol stood and walked over. “You’re safe. We have a
healer seeing to your wound.”


“I was wounded? How?”


Barthol chuckled. “We’ll discuss it later. Just rest.”


“What is that?” Fipple asked, noticing the squirming things
on his chest for the first time.


“Maggots,” Barthol said, trying not to smile.


“I’m not dead yet, get them off me!” He to started raise his
hand to swipe at them, but Reevie held him back. 


“They are cleaning your wound. I doubt that whoever stabbed
you took the time to clean his blade first.” Reevie smiled, but no one seemed
to get his joke, so he finally moved aside. “Make sure he doesn’t mess with the
maggots,” he said to Barthol, who nodded in return.


“You hear that?” Barthol said. “Don’t mess with those things
unless you want to lose your arm.”


That wasn’t exactly what Reevie had said, but it seemed to
do the trick, as Fipple quickly lowered his hand.


“How about bringing us something to eat?” Waylen griped from
the next cot over. “Those bugs are actually starting to look rather tasty.”


Reevie turned toward the door. “Bull, see if you can rouse
Cook long enough to heat up a couple bowls of the stew for our patients.”


“Now that’s hospitality,” Waylen said with a smile.


“What are you going on about?” Gellar asked. “I saw you
eating that apple earlier.”


Waylen hmphed. “Wish I hadn’t. Only made me hungrier.”


Barthol shook his head with a sigh, but there was a notable
smile on his face. He was clearly glad to see his roommates still alive and
beginning to act like themselves.


After the food arrived and the three men had had their fill,
we brought in a couple extra cots, since Barthol was determined not to leave
his companions’ sides. I stayed with them. It was almost funny. The first night
spent with my Room Eleven bunkmates was in the Temple infirmary. How ironic.


Sleep was hard to come by that night, as Fipple continued to
toss about, each time forcing us to get up and push him back down while making
sure the maggots hadn’t been disturbed. They were resilient little creatures,
clinging to him like a dog to a bone. Each time, we replaced his compress as we
fought to keep his fever at bay.


Gellar threatened to gag Fipple if he didn’t quit his
yammering, and it wasn’t until the first rays of light began seeping through
the window behind them that Fipple’s fever finally broke and he fell into a
deep sleep. Unfortunately, for the rest of us, it meant not getting any rest ourselves.


Reevie was in at the crack of dawn to check on the patients,
doing his best not to wake Fipple after we told him he’d just gotten to sleep.
Reevie inspected both Gellar’s leg and Waylen’s back and seemed pleased with
how they looked, even going so far as to say they could head back to the
garrison today if they wanted, though he strongly suggested they didn’t ride
horseback and jostle their wounds open.


Both men were happy to hear that news. 


There was a knock on the door, and Mouse stuck his head in.
“Protector, there’s more of them lancer fellas at the gate. It’s that dark one
with the missing hand and a couple others. They have a wagon with ’em.”


I stood and started for the door. “Tell Toots to open the
gate.” Barthol was there beside me as we left the infirmary and headed down the
hall and out to the front. Apparently it had snowed a little last night, because
there was a fresh coat across the porch with only a few newly trampled
footsteps, letting me know most of the members were still in bed or just
getting up.


Barthol followed me down the path through the garden and out
to the main gate that was just beginning to open. Stumpy was standing at the
front as the doors parted, and standing right beside him was Overcaptain Tolin.



Most of the Guard had been assembled and was standing at our
backs with Bull in the lead a step or two behind me.


“I don’t like this,” Bull said, “all these lancers parading
in and out of here.”


I didn’t answer him, but I understood the sentiment. Tubby
moved up behind us, his Flesh Eater mask back on. This time I didn’t bother
telling him to remove it. I didn’t want the lancers feeling comfortable being
here. I felt strangely torn between two worlds that were somehow colliding with
each other.


As soon as Tolin’s eyes caught sight of the monstrous boy,
his hand started for his sword, but he stopped when Tubby came to a halt alongside
Barthol, who didn’t seem to pay the masked giant much notice.


I headed through the gate, Barthol and Bull at my side, the
Guard and Tubby moving up a couple of steps behind.


Tolin looked at the two of us. “You had me good and worried
yesterday when you didn’t show up. Had an entire regiment ready to come
looking. We were about to ride for the Warrens when Stumpy came riding through
the gate.” He looked at Barthol. “How are the men?”


“Alive,” Barthol said, “thanks to Ayrion
and . . . well, these children. They have quite the young healer
inside. Gellar and Waylen are well enough to return, but their healer wants
Fipple to rest a couple days more. Said something about infection. Using
maggots.”


Tolin’s brows rose.


“Come,” I said. “I’ll take you to them.”


Tolin and Stumpy both followed us in, taking extra care as
they passed Tubby in his leather mask. 


“Quite the place you have here,” Tolin said, looking around
the snow-covered garden, noting the wall and the guards on top. “Don’t believe
I’ve ever stepped foot in this place before. Though I have to admit, I’ve
always wondered what was in here.”


“You ought to see it in the spring when the garden is in
full bloom.”


Tolin glanced around the yard. “I can imagine.”


We headed up the steps into the main building. “Beautiful
architecture,” Tolin said, noticing the decorative design of the wood and
skylights as we walked down the hall toward the infirmary.


“It was built by a faerie named Egla during the second age.
She has a statue out in the garden.”


“Interesting.” Tolin didn’t say more. 


We reached the infirmary, and I opened the door. 


Reevie was busy redressing Gellar’s leg when we first
stepped inside. I allowed Overcaptain Tolin to enter first, since I was
technically still on lancer duty and he outranked us. Gellar tried to stand,
but Reevie pushed him back down. 


“Are you trying to open your wound? I don’t care if the king
himself walks in here. You need to stay seated until I get this retied.”


“I take it this is your healer?” Tolin asked.


“Overcaptain Tolin, this is Reevie, co-chief of Hurricane
and healer to the tribes.” I looked at Reevie. “This is my commanding officer,
Overcaptain Tolin.”


“Tolin?” Reevie looked up. “Wasn’t that the one that gave
you all that difficulty back when—”


I cleared my throat with a glare.


“How are my men?” Tolin asked, acting as though he didn’t
know what Reevie was going to say. 


“These two are healing nicely,” Reevie said, pointing at
Gellar and Waylen. “As long as they continue drinking their tonic and applying
my special balm at least twice a day, then they should be back to working order
in a week or two.” He walked over to Fipple. “This one, however, needs a little
more rest before moving. He lost considerably more blood.”


“I heard you were keeping it cleaned out.”


“Maggots,” Fipple said, frowning. “He’s using maggots.”


Tolin nodded. “I’ve seen them work miracles on the battlefield.”
He looked at Barthol. “How are you? Any injuries?”


“Tweaked my arm a little, but nothing to write home about.”


“Seems you have everything in hand,” Tolin said, turning to
me. “Which reminds me. I received word from the palace that the prince will be
expecting you this afternoon for his lessons, considering you missed your
appointment last week.”


“I didn’t miss my appointment. I was there and on time. It
was the king who stopped me.”


“Regardless, you will need to be there by third bell.” 


I groaned. I couldn’t catch a break. 


“Unless of course you were injured during the fight? I could
then inform the king, and I’m sure those lessons could be postponed.” 


I stood there a moment studying Tolin’s face, not quite sure
if he had some ulterior motive. He seemed to be offering me a way out. An oddly
gracious gift from a man who had sought to make my life miserable.


I balled my fist, but then released with a sigh. “No. I
wasn’t injured. I’ll be there for his lessons.”


Tolin looked at me a moment, pursed his lips, then finally
nodded.


“Prince or no prince,” Gellar said, attempting to stand now
that Reevie had finished with his dressing, “I’m ready to get back to the
comfort of my own bed.” He glanced at Reevie. “Not that I’m not grateful for
what you’ve done.” He started to pat his leg and thought better of it. “Don’t
believe we could have gotten better treatment than what we received here. My
thanks.”


Reevie smiled. “I’ll be sure to send my bill to the
garrison.”


Gellar’s head rose. “Huh?”


I laughed. “He was just joking, of course.” I turned and
gave Reevie another hard look. “With everything the lancers are doing for us in
keeping the Warrens at bay, it is only right that we help where we can.”


“Gut rot on that! Those herbs I used don’t just grow on
trees. Well, I guess some of them do, but not on our trees. They are costly to
refill.”


“I’ll be sure you are compensated,” Tolin said. “You’ve
taken care of my men. It’s only right.”


“We’ll just say the lancers can owe us one,” I said, “and
leave it at that.”


Reevie started to open his mouth, but one look from me and
he changed his mind. “Yes, that would be satisfactory, I guess.”


“I don’t like owing favors,” Tolin said. “Not a wise
practice to be involved in. I’ll see to it that you are compensated.” He looked
at Stumpy, who had been standing quietly to the side, admiring some of the
shelves of stocked herbs Reevie had on display. “Let’s get these two to the
wagon.”


With Stumpy on one side and Tolin on the other, they managed
to haul Gellar out the door. Barthol and I were there to help Waylen, though he
didn’t seem to need as much. He did keep his back hunched as he walked.


Once in the wagon, Barthol hopped in the back alongside
Stumpy to keep an eye on the two while Tolin climbed up front with the driver, a
lancer I didn’t recognize. 


“I’ll send one of the men back tomorrow to check on Fipple,”
Tolin said. “I’ll see you back at the garrison this evening after your lessons
with the prince.”


I frowned. “I was hoping I might have earned a reprieve for
the week.”


Tolin laughed. “This is the Lancers, son. We don’t earn time
off. We do our duty. You still have three days left on yours.” With that, Tolin
motioned for the lancer to turn the wagon about. 


I watched as the wagon and my roommates slowly rode down the
brick drive and disappeared into the trees. 


“And you thought joining the lancers would be a good thing?”
Sapphire asked, walking up beside me.


“Didn’t have much of a choice, did I?”


“You’re a lancer one day and you nearly died. I think
perhaps military life isn’t for you.”


I smiled but didn’t respond. To be honest, as terrible as
the day had been, it hadn’t been all bad. The comradery I’d felt with my
roommates as we fought alongside each other had been oddly enjoyable. Standing
up alongside men who weren’t going to go scampering away at the first sign of
trouble but instead put their own lives on the line to keep each other safe was
exhilarating. There was something compelling about loyalty such as that. Unlike
in the tribes, where loyalty had to be earned, these men seemed to give it out
without question. I’d only known them for a few days and already trusted them
with my life.
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THE REST OF THE MORNING flew by. Before I knew it, it
was already time for me to collect my things and head for the palace in order to
meet with Dakaran by third bell.


“Don’t forget about the Guild meeting on Fifthday,” Reevie
said as we stood at the gate, waiting for Toots to get the doors open. “We need
all three chiefs there for Hurricane to complete the vote. Will you be back in
time?”


“If Tolin expects me to spend the night on Fourthday, then
I’ll plan on leaving the garrison as soon as they open the gates in the
morning. Unless, of course, something happens.”


“Well, of course something is going to happen.” Reevie
threw his arms up in the air. “It’s you. Something always happens.” 


I bobbed my head in agreement.


“You have to be at this meeting, Ayrion. We are closing
Hurricane. Come to think of it, Sapphire and I have a meeting with Noph tonight.”


Sapphire, who was standing next to me, pulled on her braid.
“We’ll let you know how our meeting with Noph goes on Fifthday. Like Reevie
said, you have to be there.” 


Reevie wrung his hands. “I don’t like you being away like
this.”


“I don’t much like it either,” I said. I adjusted my new sword
belt lower on my waist. I wasn’t wearing my full uniform this morning,
considering the blood. I did have it folded and stuffed into a small carry bag,
along with my chainmail and guards. Today, I was wearing borrowed clothes,
since mine were back at the lancer compound. This new outfit didn’t exactly
fit. The Hurricane Guard I borrowed it from was wider than I was, leaving the
extra material to flap in the wind. The outfit had a hood, but it clearly
hadn’t been washed in some time, so it smelled too bad for me to lift.


“Be careful,” Sapphire said, offering a kind smile, even
going so far as to squeeze my hand. “It seems every time you visit the palace
nowadays something goes wrong.”


“Don’t remind me. Still, this should be pretty routine.
Hopefully our lessons will be over in time for me to catch an evening meal with
my new roommates.”


“Not quite what I had expected from lancers,” Sapphire said.


“Yeah,” Reevie added, “seemed more like a group of street
toughs.”


I chuckled. “They’re kind of the black sheep of the
barracks.”


“Then I guess you’ll fit right in,” Reevie said with a smirk
as he rubbed at his bad leg, which tended to hurt more during the colder
months.


With nothing else to say, I wished them both well and headed
down the Temple’s brick lane toward Circle Drive, and from there north to
King’s Way West, reaching the palace about an hour later. I had left early so I
wouldn’t be forced to run the whole way and show up winded. I even had enough
time to swing by Master Endle’s and purchase a cheese-and-honey tart.


It hit the spot.


I signed in at the bridge gate and stopped halfway across to
spit over the edge before heading the rest of the way over. Once across, I was
half-expecting to find Tolin waiting with a scowl on his face, but to my happy delight,
I was met instead by one of the runners. He looked to be about eleven, wearing
the typical blue vest and hat signifying his station.


“His Royal Highness Prince Dakaran is waiting for you in the
north garden,” the young boy said, even going so far as to offer a formal bow,
right arm extended and everything.


The north garden? I groaned inwardly. It was the
farthest from the gate. “Thank you, good sir,” I said, looking as professional
as one could wearing clothes that were clearly oversized while toting a carry
bag over my back. “Lead the way.”


Instead of heading into the palace through the main
entrance, we circled around past the stables and into the largest of the royal
gardens, located on the far north of the property. Along with an impressive
array of well-trimmed shrubbery, there were trees enough to be deemed a small
forest, including a large pond area. Much like the garden at the Temple, it featured
a fountain at its center. However, this one was enormous.


The fountain consisted of layers of carved rock stacked on
top of each other, allowing the water bubbling up from the top to flow down
over the sides, forming several falls that trickled down into the pond. Across
the rock were sculpted images of people lying about, having what looked like a
picnic in the sun. Behind them stood a row of men in lancer uniforms keeping
watch, as if to remind people that the only reason they could enjoy such
frivolities was due to the strength and sacrifice of its men at arms.


I had once asked Dakaran how the water continued to flow up
out of the fountain as it did, since there was no stream running down to it,
but apparently it had been created in a previous age, which meant no one really
knew how it worked.


The crushed-rock pathway that wound through the trees and
around the pond was covered in slush, the sun having melted the previous
night’s snow. We passed several of the aristocracy who happened to be taking a
stroll through the gardens, as it was one of the first sunny days we’d seen in
the last week. 


Halfway around the pond, it was clear to me that there was
to be little in the way of actual training. A crowd had already gathered on the
far side, mostly mothers with their young—and some not so young—daughters, all
wanting to catch a glimpse of the prince, or better yet, hoping the prince
caught a glimpse of them. The girls were wearing their finest gowns, looking as
if they were headed for a ball and not standing out in the freezing cold with
their shoulders, and more, bared to the gusts coming down off the mountains behind
them.


I shook my head as I followed the young runner around the
east path. Crazy girls deserved what they got. It was nearly impossible to get
any work done with a couple dozen women fawning over the person I was trying to
train. Not to mention those who had set their eyes on me, as they believed me
to be a close and dear friend to the prince. How they gathered that assumption
from the threadbare clothing I wore was beyond me.


Pushing my way through the throng of overly perfumed bodies,
I found the prince seated on a bench under one of the larger willows. Gaggles
of girls surrounded him as he enthralled them with tales of his make-believe
heroism, stories so preposterous that I couldn’t imagine any sane person
believing them. Then again, anyone who would stand out there dressed in such a
way as to catch their death of a cold in the hopes that the prince’s eye might
pass over them wasn’t exactly right in the head anyway. 


One look at all the ladies, and the young runner bowed to me
and scampered off. I didn’t blame him. I was almost tempted to do the same.


“Ayrion!” Dakaran hopped up from the bench when he spotted
me, and the girls quickly parted as he strolled over in his fancy green suit.
Not exactly what I would have chosen to train in, but there was little I could
do to stop him. He smiled and clapped me on the shoulder. “We’ve drawn quite
the crowd, aye?” He acted as though I was supposed to be thrilled by the fact
that two dozen girls were pressing in close enough to make me panic.


“Why aren’t we training inside?” I asked, looking for a
place to lay down my satchel, but not seeing one through the onslaught of young
women.


Dakaran spread his arms. “Because it’s a beautiful day and
I’m tired of being cooped up indoors. I wanted some fresh air.” He looked me
over. “What are you wearing?”


I hmphed. “Clothes. Now let’s get on with it.” I looked down
at the uneven ground around the path and frowned. “Couldn’t we have at least
gone to the practice field? There’s ruts and roots and the low-hanging limbs.
Easy to twist an ankle or poke out an eye. I don’t think your father’s going to
thank me much if I get his son sent to bedrest all in the name of getting fresh
air.”


“Quit being such a pessimist. It’s perfect. Just look at
that water. Sparkles like diamonds.”


The very mention of diamonds set the girls and their mothers
to whispering and giggling once again.


“Fine,” I said, then leaned in closer, “but you’re going to
have to get these people to scoot back unless they want to risk getting hit.” Sadly,
I wouldn’t have put it past some of the mothers to actually wish that on their
child in hopes of getting the prince’s special attention.


Dakaran turned and raised his hands to those gathered. “If
you’ll kindly move back, we are about to get started. We don’t want any of
those pretty dresses accidentally getting sliced up, now do we?” He winked, and
the girls laughed. A couple grabbed the front of their dresses and quickly
scooted back, prompting the others to do the same.


While the mothers and daughters moved onto the crushed-rock
path behind us, I placed my satchel down on the bench, along with my new lancer
sword. Two of the royal guard stood behind the bench, each holding a practice
sword in his hand. The swords were your basic single-handed sword, but with
blades that had been dulled for training. 


Dakaran accepted one of the swords and handed the other one
to me. He then took a couple of swings with it as he made his way out into the
open, glancing in the young ladies’ direction as he did, playing up the crowd. He
even went so far as to bow. I heard one of the guards mumble something under
his breath. It was too soft to make out, except for the word pompous.


Dakaran laid the sword down on the bench and proceeded to
take off his jacket, leaving his white ruffled tunic and lavishly embroidered vest
in place.


The whispers and giggling started up once again. I hoped that
was all he was planning on taking off. I wouldn’t have put it—


Sure enough, Dakaran then removed his vest, causing an even
greater stir, as the only thing left was his shirt.


“You take that off,” I said, “and I’m going to carve my
initials in your chest.”


He smiled but stopped at the vest, for now.


We pulled on our gloves, picked up our swords, and walked
out to the largest opening between the trees and the garden path.


“Have you been practicing your footwork like I showed you
last time?”


“Of course,” Dakaran said, then moved to his first stance—right
foot forward, toes pointed at opponent; left foot back, toes to the left, balancing
the weight on the back leg. His sword was up and out, forcing distance between us.


I nodded. “Good. But make sure to keep your sword in the
middle.” I moved his arm further back to the center of his body. “Remember, when
it’s too far over, you leave your arm open for your opponent to chop it off. 


“Yes, I know,” he said. “Let’s get on with it.”


He was getting embarrassed, which was why having an audience
was never a good thing when it came to the prince.


“Fine.” I took a couple of steps back and raised my own
sword, keeping within striking distance, but not too close. “I’m going to advance.
I want you to defend, but that’s all, don’t counter.”


He nodded, and I began my drive. I kept my swings clean and
direct, slow at first to give him a chance to get back into the flow of
parrying and deflecting. He seemed to be picking things up easily. Once the
rhythm had been established, I advanced my attacks a little more, throwing in a
couple of lunges. He managed to hold his own, and I finally stepped back and
lowered my blade.


“Very good. Now let’s add in some dodges and fades.”


He tried evading my next swing but stepped in the wrong
direction, and I stopped my blade at his neck.


“Blazes!” He swung his sword at the ground, furrowing a rut
in the snow and flinging a line of slush toward the trees on his right.


“It was close,” I said, trying to remain positive and making
sure to point out things he was doing correctly. “You’re improving every week.
Just be mindful of your surroundings.” 


We reset and tried again. This time, after several
successful parries, Dakaran performed a simple backstep to evade, leaving my
blade hitting nothing but air.


The crowd clapped, and he bowed.


“Yes,” I said encouragingly. “That’s how it’s done. Keep it
simple. The less effort on your part, the better.” I moved back to our starting
position. “Now, lunge at me.”


He did, and I parried with a simple turn of my wrist.


“Now hold that position right there,” I told him while his
sword was extended. “Did you see how I did that? I didn’t need to swing my
sword with force; I didn’t need to hit your sword hard to keep it from striking
me. All I needed to do was simply redirect it by moving my blade a couple
inches. I accomplished my goal but with very little effort.”


I reversed our positions and had him do the same. I lunged
nearly a dozen times, until his body began to respond without having to think
about it. Each time, the women would show their support by clapping and smiling
and waving, encouraging Dakaran to push harder, which unfortunately was the
very thing I was trying to train him not to do.


We spent the rest of our time working on his evasion, teaching
him to watch his opponent’s shoulder and arm to determine where the blade was striking
and, without thinking, move out of the way. It was a defensive tactic that
required practice and wouldn’t be mastered in a single session. But by the end,
I was feeling confident enough in Dakaran’s abilities to allow for a freer form
of dueling, allowing him to see how much of what he’d learned he could apply.


We moved around the open space, advancing, retreating, letting
him decide when to block and when to evade. I pushed him out of his field of comfort,
forcing him to think on his feet. However, the longer we went, the more eager
he became, especially with all those feminine eyes watching. 


The more eager he became, the more careless he was.


Pretty soon he was swinging wildly, desperate to land a
solid blow and impress his fans. But I wasn’t there to bolster his pride, I was
there to teach, and sometimes the best lessons are the ones that are the
hardest learned.


Dakaran began to lose his wind, his feet sliding all over
the place as his stance began to unravel, too desperate for the win to notice
his surroundings. I blocked and deflected, dodged and ducked, turning him about
when I wanted, guiding him along while letting him think he was the one doing
the leading. 


Pretty soon we were working our way underneath a large oak
on the right with leafless branches that hung almost to the ground. Snow lined
each branch all the way into the top of the tree. Dakaran was getting winded, his
face tightening, his eyes narrowing as he desperately fought to land that
victory blow.


I retreated once more, letting him think he was getting the
better of me, letting him believe he was winning. His face beamed as he swung
and jabbed and thrust. Gasps rose from the spectators as they watched Dakaran’s
show of swordsmanship. No matter how hard I tried, the prince had no intention
of giving in. He was determined to come out the victor, which only left me one
option.


Spinning to the left, I circled round, forcing Dakaran to
follow, moving him right up under one of the larger branches. A little
further. I let my guard drop to draw him in, and he took the bait and
lunged. Perfect! I danced to the right and grabbed the end of the branch
and jerked with all my might.


A cascade of snow dropped out of the tree and landed
straight on his head. Dakaran dropped his sword and yelped as the snow went
down his shirt.


I tried not to chuckle, but watching him dance around as he
attempted to shake the snow out of his shirt was more than I could handle. “As
I’ve mentioned before: always be aware of your surroundings.”


Someone began clapping loudly from behind, and I turned to
see the crowd of women part and the king walk through. 


“Well done,” the king said. “Well done. I couldn’t have put
that better myself.”


Dakaran shook the snow from his hair and trotted over to
where I was standing. He was beaming from ear to ear. “Did you see me, Father?
Did you see the way I handled the sword?”


The king stopped clapping. “I did. And it’s clear you have a
long way to go.”


I groaned inwardly. That was not what Dakaran needed to
hear. “He’s come a long way, Your Majesty.”


“Yes, he has.” The king looked at his son and nodded, then
turned to me. “You have managed to accomplish what no other instructor before
you has, including myself.”


Dakaran smiled. I don’t think he understood what the king
was saying.


“I don’t want you to be easy on him just because he’s my
son. I need him to be prepared. I don’t want him coddled. That will do him no
favor. One day he will sit the throne, and a kingdom is only as strong as its
leader.”


“I train him the same way I train my Guard, Your Majesty.”


“Your what?”


“Oh, it’s uh . . . it’s just a street term.
The point is, I don’t show favoritism. Dakaran is getting better each week. His
grip and his stance are improving, and he’s learning to react without having to
think. He has the potential to become an excellent swordsman, Your Majesty. It
would help if he were given a sparring partner, though, to work with him during
the week between his lessons.”


Dakaran cleared his throat with a grunt, letting me know he
didn’t much care for my idea at all.


“Yes,” the king said, running his hands through his beard.
“I see your point. I will have a room set up for you, so you can stay here at
the palace to continue your work with him.”


My eyes bulged. “But . . . but, Your Majesty.
I can’t do that. You already have me spending four days a week with the
lancers, and I have to be there to help the orphanage, and on top of that, I
have other responsibilities.”


The king thumbed his chin, then looked at Dakaran, who was
gripping his sword stiffly in his right hand as he waited for his father’s
verdict. “I guess I can have a few of the palace guards be available to
practice on.”


I could almost hear Dakaran’s teeth grinding. I needed to
try ending this on a positive note. “If you care to watch, Your Majesty, you can
see his progress for yourself.” I turned and faced off, waiting for Dakaran to
join me. 


The king took several steps back to be clear of striking
distance.


I needed to find a way for Dakaran to show off what he’d
been learning. His father rarely visited our practices, so it wasn’t often
Dakaran got the chance to impress him. The king was a hard man when it came to
his son, not too unlike my own father when it came to learning to defend
oneself.


Dakaran eventually moved into a strong stance. I could see him
almost thinking through his actions beforehand, wanting to make extra sure
everything was exact, not wanting to disappoint his father. Unfortunately, he
was prone to overthinking, which was only going to cause him to falter.
Thankfully, I would be there to guide him.


“Let’s try some of the evades we’ve been working on.” I took
him through the routines, calling out the different ones as we went. I kept the
strikes slow enough that he was able to keep up, dodging, sidestepping,
retreating, even ducking. I knew he could do better if he just got out of his
own head. He was too worried about impressing his father to actually impress
his father.


“Let’s go ahead and spar, offense and defense. Let’s show
him what you can do.”


Dakaran nodded, a hint of a smile at the corners of his
mouth as his eyes tightened, as did the grip on his blade. I nodded, and he
came at me. He was more reserved this time than he had been earlier, still
trying to think through his moves instead of letting them happen naturally, but
his swings were more precise, not so wild, at least at first.


I blocked and countered, giving Dakaran most of the time on
offense, happy with letting him demonstrate how far he’d come. We moved from
one side of the makeshift ring between the trees to the other. I’d retreat,
then advance, forcing him to respond by doing the same. The longer we went, the
more his sword began to droop and the more unrestrained his swings became.


I wasn’t sure how best to end the bout but figured giving
Dakaran a win couldn’t hurt. I parried an overhead strike and retreated, then
feigned my foot catching a root and stumbled backward. I lost my balance and
footing, momentarily dropping my guard. 


Dakaran leapt at the opening as soon as he saw it, managing
to land a single strike at my waist, and I stopped and raised my sword to
acknowledge the blow. We were both out of breath by the time we finally lowered
our blades and turned to acknowledge the crowd. Dakaran was beaming from ear to
ear as he looked for his father’s face.


The king didn’t smile, but he did at least manage a firm nod
before turning and walking back down the path toward the palace.


Not quite the flamboyant praise I was hoping for, but I
guessed it was better than nothing. I looked at Dakaran, but his proud smile
had shifted to a snarl, and he turned and threw his sword at the bench. The palace
guards jumped back as the blade ricocheted in their direction. 


I shook my head, a little confused at the king’s attitude
toward his son’s achievement. I understood wanting to push Dakaran. Creator
knows, he was as lazy as they came, but this would have been the perfect
opportunity to encourage him in the right direction. One word of praise from
the king and Dakaran would have probably started practicing between lessons on
his own.


There wasn’t much to be done about it now. It wasn’t like I
could just walk into the palace and reprimand the king on his behavior. All I
could do was keep trying to encourage Dakaran. 


The crowd began to disperse now that the training was over,
and with the prince’s attitude having changed to something less tolerable, no
one wanted to be around him. Especially me.


I had hoped to get some practice in with the quarterstaff,
but it was clear Dakaran would have none of it, as he snatched up his vest and
jacket and stormed off down the crushed-rock path toward the palace. The two guards
holding the practice swords chased after him, leaving me to collect my satchel
and make my way back toward the bailey and bridge.


I hoped Dakaran wasn’t angry with me. It wasn’t my fault it
had turned out the way it did. I’d tried my best to make him look good. The sky
overhead was already awash with color. It was later than I thought. I wondered
if I had missed supper or not, since I had planned on eating with my roommates.
I didn’t remember when the last bell had rung.


My pace quickened as I passed the stables and the upper
gardens, knowing that the gatehouse was just ahead. I reached the guard towers
and was about to be waved through when a runner came racing across the
slush-covered cobbles to meet me. It was a girl this time, older than the first
runner, with a smattering of freckles on her cheeks.


“The queen would like to have a word.”


“The queen?” 







Chapter 17
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WHAT HAD I DONE NOW? Had Dakaran said something to his
mother after storming away?


“Guess you’ve gone and stuck your foot in it this time,
Upakan,” Yorig said ominously from the shadows of the stone watchtower. He was
one of the regulars on bridge duty that I would sometimes stop to chat with
before going over. He was a little taller than me, with fair skin and even
fairer hair, which hung partway to his shoulders. The rest of his fellow
watchmen joked about how quick his skin would burn and yet never darken.


“If I don’t make it back out, be sure to visit me in the
dungeon.”


Yorig frowned. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I
certainly wouldn’t want the king to choose me to replace you as the young prince’s
trainer.”


I chuckled. 


The runner behind me cleared her throat. 


“Sorry,” I said, almost forgetting she was there. “Take me
to Her Majesty.”


The runner headed back across the bailey, and I followed her
through the tunnel leading into the main courtyard in front of the palace. We
headed up the entrance stairs and into the foyer, and from there up the grand
staircase on the other side.


“Where are we going?”


“The royal library.”


My attention perked at that. I’d seen a number of other rooms
within the palace, including even the royal bedchambers, but I’d never seen the
library. Master Fentin said it was the largest in the Five Kingdoms, with the
most extensive collection on every topic imaginable. He would have given his
right arm to be able to see it. 


“I heard the queen likes to spend quite a bit of time in the
library,” I said, trying to strike up a conversation with the freckle-faced girl
as we made our way up to the third floor. I remembered Dakaran telling me that
whenever he needed to find his mother, the library was the first place he would
look.


“Her Majesty does enjoy her reading,” the girl said. “She is
very wise.”


“If I read half that much, I would hope to be wise as well.”


She didn’t respond, and the rest of the trip was spent in
silence. It wasn’t a very long trip. We passed through a large archway and went
down a long corridor, leading to a set of double doors at the end. Enormous
doors, nearly as big as the ones at the main entrance. Two palace guards stood
watch, as they generally did with many of the more important rooms in the
palace, especially rooms that members of the royal family tended to frequent.


One of the men spotted the runner and opened the door for us
to walk through. The door slid slowly shut behind us, barely making a sound
until snapping into place, which sent a deep echo through the cavernous chamber.



The library was even bigger than the throne room, and definitely
more impressive. Apart from the three-story walls being filled with books from
floor to ceiling, there were building-high shelves that ran throughout, with
ladders leading up and walkways that led from one to the next. 


Two balconies—one on the second floor and one on the third—led
around the outer walls, with doors spread along each, similar to the doors
running around the first floor. 


“Where do those lead?” I asked.


The runner looked up. “Those are reading rooms. Follow me.”
She headed left and up a circular staircase leading to the first balcony. We
continued on to the end and right once more down the length of the library,
passing the long stacks out in the main room. There were several walkways
leading off the balcony and over to the stacks, narrow bridges that seemed to
connect everything in the room.


We stopped outside the fifth room, which was also guarded by
two lancers. I thought I might have recognized one of them, but I wasn’t quite
sure. The girl walked up to the door and knocked.


A voice from inside bid us come in, and the runner opened
the door. “Ayrion to see you, Your Majesty.”


“Thank you, Helena,” the queen said from a cushioned seat in
front of a fire on the far side of the room. “You may go.”


The girl bowed and headed back down the balcony in the
direction we’d just come.


“Will you be needing us, Your Majesty?” one of the guards
from outside the door asked, the one I thought I had recognized. 


“No. I will be safe. You can wait outside.”


“Very good, Your Majesty.” He looked at me and held out his
hand. “Your weapon.”


I unfastened my new sword belt and handed it to him. He
performed a quick inspection of my satchel, and when satisfied, gave me a nod
to enter. He kept his eye on me, though, as if to let me know they were just on
the other side of the door.


As soon as he shut the door, I turned to get a look at the
room. It reminded me of the blue room in the Wildfire compound, except here,
everything was decorated in shades of green, from the striped paper that ran
partway up the wall to the cushions and pillows on the seats. Even the vases
and murals had been painted in a way that accented the natural forest color. On
the left was a sitting area with couches and chairs and end tables, balanced on
the right by a long table and chairs. There were several piles of books and scrolls
spread across the table.


The queen appeared to be studying something, which made me
all the more curious as to why I had been summoned. I hoped I hadn’t done
something wrong, or worse, that she’d changed her mind about the orphanage.


She had a book in her hand, which she lowered when she
turned. “Come,” she said, motioning to an identical high-backed chair across
from hers, “join me.”


“Yes, Your Majesty.” I bowed and walked across the tiled
floor to the enormous green-and-gold rug that lay just in front of the hearth.
I bowed once again before sitting, setting my satchel beside my seat.


The queen was a beautiful woman, her face always kind. She
didn’t look down her nose, but straight at you, which was one thing I liked
about both royals. When they talked to you, they actually talked to you.
The queen’s chestnut hair, which was normally left long and wavy, had been tied
up today with only a few thin strands to hang down on the side of her face.


“I enjoyed our visit with Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla
the other day,” she said, sounding as though she actually meant it, which had
me breathing a little easier. “The children seem to care for them very much.”


“Yes, Your Majesty. They have a heart for their work.” The
fact that the queen remembered their names made me love her all the more.


“The king and I have already met with the treasury clerk and
arranged for the stipend. They should receive their first payment at the
beginning of this upcoming month.”


I smiled. “Your generosity could not have been given to two
more deserving people. It will go a long way to helping get the kids off the
streets and into good homes.”


The queen closed her book and left it in her lap, her finger
marking the spot she had been reading. “I believe it would also be useful to
set up apprenticeships for the children.”


I leaned forward. “Apprenticeships?”


“I’m sure there are plenty of merchants in need of workers,
which will give some of the older children a chance to learn a trade.”


“It’s a very good idea, Your Majesty, but apprenticeships
can be costly.”


“True,” she said, “but not all. I’m sure we can find some
reputable merchants willing to take on workers at a lower cost. Business is
growing in Aramoor, which means jobs are more readily available. And if we need
to augment the stipend to compensate for the additional expense, I’m sure my
husband can be made to see reason.” She smiled. 


I couldn’t help but smile as well. “Once the kids are old
enough to be on their own, having steady employment will keep them from ending
up back on the streets, which could lead to the Warrens.” I shivered at the
very name. I wondered if Overcaptain Tolin had briefed the king on our near-deaths
in the old city.


“Good,” she said. “I’ll be sure to see to it first thing
next week. I want some time to consider the ramifications first, devise a
strategy for a successful implementation.”


The queen’s time spent in the library had apparently given
her a great deal of wisdom. She reminded me of one of my schoolmasters in the
Lost City. While most of our instructors were there to teach us survival
skills, Instructor Lenra had been there to teach us our letters and numbers and
educate us on the finer points of Aldoran societies and cultures. I had always
considered her a very smart person. The queen talked just like her, using big
words and taking time to think through what she was saying.


“I heard Dakaran survived another lesson from our resident
weapons master.”


My brow furrowed. Weapons master? Was the prince
working with another instructor?


The queen smiled. “The ladies at court are all abuzz with
our young prince’s show this afternoon. Apparently, there was quite the
demonstration.”


I stiffened in my seat. She was talking about me, but she
seemed to be skirting the edges of a more direct question. I just wasn’t sure
what it was. “Dakaran’s work with the sword is improving every week, Your
Majesty,” I said, reiterating what I had told the king, as much for my sake as
Dakaran’s. I wanted them to be happy with my work and not feel that my services
were no longer useful or required. “I have to admit, though, it would be a lot
easier teaching him if we weren’t so distracted. Having all those girls down
there gawking and giggling is making Dakaran act like a . . .” I
almost finished it. 


“Like a royal buffoon?” she said.


I laughed, and the queen did the same, though hers was far
more genteel.


The queen sighed. “Dakaran does have a tendency for show when
it comes to the girls at court. Their mothers, those vultures, would love
nothing more than to see my son married off to one of their daughters. Now that
he is beginning to come of age, they have been circling all the more.”


“You should have seen what they were wearing,” I said, shaking
my head with a click of my tongue. “It’s a wonder they didn’t catch their death
of chill.”


“When it comes to the throne, you’ll find there is very
little they won’t do.” 


We sat quietly for a moment, the queen even taking some time
to look at the fire. “I heard the king made an appearance,” she said
offhandedly, still with her head turned away. I almost wasn’t sure she meant it
to be heard.


I waited to see if she would say more. It seemed she was
finally getting around to what she wanted to discuss in the first place. When
she didn’t say anything more, I said, “Yes, the king was there for a brief
time.”


“And did he seem . . . pleased with Dakaran’s
progress?”


I wasn’t sure how best to answer, unclear as to what she was
wanting to hear. “I think His Majesty seemed . . . concerned. I
think . . .” I sat back in my seat and sighed. “May I speak
plainly, Your Majesty?”


She turned. “I would encourage nothing less.”


“When Dakaran saw the king in attendance, it was like he
completely changed. Dakaran hasn’t exactly been the most cooperative of
students when it comes to training, but in that moment, there was nothing he
wanted more than to prove himself. He even managed to get a point in on me.
Unfortunately, His Majesty didn’t exactly offer much in the way of praise,
leaving Dakaran . . . well, upset.” I clutched my hands together
in my lap. “I don’t mean any disrespect, but I think a word of encouragement
from the king would go a long way.”


The queen sat there a moment, no outward expression on her
face other than the slight pursing of her lips. “I will have a talk with them
both.” She smiled. “I know Dakaran can be difficult at times, but don’t give up
on him. You’re the first person he’s responded positively to in some time. I
believe you’re a good influence.”


“Thank you, Your Majesty. That means a lot.”


She smiled. “I won’t keep you longer. I’m sure you’ll be
wanting to get back to the garrison for supper.”


Taking the hint, I stood and bowed. “Thank you, Your
Majesty.” 


I collected my bag and left the room. The guards outside
handed me my sword belt, and I strapped it back around my waist before heading down
one of the spiral staircases to the main floor.


I stepped outside the library and found Dakaran waiting. 


“You and my mother have a good talk?”


“I guess,” I said, feeling awkward about the situation,
given what the queen and I had just discussed. 


“Well, out with it. What did she have to say?”


“She wanted to talk to me about the orphanage they are
planning on helping with a monthly stipend. She wanted to discuss the idea of
possibly setting up apprenticeships for some of the older kids.” None of this
was a lie, of course. I just didn’t see the point in bringing up anything else.


He stared at me, his brow furrowed. After a moment, he
finally nodded, and we started down the long hall and away from the stacks of
books. “So, what’s this about an orphanage?”


I spent the next several minutes discussing Master Fentin
and Mistress Orilla’s new venture, and his parents’ involvement with it as
compensation for my part-time enrollment in the lancer corps.


“First of all,” Dakaran said, “why would my father want you
to join the lancers? You’re what . . . fourteen?”


“Fifteen.”


He smiled. “Same age as me. Still, that’s too young to be a
lancer. Secondly, why would my father be offering you anything in return for
becoming a lancer?”


“I don’t know,” I lied. “He just seemed determined to have
me join the lancer corps, so much so that he was willing to make me an offer in
return.”


Dakaran scratched his head. “And of all the things you could
have asked for, you asked for help for an orphanage? You could have asked for
gold, or maybe even a title—”


“A title? Are you crazy? The king isn’t going to give me a
title. I’m thankful he agreed to do anything. He could have just ordered me to
do it.”


Dakaran shrugged. “I know, that’s my point. This all seems
rather strange.”


“I think your father is hoping that, with my training, he
might find a way to entice me into full-time service.” It wasn’t exactly a lie.
I wouldn’t have put it past the king to hope that was the case. Which suddenly
gave me another thought. For those older boys who couldn’t find an
apprenticeship, perhaps giving them a commission in the lancers would be a good
thing. It would help fill the ranks with new blood and give the boys a hope at
having something more stable in their lives.


I don’t know why I hadn’t thought about that before. I would
have to discuss it with the king the next chance I got. I wondered if I should
run it by Overcaptain Tolin first, then thought better of it. After his
reaction to me being placed in his regiment, I doubted he’d be too agreeable to
us setting up a permanent placement inside the corps for homeless kids.


Dakaran walked with me down to the next landing, then pulled
me to a stop. “When do you have to be back at the garrison?”


“I’m not sure. I was on my way there now. I’m hoping the
mess hall is still open so I can get something to eat. I haven’t had anything
but a tart today.”


Dakaran smiled. “I’ve got an idea. Come on.” He continued
down the corridor instead of taking the stairs down to the next level.


“Where are we going?” I asked, rushing to catch up. I
grabbed my sword to keep it from bouncing against my leg.


“You’ll see.” 


We headed up another flight of stairs, and I thought I
recognized the hallway. Yes, it was the corridor leading back to the royal
residence. It was also where the king’s study was located. I wasn’t used to
reaching it from a different direction. We headed down the hall and past the
study, the guards standing outside never once looking in our direction. Before we
reached the king and queen’s bedchambers, Dakaran took us down another corridor
on the right, which led back around to another set of ornate doors.


“In here,” he said as he opened the doors and walked in. 


It was another bedchamber, no doubt the prince’s. I’d never
been here before. There was a large sitting room with a stoked fire and couches
to lounge in. The furnishings were expensively crafted and decorated, with gold
inlay on most. Colorful murals brightened the walls, and the floor was lined
with plush rugs of blue and crimson and gold.


Several doors led off the main room. The one straight ahead
was open, revealing Dakaran’s actual bedchamber. The bed was an enormous four-poster
with canopy, which could have easily slept ten kids comfortably.


Dakaran glanced around the room as if looking for something.
“Where is Witler when I need him?”


“Who?”


“Master of the Robes.”


“What’s that?”


Dakaran groaned. “The royal dresser. He chooses my outfits.”


“You have someone to pick out your clothes for you?”


“Of course.”


“You can’t do it on your own?”


He gave me a scrutinizing glare then stuck his head into a
room on the left. “I don’t know where he is, and we don’t have time to wait.”
He released an exasperated sigh and walked into the room. A while later, he emerged
in a new outfit, one that wasn’t quite so boisterous. Over his new clothes, he
wore a long dark-green hooded cloak. “What do you think?”


I had no idea what he wanted me to say. “I think it looks
expensive.”


Dakaran laughed, then walked back inside the room and came
out holding a different outfit, this one accented in dark purple. “What do you
think of this one?”


I looked at it a moment and shrugged. “It’s very nice.”


“Good. Put it on.” 


“What?”


“I’m not about to be seen on the town with someone who’s wearing
what looks like sewn-together wash rags from the kitchen.”


“Hey. They aren’t that bad.”


He gave me a look that said I was crazy. “We’re about the
same size.” He tossed the clothes at me. “Put them on.”


Not having much choice, I stripped and quickly dressed in
the new outfit. The material was soft on my skin, especially the silky inner lining
of the black cape, which had deep-purple designs running throughout. I’d never
worn clothes so nice in my life.


Dakaran took a step back and smiled. “Those will do.” He
looked at my street clothes, and his mouth twisted. “You need to burn those.”


“I can’t burn them. They’re the only clothes I have
available.”


“Nonsense. You’ve got those,” he said, pointing at my new
outfit.


“But—”


He waved me off. “Keep them. It’s not like I don’t have
plenty more to choose from.”


I ran my hands down the soft shirt and long-sleeved doublet,
admiring the quality of the cut and needlework. I lifted my legs to inspect the
dark trousers and newly polished boots. I looked like a proper nobleman. “I
don’t know what to say.”


“How about saying nothing so we can get going.” Dakaran
tucked a coin purse into his pocket and smiled as he headed for the fireplace,
where he grabbed a lantern atop the mantel and lit it in the hearth. From
there, he headed for the door. “Well, you coming?”


I wasn’t sure what to do with my old clothes or my satchel,
so I left them there on the floor. “Where are we going?”


“Out.” He shut the door behind us and started back down the
hall, toward the royal chambers.


“Out where?”


“Into town for some fun.”


I pulled him to a stop. “That doesn’t sound like a good
idea.”


“Nonsense. I do it all the time.” He stopped about halfway
down the hall, just in front of a large case of books that had been built into
the wall. The books didn’t appear to be anything special; from the few spines I
read, most appeared to be either histories or books of law.


Dakaran held a finger to his lips and cocked his head,
listening to see if anyone was coming. Apparently satisfied that we were alone,
he walked over to the bookcase and reached behind the books on the fourth shelf
up. There was a metallic click, and the entire bookcase swung wide. 


Dakaran was grinning from ear to ear as he watched my mouth
gape open. “Hurry,” he said, and I stepped through. 


“Where are we?” It was certainly not what I had expected. I
thought perhaps another room, but instead we were in some sort of dark
passageway. Unlike all the other corridors throughout the palace, this one was
undecorated. No murals or tapestries, no furniture or richly spun rugs to
brighten the narrow space. Just plain stone walls with dusty rafters overhead.


“It’s a hidden passage,” Dakaran said enthusiastically. “It
was built as a way of escape for the royal family in times of crisis. If the
palace were to ever be overrun, or the king or queen’s life ever to be
threatened, we would use this to get out of the palace unseen. Very few people
know about it. It lets out near the stables for a quick exit.” He headed down
the narrow corridor. “Come on.”


“I don’t know about this. What if we get caught? I can’t
afford to lose my position here.”


“We aren’t going to get caught. I told you. I do this all
the time.”


“I need to get back to the garrison before they close the
gates.”


“You’ve got plenty of time. Besides, you said you were
hungry. I know a great place that serves some of the best lamb in mint sauce I’ve
tasted in Aramoor.” 


“But I—”


Dakaran stopped and turned. “Quit being such a baby. You’ll
make it back to your precious lancers before the gates close. And if not, one
word from the prince and they’ll have to open.”


I groaned, just thinking about all the ways this could go
wrong. The last thing I needed was for Overcaptain Tolin to be woken by the
prince demanding that I be let in.


“Let’s be quick, then. I really do need to be back before
the closing bell.” I could see there would be no dissuading Dakaran, so I
figured if I could push him to hurry, then hopefully I could make it back in
time. Besides, the thought of roast lamb and mint sauce did have my mouth
watering.
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WE WOUND OUR WAY through the lonely, dusty corridor
and down several flights of stairs before finally reaching another locked door
at the bottom. 


“This is it,” he said and pulled a key from his pocket. He
unlocked the door and cracked it just far enough to peek through. The exit was
completely blocked by winter vines that hung down from the wall overhead. 


A strange place to grow creepers, I thought. Then again, if
you wanted to keep a secret door secret, that would be the way to go.


Dakaran opened the door the rest of the way and separated
some of the vines. “It’s clear. No one’s coming.” He motioned for me to go
ahead. “I’ve got to lock the door behind us.”


I pushed through the vines to find a layer of shrubbery as
well. Once on the other side, I found myself standing in a nook between two of
the palace’s walls, which towered over me. I heard the lock snap behind me, and
Dakaran forced his way through the brush, taking a moment to wipe the loose needles
from his clothing once on the other side.


We waited just inside the nook for a group of mounted
lancers to pass before making our way across the open cobbles for the royal
stables. Dakaran had his hood up to cover his face. I followed his example. The
sun had already set, and the first of the stars were just winking into view.


Dakaran stopped us just outside the stable doors. He seemed
to be looking for someone. He pointed to one of the ostlers stepping out from a
stall about a third of the way down the middle aisle. He was a taller man, well-built,
with a dark beard that covered most of his face. “That’s Bozz. Tell him that
Master Silvercoin would like two horses saddled.”


“Who’s Master Silvercoin?”


Dakaran hmphed. “It’s me. And here.” He pressed two silver
coins in my palm. “He’ll expect compensation to keep his mouth shut.”


I sighed. This was getting worse by the moment, but I went
along with it. The last thing I wanted was to refuse to go get a bite with the
high prince and take the chance of losing my position because he felt rejected.
It was clear he didn’t have any actual friends. If he had, he certainly
wouldn’t have been spending so much time with me.


I walked inside and relayed the message to the large
stableman and handed him the silver coins. He smiled when he saw them and
shouted at a couple of young boys in the next aisle over. “Saddle two horses.”
He slipped the coins in his trouser pocket and patted it. “Tell Master
Silvercoin they will be ready shortly.”


I nodded and left the stable. Dakaran was waiting around the
corner in the shadow of the building, doing his best not to be noticed by the
passing patrols. He looked more suspicious than anything, huddled near the side
of the stable with his hood up to cover his face.


“Did he take the coins?” Dakaran asked.


“Yes. He said that the horses will be ready shortly.”


It wasn’t long before the sound of hooves had us both
turning.


Bozz walked the two horses out of the stable door. Spotting
me at the corner, he guided them over. “Saddled and ready as you requested,
Your . . .” He cleared his throat. “Master Silvercoin.”


“Thank you,” Dakaran said, stepping out from around the
corner of the stable to mount the horse on the right. 


I took the one on the left, doing my best to look like I
knew what I was doing and not mounting from the wrong side. Bozz held the
horses’ reins to keep them steady until we were both up. “When should I expect
their return?”


“Later,” Dakaran said, and then kicked his horse into
motion.


Bozz didn’t look too happy with the prince’s vague answer,
but there was nothing I could do about it, so I kicked my own horse to chase
after him. 


The guards on this side of the bridge didn’t much bother
with stopping those trying to leave. I waved at Yorig on the way by, and he
waved back, looking perplexed. I wasn’t sure if it was my new clothes or the
fact that I was leaving on horseback, knowing I’d arrived on foot.


Across the bridge, Dakaran slowed, allowing me to catch up.
The wind was cold coming in off the bay, and it came in gusts as we made our
way down King’s Way West. The street was modestly filled with traffic as people
headed home for their suppers after another long day of work. As we passed
Lancer Avenue, I couldn’t help but look. I could see the walls of the garrison
and even a couple of mounted riders patrolling the exterior. I wondered if
Tolin had sent anyone to look for me.


This was only my first week on lancer duty, and so far, it
had been a disaster. Thankfully, the worst of it hadn’t been my fault. In fact,
if I hadn’t been there, Room Eleven would probably be lying dead in some
abandoned alley inside the Warrens. Still, I didn’t want to make things worse
by not making it back by evening bell.


I followed Dakaran east across the left leg of the Tansian
River as it split around the island. Shops were being closed for the day as we
passed through Aramoor’s Merchant District and then back across the Tansian’s
right branch. There were a few ships still in the water. I could see their
lanterns hanging from the rails as they trawled slowly up and down the river.


We reached King’s Way East, but instead of heading in the
direction of the gate, Dakaran took us south toward the Maze.


“Where are we going?” I asked, not liking the idea of the
prince wandering about some of the less-patrolled streets of Aramoor. We were
now inside Avalanche’s territory, and I shuddered to think what Cutter would do
if he ever got his hands on a member of the royal family.


“It’s not far,” Dakaran said with a mischievous grin. He
turned his horse west, taking one of the streets along the waterfront before
stopping outside a bustling tavern with a sign that read: The Fishnet.


“I thought you were taking us to a restaurant.”


Dakaran swung down from the saddle and tied his horse to the
hitching post. “They have excellent food.”


I quickly dismounted. “I don’t like this.” I spoke softly so
those passing didn’t hear. “Your father would have my head if something were to
happen to you.”


“Nothing’s going to happen. Besides,” he said with a smirk,
“I have you here to protect me if it does.” He left me standing there with my
horse and made his way toward the front. 


Flaming imbecile! I quickly tied off my horse’s reins
and ran after him, barely catching up before he reached the front. The doors
opened, and several sailors in striped pants and blue jackets stumbled out,
singing something about a busty barmaid. Their words were so slurred from drink
I could barely make out what they were saying. The parts I did hear, I wished I
hadn’t.


Dakaran stopped to watch and laugh along with others, but
then his nose shot in the air as the smell of food caught his attention, and we
headed inside. 


The common room was filled, barely an empty table in sight.
It was quite the crowd for a Seconday. There was a large stage in front with
several jugglers tossing a variety of colored balls between them, while a group
of musicians sat to the left of the stage, providing catchy tunes to keep the
performers going and the crowd appeased. 


Once inside, Dakaran pulled back his hood.


“What are you doing?” I asked. “What if someone recognizes
you?”


“That’s the point.”


“Are you trying to get me killed?”


Dakaran smiled and winked at one of the passing servers. “Valla,
you got an empty table for me?”


Her face brightened. “Where’ve you been, you scoundrel? I
haven’t seen that handsome face of yours in weeks.” She patted the side of
Dakaran’s cheek. She was a pretty lady with long brown hair and green eyes, but
quite a bit older than us, at least thirty. She looked at me. “And who’s this
strapping young man with you?” She noticed my eyes and took a step closer,
holding her empty tray to her side to keep from hitting those passing by. “And
what beautiful eyes for such a beautiful face.” She reached out and pinched my
cheek as well. Clearly, she didn’t recognize me as Upakan.


“Valla, this is Ayrion. Ayrion, Valla.”


I nodded with a smile. “Nice to meet you.”


“And I you, Master Ayrion. Is this your first time at the
Fishnet?”


“It is.”


She smiled. “Then I’ll have to make doubly sure your stay is
a good one,” she said with a wink, which had Dakaran chuckling.


I smiled, not knowing what to say.


She looked at Dakaran. “I’m sure I can find a table for you
both. Give me a moment. There’s a group up front giving the performers a hard
time that Bolfer is about to escort out.”


Without giving us a chance to say anything, she started
around the left side of the room.


“Master Silvercoin,” a deep voice rang out from behind us on
the right. A short, stocky man with a bald head and a braided beard pushed his
way through those gathered at the front still waiting for tables to open. He slapped
Dakaran on the back like they were old friends. Did they not know who Dakaran
was? Then again, I’d hidden with him in a coat closet and fought off a dozen
guards to keep him safe and didn’t have the first clue that he was the high prince,
so I guess it stood to reason that most in Aramoor had no idea what the prince
looked like.


I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.


“Haven’t seen you much around these parts lately,” the man
said. He looked at me and frowned when he caught my eyes, but then seemed to
perk up when he took in my posh clothing. “Who’s your companion?”


“Master Clovis, this is Ayrion. This is his first time to the
Fishnet, so I want you to make sure he receives a good welcome.”


I couldn’t help but stand a little taller, especially with what
I was wearing.


Dakaran looked at me. “Ayrion, this is Master Clovis, the
owner of the best tavern in Aramoor.”


Master Clovis bowed with a sweep of his arm. “High praise
from such an esteemed guest as Master Silvercoin. We will strive to live up to
it. Have you found a table yet? We are packing them in tight tonight. Several
merchant vessels made port yesterday, and we tend to catch some of the overflow
from those taverns nearer the docks.”


“Valla is getting one ready,” Dakaran said.


“Good,” Master Clovis said, giving his beard a slight tug.
“Then I will leave you to it. A taverner’s work is never done. It was a
pleasure to meet you, Master Ayrion, I hope to see you often.” He turned before
I could say anything and started for a group just entering behind us. “Ah,
Master Hilbert, haven’t seen you since the birth of your latest son. How’s the
family?”


Master Clovis continued to greet those coming in as we
waited for a table to clear. A tall, burly man with a scar on his left cheek worked
his way through the tables as he escorted three sailors toward the entrance. 


“We didn’t do nothin’ wrong. We was just havin’ some fun.”


“Have your fun somewhere else,” the big man said before
shoving them through the front doors.


Valla skirted around the tables and over to where we were
trying to keep out of the flow of traffic near the front. “Your table is
ready.”


“Good,” Dakaran said. “I’m starving.”


Valla smiled over her shoulder as she directed us through
the tables and across the floor of the common room, where there was an empty table
on the left side of the stage, opposite the musicians. “Here you are, gents.”
She looked at Dakaran. “No need to guess what you want.”


He smiled. “You know me too well. My friend will have the
same.” He pulled out his purse and dropped some coins down on the table. My
eyes widened when I saw they were all silvers. A couple of meals at a southside
tavern shouldn’t have cost more than six or seven coppers, and here Dakaran was
handing out silvers like they were wooden nobs. No wonder everyone was treating
him the way they were.


“I’ll bring you out a couple of ales while you wait,” she
said, scooping up the coins and stuffing them in her apron pocket.


I cleared my throat. “I’ll have a mulled cider.”


Dakaran shook his head as though embarrassed.


“One of us has to keep a clear head.”


Valla smiled. “I’ll be right out with your drinks.” She
quickly vanished back into the crowd, and we turned to get a better view of the
entertainment.


The jugglers had finished their performance, replaced with a
tenor who dazzled the audience with several rounds of the Chancellor’s Hat. He
was accompanied by a nimble-fingered lutist, who miraculously managed to keep
in time with the singer, as the tenor tended to set his own pace. In the end,
they earned a round of applause and even some demands for another song, which
they obliged. 


By the time they finished their second, Valla was back with
our drinks. “The food will be here shortly. Cook is mixing up a new batch of
sauce. It’s been selling heavy the last few nights. Tends to be a favorite of
the sailors.”


“Tends to be a favorite of most,” Dakaran added. “Only
reason I come to this side of town.”


Valla crossed her arms. “Better not be the only reason.”


Dakaran smiled and raised his tankard in salute, and Valla
uncurled her arms.


“And don’t you forget it,” she said with a pinch to his nose
before heading for another table behind us where she began her playful banter
all over again. Say one thing for her, she knew how to work a crowd.


“Letting ’em in kind of young, aren’t you, Valla?” someone
from the table she was cleaning said.


We turned to find a table of sailors staring at us and smirking.



One of the men looked at Valla. “You gonna tuck them in and
read them a goodnight story as well?” The men laughed, but Valla went about her
work, holding a polite smile.


Dakaran started to stand, but I grabbed his arm and pulled
him back down. “Ignore them. They’re drunk.”


Dakaran finally turned back around, and we continued to
watch the evening’s entertainment. The men behind us chuckled and chided, but
when they saw we weren’t going to take the bait, they turned their attention to
the poor performers, making fun of the way they sang or played their
instruments or tossed their colored balls in the air.


Thankfully, Valla returned with our meals to take our minds
off it. The lamb and mint sauce was the perfect distraction. I took my first
bite and whimpered softly. The meat was so tender it practically melted in my
mouth, stewed to the point of falling off the bone. And the mint
sauce . . . There were no words.


Dakaran laughed. “I told you it was good.”


“Yes, but you didn’t tell me it was this good.”


Valla smiled deeply. “You let me know when you’re ready for
a second plate.”


“Don’t go wandering off too far,” Dakaran said, stuffing
another forkful of meat and boiled onions and potatoes in his mouth. “We’ll be
needing it sooner rather than later.”


After another round of loud jeering from the table behind
us, the sailors were finally asked to leave, and when they refused, the same
big man with the scar on his face walked them out. Several from the surrounding
tables even clapped when the big man hauled them from their seats. Dakaran went
so far as to whistle.


With the distraction gone, I was able to turn my full
attention back to my food. 


The potatoes, carrots, and onions were as juicy as the lamb
and every bit as tasty, having been stewed alongside the meat in the mint
sauce. I was now wishing I hadn’t drunk so much cider. It had left me less room
to fill with my meal.


By the time I finished my second helping, my stomach was
tight as a drum. The entertainment looked to be winding up for the evening, or at
least the singers and jugglers were. The musicians remained in their seats
beside the stage, taking a quick break to wet their throats before starting
back up again.


“We probably need to be heading back,” I said, noticing
Dakaran looking around for Valla, no doubt to refill his tankard once again. 


“H-h-heeey! Wheeeere’s Valla?”


“I don’t know. Busy. Besides, you look like you’ve had about
four too many, and from the smell, I doubt it was watered down.” 


“I’m fine,” Dakaran grumbled with a loud burp, but he let me
help him up from his seat nonetheless.


“Leaving so soon?” Valla asked.


“Not soon enough,” I said with a smile as I kept one arm
around Dakaran’s waist to steady him. He tried pushing me off but stumbled into
the table next to ours, nearly toppling onto the floor. Thankfully, it had just
been cleared, or he might have started a brawl. I’d never seen him like this
before. I’d known him to enjoy a cup or two of wine, but he was in rare form
tonight. I figured it had something to do with his father.


Lifting him back to his feet, I helped him across the common
room toward the front, passing Master Clovis on the way out. “Be sure to come
again, Master Silvercoin, Master Ayrion. You are always welcome in my
establishment.”


“With food this good,” I said, “you can count on it.” I kept
us moving, not wanting to stop and give Dakaran a chance to change his mind.
Valla held one of the doors for us, and I thanked her as we stumbled out into
the night. She stood in the doorway and watched until we had reached the
hitching posts before waving and going back inside.


I walked Dakaran around to the side of his horse, wondering
how I was going to get him up, or more importantly how I was going to keep him
on. “I wonder if we should ride double?” I said.


He pushed me off. “Ridiculous! A prince doesn’t ride
double.” He fumbled for several moments trying to get his foot in the stirrup
before finally giving in to my help.


“No one knows you’re a prince,” I said softly, moving around
to get his foot in the stirrup, “so it doesn’t matter. Would you rather
embarrass yourself by falling off your horse?”


Dakaran grabbed the saddle horn and, with my help, pulled
himself up into the saddle. 


“Well, look who it is,” a voice called out on our right. “You
boys leaving so soon?”


I peered out from behind Dakaran’s horse to see who was
addressing us, and my heart sank. It was the same rowdy group of sailors who’d
been heckling us most of the night.
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THE SAILORS WERE SITTING in front of the next building
over, passing a bottle between them. One of the men climbed to his feet and
stumbled into the alley and retched.


“Kind of young to be on the town this late,” a larger
clean-shaven man in the middle said as he climbed to his feet, the others
following him up. He was the one holding the bottle.


“Do you know who you’re speaking to?” Dakaran shot back,
nearly coming out of his saddle as he let go of the horn to reach for his sword.


I slapped him on the leg. “Don’t say anything. I’ll handle
this.” I walked around the back of Dakaran’s horse. “We were just leaving. Not
looking for trouble.” As tight as my gut was feeling from the overindulgence of
lamb and mint sauce, the last thing I needed was a tussle in the middle of the
street.


“Then you’re on the wrong side of town,” the man said,
taking a few stumbling steps forward.


A bell rang in the harbor, signaling the ninth hour. Had we
been in the tavern for that long? I wasn’t exactly sure when the garrison
closed its gates, but it had to be soon. I hated to think of what the
punishment would be for missing curfew. 


“We didn’t realize how late it was,” I said. “We’ll just be
on our way.”


“Your young friend there seems mighty generous with his
purse. A lot of rough characters wandering these streets this time of night.
You can never be too careful. Perhaps we should escort you home.” The man
smiled. “For a price, of course.”


“I’m sure we can find our way. Thank you for the offer.”


“It wasn’t an offer.” All five of the sailors were now in
the street, even the one who’d been retching earlier, though his face was as
white as Reevie’s bandage wrapping.


“Is that a threat?” Dakaran asked, sliding back out of his
saddle before I could stop him. “I’ll have you in the dungeons. Do you know who
you’re addressing?”


I pulled him behind his horse. “Shut your mouth before you
get yourself killed. They can’t know who you are.”


“Nonsense. Now move aside.” He pushed me out of the way.
“I’m Prince Dakaran. You will kneel in my presence.”


The sailors all looked at each other, then back at Dakaran,
and burst out laughing. I almost wanted to join them. Dakaran looked and
sounded more like the royal jester.


“And I’m the archchancellor,” the large sailor said. “Now
turn over that purse, and we won’t be forced to take it from you.”


I walked around in front of Dakaran to face him, keeping my
voice low enough to not be heard. “Just give them the purse. It’s not worth
risking your life. If something were to happen to you, your father would kill
me.”


“My father would never cower to the likes of street trash
like this.” Dakaran drew his sword clumsily and shoved me aside. “I’ll prove to
him I can defend myself.” He started out into the street, forcing me to draw my
sword and chase after him.


The stupid fool was going to get himself killed trying to
prove something to his father. “What do you think you’re doing?” I whispered
angrily. “You’re three sheets to the wind and can hardly stand.”


The sailors drew their cutlasses and spread out. A group of
people walked out of the tavern on our left, took one look at us, and quickly
rushed off down the street.


I was going to have to do something fast to keep Dakaran
from getting hurt. He might have been able to handle himself in a one-on-one
fight while sober, but five to two while drunk was a sure recipe for disaster. 


Dakaran waved his sword. “Well, you thieving bilge rats,
what are you waiting for? I’m right here.” He took two stumbling steps toward
the sailors, and I clubbed him in the back of the head with the hilt of my
sword. 


Dakaran stiffened and dropped, and I caught him before he
hit the cobbles. The sailors were surprised at first, then burst out laughing
all over again as I lowered the prince to the street. His eyes were closed. As
drunk as he was, it hadn’t taken much to render him unconscious.


Leaving him in the street, I started for the five men. Their
laughter stopped as I closed the distance, and they quickly raised their swords,
the big man being the first to attack. He threw his empty bottle straight for
my head, and I caught it midair, then threw it right back and hit him square in
the center of his forehead. His eyes rolled up and his body stiffened as he
fell, only he had no one to catch him. 


Two more of the men rushed forward. They swung wildly, their
aim off from overconsumption, and I easily batted their blades away. The man
who’d been vomiting moved in on my left flank and swung for my head. I ducked,
and he hit one of the men in front of me, cutting a deep gash in the man’s
chest. I kicked the legs out from under the man who’d just swung, and he went
down as well, his sword slipping from his fingers. I kicked it down the street.
Instead of chasing after it, the man rolled over and retched once more.


Three were down, and the remaining two didn’t look too keen to
get involved, not with the biggest of them lying unconscious on the street.
They raised their hands in surrender and sheathed their swords, then stumbled
over to check on their shipmates. 


I left them to it and walked over to collect Dakaran. I
tossed some of the unmelted snow in his face to help him wake before lifting
him to his feet.


“What happened?” he asked, grabbing at the back of his head.
“Did we win?”


“You were magnificent, Your Highness,” I said as I carried
him back to his horse. 


“I was? I don’t even remember fighting.”


“It was a quick fight. I guarantee they’ll think twice
before trying to harass anyone else. Now let’s get you back to the palace.”


It took me a while, but I did manage to get Dakaran up on
the horse long enough to untie my own mount and climb up on the back with him.
With both horses’ reins in hand, I slowly guided us up the street, keeping to
the far side as we passed the sailors—who were still trying to wake their
leader. As soon as we reached King’s Way East, I kept us at a slow trot through
the merchant district and down King’s Way West toward the palace.


It wasn’t until I saw the bridge watchtowers looming in the
distance that it dawned on me that I was going to have to explain why I was
trying to cross so late at night. Worse, why I was carrying the crown prince. The
palace guards were more likely to recognize Dakaran than those in town. I
pulled his hood up over his head to help.


“Keep this on so they can’t see your face.”


“How did we win? Can you tell me what happened again?”


“I’ll tell you about it once we get back inside the palace.”


I pulled to a stop between the watchtowers and waited as one
of the evening guards on duty walked over.


“Name?”


I looked the man in the eyes to make sure he saw who I was.
“It’s just me. Ayrion. I was here this afternoon to train with the prince. I
borrowed a couple of horses from Bozz, and he’s waiting on me to return them.
As soon as I drop them off, I’ll be on my way.”


The lancer pointed at Dakaran. “Who’s that?”


“He’s, uh . . . he’s a friend who lives and
works here at the palace. He’s had a few too many. I figured I’d kill two birds
and escort him back.”


“I’m not drunk,” Dakaran said with a half burp, half hiccup,
just before pulling back his hood.


I rolled my eyes with a frustrated sigh.


The lancer’s eyes widened, and he bowed. “Your Highness.”


I was in for it now. I looked at the lancer and tried
smiling it off. “It might be best if we kept this quiet.”


The lancer nodded, then looked at Dakaran and shook his head.
“Won’t be the first time.”


“Keep what quiet?” Dakaran demanded. “We were attacked, and
I defended myself.”


I laughed. “Okay, we need to get you to bed before you start
seeing rock trolls chasing us across the bridge.” 


“Rock trolls?” Dakaran turned and stared out over the causeway
ahead.


I looked at the lancer, and he motioned us through. With a
swift kick to the horse, we trotted across the bridge and through the upper
bailey toward the stables.


Golden light was filtering out around the edges of the doors
as I pulled us to a stop in front. Climbing down, I helped the prince out of
the saddle and let him stand beside his horse as I went to see if the doors
were open. I tugged on the right one, and it swung open partway.


“Been wondering if you was going to show back up or not,”
Bozz said from a stool just in front of the first row of stalls. He was chewing
on the tip of a long pipe, looking mighty perturbed at our late arrival. 


“Sorry. We ran into a bit of trouble.”


“Yeah,” Dakaran said, attempting to walk his horse into the
barn, though from the way he was holding on to the side of his saddle for
support, it seemed more like the horse walking him. “We were set upon by street
hooligans attempting to rob me of my purse.” He reached for his sword but only
managed to get it halfway out of his scabbard. “But I fended them off with the
skill of a master.”


I looked at Bozz, and he nodded. 


“Yes,” he said, standing to take the horses’ reins, “I’m
sure it was worthy of a song, no doubt.” 


I looked around the courtyard. “Has no one asked about His
Highness this evening?” I’d been worried they would have realized he was
missing and sent out a search patrol.


“No one so far,” he said, then led the horses toward the
back.


I didn’t wait around to watch him unharness. With one arm
around Dakaran’s waist, I helped him back toward the palace. I couldn’t take a
chance on anyone seeing the prince like this, or me with him, so I walked us
over to the nook in the palace walls where the secret entrance lay. With none
of the patrols passing our way, I ushered him through the shrubs and hanging
creepers until finally reaching the door.


I fumbled the key out of Dakaran’s pocket and unlocked it.
Using a striker, I lit the lantern we’d left by the door and locked the door
back in place. As quickly as I could manage without tipping the prince over on
his face, I carried him up the flights of stairs and down the long corridor,
passing several other doors along the way, until finally reaching what I
believed was the one we’d come through.


This door didn’t have a lock or a typical knob or handle,
but there was a lever. I pushed it down, and with a faint clicking noise, the
back of the bookshelf eased outward. I listened for a moment for anyone on the
other side, but the hall seemed quiet, so I pushed the door open enough for us
to get out. 


I quickly blew out the lantern and hung it on a peg on the
wall. By the time I turned to get Dakaran, he’d already stumbled out of the
passageway and into the corridor beyond. I rushed through to make sure he
didn’t tumble over a table or knock over a vase that would alert the guards in
the next corridor.


Carefully, I pushed the shelf back into place until I heard it
click, thankful the hinges didn’t whine and give us away. With one arm around
the prince, I started down the corridor toward his room, rounding the corner to
find a set of guards standing outside Dakaran’s bedchambers.


Just my luck. I didn’t want the guards to think I was
trying to be untoward, so I figured a straightforward approach would probably
be best. “Can you give me a hand?” I called out to them. “The prince isn’t
feeling well.”


The two guards looked confused, one even turning to look at
the door they’d been standing in front of. I moved Dakaran into the light of
the nearest wall sconce so they could see it was indeed the prince. As soon as
they saw his face, they both rushed over to help, each taking an arm. I was glad
to let them. Dakaran was getting heavier by the minute, his legs getting less
stable.


I opened the doors, and the two guards carried him inside. I
pointed toward his bedchamber, and they deposited him carefully on his bed.


“I can take it from here,” I said, thanking them for their
help and encouraging them not to mention the prince’s state.


The two men left and walked back to their station, closing
the front doors on their way out. Neither looked like they wanted to get called
up in reference to the prince’s activities and would most likely keep their
mouths shut.


“Do you think Father will be proud of the way I fought
tonight?” Dakaran asked as I helped him get his boots and clothes off.


I pulled back the layers of blankets and scooted him
underneath. “I don’t think it will matter since we are never going to tell
him.” 


Dakaran pushed the covers down off his chest. “But it was my
first real fight. And I fought well. And we won.”


“You were also outside the palace after dark, without your
guard, in Cheapside, and drunk as a sailor on shore leave. You tell him about
your fight, and you’ll never be allowed to visit the Fishnet again. No more lamb
and mint sauce, no more flirting with Valla. Your father will probably put a
permanent guard on you at all times.” I let that sink in, which took a little
longer than it should have with all those refills of ale swimming around in his
head. It was a wonder he wasn’t doubled over a bucket.


“I guess you’re right.” He pulled the covers back over his
chest and closed his eyes. “It was a good fight, wasn’t it?”


“Yes,” I said, standing there a moment longer to make sure
he didn’t suddenly try getting back up.


“I’ll show him,” Dakaran said, his words soft and slurring
from drowsiness. “I’ll show Father I can . . .” He started
snoring.


With the prince now asleep, I crept out of his room,
stopping momentarily in front of the fire to warm my hands and gather up my old
street clothes. I quickly stuffed them in my satchel along with the bloody
lancer uniform and headed for the door. I thanked the guards for their help on
the way out and started back up the hall. 


Now that Dakaran was safely tucked in bed and not stealing
me through the inner walls of the palace, there wasn’t much need for me to
sneak about, so I took the main hall past the king’s study and down several
landings to the grand foyer.


I crossed the checkered marble tiles, watching as two of the
four guards standing in front of the great doors on the other side turned to open
them when they saw me coming. I nodded as I passed, making sure they saw my
face, so they knew who I was, a very different approach to what it had been in
the past.


I rushed down the front steps, past the enormous fountain,
and across the front bailey as I made my way toward the bridge. Yorig was still
on duty and waved when he saw me coming. The moonlight made his pale face stand
out all the more as he stared at my new outfit. “I hope you know what you’re
doing,” he said.


I gave him a half smile as I passed. “Me too.” I jogged
across the bridge and down King’s Way West until I reached Lancer Avenue,
hoping the whole way to find the gate still open. I was about halfway down Lancer
Avenue, rounding the main turn, when I caught my first glimpse of the
garrison’s entrance ahead. 


My heart leaped. It was still open. 


I slowed to catch my breath. As soon as I did, a bell rang
out somewhere inside the garrison walls, and the gate started to move. “No!” I
ran as hard as I could, my sword swinging so wildly on my leg I had to grab it
with my hand. “Wait! I’m coming!”


The heavy doors continued to close. They weren’t stopping. I
was panting as I willed my legs to run faster. 


“I’m coming! Wait!” 


Some of the guards on the wall were pointing. Some were
cheering me on, others laughing; most just seemed to be enjoying the
entertainment. I was nearly there, but so were the doors. In front of them, a
huge metal gate with spikes on the ends was lowering in front of the doors.


I wasn’t going to make it.


“Run, boy, run!” they shouted from the gate towers, urging
me on.


Just a little further. You can do it! 


The gate was three-quarters down and the doors even closer.
I pushed every last ounce of strength left in me and sprinted ahead. Clumps of
slush shot up from under my boots as I charged for the narrow crack in the
door. I had to make it.


Fifteen steps. Ten.


It was going to be close.


Five steps . . .


There was no way.


I skidded to a stop as the two doors collided into place,
immediately jumping back to keep from getting skewered by the metal spikes
lowering in front. Doubling over, I could barely catch my breath. I heard
laughter coming from overhead as the men in the tower hung out the windows to
look down at me.


I didn’t dare look up, too embarrassed to see their faces.
What was I going to do now? I could try going back to the orphanage for the
night, hoping someone was still up to let me in. I turned and slowly started
down the street. I was dreading the thought of facing Overcaptain Tolin the
next morning and the look on his face. How was I going to explain to him about—


Behind me, I heard the grating of metal and turned. 


The gate was beginning to lift. I looked around to see if
anyone else was coming, but the street was empty, so I walked to the front. The
gate stopped about five feet in the air, and suddenly the thick wooden doors
began to part. 


My heart rose once more. Then it shuddered.


Tolin was standing there, waiting, his arms crossed.


“And where have you been?” 
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“I WAS WITH THE PRINCE,” I said as I slipped under the
deadly spikes and through the doors. The overcaptain motioned to the guards,
and the doors shut behind me.


“You were with him all afternoon and evening? What in Aldor
could you have possibly been training that would have kept you to this hour of
the night?” He noticed my fancy clothing and cocked a brow.


“It wasn’t so much training as it was His Highness demanding
I stay for supper, which turned into a late night of him wanting to discuss
some personal matters.”


Tolin cocked his head. “Personal matters?”


“I, uh . . . I don’t believe it appropriate
to repeat. It was told in confidence. Actually, he was a bit inebriated. Not
really sure he knew what he was saying.”


“Then you should have stopped him.”


“When was the last time you tried to stop Dakaran?”


Tolin cleared his throat and lowered his arms. “Come,” he
said as he started for the barracks. “Your roommates have been awaiting your
return. They were about to go looking for you.”


“Looking for me?”


“After what happened in the old city, needless to say, they’re
a bit on edge.”


The thought that they cared enough to worry had me walking a
little faster. “How are Gellar and Waylen?”


“The garrison physicker said your young friend did a
remarkable job and that their wounds are healing well. In fact, he was quite
interested in what sort of poultice was used.”


I smiled. Reevie would appreciate hearing that his work had
been admired by other physickers. “I’m not sure what all he puts in his salves
and balms and tonics. Reevie has his own way of doing things.”


The overcaptain nodded but didn’t say more. 


We made it back into the barracks and stopped outside my
room. “I want you and Barthol to check on Fipple first thing in the morning,
after rations,” Tolin said. “See if your young friend needs anything to aid in Fipple’s
recovery.”


“Yes, sir,” I said, even going so far as to stand at
attention and salute. After the trouble I’d just caused, I figured it was the
least I could do.


Tolin stared at me a moment, then shook his head and
departed.


I yawned and reached for the door, but it opened before I
grabbed the handle.


“There you are,” Stumpy said. “Thought that was your voice
we heard.” He paused a moment when he noticed what I was wearing, then looked
back at my face almost as if to double-check he was talking to the right
person.


“Well, are you going to just stand in the hall all night?” I
heard Barthol boom from inside. “Get in here. Some of us are trying to sleep.”


I walked in, but none of the men looked like they were
trying to sleep. In fact, they were all dressed and sitting on their beds.
Well, Barthol was sitting on his. Gellar was leaning against the headboard of
his with his injured leg propped up, and Waylen was lying on his stomach to
keep the hole in the top of his back from being aggravated.


There was a look of relief in their eyes when they saw me,
and then confusion as they stared at my clothes. 


“Thought we’d lost you, like we did Wallace,” Gellar grumbled.


Barthol hmphed. “After what happened in the Warrens, we
figured you’d gone and deserted.”


I smiled and walked over to my bed and plopped down, tossing
my satchel with my street clothes and bloody uniform on the floor beside it.
“No. Haven’t deserted, yet. Things with the prince took longer than expected.” 


“Apparently,” Barthol said as he walked over and inspected
my outfit, going so far as to run his hands over my cape. “Well, don’t you look
all prim and proper in your fancy clothes.”


I ignored him. “Tolin wants us to check on Fipple first
thing after breakfast.”


Barthol finally left off playing with my outfit and nodded
as he walked back over to his bed, where he began taking off his clothes. The
rest of my roommates followed his example and began undressing as well. I was
almost too tired to care about changing, but I did manage to get all but my
long underpants off before crawling under the covers and closing my eyes. Even
with Gellar’s and Waylen’s occasional grunts and groans from the other side of
the room, I managed to drop off fairly quickly and stayed that way until a hand
shook me awake.


“That was morning bell,” Stumpy said, and I turned over to
get a look at the window at the back. It was still dark outside.


I yawned. “I’m up.”


“Here,” Barthol said, and tossed me a new lancer uniform,
since mine was quite the worse for wear.


I couldn’t believe he’d gone to all the trouble of going to
get me a new one. “Thank you.”


“Tolin had it sent over yesterday afternoon.”


Tolin? The overcaptain kept surprising me. Just when
I thought he was ready to kick me out, he went and did something like this, not
to mention waiting for me at the gate last night.


Barthol strapped on his sword belt. “Now hurry up and get it
on. I’m starving.” He looked at Gellar and Waylen. “We’ll bring you back
something.”


“Hang that,” Gellar said, limping up to one foot. “I don’t
want no cold and soggy leftovers.” He leaned on a crutch they had procured from
the storeroom and hobbled after them, Waylen right behind, doing everything he
could to not twist his back as he walked stiffly out the door.


By the time I got the uniform on and left the barracks, the
rest of my room was halfway across the yard. I caught them before they reached
the dining hall, and we all went in together. 


Breakfast was eaten slowly, as most of us were still trying
to wake up. Many of the lancers stopped by the table to see how we were doing.
While it slowed down our ability to eat, with the constant explaining of what
had happened in the old city and the reassurance that we would survive, it did
leave me with a sense of brotherhood. These men actually cared about one
another, even for those of us in Room Eleven. Maybe this whole lancer thing
wasn’t going to be as bad as I thought.


After finishing our meal, Barthol headed for the stables
while I helped Stumpy get Gellar and Waylen back to Barracks Two to lie down. I
grabbed my satchel, pulling out the bloody lancer uniform but leaving my
borrowed street clothes, and then rushed outside for the stables, where Barthol
was still waiting for the horses to be saddled. Soon enough, we were mounted
and making our way across the yard for the main gate. A couple of the guards
snickered as I passed, no doubt having been on duty when I made my charge down
Lancer Avenue the previous night.


We kept the horses to a slow walk as we made our way south through
town. There was no need to hurry. It wasn’t like Fipple was going to heal any
faster if we raced through the city streets, trampling pedestrians. We took
Circle Drive all the way from King’s Way West to the Temple.


Toots hollered something from the top of the wall tower when
he saw us coming down the brick drive toward the gate. It wasn’t until we were
close enough for him to see my face that he shouted for them to get the chiefs.
“I didn’t recognize you, Protector. Why’s you wearin’ one of those uniforms?”


I’d forgotten I was wearing my uniform this morning. The
rest of Hurricane hadn’t seen me in one yet, since I’d come back from the
Warrens wearing a dead cutthroat’s bloody garb. Clearly Reevie and Sapphire
hadn’t gotten around to telling everyone about my new placement. “I’ll tell you
about it later,” I said. “Just open the gate.”


Toots called down orders from the tower, and I could hear
the beam being lifted on the other side. Soon the doors opened, and we
dismounted.


“We’ll take those,” Mouse said, gawking up at the two horses
with an excited gleam in his eyes.


“Be gentle with them,” Barthol said as we left our rides at
the front and headed down the path from the gate to the main complex. 


I glanced back over my shoulder and chuckled inwardly at the
sight of all the kids gathered around the two animals. Most had never been that
close to a horse before. Mouse was the first to be brave enough to reach out
and touch one, patting it lightly on its nose.


“Was wondering when you were going to be visiting,” Reevie
said as he and Sapphire and Bull met us in front of the main building.


The ground shook, and Tubby came lumbering around the side
of the building, trying to pull his leather mask into place. He tripped over
the corner steps, not able to see out the eye holes, and nearly landed on top
of Barthol. Barthol leaped out of the giant boy’s way, knocking Bull off his
feet.


Both Barthol and Bull landed in the snow.


“That boy’s a menace,” Barthol said, wiping the slush from
his mantle as he climbed back to his feet.


Tubby finally managed to get the mask into place, then
stood, looking around to see who he needed to frighten. He spotted me and
rushed forward. “Protector.” He grabbed me in his arms and jostled me up and
down before finally putting me back on the ground. I felt like my breakfast had
just worked its way up into my chest.


“It’s good to see you too, Tubby,” I said, trying to catch
my breath. I turned to Reevie. “We’ve come to see your patient.”


“How is Fipple today?” Barthol asked.


Reevie turned and started up the stairs, doing his best not
to let his leg slow him down. “He is healing quite nicely. Not the most
talkative man I’ve ever met, which is a nice change of pace.”


We followed Reevie down the hall past the chiefs’ study and
into the infirmary. 


“Well, old man,” Barthol said as he entered, “I see you’re
still with us.”


Fipple’s face brightened when he saw us, and he pushed his
way into a sitting position. It was a bit of a difficult move, as his arm was
in a sling, keeping him from being able to use it. “No thanks to Captain
Henzlow assigning us Warrens duty. Of course, if someone hadn’t pulled a knife
on him and threatened to open his neck in the middle of the garrison, that
might not have happened.” He looked at me when he said it.


I frowned.


“You did what?” Sapphire asked.


“Hey, you don’t know the whole story.”


“I’m sure it’s very fascinating,” Reevie said, “but what I
want to know is, have you lot finally come to collect this ornery cuss, or am I
going to be forced to endure his company another day?”


“Are you saying he’s healed enough to travel?” Barthol
asked. “Last we spoke, you sounded as though it would take a few days before he
was well enough to move.”


“I’m plenty well enough,” Fipple said, then slowly stood to
his feet, gritting his teeth the whole way up. “See? Good as new.”


Reevie shrugged and walked around to the back of his desk.
“I’m a healer. Of course I’m going to tell you it’ll take a couple of days.” He
smiled sheepishly. “That way when I make it happen sooner, you are all so
impressed that you will want to use my services again. But on this account,” he
said, pointing his quill at Fipple, “I’ll just be happy to see his backside out
the door.” He looked at me. “He’s nearly as bad a patient as you.”


Fipple chuckled. “Can’t say much for his bedside manner, but
he knows his stuff.”


“Yes, that’s what the garrison physicker said after
inspecting Gellar and Waylen.”


Reevie’s head lifted. “Oh?”


“He said he’d be interested to know what sort of poultices
were used.”


Reevie smirked. “I’m sure he would.”


I looked at Barthol. “If you want to ride back to the
garrison and get a cart for Fipple, then I’ll stay here and try catching up on
some work.”


Barthol looked at Fipple, who was just edging his way back
down to his cot. “What about you?”


“I’ll be fine. Go. The sooner you get back, the sooner I can
get some peace and quiet.”


I laughed. I knew what he meant. Living with a bunch of
street kids was not the place to find solitude.


I turned to walk Barthol out, and Sapphire grabbed my arm.
“We have things to discuss.”


“That’s right. You met with Noph last night. How did it go?”


“That’s what we need to discuss.”


I nodded. “I’ll be back.” 


I walked Barthol to the gate and watched as he mounted and
rode down the brick lane toward Circle Drive. As soon as he disappeared into
the trees, I headed back inside, dropping my satchel with the borrowed clothes
in my room before heading to the chiefs’ study.


Both Reevie and Sapphire were waiting for me when I arrived,
and I took my normal seat opposite the couch where they sat.


“So, what happened at the meeting?” I asked, noticing the
not-quite-so-cheerful expressions on their faces.


“It was strange,” Reevie said.


“At least, Noph was strange,” Sapphire corrected, and Reevie
nodded in agreement. “For someone who’s known for his painstaking methods of
preparation, he seems . . . distracted.”


“What do you mean?”


Sapphire tugged on her braid. “For example, Noph said he
would be there to train me on the ins and outs of how he operated his
connections with the upper class. However, now, when I mention it, he tells me
I’ll figure it out, that it’s not that difficult.”


“He seems to be rushing this merger forward,” Reevie said.


“Did you ask him why?”


Sapphire gave me a harsh look. “Of course. He just keeps
saying that he has his reasons, something about his new business venture being
moved up or on a deadline. He never gives the same reason.”


“We even tried asking some of the Sandstorm kids, but no one
seems to know why Noph is leaving.”


“I’m starting to get one of those irritable feelings in my
gut,” Sapphire said.


“Are you saying you don’t want to do this merger after all?”


The other two looked at each other a moment before Sapphire
responded. “I’m saying we need to be cautious.”


“This is a bad time for you to be gone,” Reevie groused. 


I sighed. “I know. But my cooperation is what is putting
food on the table.”


“Yeah, but if this merger goes well,” Reevie said, “then we
might become completely self-sufficient. You saw the way Noph eats, like Red
but even better.”


I chuckled. Reevie and his food. “At this point, I would say
that I don’t have much choice in the matter. The king is the one requesting my
presence.”


“Requesting or demanding?” Sapphire asked with a cocked
brow.


“Does it really make a difference?”


“You could at least try to look like you aren’t enjoying it so
much,” Reevie said. “All dressed up in your fancy soldier uniform, parading
through town on your fancy horse.” He shook his head. “If I didn’t know better,
I’d say you were finding it agreeable.”


“Would you prefer me to be miserable?”


Reevie’s head lifted. “Is that an option?”


I frowned. “I won’t lie. It’s different than what I thought
it would be. You always hear about soldiers under conflict growing closer
together. I can see what they mean. The first day I was there, no one wanted me
around, but after our battle in the old city, not only have my roommates
started to accept me, but I think even Overcaptain Tolin has started to crack a
little.”


Sapphire released her braid. “You mean the one that said he
was going to lock you in the dungeons the first chance he got?” 


I smiled at the thought.


“Well,” Reevie barked, “we are just so happy you are getting
along with the very people who scour the city, looking to round us up when they
can.”


“If you hate them so much,” I said, “then why did you just
spend the last couple days tending their wounds?”


“Because you asked me to. What else am I going to do when
you show up at the gates with a bunch of wounded lancers demanding help?” He paused
a moment, looking down at his lap. “The added compensation for my services
doesn’t hurt.”


“Admit it,” I said. “They aren’t as bad as you thought,
either.”


Reevie pursed his lips. “I wouldn’t go that far. But I guess
those you’ve been assigned to are more tolerable than others.”


“Overcaptain Tolin had nothing but high praise for your
abilities. Even mentioned something about offering you a commission in the
lancer corps.”


“Hah! It’ll be a cold day in the Pits of Aran’gal before
that happens.”


Sapphire drew her dagger from her waist and flipped it
around. “We seem to be getting off topic. We were discussing what to do about
Sandstorm and Noph.”


“Sounds like we need to meet with him once more before we go
dismantling Hurricane,” I said.


“But how are we going to do that?” Reevie asked. “The Guild meeting
is the day after tomorrow, and you are locked inside the walls of the
garrison.”


“Let me worry about that.” Of course, I had absolutely no
idea how I was going to manage to get away for a meeting.


“When should we set it for?” Sapphire asked. “We’ll need to
make arrangements with Noph.”


I knew tonight would probably be too soon. “What about
tomorrow night?”


“Cutting it kind of close, aren’t you?” Reevie said. “The Guild
meeting is the following day.”


“I know, but I can’t get away until the evening. And it will
probably have to be late, at that.”


“Fine. We’ll see what we can do. Do we want to meet here or
at Sandstorm?”


“Sandstorm would be closer.”


“Good. Perhaps we can get a few more of those sticky buns
while we’re there.”


I shook my head. “Anything else that needs to be handled
while I’m here?”


“Now that you mention it,” Sapphire said, “Bull’s been
asking about when you plan on continuing the Guard’s training. It’s been a
couple of weeks since you last worked with them.”


“I don’t know if I have that kind of time,” I said. “Not
sure how long it will take Barthol to get back with a wagon for Fipple.”


“Anything’s better than nothing. If you’ve got time to train
that spoiled good-for-nothing up at the palace, then you can work with our people.”
Sapphire didn’t seem to be leaving me much choice, her tone letting me know how
unhappy she still was about me spending so much time away from the tribe.


“Fine. I’ll go do it now.” I stood and headed for the door.


“And feel free to wear your new headband,” she added.


I smiled and stepped out of the office, then quickly felt my
pockets to see if I’d even remembered to bring it. Having thrown my new uniform
on this morning and run out the door, I couldn’t remember if I’d stuck her gift
in my pocket or not. My hand ran over the lump of material, and I breathed a quick
sigh of relief. One less thing for her to be angry with me about.


I tied the band around my head, letting the loose ends hang
down behind me. Now to figure out what sort of lesson to give on such short
notice. Where was Bull when I needed him?
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I FOUND BULL STANDING on the front porch of the main
building, waiting for our meeting to finish. “I figure we have an hour before
they get back with a wagon,” I said. “You interested in running through some
drills with the Guard?”


Bull’s head shot up, and he immediately tried wiping the
hair from his eyes, forgetting it was no longer there. “Yes. We’ve been waiting
to—”


“Good,” I said. “How long do you think it’ll take you to get
them dressed and in the yard?”


“I’ll have them ready in ten minutes.” He saluted and ran back
inside.


I chuckled. If only Dakaran were that easy to motivate. I
walked back through the building and out onto the back covered porch, then over
to the next building to see what weapons were available in the armory. Our
stores had been restocked since our last battle. I’d made sure Reevie set aside
some of our budget for that very purpose. We couldn’t expect the beaters and Guard
to defend our territory with sticks and stones.


I grabbed a sword from the rack on the left and a bo staff
from one of the barrels by the door, testing both for grip and weight. Leaving
the armory, I headed to the open yard out back, where Hurricane’s beaters held
their practices. It was the only place large enough for the full squad to meet,
since the front of the Temple was taken up with gardens.


Apart from the two outdoor privies, some large scrub brush
and trees that ran along the Temple wall, and Muriel’s pigeon coops, there
wasn’t much but open space between the buildings and the surrounding wall.


Much faster than expected, Bull had the entire Guard
assembled and waiting. The Guard consisted of six boys and two girls pulled
from the beaters’ ranks, who showed proficiency in hand-to-hand combat and
weaponry. I had chosen each one myself, generally with Bull or Sapphire’s
recommendation. They might not have been the biggest or meanest or strongest,
but each had their own gifts that I thought could be melded to form a stronger
unit.


“Let’s work with staves today,” I said, and everyone laid
their other weapons outside the practice field and quickly ran to get back in
place, single file with their backs to the buildings. As soon as they were
ready, I walked out to join them, my lancer mantle billowing in the wind behind
me. Bull stood at my side as head Guard, waiting for instructions. 


We started off with basic forms work, running through
prearranged movements to warm their bodies and get the blood flowing, while at
the same time familiarizing them with how their weapons handled. We didn’t
spend a lot of time on the forms, since I didn’t know how soon Barthol would be
back. 


“Pair off.”


The group of eight divided quickly and formed two lines of
four, facing each other. Bull paired with me. I generally used him to
demonstrate to the others what I wanted. “Let’s start with something simple
like a thrust from one and a block and strike from the other.” I demonstrated
by having Bull jab for my midsection. I defended with a side block, then
countered with an upward strike to the groin, and finished with a downward
strike to the side of the head.


I had them repeat the move—those on the left attacking,
those on the right defending—then we swapped sides. Moving on, I changed up the
routines, varying forms of attack and defense. I walked up and down the line,
correcting where it was needed, demonstrating as many times as I thought
necessary until I knew they had a firm grasp.


Then I altered the weapons, leaving one side with blades,
the other with staffs. “In a battle situation,” I said, “there is no guarantee
what weapons will be available. There’s no guarantee that if your opponent has
a sword, you will too. You might find that the only thing available is a
broomstick.”


Some of the kids chuckled.


“I’m serious. Most people, if given the choice, will choose
the sword, since it is metal, and it can cut and stab and be wielded easier
with a single hand, but I want you to feel more confident wielding that
broomstick than your opponent with his sword. The weapon doesn’t make the
warrior.”


I heard clapping behind me and turned.


“Well said.” Barthol and Stumpy were standing on the back
porch. Beside them was Fipple, who was sitting on one of the benches next to Reevie
and Sapphire. The rest of the porch was taken up by other members of Hurricane
who happened to be between chores at the time. Our practices usually drew a
crowd, especially other beaters who wanted to watch and learn, hoping to one
day be able to join the ranks of the Guard.


Barthol stepped off the porch, drawing his sword. “Let’s see
how well our young weapons master puts his words to practice.”


The other members of the Guard turned to me, and I nodded
for them to step back and give us room.


“You sure?” Bull asked me, giving Barthol a cautious eye.


I smiled. “I’ll be fine. Toss me my staff.”


Bull retrieved it from where it lay on the side of the field,
tossed it over, then walked over to join the others around the porch.


Barthol, who was a full head taller than me, even with my
recent growth spurt, met me in the middle of the partially melted snow. Barthol
held his broadsword with a single-handed grip, which was not a good choice when
fighting an opponent with a longer reach and a more powerful swing, unless of
course you were properly trained. From what I’d seen of lancer drills so far,
they were rudimentary at best. Their exercises geared more for close combat in
battle conditions, not one-on-one dueling.


There were a lot of reasons I enjoyed fighting with the
staff. The speed at which a seven-foot length of ash could strike both high and
low with minimal movement was one of them, giving someone with a shorter height
a better advantage.


Barthol circled, and I turned with him, making slow pivots
in the trodden snow. I pushed my visions aside, having discovered years ago
that I could stop them from coming when I wanted. I wanted this to be a fair
fight. Even though Barthol would never know I had the ability, I wanted to remind
myself that my talents were more than just my magic.


The wood was smooth in my hands, longer than what I would
have liked, but light enough to be able to maneuver without it feeling clunky
or awkward. There were different ways to hold a staff, different styles of
fighting with it, depending on the opponent. Fighting a single armed attacker,
especially one of Barthol’s size, my best choice was to use it as a
quarterstaff, gripping closer to one end. It allowed for more range of motion and
harder strikes, limiting my opponent’s swing by forcing him to keep a further
distance.


I kept the front of my staff up, letting the tip slowly circle
in Barthol’s direction, keeping him distracted, while making sure my arms
remained loose.


Barthol finished a complete circle before angling himself
for an attack. “Let’s see how good the Upaka really are.”


I smiled. “Pray you never have to find out.”


He chuckled and slowly stepped forward into position, the
tip of his blade reaching the tip of my staff. As soon as they touched, he
slapped my staff to the right and lunged forward. He was fast, his size and
weight adding momentum, but I was more agile. With a quick sidestep, I moved
out of range and swept his legs out from under him with a single downward swing.


He hit the snow with a thud, and I shoved the end of my
staff in his face to simulate a fatal blow, stopping just shy of actually
hitting him. To Barthol’s credit, he did actually manage to keep his sword when
he went down. Many less-trained fighters generally let go of their weapon to
try to stop their fall. 


Applause rose from the porch behind us, Hurricane members
cheering the loudest. There must have been nothing more exciting for them than
seeing lancers getting humiliated in our own backyard.


I held out my hand and helped Barthol back to his feet,
where he spent a few moments rubbing the backs of his knees. “A lucky blow,” he
said. “Shall we go again?”


I gestured toward the middle of the practice ring, and we
retook our places.


Swordsmen like Barthol were never trained to fight against
anything other than other swordsmen. In times of battle, it was highly unlikely
they’d find themselves standing against a regiment of quarterstaffs.


Lancer training was clearly not as proficient as Upakan. And
I wanted to demonstrate it.


I slid into another stance and readied myself. This time Barthol
didn’t lunge quite so quickly. He was cautious. Smart. He was fighting an
Upakan. Once again, the tips of our weapons touched, and he batted mine away, swinging
for my legs. I blocked, and Barthol pivoted and swung high. I ducked and let
the blade bounce off the top of my staff. I could have gone for his open legs
or feet, but I retreated instead. 


He lunged again, and I sidestepped, tapping the sword just
enough to let it slide by me, then swung for his head. He immediately raised
his blade to catch the attack, absorbing a lot of the strike with his arm and
wrist. I could see a twinge of pain in his face as he shifted stances and went
for my legs, but with minimal effort, my staff was there to keep it from
landing.


The attacks and parries continued as we danced across the
field. He left himself open several times, but I acted as though I didn’t
notice, not wanting to embarrass him, since I had to share a room with the man
four nights a week. On the other hand, I certainly couldn’t let him win, not
with half of Hurricane standing there watching.


Not wanting to drag this out any longer than I needed to, I
met his next swing with one of my own, catching his sword as close to the grip
as possible. The power and weight of my staff ripped his sword from his hand,
and it flew through the air. I immediately whipped my pole around and caught
him in the midsection with a light slap. It was enough to double him over, but
not enough to do any serious damage.


The others around the porch clapped once again.


After catching his breath, Barthol walked over and retrieved
his sword, looking it over to see if there was any damage before rejoining me
in the middle. He cleared his throat. “This would have been a lot different, of
course, if I had had a longsword with a proper two-handed grip.”


“Oh, of course,” Fipple said sarcastically.


“A weapon is only as good as the one wielding it.” I held
out my staff for Barthol to take. “Swap with me.”


Barthol was hesitant at first, giving me a curious look, but
eventually he took the staff and handed me his broadsword.


With Barthol wielding the quarterstaff, he not only had the
advantage in strength and size, but in power and distance as well, making it
all the more difficult for someone like me.


Then again, looking at the sloppy way he was holding the
long pole, I could tell he hadn’t had much experience using it.


Barthol took his place in the center and smiled, feeling
more confident with his longer reach. I walked over to join him. Barthol’s
sword was similar to the sword I’d chosen from the lancer armory, with the
exception of his blade being several inches longer. I didn’t like the way it
felt in my hands, but for someone with Barthol’s reach, I was sure it balanced well.


Barthol gripped the staff like a bat. Those unfamiliar with
the weapon tended to use it more as a bludgeon, whipping their entire bodies
about with every swing, expending more energy than needed and leaving
themselves open for attack. 


I moved into place. With an attacker with that much reach, I
needed to get inside his swing as quickly as possible. I needed to take away
the staff’s one great advantage.


We touched tips, and the duel started. 


Immediately, Barthol attempted to knock the sword from my
hand with a strong swing like I’d done to him. I almost laughed but caught
myself. I quickly used a yielding block, letting the momentum of his blow slide
off my weapon.


Barthol had no intention of giving me time to counter and
swung the staff like a club for my head, but seeing it coming, I ducked and was
on him before he had a chance to even reposition. I slapped his stomach with
the flat of my blade, and he promptly acknowledged the hit with a nod, and we
moved back into position. This time he kept the staff closer to his front.
Unfortunately for him, he kept it too close, allowing me to cut the distance.


With his next thrust, I latched onto the staff with my free
hand and swung for his neck. He couldn’t yank it out of my grip before I had
him.


With a frustrated grunt, Barthol lowered the staff. “You see?”
he said, casting a look back at the porch, where Stumpy and Fipple sat
watching. “That is what we need to be learning.” He handed me back the staff,
and I gave him his sword, which he sheathed. 


We walked back over to where the others were waiting, and I tossed
the borrowed staff to Bull. “You can put that with the others when they’re
through.” 


“Don’t get me wrong,” Barthol said, resting against one of
the pillars. “Captain Talbot is a skilled swordsman, and I wouldn’t want to
stand up to him in a proper duel, but he isn’t going to teach us to do
that . . . whatever that was,” he said, pointing back to the
training field.


Stumpy smiled. “Clearly what they say of Upakans is true.
Their skill is unmatched.”


“At least in hand-to-hand combat,” Fipple added, wincing as
his arm shifted in its sling, his topknot hanging down just over the wrapping. “But
in the middle of battle, things change. Chaos takes over. You’re almost as
likely to get hit by one of your own as you are the enemy.”


That I could attest to, having had the exact thing happen to
me during the tribal battle outside the Pit.


“Still,” Barthol said, nodding in my direction. “Imagine
what we could do with a regiment of fighters like him.”


The others turned.


“Don’t look at me. I’m not here to train people how to
fight. The king wants me here to learn how to be a lancer, that’s all.” I looked
at Sapphire. “Besides, I’m not the only skilled swordsman here. Sapphire is one
of our best.”


Sapphire straightened her shoulders. “I’m good, but I’m not
like you.”


“I’d put you up against any Upakan recruit.” I looked at
Barthol. “Care to test your steel against hers?”


Sapphire’s eyes sparked with excitement.


Barthol laughed. “I think I’ve been humiliated enough for
one day.”


Sapphire’s shoulders slumped, her smile waning.


“I’ll have a go,” Stumpy said, passing Sapphire a friendly
smile. He walked over and reached out his left hand. “We haven’t been formally
introduced. The name’s Mjovic, but everyone calls me Stumpy.” She shook his
left hand, and he raised the stump. “Don’t let that bother you, dearie. I fight
just as well, if not better, with my left.” He drew his blade and walked out
through the slush to the practice field.


Sapphire drew her sword from her belt and walked out to meet
him. I didn’t think she knew how good she really was. Other than fighting
against other street kids, or the training she received from her father or
myself, she’d never had the opportunity to stand off against an actual trained opponent.
Hopefully, this would help bolster her confidence.


Stumpy raised his sword and held it at the ready, and
Sapphire moved into stance. The tips of their blades touched to signal the
start, but instead of immediately attacking, both circled slowly. Using live
blades without any form of proper guards was keeping them cautious.


Stumpy swung left and then right, first low then high, no
doubt to test Sapphire’s reflexes. She had no problem deflecting and parrying
the strikes, hardly moving, but she was still hesitant to go on the offensive
herself.


She continued to circle, batting away his strikes, dodging
and sidestepping, demonstrating how agile her footwork was without even
thinking about it. She moved with grace, her sword comfortable in her hand as
she easily swatted back his advances.


Stumpy pushed forward, trying to find a weakness in her
guard, attempting to force her to make a mistake and leave an opening. But each
time he thought he’d managed to slip through, she was there to stop him.


I was beginning to wonder how long it was going to take her
to make a move, when she finally did. It was so fast, even I had a hard time
seeing it.


Stumpy swatted aside a quick jab at his midsection, but before
he could even get his sword raised for a counter, Sapphire spun behind him and
landed a winning strike to his back before he had a chance to turn.


Looking rather at a loss for words, Stumpy lowered his blade
and nodded. “It was a clean strike.” He moved back to the center and raised his
sword again. This time he barely got his first swing in when she batted it away
and simulated a cut to his sword arm, his gut, and his neck.


“I yield,” Stumpy said as he shook his head and laughed. “I
don’t think I can take any more humiliation.” He turned to Sapphire, raised the
tip of his sword in the air, and swung it downward in salute. He then joined
the others around the porch. “If this is how you train your kids, I wouldn’t
mind getting a bit of that training myself.”


I smiled. “Sapphire wasn’t trained by me. At least not at
first. She picked up her skill from her father.”


The lancers stared at her as she walked over to join Bull
and Reevie. “And who was your father?” Barthol asked. “Clearly a swordsman of
some notoriety.”


Sapphire sneered and then walked inside.


“Was it something I said?” Barthol asked.


I shook my head. “Her father was a sergeant in the lancer
corps. Don’t know his name. What I do know is that he treated Sapphire and her
mother very poorly. Needless to say, she learned to fight young.”


Barthol’s brows lowered, looking bothered for having brought
it up. “Please tell her I meant no offense.”


“She knows. She just doesn’t like to talk about it.” I
turned to Bull to change the subject. “Can you run the Guard through their
routines? We’ve got to be getting back to the garrison.”


Bull sighed, no doubt having hoped I would have stayed
longer to continue their training, but he did eventually nod and motion for the
other members of the Guard to join him in the yard. Normally, if I wasn’t
around and Sapphire wasn’t busy, she would spend some time with the Guard
training, but I doubted today was going to be one of those days.


I looked at Reevie. “We’ve got to be going.”


“Don’t forget about our meeting with Noph,” Reevie said,
thankfully refraining from mentioning when we were meeting him. I
certainly didn’t want my roommates to know I was planning on sneaking out.


I stepped up on the porch to get ready to leave.


“Oh, one more thing,” Reevie said, clearing his throat.
“There was talk of payment.”


I turned. “What?”


He was looking at Barthol. “For services rendered.”


Barthol reached into his pocket. “Overcaptain Tolin is a man
of his word.” He pulled out a small pouch and tossed it to Reevie. “Will this
be satisfactory?”


Reevie opened the drawstrings and peered inside. He started
to smile, but quickly refrained as he tucked it away with a nod. “Yes, I guess
it will do. If you have future need of my services, I will be more than happy
to oblige.”


Stumpy frowned. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”


Reevie looked saddened by the comment. He had been basking
in the light of the lancers’ praise for the last couple of days, enjoying
having his talents noticed by more than just our kids. I was glad to see him
getting the recognition I knew he deserved, only hoping that one day, he could
find a way to go into practice for himself and not be forced to spend his life
in the shadows. He was a talented healer, and if given the chance to apprentice
under other more experienced physickers, there was no telling how far he could
go.


With Stumpy’s help, Fipple managed to get to his feet, and
we started back through the main building. Most of the Hurricane members that
had been watching followed us out.


I turned to Reevie. “And this time, don’t forget to let
everyone know why it is I’m dressed as a lancer.”


Reevie nodded. “I’ll have Sapphire call a gathering in the
dining hall as soon as you leave.”


We headed down the front steps and through the garden toward
the gate. Tubby, Mouse, Petal, and Squeaks, along with a number of other kids,
were all gathered around the front, touching the horses, though they whinnied
whenever Tubby got too close.


“Them is real fine animals,” Mouse said when he saw us
coming. He stared at my uniform as if still trying to determine whether it was
really me, or some kind of imposter.


I waved at Toots up on the wall, and he ordered the gates
opened. While I gathered the horses, Barthol and Stumpy helped load Fipple into
the back of the wagon. Fipple sat with his back against the side. He flung his
topknot around and over his shoulder to keep from leaning against it. “I
appreciate the hospitality,” he said, directing his statement to Reevie.


“Glad to finally be rid of you,” Reevie replied with a half smile,
then walked around to the front.


Fipple chuckled. 


I couldn’t help but wonder how those two got along over the
last day and a half. I climbed up onto my horse and carefully pulled it
alongside the wagon, where Barthol was sitting in the driver’s seat. Stumpy
crawled into the back and sat beside Fipple.


“Looks like we are ready to go,” I said, and we slowly
turned the wagon about and started through the gates. I glanced behind me, but
there was no sign of Sapphire as we headed down the brick lane to Circle Drive.
From there we rode north, back through the city. I hadn’t yet been around the
garrison during the day. I was suddenly curious what awaited me.
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BY THE TIME WE MADE it back to the garrison and
unloaded Fipple into his bed, the lunch bell was ringing. The rest of us
grabbed a quick lunch, even Gellar, though he used a cane to keep as much
weight off his leg as possible. Whatever poultice Reevie had used on the men was
doing a remarkable job. The fact that Gellar was able to be up and about so
quickly was testament to it. It also helped that Gellar’s determination not to
be left in the room was as fiery as his hair.


“What do we do after lunch?” I asked.


Barthol looked up from his seat directly across the table. “What’s
today? Seconday?”


“Thirday,” Waylen said on Barthol’s right. He was busy stuffing
another helping of beans and rice into his mouth while trying to swallow his
last spoonful. His movements were stiff, as he didn’t want to open the wound on
his back. He stabbed a piece of meat on his plate and lifted it with a grin. “We
get pork on Thirdays.”


Barthol scratched at his beard. “Then we have drills and
training this afternoon, and this evening . . . work duty.” He
frowned.


“What’s work duty?” I asked, noticing the sour disposition
on all their faces, even Waylen’s.


“Could be anything,” Stumpy said from beside me on the
bench. He tended to eat slower than the rest, making sure to keep his food
spread apart on his plate, not letting the different groups touch. “We could be
placed on one of the cleaning crews—”


“Let’s hope it’s not mucking,” Gellar said, trying to keep his
braided beard out of his plate. “I hate shoveling poo.”


“I doubt you’ll be shoveling much of anything,” Stumpy said.
“Not with that leg of yours.”


Gellar smiled. “The only upside to getting shot, I guess.”


Stumpy shook his head. “There’s more to clean than just the
stables.”


Barthol finished the rest of his pork and pointed his knife
at us. “I’d take mucking the stalls to cleaning the latrines any day.”


The others shivered and nodded.


Stumpy looked my way. “Each barracks is required to keep
their own latrines cleaned. Two rooms are chosen each week for that privilege.
Lucky for you, we had our turn in rotation the week before last, so it will be
a while before our room comes back around.”


I smiled. That was lucky. The thought of cleaning out the latrines
for the entire barracks had me wanting to shiver as well. I suddenly had a
special appreciation for our cleaners back at the Temple. Perhaps I should
speak with Reevie and Sapphire about setting up a similar kind of system. It
didn’t seem all that fair to place latrine duty solely on the cleaners. In
fact, it wouldn’t hurt to set up some kind of rotation for all our kids, give
each of them the opportunity to see what the other duties were like. 


“. . . not as much fun during the colder
months,” Waylen said, pulling me from my contemplations. Waylen stared at his
plate as though hoping it would refill itself.


“What isn’t much fun?” I asked.


“Wash duty,” Waylen said. “Scrubbing clothes ain’t much fun
when you got to break the ice to do it. Your hands going all numb, your fingers
turning blue.”


“Ridiculous,” Stumpy said. “Quit trying to scare the lad.
They use enough heated water to keep it thawed.” 


“My lancer uniform needs washing,” I said, suddenly
remembering the bloody clothing sitting beside my bed.


Stumpy waved it off. “I already had it sent off while you
were gone. Personally, I don’t mind the washing, myself. Prefer it to some of
the other duties. Regardless, we never really know which duty we’ll be assigned
until it’s up on the wall.”


“The wall?”


“Lieutenant Huckly is in charge of duty assignments for
Barracks Two,” Barthol said, setting his spoon back down on his now-empty
plate. “He places them up on the wall next to his booth.” Barthol looked at the
others. “Any of you checked this week’s assignments?”


The others all shook their heads.


“Assignments go up on Firstday,” Barthol continued, “but
with everything that’s happened, I haven’t thought to look.”


Gellar shifted his leg around the end of the bench. “Guess
we better get a move on, then.” He looked at Stumpy’s plate. “If Stumpy will
ever get around to finishing his food.”


Stumpy smiled, then stuffed the last scoop of beans into his
mouth. I took Gellar’s plate and followed the others over to hand them to the
cleaners. We met Gellar at the door and headed back across the yard for the
barracks, keeping out of the way of the mounted regiments as they practiced
riding in formation. 


The wind whipping through the yard was brisk, but the sun cut
through most of the chill. We made it back to the barracks and walked over to the
wall on the far side of Huckly’s desk, where a large board was on display. The
room numbers for Barracks Two had been placed on the board in three horizontal
rows. Each number had a peg underneath with a thin piece of wood with writing
on it attached. Some had more than one piece hanging from their peg.


“Here we go,” Barthol said, snatching the hanging marker off
Room Eleven’s peg. He held it up and smiled. “Floor duty.”


The others breathed a sigh of relief.


“Where at?” Waylen asked, still moving rather stiffly as he
turned to get a better look at the writing.


“Second floor, officer’s building.”


“At least it’s indoors,” Gellar mumbled.


Stumpy looked at some of the markers from the other rooms to
see what they had. “Apparently, the good lieutenant is taking it easy on us.”


Gellar hmphed and gave his beard a tug. “That’ll be a first.”


“I’ll certainly take it,” Barthol said.


“What’s floor duty?” I asked.


Stumpy turned. “We sweep and sometimes mop the floors from
where the snow and dirt and dust get tracked in. We are also in charge of wiping
down the walls and cleaning the furniture.”


“He can find out more this afternoon,” Barthol said as he
and the others started for our room. “Right now, we’ve got drills, and I don’t
want to be late again. Last time, Captain Talbot had us holding our swords for
nearly a quarter of an hour.”


I followed the others into the room and grabbed my sword
belt and sword, then, after seeing them strap on their arm and leg guards, did
the same. “What do you mean by holding your swords?”


Waylen tried sucking in his gut for his belt to reach the
second set of holes. “One of the punishments for being late is they make you
sit on your knees and hold out your sword with both hands.” 


Fipple grunted as he tried pushing himself up in his bed,
his topknot hanging over the side. “It might not seem all that bad at first, but
that sword gets heavy quick.”


We grabbed our shields, leaving Fipple to his bed as we headed
back outside and then left across the yard. We passed the main offices and the
dining hall on our way to where several large groups of lancers were lining up
in formation between the last of the buildings on the left and the archery
stations against the back-right corner. 


Gellar and Waylen hobbled over and took a seat on one of several
sets of benches that had been placed against the back of the practice yard up
against the enormous city wall, clearly not having any intention of joining in
the drills themselves.


I followed Barthol and Stumpy out into the open yard, doing
my best to emulate whatever they did as we fell in line near the back of one of
the block formations. My shield felt uncomfortable in my hands, as I hadn’t
practiced maneuvering one before. I moved it around, seeing how much of my body
I could protect. Not only did it restrict my movement, it also restricted my line
of sight whenever I attempted to block attacks to my upper body.


I looked at Stumpy on my right. I hadn’t thought about it
until now, but I was curious how he was able to hold a shield with only one
hand. His shield was on his right arm, the one missing a hand. He caught me
looking and held it out for me to see. There was a sleeve attached to the back for
him to slide his stump into before securing it with straps. It was actually
quite inventive. No doubt there were others who needed the same.


“Spread out!” someone shouted from the front.


On either side of me, Barthol and Stumpy raised their shields
to the side in order to mark distance between them and the person standing next
to them. I did the same. The rows shifted slightly, the lancers making sure
there was enough safe distance between them to maneuver without causing injury
to those around.


“Draw your swords!” the voice called out, and the yard
filled with the ring of steel.


I drew mine along with everyone else.


“High guard!”


Beside me, Barthol and Stumpy shifted into a simple forward
stance with their shields up and their swords raised over their heads. I
quickly mimicked the position. I felt like I was in the middle of a chopping
swing for the top of an opponent’s head. I wasn’t sure why it was called a high
guard, since it didn’t seem to be guarding the one piece of me that stood above
the rest—namely, my head.


“Passing step into middle guard!”


Everyone slid their back foot forward and brought their
sword down to rest against the side of their shield. This time the blade pointed
forward. This position felt more in line with what I would have expected using a
sword and shield together. However, it did limit mobility by making left side
strikes more difficult.


“Gathered step into tail guard!”


I followed the others’ example, but instead of sliding the
back foot forward as we just had with the passing step, everyone slid the front
foot as though lunging, then brought the back foot up to match. Again, the
shield seemed to remain in a fixed position in front. However, this time, the
sword was held behind, with the tip facing backward and down as though getting
ready to perform a low strike.


“Passing step to head!”


Everyone shifted their back foot forward and performed an
overhead strike to the top of what would be an opponent’s head.


“Left arm!”


We swung diagonally at our opponent’s left arm.


“Right arm!”


We did the same to the right, then to the left leg, then the
right. Whoever it was calling out orders had us running through basic drills
for at least a half hour, mixing up the movements and guards and steps,
blending them together in various patterns until the two units were moving as
one.


The movements were growing rather tedious, and my arm was beginning
to tire from holding my shield. I looked over at Stumpy. “How long do we run
drills?” I whispered.


He just looked at me and smiled.


“Pair off!”


The row of lancers in front of us suddenly turned, and I
found myself facing a tall skinny man with straight brown hair that hung below
his shoulders. One side had been tucked behind his ear to keep from blocking
his sight. He looked a little taken aback when he saw me. I wasn’t sure if it
was because of my age or my eyes or both. Like everyone else, he kept his
shield and sword up in the middle guard position. 


Now that the rows were facing each other, the instructor
left his place at the front and walked around to the side, giving me my first
good look at the man. He wasn’t much taller than me, though he was thicker in
the chest and arms. His hair was dark and hung to the shoulders, but unlike the
lancer in front of me, his was well groomed. He had a thin jawline beard with a
single patch of hair under the lower lip that connected to the chin, making him
look distinguished. I really liked the way the beard looked. If I were ever
able to grow hair on my face, I wouldn’t mind doing something similar. Along
with the ribbons he wore on the front of his uniform, he also bore a captain’s
insignia on his sleeves—three white stars on a blue field.


“Captain Talbot,” Barthol whispered, noticing the way I was
staring.


Barthol had mentioned him back at the Temple. He was
supposed to be an excellent swordsman.


“Those on my left will attack. Those on the right will defend.”


Me, Barthol, and Stumpy were on the right.


We spent the next half hour running through the same basic
drills as before, but whilst facing an opponent. It was very similar to the way
I would work with Hurricane’s beaters. The actual positioning and movements
weren’t the same, since we didn’t train with shields, but the idea of forcing
us to repeat the drills until we could perform them without thinking was. It
seemed as though the Lancers’ way of fighting was restricted to a core group of
movements: three starting guards, five basic strikes, not including the thrust.



The problem was that it was too simple. 


Of course, if they had wanted to, the shield could have been
used as a weapon as well, though it wasn’t being trained that way, at least
from what we’d been taught so far. Perhaps that would come in future drills.


After another half hour of back and forth, where both sides
took turns as attacker and defender, Captain Talbot gave us a short break.


I walked with Barthol and Stumpy to join Gellar and Waylen
on the side.


“Lovely day for drills,” Gellar said, staring longingly at
the field. Waylen on the other hand, looked quite content with sitting there
watching us sweat away.


“At least it’s not snowing,” Stumpy added, resting the
bottom of his shield on the bench to relieve his arm.


“Now what’s that weasel up to?” Barthol asked, causing the
rest of us to turn and look. 


Captain Henzlow was standing at the side of the field beside
Captain Talbot, discussing something that had Henzlow pointing in our direction.
The way Henzlow was looking at me, I knew I wasn’t going to like whatever it
was they were discussing. My roommates seemed to come to the same conclusion as
they glanced my way, a look of pity in their eyes.


Barthol shook his head. “Looks like sending us to the
Warrens wasn’t enough for ol’ Henzlow.”


“He’s certainly got it out for you,” Gellar agreed.


“Wouldn’t put it past him to have you holding your sword for
the rest of the day if he could,” Waylen added.


Mjovic held his opinion to himself, but he did offer me a
sympathetic look.


Captain Henzlow finished his talk and took a couple of steps
back from the side of the practice yard, grinning in my direction as he did. 


“It appears we have a special guest with us today,” Captain
Talbot said, loud enough for all to hear.


I looked at the others. “I don’t like where this is going.”


The others nodded.


Talbot continued. “We have recently added to our ranks one
of the youngest recruits to ever be given the title Elondrian Lancer. And, as
I’m sure gossip has already begun to spread, it also turns out that our new
recruit is indeed an actual living, breathing Upakan.”


Hushed whispers filled the practice yard, many of the heads
shifting in my direction.


Captain Talbot took a step forward and raised his hand in my
direction. “Not only is he a member of one of the most elusive and widely
feared sects of fighters in our land, but it has recently come to my attention that
he is also Prince Dakaran’s personal weapons instructor.”


Others from around the yard stopped to see what had
everyone’s attention. Even those on the archery field paused their shooting
long enough to turn around and watch.


I shook my head and sighed. “This is not going to end well.”


The sad look on my roommates’ faces said they agreed.


“I have a great respect,” Talbot said, “for the various
styles of fighting one can find as they travel through Aldor. I myself have
trained with at least five separate masters, each from one of the Five
Kingdoms, and have profited from that instruction. However, I have yet to match
steel with an Upakan.” After finishing his address to his men, he finally
turned to me. “How about a demonstration?”


“Yep,” Stumpy mumbled. “This isn’t going to go well at all.”
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THERE WAS NOTHING I would have loved better than to
take Talbot’s offhanded challenge and show what the Upaka could do. My people’s
reputation was being called into question in front of the entire garrison.
However, if I were to go out there and beat Talbot, or embarrass him, then I’d
risk adding another officer to my list of enemies, and I didn’t think I could
afford that. I sighed. How did I keep getting myself into these situations?


When I looked at my roommates for advice, most shrugged. Barthol,
on the other hand, smirked as he slapped me on the back. “Beat his pants off.”


I turned back to Captain Talbot, who was still waiting on my
answer, and finally nodded.


“Excellent.” Talbot unhooked his sword and belt and walked
over to the side and laid them down, then grabbed one of the blunted wooden
practice swords from the rack. 


I, too, took off my sword and belt, but unlike Talbot I left
my shield beside the bench. Upakans didn’t fight with shields. I reached into
my pocket and pulled out Sapphire’s headband and tied it on before walking over
to the weapons rack. Instead of one, I grabbed two of the practice swords, one
about the size of my regular sword, and the other a bit smaller. After feeling
their weight in my hand, I walked out to the center of the makeshift ring where
Captain Talbot stood waiting. 


I still had no idea what I needed to do. Should I let him
win and keep from garnering another officer’s wrath, or should I defend my
Upakan heritage and, as Barthol suggested, beat his pants off? Was there
another option?


“You don’t wish to use your shield?” Talbot asked as I
stopped a few feet away and readied myself.


“No. I find they get in the way.”


“As you wish.” He raised his sword and shield into a high-guard
position.


I kept mine in a comfortable forward guard as we were taught
in the Lost City. The key was to remain loose, keeping the arms free to move.
The basic block and strike techniques they were instructing here forced the
fighters to remain very rigid and stiff, which left me wondering whether the
captain would incorporate this same style into the fight or use another from
his supposed vast studies across Aldor.


Not wanting to cheat my way through this, I released my
magic and suppressed it, making sure to keep the visions from coming. I wanted
this to be a fair fight. I wanted to see whether my Upakan training could
measure up on its own.


We began to circle. I noticed him watching my feet and the
way I moved. He studied my hands and the positioning of my swords. With a
single looking-over, Captain Talbot had summed me up and appeared ready to put
what he had surmised to the test.


I let him make the first move.


He feinted high to open my guard, then swung for my
midsection. I blocked and dodged, and he came at me again. There was definite
skill in his technique. His movements were small but direct as he attempted to
force me to move and counter as he wished. To any other swordsman, he would
have had them eating out of his hand, but I’d learned quickly to never take the
bait. Patience was your friend in most situations when it came to fighting, and
this was no different.


We moved in circles across the ring, wood against wood. I
let the captain remain the aggressor, spending most of my time defending his
attacks, which seemed to come from everywhere; even his shield didn’t seem to
hinder his ability to strike from all sides. It was clear to see why Talbot was
the Lancers’ instructor. He was the best I’d come up against since leaving
home, better than Red, better than Sapphire, even better than Captain Treygan.


Eventually, he began to sneak in some secondary strikes with
his shield, hoping to push my guard down far enough to land a winning blow. It
was taking a great deal of concentration to keep up with the man as I dodged
and deflected, ducked and parried from one side of the practice yard to the
other, only ever striking when I needed to move him out of the way.


The captain seemed to have a boundless stamina, never
slowing. He didn’t overextend himself like so many swordsmen, instead using as
little movement as needed.


The entire ring was surrounded with lancers, cheering the
two of us on, but mainly Captain Talbot. Those on the archery field had left
their training to watch, and those passing by had stopped to see what all the
fuss was about. Even several of the nearby buildings had begun to empty as
soldiers gathered to watch the entertainment.


Unfortunately, I still had no idea what to do. Making the
captain look foolish with a swift victory was already off the table, now that
we had been going at it for some time. I still hadn’t yet made up my mind as to
whether I would let him win and risk hurting my reputation—which could even see
me losing my position as the prince’s instructor once word got around that I
had been beaten—or if I should earn the other lancers’ respect by showing them
why it would be a mistake to challenge me again. Neither seemed a good option.


We continued back and forth, the crowd’s involvement growing
as the lancers cheered all the more. The longer we fought, the more excited
they became. I could hear my roommates above the rest, since they were the only
ones cheering for me.


My breathing was growing more rigid, but I fought to keep it
under control.


There was uncertainty in Talbot’s eyes, even what might have
been deemed as concern. It was a far cry from the look of superiority he’d
displayed before the fight had begun. The swordsman had bitten off more than he
could chew, and he knew it. 


I had a choice. Let the man keep his dignity or demonstrate
why Upakans are considered the best. Whatever I chose, it needed to be soon. We
were both beginning to tire, and Talbot’s shield was lowering. I used a feint
of my own by striking to the left side of his head and forcing him to raise his
shield and block his line of sight. As soon as the shield went up, I spun and
kicked his legs out from under him. 


The crowd roared, some actually fighting amongst themselves.


As soon as Talbot hit the snowy cobbles, he immediately
rolled away to keep from getting struck and was back on his feet in one swift
movement. I could have landed a fatal blow while he was down, and from the look
of surprise on the captain’s face, I think he realized it.


Talbot redoubled his efforts, but unlike Dakaran, Talbot’s
swings didn’t turn wild, and his guard remained intact. The captain was truly a
master of the sword. By this time, I’d made up my mind. I needed to put an end
to this before it got any more heated.


Talbot came at me from every angle, no doubt trying to hold
on to his reputation for the sake of those gathered. I blocked and parried,
sidestepped and retreated, my swords moving all over the place to keep up with
the man. This was clearly his final foray, his last grand push to unseat me.


Using the same move I had on Dakaran, I feigned a slip of
the foot and twisted just a little too far to the left, opening my guard
slightly. Talbot quickly forced the opening even further by attempting another
feint, this one to my head. As soon as I went for the bait, he reversed and struck
my chest with the flat side of his blade.


The crowd cheered as he took a step back and raised his
sword and shield over his head in victory. We retook our places in the middle,
raised our swords in front of our faces, and swiftly swung them down as a way
of salute. He stared at me a moment as if deciding whether or not to say
something, then turned and walked off the field.


I left the ring, feeling both disheartened at having let him
win and triumphant at having not made another enemy. I just hoped this didn’t
cost me my position as the prince’s instructor. With my luck, I’d not only lose
my position, but the king would decommission my spot in the lancers. Wouldn’t
that be something? In humiliating myself in front of the lancer regiment, I’d
lose my commission, lose my position, and most likely cost the orphanage its
funding. Unfortunately, I hadn’t even thought about the orphanage until now.
Too late for a do-over.


My hands were shaking by the time I reached the side of the
ring where my roommates stood. They looked worse than I did. Several of the lancers
standing nearby taunted them for having dared cheer for someone other than one
of their own. My roommates actually looked disappointed in me, possibly
embarrassed. It turned my gut. This certainly wasn’t a feeling I was used to.
Losing.


Barthol was the first to speak as he shook his head. “That
didn’t go the way I’d expected.”


“I can’t believe you lost,” Gellar said, tugging rather
angrily on his red beard. “You fought better with a staff against Barthol than
what we saw out there.”


“He was holding back,” Barthol said, almost a question rather
than a statement. He looked upset with me.


Waylen and Mjovic didn’t seem to have an opinion, at least
one they were willing to share. Stumpy smiled as a way of encouragement, but it
left me feeling more shamed than anything.


“You can’t win them all,” I said offhandedly, hoping to
lighten the mood a little. It didn’t seem to help. “Besides, the last thing I
need is to have another officer angry with me.”


“So, you did let him win?”


I answered with a smile.


“Still,” Barthol said, rubbing at his own thick beard. “I
would have preferred you showing him up. Room Eleven has a reputation to
uphold. Don’t want people thinking we’ve gone soft or something.”


The crowd began to disperse. As it did, I spotted
Overcaptain Tolin staring at me from the side of the yard, his arms crossed. How
long had he been there? Captain Talbot walked over when he spotted him, and
they talked for a moment, then Tolin gave me one last look before walking back
toward the main office building. I wondered if he’d been there to see the whole
fight, and if so, what he thought.


As soon as Tolin left, Captain Talbot dismissed the regiments,
looking more than a little winded, but a clear smile curling the corners of his
mouth.


“What do we do now?” I asked, hoping to take everyone’s mind
off the disappointing outcome.


“Normally,” Stumpy said, “we would continue drills, maybe
switch it up by getting in some practice with the spear. But now it looks like
we have some time to kill before work detail.”


“I think I’d prefer to spend it back at the room,” Gellar
said. “Don’t like the looks we’re getting out here.” There was still a large
number of lancers mingling around the practice ring, occasionally staring in my
direction.


Barthol helped Gellar to his feet, and we headed back across
the garrison to Barracks Two. Even in the barracks, there were hushed whispers
drifting through the first floor as we walked past those mingling in the
central common area.


“You lot are back early,” Fipple said as we walked in and
shut the door. He was sitting up in his bed reading. He took one look at our
faces and frowned. “What happened? Were you late? Did Talbot make you hold your
swords?”


Waylen proceeded to fill him in.


“Sounds like you did well,” Fipple said, questioning the
long faces. “Very few, if any, could stand toe-to-toe with the man in the ring
and last. Perhaps Overcaptain Tolin. But no one here that I can think of.”


Barthol scoffed, pointing at me without actually looking.
“He gave the match away. Let Talbot win without so much as breaking a sweat,
and after being publicly called out in front of the entire regiment too. If
that had been me, I’d have never let him get away with it.” For a moment, I
thought Barthol was going to hit the fireplace mantel.


I tossed my sword belt on my bed and began unstrapping my
guards. “I told you, I have no intention of making another enemy here,
especially not one who can make my stay as unpleasant as the Pits.”


“He’s got a point, Barthol,” Stumpy cut in. Mjovic always
seemed to be coming to my rescue. “If Ayrion had fought him like we know he can,
and embarrassed Talbot, he’d be spending the rest of his days holding his
sword. Choosing the better of two bad choices is never fun.” He looked as
though he spoke from experience as he stared at the wall rack beside his bed,
where he’d just hung his sword. He adjusted both sides of the belt to make sure
one didn’t hang lower than the other.


Barthol tossed his sword on his bed, then pulled off his
guards and threw them in his chest and slammed the lid. “I just hate seeing
people get away with things like that. Gets under my skin, is all.”


“All said and done,” Gellar said, slowly lowering himself
onto his bed with the support of his cane, “it turned out about as well as
could be expected. It was clear to more than just Talbot that he wasn’t
expecting a challenge like that. Could have sworn I saw some fear in his eyes
near the end.”


Waylen, who’d been sitting comfortably on his bed, stood. “I
say we get an early start on work duty. The sooner we get it done, the sooner
we can eat. In fact, I say we hit the Rose and Crown this evening to
celebrate.”


“Celebrate what?” Gellar groused, wincing when his leg
twisted too far.


“I don’t know. How about our survival in the Warrens, or our
latest recruit, or the fact that his luck makes the rest of us seem downright fortunate?
When it comes to a night on the town, there’s always a good reason to
celebrate.”


Stumpy looked at Barthol and Gellar. “Couldn’t hurt to show
our young friend here a proper lancer welcome. A stout drink and some merriment
might be exactly what we need.”


“On a Thirday?” Barthol asked. The others smiled. “Fine. The
Rose and Crown it is.”


“Flaming Pits!” Fipple said, looking ready to hop up and clobber
someone with his bare fists. “You’d wait till I was holed up in bed to go for a
night in town?”


The others passed sympathetic glances his way as they headed
for the door.


“Hang that! I don’t care if you have to wheel me there in a
barrel, I’m coming with you. So, you better come get me before you leave, or
I’ll . . . I’ll . . . Well, you don’t want to
know what I’ll do.”


“Quit your whining,” Gellar said. “I’ll make sure you get
there if I have to tie you to the back of my horse.”


The others snickered as they left the room. 


I didn’t know if all the rooms were this tight-knit, but I
definitely appreciated it. Sometimes I wondered if Tolin had known what he was
doing when he decided to throw me in with this lot. Anyone else would have
looked on it as a punishment, like Lieutenant Huckly had when Tolin had first
mentioned it, but as I’d begun to find out, our illustrious overcaptain wasn’t
as ignorant as he looked. Then again, he could have just been doing it out of
spite, and I was simply giving him more credit than he was due.


Either way, I was really looking forward to this evening.
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THE WORK DETAIL PROVED to be much easier than I
thought. After cleaning our way across the upper-floor balcony of the main complex
with rags and sweepers, wiping the dust from the furniture and walls and decorative
banners, we swept up the remains. Once finished, we each grabbed a bucket of
water with shaved pieces of tallow inside and began to clean the stone floors.
I’d never actually used a mop before. We had one or two back at the Temple, but
these seemed better made. They were nothing more than long wooden dowels with
an attachment on the end that held a heavy cloth, but they appeared to do the
job nicely.


The water in the buckets was cold, but not cold enough to need
to break ice like some had complained about, and by the time we were finished,
the floors looked clean enough to eat off. Well, clean enough to walk across
barefoot, at least.


After placing the supplies back in the storeroom, we left
the main building and headed back across the yard toward Barracks Two. The sun
was low enough in the sky that I couldn’t see it over the garrison wall, and
the sky was just showing the first signs of coloring.


“Best we hurry,” Gellar said. “I want to get a good seat.
The last time, we were forced to sit so close to the stage that every time the
singers belted out a verse, I was covered in spittle.”


Barthol and Waylen laughed. I, on the other hand, barely
noticed the comment as my thoughts were on the last tavern I’d frequented and
the not-so-friendly way the evening had ended. Thankfully, Dakaran wasn’t going
to be there to spoil our fun. I was really looking forward to spending some
time with my roommates outside the garrison that didn’t involve us battling for
our lives.


We reached our room and found Fipple up and dressed and
sitting on the edge of his bed with a slight scowl on his face. “Thought you’d
run off without me,” he said, rising slowly, doing his best not to move too
quickly as he carefully shifted the sling holding his left arm. It was a
miracle that he was out of his bed so soon after an injury such as that, proof
that Reevie’s concoction was working.


“Wouldn’t dream of leaving you behind,” Waylen said. “You
think we want to listen to you bellyaching all night?”


Barthol, Gellar, and Stumpy chuckled as they grabbed their
swords and strapped them on. Seeing they planned on keeping their uniforms on
and not changing into normal street attire, I grabbed my sword as well. I dug
around inside the chest at the foot of my bed and came out with my coin purse.
Making sure no one was watching, I stuffed it in my pocket. The purse was
hardly brimming, but I was sure I had enough for a decent meal and a few
drinks. 


I hadn’t yet received wages for my position as a part-time
lancer, since I hadn’t even been there a week, but I had been paid recently for
my time with Dakaran. After taking out the greatest portion to add to
Hurricane’s coffers, Reevie and Sapphire had allowed me to keep the rest. I’d
slowly been saving up those extra coins over the last year and a half, most of
which I had squirreled away in a cubby under the floor of my room back in the
Temple. I didn’t really have anything in particular I was saving for, just
wanted to have it there in case I needed it.


We left the barracks, first stopping by Lieutenant Huckly’s
station to let him know that we were leaving the garrison. He warned us to be
back before the gates closed or risk facing disciplinary action. We agreed and
headed out the door.


“What did he mean by disciplinary action?” I asked as we
headed across the yard for the stables.


Stumpy ran his hand across his bald head. “Could be anything
from extra latrine duty to a loss of pay.”


I frowned. “We aren’t going to lose pay for staying at the
Temple, are we?”


Stumpy shook his head. “No. As long as you have a legitimate
reason for not making it back in time, then you’re fine.”


We waited as the stable hands saddled our horses. Gellar
took the longest getting up, his injured leg making it difficult, but with a
little help from Barthol, we were mounted and riding through the gates in no
time. Fipple groaned and complained, cursing under his breath with every new
jolt and bounce of his horse.


The sky had shifted to a pale grey, the brightest of the
evening stars just winking into view. I had no idea where the Rose and Crown
tavern was, having never frequented the place myself, so I kept my eyes open,
memorizing our route. We took Lancer Avenue to King’s Way West, then headed
east toward the Island and the Merchant District, but before crossing the
bridge, Barthol directed us right along the northern waterway. From there we
followed the river southwest for several blocks before coming to a stop outside
a brick establishment with a sign that read: The Rose and Crown Inn and Tavern.



It was a much finer establishment than the Fishnet, no doubt
catering to a more sophisticated crowd. I doubted we’d have to contend with a
room full of rowdy, drunken sailors. The building was two stories, but with a
very high-pitched roof that clearly carried a third floor, as there were
several dormer windows spaced across the upper shingles, with chimney stacks
between. A long balcony ran from one side of the second floor to the other,
with doors leading out. A few of the inn’s guests stood on the balcony, staring
down at those passing underneath.


The hitching rails in front of the inn were only half filled,
either due to the fact that it was only Thirday, or that there was a stable
attached at the side, allowing overnight travelers a way to shelter their
animals out of the weather. The others didn’t seem interested in stabling their
horses, so I found an empty spot not far down from Stumpy and tied my horse,
patting his nose as I did. I was growing more used to the big animals, no
longer feeling quite so nervous as I had once been. I remembered my first
experience riding one back at the Lost City. It had taken my father’s coaxing
to get me up on its back. The unexpected memories caused my throat to swell,
and I pushed them away. The last thing I wanted was to ruin my appetite with a sudden
outburst of tears.


Taking a deep breath helped me refocus my thoughts,
especially with the very pleasant smell wafting from the inn, a smell that had
my mouth watering as I ducked under the rail and started for the door. I
wondered if they served lamb and mint sauce here, and if it was as good as what
I had tasted with Dakaran.


I waited on the freshly swept walkway and watched as Barthol
helped Gellar out of his saddle. Gellar protested the entire way down that he
didn’t need the help but didn’t reject it when it was offered. We looked a sad
lot as we slowly made our way toward the front—one limping with a cane, one
wearing a sling, and another whose back was stiff as a lancer’s spear.


The inside of the inn was notably quieter than the Fishnet,
certainly not packed with anxious, sweaty bodies waiting to find an empty seat.
It was also notably brighter thanks to several sconces on the walls and a chandelier
hanging just above our heads. I did not know of many entryways that could boast
of a chandelier in the foyer.


There were several people conversing on a bench against the left
wall. They looked up as the bell over the door announced our arrival, and after
a polite nod in our direction, went right back to their discussions. Beside the
bench was a desk, and behind it stood a tall skinny man with greying hair that
he kept brushing aside as he jotted in his ledger. His face was long and his
cheekbones angular. He paused his writing when he heard us coming. 


“Greetings, gentlemen,” he said, shifting the spectacles up
higher on the bridge of his nose as he walked around the desk to greet us. “Always
glad to serve our fine men in uniform. My name is Nippin, the proprietor. How
can I help you this evening?”


“We’d like a table,” Barthol said.


“And a tall pint for our very dry throats,” Gellar was quick
to add.


Nippin smiled. “You’ve come to the right place if you’re
looking to quench your thirst. We have some of the finest ale in the city, and
our cook is highly spoken of, if you care to fill your stomachs with more than
just drink.”


I smiled. Whatever the kitchen was cooking, it had the entire
place filled with a very delightful aroma. I was positive I could smell apple
at the forefront. “I have every intention of putting your claims to the test,”
I said, salivating.


Nippin looked at me, and his smile dipped slightly. He even
went so far as to lift his spectacles as if unsure of what he was seeing. His
cheerful grin was quickly recovered, though, and he motioned us to follow him
into the common room.


“Do you ever get tired of people looking at you like that?”
Stumpy asked as we followed behind the others.


“I’ve gotten used to it. Most people think I’ve got some
sort of sickness. Those that realize my heritage tend to respond like Captain
Henzlow.” I shrugged. “When I’m by myself, I generally try to keep my head
down.”


Stumpy nodded but didn’t say anything further as we headed
into the common room. The room’s ceiling angled all the way to the top of the
second floor, giving it a much larger feel. A number of the tables were already
occupied, but there were several that still needed filling. Those seated around
the tables passed quick glances our way before directing their attention back
to the conversations they were previously carrying.


The patrons of this particular establishment were certainly
of a higher class than those on the south side of the river, each quietly and
politely enjoying their own banter without the worry of being shouted over by a
group from a nearby table. Their dress, though perhaps not as elegant as those
of the upper nobility, was definitely cut to a higher standard with matching
vests under the men’s jackets and fancy stitching on the women’s dresses. 


On the stage, a group of minstrels entertained the patrons
with music and song—three instrumentalists and two singers. The man and woman’s
voices blended nicely, making me believe they’d been performing together for
some time. 


“Can we get a table not so close to the front?” Gellar asked,
as it appeared our host was looking to seat us at one of two open tables next
to the stage.


“If that is what you wish,” Nippin said. He then turned and led
us to an empty table on the left about two rows back. “Is this more to your
liking?”


“It will do just nicely,” Waylen said, not giving Gellar a
chance to complain. Waylen quickly plopped himself down in the first available
seat and rubbed his midriff. “What is that fantastic smell?”


“Ah, yes,” Nippin stated, looking excited by the prospect of
selling us more than a few drinks. “We have roast boar this evening, with a
spiced apple glaze that’ll make your heart sing.”


“Sold!” Waylen said, slapping the top of the table and
wincing after he did.


I joined the others in taking a seat, growing a little
worried that by the look of the establishment so far, the price of the meal and
drinks might very well exceed my purse, and I didn’t have Dakaran there to pick
up the tab.


“And for the rest of you gentlemen?”


“The same,” Fipple added eagerly, adjusting his topknot so
it didn’t get caught between his back and the chair.


“For me as well,” Gellar added.


I watched nervously as one by one the others agreed, until Nippin
finally turned to me. “And for you, young sir?”


I gulped, my stomach tightening to the point I was nearly
about to lose my appetite. “This is my first time visiting your fine
establishment. Could I . . . could I ask the price?” I wanted to
duck under the table, I was so humiliated.


“Nothing for you to worry about,” Barthol said. “This is your
welcome celebration, after all.”


I glanced around the table, and the others nodded as they
opened their purses and handed the proprietor their coins. “That’s not
necessary,” I said while breathing a deep sigh of relief inwardly.


“Least we can do,” Fipple chimed in. “We most likely
wouldn’t be sitting here about to enjoy this fine meal if not for you.”


A set of “ayes” circulated the table, and I smiled, feeling
somewhat embarrassed now, but for totally different reasons. 


“Thank you.”


Barthol nodded at Nippin. “Ales and boar to go around.”


Nippin smiled as he collected the last of the payment.
“Wonderful. I’ll have one of the staff bring your drinks.” The proprietor
caught one of the passing servers on their way to a table on the other side of
the room and pointed our way. She nodded, and he walked back to the foyer to
greet two more couples that had just walked through the door.


Looking around the room, I noticed there were no other
lancers in attendance, at least none still wearing their uniforms. “Do they not
get a lot of business from the garrison here?”


“Not from the average rank and file,” Barthol said, “and
hardly ever midweek. Those that do tend to dine here wait until week’s end, after
their pay is handed out.”


“Several of the officers are known to frequent the place,”
Gellar said. “I know it’s a favorite of Overcaptain Tolin.”


Fipple made a face as he shifted his sling. “Most of the men
prefer the cheaper ale south of the river.”


“Not to mention the livelier entertainment,” Stumpy said
with a wink.


Barthol smiled. “If you’re ever looking for a good brawl,
there’s a few good places that are likely to accommodate. After being cooped up
all week behind garrison walls, sometimes you just need to let out a little of
that frustration, if you know what I mean.”


The others chuckled, sharing looks that said they were
frequent patrons of such taverns.


“Fortunately for you,” Waylen said, shifting slowly in his
seat, “with us out of commission, it’s best we stick to something a little more
tranquil, like the Rose and Crown. The festivities might not be as diverting,
but the food certainly is.” He smiled and licked his lips.


Before anyone else could offer up their two coppers’ worth,
a woman in a white apron made her way over with a tray of drinks. The tankards
here were quite stylish compared to the simple wooden mugs I was used to. These
were fashioned of highly polished pewter, or possibly even silver. The handles
were ornately crafted with decorative etching along the outer edge as they
curved outward and down, then curving inward at the bottom. The top lip of each
tankard had been specially etched with roses in full bloom, linked by their stems.
The base of each had been designed to look like the base of the royal crown,
with the spires rising up toward the top.


The server was halfway across the room before I looked up
long enough to notice she was gone. The others were already wiping their
mouths, having downed their first gulp. “That’s quite a sizable tankard,” I
said, testing the weight in my hand. The others smiled as if to say we told you
so. I lifted it to my mouth and took a small sip. Nippin wasn’t exaggerating.
It was a very fine ale, though quite a bit stronger than I was used to. I was
going to have to be careful not to consume too much.


The two vocalists behind me finished a rather melancholy song
about a warrior who gave his life in battle to save his king, and then took
their seats on the side of the stage, allowing the musicians to continue entertaining
the crowd while they gave their throats a rest. I wondered if the song was for
our table’s benefit. 


The instrumentalists piped and strung several verses from
another song whose tune I was unfamiliar with before being replaced by a middle-aged
gentleman who took a seat on a stool at the center-front of the stage. Beside
the stool was a small table with another one of those polished tankards resting
on top. The man had a long beard with two grey streaks that ran from the
corners of his mouth all the way to the bottom, as though mere extensions of
his mustache. 


I wondered who he was. He didn’t seem to be carrying an
instrument, and vocalists tended to stand when they performed.


Throughout the common room, the tables were beginning to
fill, while those seated at them turned to watch. The man cleared his throat.
“My name is Gustory, bard of the fifth generation. I have delighted both
commoner and nobleman alike, from the Ozrin Sea to the Khezrian Wall.”


Some of those at the table in front of ours commented that
they’d heard his name before and that he was renowned for his rather flamboyant,
if not sometimes controversial, retellings.


“I would like to start with an amusing tale of unrequited
love,” Gustory said as he stroked the full length of his beard. “It is the
story of a poor merchant’s son who sought to gain the eye of a nobleman’s daughter.”
After several long-winded but dramatic minutes of storytelling, Gustory
finished his sad tale with the poor merchant’s son landing in a debtor’s prison
miserable and alone. “The moral of the story is,” he added, “don’t set your
sights on what is unattainable, when what you need is oftentimes standing right
in front of you.”


The room filled with light clapping, and I felt an odd
compulsory need to join in. In fact, everyone from our table clapped. Gellar
shook his head. “What a sad ending. If only the young man could have seen the
truth before selling all that he had to win her.” For a moment I thought he
might tear up. It was the strangest thing I’d ever seen come from Gellar, who
was by far one of the hardest of us. 


After a long pull from the tankard sitting on the table next
to him, Gustory continued. Thankfully, our table was momentarily diverted as
two men in white aprons arrived with our food. One look at my plate and all
interest in the bard quickly disappeared. I picked up my fork and knife and promptly
dug in.


The boar was as succulent as any I’d ever tasted, juice
seeping from every bite. Complementing the meat’s wild flavor, the apple glaze left
a lingering hint of cinnamon and cloves with each new swallow. It was
magnificent. Along with the meat was a side of boiled potatoes covered in
butter and cooked lentils mixed with onion and cuts of bacon. It was truly one
of the best meals I’d ever eaten, easily rivaling that of the lamb and mint
sauce from the previous night. And to think, there were people who dined like
this every meal.


My mind drifted briefly to Noph and Sandstorm, and my
upcoming meeting tomorrow night. I still had no idea how I was going to be able
to sneak out of the garrison to meet with them. I could just leave before the
gates closed and accept the penalty, but if Henzlow was the one issuing said
penalty, then I’d be cleaning latrines for the next month, and I certainly
didn’t want to do that.


By the time I had managed to pull myself away from my food,
the bard was just finishing up his second tale. I had no idea what had been
said, but by the strange sensation of fear I felt and the look of cringing horror
on some of the patrons’ faces, it must have been a doozy. I almost wished I’d
been paying better attention. I wasn’t sure why I was suddenly feeling so
afraid. Perhaps I’d been listening more than I thought.


The room quieted for a moment, and I figured Gustory was
probably wetting his whistle. After it remained quiet for an uncomfortable amount
of time, I finally turned in my seat to find the musicians back on stage lifting
their instruments.


Music ensued and light conversation began to circulate as
people waited for Gustory to prepare another one of his tellings. The man
certainly knew how to work a crowd.


“Well?” Waylen said, looking at my plate. “What do you
think?”


I stuffed the last potato in my mouth and wiped the butter
sauce before it reached my chin. “I think this is one of the best meals I’ve
ever tasted.”


Waylen smiled and leaned back slowly in his seat and patted
his stomach. “The next server that passes,” he said to anyone at the table
listening, “grab them so I can order a second plate.”


The minstrels continued playing behind us as the common room
filled, the tables nearly at capacity.


“Quite the crowd for a Thirday,” Stumpy noted.


Barthol turned in his seat to get a better look. “Don’t
believe I’ve ever seen this many here on a midweek.”


“Must have come for this Gustory fellow,” Fipple said,
angling his seat to get a better view of the stage.


The room was packed enough that I couldn’t see all the
tables or those at them, not that it really mattered. It wasn’t like I was
expecting to see someone there that I was acquainted with. Behind me, the
instrumentalist and two vocalists wrapped up the final chorus of a fun little
ditty called “The Roving Minstrel,” of all things. The group bowed and retook
their seats offstage as Gustory walked up the stairs on the side and plopped back
down on his stool, his tankard in hand. He drained what was left and waved at
one of the passing servers, who graciously took the tankard to refill.


Gustory sat quietly in his seat as he studied the crowd, his
eyes passing across every table in turn. The silence grew more pervasive the
longer he took. What was he waiting for? I looked at Barthol, who was sitting
across the table from me, and he shrugged. The other tables seemed to be just
as restless, as people fidgeted in their seats trying to figure out what was
going on.


The server who’d collected the bard’s tankard moved swiftly
through the tables to the front and handed him his drink. Gustory thanked her
and sat back down. Still not talking to the crowd, he took another long pull
from the tankard and wiped the foam from his mouth. With a satisfied “ahh,” he set
the tankard on the table and turned to the crowd.


A sudden sense of calm spread through the room, or it might
have been satisfaction. The bard had certainly managed to gather this room’s
attention. Even Waylen barely noticed our server returning with his second
plate of boar, his eyes locked on Gustory.


The man didn’t even have to tell a story to draw a response.
The crowd looked ready to come unhinged with nervous excitement. Taking a deep
breath, Gustory stroked his long beard, as if suddenly realizing which story it
was he was going to tell. He leaned forward on his stool and smiled. “You will
like this one.”







Chapter 25
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“THERE ONCE WAS A wealthy merchant who paid to have
his goods transported all across the land. He was so worried that his shipments
would be waylaid by highwaymen that he hired a band of mercenaries to protect them.
The mercenaries, unbeknownst to the merchant, began growing weary of the
constant traveling, and started to forcibly threaten each town they passed with
violence if the town did not purchase the merchant’s wares.”


The room began to grow disquieted, people wagging their
heads in disgust. I found myself growing angry at these mercenaries’ behavior.
I took a deep breath, realizing that my hand was clutching the hilt of my
sword. Embarrassed, I looked at my roommates and found that several of them
were doing the same. 


I released my sword. The story was upsetting for sure, but
not that upsetting. What was wrong with me? I couldn’t help but chuckle at
having been sucked so far into the bard’s tale.


“It just so happened,” Gustory continued, “that these
mercenaries came upon a small village that was too poor to purchase the
merchant’s goods, and the mercenaries grew angry. They demanded the village buy
from them or they would raze their homes to the ground.”


Gustory paused a moment to get another swallow from his
tankard. While he did, angry whispers spread throughout the common room as
people remarked on how evil these mercenaries were and how cruel they had been
to this poor village, many demanding the mercenaries’ heads. 


A couple of tables on the far side of the room in particular
seemed overly anxious, as one or two of the men seated around them started to
stand but were swiftly pulled back down by others. All of the men but one
seated there were dressed in regular woodland garb, a more common look that
made them stand out in a crowd such as this.


Once again, I found my hand wrapped around my sword, and I
released it. This was getting ridiculous. I kicked Stumpy’s seat and glanced
down at his sword and smiled. He, too, was gripping the hilt. He looked puzzled
and quickly released it, Barthol doing the same when he saw what we were doing.


“What happened?” someone from the back shouted.


Gustory wiped his mouth and placed the tankard back on the
table, then leaned forward, his eyes narrowing as he set his jaw.


I could almost feel the man’s anger, then again it seemed
the entire room was filled with it. I had to give it to him. He was quite
possibly the best storyteller I’d ever heard.


“The mercenaries gave the villagers till nightfall to come
up with the coin or they’d burn their community to the ground. Well, it just so
happened that there was a family who’d stopped at the village the night before
on their way to the coast, and they were still there when the mercenaries
arrived. The family had some coin, not enough to cover what the mercenaries
were demanding, but they gave it anyway, hoping it would be enough to appease
them.” He paused a moment and leaned forward. “It wasn’t.”


I could feel my anger rising, stifled only by an
overwhelming sense of dread, as the bard continued.


“As the last vestiges of light slipped over the horizon, the
mercenaries rode back into the village square and demanded the rest of the
payment. When they didn’t receive it, they began setting the village to torch.
Those that tried to stop them were killed. The father of the visiting family
demanded the men stop, but these mercenaries beat the man, leaving him to die
on the side of the road, but not before taking his wife and daughter. By the
next morning, when the mercenaries had left, the villagers found the two
women’s bodies amongst the rubble.”


The room grew deathly silent, no one moving, everyone
waiting with bated breath for the ending. Surely those mercenaries were hanged
for their crimes once word reached the other towns and cities, I thought. Why
wasn’t Gustory saying anything? I fidgeted in my chair, waiting along with
everyone else for the final payout, the happy ending.


“What happened?” a woman on the left exclaimed.


“Did the man get his revenge?” a man in the middle asked,
the room beginning to come unhinged as everyone demanded an ending to the tale.


Master Nippin looked beside himself as he waved his
spectacles in the air from the foyer, demanding justice for the woman and her
daughter, not to mention the poor man who’d lost his family to such horrors.
Half the men in the room looked ready to draw their blades. If the bard didn’t
put a stop to it, this was going to turn ugly.


Gustory took a deep breath and slid his hand down his beard,
but this time stopping halfway, his fingers clutching the long strands in a
tight fist. 


Anger filled my chest, rage that had me reaching for my
weapon once again, this time unable to even stop myself. Whatever was happening,
it wasn’t natural. 


It was magic. 


“I’m sure you were hoping for a happier ending,” Gustory
said, “but in truth the ending has yet to be written. The man did recover from
his injuries, at least the physical ones.”


An overwhelming sense of anguish flooded through me, and I
started to cry. I looked up to see Barthol and Fipple wiping their eyes. This
was some of the most powerful magic I’d ever seen.


“After helping the villagers rebuild their community, the
man went in search of these mercenaries, from one corner of the Five Kingdoms
to the other. And he finally found them,” Gustory said as he stood and turned
to look at a couple of tables on the far side of the room, the same tables he’d
been looking at earlier, the ones with the men in woodland garb.


My stomach knotted. This was about to go very wrong.


“In fact,” Gustory said, his teeth suddenly bared, “they are
sitting in this very room tonight.”


The entire room hushed as everyone quickly turned to see who
was seated at the tables next to them.


An older gentleman in a brown-and-white suit, with a waist
comparable to Waylen’s, suddenly stood. He looked at the group of men sitting
at the tables with him, most of whom had now pulled their hoods up to cover
their faces. “You are the ones he’s talking about? What have you done?
You’ve ruined me!” The man, who I guessed must have been the merchant Gustory’s
tale was centered around, stumbled backward as the men seated at the two tables
shot to their feet, swords drawn.


The entire common room exploded into chaos as those seated near
the mercenaries’ tables leaped to their feet to stop them, everyone in the room
suddenly wanting to see those men dead. The mercenaries shouted at the people
to get out of their way or die, and when they refused, the armsmen cut their
way through in order to reach the exit. Cries of anger filled the tavern as the
crowd, many of whom were unarmed, threw themselves at the mercenaries in hopes
of stopping them. 


Gustory was nowhere to be seen, though I believed I heard
him shouting at some point near the tables where the mercenaries had been
seated. I drew my sword and was out of my seat along with Barthol and Stumpy as
we rushed to cut the mercenaries off before they reached the foyer. Magic or
not, they needed to be stopped. They needed to answer for their crimes. I
didn’t know how much of what I was feeling was me, or whatever the bard was
doing to everyone, but I didn’t seem to care. 


Gellar, Waylen, and Fipple drew their blades as well but
were quickly overrun in the pandemonium as those inside made a mad dash for the
exit, all at once. 


Barthol, with his size, was able to drive a furrow through
the crowd, many moving as soon as they saw our crimson-and-gold uniforms.
Stumpy and I kept to Barthol’s wake, allowing him to punch a hole for us to get
through. We reached the foyer about the same time as the mercenaries. 


Nippin threw his ink jar from off his desk at the men and
nearly hit me in the process. I ducked, and it struck one of the mercenaries
right in the face, knocking out a tooth.


“Move back!” Barthol shouted at the patrons still pressing
the entranceway. “What is happening here? The place is a madhouse!”


Those smart enough to heed his warning pulled the rest back,
giving myself, Barthol, and Stumpy room enough to fight. 


“Not without me!” Gustory shouted, appearing out of nowhere
on our left, sword in hand and rage in his eyes. There was nothing anyone could
say to stop a man like that. You just did your best to keep him from getting
himself killed.


Gellar and Waylen shoved their way through patrons who weren’t
lucky enough to make it out before the standoff. Even Fipple made an
appearance, sling and all.


“I’ve been waiting nine months for this day,” Gustory spat,
his sword up and his hand trembling. “Nine months I’ve traveled from town to
town, city to city, telling my tales in tavern after tavern, searching for anyone
who could give me information on the blond sellsword with rope burns around his
neck.” 


A tall gruff-looking man with a bent nose standing at the head
of the group sneered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’ve got the
wrong—”


Gustory leapt at the man before I could stop him and grabbed
him by the collar of his jacket and yanked it down, revealing a scar that ran
around the front and side of his neck. He punched the bard in the chest, and
Gustory stumbled backward. 


“I guess I should have finished you off like I did your
womenfolk.”


There was an awkward moment of silence as it seemed the
entire room released a solemn exhale. All I could do was groan.


Gustory screamed and ran straight for the man.


My hands tightened around my sword and belt knife, and I
dove at the closest mercenary, Barthol and the others right behind me.


I hit the front line at the same time as Gustory and tore
through the first two before they knew what hit them. Both dropped with deep
penetrating wounds to the gut. I had no remorse for those who would terrorize,
rape, and kill for their own sport. Sparing a quick glance over my shoulder, I
could see Barthol and the others engaging the sellswords from the other side of
Gustory, who was busy standing toe-to-toe with the lead mercenary and somehow
managing to hold his own.


I blocked an attempt at my head and opened the man’s wrist
with my knife. He dropped his sword, and then I dropped him by sliding my sword
into the top of his thigh and out the bottom. Spinning around, I danced between
three blades. The sellswords, no doubt seeing my age, figured they had nothing
to fear. 


They were wrong. 


I ducked and wove my way through their steel, never letting
them land a single blow, letting my magic guide my steps. It had been a while
since I’d used my magic for this purpose. I’d missed it. It was like visiting
an old friend you hadn’t seen in some time. No matter how long you’ve been
apart, no time seems to have passed.


I took my time with these three, not feeling so gracious as
I had with the others. My emotions seemed to be all over the place. Thankfully,
it didn’t appear to be affecting my magic.


One by one, I worked my way around the mercenaries, leaving
small punctures that quickly began to add up. By the time I was finished, the
three men were lying prostrate on the ground begging for their lives. I left
them and moved on to the next.


Behind me, Barthol and Stumpy were engaged with three others.
Barthol was seemingly holding his own, but I could see blood on his arm. Stumpy,
however, wasn’t faring quite as well and had taken several cuts to his arm, the
one missing a hand. He was clearly having a hard time keeping up. These
mercenaries were better trained for one-on-one combat, especially when there
were no shields or protective guards involved. 


On Barthol’s left, just in front of Nippin’s desk, Gellar,
Waylen, and Fipple were holding off two more, just barely. 


Fipple shouted, and I turned in time to see the mercenary
he’d been fighting kick his legs out from under him and turn on Stumpy. I raised
my knife and threw it, burying it in the sellsword’s side just as he raised his
arm to finish Stumpy off. The man went down, and I ran to help the other three.



“Move back!” I shouted at my wounded roommates, and then hit
the men from the side. Sliding through their weapons, I cut their swords from
their arms with deep gashes to the insides of their wrists, finishing with
quick precise cuts to the back and sides of their legs to put them on the
ground and keep them there. 


By the time I spun back around, Barthol had somehow lost his
sword but had managed to get his hands on the man he was fighting and lift him clean
off the ground, slamming him back down, headfirst. The mercenary didn’t move.


There was only one left, and I started for him.


“No!” Gustory shouted, seeing me coming. “This is my fight!”
The bard was locked in battle with the lead mercenary, Gustory’s face doused in
sweat, blood pouring from his right arm and his side, but surprisingly enough,
he was still alive and swinging. The fight continued as the two men swung back
and forth. Pretty soon the swings grew fewer and fewer as their arms began to give
out.


I didn’t know how much longer the poor bard could hold on.
He was clearly the less experienced of the two, but his desperation drove him
forward. The mercenary landed a deep cut to Gustory’s left arm, and the bard
faltered, dropping his sword with an angry, mournful wail. The mercenary leaped
on the advantage and drove his sword into Gustory’s stomach.


My heart felt like it had been ripped out of my chest. I
raised my sword to leap to the bard’s rescue, but before I could, Gustory did
the incredible. He grabbed the man’s sword and trapped it while it was still
inside him, then pulled a short dagger from behind him and plunged it into the
mercenary’s neck.


The mercenary stumbled backward in shock, blood squirting
from the wound as he fell.


I rushed to Gustory as he dropped to his knees. It felt as
though an enormous weight had been lifted from my shoulders, as though Barthol
had been sitting on my chest and had finally decided to get up. A sense of
victory and a promise fulfilled washed over me, and then it was gone. I looked
up at Barthol and the others as they gathered round. 


“What was that?” Gellar asked, looking at the others. “Am I
the only one who felt that?”


“No,” Barthol said. “Something strange about this place
tonight. Or maybe it’s him,” he said, looking down at the nearly dead bard.


“We can worry about it later,” I said. “Right now, we need
to get him to a healer, and fast.” The sword was still inside him, his eyes fluttering
open and shut. “It might already be too late.”


“Don’t remove it,” someone called out behind us as most of
the patrons slowly made their way back over now that the battle had ended.


A taller man with well-groomed dark hair and a clean-shaven
face pushed his way to the front of the group. His shirt was bloodstained. “My
name’s Saban. I’m a physicker. I have a practice just around the corner,” he
said, pointing to the left. “We can take him there.” He looked over at the
general location of where the mercenaries had been sitting, and the several
wounded who were lying there. “We can take them all.”


I nodded, and several of the men standing around helped us
carry the wounded toward the front door. 


“What do we do with these?” Nippin asked, wiping his
forehead with a table napkin as he stared down at the mercenaries lying across
the front entrance of his inn.


“Call the patrollers,” Gellar said as we carried the wounded
outside.


From there, we toted them down the street, Saban taking us
right at the first intersection, then left at the next, until we reached the
front of another brick building, which bore the sign of a healer out front. 


The physicker opened the door and had us rush Gustory and
the others inside and down a long hall toward the back. Several of the other
rooms we passed were lined with cots, some with people in them. The place had a
strong smell that I recognized as opium. I’d smelled it enough in my time spent
with Reevie to be familiar with its pungent sting.


We stopped at a room on the right, about the size of the
others, but with no one inside. “You can lay the others in here,” Saban said. “Their
wounds aren’t quite as severe.” He then continued on to the last door on the
left. “Bring the bard in here.”


We entered a room at the back. It wasn’t quite as large as
those at the front, or at least not as long. Instead of cots lining the walls,
this room was mostly empty, save for a large metal table at the center and
several smaller tables at the back, along with a couple of standing cabinets.
It smelled of blood. There was a dark stained area on the floor underneath
where the metal table stood.


“Lay him there,” Saban said, pointing at the table as he
headed for one of the cabinets. “I’ll see to him first.”


We laid Gustory down on his side on the table, careful not
to accidentally bump the sword sticking out of his back. The bard was moaning
in what looked like a state of delirium. I couldn’t believe he was still alive.
If he’d just let me kill the mercenary instead of demanding he be the one to
stand up against him, he wouldn’t be lying here with a sword stuck through his
gut. Then again, if I’d taken the man’s revenge from him, he’d likely have
tried killing me next.


“Will he live?” I asked.


“I make no promises,” Saban said, then turned and waved his
arms toward the door behind us. “Everybody out.”


I looked at Saban, then at the others, and nodded toward the
door. “Let’s go.”


We were met at the door by a middle-aged woman in a long
white apron. She looked to be around the same age as the physicker, possibly
his wife. She waited for us to exit before entering.


“See to the others in the next room,” Saban told her. “If
they’re stable, I’ll need you back in here.” 


The woman nodded and began tying a cloth around her face
from the nose down. It seemed to me that Saban could have used some help. I was
surprised to see he didn’t have an apprentice or two about the place.


A loud groan from Gustory, and all thoughts of finding
Reevie an apprenticeship vanished.


Saban walked to the door where the rest of us were gathered
in the hallway. “It’s going to be a long night. You can come back tomorrow to
find out more.” With that, he shut the door and left us to slowly make our way
back outside.


Some of those gathered had loved ones in the next room, and
apparently weren’t going to leave until they knew they were safe, so they
stayed. The rest of us walked back to the Rose and Crown, following the
streetlamps as we did. The cold night air felt refreshing on the back of my
neck. The other men who’d helped us carry the wounded thanked us for our
service and left.


We walked back inside to see the damage, and if there was
anything that could be done to help. Poor Nippin looked overwhelmed. We found
him slowly wandering through the common room with several members of his staff,
collecting dishes that hadn’t been destroyed in the upset.


“I’ve never seen anything like it,” he kept saying, shaking
his head. “This is a respectable establishment.”


“You can bill me for any and all damages, Master Nippin.”


We turned to find the merchant, whose paid protection had
started all of this, standing just behind us, his hat in hand. He looked
extremely distraught. “I have no words. I’m deeply ashamed for their actions. I
just wanted you to know that I was completely unaware, and I plan on making any
and all restitution.”


I wondered how he was going to make restitution for the
towns and villages that these men had terrorized. By the look of horror on the
man’s face, I didn’t doubt he would try.


“Thank you, Master Benfri. I’m quite sure you were unawares.
I do not hold you to blame.”


The merchant nodded, taking one last look around the room.
“I will be back first thing on the morrow, and we can discuss payment.”


Nippin nodded, still looking half in a daze, and Benfri
left.


“What can we do to help?” Waylen asked, looking at the
upturned tables, broken dishware, and food scattered across the floor.


Nippin looked up, and for the first time he smiled. “You
gentlemen have done enough. Without your quick action, I’d hate to think how
many more might have died. There will be a table available for you at the Rose
and Crown anytime you wish to visit.”


“Can we help you with the tables?” I asked.


Nippin shook his head. “The staff can see to it tomorrow. Besides,
you need to see to your wounds, not sit around here cleaning up.” He walked us
back to the front, and even returned our payment for the meal before thanking
us once again and seeing us out.


“Well, that was quite the evening,” Fipple said, swinging
his topknot around to his back. “Why is it that whenever Ayrion is around, one
of us is getting injured?”


He meant it to be a joke, and a couple of them laughed, but
then thought about what he’d said and stopped.


“He’s right,” Gellar said, hobbling toward his horse. “First
the Warrens and now this.” He looked at me. “You seem to have rather poor luck.”


“Hey, it was you lot that brought me here, remember? I
didn’t choose this place.”


Stumpy looked at Geller. “He’s got a point. It was Waylen’s
idea to celebrate tonight.”


“Don’t go laying this on me,” Waylen said, stopping beside
the hitching rail, where our horses seemed to be the only ones left. “We’ve
been here plenty of times before and walked away with nothing more than swollen
stomachs.”


Barthol had been unusually quiet throughout the
conversation. He scratched at his beard. “I’d like to know what was going on in
that tavern tonight. I’ve never seen or felt anything like that before.”


“You and me both,” Gellar said. “The place
felt . . . haunted.”


Fipple frowned as he ran his hands down his topknot. “I’ve
never wanted to kill someone so badly in all my life.”


“I’m pretty sure it was Gustory,” I said.


“What do you mean?” Stumpy asked. “Are you saying that you
think he’s . . .”


“A wielder.” I nodded. “Yes.”


The others didn’t say anything, just shared worried glances.


“It’s the only thing that would make sense, I guess,”
Barthol said. “How else can you explain people of means suddenly growing so
angry that they’re willing to risk their own lives by throwing themselves on
top of a group of mercenaries?” Barthol sighed as he helped Gellar up onto his
horse. “I wish the man well. Creator knows what he’s suffered, but I think it
best we stay as clear of him as we can.”


The others nodded. 


I, on the other hand, was too curious to agree. Being a
wielder myself, I was interested in knowing more. I hoped the bard survived his
injuries. If he did, then perhaps in a day or two, when my lancer duties were
over for the week, I could visit him. But until then, I needed to focus on more
pressing issues—namely, my upcoming meeting with Noph, Reevie, and Sapphire,
and how I was going to be able to sneak out of the garrison for it.
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“WHY IS IT WHEN I go looking for Room Eleven,”
Overcaptain Tolin said, arms crossed, “odds are, I find you in either the
dining hall or the infirmary?”


“Poor luck?” Barthol said with a half smirk as he let Jakob,
the garrison physicker, clean the cuts and abrasions on his arm from last
night’s fight at the Rose and Crown. Beside him sat Stumpy, Gellar, and Waylen,
all getting their own wounds tended to, all looking similarly nervous at the
overcaptain’s appearance. Fipple and I were the only ones uninjured. Although,
Fipple had apparently managed to open part of his wound in all the excitement.


Tolin gave us each a good looking-over, stopping at me. He
seemed to be considering why I wasn’t on the bench with the rest.


I shrugged. “I’m small. A harder target to hit.”


Gellar hmphed. “A flaming weapons master is what you are.
Took down five men without breaking stride. I’ve never seen anyone move like
that. Ain’t natural. I don’t know what those Upakans fed you up there, but I
want some of it.”


“Could have taken Captain Talbot in four moves, I reckon,”
Barthol stated.


I groaned inwardly. This again. “Captain Talbot is an
excellent swordsman. He won that match fairly.”


Barthol hmphed, along with a couple of the others. Even
Tolin seemed unconvinced as he stared down at me with a cocked brow. He finally
turned to the others on the bench.


“Well, are you going to explain yourselves? Or do I need to
assume you were brawling because you have so little to occupy your time? If
that’s the case, I promise you I can find more than enough to fill that time
with.”


Everyone spoke at once, practically stumbling over each
other to explain that it wasn’t our fault. Eventually, Stumpy won out, which
was good since he was generally the most levelheaded of the group, and spent
the next several minutes explaining about the strange events that had taken
place at the Rose and Crown.


Tolin’s demeanor changed when he heard where the brawl had
taken place. “How is Master Nippin?”


“He’s as well as can be expected,” Stumpy assured him. “His
place is a little worse for wear, but we promised to stop by today, if we could,
and see if he and his staff needed assistance.” Everyone looked up at Tolin for
approval. Tolin thought a moment, then nodded. 


“I’ll speak with Talbot. I reckon we can count last night’s
activities toward your training, though from the looks of you, you need more of
it.”


“Thank you, sir,” we all said, almost in unison. Barthol and
Gellar were so excited they actually stood from the bench.


“Not yet, you don’t,” Jakob said, pushing them back down before
he proceeded to wrap their arms. “No one leaves here until I say you’re good
and ready.” 


Jakob was a short man and thin enough to snap in two, had
any of my larger roommates wanted. It was quite humorous to watch him order them
around with nothing more than a stern eye.


Tolin smiled. “Couldn’t have put that better myself. See
they don’t give you any fuss.”


Jakob smiled. “Just let them try.” He turned and gave us a
sharp look as he raised his cutting knife. “With this knife, I can castrate a
man in three quick cuts.”


Everyone gulped, even Tolin.


“Give Master Nippin my regards,” Tolin said and promptly
left, clearly not wanting to get in the physicker’s way.


It took about half an hour, but Jakob managed to finish
seeing to everyone’s wounds all while sternly warning that he did not want to
see us back in his infirmary anytime soon. We agreed and quickly departed. I
wouldn’t exactly say we fled, but it was a very swift exit.


We received a host of looks from the lancers as we crossed
the garrison, more than usual. Some wagged their heads as we passed, others rolled
their eyes, some even chuckled. It wasn’t like I didn’t understand, considering
who it was I was walking with—the outcasts of the barracks—but I figured since
we looked like we’d just stepped off the battlefield that we would have earned
at least a little sympathy. 


Stumpy sighed and passed me a frustrated look. “I would say
you’ll get used to it, but I guess you already have.”


I smiled. “At least they know we’re here. As a street kid,
no one notices you. But I guess that can be a good thing too.” I thought a
moment. “Personally, I prefer not being noticed.”


Barthol cleared his throat. “You’re terrible at it.”


The others laughed.


“I don’t care if I’m noticed or not,” Gellar said. “All I
care about is how well I do with a sword in my hand, and whether or not my
opponent can do better. After what I’ve seen this week, I’m ashamed to say, I’d
be afraid to even get in a ring. Twice in one week we’ve found ourselves
battling for our lives, forced to fight in situations we’ve not been properly
trained for. Our tactics are well and good for the battlefield, but not for
this.”


“Aye,” Fipple said. “I should probably be dead, if not for
luck. Wouldn’t that be a sad end, an Elondrian Lancer done in by your everyday
back-alley cutpurse. We need proper training.”


They all turned and looked at me just as we reached the
front of Barracks Two.


I rolled my shoulders. “What?”


“I was serious about wanting to learn some of what you’ve
been taught,” Gellar said, tugging firmly on his red beard. Barthol and Fipple quickly
nodded. Stumpy and Waylen did as well, but not quite as energetically.


I walked inside, and they followed me in, not saying more
until we were in our room with the door shut. I walked over and plopped down on
my bed. Most of the others did the same, Barthol preferring to stand near the
fire. All eyes were on me.


“And how exactly am I supposed to train you? Not saying I
would, mind you. But it’s not like we can just go outside and take over the
practice field.”


“Why not?” Gellar asked. “It’s usually not in use after
supper.”


“Because how do you think Captain Talbot and the other
instructors are going to feel about someone coming in and retraining their
lancers?”


Gellar pursed his lips. “Good point.”


“It would need to be somewhere outside the garrison,” Fipple
said, “but close enough to get back and forth from.”


“Somewhere with plenty of room,” Barthol chimed in.


“A place where we aren’t likely to get interrupted,” Stumpy
half mumbled to himself as he attempted to flatten a crease on the top sheet of
his bed. Mjovic was a unique individual. Certain ridiculously unimportant
things bothered him, while other much larger annoyances did not, like the
disheveled way Waylen and Gellar generally left their own beds or stuffed their
clothes in their trunk without folding. Those were things that even bothered
me, but Stumpy didn’t seem to notice. Or perhaps he was just very good at
hiding it.


I pushed my evaluation of Stumpy aside to give room to the
matter at hand. “Let me get this right. We are looking for somewhere outside
the garrison, with a large enough space to train in and not be interrupted, and
a place close enough to the garrison to get back before the gates close.” I
looked at the others. “Does that about sum it up?”


My roommates looked at each other and shook their heads,
just now realizing how ridiculous it all sounded.


I smiled. “I might know the perfect place.”


With Tolin having given us the day off to see to Master
Nippin, we had some time to spare, though not much if we wanted to get over to
the Rose and Crown early enough to help. I also wanted to go check in on
Gustory to see if the bard had survived his injury. Getting a set of fresh
mounts, we rode through the gates and down Lancer Avenue for King’s Way West,
but instead of heading left into town, I took them right. 


I couldn’t believe I was about to do this.


“Where are you taking us?” Barthol finally asked, my
roommates’ curiosity growing the further we rode. 


“You’ll see,” was the only reply I gave, too nervous to
actually tell them in case they turned back around.


King’s Way West was quite busy this morning. We passed
horses and carts and wagons and buggies. Several gilded carriages turned off
Bay Street from the wealthier district, making their way back toward town for
some shopping no doubt, or perhaps on their way to the Hall of the Senate. Many
of those living in Bayside were members of the ruling class.


My roommates began to fidget in their saddles the closer we
got to the palace bridge.


“What do you think you’re doing?” Gellar asked as we passed
the last turnoff and continued straight on for the bridge towers.


“Don’t worry,” I said. “Just let me do the talking.”


“This is a bad idea,” Barthol grumbled next to me.


“Are you trying to get us arrested?” Waylen asked behind me.


By now we’d come too far to turn back. Turning around now
would look suspicious. I led them up to the bridge’s entrance and stopped just
between the towers. I made sure my hood was down so the guards could see my
face. I recognized a couple of the lancers on duty and smiled when I spotted
Yorig. He waved and walked over, stopping another lancer who was already on his
way.


The tall, fair-skinned and fair-haired man had his hand up
over his eyes to block the sun, which was well over the city’s eastern wall
behind us and shining directly in his face. “Another lesson with the young
princeling?” he asked.


I nodded and released a sigh. “Someone’s got to do it.”


Yorig laughed. “Just glad it’s not me. Oh, I forgot to ask
how your meeting with the queen went the other day.”


My roommates shifted in their saddles as they looked at me.
I hadn’t told them I’d met with the queen, afraid of what they’d think, but
we’d been through enough now that I didn’t really think it mattered. They knew
I trained the prince; I’m sure it wasn’t too far of a stretch to think the king
and queen would be interested in how their son was doing.


“We had a good conversation. I made sure to mention how fine
a job this Yorig fellow was doing as a bridge watchman.”


Yorig’s eyes bulged. “You didn’t?”


“Of course not.” I laughed. “We talked about her son’s
training.”


He breathed a deep sigh of relief. “I was worried she’d been
upset with you. You were in there for some time, and then the next thing I
knew, you were riding across the bailey like the king had just ordered your
head.”


I smiled. “No. Actually, I was with the prince. He was
taking me into town.”


My roommates shifted once more.


Yorig thumbed his clean-shaven chin. “I guess all that
training has some perks.”


I smiled. “Don’t know if I’d call them perks. More hassle
than they’re worth, I reckon.”


He chuckled, then turned and looked at the other lancers, a
spark of recognition in his eyes, which wasn’t too uncommon. Most in the
garrison knew to stay away from Room Eleven from Barracks Two. “Why the escort
today?”


I twisted in my saddle. My roommates didn’t look all that
pleased, so I turned back around. “I figured I’d give the prince someone else
to spar with besides me.”


Yorig looked at the other lancers and proceeded to take
their names. The others, Gellar especially, were hesitant with giving them,
which eventually led me to give their names for them, earning me several harsh
looks. As soon as Yorig finished scribbling the last name in his logbook, he
stepped back and waved us through.


“I don’t want my name shown on no logbook,” Gellar said once
we passed through the towers. “If something happens, they’ll know I was here.”


“Nothing’s going to happen,” I said as I led them out across
the bridge. Behind me, there were several deep intakes of breath as we reached
the enormous drop-off down to the river. I glanced over my shoulder to find
most of them standing in their saddles to try peering over the edge. “Haven’t
any of you been to the palace before?”


They all shook their heads, all except Stumpy.


“I’ve been,” Mjovic said, drawing a few curious looks from
the others. 


“When did you ever visit the palace?” Gellar asked.


“It was a long while back. Nothing worth mentioning.”


I was half tempted to stop and let them take a look over the
side, but I thought it might draw too much attention to have an entire company
of lancers stopping to stare over the bridge. “Haven’t any of you been on
bridge duty before?” I asked.


They laughed. 


“Who would want us guarding the palace?” Barthol said.


I couldn’t help but smile at the self-deprecating humor. But
he was right. They reserved bridge duty for lancers who hadn’t gotten on
the officers’ bad side. For those of us not so blessed, we found ourselves on
Warrens patrol.


We made it over the bridge and slowed as we passed the
towers on the other side. The men behind me were too busy gaping at the palace
construct to spot the parade of mounted lancers coming our way. I quickly
grabbed the reins of Barthol’s horse and jerked them to the right. “This way,”
I said, grabbing the others’ attention before they trotted right smack into the
middle of the parade. 


My roommates quickly steered their mounts to the right and
followed in single file as we crossed the bailey and the front courtyard on our
way to the royal stables. I led them around to the side, where there was a long
row of hitching rails set up, and we dismounted and tied off.


“What are we doing here?” Barthol asked, keeping his voice
lowered as he and the others glanced nervously across the main courtyard toward
the palace walls.


“Are you trying to get us killed?” Gellar asked.


Fipple moved up between Gellar and Waylen and stared up at
the crenelated towers across the way. “At the garrison, if we’re caught somewhere
we shouldn’t be, we might lose our salary, maybe even our commission. We get
caught here, and we could lose our heads.”


Waylen raised his hands and stroked his neck.


“Trust me,” I said. “I know what I’m doing. You’ll be
surprised the places you can go if you just act like you belong there.”


They turned and looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Gellar
looked like he wanted to strangle me with his bare hands.


“No, really. In a place this big, the people inside aren’t
going to question a few more lancers walking around. Just pretend like you know
what you’re doing, and you won’t have any problems.”


“Are you insane?” Gellar asked. “You want us to go inside
and just walk around like we own the place?”


I smiled. “You’ll be surprised how well it works. I spent an
entire day inside the palace one time, even had Captain Tolin escorting me
around. He took me inside the royal chambers because he thought I was there to
deliver some flowers.” I started laughing.


The others’ mouths were agape, their eyes wide as saucers.


“I’ve been coming here for almost two years now. Most inside
know me. We won’t have a problem. And if someone asks, we’re just here for the
prince’s training.”


Not giving them a chance to argue or change their minds, I
started around the side of the stable and ran headfirst into Bozz. Barthol and
the others looked ready to swallow their tongues, casting about as if looking
for the best place to flee.


Bozz looked down at me and grunted. “Oh, it’s you. I thought
I heard some noises over here.” He looked at the others with a suspicious
glare.


“I’m here to see Master Silvercoin,” I said with a wink and
a tap to the side of my nose.


Bozz rubbed his hand down his dark beard. “Ah. Will the
young master be needing his horse?” He noticed the horses tied to the side of
the building.


“I don’t believe so. At least not right away.” I shrugged. “But
with him, you never really know.”


Bozz grunted. “Ain’t that the truth. But,” he added, tapping
the side of his right trouser pocket, “it always pays to be ready.” He winked
back at me and tapped the side of his nose.


“I couldn’t agree more.” I turned to those behind me, all
looking as innocent as a group of cutpurses standing on a busy street corner in
the middle of town. “Well, we better be on our way. Don’t want to keep the young
master waiting.”


Bozz nodded and walked back to the front of the stables and
stepped inside.


“That was close,” Gellar said, breathing a deep sigh of
relief. “And what was all this nonsense about a Master Silvercoin? Who’s he and
what’s he got to do with our new training? Actually, I don’t want to know. This
was a terrible idea. Let’s get out of here before we end up in the dungeons.”


Fipple and Waylen agreed. Barthol was too enamored with the
height of the towers across the way to pay much attention, and Stumpy just
seemed content to be along for the ride, though I did catch him looking about
suspiciously as if expecting to see someone he knew.


I shook my head in frustration. “You said you wanted me to
train you to be more like the Upaka. Well, this is your first lesson: how to
not be seen.”


Barthol finished his examination of the surrounding
buildings and turned around. “I think I’ve changed my mind. If Captain Talbot’s
good enough for the rest of the lancers, I guess he’s good enough for me.”


“I’ll be sure to remember that the next time they send us
into the Warrens.”


Barthol ground his teeth.


I stared at the others. No one seemed to want to move.
“Fine,” I said. “If you want to leave, go right ahead. I’ll be interested to
see what you tell the bridge guards on this side what your excuse is for riding
in here, then turning around and riding right back out.”


Of course, I knew the guards on this side weren’t going to
ask them anything, as they only stopped those entering the palace, not exiting,
but my roommates didn’t know that. Although, I did see skepticism in Stumpy’s
eyes, but he didn’t say anything to contradict me.


When none of them started for their horses, I waved them
forward. “Let’s go, before someone gets suspicious of a group of lancers
loitering about in front of the stables, staring up at the palace walls.”


Barthol’s head quickly lowered, and he joined the others as
they reluctantly followed me across the yard. I wondered if I should take them
through the kitchen entrance as opposed to the front, but that might draw some
suspicion as well, so I decided on the front. Besides, I wanted to see their
faces when they got their first look at the palace’s main entry. I remembered
my first time seeing it, and how in awe I had been.


We walked back across the yard toward the front bailey,
keeping as close to the palace walls as possible and out of the way of the
patrols riding past. I glanced behind me every chance I got to make sure they
were still there. Other than their heads swiveling back and forth as they took
in the sights, they appeared to be staying in formation, two rows of three,
with me and Barthol in the lead.


“This way,” I said as we reached the tunnel walkway leading
under one of the buildings and into the central courtyard, fronting the main
entrance. A few of them gaped at the enormous fountain, and then again at the
giant stone warriors affixed to the sides of the entrance at the top of the
stairway.


I could almost feel their nervousness as we started up the
front steps for the two open doors at the top. We stepped inside, and there was
more than one gasp released.


“What in the name of—”


Waylen elbowed Fipple to keep him from finishing whatever he
was about to say as all of the men stared bug-eyed at the grandeur.


“Never in my wildest dreams,” Barthol whispered beside me.


I couldn’t help but smile as I led them across the checkered
marble tiles toward the other side. The room was a flurry of men and women crisscrossing
from one entrance to another: members of the aristocracy on their way to
another meeting of state, palace guards on patrol, staff in their designated
uniforms quietly on their way to their next assignment. It was like a city
within a city.


Instead of heading up the grand staircase, which would have
been my usual routine when visiting the palace, I took them around the right
side as we followed a corridor leading away from the main entrance and deeper
into the palace construct. There were many places within the greater halls that
I had never stepped foot in, but I knew my way around enough at this point to
keep from getting lost.


We passed several other patrols in the halls as we made our
way deeper in. Each time, my roommates stiffened as they did their best to not
appear out of place. I could see beads of sweat breaking out across Barthol’s
forehead. I was sure if I turned to look, it would probably have been the same
for the rest. The best thing I could do for them was to keep walking.


I took them into the northernmost wings, those not as often
frequented, and finally stopped outside a large gilded door on the right. “This
is it,” I said excitedly as I pointed at the door.


There were no guards stationed outside the doors on this
particular hall, as it was very rarely used. In fact, the only people who did
use it, to my knowledge, were me and Dakaran.


“Are you sure you know where you are?” Waylen asked, his
face as pale as the others as they all continued to monitor the hall for anyone
coming.


“Of course,” I said with a smile, then opened the door and
stepped inside.


Like most of the rooms in the palace, the staff had already
seen to lighting the sconces and chandeliers. There was even a warm blaze
cracking and popping in the giant hearth on the other side of the room. They
kept it going just in case the crown prince decided he wished to get in some
training, which was highly unlikely, leaving this place generally unattended.
More importantly, it was completely stocked with every sort of weapon
imaginable, making it the perfect location for our training.


I turned around to find the others still cowering in the
doorway. “Are you coming or not?”
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IT TOOK A LITTLE COAXING, but I did finally manage to
get them inside, promptly shutting the door to make them feel a little more at
ease. No one said a word as they spent the next few minutes looking the place
over. 


The room was at least the size of the garrison armory, with
an extremely high ceiling and long windows that ran vertically along the back,
letting in plenty of natural light. Most of the furniture that would normally
be found filling a room this size had been removed. There were a couple of
plush sofas and settees along the front wall, interspersed with small tables
generally used to hold trays of food and drink, which Dakaran kept on hand at
all times during training.


Every other wall was lined with racks of weapons and targets
and pads, everything a young prince—or in this case a group of reject
lancers—could need in order to train in the art of martial defense. 


“Well,” I asked, a bright smile on my face, “will this do?”


It took a moment to get a response, as they were too busy
gawking at the selection of weaponry, the expensive furnishings, and even the gold-trimmed
molding that ran along every wall.


Barthol was the first to find his tongue. “I would say this
will more than do.”


“I still can’t believe I’m standing in the palace,” Fipple
said, his topknot swinging behind him as he spun in place, taking it all in.


Gellar grunted. “I can’t believe we haven’t been caught
yet.”


“I told you, as long as you look like you are supposed to be
here, then people will believe it.”


“It’s perfect,” Stumpy said, the first to actually crack a
smile. “What is this place?” 


“It’s one of the training rooms I had set up for the
prince.”


Barthol, Gellar, and Fipple all turned and looked at the
door at the same time.


“He won’t be coming in here, will he?” Gellar asked.


I laughed. “Not of his own volition.”


“What are those for?” Waylen asked, spotting the tables.


“Dakaran generally has food and drink prepared for our
sessions, but if the point is to remain unnoticed, then perhaps that might not
be the best idea for us.”


Waylen frowned. “That’s too bad. I hear the palace kitchens
are unequaled.”


“We aren’t here to eat,” Barthol reprimanded. “We’re here to
train.” He shook his head and took another look around the room. “We must be
crazy.”


I smiled. “They don’t call us Room Eleven for nothing.” 


Other than Stumpy, theirs were the first smiles I’d seen on
their faces since crossing the palace bridge.


“We better get going,” I said and started for the exit. 


“Wait,” Fipple said, staring at the rack of weapons. “Aren’t
we going to train?”


“Not today. We have a tavern to help clean, remember? I was
just so excited by the thought of using this place that I wanted to bring you
over to see for yourselves.”


The others were actually reluctant to leave now that they
had seen it, but another quick reminder of the amount of damage we had caused
to Master Nippin’s establishment, and they followed me out. We left the palace,
and to my roommates’ surprise, we weren’t stopped by a single person. In fact,
unlike in the garrison, we didn’t even receive a second glance as we passed
through the many halls and corridors and once again headed out across the main
foyer. By the time we reached the stables and had mounted, the men were
breathing a whole lot easier, even sparing the occasional smile or comment, as
they couldn’t help but gaze up at the surrounding walls.


We rode along the outer edge of the bailey as we made our
way back to the bridge and across. I could tell by the way Barthol was
strangling his reins that he was expecting the bridge guards to stop us on our
way out, but as soon as we passed through the final set of towers without
incident, he relaxed.


Yorig was busy talking with a group of people on foot
looking to cross, but he waved when he saw us pass. I waved back and then
picked up speed once we reached the main thoroughfare. The others didn’t say
anything as we rode down King’s Way West toward the merchant district, but one
glance over my shoulder and I could see the look of relief on their faces, and also
a hint of excitement.


We made good time through town, dismounting outside the Rose
and Crown to find the front of the inn strangely empty for this late in the
morning. We barely got through the front door before we heard Nippin shouting
orders while his staff rushed about trying to right tables and chairs. At
least, those that hadn’t been damaged in the fight.


He spotted us walking through the foyer and quickly made his
way over. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, we’re closed for—” He stopped when he got
close enough to see our faces. He smiled. “I’m afraid the kitchen isn’t open
today, but there’s a pint with your name on it if you’ll have it.”


Waylen licked his lips and started to open his mouth, but
Barthol beat him to it. “We’re here to help in any way we can, Master Nippin.
Put us to work.”


“Oh?” Nippin said, his brows rising. “That would be more
than generous, but after risking your lives, I’d say you’ve done enough.”


“Honestly,” Barthol said, “you’ll be doing us a favor. You’ll
be helping us get out of running drills back at the garrison.”


Fipple raised his hand to interrupt. “Though something to
wet the gullet wouldn’t be unappreciated.”


Nippin smiled and called one of his staff over to fetch our
drinks while he took us into the common room. The right side was a mess, tables
still overturned, pieces of dishes lying about the floor, broken chairs
scattered about. Apparently, we hadn’t arrived too late after all. It looked as
though Nippin and his staff had just gotten started.


“You can see the damage,” Nippin said. “I just hope Benfri is
good to his word and covers the cost. If not, I’ll be forced to take this up
with the magistrate’s office.”


“If he wants continued business, I’d say it would be in his
best interest,” Stumpy said. “When word gets around about what his help had
been up to, he’s going to need all the goodwill he can afford.”


Nippin nodded, but it didn’t seem to affect the downcast
look on his face as he stared at all the damage that had been done. “The
patrollers came last night and carried off those mercenaries not already dead.
The rest, they carted away earlier this morning, which is why I’m getting such
a late start here.” He clicked his tongue as he turned and looked at the foyer.
“We’ll be scrubbing blood out of the floors for some time. Probably be easier
just to replace them.”


I almost felt sorry for Benfri, though I couldn’t understand
how he’d been so unaware of what his hired help were doing. Even if the towns
and villages that these mercenaries had threatened had been in another kingdom,
word would have eventually gotten back to Aramoor. Then again, perhaps the
mercenaries had scared these people badly enough to keep them silent. Either
way, the merchant was likely to end up losing his business over this.


“Has there been any word on the bard or the others at the
infirmary?” I asked. 


“Not as of yet,” Nippin said. “To be honest, though, I
haven’t exactly had the time to check in on them.”


I nodded. I wanted to go by and see them as soon as we
finished up here.


Fipple walked over and tried righting one of the tables, but
with only one arm to use, Gellar had to hurry over to help, before Fipple
dropped it on himself. 


“Where do you want us to start?” Barthol asked.


Nippin glanced around the room. “Best we start with getting things
up and in place so I can see the extent of the damage. I’ll let you men work
with the tables and chairs while the others clean the broken dishware off the
floors.”


We went to work assembling the tables and chairs, attempting
to get them back in their original spots, or as close as we could manage. Those
damaged and in need of repair we set aside for the carpenter to haul away. We
then helped sweep up the loose debris from the floor while the inn’s staff mopped
up all the spilled food and drink, of which there was quite a lot. Once the
floor in the common room had been cleaned, we began work on the foyer, where
the majority of the blood had been spilt.


The wooden floors in the foyer proved much harder to clean compared
to the common room, which had been stone tiling. The planks we couldn’t clean with
a brush and soap were pulled up with hammers and pry bars. By the time we were
done, a good number of the planks had been removed, leaving the foyer looking
like Red’s head guard, Toothless.


Nippin stood there shaking his head at all the damage.
Besides the floors, nearly a quarter of the chairs had been damaged in one way
or another, half of his expensive dishes had been broken, and he was sure to
need a number of new napkins sewn. But all in all, there was still enough
remaining to open, if at a smaller capacity.


“I guess it could have been worse,” Nippin said, cleaning
his spectacles with his handkerchief. “They could have set fire to the place.”


“I’d say you’ll be up and running by week’s end,” Waylen
said, downing the rest of one of his refills as we waited to see if there was
anything else the proprietor needed. “And I’ll be one of the first to fill a
seat.”


Nippin placed his spectacles back on the bridge of his nose
and smiled. “There will be a table waiting on you.” He looked at the rest of
us. “All of you. In fact, you’ll find your meals free for the next month.”


We all raised our heads at that. Free meals at the Rose and
Crown? What more could you ask for? Waylen was all but drooling as he lifted
his tankard to finish off what was left, before turning to look at the common
room. “Is there anything further you will need before we go?”


“I don’t believe so. I’ll hire some carpenters to work on
the floor, as well as the tables and chairs, but I think most of the work’s
been completed for now. Again, let me offer you my deepest gratitude, and I was
serious about your meals. Anytime you wish to stop by, there’ll be a table
waiting.”


“And don’t think we won’t take you up on that generous
offer,” Waylen said, placing his tankard on the bar behind him before following
the rest of us out the front door.


Nippin collected each of our names for the front desk, and
we said our goodbyes before he walked back inside.


“That didn’t take as long as I would have thought,” Stumpy
said, as we all walked out to where the horses were tied and meandered around
the hitching rail, clearly not wanting to ride back to the garrison.


“Let’s see how the bard is faring,” I suggested. 


The others didn’t look all that keen on the idea, especially
after me talking about the bard possibly being a wielder, but in the end they
mounted and followed me over to the infirmary a couple of streets over. We tied
off in front and walked inside.


We were greeted with the same strong smell of opium that had
been there the night before, which had permeated the walls and floor. The bell
above the door rang as it shut behind us. It seemed they did their best to keep
the infirmary warm; a few minutes inside and my back was beginning to sweat.


“Can we help you?” a woman asked as she appeared in one of
the doorways on the right, wearing a long white apron over a dark-blue dress.
It was the same lady who had been assisting the physicker with his work the
previous night. “My husband is out on a call, I’m afraid. But if there’s
anything I can do . . .”


“We came to see Gustory,” I said. “Did he survive his
injuries?”


“The bard?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“He survived, but barely. He is resting in the second-to-last
room on the left, if you’d like to see him.”


I looked at the others, and they shook their heads. “You go
ahead,” Barthol finally said. “No need for all of us to go traipsing about the
place, disturbing these good people’s rest.”


I almost chuckled watching these big, strapping lancers
afraid to be caught in the same room as a possible wielder, and a half-dead one
at that. Of course, considering the man had turned a respectable eatery into a
battlefield simply by telling a story, perhaps I was the one who needed his
head examined.


I followed the woman down the hall, stopping at the next
room on the left, which was just beside the room where we’d left Gustory the
previous night. She pointed toward the back. It seemed the bard was the only
person in this particular room.


“I’ll leave you to your visit,” she said. “Best not make it
long. He needs his rest.”


I nodded and walked inside, turning to glance over my
shoulder and finding the woman had already left. Gustory looked to be sleeping;
at least, he wasn’t moving. I walked across the room and sat down on the stool
beside his cot. The bard’s eyes were closed, and his chest rose and fell in
rhythm. I didn’t want to rouse the man out of his sleep, and I couldn’t exactly
wait for him to wake naturally, not with my roommates all standing in the
hallway waiting for me to finish.


Not seeing another option, I finally stood. I figured I
could try again another day. Today was my last day in the garrison for the week,
which meant if I could find a free moment from my duties at Hurricane, maybe I
could try visiting again. I chuckled at the thought of having a free moment.


“Well, are you going to say something, or just stand there
staring at me?”


I turned to find Gustory’s eyes open and looking in my
direction. There was a tightness to them that said the effects of the opium had
long since worn off and the pain was in full bloom. His forehead was covered in
sweat.


“Sorry, I thought you were sleeping, and I didn’t want to
disturb you if you were.”


“I wish I was sleeping,” the bard said through gritted
teeth. “Then I could find a little relief from this cursed pain.” He stared at
me a moment. “I recognize you, don’t I?”


I nodded.


“You were one of those who brought me in. One of the lancers
fighting . . . You’re the one with the impressive technique.” He
looked at me a little more closely. “Then again, looking at those eyes, I can
see why. Only seen eyes like that once before, and it was briefly. How you
ended up in the lancers seems to me a story worth hearing. Perhaps I can add it
to my repertoire. With your consent, of course.”


I shrugged. What did I care if he told my story? It was
certainly colorful enough, might even earn him a round of applause or a few
drinks. But I wasn’t there to tell my story. I was there to hear his. “It’s a
bit of a long tale, and I’ve got friends waiting for me in the seating area out
front, so I can get to it another day.”


“Oh? Show them in. I’d be more than pleased to greet them.
Were they at the performance as well?”


“Yes, which is why they won’t be coming back. After your
story sent the entire room into chaos, it was pretty clear, at least to some of
us, that your brand of storytelling seems to carry some rather strange side
effects.”


Gustory cocked his brow but didn’t speak.


“I’ve seen some rousing speeches in my time, but none that
had people so worked up that they seemed to lose their very will to survive. It
took everything I had last night to keep from losing it myself.” I sat back
down on the stool beside his cot and yanked back Gustory’s covers.


“What do you think you’re doing?”


I pulled down the top of his shirt and searched his neck but
didn’t find anything, then I grabbed his hands. He tried pulling away but was
too weak to offer much resistance. “Just as I thought,” I said, pulling his
right hand out from under his covers. He wore a ring on his second-to-last
finger. The inset was a clear stone surrounded by several smaller red ones. The
stone at the center had been made to appear to be a diamond, but I knew better.


I released his hand, and he quickly tucked it back under his
sheets, glancing past me toward the doorway to make sure no one had been
watching. “Are you going to tell the authorities?” he said, his voice lowered
to keep anyone in the hall from hearing.


“No.”


Gustory stared at me a moment, curious. “Why? Most people who
discover a secret like that would be running for the nearest patroller office.”


“I’m not like most.”


The bard looked me over, no doubt to see if I was carrying a
crystal as well, not that he could have seen much with my lancer uniform
covering my neck and arms. 


“You won’t find one,” I said.


“You’re not . . .”


I shook my head. The last thing I wanted was for him to go
telling stories of the lone Upakan with the wielding gifts. “I am curious,
though, how yours work. I’ve never seen abilities such as those before. Being
able to control people like that is a very powerful gift to have. Very
dangerous.”


“Yes. And I regret what happened last night. I didn’t mean
for it to get that far out of hand. But after searching for them for so long,
to come face-to-face with the men who’d killed my wife and daughter . . .”
He shook his head, turning away from me to stare up at the ceiling. “I couldn’t
control it. It has been a long time since something like that has happened.”
There were tears in the bard’s eyes. Clearly, whatever he was remembering wasn’t
pleasant.


“So, you can make people do what you want?”


“No,” Gustory said, turning to catch my eyes. “I cannot
force people to do things they do not wish. I can only persuade. Like a strong
suggestion. And it only works on those that are weaker minded. Those that don’t
have a strong will. For example, I cannot force you to kill yourself. I can
make you feel sad or depressed or downhearted as though you didn’t have a
friend in the world, but I can’t actually make you pull out your blade and do
yourself harm.”


“That’s good to know,” I said, breathing a quick sigh of
relief. “Still, as you saw last night, it can be quite dangerous.”


“Yes. I can’t tell you how many times over my life I’ve
wished for it to be gone, wished to be like everyone else. What some would
consider a blessing can also be a curse.”


“You can always take the ring off.”


He smiled. “You’d think it was that easy. Having a gift like
this can be very addicting, like a drunkard to his drink.”


I wanted to tell him I knew exactly how he felt, but since I
wasn’t letting on that I was a wielder, I simply nodded. “How exactly does it
work? Can you make me feel . . . hungry? Never mind. That’s an
easy one. I’m already hungry. Can you make me—”


I was suddenly inundated with the need to yawn, my eyes
drooping. Had I not gotten enough sleep last— 


“Wait!” My eyes popped back open as soon as I realized what
was happening. “That was you?”


Gustory nodded with a faint smile between his clenched
teeth.


“I felt . . . tired. Like I hadn’t slept at
all.”


Gustory grunted. “Now you know how I feel.”


I took the hint and stood from the stool. “I’m glad to see
you are going to recover.” I turned and started back across the room.


“I hope you will visit me again,” Gustory said. “You still
owe me a story.”


I stopped at the door and turned. “And I promise you will
get it.” With that, I stepped out of the room and headed down the hall toward
the front, which was surprisingly empty. I met the same lady before I reached
the door, as she popped out of one of the first rooms on the right, which looked
to be her husband’s study. 


“Please come again soon,” she said with a warm smile. 


“I will,” I replied and started to open the door, but
stopped. “I might be out of line, but who is taking care of the bard’s bill?”


“Merchant Benfri has said we were to bill him for the bard’s
care.”


I nodded and grabbed the door handle, but it opened before I
could turn it.


“Oh,” Saban said, clearly startled to see me standing there.
“Good day. Come to check on the bard, I gather.”


“Yes, sir. He seems to be faring rather well, all things considered.
You are very skilled.”


“So they tell me,” Saban said with a smile as he handed his
leather carry bag to his wife. She took it and disappeared into the first room.
“Is there anything I can help you with?” Saban asked, no doubt wondering why I
was standing there staring at him.


“Actually, I was wondering if perhaps I could help you.”


“Oh?”


“Forgive me for saying, but you seemed rather understaffed.”


Saban chuckled. “Noticed that, did you? Good help is hard to
find.”


“Have you thought about taking on an apprentice?”


“Often,” he said. “But finding a good one is harder than it
seems. Those that apply do so at their parents’ behest, not because they have
any desire themselves to actually become a healer. I want someone who is in it
for the love of the work. Those forced to be here learn little, and can be just
as dangerous to the patient as not having a physicker at all.” He looked me
over with a cautious eye. “Why, are you wanting to apply?” He looked at my
uniform. “You seem to be otherwise engaged.”


I smiled. “No. Not me. But I do have someone in mind. You
won’t find a more dedicated student to the art than he is. He’s self-taught and
already the equal of many healers I’ve seen.”


Saban grunted. “That’s not saying much. Throw a stone in
this city and you’re bound to hit someone claiming to be a healer. They believe
that because they know to give elderberries to someone with a rash that they
are qualified to dispense healing. I wouldn’t hand a sick Cylmaran to some of
these quacks.”


“In this case, though,” I said, “my friend is quite capable,
I assure you. He’s even created some very effective poultices and balms that
I’ve seen speed up the healing process.”


Saban pursed his lips. “Tell you what, you bring your friend
around sometime, and I’ll be sure to talk with him.”


“Thank you,” I said, excited by the prospect of perhaps
landing Reevie an apprenticeship with a respected physicker. “I’ll be sure to
get him here.” I started to open the door when it hit me. “I forgot to ask. What
sort of payment would you be expecting for taking on an apprentice?”


Saban thumbed his chin as he looked me over. “I’ll tell you
what. You bring your friend by and let me talk with him, then we can go from
there. That sound fair?” He held out his hand.


I nodded enthusiastically. “It does. Thank you.” I shook his
hand, then promptly left before he changed his mind.


Outside, the others were standing around their horses,
enjoying the warmth of the sun, which by this time had melted most of the snow
on the cobbles.


“We were starting to worry one of us was going to have to go
in and make sure you were still alive,” Barthol said.


“We were just flipping a coin to see who the unlucky one would
be,” Gellar added with a twisted grin as he stuffed a copper back in his pocket,
no doubt glad that none of them would have to.


“Sorry, I was speaking with the physicker.”


Waylen was the first up on his horse. “The faster we ride,
the sooner we get supper.”


“It’s barely midafternoon,” Fipple said, looking up at the
sun. “If we go charging back now, we’ll get back before Talbot finishes
drills.”


Waylen shuddered. “Fair point. I wouldn’t mind a stroll
around the city to kill time.”


I collected my horse’s reins and swung up in the saddle. “If
we are looking to kill some time, I know of a place not too far from here that
serves some of the best lamb and mint sauce you’ve ever tasted. Besides,
Overcaptain Tolin said he was giving us the day. I say we make the most of it.”


Waylen patted his stomach. “I say lead the way.”







Chapter 28
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BY THE TIME WE FINALLY left the Fishnet, our bellies
were full, and our heads swimming—at least my roommates were. I, on the other
hand, opted for the less-expensive watered-down ale, and drank little of it. I
had my meeting with Noph, Reevie, and Sapphire this evening, and I couldn’t
afford to find myself in a position to not make it, or not be clearheaded when
I did. Besides, I preferred filling up on the lamb and mint sauce as opposed to
the ale anyway.


The sun had long vacated its hold on the sky by the time we
rode back through the garrison gates. It took us a while to get back to the barracks
and into our room. Thankfully, with our recent battle at the Rose and Crown,
not to mention the Warrens, we were able to pass off the drunken stumble across
the yard as the walk of injured warriors. At least, no one we passed questioned
it. Of course, Stumpy’s singing didn’t help. Apparently, you give the
dark-skinned man enough ale, and he went from the most reserved of the lot to
being downright gregarious, belting out songs that would make you blush. We sat
in our beds and laughed as he did.


While the others began taking off their uniforms to get
ready to crawl into bed for an early night, I kept mine on, not wanting to go through
the hassle of putting on a whole new wardrobe for my meeting. 


“Give me a hand, would you?” Waylen asked with a deep yawn
as he tried pulling off his tabard. “I can’t quite get it.”


I walked over and helped him out of his uniform. Before I’d
made it back to my bed, he was snoring. Taking one last look around the room, I
quietly headed out the door and walked across the yard toward the gate. I would
have liked to have taken a horse, but I knew I wouldn’t be back before the
gates closed, and if I stood any chance of sneaking back in, it certainly
wouldn’t be on horseback.


“Where do you think you’re off to?”


I turned to the guard tower to find Captain Henzlow stepping
out from the open doorway. My heart sank. Why did it have to be him on duty? 


“I . . .” I didn’t think I would need a
reason to leave. “I have been summoned by the palace.”


“There’s been no palace courier through here all day.” 


“No,” I lied, “this was an arrangement from a couple days
ago. The prince . . .” My mind raced. “The prince wanted my help
with . . .” With what? Tucking him into bed? This was crazy. I
couldn’t think what to say.


“Well?” Henzlow asked. “He wants your help with what?”


“He wants my help with a . . . a private
matter. It was kept in the strictest confidence.”


“Yes, I’m sure. No doubt the high prince needs you to come
demonstrate the proper placement of his sword before he goes to bed.”


“You can take it up with him, then,” I tried to threaten,
hoping to at least make him question his decision.


“I’ll take my chances. Now off to your barracks before I
write you up for unauthorized absence.” He looked down at his papers. “I might
just do that anyway.”


“But I’m not absent.”


“Then for attempted unauthorized absence.”


I quickly turned and headed back for the barracks before Henzlow
got any more put out. Instead of going in through the front entrance, I walked
around the side and up under the covered porch, then ran between Barracks One
and Barracks Two. It was empty this time of night and shrouded in darkness,
allowing me to stand there and ponder my next move without Captain Henzlow
watching.


Unfortunately, I had no idea what my next move was. If I
couldn’t get through the gate, I was stuck. My only other option
was . . . 


I turned and looked at the garrison wall. No, that would be
crazy. Even if I could manage to scale it, how would I get up top to even try?
One thing was for sure: I’d never be able to manage it in this lancer uniform.
For one, it was rather bulky, and two, the crimson, gold, and white would be
easily spotted against the dark grey of the stone. I needed to change clothes.


Without taking the time to try thinking it through or, more
importantly, taking the time to talk myself out of it, I headed into the
barracks through the side entrance and quietly made my way to my room. The
lights were off inside, all but the fire in the hearth, and from the sound of
it, everyone was fast asleep.


As quietly as I could, I began to undress, trading out my
maroon-and-gold-checkered tabard and cape for my new black leather jacket. I
didn’t want to take a chance of ruining the new outfit Dakaran had gotten me by
climbing up a wall in it, so I left it in my chest. Leaving my lancer sword and
belt behind, I opted for the sword sleeve Sapphire had made for carrying my sword
across my back. I left my other street sword behind as well, since I didn’t
really want to risk it clanging against the stone on my side.


I managed to make it to the end of my bed when someone
behind me snorted and I spun around. As soon as I did, my belt knife caught the
lid of my chest I had forgotten to close, and flipped it shut with a bang. 


I froze.


Barthol, Gellar, and Fipple flipped over in their beds, but
their eyes never opened. Waylen smacked his lips and pulled his covers up over
his head. Stumpy, however, sat straight up in bed, his eyes glazed over as he
stared at the back wall. 


“Should I sing another verse?” he asked no one in
particular, still half asleep.


“In the morning,” I whispered as I walked over between our
beds and slowly pushed him back down onto his pillow. “For now, you need to
sleep.”


He closed his eyes. “Yes, I need to sleep.” He was snoring
before I reached the end of his bed.


Taking one last quick glance around the room, I quietly
snuck out the door and into the hall beyond. There was no one manning the
lieutenant’s desk at the moment, so I made my way down the hall and back out
the side entrance. However, instead of heading across the yard, I took the
narrow walkway behind the buildings, which ran along the back of the city’s
great wall.


I was nearing the end of the long alleyway when a lancer on
patrol walked around the corner of the final building. I quickly ducked behind
the far side of the dining hall and squatted behind a large barrel until he passed.
The watchman never stopped. I listened until the crunch of his boots on the loose
cobbles had faded enough to risk coming back out. With a quick glance back the
way I’d come, I turned and continued on, reaching the end of the last building.
The only thing between me and the garrison was the practice field and the area
assigned for the archers.


Thankfully, with the back of the garrison resting up against
the city’s enormous wall, there were no torches low enough to provide light
along this section. It was left to the light of the moon, at least until the
garrison’s grey stone wall butted up against the city’s, just behind the
archery targets.


I made my way along the enormous stone blocks of Aramoor’s
wall as quickly as I could, keeping my eyes peeled toward the top of the
garrison wall. I could see silhouettes of the patrol as they made their slow
march back and forth along the crenelation, their long polearms rising above
their heads in traditional form. As soon as I reached the corner where the
garrison wall joined that of the city’s, I stopped to get my bearing, scanning
the open yard and archery range to see if anyone was coming or if I’d been
spotted. Though if I had been, someone would have raised an alarm.


Getting out, I knew, would be easier than getting back in,
as those on wall duty weren’t watching the inside of the wall for intruders,
but they definitely watched the outside. Still, I had yet to make it up the
wall and over. The garrison’s wall was nothing like the city’s. Not only were
the blocks less than a fifth of the size, but they were spaced in a way that
would allow someone like me, who had been trained to climb, the ability to
scale it by hand, something I’m sure the watchmen wouldn’t be expecting.


What fool would ever want to attempt to break into a
garrison full of trained lancers?


Making sure the sword sleeve on my back was snug, I reached
up and grabbed hold of the first block within reach and pulled myself up. It
had been a long time since I’d done any climbing. One of the last times had
been when I’d scaled the palace walls to break into the king’s study and steal
the royal seal, and of course not to forget the night I broke into Senator
Gerrick’s home, not to mention his neighbor. All experiences I wished to never
repeat.


As fast as I could, I moved from one stone to the next, hand
over hand, as I worked my way up the side of the wall. The climb was easier
than I had expected, and I reached the first of the crenelated openings without
so much as a single stop. I had just gotten my leg up onto the ledge when the
sound of boots and the clack of the butt end of a spear hitting the stone rang
out of the darkness.


I bit back my frustration and quickly lowered myself back
down, hanging by the edge with just my fingertips. The guard reached the end of
the wall, but instead of turning around and continuing back the way he’d come,
he stopped. Flaming idiot! What was he doing? Didn’t he know I was hanging
from this stupid wall by my fingers?


Suddenly a shadow moved across the opening next to the one I
was clinging to, and a stream of something poured out into the empty yard below.
I couldn’t believe it. The guard was relieving himself right over the inside of
the wall. I would have thought he would have at least had the decency to do it
over the outside. What was the fool thinking? How many of the others had done
the same? Suddenly I found myself wondering what I’d just been climbing up.


I had half a mind to climb up and throw the man over, but
all my concentration was going into maintaining my grip. My fingers were
burning by the time the watchman finished. I held my breath as he picked up his
polearm and continued on, not so much to keep from being heard but from having
to smell him.


Quickly, I pulled myself up through the crenelation and
dropped down onto the top of the wall. I gave my fingers a rest as I crouched
down at the side, letting the blood flow back in. A thought crossed my mind,
and I grimaced. What would have happened if I had climbed up to the opening
the man had used instead? I quickly pushed it away. Too disturbing to even
consider.


Not wanting to wait around until the next watchmen showed
up, I crawled over the outside of the wall and, taking a moment to make sure
the street below was clear, I slowly made my way down. As soon as my feet hit
the cobbles, I shot across the street and into the first alleyway on the other
side.


I stopped against the side of one of the buildings to once
again work the blood back into my fingers before continuing on. The night was
cold, but the sky was clear, leaving the moon to cast its light across the way
and guide my steps. Once I was through the alley and back on one of the main
roads, far enough away not to be spotted by one of the mounted patrols, I took
off at a steady jog.


The roads were fairly clear, only the occasional straggler
waddling back from the local tavern. I crossed North Avis and then the Tansian,
just south of the tall white cylindrical towers that I would be visiting the
following morning for our meeting with the Street Guild. From there I worked my
way over to Bailey Street, which ran in the general direction of the Sandstorm
compound. It also happened to run directly past the orphanage.


I stopped on the corner and stared up at Master Fentin and
Mistress Orilla’s home for parentless kids, and wondered how they were faring,
how they were planning on using the king and queen’s new stipend, not to
mention the small purse the royal family had given them on their visit. It was
sure to be of help. My thoughts drifted to my conversation with the queen about
not only using the stipend to help keep the orphanage afloat but looking into
setting up some kind of system for helping the older kids find apprenticeships.
I also liked my idea of seeing about setting up commissions for the older boys
into the lancer corps, instead of them eventually finding their way into the
Warrens.


I took a deep breath and watched it slowly mist in front of
my face as I released it. Leaving the orphanage, I continued on at a brisk
pace, knowing I didn’t have too much further to go. Sandstorm’s estate was only
a couple of streets down and over from Bailey. 


I was greeted at the gate by a couple of kids who were
standing over a small fire inside a brick-lined pit on the other side of the
manor wall.


“Who goes there?” one of the kids asked, seeing me walking
toward the metal bars with the large “S” welded at their center. “State your
purpose for being here.”


I stopped at the gate, giving them a good look at my face.
“I am Ayrion, chief of Hurricane, and I have a meeting with Noph this evening.”


The boy at the gate waved at the others. “It’s all right.
Open it up.”


Several other kids unhooked the bracket and pulled back the
two doors. I watched as the metal “S” divided down the center. Waving off the
escort, I made my way up the brick drive toward the manor house. Most of the
windows were darkened, with a few on the bottom showing light. There were no
other guards outside the manor doors, but I did see a couple of faces pressed
against the glass windows beside the main entrance.


There was a carriage in the drive, letting me know that the
others had already arrived. I wondered if they’d been waiting long. I also
couldn’t help but wonder if Reevie had left me any sticky buns. As soon as I
started up the walk from the drive through the courtyard, the double doors at
the front opened. 


“I was told to take you back as soon as you arrived, Chief
Ayrion,” a girl a few years younger than me said. She smiled and started down
the long gallery to the left, heading in the general direction of Noph’s study.
Sure enough, at the end of the gallery, we took the left corridor, passing
several other rooms and at least one hall before stopping outside the only door
that had light pouring out from under it. She knocked twice and waited.


“Come in,” I heard Noph call out from the other side.


The girl opened the door. “Ayrion, Chief of Hurricane, has
arrived.”


“Show him in.”


She stepped aside, and I walked into the room.


“Was wondering if you were going to make it,” Reevie said,
his mouth stuffed full of what I could only guess was a sticky bun, based on
the half-eaten tray on the table in front of the sofa.


Sapphire, who was sitting next to Reevie, smiled when she
saw me wearing her sword sleeve on my back.


“I had some difficulty getting away,” I said, trying to keep
my reasons as vague as possible.


“What?” Noph asked. “They don’t let new recruits leave the
garrison without permission?” He lifted his glass and winked.


“How did you . . .” I took my seat in one of
the high-backed chairs to the right of the sofa. It was close to the fire,
allowing my body to soak in the warmth.


“I have my ways,” Noph said with a wry grin.


Sapphire grunted. “Reevie just told him not a half hour
ago.”


Reevie smiled shyly. “Sorry. I sort of blurted it out.”


“No doubt there is a very interesting story behind this
development,” Noph said, “but alas, it is no longer my concern, or at least it
won’t be shortly.” He finished with a nod in Sapphire’s direction.


“Have a sticky bun,” Reevie said, pointing at the tray on
the table in the middle. “They’re still warm. Well, mostly.”


I grabbed one of the glazed rolls and took a bite, careful
not to get the tacky sugar coating all over my mouth. I then licked the glaze
from my fingers and poured myself a glass of what smelled like spiced cider. It
was warmer than the bun and felt wonderful on the back of my throat, offering a
tingling sensation as it went down. I held the cup in my hand to help warm the
chill from my fingers.


“So, what has been discussed so far?” I asked, looking first
at Reevie and Sapphire, who were resting comfortably on the sofa on my left,
then over at Noph, who was sitting in the second high-back, directly across
from me.


“First thing,” Noph said, taking a sip of what looked like
red wine, “is that the meeting has been pushed up.”


My glass paused halfway between my lap and my mouth. “What
do you mean by pushed up? The meeting is tomorrow. How much more pushed up could
it get?”


“We were going to meet at noon, but that is being moved to
eighth bell.”


“Why so early? That might make it difficult for some of us
to get there.”


Noph didn’t show any sign of regret over the matter. “Reevie
said that you only serve four days a week, and tomorrow is your day off.”


“It is, but this is my first week. I don’t really know how
easy it will be just to walk out and leave. There might be protocols or
something.”


“Protocols?” Reevie asked.


I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just saying, eighth bell is
kind of early. Why the sudden change?”


Reevie and Sapphire turned and looked at Noph, who shrugged
calmly from his seat. “Some of us have work that needs tending to. Cutting the
day in half by meeting at noon makes it rather inconvenient.”


“I didn’t think you crawled from your covers till noon,” I
said, cocking a brow in his direction. “I thought you said you enjoyed your
late nights and even later mornings.” 


Noph merely shrugged and smiled politely as he drained his
glass.


I was beginning to see what Reevie and Sapphire were talking
about with the Sandstorm chief. He was clearly not acting quite himself. Noph
was never one for pushing things. He always erred on the side of wanting extra
time to better think things through.


“This whole thing feels rushed to me,” I said, holding my
glass firmly in my lap. “I’m starting to feel very uncomfortable about the
whole situation. We are being asked to relinquish our claim to Hurricane and
dissolve the entire tribe on the word that you want to retire and turn it over
to us, but something about this isn’t sitting right. I’m starting to get that
tickle in the back of my neck.”


“And if anyone knows about the tickle,” Reevie stated,
pointing his bun at me, “it’s Ayrion. Nothing ever seems to go right when he’s
around.”


“Thanks,” I said.


Reevie smiled and stuffed the rest of the bun in his mouth.
“Don’t mention it.”


“Regardless,” I continued. “Maybe we should call this whole
thing off, or at least delay it another week or so.”


“No!” Noph said, nearly spitting out his drink. He quickly
wiped his mouth with his napkin. “We can’t wait. It has to be done now.”


“Why?” Sapphire asked. “You still haven’t begun to teach me
how to run your operations yet.”


Noph set his glass on the table and grabbed a large tome
from under his seat, which he carried over and placed in her lap. 


“What’s this?” she asked.


“That is my book of secrets,” he said as he retook his seat.
“It holds every name and dealing I’ve had since my rise to Sandstorm’s chief.
Everything you ever need to know is in there. Every scrap of information I’ve
collected, from Lady Locklund’s love of truffles to who owns Senator Tanvers’s
gambling debts. All the little secrets one needs to run a small empire.”


“It’s a blacklist?” Sapphire asked, opening the enormous
book up to someplace in the middle, where she began to skim the pages.


“Yes and no,” Noph said. “It holds many, many small and
sometimes innocuous pieces of information that can help you initiate a sale. It
doesn’t have to be used exactly for blackmail purposes. It can be used to
strike up a conversation. For example, it might tell you exactly which type of
flower a certain lord’s wife might prefer as a way to get your foot in the
door. It could also tell you which merchant has a deathly reaction to said
flowers. It would prove quite detrimental to show up to a meeting with a nice
corsage and nearly kill your guest.” Noph smiled. “There’s more to business
than being able to talk. You need to know what to talk about.”


Noph had this stuff down to an art form. 


“That’s all very interesting,” I said, “but it still doesn’t
account for the rush. Let’s be honest, all we have is your word that you are
going to retire. For all we know, this is some kind of ploy to get rid of
Hurricane. We could walk in there, dissolve our tribe, and then you up and
change your mind or claim you never intended to retire, and then we are all
left on the streets with nothing—the very thing I fought to keep from happening
almost two years ago.”


“And what would be my motivation?” Noph said. “From what I
hear, you have a tendency to visit people in their sleep. Last thing I would
want is you showing up in my bedchambers in the middle of the night and disappearing
me like you did Spats.”


I leaned back in my seat. “I’m not saying that’s what you’re
doing. I’m just saying it seems like we are taking all the risk.”


“It sounds like you’re saying that you don’t trust me.”


“No, I don’t trust you,” I said. “I don’t trust anyone.
Would you?”


Reevie and Sapphire both looked at me like I’d just stolen
their sticky buns and ate them.


Noph smiled. “Good. I wouldn’t trust me either.”


“Huh?”


Noph leaned forward in his seat. “Being skeptical is what’s
kept me alive. But the truth is, I am retiring, and I am going to leave
my tribe to Hurricane, or more specifically, Sapphire.”


“And what assurances do we have that you’ll keep your word?”
I asked.


He looked at all three of us and shrugged. “None. Except to
say that I can show you which room I sleep in and if I try to double-cross you
in some way, you’ll know exactly where I am.”


“Sounds fair enough,” Reevie said, licking his fingers and
giving me a harsh look, as if to say: Quit pushing before Noph changes his
mind.


“That still doesn’t answer my original question,” I said.
“Why the rush?”


Noph sighed and leaned back in his seat. He could see I
wasn’t going to leave it alone until I had an answer. “Fine. I’m a little
embarrassed to say, but it seems that I’ve gotten myself into a bit of trouble.
Nothing for you to worry about. It’s a personal matter, but one that has me
looking to retire sooner than expected.”


“What kind of trouble?” Sapphire asked.


“As I said, it’s personal.”


I could tell that no matter how much we pestered him, Noph
wasn’t going to divulge whatever it was that was weighing on his mind, so there
was no point in trying. The choice now was to either give up on this whole
thing and hope for the best or continue as planned. In the years that I’d known
Noph, he’d never deliberately tried to do us harm, and I didn’t get the feeling
that he was now.


“So,” I said, “the goal tomorrow is to start with us
announcing our dissolvement of Hurricane, correct?” I looked at the others.
Reevie and Sapphire nodded. Noph seemed to be staring at nothing, his mind
clearly on something else. “Because we can’t exactly announce that Noph is
turning Sandstorm over to Sapphire until she is no longer a chief of Hurricane,
correct?”


Again my co-chiefs both nodded.


“So, that’s settled. Tomorrow we announce Hurricane’s
dissolvement, and then perhaps we can set another meeting for next week, and
Noph can declare his retirement.”


I looked at Noph, waiting for an answer. “Correct?”


He seemed to snap out of whatever it was he was pondering
and looked at me. “What? I mean, yes. That’s correct.”


Sapphire pulled her long blonde braid around over her
shoulder and began to fiddle with it, as she normally did when nervous. “Have
you told your kids yet about your upcoming retirement and the merging of our
tribes?”


“Not yet.”


Sapphire looked worried. “Why not?”


“Because if I were to say something now, word would get back
to the other tribes, and they would try to stop us.”


“You’ll need to at least tell them by next week. We’ll need
your help in transitioning everyone over, or else we might end up with a whole
other battle on our hands.”


“Yes, yes. I’ll tell them. Don’t worry.” Noph seemed to be
only half there.


By the time we left, I didn’t feel as though we’d
accomplished all that much, other than to learn that the new meeting time had
been strangely moved up to eighth bell. “I hope I can get out of the garrison
that early, and that Tolin or the king or Dakaran doesn’t have me running some
kind of errand.”


“You don’t think they will, do you?” Reevie asked as he and
Sapphire crawled up into the Noph’s carriage, getting ready to ride back to the
Temple.


I shrugged. “There’s no telling.”


“Can we give you a ride back to the garrison?” Sapphire
asked.


I shook my head. “No, I can get back easily enough. Besides,
it’s in the complete opposite direction.”


“I’m sure the driver wouldn’t mind,” she said.


The driver didn’t look my way, but I was sure I saw him
cringe.


“I’m fine. I can use the exercise.”


“Don’t forget,” Reevie said. “Eighth bell. Don’t be late. I
don’t like the way Noph’s acting.”


I nodded. “I don’t either. I wish I knew more about the kind
of trouble he’s in.” I stepped back from the carriage and nodded up at the
driver, and he started the carriage back down the drive. 


I followed behind them, but by the time I reached the front
gate, the carriage was gone. I kept a brisk pace back to the garrison, and this
time managed to get up and over the wall without nearly getting urinated on. It
turned out to be easier than I had originally thought.


I made my way once more down the back side of the barracks
buildings and snuck in the side entrance of Barracks Two. My room was quiet
save for the occasional snore and the crackling of the fire in the hearth. I
tossed a couple more logs on the fire and stirred the coals underneath with the
poker before crawling into bed. I barely took the time to pull off my boots and
coat before sliding under the blankets. It seemed tomorrow was going to be a
very busy day, and I would need all the sleep I could manage.







Chapter 29
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I WOKE TO A HAND ON MY shoulder. I opened my eyes to
find Stumpy smiling down at me. The room wasn’t quite as dark as it had been
when I’d crawled into bed, as the faint traces of grey light made their way
through the windows at the back of the room. I could hear the logs still
popping in the fireplace as I stretched. Someone must have gotten up this
morning and restoked it.


“You said you wanted me to wake you for breakfast,” Stumpy
said. I pulled back the covers, and he startled. “When did you change clothes?”


I was so tired when I got in bed last night that I forgot to
take them off. “I got cold last night, so I put them on.” It wasn’t exactly a
lie. It was cold last night. It was cold every night.


Stumpy rubbed the top of his bald head. “I don’t remember much
about last night. I think I might have had one too many refills.” He chuckled. “You
know, I don’t even remember leaving the tavern.”


I laughed. “We left about the time you tried to get up on
stage and sing for the audience.”


“I did what?” Stumpy paled, and for a dark-skinned man, that
was quite the feat.


“That really happened?” Barthol asked as he stood from where
he’d been prodding at the fire with the poker. “I thought I’d dreamed that.”


Gellar flipped over in his bed, directly across from Barthol’s,
and belted out a laugh. “I wish it had been a dream. Fipple’s snoring
has sounded better.” 


Fipple laughed from the edge of his bed as he adjusted his
sling. “I believe that’s the first time I’ve ever seen anyone thrown out for
singing.”


Waylen was the only one of the group that didn’t comment on
Stumpy’s unexpected performance. But that could have been because he was still
curled up under his covers asleep. Fipple tossed one of his boots at Waylen,
receiving a snort in return as he flipped over. “Just a few more minutes,” he
mumbled.


“Breakfast is getting cold,” Barthol called out from the
other side of the room.


Waylen’s head shot up. “What? Breakfast.” He quickly crawled
out from under his covers and began digging around under his bed for his clothes.


I started to do the same, but then remembered today was my
day off. I looked at the two outfits and wondered if I needed to wear the
uniform while I was still in the garrison, or if I should leave it here for
when I got back. No, I would need to be wearing it on my return, so at the
least I would need to take the uniform with me. Normally, wearing it out of the
garrison wouldn’t be a problem, if I was going straight to the Temple or the
orphanage, but I was heading for the Guild Hall, and I certainly didn’t want to
show up there in lancer clothing.


In the end, I decided to wear the uniform, at least until
breakfast was over, then change before leaving. I just needed to make sure I
remembered to pack it in my satchel before I left, which unfortunately would
mean taking my lancer sword and belt with me, as well as my other two. I
sighed. This was really becoming quite the headache. I was going to need to
figure out a better way of handling all this traveling back and forth.


I finished dressing and left with the others for the dining
hall. The sky outside had brightened, but it was still early enough that the
sun hadn’t yet risen above the eastern wall. Breakfast consisted of cooked beef,
rice, and peas, with some sort of peppered gravy poured on top. It was actually
quite good. I’d have to remember to tell Cook back at the Temple about it.
Seemed an easy enough meal to throw together for a larger group. 


The others ate their food slowly, all looking rather the
worse for wear as they tried their best not to move their heads too fast to
keep from feeling like tipping over. I felt sorry for them. They had a long day
of patrol, drills, and work duty ahead. Then again, I’d almost rather be doing
that than what I knew awaited me.


We left the dining hall and headed back to the barracks,
where I quickly changed back into Dakaran’s new outfit, all except the cloak. I
exchanged it for my new black leather jacket. It clearly didn’t go with the
rest of the outfit quite like the black-and-purple cape, but I liked the way it
felt. It hung below the waist but stopped just above the hilt of my sword.


“Gonna seem strange seeing that bed empty half the week,”
Waylen said, sitting on the edge of his, directly across from mine. 


“When do we start our training?” Fipple asked, watching as I
packed my lancer uniform into my carry bag. 


I decided to leave one of my old swords behind as well. I
didn’t want to tote three swords around. Might draw attention.


“We can start next week, as soon as I get back.” I slung my sword
sleeve over my head. I didn’t have time for any additional training this week,
not with the merging of our tribes hanging in the balance.


“Take care of yourself,” Stumpy said with a forced smile as
he pressed his thumb to the sides of his head, obviously still feeling the
effects of last night’s overindulgence.


“And don’t go doing anything too stupid,” Barthol added.


Gellar grunted. “Don’t know if that’s possible.” He tried
smiling, but then let it drop as he plopped down on the side of his bed,
looking like he might need a bucket. “I think perhaps these late-night tavern
visits should be left for the end of the week.”


A couple of the others nodded their agreement.


With nothing left to say, I started for the door. I could
tell by the golden light spilling past the back windows that my time was
running out, and I needed to get a move on if I planned on getting to the Guild
Hall before the meeting began. Taking one last look at my bed to make sure I
hadn’t forgotten anything, I headed out the door. 


I was going to miss them. It was a strange feeling, leaving
the barracks and walking across the yard for the main gate, my uniform tucked
away in my satchel with my brand-new outfit from Dakaran on. It was like being
two different people, living in two different worlds. I was hopping from one
skin to the next, unsure which was really me. Were they both me? Did I prefer
one over the other?


I pushed the ramblings in my head aside as I neared the
gate. My teeth clenched when I saw Henzlow standing there waiting on me with a scowl.
Didn’t this man have anything better to do than to stand at the gate all day
and night?


“And where do you think you’re going?” he asked, his arms
crossed. “And why are you out of uniform? You’ll be doing latrine duty the rest
of the month, if I have my way.”


I balled one of my fists, wanting nothing more than to walk
up and punch the man straight in the face, preferably his nose, bending it just
enough so that every time he looked in a mirror he’d have to think of me. “I’m
not on duty today . . . sir,” I said as pleasantly as I could
under the circumstances.


“You’re an Elondrian Lancer, which means you’re always on
duty.”


Hadn’t Tolin explained my situation to the officers? “I am
only required to be here four days a week, per the king’s orders.”


“Ridiculous. Who ever heard of a part-time lancer? Now get
back to the barracks and get in your uniform before I have you in the stocks.”


I didn’t have time for this. Seventh bell had rung while I
was dressing, and I still needed to make it halfway across the northwest
quarter of the city, and on foot. I would have had plenty of time if I’d been
allowed to leave, but this imbecile was going to make me late. “Get Overcaptain
Tolin if you don’t believe me, but I’ve got to go.”


“And where does the likes of you need to be off to this time
of morning? Some sort of mischief, no doubt.”


“I’ve got a very important meeting I need to be at.”


“Sure you do. An important assassin’s meeting, I’m sure.”
Henzlow turned to one of the other lancers and ordered them to run and fetch
Tolin.


I took a deep breath to calm myself before I did something
stupid. It wouldn’t have taken anything for me to make it through the gates.
There certainly weren’t enough of them to stop me, if I could get across the
street without the archers catching me in the back. But then I’d be forced to
make a run for it, because knowing Henzlow, he’d have half the garrison mounted
to give chase. Wouldn’t that be an interesting entrance to our Street Guild
meeting, me showing up with half the lancer garrison in tow?


“I don’t have time for this,” I barked, too mad to care
about protocol at this point. If this buffoon made me miss this meeting and
cost us the opportunity to dissolve our tribe in the way we needed so we could
take over Sandstorm, I was going to pay him a visit in the middle of the night
and make him disappear as well. Maybe I could book him passage aboard the next
ship heading to the salt mines. I was enjoying the thought when I spotted
Overcaptain Tolin trudging across the yard. He didn’t look happy.


“I am getting sick and tired of being called every time the
two of you have a run-in. I was in the middle of my breakfast. What is it this
time?”


Henzlow actually gulped. I just stood there smiling,
enjoying the moment.


Henzlow pointed at me. “I caught him trying to sneak off the
garrison, sir.”


“I’m not trying to sneak off. I’m simply walking out the gate.”


“There, you see, sir? He’s deserting. He tried telling me
the king said he could just up and leave.”


“That’s because he did,” Tolin said, his jaw tightening.
“Ayrion’s commission has him here four days a week. I made that clear at our
last meeting.”


Henzlow lowered his head. “I wasn’t at the last meeting, sir.
I was on wall duty.”


Tolin pressed his thumbs to the side of his head, but before
he could say anything, I spoke up.


“Sir, I need to be going. I have a very important meeting
that if I don’t leave now, I’m going to miss.”


He looked at me, then finally gestured for me to go. “But
you better be here first thing on Firstday.”


“Yes, sir,” I shouted back over my shoulder as I ran through
the gate and down the street. 


I would have liked to have stayed and watched Tolin dress
Henzlow down further, but I didn’t have the time. I was sure that come
Firstday, I was going to regret our little dustup. No doubt I’d be sent back to
Warrens patrol or latrine duty. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the time to worry
about it now. As it was, I was already going to be late. How long it took me to
get from here to the white towers would determine by how much.


Reevie was sure to be cursing the day he’d ever met me by
now.


I sped through the streets, taking only the main
thoroughfares where I could, except when they were too crowded to get through
at a decent pace, then I chose the back streets. My swords beat against my leg
and back as I ran.


North Avis was just as busy as usual, but I managed to weave
through the carriages and wagons and horses with little effort, using my
visions to warn me where to go. From there I crossed the Tansian, which ran
directly behind the four towers, and found Bull waiting outside.


“Chief!” he shouted, waving me over.


“How late am I?” 


He gave me a look that said late enough. “Reevie’s
nearly beside himself, if that answers your question.” He stared at my new
clothes.


I didn’t want to think about the reprimand I was sure to get
once we got there. “We better not keep them waiting any longer, then.” We
rushed inside the first of the towering white buildings, not even taking the
time to look up at the numerous covered walkways running between. We headed up
the circular stairwell that wound from the first floor all the way to the top. After
passing numerous landings as we worked our way up, I finally stepped off and
headed for the covered bridge connecting our building to the one next to us.


“Chief?”


I turned.


“Wrong floor.”


I looked over at the bridge and those passing through it and
shook my head. “Sorry. I’ve got too many things on my mind this morning.” My
feet were automatically taking me to the Guild Hall’s old meeting rooms. After
the crown prince and his entourage had showed up at the last minute to save
Hurricane from being thrown out, we had relocated to keep our meetings a
secret.


I headed back up the steps once more, doing my best to push
through the crowd. We were forced to stop more than once as the people further
up stopped to talk to those getting on. I wanted to shout for them to keep
moving, but that would have only made things worse. Finally reaching the
correct landing, we got off, but instead of heading across the bridge on our
right, we took a corridor on our left around to another covered bridge that led
to a different tower. From there we headed up two more flights before getting
off at a floor with soft purple-and-green carpet. Each of the floors inside the
buildings had individual color patterns displayed in the floor runners, the
floral vases, and even the paintings on the wall. Our last meeting rooms had
been on a floor decorated in teal and gold.


We headed down the long corridor, following the building’s
circular shape as we did, passing several connecting hallways that led to the
other side of the tower. We stopped about a quarter of the way and headed
inside a room on the left. I could feel my magic beginning to wane, so I knew
that Red and her entourage were here.


Like our last location, this one had a waiting room as well,
where Master Gromly, the old bookkeeper, was sitting patiently at his desk to
sign in those who arrived.


“Running late, are we?” he asked with a cheerful smile as he
stared at the two of us over his spectacles. He was once again wearing his
official green uniform and feathered cap.


“You have no idea,” I said, a little out of breath from my
run across town.


One of the double doors leading into the main meeting room
opened, and Reevie’s head stuck out. “Bleeding livers! Where have you been?” He
stepped out and shut the door behind him.


“Sorry,” I said, holding the quill to sign Master Gromly’s
ledger. “I was held up at the garrison. Had a run-in with one of the officers
that wouldn’t let me go.”


Reevie flung his arms in the air. “This is a disaster.” 


“I’m not that late, am I?”


“It’s not just you. Noph hasn’t shown up either.”


I set the quill down in the ink jar on Gromly’s desk. “That’s
not like him. He’s usually the first one here.”


“I know. No one seems to know where he is. How are we going
to dissolve Hurricane if he isn’t here?” Reevie looked me over, noticing my
outfit. “Where did you get those? You look like Noph. Well, except for the
jacket.”


I hadn’t thought about it until then, but I guess I did,
what with the purple designs across my long-sleeve doublet. “I got them from
the prince.”


Reevie’s eyes bulged.


“Where do you think Noph is?” Bull asked, bringing the
attention back to the problem at hand.


Reevie ran his hand nervously back through his now-disheveled
hair. “You don’t think he’s already left, do you? You saw the way he was acting
last night. Something’s wrong.” He began pacing in front of Master Gromly’s
desk. “This is just our luck. Not only are we not going to be able to merge our
tribes, but sure as anything Kore is going to try laying claim to Sandstorm
before we announce Sapphire as the new chief.”


“All right, calm down.” I placed my hands on his shoulder.
“Is everyone else here?”


Reevie nodded.


“Then let’s see what’s going on.” I released him and headed
for the doors, doing my best to put on a calm demeanor, even though my gut was
roiling. Reevie was right. Something didn’t feel right, and as usual, we were
stuck right in the middle of it. Surely Noph wouldn’t have just taken off in
the middle of the night. We were just with him. I tried thinking if there was
anything we’d said that might have caused him to want to leave sooner, but I
couldn’t think of anything.


Taking a deep breath, I opened one of the doors and walked
in, Reevie and Bull right behind me. Our new meeting room was very nearly the
same as the old one, with a small sitting area in front with cushioned chairs
and tables holding refreshments. We had commissioned our round meeting table to
be taken apart and reassembled here, over near the large window looking out
across the city. Above us was a second floor with shelves of books that ran
along a balcony overhang. I had no idea if the books were the same as the ones
in the old meeting room, since I’d never inspected either.


“What was the point in moving this meeting up,” Cutter
griped from the left side of the table, “if the one requesting it be moved doesn’t
even show up?” His brown wide-brimmed hat sat on the table in front of him, and
his two guards stood quietly just behind his seat.


“Don’t look at me,” I said, walking over to take my spot on
the opposite side of the table, in between Sapphire and Reevie. “I wasn’t the
one who changed the time. In fact, I just found out about the change last night,
which is partly why I’m late.” Bull took his place beside Tubby, who stood
behind our chairs in silence with his hood raised.


“So, you haven’t seen Noph either?” Red asked, giving my new
black leather jacket a curious looking-over. She was wearing her typical red
vest with her thick black hair hanging in waves overtop. Behind her seat stood
Po, who had grown a few inches over the last year and a half, and Toothless,
who had somehow managed to lose another of his front teeth.


I shook my head. “I haven’t seen him.”


Kore loosened the buttons on his green vest, which he wore
over a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves. The colder weather didn’t seem to affect
him, or if it did, he hid it well. He leaned back in his seat, between Cutter
and where Noph should have been, and took a swallow from his tankard, wiping
his mouth with his sleeve before slapping it back on the table in front of him.
The clang caused the two guards behind Kore’s chair to stiffen. “Noph was the
one organizing this meeting. If he can’t do us the courtesy of showing up, then
I don’t see the point in us waiting around here any longer.”


Both Reevie and Sapphire gave me a worried look.


This was going south fast. Even if we decided to go ahead
and dissolve Hurricane without Noph in attendance, I didn’t think we could.
Then again, perhaps the Guild law only needed a majority agreement. I didn’t
really know—another reason why we needed Noph here. He was the one who tended
to remember those kinds of details. 


Reevie was right, this was a disaster. Without Noph, not
only could we not take the chance in dissolving Hurricane, but we had no way of
laying claim to Sandstorm.


I leaned forward in my seat and placed my arms on the table.
I needed to buy us some time. “Clearly something has happened to Noph. I vote
we postpone the meeting until the day after tomorrow. Like Kore said, no sense
in us waiting around here if the one who called the meeting doesn’t show up himself.
And I say we make it noon. Cutter’s right, eighth bell is way too early in the
morning to go traipsing across the city.”


Both Kore and Cutter looked like they wanted to dispute the
case, but since I’d simply used their own arguments as my premise, they both
nodded in turn.


“Waste of a good morning,” Cutter said. “Missing precious
sleep.”


Red shrugged with a sigh. She, too, looked miffed for having
been dragged out of bed so early, and for apparently no good reason.


Kore stood, and the rest of us followed him up.


I was just as angry with Noph as everyone else, though I
tried not to show it. My run-in with Henzlow was sure to have lasting
repercussions. The captain being dressed down by an overcaptain in front of a
recruit was not going to bode well for me. Regardless, whatever was going on,
this was certainly not like Noph, which had me worried. Whatever this business
venture of his was, I couldn’t imagine him leaving in the middle of the night
without a word. Something was going on. 


I turned to Sapphire and Reevie as the other chiefs and
their protective details left the table. “I say we go straight to Sandstorm and
find out why in the Pits we just got stood up.”


Sapphire ground her teeth. “Noph has some serious explaining
to do.”







Chapter 30
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WE LEFT THE MEETING HALL and headed straight to the
Sandstorm compound.


“Maybe he’s taken ill,” Reevie said, “and can’t get out of
bed.” He adjusted his healer’s satchel higher on his shoulder.


“Yeah,” Bull agreed, “he could just be sick.” Bull and Tubby
marched along behind us as we kept to the side streets and alleyways as much as
possible. 


“He looked fine last night,” Sapphire grumbled.


A prickling sensation rising in the back of my neck warned
that I wasn’t going to like what we found when we got there. “Let’s just hope he’s
there at all.”


We reached the compound to find no guards on duty and the
gate standing open.


“Well, this doesn’t bode well,” Sapphire said, reaching for
her sword as we headed through.


Bull shut the gate behind us, and we started up the drive
toward the manor house. We barely made it twenty feet when a group of kids came
storming out of the trees on our left. I reached for my swords, but realized
they were unarmed and seemingly as surprised to see us as we were them.


“What’s going on around here?” Sapphire demanded before I
could even get my mouth open.


Bull stepped forward. “Camilla?”


A tall girl in front with long black hair stepped forward. I
recognized her as the messenger Noph had sent to the Temple some days back to
invite us to dine with him. Bull had walked her home.


“We can’t find our chief,” Camilla said, trepidation on her
face. 


I could hear Reevie audibly groan beside me.


“He was here last night,” I said. “Could he have possibly gone
into town this morning?”


Camilla shook her head. “All of his things are
missing . . . and so is one of the carriages.”


Now I was groaning.


Bull took a step forward and laid his hand gently on her
shoulder. “I’m sure we’ll find him.”


“What do you mean by his things?” Sapphire asked.


“I mean his chambers have been cleared out. He did leave a
sealed letter addressed to you, though,” Camilla said, looking at Sapphire.


“Did you read it?” I asked.


Camilla looked shocked. “Of course not. It was sealed.”


“Flaming atrophia!” Reevie spouted. “Then take us to it.” He
started hobbling up the drive, forcing the rest of us to catch up.


We attracted quite the crowd as we approached the front. As
the Sandstorm kids saw us coming, they rushed out to find out what we knew,
pooling just inside the front courtyard. They all seemed to be at a loss as to
why their leader had suddenly packed up in the middle of the night and taken
off. I was at a loss as to how Noph had managed it without anyone seeing him.
Honestly, I didn’t think he could have.


We headed inside and down the long gallery to the left,
leading to the west wing of the manor. We headed left again at the end of the
gallery, following Camilla and a couple of her search party back toward Noph’s
study. Camilla and the others stopped at the entrance. She pointed to the dark
walnut desk on the far side of the room. 


“The letter is there.”


We walked inside. Everything appeared just as it had been
last night; even the empty tray of sticky buns was still sitting on one of the
sofa tables. The kids quickly moved out of the way as Tubby and Bull followed
us in. Bull and Tubby stayed near the door, keeping an eye on the Sandstorm kids
as they filled the hallway outside from the study all the way to the open
gallery.


On top of the desk was a large tome with a folded piece of
wax-sealed parchment lying on top. I grabbed the letter and read aloud the
inscription on the outside. “Sapphire.” I handed her the paper and shrugged. “I
guess it is to you.” I was reasonably sure it was Noph’s hand, as he was the
only one I knew with writing that fine.


She broke the seal and unfolded the paper as I walked around
to the front of Noph’s desk and began rifling through the drawers. I didn’t
find anything but a few loose sheets of paper, a leftover quill, and a dull
letter opener.


“What’s it say?” Reevie asked, trying to peer over Sapphire’s
shoulder.


The corridor outside the study was packed with kids, all
wanting to hear what their chief had written, no doubt wondering when he’d be
back. I was beginning to wonder if he’d told his tribe he was retiring at all.
By the way they were reacting, it didn’t look like he had. Just another
headache dropped in our laps.


Sapphire cleared her throat as she held up the paper. “My
dear Sapphire, I apologize for this unforeseen turn of events and the grief I’m
sure it has caused for you and your fellow chieftains at Hurricane.
Circumstances beyond my control have forced my hand, and I have found myself
needing to leave Aramoor for my retirement sooner than I had anticipated.”


The hallway filled with soft chatter as news spread down the
ranks that their chief had left the city. Several older kids, wearing the black
vests of the Sandstorm Guard, pushed their way through the crowd and into the
room. They took up a position between Bull and Tubby, but no further than the
first window on the left, which looked out across the front courtyard.


Reevie looked at me from across the desk and whispered. “I’m
getting the sneaking suspicion that this tribe had no idea he was leaving.”


Sapphire looked up as well. “Or that he had planned on
turning it over to us.”


I couldn’t believe Noph, of all people, had done this to us.
I took a deep frustrated breath and released. “Just keep reading.”


Sapphire waited for things to calm down in the hall before
continuing. “Along with the book I showed you last night, I am leaving you the
official accounting for the rules that govern the tribes. I have marked a
couple of passages that should help you achieve what we have previously
discussed.”


I walked around to the front of the desk to get a better
look at the book. The title on the cover read: The Street Tribes of Aramoor.
As Noph said, there were a couple of markers sticking from the pages at the top
of the book, but I refrained from opening it, turning to Sapphire instead. “Go
ahead and finish. We can read them when you’re done.”


She raised the parchment once more and continued reading.
“I’m sorry for not being there to walk you through the finer points of my
business dealings, but I have outlined as best I can the fundamentals of how
Sandstorm operates. You will find those documents under the mattress in my
bedchambers. Have Peta run and fetch them, as I’m sure he is probably standing
nearby.”


We all looked up at the same time, and sure enough the short
boy with brown hair, who we had at first thought Noph was promoting to become
the new head of Sandstorm, was standing in the doorway just behind the Guard.


“Fetch them, will you?” Sapphire said. 


Peta didn’t move, clearly not wanting to leave and miss any
more of the reading.


“I’ll wait to finish until you return,” she added, and he
quickly turned and pushed his way back through the crowded hallway,
disappearing into a corridor on the left.


I looked at the armed kids just inside the door. “Which of
you is head guard?”


A dark-skinned boy with a stern look raised his hand. He
wasn’t as big in the chest and arms as Bull, but certainly taller. “I’m Collen,
head guard.”


“Who was on watch last night, Collen?”


Collen looked at the other members of the Guard, and they
whispered amongst themselves for a moment before he turned back around. “I
believe Pike was head watcher on duty last night.”


“And where is he?”


Some noise in the hall had me looking up. A boy who stood a
head taller than the rest suddenly turned and scrambled down the hall for the
gallery beyond.


“Stop him!” I shouted. 


Those gathered in the hall quickly formed a wall, blocking
the boy’s way, as the head guard pushed through to reach him. Collen forcefully
escorted him back to the study. 


“It wasn’t me,” the tall kid pleaded. “I didn’t do
anything.”


It was easy to see where Pike had gotten his name. The kid towered
head and shoulders over the rest and was as skinny as a polearm.


“Why was you running, then?” Collen asked, keeping his hand
on Pike’s arm to make sure he didn’t try again.


Pike looked positively frightened, his eyes wide as coppers.
“Because I knew you was going to blame me.”


“Blame you for what?” I asked as soon as they made it into
the room.


He glanced around at the others standing nearby, stopping on
Tubby, whose head was higher than the doorway, and gulped. “We . . .
we was only followin’ Chief’s orders.”


“Who’s we?” I asked, trying not to sound too forceful, since
the kid looked nearly ready to whimper.


“Me and the other watchers on duty last night.”


“And what were those orders?” Reevie asked.


Pike wrung his hands. “He . . . he told us to
help him place some trunks in his carriage. He said he needed to make a
delivery.” Pike shook his head. “But I promise I didn’t know nothin’ about him
leavin’ the city or takin’ his belongings.” The boy was clearly scared enough
to be telling the truth.


“Did he say anything else?” Sapphire asked. “Did he say
where he was going or if he planned on coming back?” 


Reevie crossed his arms. “I’d say that was a big no.”



Pike shook his head. “Chief just said he was making a
delivery and to keep it quiet. Even gave us each a couple coppers to keep our
mouths shut.” He reached into his pocket with his free hand. “Here,” he
pleaded, “take them.” He thrust his open hand out, revealing the two coppers.


I sighed. Poor kid was practically trembling. “I don’t want
your coppers.” I looked at Collen. “You can let him go.”


Collen released Pike’s arm, and Pike quickly melted back
into the throng of kids outside the study.


“Well, this is getting us nowhere,” Sapphire stated, then
looked back down at the parchment. About the time that she did, Peta appeared
in the doorway, carrying a small stack of papers. He waited for one of us to
acknowledge him and then walked over and deposited the stack on the desk,
beside the leather-bound book.


“Is that all of it?” I asked, glancing through the parchment.


“That’s all that was there.” He scooted back across the room
and joined the rest of the tribe out in the hall.


I rifled through the sheets. “Looks like instructions
mostly. Even drew some sketches of how to set up the banquet hall for those
parties he was always throwing.” I released the papers and looked at Sapphire.
“We can look through them later. Does he say anything else?”


Sapphire lifted the parchment. She skimmed through the parts
she’d just read, looking for where she’d left off. “. . . You
will find Collen to be of particular use, as the others listen to him.”


Collen’s shoulders stiffened proudly. I even caught what
appeared to be the makings of a smile.


Sapphire continued. “Again, I would like to extend my
deepest apologies for the inconvenience, and for not being able to hold your
hand while you make this transition. Below is my written statement as to my
wishes, and my signature to vouch for its authenticity.”


Both Reevie and I scooted closer to see the document as she
looked at the bottom of the page and began reading.


“I, Noph Landerin—” Sapphire looked up. “Landerin? First
time I’ve ever heard his official surname.”


Reevie looked up as well. “Sounds familiar.” He thought a
moment. “Wasn’t Landerin one of the nobility?”


Sapphire’s eyes widened. “He was the one they hanged for
treason, wasn’t he? Spying for Cylmar?”


“That would explain a lot,” I said, looking at the other two.
“Why Noph always seemed to understand how the aristocracy worked, and how to
best handle them. How he was always able to broker deals with the larger
merchants. He even dressed like them. I bet he was schooled by the finest
tutors until his father was caught and his family’s wealth repossessed.”


We stood there a moment contemplating the new revelation and
what that might have meant, at least until Bull cleared his throat from the
other side of the room.


“Sorry,” Sapphire said, noticing the anxious faces beyond
the door as the crowd pressed in tight to hear what their chief had written.
She looked back down at the parchment, then paused and looked back up toward
the door and Collen. She motioned for him to join us. “I want you to see what
your chief has written so you can verify that what I’m saying is true.”


I nodded. That was the smart thing to do, especially if we
wanted his help and Sandstorm’s trust.


Collen looked at the other members of the Sandstorm Guard,
then walked over to stand just behind Sapphire, glancing over her shoulder at
the document.


“Can you read?” Reevie asked.


I almost laughed. I hadn’t even thought about that. Most of
these kids had never had much in the way of schooling, though it was known that
Noph had hired tutors to train his kids in their letters and numbers.


“I can read,” Collen said, so Sapphire held the document out
for him to see.


Collen leaned in. “I, Noph Landerin, do hereby, and of sound
mind, turn over my title and responsibilities as Chief of Sandstorm to . . .”
He glanced at Sapphire, then up at the doorway. “. . . to one
Sapphire, formerly Chief of Hurricane.” He stared at the parchment a moment,
then finally leaned back. 


Those standing in the hallway went from a quiet whisper to an
angry debate, which got more heated by the moment. 


Bull and Tubby both reached for their weapons and moved to
block the door in case the tribe suddenly decided to attack.


Collen took a step back. “Guard, on me.”


Those in the hall quieted as they watched the rest of the
armed kids with black vests walk over to stand just behind Collen. Everyone
waited with bated breath to see what was about to happen.


My hand slid slowly toward my sword. I didn’t know if we
could fight our way out of this or not. Those with me were the best fighters
Hurricane had, with the exception of Reevie. Getting him out with his leg would
be difficult. I was going to need to take out their Guard as swiftly as
possible.


As soon as the final member of the Guard was in place, Collen
drew his sword, but instead of raising it, he rested the tip of the blade
against the floor and then knelt. The others quickly followed him down, swords
in hand. “We are here to serve and protect the new chief of Sandstorm,” Collen
said, the others repeating his words. Without prompting, they stood once more
and sheathed their swords.


I breathed a heavy sigh of relief and let my hand fall back
to my side as the debate in the hall returned to quiet whispers and looks of disbelief
and concern.


I was quite impressed with the Guard’s show. My Guard might
have been trained to fight, but they certainly weren’t trained in any form of
proper etiquette such as that. I liked it. It was something I would need to add
to our Guard’s training once we found a way to merge the two.


Collen and the rest of the Sandstorm Guard quickly retook
their places by the door, and I turned to Reevie and Sapphire, keeping my voice
low enough to not be heard by those on the other side of the room.


“We need to meet with Collen and the heads of each of the
tribe’s stations: beaters, watchers, cleaners, pickers . . . all
of them. We will need them on board if we hope to have any chance of merging
these two tribes.”


“And we will need to do it quickly,” Reevie said. “As soon
as word gets out that Noph is gone, you know Kore is going to be coming for
this place. Which means we don’t have a choice now. We need to dissolve
Hurricane at the next Guild meeting. Once he finds out that Noph is gone, I
doubt he’ll vote in our favor.”


Sapphire looked at the door and those filling the hall
beyond. “We will need to make an official announcement about what we plan to
do.”


“Yes,” I agreed, “’cause it looks like Noph never told them
like he said he would. I’ll wring his little neck if I ever see him again.”


Sapphire turned. “Collen, I want you to assemble all the
heads of station for Sandstorm. We are going to have a meeting here in the
study in the next quarter hour. Then we will address the tribe together. Have
everyone go back to their duties.”


Collen bowed, then ushered out the rest of the Guard and
shut the door behind him. I could hear him barking orders to those gathered in the
hall beyond. Pretty soon, his voice faded, and so did everything else. Through
the study window, I could see several kids exiting the front of the manor and
making their way in different directions. I recognized Pike’s tall head as he
and a group of what I was guessing were watchers started down the drive for the
front gate.


“Can you keep a watch on the door, Bull?” Sapphire said. “While
we talk?”


“Our pleasure,” Bull said, and he and Tubby stepped outside
the room and shut the door. Normally, at the Temple we’d have one of the guards,
usually Forehead, there to keep watch. But this was hardly normal.


“You’re taking on the role of Sandstorm chief rather
nicely,” Reevie said to Sapphire as soon as we were alone. 


“Are you kidding?” she said. “Look at my hands. They’re
shaking.”


I placed mine over hers and squeezed. “You’ll do fine. Remember,
this isn’t something you have to do alone. There’s three of us. We’re in this
together.”


She took a deep breath. “I know, but there’s a lot riding on
this. The future of two tribes could depend on what we do here.” She pulled her
hand away and took a couple steps back to sit against the front of Noph’s desk.
“First things first. We will need to let Sandstorm know what Noph had planned
and that we intend to merge the two tribes.”


“It might be better to not tell them about us merging the
tribes until after Seventhday’s meeting,” I said, “when we dissolve Hurricane.
We don’t want to take a chance on word getting back to the other tribes
beforehand.”


Reevie nodded. “He’s right. Something this big is bound to
leak beyond the walls.”


“I’d say we’re beyond that already,” Sapphire said. “They
just found out their chief is gone and has turned their tribe over to me.”


“Then we need to plug the holes,” I said.


“How?” they both asked in unison.


“Have Collen take roll. Make sure everyone is here who is
supposed to be, then make sure no one leaves. Shut the gates down. We don’t
know these kids, but Collen does. We’ll need to rely on him and the rest of the
Guard to keep the place contained, at least until after the meeting on
Seventhday.”


They both frowned.


“That’s not going to be easy.” Reevie groaned as he wiped
his hand through his hair. He leaned against the front of the desk as well,
scooting the leather-bound book and papers out of the way as he did to keep
from crumpling them. “This is starting to feel like our battle to keep our tribe
all over again. After what we went through nearly two years ago, I was hoping
to never have to do that again.”


“You and me both,” I said.







Chapter 31
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BULL KNOCKED ON THE DOOR and stuck his head in. “They’re
ready to meet with you.”


“Show them in,” Sapphire said, motioning for Bull to open
the door.


The kids in the hall shrank away from Tubby’s side of the
door as they made their way into the study. One look at the giant and they were
rushing to get into the room as fast as they could. Bull and Tubby tried coming
in as well, but Sapphire waved them off.


“We can handle it from here,” she said. “Just keep those
outside away from the door.”


There was already a growing number of kids peeking around
the corners and doorways to see what was going on. As soon as Bull and Tubby
retook their places outside, the kids vanished. Bull shut the door behind them.


We spent the next half hour talking with the heads of
station at Sandstorm, letting them know everything that had been discussed
between us and Noph over the last couple of weeks, everything that Noph was
supposed to have already relayed to them but hadn’t. We took questions, which
were slow to come since most of those in the room seemed frightened of us, or at
least of me and my reputation. Because of this, I let Sapphire do most of the
talking. They needed to get used to her leadership anyway, at least until we
were able to get Hurricane disbanded and moved over here, and then once again
reset ourselves as three chiefs.


The more I thought about it, though, the more I wondered if I
should still hold the title of chief . . . or if I even wanted
to. With half my life now being taken up with the lancers, I wasn’t able to
dedicate the time needed to keep up with the tribe like before. Both were now a
big part of my life, and I knew that one day I might have to make a very
difficult decision.


“If there are no other questions,” Sapphire said, “then we
need to take a count of all Sandstorm members. I want to make sure everyone is
here before I address them. Does Sandstorm keep a roster of all its people?”


The heads of the workstations conversed amongst themselves before
Collen spoke for the group. “Peta would know where it is. He’s the one who
handles looking after Noph’s bookkeeping.”


Sapphire looked at Pike, who had spent most of the meeting
staring at his lap, too embarrassed to make eye contact with anyone. “Pike, go
see if you can find Peta, and tell him I want to look at the ledgers showing
Sandstorm’s membership. I’m sure he must break them down by station as well.”


Pike shot from his seat and was halfway to the door when Collen
spoke, causing him to slow to hear what the head guard had to say. “Each of the
station heads keep their own tally of members as well, if that’s what you’re
looking for. I’m sure Peta also has a complete listing somewhere, but if all
you are looking for is a breakdown of each station, we can provide those.”


Sapphire thought a moment. “Let’s do both. Go ahead and get
your lists.” She looked at Pike, who was standing near the door. “And go ahead
and find Peta and have him bring the overall tally.” The others stood from
their seats and started for the door as well. “Wait,” she said, stopping the
group before they had a chance to leave. “On second thought, Collen, I want you
to help Peta look for the ledgers. Pike, I want you to go shut the gates and
place as many watchers around the wall as you can. Separate them as much as you
have to in order to reach all the way around.”


“I don’t know if we have enough for that,” he said.


“Do your best.” 


He nodded, and they opened the door, Pike being the first
out. 


After the last one had exited, Bull shut the door, remaining
at his post on the outside.


“What was that about?” Reevie asked.


“To make sure no one leaves the property,” I said. “Now that
the kids here know that their chief is gone, we can’t take a chance on them
spreading that news beyond these walls.”


“You mean our walls,” Sapphire said with a sad grin.
“They are our walls now, evidently.”


“Sounds like they don’t have enough people to manage it,”
Reevie pointed out.


I looked at Sapphire. “We should bring some of the Temple’s
watchers over to help. In fact, if we are planning on dissolving Hurricane, we
might want to start ushering as many of our members over as possible. We can
use our watchers and beaters to guard the wall, at least until we become better
acquainted with those here at Sandstorm.”


She nodded, staring down at the paper in her hand. “That
would probably be a good idea.”


“Also,” I added, “if word does breach the walls and reaches
Kore, and he decides to attack while Sandstorm is at its weakest, we’re going
to want as many of our people here to help defend as we can. In fact, it might
be best if we go ahead and have Hurricane begin packing. We might need to make a
hasty exit. As soon as Cutter finds out we’re dissolving, he’s going to swoop
into the Temple like a vulture to a corpse. We’ll want to be gone before then.
And if most of our beaters are already here guarding Sandstorm, we will not
want a confrontation.”


Sapphire nodded. “I agree.” She finally laid the sheet back down
on the desk.


“I’m going to need to take a good, hard look at the
ledgers,” Reevie said. “I need to see how much coin is coming in and how much
is going out, and to whom. Surely, Noph had someone besides himself in charge
of that.”


Both Sapphire and I looked at him at the same time.


Reevie pursed his lips. “Yeah, you’re right. Noph wouldn’t
have let anyone touch the coffers but himself.” Reevie’s eyes suddenly widened.



“What is it?” Sapphire asked.


“I just had a terrible thought. What if Noph took the gold
with him?”


We all stared at each other in silence. That was a terrible
thought. Worse than terrible. 


“Surely he wouldn’t do that to us,” Sapphire said, sounding
more wishful than realistic. “Not after running out of here and leaving us to
pick up the pieces.”


“That needs to be the first thing we ask Peta when they
return,” Reevie stated. 


The thought of suddenly having an entire tribe dropped in
our laps without even having the courtesy of telling them beforehand was bad
enough, but to up and leave and steal the tribe’s funds as well was more than
what I wanted to think Noph capable of. Then again, how well did we really know
the former chief? He was smart, too smart for his own good sometimes.


“I could really use a sticky bun right about now,” Reevie
said, staring rather solemnly at the fire in the hearth.


A knock on the door had us turning.


“Enter,” Sapphire said, and the doors opened as the
workstation heads walked in and retook their places. Collen was there with Peta
in tow. Each of the heads had a thin hardbound booklet in their hand. Peta,
unfortunately, carried nothing in his. They each retook their seats on the sofa
and chairs, which had been turned to face the desk where the three of us stood waiting.


“I take it those are your records?” Sapphire said.


“They are,” Collen answered, and the others nodded in turn.


Sapphire looked at Peta, who was sitting next to Pike on one
of the sofas. “Did you not find the full tally of Sandstorm’s membership?”


Peta stood. “It is already here, on the shelf behind you.”
He pointed to one of the standing cabinets on the right side of the room,
opposite the front courtyard. The windows on that side overlooked some trees,
leading to the boundary wall that separated the Sandstorm property from their
neighbors.


I walked over to the cabinet, and Peta joined me, pointing
at a thick tome on the second shelf from the top on the right. I pulled the
book out—it was quite heavy—and carried it over to the desk and plopped it down
on top while Peta retook his seat. I opened the book and slowly scanned the
pages. The names seemed to be listed in chronological order.


Reevie scooted over to look as well. “It appears the tallies
were accounted for once a month,” he said. “See?” He pointed to several
listings on the left side of the page. “It records both members coming in and
those going out, and then a final updated count afterward.” Reevie looked at
Sapphire. “We should be able to use the final tally here and check it against
the counts that each of the station heads keep up with.”


Reevie turned to those sitting near the hearth as they
listened quietly to what we were discussing. “How often do you keep track of
your members?”


“Every day,” Collen said.


Reevie smiled. “Perfect. Then we should be able to tell if
anyone is missing, and who.”


Collen leaned forward from his high-back chair beside the
left sofa. “Why does it matter?”


Reevie and Sapphire looked at me, and I nodded. “They need
to know.”


Sapphire took a deep breath. “We are going to need to make
sure that we keep all members of Sandstorm here on the property for the next
two days.”


Curious glances passed between the station heads.


“Why?” Collen asked, the only one brave enough to do so.


“To protect Sandstorm,” I said, taking a slight step forward
that had everyone stiffening in their seats. They were clearly still unnerved
at my presence, which was probably a good thing, at least for now. “If word
gets out that Sandstorm is chief-less, how long do you think it will take
Rockslide to show up at our gates, demanding ownership?”


“Not long,” Collen said, looking just as apprehensive as the
others.


“Which means we need to make sure they don’t. So, until our
Guild meeting takes place on Seventhday, we need to keep everyone here at
Sandstorm.”


The station heads still looked very uneasy, but one by one they
nodded. They might not have liked the idea of another tribe’s chiefs suddenly
taking over, but they liked the idea of Rockslide attacking even less.


“Good,” Sapphire said, “then let’s take a look at those
lists, shall we, and see if everyone can be accounted for.”


Reevie pushed off the table where he’d been leaning and took
a wobbly step forward. “And while you do that, can someone tell me where Noph’s
books of accounting are?”


Those on the couch scratched their heads.


“You know, where he recorded the inflow and outflow of coin?
In fact, where did Noph keep the coin in the first place? I don’t see anything
in here that looks like it could be holding Sandstorm’s coffers.” He wrung his
hands as he glanced around the room. “Foot gout. Let’s just pray Noph didn’t
abscond with them as well.”


Some of the station heads whispered amongst themselves
before turning to look at Peta.


“Chief always kept the books himself,” Peta said. “He did
his ledgers from his room on the third floor. If our coffers are anywhere, they
would be there.” He swallowed nervously and scratched the top of his head. “You
don’t think chief would have taken our gold, do you?”


“Right now, I don’t know what to think.” Reevie turned to
Sapphire. “You need any help with taking roll? If not, I’m going to go see what
Noph has left us and how bad the damage might be.”


Sapphire nodded. “Go ahead. I can manage here.”


“I’ll go with you,” I said, wanting to get a better look at
the place. I’d never been to the upper floors. Good a time as any to get a
quick peek. Eventually, we were going to need someone to take us on a full tour
of Sandstorm so that we knew what we had to work with, and how difficult it
might become trying to bring our members from Hurricane over.


We left Sapphire and the tribal heads and followed Peta out
of the study.


“You want some company?” Bull asked from his place in the
hall, looking ready to do anything but stand there.


“No, I think we’ve got it. Though, I’d feel safer if one of
you stayed inside the study to keep an eye on Sapphire.”


“You got it, Protector,” Bull said as we turned and headed
down the hall. I could hear him conversing with Tubby, then the creak of the
study door opening, followed by creak of it being shut once more. I didn’t turn
to see who had gone in.


Peta led Reevie and me into a corridor on the left that was
covered from floor to ceiling in the same dark wood, accented by the glow of
the sconces on both sides of the hall. The corridor was short, ending at
another small corridor with a couple of rooms farther down. There was also a stairwell
on the right that led to the upper floors. We got off on the third landing and
headed back down a similar hall, following it just like we would have on the
first floor if we wanted to reach the long gallery at the front of the house.


These corridors were noticeably darker, and there didn’t
seem to be any sounds coming from this floor like there had been on the first
and second. We reached the end and found a long corridor that looked to run the
length of the house. We must have been standing somewhere over the long gallery
downstairs, possibly near the library. 


Similar to downstairs, the corridor ran from the west wing
all the way to the east, but unlike the open gallery, this hall was much
narrower, and with rooms on either side. The first of the doors we came to was
very fancy with gold trim and decorative engravings. 


“This is Chief’s quarters,” Peta said, waiting for one of us
to open the door ourselves and go in. Even with Noph gone, Peta was clearly
hesitant to go in on his own.


“Where does everyone else sleep?” I asked.


“Our rooms are on the second floor,” Peta said.


Reevie stared down the long dark hallway. “Who all sleeps up
here, then? And where do all these rooms lead?”


“They’re mostly just empty. We use some for storage.”


Reevie looked at me, a gleam in his eye. We would have
enough room to merge the tribes after all, something we had been worried about
since Noph first said he wanted to give us Sandstorm.


Since Peta clearly wasn’t going to go in on his own, I
stepped forward. With a quick twist and push, the door swung wide. The room beyond
was dark.


“Can’t see a thing,” Reevie said.


“I can fix that.” Before we could say anything, Peta shot
into the room. I could hear the swishing sound of heavy material, and sunlight poured
in from windows on the side.


Reevie and I stepped in as Peta went about pulling back the dark-purple
draperies hanging in front of the long windows on the left side and back of the
room. Most of the drapes were in what looked like a large turret that had been
converted into a study area at the back-left corner. The circular nook was
completely surrounded by windows, adding another wash of light to the great chamber.


Between the windows on the back wall was a large canopy bed
with lavender curtains, dark-purple pillows, and a black quilt with purple
designs stitched across.


Reevie suddenly started laughing. “We certainly see how Noph
saw himself.”


I turned to find him staring up at an enormous portrait of
Noph, hanging from the front wall just to the left of the door, positioned so
that Noph could stare at it from just about anywhere in the room. It depicted
him in a striking pose holding a sword over his head in what was meant to
appear as a victory stance. At his feet were his conquests—three chiefs, all
groveling before him. It wasn’t hard to guess who they were. Kore was wearing
his typical green vest, Cutter had a white sash around his waist with his wide-brimmed
hat in his hands as though begging for coin, and last was Red, though she
didn’t appear to be groveling so much as looking up at Noph with fondness.


I couldn’t help but laugh, myself.


Turning, we began to walk the room, taking time to admire
the exquisite furnishings, from the plush rugs on the floor to the elaborately painted
figurines that lined several of Noph’s dressers. There were other murals as
well, mostly floral, and all some shade of purple. We checked all the drawers;
most were empty. Noph seemed to have taken all his clothes with him. We
searched his chests, desks, chifforobes, his wardrobe closet, even the bathing
chamber, but came up empty. No sign of Sandstorm’s books or coffers anywhere.


“Can you think of any other place that Noph might have used
to keep his records and gold hidden?” Reevie asked Peta, who was waiting
patiently in the middle of the room after making his own rounds to no avail.


Peta shook his head. “Other than his study, this is where he
spent most of his time.”


We joined Peta at the center and slowly scanned the room. If
this was where Noph spent most of his time, this was most likely where he kept
the coin, unless he was using one of the other unused rooms on this floor to
hide it. I sighed. If he had hidden the gold, we might never find it in a place
this size. Who knew how many hidden nooks and crannies one could find in a
place like—


An image flashed across my mind. It was of Dakaran opening a
hidden door behind a bookshelf. I slowly scanned the room once more, but there
were no inset bookshelves, so I looked for seams in the wall, something that
could possibly be used as a door. I made it about a quarter way around the room
when I spotted something on the right wall, directly across from the right side
of the bed. There was a very faint glow coming from just under one of the
baseboards. Most people would have never caught it, but my eyes weren’t like
most.


I started to point it out but then thought better of it, at
least while Peta was in the room. I didn’t know the kid personally and wasn’t
about to reveal something that Noph had been trying to keep secret, and perhaps
for good reason. I looked at the young boy. “I don’t really see anything here.
Perhaps we can continue looking through the other rooms later.”


“Later?” Reevie asked, looking irritated at the very
suggestion.


I turned so that my back was facing Peta and gave Reevie a
sharp look, which quieted him down for the moment. I then turned back to Peta.
“We’ll keep looking around here, but for now go down and see if Sapphire needs
you for anything.”


Peta’s shoulders sagged, and he started for the door.


“And thank you for your help,” I said as he opened it. “At
some point, we’ll need you to give us a full walkthrough of the place.”


Peta smiled with a nod and then closed the door behind him.


Reevie turned to me. “What was that all about?”


“I think I found something.”


“You did? Where?”


“Over here,” I said, marching across the room for the back
corner.


“What is it? What do you see?” Reevie asked, limping after
me.


I reached the back wall and ran my hand along the woodwork,
looking for the seam that outlined the doorway. It was hidden rather well with
paint and gold inlaid woodwork. Unfortunately, no matter how hard I tried, I
couldn’t seem to open it.


“What are you doing?” Reevie asked, staring at the wall.


“There’s something behind here,” I said, searching for a
latch or pull string or lever that would release the door’s lock. In the palace,
Dakaran had pulled a lever that was hidden behind a book, but there was no
bookshelf here. In fact, other than the trimming, the only thing sticking out from
the wall was a pair of sconces.


I took a step back. Could it be that simple? I grabbed the
two bracketed lights and pulled down. The one closest to the corner gave way,
and the wall shifted inward, revealing the hidden door.


“I should have thought of that,” Reevie said.


I turned. “Why?”


“I, uh . . .” He licked his lips. “I just
know these great houses are sure to have hidden chambers built into them.”
Before I could say anything further, he walked past me and pushed open the
door. 


Unlike the master bedchamber, there were embers still
simmering in the hearth on the left side of the hidden room. Noph was no doubt
working in here last night after our meeting. Above us, a glass skylight let in
a decent amount of daylight, giving us more than enough to see by, which must
have been the cause of the glow I saw under the trim. 


The room itself was about a quarter of the size of the
master chamber. It was stocked with shelves of books. There were several chests
lying in a row just behind the door, and a large desk in front of the hearth
with piles of paper stacked neatly around the outer edge.


On the right wall, facing whoever sat in the desk, was
another large portrait, but this time it wasn’t of Noph. I nudged Reevie’s arm
and pointed at the painting. He turned, and his eyes widened.


It was a gigantic image of Red wrapped in silk sheets and
lounging rather provocatively on a red velvet settee. Neither of us moved for
several minutes as we admired the . . . brush strokes.


“I didn’t know Noph thought of her in such a way,” Reevie
said. “He never let on like he did during the meetings. You don’t think they
had some secret liaison, do you?”


I shrugged. “No idea.” I found it difficult to look away.


“What’s that?” Reevie asked, pulling my attention from the
enormous Red as he walked over to pick up a folded piece of parchment on the
desk.


The letter was sealed with wax. “It’s to me,” Reevie said.


I glanced at the letter. “I guess he knew we’d find this
place.” I wasn’t exactly sure how. Maybe he’d left another note somewhere down
in the study explaining things better. “Open it.”


Reevie slid his finger under the wax, and it gave way. He
opened the document and held it up to the firelight. “My dear Reevie, you will
find a full accounting of Sandstorm’s ledgers on the shelves to your right.”


We both looked up and over at the shelving units against the
wall, and the hardbound books stacked neatly in a row.


Reevie pursed his lips, then continued to read. “Let me
again apologize for the way things have turned out. It was never my intention
to drop all of this on you three, at least not in the manner in which I did.
But as in life, nothing is certain. You will find what you are looking for in
the second chest behind the door, under a stack of folded blankets.”


Reevie didn’t finish, pushing past me as he headed straight
for the middle chest. “Please let it be there,” he said as he yanked up on the
top.


It didn’t budge.


“It’s locked.” Reevie looked over at the desk. “Maybe the
key is in one of the drawers.”


I pointed at the paper in his hands. “Keep reading. Maybe he
tells us.”


Reevie lifted the paper, holding it up to catch the light
from the overhead window. “. . . under a stack of folded
blankets. You will find the key in the top center drawer.”


I raised my hands. “There, you see?”


Reevie huffed and pointed at the desk, and I opened the drawer.
Sure enough, there was a key lying just inside. I grabbed it and walked over
and stuck it in the chest’s lock. It snapped, and I lifted the lid. Before I’d
gotten it all the way open, Reevie was already snatching out the blankets
inside as he dug his way down to the bottom.


“Where is it? Where is it? Ah-hah!” He tossed out the last
of the folded material. There, filling the entire bottom of the chest, were
rows of leather pouches, each neatly tied. He grabbed the first one and loosened
the strings, pulling it open as he did.


We stood there, mouths agape, as we stared at the gold
pieces inside.


For a moment, I thought Reevie was about to start crying.
“It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he said. 


I nodded. “I’ll be honest. I didn’t expect to find anything.
I figured he’d taken the gold for sure.”


Reevie just stood there with a big goofy grin on his face.
“Hard to stay mad at someone who left us this.”


“I suppose. There’s plenty more to be mad about, though.”


Reevie retied the purse’s strings, and we laid the blankets
back overtop before shutting the chest. He read the rest of the letter, but
other than another apology, it was mostly just information on what was in the
ledgers and how Noph kept track of Sandstorm’s coffers.


After taking a few minutes to do a more thorough search, hoping
to find other hidden treasures—which we didn’t—we left the room, snapping the secret
door in the wall back into place before heading down to see what Sapphire was
up to.







Chapter 32
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SAPPHIRE LOOKED UP AS REEVIE and I stepped into Noph’s
study. “We were just finishing up,” she said. “Looks like most everyone is
accounted for.”


“Most?” I asked, joining her in front of Noph’s desk.


“Some of the pickers went out earlier this morning and have
yet to return.”


“That’s not good,” Reevie said, sitting on the edge of the
desk to get off his bad leg.


“They left before word broke of Noph’s disappearance, so we
should be safe. We’ll make sure to keep track of who returns.” She laid the
ledger she’d been holding down on the desk. “So how did your search of Noph’s
chambers go? Find what you were looking for?”


Reevie smiled. “We found—”


“Nothing,” I said, cutting Reevie off before he said
anything in front of the station heads, who were all sitting there anxiously
waiting to hear what we’d discovered. Reevie gave me an angry look, not sure
why I’d interrupted him. 


“We did find more of his ledgers, though,” I said, “and he
left another letter, this one addressed to Reevie. I’m sure if we keep looking,
we’re bound to find where Noph kept the tribe’s coffers.”


Sapphire turned to the heads of station. “I don’t think we
have anything more to discuss for now, so I guess this meeting is adjourned.
I’m sure the other members will want to know what’s going on. Make sure you
tell them nothing.” The station heads looked a little surprised by her
statement. “I want to address everyone at once,” she clarified. “Do you know a
good place in this house for me to do that, somewhere large enough that
everyone will be able to hear me?”


“The library,” they all said in unison.


“There’s a small balcony that runs along the second floor,”
Collen added. “It’s where Chief always made his announcements.”


Sapphire smiled. “Perfect. Then I’ll use it to let everyone
know what’s going on before rumors begin to turn into panic, which is bound to
happen when we lock the gates and stop letting kids out.”


“Then you better make it soon,” Collen added. “The tribe is
growing restless.”


Sapphire nodded. “Get everyone assembled in the library in
the next half hour. I’ll address them then.”


Collen stood, and the rest followed him up and out the study
door and down the hall.


Sapphire looked at us and chuckled. “I didn’t think to ask
them where the library was.”


I smiled. “I think we passed it on our way in.”


She leaned back against the desk. “Now that you mention it,
I think I do remember seeing it.”


“Do you want us in or out?” Bull asked, his head poking in the
study door. Tubby was bent over, trying to see in as well.


“You can come in,” Sapphire said. “But shut the door when
you do.”


Both Bull and Tubby stepped inside, and Bull shut the door.
“It’s been fairly quiet out there,” he said. “A lot of kids peering down the
hall, but none brave enough to come much closer than the first corridor.”


Sapphire nodded, then turned to me. “What was all that about
earlier? Did you find something or not?”


Reevie cleared his throat. “We found a hidden room in Noph’s
chambers.” He glanced over his shoulder at me. “Well, Ayrion found it. There’s
a secret door in the wall leading to Noph’s counting room. That’s where we
found the letter . . . and Sandstorm’s coffers.”


Sapphire chewed on her lower lip. “Well, are you going to
make me beg? What did you find?”


“We found a chest of gold.” Reevie was beaming from ear to
ear. “More gold than I’ve ever seen. A king’s ransom.”


Sapphire released a heavy sigh. “I thought for sure he’d
taken it with him.”


I nodded. “I thought the same. Have to admit, my earlier
feelings toward Noph might have softened when I saw he hadn’t robbed the tribe
blind.”


“The feeling is mutual.” She glanced at the door. “I guess I
need to meet with my new tribe.”


“While you do that, I’m going to head back to the Temple and
start our kids packing. We need to get Hurricane moved out by the end of the
week, and we’re going to have to do it in a way that doesn’t draw suspicion.
Which means we don’t want to suddenly migrate our entire tribe across the city
in a single afternoon.”


“We need the watch and as many beaters as we can spare on
the first trip,” Sapphire said. “As you said, we’ll need them to help guard the
wall.”


“How do you suggest we get them here?” Reevie asked.


“We take them at night,” Bull said from across the room.


I smiled. “Yes, that was what I was about to suggest, but we
take them in groups. We have tonight and tomorrow night before our meeting with
the Guild on Seventhday. If we somehow manage to come out of the meeting with
things in our favor—”


“And by our favor,” Reevie interjected, “you mean we
manage to not only dissolve Hurricane but somehow convince the other chiefs
that Noph has turned over his tribe to Sapphire?”


I smiled. “Yes.”


The other two frowned, knowing how unlikely that was going
to be.


“Any chance you could get the prince to do anything?” Reevie
asked.


“And what exactly do you expect him to do? Come in and order
them all to accept our terms?”


Reevie smiled. “That would be nice.”


I rolled my eyes. “That’s ridiculous. This isn’t something
Dakaran’s going to be able to get us out of.”


“Suppose you’re right,” Reevie said with a sad shake of his
head. “I was just hoping . . .”


“Afraid there’s nothing to hope for but us this time.”


The other two sat in silence a moment. 


“This has really turned into a mess,” Reevie mumbled.


It was a mess that we didn’t have time to sit around and
worry over. “While I go see to Hurricane, why don’t you stay here with Sapphire
and start looking through Noph’s bookkeeping? Maybe there’s something in there
that can help.” Reevie nodded, and I looked at Sapphire. “And after you meet
with the rest of Sandstorm, you might want to skim through the Street Guilds
book Noph left us.” I pointed to the large tome on the desk between Reevie and
Sapphire. “Maybe one of the references he marked will show us what to do for
this upcoming meeting.”


“I’ll take a look through it,” she said. “Noph did say they
might help. But don’t get your hopes up.”


“With us, I never do.” I took a step back from the desk. “If
I can get our kids at Hurricane packed fast enough, I’ll send the first group
tonight.”


“What about all our stuff?” Reevie asked. “There’s no way
they’re going to be able to carry everything. I have an entire infirmary to
pack. We have crates of things stashed all over the place.”


Reevie was right. All I’d been thinking about was how to get
our people moved. I hadn’t thought about all our belongings. How were we going
to get all our stuff moved from Cheapside all the way to the northeast quarter?


“The carriages,” Sapphire said. “We can use the Sandstorm
carriages to haul our equipment from the Temple to here.”


“Didn’t Noph take one of the carriages when he left?” Bull
asked.


Sapphire huffed and hit the top of the desk. “That’s right.
And with our luck, he probably took the biggest.”


“Still,” I said, “one carriage is better than nothing. It
might take us more trips, but a single carriage isn’t going to raise that many
brows, unlike a stream of street kids meandering up the road toting their
life’s belongings.”


“Wait,” Reevie said, slapping his forehead. “What are we
thinking? We have a chest of gold sitting in Noph’s chambers. We can hire
wagons and drivers to help us load everything we need.”


I looked at Sapphire, and we both smiled. We were so used to
trying to solve everything on our own with little to no resources that we hadn’t
even stopped to consider that. “I guess we’re going to have to get used to the
idea of us having wealth.”


“Let’s not get carried away,” Reevie said, rubbing at his
bad leg as it hung over the desk. “We aren’t going to be like Lord Gerrick or
anything.”


I almost wanted to slap him upside the head. “Instead of
wondering whether Cook can afford to put any meat in our soup, we’ll be
wondering how much glaze to cover our sticky buns with. I’d say that makes us
good and wealthy.”


Reevie smiled. “I guess it does.”


“I want a sticky bun,” Tubby said from the other side of the
room.


We laughed. 


“You’ll get one soon enough,” I said, then turned to my
co-chiefs. “I’m going to head back to the Temple. Do you think you can find
someone here to arrange for wagons and drivers? We’ll need them no later than
tomorrow morning. If we can get them later this afternoon, that would be even
better. We need to have everything out by tomorrow night.”


“I’ll find someone here to get them,” Sapphire said, hopping
off the table. “Do you want Bull or Tubby to go with you?”


I looked over at the two standing in front of the door.
“I’ll take Bull with me. Tubby’s presence will be enough to keep everyone here
in line.”


Tubby pulled out his leather mask from his back pocket and
started to put it on. “I can scare good.”


Sapphire shook her head. “No. We don’t want to scare them.
We want them to trust us. Put the mask away.” 


I headed across the room, and Bull opened the door. I
stopped and turned. “I hope you can find something we can use in one of those
books.”


“Good luck getting Hurricane ready,” Sapphire said.


“Good luck to all of us,” I added, then walked out the door.


Bull and I made our way back across the city, only stopping
to check in on Master Fentin and Mistress Orilla. The older couple seemed to be
doing well, anxiously awaiting their first stipend from the palace. I filled
them in on everything that had been happening since I’d last seen them, and our
plans to merge Hurricane with Sandstorm. They were more than thrilled to have
us living closer to the orphanage. As always, they made sure to let me know
that their doors would be open if we had need, and Mistress Orilla wouldn’t let
us go without one of her mystery-meat sandwiches.


We made good time getting back to the Temple, arriving just
after lunch had been cleared, the lingering smell being that of two-day-old
stew. I met with the entire tribe, at least those who were on the premises. Half
the pickers, including Mouse, were still out, and they weren’t expected to be
back until dark. I’d just have to meet with them when they returned.


Unlike Sandstorm, the largest room at the Temple was the
dining hall, and by the time I was ready to talk, the room was nearly full. It
wasn’t as full as it had been in years past, but there were enough that there
wouldn’t have been enough seating had everyone decided to eat at the same time.
The tables and benches filled first, leaving only standing room around the
outer walls as I stepped up onto one of the tables at the front to address the
tribe.


Most of the tribe had gathered by sections. Beaters stood
with beaters, cleaners with cleaners, fixers with fixers. Even Toots and the
watchers were there, one of the special occasions when they were relieved from
their duties on the wall. I wanted to make sure everyone heard what I had to
say. Jayden was there as well, standing beside Toots. The former Rockslide
watcher, who had helped me and Mouse sneak into the Rockslide compound, had
become second in charge of the wall under Toots.


In the back, Forehead stood with the rest of the beaters. Just
to the right of my table, Bull and the Guard took up a position in front of the
kitchen, where Cook and the kitchen staff waited quietly. With Mouse out
picking and Tubby over at Sandstorm, Squeaks and Petal were huddled together in
the far-left corner, surrounded by a group of cleaners. Redwing squawked,
drawing several eyes over to Muriel, who was standing in front of the side door.
The large hawk perched on her gloved hand twisted its head as it watched the
proceedings. Beside her was Stringbean, Steffin, and the remainder of
Hurricane’s pickers, those who hadn’t been on assignment today.


I took a slow, deep breath as I continued to scan the room. So
many memories with each face I passed. It was the ending of one chapter and the
start of a new one. I wondered how they would take it.


“As many of you already know, or have probably guessed by
the latest gossip I’ve heard floating around the Temple, we have some very big
announcements to make. Reevie and Sapphire would have liked to have been here
for this, but they are getting things ready for us.”


A wave of hushed whispers spread throughout the room.


“Many of you have been wondering why we have been spending
so much time at Sandstorm over the last couple of weeks. Well, that’s why we’re
here today. There’s been a lot of speculation about what is happening, anything
from Noph wanting to form an alliance with Hurricane to Reevie, Sapphire, and
myself planning on leaving you to join Sandstorm. In a way, you’re all
correct.”


“I knew it!” Toots shouted from one of the center tables. He
looked at his fellow watchers. “I told you they was leavin’ us.”


The whispers in the room grew in volume.


“You’re correct,” I said, causing more than one mouth to
open in shock. “We are leaving. But so are you.”


The room went deathly silent.


“What do you mean we’re leaving?” Forehead asked from the
back. 


“I mean we are leaving the Temple. All of us. And we’ll be
moving into the Sandstorm manor house.”


“Why would we do that?” Toots asked. “Is they leaving?”


“No. Noph is retiring and has decided to turn his tribe over
to us, but the only way we can do that is if we merge the two tribes.”


The room stilled once more, but only for the time it took me
to blink. Then it erupted in chaos, everyone speaking at once—some excited,
some angry, some believing I was trying to put one over on them.


I raised my hands. “Quiet down!”


“But we don’t want to leave, Protector,” Squeaks called out
from the corner, beating several others to the punch.


“Yeah,” Toots agreed, “the Temple’s home.”


Many around the room spoke up in agreement, voicing their
desire to stay as well. I’d known this wasn’t going to be easy, but I’d been
hoping more would be excited by the prospect of moving the tribe to a better
part of the city. I needed them to want to leave.


“I understand your reluctance. I had to leave my home in the
Lost City to come to Aramoor, and it was scary, but then I found you, and
things changed. Now, I wouldn’t trade it for anything. And you’re right. The
Temple is your home. It’s been mine for the last couple years as well. And it’s
been a good one. But we have been given the opportunity to move north.” 


I looked to my left at Stringbean and Steffin and the rest
of the pickers. “Think what it will be like to finally be able to pick
somewhere besides the Maze and Cheapside, to return each day with more than rusty
coppers and wooden nobs.” I turned to the cleaners standing around the front
corner. “Inside the manor house, you’ll have a full staff there to help. We’ll
have a paid chef and servers to prepare meals,” I said, turning around to look
at Cook, “with pantries and parlors and cellars filled with food.”


The mention of food had many of the formerly upset or
worried faces around the room suddenly brightening, and I played on it. “You
wouldn’t believe the kinds of meals their members are served. The banquets they
hold.” 


I looked around at the raggedy scraps our kids were wearing
and tried pushing that as well. “And you’ll each receive a brand-new set of store-purchased
clothes.” Smiles slowly began to break across the dining hall as I turned to
the fixers. “Gone are the days of darning socks and patching holes and mending
tears, constantly listening to kids gripe about how uncomfortable their
sack-sewn clothing is. You’ll have a full complement of tools to keep the place
up.” That seemed to lighten the fixers’ moods.


“And their armory is fully stocked,” I said, glancing toward
the back where the beaters were standing. “No more dull, rusty blades and table-leg
bludgeons. You’ll have proper protection.” Of course, I had no idea what
Sandstorm’s armament looked like, but with the gold we had at our disposal, if it
wasn’t up to standards, I’d make sure it was.


“And from what I’ve seen of their watchers, they will
certainly stand to benefit from having Toots and Jayden and the rest of our
members there to train them in proper fashion.”


“You got that right,” Toots said as he puffed out his chest,
suddenly forgetting his earlier griping. “We don’t stand for no slouching on
the wall.”


I glanced around the room; most of the faces staring back
seemed hopeful, which was a far cry from what it had been just a few minutes
ago. “Each of you will get your own bed. Not a cot or some thick blankets on
the floor that you have to share with two or three others, but an actual, real
bed, with a feather mattress and soft sheets.” At this point, I was grasping at
anything, desperate to turn their minds. Nothing was off limits. “And there
will be sticky buns every night!”


Heads all around the room shot up, bright smiles filling
their faces. Even Redwing seemed to get excited by the news and added a loud
shriek.


“When’s we leaving?” Toots asked, half standing from his
seat as if ready to bolt for the front gate.


“Some of you will be leaving tonight.” The room exploded
with excited kids, and I raised my hands once more, drawing them back to their
seats, waiting to continue until they quieted. “The most important thing you
must know is that we have to keep this secret. We cannot let the other tribes
find out what we are doing, or we might find ourselves in the middle of a
street battle. Right now, Sapphire and Reevie are telling the Sandstorm kids
the same thing I’m telling you. However, because we have not gotten to know
them yet, I don’t know who to trust. So,” I said, turning my attention to the
center tables where Toots and the watchers sat, “I want our watchers and
beaters guarding the Sandstorm wall in order to keep everyone on the manor
house property. We can’t take any chances of this news getting out until after
our next Street Guild meeting on Seventhday.”


“You can count on us, Protector,” Toots said.


“Aye,” Forehead seconded from the back with a fist to his
chest in salute. “The Hurricane beaters stand ready. We’ll keep those Sandstorm
kids in line.”


I groaned and shook my head. “We aren’t invading Sandstorm.
There is no us and them. We are merging our two tribes, which
means we will all be living and working together as one. I know this isn’t
going to be easy, but we’ve got to make it work. Believe me, it’s going to be
the best thing for all of us. But right now, we need as many watchers and
beaters at Sandstorm as we can spare. Not just to make sure to keep people from
getting out, but because if Rockslide learns that Sandstorm is without a chief,
Kore might try to attack, and I want to make sure our fighters are there to
defend our new home.”


Forehead took a step forward, which was about all he could
take in a room this crowded. “What do you want us to do?”


“I want everyone to start packing. Sapphire and Reevie are
going to be sending wagons to help us cart our stuff across town, but we need
it packed to load. We need to be out of here no later than tomorrow night,
which means we have a lot of work to do with little time to do it. But this is
Hurricane,” I said, raising one fist into the air. “We can do anything!”


The crowd began to cheer.


“Protector! Protector! We have news!”


Everyone quieted.


I turned to find Mouse leading a group of pickers into the
dining hall on the right. Why were they back so early?


“Big news, Protector!” Mouse stopped and looked around the packed
room. “Wait, what’s going on here? Did we miss something?”


“I’ll tell you later. What’s the news?”


“There’s a warrant out for Noph’s arrest. He has a bounty on
his head!”
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“WHERE DID YOU HEAR THIS?” I asked, shutting the door
to the chiefs’ study. It was quieter there, easier to fill Mouse and the
remaining pickers in on what they had missed while the others scurried about
packing what little belongings they had. “How sure are you of its credibility?”


Mouse stood with the other pickers in front of the sofa,
seemingly waiting to see if I would sit, so they could as well. I kept my place
behind one of the chairs, using its back to lean my arms against. As soon as I
motioned for them to take a seat, they piled onto the couch. Those unable to
fit grabbed the remaining chairs. The rest stood.


“It’s true,” Mouse said as he tried to lean forward, but he
was being squished between two other pickers and unable to move. “Word on the
street has it that Noph’s in a heap of trouble.”


“If he has a bounty on his head and a warrant out for his
arrest, I’d say that was an understatement.”


“We was picking down by the wharf today,” Mouse said. “End
of month’s when the ships come in with their cargo. Plenty of passengers with
deep pockets. Plenty of crates lying about that need toting away.”


I smiled, but only on the outside. If there was one reason I
was looking forward to moving, it was the opportunity to find another avenue of
raising coin. Stealing from others to help ourselves was not what I wanted my
legacy as chief to be.


“Anyways, while we was down there, thinning a few overly stuffed
purses, we noticed a bunch of new patrollers. Patrollers everywhere! It was
clear they was up to no good, so we asked around. Seems like Noph has gone and
dug himself a hole. Apparently, he arranged a meeting between some lord and his
mistress, except the mistress turned out to be another man’s wife. And not just
any man. A senator.”


“Please tell me it wasn’t Lord Gerrick’s wife.”


Mouse’s eyes bulged. “Pits, no! No one would be stupid
enough to try something like that with Gerrick’s wife. Besides, there ain’t
nothin’ that man don’t care more about than his family.”


I nodded, breathing a small sigh of relief. The last thing I
needed was another run-in with Gerrick. After my last encounter with him, he
had made it clear he had every intention of using me for his own endeavors. The
only thing stopping him was my unexpected acquaintance with the royal family.


“From what we’ve heard,” Mouse went on to explain, “the
unfortunate rendezvous was with Senator Portner’s wife. The man is hoppin’ mad
and out for blood. Along with the patrollers, he has his own men watching the
docks and the East Gate. If Noph’s smart, he’ll be looking for a place to
hide.”


“That might not prove necessary,” I said, then spent the
next quarter hour filling the pickers in on what was happening, informing them
of Noph’s sudden disappearance.


“If he left last night, then I’d say he stood a good chance
of getting through,” Mouse said, wiping his dirt-smudged forehead with a
dirt-stained sleeve. “Seems like Portner just found out, or at least just found
out who it was that had arranged it.”


The others nodded.


“I’d say it was the latter,” I said, more to myself than to
them. Noph first began discussing this a little over a week ago, which meant
the senator must have found out then, but apparently he hadn’t found out who
was behind it until now. Noph probably thought he could get away with it.


“The extra patrollers and guards weren’t at the docks
yesterday,” one of the pickers on the left said.


“So, we’s really going to be leaving the Temple?” Mouse
asked, glancing around the room nostalgically.


“We are. But only because it will prove much better for
Hurricane.”


“But we won’t be Hurricane anymore, or will we?”


I shook my head. “At this point, I’m not really sure what
we’ll be. For right now, the only thing I can tell you is that we need to be
gone from here by tomorrow night, so you better get to packing.”


Mouse shot from the sofa, and the others hopped up alongside
him. “And the first ones to Sandstorm gets the best beds,” Mouse shouted, and
he and the rest of the pickers tore out the door before I could tell them that
we would be assigning rooms. 


I shook my head. That was a problem best saved for another
day.


I spent the next hour circling the chiefs’ study, not having
the first clue as to where to begin packing. There was so much stuff that
needed to go, and most of it was Reevie’s. His ledgers and calculations were
strewn across the front, back, and top of the large desk where he sat and pored
over the tribe’s books. I remembered the first year we took over as chiefs.
Reevie’d had to keep a stack of books on the seat just to be able to see the
papers on top of the desk. 


There were a lot of memories here. I chuckled as I slowly
scanned the room, thinking of all the meetings we’d had. I remembered the first
time I stepped into the study, back when Spats was still chief. He’d decorated
the room with weapons and mounts, doing his best to appear as intimidating as
the short redheaded weasel could. Now, the only weapons left inside were those
of mine that I kept here so they didn’t get absconded from the armory.


The old sofa was well-worn, holes forming in the arms, the
cushions sinking slowly down in the middle, the material fading. I was half tempted
to take it with us, but I knew Noph’s study was already well-furnished, and
with much newer and nicer things than this. Still, there was something about it
that had me thinking twice. So many memories, both fond and not—the laughter,
the tears, all the decisions that we’d made as we sat on and around the old
furniture.


Some noise in the hall pulled me out of my musings, and I
took a deep breath. Feet rushing back and forth just beyond my door let me know
that the kids were taking what I had said seriously and were getting their
packing underway. It didn’t hurt to have Bull and the rest of the Guard put in
charge of keeping things in order as they did, making sure that they carried
out their gear and belongings and began stacking them near the gate as we
waited on the first of the wagons to arrive.


Finally deciding to leave the study for later, or at least
until Reevie had made it back to decide what went where, I headed to my own
personal quarters and began packing what little I owned into a chest in the
back corner of the room between my bed and the fireplace. The hearth was empty.
With me gone half the week, and running errands the other half, there was never
any telling when I’d be around long enough to use it.


I also took the time to pull up the loose floorboard where I
kept my meager savings and tied the pouch around my neck before replacing the
wood. Once finished with my packing, I grabbed a couple of kids running by and
had them help me lug the chest out to the gate and stack it with the rest.
There was quite the pile forming on both the right and left sides of the gate
tower, starting back against the walls.


“How’s it coming along?” I asked Bull, who was standing to
the side, directing kids one way or the other with their belongings, making
sure to keep the front as clear as possible so they could pull the wagons
inside once they arrived.


“It’s coming along just fine,” Bull said. “But it’s not the
speed I’m worried about.”


“Oh?”


“It’s that,” he said, pointing directly up.


I tilted my head to find the clouds overhead darkening. 


“We might be seeing some weather coming in.”


I frowned. I hadn’t even considered that possibility. “Let’s
hope it holds off until we get these first loads over. You might want to tell
the kids to take the rest to the dining hall. As soon as Toots is free, stick
him on the wall and have him keep an eye out. If it starts getting any darker,
we’re going to have to move all of this stuff back inside, and quick.”


Bull nodded. “We’ll keep an eye on it.”


“Have you got your own stuff packed yet?” I asked.


“Not yet. I’ll do that once we get this first group loaded.”


“If anyone needs me, I’ll be in the study.”


“Will do.”


I took one last look at the ever-expanding mound of stuff
piling near the gate and quickly walked back through the garden for the main
complex. Stopping halfway, I decided instead to visit my favorite spot under
the white oak beside the empty fountain. It might be my last chance. The snow
clung provocatively to Egla’s form, providing her with a natural covering. I
brushed away the snow from the bench under the oak but decided against sitting.
If I did, I’d end up walking around the rest of the day with a soaked backside.



Taking a deep breath, I released it slowly, watching the
mist form in front of my face and rise into the bare limbs above. It was a
beautiful spot. Peaceful. I could always come here whenever I needed to get
away. The other kids always knew not to bother me whenever I was sitting on my
bench. Sapphire didn’t like me spending so much time with the naked faerie, but
I admit I did tend to visit more often when Sapphire was around, just to goad
her. She felt Egla would corrupt me.


I had always wondered what the true Egla had been like.
Apart from being a bit sadistic with her strange animal creations, I couldn’t
help but wonder how much of her was being truly portrayed in the sculpture. Was
she really that breathtaking, or was it a depiction of how she wanted others to
view her?


Guess I’d never find out, which was probably a good thing. 


I shook my head and laughed. For all her faults, Egla did
seem to be able to pull me out of my worries, and for a few brief moments I was
able to ignore the noisy hustle of anxious kids rushing back and forth from the
gate to the main complex. Unfortunately, I couldn’t just stand there the rest
of the day and forget about why I was at the Temple in the first place. I was
there to help move. 


Leaving the fountain, I stopped halfway down the path
leading toward the main complex and turned. I wondered what Cutter would do to
her when the inevitable happened, and he and Avalanche took the place over. I
almost felt a twinge of sorrow for the helpless faerie.


Back in the chiefs’ study, I took another look around the
room, doing my best to determine where to start. I had just made it to my small
rack of weapons on the right wall when the door behind me opened.


“There you are.”


I turned to find Reevie standing in the doorway, looking out
of breath. 


“It’s a madhouse out there,” he said. “Was nearly knocked
off my feet three times just trying to get down the hall.”


I smiled. “You said to have them pack. They’re packing.”


“Yeah, I saw the small mountain beside the gate tower. I
hope I brought enough wagons.”


“Speaking of,” I said. “How did you get them here so fast? I
wasn’t expecting them until later tonight.”


“Turns out Noph already has dealings with a local mover, so
renting out the wagons was fairly easy. Apparently, Noph has strummed up enough
business for the owner that he even gave us a discount. Better yet, he’s
discreet.”


“I like that.” I took a moment to look around the room. “How
about you get started in here while I go see to loading the wagons.”


Reevie gave me a knowing look as he glanced around the
untouched room. “Haven’t done much, have you?”


I smiled. “I was afraid to touch anything for fear of
getting an earful from you about misplacing your stuff.”


“Which is exactly why I’m here. Can’t leave this in anyone’s
hands but mine. You’ve made sure not to touch the infirmary, I hope.” 


“Don’t worry. No one’s brave enough to go in there and
attempt it. Muriel is the only one willing to step foot in the room, and that’s
only because she’s your assistant. But I don’t think she’s been in there today.
She’s most likely busy trying to figure out how to move the pigeons and their
cages.”


“Tell her she won’t need to,” Reevie said.


“Why’s that?”


Reevie groaned and looked at me like a sergeant to a new
recruit who’d just asked if they’d get to take a nap in the afternoon. “Because
those birds are trained to fly back and forth from the Temple. You try moving
them, and they’ll simply fly right back here. This is their home. They will
need to stay here.”


“Make sense, I guess.” Of course, I really knew nothing
about the birds other than they seemed to poop a lot. I glanced around the room
on my way to the door. “Call if you need anything.”


Reevie looked up from behind his desk, where he was
gathering stacks of paper and books from the floor. “I almost forgot. How did
your announcement of our leaving go here?”


I took a moment to tell him what all I’d said and promised,
including the nightly sticky buns, in order to soften their desire not to
leave. “It wasn’t easy, but in the end, I think most have come around to the
idea. What about Sandstorm? How did they take it when Sapphire told them?”


Reevie stopped his stacking and rubbed his hands back
through his hair as his lips pursed. “Not quite so well.”


“What does that mean?”


Reevie frowned. “It means we are going to have our work cut
out for us.”


That didn’t sound good. Then again, how would Hurricane have
taken it if their chief had up and run off in the middle of the night, only to
find out that he had turned their members over to another tribe? Probably not
very well either.


I opened the door and started to walk through but stopped. “Oh,
have you heard the big news?”


Reevie dropped a couple of books on one of the piles on his
desk and looked up. “What news?”


I stepped back into the room and shut the door. “Apparently,
our illustrious Noph has gone and gotten himself into a bit of trouble.”


“Oh? What kind of trouble?”


“The kind that not only has a warrant out for his arrest but
a bounty on his head.”


Reevie’s mouth gaped. “Tell me everything.”


I spent the next little while filling him in on what Mouse
and the other pickers had told me.


“It wasn’t Gerrick, was it?”


I laughed. “That’s exactly what I said when I first heard.
Thankfully, no, it wasn’t Gerrick. It was some senator named
Por . . . Port, Portner. Senator Portner. You heard of him?”


Reevie shook his head. “But that hardly means anything. I
wouldn’t know any of the political ruling class if it weren’t for your run-ins
with Gerrick.”


We spent a while longer speculating over how this could come
back to bite us all in the backside, before finally agreeing to let it lie for
now, at least until we finished what we’d come to the Temple to do. 


Now more than ever, we needed to get as many of our beaters
and watchers over to Sandstorm as possible. It seemed that when it rained, it
poured. Keeping up with everything that needed to be done was growing more
difficult by the moment, and when things got like that—which happened more
often than not with us—the only option was to take a deep breath and focus on
the right then and there. We had enough problems on our plate without adding
more.


I walked out to the gate to see how the loading was
progressing. Reevie had brought three wagons with him, plus Sandstorm’s
carriage. Bull and the rest of the Guard were busy organizing the kids into a
line as they toted everything from inside the gate out to wagons. The drivers
refused to pull the wagons into the gates, looking a little uncomfortable being
here at all. They spent a good deal of time staring up at the monstrous
creatures engraved into the upper area of the surrounding stone wall.


As luck would have it, the weather held off for us, and we
managed to get two full loads packed and hauled across the city before the
drivers stopped for the night. They had no desire to take their wagons through
the Maze after dark. Along with at least half our members’ possessions, we also
managed to send a good portion of our beaters and watchers, most hitching a
ride on the wagons to help keep the stuff from falling out. 


Toots decided to go on up to the manor house with the
watchers to make sure everything was running smoothly, while leaving Jayden at
the Temple to manage those who were left. Forehead, who was now head beater, went
with the first group as well to keep them in line. I hoped Sapphire was able to
keep the two tribes from doing anything stupid, like attacking each other.


“I think that’s the last of it for the study,” Reevie said,
pointing me and one of the Guard toward a medium-sized chest. It was packed to
overflowing with books and ledgers and tied-together parchments. The study
looked barren: the shelves on the right empty, the top of the desk visible for
the first time in a long while. The poor old sofa sat alone on the left,
possibly never to be used again.


There was a sinking feeling in my gut, a sadness that made
my feet drag as I helped a young Guard carry the chest down the hall and around
to the dining area, where we were storing the rest of our belongings until the
wagons returned in the morning. I thanked the boy for his help and headed back
to the chiefs’ study, but Reevie was no longer there. I found him in the
infirmary, packing up his shelves, placing the vials and bottles and urns
carefully inside crates and chests, using wrapping to protect the more fragile
containers.


“I didn’t think to ask if there was a place for me to use as
an infirmary over there,” Reevie said sadly as he took a moment to step back
and scan the room.


I walked over and laid a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll find
one, and I’m sure it will be even better. You’ve seen the size of the rooms in
that house. The only difficulty you’re going to have is purchasing enough to
keep it stocked. Which reminds me, there is someone I want to introduce you to
whenever we get a chance.”


“Who is it?”


I didn’t want to tell him I was trying to set him up with a
physicker to apprentice under, mostly because I wasn’t sure how Reevie would
take it. But if I could at least get him over there to meet with Saban, then
perhaps the physicker could talk him into it. 


“It’s a man I met at the Rose and Crown.”


Reevie nodded. “I know where that is. Never been inside,
though.” He looked at me and cocked his brow. “How have you?”


“I went with my roommates from the garrison.”


Reevie hmphed. “They must pay lancers well.”


“I don’t think it’s something they do often, just their way
of welcoming me to the corps, not to mention my assistance with the whole
Warrens situation.”


“Hey, I helped as well,” Reevie added. “It was me that kept
them alive afterward. I don’t see me being taken out to some fancy eatery.”


“You also got paid, if I remember correctly.”


“Well, I’m sure it would have been more if I owned a proper
practice.”


I smiled. Perhaps this was going to be a good time to
introduce Reevie after all. “And I’m sure that one day you will.”


“Not likely. When was the last time you saw a street rat
with a practice?” Reevie’s gloominess crept back in, and he quickly turned back
to what was left of his small infirmary. 


I needed to do something to cheer him up. “As I was saying, I
have someone I want you to meet. And come to think of it, he’s staying only a
few streets away from the Rose and Crown. Perhaps if we have enough time, we
can stop in there tomorrow night.”


Reevie turned. “Really?” He grabbed one of the last two
apples on the shelf and took a bite. “Wait, how are we going to afford eating
there?”


I smiled. “The owner owes me a favor.”


Reevie pursed his lips. “That sounds like a story I’m not
sure I want to hear.”


“Don’t worry. For once, it’s one that won’t affect you.”


Reevie frowned. “That’ll be the day.”
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WE CONTINUED PACKING FOR another hour or two before
finally stopping for the night. The promise of a meal at the Rose and Crown if
we finished on time had Reevie working later than he needed to. By the time we
went to bed, most of the infirmary had been carefully stowed. There was still a
good bit left to do, but nothing that couldn’t wait until daylight.


With my bed already packed, I spent the night on the floor
in front of the hearth with nothing but my blankets. It was a very
uncomfortable sleep but a surprisingly restful one, as I didn’t have to lie awake
all night listening to the chorus of snoring men like I did in my room back at
the barracks. Strangely enough, though, I found I missed it. By the time I
woke, my back was stiff and my arm numb from where I’d been using it as a
pillow.


Breakfast was sparse, since Cook had already packed most of
the kitchen, and many of the food stores had been shipped with the wagons on
the previous day. But that was fine. By the time supper rolled around this
evening, everyone would be dining at Sandstorm; everyone but myself and Reevie,
who would hopefully be enjoying a nice plate of apple-glazed boar at the Rose
and Crown.


After a quick meal of day-old bread and cheese, I organized
what was left of the Hurricane members, and we started going room by room,
clearing out everything that was left. I had them continue working their way
through the compound while I stopped to give Reevie a hand packing up the rest
of his infirmary. 


We’d just finished crating the rest of his herbs when Jayden
rang the warning bell on the wall, letting us know that the wagons had returned.
I ordered half of those clearing rooms to go with Bull and start carrying what
we had stored in the dining hall out to the gate to load. The rest continued
with me, working our way through the Temple complex to make sure we didn’t
leave anything we needed behind.


I was tempted to burn the rest of the stuff we’d be leaving,
like the old furniture, just to make sure Cutter and Avalanche didn’t get their
hands on it when they arrived. 


One of the remaining Guards who’d been helping Bull load our
belongings onto the wagons walked into the armory, where I was picking through
what remained of our weapons, those that hadn’t been toted off the previous
day.


“Protector, the wagons have left with the first load, and
we’ve taken the rest of our stuff out to the gate for when they return. Is
there anything you need us to do now?”


“How many kids are left?” I asked.


The girl thought a moment. “Most went with the first load.
We have about a dozen still here to help with whatever’s left. Doesn’t seem to
be that much, though,” she said, glancing at the bare racks down the walls.


“Is Bull still here?”


She nodded. “Along with a couple watchers, two beaters, and
some cleaners. Not to forget Cook. He didn’t want to leave until he made sure
his kitchen had been properly cleaned.”


I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Fine. Grab those that are left,
and let’s make one final sweep before the wagons return.”


The girl nodded and marched out the door.


I dropped the cracked cudgel I’d been holding on the floor
where I’d found it and left, but instead of heading to the front, I made my way
back around to the infirmary to see how Reevie was getting along. I started to
say something when I walked in, but Reevie was nowhere to be seen. I scratched
my head. That was strange. I could have sworn I’d heard someone shuffling
about.


A quick look around the room revealed that Reevie had
already gotten almost everything out. The shelves were bare, the tables empty.
The desk on the far side had its drawers open, and from what I could tell, they
were empty as well. 


With nothing left to do there, I decided to head back out to
the gate and see how much stuff we had left to load. I’d just reached the front
porch when I heard the bell sounding from the gate tower. Had the wagons returned
already? I thought they’d just left. I started for the steps and was met by a
young boy who came tearing up the snow-packed trail to meet me. It was one of
our pickers, and he was completely out of breath.


“Protector! Protector!”


“Slow down,” I said, holding out my hands to stop him as he
charged up the stairs. He looked like he was about to run me over. “What’s the
rush?”


“We have trouble.”


“What trouble?” Reevie asked, suddenly appearing in the
doorway behind me. Where had he come from? He hobbled down the steps as Bull and
some of the others from the gate ran to join us, no doubt having seen the young
boy run by.


“What’s going on?” Bull asked.


I shrugged. “Not sure yet.”


The picker was bent at the waist trying to catch his breath.



“Now what’s this about trouble?” I asked.


The boy took a deep breath. “Avalanche.”


“What about them?”


“They’re coming!”


“What do you mean they’re coming?”


“We saw them from the wagons, Protector, as we were heading
up Circle Drive. It looked like the entire tribe was marching this way.”


“They were heading down Circle Drive?” Circle Drive was the
main thoroughfare through the southern districts. No one would be that stupid.
Too many patrollers.


“No. Not on Circle. Farther down. But we could see them coming.
I jumped off the wagon to see what they was doing. Followed them three streets,
then ran straight here. Protector, there’s no doubt. They’re coming for the
Temple.”


By this time, the rest of who was left of our small group
had arrived.


“How close are they?”


I barely got the words out when the gate bell began ringing
once more. Jayden was shouting from the top of the wall for us to close the
gate. 


I just got my answer. 


“Hurry!” I shouted and ran down the path for the gate. We
had to try to make a run for it before Cutter reached us. Why was he coming
now? Had he figured out what we were doing?


I raced for the gate doors, which were just starting to
close, meeting Jayden at the front. He all but leaped down from the tower to
try swinging the doors shut. “Wait!” I shouted, running over to stop him. The
rest of our group was rushing in behind me. “We need to get out of here!”


“No time!” Jayden said, continuing to pull on the door. I
reached the wall in time to see Avalanche beaters charging down the drive. 


“Flaming Pits! Help us!” I shouted at those behind. “We’ve
got to get these gates closed!” The doors were halfway open.


Bull and the rest of the kids rushed to help, pulling with
all their might.


I could hear the shouts and cries from the Avalanche beaters
as they broke through the trees, not fifty feet from the gate.


“Pull or die!” I shouted as we fought to get the doors
closed. They were moving, but slowly, under their massive weight. Still a
quarter of the way left to go. 


“The bracer!” Jayden yelled.


I jerked away from my spot and raced for the tower stairs. I
had to get the bracer in place before they reached the gate. The wooden arm was
large enough to take ten of us to carry, which made it difficult to move. A
thick rope held the bracer upright, so I yanked my sword out of its sleeve on
my back. 


Below me, I could hear the gates reverberate shut, but I
could also hear the rush of feet from the other side. They were nearly on top
of us. It normally took three kids to lower the bracer, which meant I was two
kids short, but I didn’t have time to worry about it. I cut the rope with my
sword, then leaped off the tower and onto the raised piece of log, hitting it
with my shoulder and grabbing hold to keep it from tipping off. It started to
go. Throwing my sword free, I used my feet against the door and pushed with all
my might.


“Hurry!” Bull shouted from below. “We can’t hold it much
longer!”


I could hear the shouts of the Avalanche fighters on the
other side of the doors.


I gave one last kick, and the large bracer gave way, and I
rode it down. It landed with a heavy thud into the awaiting metal brackets and knocked
me free. I almost landed on top of Reevie, but Bull yanked him out of the way
just before I did. I hopped to my feet as the Temple’s doors shook from the
other side, shouts rising as the Avalanche beaters tried to force it open.


The others were panting as we stood there staring up at the
gate.


“Now what?” Reevie asked.


I didn’t wait around to answer. I grabbed my sword from off
the ground and sheathed it, then headed for the tower steps and climbed up to
the top of the wall. The others followed me up, even Cook, who wasn’t known for
his love of heights. I reached the top and carefully stuck my head over to see
what was happening.


The entire drive was filled with beaters wearing white
armbands. Those in front were banging on the gate doors, attempting to break
through. In the back, working its way slowly to the front, was a large brown
hat. Cutter stopped about twenty feet from the gate, and those around him
parted to give him room. He looked up and caught me staring down.


“I’ve been waiting for this day for a long time,” he said
with a smile as wide as the brim of his ugly hat.


“Why are you here?” I shouted down, hoping that perhaps he
didn’t know we had vacated the place and would be hesitant to do anything,
afraid of what might happen in a full-on conflict. “If you’re here for a visit,
then talk. If you’re here looking for a fight, you’ve come to the wrong place.”
I pulled my sword from its sheath for effect.


“What are you talking about?” Bull whispered behind me. “We
don’t have anyone here to defend us. All of our fighters are at Sandstorm.”


“I know,” I whispered back. “But I’m hoping he doesn’t.”


Cutter laughed. “I’ve been watching wagons come out of here
for the last day. I’d be surprised if there wasn’t but a handful of you left.”


I heard Reevie groan somewhere behind me. So much for Cutter
not realizing he had us right in his palm. 


“What do you want?”


Cutter turned to his beaters. “Surround the wall! I don’t
want them trying to sneak out of here.” Most of the beaters took off running,
dividing into two groups as they worked their way around the Temple. Even with
the majority of Avalanche’s fighters being sent to make sure we didn’t escape,
there were still plenty at the gate in case we decided to try fighting our way
through, which of course was the first thing my mind went to.


“Great,” Bull said. “What are we going to do now?”


“Surrender,” Cutter called up as if to answer Bull’s
question, in an arrogant, slap-the-smile-off-his-face kind of way, “and I
promise you won’t be killed.”


“So you’ll let us go, then?”


Cutter grinned. “Sure.” 


“Yeah, that’s what I thought. As you can tell, I’m not that
worried about it. We’ve got plenty of food to last us until our Guard and
beaters return.”


“Afraid that won’t be soon enough.” Cutter turned around.
“Bring the ladders!”


From out of the woods behind Avalanche, where the drive
curved out of sight before reaching the main road, several groups of kids came
walking through the trees, carrying makeshift ladders that looked long enough
to scale our walls. No doubt Cutter had kept them on hand for the day he was given
the chance to finally go after the Temple. 


The irony was that if he had just waited one more day, he
could have just walked in and claimed it.


“What are we going to do, Protector?” one of the Guard
behind me asked, the same girl who had come to get me while I was in the
armory.


I looked back down at Cutter and his beaming face, then back
inside the Temple compound. “I would have said we wait until nightfall, then I
could sneak over the wall, take out several of the guards, and get the rest of
you over, but with them bringing ladders, that’s no longer an option.” I bit my
lower lip. I didn’t know what to do except try to defend against the ladders
and hope to hold out long enough for the wagons to arrive, but I knew we didn’t
have that much time.


“I might have a way to get us out.”


Everyone turned and looked at Reevie. He didn’t say more,
just pushed his way to the stairs and started down.


The others looked at me, and I shrugged. “Follow him.”


That’s all they needed to hear. I took one last look over
the wall at the Avalanche beaters and the ladders, which were now making their
way toward the gate. “Whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it now.” I
quickly scrambled down the steps after them.


Reevie hobbled back through the garden toward the main
complex, passing the last of our belongings that had been piled on the porch
waiting to be loaded. I caught up about the time we headed inside. “Where are
we going?”


“The infirmary.”


“Why?”


“You’ll see.” Reevie didn’t say anything else, focusing on
not tripping and not being tripped by those pressing nervously behind him. He
opened the infirmary door and headed in, the rest of us crowding in behind him.


“We can’t just lock ourselves in here and hope they go
away,” Bull said.


“No one said we were.” Reevie pointed behind Bull. “Shut the
door.”


Bull shut the door, and we all gathered in the center of the
room, waiting for whatever it was Reevie was going to do. Reevie walked to the
back wall, near the corner of the room, and paused a moment, turning to look at
me as he released a long sigh. “Didn’t think I’d ever have to show you this,
but . . .” He got down on one knee and stuck his finger in a
small hole in the floor and lifted a loose board. “I found this a while back
after accidentally spilling some ground chickweed on the floor. I tried
cleaning it and discovered this board.” He stuck his hand under the floor plank,
and there was a snap that came from the wall. It sounded like the release of a
metal lock. 


Sure enough, part of the wall gave way to reveal a door.


“How long have you known about this?” I asked, as surprised
as everyone else.


Reevie gave me a sheepish grin as he replaced the
floorboard. “A couple of years.”


“A couple of years?” I pushed the door open the rest of the
way to reveal a small room on the other side, even smaller than the one we’d
found in Noph’s chambers. At present it was empty, except for a crate of
apples.


My eyes widened. “That’s where you’ve been keeping
them! You’ve been hoarding them in here all along?”


Reevie chuckled. It was a mystery that had perplexed us for
the longest time. Apples that seemed to appear in the infirmary as if by magic.
No one was ever able to figure out where they kept coming from.


Then it hit me why Reevie had acted the way he had when I
revealed the secret door at Sandstorm. “You knew about . . .” I caught
myself before saying too much. “Never mind. Still, as nice as it is to have
this little hideaway, what good is it going to do us to sit in here?” 


“You’ll see,” he said as he stepped inside, grabbed a torch
from off the wall, and lit it with a striker from his pocket. The flame burst
to life, revealing what I’d already seen—an empty room. “Everyone inside,”
Reevie said, and we all crowded in. He shut the door behind us.


“Perhaps we can wait until nightfall,” I said, “then I can try
sneaking through the compound and see if I can get my hands on Cutter.”


“No need,” Reevie said from the back of the room.


The others moved as best they could in the tight space to see
what he was doing and to give him a little room. Scooting closer to the corner,
Reevie pushed against a section of trim about halfway up the wall, and it gave
way with another snap, revealing a second hidden door.


“And how, pray tell, did you discover this hidden passage?”
I asked, suddenly feeling like this all seemed a little too coincidental.


“My leg,” Reevie said, rubbing his thigh with his free hand
as he held up the torch to peer through the doorway.


“Your leg?”


“Yeah. My leg gave out, and I quite literally stumbled into
it. Nearly broke my neck on the stairs.”


I glanced over his shoulder and through the open door to
find a set of stairs leading down into a very narrow tunnel. “What is this?
Where does it go?”


“Out,” he said and started down, holding on to a rail.


I followed him down, the others right behind me. Bull pushed
the door at the top shut. The corridor was only tall enough to stand up in, and
I could touch both sides at the same time when I raised my arms. It wasn’t
exactly a tight squeeze, but it was enough to make some people nervous,
especially if they didn’t have a torch or lantern to light the way.


The tunnel seemed to stretch on for some distance, ending at
a ladder that led up to nothing. Reevie gave me the torch and pointed up. “I’ll
let you take over from here.”


I took the torch and started up. The top was blocked by a
round piece of metal, which I put my back against, and it gave way. I lifted it
up just high enough to peek through, and from what I could see, we were on the
outskirts of the Temple compound, somewhere inside the small forest that
surrounded the wall. I listened a moment to make sure I didn’t hear anyone,
then lifted the lid the rest of the way and climbed out.


I put the torch out when I heard the others coming up the
ladder below. 


The underbrush around the hole was dense, too thick to even see
the Temple wall, which was a good thing. I waited as one by one the others
climbed up and out, and as soon as Bull breached the top, I tossed the torch
back down the hole, and we laid the metal crate back over the hidden passageway
and covered it with limbs and brush.


“That is quite the secret,” I said, looking at Reevie, who
was crouched beside the others, glancing nervously at the surrounding trees.


“Didn’t think I’d ever have to use it,” he said.


“What about our stuff?” one of the young cleaners asked. “My
sack of clothes is in there.”


“And so is part of my medical supplies,” Reevie groused. He
shrugged. “Nothing for it now, though.”


“We need to warn the wagoners,” Bull said. 


I turned. “You’re right. If they show up now, Cutter will
have them questioned, and they’ll no doubt tell him where they’ve been taking
our supplies.”


“How does Cutter think he can get away with this?” Bull
asked. “Isn’t attacking another tribe against Guild law?”


“With Noph gone, the council is now two against two. I’m
sure he expects Kore to side with him.”


“Sounds like things will get more complicated,” Bull said.


“Seems to be the way of things with us,” I said. “Let’s get
a move on before they start searching the grounds.”


Quietly, we made our way through the trees. Once we reached
the street behind the Temple, we took it to the right, where it ended against
Circle Drive. If we headed right again, it would have taken us back to the Temple’s
drive and Cutter. Left took us north through the Maze. There was really only
one option.


We headed left. 







Chapter 35
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I WAS GROWING WORRIED as we made our way north through
Cheapside, as there had been no sign of the wagons so far. I only hoped we
weren’t too late. Thankfully, we rounded one of the last bends before the road
opened up and spotted the wagons ahead. Stopping long enough to tell them their
services would no longer be necessary, our group continued on.


Reevie and I kept with them until King’s Way East. I stopped
just before reaching the busy thoroughfare and turned to Bull. “This is where
we part ways.”


“Why? Where are you going?”


“I’m taking Reevie to see a friend. When you get back to
Sandstorm, tell Sapphire that we’ll be back later this evening.”


Bull didn’t look too happy about us leaving, not with
everything that was going on, but he nodded, and they started across the busy
street. While the others stayed north on Circle Drive, Reevie and I headed west
toward the Island and the Merchant District.


The sun was beginning to lower in the sky as the afternoon
waned, but not low enough for the lamp lighters to be out, just low enough for
the chill to begin to set in as the warmth of the afternoon faded. As soon as
we crossed over the final bridge spanning the greenish-blue waters of the
Tansian, I took the first street to the left and headed south along the
riverbank, passing the Rose and Crown.


“Isn’t that where you said you wanted to stop?” Reevie
asked, his mouth watering at the smells wafting from the chimney stack at the
back of the tavern. Apparently, Nippin had it up and running. 


“It is, but not right now,” I said as I kept us walking down
the street.


“Then where are we going?”


“To check in on a new acquaintance of mine, just around the
corner.”


We took the first street to the right, then left at the
next, stopping outside a brick building with the sign of a healer out front.


“Why are we stopping here?” Reevie asked.


“The person I’ve come to see is inside.”


Reevie raised his brow and gave me a probing look, seemingly
cautious about entering. He’d lived with me long enough to know when I wasn’t
telling the whole truth. Still, he followed me in without saying more.


The lanterns on the wall in the foyer and hallway had been
lit, as the sun was down far enough to keep the rooms darkened. A head poked
out of one of the patients’ rooms on the right about the time the bell over the
door stopped ringing.


“Can I . . . Wait, I remember you,” the woman
said as she stepped into the hall, carrying a bowl in one hand and a spoon in
the other. It was Physicker Saban’s wife. “You’re the one who was visiting the
bard. Weren’t you wearing a lancer uniform last time?”


I smiled. “I’m not on duty today. Is he still here?”


She nodded. “But not for long, I’m afraid.” 


“Oh? Why’s that?”


The lady lowered her head slightly, looking a little
embarrassed. “We’re still waiting on payment from Master Benfri for the
services already rendered, but if payment doesn’t come soon, I’m afraid we’re
going to have to release him.”


“Who’s Benfri?” Reevie whispered.


I ignored him. “Is the physicker in? I’d like to speak with
him.”


“He’s working on a patient at the moment, but if you’re
inclined to wait, I’ll let him know.”


“Yes, thank you. We’ll wait with the bard. Is Master Gustory
still in the same room?”


“He is. If you’ll excuse me, I have patients to feed.”


“My apologies.” I offered a small bow. “I didn’t mean to
keep you from your work.”


She smiled and stepped back into the room.


“What’s all this about?” Reevie asked as soon as Saban’s
wife walked back into the room, leaving us to man the hallway alone. Screams emanated
from the last room on the left, the same room where the physicker had asked us
to take Gustory when we first brought him in.


I looked at Reevie, who was staring wide-eyed down the hall
in the direction of the screams. “That’s the cutting room, where the physicker
does his work,” I said, feeling quite unnerved myself by the patient’s agony.


The screaming stopped after a few moments, and we started down
the hall for the room where Gustory had been placed the last time I was there.
We reached the door about the same time that the cutting room door opened and
the physicker stepped out. He jumped when he saw us standing there. He was
wearing a long white apron covered in blood.


“You gave me a start,” he said, wiping his bloodstained
hands on a cloth. The door behind him was halfway open, enough for us to see
the man lying on the metal table inside. As still as he was, he was either
unconscious or dead. He appeared to be missing part of his right arm, which was
tightly wrapped in cloth.


“Haven’t you heard of a soporific sponge?” Reevie asked the
man, and not in a polite way. He pointed at the cutting room. “At the very
least you could have given him some dwale. Pits! A glass of wine could have
helped.”


The physicker chuckled and looked at me. “I take it this is
the young man you wanted me to meet.”


Reevie looked at me as well. “What’s he talking about?”


“You didn’t tell him?” the physicker asked.


“I was afraid he wouldn’t come otherwise.”


“What’s going on?” Reevie demanded, looking back and forth
between the two of us.


“Physicker Saban mentioned that he was in need of an
assistant,” I said. “He’s been looking for an apprentice but hasn’t found one
he was satisfied with training. Those that have applied have done so more out
of obligation than because they actually cared a whit about healing. I told him
I knew the very person he was looking for.”


“Your friend tells me you are self-taught, that you’ve even
created some successful poultices of your own. I’d be interested in seeing
them.”


Reevie crossed his arms with a huff. “I’m sure you would. After
the barbaric treatment I’ve seen here, I have no doubt you’d be more than happy
to get your hands on any free remedies you can find.”


“Reevie!” I couldn’t believe the way he was acting.


Saban held up his hand. “No. It’s fine. I would question any
physicker who did the same. It shows someone who cares. However,” he said,
addressing Reevie, “the man in there had a brother who died from an overdose of
sleep potion. Whoever the physicker was that worked on his brother clearly
mixed the portions incorrectly, and his brother died before they ever began
cutting on him. So you can imagine how this man felt about me using such
potions on him. He did down a bottle of Bristonian white beforehand, but as you
know, that isn’t going to cut the pain, just dull the mind.”


Reevie’s eyes softened. “Still, you could have infused some
valerian or willow bark or even yularis into his drink.”


Saban smiled. “Who said I didn’t? Come.” He put his hand
around Reevie’s shoulder. “Walk with me.” They headed into one of the rooms
holding patients, and I could hear them chatting away about symptoms and
remedies. It almost sounded as though Saban was testing Reevie’s medicinal
knowledge. I happily used the distraction to go pay Gustory a visit.


The bard was sitting up in his cot, more than he had been
able to do the last time I had stopped by. He smiled. “I was wondering when I’d
see you again.”


I walked over. “How are you feeling?”


He tried adjusting the pillow behind him and winced,
grabbing his midriff. “I’ve been better. Though I get the feeling my stay is
less welcome than it had been.”


I took a seat on the stool next to his cot, somewhat
surprised by the fact that he had an entire room to himself. “I’m afraid that
might be Master Benfri’s fault. I talked with Physicker Saban’s wife, and she
mentioned that they hadn’t yet received any payment from Benfri for your care.”


Gustory looked concerned. “He promised to see to the bill.”


“That’s what Saban’s wife indicated, but I guess they
haven’t received their compensation yet.”


“That’s disheartening.”


“Do you have any funds yourself?”


Gustory shook his head. “Not to cover the cost of a
physicker’s knife. I barely had enough to make it to Aramoor. I’ve been living
off generosity and my services as a bard for the better part of a year. Once I
settled my debt with those who killed my family, I had intended to stick around
Aramoor. A city this size would offer me plenty of opportunity to use my
gifts.”


“Your gifts?” I gave him a hard look.


“Not those gifts,” he said, keeping his voice lowered. “I
mean my gift of storytelling. There are enough taverns and inns in this city to
keep me busy for years to come.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, after what happened
at the Rose and Crown, I don’t expect to receive another invite from Master
Nippin anytime soon, if ever. And I’m sure word will have spread about the
strange incident. Might be best for me to press on and let what happened here
die down. Maybe return in a year or so.”


“What will you do until then?”


He smiled. “See more of Elondria, I imagine. Maybe make my
way along the southern coast toward Briston. It’s been many years since I’ve
seen Duport. I hear the islanders off the coast are always up for new stories.”


“And how do you plan on getting there?” I asked. “It sounds
like you don’t have two coppers to rub together, let alone to purchase a fare
to the Blue Isles.”


The bard smiled. “It will all work out. I’ve been in worse
situations, I assure you. Nothing for you to worry about. You’ve done enough
for me already.”


Gustory did his best to sound upbeat, but I could hear the
tremor behind his words. The man had no idea what he was going to do.


There was one option I could think of. “You could try using
your gift to—”


“Absolutely not. That’s a slippery slope that I have no
intention of ever stepping out on again. I used it to seek justice for my
family, and look where it got me. Lying in an infirmary with a hole in my gut.
Worse, there are those lying in the next room having suffered injuries because
of my selfishness. Not only that, but from what I’ve been told, the innkeeper
who had opened his doors to me has lost business as well.” Gustory shook his
head as he leaned back against his pillow. “No. I have no intention of using
these gifts again.”


I could see there was no persuading him. Honestly, I was a
little disappointed in myself for having suggested it in the first place. Saban
and his wife were running a business as well. They had mouths to feed.
Suggesting Gustory cheat them out of their due was a rather ill thought. 


“The physicker seems a reasonable man,” I said. “I’ll see
what I can do.”


“You’ve done enough.”


I smiled and left the room. I could hear voices coming from
another doorway to the right of the foyer, and recognized one of them as
Reevie’s, so I started down the hall, glancing in each room as I went. Many of
the cots were filled, some of the occupants sitting up waiting to be fed,
others sleeping or wishing they could.


I found Reevie and Saban sitting in what looked like the
physicker’s office. Saban’s wife was nowhere to be seen, possibly keeping an
eye on the man Saban had just been cutting on. The two halted their
conversation and looked up when I walked in.


“How did you find the bard?” Saban asked, thumbing the cleft
of his chin. He and Reevie were sitting in a couple chairs just in front of the
physicker’s desk.


“I found him somewhat troubled by Master Benfri’s lack of
response concerning his bill.”


Saban scooted a little further back in his seat as he
crossed his legs. “He isn’t the only one. From what it sounds like, though,
Master Benfri is also covering the cost of the damages to the inn, so perhaps
payments are still incoming. It’s not just the bard I’m concerned about. There
were several from that night who had been severely injured and required more
than just a cot and some tulfer weed and valu in their tea.”


“What happens if Benfri doesn’t make good on the payment?”


Saban took a deep breath. “As much as I enjoy helping
people, I am running a business here. If I were to expend my resources on those
that can’t pay, I’d be out of business within a month, which means no one would
be getting helped. It’s a harsh reality, I know, but a reality that can’t be
helped. Nothing in this world is free.”


“Ain’t that the truth,” Reevie said with a grunt.


“What happens to those that can’t pay?”


“If Benfri reneges on his payment, I have ample witnesses
who will vouch before a justice as to his agreement to pay for damages, but
that could be a lengthy process. Until then, those that seek my care will have
to rely on family and friends to settle their bill. Most here have that,” he
said. “I’m not so sure about the bard. From what I hear, he isn’t from Aramoor
and doesn’t have family nearby.”


“What if I were to settle his bill?”


Reevie’s head shot up, his eye twitching.


“That would be acceptable, at least until I receive the
promised compensation from Benfri.”


“The problem is that I don’t have the coin at the moment.”


“Oh.” Saban slumped back in his chair. “That does pose a problem.”


“Would you be willing to take a security?” I asked.


“Depends,” he said, leaning forward. “What sort of
collateral do you have to offer?”


I felt my pockets, but other than a small purse that had a
few coppers and a couple of silvers, I didn’t have much else. Then I looked at
my new coat. “What about this?” 


“You can’t give him that,” Reevie said. “It was a gift.”


“I don’t really have a choice.”


Reevie grumbled something under his breath, then dug around
in his pocket for a moment. “Here. This should cover it.” He placed a single
gold coin in Saban’s hand.


My eyes widened. “Where did you . . .” Then
it hit me. “Did you take that from the coffers?”


He smiled up at me as though proud that he’d managed to pick
the coin right under my nose. “Never know when you might need one,” he said. 


Saban looked confused by our back and forth, but he took the
coin nonetheless. “Yes, this will do plenty I think, possibly with some to spare.”


“If you can provide us transportation,” I said, “that would
be enough.”


Saban stood. “That I can do. You can take my carriage. My
driver can take you wherever it is you wish.”


I stood as well, and so did Reevie. “Good. And we’ll take
the bard with us.”


“You will?”


“We will?” Reevie asked.


I smiled. “He’ll need a place to rest up, so unless you have
another one of those coins hidden away in your
underdrawers . . .”


Reevie turned to Saban and offered a half-hearted smile. “I
guess we’ll be taking him with us.”


Saban nodded. “I’ll have Nissa prepare him.” He stepped out
the door and started down the hall. Reevie waited until the footsteps faded
before turning on me. 


“We can’t take this fellow home with us. We’ve already got
enough to worry about with trying to merge two tribes. How are we supposed to
take care of an injured bard? What happened to the man, anyway?”


“He had a sword stuck through him.”


Reevie groaned. “Do I even want to know why?”


“Best not to ask.”


“I was afraid you were going to say that.”


A few moments later, Saban and his wife had Gustory packed
and loaded into a small carriage out front, barely large enough to fit four
comfortably. “I want to see you here next week,” Saban said to Reevie as soon
as he took his seat inside. “We can discuss the possibility of your
apprenticeship more then.”


Reevie nodded. He did his best to look reserved, but I could
tell by the way he was rubbing his hands together that he was jumping around on
the inside.


Saban shook my hand, and I stepped into the carriage
alongside a very weak Gustory. “You’re a good man, Master Ayrion,” he said.
“And you were right about your friend.” He winked at me and shut the door, then
waved up at the driver.


The carriage jolted as it left the infirmary and started up
the street. The sun had set, and the streetlamps had been lit. We must have
been inside longer than expected. We passed by the Rose and Crown, and Reevie
grumbled something under his breath about having to miss the meal I’d promised
him.


“Cheer up,” I said. “We can go another time. And I’m sure
Sapphire will have ordered the chef to have a plate of sticky buns ready for us
when we arrive.”


Reevie did seem to perk at the mention of sticky buns.
Personally, my mind was too weighed down with thoughts of Cutter and Avalanche
ransacking the Temple. Worse, what this would mean for us tomorrow at our Guild
meeting. We had hoped to keep our dissolvement of Hurricane a secret until the
meeting, but that option had certainly flown the coop now.


Beside me, Gustory groaned as one of the wheels hit an
overly large pothole. I wrapped the blanket a little tighter around him. “Don’t
worry. We’ll have you sitting in front of a warm fire soon.”


He smiled, at least outwardly. The bard was looking quite
pale, his forehead slick with sweat, and I could see him gritting his teeth
against the discomfort. The man clearly needed something more for the pain. I
hoped Reevie’s herbs and tonics weren’t part of the belongings we’d been forced
to leave behind in our evacuation of the Temple. 


It didn’t take long before we were pulling to a stop in
front of the Sandstorm gate.


“Who goes there?” I heard a familiar voice call out.


“Here,” I said to Reevie. “Swap with me. I’m going to go
speak to the watch.” Reevie exchanged places with me, using his shoulder to
keep the bard from tipping over as I stepped outside.


The driver looked a little wary being greeted by a group of armed
kids, but he held the horses steady.


“It’s just us, Toots,” I said as I walked over to the metal
gate.


“We was getting worried, Protector.”


I looked at the rest of the watch standing behind him. Half
were from the Temple, the other from Sandstorm. Pike was standing just beside
Toots, looking less than happy at not being the one to speak. After all, he was
supposed to be the head watcher for Sandstorm. 


“How are things here?” I asked. 


Toots looked sideways at Pike, who offered a scowl in
return. “Oh, you know, missing the Temple,” Toots said.


I smiled. “Well, not much for it now, I’m afraid. What’s
done is done. We’re just going to need to find a way for everyone to get
along.” I said the latter loudly enough for everyone standing around to hear.
“Open the gates. I’ve got an injured man with me.”


Both Toots and Pike called for the gate to be opened at the
same time, then gave each other a harsh look.


I shook my head. This was going to be harder than we
thought.


Toots moved out of the way of the two iron doors as they
widened. “Who’s sick?”


“Just a friend,” I said and waved the driver forward just as
soon as the gate came to a stop. I hopped up on the sidestep of the carriage as
the driver snapped the reins, and we continued up the drive.


We were met at the front by Bull, Sapphire, and Collen. Sapphire
was wearing a new outfit—an actual dress, something I rarely saw her in. She
was stunning. Her long wavy blonde hair hung partway over her shoulder, falling
across dark-lavender material. Bull stood to her left with what looked like the
entire Hurricane Guard, while Collen and the Sandstorm Guard stood to her
right. Neither group seemed to be paying the other any attention, as though
trying to pretend they weren’t even there.


Collen’s darker skin blended so well with his black-and-purple
uniform that it was hard to make out his face, but from what I could see, he
didn’t appear to be any happier about the situation than Bull did. 


Behind the two opposing Guards, Tubby stood in front of the
entranceway, taking up most of it. Mouse, Petal, and Squeaks stood beside him.


I hopped off the carriage as the driver pulled up in front
of the courtyard and stopped. “Bull, Collen, come help me carry this man
inside.”


“What man?” Sapphire asked as both Bull and Collen rushed to
see who could get to the carriage first, practically knocking me out of the way
as they both tried to open the door.


“Stop it!” I shouted. “What’s wrong with the two of you? The
way you’re acting, you’re as likely to tear the man apart as to get him inside
safely. He’s been injured, so be careful with him.”


The two looked at each other and frowned but proceeded to
open the door and carefully carry Gustory out without dropping him. Reevie
exited behind them and waved up at the driver. “I believe that will be all.
Thank you for your time.”


The driver tipped his hat, then urged his horses on. He
looked more than willing to be gone from the place. I heard the horses’ hooves
on the snow-packed cobble drive fade into the distance as I turned to find
Sapphire standing there with her arms crossed.


“You look . . . very pretty,” I said with a
smile as I took a moment to admire her new dress.


“Don’t change the subject,” she said, doing her best not to
smile at the way I was looking at her. “Who was that man and why is he here?”


I offered her my arm, and we started back through the front courtyard
toward the main entrance. “That is a bard who I have recently come into
acquaintance with. He was wounded when a fight broke out at the Rose and Crown
a few nights back.” Of course, I figured it best not to tell her that he had
started the fight, or that he was a wielder.


“The Rose and Crown? I heard that was a respectable place. What
were you doing there? A bit fancy for you, isn’t it?”


“It’s a long story.”


“Then tell me about it later. We’ve got more pressing issues
to discuss.”


Behind us, both sets of Guards marched up the walkway,
neither wanting to give way to the other. I was afraid they were going to draw
weapons as they tried squeezing through the front entrance at the same time,
both groups pressed tight enough to rub shoulders.


“I see what you mean,” I said, staring rather nervously at
the armed kids.


Sapphire hmphed as she turned and looked at the two groups.
“They are the least of my concerns right now. Bull told me what happened at the
Temple. Who does Cutter think he is, bringing a force like that against us?
That’s an open declaration of war.”


“We weren’t there,” I said.


“Some of you were. If not for Reevie’s little secret”—she
passed a harsh glance at Reevie—“you might be in Cutter’s hands right now.” She
shivered. “I don’t even want to think about what that would have meant.” She
looked at Bull and Collen, who had stopped just inside the long gallery, having
managed to get their Guards in without incident while carrying Gustory. “What
are you waiting for?”


“Where do you want us to take him?” Bull asked.


“Take him to the third floor. He’ll be more out of the way
there.”


They nodded and carried the bard away. I could hear him
moaning all the way down the gallery.


“Have you eaten yet?”


“No!” Reevie was quick to answer. “I’m starving.”


Sapphire turned to one of the Sandstorm cleaners, who was
wearing a white apron over a soft purple dress. “Tell the chef to make up two
plates. We’ll take them in the study.”


The little girl curtsied and took off.


Sapphire then turned to the two sets of Guards. “When Bull
and Collen get back, I want one group to guard the back and the other the
front. I don’t care which does what, but if I hear the smallest ruckus from
either of you, you’ll have him to deal with,” she said, pointing at me.


Both groups looked at me and gulped.


Taking my arm again, Sapphire directed me and Reevie toward
the west wing and back around to Noph’s former study. 


“I see you’re fitting in quite well,” Reevie said, watching
her parade through the manor house like she owned it.


“In more ways than one,” I added, staring at her new dress.


She pinched my arm but didn’t hide the smile. “Apparently,
Noph had already arranged for a new wardrobe to be delivered for me. To be
honest, I would have never considered myself the sort of girl to go for all
this frilly nonsense,” she said, running her hands down the front of her dress,
“but now that it’s here, I think I could get used to it.”


“So could I,” I said.


Reevie rolled his eyes. “Will you two cut it out? We’ve got
real problems to worry about.”


Sapphire sighed. “He’s right. We’ve got to figure out what
Cutter’s takeover of the Temple is going to mean for us.”


“Well, it wasn’t like we didn’t know it was coming,” I said.


“No,” Reevie added. “But it wasn’t supposed to be this soon.
How is this going to affect our meeting tomorrow?”


“Perhaps not as much as we had thought,” Sapphire said. She
released my arm and walked over to the desk, where a large book lay open on
top. “Those passages Noph marked for us in the Street Tribes of Aramoor
guidebook are going to be quite useful in our negotiations.”


“How so?” I asked, joining her at the desk. Reevie followed as
well.


“For one, it lays out plainly that a tribal chief can turn
over their seat to any successor they so choose, as long as that successor is
not a current chief.”


“Yes,” I said, “but we already knew that.”


“What we knew is what Noph told us. Which, given the
circumstances, I’m not totally inclined to believe outright, but this proves
beyond a shadow of a doubt that we can do this.”


Reevie crossed his arms. “The question now is whether the
other tribes will try to stop us.”







Chapter 36
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SLEEP WAS SLOW IN COMING, and when it did, it seemed
to come and go with the speed of a flittering thought—there one moment, gone
the next. I crawled out from under my covers with a deep yawn and turned to
admire my chambers once more, this time with the aid of the sun shining in
through the half-open curtains. The windows behind looked out over the back of
the manor house.


Sapphire had turned Noph’s old chambers into the official
study of the chief, or in this case chiefs, as she had made it clear to
those living there that Reevie and I would be co-leaders of this new
conglomerate. And since Noph’s old room also held the secret counting chamber
and Sandstorm’s coffers, it was only prudent of us to use it as the official
meeting room for the heads of Sandstorm and not just another sleeping quarter. 


The three of us took up rooms nearby. They weren’t quite as
elaborate as the new study, but far grander than anything we’d had at the
Temple. With a little redecorating, they were sure to fit each of us rather
nicely. Trimming my room, however, was the last thing on my mind as I scooted
to the edge of the bed and let my feet roll over and onto the cold floor. The
fire in the hearth was nothing more than smoldering coals, and I hustled over
and tossed a couple of logs on top, then stirred the embers with a poker that
hung from the side.


I dressed quickly, sliding into the same outfit I’d worn the
last couple of days. It really needed to be washed, but since it was my finest
outfit and today was the big meeting with the Guild, I didn’t have much choice.
I wanted to look my best. This time, however, instead of wearing my black
jacket, I went ahead and put on the outer cape that went with the outfit. It
was black with beautifully embroidered purple flourishes running throughout.


I looked at myself in the mirror and smiled. I looked like a
snobbish nobleman. The clothes were a little stiff, but not to the point of
hindering movement if I needed to match swords with someone. I hoped it didn’t
come to that. 


After finishing my wardrobe by putting on my lancer belt and
sword and swinging Sapphire’s sword sleeve over my back, I made my way
downstairs.


The manor house was filled with rooms, most of which I’d
never seen. Apart from the long gallery that spanned the front of the house and
the hall on the west wing leading back to Noph’s study, I didn’t really know
where much of anything was. Our meeting with the Guild wasn’t until noon, so I
had plenty of time to go exploring. But first, my stomach was telling me that I
needed to find something to eat.


I followed my nose down the long gallery toward the east
wing and found a large dining hall, the seats mostly filled with both Sandstorm
and Hurricane kids, though none actually sat together. There was a quiet hum of
chatter as they cast anxious looks from one table to the next. It was going to
take some time to force the kids together, to get them to eventually look at
themselves as one tribe.


“Chiefs don’t eat in here,” a voice behind me said.


I turned to find a young girl standing to my left. She
couldn’t have been much older than ten or eleven. I didn’t recognize her, which
meant she must have been one of Sandstorm’s. I smiled. “Then where do the
chiefs eat?” 


“This way,” she said and motioned for me to follow. She
skipped along through the east wing, heading from one room to the next, until we
reached a small corridor that ended in several more rooms similar in size to
Noph’s study. She took me to the last room on the right, where I found Sapphire
and Reevie already eating.


I thanked the girl, and she smiled and skipped back the way she’d
come. “Nice of you to wait,” I said to my co-chiefs as I walked in, taking a
moment to get a look at the place. 


A long table took up the center of the room, a soft lavender-and-green
rug placed underneath to keep the chairs from scuffing the immaculate wood floor.
A grand fireplace rested against the right wall, the windows to either side of
it looking out across the front courtyard, and beyond it to the west wing. I
could even see inside of Noph’s old office if I looked hard enough.


The room was elaborately decorated just like the rest of the
home, with high ceilings and dark wooden beams. The walls were painted with
green textures. Even the wide molding at the top and bottom was trimmed in
green. The chairs were upholstered with soft velvet cushions striped in green
and gold. Evenly spaced around the room was an assortment of painted murals of
colorful design. It was a nice change from looking up at a painting that had
people staring back, and usually in a harsh manner.


Reevie looked up from his seat, a sausage link hanging from
his mouth. “Say this for Sandstorm: they know how to serve a proper meal.” He
caught the juice from the meat with a cloth napkin.


I took a seat next to Sapphire, where an extra place had
been set. In front of me, the table was strewn with trays and bowls filled with
a variety of meats, pastries, and eggs. There was even a tray of griddle cakes
with honey on the side. I couldn’t help but sit there and stare. How could one
tribe have so much while another was practically starving? Whatever it was that
Noph was able to accomplish with his business contacts, I hoped he spelled it
out clear enough for Sapphire and the rest of us to figure out. If not, we
wouldn’t be eating like this for very long. 


Then again, the amount of gold Noph had tucked away upstairs
was plenty to see our plates filled for several years to come. Of course, I had
no idea what the costs associated with such extravagance was. For all I knew, the
gold hidden on the third floor would only see us through the next several
months, though somehow, I doubted that was the case.


“Any thoughts on what we are going to say in the meeting?”
Reevie asked, forking in a mouthful of honey-drizzled griddle cake before
washing it down with a large gulp of fresh cream.


I’d barely managed to get my eggs on my plate, along with a
cut of ham, when I heard boots coming down the hall in our direction. I tossed
a couple of griddle cakes on top but didn’t have time to reach for the honey before
Collen appeared, stopping long enough to clear his throat.


“What is it, Collen?” Sapphire asked, allowing me to finish
dousing my cakes.


“I found another letter, Chief, but this one’s addressed
to . . . him.”


I looked over at the door and saw that Collen was staring at
me.


“You can address him as Chief as well,” Sapphire said, “or
Protector, whichever is easiest.”


Collen nodded. “Yes, Chief.” He walked over and held out the
sealed envelope. “This one’s for you . . . uh, Chief.”


I could see that having three chiefs was confusing many at
Sandstorm. Most at Hurricane would generally tack on our name after Chief, like
Chief Sapphire or Chief Reevie. Everyone just called me Protector. 


“Thank you,” I said, and took the folded parchment. “Where
did you find it?”


“It was in the armory, sir.”


I chuckled. “I guess I should have expected that.”


“It was attached to this.” Collen held up a rather
nice-looking sword. “I believe it’s Chief’s . . . I mean, Noph’s
old sword. I reckon he left it here for you.”


I laid the letter down on the table and scooted my seat back
to get a better look at the weapon. There was no sheath, but the sword itself
was of very fine quality, much better than the one I’d been assigned by the
lancers. In fact, it made my old swords look like rusty cleavers in comparison.



I held it up. The balance was good. It was slightly shorter
than most typical single-handed broadswords, which I actually preferred. I took
the other sword I’d been carrying in Sapphire’s sheath and replaced it with the
new one, handing the old one to Collen. “You can add that one to the armory.”


Collen nodded without saying anything, then stood there a
moment staring at the letter on the table. When he saw that I wasn’t going to
open it with him standing over my shoulder, he finally bowed and left the room.
I placed the letter off to the side and picked up my fork.


“Aren’t you going to read it?” Reevie asked, eyeing me from
across the table.


“Not until after I eat. I want to enjoy my food while it’s
still warm.”


Reevie grunted and then stuffed a couple pieces of bacon in
his mouth. 


The food was delicious. I couldn’t imagine waking up every
morning to a spread like this. I’d be fat in no time. And to think, I used to
count myself lucky with the occasional unbruised apple from Reevie’s stash. When
I joined the lancers, I was excited to discover the quality and portions we received
at the garrison. After this, I didn’t know how I was ever going to be able to
go back to anything else. I wondered if this is what it was like for Dakaran.
The notion was quickly discarded as I concluded that the prince would have
taken it all for granted and not have enjoyed it the same way I was.


As soon as I had emptied my plate of its first helping, I
decided to open the letter, just as anxious as Reevie to see what it said but
determined not to show it. I first cleaned the honey and bacon grease off my
fingers with my mouth before realizing that the bowl of water sitting to the
left of my plate was for that very purpose. I then wiped them with my cloth
napkin and used my butter knife to open the purple wax seal.


“My dear Ayrion,” I read aloud, then shook my head and
grinned. “Noph always was so formal.” I looked back down at the tri-folded
letter and continued. “As I have with the other two, I want to extend my
apologies for the rather abrupt manner of my leaving. By now I am sure you have
discovered the reason behind my rather hasty departure from Aramoor. I
unfortunately have no one to blame but myself, and I hope that the
repercussions of my actions do not find their way back to you. Sandstorm and
Hurricane will both need your help in the coming months. I’m afraid Sapphire’s
leadership and Reevie’s restorative healing may not be enough. They will need
your strength. And where strength fails, fear, I have found, can be very
motivating. 


“I speak of fear not born of anger or dominance, as with
Kore and Cutter, and even Red at times, but fear born out of a respect for who
you are and what you are capable of, which I believe is more than even you know.
That respect is what is going to have to force these two tribes to become one.
And for your sake, I hope it is sooner rather than later. If for some reason
you have not yet discovered Sandstorm’s coffers, you might want to take a
closer look at the sconce to the right of my bed. I doubt we will have the
privilege of meeting again, so I wish you well, and I hope you three can find
it in your hearts to forgive me. Please give my love to Sandstorm. They will be
in my thoughts always. Yours sincerely, Noph.”


I sat quietly in my seat for some time, pondering his words.
Unlike his previous letters, this one seemed to have been meant to have been
found last. It had a more finite tone to it, even going so far as to ask for
forgiveness. 


“Not sure what to say after that,” I said.


Sapphire leaned forward. “It’s clear now more than ever that
Noph has no intention of returning. I think most of the Sandstorm kids still
believe this is all some kind of ruse, and that Noph is going to suddenly pop
his head in one day and say that it was all a big joke. You remember how long
some of those in Hurricane held out the belief that Spats was going to return?”


Reevie and I nodded. Though, in those circumstances, it was
more that they were worried Spats would return, whereas the Sandstorm
kids were worried Noph wouldn’t. We continued our meal in silence, Noph’s
sentiments weighing heavily on all of us.


Once finished, we headed upstairs to the new chiefs’ study.
It looked basically the same since we hadn’t had the time to move out Noph’s
bed or furnishings. We hadn’t even found the time to take down the gaudy
portrait of Noph hanging on the wall beside the door. He seemed to be staring
down at us disapprovingly.


Sapphire did, however, manage to get several of the kids to
help move up a few of the pieces from Noph’s study on the first floor,
including his desk and at least one of the sofas. It wasn’t much, but it was
enough to get us started. We could worry about the rest after we figured out a
way to get the other tribes to accept our new change in station.


“We already know that Cutter isn’t going to have a problem
with us moving,” I said. “Pits, he’s already made himself quite at home in the
Temple.”


Sapphire tightened the bottom of her braid. “And I suspect
Red will be more inclined to accept our transition, as it would mean having a
stronger ally in the north quarter to help defend against Rockslide.”


“Kore is the one we will need to worry about,” Reevie said
from his seat behind the desk. “You don’t think he’ll try anything, do you?” He
shivered. “I remember what he did after Spats’s disappearance. He tried to have
us killed right there in the Guild Towers.”


I leaned back against the sofa’s soft cushions. “It’s Kore.
I wouldn’t put anything past him. At this point, there’s no need in hoping that
the other tribes haven’t heard the news about Noph. It’s safest to assume they
have. I’m just wondering whether Cutter will have let it slip that he now
resides at the Temple, or if he plans on keeping that tidbit of information
close to his chest.”


“I’d say he’d want to keep it hidden as long as possible,”
Sapphire said. “The same as us, he probably wants to wait until he’s made his
final transition over from their old compound.”


I chewed on my lower lip as I thought it through. “Makes
sense. It seems our biggest hurdle isn’t going to be Hurricane’s dissolvement.
It’s going to be whether or not they accept our claim to Sandstorm.”


Sapphire got up from her place next to me on the sofa and
walked a few steps over to the desk, where she picked up a folded piece of
parchment. “We have Noph’s own statement, signed by his hand.”


“The question is, though,” Reevie said, “will it be enough?”


I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “I guess
we’ll find out.”


The rest of the morning came and went in the blink of an eye,
and before we knew it, it was time to leave for the meeting. 


I stopped by Gustory’s room to see how he was faring and
found him sitting up in his bed, reading from a small stack of books on the
nightstand. He was looking particularly cheerful, the color in his cheeks
returning. I had no doubt that under Reevie’s care, he’d make a full recovery,
though with a wound like the one he’d sustained, it was going to take quite
some time.


Reevie, Sapphire, and I stood at the front entrance just
inside the long gallery. Many of the kids from Hurricane and Sandstorm had come
to see us off, including both sets of Guards. Tubby stood off to the side,
towering over the others. Mouse sat comfortably on Tubby’s right shoulder,
while Petal and Squeaks took up position against Tubby’s legs. The four were
hardly ever seen apart, except for the times I took Tubby with me to the Guild
meetings to act as a deterrent against any sudden outbursts of violence.


“Tubby, you’re with us,” I said, and the giant of a boy
quickly pulled Mouse off his shoulder and placed him on the floor before raising
the hood of his enormous cloak and bounding over to stand behind us. Everyone
quickly moved to get out of his way.


I looked at Bull and Collen. Bull started forward, but I
held up my hand. “No, I’ll take Collen this time.”


I could see the look of shock and hurt on Bull’s face as he
slowly stepped back in front of the Hurricane Guard. Collen, on the other hand,
smiled as he moved to join Tubby. Bull was the better fighter, having been
training under me, and in a pinch I would have much preferred him being there
to watch our backs than Collen. But in the spirit of unity, we needed to make
sure to include the Sandstorm kids in as many of the decisions as possible.
Besides, Collen had been one of the two guards who had always joined Noph at
the Guild meetings. It was only right to continue doing so. I had considered
taking both Bull and Collen as the allowed protection, but this time more than
any other, I wanted Flesh Eater’s presence there.


“We would have brought you along as well, Bull,” I said,
“but we need you here. We don’t know what these other tribes are going to do.
We need someone who can get our people ready in case of anything.” I looked
over at the two sets of Guards. “You hear that? We expect you to work together.
This is one tribe now, not two. While we are gone, Bull is in charge. Make sure
you listen to what he has to say. If you don’t, you’ll find yourselves out on
the streets.”


Bull took a step forward and saluted with his fist to chest.
“We’ll be ready, Protector.” Those in the Hurricane Guard saluted as well. A
few in the Sandstorm did, but most just sort of stood there, probably wondering
whether I’d actually make good on my word and put them out of the tribe if they
didn’t obey.


“We’ll be back as soon as the meeting ends,” Sapphire said,
“and hopefully with good news. Those on the wall, take extra care. Also”—she
turned to Bull—“make sure we have plenty of scouts watching the surrounding
streets.”


“Collen and I sent them out this morning.”


She nodded, and we headed out the front doors and through
the courtyard to the circular drive, where we had a carriage waiting. It would
be the first time any of us had arrived at one of the Guild meetings by way of
carriage, and I couldn’t help but feel slightly more important as I climbed
inside behind the others and tapped the front wall for the driver to pull out. 


We waved at the large gathering of kids standing in the
courtyard. Redwing shrieked as Muriel held her up to get a better view from
where they stood inside the crowd. I turned from the window as we made our way
down the drive toward the front gate, where Toots, Jaden, and Pike waved as the
carriage rode by.


In Sapphire’s lap rested the Street Tribes of Aramoor
guidebook, with Noph’s letter of confession peeking from the top. I hoped it
was enough.
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WE ARRIVED AT THE TOWERS in good time, not having to
walk or run across town to get there. After dropping us off at the front, the
driver took the carriage around the back, where he waited with all the other
carriages for our return.


“Here goes nothing,” Reevie said as we all stood on the walk
out front, staring up at the covered bridges that ran from one tower to the
next. “Or maybe a better way to put that would be . . . here
goes everything.”


I looked up at Tubby, whose face was hidden behind the thick
curtain-fabric hood over his head. “Do you have your mask?”


Tubby’s head bobbed up and down, and he started to reach for
his pocket. 


“No. Not now. I just wanted to make sure you had it with
you.”


Tubby lowered his hand, his head drooping slightly. His mask
had always been a point of contention. While at Avalanche, it had meant slavery
to Cutter, at Hurricane it was something Tubby took great pride in, his unique
form of contribution to the tribe.


With a deep breath to steel the nerves, we headed inside. It
wouldn’t be long before the bells rang in the harbor, signaling midday. My
stomach grumbled, but I doubted it was from hunger, not after the breakfast
we’d eaten. I looked around the main lobby and up the long circular stairwell
to see if I could spot any of the other tribes, but other than the usual hustle
of businessmen and women scurrying about, I didn’t see any familiar faces.


We headed up the stairs, passing one landing after another,
finally getting off somewhere over halfway up. We then took a corridor around
to one of the overhanging bridges and headed across. I paused at one of the
glass windows at the side to look down at the streets below. If I looked out far
enough from this height, I could even see the rough vicinity of where Sandstorm
was located.


I felt a hand slide into mine. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”
Sapphire said. “It’s hard to believe how far we’ve come.”


“Won’t be far enough if we don’t get a move on,” Reevie grumbled
behind us, refusing to look at the windows. I remembered the first time he’d
been forced to cross the tower bridges, just after Spats’s disappearance.
Reevie had gone hysterical to the point we’d had to carry him across just
before he emptied his stomach into one of the flower vases lining the tower
halls.


I laughed inwardly before releasing Sapphire’s hand and
walking the rest of the way across. We started up another well of stairs,
getting off at the second landing with the soft green-and-purple floor runner.
Leaving the stairs behind, we headed along the outer corridor toward the Street
Guilds meeting room. The bells began to ring just as we reached the sitting
area, where we were greeted with a friendly smile from Master Gromly as he
waited for us to sign the ledger.


“The others arrived earlier,” he said as we approached his
desk. “You are the last . . . Well, that is, if you don’t count
Sandstorm. Don’t rightly know what’s happened to them lately.”


“Things are changing around here, it seems,” I said,
returning his always-friendly smile.


Sapphire signed her name after mine. “This is one time I
don’t mind being the last one in.”


Once Reevie had finished getting his name in the ledger and
handed the quill back to Master Gromly, he joined us in front of the doors. I
turned and looked at Tubby. “Now you can put the mask on.”


Tubby barked a garbled but excited laugh and quickly pulled
out the faded piece of leather, which he promptly strapped into place, then
looked at us for approval.


Collen shrank back at the sight of it, and Reevie smiled.


“Very scary,” Sapphire said, patting Tubby’s arm.


I nodded my own approval, and Tubby pulled his hood up, but
not quite as far as he normally would have, just to show off the mask.


I started to reach for the door’s handle but was stopped
when Reevie grabbed my shoulder.


“Where do you think we should sit?”


I turned and looked at Sapphire, and she shrugged, clearly
not having any more idea than I did. I hadn’t even considered that yet. “I
guess, officially, we’re still considered a part of Hurricane.”


“Just wanted to make sure,” Reevie said somewhat nervously,
as though trying to come up with any excuse to prolong our inevitable entry.
Sapphire rolled her shoulders, then tested to make sure her blade was loose in
its sheath.


With nothing else to say, I grabbed the left handle and
opened the door.


Those inside quieted when they saw us coming, even more so
when they saw Flesh Eater’s mask poking out from underneath Tubby’s hood. Both
Red and Kore looked like they were ready to draw weapons on each other, Red’s
face as flush as the new bloodred leather jacket she wore over her black shirt.
It was almost an exact match to my black one. She looked at my cape and
frowned. 


Cutter, on the other hand, sat back in his seat, his wide-brimmed
hat still on his head, casting a deep shadow over his face. He folded his arms
as he watched us cross the room, a deep scowl on his face. I couldn’t help but
wonder how well he had slept, or hadn’t slept, the previous night, having not
found hide nor hair of us inside the Temple. I could only imagine the berating
he gave his watchers when they finally came to the conclusion that we were no
longer there.


If I were him, I would have slept with one eye open, never
knowing if we were just hiding in the complex, ready to sneak out and slit their
throats in the middle of the night. Now that he could plainly see we had
somehow managed to make it out, it was sure to leave him just as uneasy.


Cutter’s frown slid upward when he caught me looking, though
it did slip a little when he spotted Collen standing alongside Tubby. I could
see the wheels in his head turning.


“It’s about time!” Kore said, his goblet in hand. “I take it
you’ve heard the news?”


Reevie, Sapphire, and I took our usual seats in front of
Hurricane’s spot. Tubby and Collen moved in behind us.


Red seemed to notice Collen as well, but didn’t say
anything. Kore, on the other hand, didn’t notice anything, too preoccupied with
his drink and wanting to spill what he’d heard about Noph.


“What news is that?” I asked.


Kore took another swallow and wiped his mouth with his
sleeve. “It seems Noph has gone and gotten himself good and nixed.” He smiled. “I
knew all that courting and kissing up to the nobility was going to be his
undoing one day.”


I could hear Collen mumbling something about his sword and
Kore’s throat, but he wisely kept it down.


“We have heard something similar,” Sapphire acknowledged.


“Whored off the wrong man’s wife’s, the way I heard it,”
Cutter said with a chuckle.


Red eyed my cape, then drew her belt knife and flipped it
around. “What fool sets up a secret rendezvous with a senator’s wife? I thought
Noph had more sense than that.”


“I doubt he knew who she really was,” I said, trying to
defend Noph’s honor and doing a poor job of it, since I happened to agree with
them. “I’m sure she used a fictitious name when they set up the meeting.”


Kore shook his head. “Bad business, regardless. You’re just
asking for trouble when arranging those sorts of dealings. Don’t hold to
stealing another man’s wife.” Kore’s grip around his goblet tightened.


“Or another woman’s husband,” Red added. “I heard the man
was married as well.”


Kore waved her off. “Regardless, Noph should have known
better, and he got what he deserved.”


“Which is what?” I asked. “Has there been word as to what
happened to him?” I looked around the table, but the faces staring back said
they weren’t really sure. Cutter held his smirk, as though he knew more than he
was letting on, which of course, he did.


“I heard the senator scooped him up in the middle of the
night during a raid on the Sandstorm compound,” Kore said.


“I heard he made a run for it,” Red added. “And if he’s
smart, he’ll keep running until he hits the border. Losing your husband, or
wife, to a deed such as that isn’t something easily, or quickly, forgotten. If
Noph did ever show his head around here again, it would likely get chopped
off.”


Kore scooted forward in his seat and leaned his elbows on
the table. “The question now is whether or not in his hasty departure he named
a successor. If not, I claim the right, being as I’m the closest to his
territory.”


“The flaming Pits you are!” Red said, sliding her seat back
from the table as she lifted her knife. “Wildfire borders Sandstorm every bit
as much as Rockslide, and I’ll be hanged before I let the likes of you get your
hands on it!”


Cutter sat between them calm as a cucumber, his hat still
resting upside his head as he leaned back in his chair and watched the two go
at it, smiling. Cutter had no intention of trying to get involved. He’d gotten
what he wanted—the Temple—and he didn’t seem eager to let the others know.


Sapphire dropped the heavy tome she’d been holding in her
lap on top of the table, startling the other two enough that they almost jumped
from their seats. She then turned and looked at me and nodded. I guess she was
expecting me to do all the talking.


I sighed, but then took a deep breath and stood. “Before a
battle breaks out here in the Guild Hall, Hurricane has a motion we’d like to
bring before the council.” Here goes nothing. “We are officially
declaring our dissolvement as a tribe.”


The room quieted, the others staring in wide-eyed shock.
Red’s mouth actually opened.


“What?” Red’s cheeks were even more flushed than when she’d
been arguing with Kore. “You can’t dissolve your tribe.” She looked at me, then
at Sapphire and Reevie. “What’s going on here? First Noph disappears, leaving
Sandstorm in the lurch, and now you want to get rid of Hurricane?” I could see
what she was thinking. It was written all over her face. With Sandstorm and
Hurricane gone, that would leave her at the mercy of Kore and Cutter, the two
chiefs that wanted nothing more than to be rid of her in the first place.


“I vote yes,” Cutter suddenly proclaimed, to none of our great
surprise.


“I vote no,” Red said adamantly. “Things are running
smoothly the way they are. The last thing we need is to start making drastic
changes.”


I hadn’t expected Red to be so vocal about her disagreement
of losing Hurricane, which left me in the lurch. I was going to need to change
tactics. At this point, it was a tied vote, leaving Kore to make the final
decision. Normally, I would have expected him to cast a Yes vote just to be rid
of us, but Kore wasn’t completely thick in the head. He would have to suspect
us having an ulterior motive. He might even have guessed what we were planning,
which meant it was now Red I needed to convince.


With a quick glance at Sapphire and Reevie, each seeming to
realize what I was about to do, I leaned over and pulled the folded piece of
paper from the pages of the Street Tribes of Aramoor guidebook. It was
the paper with Noph’s statement, claiming his decision to turn his tribe over
to Sapphire. 


I held out the paper. “We are claiming the right to
Sandstorm.”


“Over my dead body you are!” Kore flew out of his seat. His
two Guards hopped back as he did so as not to get hit by his chair, each
reaching for their swords.


“Noph named his successor before he left,” I said, holding
up the paper. “It was written and signed in his own hand and left behind before
he disappeared.” I held up the paper and started reading. “I, Noph Landerin, do
hereby, and of sound mind, turn over my title and responsibilities as Chief of
Sandstorm to one Sapphire, formerly Chief of Hurricane.” I looked up. “And
he signed it.”


“Anyone could have written that!” Kore said.


I handed it to Red, who snatched it up and started reading,
studying the signature at the end. She looked up. “It’s Noph’s handwriting and
signature, all right.”


“Give me that!” Kore demanded.


She slid the document across the table, and he snatched it
up, taking a brief moment to read over the whole thing, his face growing darker
by the moment. “I don’t care what it says.” He threw the paper on the table. “Noph’s
gone. He don’t have no say in this!”


“He did have a say,” Sapphire countered as she opened the
guidebook and pointed to a specific page. “It says right here that a chief has
the right to name their successor. Before Noph left, he did just that.” 


I leaned forward and grabbed the document from the middle of
the table and held it up. “His signature is proof.”


“I don’t care if he signed it in his own blood! You can’t
turn your tribe over to another!”


“Which is why Hurricane will be dissolving its status as a
tribe.”


“Then I vote No!” Kore said with a dark grin. “No one will
be laying claim to Sandstorm but me!”


I wanted to smile, but I held it back. This was exactly what
I was hoping for. I looked at Red. “Do you really want Kore surrounding you on
three sides, or would you rather have us there as a buffer?”


“I . . .” She looked at Kore, then back at
me. She was the deciding vote.


“What’s wrong with you?” Kore shouted at Cutter. “Why aren’t
you changing your vote?”


“He’s not changing his vote,” Sapphire said, “because he’s
smart enough to know a good thing when it comes.”


“What are you talking about?”


“I’m talking about the fact that Avalanche has already taken
up residence inside the former Hurricane compound.”


Kore turned on Cutter. “You’re living at the Temple?”


Cutter just sat there and smiled. Normally he would have
been worried about being on Kore’s bad side, but now that Avalanche’s territory
extended across the entire south half of the city, he didn’t seem as concerned.
Cutter was a conniver, an instigator. I could see him sitting back and hoping
that the rest of our tribes up and killed each other off in an effort to claim
Sandstorm’s territory. Then he could swoop in and pick up what was left.


“I change my vote,” Red said.


“You can’t change your vote!” Kore said. “You’ve already
given it.”


“I can change it if I want to.”


Kore reached for his sword, and Cutter’s smile slipped from
his face. The Avalanche chief sprung from his seat to get out of the way, his
two Guards moving with him.


“You draw that,” Red said as she raised her knife, “and I’ll
pin you to the wall.”


Reevie and Sapphire were out of their seats as well. Reevie
quickly moved back behind his chair for cover.


“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I said to Kore. Kore’s sword
was halfway out of its sheath. “You draw that blade and go to swinging, and I
can’t guarantee your safety. Flesh Eater here gets mighty hungry when he hasn’t
been fed. And from what I hear, he missed breakfast.”


Tubby took a step forward, pulled back his hood, and
growled.


Kore looked at the giant boy. “You better keep that thing
away from me.”


I smiled. “He hasn’t eaten in some time. Ain’t that right,
Flesh Eater? You hungry for a nice juicy arm to chew on?”


Tubby unleashed a garbled laugh and bounced up and down.
“Flesh Eater very hungry.”


Even I was a little nervous standing so close to the
monstrous boy when he talked like that. I looked at Kore, waiting to see what
he would do.


Kore took one more look at Tubby, then released his sword
and stormed across the room, his Guards chasing after him. “This isn’t over!”
he shouted back as he threw open the door and stormed out.


“Looks like this meeting is adjourned,” Cutter said with a
sly grin as he made his way to the exit. “Next time you won’t be so lucky.”
With that, he left.


“What did he mean by that?” Red said.


I shrugged. Of course, I knew he meant that the next time
Cutter cornered me, he was going to make sure I didn’t escape.


“It appears we are to be neighbors,” I said as Red tucked
her belt knife back in its holder at her waist.


She sauntered over and ran a finger down my cheek. “Guess
that means I’ll be seeing more of you.” She winked at Sapphire, then turned and
walked out, keeping only a step or two in front of Po and Toothless.


I turned to find Sapphire’s fists balled tight. She looked
like she wanted to lay one upside my nose. “What?” I asked. “It wasn’t like I
forced her to do that!”


“No. But you could have looked like you enjoyed it less.”
She marched for the door, and I turned to Reevie, who was just now coming out
from behind his chair.


He shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I don’t want to be in the
middle of it.” He looked over at the table. “Guess that went about as well as
we could have hoped. You had me worried when you told them about Noph’s note
before getting their approval to dissolve Hurricane.”


I nodded as I stuck Noph’s letter back inside the Street
Tribes guidebook and lifted it off the table. “It was a risk I had to take.
Clearly, Red wasn’t going to go for us just leaving. She had to know that we
would still have her back.”


“I guess.”


Collen and Tubby followed us out of the main room and back
into the lobby, where Sapphire stood chatting with Master Gromly.


I waved at the old bookkeeper on the way by, and he waved
back as he closed the book on his desk. I looked up at Tubby. “You can take
that off now. No need to scare everyone in the building.”


Tubby unfastened the leather straps with a notable groan and
tucked the mask away inside his pocket.


Sapphire scooted around to the front to take her place beside
me, though this time, she didn’t seem all that interested in holding my hand. 


“Well, that was fun,” Reevie said, drawing everyone’s
attention. “I wonder what’s for lunch.”
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THE CARRIAGE RIDE BACK to the manor house was a quiet
one, as all three of us sat looking out the windows at the passing buildings,
no doubt contemplating everything that had taken place. Reevie was right. The
meeting went about as well as we could have expected, Kore threatening us at
the end or not.


Collen rode with us in the back while Tubby rode in front
with the driver. Tubby seemed to enjoy the wind on his face. The driver kept to
the far end of the seat to maintain as much distance as he could from the big
kid.


We were only a few streets away when Collen finally broke
the silence. “What’s that?”


I turned along with the others and looked out the left side
windows. There was a long line of armed men in uniform riding down the street,
two abreast.


“Is it just me,” Reevie asked, “or do they look to be heading
in our direction?”


Our carriage turned off the main road and onto the smaller street
leading back toward Sandstorm Manor. We all looked out the rear window at the
back of the carriage. Behind us, we could see the first of the mounted riders
turning off as well.


“Yes,” I said, “I would say they are definitely heading in
our direction.” I stuck my head out the door to shout at the driver. “Hurry!”


The driver slapped the reins, and the carriage sped up. I
could see the Sandstorm gates ahead. Toots and Pike stood on the other side of the
metal bars, watching us fly down the cobbled lane. The driver yanked back on
the reins, and I leaped out the door before the wheels came to a complete stop.


“Open the gates!” I shouted, running straight for them.


Toots and Pike both grabbed the bracer bar and swung it
back, and a couple of the other watchers standing nearby helped pull the gates open.


I looked up at the driver and waved him in. “Quickly!”


Reevie stayed inside the carriage while Collen, Sapphire,
and Tubby climbed down. The driver snapped the reins once again, and the horses
sped through the gates and up the drive toward the main house.


I grabbed Collen’s arm. “Go help Bull assemble our fighters.
Get them down here as fast as possible.” I turned and stared down the road. The
line of uniformed riders was just coming into view.


“Who are they, Protector?” Toots asked.


“Trouble.” I pointed down the wall. “Have the watch pull
back to the house. Safer if we take a stand there instead of being spread out
here.”


“Do you think we’s gonna have to fight?” Toots asked
nervously.


“Let’s hope not.”


The two head watchers took one look at the coming horsemen
and took off running. “You heard him!” Toots shouted. “Get your backsides up to
the house.” They ran down the wall in opposite directions, ordering those
standing watch to retreat back to the manor.


“If I were a betting woman,” Sapphire said, “I’d say we are
looking at Senator Portner.”


“I wish I could say you were wrong,” I said, trying to count
the rows of horsemen but finding it difficult with them riding directly for us
in a straight line. “I’m just surprised it’s taken him this long to do it.”


Sapphire looked at me. “How do we convince him that Noph isn’t
here?”


“If you think of an answer, let me know.”


Behind us, I could hear the clatter of kids running down the
brick drive in our direction. The sound of swords swatting the sides of legs
was unmistakable. I turned to see Bull and the two sets of Guards rushing down
the lane. 


“Where’re the beaters?” I asked as Bull pulled the two
groups of fighters to a halt.


“Collen’s getting them assembled. They’ll be here shortly.”
Bull looked past me to the line of horsemen coming up the street. “We’re up
against lancers?”


“They’re not lancers,” I said, “at least not Elondrian
ones.” Though to be honest, I didn’t really know, other than they weren’t
wearing the proper uniform. Instead of the Elondrian crimson and gold, these
men wore a deep blue with a decorative white burst on the front in the shape of
four arrowheads whose points met in the middle.


Behind the Sandstorm Guard, I saw Collen running down the
drive with what looked like every able-bodied beater we had. Some wore black-and-purple
uniforms with purple bands on their arms; the rest wore their street clothes
with blue bands. If the appearance between the two hadn’t been so disparate, it
would have been funny. Thankfully, the beaters weren’t quite as standoffish as
their Guard counterparts.


“What do you want us to do?” Bull asked as soon as Collen
reached us at the gate.


“I want you to split in two and line the drive as far back
as you can. I want it to look like we have an endless supply of fighters ready
to lock blades. I want them thinking twice about storming our gate.”


“And what if they decide to attack anyway?” Collen asked,
looking apprehensively out at the approaching riders.


“Then we pull back to the house. The manor will be easier to
defend than out here. Make them come to us. Better to have something at our
backs instead of fighting in the open. Their horses will do them little good
with us up against the manor.”


Before I could say more, both Bull and Collen were shouting
orders and dividing the troops, lining them up the drive to either side as far
back as they could. The Guard were at the forefront, the beaters just behind.
All of them had their weapons drawn, many of them sneering and growling,
looking more like rabid dogs than able warriors. I sighed. When you didn’t have
much to work with, you did what you could. 


The Hurricane Guard and beaters had at least been given a
little training by me, mostly the Guard. I was going to have to find the time
to whip them and the Sandstorm fighters in shape, especially with us now being
so close to Rockslide’s territories.


I had started to turn back to the gate when a slight tremor
under my feet had me turning back around. Tubby came bounding down the drive in
our direction, his Flesh Eater mask on, along with his curtain cape and a huge
wooden bedpost bludgeon in one hand. He stopped just behind me and growled.
Even knowing who it was, I couldn’t help but quake a little.


I smiled up at him. “I want you to stand here in front of
the gate and look as mean as you can.”


“Look mean!” Tubby repeated and pulled back his hood to show
his mask, causing many of the Sandstorm beaters and even the Guard to pull back
a little. They all could remember Flesh Eater’s escapades in the Pit, and no
one wanted to be around him when he took on that persona. No one except for perhaps
Mouse, who was quietly standing just behind the big kid. 


Mouse held his pig sticker out at the ready. I knew there
wasn’t much sense in telling the short picker to go back up to the house and
wait with the others, so I didn’t bother. He would find a way to sneak back
down anyway.


“Should we run and get the patrollers?” Collen asked.


“The patrollers?”


“We pay them monthly to keep a watch on the place.”


I’d forgotten about that. Noph did mention that he had
worked out some sort of agreement with the blue capes to keep them off Sandstorm’s
back. “No.” I nodded back toward the road. “That’s an Elondrian senator out
there. What are the patrollers going to do? Whose side do you think they’ll
take if forced to choose?”


Collen nodded. “Not ours.”


“Ayrion.”


I turned. Sapphire was motioning me toward the gate, her
sword in hand. The riders were nearly there, pulling to a halt about twenty
feet away from the brick drive. I walked over to where she was standing between
the gate’s archway and lifted my hood, which among other things helped block
the afternoon sun from my face. 


I was really wishing I had worn my leather coat to our Guild
meeting instead of this cape. At least I had both my swords. I kept them
sheathed for the moment as we waited to see what the men in front of us were
going to do.


Judging by the lack of uniform and fancier clothing, it was
clear that the man riding at the forefront was the senator. However, he didn’t
seem to be as dolled up as some of the ruling class I’d seen, wearing what
looked like a very nice hunting outfit with a sword hanging down his left leg.
Portner dismounted, as did three of those riding with him, and took a moment to
adjust his brown suede coat. He gave the ends of his brown gloves a tug, then
looked at those beside him and nodded.


The group started our way.


Sapphire and I walked out to meet them.


The senator was a middle-aged man, not more than ten years
my father’s senior. He had a thick mustache that curled at the ends and had
begun to grey. He was about average height and build, maybe a little wider in
the stomach than the chest. He wore a wide-brimmed hat similar in style to
Cutter’s, but instead of brown, his was a deep burgundy, the same color as the
vest he wore under his jacket. 


The dead-end street that the Sandstorm manor house rested on
lay quiet. The other estates, hidden by walls and trees, were equally silent.
Either those living there were out for the day, sleeping late, or possibly saw
the armed men riding by and decided to stay indoors for their own safety.
Regardless, an Elondrian senator had plenty enough clout that no matter what he
and his men decided to do, those living nearby were sure to keep their mouths
shut.


Sapphire and I stopped about five feet from the four men.
Sapphire was the only one holding a weapon, though the other armsmen looked
ready to draw at a moment’s notice, tense enough to snap had they been tree
limbs. 


Senator Portner stared at us, his face tightening the longer
he looked.


I bowed as soon as they stopped. “Senator Portner, to what
do we owe the honor of this visit?”


“Don’t play coy with me, you little toad!” Portner snapped
back. “You know very well what I’m here for! I want that no-account Noph on his
knees in front of me in the next five minutes or I’m going to raze this place
to the ground.” 


The veins on the sides of the senator’s forehead bulged. He
was much angrier than I’d hoped. If I said the wrong thing, we might find
ourselves in a full-on battle. And if that were to happen, there’s no telling
how many of our kids would survive against armed troops who, by the way they
carried themselves, seemed to have had at least some modicum of training.


“My apologies, Senator Portner, but you won’t find the man
you’re looking for here. I’m afraid Noph lied to us all. He told us he was
planning on retiring and taking up a business venture outside of Aramoor. He
disappeared three nights ago. Those living here woke to find him gone, along
with his possessions and one of the carriages. He left a note stating he was
leaving the city, most likely never to return.”


“And I’m just supposed to take your word on that?”


“Apart from letting you read the note, I’m afraid I don’t
know how else to assure you. I could take you on a tour of the manor house, but
for all you know, we could have hidden him away in some unknown nook or cranny,
or he could have slipped out the back as soon as we spotted you coming.
Unfortunately, we have no way to give you what you want, as we have no way to
produce Noph.” I stared at the senator and the three men standing to either
side. Their faces were stern, no hint of softening.


“However,” I added, “if our word doesn’t suffice and you
feel that the only way you can truly see justice is by locking blades, I assure
you, you’ve come to the wrong place. As you can see, we are ready to defend
ourselves, and we have the advantage of ground.”


The senator looked beyond me and Sapphire toward the gate
and the drive full of armed kids. Though, somehow, I doubted he saw much of
them. He seemed to be too focused on the monstrous creature standing between
the gates’ arches. I could hear Tubby growling from where we were standing, and
I almost smiled.


Senator Portner chewed on his lower lip in thought, clearly
judging whether this was going to be worth it. He turned and stared at me a
moment. “Do I know you? You look familiar.”


“You have probably seen me around the palace.”


“The palace?” The senator took a closer look. I removed my
hood, and his eyes widened when they caught mine. “You’re the one
who . . .”


“I’m the crown prince’s weapons instructor,” I said,
suddenly seeing an opportunity and desperately grasping for it. “I’ve also been
working closely with Her Majesty the queen on setting up orphanages here in
Aramoor, so if there is anything you would ever like me to relay to either of
them, I would be most happy to do so.”


Senator Portner cleared his throat, completely flummoxed.
“I’m a member of the Elondrian Senate. I certainly need no introductions to Their
Majesties, and definitely not from the likes of you.”


I quickly bowed my head. “My apologies, Senator, of course. I
meant no disrespect.” Actually, that was exactly what I meant. It wasn’t supposed
to be an open threat, but it was a reminder that my connection with the royal
family was greater than his, and he knew it.


Portner straightened his jacket. “Apology accepted. Still,
my good name has been tarnished, and I demand justice. I’ve been made the
laughingstock of my peers, and nothing will satisfy me other than the
imprisonment of the man who led my wife astray, and her accomplice.”


“I completely understand, Senator, but on my honor, you will
not find your betrayer here, and I can guarantee that any such acts will never
happen again within these walls or by anyone associated with them. We don’t
hold to that sort of duplicity here.”


“Apparently you do, or I wouldn’t be here now.”


“To clarify, this house is under new leadership, and that
leadership has made it clear that no such transactions will take place here
again.”


The senator’s hands were shaking, but he did manage to take
a deep breath to calm himself before speaking. “Still, there’s the loss of my wife
and my good name, which is a debt that needs paying.”


I glanced at Sapphire. She looked just as mystified. “How do
you suggest that happen?” Did he expect us to find him a new wife, or somehow
replace his name?


“What if we were to let it leak that Noph had been killed?”
Sapphire said, drawing everyone’s attention.


Portner thumbed his chin. “Go on.”


“You said that word had spread of your
wife’s . . . unfaithfulness, and it has sullied your name. Perhaps
we can spread word around that you captured Noph and killed him as a warning
for others that no one messes with Senator Portner and gets away with it.”


Portner’s eyes sparked, a faint smile creeping around the
corners of his mouth. “I like this idea.”


“Better yet,” I added, “we could tell them that you yourself
killed him in a duel to the death. I’m sure we can find plenty of people
willing to vouch as witnesses for the right amount of coin, which, of course,
we will provide at our own expense.”


Portner’s smile broadened as he twisted his mustache. “Yes.
That would certainly go a long way to restoring my name and reputation.” He
looked at the two of us. “It seems that new leadership is exactly what this
place needed. If you can manage to get word spread through the city of this
duel, I might just have to continue running some of my business through here.
Ridding yourselves of Noph might just be the wisest thing this place has done.”


Both Sapphire and I bowed deeply. “We thank you for giving
us the opportunity to make this right,” I said.


“And we look forward to working with you further in the
future,” Sapphire added.


Portner stared at her a moment. “We shall see.” With that,
he turned and walked back to his horse, which he mounted and rode back down the
street, followed closely by his small army of horsemen.


Sapphire released a heavy sigh of relief.


“That was certainly quick thinking on your part,” I said.


“And that was a smart bluff on yours to throw in your
personal connection with the royal family. For a moment there, I thought we
were actually going to have to lock blades.”


I stared at the end of the procession as it disappeared
around the corner. “For a moment there, I thought we were too.”
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THE REST OF THE AFTERNOON was spent trying to calm the
nerves of everyone living at the manor house. Knowing how close they’d come to
finding themselves in an actual battle had most spending the rest of the day in
their bedchambers or common rooms like the library and the music room, though
it seemed no one actually knew how to play any of the instruments that were on
display for use. Regardless, work around the manor had come to a halt as those
inside took a much-needed breather.


“It’s a good thing you and Sapphire have such quick wits
about you,” Reevie said as he busied himself with unpacking crates of supplies
we had managed to bring over from the Temple’s infirmary. He paused a moment to
look at the unopened crates on the floor in the center of the room. “I’m
missing more than I thought. I really wish we hadn’t up and left our stuff
behind like we did. Quite the inconvenience.”


“It wasn’t like Cutter gave us much of a choice,” I said.
“Or would you have preferred I left you behind with your herbs?”


Reevie hmphed, his hands never slowing as he lifted his
belongings out of the awaiting containers. “Regardless, it’s a good thing we
didn’t find ourselves in a battle with the senator’s men, because I’m missing
some of my best tinctures and balms, and worse, some of the herbs used to make
them.”


I glanced over at the new infirmary’s open door to make sure
no one was standing nearby, and even then I lowered my voice. “It’s not like we
don’t have the funds to replace what you need.”


Reevie finished stacking a few more jars on one of the
shelves and turned. “It’s not replacing them that worries
me . . . at least not for most of it. Though, some of those
herbs were extremely hard to find. My problem is the amount of work it will
take in retrieving it all and then remixing new medicinal batches. All of that
takes time. If you hadn’t managed to talk some sense into the good senator, and
we found ourselves in a battle that resulted in dozens of wounded and dying
kids, we would have been in some serious trouble. From what I can see of their
so-called infirmary, it’s appalling.”


He walked over and grabbed a clay pot off a random shelf at
the back and unstoppered the lid, holding it out to me. “You see that? That is
about all they had stocked in here. Lushweed. Lushweed!” He lifted the jar and
took a whiff, then nearly gagged. “And rancid lushweed at that. About the only
thing this is good for is turning your skin yellow. Why anyone would want to
turn their skin yellow is beyond me.” He threw the rather foul-smelling potion
in the waste bin, pot and all. “And this is what Noph left me to work with?” He
shook his head. “It’s a wonder this tribe has survived as long as it has.”


“I guess it’s good that you’re here to fix it, then.” I
slowly backed toward the doorway. “I’ll just leave you to it.” 


I made a quick exit and started back down the corridor in
the direction of the main dining hall where the rest of the members ate, but then
changed my mind before I got there and turned down a small corridor on the
right, leading to a set of stairs that took me up to the third floor. Most of
the rooms on the top floor were still vacant, the others used for storage. 


We’d managed to fit the Hurricane kids on the second floor,
along with those from Sandstorm. Sapphire felt it best that the two groups
shared as close quarters as possible, instead of keeping them on separate
floors as we had originally discussed. She was right. The more we divided them,
the more they would feel like two tribes instead of one. She didn’t go so far
as to force them to share the same rooms, but we did keep a couple of night
watchers on the hall to make sure no fighting broke out.


The most difficult groups to merge were turning out to be
the Guard. Eventually, we were going to have to come up with a plan on how to
get the two to work together, and unfortunately that was going to require
either Bull or Collen stepping down as head Guard. You could only have one head,
and if we hoped to merge the two, a decision was going to have to be made.


I walked down the darkening corridor from the east wing to
the west, where the chiefs’ study and bedchambers were located. The afternoon sun
had passed, and early dusk had forced us to begin lighting the sconces around
the most-used areas of the house. I passed my quarters, heading for the study.
I didn’t bother knocking and opened it to find Sapphire lounging on the sofa in
front of the grand windows on the left. The long curtains hung loosely to the
sides, not having been shut for the evening.


There was a newly lit fire in the hearth, breaking the
room’s chill, but it wasn’t enough for her to take off her coat.


“What are you working on?” I asked, closing the door to keep
in the heat. After a moment, I felt as though I was being watched and turned. I
was right. Two big brown eyes bored down on me from the enormous portrait of
Noph hanging on the front wall.


Sapphire saw me staring up at it. “That’s going to be one of
the first things to go,” she said. “As soon as things settle down around here.
Right after we burn that hideous likeness of Red in the next room.”


I smiled. “I don’t know. It kind of grows on you. She almost
looks approachable.”


“She looks like a copper copper whore.” 


“It’s not that bad. Besides, Reevie might be upset if
you were to get rid of it. I’ve caught him in there more than once staring up at
it instead of his ledgers.”


Sapphire’s face twisted, and she gave me a sharp look, just
daring me to say anything further about how I found Red’s image.


Wisely, I resisted the urge, moving the conversation to more
important matters. “How do we plan on spreading word of
Noph’s . . . demise?”


“Spreading the word is the easy part.” Sapphire pushed
herself up to a sitting position against the sofa’s armrest, keeping her feet
spread out across the cushions. “It’s constructing what to say that can be
challenging. The story needs to be believable, which means there needs to be
details, but if you add too many details, it gets muddled as it passes from one
ear to the next. So, the simpler you keep it, the better.”


I sat down on the other end, beside her feet. “Makes sense.
Any ideas as to what needs to be said?”


“I’ve already drafted the story and sent Mouse and some of
the pickers out to start its circulation.”


“What, already?”


“Best not to wait when it comes to a senator, especially one
mad enough to threaten an entire street tribe.” She smiled. “Besides, I want
his business. If I can convince him—the very man whose name was sullied by
Sandstorm—to continue doing business with the new leadership, that will go a long
way to bringing in other new clients.”


I sat there a moment and stared at her. “You’ve certainly
jumped headfirst into this new role. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think
you’d been a Sandstorm chief all your life.”


Sapphire smiled at first, and then it shifted to a frown. “I
wish it were that simple. I’ve been looking through some of Noph’s writings
concerning the kind of business he ran out of Sandstorm. He has built quite the
network over the years. I don’t see how we can keep up with it. What if they
don’t accept us the way they did Noph?”


“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. You are
correct, though—having someone like Senator Portner on our side would help
bring the others around.”


Sapphire closed the book and placed it on the floor in front
of the sofa. “About time for supper, isn’t it?”


I rubbed my stomach. “My belly seems to think so.”


We left the office and walked downstairs in search of Reevie,
finding him and Muriel still in the infirmary, organizing bottles and mixing
herbs. Redwing screeched from her perch on the back of a chair to the left of
the door, announcing our arrival.


“It can wait till morning,” I said. “Let’s eat.”


Muriel looked at Reevie, who finally nodded, and she rushed
out the door, barely taking the time to pull on her glove before snatching up
Redwing on her way.


“You go on without me,” Reevie said, returning to a book on
the mixing table. “I’m in the middle of this and can’t stop.” He seemed to be
creating another one of his concoctions.


“You sure?” Sapphire asked. “I heard Chef is serving pheasant
tonight.”


Reevie’s finger skidded to a stop on the page, but only for a
brief moment, then started back up again. “Just have the kitchen save me a
plate.”


“If that’s what you want,” Sapphire said, “but I can’t
promise it’ll be warm.”


“That’s fine.”


We waited a moment longer to see if he’d change his mind,
but he didn’t, so we left him to his work. Mixing his herbs was about the only
thing that would have kept him from one of Sandstorm’s meals, especially
knowing how much he enjoyed pheasant.


Leaving him to his work, we headed down the east wing
corridor to where the chiefs’ private dining room was located. Three places had
already been set, and one of the staff was waiting at the door with his apron
on. He pulled the seat for Sapphire and tried to do the same for me, but I told
him I could seat myself, which earned me a stern look from Sapphire.


“What? I just don’t want someone hovering over me, that’s
all.” I hoped the attendant or waitron, or whatever he was called, wasn’t
offended. He didn’t seem to act like he was, just bowed and retook his place by
the doorway. It didn’t take long before the food arrived. I had no idea how the
kitchen always seemed to know right when to bring it, but their timing was
impeccable. 


After some light conversation, going over the day’s events,
mostly rehashing how our meeting with the Guild went and what we thought might
be some of the more immediate repercussions, we finished our meal and headed
upstairs to our rooms. I didn’t know about Sapphire, but I was exhausted, and
the thought of a good night’s sleep had me rushing down the long third-floor
corridor toward my room.


“That anxious to be away from my company?” she asked.


I stopped to let her catch up. “Sorry. My bed is calling me.
I hope it’s not as lumpy as the one at the Temple.” I chuckled. “Who am I
kidding? At this point, I’d be fine with sleeping on the floor, as long as it
was uninterrupted.”


She laughed, then kissed me on the cheek. “Good night,
then.” We reached her door first, and I waited until she made it in and heard
the lock snap shut before heading to mine. There was a welcoming fire already
in the hearth merrily dancing away, and by the warmth of the room, it had been
burning for some time. I tossed a couple more logs on top to hold it through most
of the night and undressed, laying my clothes on the back of a chair near the
fire before crawling into bed.


The mattress was very comfortable, and the thick quilts on
top hugged my body like a warm embrace. Before I knew it, the cares of the day
vanished as I let my mind drift off into unconsciousness. 


A loud banging brought me out of my sleep, and I shot up in
my bed. What was that? I wasn’t quite sure as to whether the banging had
been real or a dream. 


Suddenly another round of thumping shook my door. From the
other side, I heard someone shouting my name. 


“I’m coming!” I said as I ran over and hopped into my pants before
rushing to the door. I turned the lock and yanked it open. “I hope you have a
good reason for nearly breaking down my door.”


Pike was standing there, Reevie beside him, not much more
dressed than me. Instead of a pair of pants and no shirt, Reevie had a shirt
with no pants. 


“What is it?” I asked, still fighting to come fully awake.


“We’re under attack!” Pike said, not giving Reevie a chance
to even open his mouth. “It’s Rockslide! Looks like the entire tribe’s coming
for the manor!”


That brought me awake like a bucket of ice water to the
face. “How close are they?”


“We didn’t see them until they were rushing the gates!”


“You mean they’re already here?” I ran back into my room and
threw on the rest of my clothes and boots. “Go get the Guard and the beaters!”
I shouted at him through the open door as I quickly tied Sapphire’s band around
my head and strapped on my swords.


“She’s already done that.”


Great, I thought, we’re under attack, and I’m the
last one they come to. Apparently, the Sandstorm kids were still reluctant
to be around me. “Tell the watch to fall back to the house if they haven’t
already.” I looked up from yanking on my boots. “Well, what are you waiting for?
Go!”


Pike took off running, and I rushed out the door after him, nearly
stumbling over Reevie in the hall. “I guess we’re about to put your theory to
the test,” I said. “Better get to the infirmary and start brewing up some of
your healing. Looks like we’re going to need it.” I ran down the hall toward
the west stairwell, not waiting on Reevie as he shouted after me.


“It ain’t magic! I can’t just wave my hand and produce a poultice!”


I couldn’t hear what he said after that; my focus was on
what we were about to face. The second floor was filled with kids scrambling to
get their clothes on while at the same time rushing through the hall and down
the stairs. The house was in such chaos that no one seemed to know what they
were doing—a chicken yard with a bunch of hens and roosters running about,
having seen a fox creeping toward their roost.


I reached the first floor to find it just as chaotic as the second.
I ran down the west wing corridor and into the long gallery that fronted the
house. Passing a window, I stopped to look out. There were torches coming up
the drive and through the woods at the front of the manor. Pike wasn’t joking.
It looked like Kore had brought his entire tribe. 


First Cutter made a rush on the Temple, and now Kore planned
on doing the same at Sandstorm. 


Over my dead body!


Just in front of the torches was a group of kids who were
running as fast as they could toward the manor. Toots was in front, leading the
rest. Several fighters with green armbands broke away from the main group and
ran to stop them. Our watchers weren’t equipped to fight in open combat. They
were about to be slaughtered.


Bull and Collen shouted from somewhere near the front doors,
trying to gather their fighters as I tried pushing my way through the throng of
kids to reach them. The gallery was packed so tight I barely made it to the
next window. 


Quickly, I grabbed a chair and threw it through the glass.
Everyone around me jumped; some screamed, thinking it was Rockslide breaking
in. I swept away the broken pieces on the sill and leaped through, landing on
the cobblestones of the front courtyard, then took off running toward our
helpless watchers.


“Get our fighters out here!” I shouted back over my shoulder
toward the double doors, where Bull and Collen were still trying to get
everyone assembled. Seeing me rushing toward the drive, they gave up and
charged out after me, shouting for those behind to follow. I hoped they had at
least managed to get to the armory first, or this was about to be a very quick
and very bloody battle.


Up ahead, some of the Rockslide beaters had managed to run
down the slower members of the watch. Toots stopped and turned to help those
behind, his short blade swinging as wildly as it could. They were fighting for
their lives. Several were cut down instantly, screaming for help as they fell.
I pulled both my swords. “Get to the house!” I shouted at the others as I tore
by, racing to get to those under attack.


Toots screamed and went down, and my heart felt like it was
being ripped out of my chest. I screamed in rage and hit the group of Rockslide
beaters with a force they weren’t prepared for, my visions moving my arms and
feet in a way that left them with no recourse but to feel the sting of my blades
and go down. Unlike the cutthroats inside the Warrens, though, I did my best
not to land fatal blows. By the time I was finished, all but two were down with
no hope of getting back up on their own, and those two were in fast retreat.


“Protector,” Toots’s raspy voice called out as he raised a
single arm up for me to help him. “I knew you’d come.” 


By the time I got him off the ground and into my arms, the
rest of the Guard had arrived. I handed Toots to Collen. “Get these kids back
to the manor. We’ll make our stand there.”


Both sets of Guards started grabbing up fallen watchers,
several of which I could see were already dead or soon to be, and they raced
back to the house.


Another wave of beaters attacked, hoping to catch those in
retreat, but instead they found me waiting, and I cut them down before they
could reach the Guard, then made a run for the manor. Outside, the beaters were
lining up in the courtyard out front as torches began to fill the front lawn.


The moon was only half full, but it was a cloudless night,
washing the front of the house in its pale light. Sapphire pushed her way
through the crowd to reach me at the front. She had her black face paint on.
The only time I ever saw her with it was during a fight. She offered a toothy
grin when she spotted the black material tied around my forehead, then turned
and looked out across the growing mass of torchlight fronting the estate. “We
were wondering what the consequences would be of our transition to Sandstorm. I
guess now we know.”


I followed her gaze across the line of fighters in front of
us. 


“I just wasn’t expecting it to be this soon,” she said.


“Actually, it’s kind of the best time,” I said. “Catch us
while we are still in transition, when he knows that we are at our weakest with
two tribes being forced to figure out how to work together. If he waited until
we were well entrenched, it would be a lot more difficult.”


Behind us, the two groups of Guards formed a half circle in
the middle of the courtyard—Bull and Hurricane on the right, Collen and
Sandstorm on the left—staying as close to their chiefs as possible, while the
beaters took up their place just behind them. The Hurricane beaters seemed to
be showing the Sandstorm beaters where to stand. Tubby came barreling through
the crowd, taking his place between us and the Guard, his mask on and his thick
bedpost club resting on his shoulder.


I took a deep breath. If we didn’t do something now, this
was about to go horribly wrong. The last thing I wanted on my conscience was to
take over a new tribe and lead them all straight into a bloody battle, where
half of them or more might not survive. No matter how hard I tried, though, I
couldn’t think of a way out of it, not with Kore leading the charge, knowing
how much he wanted to get his hands on Sandstorm.


“What do you want to do?” Sapphire asked.


“Talk him out of this, if I can.”


“Why don’t you just kill him and be done with it?”


I turned. Her bright-blue eyes peered out between stripes of
black paint, making them feel cold and hard.


“What?” She shrugged. “Don’t tell me you weren’t thinking
the same thing. Kore’s been threatening to kill you since the day you first
walked into the Guild. Maybe it’s time to finish this once and for all.”


“If it was just between the two of us, sure, I wouldn’t mind
putting him in his place, but if we—”


“Then make it about the two of you. Challenge him openly in
front of both tribes. You put him on the spot like that and he’s not going to
back down.”


I turned back to the Rockslide fighters and their leader
standing in the forefront, head and shoulders above the rest. Would Kore be
willing to accept a challenge like that? It was worth a try. I looked at
Sapphire and nodded. “Let’s go.”
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WITH BOTH SWORDS IN HAND, I started forward. 


Sapphire walked out with me, her two shortswords in her
hands. It had been nearly two years since the last street battle had taken
place outside the Pit, which had left numerous dead on all sides and even more injured.
In fact, a good number of our tribe was made up of the wounded from that
battle, those being branded as rejects and seeking a place to belong.


I glanced down at the “X” on my own wrist, feeling a sense
of pride. They were my family, and I didn’t want to see anything happen to them
if I could help it. Kore followed our lead and walked out to meet us in the
middle, where the cobblestones of the courtyard met the snow-covered yard.
Seeing we were both armed, Kore unsheathed his two-handed sword. It was nearly
as long as I was tall.


The Rockslide chief wore his usual green vest, letting his
muscular arms hang out the sides to intimidate all who opposed him. With snow
on the ground, it seemed a silly thing to do, but I had to admit, those arms
were pretty intimidating. His thick forearms were covered in green leather
guards similar to the ones we wore in the lancers, except the lancers’ were
black. Beside him walked two other fighters, no doubt members of the Rockslide Guard.
Both looked hungry to fight, the firelight from the torches sparking in their eyes
as they, too, drew their blades.


“What do you think you’re doing, Kore?” I asked, stopping
just out of sword reach, which for Kore’s arms meant about eight feet. “This is
an unprovoked attack on another tribe. The Guild will have to respond.” I hoped
some basic reason would be enough to deter him.


Kore sneered. “The Guild seems to be falling apart all
around us. First Noph up and vanishes, leaving his tribe without a chief, then
you lot up and dissolve your tribe. Seems like there ain’t much of a Guild left.
Besides,” he said with a nasty grin, “I don’t see how there’s much you can do
to stop me.”


“Wildfire will stand against you,” Sapphire said, her hands
tightening on her blades.


Kore laughed. “For all that’s worth. It looks as though the
sides have finally evened up. Two against two.”


“I wouldn’t rule Cutter out,” I said. “He didn’t side with
you over our dissolvement.”


“That’s because Cutter’s a greedy son of a faerie.” He
smiled. “Can’t feel too good knowing Cutter’s squatting in your bedchambers.” I
didn’t give him the satisfaction of reacting, so he continued. “Besides, Cutter
knows his place. When it comes down to it, he’ll do the right thing.”


“And what do you think that right thing will be when
he hears you tried taking Sandstorm for yourself?” I asked. “Cutter’s not as
stupid as you believe. We all know the dangers of one tribe gaining too much power.”


“I don’t need to gain anything. I already have it.” Kore
held up his longsword, and his fighters all raised their weapons in the air
with a shout. He lowered his sword, and they did the same. “But I’m not without
mercy,” he said offhandedly. “In fact, I will even assure you safe passage out
of here. Take your wounded and go, and I promise my fighters will not stand in
your way.”


Sapphire started to open her mouth, but I grabbed her arm.
Whatever she was about to say, I was pretty sure it would have been the wrong
thing.


“That is mighty generous, Kore,” I said, pausing a moment to
let him think I was actually mulling it over, “but I’m afraid you have grossly
overestimated your position here. Now, here’s my offer.” I turned and raised my
voice so everyone on both sides could hear me. “I challenge Kore, right here,
right now, to a duel! The winner gets the right to both tribes. That is, unless
the great chief of Rockslide is too much of a coward to take my
challenge.” 


If those around us hadn’t already been listening quietly,
you could have heard a twig snap after that. I turned back to Kore and waited
for his answer, now that I had called him out in front of everyone.


Kore ground his teeth as he tightened his grip on his very
long sword. I thought for a moment he was about to start the duel right then
and there.


Come on. Go for it. I stood there with a smirk of my
own, doing my best to twist the knife in a little further.


Suddenly Kore leaned back and laughed. “Nice try!”


My grin slipped.


“You think you can goad me into a one-on-one-takes-all deal?
What do you take me for?”


“You want me to answer that honestly?” 


Kore sneered. “I don’t need to take a challenge to prove
who’s better. You’re about to find out.” He rolled his shoulders. “Last chance.”
He raised his sword. “Leave now and I’ll spare your lives. Stand in my way, and
we’ll kill every last one of you!”


So much for diplomacy. It seemed there was only one thing
Kore respected, and that was force. I tightened my grip and looked at Sapphire.
Her lips were parted as she snarled in the direction of the two guards flanking
Kore. This was not what I wanted, but one thing was for sure, I was going to
make certain it never happened again. Sapphire was right. I needed to end this
once and for all.


I took a slight step to the side and away from Sapphire,
making sure to give us each enough room to swing. The fire of my magic was
burning inside, waiting to be released, and I opened myself up to it. It was an
advantage, and I had every intention of using it.


I looked Kore in the eyes but raised my voice loud enough
for everyone to hear. “This is your final warning! Leave Sandstorm now, or
we’ll carry what’s left of you out afterward and bury you in a pauper’s pit!”


Kore’s eyes flared, and he raised his sword over his head.


“There once was a young boy who believed he was
indestructible,” a voice rang out from somewhere behind us.


Kore’s sword hung in the air, a bewildered look creeping
across his face as he glanced over our shoulders in the direction of the
courtyard.


I turned just far enough to get a quick look behind me. 


The beaters lining the cobblestones between us and the front
of the manor parted, and Reevie stepped through, doing his best not to stumble
forward as he held one shoulder up under Gustory. What were they doing? The man
could barely walk. They reached the Guard, and Bull grabbed the injured bard
from Reevie and continued to walk him out to where we were standing in the
middle, between the opposing forces.


“And the reason that boy believed he was indestructible,”
Gustory said, “was because his parents had always told him he was.” 


“What is this?” Kore asked, pointing his sword at the
injured man. “Who’s the invalid? Get out of here, old man, or die with the
rest.”


Gustory remained unhindered and continued on despite the
threats. “That boy spent every day telling everyone he was indestructible. That
no one could beat him, and so as expected from boys, he was challenged. And
with what seemed little effort, the boy beat his challenger, which only
confirmed his belief. So he went in search of other boys to fight, his size and
strength aiding in his victories.”


Those on both sides began lowering their weapons, suddenly
interested in what the bard had to say.


“Pretty soon everyone believed the boy was indestructible
too, and for years he flourished off that belief. No one wanted to challenge
him, no one wanted to stand up to the young man who was indestructible.”


I could feel the draw of Gustory’s words pulling on my own
emotions. Even knowing what he was doing, I was finding it hard to keep from
getting sucked in. Sapphire had lowered her swords as she stared wide-eyed at
the bard. Even Kore lowered his blade for the time being as he watched the
injured man continue his tale.


“Pretty soon that young man had amassed a great wealth and
following, and his name spread throughout the land. The people decided to make
him their leader, and he found himself surrounded by those who claimed to adore
him, his friends. Though, truth be told, he had no friends, and those that he
had accumulated were there out of fear, and not because they actually liked the
young man.” 


Kore’s fists tightened on his sword. Both tribes found
themselves inching their way forward, not because they believed they were about
to go to war, but because they didn’t want to miss the story.


“But,” Gustory said, “then there came word that another
great warrior had entered their realm and was slowly drawing the people away
from the young man, not because the new warrior was indestructible, but because
he actually seemed to care for the people. Well, this young man couldn’t stand
for that, so he decided to challenge this new rival in combat. What better way
to prove himself to the people than to defeat this enemy and show them once and
for all who their true protector was.”


The kids were now encroaching on the injured bard as the
story began to reach its climax, eyes wide and mouths open as they waited to
see what would happen. I could feel a mix of emotions sweeping through me as
Gustory continued to unfold his magic—fear for this new warrior, excitement for
the outcome of the fight, anger at the way the indestructible man used his
strength to hold those around him subservient. I did my best to hold focus but
was finding it increasingly difficult.


“What happened?” someone shouted out from the Rockslide side
of the standoff, growing impatient as Gustory attempted to catch his breath. I
could see the pain in the bard’s eyes and in the tightening of his mouth as he
attempted to continue. I only hoped he could hold out.


“Well, the young man went to meet his rival, bringing an
army of his own just to show this new warrior that he was not to be trifled
with. When the young warrior and his army arrived, he found that his rival
wasn’t who he had thought.”


“Who was he?” Collen asked, standing just in front of the Sandstorm
Guard, which had moved up considerably. 


“Turns out,” Gustory said, “his rival wasn’t even human.”


Kids on both sides gasped. A sudden rush of trepidation
swept over me as the crowd began to grow restless, raising their blades and
scanning the deeper shadows around the tree line as though worried some great beast
would sweep out of the darkness and carry them off.


“What do you mean he wasn’t human?” Sapphire asked, looking
rather jumpy herself. “What was he?”


“The young warrior found himself facing a dragon.”


A sudden spike of fear shot through me, and I had to keep
telling myself it was just Gustory. Many on both sides were casting about,
looking ready to run.


“The dragon was unlike anything the young man had ever come
up against before. He had eyes that could pierce your very soul and bind you
captive. One look at the creature, and the young warrior’s army froze in fear.”


A wave of terror poured through Gustory’s link, and kids on
both sides started to run, but not at each other. They ran in opposite
directions—Sandstorm kids ran to hide in the manor, while the Rockslide kids
ran down the drive and back to where they had come. 


Kore, on the other hand, was too entranced by the tale to
even notice.


“Then what happened?” Bull asked, his arm still up under the
bard to steady his feet, though he looked half ready to run himself.


“After the longest time of staring into the dragon’s eyes to
prove he wasn’t afraid, the young warrior finally turned around and noticed his
army was no longer there, that he stood alone before the great dragon. And for
the first time, the young warrior began to question whether or not he truly was
indestructible. Deciding that he didn’t want to find out, he finally turned and
went home.”


Gustory fell into a fit of coughing, and I felt the link
suddenly disappear. 


Kore blinked a couple of times, then turned to see what had
happened. His face darkened when he realized most of his beaters and Guard had
deserted him. In fact, most of the Sandstorm kids had disappeared as well.


“What kind of trickery is this?” he shouted and raised his
sword.


“You are standing before a dragon, young warrior,” Gustory
said to Kore in between coughs. “Make sure you do not get eaten.”


Kore’s eyes raged.


I turned and shouted at Bull. “Get him out of here!” As fast
as I could, I moved away from the others to draw Kore’s attention. “Don’t be
foolish, Kore. This isn’t a fight you can win. Your beaters are gone. Swallow
your pride, and perhaps you’ll keep your life.”


Kore bared his teeth. “I’ll show you who’s the dragon in
this story.”


A vision struck me, and I leapt to the side as Kore’s huge
blade swung past, just missing my head. I felt the wind on my neck as I ducked
underneath his immediate backswing, the swooshing sound and the hairs on my
neck letting me know how close the blade had come. Sapphire was right about one
thing. This confrontation had been a long time coming.


I raised my swords, no longer willing to dodge and retreat, but
anxious to put this rivalry to rest as I beat back Kore’s attacks, which were
swift and fierce. His face was nothing but focused rage as his huge arms swung
his sword from one side of my body to the other, looking to chop off an arm or
leg or simply slice me straight in two. I let him come, using his momentum to
my advantage as I led him away from the others, deflecting, parrying, stealing
away his every attempt at putting a final end to me.


For the first time, there was uncertainty in his eyes as he
continued to drive forward. Not fear. Never fear. Kore wasn’t afraid of
anything, at least nothing he would ever admit or show. 


I let him continue to come, one powerful swing after
another, his whole body twisting and turning as he swung the enormous blade in
half circles. He fought to pierce my defense or at least beat it back far
enough to land that one desired blow. He was out for blood. Nothing but my head
would suffice at this point. But my head was the last thing he was going to be
getting this night.


After a while his moves began to grow sluggish, his
breathing labored. He was strong, but I had long ago learned that many times it
was those with the most strength who had the least endurance. Let them swing
themselves out, and their power became a disadvantage. The uncertainty that had
been there before had now shifted to concern. His arms weren’t lifting as high
as before, weren’t following through as swiftly, the edge of his blade taking
longer to leave mine after each successful parry.


He was growing winded. Worse, he knew it. 


I smiled, and for the first time, I saw alarm cross his
face, so much so that his eye actually twitched. Kore had expended most of his
energy in his initial attack to chop me down, a clear mistake made by most
larger men who believed their opponents too weak to stand up to them.


My turn.


I unleashed both my swords on him at once. Kore couldn’t
stop me. Couldn’t even come close. He didn’t have the strength or speed to keep
up. He was a shell of who he had been just a few minutes ago. His great sword swiped
all over the place as he desperately fought to keep my blades from reaching
him. I kept my pace slow at first, cutting him down a little at a time—a nick
to the shoulder, a slice to the upper leg, a puncture to the side, nothing too
detrimental, but enough to let him know he had already lost. I wanted him to
feel every inch of his demise. I wanted him to experience the fear and pain
that he’d been inflicting on those around him all these years.


I also wanted to make sure he would never attempt something
like this again.


By the time I was finished, Kore was bleeding from a dozen
different cuts and gashes and stabs, all of which combined was enough to put
him nearly on his knees. His arms were now flailing to the point I was only
using one of my swords. I wanted him to know that he had challenged the wrong
chief. 


I was the dragon.


With one spin of my wrist, I caught his sword arm with the
edge of my blade, opening a long gash along his wrist, causing him to lose his
grip. The great sword fell from his hands, and he fell with it, landing on his
knees in front of me. There was blood running down his face and arms as he
stared up at me in defiance. 


“Do it!” he shouted.


“Do it!” Sapphire agreed eagerly.


“What are you waiting for?” Collen shouted. “Kill him!”


I stood there over my enemy. It would have been the easiest
thing to step forward and shove my blade through his chest or take a swing and
remove his head. It wasn’t like he didn’t have it coming. But for some reason,
I couldn’t make myself do it. It was one thing to kill someone in the middle of
a battle when your life depended on it; it was another to stand there and
perform an execution, even if you knew the person deserved it. 


I turned to the three members of the Rockslide Guard who had
not run off in a panic during Gustory’s tale and pointed at them with my sword.
“Come get your chief.”


Kore closed his eyes. I guess he thought I was telling his Guard
to get ready to collect his corpse. Even the three Guards stood there waiting
for me to finish the deed. But instead of killing Kore, I took a step back,
then another. 


Kore’s eyes opened, and his Guard looked at each other in
confusion.


“What are you waiting for?” I asked.


When the Guard realized I was talking to them, they
hesitantly started my way. I waited as they carefully managed to get their
chief back to his feet and slowly heft him back down the drive toward the front
gate.


“What are you doing?” Sapphire asked, walking over. “You had
him in your hands.”


“What I’m doing is hopefully ensuring us some peace for
however long it will last. If I had killed Kore, how long do you think it would
be before whoever took his place decided they’d try where their chief failed?”


Sapphire grunted. “After tonight, not too soon.”


“Perhaps. But who’s going to be less motivated to try
attacking us again, some new step-in who perhaps wasn’t even here during the
battle, who didn’t see what happened, didn’t witness the outcome for
themselves, or the man who is still breathing today because I allowed it? Kore
will have to live with those scars every day. Every day, they will be a
constant reminder as to what would happen if he ever tried that again. He owes
us big, and he knows it.” I smiled, an idea occurring to me. “In fact, I’m also
hoping that your gossip network might be used to our benefit.” 


Her brows lowered slightly. Or was it the black paint? It
was hard to tell.


“If we let news spread to the other tribes about what
happened here, it will hold Kore and Rockslide accountable, and will hopefully
be a deterrent for any other tribe wishing to do the same.”


“You mean Cutter.”


“I mean anyone.”


Sapphire nodded, but I could still see it in her eyes. If
given the chance, she would have slit Kore’s throat without thinking twice. I
guess most sane people would have.


I turned and stared up at the moonlit stone and brick of
Sandstorm Manor, our new home. Across the front, frightened faces peered out
from the windows on the first and second floors, watching to see what their
chiefs would do. If there was ever any doubt as to whether we would be there to
protect them, it had been laid to rest this night. 


We might have been two tribes, but we were now one
family . . . and family was everything.
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Days turned into weeks, and everything slowly began to quiet
down. The rumor mill had turned swiftly as word spread through the tribes of
Kore’s ill-fated attempt to take over Sandstorm. Even Cutter had feigned being
upset with the attack during our next Guild meeting, though I was sure it was
more for the fact that Kore hadn’t invited him to the party than because he
disagreed with the Rockslide chief’s actions. He did seem pleased by the fact
that Kore had been humiliated in such a fashion.


Gustory the bard stayed with us as he continued to heal, at
least physically. He spent each evening regaling the kids with some new
adventure, some grand tale of heroism and near defeat, of love and family.
Whenever he talked about family, I saw tears forming in his eyes. The kids
quickly grew to love their evening bedtime stories in the library, as Gustory could
make them come to life like no man could, and it seemed he had found a place to
be useful. Where else would he find such a willing and enamored audience as
this?


It didn’t take much convincing by us to get him to consider
staying on permanently. There were still plenty of taverns in Aramoor to
frequent with his stories, and perhaps one day even Master Nippin would allow
him back at the Rose and Crown, which did finally get repaired, thanks to
Merchant Benfri making good on his word to foot the cost. Even Physicker Saban
managed to get repaid by Benfri for his care of those injured during the brawl.


I spent my days split between the lancer garrison and
Sandstorm, occasionally stopping by the Bailey Orphanage to check in on Master
Fentin and Mistress Orilla, where I would usually find one of her mystery-meat
sandwiches waiting for me.


Things at the tribe settled down as well, as we slowly began
to meld the two tribes together. It turned out to be less difficult than we had
initially thought. Standing with each other against a common enemy had broken
the ice between the groups, helping them see for themselves that they were one
house now. 


I did have to hold a competition for head Guard, which was
only right, and after Bull’s quick victory over Collen due to the training I’d
given him during his time at Hurricane, he took his place as head. Collen remained
as second under Bull on the Guard, but he also volunteered to become captain of
the beaters, which I thought was a great decision, since he was a natural
leader. Thankfully, Bull and Collen became good friends, as many in the tribe
looked up to them, and their friendship was one of the catalysts for unity
amongst the rest of the tribe.


Sapphire continued her studies of Noph’s business
arrangements, even going so far as to hold a few small formal galas. True to
his word, Senator Portner was the first in attendance, his presence going a
long way to bridge the trust gap that had been levied on the tribe after Noph’s
exodus. We were far from understanding how it all worked, but I was sure we
would get there.


We did eventually get our new study arranged the way we
preferred it, taking down Noph’s portraits, including the one of Red in the
secret counting room, much to Reevie’s dismay. We sent the one of Red to
Wildfire as a gift. Unfortunately, no matter how many times I told her it wasn’t
me, but Noph, who had commissioned the work, Red didn’t believe me.


Reevie kept himself hidden away within his new infirmary,
slowly rebuilding his lost inventory. The Sandstorm infirmary was much larger
than the one at the Temple, leaving room for more beds and better equipment. In
addition, thanks to his newly formed apprenticeship, he spent three days a week
studying under Physicker Saban, and he would return home each evening to regale
me and Sapphire during supper over some new thing he had learned, usually in
rather gory detail, leaving both myself and Sapphire with waning appetites.


My training with Dakaran continued, as did my secret
training with my roommates from Room Eleven. They were still quite hesitant at
first to use the palace for such purposes, but after a while they grew more
comfortable with the idea, even going so far as to enjoy their time spent
working there. As long as we cleaned up after ourselves, no one was the wiser,
not even the prince.


I took a sip of hot cider from my cup as I stared out the
windows of the circular nook inside the chiefs’ study. There was a cushioned
shelf built completely around the outer rim just under the windows, perfect for
sitting in the mornings or evenings or when one wanted to get away from
everything and everyone. Sapphire spent a good deal of her time there as well,
reading over Noph’s journals. Reevie didn’t care much for the space, as he
didn’t like looking out the windows from three stories up, but I found it a
relaxing spot to get away after a long day and gather my thoughts.


If anyone would have told me two months ago that I would be sitting
here inside the famed Sandstorm Manor, enjoying a cup of spiced cider in my new
study, I would have told them they were insane. But then again, this was
Aramoor, the city where anything is possible.
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Glossary of Terms


 


Street Tribes of Aramoor


Avalanche [a-vuh-lanch]
Tribe color is white. Chief is Cutter.


Hurricane [her-ĭ-cane]
Tribe color is blue. Chiefs are Ayrion, Reevie, and Sapphire.


Rockslide [rock-slide]
Tribe color is green. Chief is Kore.


Sandstorm [sand-storm]
Tribe color is purple. Chief is Noph.


Wildfire [wild-fire]
Tribe color is red. Chief is Red/Kira.


 


 


Months of the Year


Aèl [ay-el] First
month of the year.


Sòl [soul] Second
month of the year.


Nùwen [noo-win] Third
month of the year.


Manù [mah-noo] Fourth
month of the year.


Toff [toff] Fifth
month of the year.


Kwàn [quon] Sixth
month of the year.


Nor [nor] Seventh
month of the year.


Èldwin [el-dwin]
Eighth month of the year.


Kùma [koo-muh] Ninth
month of the year.


Akòsi [uh-kah-see]
Tenth month of the year.


Èshan [ee-shon] Eleventh
month of the year.


Zùl [zool] Twelfth month
of the year.








New Character Glossary


Introductory
characters not mentioned in prior books


 


Ayla - Aye-luh - Little girl in the Bailey Orphanage.
Helps in the kitchens. Usually has flour caked on her clothes.


Barthol - Bar-tholl - One of Ayrion’s bunkmates in
Barracks Two, Room Eleven. He sleeps in the third bed on the left.


Benfri - Ben-free - Merchant, whose paid protection
terrorized several towns and villages, culminating in a battle inside the Rose
and Crown Inn and Tavern.


Bozz - Bahz - Royal ostler who tends to look the
other way when Dakaran wants to sneak out of the palace. He is compensated with
a silver coin each time. Big man with a dark beard that covers most of his
face.


Camilla - Cuh-mil-uh - A female messenger for Sandstorm
that Bull has a crush on. She is tall and well-dressed with black hair that
hangs halfway down her chest.


Clovis - Clō-vis - Owner of the Fishnet tavern in Aramoor.
Short and stocky with bald head and braided beard.


Collen - Cawl-in - Head Guard for Sandstorm. Dark
skinned. Thick chest and arms. Not quite as large as Bull. Eventually becomes
the captain of the Sandstorm beaters.


Dolfer - Dol-fer - Owns a stable in the old merchant
district just below the Temple.


Finn - Fin - One of the medical staff, possibly son,
of the physicker who helps the wounded after the battle at the Rose and Crown
Inn and Tavern.


Fipple - Fip-ul - One of Ayrion’s bunkmates in Barracks
Two, Room Eleven. Cylmaran. He sleeps in the second bed on the right. He is the
same height as Ayrion but thicker in the chest. Olive skin. He has a topknot
with long brown hair that hangs down past his shoulders, braided and tied off
with a cord. The rest of his head is clean-shaven.


Gellar - Gell-er - One of Ayrion’s bunkmates in
Barracks Two, Room Eleven. He sleeps in the third bed on the right. Average
height with a crooked nose and a scar over his right eye that splits his
eyebrow in two.


Goring - Gor-ing - Commander of the Elondrian Lancers.
Shorter than Tolin but just as big in the chest and arms. He has a rather high-pitched
voice for someone so big.


Gromly - Grom-lee - Bookkeeper who takes roll outside
the Guild Meeting room. Typically seen in a green suit with a feathered cap.


Gustory - Guh-story - Traveling bard of the fifth
generation. Appears at the Rose and Crown Inn. Wielder.


Helena - Helen-uh - Young female palace runner with
freckles on her cheeks. Around thirteen.


Henzlow - Henz-lo - Captain in charge of patrol
assignments, whom Ayrion pulled a knife on and threatened to kill, making him a
permanent enemy.


Huckly - Huck-lee - Lieutenant stationed at desk in
Barracks Two of Elondrian garrison. Sees to the work duty assignments for his barracks.


Jakob - Jay-cub - Elondrian garrison physicker.


Jolin - Joe-lin - Lancer guard stationed outside the
bridge leading to the palace.


Lenra - Len-ruh - Upakan
instructor who taught letters and numbers and educated students on Aldoran societies
and cultures.


Lady Locklund - Lock-lund - One of the nobility who has a love
of truffles. In Noph’s book of secrets.


Meelis - Me-liss - One of the small orphan boys at the
Bailey Orphanage.


Mjovic - Muh-jo-vic - One of Ayrion’s bunkmates in
Barracks Two, Room Eleven. He sleeps in the second bed on the left, beside
Ayrion’s. Dark-skinned man known as Stumpy for his missing left hand. He has an
insatiable need to keep things in order. OCD.


Nissa - Niss-uh - Wife of Physicker Saban in Aramoor. 


Nippin - Nip-in - Proprietor of the Rose and Crown Inn.
Tall, skinny with long greying hair and spectacles. Angular cheekbones not
covered with a beard.


Peta - Pee-tuh - Young
boy at Sandstorm. Short and skinny with brown hair.


Pike - Head watcher for Sandstorm.


Portner - Port-ner - Elondrian senator whose wife was
given a secret rendezvous with another man by way of Noph. Put a bounty of
Noph’s head. His men wear blue-and-maroon uniforms with a decorative white
burst on the front in the shape of four arrowheads whose points meet in the
middle.


Redwing - Muriel’s female
hawk. Named for the red streak on its right wing.


Saban - Say-bun - Physicker with a practice just north
of the Tansian, a few streets over from the Rose and Crown Inn. Dark hair,
clean-shaven with cleft chin.


Sil’foren - Sill-for-en - Cruel owner of a workhouse in
Aramoor that uses free child labor by snatching up street kids.


Talbot - Tal-butt - Captain in the Elondrian Lancers
who trains the men in swordsmanship.


Tanvers - Tan-verz - Elondrian senator who has run up
quite the gambling debt. Noph has kept record of who owns the senator’s debt in
his book of secrets.


Tog - Tahg - A
sergeant that Barthol knocked out for trying to make an example of him. Tog was
relocated.


Valla - Val-uh - One of the serving maids at the
Fishnet.


Wallace - Wall-us - Formerly of Room Eleven. He couldn’t
cut it and deserted.


Waylen - Way-len - One of Ayrion’s bunkmates in Barracks
Two, Room Eleven. He sleeps in the first bed on the right. Shorter than Ayrion.
Very hefty man with a braided beard that runs from his chin down to his navel.
The rest of his face is kept clean-shaven. Enjoys eating and playing with his
beard. Kind of lascivious.


Weller - Well-er - Overcaptain in the Elondrian Lancers
during Ayrion’s younger years as he and Dakaran were forced to join the lancer
recruits.


Yorig - Yor-ig - A lancer guard stationed at the
palace watchtower who is familiar with Ayrion and occasionally chats with him
on his way across the bridge. Taller than Ayrion with fair skin and even fairer
hair. Other watchmen joke about how quick he is to burn and never darken.
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